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  Desperate Remedies


  by thomas hardy


  [Tinsley Brothers, 1871]


  
    ‘Though an unconnected course of adventure is what most frequently occurs in nature, yet the province of the romance-writer being artificial, there is more required from him than a mere compliance with the simplicity of reality.’


    Sir W. Scott.

  


  [The text follows the 1923 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Prefatory Note


  The following novel, the first published by the author, was written nineteen years ago, at a time when he was feeling his way to a method. The principles observed in its composition are, no doubt, too exclusively those in which mystery, entanglement, surprise, and moral obliquity are depended on for exciting interest; but some of the scenes, and at least one or two of the characters, have been deemed not unworthy of a little longer preservation; and as they could hardly be reproduced in a fragmentary form the novel is reissued complete—the more readily that it has for some considerable time been reprinted and widely circulated in America.


  January 1889.


  To the foregoing note I have only to add that, in the present edition of Desperate Remedies, some Wessex towns and other places that are common to the scenes of several of this series of stories have been called for the first time by the names under which they appear elsewhere, for the satisfaction of any reader who may care for consistency in such matters.


  This is the only material change; for, as it happened that certain characteristics which provoked most discussion in my latest story were present in this my first—published in 1871, when there was no French name for them—it has seemed best to let them stand unaltered.


  February 1896.


  The reader may discover, when turning over this sensational and strictly conventional narrative, that certain scattered reflections and sentiments therein are the same in substance with some in the Wessex Poems and others, published many years later. The explanation of such tautology is that the poems were written before the novel, but as the author could not get them printed, he incontinently used here whatever of their content came into his head as being apt for the purpose—after dissolving it into prose, never anticipating at that time that the poems would see the light.


  T. H.


  August 1912.


  ♣


  I.


  The Events of Thirty Years


  1. December and January, 1835–36


  In the long and intricately inwrought chain of circumstance which renders worthy of record some experiences of Cytherea Graye, Edward Springrove, and others, the first event directly influencing the issue was a Christmas visit.


  In the above-mentioned year, 1835, Ambrose Graye, a young architect who had just begun the practice of his profession in the midland town of Hocbridge, to the north of Christminster, went to London to spend the Christmas holidays with a friend who lived in Bloomsbury. They had gone up to Cambridge in the same year, and, after graduating together, Huntway, the friend, had taken orders.


  Graye was handsome, frank, and gentle. He had a quality of thought which, exercised on homeliness, was humour; on nature, picturesqueness; on abstractions, poetry. Being, as a rule, broadcast, it was all three.


  Of the wickedness of the world he was too forgetful. To discover evil in a new friend is to most people only an additional experience: to him it was ever a surprise.


  While in London he became acquainted with a retired officer in the Navy named Bradleigh, who, with his wife and their daughter, lived in Dukery Street, not far from Russell Square. Though they were in no more than comfortable circumstances, the captain’s wife came of an ancient family whose genealogical tree was interlaced with some of the most illustrious and well-known in the kingdom.


  The young lady, their daughter, seemed to Graye by far the most beautiful and queenly being he had ever beheld. She was about nineteen or twenty, and her name was Cytherea. In truth she was not so very unlike country girls of that type of beauty, except in one respect. She was perfect in her manner and bearing, and they were not. A mere distinguishing peculiarity, by catching the eye, is often read as the pervading characteristic, and she appeared to him no less than perfection throughout—transcending her rural rivals in very nature. Graye did a thing the blissfulness of which was only eclipsed by its hazardousness. He loved her at first sight.


  His introductions had led him into contact with Cytherea and her parents two or three times on the first week of his arrival in London, and accident and a lover’s contrivance brought them together as frequently the week following. The parents liked young Graye, and having few friends (for their equals in blood were their superiors in position), he was received on very generous terms. His passion for Cytherea grew not only strong, but ineffably exalted: she, without positively encouraging him, tacitly assented to his schemes for being near her. Her father and mother seemed to have lost all confidence in nobility of birth, without money to give effect to its presence, and looked upon the budding consequence of the young people’s reciprocal glances with placidity, if not actual favour.


  Graye’s whole impassioned dream terminated in a sad and unaccountable episode. After passing through three weeks of sweet experience, he had arrived at the last stage—a kind of moral Gaza—before plunging into an emotional desert. The second week in January had come round, and it was necessary for the young architect to leave town.


  Throughout his acquaintanceship with the lady of his heart there had been this marked peculiarity in her love: she had delighted in his presence as a sweetheart should do, yet from first to last she had repressed all recognition of the true nature of the thread which drew them together, blinding herself to its meaning and only natural tendency, and appearing to dread his announcement of them. The present seemed enough for her without cumulative hope: usually, even if love is in itself an end, it must be regarded as a beginning to be enjoyed.


  In spite of evasions as an obstacle, and in consequence of them as a spur, he would put the matter off no longer. It was evening. He took her into a little conservatory on the landing, and there among the evergreens, by the light of a few tiny lamps, infinitely enhancing the freshness and beauty of the leaves, he made the declaration of a love as fresh and beautiful as they.


  ‘My love—my darling, be my wife!’


  She seemed like one just awakened. ‘Ah—we must part now!’ she faltered, in a voice of anguish. ‘I will write to you.’ She loosened her hand and rushed away.


  In a wild fever Graye went home and watched for the next morning. Who shall express his misery and wonder when a note containing these words was put into his hand?


  ‘Good-bye; good-bye for ever. As recognized lovers something divides us eternally. Forgive me—I should have told you before; but your love was sweet! Never mention me.’


  That very day, and as it seemed, to put an end to a painful condition of things, daughter and parents left London to pay off a promised visit to a relative in a western county. No message or letter of entreaty could wring from her any explanation. She begged him not to follow her, and the most bewildering point was that her father and mother appeared, from the tone of a letter Graye received from them, as vexed and sad as he at this sudden renunciation. One thing was plain: without admitting her reason as valid, they knew what that reason was, and did not intend to reveal it.


  A week from that day Ambrose Graye left his friend Huntway’s house and saw no more of the Love he mourned. From time to time his friend answered any inquiry Graye made by letter respecting her. But very poor food to a lover is intelligence of a mistress filtered through a friend. Huntway could tell nothing definitely. He said he believed there had been some prior flirtation between Cytherea and her cousin, an officer of the line, two or three years before Graye met her, which had suddenly been terminated by the cousin’s departure for India, and the young lady’s travelling on the Continent with her parents the whole of the ensuing summer, on account of delicate health. Eventually Huntway said that circumstances had rendered Graye’s attachment more hopeless still. Cytherea’s mother had unexpectedly inherited a large fortune and estates in the west of England by the rapid fall of some intervening lives. This had caused their removal from the small house in Bloomsbury, and, as it appeared, a renunciation of their old friends in that quarter.


  Young Graye concluded that his Cytherea had forgotten him and his love. But he could not forget her.


  2. From 1843 to 1861


  Eight years later, feeling lonely and depressed—a man without relatives, with many acquaintances but no friends—Ambrose Graye met a young lady of a different kind, fairly endowed with money and good gifts. As to caring very deeply for another woman after the loss of Cytherea, it was an absolute impossibility with him. With all, the beautiful things of the earth become more dear as they elude pursuit; but with some natures utter elusion is the one special event which will make a passing love permanent for ever.


  This second young lady and Graye were married. That he did not, first or last, love his wife as he should have done, was known to all; but few knew that his unmanageable heart could never be weaned from useless repining at the loss of its first idol.


  His character to some extent deteriorated, as emotional constitutions will under the long sense of disappointment at having missed their imagined destiny. And thus, though naturally of a gentle and pleasant disposition, he grew to be not so tenderly regarded by his acquaintances as it is the lot of some of those persons to be. The winning and sanguine receptivity of his early life developed by degrees a moody nervousness, and when not picturing prospects drawn from baseless hope he was the victim of indescribable depression. The practical issue of such a condition was improvidence, originally almost an unconscious improvidence, for every debt incurred had been mentally paid off with a religious exactness from the treasures of expectation before mentioned. But as years revolved, the same course was continued from the lack of spirit sufficient for shifting out of an old groove when it has been found to lead to disaster.


  In the year 1861 his wife died, leaving him a widower with two children. The elder, a son named Owen, now just turned seventeen, was taken from school, and initiated as pupil to the profession of architect in his father’s office. The remaining child was a daughter, and Owen’s junior by a year.


  Her christian name was Cytherea, and it is easy to guess why.


  3. October the Twelfth, 1863


  We pass over two years in order to reach the next cardinal event of these persons’ lives. The scene is still the Grayes’ native town of Hocbridge, but as it appeared on a Monday afternoon in the month of October[.]


  The weather was sunny and dry, but the ancient borough was to be seen wearing one of its least attractive aspects. First on account of the time. It was that stagnant hour of the twenty-four when the practical garishness of Day, having escaped from the fresh long shadows and enlivening newness of the morning, has not yet made any perceptible advance towards acquiring those mellow and soothing tones which grace its decline. Next, it was that stage in the progress of the week when business—which, carried on under the gables of an old country place, is not devoid of a romantic sparkle—was wellnigh extinguished. Lastly, the town was intentionally bent upon being attractive by exhibiting to an influx of visitors the local talent for dramatic recitation, and provincial towns trying to be lively are the dullest of dull things.


  Little towns are like little children in this respect, that they interest most when they are enacting native peculiarities unconscious of beholders. Discovering themselves to be watched they attempt to be entertaining by putting on antics, and produce disagreeable caricatures which spoil them.


  The weather-stained clock-face in the low church tower standing at the intersection of the three chief streets was expressing half-past two to the Town Hall opposite, where the much talked-of reading from Shakespeare was about to begin. The doors were open, and those persons who had already assembled within the building were noticing the entrance of the new-comers—silently criticizing their dress—questioning the genuineness of their teeth and hair—estimating their private means.


  Among these later ones came an exceptional young maiden who glowed amid the dulness like a single bright-red poppy in a field of brown stubble. She wore an elegant dark jacket, lavender dress, hat with grey strings and trimmings, and gloves of a colour to harmonize. She lightly walked up the side passage of the room, cast a slight glance around, and entered the seat pointed out to her.


  The young girl was Cytherea Graye; her age was now about eighteen. During her entry, and at various times whilst sitting in her seat and listening to the reader on the platform, her personal appearance formed an interesting subject of study for several neighbouring eyes.


  Her face was exceedingly attractive, though artistically less perfect than her figure, which approached unusually near to the standard of faultlessness. But even this feature of hers yielded the palm to the gracefulness of her movement, which was fascinating and delightful to an extreme degree.


  Indeed, motion was her speciality, whether shown on its most extended scale of bodily progression, or minutely, as in the uplifting of her eyelids, the bending of her fingers, the pouting of her lip. The carriage of her head—motion within motion—a glide upon a glide—was as delicate as that of a magnetic needle. And this flexibility and elasticity had never been taught her by rule, nor even been acquired by observation, but, nullo cultu, had naturally developed itself with her years. In infancy, a stone or stalk in the way, which had been the inevitable occasion of a fall to her playmates, had usually left her safe and upright on her feet after the narrowest escape by oscillations and whirls for the preservation of her balance. At mixed Christmas parties, when she numbered but twelve or thirteen years, and was heartily despised on that account by lads who deemed themselves men, her apt lightness in the dance covered this incompleteness in her womanhood, and compelled the self-same youths in spite of resolutions to seize upon her childish figure as a partner whom they could not afford to contemn. And in later years, when the instincts of her sex had shown her this point as the best and rarest feature in her external self, she was not found wanting in attention to the cultivation of finish in its details.


  Her hair rested gaily upon her shoulders in curls, and was of a shining corn yellow in the high lights, deepening to a definite nut-brown as each curl wound round into the shade. She had eyes of a sapphire hue, though rather darker than the gem ordinarily appears; they possessed the affectionate and liquid sparkle of loyalty and good faith as distinguishable from that harder brightness which seems to express faithfulness only to the object confronting them.


  But to attempt to gain a view of her—or indeed of any fascinating woman—from a measured category, is as difficult as to appreciate the effect of a landscape by exploring it at night with a lantern—or of a full chord of music by piping the notes in succession. Nevertheless it may readily be believed from the description here ventured, that among the many winning phases of her aspect, these were particularly striking:—


  During pleasant doubt, when her eyes brightened stealthily and smiled (as eyes will smile) as distinctly as her lips, and in the space of a single instant expressed clearly the whole round of degrees of expectancy which lie over the wide expanse between Yea and Nay.


  During the telling of a secret, which was involuntarily accompanied by a sudden minute start, and ecstatic pressure of the listener’s arm, side, or neck, as the position and degree of intimacy dictated.


  When anxiously regarding one who possessed her affections.


  She suddenly assumed the last-mentioned bearing in the progress of the present entertainment. Her glance was directed out of the window.


  Why the particulars of a young lady’s presence at a very mediocre performance were prevented from dropping into the oblivion which their intrinsic insignificance would naturally have involved—why they were remembered and individualized by herself and others through after years—was simply that she unknowingly stood, as it were, upon the extreme posterior edge of a tract in her life, in which the real meaning of Taking Thought had never been known. It was the last hour of experience she ever enjoyed with a mind entirely free from a knowledge of that labyrinth into which she stepped immediately afterwards—to continue a perplexed course along its mazes for the greater portion of twenty-nine subsequent months.


  The Town Hall, in which Cytherea sat, was a building of brown stone, and through one of the windows could be seen from the interior of the room the housetops and chimneys of the adjacent street, and also the upper part of a neighbouring church spire, now in course of completion under the superintendence of Miss Graye’s father, the architect to the work.


  That the top of this spire should be visible from her position in the room was a fact which Cytherea’s idling eyes had discovered with some interest, and she was now engaged in watching the scene that was being enacted about its airy summit. Round the conical stonework rose a cage of scaffolding against the blue sky, and upon this stood five men—four in clothes as white as the new erection close beneath their hands, the fifth in the ordinary dark suit of a gentleman.


  The four working-men in white were three masons and a mason’s labourer. The fifth man was the architect, Mr. Graye. He had been giving directions as it seemed, and retiring as far as the narrow footway allowed, stood perfectly still.


  The picture thus presented to a spectator in the Town Hall was curious and striking. It was an illuminated miniature, framed in by the dark margin of the window, the keen-edged shadiness of which emphasized by contrast the softness of the objects enclosed.


  The height of the spire was about one hundred and twenty feet, and the five men engaged thereon seemed entirely removed from the sphere and experiences of ordinary human beings. They appeared little larger than pigeons, and made their tiny movements with a soft, spirit-like silentness. One idea above all others was conveyed to the mind of a person on the ground by their aspect, namely, concentration of purpose: that they were indifferent to—even unconscious of—the distracted world beneath them, and all that moved upon it. They never looked off the scaffolding.


  Then one of them turned; it was Mr. Graye. Again he stood motionless, with attention to the operations of the others. He appeared to be lost in reflection, and had directed his face towards a new stone they were lifting.


  ‘Why does he stand like that?’ the young lady thought at length—up to that moment as listless and careless as one of the ancient Tarentines, who, on such an afternoon as this, watched from the Theatre the entry into their Harbour of a power that overturned the State.


  She moved herself uneasily. ‘I wish he would come down,’ she whispered, still gazing at the sky-backed picture. ‘It is so dangerous to be absent-minded up there.’


  When she had done murmuring the words her father indecisively laid hold of one of the scaffold-poles, as if to test its strength, then let it go and stepped back. In stepping, his foot slipped. An instant of doubling forward and sideways, and he reeled off into the air, immediately disappearing downwards.


  His agonized daughter rose to her feet by a convulsive movement. Her lips parted, and she gasped for breath. She could utter no sound. One by one the people about her, unconscious of what had happened, turned their heads, and inquiry and alarm became visible upon their faces at the sight of the poor child. A moment longer, and she fell to the floor.


  The next impression of which Cytherea had any consciousness was of being carried from a strange vehicle across the pavement to the steps of her own house by her brother and an older man. Recollection of what had passed evolved itself an instant later, and just as they entered the door—through which another and sadder burden had been carried but a few instants before—her eyes caught sight of the south-western sky, and, without heeding, saw white sunlight shining in shaft-like lines from a rift in a slaty cloud. Emotions will attach themselves to scenes that are simultaneous—however foreign in essence these scenes may be—as chemical waters will crystallize on twigs and wires. Even after that time any mental agony brought less vividly to Cytherea’s mind the scene from the Town Hall windows than sunlight streaming in shaft-like lines.


  4. October the Nineteenth


  When death enters a house, an element of sadness and an element of horror accompany it. Sadness, from the death itself: horror, from the clouds of blackness we designedly labour to introduce.


  The funeral had taken place. Depressed, yet resolved in his demeanour, Owen Graye sat before his father’s private escritoire, engaged in turning out and unfolding a heterogeneous collection of papers—forbidding and inharmonious to the eye at all times—most of all to one under the influence of a great grief. Laminae of white paper tied with twine were indiscriminately intermixed with other white papers bounded by black edges—these with blue foolscap wrapped round with crude red tape.


  The bulk of these letters, bills, and other documents were submitted to a careful examination, by which the appended particulars were ascertained:—


  First, that their father’s income from professional sources had been very small, amounting to not more than half their expenditure; and that his own and his wife’s property, upon which he had relied for the balance, had been sunk and lost in unwise loans to unscrupulous men, who had traded upon their father’s too open-hearted trustfulness.


  Second, that finding his mistake, he had endeavoured to regain his standing by the illusory path of speculation. The most notable instance of this was the following. He had been induced, when at Plymouth in the autumn of the previous year, to venture all his spare capital on the bottomry security of an Italian brig which had put into the harbour in distress. The profit was to be considerable, so was the risk. There turned out to be no security whatever. The circumstances of the case rendered it the most unfortunate speculation that a man like himself—ignorant of all such matters—could possibly engage in. The vessel went down, and all Mr. Graye’s money with it.


  Third, that these failures had left him burdened with debts he knew not how to meet; so that at the time of his death even the few pounds lying to his account at the bank were his only in name.


  Fourth, that the loss of his wife two years earlier had awakened him to a keen sense of his blindness, and of his duty by his children. He had then resolved to reinstate by unflagging zeal in the pursuit of his profession, and by no speculation, at least a portion of the little fortune he had let go.


  Cytherea was frequently at her brother’s elbow during these examinations. She often remarked sadly—


  ‘Poor papa failed to fulfil his good intention for want of time, didn’t he, Owen? And there was an excuse for his past, though he never would claim it. I never forget that original disheartening blow, and how that from it sprang all the ills of his life—everything connected with his gloom, and the lassitude in business we used so often to see about him.’


  ‘I remember what he said once,’ returned the brother, ‘when I sat up late with him. He said, “Owen, don’t love too blindly: blindly you will love if you love at all, but a little care is still possible to a well-disciplined heart. May that heart be yours as it was not mine,” father said. “Cultivate the art of renunciation.” And I am going to, Cytherea.’


  ‘And once mamma said that an excellent woman was papa’s ruin, because he did not know the way to give her up when he had lost her. I wonder where she is now, Owen? We were told not to try to find out anything about her. Papa never told us her name, did he?’


  ‘That was by her own request, I believe. But never mind her; she was not our mother.’


  The love affair which had been Ambrose Graye’s disheartening blow was precisely of that nature which lads take little account of, but girls ponder in their hearts.


  5. From October the Nineteenth to July the Ninth


  Thus Ambrose Graye’s good intentions with regard to the reintegration of his property had scarcely taken tangible form when his sudden death put them for ever out of his power.


  Heavy bills, showing the extent of his obligations, tumbled in immediately upon the heels of the funeral from quarters previously unheard and unthought of. Thus pressed, a bill was filed in Chancery to have the assets, such as they were, administered by the Court.


  ‘What will become of us now?’ thought Owen continually.


  There is in us an unquenchable expectation, which at the gloomiest time persists in inferring that because we are ourselves, there must be a special future in store for us, though our nature and antecedents to the remotest particular have been common to thousands. Thus to Cytherea and Owen Graye the question how their lives would end seemed the deepest of possible enigmas. To others who knew their position equally well with themselves the question was the easiest that could be asked—‘Like those of other people similarly circumstanced.’


  Then Owen held a consultation with his sister to come to some decision on their future course, and a month was passed in waiting for answers to letters, and in the examination of schemes more or less futile. Sudden hopes that were rainbows to the sight proved but mists to the touch. In the meantime, unpleasant remarks, disguise them as some well-meaning people might, were floating around them every day. The undoubted truth, that they were the children of a dreamer who let slip away every farthing of his money and ran into debt with his neighbours—that the daughter had been brought up to no profession—that the son who had, had made no progress in it, and might come to the dogs—could not from the nature of things be wrapped up in silence in order that it might not hurt their feelings; and as a matter of fact, it greeted their ears in some form or other wherever they went. Their few acquaintances passed them hurriedly. Ancient pot-wallopers, and thriving shopkeepers, in their intervals of leisure, stood at their shop-doors—their toes hanging over the edge of the step, and their obese waists hanging over their toes—and in discourses with friends on the pavement formulated the course of the improvident, and reduced the children’s prospects to a shadow-like attenuation. The sons of these men (who wore breastpins of a sarcastic kind, and smoked humorous pipes) stared at Cytherea with a stare unmitigated by any of the respect that had formerly softened it.


  Now it is a noticeable fact that we do not much mind what men think of us, or what humiliating secret they discover of our means, parentage, or object, provided that each thinks and acts thereupon in isolation. It is the exchange of ideas about us that we dread most; and the possession by a hundred acquaintances, severally insulated, of the knowledge of our skeleton-closet’s whereabouts, is not so distressing to the nerves as a chat over it by a party of half-a-dozen—exclusive depositaries though these may be.


  Perhaps, though Hocbridge watched and whispered, its animus would have been little more than a trifle to persons in thriving circumstances. But unfortunately, poverty, whilst it is new, and before the skin has had time to thicken, makes people susceptible inversely to their opportunities for shielding themselves. In Owen was found, in place of his father’s impressibility, a larger share of his father’s pride, and a squareness of idea which, if coupled with a little more blindness, would have amounted to positive prejudice. To him humanity, so far as he had thought of it at all, was rather divided into distinct classes than blended from extreme to extreme. Hence by a sequence of ideas which might be traced if it were worth while, he either detested or respected opinion, and instinctively sought to escape a cold shade that mere sensitiveness would have endured. He could have submitted to separation, sickness, exile, drudgery, hunger and thirst, with stoical indifference, but superciliousness was too incisive.


  After living on for nine months in attempts to make an income as his father’s successor in the profession—attempts which were utterly fruitless by reason of his inexperience—Graye came to a simple and sweeping resolution. They would privately leave that part of England, drop from the sight of acquaintances, gossips, harsh critics, and bitter creditors of whose misfortune he was not the cause, and escape the position which galled him by the only road their great poverty left open to them—that of his obtaining some employment in a distant place by following his profession as a humble under-draughtsman.


  He thought over his capabilities with the sensations of a soldier grinding his sword at the opening of a campaign. What with lack of employment, owing to the decrease of his late father’s practice, and the absence of direct and uncompromising pressure towards monetary results from a pupil’s labour (which seems to be always the case when a professional man’s pupil is also his son), Owen’s progress in the art and science of architecture had been very insignificant indeed. Though anything but an idle young man, he had hardly reached the age at which industrious men who lack an external whip to send them on in the world, are induced by their own common sense to whip on themselves. Hence his knowledge of plans, elevations, sections, and specifications, was not greater at the end of two years of probation than might easily have been acquired in six months by a youth of average ability—himself, for instance—amid a bustling London practice.


  But at any rate he could make himself handy to one of the profession—some man in a remote town—and there fulfil his indentures. A tangible inducement lay in this direction of survey. He had a slight conception of such a man—a Mr. Gradfield—who was in practice in Budmouth Regis, a seaport town and watering-place in the south of England.


  After some doubts, Graye ventured to write to this gentleman, asking the necessary question, shortly alluding to his father’s death, and stating that his term of apprenticeship had only half expired. He would be glad to complete his articles at a very low salary for the whole remaining two years, provided payment could begin at once.


  The answer from Mr. Gradfield stated that he was not in want of a pupil who would serve the remainder of his time on the terms Mr. Graye mentioned. But he would just add one remark. He chanced to be in want of some young man in his office—for a short time only, probably about two months—to trace drawings, and attend to other subsidiary work of the kind. If Mr. Graye did not object to occupy such an inferior position as these duties would entail, and to accept weekly wages which to one with his expectations would be considered merely nominal, the post would give him an opportunity for learning a few more details of the profession.


  ‘It is a beginning, and, above all, an abiding-place, away from the shadow of the cloud which hangs over us here—I will go,’ said Owen.


  Cytherea’s plan for her future, an intensely simple one, owing to the even greater narrowness of her resources, was already marked out. One advantage had accrued to her through her mother’s possession of a fair share of personal property, and perhaps only one. She had been carefully educated. Upon this consideration her plan was based. She was to take up her abode in her brother’s lodging at Budmouth, when she would immediately advertise for a situation as governess, having obtained the consent of a lawyer at Aldbrickham who was winding up her father’s affairs, and who knew the history of her position, to allow himself to be referred to in the matter of her past life and respectability.


  Early one morning they departed from their native town, leaving behind them scarcely a trace of their footsteps.


  Then the town pitied their want of wisdom in taking such a step. ‘Rashness; they would have made a better income in Hocbridge, where they are known! There is no doubt that they would.’


  But what is Wisdom really? A steady handling of any means to bring about any end necessary to happiness.


  Yet whether one’s end be the usual end—a wealthy position in life—or no, the name of wisdom is seldom applied but to the means to that usual end.


  ♣


  II.


  The Events of a Fortnight


  1. The Ninth of July


  The day of their departure was one of the most glowing that the climax of a long series of summer heats could evolve. The wide expanse of landscape quivered up and down like the flame of a taper, as they steamed along through the midst of it. Placid flocks of sheep reclining under trees a little way off appeared of a pale blue colour. Clover fields were livid with the brightness of the sun upon their deep red flowers. All waggons and carts were moved to the shade by their careful owners; rain-water butts fell to pieces; well-buckets were lowered inside the covers of the well-hole, to preserve them from the fate of the butts, and generally, water seemed scarcer in the country than the beer and cider of the peasantry who toiled or idled there.


  To see persons looking with children’s eyes at any ordinary scenery is a proof that they possess the charming faculty of drawing new sensations from an old experience—a healthy sign, rare in these feverish days—the mark of an imperishable brightness of nature.


  Both brother and sister could do this; Cytherea more noticeably. They watched the undulating corn-lands, monotonous to all their companions; the stony and clayey prospect succeeding those, with its angular and abrupt hills. Boggy moors came next, now withered and dry—the spots upon which pools usually spread their waters showing themselves as circles of smooth bare soil, over-run by a net-work of innumerable little fissures. Then arose plantations of firs, abruptly terminating beside meadows cleanly mown, in which high-hipped, rich-coloured cows, with backs horizontal and straight as the ridge of a house, stood motionless or lazily fed. Glimpses of the sea now interested them, which became more and more frequent till the train finally drew up beside the platform at Budmouth Regis.


  ‘The whole town is looking out for us,’ had been Graye’s impression throughout the day. He called upon Mr. Gradfield—the only man who had been directly informed of his coming—and found that Mr. Gradfield had forgotten it.


  However, arrangements were made with this gentleman—a stout, active, grey-bearded burgher of sixty—by which Owen was to commence work in his office the following week.


  The same day Cytherea drew up and sent off the advertisement appended:—


  
    A young lady is desirous of meeting with an engagement as governess or companion. She is competent to teach English, French, and Music. Satisfactory references.—Address, C. G., Post Office, Budmouth.

  


  It seemed a more material existence than her own that she saw thus delineated on the paper. ‘That can’t be myself; how odd I look!’ she said, and smiled.


  2. July the Eleventh


  On the Monday subsequent to their arrival in Budmouth, Owen Graye attended at Mr. Gradfield’s office to enter upon his duties, and his sister was left in their lodgings alone for the first time.


  Despite the sad occurrences of the preceding autumn, an unwonted cheerfulness pervaded her spirit throughout the day. Change of scene—and that to untravelled eyes—conjoined with the sensation of freedom from supervision, revived the sparkle of a warm young nature ready enough to take advantage of any adventitious restoratives. Point-blank grief tends rather to seal up happiness for a time than to produce that attrition which results from griefs of anticipation that move onward with the days: these may be said to furrow away the capacity for pleasure.


  Her expectations from the advertisement began to be extravagant. A thriving family, who had always sadly needed her, was already definitely pictured in her fancy, which, in its exuberance, led her on to picturing its individual members, their possible peculiarities, virtues, and vices, and obliterated for a time the recollection that she would be separated from her brother.


  Thus musing, as she waited for his return in the evening, her eyes fell on her left hand. The contemplation of her own left fourth finger by symbol-loving girlhood of this age is, it seems, very frequently, if not always, followed by a peculiar train of romantic ideas. Cytherea’s thoughts, still playing about her future, became directed into this romantic groove. She leant back in her chair, and taking hold of the fourth finger, which had attracted her attention, she lifted it with the tips of the others, and looked at the smooth and tapering member for a long time.


  She whispered idly, ‘I wonder who and what he will be?


  ‘If he’s a gentleman of fashion, he will take my finger so, just with the tips of his own, and with some fluttering of the heart, and the least trembling of his lip, slip the ring so lightly on that I shall hardly know it is there—looking delightfully into my eyes all the time.


  ‘If he’s a bold, dashing soldier, I expect he will proudly turn round, take the ring as if it equalled her Majesty’s crown in value, and desperately set it on my finger thus. He will fix his eyes unflinchingly upon what he is doing—just as if he stood in battle before the enemy (though, in reality, very fond of me, of course), and blush as much as I shall.


  ‘If he’s a sailor, he will take my finger and the ring in this way, and deck it out with a housewifely touch and a tenderness of expression about his mouth, as sailors do: kiss it, perhaps, with a simple air, as if we were children playing an idle game, and not at the very height of observation and envy by a great crowd saying, “Ah! they are happy now!”


  ‘If he should be rather a poor man—noble-minded and affectionate, but still poor——’


  Owen’s footsteps rapidly ascending the stairs interrupted this fancy-free meditation. Reproaching herself, even angry with herself for allowing her mind to stray upon such subjects in the face of their present desperate condition, she rose to meet him, and make tea.


  Cytherea’s interest to know how her brother had been received at Mr. Gradfield’s broke forth into words at once. Almost before they had sat down to table, she began cross-examining him in the regular sisterly way.


  ‘Well, Owen, how has it been with you to-day? What is the place like—do you think you will like Mr. Gradfield?’


  ‘O yes. But he has not been there to-day; I have only had the head draughtsman with me.’


  Young women have a habit, not noticeable in men, of putting on at a moment’s notice the drama of whosoever’s life they choose. Cytherea’s interest was transferred from Mr. Gradfield to his representative.


  ‘What sort of a man is he?’


  ‘He seems a very nice fellow indeed; though of course I can hardly tell to a certainty as yet. But I think he’s a very worthy fellow; there’s no nonsense in him, and though he is not a public school man he has read widely, and has a sharp appreciation of what’s good in books and art. In fact, his knowledge isn’t nearly so exclusive as most professional men’s.’


  ‘That’s a great deal to say of an architect, for of all professional men they are, as a rule, the most professional.’


  ‘Yes; perhaps they are. This man is rather of a melancholy turn of mind, I think.’


  ‘Has the managing clerk any family!’ she mildly asked after a while, pouring out some more tea.


  ‘Family; no!’


  ‘Well, dear Owen, how should I know?’


  ‘Why, of course he isn’t married. But there happened to be a conversation about women going on in the office, and I heard him say what he should wish his wife to be like.’


  ‘What would he wish his wife to be like?’ she said, with great apparent lack of interest.


  ‘O, he says she must be girlish and artless: yet he would be loth to do without a dash of womanly subtlety, ’tis so piquant. Yes, he said, that must be in her; she must have womanly cleverness. “And yet I should like her to blush if only a cock-sparrow were to look at her hard,” he said, “which brings me back to the girl again: and so I flit backwards and forwards. I must have what comes, I suppose,” he said, “and whatever she may be, thank God she’s no worse. However, if he might give a final hint to Providence,” he said, “a child among pleasures and a woman among pains was the rough outline of his requirement.”’


  ‘Did he say that? What a musing creature he must be.’


  ‘He did, indeed.’


  3. From the Twelfth to the Fifteenth of July


  As is well known, ideas are so elastic in a human brain that they have no constant measure which may be called their actual bulk. Any important idea may be compressed to a molecule by an unwonted crowding of others; and any small idea will expand to whatever length and breadth of vacuum the mind may be able to make over to it. Cytherea’s world was tolerably vacant at this time, and the young architectural designer’s image became very pervasive. The next evening this subject was again renewed.


  ‘His name is Springrove,’ said Owen, in reply to her. ‘He is a thorough artist, but a man of rather humble origin, it seems, who has made himself so far. I think he is the son of a farmer, or something of the kind.’


  ‘Well, he’s none the worse for that, I suppose.’


  ‘None the worse. As we come down the hill, we shall be continually meeting people going up.’ But Owen had felt that Springrove was a little the worse, nevertheless.


  ‘Of course he’s rather old by this time.’


  ‘O no. He’s about six-and-twenty—not more.’


  ‘Ah, I see…. What is he like, Owen?’


  ‘I can’t exactly tell you his appearance: ’tis always such a difficult thing to do.’


  ‘A man you would describe as short? Most men are those we should describe as short, I fancy.’


  ‘I should call him, I think, of the middle height; but as I only see him sitting in the office, of course I am not certain about his form and figure.’


  ‘I wish you were, then.’


  ‘Perhaps you do. But I am not, you see.’


  ‘Of course not, you are always so provoking. Owen, I saw a man in the street to-day whom I fancied was he—and yet, I don’t see how it could be, either. He had light brown hair, a snub nose, very round face, and a peculiar habit of reducing his eyes to straight lines when he looked narrowly at anything.’


  ‘O no. That was not he, Cytherea.’


  ‘Not a bit like him in all probability.’


  ‘Not a bit. He has dark hair, almost a Grecian nose, regular teeth, and an intellectual face, as nearly as I can recall to mind.’


  ‘Ah, there now, Owen, you have described him! But I suppose he’s not generally called pleasing, or——’


  ‘Handsome?’


  ‘I scarcely meant that. But since you have said it, is he handsome?’


  ‘Rather.’


  ‘His tout ensemble is striking?’


  ‘Yes—Oh no, no—I forgot: it is not. He is rather untidy in his waistcoat, and neck-ties, and hair.’


  ‘How vexing! … it must be to himself, poor thing.’


  ‘He’s a thorough bookworm—despises the pap-and-daisy school of verse—knows Shakespeare to the very dregs of the foot-notes. Indeed, he’s a poet himself in a small way.’


  ‘How delicious!’ she said. ‘I have never known a poet.’


  ‘And you don’t know him,’ said Owen drily.


  She reddened. ‘Of course I don’t. I know that.’


  ‘Have you received any answer to your advertisement?’ he inquired.


  ‘Ah—no!’ she said, and the forgotten disappointment which had showed itself in her face at different times during the day, became visible again.


  Another day passed away. On Thursday, without inquiry, she learnt more of the head draughtsman. He and Graye had become very friendly, and he had been tempted to show her brother a copy of some poems of his—some serious and sad—some humorous—which had appeared in the poets’ corner of a magazine from time to time. Owen showed them now to Cytherea, who instantly began to read them carefully and to think them very beautiful.


  ‘Yes—Springrove’s no fool,’ said Owen sententiously.


  ‘No fool!—I should think he isn’t, indeed,’ said Cytherea, looking up from the paper in quite an excitement: ‘to write such verses as these!’


  ‘What logic are you chopping, Cytherea? Well, I don’t mean on account of the verses, because I haven’t read them; but for what he said when the fellows were talking about falling in love.’


  ‘Which you will tell me?’


  ‘He says that your true lover breathlessly finds himself engaged to a sweetheart, like a man who has caught something in the dark. He doesn’t know whether it is a bat or a bird, and takes it to the light when he is cool to learn what it is. He looks to see if she is the right age, but right age or wrong age, he must consider her a prize. Sometime later he ponders whether she is the right kind of prize for him. Right kind or wrong kind—he has called her his, and must abide by it. After a time he asks himself, “Has she the temper, hair, and eyes I meant to have, and was firmly resolved not to do without?’[”] He finds it is all wrong, and then comes the tussle——’


  ‘Do they marry and live happily?’


  ‘Who? O, the supposed pair. I think he said—well, I really forget what he said.’


  ‘That is stupid of you!’ said the young lady with dismay.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But he’s a satirist—I don’t think I care about him now.’


  ‘There you are just wrong. He is not. He is, as I believe, an impulsive fellow who has been made to pay the penalty of his rashness in some love affair.’


  Thus ended the dialogue of Thursday, but Cytherea read the verses again in private. On Friday her brother remarked that Springrove had informed him he was going to leave Mr. Gradfield’s in a fortnight to push his fortunes in London.


  An indescribable feeling of sadness shot through Cytherea’s heart. Why should she be sad at such an announcement as that, she thought, concerning a man she had never seen, when her spirits were elastic enough to rebound after hard blows from deep and real troubles as if she had scarcely known them? Though she could not answer this question, she knew one thing, she was saddened by Owen’s news.


  4. July the Twenty-First


  A very popular local excursion by steamboat to Lulwind Cove was announced through the streets of Budmouth one Thursday morning by the weak-voiced town-crier, to start at six o’clock the same day. The weather was lovely, and the opportunity being the first of the kind offered to them, Owen and Cytherea went with the rest.


  They had reached the Cove, and had walked landward for nearly an hour over the hill which rose beside the strand, when Graye recollected that two or three miles yet further inland from this spot was an interesting mediæval ruin. He was already familiar with its characteristics through the medium of an archaeological work, and now finding himself so close to the reality, felt inclined to verify some theory he had formed respecting it. Concluding that there would be just sufficient time for him to go there and return before the boat had left the shore, he parted from Cytherea on the hill, struck downwards, and then up a heathery valley.


  She remained on the summit where he had left her till the time of his expected return, scanning the details of the prospect around. Placidly spread out before her on the south was the open Channel, reflecting a blue intenser by many shades than that of the sky overhead, and dotted in the foreground by half-a-dozen small craft of contrasting rig, their sails graduating in hue from extreme whiteness to reddish brown, the varying actual colours varied again in a double degree by the rays of the declining sun.


  Presently the distant bell from the boat was heard, warning the passengers to embark. This was followed by a lively air from the harps and violins on board, their tones, as they arose, becoming intermingled with, though not marred by, the brush of the waves when their crests rolled over—at the point where the check of the shallows was first felt—and then thinned away up the slope of pebbles and sand.


  She turned her face landward and strained her eyes to discern, if possible, some sign of Owen’s return. Nothing was visible save the strikingly brilliant, still landscape. The wide concave which lay at the back of the hill in this direction was blazing with the western light, adding an orange tint to the vivid purple of the heather, now at the very climax of bloom, and free from the slightest touch of the invidious brown that so soon creeps into its shades. The light so intensified the colours that they seemed to stand above the surface of the earth and float in mid-air like an exhalation of red. In the minor valleys, between the hillocks and ridges which diversified the contour of the basin, but did not disturb its general sweep, she marked brakes of tall, heavy-stemmed ferns, five or six feet high, in a brilliant light-green dress—a broad riband of them with the path in their midst winding like a stream along the little ravine that reached to the foot of the hill, and delivered up the path to its grassy area. Among the ferns grew holly bushes deeper in tint than any shadow about them, whilst the whole surface of the scene was dimpled with small conical pits, and here and there were round ponds, now dry, and half overgrown with rushes.


  The last bell of the steamer rang. Cytherea had forgotten herself, and what she was looking for. In a fever of distress lest Owen should be left behind, she gathered up in her hand the corners of her handkerchief, containing specimens of the shells, plants, and fossils which the locality produced, started off to the sands, and mingled with the knots of visitors there congregated from other interesting points around; from the inn, the cottages, and hired conveyances that had returned from short drives inland. They all went aboard by the primitive plan of a narrow plank on two wheels—the women being assisted by a rope. Cytherea lingered to the very last, reluctant to follow, and looking alternately at the boat and the valley behind. Her delay provoked a remark from Captain Jacobs, a thick-set man of hybrid stains, resulting from the mixed effects of fire and water, peculiar to sailors where engines are the propelling power.


  ‘Now then, missy, if you please. I am sorry to tell ’ee our time’s up. Who are you looking for, miss?’


  ‘My brother—he has walked a short distance inland; he must be here directly. Could you wait for him—just a minute?’


  ‘Really, I am afraid not, m’m.’ Cytherea looked at the stout, round-faced man, and at the vessel, with a light in her eyes so expressive of her own opinion being the same, on reflection, as his, and with such resignation, too, that, from an instinctive feeling of pride at being able to prove himself more humane than he was thought to be—works of supererogation are the only sacrifices that entice in this way—and that at a very small cost, he delayed the boat till some among the passengers began to murmur.


  ‘There, never mind,’ said Cytherea decisively. ‘Go on without me—I shall wait for him.’


  ‘Well, ’tis a very awkward thing to leave you here all alone,’ said the captain. ‘I certainly advise you not to wait.’


  ‘He’s gone across to the railway station, for certain,’ said another passenger.


  ‘No—here he is!’ Cytherea said, regarding, as she spoke, the half-hidden figure of a man who was seen advancing at a headlong pace down the ravine which lay between the heath and the shore.


  ‘He can’t get here in less than five minutes,’ a passenger said. ‘People should know what they are about, and keep time. Really, if——’


  ‘You see, sir,’ said the captain, in an apologetic undertone, ‘since ’tis her brother, and she’s all alone, ’tis only nater to wait a minute, now he’s in sight. Suppose, now, you were a young woman, as might be, and had a brother, like this one, and you stood of an evening upon this here wild lonely shore, like her, why you’d want us to wait, too, wouldn’t you, sir? I think you would.’


  The person so hastily approaching had been lost to view during this remark by reason of a hollow in the ground, and the projecting cliff immediately at hand covered the path in its rise. His footsteps were now heard striking sharply upon the flinty road at a distance of about twenty or thirty yards, but still behind the escarpment. To save time, Cytherea prepared to ascend the plank.


  ‘Let me give you my hand, miss,’ said Captain Jacobs.


  ‘No—please don’t touch me,’ said she, ascending cautiously by sliding one foot forward two or three inches, bringing up the other behind it, and so on alternately—her lips compressed by concentration on the feat, her eyes glued to the plank, her hand to the rope, and her immediate thought to the fact of the distressing narrowness of her footing. Steps now shook the lower end of the board, and in an instant were up to her heels with a bound.


  ‘O, Owen, I am so glad you are come!’ she said, without turning. ‘Don’t, don’t shake the plank or touch me, whatever you do…. There, I am up. Where have you been so long?’ she continued, in a lower tone, turning round to him as she reached the top.


  Raising her eyes from her feet, which, standing on the firm deck, demanded her attention no longer, she acquired perceptions of the new-comer in the following order: unknown trousers; unknown waistcoat; unknown face. The man was not her brother, but a total stranger.


  Off went the plank; the paddles started, stopped, backed, pattered in confusion, then revolved decisively, and the boat passed out into deep water.


  One or two persons had said, ‘How d’ye do, Mr. Springrove?’ and looked at Cytherea, to see how she bore her disappointment. Her ears had but just caught the name of the head draughtsman, when she saw him advancing directly to address her.


  ‘Miss Graye, I believe?’ he said, lifting his hat.


  ‘Yes,’ said Cytherea, colouring, and trying not to look guilty of a surreptitious knowledge of him.


  ‘I am Mr. Springrove. I passed Corvsgate Castle about an hour ago, and soon afterwards met your brother going that way. He had been deceived in the distance, and was about to turn without seeing the ruin, on account of a lameness that had come on in his leg or foot. I proposed that he should go on, since he had got so near; and afterwards, instead of walking back to the boat, get across to Anglebury Station—a shorter walk for him—where he could catch the late train, and go directly home. I could let you know what he had done, and allay any uneasiness.’


  ‘Is the lameness serious, do you know?’


  ‘O no; simply from over-walking himself. Still, it was just as well to ride home.’


  Relieved from her apprehensions on Owen’s score, she was able slightly to examine the appearance of her informant—Edward Springrove—who now removed his hat for a while, to cool himself. He was rather above her brother’s height. Although the upper part of his face and head was handsomely formed, and bounded by lines of sufficiently masculine regularity, his brows were somewhat too softly arched and finely pencilled for one of his sex; without prejudice, however, to the belief which the sum total of his features inspired—that though they did not prove that the man who thought inside them would do much in the world, men who had done most of all had had no better ones. Across his forehead, otherwise perfectly smooth, ran one thin line, the healthy freshness of his remaining features expressing that it had come there prematurely.


  Though some years short of the age at which the clear spirit bids good-bye to the last infirmity of noble mind, and takes to house-hunting and investments, he had reached the period in a young man’s life when episodic pasts, with a hopeful birth and a disappointing death, have begun to accumulate, and to bear a fruit of generalities; his glance sometimes seeming to state, ‘I have already thought out the issue of such conditions as these we are experiencing.’ At other times he wore an abstracted look: ‘I seem to have lived through this moment before.’


  He was carelessly dressed in dark grey, wearing a rolled-up black kerchief as a neck-cloth; the knot of which was disarranged, and stood obliquely—a deposit of white dust having lodged in the creases.


  ‘I am sorry for your disappointment,’ he continued, glancing into her face. Their eyes having met, became, as it were, mutually locked together, and the single instant only which good breeding allows as the length of such a look, became trebled: a clear penetrating ray of intelligence had shot from each into each, giving birth to one of those unaccountable sensations which carry home to the heart before the hand has been touched or the merest compliment passed, by something stronger than mathematical proof, the conviction, ‘A tie has begun to unite us.’


  Both faces also unconsciously stated that their owners had been much in each other’s thoughts of late. Owen had talked to the young architect of his sister as freely as to Cytherea of the young architect.


  A conversation began, which was none the less interesting to the parties engaged because it consisted only of the most trivial and commonplace remarks. Then the band of harps and violins struck up a lively melody, and the deck was cleared for dancing; the sun dipping beneath the horizon during the proceeding, and the moon showing herself at their stern. The sea was so calm that the soft hiss produced by the bursting of the innumerable bubbles of foam behind the paddles could be distinctly heard. The passengers who did not dance, including Cytherea and Springrove, lapsed into silence, leaning against the paddle-boxes, or standing aloof—noticing the trembling of the deck to the steps of the dance—watching the waves from the paddles as they slid thinly and easily under each other’s edges.


  Night had quite closed in by the time they reached Budmouth harbour, sparkling with its white, red, and green lights in opposition to the shimmering path of the moon’s reflection on the other side, which reached away to the horizon till the flecked ripples reduced themselves to sparkles as fine as gold dust.


  ‘I will walk to the station and find out the exact time the train arrives,’ said Springrove, rather eagerly, when they had landed.


  She thanked him much.


  ‘Perhaps we might walk together,’ he suggested hesitatingly. She looked as if she did not quite know, and he settled the question by showing the way.


  They found, on arriving there, that on the first day of that month the particular train selected for Graye’s return had ceased to stop at Anglebury station.


  ‘I am very sorry I misled him,’ said Springrove.


  ‘O, I am not alarmed at all,’ replied Cytherea.


  ‘Well, it’s sure to be all right—he will sleep there, and come by the first in the morning. But what will you do, alone?’


  ‘I am quite easy on that point; the landlady is very friendly. I must go indoors now. Good-night, Mr. Springrove.’


  ‘Let me go round to your door with you?’ he pleaded.


  ‘No, thank you; we live close by.’


  He looked at her as a waiter looks at the change. But she was inexorable.


  ‘Don’t—forget me,’ he murmured. She did not answer.


  ‘Let me see you sometimes,’ he said.


  ‘Perhaps you never will again—I am going away,’ she replied in lingering tones; and turning into Cross Street, ran indoors and upstairs.


  The sudden withdrawal of what was superfluous at first, is often felt as an essential loss. It was felt now with regard to the maiden. More, too, after a meeting so pleasant and so enkindling, she had seemed to imply that they would never come together again. The young man softly followed her, stood opposite the house and watched her come into the upper room with the light. Presently his gaze was cut short by her approaching the window and pulling down the blind—Edward dwelling upon her vanishing figure with a hopeless sense of loss akin to that which Adam is said by logicians to have felt when he first saw the sun set, and thought, in his inexperience, that it would return no more.


  He waited till her shadow had twice crossed the window, when, finding the charming outline was not to be expected again, he left the street, crossed the harbour-bridge, and entered his own solitary chamber on the other side, vaguely thinking as he went (for undefined reasons),


  
    One hope is too like despair


    For prudence to smother.

  


  ♣


  III.


  The Events of Eight Days


  1. From the Twenty-Second to the Twenty-Seventh of July


  But things are not what they seem. A responsive love for Edward Springrove had made its appearance in Cytherea’s bosom with all the fascinating attributes of a first experience, not succeeding to or displacing other emotions, as in older hearts, but taking up entirely new ground; as when gazing just after sunset at the pale blue sky we see a star come into existence where nothing was before.


  His parting words, ‘Don’t forget me,’ she repeated to herself a hundred times, and though she thought their import was probably commonplace, she could not help toying with them,—looking at them from all points, and investing them with meanings of love and faithfulness,—ostensibly entertaining such meanings only as fables wherewith to pass the time, yet in her heart admitting, for detached instants, a possibility of their deeper truth. And thus, for hours after he had left her, her reason flirted with her fancy as a kitten will sport with a dove, pleasantly and smoothly through easy relations, but disclosing its cruel and unyielding nature at crises.


  To turn now to the more material media through which this story moves, it so happened that the very next morning brought round a circumstance which, slight in itself, took up a relevant and important position between the past and the future of the persons herein concerned.


  At breakfast time, just as Cytherea had again seen the postman pass without bringing her an answer to the advertisement, as she had fully expected he would do, Owen entered the room.


  ‘Well,’ he said, kissing her, ‘you have not been alarmed, of course. Springrove told you what I had done, and you found there was no train?’


  ‘Yes, it was all clear. But what is the lameness owing to?’


  ‘I don’t know—nothing. It has quite gone off now…. Cytherea, I hope you like Springrove. Springrove’s a nice fellow, you know.’


  ‘Yes. I think he is, except that——’


  ‘It happened just to the purpose that I should meet him there, didn’t it? And when I reached the station and learnt that I could not get on by train my foot seemed better. I started off to walk home, and went about five miles along a path beside the railway. It then struck me that I might not be fit for anything to-day if I walked and aggravated the bothering foot, so I looked for a place to sleep at. There was no available village or inn, and I eventually got the keeper of a gate-house, where a lane crossed the line, to take me in.’


  They proceeded with their breakfast. Owen yawned.


  ‘You didn’t get much sleep at the gate-house last night, I’m afraid, Owen,’ said his sister.


  ‘To tell the truth, I didn’t. I was in such very close and narrow quarters. Those gate-houses are such small places, and the man had only his own bed to offer me. Ah, by-the-bye, Cythie, I have such an extraordinary thing to tell you in connection with this man!—by Jove, I had nearly forgotten it! But I’ll go straight on. As I was saying, he had only his own bed to offer me, but I could not afford to be fastidious, and as he had a hearty manner, though a very queer one, I agreed to accept it, and he made a rough pallet for himself on the floor close beside me. Well, I could not sleep for my life, and I wished I had not stayed there, though I was so tired. For one thing, there were the luggage trains rattling by at my elbow the early part of the night. But worse than this, he talked continually in his sleep, and occasionally struck out with his limbs at something or another, knocking against the post of the bedstead and making it tremble. My condition was altogether so unsatisfactory that at last I awoke him, and asked him what he had been dreaming about for the previous hour, for I could get no sleep at all. He begged my pardon for disturbing me, but a name I had casually let fall that evening had led him to think of another stranger he had once had visit him, who had also accidentally mentioned the same name, and some very strange incidents connected with that meeting. The affair had occurred years and years ago; but what I had said had made him think and dream about it as if it were but yesterday. What was the word? I said. “Cytherea,” he said. What was the story? I asked then. He then told me that when he was a young man in London he borrowed a few pounds to add to a few he had saved up, and opened a little inn at Hammersmith. One evening, after the inn had been open about a couple of months, every idler in the neighbourhood ran off to Westminster. The Houses of Parliament were on fire.


  ‘Not a soul remained in his parlour besides himself, and he began picking up the pipes and glasses his customers had hastily relinquished. At length a young lady about seventeen or eighteen came in. She asked if a woman was there waiting for herself—Miss Jane Taylor. He said no; asked the young lady if she would wait, and showed her into the small inner room. There was a glass-pane in the partition dividing this room from the bar to enable the landlord to see if his visitors, who sat there, wanted anything. A curious awkwardness and melancholy about the behaviour of the girl who called, caused my informant to look frequently at her through the partition. She seemed weary of her life, and sat with her face buried in her hands, evidently quite out of her element in such a house. Then a woman much older came in and greeted Miss Taylor by name. The man distinctly heard the following words pass between them:—


  ‘“Why have you not brought him?”


  ‘“He is ill; he is not likely to live through the night.”


  ‘At this announcement from the elderly woman, the young lady fell to the floor in a swoon, apparently overcome by the news. The landlord ran in and lifted her up. Well, do what they would they could not for a long time bring her back to consciousness, and began to be much alarmed. “Who is she?” the innkeeper said to the other woman. “I know her,” the other said, with deep meaning in her tone. The elderly and young woman seemed allied, and yet strangers.


  ‘She now showed signs of life, and it struck him (he was plainly of an inquisitive turn) that in her half-bewildered state he might get some information from her. He stooped over her, put his mouth to her ear, and said sharply, “What’s your name?” “To catch a woman napping is difficult, even when she’s half dead; but I did it,” says the gatekeeper. When he asked her her name, she said immediately—


  ‘“Cytherea”—and stopped suddenly.’


  ‘My own name!’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Yes—your name. Well, the gateman thought at the time it might be equally with Jane a name she had invented for the occasion, that they might not trace her; but I think it was truth unconsciously uttered, for she added directly afterwards: “O, what have I said!” and was quite overcome again—this time with fright. Her vexation that the woman now doubted the genuineness of her other name was very much greater than that the innkeeper did, and it is evident that to blind the woman was her main object. He also learnt from words the elderly woman casually dropped, that meetings of the same kind had been held before, and that the falseness of the soi-disant Miss Jane Taylor’s name had never been suspected by this dependent or confederate till then.


  ‘She recovered, rested there for an hour, and first sending off her companion peremptorily (which was another odd thing), she left the house, offering the landlord all the money she had to say nothing about the circumstance. He has never seen her since, according to his own account. I said to him again and again, “Did you find any more particulars afterwards?” “Not a syllable,” he said. O, he should never hear any more of that! too many years had passed since it happened. “At any rate, you found out her surname?” I said. “Well, well, that’s my secret,” he went on. “Perhaps I should never have been in this part of the world if it hadn’t been for that. I failed as a publican, you know.” I imagine the situation of gateman was given him and his debts paid off as a bribe to silence; but I can’t say. “Ah, yes!” he said, with a long breath. “I have never heard that name mentioned since that time till to-night, and then there instantly rose to my eyes the vision of that young lady lying in a fainting fit.” He then stopped talking and fell asleep. Telling the story must have relieved him as it did the Ancient Mariner, for he did not move a muscle or make another sound for the remainder of the night. Now isn’t that an odd story?’


  ‘It is, indeed,’ Cytherea murmured. ‘Very, very strange.’


  ‘Why should she have said your most uncommon name?’ continued Owen. ‘The man was evidently truthful, for there was not motive sufficient for his invention of such a tale, and he could not have done it either.’


  Cytherea looked long at her brother. ‘Don’t you recognize anything else in connection with the story?’ she said.


  ‘What?’ he asked.


  ‘Do you remember what poor papa once let drop—that Cytherea was the name of his first sweetheart in Bloomsbury, who so mysteriously renounced him? A sort of intuition tells me that this was the same woman.’


  ‘O no—not likely,’ said her brother.


  ‘How not likely, Owen? There’s not another woman of the name in England. In what year used papa to say the event took place?’


  ‘Eighteen hundred and thirty-five.’


  ‘And when were the Houses of Parliament burnt?—stop, I can tell you.[’] She searched their little stock of books for a list of dates, and found one in an old school history.


  ‘The Houses of Parliament were burnt down in the evening of the sixteenth of October, eighteen hundred and thirty-four.’


  ‘Nearly a year and a quarter before she met father,’ remarked Owen.


  They were silent. ‘If papa had been alive, what a wonderful absorbing interest this story would have had for him,’ said Cytherea by-and-by. ‘And how strangely knowledge comes to us. We might have searched for a clue to her secret half the world over, and never found one. If we had really had any motive for trying to discover more of the sad history than papa told us, we should have gone to Bloomsbury; but not caring to do so, we go two hundred miles in the opposite direction, and there find information waiting to be told us. What could have been the secret, Owen?’


  ‘Heaven knows. But our having heard a little more of her in this way (if she is the same woman) is a mere coincidence after all—a family story to tell our friends if we ever have any. But we shall never know any more of the episode now—trust our fates for that.’


  Cytherea sat silently thinking.


  ‘There was no answer this morning to your advertisement, Cytherea?’ he continued.’ [continued.]


  ‘None.’


  ‘I could see that by your looks when I came in.’


  ‘Fancy not getting a single one,’ she said sadly. ‘Surely there must be people somewhere who want governesses?’


  ‘Yes; but those who want them, and can afford to have them, get them mostly by friends’ recommendations; whilst those who want them, and can’t afford to have them, make use of their poor relations.’


  ‘What shall I do?’


  ‘Never mind it. Go on living with me. Don’t let the difficulty trouble your mind so; you think about it all day. I can keep you, Cythie, in a plain way of living. Twenty-five shillings a week do not amount to much truly; but then many mechanics have no more, and we live quite as sparingly as journeymen mechanics…. It is a meagre narrow life we are drifting into,’ he added gloomily, ‘but it is a degree more tolerable than the worrying sensation of all the world being ashamed of you, which we experienced at Hocbridge.’


  ‘I couldn’t go back there again,’ she said.


  ‘Nor I. O, I don’t regret our course for a moment. We did quite right in dropping out of the world.’ The sneering tones of the remark were almost too laboured to be real. ‘Besides,’ he continued, ‘something better for me is sure to turn up soon. I wish my engagement here was a permanent one instead of for only two months. It may, certainly, be for a longer time, but all is uncertain.’


  ‘I wish I could get something to do; and I must too,’ she said firmly. ‘Suppose, as is very probable, you are not wanted after the beginning of October—the time Mr. Gradfield mentioned—what should we do if I were dependent on you only throughout the winter?’


  They pondered on numerous schemes by which a young lady might be supposed to earn a decent livelihood—more or less convenient and feasible in imagination, but relinquished them all until advertising had been once more tried, this time taking lower ground. Cytherea was vexed at her temerity in having represented to the world that so inexperienced a being as herself was a qualified governess; and had a fancy that this presumption of hers might be one reason why no ladies applied. The new and humbler attempt appeared in the following form:—


  
    Nursery Governess or Useful Companion. A young person wishes to hear of a situation in either of the above capacities. Salary very moderate. She is a good needle-woman—Address G., 3 Cross Street, Budmouth Regis.

  


  In the evening they went to post the letter, and then walked up and down the Parade for a while. Soon they met Springrove, said a few words to him, and passed on. Owen noticed that his sister’s face had become crimson. Rather oddly they met Springrove again in a few minutes.


  This time the three walked a little way together, Edward ostensibly talking to Owen, though with a single thought to the reception of his words by the maiden at the further side, upon whom his gaze was mostly resting, and who was attentively listening—looking fixedly upon the pavement the while. It has been said that men love with their eyes; women with their ears.


  As Owen and himself were little more than acquaintances as yet, and as Springrove was wanting in the assurance of many men of his age, it now became necessary to wish his friends good-evening, or to find a reason for continuing near Cytherea by saying some nice new thing. He thought of a new thing; he proposed a pull across the bay. This was assented to. They went to the pier; stepped into one of the gaily painted boats moored alongside and sheered off. Cytherea sat in the stern steering.


  They rowed that evening; the next came, and with it the necessity of rowing again. Then the next, and the next, Cytherea always sitting in the stern with the tiller ropes in her hand. The curves of her figure welded with those of the fragile boat in perfect continuation, as she girlishly yielded herself to its heaving and sinking, seeming to form with it an organic whole.


  Then Owen was inclined to test his skill in paddling a canoe. Edward did not like canoes, and the issue was, that, having seen Owen on board, Springrove proposed to pull off after him with a pair of sculls; but not considering himself sufficiently accomplished to do finished rowing before a parade full of promenaders when there was a little swell on, and with the rudder unshipped in addition, he begged that Cytherea might come with him and steer as before. She stepped in, and they floated along in the wake of her brother. Thus passed the fifth evening on the water.


  But the sympathetic pair were thrown into still closer companionship, and much more exclusive connection.


  2. July the Twenty-Ninth


  It was a sad time for Cytherea—the last day of Springrove’s management at Gradfield’s, and the last evening before his return from Budmouth to his father’s house, previous to his departure for London.


  Graye had been requested by the architect to survey a plot of land nearly twenty miles off, which, with the journey to and fro, would occupy him the whole day, and prevent his returning till late in the evening. Cytherea made a companion of her landlady to the extent of sharing meals and sitting with her during the morning of her brother’s absence. Midday found her restless and miserable under this arrangement. All the afternoon she sat alone, looking out of the window for she scarcely knew whom, and hoping she scarcely knew what. Half-past five o’clock came—the end of Springrove’s official day. Two minutes later Springrove walked by.


  She endured her solitude for another half-hour, and then could endure no longer. She had hoped—while affecting to fear—that Edward would have found some reason or other for calling, but it seemed that he had not. Hastily dressing herself she went out, when the farce of an accidental meeting was repeated. Edward came upon her in the street at the first turning, and, like the Great Duke Ferdinand in ‘The Statue and the Bust’—


  
    He looked at her as a lover can;


    She looked at him as one who awakes—


    The past was a sleep, and her life began.

  


  ‘Shall we have a boat?’ he said impulsively.


  How blissful it all is at first. Perhaps, indeed, the only bliss in the course of love which can truly be called Eden-like is that which prevails immediately after doubt has ended and before reflection has set in—at the dawn of the emotion, when it is not recognized by name, and before the consideration of what this love is, has given birth to the consideration of what difficulties it tends to create; when on the man’s part, the mistress appears to the mind’s eye in picturesque, hazy, and fresh morning lights, and soft morning shadows; when, as yet, she is known only as the wearer of one dress, which shares her own personality; as the stander in one special position, the giver of one bright particular glance, and the speaker of one tender sentence; when, on her part, she is timidly careful over what she says and does, lest she should be misconstrued or under-rated to the breadth of a shadow of a hair.


  ‘Shall we have a boat?’ he said again, more softly, seeing that to his first question she had not answered, but looked uncertainly at the ground, then almost, but not quite, in his face, blushed a series of minute blushes, left off in the midst of them, and showed the usual signs of perplexity in a matter of the emotions.


  Owen had always been with her before, but there was now a force of habit in the proceeding, and with Arcadian innocence she assumed that a row on the water was, under any circumstances, a natural thing. Without another word being spoken on either side, they went down the steps. He carefully handed her in, took his seat, slid noiselessly off the sand, and away from the shore.


  They thus sat facing each other in the graceful yellow cockle-shell, and his eyes frequently found a resting-place in the depths of hers. The boat was so small that at each return of the sculls, when his hands came forward to begin the pull, they approached so near to her that her vivid imagination began to thrill her with a fancy that he was going to clasp his arms round her. The sensation grew so strong that she could not run the risk of again meeting his eyes at those critical moments, and turned aside to inspect the distant horizon; then she grew weary of looking sideways, and was driven to return to her natural position again. At this instant he again leant forward to begin, and met her glance by an ardent fixed gaze. An involuntary impulse of girlish embarrassment caused her to give a vehement pull at the tiller-rope, which brought the boat’s head round till they stood directly for shore.


  His eyes, which had dwelt upon her form during the whole time of her look askance, now left her; he perceived the direction in which they were going.


  ‘Why, you have completely turned the boat, Miss Graye?’ he said, looking over his shoulder. ‘Look at our track on the water—a great semicircle, preceded by a series of zigzags as far as we can see.’


  She looked attentively. ‘Is it my fault or yours?’ she inquired. ‘Mine, I suppose?’


  ‘I can’t help saying that it is yours.’


  She dropped the ropes decisively, feeling the slightest twinge of vexation at the answer.


  ‘Why do you let go?’


  ‘I do it so badly.’


  ‘O no; you turned about for shore in a masterly way. Do you wish to return?’


  ‘Yes, if you please.’


  ‘Of course, then, I will at once.’


  ‘I fear what the people will think of us—going in such absurd directions, and all through my wretched steering.’


  ‘Never mind what the people think.’ A pause. ‘You surely are not so weak as to mind what the people think on such a matter as that?’


  Those words might almost be called too firm and hard to be given by him to her; but never mind. For almost the first time in her life she felt the charming sensation, although on such an insignificant subject, of being compelled into an opinion by a man she loved. Owen, though less yielding physically, and more practical, would not have had the intellectual independence to answer a woman thus. She replied quietly and honestly—as honestly as when she had stated the contrary fact a minute earlier—


  ‘I don’t mind.’


  ‘I’ll unship the tiller that you may have nothing to do going back but to hold your parasol,’ he continued, and arose to perform the operation, necessarily leaning closely against her, to guard against the risk of capsizing the boat as he reached his hands astern. His warm breath fanned and crept round her face like a caress; but he was apparently only concerned with his task. She looked guilty of something when he re-seated himself. He read in her face what that something was—she had experienced a pleasure from his touch. But he flung a practical glance over his shoulder, seized the oars, and they sped in a straight line towards the shore.


  Cytherea saw that he noted in her face what had passed in her heart, and that noting it, he continued as decided as before. She was inwardly distressed. She had not meant him to translate her words about returning home so literally at the first; she had not intended him to learn her secret; but more than all she was not able to endure the perception of his learning it and continuing unmoved.


  There was nothing but misery to come now. They would step ashore; he would say good-night, go to London to-morrow, and the miserable She would lose him for ever. She did not quite suppose what was the fact, that a parallel thought was simultaneously passing through his mind.


  They were now within ten yards, now within five; he was only now waiting for a ‘smooth’ to bring the boat in. Sweet, sweet Love must not be slain thus, was the fair maid’s reasoning. She was equal to the occasion—ladies are—and delivered the god—


  ‘Do you want very much to land, Mr. Springrove?’ she said, letting her young violet eyes pine at him a very, very little.


  ‘I? Not at all,’ said he, looking an astonishment at her inquiry which a slight twinkle of his eye half belied. ‘But you do?’


  ‘I think that now we have come out, and it is such a pleasant evening,’ she said gently and sweetly, ‘I should like a little longer row if you don’t mind? I’ll try to steer better than before if it makes it easier for you. I’ll try very hard.’


  It was the turn of his face to tell a tale now. He looked, ‘We understand each other—ah, we do, darling!’ turned the boat, and pulled back into the Bay once more.


  ‘Now steer wherever you will,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘Never mind the directness of the course—wherever you will.’


  ‘Shall it be Creston Shore?’ she said, pointing to a stretch of beach northward from Budmouth Esplanade.


  ‘Creston Shore certainly,’ he responded, grasping the sculls. She took the strings daintily, and they wound away to her left.


  For a long time nothing was audible in the boat but the regular dip of the oars, and their movement in the rowlocks. Springrove at length spoke.


  ‘I must go away to-morrow,’ he said tentatively.


  ‘Yes,’ she replied faintly.


  ‘To endeavour to advance a little in my profession in London.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said again, with the same preoccupied softness.


  ‘But I shan’t advance.’


  ‘Why not? Architecture is a bewitching profession. They say that an architect’s work is another man’s play.’


  ‘Yes. But worldly advantage from an art doesn’t depend upon mastering it. I used to think it did; but it doesn’t. Those who get rich need have no skill at all as artists.’


  ‘What need they have?’


  ‘A certain kind of energy which men with any fondness for art possess very seldom indeed—an earnestness in making acquaintances, and a love for using them. They give their whole attention to the art of dining out, after mastering a few rudimentary facts to serve up in conversation. Now after saying that, do I seem a man likely to make a name?’


  ‘You seem a man likely to make a mistake.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘To give too much room to the latent feeling which is rather common in these days among the unappreciated, that because some remarkably successful men are fools, all remarkably unsuccessful men are geniuses.’


  ‘Pretty subtle for a young lady,’ he said slowly. ‘From that remark I should fancy you had bought experience.’


  She passed over the idea. ‘Do try to succeed,’ she said, with wistful thoughtfulness, leaving her glance on him.


  Springrove flushed a little at the earnestness of her words, and mused. ‘Then, like Cato the Censor, I shall do what I despise, to be in the fashion,’ he said at last…. ‘Well, when I found all this out that I was speaking of, what ever do you think I did? From having already loved verse passionately, I went on to read it continually; then I went rhyming myself. If anything on earth ruins a man for useful occupation, and for content with reasonable success in a profession or trade, it is the habit of writing verses on emotional subjects, which had much better be left to die from want of nourishment.’


  ‘Do you write poems now?’ she said.


  ‘None. Poetical days are getting past with me, according to the usual rule. Writing rhymes is a stage people of my sort pass through, as they pass through the stage of shaving for a beard, or thinking they are ill-used, or saying there’s nothing in the world worth living for.’


  ‘Then the difference between a common man and a recognized poet is, that one has been deluded, and cured of his delusion, and the other continues deluded all his days.’


  ‘Well, there’s just enough truth in what you say to make the remark unbearable. However, it doesn’t matter to me now that I “meditate the thankless Muse” no longer, but …’ He paused, as if endeavouring to think what better thing he did.


  Cytherea’s mind ran on to the succeeding lines of the poem, and their startling harmony with the present situation suggested the fancy that he was ‘sporting’ with her, and brought an awkward contemplativeness to her face.


  Springrove guessed her thoughts, and in answer to them simply said ‘Yes.’ Then they were silent again.


  ‘If I had known an Amaryllis was coming here, I should not have made arrangements for leaving,’ he resumed.


  Such levity, superimposed on the notion of sport, was intolerable to Cytherea; for a woman seems never to see any but the serious side of her attachment, though the most devoted lover has all the time a vague and dim perception that he is losing his old dignity and frittering away his time.


  ‘But will you not try again to get on in your profession? Try once more; do try once more,’ she murmured. ‘I am going to try again. I have advertised for something to do.’


  ‘Of course I will,’ he said, with an eager gesture and smile. ‘But we must remember that the fame of Christopher Wren himself depended upon the accident of a fire in Pudding Lane. My successes seem to come very slowly. I often think, that before I am ready to live, it will be time for me to die. However, I am trying—not for fame now, but for an easy life of reasonable comfort.’


  It is a melancholy truth for the middle classes, that in proportion as they develop, by the study of poetry and art, their capacity for conjugal love of the highest and purest kind, they limit the possibility of their being able to exercise it—the very act putting out of their power the attainment of means sufficient for marriage. The man who works up a good income has had no time to learn love to its solemn extreme; the man who has learnt that has had no time to get rich.


  ‘And if you should fail—utterly fail to get that reasonable wealth,’ she said earnestly, ‘don’t be perturbed. The truly great stand upon no middle ledge; they are either famous or unknown.’


  ‘Unknown,’ he said, ‘if their ideas have been allowed to flow with a sympathetic breadth. Famous only if they have been convergent and exclusive.’


  ‘Yes; and I am afraid from that, that my remark was but discouragement wearing the dress of comfort. Perhaps I was not quite right in——’


  ‘It depends entirely upon what is meant by being truly great. But the long and the short of the matter is, that men must stick to a thing if they want to succeed in it—not giving way to over-much admiration for the flowers they see growing in other people’s borders; which I am afraid has been my case.’ He looked into the far distance and paused.


  Adherence to a course with persistence sufficient to ensure success is possible to widely appreciative minds only when there is also found in them a power—commonplace in its nature, but rare in such combination—the power of assuming to conviction that in the outlying paths which appear so much more brilliant than their own, there are bitternesses equally great—unperceived simply on account of their remoteness.


  They were opposite Ringsworth Shore. The cliffs here were formed of strata completely contrasting with those of the further side of the Bay, whilst in and beneath the water hard boulders had taken the place of sand and shingle, between which, however, the sea glided noiselessly, without breaking the crest of a single wave, so strikingly calm was the air. The breeze had entirely died away, leaving the water of that rare glassy smoothness which is unmarked even by the small dimples of the least aërial movement. Purples and blues of divers shades were reflected from this mirror accordingly as each undulation sloped east or west. They could see the rocky bottom some twenty feet beneath them, luxuriant with weeds of various growths, and dotted with pulpy creatures reflecting a silvery and spangled radiance upwards to their eyes.


  At length she looked at him to learn the effect of her words of encouragement. He had let the oars drift alongside, and the boat had come to a standstill. Everything on earth seemed taking a contemplative rest, as if waiting to hear the avowal of something from his lips. At that instant he appeared to break a resolution hitherto zealously kept. Leaving his seat amidships he came and gently edged himself down beside her upon the narrow seat at the stern.


  She breathed more quickly and warmly: he took her right hand in his own right: it was not withdrawn. He put his left hand behind her neck till it came round upon her left cheek: it was not thrust away. Lightly pressing her, he brought her face and mouth towards his own; when, at this the very brink, some unaccountable thought or spell within him suddenly made him halt—even now, and as it seemed as much to himself as to her, he timidly whispered ‘May I?’


  Her endeavour was to say No, so denuded of its flesh and sinews that its nature would hardly be recognized, or in other words a No from so near the affirmative frontier as to be affected with the Yes accent. It was thus a whispered No, drawn out to nearly a quarter of a minute’s length, the O making itself audible as a sound like the spring coo of a pigeon on unusually friendly terms with its mate. Though conscious of her success in producing the kind of word she had wished to produce, she at the same time trembled in suspense as to how it would be taken. But the time available for doubt was so short as to admit of scarcely more than half a pulsation: pressing closer he kissed her. Then he kissed her again with a longer kiss.


  It was the supremely happy moment of their experience. The ‘bloom’ and the ‘purple light’ were strong on the lineaments of both. Their hearts could hardly believe the evidence of their lips.


  ‘I love you, and you love me, Cytherea!’ he whispered.


  She did not deny it; and all seemed well. The gentle sounds around them from the hills, the plains, the distant town, the adjacent shore, the water heaving at their side, the kiss, and the long kiss, were all ‘many a voice of one delight,’ and in unison with each other.


  But his mind flew back to the same unpleasant thought which had been connected with the resolution he had broken a minute or two earlier. ‘I could be a slave at my profession to win you, Cytherea; I would work at the meanest honest trade to be near you—much less claim you as mine; I would—anything. But I have not told you all; it is not this; you don’t know what there is yet to tell. Could you forgive as you can love?’ She was alarmed to see that he had become pale with the question.


  ‘No—do not speak,’ he said. ‘I have kept something from you, which has now become the cause of a great uneasiness. I had no right—to love you; but I did it. Something forbade——’


  ‘What?’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Something forbade me—till the kiss—yes, till the kiss came; and now nothing shall forbid it! We’ll hope in spite of all…. I must, however, speak of this love of ours to your brother. Dearest, you had better go indoors whilst I meet him at the station, and explain everything.’


  Cytherea’s short-lived bliss was dead and gone. O, if she had known of this sequel would she have allowed him to break down the barrier of mere acquaintanceship—never, never!


  ‘Will you not explain to me?’ she faintly urged. Doubt—indefinite, carking doubt had taken possession of her.


  ‘Not now. You alarm yourself unnecessarily,’ he said tenderly. ‘My only reason for keeping silence is that with my present knowledge I may tell an untrue story. It may be that there is nothing to tell. I am to blame for haste in alluding to any such thing. Forgive me, sweet—forgive me.’ Her heart was ready to burst, and she could not answer him. He returned to his place and took to the oars.


  They again made for the distant Esplanade, now, with its line of houses, lying like a dark grey band against the light western sky. The sun had set, and a star or two began to peep out. They drew nearer their destination, Edward as he pulled tracing listlessly with his eyes the red stripes upon her scarf, which grew to appear as black ones in the increasing dusk of evening. She surveyed the long line of lamps on the sea-wall of the town, now looking small and yellow, and seeming to send long tap-roots of fire quivering down deep into the sea. By-and-by they reached the landing-steps. He took her hand as before, and found it as cold as the water about them. It was not relinquished till he reached her door. His assurance had not removed the constraint of her manner: he saw that she blamed him mutely and with her eyes, like a captured sparrow. Left alone, he went and seated himself in a chair on the Esplanade.


  Neither could she go indoors to her solitary room, feeling as she did in such a state of desperate heaviness. When Springrove was out of sight she turned back, and arrived at the corner just in time to see him sit down. Then she glided pensively along the pavement behind him, forgetting herself to marble like Melancholy herself as she mused in his neighbourhood unseen. She heard, without heeding, the notes of pianos and singing voices from the fashionable houses at her back, from the open windows of which the lamp-light streamed to join that of the orange-hued full moon, newly risen over the Bay in front. Then Edward began to pace up and down, and Cytherea, fearing that he would notice her, hastened homeward, flinging him a last look as she passed out of sight. No promise from him to write: no request that she herself would do so—nothing but an indefinite expression of hope in the face of some fear unknown to her. Alas, alas!


  When Owen returned he found she was not in the small sitting-room, and creeping upstairs into her bedroom with a light, he discovered her there lying asleep upon the coverlet of the bed, still with her hat and jacket on. She had flung herself down on entering, and succumbed to the unwonted oppressiveness that ever attends full-blown love. The wet traces of tears were yet visible upon her long drooping lashes.


  
    Love is a sowre delight, and sugred griefe,


    A living death, and ever-dying life.

  


  ‘Cytherea,’ he whispered, kissing her. She awoke with a start, and vented an exclamation before recovering her judgment. ‘He’s gone!’ she said.


  ‘He has told me all,’ said Graye soothingly. ‘He is going off early to-morrow morning. ’Twas a shame of him to win you away from me, and cruel of you to keep the growth of this attachment a secret.’


  ‘We couldn’t help it,’ she said, and then jumping up—‘Owen, has he told you all?’


  ‘All of your love from beginning to end,’ he said simply.


  Edward then had not told more—as he ought to have done: yet she could not convict him. But she would struggle against his fetters. She tingled to the very soles of her feet at the very possibility that he might be deluding her.


  ‘Owen,’ she continued, with dignity, ‘what is he to me? Nothing. I must dismiss such weakness as this—believe me, I will. Something far more pressing must drive it away. I have been looking my position steadily in the face, and I must get a living somehow. I mean to advertise once more.’


  ‘Advertising is no use.’


  ‘This one will be.’ He looked surprised at the sanguine tone of her answer, till she took a piece of paper from the table and showed it him. ‘See what I am going to do,’ she said sadly, almost bitterly. This was her third effort:—


  
    Lady’s-Maid. Inexperienced. Age eighteen.—G., 3 Cross Street, Budmouth.

  


  Owen—Owen the respectable—looked blank astonishment. He repeated in a nameless, varying tone, the two words—


  ‘Lady’s-maid!’


  ‘Yes; lady’s-maid. ’Tis an honest profession,’ said Cytherea bravely.


  ‘But you, Cytherea?’


  ‘Yes, I—who am I?’


  ‘You will never be a lady’s-maid—never, I am quite sure.’


  ‘I shall try to be, at any rate.’


  ‘Such a disgrace——’


  ‘Nonsense! I maintain that it is no disgrace!’ she said, rather warmly. ‘You know very well——’


  ‘Well, since you will, you must,’ he interrupted. ‘Why do you put “inexperienced”?’


  ‘Because I am.’


  ‘Never mind that—scratch out “inexperienced.” We are poor, Cytherea, aren’t we?’ he murmured, after a silence, ‘and it seems that the two months will close my engagement here.’


  ‘We can put up with being poor,’ she said, ‘if they only give us work to do…. Yes, we desire as a blessing what was given us as a curse, and even that is denied. However, be cheerful, Owen, and never mind!’


  In justice to desponding men, it is as well to remember that the brighter endurance of women at these epochs—invaluable, sweet, angelic, as it is—owes more of its origin to a narrower vision that shuts out many of the leaden-eyed despairs in the van, than to a hopefulness intense enough to quell them.


  ♣


  IV.


  The Events of One Day


  1. August the Fourth. Till Four o’clock


  The early part of the next week brought an answer to Cytherea’s last note of hope in the way of advertisement—not from a distance of hundreds of miles, London, Scotland, Ireland, the Continent—as Cytherea seemed to think it must, to be in keeping with the means adopted for obtaining it, but from a place in the neighbourhood of that in which she was living—a country mansion not twenty miles off. The reply ran thus:—


  
    Knapwater House,

    August 3, 1864.


    Miss Aldclyffe is in want of a young person as lady’s-maid. The duties of the place are light. Miss Aldclyffe will be in Budmouth on Thursday, when, should G. still not have heard of a place, she would like to see her at the Belvedere Hotel, Esplanade, at four o’clock. No answer need be returned to this note.

  


  A little earlier than the time named, Cytherea, clothed in a modest bonnet, and a black silk jacket, turned down to the hotel. Expectation, the fresh air from the water, the bright, far-extending outlook, raised the most delicate of pink colours to her cheeks, and restored to her tread a portion of that elasticity which her past troubles, and thoughts of Edward, had well-nigh taken away.


  She entered the vestibule, and went to the window of the bar.


  ‘Is Miss Aldclyffe here?’ she said to a nicely-dressed barmaid in the foreground, who was talking to a landlady covered with chains, knobs, and clamps of gold, in the background.


  ‘No, she isn’t,’ said the barmaid, not very civilly. Cytherea looked a shade too pretty for a plain dresser.


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe is expected here,’ the landlady said to a third person, out of sight, in the tone of one who had known for several days the fact newly discovered from Cytherea. ‘Get ready her room—be quick.’ From the alacrity with which the order was given and taken, it seemed to Cytherea that Miss Aldclyffe must be a woman of considerable importance.


  ‘You are to have an interview with Miss Aldclyffe here?’ the landlady inquired.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘The young person had better wait,’ continued the landlady. With a money-taker’s intuition she had rightly divined that Cytherea would bring no profit to the house.


  Cytherea was shown into a nondescript chamber, on the shady side of the building, which appeared to be either bedroom or dayroom, as occasion necessitated, and was one of a suite at the end of the first-floor corridor. The prevailing colour of the walls, curtains, carpet, and coverings of furniture, was more or less blue, to which the cold light coming from the north-easterly sky, and falling on a wide roof of new slates—the only object the small window commanded—imparted a more striking paleness. But underneath the door, communicating with the next room of the suite, gleamed an infinitesimally small, yet very powerful, fraction of contrast—a very thin line of ruddy light, showing that the sun beamed strongly into this room adjoining. The line of radiance was the only cheering thing visible in the place.


  People give way to very infantine thoughts and actions when they wait; the battle-field of life is temporarily fenced off by a hard and fast line—the interview. Cytherea fixed her eyes idly upon the streak, and began picturing a wonderful paradise on the other side as the source of such a beam—reminding her of the well-known good deed in a naughty world.


  Whilst she watched the particles of dust floating before the brilliant chink she heard a carriage and horses stop opposite the front of the house. Afterwards came the rustle of a lady’s skirts down the corridor, and into the room communicating with the one Cytherea occupied.


  The golden line vanished in parts like the phosphorescent streak caused by the striking of a match; there was the fall of a light footstep on the floor just behind it; then a pause. Then the foot tapped impatiently, and ‘There’s no one here!’ was spoken imperiously by a lady’s tongue.


  ‘No, madam; in the next room. I am going to fetch her,’ said the attendant.


  ‘That will do—or you needn’t go in; I will call her.’


  Cytherea had risen, and she advanced to the middle door with the chink under it as the servant retired. She had just laid her hand on the knob, when it slipped round within her fingers, and the door was pulled open from the other side.


  2. Four o’clock


  The direct blaze of the afternoon sun, partly refracted through the crimson curtains of the window, and heightened by reflections from the crimson-flock paper which covered the walls, and a carpet on the floor of the same tint, shone with a burning glow round the form of a lady standing close to Cytherea’s front with the door in her hand. The stranger appeared to the maiden’s eyes—fresh from the blue gloom, and assisted by an imagination fresh from nature—like a tall black figure standing in the midst of fire. It was the figure of a finely-built woman, of spare though not angular proportions.


  Cytherea involuntarily shaded her eyes with her hand, retreated a step or two, and then she could for the first time see Miss Aldclyffe’s face in addition to her outline, lit up by the secondary and softer light that was reflected from the varnished panels of the door. She was not a very young woman, but could boast of much beauty of the majestic autumnal phase.


  ‘O,’ said the lady, ‘come this way.’ Cytherea followed her to the embrasure of the window.


  Both the women showed off themselves to advantage as they walked forward in the orange light; and each showed too in her face that she had been struck with her companion’s appearance. The warm tint added to Cytherea’s face a voluptuousness which youth and a simple life had not yet allowed to express itself there ordinarily; whilst in the elder lady’s face it reduced the customary expression, which might have been called sternness, if not harshness, to grandeur, and warmed her decaying complexion with much of the youthful richness it plainly had once possessed.


  She appeared now no more than five-and-thirty, though she might easily have been ten or a dozen years older. She had clear steady eyes, a Roman nose in its purest form, and also the round prominent chin with which the Cæsars are represented in ancient marbles; a mouth expressing a capability for and tendency to strong emotion, habitually controlled by pride. There was a severity about the lower outlines of the face which gave a masculine cast to this portion of her countenance. Womanly weakness was nowhere visible save in one part—the curve of her forehead and brows; there it was clear and emphatic. She wore a lace shawl over a brown silk dress, and a net bonnet set with a few blue cornflowers.


  ‘You inserted the advertisement for a situation as lady’s-maid giving the address, G., Cross Street?’


  ‘Yes, madam. Graye.’


  ‘Yes. I have heard your name—Mrs. Morris, my housekeeper, mentioned you, and pointed out your advertisement.’


  This was puzzling intelligence, but there was not time enough to consider it.


  ‘Where did you live last?’ continued Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘I have never been a servant before. I lived at home.’


  ‘Never been out? I thought too at sight of you that you were too girlish-looking to have done much. But why did you advertise with such assurance? It misleads people.’


  ‘I am very sorry: I put “inexperienced” at first, but my brother said it is absurd to trumpet your own weakness to the world, and would not let it remain.’


  ‘But your mother knew what was right, I suppose?’


  ‘I have no mother, madam.’


  ‘Your father, then?’


  ‘I have no father.’


  ‘Well,’ she said, more softly, ‘your sisters, aunts, or cousins.’


  ‘They didn’t think anything about it.’


  ‘You didn’t ask them, I suppose?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You should have done so, then. Why didn’t you?’


  ‘Because I haven’t any of them, either.’


  Miss Aldclyffe showed her surprise. ‘You deserve forgiveness then at any rate, child,’ she said, in a sort of drily-kind tone. ‘However, I am afraid you do not suit me, as I am accustomed to an elderly person. You see, I want an experienced maid who knows all the usual duties of the office.[’] She was going to add, ‘Though I like your appearance,’ but the words seemed offensive to apply to the ladylike girl before her, and she modified them to, ‘though I like you much.’


  ‘I am sorry I misled you, madam,’ said Cytherea.


  Miss Aldclyffe stood in a reverie, without replying.


  ‘Good afternoon,’ continued Cytherea.


  ‘Good-bye, Miss Graye—I hope you will succeed.’


  Cytherea turned away towards the door. The movement chanced to be one of her masterpieces. It was precise: it had as much beauty as was compatible with precision, and as little coquettishness as was compatible with beauty.


  And she had in turning looked over her shoulder at the other lady with a faint accent of reproach in her face. Those who remember Greuze’s ‘Head of a Girl,’ have an idea of Cytherea’s look askance at the turning. It is not for a man to tell fishers of men how to set out their fascinations so as to bring about the highest possible average of takes within the year: but the action that tugs the hardest of all at an emotional beholder is this sweet method of turning which steals the bosom away and leaves the eyes behind.


  Now Miss Aldclyffe herself was no tyro at wheeling. When Cytherea had closed the door upon her she remained for some time in her motionless attitude, listening to the gradually dying sound of the maiden’s retreating footsteps. She murmured to herself, ‘It is almost worth while to be bored with instructing her in order to have a creature who could glide round my luxurious indolent body in that manner, and look at me in that way—I warrant how light her fingers are upon one’s head and neck…. What a silly modest young thing she is, to go away so suddenly as that!’ She rang the bell.


  ‘Ask the young lady who has just left me to step back again,’ she said to the attendant. ‘Quick! or she will be gone.’


  Cytherea was now in the vestibule, thinking that if she had told her history, Miss Aldclyffe might perhaps have taken her into the household; yet her history she particularly wished to conceal from a stranger. When she was recalled she turned back without feeling much surprise. Something, she knew not what, told her she had not seen the last of Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘You have somebody to refer me to, of course,’ the lady said, when Cytherea had re-entered the room.


  ‘Yes: Mr. Thorn, a solicitor at Aldbrickham.[’]


  ‘And are you a clever needlewoman?’


  ‘I am considered to be.’


  ‘Then I think that at any rate I will write to Mr. Thorn,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, with a little smile. ‘It is true, the whole proceeding is very irregular; but my present maid leaves next Monday, and none of the five I have already seen seem to do for me…. Well, I will write to Mr. Thorn, and if his reply is satisfactory, you shall hear from me. It will be as well to set yourself in readiness to come on Monday.’


  When Cytherea had again been watched out of the room, Miss Aldclyffe asked for writing materials, that she might at once communicate with Mr. Thorn. She indecisively played with the pen. ‘Suppose Mr. Thorn’s reply to be in any way disheartening—and even if so from his own imperfect acquaintance with the young creature more than from circumstantial knowledge—I shall feel obliged to give her up. Then I shall regret that I did not give her one trial in spite of other people’s prejudices. All her account of herself is reliable enough—yes, I can see that by her face. I like that face of hers.’


  Miss Aldclyffe put down the pen and left the hotel without writing to Mr. Thorn.


  ♣


  V.


  The Events of One Day


  1. August the Eighth. Morning and Afternoon


  At post-time on that following Monday morning, Cytherea watched so anxiously for the postman, that as the interval which must bring him narrowed less and less her vivid expectation had only a degree less tangibility than his presence itself. In another second his form came into view. He brought two letters for Cytherea.


  One from Miss Aldclyffe, simply stating that she wished Cytherea to come on trial: that she would require her to be at Knapwater House by Monday evening.


  The other was from Edward Springrove. He told her that she was the bright spot of his life: that her existence was far dearer to him than his own: that he had never known what it was to love till he had met her. True, he had felt passing attachments to other faces from time to time; but they all had been weak inclinations towards those faces as they then appeared. He loved her past and future, as well as her present. He pictured her as a child: he loved her. He pictured her of sage years: he loved her. He pictured her in trouble: he loved her. Homely friendship entered into his love for her, without which all love was evanescent.


  He would make one depressing statement. Uncontrollable circumstances (a long history, with which it was impossible to acquaint her at present) operated to a certain extent as a drag upon his wishes. He had felt this more strongly at the time of their parting than he did now—and it was the cause of his abrupt behaviour, for which he begged her to forgive him. He saw now an honourable way of freeing himself, and the perception had prompted him to write. In the meantime might he indulge in the hope of possessing her on some bright future day, when by hard labour generated from her own encouraging words, he had placed himself in a position she would think worthy to be shared with him?


  Dear little letter; she huddled it up. So much more important a love-letter seems to a girl than to a man. Springrove was unconsciously clever in his letters, and a man with a talent of that kind may write himself up to a hero in the mind of a young woman who loves him without knowing much about him. Springrove already stood a cubit higher in her imagination than he did in his shoes.


  During the day she flitted about the room in an ecstasy of pleasure, packing the things and thinking of an answer which should be worthy of the tender tone of the question, her love bubbling from her involuntarily, like prophesyings from a prophet.


  In the afternoon Owen went with her to the railway-station, and put her in the train for Carriford Road, the station nearest to Knapwater House.


  Half-an-hour later she stepped out upon the platform, and found nobody there to receive her—though a pony-carriage was waiting outside. In two minutes she saw a melancholy man in cheerful livery running towards her from a public-house close adjoining, who proved to be the servant sent to fetch her. There are two ways of getting rid of sorrows: one by living them down, the other by drowning them. The coachman drowned his.


  He informed her that her luggage would be fetched by a spring-waggon in about half-an-hour; then helped her into the chaise and drove off.


  Her lover’s letter, lying snug in her bosom, fortified her against the restless timidity she had previously felt concerning this new undertaking, and completely furnished her with the confident ease of mind which is required for the critical observation of surrounding objects. It was just that stage in the slow decline of the summer days, when the deep, dark, and vacuous hot-weather shadows are beginning to be replaced by blue ones that have a surface and substance to the eye. They trotted along the turnpike road for a distance of about a mile, which brought them just outside the village of Carriford, and then turned through large lodge-gates, on the heavy stone piers of which stood a pair of bitterns cast in bronze. They then entered the park and wound along a drive shaded by old and drooping lime-trees, not arranged in the form of an avenue, but standing irregularly, sometimes leaving the track completely exposed to the sky, at other times casting a shade over it, which almost approached gloom—the under surface of the lowest boughs hanging at a uniform level of six feet above the grass—the extreme height to which the nibbling mouths of the cattle could reach.


  ‘Is that the house?’ said Cytherea expectantly, catching sight of a grey gable between the trees, and losing it again.


  ‘No; that’s the old manor-house—or rather all that’s left of it. The Aldycliffes used to let it sometimes, but it was oftener empty. ’Tis now divided into three cottages. Respectable people didn’t care to live there.’


  ‘Why didn’t they?’


  ‘Well, ’tis so awkward and unhandy. You see so much of it has been pulled down, and the rooms that are left won’t do very well for a small residence. ’Tis so dismal, too, and like most old houses stands too low down in the hollow to be healthy.’


  ‘Do they tell any horrid stories about it?’


  ‘No, not a single one.’


  ‘Ah, that’s a pity.’


  ‘Yes, that’s what I say. ’Tis jest the house for a nice ghastly hair-on-end story, that would make the parish religious. Perhaps it will have one some day to make it complete; but there’s not a word of the kind now. There, I wouldn’t live there for all that. In fact, I couldn’t. O no, I couldn’t.’


  ‘Why couldn’t you?’


  ‘The sounds.’


  ‘What are they?’


  ‘One is the waterfall, which stands so close by that you can hear that there waterfall in every room of the house, night or day, ill or well. ’Tis enough to drive anybody mad: now hark.’


  He stopped the horse. Above the slight common sounds in the air came the unvarying steady rush of falling water from some spot unseen on account of the thick foliage of the grove.


  ‘There’s something awful in the unending o’ that sound, ain’t there, miss?’


  ‘When you say there is, there really seems to be. You said there were two—what is the other horrid sound?’


  ‘The pumping-engine. That’s close by the Old House, and sends water up the hill and all over the Great House. We shall hear that directly…. There, now hark again.’


  From the same direction down the dell they could now hear the whistling creak of cranks, repeated at intervals of half-a-minute, with a sousing noise between each: a creak, a souse, then another creak, and so on continually.


  ‘Now if anybody could make shift to live through the other sounds, these would finish him off, don’t you think so, miss? That machine goes on night and day, summer and winter, and is hardly ever greased or visited. Ah, it tries the nerves at night, especially if you are not very well; though we don’t often hear it at the Great House.’


  ‘That sound is certainly very dismal. They might have the wheel greased. Does Miss Aldclyffe take any interest in these things?’


  ‘Well, scarcely; you see her father doesn’t attend to that sort of thing as he used to. The engine was once quite his hobby. But now he’s getten old and very seldom goes there.’


  ‘How many are there in family?’


  ‘Only her father and herself. He’s a’ old man of seventy.’


  ‘I had thought that Miss Aldclyffe was sole mistress of the property, and lived here alone.’


  ‘No, m——’ The coachman was continually checking himself thus, being about to style her miss involuntarily, and then recollecting that he was only speaking to the new lady’s-maid.


  ‘She will soon be mistress, however, I am afraid,’ he continued, as if speaking by a spirit of prophecy denied to ordinary humanity. ‘The poor old gentleman has decayed very fast lately.’ The man then drew a long breath.


  ‘Why did you breathe sadly like that?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Ah! … When he’s dead peace will be all over with us old servants. I expect to see the whole house turned inside out.’


  ‘She will marry, do you mean?’


  ‘Marry—not she! I wish she would. No, in her soul she’s as solitary as Robinson Crusoe, though she has acquaintances in plenty, if not relations. There’s the rector, Mr. Raunham—he’s a relation by marriage—yet she’s quite distant towards him. And people say that if she keeps single there will be hardly a life between Mr. Raunham and the heirship of the estate. Dang it, she don’t care. She’s an extraordinary picture of womankind—very extraordinary.’


  ‘In what way besides?’


  ‘You’ll know soon enough, miss. She has had seven lady’s-maids this last twelvemonth. I assure you ’tis one body’s work to fetch ’em from the station and take ’em back again. The Lord must be a neglectful party at heart, or he’d never permit such overbearen goings on!’


  ‘Does she dismiss them directly they come!’


  ‘Not at all—she never dismisses them—they go theirselves. Ye see ’tis like this. She’s got a very quick temper; she flees in a passion with them for nothing at all; next mornen they come up and say they are going; she’s sorry for it and wishes they’d stay, but she’s as proud as a lucifer, and her pride won’t let her say, “Stay,” and away they go. ’Tis like this in fact. If you say to her about anybody, “Ah, poor thing!” she says, “Pooh! indeed!” If you say, “Pooh, indeed!” “Ah, poor thing!” she says directly. She hangs the chief baker, as mid be, and restores the chief butler, as mid be, though the devil but Pharaoh herself can see the difference between ’em.’


  Cytherea was silent. She feared she might be again a burden to her brother.


  ‘However, you stand a very good chance,’ the man went on, ‘for I think she likes you more than common. I have never known her send the pony-carriage to meet one before; ’tis always the trap, but this time she said, in a very particular ladylike tone, “Roobert, gaow with the pony-kerriage.” … There, ’tis true, pony and carriage too are getten rather shabby now,’ he added, looking round upon the vehicle as if to keep Cytherea’s pride within reasonable limits.


  ‘’Tis to be hoped you’ll please in dressen her to-night.’


  ‘Why to-night?’


  ‘There’s a dinner-party of seventeen; ’tis her father’s birthday, and she’s very particular about her looks at such times. Now see; this is the house. Livelier up here, isn’t it, miss?’


  They were now on rising ground, and had just emerged from a clump of limes. Still a little higher than where they stood was situated the mansion, called Knapwater House, the offices gradually losing themselves among the trees behind.


  2. Evening


  The house was regularly and substantially built of clean grey freestone throughout, in that plainer fashion of classicism which prevailed at the latter end of the eighteenth century, when the copyists called designers had grown weary of fantastic variations in the Roman orders. The main block approximated to a square on the ground plan, having a projection in the centre of each side, surmounted by a pediment. From each angle of the inferior side ran a line of buildings lower than the rest, turning inwards again at their further end, and forming within them a spacious open court, within which resounded an echo of astonishing clearness. These erections were in their turn backed by ivy-covered ice-houses, laundries, and stables, the whole mass of subsidiary buildings being half buried beneath close-set shrubs and trees.


  There was opening sufficient through the foliage on the right hand to enable her on nearer approach to form an idea of the arrangement of the remoter or lawn front also. The natural features and contour of this quarter of the site had evidently dictated the position of the house primarily, and were of the ordinary, and upon the whole, most satisfactory kind, namely, a broad, graceful slope running from the terrace beneath the walls to the margin of a placid lake lying below, upon the surface of which a dozen swans and a green punt floated at leisure. An irregular wooded island stood in the midst of the lake; beyond this and the further margin of the water were plantations and greensward of varied outlines, the trees heightening, by half veiling, the softness of the exquisite landscape stretching behind.


  The glimpses she had obtained of this portion were now checked by the angle of the building. In a minute or two they reached the side door, at which Cytherea alighted. She was welcomed by an elderly woman of lengthy smiles and general pleasantness, who announced herself to be Mrs. Morris, the housekeeper.


  ‘Mrs. Graye, I believe?’ she said.


  ‘I am not—O yes, yes, we are all mistresses,’ said Cytherea, smiling, but forcedly. The title accorded her seemed disagreeably like the first slight scar of a brand, and she thought of Owen’s prophecy.


  Mrs. Morris led her into a comfortable parlour called The Room. Here tea was made ready, and Cytherea sat down, looking, whenever occasion allowed, at Mrs. Morris with great interest and curiosity, to discover, if possible, something in her which should give a clue to the secret of her knowledge of herself, and the recommendation based upon it. But nothing was to be learnt, at any rate just then. Mrs. Morris was perpetually getting up, feeling in her pockets, going to cupboards, leaving the room two or three minutes, and trotting back again.


  ‘You’ll excuse me, Mrs. Graye,’ she said, ‘but ’tis the old gentleman’s birthday, and they always have a lot of people to dinner on that day, though he’s getting up in years now. However, none of them are sleepers—she generally keeps the house pretty clear of lodgers (being a lady with no intimate friends, though many acquaintances), which, though it gives us less to do, makes it all the duller for the younger maids in the house.’ Mrs. Morris then proceeded to give in fragmentary speeches an outline of the constitution and government of the estate.


  ‘Now, are you sure you have quite done tea? Not a bit or drop more? Why, you’ve eaten nothing, I’m sure…. Well, now, it is rather inconvenient that the other maid is not here to show you the ways of the house a little, but she left last Saturday, and Miss Aldclyffe has been making shift with poor old clumsy me for a maid all yesterday and this morning. She is not come in yet. I expect she will ask for you, Mrs. Graye, the first thing…. I was going to say that if you have really done tea, I will take you upstairs, and show you through the wardrobes—Miss Aldclyffe’s things are not laid out for to-night yet.’


  She preceded Cytherea upstairs, pointed out her own room, and then took her into Miss Aldclyffe’s dressing-room, on the first-floor; where, after explaining the whereabouts of various articles of apparel, the housekeeper left her, telling her that she had an hour yet upon her hands before dressing-time. Cytherea laid out upon the bed in the next room all that she had been told would be required that evening, and then went again to the little room which had been appropriated to herself.


  Here she sat down by the open window, leant out upon the sill like another Blessed Damozel, and listlessly looked down upon the brilliant pattern of colours formed by the flower-beds on the lawn—now richly crowded with late summer blossom. But the vivacity of spirit which had hitherto enlivened her was fast ebbing under the pressure of prosaic realities, and the warm scarlet of the geraniums, glowing most conspicuously, and mingling with the vivid cold red and green of the verbenas, the rich depth of the dahlia, and the ripe mellowness of the calceolaria, backed by the pale hue of a flock of meek sheep feeding in the open park, close to the other side of the fence, were, to a great extent, lost upon her eyes. She was thinking that nothing seemed worth while; that it was possible she might die in a workhouse; and what did it matter? The petty, vulgar details of servitude that she had just passed through, her dependence upon the whims of a strange woman, the necessity of quenching all individuality of character in herself, and relinquishing her own peculiar tastes to help on the wheel of this alien establishment, made her sick and sad, and she almost longed to pursue some free, out-of-doors employment, sleep under trees or a hut, and know no enemy but winter and cold weather, like shepherds and cowkeepers, and birds and animals—ay, like the sheep she saw there under her window. She looked sympathizingly at them for several minutes, imagining their enjoyment of the rich grass.


  ‘Yes—like those sheep,’ she said aloud; and her face reddened with surprise at a discovery she made that very instant.


  The flock consisted of some ninety or a hundred young stock ewes: the surface of their fleece was as rounded and even as a cushion, and white as milk. Now she had just observed that on the left buttock of every one of them were marked in distinct red letters the initials ‘E. S.’


  ‘E. S.’ could bring to Cytherea’s mind only one thought; but that immediately and for ever—the name of her lover, Edward Springrove.


  ‘O, if it should be——!’ She interrupted her words by a resolve. Miss Aldclyffe’s carriage at the same moment made its appearance in the drive; but Miss Aldclyffe was not her object now. It was to ascertain to whom the sheep belonged, and to set her surmise at rest one way or the other. She flew downstairs to Mrs. Morris.


  ‘Whose sheep are those in the park, Mrs. Morris?’


  ‘Farmer Springrove’s.’


  ‘What Farmer Springrove is that?’ she said quickly.


  ‘Why, surely you know? Your friend, Farmer Springrove, the cider-maker, and who keeps the Three Tranters Inn; who recommended you to me when he came in to see me the other day?’


  Cytherea’s mother-wit suddenly warned her in the midst of her excitement that it was necessary not to betray the secret of her love. ‘O yes,’ she said, ‘of course.’ Her thoughts had run as follows in that short interval:—


  ‘Farmer Springrove is Edward’s father, and his name is Edward too.


  ‘Edward knew I was going to advertise for a situation of some kind.


  ‘He watched the Times, and saw it, my address being attached.


  ‘He thought it would be excellent for me to be here that we might meet whenever he came home.


  ‘He told his father that I might be recommended as a lady’s-maid; and he knew my brother and myself.


  ‘His father told Mrs. Morris; Mrs. Morris told Miss Aldclyffe.’


  The whole chain of incidents that drew her there was plain, and there was no such thing as chance in the matter. It was all Edward’s doing.


  The sound of a bell was heard. Cytherea did not heed it, and still continued in her reverie.


  ‘That’s Miss Aldclyffe’s bell,’ said Mrs. Morris.


  ‘I suppose it is,’ said the young woman placidly.


  ‘Well, it means that you must go up to her,’ the matron continued, in a tone of surprise.


  Cytherea felt a burning heat come over her, mingled with a sudden irritation at Mrs. Morris’s hint. But the good sense which had recognized stern necessity prevailed over rebellious independence; the flush passed, and she said hastily—


  ‘Yes, yes; of course, I must go to her when she pulls the bell—whether I want to or no.’


  However, in spite of this painful reminder of her new position in life, Cytherea left the apartment in a mood far different from the gloomy sadness of ten minutes previous. The place felt like home to her now; she did not mind the pettiness of her occupation, because Edward evidently did not mind it; and this was Edward’s own spot. She found time on her way to Miss Aldclyffe’s dressing-room to hurriedly glide out by a side door, and look for a moment at the unconscious sheep bearing the friendly initials. She went up to them to try to touch one of the flock, and felt vexed that they all stared sceptically at her kind advances, and then ran pell-mell down the hill. Then, fearing any one should discover her childish movements, she slipped indoors again, and ascended the staircase, catching glimpses, as she passed, of silver-buttoned footmen, who flashed about the passages like lightning.


  Miss Aldclyffe’s dressing-room was an apartment which, on a casual survey, conveyed an impression that it was available for almost any purpose save the adornment of the feminine person. In its hours of perfect order nothing pertaining to the toilet was visible; even the inevitable mirrors with their accessories were arranged in a roomy recess not noticeable from the door, lighted by a window of its own, called the dressing-window.


  The washing-stand figured as a vast oak chest, carved with grotesque Renaissance ornament. The dressing-table was in appearance something between a high altar and a cabinet piano, the surface being richly worked in the same style of semi-classic decoration, but the extraordinary outline had been arrived at by an ingenious joiner and decorator from the neighbouring town, after months of painful toil in cutting and fitting, under Miss Aldclyffe’s immediate eye; the materials being the substance of two or three old cabinets the lady had found in the lumber-room. About two-thirds of the floor was carpeted, the remaining portion being laid with parquetry of light and dark woods.


  Miss Aldclyffe was standing at the larger window, away from the dressing-niche. She bowed, and said pleasantly, ‘I am glad you have come. We shall get on capitally, I dare say.’


  Her bonnet was off. Cytherea did not think her so handsome as on the earlier day; the queenliness of her beauty was harder and less warm. But a worse discovery than this was that Miss Aldclyffe, with the usual obliviousness of rich people to their dependents’ specialities, seemed to have quite forgotten Cytherea’s inexperience, and mechanically delivered up her body to her handmaid without a thought of details, and with a mild yawn.


  Everything went well at first. The dress was removed, stockings and black boots were taken off, and silk stockings and white shoes were put on. Miss Aldclyffe then retired to bathe her hands and face, and Cytherea drew breath. If she could get through this first evening, all would be right. She felt that it was unfortunate that such a crucial test for her powers as a birthday dinner should have been applied on the threshold of her arrival; but set to again.


  Miss Aldclyffe was now arrayed in a white dressing-gown, and dropped languidly into an easy-chair, pushed up before the glass. The instincts of her sex and her own practice told Cytherea the next movement. She let Miss Aldclyffe’s hair fall about her shoulders, and began to arrange it. It proved to be all real; a satisfaction.


  Miss Aldclyffe was musingly looking on the floor, and the operation went on for some minutes in silence. At length her thoughts seemed to turn to the present, and she lifted her eyes to the glass.


  ‘Why, what on earth are you doing with my head?’ she exclaimed, with widely opened eyes. At the words she felt the back of Cytherea’s little hand tremble against her neck.


  ‘Perhaps you prefer it done the other fashion, madam?’ said the maiden.


  ‘No, no; that’s the fashion right enough, but you must make more show of my hair than that, or I shall have to buy some, which God forbid!’


  ‘It is how I do my own,’ said Cytherea naïvely, and with a sweetness of tone that would have pleased the most acrimonious under favourable circumstances; but tyranny was in the ascendant with Miss Aldclyffe at this moment, and she was assured of palatable food for her vice by having felt the trembling of Cytherea’s hand.


  ‘Yours, indeed! Your hair! Come, go on.’ Considering that Cytherea possessed at least five times as much of that valuable auxiliary to woman’s beauty as the lady before her, there was at the same time some excuse for Miss Aldclyffe’s outburst. She remembered herself, however, and said more quietly, ‘Now then, Graye—— By-the-bye, what do they call you downstairs?’


  ‘Mrs. Graye,’ said the handmaid.


  ‘Then tell them not to do any such absurd thing—not but that it is quite according to usage; but you are too young yet.’


  This dialogue tided Cytherea safely onward through the hairdressing till the flowers and diamonds were to be placed upon the lady’s brow. Cytherea began arranging them tastefully, and to the very best of her judgment.


  ‘That won’t do,’ said Miss Aldclyffe harshly.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I look too young—an old dressed doll.’


  ‘Will that, madam?’


  ‘No, I look a fright—a perfect fright!’


  ‘This way, perhaps?’


  ‘Heavens! Don’t worry me so.’ She shut her lips like a trap.


  Having once worked herself up to the belief that her head-dress was to be a failure that evening, no cleverness of Cytherea’s in arranging it could please her. She continued in a smouldering passion during the remainder of the performance, keeping her lips firmly closed, and the muscles of her body rigid. Finally, snatching up her gloves, and taking her handkerchief and fan in her hand, she silently sailed out of the room, without betraying the least consciousness of another woman’s presence behind her.


  Cytherea’s fears that at the undressing this suppressed anger would find a vent, kept her on thorns throughout the evening. She tried to read; she could not. She tried to sew; she could not. She tried to muse; she could not do that connectedly. ‘If this is the beginning, what will the end be!’ she said in a whisper, and felt many misgivings as to the policy of being over-hasty in establishing an independence at the expense of congruity with a cherished past.


  3. Midnight


  The clock struck twelve. The Aldclyffe state dinner was over. The company had all gone, and Miss Aldclyffe’s bell rang loudly and jerkingly.


  Cytherea started to her feet at the sound, which broke in upon a fitful sleep that had overtaken her. She had been sitting drearily in her chair waiting minute after minute for the signal, her brain in that state of intentness which takes cognizance of the passage of Time as a real motion—motion without matter—the instants throbbing past in the company of a feverish pulse. She hastened to the room, to find the lady sitting before the dressing shrine, illuminated on both sides, and looking so queenly in her attitude of absolute repose, that the younger woman felt the awfullest sense of responsibility at her Vandalism in having undertaken to demolish so imposing a pile.


  The lady’s jewelled ornaments were taken off in silence—some by her own listless hands, some by Cytherea’s. Then followed the outer stratum of clothing. The dress being removed, Cytherea took it in her hand and went with it into the bedroom adjoining, intending to hang it in the wardrobe. But on second thoughts, in order that she might not keep Miss Aldclyffe waiting a moment longer than necessary, she flung it down on the first resting-place that came to hand, which happened to be the bed, and re-entered the dressing-room with the noiseless footfall of a kitten. She paused in the middle of the room.


  She was unnoticed, and her sudden return had plainly not been expected. During the short time of Cytherea’s absence, Miss Aldclyffe had pulled off a kind of chemisette of Brussels net, drawn high above the throat, which she had worn with her evening dress as a semi-opaque covering to her shoulders, and in its place had put her night-gown round her. Her right hand was lifted to her neck, as if engaged in fastening her night-gown.


  But on a second glance Miss Aldclyffe’s proceeding was clearer to Cytherea. She was not fastening her night-gown; it had been carelessly thrown round her, and Miss Aldclyffe was really occupied in holding up to her eyes some small object that she was keenly scrutinizing. And now on suddenly discovering the presence of Cytherea at the back of the apartment, instead of naturally continuing or concluding her inspection, she desisted hurriedly; the tiny snap of a spring was heard, her hand was removed, and she began adjusting her robes.


  Modesty might have directed her hasty action of enwrapping her shoulders, but it was scarcely likely, considering Miss Aldclyffe’s temperament, that she had all her life been used to a maid, Cytherea’s youth, and the elder lady’s marked treatment of her as if she were a mere child or plaything. The matter was too slight to reason about, and yet upon the whole it seemed that Miss Aldclyffe must have a practical reason for concealing her neck.


  With a timid sense of being an intruder Cytherea was about to step back and out of the room; but at the same moment Miss Aldclyffe turned, saw the impulse, and told her companion to stay, looking into her eyes as if she had half an intention to explain something. Cytherea felt certain it was the little mystery of her late movements. The other withdrew her eyes; Cytherea went to fetch the dressing-gown, and wheeled round again to bring it up to Miss Aldclyffe, who had now partly removed her night-dress to put it on the proper way, and still sat with her back towards Cytherea.


  Her neck was again quite open and uncovered, and though hidden from the direct line of Cytherea’s vision, she saw it reflected in the glass—the fair white surface, and the inimitable combination of curves between throat and bosom which artists adore, being brightly lit up by the light burning on either side.


  And the lady’s prior proceedings were now explained in the simplest manner. In the midst of her chest, like an island in a sea of pearl, reclined an exquisite little gold locket, embellished with arabesque work of blue, red, and white enamel. That was undoubtedly what Miss Aldclyffe had been contemplating; and, moreover, not having been put off with her other ornaments, it was to be retained during the night—a slight departure from the custom of women which Miss Aldclyffe had at first not cared to exhibit to her new assistant, though now, on further thought, she seemed to have become indifferent on the matter.


  ‘My dressing-gown,’ she said, quietly fastening her night-dress as she spoke.


  Cytherea came forward with it. Miss Aldclyffe did not turn her head, but looked inquiringly at her maid in the glass.


  ‘You saw what I wear on my neck, I suppose?’ she said to Cytherea’s reflected face.


  ‘Yes, madam, I did,’ said Cytherea to Miss Aldclyffe’s reflected face.


  Miss Aldclyffe again looked at Cytherea’s reflection as if she were on the point of explaining. Again she checked her resolve, and said lightly—


  ‘Few of my maids discover that I wear it always. I generally keep it a secret—not that it matters much. But I was careless with you, and seemed to want to tell you. You win me to make confidences that …’


  She ceased, took Cytherea’s hand in her own, lifted the locket with the other, touched the spring and disclosed a miniature.


  ‘It is a handsome face, is it not?’ she whispered mournfully, and even timidly.


  ‘It is.’


  But the sight had gone through Cytherea like an electric shock, and there was an instantaneous awakening of perception in her, so thrilling in its presence as to be well-nigh insupportable. The face in the miniature was the face of her own father—younger and fresher than she had ever known him—but her father!


  Was this the woman of his wild and unquenchable early love? And was this the woman who had figured in the gate-man’s story as answering the name of Cytherea before her judgment was awake? Surely it was. And if so, here was the tangible outcrop of a romantic and hidden stratum of the past hitherto seen only in her imagination; but as far as her scope allowed, clearly defined therein by reason of its strangeness.


  Miss Aldclyffe’s eyes and thoughts were so intent upon the miniature that she had not been conscious of Cytherea’s start of surprise. She went on speaking in a low and abstracted tone.


  ‘Yes, I lost him.’ She interrupted her words by a short meditation, and went on again. ‘I lost him by excess of honesty as regarded my past. But it was best that it should be so…. I was led to think rather more than usual of the circumstances to-night because of your name. It is pronounced the same way, though differently spelt.’


  The only means by which Cytherea’s surname could have been spelt to Miss Aldclyffe must have been by Mrs. Morris or Farmer Springrove. She fancied Farmer Springrove would have spelt it properly if Edward was his informant, which made Miss Aldclyffe’s remark obscure.


  Women make confidences and then regret them. The impulsive rush of feeling which had led Miss Aldclyffe to indulge in this revelation, trifling as it was, died out immediately her words were beyond recall; and the turmoil occasioned in her by dwelling upon that chapter of her life, found vent in another kind of emotion—the result of a trivial accident.


  Cytherea, after letting down Miss Aldclyffe’s hair, adopted some plan with it to which the lady had not been accustomed. A rapid revulsion to irritation ensued. The maiden’s mere touch seemed to discharge the pent-up regret of the lady as if she had been a jar of electricity.


  ‘How strangely you treat my hair!’ she exclaimed.


  A silence.


  ‘I have told you what I never tell my maids as a rule; of course nothing that I say in this room is to be mentioned outside it.’ She spoke crossly no less than emphatically.


  ‘It shall not be, madam,’ said Cytherea, agitated and vexed that the woman of her romantic wonderings should be so disagreeable to her.


  ‘Why on earth did I tell you of my past!’ she went on.


  Cytherea made no answer.


  The lady’s vexation with herself, and the accident which had led to the disclosure swelled little by little till it knew no bounds. But what was done could not be undone, and though Cytherea had shown a most winning responsiveness, quarrel Miss Aldclyffe must. She recurred to the subject of Cytherea’s want of expertness like a captious reviewer who, finding the sentiments of a poet unimpeachable, quarrels with his rhymes.


  ‘Never, never before did I serve myself such a trick as this in engaging a maid!’ She waited for an expostulation: none came. Miss Aldclyffe tried again.


  ‘The idea of my taking a girl without asking her more than three questions, or having a single reference, all because of her good l——, the shape of her face and body! It was a fool’s trick. There, I am served right, quite right—by being deceived in such a way.’


  ‘I didn’t deceive you,’ said Cytherea. The speech was an unfortunate one, and was the very ‘fuel to maintain its fires’ that the other’s petulance desired.


  ‘You did,’ she said hotly.


  ‘I told you I couldn’t promise to be acquainted with every detail of routine just at first.’


  ‘Will you contradict me in this way! You are telling untruths, I say.’


  Cytherea’s lip quivered. ‘I would answer the remark if—if——’


  ‘If what?’


  ‘If it were a lady’s!’


  ‘You girl of impudence—what do you say? Leave the room this instant, I tell you.’


  ‘And I tell you that a person who speaks to a lady as you do to me, is no lady herself!’


  ‘To a lady? A lady’s-maid speaks in this way. The idea!’


  ‘Don’t “lady’s-maid” me: nobody is my mistress, I won’t have it!’


  ‘Good Heavens!’


  ‘I wouldn’t have come—no—I wouldn’t! if I had known!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘That you were such an ill-tempered, unjust woman!’


  ‘Possest beyond the Muse’s painting,’ Miss Aldclyffe exclaimed—


  ‘A Woman, am I! I’ll teach you if I am a Woman!’ and lifted her hand as if she would have liked to strike her companion. This stung the maiden into absolute defiance.


  ‘I dare you to touch me!’ she cried. ‘Strike me if you dare, madam! I am not afraid of you—what do you mean by such an action as that?’


  Miss Aldclyffe was disconcerted at this unexpected show of spirit, and ashamed of her unladylike impulse now it was put into words. She sank back in the chair. ‘I was not going to strike you—go to your room—I beg you to go to your room!’ she repeated in a husky whisper.


  Cytherea, red and panting, took up her candlestick and advanced to the table to get a light. As she stood close to them the rays from the candles struck sharply on her face. She usually bore a much stronger likeness to her mother than to her father, but now, looking with a grave, reckless, and angered expression of countenance at the kindling wick as she held it slanting into the other flame, her father’s features were distinct in her. It was the first time Miss Aldclyffe had seen her in a passionate mood, and wearing that expression which was invariably its concomitant. It was Miss Aldclyffe’s turn to start now; and the remark she made was an instance of that sudden change of tone from high-flown invective to the pettiness of curiosity which so often makes women’s quarrels ridiculous. Even Miss Aldclyffe’s dignity had not sufficient power to postpone the absorbing desire she now felt to settle the strange suspicion that had entered her head.


  ‘You spell your name the common way, G, R, E, Y, don’t you?’ she said, with assumed indifference.


  ‘No,’ said Cytherea, poised on the side of her foot, and still looking into the flame.


  ‘Yes, surely? The name was spelt that way on your boxes: I looked and saw it myself.’


  The enigma of Miss Aldclyffe’s mistake was solved. ‘O, was it?’ said Cytherea. ‘Ah, I remember Mrs. Jackson, the lodging-house keeper at Budmouth, labelled them. We spell our name G, R, A, Y, E.’


  ‘What was your father’s trade?’


  Cytherea thought it would be useless to attempt to conceal facts any longer. ‘His was not a trade,’ she said. ‘He was an architect.’


  ‘The idea of your being an architect’s daughter!’


  ‘There’s nothing to offend you in that, I hope?’


  ‘O no.’


  ‘Why did you say “the idea”?’


  ‘Leave that alone. Did he ever visit in Dukery Street, Bloomsbury, one Christmas, many years ago?—but you would not know that.’


  ‘I have heard him say that Mr. Huntway, a curate somewhere in that part of London, and who died there, was an old college friend of his.’


  ‘What is your Christian name?’


  ‘Cytherea.’


  ‘No! And is it really? And you knew that face I showed you? Yes, I see you did.’ Miss Aldclyffe stopped, and closed her lips impassibly. She was a little agitated.


  ‘Do you want me any longer?’ said Cytherea, standing candle in hand and looking quietly in Miss Aldclyffe’s face.


  ‘Well—no: no longer,’ said the other lingeringly.


  ‘With your permission, I will leave the house to-morrow morning, madam.’


  ‘Ah.’ Miss Aldclyffe had no notion of what she was saying.


  ‘And I know you will be so good as not to intrude upon me during the short remainder of my stay?’


  Saying this Cytherea left the room before her companion had answered. Miss Aldclyffe, then, had recognized her at last, and had been curious about her name from the beginning.


  The other members of the household had retired to rest. As Cytherea went along the passage leading to her room her skirts rustled against the partition. A door on her left opened, and Mrs. Morris looked out.


  ‘I waited out of bed till you came up,’ she said, ‘it being your first night, in case you should be at a loss for anything. How have you got on with Miss Aldclyffe?’


  ‘Pretty well—though not so well as I could have wished.’


  ‘Has she been scolding?’


  ‘A little.’


  ‘She’s a very odd lady—’tis all one way or the other with her. She’s not bad at heart, but unbearable in close quarters. Those of us who don’t have much to do with her personally, stay on for years and years.’


  ‘Has Miss Aldclyffe’s family always been rich?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘O no. The property, with the name, came from her mother’s uncle. Her family is a branch of the old Aldclyffe family on the maternal side. Her mother married a Bradleigh—a mere nobody at that time—and was on that account cut by her relations. But very singularly the other branch of the family died out one by one—three of them, and Miss Aldclyffe’s great-uncle then left all his property, including this estate, to Captain Bradleigh and his wife—Miss Aldclyffe’s father and mother—on condition that they took the old family name as well. There’s all about it in the Landed Gentry. ’Tis a thing very often done.’


  ‘O, I see. Thank you. Well, now I am going. Good-night.’


  ♣


  VI.


  The Events of Twelve Hours


  1. August the Ninth. One to Two o’clock a.m.


  Cytherea entered her bedroom, and flung herself on the bed, bewildered by a whirl of thought. Only one subject was clear in her mind, and it was that, in spite of family discoveries, that day was to be the first and last of her experience as a lady’s-maid. Starvation itself should not compel her to hold such a humiliating post for another instant. ‘Ah,’ she thought, with a sigh, at the martyrdom of her last little fragment of self-conceit, ‘Owen knows everything better than I.’


  She jumped up and began making ready for her departure in the morning, the tears streaming down when she grieved and wondered what practical matter on earth she could turn her hand to next. All these preparations completed, she began to undress, her mind unconsciously drifting away to the contemplation of her late surprises. To look in the glass for an instant at the reflection of her own magnificent resources in face and bosom, and to mark their attractiveness unadorned, was perhaps but the natural action of a young woman who had so lately been chidden whilst passing through the harassing experience of decorating an older beauty of Miss Aldclyffe’s temper.


  But she directly checked her weakness by sympathizing reflections on the hidden troubles which must have thronged the past years of the solitary lady, to keep her, though so rich and courted, in a mood so repellent and gloomy as that in which Cytherea found her; and then the young girl marvelled again and again, as she had marvelled before, at the strange confluence of circumstances which had brought herself into contact with the one woman in the world whose history was so romantically intertwined with her own. She almost began to wish she were not obliged to go away and leave the lonely being to loneliness still.


  In bed and in the dark, Miss Aldclyffe haunted her mind more persistently than ever. Instead of sleeping, she called up staring visions of the possible past of this queenly lady, her mother’s rival. Up the long vista of bygone years she saw, behind all, the young girl’s flirtation, little or much, with the cousin, that seemed to have been nipped in the bud, or to have terminated hastily in some way. Then the secret meetings between Miss Aldclyffe and the other woman at the little inn at Hammersmith and other places: the commonplace name she adopted: her swoon at some painful news, and the very slight knowledge the elder female had of her partner in mystery. Then, more than a year afterwards, the acquaintanceship of her own father with this his first love; the awakening of the passion, his acts of devotion, the unreasoning heat of his rapture, her tacit acceptance of it, and yet her uneasiness under the delight. Then his declaration amid the evergreens: the utter change produced in her manner thereby, seemingly the result of a rigid determination: and the total concealment of her reason by herself and her parents, whatever it was. Then the lady’s course dropped into darkness, and nothing more was visible till she was discovered here at Knapwater, nearly fifty years old, still unmarried and still beautiful, but lonely, embittered, and haughty. Cytherea imagined that her father’s image was still warmly cherished in Miss Aldclyffe’s heart, and was thankful that she herself had not been betrayed into announcing that she knew many particulars of this page of her father’s history, and the chief one, the lady’s unaccountable renunciation of him. It would have made her bearing towards the mistress of the mansion more awkward, and would have been no benefit to either.


  Thus conjuring up the past, and theorizing on the present, she lay restless, changing her posture from one side to the other and back again. Finally, when courting sleep with all her art, she heard a clock strike two. A minute later, and she fancied she could distinguish a soft rustle in the passage outside her room.


  To bury her head in the sheets was her first impulse; then to uncover it, raise herself on her elbow, and stretch her eyes wide open in the darkness; her lips being parted with the intentness of her listening. Whatever the noise was, it had ceased for the time.


  It began again and came close to her door, lightly touching the panels. Then there was another stillness; Cytherea made a movement which caused a faint rustling of the bed-clothes.


  Before she had time to think another thought a light tap was given. Cytherea breathed: the person outside was evidently bent upon finding her awake, and the rustle she had made had encouraged the hope. The maiden’s physical condition shifted from one pole to its opposite. The cold sweat of terror forsook her, and modesty took the alarm. She became hot and red; her door was not locked.


  A distinct woman’s whisper came to her through the keyhole: ‘Cytherea!’


  Only one being in the house knew her Christian name, and that was Miss Aldclyffe. Cytherea stepped out of bed, went to the door, and whispered back ‘Yes?’


  ‘Let me come in, darling.’


  The young woman paused in a conflict between judgment and emotion. It was now mistress and maid no longer; woman and woman only. Yes; she must let her come in, poor thing.


  She got a light in an instant, opened the door, and raising her eyes and the candle, saw Miss Aldclyffe standing outside in her dressing-gown.


  ‘Now you see that it is really myself; put out the light,’ said the visitor. ‘I want to stay here with you, Cythie. I came to ask you to come down into my bed, but it is snugger here. But remember that you are mistress in this room, and that I have no business here, and that you may send me away if you choose. Shall I go?’


  ‘O no; you shan’t indeed if you don’t want to,’ said Cythie generously.


  The instant they were in bed Miss Aldclyffe freed herself from the last remnant of restraint. She flung her arms round the young girl, and pressed her gently to her heart.


  ‘Now kiss me,’ she said. ‘You seem as if you were my own, own child!’


  Cytherea, upon the whole, was rather discomposed at this change of treatment; and, discomposed or no, her passions were not so impetuous as Miss Aldclyffe’s. She could not bring her soul to her lips for a moment, try how she would.


  ‘Come, kiss me,’ repeated Miss Aldclyffe.


  Cytherea gave her a very small one, as soft in touch and in sound as the bursting of a bubble.


  ‘More earnestly than that—come.’


  She gave another, a little but not much more expressively.


  ‘I don’t deserve a more feeling one, I suppose,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, with an emphasis of sad bitterness in her tone. ‘I am an ill-tempered woman, you think; half out of my mind. Well, perhaps I am; but I have had grief more than you can think or dream of. But I am a lonely woman, and I want the sympathy of a pure girl like you, and so I can’t help loving you—your name is the same as mine—isn’t it strange?’


  Cytherea was inclined to say no, but remained silent.


  ‘Now, don’t you think I must love you?’ continued the other.


  ‘Yes,’ said Cytherea absently. She was still thinking whether duty to Owen and her father, which asked for silence on her knowledge of her father’s unfortunate love, or duty to the woman embracing her, which seemed to ask for confidence, ought to predominate. Here was a solution. She would wait till Miss Aldclyffe referred to her acquaintanceship and attachment to Cytherea’s father in past times: then she would tell her all she knew: that would be honour.


  ‘Why can’t you kiss me as I can kiss you? Why can’t you!’ She impressed upon Cytherea’s lips a warm motherly salute, given as if in the outburst of strong feeling, long checked, and yearning for something to care for and be cared for by in return.


  ‘Do you think badly of me for my behaviour this evening, child? I don’t know why I am so foolish as to speak to you in this way. I am a very fool, I believe. Yes. How old are you?’


  ‘Eighteen.’


  ‘Eighteen! … Well, why don’t you ask me how old I am?’


  ‘Because I don’t want to know.’


  ‘Never mind if you don’t. I am forty-six; and it gives me greater pleasure to tell you this than it does to you to listen. I have not told my age truly for the last twenty years till now.’


  ‘Why haven’t you?’


  ‘I have met deceit by deceit, till I am weary of it—weary, weary—and I long to be what I shall never be again—artless and innocent, like you. But I suppose that you, too, will prove to be not worth a thought, as every new friend does on more intimate knowledge. Come, why don’t you talk to me, child? Have you said your prayers?’


  ‘Yes—no! I forgot them to-night.’


  ‘I suppose you say them every night as a rule?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Why do you do that?[’]


  ‘Because I have always done so, and it would seem strange if I were not to. Do you?’


  ‘I? A wicked old sinner like me! No, I never do. I have thought all such matters humbug for years—thought so so long that I should be glad to think otherwise from very weariness; and yet, such is the code of the polite world, that I subscribe regularly to Missionary Societies and others of the sort…. Well, say your prayers, dear—you won’t omit them now you recollect it. I should like to hear you very much. Will you?’


  ‘It seems hardly——’


  ‘It would seem so like old times to me—when I was young, and nearer—far nearer Heaven than I am now. Do, sweet one.’


  Cytherea was embarrassed, and her embarrassment arose from the following conjuncture of affairs. Since she had loved Edward Springrove, she had linked his name with her brother Owen’s in her nightly supplications to the Almighty. She wished to keep her love for him a secret, and, above all, a secret from a woman like Miss Aldclyffe; yet her conscience and the honesty of her love would not for an instant allow her to think of omitting his dear name, and so endanger the efficacy of all her previous prayers for his success by an unworthy shame now: it would be wicked of her, she thought, and a grievous wrong to him. Under any worldly circumstances she might have thought the position justified a little finesse, and have skipped him for once; but prayer was too solemn a thing for such trifling.


  ‘I would rather not say them,’ she murmured first. It struck her then that this declining altogether was the same cowardice in another dress, and was delivering her poor Edward over to Satan just as unceremoniously as before. ‘Yes; I will say my prayers, and you shall hear me,’ she added firmly.


  She turned her face to the pillow and repeated in low soft tones the simple words she had used from childhood on such occasions. Owen’s name was mentioned without faltering, but in the other case, maidenly shyness was too strong even for religion, and that when supported by excellent intentions. At the name of Edward she stammered, and her voice sank to the faintest whisper in spite of her.


  ‘Thank you, dearest,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘I have prayed too, I verily believe. You are a good girl, I think.’ Then the expected question came.


  ‘“Bless Owen,” and whom, did you say?’


  There was no help for it now, and out it came. ‘Owen and Edward,’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Who are Owen and Edward?’


  ‘Owen is my brother, madam,’ faltered the maid.


  ‘Ah, I remember. Who is Edward?’


  A silence.


  ‘Your brother, too?’ continued Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘No.’


  Miss Aldclyffe reflected a moment. ‘Don’t you want to tell me who Edward is?’ she said at last, in a tone of meaning.


  ‘I don’t mind telling; only …’


  ‘You would rather not, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Miss Aldclyffe shifted her ground. ‘Were you ever in love?’ she inquired suddenly.


  Cytherea was surprised to hear how quickly the voice had altered from tenderness to harshness, vexation, and disappointment.


  ‘Yes—I think I was—once,’ she murmured.


  ‘Aha! And were you ever kissed by a man?’


  A pause.


  ‘Well, were you?’ said Miss Aldclyffe, rather sharply.


  ‘Don’t press me to tell—I can’t—indeed, I won’t, madam!’


  Miss Aldclyffe removed her arms from Cytherea’s neck. ‘’Tis now with you as it is always with all girls,’ she said, in jealous and gloomy accents. ‘You are not, after all, the innocent I took you for. No, no.’ She then changed her tone with fitful rapidity. ‘Cytherea, try to love me more than you love him—do. I love you more sincerely than any man can. Do, Cythie: don’t let any man stand between us. O, I can’t bear that!’ She clasped Cytherea’s neck again.


  ‘I must love him now I have begun,’ replied the other.


  ‘Must—yes—must,’ said the elder lady reproachfully. ‘Yes, women are all alike. I thought I had at last found an artless woman who had not been sullied by a man’s lips, and who had not practised or been practised upon by the arts which ruin all the truth and sweetness and goodness in us. Find a girl, if you can, whose mouth and ears have not been made a regular highway of by some man or another! Leave the admittedly notorious spots—the drawing-rooms of society—and look in the villages—leave the villages and search in the schools—and you can hardly find a girl whose heart has not been had—is not an old thing half worn out by some He or another! If men only knew the staleness of the freshest of us! that nine times out of ten the “first love” they think they are winning from a woman is but the hulk of an old wrecked affection, fitted with new sails and re-used. O Cytherea, can it be that you, too, are like the rest?’


  ‘No, no, no,’ urged Cytherea, awed by the storm she had raised in the impetuous woman’s mind. ‘He only kissed me once—twice I mean.’


  ‘He might have done it a thousand times if he had cared to, there’s no doubt about that, whoever his lordship is. You are as bad as I—we are all alike; and I—an old fool—have been sipping at your mouth as if it were honey, because I fancied no wasting lover knew the spot. But a minute ago, and you seemed to me like a fresh spring meadow—now you seem a dusty highway.’


  ‘O no, no![’] Cytherea was not weak enough to shed tears except on extraordinary occasions, but she was fain to begin sobbing now. She wished Miss Aldclyffe would go to her own room, and leave her and her treasured dreams alone. This vehement imperious affection was in one sense soothing, but yet it was not of the kind that Cytherea’s instincts desired. Though it was generous, it seemed somewhat too rank and capricious for endurance.


  ‘Well,’ said the lady in continuation, ‘who is he?’


  Her companion was desperately determined not to tell his name: she too much feared a taunt when Miss Aldclyffe’s fiery mood again ruled her tongue.


  ‘Won’t you tell me? not tell me after all the affection I have shown?’


  ‘I will, perhaps, another day.’


  ‘Did you wear a hat and white feather in Budmouth for the week or two previous to your coming here?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then I have seen you and your lover at a distance! He rowed you round the bay with your brother.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And without your brother—fie! There, there, don’t let that little heart beat itself to death: throb, throb: it shakes the bed, you silly thing. I didn’t mean that there was any harm in going alone with him. I only saw you from the Esplanade, in common with the rest of the people. I often run down to Budmouth. He was a very good figure: now who was he?’


  ‘I—I won’t tell, madam—I cannot indeed!’


  ‘Won’t tell—very well, don’t. You are very foolish to treasure up his name and image as you do. Why, he has had loves before you, trust him for that, whoever he is, and you are but a temporary link in a long chain of others like you: who only have their little day as they have had theirs.’


  ‘’Tisn’t true! ’tisn’t true! ’tisn’t true!’ cried Cytherea in an agony of torture. ‘He has never loved anybody else, I know—I am sure he hasn’t.’


  Miss Aldclyffe was as jealous as any man could have been. She continued—


  ‘He sees a beautiful face and thinks he will never forget it, but in a few weeks the feeling passes off, and he wonders how he could have cared for anybody so absurdly much.’


  ‘No, no, he doesn’t—What does he do when he has thought that—Come, tell me—tell me!’


  ‘You are as hot as fire, and the throbbing of your heart makes me nervous. I can’t tell you if you get in that flustered state.’


  ‘Do, do tell—O, it makes me so miserable! but tell—come tell me!’


  ‘Ah—the tables are turned now, dear!’ she continued, in a tone which mingled pity with derision—


  
    ‘Love’s passions shall rock thee


    As the storm rocks the ravens on high,


    Bright reason will mock thee


    Like the sun from a wintry sky.

  


  ‘What does he do next?—Why, this is what he does next: ruminate on what he has heard of women’s romantic impulses, and how easily men torture them when they have given way to those feelings, and have resigned everything for their hero. It may be that though he loves you heartily now—that is, as heartily as a man can—and you love him in return, your loves may be impracticable and hopeless, and you may be separated for ever. You, as the weary, weary years pass by will fade and fade—bright eyes will fade—and you will perhaps then die early—true to him to your latest breath, and believing him to be true to the latest breath also; whilst he, in some gay and busy spot far away from your last quiet nook, will have married some dashing lady, and not purely oblivious of you, will long have ceased to regret you—will chat about you, as you were in long past years—will say, “Ah, little Cytherea used to tie her hair like that—poor innocent trusting thing; it was a pleasant useless idle dream—that dream of mine for the maid with the bright eyes and simple, silly heart; but I was a foolish lad at that time.” Then he will tell the tale of all your little Wills and Won’ts, and particular ways, and as he speaks, turn to his wife with a placid smile.’


  ‘It is not true! He can’t, he c-can’t be s-so cruel—and you are cruel to me—you are, you are!’ She was at last driven to desperation: her natural common sense and shrewdness had seen all through the piece how imaginary her emotions were—she felt herself to be weak and foolish in permitting them to rise; but even then she could not control them: be agonized she must. She was only eighteen, and the long day’s labour, her weariness, her excitement, had completely unnerved her, and worn her out: she was bent hither and thither by this tyrannical working upon her imagination, as a young rush in the wind. She wept bitterly.


  ‘And now think how much I like you,’ resumed Miss Aldclyffe, when Cytherea grew calmer. ‘I shall never forget you for anybody else, as men do—never. I will be exactly as a mother to you. Now will you promise to live with me always, and always be taken care of, and never deserted?’


  ‘I cannot. I will not be anybody’s maid for another day on any consideration.’


  ‘No, no, no. You shan’t be a lady’s-maid, of course. You shall be my companion. I will get another maid.’


  Companion—that was a new idea. Cytherea could not resist the evidently heartfelt desire of the strange-tempered woman for her presence. But she could not trust to the moment’s impulse.


  ‘I will stay, I think. But do not ask for a final answer to-night.’


  ‘Never mind now, then. Put your hair round your mamma’s neck, and give me one good long kiss, and I won’t talk any more in that way about your lover. After all, some young men are not so fickle as others; but even if he’s the ficklest, there is consolation. The love of an inconstant man is ten times more ardent than that of a faithful man—that is, while it lasts.’


  Cytherea did as she was told, to escape the punishment of further talk; flung the twining tresses of her long, rich hair over Miss Aldclyffe’s shoulders as directed, and the two ceased conversing, making themselves up for sleep. Miss Aldclyffe seemed to give herself over to a luxurious sense of content and quiet, as if the maiden at her side afforded her a protection against dangers which had menaced her for years; she was soon sleeping calmly.


  2. Two to Five a.m.


  With Cytherea it was otherwise. Unused to the place and circumstances she continued wakeful, ill at ease, and mentally distressed. She withdrew herself from her companion’s embrace, turned to the other side, and endeavoured to relieve her busy brain by looking at the window-blind, and noticing the light of the rising moon—now in her last quarter—creep round upon it: it was the light of an old waning moon which had but a few days longer to live.


  The sight led her to think again of what had happened under the rays of the same month’s moon, a little before its full, the ecstatic evening scene with Edward: the kiss, and the shortness of those happy moments—maiden imagination bringing about the apotheosis of a status quo which had had several unpleasantnesses in its earthly reality.


  But sounds were in the ascendant that night. Her ears became aware of a strange and gloomy murmur.


  She recognized it: it was the gushing of the waterfall, faint and low, brought from its source to the unwonted distance of the House by a faint breeze which made it distinctly perceptible by reason of the utter absence of all disturbing noises. The groom’s melancholy representation lent to the sound a more dismal effect than it would have had of its own nature. She began to fancy what the waterfall must be like at that hour, under the trees in the ghostly moonlight. Black at the head, and over the surface of the deep cold hole into which it fell; white and frothy at the fall; black and white, like a pall and its border; sad everywhere.


  She was in the mood for sounds of every kind now, and strained her ears to catch the faintest, in wayward enmity to her quiet of mind. Another soon came.


  The second was quite different from the first—a kind of intermittent whistle it seemed primarily: no, a creak, a metallic creak, ever and anon, like a plough, or a rusty wheelbarrow, or at least a wheel of some kind. Yes, it was a wheel—the water-wheel in the shrubbery by the old manor-house, which the coachman had said would drive him mad.


  She determined not to think any more of these gloomy things; but now that she had once noticed the sound there was no sealing her ears to it. She could not help timing its creaks, and putting on a dread expectancy just before the end of each half-minute that brought them. To imagine the inside of the engine-house, whence these noises proceeded, was now a necessity. No window, but crevices in the door, through which, probably, the moonbeams streamed in the most attenuated and skeleton-like rays, striking sharply upon portions of wet rusty cranks and chains; a glistening wheel, turning incessantly, labouring in the dark like a captive starving in a dungeon; and instead of a floor below, gurgling water, which on account of the darkness could only be heard; water which laboured up dark pipes almost to where she lay.


  She shivered. Now she was determined to go to sleep; there could be nothing else left to be heard or to imagine—it was horrid that her imagination should be so restless. Yet just for an instant before going to sleep she would think this—suppose another sound should come—just suppose it should! Before the thought had well passed through her brain, a third sound came.


  The third was a very soft gurgle or rattle—of a strange and abnormal kind—yet a sound she had heard before at some past period of her life—when, she could not recollect. To make it the more disturbing, it seemed to be almost close to her—either close outside the window, close under the floor, or close above the ceiling. The accidental fact of its coming so immediately upon the heels of her supposition, told so powerfully upon her excited nerves that she jumped up in the bed. The same instant, a little dog in some room near, having probably heard the same noise, set up a low whine. The watch-dog in the yard, hearing the moan of his associate, began to howl loudly and distinctly. His melancholy notes were taken up directly afterwards by the dogs in the kennel a long way off, in every variety of wail.


  One logical thought alone was able to enter her flurried brain. The little dog that began the whining must have heard the other two sounds even better than herself. He had taken no notice of them, but he had taken notice of the third. The third, then, was an unusual sound.


  It was not like water, it was not like wind; it was not the night-jar, it was not a clock, nor a rat, nor a person snoring.


  She crept under the clothes, and flung her arms tightly round Miss Aldclyffe, as if for protection. Cytherea perceived that the lady’s late peaceful warmth had given place to a sweat. At the maiden’s touch, Miss Aldclyffe awoke with a low scream.


  She remembered her position instantly. ‘O such a terrible dream!’ she cried, in a hurried whisper, holding to Cytherea in her turn; ‘and your touch was the end of it. It was dreadful. Time, with his wings, hour-glass, and scythe, coming nearer and nearer to me—grinning and mocking: then he seized me, took a piece of me only…. But I can’t tell you. I can’t bear to think of it. How those dogs howl! People say it means death.’


  The return of Miss Aldclyffe to consciousness was sufficient to dispel the wild fancies which the loneliness of the night had woven in Cytherea’s mind. She dismissed the third noise as something which in all likelihood could easily be explained, if trouble were taken to inquire into it: large houses had all kinds of strange sounds floating about them. She was ashamed to tell Miss Aldclyffe her terrors.


  A silence of five minutes.


  ‘Are you asleep?’ said Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘No,’ said Cytherea, in a long-drawn whisper.


  ‘How those dogs howl, don’t they?’


  ‘Yes. A little dog in the house began it.’


  ‘Ah, yes: that was Totsy. He sleeps on the mat outside my father’s bedroom door. A nervous creature.’


  There was a silent interval of nearly half-an-hour. A clock on the landing struck three.


  ‘Are you asleep, Miss Aldclyffe?’ whispered Cytherea.


  ‘No,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘How wretched it is not to be able to sleep, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes,’ replied Cytherea, like a docile child.


  Another hour passed, and the clock struck four. Miss Aldclyffe was still awake.


  ‘Cytherea,’ she said, very softly.


  Cytherea made no answer. She was sleeping soundly.


  The first glimmer of dawn was now visible. Miss Aldclyffe arose, put on her dressing-gown, and went softly downstairs to her own room.


  ‘I have not told her who I am after all, or found out the particulars of Ambrose’s history,’ she murmured. ‘But her being in love alters everything.’


  3. Half-past Seven to Ten o’clock a.m.


  Cytherea awoke, quiet in mind and refreshed. A conclusion to remain at Knapwater was already in possession of her.


  Finding Miss Aldclyffe gone, she dressed herself and sat down at the window to write an answer to Edward’s letter, and an account of her arrival at Knapwater to Owen. The dismal and heart-breaking pictures that Miss Aldclyffe had placed before her the preceding evening, the later terrors of the night, were now but as shadows of shadows, and she smiled in derision at her own excitability.


  But writing Edward’s letter was the great consoler, the effect of each word upon him being enacted in her own face as she wrote it. She felt how much she would like to share his trouble—how well she could endure poverty with him—and wondered what his trouble was. But all would be explained at last, she knew.


  At the appointed time she went to Miss Aldclyffe’s room, intending, with the contradictoriness common in people, to perform with pleasure, as a work of supererogation, what as a duty was simply intolerable.


  Miss Aldclyffe was already out of bed. The bright penetrating light of morning made a vast difference in the elder lady’s behaviour to her dependent; the day, which had restored Cytherea’s judgment, had effected the same for Miss Aldclyffe. Though practical reasons forbade her regretting that she had secured such a companionable creature to read, talk, or play to her whenever her whim required, she was inwardly vexed at the extent to which she had indulged in the womanly luxury of making confidences and giving way to emotions. Few would have supposed that the calm lady sitting aristocratically at the toilet table, seeming scarcely conscious of Cytherea’s presence in the room, even when greeting her, was the passionate creature who had asked for kisses a few hours before.


  It is both painful and satisfactory to think how often these antitheses are to be observed in the individual most open to our observation—ourselves. We pass the evening with faces lit up by some flaring illumination or other: we get up the next morning—the fiery jets have all gone out, and nothing confronts us but a few crinkled pipes and sooty wirework, hardly even recalling the outline of the blazing picture that arrested our eyes before bedtime.


  Emotions would be half starved if there were no candle-light. Probably nine-tenths of the gushing letters of indiscreet confession are written after nine or ten o’clock in the evening, and sent off before day returns to leer invidiously upon them. Few that remain open to catch our glance as we rise in the morning, survive the frigid criticism of dressing-time.


  The subjects uppermost in the minds of the two women who had thus cooled from their fires, were not the visionary ones of the later hours, but the hard facts of their earlier conversation. After a remark that Cytherea need not assist her in dressing unless she wished to, Miss Aldclyffe said abruptly—


  ‘I can tell that young man’s name.’ She looked keenly at Cytherea. ‘It is Edward Springrove, my tenant’s son.’


  The inundation of colour upon the younger lady at hearing a name which to her was a world, handled as if it were only an atom, told Miss Aldclyffe that she had divined the truth at last.


  ‘Ah—it is he, is it?’ she continued. ‘Well, I wanted to know for practical reasons. His example shows that I was not so far wrong in my estimate of men after all, though I only generalized, and had no thought of him.’ This was perfectly true.


  ‘What do you mean?’ said Cytherea, visibly alarmed.


  ‘Mean? Why that all the world knows him to be engaged to be married, and that the wedding is soon to take place.’ She made the remark bluntly and superciliously, as if to obtain absolution at the hands of her family pride for the weak confidences of the night.


  But even the frigidity of Miss Aldclyffe’s morning mood was overcome by the look of sick and blank despair which the carelessly uttered words had produced upon Cytherea’s face. She sank back into a chair, and buried her face in her hands.


  ‘Don’t be so foolish,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘Come, make the best of it. I cannot upset the fact I have told you of, unfortunately. But I believe the match can be broken off.’


  ‘O no, no.’


  ‘Nonsense. I liked him much as a youth, and I like him now. I’ll help you to captivate and chain him down. I have got over my absurd feeling of last night in not wanting you ever to go away from me—of course, I could not expect such a thing as that. There, now I have said I’ll help you, and that’s enough. He’s tired of his first choice now he’s been away from home for a while. The love that no outer attack can frighten away quails before its idol’s own homely ways; it is always so…. Come, finish what you are doing if you are going to, and don’t be a little goose about such a trumpery affair as that.’


  ‘Who—is he engaged to?’ Cytherea inquired by a movement of her lips but no sound of her voice. But Miss Aldclyffe did not answer. It mattered not, Cytherea thought. Another woman—that was enough for her: curiosity was stunned.


  She applied herself to the work of dressing, scarcely knowing how. Miss Aldclyffe went on:—


  ‘You were too easily won. I’d have made him or anybody else speak out before he should have kissed my face for his pleasure. But you are one of those precipitantly fond things who are yearning to throw away their hearts upon the first worthless fellow who says good-morning. In the first place, you shouldn’t have loved him so quickly: in the next, if you must have loved him off-hand, you should have concealed it. It tickled his vanity: “By Jove, that girl’s in love with me already!” he thought.’


  To hasten away at the end of the toilet, to tell Mrs. Morris—who stood waiting in a little room prepared for her, with tea poured out, bread-and-butter cut into diaphanous slices, and eggs arranged—that she wanted no breakfast: then to shut herself alone in her bedroom, was her only thought. She was followed thither by the well-intentioned matron with a cup of tea and one piece of bread-and-butter on a tray, cheerfully insisting that she should eat it.


  To those who grieve, innocent cheerfulness seems heartless levity. ‘No, thank you, Mrs. Morris,’ she said, keeping the door closed. Despite the incivility of the action, Cytherea could not bear to let a pleasant person see her face then.


  Immediate revocation—even if revocation would be more effective by postponement—is the impulse of young wounded natures. Cytherea went to her blotting-book, took out the long letter so carefully written, so full of gushing remarks and tender hints, and sealed up so neatly with a little seal bearing ‘Good Faith’ as its motto, tore the missive into fifty pieces, and threw them into the grate. It was then the bitterest of anguishes to look upon some of the words she had so lovingly written, and see them existing only in mutilated forms without meaning—to feel that his eye would never read them, nobody ever know how ardently she had penned them.


  Pity for one’s self for being wasted is mostly present in these moods of abnegation.


  The meaning of all his allusions, his abruptness in telling her of his love, his constraint at first, then his desperate manner of speaking, was clear. They must have been the last flickerings of a conscience not quite dead to all sense of perfidiousness and fickleness. Now he had gone to London: she would be dismissed from his memory, in the same way as Miss Aldclyffe had said. And here she was in Edward’s own parish, reminded continually of him by what she saw and heard. The landscape, yesterday so much and so bright to her, was now but as the banquet-hall deserted—all gone but herself.


  Miss Aldclyffe had wormed her secret out of her, and would now be continually mocking her for her trusting simplicity in believing him. It was altogether unbearable: she would not stay there.


  She went downstairs and found Miss Aldclyffe had gone into the breakfast-room, but that Captain Aldclyffe, who rose later with increasing infirmities, had not yet made his appearance. Cytherea entered. Miss Aldclyffe was looking out of the window, watching a trail of white smoke along the distant landscape—signifying a passing train. At Cytherea’s entry she turned and looked inquiry.


  ‘I must tell you now,’ began Cytherea, in a tremulous voice.


  ‘Well, what?’ Miss Aldclyffe said.


  ‘I am not going to stay with you. I must go away—a very long way. I am very sorry, but indeed I can’t remain!’


  ‘Pooh—what shall we hear next?’ Miss Aldclyffe surveyed Cytherea’s face with leisurely criticism. ‘You are breaking your heart again about that worthless young Springrove. I knew how it would be. It is as Hallam says of Juliet—what little reason you may have possessed originally has all been whirled away by this love. I shan’t take this notice, mind.’


  ‘Do let me go!’


  Miss Aldclyffe took her new pet’s hand, and said with severity, ‘As to hindering you, if you are determined to go, of course that’s absurd. But you are not now in a state of mind fit for deciding upon any such proceeding, and I shall not listen to what you have to say. Now, Cythie, come with me; we’ll let this volcano burst and spend itself, and after that we’ll see what had better be done.’ She took Cytherea into her workroom, opened a drawer, and drew forth a roll of linen.


  ‘This is some embroidery I began one day, and now I should like it finished.’


  She then preceded the maiden upstairs to Cytherea’s own room. ‘There,’ she said, ‘now sit down here, go on with this work, and remember one thing—that you are not to leave the room on any pretext whatever for two hours unless I send for you—I insist kindly, dear. Whilst you stitch—you are to stitch, recollect, and not go mooning out of the window—think over the whole matter, and get cooled; don’t let the foolish love-affair prevent your thinking as a woman of the world. If at the end of that time you still say you must leave me, you may. I will have no more to say in the matter. Come, sit down, and promise to sit here the time I name.’


  To hearts in a despairing mood, compulsion seems a relief; and docility was at all times natural to Cytherea. She promised, and sat down. Miss Aldclyffe shut the door upon her and retreated.


  She sewed, stopped to think, shed a tear or two, recollected the articles of the treaty, and sewed again; and at length fell into a reverie which took no account whatever of the lapse of time.


  4. Ten to Twelve o’clock a.m.


  A quarter of an hour might have passed when her thoughts became attracted from the past to the present by unwonted movements downstairs. She opened the door and listened.


  There were hurryings along passages, opening and shutting of doors, trampling in the stable-yard. She went across into another bedroom, from which a view of the stable-yard could be obtained, and arrived there just in time to see the figure of the man who had driven her from the station vanishing down the coach-road on a black horse—galloping at the top of the animal’s speed.


  Another man went off in the direction of the village.


  Whatever had occurred, it did not seem to be her duty to inquire or meddle with it, stranger and dependent as she was, unless she were requested to, especially after Miss Aldclyffe’s strict charge to her. She sat down again, determined to let no idle curiosity influence her movements.


  Her window commanded the front of the house; and the next thing she saw was a clergyman walk up and enter the door.


  All was silent again till, a long time after the first man had left, he returned again on the same horse, now matted with sweat and trotting behind a carriage in which sat an elderly gentleman driven by a lad in livery. These came to the house, entered, and all was again the same as before.


  The whole household—master, mistress, and servants—appeared to have forgotten the very existence of such a being as Cytherea. She almost wished she had not vowed to have no idle curiosity.


  Half-an-hour later the carriage drove off with the elderly gentleman, and two or three messengers left the house, speeding in various directions. Rustics in smock-frocks began to hang about the road opposite the house, or lean against trees, looking idly at the windows and chimneys.


  A tap came to Cytherea’s door. She opened it to a young maid-servant.


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe wishes to see you, ma’am.’ Cytherea hastened down.


  Miss Aldclyffe was standing on the hearthrug, her elbow on the mantel, her hand to her temples, her eyes on the ground; perfectly calm, but very pale.


  ‘Cytherea,’ she said in a whisper, ‘come here.’


  Cytherea went close.


  ‘Something very serious has taken place,’ she said again, and then paused, with a tremulous movement of her mouth.


  ‘Yes,’ said Cytherea.


  ‘My father. He was found dead in his bed this morning.’


  ‘Dead!’ echoed the younger woman. It seemed impossible that the announcement could be true; that knowledge of so great a fact could be contained in a statement so small.


  ‘Yes, dead,’ murmured Miss Aldclyffe solemnly. ‘He died alone, though within a few feet of me. The room we slept in is exactly over his own.’


  Cytherea said hurriedly, ‘Do they know at what hour?’


  ‘The doctor says it must have been between two and three o’clock this morning.’


  ‘Then I heard him!’


  ‘Heard him?’


  ‘Heard him die!’


  ‘You heard him die? What did you hear?’


  ‘A sound I heard once before in my life—at the deathbed of my mother. I could not identify it—though I recognized it. Then the dog howled: you remarked it. I did not think it worth while to tell you what I had heard a little earlier.’ She looked agonized.


  ‘It would have been useless,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘All was over by that time.’ She addressed herself as much as Cytherea when she continued, ‘Is it a Providence who sent you here at this juncture that I might not be left entirely alone?’


  Till this instant Miss Aldclyffe had forgotten the reason of Cytherea’s seclusion in her own room. So had Cytherea herself. The fact now recurred to both in one moment.


  ‘Do you still wish to go?’ said Miss Aldclyffe anxiously.


  ‘I don’t want to go now,’ Cytherea had remarked simultaneously with the other’s question. She was pondering on the strange likeness which Miss Aldclyffe’s bereavement bore to her own; it had the appearance of being still another call to her not to forsake this woman so linked to her life, for the sake of any trivial vexation.


  Miss Aldclyffe held her almost as a lover would have held her, and said musingly—


  ‘We get more and more into one groove. I now am left fatherless and motherless as you were.’ Other ties lay behind in her thoughts, but she did not mention them.


  ‘You loved your father, Cytherea, and wept for him?’


  ‘Yes, I did. Poor papa!’


  ‘I was always at variance with mine, and can’t weep for him now! But you must stay here always, and make a better woman of me.’


  The compact was thus sealed, and Cytherea, in spite of the failure of her advertisements, was installed as a veritable Companion. And, once more in the history of human endeavour, a position which it was impossible to reach by any direct attempt, was come to by the seeker’s swerving from the path, and regarding the original object as one of secondary importance.


  ♣


  VII.


  The Events of Eighteen Days


  1. August the Seventeenth


  The time of day was four o’clock in the afternoon. The place was the lady’s study or boudoir, Knapwater House. The person was Miss Aldclyffe sitting there alone, clothed in deep mourning.


  The funeral of the old Captain had taken place, and his will had been read. It was very concise, and had been executed about five years previous to his death. It was attested by his solicitors, Messrs. Nyttleton and Tayling, of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The whole of his estate, real and personal, was bequeathed to his daughter Cytherea, for her sole and absolute use, subject only to the payment of a legacy to the rector, their relative, and a few small amounts to the servants.


  Miss Aldclyffe had not chosen the easiest chair of her boudoir to sit in, or even a chair of ordinary comfort; but an uncomfortable, high, narrow-backed, oak framed and seated chair, which was allowed to remain in the room only on the ground of being a companion in artistic quaintness to an old coffer beside it, and was never used except to stand in to reach for a book from the highest row of shelves. But she had sat erect in this chair for more than an hour, for the reason that she was utterly unconscious of what her actions and bodily feelings were. The chair had stood nearest her path on entering the room, and she had gone to it in a dream.


  She sat in the attitude which denotes unflagging, intense, concentrated thought—as if she were cast in bronze. Her feet were together, her body bent a little forward, and quite unsupported by the back of the chair; her hands on her knees, her eyes fixed intently on the corner of a footstool.


  At last she moved and tapped her fingers upon the table at her side. Her pent-up ideas had finally found some channel to advance in. Motions became more and more frequent as she laboured to carry further and further the problem which occupied her brain. She sat back and drew a long breath: she sat sideways and leant her forehead upon her hand. Later still she arose, walked up and down the room—at first abstractedly, with her features as firmly set as ever; but by degrees her brow relaxed, her footsteps became lighter and more leisurely; her head rode gracefully and was no longer bowed. She preened herself like a swan after exertion.


  ‘Yes,’ she said aloud. ‘To get him here without letting him know that I have any other object than that of getting a useful man—that’s the difficulty—and that I think I can master.’


  She rang for the new maid, a placid woman of forty, with a few grey hairs.


  ‘Ask Miss Graye if she can come to me.’


  Cytherea was not far off, and came in.


  ‘Do you know anything about architects and surveyors?’ said Miss Aldclyffe abruptly.


  ‘Know anything?’ replied Cytherea, poising herself on her toe to consider the compass of the question.


  ‘Yes—know anything,’ said Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘Owen is an architect and surveyor’s draughtsman,’ the maiden said, and thought of somebody else who was likewise.


  ‘Yes! that’s why I asked you. What are the different kinds of work comprised in an architect’s practice? They lay out estates, and superintend the various works done upon them, I should think, among other things?’


  ‘Those are, more properly, a land or building steward’s duties—at least I have always imagined so. Country architects include those things in their practice; city architects don’t.’


  ‘I know that, child. But a steward’s is an indefinite fast and loose profession, it seems to me. Shouldn’t you think that a man who had been brought up as an architect would do for a steward?’


  Cytherea had doubts whether an architect pure would do.


  The chief pleasure connected with asking an opinion lies in not adopting it. Miss Aldclyffe replied decisively—


  ‘Nonsense; of course he would. Your brother Owen makes plans for country buildings—such as cottages, stables, homesteads, and so on?’


  ‘Yes; he does.’


  ‘And superintends the building of them?’


  ‘Yes; he will soon.’


  ‘And he surveys land?’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘And he knows about hedges and ditches—how wide they ought to be, boundaries, levelling, planting trees to keep away the winds, measuring timber, houses for ninety-nine years, and such things?’


  ‘I have never heard him say that; but I think Mr. Gradfield does those things. Owen, I am afraid, is inexperienced as yet.’


  ‘Yes; your brother is not old enough for such a post yet, of course. And then there are rent-days, the audit and winding up of tradesmen’s accounts. I am afraid, Cytherea, you don’t know much more about the matter than I do myself…. I am going out just now,’ she continued. ‘I shall not want you to walk with me to-day. Run away till dinner-time.’


  Miss Aldclyffe went out of doors, and down the steps to the lawn: then turning to the left, through a shrubbery, she opened a wicket and passed into a neglected and leafy carriage-drive, leading down the hill. This she followed till she reached the point of its greatest depression, which was also the lowest ground in the whole grove.


  The trees here were so interlaced, and hung their branches so near the ground, that a whole summer’s day was scarcely long enough to change the air pervading the spot from its normal state of coolness to even a temporary warmth. The unvarying freshness was helped by the nearness of the ground to the level of the springs, and by the presence of a deep, sluggish stream close by, equally well shaded by bushes and a high wall. Following the road, which now ran along at the margin of the stream, she came to an opening in the wall, on the other side of the water, revealing a large rectangular nook from which the stream proceeded, covered with froth, and accompanied by a dull roar. Two more steps, and she was opposite the nook, in full view of the cascade forming its further boundary. Over the top could be seen the bright outer sky in the form of a crescent, caused by the curve of a bridge across the rapids, and the trees above.


  Beautiful as was the scene she did not look in that direction. The same standing-ground afforded another prospect, straight in the front, less sombre than the water on the right or the trees all around. The avenue and grove which flanked it abruptly terminated a few yards ahead, where the ground began to rise, and on the remote edge of the greensward thus laid open, stood all that remained of the original manor-house, to which the dark margin-line of the trees in the avenue formed an adequate and well-fitting frame. It was the picture thus presented that was now interesting Miss Aldclyffe—not artistically or historically, but practically—as regarded its fitness for adaptation to modern requirements.


  In front, detached from everything else, rose the most ancient portion of the structure—an old arched gateway, flanked by the bases of two small towers, and nearly covered with creepers, which had clambered over the eaves of the sinking roof, and up the gable to the crest of the Aldclyffe family perched on the apex. Behind this, at a distance of ten or twenty yards, came the only portion of the main building that still existed—an Elizabethan fragment, consisting of as much as could be contained under three gables and a cross roof behind. Against the wall could be seen ragged lines indicating the form of other destroyed gables which had once joined it there. The mullioned and transomed windows, containing five or six lights, were mostly bricked up to the extent of two or three, and the remaining portion fitted with cottage window-frames carelessly inserted, to suit the purpose to which the old place was now applied, it being partitioned out into small rooms downstairs to form cottages for two labourers and their families; the upper portion was arranged as a storehouse for divers kinds of roots and fruit.


  The owner of the picturesque spot, after her survey from this point, went up to the walls and walked into the old court, where the paving-stones were pushed sideways and upwards by the thrust of the grasses between them. Two or three little children, with their fingers in their mouths, came out to look at her, and then ran in to tell their mothers in loud tones of secrecy that Miss Aldclyffe was coming. Miss Aldclyffe, however, did not come in. She concluded her survey of the exterior by making a complete circuit of the building; then turned into a nook a short distance off where round and square timber, a saw-pit, planks, grindstones, heaps of building stone and brick, explained that the spot was the centre of operations for the building work done on the estate.


  She paused, and looked around. A man who had seen her from the window of the workshops behind, came out and respectfully lifted his hat to her. It was the first time she had been seen walking outside the house since her father’s death.


  ‘Strooden, could the Old House be made a decent residence of, without much trouble?’ she inquired.


  The mechanic considered, and spoke as each consideration completed itself.


  ‘You don’t forget, ma’am, that two-thirds of the place is already pulled down, or gone to ruin?’


  ‘Yes; I know.’


  ‘And that what’s left may almost as well be, ma’am.’


  ‘Why may it?’


  ‘’Twas so cut up inside when they made it into cottages, that the whole carcase is full of cracks.’


  ‘Still by pulling down the inserted partitions, and adding a little outside, it could be made to answer the purpose of an ordinary six or eight-roomed house?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘About what would it cost?’ was the question which had invariably come next in every communication of this kind to which the superintending workman had been a party during his whole experience. To his surprise, Miss Aldclyffe did not put it. The man thought her object in altering an old house must have been an unusually absorbing one not to prompt what was so instinctive in owners as hardly to require any prompting at all.


  ‘Thank you: that’s sufficient, Strooden,’ she said. ‘You will understand that it is not unlikely some alteration may be made here in a short time, with reference to the management of the affairs.’


  Strooden said ‘Yes,’ in a complex voice, and looked uneasy.


  ‘During the life of Captain Aldclyffe, with you as the foreman of works, and he himself as his own steward, everything worked well. But now it may be necessary to have a steward, whose management will encroach further upon things which have hitherto been left in your hands than did your late master’s. What I mean is, that he will directly and in detail superintend all.’


  ‘Then—I shall not be wanted, ma’am?’ he faltered.


  ‘O yes; if you like to stay on as foreman in the yard and workshops only. I should be sorry to lose you. However, you had better consider. I will send for you in a few days.’


  Leaving him to suspense, and all the ills that came in its train—distracted application to his duties, and an undefined number of sleepless nights and untasted dinners, Miss Aldclyffe looked at her watch and returned to the House. She was about to keep an appointment with her solicitor, Mr. Nyttleton, who had been to Budmouth, and was coming to Knapwater on his way back to London.


  2. August the Twentieth


  On the Saturday subsequent to Mr. Nyttleton’s visit to Knapwater House, the subjoined advertisement appeared in the Field and Builder newspapers:—


  
    Land Steward


    A gentleman of integrity and professional skill is required immediately for the management of an estate, containing about 1000 acres, upon which agricultural improvements and the erection of buildings are contemplated. He must be a man of superior education, unmarried, and not more than thirty years of age. Considerable preference will be shown for one who possesses an artistic as well as a practical knowledge of planning and laying out. The remuneration will consist of a salary of £220, with the old manor-house as a residence.—Address Messrs. Nyttleton and Tayling, solicitors, Lincoln’s Inn Fields.

  


  A copy of each paper was sent to Miss Aldclyffe on the day of publication. The same evening she told Cytherea that she was advertising for a steward, who would live at the old manor-house, showing her the papers containing the announcement.


  What was the drift of that remark? thought the maiden; or was it merely made to her in confidential intercourse, as other arrangements were told her daily. Yet it seemed to have more meaning than common. She remembered the conversation about architects and surveyors, and her brother Owen. Miss Aldclyffe knew that his situation was precarious, that he was well educated and practical, and was applying himself heart and soul to the details of the profession and all connected with it. Miss Aldclyffe might be ready to take him if he could compete successfully with others who would reply. She hazarded a question:


  ‘Would it be desirable for Owen to answer it?’


  ‘Not at all,’ said Miss Aldclyffe peremptorily.


  A flat answer of this kind had ceased to alarm Cytherea. Miss Aldclyffe’s blunt mood was not her worst. Cytherea thought of another man, whose name, in spite of resolves, tears, renunciations and injured pride, lingered in her ears like an old familiar strain. That man was qualified for a stewardship under a king.


  ‘Would it be of any use if Edward Springrove were to answer it?’ she said, resolutely enunciating the name.


  ‘None whatever,’ replied Miss Aldclyffe, again in the same decided tone.


  ‘You are very unkind to speak in that way.’


  ‘Now don’t pout like a goosie, as you are. I don’t want men like either of them, for, of course, I must look to the good of the estate rather than to that of any individual. The man I want must have been more specially educated. I have told you that we are going to London next week; it is mostly on this account.’


  Cytherea found that she had mistaken the drift of Miss Aldclyffe’s peculiar explicitness on the subject of advertising, and wrote to tell her brother that if he saw the notice it would be useless to reply.


  3. August the Twenty-Fifth


  Five days after the above-mentioned dialogue took place they went to London, and, with scarcely a minute’s pause, to the solicitors’ offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.


  They alighted opposite one of the characteristic entrances about the place—a gate which was never, and could never be, closed, flanked by lamp-standards carrying no lamp. Rust was the only active agent to be seen there at this time of the day and year. The palings along the front were rusted away at their base to the thinness of wires, and the successive coats of paint, with which they were overlaid in bygone days, had been completely undermined by the same insidious canker, which lifted off the paint in flakes, leaving the raw surface of the iron on palings, standards, and gate hinges, of a staring blood-red.


  But once inside the railings the picture changed. The court and offices were a complete contrast to the grand ruin of the outwork which enclosed them. Well-painted respectability extended over, within, and around the doorstep; and in the carefully swept yard not a particle of dust was visible.


  Mr. Nyttleton, who had just come up from Margate, where he was staying with his family, was standing at the top of his own staircase as the pair ascended. He politely took them inside.


  ‘Is there a comfortable room in which this young lady can sit during our interview?’ said Miss Aldclyffe.


  It was rather a favourite habit of hers to make much of Cytherea when they were out, and snub her for it afterwards when they got home.


  ‘Certainly—Mr. Tayling’s.’ Cytherea was shown into an inner room.


  Social definitions are all made relatively: an absolute datum is only imagined. The small gentry about Knapwater seemed unpractised to Miss Aldclyffe, Miss Aldclyffe herself seemed unpractised to Mr. Nyttleton’s experienced old eyes.


  ‘Now then,’ the lady said, when she was alone with the lawyer; ‘what is the result of our advertisement?’


  It was late summer; the estate-agency, building, engineering, and surveying worlds were dull. There were forty-five replies to the advertisement.


  Mr. Nyttleton spread them one by one before Miss Aldclyffe. ‘You will probably like to read some of them yourself, madam?’ he said.


  ‘Yes, certainly,’ said she.


  ‘I will not trouble you with those which are from persons manifestly unfit at first sight,’ he continued; and began selecting from the heap twos and threes which he had marked, collecting others into his hand. ‘The man we want lies among these, if my judgment doesn’t deceive me, and from them it would be advisable to select a certain number to be communicated with.’


  ‘I should like to see every one—only just to glance them over—exactly as they came,’ she said suasively.


  He looked as if he thought this a waste of his time, but dismissing his sentiment unfolded each singly and laid it before her. As he laid them out, it struck him that she studied them quite as rapidly as he could spread them. He slyly glanced up from the outer corner of his eye to hers, and noticed that all she did was look at the name at the bottom of the letter, and then put the enclosure aside without further ceremony. He thought this an odd way of inquiring into the merits of forty-five men who at considerable trouble gave in detail reasons why they believed themselves well qualified for a certain post. She came to the final one, and put it down with the rest.


  Then the lady said that in her opinion it would be best to get as many replies as they possibly could before selecting—‘to give us a wider choice. What do you think, Mr. Nyttleton?’


  It seemed to him, he said, that a greater number than those they already had would scarcely be necessary, and if they waited for more, there would be this disadvantage attending it, that some of those they now could command would possibly not be available.


  ‘Never mind, we will run that risk,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘Let the advertisement be inserted once more, and then we will certainly settle the matter.’


  Mr. Nyttleton bowed, and seemed to think Miss Aldclyffe, for a single woman, and one who till so very recently had never concerned herself with business of any kind, a very meddlesome client. But she was rich, and handsome still. ‘She’s a new broom in estate-management as yet,’ he thought. ‘She will soon get tired of this,’ and he parted from her without a sentiment which could mar his habitual blandness.


  The two ladies then proceeded westward. Dismissing the cab in Waterloo Place, they went along Pall Mall on foot, where in place of the usual well-dressed clubbists—rubicund with alcohol—were to be seen, in linen pinafores, flocks of house-painters pallid from white lead. When they had reached the Green Park, Cytherea proposed that they should sit down awhile under the young elms at the brow of the hill. This they did—the growl of Piccadilly on their left hand—the monastic seclusion of the Palace on their right; before them, the clock tower of the Houses of Parliament, standing forth with a metallic lustre against a livid Lambeth sky.


  Miss Aldclyffe still carried in her hand a copy of the newspaper, and while Cytherea had been interesting herself in the picture around, glanced again at the advertisement.


  She heaved a slight sigh, and began to fold it up again. In the action her eye caught sight of two consecutive advertisements on the cover, one relating to some lecture on Art, and addressed to members of the Institute of Architects. The other emanated from the same source, but was addressed to the public, and stated that the exhibition of drawings at the Institute’s rooms would close at the end of that week.


  Her eye lighted up. She sent Cytherea back to the hotel in a cab, then turned round by Piccadilly into Bond Street, and proceeded to the rooms of the Institute. The secretary was sitting in the lobby. After making her payment, and looking at a few of the drawings on the walls, in the company of three gentlemen, the only other visitors to the exhibition, she turned back and asked if she might be allowed to see a list of the members. She was a little connected with the architectural world, she said, with a smile, and was interested in some of the names.


  ‘Here it is, madam,’ he replied, politely handing her a pamphlet containing the names.


  Miss Aldclyffe turned the leaves till she came to the letter M. The name she hoped to find there was there, with the address appended, as was the case with all the rest.


  The address was at some chambers in a street not far from Charing Cross. ‘Chambers,’ as a residence, had always been assumed by the lady to imply the condition of a bachelor. She murmured two words, ‘There still.’


  Another request had yet to be made, but it was of a more noticeable kind than the first, and might compromise the secrecy with which she wished to act throughout this episode. Her object was to get one of the envelopes lying on the secretary’s table, stamped with the die of the Institute; and in order to get it she was about to ask if she might write a note.


  But the secretary’s back chanced to be turned, and he now went towards one of the men at the other end of the room, who had called him to ask some question relating to an etching on the wall. Quick as thought, Miss Aldclyffe stood before the table, slipped her hand behind her, took one of the envelopes and put it in her pocket.


  She sauntered round the rooms for two or three minutes longer, then withdrew and returned to her hotel.


  Here she cut the Knapwater advertisement from the paper, put it into the envelope she had stolen, embossed with the society’s stamp, and directed it in a round clerkly hand to the address she had seen in the list of members’ names submitted to her:—


  
    Æneas Manston, Esq.,


    Wykeham Chambers,


    Spring Gardens.

  


  This ended her first day’s work in London.


  4. From August the Twenty-Sixth to September the First


  The two Cythereas continued at the Westminster Hotel, Miss Aldclyffe informing her companion that business would detain them in London another week. The days passed as slowly and quietly as days can pass in a city at that time of the year, the shuttered windows about the squares and terraces confronting their eyes like the white and sightless orbs of blind men. On Thursday Mr. Nyttleton called, bringing the whole number of replies to the advertisement. Cytherea was present at the interview, by Miss Aldclyffe’s request—either from whim or design.


  Ten additional letters were the result of the second week’s insertion, making fifty-five in all. Miss Aldclyffe looked them over as before. One was signed—


  
    Æneas Manston,


    133, Turngate Street,


    Liverpool.

  


  ‘Now, then, Mr. Nyttleton, will you make a selection, and I will add one or two,’ Miss Aldclyffe said.


  Mr. Nyttleton scanned the whole heap of letters, testimonials, and references, sorting them into two heaps. Manston’s missive, after a mere glance, was thrown amongst the summarily rejected ones.


  Miss Aldclyffe read, or pretended to read after the lawyer. When he had finished, five lay in the group he had selected. ‘Would you like to add to the number?’ he said, turning to the lady.


  ‘No,’ she said carelessly. ‘Well, two or three additional ones rather took my fancy,’ she added, searching for some in the larger collection.


  She drew out three. One was Manston’s.


  ‘These eight, then, shall be communicated with,’ said the lawyer, taking up the eight letters and placing them by themselves.


  They stood up. ‘If I myself, Miss Aldclyffe, were only concerned personally,’ he said, in an off-hand way, and holding up a letter singly, ‘I should choose this man unhesitatingly. He writes honestly, is not afraid to name what he does not consider himself well acquainted with—a rare thing to find in answers to advertisements; he is well recommended, and possesses some qualities rarely found in combination. Oddly enough, he is not really a steward. He was bred a farmer, studied building affairs, served on an estate for some time, then went with an architect, and is now well qualified as architect, estate agent, and surveyor. That man is sure to have a fine head for a manor like yours.’ He tapped the letter as he spoke. ‘Yes, I should choose him without hesitation—speaking personally.’


  ‘And I think,’ she said artificially, ‘I should choose this one as a matter of mere personal whim, which, of course, can’t be given way to when practical questions have to be considered.’


  Cytherea, after looking out of the window, and then at the newspapers, had become interested in the proceedings between the clever Miss Aldclyffe and the keen old lawyer, which reminded her of a game at cards. She looked inquiringly at the two letters—one in Miss Aldclyffe’s hand, the other in Mr. Nyttleton’s.


  ‘What is the name of your man?’ said Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘His name—’ said the lawyer, looking down the page; ‘what is his name?—it is Edward Springrove.’


  Miss Aldclyffe glanced towards Cytherea, who was getting red and pale by turns. She looked imploringly at Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘The name of my man,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, looking at her letter in turn; ‘is, I think—yes—Æneas Manston.’


  5. September the Third


  The next morning but one was appointed for the interviews, which were to be at the lawyer’s offices. Mr. Nyttleton and Mr. Tayling were both in town for the day, and the candidates were admitted one by one into a private room. In the window recess was seated Miss Aldclyffe, wearing her veil down.


  The lawyer had, in his letters to the selected number, timed each candidate at an interval of ten or fifteen minutes from those preceding and following. They were shown in as they arrived, and had short conversations with Mr. Nyttleton—terse, and to the point. Miss Aldclyffe neither moved nor spoke during this proceeding; it might have been supposed that she was quite unmindful of it, had it not been for what was revealed by a keen penetration of the veil covering her countenance—the rays from two bright black eyes, directed towards the lawyer and his interlocutor.


  Springrove came fifth; Manston seventh. When the examination of all was ended, and the last man had retired, Nyttleton, again as at the former time, blandly asked his client which of the eight she personally preferred. ‘I still think the fifth we spoke to, Springrove, the man whose letter I pounced upon at first, to be by far the best qualified; in short, most suitable generally.’


  ‘I am sorry to say that I differ from you; I lean to my first notion still—that Mr.—Mr. Manston is most desirable in tone and bearing, and even specifically; I think he would suit me best in the long-run.’


  Mr. Nyttleton looked out of the window at the whitened wall of the court.


  ‘Of course, madam, your opinion may be perfectly sound and reliable; a sort of instinct, I know, often leads ladies by a short cut to conclusions truer than those come to by men after laborious round-about calculations, based on long experience. I must say I shouldn’t recommend him.’


  ‘Why, pray?’


  ‘Well, let us look first at his letter of answer to the advertisement. He didn’t reply till the last insertion; that’s one thing. His letter is bold and frank in tone, so bold and frank that the second thought after reading it is that not honesty, but unscrupulousness of conscience dictated it. It is written in an indifferent mood, as if he felt that he was humbugging us in his statement that he was the right man for such an office, that he tried hard to get it only as a matter of form which required that he should neglect no opportunity that came in his way.’


  ‘You may be right, Mr. Nyttleton, but I don’t quite see the grounds of your reasoning.’


  ‘He has been, as you perceive, almost entirely used to the office duties of a city architect, the experience we don’t want. You want a man whose acquaintance with rural landed properties is more practical and closer—somebody who, if he has not filled exactly such an office before, has lived a country life, knows the ins and outs of country tenancies, building, farming, and so on.’


  ‘He’s by far the most intellectual looking of them all.’


  ‘Yes; he may be—your opinion, Miss Aldclyffe, is worth more than mine in that matter. And more than you say, he is a man of parts—his brain power would soon enable him to master details and fit him for the post, I don’t much doubt that. But to speak clearly’ (here his words started off at a jog-trot) ‘I wouldn’t run the risk of placing the management of an estate of mine in his hands on any account whatever. There, that’s flat and plain, madam.’


  ‘But, definitely,’ she said, with a show of impatience, ‘what is your reason?’


  ‘He is a voluptuary with activity; which is a very bad form of man—as bad as it is rare.’


  ‘Oh. Thank you for your explicit statement, Mr. Nyttleton,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, starting a little and flushing with displeasure.


  Mr. Nyttleton nodded slightly, as a sort of neutral motion, simply signifying a receipt of the information, good or bad.


  ‘And I really think it is hardly worth while to trouble you further in this,’ continued the lady. ‘He’s quite good enough for a little insignificant place like mine at Knapwater; and I know that I could not get on with one of the others for a single month. We’ll try him.’


  ‘Certainly, Miss Aldclyffe,’ said the lawyer. And Mr. Manston was written to, to the effect that he was the successful competitor.


  ‘Did you see how unmistakably her temper was getting the better of her, that minute you were in the room?’ said Nyttleton to Tayling, when their client had left the house. Nyttleton was a man who surveyed everybody’s character in a sunless and shadowless northern light. A culpable slyness, which marked him as a boy, had been moulded by Time, the Improver, into honourable circumspection.


  We frequently find that the quality which, conjoined with the simplicity of the child, is vice, is virtue when it pervades the knowledge of the man.


  ‘She was as near as damn-it to boiling over when I added up her man,’ continued Nyttleton. ‘His handsome face is his qualification in her eyes. They have met before; I saw that.’


  ‘He didn’t seem conscious of it,’ said the junior.


  ‘He didn’t. That was rather puzzling to me. But still, if ever a woman’s face spoke out plainly that she was in love with a man, hers did that she was with him. Poor old maid, she’s almost old enough to be his mother. If that Manston’s a schemer he’ll marry her, as sure as I am Nyttleton. Let’s hope he’s honest, however.’


  ‘I don’t think she’s in love with him,’ said Tayling. He had seen but little of the pair, and yet he could not reconcile what he had noticed in Miss Aldclyffe’s behaviour with the idea that it was the bearing of a woman towards her lover.


  ‘Well, your experience of the fiery phenomenon is more recent than mine,’ rejoined Nyttleton carelessly. ‘And you may remember the nature of it best.’


  ♣


  VIII.


  The Events of Eighteen Days


  1. From the Third to the Nineteenth of September


  Miss Aldclyffe’s tenderness towards Cytherea, between the hours of her irascibility, increased till it became no less than doting fondness. Like Nature in the tropics, with her hurricanes and the subsequent luxuriant vegetation effacing their ravages, Miss Aldclyffe compensated for her outbursts by excess of generosity afterwards. She seemed to be completely won out of herself by close contact with a young woman whose modesty was absolutely unimpaired, and whose artlessness was as perfect as was compatible with the complexity necessary to produce the due charm of womanhood. Cytherea, on her part, perceived with honest satisfaction that her influence for good over Miss Aldclyffe was considerable. Ideas and habits peculiar to the younger, which the elder lady had originally imitated as a mere whim, she grew in course of time to take a positive delight in. Among others were evening and morning prayers, dreaming over out-door scenes, learning a verse from some poem whilst dressing.


  Yet try to force her sympathies as much as she would, Cytherea could feel no more than thankful for this, even if she always felt as much as thankful. The mysterious cloud hanging over the past life of her companion, of which the uncertain light already thrown upon it only seemed to render still darker the unpenetrated remainder, nourished in her a feeling which was scarcely too slight to be called dread. She would have infinitely preferred to be treated distantly, as the mere dependent, by such a changeable nature—like a fountain, always herself, yet always another. That a crime of any deep dye had ever been perpetrated or participated in by her namesake, she would not believe; but the reckless adventuring of the lady’s youth seemed connected with deeds of darkness rather than of light.


  Sometimes Miss Aldclyffe appeared to be on the point of making some absorbing confidence, but reflection invariably restrained her. Cytherea hoped that such a confidence would come with time, and that she might thus be a means of soothing a mind which had obviously known extreme suffering.


  But Miss Aldclyffe’s reticence concerning her past was not imitated by Cytherea. Though she never disclosed the one fact of her knowledge that the love-suit between Miss Aldclyffe and her father terminated abnormally, the maiden’s natural ingenuousness on subjects not set down for special guard had enabled Miss Aldclyffe to worm from her, fragment by fragment, every detail of her father’s history. Cytherea saw how deeply Miss Aldclyffe sympathized—and it compensated her, to some extent, for the hasty resentments of other times.


  Thus uncertainly she lived on. It was perceived by the servants of the House that some secret bond of connection existed between Miss Aldclyffe and her companion. But they were woman and woman, not woman and man, the facts were ethereal and refined, and so they could not be worked up into a taking story. Whether, as old critics disputed, a supernatural machinery be necessary to an epic or no, an ungodly machinery is decidedly necessary to a scandal.


  Another letter had come to her from Edward—very short, but full of entreaty, asking why she would not write just one line—just one line of cold friendship at least? She then allowed herself to think, little by little, whether she had not perhaps been too harsh with him; and at last wondered if he were really much to blame for being engaged to another woman. ‘Ah, Brain, there is one in me stronger than you!’ she said. The young maid now continually pulled out his letter, read it and re-read it, almost crying with pity the while, to think what wretched suspense he must be enduring at her silence, till her heart chid her for her cruelty. She felt that she must send him a line—one little line—just a wee line to keep him alive, poor thing; sighing like Donna Clara—


  
    Ah, were he now before me,


    In spite of injured pride,


    I fear my eyes would pardon


    Before my tongue could chide.

  


  2. September the Twentieth. Three to Four p.m.


  It was the third week in September, about five weeks after Cytherea’s arrival, when Miss Aldclyffe requested her one day to go through the village of Carriford and assist herself in collecting the subscriptions made by some of the inhabitants of the parish to a religious society she patronized. Miss Aldclyffe formed one of what was called a Ladies’ Association, each member of which collected tributary streams of shillings from her inferiors, to add to her own pound at the end.


  Miss Aldclyffe took particular interest in Cytherea’s appearance that afternoon, and the object of her attention was, indeed, gratifying to look at. The sight of the lithe girl, set off by an airy dress, coquettish jacket, flexible hat, a ray of starlight in each eye and a war of lilies and roses in each cheek, was a palpable pleasure to the mistress of the mansion, yet a pleasure which appeared to partake less of the nature of affectionate satisfaction than of mental gratification.


  Eight names were printed in the report as belonging to Miss Aldclyffe’s list, with the amount of subscription-money attached to each.


  ‘I will collect the first four, whilst you do the same with the last four,’ said Miss Aldclyffe.


  The names of two tradespeople stood first in Cytherea’s share: then came a Miss Hinton: last of all in the printed list was Mr. Springrove the elder. Underneath his name was pencilled, in Miss Aldclyffe’s handwriting, ‘Mr. Manston.’


  Manston had arrived on the estate, in the capacity of steward, three or four days previously, and occupied the old manor-house, which had been altered and repaired for his reception.


  ‘Call on Mr. Manston,’ said the lady impressively, looking at the name written under Cytherea’s portion of the list.


  ‘But he does not subscribe yet?’


  ‘I know it; but call and leave him a report. Don’t forget it.’


  ‘Say you would be pleased if he would subscribe?’


  ‘Yes—say I should be pleased if he would,’ repeated Miss Aldclyffe, smiling. ‘Good-bye. Don’t hurry in your walk. If you can’t get easily through your task to-day put off some of it till to-morrow.’


  Each then started on her rounds: Cytherea going in the first place to the old manor-house. Mr. Manston was not indoors, which was a relief to her. She called then on the two gentleman-farmers’ wives, who soon transacted their business with her, frigidly indifferent to her personality. A person who socially is nothing is thought less of by people who are not much than by those who are a great deal.


  She then turned towards Peakhill Cottage, the residence of Miss Hinton, who lived there happily enough, with an elderly servant and a house-dog as companions. Her father, and last remaining parent, had retired thither four years before this time, after having filled the post of editor to the Casterbridge Chronicle for eighteen or twenty years. There he died soon after, and though comparatively a poor man, he left his daughter sufficiently well provided for as a modest fundholder and claimant of sundry small sums in dividends to maintain herself as mistress at Peakhill.


  At Cytherea’s knock an inner door was heard to open and close, and footsteps crossed the passage hesitatingly. The next minute Cytherea stood face to face with the lady herself.


  Adelaide Hinton was about nine-and-twenty years of age. Her hair was plentiful, like Cytherea’s own; her teeth equalled Cytherea’s in regularity and whiteness. But she was much paler, and had features too transparent to be in place among household surroundings. Her mouth expressed love less forcibly than Cytherea’s, and, as a natural result of her greater maturity, her tread was less elastic, and she was more self-possessed.


  She had been a girl of that kind which mothers praise as not forward, by way of contrast, when disparaging those warmer ones with whom loving is an end and not a means. Men of forty, too, said of her, ‘a good sensible wife for any man, if she cares to marry,’ the caring to marry being thrown in as the vaguest hypothesis, because she was so practical. Yet it would be singular if, in such cases, the important subject of marriage should be excluded from manipulation by hands that are ready for practical performance in every domestic concern besides.


  Cytherea was an acquisition, and the greeting was hearty.


  ‘Good afternoon! O yes—Miss Graye, from Miss Aldclyffe’s. I have seen you at church, and I am so glad you have called! Come in. I wonder if I have change enough to pay my subscription.’ She spoke girlishly.


  Adelaide, when in the company of a younger woman, always levelled herself down to that younger woman’s age from a sense of justice to herself—as if, though not her own age at common law, it was in equity.


  ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll come again.’


  ‘Yes, do at any time; not only on this errand. But you must step in for a minute. Do.’


  ‘I have been wanting to come for several weeks.’


  ‘That’s right. Now you must see my house—lonely, isn’t it, for a single person? People said it was odd for a young woman like me to keep on a house; but what did I care? If you knew the pleasure of locking up your own door, with the sensation that you reigned supreme inside it, you would say it was worth the risk of being called odd. Mr. Springrove attends to my gardening, the dog attends to robbers, and whenever there is a snake or toad to kill, Jane does it.’


  ‘How nice! It is better than living in a town.’


  ‘Far better. A town makes a cynic of me.’


  The remark recalled, somewhat startlingly, to Cytherea’s mind, that Edward had used those very words to herself one evening at Budmouth.


  Miss Hinton opened an interior door and led her visitor into a small drawing-room commanding a view of the country for miles.


  The missionary business was soon settled; but the chat continued.


  ‘How lonely it must be here at night!’ said Cytherea. ‘Aren’t you afraid?’


  ‘At first I was, slightly. But I got used to the solitude. And you know a sort of common-sense will creep even into timidity. I say to myself sometimes at night, “If I were anybody but a harmless woman, not worth the trouble of a worm’s ghost to appear to me, I should think that every sound I hear was a spirit.” But you must see all over my house.’


  Cytherea was highly interested in seeing.


  ‘I say you must do this, and you must do that, as if you were a child,’ remarked Adelaide. ‘A privileged friend of mine tells me this use of the imperative comes of being so constantly in nobody’s society but my own.’


  ‘Ah, yes. I suppose she is right.’


  Cytherea called the friend ‘she’ by a rule of ladylike practice; for a woman’s ‘friend’ is delicately assumed by another friend to be of their own sex in the absence of knowledge to the contrary; just as cats are called she’s until they prove themselves he’s.


  Miss Hinton laughed mysteriously.


  ‘I get a humorous reproof for it now and then, I assure you,’ she continued.


  ‘“Humorous reproof:” that’s not from a woman: who can reprove humorously but a man?’ was the groove of Cytherea’s thought at the remark. ‘Your brother reproves you, I expect,’ said that innocent young lady.


  ‘No,’ said Miss Hinton, with a candid air. ‘’Tis only a professional man I am acquainted with.’ She looked out of the window.


  Women are persistently imitative. No sooner did a thought flash through Cytherea’s mind that the man was a lover than she became a Miss Aldclyffe in a mild form.


  ‘I imagine he’s a lover,’ she said.


  Miss Hinton smiled a smile of experience in that line.


  Few women, if taxed with having an admirer, are so free from vanity as to deny the impeachment, even if it is utterly untrue. When it does happen to be true, they look pityingly away from the person who is so benighted as to have got no further than suspecting it.


  ‘There now—Miss Hinton; you are engaged to be married!’ said Cytherea accusingly.


  Adelaide nodded her head practically. ‘Well, yes, I am,’ she said.


  The word ‘engaged’ had no sooner passed Cytherea’s lips than the sound of it—the mere sound of her own lips—carried her mind to the time and circumstances under which Miss Aldclyffe had used it towards herself. A sickening thought followed—based but on a mere surmise; yet its presence took every other idea away from Cytherea’s mind. Miss Hinton had used Edward’s words about towns; she mentioned Mr. Springrove as attending to her garden. It could not be that Edward was the man! that Miss Aldclyffe had planned to reveal her rival thus!


  ‘Are you going to be married soon?’ she inquired, with a steadiness the result of a sort of fascination, but apparently of indifference.


  ‘Not very soon—still, soon.’


  ‘Ah—ha! In less than three months?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Two.’


  Now that the subject was well in hand, Adelaide wanted no more prompting. ‘You won’t tell anybody if I show you something?’ she said, with eager mystery.


  ‘O no, nobody. But does he live in this parish?’


  ‘No.’


  Nothing proved yet.


  ‘What’s his name?’ said Cytherea flatly. Her breath and heart had begun their old tricks, and came and went hotly. Miss Hinton could not see her face.


  ‘What do you think?’ said Miss Hinton.


  ‘George?’ said Cytherea, with deceitful agony.


  ‘No,’ said Adelaide. ‘But now, you shall see him first; come here;’ and she led the way upstairs into her bedroom. There, standing on the dressing-table in a little frame, was the unconscious portrait of Edward Springrove.


  ‘There he is,’ Miss Hinton said, and a silence ensued.


  ‘Are you very fond of him?’ continued the miserable Cytherea at length.


  ‘Yes, of course I am,’ her companion replied, but in the tone of one who ‘lived in Abraham’s bosom all the year,’ and was therefore untouched by solemn thought at the fact. [‘]He’s my cousin—a native of this village. We were engaged before my father’s death left me so lonely. I was only twenty, and a much greater belle than I am now. We know each other thoroughly, as you may imagine. I give him a little sermonizing now and then.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘O, it’s only in fun. He’s very naughty sometimes—not really, you know—but he will look at any pretty face when he sees it.’


  Storing up this statement of his susceptibility as another item to be miserable upon when she had time, ‘How do you know that?’ Cytherea asked, with a swelling heart.


  ‘Well, you know how things do come to women’s ears. He used to live at Budmouth as an assistant-architect, and I found out that a young giddy thing of a girl who lives there somewhere took his fancy for a day or two. But I don’t feel jealous at all—our engagement is so matter-of-fact that neither of us can be jealous. And it was a mere flirtation—she was too silly for him. He’s fond of rowing, and kindly gave her an airing for an evening or two. I’ll warrant they talked the most unmitigated rubbish under the sun—all shallowness and pastime, just as everything is at watering-places—neither of them caring a bit for the other—she giggling like a goose all the time——’


  Concentrated essence of woman pervaded the room rather than air. ‘She didn’t! and it wasn’t shallowness!’ Cytherea burst out, with brimming eyes. ‘’Twas deep deceit on one side, and entire confidence on the other—yes, it was!’ The pent-up emotion had swollen and swollen inside the young thing till the dam could no longer embay it. The instant the words were out she would have given worlds to have been able to recall them.


  ‘Do you know her—or him?’ said Miss Hinton, starting with suspicion at the warmth shown.


  The two rivals had now lost their personality quite. There was the same keen brightness of eye, the same movement of the mouth, the same mind in both, as they looked doubtingly and excitedly at each other. As is invariably the case with women when a man they care for is the subject of an excitement among them, the situation abstracted the differences which distinguished them as individuals, and left only the properties common to them as atoms of a sex.


  Cytherea caught at the chance afforded her of not betraying herself. ‘Yes, I know her,’ she said.


  ‘Well,’ said Miss Hinton, ‘I am really vexed if my speaking so lightly of any friend of yours has hurt your feelings, but——’


  ‘O, never mind,’ Cytherea returned; ‘it doesn’t matter, Miss Hinton. I think I must leave you now. I have to call at other places. Yes—I must go.’


  Miss Hinton, in a perplexed state of mind, showed her visitor politely downstairs to the door. Here Cytherea bade her a hurried adieu, and flitted down the garden into the lane.


  She persevered in her duties with a wayward pleasure in giving herself misery, as was her wont. Mr. Springrove’s name was next on the list, and she turned towards his dwelling, the Three Tranters Inn.


  3. Four to Five p.m.


  The cottages along Carriford village street were not so close but that on one side or other of the road was always a hedge of hawthorn or privet, over or through which could be seen gardens or orchards rich with produce. It was about the middle of the early apple-harvest, and the laden trees were shaken at intervals by the gatherers; the soft pattering of the falling crop upon the grassy ground being diversified by the loud rattle of vagrant ones upon a rail, hencoop, basket, or lean-to roof, or upon the rounded and stooping backs of the collectors—mostly children, who would have cried bitterly at receiving such a smart blow from any other quarter, but smilingly assumed it to be but fun in apples.


  The Three Tranters Inn, a many-gabled, mediæval building, constructed almost entirely of timber, plaster, and thatch, stood close to the line of the roadside, almost opposite the churchyard, and was connected with a row of cottages on the left by thatched outbuildings. It was an uncommonly characteristic and handsome specimen of the genuine roadside inn of bygone times; and standing on one of the great highways in this part of England, had in its time been the scene of as much of what is now looked upon as the romantic and genial experience of stage-coach travelling as any halting-place in the country. The railway had absorbed the whole stream of traffic which formerly flowed through the village and along by the ancient door of the inn, reducing the empty-handed landlord, who used only to farm a few fields at the back of the house, to the necessity of eking out his attenuated income by increasing the extent of his agricultural business if he would still maintain his social standing. Next to the general stillness pervading the spot, the long line of outbuildings adjoining the house was the most striking and saddening witness to the passed-away fortunes of the Three Tranters Inn. It was the bulk of the original stabling, and where once the hoofs of two-score horses had daily rattled over the stony yard, to and from the coaches without, thick grass now grew, whilst the line of roofs—once so straight—over the decayed stalls, had sunk into vast hollows till they seemed like the cheeks of toothless age.


  On a green plot at the other end of the building grew two or three large, wide-spreading elm-trees, from which the sign was suspended—representing the three men called tranters (irregular carriers), standing side by side, and exactly alike to a hair’s-breadth, the grain of the wood and joints of the boards being visible through the thin paint depicting their forms, which were still further disfigured by red stains running downwards from the rusty nails above.


  Under the trees now stood a cider-mill and press, and upon the spot sheltered by the boughs were gathered Mr. Springrove himself, his men, the parish clerk, two or three other men, grinders and supernumeraries, a woman with an infant in her arms, a flock of pigeons, and some little boys with straws in their mouths, endeavouring, whenever the men’s backs were turned, to get a sip of the sweet juice issuing from the vat.


  Edward Springrove the elder, the landlord, now more particularly a farmer, and for two months in the year a cider-maker, was an employer of labour of the old school, who worked himself among his men. He was now engaged in packing the pomace into horsehair bags with a rammer, and Gad Weedy, his man, was occupied in shovelling up more from a tub at his side. The shovel shone like silver from the action of the juice, and ever and anon, in its motion to and fro, caught the rays of the declining sun and reflected them in bristling stars of light.


  Mr. Springrove had been too young a man when the pristine days of the Three Tranters had departed for ever to have much of the host left in him now. He was a poet with a rough skin: one whose sturdiness was more the result of external circumstances than of intrinsic nature. Too kindly constituted to be very provident, he was yet not imprudent. He had a quiet humorousness of disposition, not out of keeping with a frequent melancholy, the general expression of his countenance being one of abstraction. Like Walt Whitman he felt as his years increased—


  
    I foresee too much; it means more than I thought.

  


  On the present occasion he wore gaiters and a leathern apron, and worked with his shirt-sleeves rolled up beyond his elbows, disclosing solid and fleshy rather than muscular arms. They were stained by the cider, and two or three brown apple-pips from the pomace he was handling were to be seen sticking on them here and there.


  The other prominent figure was that of Richard Crickett, the parish clerk, a kind of Bowdlerized rake, who ate only as much as a woman, and had the rheumatism in his left hand. The remainder of the group, brown-faced peasants, wore smock-frocks embroidered on the shoulders with hearts and diamonds, and were girt round their middle with a strap, another being worn round the right wrist.


  ‘And have you seen the steward, Mr. Springrove?’ said the clerk.


  ‘Just a glimpse of him; but ’twas just enough to show me that he’s not here for long.’


  ‘Why mid that be?’


  ‘He’ll never stand the vagaries of the female figure holden the reins—not he.’


  ‘She pays en well,’ said a grinder; ‘and money’s money.’


  ‘Ah—’tis: very much so,’ the clerk replied.


  ‘Yes, yes, neighbour Crickett,’ said Springrove, ‘but she’ll vlee in a passion—all the fat will be in the fire—and there’s an end o’t…. Yes, she is a one,’ continued the farmer, resting, raising his eyes, and reading the features of a distant apple.


  ‘She is,’ said Gad, resting too (it is wonderful how prompt a journeyman is in following his master’s initiative to rest) and reflectively regarding the ground in front of him.


  ‘True: a one is she,’ the clerk chimed in, shaking his head ominously.


  ‘She has such a temper,’ said the farmer, ‘and is so wilful too. You may as well try to stop a footpath as stop her when she has taken anything into her head. I’d as soon grind little green crabs all day as live wi’ her.’


  ‘’Tis a temper she have,’ the clerk replied, ‘though I be a servant of the Church that say it. But she isn’t goen to flee in a passion this time.’


  The audience waited for the continuation of the speech, as if they knew from experience the exact distance off it lay in the future.


  The clerk swallowed nothing as if it were a great deal, and then went on, ‘There’s some’at between ’em: mark my words, neighbours—there’s some’at between ’em.’


  ‘D’ye mean it?’


  ‘I know it. He came last Saturday, didn’t he?’


  ‘’A did, truly,’ said Gad Weedy, at the same time taking an apple from the hopper of the mill, eating a piece, and flinging back the remainder to be ground up for cider.


  ‘He went to church a-Sunday,’ said the clerk again.


  ‘He did.’


  ‘And she kept her eye upon en all the service, her face flickeren between red and white, but never stoppen at either.’


  Mr. Springrove nodded, and went to the press.


  ‘Well,’ said the clerk, ‘you don’t call her the kind o’ woman to make mistakes in just trotting through the weekly service o’ God? Why, as a rule she’s as right as I be myself.’


  Mr. Springrove nodded again, and gave a twist to the screw of the press, followed in the movement by Gad at the other side; the two grinders expressing by looks that, if Miss Aldclyffe were as right at church as the clerk she must be right indeed.


  ‘Yes, as right in the service o’ God as I be myself,’ repeated the clerk. ‘But last Sunday, when we were in the tenth commandment, says she, “Incline our hearts to keep this law,” when ’twas “Laws in our hearts, we beseech Thee,” all the church through. Her eye was upon him—she was quite lost—“Hearts to keep this law,” says she; she was no more than a mere shadder at that tenth time—a mere shadder. You might have mouthed across to her “Laws in our hearts we beseech Thee,” fifty times over—she’d never ha’ noticed ’ee. She’s in love wi’ the man, that’s what she is.’


  ‘Then she’s a bigger stunpoll than I took her for,’ said Mr. Springrove. ‘Why, she’s old enough to be his mother.’


  ‘The row will be between her and that young Curly-wig, you’ll see. She won’t run the risk of that pretty face being near.’


  ‘Clerk Crickett, I fancy you know everything about everybody,’ said Gad.


  ‘Well so’s,’ said the clerk modestly. ‘I do know a little. It comes to me.’


  ‘And I know where from.’


  ‘Ah.’


  ‘That wife o’ thine. She’s an entertainen woman, not to speak disrespectful.’


  ‘She is: and a winnen one. Look at the husbands she’ve had—God bless her!’


  ‘I wonder you could stand third in that list, Clerk Crickett,’ said Mr. Springrove.


  ‘Well, ’t has been a power o’ marvel to myself oftentimes. Yes, matrimony do begin wi’ “Dearly beloved,” and ends wi’ “Amazement,” as the prayer-book says. But what could I do, neighbour Springrove? ’Twas ordained to be. Well do I call to mind what your poor lady said to me when I had just married. “Ah, Mr. Crickett,” says she, “your wife will soon settle you as she did her other two: here’s a glass o’ rum, for I shan’t see your poor face this time next year.” I swallered the rum, called again next year, and said, “Mrs. Springrove, you gave me a glass o’ rum last year because I was going to die—here I be alive still, you see.” “Well thought of, clerk! Here’s two glasses for you now, then,” says she. “Thank you, mem,” I said, and swallered the rum. Well, dang my old sides, next year I thought I’d call again and get three. And call I did. But she wouldn’t give me a drop o’ the commonest. “No, clerk,” says she, “you are too tough for a woman’s pity.” … Ah, poor soul, ’twas true enough! Here be I, that was expected to die, alive and hard as a nail, you see, and there’s she moulderen in her grave.’


  ‘I used to think ’twas your wife’s fate not to have a liven husband when I zid ’em die off so,’ said Gad.


  ‘Fate? Bless thy simplicity, so ’twas her fate; but she struggled to have one, and would, and did. Fate’s nothing beside a woman’s schemen!’


  ‘I suppose, then, that Fate is a He, like us, and the Lord, and the rest o’ ’em up above there,’ said Gad, lifting his eyes to the sky.


  ‘Hullo! Here’s the young woman comen that we were a-talken about by-now,’ said a grinder, suddenly interrupting. ‘She’s comen up here, as I be alive!’


  The two grinders stood and regarded Cytherea as if she had been a ship tacking into a harbour, nearly stopping the mill in their new interest.


  ‘Stylish accoutrements about the head and shoulders, to my thinken,’ said the clerk. ‘Sheenen curls, and plenty o’ em.’


  ‘If there’s one kind of pride more excusable than another in a young woman, ’tis being proud of her hair,’ said Mr. Springrove.


  ‘Dear man!—the pride there is only a small piece o’ the whole. I warrant now, though she can show such a figure, she ha’n’t a stick o’ furniture to call her own.’


  ‘Come, Clerk Crickett, let the maid be a maid while she is a maid,’ said Farmer Springrove chivalrously.


  ‘O,’ replied the servant of the Church; ‘I’ve nothing to say against it—O no:


  
    “The chimney-sweeper’s daughter Sue


    As I have heard declare, O,


    Although she’s neither sock nor shoe


    Will curl and deck her hair, O.”’

  


  Cytherea was rather disconcerted at finding that the gradual cessation of the chopping of the mill was on her account, and still more when she saw all the cider-makers’ eyes fixed upon her except Mr. Springrove’s, whose natural delicacy restrained him. She neared the plot of grass, but instead of advancing further, hesitated on its border.


  Mr. Springrove perceived her embarrassment, which was relieved when she saw his old-established figure coming across to her, wiping his hands in his apron.


  ‘I know your errand, missie,’ he said, ‘and am glad to see you, and attend to it. I’ll step indoors.’


  ‘If you are busy I am in no hurry for a minute or two,’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Then if so be you really wouldn’t mind, we’ll wring down this last filling to let it drain all night?’


  ‘Not at all. I like to see you.’


  ‘We are only just grinding down the rathe-ripes and griffins,’ continued the farmer, in a half-apologetic tone for detaining by his cider-making any well-dressed woman. ‘They rot as black as a chimney-crook if we keep ’em till the regulars turn in.’ As he spoke he went back to the press, Cytherea keeping at his elbow. ‘I’m later than I should have been by rights,’ he continued, taking up a lever for propelling the screw, and beckoning to the men to come forward. ‘The truth is, my son Edward had promised to come to-day, and I made preparations; but instead of him comes a letter: “London, September the eighteenth, Dear Father,” says he, and went on to tell me he couldn’t. It threw me out a bit.’


  ‘Of course,’ said Cytherea.


  ‘He’s got a place ’a b’lieve?’ said the clerk, drawing near.


  ‘No, poor mortal fellow, no. He tried for this one here, you know, but couldn’t manage to get it. I don’t know the rights o’ the matter, but willy-nilly they wouldn’t have him for steward. Now mates, form in line.’


  Springrove, the clerk, the grinders, and Gad, all ranged themselves behind the lever of the screw, and walked round like soldiers wheeling.


  ‘The man that the old quean have got is a man you can hardly get upon your tongue to gainsay, by the look o’ en,’ rejoined Clerk Crickett.


  ‘One o’ them people that can contrive to be thought no worse of for stealen a horse than another man for looken over hedge at en,’ said a grinder.


  ‘Well, he’s all there as steward, and is quite the gentleman—no doubt about that.’


  ‘So would my Ted ha’ been, for the matter o’ that,’ the farmer said.


  ‘That’s true: ’a would, sir.’


  ‘I said, I’ll give Ted a good education if it cost me my eyes, and I would have done it.’


  ‘Ay, that you would so,’ said the chorus of assistants solemnly.


  ‘But he took to books and drawing naturally, and cost very little; and as a wind-up the women folk hatched up a match between him and his cousin.’


  ‘When’s the wedden to be, Mr. Springrove?’


  ‘Uncertain—but soon, I suppose. Edward, you see, can do anything pretty nearly, and yet can’t get a straightforward living. I wish sometimes I had kept him here, and let professions go. But he was such a one for the pencil.’


  He dropped the lever in the hedge, and turned to his visitor.


  ‘Now then, missie, if you’ll come indoors, please.[’]


  Gad Weedy looked with a placid criticism at Cytherea as she withdrew with the farmer.


  ‘I could tell by the tongue of her that she didn’t take her degrees in our county,’ he said in an undertone.


  ‘The railways have left you lonely here,’ she observed, when they were indoors.


  Save the withered old flies, which were quite tame from the solitude, not a being was in the house. Nobody seemed to have entered it since the last passenger had been called out to mount the last stage-coach that had run by.


  ‘Yes, the Inn and I seem almost a pair of fossils,’ the farmer replied, looking at the room and then at himself.


  ‘O, Mr. Springrove,’ said Cytherea, suddenly recollecting herself; ‘I am much obliged to you for recommending me to Miss Aldclyffe.’ She began to warm towards the old man; there was in him a gentleness of disposition which reminded her of her own father.


  ‘Recommending? Not at all, miss. Ted—that’s my son—Ted said a fellow-draughtsman of his had a sister who wanted to be doing something in the world, and I mentioned it to the housekeeper, that’s all. Ay, I miss my son very much.’


  She kept her back to the window that he might not see her rising colour.


  ‘Yes,’ he continued, ‘sometimes I can’t help feeling uneasy about him. You know, he seems not made for a town life exactly: he gets very queer over it sometimes, I think. Perhaps he’ll be better when he’s married to Adelaide.’


  A half-impatient feeling arose in her, like that which possesses a sick person when he hears a recently-struck hour struck again by a slow clock. She had lived further on.


  ‘Everything depends upon whether he loves her,’ she said tremulously.


  ‘He used to—he doesn’t show it so much now; but that’s because he’s older. You see, it was several years ago they first walked together as young man and young woman. She’s altered too from what she was when he first courted her.’


  ‘How, sir?’


  ‘O, she’s more sensible by half. When he used to write to her she’d creep up the lane and look back over her shoulder, and slide out the letter, and read a word and stand in thought looking at the hills and seeing none. Then the cuckoo would cry—away the letter would slip, and she’d start wi’ fright at the mere bird, and have a red skin before the quickest man among ye could say, “Blood rush up.”’


  He came forward with the money and dropped it into her hand. His thoughts were still with Edward, and he absently took her little fingers in his as he said, earnestly and ingenuously—


  ‘’Tis so seldom I get a gentlewoman to speak to that I can’t help speaking to you, Miss Graye, on my fears for Edward; I sometimes am afraid that he’ll never get on—that he’ll die poor and despised under the worst condition o’ mind, a keen sense of having been passed in the race by men whose brains are nothing to his own, all through his seeing too far into things—being discontented with make-shifts—thinking o’ perfection in things, and then sickened that there’s no such thing as perfection. I shan’t be sorry to see him marry, since it may settle him down and do him good…. Ay, we’ll hope for the best.’


  He let go her hand and accompanied her to the door saying, ‘If you should care to walk this way and talk to an old man once now and then, it will be a great delight to him, Miss Graye. Good evening to ye…. Ah look! a thunderstorm is brewing—be quick home. Or shall I step up with you?’


  ‘No, thank you, Mr. Springrove. Good evening,’ she said in a low voice, and hurried away. One thought still possessed her; Edward had trifled with her love.


  4. Five to Six p.m.


  She followed the road into a bower of trees, overhanging it so densely that the pass appeared like a rabbit’s burrow, and presently reached a side entrance to the park. The clouds rose more rapidly than the farmer had anticipated: the sheep moved in a trail, and complained incoherently. Livid grey shades, like those of the modern French painters, made a mystery of the remote and dark parts of the vista, and seemed to insist upon a suspension of breath. Before she was half-way across the park the thunder rumbled distinctly.


  The direction in which she had to go would take her close by the old manor-house. The air was perfectly still, and between each low rumble of the thunder behind she could hear the roar of the waterfall before her, and the creak of the engine among the bushes hard by it. Hurrying on, with a growing dread of the gloom and of the approaching storm, she drew near the Old House, now rising before her against the dark foliage and sky in tones of strange whiteness.


  On the flight of steps, which descended from a terrace in front to the level of the park, stood a man. He appeared, partly from the relief the position gave to his figure, and partly from fact, to be of towering height. He was dark in outline, and was looking at the sky, with his hands behind him.


  It was necessary for Cytherea to pass directly across the line of his front. She felt so reluctant to do this, that she was about to turn under the trees out of the path and enter it again at a point beyond the Old House; but he had seen her, and she came on mechanically, unconsciously averting her face a little, and dropping her glance to the ground.


  Her eyes unswervingly lingered along the path until they fell upon another path branching in a right line from the path she was pursuing. It came from the steps of the Old House. ‘I am exactly opposite him now,’ she thought, ‘and his eyes are going through me.’


  A clear masculine voice said, at the same instant—


  ‘Are you afraid?’


  She, interpreting his question by her feelings at the moment, assumed himself to be the object of fear, if any. ‘I don’t think I am,’ she stammered.


  He seemed to know that she thought in that sense.


  ‘Of the thunder, I mean,’ he said; ‘not of myself.’


  She must turn to him now. ‘I think it is going to rain,’ she remarked for the sake of saying something.


  He could not conceal his surprise and admiration of her face and bearing. He said courteously, ‘It may possibly not rain before you reach the House, if you are going there?’


  ‘Yes, I am.’


  ‘May I walk up with you? It is lonely under the trees.’


  ‘No.’ Fearing his courtesy arose from a belief that he was addressing a woman of higher station than was hers, she added, ‘I am Miss Aldclyffe’s companion. I don’t mind the loneliness.’


  ‘O, Miss Aldclyffe’s companion. Then will you be kind enough to take a subscription to her? She sent to me this afternoon to ask me to become a subscriber to her Society, and I was out. Of course I’ll subscribe if she wishes it. I take a great interest in the Society.’


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe will be glad to hear that, I know.’


  ‘Yes; let me see—what Society did she say it was? I am afraid I haven’t enough money in my pocket, and yet it would be a satisfaction to her to have practical proof of my willingness. I’ll get it, and be out in one minute.’


  He entered the house and was at her side again within the time he had named. ‘This is it,’ he said pleasantly.


  She held up her hand. The soft tips of his fingers brushed the palm of her glove as he placed the money within it. She wondered why his fingers should have touched her.


  ‘I think after all,’ he continued, ‘that the rain is upon us, and will drench you before you reach the House. Yes: see there.’


  He pointed to a round wet spot as large as a nasturtium leaf, which had suddenly appeared upon the white surface of the step.


  ‘You had better come into the porch. It is not nearly night yet. The clouds make it seem later than it really is.’


  Heavy drops of rain, followed immediately by a forked flash of lightning and sharp rattling thunder, compelled her, willingly or no, to accept his invitation. She ascended the steps, stood beside him just within the porch, and for the first time obtained a series of short views of his person, as they waited there in silence.


  He was an extremely handsome man, well-formed, and well-dressed, of an age which seemed to be two or three years less than thirty. The most striking point in his appearance was the wonderful, almost preternatural, clearness of his complexion. There was not a blemish or speck of any kind to mar the smoothness of its surface or the beauty of its hue. Next, his forehead was square and broad, his brows straight and firm, his eyes penetrating and clear. By collecting the round of expressions they gave forth, a person who theorized on such matters would have imbibed the notion that their owner was of a nature to kick against the pricks; the last man in the world to put up with a position because it seemed to be his destiny to do so; one who took upon himself to resist fate with the vindictive determination of a Theomachist. Eyes and forehead both would have expressed keenness of intellect too severely to be pleasing, had their force not been counteracted by the lines and tone of the lips. These were full and luscious to a surprising degree, possessing a woman-like softness of curve, and a ruby redness so intense as to testify strongly to much susceptibility of heart where feminine beauty was concerned—a susceptibility that might require all the ballast of brain with which he had previously been credited to confine within reasonable channels.


  His manner was rather elegant than good: his speech well-finished and unconstrained.


  The pause in their discourse, which had been caused by the peal of thunder, was unbroken by either for a minute or two, during which the ears of both seemed to be absently following the low roar of the waterfall as it became gradually rivalled by the increasing rush of rain upon the trees and herbage of the grove. After her short looks at him, Cytherea had turned her head towards the avenue for a while, and now, glancing back again for an instant, she discovered that his eyes were engaged in a steady, though delicate, regard of her face and form.


  At this moment, by reason of the narrowness of the porch, their clothing touched, and remained in contact.


  His clothes are something exterior to every man; but to a woman her dress is part of her body. Its motions are all present to her intelligence if not to her eyes; no man knows how his coat-tails swing. By the slightest hyperbole it may be said that her dress has sensation. Crease but the very Ultima Thule of fringe or flounce, and it hurts her as much as pinching her. Delicate antennæ, or feelers, bristle on every outlying frill. Go to the uppermost: she is there; tread on the lowest: the fair creature is there almost before you.


  Thus the touch of clothes, which was nothing to Manston, sent a thrill through Cytherea, seeing, moreover, that he was of the nature of a mysterious stranger. She looked out again at the storm, but still felt him. At last to escape the sensation she moved away, though by so doing it was necessary to advance a little into the rain.


  ‘Look, the rain is coming into the porch upon you,’ he said. ‘Step inside the door.’


  Cytherea hesitated.


  ‘Perfectly safe, I assure you,’ he added, laughing, and holding the door open. ‘You shall see what a state of disorganization I am in—boxes on boxes, furniture, straw, crockery, in every form of transposition. An old woman is in the back quarters somewhere, beginning to put things to rights…. You know the inside of the house, I dare say?’


  ‘I have never been in.’


  ‘O well, come along. Here, you see, they have made a door through; here, they have put a partition dividing the old hall into two, one part is now my parlour; there they have put a plaster ceiling, hiding the old chestnut-carved roof because it was too high and would have been chilly for me; you see, being the original hall, it was open right up to the top, and here the lord of the manor and his retainers used to meet and be merry by the light from the monstrous fire which shone out from that monstrous fire-place, now narrowed to a mere nothing for my grate, though you can see the old outline still. I almost wish I could have had it in its original state.’


  ‘With more romance and less comfort.’


  ‘Yes, exactly. Well, perhaps the wish is not deep-seated. You will see how the things are tumbled in anyhow, packing-cases and all. The only piece of ornamental furniture yet unpacked is this one.’


  ‘An organ?’


  ‘Yes, an organ. I made it myself, except the pipes. I opened the case this afternoon to commence soothing myself at once. It is not a very large one, but quite big enough for a private house. You play, I dare say?’


  ‘The piano. I am not at all used to an organ.’


  ‘You would soon acquire the touch for an organ, though it would spoil your touch for the piano. Not that that matters a great deal. A piano isn’t much as an instrument.’


  ‘It is the fashion to say so now. I think it is quite good enough.’


  ‘That isn’t altogether a right sentiment about things being good enough.’


  ‘No—no. What I mean is, that the men who despise pianos do it as a rule from their teeth, merely for fashion’s sake, because cleverer men have said it before them—not from the experience of their ears.’


  Now Cytherea all at once broke into a blush at the consciousness of a great snub she had been guilty of in her eagerness to explain herself. He charitably expressed by a look that he did not in the least mind her blunder, if it were one; and this attitude forced him into a position of mental superiority which vexed her.


  ‘I play for my private amusement only,’ he said. ‘I have never learned scientifically. All I know is what I taught myself.’


  The thunder, lightning, and rain had now increased to a terrific force. The clouds, from which darts, forks, zigzags, and balls of fire continually sprang, did not appear to be more than a hundred yards above their heads, and every now and then a flash and a peal made gaps in the steward’s descriptions. He went towards the organ, in the midst of a volley which seemed to shake the aged house from foundations to chimney.


  ‘You are not going to play now, are you?’ said Cytherea uneasily.


  ‘O yes. Why not now?’ he said. ‘You can’t go home, and therefore we may as well be amused, if you don’t mind sitting on this box. The few chairs I have unpacked are in the other room.’


  Without waiting to see whether she sat down or not, he turned to the organ and began extemporizing a harmony which meandered through every variety of expression of which the instrument was capable. Presently he ceased and began searching for some music-book.


  ‘What a splendid flash!’ he said, as the lightning again shone in through the mullioned window, which, of a proportion to suit the whole extent of the original hall, was much too large for the present room. The thunder pealed again. Cytherea, in spite of herself, was frightened, not only at the weather, but at the general unearthly weirdness which seemed to surround her there.


  ‘I wish I—the lightning wasn’t so bright. Do you think it will last long?’ she said timidly.


  ‘It can’t last much longer,’ he murmured, without turning, running his fingers again over the keys. ‘But this is nothing,’ he continued, suddenly stopping and regarding her. ‘It seems brighter because of the deep shadow under those trees yonder. Don’t mind it; now look at me—look in my face—now.’


  He had faced the window, looking fixedly at the sky with his dark strong eyes. She seemed compelled to do as she was bidden, and looked in the too-delicately beautiful face.


  The flash came; but he did not turn or blink, keeping his eyes fixed as firmly as before. ‘There,’ he said, turning to her, ‘that’s the way to look at lightning.’


  ‘O, it might have blinded you!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Nonsense—not lightning of this sort—I shouldn’t have stared at it if there had been danger. It is only sheet-lightning now. Now, will you have another piece? Something from an oratorio this time?’


  ‘No, thank you—I don’t want to hear it whilst it thunders so.’ But he had begun without heeding her answer, and she stood motionless again, marvelling at the wonderful indifference to all external circumstance which was now evinced by his complete absorption in the music before him.


  ‘Why do you play such saddening chords?’ she said, when he next paused.


  ‘H’m—because I like them, I suppose,’ said he lightly. ‘Don’t you like sad impressions sometimes?’


  ‘Yes, sometimes, perhaps.’


  ‘When you are full of trouble.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, why shouldn’t I when I am full of trouble?’


  ‘Are you troubled?’


  ‘I am troubled.’ He said this thoughtfully and abruptly—so abruptly that she did not push the dialogue further.


  He now played more powerfully. Cytherea had never heard music in the completeness of full orchestral power, and the tones of the organ, which reverberated with considerable effect in the comparatively small space of the room, heightened by the elemental strife of light and sound outside, moved her to a degree out of proportion to the actual power of the mere notes, practised as was the hand that produced them. The varying strains—now loud, now soft; simple, complicated, weird, touching, grand, boisterous, subdued; each phase distinct, yet modulating into the next with a graceful and easy flow—shook and bent her to themselves, as a gushing brook shakes and bends a shadow cast across its surface. The power of the music did not show itself so much by attracting her attention to the subject of the piece, as by taking up and developing as its libretto the poem of her own life and soul, shifting her deeds and intentions from the hands of her judgment and holding them in its own.


  She was swayed into emotional opinions concerning the strange man before her; new impulses of thought came with new harmonies, and entered into her with a gnawing thrill. A dreadful flash of lightning then, and the thunder close upon it. She found herself involuntarily shrinking up beside him, and looking with parted lips at his face.


  He turned his eyes and saw her emotion, which greatly increased the ideal element in her expressive face. She was in the state in which woman’s instinct to conceal has lost its power over her impulse to tell; and he saw it. Bending his handsome face over her till his lips almost touched her ear, he murmured, without breaking the harmonies—


  ‘Do you very much like this piece?’


  ‘Very much indeed,’ she said.


  ‘I could see you were affected by it. I will copy it for you.’


  ‘Thank you much.’


  ‘I will bring it to the House to you to-morrow. Who shall I ask for?’


  ‘O, not for me. Don’t bring it,’ she said hastily. ‘I shouldn’t like you to.’


  ‘Let me see—to-morrow evening at seven or a few minutes past I shall be passing the waterfall on my way home. I could conveniently give it you there, and I should like you to have it.’


  He modulated into the Pastoral Symphony, still looking in her eyes.


  ‘Very well,’ she said, to get rid of the look.


  The storm had by this time considerably decreased in violence, and in seven or ten minutes the sky partially cleared, the clouds around the western horizon becoming lighted up with the rays of the sinking sun.


  Cytherea drew a long breath of relief, and prepared to go away. She was full of a distressing sense that her detention in the old manor-house, and the acquaintanceship it had set on foot, was not a thing she wished. It was such a foolish thing to have been excited and dragged into frankness by the wiles of a stranger.


  ‘Allow me to come with you,’ he said, accompanying her to the door, and again showing by his behaviour how much he was impressed with her. His influence over her had vanished with the musical chords, and she turned her back upon him. ‘May I come?’ he repeated.


  ‘No, no. The distance is not a quarter of a mile—it is really not necessary, thank you,’ she said quietly. And wishing him good-evening, without meeting his eyes, she went down the steps, leaving him standing at the door.


  ‘O, how is it that man has so fascinated me?’ was all she could think. Her own self, as she had sat spell-bound before him, was all she could see. Her gait was constrained, from the knowledge that his eyes were upon her until she had passed the hollow by the waterfall, and by ascending the rise had become hidden from his view by the boughs of the overhanging trees.


  5. Six to Seven p.m.


  The wet shining road threw the western glare into her eyes with an invidious lustre which rendered the restlessness of her mood more wearying. Her thoughts flew from idea to idea without asking for the slightest link of connection between one and another. One moment she was full of the wild music and stirring scene with Manston—the next, Edward’s image rose before her like a shadowy ghost. Then Manston’s black eyes seemed piercing her again, and the reckless voluptuous mouth appeared bending to the curves of his special words. What could be those troubles to which he had alluded? Perhaps Miss Aldclyffe was at the bottom of them. Sad at heart she paced on: her life was bewildering her.


  On coming into Miss Aldclyffe’s presence Cytherea told her of the incident, not without a fear that she would burst into one of her ungovernable fits of temper at learning Cytherea’s slight departure from the programme. But, strangely to Cytherea, Miss Aldclyffe looked delighted. The usual cross-examination followed.


  ‘And so you were with him all that time?’ said the lady, with assumed severity.


  ‘Yes, I was.’


  ‘I did not tell you to call at the Old House twice.’


  ‘I didn’t call, as I have said. He made me come into the porch.’


  ‘What remarks did he make, do you say?’


  ‘That the lightning was not so bad as I thought.’


  ‘A very important remark, that. Did he——’ she turned her glance full upon the girl, and eyeing her searchingly, said—


  ‘Did he say anything about me?’


  ‘Nothing,’ said Cytherea, returning her gaze calmly, ‘except that I was to give you the subscription.’


  ‘You are quite sure?’


  ‘Quite.’


  ‘I believe you. Did he say anything striking or strange about himself?’


  ‘Only one thing—that he was troubled.’


  ‘Troubled!’


  After saying the word, Miss Aldclyffe relapsed into silence. Such behaviour as this had ended, on most previous occasions, by her making a confession, and Cytherea expected one now. But for once she was mistaken, nothing more was said.


  When she had returned to her room she sat down and penned a farewell letter to Edward Springrove, as little able as any other excitable and brimming young woman of nineteen to feel that the wisest and only dignified course at that juncture was to do nothing at all. She told him that, to her painful surprise, she had learnt that his engagement to another woman was a matter of notoriety. She insisted that all honour bade him marry his early love—a woman far better than her unworthy self, who only deserved to be forgotten, and begged him to remember that he was not to see her face again. She upbraided him for levity and cruelty in meeting her so frequently at Budmouth, and above all in stealing the kiss from her lips on the last evening of the water excursions. ‘I never, never can forget it!’ she said, and then felt a sensation of having done her duty, ostensibly persuading herself that her reproaches and commands were of such a force that no man to whom they were uttered could ever approach her more.


  Yet it was all unconsciously said in words which betrayed a lingering tenderness of love at every unguarded turn. Like Beatrice accusing Dante from the chariot, try as she might to play the superior being who contemned such mere eye-sensuousness, she betrayed at every point a pretty woman’s jealousy of a rival, and covertly gave her old lover hints for excusing himself at each fresh indictment.


  This done, Cytherea, still in a practical mood, upbraided herself with weakness in allowing a stranger like Mr. Manston to influence her as he had done that evening. What right on earth had he to suggest so suddenly that she might meet him at the waterfall to receive his music? She would have given much to be able to annihilate the ascendency he had obtained over her during that extraordinary interval of melodious sound. Not being able to endure the notion of his living a minute longer in the belief he was then holding, she took her pen and wrote to him also:—


  
    Knapwater House,

    September 20th.


    I find I cannot meet you at seven o’clock by the waterfall as I promised. The emotion I felt made me forgetful of realities.


    C. Graye.

  


  A great statesman thinks several times, and acts; a young lady acts, and thinks several times. When, a few minutes later, she saw the postman carry off the bag containing one of the letters, and a messenger with the other, she, for the first time, asked herself the question whether she had acted very wisely in writing to either of the two men who had so influenced her.


  ♣


  IX.


  The Events of Ten Weeks


  1. From September the Twenty-First to the Middle of November


  The foremost figure within Cytherea’s horizon, exclusive of the inmates of Knapwater House, was now the steward, Mr. Manston. It was impossible that they should live within a quarter of a mile of each other, be engaged in the same service, and attend the same church, without meeting at some spot or another, twice or thrice a week. On Sundays, in her pew, when by chance she turned her head, Cytherea found his eyes waiting desirously for a glimpse of hers, and, at first more strangely, the eyes of Miss Aldclyffe furtively resting on him. On coming out of church he frequently walked beside Cytherea till she reached the gate at which residents in the House turned into the shrubbery. By degrees a conjecture grew to a certainty. She knew that he loved her.


  But a strange fact was connected with the development of his love. He was palpably making the strongest efforts to subdue, or at least to hide, the weakness, and as it sometimes seemed, rather from his own conscience than from surrounding eyes. Hence she found that not one of his encounters with her was anything more than the result of pure accident. He made no advances whatever: without avoiding her, he never sought her: the words he had whispered at their first interview now proved themselves to be quite as much the result of unguarded impulse as was her answer. Something held him back, bound his impulse down, but she saw that it was neither pride of his person, nor fear that she would refuse him—a course she unhesitatingly resolved to take should he think fit to declare himself. She was interested in him and his marvellous beauty, as she might have been in some fascinating panther or leopard—for some undefinable reason she shrank from him, even whilst she admired. The keynote of her nature, a warm ‘precipitance of soul,’ as Coleridge happily writes it, which Manston had so directly pounced upon at their very first interview, gave her now a tremulous sense of being in some way in his power.


  The state of mind was, on the whole, a dangerous one for a young and inexperienced woman; and perhaps the circumstance which, more than any other, led her to cherish Edward’s image now, was that he had taken no notice of the receipt of her letter, stating that she discarded him. It was plain then, she said, that he did not care deeply for her, and she thereupon could not quite leave off caring deeply for him:—


  
    Ingenium mulierum,


    Nolunt ubi velis, ubi nolis cupiunt ultro.

  


  The month of October passed, and November began its course. The inhabitants of the village of Carriford grew weary of supposing that Miss Aldclyffe was going to marry her steward. New whispers arose and became very distinct (though they did not reach Miss Aldclyffe’s ears) to the effect that the steward was deeply in love with Cytherea Graye. Indeed, the fact became so obvious that there was nothing left to say about it except that their marriage would be an excellent one for both;—for her in point of comfort—and for him in point of love.


  As circles in a pond grow wider and wider, the next fact, which at first had been patent only to Cytherea herself, in due time spread to her neighbours, and they, too, wondered that he made no overt advances. By the middle of November, a theory made up of a combination of the other two was received with general favour: its substance being that a guilty intrigue had been commenced between Manston and Miss Aldclyffe, some years before, when he was a very young man, and she still in the enjoyment of some womanly beauty, but now that her seniority began to grow emphatic she was becoming distasteful to him. His fear of the effect of the lady’s jealousy would, they said, thus lead him to conceal from her his new attachment to Cytherea. Almost the only woman who did not believe this was Cytherea herself, on unmistakable grounds, which were hidden from all besides. It was not only in public, but even more markedly in secluded places, on occasions when gallantry would have been safe from all discovery, that this guarded course of action was pursued, all the strength of a consuming passion burning in his eyes the while.


  2. November the Eighteenth


  It was on a Friday in this month of November that Owen Graye paid a visit to his sister.


  His zealous integrity still retained for him the situation at Budmouth, and in order that there should be as little interruption as possible to his duties there, he had decided not to come to Knapwater till late in the afternoon, and to return to Budmouth by the first train the next morning, Miss Aldclyffe having made a point of frequently offering him lodging for an unlimited period, to the great pleasure of Cytherea.


  He reached the house about four o’clock, and ringing the bell, asked of the page who answered it for Miss Graye.


  When Graye spoke the name of his sister, Manston, who was just coming out from an interview with Miss Aldclyffe, passed him in the vestibule and heard the question. The steward’s face grew hot, and he secretly clenched his hands. He half crossed the court, then turned his head and saw that the lad still stood at the door, though Owen had been shown into the house. Manston went back to him.


  ‘Who was that man?’ he said.


  ‘I don’t know, sir.’


  ‘Has he ever been here before?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘How many times?’


  ‘Three.’


  ‘You are sure you don’t know him?’


  ‘I think he is Miss Graye’s brother, sir.’


  ‘Then, why the devil didn’t you say so before!’ Manston exclaimed, and again went on his way.


  ‘Of course, that was not the man of my dreams—of course, it couldn’t be!’ he said to himself. ‘That I should be such a fool—such an utter fool. Good God! to allow a girl to influence me like this, day after day, till I am jealous of her very brother. A lady’s dependent, a waif, a helpless thing entirely at the mercy of the world; yes, curse it; that is just why it is; that fact of her being so helpless against the blows of circumstances which renders her so deliciously sweet!’


  He paused opposite his house. Should he get his horse saddled? No.


  He went down the drive and out of the park, having started to proceed to an outlying spot on the estate concerning some draining, and to call at the potter’s yard to make an arrangement for the supply of pipes. But a remark which Miss Aldclyffe had dropped in relation to Cytherea was what still occupied his mind, and had been the immediate cause of his excitement at the sight of her brother. Miss Aldclyffe had meaningly remarked during their intercourse, that Cytherea was wildly in love with Edward Springrove, in spite of his engagement to his cousin Adelaide.


  ‘How I am harassed!’ he said aloud, after deep thought for half-an-hour, while still continuing his walk with the greatest vehemence. ‘How I am harassed by these emotions of mine!’ He calmed himself by an effort. ‘Well, duty after all it shall be, as nearly as I can effect it. “Honesty is the best policy;”’ with which vigorously uttered resolve he once more attempted to turn his attention to the prosy object of his journey.


  The evening had closed in to a dark and dreary night when the steward came from the potter’s door to proceed homewards again. The gloom did not tend to raise his spirits, and in the total lack of objects to attract his eye he soon fell to introspection as before. It was along the margin of turnip fields that his path lay, and the large leaves of the crop struck flatly against his feet at every step, pouring upon them the rolling drops of moisture gathered upon their broad surfaces; but the annoyance was unheeded. Next reaching a fir plantation, he mounted the stile and followed the path into the midst of the darkness produced by the overhanging trees.


  After walking under the dense shade of the inky boughs for a few minutes, he fancied he had mistaken the path, which as yet was scarcely familiar to him. This was proved directly afterwards by his coming at right angles upon some obstruction, which careful feeling with outstretched hands soon told him to be a rail fence. However, as the wood was not large, he experienced no alarm about finding the path again, and with some sense of pleasure halted awhile against the rails, to listen to the intensely melancholy yet musical wail of the fir-tops, and as the wind passed on, the prompt moan of an adjacent plantation in reply. He could just dimly discern the airy summits of the two or three trees nearest him waving restlessly backwards and forwards, and stretching out their boughs like hairy arms into the dull sky. The scene, from its striking and emphatic loneliness, began to grow congenial to his mood; all of human kind seemed at the antipodes.


  A sudden rattle on his right hand caused him to start from his reverie, and turn in that direction. There, before him, he saw rise up from among the trees a fountain of sparks and smoke, then a red glare of light coming forward towards him; then a flashing panorama of illuminated oblong pictures; then the old darkness, more impressive than ever.


  The surprise, which had owed its origin to his imperfect acquaintance with the topographical features of that end of the estate, had been but momentary; the disturbance, a well-known one to dwellers by a railway, being caused by the 6.50 down-train passing along a shallow cutting in the midst of the wood immediately below where he stood, the driver having the fire-door of the engine open at the minute of going by. The train had, when passing him, already considerably slackened speed, and now a whistle was heard, announcing that Carriford Road station was not far in its van.


  But contrary to the natural order of things, the discovery that it was only a commonplace train had not caused Manston to stir from his position of facing the railway.


  If the 6.50 down-train had been a flash of forked lightning transfixing him to the earth, he could scarcely have remained in a more trance-like state. He still leant against the railings, his right hand still continued pressing on his walking-stick, his weight on one foot, his other heel raised, his eyes wide open towards the blackness of the cutting. The only movement in him was a slight dropping of the lower jaw, separating his previously closed lips a little way, as when a strange conviction rushes home suddenly upon a man. A new surprise, not nearly so trivial as the first, had taken possession of him.


  It was on this account. At one of the illuminated windows of a second-class carriage in the series gone by, he had seen a pale face, reclining upon one hand, the light from the lamp falling full upon it. The face was a woman’s.


  At last Manston moved; gave a whispering kind of whistle, adjusted his hat, and walked on again, cross-questioning himself in every direction as to how a piece of knowledge he had carefully concealed had found its way to another person’s intelligence. ‘How can my address have become known?’ he said at length, audibly. ‘Well, it is a blessing I have been circumspect and honourable, in relation to that—yes, I will say it, for once, even if the words choke me, that darling of mine, Cytherea, never to be my own, never. I suppose all will come out now. All!’ The great sadness of his utterance proved that no mean force had been exercised upon himself to sustain the circumspection he had just claimed.


  He wheeled to the left, pursued the ditch beside the railway fence, and presently emerged from the wood, stepping into a road which crossed the railway by a bridge.


  As he neared home, the anxiety lately written in his face, merged by degrees into a grimly humorous smile, which hung long upon his lips, and he quoted aloud a line from the book of Jeremiah—


  
    A woman shall compass a man.

  


  3. November the Nineteenth. Daybreak


  Before it was light the next morning, two little naked feet pattered along the passage in Knapwater House from which Owen Graye’s bedroom opened, and a tap was given upon his door.


  ‘Owen, Owen, are you awake?’ said Cytherea in a whisper through the keyhole. ‘You must get up directly, or you’ll miss the train.’


  When he descended to his sister’s little room he found her there already waiting with a cup of cocoa and a grilled rasher on the table for him. A hasty meal was despatched in the intervals of putting on his overcoat and finding his hat, and they then went softly through the long deserted passages, the kitchen-maid who had prepared their breakfast walking before them with a lamp held high above her head, which cast long wheeling shadows down corridors intersecting the one they followed, their remoter ends being lost in darkness. The door was unbolted and they stepped out.


  Owen had preferred walking to the station to accepting the pony-carriage which Miss Aldclyffe had placed at his disposal, having a morbid horror of giving trouble to people richer than himself, and especially to their men-servants, who looked down upon him as a hybrid monster in social position. Cytherea proposed to walk a little way with him.


  ‘I want to talk to you as long as I can,’ she said tenderly.


  Brother and sister then emerged by the heavy door into the drive. The feeling and aspect of the hour were precisely similar to those under which the steward had left the house the evening previous, excepting that apparently unearthly reversal of natural sequence, which is caused by the world getting lighter instead of darker. ‘The tearful glimmer of the languid dawn’ was just sufficient to reveal to them the melancholy red leaves, lying thickly in the channels by the roadside, ever and anon loudly tapped on by heavy drops of water, which the boughs above had collected from the foggy air.


  They passed the Old House, engaged in a deep conversation, and had proceeded about twenty yards by a cross route, in the direction of the turnpike road, when the form of a woman emerged from the porch of the building.


  She was wrapped in a grey waterproof cloak, the hood of which was drawn over her head and closely round her face—so closely that her eyes were the sole features uncovered.


  With this one exception of her appearance there, the most perfect stillness and silence pervaded the steward’s residence from basement to chimney. Not a shutter was open; not a twine of smoke came forth.


  Underneath the ivy-covered gateway she stood still and listened for two, or possibly three minutes, till she became conscious of others in the park. Seeing the pair she stepped back, with the apparent intention of letting them pass out of sight, and evidently wishing to avoid observation. But looking at her watch, and returning it rapidly to her pocket, as if surprised at the lateness of the hour, she hurried out again, and across the park by a still more oblique line than that traced by Owen and his sister.


  These in the meantime had got into the road, and were walking along it as the woman came up on the other side of the boundary hedge, looking for a gate or stile, by which she, too, might get off the grass upon the hard ground.


  Their conversation, of which every word was clear and distinct, in the still air of the dawn, to the distance of a quarter of a mile, reached her ears, and withdrew her attention from all other matters and sights whatsoever. Thus arrested she stood for an instant as precisely in the attitude of Imogen by the cave of Belarius, as if she had studied the position from the play. When they had advanced a few steps, she followed them in some doubt, still screened by the hedge.


  ‘Do you believe in such odd coincidences?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘How do you mean, believe in them? They occur sometimes.’


  ‘Yes, one will occur often enough—that is, two disconnected events will fall strangely together by chance, and people scarcely notice the fact beyond saying, “Oddly enough it happened that so and so were the same,” and so on. But when three such events coincide without any apparent reason for the coincidence, it seems as if there must be invisible means at work. You see, three things falling together in that manner are ten times as singular as two cases of coincidence which are distinct.’


  ‘Well, of course: what a mathematical head you have, Cytherea! But I don’t see so much to marvel at in our case. That the man who kept the public-house in which Miss Aldclyffe fainted, and who found out her name and position, lives in this neighbourhood, is accounted for by the fact that she got him the berth to stop his tongue. That you came here was simply owing to Springrove.’


  ‘Ah, but look at this. Miss Aldclyffe is the woman our father first loved, and I have come to Miss Aldclyffe’s; you can’t get over that.’


  From these premises, she proceeded to argue like an elderly divine on the designs of Providence which were apparent in such conjunctures, and went into a variety of details connected with Miss Aldclyffe’s history.


  ‘Had I better tell Miss Aldclyffe that I know all this?’ she inquired at last.


  ‘What’s the use?’ he said. ‘Your possessing the knowledge does no harm; you are at any rate comfortable here, and a confession to Miss Aldclyffe might only irritate her. No, hold your tongue, Cytherea.’


  ‘I fancy I should have been tempted to tell her too,’ Cytherea went on, ‘had I not found out that there exists a very odd, almost imperceptible, and yet real connection of some kind between her and Mr. Manston, which is more than that of a mutual interest in the estate.’


  ‘She is in love with him!’ exclaimed Owen; ‘fancy that!’


  ‘Ah—that’s what everybody says who has been keen enough to notice anything. I said so at first. And yet now I cannot persuade myself that she is in love with him at all.’


  ‘Why can’t you?’


  ‘She doesn’t act as if she were. She isn’t—you will know I don’t say it from any vanity, Owen—she isn’t the least jealous of me.’


  ‘Perhaps she is in some way in his power.’


  ‘No—she is not. He was openly advertised for, and chosen from forty or fifty who answered the advertisement, without knowing whose it was. And since he has been here, she has certainly done nothing to compromise herself in any way. Besides, why should she have brought an enemy here at all?’


  ‘Then she must have fallen in love with him. You know as well as I do, Cyth, that with women there’s nothing between the two poles of emotion towards an interesting male acquaintance. ’Tis either love or aversion.’


  They walked for a few minutes in silence, when Cytherea’s eyes accidentally fell upon her brother’s feet.


  ‘Owen,’ she said, ‘do you know that there is something unusual in your manner of walking?’


  ‘What is it like?’ he asked.


  ‘I can’t quite say, except that you don’t walk so regularly as you used to.’


  The woman behind the hedge, who had still continued to dog their footsteps, made an impatient movement at this change in their conversation, and looked at her watch again. Yet she seemed reluctant to give over listening to them.


  ‘Yes,’ Owen returned with assumed carelessness, ‘I do know it. I think the cause of it is that mysterious pain which comes just above my ankle sometimes. You remember the first time I had it? That day we went by steam-packet to Lulwind Cove, when it hindered me from coming back to you, and compelled me to sleep with the gateman we have been talking about.’


  ‘But is it anything serious, dear Owen?’ Cytherea exclaimed, with some alarm.


  ‘O, nothing at all. It is sure to go off again. I never find a sign of it when I sit in the office.’


  Again their unperceived companion made a gesture of vexation, and looked at her watch as if time were precious. But the dialogue still flowed on upon this new subject, and showed no sign of returning to its old channel.


  Gathering up her skirt decisively she renounced all further hope, and hurried along the ditch till she had dropped into a valley, and came to a gate which was beyond the view of those coming behind. This she softly opened, and came out upon the road, following it in the direction of the railway station.


  Presently she heard Owen Graye’s footsteps in her rear, his quickened pace implying that he had parted from his sister. The woman thereupon increased her rapid walk to a run, and in a few minutes safely distanced her fellow-traveller.


  The railway at Carriford Road consisted only of a single line of rails; and the short local down-train by which Owen was going to Budmouth was shunted on to a siding whilst the first up-train passed. Graye entered the waiting-room, and the door being open he listlessly observed the movements of a woman wearing a long grey cloak, and closely hooded, who had asked for a ticket for London.


  He followed her with his eyes on to the platform, saw her waiting there and afterwards stepping into the train: his recollection of her ceasing with the perception.


  4. Eight to Ten o’clock a.m.


  Mrs. Crickett, twice a widow, and now the parish clerk’s wife, a fine-framed, scandal-loving woman, with a peculiar corner to her eye by which, without turning her head, she could see what people were doing almost behind her, lived in a cottage standing nearer to the old manor-house than any other in the village of Carriford, and she had on that account been temporarily engaged by the steward, as a respectable kind of charwoman and general servant, until a settled arrangement could be made with some person as permanent domestic.


  Every morning, therefore, Mrs. Crickett, immediately she had lighted the fire in her own cottage, and prepared the breakfast for herself and husband, paced her way to the Old House to do the same for Mr. Manston. Then she went home to breakfast; and when the steward had eaten his, and gone out on his rounds, she returned again to clear away, make his bed, and put the house in order for the day.


  On the morning of Owen Graye’s departure she went through the operations of her first visit as usual—proceeded home to breakfast, and went back again to perform those of the second.


  Entering Manston’s empty bedroom with her hands on her hips, she indifferently cast her eyes upon the bed, previously to dismantling it.


  Whilst she looked she thought in an inattentive manner, ‘What a remarkably quiet sleeper Mr. Manston must be!’ The upper bed-clothes were flung back, certainly, but the bed was scarcely disarranged. ‘Anybody would almost fancy,’ she thought, ‘that he had made it himself after rising.’


  But these evanescent thoughts vanished as they had come, and Mrs. Crickett set to work; she dragged off the counterpane, blankets and sheets, and stooped to lift the pillows. Thus stooping, something arrested her attention; she looked closely—more closely—very closely. ‘Well, to be sure!’ was all she could say. The clerk’s wife stood as if the air had suddenly set to amber, and held her fixed like a fly in it.


  The object of her wonder was a trailing brown hair, very little less than a yard long, which proved it clearly to be a hair from some woman’s head. She drew it off the pillow, and took it to the window; there holding it out she looked fixedly at it, and became utterly lost in meditation: her gaze, which had at first actively settled on the hair, involuntarily dropped past its object by degrees and was lost on the floor, as the inner vision obscured the outer one.


  She at length moistened her lips, returned her eyes to the hair, wound it round her fingers, put it in some paper, and secreted the whole in her pocket. Mrs. Crickett’s thoughts were with her work no more that morning.


  She searched the house from roof-tree to cellar, for some other trace of feminine existence or appurtenance; but none was to be found.


  She went out into the yard, coal-hole, stable, hay-loft, green-house, fowl-house, and piggery, and still there was no sign. Coming in again, she saw a bonnet, eagerly pounced upon it; and found it to be her own.


  Hastily completing her arrangements in the other rooms, she entered the village again, and called at once on the postmistress, Elizabeth Leat, an intimate friend of hers, and a female who sported several unique diseases and afflictions.


  Mrs. Crickett unfolded the paper, took out the hair, and waved it on high before the perplexed eyes of Elizabeth, which immediately mooned and wandered after it like a cat’s.


  ‘What is it?’ said Mrs. Leat, contracting her eyelids, and stretching out towards the invisible object a narrow bony hand that would have been an unmitigated delight to the pencil of Carlo Crivelli.


  ‘You shall hear,’ said Mrs. Crickett, complacently gathering up the treasure into her own fat hand; and the secret was then solemnly imparted, together with the accident of its discovery.


  A shaving-glass was taken down from a nail, laid on its back in the middle of a table by the window, and the hair spread carefully out upon it. The pair then bent over the table from opposite sides, their elbows on the edge, their hands supporting their heads, their foreheads nearly touching, and their eyes upon the hair.


  ‘He’s been mad after my lady Cytherea,’ said Mrs. Crickett, ‘and ’tis my very belief the hair is’——


  ‘No ’tidn’. Hers idn’ so dark as that,’ said Elizabeth.


  ‘Elizabeth, you know that as the faithful wife of an officer of the Church I should be glad to think as you do about the girl. Mind I don’t wish to say anything against Miss Graye, but this I do say, that I believe her to be a nameless thing, and she’s no right to stick a moral clock in her face, and deceive the country in such a way. If she wasn’t of a bad stock at the outset she was bad in the planten, and if she wasn’t bad in the planten, she was bad in the growen, and if not in the growen, she’s made bad by what she’s gone through since.’


  ‘But I have another reason for knowing it idn’ hers,’ said Mrs. Leat.


  ‘Ah! I know whose it is then—Miss Aldclyffe’s, upon my song!’


  ‘’Tis the colour of hers, but I don’t believe it to be hers either.’


  ‘Don’t you believe what they say about her and him?’


  ‘I say nothing about that; but you don’t know what I know about his letters.’


  ‘What about ’em?’


  ‘He posts all his letters here except those for one person, and they he takes to Budmouth. My son is in Budmouth Post Office, as you know, and as he sits at desk he can see over the blind of the window all the people who post letters. Mr. Manston unvariably goes there wi’ letters for that person; my boy knows ’em by sight well enough now.’


  ‘Is it a she?’


  ‘’Tis a she.’


  ‘What’s her name?’


  ‘The little stunpoll of a fellow couldn’t call to mind more than that ’tis Miss Somebody, of London. However, that’s the woman who’s been here, depend upon’t—a wicked one—some poor street-wench escaped from Sodom, I warrant ’ee.’


  ‘Only to find herself in Gomorrah, seemingly.’


  ‘That may be.’


  ‘No, no, Mrs. Leat, this is clear to me. ’Tis no miss who came here to see our steward last night—whenever she came or wherever she vanished. Do you think he would ha’ let a miss get here how she could, go away how she would, without breakfast or help of any kind?’


  Elizabeth shook her head—Mrs. Crickett looked at her solemnly.


  ‘I say I know she had no help of any kind; I know it was so, for the grate was quite cold when I touched it this morning with these fingers, and he was still in bed. No, he wouldn’t take the trouble to write letters to a girl and then treat her so off-hand as that. There’s a tie between ’em stronger than feeling. She’s his wife.’


  ‘He married! The Lord so ’s, what shall we hear next? Do he look married now? His are not the abashed eyes and lips of a married man.’


  ‘Perhaps she’s a tame one—but she’s his wife still.’


  ‘No, no: he’s not a married man.’


  ‘Yes, yes, he is. I’ve had three, and I ought to know.’


  ‘Well, well,’ said Mrs. Leat, giving way. ‘Whatever may be the truth on’t I trust the Lord will settle it all for the best, as He always do.’


  ‘Ay, ay, Elizabeth,’ rejoined Mrs. Crickett with a satirical sigh, as she turned on her foot to go home, ‘good people like you may say so, but I have always found the Lord a different sort of feller.’


  5. November the Twentieth


  It was Miss Aldclyffe’s custom, a custom originated by her father, and nourished by her own exclusiveness, to unlock the post-bag herself every morning, instead of allowing the duty to devolve on the butler, as was the case in most of the neighbouring county families. The bag was brought upstairs each morning to her dressing-room, where she took out the contents, mostly in the presence of her maid and Cytherea, who had the entrée of the chamber at all hours, and attended there in the morning at a kind of reception on a small scale, which was held by Miss Aldclyffe of her namesake only.


  Here she read her letters before the glass, whilst undergoing the operation of being brushed and dressed.


  ‘What woman can this be, I wonder?’ she said on the morning succeeding that of the last section. ‘“London, N.!” It is the first time in my life I ever had a letter from that outlandish place, the North side of London.’


  Cytherea had just come into her presence to learn if there was anything for herself; and on being thus addressed, walked up to Miss Aldclyffe’s corner of the room to look at the curiosity which had raised such an exclamation. But the lady, having opened the envelope and read a few lines, put it quickly in her pocket, before Cytherea could reach her side.


  ‘O, ’tis nothing,’ she said. She proceeded to make general remarks in a noticeably forced tone of sang-froid, from which she soon lapsed into silence. Not another word was said about the letter: she seemed very anxious to get her dressing done, and the room cleared. Thereupon Cytherea went away to the other window, and a few minutes later left the room to follow her own pursuits.


  It was late when Miss Aldclyffe descended to the breakfast-table, and then she seemed there to no purpose; tea, coffee, eggs, cutlets, and all their accessories, were left absolutely untasted. The next that was seen of her was when walking up and down the south terrace, and round the flower-beds; her face was pale, and her tread was fitful, and she crumpled a letter in her hand.


  Dinner-time came round as usual; she did not speak ten words, or indeed seem conscious of the meal; for all that Miss Aldclyffe did in the way of eating, dinner might have been taken out as intact as it was taken in.


  In her own private apartment Miss Aldclyffe again pulled out the letter of the morning. One passage in it ran thus:—


  
    Of course, being his wife, I could publish the fact, and compel him to acknowledge me at any moment, notwithstanding his threats, and reasonings that it will be better to wait. I have waited, and waited again, and the time for such acknowledgment seems no nearer than at first. To show you how patiently I have waited I can tell you that not till a fortnight ago, when by stress of circumstances I had been driven to new lodgings, have I ever assumed my married name, solely on account of its having been his request all along that I should not do it. This writing to you, madam, is my first disobedience, and I am justified in it. A woman who is driven to visit her husband like a thief in the night and then sent away like a street dog—left to get up, unbolt, unbar, and find her way out of the house as she best may—is justified in doing anything.


    But should I demand of him a restitution of rights, there would be involved a publicity which I could not endure, and a noisy scandal flinging my name the length and breadth of the country.


    What I still prefer to any such violent means is that you reason with him privately, and compel him to bring me home to your parish in a decent and careful manner, in the way that would be adopted by any respectable man, whose wife had been living away from him for some time, by reason, say, of peculiar family circumstances which had caused disunion, but not enmity, and who at length was enabled to reinstate her in his house.


    You will, I know, oblige me in this, especially as knowledge of a peculiar transaction of your own, which took place some years ago, has lately come to me in a singular way. I will not at present trouble you by describing how. It is enough, that I alone, of all people living, know all the sides of the story, those from whom I collected it having each only a partial knowledge which confuses them and points to nothing. One person knows of your early engagement and its sudden termination; another, of the reason of those strange meetings at inns and coffee-houses; another, of what was sufficient to cause all this, and so on. I know what fits one and all the circumstances like a key, and shows them to be the natural outcrop of a rational (though rather rash) line of conduct for a young lady. You will at once perceive how it was that some at least of these things were revealed to me.


    This knowledge then, common to, and secretly treasured by us both, is the ground upon which I beg for your friendship and help, with a feeling that you will be too generous to refuse it to me.


    I may add that, as yet, my husband knows nothing of this, neither need he if you remember my request.

  


  ‘A threat—a flat stinging threat! as delicately wrapped up in words as the woman could do it; a threat from a miserable unknown creature to an Aldclyffe, and not the least proud member of the family either! A threat on his account—O, O! shall it be?’


  Presently this humour of defiance vanished, and the members of her body became supple again, her proceedings proving that it was absolutely necessary to give way, Aldclyffe as she was. She wrote a short answer to Mrs. Manston, saying civilly that Mr. Manston’s possession of such a near relation was a fact quite new to herself, and that she would see what could be done in such an unfortunate affair.


  6. November the Twenty-First


  Manston received a message the next day requesting his attendance at the House punctually at eight o’clock the ensuing evening. Miss Aldclyffe was brave and imperious, but with the purpose she had in view she could not look him in the face whilst daylight shone upon her.


  The steward was shown into the library. On entering it, he was immediately struck with the unusual gloom which pervaded the apartment. The fire was dead and dull, one lamp, and that a comparatively small one, was burning at the extreme end, leaving the main proportion of the lofty and sombre room in an artificial twilight, scarcely powerful enough to render visible the titles of the folio and quarto volumes which were jammed into the lower tiers of the bookshelves.


  After keeping him waiting for more than twenty minutes (Miss Aldclyffe knew that excellent recipe for taking the stiffness out of human flesh, and for extracting all pre-arrangement from human speech) she entered the room.


  Manston sought her eye directly. The hue of her features was not discernible, but the calm glance she flung at him, from which all attempt at returning his scrutiny was absent, awoke him to the perception that probably his secret was by some means or other known to her; how it had become known he could not tell.


  She drew forth the letter, unfolded it, and held it up to him, letting it hang by one corner from between her finger and thumb, so that the light from the lamp, though remote, fell directly upon its surface.


  ‘You know whose writing this is?’ she said.


  He saw the strokes plainly, instantly resolving to burn his ships and hazard all on an advance.


  ‘My wife’s,’ he said calmly.


  His quiet answer threw her off her balance. She had no more expected an answer than does a preacher when he exclaims from the pulpit, ‘Do you feel your sin?’ She had clearly expected a sudden alarm.


  ‘And why all this concealment?’ she said again, her voice rising, as she vainly endeavoured to control her feelings, whatever they were.


  ‘It doesn’t follow that, because a man is married, he must tell every stranger of it, madam,’ he answered, just as calmly as before.


  ‘Stranger! well, perhaps not; but, Mr. Manston, why did you choose to conceal it, I ask again? I have a perfect right to ask this question, as you will perceive, if you consider the terms of my advertisement.’


  ‘I will tell you. There were two simple reasons. The first was this practical one; you advertised for an unmarried man, if you remember?’


  ‘Of course I remember.’


  ‘Well, an incident suggested to me that I should try for the situation. I was married; but, knowing that in getting an office where there is a restriction of this kind, leaving one’s wife behind is always accepted as a fulfilment of the condition, I left her behind for awhile. The other reason is, that these terms of yours afforded me a plausible excuse for escaping (for a short time) the company of a woman I had been mistaken in marrying.’


  ‘Mistaken! what was she?’ the lady inquired.


  ‘A third-rate actress, whom I met with during my stay in Liverpool last summer, where I had gone to fulfil a short engagement with an architect.’


  ‘Where did she come from?’


  ‘She is an American by birth, and I grew to dislike her when we had been married a week.’


  ‘She was ugly, I imagine?’


  ‘She is not an ugly woman by any means.’


  ‘Up to the ordinary standard?’


  ‘Quite up to the ordinary standard—indeed, handsome. After a while we quarrelled and separated.’


  ‘You did not ill-use her, of course?’ said Miss Aldclyffe, with a little sarcasm.


  ‘I did not.’


  ‘But at any rate, you got thoroughly tired of her.’


  Manston looked as if he began to think her questions out of place; however, he said quietly, ‘I did get tired of her. I never told her so, but we separated; I to come here, bringing her with me as far as London and leaving her there in perfectly comfortable quarters; and though your advertisement expressed a single man, I have always intended to tell you the whole truth; and this was when I was going to tell it, when your satisfaction with my careful management of your affairs should have proved the risk to be a safe one to run.’


  She bowed.


  ‘Then I saw that you were good enough to be interested in my welfare to a greater extent than I could have anticipated or hoped, judging you by the frigidity of other employers, and this caused me to hesitate. I was vexed at the complication of affairs. So matters stood till three nights ago; I was then walking home from the pottery, and came up to the railway. The down-train came along close to me, and there, sitting at a carriage window, I saw my wife: she had found out my address, and had thereupon determined to follow me here. I had not been home many minutes before she came in. Next morning early she left again——’


  ‘Because you treated her so cavalierly?’


  ‘And as I suppose, wrote to you directly. That’s the whole story of her, madam.’ Whatever were Manston’s real feelings towards the lady who had received his explanation in these supercilious tones, they remained locked within him as within a casket of steel.


  ‘Did your friends know of your marriage, Mr. Manston?’ she continued.


  ‘Nobody at all; we kept it a secret for various reasons.’


  ‘It is true then that, as your wife tells me in this letter, she has not passed as Mrs. Manston till within these last few days?’


  ‘It is quite true; I was in receipt of a very small and uncertain income when we married; and so she continued playing at the theatre as before our marriage, and in her maiden name.’


  ‘Has she any friends?’


  ‘I have never heard that she has any in England. She came over here on some theatrical speculation, as one of a company who were going to do much, but who never did anything; and here she has remained.’


  A pause ensued, which was terminated by Miss Aldclyffe.


  ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘Now, though I have no direct right to concern myself with your private affairs (beyond those which arise from your misleading me and getting the office you hold)——’


  ‘As to that, madam,’ he interrupted, rather hotly, ‘as to coming here, I am vexed as much as you. Somebody, a member of the Institute of Architects—who, I could never tell—sent to my old address in London your advertisement cut from the paper; it was forwarded to me; I wanted to get away from Liverpool, and it seemed as if this was put in my way on purpose, by some old friend or other. I answered the advertisement certainly, but I was not particularly anxious to come here, nor am I anxious to stay.’


  Miss Aldclyffe descended from haughty superiority to womanly persuasion with a haste which was almost ludicrous. Indeed, the Quos ego of the whole lecture had been less the genuine menace of the imperious ruler of Knapwater than an artificial utterance to hide a failing heart.


  ‘Now, now, Mr. Manston, you wrong me; don’t suppose I wish to be overbearing, or anything of the kind; and you will allow me to say this much, at any rate, that I have become interested in your wife, as well as in yourself.’


  ‘Certainly, madam,’ he said, slowly, like a man feeling his way in the dark. Manston was utterly at fault now. His previous experience of the effect of his form and features upon womankind en masse, had taught him to flatter himself that he could account by the same law of natural selection for the extraordinary interest Miss Aldclyffe had hitherto taken in him, as an unmarried man; an interest he did not at all object to, seeing that it kept him near Cytherea, and enabled him, a man of no wealth, to rule on the estate as if he were its lawful owner. Like Curius at his Sabine farm, he had counted it his glory not to possess gold himself, but to have power over her who did. But at this hint of the lady’s wish to take his wife under her wing also, he was perplexed: could she have any sinister motive in doing so? But he did not allow himself to be troubled with these doubts, which only concerned his wife’s happiness.


  ‘She tells me,’ continued Miss Aldclyffe, ‘how utterly alone in the world she stands, and that is an additional reason why I should sympathize with her. Instead, then, of requesting the favour of your retirement from the post, and dismissing your interests altogether, I will retain you as my steward still, on condition that you bring home your wife, and live with her respectably, in short, as if you loved her; you understand. I wish you to stay here if you grant that everything shall flow smoothly between yourself and her.’


  The breast and shoulders of the steward rose, as if an expression of defiance was about to be poured forth; before it took form, he controlled himself and said, in his natural voice—


  ‘My part of the performance shall be carried out, madam.’


  ‘And her anxiety to obtain a standing in the world ensures that hers will,’ replied Miss Aldclyffe. ‘That will be satisfactory, then.’


  After a few additional remarks, she gently signified that she wished to put an end to the interview. The steward took the hint and retired.


  He felt vexed and mortified; yet in walking homeward he was convinced that telling the whole truth as he had done, with the single exception of his love for Cytherea (which he tried to hide even from himself), had never served him in better stead than it had done that night.


  Manston went to his desk and thought of Cytherea’s beauty with the bitterest, wildest regret. After the lapse of a few minutes he calmed himself by a stoical effort, and wrote the subjoined letter to his wife:—


  
    Knapwater,

    November 21, 1864.


    Dear Eunice,—I hope you reached London safely after your flighty visit to me.


    As I promised, I have thought over our conversation that night, and your wish that your coming here should be no longer delayed. After all, it was perfectly natural that you should have spoken unkindly as you did, ignorant as you were of the circumstances which bound me.


    So I have made arrangements to fetch you home at once. It is hardly worth while for you to attempt to bring with you any luggage you may have gathered about you (beyond mere clothing). Dispose of superfluous things at a broker’s; your bringing them would only make a talk in this parish, and lead people to believe we had long been keeping house separately.


    Will next Monday suit you for coming? You have nothing to do that can occupy you for more than a day or two, as far as I can see, and the remainder of this week will afford ample time. I can be in London the night before, and we will come down together by the mid-day train.—Your very affectionate husband,


    Æneas Manston.


    Now, of course, I shall no longer write to you as Mrs. Rondley.

  


  The address on the envelope was—


  
    Mrs. Manston,


    41 Charles Square,

    Hoxton,


    London, N.

  


  He took the letter to the House, and it being too late for the country post, sent one of the stablemen with it to Casterbridge, instead of troubling to go to Budmouth with it himself as heretofore. He had no longer any necessity to keep his condition a secret.


  7. From the Twenty-Second to the Twenty-Seventh of November


  But the next morning Manston found that he had been forgetful of another matter, in naming the following Monday to his wife for the journey.


  The fact was this. A letter had just come, reminding him that he had left the whole of the succeeding week open for an important business engagement with a neighbouring land-agent, at that gentleman’s residence thirteen miles off. The particular day he had suggested to his wife, had, in the interim, been appropriated by his correspondent. The meeting could not now be put off.


  So he wrote again to his wife, stating that business, which could not be postponed, called him away from home on Monday, and would entirely prevent him coming all the way on Sunday to fetch her as he had intended, but that he would meet her at the Carriford Road Station with a conveyance when she arrived there in the evening.


  The next day came his wife’s answer to his first letter, in which she said that she would be ready to be fetched at the time named. Having already written his second letter, which was by that time in her hands, he made no further reply.


  The week passed away. The steward had, in the meantime, let it become generally known in the village that he was a married man, and by a little judicious management, sound family reasons for his past secrecy upon the subject, which were floated as adjuncts to the story, were placidly received; they seemed so natural and justifiable to the unsophisticated minds of nine-tenths of his neighbours, that curiosity in the matter, beyond a strong curiosity to see the lady’s face, was well-nigh extinguished.


  ♣


  X.


  The Events of a Day and Night


  1. November the Twenty-Eighth. Until Ten p.m.


  Monday came, the day named for Mrs. Manston’s journey from London to her husband’s house; a day of singular and great events, influencing the present and future of nearly all the personages whose actions in a complex drama form the subject of this record.


  The proceedings of the steward demand the first notice. Whilst taking his breakfast on this particular morning, the clock pointing to eight, the horse-and-gig that was to take him to Chettlewood waiting ready at the door, Manston hurriedly cast his eyes down the column of Bradshaw which showed the details and duration of the selected train’s journey.


  The inspection was carelessly made, the leaf being kept open by the aid of one hand, whilst the other still held his cup of coffee; much more carelessly than would have been the case had the expected new-comer been Cytherea Graye, instead of his lawful wife.


  He did not perceive, branching from the column down which his finger ran, a small twist, called a shunting-line, inserted at a particular place, to imply that at that point the train was divided into two. By this oversight he understood that the arrival of his wife at Carriford Road Station would not be till late in the evening: by the second half of the train, containing the third-class passengers, and passing two hours and three-quarters later than the previous one, by which the lady, as a second-class passenger, would really be brought.


  He then considered that there would be plenty of time for him to return from his day’s engagement to meet this train. He finished his breakfast, gave proper and precise directions to his servant on the preparations that were to be made for his wife’s reception, jumped into his gig, and drove off to Lord Claydonfield’s, at Chettlewood.


  He went along by the front of Knapwater House. He could not help turning to look at what he knew to be the window of Cytherea’s room. Whilst he looked, a hopeless expression of passionate love and sensuous anguish came upon his face and lingered there for a few seconds; then, as on previous occasions, it was resolutely repressed, and he trotted along the smooth white road, again endeavouring to banish all thought of the young girl whose beauty and grace had so enslaved him.


  Thus it was that when, in the evening of the same day, Mrs. Manston reached Carriford Road Station, her husband was still at Chettlewood, ignorant of her arrival, and on looking up and down the platform, dreary with autumn gloom and wind, she could see no sign that any preparation whatever had been made for her reception and conduct home.


  The train went on. She waited, fidgeted with the handle of her umbrella, walked about, strained her eyes into the gloom of the chilly night, listened for wheels, tapped with her foot, and showed all the usual signs of annoyance and irritation: she was the more irritated in that this seemed a second and culminating instance of her husband’s neglect—the first having been shown in his not fetching her.


  Reflecting awhile upon the course it would be best to take, in order to secure a passage to Knapwater, she decided to leave all her luggage, except a dressing-bag, in the cloak-room, and walk to her husband’s house, as she had done on her first visit. She asked one of the porters if he could find a lad to go with her and carry her bag: he offered to do it himself.


  The porter was a good-tempered, shallow-minded, ignorant man. Mrs. Manston, being apparently in very gloomy spirits, would probably have preferred walking beside him without saying a word: but her companion would not allow silence to continue between them for a longer period than two or three minutes together.


  He had volunteered several remarks upon her arrival, chiefly to the effect that it was very unfortunate Mr. Manston had not come to the station for her, when she suddenly asked him concerning the inhabitants of the parish.


  He told her categorically the names of the chief—first the chief possessors of property; then of brains; then of good looks. As first among the latter he mentioned Miss Cytherea Graye.


  After getting him to describe her appearance as completely as lay in his power, she wormed out of him the statement that everybody had been saying—before Mrs. Manston’s existence was heard of—how well the handsome Mr. Manston and the beautiful Miss Graye were suited for each other as man and wife, and that Miss Aldclyffe was the only one in the parish who took no interest in bringing about the match.


  ‘He rather liked her you think?’


  The porter began to think he had been too explicit, and hastened to correct the error.


  ‘O no, he don’t care a bit about her, ma’am,’ he said solemnly.


  ‘Not more than he does about me?’


  ‘Not a bit.’


  ‘Then that must be little indeed,’ Mrs. Manston murmured. She stood still, as if reflecting upon the painful neglect her words had recalled to her mind; then, with a sudden impulse, turned round, and walked petulantly a few steps back again in the direction of the station.


  The porter stood still and looked surprised.


  ‘I’ll go back again; yes, indeed, I’ll go back again!’ she said plaintively. Then she paused and looked anxiously up and down the deserted road.


  ‘No, I mustn’t go back now,’ she continued, in a tone of resignation. Seeing that the porter was watching her, she turned about and came on as before, giving vent to a slight laugh.


  It was a laugh full of character; the low forced laugh which seeks to hide the painful perception of a humiliating position under the mask of indifference.


  Altogether her conduct had shown her to be what in fact she was, a weak, though a calculating woman, one clever to conceive, weak to execute: one whose best-laid schemes were for ever liable to be frustrated by the ineradicable blight of vacillation at the critical hour of action.


  ‘O, if I had only known that all this was going to happen!’ she murmured again, as they paced along upon the rustling leaves.


  ‘What did you say, ma’am?’ said the porter.


  ‘O, nothing particular; we are getting near the old manor-house by this time, I imagine?’


  ‘Very near now, ma’am.’


  They soon reached Manston’s residence, round which the wind blew mournfully and chill.


  Passing under the detached gateway, they entered the porch. The porter stepped forward, knocked heavily, and waited.


  Nobody came.


  Mrs. Manston then advanced to the door and gave a different series of rappings—less forcible, but more sustained.


  There was not a movement of any kind inside, not a ray of light visible; nothing but the echo of her own knocks through the passages, and the dry scratching of the withered leaves blown about her feet upon the floor of the porch.


  The steward, of course, was not at home. Mrs. Crickett, not expecting that anybody would arrive till the time of the later train, had set the place in order, laid the supper-table, and then locked the door, to go into the village and converse with her friends.


  ‘Is there an inn in the village?’ said Mrs. Manston, after the fourth and loudest rapping upon the iron-studded old door had resulted only in the fourth and loudest echo from the passages inside.


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘Who keeps it?’


  ‘Farmer Springrove.[’]


  ‘I will go there to-night,’ she said decisively. ‘It is too cold, and altogether too bad, for a woman to wait in the open road on anybody’s account, gentle or simple.’


  They went down the park and through the gate, into the village of Carriford. By the time they reached the Three Tranters it was verging upon ten o’clock. There, on the spot where two months earlier in the season the sunny and lively group of villagers making cider under the trees had greeted Cytherea’s eyes, was nothing now intelligible but a vast cloak of darkness, from which came the low sough of the elms, and the occasional creak of the swinging sign.


  They went to the door, Mrs. Manston shivering; but less from the cold than from the dreariness of her emotions. Neglect is the coldest of winter winds.


  It so happened that Edward Springrove was expected to arrive from London either on that evening or the next, and at the sound of voices his father came to the door fully expecting to see him. A picture of disappointment seldom witnessed in a man’s face was visible in old Mr. Springrove’s, when he saw that the comer was a stranger.


  Mrs. Manston asked for a room, and one that had been prepared for Edward was immediately named as being ready for her, another being adaptable for Edward, should he come in.


  Without taking any refreshment, or entering any room downstairs, or even lifting her veil, she walked straight along the passage and up to her apartment, the chambermaid preceding her.


  ‘If Mr. Manston comes to-night,’ she said, sitting on the bed as she had come in, and addressing the woman, ‘tell him Mrs. Manston cannot see him.’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  The woman left the room, and Mrs. Manston locked the door. Before the servant had gone down more than two or three stairs Mrs. Manston unfastened the door again, and held it ajar.


  ‘Bring me some brandy,’ she said.


  The chambermaid went down to the bar and brought up the spirit in a tumbler. When she came into the room, Mrs. Manston had not removed a single article of apparel, and was walking up and down, as if still quite undecided upon the course it was best to adopt.


  Outside the door, when it was closed upon her, the maid paused to listen for an instant. She heard Mrs. Manston talking to herself.


  ‘This is welcome home!’ she said.


  2. From Ten to Half-past Eleven p.m.


  A strange concurrence of phenomena now confronts us.


  During the autumn in which the past scenes were enacted, Mr. Springrove had ploughed, harrowed, and cleaned a narrow and shaded piece of ground, lying at the back of his house, which for many years had been looked upon as irreclaimable waste.


  The couch-grass extracted from the soil had been left to wither in the sun; afterwards it was raked together, lighted in the customary way, and now lay smouldering in a large heap in the middle of the plot.


  It had been kindled three days previous to Mrs. Manston’s arrival, and one or two villagers, of a more cautious and less sanguine temperament than Springrove, had suggested that the fire was almost too near the back of the house for its continuance to be unattended with risk; for though no danger could be apprehended whilst the air remained moderately still, a brisk breeze blowing towards the house might possibly carry a spark across.


  ‘Ay, that’s true enough,’ said Springrove. ‘I must look round before going to bed and see that everything’s safe; but to tell the truth I am anxious to get the rubbish burnt up before the rain comes to wash it into ground again. As to carrying the couch into the further field to burn, and bringing the ashes back, why, ’tis more than the ashes would be worth.’


  ‘Well, that’s very true,’ said the neighbours, and passed on.


  Two or three times during the first evening after the heap was lit, he went to the back door to take a survey. Before bolting and barring up for the night, he made a final and more careful examination. The slowly-smoking pile showed not the slightest signs of activity. Springrove’s perfectly sound conclusion was, that as long as the heap was not stirred, and the wind continued in the quarter it blew from then, the couch would not flame, and that there could be no shadow of danger to anything, even a combustible substance, though it were no more than a yard off.


  The next morning the burning couch was discovered in precisely the same state as when he had gone to bed the preceding night. The heap smoked in the same manner the whole of that day: at bed-time the farmer looked towards it, but less carefully than on the first night.


  The morning and the whole of the third day still saw the heap in its old smouldering condition; indeed, the smoke was less, and there seemed a probability that it might have to be rekindled on the morrow.


  After admitting Mrs. Manston to his house in the evening, and hearing her retire, Mr. Springrove returned to the front door to listen for a sound of his son, and inquired concerning him of the railway-porter, who sat for a while in the kitchen. The porter had not noticed young Mr. Springrove get out of the train, at which intelligence the old man concluded that he would probably not see his son till the next day, as Edward had hitherto made a point of coming by the train which had brought Mrs. Manston.


  Half-an-hour later the porter left the inn, Springrove at the same time going to the door to listen again for an instant; then he walked round and in at the back of the house.


  The farmer glanced at the heap casually and indifferently in passing; two nights of safety seemed to ensure the third; and he was about to bolt and bar as usual, when the idea struck him that there was just a possibility of his son’s return by the latest train, unlikely as it was that he would be so delayed. The old man thereupon left the door unfastened, looked to his usual matters indoors, and went to bed, it being then half-past ten o’clock.


  Farmers and horticulturists well know that it is in the nature of a heap of couch-grass, when kindled in calm weather, to smoulder for many days, and even weeks, until the whole mass is reduced to a powdery charcoal ash, displaying the while scarcely a sign of combustion beyond the volcano-like smoke from its summit; but the continuance of this quiet process is throughout its length at the mercy of one particular whim of Nature: that is, a sudden breeze, by which the heap is liable to be fanned into a flame so brisk as to consume the whole in an hour or two.


  Had the farmer narrowly watched the pile when he went to close the door, he would have seen, besides the familiar twine of smoke from its summit, a quivering of the air around the mass, showing that a considerable heat had arisen inside.


  As the railway-porter turned the corner of the row of houses adjoining the Three Tranters, a brisk new wind greeted his face, and spread past him into the village. He walked along the high-road till he came to a gate, about three hundred yards from the inn. Over the gate could be discerned the situation of the building he had just quitted. He carelessly turned his head in passing, and saw behind him a clear red glow indicating the position of the couch-heap: a glow without a flame, increasing and diminishing in brightness as the breeze quickened or fell, like the coal of a newly-lighted cigar. If those cottages had been his, he thought, he should not care to have a fire so near them as that—and the wind rising. But the cottages not being his, he went on his way to the station, where he was about to resume duty for the night. The road was now quite deserted: till four o’clock the next morning, when the carters would go by to the stables, there was little probability of any human being passing the Three Tranters Inn.


  By eleven, everybody in the house was asleep. It truly seemed as if the treacherous element knew there had arisen a grand opportunity for devastation.


  At a quarter past eleven a slight stealthy crackle made itself heard amid the increasing moans of the night wind; the heap glowed brighter still, and burst into a flame; the flame sank, another breeze entered it, sustained it, and it grew to be first continuous and weak, then continuous and strong.


  At twenty minutes past eleven a blast of wind carried an airy bit of ignited fern several yards forward, in a direction parallel to the houses and inn, and there deposited it on the ground.


  Five minutes later another puff of wind carried a similar piece to a distance of five-and-twenty yards, where it also was dropped softly on the ground.


  Still the wind did not blow in the direction of the houses, and even now to a casual observer they would have appeared safe. But Nature does few things directly. A minute later yet, an ignited fragment fell upon the straw covering of a long thatched heap or ‘grave’ of mangel-wurzel, lying in a direction at right angles to the house, and down toward the hedge. There the fragment faded to darkness.


  A short time subsequent to this, after many intermediate deposits and seemingly baffled attempts, another fragment fell on the mangel-wurzel grave, and continued to glow; the glow was increased by the wind; the straw caught fire and burst into flame. It was inevitable that the flame should run along the ridge of the thatch towards a piggery at the end. Yet had the piggery been tiled, the time-honoured hostel would even now at this last moment have been safe; but it was constructed as piggeries are mostly constructed, of wood and thatch. The hurdles and straw roof of the frail erection became ignited in their turn, and abutting as the shed did on the back of the inn, flamed up to the eaves of the main roof in less than thirty seconds.


  3. Half-past Eleven to Twelve p.m.


  A hazardous length of time elapsed before the inmates of the Three Tranters knew of their danger. When at length the discovery was made, the rush was a rush for bare life.


  A man’s voice calling, then screams, then loud stamping and shouts were heard.


  Mr. Springrove ran out first. Two minutes later appeared the ostler and chambermaid, who were man and wife. The inn, as has been stated, was a quaint old building, and as inflammable as a bee-hive; it overhung the base at the level of the first floor, and again overhung at the eaves, which were finished with heavy oak barge-boards; every atom in its substance, every feature in its construction, favoured the fire.


  The forked flames, lurid and smoky, became nearly lost to view, bursting forth again with a bound and loud crackle, increased tenfold in power and brightness. The crackling grew sharper. Long quivering shadows began to be flung from the stately trees at the end of the house; the square outline of the church tower, on the other side of the way, which had hitherto been a dark mass against a sky comparatively light, now began to appear as a light object against a sky of darkness; and even the narrow surface of the flag-staff at the top could be seen in its dark surrounding, brought out from its obscurity by the rays from the dancing light.


  Shouts and other noises increased in loudness and frequency. The lapse of ten minutes brought most of the inhabitants of that end of the village into the street, followed in a short time by the rector, Mr. Raunham.


  Casting a hasty glance up and down, he beckoned to one or two of the men, and vanished again. In a short time wheels were heard, and Mr. Raunham and the men reappeared with the garden engine, the only one in the village, except that at Knapwater House. After some little trouble the hose was connected with a tank in the old stable-yard, and the puny instrument began to play.


  Several seemed paralyzed at first, and stood transfixed, their rigid faces looking like red-hot iron in the glaring light. In the confusion a woman cried, ‘Ring the bells backwards!’ and three or four of the old and superstitious entered the belfry and jangled them indescribably. Some were only half dressed, and, to add to the horror, among them was Clerk Crickett, running up and down with a face streaming with blood, ghastly and pitiful to see, his excitement being so great that he had not the slightest conception of how, when, or where he came by the wound.


  The crowd was now busy at work, and tried to save a little of the furniture of the inn. The only room they could enter was the parlour, from which they managed to bring out the bureau, a few chairs, some old silver candlesticks, and half-a-dozen light articles; but these were all.


  Fiery mats of thatch slid off the roof and fell into the road with a deadened thud, whilst white flakes of straw and wood-ash were flying in the wind like feathers. At the same time two of the cottages adjoining, upon which a little water had been brought to play from the rector’s engine, were seen to be on fire. The attenuated spirt of water was as nothing upon the heated and dry surface of the thatched roof; the fire prevailed without a minute’s hindrance, and dived through to the rafters.


  Suddenly arose a cry, ‘Where’s Mr. Springrove?’


  He had vanished from the spot by the churchyard-wall, where he had been standing a few minutes earlier.


  ‘I fancy he’s gone inside,’ said a voice.


  ‘Madness and folly! what can he save?’ said another. ‘Good God, find him! Help here!’


  A wild rush was made at the door, which had fallen to, and in defiance of the scorching flame that burst forth, three men forced themselves through it. Immediately inside the threshold they found the object of their search lying senseless on the floor of the passage.


  To bring him out and lay him on a bank was the work of an instant; a basin of cold water was dashed in his face, and he began to recover consciousness, but very slowly. He had been saved by a miracle. No sooner were his preservers out of the building than the window-frames lit up as if by magic with deep and waving fringes of flames. Simultaneously, the joints of the boards forming the front door started into view as glowing bars of fire: a star of red light penetrated the centre, gradually increasing in size till the flames rushed forth.


  Then the staircase fell.


  ‘Everybody is out safe,’ said a voice.


  ‘Yes, thank God!’ said three or four others.


  ‘O, we forgot that a stranger came! I think she is safe.’


  ‘I hope she is,’ said the weak voice of some one coming up from behind. It was the chambermaid’s.


  Springrove at that moment aroused himself; he staggered to his feet, and threw his hands up wildly.


  ‘Everybody, no! no! The lady who came by train, Mrs. Manston! I tried to fetch her out, but I fell.’


  An exclamation of horror burst from the crowd; it was caused partly by this disclosure of Springrove, more by the added perception which followed his words.


  An average interval of about three minutes had elapsed between one intensely fierce gust of wind and the next, and now another poured over them; the roof swayed, and a moment afterwards fell in with a crash, pulling the gable after it, and thrusting outwards the front wall of wood-work, which fell into the road with a rumbling echo; a cloud of black dust, myriads of sparks, and a great outburst of flame followed the uproar of the fall.


  ‘Who is she? what is she?’ burst from every lip again and again, incoherently, and without leaving a sufficient pause for a reply, had a reply been volunteered.


  The autumn wind, tameless, and swift, and proud, still blew upon the dying old house, which was constructed so entirely of combustible materials that it burnt almost as fiercely as a corn-rick. The heat in the road increased, and now for an instant at the height of the conflagration all stood still, and gazed silently, awestruck and helpless, in the presence of so irresistible an enemy. Then, with minds full of the tragedy unfolded to them, they rushed forward again with the obtuse directness of waves, to their labour of saving goods from the houses adjoining, which it was evident were all doomed to destruction.


  The minutes passed by. The Three Tranters Inn sank into a mere heap of red-hot charcoal: the fire pushed its way down the row as the church clock opposite slowly struck the hour of midnight, and the bewildered chimes, scarcely heard amid the crackling of the flames, wandered through the wayward air of the Old Hundred-and-Thirteenth Psalm.


  4. Nine to Eleven p.m.


  Manston mounted his gig and set out from Chettlewood that evening in no very enviable frame of mind. The thought of domestic life in Knapwater Old House, with the now eclipsed wife of the past, was more than disagreeable, was positively distasteful to him.


  Yet he knew that the influential position, which, from whatever fortunate cause, he held on Miss Aldclyffe’s manor, would never again fall to his lot on any other; and he tacitly assented to this dilemma, hoping that some consolation or other would soon suggest itself to him; married as he was, he was near Cytherea.


  He occasionally looked at his watch as he drove along the lanes, timing the pace of his horse by the hour, that he might reach Carriford Road Station just soon enough to meet the last London train.


  He soon began to notice in the sky a slight yellow halo, near the horizon. It rapidly increased; it changed colour, and grew redder; then the glare visibly brightened and dimmed at intervals, showing that its origin was affected by the strong wind prevailing.


  Manston reined in his horse on the summit of a hill, and considered.


  ‘It is a rick-yard on fire,’ he thought; ‘no house could produce such a raging flame so suddenly.’


  He trotted on again, attempting to particularize the local features in the neighbourhood of the fire; but this it was too dark to do, and the excessive winding of the roads misled him as to its direction, not being an old inhabitant of the district, or a countryman used to forming such judgments; whilst the brilliancy of the light shortened its real remoteness to an apparent distance of not more than half: it seemed so near that he again stopped his horse, this time to listen; but he could hear no sound.


  Entering now a narrow valley, the sides of which obscured the sky to an angle of perhaps thirty or forty degrees above the mathematical horizon, he was obliged to suspend his judgment till he was in possession of further knowledge, having however assumed in the interim, that the fire was somewhere between Carriford Road Station and the village.


  The self-same glare had just arrested the eyes of another man. He was at that minute gliding along several miles to the east of the steward’s position, but nearing the same point as that to which Manston tended. The younger Edward Springrove was returning from London to his father’s house by the identical train which the steward was expecting to bring his wife, the truth being that Edward’s lateness was owing to the simplest of all causes, his temporary want of money, which led him to make a slow journey for the sake of travelling at third-class fare.


  Springrove had received Cytherea’s bitter and admonitory letter, and he was clearly awakened to a perception of the false position in which he had placed himself, by keeping silence at Budmouth on his long engagement. An increasing reluctance to put an end to those few days of ecstasy with Cytherea had overruled his conscience, and tied his tongue till speaking was too late.


  ‘Why did I do it? how could I dream of loving her?’ he asked himself as he walked by day, as he tossed on his bed by night: ‘miserable folly!’


  An impressionable heart had for years—perhaps as many as six or seven years—been distracting him, by unconsciously setting itself to yearn for somebody wanting, he scarcely knew whom. Echoes of himself, though rarely, he now and then found. Sometimes they were men, sometimes women his cousin Adelaide being one of these; for in spite of a fashion which pervades the whole community at the present day—the habit of exclaiming that woman is not undeveloped man, but diverse, the fact remains that, after all, women are Mankind, and that in many of the sentiments of life the difference of sex is but a difference of degree.


  But the indefinable helpmate to the remoter sides of himself still continued invisible. He grew older, and concluded that the ideas, or rather emotions, which possessed him on the subject, were probably too unreal ever to be found embodied in the flesh of a woman. Thereupon, he developed a plan of satisfying his dreams by wandering away to the heroines of poetical imagination, and took no further thought on the earthly realization of his formless desire, in more homely matters satisfying himself with his cousin.


  Cytherea appeared in the sky: his heart started up and spoke:


  
    ‘’Tis She, and here


    Lo! I unclothe and clear


    My wishes’ cloudy character.’

  


  Some women kindle emotion so rapidly in a man’s heart that the judgment cannot keep pace with its rise, and finds, on comprehending the situation, that faithfulness to the old love is already treachery to the new. Such women are not necessarily the greatest of their sex, but there are very few of them. Cytherea was one.


  On receiving the letter from her he had taken to thinking over these things, and had not answered it at all. But ‘hungry generations’ soon tread down the muser in a city. At length he thought of the strong necessity of living. After a dreary search, the negligence of which was ultimately overcome by mere conscientiousness, he obtained a situation as assistant to an architect in the neighbourhood of Charing Cross: the duties would not begin till after the lapse of a month.


  He could not at first decide whither he should go to spend the intervening time; but in the midst of his reasonings he found himself on the road homeward, impelled by a secret and unowned hope of getting a last glimpse of Cytherea there.


  5. Midnight


  It was a quarter to twelve when Manston drove into the station-yard. The train was punctual, and the bell announcing its arrival rang as he crossed the booking-office to go out upon the platform.


  The porter who had accompanied Mrs. Manston to Carriford, and had returned to the station on his night duty, recognized the steward as he entered, and immediately came towards him.


  ‘Mrs. Manston came by the nine o’clock train, sir,’ he said.


  The steward gave vent to an expression of vexation.


  ‘Her luggage is here, sir,’ the porter said.


  ‘Put it up behind me in the gig if it is not too much,’ said Manston.


  ‘Directly this train is in and gone, sir.’


  The man vanished and crossed the line to meet the entering train.


  ‘Where is that fire?’ Manston said to the booking-clerk.


  Before the clerk could speak, another man ran in and answered the question without having heard it.


  ‘Half Carriford is burnt down, or will be!’ he exclaimed. ‘You can’t see the flames from this station on account of the trees, but step on the bridge—’tis tremendous!’


  He also crossed the line to assist at the entry of the train, which came in the next minute.


  The steward stood in the office. One passenger alighted, gave up his ticket, and crossed the room in front of Manston: a young man with a black bag and umbrella in his hand. He passed out of the door, down the steps, and struck out into the darkness.


  ‘Who was that young man?’ said Manston, when the porter had returned. The young man, by a kind of magnetism, had drawn the steward’s thoughts after him.


  ‘He’s an architect.’


  ‘My own old profession. I could have sworn it by the cut of him,’ Manston murmured. ‘What’s his name?’ he said again.


  ‘Springrove—Farmer Springrove’s son, Edward.’


  ‘Farmer Springrove’s son, Edward,’ the steward repeated to himself, and considered a matter to which the words had painfully recalled his mind.


  The matter was Miss Aldclyffe’s mention of the young man as Cytherea’s lover, which, indeed, had scarcely ever been absent from his thoughts.


  ‘But for the existence of my wife that man might have been my rival,’ he pondered, following the porter, who had now come back to him, into the luggage-room. And whilst the man was carrying out and putting in one box, which was sufficiently portable for the gig, Manston still thought, as his eyes watched the process—


  ‘But for my wife, Springrove might have been my rival.’


  He examined the lamps of his gig, carefully laid out the reins, mounted the seat and drove along the turnpike road towards Knapwater Park.


  The exact locality of the fire was plain to him as he neared home. He soon could hear the shout of men, the flapping of the flames, the crackling of burning wood, and could smell the smoke from the conflagration.


  Of a sudden, a few yards ahead, within the compass of the rays from the right-hand lamp, burst forward the figure of a man. Having been walking in darkness the newcomer raised his hands to his eyes, on approaching nearer, to screen them from the glare of the reflector.


  Manston saw that he was one of the villagers: a small farmer originally, who had drunk himself down to a day-labourer and reputed poacher.


  ‘Hoy!’ cried Manston, aloud, that the man might step aside out of the way.


  ‘Is that Mr. Manston?’ said the man.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Somebody ha’ come to Carriford: and the rest of it may concern you, sir.’


  ‘Well, well.’


  ‘Did you expect Mrs. Manston to-night, sir?’


  ‘Yes, unfortunately she’s come, I know, and asleep long before this time, I suppose.’


  The labourer leant his elbow upon the shaft of the gig and turned his face, pale and sweating from his late work at the fire, up to Manston’s.


  ‘Yes, she did come,’ he said…. ‘I beg pardon, sir, but I should be glad of—of——’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Glad of a trifle for bringen ye the news.’


  ‘Not a farthing! I didn’t want your news, I knew she was come.’


  ‘Won’t you give me a shillen, sir?’


  ‘Certainly not.’


  ‘Then will you lend me a shillen, sir? I be tired out, and don’t know what to do. If I don’t pay you back some day I’ll be d——d.’


  ‘The devil is so cheated that perdition isn’t worth a penny as a security.’


  ‘Oh!’


  ‘Let me go on,’ said Manston.


  ‘Thy wife is dead; that’s the rest o’ the news,’ said the labourer slowly. He waited for a reply; none came.


  ‘She went to the Three Tranters, because she couldn’t get into thy house, the burnen roof fell in upon her before she could be called up, and she’s a cinder, as thou’lt be some day.’


  ‘That will do, let me drive on,’ said the steward calmly.


  Expectation of a concussion may be so intense that its failure strikes the brain with more force than its fulfilment. The labourer sank back into the ditch. Such a Cushi could not realize the possibility of such an unmoved David as this.


  Manston drove hastily to the turning of the road, tied his horse, and ran on foot to the site of the fire.


  The stagnation caused by the awful accident had been passed through, and all hands were helping to remove from the remaining cottages what furniture they could lay hold of; the thatch of the roofs being already on fire. The Knapwater fire-engine had arrived on the spot, but it was small, and ineffectual. A group was collected round the rector, who in a coat which had become bespattered, scorched, and torn in his exertions, was directing on one hand the proceedings relative to the removal of goods into the church, and with the other was pointing out the spot on which it was most desirable that the puny engines at their disposal should be made to play. Every tongue was instantly silent at the sight of Manston’s pale and clear countenance, which contrasted strangely with the grimy and streaming faces of the toiling villagers.


  ‘Was she burnt?’ he said in a firm though husky voice, and stepping into the illuminated area. The rector came to him, and took him aside. ‘Is she burnt?’ repeated Manston.


  ‘She is dead: but thank God, she was spared the horrid agony of burning,’ the rector said solemnly; ‘the roof and gable fell in upon her, and crushed her. Instant death must have followed.’


  ‘Why was she here?’ said Manston.


  ‘From what we can hurriedly collect, it seems that she found the door of your house locked, and concluded that you had retired, the fact being that your servant, Mrs. Crickett, had gone out to supper. She then came back to the inn and went to bed.’


  ‘Where’s the landlord?’ said Manston.


  Mr. Springrove came up, walking feebly, and wrapped in a cloak, and corroborated the evidence given by the rector.


  ‘Did she look ill, or annoyed, when she came?’ said the steward.


  ‘I can’t say. I didn’t see; but I think——’


  ‘What do you think?’


  ‘She was much put out about something.’


  ‘My not meeting her, naturally,’ murmured the other, lost in reverie. He turned his back on Springrove and the rector, and retired from the shining light.


  Everything had been done that could be done with the limited means at their disposal. The whole row of houses was destroyed, and each presented itself as one stage of a series, progressing from smoking ruins at the end where the inn had stood, to a partly flaming mass—glowing as none but wood embers will glow—at the other.


  A feature in the decline of town fires was noticeably absent here—steam. There was present what is not observable in towns—incandescence.


  The heat, and the smarting effect upon their eyes of the strong smoke from the burning oak and deal, had at last driven the villagers back from the road in front of the houses, and they now stood in groups in the churchyard, the surface of which, raised by the interments of generations, stood four or five feet above the level of the road, and almost even with the top of the low wall dividing one from the other. The headstones stood forth whitely against the dark grass and yews, their brightness being repeated on the white smock-frocks of some of the labourers, and in a mellower, ruddier form on their faces and hands, on those of the grinning gargoyles, and on other salient stonework of the weather-beaten church in the background.


  The rector had decided that, in the distressing circumstances of the case, there would be no sacrilege in placing in the church, for the night, the pieces of furniture and utensils which had been saved from the several houses. There was no other place of safety for them, and they accordingly were gathered there.


  6. Half-past Twelve to One a.m.


  Manston, when he retired to meditate, had walked round the churchyard, and now entered the opened door of the building.


  He mechanically pursued his way round the piers into his own seat in the north aisle. The lower atmosphere of this spot was shaded by its own wall from the shine which streamed in over the window-sills on the same side. The only light burning inside the church was a small tallow candle, standing in the font, in the opposite aisle of the building to that in which Manston had sat down, and near where the furniture was piled. The candle’s mild rays were overpowered by the ruddier light from the ruins, making the weak flame to appear like the moon by day.


  Sitting there he saw Farmer Springrove enter the door, followed by his son Edward, still carrying his travelling-bag in his hand. They were speaking of the sad death of Mrs. Manston, but the subject was relinquished for that of the houses burnt.


  This row of houses, running from the inn eastward, had been built under the following circumstances:—


  Fifty years before this date, the spot upon which the cottages afterwards stood was a blank strip, along the side of the village street, difficult to cultivate, on account of the outcrop thereon of a large bed of flints called locally a ‘lanch’ or ‘lanchet.’


  The Aldclyffe then in possession of the estate conceived the idea that a row of cottages would be an improvement to the spot, and accordingly granted leases of portions to several respectable inhabitants. Each lessee was to be subject to the payment of a merely nominal rent for the whole term of lives, on condition that he built his own cottage, and delivered it up intact at the end of the term.


  Those who had built had, one by one, relinquished their indentures, either by sale or barter, to Farmer Springrove’s father. New lives were added in some cases, by payment of a sum to the lord of the manor, &c., and all the leases were now held by the farmer himself, as one of the chief provisions for his old age.


  The steward had become interested in the following conversation:—


  ‘Try not to be so depressed, father; they are all insured.’


  The words came from Edward in an anxious tone.


  ‘You mistake, Edward; they are not insured,’ returned the old man gloomily.


  ‘Not?’ the son asked.


  ‘Not one!’ said the farmer.


  ‘In the Helmet Fire Office, surely?’


  ‘They were insured there every one. Six months ago the office, which had been raising the premiums on thatched premises higher for some years, gave up insuring them altogether, as two or three other fire-offices had done previously, on account, they said, of the uncertainty and greatness of the risk of thatch undetached. Ever since then I have been continually intending to go to another office, but have never gone. Who expects a fire?’


  ‘Do you remember the terms of the leases?’ said Edward, still more uneasily.


  ‘No, not particularly,’ said his father absently.


  ‘Where are they?’


  ‘In the bureau there; that’s why I tried to save it first, among other things.’


  ‘Well, we must see to that at once.’


  ‘What do you want?’


  ‘The key.’


  They went into the south aisle, took the candle from the font, and then proceeded to open the bureau, which had been placed in a corner under the gallery. Both leant over upon the flap; Edward holding the candle, whilst his father took the pieces of parchment from one of the drawers, and spread the first out before him.


  ‘You read it, Ted. I can’t see without my glasses. This one will be sufficient. The terms of all are the same.’


  Edward took the parchment, and read quickly and indistinctly for some time; then aloud and slowly as follows:—


  
    And the said John Springrove for himself his heirs executors and administrators doth covenant and agree with the said Gerald Fellcourt Aldclyffe his heirs and assigns that he the said John Springrove his heirs and assigns during the said term shall pay unto the said Gerald Fellcourt Aldclyffe his heirs and assigns the clear yearly rent of ten shillings and sixpence … at the several times hereinbefore appointed for the payment thereof respectively. And also shall and at all times during the said term well and sufficiently repair and keep the said Cottage or Dwelling-house and all other the premises and all houses or buildings erected or to be erected thereupon in good and proper repair in every respect without exception and the said premises in such good repair upon the determination of this demise shall yield up unto the said Gerald Fellcourt Aldclyffe his heirs and assigns.

  


  They closed the bureau and turned towards the door of the church without speaking.


  Manston also had come forward out of the gloom. Notwithstanding the farmer’s own troubles, an instinctive respect and generous sense of sympathy with the steward for his awful loss caused the old man to step aside, that Manston might pass out without speaking to them if he chose to do so.


  ‘Who is he?’ whispered Edward to his father, as Manston approached.


  ‘Mr. Manston, the steward.’


  Manston came near, and passed down the aisle on the side of the younger man. Their faces came almost close together: one large flame, which still lingered upon the ruins outside, threw long dancing shadows of each across the nave till they bent upwards against the aisle wall, and also illuminated their eyes, as each met those of the other. Edward had learnt, by a letter from home, of the steward’s passion for Cytherea, and his mysterious repression of it, afterwards explained by his marriage. That marriage was now nought. Edward realized the man’s newly acquired freedom, and felt an instinctive enmity towards him—he would hardly own to himself why. The steward, too, knew of Cytherea’s attachment to Edward, and looked keenly and inscrutably at him.


  7. One to Two a.m.


  Manston went homeward alone, his heart full of strange emotions. Entering the house, and dismissing the woman to her own home, he at once proceeded upstairs to his bedroom.


  Reasoning worldliness, especially when allied with sensuousness, cannot repress on some extreme occasions the human instinct to pour out the soul to some Being or Personality, who in frigid moments is dismissed with the title of Chance, or at most Law. Manston was selfishly and inhumanly, but honestly and unutterably, thankful for the recent catastrophe. Beside his bed, for that first time during a period of nearly twenty years, he fell down upon his knees in a passionate outburst of feeling.


  Many minutes passed before he arose. He walked to the window, and then seemed to remember for the first time that some action on his part was necessary in connection with the sad circumstance of the night.


  Leaving the house at once, he went to the scene of the fire, arriving there in time to hear the rector making an arrangement with a certain number of men to watch the spot till morning. The ashes were still red-hot and flaming. Manston found that nothing could be done towards searching them at that hour of the night. He turned homeward again, in the company of the rector, who had considerately persuaded him to retire from the scene for a while, and promised that as soon as a man could live amid the embers of the Three Tranters Inn, they should be carefully searched for the remains of his unfortunate wife.


  Manston then went indoors to wait for morning.


  ♣


  XI.


  The Events of Five Days


  1. November the Twenty-Ninth


  The search began at dawn, but a quarter past nine o’clock came without bringing any result. Manston ate a little breakfast, and crossed the hollow of the park which intervened between the old and modern manor-houses, to ask for an interview with Miss Aldclyffe.


  He met her midway. She was about to pay him a visit of condolence, and to place every man on the estate at his disposal, that the search for any relic of his dead and destroyed wife might not be delayed an instant.


  He accompanied her back to the house. At first they conversed as if the death of the poor woman was an event which the husband must of necessity deeply lament; and when all under this head that social form seemed to require had been uttered, they spoke of the material damage done, and of the steps which had better be taken to remedy it.


  It was not till both were shut inside her private room that she spoke to him in her blunt and cynical manner. A certain newness of bearing in him, peculiar to the present morning, had hitherto forbidden her this tone; the demeanour of the subject of her favouritism had altered, she could not tell in what way. He was entirely a changed man.


  ‘Are you really sorry for your poor wife, Mr. Manston?’ she said.


  ‘Well, I am,’ he answered shortly.


  ‘But only as for any human being who has met with a violent death?’


  He confessed it—‘For she was not a good woman,’ he added.


  ‘I should be sorry to say such a thing now the poor creature is dead,’ Miss Aldclyffe returned reproachfully.


  ‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why should I praise her if she doesn’t deserve it? I say exactly what I have often admired Sterne for saying in one of his letters—that neither reason nor Scripture asks us to speak nothing but good of the dead. And now, madam,’ he continued, after a short interval of thought, ‘I may, perhaps, hope that you will assist me, or rather not thwart me, in endeavouring to win the love of a young lady living about you, one in whom I am much interested already.’


  ‘Cytherea!’


  ‘Yes, Cytherea.’


  ‘You have been loving Cytherea all the while?’


  ‘Yes.[’]


  Surprise was a preface to much agitation in her, which caused her to rise from her seat, and pace to the side of the room. The steward quietly looked on and added, ‘I have been loving and still love her.’


  She came close up to him, wistfully contemplating his face, one hand moving indecisively at her side.


  ‘And your secret marriage was, then, the true and only reason for that backwardness regarding the courtship of Cytherea, which, they tell me, has been the talk of the village; not your indifference to her attractions.’ Her voice had a tone of conviction in it, as well as of inquiry; but none of jealousy.


  ‘Yes,’ he said; ‘and not a dishonourable one. What held me back was just that one thing—a sense of morality that perhaps, madam, you did not give me credit for.’ The latter words were spoken with a mien and tone of pride.


  Miss Aldclyffe preserved silence.


  ‘And now,’ he went on, ‘I may as well say a word in vindication of my conduct lately, at the risk, too, of offending you. My actual motive in submitting to your order that I should send for my late wife, and live with her, was not the mercenary policy of wishing to retain an office which brings me greater comforts than any I have enjoyed before, but this unquenchable passion for Cytherea. Though I saw the weakness, folly, and even wickedness of it continually, it still forced me to try to continue near her, even as the husband of another woman.’


  He waited for her to speak: she did not.


  ‘There’s a great obstacle to my making any way in winning Miss Graye’s love,’ he went on.


  ‘Yes, Edward Springrove,’ she said quietly. ‘I know it, I did once want to see them married; they have had a slight quarrel, and it will soon be made up again, unless—’ she spoke as if she had only half attended to Manston’s last statement.


  ‘He is already engaged to be married to somebody else,’ said the steward.


  ‘Pooh!’ said she, ‘you mean to his cousin at Peakhill; that’s nothing to help us; he’s now come home to break it off.’


  ‘He must not break it off,’ said Manston, firmly and calmly.


  His tone attracted her, startled her. Recovering herself, she said haughtily, ‘Well, that’s your affair, not mine. Though my wish has been to see her your wife, I can’t do anything dishonourable to bring about such a result.’


  ‘But it must be made your affair,’ he said in a hard, steady voice, looking into her eyes, as if he saw there the whole panorama of her past.


  One of the most difficult things to portray by written words is that peculiar mixture of moods expressed in a woman’s countenance when, after having been sedulously engaged in establishing another person’s position, she suddenly suspects him of undermining her own. It was thus that Miss Aldclyffe looked at the steward.


  ‘You—know—something—of me?’ she faltered.


  ‘I know all,’ he said.


  ‘Then curse that wife of yours! She wrote and said she wouldn’t tell you!’ she burst out. ‘Couldn’t she keep her word for a day?’ She reflected and then said, but no more as to a stranger, ‘I will not yield. I have committed no crime. I yielded to her threats in a moment of weakness, though I felt inclined to defy her at the time: it was chiefly because I was mystified as to how she got to know of it. Pooh! I will put up with threats no more. O, can you threaten me?’ she added softly, as if she had for the moment forgotten to whom she had been speaking.


  ‘My love must be made your affair,’ he repeated, without taking his eyes from her.


  An agony, which was not the agony of being discovered in a secret, obstructed her utterance for a time. ‘How can you turn upon me so when I schemed to get you here—schemed that you might win her till I found you were married. O, how can you! O! … O!’ She wept; and the weeping of such a nature was as harrowing as the weeping of a man.


  ‘Your getting me here was bad policy as to your secret—the most absurd thing in the world,’ he said, not heeding her distress. ‘I knew all, except the identity of the individual, long ago. Directly I found that my coming here was a contrived thing, and not a matter of chance, it fixed my attention upon you at once. All that was required was the mere spark of life, to make of a bundle of perceptions an organic whole.’


  ‘Policy!—how can you talk of policy? Think, do think! And how can you threaten me when you know—you know—that I would befriend you readily without a threat!’


  ‘Yes, yes, I think you would,’ he said more kindly; ‘but your indifference for so many, many years has made me doubt it.’


  ‘No, not indifference—’twas enforced silence: my father lived.’


  He took her hand, and held it gently.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  ‘Now listen,’ he said, more quietly and humanly, when she had become calmer: ‘Springrove must marry the woman he’s engaged to. You may make him, but only in one way.’


  ‘Well: but don’t speak sternly, Æneas!’


  ‘Do you know that his father has not been particularly thriving for the last two or three years?’


  ‘I have heard something of it, once or twice, though his rents have been promptly paid, haven’t they?’


  ‘O yes; and do you know the terms of the leases of the houses which are burnt?’ he said, explaining to her that by those terms she might compel him even to rebuild every house. ‘The case is the clearest case of fire by negligence that I have ever known, in addition to that,’ he continued.


  ‘I don’t want them rebuilt; you know it was intended by my father, directly they fell in, to clear the site for a new entrance to the park?’


  ‘Yes, but that doesn’t affect the position, which is that Farmer Springrove is in your power to an extent which is very serious for him.’


  ‘I won’t do it—’tis a conspiracy.’


  ‘Won’t you for me?’ he said eagerly.


  Miss Aldclyffe changed colour.


  ‘I don’t threaten now, I implore,’ he said.


  ‘Because you might threaten if you chose,’ she mournfully answered. ‘But why be so—when your marriage with her was my own pet idea long before it was yours? What must I do?’


  ‘Scarcely anything: simply this. When I have seen old Mr. Springrove, which I shall do in a day or two, and told him that he will be expected to rebuild the houses, do you see the young man. See him yourself, in order that the proposals made may not appear to be anything more than an impulse of your own. You or he will bring up the subject of the houses. To rebuild them would be a matter of at least six hundred pounds, and he will almost surely say that we are hard in insisting upon the extreme letter of the leases. Then tell him that scarcely can you yourself think of compelling an old tenant like his father to any such painful extreme—there shall be no compulsion to build, simply a surrender of the leases. Then speak feelingly of his cousin, as a woman whom you respect and love, and whose secret you have learnt to be that she is heart-sick with hope deferred. Beg him to marry her, his betrothed and your friend, as some return for your consideration towards his father. Don’t suggest too early a day for their marriage, or he will suspect you of some motive beyond womanly sympathy. Coax him to make a promise to her that she shall be his wife at the end of a twelvemonth, and get him, on assenting to this, to write to Cytherea, entirely renouncing her.’


  ‘She has already asked him to do that.’


  ‘So much the better—and telling her, too, that he is about to fulfil his long-standing promise to marry his cousin. If you think it worth while, you may say Cytherea was not indisposed to think of me before she knew I was married. I have at home a note she wrote me the first evening I saw her, which looks rather warm, and which I could show you. Trust me, he will give her up. When he is married to Adelaide Hinton, Cytherea will be induced to marry me—perhaps before; a woman’s pride is soon wounded.’


  ‘And hadn’t I better write to Mr. Nyttleton, and inquire more particularly what’s the law upon the houses?’


  ‘O no, there’s no hurry for that. We know well enough how the case stands—quite well enough to talk in general terms about it. And I want the pressure to be put upon young Springrove before he goes away from home again.’


  She looked at him furtively, long, and sadly, as after speaking he became lost in thought, his eyes listlessly tracing the pattern of the carpet. ‘Yes, yes, she will be mine,’ he whispered, careless of Cytherea Aldclyffe’s presence. At last he raised his eyes inquiringly.


  ‘I will do my best, Æneas,’ she answered.


  Talibus incusat. Manston then left the house, and again went towards the blackened ruins, where men were still raking and probing.


  2. From November the Twenty-Ninth to December the Second


  The smouldering remnants of the Three Tranters Inn seemed to promise that, even when the searchers should light upon the remains of the unfortunate Mrs. Manston, very little would be discoverable.


  Consisting so largely of the charcoal and ashes of hard dry oak and chestnut, intermingled with thatch, the interior of the heap was one glowing mass of embers, which, on being stirred about, emitted sparks and flame long after it was dead and black on the outside. It was persistently hoped, however, that some traces of the body would survive the effect of the hot coals, and after a search pursued uninterruptedly for thirty hours, under the direction of Manston himself, enough was found to set at rest any doubts of her fate.


  The melancholy gleanings consisted of her watch, bunch of keys, a few coins, and two charred and blackened bones.


  Two days later the official inquiry into the cause of her death was held at the Rising Sun Inn, before Mr. Floy, the coroner, and a jury of the chief inhabitants of the district. The little tavern—the only remaining one in the village—was crowded to excess by the neighbouring peasantry as well as their richer employers: all who could by any possibility obtain an hour’s release from their duties being present as listeners.


  The jury viewed the sad and infinitesimal remains, which were folded in a white cambric cloth, and laid in the middle of a well-finished coffin lined with white silk (by Manston’s order), which stood in an adjoining room, the bulk of the coffin being completely filled in with carefully arranged flowers and evergreens—also the steward’s own doing.


  Abraham Brown, of Hoxton, London—an old white-headed man, without the ruddiness which makes white hairs so pleasing—was sworn, and deposed that he kept a lodging-house at an address he named. On a Saturday evening less than a month before the fire, a lady came to him, with very little luggage, and took the front room on the second floor. He did not inquire where she came from, as she paid a week in advance, but she gave her name as Mrs. Manston, referring him, if he wished for any guarantee of her respectability, to Mr. Manston, Knapwater Park. Here she lived for three weeks, rarely going out. She slept away from her lodgings one night during the time. At the end of that time, on the twenty-eighth of November, she left his house in a four-wheeled cab, about twelve o’clock in the day, telling the driver to take her to the Waterloo Station. She paid all her lodging expenses, and not having given notice the full week previous to her going away, offered to pay for the next, but he only took half. She wore a thick black veil, and grey waterproof cloak, when she left him, and her luggage was two boxes, one of plain deal, with black japanned clamps, the other sewn up in canvas.


  Joseph Chinney, porter at the Carriford Road Station, deposed that he saw Mrs. Manston, dressed as the last witness had described, get out of a second-class carriage on the night of the twenty-eighth. She stood beside him whilst her luggage was taken from the van. The luggage, consisting of the clamped deal box and another covered with canvas, was placed in the cloak-room. She seemed at a loss at finding nobody there to meet her. She asked him for some person to accompany her, and carry her bag to Mr. Manston’s house, Knapwater Park. He was just off duty at that time, and offered to go himself. The witness here repeated the conversation he had had with Mrs. Manston during their walk, and testified to having left her at the door of the Three Tranters Inn, Mr. Manston’s house being closed.


  Next, Farmer Springrove was called. A murmur of surprise and commiseration passed round the crowded room when he stepped forward.


  The events of the few preceding days had so worked upon his nervously thoughtful nature that the blue orbits of his eyes, and the mere spot of scarlet to which the ruddiness of his cheeks had contracted, seemed the result of a heavy sickness. A perfect silence pervaded the assembly when he spoke.


  His statement was that he received Mrs. Manston at the threshold, and asked her to enter the parlour. She would not do so, and stood in the passage whilst the maid went upstairs to see that the room was in order. The maid came down to the middle landing of the staircase, when Mrs. Manston followed her up to the room. He did not speak ten words with her altogether.


  Afterwards, whilst he was standing at the door listening for his son Edward’s return, he saw her light extinguished, having first caught sight of her shadow moving about the room.


  The Coroner: ‘Did her shadow appear to be that of a woman undressing?’


  Springrove: ‘I cannot say, as I didn’t take particular notice. It moved backwards and forwards; she might have been undressing or merely pacing up and down the room.’


  Mrs. Fitler, the ostler’s wife, and chambermaid, said that she preceded Mrs. Manston into the room, put down the candle, and went out. Mrs. Manston scarcely spoke to her, except to ask her to bring a large brandy. Witness went and fetched it from the bar, brought it up, and put it on the dressing-table.


  The Coroner: ‘Had Mrs. Manston begun to undress when you came back?’


  ‘No, sir; she was sitting on the bed, with everything on, as when she came in.’


  ‘Did she begin to undress before you left?’


  ‘Not exactly before I had left; but when I had closed the door, and was on the landing, I heard her boot drop on the floor, as it does sometimes when pulled off.’


  ‘Had her face appeared worn and sleepy?’


  ‘I cannot say, as her bonnet and veil were still on when I left, for she seemed rather shy and ashamed to be seen at the Three Tranters at all.’


  ‘And did you hear or see any more of her?’


  ‘No more, sir.’


  Mrs. Crickett, temporary servant to Mr. Manston, said that in accordance with Mr. Manston’s orders, everything had been made comfortable in the house for Mrs. Manston’s expected return on Monday night. Mr. Manston told her that himself and Mrs. Manston would be home late, not till between eleven and twelve o’clock, and that supper was to be ready. Not expecting Mrs. Manston so early, she had gone out on a very important errand to Mrs. Leat the postmistress.


  Mr. Manston deposed that in looking down the columns of Bradshaw he had mistaken the time of the train’s arrival, and hence was not at the station when she came. The broken watch produced was his wife’s—he knew it by a scratch on the inner plate, and by other signs. The bunch of keys belonged to her: two of them fitted the locks of her two boxes.


  Mr. Flooks, agent to Lord Claydonfield at Chettlewood, said that Mr. Manston had pleaded as his excuse for leaving him rather early in the evening after their day’s business had been settled, that he was going to meet his wife at Carriford Road Station, where she was coming by the last train that night.


  The surgeon said that the remains were those of a human being. The small fragment seemed a portion of one of the lumbar vertebræ—the other the head of the os femoris—but they were both so far gone that it was impossible to say definitely whether they belonged to the body of a male or female. There was no moral doubt that they were a woman’s. He did not believe that death resulted from burning by fire. He thought she was crushed by the fall of the west gable, which being of wood, as well as the floor, burnt after it had fallen, and consumed the body with it.


  Two or three additional witnesses gave unimportant testimony.


  The coroner summed up, and the jury without hesitation found that the deceased Mrs. Manston came by her death accidentally through the burning of the Three Tranters Inn.


  3. December the Second. Afternoon


  When Mr. Springrove came from the door of the Rising Sun at the end of the inquiry, Manston walked by his side as far as the stile to the park, a distance of about a stone’s-throw.


  ‘Ah, Mr. Springrove, this is a sad affair for everybody concerned.’


  ‘Everybody,’ said the old farmer, with deep sadness, ‘’tis quite a misery to me. I hardly know how I shall live through each day as it breaks. I think of the words, “In the morning thou shalt say, Would God it were even! and at even thou shalt say, Would God it were morning! for the fear of thine heart wherewith thou shalt fear, and for the sight of thine eyes which thou shalt see.”’ His voice became broken.


  ‘Ah—true. I read Deuteronomy myself,’ said Manston.


  ‘But my loss is as nothing to yours,’ the farmer continued.


  ‘Nothing; but I can commiserate you. I should be worse than unfeeling if I didn’t, although my own affliction is of so sad and solemn a kind. Indeed my own loss makes me more keenly alive to yours, different in nature as it is.’


  ‘What sum do you think would be required of me to put the houses in place again?’


  ‘I have roughly thought six or seven hundred pounds.’


  ‘If the letter of the law is to be acted up to,’ said the old man, with more agitation in his voice.


  ‘Yes, exactly.’


  ‘Do you know enough of Miss Aldclyffe’s mind to give me an idea of how she means to treat me?’


  ‘Well, I am afraid I must tell you that though I know very little of her mind as a rule, in this matter I believe she will be rather peremptory; she might share to the extent of a sixth or an eighth perhaps, in consideration of her getting new lamps for old, but I should hardly think more.’


  The steward stepped upon the stile, and Mr. Springrove went along the road with a bowed head and heavy footsteps towards his niece’s cottage, in which, rather against the wish of Edward, they had temporarily taken refuge.


  The additional weight of this knowledge soon made itself perceptible. Though indoors with Edward or Adelaide nearly the whole of the afternoon, nothing more than monosyllabic replies could be drawn from him. Edward continually discovered him looking fixedly at the wall or floor, quite unconscious of another’s presence. At supper he ate just as usual, but quite mechanically, and with the same abstraction.


  4. December the Third


  The next morning he was in no better spirits. Afternoon came: his son was alarmed, and managed to draw from him an account of the conversation with the steward.


  ‘Nonsense; he knows nothing about it,’ said Edward vehemently. ‘I’ll see Miss Aldclyffe myself. Now promise me, father, that you’ll not believe till I come back, and tell you to believe it, that Miss Aldclyffe will do any such unjust thing.’


  Edward started at once for Knapwater House. He strode rapidly along the high-road, till he reached a wicket where a footpath allowed of a short cut to the mansion. Here he leant down upon the bars for a few minutes, meditating as to the best manner of opening his speech, and surveying the scene before him in that absent mood which takes cognizance of little things without being conscious of them at the time, though they appear in the eye afterwards as vivid impressions. It was a yellow, lustrous, late autumn day, one of those days of the quarter when morning and evening seem to meet together without the intervention of a noon. The clear yellow sunlight had tempted forth Miss Aldclyffe herself, who was at this same time taking a walk in the direction of the village. As Springrove lingered he heard behind the plantation a woman’s dress brushing along amid the prickly husks and leaves which had fallen into the path from the boughs of the chestnut trees. In another minute she stood in front of him.


  He answered her casual greeting respectfully, and was about to request a few minutes’ conversation with her, when she directly addressed him on the subject of the fire. ‘It is a sad misfortune for your father,’ she said, ‘and I hear that he has lately let his insurances expire?’


  ‘He has, madam, and you are probably aware that either by the general terms of his holding, or the same coupled with the origin of the fire, the disaster may involve the necessity of his rebuilding the whole row of houses, or else of becoming a debtor to the estate, to the extent of some hundreds of pounds?’


  She assented. ‘I have been thinking of it,’ she went on, and then repeated in substance the words put into her mouth by the steward. Some disturbance of thought might have been fancied as taking place in Springrove’s mind during her statement, but before she had reached the end, his eyes were clear, and directed upon her.


  ‘I don’t accept your conditions of release,’ he said.


  ‘They are not conditions exactly.’


  ‘Well, whatever they are not, they are very uncalled-for remarks.’


  ‘Not at all—the houses have been burnt by your family’s negligence.’


  ‘I don’t refer to the houses—you have of course the best of all rights to speak of that matter; but you, a stranger to me comparatively, have no right at all to volunteer opinions and wishes upon a very delicate subject, which concerns no living beings but Miss Graye, Miss Hinton, and myself.’


  Miss Aldclyffe, like a good many others in her position, had plainly not realized that a son of her tenant and inferior could have become an educated man, who had learnt to feel his individuality, to view society from a Bohemian standpoint, far outside the farming grade in Carriford parish, and that hence he had all a developed man’s unorthodox opinion about the subordination of classes. And fully conscious of the labyrinth into which he had wandered between his wish to behave honourably in the dilemma of his engagement to his cousin Adelaide and the intensity of his love for Cytherea, Springrove was additionally sensitive to any allusion to the case. He had spoken to Miss Aldclyffe with considerable warmth.


  And Miss Aldclyffe was not a woman likely to be far behind any second person in warming to a mood of defiance. It seemed as if she were prepared to put up with a cold refusal, but that her haughtiness resented a criticism of her conduct ending in a rebuke. By this, Manston’s discreditable object, which had been made hers by compulsion only, was now adopted by choice. She flung herself into the work.


  A fiery man in such a case would have relinquished persuasion and tried palpable force. A fiery woman added unscrupulousness and evolved daring strategy; and in her obstinacy, and to sustain herself as mistress, she descended to an action the meanness of which haunted her conscience to her dying hour.


  ‘I don’t quite see, Mr. Springrove,’ she said, ‘that I am altogether what you are pleased to call a stranger. I have known your family, at any rate, for a good many years, and I know Miss Graye particularly well, and her state of mind with regard to this matter.’


  Perplexed love makes us credulous and curious as old women. Edward was willing, he owned it to himself, to get at Cytherea’s state of mind, even through so dangerous a medium.


  ‘A letter I received from her,’ he said, with assumed coldness, ‘tells me clearly enough what Miss Graye’s mind is.’


  ‘You think she still loves you? O yes, of course you do—all men are like that.’


  ‘I have reason to.’ He could feign no further than the first speech.


  ‘I should be interested in knowing what reason?’ she said, with sarcastic archness.


  Edward felt he was allowing her to do, in fractional parts, what he rebelled against when regarding it as a whole; but the fact that his antagonist had the presence of a queen, and features only in the early evening of their beauty, was not without its influence upon a keenly conscious man. Her bearing had charmed him into toleration, as Mary Stuart’s charmed the indignant Puritan visitors. He again answered her honestly.


  ‘The best of reasons—the tone of her letter.’


  ‘Pooh, Mr. Springrove!’


  ‘Not at all, Miss Aldclyffe! Miss Graye desired that we should be strangers to each other for the simple practical reason that intimacy could only make wretched complications worse, not from lack of love—love is only suppressed.’


  ‘Don’t you know yet, that in thus putting aside a man, a woman’s pity for the pain she inflicts gives her a kindness of tone which is often mistaken for suppressed love?’ said Miss Aldclyffe, with soft insidiousness.


  This was a translation of the ambiguity of Cytherea’s tone which he had certainly never thought of; and he was too ingenuous not to own it.


  ‘I had never thought of it,’ he said.


  ‘And don’t believe it?’


  ‘Not unless there was some other evidence to support the view.’


  She paused a minute and then began hesitatingly—


  ‘My intention was—what I did not dream of owning to you—my intention was to try to induce you to fulfil your promise to Miss Hinton not solely on her account and yours (though partly). I love Cytherea Graye with all my soul, and I want to see her happy even more than I do you. I did not mean to drag her name into the affair at all, but I am driven to say that she wrote that letter of dismissal to you—for it was a most pronounced dismissal—not on account of your engagement. She is old enough to know that engagements can be broken as easily as they can be made. She wrote it because she loved another man; very suddenly, and not with any idea or hope of marrying him, but none the less deeply.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Mr. Manston.’


  ‘Good——! I can’t listen to you for an instant, madam; why, she hadn’t seen him!’


  ‘She had; he came here the day before she wrote to you; and I could prove to you, if it were worth while, that on that day she went voluntarily to his house, though not artfully or blamably; stayed for two hours playing and singing; that no sooner did she leave him than she went straight home, and wrote the letter saying she should not see you again, entirely because she had seen him and fallen desperately in love with him—a perfectly natural thing for a young girl to do, considering that he’s the handsomest man in the county. Why else should she not have written to you before?’


  ‘Because I was such a—because she did not know of the connection between me and my cousin until then.’


  ‘I must think she did.’


  ‘On what ground?’


  ‘On the strong ground of my having told her so, distinctly, the very first day she came to live with me.’


  ‘Well, what do you seek to impress upon me after all? This—that the day Miss Graye wrote to me, saying it was better that we should part, coincided with the day she had seen a certain man——’


  ‘A remarkably handsome and talented man.’


  ‘Yes, I admit that.’


  ‘And that it coincided with the hour just subsequent to her seeing him.’


  ‘Yes, just when she had seen him.’


  ‘And been to his house alone with him.’


  ‘It is nothing.’


  ‘And stayed there playing and singing with him.’


  ‘Admit that, too,’ he said; ‘an accident might have caused it.’


  ‘And at the same instant that she wrote your dismissal she wrote a letter referring to a secret appointment with him.’


  ‘Never, by God, madam! never!’


  ‘What do you say, sir?’


  ‘Never.’


  She sneered.


  ‘There’s no accounting for beliefs, and the whole history is a very trivial matter; but I am resolved to prove that a lady’s word is truthful, though upon a matter which concerns neither you nor herself. You shall learn that she did write him a letter concerning an assignation—that is, if Mr. Manston still has it, and will be considerate enough to lend it me.’


  ‘But besides,’ continued Edward, ‘a married man to do what would cause a young girl to write a note of the kind you mention!’


  She flushed a little.


  ‘That I don’t know anything about,’ she stammered. ‘But Cytherea didn’t, of course, dream any more than I did, or others in the parish, that he was married.’


  ‘Of course she didn’t.’


  ‘And I have reason to believe that he told her of the fact directly afterwards, that she might not compromise herself, or allow him to. It is notorious that he struggled honestly and hard against her attractions, and succeeded in hiding his feelings, if not in quenching them.’


  ‘We’ll hope that he did.[’]


  ‘But circumstances are changed now.’


  ‘Very greatly changed,’ he murmured abstractedly.


  ‘You must remember,’ she added more suasively, ‘that Miss Graye has a perfect right to do what she likes with her own—her heart, that is to say.’


  Her descent from irritation was caused by perceiving that Edward’s faith was really disturbed by her strong assertions, and it gratified her.


  Edward’s thoughts flew to his father, and the object of his interview with her. Tongue-fencing was utterly distasteful to him.


  ‘I will not trouble you by remaining longer, madam,’ he remarked, gloomily; ‘our conversation has ended sadly for me.’


  ‘Don’t think so,’ she said, ‘and don’t be mistaken. I am older than you are, many years older, and I know many things.’


  Full of miserable doubt, and bitterly regretting that he had raised his father’s expectations by anticipations impossible of fulfilment, Edward slowly went his way into the village, and approached his cousin’s house. The farmer was at the door looking eagerly for him. He had been waiting there for more than half-an-hour. His eye kindled quickly.


  ‘Well, Ted, what does she say?’ he asked, in the intensely sanguine tones which fall sadly upon a listener’s ear, because, antecedently, they raise pictures of inevitable disappointment for the speaker, in some direction or another.


  ‘Nothing for us to be alarmed at,’ said Edward, with a forced cheerfulness.


  ‘But must we rebuild?’


  ‘It seems we must, father.’


  The old man’s eyes swept the horizon, then he turned to go in, without making another observation. All light seemed extinguished in him again. When Edward went in he found his father with the bureau open, unfolding the leases with a shaking hand, folding them up again without reading them, then putting them in their niche only to remove them again.


  Adelaide was in the room. She said thoughtfully to Edward, as she watched the farmer—


  ‘I hope it won’t kill poor uncle, Edward. What should we do if anything were to happen to him? He is the only near relative you and I have in the world.’ It was perfectly true, and somehow Edward felt more bound up with her after that remark.


  She continued: ‘And he was only saying so hopefully the day before the fire, that he wouldn’t for the world let any one else give me away to you when we are married.’


  For the first time a conscientious doubt arose in Edward’s mind as to the justice of the course he was pursuing in resolving to refuse the alternative offered by Miss Aldclyffe. Could it be selfishness as well as independence? How much he had thought of his own heart, how little he had thought of his father’s peace of mind!


  The old man did not speak again till supper-time, when he began asking his son an endless number of hypothetical questions on what might induce Miss Aldclyffe to listen to kinder terms; speaking of her now not as an unfair woman, but as a Lachesis or Fate whose course it behoved nobody to condemn. In his earnestness he once turned his eyes on Edward’s face: their expression was woful: the pupils were dilated and strange in aspect.


  ‘If she will only agree to that!’ he reiterated for the hundredth time, increasing the sadness of his listeners.


  An aristocratic knocking came to the door, and Jane entered with a letter, addressed—


  
    ‘Mr. Edward Springrove, Junior.’

  


  ‘Charles from Knapwater House brought it,’ she said.


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe’s writing,’ said Mr. Springrove, before Edward had recognized it himself. ‘Now ’tis all right! she’s going to make an offer; she doesn’t want the houses there, not she; they are going to make that the way into the park.’


  Edward opened the seal and glanced at the inside. He said, with a supreme effort of self-command—


  ‘It is only directed by Miss Aldclyffe, and refers to nothing connected with the fire. I wonder at her taking the trouble to send it to-night.’


  His father looked absently at him and turned away again. Shortly afterwards they retired for the night. Alone in his bedroom Edward opened and read what he had not dared to refer to in their presence.


  The envelope contained another envelope in Cytherea’s handwriting, addressed to ‘— Manston, Esq., Old Manor House.’ Inside this was the note she had written to the steward after her detention in his house by the thunderstorm—


  
    Knapwater House,

    September 20th.


    I find I cannot meet you at seven o’clock by the waterfall as I promised. The emotion I felt made me forgetful of realities.


    C. Graye.

  


  Miss Aldclyffe had not written a line, and, by the unvarying rule observable when words are not an absolute necessity, her silence seemed ten times as convincing as any expression of opinion could have been.


  He then, step by step, recalled all the conversation on the subject of Cytherea’s feelings that had passed between himself and Miss Aldclyffe in the afternoon, and by a confusion of thought, natural enough under the trying experience, concluded that because the lady was truthful in her portraiture of effects, she must necessarily be right in her assumption of causes. That is, he was convinced that Cytherea—the hitherto-believed faithful Cytherea—had, at any rate, looked with something more than indifference upon the extremely handsome face and form of Manston.


  Did he blame her, as guilty of the impropriety of allowing herself to love the newcomer in the face of his not being free to return her love? No; never for a moment did he doubt that all had occurred in her old, innocent, impulsive way; that her heart was gone before she knew it—before she knew anything, beyond his existence, of the man to whom it had flown. Perhaps the very note enclosed to him was the result of first reflection. Manston he would unhesitatingly have called a scoundrel, but for one strikingly redeeming fact. It had been patent to the whole parish, and had come to Edward’s own knowledge by that indirect channel, that Manston, as a married man, conscientiously avoided Cytherea after those first few days of his arrival during which her irresistibly beautiful and fatal glances had rested upon him—his upon her.


  Taking from his coat a creased and pocket-worn envelope containing Cytherea’s letter to himself, Springrove opened it and read it through. He was upbraided therein, and he was dismissed. It bore the date of the letter sent to Manston, and by containing within it the phrase, ‘All the day long I have been thinking,’ afforded justifiable ground for assuming that it was written subsequently to the other (and in Edward’s sight far sweeter one) to the steward.


  But though he accused her of fickleness, he would not doubt the genuineness, in its kind, of her partiality for him at Budmouth Regis. It was a short and shallow feeling—not perfect love:


  
    Love is not love


    Which alters when it alteration finds.

  


  But it was not flirtation; a feeling had been born in her and had died. It would be well for his peace of mind if his love for her could flit away so softly, and leave so few traces behind.


  Miss Aldclyffe had shown herself desperately concerned in the whole matter by the alacrity with which she had obtained the letter from Manston, and her labours to induce himself to marry his cousin. Taken in connection with her apparent interest in, if not love for, Cytherea, her eagerness, too, could only be accounted for on the ground that Cytherea indeed loved the steward.


  5. December the Fourth


  Edward passed the night he scarcely knew how, tossing feverishly from side to side, the blood throbbing in his temples, and singing in his ears.


  Before the day began to break he dressed himself. On going out upon the landing he found his father’s bedroom door already open. Edward concluded that the farmer had risen softly, as was his wont, and gone out into the fields to start the labourers.


  But neither of the outer doors was unfastened. He entered the front room, and found it empty. Then animated by a new idea, he went round to the little back parlour, in which the few wrecks saved from the fire were deposited, and looked in at the door. Here, near the window, the shutters of which had been opened half way, he saw his father, leaning on the bureau, his elbows resting on the flap, his body nearly doubled, his hands clasping his forehead. Beside him were ghostly-looking square folds of parchment—the leases of the houses destroyed.


  His father looked up when Edward entered, and wearily spoke to the young man as his face came into the faint light.


  ‘Edward, why did you get up so early?’


  ‘I was uneasy, and could not sleep.’


  The farmer turned again to the leases on the bureau, and seemed to become lost in reflection. In a minute or two, without lifting his eyes, he said—


  ‘This is more than we can bear, Ted—more than we can bear! Ted, this will kill me. Not the loss only—the sense of my neglect about the insurance and everything. Borrow I never will. ’Tis all misery now. God help us—all misery now!’


  Edward did not answer, continuing to look fixedly at the dreary daylight outside.


  ‘Ted,’ the farmer went on, ‘this upset of been burnt out o’ home makes me very nervous and doubtful about everything. There’s this troubles me besides—our liven here with your cousin, and fillen up her house. It must be very awkward for her. But she says she doesn’t mind. Have you said anything to her lately about when you are going to marry her?’


  ‘Nothing at all lately.’


  ‘Well, perhaps you may as well, now we are so mixed in together. You know, no time has ever been mentioned to her at all, first or last, and I think it right that now, since she has waited so patiently and so long—you are almost called upon to say you are ready. It would simplify matters very much, if you were to walk up to church wi’ her one of these mornings, get the thing done, and go on liven here as we are. If you don’t I must get a house all the sooner. It would lighten my mind, too, about the two little freeholds over the hill—not a morsel a-piece, divided as they were between her mother and me, but a tidy bit tied together again. Just think about it, will ye, Ted?’


  He stopped from exhaustion produced by the intense concentration of his mind upon the weary subject, and looked anxiously at his son.


  ‘Yes, I will,’ said Edward.


  ‘But I am going to see her of the Great House this morning,’ the farmer went on, his thoughts reverting to the old subject. ‘I must know the rights of the matter, the when and the where. I don’t like seeing her, but I’d rather talk to her than the steward. I wonder what she’ll say to me.’


  The younger man knew exactly what she would say. If his father asked her what he was to do, and when, she would simply refer him to Manston: her character was not that of a woman who shrank from a proposition she had once laid down. If his father were to say to her that his son had at last resolved to marry his cousin within the year, and had given her a promise to that effect, she would say, ‘Mr. Springrove, the houses are burnt: we’ll let them go: trouble no more about them.’


  His mind was already made up. He said calmly, ‘Father, when you are talking to Miss Aldclyffe, mention to her that I have asked Adelaide if she is willing to marry me next Christmas. She is interested in my union with Adelaide, and the news will be welcome to her.’


  ‘And yet she can be iron with reference to me and her property,’ the farmer murmured. ‘Very well, Ted, I’ll tell her.’


  6. December the Fifth


  Of the many contradictory particulars constituting a woman’s heart, two had shown their vigorous contrast in Cytherea’s bosom just at this time.


  It was a dark morning, the morning after old Mr. Springrove’s visit to Miss Aldclyffe, which had terminated as Edward had intended. Having risen an hour earlier than was usual with her, Cytherea sat at the window of an elegant little sitting-room on the ground floor, which had been appropriated to her by the kindness or whim of Miss Aldclyffe, that she might not be driven into that lady’s presence against her will. She leant with her face on her hand, looking out into the gloomy grey air. A yellow glimmer from the flapping flame of the newly-lit fire fluttered on one side of her face and neck like a butterfly about to settle there, contrasting warmly with the other side of the same fair face, which received from the window the faint cold morning light, so weak that her shadow from the fire had a distinct outline on the window-shutter in spite of it. There the shadow danced like a demon, blue and grim.


  The contradiction alluded to was that in spite of the decisive mood which two months earlier in the year had caused her to write a peremptory and final letter to Edward, she was now hoping for some answer other than the only possible one a man who, as she held, did not love her wildly, could send to such a communication. For a lover who did love wildly, she had left one little loophole in her otherwise straightforward epistle. Why she expected the letter on some morning of this particular week was, that hearing of his return to Carriford, she fondly assumed that he meant to ask for an interview before he left. Hence it was, too, that for the last few days, she had not been able to keep in bed later than the time of the postman’s arrival.


  The clock pointed to half-past seven. She saw the postman emerge from beneath the bare boughs of the park trees, come through the wicket, dive through the shrubbery, reappear on the lawn, stalk across it without reference to paths—as country postmen do—and come to the porch. She heard him fling the bag down on the seat, and turn away towards the village, without hindering himself for a single pace.


  Then the butler opened the door, took up the bag, brought it in, and carried it up the staircase to place it on the slab by Miss Aldclyffe’s dressing-room door. The whole proceeding had been depicted by sounds.


  She had a presentiment that her letter was in the bag at last. She thought then in diminishing pulsations of confidence, ‘He asks to see me! Perhaps he asks to see me: I hope he asks to see me.’


  A quarter to eight: Miss Aldclyffe’s bell—rather earlier than usual. ‘She must have heard the post-bag brought,’ said the maiden, as, tired of the chilly prospect outside, she turned to the fire, and drew imaginative pictures of her future therein.


  A tap came to the door, and the lady’s-maid entered. ‘Miss Aldclyffe is awake,’ she said; ‘and she asked if you were moving yet, miss.’


  ‘I’ll run up to her,’ said Cytherea, and flitted off with the utterance of the words. ‘Very fortunate this,’ she thought; ‘I shall see what is in the bag this morning all the sooner.’


  She took it up from the side table, went into Miss Aldclyffe’s bedroom, pulled up the blinds, and looked round upon the lady in bed, calculating the minutes that must elapse before she looked at her letters.


  ‘Well, darling, how are you? I am glad you have come in to see me,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘You can unlock the bag this morning, child, if you like,’ she continued, yawning factitiously.


  ‘Strange!’ Cytherea thought; ‘it seems as if she knew there was likely to be a letter for me.’


  From her bed Miss Aldclyffe watched the girl’s face as she tremblingly opened the post-bag and found there an envelope addressed to her in Edward’s handwriting; one he had written the day before, after the decision he had come to on an impartial, and on that account torturing, survey of his own, his father’s, his cousin Adelaide’s, and what he believed to be Cytherea’s, position.


  The haughty mistress’s soul sickened remorsefully within her when she saw suddenly appear upon the speaking countenance of the young lady before her a wan desolate look of agony.


  The master-sentences of Edward’s letter were these: ‘You speak truly. That we never meet again is the wisest and only proper course. That I regret the past as much as you do yourself, it is hardly necessary for me to say.’


  ♣


  XII.


  The Events of Ten Months


  1. December to April


  Week after week, month after month, the time had flown by. Christmas had passed; dreary winter with dark evenings had given place to more dreary winter with light evenings. Thaws had ended in rain, rain in wind, wind in dust. Showery days had come—the period of pink dawns and white sunsets; with the third week in April the cuckoo had appeared; with the fourth, the nightingale.


  Edward Springrove was in London, attending to the duties of his new office, and it had become known throughout the neighbourhood of Carriford that the engagement between himself and Miss Adelaide Hinton would terminate in marriage at the end of the year.


  The only occasion on which her lover of the idle delicious days at Budmouth watering-place had been seen by Cytherea after the time of the decisive correspondence, was once in church, when he sat in front of her, and beside Miss Hinton.


  The rencounter was quite an accident. Springrove had come there in the full belief that Cytherea was away from home with Miss Aldclyffe; and he continued ignorant of her presence throughout the service.


  It is at such moments as these, when a sensitive nature writhes under the conception that its most cherished emotions have been treated with contumely, that the sphere-descended Maid, Music, friend of Pleasure at other times, becomes a positive enemy—racking, bewildering, unrelenting. The congregation sang the first Psalm and came to the verse—


  
    Like some fair tree which, fed by streams,


    With timely fruit doth bend,


    He still shall flourish, and success


    All his designs attend.

  


  Cytherea’s lips did not move, nor did any sound escape her; but could she help singing the words in the depths of her being, although the man to whom she applied them sat at her rival’s side?


  Perhaps the moral compensation for all a woman’s petty cleverness under thriving conditions is the real nobility that lies in her extreme foolishness at these other times; her sheer inability to be simply just, her exercise of an illogical power entirely denied to men in general—the power not only of kissing, but of delighting to kiss the rod by a punctilious observance of the self-immolating doctrines in the Sermon on the Mount.


  As for Edward—a little like other men of his temperament, to whom, it is somewhat humiliating to think, the aberrancy of a given love is in itself a recommendation—his sentiment, as he looked over his cousin’s book, was of a lower rank, Horatian rather than Psalmodic—


  
    O, what hast thou of her, of her


    Whose every look did love inspire;


    Whose every breathing fanned my fire,


    And stole me from myself away!

  


  Then, without letting him see her, Cytherea slipt out of church early, and went home, the tones of the organ still lingering in her ears as she tried bravely to kill a jealous thought that would nevertheless live: ‘My nature is one capable of more, far more, intense feeling than hers! She can’t appreciate all the sides of him—she never will! He is more tangible to me even now, as a thought, than his presence itself is to her!’ She was less noble then.


  But she continually repressed her misery and bitterness of heart till the effort to do so showed signs of lessening. At length she even tried to hope that her lost lover and her rival would love one another very dearly.


  The scene and the sentiment dropped into the past. Meanwhile, Manston continued visibly before her. He, though quiet and subdued in his bearing for a long time after the calamity of November, had not simulated a grief that he did not feel. At first his loss seemed so to absorb him—though as a startling change rather than as a heavy sorrow—that he paid Cytherea no attention whatever. His conduct was uniformly kind and respectful, but little more. Then, as the date of the catastrophe grew remoter, he began to wear a different aspect towards her. He always contrived to obliterate by his manner all recollection on her side that she was comparatively more dependent than himself—making much of her womanhood, nothing of her situation. Prompt to aid her whenever occasion offered, and full of delightful petits soins at all times, he was not officious. In this way he irresistibly won for himself a position as her friend, and the more easily in that he allowed not the faintest symptom of the old love to be apparent.


  Matters stood thus in the middle of the spring, when the next move on his behalf was made by Miss Aldclyffe.


  2. The Third of May


  She led Cytherea to a summer-house called the Fane, built in the private grounds about the mansion in the form of a Grecian temple; it overlooked the lake, the island on it, the trees, and their undisturbed reflection in the smooth still water. Here the old and young maid halted; here they stood, side by side, mentally imbibing the scene.


  The month was May—the time, morning. Cuckoos, thrushes, blackbirds, and sparrows gave forth a blithe confusion of song and twitter. The road was spotted white with the fallen leaves of apple-blossoms, and the sparkling grey dew still lingered on the grass and flowers. Two swans floated into view in front of the women, and then crossed the water towards them.


  ‘They seem to come to us without any will of their own—quite involuntarily—don’t they?’ said Cytherea, looking at the birds’ graceful advance.


  ‘Yes, but if you look narrowly you can see their hips just beneath the water, working with the greatest energy.’


  ‘I’d rather not see that; it spoils the idea of proud indifference to direction which we associate with a swan.’


  ‘It does; we’ll have “involuntarily.” Ah, now this reminds me of something.’


  ‘Of what?’


  ‘Of a human being who involuntarily comes towards yourself.’


  Cytherea looked into Miss Aldclyffe’s face; her eyes grew round as circles, and lines of wonderment came visibly upon her countenance. She had not once regarded Manston as a lover since his wife’s sudden appearance and subsequent death. The death of a wife, and such a death, was an overwhelming matter in her ideas of things.


  ‘Is it a man or woman?’ she said, quite innocently.


  ‘Mr. Manston,’ said Miss Aldclyffe quietly.


  ‘Mr. Manston attracted by me now?’ said Cytherea, standing at gaze.


  ‘Didn’t you know it?’


  ‘Certainly I did not. Why, his poor wife has only been dead six months.’


  ‘Of course he knows that. But loving is not done by months, or method, or rule, or nobody would ever have invented such a phrase as “falling in love.” He does not want his love to be observed just yet, on the very account you mention; but conceal it as he may from himself and us, it exists definitely—and very intensely, I assure you.’


  ‘I suppose then, that if he can’t help it, it is no harm of him,’ said Cytherea naïvely, and beginning to ponder.


  ‘Of course it isn’t—you know that well enough. She was a great burden and trouble to him. This may become a great good to you both.’


  A rush of feeling at remembering that the same woman, before Manston’s arrival, had just as frankly advocated Edward’s claims, checked Cytherea’s utterance for a while.


  ‘There, don’t look at me like that, for Heaven’s sake!’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘You could almost kill a person by the force of reproach you can put into those eyes of yours, I verily believe.’


  Edward once in the young lady’s thoughts, there was no getting rid of him. She wanted to be alone.


  ‘Do you want me here?’ she said.


  ‘Now there, there; you want to be off, and have a good cry,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, taking her hand. ‘But you mustn’t, my dear. There’s nothing in the past for you to regret. Compare Mr. Manston’s honourable conduct towards his wife and yourself, with Springrove towards his betrothed and yourself, and then see which appears the more worthy of your thoughts.’


  3. From the Fourth of May to the Twenty-First of June


  The next stage in Manston’s advances towards her hand was a clearly defined courtship. She was sadly perplexed, and some contrivance was necessary on his part in order to meet with her. But it is next to impossible for an appreciative woman to have a positive repugnance towards an unusually handsome and gifted man, even though she may not be inclined to love him. Hence Cytherea was not so alarmed at the sight of him as to render a meeting and conversation with her more than a matter of difficulty.


  Coming and going from church was his grand opportunity. Manston was very religious now. It is commonly said that no man was ever converted by argument, but there is a single one which will make any Laodicean in England, let him be once love-sick, wear prayer-books and become a zealous Episcopalian—the argument that his sweetheart can be seen from his pew.


  Manston introduced into his method a system of bewitching flattery, everywhere pervasive, yet, too, so transitory and intangible, that, as in the case of the poet Wordsworth and the Wandering Voice, though she felt it present, she could never find it. As a foil to heighten its effect, he occasionally spoke philosophically of the evanescence of female beauty—the worthlessness of mere appearance. ‘Handsome is that handsome does’ he considered a proverb which should be written on the looking-glass of every woman in the land. ‘Your form, your motions, your heart have won me,’ he said, in a tone of playful sadness. ‘They are beautiful. But I see these things, and it comes into my mind that they are doomed, they are gliding to nothing as I look. Poor eyes, poor mouth, poor face, poor maiden! “Where will her glories be in twenty years?” I say. “Where will all of her be in a hundred?” Then I think it is cruel that you should bloom a day, and fade for ever and ever. It seems hard and sad that you will die as ordinarily as I, and be buried; be food for roots and worms, be forgotten and come to earth, and grow up a mere blade of churchyard-grass and an ivy leaf. Then, Miss Graye, when I see you are a Lovely Nothing, I pity you, and the love I feel then is better and sounder, larger and more lasting than that I felt at the beginning.’ Again an ardent flash of his handsome eyes.


  It was by this route that he ventured on an indirect declaration and offer of his hand.


  She implied in the same indirect manner that she did not love him enough to accept it.


  An actual refusal was more than he had expected. Cursing himself for what he called his egregious folly in making himself the slave of a mere lady’s attendant, and for having given the parish, should they know of her refusal, a chance of sneering at him—certainly a ground for thinking less of his standing than before—he went home to the Old House, and walked indecisively up and down his back-yard. Turning aside, he leant his arms upon the edge of the rain-water-butt standing in the corner, and looked into it. The reflection from the smooth stagnant surface tinged his face with the greenish shades of Correggio’s nudes. Staves of sunlight slanted down through the still pool, lighting it up with wonderful distinctness. Hundreds of thousands of minute living creatures sported and tumbled in its depth with every contortion that gaiety could suggest; perfectly happy, though consisting only of a head, or a tail, or at most a head and a tail, and all doomed to die within the twenty-four hours.


  ‘Damn my position! Why shouldn’t I be happy through my little day too? Let the parish sneer at my repulses, let it. I’ll get her, if I move heaven and earth to do it!’


  Indeed, the inexperienced Cytherea had, towards Edward in the first place, and Manston afterwards, unconsciously adopted bearings that would have been the very tactics of a professional fisher of men who wished to have them each successively dangling at her heels. For if any rule at all can be laid down in a matter which, for men collectively, is notoriously beyond regulation, it is that to snub a petted man, and to pet a snubbed man, is the way to win in suits of both kinds. Manston with Springrove’s encouragement would have become indifferent. Edward with Manston’s repulses would have sheered off at the outset, as he did afterwards. Her supreme indifference added fuel to Manston’s ardour—it completely disarmed his pride. The invulnerable Nobody seemed greater to him than a susceptible Princess.


  4. From the Twenty-First of June to the End of July


  Cytherea had in the meantime received the following letter from her brother. It was the first definite notification of the enlargement of that cloud no bigger than a man’s hand which had for nearly a twelvemonth hung before them in the distance, and which was soon to give a colour to their whole sky from horizon to horizon.


  
    Budmouth Regis,

    Saturday.


    Darling Sis,—I have delayed telling you for a long time of a little matter which, though not one to be seriously alarmed about, is sufficiently vexing, and it would be unfair in me to keep it from you any longer. It is that for some time past I have again been distressed by that lameness which I first distinctly felt when we went to Lulwind Cove, and again when I left Knapwater that morning early. It is an unusual pain in my left leg, between the knee and the ankle. I had just found fresh symptoms of it when you were here for that half-hour about a month ago—when you said in fun that I began to move like an old man. I had a good mind to tell you then, but fancying it would go off in a few days, I thought it was not worth while. Since that time it has increased, but I am still able to work in the office, sitting on the stool. My great fear is that Mr. G. will have some out-door measuring work for me to do soon, and that I shall be obliged to decline it. However, we will hope for the best. How it came, what was its origin, or what it tends to, I cannot think. You shall hear again in a day or two, if it is no better….—Your loving brother,


    Owen.

  


  This she answered, begging to know the worst, which she could bear, but suspense and anxiety never. In two days came another letter from him, of which the subjoined paragraph is a portion:—


  
    I had quite decided to let you know the worst, and to assure you that it was the worst, before you wrote to ask it. And again I give you my word that I will conceal nothing—so that there will be no excuse whatever for your wearing yourself out with fears that I am worse than I say. This morning then, for the first time, I have been obliged to stay away from the office. Don’t be frightened at this, dear Cytherea. Rest is all that is wanted, and by nursing myself now for a week, I may avoid an illness of six months.

  


  After a visit from her he wrote again:—


  
    Dr. Chestman has seen me. He said that the ailment was some sort of rheumatism, and I am now undergoing proper treatment for its cure. My leg and foot have been placed in hot bran, liniments have been applied, and also severe friction with a pad. He says I shall be as right as ever in a very short time. Directly I am I shall run up by the train to see you. Don’t trouble to come to me if Miss Aldclyffe grumbles again about your being away, for I am going on capitally…. You shall hear again at the end of the week.

  


  At the time mentioned came the following:—


  
    I am sorry to tell you, because I know it will be so disheartening after my last letter, that I am not so well as I was then, and that there has been a sort of hitch in the proceedings. After I had been treated for rheumatism a few days longer (in which treatment they pricked the place with a long needle several times), I saw that Dr. Chestman was in doubt about something, and I requested that he would call in a brother professional man to see me as well. They consulted together and then told me that rheumatism was not the disease after all, but erysipelas. They then began treating it differently, as became a different matter. Blisters, flour, and starch, seem to be the order of the day now—medicine, of course, besides.


    Mr. Gradfield has been in to inquire about me. He says he has been obliged to get a designer in my place, which grieves me very much, though, of course, it could not be avoided.

  


  A month passed away; throughout this period, Cytherea visited him as often as the limited time at her command would allow, and wore as cheerful a countenance as the womanly determination to do nothing which might depress him could enable her to wear. Another letter from him then told her these additional facts:—


  
    The doctors find they are again on the wrong tack. They cannot make out what the disease is. O Cytherea! how I wish they knew! This suspense is wearing me out. Could not Miss Aldclyffe spare you for a day? Do come to me. We will talk about the best course then. I am sorry to complain, but I am worn out.

  


  Cytherea went to Miss Aldclyffe, and told her of the melancholy turn her brother’s illness had taken. Miss Aldclyffe at once said that Cytherea might go, and offered to do anything to assist her which lay in her power. Cytherea’s eyes beamed gratitude as she turned to leave the room, and hasten to the station.


  ‘O, Cytherea,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, calling her back; ‘just one word. Has Mr. Manston spoken to you lately?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Cytherea, blushing timorously.


  ‘He proposed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And you refused him?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Tcht, tcht! Now listen to my advice,’ said Miss Aldclyffe emphatically, ‘and accept him before he changes his mind. The chance which he offers you of settling in life is one that may possibly, probably, not occur again. His position is good and secure, and the life of his wife would be a happy one. You may not be sure that you love him madly; but suppose you are not sure? My father used to say to me as a child when he was teaching me whist, “When in doubt win the trick!” That advice is ten times as valuable to a woman on the subject of matrimony. In refusing a man there is always the risk that you may never get another offer.’


  ‘Why didn’t you win the trick when you were a girl?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Come, my lady Pert; I’m not the text,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, her face glowing like fire.


  Cytherea laughed stealthily.


  ‘I was about to say,’ resumed Miss Aldclyffe severely, ‘that here is Mr. Manston waiting with the tenderest solicitude for you, and you overlooking it, as if it were altogether beneath you. Think how you might benefit your sick brother if you were Mrs. Manston. You will please me very much by giving him some encouragement. You understand me, Cythie dear?’


  Cytherea was silent.


  ‘And,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, still more emphatically, ‘on your promising that you will accept him some time this year, I will take especial care of your brother. You are listening, Cytherea?’


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered, leaving the room.


  She went to Budmouth, passed the day with her brother, and returned to Knapwater wretched and full of foreboding. Owen had looked startlingly thin and pale—thinner and paler than ever she had seen him before. The brother and sister had that day decided that notwithstanding the drain upon their slender resources, another surgeon should see him. Time was everything.


  Owen told her the result in his next letter:—


  
    The three practitioners between them have at last hit the nail on the head, I hope. They probed the place, and discovered that the secret lay in the bone. I underwent an operation for its removal three days ago (after taking chloroform)…. Thank God it is over. Though I am so weak, my spirits are rather better. I wonder when I shall be at work again? I asked the surgeons how long it would be first. I said a month? They shook their heads. A year? I said. Not so long, they said. Six months? I inquired. They would not, or could not, tell me. But never mind.


    Run down, when you have half a day to spare, for the hours drag on so drearily. O Cytherea, you can’t think how drearily!

  


  She went. Immediately on her departure Miss Aldclyffe sent a note to the Old House, to Manston. On the maiden’s return, tired and sick at heart as usual, she found Manston at the station awaiting her. He asked politely if he might accompany her to Knapwater. She tacitly acquiesced. During their walk he inquired the particulars of her brother’s illness, and with an irresistible desire to pour out her trouble to some one, she told him of the length of time which must elapse before he could be strong again, and of the lack of comfort in lodgings.


  Manston was silent a while. Then he said impetuously: ‘Miss Graye, I will not mince matters—I love you—you know it. Stratagem they say is fair in love, and I am compelled to adopt it now. Forgive me, for I cannot help it. Consent to be my wife at any time that may suit you—any remote day you may name will satisfy me—and you shall find him well provided for.’


  For the first time in her life she truly dreaded the handsome man at her side who pleaded thus selfishly, and shrank from the hot voluptuous nature of his passion for her, which, disguise it as he might under a quiet and polished exterior, at times radiated forth with a scorching white heat. She perceived how animal was the love which bargained.


  ‘I do not love you, Mr. Manston,’ she replied coldly.


  5. From the First to the Twenty-Seventh of August


  The long sunny days of the later summer-time brought only the same dreary accounts from Budmouth, and saw Cytherea paying the same sad visits.


  She grew perceptibly weaker, in body and mind. Manston still persisted in his suit, but with more of his former indirectness, now that he saw how unexpectedly well she stood an open attack. His was the system of Dares at the Sicilian games—


  
    He, like a captain who beleaguers round


    Some strong-built castle on a rising ground,


    Views all the approaches with observing eyes,


    This and that other part again he tries,


    And more on industry than force relies.

  


  Miss Aldclyffe made it appear more clearly than ever that aid to Owen from herself depended entirely upon Cytherea’s acceptance of her steward. Hemmed in and distressed, Cytherea’s answers to his importunities grew less uniform; they were firm, or wavering, as Owen’s malady fluctuated. Had a register of her pitiful oscillations been kept, it would have rivalled in pathos the diary wherein De Quincey tabulates his combat with Opium—perhaps as noticeable an instance as any in which a thrilling dramatic power has been given to mere numerals. Thus she wearily and monotonously lived through the month, listening on Sundays to the well-known round of chapters narrating the history of Elijah and Elisha in famine and drought; on week-days to buzzing flies in hot sunny rooms. ‘So like, so very like, was day to day.’ Extreme lassitude seemed all that the world could show her.


  Her state was in this wise, when one afternoon, having been with her brother, she met the surgeon, and begged him to tell the actual truth concerning Owen’s condition.


  The reply was that he feared that the first operation had not been thorough; that although the wound had healed, another attempt might still be necessary, unless nature were left to effect her own cure. But the time such a self-healing proceeding would occupy might be ruinous.


  ‘How long would it be?’ she said.


  ‘It is impossible to say. A year or two, more or less.’


  ‘And suppose he submitted to another artificial extraction?’


  ‘Then he might be well in four or six months.’


  Now the remainder of his and her possessions, together with a sum he had borrowed, would not provide him with necessary comforts for half that time. To combat the misfortune, there were two courses open—her becoming betrothed to Manston, or the sending Owen to the County Hospital.


  Thus terrified, driven into a corner, panting and fluttering about for some loophole of escape, yet still shrinking from the idea of being Manston’s wife, the poor little bird endeavoured to find out from Miss Aldclyffe whether it was likely Owen would be well treated in the hospital.


  ‘County Hospital!’ said Miss Aldclyffe; ‘why, it is only another name for slaughter-house—in surgical cases at any rate. Certainly if anything about your body is snapt in two they do join you together in a fashion, but ’tis so askew and ugly, that you may as well be apart again.’ Then she terrified the inquiring and anxious maiden by relating horrid stories of how the legs and arms of poor people were cut off at a moment’s notice, especially in cases where the restorative treatment was likely to be long and tedious.


  ‘You know how willing I am to help you, Cytherea,’ she added reproachfully. ‘You know it. Why are you so obstinate then? Why do you selfishly bar the clear, honourable, and only sisterly path which leads out of this difficulty? I cannot, on my conscience, countenance you; no, I cannot.’


  Manston once more repeated his offer; and once more she refused, but this time weakly, and with signs of an internal struggle. Manston’s eye sparkled; he saw for the hundredth time in his life, that perseverance, if only systematic, was irresistible by womankind.


  6. The Twenty-Seventh of August


  On going to Budmouth three days later, she found to her surprise that the steward had been there, had introduced himself, and had seen her brother. A few delicacies had been brought him also by the same hand. Owen spoke in warm terms of Manston and his free and unceremonious call, as he could not have refrained from doing of any person, of any kind, whose presence had served to help away the tedious hours of a long day, and who had, moreover, shown that sort of consideration for him which the accompanying basket implied—antecedent consideration, so telling upon all invalids—and which he so seldom experienced except from the hands of his sister.


  How should he perceive, amid this tithe-paying of mint, and anise, and cummin, the weightier matters which were left undone?


  Again the steward met her at Carriford-Road Station on her return journey. Instead of being frigid as at the former meeting at the same place, she was embarrassed by a strife of thought, and murmured brokenly her thanks for what he had done. The same request that he might see her home was made.


  He had perceived his error in making his kindness to Owen a conditional kindness, and had hastened to efface all recollection of it. ‘Though I let my offer on her brother’s—my friend’s—behalf, seem dependent on my lady’s graciousness to me,’ he whispered wooingly in the course of their walk, ‘I could not conscientiously adhere to my statement; it was said with all the impulsive selfishness of love. Whether you choose to have me, or whether you don’t, I love you too devotedly to be anything but kind to your brother…. Miss Graye, Cytherea, I will do anything,’ he continued earnestly, ‘to give you pleasure—indeed I will.’


  She saw on the one hand her poor and much-loved Owen recovering from his illness and troubles by the disinterested kindness of the man beside her, on the other she drew him dying, wholly by reason of her self-enforced poverty. To marry this man was obviously the course of common sense, to refuse him was impolitic temerity. There was reason in this. But there was more behind than a hundred reasons—a woman’s gratitude and her impulse to be kind.


  The wavering of her mind was visible in her tell-tale face. He noticed it, and caught at the opportunity.


  They were standing by the ruinous foundations of an old mill in the midst of a meadow. Between grey and half-overgrown stonework—the only signs of masonry remaining—the water gurgled down from the old mill-pond to a lower level, under the cloak of rank broad leaves—the sensuous natures of the vegetable world. On the right hand the sun, resting on the horizon-line, streamed across the ground from below copper-coloured and lilac clouds, stretched out in flats beneath a sky of pale soft green. All dark objects on the earth that lay towards the sun were overspread by a purple haze, against which a swarm of wailing gnats shone forth luminously, rising upward and floating away like sparks of fire.


  The stillness oppressed and reduced her to mere passivity. The only wish the humidity of the place left in her was to stand motionless. The helpless flatness of the landscape gave her, as it gives all such temperaments, a sense of bare equality with, and no superiority to, a single entity under the sky.


  He came so close that their clothes touched. ‘Will you try to love me? Do try to love me!’ he said, in a whisper, taking her hand. He had never taken it before. She could feel his hand trembling exceedingly as it held hers in its clasp.


  Considering his kindness to her brother, his love for herself, and Edward’s fickleness, ought she to forbid him to do this? How truly pitiful it was to feel his hand tremble so—all for her! Should she withdraw her hand? She would think whether she would. Thinking, and hesitating, she looked as far as the autumnal haze on the marshy ground would allow her to see distinctly. There was the fragment of a hedge—all that remained of a ‘wet old garden’—standing in the middle of the mead, without a definite beginning or ending, purposeless and valueless. It was overgrown, and choked with mandrakes, and she could almost fancy she heard their shrieks…. Should she withdraw her hand? No, she could not withdraw it now; it was too late, the act would not imply refusal. She felt as one in a boat without oars, drifting with closed eyes down a river—she knew not whither.


  He gave her hand a gentle pressure, and relinquished it.


  Then it seemed as if he were coming to the point again. No, he was not going to urge his suit that evening. Another respite.


  7. The Early Part of September


  Saturday came, and she went on some trivial errand to the village post-office. It was a little grey cottage with a luxuriant jasmine encircling the doorway, and before going in Cytherea paused to admire this pleasing feature of the exterior. Hearing a step on the gravel behind the corner of the house, she resigned the jasmine and entered. Nobody was in the room. She could hear Mrs. Leat, the widow who acted as postmistress, walking about over her head. Cytherea was going to the foot of the stairs to call Mrs. Leat, but before she had accomplished her object, another form stood at the half-open door. Manston came in.


  ‘Both on the same errand,’ he said gracefully.


  ‘I will call her,’ said Cytherea, moving in haste to the foot of the stairs.


  ‘One moment.’ He glided to her side. ‘Don’t call her for a moment,’ he repeated.


  But she had said, ‘Mrs. Leat!’


  He seized Cytherea’s hand, kissed it tenderly, and carefully replaced it by her side.


  She had that morning determined to check his further advances, until she had thoroughly considered her position. The remonstrance was now on her tongue, but as accident would have it, before the word could be spoken, Mrs. Leat was stepping from the last stair to the floor, and no remonstrance came.


  With the subtlety which characterized him in all his dealings with her, he quickly concluded his own errand, bade her a good-bye, in the tones of which love was so garnished with pure politeness that it only showed its presence to herself, and left the house—putting it out of her power to refuse him her companionship homeward, or to object to his late action of kissing her hand.


  The Friday of the next week brought another letter from her brother. In this he informed her that, in absolute grief lest he should distress her unnecessarily, he had some time earlier borrowed a few pounds. A week ago, he said, his creditor became importunate, but that on the day on which he wrote, the creditor had told him there was no hurry for a settlement, that ‘his sister’s suitor had guaranteed the sum.’ ‘Is he Mr. Manston? tell me, Cytherea,’ said Owen.


  He also mentioned that a wheeled chair had been anonymously hired for his especial use, though as yet he was hardly far enough advanced towards convalescence to avail himself of the luxury. ‘Is this Mr. Manston’s doing?’ he inquired.


  She could dally with her perplexity, evade it, trust to time for guidance, no longer. The matter had come to a crisis: she must once and for all choose between the dictates of her understanding and those of her heart. She longed, till her soul seemed nigh to bursting, for her lost mother’s return to earth, but for one minute, that she might have tender counsel to guide her through this, her great difficulty.


  As for her heart, she half fancied that it was not Edward’s to quite the extent that it once had been; she thought him cruel in conducting himself towards her as he did at Budmouth, cruel afterwards in making so light of her. She knew he had stifled his love for her—was utterly lost to her. But for all that she could not help indulging in a woman’s pleasure of recreating defunct agonies, and lacerating herself with them now and then.


  ‘If I were rich,’ she thought, ‘I would give way to the luxury of being morbidly faithful to him for ever without his knowledge.’


  But she considered; in the first place she was a homeless dependent; and what did practical wisdom tell her to do under such desperate circumstances? To provide herself with some place of refuge from poverty, and with means to aid her brother Owen. This was to be Mr. Manston’s wife.


  She did not love him.


  But what was love without a home? Misery. What was a home without love? Alas, not much; but still a kind of home.


  ‘Yes,’ she thought, ‘I am urged by my common sense to marry Mr. Manston.’


  Did anything nobler in her say so too?


  With the death (to her) of Edward her heart’s occupation was gone. Was it necessary or even right for her to tend it and take care of it as she used to in the old time, when it was still a capable minister?


  By a slight sacrifice here she could give happiness to at least two hearts whose emotional activities were still unwounded. She would do good to two men whose lives were far more important than hers.


  ‘Yes,’ she said again, ‘even Christianity urges me to marry Mr. Manston.’


  Directly Cytherea had persuaded herself that a kind of heroic self-abnegation had to do with the matter, she became much more content in the consideration of it. A wilful indifference to the future was what really prevailed in her, ill and worn out, as she was, by the perpetual harassments of her sad fortune, and she regarded this indifference, as gushing natures will do under such circumstances, as genuine resignation and devotedness.


  Manston met her again the following day: indeed, there was no escaping him now. At the end of a short conversation between them, which took place in the hollow of the park by the waterfall, obscured on the outer side by the low hanging branches of the limes, she tacitly assented to his assumption of a privilege greater than any that had preceded it. He stooped and kissed her brow.


  Before going to bed she wrote to Owen explaining the whole matter. It was too late in the evening for the postman’s visit, and she placed the letter on the mantelpiece to send it the next day.


  The morning (Sunday) brought a hurried postscript to Owen’s letter of the day before:—


  
    September 9, 1865.


    Dear Cytherea,—I have received a frank and friendly letter from Mr. Manston explaining the position in which he stands now, and also that in which he hopes to stand towards you. Can’t you love him? Why not? Try, for he is a good, and not only that, but a cultured man. Think of the weary and laborious future that awaits you if you continue for life in your present position, and do you see any way of escape from it except by marriage? I don’t. Don’t go against your heart, Cytherea, but be wise.—Ever affectionately yours,


    Owen.

  


  She thought that probably he had replied to Mr. Manston in the same favouring mood. She had a conviction that that day would settle her doom. Yet


  
    So true a fool is love,

  


  that even now she nourished a half-hope that something would happen at the last moment to thwart her deliberately-formed intentions, and favour the old emotion she was using all her strength to thrust down.


  8. The Tenth of September


  The Sunday was the thirteenth after Trinity, and the afternoon service at Carriford was nearly over. The people were singing the Evening Hymn.


  Manston was at church as usual in his accustomed place two seats forward from the large square pew occupied by Miss Aldclyffe and Cytherea.


  The ordinary sadness of an autumnal evening-service seemed, in Cytherea’s eyes, to be doubled on this particular occasion. She looked at all the people as they stood and sang, waving backwards and forwards like a forest of pines swayed by a gentle breeze; then at the village children singing too, their heads inclined to one side, their eyes listlessly tracing some crack in the old walls, or following the movement of a distant bough or bird with features petrified almost to painfulness. Then she looked at Manston; he was already regarding her with some purpose in his glance.


  ‘It is coming this evening,’ she said in her mind. A minute later, at the end of the hymn, when the congregation began to move out, Manston came down the aisle. He was opposite the end of her seat as she stepped from it, the remainder of their progress to the door being in contact with each other. Miss Aldclyffe had lingered behind.


  ‘Don’t let’s hurry,’ he said, when Cytherea was about to enter the private path to the House as usual. ‘Would you mind turning down this way for a minute till Miss Aldclyffe has passed?’


  She could not very well refuse now. They turned into a secluded path on their left, leading round through a thicket of laurels to the other gate of the church-yard, walking very slowly. By the time the further gate was reached, the church was closed. They met the sexton with the keys in his hand.


  ‘We are going inside for a minute,’ said Manston to him, taking the keys unceremoniously. ‘I will bring them to you when we return.’


  The sexton nodded his assent, and Cytherea and Manston walked into the porch, and up the nave.


  They did not speak a word during their progress, or in any way interfere with the stillness and silence that prevailed everywhere around them. Everything in the place was the embodiment of decay: the fading red glare from the setting sun, which came in at the west window, emphasizing the end of the day and all its cheerful doings, the mildewed walls, the uneven paving-stones, the wormy pews, the sense of recent occupation, and the dank air of death which had gathered with the evening, would have made grave a lighter mood than Cytherea’s was then.


  ‘What sensations does the place impress you with?’ she said at last, very sadly.


  ‘I feel imperatively called upon to be honest, from very despair of achieving anything by stratagem in a world where the materials are such as these.’ He, too, spoke in a depressed voice, purposely or otherwise.


  ‘I feel as if I were almost ashamed to be seen walking such a world,’ she murmured; ‘that’s the effect it has upon me; but it does not induce me to be honest particularly.’


  He took her hand in both his, and looked down upon the lids of her eyes.


  ‘I pity you sometimes,’ he said more emphatically.


  ‘I am pitiable, perhaps; so are many people. Why do you pity me?’


  ‘I think that you make yourself needlessly sad.’


  ‘Not needlessly.’


  ‘Yes, needlessly. Why should you be separated from your brother so much, when you might have him to stay with you till he is well?’


  ‘That can’t be,’ she said, turning away.


  He went on, ‘I think the real and only good thing that can be done for him is to get him away from Budmouth a while; and I have been wondering whether it could not be managed for him to come to my house to live for a few weeks. Only a quarter of a mile from you. How pleasant it would be!’


  ‘It would.’


  He moved himself round immediately to the front of her, and held her hand more firmly, as he continued, ‘Cytherea, why do you say “It would,” so entirely in the tone of abstract supposition? I want him there; I want him to be my brother, too. Then make him so, and be my wife! I cannot live without you. O Cytherea, my darling, my love, come and be my wife!’


  His face bent closer and closer to hers, and the last words sank to a whisper as weak as the emotion inspiring it was strong.


  She said firmly and distinctly, ‘Yes, I will.[’]


  ‘Next month?’ he said on the instant, before taking breath.


  ‘No; not next month.[’]


  ‘The next?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘December? Christmas Day, say?’


  ‘I don’t mind.’


  ‘O, you darling!’ He was about to imprint a kiss upon her pale, cold mouth, but she hastily covered it with her hand.


  ‘Don’t kiss me—at least where we are now!’ she whispered imploringly.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘We are too near God.’


  He gave a sudden start, and his face flushed. She had spoken so emphatically that the words ‘Near God’ echoed back again through the hollow building from the far end of the chancel.


  ‘What a thing to say!’ he exclaimed; ‘surely a pure kiss is not inappropriate to the place!’


  ‘No,’ she replied, with a swelling heart; ‘I don’t know why I burst out so—I can’t tell what has come over me! Will you forgive me?’


  ‘How shall I say “Yes” without judging you? How shall I say “No” without losing the pleasure of saying “Yes”?’ He was himself again.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she absently murmured.


  ‘I’ll say “Yes,”’ he answered daintily. ‘It is sweeter to fancy we are forgiven, than to think we have not sinned; and you shall have the sweetness without the need.’


  She did not reply, and they moved away. The church was nearly dark now, and melancholy in the extreme. She stood beside him while he locked the door, then took the arm he gave her, and wound her way out of the churchyard with him. Then they walked to the house together, but the great matter having been set at rest, she persisted in talking only on indifferent subjects.


  ‘Christmas Day, then,’ he said, as they were parting at the end of the shrubbery.


  ‘I meant Old Christmas Day,’ she said evasively.


  ‘H’m, people do not usually attach that meaning to the words.’


  ‘No; but I should like it best if it could not be till then?’ It seemed to be still her instinct to delay the marriage to the utmost.


  ‘Very well, love,’ he said gently. ‘’Tis a fortnight longer still; but never mind. Old Christmas Day.’


  9. The Eleventh of September


  ‘There. It will be on a Friday!’


  She sat upon a little footstool gazing intently into the fire. It was the afternoon of the day following that of the steward’s successful solicitation of her hand.


  ‘I wonder if it would be proper in me to run across the park and tell him it is a Friday?’ she said to herself, rising to her feet, looking at her hat lying near, and then out of the window towards the Old House. Proper or not, she felt that she must at all hazards remove the disagreeable, though, as she herself owned, unfounded impression the coincidence had occasioned. She left the house directly, and went to search for him.


  Manston was in the timber-yard, looking at the sawyers as they worked. Cytherea came up to him hesitatingly. Till within a distance of a few yards she had hurried forward with alacrity—now that the practical expression of his face became visible she wished almost she had never sought him on such an errand; in his business mood he was perhaps very stern.


  ‘It will be on a Friday,’ she said confusedly, and without any preface.


  ‘Come this way!’ said Manston, in the tone he used for workmen, not being able to alter at an instant’s notice. He gave her his arm and led her back into the avenue, by which time he was lover again. ‘On a Friday, will it, dearest? You do not mind Fridays, surely? That’s nonsense.’


  ‘Not seriously mind them, exactly—but if it could be any other day?’


  ‘Well, let us say Old Christmas Eve, then. Shall it be Old Christmas Eve?’


  ‘Yes, Old Christmas Eve.’


  ‘Your word is solemn and irrevocable now?’


  ‘Certainly, I have solemnly pledged my word; I should not have promised to marry you if I had not meant it. Don’t think I should.’ She spoke the words with a dignified impressiveness.


  ‘You must not be vexed at my remark, dearest. Can you think the worse of an ardent man, Cytherea, for showing some anxiety in love?’


  ‘No, no.’ She could not say more. She was always ill at ease when he spoke of himself as a piece of human nature in that analytical way, and wanted to be out of his presence. The time of day, and the proximity of the house, afforded her a means of escape. ‘I must be with Miss Aldclyffe now—will you excuse my hasty coming and going?’ she said prettily. Before he had replied she had parted from him.


  ‘Cytherea, was it Mr. Manston I saw you scudding away from in the avenue just now?’ said Miss Aldclyffe, when Cytherea joined her.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘“Yes.” Come, why don’t you say more than that? I hate those taciturn “Yesses” of yours. I tell you everything, and yet you are as close as wax with me.’


  ‘I parted from him because I wanted to come in.’


  ‘What a novel and important announcement! Well, is the day fixed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Miss Aldclyffe’s face kindled into intense interest at once. ‘Is it indeed? When is it to be?’


  ‘On Old Christmas Eve.’


  ‘Old Christmas Eve.’ Miss Aldclyffe drew Cytherea round to her front, and took a hand in each of her own. ‘And then you will be a bride!’ she said slowly, looking with critical thoughtfulness upon the maiden’s delicately rounded cheeks.


  The normal area of the colour upon each of them decreased perceptibly after that slow and emphatic utterance by the elder lady.


  Miss Aldclyffe continued impressively, ‘You did not say “Old Christmas Eve” as a fiancée should have said the words: and you don’t receive my remark with the warm excitement that foreshadows a bright future…. How many weeks are there to the time?’


  ‘I have not reckoned them.’


  ‘Not? Fancy a girl not counting the weeks! I find I must take the lead in this matter—you are so childish, or frightened, or stupid, or something, about it. Bring me my diary, and we will count them at once.’


  Cytherea silently fetched the book.


  Miss Aldclyffe opened the diary at the page containing the almanac, and counted sixteen weeks, which brought her to the thirty-first of December—a Sunday. Cytherea stood by, looking on as if she had no appetite for the scene.


  ‘Sixteen to the thirty-first. Then let me see, Monday will be the first of January, Tuesday the second, Wednesday third, Thursday fourth, Friday fifth—you have chosen a Friday, as I declare!’


  ‘A Thursday, surely?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘No: Old Christmas Day comes on a Saturday.’


  The perturbed little brain had reckoned wrong. ‘Well, it must be a Friday,’ she murmured in a reverie.


  ‘No: have it altered, of course,’ said Miss Aldclyffe cheerfully. ‘There’s nothing bad in Friday, but such a creature as you will be thinking about its being unlucky—in fact, I wouldn’t choose a Friday myself to be married on, since all the other days are equally available.’


  ‘I shall not have it altered,’ said Cytherea firmly; ‘it has been altered once already: I shall let it be.’


  ♣


  XIII.


  The Events of One Day


  1. The Fifth of January. Before Dawn


  We pass over the intervening weeks. The time of the story is thus advanced more than a quarter of a year.


  On the midnight preceding the morning which would make her the wife of a man whose presence fascinated her into involuntariness of bearing, and whom in absence she almost dreaded, Cytherea lay in her little bed, vainly endeavouring to sleep.


  She had been looking back amid the years of her short though varied past, and thinking of the threshold upon which she stood. Days and months had dimmed the form of Edward Springrove like the gauzes of a vanishing stage-scene, but his dying voice could still be heard faintly behind. That a soft small chord in her still vibrated true to his memory, she would not admit: that she did not approach Manston with feelings which could by any stretch of words be called hymeneal, she calmly owned.


  ‘Why do I marry him?’ she said to herself. ‘Because Owen, dear Owen my brother, wishes me to marry him. Because Mr. Manston is, and has been, uniformly kind to Owen, and to me. “Act in obedience to the dictates of common sense,” Owen said, “and dread the sharp sting of poverty. How many thousands of women like you marry every year for the same reason, to secure a home, and mere ordinary, material comforts, which after all go far to make life endurable, even if not supremely happy.”


  ‘’Tis right, I suppose, for him to say that. O, if people only knew what a timidity and melancholy upon the subject of her future grows up in the heart of a friendless woman who is blown about like a reed shaken with the wind, as I am, they would not call this resignation of one’s self by the name of scheming to get a husband. Scheme to marry? I’d rather scheme to die! I know I am not pleasing my heart; I know that if I only were concerned, I should like risking a single future. But why should I please my useless self over-much, when by doing otherwise I please those who are more valuable than I?’


  In the midst of desultory reflections like these, which alternated with surmises as to the inexplicable connection that appeared to exist between her intended husband and Miss Aldclyffe, she heard dull noises outside the walls of the house, which she could not quite fancy to be caused by the wind. She seemed doomed to such disturbances at critical periods of her existence. ‘It is strange,’ she pondered, ‘that this my last night in Knapwater House should be disturbed precisely as my first was, no occurrence of the kind having intervened.’


  As the minutes glided by the noise increased, sounding as if some one were beating the wall below her window with a bunch of switches. She would gladly have left her room and gone to stay with one of the maids, but they were without doubt all asleep.


  The only person in the house likely to be awake, or who would have brains enough to comprehend her nervousness, was Miss Aldclyffe, but Cytherea never cared to go to Miss Aldclyffe’s room, though she was always welcome there, and was often almost compelled to go against her will.


  The oft-repeated noise of switches grew heavier upon the wall, and was now intermingled with creaks, and a rattling like the rattling of dice. The wind blew stronger; there came first a snapping, then a crash, and some portion of the mystery was revealed. It was the breaking off and fall of a branch from one of the large trees outside. The smacking against the wall, and the intermediate rattling, ceased from that time.


  Well, it was the tree which had caused the noises. The unexplained matter was that neither of the trees ever touched the walls of the house during the highest wind, and that trees could not rattle like a man playing castanets or shaking dice.


  She thought, ‘Is it the intention of Fate that something connected with these noises shall influence my future as in the last case of the kind?’


  During the dilemma she fell into a troubled sleep, and dreamt that she was being whipped with dry bones suspended on strings, which rattled at every blow like those of a malefactor on a gibbet; that she shifted and shrank and avoided every blow, and they fell then upon the wall to which she was tied. She could not see the face of the executioner for his mask, but his form was like Manston’s.


  ‘Thank Heaven!’ she said, when she awoke and saw a faint light struggling through her blind. ‘Now what were those noises?’ To settle that question seemed more to her than the event of the day.


  She pulled the blind aside and looked out. All was plain. The evening previous had closed in with a grey drizzle, borne upon a piercing air from the north, and now its effects were visible. The hoary drizzle still continued; but the trees and shrubs were laden with icicles to an extent such as she had never before witnessed. A shoot of the diameter of a pin’s head was iced as thick as her finger; all the boughs in the park were bent almost to the earth with the immense weight of the glistening incumbrance; the walks were like a looking-glass. Many boughs had snapped beneath their burden, and lay in heaps upon the icy grass. Opposite her eye, on the nearest tree, was a fresh yellow scar, showing where the branch that had terrified her had been splintered from the trunk.


  ‘I never could have believed it possible,’ she thought, surveying the bowed-down branches, ‘that trees would bend so far out of their true positions without breaking.’ By watching a twig she could see a drop collect upon it from the hoary fog, sink to the lowest point, and there become coagulated as the others had done.


  ‘Or that I could so exactly have imitated them,’ she continued. ‘On this morning I am to be married—unless this is a scheme of the great Mother to hinder a union of which she does not approve. Is it possible for my wedding to take place in the face of such weather as this?’


  2. Morning


  Her brother Owen was staying with Manston at the Old House. Contrary to the opinion of the doctors, the wound had healed after the first surgical operation, and his leg was gradually acquiring strength, though he could only as yet get about on crutches, or ride, or be dragged in a chair.


  Miss Aldclyffe had arranged that Cytherea should be married from Knapwater House, and not from her brother’s lodgings at Budmouth, which was Cytherea’s first idea. Owen, too, seemed to prefer the plan. The capricious old maid had latterly taken to the contemplation of the wedding with even greater warmth than had at first inspired her, and appeared determined to do everything in her power, consistent with her dignity, to render the adjuncts of the ceremony pleasing and complete.


  But the weather seemed in flat contradiction of the whole proceeding. At eight o’clock the coachman crept up to the House almost upon his hands and knees, entered the kitchen, and stood with his back to the fire, panting from his exertions in pedestrianism.


  The kitchen was by far the pleasantest apartment in Knapwater House on such a morning as this. The vast fire was the centre of the whole system, like a sun, and threw its warm rays upon the figures of the domestics, wheeling about it in true planetary style. A nervously-feeble imitation of its flicker was continually attempted by a family of polished metallic utensils standing in rows and groups against the walls opposite, the whole collection of shines nearly annihilating the weak daylight from outside. A step further in, and the nostrils were greeted by the scent of green herbs just gathered, and the eye by the plump form of the cook, wholesome, white-aproned, and floury—looking as edible as the food she manipulated—her movements being supported and assisted by her satellites, the kitchen and scullery maids. Minute recurrent sounds prevailed—the click of the smoke-jack, the flap of the flames, and the light touches of the women’s slippers upon the stone floor.


  The coachman hemmed, spread his feet more firmly upon the hearthstone, and looked hard at a small plate in the extreme corner of the dresser.


  ‘No wedden this mornen—that’s my opinion. In fact, there can’t be,’ he said abruptly, as if the words were the mere torso of a many-membered thought that had existed complete in his head.


  The kitchen-maid was toasting a slice of bread at the end of a very long toasting-fork, which she held at arm’s length towards the unapproachable fire, travestying the Flanconade in fencing.


  ‘Bad out of doors, isn’t it?’ she said, with a look of commiseration for things in general.


  ‘Bad? Not even a liven soul, gentle or simple, can stand on level ground. As to getten up hill to the church, ’tis perfect lunacy. And I speak of foot-passengers. As to horses and carriage, ’tis murder to think of ’em. I am going to send straight as a line into the breakfast-room, and say ’tis a closer…. Hullo—here’s Clerk Crickett and John Day a-comen! Now just look at ’em and picture a wedden if you can.’


  All eyes were turned to the window, from which the clerk and gardener were seen crossing the court, bowed and stooping like Bel and Nebo.


  ‘You’ll have to go if it breaks all the horses’ legs in the county,’ said the cook, turning from the spectacle, knocking open the oven-door with the tongs, glancing critically in, and slamming it together with a clang.


  ‘O, O; why shall I?’ asked the coachman, including in his auditory by a glance the clerk and gardener who had just entered.


  ‘Because Mr. Manston is in the business. Did you ever know him to give up for weather of any kind, or for any other mortal thing in heaven or earth?’


  ‘——Mornen so’s—such as it is!’ interrupted Mr. Crickett cheerily, coming forward to the blaze and warming one hand without looking at the fire. ‘Mr. Manston gie up for anything in heaven or earth, did you say? You might ha’ cut it short by sayen “to Miss Aldclyffe,” and leaven out heaven and earth as trifles. But it might be put off; putten off a thing isn’t getten rid of a thing, if that thing is a woman. O no, no!’


  The coachman and gardener now naturally subsided into secondaries. The cook went on rather sharply, as she dribbled milk into the exact centre of a little crater of flour in a platter—


  ‘It might be in this case; she’s so indifferent.’


  ‘Dang my old sides! and so it might be. I have a bit of news—I thought there was something upon my tongue; but ’tis a secret; not a word, mind, not a word. Why, Miss Hinton took a holiday yesterday.’


  ‘Yes?’ inquired the cook, looking up with perplexed curiosity.


  ‘D’ye think that’s all?’


  ‘Don’t be so three-cunning—if it is all, deliver you from the evil of raising a woman’s expectations wrongfully; I’ll skimmer your pate as sure as you cry Amen!’


  ‘Well, it isn’t all. When I got home last night my wife said, “Miss Adelaide took a holiday this mornen,” says she (my wife, that is); “walked over to Nether Mynton, met the chosen man, and got married!” says she.’


  ‘Got married! what, Lord-a-mercy, did Springrove come?’


  ‘Springrove, no—no—Springrove’s nothen to do wi’ it—’twas Farmer Bollens. They’ve been playing bo-peep for these two or three months seemingly. Whilst Master Teddy Springrove has been daddlen, and hawken, and spetten about having her, she’s quietly left him all forsook. Serve him right. I don’t blame the little woman a bit.’


  ‘Farmer Bollens is old enough to be her father!’


  ‘Ay, quite; and rich enough to be ten fathers. They say he’s so rich that he has business in every bank, and measures his money in half-pint cups.’


  ‘Lord, I wish it was me, don’t I wish ’twas me!’ said the scullery-maid.


  ‘Yes, ’twas as neat a bit of stitching as ever I heard of,’ continued the clerk, with a level eye, as if he were criticizing the process from a distance. ‘Not a soul knew anything about it, and my wife is the only one in our parish who knows it yet. Miss Hinton came back from the wedden, went to Mr. Manston, puffed herself out large, and said she was Mrs. Bollens, but that if he wished, she had no objection to keep on the house till the regular time of giving notice had expired, or till he could get another tenant.’


  ‘Just like her independence,’ said the cook.


  ‘Well, independent or no, she’s Mrs. Bollens now. Ah, I shall never forget once when I went by Farmer Bollens’s garden—years ago now—years, when he was taking up ashleaf taties. A merry feller I was at that time, a very merry feller—for ’twas before I took holy orders, and it didn’t prick my conscience as ’twould now. “Farmer,” says I, “little taties seem to turn out small this year, don’t em?” “O no, Crickett,” says he, “some be fair-sized.” He’s a dull man—Farmer Bollens is—he always was. However, that’s neither here nor there; he’s a-married to a sharp woman, and if I don’t make a mistake she’ll bring him a pretty good family, gie her time.’


  ‘Well, it don’t matter; there’s a Providence in it,’ said the scullery-maid. ‘God A’mighty always sends bread as well as children.’


  ‘But ’tis the bread to one house and the children to another very often. However, I think I can see my lady Hinton’s reason for choosing yesterday to sickness-or-health-it. Your young miss, and that one, had crossed one another’s path in regard to young Master Springrove; and I expect that when Addy Hinton found Miss Graye wasn’t caren to have en, she thought she’d be beforehand with her old enemy in marrying somebody else too. That’s maids’ logic all over, and maids’ malice likewise.’


  Women who are bad enough to divide against themselves under a man’s partiality are good enough to instantly unite in a common cause against his attack. ‘I’ll just tell you one thing then,’ said the cook, shaking out her words to the time of a whisk she was beating eggs with. ‘Whatever maids’ logic is and maids’ malice too, if Cytherea Graye even now knows that young Springrove is free again, she’ll fling over the steward as soon as look at him.’


  ‘No, no: not now,’ the coachman broke in as a moderator. ‘There’s honour in that maid, if ever there was in one. No Miss Hinton’s tricks in her. She’ll stick to Manston.’


  ‘Pifh!’


  ‘Don’t let a word be said till the wedden is over, for Heaven’s sake,’ the clerk continued. ‘Miss Aldclyffe would fairly hang and quarter me, if my news broke off that there wedden at a last minute like this.’


  ‘Then you had better get your wife to bolt you in the closet for an hour or two, for you’ll chatter it yourself to the whole boiling parish if she don’t! ’Tis a poor womanly feller!’


  ‘You shouldn’t ha’ begun it, clerk. I knew how ’twould be,’ said the gardener soothingly, in a whisper to the clerk’s mangled remains.


  The clerk turned and smiled at the fire, and warmed his other hand.


  3. Noon


  The weather gave way. In half-an-hour there began a rapid thaw. By ten o’clock the roads, though still dangerous, were practicable to the extent of the half-mile required by the people of Knapwater Park. One mass of heavy leaden cloud spread over the whole sky; the air began to feel damp and mild out of doors, though still cold and frosty within.


  They reached the church and passed up the nave, the deep-coloured glass of the narrow windows rendering the gloom of the morning almost night itself inside the building. Then the ceremony began. The only warmth or spirit imported into it came from the bridegroom, who retained a vigorous—even Spenserian—bridal-mood throughout the morning.


  Cytherea was as firm as he at this critical moment, but as cold as the air surrounding her. The few persons forming the wedding-party were constrained in movement and tone, and from the nave of the church came occasional coughs, emitted by those who, in spite of the weather, had assembled to see the termination of Cytherea’s existence as a single woman. Many poor people loved her. They pitied her success, why, they could not tell, except that it was because she seemed to stand more like a statue than Cytherea Graye.


  Yet she was prettily and carefully dressed; a strange contradiction in a man’s idea of things—a saddening, perplexing contradiction. Are there any points in which a difference of sex amounts to a difference of nature? Then this is surely one. Not so much, as it is commonly put, in regard to the amount of consideration given, but in the conception of the thing considered. A man emasculated by coxcombry may spend more time upon the arrangement of his clothes than any woman, but even then there is no fetichism in his idea of them—they are still only a covering he uses for a time. But here was Cytherea, in the bottom of her heart almost indifferent to life, yet possessing an instinct with which her heart had nothing to do, the instinct to be particularly regardful of those sorry trifles, her robe, her flowers, her veil, and her gloves.


  The irrevocable words were soon spoken—the indelible writing soon written—and they came out of the vestry. Candles had been necessary here to enable them to sign their names, and on their return to the church the light from the candles streamed from the small open door, and across the chancel to a black chestnut screen on the south side, dividing it from a small chapel or chantry, erected for the soul’s peace of some Aldclyffe of the past. Through the open-work of this screen could now be seen illuminated, inside the chantry, the reclining figures of cross-legged knights, damp and green with age, and above them a huge classic monument, also inscribed to the Aldclyffe family, heavily sculptured in cadaverous marble.


  Leaning here—almost hanging to the monument—was Edward Springrove, or his spirit.


  The weak daylight would never have revealed him, shaded as he was by the screen; but the unexpected rays of candle-light in the front showed him forth in startling relief to any and all of those whose eyes wandered in that direction,[.] The sight was a sad one—sad beyond all description. His eyes were wild, their orbits leaden. His face was of a sickly paleness, his hair dry and disordered, his lips parted as if he could get no breath. His figure was spectre-thin. His actions seemed beyond his own control.


  Manston did not see him; Cytherea did. The healing effect upon her heart of a year’s silence—a year and a half’s separation—was undone in an instant. One of those strange revivals of passion by mere sight—commoner in women than in men, and in oppressed women commonest of all—had taken place in her—so transcendently, that even to herself it seemed more like a new creation than a revival.


  Marrying for a home—what a mockery it was!


  It may be said that the means most potent for rekindling old love in a maiden’s heart are, to see her lover in laughter and good spirits in her despite when the breach has been owing to a slight from herself; when owing to a slight from him, to see him suffering for his own fault. If he is happy in a clear conscience, she blames him; if he is miserable because deeply to blame, she blames herself. The latter was Cytherea’s case now.


  First, an agony of face told of the suppressed misery within her, which presently could be suppressed no longer. When they were coming out of the porch, there broke from her in a low, plaintive scream the words, ‘He’s dying—dying! O God, save us!’ She began to sink down, and would have fallen had not Manston caught her. The chief bridesmaid applied her vinaigrette.


  ‘What did she say?’ inquired Manston.


  Owen was the only one to whom the words were intelligible, and he was far too deeply impressed, or rather alarmed, to reply. She did not faint, and soon began to recover her self-command. Owen took advantage of the hindrance to step back to where the apparition had been seen. He was enraged with Springrove for what he considered an unwarrantable intrusion.


  But Edward was not in the chantry. As he had come, so he had gone, nobody could tell how or whither.


  4. Afternoon


  It might almost have been believed that a transmutation had taken place in Cytherea’s idiosyncrasy, that her moral nature had fled.


  The wedding-party returned to the house. As soon as he could find an opportunity, Owen took his sister aside to speak privately with her on what had happened. The expression of her face was hard, wild, and unreal—an expression he had never seen there before, and it disturbed him. He spoke to her severely and sadly.


  ‘Cytherea,’ he said, ‘I know the cause of this emotion of yours. But remember this, there was no excuse for it. You should have been woman enough to control yourself. Remember whose wife you are, and don’t think anything more of a mean-spirited fellow like Springrove; he had no business to come there as he did. You are altogether wrong, Cytherea, and I am vexed with you more than I can say—very vexed.’


  ‘Say ashamed of me at once,’ she bitterly answered.


  ‘I am ashamed of you,’ he retorted angrily; ‘the mood has not left you yet, then?’


  ‘Owen,’ she said, and paused. Her lip trembled; her eye told of sensations too deep for tears. ‘No, Owen, it has not left me; and I will be honest. I own now to you, without any disguise of words, what last night I did not own to myself, because I hardly knew of it. I love Edward Springrove with all my strength, and heart, and soul. You call me a wanton for it, don’t you? I don’t care; I have gone beyond caring for anything!’ She looked stonily into his face and made the speech calmly.


  ‘Well, poor Cytherea, don’t talk like that!’ he said, alarmed at her manner.


  ‘I thought that I did not love him at all,’ she went on hysterically. ‘A year and a half had passed since we met. I could go by the gate of his garden without thinking of him—look at his seat in church and not care. But I saw him this morning—dying because he loves me so—I know it is that! Can I help loving him too? No, I cannot, and I will love him, and I don’t care! We have been separated somehow by some contrivance—I know we have. O, if I could only die![’]


  He held her in his arms. ‘Many a woman has gone to ruin herself,’ he said, ‘and brought those who love her into disgrace, by acting upon such impulses as possess you now. I have a reputation to lose as well as you. It seems that do what I will by way of remedying the stains which fell upon us, it is all doomed to be undone again.’ His voice grew husky as he made the reply.


  The right and only effective chord had been touched. Since she had seen Edward, she had thought only of herself and him. Owen—her name—position—future—had been as if they did not exist.


  ‘I won’t give way and become a disgrace to you, at any rate,’ she said.


  ‘Besides, your duty to society, and those about you, requires that you should live with (at any rate) all the appearance of a good wife, and try to love your husband.’


  ‘Yes—my duty to society,’ she murmured. ‘But ah, Owen, it is difficult to adjust our outer and inner life with perfect honesty to all! Though it may be right to care more for the benefit of the many than for the indulgence of your own single self, when you consider that the many, and duty to them, only exist to you through your own existence, what can be said? What do our own acquaintances care about us? Not much. I think of mine. Mine will now (do they learn all the wicked frailty of my heart in this affair) look at me, smile sickly, and condemn me. And perhaps, far in time to come, when I am dead and gone, some other’s accent, or some other’s song, or thought, like an old one of mine, will carry them back to what I used to say, and hurt their hearts a little that they blamed me so soon. And they will pause just for an instant, and give a sigh to me, and think, “Poor girl!” believing they do great justice to my memory by this. But they will never, never realize that it was my single opportunity of existence, as well as of doing my duty, which they are regarding; they will not feel that what to them is but a thought, easily held in those two words of pity, “Poor girl!” was a whole life to me; as full of hours, minutes, and peculiar minutes, of hopes and dreads, smiles, whisperings, tears, as theirs: that it was my world, what is to them their world, and they in that life of mine, however much I cared for them, only as the thought I seem to them to be. Nobody can enter into another’s nature truly, that’s what is so grievous.’


  ‘Well, it cannot be helped,’ said Owen.


  ‘But we must not stay here,’ she continued, starting up and going. ‘We shall be missed. I’ll do my best, Owen—I will, indeed.’


  It had been decided that on account of the wretched state of the roads, the newly-married pair should not drive to the station till the latest hour in the afternoon at which they could get a train to take them to Southampton (their destination that night) by a reasonable time in the evening. They intended the next morning to cross to Havre, and thence to Paris—a place Cytherea had never visited—for their wedding tour.


  The afternoon drew on. The packing was done. Cytherea was so restless that she could stay still nowhere. Miss Aldclyffe, who, though she took little part in the day’s proceedings, was, as it were, instinctively conscious of all their movements, put down her charge’s agitation for once as the natural result of the novel event, and Manston himself was as indulgent as could be wished.


  At length Cytherea wandered alone into the conservatory. When in it, she thought she would run across to the hot-house in the outer garden, having in her heart a whimsical desire that she should also like to take a last look at the familiar flowers and luxuriant leaves collected there. She pulled on a pair of overshoes, and thither she went. Not a soul was in or around the place. The gardener was making merry on Manston’s and her account.


  The happiness that a generous spirit derives from the belief that it exists in others is often greater than the primary happiness itself. The gardener thought, ‘How happy they are!’ and the thought made him happier than they.


  Coming out of the forcing-house again, she was on the point of returning indoors, when a feeling that these moments of solitude would be her last of freedom induced her to prolong them a little, and she stood still, unheeding the wintry aspect of the curly-leaved plants, the straw-covered beds, and the bare fruit-trees around her. The garden, no part of which was visible from the house, sloped down to a narrow river at the foot, dividing it from the meadows without.


  A man was lingering along the public path on the other side of the river; she fancied she knew the form. Her resolutions, taken in the presence of Owen, did not fail her now. She hoped and prayed that it might not be one who had stolen her heart away, and still kept it. Why should he have reappeared at all, when he had declared that he went out of her sight for ever?


  She hastily hid herself, in the lowest corner of the garden close to the river. A large dead tree, thickly robed in ivy, had been considerably depressed by its icy load of the morning, and hung low over the stream, which here ran slow and deep. The tree screened her from the eyes of any passer on the other side.


  She waited timidly and her timidity increased. She would not allow herself to see him—she would hear him pass, and then look to see if it had been Edward.


  But, before she heard anything, she became aware of an object reflected in the water from under the tree which hung over the river in such a way that, though hiding the actual path, and objects upon it, it permitted their reflected images to pass beneath its boughs. The reflected form was that of the man she had seen further off, but being inverted, she could not definitely characterize him.


  He was looking at the upper windows of the House—at hers—was it Edward, indeed? If so, he was probably thinking he would like to say one parting word. He came closer, gazed into the stream, and walked very slowly. She was almost certain that it was Edward. She kept more safely hidden. Conscience told her that she ought not to see him. But she suddenly asked herself a question: ‘Can it be possible that he sees my reflected image, as I see his? Of course he does!’


  He was looking at her in the water.


  She could not help herself now. She stepped forward just as he emerged from the other side of the tree and appeared erect before her. It was Edward Springrove—till the inverted vision met his eye, dreaming no more of seeing his Cytherea there than of seeing the dead themselves.


  ‘Cytherea!’


  ‘Mr. Springrove,’ she returned, in a low voice, across the stream.


  He was the first to speak again.


  ‘Since we have met, I want to tell you something, before we become quite as strangers to each other.’


  ‘No—not now—I did not mean to speak—it is not right, Edward.’ She spoke hurriedly and turned away from him, beating the air with her hand.


  ‘Not one common word of explanation?’ he implored. ‘Don’t think I am bad enough to try to lead you astray. Well, go—it is better.’


  Their eyes met again. She was nearly choked. O, how she longed—and dreaded—to hear his explanation!


  ‘What is it?’ she said desperately.


  ‘It is that I did not come to the church this morning in order to distress you: I did not, Cytherea. It was to try to speak to you before you were—married.’


  He stepped closer, and went on, ‘You know what has taken place? Surely you do?—my cousin is married, and I am free.’


  ‘Married—and not to you?’ Cytherea faltered, in a weak whisper.


  ‘Yes, she was married yesterday! A rich man had appeared, and she jilted me. She said she never would have jilted a stranger, but that by jilting me, she only exercised the right everybody has of snubbing their own relations. But that’s nothing now. I came to you to ask once more if … [if….] But I was too late.’


  ‘But, Edward, what’s that, what’s that!’ she cried, in an agony of reproach. ‘Why did you leave me to return to her? Why did you write me that cruel, cruel letter that nearly killed me!’


  ‘Cytherea! Why, you had grown to love—like—Mr. Manston, and how could you be anything to me—or care for me? Surely I acted naturally?’


  ‘O no—never! I loved you—only you—not him—always you!—till lately…. I try to love him now.’


  ‘But that can’t be correct! Miss Aldclyffe told me that you wanted to hear no more of me—proved it to me!’ said Edward.


  ‘Never! she couldn’t.[’]


  ‘She did, Cytherea. And she sent me a letter—a love-letter, you wrote to Mr. Manston.’


  ‘A love-letter I wrote?’


  ‘Yes, a love-letter—you could not meet him just then, you said; you were sorry, but the emotion you had felt with him made you forgetful of realities.’


  The strife of thought in the unhappy girl who listened to this distortion of her meaning could find no vent in words. And then there followed the slow revelation in return, bringing with it all the misery of an explanation which comes too late. The question whether Miss Aldclyffe were schemer or dupe was almost passed over by Cytherea, under the immediate oppressiveness of her despair in the sense that her position was irretrievable.


  Not so Springrove. He saw through all the cunning half-misrepresentations—worse than downright lies—which had just been sufficient to turn the scale both with him and with her; and from the bottom of his soul he cursed the woman and man who had brought all this agony upon him and his Love. But he could not add more misery to the future of the poor child by revealing too much. The whole scheme she should never know.


  ‘I was indifferent to my own future,’ Edward said, ‘and was urged to promise adherence to my engagement with my cousin Adelaide by Miss Aldclyffe: now you are married I cannot tell you how, but it was on account of my father. Being forbidden to think of you, what did I care about anything? My new thought that you still loved me was first raised by what my father said in the letter announcing my cousin’s marriage. He said that although you were to be married on Old Christmas Day—that is to-morrow—he had noticed your appearance with pity: he thought you loved me still. It was enough for me—I came down by the earliest morning train, thinking I could see you some time to-day, the day, as I thought, before your marriage, hoping, but hardly daring to hope, that you might be induced to marry me. I hurried from the station; when I reached the village I saw idlers about the church, and the private gate leading to the House open. I ran into the church by the small door and saw you come out of the vestry; I was too late. I have now told you. I was compelled to tell you. O, my lost darling, now I shall live content—or die content!’


  ‘I am to blame, Edward, I am,’ she said mournfully; ‘I was taught to dread pauperism; my nights were made sleepless; there was continually reiterated in my ears till I believed it—


  
    ‘The world and its ways have a certain worth,


    And to press a point where these oppose


    Were a simple policy.

  


  But I will say nothing about who influenced—who persuaded. The act is mine, after all. Edward, I married to escape dependence for my bread upon the whim of Miss Aldclyffe, or others like her. It was clearly represented to me that dependence is bearable if we have another place which we can call home; but to be a dependent and to have no other spot for the heart to anchor upon—O, it is mournful and harassing! … But that without which all persuasion would have been as air, was added by my miserable conviction that you were false; that did it, that turned me! You were to be considered as nobody to me, and Mr. Manston was invariably kind. Well, the deed is done—I must abide by it. I shall never let him know that I do not love him—never. If things had only remained as they seemed to be, if you had really forgotten me and married another woman, I could have borne it better. I wish I did not know the truth as I know it now! But our life, what is it? Let us be brave, Edward, and live out our few remaining years with dignity. They will not be long. O, I hope they will not be long! … Now, good-bye, good-bye!’


  ‘I wish I could be near and touch you once, just once,’ said Springrove, in a voice which he vainly endeavoured to keep firm and clear.


  They looked at the river, then into it; a shoal of minnows was floating over the sandy bottom, like the black dashes on miniver; though narrow, the stream was deep, and there was no bridge.


  ‘Cytherea, reach out your hand that I may just touch it with mine.’


  She stepped to the brink and stretched out her hand and fingers towards his, but not into them. The river was too wide.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Cytherea, her voice broken by agitation, ‘I must be going. God bless and keep you, my Edward! God bless you!’


  ‘I must touch you, I must press your hand,’ he said.


  They came near—nearer—nearer still—their fingers met. There was a long firm clasp, so close and still that each hand could feel the other’s pulse throbbing beside its own.


  ‘My Cytherea! my stolen pet lamb!’


  She glanced a mute farewell from her large perturbed eyes, turned, and ran up the garden without looking back. All was over between them. The river flowed on as quietly and obtusely as ever, and the minnows gathered again in their favourite spot as if they had never been disturbed.


  Nobody indoors guessed from her countenance and bearing that her heart was near to breaking with the intensity of the misery which gnawed there. At these times a woman does not faint, or weep, or scream, as she will in the moment of sudden shocks. When lanced by a mental agony of such refined and special torture that it is indescribable by men’s words, she moves among her acquaintances much as before, and contrives so to cast her actions in the old moulds that she is only considered to be rather duller than usual.


  5. Half-past Two to Five o’clock p.m.


  Owen accompanied the newly-married couple to the railway-station, and in his anxiety to see the last of his sister, left the brougham and stood upon his crutches whilst the train was starting.


  When the husband and wife were about to enter the railway-carriage they saw one of the porters looking frequently and furtively at them. He was pale, and apparently very ill.


  ‘Look at that poor sick man,’ said Cytherea compassionately, ‘surely he ought not to be here.’


  ‘He’s been very queer to-day, madam, very queer,’ another porter answered. ‘He do hardly hear when he’s spoken to, and d’ seem giddy, or as if something was on his mind. He’s been like it for this month past, but nothing so bad as he is to-day.’


  ‘Poor thing.’


  She could not resist an innate desire to do some just thing on this most deceitful and wretched day of her life. Going up to him she gave him money, and told him to send to the old manor-house for wine or whatever he wanted.


  The train moved off as the trembling man was murmuring his incoherent thanks. Owen waved his hand; Cytherea smiled back to him as if it were unknown to her that she wept all the while.


  Owen was driven back to the Old House. But he could not rest in the lonely place. His conscience began to reproach him for having forced on the marriage of his sister with a little too much peremptoriness. Taking up his crutches he went out of doors and wandered about the muddy roads with no object in view save that of getting rid of time.


  The clouds which had hung so low and densely during the day cleared from the west just now as the sun was setting, calling forth a weakly twitter from a few small birds. Owen crawled down the path to the waterfall, and lingered thereabout till the solitude of the place oppressed him, when he turned back and into the road to the village. He was sad; he said to himself—


  ‘If there is ever any meaning in those heavy feelings which are called presentiments—and I don’t believe there is—there will be in mine to-day…. Poor little Cytherea!’


  At that moment the last low rays of the sun touched the head and shoulders of a man who was approaching, and showed him up to Owen’s view. It was old Mr. Springrove. They had grown familiar with each other by reason of Owen’s visits to Knapwater during the past year. The farmer inquired how Owen’s foot was progressing, and was glad to see him so nimble again.


  ‘How is your son?’ said Owen mechanically.


  ‘He is at home, sitting by the fire,’ said the farmer, in a sad voice. ‘This morning he slipped indoors from God knows where, and there he sits and mopes, and thinks, and thinks, and presses his head so hard, that I can’t help feeling for him.’


  ‘Is he married?’ said Owen. Cytherea had feared to tell him of the interview in the garden.


  ‘No. I can’t quite understand how the matter rests…. Ah! Edward, too, who started with such promise; that he should now have become such a careless fellow—not a month in one place. There, Mr. Graye, I know what it is mainly owing to. If it hadn’t been for that heart affair, he might have done——but the less said about him the better. I don’t know what we should have done if Miss Aldclyffe had insisted upon the conditions of the leases. Your brother-in-law, the steward, had a hand in making it light for us, I know, and I heartily thank him for it.’ He ceased speaking, and looked round at the sky.


  ‘Have you heard o’ what’s happened?’ he said suddenly; ‘I was just coming out to learn about it.’


  ‘I haven’t heard of anything.’


  ‘It is something very serious, though I don’t know what. All I know is what I heard a man call out bynow—that it very much concerns somebody who lives in the parish.’


  It seems singular enough, even to minds who have no dim beliefs in adumbration and presentiment, that at that moment not the shadow of a thought crossed Owen’s mind that the somebody whom the matter concerned might be himself, or any belonging to him. The event about to transpire was as portentous to the woman whose welfare was more dear to him than his own, as any, short of death itself, could possibly be; and ever afterwards, when he considered the effect of the knowledge the next half-hour conveyed to his brain, even his practical good sense could not refrain from wonder that he should have walked toward the village after hearing those words of the farmer, in so leisurely and unconcerned a way. ‘How unutterably mean must my intelligence have appeared to the eye of a foreseeing God,’ he frequently said in after-time. ‘Columbus on the eve of his discovery of a world was not so contemptibly unaware.’


  After a few additional words of commonplace the farmer left him, and, as has been said, Owen proceeded slowly and indifferently towards the village.


  The labouring men had just left work, and passed the park gate, which opened into the street as Owen came down towards it. They went along in a drift, earnestly talking, and were finally about to turn in at their respective doorways. But upon seeing him they looked significantly at one another, and paused. He came into the road, on that side of the village-green which was opposite the row of cottages, and turned round to the right. When Owen turned, all eyes turned; one or two men went hurriedly indoors, and afterwards appeared at the doorstep with their wives, who also contemplated him, talking as they looked. They seemed uncertain how to act in some matter.


  ‘If they want me, surely they will call me,’ he thought, wondering more and more. He could no longer doubt that he was connected with the subject of their discourse.


  The first who approached him was a boy.


  ‘What has occurred?’ said Owen.


  ‘O, a man ha’ got crazy-religious, and sent for the pa’son.’


  ‘Is that all?’


  ‘Yes, sir. He wished he was dead, he said, and he’s almost out of his mind wi’ wishen it so much. That was before Mr. Raunham came.’


  ‘Who is he?’ said Owen.


  ‘Joseph Chinney, one of the railway-porters; he used to be night-porter.’


  ‘Ah—the man who was ill this afternoon; by the way, he was told to come to the Old House for something, but he hasn’t been. But has anything else happened—anything that concerns the wedding to-day?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  Concluding that the connection which had seemed to be traced between himself and the event must in some way have arisen from Cytherea’s friendliness towards the man, Owen turned about and went homewards in a much quieter frame of mind—yet scarcely satisfied with the solution. The route he had chosen led through the dairy-yard, and he opened the gate.


  Five minutes before this point of time, Edward Springrove was looking over one of his father’s fields at an outlying hamlet of three or four cottages some mile and a half distant. A turnpike-gate was close by the gate of the field.


  The carrier from Casterbridge came up as Edward stepped into the road, and jumped down from the van to pay arrears of toll. He recognized Springrove. ‘This is a pretty set-to in your place, sir,’ he said. ‘You don’t know about it, I suppose?’


  ‘What?’ said Springrove.


  The carrier paid his dues, came up to Edward, and spoke ten words in a confidential whisper: then sprang upon the shafts of his vehicle, gave a clinching nod of significance to Springrove, and rattled away.


  Edward turned pale with the intelligence. His first thought was, ‘Bring her home!’


  The next—did Owen Graye know what had been discovered? He probably did by that time, but no risks of probability must be run by a woman he loved dearer than all the world besides. He would at any rate make perfectly sure that her brother was in possession of the knowledge, by telling it him with his own lips.


  Off he ran in the direction of the old manor-house.


  The path was across arable land, and was ploughed up with the rest of the field every autumn, after which it was trodden out afresh. The thaw had so loosened the soft earth, that lumps of stiff mud were lifted by his feet at every leap he took, and flung against him by his rapid motion, as it were doggedly impeding him, and increasing tenfold the customary effort of running.


  But he ran on—uphill, and downhill, the same pace alike—like the shadow of a cloud. His nearest direction, too, like Owen’s, was through the dairy-barton, and as Owen entered it he saw the figure of Edward rapidly descending the opposite hill, at a distance of two or three hundred yards. Owen advanced amid the cows.


  The dairyman, who had hitherto been talking loudly on some absorbing subject to the maids and men milking around him, turned his face towards the head of the cow when Owen passed, and ceased speaking.


  Owen approached him and said—


  ‘A singular thing has happened, I hear. The man is not insane, I suppose?’


  ‘Not he—he’s sensible enough,’ said the dairyman, and paused. He was a man noisy with his associates—stolid and taciturn with strangers.


  ‘Is it true that he is Chinney, the railway-porter?’


  ‘That’s the man, sir.’ The maids and men sitting under the cows were all attentively listening to this discourse, milking irregularly, and softly directing the jets against the sides of the pail.


  Owen could contain himself no longer, much as his mind dreaded anything of the nature of ridicule. ‘The people all seem to look at me, as if something seriously concerned me; is it this stupid matter, or what is it?’


  ‘Surely, sir, you know better than anybody else if such a strange thing concerns you.’


  ‘What strange thing?’


  ‘Don’t you know! His confessing to Parson Raunham.’


  ‘What did he confess? Tell me.’


  ‘If you really ha’n’t heard, ’tis this. He was as usual on duty at the station on the night of the fire last year, otherwise he wouldn’t ha’ known it.’


  ‘Known what? For God’s sake tell, man!’


  But at this instant the two opposite gates of the dairy-yard, one on the east, the other on the west side, slammed almost simultaneously.


  The rector from one, Springrove from the other, came striding across the barton.


  Edward was nearest, and spoke first. He said in a low voice: ‘Your sister is not legally married! His first wife is still living! How it comes out I don’t know!’


  ‘O, here you are at last, Mr. Graye, thank Heaven!’ said the rector breathlessly. ‘I have been to the Old House, and then to Miss Aldclyffe’s looking for you—something very extraordinary.’ He beckoned to Owen, afterwards included Springrove in his glance, and the three stepped aside together.


  ‘A porter at the station. He was a curious nervous man. He had been in a strange state all day, but he wouldn’t go home. Your sister was kind to him, it seems, this afternoon. When she and her husband had gone, he went on with his work, shifting luggage-vans. Well, he got in the way, as if he were quite lost to what was going on, and they sent him home at last. Then he wished to see me. I went directly. There was something on his mind, he said, and told it. About the time when the fire of last November twelvemonth was got under, whilst he was by himself in the porter’s room, almost asleep, somebody came to the station and tried to open the door. He went out and found the person to be the lady he had accompanied to Carriford earlier in the evening, Mrs. Manston. She asked, when would be another train to London? The first the next morning, he told her, was at a quarter-past six o’clock from Budmouth, but that it was express, and didn’t stop at Carriford Road—it didn’t stop till it got to Anglebury. “How far is it to Anglebury?” she said. He told her, and she thanked him, and went away up the line. In a short time she ran back and took out her purse. “Don’t on any account say a word in the village or anywhere that I have been here, or a single breath about me—I’m ashamed ever to have come.” He promised; she took out two sovereigns. “Swear it on the Testament in the waiting-room,” she said, “and I’ll pay you these.” He got the book, took an oath upon it, received the money, and she left him. He was off duty at half-past five. He has kept silence all through the intervening time till now, but lately the knowledge he possessed weighed heavily upon his conscience and weak mind. Yet the nearer came the wedding-day, the more he feared to tell. The actual marriage filled him with remorse. He says your sister’s kindness afterwards was like a knife going through his heart. He thought he had ruined her.’


  ‘But whatever can be done? Why didn’t he speak sooner?’ cried Owen.


  ‘He actually called at my house twice yesterday,’ the rector continued, ‘resolved, it seems, to unburden his mind. I was out both times—he left no message, and, they say, he looked relieved that his object was defeated. Then he says he resolved to come to you at the Old House last night—started, reached the door, and dreaded to knock—and then went home again.’


  ‘Here will be a tale for the newsmongers of the county,’ said Owen bitterly. ‘The idea of his not opening his mouth sooner—the criminality of the thing!’


  ‘Ah, that’s the inconsistency of a weak nature. But now that it is put to us in this way, how much more probable it seems that she should have escaped than have been burnt——’


  ‘You will, of course, go straight to Mr. Manston, and ask him what it all means?’ Edward interrupted.


  ‘Of course I shall! Manston has no right to carry off my sister unless he’s her husband,’ said Owen. ‘I shall go and separate them.’


  ‘Certainly you will,’ said the rector.


  ‘Where’s the man?’


  ‘In his cottage.’


  ‘’Tis no use going to him, either. I must go off at once and overtake them—lay the case before Manston, and ask him for additional and certain proofs of his first wife’s death. An up-train passes soon, I think.’


  ‘Where have they gone?’ said Edward.


  ‘To Paris—as far as Southampton this afternoon, to proceed to-morrow morning.’


  ‘Where in Southampton?’


  ‘I really don’t know—some hotel. I only have their Paris address. But I shall find them by making a few inquiries.’


  The rector had in the meantime been taking out his pocket-book, and now opened it at the first page, whereon it was his custom every month to gum a small railway time-table—cut from the local newspaper.


  ‘The afternoon express is just gone,’ he said, holding open the page, ‘and the next train to Southampton passes at ten minutes to six o’clock. Now it wants—let me see—five-and-forty minutes to that time. Mr. Graye, my advice is that you come with me to the porter’s cottage, where I will shortly write out the substance of what he has said, and get him to sign it. You will then have far better grounds for interfering between Mr. and Mrs. Manston than if you went to them with a mere hearsay story.’


  The suggestion seemed a good one. ‘Yes, there will be time before the train starts,’ said Owen.


  Edward had been musing restlessly.


  ‘Let me go to Southampton in your place, on account of your lameness?’ he said suddenly to Graye.


  ‘I am much obliged to you, but I think I can scarcely accept the offer,’ returned Owen coldly. ‘Mr. Manston is an honourable man, and I had much better see him myself.’


  ‘There is no doubt,’ said Mr. Raunham, ‘that the death of his wife was fully believed in by himself.’


  ‘None whatever,’ said Owen; ‘and the news must be broken to him, and the question of other proofs asked, in a friendly way. It would not do for Mr. Springrove to appear in the case at all.’ He still spoke rather coldly; the recollection of the attachment between his sister and Edward was not a pleasant one to him.


  ‘You will never find them,’ said Edward. ‘You have never been to Southampton, and I know every house there.’


  ‘That makes little difference,’ said the rector; ‘he will have a cab. Certainly Mr. Graye is the proper man to go on the errand.’


  ‘Stay; I’ll telegraph to ask them to wait for me on the platform when they arrive,’ said Owen; ‘that is, if their train has not already arrived.’


  Mr. Raunham pulled out his pocket-book again. ‘The two-thirty train reached Southampton a quarter of an hour ago,’ he said.


  It was too late to catch them at the station. Nevertheless, the rector suggested that it would be worth while to direct a message to ‘all the respectable hotels in Southampton,’ on the chance of its finding them, and thus saving a deal of personal labour to Owen in searching about the place.


  ‘I’ll go and telegraph, whilst you return to the man,’ said Edward—an offer which was accepted. Graye and the rector then turned off in the direction of the porter’s cottage.


  Edward, to despatch the message at once, hurriedly followed the road towards the station, still restlessly thinking. All Owen’s proceedings were based on the assumption, natural under the circumstances, of Manston’s good faith, and that he would readily acquiesce in any arrangement which should clear up the mystery. ‘But,’ thought Edward, ‘suppose—and Heaven forgive me, I cannot help supposing it—that Manston is not that honourable man, what will a young and inexperienced fellow like Owen do? Will he not be hoodwinked by some specious story or another, framed to last till Manston gets tired of poor Cytherea? And then the disclosure of the truth will ruin and blacken both their futures irremediably.’


  However, he proceeded to execute his commission. This he put in the form of a simple request from Owen to Manston, that Manston would come to the Southampton platform, and wait for Owen’s arrival, as he valued his reputation. The message was directed as the rector had suggested, Edward guaranteeing to the clerk who sent it off that every expense connected with the search would be paid.


  No sooner had the telegram been despatched than his heart sank within him at the want of foresight shown in sending it. Had Manston, all the time, a knowledge that his first wife lived, the telegram would be a forewarning which might enable him to defeat Owen still more signally.


  Whilst the machine was still giving off its multitudinous series of raps, Edward heard a powerful rush under the shed outside, followed by a long sonorous creak. It was a train of some sort, stealing softly into the station, and it was an up-train. There was the ring of a bell. It was certainly a passenger train.


  Yet the booking-office window was closed.


  ‘Ho, ho, John, seventeen minutes after time and only three stations up the line. The incline again?’ The voice was the stationmaster’s, and the reply seemed to come from the guard.


  ‘Yes, the other side of the cutting. The thaw has made it all in a perfect cloud of fog, and the rails are as slippery as glass. We had to bring them through the cutting at twice.’


  ‘Anybody else for the four-forty-five express?’ the voice continued. The few passengers, having crossed over to the other side long before this time, had taken their places at once.


  A conviction suddenly broke in upon Edward’s mind; then a wish overwhelmed him. The conviction—as startling as it was sudden—was that Manston was a villain, who at some earlier time had discovered that his wife lived, and had bribed her to keep out of sight, that he might possess Cytherea. The wish was—to proceed at once by this very train that was starting, find Manston before he would expect from the words of the telegram (if he got it) that anybody from Carriford could be with him—charge him boldly with the crime, and trust to his consequent confusion (if he were guilty) for a solution of the extraordinary riddle, and the release of Cytherea!


  The ticket-office had been locked up at the expiration of the time at which the train was due. Rushing out as the guard blew his whistle, Edward opened the door of a carriage and leapt in. The train moved along, and he was soon out of sight.


  Springrove had long since passed that peculiar line which lies across the course of falling in love—if, indeed, it may not be called the initial itself of the complete passion—a longing to cherish; when the woman is shifted in a man’s mind from the region of mere admiration to the region of warm fellowship. At this assumption of her nature, she changes to him in tone, hue, and expression. All about the loved one that said ‘She’ before, says ‘We’ now. Eyes that were to be subdued become eyes to be feared for: a brain that was to be probed by cynicism becomes a brain that is to be tenderly assisted; feet that were to be tested in the dance become feet that are not to be distressed; the once-criticized accent, manner, and dress, become the clients of a special pleader.


  6. Five to Eight o’clock p.m.


  Now that he was fairly on the track, and had begun to cool down, Edward remembered that he had nothing to show—no legal authority whatever to question Manston or interfere between him and Cytherea as husband and wife. He now saw the wisdom of the rector in obtaining a signed confession from the porter. The document would not be a death-bed confession—perhaps not worth anything legally—but it would be held by Owen; and he alone, as Cytherea’s natural guardian, could separate them on the mere ground of an unproved probability, or what might perhaps be called the hallucination of an idiot. Edward himself, however, was as firmly convinced as the rector had been of the truth of the man’s story, and paced backward and forward the solitary compartment as the train wound through the dark heathery plains, the mazy woods, and moaning coppices, as resolved as ever to pounce on Manston, and charge him with the crime during the critical interval between the reception of the telegram and the hour at which Owen’s train would arrive—trusting to circumstances for what he should say and do afterwards, but making up his mind to be a ready second to Owen in any emergency that might arise.


  At thirty-three minutes past seven he stood on the platform of the station at Southampton—a clear hour before the train containing Owen could possibly arrive.


  Making a few inquiries here, but too impatient to pursue his investigation carefully and inductively, he went into the town.


  At the expiration of another half-hour he had visited seven hotels and inns, large and small, asking the same questions at each, and always receiving the same reply—nobody of that name, or answering to that description, had been there. A boy from the telegraph-office had called, asking for the same persons, if they recollected rightly.


  He reflected awhile, struck again by a painful thought that they might possibly have decided to cross the Channel by the night-boat. Then he hastened off to another quarter of the town to pursue his inquiries among hotels of the more old-fashioned and quiet class. His stained and weary appearance obtained for him but a modicum of civility wherever he went, which made his task yet more difficult. He called at three several houses in this neighbourhood, with the same result as before. He entered the door of the fourth house whilst the clock of the nearest church was striking eight.


  ‘Have a tall gentleman named Manston, and a young wife arrived here this evening?’ he asked again, in words which had grown odd to his ears from very familiarity.


  ‘A new-married couple, did you say?’


  ‘They are, though I didn’t say so.’


  ‘They have taken a sitting-room and bedroom, number thirteen.’


  ‘Are they indoors?’


  ‘I don’t know. Eliza!’


  ‘Yes, m’m.’


  ‘See if number thirteen is in—that gentleman and his wife.’


  ‘Yes, m’m.’


  ‘Has any telegram come for them?’ said Edward, when the maid had gone on her errand.


  ‘No—nothing that I know of.’


  ‘Somebody did come and ask if a Mr. and Mrs. Masters, or some such name, were here this evening,’ said another voice from the back of the bar-parlour.


  ‘And did they get the message?’


  ‘Of course they did not—they were not here—they didn’t come till half-an-hour after that. The man who made inquiries left no message. I told them when they came that they, or a name something like theirs, had been asked for, but they didn’t seem to understand why it should be, and so the matter dropped.’


  The chambermaid came back. ‘The gentleman is not in, but the lady is. Who shall I say?’


  ‘Nobody,’ said Edward. For it now became necessary to reflect upon his method of proceeding. His object in finding their whereabouts—apart from the wish to assist Owen—had been to see Manston, ask him flatly for an explanation, and confirm the request of the message in the presence of Cytherea—so as to prevent the possibility of the steward’s palming off a story upon Cytherea, or eluding her brother when he came. But here were two important modifications of the expected condition of affairs. The telegram had not been received, and Cytherea was in the house alone.


  He hesitated as to the propriety of intruding upon her in Manston’s absence. Besides, the women at the bottom of the stairs would see him—his intrusion would seem odd—and Manston might return at any moment. He certainly might call, and wait for Manston with the accusation upon his tongue, as he had intended. But it was a doubtful course. That idea had been based upon the assumption that Cytherea was not married. If the first wife were really dead after all—and he felt sick at the thought—Cytherea as the steward’s wife might in after-years—perhaps, at once—be subjected to indignity and cruelty on account of an old lover’s interference now.


  Yes, perhaps the announcement would come most properly and safely for her from her brother Owen, the time of whose arrival had almost expired.


  But, on turning round, he saw that the staircase and passage were quite deserted. He and his errand had as completely died from the minds of the attendants as if they had never been. There was absolutely nothing between him and Cytherea’s presence. Reason was powerless now; he must see her—right or wrong, fair or unfair to Manston—offensive to her brother or no. His lips must be the first to tell the alarming story to her. Who loved her as he! He went back lightly through the hall, up the stairs, two at a time, and followed the corridor till he came to the door numbered thirteen.


  He knocked softly: nobody answered.


  There was no time to lose if he would speak to Cytherea before Manston came. He turned the handle of the door and looked in. The lamp on the table burned low, and showed writing materials open beside it; the chief light came from the fire, the direct rays of which were obscured by a sweet familiar outline of head and shoulders—still as precious to him as ever.


  7. A Quarter-past Eight o’clock p.m.


  There is an attitude—approximatively called pensive—in which the soul of a human being, and especially of a woman, dominates outwardly and expresses its presence so strongly, that the intangible essence seems more apparent than the body itself. This was Cytherea’s expression now. What old days and sunny eves at Budmouth Bay was she picturing? Her reverie had caused her not to notice his knock.


  ‘Cytherea!’ he said softly.


  She let drop her hand, and turned her head, evidently thinking that her visitor could be no other than Manston, yet puzzled at the voice.


  There was no preface on Springrove’s tongue; he forgot his position—hers—that he had come to ask quietly if Manston had other proofs of being a widower—everything—and jumped to a conclusion.


  ‘You are not his wife, Cytherea—come away, he has a wife living!’ he cried in an agitated whisper. ‘Owen will be here directly.’


  She started up, recognized the tidings first, the bearer of them afterwards. ‘Not his wife? O, what is it—what—who is living?’ She awoke by degrees. ‘What must I do? Edward, it is you! Why did you come? Where is Owen?’


  ‘What has Manston shown you in proof of the death of his other wife? Tell me quick.’


  ‘Nothing—we have never spoken of the subject. Where is my brother Owen? I want him, I want him!’


  ‘He is coming by-and-by. Come to the station to meet him—do,’ implored Springrove. ‘If Mr. Manston comes, he will keep you from me: I am nobody,’ he added bitterly, feeling the reproach her words had faintly shadowed forth.


  ‘Mr. Manston is only gone out to post a letter he has just written,’ she said, and without being distinctly cognizant of the action, she wildly looked for her bonnet and cloak, and began putting them on, but in the act of fastening them uttered a spasmodic cry.


  ‘No, I’ll not go out with you,’ she said, flinging the articles down again. Running to the door she flitted along the passage, and downstairs.


  ‘Give me a private room—quite private,’ she said breathlessly to some one below.


  ‘Number twelve is a single room, madam, and unoccupied,’ said some tongue in astonishment.


  Without waiting for any person to show her into it, Cytherea hurried upstairs again, brushed through the corridor, entered the room specified, and closed the door. Edward heard her sob out—


  ‘Nobody but Owen shall speak to me—nobody!’


  ‘He will be here directly,’ said Springrove, close against the panel, and then went towards the stairs. He had seen her; it was enough.


  He descended, stepped into the street, and hastened to meet Owen at the railway-station.


  As for the poor maiden who had received the news, she knew not what to think. She listened till the echo of Edward’s footsteps had died away, then bowed her face upon the bed. Her sudden impulse had been to escape from sight. Her weariness after the unwonted strain, mental and bodily, which had been put upon her by the scenes she had passed through during the long day, rendered her much more timid and shaken by her position than she would naturally have been. She thought and thought of that single fact which had been told her—that the first Mrs. Manston was still living—till her brain seemed ready to burst its confinement with excess of throbbing. It was only natural that she should, by degrees, be unable to separate the discovery, which was matter of fact, from the suspicion of treachery on her husband’s part, which was only matter of inference. And thus there arose in her a personal fear of him.


  ‘Suppose he should come in now and seize me!’ This at first mere frenzied supposition grew by degrees to a definite horror of his presence, and especially of his intense gaze. Thus she raised herself to a heat of excitement, which was none the less real for being vented in no cry of any kind. No; she could not meet Manston’s eye alone, she would only see him in her brother’s company.


  Almost delirious with this idea, she ran and locked the door to prevent all possibility of her intentions being nullified, or a look or word being flung at her by anybody whilst she knew not what she was.


  8. Half-past Eight o’clock p.m.


  Then Cytherea felt her way amid the darkness of the room till she came to the head of the bed, where she searched for the bell-rope and gave it a pull. Her summons was speedily answered by the landlady herself, whose curiosity to know the meaning of these strange proceedings knew no bounds. The landlady attempted to turn the handle of the door. Cytherea kept the door locked. ‘Please tell Mr. Manston when he comes that I am ill,’ she said from the inside, ‘and that I cannot see him.’


  ‘Certainly I will, madam,’ said the landlady. ‘Won’t you have a fire?’


  ‘No, thank you.’


  ‘Nor a light?’


  ‘I don’t want one, thank you.’


  ‘Nor anything?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  The landlady withdrew, thinking her visitor half insane.


  Manston came in about five minutes later, and went at once up to the sitting-room, fully expecting to find his wife there. He looked round, rang, and was told the words Cytherea had said, that she was too ill to be seen.


  ‘She is in number twelve room,’ added the maid.


  Manston was alarmed, and knocked at the door. ‘Cytherea!’


  ‘I am unwell, I cannot see you,’ she said.


  ‘Are you seriously ill, dearest? Surely not.’


  ‘No, not seriously.’


  ‘Let me come in; I will get a doctor.’


  ‘No, he can’t see me either.’


  ‘She won’t open the door, sir, not to nobody at all!’ said the chambermaid, with wonder-waiting eyes.


  ‘Hold your tongue, and be off!’ said Manston with a snap.


  The maid vanished.


  ‘Come, Cytherea, this is foolish—indeed it is—not opening the door…. I cannot comprehend what can be the matter with you. Nor can a doctor either, unless he sees you.’


  Her voice had trembled more and more at each answer she gave, but nothing could induce her to come out and confront him. Hating scenes, Manston went back to the sitting-room, greatly irritated and perplexed.


  And there Cytherea from the adjoining room could hear him pacing up and down. She thought, ‘Suppose he insists upon seeing me—he probably may—and will burst open the door!’ This notion increased, and she sank into a corner in a half-somnolent state, but with ears alive to the slightest sound. Reason could not overthrow the delirious fancy that outside her door stood Manston and all the people in the hotel, waiting to laugh her to scorn.


  9. Half-past Eight to Eleven p.m.


  In the meantime Springrove was pacing up and down the arrival platform of the railway-station.


  ‘Half-past eight o’clock—the time at which Owen’s train was due—had come, and passed, but no train appeared.


  ‘When will the eight-thirty train be in?’ he asked of a man who was sweeping the mud from the steps.


  ‘She is not expected yet this hour.’


  ‘How is that?’


  ‘Christmas-time, you see, ’tis always so. People are running about to see their friends. The trains have been like it ever since Christmas Eve, and will be for another week yet.’


  Edward again went on walking and waiting under the draughty roof. He found it utterly impossible to leave the spot. His mind was so intent upon the importance of meeting with Owen, and informing him of Cytherea’s whereabouts, that he could not but fancy Owen might leave the station unobserved if he turned his back, and become lost to him in the streets of the town.


  The hour expired. Ten o’clock struck. ‘When will the train be in?’ said Edward to the telegraph clerk.


  ‘In five-and-thirty minutes. She’s now at L——. They have extra passengers, and the rails are bad to-day.’


  At last, at a quarter to eleven, the train came in.


  The first to alight from it was Owen, looking pale and cold. He casually glanced round upon the nearly deserted platform, and was hurrying to the outlet, when his eyes fell upon Edward. At sight of his friend he was quite bewildered, and could not speak.


  ‘Here I am, Mr. Graye,’ said Edward cheerfully. ‘I have seen Cytherea, and she has been waiting for you these two or three hours.’


  Owen took Edward’s hand, pressed it, and looked at him in silence. Such was the concentration of his mind, that not till many minutes after did he think of inquiring how Springrove had contrived to be there before him.


  10. Eleven o’clock p.m.


  On their arrival at the door of the hotel, it was arranged between Springrove and Graye that the latter only should enter, Edward waiting outside. Owen had remembered continually what his friend had frequently overlooked, that there was yet a possibility of his sister being Manston’s wife, and the recollection taught him to avoid any rashness in his proceedings which might lead to bitterness hereafter.


  Entering the room, he found Manston sitting in the chair which had been occupied by Cytherea on Edward’s visit, three hours earlier. Before Owen had spoken, Manston arose, and stepping past him closed the door. His face appeared harassed—much more troubled than the slight circumstance which had as yet come to his knowledge seemed to account for.


  Manston could form no reason for Owen’s presence, but intuitively linked it with Cytherea’s seclusion. ‘Altogether this is most unseemly,’ he said, ‘whatever it may mean.’


  ‘Don’t think there is meant anything unfriendly by my coming here,’ said Owen earnestly; ‘but listen to this, and think if I could do otherwise than come.’


  He took from his pocket the confession of Chinney the porter, as hastily written out by the vicar, and read it aloud. The aspects of Manston’s face whilst he listened to the opening words were strange, dark, and mysterious enough to have justified suspicions that no deceit could be too complicated for the possessor of such impulses, had there not overridden them all, as the reading went on, a new and irrepressible expression—one unmistakably honest. It was that of unqualified amazement in the steward’s mind at the news he heard. Owen looked up and saw it. The sight only confirmed him in the belief he had held throughout, in antagonism to Edward’s suspicions.


  There could no longer be a shadow of doubt that if the first Mrs. Manston lived, her husband was ignorant of the fact. What he could have feared by his ghastly look at first, and now have ceased to fear, it was quite futile to conjecture.


  ‘Now I do not for a moment doubt your complete ignorance of the whole matter; you cannot suppose for an instant that I do,’ said Owen when he had finished reading. ‘But is it not best for both that Cytherea should come back with me till the matter is cleared up? In fact, under the circumstances, no other course is left open to me than to request it.’


  Whatever Manston’s original feelings had been, all in him now gave way to irritation, and irritation to rage. He paced up and down the room till he had mastered it; then said in ordinary tones—


  ‘Certainly, I know no more than you and others know—it was a gratuitous unpleasantness in you to say you did not doubt me. Why should you, or anybody, have doubted me?’


  ‘Well, where is my sister?’ said Owen.


  ‘Locked in the next room.’


  His own answer reminded Manston that Cytherea must, by some inscrutable means, have had an inkling of the event.


  Owen had gone to the door of Cytherea’s room. ‘Cytherea, darling—’tis Owen,’ he said, outside the door. A rustling of clothes, soft footsteps, and a voice saying from the inside, ‘Is it really you, Owen,—is it really?’


  ‘It is.’


  ‘O, will you take care of me?’


  ‘Always.’


  She unlocked the door and retreated again. Manston came forward from the other room with a candle in his hand, as Owen pushed open the door.


  Her frightened eyes were unnaturally large, and shone like stars in the darkness of the background, as the light fell upon them. She leapt up to Owen in one bound, her small taper fingers extended like the leaves of a lupine. Then she clasped her cold and trembling hands round his neck and shivered.


  The sight of her again kindled all Manston’s passions into activity. ‘She shall not go with you,’ he said firmly, and stepping a pace or two closer, ‘unless you prove that she is not my wife; and you can’t do it!’


  ‘This is proof,’ said Owen, holding up the paper.


  ‘No proof at all,’ said Manston hotly. ‘’Tis not a death-bed confession, and those are the only things of the kind held as good evidence.’


  ‘Send for a lawyer,’ Owen returned, ‘and let him tell us the proper course to adopt.’


  ‘Never mind the law—let me go with Owen!’ cried Cytherea, still holding on to him. ‘You will let me go with him, won’t you, sir?’ she said, turning appealingly to Manston.


  ‘We’ll have it all right and square,’ said Manston, with more quietness. ‘I have no objection to your brother sending for a lawyer, if he wants to.’


  It was getting on for twelve o’clock, but the proprietor of the hotel had not yet gone to bed on account of the mystery on the first floor, which was an occurrence unusual in the quiet family lodging. Owen looked over the banisters, and saw him standing in the hall. It struck Graye that the wisest course would be to take the landlord to a certain extent into their confidence, appeal to his honour as a gentleman, and so on, in order to acquire the information he wanted, and also to prevent the episode of the evening from becoming a public piece of news. He called the landlord up to where they stood, and told him the main facts of the story.


  The landlord was fortunately a quiet, prejudiced man, and a meditative smoker.


  ‘I know the very man you want to see—the very man,’ he said, looking at the general features of the candle-flame. ‘Sharp as a needle, and not over-rich. Timms will put you all straight in no time—trust Timms for that.’


  ‘He’s in bed by this time for certain,’ said Owen.


  ‘Never mind that—Timms knows me, I know him. He’ll oblige me as a personal favour. Wait here a bit. Perhaps, too, he’s up at some party or another—he’s a nice, jovial fellow, sharp as a needle, too; mind you, sharp as a needle, too.’


  He went downstairs, put on his overcoat, and left the house, the three persons most concerned entering the room, and standing motionless, awkward, and silent in the midst of it. Cytherea pictured to herself the long weary minutes she would have to stand there, whilst a sleepy man could be prepared for consultation, till the constraint between them seemed unendurable to her—she could never last out the time. Owen was annoyed that Manston had not quietly arranged with him at once; Manston at Owen’s homeliness of idea in proposing to send for an attorney, as if he would be a touchstone of infallible proof.


  Reflection was cut short by the approach of footsteps, and in a few moments the proprietor of the hotel entered, introducing his friend. ‘Mr. Timms has not been in bed,’ he said; ‘he had just returned from dining with a few friends, so there’s no trouble given. To save time I explained the matter as we came along.’


  It occurred to Owen and Manston both that they might get a misty exposition of the law from Mr. Timms at that moment of concluding dinner with a few friends.


  ‘As far as I can see,’ said the lawyer, yawning, and turning his vision inward by main force, ‘it is quite a matter for private arrangement between the parties, whoever the parties are—at least at present. I speak more as a father than as a lawyer, it is true, but let the young lady stay with her father, or guardian, safe out of shame’s way, until the mystery is sifted, whatever the mystery is. Should the evidence prove to be false, or trumped up by anybody to get her away from you, her husband, you may sue them for the damages accruing from the delay.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Manston, who had completely recovered his self-possession and common-sense; ‘let it all be settled by herself.’ Turning to Cytherea he whispered so softly that Owen did not hear the words—


  ‘Do you wish to go back with your brother, dearest, and leave me here miserable, and lonely, or will you stay with me, your own husband?’


  ‘I’ll go back with Owen.’


  ‘Very well.’ He relinquished his coaxing tone, and went on sternly: ‘And remember this, Cytherea, I am as innocent of deception in this thing as you are yourself. Do you believe me?’


  ‘I do,’ she said.


  ‘I had no shadow of suspicion that my first wife lived. I don’t think she does even now. Do you believe me?[’]


  ‘I believe you,’ she said.


  ‘And now, good-evening,’ he continued, opening the door and politely intimating to the three men standing by that there was no further necessity for their remaining in his room. ‘In three days I shall claim her.’


  The lawyer and the hotel-keeper retired first. Owen, gathering up as much of his sister’s clothing as lay about the room, took her upon his arm, and followed them. Edward, to whom she owed everything, who had been left standing in the street like a dog without a home, was utterly forgotten. Owen paid the landlord and the lawyer for the trouble he had occasioned them, looked to the packing, and went to the door.


  A fly, which somewhat unaccountably was seen lingering in front of the house, was called up, and Cytherea’s luggage put upon it.


  ‘Do you know of any hotel near the station that is open for night arrivals?’ Owen inquired of the driver.


  ‘A place has been bespoke for you, sir, at the White Unicorn—and the gentleman wished me to give you this.’


  ‘Bespoken by Springrove, who ordered the fly, of course,’ said Owen to himself. By the light of the street-lamp he read these lines, hurriedly traced in pencil:—


  
    I have gone home by the mail-train. It is better for all parties that I should be out of the way. Tell Cytherea that I apologize for having caused her such unnecessary pain, as it seems I did—but it cannot be helped now.


    E. S.

  


  Owen handed his sister into the vehicle, and told the flyman to drive on.


  ‘Poor Springrove—I think we have served him rather badly,’ he said to Cytherea, repeating the words of the note to her.


  A thrill of pleasure passed through her bosom as she listened to them. They were the genuine reproach of a lover to his mistress; the trifling coldness of her answer to him would have been noticed by no man who was only a friend. But, in entertaining that sweet thought, she had forgotten herself, and her position for the instant.


  Was she still Manston’s wife—that was the terrible supposition, and her future seemed still a possible misery to her. For, on account of the late jarring accident, a life with Manston which would otherwise have been only a sadness, must become a burden of unutterable sorrow.


  Then she thought of the misrepresentation and scandal that would ensue if she were no wife. One cause for thankfulness accompanied the reflection; Edward knew the truth.


  They soon reached the quiet old inn which had been selected for them by the forethought of the man who loved her well. Here they installed themselves for the night, arranging to go to Budmouth by the first train the next day.


  At this hour Edward Springrove was fast approaching his native county on the wheels of the night-mail.


  ♣


  XIV.


  The Events of Five Weeks


  1. From the Sixth to the Thirteenth of January


  Manston had evidently resolved to do nothing in a hurry.


  This much was plain, that his earnest desire and intention was to raise in Cytherea’s bosom no feelings of permanent aversion to him. The instant after the first burst of disappointment had escaped him in the hotel at Southampton, he had seen how far better it would be to lose her presence for a week than her respect for ever.


  ‘She shall be mine; I will claim the young thing yet,’ he insisted. And then he seemed to reason over methods for compassing that object, which, to all those who were in any degree acquainted with the recent event, appeared the least likely of possible contingencies.


  He returned to Knapwater late the next day, and was preparing to call on Miss Aldclyffe, when the conclusion forced itself upon him that nothing would be gained by such a step. No; every action of his should be done openly—even religiously. At least, he called on the rector, and stated this to be his resolve.


  ‘Certainly,’ said Mr. Raunham, ‘it is best to proceed candidly and fairly, or undue suspicion may fall on you. You should, in my opinion, take active steps at once.’


  ‘I will do the utmost that lies in my power to clear up the mystery, and silence the hubbub of gossip that has been set going about me. But what can I do? They say that the man who comes first in the chain of inquiry is not to be found—I mean the porter.’


  ‘I am sorry to say that he is not. When I returned from the station last night, after seeing Owen Graye off, I went again to the cottage where he has been lodging, to get more intelligence, as I thought. He was not there. He had gone out at dusk, saying he would be back soon. But he has not come back yet.’


  ‘I rather doubt if we shall see him again.’


  ‘Had I known of this, I would have done what in my flurry I did not think of doing—set a watch upon him. But why not advertise for your missing wife as a preliminary, consulting your solicitor in the meantime?’


  ‘Advertise. I’ll think about it,’ said Manston, lingering on the word as he pronounced it. ‘Yes, that seems a right thing—quite a right thing.’


  He went home and remained moodily indoors all the next day and the next—for nearly a week, in short. Then, one evening at dusk, he went out with an uncertain air as to the direction of his walk, which resulted, however, in leading him again to the rectory.


  He saw Mr. Raunham. ‘Have you done anything yet?’ the rector inquired.


  ‘No—I have not,’ said Manston absently. ‘But I am going to set about it.’ He hesitated, as if ashamed of some weakness he was about to betray. ‘My object in calling was to ask if you had heard any tidings from Budmouth of my—Cytherea. You used to speak of her as one you were interested in.’


  There was, at any rate, real sadness in Manston’s tone now, and the rector paused to weigh his words ere he replied.


  ‘I have not heard directly from her,’ he said gently. ‘But her brother has communicated with some people in the parish——’


  ‘The Springroves, I suppose,’ said Manston gloomily.


  ‘Yes; and they tell me that she is very ill, and I am sorry to say, likely to be for some days.’


  ‘Surely, surely, I must go and see her!’ Manston cried.


  ‘I would advise you not to go,’ said Raunham. ‘But do this instead—be as quick as you can in making a movement towards ascertaining the truth as regards the existence of your wife. You see, Mr. Manston, an outstep place like this is not like a city, and there is nobody to busy himself for the good of the community; whilst poor Cytherea and her brother are socially too dependent to be able to make much stir in the matter, which is a greater reason still why you should be disinterestedly prompt.’


  The steward murmured an assent. Still there was the same indecision!—not the indecision of weakness—the indecision of conscious perplexity.


  On Manston’s return from this interview at the rectory, he passed the door of the Rising Sun Inn. Finding he had no light for his cigar, and it being three-quarters of a mile to his residence in the park, he entered the tavern to get one. Nobody was in the outer portion of the front room where Manston stood, but a space round the fire was screened off from the remainder, and inside the high oak settle, forming a part of the screen, he heard voices conversing. The speakers had not noticed his footsteps, and continued their discourse.


  One of the two he recognized as a well-known night-poacher, the man who had met him with tidings of his wife’s death on the evening of the conflagration. The other seemed to be a stranger following the same mode of life. The conversation was carried on in the emphatic and confidential tone of men who are slightly intoxicated, its subject being an unaccountable experience that one of them had had on the night of the fire.


  What the steward heard was enough, and more than enough, to lead him to forget or to renounce his motive in entering. The effect upon him was strange and strong. His first object seemed to be to escape from the house again without being seen or heard.


  Having accomplished this, he went in at the park gate, and strode off under the trees to the Old House. There sitting down by the fire, and burying himself in reflection, he allowed the minutes to pass by unheeded. First the candle burnt down in its socket and stunk: he did not notice it. Then the fire went out: he did not see it. His feet grew cold; still he thought on.


  It may be remarked that a lady, a year and a quarter before this time, had, under the same conditions—an unrestricted mental absorption—shown nearly the same peculiarities as this man evinced now. The lady was Miss Aldclyffe.


  It was half-past twelve when Manston moved, as if he had come to a determination.


  The first thing he did the next morning was to call at Knapwater House; where he found that Miss Aldclyffe was not well enough to see him. She had been ailing from slight internal haemorrhage ever since the confession of the porter Chinney. Apparently not much aggrieved at the denial, he shortly afterwards went to the railway-station and took his departure for London, leaving a letter for Miss Aldclyffe, stating the reason of his journey thither—to recover traces of his missing wife.


  During the remainder of the week paragraphs appeared in the local and other newspapers, drawing attention to the facts of this singular case. The writers, with scarcely an exception, dwelt forcibly upon a feature which had at first escaped the observation of the villagers, including Mr. Raunham—that if the announcement of the man Chinney were true, it seemed extremely probable that Mrs. Manston left her watch and keys behind on purpose to blind people as to her escape; and that therefore she would not now let herself be discovered, unless a strong pressure were put upon her. The writers added that the police were on the track of the porter, who very possibly had absconded in the fear that his reticence was criminal, and that Mr. Manston, the husband, was, with praiseworthy energy, making every effort to clear the whole matter up.


  2. From the Eighteenth to the End of January


  Five days from the time of his departure, Manston returned from London and Liverpool, looking very fatigued and thoughtful. He explained to the rector and other of his acquaintance that all the inquiries he had made at his wife’s old lodgings and his own had been totally barren of results.


  But he seemed inclined to push the affair to a clear conclusion now that he had commenced. After the lapse of another day or two he proceeded to fulfil his promise to the rector and advertised for the missing woman in three of the London papers. The advertisement was a carefully considered and even attractive effusion, calculated to win the heart, or at least the understanding, of any woman who had a spark of her own nature left in her.


  There was no answer.


  Three days later he repeated the experiment; with the same result as before.


  ‘I cannot try any further,’ said Manston speciously to the rector, his sole auditor throughout the proceedings. ‘Mr. Raunham, I’ll tell you the truth plainly: I don’t love her; I do love Cytherea, and the whole of this business of searching for the other woman goes altogether against me. I hope to God I shall never see her again.’


  ‘But you will do your duty at least?’ said Mr. Raunham.


  ‘I have done it,’ said Manston. ‘If ever a man on the face of this earth has done his duty towards an absent wife, I have towards her—living or dead—at least,’ he added, correcting himself, ‘since I have lived at Knapwater. I neglected her before that time—I own that, as I have owned it before.’


  ‘I should, if I were you, adopt other means to get tidings of her if advertising fails, in spite of my feelings,’ said the rector emphatically. ‘But at any rate, try advertising once more. There’s a satisfaction in having made any attempt three several times.’


  When Manston had left the study, the rector stood looking at the fire for a considerable length of time, lost in profound reflection. He went to his private diary, and after many pauses, which he varied only by dipping his pen, letting it dry, wiping it on his sleeve, and then dipping it again, he took the following note of events:—


  
    January 25.—Mr. Manston has just seen me for the third time on the subject of his lost wife. There have been these peculiarities attending the three interviews:—


    The first. My visitor, whilst expressing by words his great anxiety to do everything for her recovery, showed plainly by his bearing that he was convinced he should never see her again.


    The second. He had left off feigning anxiety to do rightly by his first wife, and honestly asked after Cytherea’s welfare.


    The third (and most remarkable). He seemed to have lost all consistency. Whilst expressing his love for Cytherea (which certainly is strong) and evincing the usual indifference to the first Mrs. Manston’s fate, he was unable to conceal the intensity of his eagerness for me to advise him to advertise again for her.

  


  A week after the second, the third advertisement was inserted. A paragraph was attached, which stated that this would be the last time the announcement would appear.


  3. The First of February


  At this, the eleventh hour, the postman brought a letter for Manston, directed in a woman’s hand.


  A bachelor friend of the steward’s, Mr. Dickson by name, who was somewhat of a chatterer—plenus rimarum—and who boasted of an endless string of acquaintances, had come over from Casterbridge the preceding day by invitation—an invitation which had been a pleasant surprise to Dickson himself, insomuch that Manston, as a rule, voted him a bore almost to his face. He had stayed over the night, and was sitting at breakfast with his host when the important missive arrived.


  Manston did not attempt to conceal the subject of the letter, or the name of the writer. First glancing the pages through, he read aloud as follows:—


  
    ‘My Husband,—I implore your forgiveness.


    ‘During the last thirteen months I have repeated to myself a hundred times that you should never discover what I voluntarily tell you now, namely, that I am alive and in perfect health.


    ‘I have seen all your advertisements. Nothing but your persistence has won me round. Surely, I thought, he must love me still. Why else should he try to win back a woman who, faithful unto death as she will be, can, in a social sense, aid him towards acquiring nothing?—rather the reverse, indeed.


    ‘You yourself state my own mind—that the only grounds upon which we can meet and live together, with a reasonable hope of happiness, must be a mutual consent to bury in oblivion all past differences. I heartily and willingly forget everything—and forgive everything. You will do the same, as your actions show.


    ‘“[‘]There will be plenty of opportunity for me to explain the few facts relating to my escape on the night of the fire. I will only give the heads in this hurried note. I was grieved at your not coming to fetch me, more grieved at your absence from the station, most of all by your absence from home. On my journey to the inn I writhed under a passionate sense of wrong done me. When I had been shown to my room I waited and hoped for you till the landlord had gone upstairs to bed. I still found that you did not come, and then I finally made up my mind to leave. I had half undressed, but I put on my things again, forgetting my watch (and I suppose dropping my keys, though I am not sure where) in my hurry, and slipped out of the house. The——’

  


  ‘Well, that’s a rum story,[’] said Mr. Dickson, interrupting.


  ‘What’s a rum story?’ said Manston hastily, and flushing in the face.


  ‘Forgetting her watch and dropping her keys in her hurry.’


  ‘I don’t see anything particularly wonderful in it. Any woman might do such a thing.’


  ‘Any woman might if escaping from fire or shipwreck, or any such immediate danger. But it seems incomprehensible to me that any woman in her senses, who quietly decides to leave a house, should be so forgetful.’


  ‘All that is required to reconcile your seeming with her facts is to assume that she was not in her senses, for that’s what she did plainly, or how could the things have been found there? Besides, she’s truthful enough.’ He spoke eagerly and peremptorily.


  ‘Yes, yes, I know that. I merely meant that it seemed rather odd.’


  ‘O yes.’ Manston read on:—


  
    ‘——and slipped out of the house. The rubbish-heap was burning up brightly, but the thought that the house was in danger did not strike me; I did not consider that it might be thatched.


    ‘I idled in the lane behind the wood till the last down-train had come in, not being in a mood to face strangers. Whilst I was there the fire broke out, and this perplexed me still more. However, I was still determined not to stay in the place. I went to the railway-station, which was now quiet, and inquired of the solitary man on duty there concerning the trains. It was not till I had left the man that I saw the effect the fire might have on my history. I considered also, though not in any detailed manner, that the event, by attracting the attention of the village to my former abode, might set people on my track should they doubt my death, and a sudden dread of having to go back again to Knapwater—a place which had seemed inimical to me from first to last—prompted me to run back and bribe the porter to secrecy. I then walked on to Anglebury, lingering about the outskirts of the town till the morning train came in, when I proceeded by it to London, and then took these lodgings, where I have been supporting myself ever since by needlework, endeavouring to save enough money to pay my passage home to America, but making melancholy progress in my attempt. However, all that is changed—can I be otherwise than happy at it? Of course not. I am happy. Tell me what I am to do, and believe me still to be your faithful wife,


    Eunice.


    ‘My name here is (as before)

  


  
    ‘Mrs. Rondley, and my address,


    79 Addington Street,


    Lambeth.’

  


  The name and address were written on a separate slip of paper.


  ‘So it’s to be all right at last then,’ said Manston’s friend. ‘But after all there’s another woman in the case. You don’t seem very sorry for the little thing who is put to such distress by this turn of affairs? I wonder you can let her go so coolly.’


  The speaker was looking out between the mullions of the window—noticing that some of the lights were glazed in lozenges, some in squares—as he said the words, otherwise he would have seen the passionate expression of agonized hopelessness that flitted across the steward’s countenance when the remark was made. He did not see it, and Manston answered after a short interval. The way in which he spoke of the young girl who had believed herself his wife, whom, a few short days ago, he had openly idolized, and whom, in his secret heart, he idolized still, as far as such a form of love was compatible with his nature, showed that from policy or otherwise, he meant to act up to the requirements of the position into which fate appeared determined to drive him.


  ‘That’s neither here nor there,’ he said; ‘it is a point of honour to do as I am doing, and there’s an end of it.’


  ‘Yes. Only I thought you used not to care overmuch about your first bargain.’


  ‘I certainly did not at one time. One is apt to feel rather weary of wives when they are so devilish civil under all aspects, as she used to be. But anything for a change—Abigail is lost, but Michal is recovered. You would hardly believe it, but she seems in fancy to be quite another bride—in fact, almost as if she had really risen from the dead, instead of having only done so virtually.’


  ‘You will let the young pink one know that the other has come or is coming?’


  ‘Cui bono?’ The steward meditated critically, showing a portion of his intensely white and regular teeth within the ruby lips.


  ‘I cannot say anything to her that will do any good,’ he resumed. ‘It would be awkward—either seeing or communicating with her again. The best plan to adopt will be to let matters take their course—she’ll find it all out soon enough.’


  Manston found himself alone a few minutes later. He buried his face in his hands, and murmured, ‘O my lost one! O my Cytherea! That it should come to this is hard for me! ’Tis now all darkness—“a land of darkness as darkness itself; and of the shadow of death without any order, and where the light is as darkness.”’


  Yes, the artificial bearing which this extraordinary man had adopted before strangers ever since he had overheard the conversation at the inn, left him now, and he mourned for Cytherea aloud.


  4. The Twelfth of February


  Knapwater Park is the picture—at eleven o’clock on a muddy, quiet, hazy, but bright morning—a morning without any blue sky, and without any shadows, the earth being enlivened and lit up rather by the spirit of an invisible sun than by its bodily presence.


  The local Hunt had met for the day’s sport on the open space of ground immediately in front of the steward’s residence—called in the list of appointments, ‘Old House, Knapwater’—the meet being here once every season, for the pleasure of Miss Aldclyffe and her friends.


  Leaning out from one of the first-floor windows, and surveying with the keenest interest the lively picture of pink and black coats, rich-coloured horses, and sparkling bits and spurs, was the returned and long-lost woman, Mrs. Manston.


  The eyes of those forming the brilliant group were occasionally turned towards her, showing plainly that her adventures were the subject of conversation equally with or more than the chances of the coming day. She did not flush beneath their scrutiny; on the contrary, she seemed rather to enjoy it, her eyes being kindled with a light of contented exultation, subdued to square with the circumstances of her conjugal position.


  She was, at the distance from which they surveyed her, an attractive woman—comely as the tents of Kedar. But to a close observer it was palpable enough that God did not do all the picture. Appearing at least seven years older than Cytherea, she was probably her senior by double the number, the artificial means employed to heighten the natural good appearance of her face being very cleverly applied. Her form was full and round, its voluptuous maturity standing out in strong contrast to the memory of Cytherea’s lissom girlishness.


  It seems to be an almost universal rule that a woman who once has courted, or who eventually will court, the society of men on terms dangerous to her honour cannot refrain from flinging the meaning glance whenever the moment arrives in which the glance is strongly asked for, even if her life and whole future depend upon that moment’s abstinence.


  Had a cautious, uxorious husband seen in his wife’s countenance what might now have been seen in this dark-eyed woman’s as she caught a stray glance of flirtation from one or other of the red-coated gallants outside, he would have passed many days in an agony of restless jealousy and doubt. But Manston was not such a husband, and he was, moreover, calmly attending to his business at the other end of the manor.


  The steward had fetched home his wife in the most matter-of-fact way a few days earlier, walking round the village with her the very next morning—at once putting an end, by this simple solution, to all the riddling inquiries and surmises that were rank in the village and its neighbourhood. Some men said that this woman was as far inferior to Cytherea as earth to heaven; others, older and sager, thought Manston better off with such a wife than he would have been with one of Cytherea’s youthful impulses, and inexperience in household management. All felt their curiosity dying out of them. It was the same in Carriford as in other parts of the world—immediately circumstantial evidence became exchanged for direct, the loungers in court yawned, gave a final survey, and turned away to a subject which would afford more scope for speculation.


  ♣


  XV.


  The Events of Three Weeks


  1. From the Twelfth of February to the Second of March


  Owen Graye’s recovery from the illness that had incapacitated him for so long a time was, professionally, the dawn of a brighter prospect for him in every direction, though the change was at first very gradual, and his movements and efforts were little more than mechanical. With the lengthening of the days, and the revival of building operations for the forthcoming season, he saw himself, for the first time, on a road which, pursued with care, would probably lead to a comfortable income at some future day. But he was still very low down the hill as yet.


  The first undertaking entrusted to him in the new year began about a month after his return from Southampton. Mr. Gradfield had come back to him in the wake of his restored health, and offered him the superintendence, as clerk of works, of a church which was to be nearly rebuilt at the village of Tolchurch, fifteen or sixteen miles from Budmouth, and about half that distance from Carriford.


  ‘I am now being paid at the rate of a hundred and fifty pounds a year,’ he said to his sister in a burst of thankfulness, ‘and you shall never, Cytherea, be at any tyrannous lady’s beck and call again as long as I live. Never pine or think about what has happened, dear; it’s no disgrace to you. Cheer up; you’ll be somebody’s happy wife yet.’


  He did not say Edward Springrove’s, for, greatly to his disappointment, a report had reached his ears that the friend to whom Cytherea owed so much had been about to pack up his things and sail for Australia. However, this was before the uncertainty concerning Mrs. Manston’s existence had been dispersed by her return, a phenomenon that altered the cloudy relationship in which Cytherea had lately been standing towards her old lover, to one of distinctness; which result would have been delightful but for circumstances about to be mentioned.


  Cytherea was still pale from her recent illness, and still greatly dejected. Until the news of Mrs. Manston’s return had reached them, she had kept herself closely shut up during the day-time, never venturing forth except at night. Sleeping and waking she had been in perpetual dread lest she should still be claimed by a man whom, only a few weeks earlier, she had regarded in the light of a future husband with quiet assent, not unmixed with cheerfulness.


  But the removal of the uneasiness in this direction—by Mrs. Manston’s arrival, and her own consequent freedom—had been the imposition of pain in another. Utterly fictitious details of the finding of Cytherea and Manston had been invented and circulated, unavoidably reaching her ears in the course of time. Thus the freedom brought no happiness, and it seemed well-nigh impossible that she could ever again show herself the sparkling creature she once had been—


  
    Apt to entice a deity.

  


  On this account, and for the first time in his life, Owen made a point of concealing from her the real state of his feelings with regard to the unhappy transaction. He writhed in secret under the humiliation to which they had been subjected, till the resentment it gave rise to, and for which there was no vent, was sometimes beyond endurance; it induced a mood that did serious damage to the material and plodding perseverance necessary if he would secure permanently the comforts of a home for them.


  They gave up their lodgings at Budmouth, and went to Tolchurch as soon as the work commenced.


  Here they were domiciled in one half of an old farm-house, standing not far from the ivy-covered church tower (which was all that was to remain of the original structure). The long steep roof of this picturesque dwelling sloped nearly down to the ground, the old tiles that covered it being overgrown with rich olive-hued moss. New red tiles in twos and threes had been used for patching the holes wrought by decay, lighting up the whole harmonious surface with dots of brilliant scarlet.


  The chief internal features of this snug abode were a wide fireplace, enormous cupboards, a brown settle, and several sketches on the wood mantel, done in outline with the point of a hot poker—the subjects mainly consisting of old men walking painfully erect, with a curly-tailed dog behind.


  After a week or two of residence in Tolchurch, and rambles amid the quaint scenery circumscribing it, a tranquillity began to spread itself through the mind of the maiden, which Graye hoped would be a preface to her complete restoration. She felt ready and willing to live the whole remainder of her days in the retirement of their present quarters: she began to sing about the house in low tremulous snatches—


  
    ‘—I said, if there’s peace to be found in the world,


    A heart that is humble may hope for it here.’

  


  2. The Third of March


  Her convalescence had arrived at this point on a certain evening towards the end of the winter, when Owen had come in from the building hard by, and was changing his muddy boots for slippers, previously to sitting down to toast and tea.


  A prolonged though quiet knocking came to the door.


  The only person who ever knocked at their door in that way was the new vicar, the prime mover in the church-building. But he was that evening dining with the Squire.


  Cytherea was uneasy at the sound—she did not know why, unless it was because her nerves were weakened by the sickness she had undergone. Instead of opening the door she ran out of the room, and upstairs.


  ‘What nonsense, Cytherea!’ said her brother, going to the door.


  Edward Springrove stood in the grey light outside.


  ‘Capital—not gone to Australia, and not going, of course!’ cried Owen. ‘What’s the use of going to such a place as that?—I never believed that you would.’


  ‘I am going back to London again to-morrow,’ said Springrove, ‘and I called to say a word before going. Where is …?’


  ‘She has just run upstairs. Come in—never mind scraping your shoes—we are regular cottagers now; stone floor, yawning chimney-corner, and all, you see.’


  ‘Mrs. Manston came,’ said Edward awkwardly, when he had sat down in the chimney-corner by preference.


  ‘Yes.’ At mention of one of his skeletons Owen lost his blitheness at once, and fell into a reverie.


  ‘The history of her escape is very simple.’


  ‘Very.’


  ‘You know I always had wondered, when my father was telling any of the circumstances of the fire to me, how it could be that a woman could sleep so soundly as to be unaware of her horrid position till it was too late even to give shout or sound of any kind.’


  ‘Well, I think that would have been possible, considering her long wearisome journey. People have often been suffocated in their beds before they awoke. But it was hardly likely a body would be completely burnt to ashes as this was assumed to be, though nobody seemed to see it at the time. And how positive the surgeon was too, about those bits of bone! Why he should have been so, nobody can tell. I cannot help saying that if it has ever been possible to find pure stupidity incarnate, it was in that jury of Carriford. There existed in the mass the stupidity of twelve and not the penetration of one.’


  ‘Is she quite well?’ said Springrove.


  ‘Who?—O, my sister, Cytherea. Thank you, nearly well, now. I’ll call her.’


  ‘Wait one minute. I have a word to say to you.’


  Owen sat down again.


  ‘You know, without my saying it, that I love Cytherea as dearly as ever…. I think she loves me too,—does she really?’


  There was in Owen enough of that worldly policy on the subject of matchmaking which naturally resides in the breasts of parents and guardians, to give him a certain caution in replying, and, younger as he was by five years than Edward, it had an odd effect.


  ‘Well, she may possibly love you still,’ he said, as if rather in doubt as to the truth of his words.


  Springrove’s countenance instantly saddened; he had expected a simple ‘Yes,’ at the very least. He continued in a tone of greater depression—


  ‘Supposing she does love me, would it be fair to you and to her if I made her an offer of marriage, with these dreary conditions attached—that we lived for a few years on the narrowest system, till a great debt, which all honour and duty require me to pay off, shall be paid? My father, by reason of the misfortune that befell him, is under a great obligation to Miss Aldclyffe. He is getting old, and losing his energies. I am attempting to work free of the burden. This makes my prospects gloomy enough at present.


  ‘But consider again,’ he went on. ‘Cytherea has been left in a nameless and unsatisfactory, though innocent state, by this unfortunate, and now void, marriage with Manston. A marriage with me, though under the—materially—untoward conditions I have mentioned, would make us happy; it would give her a locus standi. If she wished to be out of the sound of her misfortunes we would go to another part of England—emigrate—do anything.’


  ‘I’ll call Cytherea,’ said Owen. ‘It is a matter which she alone can settle.’ He did not speak warmly. His pride could not endure the pity which Edward’s visit and errand tacitly implied. Yet, in the other affair, his heart went with Edward; he was on the same beat for paying off old debts himself.


  ‘Cythie, Mr. Springrove is here,’ he said, at the foot of the staircase.


  His sister descended the creaking old steps with a faltering tread, and stood in the firelight from the hearth. She extended her hand to Springrove, welcoming him by a mere motion of the lip, her eyes averted—a habit which had engendered itself in her since the beginning of her illness and defamation. Owen opened the door and went out—leaving the lovers alone. It was the first time they had met since the memorable night at Southampton.


  ‘I will get a light,’ she said, with a little embarrassment.


  ‘No—don’t, please, Cytherea,’ said Edward softly. ‘Come and sit down with me.’


  ‘O yes. I ought to have asked you to,’ she returned timidly. ‘Everybody sits in the chimney-corner in this parish. You sit on that side. I’ll sit here.’


  Two recesses—one on the right, one on the left hand—were cut in the inside of the fireplace, and here they sat down facing each other, on benches fitted to the recesses, the fire glowing on the hearth between their feet. Its ruddy light shone on the underslopes of their faces, and spread out over the floor of the room with the low horizontality of the setting sun, giving to every grain of sand and tumour in the paving a long shadow towards the door.


  Edward looked at his pale love through the thin azure twines of smoke that went up like ringlets between them, and invested her, as seen through its medium, with the shadowy appearance of a phantom. Nothing is so potent for coaxing back the lost eyes of a woman as a discreet silence in the man who has so lost them—and thus the patient Edward coaxed hers. After lingering on the hearth for half a minute, waiting in vain for another word from him, they were lifted into his face.


  He was ready primed to receive them. ‘Cytherea, will you marry me?’ he said.


  He could not wait in his original position till the answer came. Stepping across the front of the fire to her own side of the chimney corner, he reclined at her feet, and searched for her hand. She continued in silence awhile.


  ‘Edward, I can never be anybody’s wife,’ she then said sadly, and with firmness.


  ‘Think of it in every light,’ he pleaded; ‘the light of love, first. Then, when you have done that, see how wise a step it would be. I can only offer you poverty as yet, but I want—I do so long to secure you from the intrusion of that unpleasant past, which will often and always be thrust before you as long as you live the shrinking solitary life you do now—a life which purity chooses, it may be; but to the outside world it appears like the enforced loneliness of neglect and scorn—and tongues are busy inventing a reason for it which does not exist.’


  ‘I know all about it,’ she said hastily; ‘and those are the grounds of my refusal. You and Owen know the whole truth—the two I love best on earth—and I am content. But the scandal will be continually repeated, and I can never give any one the opportunity of saying to you—that—your wife …’ She utterly broke down and wept.


  ‘Don’t, my own darling!’ he entreated. ‘Don’t, Cytherea!’


  ‘Please to leave me—we will be friends, Edward—but don’t press me—my mind is made up—I cannot—I will not marry you or any man under the present ambiguous circumstances—never will I—I have said it: never!’


  They were both silent. He listlessly regarded the illuminated blackness overhead, where long flakes of soot floated from the sides and bars of the chimney-throat like tattered banners in ancient aisles; whilst through the square opening in the midst one or two bright stars looked down upon them from the grey March sky. The sight seemed to cheer him.


  ‘At any rate you will love me?’ he murmured to her.


  ‘Yes—always—for ever and for ever!’


  He kissed her once, twice, three times, and arose to his feet, slowly withdrawing himself from her side towards the door. Cytherea remained with her gaze fixed on the fire. Edward went out grieving, but hope was not extinguished even now.


  He smelt the fragrance of a cigar, and immediately afterwards saw a small red star of fire against the darkness of the hedge. Graye was pacing up and down the lane, smoking as he walked. Springrove told him the result of the interview.


  ‘You are a good fellow, Edward,’ he said; ‘but I think my sister is right.’


  ‘I wish you would believe Manston a villain, as I do,’ said Springrove.


  ‘It would be absurd of me to say that I like him now—family feeling prevents it, but I cannot in honesty say deliberately that he is a bad man.’


  Edward could keep the secret of Manston’s coercion of Miss Aldclyffe in the matter of the houses a secret no longer. He told Owen the whole story.


  ‘That’s one thing,’ he continued, ‘but not all. What do you think of this—I have discovered that he went to Budmouth post-office for a letter the day before the first advertisement for his wife appeared in the papers. One was there for him, and it was directed in his wife’s handwriting, as I can prove. This was not till after the marriage with Cytherea, it is true, but if (as it seems to show) the advertising was a farce, there is a strong presumption that the rest of the piece was.’


  Owen was too astounded to speak. He dropped his cigar, and fixed his eyes upon his companion.


  ‘Collusion!’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘With his first wife?’


  ‘Yes—with his wife. I am firmly persuaded of it.’


  ‘What did you discover?’


  ‘That he fetched from the post-office at Budmouth a letter from her the day before the first advertisement appeared.’


  Graye was lost in a long consideration. ‘Ah!’ he said, ‘it would be difficult to prove anything of that sort now. The writing could not be sworn to, and if he is guilty the letter is destroyed.’


  ‘I have other suspicions——’


  ‘Yes—as you said,’ interrupted Owen, who had not till now been able to form the complicated set of ideas necessary for picturing the position. ‘Yes, there is this to be remembered—Cytherea had been taken from him before that letter came—and his knowledge of his wife’s existence could not have originated till after the wedding. I could have sworn he believed her dead then. His manner was unmistakable.’


  ‘Well, I have other suspicions,’ repeated Edward; ‘and if I only had the right—if I were her husband or brother, he should be convicted of bigamy yet.’


  ‘The reproof was not needed,’ said Owen, with a little bitterness. ‘What can I do—a man with neither money nor friends—whilst Manston has Miss Aldclyffe and all her fortune to back him up? God only knows what lies between the mistress and her steward, but since this has transpired—if it is true—I can believe the connection to be even an unworthy one—a thing I certainly never so much as owned to myself before.’


  3. The Fifth of March


  Edward’s disclosure had the effect of directing Owen Graye’s thoughts into an entirely new and uncommon channel.


  On the Monday after Springrove’s visit, Owen had walked to the top of a hill in the neighbourhood of Tolchurch—a wild hill that had no name, beside a barren down where it never looked like summer. In the intensity of his meditations on the ever-present subject, he sat down on a weather-beaten boundary-stone gazing towards the distant valleys—seeing only Manston’s imagined form.


  Had his defenceless sister been trifled with? that was the question which affected him. Her refusal of Edward as a husband was, he knew, dictated solely by a humiliated sense of inadequacy to him in repute, and had not been formed till after the slanderous tale accounting for her seclusion had been circulated. Was it not true, as Edward had hinted, that he, her brother, was neglecting his duty towards her in allowing Manston to thrive unquestioned, whilst she was hiding her head for no fault at all?


  Was it possible that Manston was sensuous villain enough to have contemplated, at any moment before the marriage with Cytherea, the return of his first wife, when he should have grown weary of his new toy? Had he believed that, by a skilful manipulation of such circumstances as chance would throw in his way, he could escape all suspicion of having known that she lived? Only one fact within his own direct knowledge afforded the least ground for such a supposition. It was that, possessed by a woman only in the humble and unprotected station of a lady’s hired companion, his sister’s beauty might scarcely have been sufficient to induce a selfish man like Manston to make her his wife, unless he had foreseen the possibility of getting rid of her again.


  ‘But for that stratagem of Manston’s in relation to the Springroves,’ Owen thought, ‘Cythie might now have been the happy wife of Edward. True, that he influenced Miss Aldclyffe only rests on Edward’s suspicions, but the grounds are good—the probability is strong.’


  He went indoors and questioned Cytherea.


  ‘On the night of the fire, who first said that Mrs. Manston was burnt?’ he asked.


  ‘I don’t know who started the report.’


  ‘Was it Manston?’


  ‘It was certainly not he. All doubt on the subject was removed before he came to the spot—that I am certain of. Everybody knew that she did not escape after the house was on fire, and thus all overlooked the fact that she might have left before—of course that would have seemed such an improbable thing for anybody to do.’


  ‘Yes, until the porter’s story of her irritation and doubt as to her course made it natural.’


  ‘What settled the matter at the inquest,’ said Cytherea, ‘was Mr. Manston’s evidence that the watch was his wife’s.’


  ‘He was sure of that, wasn’t he?’


  ‘I believe he said he was certain of it.’


  ‘It might have been hers—left behind in her perturbation, as they say it was—impossible as that seems at first sight. Yes—on the whole, he might have believed in her death.’


  ‘I know by several proofs that then, and at least for some time after, he had no other thought than that she was dead. I now think that before the porter’s confession he knew something about her—though not that she lived.’


  ‘Why do you?’


  ‘From what he said to me on the evening of the wedding-day, when I had fastened myself in the room at the hotel, after Edward’s visit. He must have suspected that I knew something, for he was irritated, and in a passion of uneasy doubt. He said, “You don’t suppose my first wife is come to light again, madam, surely?” Directly he had let the remark slip out, he seemed anxious to withdraw it.’


  ‘That’s odd,’ said Owen.


  ‘I thought it very odd.’


  ‘Still we must remember he might only have hit upon the thought by accident, in doubt as to your motive. Yes, the great point to discover remains the same as ever—did he doubt his first impression of her death before he married you. I can’t help thinking he did, although he was so astounded at our news that night. Edward swears he did.’


  ‘It was perhaps only a short time before,’ said Cytherea; ‘when he could hardly recede from having me.’


  ‘Seasoning justice with mercy as usual, Cytherea. ’Tis unfair to yourself to talk like that. If I could only bring him to ruin as a bigamist—supposing him to be one—I should die happy. That’s what we must find out by fair means or foul—was he a wilful bigamist?’


  ‘It is no use trying, Owen. You would have to employ a solicitor, and how can you do that?’


  ‘I can’t at all—I know that very well. But neither do I altogether wish to at present—a lawyer must have a case—facts to go upon, that means. Now they are scarce at present—as scarce as money is with us, and till we have found more money there is no hurry for a lawyer. Perhaps by the time we have the facts we shall have the money. The only thing we lose in working alone in this way, is time—not the issue: for the fruit that one mind matures in a twelvemonth forms a more perfectly organized whole than that of twelve minds in one month, especially if the interests of the single one are vitally concerned, and those of the twelve are only hired. But there is not only my mind available—you are a shrewd woman, Cythie, and Edward is an earnest ally. Then, if we really get a sure footing for a criminal prosecution, the Crown will take up the case.’


  ‘I don’t much care to press on in the matter,’ she murmured. ‘What good can it do us, Owen, after all?’


  ‘Selfishly speaking, it will do this good—that all the facts of your journey to Southampton will become known, and the scandal will die. Besides, Manston will have to suffer—it’s an act of justice to you and to other women, and to Edward Springrove.’


  He now thought it necessary to tell her of the real nature of the Springroves’ obligation to Miss Aldclyffe—and their nearly certain knowledge that Manston was the prime mover in effecting their embarrassment. Her face flushed as she listened.


  ‘And now,’ he said, ‘our first undertaking is to find out where Mrs. Manston lived during the separation; next, when the first communications passed between them after the fire.’


  ‘If we only had Miss Aldclyffe’s countenance and assistance as I used to have them,’ Cytherea returned, ‘how strong we should be! O, what power is it that he exercises over her, swaying her just as he wishes! She loves me now. Mrs. Morris in her letter said that Miss Aldclyffe prayed for me—yes, she heard her praying for me, and crying. Miss Aldclyffe did not mind an old friend like Mrs. Morris knowing it, either. Yet in opposition to this, notice her dead silence and inaction throughout this proceeding.’


  ‘It is a mystery; but never mind that now,’ said Owen impressively. ‘About where Mrs. Manston has been living. We must get this part of it first—learn the place of her stay in the early stage of their separation, during the period of Manston’s arrival here, and so on, for that was where she was first communicated with on the subject of coming to Knapwater, before the fire; and that address, too, was her point of departure when she came to her husband by stealth in the night—you know—the time I visited you in the evening and went home early in the morning, and it was found that he had been visited too. Ah! couldn’t we inquire of Mrs. Leat, who keeps the post-office at Carriford, if she remembers where the letters to Mrs. Manston were directed?’


  ‘He never posted his letters to her in the parish—it was remarked at the time. I was thinking if something relating to her address might not be found in the report of the inquest in the Casterbridge Chronicle of the date. Some facts about the inquest were given in the papers to a certainty.’


  Her brother caught eagerly at the suggestion. ‘Who has a file of the Chronicles?’ he said.


  ‘Mr. Raunham used to file them,’ said Cytherea. ‘He was rather friendly-disposed towards me, too.’


  Owen could not, on any consideration, escape from his attendance at the church-building till Saturday evening; and thus it became necessary, unless they actually wasted time, that Cytherea herself should assist. ‘I act under your orders, Owen,’ she said.


  ♣


  XVI.


  The Events of One Week


  1. March the Sixth


  The next morning the opening move of the game was made. Cytherea, under cover of a thick veil, hired a conveyance and drove to within a mile or so of Carriford. It was with a renewed sense of depression that she saw again the objects which had become familiar to her eye during her sojourn under Miss Aldclyffe’s roof—the outline of the hills, the meadow streams, the old park trees. She hastened by a lonely path to the rectory-house, and asked if Mr. Raunham was at home.


  Now the rector, though a solitary bachelor, was as gallant and courteous to womankind as an ancient Iberian; and, moreover, he was Cytherea’s friend in particular, to an extent far greater than she had ever surmised. Rarely visiting his relative, Miss Aldclyffe, except on parish matters, more rarely still being called upon by Miss Aldclyffe, Cytherea had learnt very little of him whilst she lived at Knapwater. The relationship was on the impecunious paternal side, and for this branch of her family the lady of the estate had never evinced much sympathy. In looking back upon our line of descent it is an instinct with us to feel that all our vitality was drawn from the richer party to any unequal marriage in the chain.


  Since the death of the old captain, the rector’s bearing in Knapwater House had been almost that of a stranger, a circumstance which he himself was the last man in the world to regret. This polite indifference was so frigid on both sides that the rector did not concern himself to preach at her, which was a great deal in a rector; and she did not take the trouble to think his sermons poor stuff, which in a cynical woman was a great deal more.


  Though barely fifty years of age, his hair was as white as snow, contrasting strangely with the redness of his skin, which was as fresh and healthy as a lad’s. Cytherea’s bright eyes, mutely and demurely glancing up at him Sunday after Sunday, had been the means of driving away many of the saturnine humours that creep into an empty heart during the hours of a solitary life; in this case, however, to supplant them, when she left his parish, by those others of a more aching nature which accompany an over-full one. In short, he had been on the verge of feeling towards her that passion to which his dignified self-respect would not give its true name, even in the privacy of his own thought.


  He received her kindly; but she was not disposed to be frank with him. He saw her wish to be reserved, and with genuine good taste and good nature made no comment whatever upon her request to be allowed to see the Chronicle for the year before the last. He placed the papers before her on his study table, with a timidity as great as her own, and then left her entirely to herself.


  She turned them over till she came to the first heading connected with the subject of her search—‘Disastrous Fire and Loss of Life at Carriford.’


  The sight, and its calamitous bearing upon her own life, made her so dizzy that she could, for a while, hardly decipher the letters. Stifling recollection by an effort, she nerved herself to her work, and carefully read the column. The account reminded her of no other fact than was remembered already.


  She turned on to the following week’s report of the inquest. After a miserable perusal she could find no more pertaining to Mrs. Manston’s address than this:—


  Abraham Brown, of Hoxton, London, at whose house the deceased woman had been living, deposed, &c.


  Nobody else from London had attended the inquest.


  She arose to depart, first sending a message of thanks to Mr. Raunham, who was out of doors gardening.


  He stuck his spade into the ground, and accompanied her to the gate.


  ‘Can I help you in anything, Cytherea?’ he said, using her Christian name by an intuition that unpleasant memories might be revived if he called her Miss Graye after wishing her good-bye as Mrs. Manston at the wedding. Cytherea saw the motive and appreciated it, nevertheless replying evasively—


  ‘I only guess and fear.’


  He earnestly looked at her again.


  ‘Promise me that if you want assistance, and you think I can give it, you will come to me.’


  ‘I will,’ she said.


  The gate closed between them.


  ‘You don’t want me to help you in anything now, Cytherea?’ he repeated.


  If he had spoken what he felt, ‘I want very much to help you, Cytherea, and have been watching Manston on your account,’ she would gladly have accepted his offer. As it was, she was perplexed, and raised her eyes to his, not so fearlessly as before her trouble, but as modestly, and with still enough brightness in them to do fearful execution as she said over the gate—


  ‘No, thank you.’


  She returned to Tolchurch weary with her day’s work. Owen’s greeting was anxious—


  ‘Well, Cytherea?’


  She gave him the words from the report of the inquest, pencilled on a slip of paper.


  ‘Now to find out the name of the street and number,’ Owen remarked.


  ‘Owen,’ she said, ‘will you forgive me for what I am going to say? I don’t think I can—indeed I don’t think I can—take any further steps towards disentangling the mystery. I still think it a useless task, and it does not seem any duty of mine to be revenged upon Mr. Manston in any way.’ She added more gravely, ‘It is beneath my dignity as a woman to labour for this; I have felt it so all day.’


  ‘Very well,’ he said, somewhat shortly; ‘I shall work without you then. There’s dignity in justice.’ He caught sight of her pale tired face, and the dilated eye which always appeared in her with weariness. ‘Darling,’ he continued warmly, and kissing her, ‘you shall not work so hard again—you are worn out quite. But you must let me do as I like.’


  2. March the Tenth


  On Saturday evening Graye hurried off to Casterbridge, and called at the house of the reporter to the Chronicle. The reporter was at home, and came out to Graye in the passage. Owen explained who and what he was, and asked the man if he would oblige him by turning to his notes of the inquest at Carriford in the December of the year preceding the last—just adding that a family entanglement, of which the reporter probably knew something, made him anxious to ascertain some additional details of the event, if any existed.


  ‘Certainly,’ said the other, without hesitation; ‘though I am afraid I haven’t much beyond what we printed at the time. Let me see—my old note-books are in my drawer at the office of the paper: if you will come with me I can refer to them there.’ His wife and family were at tea inside the room, and with the timidity of decent poverty everywhere he seemed glad to get a stranger out of his domestic groove.


  They crossed the street, entered the office, and went thence to an inner room. Here, after a short search, was found the book required. The precise address, not given in the condensed report that was printed, but written down by the reporter, was as follows:—


  
    Abraham Brown,


    Lodging-House Keeper,

    41 Charles Square,


    Hoxton.

  


  Owen copied it, and gave the reporter a small fee. ‘I want to keep this inquiry private for the present,’ he said hesitatingly. ‘You will perhaps understand why, and oblige me.’


  The reporter promised. ‘News is shop with me,’ he said, ‘and to escape from handling it is my greatest social enjoyment.’


  It was evening, and the outer room of the publishing-office was lighted up with flaring jets of gas. After making the above remark, the reporter came out from the inner apartment in Graye’s company, answering an expression of obligation from Owen with the words that it was no trouble. At the moment of his speech, he closed behind him the door between the two rooms, still holding his note-book in his hand.


  Before the counter of the front room stood a tall man, who was also speaking when they emerged. He said to the youth in attendance, ‘I will take my paper for this week now I am here, so that you needn’t post it to me.’


  The stranger then slightly turned his head, saw Owen, and recognized him. Owen passed out without recognizing the other as Manston.


  Manston then looked at the reporter, who, after walking to the door with Owen, had come back again to lock up his books. Manston did not need to be told that the shabby marble-covered book which he held in his hand, opening endways and interleaved with blotting-paper, was an old reporting-book. He raised his eyes to the reporter’s face, whose experience had not so schooled his features but that they betrayed a consciousness, to one half initiated as the other was, that his late proceeding had been connected with events in the life of the steward. Manston said no more, but, taking his newspaper, followed Owen from the office, and disappeared in the gloom of the street.


  Edward Springrove was now in London again, and on this same evening, before leaving Casterbridge, Owen wrote a careful letter to him, stating therein all the facts that had come to his knowledge, and begging him, as he valued Cytherea, to make cautious inquiries. A tall man was standing under the lamp-post, about half-a-dozen yards above the post-office, when he dropped the letter into the box.


  That same night, too, for a reason connected with the rencounter with Owen Graye, the steward entertained the idea of rushing off suddenly to London by the mail-train, which left Casterbridge at ten o’clock. But remembering that letters posted after the hour at which Owen had obtained his information—whatever that was—could not be delivered in London till Monday morning, he changed his mind and went home to Knapwater. Making a confidential explanation to his wife, arrangements were set on foot for his departure by the mail on Sunday night.


  3. March the Eleventh


  Starting for church the next morning several minutes earlier than was usual with him, the steward intentionally loitered along the road from the village till old Mr. Springrove overtook him. Manston spoke very civilly of the morning, and of the weather, asking how the farmer’s barometer stood, and when it was probable that the wind might change. It was not in Mr. Springrove’s nature—going to church as he was, too—to return anything but a civil answer to such civil questions, however his feelings might have been biassed by late events. The conversation was continued on terms of greater friendliness.


  ‘You must be feeling settled again by this time, Mr. Springrove, after the rough turn-out you had on that terrible night in November.’


  ‘Ay, but I don’t know about feeling settled, either, Mr. Manston. The old window in the chimney-corner of the old house I shall never forget. No window in the chimney-corner where I am now, and I had been used to it for more than fifty years. Ted says ’tis a great loss to me, and he knows exactly what I feel.’


  ‘Your son is again in a good situation, I believe?’ said Manston, imitating that inquisitiveness into the private affairs of the natives which passes for high breeding in country villages.


  ‘Yes, sir. I hope he’ll keep it, or do something else and stick to it.’


  ‘’Tis to be hoped he’ll be steady now.’


  ‘He’s always been that, I assure ’ee,’ said the old man tartly.


  ‘Yes—yes—I mean intellectually steady. Intellectual wild oats will thrive in a soil of the strictest morality.’


  ‘Intellectual gingerbread! Ted’s steady enough—that’s all I know about it.’


  ‘Of course—of course. Has he respectable lodgings? My own experience has shown me that that’s a great thing to a young man living alone in London.’


  ‘Warwick Street, Charing Cross—that’s where he is.’


  ‘Well, to be sure—strange! A very dear friend of mine used to live at number fifty-two in that very same street.’


  ‘Edward lives at number forty-nine—how very near being the same house!’ said the old farmer, pleased in spite of himself.


  ‘Very,’ said Manston. ‘Well, I suppose we had better step along a little quicker, Mr. Springrove; the parson’s bell has just begun.’


  ‘Number forty-nine,’ he murmured.


  4. March the Twelfth


  Edward received Owen’s letter in due time, but on account of his daily engagements he could not attend to any request till the clock had struck five in the afternoon. Rushing then from his office in Westminster, he called a hansom and proceeded to Hoxton. A few minutes later he knocked at the door of number forty-one, Charles Square, the old lodging of Mrs. Manston.


  A tall man who would have looked extremely handsome had he not been clumsily and closely wrapped up in garments that were much too elderly in style for his years, stood at the corner of the quiet square at the same instant, having, too, alighted from a cab that had been driven along Old Street in Edward’s rear. He smiled confidently when Springrove knocked.


  Nobody came to the door. Springrove knocked again.


  This brought out two people—one at the door he had been knocking upon, the other from the next on the right.


  ‘Is Mr. Brown at home?’ said Springrove.


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘When will he be in?’


  ‘Quite uncertain.’


  ‘Can you tell me where I may find him?’


  ‘No. O, here he is coming, sir. That’s Mr. Brown.’


  Edward looked down the pavement in the direction pointed out by the woman, and saw a man approaching. He proceeded a few steps to meet him.


  Edward was impatient, and to a certain extent still a countryman, who had not, after the manner of city men, subdued the natural impulse to speak out the ruling thought without preface. He said in a quiet tone to the stranger, ‘One word with you—do you remember a lady lodger of yours of the name of Mrs. Manston?’


  Mr. Brown half closed his eyes at Springrove, somewhat as if he were looking into a telescope at the wrong end.


  ‘I have never let lodgings in my life,’ he said, after his survey.


  ‘Didn’t you attend an inquest a year and a half ago, at Carriford?’


  ‘Never knew there was such a place in the world, sir; and as to lodgings, I have taken acres first and last during the last thirty years, but I have never let an inch.’


  ‘I suppose there is some mistake,’ Edward murmured, and turned away. He and Mr. Brown were now opposite the door next to the one he had knocked at. The woman who was still standing there had heard the inquiry and the result of it.


  ‘I expect it is the other Mr. Brown, who used to live there, that you want, sir,’ she said. ‘The Mr. Brown that was inquired for the other day?’


  ‘Very likely that is the man,’ said Edward, his interest reawakening.


  ‘He couldn’t make a do of lodging-letting here, and at last he went to Cornwall, where he came from, and where his brother still lived, who had often asked him to come home again. But there was little luck in the change; for after London they say he couldn’t stand the rainy west winds they get there, and he died in the December following. Will you step into the passage?’


  ‘That’s unfortunate,’ said Edward, going in. ‘But perhaps you remember a Mrs. Manston living next door to you?’


  ‘O yes,’ said the landlady, closing the door. ‘The lady who was supposed to have met with such a horrible fate, and was alive all the time. I saw her the other day.’


  ‘Since the fire at Carriford?’


  ‘Yes. Her husband came to ask if Mr. Brown was still living here—just as you might. He seemed anxious about it; and then one evening, a week or fortnight afterwards, when he came again to make further inquiries, she was with him. But I did not speak to her—she stood back, as if she were shy. I was interested, however, for old Mr. Brown had told me all about her when he came back from the inquest.’


  ‘Did you know Mrs. Manston before she called the other day?’


  ‘No. You see she was only Mr. Brown’s lodger for two or three weeks, and I didn’t know she was living there till she was near upon leaving again—we don’t notice next-door people much here in London. I much regretted I had not known her when I heard what had happened. It led me and Mr. Brown to talk about her a great deal afterwards. I little thought I should see her alive after all.’


  ‘And when do you say they came here together?’


  ‘I don’t exactly remember the day—though I remember a very beautiful dream I had that same night—ah, I shall never forget it! Shoals of lodgers coming along the square with angels’ wings and bright golden sovereigns in their hands wanting apartments at West-End prices. They would not give any less; no, not if you——’


  ‘Yes. Did Mrs. Manston leave anything, such as papers, when she left these lodgings originally?’ said Edward, though his heart sank as he asked. He felt that he was outwitted. Manston and his wife had been there before him, clearing the ground of all traces.


  ‘I have always said “No” hitherto,’ replied the woman, ‘considering I could say no more if put upon my oath, as I expected to be. But speaking in a common everyday way now the occurrence is past, I believe a few things of some kind (though I doubt if they were papers) were left in a workbox she had, because she talked about it to Mr. Brown, and was rather angry at what occurred—you see, she had a temper by all account, and so I didn’t like to remind the lady of this workbox when she came the other day with her husband.’


  ‘And about the workbox?’


  ‘Well, from what was casually dropped, I think Mrs. Manston had a few articles of furniture she didn’t want, and when she was leaving they were put in an auction just by. Amongst her things were two work-boxes very much alike. One of these she intended to sell, the other she didn’t, and Mr. Brown, who collected the things together, took the wrong one to the sale.’


  ‘What was in it?’


  ‘O, nothing in particular, or of any value—some accounts, and her usual sewing materials I think—nothing more. She didn’t take much trouble to get it back—she said the bills were worth nothing to her or anybody else, but that she should have liked to keep the box because her husband gave it her when they were first married, and if he found she had parted with it, he would be vexed.’


  ‘Did Mrs. Manston, when she called recently with her husband, allude to this, or inquire for it, or did Mr. Manston?’


  ‘No—and I rather wondered at it. But she seemed to have forgotten it—indeed, she didn’t make any inquiry at all, only standing behind him, listening to his; and he probably had never been told anything about it.’


  ‘Whose sale were these articles of hers taken to?’


  ‘Who was the auctioneer? Mr. Halway. His place is the third turning from the end of that street you see there. Anybody will tell you the shop—his name is written up.’


  Edward went off to follow up his clue with a promptness which was dictated more by a dogged will to do his utmost than by a hope of doing much. When he was out of sight, the tall and cloaked man, who had watched him, came up to the woman’s door, with an appearance of being in breathless haste.


  ‘Has a gentleman been here inquiring about Mrs. Manston?’


  ‘Yes; he’s just gone.’


  ‘Dear me! I want him.’


  ‘He’s gone to Mr. Halway’s.’


  ‘I think I can give him some information upon the subject. Does he pay pretty liberally?’


  ‘He gave me half-a-crown.’


  ‘That scale will do. I’m a poor man, and will see what my little contribution to his knowledge will fetch. But, by the way, perhaps you told him all I know—where she lived before coming to live here?’


  ‘I didn’t know where she lived before coming here. O no—I only said what Mr. Brown had told me. He seemed a nice, gentle young man, or I shouldn’t have been so open as I was.’


  ‘I shall now about catch him at Mr. Halway’s,’ said the man, and went away as hastily as he had come.


  Edward in the meantime had reached the auction-room. He found some difficulty, on account of the inertness of those whose only inducement to an action is a mere wish from another, in getting the information he stood in need of, but it was at last accorded him. The auctioneer’s book gave the name of Mrs. Higgins, 3 Canley Passage, as the purchaser of the lot which had included Mrs. Manston’s workbox.


  Thither Edward went, followed by the man. Four bell-pulls, one above the other like waistcoat-buttons, appeared on the door-post. Edward seized the first he came to.


  ‘Who did you woant?’ said a thin voice from somewhere.


  Edward looked above and around him; nobody was visible.


  ‘Who did you woant?’ said the thin voice again.


  He found now that the sound proceeded from below the grating covering the basement window. He dropped his glance through the bars, and saw a child’s white face.


  ‘Who did you woant?’ said the voice the third time, with precisely the same languid inflection.


  ‘Mrs. Higgins,’ said Edward.


  ‘Third bell up,’ said the face, and disappeared.


  He pulled the third bell from the bottom, and was admitted by another child, the daughter of the woman he was in search of. He gave the little thing sixpence, and asked for her mamma. The child led him upstairs.


  Mrs. Higgins was the wife of a carpenter who from want of employment one winter had decided to marry. Afterwards they both took to drink, and sank into desperate circumstances. A few chairs and a table were the chief articles of furniture in the third-floor back room which they occupied. A roll of baby-linen lay on the floor; beside it a pap-clogged spoon and an overturned tin pap-cup. Against the wall a Dutch clock was fixed out of level, and ticked wildly in longs and shorts, its entrails hanging down beneath its white face and wiry hands, like the fæces of a Harpy (‘fœdissima ventris proluvies, uncæque manus, et pallida semper ora’). A baby was crying against every chair-leg, the whole family of six or seven being small enough to be covered by a washing-tub. Mrs. Higgins sat helpless, clothed in a dress which had hooks and eyes in plenty, but never one opposite the other, thereby rendering the dress almost useless as a screen to the bosom. No workbox was visible anywhere.


  It was a depressing picture of married life among the very poor of a city. Only for one short hour in the whole twenty-four did husband and wife taste genuine happiness. It was in the evening, when, after the sale of some necessary article of furniture, they were under the influence of a quartern of gin.


  Of all the ingenious and cruel satires that from the beginning till now have been stuck like knives into womankind, surely there is not one so lacerating to them, and to us who love them, as the trite old fact, that the most wretched of men can, in the twinkling of an eye, find a wife ready to be more wretched still for the sake of his company.


  Edward hastened to despatch his errand.


  Mrs. Higgins had lately pawned the workbox with other useless articles of lumber, she said. Edward bought the duplicate of her, and went downstairs to the pawnbroker’s.


  In the back division of a musty shop, amid the heterogeneous collection of articles and odours invariably crowding such places, he produced his ticket, and with a sense of satisfaction out of all proportion to the probable worth of his acquisition, took the box and carried it off under his arm. He attempted to lift the cover as he walked, but found it locked.


  It was dusk when Springrove reached his lodging. Entering his small sitting-room, the front apartment on the ground floor, he struck a light, and proceeded to learn if any scrap or mark within or upon his purchase rendered it of moment to the business in hand. Breaking open the cover with a small chisel, and lifting the tray, he glanced eagerly beneath, and found—nothing.


  He next discovered that a pocket or portfolio was formed on the underside of the cover. This he unfastened, and slipping his hand within, found that it really contained some substance. First he pulled out about a dozen tangled silk and cotton threads. Under them were a short household account, a dry moss-rosebud, and an old pair of carte-de-visite photographs. One of these was a likeness of Mrs. Manston—‘Eunice’ being written under it in ink—the other of Manston himself.


  He sat down dispirited. This was all the fruit of his task—not a single letter, date, or address of any kind to help him—and was it likely there would be?


  However, thinking he would send the fragments, such as they were, to Graye, in order to satisfy him that he had done his best so far, he scribbled a line, and put all except the silk and cotton into an envelope. Looking at his watch, he found it was then twenty minutes to seven; by affixing an extra stamp he would be enabled to despatch them by that evening’s post. He hastily directed the packet, and ran with it at once to the post-office at Charing Cross.


  On his return he took up the workbox again to examine it more leisurely. He then found there was also a small cavity in the tray under the pincushion, which was movable by a bit of ribbon. Lifting this he uncovered a flattened sprig of myrtle, and a small scrap of crumpled paper. The paper contained a verse or two in a man’s handwriting. He recognized it as Manston’s, having seen notes and bills from him at his father’s house. The stanza was of a complimentary character, descriptive of the lady who was now Manston’s wife.


  EUNICE


  
    Whoso for hours or lengthy days


    Shall catch her aspect’s changeful rays,


    Then turn away, can none recall


    Beyond a galaxy of all


    In hazy portraiture;


    Lit by the light of azure eyes


    Like summer days by summer skies:


    Her sweet transitions seem to be


    A pinkly pictured melody,


    And not a set contour.


    Æ. M.

  


  To shake, pull, and ransack the box till he had almost destroyed it was now his natural action. But it contained absolutely nothing more.


  ‘Disappointed again,’ he said, flinging down the box, the bit of paper, and the withered twig that had lain with it.


  Yet valueless as the new acquisition was, on second thoughts he considered that it would be worth while to make good the statement in his late note to Graye—that he had sent everything the box contained except the sewing-thread. Thereupon he enclosed the verse and myrtle-twig in another envelope, with a remark that he had overlooked them in his first search, and put it on the table for the next day’s post.


  In his hurry and concentration upon the matter that occupied him, Springrove, on entering his lodging and obtaining a light, had not waited to pull down the blind or close the shutters. Consequently all that he had done had been visible from the street. But as on an average not one person a minute passed along the quiet pavement at this time of the evening, the discovery of the omission did not much concern his mind.


  But the real state of the case was that a tall man had stood against the opposite wall and watched the whole of his proceeding. When Edward came out and went to the Charing Cross post-office, the man followed him and saw him drop the letter into the box. The stranger did not further trouble himself to follow Springrove back to his lodging again.


  Manston now knew that there had been photographs of some kind in his wife’s workbox, and though he had not been near enough to see them, he guessed whose they were. The least reflection told him to whom they had been sent.


  He paused a minute under the portico of the post-office, looking at the two or three omnibuses stopping and starting in front of him. Then he rushed along the Strand, through Holywell Street, and on to Old Boswell Court. Kicking aside the shoeblacks who began to importune him as he passed under the colonnade, he turned up the narrow passage to the publishing-office of the Post-Office Directory. He begged to be allowed to see the Directory of the south-west counties of England for a moment.


  The shopman immediately handed down the volume from a shelf, and Manston retired with it to the window-bench. He turned to the county, and then to the parish of Tolchurch. At the end of the historical and topographical description of the village he read:—


  Postmistress—Mrs. Hurston. Letters received at 6.30 a.m. by foot-post from Anglebury.


  Returning his thanks, he handed back the book and quitted the office, thence pursuing his way to an obscure coffee-house by the Strand, where he now ordered a light dinner. But rest seemed impossible with him. Some absorbing intention kept his body continually on the move. He paid his bill, took his bag in his hand, and went out to idle about the streets and over the river till the time should have arrived at which the night-mail left the Waterloo Station, by which train he intended to return homeward.


  There exists, as it were, an outer chamber to the mind, in which, when a man is occupied centrally with the most momentous question of his life, casual and trifling thoughts are just allowed to wander softly for an interval, before being banished altogether. Thus, amid his concentration did Manston receive perceptions of the individuals about him in the lively thoroughfare of the Strand; tall men looking insignificant; little men looking great and profound; lost women of miserable repute looking as happy as the days are long; wives, happy by assumption, looking careworn and miserable. Each and all were alike in this one respect, that they followed a solitary trail like the inwoven threads which form a banner, and all were equally unconscious of the significant whole they collectively showed forth.


  At ten o’clock he turned into Lancaster Place, crossed the river, and entered the railway-station, where he took his seat in the down mail-train, which bore him, and Edward Springrove’s letter to Graye, far away from London.


  ♣


  XVII.


  The Events of One Day


  1. March the Thirteenth. Three to Six o’clock a.m.


  They entered Anglebury Station in the dead, still time of early morning, the clock over the booking-office pointing to twenty-five minutes to three. Manston lingered on the platform and saw the mail-bags brought out, noticing, as a pertinent pastime, the many shabby blotches of wax from innumerable seals that had been set upon their mouths. The guard took them into a fly, and was driven down the road to the post-office.


  It was a raw, damp, uncomfortable morning, though, as yet, little rain was falling. Manston drank a mouthful from his flask and walked at once away from the station, pursuing his way through the gloom till he stood at the entrance to the town adjoining, at a distance from the last house in the street of about two hundred yards.


  The station road was also the turnpike-road into the country, the first part of its course being across a heath. Having surveyed the highway up and down to make sure of its bearing, Manston methodically set himself to walk backwards and forwards a stone’s throw in each direction. Although the spring was temperate, the time of day, and the condition of suspense in which the steward found himself, caused a sensation of chilliness to pervade his frame in spite of the overcoat he wore. The drizzling rain increased, and drops from the trees at the wayside fell noisily upon the hard road beneath them, which reflected from its glassy surface the faint halo of light hanging over the lamps of the adjacent town.


  Here he walked and lingered for two hours, without seeing or hearing a living soul. Then he heard the market-house clock strike five, and soon afterwards, quick hard footsteps smote upon the pavement of the street leading towards him. They were those of the postman for the Tolchurch beat. He reached the bottom of the street, gave his bags a final hitch-up, stepped off the pavement, and struck out for the country with a brisk shuffle.


  Manston then turned his back upon the town, and walked slowly on. In two minutes a flickering light shone upon his form, and the postman overtook him.


  The new-comer was a short, stooping individual of above five-and-forty, laden on both sides with leather bags large and small, and carrying a little lantern strapped to his breast, which cast a tiny patch of light upon the road ahead.


  ‘A tryen mornen for travellers!’ the postman cried, in a cheerful voice, without turning his head or slackening his trot.


  ‘It is, indeed,’ said Manston, stepping out abreast of him. ‘You have a long walk every day.’


  ‘Yes—a long walk—for though the distance is only sixteen miles on the straight—that is, eight to the furthest place and eight back, what with the ins and outs to the gentlemen’s houses, it makes two-and-twenty for my legs. Two-and-twenty miles a day, how many a year? I used to reckon it, but I never do now. I don’t care to think o’ my wear and tear, now it do begin to tell upon me.’


  Thus the conversation was begun, and the postman proceeded to narrate the different strange events that marked his experience. Manston grew very friendly.


  ‘Postman, I don’t know what your custom is,’ he said, after a while; ‘but between you and me, I always carry a drop of something warm in my pocket when I am out on such a morning as this. Try it.’ He handed the bottle of brandy.


  ‘If you’ll excuse me, please. I haven’t took no stimmilents these five years.’


  ‘’Tis never too late to mend.’


  ‘Against the regulations, I be afraid.’


  ‘Who’ll know it?’


  ‘That’s true—nobody will know it. Still, honesty’s the best policy.’


  ‘Ah—it is certainly. But, thank God, I’ve been able to get on without it yet. You’ll surely drink with me?’


  ‘Really, ’tis a’most too early for that sort o’ thing—however, to oblige a friend, I don’t object to the faintest shadder of a drop.’ The postman drank, and Manston did the same to a very slight degree. Five minutes later, when they came to a gate, the flask was pulled out again.


  ‘Well done!’ said the postman, beginning to feel its effect; ‘but guide my soul, I be afraid ’twill hardly do!’


  ‘Not unless ’tis well followed, like any other line you take up,’ said Manston. ‘Besides, there’s a way of liking a drop of liquor, and of being good—even religious—at the same time.’


  ‘Ay, for some thimble-and-button in-an-out fellers; but I could never get into the knack o’ it; not I.’


  ‘Well, you needn’t be troubled; it isn’t necessary for the higher class of mind to be religious—they have so much common-sense that they can risk playing with fire.’


  ‘That hits me exactly.’


  ‘In fact, a man I know, who always had no other god but “Me”; and devoutly loved his neighbour’s wife, says now that believing is a mistake.’


  ‘Well, to be sure! However, believing in God is a mistake made by very few people, after all.’


  ‘A true remark.’


  ‘Not one Christian in our parish would walk half a mile in a rain like this to know whether the Scripture had concluded him under sin or grace.’


  ‘Nor in mine.’


  ‘Ah, you may depend upon it they’ll do away wi’ Goda’mighty altogether before long, although we’ve had him over us so many years.’


  ‘There’s no knowing.’


  ‘And I suppose the Queen ’ill be done away wi’ then. A pretty concern that’ll be! Nobody’s head to put on your letters; and then your honest man who do pay his penny will never be known from your scamp who don’t. O, ’tis a nation!’


  ‘Warm the cockles of your heart, however. Here’s the bottle waiting.’


  ‘I’ll oblige you, my friend.’


  The drinking was repeated. The postman grew livelier as he went on, and at length favoured the steward with a song, Manston himself joining in the chorus.


  
    He flung his mallet against the wall,


    Said, ‘The Lord make churches and chapels to fall,


    And there’ll be work for tradesmen all!’


    When Joan’s ale was new,


    My boys,


    When Joan’s ale was new.

  


  ‘You understand, friend,’ the postman added, ‘I was originally a mason by trade: no offence to you if you be a parson?’


  ‘None at all,’ said Manston.


  The rain now came down heavily, but they pursued their path with alacrity, the produce of the several fields between which the lane wound its way being indicated by the peculiar character of the sound emitted by the falling drops. Sometimes a soaking hiss proclaimed that they were passing by a pasture, then a patter would show that the rain fell upon some large-leafed root crop, then a paddling plash announced the naked arable, the low sound of the wind in their ears rising and falling with each pace they took.


  Besides the small private bags of the county families, which were all locked, the postman bore the large general budget for the remaining inhabitants along his beat. At each village or hamlet they came to, the postman searched for the packet of letters destined for that place, and thrust it into an ordinary letter-hole cut in the door of the receiver’s cottage—the village post-offices being mostly kept by old women who had not yet risen, though lights moving in other cottage windows showed that such people as carters, woodmen, and stablemen, had long been stirring.


  The postman had by this time become markedly unsteady, but he still continued to be too conscious of his duties to suffer the steward to search the bag. Manston was perplexed, and at lonely points in the road cast his eyes keenly upon the short bowed figure of the man trotting through the mud by his side, as if he were half inclined to run a very great risk indeed.


  It frequently happened that the houses of farmers, clergymen, &c., lay a short distance up or down a lane or path branching from the direct track of the postman’s journey. To save time and distance, at the point of junction of some of these paths with the main road the gate-post was hollowed out to form a letter-box, in which the postman deposited his missives in the morning, looking in the box again in the evening to collect those placed there for the return post. Tolchurch Dairy and Farmstead, lying back from the village street, were served on this principle. This fact the steward now learnt by conversing with the postman, and the discovery relieved Manston greatly, making his intentions much clearer to himself than they had been in the earlier stages of his journey.


  They had reached the outskirts of the village. Manston insisted upon the flask being emptied before they proceeded further. This was done, and they approached the lane to the dairy, and the farmhouse in which Owen and Cytherea were living.


  The postman paused, fumbled in his bag, took out by the light of his lantern some half-dozen letters, and tried to sort them. He could not perform the task.


  ‘We be crippled disciples a b’lieve,’ he said, with a sigh and a stagger.


  ‘Not drunk, but market-merry,’ said Manston cheerfully.


  ‘Well done! If I baint so weak that I can’t see the clouds—much less letters. Guide my soul, if so be anybody should tell the Queen’s postmaster-general of me! The whole story will have to go through Parliament House, and I shall be high-treasoned—as safe as houses—and be fined, and who’ll pay for a poor martel! O, ’tis a world!’


  ‘Trust in the Lord—he’ll pay.’


  ‘He pay a b’lieve! why should he when he didn’t drink the drink? He pay a b’lieve! D’ye think the man’s a fool?’


  ‘Well, well, I had no intention of hurting your feelings—but how was I to know you were so sensitive?’


  ‘True—you were not to know I was so sensitive. Here’s a caddle wi’ these letters! Guide my soul, what will Billy do!’


  Manston offered his services.


  ‘They are to be divided,’ the man said.


  ‘How?’ said Manston.


  ‘These, for the village, to be carried on into it: any for the lower farm and dairy must be left in the box of the gate-post just here. There’s none for the dairy-house this mornen, but I saw when I started there was one for the clerk o’ works at the new church. This is it, isn’t it?’


  He held up a large envelope, directed in Edward Springrove’s handwriting:—


  
    Mr. Owen Graye,


    Clerk of Works,

    Tolchurch,


    Near Anglebury.

  


  The letter-box was scooped in an oak gate-post about a foot square. There was no slit for inserting the letters, by reason of the opportunity such a lonely spot would have afforded mischievous peasant-boys of doing damage had such been the case; but at the side was a small iron door, kept close by an iron reversible strap locked across it. One side of this strap was painted black, the other white, and white or black outwards implied respectively that there were letters inside, or none.


  The postman had taken the key from his pocket and was attempting to insert it in the keyhole of the box. He touched one side, the other, above, below, but never made a straight hit.


  ‘Let me unlock it,’ said Manston, taking the key from the postman. He opened the box and reached out with his other hand for Owen’s letter.


  ‘No, no. O no—no,’ the postman said. ‘As—one of—Majesty’s servants—care—Majesty’s mails—duty—put letters—own hands.’ He slowly and solemnly placed the letter in the small cavity.


  ‘Now lock it,’ he said, closing the door.


  The steward placed the bar across, with the black side outwards, signifying ‘empty,’ and turned the key.


  ‘You’ve put the wrong side outwards!’ said the postman. ‘’Tisn’t empty.’


  ‘And dropped the key in the mud, so that I can’t alter it,’ said the steward, letting something fall.


  ‘What an awkward thing!’


  ‘It is an awkward thing.’


  They both went searching in the mud, which their own trampling had reduced to the consistency of pap, the postman unstrapping his little lantern from his breast, and thrusting it about, close to the ground, the rain still drizzling down, and the dawn so tardy on account of the heavy clouds that daylight seemed delayed indefinitely. The rays of the lantern were rendered individually visible upon the thick mist, and seemed almost tangible as they passed off into it, after illuminating the faces and knees of the two stooping figures dripping with wet; the postman’s cape and private bags, and the steward’s valise, glistening as if they had been varnished.


  ‘It fell on the grass,’ said the postman.


  ‘No; it fell in the mud,’ said Manston. They searched again.


  ‘I’m afraid we shan’t find it by this light,’ said the steward at length, washing his muddy fingers in the wet grass of the bank.


  ‘I’m afraid we shan’t,’ said the other, standing up.


  ‘I’ll tell you what we had better do,’ said Manston. ‘I shall be back this way in an hour or so, and since it was all my fault, I’ll look again, and shall be sure to find it in the daylight. And I’ll hide the key here for you.’ He pointed to a spot behind the post. ‘It will be too late to turn the index then, as the people will have been here, so that the box had better stay as it is. The letter will only be delayed a day, and that will not be noticed; if it is, you can say you placed the iron the wrong way without knowing it, and all will be well.’


  This was agreed to by the postman as the best thing to be done under the circumstances, and the pair went on. They had passed the village and come to a cross-road, when the steward, telling his companion that their paths now diverged, turned off to the left towards Carriford.


  No sooner was the postman out of sight and hearing than Manston stalked back to the farmstead letter-box by keeping inside a fence, and thus avoiding the village; arrived here, he took the key from his pocket, where it had been concealed all the time, and abstracted Owen’s letter. This done, he turned towards home, by the help of what he carried in his valise adjusting himself to his ordinary appearance as he neared the quarter in which he was known.


  An hour and half’s sharp walking brought him to his own door in Knapwater Park.


  2. Eight o’clock a.m.


  Seated in his private office he wetted the flap of the stolen letter, and waited patiently till the adhesive gum could be loosened. He took out Edward’s note, the accounts, the rosebud, and the photographs, regarding them with the keenest interest and anxiety.


  The note, the accounts, the rosebud, and his own photograph, he restored to their places again. The other photograph he took between his finger and thumb, and held it towards the bars of the grate. There he held it for half-a-minute or more, meditating.


  ‘It is a great risk to run, even for such an end,’ he muttered.


  Suddenly, impregnated with a bright idea, he jumped up and left the office for the front parlour. Taking up an album of portraits, which lay on the table, he searched for three or four likenesses of the lady who had so lately displaced Cytherea, which were interspersed among the rest of the collection, and carefully regarded them. They were taken in different attitudes and styles, and he compared each singly with that he held in his hand. One of them, the one most resembling that abstracted from the letter in general tone, size, and attitude, he selected from the rest, and returned with it to his office.


  Pouring some water into a plate, he set the two portraits afloat upon it, and sitting down tried to read.


  At the end of a quarter of an hour, after several ineffectual attempts, he found that each photograph would peel from the card on which it was mounted. This done, he threw into the fire the original likeness and the recent card, stuck upon the original card the recent likeness from the album, dried it before the fire, and placed it in the envelope with the other scraps.


  The result he had obtained, then, was this: in the envelope were now two photographs, both having the same photographer’s name on the back and consecutive numbers attached. At the bottom of the one which showed his own likeness, his own name was written down; on the other his wife’s name was written; whilst the central feature, and whole matter to which this latter card and writing referred, the likeness of a lady mounted upon it, had been changed.


  Mrs. Manston entered the room, and begged him to come to breakfast. He followed her and they sat down. During the meal he told her what he had done, with scrupulous regard to every detail, and showed her the result.


  ‘It is indeed a great risk to run,’ she said, sipping her tea.


  ‘But it would be a greater not to do it.’


  ‘Yes.’


  The envelope was again fastened up as before, and Manston put it in his pocket and went out. Shortly afterwards he was seen, on horseback, riding in a direction towards Tolchurch. Keeping to the fields, as well as he could, for the greater part of the way, he dropped into the road by the farmhouse letter-box, and looking carefully about, to ascertain that no person was near, he restored the letter to its nook, placed the key in its hiding-place, as he had promised the postman, and again rode homewards by a roundabout way.


  3. Afternoon


  The letter was brought to Owen Graye, the same afternoon, by one of the vicar’s servants who had been to the box with a duplicate key, as usual, to leave letters for the evening post. The man found that the index had told falsely that morning for the first time within his recollection; but no particular attention was paid to the mistake, as it was considered. The contents of the envelope were scrutinized by Owen and flung aside as useless.


  The next morning brought Springrove’s second letter, the existence of which was unknown to Manston. The sight of Edward’s handwriting again raised the expectations of brother and sister, till Owen had opened the envelope and pulled out the twig and verse.


  ‘Nothing that’s of the slightest use, after all,’ he said to her; ‘we are as far as ever from the merest shadow of legal proof that would convict him of what I am morally certain he did, marry you, suspecting, if not knowing, her to be alive all the time.’


  ‘What has Edward sent?’ said Cytherea.


  ‘An old amatory verse in Manston’s writing. ‘Fancy,’ [Fancy,’] he said bitterly, ‘this is the strain he addressed her in when they were courting—as he did you, I suppose.’


  He handed her the verse and she read—


  EUNICE.


  
    Whoso for hours or lengthy days


    Shall catch her aspect’s changeful rays,


    Then turn away, can none recall


    Beyond a galaxy of all


    In hazy portraiture;


    Lit by the light of azure eyes


    Like summer days by summer skies:


    Her sweet transitions seem to be


    A pinkly pictured melody,


    And not a set contour.


    Æ. M.

  


  A strange expression had overspread Cytherea’s countenance. It rapidly increased to the most death-like anguish. She flung down the paper, seized Owen’s hand tremblingly, and covered her face.


  ‘Cytherea! What is it, for Heaven’s sake?’


  ‘Owen—suppose—O, you don’t know what I think.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘“The light of azure eyes,”’ she repeated with ashy lips.


  ‘Well, “the light of azure eyes”?’ he said, astounded at her manner.


  ‘Mrs. Morris said in her letter to me that her eyes are black!’


  ‘H’m. Mrs. Morris must have made a mistake—nothing likelier.’


  ‘She didn’t.’


  ‘They might be either in this photograph,’ said Owen, looking at the card bearing Mrs. Manston’s name.


  ‘Blue eyes would scarcely photograph so deep in tone as that,’ said Cytherea. ‘No, they seem black here, certainly.’


  ‘Well, then, Manston must have blundered in writing his verses.’


  ‘But could he? Say a man in love may forget his own name, but not that he forgets the colour of his mistress’s eyes. Besides she would have seen the mistake when she read them, and have had it corrected.’


  ‘That’s true, she would,’ mused Owen. ‘Then, Cytherea, it comes to this—you must have been misinformed by Mrs. Morris, since there is no other alternative.’


  ‘I suppose I must.’


  Her looks belied her words.


  ‘What makes you so strange—ill?’ said Owen again.


  ‘I can’t believe Mrs. Morris wrong.’


  ‘But look at this, Cytherea. If it is clear to us that the woman had blue eyes two years ago, she must have blue eyes now, whatever Mrs. Morris or anybody else may fancy. Any one would think that Manston could change the colour of a woman’s eyes to hear you.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, and paused.


  ‘You say yes, as if he could,’ said Owen impatiently.


  ‘By changing the woman herself,’ she exclaimed,[.] ‘Owen, don’t you see the horrid—what I dread?—that the woman he lives with is not Mrs. Manston—that she was burnt after all—and that I am HIS WIFE!’


  She tried to support a stoicism under the weight of this new trouble, but no! The unexpected revulsion of ideas was so overwhelming that she crept to him and leant against his breast.


  Before reflecting any further upon the subject Graye led her upstairs and got her to lie down. Then he went to the window and stared out of it up the lane, vainly endeavouring to come to some conclusion upon the fantastic enigma that confronted him. Cytherea’s new view seemed incredible, yet it had such a hold upon her that it would be necessary to clear it away by positive proof before contemplation of her fear should have preyed too deeply upon her.


  ‘Cytherea,’ he said, ‘this will not do. You must stay here alone all the afternoon whilst I go to Carriford. I shall know all when I return.’


  ‘No, no, don’t go!’ she implored.


  ‘Soon, then, not directly.’ He saw her subtle reasoning—that it was folly to be wise.


  Reflection still convinced him that good would come of persevering in his intention and dispelling his sister’s idle fears. Anything was better than this absurd doubt in her mind. But he resolved to wait till Sunday, the first day on which he might reckon upon seeing Mrs. Manston without suspicion. In the meantime he wrote to Edward Springrove, requesting him to go again to Mrs. Manston’s former lodgings.


  ♣


  XVIII.


  The Events of Three Days


  1. March the Eighteenth


  Sunday morning had come, and Owen was trudging over the six miles of hill and dale that lay between Tolchurch and Carriford.


  Edward Springrove’s answer to the last letter, after expressing his amazement at the strange contradiction between the verses and Mrs. Morris’s letter, had been to the effect that he had again visited the neighbour of the dead Mr. Brown, and had received as near a description of Mrs. Manston as it was possible to get at second-hand, and by hearsay. She was a tall woman, wide at the shoulders, and full-chested, and she had a straight and rather large nose. The colour of her eyes the informant did not know, for she had only seen the lady in the street as she went in or out. This confusing remark was added. The woman had almost recognized Mrs. Manston when she had called with her husband lately, but she had kept her veil down. Her residence, before she came to Hoxton, was quite unknown to this next-door neighbour, and Edward could get no manner of clue to it from any other source.


  Owen reached the church-door a few minutes before the bells began chiming. Nobody was yet in the church, and he walked round the aisles. From Cytherea’s frequent description of how and where herself and others used to sit, he knew where to look for Manston’s seat; and after two or three errors of examination he took up a prayer-book in which was written ‘Eunice Manston.’ The book was nearly new, and the date of the writing about a month earlier. One point was at any rate established: that the woman living with Manston was presented to the world as no other than his lawful wife.


  The quiet villagers of Carriford required no pew-opener in their place of worship: natives and in-dwellers had their own seats, and strangers sat where they could. Graye took a seat in the nave, on the north side, close behind a pillar dividing it from the north aisle, which was completely allotted to Miss Aldclyffe, her farmers, and her retainers, Manston’s pew being in the midst of them. Owen’s position on the other side of the passage was a little in advance of Manston’s seat, and so situated that by leaning forward he could look directly into the face of any person sitting there, though, if he sat upright, he was wholly hidden from such a one by the intervening pillar.


  Aiming to keep his presence unknown to Manston if possible, Owen sat, without once turning his head, during the entrance of the congregation. A rustling of silk round by the north passage and into Manston’s seat, told him that some woman had entered there, and as it seemed from the accompaniment of heavier footsteps, that Manston was with her.


  Immediately upon rising up, he looked intently in that direction, and saw a lady standing at the end of the seat nearest himself. Portions of Manston’s figure appeared on the other side of her. In two glances Graye read thus many of her characteristics, and in the following order:—


  She was a tall woman.


  She was broad at the shoulders.


  She was full-bosomed.


  She was easily recognizable from the photograph; but nothing could be discerned of the colour of her eyes.


  With a preoccupied mind he withdrew into his nook, and heard the service continued—only conscious of the fact that in opposition to the suspicion which one odd circumstance had bred in his sister concerning this woman, all ostensible and ordinary proofs and probabilities tended to the opposite conclusion. There sat the genuine original of the portrait—could he wish for more? Cytherea wished for more. Eunice Manston’s eyes were blue, and it was necessary that this woman’s eyes should be blue also.


  Unskilled labour wastes in beating against the bars ten times the energy exerted by the practised hand in the effective direction. Owen felt this to be the case in his own and Edward’s attempts to follow up the clue afforded them. Think as he might, he could not think of a crucial test in the matter absorbing him, which should possess the indispensable attribute—a capability of being applied privately; that in the event of its proving the lady to be the rightful owner of the name she used, he might recede without obloquy from an untenable position.


  But to see Mrs. Manston’s eyes from where he sat was impossible, and he could do nothing in the shape of a direct examination at present. Miss Aldclyffe had possibly recognized him, but Manston had not, and feeling that it was indispensable to keep the purport of his visit a secret from the steward, he thought it would be as well, too, to keep his presence in the village a secret from him; at any rate, till the day was over.


  At the first opening of the doors, Graye left the church and wandered away into the fields to ponder on another scheme. He could not call on Farmer Springrove, as he had intended, until this matter was set at rest. Two hours intervened between the morning and afternoon services.


  This time had nearly expired before Owen had struck out any method of proceeding, or could decide to run the risk of calling at the Old House and asking to see Mrs. Manston point-blank. But he had drawn near the place, and was standing still in the public path, from which a partial view of the front of the building could be obtained, when the bells began chiming for afternoon service. Whilst Graye paused, two persons came from the front door of the half-hidden dwelling, whom he presently saw to be Manston and his wife. Manston was wearing his old garden-hat, and carried one of the monthly magazines under his arm. Immediately they had passed the gateway he branched off and went over the hill in a direction away from the church, evidently intending to ramble along, and read as the humour moved him. The lady meanwhile turned in the other direction, and went into the church path.


  Owen resolved to make something of this opportunity. He hurried along towards the church, doubled round a sharp angle, and came back upon the other path, by which Mrs. Manston must arrive.


  In about three minutes she appeared in sight without a veil. He discovered, as she drew nearer, a difficulty which had not struck him at first—that it is not an easy matter to particularize the colour of a stranger’s eyes in a merely casual encounter on a path out of doors. That Mrs. Manston must be brought close to him, and not only so, but to look closely at him, if his purpose were to be accomplished.


  He shaped a plan. It might by chance be effectual; if otherwise, it would not reveal his intention to her. When Mrs. Manston was within speaking distance, he went up to her and said—


  ‘Will you kindly tell me which turning will take me to Casterbridge?’


  ‘The second on the right,’ said Mrs. Manston.


  Owen put on a blank look: he held his hand to his ear—conveying to the lady the idea that he was deaf.


  She came closer and said more distinctly—


  ‘The second turning on the right.’


  Owen flushed a little. He fancied he had beheld the revelation he was in search of. But had his eyes deceived him?


  Once more he used the ruse, still drawing nearer, and intimating by a glance that the trouble he gave her was very distressing to him.


  ‘How very deaf!’ she murmured. She exclaimed loudly—


  ‘The second turning to the right.’


  She had advanced her face to within a foot of his own, and in speaking mouthed very emphatically, fixing her eyes intently upon his. And now his first suspicion was indubitably confirmed. Her eyes were as black as midnight.


  All this feigning was most distasteful to Graye. The riddle having been solved, he unconsciously assumed his natural look before she had withdrawn her face. She found him to be peering at her as if he would read her very soul—expressing with his eyes the notification of which, apart from emotion, the eyes are more capable than any other—inquiry.


  Her face changed its expression—then its colour. The natural tint of the lighter portions sank to an ashy gray; the pink of her cheeks grew purpler. It was the precise result which would remain after blood had left the face of one whose skin was dark, and artificially coated with pearl-powder and carmine.


  She turned her head and moved away, murmuring a hasty reply to Owen’s farewell remark of ‘Good-day,’ and with a kind of nervous twitch lifting her hand and smoothing her hair, which was of a light-brown colour.


  ‘She wears false hair,’ he thought, ‘or has changed its colour artificially. Her true hair matched her eyes.’


  And now, in spite of what Mr. Brown’s neighbours had said about nearly recognizing Mrs. Manston on her recent visit—which might have meant anything or nothing; in spite of the photograph, and in spite of his previous incredulity; in consequence of the verse, of her silence and backwardness at the visit to Hoxton with Manston, and of her appearance and distress at the present moment, Graye had a conviction that the woman was an impostor.


  What could be Manston’s reason for such an astounding trick he could by no stretch of imagination divine.


  He changed his direction as soon as the woman was out of sight, and plodded along the lanes homeward to Tolchurch.


  One new idea was suggested to him by his desire to allay Cytherea’s dread of being claimed, and by the difficulty of believing that the first Mrs. Manston lost her life as supposed, notwithstanding the inquest and verdict. Was it possible that the real Mrs. Manston, who was known to be a Philadelphian by birth, had returned by the train to London, as the porter had said, and then left the country under an assumed name, to escape that worst kind of widowhood—the misery of being wedded to a fickle, faithless, and truant husband?


  In her complicated distress at the news brought by her brother, Cytherea’s thoughts at length reverted to her friend, the Rector of Carriford. She told Owen of Mr. Raunham’s warm-hearted behaviour towards herself, and of his strongly expressed wish to aid her.


  ‘He is not only a good, but a sensible man. We seem to want an old head on our side.’


  ‘And he is a magistrate,’ said Owen in a tone of concurrence. He thought, too, that no harm could come of confiding in the rector, but there was a difficulty in bringing about the confidence. He wished that his sister and himself might both be present at an interview with Mr. Raunham, yet it would be unwise for them to call on him together, in the sight of all the servants and parish of Carriford.


  There could be no objection to their writing him a letter.


  No sooner was the thought born than it was carried out. They wrote to him at once, asking him to have the goodness to give them some advice they sadly needed, and begging that he would accept their assurance that there was a real justification for the additional request they made—that instead of their calling upon him, he would any evening of the week come to their cottage at Tolchurch.


  2. March the Twentieth. Six to Nine o’clock p.m.


  Two evenings later, to the total disarrangement of his dinner-hour, Mr. Raunham appeared at Owen’s door. His arrival was hailed with genuine gratitude. The horse was tied to the palings, and the rector ushered indoors and put into the easy-chair.


  Then Graye told him the whole story, reminding him that their first suspicions had been of a totally different nature, and that in endeavouring to obtain proof of their truth they had stumbled upon marks which had surprised them into these new uncertainties, thrice as marvellous as the first, yet more prominent.


  Cytherea’s heart was so full of anxiety that it superinduced a manner of confidence which was a death-blow to all formality. Mr. Raunham took her hand pityingly.


  ‘It is a serious charge,’ he said, as a sort of original twig on which his thoughts might precipitate themselves.


  ‘Assuming for a moment that such a substitution was rendered an easy matter by fortuitous events,’ he continued, ‘there is this consideration to be placed beside it—what earthly motive can Mr. Manston have had which would be sufficiently powerful to lead him to run such a very great risk? The most abandoned roué could not, at that particular crisis, have taken such a reckless step for the mere pleasure of a new companion.’


  Owen had seen that difficulty about the motive; Cytherea had not.


  ‘Unfortunately for us,’ the rector resumed, ‘no more evidence is to be obtained from the porter, Chinney. I suppose you know what became of him? He got to Liverpool and embarked, intending to work his way to America, but on the passage he fell overboard and was drowned. But there is no doubt of the truth of his confession—in fact, his conduct tends to prove it true—and no moral doubt of the fact that the real Mrs. Manston left here to go back by that morning’s train. This being the case, then, why, if this woman is not she, did she take no notice of the advertisement—I mean not necessarily a friendly notice, but from the information it afforded her have rendered it impossible that she should be personified without her own connivance?’


  ‘I think that argument is overthrown,’ Graye said, ‘by my earliest assumption of her hatred of him, weariness of the chain which bound her to him, and a resolve to begin the world anew. Let’s suppose she has married another man—somewhere abroad, say; she would be silent for her own sake.’


  ‘You’ve hit the only genuine possibility,’ said Mr. Raunham, tapping his finger upon his knee. ‘That would decidedly dispose of the second difficulty. But his motive would be as mysterious as ever.’


  Cytherea’s pictured dreads would not allow her mind to follow their conversation. ‘She’s burnt,’ she said. ‘O yes; I fear—I fear she is!’


  ‘I don’t think we can seriously believe that now, after what has happened,’ said the rector.


  Still straining her thought towards the worst, ‘Then, perhaps, the first Mrs. Manston was not his wife,’ she returned; ‘and then I should be his wife just the same, shouldn’t I?’


  ‘They were married safely enough,’ said Owen. ‘There is abundance of circumstantial evidence to prove that.’


  ‘Upon the whole,’ said Mr. Raunham, ‘I should advise your asking in a straightforward way for legal proof from the steward that the present woman is really his original wife—a thing which, to my mind, you should have done at the outset.’ He turned to Cytherea kindly, and asked her what made her give up her husband so unceremoniously.


  She could not tell the rector of her aversion to Manston, and of her unquenched love for Edward.


  ‘Your terrified state, no doubt,’ he said, answering for her, in the manner of those accustomed to the pulpit. ‘But into such a solemn compact as marriage, all-important considerations, both legally and morally, enter; it was your duty to have seen everything clearly proved. Doubtless Mr. Manston is prepared with proofs, but as it concerns nobody but yourself that her identity should be publicly established (and by your absenteeism you act as if you were satisfied) he has not troubled to exhibit them. Nobody else has taken the trouble to prove what does not affect them in the least—that’s the way of the world always. You, who should have required all things to be made clear, ran away.’


  ‘That was partly my doing,’ said Owen.


  The same explanation—her want of love for Manston—applied here too, but she shunned the revelation.


  ‘But never mind,’ added the rector; ‘it was all the greater credit to your womanhood, perhaps. I say, then, get your brother to write a line to Mr. Manston, saying you wish to be satisfied that all is legally clear (in case you should want to marry again, for instance), and I have no doubt that you will be. Or, if you would rather, I’ll write myself?’


  ‘O no, sir, no,’ pleaded Cytherea, beginning to blanch, and breathing quickly. ‘Please don’t say anything. Let me live here with Owen. I am so afraid it will turn out that I shall have to go to Knapwater and be his wife, and I don’t want to go. Do conceal what we have told you. Let him continue his deception—it is much the best for me.’


  Mr. Raunham at length divined that her love for Manston, if it had ever existed, had transmuted itself into a very different feeling now.


  ‘At any rate,’ he said, as he took his leave and mounted his mare, ‘I will see about it. Rest content, Miss Graye, and depend upon it that I will not lead you into difficulty.’


  ‘Conceal it,’ she still pleaded.


  ‘We’ll see—but of course I must do my duty.’


  ‘No—don’t do your duty!’ She looked up at him through the gloom, illuminating her own face and eyes with the candle she held.


  ‘I will consider, then,’ said Mr. Raunham, sensibly moved. He turned his horse’s head, bade them a warm adieu, and left the door.


  The rector of Carriford trotted homewards under the cold and clear March sky, its countless stars fluttering like bright birds. He was unconscious of the scene. Recovering from the effect of Cytherea’s voice and glance of entreaty, he laid the subject of the interview clearly before himself.


  The suspicions of Cytherea and Owen were honest, and had foundation—that he must own. Was he—a clergyman, magistrate, and conscientious man—justified in yielding to Cytherea’s importunities to keep silence, because she dreaded the possibility of a return to Manston? Was she wise in her request? Holding her present belief, and with no definite evidence either way, she could, for one thing, never conscientiously marry any one else. Suppose that Cytherea were Manston’s wife—i.e., that the first wife was really burnt? The adultery of Manston would be proved, and, Mr. Raunham thought, cruelty sufficient to bring the case within the meaning of the statute. Suppose the new woman was, as stated, Mr. Manston’s restored wife? Cytherea was perfectly safe as a single woman whose marriage had been void. And if it turned out that, though this woman was not Manston’s wife, his wife was still living, as Owen had suggested, in America or elsewhere, Cytherea was safe.


  The first supposition opened up the worst contingency. Was she really safe as Manston’s wife? Doubtful. But, however that might be, the gentle, defenceless girl, whom it seemed nobody’s business to help or guard, should be put in a track to proceed against this man. She had but one life, and the superciliousness with which all the world now regarded her should be compensated in some measure by the man whose carelessness—to set him in the best light—had caused it.


  Mr. Raunham felt more and more positively that his duty must be done. An inquiry must be made into the matter. Immediately on reaching home, he sat down and wrote a plain and friendly letter to Mr. Manston, and despatched it at once to him by hand. Then he flung himself back in his chair, and went on with his meditation. Was there anything in the suspicion? There could be nothing, surely. Nothing is done by a clever man without a motive, and what conceivable motive could Manston have for such abnormal conduct? Corinthian that he might be, who had preyed on virginity like St. George’s dragon, he would never have been absurd enough to venture on such a course for the possession alone of the woman—there was no reason for it—she was inferior to Cytherea in every respect, physical and mental.


  On the other hand, it seemed rather odd, when he analyzed the action, that a woman who deliberately hid herself from her husband for more than a twelvemonth should be brought back by a mere advertisement. In fact, the whole business had worked almost too smoothly and effectually for unpremeditated sequence. It was too much like the indiscriminate righting of everything at the end of an old play. And there was that curious business of the keys and watch. Her way of accounting for their being left behind by forgetfulness had always seemed to him rather forced. The only unforced explanation was that suggested by the newspaper writers—that she left them behind on purpose to blind people as to her escape, a motive which would have clashed with the possibility of her being fished back by an advertisement, as the present woman had been. Again, there were the two charred bones. He shuffled the books and papers in his study, and walked about the room, restlessly musing on the same subject. The parlour-maid entered.


  ‘Can young Mr. Springrove from London see you to-night, sir?’


  ‘Young Mr. Springrove?’ said the rector, surprised.


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Yes, of course he can see me. Tell him to come in.’


  Edward came so impatiently into the room, as to show that the few short moments his announcement had occupied had been irksome to him. He stood in the doorway with the same black bag in his hand, and the same old gray cloak on his shoulders, that he had worn fifteen months earlier when returning on the night of the fire. This appearance of his conveyed a true impression; he had become a stagnant man. But he was excited now.


  ‘I have this moment come from London,’ he said, as the door was closed behind him.


  The prophetic insight, which so strangely accompanies critical experiences, prompted Mr. Raunham’s reply.


  ‘About the Grayes and Manston?’


  ‘Yes. That woman is not Mrs. Manston.’


  ‘Prove it.’


  ‘I can prove that she is somebody else—that her name is Anne Seaway.’


  ‘And are their suspicions true indeed!’


  ‘And I can do what’s more to the purpose at present.’


  ‘Suggest Manston’s motive?[’]


  ‘Only suggest it, remember. But my assumption fits so perfectly with the facts that have been secretly unearthed and conveyed to me, that I can hardly conceive of another.’


  There was in Edward’s bearing that entire unconsciousness of himself which, natural to wild animals, only prevails in a sensitive man at moments of extreme intentness. The rector saw that he had no trivial story to communicate, whatever the story was.


  ‘Sit down,’ said Mr. Raunham. ‘My mind has been on the stretch all the evening to form the slightest guess at such an object, and all to no purpose—entirely to no purpose. Have you said anything to Owen Graye?’


  ‘Nothing—nor to anybody. I could not trust to the effect a letter might have upon yourself, either; the intricacy of the case brings me to this interview.’


  Whilst Springrove had been speaking the two had sat down together. The conversation, hitherto distinct to every corner of the room, was carried on now in tones so low as to be scarcely audible to the interlocutors, and in phrases which hesitated to complete themselves. Three-quarters of an hour passed. Then Edward arose, came out of the rector’s study and again flung his cloak around him. Instead of going thence homeward, he went first to the Carriford Road Station with a telegram, having despatched which he proceeded to his father’s house for the first time since his arrival in the village.


  3. From Nine to Ten o’clock p.m.


  The next presentation is the interior of the Old House on the evening of the preceding section. The steward was sitting by his parlour fire, and had been reading the letter arrived from the rectory. Opposite to him sat the woman known to the village and neighbourhood as Mrs. Manston.


  ‘Things are looking desperate with us,’ he said gloomily. His gloom was not that of the hypochondriac, but the legitimate gloom which has its origin in a syllogism. As he uttered the words he handed the letter to her.


  ‘I almost expected some such news as this,’ she replied, in a tone of much greater indifference. ‘I knew suspicion lurked in the eyes of that young man who stared at me so in the church path: I could have sworn it.’


  Manston did not answer for some time. His face was worn and haggard; latterly his head had not been carried so uprightly as of old. ‘If they prove you to be—who you are…. Yes, if they do,’ he murmured.


  ‘They must not find that out,’ she said, in a positive voice, and looking at him. ‘But supposing they do, the trick does not seem to me to be so serious as to justify that wretched, miserable, horrible look of yours. It makes my flesh creep; it is perfectly deathlike.’


  He did not reply, and she continued, ‘If they say and prove that Eunice is indeed living—and dear, you know she is—she is sure to come back.’


  This remark seemed to awaken and irritate him to speech. Again, as he had done a hundred times during their residence together, he categorized the events connected with the fire at the Three Tranters. He dwelt on every incident of that night’s history, and endeavoured, with an anxiety which was extraordinary in the apparent circumstances, to prove that his wife must, by the very nature of things, have perished in the flames. She arose from her seat, crossed the hearthrug, and set herself to soothe him; then she whispered that she was still as unbelieving as ever. ‘Come, supposing she escaped—just supposing she escaped—where is she?’ coaxed the lady.


  ‘Why are you so curious continually?’ said Manston.


  ‘Because I am a woman and want to know. Now where is she?’


  ‘In the Flying Isle of San Borandan.’


  ‘Witty cruelty is the cruellest of any. Ah, well—if she is in England, she will come back.’


  ‘She is not in England.’


  ‘But she will come back?’


  ‘No, she won’t…. Come, madam,’ he said, arousing himself, ‘I shall not answer any more questions.’


  ‘Ah—ah—ah—she is not dead,’ the woman murmured again poutingly.


  ‘She is, I tell you.’


  ‘I don’t think so, love.’


  ‘She was burnt, I tell you!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Now to please me, admit the bare possibility of her being alive—just the possibility.’


  ‘O yes—to please you I will admit that,’ he said quickly. ‘Yes, I admit the possibility of her being alive, to please you.’


  She looked at him in utter perplexity. The words could only have been said in jest, and yet they seemed to savour of a tone the furthest remove from jesting. There was his face plain to her eyes, but no information of any kind was to be read there.


  ‘It is only natural that I should be curious,’ she murmured pettishly, ‘if I resemble her as much as you say I do.’


  ‘You are handsomer,’ he said, ‘though you are about her own height and size. But don’t worry yourself. You must know that you are body and soul united with me, though you are but my housekeeper.’


  She bridled a little at the remark. ‘Wife,’ she said, ‘most certainly wife, since you cannot dismiss me without losing your character and position, and incurring heavy penalties.’


  ‘I own it—it was well said, though mistakenly—very mistakenly.’


  ‘Don’t riddle to me about mistakenly and such dark things. Now what was your motive, dearest, in running the risk of having me here?’


  ‘Your beauty,’ he said.


  ‘She thanks you much for the compliment, but will not take it. Come, what was your motive?’


  ‘Your wit.’


  ‘No, no; not my wit. Wit would have made a wife of me by this time instead of what I am.’


  ‘Your virtue.’


  ‘Or virtue either.’


  ‘I tell you it was your beauty—really.’


  ‘But I cannot help seeing and hearing, and if what people say is true, I am not nearly so good-looking as Cytherea, and several years older.’


  The aspect of Manston’s face at these words from her was so confirmatory of her hint, that his forced reply of ‘O no,’ tended to develop her chagrin.


  ‘Mere liking or love for me,’ she resumed, ‘would not have sprung up all of a sudden, as your pretended passion did. You had been to London several times between the time of the fire and your marriage with Cytherea—you had never visited me or thought of my existence or cared that I was out of a situation and poor. But the week after you married her and were separated from her, off you rush to make love to me—not first to me either, for you went to several places——’


  ‘No, not several places.’


  ‘Yes, you told me so yourself—that you went first to the only lodging in which your wife had been known as Mrs. Manston, and when you found that the lodging-house-keeper had gone away and died, and that nobody else in the street had any definite ideas as to your wife’s personal appearance, you came and proposed the arrangement we carried out—that I should personate her. Your taking all this trouble shows that something more serious than love had to do with the matter.’


  ‘Humbug—what trouble after all did I take? When I found Cytherea would not stay with me after the wedding I was much put out at being left alone again. Was that unnatural?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And those favouring accidents you mention—that nobody knew my first wife—seemed an arrangement of Providence for our mutual benefit, and merely perfected a half-formed impulse—that I should call you my first wife to escape the scandal that would have arisen if you had come here as anything else.’


  ‘My love, that story won’t do. If Mrs. Manston was burnt, Cytherea, whom you love better than me, could have been compelled to live with you as your lawful wife. If she was not burnt, why should you run the risk of her turning up again at any moment and exposing your substitution of me, and ruining your name and prospects?’


  ‘Why—because I might have loved you well enough to run the risk (assuming her not to be burnt, which I deny).’


  ‘No—you would have run the risk the other way. You would rather have risked her finding you with Cytherea as a second wife, than with me as a personator of herself—the first one.’


  ‘You came easiest to hand—remember that.’


  ‘Not so very easy either, considering the labour you took to teach me your first wife’s history. All about how she was a native of Philadelphia. Then making me read up the guide-book to Philadelphia, and details of American life and manners, in case the birthplace and history of your wife, Eunice, should ever become known in this neighbourhood—unlikely as it was. Ah! and then about the handwriting of hers that I had to imitate, and the dying my hair, and rouging, to make the transformation complete? You mean to say that that was taking less trouble than there would have been in arranging events to make Cytherea believe herself your wife, and live with you?’


  ‘You were a needy adventuress, who would dare anything for a new pleasure and an easy life—and I was fool enough to give in to you——’


  ‘Good heavens above!—did I ask you to insert those advertisements for your old wife, and to make me answer one as if I was she? Did I ask you to send me the letter for me to copy and send back to you when the third advertisement appeared—purporting to come from the long-lost wife, and giving a detailed history of her escape and subsequent life—all which you had invented yourself? You deluded me into loving you, and then enticed me here! Ah, and this is another thing. How did you know the real wife wouldn’t answer it, and upset all your plans?’


  ‘Because I knew she was burnt.’


  ‘Why didn’t you force Cytherea to come back, then? Now, my love, I have caught you, and you may just as well tell first as last, what was your motive in having me here as your first wife?’


  ‘Silence!’ he exclaimed.


  She was silent for the space of two minutes, and then persisted in going on to mutter, ‘And why was it that Miss Aldclyffe allowed her favourite young lady, Cythie, to be overthrown and supplanted without an expostulation or any show of sympathy? Do you know I often think you exercise a secret power over Miss Aldclyffe. And she always shuns me as if I shared the power. A poor, ill-used creature like me sharing power, indeed!’


  ‘She thinks you are Mrs. Manston.’


  ‘That wouldn’t make her avoid me.’


  ‘Yes it would,’ he exclaimed impatiently. ‘I wish I was dead—dead!’ He had jumped up from his seat in uttering the words, and now walked wearily to the end of the room. Coming back more decisively, he looked in her face.


  ‘We must leave this place if Raunham suspects what I think he does,’ he said. ‘The request of Cytherea and her brother may simply be for a satisfactory proof, to make her feel legally free—but it may mean more.’


  ‘What may it mean?’


  ‘How should I know?’


  ‘Well, well, never mind, old boy,’ she said, approaching him to make up the quarrel. ‘Don’t be so alarmed—anybody would think that you were the woman and I the man. Suppose they do find out what I am—we can go away from here and keep house as usual. People will say of you, “His first wife was burnt to death” (or “ran away to the Colonies,” as the case may be); “he married a second, and deserted her for Anne Seaway.” A very everyday case—nothing so horrible, after all.’


  He made an impatient movement. ‘Whichever way we do it, nobody must know that you are not my wife Eunice. And now I must think about arranging matters.’


  Manston then retired to his office, and shut himself up for the remainder of the evening.


  ♣


  XIX.


  The Events of a Day and Night


  1. March the Twenty-First. Morning


  Next morning the steward went out as usual. He shortly told his companion, Anne, that he had almost matured their scheme, and that they would enter upon the details of it when he came home at night. The fortunate fact that the rector’s letter did not require an immediate answer would give him time to consider.


  Anne Seaway then began her duties in the house. Besides daily superintending the cook and housemaid one of these duties was, at rare intervals, to dust Manston’s office with her own hands, a servant being supposed to disturb the books and papers unnecessarily. She softly wandered from table to shelf with the duster in her hand, afterwards standing in the middle of the room, and glancing around to discover if any noteworthy collection of dust had still escaped her.


  Her eye fell upon a faint layer which rested upon the ledge of an old-fashioned chestnut cabinet of French Renaissance workmanship, placed in a recess by the fireplace. At a height of about four feet from the floor the upper portion of the front receded, forming the ledge alluded to, on which opened at each end two small doors, the centre space between them being filled out by a panel of similar size, making the third of three squares. The dust on the ledge was nearly on a level with the woman’s eye, and, though insignificant in quantity, showed itself distinctly on account of this obliquity of vision. Now opposite the central panel, concentric quarter-circles were traced in the deposited film, expressing to her that this panel, too, was a door like the others; that it had lately been opened, and had skimmed the dust with its lower edge.


  At last, then, her curiosity was slightly rewarded. For the right of the matter was that Anne had been incited to this exploration of Manston’s office rather by a wish to know the reason of his long seclusion here, after the arrival of the rector’s letter, and their subsequent discourse, than by any immediate desire for cleanliness. Still, there would have been nothing remarkable to Anne in this sight but for one recollection. Manston had once casually told her that each of the two side-lockers included half the middle space, the panel of which did not open, and was only put in for symmetry. It was possible that he had opened this compartment by candlelight the preceding night, or he would have seen the marks in the dust, and effaced them, that he might not be proved guilty of telling her an untruth. She balanced herself on one foot and stood pondering. She considered that it was very vexing and unfair in him to refuse her all knowledge of his remaining secrets, in the peculiar circumstances of her connection with him. She went close to the cabinet. As there was no keyhole, the door must be capable of being opened by the unassisted hand. The circles in the dust told her at which edge to apply her force. Here she pulled with the tips of her fingers, but the panel would not come forward. She fetched a chair and looked over the top of the cabinet, but no bolt, knob, or spring was to be seen.


  ‘O, never mind,’ she said, with indifference; ‘I’ll ask him about it, and he will tell me.’ Down she came and turned away. Then looking back again she thought it was absurd such a trifle should puzzle her. She retraced her steps, and opened a drawer beneath the ledge of the cabinet, pushing in her hand and feeling about on the underside of the board.


  Here she found a small round sinking, and pressed her finger into it. Nothing came of the pressure. She withdrew her hand and looked at the tip of her finger: it was marked with the impress of the circle, and, in addition, a line ran across it diametrically.


  ‘How stupid of me; it is the head of a screw.’ Whatever mysterious contrivance had originally existed for opening the puny cupboard of the cabinet, it had at some time been broken, and this rough substitute provided. Stimulated curiosity would not allow her to recede now. She fetched a screwdriver, withdrew the screw, pulled the door open with a penknife, and found inside a cavity about ten inches square. The cavity contained—


  Letters from different women, with unknown signatures, Christian names only (surnames being despised in Paphos). Letters from his wife Eunice. Letters from Anne herself, including that she wrote in answer to his advertisement. A small pocket-book. Sundry scraps of paper.


  The letters from the strange women with pet names she glanced carelessly through, and then put them aside. They were too similar to her own regretted delusion, and curiosity requires contrast to excite it.


  The letters from his wife were next examined. They were dated back as far as Eunice’s first meeting with Manston, and the early ones before their marriage contained the usual pretty effusions of women at such a period of their existence. Some little time after he had made her his wife, and when he had come to Knapwater, the series began again, and now their contents arrested her attention more forcibly. She closed the cabinet, carried the letters into the parlour, reclined herself on the sofa, and carefully perused them in the order of their dates.


  
    John Street,

    October 17, 1864.


    My dearest Husband,—I received your hurried line of yesterday, and was of course content with it. But why don’t you tell me your exact address instead of that ‘Post-Office, Budmouth’? This matter is all a mystery to me, and I ought to be told every detail. I cannot fancy it is the same kind of occupation you have been used to hitherto. Your command that I am to stay here awhile until you can ‘see how things look’ and can arrange to send for me, I must necessarily abide by. But if, as you say, a married man would have been rejected by the person who engaged you, and that hence my existence must be kept a secret until you have secured your position, why did you think of going at all?


    The truth is, this keeping our marriage a secret is troublesome, vexing, and wearisome to me. I see the poorest woman in the street bearing her husband’s name openly—living with him in the most matter-of-fact ease, and why shouldn’t I? I wish I was back again in Liverpool.


    To-day I bought a grey waterproof cloak. I think it is a little too long for me, but it was cheap for one of such a quality. The weather is gusty and dreary, and till this morning I had hardly set foot outside the door since you left. Please do tell me when I am to come.—Very affectionately yours,


    Eunice.

  


  
    John Street,

    October 25, 1864.


    My dear Husband,—Why don’t you write? Do you hate me? I have not had the heart to do anything this last week. That I, your wife, should be in this strait, and my husband well to do! I have been obliged to leave my first lodging for debt—among other things, they charged me for a lot of brandy which I am quite sure I did not taste. Then I went to Camberwell and was found out by them. I went away privately from thence, and changed my name the second time. I am now Mrs. Rondley. But the new lodging was the wretchedest and dearest I ever set foot in, and I left it after being there only a day. I am now at No. 20 in the same street that you left me in originally. All last night the sash of my window rattled so dreadfully that I could not sleep, but I had not energy enough to get out of bed to stop it. This morning I have been walking—I don’t know how far—but far enough to make my feet ache. I have been looking at the outside of two or three of the theatres, but they seem forbidding if I regard them with the eye of an actress in search of an engagement. Though you said I was to think no more of the stage, I believe you would not care if you found me there. But I am not an actress by nature, and art will never make me one. I am too timid and retiring; I was intended for a cottager’s wife. I certainly shall not try to go on the boards again whilst I am in this strange place. The idea of being brought on as far as London and then left here alone! Why didn’t you leave me in Liverpool? Perhaps you thought I might have told somebody that my real name was Mrs. Manston. As if I had a living friend to whom I could impart it—no such good fortune! In fact, my nearest friend is no nearer than what most people would call a stranger. But perhaps I ought to tell you that a week before I wrote my last letter to you, after wishing that my uncle and aunt in Philadelphia (the only near relatives I had) were still alive, I suddenly resolved to send a line to my cousin James, who, I believe, is still living in that neighbourhood. He has never seen me since we were babies together. I did not tell him of my marriage, because I thought you might not like it, and I gave my real maiden name, and an address at the post-office here. But God knows if the letter will ever reach him.


    Do write me an answer, and send something.—Your affectionate wife.[,]


    Eunice.

  


  
    Friday, October 28.


    My dear Husband,—The order for ten pounds has just come, and I am truly glad to get it. But why will you write so bitterly? Ah—well, if I had only had the money I should have been on my way to America by this time, so don’t think I want to bore you of my own free-will. Who can you have met with at that new place? Remember I say this in no malignant tone, but certainly the facts go to prove that you have deserted me! You are inconstant—I know it. O, why are you so? Now I have lost you, I love you in spite of your neglect. I am weakly fond—that’s my nature. I fear that upon the whole my life has been wasted. I know there is another woman supplanting me in your heart—yes, I know it. Come to me—do come.


    Eunice.

  


  
    41 Charles Square, Hoxton,

    November 19.


    Dear Æneas,—Here I am back again after my visit. Why should you have been so enraged at my finding your exact address? Any woman would have tried to do it—you know she would have. And no woman would have lived under assumed names so long as I did. I repeat that I did not call myself Mrs. Manston until I came to this lodging at the beginning of this month—what could you expect?


    A helpless creature I, had not fortune favoured me unexpectedly. Banished as I was from your house at dawn, I did not suppose the indignity was about to lead to important results. But in crossing the park I overheard the conversation of a young man and woman who had also risen early. I believe her to be the girl who has won you away from me. Well, their conversation concerned you and Miss Aldclyffe, very peculiarly. The remarkable thing is that you yourself, without knowing it, told me of what, added to their conversation, completely reveals a secret to me that neither of you understand. Two negatives never made such a telling positive before. One clue more, and you would see it. A single consideration prevents me revealing it—just one doubt as to whether your ignorance was real, and was not feigned to deceive me. Civility now, please.


    Eunice.

  


  
    41 Charles Square,

    Tuesday, November 22.


    My darling Husband,—Monday will suit me excellently for coming. I have acted exactly up to your instructions, and have sold my rubbish at the broker’s in the next street. All this movement and bustle is delightful to me after the weeks of monotony I have endured. It is a relief to wish the place good-bye—London always has seemed so much more foreign to me than Liverpool. The mid-day train on Monday will do nicely for me. I shall be anxiously looking out for you on Sunday night.


    I hope so much that you are not angry with me for writing to Miss Aldclyffe. You are not, dear, are you? Forgive me.—Your loving wife,


    Eunice.

  


  This was the last of the letters from the wife to the husband. One other, in Mrs. Manston’s handwriting, and in the same packet, was differently addressed.


  
    Three Tranters Inn, Carriford,

    November 28, 1864.


    Dear Cousin James,—Thank you indeed for answering my letter so promptly. When I called at the post-office yesterday I did not in the least think there would be one. But I must leave this subject. I write again at once under the strangest and saddest conditions it is possible to conceive.


    I did not tell you in my last that I was a married woman. Don’t blame me—it was my husband’s influence. I hardly know where to begin my story. I had been living apart from him for a time—then he sent for me (this was last week) and I was glad to go to him. Then this is what he did. He promised to fetch me, and did not—leaving me to do the journey alone. He promised to meet me at the station here—he did not. I went on through the darkness to his house, and found his door locked and himself away from home. I have been obliged to come here, and I write to you in a strange room in a strange village inn! I choose the present moment to write to drive away my misery. Sorrow seems a sort of pleasure when you detail it on paper—poor pleasure though.


    But this is what I want to know—and I am ashamed to tell it. I would gladly do as you say, and come to you as a housekeeper, but I have not the money even for a steerage passage. James, do you want me badly enough—do you pity me enough to send it? I could manage to subsist in London upon the proceeds of my sale for another month or six weeks. Will you send it to the same address at the post-office? But how do I know that you …

  


  Thus the letter ended. From creases in the paper it was plain that the writer, having got so far, had become dissatisfied with her production, and had crumpled it in her hand. Was it to write another, or not to write at all?


  The next thing Anne Seaway perceived was that the fragmentary story she had coaxed out of Manston, to the effect that his wife had left England for America, might be truthful, according to two of these letters, corroborated by the evidence of the railway-porter. And yet, at first, he had sworn in a passion that his wife was most certainly consumed in the fire.


  If she had been burnt, this letter, written in her bedroom, and probably thrust into her pocket when she relinquished it, would have been burnt with her. Nothing was surer than that. Why, then, did he say she was burnt, and never show Anne herself this letter?


  The question suddenly raised a new and much stranger one—kindling a burst of amazement in her. How did Manston become possessed of this letter?


  That fact of possession was certainly the most remarkable revelation of all in connection with this epistle, and perhaps had something to do with his reason for never showing it to her.


  She knew by several proofs, that from the fire to his marriage with Cytherea, and up to the time of the porter’s confession, Manston believed—honestly believed—that Cytherea would be his lawful wife, and hence, of course, that his wife Eunice was dead. So that no communication could possibly have passed between his wife and himself from the first moment that he believed her dead on the night of the fire, to the day of his wedding. And yet he had that letter. How soon afterwards could they have communicated with each other?


  The existence of the letter—as much as, or more than its contents—implying that Mrs. Manston was not burnt, his belief in that calamity must have terminated at the moment he obtained possession of the letter, if no earlier. Was, then, the only solution to the riddle that Anne could discern, the true one?—that he had communicated with his wife somewhere about the commencement of Anne’s residence with him, or at any time since?


  It was the most unlikely thing on earth that a woman who had forsaken her husband should countenance his scheme to personify her—whether she were in America, in London, or in the neighbourhood of Knapwater.


  Then came the old and harassing question, what was Manston’s real motive in risking his name on the deception he was practising as regarded Anne. It could not be, as he had always pretended, mere passion. Her thoughts had reverted to Mr. Raunham’s letter, asking for proofs of her identity with the original Mrs. Manston. She could see no loophole of escape for the man who supported her. True, in her own estimation, his worst alternative was not so very bad after all—the getting the name of libertine, a possible appearance in the divorce or some other court of law, and a question of damages. Such an exposure might hinder his worldly progress for some time. Yet to him this alternative was, apparently, terrible as death itself.


  She restored the letters to their hiding-place, scanned anew the other letters and memoranda, from which she could gain no fresh information, fastened up the cabinet, and left everything in its former condition.


  Her mind was ill at ease. More than ever she wished that she had never seen Manston. Where the person suspected of mysterious moral obliquity is the possessor of great physical and intellectual attractions, the mere sense of incongruity adds an extra shudder to dread. The man’s strange bearing terrified Anne as it had terrified Cytherea; for with all the woman Anne’s faults, she had not descended to such depths of depravity as to willingly participate in crime. She had not even known that a living wife was being displaced till her arrival at Knapwater put retreat out of the question, and had looked upon personation simply as a mode of subsistence a degree better than toiling in poverty and alone, after a bustling and somewhat pampered life as housekeeper in a gay mansion.


  
    Non illa colo calathisve Minervæ


    Fœmineas assueta manus.

  


  2. Afternoon


  Mr. Raunham and Edward Springrove had by this time set in motion a machinery which they hoped to find working out important results.


  The rector was restless and full of meditation all the following morning. It was plain, even to the servants about him, that Springrove’s communication wore a deeper complexion than any that had been made to the old magistrate for many months or years past. The fact was that, having arrived at the stage of existence in which the difficult intellectual feat of suspending one’s judgment becomes possible, he was now putting it in practice, though not without the penalty of watchful effort.


  It was not till the afternoon that he determined to call on his relative, Miss Aldclyffe, and cautiously probe her knowledge of the subject occupying him so thoroughly. Cytherea, he knew, was still beloved by this solitary woman. Miss Aldclyffe had made several private inquiries concerning her former companion, and there was ever a sadness in her tone when the young lady’s name was mentioned, which showed that from whatever cause the elder Cytherea’s renunciation of her favourite and namesake proceeded, it was not from indifference to her fate.


  ‘Have you ever had any reason for supposing your steward anything but an upright man?’ he said to the old maid.


  ‘Never the slightest. Have you?’ said she reservedly.


  ‘Well—I have.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘I can say nothing plainly, because nothing is proved. But my suspicions are very strong.’


  ‘Do you mean that he was rather cool towards his wife when they were first married, and that it was unfair in him to leave her? I know he was; but I think his recent conduct towards her has amply atoned for the neglect.’


  He looked Miss Aldclyffe full in the face. It was plain that she spoke honestly. She had not the slightest notion that the woman who lived with the steward might be other than Mrs. Manston—much less that a greater matter might be behind.


  ‘That’s not it—I wish it was no more. My suspicion is, first, that the woman living at the Old House is not Mr. Manston’s wife.’


  ‘Not—Mr. Manston’s wife?’


  ‘That is it.’


  Miss Aldclyffe looked blankly at the rector. ‘Not Mr. Manston’s wife—who else can she be?’ she said simply.


  ‘An improper woman of the name of Anne Seaway.’


  Mr. Raunham had, in common with other people, noticed the extraordinary interest of Miss Aldclyffe in the well-being of her steward, and had endeavoured to account for it in various ways. The extent to which she was shaken by his information, whilst it proved that the understanding between herself and Manston did not make her a sharer of his secrets, also showed that the tie which bound her to him was still unbroken. Mr. Raunham had lately begun to doubt the latter fact, and now, on finding himself mistaken, regretted that he had not kept his own counsel in the matter. This it was too late to do, and he pushed on with his proofs. He gave Miss Aldclyffe in detail the grounds of his belief.


  Before he had done, she recovered the cloak of reserve that she had adopted on his opening the subject.


  ‘I might possibly be convinced that you were in the right, after such an elaborate argument,’ she replied, ‘were it not for one fact, which bears in the contrary direction so pointedly, that nothing but absolute proof can turn it. It is that there is no conceivable motive which could induce any sane man—leaving alone a man of Mr. Manston’s clear-headedness and integrity—to venture upon such an extraordinary course of conduct—no motive on earth.’


  ‘That was my own opinion till after the visit of a friend last night—a friend of mine and poor little Cytherea’s.’


  ‘Ah—and Cytherea,’ said Miss Aldclyffe, catching at the idea raised by the name. ‘That he loved Cytherea—yes and loves her now, wildly and devotedly, I am as positive as that I breathe. Cytherea is years younger than Mrs. Manston—as I shall call her—twice as sweet in disposition, three times as beautiful. Would he have given her up quietly and suddenly for a common——. Mr. Raunham, your story is monstrous, and I don’t believe it!’ She glowed in her earnestness.


  The rector might now have advanced his second proposition—the possible motive—but for reasons of his own he did not.


  ‘Very well, madam. I only hope that facts will sustain you in your belief. Ask him the question to his face, whether the woman is his wife or no, and see how he receives it.’


  ‘I will to-morrow, most certainly,’ she said. ‘I always let these things die of wholesome ventilation, as every fungus does.’


  But no sooner had the rector left her presence, than the grain of mustard-seed he had sown grew to a tree. Her impatience to set her mind at rest could not brook a night’s delay. It was with the utmost difficulty that she could wait till evening arrived to screen her movements. Immediately the sun had dropped behind the horizon, and before it was quite dark, she wrapped her cloak around her, softly left the house, and walked erect through the gloomy park in the direction of the old manor-house.


  The same minute saw two persons sit down in the rectory-house to share the rector’s usually solitary dinner. One was a man of official appearance, commonplace in all except his eyes. The other was Edward Springrove.


  The discovery of the carefully-concealed letters rankled in the mind of Anne Seaway. Her woman’s nature insisted that Manston had no right to keep all matters connected with his lost wife a secret from herself. Perplexity had bred vexation; vexation, resentment; curiosity had been continuous. The whole morning this resentment and curiosity increased.


  The steward said very little to his companion during their luncheon at mid-day. He seemed reckless of appearances—almost indifferent to whatever fate awaited him. All his actions betrayed that something portentous was impending, and still he explained nothing. By carefully observing every trifling action, as only a woman can observe them, the thought at length dawned upon her that he was going to run away secretly. She feared for herself; her knowledge of law and justice was vague, and she fancied she might in some way be made responsible for him.


  In the afternoon he went out of the house again, and she watched him drive away in the direction of the county-town. She felt a desire to go there herself, and, after an interval of half-an-hour, followed him on foot notwithstanding the distance—ostensibly to do some shopping.


  One among her several trivial errands was to make a small purchase at the druggist’s. Near the druggist’s stood the County Bank. Looking out of the shop window, between the coloured bottles, she saw Manston come down the steps of the bank, in the act of withdrawing his hand from his pocket, and pulling his coat close over its mouth.


  It is an almost universal habit with people, when leaving a bank, to be carefully adjusting their pockets if they have been receiving money; if they have been paying it in, their hands swing laxly. The steward had in all likelihood been taking money—possibly on Miss Aldclyffe’s account—that was continual with him. And he might have been removing his own, as a man would do who was intending to leave the country.


  3. From Five to Eight o’clock p.m.


  Anne reached home again in time to preside over preparations for dinner. Manston came in half-an-hour later. The lamp was lighted, the shutters were closed, and they sat down together. He was pale and worn—almost haggard.


  The meal passed off in almost unbroken silence. When preoccupation withstands the influence of a social meal with one pleasant companion, the mental scene must be surpassingly vivid. Just as she was rising a tap came to the door.


  Before a maid could attend to the knock, Manston crossed the room and answered it himself. The visitor was Miss Aldclyffe.


  Manston instantly came back and spoke to Anne in an undertone. ‘I should be glad if you could retire to your room for a short time.’


  ‘It is a dry, starlight evening,’ she replied. ‘I will go for a little walk if your object is merely a private conversation with Miss Aldclyffe.’


  ‘Very well, do; there’s no accounting for tastes,’ he said. A few commonplaces then passed between her and Miss Aldclyffe, and Anne went upstairs to bonnet and cloak herself. She came down, opened the front door, and went out.


  She looked around to realize the night. It was dark, mournful, and quiet. Then she stood still. From the moment that Manston had requested her absence, a strong and burning desire had prevailed in her to know the subject of Miss Aldclyffe’s conversation with him. Simple curiosity was not entirely what inspired her. Her suspicions had been thoroughly aroused by the discovery of the morning. A conviction that her future depended on her power to combat a man who, in desperate circumstances, would be far from a friend to her, prompted a strategic movement to acquire the important secret that was in handling now. The woman thought and thought, and regarded the dull dark trees, anxiously debating how the thing could be done.


  Stealthily re-opening the front door she entered the hall, and advancing and pausing alternately, came close to the door of the room in which Miss Aldclyffe and Manston conversed. Nothing could be heard through the keyhole or panels. At a great risk she softly turned the knob and opened the door to a width of about half-an-inch, performing the act so delicately that three minutes, at least, were occupied in completing it. At that instant Miss Aldclyffe said—


  ‘There’s a draught somewhere. The door is ajar, I think.’


  Anne glided back under the staircase. Manston came forward and closed the door. This chance was now cut off, and she considered again. The parlour, or sitting-room, in which the conference took place, had the window-shutters fixed on the outside of the window, as is usual in the back portions of old country-houses. The shutters were hinged one on each side of the opening, and met in the middle, where they were fastened by a bolt passing continuously through them and the wood mullion within, the bolt being secured on the inside by a pin, which was seldom inserted till Manston and herself were about to retire for the night; sometimes not at all.


  If she returned to the door of the room she might be discovered at any moment, but could she listen at the window, which overlooked a part of the garden never visited after nightfall, she would be safe from disturbance. The idea was worth a trial.


  She glided round to the window, took the head of the bolt between her finger and thumb, and softly screwed it round until it was entirely withdrawn from its position. The shutters remained as before, whilst, where the bolt had come out, was now a shining hole three-quarters of an inch in diameter, through which one might see into the middle of the room. She applied her eye to the orifice.


  Miss Aldclyffe and Manston were both standing; Manston with his back to the window, his companion facing it. The lady’s demeanour was severe, condemnatory, and haughty. No more was to be seen; Anne then turned sideways, leant with her shoulder against the shutters and placed her ear upon the hole.


  ‘You know where,’ said Miss Aldclyffe. ‘And how could you, a man, act a double deceit like this?’


  ‘Men do strange things sometimes.’


  ‘What was your reason—come?’


  ‘A mere whim.’


  ‘I might even believe that, if the woman were handsomer than Cytherea, or if you had been married some time to Cytherea and had grown tired of her.’


  ‘And can’t you believe it, too, under these conditions; that I married Cytherea, gave her up because I heard that my wife was alive, found that my wife would not come to live with me, and then, not to let any woman I love so well as Cytherea run any risk of being displaced and ruined in reputation, should my wife ever think fit to return, induced this woman to come to me, as being better than no companion at all?’


  ‘I cannot believe it. Your love for Cytherea was not of such a kind as that excuse would imply. It was Cytherea or nobody with you. As an object of passion, you did not desire the company of this Anne Seaway at all, and certainly not so much as to madly risk your reputation by bringing her here in the way you have done. I am sure you didn’t, Æneas.’


  ‘So am I,’ he said bluntly.


  Miss Aldclyffe uttered an exclamation of astonishment; the confession was like a blow in its suddenness. She began to reproach him bitterly, and with tears.


  ‘How could you overthrow my plans, disgrace the only girl I ever had any respect for, by such inexplicable doings! … That woman must leave this place—the country perhaps. Heavens! the truth will leak out in a day or two!’


  ‘She must do no such thing, and the truth must be stifled somehow—nobody knows how. If I stay here, or on any spot of the civilized globe, as Æneas Manston, this woman must live with me as my wife, or I am damned past redemption!’


  ‘I will not countenance your keeping her, whatever your motive may be.’


  ‘You must do something,’ he murmured. ‘You must. Yes, you must.’


  ‘I never will,’ she said. ‘It is a criminal act.’


  He looked at her earnestly. ‘Will you not support me through this deception if my very life depends upon it? Will you not?’


  ‘Nonsense! Life! It will be a scandal to you, but she must leave this place. It will out sooner or later, and the exposure had better come now.’


  Manston repeated gloomily the same words. ‘My life depends upon your supporting me—my very life.’


  He then came close to her, and spoke into her ear. Whilst he spoke he held her head to his mouth with both his hands. Strange expressions came over her face; the workings of her mouth were painful to observe. Still he held her and whispered on.


  The only words that could be caught by Anne Seaway, confused as her hearing frequently was by the moan of the wind and the waterfall in her outer ear, were these of Miss Aldclyffe, in tones which absolutely quivered: ‘They have no money. What can they prove?’


  The listener tasked herself to the utmost to catch his answer, but it was in vain. Of the remainder of the colloquy one fact alone was plain to Anne, and that only inductively—that Miss Aldclyffe, from what he had revealed to her, was going to scheme body and soul on Manston’s behalf.


  Miss Aldclyffe seemed now to have no further reason for remaining, yet she lingered awhile as if loth to leave him. When, finally, the crestfallen and agitated lady made preparations for departure, Anne quickly inserted the bolt, ran round to the entrance archway, and down the steps into the park. Here she stood close to the trunk of a huge lime-tree, which absorbed her dark outline into its own.


  In a few minutes she saw Manston, with Miss Aldclyffe leaning on his arm, cross the glade before her and proceed in the direction of the house. She watched them ascend the rise and advance, as two black spots, towards the mansion. The appearance of an oblong space of light in the dark mass of walls denoted that the door was opened. Miss Aldclyffe’s outline became visible upon it; the door shut her in, and all was darkness again. The form of Manston returning alone arose from the gloom, and passed by Anne in her hiding-place.


  Waiting outside a quarter of an hour longer, that no suspicion of any kind might be excited, Anne returned to the old manor-house.


  4. From Eight to Eleven o’clock p.m.


  Manston was very friendly that evening. It was evident to her, now that she was behind the scenes, that he was making desperate efforts to disguise the real state of his mind.


  Her terror of him did not decrease. They sat down to supper, Manston still talking cheerfully. But what is keener than the eye of a mistrustful woman? A man’s cunning is to it as was the armour of Sisera to the thin tent-nail. She found, in spite of his adroitness, that he was attempting something more than a disguise of his feeling. He was trying to distract her attention, that he might be unobserved in some special movement of his hands.


  What a moment it was for her then! The whole surface of her body became attentive. She allowed him no chance whatever. We know the duplicated condition at such times—when the existence divides itself into two, and the ostensibly innocent chatterer stands in front, like another person, to hide the timorous spy.


  Manston played the same game, but more palpably. The meal was nearly over when he seemed possessed of a new idea of how his object might be accomplished. He tilted back his chair with a reflective air, and looked steadily at the clock standing against the wall opposite to him. He said sententiously, ‘Few faces are capable of expressing more by dumb show than the face of a clock. You may see in it every variety of incentive—from the softest seductions to negligence to the strongest hints for action.’


  ‘Well, in what way?’ she inquired. His drift was, as yet, quite unintelligible to her.


  ‘Why, for instance: look at the cold, methodical, unromantic, business-like air of all the right-angled positions of the hands. They make a man set about work in spite of himself. Then look at the piquant shyness of its face when the two hands are over each other. Several attitudes imply “Make ready.” The “make ready” of ten minutes to one differs from the “make ready” of ten minutes to twelve, as youth differs from age. “Upward and onward” says twenty-five minutes to eleven. Mid-day or midnight expresses distinctly “It is done.” You surely have noticed that?’


  ‘Yes, I have.’


  He continued with affected quaintness:—


  ‘The easy dash of ten minutes past seven, the rakish recklessness of a quarter past, the drooping weariness of twenty-five minutes past, must have been observed by everybody.’


  ‘Whatever amount of truth there may be, there is a good deal of imagination in your fancy,’ she said.


  He still contemplated the clock.


  ‘Then, again, the general finish of the face has a great effect upon the eye. This old-fashioned brass-faced one we have here, with its arched top, half-moon slit for the day of the month, and ship rocking at the upper part, impresses me with the notion of its being an old cynic, elevating his brows, whose thoughts can be seen wavering between good and evil.’


  A thought now enlightened her: the clock was behind her, and he wanted to get her back turned. She dreaded turning, yet, not to excite his suspicion, she was on her guard; she quickly looked behind her at the clock as he spoke, recovering her old position again instantly. The time had not been long enough for any action whatever on his part.


  ‘Ah,’ he casually remarked, and at the same minute began to pour her out a glass of wine. ‘Speaking of the clock has reminded me that it must nearly want winding up. Remember that it is wound to-night. Suppose you do it at once, my dear.’


  There was no possible way of evading the act. She resolutely turned to perform the operation: anything was better than that he should suspect her. It was an old-fashioned eight-day clock, of workmanship suited to the rest of the antique furniture that Manston had collected there, and ground heavily during winding.


  Anne had given up all idea of being able to watch him during the interval, and the noise of the wheels prevented her learning anything by her ears. But, as she wound, she caught sight of his shadow on the wall at her right hand.


  What was he doing? He was in the very act of pouring something into her glass of wine.


  He had completed the manœuvre before she had done winding. She methodically closed the clock-case and turned round again. When she faced him he was sitting in his chair as before she had risen.


  In a familiar scene which has hitherto been pleasant it is difficult to realize that an added condition, which does not alter its aspect, can have made it terrible. The woman thought that his action must have been prompted by no other intent than that of poisoning her, and yet she could not instantly put on a fear of her position.


  And before she had grasped these consequences, another supposition served to make her regard the first as unlikely, if not absurd. It was the act of a madman to take her life in a manner so easy of discovery, unless there were far more reason for the crime than any that Manston could possibly have.


  Was it not merely his intention, in tampering with her wine, to make her sleep soundly that night? This was in harmony with her original suspicion, that he intended secretly to abscond. At any rate, he was going to set about some stealthy proceeding, as to which she was to be kept in utter darkness. The difficulty now was to avoid drinking the wine.


  By means of one pretext and another she put off taking her glass for nearly five minutes, but he eyed her too frequently to allow her to throw the potion under the grate. It became necessary to take one sip. This she did, and found an opportunity of absorbing it in her handkerchief.


  Plainly he had no idea of her countermoves. The scheme seemed to him in proper train, and he turned to poke out the fire. She instantly seized the glass, and poured its contents down her bosom. When he faced round again she was holding the glass to her lips, empty.


  In due course he locked the doors and saw that the shutters were fastened. She attended to a few closing details of housewifery, and a few minutes later they retired for the night.


  5. From Eleven o’clock to Midnight


  When Manston was persuaded, by the feigned heaviness of her breathing, that Anne Seaway was asleep, he softly arose, and dressed himself in the gloom. With ears strained to their utmost she heard him complete this operation; then he took something from his pocket, put it in the drawer of the dressing-table, went to the door, and down the stairs. She glided out of bed and looked in the drawer. He had only restored to its place a small phial she had seen there before. It was labelled ‘Battley’s Solution of Opium.’ She felt relieved that her life had not been attempted. That was to have been her sleeping-draught. No time was to be lost if she meant to be a match for him. She followed him in her nightdress. When she reached the foot of the staircase he was in the office and had closed the door, under which a faint gleam showed that he had obtained a light. She crept to the door, but could not venture to open it, however slightly. Placing her ear to the panel, she could hear him tearing up papers of some sort, and a brighter and quivering ray of light coming from the threshold an instant later, implied that he was burning them. By the slight noise of his footsteps on the uncarpeted floor, she at length imagined that he was approaching the door. She flitted upstairs again and crept into bed.


  Manston returned to the bedroom close upon her heels, and entered it—again without a light. Standing motionless for an instant to assure himself that she still slept, he went to the drawer in which their ready-money was kept, and removed the casket that contained it. Anne’s ear distinctly caught the rustle of notes, and the chink of the gold as he handled it. Some he placed in his pocket, some he returned to its place. He stood thinking, as it were weighing a possibility. While lingering thus, he noticed the reflected image of his own face in the glass—pale and spectre-like in its indistinctness. The sight seemed to be the feather which turned the balance of indecision: he drew a heavy breath, retired from the room, and passed downstairs. She heard him unbar the back-door, and go out into the yard.


  Feeling safe in a conclusion that he did not intend to return to the bedroom again, she arose, and hastily dressed herself. On going to the door of the apartment she found that he had locked it behind him. ‘A precaution—it can be no more,’ she muttered. Yet she was all the more perplexed and excited on this account. Had he been going to leave home immediately, he would scarcely have taken the trouble to lock her in, holding the belief that she was in a drugged sleep. The lock shot into a mortice, so that there was no possibility of her pushing back the bolt. How should she follow him? Easily. An inner closet opened from the bedroom: it was large, and had some time heretofore been used as a dressing or bath room, but had been found inconvenient from having no other outlet to the landing. The window of this little room looked out upon the roof of a porch, which was flat and covered with lead. Anne took a pillow from the bed, gently opened the casement of the inner room, and stepped forth on the flat. There, leaning over the edge of the small parapet that ornamented the porch, she dropped the pillow upon the gravel path, and let herself down over the parapet by her hands till her toes swung about two feet from the ground. From this position she adroitly alighted upon the pillow, and stood in the path.


  Since she had come indoors from her walk in the early part of the evening the moon had risen. But the thick clouds overspreading the whole landscape rendered the dim light pervasive and grey: it appeared as an attribute of the air. Anne crept round to the back of the house, listening intently. The steward had had at least ten minutes’ start of her. She had waited here whilst one might count fifty, when she heard a movement in the outhouse—a fragment once attached to the main building. This outhouse was partitioned into an outer and an inner room, which had been a kitchen and a scullery before the connecting erections were pulled down, but they were now used respectively as a brewhouse and workshop, the only means of access to the latter being through the brewhouse. The outer door of this first apartment was usually fastened by a padlock on the exterior. It was now closed, but not fastened. Manston was evidently in the outhouse.


  She slightly moved the door. The interior of the brewhouse was wrapped in gloom, but a streak of light fell towards her in a line across the floor from the inner or workshop door, which was not quite closed. This light was unexpected, none having been visible through hole or crevice. Glancing in, the woman found that he had placed cloths and mats at the various apertures, and hung a sack at the window to prevent the egress of a single ray. She could also perceive from where she stood that the bar of light fell across the brewing-copper just outside the inner door, and that upon it lay the key of her bedroom. The illuminated interior of the workshop was also partly visible from her position through the two half-open doors. Manston was engaged in emptying a large cupboard of the tools, gallipots, and old iron it contained. When it was quite cleared he took a chisel, and with it began to withdraw the hooks and shoulder-nails holding the cupboard to the wall. All these being loosened, he extended his arms, lifted the cupboard bodily from the brackets under it, and deposited it on the floor beside him.


  That portion of the wall which had been screened by the cupboard was now laid bare. This, it appeared, had been plastered more recently than the bulk of the outhouse. Manston loosened the plaster with some kind of tool, flinging the pieces into a basket as they fell. Having now stripped clear about two feet area of wall, he inserted a crowbar between the joints of the bricks beneath, softly wriggling it until several were loosened. There was now disclosed the mouth of an old oven, which was apparently contrived in the thickness of the wall, and having fallen into disuse, had been closed up with bricks in this manner. It was formed after the simple old-fashioned plan of oven-building—a mere oblate cavity without a flue.


  Manston now stretched his arm into the oven, dragged forth a heavy weight of great bulk, and let it slide to the ground. The woman who watched him could see the object plainly. It was a common corn-sack, nearly full, and was tied at the mouth in the usual way.


  The steward had once or twice started up, as if he had heard sounds, and his motions now became more cat-like still. On a sudden he put out the light. Anne had made no noise, yet a foreign noise of some kind had certainly been made in the intervening portion of the house. She heard it. ‘One of the rats,’ she thought.


  He seemed soon to recover from his alarm, but changed his tactics completely. He did not light his candle—going on with his work in the dark. She had only sounds to go by now, and, judging as well as she could from these, he was piling up the bricks which closed the oven’s mouth as they had been before he disturbed them. The query that had not left her brain all the interval of her inspection—how should she get back into her bedroom again?—now received a solution. Whilst he was replacing the cupboard, she would glide across the brewhouse, take the key from the top of the copper, run upstairs, unlock the door, and bring back the key again: if he returned to bed, which was unlikely, he would think the lock had failed to catch in the staple. This thought and intention, occupying such length of words, flashed upon her in an instant, and hardly disturbed her strong curiosity to stay and learn the meaning of his actions in the workshop.


  Slipping sideways through the first door and closing it behind her, she advanced into the darkness towards the second, making every individual footfall with the greatest care, lest the fragments of rubbish on the floor should crackle beneath her tread. She soon stood close by the copper, and not more than a foot from the door of the room occupied by Manston himself, from which position she could distinctly hear him breathe between each exertion, although it was far too dark to discern anything of him.


  To secure the key of her chamber was her first anxiety, and accordingly she cautiously reached out with her hand to where it lay. Instead of touching it, her fingers came in contact with the boot of a human being.


  She drooped faint in a cold sweat. It was the foot either of a man or woman, standing on the brewing-copper where the key had lain. A warm foot, covered with a polished boot.


  The startling discovery so terrified her that she could hardly repress a sound. She withdrew her hand with a motion like the flight of an arrow. Her touch was so light that the leather seemed to have been thick enough to keep the owner of the foot in entire ignorance of it, and the noise of Manston’s scraping might have been quite sufficient to drown the slight rustle of her dress.


  The person was obviously not the steward: he was still busy. It was somebody who, since the light had been extinguished, had taken advantage of the gloom to come from some dark recess in the brewhouse and stand upon the brickwork of the copper. The fear which had at first paralyzed her lessened with the birth of a sense that fear now was utter failure: she was in a desperate position and must abide by the consequences. The motionless person on the copper was, equally with Manston, quite unconscious of her proximity, and she ventured to advance her hand again, feeling behind the feet, till she found the key. On its return to her side her finger-tip skimmed the lower verge of a trousers-leg.


  It was a man, then, who stood there. To go to the door just at this time was impolitic, and she shrank back into an inner corner to wait. The comparative security from discovery that her new position ensured resuscitated reason a little, and empowered her to form some logical inferences:—


  1. The man who stood on the copper had taken advantage of the darkness to get there, as she had to enter.


  2. The man must have been hidden in the outhouse before she had reached the door.


  3. He must be watching Manston with much calculation and system, and for purposes of his own.


  She could now tell by the noises that Manston had completed his re-erection of the cupboard. She heard him replacing the articles it had contained—bottle by bottle, tool by tool—after which he came into the brewhouse, went to the window, and pulled down the cloths covering it; but the window being rather small, this unveiling scarcely relieved the darkness of the interior. He returned to the workshop, hoisted something to his back by a jerk, and felt about the room for some other article. Having found it, he emerged from the inner door, crossed the brewhouse, and went into the yard. Directly he stepped out she could see his outline by the light of the clouded and weakly moon. The sack was slung at his back, and in his hand he carried a spade.


  Anne now waited in her corner in breathless suspense for the proceedings of the other man. In about half-a-minute she heard him descend from the copper, and then the square opening of the doorway showed the outline of this other watcher passing through it likewise. The form was that of a broad-shouldered man enveloped in a long coat. He vanished after the steward.


  The woman vented a sigh of relief, and moved forward to follow. Simultaneously, she discovered that the watcher whose foot she had touched was, in his turn, watched and followed also.


  It was by one of her own sex. Anne Seaway shrank backward again. The unknown woman came forward from the further side of the yard, and pondered awhile in hesitation. Tall, dark, and closely wrapped, she stood up from the earth like a cypress. She moved, crossed the yard without producing the slightest disturbance by her footsteps, and went in the direction the others had taken.


  Anne waited yet another minute—then in her turn noiselessly followed the last woman.


  But so impressed was she with the sensation of people in hiding, that in coming out of the yard she turned her head to see if any person were following her, in the same way. Nobody was visible, but she discerned, standing behind the angle of the stable, Manston’s horse and gig, ready harnessed.


  He did intend to fly after all, then, she thought. He must have placed the horse in readiness, in the interval between his leaving the house and her exit by the window. However, there was not time to weigh this branch of the night’s events. She turned about again, and continued on the trail of the other three.


  6. From Midnight to Half-past One a.m.


  Intentness pervaded everything; Night herself seemed to have become a watcher.


  The four persons proceeded across the glade, and into the park plantation, at equi-distances of about seventy yards. Here the ground, completely overhung by the foliage, was coated with a thick moss which was as soft as velvet beneath their feet. The first watcher, that is, the man walking immediately behind Manston, now fell back, when Manston’s housekeeper, knowing the ground pretty well, dived circuitously among the trees and got directly behind the steward, who, encumbered with his load, had proceeded but slowly. The other woman seemed now to be about opposite to Anne, or a little in advance, but on Manston’s other hand.


  He reached a pit, midway between the waterfall and the engine-house. There he stopped, wiped his face, and listened.


  Into this pit had drifted uncounted generations of withered leaves, half filling it. Oak, beech, and chestnut, rotten and brown alike, mingled themselves in one fibrous mass. Manston descended into the midst of them, placed his sack on the ground, and raking the leaves aside into a large heap, began digging. Anne softly drew nearer, crept into a bush, and turning her head to survey the rest, missed the man who had dropped behind, and whom we have called the first watcher. Concluding that he, too, had hidden himself, she turned her attention to the second watcher, the other woman, who had meanwhile advanced near to where Anne lay in hiding, and now seated herself behind a tree, still closer to the steward than was Anne Seaway.


  Here and thus Anne remained concealed. The crunch of the steward’s spade, as it cut into the soft vegetable mould, was plainly perceptible to her ears, when the periodic cessations between the creaks of the engine concurred with a lull in the breeze, which otherwise brought the subdued roar of the cascade from the further side of the bank that screened it. A large hole—some four or five feet deep—had been excavated by Manston in about twenty minutes. Into this he immediately placed the sack, and then began filling in the earth, and treading it down. Lastly he carefully raked the whole mass of dead and dry leaves into the middle of the pit, burying the ground with them as they had buried it before.


  For a hiding-place the spot was unequalled. The thick accumulation of leaves, which had not been disturbed for centuries, might not be disturbed again for centuries to come, whilst their lower layers still decayed and added to the mould beneath.


  By the time this work was ended the sky had grown clearer, and Anne could now see distinctly the face of the other woman, stretching from behind the tree, seemingly forgetful of her position in her intense contemplation of the actions of the steward. Her countenance was white and motionless.


  It was impossible that Manston should not soon notice her. At the completion of his labour he turned, and did so.


  ‘Ho—you here!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Don’t think I am a spy upon you,’ she said, in an imploring whisper. Anne recognized the voice as Miss Aldclyffe’s.


  The trembling lady added hastily another remark, which was drowned in the recurring creak of the engine close at hand. The first watcher, if he had come no nearer than his original position, was too far off to hear any part of this dialogue, on account of the roar of the falling water, which could reach him unimpeded by the bank.


  The remark of Miss Aldclyffe to Manston had plainly been concerning the first watcher, for Manston, with his spade in his hand, instantly rushed to where the man was concealed, and, before the latter could disengage himself from the boughs, the steward struck him on the head with the blade of the instrument. The man fell to the ground.


  ‘Fly!’ said Miss Aldclyffe to Manston. Manston vanished amidst the trees. Miss Aldclyffe went off in a contrary direction.


  Anne Seaway was about to run away likewise, when she turned and looked at the fallen man. He lay on his face, motionless.


  Many of these women who own to no moral code show considerable magnanimity when they see people in trouble. To act right simply because it is one’s duty is proper; but a good action which is the result of no law of reflection shines more than any. She went up to him and gently turned him over, upon which he began to show signs of life. By her assistance he was soon able to stand upright.


  He looked about him with a bewildered air, endeavouring to collect his ideas. ‘Who are you?’ he said to the woman, mechanically.


  It was bad policy now to attempt disguise. ‘I am the supposed Mrs. Manston,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’


  ‘I am the officer employed by Mr. Raunham to sift this mystery—which may be criminal.’ He stretched his limbs, pressed his head, and seemed gradually to awake to a sense of having been incautious in his utterance. ‘Never you mind who I am,’ he continued. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter now, either—it will no longer be a secret.’


  He stooped for his hat and ran in the direction the steward had taken—coming back again after the lapse of a minute.


  ‘It’s only an aggravated assault, after all,’ he said hastily, ‘until we have found out for certain what’s buried here. It may be only a bag of building rubbish; but it may be more. Come and help me dig.’ He seized the spade with the awkwardness of a town man, and went into the pit, continuing a muttered discourse. ‘It’s no use my running after him single-handed,’ he said. ‘He’s ever so far off by this time. The best step is to see what is here.’


  It was far easier for the detective to re-open the hole than it had been for Manston to form it. The leaves were raked away, the loam thrown out, and the sack dragged forth.


  ‘Hold this,’ he said to Anne, whose curiosity still kept her standing near. He turned on the light of a dark lantern he had brought, and gave it into her hand.


  The string which bound the mouth of the sack was now cut. The officer laid the bag on its side, seized it by the bottom, and jerked forth the contents. A large package was disclosed, carefully wrapped up in impervious tarpaulin, also well tied. He was on the point of pulling open the folds at one end, when a light-coloured thread of something, hanging on the outside, arrested his eye. He put his hand upon it; it felt stringy, and adhered to his fingers. ‘Hold the light close,’ he said.


  She held it close. He raised his hand to the glass, and they both peered at an almost intangible filament he held between his finger and thumb. It was a long hair; the hair of a woman.


  ‘God! I couldn’t believe it—no, I couldn’t believe it!’ the detective whispered, horror-struck. ‘And I have lost the man for the present through my unbelief. Let’s get into a sheltered place…. Now wait a minute whilst I prove it.’


  He thrust his hand into his waistcoat pocket, and withdrew thence a minute packet of brown paper. Spreading it out he disclosed, coiled in the middle, another long hair. It was the hair the clerk’s wife had found on Manston’s pillow nine days before the Carriford fire. He held the two hairs to the light: they were both of a pale-brown hue. He laid them parallel and stretched out his arms: they were of the same length to a nicety. The detective turned to Anne.


  ‘It is the body of his first wife,’ he said quietly. ‘He murdered her, as Mr. Springrove and the rector suspected—but how and when, God only knows.’


  ‘And I!’ exclaimed Anne Seaway, a probable and natural sequence of events and motives explanatory of the whole crime—events and motives shadowed forth by the letter, Manston’s possession of it, his renunciation of Cytherea, and instalment of herself—flashing upon her mind with the rapidity of lightning.


  ‘Ah—I see,’ said the detective, standing unusually close to her: and a handcuff was on her wrist. ‘You must come with me, madam. Knowing as much about a secret murder as God knows is a very suspicious thing: it doesn’t make you a goddess—far from it.’ He directed the bull’s-eye into her face.


  ‘Pooh—lead on,’ she said scornfully, ‘and don’t lose your principal actor for the sake of torturing a poor subordinate like me.’


  He loosened her hand, gave her his arm, and dragged her out of the grove—making her run beside him till they had reached the rectory. A light was burning here, and an auxiliary of the detective’s awaiting him: a horse ready harnessed to a spring-cart was standing outside.


  ‘You have come—I wish I had known that,’ the detective said to his assistant, hurriedly and angrily. ‘Well, we’ve blundered—he’s gone—you should have been here, as I said! I was sold by that woman, Miss Aldclyffe—she watched me.’ He hastily gave directions in an undertone to this man. The concluding words were, ‘Go in to the rector—he’s up. Detain Miss Aldclyffe. I, in the meantime, am driving to Casterbridge with this one, and for help. We shall be sure to have him when it gets light.’


  He assisted Anne into the vehicle, and drove off with her. As they went, the clear, dry road showed before them, between the grassy quarters at each side, like a white riband, and made their progress easy. They came to a spot where the highway was overhung by dense firs for some distance on both sides. It was totally dark here.


  There was a smash; and a rude shock. In the very midst of its length, at the point where the road began to drop down a hill, the detective drove against something with a jerk which nearly flung them both to the ground.


  The man recovered himself, placed Anne on the seat, and reached out his hand. He found that the off-wheel of his gig was locked in that of another conveyance of some kind.


  ‘Hoy!’ said the officer.


  Nobody answered.


  ‘Hoy, you man asleep there!’ he said again.


  No reply.


  ‘Well, that’s odd—this comes of the folly of travelling without gig-lamps because you expect the dawn.’ He jumped to the ground and turned on his lantern.


  There was the gig which had obstructed him, standing in the middle of the road; a jaded horse harnessed to it, but no human being in or near the vehicle.


  ‘Do you know whose gig this is?’ he said to the woman.


  ‘No,’ she said sullenly. But she did recognize it as the steward’s.


  ‘I’ll swear it’s Manston’s! Come, I can hear it by your tone. However, you needn’t say anything which may criminate you. What forethought the man must have had—how carefully he must have considered possible contingencies! Why, he must have got the horse and gig ready before he began shifting the body.’


  He listened for a sound among the trees. None was to be heard but the occasional scamper of a rabbit over the withered leaves. He threw the light of his lantern through a gap in the hedge, but could see nothing beyond an impenetrable thicket. It was clear that Manston was not many yards off, but the question was how to find him. Nothing could be done by the detective just then, encumbered as he was by the horse and Anne. If he had entered the thicket on a search unaided, Manston might have stepped unobserved from behind a bush and murdered him with the greatest ease. Indeed, there were such strong reasons for the exploit in Manston’s circumstances at that moment that, without showing cowardice, his pursuer felt it hazardous to remain any longer where he stood.


  He hastily tied the head of Manston’s horse to the back of his own vehicle, that the steward might be deprived of the use of any means of escape other than his own legs, and drove on thus with his prisoner to the county-town. Arrived there, he lodged her in the police-station, and then took immediate steps for the capture of Manston.


  ♣


  XX.


  The Events of Three Hours


  1. March the Twenty-Third. Mid-day


  Thirty-six hours had elapsed since Manston’s escape.


  It was market-day at the county-town. The farmers outside and inside the corn-exchange looked at their samples of wheat, and poured them critically as usual from one palm to another, but they thought and spoke of Manston. Grocers serving behind their counters, instead of using their constant phrase, ‘The next article, please?’ substituted, ‘Have you heard if he’s caught?’ Dairymen and drovers standing beside the sheep and cattle pens, spread their legs firmly, readjusted their hats, thrust their hands into the lowest depths of their pockets, regarded the animals with the utmost keenness of which the eye was capable, and said, ‘Ay, ay, so’s: they’ll have him avore night.’


  Later in the day Edward Springrove passed along the street hurriedly and anxiously. ‘Well, have you heard any more?’ he said to an acquaintance who accosted him.


  ‘They tracked him in this way,[’] said the other young man. ‘A vagrant first told them that Manston had passed a rick at daybreak, under which this man was lying. They followed the track he pointed out and ultimately came to a stile. On the other side was a heap of half-hardened mud, scraped from the road. On the surface of the heap, where it had been smoothed by the shovel, was distinctly imprinted the form of a man’s hand, the buttons of his waistcoat, and his watch-chain showing that he had stumbled in hurrying over the stile, and fallen there. The pattern of the chain proved the man to have been Manston. They followed on till they reached a ford crossed by stepping-stones—on the further bank were the same footmarks that had shown themselves beside the stile. The whole of this course had been in the direction of Budmouth. On they went, and the next clue was furnished them by a shepherd. He said that wherever a clear space three or four yards wide ran in a line through a flock of sheep lying about a ewe-lease, it was a proof that somebody had passed there not more than half-an-hour earlier. At twelve o’clock that day he had noticed such a feature in his flock. Nothing more could be heard of him, and they got into Budmouth. The steam-packet to the Channel Islands was to start at eleven last night, and they at once concluded that his hope was to get to France by way of Jersey and St. Malo—his only chance, all the railway-stations being watched.


  ‘Well, they went to the boat: he was not on board then. They went again at half-past ten: he had not come. Two men now placed themselves under the lamp immediately beside the gangway. Another stayed by the office door, and one or two more up Mary Street—the straight cut to the quay. At a quarter to eleven the mail-bags were put on board. Whilst the attention of the idlers was directed to the mails, down Mary Street came a man as boldly as possible. The gait was Manston’s, but not the clothes. He passed over to the shaded part of the street: heads were turned. I suppose this warned him, for he never emerged from the shadow. They watched and waited, but the steward did not reappear. The alarm was raised—they searched the town high and low—no Manston. All this morning they have been searching, but there’s not a sign of him anywhere. However, he has lost his last chance of getting across the Channel. It is reported that he has since changed clothes with a labourer.’


  During this narration, Edward, lost in thought, had let his eyes follow a shabby man in a smock-frock, but wearing light boots—who was stalking down the street under a bundle of straw which overhung and concealed his head. It was a very ordinary circumstance for a man with a bundle of straw on his shoulders and overhanging his head to go down the High Street. Edward saw him cross the bridge which divided the town from the country, place his shaggy encumbrance by the side of the road, and leave it there.


  Springrove now parted from his acquaintance, and went also in the direction of the bridge, and some way beyond it. As far as he could see stretched the turnpike road, and, while he was looking, he noticed a man to leap from the hedge at a point two hundred, or two hundred and fifty yards ahead, cross the road, and go through a wicket on the other side. This figure seemed like that of the man who had been carrying the bundle of straw. He looked at the straw: it still stood alone.


  The subjoined facts sprang, as it were, into juxtaposition in his brain:—


  Manston had been seen wearing the clothes of a labouring man—a brown smock-frock. So had this man, who seemed other than a labourer, on second thoughts: and he had concealed his face by his bundle of straw with the greatest ease and naturalness.


  The path the man had taken led, among other places, to Tolchurch, where Cytherea was living.


  If Mrs. Manston was murdered, as some said, on the night of the fire, Cytherea was the steward’s lawful wife. Manston at bay, and reckless of results, might rush to his wife and harm her.


  It was a horrible supposition for a man who loved Cytherea to entertain; but Springrove could not resist its influence. He started off for Tolchurch.


  2. One to Two o’clock p.m.


  On that self-same mid-day, whilst Edward was proceeding to Tolchurch by the footpath across the fields, Owen Graye had left the village and was riding along the turnpike road to the county-town, that he might ascertain the exact truth of the strange rumour which had reached him concerning Manston. Not to disquiet his sister, he had said nothing to her of the matter.


  She sat by the window reading. From her position she could see up the lane for a distance of at least a hundred yards. Passers-by were so rare in this retired nook, that the eyes of those who dwelt by the wayside were invariably lifted to every one on the road, great and small, as to a novelty.


  A man in a brown smock-frock turned the corner and came towards the house. It being market-day at Casterbridge, the village was nearly deserted, and more than this, the old farm-house in which Owen and his sister were staying, stood, as has been stated, apart from the body of cottages. The man did not look respectable; Cytherea arose and bolted the door.


  Unfortunately he was near enough to see her cross the room. He advanced to the door, knocked, and, receiving no answer, came to the window; he next pressed his face against the glass, peering in.


  Cytherea’s experience at that moment was probably as trying a one as ever fell to the lot of a gentle woman to endure. She recognized in the peering face that of the man she had married.


  But not a movement was made by her, not a sound escaped her. Her fear was great; but had she known the truth—that the man outside, feeling he had nothing on earth to lose by any act, was in the last stage of recklessness, terrified nature must have given way.


  ‘Cytherea,’ he said, ‘let me come in: I am your husband.’


  ‘No,’ she replied, still not realizing the magnitude of her peril. ‘If you want to speak to us, wait till my brother comes.’


  ‘O, he’s not at home? Cytherea, I can’t live without you! All my sin has been because I love you so! Will you fly with me? I have money enough for us both—only come with me.’


  ‘Not now—not now.’


  ‘I am your husband, I tell you, and I must come in.’


  ‘You cannot,’ she said faintly. His words began to terrify her.


  ‘I will, I say!’ he exclaimed. ‘Will you let me in, I ask once more?’


  ‘No—I will not,’ said Cytherea.


  ‘Then I will let myself in!’ he answered resolutely. ‘I will, if I die for it!’


  The windows were glazed in lattice panes of lead-work, hung in casements. He broke one of the panes with a stone, thrust his hand through the hole, unfastened the latch which held the casement close, and began opening the window.


  Instantly the shutters flew together with a slam, and were barred with desperate quickness by Cytherea on the inside.


  ‘Damn you!’ he exclaimed.


  He ran round to the back of the house. His impatience was greater now: he thrust his fist through the pantry window at one blow, and opened it in the same way as the former one had been opened, before the terror-stricken girl was aware that he had gone round. In an instant he stood in the pantry, advanced to the front room where she was, flung back the shutters, and held out his arms to embrace her.


  In extremely trying moments of bodily or mental pain, Cytherea either flushed hot or faded pale, according to the state of her constitution at the moment. Now she burned like fire from head to foot, and this preserved her consciousness.


  Never before had the poor child’s natural agility served her in such good stead as now. A heavy oblong table stood in the middle of the room. Round this table she flew, keeping it between herself and Manston, her large eyes wide open with terror, their dilated pupils constantly fixed upon Manston’s, to read by his expression whether his next intention was to dart to the right or the left.


  Even he, at that heated moment, could not endure the expression of unutterable agony which shone from that extraordinary gaze of hers. It had surely been given her by God as a means of defence. Manston continued his pursuit with a lowered eye.


  The panting and maddened desperado—blind to everything but the capture of his wife—went with a rush under the table: she went over it like a bird. He went heavily over it: she flew under it, and was out at the other side.


  
    One on her youth and pliant limbs relies,


    One on his sinews and his giant size.

  


  But his superior strength was sure to tire her down in the long-run. She felt her weakness increasing with the quickness of her breath; she uttered a wild scream, which in its heartrending intensity seemed to echo for miles.


  At the same juncture her hair became unfastened, and rolled down about her shoulders. The least accident at such critical periods is sufficient to confuse the overwrought intelligence. She lost sight of his intended direction for one instant, and he immediately out-manœuvred her.


  ‘At last! my Cytherea!’ he cried, overturning the table, springing over it, seizing one of the long brown tresses, pulling her towards him, and clasping her round. She writhed downwards between his arms and breast, and fell fainting on the floor. For the first time his action was leisurely. He lifted her upon the sofa, exclaiming, ‘Rest there for a while, my frightened little bird!’


  And then there was an end of his triumph. He felt himself clutched by the collar, and whizzed backwards with the force of a battering-ram against the fireplace. Springrove, wild, red, and breathless, had sprung in at the open window, and stood once more between man and wife.


  Manston was on his legs again in an instant. A fiery glance on the one side, a glance of pitiless justice on the other, passed between them. It was again the meeting in the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite: ‘Hast thou found me, O mine enemy? And he answered, I have found thee: because thou hast sold thyself to work evil in the sight of the Lord.’


  A desperate wrestle now began between the two men. Manston was the taller, but there was in Edward much hard tough muscle which the delicate flesh of the steward lacked. They flew together like the jaws of a gin. In a minute they were both on the floor, rolling over and over, locked in each other’s grasp as tightly as if they had been one organic being at war with itself—Edward trying to secure Manston’s arms with a small thong he had drawn from his pocket, Manston trying to reach his knife.


  Two characteristic noises pervaded the apartment through this momentous space of time. One was the sharp panting of the two combatants, so similar in each as to be undistinguishable; the other was the stroke of their heels and toes, as they smote the floor at every contortion of body or limbs.


  Cytherea had not lost consciousness for more than half-a-minute. She had then leapt up without recognizing that Edward was her deliverer, unfastened the door, and rushed out, screaming wildly, ‘Come! Help! O, help!’


  Three men stood not twenty yards off, looking perplexed. They dashed forward at her words. ‘Have you seen a shabby man with a smock-frock on lately?’ they inquired. She pointed to the door, and ran on the same as before.


  Manston, who had just loosened himself from Edward’s grasp, seemed at this moment to renounce his intention of pushing the conflict to a desperate end. ‘I give it all up for life—dear life!’ he cried, with a hoarse laugh. ‘A reckless man has a dozen lives—see how I’ll baffle you all yet!’


  He rushed out of the house, but no further. The boast was his last. In one half-minute more he was helpless in the hands of his pursuers.


  Edward staggered to his feet, and paused to recover breath. His thoughts had never forsaken Cytherea, and his first act now was to hasten up the lane after her. She had not gone far. He found her leaning upon a bank by the roadside, where she had flung herself down in sheer exhaustion. He ran up and lifted her in his arms, and thus aided she was enabled to stand upright—clinging to him. What would Springrove have given to imprint a kiss upon her lips then!


  They walked slowly towards the house. The distressing sensation of whose wife she was could not entirely quench the resuscitated pleasure he felt at her grateful recognition of him, and her confiding seizure of his arm for support. He conveyed her carefully into the house.


  A quarter of an hour later, whilst she was sitting in a partially recovered, half-dozing state in an arm-chair, Edward beside her waiting anxiously till Graye should arrive, they saw a spring-cart pass the door. Old and dry mud-splashes from long-forgotten rains disfigured its wheels and sides; the varnish and paint had been scratched and dimmed; ornament had long been forgotten in a restless contemplation of use. Three men sat on the seat, the middle one being Manston. His hands were bound in front of him, his eyes were set directly forward, his countenance pallid, hard, and fixed.


  Springrove had told Cytherea of Manston’s crime in a few short words. He now said solemnly, ‘He is to die.’


  ‘And I cannot mourn for him,’ she replied with a shudder, leaning back and covering her face with her hands.


  In the silence that followed the two short remarks, Springrove watched the cart round the corner, and heard the rattle of its wheels gradually dying away as it rolled in the direction of the county-town.


  ♣


  XXI.


  The Events of Eighteen Hours


  1. March the Twenty-Ninth. Noon


  Exactly seven days after Edward Springrove had seen the man with the bundle of straw walking down the streets of Casterbridge, old Farmer Springrove was standing on the edge of the same pavement, talking to his friend, Farmer Baker.


  There was a pause in their discourse. Mr. Springrove was looking down the street at some object which had attracted his attention. ‘Ah, ’tis what we shall all come to!’ he murmured.


  The other looked in the same direction. ‘True, neighbour Springrove; true.’


  Two men, advancing one behind the other in the middle of the road, were what the farmers referred to. They were carpenters, and bore on their shoulders an empty coffin, covered by a thin black cloth.


  ‘I always feel a satisfaction at being breasted by such a sight as that,’ said Springrove, still regarding the men’s sad burden. ‘I call it a sort of medicine.’


  ‘And it is medicine…. I have not heard of anybody being ill up this way lately? D’seem as if the person died suddenly.’


  ‘May be so. Ah, Baker, we say sudden death, don’t we? But there’s no difference in their nature between sudden death and death of any other sort. There’s no such thing as a random snapping off of what was laid down to last longer. We only suddenly light upon an end—thoughtfully formed as any other—which has been existing at that very same point from the beginning, though unseen by us to be so soon.’


  ‘It is just a discovery to your own mind, and not an alteration in the Lord’s.’


  ‘That’s it. Unexpected is not as to the thing, but as to our sight.’


  ‘Now you’ll hardly believe me, neighbour, but this little scene in front of us makes me feel less anxious about pushing on wi’ that threshing and winnowing next week, that I was speaking about. Why should we not stand still, says I to myself, and fling a quiet eye upon the Whys and the Wherefores, before the end o’ it all, and we go down into the mouldering-place, and are forgotten?’


  ‘’Tis a feeling that will come. But ’twont bear looking into. There’s a back’ard current in the world, and we must do our utmost to advance in order just to bide where we be. But, Baker, they are turning in here with the coffin, look.’


  The two carpenters had borne their load into a narrow way close at hand. The farmers, in common with others, turned and watched them along the way.


  ‘’Tis a man’s coffin, and a tall man’s, too,’ continued Farmer Springrove. ‘His was a fine frame, whoever he was.’


  ‘A very plain box for the poor soul—just the rough elm, you see.’ The corner of the cloth had blown aside.


  ‘Yes, for a very poor man. Well, death’s all the less insult to him. I have often thought how much smaller the richer class are made to look than the poor at last pinches like this. Perhaps the greatest of all the reconcilers of a thoughtful man to poverty—and I speak from experience—is the grand quiet it fills him with when the uncertainty of his life shows itself more than usual.’


  As Springrove finished speaking, the bearers of the coffin went across a gravelled square facing the two men and approached a grim and heavy archway. They paused beneath it, rang a bell, and waited.


  Over the archway was written in Egyptian capitals,


  
    ‘COUNTY GAOL.’

  


  The small rectangular wicket, which was constructed in one of the two iron-studded doors, was opened from the inside. The men severally stepped over the threshold, the coffin dragged its melancholy length through the aperture, and both entered the court, and were covered from sight.


  ‘Somebody in the gaol, then?’


  ‘Yes, one of the prisoners,’ said a boy scudding by at the moment, who passed on whistling.


  ‘Do you know the name of the man who is dead?’ inquired Baker of a third bystander.


  ‘Yes, ’tis all over town—surely you know, Mr. Springrove? Why, Manston, Miss Aldclyffe’s steward. He was found dead the first thing this morning. He had hung himself behind the door of his cell, in some way, by a handkerchief and some strips of his clothes. The turnkey says his features were scarcely changed, as he looked at ’em with the early sun a-shining in at the grating upon him. He has left a full account of the murder, and all that led to it. So there’s an end of him.’


  It was perfectly true: Manston was dead.


  The previous day he had been allowed the use of writing-materials, and had occupied himself for nearly seven hours in preparing the following confession:—


  
    Last Words.


    Having found man’s life to be a wretchedly conceived scheme, I renounce it, and, to cause no further trouble, I write down the facts connected with my past proceedings.


    After thanking God, on first entering my house, on the night of the fire at Carriford, for my release from bondage to a woman I detested, I went, a second time, to the scene of the disaster, and, finding that nothing could be done by remaining there, shortly afterwards I returned home again in the company of Mr. Raunham.


    He parted from me at the steps of my porch, and went back towards the rectory. Whilst I still stood at the door, musing on my strange deliverance, I saw a figure advance from beneath the shadow of the park trees. It was the figure of a woman.


    When she came near, the twilight was sufficient to show me her attire: it was a cloak reaching to the bottom of her dress, and a thick veil covering her face. These features, together with her size and gait, aided also by a flash of perception as to the chain of events which had saved her life, told me that she was my wife Eunice.


    I gnashed my teeth in a frenzy of despair; I had lost Cytherea; I had gained one whose beauty had departed, whose utterance was complaint, whose mind was shallow, and who drank brandy every day. The revulsion of feeling was terrible. Providence, whom I had just thanked, seemed a mocking tormentor laughing at me. I felt like a madman.


    She came close—started at seeing me outside—then spoke to me. Her first words were reproof for what I had unintentionally done, and sounded as an earnest of what I was to be cursed with as long as we both lived. I answered angrily; this tone of mine changed her complaints to irritation. She taunted me with a secret she had discovered, which concerned Miss Aldclyffe and myself. I was surprised to learn it—more surprised that she knew it, but concealed my feeling.


    ‘How could you serve me so?’ she said, her breath smelling of spirits even then. ‘You love another woman—yes, you do. See how you drive me about! I have been to the station, intending to leave you for ever, and yet I come to try you once more.’


    An indescribable exasperation had sprung up in me as she talked—rage and regret were all in all. Scarcely knowing what I did, I furiously raised my hand and swung it round with my whole force to strike her. She turned quickly—and it was the poor creature’s end. By her movement my hand came edgewise exactly in the nape of the neck—as men strike a hare to kill it. The effect staggered me with amazement. The blow must have disturbed the vertebræ; she fell at my feet, made a few movements, and uttered one low sound.


    I ran indoors for water and some wine, I came out and lanced her arm with my penknife. But she lay still, and I found that she was dead.


    It was a long time before I could realize my horrible position. For several minutes I had no idea of attempting to escape the consequences of my deed. Then a light broke upon me. Had anybody seen her since she left the Three Tranters? Had they not, she was already believed by the parishioners to be dust and ashes. I should never be found out.


    Upon this I acted.


    The first question was how to dispose of the body. The impulse of the moment was to bury her at once in the pit between the engine-house and waterfall; but it struck me that I should not have time. It was now four o’clock, and the working-men would soon be stirring about the place. I would put off burying her till the next night. I carried her indoors.


    In turning the outhouse into a workshop, earlier in the season, I found, when driving a nail into the wall for fixing a cupboard, that the wall sounded hollow. I examined it, and discovered behind the plaster an old oven which had long been disused, and was bricked up when the house was prepared for me.


    To unfix this cupboard and pull out the bricks was the work of a few minutes. Then, bearing in mind that I should have to remove the body again the next night, I placed it in a sack, pushed it into the oven, packed in the bricks, and replaced the cupboard.


    I then went to bed. In bed, I thought whether there were any very remote possibilities that might lead to the supposition that my wife was not consumed by the flames of the burning house. The thing which struck me most forcibly was this, that the searchers might think it odd that no remains whatever should be found.


    The clinching and triumphant deed would be to take the body and place it among the ruins of the destroyed house. But I could not do this, on account of the men who were watching against an outbreak of the fire. One remedy remained.


    I arose again, dressed myself, and went down to the outhouse. I must take down the cupboard again. I did take it down. I pulled out the bricks, pulled out the sack, pulled out the corpse, and took her keys from her pocket and the watch from her side.


    I then replaced everything as before.


    With these articles in my pocket I went out of the yard, and took my way through the withy copse to the churchyard, entering it from the back. Here I felt my way carefully along till I came to the nook where pieces of bones from newly-dug graves are sometimes piled behind the laurel-bushes. I had been earnestly hoping to find a skull among these old bones; but though I had frequently seen one or two in the rubbish here, there was not one now. I then groped in the other corner with the same result—nowhere could I find a skull. Three or four fragments of leg and back-bones were all I could collect, and with these I was forced to be content.


    Taking them in my hand, I crossed the road, and got round behind the inn, where the couch heap was still smouldering. Keeping behind the hedge, I could see the heads of the three or four men who watched the spot.


    Standing in this place I took the bones, and threw them one by one over the hedge and over the men’s heads into the smoking embers. When the bones had all been thrown, I threw the keys; last of all I threw the watch.


    I then returned home as I had gone, and went to bed once more, just as the dawn began to break. I exulted—‘Cytherea is mine again!’


    At breakfast-time I thought, ‘Suppose the cupboard should by some unlikely chance get moved to-day!’


    I went to the mason’s yard hard by, while the men were at breakfast, and brought away a shovelful of mortar. I took it into the outhouse, again shifted the cupboard, and plastered over the mouth of the oven behind. Simply pushing the cupboard back into its place, I waited for the next night that I might bury the body, though upon the whole it was in a tolerably safe hiding-place.


    When the night came, my nerves were in some way weaker than they had been on the previous night. I felt reluctant to touch the body. I went to the outhouse, but instead of opening the oven, I firmly drove in the shoulder-nails that held the cupboard to the wall. ‘I will bury her to-morrow night, however,’ I thought.


    But the next night I was still more reluctant to touch her. And my reluctance increased, and there the body remained. The oven was, after all, never likely to be opened in my time.


    I married Cytherea Graye, and never did a bridegroom leave the church with a heart more full of love and happiness, and a brain more fixed on good intentions, than I did on that morning.


    When Cytherea’s brother made his appearance at the hotel in Southampton, bearing his strange evidence of the porter’s disclosure, I was staggered beyond expression. I thought they had found the body. ‘Am I to be apprehended and to lose her even now?’ I mourned. I saw my error, and instantly saw, too, that I must act externally like an honourable man. So at his request I yielded her up to him, and meditated on several schemes for enabling me to claim the woman I had a legal right to claim as my wife, without disclosing the reason why I knew myself to have it.


    I went home to Knapwater the next day, and for nearly a week lived in a state of indecision. I could not hit upon a scheme for proving my wife dead without compromising myself.


    Mr. Raunham hinted that I should take steps to discover her whereabouts by advertising. I had no energy for the farce. But one evening I chanced to enter the Rising Sun Inn. Two notorious poachers were sitting in the settle, which screened my entrance. They were half drunk—their conversation was carried on in the solemn and emphatic tone common to that stage of intoxication, and I myself was the subject of it.


    The following was the substance of their disjointed remarks: On the night of the great fire at Carriford, one of them was sent to meet me, and break the news of the death of my wife to me. This he did; but because I would not pay him for his news, he left me in a mood of vindictiveness. When the fire was over, he joined his comrade. The favourable hour of the night suggested to them the possibility of some unlawful gain before daylight came. My fowl-house stood in a tempting position, and still resenting his repulse during the evening, one of them proposed to operate upon my birds. I was believed to have gone to the rectory with Mr. Raunham. The other was disinclined to go, and the first went off alone.


    It was now about three o’clock. He had advanced as far as the shrubbery, which grows near the north wall of the house, when he fancied he heard, above the rush of the waterfall, noises on the other side of the building. He described them in these words, ‘The ghost of a wife nagging her man—then a fall—then a groan—then the rush of the water and creak of the engine as before.’ Only one explanation occurred to him; the house was haunted. And, whether those of the living or the dead, voices of any kind were inimical to one who had come on such an errand. He stealthily crept home.


    His unlawful purpose in being behind the house led him to conceal his adventure. No suspicion of the truth entered his mind till the railway-porter had startled everybody by his strange announcement. Then he asked himself, had the horrifying sounds of that night been really an enactment in the flesh between me and my wife?


    The words of the other man were:


    ‘Why don’t he try to find her if she’s alive?’


    ‘True,’ said the first. ‘Well, I don’t forget what I heard, and if she don’t turn up alive my mind will be as sure as a Bible upon her murder, and the parson shall know it, though I do get six months on the treadmill for being where I was.’


    ‘And if she should turn up alive?’


    ‘Then I shall know that I am wrong, and believing myself a fool as well as a rogue, hold my tongue.’


    I glided out of the house in a cold sweat. The only pressure in heaven or earth which could have forced me to renounce Cytherea was now put upon me—the dread of a death upon the gallows.


    I sat all that night weaving strategy of various kinds. The only effectual remedy for my hazardous standing that I could see was a simple one. It was to substitute another woman for my wife before the suspicions of that one easily-hoodwinked man extended further.


    The only difficulty was to find a practicable substitute.


    The one woman at all available for the purpose was a friendless, innocent creature, named Anne Seaway, whom I had known in my youth, and who had for some time been the housekeeper of a lady in London. On account of this lady’s sudden death, Anne stood in rather a precarious position, as regarded her future subsistence. She was not the best kind of woman for the scheme; but there was no alternative. One quality of hers was valuable; she was not a talker. I went to London the very next day, called at the Hoxton lodging of my wife (the only place at which she had been known as Mrs. Manston), and found that no great difficulties stood in the way of a personation. And thus favouring circumstances determined my course. I visited Anne Seaway, made love to her, and propounded my plan.


    ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


    We lived quietly enough until the Sunday before my apprehension. Anne came home from church that morning, and told me of the suspicious way in which a young man had looked at her there. Nothing could be done beyond waiting the issue of events. Then the letter came from Raunham. For the first time in my life I was half indifferent as to what fate awaited me. During the succeeding day I thought once or twice of running away, but could not quite make up my mind. At any rate it would be best to bury the body of my wife, I thought, for the oven might be opened at any time. I went to Casterbridge and made some arrangements. In the evening Miss Aldclyffe (who is united to me by a common secret which I have no right or wish to disclose) came to my house, and alarmed me still more. She said that she could tell by Mr. Raunham’s manner that evening, that he kept back from her a suspicion of more importance even than the one he spoke of, and that strangers were in his house even then.


    I guessed what this further suspicion was, and resolved to enlighten her to a certain extent, and so secure her assistance. I said that I killed my wife by an accident on the night of the fire, dwelling upon the advantage to her of the death of the only woman who knew her secret.


    Her terror, and fears for my fate, led her to watch the rectory that evening. She saw the detective leave it, and followed him to my residence. This she told me hurriedly when I perceived her after digging my wife’s grave in the plantation. She did not suspect what the sack contained.


    I am now about to enter on my normal condition. For people are almost always in their graves. When we survey the long race of men, it is strange and still more strange to find that they are mainly dead men, who have scarcely ever been otherwise.


    Æneas Manston.

  


  The steward’s confession, aided by circumstantial evidence of various kinds, was the means of freeing both Anne Seaway and Miss Aldclyffe from all suspicion of complicity with the murderer.


  2. Six o’clock p.m.


  It was evening—just at sunset—on the day of Manston’s death.


  In the cottage at Tolchurch was gathered a group consisting of Cytherea, her brother, Edward Springrove, and his father. They sat by the window conversing of the strange events which had just taken place. In Cytherea’s eye there beamed a hopeful ray, though her face was as white as a lily.


  Whilst they talked, looking out at the yellow evening light that coated the hedges, trees, and church tower, a brougham rolled round the corner of the lane, and came in full view. It reflected the rays of the sun in a flash from its polished panels as it turned the angle, the spokes of the wheels bristling in the same light like bayonets. The vehicle came nearer, and arrived opposite Owen’s door, when the driver pulled the rein and gave a shout, and the panting and sweating horses stopped.


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe’s carriage!’ they all exclaimed.


  Owen went out. ‘Is Miss Graye at home?’ said the man. ‘A note for her, and I am to wait for an answer.’


  Cytherea read in the handwriting of the Rector of Carriford:—


  
    Dear Miss Graye,—Miss Aldclyffe is ill, though not dangerously. She continually repeats your name, and now wishes very much to see you. If you possibly can, come in the carriage.—Very sincerely yours,


    John Raunham.

  


  ‘How comes she ill?’ Owen inquired of the coachman.


  ‘She caught a violent cold by standing out of doors in the damp, on the night the steward ran away. Ever since, till this morning, she complained of fulness and heat in the chest. This morning the maid ran in and told her suddenly that Manston had killed himself in gaol—she shrieked—broke a blood-vessel—and fell upon the floor. Severe internal haemorrhage continued for some time and then stopped. They say she is sure to get over it; but she herself says no. She has suffered from it before.’


  Cytherea was ready in a few moments, and entered the carriage.


  3. Seven o’clock p.m.


  Soft as was Cytherea’s motion along the corridors of Knapwater House, the preternaturally keen intelligence of the suffering woman caught the maiden’s well-known footfall. She entered the sick-chamber with suspended breath.


  In the room everything was so still, and sensation was as it were so rarefied by solicitude, that thinking seemed acting, and the lady’s weak act of trying to live a silent wrestling with all the powers of the universe. Nobody was present but Mr. Raunham, the nurse having left the room on Cytherea’s entry, and the physician and surgeon being engaged in a whispered conversation in a side-chamber. Their patient had been pronounced out of danger.


  Cytherea went to the bedside, and was instantly recognized. O, what a change—Miss Aldclyffe dependent upon pillows! And yet not a forbidding change. With weakness had come softness of aspect: the haughtiness was extracted from the frail thin countenance, and a sweeter mild placidity had taken its place.


  Miss Aldclyffe signified to Mr. Raunham that she would like to be alone with Cytherea.


  ‘Cytherea?’ she faintly whispered the instant the door was closed.


  Cytherea clasped the lady’s weak hand, and sank beside her.


  Miss Aldclyffe whispered again. ‘They say I am certain to live; but I know that I am certainly going to die.’


  ‘They know, I think and hope.’


  ‘I know best, but we’ll leave that. Cytherea—O Cytherea, can you forgive me!’


  Her companion pressed her hand.


  ‘But you don’t know yet—you don’t know yet,’ the invalid murmured. ‘It is forgiveness for that misrepresentation to Edward Springrove that I implore, and for putting such force upon him—that which caused all the train of your innumerable ills!’


  ‘I know all—all. And I do forgive you. Not in a hasty impulse that is revoked when coolness comes, but deliberately and sincerely: as I myself hope to be forgiven, I accord you my forgiveness now.’


  Tears streamed from Miss Aldclyffe’s eyes, and mingled with those of her young companion, who could not restrain hers for sympathy. Expressions of strong attachment, interrupted by emotion, burst again and again from the broken-spirited woman.


  ‘But you don’t know my motive. O, if you only knew it, how you would pity me then!’


  Cytherea did not break the pause which ensued, and the elder woman appeared now to nerve herself by a superhuman effort. She spoke on in a voice weak as a summer breeze, and full of intermission, and yet there pervaded it a steadiness of intention that seemed to demand firm tones to bear it out worthily.


  ‘Cytherea,’ she said, ‘listen to me before I die.


  ‘A long time ago—more than thirty years ago—a young girl of seventeen was cruelly betrayed by her cousin, a wild officer of six-and-twenty…. He went to India, and died.


  ‘One night when that miserable girl had just arrived home with her parents from Germany, where her baby had been born, she took all the money she possessed, pinned it on her infant’s bosom, together with a letter, stating, among other things, what she wished the child’s Christian name to be; wrapped up the little thing, and walked with it to Clapham. Here, in a retired street, she selected a house. She placed the child on the doorstep and knocked at the door, then ran away and watched. They took it up and carried it indoors.


  ‘Now that her poor baby was gone, the girl blamed herself bitterly for cruelty towards it, and wished she had adopted her parents’ counsel to secretly hire a nurse. She longed to see it. She didn’t know what to do. She wrote in an assumed name to the woman who had taken it in, and asked her to meet the writer with the infant at certain places she named. These were hotels or coffee-houses in Chelsea, Pimlico, or Hammersmith. The woman, being well paid, always came, and asked no questions. At one meeting—at an inn in Hammersmith—she made her appearance without the child, and told the girl it was so ill that it would not live through the night. The news, and fatigue, brought on a fainting-fit….’


  Miss Aldclyffe’s sobs choked her utterance, and she became painfully agitated. Cytherea, pale and amazed at what she heard, wept for her, bent over her, and begged her not to go on speaking.


  ‘Yes—I must,’ she cried, between her sobs. ‘I will—I must go on! And I must tell yet more plainly! … you must hear it before I am gone, Cytherea.’ The sympathizing and astonished girl sat down again.


  ‘The name of the woman who had taken the child was Manston. She was the widow of a schoolmaster. She said she had adopted the child of a relation.


  ‘Only one man ever found out who the mother was. He was the keeper of the inn in which she fainted, and his silence she has purchased ever since.


  ‘A twelvemonth passed—fifteen months—and the saddened girl met a man at her father’s house named Graye—your father, Cytherea, then unmarried. Ah, such a man! Inexperience now perceived what it was to be loved in spirit and in truth! But it was too late. Had he known her secret he would have cast her out. She withdrew from him by an effort, and pined.


  ‘Years and years afterwards, when she became mistress of a fortune and estates by her father’s death, she formed the weak scheme of having near her the son whom, in her father’s life-time, she had been forbidden to recognize. Cytherea, you know who that weak woman is.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  ‘By such toilsome labour as this I got him here as my steward. And I wanted to see him your husband, Cytherea!—the husband of my true lover’s child. It was a sweet dream to me…. Pity me—O, pity me! To die unloved is more than I can bear! I loved your father, and I love him now.’


  That was the burden of Cytherea Aldclyffe.


  ‘I suppose you must leave me again—you always leave me,’ she said, after holding the young woman’s hand a long while in silence.


  ‘No—indeed I’ll stay always. Do you like me to stay?’


  Miss Aldclyffe in the jaws of death was Miss Aldclyffe still, though the old fire had degenerated to mere phosphorescence now. ‘But you are your brother’s housekeeper?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, of course you cannot stay with me on a sudden like this…. Go home, or he will be at a loss for things. And to-morrow morning come again, won’t you, dearest, come again—we’ll fetch you. But you mustn’t stay now, and put Owen out. O no—it would be absurd.’ The absorbing concern about trifles of daily routine, which is so often seen in very sick people, was present here.


  Cytherea promised to go home, and come the next morning to stay continuously.


  ‘Stay till I die then, will you not? Yes, till I die—I shan’t die till to-morrow.’


  ‘We hope for your recovery—all of us.’


  ‘I know best. Come at six o’clock, darling.’


  ‘As soon as ever I can,’ returned Cytherea tenderly.


  ‘But six is too early—you will have to think of your brother’s breakfast. Leave Tolchurch at eight, will you?’


  Cytherea consented to this. Miss Aldclyffe would never have known had her companion stayed in the house all night; but the honesty of Cytherea’s nature rebelled against even the friendly deceit which such a proceeding would have involved.


  An arrangement was come to whereby she was to be taken home in the pony-carriage instead of the brougham that fetched her; the carriage to put up at Tolchurch farm for the night, and on that account to be in readiness to bring her back earlier.


  4. March the Thirtieth. Daybreak


  The third and last instance of Cytherea’s subjection to those periodic terrors of the night which had emphasized her connection with the Aldclyffe name and blood occurred at the present date.


  It was about four o’clock in the morning when Cytherea, though most probably dreaming, seemed to awaken—and instantly was transfixed by a sort of spell, that had in it more of awe than of affright. At the foot of her bed, looking her in the face with an expression of entreaty beyond the power of words to portray, was the form of Miss Aldclyffe—wan and distinct. No motion was perceptible in her; but longing—earnest longing—was written in every feature.


  Cytherea believed she exercised her waking judgment as usual in thinking, without a shadow of doubt, that Miss Aldclyffe stood before her in flesh and blood. Reason was not sufficiently alert to lead Cytherea to ask herself how such a thing could have occurred.


  ‘I would have remained with you—why would you not allow me to stay!’ Cytherea exclaimed. The spell was broken: she became broadly awake; and the figure vanished.


  It was in the grey time of dawn. She trembled in a sweat of disquiet, and not being able to endure the thought of her brother being asleep, she went and tapped at his door.


  ‘Owen!’


  He was not a heavy sleeper, and it was verging upon his time to rise.


  ‘What do you want, Cytherea?’


  ‘I ought not to have left Knapwater last night. I wish I had not. I really think I will start at once. She wants me, I know,’ [know.’]


  ‘What time is it?’


  ‘A few minutes past four.’


  ‘You had better not. Keep to the time agreed upon. Consider, we should have such a trouble in rousing the driver, and other things.’


  Upon the whole it seemed wiser not to act on a mere fancy. She went to bed again.


  An hour later, when Owen was thinking of getting up, a knocking came to the front door. The next minute something touched the glass of Owen’s window. He waited—the noise was repeated. A little gravel had been thrown against it to arouse him.


  He crossed the room, pulled up the blind, and looked out. A solemn white face was gazing upwards from the road, expectantly straining to catch the first glimpse of a person within the panes. It was the face of a Knapwater man sitting on horseback.


  Owen saw his errand. There is an unmistakable look in the face of every man who brings tidings of death. Graye opened the window.


  ‘Miss Aldclyffe …’ said the messenger, and paused.


  ‘Ah—dead?’


  ‘Yes—she is dead.’


  ‘When did she die?’


  ‘At ten minutes past four, after another effusion. She knew best, you see, sir. I started directly, by the rector’s orders.’


  ♣


  Sequel


  Fifteen months have passed, and we are brought on to Midsummer Night, 1867.


  The picture presented is the interior of the old belfry of Carriford Church, at ten o’clock in the evening.


  Six Carriford men and one stranger are gathered there, beneath the light of a flaring candle stuck on a piece of wood against the wall. The six Carriford men are the well-known ringers of the fine-toned old bells in the key of F, which have been music to the ears of Carriford parish and the outlying districts for the last four hundred years. The stranger is an assistant, who has appeared from nobody knows where.


  The six natives—in their shirt-sleeves, and without hats—pull and catch frantically at the dancing bell-ropes, the locks of their hair waving in the breeze created by their quick motions; the stranger, who has the treble bell, does likewise, but in his right mind and coat. Their ever-changing shadows mingle on the wall in an endless variety of kaleidoscopic forms, and the eyes of all the seven are religiously fixed on a diagram like a large addition sum, which is chalked on the floor.


  Vividly contrasting with the yellow light of the candle upon the four unplastered walls of the tower, and upon the faces and clothes of the men, is the scene discernible through the screen beneath the tower archway. At the extremity of the long mysterious avenue of the nave and chancel can be seen shafts of moonlight streaming in at the east window of the church—blue, phosphoric, and ghostly.


  A thorough renovation of the bell-ringing machinery and accessories had taken place in anticipation of an interesting event. New ropes had been provided; every bell had been carefully shifted from its carriage, and the pivots lubricated. Bright red ‘sallies’ of woollen texture—soft to the hands and easily caught—glowed on the ropes in place of the old ragged knots, all of which newness in small details only rendered more evident the irrepressible aspect of age in the mass surrounding them.


  The triple-bob-major was ended, and the ringers wiped their faces and rolled down their shirt-sleeves, previously to tucking away the ropes and leaving the place for the night.


  ‘Piph—h—h—h! A good forty minutes,’ said a man with a streaming face, and blowing out his breath—one of the pair who had taken the tenor bell.


  ‘Our friend here pulled proper well—that ’a did—seeing he’s but a stranger,’ said Clerk Crickett, who had just resigned the second rope, and addressing the man in the black coat.


  ‘’A did,’ said the rest.


  ‘I enjoyed it much,’ said the man modestly.


  ‘What we should ha’ done without you words can’t tell. The man that belongs by rights to that there bell is ill o’ two gallons of old cider.’


  ‘And now so’s,’ remarked the fifth ringer, as pertaining to the last allusion, ‘we’ll finish this drop o’ cider and metheglin, and every man home-along straight as a line.’


  ‘With all my heart,’ Clerk Crickett replied. ‘And the Lord send if I ha’n’t done my duty by Master Teddy Springrove—that I have so.’


  ‘And the rest of us,’ they said, as the cup was handed round.


  ‘Ay, ay—in ringen—but I was spaken in a spiritual sense o’ this mornen’s business o’ mine up by the chancel rails there. ’Twas very convenient to lug her here and marry her instead o’ doen it at that twopenny-halfpenny town o’ Budm’th. Very convenient.’


  ‘Very. There was a little fee for Master Crickett.’


  ‘Ah—well. Money’s money—very much so—very—I always have said it. But ’twas a pretty sight for the nation. He coloured up like any maid, that he did.’


  ‘Well enough ’a mid colour up. ’Tis no small matter for a man to play wi’ fire.’


  ‘Whatever it may be to a woman,’ said the clerk absently.


  ‘Thou’rt thinken o’ thy wife, clerk,’ said Gad Weedy. ‘She’ll play wi’it again when thou hast got mildewed.’


  ‘Well—let her, God bless her; for I’m but a poor third man, I. The Lord have mercy upon the fourth! … Ay, Teddy’s got his own at last. What little white ears that maid has, to be sure! Choose your wife as you choose your pig—a small ear and a small tale—that was always my joke when I was a merry feller, ah—years agone now! But Teddy’s got her. Poor chap, he was getten as thin as a hermit wi’ grief—so was she.’


  ‘Maybe she’ll fill out now.’


  ‘True—’tis nater’s law, which no man shall gainsay. Ah, well do I bear in mind what I said to Pa’son Raunham about thy mother’s family o’ seven, the very first week of his coming here, when I was just in my prime. “And how many daughters has that poor Weedy got, clerk?” he says. “Six, sir,” says I, “and every one of ’em has got a brother!” “Poor woman,” says he, “a dozen children!—give her this half-sovereign from me, clerk.” ’A laughed a good five minutes afterwards, when he found out my merry nater—’a did. But there, ’tis over wi’ me now. Enteren the Church is the ruin of a man’s wit, for wit’s nothing without a faint shadow o’ sin.’


  ‘If so be Teddy and the lady had been kept apart for life, they’d both have died,’ said Gad emphatically.


  ‘But now instead o’ death there’ll be increase of life,’ answered the clerk.


  ‘It all went proper well,’ said the fifth bell-ringer. ‘They didn’t flee off to Babylonish places—not they.’ He struck up an attitude—‘Here’s Master Springrove standen so: here’s the married woman standen likewise; here they walk across to Knapwater House; and there they bide in the chimley corner, hard and fast.’


  ‘Yes, ’twas a pretty wedden, and well attended,’ added the clerk. ‘Here was my lady herself—red as scarlet: here was Master Springrove, looken as if he half wished he’d never a-come—ah, poor souls!—the men always do! The women stand it best—the maid was in her glory. Though she was so shy the glory shone plain through that shy skin.’


  ‘Ay,’ said Gad, ‘and there was Tim Strooden and his five journeymen carpenters, standen on tiptoe and peepen in at the chancel winders. There was Dairyman Dodman waiten in his new spring-cart to see ’em come out—whip in hand—that ’a was. Then up comes two master tailors. Then there was Christopher Runt with his pickaxe and shovel. There was women-folk and there was men-folk traypsen up and down church’ard till they wore a path wi’ traypsen so—letting the squalling children slip down through their arms and nearly skinning em. And these were all over and above the gentry and Sunday-clothes folk inside. Well, I seed Mr. Owen Graye at last dressed up quite the dand. “Well, Mr. Graye,” says I from the top o’ church’ard wall, “how’s yerself?” Mr. Graye never spoke—he’d prided away his hearing. Seize the man, I didn’ want en to speak. Teddy hears it, and turns round: “All right, Gad!” says he, and laughed like a boy. There’s more in Teddy.’


  ‘Well,’ said Clerk Crickett, turning to the man in black, ‘now you’ve been among us so long, and know us so well, won’t ye tell us what ye’ve come here for, and what your trade is?’


  ‘I am no trade,’ said the thin man, smiling, ‘and I came to see the wickedness of the land.’


  ‘I said thou wast one o’ the devil’s brood wi’ thy black clothes,’ replied a sturdy ringer, who had not spoken before.


  ‘No, the truth is,’ said the thin man, retracting at this horrible translation, ‘I came for a walk because it is a fine evening.’


  ‘Now let’s be off, neighbours,’ the clerk interrupted.


  The candle was inverted in the socket, and the whole party stepped out into the churchyard. The moon was shining within a day or two of full, and just overlooked the three or four vast yews that stood on the south-east side of the church, and rose in unvaried and flat darkness against the illuminated atmosphere behind them.


  ‘Good night,’ the clerk said to his comrades, when the door was locked. ‘My nearest way is through the park.’


  ‘I suppose mine is too?’ said the stranger. ‘I am going to the railway-station.’


  ‘Of course—come on.’


  The two men went over a stile to the west, the remainder of the party going into the road on the opposite side.


  ‘And so the romance has ended well,’ the clerk’s companion remarked, as they brushed along through the grass. ‘But what is the truth of the story about the property?’


  ‘Now look here, neighbour,’ said Clerk Crickett, ‘if so be you’ll tell me what your line o’ life is, and your purpose in coming here to-day, I’ll tell you the truth about the wedden particulars.’


  ‘Very well—I will when you have done,’ said the other man.


  ‘’Tis a bargain; and this is the right o’ the story. When Miss Aldclyffe’s will was opened, it was found to have been drawn up on the very day that Manston (her love-child) married Miss Cytherea Graye. And this is what that deep woman did. Deep? she was as deep as the North Star. She bequeathed all her property, real and personal, to “the wife of Æneas Manston[”] (with one exception): failen her life, to her husband: failen his life to the heirs of his head—body I would say: failen them to her absolutely and her heirs for ever: failen these to Pa’son Raunham, and so on to the end o’ the human race. Now do you see the depth of her scheme? Why, although upon the surface it appeared her whole property was for Miss Cytherea, by the word “wife” being used, and not Cytherea’s name, whoever was the wife o’ Manston would come in for’t. Wasn’t that real depth? It was done, of course, that her son Æneas, under any circumstances, should be master o’ the property, without folk knowen it was her son or suspecting anything, as they would if it had been left to him straightway.’


  ‘A clever arrangement! And what was the exception?’


  ‘The payment of a legacy to her relative, Pa’son Raunham.’


  ‘And Miss Cytherea was now Manston’s widow and only relative, and inherited all absolutely.’


  ‘True, she did. “Well,” says she, “I shan’t have it” (she didn’t like the notion o’ getten anything through Manston, naturally enough, pretty dear). She waived her right in favour o’ Mr. Raunham. Now, if there’s a man in the world that cares nothen about land—I don’t say there is, but if there is—’tis our pa’son. He’s like a snail. He’s a-growed so to the shape o’ that there rectory that ’a wouldn’ think o’ leaven it even in name. “’Tis yours, Miss Graye,” says he. “No, ’tis yours,” says she. “Tisn’ [“’Tisn’] mine,” says he. The Crown had cast his eyes upon the case, thinken o’ forfeiture by felony—but ’twas no such thing, and the Crown gied it up, too. Did you ever hear such a tale?—three people, a man and a woman and a Crown—neither o’ em in a madhouse—flinging an estate backwards and forwards like an apple or nut? Well, it ended in this way. Mr. Raunham took it: young Springrove was had as agent and steward, and put to live in Knapwater House, close here at hand—just as if ’twas his own. He does just what he’d like—Mr. Raunham never interferen—and hither to-day he’s brought his new wife, Cytherea. And a settlement ha’ been drawn up this very day, whereby their children, heirs, and cetrer, are to inherit after Mr. Raunham’s death. Good fortune came at last. Her brother, too, is doing well. He came in first man in some architectural competition, and is about to move to London. Here’s the house, look. Stap out from these bushes, and you’ll get a clear sight o’t.’


  They emerged from the shrubbery, breaking off towards the lake, and down the south slope. When they arrived exactly opposite the centre of the mansion, they halted.


  It was a magnificent picture of the English country-house. The whole of the severe regular front, with its pilasters and cornices, was built of a white smoothly-faced freestone, which appeared in the rays of the moon as pure as Pentelic marble. The sole objects in the scene rivalling the fairness of the façade were a dozen swans floating upon the lake.


  At this moment the central door at the top of the steps was opened, and two figures advanced into the light. Two contrasting figures were they. A young lithe woman in an airy fairy dress—Cytherea Springrove: a young man in black stereotype raiment—Edward, her husband.


  They stood at the top of the steps together, looking at the moon, the water, and the general loveliness of the prospect.


  ‘That’s the married man and wife—there, I’ve illustrated my story by real liven specimens,’ the clerk whispered.


  ‘To be sure, how close together they do stand! You couldn’ slip a penny-piece between ’em—that you couldn’! Beautiful to see it, isn’t it—beautiful! … But this is a private path, and we won’t let ’em see us, as all the ringers are going there to a supper and dance to-morrow night.’


  The speaker and his companion softly moved on, passed through the wicket, and into the coach-road. Arrived at the clerk’s house at the further boundary of the park, they paused to part.


  ‘Now for your half o’ the bargain,’ said Clerk Crickett. ‘What’s your line o’ life, and what d’ye come here for?’


  ‘I’m the reporter to the Casterbridge Chronicle, and I come to pick up the news. Good-night.’


  Meanwhile Edward and Cytherea, after lingering on the steps for several minutes, slowly descended the slope to the lake. The skiff was lying alongside.


  ‘O, Edward,’ said Cytherea, ‘you must do something that has just come into my head!’


  ‘Well, dearest—I know.’


  ‘Yes—give me one half-minute’s row on the lake here now, just as you did on Budmouth Bay three years ago.’


  He handed her into the boat, and almost noiselessly pulled off from shore. When they were half-way between the two margins of the lake, he paused and looked at her.


  ‘Ah, darling, I remember exactly how I kissed you that first time,’ said Springrove. ‘You were there as you are now. I unshipped the sculls in this way. Then I turned round and sat beside you—in this way. Then I put my hand on the other side of your little neck——’


  ‘I think it was just on my cheek, in this way.’


  ‘Ah, so it was. Then you moved that soft red mouth round to mine——’


  ‘But, dearest—you pressed it round if you remember; and of course I couldn’t then help letting it come to your mouth without being unkind to you, and I wouldn’t be that.’


  ‘And then I put my cheek against that cheek, and turned my two lips round upon those two lips, and kissed them——so.’


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface


  This story of the Mellstock Quire and its old established west-gallery musicians, with some supplementary descriptions of similar officials in Two on a Tower, A Few Crusted Characters, and other places, is intended to be a fairly true picture, at first hand, of the personages, ways, and customs which were common among such orchestral bodies in the villages of fifty or sixty years ago.


  One is inclined to regret the displacement of these ecclesiastical bandsmen by an isolated organist (often at first a barrel-organist) or harmonium player; and despite certain advantages in point of control and accomplishment which were, no doubt, secured by installing the single artist, the change has tended to stultify the professed aims of the clergy, its direct result being to curtail and extinguish the interest of parishioners in church doings. Under the old plan, from half a dozen to ten full-grown players, in addition to the numerous more or less grown-up singers, were officially occupied with the Sunday routine, and concerned in trying their best to make it an artistic outcome of the combined musical taste of the congregation. With a musical executive limited, as it mostly is limited now, to the parson’s wife or daughter and the school-children, or to the school-teacher and the children, an important union of interests has disappeared.


  The zest of these bygone instrumentalists must have been keen and staying, to take them, as it did, on foot every Sunday after a toilsome week through all weathers to the church, which often lay at a distance from their homes. They usually received so little in payment for their performances that their efforts were really a labour of love. In the parish I had in my mind when writing the present tale, the gratuities received yearly by the musicians at Christmas were somewhat as follows: From the manor-house ten shillings and a supper; from the vicar ten shillings; from the farmers five shillings each; from each cottage-household one shilling; amounting altogether to not more than ten shillings a head annually—just enough, as an old executant told me, to pay for their fiddle-strings, repairs, rosin, and music-paper (which they mostly ruled themselves). Their music in those days was all in their own manuscript, copied in the evenings after work, and their music-books were home-bound.


  It was customary to inscribe a few jigs, reels, hornpipes, and ballads in the same book, by beginning it at the other end, the insertions being continued from front and back till sacred and secular met together in the middle, often with bizarre effect, the words of some of the songs exhibiting that ancient and broad humour which our grandfathers, and possibly grandmothers, took delight in, and is in these days unquotable.


  The aforesaid fiddle-strings, rosin, and music-paper were supplied by a pedlar, who travelled exclusively in such wares from parish to parish, coming to each village about every six months. Tales are told of the consternation once caused among the church fiddlers when, on the occasion of their producing a new Christmas anthem, he did not come to time, owing to being snowed up on the downs, and the straits they were in through having to make shift with whipcord and twine for strings. He was generally a musician himself, and sometimes a composer in a small way, bringing his own new tunes, and tempting each choir to adopt them for a consideration. Some of these compositions which now lie before me, with their repetitions of lines, half-lines, and half-words, their fugues and their intermediate symphonies, are good singing still, though they would hardly be admitted into such hymn-books as are popular in the churches of fashionable society at the present time.


  August 1896.


  Under the Greenwood Tree was first brought out in the summer of 1872 in two volumes. The name of the story was originally intended to be, more appropriately, The Mellstock Quire, and this has been appended as a sub-title since the early editions, it having been thought unadvisable to displace for it the title by which the book first became known.


  In rereading the narrative after a long interval there occurs the inevitable reflection that the realities out of which it was spun were material for another kind of study of this little group of church musicians than is found in the chapters here penned so lightly, even so farcically and flippantly at times. But circumstances would have rendered any aim at a deeper, more essential, more transcendent handling unadvisable at the date of writing; and the exhibition of the Mellstock Quire in the following pages must remain the only extant one, except for the few glimpses of that perished band which I have given in verse elsewhere.


  T. H.


  April 1912.


  ♣


  Part the First


  Winter


  I


  Mellstock-Lane


  To dwellers in a wood almost every species of tree has its voice as well as its feature. At the passing of the breeze the fir-trees sob and moan no less distinctly than they rock; the holly whistles as it battles with itself; the ash hisses amid its quiverings; the beech rustles while its flat boughs rise and fall. And winter, which modifies the note of such trees as shed their leaves, does not destroy its individuality.


  On a cold and starry Christmas-eve within living memory a man was passing up a lane towards Mellstock Cross in the darkness of a plantation that whispered thus distinctively to his intelligence. All the evidences of his nature were those afforded by the spirit of his footsteps, which succeeded each other lightly and quickly, and by the liveliness of his voice as he sang in a rural cadence:


  
    ‘With the rose and the lily


    And the daffodowndilly,


    The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.’

  


  The lonely lane he was following connected one of the hamlets of Mellstock parish with Upper Mellstock and Lewgate, and to his eyes, casually glancing upward, the silver and black-stemmed birches with their characteristic tufts, the pale grey boughs of beech, the dark-creviced elm, all appeared now as black and flat outlines upon the sky, wherein the white stars twinkled so vehemently that their flickering seemed like the flapping of wings. Within the woody pass, at a level anything lower than the horizon, all was dark as the grave. The copse-wood forming the sides of the bower interlaced its branches so densely, even at this season of the year, that the draught from the north-east flew along the channel with scarcely an interruption from lateral breezes.


  After passing the plantation and reaching Mellstock Cross the white surface of the lane revealed itself between the dark hedgerows like a ribbon jagged at the edges; the irregularity being caused by temporary accumulations of leaves extending from the ditch on either side.


  The song (many times interrupted by flitting thoughts which took the place of several bars, and resumed at a point it would have reached had its continuity been unbroken) now received a more palpable check, in the shape of ‘Ho-i-i-i-i-i!’ from the crossing lane to Lower Mellstock, on the right of the singer who had just emerged from the trees.


  ‘Ho-i-i-i-i-i!’ he answered, stopping and looking round, though with no idea of seeing anything more than imagination pictured.


  ‘Is that thee, young Dick Dewy?’ came from the darkness.


  ‘Ay, sure, Michael Mail.’


  ‘Then why not stop for fellow-craters—going to thy own father’s house too, as we be, and knowen us so well?’


  Dick Dewy faced about and continued his tune in an under-whistle, implying that the business of his mouth could not be checked at a moment’s notice by the placid emotion of friendship.


  Having come more into the open he could now be seen rising against the sky, his profile appearing on the light background like the portrait of a gentleman in black cardboard. It assumed the form of a low-crowned hat, an ordinary-shaped nose, an ordinary chin, an ordinary neck, and ordinary shoulders. What he consisted of further down was invisible from lack of sky low enough to picture him on.


  Shuffling, halting, irregular footsteps of various kinds were now heard coming up the hill, and presently there emerged from the shade severally five men of different ages and gaits, all of them working villagers of the parish of Mellstock. They, too, had lost their rotundity with the daylight, and advanced against the sky in flat outlines, which suggested some processional design on Greek or Etruscan pottery. They represented the chief portion of Mellstock parish choir.


  The first was a bowed and bent man, who carried a fiddle under his arm, and walked as if engaged in studying some subject connected with the surface of the road. He was Michael Mail, the man who had hallooed to Dick.


  The next was Mr. Robert Penny, boot- and shoemaker; a little man who, though rather round-shouldered, walked as if that fact had not come to his own knowledge, moving on with his back very hollow and his face fixed on the north-east quarter of the heavens before him, so that his lower waist-coat-buttons came first, and then the remainder of his figure. His features were invisible; yet when he occasionally looked round, two faint moons of light gleamed for an instant from the precincts of his eyes, denoting that he wore spectacles of a circular form.


  The third was Elias Spinks, who walked perpendicularly and dramatically. The fourth outline was Joseph Bowman’s, who had now no distinctive appearance beyond that of a human being. Finally came a weak lath-like form, trotting and stumbling along with one shoulder forward and his head inclined to the left, his arms dangling nervelessly in the wind as if they were empty sleeves. This was Thomas Leaf.


  ‘Where be the boys?’ said Dick to this somewhat indifferently-matched assembly.


  The eldest of the group, Michael Mail, cleared his throat from a great depth.


  ‘We told them to keep back at home for a time, thinken they wouldn’t be wanted yet awhile; and we could choose the tuens, and so on.’


  ‘Father and grandfather William have expected ye a little sooner. I have just been for a run round by Ewelease Stile and Hollow Hill to warm my feet.’


  ‘To be sure father did! To be sure ’a did expect us—to taste the little barrel beyond compare that he’s going to tap.’


  ‘’Od rabbit it all! Never heard a word of it!’ said Mr. Penny, gleams of delight appearing upon his spectacle-glasses, Dick meanwhile singing parenthetically—


  
    ‘The lads and the lasses a-sheep-shearing go.’

  


  ‘Neighbours, there’s time enough to drink a sight of drink now afore bedtime?’ said Mail.


  ‘True, true—time enough to get as drunk as lords!’ replied Bowman cheerfully.


  This opinion being taken as convincing they all advanced between the varying hedges and the trees dotting them here and there, kicking their toes occasionally among the crumpled leaves. Soon appeared glimmering indications of the few cottages forming the small hamlet of Upper Mellstock for which they were bound, whilst the faint sound of church-bells ringing a Christmas peal could be heard floating over upon the breeze from the direction of Longpuddle and Weatherbury parishes on the other side of the hills. A little wicket admitted them to the garden, and they proceeded up the path to Dick’s house.


  ♣


  II


  The Tranter’s


  It was a long low cottage with a hipped roof of thatch, having dormer windows breaking up into the eaves, a chimney standing in the middle of the ridge and another at each end. The window-shutters were not yet closed, and the fire- and candle-light within radiated forth upon the thick bushes of box and laurestinus growing in clumps outside, and upon the bare boughs of several codlin-trees hanging about in various distorted shapes, the result of early training as espaliers combined with careless climbing into their boughs in later years. The walls of the dwelling were for the most part covered with creepers, though these were rather beaten back from the doorway—a feature which was worn and scratched by much passing in and out, giving it by day the appearance of an old keyhole. Light streamed through the cracks and joints of outbuildings a little way from the cottage, a sight which nourished a fancy that the purpose of the erection must be rather to veil bright attractions than to shelter unsightly necessaries. The noise of a beetle and wedges and the splintering of wood was periodically heard from this direction; and at some little distance further a steady regular munching and the occasional scurr of a rope betokened a stable, and horses feeding within it.


  The choir stamped severally on the door-stone to shake from their boots any fragment of earth or leaf adhering thereto, then entered the house and looked around to survey the condition of things. Through the open doorway of a small inner room on the right hand, of a character between pantry and cellar, was Dick Dewy’s father Reuben, by vocation a ‘tranter,’ or irregular carrier. He was a stout florid man about forty years of age, who surveyed people up and down when first making their acquaintance, and generally smiled at the horizon or other distant object during conversations with friends, walking about with a steady sway, and turning out his toes very considerably. Being now occupied in bending over a hogshead that stood in the pantry ready horsed for the process of broaching, he did not take the trouble to turn or raise his eyes at the entry of his visitors, well knowing by their footsteps that they were the expected old comrades.


  The main room, on the left, was decked with bunches of holly and other evergreens, and from the middle of the beam bisecting the ceiling hung the mistletoe, of a size out of all proportion to the room, and extending so low that it became necessary for a full-grown person to walk round it in passing, or run the risk of entangling his hair. This apartment contained Mrs. Dewy the tranter’s wife, and the four remaining children, Susan, Jim, Bessy, and Charley, graduating uniformly though at wide stages from the age of sixteen to that of four years—the eldest of the series being separated from Dick the firstborn by a nearly equal interval.


  Some circumstance had apparently caused much grief to Charley just previous to the entry of the choir, and he had absently taken down a small looking-glass, holding it before his face to learn how the human countenance appeared when engaged in crying, which survey led him to pause at the various points in each wail that were more than ordinarily striking, for a thorough appreciation of the general effect. Bessy was leaning against a chair, and glancing under the plaits about the waist of the plaid frock she wore, to notice the original unfaded pattern of the material as there preserved, her face bearing an expression of regret that the brightness had passed away from the visible portions. Mrs. Dewy sat in a brown settle by the side of the glowing wood fire—so glowing that with a heedful compression of the lips she would now and then rise and put her hand upon the hams and flitches of bacon lining the chimney, to reassure herself that they were not being broiled instead of smoked—a misfortune that had been known to happen now and then at Christmas-time.


  ‘Hullo, my sonnies, here you be, then!’ said Reuben Dewy at length, standing up and blowing forth a vehement gust of breath. ‘How the blood do puff up in anybody’s head, to be sure, a-stooping like that! I was just going out to gate to hark for ye.’ He then carefully began to wind a strip of brown paper round a brass tap he held in his hand. ‘This in the cask here is a drop o’ the right sort’ (tapping the cask); ‘’tis a real drop o’ cordial from the best picked apples—Sansoms, Stubbards, Five-corners, and such-like—you d’mind the sort, Michael?’ (Michael nodded.) ‘And there’s a sprinkling of they that grow down by the orchard-rails—streaked ones—rail apples we d’call ’em, as ’tis by the rails they grow, and not knowing the right name. The water-cider from ’em is as good as most people’s best cider is.’


  ‘Ay, and of the same make too,’ said Bowman. ‘“It rained when we wrung it out, and the water got into it,” folk will say. But ’tis on’y an excuse. Watered cider is too common among us.’


  ‘Yes, yes; too common it is!’ said Spinks with an inward sigh, whilst his eyes seemed to be looking at the case in an abstract form rather than at the scene before him. ‘Such poor liquor do make a man’s throat feel very melancholy—and is a disgrace to the name of stimmilent.’


  ‘Come in, come in, and draw up to the fire; never mind your shoes,’ said Mrs. Dewy, seeing that all except Dick had paused to wipe them upon the door-mat. ‘I am glad that you’ve stepped up-along at last; and, Susan, you run down to Grammer Kaytes’s and see if you can borrow some larger candles than these fourteens. Tommy Leaf, don’t ye be afeard! Come and sit here in the settle.’


  This was addressed to the young man before mentioned, consisting chiefly of a human skeleton and a smock-frock, who was very awkward in his movements, apparently on account of having grown so very fast that before he had had time to get used to his height he was higher.


  ‘Hee—hee—ay!’ replied Leaf, letting his mouth continue to smile for some time after his mind had done smiling, so that his teeth remained in view as the most conspicuous members of his body.


  ‘Here, Mr. Penny,’ resumed Mrs. Dewy, ‘you sit in this chair. And how’s your daughter, Mrs. Brownjohn?’


  ‘Well, I suppose I must say pretty fair.’ He adjusted his spectacles a quarter of an inch to the right. ‘But she’ll be worse before she’s better, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘Indeed—poor soul! And how many will that make in all, four or five?’


  ‘Five; they’ve buried three. Yes, five; and she not much more than a maid yet. She do know the multiplication table onmistakable well. However, ’twas to be, and none can gainsay it.’


  Mrs. Dewy resigned Mr. Penny. ‘Wonder where your grandfather James is?’ she inquired of one of the children. ‘He said he’d drop in to-night.’


  ‘Out in fuel-house with grandfather William,’ said Jimmy.


  ‘Now let’s see what we can do,’ was heard spoken about this time by the tranter in a private voice to the barrel, beside which he had again established himself, and was stooping to cut away the cork.


  ‘Reuben, don’t make such a mess o’ tapping that barrel as is mostly made in this house,’ Mrs. Dewy cried from the fireplace. ‘I’d tap a hundred without wasting more than you do in one. Such a squizzling and squirting job as ’tis in your hands! There, he always was such a clumsy man indoors.’


  ‘Ay, ay; I know you’d tap a hundred beautiful, Ann—I know you would; two hundred, perhaps. But I can’t promise. This is a’ old cask, and the wood’s rotted away about the tap-hole. The husbird of a feller Sam Lawson—that ever I should call’n such, now he’s dead and gone, poor heart!—took me in completely upon the feat of buying this cask. “Reub,” says he—’a always used to call me plain Reub, poor old heart!—“Reub,” he said says he, “that there cask, Reub, is as good as new; yes, good as new. ’Tis a wine-hogshead; the best port-wine in the commonwealth have been in that there cask; and you shall have en for ten shillens, Reub,”—’a said says he—“he’s worth twenty, ay, five-and-twenty, if he’s worth one; and an iron hoop or two put round en among the wood ones will make en worth thirty shillens of any man’s money, if——”’


  ‘I think I should have used the eyes that Providence gave me to use afore I paid any ten shillens for a jimcrack wine-barrel; a saint is sinner enough not to be cheated. But ’tis like all your family was, so easy to be deceived.’


  ‘That’s as true as gospel of this member,’ said Reuben.


  Mrs. Dewy began a smile at the answer, then altering her lips and refolding them so that it was not a smile, commenced smoothing little Bessy’s hair; the tranter having meanwhile suddenly become oblivious to conversation, occupying himself in a deliberate cutting and arrangement of some more brown paper for the broaching operation.


  ‘Ah, who can believe sellers!’ said old Michael Mail in a carefully-cautious voice, by way of tiding-over this critical point of affairs.


  ‘No one at all,’ said Joseph Bowman, in the tone of a man fully agreeing with everybody.


  ‘Ay,’ said Mail, in the tone of a man who did not agree with everybody as a rule, though he did now; ‘I knowed a’ auctioneering feller once—a very friendly feller ’a was too. And so one hot day as I was walking down the front street o’ Casterbridge, jist below the King’s Arms, I passed a’ open winder and see him inside, stuck upon his perch, a-selling off. I jist nodded to en in a friendly way as I passed, and went my way, and thought no more about it. Well, next day, as I was oilen my boots by fuel-house door, if a letter didn’t come wi’ a bill charging me with a feather-bed, bolster, and pillers, that I had bid for at Mr. Taylor’s sale. The slim-faced martel had knocked ’em down to me because I nodded to en in my friendly way; and I had to pay for ’em too. Now, I hold that that was coming it very close, Reuben?’


  ‘’Twas close, there’s no denying,’ said the general voice.


  ‘Too close, ’twas,’ said Reuben, in the rear of the rest. ‘And as to Sam Lawson—poor heart! now he’s dead and gone too!—I’ll warrant, that if so be I’ve spent one hour in making hoops for that barrel, I’ve spent fifty, first and last. That’s one of my hoops’—touching it with his elbow—‘that’s one of mine, and that, and that, and all these.’


  ‘Ah, Sam was a man,’ said Mr. Penny, contemplatively.


  ‘Sam was!’ said Bowman.


  ‘Especially for a drap o’ drink,’ said the tranter.


  ‘Good, but not religious-good,’ suggested Mr. Penny.


  The tranter nodded. Having at last made the tap and hole quite ready, ‘Now then, Suze, bring a mug,’ he said. ‘Here’s luck to us, my sonnies!’


  The tap went in, and the cider immediately squirted out in a horizontal shower over Reuben’s hands, knees, and leggings, and into the eyes and neck of Charley, who, having temporarily put off his grief under pressure of more interesting proceedings, was squatting down and blinking near his father.


  ‘There ’tis again!’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  ‘Devil take the hole, the cask, and Sam Lawson too, that good cider should be wasted like this!’ exclaimed the tranter. ‘Your thumb! Lend me your thumb, Michael! Ram it in here, Michael! I must get a bigger tap, my sonnies.’


  ‘Idd it cold inthide te hole?’ inquired Charley of Michael, as he continued in a stooping posture with his thumb in the cork-hole.


  ‘What wonderful odds and ends that chiel has in his head to be sure!’ Mrs. Dewy admiringly exclaimed from the distance. ‘I lay a wager that he thinks more about how ’tis inside that barrel than in all the other parts of the world put together.’


  All persons present put on a speaking countenance of admiration for the cleverness alluded to, in the midst of which Reuben returned. The operation was then satisfactorily performed; when Michael arose and stretched his head to the extremest fraction of height that his body would allow of, to restraighten his back and shoulders—thrusting out his arms and twisting his features to a mass of wrinkles to emphasize the relief acquired. A quart or two of the beverage was then brought to table, at which all the new arrivals reseated themselves with wide-spread knees, their eyes meditatively seeking out any speck or knot in the board upon which the gaze might precipitate itself.


  ‘Whatever is father a-biding out in fuel-house so long for?’ said the tranter. ‘Never such a man as father for two things—cleaving up old dead apple-tree wood and playing the bass-viol. ’A’d pass his life between the two, that ’a would.’ He stepped to the door and opened it.


  ‘Father!’


  ‘Ay!’ rang thinly from round the corner.


  ‘Here’s the barrel tapped, and we all a-waiting!’


  A series of dull thuds, that had been heard without for some time past, now ceased; and after the light of a lantern had passed the window and made wheeling rays upon the ceiling inside the eldest of the Dewy family appeared.


  ♣


  III


  The Assembled Quire


  William Dewy—otherwise grandfather William—was now about seventy; yet an ardent vitality still preserved a warm and roughened bloom upon his face, which reminded gardeners of the sunny side of a ripe ribstone-pippin; though a narrow strip of forehead, that was protected from the weather by lying above the line of his hat-brim, seemed to belong to some town man, so gentlemanly was its whiteness. His was a humorous and kindly nature, not unmixed with a frequent melancholy; and he had a firm religious faith. But to his neighbours he had no character in particular. If they saw him pass by their windows when they had been bottling off old mead, or when they had just been called long-headed men who might do anything in the world if they chose, they thought concerning him, ‘Ah, there’s that good-hearted man—open as a child!’ If they saw him just after losing a shilling or half-a-crown, or accidentally letting fall a piece of crockery, they thought, ‘There’s that poor weak-minded man Dewy again! Ah, he’s never done much in the world either!’ If he passed when fortune neither smiled nor frowned on them, they merely thought him old William Dewy.


  ‘Ah, so’s—here you be!—Ah, Michael and Joseph and John—and you too, Leaf! a merry Christmas all! We shall have a rare log-wood fire directly, Reub, to reckon by the toughness of the job I had in cleaving ’em.’ As he spoke he threw down an armful of logs which fell in the chimney-corner with a rumble, and looked at them with something of the admiring enmity he would have bestowed on living people who had been very obstinate in holding their own. ‘Come in, grandfather James.’


  Old James (grandfather on the maternal side) had simply called as a visitor. He lived in a cottage by himself, and many people considered him a miser; some, rather slovenly in his habits. He now came forward from behind grandfather William, and his stooping figure formed a well-illuminated picture as he passed towards the fire-place. Being by trade a mason, he wore a long linen apron reaching almost to his toes, corduroy breeches and gaiters, which, together with his boots, graduated in tints of whitish-brown by constant friction against lime and stone. He also wore a very stiff fustian coat, having folds at the elbows and shoulders as unvarying in their arrangement as those in a pair of bellows: the ridges and the projecting parts of the coat collectively exhibiting a shade different from that of the hollows, which were lined with small ditch-like accumulations of stone and mortar-dust. The extremely large side-pockets, sheltered beneath wide flaps, bulged out convexly whether empty or full; and as he was often engaged to work at buildings far away—his breakfasts and dinners being eaten in a strange chimney-corner, by a garden wall, on a heap of stones, or walking along the road—he carried in these pockets a small tin canister of butter, a small canister of sugar, a small canister of tea, a paper of salt, and a paper of pepper; the bread, cheese, and meat, forming the substance of his meals, hanging up behind him in his basket among the hammers and chisels. If a passer-by looked hard at him when he was drawing forth any of these, ‘My buttery,’ he said, with a pinched smile.


  ‘Better try over number seventy-eight before we start, I suppose?’ said William, pointing to a heap of old Christmas-carol books on a side table.


  ‘Wi’ all my heart,’ said the choir generally.


  ‘Number seventy-eight was always a teaser—always. I can mind him ever since I was growing up a hard boy-chap.’


  ‘But he’s a good tune, and worth a mint o’ practice,’ said Michael.


  ‘He is; though I’ve been mad enough wi’ that tune at times to seize en and tear en all to linnit. Ay, he’s a splendid carrel—there’s no denying that.’


  ‘The first line is well enough,’ said Mr. Spinks; ‘but when you come to “O, thou man,” you make a mess o’t.’


  ‘We’ll have another go into en, and see what we can make of the martel. Half-an-hour’s hammering at en will conquer the toughness of en; I’ll warn it.’


  ‘’Od rabbit it all!’ said Mr. Penny, interrupting with a flash of his spectacles, and at the same time clawing at something in the depths of a large side-pocket. ‘If so be I hadn’t been as scatter-brained and thirtingill as a chiel I should have called at the schoolhouse wi’ a boot as I cam up along. Whatever is coming to me I really can’t estimate at all!’


  ‘The brain has its weaknesses,’ murmured Mr. Spinks, waving his head ominously. Mr. Spinks was considered to be a scholar, having once kept a night-school, and always spoke up to that level.


  ‘Well, I must call with en the first thing to-morrow. And I’ll empt my pocket o’ this last too, if you don’t mind, Mrs. Dewy.’ He drew forth a last, and placed it on a table at his elbow. The eyes of three or four followed it.


  ‘Well,’ said the shoemaker, seeming to perceive that the interest the object had excited was greater than he had anticipated, and warranted the last’s being taken up again and exhibited; ‘now, whose foot do ye suppose this last was made for? It was made for Geoffrey Day’s father, over at Yalbury Wood. Ah, many’s the pair o’ boots he’ve had off the last! Well, when ’a died, I used the last for Geoffrey, and have ever since, though a little doctoring was wanted to make it do. Yes, a very queer natured last it is now, ’a b’lieve,’ he continued, turning it over caressingly. ‘Now, you notice that there’ (pointing to a lump of leather bradded to the toe), ‘that’s a very bad bunion that he’ve had ever since ’a was a boy. Now, this remarkable large piece’ (pointing to a patch nailed to the side), ‘shows a’ accident he received by the tread of a horse, that squashed his foot a’most to a pomace. The horse-shoe came full-butt on this point, you see. And so I’ve just been over to Geoffrey’s, to know if he wanted his bunion altered or made bigger in the new pair I’m making.’


  During the latter part of this speech Mr. Penny’s left hand wandered towards the cider-cup as if the hand had no connection with the person speaking; and bringing his sentence to an abrupt close all but the extreme margin of the bootmaker’s face was eclipsed by the circular brim of the vessel.


  ‘However, I was going to say,’ continued Penny, putting down the cup, ‘I ought to have called at the school’—here he went groping again in the depths of his pocket—‘to leave this without fail, though I suppose the first thing to-morrow will do.’


  He now drew forth and placed upon the table a boot—small, light, and prettily shaped—upon the heel of which he had been operating.


  ‘The new schoolmistress’s!’


  ‘Ay, no less, Miss Fancy Day; as neat a little figure of fun as ever I see, and just husband-high.’


  ‘Never Geoffrey’s daughter Fancy?’ said Bowman, as all glances present converged like wheel-spokes upon the boot in the centre of them.


  ‘Yes, sure,’ resumed Mr. Penny, regarding the boot as if that alone were his auditor; ‘’tis she that’s come here schoolmistress. You knowed his daughter was in training?’


  ‘Strange, isn’t it, for her to be here Christmas-night, Master Penny?’


  ‘Yes; but here she is, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘I know how she comes here—so I do!’ chirruped one of the children.


  ‘Why?’ Dick inquired with subtle interest.


  ‘Pa’son Maybold was afraid he couldn’t manage us all to-morrow at the dinner, and he talked o’ getting her jist to come over and help him hand about the plates, and see we didn’t make pigs of ourselves; and that’s what she’s come for!’


  ‘And that’s the boot, then,’ continued its mender imaginatively, ‘that she’ll walk to church in to-morrow morning. I don’t care to mend boots I don’t make; but there’s no knowing what it may lead to, and her father always comes to me.’


  There, between the cider-mug and the candle, stood this interesting receptacle of the little unknown’s foot; and a very pretty boot it was. A character, in fact—the flexible bend at the instep, the rounded localities of the small nestling toes, scratches from careless scampers now forgotten—all, as repeated in the tell-tale leather, evidencing a nature and a bias. Dick surveyed it with a delicate feeling that he had no right to do so without having first asked the owner of the foot’s permission.


  ‘Now, neighbours, though no common eye can see it,’ the shoemaker went on, ‘a man in the trade can see the likeness between this boot and that last, although that is so deformed as hardly to recall one of God’s creatures, and this is one of as pretty a pair as you’d get for ten-and-sixpence in Casterbridge. To you, nothing; but ’tis father’s voot and daughter’s voot to me, as plain as houses.’


  ‘I don’t doubt there’s a likeness, Master Penny—a mild likeness—a fantastical likeness,’ said Spinks. ‘But I han’t got imagination enough to see it, perhaps.’


  Mr. Penny adjusted his spectacles.


  ‘Now, I’ll tell ye what happened to me once on this very point. You used to know Johnson the dairyman, William?’


  ‘Ay, sure; I did.’


  ‘Well, ’twasn’t opposite his house, but a little lower down—by his paddock, in front o’ Parkmaze Pool. I was a-bearing across towards Bloom’s End, and lo and behold, there was a man just brought out o’ the Pool, dead; he had un’rayed for a dip, but not being able to pitch it just there had gone in flop over his head. Men looked at en; women looked at en; children looked at en; nobody knowed en. He was covered wi’ a sheet; but I catched sight of his voot, just showing out as they carried en along. “I don’t care what name that man went by,” I said, in my way, “but he’s John Woodward’s brother; I can swear to the family voot.” At that very moment up comes John Woodward, weeping and teaving, “I’ve lost my brother! I’ve lost my brother!”’


  ‘Only to think of that!’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  ‘’Tis well enough to know this foot and that foot,’ said Mr. Spinks. ‘’Tis long-headed, in fact, as far as feet do go. I know little, ’tis true—I say no more; but show me a man’s foot, and I’ll tell you that man’s heart.’


  ‘You must be a cleverer feller, then, than mankind in jineral,’ said the tranter.


  ‘Well, that’s nothing for me to speak of,’ returned Mr. Spinks. ‘A man lives and learns. Maybe I’ve read a leaf or two in my time. I don’t wish to say anything large, mind you; but nevertheless, maybe I have.’


  ‘Yes, I know,’ said Michael soothingly, ‘and all the parish knows, that ye’ve read sommat of everything a’most, and have been a great filler of young folks’ brains. Learning’s a worthy thing, and ye’ve got it, Master Spinks.’


  ‘I make no boast, though I may have read and thought a little; and I know—it may be from much perusing, but I make no boast—that by the time a man’s head is finished ’tis almost time for him to creep underground. I am over forty-five.’


  Mr. Spinks emitted a look to signify that if his head was not finished, nobody’s head ever could be.


  ‘Talk of knowing people by their feet!’ said Reuben. ‘Rot me, my sonnies, then, if I can tell what a man is from all his members put together, oftentimes.’


  ‘But still, look is a good deal,’ observed grandfather William absently, moving and balancing his head till the tip of grandfather James’s nose was exactly in a right line with William’s eye and the mouth of a miniature cavern he was discerning in the fire. ‘By the way,’ he continued in a fresher voice, and looking up, ‘that young creature, the schoolmis’ess, must be sung to to-night wi’ the rest? If her ear is as fine as her face, we shall have enough to do to be up-sides with her.’


  ‘What about her face?’ said young Dewy.


  ‘Well, as to that,’ Mr. Spinks replied, ‘’tis a face you can hardly gainsay. A very good pink face, as far as that do go. Still, only a face, when all is said and done.’


  ‘Come, come, Elias Spinks, say she’s a pretty maid and have done wi’ her,’ said the tranter, again preparing to visit the cider-barrel.


  ♣


  IV


  Going the Rounds


  Shortly after ten o’clock the singing-boys arrived at the tranter’s house, which was invariably the place of meeting, and preparations were made for the start. The older men and musicians wore thick coats, with stiff perpendicular collars, and coloured handkerchiefs wound round and round the neck till the end came to hand, over all which they just showed their ears and noses, like people looking over a wall. The remainder, stalwart ruddy men and boys, were dressed mainly in snow-white smock-frocks, embroidered upon the shoulders and breasts in ornamental forms of hearts, diamonds, and zigzags. The cider-mug was emptied for the ninth time, the music-books were arranged, and the pieces finally decided upon. The boys in the meantime put the old horn-lanterns in order, cut candles into short lengths to fit the lanterns; and, a thin fleece of snow having fallen since the early part of the evening, those who had no leggings went to the stable and wound wisps of hay round their ankles to keep the insidious flakes from the interior of their boots.


  Mellstock was a parish of considerable acreage, the hamlets composing it lying at a much greater distance from each other than is ordinarily the case. Hence several hours were consumed in playing and singing within hearing of every family, even if but a single air were bestowed on each. There was Lower Mellstock, the main village; half a mile from this were the church and vicarage, and a few other houses, the spot being rather lonely now, though in past centuries it had been the most thickly-populated quarter of the parish. A mile north-east lay the hamlet of Upper Mellstock, where the tranter lived; and at other points knots of cottages, besides solitary farmsteads and dairies.


  Old William Dewy, with the violoncello, played the bass; his grandson Dick the treble violin; and Reuben and Michael Mail the tenor and second violins respectively. The singers consisted of four men and seven boys, upon whom devolved the task of carrying and attending to the lanterns, and holding the books open for the players. Directly music was the theme old William ever and instinctively came to the front.


  ‘Now mind, neighbours,’ he said, as they all went out one by one at the door, he himself holding it ajar and regarding them with a critical face as they passed, like a shepherd counting out his sheep. ‘You two counter-boys, keep your ears open to Michael’s fingering, and don’t ye go straying into the treble part along o’ Dick and his set, as ye did last year; and mind this especially when we be in “Arise, and hail.” Billy Chimlen, don’t you sing quite so raving mad as you fain would; and, all o’ ye, whatever ye do, keep from making a great scuffle on the ground when we go in at people’s gates; but go quietly, so as to strike up all of a sudden, like spirits.’


  ‘Farmer Ledlow’s first?’


  ‘Farmer Ledlow’s first; the rest as usual.’


  ‘And, Voss,’ said the tranter terminatively, ‘you keep house here till about half-past two; then heat the metheglin and cider in the warmer you’ll find turned up upon the copper; and bring it wi’ the victuals to church-hatch, as th’st know.’


  Just before the clock struck twelve they lighted the lanterns and started. The moon, in her third quarter, had risen since the snowstorm; but the dense accumulation of snow-cloud weakened her power to a faint twilight which was rather pervasive of the landscape than traceable to the sky. The breeze had gone down, and the rustle of their feet and tones of their speech echoed with an alert rebound from every post, boundary-stone, and ancient wall they passed, even where the distance of the echo’s origin was less than a few yards. Beyond their own slight noises nothing was to be heard save the occasional bark of foxes in the direction of Yalbury Wood, or the brush of a rabbit among the grass now and then as it scampered out of their way.


  Most of the outlying homesteads and hamlets had been visited by about two o’clock; they then passed across the outskirts of a wooded park toward the main village, nobody being at home at the Manor. Pursuing no recognized track, great care was necessary in walking lest their faces should come in contact with the low-hanging boughs of the old lime-trees, which in many spots formed dense overgrowths of interlaced branches.


  ‘Times have changed from the times they used to be,’ said Mail, regarding nobody can tell what interesting old panoramas with an inward eye, and letting his outward glance rest on the ground because it was as convenient a position as any. ‘People don’t care much about us now! I’ve been thinking we must be almost the last left in the county of the old string players? Barrel-organs, and the things next door to ’em that you blow wi’ your foot, have come in terribly of late years.’


  ‘Ay!’ said Bowman shaking his head; and old William on seeing him did the same thing.


  ‘More’s the pity,’ replied another. ‘Time was—long and merry ago now!—when not one of the varmits was to be heard of; but it served some of the quires right. They should have stuck to strings as we did, and kept out clarinets, and done away with serpents. If you’d thrive in musical religion, stick to strings, says I.’


  ‘Strings be safe soul-lifters, as far as that do go,’ said Mr. Spinks.


  ‘Yet there’s worse things than serpents,’ said Mr. Penny. ‘Old things pass away, ’tis true; but a serpent was a good old note: a deep rich note was the serpent.’


  ‘Clar’nets, however, be bad at all times,’ said Michael Mail. ‘One Christmas—years agone now, years—I went the rounds wi’ the Weatherbury quire. ’Twas a hard frosty night, and the keys of all the clar’nets froze—ah, they did freeze!—so that ’twas like drawing a cork every time a key was opened; and the players o’ ’em had to go into a hedger-and-ditcher’s chimley-corner, and thaw their clar’nets every now and then. An icicle o’ spet hung down from the end of every man’s clar’net a span long; and as to fingers—well, there, if ye’ll believe me, we had no fingers at all, to our knowing.’


  ‘I can well bring back to my mind,’ said Mr. Penny, ‘what I said to poor Joseph Ryme (who took the treble part in Chalk-Newton Church for two-and-forty year) when they thought of having clar’nets there. “Joseph,” I said says I, “depend upon’t, if so be you have them tooting clar’nets you’ll spoil the whole set-out. Clar’nets were not made for the service of the Lard; you can see it by looking at ’em,” I said. And what came o’t? Why, souls, the parson set up a barrel-organ on his own account within two years o’ the time I spoke, and the old quire went to nothing.’


  ‘As far as look is concerned,’ said the tranter, ‘I don’t for my part see that a fiddle is much nearer heaven than a clar’net. ’Tis further off. There’s always a rakish, scampish twist about a fiddle’s looks that seems to say the Wicked One had a hand in making o’en; while angels be supposed to play clar’nets in heaven, or som’at like ’em, if ye may believe picters.’


  ‘Robert Penny, you was in the right,’ broke in the eldest Dewy. ‘They should ha’ stuck to strings. Your brass-man is a rafting dog—well and good; your reed-man is a dab at stirring ye—well and good; your drum-man is a rare bowel-shaker—good again. But I don’t care who hears me say it, nothing will spak to your heart wi’ the sweetness o’ the man of strings!’


  ‘Strings for ever!’ said little Jimmy.


  ‘Strings alone would have held their ground against all the new comers in creation.’ (‘True, true!’ said Bowman.) ‘But clarinets was death.’ (‘Death they was!’ said Mr. Penny.) ‘And harmonions,’ William continued in a louder voice, and getting excited by these signs of approval, ‘harmonions and barrel-organs’ (‘Ah!’ and groans from Spinks) ‘be miserable—what shall I call ’em?—miserable——’


  ‘Sinners,’ suggested Jimmy, who made large strides like the men and did not lag behind with the other little boys.


  ‘Miserable dumbledores!’


  ‘Right, William, and so they be—miserable dumbledores!’ said the choir with unanimity.


  By this time they were crossing to a gate in the direction of the school which, standing on a slight eminence at the junction of three ways, now rose in unvarying and dark flatness against the sky. The instruments were retuned, and all the band entered the school enclosure, enjoined by old William to keep upon the grass.


  ‘Number seventy-eight,’ he softly gave out as they formed round in a semicircle, the boys opening the lanterns to get a clearer light, and directing their rays on the books.


  Then passed forth into the quiet night an ancient and time-worn hymn, embodying a quaint Christianity in words orally transmitted from father to son through several generations down to the present characters, who sang them out right earnestly:


  
    ‘Remember Adam’s fall,


    O thou Man:


    Remember Adam’s fall


    From Heaven to Hell.


    Remember Adam’s fall;


    How he hath condemn’d all


    In Hell perpetual


    There for to dwell.

  


  
    Remember God’s goodnesse,


    O thou Man:


    Remember God’s goodnesse,


    His promise made.


    Remember God’s goodnesse;


    He sent His Son sinlesse


    Our ails for to redress;


    Be not afraid!

  


  
    In Bethlehem He was born,


    O thou Man:


    In Bethlehem He was born,


    For mankind’s sake.


    In Bethlehem He was born,


    Christmas-day i’ the morn:


    Our Saviour thought no scorn


    Our faults to take.

  


  
    Give thanks to God alway,


    O thou Man:


    Give thanks to God alway


    With heart-most joy.


    Give thanks to God alway


    On this our joyful day:


    Let all men sing and say,


    Holy, Holy!’

  


  Having concluded the last note they listened for a minute or two, but found that no sound issued from the schoolhouse.


  ‘Four breaths, and then, “O, what unbounded goodness!” number fifty-nine,’ said William.


  This was duly gone through, and no notice whatever seemed to be taken of the performance.


  ‘Good guide us, surely ’tisn’t a’ empty house, as befell us in the year thirty-nine and forty-three!’ said old Dewy.


  ‘Perhaps she’s jist come from some musical city, and sneers at our doings?’ the tranter whispered.


  ‘’Od rabbit her!’ said Mr. Penny, with an annihilating look at a corner of the school chimney, ‘I don’t quite stomach her, if this is it. Your plain music well done is as worthy as your other sort done bad, a’ b’lieve, souls; so say I.’


  ‘Four breaths, and then the last,’ said the leader authoritatively. ‘“Rejoice, ye Tenants of the Earth,” number sixty-four.’


  At the close, waiting yet another minute, he said in a clear loud voice, as he had said in the village at that hour and season for the previous forty years—


  ‘A merry Christmas to ye!’


  ♣


  V


  The Listeners


  When the expectant stillness consequent upon the exclamation had nearly died out of them all, an increasing light made itself visible in one of the windows of the upper floor. It came so close to the blind that the exact position of the flame could be perceived from the outside. Remaining steady for an instant, the blind went upward from before it, revealing to thirty concentrated eyes a young girl framed as a picture by the window architrave, and unconsciously illuminating her countenance to a vivid brightness by a candle she held in her left hand, close to her face, her right hand being extended to the side of the window. She was wrapped in a white robe of some kind, whilst down her shoulders fell a twining profusion of marvellously rich hair, in a wild disorder which proclaimed it to be only during the invisible hours of the night that such a condition was discoverable. Her bright eyes were looking into the grey world outside with an uncertain expression, oscillating between courage and shyness, which, as she recognized the semicircular group of dark forms gathered before her, transformed itself into pleasant resolution.


  Opening the window, she said lightly and warmly—


  ‘Thank you, singers, thank you!’


  Together went the window quickly and quietly, and the blind started downward on its return to its place. Her fair forehead and eyes vanished; her little mouth; her neck and shoulders; all of her. Then the spot of candlelight shone nebulously as before; then it moved away.


  ‘How pretty!’ exclaimed Dick Dewy.


  ‘If she’d been rale wexwork she couldn’t ha’ been comelier,’ said Michael Mail.


  ‘As near a thing to a spiritual vision as ever I wish to see!’ said tranter Dewy.


  ‘O, sich I never, never see!’ said Leaf fervently.


  All the rest, after clearing their throats and adjusting their hats, agreed that such a sight was worth singing for.


  ‘Now to Farmer Shiner’s, and then replenish our insides, father?’ said the tranter.


  ‘Wi’ all my heart,’ said old William, shouldering his bass-viol.


  Farmer Shiner’s was a queer lump of a house, standing at the corner of a lane that ran into the principal thoroughfare. The upper windows were much wider than they were high, and this feature, together with a broad bay-window where the door might have been expected, gave it by day the aspect of a human countenance turned askance, and wearing a sly and wicked leer. To-night nothing was visible but the outline of the roof upon the sky.


  The front of this building was reached, and the preliminaries arranged as usual.


  ‘Four breaths, and number thirty-two, “Behold the Morning Star,”’ said old William.


  They had reached the end of the second verse, and the fiddlers were doing the up bow-stroke previously to pouring forth the opening chord of the third verse, when, without a light appearing or any signal being given a roaring voice exclaimed—


  ‘Shut up, woll ’ee! Don’t make your blaring row here! A feller wi’ a headache enough to split his skull likes a quiet night!’


  Slam went the window.


  ‘Hullo, that’s a’ ugly blow for we!’ said the tranter, in a keenly appreciative voice, and turning to his companions.


  ‘Finish the carrel, all who be friends of harmony!’ commanded old William; and they continued to the end.


  ‘Four breaths, and number nineteen!’ said William firmly. ‘Give it him well; the quire can’t be insulted in this manner!’


  A light now flashed into existence, the window opened, and the farmer stood revealed as one in a terrific passion.


  ‘Drown en!—drown en!’ the tranter cried, fiddling frantically. ‘Play fortissimy, and drown his spaking!’


  ‘Fortissimy!’ said Michael Mail, and the music and singing waxed so loud that it was impossible to know what Mr. Shiner had said, was saying, or was about to say; but wildly flinging his arms and body about in the forms of capital Xs and Ys, he appeared to utter enough invectives to consign the whole parish to perdition.


  ‘Very onseemly—very!’ said old William, as they retired. ‘Never such a dreadful scene in the whole round o’ my carrel practice—never! And he a churchwarden!’


  ‘Only a drap o’ drink got into his head,’ said the tranter. ‘Man’s well enough when he’s in his religious frame. He’s in his worldly frame now. Must ask en to our bit of a party to-morrow night, I suppose, and so put en in humour again. We bear no mortal man ill-will.’


  They now crossed Mellstock Bridge, and went along an embowered path beside the Froom towards the church and vicarage, meeting Voss with the hot mead and bread-and-cheese as they were approaching the churchyard. This determined them to eat and drink before proceeding further, and they entered the church and ascended to the gallery. The lanterns were opened, and the whole body sat round against the walls on benches and whatever else was available, and made a hearty meal. In the pauses of conversation there could be heard through the floor overhead a little world of undertones and creaks from the halting clockwork, which never spread further than the tower they were born in, and raised in the more meditative minds a fancy that here lay the direct pathway of Time.


  Having done eating and drinking they again tuned the instruments, and once more the party emerged into the night air.


  ‘Where’s Dick?’ said old Dewy.


  Every man looked round upon every other man, as if Dick might have been transmuted into one or the other; and then they said they didn’t know.


  ‘Well now, that’s what I call very nasty of Master Dicky, that I do,’ said Michael Mail.


  ‘He’ve clinked off home-along, depend upon’t,’ another suggested, though not quite believing that he had.


  ‘Dick!’ exclaimed the tranter, and his voice rolled sonorously forth among the yews.


  He suspended his muscles rigid as stone whilst listening for an answer, and finding he listened in vain, turned to the assemblage.


  ‘The treble man too! Now if he’d been a tenor or counter chap, we might ha’ contrived the rest o’t without en, you see. But for a quire to lose the treble, why, my sonnies, you may so well lose your….’ The tranter paused, unable to mention an image vast enough for the occasion.


  ‘Your head at once,’ suggested Mr. Penny.


  The tranter moved a pace as if it were puerile of people to complete sentences when there were more pressing things to be done.


  ‘Was ever heard such a thing as a young man leaving his work half done and turning tail like this!’


  ‘Never,’ replied Bowman, in a tone signifying that he was the last man in the world to wish to withhold the formal finish required of him.


  ‘I hope no fatal tragedy has overtook the lad!’ said his grandfather.


  ‘O no,’ replied tranter Dewy placidly. ‘Wonder where he’s put that there fiddle of his. Why that fiddle cost thirty shillings, and good words besides. Somewhere in the damp, without doubt; that instrument will be unglued and spoilt in ten minutes—ten! ay, two.’


  ‘What in the name o’ righteousness can have happened?’ said old William, more uneasily. ‘Perhaps he’s drownded!’


  Leaving their lanterns and instruments in the belfry they retraced their steps along the waterside track. ‘A strapping lad like Dick d’know better than let anything happen onawares,’ Reuben remarked. ‘There’s sure to be some poor little scram reason for’t staring us in the face all the while.’ He lowered his voice to a mysterious tone: ‘Neighbours, have ye noticed any sign of a scornful woman in his head, or suchlike?’


  ‘Not a glimmer of such a body. He’s as clear as water yet.’


  ‘And Dicky said he should never marry,’ cried Jimmy, ‘but live at home always along wi’ mother and we!’


  ‘Ay, ay, my sonny; every lad has said that in his time.’


  They had now again reached the precincts of Mr. Shiner’s, but hearing nobody in that direction, one or two went across to the schoolhouse. A light was still burning in the bedroom, and though the blind was down the window had been slightly opened, as if to admit the distant notes of the carollers to the ears of the occupant of the room.


  Opposite the window, leaning motionless against a beech tree, was the lost man, his arms folded, his head thrown back, his eyes fixed upon the illuminated lattice.


  ‘Why, Dick, is that thee? What b’st doing here?’


  Dick’s body instantly flew into a more rational attitude, and his head was seen to turn east and west in the gloom as if endeavouring to discern some proper answer to that question; and at last he said in rather feeble accents—


  ‘Nothing, father.’


  ‘Th’st take long enough time about it then, upon my body,’ said the tranter as they all turned anew towards the vicarage.


  ‘I thought you hadn’t done having snap in the gallery,’ said Dick.


  ‘Why, we’ve been traypsing and rambling about, looking everywhere, and thinking you’d done fifty deathly things, and here have you been at nothing at all!’


  ‘The stupidness lies in that point of it being nothing at all,’ murmured Mr. Spinks.


  The vicarage front was their next field of operation, and Mr. Maybold, the lately-arrived incumbent, duly received his share of the night’s harmonies. It was hoped that by reason of his profession he would have been led to open the window, and an extra carol in quick time was added to draw him forth. But Mr. Maybold made no stir.


  ‘A bad sign!’ said old William, shaking his head.


  However, at that same instant a musical voice was heard exclaiming from inner depths of bedclothes—


  ‘Thanks, villagers!’


  ‘What did he say?’ asked Bowman, who was rather dull of hearing. Bowman’s voice, being therefore loud, had been heard by the vicar within.


  ‘I said, “Thanks, villagers!”’ cried the vicar again.


  ‘Oh, we didn’t hear ’ee the first time!’ cried Bowman.


  ‘Now don’t for heaven’s sake spoil the young man’s temper by answering like that!’ said the tranter.


  ‘You won’t do that, my friends!’ the vicar shouted.


  ‘Well to be sure, what ears!’ said Mr. Penny in a whisper. ‘Beats any horse or dog in the parish, and depend upon’t that’s a sign he’s a proper clever chap.’


  ‘We shall see that in time,’ said the tranter.


  Old William, in his gratitude for such thanks from a comparatively new inhabitant, was anxious to play all the tunes over again; but renounced his desire on being reminded by Reuben that it would be best to leave well alone.


  ‘Now putting two and two together,’ the tranter continued, as they went their way over the hill, and across to the last remaining houses; ‘that is, in the form of that young female vision we zeed just now, and this young tenor-voiced parson, my belief is she’ll wind en round her finger, and twist the pore young feller about like the figure of 8—that she will, my sonnies.’


  ♣


  VI


  Christmas Morning


  The choir at last reached their beds, and slept like the rest of the parish. Dick’s slumbers, through the three or four hours remaining for rest, were disturbed and slight; an exhaustive variation upon the incidents that had passed that night in connection with the school-window going on in his brain every moment of the time.


  In the morning, do what he would—go upstairs, downstairs, out of doors, speak of the wind and weather, or what not—he could not refrain from an unceasing renewal, in imagination, of that interesting enactment. Tilted on the edge of one foot he stood beside the fireplace, watching his mother grilling rashers; but there was nothing in grilling, he thought, unless the Vision grilled. The limp rasher hung down between the bars of the gridiron like a cat in a child’s arms; but there was nothing in similes unless She uttered them. He looked at the daylight shadows of a yellow hue, dancing with the firelight shadows in blue on the whitewashed chimney corner, but there was nothing in shadows. ‘Perhaps the new young wom—sch—Miss Fancy Day will sing in church with us this morning,’ he said.


  The tranter looked a long time before he replied, ‘I fancy she will; and yet I fancy she won’t.’


  Dick implied that such a remark was rather to be tolerated than admired; though deliberateness in speech was known to have, as a rule, more to do with the machinery of the tranter’s throat than with the matter enunciated.


  They made preparations for going to church as usual; Dick with extreme alacrity, though he would not definitely consider why he was so religious. His wonderful nicety in brushing and cleaning his best light boots had features which elevated it to the rank of an art. Every particle and speck of last week’s mud was scraped and brushed from toe and heel; new blacking from the packet was carefully mixed and made use of, regardless of expense. A coat was laid on and polished; then another coat for increased blackness; and lastly a third, to give the perfect and mirror-like jet which the hoped-for rencounter demanded.


  It being Christmas-day, the tranter prepared himself with Sunday particularity. Loud sousing and snorting noises were heard to proceed from a tub in the back quarters of the dwelling, proclaiming that he was there performing his great Sunday wash, lasting half-an-hour, to which his washings on working-day mornings were mere flashes in the pan. Vanishing into the outhouse with a large brown towel, and the above-named bubblings and snortings being carried on for about twenty minutes, the tranter would appear round the edge of the door, smelling like a summer fog, and looking as if he had just narrowly escaped a watery grave with the loss of much of his clothes, having since been weeping bitterly till his eyes were red; a crystal drop of water hanging ornamentally at the bottom of each ear, one at the tip of his nose, and others in the form of spangles about his hair.


  After a great deal of crunching upon the sanded stone floor by the feet of father, son, and grandson as they moved to and fro in these preparations, the bass-viol and fiddles were taken from their nook, and the strings examined and screwed a little above concert-pitch, that they might keep their tone when the service began, to obviate the awkward contingency of having to retune them at the back of the gallery during a cough, sneeze, or amen—an inconvenience which had been known to arise in damp wintry weather.


  The three left the door and paced down Mellstock-lane and across the ewe-lease, bearing under their arms the instruments in faded green-baize bags, and old brown music-books in their hands; Dick continually finding himself in advance of the other two, and the tranter moving on with toes turned outwards to an enormous angle.


  At the foot of an incline the church became visible through the north gate, or ‘church hatch,’ as it was called here. Seven agile figures in a clump were observable beyond, which proved to be the choristers waiting; sitting on an altar-tomb to pass the time, and letting their heels dangle against it. The musicians being now in sight the youthful party scampered off and rattled up the old wooden stairs of the gallery like a regiment of cavalry; the other boys of the parish waiting outside and observing birds, cats, and other creatures till the vicar entered, when they suddenly subsided into sober church-goers, and passed down the aisle with echoing heels.


  The gallery of Mellstock Church had a status and sentiment of its own. A stranger there was regarded with a feeling altogether differing from that of the congregation below towards him. Banished from the nave as an intruder whom no originality could make interesting, he was received above as a curiosity that no unfitness could render dull. The gallery, too, looked down upon and knew the habits of the nave to its remotest peculiarity, and had an extensive stock of exclusive information about it; whilst the nave knew nothing of the gallery folk, as gallery folk, beyond their loud-sounding minims and chest notes. Such topics as that the clerk was always chewing tobacco except at the moment of crying amen; that he had a dust-hole in his pew; that during the sermon certain young daughters of the village had left off caring to read anything so mild as the marriage service for some years, and now regularly studied the one which chronologically follows it; that a pair of lovers touched fingers through a knot-hole between their pews in the manner ordained by their great exemplars, Pyramus and Thisbe; that Mrs. Ledlow, the farmer’s wife, counted her money and reckoned her week’s marketing expenses during the first lesson—all news to those below—were stale subjects here.


  Old William sat in the centre of the front row, his violoncello between his knees and two singers on each hand. Behind him, on the left, came the treble singers and Dick; and on the right the tranter and the tenors. Further back was old Mail with the altos and supernumeraries.


  But before they had taken their places, and whilst they were standing in a circle at the back of the gallery practising a psalm or two, Dick cast his eyes over his grandfather’s shoulder, and saw the vision of the past night enter the porch-door as methodically as if she had never been a vision at all. A new atmosphere seemed suddenly to be puffed into the ancient edifice by her movement, which made Dick’s body and soul tingle with novel sensations. Directed by Shiner, the churchwarden, she proceeded to the small aisle on the north side of the chancel, a spot now allotted to a throng of Sunday-school girls, and distinctly visible from the gallery-front by looking under the curve of the furthermost arch on that side.


  Before this moment the church had seemed comparatively empty—now it was thronged; and as Miss Fancy rose from her knees and looked around her for a permanent place in which to deposit herself—finally choosing the remotest corner—Dick began to breathe more freely the warm new air she had brought with her; to feel rushings of blood, and to have impressions that there was a tie between her and himself visible to all the congregation.


  Ever afterwards the young man could recollect individually each part of the service of that bright Christmas morning, and the trifling occurrences which took place as its minutes slowly drew along; the duties of that day dividing themselves by a complete line from the services of other times. The tunes they that morning essayed remained with him for years, apart from all others; also the text; also the appearance of the layer of dust upon the capitals of the piers; that the holly-bough in the chancel archway was hung a little out of the centre—all the ideas, in short, that creep into the mind when reason is only exercising its lowest activity through the eye.


  By chance or by fate, another young man who attended Mellstock Church on that Christmas morning had towards the end of the service the same instinctive perception of an interesting presence, in the shape of the same bright maiden, though his emotion reached a far less developed stage. And there was this difference, too, that the person in question was surprised at his condition, and sedulously endeavoured to reduce himself to his normal state of mind. He was the young vicar, Mr. Maybold.


  The music on Christmas mornings was frequently below the standard of church-performances at other times. The boys were sleepy from the heavy exertions of the night; the men were slightly wearied; and now, in addition to these constant reasons, there was a dampness in the atmosphere that still further aggravated the evil. Their strings, from the recent long exposure to the night air, rose whole semitones, and snapped with a loud twang at the most silent moment; which necessitated more retiring than ever to the back of the gallery, and made the gallery throats quite husky with the quantity of coughing and hemming required for tuning in. The vicar looked cross.


  When the singing was in progress there was suddenly discovered to be a strong and shrill reinforcement from some point, ultimately found to be the school-girls’ aisle. At every attempt it grew bolder and more distinct. At the third time of singing, these intrusive feminine voices were as mighty as those of the regular singers; in fact, the flood of sound from this quarter assumed such an individuality, that it had a time, a key, almost a tune of its own, surging upwards when the gallery plunged downwards, and the reverse.


  Now this had never happened before within the memory of man. The girls, like the rest of the congregation, had always been humble and respectful followers of the gallery; singing at sixes and sevens if without gallery leaders; never interfering with the ordinances of these practised artists—having no will, union, power, or proclivity except it was given them from the established choir enthroned above them.


  A good deal of desperation became noticeable in the gallery throats and strings, which continued throughout the musical portion of the service. Directly the fiddles were laid down, Mr. Penny’s spectacles put in their sheath, and the text had been given out, an indignant whispering began.


  ‘Did ye hear that, souls?’ Mr. Penny said, in a groaning breath.


  ‘Brazen-faced hussies!’ said Bowman.


  ‘True; why, they were every note as loud as we, fiddles and all, if not louder!’


  ‘Fiddles and all!’ echoed Bowman bitterly.


  ‘Shall anything saucier be found than united ’ooman?’ Mr. Spinks murmured.


  ‘What I want to know is,’ said the tranter (as if he knew already, but that civilization required the form of words), ‘what business people have to tell maidens to sing like that when they don’t sit in a gallery, and never have entered one in their lives? That’s the question, my sonnies.’


  ‘’Tis the gallery have got to sing, all the world knows,’ said Mr. Penny. ‘Why, souls, what’s the use o’ the ancients spending scores of pounds to build galleries if people down in the lowest depths of the church sing like that at a moment’s notice?’


  ‘Really, I think we useless ones had better march out of church, fiddles and all!’ said Mr. Spinks, with a laugh which, to a stranger, would have sounded mild and real. Only the initiated body of men he addressed could understand the horrible bitterness of irony that lurked under the quiet words ‘useless ones,’ and the ghastliness of the laughter apparently so natural.


  ‘Never mind! Let ’em sing too—’twill make it all the louder—hee, hee!’ said Leaf.


  ‘Thomas Leaf, Thomas Leaf! Where have you lived all your life?’ said grandfather William sternly.


  The quailing Leaf tried to look as if he had lived nowhere at all.


  ‘When all’s said and done, my sonnies,’ Reuben said, ‘there’d have been no real harm in their singing if they had let nobody hear ’em, and only jined in now and then.’


  ‘None at all,’ said Mr. Penny. ‘But though I don’t wish to accuse people wrongfully, I’d say before my lord judge that I could hear every note o’ that last psalm come from ’em as much as from us—every note as if ’twas their own.’


  ‘Know it! ah, I should think I did know it!’ Mr. Spinks was heard to observe at this moment without reference to his fellow-players—shaking his head at some idea he seemed to see floating before him, and smiling as if he were attending a funeral at the time. ‘Ah, do I or don’t I know it!’


  No one said ‘Know what?’ because all were aware from experience that what he knew would declare itself in process of time.


  ‘I could fancy last night that we should have some trouble wi’ that young man,’ said the tranter, pending the continuance of Spinks’s speech, and looking towards the unconscious Mr. Maybold in the pulpit.


  ‘I fancy,’ said old William, rather severely, ‘I fancy there’s too much whispering going on to be of any spiritual use to gentle or simple.’ Then folding his lips and concentrating his glance on the vicar, he implied that none but the ignorant would speak again; and accordingly there was silence in the gallery, Mr. Spinks’s telling speech remaining for ever unspoken.


  Dick had said nothing, and the tranter little, on this episode of the morning; for Mrs. Dewy at breakfast expressed it as her intention to invite the youthful leader of the culprits to the small party it was customary with them to have on Christmas night—a piece of knowledge which had given a particular brightness to Dick’s reflections since he had received it. And in the tranter’s slightly-cynical nature, party feeling was weaker than in the other members of the choir, though friendliness and faithful partnership still sustained in him a hearty earnestness on their account.


  ♣


  VII


  The Tranter’s Party


  During the afternoon unusual activity was seen to prevail about the precincts of tranter Dewy’s house. The flagstone floor was swept of dust, and a sprinkling of the finest yellow sand from the innermost stratum of the adjoining sand-pit lightly scattered thereupon. Then were produced large knives and forks, which had been shrouded in darkness and grease since the last occasion of the kind, and bearing upon their sides, ‘Shear-steel, warranted,’ in such emphatic letters of assurance, that the warranter’s name was not required as further proof, and not given. The key was left in the tap of the cider-barrel instead of being carried in a pocket. And finally the tranter had to stand up in the room and let his wife wheel him round like a turnstile, to see if anything discreditable was visible in his appearance.


  ‘Stand still till I’ve been for the scissors,’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  The tranter stood as still as a sentinel at the challenge.


  The only repairs necessary were a trimming of one or two whiskers that had extended beyond the general contour of the mass; a like trimming of a slightly-frayed edge visible on his shirt-collar; and a final tug at a grey hair—to all of which operations he submitted in resigned silence, except the last, which produced a mild ‘Come, come, Ann,’ by way of expostulation.


  ‘Really, Reuben, ’tis quite a disgrace to see such a man,’ said Mrs. Dewy, with the severity justifiable in a long-tried companion, giving him another turn round, and picking several of Smiler’s hairs from the shoulder of his coat. Reuben’s thoughts seemed engaged elsewhere, and he yawned. ‘And the collar of your coat is a shame to behold—so plastered with dirt, or dust, or grease, or something. Why, wherever could you have got it?’


  ‘’Tis my warm nater in summer-time, I suppose. I always did get in such a heat when I bustle about.’


  ‘Ay, the Dewys always were such a coarse-skinned family. There’s your brother Bob just as bad—as fat as a porpoise—wi’ his low, mean, “How’st do, Ann?” whenever he meets me. I’d “How’st do” him indeed! If the sun only shines out a minute, there be you all streaming in the face—I never see!’


  ‘If I be hot week-days, I must be hot Sundays.’


  ‘If any of the girls should turn after their father ’twill be a bad look-out for ’em, poor things! None of my family was sich vulgar sweaters, not one of ’em. But, Lord-a-mercy, the Dewys! I don’t know how ever I cam’ into such a family!’


  ‘Your woman’s weakness when I asked ye to jine us. That’s how it was, I suppose.’ But the tranter appeared to have heard some such words from his wife before, and hence his answer had not the energy it might have shown if the inquiry had possessed the charm of novelty.


  ‘You never did look so well in a pair o’ trousers as in them,’ she continued in the same unimpassioned voice, so that the unfriendly criticism of the Dewy family seemed to have been more normal than spontaneous. ‘Such a cheap pair as ’twas too. As big as any man could wish to have, and lined inside, and double-lined in the lower parts, and an extra piece of stiffening at the bottom. And ’tis a nice high cut that comes up right under your armpits, and there’s enough turned down inside the seams to make half a pair more, besides a piece of cloth left that will make an honest waistcoat—all by my contriving in buying the stuff at a bargain, and having it made up under my eye. It only shows what may be done by taking a little trouble, and not going straight to the rascally tailors.’


  The discourse was cut short by the sudden appearance of Charley on the scene, with a face and hands of hideous blackness, and a nose like a guttering candle. Why, on that particularly cleanly afternoon, he should have discovered that the chimney-crook and chain from which the hams were suspended should have possessed more merits and general interest as playthings than any other articles in the house, is a question for nursing mothers to decide. However, the humour seemed to lie in the result being, as has been seen, that any given player with these articles was in the long-run daubed with soot. The last that was seen of Charley by daylight after this piece of ingenuity was when in the act of vanishing from his father’s presence round the corner of the house—looking back over his shoulder with an expression of great sin on his face, like Cain as the Outcast in Bible pictures.


  The guests had all assembled, and the tranter’s party had reached that degree of development which accords with ten o’clock p.m. in rural assemblies. At that hour the sound of a fiddle in process of tuning was heard from the inner pantry.


  ‘That’s Dick,’ said the tranter. ‘That lad’s crazy for a jig.’


  ‘Dick! Now I cannot—really, I cannot have any dancing at all till Christmas-day is out,’ said old William emphatically. ‘When the clock ha’ done striking twelve, dance as much as ye like.’


  ‘Well, I must say there’s reason in that, William,’ said Mrs. Penny. ‘If you do have a party on Christmas-night, ’tis only fair and honourable to the sky-folk to have it a sit-still party. Jigging parties be all very well on the Devil’s holidays; but a jigging party looks suspicious now. O yes; stop till the clock strikes, young folk—so say I.’


  It happened that some warm mead accidentally got into Mr. Spinks’s head about this time.


  ‘Dancing,’ he said, ‘is a most strengthening, livening, and courting movement, ’specially with a little beverage added! And dancing is good. But why disturb what is ordained, Richard and Reuben, and the company zhinerally? Why, I ask, as far as that do go?’


  ‘Then nothing till after twelve,’ said William.


  Though Reuben and his wife ruled on social points, religious questions were mostly disposed of by the old man, whose firmness on this head quite counterbalanced a certain weakness in his handling of domestic matters. The hopes of the younger members of the household were therefore relegated to a distance of one hour and three-quarters—a result that took visible shape in them by a remote and listless look about the eyes—the singing of songs being permitted in the interim.


  At five minutes to twelve the soft tuning was again heard in the back quarters; and when at length the clock had whizzed forth the last stroke, Dick appeared ready primed, and the instruments were boldly handled; old William very readily taking the bass-viol from its accustomed nail, and touching the strings as irreligiously as could be desired.


  The country-dance called the ‘Triumph, or Follow my Lover,’ was the figure with which they opened. The tranter took for his partner Mrs. Penny, and Mrs. Dewy was chosen by Mr. Penny, who made so much of his limited height by a judicious carriage of the head, straightening of the back, and important flashes of his spectacle-glasses, that he seemed almost as tall as the tranter. Mr. Shiner, age about thirty-five, farmer and churchwarden, a character principally composed of a crimson stare, vigorous breath, and a watch-chain, with a mouth hanging on a dark smile but never smiling, had come quite willingly to the party, and showed a wondrous obliviousness of all his antics on the previous night. But the comely, slender, prettily-dressed prize Fancy Day fell to Dick’s lot, in spite of some private machinations of the farmer, for the reason that Mr. Shiner, as a richer man, had shown too much assurance in asking the favour, whilst Dick had been duly courteous.


  We gain a good view of our heroine as she advances to her place in the ladies’ line. She belonged to the taller division of middle height. Flexibility was her first characteristic, by which she appeared to enjoy the most easeful rest when she was in gliding motion. Her dark eyes—arched by brows of so keen, slender, and soft a curve that they resembled nothing so much as two slurs in music—showed primarily a bright sparkle each. This was softened by a frequent thoughtfulness, yet not so frequent as to do away, for more than a few minutes at a time, with a certain coquettishness; which in its turn was never so decided as to banish honesty. Her lips imitated her brows in their clearly-cut outline and softness of bend; and her nose was well shaped—which is saying a great deal, when it is remembered that there are a hundred pretty mouths and eyes for one pretty nose. Add to this, plentiful knots of dark-brown hair, a gauzy dress of white with blue facings; and the slightest idea may be gained of the young maiden who showed, amidst the rest of the dancing-ladies, like a flower among vegetables. And so the dance proceeded. Mr. Shiner, according to the interesting rule laid down, deserted his own partner and made off down the middle with this fair one of Dick’s—the pair appearing from the top of the room like two persons tripping down a lane to be married. Dick trotted behind with what was intended to be a look of composure, but which was, in fact, a rather silly expression of feature—implying, with too much earnestness, that such an elopement could not be tolerated. Then they turned and came back, when Dick grew more rigid around his mouth, and blushed with ingenuous ardour as he joined hands with the rival and formed the arch over his lady’s head, which presumably gave the figure its name; relinquishing her again at setting to partners, when Mr. Shiner’s new chain quivered in every link, and all the loose flesh upon the tranter—who here came into action again—shook like jelly. Mrs. Penny, being always rather concerned for her personal safety when she danced with the tranter, fixed her face to a chronic smile of timidity the whole time it lasted—a peculiarity which filled her features with wrinkles, and reduced her eyes to little straight lines like hyphens, as she jigged up and down opposite him; repeating in her own person not only his proper movements, but also the minor flourishes which the richness of the tranter’s imagination led him to introduce from time to time—an imitation which had about it something of slavish obedience, not unmixed with fear.


  The ear-rings of the ladies now flung themselves wildly about, turning violent summersaults, banging this way and that, and then swinging quietly against the ears sustaining them. Mrs. Crumpler—a heavy woman, who, for some reason which nobody ever thought worth inquiry, danced in a clean apron—moved so smoothly through the figure that her feet were never seen; conveying to imaginative minds the idea that she rolled on castors.


  Minute after minute glided by, and the party reached the period when ladies’ back-hair begins to look forgotten and dissipated; when a perceptible dampness makes itself apparent upon the faces even of delicate girls—a ghastly dew having for some time rained from the features of their masculine partners; when skirts begin to be torn out of their gathers; when elderly people, who have stood up to please their juniors, begin to feel sundry small tremblings in the region of the knees, and to wish the interminable dance was at Jericho; when (at country parties of the thorough sort) waistcoats begin to be unbuttoned, and when the fiddlers’ chairs have been wriggled, by the frantic bowing of their occupiers, to a distance of about two feet from where they originally stood.


  Fancy was dancing with Mr. Shiner. Dick knew that Fancy, by the law of good manners, was bound to dance as pleasantly with one partner as with another; yet he could not help suggesting to himself that she need not have put quite so much spirit into her steps, nor smiled quite so frequently whilst in the farmer’s hands.


  ‘I’m afraid you didn’t cast off,’ said Dick mildly to Mr. Shiner, before the latter man’s watch-chain had done vibrating from a recent whirl.


  Fancy made a motion of accepting the correction; but her partner took no notice, and proceeded with the next movement with an affectionate bend towards her.


  ‘That Shiner’s too fond of her,’ the young man said to himself as he watched them. They came to the top again, Fancy smiling warmly towards her partner, and went to their places.


  ‘Mr. Shiner, you didn’t cast off,’ said Dick, for want of something else to demolish him with; casting off himself, and being put out at the farmer’s irregularity.


  ‘Perhaps I shan’t cast off for any man,’ said Mr. Shiner.


  ‘I think you ought to, sir.’


  Dick’s partner, a young lady of the name of Lizzy—called Lizz for short—tried to mollify.


  ‘I can’t say that I myself have much feeling for casting off,’ she said.


  ‘Nor I,’ said Mrs. Penny, following up the argument; ‘especially if a friend and neighbour is set against it. Not but that ’tis a terrible tasty thing in good hands and well done; yes, indeed, so say I.’


  ‘All I meant was,’ said Dick, rather sorry that he had spoken correctingly to a guest, ‘that ’tis in the dance; and a man has hardly any right to hack and mangle what was ordained by the regular dance-maker, who, I daresay, got his living by making ’em, and thought of nothing else all his life.’


  ‘I don’t like casting off: then very well; I cast off for no dance-maker that ever lived.’


  Dick now appeared to be doing mental arithmetic, the act being really an effort to present to himself, in an abstract form, how far an argument with a formidable rival ought to be carried when that rival was his mother’s guest. The dead-lock was put an end to by the stamping arrival up the middle of the tranter, who, despising minutiæ on principle, started a theme of his own.


  ‘I assure you, neighbours,’ he said, ‘the heat of my frame no tongue can tell!’ He looked around and endeavoured to give, by a forcible gaze of self-sympathy, some faint idea of the truth.


  Mrs. Dewy formed one of the next couple.


  ‘Yes,’ she said in an auxiliary tone, ‘Reuben always was such a hot man.’


  Mrs. Penny implied the species of sympathy that such a class of affliction required by trying to smile and to look grieved at the same time.


  ‘If he only walk round the garden of a Sunday morning his shirt-collar is as limp as no starch at all,’ continued Mrs. Dewy, her countenance lapsing parenthetically into a housewifely expression of concern at the reminiscence.


  ‘Come, come, you women-folk; ’tis hands-across—come, come!’ said the tranter; and the conversation ceased for the present.


  ♣


  VIII


  They Dance more Wildly


  Dick had at length secured Fancy for that most delightful of country-dances, opening with six-hands-round.


  ‘Before we begin,’ said the tranter, ‘my proposal is, that ’twould be a right and proper plan for every mortal man in the dance to pull off his jacket, considering the heat.’


  ‘Such low notions as you have, Reuben! Nothing but strip will go down with you when you are a-dancing. Such a hot man as he is!’


  ‘Well, now, look here, my sonnies,’ he argued to his wife, whom he often addressed in the plural masculine for economy of epithet merely; ‘I don’t see that. You dance and get hot as fire; therefore you lighten your clothes. Isn’t that nature and reason for gentle and simple? If I strip by myself and not necessary, ’tis rather pot-housey I own; but if we stout chaps strip one and all, why, ’tis the native manners of the country, which no man can gainsay? Hey—what did you say, my sonnies?’


  ‘Strip we will!’ said the three other heavy men who were in the dance; and their coats were accordingly taken off and hung in the passage, whence the four sufferers from heat soon reappeared marching in close column, with flapping shirt-sleeves, and having as common to them all a general glance of being now a match for any man or dancer in England or Ireland. Dick, fearing to lose ground in Fancy’s good opinion, retained his coat like the rest of the thinner men; and Mr. Shiner did the same from superior knowledge.


  And now a further phase of revelry had disclosed itself. It was the time of night when a guest may write his name in the dust upon the tables and chairs, and a bluish mist pervades the atmosphere, becoming a distinct halo round the candles; when people’s nostrils, wrinkles, and crevices in general seem to be getting gradually plastered up; when the very fiddlers as well as the dancers get red in the face, the dancers having advanced further still towards incandescence, and entered the cadaverous phase; the fiddlers no longer sit down, but kick back their chairs and saw madly at the strings with legs firmly spread and eyes closed, regardless of the visible world. Again and again did Dick share his Love’s hand with another man, and wheel round; then, more delightfully, promenade in a circle with her all to himself, his arm holding her waist more firmly each time, and his elbow getting further and further behind her back, till the distance reached was rather noticeable; and, most blissful, swinging to places shoulder to shoulder, her breath curling round his neck like a summer zephyr that had strayed from its proper date. Threading the couples one by one they reached the bottom, when there arose in Dick’s mind a minor misery lest the tune should end before they could work their way to the top again, and have anew the same exciting run down through. Dick’s feelings on actually reaching the top in spite of his doubts were supplemented by a mortal fear that the fiddling might even stop at this supreme moment; which prompted him to convey a stealthy whisper to the far-gone musicians to the effect that they were not to leave off till he and his partner had reached the bottom of the dance once more, which remark was replied to by the nearest of those convulsed and quivering men by a private nod to the anxious young man between two semiquavers of the tune, and a simultaneous ‘All right, ay, ay,’ without opening the eyes. Fancy was now held so closely that Dick and she were practically one person. The room became to Dick like a picture in a dream; all that he could remember of it afterwards being the look of the fiddlers going to sleep as humming-tops sleep, by increasing their motion and hum, together with the figures of grandfather James and old Simon Crumpler sitting by the chimney-corner talking and nodding in dumb-show, and beating the air to their emphatic sentences like people near a threshing machine.


  The dance ended. ‘Piph-h-h-h!’ said tranter Dewy, blowing out his breath in the very finest stream of vapour that a man’s lips could form. ‘A regular tightener, that one, sonnies!’ He wiped his forehead, and went to the cider and ale mugs on the table.


  ‘Well!’ said Mrs. Penny, flopping into a chair, ‘my heart haven’t been in such a thumping state of uproar since I used to sit up on old Midsummer-eves to see who my husband was going to be.’


  ‘And that’s getting on for a good few years ago now, from what I’ve heard you tell,’ said the tranter without lifting his eyes from the cup he was filling. Being now engaged in the business of handing round refreshments he was warranted in keeping his coat off still, though the other heavy men had resumed theirs.


  ‘And a thing I never expected would come to pass, if you’ll believe me, came to pass then,’ continued Mrs. Penny. ‘Ah, the first spirit ever I see on a Midsummer-eve was a puzzle to me when he appeared, a hard puzzle, so say I!’


  ‘So I should have fancied,’ said Elias Spinks.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Penny, throwing her glance into past times and talking on in a running tone of complacent abstraction, as if a listener were not a necessity. ‘Yes; never was I in such a taking as on that Midsummer-eve! I sat up, quite determined to see if John Wildway was going to marry me or no. I put the bread-and-cheese and beer quite ready, as the witch’s book ordered, and I opened the door, and I waited till the clock struck twelve, my nerves all alive and so strained that I could feel every one of ’em twitching like bell-wires. Yes, sure! and when the clock had struck, lo and behold I could see through the door a little small man in the lane wi’ a shoemaker’s apron on.’


  Here Mr. Penny stealthily enlarged himself half an inch.


  ‘Now, John Wildway,’ Mrs. Penny continued, ‘who courted me at that time, was a shoemaker, you see, but he was a very fair-sized man, and I couldn’t believe that any such a little small man had anything to do wi’ me, as anybody might. But on he came, and crossed the threshold—not John, but actually the same little small man in the shoemaker’s apron——’


  ‘You needn’t be so mighty particular about little and small!’ said her husband.


  ‘In he walks, and down he sits, and O my goodness me, didn’t I flee upstairs, body and soul hardly hanging together! Well, to cut a long story short, by-long and by-late John Wildway and I had a miff and parted; and lo and behold, the coming man came! Penny asked me if I’d go snacks with him, and afore I knew what I was about a’most, the thing was done.’


  ‘I’ve fancied you never knew better in your life; but I mid be mistaken,’ said Mr. Penny in a murmur.


  After Mrs. Penny had spoken, there being no new occupation for her eyes she still let them stay idling on the past scenes just related, which were apparently visible to her in the centre of the room. Mr. Penny’s remark received no reply.


  During this discourse the tranter and his wife might have been observed standing in an unobtrusive corner in mysterious closeness to each other, a just perceptible current of intelligence passing from each to each, which had apparently no relation whatever to the conversation of their guests, but much to their sustenance. A conclusion of some kind having at length been drawn, the palpable confederacy of man and wife was once more obliterated, the tranter marching off into the pantry humming a tune that he couldn’t quite recollect, and then breaking into the words of a song of which he could remember about one line and a quarter. Mrs. Dewy spoke a few words about preparations for a bit of supper.


  That elder portion of the company which loved eating and drinking put on a look to signify that till this moment they had quite forgotten that it was customary to expect suppers on these occasions; going even further than this politeness of feature, and starting irrelevant subjects, the exceeding flatness and forced tone of which rather betrayed their object. The younger members said they were quite hungry, and that supper would be delightful though it was so late.


  Good luck attended Dick’s love-passes during the meal. He sat next Fancy, and had the thrilling pleasure of using permanently a glass which had been taken by Fancy in mistake; of letting the outer edge of the sole of his boot touch the lower verge of her skirt; and to add to these delights the cat, which had lain unobserved in her lap for several minutes, crept across into his own, touching him with fur that had touched her hand a moment before. There were, besides, some little pleasures in the shape of helping her to vegetable she didn’t want, and when it had nearly alighted on her plate taking it across for his own use, on the plea of waste not, want not. He also, from time to time, sipped sweet sly glances at her profile; noticing the set of her head, the curve of her throat, and other artistic properties of the lively goddess, who the while kept up a rather free, not to say too free, conversation with Mr. Shiner sitting opposite; which, after some uneasy criticism, and much shifting of argument backwards and forwards in Dick’s mind, he decided not to consider of alarming significance.


  ‘A new music greets our ears now,’ said Miss Fancy, alluding, with the sharpness that her position as village sharpener demanded, to the contrast between the rattle of knives and forks and the late notes of the fiddlers.


  ‘Ay; and I don’t know but what ’tis sweeter in tone when you get above forty,’ said the tranter; ‘except, in faith, as regards father there. Never such a mortal man as he for tunes. They do move his soul; don’t ’em, father?’


  The eldest Dewy smiled across from his distant chair an assent to Reuben’s remark.


  ‘Spaking of being moved in soul,’ said Mr. Penny, ‘I shall never forget the first time I heard the “Dead March.” ’Twas at poor Corp’l Nineman’s funeral at Casterbridge. It fairly made my hair creep and fidget about like a vlock of sheep—ah, it did, souls! And when they had done, and the last trump had sounded, and the guns was fired over the dead hero’s grave, a’ icy-cold drop o’ moist sweat hung upon my forehead, and another upon my jawbone. Ah, ’tis a very solemn thing!’


  ‘Well, as to father in the corner there,’ the tranter said, pointing to old William, who was in the act of filling his mouth; ‘he’d starve to death for music’s sake now, as much as when he was a boy-chap of fifteen.’


  ‘Truly, now,’ said Michael Mail, clearing the corner of his throat in the manner of a man who meant to be convincing; ‘there’s a friendly tie of some sort between music and eating.’ He lifted the cup to his mouth, and drank himself gradually backwards from a perpendicular position to a slanting one, during which time his looks performed a circuit from the wall opposite him to the ceiling overhead. Then clearing the other corner of his throat: ‘Once I was a-setting in the little kitchen of the Dree Mariners at Casterbridge, having a bit of dinner, and a brass band struck up in the street. Such a beautiful band as that were! I was setting eating fried liver and lights, I well can mind—ah, I was! and to save my life, I couldn’t help chawing to the tune. Band played six-eight time; six-eight chaws I, willynilly. Band plays common; common time went my teeth among the liver and lights as true as a hair. Beautiful ’twere! Ah, I shall never forget that there band!’


  ‘That’s as tuneful a thing as ever I heard of,’ said grandfather James, with the absent gaze which accompanies profound criticism.


  ‘I don’t like Michael’s tuneful stories then,’ said Mrs. Dewy. ‘They are quite coarse to a person o’ decent taste.’


  Old Michael’s mouth twitched here and there, as if he wanted to smile but didn’t know where to begin, which gradually settled to an expression that it was not displeasing for a nice woman like the tranter’s wife to correct him.


  ‘Well, now,’ said Reuben, with decisive earnestness, ‘that sort o’ coarse touch that’s so upsetting to Ann’s feelings is to my mind a recommendation; for it do always prove a story to be true. And for the same reason, I like a story with a bad moral. My sonnies, all true stories have a coarse touch or a bad moral, depend upon’t. If the story-tellers could ha’ got decency and good morals from true stories, who’d have troubled to invent parables?’ Saying this the tranter arose to fetch a new stock of cider, ale, mead, and home-made wines.


  Mrs. Dewy sighed and appended a remark (ostensibly behind her husband’s back, though that the words should reach his ears distinctly was understood by both): ‘Such a man as Dewy is! Nobody do know the trouble I have to keep that man barely respectable. And did you ever hear too—just now at supper-time—talking about “taties” with Michael in such a work-folk way. Well, ’tis what I was never brought up to! With our family ’twas never less than “taters,” and very often “pertatoes” outright; mother was so particular and nice with us girls: there was no family in the parish that kept themselves up more than we.’


  The hour of parting came. Fancy could not remain for the night because she had engaged a woman to wait up for her. She disappeared temporarily from the flagging party of dancers, and then came downstairs wrapped up and looking altogether a different person from whom she had been hitherto, in fact (to Dick’s sadness and disappointment), a woman somewhat reserved and of a phlegmatic temperament—nothing left in her of the romping girl that she had seemed but a short quarter-hour before, who had not minded the weight of Dick’s hand upon her waist, nor shirked the purlieus of the mistletoe.


  ‘What a difference!’ thought the young man—hoary cynic pro tem. ‘What a miserable deceiving difference between the manners of a maid’s life at dancing times and at others! Look at this lovely Fancy! Through the whole past evening touchable, squeezable—even kissable! For whole half-hours I held her so close to me that not a sheet of paper could have been slipped between us; and I could feel her heart only just outside my own, her life beating on so close to mine, that I was aware of every breath in it. A flit is made upstairs—a hat and a cloak put on—and I no more dare to touch her than—’ Thought failed him, and he returned to realities.


  But this was an endurable misery in comparison with what followed. Mr. Shiner and his watch-chain, taking the intrusive advantage that ardent bachelors who are going homeward along the same road as a pretty young woman always do take of that circumstance, came forward to assure Fancy—with a total disregard of Dick’s emotions, and in tones which were certainly not frigid—that he (Shiner) was not the man to go to bed before seeing his Lady Fair safe within her own door—not he, nobody should say he was that;—and that he would not leave her side an inch till the thing was done—drown him if he would. The proposal was assented to by Miss Day, in Dick’s foreboding judgment, with one degree—or at any rate, an appreciable fraction of a degree—of warmth beyond that required by a disinterested desire for protection from the dangers of the night.


  All was over; and Dick surveyed the chair she had last occupied, looking now like a setting from which the gem has been torn. There stood her glass, and the romantic teaspoonful of elder wine at the bottom that she couldn’t drink by trying ever so hard, in obedience to the mighty arguments of the tranter (his hand coming down upon her shoulder the while like a Nasmyth hammer); but the drinker was there no longer. There were the nine or ten pretty little crumbs she had left on her plate; but the eater was no more seen.


  There seemed a disagreeable closeness of relationship between himself and the members of his family now that they were left alone again face to face. His father seemed quite offensive for appearing to be in just as high spirits as when the guests were there; and as for grandfather James (who had not yet left), he was quite fiendish in being rather glad they were gone.


  ‘Really,’ said the tranter, in a tone of placid satisfaction, ‘I’ve had so little time to attend to myself all the evenen that I mean to enjoy a quiet meal now! A slice of this here ham—neither too fat nor too lean—so; and then a drop of this vinegar and pickles—there, that’s it—and I shall be as fresh as a lark again! And to tell the truth, my sonny, my inside has been as dry as a lime-basket all night.’


  ‘I like a party very well once in a while,’ said Mrs. Dewy, leaving off the adorned tones she had been bound to use throughout the evening and returning to the natural marriage voice; ‘but, Lord, ’tis such a sight of heavy work next day! What with the dirty plates, and knives and forks, and dust and smother, and bits kicked off your furniture, and I don’t know what all, why a body could a’most wish there were no such things as Christmases…. Ah-h dear!’ she yawned, till the clock in the corner had ticked several beats. She cast her eyes round upon the displaced, dust-laden furniture, and sat down overpowered at the sight.


  ‘Well, I be getting all right by degrees, thank the Lord for’t!’ said the tranter cheerfully through a mangled mass of ham and bread, without lifting his eyes from his plate, and chopping away with his knife and fork as if he were felling trees. ‘Ann, you may as well go on to bed at once, and not bide there making such sleepy faces; you look as long-favoured as a fiddle, upon my life, Ann. There, you must be wearied out, ’tis true. I’ll do the doors and draw up the clock; and you go on, or you’ll be as white as a sheet to-morrow.’


  ‘Ay; I don’t know whether I shan’t or no.’ The matron passed her hand across her eyes to brush away the film of sleep till she got upstairs.


  Dick wondered how it was that when people were married they could be so blind to romance; and was quite certain that if he ever took to wife that dear impossible Fancy, he and she would never be so dreadfully practical and undemonstrative of the Passion as his father and mother were. The most extraordinary thing was that all the fathers and mothers he knew were just as undemonstrative as his own.


  ♣


  IX


  Dick Calls at the School


  The early days of the year drew on, and Fancy, having spent the holiday weeks at home, returned again to Mellstock.


  Every spare minute of the week following her return was used by Dick in accidentally passing the schoolhouse in his journeys about the neighbourhood; but not once did she make herself visible. A handkerchief belonging to her had been providentially found by his mother in clearing the rooms the day after that of the dance; and by much contrivance Dick got it handed over to him, to leave with her at any time he should be near the school after her return. But he delayed taking the extreme measure of calling with it lest, had she really no sentiment of interest in him, it might be regarded as a slightly absurd errand, the reason guessed, and the sense of the ludicrous, which was rather keen in her, do his dignity considerable injury in her eyes; and what she thought of him, even apart from the question of her loving, was all the world to him now.


  But the hour came when the patience of love at twenty-one could endure no longer. One Saturday he approached the school with a mild air of indifference, and had the satisfaction of seeing the object of his quest at the further end of her garden, trying, by the aid of a spade and gloves, to root a bramble that had intruded itself there.


  He disguised his feelings from some suspicious-looking cottage-windows opposite by endeavouring to appear like a man in a great hurry of business, who wished to leave the handkerchief and have done with such trifling errands.


  This endeavour signally failed; for on approaching the gate he found it locked to keep the children, who were playing ‘cross-dadder’ in the front, from running into her private grounds.


  She did not see him; and he could only think of one thing to be done, which was to shout her name.


  ‘Miss Day!’


  The words were uttered with a jerk and a look meant to imply to the cottages opposite that he was now simply one who liked shouting as a pleasant way of passing his time, without any reference to persons in gardens. The name died away, and the unconscious Miss Day continued digging and pulling as before.


  He screwed himself up to enduring the cottage-windows yet more stoically, and shouted again. Fancy took no notice whatever.


  He shouted the third time, with desperate vehemence, turning suddenly about and retiring a little distance as if it were by no means for his own pleasure that he had come.


  This time she heard him, came down the garden, and entered the school at the back. Footsteps echoed across the interior, the door opened, and three-quarters of the blooming young schoolmistress’s face and figure stood revealed before him; a slice on her left-hand side being cut off by the edge of the door. Having surveyed and recognized him she came to the gate.


  At sight of him had the pink of her cheeks increased, lessened, or did it continue to cover its normal area of ground? It was a question meditated several hundreds of times by her visitor in after-hours—the meditation, after wearying involutions, always ending in one way, that it was impossible to say.


  ‘Your handkerchief: Miss Day: I called with.’ He held it out spasmodically and awkwardly. ‘Mother found it: under a chair.’


  ‘O, thank you very much for bringing it, Mr. Dewy. I couldn’t think where I had dropped it.’


  Now Dick, not being an experienced lover—indeed, never before having been engaged in the practice of love-making at all, except in a small schoolboy way—could not take advantage of the situation; and out came the blunder which afterwards cost him so many bitter moments and a sleepless night:—


  ‘Good-morning, Miss Day.’


  ‘Good-morning, Mr. Dewy.’


  The gate was closed; she was gone; and Dick was standing outside, unchanged in his condition from what he had been before he called. Of course the Angel was not to blame—a young woman living alone in a house could not ask him indoors unless she had known him better—he should have kept her outside before floundering into that fatal farewell. He wished that before he called he had realized more fully than he did the pleasure of being about to call; and turned away.


  ♣


  Part the Second


  Spring


  I


  Passing by the School


  It followed that as the spring advanced Dick walked abroad much more frequently than had hitherto been usual with him, and was continually finding that his nearest way to or from home lay by the road which skirted the garden of the school. The first-fruits of his perseverance were that, on turning the angle on the nineteenth journey by that track, he saw Miss Fancy’s figure, clothed in a dark-gray dress, looking from a high open window upon the crown of his hat. The friendly greeting resulting from this rencounter was considered so valuable an elixir that Dick passed still oftener; and by the time he had almost trodden a little path under the fence where never a path was before, he was rewarded with an actual meeting face to face on the open road before her gate. This brought another meeting, and another, Fancy faintly showing by her bearing that it was a pleasure to her of some kind to see him there; but the sort of pleasure she derived, whether exultation at the hope her exceeding fairness inspired, or the true feeling which was alone Dick’s concern, he could not anyhow decide, although he meditated on her every little movement for hours after it was made.


  ♣


  II


  A Meeting of the Quire


  It was the evening of a fine spring day. The descending sun appeared as a nebulous blaze of amber light, its outline being lost in cloudy masses hanging round it like wild locks of hair.


  The chief members of Mellstock parish choir were standing in a group in front of Mr. Penny’s workshop in the lower village. They were all brightly illuminated, and each was backed up by a shadow as long as a steeple; the lowness of the source of light rendering the brims of their hats of no use at all as a protection to the eyes.


  Mr. Penny’s was the last house in that part of the parish, and stood in a hollow by the roadside; so that cart-wheels and horses’ legs were about level with the sill of his shop-window. This was low and wide, and was open from morning till evening, Mr. Penny himself being invariably seen working inside like a framed portrait of a shoemaker by some modern Moroni. He sat facing the road, with a boot on his knees and the awl in his hand, only looking up for a moment as he stretched out his arms and bent forward at the pull, when his spectacles flashed in the passer’s face with a shine of flat whiteness, and then returned again to the boot as usual. Rows of lasts, small and large, stout and slender, covered the wall which formed the background, in the extreme shadow of which a kind of dummy was seen sitting, in the shape of an apprentice with a string tied round his hair (probably to keep it out of his eyes). He smiled at remarks that floated in from without, but was never known to answer them in Mr. Penny’s presence. Outside the window the upper-leather of a Wellington-boot was usually hung, pegged to a board as if to dry. No sign was over his door; in fact—as with old banks and mercantile houses—advertising in any shape was scorned, and it would have been felt as beneath his dignity to paint up, for the benefit of strangers, the name of an establishment whose trade came solely by connection based on personal respect.


  His visitors now came and stood on the outside of his window, sometimes leaning against the sill, sometimes moving a pace or two backwards and forwards in front of it. They talked with deliberate gesticulations to Mr. Penny, enthroned in the shadow of the interior.


  ‘I do like a man to stick to men who be in the same line o’ life—o’ Sundays, anyway—that I do so.’


  ‘’Tis like all the doings of folk who don’t know what a day’s work is, that’s what I say.’


  ‘My belief is the man’s not to blame; ’tis she—she’s the bitter weed!’


  ‘No, not altogether. He’s a poor gawk-hammer. Look at his sermon yesterday.’


  ‘His sermon was well enough, a very good guessable sermon, only he couldn’t put it into words and speak it. That’s all was the matter wi’ the sermon. He hadn’t been able to get it past his pen.’


  ‘Well—ay, the sermon might have been good; for, ’tis true, the sermon of Old Eccl’iastes himself lay in Eccl’iastes’s ink-bottle afore he got it out.’


  Mr. Penny, being in the act of drawing the last stitch tight, could afford time to look up and throw in a word at this point.


  ‘He’s no spouter—that must be said, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘’Tis a terrible muddle sometimes with the man, as far as spout do go,’ said Spinks.


  ‘Well, we’ll say nothing about that,’ the tranter answered; ‘for I don’t believe ’twill make a penneth o’ difference to we poor martels here or hereafter whether his sermons be good or bad, my sonnies.’


  Mr. Penny made another hole with his awl, pushed in the thread, and looked up and spoke again at the extension of arms.


  ‘’Tis his goings-on, souls, that’s what it is.’ He clenched his features for an Herculean addition to the ordinary pull, and continued, ‘The first thing he done when he came here was to be hot and strong about church business.’


  ‘True,’ said Spinks; ‘that was the very first thing he done.’


  Mr. Penny, having now been offered the ear of the assembly, accepted it, ceased stitching, swallowed an unimportant quantity of air as if it were a pill, and continued:


  ‘The next thing he do do is to think about altering the church, until he found ’twould be a matter o’ cost and what not, and then not to think no more about it.’


  ‘True: that was the next thing he done.’


  ‘And the next thing was to tell the young chaps that they were not on no account to put their hats in the christening font during service.’


  ‘True.’


  ‘And then ’twas this, and then ’twas that, and now ’tis——’


  Words were not forcible enough to conclude the sentence, and Mr. Penny gave a huge pull to signify the concluding word.


  ‘Now ’tis to turn us out of the quire neck and crop,’ said the tranter after an interval of half a minute, not by way of explaining the pause and pull, which had been quite understood, but as a means of keeping the subject well before the meeting.


  Mrs. Penny came to the door at this point in the discussion. Like all good wives, however much she was inclined to play the Tory to her husband’s Whiggism, and vice versâ, in times of peace, she coalesced with him heartily enough in time of war.


  ‘It must be owned he’s not all there,’ she replied in a general way to the fragments of talk she had heard from indoors. ‘Far below poor Mr. Grinham’ (the late vicar).


  ‘Ay, there was this to be said for he, that you were quite sure he’d never come mumbudgeting to see ye, just as you were in the middle of your work, and put you out with his fuss and trouble about ye.’


  ‘Never. But as for this new Mr. Maybold, though he mid be a very well-intending party in that respect, he’s unbearable; for as to sifting your cinders, scrubbing your floors, or emptying your slops, why, you can’t do it. I assure you I’ve not been able to empt them for several days, unless I throw ’em up the chimley or out of winder; for as sure as the sun you meet him at the door, coming to ask how you are, and ’tis such a confusing thing to meet a gentleman at the door when ye are in the mess o’ washing.’


  ‘’Tis only for want of knowing better, poor gentleman,’ said the tranter. ‘His meaning’s good enough. Ay, your pa’son comes by fate: ’tis heads or tails, like pitch-halfpenny, and no choosing; so we must take en as he is, my sonnies, and thank God he’s no worse, I suppose.’


  ‘I fancy I’ve seen him look across at Miss Day in a warmer way than Christianity asked for,’ said Mrs. Penny musingly; ‘but I don’t quite like to say it.’


  ‘O no; there’s nothing in that,’ said grandfather William.


  ‘If there’s nothing, we shall see nothing,’ Mrs. Penny replied in the tone of a woman who might possibly have private opinions still.


  ‘Ah, Mr. Grinham was the man!’ said Bowman. ‘Why, he never troubled us wi’ a visit from year’s end to year’s end. You might go anywhere, do anything: you’d be sure never to see him.’


  ‘Yes; he was a right sensible pa’son,’ said Michael. ‘He never entered our door but once in his life, and that was to tell my poor wife—ay, poor soul, dead and gone now, as we all shall!—that as she was such a’ old aged person, and lived so far from the church, he didn’t at all expect her to come any more to the service.’


  ‘And ’a was a very jinerous gentleman about choosing the psalms and hymns o’ Sundays. “Confound ye,” says he, “blare and scrape what ye will, but don’t bother me!”’


  ‘And he was a very honourable man in not wanting any of us to come and hear him if we were all on-end for a jaunt or spree, or to bring the babies to be christened if they were inclined to squalling. There’s good in a man’s not putting a parish to unnecessary trouble.’


  ‘And there’s this here man never letting us have a bit o’ peace; but keeping on about being good and upright till ’tis carried to such a pitch as I never see the like afore nor since!’


  ‘No sooner had he got here than he found the font wouldn’t hold water, as it hadn’t for years off and on; and when I told him that Mr. Grinham never minded it, but used to spet upon his vinger and christen ’em just as well, ’a said, “Good Heavens! Send for a workman immediate. What place have I come to!” Which was no compliment to us, come to that.’


  ‘Still, for my part,’ said old William, ‘though he’s arrayed against us, I like the hearty borus-snorus ways of the new pa’son.’


  ‘You, ready to die for the quire,’ said Bowman reproachfully, ‘to stick up for the quire’s enemy, William!’


  ‘Nobody will feel the loss of our church-work so much as I,’ said the old man firmly; ‘that you d’all know. I’ve a-been in the quire man and boy ever since I was a chiel of eleven. But for all that ’tisn’t in me to call the man a bad man, because I truly and sincerely believe en to be a good young feller.’


  Some of the youthful sparkle that used to reside there animated William’s eye as he uttered the words, and a certain nobility of aspect was also imparted to him by the setting sun, which gave him a Titanic shadow at least thirty feet in length, stretching away to the east in outlines of imposing magnitude, his head finally terminating upon the trunk of a grand old oak-tree.


  ‘Mayble’s a hearty feller enough,’ the tranter replied, ‘and will spak to you be you dirty or be you clane. The first time I met en was in a drong, and though ’a didn’t know me no more than the dead ’a passed the time of day. “D’ye do!” he said says he, nodding his head. “A fine day.” Then the second time I met en was full-buff in town street, when my breeches were tore into a long strent by getting through a copse of thorns and brimbles for a short cut home-along; and not wanting to disgrace the man by spaking in that state, I fixed my eye on the weathercock to let en pass me as a stranger. But no: “How d’ye do, Reuben?” says he, right hearty, and shook my hand. If I’d been dressed in silver spangles from top to toe the man couldn’t have been civiller.’


  At this moment Dick was seen coming up the village-street, and they turned and watched him.


  ♣


  III


  A Turn in the Discussion


  ‘I’m afraid Dick’s a lost man,’ said the tranter.


  ‘What?—no!’ said Mail, implying by his manner that it was a far commoner thing for his ears to report what was not said than that his judgment should be at fault.


  ‘Ay,’ said the tranter, still gazing at Dick’s unconscious advance. ‘I don’t at all like what I see! There’s too many o’ them looks out of the winder without noticing anything; too much shining of boots; too much peeping round corners; too much looking at the clock; telling about clever things she did till you be sick of it, and then upon a hint to that effect a horrible silence about her. I’ve walked the path once in my life and know the country, neighbours; and Dick’s a lost man!’ The tranter turned a quarter round and smiled a smile of miserable satire at the setting new moon, which happened to catch his eye.


  The others became far too serious at this announcement to allow them to speak; and they still regarded Dick in the distance.


  ‘’Twas his mother’s fault,’ the tranter continued, ‘in asking the young woman to our party last Christmas. When I eyed the blue frock and light heels o’ the maid, I had my thoughts directly. “God bless thee, Dicky my sonny,” I said to myself, “there’s a delusion for thee!”’


  ‘They seemed to be rather distant in manner last Sunday, I thought?’ Mail tentatively observed, as became one who was not a member of the family.


  ‘Ay, that’s a part of the zickness. Distance belongs to it, slyness belongs to it, queerest things on earth belongs to it! There, ’tmay as well come early as late s’far as I know. The sooner begun, the sooner over; for come it will.’


  ‘The question I ask is,’ said Mr. Spinks, connecting into one thread the two subjects of discourse, as became a man learned in rhetoric, and beating with his hand in a way which signified that the manner rather than the matter of his speech was to be observed, ‘how did Mr. Maybold know she could play the organ? You know we had it from her own lips, as far as lips go, that she has never, first or last, breathed such a thing to him; much less that she ever would play.’


  In the midst of this puzzle Dick joined the party, and the news which had caused such a convulsion among the ancient musicians was unfolded to him. ‘Well,’ he said, blushing at the allusion to Miss Day, ‘I know by some words of hers that she has a particular wish not to play, because she is a friend of ours; and how the alteration comes I don’t know.’


  ‘Now, this is my plan,’ said the tranter, reviving the spirit of the discussion by the infusion of new ideas, as was his custom—‘this is my plan; if you don’t like it, no harm’s done. We all know one another very well, don’t we, neighbours?’


  That they knew one another very well was received as a statement which, though familiar, should not be omitted in introductory speeches.


  ‘Then I say this’—and the tranter in his emphasis slapped down his hand on Mr. Spinks’s shoulder with a momentum of several pounds, upon which Mr. Spinks tried to look not in the least startled—‘I say that we all move down-along straight as a line to Pa’son Mayble’s when the clock has gone six to-morrow night. There we one and all stand in the passage; then one or two of us go in and spak to en, man and man, and say, “Pa’son Mayble, every tradesman d’like to have his own way in his workshop, and Mellstock Church is yours. Instead of turning us out neck and crop, let us stay on till Christmas, and we’ll gie way to the young woman, Mr. Mayble, and make no more ado about it. And we shall always be quite willing to touch our hats when we meet ye, Mr. Mayble, just as before.” That sounds very well? Hey?’


  ‘Proper well, in faith, Reuben Dewy.’


  ‘And we won’t sit down in his house; ’twould be looking too familiar when only just reconciled?’


  ‘No need at all to sit down. Just do our duty man and man, turn round, and march out—he’ll think all the more of us for it.’


  ‘I hardly think Leaf had better go wi’ us?’ said Michael, turning to Leaf and taking his measure from top to bottom by the eye. ‘He’s so terrible silly that he might ruin the concern.’


  ‘He don’t want to go much; do ye, Thomas Leaf?’ said William.


  ‘Hee-hee! no; I don’t want to. Only a teeny bit!’


  ‘I be mortal afeard, Leaf, that you’ll never be able to tell how many cuts d’take to sharpen a spar,’ said Mail.


  ‘I never had no head, never! that’s how it happened to happen, hee-hee!’


  They all assented to this, not with any sense of humiliating Leaf by disparaging him after an open confession, but because it was an accepted thing that Leaf didn’t in the least mind having no head, that deficiency of his being an unimpassioned matter of parish history.


  ‘But I can sing my treble!’ continued Thomas Leaf, quite delighted at being called a fool in such a friendly way; ‘I can sing my treble as well as any maid, or married woman either, and better! And if Jim had lived, I should have had a clever brother! To-morrow is poor Jim’s birthday. He’d ha’ been twenty-six if he’d lived till to-morrow.’


  ‘You always seem very sorry for Jim,’ said old William musingly.


  ‘Ah! I do. Such a stay to mother as he’d always have been! She’d never have had to work in her old age if he had continued strong, poor Jim!’


  ‘What was his age when ’a died?’


  ‘Four hours and twenty minutes, poor Jim. ’A was born as might be at night; and ’a didn’t last as might be till the morning. No, ’a didn’t last. Mother called en Jim on the day that would ha’ been his christening-day if he had lived; and she’s always thinking about en. You see he died so very young.’


  ‘Well, ’twas rather youthful,’ said Michael.


  ‘Now to my mind that woman is very romantical on the matter o’ children?’ said the tranter, his eye sweeping his audience.


  ‘Ah, well she mid be,’ said Leaf. ‘She had twelve regular one after another, and they all, except myself, died very young; either before they was born or just afterwards.’


  ‘Pore feller, too. I suppose th’st want to come wi’ us?’ the tranter murmured.


  ‘Well, Leaf, you shall come wi’ us as yours is such a melancholy family,’ said old William rather sadly.


  ‘I never see such a melancholy family as that afore in my life,’ said Reuben. ‘There’s Leaf’s mother, poor woman! Every morning I see her eyes mooning out through the panes of glass like a pot-sick winder-flower; and as Leaf sings a very high treble, and we don’t know what we should do without en for upper G, we’ll let en come as a trate, poor feller.’


  ‘Ay, we’ll let en come, ’a b’lieve,’ said Mr. Penny, looking up, as the pull happened to be at that moment.


  ‘Now,’ continued the tranter, dispersing by a new tone of voice these digressions about Leaf; ‘as to going to see the pa’son, one of us might call and ask en his meaning, and ’twould be just as well done; but it will add a bit of a flourish to the cause if the quire waits on him as a body. Then the great thing to mind is, not for any of our fellers to be nervous; so before starting we’ll one and all come to my house and have a rasher of bacon; then every man-jack het a pint of cider into his inside; then we’ll warm up an extra drop wi’ some mead and a bit of ginger; every one take a thimbleful—just a glimmer of a drop, mind ye, no more, to finish off his inner man—and march off to Pa’son Mayble. Why, sonnies, a man’s not himself till he is fortified wi’ a bit and a drop? We shall be able to look any gentleman in the face then without shrink or shame.’


  Mail recovered from a deep meditation and downward glance into the earth in time to give a cordial approval to this line of action, and the meeting adjourned.


  ♣


  IV


  The Interview with the Vicar


  At six o’clock next day the whole body of men in the choir emerged from the tranter’s door, and advanced with a firm step down the lane. This dignity of march gradually became obliterated as they went on, and by the time they reached the hill behind the vicarage a faint resemblance to a flock of sheep might have been discerned in the venerable party. A word from the tranter, however, set them right again; and as they descended the hill, the regular tramp, tramp, tramp of the united feet was clearly audible from the vicarage garden. At the opening of the gate there was another short interval of irregular shuffling, caused by a rather peculiar habit the gate had, when swung open quickly, of striking against the bank and slamming back into the opener’s face.


  ‘Now keep step again, will ye?’ said the tranter. ‘It looks better, and more becomes the high class of arrant which has brought us here.’ Thus they advanced to the door.


  At Reuben’s ring the more modest of the group turned aside, adjusted their hats, and looked critically at any shrub that happened to lie in the line of vision; endeavouring thus to give a person who chanced to look out of the windows the impression that their request, whatever it was going to be, was rather a casual thought occurring whilst they were inspecting the vicar’s shrubbery and grass-plot than a predetermined thing. The tranter who, coming frequently to the vicarage with luggage, coals, firewood, etc., had none of the awe for its precincts that filled the breasts of most of the others, fixed his eyes firmly on the knocker during this interval of waiting. The knocker having no characteristic worthy of notice he relinquished it for a knot in one of the door-panels, and studied the winding lines of the grain.


  ‘O, sir, please, here’s Tranter Dewy, and old William Dewy, and young Richard Dewy, O, and all the quire too, sir, except the boys, a-come to see you!’ said Mr. Maybold’s maid-servant to Mr. Maybold, the pupils of her eyes dilating like circles in a pond.


  ‘All the choir?’ said the astonished vicar (who may be shortly described as a good-looking young man with courageous eyes, timid mouth, and neutral nose), abandoning his writing and looking at his parlour-maid after speaking, like a man who fancied he had seen her face before but couldn’t recollect where.


  ‘And they looks very firm, and Tranter Dewy do turn neither to the right hand nor to the left, but stares quite straight and solemn with his mind made up!’


  ‘O, all the choir,’ repeated the vicar to himself, trying by that simple device to trot out his thoughts on what the choir could come for.


  ‘Yes; every man-jack of ’em, as I be alive!’ (The parlour-maid was rather local in manner, having in fact been raised in the same village.) ‘Really, sir, ’tis thoughted by many in town and country that——’


  ‘Town and country!—Heavens, I had no idea that I was public property in this way!’ said the vicar, his face acquiring a hue somewhere between that of the rose and the peony. ‘Well, “It is thought in town and country that——”’


  ‘It is thought that you be going to get it hot and strong!—excusen my incivility, sir.’


  The vicar suddenly recalled to his recollection that he had long ago settled it to be decidedly a mistake to encourage his servant Jane in giving personal opinions. The servant Jane saw by the vicar’s face that he recalled this fact to his mind; and removing her forehead from the edge of the door, and rubbing away the indent that edge had made, vanished into the passage as Mr. Maybold remarked, ‘Show them in, Jane.’


  A few minutes later a shuffling and jostling (reduced to as refined a form as was compatible with the nature of shuffles and jostles) was heard in the passage; then an earnest and prolonged wiping of shoes, conveying the notion that volumes of mud had to be removed; but the roads being so clean that not a particle of dirt appeared on the choir’s boots (those of all the elder members being newly oiled, and Dick’s brightly polished), this wiping might have been set down simply as a desire to show that respectable men had no wish to take a mean advantage of clean roads for curtailing proper ceremonies. Next there came a powerful whisper from the same quarter:—


  ‘Now stand stock-still there, my sonnies, one and all! And don’t make no noise; and keep your backs close to the wall, that company may pass in and out easy if they want to without squeezing through ye: and we two are enough to go in.’ … The voice was the tranter’s.


  ‘I wish I could go in too and see the sight!’ said a reedy voice—that of Leaf.


  ‘’Tis a pity Leaf is so terrible silly, or else he might,’ another said.


  ‘I never in my life seed a quire go into a study to have it out about the playing and singing,’ pleaded Leaf; ‘and I should like to see it just once!’


  ‘Very well; we’ll let en come in,’ said the tranter. ‘You’ll be like chips in porridge, (1) Leaf—neither good nor hurt. All right, my sonny, come along;’ and immediately himself, old William, and Leaf appeared in the room.


  ‘We took the liberty to come and see ’ee, sir,’ said Reuben, letting his hat hang in his left hand, and touching with his right the brim of an imaginary one on his head. ‘We’ve come to see ’ee, sir, man and man, and no offence, I hope?’


  ‘None at all,’ said Mr. Maybold.


  ‘This old aged man standing by my side is father; William Dewy by name, sir.’


  ‘Yes; I see it is,’ said the vicar, nodding aside to old William, who smiled.


  ‘I thought ye mightn’t know en without his bass-viol,’ the tranter apologized. ‘You see, he always wears his best clothes and his bass-viol a-Sundays, and it do make such a difference in a’ old man’s look.’


  ‘And who’s that young man?’ the vicar said.


  ‘Tell the pa’son yer name,’ said the tranter, turning to Leaf, who stood with his elbows nailed back to a bookcase.


  ‘Please, Thomas Leaf, your holiness!’ said Leaf, trembling.


  ‘I hope you’ll excuse his looks being so very thin,’ continued the tranter deprecatingly, turning to the vicar again. ‘But ’tisn’t his fault, poor feller. He’s rather silly by nature, and could never get fat; though he’s a’ excellent treble, and so we keep him on.’


  ‘I never had no head, sir,’ said Leaf, eagerly grasping at this opportunity for being forgiven his existence.


  ‘Ah, poor young man!’ said Mr. Maybold.


  ‘Bless you, he don’t mind it a bit, if you don’t, sir,’ said the tranter assuringly. ‘Do ye, Leaf?’


  ‘Not I—not a morsel—hee, hee! I was afeard it mightn’t please your holiness, sir, that’s all.’


  The tranter, finding Leaf get on so very well through his negative qualities, was tempted in a fit of generosity to advance him still higher, by giving him credit for positive ones. ‘He’s very clever for a silly chap, good-now, sir. You never knowed a young feller keep his smock-frocks so clane; very honest too. His ghastly looks is all there is against en, poor feller; but we can’t help our looks, you know, sir.’


  ‘True: we cannot. You live with your mother, I think, Leaf?’


  The tranter looked at Leaf to express that the most friendly assistant to his tongue could do no more for him now, and that he must be left to his own resources.


  ‘Yes, sir: a widder, sir. Ah, if brother Jim had lived she’d have had a clever son to keep her without work!’


  ‘Indeed! poor woman. Give her this half-crown. I’ll call and see your mother.’


  ‘Say, “Thank you, sir,”’ the tranter whispered imperatively towards Leaf.


  ‘Thank you, sir!’ said Leaf.


  ‘That’s it, then; sit down, Leaf,[’] said Mr. Maybold.


  ‘Y-yes, sir![’]


  The tranter cleared his throat after this accidental parenthesis about Leaf, rectified his bodily position, and began his speech.


  ‘Mr. Mayble,’ he said, ‘I hope you’ll excuse my common way, but I always like to look things in the face.’


  Reuben made a point of fixing this sentence in the vicar’s mind by gazing hard at him at the conclusion of it, and then out of the window.


  Mr. Maybold and old William looked in the same direction, apparently under the impression that the things’ faces alluded to were there visible.


  ‘What I have been thinking’—the tranter implied by this use of the past tense that he was hardly so discourteous as to be positively thinking it then—‘is that the quire ought to be gie’d a little time, and not done away wi’ till Christmas, as a fair thing between man and man. And, Mr. Mayble, I hope you’ll excuse my common way?’


  ‘I will, I will. Till Christmas,’ the vicar murmured, stretching the two words to a great length, as if the distance to Christmas might be measured in that way. ‘Well, I want you all to understand that I have no personal fault to find, and that I don’t wish to change the church music by forcible means, or in a way which should hurt the feelings of any parishioners. Why I have at last spoken definitely on the subject is that a player has been brought under—I may say pressed upon—my notice several times by one of the churchwardens. And as the organ I brought with me is here waiting’ (pointing to a cabinet-organ standing in the study), ‘there is no reason for longer delay.’


  ‘We made a mistake I suppose then, sir? But we understood the young woman didn’t want to play particularly?’ The tranter arranged his countenance to signify that he did not want to be inquisitive in the least.


  ‘No, nor did she. Nor did I definitely wish her to just yet; for your playing is very good. But, as I said, one of the churchwardens has been so anxious for a change that, as matters stand, I couldn’t consistently refuse my consent.’


  Now for some reason or other the vicar at this point seemed to have an idea that he had prevaricated; and as an honest vicar it was a thing he determined not to do. He corrected himself, blushing as he did so, though why he should blush was not known to Reuben.


  ‘Understand me rightly,’ he said: ‘the churchwarden proposed it to me, but I had thought myself of getting—Miss Day to play.’


  ‘Which churchwarden might that be who proposed her, sir?—excusing my common way.’ The tranter intimated by his tone that so far from being inquisitive he did not even wish to ask a single question.


  ‘Mr. Shiner, I believe.’


  ‘Clk, my sonny!—beg your pardon, sir, that’s only a form of words of mine, and slipped out accidental—he nourishes enmity against us for some reason or another; perhaps because we played rather hard upon en Christmas night. Anyhow ’tis certain sure that Mr. Shiner’s real love for music of a particular kind isn’t his reason. He’ve no more ear than that chair. But let that be.’


  ‘I don’t think you should conclude that, because Mr. Shiner wants a different music, he has any ill-feeling for you. I myself, I must own, prefer organ-music to any other. I consider it most proper, and feel justified in endeavouring to introduce it; but then, although other music is better, I don’t say yours is not good.’


  ‘Well then, Mr. Mayble, since death’s to be, we’ll die like men any day you name (excusing my common way).’


  Mr. Maybold bowed his head.


  ‘All we thought was, that for us old ancient singers to be choked off quiet at no time in particular, as now, in the Sundays after Easter, would seem rather mean in the eyes of other parishes, sir. But if we fell glorious with a bit of a flourish at Christmas, we should have a respectable end, and not dwindle away at some nameless paltry second-Sunday-after or Sunday-next-before something, that’s got no name of his own.’


  ‘Yes, yes, that’s reasonable; I own it’s reasonable.’


  ‘You see, Mr. Mayble, we’ve got—do I keep you inconvenient long, sir?’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘We’ve got our feelings—father there especially.’


  The tranter, in his earnestness, had advanced his person to within six inches of the vicar’s.


  ‘Certainly, certainly!’ said Mr. Maybold, retreating a little for convenience of seeing. ‘You are all enthusiastic on the subject, and I am all the more gratified to find you so. A Laodicean lukewarmness is worse than wrongheadedness itself.’


  ‘Exactly, sir. In fact now, Mr. Mayble,’ Reuben continued more impressively, and advancing a little closer still to the vicar, ‘father there is a perfect figure o’ wonder, in the way of being fond of music!’


  The vicar drew back a little further, the tranter suddenly also standing back a foot or two to throw open the view of his father, and pointing to him at the same time.


  Old William moved uneasily in the large chair, and with a minute smile on the mere edge of his lips for good-manners, said he was indeed very fond of tunes.


  ‘Now, you see exactly how it is,[’] Reuben continued, appealing to Mr. Maybold’s sense of justice by looking sideways into his eyes. The vicar seemed to see how it was so well that the gratified tranter walked up to him again with even vehement eagerness, so that his waistcoat-buttons almost rubbed against the vicar’s as he continued: ‘As to father, if you or I, or any man or woman of the present generation, at the time music is a-playing, was to shake your fist in father’s face, as may be this way, and say, “Don’t you be delighted with that music!”’—the tranter went back to where Leaf was sitting, and held his fist so close to Leaf’s face that the latter pressed his head back against the wall: ‘All right, Leaf, my sonny, I won’t hurt you; ’tis just to show my meaning to Mr. Mayble.—As I was saying, if you or I, or any man, was to shake your fist in father’s face this way, and say, “William, your life or your music!” he’d say, “My life!” Now that’s father’s nature all over; and you see, sir, it must hurt the feelings of a man of that kind for him and his bass-viol to be done away wi’ neck and crop.’


  The tranter went back to the vicar’s front and again looked earnestly at his face.


  ‘True, true, Dewy,’ Mr. Maybold answered, trying to withdraw his head and shoulders without moving his feet; but finding this impracticable edging back another inch. These frequent retreats had at last jammed Mr. Maybold between his easy-chair and the edge of the table.


  And at the moment of the announcement of the choir Mr. Maybold had just re-dipped the pen he was using; at their entry, instead of wiping it, he had laid it on the table with the nib overhanging. At the last retreat his coat-tails came in contact with the pen, and down it rolled, first against the back of the chair, thence turning a summersault into the seat, thence falling to the floor with a rattle.


  The vicar stooped for his pen, and the tranter, wishing to show that, however great their ecclesiastical differences, his mind was not so small as to let this affect his social feelings, stooped also.


  ‘And have you anything else you want to explain to me, Dewy?’ said Mr. Maybold from under the table.


  ‘Nothing, sir. And, Mr. Mayble, you be not offended? I hope you see our desire is reason?’ said the tranter from under the chair.


  ‘Quite, quite; and I shouldn’t think of refusing to listen to such a reasonable request,’ the vicar replied. Seeing that Reuben had secured the pen he resumed his vertical position, and added, ‘You know, Dewy, it is often said how difficult a matter it is to act up to our convictions and please all parties. It may be said with equal truth, that it is difficult for a man of any appreciativeness to have convictions at all. Now in my case, I see right in you, and right in Shiner. I see that violins are good, and that an organ is good; and when we introduce the organ it will not be that fiddles were bad, but that an organ was better. That you’ll clearly understand, Dewy?’


  ‘I will; and thank you very much for such feelings, sir. Piph-h-h-h! How the blood do get into my head, to be sure, whenever I quat down like that!’ said Reuben, who having also risen to his feet stuck the pen vertically in the inkstand and almost through the bottom, that it might not roll down again under any circumstances whatever.


  Now the ancient body of minstrels in the passage felt their curiosity surging higher and higher as the minutes passed. Dick, not having much affection for this errand, soon grew tired, and went away in the direction of the school. Yet their sense of propriety would probably have restrained them from any attempt to discover what was going on in the study had not the vicar’s pen fallen to the floor. The conviction that the movement of chairs, &c., necessitated by the search, could only have been caused by the catastrophe of a bloody fight beginning, overpowered all other considerations; and they advanced to the door, which had only just fallen to. Thus, when Mr. Maybold raised his eyes after the stooping he beheld glaring through the door Mr. Penny in full-length portraiture, Mail’s face and shoulders above Mr. Penny’s head, Spinks’s forehead and eyes over Mail’s crown, and a fractional part of Bowman’s countenance under Spinks’s arm—crescent-shaped portions of other heads and faces being visible behind these—the whole dozen and odd eyes bristling with eager inquiry.


  Mr. Penny, as is the case with excitable boot-makers and men, seeing the vicar look at him and hearing no word spoken, thought it incumbent upon himself to say something of any kind. Nothing suggested itself till he had looked for about half a minute at the vicar.


  ‘You’ll excuse my naming of it, sir,’ he said, regarding with much commiseration the mere surface of the vicar’s face; ‘but perhaps you don’t know that your chin have bust out a-bleeding where you cut yourself a-shaving this morning, sir.’


  ‘Now, that was the stooping, depend upon’t,’ the tranter suggested, also looking with much interest at the vicar’s chin. ‘Blood always will bust out again if you hang down the member that’s been bleeding.’


  Old William raised his eyes and watched the vicar’s bleeding chin likewise; and Leaf advanced two or three paces from the bookcase, absorbed in the contemplation of the same phenomenon with parted lips and delighted eyes.


  ‘Dear me, dear me!’ said Mr. Maybold hastily, looking very red and brushing his chin with his hand, then taking out his handkerchief and wiping the place.


  ‘That’s it, sir; all right again now, ’a b’lieve—a mere nothing,’ said Mr. Penny. ‘A little bit of fur off your hat will stop it in a minute if it should bust out again.’


  ‘I’ll let ’ee have a bit off mine,’ said Reuben, to show his good feeling; ‘my hat isn’t so new as yours, sir, and ’twon’t hurt mine a bit.’


  ‘No, no; thank you, thank you,’ Mr. Maybold again nervously replied.


  ‘’Twas rather a deep cut seemingly?’ said Reuben, feeling these to be the kindest and best remarks he could make.


  ‘O, no; not particularly.’


  ‘Well, sir, your hand will shake sometimes a-shaving, and just when it comes into your head that you may cut yourself, there’s the blood.’


  ‘I have been revolving in my mind that question of the time at which we make the change,’ said Mr. Maybold, ‘and I know you’ll meet me half-way. I think Christmas-day as much too late for me as the present time is too early for you. I suggest Michaelmas or thereabout as a convenient time for both parties; for I think your objection to a Sunday which has no name is not one of any real weight.’


  ‘Very good, sir. I suppose mortal men mustn’t expect their own way entirely; and I express in all our names that we’ll make shift and be satisfied with what you say.’ The tranter touched the brim of his imaginary hat again, and all the choir did the same. ‘About Michaelmas, then, as far as you are concerned, sir, and then we make room for the next generation.’


  ‘About Michaelmas,’ said the vicar.


  ♣


  V


  Returning Homeward


  ‘’A took it very well, then?’ said Mail, as they all walked up the hill.


  ‘He behaved like a man; ’a did so,’ said the tranter. ‘And I’m glad we’ve let en know our minds. And though, beyond that, we ha’n’t got much by going, ’twas worth while. He won’t forget it. Yes, he took it very well. Supposing this tree here was Pa’son Mayble, and I standing here, and thik gr’t stone is father sitting in the easy-chair. “Dewy,” says he, “I don’t wish to change the church music in a forcible way.”’


  ‘That was very nice o’ the man, even though words be wind.’


  ‘Proper nice—out and out nice. The fact is,’ said Reuben confidentially, ‘’tis how you take a man. Everybody must be managed. Queens must be managed: kings must be managed; for men want managing almost as much as women, and that’s saying a good deal.’


  ‘’Tis truly!’ murmured the husbands.


  ‘Pa’son Mayble and I were as good friends all through it as if we’d been sworn brothers. Ay, the man’s well enough; ’tis what’s put in his head that spoils him, and that’s why we’ve got to go.’


  ‘There’s really no believing half you hear about people nowadays.’


  ‘Bless ye, my sonnies, ’tisn’t the pa’son’s move at all. That gentleman over there’ (the tranter nodded in the direction of Shiner’s farm) ‘is at the root of the mischty.’


  ‘What! Shiner?’


  ‘Ay; and I see what the pa’son don’t see. Why, Shiner is for putting forward that young woman that only last night I was saying was our Dick’s sweet-heart, but I suppose can’t be, and making much of her in the sight of the congregation, and thinking he’ll win her by showing her off. Well, perhaps ’a woll.’


  ‘Then the music is second to the woman, the other churchwarden is second to Shiner, the pa’son is second to the churchwardens, and God A’mighty is nowhere at all.’


  ‘That’s true; and you see,’ continued Reuben, ‘at the very beginning it put me in a stud as to how to quarrel wi’ en. In short, to save my soul, I couldn’t quarrel wi’ such a civil man without belying my conscience. Says he to father there, in a voice as quiet as a lamb’s, “William, you are a’ old aged man, as all shall be, so sit down in my easy-chair, and rest yourself.” And down father zot. I could fain ha’ laughed at thee, father; for thou’st take it so unconcerned at first, and then looked so frightened when the chair-bottom sunk in.’


  ‘You see,’ said old William, hastening to explain, ‘I was scared to find the bottom gie way—what should I know o’ spring bottoms?—and thought I had broke it down: and of course as to breaking down a man’s chair, I didn’t wish any such thing.’


  ‘And, neighbours, when a feller, ever so much up for a miff, d’see his own father sitting in his enemy’s easy-chair, and a poor chap like Leaf made the best of, as if he almost had brains—why, it knocks all the wind out of his sail at once: it did out of mine.’


  ‘If that young figure of fun—Fance Day, I mean,’ said Bowman, ‘hadn’t been so mighty forward wi’ showing herself off to Shiner and Dick and the rest, ’tis my belief we should never ha’ left the gallery.’


  ‘’Tis my belief that though Shiner fired the bullets, the parson made ’em,’ said Mr. Penny. ‘My wife sticks to it that he’s in love wi’ her.’


  ‘That’s a thing we shall never know. I can’t onriddle her, nohow.’


  ‘Thou’st ought to be able to onriddle such a little chiel as she,’ the tranter observed.


  ‘The littler the maid, the bigger the riddle, to my mind. And coming of such a stock, too, she may well be a twister.’


  ‘Yes; Geoffrey Day is a clever man if ever there was one. Never says anything: not he.’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘You might live wi’ that man, my sonnies, a hundred years, and never know there was anything in him.’


  ‘Ay; one o’ these up-country London ink-bottle chaps would call Geoffrey a fool.’


  ‘Ye never find out what’s in that man: never,’ said Spinks. ‘Close? ah, he is close! He can hold his tongue well. That man’s dumbness is wonderful to listen to.’


  ‘There’s so much sense in it. Every moment of it is brimmen over wi’ sound understanding.’


  ‘’A can hold his tongue very clever—very clever truly,’ echoed Leaf. ‘’A do look at me as if ’a could see my thoughts running round like the works of a clock.’


  ‘Well, all will agree that the man can halt well in his talk, be it a long time or be it a short time. And though we can’t expect his daughter to inherit his closeness, she may have a few dribblets from his sense.’


  ‘And his pocket, perhaps.’


  ‘Yes; the nine hundred pound that everybody says he’s worth; but I call it four hundred and fifty; for I never believe more than half I hear.’


  ‘Well, he’ve made a pound or two, and I suppose the maid will have it, since there’s nobody else. But ’tis rather sharp upon her, if she’s born to fortune, to bring her up as if not born for it, and letting her work so hard.’


  ‘’Tis all upon his principle. A long-headed feller!’


  ‘Ah,’ murmured Spinks, ‘’twould be sharper upon her if she were born for fortune, and not to it! I suffer from that affliction.’


  ♣


  VI


  Yalbury Wood and the Keeper’s House


  A mood of blitheness rarely experienced even by young men was Dick’s on the following Monday morning. It was the week after the Easter holidays, and he was journeying along with Smart the mare and the light spring-cart, watching the damp slopes of the hill-sides as they streamed in the warmth of the sun, which at this unsettled season shone on the grass with the freshness of an occasional inspector rather than as an accustomed proprietor. His errand was to fetch Fancy, and some additional household goods, from her father’s house in the neighbouring parish to her dwelling at Mellstock. The distant view was darkly shaded with clouds; but the nearer parts of the landscape were whitely illumined by the visible rays of the sun streaming down across the heavy grey shade behind.


  The tranter had not yet told his son of the state of Shiner’s heart that had been suggested to him by Shiner’s movements. He preferred to let such delicate affairs right themselves; experience having taught him that the uncertain phenomenon of love, as it existed in other people, was not a groundwork upon which a single action of his own life could be founded.


  Geoffrey Day lived in the depths of Yalbury Wood, which formed portion of one of the outlying estates of the Earl of Wessex, to whom Day was head game-keeper, timber-steward, and general overlooker for this district. The wood was intersected by the highway from Casterbridge to London at a place not far from the house, and some trees had of late years been felled between its windows and the ascent of Yalbury Hill, to give the solitary cottager a glimpse of the passers-by.


  It was a satisfaction to walk into the keeper’s house, even as a stranger, on a fine spring morning like the present. A curl of wood-smoke came from the chimney and drooped over the roof like a blue feather in a lady’s hat; and the sun shone obliquely upon the patch of grass in front, which reflected its brightness through the open doorway and up the staircase opposite, lighting up each riser with a shiny green radiance and leaving the top of each step in shade.


  The window-sill of the front room was between four and five feet from the floor, dropping inwardly to a broad low bench, over which, as well as over the whole surface of the wall beneath, there always hung a deep shade, which was considered objectionable on every ground save one, namely, that the perpetual sprinkling of seeds and water by the caged canary above was not noticed as an eyesore by visitors. The window was set with thickly-leaded diamond glazing, formed, especially in the lower panes, of knotty glass of various shades of green. Nothing was better known to Fancy than the extravagant manner in which these circular knots or eyes distorted everything seen through them from the outside—lifting hats from heads, shoulders from bodies; scattering the spokes of cart-wheels, and bending the straight fir-trunks into semicircles. The ceiling was carried by a beam traversing its midst, from the side of which projected a large nail, used solely and constantly as a peg for Geoffrey’s hat; the nail was arched by a rainbow-shaped stain, imprinted by the brim of the said hat when it was hung there dripping wet.


  The most striking point about the room was the furniture. This was a repetition upon inanimate objects of the old principle introduced by Noah, consisting for the most part of two articles of every sort. The duplicate system of furnishing owed its existence to the forethought of Fancy’s mother, exercised from the date of Fancy’s birthday onwards. The arrangement spoke for itself: nobody who knew the tone of the household could look at the goods without being aware that the second set was a provision for Fancy when she should marry and have a house of her own. The most noticeable instance was a pair of green-faced eight-day clocks ticking alternately, which were severally two-and-a-half minutes and three minutes striking the hour of twelve, one proclaiming, in Italian flourishes, Thomas Wood as the name of its maker, and the other—arched at the top, and altogether of more cynical appearance—that of Ezekiel Saunders. They were two departed clockmakers of Casterbridge, whose desperate rivalry throughout their lives was nowhere more emphatically perpetuated than here at Geoffrey’s. These chief specimens of the marriage provision were supported on the right by a couple of kitchen dressers, each fitted complete with their cups, dishes, and plates, in their turn followed by two dumb-waiters, two family Bibles, two warming-pans, and two intermixed sets of chairs.


  But the position last reached—the chimney-corner—was, after all, the most attractive side of the parallelogram. It was large enough to admit, in addition to Geoffrey himself, Geoffrey’s wife, her chair, and her work-table, entirely within the line of the mantel, without danger or even inconvenience from the heat of the fire; and was spacious enough overhead to allow of the insertion of wood poles for the hanging of bacon, which were cloaked with long shreds of soot floating on the draught like the tattered banners on the walls of ancient aisles.


  These points were common to most chimney-corners of the neighbourhood; but one feature there was which made Geoffrey’s fireside not only an object of interest to casual aristocratic visitors—to whom every cottage fireside was more or less a curiosity—but the admiration of friends who were accustomed to fireplaces of the ordinary hamlet model. This peculiarity was a little window in the chimney-back, almost over the fire, around which the smoke crept caressingly when it left the perpendicular course. The window-board was curiously stamped with black circles, burnt thereon by the heated bottoms of drinking-cups which had rested there after previously standing on the hot ashes of the hearth for the purpose of warming their contents, the result giving to the ledge the look of an envelope which has passed through innumerable post-offices.


  Fancy was gliding about the room preparing dinner, her head inclining now to the right, now to the left, and singing the tips and ends of tunes that sprang up in her mind like mushrooms. The footsteps of Mrs. Day could be heard in the room overhead. Fancy went finally to the door.


  ‘Father! Dinner.’


  A tall spare figure was seen advancing by the window with periodical steps, and the keeper entered from the garden. He appeared to be a man who was always looking down as if trying to recollect something he said yesterday. The surface of his face was fissured rather than wrinkled, and over and under his eyes were folds which seemed as a kind of exterior eyelids. His nose had been thrown backwards by a blow in a poaching fray, so that when the sun was low and shining in his face people could see far into his head. There was in him a quiet grimness which would in his moments of displeasure have become surliness, had it not been tempered by honesty of soul, and which was often wrongheadedness because not allied with subtlety.


  Although not an extraordinarily taciturn man among friends slightly richer than himself, he never wasted words upon outsiders, and to his trapper Enoch his ideas were seldom conveyed by any other means than nods and shakes of the head. Their long acquaintance with each other’s ways, and the nature of their labours, rendered words between them almost superfluous as vehicles of thought, whilst the coincidence of their horizons, and the astonishing equality of their social views, by startling the keeper from time to time as very damaging to the theory of master and man, strictly forbade any indulgence in words as courtesies.


  Behind the keeper came Enoch (who had been assisting in the garden) at the well-considered chronological distance of three minutes—an interval of non-appearance on the trapper’s part not arrived at without some reflection. Four minutes had been found to express indifference to indoor arrangements, and simultaneousness had implied too great an anxiety about meals.


  ‘A little earlier than usual, Fancy,’ the keeper said, as he sat down and looked at the clocks. ‘That Ezekiel Saunders o’ thine is tearing on afore Thomas Wood again.’


  ‘I kept in the middle between them,’ said Fancy, also looking at the two clocks.


  ‘Better stick to Thomas,’ said her father. ‘There’s a healthy beat in Thomas that would lead a man to swear by en offhand. He is as true as the town time. How is it your stap-mother isn’t here?’


  As Fancy was about to reply the rattle of wheels was heard, and ‘Weh-hey, Smart!’ in Mr. Richard Dewy’s voice rolled into the cottage from round the corner of the house.


  ‘Hullo! there’s Dewy’s cart come for thee, Fancy—Dick driving—afore time, too. Well, ask the lad to have pot-luck with us.’


  Dick on entering made a point of implying by his general bearing that he took an interest in Fancy simply as in one of the same race and country as himself; and they all sat down. Dick could have wished her manner had not been so entirely free from all apparent consciousness of those accidental meetings of theirs; but he let the thought pass. Enoch sat diagonally at a table afar off under the corner cupboard, and drank his cider from a long perpendicular pint cup having tall fir-trees done in brown on its sides. He threw occasional remarks into the general tide of conversation, and with this advantage to himself, that he participated in the pleasures of a talk (slight as it was) at meal-times, without saddling himself with the responsibility of sustaining it.


  ‘Why don’t your stap-mother come down, Fancy?’ said Geoffrey. ‘You’ll excuse her, Mister Dick, she’s a little queer sometimes.’


  ‘O yes,—quite,’ said Richard, as if he were in the habit of excusing people every day.


  ‘She d’belong to that class of womankind that become second wives: a rum class rather.’


  ‘Indeed,’ said Dick, with sympathy for an indefinite something.


  ‘Yes; and ’tis trying to a female, especially if you’ve been a first wife, as she have.’


  ‘Very trying it must be.’


  ‘Yes: you see her first husband was a young man who let her go too far; in fact, she used to kick up Bob’s-a-dying at the least thing in the world. And when I’d married her and found it out, I thought, thinks I, “’Tis too late now to begin to cure ’ee;” and so I let her bide. But she’s queer,—very queer, at times!’


  ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


  ‘Yes: there; wives be such a provoking class of society because, though they be never right, they be never more than half wrong.’


  Fancy seemed uneasy under the infliction of this household moralizing, which might tend to damage the airy-fairy nature that Dick, as maiden shrewdness told her, had accredited her with. Her dead silence impressed Geoffrey with the notion that something in his words did not agree with her educated ideas, and he changed the conversation.


  ‘Did Fred Shiner send the cask o’ drink, Fancy?’


  ‘I think he did: O yes, he did.’


  ‘Nice solid feller, Fred Shiner!’ said Geoffrey to Dick as he helped himself to gravy, bringing the spoon round to his plate by way of the potato-dish, to obviate a stain on the cloth in the event of a spill.


  Now Geoffrey’s eyes had been fixed upon his plate for the previous four or five minutes, and in removing them he had only carried them to the spoon, which, from its fulness and the distance of its transit, necessitated a steady watching through the whole of the route. Just as intently as the keeper’s eyes had been fixed on the spoon Fancy’s had been fixed on her father’s, without premeditation or the slightest phase of furtiveness; but there they were fastened. This was the reason why:


  Dick was sitting next to her on the right side, and on the side of the table opposite to her father. Fancy had laid her right hand lightly down upon the table-cloth for an instant, and to her alarm Dick, after dropping his fork and brushing his forehead as a reason, flung down his own left hand, overlapping a third of Fancy’s with it, and keeping it there. So the innocent Fancy, instead of pulling her hand from the trap, settled her eyes on her father’s, to guard against his discovery of this perilous game of Dick’s. Dick finished his mouthful; Fancy finished her crumb, and nothing was done beyond watching Geoffrey’s eyes. Then the hands slid apart; Fancy’s going over six inches of cloth, Dick’s over one. Geoffrey’s eye had risen.


  ‘I said Fred Shiner is a nice solid feller,’ he repeated more emphatically.


  ‘He is; yes, he is,’ stammered Dick; ‘but to me he is little more than a stranger.’


  ‘O, sure. Now I know en as well as any man can be known. And you know en very well too, don’t ye, Fancy?’


  Geoffrey put on a tone expressing that these words signified at present about one hundred times the amount of meaning they conveyed literally.


  Dick looked anxious.


  ‘Will you pass me some bread?’ said Fancy in a flurry, the red of her face becoming slightly disordered, and looking as solicitous as a human being could look about a piece of bread.


  ‘Ay, that I will,’ replied the unconscious Geoffrey. ‘Ay,’ he continued, returning to the displaced idea, ‘we are likely to remain friendly wi’ Mr. Shiner if the wheels d’run smooth.’


  ‘An excellent thing—a very capital thing, as I should say,’ the youth answered with exceeding relevance, considering that his thoughts, instead of following Geoffrey’s remark, were nestling at a distance of about two feet on his left the whole time.


  ‘A young woman’s face will turn the north wind, Master Richard: my heart if ’twon’t.’ Dick looked more anxious and was attentive in earnest at these words. ‘Yes; turn the north wind,’ added Geoffrey after an impressive pause. ‘And though she’s one of my own flesh and blood….’


  ‘Will you fetch down a bit of raw-mil’ cheese from pantry-shelf?’ Fancy interrupted as if she were famishing.


  ‘Ay, that I will, chiel; chiel, says I, and Mr. Shiner only asking last Saturday night … cheese you said, Fancy?’


  Dick controlled his emotion at these mysterious allusions to Mr. Shiner,—the better enabled to do so by perceiving that Fancy’s heart went not with her father’s—and spoke like a stranger to the affairs of the neighbourhood. ‘Yes, there’s a great deal to be said upon the power of maiden faces in settling your courses,’ he ventured, as the keeper retreated for the cheese.


  ‘The conversation is taking a very strange turn: nothing that I have ever done warrants such things being said!’ murmured Fancy with emphasis just loud enough to reach Dick’s ears.


  ‘You think to yourself, ’twas to be,’ cried Enoch from his distant corner, by way of filling up the vacancy caused by Geoffrey’s momentary absence. ‘And so you marry her, Master Dewy, and there’s an end o’t.’


  ‘Pray don’t say such things, Enoch,’ came from Fancy severely, upon which Enoch relapsed into servitude.


  ‘If we be doomed to marry, we marry; if we be doomed to remain single, we do,’ replied Dick.


  Geoffrey had by this time sat down again, and he now made his lips thin by severely straining them across his gums, and looked out of the window along the vista to the distant highway up Yalbury Hill. ‘That’s not the case with some folk,’ he said at length, as if he read the words on a board at the further end of the vista.


  Fancy looked interested, and Dick said, ‘No?’


  ‘There’s that wife o’ mine. It was her doom to be nobody’s wife at all in the wide universe. But she made up her mind that she would, and did it twice over. Doom? Doom is nothing beside a elderly woman—quite a chiel in her hands!’


  A movement was now heard along the upstairs passage, and footsteps descending. The door at the foot of the stairs opened and the second Mrs. Day appeared in view, looking fixedly at the table as she advanced towards it, with apparent obliviousness of the presence of any other human being than herself. In short, if the table had been the personages, and the persons the table, her glance would have been the most natural imaginable.


  She showed herself to possess an ordinary woman’s face, iron-grey hair, hardly any hips, and a great deal of cleanliness in a broad white apron-string as it appeared upon the waist of her dark stuff dress.


  ‘People will run away with a story now, I suppose,’ she began saying, ‘that Jane Day’s tablecloths are as poor and ragged as any union beggar’s!’


  Dick now perceived that the tablecloth was a little the worse for wear, and reflecting for a moment concluded that ‘people’ in step-mother language probably meant himself. On lifting his eyes he found that Mrs. Day had vanished again upstairs, and presently returned with an armful of new damask-linen tablecloths folded square and hard as boards by long compression. These she flounced down into a chair; then took one, shook it out from its folds, and spread it on the table by instalments, transferring the plates and dishes one by one from the old to the new cloth.


  ‘And I suppose they’ll say, too, that she ha’n’t a decent knife and fork in her house!’


  ‘I shouldn’t say any such ill-natured thing, I am sure—’ began Dick. But Mrs. Day had vanished into the next room. Fancy appeared distressed.


  ‘Very strange woman, isn’t she?’ said Geoffrey, quietly going on with his dinner. ‘But ’tis too late to attempt curing. My heart! ’tis so growed into her that ’twould kill her to take it out. Ay, she’s very queer: you’d be amazed to see what valuable goods we’ve got stowed away upstairs.’


  Back again came Mrs. Day with a box of bright steel horn-handled knives, silver-plated forks, carver, and all complete. These were wiped of the preservative oil which coated them, and then a knife and fork were laid down to each individual with a bang, the carving knife and fork thrust into the meat dish, and the old ones they had hitherto used tossed away.


  Geoffrey placidly cut a slice with the new knife and fork, and asked Dick if he wanted any more.


  The table had been spread for the mixed midday meal of dinner and tea which was common among frugal countryfolk. ‘The parishioners about here,’ continued Mrs. Day, not looking at any living being, but snatching up the brown delf tea-things, ‘are the laziest, gossipest, poachest, jailest set of any ever I came among. And they’ll talk about my teapot and tea-things next, I suppose!’ She vanished with the teapot, cups, and saucers, and reappeared with a tea-service in white china, and a packet wrapped in brown paper. This was removed, together with folds of tissue-paper underneath; and a brilliant silver teapot appeared.


  ‘I’ll help to put the things right,’ said Fancy soothingly, and rising from her seat. ‘I ought to have laid out better things, I suppose. But’ (here she enlarged her looks so as to include Dick) ‘I have been away from home a good deal, and I make shocking blunders in my housekeeping.’ Smiles and suavity were then dispensed all around by this bright little bird.


  After a little more preparation and modification Mrs. Day took her seat at the head of the table, and during the latter or tea division of the meal presided with much composure. It may cause some surprise to learn that, now her vagary was over, she showed herself to be an excellent person with much common sense, and even a religious seriousness of tone on matters pertaining to her afflictions.


  ♣


  VII


  Dick Makes Himself Useful


  The effect of Geoffrey’s incidental allusions to Mr. Shiner was to restrain a considerable flow of spontaneous chat that would otherwise have burst from young Dewy along the drive homeward. And a certain remark he had hazarded to her, in rather too blunt and eager a manner, kept the young lady herself even more silent than Dick. On both sides there was an unwillingness to talk on any but the most trivial subjects, and their sentences rarely took a larger form than could be expressed in two or three words.


  Owing to Fancy being later in the day than she had promised the charwoman had given up expecting her; whereupon Dick could do no less than stay and see her comfortably tided over the disagreeable time of entering and establishing herself in an empty house after an absence of a week. The additional furniture and utensils that had been brought (a canary and cage among the rest) were taken out of the vehicle, and the horse was unharnessed and put in the plot opposite, where there was some tender grass. Dick lighted the fire already laid; and activity began to loosen their tongues a little.


  ‘There!’ said Fancy, ‘we forgot to bring the fire-irons!’


  She had originally found in her sitting-room, to bear out the expression ‘nearly furnished’ which the school-manager had used in his letter to her, a table, three chairs, a fender, and a piece of carpet. This ‘nearly’ had been supplemented hitherto by a kind friend, who had lent her fire-irons and crockery until she should fetch some from home.


  Dick attended to the young lady’s fire, using his whip-handle for a poker till it was spoilt, and then flourishing a hurdle stick for the remainder of the time.


  ‘The kettle boils; now you shall have a cup of tea,’ said Fancy, diving into the hamper she had brought.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Dick, whose drive had made him ready for some, especially in her company.


  ‘Well, here’s only one cup-and-saucer, as I breathe! Whatever could mother be thinking about? Do you mind making shift, Mr. Dewy?’


  ‘Not at all, Miss Day,’ said that civil person.


  ‘—And only having a cup by itself? or a saucer by itself?’


  ‘Don’t mind in the least.’


  ‘Which do you mean by that?[’]


  ‘I mean the cup if you like the saucer.[’]


  ‘And the saucer if I like the cup?’


  ‘Exactly, Miss Day.’


  ‘Thank you, Mr. Dewy, for I like the cup decidedly. Stop a minute; there are no spoons now!’ She dived into the hamper again, and at the end of two or three minutes looked up and said, ‘I suppose you don’t mind if I can’t find a spoon?’


  ‘Not at all,’ said the agreeable Richard.


  ‘The fact is the spoons have slipped down somewhere; right under the other things. O yes, here’s one, and only one. You would rather have one than not I suppose, Mr. Dewy?’


  ‘Rather not. I never did care much about spoons.’


  ‘Then I’ll have it. I do care about them. You must stir up your tea with a knife. Would you mind lifting the kettle off, that it may not boil dry?’


  Dick leapt to the fireplace, and earnestly removed the kettle.


  ‘There! you did it so wildly that you have made your hand black. We always use kettle-holders; didn’t you learn housewifery as far as that, Mr. Dewy? Well, never mind the soot on your hand. Come here. I am going to rinse mine, too.’


  They went to a basin she had placed in the back room. ‘This is the only basin I have,’ she said. ‘Turn up your sleeves, and by that time my hands will be washed, and you can come.’


  Her hands were in the water now. ‘O, how vexing!’ she exclaimed. ‘There’s not a drop of water left for you unless you draw it, and the well is I don’t know how many furlongs deep; all that was in the pitcher I used for the kettle and this basin. Do you mind dipping the tips of your fingers in the same?’


  ‘Not at all. And to save time I won’t wait till you have done, if you have no objection?’


  Thereupon he plunged in his hands, and they paddled together. It being the first time in his life that he had touched female fingers under water, Dick duly registered the sensation as rather a nice one.


  ‘Really, I hardly know which are my own hands and which are yours, they have got so mixed up together,’ she said, withdrawing her own very suddenly.


  ‘It doesn’t matter at all,’ said Dick, ‘at least as far as I am concerned.’


  ‘There! no towel! Whoever thinks of a towel till the hands are wet?’


  ‘Nobody.’


  ‘“Nobody.” How very dull it is when people are so friendly! Come here, Mr. Dewy. Now do you think you could lift the lid of that box with your elbow, and then, with something or other, take out a towel you will find under the clean clothes? Be sure don’t touch any of them with your wet hands, for the things at the top are all Starched and Ironed.’


  Dick managed by the aid of a knife and fork to extract a towel from under a muslin dress without wetting the latter; and for a moment he ventured to assume a tone of criticism.


  ‘I fear for that dress,’ he said, as they wiped their hands together.


  ‘What?’ said Miss Day, looking into the box at the dress alluded to. ‘O, I know what you mean—that the vicar will never let me wear muslin?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I know it is condemned by all orders in the church as flaunting, and unfit for common wear for girls who’ve their living to get; but we’ll see.’


  ‘In the interest of the church I hope you don’t speak seriously.’


  ‘Yes, I do; but we’ll see.’ There was a comely determination on her lip, very pleasant to a beholder who was neither bishop, priest, nor deacon. ‘I think I can manage any vicar’s views about me if he’s under forty.’


  Dick rather wished she had never thought of managing vicars.


  ‘I certainly shall be glad to get some of your delicious tea,’ he said in rather a free way, yet modestly, as became one in a position between that of visitor and inmate, and looking wistfully at his lonely saucer.


  ‘So shall I. Now is there anything else we want, Mr. Dewy?’


  ‘I really think there’s nothing else, Miss Day.’


  She prepared to sit down, looking musingly out of the window at Smart’s enjoyment of the rich grass. ‘Nobody seems to care about me,’ she murmured, with large lost eyes fixed upon the sky beyond Smart.


  ‘Perhaps Mr. Shiner does,’ said Dick, in the tone of a slightly injured man.


  ‘Yes, I forgot—he does, I know.’ Dick precipitately regretted that he had suggested Shiner since it had produced such a miserable result as this.


  ‘I’ll warrant you’ll care for somebody very much indeed another day, won’t you, Mr. Dewy?’ she continued, looking very feelingly into the mathematical centre of his eyes.


  ‘Ah, I’ll warrant I shall,’ said Dick, feelingly too, and looking back into her dark pupils, whereupon they were turned aside.


  ‘I meant,’ she went on, preventing him from speaking just as he was going to narrate a forcible story about his feelings; ‘I meant that nobody comes to see if I have returned—not even the vicar.’


  ‘If you want to see him, I’ll call at the vicarage directly we have had some tea.’


  ‘No, no! Don’t let him come down here, whatever you do, whilst I am in such a state of disarrangement. Parsons look so miserable and awkward when one’s house is in a muddle; walking about and making impossible suggestions in quaint academic phrases till your flesh creeps and you wish them dead. Do you take sugar?’


  Mr. Maybold was at this instant seen coming up the path.


  ‘There! That’s he coming! How I wish you were not here!—that is, how awkward—dear, dear!’ she exclaimed, with a quick ascent of blood to her face, and irritated with Dick rather than the vicar, as it seemed.


  ‘Pray don’t be alarmed on my account, Miss Day—good-afternoon!’ said Dick in a huff, putting on his hat and leaving the room hastily by the back-door.


  The horse was caught and put in, and on mounting the shafts to start he saw through the window the vicar, standing upon some books piled in a chair, and driving a nail into the wall; Fancy, with a demure glance, holding the canary-cage up to him as if she had never in her life thought of anything but vicars and canaries.


  ♣


  VIII


  Dick Meets his Father


  For several minutes Dick drove along homeward, with the inner eye of reflection so anxiously set on his passages at arms with Fancy that the road and scenery were as a thin mist over the real pictures of his mind. Was she a coquette? The balance between the evidence that she did love him and that she did not was so nicely struck that his opinion had no stability. She had let him put his hand upon hers; she had allowed her gaze to drop plumb into the depths of his—his into hers—three or four times; her manner had been very free with regard to the basin and towel; she had appeared vexed at the mention of Shiner. On the other hand, she had driven him about the house like a quiet dog or cat, said Shiner cared for her, and seemed anxious that Mr. Maybold should do the same.


  Thinking thus as he neared the handpost at Mellstock Cross, sitting on the front board of the spring cart—his legs on the outside, and his whole frame jigging up and down like a candle-flame to the time of Smart’s trotting—who should he see coming down the hill but his father in the light wagon, quivering up and down on a smaller scale of shakes, those merely caused by the stones in the road. They were soon crossing each other’s front.


  ‘Weh-hey!’ said the tranter to Smiler.


  ‘Weh-hey!’ said Dick to Smart, in an echo of the same voice.


  ‘Th’st hauled her back, I suppose?’ Reuben inquired peaceably.


  ‘Yes,’ said Dick, with such a clinching period at the end that it seemed he was never going to add another word. Smiler, thinking this the close of the conversation, prepared to move on.


  ‘Weh-hey!’ said the tranter. ‘I tell thee what it is, Dick. That there maid is taking up thy thoughts more than’s good for thee, my sonny. Thou’rt never happy now unless th’rt making thyself miserable about her in one way or another.’


  ‘I don’t know about that, father,’ said Dick rather stupidly.


  ‘But I do—Wey, Smiler!—’Od rot the women, ’tis nothing else wi’ ’em nowadays but getting young men and leading ’em astray.’


  ‘Pooh, father! you just repeat what all the common world says; that’s all you do.’


  ‘The world’s a very sensible feller on things in jineral, Dick; very sensible indeed.’


  Dick looked into the distance at a vast expanse of mortgaged estate. ‘I wish I was as rich as a squire when he’s as poor as a crow,’ he murmured; ‘I’d soon ask Fancy something.’


  ‘I wish so too, wi’ all my heart, sonny; that I do. Well, mind what beest about, that’s all.’


  Smart moved on a step or two. ‘Supposing now, father,—We-hey, Smart!—I did think a little about her, and I had a chance, which I ha’n’t; don’t you think she’s a very good sort of—of—one?’


  ‘Ay, good; she’s good enough. When you’ve made up your mind to marry, take the first respectable body that comes to hand—she’s as good as any other; they be all alike in the groundwork; ’tis only in the flourishes there’s a difference. She’s good enough; but I can’t see what the nation a young feller like you—wi’ a comfortable house and home, and father and mother to take care o’ thee, and who sent ’ee to a school so good that ’twas hardly fair to the other children—should want to go hollering after a young woman for, when she’s quietly making a husband in her pocket, and not troubled by chick nor chiel, to make a poverty-stric’ wife and family of her, and neither hat, cap, wig, nor waistcoat to set ’em up with: be drowned if I can see it, and that’s the long and short o’t, my sonny!’


  Dick looked at Smart’s ears, then up the hill; but no reason was suggested by any object that met his gaze.


  ‘For about the same reason that you did, father, I suppose.’


  ‘Dang it, my sonny, thou’st got me there!’ And the tranter gave vent to a grim admiration, with the mien of a man who was too magnanimous not to appreciate artistically a slight rap on the knuckles, even if they were his own.


  ‘Whether or no,’ said Dick, ‘I asked her a thing going along the road.’


  ‘Come to that, is it? Turk! won’t thy mother be in a taking! Well, she’s ready, I don’t doubt?’


  ‘I didn’t ask her anything about having me; and if you’ll let me speak, I’ll tell ’ee what I want to know. I just said, Did she care about me?’


  ‘Piph-ph-ph!’


  ‘And then she said nothing for a quarter of a mile, and then she said she didn’t know. Now, what I want to know is, what was the meaning of that speech?’ The latter words were spoken resolutely, as if he didn’t care for the ridicule of all the fathers in creation.


  ‘The meaning of that speech is,’ the tranter replied deliberately, ‘that the meaning is meant to be rather hid at present. Well, Dick, as an honest father to thee, I don’t pretend to deny what you d’know well enough; that is, that her father being rather better in the pocket than we, I should welcome her ready enough if it must be somebody.’


  ‘But what d’ye think she really did mean?’ said the unsatisfied Dick.


  ‘I’m afeard I am not o’ much account in guessing, especially as I was not there when she said it, and seeing that your mother was the only ’ooman I ever cam’ into such close quarters as that with.’


  ‘And what did mother say to you when you asked her?’ said Dick musingly.


  ‘I don’t see that that will help ’ee.’


  ‘The principle is the same.’


  ‘Well—ay: what did she say? Let’s see. I was oiling my working-day boots without taking ’em off, and wi’ my head hanging down, when she just brushed on by the garden hatch like a flittering leaf. “Ann,” I said says I, and then,—but, Dick, I’m afeard ’twill be no help to thee; for we were such a rum couple, your mother and I, leastways one half was, that is myself—and your mother’s charms was more in the manner than the material.’


  ‘Never mind! “Ann,” said you.’


  ‘“Ann,” said I, as I was saying … “Ann,” I said to her when I was oiling my working-day boots wi’ my head hanging down, “Woot hae me?” …. What came next I can’t quite call up at this distance o’ time. Perhaps your mother would know,—she’s got a better memory for her little triumphs than I. However, the long and the short o’ the story is that we were married somehow, as I found afterwards. ’Twas on White Tuesday,—Mellstock Club walked the same day, every man two and two, and a fine day ’twas,—hot as fire; how the sun did strike down upon my back going to church! I well can mind what a bath o’ sweating I was in, body and soul! But Fance will ha’ thee, Dick—she won’t walk with another chap—no such good luck.’


  ‘I don’t know about that,’ said Dick, whipping at Smart’s flank in a fanciful way which, as Smart knew, meant nothing in connection with going on. ‘There’s Pa’son Maybold, too—that’s all against me.’


  ‘What about he? She’s never been stuffing into thy innocent heart that he’s in love with her? Lord, the vanity o’ maidens!’


  ‘No, no. But he called, and she looked at him in such a way, and at me in such a way—quite different the ways were,—and as I was coming off there was he hanging up her birdcage.’


  ‘Well, why shouldn’t the man hang up her bird-cage? Turk seize it all, what’s that got to do wi’ it? Dick, that thou beest a white-lyvered chap I don’t say, but if thou beestn’t as mad as a cappel-faced bull let me smile no more.’


  ‘O, ay.’


  ‘And what’s think now, Dick?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Here’s another pretty kettle o’ fish for thee. Who d’ye think’s the bitter weed in our being turned out? Did our party tell ’ee?’


  ‘No. Why, Pa’son Maybold, I suppose.’


  ‘Shiner,—because he’s in love with thy young woman, and d’want to see her young figure sitting up at that queer instrument, and her young fingers rum-strumming upon the keys.’


  A sharp ado of sweet and bitter was going on in Dick during this communication from his father. ‘Shiner’s a fool!—no, that’s not it; I don’t believe any such thing, father. Why, Shiner would never take a bold step like that unless she’d been a little made up to, and had taken it kindly. Pooh!’


  ‘Who’s to say she didn’t?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘The more fool you.’


  ‘Why, father of me?’


  ‘Has she ever done more to thee?[’]


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then she has done as much to he—rot ’em! Now, Dick, this is how a maid is. She’ll swear she’s dying for thee, and she is dying for thee, and she will die for thee; but she’ll fling a look over t’other shoulder at another young feller, though never leaving off dying for thee just the same.’


  ‘She’s not dying for me, and so she didn’t fling a look at him.’


  ‘But she may be dying for him, for she looked at thee.’


  ‘I don’t know what to make of it at all,’ said Dick gloomily.


  ‘All I can make of it is,’ the tranter said, raising his whip, arranging his different joints and muscles, and motioning to the horse to move on, ‘that if you can’t read a maid’s mind by her motions, nature d’seem to say thou’st ought to be a bachelor. Clk, clk! Smiler!’ And the tranter moved on.


  Dick held Smart’s rein firmly, and the whole concern of horse, cart, and man remained rooted in the lane. How long this condition would have lasted is unknown, had not Dick’s thoughts, after adding up numerous items of misery, gradually wandered round to the fact that as something must be done it could not be done by staying there all night.


  Reaching home he went up to his bedroom, shut the door as if he were going to be seen no more in this life, and taking a sheet of paper and uncorking the ink-bottle he began a letter. The dignity of the writer’s mind was so powerfully apparent in every line of this effusion that it obscured the logical sequence of facts and intentions to an appreciable degree; and it was not at all clear to a reader whether he there and then left off loving Miss Fancy Day; whether he had never loved her seriously and never meant to; whether he had been dying up to the present moment and now intended to get well again; or whether he had hitherto been in good health and intended to die for her forthwith.


  He put this letter in an envelope, sealed it up, directed it in a stern handwriting of straight dashes—easy flourishes being rigorously excluded. He walked with it in his pocket down the lane in strides not an inch less than three feet long. Reaching her gate he put on a resolute expression—then put it off again, turned back homeward, tore up his letter, and sat down.


  That letter was altogether in a wrong tone—that he must own. A heartless man-of-the-world tone was what the juncture required. That he rather wanted her, and rather did not want her—the latter for choice; but that as a member of society he didn’t mind making a query in jaunty terms, which could only be answered in the same way: did she mean anything by her bearing towards him, or did she not?


  This letter was considered so satisfactory in every way that, being put into the hands of a little boy and the order given that he was to run with it to the school, he was told in addition not to look behind him if Dick called after him to bring it back, but to run along with it just the same. Having taken this precaution against vacillation Dick watched his messenger down the road, and turned into the house whistling an air in such ghastly jerks and starts that whistling seemed to be the act the very furthest removed from that which was instinctive in such a youth.


  The letter was left as ordered: the next morning came and passed—and no answer. The next. The next. Friday night came. Dick resolved that if no answer or sign were given by her the next day, on Sunday he would meet her face to face, and have it all out by word of mouth.


  ‘Dick,’ said his father, coming in from the garden at that moment—in each hand a hive of bees tied in a cloth to prevent their egress—‘I think you’d better take these two swarms of bees to Mrs. Maybold’s to-morrow, instead o’ me, and I’ll go wi’ Smiler and the wagon.’


  It was a relief; for Mrs. Maybold, the vicar’s mother, who had just taken into her head a fancy for keeping bees (pleasantly disguised under the pretence of its being an economical wish to produce her own honey), lived near the watering-place of Budmouth Regis, ten miles off, and the business of transporting the hives thither would occupy the whole day, and to some extent annihilate the vacant time between this evening and the coming Sunday. The best spring-cart was washed throughout, the axles oiled, and the bees placed therein for the journey.


  ♣


  Part the Third


  Summer


  I


  Driving out of Budmouth


  An easy bend of neck and graceful set of head; full and wavy bundles of dark-brown hair; light fall of little feet; pretty devices on the skirt of the dress; clear deep eyes; in short, a bunch of sweets: it was Fancy! Dick’s heart went round to her with a rush.


  The scene was the corner of Mary Street in Budmouth-Regis, near the King’s statue, at which point the white angle of the last house in the row cut perpendicularly an embayed and nearly motionless expanse of salt water projected from the outer ocean—to-day lit in bright tones of green and opal. Dick and Smart had just emerged from the street, and there on the right, against the brilliant sheet of liquid colour, stood Fancy Day; and she turned and recognized him.


  Dick suspended his thoughts of the letter and wonder at how she came there by driving close to the chains of the Esplanade—incontinently displacing two chairmen, who had just come to life for the summer in new clean shirts and revivified clothes, and being almost displaced in turn by a rigid boy rattling along with a baker’s cart and looking neither to the right nor the left. He asked if she were going to Mellstock that night.


  ‘Yes, I’m waiting for the carrier,’ she replied, seeming, too, to suspend thoughts of the letter.


  ‘Now I can drive you home nicely, and you save half an hour. Will ye come with me?’


  As Fancy’s power to will anything seemed to have departed in some mysterious manner at that moment, Dick settled the matter by getting out and assisting her into the vehicle without another word.


  The temporary flush upon her cheek changed to a lesser hue which was permanent, and at length their eyes met; there was present between them a certain feeling of embarrassment, which arises at such moments when all the instinctive acts dictated by the position have been performed. Dick, being engaged with the reins, thought less of this awkwardness than did Fancy, who had nothing to do but to feel his presence, and to be more and more conscious of the fact that by accepting a seat beside him in this way she succumbed to the tone of his note. Smart jogged along, and Dick jogged, and the helpless Fancy necessarily jogged too; and she felt that she was in a measure captured and made a prisoner.


  ‘I am so much obliged to you for your company, Miss Day,’ he observed, as they drove past the two semicircular bays of the Old Royal Hotel, where His Majesty King George the Third had many a time attended the balls of the burgesses.


  To Miss Day, crediting him with the same consciousness of mastery—a consciousness of which he was perfectly innocent—this remark sounded like a magnanimous intention to soothe her, the captive.


  ‘I didn’t come for the pleasure of obliging you with my company,’ she said.


  The answer had an unexpected manner of incivility in it that must have been rather surprising to young Dewy. At the same time it may be observed that when a young woman returns a rude answer to a young man’s civil remark her heart is in a state which argues rather hopefully for his case than otherwise.


  There was silence between them till they had left the sea-front and passed about twenty of the trees that ornamented the road leading up out of the town towards Casterbridge and Mellstock.


  ‘Though I didn’t come for that purpose either, I would have done it,’ said Dick at the twenty-first tree.


  ‘Now, Mr. Dewy, no flirtation, because it’s wrong, and I don’t wish it.’


  Dick seated himself afresh just as he had been sitting before, arranged his looks very emphatically, and cleared his throat.


  ‘Really, anybody would think you had met me on business and were just going to commence,’ said the lady intractably.


  ‘Yes, they would.’


  ‘Why, you never have, to be sure!’


  This was a shaky beginning. He chopped round and said cheerily, as a man who had resolved never to spoil his jollity by loving one of womankind—


  ‘Well, how are you getting on Miss Day at the present time? Gaily, I don’t doubt for a moment.’


  ‘I am not gay, Dick; you know that.’


  ‘Gaily doesn’t mean decked in gay dresses.’


  ‘I didn’t suppose gaily was gaily dressed. Mighty me, what a scholar you’ve grown!’


  ‘Lots of things have happened to you this spring, I see.’


  ‘What have you seen?’


  ‘O, nothing; I’ve heard, I mean!’


  ‘What have you heard?’


  ‘The name of a pretty man with brass studs, and a copper ring, and a tin watch-chain, a little mixed up with your own. That’s all.’


  ‘That’s a very unkind picture of Mr. Shiner, for that’s who you mean! The studs are gold as you know, and its [it’s] a real silver chain; the ring I can’t conscientiously defend, and he only wore it once.’


  ‘He might have worn it a hundred times without showing it half so much.’


  ‘Well, he’s nothing to me,’ she serenely observed.


  ‘Not any more than I am?’


  ‘Now, Mr. Dewy,’ said Fancy severely, ‘certainly he isn’t any more to me than you are!’


  ‘Not so much?’


  She looked aside to consider the precise compass of that question. ‘That I can’t exactly answer,’ she replied with soft archness.


  As they were going rather slowly another spring-cart, containing a farmer, farmer’s wife, and farmer’s man, jogged past them; and the farmer’s wife and farmer’s man eyed the couple very curiously. The farmer never looked up from the horse’s tail.


  ‘Why can’t you exactly answer?’ said Dick, quickening Smart a little, and jogging on just behind the farmer and farmer’s wife and man.


  As no answer came, and as their eyes had nothing else to do, they both contemplated the picture presented in front, and noticed how the farmer’s wife sat flattened between the two men, who bulged over each end of the seat to give her room till they almost sat upon their respective wheels; and they looked too at the farmer’s wife’s silk mantle inflating itself between her shoulders like a balloon and sinking flat again at each jog of the horse. The farmer’s wife, feeling their eyes sticking into her back, looked over her shoulder. Dick dropped ten yards further behind.


  ‘Fancy, why can’t you answer?’ he repeated.


  ‘Because how much you are to me depends upon how much I am to you,’ said she in low tones.


  ‘Everything,’ said Dick, putting his hand towards hers and casting emphatic eyes upon the upper curve of her cheek.


  ‘Now, Richard Dewy, no touching me! I didn’t say in what way your thinking of me affected the question—perhaps inversely, don’t you see? No touching, sir! Look; goodness me, don’t, Dick!’


  The cause of her sudden start was the unpleasant appearance over Dick’s right shoulder of an empty timber-wagon and four journeymen-carpenters reclining in lazy postures inside it, their eyes directed upwards at various oblique angles into the surrounding world, the chief object of their existence being apparently to criticize to the very backbone and marrow every animate object that came within the compass of their vision. This difficulty of Dick’s was overcome by trotting on till the wagon and carpenters were beginning to look rather misty by reason of a film of dust that accompanied their wagon-wheels and rose around their heads like a fog.


  ‘Say you love me, Fancy.’


  ‘No, Dick, certainly not; ’tisn’t time to do that yet.’


  ‘Why, Fancy?’


  ‘“Miss Day” is better at present—don’t mind my saying so; and I ought not to have called you Dick.’


  ‘Nonsense! when you know that I would do anything on earth for your love. Why, you make any one think that loving is a thing that can be done and undone, and put on and put off at a mere whim.’


  ‘No, no, I don’t,’ she said gently; ‘but there are things which tell me I ought not to give way to much thinking about you, even if—’


  ‘But you want to, don’t you? Yes, say you do; it is best to be truthful. Whatever they may say about a woman’s right to conceal where her love lies, and pretend it doesn’t exist, and things like that, it is not best; I do know it, Fancy. And an honest woman in that, as well as in all her daily concerns, shines most brightly, and is thought most of in the long-run.’


  ‘Well then, perhaps, Dick, I do love you a little,’ she whispered tenderly; ‘but I wish you wouldn’t say any more now.’


  ‘I won’t say any more now, then, if you don’t like it, dear. But you do love me a little, don’t you?’


  ‘Now you ought not to want me to keep saying things twice; I can’t say any more now, and you must be content with what you have.’


  ‘I may at any rate call you Fancy? There’s no harm in that.’


  ‘Yes, you may.[’]


  ‘And you’ll not call me Mr. Dewy any more?’


  ‘Very well.’


  ♣


  II


  Further along the Road


  Dick’s spirits having risen in the course of these admissions of his sweetheart he now touched Smart with the whip; and on Smart’s neck, not far behind his ears. Smart, who had been lost in thought for some time, never dreaming that Dick could reach so far with a whip which, on this particular journey, had never been extended further than his flank, tossed his head and scampered along with exceeding briskness, which was very pleasant to the young couple behind him till, turning a bend in the road, they came instantly upon the farmer, farmer’s man, and farmer’s wife with the flapping mantle, all jogging on just the same as ever.


  ‘Bother those people! Here we are upon them again.’


  ‘Well, of course. They have as much right to the road as we.’


  ‘Yes, but it is provoking to be overlooked so. I like a road all to myself. Look what a lumbering affair theirs is!’ The wheels of the farmer’s cart just at that moment jogged into a depression running across the road, giving the cart a twist, whereupon all three nodded to the left, and on coming out of it all three nodded to the right, and went on jerking their backs in and out as usual. ‘We’ll pass them when the road gets wider.’


  When an opportunity seemed to offer itself for carrying this intention into effect they heard light flying wheels behind, and on their quartering there whizzed along past them a brand-new gig, so brightly polished that the spokes of the wheels sent forth a continual quivering light at one point in their circle, and all the panels glared like mirrors in Dick and Fancy’s eyes. The driver, and owner as it appeared, was really a handsome man; his companion was Shiner. Both turned round as they passed Dick and Fancy and stared with bold admiration in her face till they were obliged to attend to the operation of passing the farmer. Dick glanced for an instant at Fancy while she was undergoing their scrutiny; then returned to his driving with rather a sad countenance.


  ‘Why are you so silent?’ she said after a while, with real concern.


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Yes, it is, Dick. I couldn’t help those people passing.’


  ‘I know that.’


  ‘You look offended with me. What have I done?’


  ‘I can’t tell without offending you.’


  ‘Better out.’


  ‘Well,’ said Dick, who seemed longing to tell even at the risk of offending her, ‘I was thinking how different you in love are from me in love. Whilst those men were staring you dismissed me from your thoughts altogether and—’


  ‘You can’t offend me further now; tell all!’


  ‘And showed upon your face a pleased sense of being attractive to ’em.’


  ‘Don’t be silly, Dick! You know very well I didn’t.’


  Dick shook his head sceptically and smiled.


  ‘Dick, I always believe flattery if possible—and it was possible then. Now there’s an open confession of weakness. But I showed no consciousness of it.’


  Dick, perceiving by her look that she would adhere to her statement, charitably forbore saying anything that could make her prevaricate. The sight of Shiner, too, had recalled another branch of the subject to his mind; that which had been his greatest trouble till her company and words had obscured its probability.


  ‘By the way, Fancy, do you know why our quire is to be dismissed?’


  ‘No: except that it is Mr. Maybold’s wish for me to play the organ.’


  ‘Do you know how it came to be his wish?’


  ‘That I don’t.’


  ‘Mr. Shiner, being churchwarden, has persuaded the vicar; who, however, was willing enough before. Shiner, I know, is crazy to see you playing every Sunday; I suppose he’ll turn over your music, for the organ will be close to his pew. But—I know you have never encouraged him?’


  ‘Never once!’ said Fancy emphatically, and with eyes full of earnest truth. ‘I don’t like him indeed, and I never heard of his doing this before! I have always felt that I should like to play in a church, but I never wished to turn you and your choir out; and I never even said that I could play till I was asked. You don’t think for a moment that I did, surely, do you?’


  ‘I know you didn’t, dear.’


  ‘Or that I care the least morsel of a bit for him?’


  ‘I know you don’t.’


  The distance between Budmouth and Mellstock was ten or eleven miles, and there being a good inn, ‘The Ship,’ four miles out of Budmouth, with a mast and cross-trees in front, Dick’s custom in driving thither was to divide his journey into three stages by resting at this inn going and coming, and not troubling the Budmouth stables at all, whenever his visit to the town was a mere call and deposit, as to-day.


  Fancy was ushered into a little tea-room and Dick went to the stables to see to the feeding of Smart. In face of the significant twitches of feature that were visible in the ostler and labouring men idling around, Dick endeavoured to look unconscious of the fact that there was any sentiment between him and Fancy beyond a tranter’s desire to carry a passenger home. He presently entered the inn and opened the door of Fancy’s room.


  ‘Dick, do you know, it has struck me that it is rather awkward my being here alone with you like this. I don’t think you had better come in with me.’


  ‘That’s rather unpleasant, dear.’


  ‘Yes, it is, and I wanted you to have some tea as well as myself too, because you must be tired.’


  ‘Well, let me have some with you, then. I was denied once before, if you recollect, Fancy.’


  ‘Yes, yes, never mind! And it seems unfriendly of me now, but I don’t know what to do.’


  ‘It shall be as you say, then.’ Dick began to retreat with a dissatisfied wrinkling of face, and a farewell glance at the cosy tea-tray.


  ‘But you don’t see how it is, Dick, when you speak like that,’ she said with more earnestness than she had ever shown before. ‘You do know that even if I care very much for you I must remember that I have a difficult position to maintain. The vicar would not like me, as his schoolmistress, to indulge in a tête-à-tête anywhere with anybody.’


  ‘But I am not any body!’ exclaimed Dick.


  ‘No, no, I mean with a young man;’ and she added softly, ‘unless I were really engaged to be married to him.’


  ‘Is that all? Then, dearest, dearest, why we’ll be engaged at once, to be sure we will, and down I sit! There it is, as easy as a glove!’


  ‘Ah! but suppose I won’t! And, goodness me, what have I done!’ she faltered, getting very red. ‘Positively, it seems as if I meant you to say that!’


  ‘Let’s do it! I mean get engaged,’ said Dick. ‘Now, Fancy, will you be my wife?’


  ‘Do you know, Dick, it was rather unkind of you to say what you did coming along the road,’ she remarked as if she had not heard the latter part of his speech; though an acute observer might have noticed about her breast as the word ‘wife’ fell from Dick’s lips a soft silent escape of breaths, with very short rests between each.


  ‘What did I say?’


  ‘About my trying to look attractive to those men in the gig.’


  ‘You couldn’t help looking so, whether you tried or no. And, Fancy, you do care for me?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Very much?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And you’ll be my own wife?’


  Her heart quickened, adding to and withdrawing from her cheek varying tones of red to match each varying thought. Dick looked expectantly at the ripe tint of her delicate mouth, waiting for what was coming forth.


  ‘Yes—if father will let me.’


  Dick drew himself close to her, compressing his lips and pouting them out as if he were about to whistle the softest melody known.


  ‘O no!’ said Fancy solemnly.


  The modest Dick drew back a little.


  ‘Dick, Dick, kiss me and let me go instantly!—here’s somebody coming!’ she whisperingly exclaimed.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Half an hour afterwards Dick emerged from the inn, and if Fancy’s lips had been real cherries probably Dick’s would have appeared deeply stained. The landlord was standing in the yard.


  ‘Heu-heu! hay-hay, Master Dewy? Ho-ho!’ he laughed, letting the laugh slip out gently and by degrees that it might make little noise in its exit, and smiting Dick under the fifth rib at the same time. ‘This will never do, upon my life, Master Dewy! calling for tay for a feymel passenger, and then going in and sitting down and having some too, and biding such a fine long time!’


  ‘But surely you know?’ said Dick, with great apparent surprise. ‘Yes, yes! Ha-ha!’ smiting the landlord under the ribs in return.


  ‘Why, what? Yes, yes; ha-ha!’


  ‘You know, of course!’


  ‘Yes, of course! But—that is—I don’t.’


  ‘Why about—between that young lady and me?’ nodding to the window of the room that Fancy occupied.


  ‘No; not I!’ said the innkeeper, bringing his eyes into circles.


  ‘And you don’t!’


  ‘Not a word, I’ll take my oath!’


  ‘But you laughed when I laughed.’


  ‘Ay, that was me sympathy; so did you when I laughed!’


  ‘Really, you don’t know? Goodness—not knowing that!’


  ‘I’ll take my oath I don’t!’


  ‘O yes,’ said Dick, with frigid rhetoric of pitying astonishment, ‘we’re engaged to be married, you see, and I naturally look after her.’


  ‘Of course, of course! I didn’t know that, and I hope ye’ll excuse any little freedom of mine, Mr. Dewy. But it is a very odd thing; I was talking to your father very intimate about family matters only last Friday in the world, and who should come in but Keeper Day, and we all then fell a-talking o’ family matters; but neither one o’ them said a mortal word about it; knowen me too so many years, and I at your father’s own wedding. ’Tisn’t what I should have expected from an old neighbour!’


  ‘Well, to say the truth, we hadn’t told father of the engagement at that time; in fact, ’twasn’t settled.’


  ‘Ah! the business was done Sunday. Yes, yes, Sunday’s the courting day. Heu-heu!’


  ‘No, ’twasn’t done Sunday in particular.’


  ‘After school-hours this week? Well, a very good time, a very proper good time.’


  ‘O no, ’twasn’t done then.’


  ‘Coming along the road to-day then, I suppose?’


  ‘Not at all; I wouldn’t think of getting engaged in a dog-cart.’


  ‘Dammy—might as well have said at once the when be blowed! Anyhow, ’tis a fine day, and I hope next time you’ll come as one.’


  Fancy was duly brought out and assisted into the vehicle, and the newly affianced youth and maiden passed up the steep hill to the Ridgeway, and vanished in the direction of Mellstock.


  ♣


  III


  A Confession


  It was a morning of the latter summer-time; a morning of lingering dews, when the grass is never dry in the shade. Fuchsias and dahlias were laden till eleven o’clock with small drops and dashes of water, changing the colour of their sparkle at every movement of the air; and elsewhere hanging on twigs like small silver fruit. The threads of garden spiders appeared thick and polished. In the dry and sunny places dozens of long-legged crane-flies whizzed off the grass at every step the passer took.


  Fancy Day and her friend Susan Dewy the tranter’s daughter were in such a spot as this, pulling down a bough laden with early apples. Three months had elapsed since Dick and Fancy had journeyed together from Budmouth, and the course of their love had run on vigorously during the whole time. There had been just enough difficulty attending its development, and just enough finesse required in keeping it private, to lend the passion an ever-increasing freshness on Fancy’s part, whilst, whether from these accessories or not, Dick’s heart had been at all times as fond as could be desired. But there was a cloud on Fancy’s horizon now.


  ‘She is so well off—better than any of us,’ Susan Dewy was saying. ‘Her father farms five hundred acres, and she might marry a doctor or curate or anything of that kind if she contrived a little.’


  ‘I don’t think Dick ought to have gone to that gipsy-party at all when he knew I couldn’t go,’ replied Fancy uneasily.


  ‘He didn’t know that you would not be there till it was too late to refuse the invitation,’ said Susan.


  ‘And what was she like? Tell me.’


  ‘Well, she was rather pretty, I must own.’


  ‘Tell straight on about her, can’t you! Come, do, Susan. How many times did you say he danced with her?’


  ‘Once.’


  ‘Twice, I think you said?’


  ‘Indeed I’m sure I didn’t.’


  ‘Well, and he wanted to again, I expect.’


  ‘No; I don’t think he did. She wanted to dance with him again bad enough, I know. Everybody does with Dick, because he’s so handsome and such a clever courter.’


  ‘O, I wish!—How did you say she wore her hair?’


  ‘In long curls,—and her hair is light, and it curls without being put in paper: that’s how it is she’s so attractive.’


  ‘She’s trying to get him away! yes, yes, she is! And through keeping this miserable school I mustn’t wear my hair in curls! But I will; I don’t care if I leave the school and go home, I will wear my curls! Look, Susan, do! is her hair as soft and long as this?’ Fancy pulled from its coil under her hat a twine of her own hair and stretched it down her shoulder to show its length, looking at Susan to catch her opinion from her eyes.


  ‘It is about the same length as that, I think,’ said Miss Dewy.


  Fancy paused hopelessly. ‘I wish mine was lighter, like hers!’ she continued mournfully. ‘But hers isn’t so soft, is it? Tell me, now.’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  Fancy abstractedly extended her vision to survey a yellow butterfly and a red-and-black butterfly that were flitting along in company, and then became aware that Dick was advancing up the garden.


  ‘Susan, here’s Dick coming; I suppose that’s because we’ve been talking about him.’


  ‘Well, then, I shall go indoors now—you won’t want me;’ and Susan turned practically and walked off.


  Enter the single-minded Dick, whose only fault at the gipsying, or picnic, had been that of loving Fancy too exclusively and depriving himself of the innocent pleasure the gathering might have afforded him, by sighing regretfully at her absence,—who had danced with the rival in sheer despair of ever being able to get through that stale, flat, and unprofitable afternoon in any other way; but this she would not believe.


  Fancy had settled her plan of emotion. To reproach Dick? O no, no. ‘I am in great trouble,’ said she, taking what was intended to be a hopelessly melancholy survey of a few small apples lying under the tree; yet a critical ear might have noticed in her voice a tentative tone as to the effect of the words upon Dick when she uttered them.


  ‘What are you in trouble about? Tell me of it,’ said Dick earnestly. ‘Darling, I will share it with ’ee and help ’ee.’


  ‘No, no: you can’t! Nobody can!’


  ‘Why not? You don’t deserve it, whatever it is. Tell me, dear.’


  ‘O, it isn’t what you think! It is dreadful: my own sin!’


  ‘Sin, Fancy! as if you could sin! I know it can’t be.’


  ‘’Tis, ’tis!’ said the young lady, in a pretty little frenzy of sorrow. ‘I have done wrong, and I don’t like to tell it! Nobody will forgive me, nobody! and you above all will not! … I have allowed myself to—to—fl—’


  ‘What,—not flirt!’ he said, controlling his emotion as it were by a sudden pressure inward from his surface. ‘And you said only the day before yesterday that you hadn’t flirted in your life!’


  ‘Yes, I did; and that was a wicked story! I have let another love me, and—’


  ‘Good G—! Well, I’ll forgive you,—yes, if you couldn’t help it,—yes, I will!’ said the now dismal Dick. ‘Did you encourage him?’


  ‘O,—I don’t know,—yes—no. O, I think so!’


  ‘Who was it?’


  A pause.


  ‘Tell me!’


  ‘Mr. Shiner.[’]


  After a silence that was only disturbed by the fall of an apple, a long-checked sigh from Dick, and a sob from Fancy, he said with real austerity—


  ‘Tell it all;—every word!’


  ‘He looked at me, and I looked at him, and he said, “Will you let me show you how to catch bullfinches down here by the stream?” And I—wanted to know very much—I did so long to have a bullfinch! I couldn’t help that!—and I said, “Yes!” and then he said, “Come here.” And I went with him down to the lovely river, and then he said to me, “Look and see how I do it, and then you’ll know: I put this birdlime round this twig, and then I go here,” he said, “and hide away under a bush; and presently clever Mister Bird comes and perches upon the twig, and flaps his wings, and you’ve got him before you can say Jack”—something; O, O, O, I forget what!’


  ‘Jack Sprat,’ mournfully suggested Dick through the cloud of his misery.


  ‘No, not Jack Sprat,’ she sobbed.


  ‘Then ’twas Jack Robinson!’ he said with the emphasis of a man who had resolved to discover every iota of the truth or die.


  ‘Yes, that was it! And then I put my hand upon the rail of the bridge to get across, and—That’s all.’


  ‘Well, that isn’t much, either,’ said Dick critically and more cheerfully. ‘Not that I see what business Shiner has to take upon himself to teach you anything. But it seems—it do seem there must have been more than that to set you up in such a dreadful taking?’


  He looked into Fancy’s eyes. Misery of miseries!—guilt was written there still.


  ‘Now, Fancy, you’ve not told me all!’ said Dick, rather sternly for a quiet young man.


  ‘O, don’t speak so cruelly! I am afraid to tell now! If you hadn’t been harsh I was going on to tell all; now I can’t!’


  ‘Come, dear Fancy, tell: come. I’ll forgive; I must,—by heaven and earth, I must, whether I will or no; I love you so!’


  ‘Well, when I put my hand on the bridge, he touched it—’


  ‘A scamp!’ said Dick, grinding an imaginary human frame to powder.


  ‘And then he looked at me, and at last he said, “Are you in love with Dick Dewy?” And I said, “Perhaps I am!” and then he said, “I wish you weren’t then, for I want to marry you, with all my soul.”’


  ‘There’s a villain now! Want to marry you!’ And Dick quivered with the bitterness of satirical laughter. Then suddenly remembering that he might be reckoning without his host: ‘Unless, to be sure, you are willing to have him,—perhaps you are,’ he said, with the wretched indifference of a castaway.


  ‘No, indeed I am not!’ she said, her sobs just beginning to take a favourable turn towards cure.


  ‘Well, then,’ said Dick, coming a little to his senses, ‘you’ve been stretching it very much in giving such a dreadful beginning to such a mere nothing. And I know what you’ve done it for,—just because of that gipsy-party!’ He turned away from her and took five paces decisively, as if he were tired of an ungrateful country, including herself. ‘You did it to make me jealous, and I won’t stand it!’ He flung the words to her over his shoulder and then stalked on, apparently very anxious to walk to the remotest of the Colonies that very minute.


  ‘O, O, O, Dick—Dick!’ she cried, trotting after him like a pet lamb and really seriously alarmed at last, ‘you’ll kill me! My impulses are bad—miserably wicked,—and I can’t help it; forgive me, Dick! And I love you always; and those times when you look silly and don’t seem quite good enough for me,—just the same, I do, Dick! And there is something more serious, though not concerning that walk with him.’


  ‘Well, what is it?’ said Dick, altering his mind about walking to the Colonies; in fact, passing to the other extreme, and standing so rooted to the road that he was apparently not even going home.


  ‘Why this,’ she said, drying the beginning of a new flood of tears she had been going to shed, ‘this is the serious part. Father has told Mr. Shiner that he would like him for a son-in-law if he could get me;—that he has his right hearty consent to come courting me!’


  ♣


  IV


  An Arrangement


  ‘That is serious,’ said Dick, more intellectually than he had spoken for a long time.


  The truth was that Geoffrey knew nothing about his daughter’s continued walks and meetings with Dick. When a hint that there were symptoms of an attachment between them had first reached Geoffrey’s ears he stated so emphatically that he must think the matter over before any such thing could be allowed that, rather unwisely on Dick’s part, whatever it might have been on the lady’s, the lovers were careful to be seen together no more in public; and Geoffrey, forgetting the report, did not think over the matter at all. So Mr. Shiner resumed his old position in Geoffrey’s brain by mere flux of time. Even Shiner began to believe that Dick existed for Fancy no more,—though that remarkably easy-going man had taken no active steps on his own account as yet.


  ‘And father has not only told Mr. Shiner that,[’] continued Fancy, ‘but he has written me a letter to say he should wish me to encourage Mr. Shiner if ’twas convenient!’


  ‘I must start off and see your father at once!’ said Dick, taking two or three vehement steps to the south, recollecting that Mr. Day lived to the north, and coming back again.


  ‘I think we had better see him together. Not tell him what you come for, or anything of the kind, until he likes you, and so win his brain through his heart, which is always the way to manage people. I mean in this way: I am going home on Saturday week to help them in the honey-taking. You might come there to me, have something to eat and drink, and let him guess what your coming signifies, without saying it in so many words.’


  ‘We’ll do it, dearest. But I shall ask him for you, flat and plain; not wait for his guessing.’ And the lover then stepped close to her, and attempted to give her one little kiss on the cheek, his lips alighting, however, on an outlying tract of her back hair by reason of an impulse that had caused her to turn her head with a jerk. ‘Yes, and I’ll put on my second-best suit and a clean shirt and collar, and black my boots as if ’twas a Sunday. ’Twill have a good appearance, you see, and that’s a great deal to start with.’


  ‘You won’t wear that old waistcoat, will you, Dick?’


  ‘Bless you, no! Why I—’


  ‘I didn’t mean to be personal, dear Dick,’ she said, fearing she had hurt his feelings. ‘’Tis a very nice waistcoat, but what I meant was, that though it is an excellent waistcoat for a settled-down man, it is not quite one for’ (she waited, and a blush expanded over her face, and then she went on again)—‘for going courting in.’


  ‘No, I’ll wear my best winter one, with the leather lining, that mother made. It is a beautiful, handsome waistcoat inside, yes, as ever anybody saw. In fact, only the other day, I unbuttoned it to show a chap that very lining, and he said it was the strongest, handsomest lining you could wish to see on the king’s waistcoat himself.’


  ‘I don’t quite know what to wear,’ she said, as if her habitual indifference alone to dress had kept back so important a subject till now.


  ‘Why, that blue frock you wore last week.’


  ‘Doesn’t set well round the neck. I couldn’t wear that.’


  ‘But I shan’t care.’


  ‘No, you won’t mind.’


  ‘Well, then it’s all right. Because you only care how you look to me, do you, dear? I only dress for you, that’s certain.[’]


  ‘Yes, but you see I couldn’t appear in it again very well.’


  ‘Any strange gentleman you mid meet in your journey might notice the set of it, I suppose. Fancy, men in love don’t think so much about how they look to other women.’ It is difficult to say whether a tone of playful banter or of gentle reproach prevailed in the speech.


  ‘Well then, Dick,’ she said, with good-humoured frankness, ‘I’ll own it. I shouldn’t like a stranger to see me dressed badly even though I am in love. ’Tis our nature, I suppose.’


  ‘You perfect woman!’


  ‘Yes; if you lay the stress on “woman,”’ she murmured, looking at a group of hollyhocks in flower, round which a crowd of butterflies had gathered like female idlers round a bonnet-shop.


  ‘But about the dress. Why not wear the one you wore at our party?’


  ‘That sets well, but a girl of the name of Bet Tallor, who lives near our house, has had one made almost like it (only in pattern, though of miserably cheap stuff), and I couldn’t wear it on that account. Dear me, I am afraid I can’t go now.’


  ‘O yes, you must; I know you will!’ said Dick, with dismay. ‘Why not wear what you’ve got on?’


  ‘What! this old one! After all, I think that by wearing my gray one Saturday, I can make the blue one do for Sunday. Yes, I will. A hat or a bonnet, which shall it be? Which do I look best in?’


  ‘Well, I think the bonnet is nicest, more quiet and matronly.’


  ‘What’s the objection to the hat? Does it make me look old?’


  ‘O no; the hat is well enough; but it makes you look rather too—you won’t mind me saying it, dear?’


  ‘Not at all, for I shall wear the bonnet.’


  ‘—Rather too coquettish and flirty for an engaged young woman.’


  She reflected a minute. ‘Yes; yes. Still, after all, the hat would do best; hats are best, you see. Yes, I must wear the hat, dear Dicky, because I ought to wear a hat, you know.’


  ♣


  Part the Fourth


  Autumn


  I


  Going Nutting


  Dick, dressed in his second-best suit, burst into Fancy’s sitting-room with a glow of pleasure on his face.


  It was two o’clock on Friday, the day before her contemplated visit to her father, and for some reason connected with cleaning the school the children had been given this Friday afternoon for pastime, in addition to the usual Saturday.


  ‘Fancy! it happens just right that it is a leisure half day with you. Smart is lame in his near-foot-afore, and so, as I can’t do anything, I’ve made a holiday afternoon of it, and am come for you to go nutting with me!’


  She was sitting by the parlour window with a blue frock lying across her lap and scissors in her hand.


  ‘Go nutting! Yes. But I’m afraid I can’t go for an hour or so.’


  ‘Why not? ’Tis the only spare afternoon we may both have together for weeks.’


  ‘This dress of mine, that I am going to wear on Sunday at Yalbury;—I find it fits so badly that I must alter it a little, after all. I told the dressmaker to make it by a pattern I gave her at the time; instead of that, she did it her own way, and made me look a perfect fright.’


  ‘How long will you be?’ he inquired, looking rather disappointed.


  ‘Not long. Do wait and talk to me; come, do, dear.’


  Dick sat down. The talking progressed very favourably amid the snipping and sewing till about half-past two, at which time his conversation began to be varied by a slight tapping upon his toe with a walking-stick he had cut from the hedge as he came along. Fancy talked and answered him, but sometimes the answers were so negligently given that it was evident her thoughts lay for the greater part in her lap with the blue dress.


  The clock struck three. Dick arose from his seat, walked round the room with his hands behind him, examined all the furniture, then sounded a few notes on the harmonium, then looked inside all the books he could find, then smoothed Fancy’s head with his hand. Still the snipping and sewing went on.


  The clock struck four. Dick fidgeted about, yawned privately; counted the knots in the table, yawned publicly; counted the flies on the ceiling, yawned horribly; went into the kitchen and scullery and so thoroughly studied the principle upon which the pump was constructed that he could have delivered a lecture on the subject. Stepping back to Fancy, and finding still that she had not done, he went into her garden and looked at her cabbages and potatoes, and reminded himself that they seemed to him to wear a decidedly feminine aspect; then pulled up several weeds and came in again. The clock struck five, and still the snipping and sewing went on.


  Dick attempted to kill a fly, peeled all the rind off his walking-stick, then threw the stick into the scullery because it was spoilt, produced hideous discords from the harmonium, and accidentally overturned a vase of flowers, the water from which ran in a rill across the table and dribbled to the floor, where it formed a lake, the shape of which, after the lapse of a few minutes, he began to modify considerably with his foot till it was like a map of England and Wales.


  ‘Well, Dick, you needn’t have made quite such a mess.’


  ‘Well, I needn’t, I suppose.’ He walked up to the blue dress, and looked at it with a rigid gaze. Then an idea seemed to cross his brain.


  ‘Fancy.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I thought you said you were going to wear your gray gown all day to-morrow on your trip to Yalbury, and in the evening too, when I shall be with you, and ask your father for you?’


  ‘So I am.’


  ‘And the blue one only on Sunday?’


  ‘And the blue one Sunday.’


  ‘Well, dear, I shan’t be at Yalbury Sunday to see it.’


  ‘No, but I shall walk to Longpuddle church in the afternoon with father, and such lots of people will be looking at me there, you know; and it did set so badly round the neck.’


  ‘I never noticed it, and ’tis like nobody else would.’


  ‘They might.’


  ‘Then why not wear the gray one on Sunday as well? ’Tis as pretty as the blue one.’


  ‘I might make the gray one do, certainly. But it isn’t so good; it didn’t cost half so much as this one, and besides, it would be the same I wore Saturday.’


  ‘Then wear the striped one, dear.’


  ‘I might.’


  ‘Or the dark one.’


  ‘Yes, I might; but I want to wear a fresh one they haven’t seen.’


  ‘I see, I see,’ said Dick, in a voice in which the tones of love were decidedly inconvenienced by a considerable emphasis, his thoughts meanwhile running as follows: ‘I, the man she loves best in the world, as she says, am to understand that my poor half-holiday is to be lost, because she wants to wear on Sunday a gown there is not the slightest necessity for wearing, simply, in fact, to appear more striking than usual in the eyes of the Longpuddle young men; and I not there, either.’


  ‘Then there are three dresses good enough for my eyes, but neither is good enough for the youths of Longpuddle,’ he said.


  ‘No, not that exactly, Dick. Still, you see, I do want—to look pretty to them—there, that’s honest! But I shan’t be much longer.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘A quarter of an hour.’


  ‘Very well; I’ll come in in a quarter of an hour.’


  ‘Why go away?’


  ‘I mid as well.’


  He went out, walked down the road, and sat upon a gate. Here he meditated and meditated, and the more he meditated the more decidedly did he begin to fume, and the more positive was he that his time had been scandalously trifled with by Miss Fancy Day—that, so far from being the simple girl who had never had a sweetheart before, as she had solemnly assured him time after time, she was, if not a flirt, a woman who had had no end of admirers; a girl most certainly too anxious about her frocks; a girl, whose feelings, though warm, were not deep; a girl who cared a great deal too much how she appeared in the eyes of other men. ‘What she loves best in the world,’ he thought, with an incipient spice of his father’s grimness, ‘is her hair and complexion. What she loves next best, her gowns and hats; what she loves next best, myself, perhaps!’


  Suffering great anguish at this disloyalty in himself and harshness to his darling, yet disposed to persevere in it, a horribly cruel thought crossed his mind. He would not call for her, as he had promised, at the end of a quarter of an hour! Yes, it would be a punishment she well deserved. Although the best part of the afternoon had been wasted he would go nutting as he had intended, and go by himself.


  He leaped over the gate, and pushed up the lane for nearly two miles, till a winding path called Snail-Creep sloped up a hill and entered a hazel copse by a hole like a rabbit’s burrow. In he plunged, vanished among the bushes, and in a short time there was no sign of his existence upon earth save an occasional rustling of boughs and snapping of twigs in divers points of Grey’s Wood.


  Never man nutted as Dick nutted that afternoon. He worked like a galley slave. Half-hour after half-hour passed away, and still he gathered without ceasing. At last, when the sun had set, and bunches of nuts could not be distinguished from the leaves which nourished them, he shouldered his bag, containing quite two pecks of the finest produce of the wood, about as much use to him as two pecks of stones from the road, strolled down the woodland track, crossed the highway and entered the homeward lane, whistling as he went.


  Probably, Miss Fancy Day never before or after stood so low in Mr. Dewy’s opinion as on that afternoon. In fact, it is just possible that a few more blue dresses on the Longpuddle young men’s account would have clarified Dick’s brain entirely, and made him once more a free man.


  But Venus had planned other developments, at any rate for the present. Cuckoo-Lane, the way he pursued, passed over a ridge which rose keenly against the sky about fifty yards in his van. Here, upon the bright after-glow about the horizon, was now visible an irregular shape, which at first he conceived to be a bough standing a little beyond the line of its neighbours. Then it seemed to move, and, as he advanced still further, there was no doubt that it was a living being sitting in the bank, head bowed on hand. The grassy margin entirely prevented his footsteps from being heard, and it was not till he was close that the figure recognized him. Up it sprang, and he was face to face with Fancy.


  ‘Dick, Dick! O, is it you, Dick!’


  ‘Yes, Fancy,’ said Dick, in a rather repentant tone, and lowering his nuts.


  She ran up to him, flung her parasol on the grass, put her little head against his breast, and then there began a narrative disjointed by such a hysterical weeping as was never surpassed for intensity in the whole history of love.


  ‘O Dick,’ she sobbed out, ‘where have you been away from me? O, I have suffered agony, and thought you would never come any more! ’Tis cruel, Dick; no ’tisn’t, it is justice! I’ve been walking miles and miles up and down Grey’s Wood, trying to find you, till I was wearied and worn out, and I could walk no further, and had come back this far! O Dick, directly you were gone I thought I had offended you and I put down the dress; ’tisn’t finished now, and I never will finish it, and I’ll wear an old one Sunday! Yes, Dick, I will, because I don’t care what I wear when you are not by my side—ha, you think I do, but I don’t!—and I ran after you, and I saw you go up Snail-Creep and not look back once, and then you plunged in, and I after you; but I was too far behind. O, I did wish the horrid bushes had been cut down so that I could see your dear shape again! And then I called out to you and nobody answered, and I was afraid to call very loud lest anybody else should hear me. Then I kept wandering and wandering about, and it was dreadful misery, Dick. And then I shut my eyes and fell to picturing you looking at some other woman, very pretty and nice, but with no affection or truth in her at all, and then imagined you saying to yourself, “Ah, she’s as good as Fancy, for Fancy told me a story, and was a flirt, and cared for herself more than me, so now I’ll have this one for my sweetheart.” O, you won’t, will you, Dick, for I do love you so!’


  It is scarcely necessary to add that Dick renounced his freedom there and then, and kissed her ten times over, and promised that no pretty woman of the kind alluded to should ever engross his thoughts; in short, that though he had been vexed with her all such vexation was past, and that henceforth and for ever it was simply Fancy or death for him. And then they set about proceeding homewards, very slowly on account of Fancy’s weariness, she leaning upon his shoulder and in addition receiving support from his arm round her waist; though she had sufficiently recovered from her desperate condition to sing to him, ‘Why are you wandering here, I pray?’ during the latter part of their walk. Nor is it necessary to describe in detail how the bag of nuts was quite forgotten until three days later, when it was found among the brambles and restored empty to Mrs. Dewy, her initials being marked thereon in red cotton; and how she puzzled herself till her head ached upon the question of how on earth her meal-bag could have got into Cuckoo-Lane.


  ♣


  II


  Honey-Taking, and Afterwards


  Saturday evening saw Dick Dewy journeying on foot to Yalbury Wood, according to the arrangement with Fancy.


  The landscape being concave, at the going down of the sun everything suddenly assumed a uniform robe of shade. The evening advanced from sunset to dusk long before Dick’s arrival, and his progress during the latter portion of his walk through the trees was indicated by the flutter of terrified birds that had been roosting over the path. And in crossing the glades, masses of hot dry air that had been formed on the hills during the day greeted his cheeks alternately with clouds of damp night air from the valleys. He reached the keeper-steward’s house, where the grass-plot and the garden in front appeared light and pale against the unbroken darkness of the grove from which he had emerged, and paused at the garden gate.


  He had scarcely been there a minute when he beheld a sort of procession advancing from the door in his front. It consisted first of Enoch the trapper, carrying a spade on his shoulder and a lantern dangling in his hand; then came Mrs. Day, the light of the lantern revealing that she bore in her arms curious objects about a foot long in the form of Latin crosses (made of lath and brown paper dipped in brimstone—called matches by bee-masters); next came Miss Day with a shawl thrown over her head; and behind all, in the gloom, Mr. Frederic Shiner.


  Dick in his consternation at finding Shiner present was at a loss how to proceed, and retired under a tree to collect his thoughts.


  ‘Here I be, Enoch,’ said a voice; and the procession advancing further, the lantern’s rays illuminated the figure of Geoffrey awaiting their arrival beside a row of bee-hives in front of the path. Taking the spade from Enoch he proceeded to dig two holes in the earth beside the hives, the others standing round in a circle except Mrs. Day, who deposited her matches in the fork of an apple-tree and returned to the house. The party remaining were now lit up in front by the lantern in their midst, their shadows radiating each way upon the garden-plot like the spokes of a wheel. An apparent embarrassment of Fancy at the presence of Shiner caused a silence in the assembly, during which the preliminaries of execution were arranged, the matches fixed, the stake kindled, the two hives placed over the two holes, and the earth stopped round the edges. Geoffrey then stood erect, and rather more, to straighten his backbone after the digging.


  ‘They were a peculiar family,’ said Mr. Shiner, regarding the hives reflectively.


  Geoffrey nodded.


  ‘Those holes will be the grave of thousands!’ said Fancy. ‘I think ’tis rather a cruel thing to do.’


  Her father shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, tapping the hives to shake the dead bees from their cells, ‘if you suffocate ’em this way, they only die once: if you fumigate ’em in the new way, they come to life again, and die o’ starvation; so the pangs o’ death be twice upon ’em.’


  ‘I incline to Fancy’s notion,[’] said Mr. Shiner, laughing lightly.


  ‘The proper way to take honey, so that the bees be neither starved nor murdered, is a puzzling matter,’ said the keeper steadily.


  ‘I should like never to take it from them,’ said Fancy.


  ‘But ’tis the money,’ said Enoch musingly. ‘For without money man is a shadder!’


  The lantern-light had disturbed many bees that had escaped from hives destroyed some days earlier, and, demoralized by affliction, were now getting a living as marauders about the doors of other hives. Several flew round the head and neck of Geoffrey; then darted upon him with an irritated bizz.


  Enoch threw down the lantern and ran off and pushed his head into a currant bush; Fancy scudded up the path; and Mr. Shiner floundered away helter-skelter among the cabbages. Geoffrey stood his ground, unmoved and firm as a rock. Fancy was the first to return, followed by Enoch picking up the lantern. Mr. Shiner still remained invisible.


  ‘Have the craters stung ye?’ said Enoch to Geoffrey.


  ‘No, not much—on’y a little here and there,’ he said with leisurely solemnity, shaking one bee out of his shirt sleeve, pulling another from among his hair, and two or three more from his neck. The rest looked on during this proceeding with a complacent sense of being out of it,—much as a European nation in a state of internal commotion is watched by its neighbours.


  ‘Are those all of them, father?’ said Fancy, when Geoffrey had pulled away five.


  ‘Almost all,—though I feel one or two more sticking into my shoulder and side. Ah! there’s another just begun again upon my backbone. You lively young mortals, how did you get inside there? However, they can’t sting me many times more, poor things, for they must be getting weak. They mid as well stay in me till bedtime now, I suppose.’


  As he himself was the only person affected by this arrangement it seemed satisfactory enough; and after a noise of feet kicking against cabbages in a blundering progress among them the voice of Mr. Shiner was heard from the darkness in that direction.


  ‘Is all quite safe again?’


  No answer being returned to this query he apparently assumed that he might venture forth, and gradually drew near the lantern again. The hives were now removed from their position over the holes, one being handed to Enoch to carry indoors, and one being taken by Geoffrey himself.


  ‘Bring hither the lantern, Fancy: the spade can bide.’


  Geoffrey and Enoch then went towards the house, leaving Shiner and Fancy standing side by side on the garden-plot.


  ‘Allow me,’ said Shiner, stooping for the lantern and seizing it at the same time with Fancy.


  ‘I can carry it,’ said Fancy, religiously repressing all inclination to trifle. She had thoroughly considered that subject after the tearful explanation of the bird-catching adventure to Dick, and had decided that it would be dishonest in her as an engaged young woman to trifle with men’s eyes and hands any more. Finding that Shiner still retained his hold of the lantern she relinquished it, and he, having found her retaining it, also let go. The lantern fell and was extinguished. Fancy moved on.


  ‘Where is the path?’ said Mr. Shiner.


  ‘Here,’ said Fancy. ‘Your eyes will get used to the dark in a minute or two.’


  ‘Till that time will ye lend me your hand?’


  Fancy gave him the extreme tips of her fingers and they stepped from the plot into the path.


  ‘You don’t accept attentions very freely.’


  ‘It depends upon who offers them.’


  ‘A fellow like me, for instance.’


  A dead silence.


  ‘Well, what do you say, Missie?’


  ‘It then depends upon how they are offered.’


  ‘Not wildly, and yet not careless-like; not purposely, and yet not by chance; not too quick nor yet too slow.’


  ‘How then?’ said Fancy.


  ‘Coolly and practically,’ he said. ‘How would that kind of love be taken?’


  ‘Not anxiously, and yet not indifferently; neither blushing nor pale; nor religiously nor yet quite wickedly.’


  ‘Well, how?’


  ‘Not at all.’


  Geoffrey Day’s storehouse at the back of his dwelling was hung with bunches of dried horehound, mint, and sage; brown-paper bags of thyme and lavender; and long ropes of clean onions. On shelves were spread large red and yellow apples, and choice selections of early potatoes for seed next year;—vulgar crowds of commoner kind lying beneath in heaps. A few empty beehives were clustered around a nail in one corner, under which stood two or three barrels of new cider of the first crop, each bubbling and squirting forth from the yet open bunghole.


  Fancy was now kneeling beside the two inverted hives, one of which rested against her lap for convenience in operating upon the contents. She thrust her sleeves above her elbows, and inserted her small pink hand edgewise between each white lobe of honeycomb, performing the act so adroitly and gently as not to unseal a single cell. Then cracking the piece off at the crown of the hive by a slight backward and forward movement she lifted each portion as it was loosened into a large blue platter placed on a bench at her side.


  ‘Bother these little mortals!’ said Geoffrey, who was holding the light to her and giving his back an uneasy twist. ‘I really think I may as well go indoors and take ’em out, poor things! for they won’t let me alone. There’s two a stinging wi’ all their might now. I’m sure I wonder their strength can last so long.’


  ‘All right, friend; I’ll hold the candle whilst you are gone,’ said Mr. Shiner, leisurely taking the light and allowing Geoffrey to depart, which he did with his usual long paces.


  He could hardly have gone round to the house-door when other footsteps were heard approaching the outbuilding; the tip of a finger appeared in the hole through which the wood latch was lifted, and Dick Dewy came in, having been all this time walking up and down the wood vainly waiting for Shiner’s departure.


  Fancy looked up and welcomed him rather confusedly. Shiner grasped the candlestick more firmly, and, lest doing this in silence should not imply to Dick with sufficient force that he was quite at home and cool, he sang invincibly—


  
    ‘“King Arthur he had three sons.”’

  


  ‘Father here?’ said Dick.


  ‘Indoors, I think,’ said Fancy, looking pleasantly at him.


  Dick surveyed the scene and did not seem inclined to hurry off just at that moment. Shiner went on singing—


  
    ‘“The miller was drown’d in his pond,


    The weaver was hung in his yarn,


    And the d— ran away with the little tail-or,


    With the broadcloth under his arm.”’

  


  ‘That’s a terrible crippled rhyme, if that’s your rhyme!’ said Dick, with a grain of superciliousness in his tone.


  ‘It’s no use your complaining to me about the rhyme!’ said Mr. Shiner. ‘You must go to the man that made it.’


  Fancy by this time had acquired confidence.


  ‘Taste a bit, Mr. Dewy,’ she said, holding up to him a small circular piece of honeycomb that had been the last in the row of layers, remaining still on her knees and flinging back her head to look in his face; ‘and then I’ll taste a bit too.’


  ‘And I, if you please,’ said Mr. Shiner. Nevertheless the farmer looked superior, as if he could even now hardly join the trifling from very importance of station; and after receiving the honeycomb from Fancy he turned it over in his hand till the cells began to be crushed, and the liquid honey ran down from his fingers in a thin string.


  Suddenly a faint cry from Fancy caused them to gaze at her.


  ‘What’s the matter, dear?’ said Dick.


  ‘It is nothing, but—O-o!—a bee has stung the inside of my lip! He was in one of the cells I was eating!’


  ‘We must keep down the swelling or it may be serious!’ said Shiner, stepping up and kneeling beside her. ‘Let me see it.’


  ‘No, no!’


  ‘Just let me see it,’ said Dick kneeling on the other side; and after some hesitation she pressed down her lip with one finger to show the place. ‘O, I hope ’twill soon be better! I don’t mind a sting in ordinary places, but it is so bad upon your lip,’ she added with tears in her eyes, and writhing a little from the pain.


  Shiner held the light above his head and pushed his face close to Fancy’s, as if the lip had been shown exclusively to himself, upon which Dick pushed closer, as if Shiner were not there at all.


  ‘It is swelling,’ said Dick to her right aspect.


  ‘It isn’t swelling,’ said Shiner to her left aspect.


  ‘Is it dangerous on the lip?’ cried Fancy. ‘I know it is dangerous on the tongue.’


  ‘O no, not dangerous,’ answered Dick.


  ‘Rather dangerous,’ had answered Shiner simultaneously.


  ‘I must try to bear it!’ said Fancy, turning again to the hives.


  ‘Hartshorn-and-oil is a good thing to put to it, Miss Day,’ said Shiner with great concern.


  ‘Sweet-oil-and-hartshorn I’ve found to be a good thing to cure stings, Miss Day,’ said Dick with greater concern.


  ‘We have some mixed indoors; would you kindly run and get it for me?’ she said.


  Now whether by inadvertence or whether by mischievous intention, the individuality of the you was so carelessly denoted that both Dick and Shiner sprang to their feet like twin acrobats, and marched abreast to the door; both seized the latch and lifted it, and continued marching on shoulder to shoulder in the same manner to the dwelling-house. Not only so but, entering the room, they marched as before straight up to Mrs. Day’s chair, letting the door in the oak partition slam so forcibly that the rows of pewter on the dresser rang like a bell.


  ‘Mrs. Day, Fancy has stung her lip and wants you to give me the hartshorn, please,’ said Mr. Shiner, very close to Mrs. Day’s face.


  ‘O, Mrs. Day, Fancy has asked me to bring out the hartshorn, please, because she has stung her lip!’ said Dick, a little closer to Mrs. Day’s face.


  ‘Well, men alive! that’s no reason why you should eat me, I suppose!’ said Mrs. Day, drawing back.


  She searched in the corner-cupboard, produced the bottle, and began to dust the cork, the rim, and every other part very carefully, Dick’s hand and Shiner’s hand waiting side by side.


  ‘Which is head man?’ said Mrs. Day. ‘Now, don’t come mumbudgeting so close again. Which is head man?’


  Neither spoke; and the bottle was inclined towards Shiner. Shiner, as a high-class man, would not look in the least triumphant, and turned to go off with it as Geoffrey came downstairs after the search in his linen for concealed bees.


  ‘O—that you, Master Dewy?’


  Dick assured the keeper that it was; and the young man then determined upon a bold stroke for the attainment of his end, forgetting that the worst of bold strokes is the disastrous consequences they involve if they fail.


  ‘I’ve come on purpose to speak to you very particular, Mr. Day,’ he said, with a crushing emphasis intended for the ears of Mr. Shiner, who was vanishing round the door-post at that moment.


  ‘Well, I’ve been forced to go upstairs and unrind myself, and shake some bees out o’ me,’ said Geoffrey, walking slowly towards the open door and standing on the threshold. ‘The young rascals got into my shirt and wouldn’t be quiet nohow.’


  Dick followed him to the door.


  ‘I’ve come to speak a word to you,’ he repeated, looking out at the pale mist creeping up from the gloom of the valley. ‘You may perhaps guess what it is about.’


  The keeper lowered his hands into the depths of his pockets, twirled his eyes, balanced himself on his toes, looked as perpendicularly downward as if his glance were a plumb-line, then horizontally, collecting together the cracks that lay about his face till they were all in the neighbourhood of his eyes.


  ‘Maybe I don’t know,’ he replied.


  Dick said nothing; and the stillness was disturbed only by some small bird that was being killed by an owl in the adjoining wood, whose cry passed into the silence without mingling with it.


  ‘I’ve left my hat up in chammer,’ said Geoffrey; ‘wait while I step up and get en.’


  ‘I’ll be in the garden,’ said Dick.


  He went round by a side wicket into the garden, and Geoffrey went upstairs. It was the custom in Mellstock and its vicinity to discuss matters of pleasure and ordinary business inside the house, and to reserve the garden for very important affairs: a custom which, as is supposed, originated in the desirability of getting away at such times from the other members of the family when there was only one room for living in, though it was now quite as frequently practised by those who suffered from no such limitation to the size of their domiciles.


  The head-keeper’s form appeared in the dusky garden, and Dick walked towards him. The elder paused and leant over the rail of a piggery that stood on the left of the path, upon which Dick did the same; and they both contemplated a whitish shadowy shape that was moving about and grunting among the straw of the interior.


  ‘I’ve come to ask for Fancy,’ said Dick.


  ‘I’d as lief you hadn’t.’


  ‘Why should that be, Mr. Day?’


  ‘Because it makes me say that you’ve come to ask what ye be’n’t likely to have. Have ye come for anything else?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Then I’ll just tell ’ee you’ve come on a very foolish errand. D’ye know what her mother was?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘A teacher in a landed family’s nursery, who was foolish enough to marry the keeper of the same establishment; for I was only a keeper then, though now I’ve a dozen other irons in the fire as steward here for my lord, what with the timber sales and the yearly fellings, and the gravel and sand sales, and one thing and t’other. However, d’ye think Fancy picked up her good manners, the smooth turn of her tongue, her musical notes, and her knowledge of books, in a homely hole like this?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘D’ye know where?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Well, when I went a-wandering after her mother’s death she lived with her aunt, who kept a boarding-school, till her aunt married Lawyer Green—a man as sharp as a needle—and the school was broke up. Did ye know that then she went to the training-school, and that her name stood first among the Queen’s scholars of her year?’


  ‘I’ve heard so.’


  ‘And that when she sat for her certificate as Government teacher, she had the highest of the first class?’


  ‘Yes.[’]


  ‘Well, and do ye know what I live in such a miserly way for when I’ve got enough to do without it, and why I make her work as a schoolmistress instead of living here?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘That if any gentleman, who sees her to be his equal in polish, should want to marry her, and she want to marry him, he shan’t be superior to her in pocket. Now do ye think after this that you be good enough for her?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then good-night t’ee, Master Dewy.’


  ‘Good-night, Mr. Day.’


  Modest Dick’s reply had faltered upon his tongue, and he turned away wondering at his presumption in asking for a woman whom he had seen from the beginning to be so superior to him.


  ♣


  III


  Fancy in the Rain


  The next scene is a tempestuous afternoon in the following month, and Fancy Day is discovered walking from her father’s home towards Mellstock.


  A single vast gray cloud covered the country, from which the small rain and mist had just begun to blow down in wavy sheets, alternately thick and thin. The trees of the fields and plantations writhed like miserable men as the air wound its way swiftly among them: the lowest portions of their trunks, that had hardly ever been known to move, were visibly rocked by the fiercer gusts, distressing the mind by its painful unwontedness, as when a strong man is seen to shed tears. Low-hanging boughs went up and down; high and erect boughs went to and fro; the blasts being so irregular, and divided into so many cross-currents, that neighbouring branches of the same tree swept the skies in independent motions, crossed each other, or became entangled. Across the open spaces flew flocks of green and yellowish leaves which, after travelling a long distance from their parent trees, reached the ground and lay there with their under-sides upward.


  As the rain and wind increased, and Fancy’s bonnet-ribbons leapt more and more snappishly against her chin, she paused on entering Mellstock Lane to consider her latitude, and the distance to a place of shelter. The nearest house was Elizabeth Endorfield’s in Higher Mellstock, whose cottage and garden stood not far from the junction of that hamlet with the road she followed. Fancy hastened onward, and in five minutes entered a gate which shed upon her toes a flood of water-drops as she opened it.


  ‘Come in, chiel!’ a voice exclaimed before Fancy had knocked: a promptness that would have surprised her had she not known that Mrs. Endorfield was an exceedingly and exceptionally sharp woman in the use of her eyes and ears.


  Fancy went in and sat down. Elizabeth was paring potatoes for her husband’s supper.


  Scrape, scrape, scrape; then a toss, and splash went a potato into a bucket of water.


  Now as Fancy listlessly noted these proceedings of the dame she began to reconsider an old subject that lay uppermost in her heart. Since the interview between her father and Dick the days had been melancholy days for her. Geoffrey’s firm opposition to the notion of Dick as a son-in-law was more than she had expected. She had frequently seen her lover since that time, it is true, and had loved him more for the opposition than she would have otherwise dreamt of doing—which was a happiness of a certain kind. Yet, though love is thus an end in itself it must be believed to be the means to another end if it is to assume the rosy hues of an unalloyed pleasure. And such a belief Fancy and Dick were emphatically denied just now.


  Elizabeth Endorfield had a repute among women which was in its nature something between distinction and notoriety. It was founded on the following items of character. She was shrewd and penetrating; her house stood in a lonely place; she never went to church; she wore a red cloak; she always retained her bonnet indoors; and she had a pointed chin. Thus far her attributes were distinctly Satanic; and those who looked no further called her, in plain terms, a witch. But she was not gaunt, nor ugly in the upper part of her face, nor particularly strange in manner; so that, when her more intimate acquaintances spoke of her the term was softened, and she became simply a Deep Body, who was as long-headed as she was high. It may be stated that Elizabeth belonged to a class of suspects who were gradually losing their mysterious characteristics under the administration of the young vicar; though during the long reign of Mr. Grinham the parish of Mellstock had proved extremely favourable to the growth of witches.


  While Fancy was revolving all this in her mind, and putting it to herself whether it was worth while to tell her troubles to Elizabeth, and ask her advice in getting out of them, the witch spoke.


  ‘You be down—proper down,’ she said suddenly, dropping another potato into the bucket.


  Fancy took no notice.


  ‘About your young man.’


  Fancy reddened. Elizabeth seemed to be watching her thoughts. Really one would almost think she must have the powers people ascribed to her.


  ‘Father not in the humour for’t, hey?’ Another potato was finished and flung in. ‘Ah, I know about it. Little birds tell me things that people don’t dream of my knowing.’


  Fancy was desperate about Dick, and here was a chance—O, such a wicked chance!—of getting help; and what was goodness beside love!


  ‘I wish you’d tell me how to put him in the humour for it?’ she said.


  ‘That I could soon do,’ said the witch quietly.


  ‘Really? O, do; anyhow—I don’t care—so that it is done! How could I do it, Mrs. Endorfield?’


  ‘Nothing so mighty wonderful in it.’


  ‘Well, but how?’


  ‘By witchery, of course!’ said Elizabeth.


  ‘No!’ said Fancy.


  ‘’Tis, I assure ye. Didn’t you ever hear I was a witch?’


  ‘Well,’ hesitated Fancy, ‘I have heard you called so.’


  ‘And you believed it?’


  ‘I can’t say that I did exactly believe it, for ’tis very horrible and wicked; but, O, how I do wish it was possible for you to be one!’


  ‘So I am. And I’ll tell you how to bewitch your father to let you marry Dick Dewy.’


  ‘Will it hurt him, poor thing?’


  ‘Hurt who?’


  ‘Father.’


  ‘No; the charm is worked by common sense, and the spell can only be broke by your acting stupidly.’


  Fancy looked rather perplexed, and Elizabeth went on:


  
    ‘This fear of Lizz—whatever ’tis—


    By great and small,


    She makes pretence to common sense,


    And that’s all.

  


  You must do it like this.’ The witch laid down her knife and potato, and then poured into Fancy’s ear a long and detailed list of directions, glancing up from the corner of her eye into Fancy’s face with an expression of sinister humour. Fancy’s face brightened, clouded, rose and sank, as the narrative proceeded. ‘There,’ said Elizabeth at length, stooping for the knife and another potato, ‘do that, and you’ll have him by-long and by-late, my dear.’


  ‘And do it I will!’ said Fancy.


  She then turned her attention to the external world once more. The rain continued as usual, but the wind had abated considerably during the discourse. Judging that it was now possible to keep an umbrella erect she pulled her hood again over her bonnet, bade the witch good-bye, and went her way.


  ♣


  IV


  The Spell


  Mrs. Endorfield’s advice was duly followed.


  ‘I be proper sorry that your daughter isn’t so well as she might be,’ said a Mellstock man to Geoffrey one morning.


  ‘But is there anything in it?’ said Geoffrey uneasily, as he shifted his hat to the right. ‘I can’t understand the report. She didn’t complain to me a bit when I saw her.’


  ‘No appetite at all, they say.’


  Geoffrey crossed to Mellstock and called at the school that afternoon. Fancy welcomed him as usual, and asked him to stay and take tea with her.


  ‘I be’n’t much for tea this time o’ day,’ he said, but stayed.


  During the meal he watched her narrowly. And to his great consternation discovered the following unprecedented change in the healthy girl—that she cut herself only a diaphanous slice of bread-and-butter, and, laying it on her plate, passed the meal-time in breaking it into pieces, but eating no more than about one-tenth of the slice. Geoffrey hoped she would say something about Dick and finish up by weeping, as she had done after the decision against him a few days subsequent to the interview in the garden. But nothing was said, and in due time Geoffrey departed again for Yalbury Wood.


  ‘’Tis to be hoped poor Miss Fancy will be able to keep on her school,’ said Geoffrey’s man Enoch to Geoffrey the following week, as they were shovelling up ant-hills in the wood.


  Geoffrey stuck in the shovel, swept seven or eight ants from his sleeve, and killed another that was prowling round his ear, then looked perpendicularly into the earth, as usual, waiting for Enoch to say more. ‘Well, why shouldn’t she?’ said the keeper at last.


  ‘The baker told me yesterday,’ continued Enoch, shaking out another emmet that had run merrily up his thigh, ‘that the bread he’ve left at that there school-house this last month would starve any mouse in the three creations; that ’twould so! And afterwards I had a pint o’ small down at Morrs’s, and there I heard more.’


  ‘What might that ha’ been?’


  ‘That she used to have a pound o’ the best rolled butter a week, regular as clockwork, from Dairyman Viney’s for herself, as well as just so much salted for the helping girl, and the ’ooman she calls in; but now the same quantity d’last her three weeks, and then ’tis thoughted she throws it away sour.’


  ‘Finish doing the emmets, and carry the bag home-along.’ The keeper resumed his gun, tucked it under his arm, and went on without whistling to the dogs, who however followed with a bearing meant to imply that they did not expect any such attentions when their master was reflecting.


  On Saturday morning a note came from Fancy. He was not to trouble about sending her the couple of rabbits as was intended, because she feared she should not want them. Later in the day Geoffrey went to Casterbridge and called upon the butcher who served Fancy with fresh meat, which was put down to her father’s account.


  ‘I’ve called to pay up our little bill, Neighbour Haylock, and you can gie me the chiel’s account at the same time.’


  Mr. Haylock turned round three-quarters of a circle in the midst of a heap of joints, altered the expression of his face from meat to money, went into a little office consisting only of a door and a window, looked very vigorously into a book which possessed length but no breadth; and then, seizing a piece of paper and scribbling thereupon, handed the bill.


  Probably it was the first time in the history of commercial transactions that the quality of shortness in a butcher’s bill was a cause of tribulation to the debtor. ‘Why, this isn’t all she’ve had in a whole month!’ said Geoffrey.


  ‘Every mossel,’ said the butcher—‘(now, Dan, take that leg and shoulder to Mrs. White’s, and this eleven pound here to Mr. Martin’s)—you’ve been treating her to smaller joints lately, to my thinking, Mr. Day?’


  ‘Only two or three little scram rabbits this last week, as I am alive—I wish I had!’


  ‘Well, my wife said to me—(Dan! not too much, not too much on that tray at a time; better go twice)—my wife said to me as she posted up the books: “Haylock,” she says, “Miss Day must have been affronted this summer during that hot muggy weather that spoilt so much for us; for depend upon’t,” she says, “she’ve been trying John Grimmett unknown to us: see her account else.” ’Tis little, of course, at the best of times, being only for one, but now ’tis next kin to nothing.’


  ‘I’ll inquire,’ said Geoffrey despondingly.


  He returned by way of Mellstock, and called upon Fancy in fulfilment of a promise. It being Saturday the children were enjoying a holiday, and on entering the residence Fancy was nowhere to be seen. Nan the charwoman was sweeping the kitchen.


  ‘Where’s my da’ter?’ said the keeper.


  ‘Well, you see she was tired with the week’s teaching, and this morning she said, “Nan, I shan’t get up till the evening.” You see, Mr. Day, if people don’t eat they can’t work; and as she’ve gie’d up eating she must gie up working.’


  ‘Have ye carried up any dinner to her?’


  ‘No; she don’t want any. There, we all know that such things don’t come without good reason—not that I wish to say anything about a broken heart, or anything of the kind.’


  Geoffrey’s own heart felt inconveniently large just then. He went to the staircase and ascended to his daughter’s door.


  ‘Fancy!’


  ‘Come in, father.’


  To see a person in bed from any cause whatever on a fine afternoon is depressing enough; and here was his only child Fancy not only in bed, but looking very pale. Geoffrey was visibly disturbed.


  ‘Fancy, I didn’t expect to see thee here, chiel,’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I’m not well, father.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Because I think of things.’


  ‘What things can you have to think o’ so mortal much?’


  ‘You know, father.’


  ‘You think I’ve been cruel to thee in saying that that penniless Dick o’ thine shan’t marry thee, I suppose?’


  No answer.


  ‘Well, you know, Fancy, I do it for the best, and he isn’t good enough for thee. You know that well enough.’ Here he again looked at her as she lay. ‘Well, Fancy, I can’t let my only chiel die; and if you can’t live without en, you must ha’ en, I suppose.’


  ‘O, I don’t want him like that; all against your will, and everything so disobedient!’ sighed the invalid.


  ‘No, no, ’tisn’t against my will. My wish is, now I d’see how ’tis hurten thee to live without en, that he shall marry thee as soon as we’ve considered a little. That’s my wish flat and plain, Fancy. There, never cry, my little maid! You ought to have cried afore; no need o’ crying now ’tis all over. Well, howsoever, try to step over and see me and mother-law to-morrow, and ha’ a bit of dinner wi’ us.’


  ‘And—Dick too?’


  ‘Ay, Dick too, ’far’s I know.’


  ‘And when do you think you’ll have considered, father, and he may marry me?’ she coaxed.


  ‘Well, there, say next Midsummer; that’s not a day too long to wait.’


  On leaving the school Geoffrey went to the tranter’s. Old William opened the door.


  ‘Is your grandson Dick in ’ithin, William?’


  ‘No, not just now, Mr. Day. Though he’ve been at home a good deal lately.’


  ‘O, how’s that?’


  ‘What wi’ one thing, and what wi’ t’other, he’s all in a mope, as might be said. Don’t seem the feller he used to. Ay, ’a will sit studding and thinking as if ’a were going to turn chapel-member, and then do nothing but traypse and wamble about. Used to be such a chatty boy, too, Dick did; and now ’a don’t speak at all. But won’t ye step inside? Reuben will be home soon, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘No, thank you, I can’t stay now. Will ye just ask Dick if he’ll do me the kindness to step over to Yalbury to-morrow with my da’ter Fancy, if she’s well enough? I don’t like her to come by herself, now she’s not so terrible topping in health.’


  ‘So I’ve heard. Ay, sure, I’ll tell him without fail.’


  ♣


  V


  After Gaining her Point


  The visit to Geoffrey passed off as delightfully as a visit might have been expected to pass off when it was the first day of smooth experience in a hitherto obstructed love-course. And then came a series of several happy days of the same undisturbed serenity. Dick could court her when he chose; stay away when he chose,—which was never; walk with her by winding streams and waterfalls and autumn scenery till dews and twilight sent them home. And thus they drew near the day of the Harvest Thanksgiving, which was also the time chosen for opening the organ in Mellstock Church.


  It chanced that Dick on that very day was called away from Mellstock. A young acquaintance had died of consumption at Charmley, a neighbouring village, on the previous Monday, and Dick in fulfilment of a long-standing promise was to assist in carrying him to the grave. When on Tuesday Dick went towards the school to acquaint Fancy with the fact it is difficult to say whether his own disappointment at being denied the sight of her triumphant début as organist, was greater than his vexation that his pet should on this great occasion be deprived of the pleasure of his presence. However, the intelligence was communicated. She bore it as she best could, not without many expressions of regret and convictions that her performance would be nothing to her now.


  Just before eleven o’clock on Sunday he set out upon his sad errand. The funeral was to be immediately after the morning service, and as there were four good miles to walk, driving being inconvenient, it became necessary to start comparatively early. Half an hour later would certainly have answered his purpose quite as well, yet at the last moment nothing would content his ardent mind but that he must go a mile out of his way in the direction of the school, in the hope of getting a glimpse of his Love as she started for church.


  Striking therefore into the lane towards the school, instead of across the ewelease direct to Charmley, he arrived opposite her door as his goddess emerged.


  If ever a woman looked a divinity Fancy Day appeared one that morning as she floated down those school steps, in the form of a nebulous collection of colours inclining to blue. With an audacity unparalleled in the whole history of village-schoolmistresses at this date—partly owing, no doubt, to papa’s respectable accumulation of cash, which rendered her profession not altogether one of necessity—she had actually donned a hat and feather and lowered her hitherto plainly looped-up hair, which now fell about her shoulders in a profusion of curls. Poor Dick was astonished: he had never seen her look so distractingly beautiful before save on Christmas-eve, when her hair was in the same luxuriant condition of freedom. But his first burst of delighted surprise was followed by less comfortable feelings as soon as his brain recovered its power to think.


  Fancy had blushed;—was it with confusion? She had also involuntarily pressed back her curls. She had not expected him.


  ‘Fancy, you didn’t know me for a moment in my funeral clothes, did you?’


  ‘Good-morning, Dick—no, really, I didn’t know you for an instant in such a sad suit.’


  He looked again at the gay tresses and hat. ‘You’ve never dressed so charming before, dearest.’


  ‘I like to hear you praise me in that way, Dick,’ she said, smiling archly. ‘It is meat and drink to a woman. Do I look nice really?’


  ‘Fie! you know it. Did you remember,—I mean didn’t you remember about my going away to-day?’


  ‘Well, yes, I did, Dick; but, you know, I wanted to look well;—forgive me.’


  ‘Yes, darling; yes, of course,—there’s nothing to forgive. No, I was only thinking that when we talked on Tuesday and Wednesday and Thursday and Friday about my absence to-day, and I was so sorry for it, you said, Fancy, so were you sorry, and almost cried, and said it would be no pleasure to you to be the attraction of the church to-day since I could not be there.’


  ‘My dear one, neither will it be so much pleasure to me…. But I do take a little delight in my life, I suppose,’ she pouted.


  ‘Apart from mine?’


  She looked at him with perplexed eyes. ‘I know you are vexed with me, Dick, and it is because the first Sunday I have curls and a hat and feather since I have been here happens to be the very day you are away and won’t be with me. Yes, say it is, for that is it! And you think that all this week I ought to have remembered you wouldn’t be here to-day, and not have cared to be better dressed than usual. Yes, you do, Dick, and it is rather unkind!’


  ‘No, no,’ said Dick earnestly and simply, ‘I didn’t think so badly of you as that. I only thought that—if you had been going away, I shouldn’t have tried new attractions for the eyes of other people. But then of course you and I are different, naturally.’


  ‘Well, perhaps we are.’


  ‘Whatever will the vicar say, Fancy?’


  ‘I don’t fear what he says in the least!’ she answered proudly. ‘But he won’t say anything of the sort you think. No, no.’


  ‘He can hardly have conscience to, indeed.’


  ‘Now come, you say, Dick, that you quite forgive me, for I must go,’ she said with sudden gaiety, and skipped backwards into the porch. ‘Come here, sir;—say you forgive me, and then you shall kiss me;—you never have yet when I have worn curls, you know. Yes, just where you want to so much,—yes, you may!’


  Dick followed her into the inner corner, where he was probably not slow in availing himself of the privilege offered.


  ‘Now that’s a treat for you, isn’t it?’ she continued. ‘Good-bye, or I shall be late. Come and see me to-morrow: you’ll be tired to-night.’


  Thus they parted, and Fancy proceeded to the church. The organ stood on one side of the chancel, close to and under the immediate eye of the vicar when he was in the pulpit and also in full view of the congregation. Here she sat down, for the first time in such a conspicuous position, her seat having previously been in a remote spot in the aisle.


  ‘Good heavens—disgraceful! Curls and a hat and feather!’ said the daughters of the small gentry, who had either only curly hair without a hat and feather, or a hat and feather without curly hair. ‘A bonnet for church always!’ said sober matrons.


  That Mr. Maybold was conscious of her presence close beside him during his sermon; that he was not at all angry at her development of costume; that he admired her, she perceived. But she did not see that he loved her during that sermon-time as he had never loved a woman before; that her proximity was a strange delight to him; and that he gloried in her musical success that morning in a spirit quite beyond a mere cleric’s glory at the inauguration of a new order of things.


  The old choir, with humbled hearts, no longer took their seats in the gallery as heretofore (which was now given up to the school-children who were not singers, and a pupil-teacher), but were scattered about with their wives in different parts of the church. Having nothing to do with conducting the service for almost the first time in their lives they all felt awkward, out of place, abashed, and inconvenienced by their hands. The tranter had proposed that they should stay away to-day and go nutting, but grandfather William would not hear of such a thing for a moment. ‘No,’ he replied reproachfully, and quoted a verse: ‘“Though this has come upon us let not our hearts be turned back, or our steps go out of the way.”’


  So they stood and watched the curls of hair trailing down the back of the successful rival, and the waving of her feather as she swayed her head. After a few timid notes and uncertain touches her playing became markedly correct, and towards the end full and free. But, whether from prejudice or unbiassed judgment, the venerable body of musicians could not help thinking that the simpler notes they had been wont to bring forth were more in keeping with the simplicity of their old church than the crowded chords and interludes it was her pleasure to produce.


  ♣


  VI


  Into Temptation


  The day was done, and Fancy was again in the school-house. About five o’clock it began to rain, and in rather a dull frame of mind she wandered into the schoolroom for want of something better to do. She was thinking—of her lover Dick Dewy? Not precisely. Of how weary she was of living alone; how unbearable it would be to return to Yalbury under the rule of her strange-tempered step-mother; that it was far better to be married to anybody than do that; that eight or nine long months had yet to be lived through ere the wedding could take place.


  At the side of the room were high windows of Ham-hill stone, upon either sill of which she could sit by first mounting a desk and using it as a footstool. As the evening advanced here she perched herself, as was her custom on such wet and gloomy occasions, put on a light shawl and bonnet, opened the window, and looked out at the rain.


  The window overlooked a field called the Grove, and it was the position from which she used to survey the crown of Dick’s passing hat in the early days of their acquaintance and meetings. Not a living soul was now visible anywhere; the rain kept all people indoors who were not forced abroad by necessity, and necessity was less importunate on Sundays than during the week.


  Sitting here and thinking again—of her lover, or of the sensation she had created at church that day?—well, it is unknown—thinking and thinking she saw a dark masculine figure arising into distinctness at the further end of the Grove—a man without an umbrella. Nearer and nearer he came, and she perceived that he was in deep mourning, and then that it was Dick. Yes, in the fondness and foolishness of his young heart, after walking four miles in a drizzling rain without overcoat or umbrella and in face of a remark from his love that he was not to come because he would be tired, he had made it his business to wander this mile out of his way again from sheer wish of spending ten minutes in her presence.


  ‘O Dick, how wet you are!’ she said, as he drew up under the window. ‘Why, your coat shines as if it had been varnished, and your hat—my goodness, there’s a streaming hat!’


  ‘O, I don’t mind, darling!’ said Dick cheerfully. ‘Wet never hurts me, though I am rather sorry for my best clothes. However, it couldn’t be helped; we lent all the umbrellas to the women. I don’t know when I shall get mine back.’


  ‘And look, there’s a nasty patch of something just on your shoulder.’


  ‘Ah, that’s japanning; it rubbed off the clamps of poor Jack’s coffin when we lowered him from our shoulders upon the bier! I don’t care about that, for ’twas the last deed I could do for him; and ’tis hard if you can’t afford a coat for an old friend.’


  Fancy put her hand to her mouth for half a minute. Underneath the palm of that little hand there existed for that half-minute a little yawn.


  ‘Dick, I don’t like you to stand there in the wet. And you mustn’t sit down. Go home and change your things. Don’t stay another minute.’


  ‘One kiss after coming so far,’ he pleaded.


  ‘If I can reach, then.’


  He looked rather disappointed at not being invited round to the door. She twisted from her seated position and bent herself downwards, but not even by standing on the plinth was it possible for Dick to get his lips into contact with hers as she held them. By great exertion she might have reached a little lower; but then she would have exposed her head to the rain.


  ‘Never mind, Dick; kiss my hand,’ she said, flinging it down to him. ‘Now, good-bye.’


  ‘Good-bye.’


  He walked slowly away, turning and turning again to look at her till he was out of sight. During the retreat she said to herself, almost involuntarily, and still conscious of that morning’s triumph—


  ‘I like Dick, and I love him; but how plain and sorry a man looks in the rain, with no umbrella, and wet through!’


  As he vanished she made as if to descend from her seat; but glancing in the other direction she saw another form coming along the same track. It was also that of a man. He, too, was in black from top to toe; but he carried an umbrella.


  He drew nearer, and the direction of the rain caused him so to slant his umbrella that from her height above the ground his head was invisible, as she was also to him. He passed in due time directly beneath her, and in looking down upon the exterior of his umbrella her feminine eyes perceived it to be of superior silk—less common at that date than since—and of elegant make. He reached the entrance to the building, and Fancy suddenly lost sight of him. Instead of pursuing the roadway as Dick had done he had turned sharply round into her own porch.


  She jumped to the floor, hastily flung off her shawl and bonnet, smoothed and patted her hair till the curls hung in passable condition, and listened. No knock. Nearly a minute passed, and still there was no knock. Then there arose a soft series of raps no louder than the tapping of a distant woodpecker, and barely distinct enough to reach her ears. She composed herself and flung open the door.


  In the porch stood Mr. Maybold.


  There was a warm flush upon his face and a bright flash in his eyes which made him look handsomer than she had ever seen him before.


  ‘Good-evening, Miss Day.’


  ‘Good-evening, Mr. Maybold,’ she said, in a strange state of mind. She had noticed, beyond the ardent hue of his face, that his voice had a singular tremor in it, and that his hand shook like an aspen leaf when he laid his umbrella in the corner of the porch. Without another word being spoken by either he came into the schoolroom, shut the door, and moved close to her. Once inside the expression of his face was no more discernible by reason of the increasing dusk of evening.


  ‘I want to speak to you,’ he then said; ‘seriously—on a perhaps unexpected subject, but one which is all the world to me—I don’t know what it may be to you, Miss Day.’


  No reply.


  ‘Fancy, I have come to ask you if you will be my wife?’


  As a person who has been idly amusing himself with rolling a snowball might start at finding he had set in motion an avalanche, so did Fancy start at these words from the young vicar. And in the dead silence which followed them the breathings of the man and of the woman could be distinctly and separately heard; and there was this difference between them—his respirations gradually grew quieter and less rapid after the enunciation; hers, from having been low and regular, increased in quickness and force till she almost panted.


  ‘I cannot, I cannot, Mr. Maybold—I cannot! Don’t ask me!’ she said.


  ‘Don’t answer in a hurry!’ he entreated. ‘And do listen to me. This is no sudden feeling on my part. I have loved you for more than six months! Perhaps my late interest in teaching the children here has not been so single-minded as it seemed. You will understand my motive—like me better, perhaps, for honestly telling you that I have struggled against my emotion continually, because I have thought that it was not well for me to love you! But I resolved to struggle no longer; I have examined the feeling; and the love I bear you is as genuine as that I could bear any woman! I see your great charm; I respect your natural talents, and the refinement they have brought into your nature—they are quite enough, and more than enough for me! They are equal to anything ever required of the mistress of a quiet parsonage-house—the place in which I shall pass my days, wherever it may be situated. O Fancy, I have watched you, criticized you even severely, brought my feelings to the light of judgment, and still have found them rational, and such as any man might have expected to be inspired with by a woman like you! So there is nothing hurried, secret, or untoward in my desire to do this. Fancy, will you marry me?’


  No answer was returned.


  ‘Don’t refuse; don’t,’ he implored. ‘It would be foolish of you—I mean cruel! Of course we would not live here, Fancy. I have had for a long time the offer of an exchange of livings with a friend in Yorkshire, but I have hitherto refused on account of my mother. There we would go. Your musical powers shall be still further developed; you shall have whatever pianoforte you like; you shall have anything, Fancy, anything to make you happy—pony-carriage, flowers, birds, pleasant society; yes, you have enough in you for any society, after a few months of travel with me! Will you, Fancy, marry me?’


  Another pause ensued, varied only by the surging of the rain against the window-panes, and then Fancy spoke, in a faint and broken voice.


  ‘Yes, I will,’ she said.


  ‘God bless you, my own!’ He advanced quickly, and put his arm out to embrace her. She drew back hastily. ‘No no, not now!’ she said in an agitated whisper. ‘There are things;—but the temptation is, O, too strong, and I can’t resist it; I can’t tell you now, but I must tell you! Don’t, please, don’t come near me now! I want to think. I can scarcely get myself used to the idea of what I have promised yet.’ The next minute she turned to a desk, buried her face in her hands, and burst into a hysterical fit of weeping. ‘O, leave me to myself!’ she sobbed; ‘leave me! O, leave me!’


  ‘Don’t be distressed; don’t, dearest!’ It was with visible difficulty that he restrained himself from approaching her. ‘You shall tell me at your leisure what it is that grieves you so; I am happy—beyond all measure happy!—at having your simple promise.’


  ‘And do go and leave me now!’


  ‘But I must not, in justice to you, leave for a minute, until you are yourself again.’


  ‘There then,’ she said, controlling her emotion, and standing up; ‘I am not disturbed now.’


  He reluctantly moved towards the door. ‘Good-bye!’ he murmured tenderly. ‘I’ll come to-morrow about this time.’


  ♣


  VII


  Second Thoughts


  The next morning the vicar rose early. The first thing he did was to write a long and careful letter to his friend in Yorkshire. Then, eating a little breakfast, he crossed the meadows in the direction of Casterbridge, bearing his letter in his pocket, that he might post it at the town office, and obviate the loss of one day in its transmission that would have resulted had he left it for the foot-post through the village.


  It was a foggy morning, and the trees shed in noisy water-drops the moisture they had collected from the thick air, an acorn occasionally falling from its cup to the ground in company with the drippings. In the meads sheets of spiders’-web, almost opaque with wet, hung in folds over the fences, and the falling leaves appeared in every variety of brown, green, and yellow hue.


  A low and merry whistling was heard on the highway he was approaching, then the light footsteps of a man going in the same direction as himself. On reaching the junction of his path with the road the vicar beheld Dick Dewy’s open and cheerful face. Dick lifted his hat, and the vicar came out into the highway that Dick was pursuing.


  ‘Good-morning, Dewy. How well you are looking!’ said Mr. Maybold.


  ‘Yes, sir, I am well—quite well! I am going to Casterbridge now, to get Smart’s collar; we left it there Saturday to be repaired.’


  ‘I am going to Casterbridge, so we’ll walk together,’ the vicar said. Dick gave a hop with one foot to put himself in step with Mr. Maybold, who proceeded: ‘I fancy I didn’t see you at church yesterday, Dewy. Or were you behind the pier?’


  ‘No; I went to Charmley. Poor John Dunford chose me to be one of his bearers a long time before he died, and yesterday was the funeral. Of course I couldn’t refuse, though I should have liked particularly to have been at home as ’twas the day of the new music.’


  ‘Yes, you should have been. The musical portion of the service was successful—very successful indeed; and what is more to the purpose no ill-feeling whatever was evinced by any of the members of the old choir. They joined in the singing with the greatest good-will.’


  ‘’Twas natural enough that I should want to be there, I suppose,’ said Dick, smiling a private smile; ‘considering who the organ-player was.’


  At this the vicar reddened a little, and said, ‘Yes, yes,’ though not at all comprehending Dick’s true meaning, who, as he received no further reply, continued hesitatingly, and with another smile denoting his pride as a lover—


  ‘I suppose you know what I mean, sir? You’ve heard about me and—Miss Day?’


  The red in Maybold’s countenance went away: he turned and looked Dick in the face.


  ‘No,’ he said constrainedly, ‘I’ve heard nothing whatever about you and Miss Day.’


  ‘Why, she’s my sweetheart, and we are going to be married next Midsummer. We are keeping it rather close just at present, because ’tis a good many months to wait; but it is her father’s wish that we don’t marry before, and of course we must submit. But the time ’ill soon slip along.’


  ‘Yes, the time will soon slip along—Time glides away every day—yes.’


  Maybold said these words, but he had no idea of what they were. He was conscious of a cold and sickly thrill throughout him; and all he reasoned was this that the young creature whose graces had intoxicated him into making the most imprudent resolution of his life was less an angel than a woman.


  ‘You see, sir,’ continued the ingenuous Dick, ‘’twill be better in one sense. I shall by that time be the regular manager of a branch o’ father’s business which we think of starting elsewhere. It has very much increased lately, and we expect next year to keep a’ extra couple of horses. We’ve already our eye on one—brown as a berry, neck like a rainbow, fifteen hands, and not a gray hair in her—offered us at twenty-five want a crown. And to kip pace with the times I have had some cards prented, and I beg leave to hand you one, sir.’


  ‘Certainly,’ said the vicar, mechanically taking the card that Dick offered him.


  ‘I turn in here by Grey’s Bridge,’ said Dick. ‘I suppose you go straight on and up town?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Good-morning, sir.’


  ‘Good-morning, Dewy.’


  Maybold stood still upon the bridge, holding the card as it had been put into his hand, and Dick’s footsteps died away towards Durnover Mill. The vicar’s first voluntary action was to read the card:—


  
    DEWY AND SON,

    Tranters and Hauliers,

    Mellstock.


    N.B.—Furniture, Coals, Potatoes, Live and Dead Stock, removed to any distance on the shortest notice.

  


  Mr. Maybold leant over the parapet of the bridge and looked into the river. He saw—without heeding—how the water came rapidly from beneath the arches, glided down a little steep, then spread itself over a pool in which dace, trout, and minnows sported at ease among the long green locks of weed that lay heaving and sinking with their roots towards the current. At the end of ten minutes spent leaning thus he drew from his pocket the letter to his friend, tore it deliberately into such minute fragments that scarcely two syllables remained in juxtaposition, and sent the whole handful of shreds fluttering into the water. Here he watched them eddy, dart, and turn, as they were carried downwards towards the ocean and gradually disappeared from his view. Finally he moved off, and pursued his way at a rapid pace back again to Mellstock Vicarage.


  Nerving himself by a long and intense effort he sat down in his study and wrote as follows:


  
    ‘Dear Miss Day,—The meaning of your words, “the temptation is too strong,” of your sadness and your tears, has been brought home to me by an accident. I know to-day what I did not know yesterday—that you are not a free woman.


    ‘Why did you not tell me—why didn’t you? Did you suppose I knew? No. Had I known, my conduct in coming to you as I did would have been reprehensible.


    ‘But I don’t chide you! Perhaps no blame attaches to you—I can’t tell. Fancy, though my opinion of you is assailed and disturbed in a way which cannot be expressed, I love you still, and my word to you holds good yet. But will you, in justice to an honest man who relies upon your word to him, consider whether, under the circumstances, you can honourably forsake him?—Yours ever sincerely,


    ‘Arthur Maybold.’

  


  He rang the bell. ‘Tell Charles to take these copybooks and this note to the school at once.’


  The maid took the parcel and the letter, and in a few minutes a boy was seen to leave the vicarage gate with the one under his arm and the other in his hand. The vicar sat with his hand to his brow, watching the lad as he descended Church Lane and entered the waterside path which intervened between that spot and the school.


  Here he was met by another boy, and after a free salutation and pugilistic frisk had passed between the two the second boy came on his way to the vicarage, and the other vanished out of sight.


  The boy came to the door, and a note for Mr. Maybold was brought in.


  He knew the writing. Opening the envelope with an unsteady hand he read the subjoined words:


  
    ‘Dear Mr. Maybold,—I have been thinking seriously and sadly through the whole of the night of the question you put to me last evening; and of my answer. That answer, as an honest woman, I had no right to give.


    ‘It is my nature—perhaps all women’s—to love refinement of mind and manners; but even more than this, to be ever fascinated with the idea of surroundings more elegant and pleasing than those which have been customary. And you praised me, and praise is life to me. It was alone my sensations at these things which prompted my reply. Ambition and vanity they would be called; perhaps they are so.


    ‘After this explanation I hope you will generously allow me to withdraw the answer I too hastily gave.


    ‘And one more request. To keep the meeting of last night, and all that passed between us there, for ever a secret. Were it to become known it would utterly blight the happiness of a trusting and generous man, whom I love still, and shall love always.—Yours sincerely,


    ‘Fancy Day.’

  


  The last written communication that ever passed from the vicar to Fancy was a note containing these words only:


  
    ‘Tell him everything; it is best. He will forgive you.’

  


  ♣


  Part the Fifth


  Conclusion


  I


  “The Knot There’s no Untying”


  The last day of the story is dated just subsequent to that point in the development of the seasons when country people go to bed among nearly naked trees, are lulled to sleep by a fall of rain, and awake next morning among green ones; when the landscape appears embarrassed with the sudden weight and brilliancy of its leaves; when the night-jar comes and strikes up for the summer his tune of one note; when the apple-trees have bloomed, and the roads and orchard-grass become spotted with fallen petals; when the faces of the delicate flowers are darkened and their heads weighed down by the throng of honey-bees, which increase their humming till humming is too mild a term for the all-pervading sound; and when cuckoos, blackbirds, and sparrows, that have hitherto been merry and respectful neighbours, become noisy and persistent intimates.


  The exterior of Geoffrey Day’s house in Yalbury Wood appeared exactly as was usual at that season, but a frantic barking of the dogs at the back told of unwonted movements somewhere within. Inside the door the eyes beheld a gathering which was a rarity indeed for the dwelling of the solitary wood-steward and keeper.


  About the room were sitting and standing, in various gnarled attitudes, our old acquaintance grandfathers James and William, the tranter, Mr. Penny, two or three children, including Jimmy and Charley, besides three or four country ladies and gentlemen from a greater distance who do not require any distinction by name. Geoffrey was seen and heard stamping about the outhouse and among the bushes of the garden, attending to details of daily routine before the proper time arrived for their performance, in order that they might be off his hands for the day. He appeared with his shirt-sleeves rolled up; his best new nether garments, in which he had arrayed himself that morning, being temporarily disguised under a week-day apron whilst these proceedings were in operation. He occasionally glanced at the hives in passing to see if his wife’s bees were swarming, ultimately rolling down his shirt-sleeves and going indoors, talking to tranter Dewy whilst buttoning the wristbands, to save time; next going upstairs for his best waistcoat, and coming down again to make another remark whilst buttoning that, during the time looking fixedly in the tranter’s face as if he were a looking-glass.


  The furniture had undergone attenuation to an alarming extent, every duplicate piece having been removed, including the clock by Thomas Wood; Ezekiel Saunders being at last left sole referee in matters of time.


  Fancy was stationary upstairs, receiving her layers of clothes and adornments and answering by short fragments of laughter which had more fidgetiness than mirth in them, remarks that were made from time to time by Mrs. Dewy and Mrs. Penny, who were assisting her at the toilet, Mrs. Day having pleaded a queerness in her head as a reason for shutting herself up in an inner bedroom for the whole morning. Mrs. Penny appeared with nine corkscrew curls on each side of her temples, and a back comb stuck upon her crown like a castle on a steep.


  The conversation just now going on was concerning the banns, the last publication of which had been on the Sunday previous.


  ‘And how did they sound?’ Fancy subtly inquired.


  ‘Very beautiful indeed,’ said Mrs. Penny. ‘I never heard any sound better.’


  ‘But how?’


  ‘O, so natural and elegant, didn’t they, Reuben!’ she cried through the chinks of the unceiled floor to the tranter downstairs.


  ‘What’s that?’ said the tranter, looking up inquiringly at the floor above him for an answer.


  ‘Didn’t Dick and Fancy sound well when they were called home in church last Sunday?’ came downwards again in Mrs. Penny’s voice.


  ‘Ay, that they did, my sonnies!—especially the first time. There was a terrible whispering piece of work in the congregation, wasn’t there, neighbour Penny?’ said the tranter, taking up the thread of conversation on his own account and, in order to be heard in the room above, speaking very loud to Mr. Penny, who sat at the distance of three feet from him, or rather less.


  ‘I never can mind seeing such a whispering as there was,’ said Mr. Penny, also loudly, to the room above. ‘And such sorrowful envy on the maidens’ faces; really, I never did see such envy as there was!’


  Fancy’s lineaments varied in innumerable little flushes and her heart palpitated innumerable little tremors of pleasure. ‘But perhaps,’ she said, with assumed indifference, ‘it was only because no religion was going on just then?’


  ‘O, no; nothing to do with that. ’Twas because of your high standing in the parish. It was just as if they had one and all caught Dick kissing and coling ye to death, wasn’t it, Mrs. Dewy?’


  ‘Ay; that ’twas.’


  ‘How people will talk about one’s doings!’ Fancy exclaimed.


  ‘Well, if you make songs about yourself, my dear, you can’t blame other people for singing ’em.’


  ‘Mercy me! how shall I go through it?’ said the young lady again, but merely to those in the bedroom, with a breathing of a kind between a sigh and a pant, round shining eyes, and warm face.


  ‘O, you’ll get through it well enough, child,’ said Mrs. Dewy placidly. ‘The edge of the performance is took off at the calling home; and when once you get up to the chancel end o’ the church you feel as saucy as you please. I’m sure I felt as brave as a sodger all through the deed—though of course I dropped my face and looked modest, as was becoming to a maid. Mind you do that, Fancy.’


  ‘And I walked into the church as quiet as a lamb, I’m sure,’ subjoined Mrs. Penny. ‘There, you see Penny is such a little small man. But certainly I was flurried in the inside o’ me. Well, thinks I, ’tis to be, and here goes! And do you do the same: say, “’Tis to be, and here goes!”’


  ‘Is there such wonderful virtue in “’Tis to be, and here goes!”’ inquired Fancy.


  ‘Wonderful! ’Twill carry a body through it all from wedding to churching, if you only let it out with spirit enough.’


  ‘Very well, then,’ said Fancy, blushing. ‘’Tis to be, and here goes!’


  ‘That’s a girl for a husband!’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  ‘I do hope he’ll come in time!’ continued the bride-elect, inventing a new cause of affright now that the other was demolished.


  ‘’Twould be a thousand pities if he didn’t come, now you be so brave,’ said Mrs. Penny.


  Grandfather James, having overheard some of these remarks, said downstairs with mischievous loudness—


  ‘I’ve known some would-be weddings when the men didn’t come.’


  ‘They’ve happened not to come, before now, certainly,’ said Mr. Penny, cleaning one of the glasses of his spectacles.


  ‘O, do hear what they are saying downstairs,’ whispered Fancy. ‘Hush, hush!’


  She listened.


  ‘They have, haven’t they, Geoffrey?’ continued grim grandfather James, as Geoffrey entered.


  ‘Have what?’ said Geoffrey.


  ‘The men have been known not to come.’


  ‘That they have,’ said the keeper.


  ‘Ay; I’ve knowed times when the wedding had to be put off through his not appearing, being tired of the woman. And another case I knowed was when the man was catched in a man-trap crossing Oaker’s Wood, and the three months had run out before he got well, and the banns had to be published over again.’


  ‘How horrible!’ said Fancy.


  ‘They only say it on purpose to tease ’ee, my dear,’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  ‘’Tis quite sad to think what wretched shifts poor maids have been put to,’ came again from downstairs. ‘Ye should hear Clerk Wilkins, my brother-law, tell his experiences in marrying couples these last thirty year: sometimes one thing, sometimes another—’tis quite heart-rending—enough to make your hair stand on end.’


  ‘Those things don’t happen very often, I know,’ said Fancy with smouldering uneasiness.


  ‘Well, really ’tis time Dick was here,’ said the tranter.


  ‘Don’t keep on at me so, grandfather James and Mr. Dewy, and all you down there!’ Fancy broke out, unable to endure any longer. ‘I am sure I shall die, or do something, if you do!’


  ‘Never you hearken to these old chaps, Miss Day!’ cried Nat Callcome the best man, who had just entered, and threw his voice upward through the chinks of the floor as the others had done. ‘’Tis all right; Dick’s coming on like a wild feller; he’ll be here in a minute. The hive o’ bees his mother gie’d en for his new garden swarmed jist as he was starting, and he said, “I can’t afford to lose a stock o’ bees; no, that I can’t, though I fain would; and Fancy wouldn’t wish it on any account.” So he jist stopped to ting to ’em and shake ’em.’


  ‘A genuine wise man,’ said Geoffrey.


  ‘To be sure what a day’s work we had yesterday!’ Mr. Callcome continued, lowering his voice as if it were not necessary any longer to include those in the room above among his audience, and selecting a remote corner of his best clean handkerchief for wiping his face. ‘To be sure!’


  ‘Things so heavy, I suppose,’ said Geoffrey, as if reading through the chimney-window from the far end of the vista.


  ‘Ay,’ said Nat, looking round the room at points from which furniture had been removed. ‘And so awkward to carry, too. ’Twas ath’art and across Dick’s garden; in and out Dick’s door; up and down Dick’s stairs; round and round Dick’s chammers till legs were worn to stumps: and Dick is so particular, too. And the stores of victuals and drink that lad has laid in: why, ’tis enough for Noah’s ark! I’m sure I never wish to see a choicer half-dozen of hams than he’s got there in his chimley; and the cider I tasted was a very pretty drop, indeed;—none could desire a prettier cider.’


  ‘They be for the love and the stalled ox both. Ah, the greedy martels!’ said grandfather James.


  ‘Well, may-be they be. “Surely,” says I, “that couple between ’em have heaped up so much furniture and victuals that anybody would think they were going to take hold the big end of married life first, and begin wi’ a grown-up family.” Ah, what a bath of heat we two chaps were in, to be sure, a-getting that furniture in order!’


  ‘I do so wish the room below was ceiled,’ said Fancy as the dressing went on; ‘we can hear all they say and do down there.’


  ‘Hark! Who’s that?’ exclaimed a small pupil-teacher, who also assisted this morning to her great delight. She ran half-way down the stairs and peeped round the banister. ‘O, you should, you should, you should!’ she exclaimed, scrambling up to the room again.


  ‘What?’ said Fancy.


  ‘See the bridesmaids! They’ve just a-come! ’Tis wonderful, really! ’tis wonderful how muslin can be brought to it. There, they don’t look a bit like themselves, but like some very rich sisters o’ theirs that nobody knew they had!’


  ‘Make them come up to me, make them come up!’ cried Fancy ecstatically; and the four damsels appointed, namely, Miss Susan Dewy, Miss Bessie Dewy, Miss Vashti Sniff, and Miss Mercy Onmey surged upstairs and floated along the passage.


  ‘I wish Dick would come!’ was again the burden of Fancy.


  The same instant a small twig and flower from the creeper outside the door flew in at the open window, and a masculine voice said, ‘Ready, Fancy dearest?’


  ‘There he is, he is!’ cried Fancy, tittering spasmodically and breathing as it were for the first time that morning.


  The bridesmaids crowded to the window and turned their heads in the direction pointed out, at which motion eight earrings all swung as one:—not looking at Dick because they particularly wanted to see him, but with an important sense of their duty as obedient ministers of the will of that apotheosised being—the Bride.


  ‘He looks very taking!’ said Miss Vashti Sniff, a young lady who blushed cream-colour and wore yellow bonnet-ribbons.


  Dick was advancing to the door in a painfully new coat of shining cloth, primrose-coloured waistcoat, hat of the same painful style of newness, and with an extra quantity of whiskers shaved off his face and hair cut to an unwonted shortness in honour of the occasion.


  ‘Now I’ll run down,’ said Fancy, looking at herself over her shoulder in the glass, and flitting off.


  ‘O Dick!’ she exclaimed, ‘I am so glad you are come! I knew you would, of course, but I thought, O, if you shouldn’t!’


  ‘Not come, Fancy! Het or wet, blow or snow, here come I to-day! Why, what’s possessing your little soul? You never used to mind such things a bit.’


  ‘Ah, Mr. Dick, I hadn’t hoisted my colours and committed myself then!’ said Fancy.


  ‘’Tis a pity I can’t marry the whole five of ye!’ said Dick, surveying them all round.


  ‘Heh-heh-heh!’ laughed the four bridesmaids, and Fancy privately touched Dick and smoothed him down behind his shoulder as if to assure herself that he was there in flesh and blood as her own property.


  ‘Well, whoever would have thought such a thing?’ said Dick, taking off his hat, sinking into a chair, and turning to the elder members of the company.


  The latter arranged their eyes and lips to signify that in their opinion nobody could have thought such a thing, whatever it was.


  ‘That my bees should ha’ swarmed just then, of all times and seasons!’ continued Dick, throwing a comprehensive glance like a net over the whole auditory. ‘And ’tis a fine swarm, too: I haven’t seen such a fine swarm for these ten years.’


  ‘A’ excellent sign,’ said Mrs. Penny, from the depths of experience. ‘A’ excellent sign.’


  ‘I am glad everything seems so right,’ said Fancy with a breath of relief.


  ‘And so am I,’ said the four bridesmaids with much sympathy.


  ‘Well, bees can’t be put off,’ observed the inharmonious grandfather James. ‘Marrying a woman is a thing you can do at any moment; but a swarm o’ bees won’t come for the asking.’


  Dick fanned himself with his hat. ‘I can’t think,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘whatever ’twas I did to offend Mr. Maybold,—a man I like so much, too. He rather took to me when he came first, and used to say he should like to see me married, and that he’d marry me, whether the young woman I chose lived in his parish or no. I just hinted to him of it when I put in the banns, but he didn’t seem to take kindly to the notion now, and so I said no more. I wonder how it was.’


  ‘I wonder!’ said Fancy, looking into vacancy with those beautiful eyes of hers—too refined and beautiful for a tranter’s wife; but, perhaps, not too good.


  ‘Altered his mind, as folks will, I suppose,’ said the tranter. ‘Well, my sonnies, there’ll be a good strong party looking at us to-day as we go along.’


  ‘And the body of the church,’ said Geoffrey, ‘will be lined with females, and a row of young fellers’ heads, as far down as the eyes, will be noticed just above the sills of the chancel-winders.’


  ‘Ay, you’ve been through it twice,’ said Reuben, ‘and well mid know.’


  ‘I can put up with it for once,’ said Dick, ‘or twice either, or a dozen times.’


  ‘O Dick!’ said Fancy reproachfully.


  ‘Why, dear, that’s nothing,—only just a bit of a flourish. You be as nervous as a cat to-day.’


  ‘And then, of course, when ’tis all over,’ continued the tranter, ‘we shall march two and two round the parish.’


  ‘Yes, sure,’ said Mr. Penny: ‘two and two: every man hitched up to his woman, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘I never can make a show of myself in that way!’ said Fancy, looking at Dick to ascertain if he could.


  ‘I’m agreed to anything you and the company like, my dear!’ said Mr. Richard Dewy heartily.


  ‘Why, we did when we were married, didn’t we, Ann?’ said the tranter; ‘and so do everybody, my sonnies.’


  ‘And so did we,’ said Fancy’s father.


  ‘And so did Penny and I,’ said Mrs. Penny: ‘I wore my best Bath clogs, I remember, and Penny was cross because it made me look so tall.’


  ‘And so did father and mother,’ said Miss Mercy Onmey.


  ‘And I mean to, come next Christmas!’ said Nat the groomsman vigorously, and looking towards the person of Miss Vashti Sniff.


  ‘Respectable people don’t nowadays,’ said Fancy. ‘Still, since poor mother did, I will.’


  ‘Ay,’ resumed the tranter, ‘’twas on a White Tuesday when I committed it. Mellstock Club walked the same day, and we new-married folk went a-gaying round the parish behind ’em. Everybody used to wear something white at Whitsuntide in them days. My sonnies, I’ve got the very white trousers that I wore, at home in box now. Ha’n’t I, Ann?’


  ‘You had till I cut ’em up for Jimmy,’ said Mrs. Dewy.


  ‘And we ought, by rights, after doing this parish, to go round Higher and Lower Mellstock, and call at Viney’s, and so work our way hither again across He’th,’ said Mr. Penny, recovering scent of the matter in hand. ‘Dairyman Viney is a very respectable man, and so is Farmer Kex, and we ought to show ourselves to them.’


  ‘True,’ said the tranter, ‘we ought to go round Mellstock to do the thing well. We shall form a very striking object walking along in rotation, good-now, neighbours?’


  ‘That we shall: a proper pretty sight for the nation,’ said Mrs. Penny.


  ‘Hullo!’ said the tranter, suddenly catching sight of a singular human figure standing in the doorway, and wearing a long smock-frock of pillow-case cut and of snowy whiteness. ‘Why, Leaf! whatever dost thou do here?’


  ‘I’ve come to know if so be I can come to the wedding—hee-hee!’ said Leaf in a voice of timidity.


  ‘Now, Leaf,’ said the tranter reproachfully, ‘you know we don’t want ’ee here to-day: we’ve got no room for ’ee, Leaf.’


  ‘Thomas Leaf, Thomas Leaf, fie upon ’ee for prying!’ said old William.


  ‘I know I’ve got no head, but I thought, if I washed and put on a clane shirt and smock-frock, I might just call,’ said Leaf, turning away disappointed and trembling.


  ‘Poor feller!’ said the tranter, turning to Geoffrey. ‘Suppose we must let en come? His looks are rather against en, and he is terrible silly; but ’a have never been in jail, and ’a won’t do no harm.’


  Leaf looked with gratitude at the tranter for these praises, and then anxiously at Geoffrey, to see what effect they would have in helping his cause.


  ‘Ay, let en come,’ said Geoffrey decisively. ‘Leaf, th’rt welcome, ’st know’; and Leaf accordingly remained.


  They were now all ready for leaving the house, and began to form a procession in the following order: Fancy and her father, Dick and Susan Dewy, Nat Callcome and Vashti Sniff, Ted Waywood and Mercy Onmey, and Jimmy and Bessie Dewy. These formed the executive, and all appeared in strict wedding attire. Then came the tranter and Mrs. Dewy, and last of all Mr. and Mrs. Penny;—the tranter conspicuous by his enormous gloves, size eleven and three-quarters, which appeared at a distance like boxing gloves bleached and sat rather awkwardly upon his brown hands; this hall-mark of respectability having been set upon himself to-day (by Fancy’s special request) for the first time in his life.


  ‘The proper way is for the bridesmaids to walk together,’ suggested Fancy.


  ‘What? ’Twas always young man and young woman, arm in crook, in my time!’ said Geoffrey, astounded.


  ‘And in mine!’ said the tranter.


  ‘And in ours!’ said Mr. and Mrs. Penny.


  ‘Never heard o’ such a thing as woman and woman!’ said old William; who, with grandfather James and Mrs. Day, was to stay at home.


  ‘Whichever way you and the company like, my dear!’ said Dick, who, being on the point of securing his right to Fancy, seemed willing to renounce all other rights in the world with the greatest pleasure. The decision was left to Fancy.


  ‘Well, I think I’d rather have it the way mother had it,’ she said, and the couples moved along under the trees, every man to his maid.


  ‘Ah!’ said grandfather James to grandfather William as they retired, ‘I wonder which she thinks most about, Dick or her wedding raiment!’


  ‘Well, ’tis their nature,’ said grandfather William. ‘Remember the words of the prophet Jeremiah: “Can a maid forget her ornaments, or a bride her attire?”’


  Now among dark perpendicular firs, like the shafted columns of a cathedral; now through a hazel copse, matted with primroses and wild hyacinths; now under broad beeches in bright young leaves they threaded their way into the high road over Yalbury Hill, which dipped at that point directly into the village of Geoffrey Day’s parish; and in the space of a quarter of an hour Fancy found herself to be Mrs. Richard Dewy, though, much to her surprise, feeling no other than Fancy Day still.


  On the circuitous return walk through the lanes and fields, amid much chattering and laughter, especially when they came to stiles, Dick discerned a brown spot far up a turnip field.


  ‘Why, ’tis Enoch!’ he said to Fancy. ‘I thought I missed him at the house this morning. How is it he’s left you?’


  ‘He drank too much cider, and it got into his head, and they put him in Weatherbury stocks for it. Father was obliged to get somebody else for a day or two, and Enoch hasn’t had anything to do with the woods since.’


  ‘We might ask him to call down to-night. Stocks are nothing for once, considering ’tis our wedding day.’ The bridal party was ordered to halt.


  ‘Eno-o-o-o-ch!’ cried Dick at the top of his voice.


  ‘Y-a-a-a-a-a-as!’ said Enoch from the distance.


  ‘D’ye know who I be-e-e-e-e-e?’


  ‘No-o-o-o-o-o-o!’


  ‘Dick Dew-w-w-w-wy!’


  ‘O-h-h-h-h-h!’


  ‘Just a-ma-a-a-a-a-arried!’


  ‘O-h-h-h-h-h!’


  ‘This is my wife, Fa-a-a-a-a-ancy!’ (holding her up to Enoch’s view as if she had been a nosegay).


  ‘O-h-h-h-h-h!’


  ‘Will ye come across to the party to-ni-i-i-i-i-i-ight!’


  ‘Ca-a-a-a-a-an’t!’


  ‘Why n-o-o-o-o-ot?’


  ‘Don’t work for the family no-o-o-o-ow!’


  ‘Not nice of Master Enoch,’ said Dick as they resumed their walk.


  ‘You mustn’t blame en,’ said Geoffrey; ‘the man’s not hisself now; he’s in his morning frame of mind. When he’s had a gallon o’ cider or ale, or a pint or two of mead, the man’s well enough, and his manners be as good as anybody’s in the kingdom.’


  ♣


  II


  Under the Greenwood Tree


  The point in Yalbury Wood which abutted on the end of Geoffrey Day’s premises was closed with an ancient tree, horizontally of enormous extent, though having no great pretensions to height. Many hundreds of birds had been born amidst the boughs of this single tree; tribes of rabbits and hares had nibbled at its bark from year to year; quaint tufts of fungi had sprung from the cavities of its forks; and countless families of moles and earthworms had crept about its roots. Beneath and beyond its shade spread a carefully-tended grass-plot, its purpose being to supply a healthy exercise-ground for young chickens and pheasants: the hens, their mothers, being enclosed in coops placed upon the same green flooring.


  All these encumbrances were now removed, and as the afternoon advanced the guests gathered on the spot, where music, dancing, and the singing of songs went forward with great spirit throughout the evening. The propriety of every one was intense, by reason of the influence of Fancy, who, as an additional precaution in this direction had strictly charged her father and the tranter to carefully avoid saying ‘thee’ and ‘thou’ in their conversation, on the plea that those ancient words sounded so very humiliating to persons of newer taste; also that they were never to be seen drawing the back of the hand across the mouth after drinking—a local English custom of extraordinary antiquity, but stated by Fancy to be decidedly dying out among the better classes of society.


  In addition to the local musicians present a man who had a thorough knowledge of the tambourine was invited from the village of Tantrum Clangley,—a place long celebrated for the skill of its inhabitants as performers on instruments of percussion. These important members of the assembly were relegated to a height of two or three feet from the ground, upon a temporary erection of planks supported by barrels. Whilst the dancing progressed the older persons sat in a group under the trunk of the tree,—the space being allotted to them somewhat grudgingly by the young ones, who were greedy of pirouetting room,—and fortified by a table against the heels of the dancers. Here the gaffers and gammers whose dancing days were over told stories of great impressiveness, and at intervals surveyed the advancing and retiring couples from the same retreat, as people on shore might be supposed to survey a naval engagement in the bay beyond; returning again to their tales when the pause was over. Those of the whirling throng who, during the rests between each figure, turned their eyes in the direction of these seated ones, were only able to discover, on account of the music and bustle, that a very striking circumstance was in course of narration—denoted by an emphatic sweep of the hand, snapping of the fingers, close of the lips, and fixed look into the centre of the listener’s eye for the space of a quarter of a minute, which raised in that listener such a reciprocating working of face as to sometimes make the distant dancers half wish to know what such an interesting tale could refer to.


  Fancy caused her looks to wear as much matronly expression as was obtainable out of six hours’ experience as a wife, in order that the contrast between her own state of life and that of the unmarried young women present might be duly impressed upon the company: occasionally stealing glances of admiration at her left hand, but this quite privately; for her ostensible bearing concerning the matter was intended to show that, though she undoubtedly occupied the most wondrous position in the eyes of the world that had ever been attained, she was almost unconscious of the circumstance, and that the somewhat prominent position in which that wonderfully-emblazoned left hand was continually found to be placed when handing cups and saucers, knives, forks, and glasses, was quite the result of accident. As to wishing to excite envy in the bosoms of her maiden companions by the exhibition of the shining ring, every one was to know it was quite foreign to the dignity of such an experienced married woman. Dick’s imagination in the meantime was far less capable of drawing so much wontedness from his new condition. He had been for two or three hours trying to feel himself merely a newly-married man, but had been able to get no further in the attempt than to realize that he was Dick Dewy, the tranter’s son, at a party given by Lord Wessex’s head man-in-charge, on the outlying Yalbury estate, dancing and chatting with Fancy Day.


  Five country dances, including ‘Haste to the Wedding,’ two reels, and three fragments of horn-pipes, brought them to the time for supper which, on account of the dampness of the grass from the immaturity of the summer season, was spread indoors. At the conclusion of the meal Dick went out to put the horse in; and Fancy, with the elder half of the four bridesmaids, retired upstairs to dress for the journey to Dick’s new cottage near Mellstock.


  ‘How long will you be putting on your bonnet, Fancy?’ Dick inquired at the foot of the staircase. Being now a man of business and married he was strong on the importance of time, and doubled the emphasis of his words in conversing, and added vigour to his nods.


  ‘Only a minute.’


  ‘How long is that?’


  ‘Well, dear, five.’


  ‘Ah, sonnies!’ said the tranter, as Dick retired, ‘’tis a talent of the female race that low numbers should stand for high, more especially in matters of waiting, matters of age, and matters of money.’


  ‘True, true, upon my body,’ said Geoffrey.


  ‘Ye spak with feeling, Geoffrey, seemingly.’


  ‘Anybody that d’know my experience might guess that.’


  ‘What’s she doing now, Geoffrey?’


  ‘Claning out all the upstairs drawers and cupboards, and dusting the second-best chainey—a thing that’s only done once a year. “If there’s work to be done I must do it,” says she, “wedding or no.”’


  ‘’Tis my belief she’s a very good woman at bottom.’


  ‘She’s terrible deep, then.’


  Mrs. Penny turned round. ‘Well, ’tis humps and hollers with the best of us; but still and for all that, Dick and Fancy stand as fair a chance of having a bit of sunsheen as any married pair in the land.’


  ‘Ay, there’s no gainsaying it.’


  Mrs. Dewy came up, talking to one person and looking at another. ‘Happy, yes,’ she said. ‘’Tis always so when a couple is so exactly in tune with one another as Dick and she.’


  ‘When they be’n’t too poor to have time to sing,’ said grandfather James.


  ‘I tell ye, neighbours, when the pinch comes,’ said the tranter: ‘when the oldest daughter’s boots be only a size less than her mother’s, and the rest o’ the flock close behind her. A sharp time for a man that, my sonnies; a very sharp time! Chanticleer’s comb is a-cut then, ’a believe.’


  ‘That’s about the form o’t’, said Mr. Penny. ‘That’ll put the stuns upon a man, when you must measure mother and daughters’ lasts to tell ’em apart.’


  ‘You’ve no cause to complain, Reuben, of such a close-coming flock,’ said Mrs. Dewy; ‘for ours was a straggling lot enough, God knows!’


  ‘I d’know it, I d’know it,’ said the tranter. ‘You be a well-enough woman, Ann.’


  Mrs. Dewy put her mouth in the form of a smile and put it back again without smiling.


  ‘And if they come together, they go together,’ said Mrs. Penny, whose family had been the reverse of the tranter’s; ‘and a little money will make either fate tolerable. And money can be made by our young couple, I know.’


  ‘Yes, that it can!’ said the impulsive voice of Leaf, who had hitherto humbly admired the proceedings from a corner. ‘It can be done—all that’s wanted is a few pounds to begin with. That’s all! I know a story about it!’


  ‘Let’s hear thy story, Leaf,’ said the tranter. ‘I never knew you were clever enough to tell a story. Silence, all of ye! Mr. Leaf will tell a story.’


  ‘Tell your story, Thomas Leaf,’ said grandfather William in the tone of a schoolmaster.


  ‘Once,’ said the delighted Leaf, in an uncertain voice, ‘there was a man who lived in a house! Well, this man went thinking and thinking night and day. At last, he said to himself, as I might, “If I had only ten pound, I’d make a fortune.” At last by hook or by crook, behold he got the ten pounds!’


  ‘Only think of that!’ said Nat Callcome satirically.


  ‘Silence!’ said the tranter.


  ‘Well, now comes the interesting part of the story! In a little time he made that ten pounds twenty. Then a little time after that he doubled it, and made it forty. Well, he went on, and a good while after that he made it eighty, and on to a hundred. Well, by-and-by he made it two hundred! Well, you’d never believe it, but—he went on and made it four hundred! He went on, and what did he do? Why, he made it eight hundred! Yes, he did,’ continued Leaf in the highest pitch of excitement, bringing down his fist upon his knee with such force that he quivered with the pain; ‘yes, and he went on and made it a thousand!’


  ‘Hear, hear!’ said the tranter. ‘Better than the history of England, my sonnies!’


  ‘Thank you for your story, Thomas Leaf,’ said grandfather William; and then Leaf gradually sank into nothingness again.


  Amid a medley of laughter, old shoes, and elder-wine, Dick and his bride took their departure side by side in the excellent new spring-cart which the young tranter now possessed. The moon was just over the full, rendering any light from lamps or their own beauties quite unnecessary to the pair. They drove slowly along Yalbury Bottom, where the road passed between two copses. Dick was talking to his companion.


  ‘Fancy,’ he said, ‘why we are so happy is because there is such full confidence between us. Ever since that time you confessed to that little flirtation with Shiner by the river (which was really no flirtation at all), I have thought how artless and good you must be to tell me o’ such a trifling thing, and to be so frightened about it as you were. It has won me to tell you my every deed and word since then. We’ll have no secrets from each other, darling, will we ever?—no secret at all.’


  ‘None from to-day,’ said Fancy. ‘Hark! what’s that?’


  From a neighbouring thicket was suddenly heard to issue in a loud, musical, and liquid voice—


  ‘Tippiwit! swe-e-et! ki-ki-ki! Come hither, come hither, come hither!’


  ‘O, ’tis the nightingale,’ murmured she, and thought of a secret she would never tell.


  ♣


  A Pair of Blue Eyes


  by thomas hardy


  [Tinsley Brother, 1873]


  
    ‘A violet in the youth of primy nature,


    Forward, not permanent, sweet, not lasting,


    The perfume and suppliance of a minute;


    No more.’

  


  [The text follows the 1920 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Preface


  The following chapters were written at a time when the craze for indiscriminate church-restoration had just reached the remotest nooks of western England, where the wild and tragic features of the coast had long combined in perfect harmony with the crude Gothic Art of the ecclesiastical buildings scattered along it, throwing into extraordinary discord all architectural attempts at newness there. To restore the grey carcases of a mediævalism whose spirit had fled seemed a not less incongruous act than to set about renovating the adjoining crags themselves.


  Hence it happened that an imaginary history of three human hearts, whose emotions were not without correspondence with these material circumstances, found in the ordinary incidents of such church-renovations a fitting frame for its presentation.


  The shore and country about ‘Castle Boterel’ is now getting well known, and will be readily recognized. The spot, I may add, is among the furthest westward of all those convenient corners wherein I have ventured to erect my theatre for these imperfect dramas of country life and passions; and it lies near to, or no great way beyond, the vague border of the Wessex kingdom on that side, which, like the westering verge of modern American settlements, was progressive and uncertain.


  This, however, is of little importance. The place is pre-eminently (for one person at least) the region of dream and mystery. The ghostly birds, the pall-like sea, the frothy wind, the eternal soliloquy of the waters, the bloom of dark purple cast that seems to exhale from the shoreward precipices, in themselves lend to the scene an atmosphere like the twilight of a night vision.


  One enormous sea-bord cliff in particular figures in the narrative; and for some forgotten reason or other this cliff was described in the story as being without a name. Accuracy would require the statement to be that a remarkable cliff which resembles in many points the cliff of the description bears a name that no event has made famous.


  March 1895.


  P.S.—The first edition of this tale, in three volumes, was issued in the early summer of 1873.


  In its action it exhibits the romantic stage of an idea which was further developed in a later book. To the ripe-minded critic of the present one an immaturity in its views of life and in its workmanship will of course be apparent. But to correct these by the judgment of later years, even had correction been possible, would have resulted, as with all such attempts, in the disappearance of whatever freshness and spontaneity the pages may have as they stand.


  To add a word on the topography of the romance in answer to queries, unimportant as the point may be. The mansion called ‘Endelstow House’ is to a large degree really existent, though it has to be looked for at a spot several miles south of its supposed site. The church, too, of the story was made to be more open to the ocean than is its original.


  T. H.


  June 1912.


  ♣


  The Persons


  Elfride Swancourt a young Lady.


  Christopher Swancourt a Clergyman.


  Stephen Smith an Architect.


  Henry Knight a Reviewer and Essayist.


  Charlotte Troyton a rich Widow.


  Gertrude Jethway a poor Widow.


  Spenser Hugo Luxellian a Peer.


  Lady Luxellian his Wife.


  Mary and Kate two little Girls.


  William Worm a dazed Factotum.


  John Smith a Master-mason.


  Jane Smith his Wife.


  Martin Cannister a Sexton.


  Unity a Maid-servant.


  Other servants, masons, labourers, grooms, nondescripts, etc., etc.


  the scene

  Off- Wessex, or Lyonnesse, on the outskirts of Lower Wessex.


  ♣


  I


  ‘A fair vestal, throned in the west.’


  Elfride Swancourt was a girl whose emotions lay very near the surface. Their nature more precisely, and as modified by the creeping hours of time, was known only to those who watched the circumstances of her history.


  Personally she was the combination of very interesting particulars, whose rarity, however, lay in the combination itself rather than in the individual elements combined. As a matter of fact you did not see the form and substance of her features when conversing with her; and this charming power of preventing a material study of her lineaments by an interlocutor, originated not in the cloaking effect of a well-formed manner (for her manner was childish and scarcely formed), but in the attractive crudeness of the remarks themselves. She had lived all her life in retirement—the monstrari digito of idle men had not flattered her, and at the age of nineteen or twenty she was no further on in social consciousness than an urban young lady of fifteen.


  One point in her, however, you did notice: that was her eyes. In them was seen a sublimation of all of her; it was not necessary to look further: there she lived.


  These eyes were blue; blue as autumn distance—blue as the blue we see between the retreating mouldings of hills and woody slopes on a sunny September morning. A misty and shady blue, that had no beginning or surface, and was looked into rather than at.


  As to her presence, it was not powerful; it was weak. Some women can make their personality pervade the atmosphere of a whole banqueting hall; Elfride’s was no more pervasive than that of a kitten.


  Elfride had as her own the thoughtfulness which appears in the face of the Madonna della Sedia, without its rapture: the warmth and spirit of the type of woman’s feature most common to the beauties—mortal and immortal—of Rubens, without their insistent fleshiness. The characteristic expression of the female faces of Correggio—that of the yearning human thoughts that lie too deep for tears—was hers sometimes, but seldom under ordinary conditions.


  The point in Elfride Swancourt’s life at which a deeper current may be said to have permanently set in, was one winter afternoon when she found herself standing, in the character of hostess, face to face with a man she had never seen before—moreover, looking at him with a Miranda-like curiosity and interest that she had never yet bestowed on a mortal.


  On this particular day her father, the rector of a parish on the sea-swept outskirts of Lower Wessex, and a widower, was suffering from an attack of gout. After finishing her household supervisions Elfride became restless, and several times left the room, ascended the staircase, and knocked at her father’s chamber-door.


  ‘Come in!’ was always answered in a hearty out-of-door voice from the inside.


  ‘Papa,’ she said on one occasion to the genial-faced, handsome man of fifty, who, puffing and fizzing like a bursting bottle, lay on the bed wrapped in a dressing-gown, and every now and then enunciating, in spite of himself, a letter or two of some word or words that were almost oaths; ‘papa, will you not come downstairs this evening?’ She spoke distinctly, he was rather deaf.


  ‘Afraid not—eh-h-h!—very much afraid I shall not, Elfride. Piph-ph-ph! I can’t bear even a handkerchief upon this deuced toe of mine, much less a stocking or slipper—piph-ph-ph! There ’tis again! No, I shan’t get up till to-morrow.’


  ‘Then I hope this London man won’t come; for I don’t know what I should do, papa.’


  ‘Well, it would be awkward, certainly.’


  ‘I should hardly think he would come to-day.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because the wind blows so.’


  ‘Wind! What ideas you have, Elfride! Who ever heard of wind stopping a man from doing his business? The idea of this toe of mine coming on so suddenly! … If he should arrive, you must send him up to me, I suppose, and then give him some food and put him to bed in some way. Dear me, what a nuisance all this is!’


  ‘Must he have dinner?’


  ‘Too heavy for a tired man at the end of a tedious journey.’


  ‘Tea, then?’


  ‘Not substantial enough.’


  ‘High tea, then? There is cold fowl, rabbit-pie, some pasties, and things of that kind.’


  ‘Yes, high tea.’


  ‘Must I pour out his tea, papa?’


  ‘Of course; you are the mistress of the house.’


  ‘What! sit there all the time with a stranger, just as if I knew him, and not anybody to introduce us?’


  ‘Nonsense, child, about introducing; you know better than that. A practical professional man, tired and hungry, who has been travelling ever since daylight this morning, will hardly be inclined to talk and air courtesies to-night. He wants food and shelter, and you must see that he has it, simply because I am suddenly laid up and cannot. There is nothing so dreadful in that, I hope? You get all kinds of stuff into your head from reading so many of those novels.’


  ‘O no; there is nothing dreadful in it when it becomes plainly a case of necessity like this. But, you see, you are always there when people come to dinner, even if we know them; and this is some strange London man of the world, who will think it odd, perhaps.’


  ‘Very well; let him.’


  ‘Is he Mr. Hewby’s partner?’


  ‘I should scarcely think so: he may be.’


  ‘How old is he, I wonder?’


  ‘That I cannot tell. You will find the copy of my letter to Mr. Hewby, and his answer, upon the table in the study. You may read them, and then you’ll know as much as I do about our visitor.’


  ‘I have read them.’


  ‘Well, what’s the use of asking questions, then? They contain all I know. Ugh-h-h! … Od plague you, you young scamp! don’t put anything there! I can’t bear the weight of a fly.’


  ‘O, I am sorry, papa. I forgot; I thought you might be cold,’ she said, hastily removing the rug she had thrown upon the feet of the sufferer; and waiting till she saw that consciousness of her offence had passed from his face, she withdrew from the room, and retired again downstairs.


  ♣


  II


  ‘’Twas on the evening of a winter’s day.’


  When two or three additional hours had merged the same afternoon in evening, some moving outlines might have been observed against the sky on the summit of a wild lone hill in that district. They circumscribed two men, having at present the aspect of silhouettes, sitting in a dog-cart and pushing along in the teeth of the wind. Scarcely a solitary house or man had been visible along the whole dreary distance of open country they were traversing; and now that night had begun to fall, the faint twilight, which still gave an idea of the landscape to their observation, was enlivened by the quiet appearance of the planet Jupiter, momentarily gleaming in intenser brilliancy in front of them, and by Sirius shedding his rays in rivalry from his position over their shoulders. The only lights apparent on earth were some spots of dull red glowing here and there upon the distant hills, which, as the driver of the vehicle gratuitously remarked to the hirer, were smouldering fires for the consumption of peat and gorse-roots, where the common was being broken up for agricultural purposes. The wind prevailed with but little abatement from its daytime boisterousness, three or four small clouds, delicate and pale, creeping along under the sky southward to the Channel.


  Thirteen of the fifteen miles intervening between the railway terminus and the end of their journey had been gone over, when they began to pass along the brink of a valley some miles in extent, wherein the wintry skeletons of a more luxuriant vegetation than had hitherto surrounded them proclaimed an increased richness of soil, which showed signs of far more careful enclosure and management than had any slopes they had yet passed. A little further, and an opening in the elms stretching up from this fertile valley revealed a mansion.


  ‘That’s Endelstow House, Lord Luxellian’s,’ said the driver.


  ‘Endelstow House, Lord Luxellian’s,’ repeated the other mechanically. He then turned himself sideways, and keenly scrutinized the almost invisible house with an interest which the indistinct picture itself seemed far from adequate to create. ‘Yes, that’s Lord Luxellian’s,’ he said yet again after a while, as he still looked in the same direction.


  ‘What, be we going there?’


  ‘No; Endelstow Rectory, as I have told you.’


  ‘I thought you m’t have altered your mind, sir, as ye have stared that way at nothing so long.’


  ‘O no; I am interested in the house, that’s all.’


  ‘Most people be, as the saying is.’


  ‘Not in the sense that I am.’


  ‘Ah! … Well, his family is no better than my own, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘How is that?’


  ‘Hedgers and ditchers by rights. But once in ancient times one of ’em, when he was at work, changed clothes with King Charles the Second, and saved the king’s life. King Charles came up to him like a common man, and said off-hand, “Man in the smock-frock, my name is Charles the Second; will you lend me your clothes?” “I don’t mind if I do,” said Hedger Luxellian; and they changed there and then. “Now mind ye,” King Charles the Second said, like a common man, as he rode away, “if ever I come to the crown, you come to court, knock at the door, and say out bold, ‘Is King Charles the Second at home?’ Tell your name, and they shall let you in, and you shall be made a lord.” Now, that was very nice of Master Charley?’


  ‘Very nice indeed.’


  ‘Well, as the story is, the king came to the throne; and some years after that, away went Hedger Luxellian, knocked at the king’s door, and asked if King Charles the Second was in. “No, he isn’t,” they said. “Then, is Charles the Third?” said Hedger Luxellian. “Yes,” said a young feller standing by like a common man, only he had a crown on, “my name is Charles the Third.” And——’


  ‘I really fancy that must be a mistake. I don’t recollect anything in English history about Charles the Third,’ said the other in a tone of mild remonstrance.


  ‘O that’s right history enough, only ’twasn’t prented; he was rather a queer-tempered man, if you remember.’


  ‘Very well; go on.’


  ‘And, by hook or by crook, Hedger Luxellian was made a lord, and everything went on well till some time after, when he got into a most terrible row with King Charles the Fourth——’


  ‘I can’t stand Charles the Fourth. Upon my word, that’s too much.’


  ‘Why? There was a George the Fourth, wasn’t there?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘Well, Charleses be as common as Georges. However I’ll say no more about it…. Ah, well! ’tis the funniest world ever I lived in—upon my life ’tis. Ah, that such should be!’


  The dusk had thickened into darkness while they thus conversed, and the outline and surface of the mansion gradually disappeared. The windows, which had before been as black blots on a lighter expanse of wall, became illuminated, and were transfigured to squares of light on the general dark body of the night landscape as it absorbed the outlines of the edifice into its gloomy monochrome.


  Not another word was spoken for some time, and they climbed a hill, then another hill piled on the summit of the first. An additional mile of plateau followed, from which could be discerned two light-houses on the coast they were nearing, reposing on the horizon with a calm lustre of benignity. The parish of their destination seemed to lie not far inshore, and somewhere between Cam Beak and Tintagel. Another oasis was reached; a little dell lay like a nest at their feet, towards which the driver pulled the horse at a sharp angle, and descended a steep slope which dived under the trees like a rabbit’s burrow. They sank lower and lower.


  ‘Endelstow Rectory is inside here,’ continued the man with the reins. ‘This part about here is West Endelstow; Lord Luxellian’s is East Endelstow, and has a church to itself. Pa’son Swancourt is the pa’son of both, and bobs backward and forward. Ah, well! ’tis a funny world. ’A b’lieve there was once a quarry where this house stands. The man who built it in past time scraped all the glebe for earth to put round the rectory, and laid out a little paradise of flowers and trees in the soil he had got together in this way, whilst the fields he scraped have been good for nothing ever since.’


  ‘How long has the present incumbent been here?’


  ‘Maybe about a year, or a year and half: ’tisn’t two years; for they don’t scandalize him yet; and, as a rule, a parish begins to scandalize the pa’son at the end of two years among ’em familiar. But he’s a very nice party. Ay, Pa’son Swancourt knows me pretty well from often driving over; and I know Pa’son Swancourt.’


  They emerged from the bower, swept round in a curve, and the chimneys and gables of the rectory became darkly visible. Not a light showed anywhere. They alighted; the man felt his way into the porch, and rang the bell.


  At the end of three or four minutes, spent in patient waiting without hearing any sounds of a response, the stranger advanced and repeated the call in a more decided manner. He then fancied he heard footsteps in the hall, and sundry movements of the door-knob, but nobody appeared.


  ‘Perhaps they bean’t at home,’ sighed the driver. ‘And I promised myself a bit of supper in Pa’son Swancourt’s kitchen. Sich lovely meat-pies and figged keakes, and cider, and drops o’ cordial that they do keep here!’


  ‘All right, naibours! Be ye rich men or be ye poor men, that ye must needs come to the world’s end at this time o’ night?’ exclaimed a voice at this instant; and, turning their heads, they saw a rickety individual shambling round from the back door with a horn lantern dangling from his hand.


  ‘Time o’ night, ’a b’lieve! and the clock only gone seven of ’em. Show a light, and let us in, William Worm.’


  ‘Oh, that you, Robert Lickpan?’


  ‘Nobody else, William Worm.’


  ‘And is the visiting man a-come?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the stranger. ‘Is Mr. Swancourt at home?’


  ‘That ’a is, sir. And would ye mind coming round by the back way? The front door is got stuck wi’ the wet, as he will do sometimes; and the Turk can’t open en. I know I am only a poor wambling man that ’ill never pay the Lord for my making, sir; but I can show the way in, sir.’


  The new arrival followed his guide through a little door in a wall, and then promenaded a scullery and a kitchen, along which he passed with eyes rigidly fixed in advance, an inbred horror of prying forbidding him to gaze around apartments that formed the back side of the household tapestry. Entering the hall, he was about to be shown to his room, when from the inner lobby of the front entrance, whither she had gone to learn the cause of the delay, sailed forth the form of Elfride. Her start of amazement at the sight of the visitor coming forth from under the stairs proved that she had not been expecting this surprising flank movement, which had been originated entirely by the ingenuity of William Worm.


  She appeared in the prettiest of all feminine guises, that is to say, in demi-toilette, with plenty of loose curly hair tumbling down about her shoulders. An expression of uneasiness pervaded her countenance; and altogether she scarcely appeared woman enough for the situation. The visitor removed his hat, and the first words were spoken; Elfride prelusively looking with a deal of interest, not unmixed with surprise, at the person towards whom she was to do the duties of hospitality.


  ‘I am Mr. Smith,’ said the stranger in a musical voice.


  ‘I am Miss Swancourt,’ said Elfride.


  Her constraint was over. The great contrast between the reality she beheld before her, and the dark, taciturn, sharp, elderly man of business who had lurked in her imagination—a man with clothes smelling of city smoke, skin sallow from want of sun, and talk flavoured with epigram—was such a relief to her that Elfride smiled, almost laughed, in the new-comer’s face.


  Stephen Smith, who has hitherto been hidden from us by the darkness, was at this time of his life but a youth in appearance, and not yet a man in years. Judging from his look, London was the last place in the world that one would have imagined to be the scene of his activities: such a face surely could not be nourished amid smoke and mud and fog and dust; such an open countenance could never even have seen anything of ‘the weariness, the fever, and the fret’ of Babylon the Second.


  His complexion was as fine as Elfride’s own; the pink of his cheeks almost as delicate. His mouth as perfect as Cupid’s bow in form, and as cherry-red in colour as hers. Bright curly hair; bright sparkling blue-gray eyes; a boy’s blush and manner; neither whisker nor moustache, unless a little light-brown fur on his upper lip deserved the latter title: this composed the London professional man, the prospect of whose advent had so troubled Elfride.


  Elfride hastened to say she was sorry to tell him that Mr. Swancourt was not able to receive him that evening, and gave the reason why. Mr. Smith replied, in a voice boyish by nature and manly by art, that he was very sorry to hear this news; but that as far as his reception was concerned, it did not matter in the least.


  Stephen was shown up to his room. In his absence Elfride stealthily glided into her father’s.


  ‘He’s come, papa. Such a young man for a business man!’


  ‘O, indeed!’


  ‘His face is—well—pretty; just like mine.’


  ‘H’m! what next?’


  ‘Nothing; that’s all I know of him yet. It is rather nice, is it not?’


  ‘Well, we shall see that when we know him better. Go down and give the poor fellow something to eat and drink, for Heaven’s sake. And when he has done eating, say I should like to have a few words with him, if he doesn’t mind coming up here.’


  The young lady glided downstairs again, and whilst she awaits young Smith’s entry, the letters referring to his visit had better be given.


  1.—Mr. Swancourt to Mr. Hewby.


  
    Endelstow Rectory, Feb. 18, 18—.


    Sir,—We are thinking of restoring the tower and aisle of the church in this parish; and Lord Luxellian, the patron of the living, has mentioned your name as that of a trustworthy architect whom it would be desirable to ask to superintend the work.


    I am exceedingly ignorant of the necessary preliminary steps. Probably, however, the first is that (should you be, as Lord Luxellian says you are, disposed to assist us) yourself or some member of your staff come and see the building, and report thereupon for the satisfaction of parishioners and others.


    The spot is a very remote one: we have no railway within fifteen miles; and the nearest place for putting up at—called a town, though merely a large village—is Castle Boterel, two miles further on; so that it would be most convenient for you to stay at the rectory—which I am glad to place at your disposal—instead of pushing on to the hotel at Castle Boterel, and coming back again in the morning.


    Any day of the next week that you like to name for the visit will find us quite ready to receive you.—Yours very truly,


    Christopher Swancourt.

  


  2.—Mr. Hewby to Mr. Swancourt.


  
    Percy Place, Charing Cross, Feb. 20, 18—.


    Dear Sir,—Agreeably to your request of the 18th instant I have arranged to survey and make drawings of the aisle and tower of your parish church, and of the dilapidations which have been suffered to accrue thereto, with a view to its restoration.


    My assistant, Mr. Stephen Smith, will leave London by the early train to-morrow morning for the purpose. Many thanks for your proposal to accommodate him. He will take advantage of your offer, and will probably reach your house at some hour of the evening. You may put every confidence in him, and may rely upon his discernment in the matter of church architecture.


    Trusting that the plans for the restoration, which I shall prepare from the details of his survey, will prove satisfactory to yourself and Lord Luxellian, I am, dear sir, yours faithfully,


    Walter Hewby.

  


  ♣


  III


  ‘Melodious birds sing madrigals.’


  That first repast in Endelstow Rectory was a very agreeable one to young Stephen Smith. The table was spread, as Elfride had suggested to her father, with the materials for the heterogeneous meal called high tea—a class of refection welcome to all when away from men and towns, and particularly attractive to youthful palates. The table was prettily decked with winter flowers and leaves, amid which the eye was greeted by chops, chicken, pie, etc., and two huge pasties overhanging the sides of the dish with a cheerful aspect of abundance.


  At the end, towards the fireplace, appeared the tea-service, of old-fashioned Worcester porcelain, and behind this arose the slight form of Elfride, attempting to add matronly dignity to the movement of pouring out tea, and to have a weighty and concerned look in matters of marmalade, honey, and clotted cream. Having made her own meal before he arrived she found to her embarrassment that there was nothing left for her to do but talk when not assisting him. She asked him if he would excuse her finishing a letter she had been writing at a side-table, and, after sitting down to it, tingled with a sense of being grossly rude. However, seeing that he noticed nothing personally wrong in her, and that he too was embarrassed when she attentively watched his cup to refill it, Elfride became better at ease; and when furthermore he accidentally kicked the leg of the table, and then nearly upset his tea-cup, just as schoolboys did, she felt herself mistress of the situation, and could talk very well. In a few minutes ingenuousness and a common term of years obliterated all recollection that they were strangers just met. Stephen began to wax eloquent on extremely slight experiences connected with his professional pursuits; and she, having no experiences to fall back upon, recounted with much animation stories that had been related to her by her father, which would have astonished him had he heard with what fidelity of action and tone they were rendered. Upon the whole, a very interesting picture of Sweet-and-Twenty was on view that evening in Mr. Swancourt’s house.


  Ultimately Stephen had to go upstairs and talk loud to the rector, receiving from him between his puffs a great many apologies for calling him so unceremoniously to a stranger’s bedroom. ‘But,’ continued Mr. Swancourt, ‘I felt that I wanted to say a few words to you before the morning, on the business of your visit. One’s patience gets exhausted by staying a prisoner in bed all day through a sudden freak of one’s enemy—new to me, though—for I have known very little of gout as yet. However, he’s gone to my other toe in a very mild manner, and I expect he’ll slink off altogether by the morning. I hope you have been well attended to downstairs?’


  ‘Perfectly. And though it is unfortunate, and I am sorry to see you laid up, I beg you will not take the slightest notice of my being in the house the while.’


  ‘I will not. But I shall be down to-morrow. My daughter is an excellent doctor. A dose or two of her mild mixtures will fetch me round quicker than all the drug stuff in the world. Well, now about the church business. Take a seat, do. We can’t afford to stand upon ceremony in these parts as you see, and for this reason, that a civilized human being seldom stays long with us; and so we cannot waste time in approaching him, or he will be gone before we have had the pleasure of close acquaintance. This tower of ours is, as you will notice, entirely gone beyond the possibility of restoration; but the church itself is well enough. You should see some of the churches in this county. Floors rotten: ivy lining the walls.’


  ‘Dear me!’


  ‘Oh, that’s nothing. The congregation of a neighbour of mine, whenever a storm of rain comes on during service, open their umbrellas and hold them up till the dripping ceases from the roof. Now, if you will kindly bring me those papers and letters you see lying on the table, I will show you how far we have got.’


  Stephen crossed the room to fetch them, and the rector seemed to notice more particularly the slim figure of his visitor.


  ‘I suppose you are quite competent?’ he said.


  ‘Quite,’ said the young man, colouring slightly.


  ‘You are very young, I fancy—I should say you are not more than nineteen?’


  ‘I am just over twenty.’


  ‘Not half my age; I am past fifty.’


  ‘By the way,’ said Mr. Swancourt, after some conversation, ‘you said your whole name was Stephen Fitzmaurice, and that your grandfather came originally from Caxbury. Since I have been speaking, it has occurred to me that I know something of you. You belong to a well-known ancient county family—not ordinary Smiths in the least.’


  ‘I don’t think we have any of their blood in our veins.’


  ‘Nonsense! you must. Hand me the “Landed Gentry.” Now, let me see. There, Stephen Fitzmaurice Smith—he lies in St. Mary’s Church, doesn’t he? Well, out of that family sprang the Leaseworthy Smiths, and collaterally came General Sir Stephen Fitzmaurice Smith of Caxbury——’


  ‘Yes; I have seen his monument there,’ shouted Stephen. ‘But there is no connection between his family and mine: there cannot be.’


  ‘There is none, possibly, to your knowledge. But look at this, my dear sir,’ said the rector, striking his fist upon the bedpost for emphasis. ‘Here are you, Stephen Fitzmaurice Smith, living in London, but springing from Caxbury. Here in this book is a genealogical tree of the Stephen Fitzmaurice Smiths of Caxbury Manor. You may be only a family of professional men now—I am not inquisitive: I don’t ask questions of that kind; it is not in me to do so—but it is as plain as the nose in your face that there’s your origin! And, Mr. Smith, I congratulate you upon your blood; blue blood, sir; and, upon my life, a very desirable colour, as the world goes.’


  ‘I wish you could congratulate me upon some more tangible quality,’ said the younger man, sadly no less than modestly.


  ‘Nonsense! that will come with time. You are young: all your life is before you. Now look—see how far back in the mists of antiquity my own family of Swancourt have a root. Here, you see,’ he continued, turning to the page, ‘is Geoffrey, the one among my ancestors who lost a barony because he would cut his joke. Ah, it’s the sort of us! But the story is too long to tell now. Ay, I’m a poor man—a poor gentleman, in fact: those I would be friends with, won’t be friends with me; those who are willing to be friends with me, I am above being friends with. Beyond dining with a neighbouring incumbent or two, and an occasional chat—sometimes dinner—with Lord Luxellian, a connection of mine, I am in absolute solitude—absolute.’


  ‘You have your studies, your books, and your—daughter.’


  ‘O yes, yes; and I don’t complain of poverty. Canto coram latrone. Well, Mr. Smith, don’t let me detain you any longer in a sick room. Ha! that reminds me of a story I once heard in my younger days.’ Here the rector began a series of small private laughs, and Stephen looked inquiry. ‘O no, no! it is too bad—too bad to tell!’ continued Mr. Swancourt in undertones of grim mirth. ‘Well, go downstairs; my daughter must do the best she can with you this evening. Ask her to sing to you—she plays and sings very nicely. Good-night; I feel as if I had known you for five or six years. I’ll ring for somebody to show you down.’


  ‘Never mind,’ said Stephen, ‘I can find the way.’ And he went downstairs, thinking of the delightful freedom of manner in the remoter counties by comparison with the reserve of London.


  ‘I forgot to tell you that my father was rather deaf,’ said Elfride anxiously, when Stephen entered the little drawing-room.


  ‘Never mind; I know all about it, and we are great friends,’ the man of business replied enthusiastically. ‘And, Miss Swancourt, will you kindly sing to me?’


  To Miss Swancourt this request seemed, what in fact it was, exceptionally point-blank; though she guessed that her father had some hand in framing it, knowing, rather to her cost, of his unceremonious way of utilizing her for the benefit of dull sojourners. At the same time, as Mr. Smith’s manner was too frank to provoke criticism, and his age too little to inspire fear, she was ready—not to say pleased—to accede. Selecting from the canterbury some old family ditties, that in years gone by had been played and sung by her mother, Elfride sat down to the pianoforte, and began ‘’Twas on the evening of a winter’s day,’ in a pretty contralto voice. Next she took ‘Should he upbraid,’ which suited her exquisitely both in voice and mien.


  ‘Do you like that old thing, Mr. Smith?’ she said at the end.


  ‘Yes, I do much,’ said Stephen, moved perceptibly.


  ‘You shall have a little one by de Leyre, that was given me by a young French lady who was staying at Endelstow House:


  
    ‘“Je l’ai planté, je l’ai vu naître,


    Ce beau rosier où les oiseaux,” &c.;

  


  and then I shall want to give you my own favourite for the very last, Shelley’s “When the lamp is shattered,” as set to music by my poor mother. I so much like singing to anybody who really cares to hear me.’


  Every woman who makes a permanent impression on a man is usually recalled to his mind’s eye as she appeared in one particular scene, which seems ordained to be her special form of manifestation throughout the pages of his memory. As the patron Saint has her attitude and accessories in mediæval illumination, so the sweetheart may be said to have hers upon the table of her true Love’s fancy, without which she is rarely introduced there except by effort; and this though she may, on further acquaintance, have been observed in many other phases which one would imagine to be far more appropriate to Love’s young dream.


  Miss Elfride’s image chose the form in which she was beheld during these minutes of singing, for her permanent attitude of visitation to Stephen’s eyes during his sleeping and waking hours in after days. The profile is seen of a young woman in a pale gray silk dress with trimmings of swan’s-down, and opening up from a point in front, like a waistcoat without a shirt; the cool colour contrasting admirably with the warm bloom of her neck and face. The furthermost candle on the piano comes immediately in a line with her head, and half invisible itself, forms the accidentally frizzled hair into a nebulous haze of light, surrounding her crown like an aureola. Her hands are in their place on the keys, her lips parted, and trilling forth, in a tender diminuendo, the closing words of the sad apostrophe:


  
    ‘O Love, who bewailest


    The frailty of all things here,


    Why choose you the frailest


    For your cradle, your home, and your bier!’

  


  Her head is forward a little, and her eyes directed keenly upward to the top of the page of music confronting her. Then comes a rapid look into Stephen’s face, and a still more rapid look back again to her business, her face having dropped its sadness, and acquired a certain expression of mischievous archness the while; which lingered there for some time, but was never developed into a positive smile of flirtation.


  Stephen suddenly shifted his position from her right hand to her left, where there was just space enough for a small ottoman to stand between the piano and the corner of the room. Into this nook he squeezed himself, and gazed wistfully up into Elfride’s face. So long and so earnestly gazed he, that her cheek deepened to a more and more crimson tint as each line was added to her song. Concluding, and pausing motionless after the last word for a minute or two, she ventured to look at him again. His features wore an expression of unutterable heaviness.


  ‘You don’t hear many songs, do you, Mr. Smith, to take so much notice of these of mine?’


  ‘Perhaps it was the means and vehicle of the song that I was noticing: I mean yourself,’ he answered gently.


  ‘Now, Mr. Smith!’


  ‘It is perfectly true; I don’t hear much singing. You mistake what I am, I fancy. Because I come as a stranger to a secluded spot, you think I must needs come from a life of bustle, and know the latest movements of the day. But I don’t. My life is as quiet as yours, and more solitary; solitary as death.’


  ‘The death which comes from a plethora of life? But seriously, I can quite see that you are not the least what I thought you would be before I saw you. You are not critical, or experienced, or—much to mind. That’s why I don’t mind singing airs to you that I only half know.’ Finding that by this confession she had vexed him in a way she did not intend, she added naïvely, ‘I mean, Mr. Smith, that you are better, not worse, for being only young and not very experienced. You don’t think my life here so very tame and dull, I know.’


  ‘I do not, indeed,’ he said with fervour. ‘It must be delightfully poetical, and sparkling, and fresh, and——’


  ‘There you go, Mr. Smith! Well, men of another kind, when I get them to be honest enough to own the truth, think just the reverse: that my life must be a dreadful bore in its normal state, though pleasant for the exceptional few days they pass here.’


  ‘I could live here always!’ he said, and with such a tone and look of unconscious revelation that Elfride was startled to find that her harmonies had fired a small Troy, in the shape of Stephen’s heart. She said quickly:


  ‘But you can’t live here always.’


  ‘O no.’ And he drew himself in with the sensitiveness of a snail.


  Elfride’s emotions were sudden as his in kindling, but the least of woman’s lesser infirmities—love of admiration—caused an inflammable disposition on his part, so exactly similar to her own, to appear as meritorious in him as modesty made her own seem culpable in her.


  ♣


  IV


  ‘Where heaves the turf in many a mould’ring heap.’


  For reasons of his own, Stephen Smith was stirring a short time after dawn the next morning. From the window of his room he could see, first, two bold escarpments sloping down together like the letter V. Towards the bottom, like liquid in a funnel, appeared the sea, gray and small. On the slant of one hill, of rather greater altitude than its neighbour, stood the church which was to be the scene of his operations. The lonely edifice was black and bare, cutting up into the sky from the profile of the hill. It had a square mouldering tower, owning neither battlement nor pinnacle, and seemed a monolithic termination, of one substance with the ridge, rather than a structure raised thereon. Round the church ran a low wall; over-topping the wall in general level was the graveyard; not as a graveyard usually is, a fragment of landscape with its due variety of chiaro-oscuro, but a mere margin against the sky, serrated with the outlines of graves and a very few memorial stones. Not a tree could exist up there: nothing but the monotonous gray-green grass.


  Five minutes after this casual survey was made his bedroom was empty, and its occupant had vanished quietly from the house.


  At the end of two hours he was again in the room, looking warm and glowing. He now pursued the artistic details of dressing, which on his first rising had been entirely omitted. And a very blooming boy he looked, after that mysterious morning scamper. His mouth was a triumph of its class. It was the cleanly-cut, piquantly pursed-up mouth of William Pitt, as represented in the well or little known bust by Nollekens—a mouth which is in itself a young man’s fortune, if properly exercised. His round chin, where its upper part turned inward, still continued its perfect and full curve, seeming to press in to a point the bottom of his nether lip at their place of junction.


  Once he murmured the name of Elfride. Ah, there she was! On the lawn in a plain dress, without hat or bonnet, running with a boy’s velocity, superadded to a girl’s lightness, after a tame rabbit she was endeavouring to capture, her strategic intonations of coaxing words alternating with desperate rushes so much out of keeping with them that the hollowness of such expressions was but too evident to her pet, who darted and dodged in carefully timed counterpart.


  The scene down there was altogether different from that of the hills. A thicket of shrubs and trees enclosed the favoured spot from the wilderness without; even at this time of the year the grass was luxuriant there. No wind blew inside the protecting belt of evergreens, wasting its force upon the higher and stronger trees forming the outer margin of the grove.


  Then he heard a heavy person shuffling about in slippers, and calling ‘Mr. Smith!’ Smith proceeded to the study, and found Mr. Swancourt. The young man expressed his gladness to see his host downstairs.


  ‘O yes; I knew I should soon be right again. I have not made the acquaintance of gout for more than two years, and it generally goes off the second night. Well, where have you been this morning? I saw you come in just now, I think!’


  ‘Yes; I have been for a walk.’


  ‘Start early?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Very early, I think?’


  ‘Yes, it was rather early.’


  ‘Which way did you go? To the sea, I suppose. Everybody goes seaward.’


  ‘No; I followed up the river as far as the park wall.’


  ‘You are different from your kind. Well, I suppose such a wild place is a novelty, and so tempted you out of bed?’


  ‘Not altogether a novelty. I like it.’


  The youth seemed averse to explanation.


  ‘You must, you must; to go cock-watching the morning after a journey of fourteen or sixteen hours. But there’s no accounting for tastes, and I am glad to see that yours are no meaner. After breakfast, but not before, I shall be good for a ten miles’ walk, Master Smith.’


  Certainly there seemed nothing exaggerated in that assertion. Mr. Swancourt by daylight showed himself to be a man who, in common with the other two people under his roof, had really strong claims to be considered handsome,—handsome, that is, in the sense in which the moon is bright: the ravines and valleys which, on a close inspection, are seen to diversify its surface, being left out of the argument. His face was of a tint that never deepened upon his cheeks nor lightened upon his forehead, but remained uniform throughout; the usual neutral salmon-colour of a man who feeds well—not to say too well—and does not think hard; every pore being in visible working order. His ensemble was that of a highly improved class of farmer dressed up in the wrong clothes; that of a firm-standing perpendicular man, whose fall would have been backwards in direction if he had ever lost his balance.


  The rector’s background was at present what a rector’s background should be, his study. Here the consistency ends. All along the chimneypiece were ranged bottles of horse, pig, and cow medicines, and against the wall was a high table, made up of the fragments of an old oak lych-gate. Upon this stood stuffed specimens of owls, divers, and gulls, and over them bunches of wheat and barley ears, labelled with the date of the year that produced them. Some cases and shelves, more or less laden with books, the prominent titles of which were Dr. Brown’s ‘Notes on the Romans,’ Dr. Smith’s ‘Notes on the Corinthians,’ and Dr. Robinson’s ‘Notes on the Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians,’ just saved the character of the place, in spite of a girl’s doll’s-house standing above them, a marine aquarium in the window, and Elfride’s hat hanging on its corner.


  ‘Business, business!’ said Mr. Swancourt after breakfast. He began to find it necessary to act the part of a fly-wheel towards the somewhat irregular forces of his visitor.


  They prepared to go to the church; the rector, on second thoughts, mounting his coal-black mare to avoid exerting his foot too much at starting. Stephen said he should want a man to assist him. ‘Worm!’ the rector shouted.


  A minute or two after a voice was heard round the corner of the building, mumbling, ‘Ah, I used to be strong enough, but ’tis altered now! Well, there, I’m as independent as one here and there, even if they do write ’squire after their names.’


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said the rector, as William Worm appeared; when the remarks were repeated to him.


  ‘Worm says some very true things sometimes,’ Mr. Swancourt said, turning to Stephen. ‘Now, as regards that word “esquire.” Why, Mr. Smith, that word “esquire” is gone to the dogs,—used on the letters of every jackanapes who has a black coat. Anything else, Worm?’


  ‘Ay, the folk have begun frying again!’


  ‘Dear me! I’m sorry to hear that.’


  ‘Yes,’ Worm groaned to Stephen, ‘I’ve got such a noise in my head that there’s no living night nor day. ’Tis just for all the world like people frying fish: fry, fry, fry, all day long in my poor head, till I don’t know whe’r I’m here or yonder. There, God A’mighty will find it out sooner or later, I hope, and relieve me.’


  ‘Now, my deafness,’ said Mr. Swancourt impressively, ‘is a dead silence; but William Worm’s is that of people frying fish in his head. Very remarkable, isn’t it?’


  ‘I can hear the frying-pan a-fizzing as naterel as life,’ said Worm corroboratively.


  ‘Yes, it is remarkable,’ said Mr. Smith.


  ‘Very peculiar, very peculiar,’ echoed the rector; and they all then followed the track along the hill-slope, fenced on each side by a little stone wall from which gleamed fragments of quartz and blood-red marbles, apparently of inestimable value, in their setting of brown alluvium. Stephen walked with the dignity of a man close to the horse’s head, Worm stumbled along a stone’s throw in the rear, and Elfride was nowhere in particular, yet everywhere; sometimes in front, sometimes behind, sometimes at the sides, hovering about the procession like a butterfly; not definitely engaged in travelling, yet somehow chiming in at points with the general progress.


  The rector explained things as he went on: ‘The fact is, Mr. Smith, I didn’t want this bother of church restoration at all, but it was necessary to do something in self-defence, on account of those d—— dissenters: I use the word in its scriptural meaning, of course, not as an expletive.’


  ‘How very sad!’ said Stephen, with the concern demanded of serious friendliness.


  ‘Sad? That’s nothing to how it is in the parish of Twinkley. Both the churchwardens are——; there, I won’t say what they are; and the clerk and the sexton as well.’


  ‘How very strange!’ said Stephen.


  ‘Strange? My dear sir, that’s nothing to how it is in the parish of Sinnerton. However, as to our own parish, I hope we shall make some progress soon.’


  ‘You must trust to circumstances.’


  ‘There are no circumstances to trust to. We may as well trust in Providence if we trust at all. But here we are. A wild place, isn’t it? But I like it on such days as these.’


  The churchyard was entered on this side by a stone stile, over which having clambered, you remained still on the wild hill, the within not being so divided from the without as to obliterate the sense of open freedom. A delightful place to be buried in, postulating that delight can accompany a man to his tomb under any circumstances. There was nothing horrible in this churchyard, in the shape of tight mounds bonded with sticks, which shout imprisonment in the ears rather than whisper rest; or trim garden-flowers, which only raise images of people in new black crape and white handkerchiefs coming to tend them; or wheel-marks, which remind us of hearses and mourning coaches; or cypress-bushes, which make a parade of sorrow; or coffin-boards and bones lying behind trees, showing that we are only leaseholders of our graves. No; nothing but long, wild, untutored grass, diversifying the forms of the mounds it covered,—themselves irregularly shaped, with no eye to effect; the impressive presence of the old mountain that all this was a part of being nowhere excluded by disguising art. Outside were similar slopes and similar grass; and then the serene impassive sea, visible to a width of half the horizon, and meeting the eye with the effect of a vast concave, like the interior of a blue vessel. Detached rocks stood upright afar, a collar of foam girding their bases, and repeating in its whiteness the plumage of a countless multitude of gulls that restlessly hovered about.


  ‘Now, Worm!’ said Mr. Swancourt sharply; and Worm started into an attitude of attention at once to receive orders. Stephen and himself were then left in possession, and the work went on till early in the afternoon, when dinner was announced by Unity of the rectory kitchen running to the church without a bonnet.


  Elfride did not make her appearance inside the building till late in the afternoon, and came then by special invitation from Stephen during dinner. She looked so intensely living and full of movement as she came into the old silent place that young Smith’s world began to be lit by ‘the purple light’ in all its definiteness. Worm was got rid of by sending him to measure the height of the tower.


  What could she do but come close—so close that a minute arc of her skirt touched his foot—and ask him how he was getting on with his sketches, and set herself to learn the principles of practical mensuration as applied to irregular buildings? Then she must ascend the pulpit to re-imagine for the hundredth time how it would seem to be a preacher.


  Presently she leant over the front of the pulpit.


  ‘Don’t you tell papa, will you, Mr. Smith, if I tell you something?’ she said with a sudden impulse to make a confidence.


  ‘O no, that I won’t,’ said he, staring up.


  ‘Well, I write papa’s sermons for him very often, and he preaches them better than he does his own; and then afterwards he talks to people and to me about what he said in his sermon to-day, and forgets that I wrote it for him. Isn’t it absurd?’


  ‘How clever you must be!’ said Stephen. ‘I couldn’t write a sermon for the world.’


  ‘O, it’s easy enough,’ she said, descending from the pulpit and coming close to him to explain more vividly. ‘You do it like this. Did you ever play a game of forfeits called “When is it? where is it? what is it?”’


  ‘No, never.’


  ‘Ah, that’s a pity, because writing a sermon is very much like playing that game. You take the text. You think, why is it? what is it? and so on. You put that down under “Generally.” Then you proceed to the First, Secondly, and Thirdly. Papa won’t have Fourthlys—says they are all my eye. Then you have a final Collectively, several pages of this being put in great black brackets, writing opposite, “Leave this out if the farmers are falling asleep.” Then comes your In Conclusion, then A Few Words And I Have Done. Well, all this time you have put on the back of each page, “Keep your voice down”—I mean,’ she added, correcting herself, ‘that’s how I do in papa’s sermon-book, because otherwise he gets louder and louder, till at last he shouts like a farmer up a-field. O, papa is so funny in some things!’


  Then, after this childish burst of confidence, she was frightened, as if warned by womanly instinct, which for the moment her ardour had outrun, that she had been too forward to a comparative stranger.


  Elfride saw her father then, and went away into the wind, being caught by a gust as she ascended the churchyard slope, in which gust she had the motions, without the motives, of a hoiden; the grace, without the self-consciousness, of a pirouetter. She conversed for a minute or two with her father, and proceeded homeward, Mr. Swancourt coming on to the church to Stephen. The wind had freshened his warm complexion as it freshens the glow of a brand. He was in a mood of jollity, and watched Elfride homeward with a smile.


  ‘You little flyaway! you look wild enough now,’ he said, and turned to Stephen. ‘But she’s not a wild child at all, Mr. Smith. As steady as you; and that you are steady I see from your diligence here.’


  ‘I think Miss Swancourt very clever,’ Stephen observed.


  ‘Yes, she is; certainly, she is,’ said her father, adopting as much as possible the neutral tone of disinterested criticism. ‘Now, Smith, I’ll tell you something; but she mustn’t know it for the world—not for the world, mind, for she insists upon keeping it a dead secret. Why, she writes my sermons for me often, and a very good job she makes of them!’


  ‘She can do anything.’


  ‘She can do that. The little rascal has the very trick of the trade. But, mind you, Smith, not a word about it to her, not a single word!’


  ‘Not a word,’ said Smith.


  ‘Look there,’ said Mr. Swancourt. ‘What do you think of my roofing?’ He pointed with his walking-stick at the chancel roof.


  ‘Did you do that, sir?’


  ‘Yes, I worked in shirt-sleeves all the time that was going on. I pulled down the old rafters, fixed the new ones, put on the battens, slated the roof, all with my own hands, Worm being my assistant. We worked like slaves, didn’t we, Worm?’


  ‘Ay, sure, we did; harder than some here and there—hee, hee!’ said William Worm, cropping up from somewhere. ‘Like slaves, ’a b’lieve—hee, hee! And weren’t ye foaming mad, sir, when the nails wouldn’t go straight? Mighty I! There, ’tisn’t so bad to cuss and keep it in as to cuss and let it out, is it, sir?’


  ‘Well—why?’


  ‘Because you, sir, when ye were a-putting on the roof, only used to cuss in your mind, which is, I suppose, no harm at all.’


  ‘I don’t think you know what goes on in my mind, Worm.’


  ‘O doan’t I, sir—hee, hee! Maybe I’m but a poor wambling thing, sir, and can’t read much; but I can spell as well as some here and there. Doan’t ye mind, sir, that blustrous night when ye asked me to hold the candle to ye in yer workshop, when you were making a new chair for the chancel?’


  ‘Yes; what of that?’


  ‘I stood with the candle, and you said you liked company, if ’twas only a dog or cat—maning me; and the chair wouldn’t do nohow.’


  ‘Ah, I remember.’


  ‘No; the chair wouldn’t do nohow. ’A was very well to look at; but, Lord!——’


  ‘Worm, how often have I corrected you for irreverent speaking!’


  ‘—’A was very well to look at, but you couldn’t sit in the chair nohow. ’Twas all a-twist wi’ the chair, like the letter Z, directly you sat down upon the chair. “Get up, Worm,” says you, when you seed the chair go all a-sway wi’ me. Up you took the chair, and flung en like fire and brimstone to t’other end of your shop—all in a passion. “Damn the chair!” says I. “Just what I was thinking,” says you, sir. “I could see it in your face, sir,” says I, “and I hope you and God will forgi’e me for saying what you wouldn’t.” To save your life you couldn’t help laughing, sir, at a poor wambler reading your thoughts so plain. Ay, I’m as wise as one here and there.’


  ‘I thought you had better have a practical man to go over the church and tower with you,’ Mr. Swancourt said to Stephen the following morning, ‘so I got Lord Luxellian’s permission to send for one when you came. I told him to be there at ten o’clock. He’s a very intelligent man, and he will tell you all you want to know about the state of the walls. His name is John Smith.’


  Elfride did not like to be seen again at the church with Stephen. ‘I will watch here for your appearance at the top of the tower,’ she said laughingly. ‘I shall see your figure against the sky.’


  ‘And when I am up there I’ll wave my handkerchief to you, Miss Swancourt,’ said Stephen. ‘In twelve minutes from this present moment,’ he added, looking at his watch, ‘I’ll be at the summit and look out for you.’


  She went round to the corner of the shrubbery, whence she could watch him up the slope leading to the side of the hill on which the church stood. There she saw waiting for him a white spot—a mason in his working clothes. Stephen met this man and stopped.


  To her surprise, instead of their moving on to the churchyard, they both leisurely sat down upon a stone close by their meeting-place, and remained as if in deep conversation. Elfride looked at the time; nine of the twelve minutes had passed, and Stephen showed no signs of moving. More minutes passed—she grew cold with waiting, and shivered. It was not till the end of a quarter of an hour that they began to wend to the church at a snail’s pace.


  ‘Rude and unmannerly!’ she said to herself, colouring with pique. ‘Anybody would think he was in love with that horrid mason instead of with——’


  The sentence remained unspoken, though not unthought.


  She returned to the porch.


  ‘Is the man you sent for a lazy, sit-still, do-nothing kind of man?’ she inquired of her father.


  ‘No,’ he said surprised; ‘quite the reverse. He is Lord Luxellian’s master-mason.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Elfride indifferently, and returned towards her bleak station, and waited and shivered again. It was a trifle, after all—a childish thing—looking out from a tower and waving a handkerchief. But her new friend had promised, and why should he tease her so? The effect of a blow is as proportionate to the texture of the object struck as to its own momentum; and she had such a superlative capacity for being wounded that little hits struck her hard.


  It was not till the end of half an hour that two figures were seen above the parapet of the dreary old pile, motionless as bitterns on a ruined mosque. Even then Stephen was not true enough to perform what he was so courteous to promise, and he vanished without making a sign.


  He returned at midday. Elfride looked vexed when unconscious that his eyes were upon her; when conscious, severe. However, her attitude of coldness had long outlived the coldness itself, and she could no longer utter feigned words of indifference.


  ‘Ah, you weren’t kind to keep me waiting in the cold, and break your promise,’ she said at last reproachfully, in tones too low for her father’s powers of hearing.


  ‘Forgive, forgive me!’ said Stephen with dismay. ‘I had forgotten—quite forgotten! Something prevented my remembering.’


  ‘Any further explanation?’ said Miss Capricious, pouting.


  He was silent for a few minutes, and looked askance.


  ‘None,’ he said, with the accent of one who concealed a sin.


  ♣


  V


  ‘Bosom’d high in tufted trees.’


  It was breakfast time.


  As seen from the rectory dining-room, which took a warm tone of light from the fire, the weather and scene outside seemed to have stereotyped themselves in unrelieved shades of gray. The long-armed trees and shrubs of juniper, cedar, and pine varieties, were grayish-black; those of the broad-leaved sort, together with the herbage, were grayish-green; the eternal hills and tower behind them were grayish-brown; the sky, dropping behind all, gray of the purest melancholy.


  Yet in spite of this sombre artistic effect the morning was not one which tended to lower the spirits. It was even cheering. For it did not rain, nor was rain likely to fall for many days to come.


  Elfride had turned from the table towards the fire and was idly elevating a hand-screen before her face, when she heard the click of a little gate outside.


  ‘Ah, here’s the postman!’ she said, as a shuffling, active man came through an opening in the shrubbery and across the lawn. She vanished, and met him in the porch, afterwards coming in with her hands behind her back.


  ‘How many are there? Three for papa, one for Mr. Smith, none for Miss Swancourt. And, papa, look here, one of yours is from—whom do you think?—Lord Luxellian. And it has something hard in it—a lump of something. I’ve been feeling it through the envelope, and can’t think what it is.’


  ‘What does Luxellian write for, I wonder?’ Mr. Swancourt had said simultaneously with her words. He handed Stephen his letter, and took his own, putting on his countenance a higher class of look than was customary, as became a poor gentleman who was going to read a letter from a peer connected with his family.


  Stephen read his missive with a countenance quite the reverse of the rector’s.


  
    Percy Place, Thursday Evening.


    Dear Smith,—Old H. is in a towering rage with you for being so long about the church sketches. Swears you are more trouble than you are worth. He says I am to write and say you are to stay no longer on any consideration—that he would have done it all in three hours very easily. I told him that you were not like an experienced hand, which he seemed to forget, but it did not make much difference. However, between you and me privately, if I were you I would not alarm myself for a day or so, if I were not inclined to return. I would make out the week and finish my spree. He will blow up just as much if you appear here on Saturday as if you keep away till Monday morning.—Yours very truly,


    Simpkins Jenkins.

  


  ‘Dear me—very awkward!’ said Stephen, rather en l’air, and confused with the kind of confusion that assails an understrapper when he has been enlarged by accident to the dimensions of a superior, and is somewhat rudely pared down to his original size.


  ‘What is awkward?’ said Miss Swancourt.


  Smith by this time recovered his equanimity, and with it the professional dignity of an experienced architect.


  ‘Important business demands my immediate presence in London, I regret to say,’ he replied.


  ‘What! Must you go at once?’ said Mr. Swancourt, looking over the edge of his letter. ‘Important business? A young fellow like you to have important business!’


  ‘The truth is,’ said Stephen blushing, and rather ashamed of having pretended even so slightly to a consequence which did not belong to him,—‘the truth is, Mr. Hewby has sent to say I am to come home; and I must obey him.’


  ‘I see; I see. It is politic to do so, you mean. Now I can see more than you think. You are to be his partner. I booked you for that directly I read his letter to me the other day, and the way he spoke of you. He thinks a great deal of you, Mr. Smith, or he wouldn’t be so anxious for your return.’


  Unpleasant to Stephen such remarks as these could not sound; to have the expectancy of partnership with one of the largest-practising architects in London thrust upon him was cheering, however untenable he felt the idea to be. He saw that, whatever Mr. Hewby might think, Mr. Swancourt certainly thought much of him to entertain such an idea on such slender ground as to be absolutely no ground at all. And then, unaccountably, his speaking face exhibited a cloud of sadness, which a reflection on the remoteness of any such contingency could hardly have sufficed to cause.


  Elfride was struck with that look of his; even Mr. Swancourt noticed it.


  ‘Well,’ he said cheerfully, ‘never mind that now. You must come again on your own account; not on business. Come to see me as a visitor, you know—say, in your holidays—all you town men have holidays like schoolboys. When are they?’


  ‘In August, I believe.’


  ‘Very well; come in August; and then you need not hurry away so. I am glad to get somebody decent to talk to, or at, in this outlandish ultima Thule. But, by the bye, I have something to say—you won’t go to-day?’


  ‘No; I need not,’ said Stephen hesitatingly. ‘I am not obliged to get back before Monday morning.’


  ‘Very well, then, that brings me to what I am going to propose. This is a letter from Lord Luxellian. I think you heard me speak of him as the resident landowner in this district, and patron of this living?’


  ‘I—know of him.’


  ‘He is in London now. It seems that he has run up on business for a day or two, and taken Lady Luxellian with him. He has written to ask me to go to his house, and search for a paper among his private memoranda, which he forgot to take with him.’


  ‘What did he send in the letter?’ inquired Elfride.


  ‘The key of a private desk in which the papers are. He doesn’t like to trust such a matter to anybody else. I have done such things for him before. And what I propose is, that we make an afternoon of it—all three of us. Go for a drive to Targan Bay, come home by way of Endelstow House; and whilst I am looking over the documents you can ramble about the rooms where you like. I have the run of the house at any time, you know. The building, though nothing but a mass of gables outside, has a splendid hall, staircase, and gallery within; and there are a few good pictures.’


  ‘Yes, there are,’ said Stephen.


  ‘Have you seen the place, then?’


  ‘I saw it as I came by,’ he said hastily.


  ‘O yes; but I was alluding to the interior. And the church—St. Eval’s—is much older than our St. Agnes’ here. I do duty in that and this alternately, you know. The fact is, I ought to have some help; riding across that park for two miles on a wet morning is not at all the thing. If my constitution were not well seasoned, as thank God it is,’—here Mr. Swancourt looked down his front, as if his constitution were visible there,—‘I should be coughing and barking all the year round. And when the family goes away there are only about three servants to preach to when I get there. Well, that shall be the arrangement, then. Elfride, you will like to come too?’


  Elfride assented; and the little breakfast-party separated. Stephen rose to go and take a few final measurements at the church, the rector following him to the door with a mysterious expression of inquiry on his face.


  ‘You’ll put up with our not having family prayer this morning, I hope?’ he whispered.


  ‘Yes; quite so,’ said Stephen.


  ‘To tell you the truth,’ he continued in the same undertone, ‘we don’t make a regular thing of it; but when we have strangers visiting us, I am strongly of opinion that it is the proper thing to do, and I always do it. I am very strict on that point. But you, Smith, there is something in your face which makes me feel quite at home; no nonsense about you, in short. Ah, it reminds me of a splendid story I used to hear when I was a helter-skelter young fellow—such a story! But’—here the rector shook his head self-forbiddingly, and grimly laughed.


  ‘Was it an interesting story?’ said young Smith, smiling too.


  ‘O yes; but ’tis too bad—too bad! Couldn’t tell it to you for the world!’


  Stephen went across the lawn, hearing the parson chuckling privately at the recollection as he withdrew.


  They started at three o’clock. The grey morning had resolved itself into an afternoon bright with a pale pervasive sunlight, without the sun itself being visible. Lightly they trotted along—first to Parrett Down—the horse’s hoofs clapping, almost ringing, upon the hard, white, turnpike road as it followed the level ridge in a perfectly straight line, seeming to be absorbed ultimately by the white of the sky.


  Targan Bay—which had the merit of being easily got at—was next visited. They then swept round by innumerable lanes, in which not twenty consecutive yards were either straight or level, to the domain of Lord Luxellian. A woman with a double chin and thick neck, like the Queen Anne portrait by Dahl, threw open the lodge gate, a little boy standing behind her.


  ‘I’ll give him something, poor little fellow,’ said Elfride, pulling out her purse and hastily opening it. From the band of her purse a host of bits of paper, like a flock of white birds, floated into the air, and were blown about in all directions.


  ‘Well, to be sure!’ said Stephen with a slight laugh.


  ‘What the dickens is all that?’ said Mr. Swancourt. ‘Not halves of bank-notes, Elfride?’


  Elfride looked annoyed and guilty. ‘They are only something of mine, papa,’ she faltered, whilst Stephen leapt out, and, assisted by the lodge-keeper’s little boy, crept about round the wheels and horse’s hoofs till the papers were all gathered together again. He handed them back to her, and remounted.


  ‘I suppose you are wondering what those scraps were?’ she said, as they bowled along up the sycamore avenue. ‘And so I may as well tell you. They are notes for a romance I am writing.’


  She could not help colouring at the confession, much as she tried to avoid it.


  ‘A story, do you mean?’ said Stephen, Mr. Swancourt half listening, and catching a word of the conversation now and then.


  ‘Yes; The Court of King Arthur’s Castle: a Romance of Lyonnesse. Such writing is out of date now, I know; but I like doing it.’


  ‘A romance tucked into a purse! If a highwayman were to rob you, he would be taken in.’


  ‘Yes; that’s my way of carrying manuscript. The real reason is, that I mostly write bits of it on scraps of paper when I am on horseback; and I put them there for convenience.’


  ‘What are you going to do with your romance when you have written it?’ said Stephen.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she replied, and turned her head to look at the prospect.


  For by this time they had reached the precincts of Endelstow House. Driving through an ancient gate-way of dun-coloured stone, spanned by the high-shouldered Tudor arch, they found themselves in a spacious court, closed by a façade on each of its three sides. The substantial portions of the existing building dated from the reign of Henry VIII.; but the picturesque and sheltered spot had been the site of an erection of a much earlier date. A licence to crenellate mansum infra manerium suum was granted by Edward II. to ‘Hugo Luxellen chivaler’; but though the faint outline of the ditch and mound was visible at points, no sign of the original building remained.


  The windows on all sides were long and many-mullioned; the roof lines broken up by dormer lights of the same pattern. The apex stones of these dormers, together with those of the gables, were surmounted by grotesque figures in rampant, passant, and couchant variety. Tall octagonal and twisted chimneys thrust themselves high up into the sky, surpassed in height, however, by some poplars and sycamores at the back, which showed their gently rocking summits over ridge and parapet. In the corners of the court polygonal bays, whose surfaces were entirely occupied by buttresses and windows, broke into the squareness of the enclosure; and a far-projecting oriel, springing from a fantastic series of mouldings, overhung the archway of the chief entrance to the house.


  As Mr. Swancourt had remarked, he had the freedom of the mansion in the absence of its owner. Upon a statement of his errand they were all admitted to the library, and left entirely to themselves. Mr. Swancourt was soon up to his eyes in the examination of a heap of papers he had taken from the cabinet described by his correspondent. Stephen and Elfride had nothing to do but to wander about till her father was ready.


  Elfride entered the gallery, and Stephen followed her without seeming to do so. It was a long sombre apartment, enriched with fittings a century or so later in style than the walls of the mansion. Pilasters of Renaissance workmanship supported a cornice from which sprang a curved ceiling, panelled in the awkward twists and curls of the period. The old Gothic quarries still remained in the upper portion of the large window at the end, though they had made way for a more modern form of glazing elsewhere.


  Stephen was at one end of the gallery looking towards Elfride, who stood in the midst beginning to feel somewhat depressed by the society of Luxellian shades of cadaverous complexion fixed by Holbein, Kneller, and Lely, and seeming to gaze at and through her in a moralizing mood. The silence, which cast almost a spell upon them, was broken by the sudden opening of a door at the far end.


  Out bounded a pair of little girls, lightly yet warmly dressed. Their eyes were sparkling; their hair swinging about and around; their red mouths laughing with unalloyed gladness.


  ‘Ah, Miss Swancourt: dearest Elfie! we heard you. Are you going to stay here? You are our little mamma, are you not—our big mamma is gone to London,’ said one.


  ‘Let me tiss you,’ said the other, in appearance very much like the first, but to a smaller pattern.


  Their pink cheeks and yellow hair were speedily intermingled with the folds of Elfride’s dress; she then stooped and tenderly embraced them both.


  ‘Such an odd thing,’ said Elfride smiling, and turning to Stephen. ‘They have taken it into their heads lately to call me “little mamma,” because I am very fond of them, and wore a dress the other day something like one of Lady Luxellian’s.’


  These two young creatures were the Honourable Mary and the Honourable Kate—scarcely appearing large enough as yet to bear the weight of such ponderous prefixes. They were the only two children of Lord and Lady Luxellian, and, as it proved, had been left at home during their parents’ temporary absence, in the custody of nurse and governess. Lord Luxellian was dotingly fond of the children; rather indifferent towards his wife, since she had begun to show an inclination not to please him by giving him a boy.


  All children instinctively ran after Elfride, looking upon her more as an unusually nice large specimen of their own tribe than as a grown-up elder. It had now become an established rule that whenever she met them—indoors or out-of-doors, weekdays or Sundays—they were to be severally pressed against her face and bosom for the space of a quarter of a minute, and otherwise made much of on the delightful system of cumulative epithet and caress to which unpractised girls will occasionally abandon themselves.


  A look of misgiving by the youngsters towards the door by which they had entered directed attention to a maid-servant appearing from the same quarter, to put an end to this sweet freedom of the poor Honourables Mary and Kate.


  ‘I wish you lived here, Miss Swancourt,’ piped one like a melancholy bullfinch.


  ‘So do I,’ piped the other like a rather more melancholy bullfinch. ‘Mamma can’t play with us so nicely as you do. I don’t think she ever learnt playing when she was little. When shall we come to see you?’


  ‘As soon as you like, dears.’


  ‘And sleep at your house all night? That’s what I mean by coming to see you. I don’t care to see people with hats and bonnets on, and all standing up and walking about.’


  ‘As soon as we can get mamma’s permission you shall come and stay as long as ever you like. Good-bye!’


  The prisoners were then led off, Elfride again turning her attention to her guest, whom she had left standing at the remote end of the gallery. On looking around for him he was nowhere to be seen. Elfride stepped down to the library, thinking he might have rejoined her father there. But Mr. Swancourt, now cheerfully illuminated by a pair of candles, was still alone, untying packets of letters and papers, and tying them up again.


  As Elfride did not stand on a sufficiently intimate footing with the object of her interest to justify her, as a proper young lady, to commence the active search for him that youthful impulsiveness prompted, and as, nevertheless, for a nascent reason connected with those divinely cut lips of his, she did not like him to be absent from her side, she wandered desultorily back to the oak staircase, pouting and casting her eyes about in hope of discerning his boyish figure.


  Though daylight still prevailed in the rooms, the corridors were in a depth of shadow—chill, sad, and silent; and it was only by looking along them towards light spaces beyond that anything or anybody could be discerned therein. One of these light spots she found to be caused by a side-door with glass panels in the upper part. Elfride opened it, and found herself confronting a secondary or inner lawn, separated from the principal lawn front by a shrubbery.


  And now she saw a perplexing sight. At right angles to the face of the wing she had emerged from, and within a few feet of the door, jutted out another wing of the mansion, lower and with less architectural character. Immediately opposite to her, in the wall of this wing, was a large broad window, having its blind drawn down, and illuminated by a light in the room it screened.


  On the blind was a shadow from somebody close inside it—a person in profile. The profile was unmistakably that of Stephen. It was just possible to see that his arms were uplifted, and that his hands held an article of some kind. Then another shadow appeared—also in profile—and came close to him. This was the shadow of a woman. She turned her back towards Stephen: he lifted and held out what now proved to be a shawl or mantle—placed it carefully—so carefully—round the lady; disappeared; reappeared in her front—fastened the mantle. Did he then kiss her? Surely not. Yet the motion might have been a kiss. Then both shadows swelled to colossal dimensions—grew distorted—vanished.


  Two minutes elapsed.


  ‘Ah, Miss Swancourt! I am so glad to find you. I was looking for you,’ said a voice at her elbow—Stephen’s voice. She stepped into the passage.


  ‘Do you know any of the members of this establishment?’ said she.


  ‘Not a single one: how should I?’ he replied.


  ♣


  VI


  ‘Fare thee weel awhile!’


  Simultaneously with the conclusion of Stephen’s remark, the sound of the closing of an external door in their immediate neighbourhood reached Elfride’s ears. It came from the further side of the wing containing the illuminated room. She then discerned, by the aid of the dusky departing light, a figure, whose sex was undistinguishable, walking down the gravelled path by the parterre towards the river. The figure grew fainter, and vanished under the trees.


  Mr. Swancourt’s voice was heard calling out their names from a distant corridor in the body of the building. They retraced their steps and found him with his coat buttoned up and his hat on, awaiting their advent in a mood of self-satisfaction at having brought his search to a successful close. The carriage was brought round, and without further delay the trio drove away from the mansion, under the echoing gateway arch and along by the leafless sycamores, as the stars began to kindle their trembling lights behind the maze of branches and twigs.


  No words were spoken either by youth or maiden. Her unpractised mind was completely occupied in fathoming its recent acquisition. The young man who had inspired her with such novelty of feeling, who had come directly from London on business to her father, having been brought by chance to Endelstow House had, by some means or other, acquired the privilege of approaching some lady he had found therein, and of honouring her by petits soins of a marked kind,—all in the space of half an hour.


  What room were they standing in? thought Elfride. As nearly as she could guess, it was Lord Luxellian’s business-room, or office. What people were in the house? None but the governess and servants, as far as she knew, and of these he had professed a total ignorance. Had the person she had indistinctly seen leaving the house anything to do with the performance? It was impossible to say without appealing to the culprit himself, and that she would never do. The more Elfride reflected, the more certain did it appear that the meeting was a chance rencounter, and not an appointment. On the ultimate inquiry as to the individuality of the woman, Elfride at once assumed that she could not be an inferior. Stephen Smith was not the man to care about passages-at-love with women beneath him. Though gentle, ambition was visible in his kindling eyes; he evidently hoped for much; hoped indefinitely, but extensively. Elfride was puzzled, and being puzzled, was, by a natural sequence of girlish sensations, vexed with him. No more pleasure came in recognizing that from liking to attract him she was getting on to love him, boyish as he was and innocent as he had seemed.


  They reached the bridge which formed a link between the eastern and western halves of the parish. Situated in a valley that was bounded outwardly by the sea, it formed a point of depression from which the road ascended with great steepness to West Endelstow and the rectory. There was no absolute necessity for either of them to alight, but as it was the rector’s custom after a long journey to humour the horse in making this winding ascent, Elfride, moved by an imitative instinct, suddenly jumped out when Pleasant had just begun to adopt the deliberate stalk he associated with this portion of the road.


  The young man seemed glad of any excuse for breaking the silence. ‘Why, Miss Swancourt, what a risky thing to do!’ he exclaimed, immediately following her example by jumping down on the other side.


  ‘O no, not at all,’ replied she coldly; the shadow phenomenon at Endelstow House still paramount within her.


  Stephen walked along by himself for two or three minutes, wrapped in the rigid reserve dictated by her tone. Then apparently thinking that it was only for girls to pout he came serenely round to her side, and offered his arm with Castilian gallantry, to assist her in ascending the remaining three-quarters of the steep.


  Here was a temptation: it was the first time in her life that Elfride had been treated as a grown-up woman in this way—offered an arm in a manner implying that she had a right to refuse it. Till to-night she had never received masculine attentions beyond those which might be contained in such homely remarks as ‘Elfride, give me your hand’; ‘Elfride, take hold of my arm,’ from her father. Her callow heart made an epoch of the incident; she considered her array of feelings, for and against. Collectively they were for taking this offered arm; the single one of pique determined her to punish Stephen by refusing.


  ‘No, thank you, Mr. Smith; I can get along better by myself.’


  It was Elfride’s first fragile attempt at browbeating a lover. Fearing more the issue of such an undertaking than what a gentle young man might think of her waywardness, she immediately afterwards determined to please herself by reversing her statement.


  ‘On second thoughts I will take it,’ she said.


  They slowly went their way up the hill, a few yards behind the carriage.


  ‘How silent you are, Miss Swancourt!’ Stephen observed.


  ‘Perhaps I think you silent too,’ she returned.


  ‘I may have reason to be.’


  ‘Scarcely; it is sadness that makes people silent, and you can have none.’


  ‘You don’t know: I have a trouble; though some might think it less a trouble than a dilemma.’


  ‘What is it?’ she asked impulsively.


  Stephen hesitated. ‘I might tell,’ he said; ‘at the same time, perhaps, it is as well——’


  She let go his arm and imperatively pushed it from her, tossing her head. She had just learnt that a good deal of dignity is lost by asking a question to which an answer is refused, even ever so politely; for though politeness does good service in cases of requisition and compromise, it but little helps a direct refusal. ‘I don’t wish to know anything of it; I don’t wish it,’ she went on. ‘The carriage is waiting for us at the top of the hill; we must get in’; and Elfride flitted to the front. ‘Papa, here is your Elfride!’ she exclaimed to the dusky figure of the old gentleman, as she sprang up and sank by his side without deigning to accept aid from Stephen.


  ‘Ah, yes!’ uttered the parson in artificially alert tones, awaking from a most profound sleep, and suddenly preparing to alight.


  ‘Why, what are you doing, papa? We are not home yet.’


  ‘O no, no; of course not; we are not at home yet,’ Mr. Swancourt said very hastily, endeavouring to dodge back to his original position with the air of a man who had not moved at all. ‘The fact is I was so lost in deep meditation that I forgot whereabouts we were.’ And in a minute the rector was snoring again.


  That evening, being the last, seemed to throw an exceptional shade of sadness over Stephen Smith, and the repeated injunctions of the rector that he was to come and revisit them in the summer, apparently tended less to raise his spirits than to unearth some misgiving.


  He left them in the gray light of dawn, whilst the colours of earth were sombre, and the sun was yet hidden in the east. Elfride had fidgeted all night in her little bed lest none of the household should be awake soon enough to start him, and also lest she might miss seeing again the bright eyes and curly hair to which their owner’s possession of a hidden mystery added a deeper tinge of romance. To some extent—so soon does womanly interest take a solicitous turn—she felt herself responsible for his safe conduct. They breakfasted before daylight; Mr. Swancourt, being more and more taken with his guest’s ingenuous appearance, having determined to rise early and bid him a friendly farewell. It was, however, rather to the rector’s astonishment that he saw Elfride walk in to the breakfast-table, candle in hand.


  Whilst William Worm performed his toilet (during which performance the inmates of the rectory were always in the habit of waiting with exemplary patience), Elfride wandered desultorily to the summer house. Stephen followed her thither. The copse-covered valley was visible from this position, a mist now lying all along its length, hiding the stream which trickled through it, though the observers themselves were in clear air.


  They stood close together, leaning over the rustic balustrading which bounded the arbour on the outward side, and formed the crest of a steep slope beneath. Elfride constrainedly pointed out some features of the distant uplands rising irregularly opposite. But the artistic eye was, either from nature or circumstance, very faint in Stephen now, and he only half attended to her description, as if he spared time from some other thought going on within him.


  ‘Well, good-bye,’ he said suddenly; ‘I must never see you again, I suppose, Miss Swancourt, in spite of invitations.’


  His genuine tribulation played directly upon the delicate chords of her nature. She could afford to forgive him for a concealment or two. Moreover, the shyness which would not allow him to look her in the face lent bravery to her own eyes and tongue.


  ‘Oh, do come again, Mr. Smith!’ she said prettily.


  ‘I should delight in it; but it will be better if I do not.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Certain circumstances in connection with me make it undesirable. Not on my account; on yours.’


  ‘Goodness! As if anything in connection with you could hurt me,’ she said with serene supremacy; but seeing that this plan of treatment was inappropriate she tuned a smaller note. ‘Ah, I know why you will not come. You don’t want to. You’ll go home to London and to all the stirring people there, and will never want to see us any more!’


  ‘You know I have no such reason.’


  ‘And go on writing letters to the lady you are engaged to, just as before.’


  ‘What does that mean? I am not engaged.’


  ‘You wrote a letter to a Miss Somebody; I saw it in the letter-rack.’


  ‘Pooh! an elderly woman who keeps a stationer’s shop; and it was to tell her to keep my newspapers till I get back.’


  ‘You needn’t have explained: it was not my business at all.’ Miss Elfride was rather relieved to hear that statement, nevertheless. ‘And you won’t come again to see my father?’ she insisted.


  ‘I should like to—and to see you again, but——’


  ‘Will you reveal to me that matter you hide?’ she interrupted petulantly.


  ‘No; not now.’


  She could not but go on, graceless as it might seem.


  ‘Tell me this,’ she importuned with a trembling mouth. ‘Does any meeting of yours with a lady at Endelstow House clash with—any interest you may take in me?’


  He started a little. ‘It does not,’ he said emphatically; and looked into the pupils of her eyes with the confidence that only honesty can give, and even that to youth alone.


  The explanation had not come, but a gloom left her. She could not but believe that utterance. Whatever enigma might lie in the shadow on the blind, it was not an enigma of underhand passion.


  She turned towards the house, entering it through the conservatory. Stephen went round to the front door. Mr. Swancourt was standing on the step in his slippers. Worm was adjusting a buckle in the harness, and murmuring about his poor head; and everything was ready for Stephen’s departure.


  ‘You named August for your visit. August it shall be; that is, if you care for the society of such a fossilized Tory,’ said Mr. Swancourt.


  Mr. Smith only responded hesitatingly that he should like to come again.


  ‘You said you would, and you must,’ insisted Elfride, coming to the door and speaking under her father’s arm.


  Whatever reason the youth may have had for not wishing to enter the house as a guest, it no longer predominated. He promised, and bade them adieu, and got into the pony-carriage, which crept up the slope, and bore him out of their sight.


  ‘I never was so much taken with anybody in my life as I am with that young fellow—never! I cannot understand it—can’t understand it anyhow,’ said Mr. Swancourt quite energetically to himself; and went indoors.


  ♣


  VII


  ‘No more of me you knew, my love!’


  Stephen Smith revisited Endelstow Rectory, agreeably to his promise. He had a genuine artistic reason for coming, though no such reason seemed to be required. Six-and-thirty old seat-ends, of exquisite fifteenth-century workmanship, were rapidly decaying in an aisle of the church; and it became politic to make drawings of their worm-eaten contours ere they were battered past recognition in the turmoil of the so-called restoration.


  He entered the house at sunset, and the world was pleasant again to the two fair-haired ones. A momentary pang of disappointment had, nevertheless, passed through Elfride when she casually discovered that he had not come that minute post-haste from London, but had reached the neighbourhood the previous evening. Surprise would have accompanied the feeling had she not remembered that several tourists were haunting the coast at this season, and that Stephen might have chosen to do likewise.


  They did little besides chat that evening, Mr. Swancourt beginning to question his visitor, closely yet paternally, and in good part, on his hopes and prospects from the profession he had embraced. Stephen gave vague answers. The next day it rained. In the evening, when twenty-four hours of Elfride had completely rekindled her admirer’s ardour, a game of chess was proposed between them.


  The game had its value in helping on the developments of their future.


  Elfride soon perceived that her opponent was but a learner. She next noticed that he had a very odd way of handling the pieces when castling or taking a man. Antecedently she would have supposed that the same performance must be gone through by all players in the same manner; she was taught by his differing action that all ordinary players, who learn the game by sight, unconsciously touch the men in a stereotyped way. This impression of indescribable oddness in Stephen’s touch culminated in speech when she saw him, at the taking of one of her bishops, push it aside with the taking man instead of lifting it as a preliminary to the move.


  ‘How strangely you handle the men, Mr. Smith!’


  ‘Do I? I am sorry for that.’


  ‘O no—don’t be sorry; it is not a matter great enough for sorrow. But who taught you to play?’


  ‘Nobody, Miss Swancourt,’ he said. ‘I learnt from a book lent me by my friend Mr. Knight, the noblest man in the world.’


  ‘But you have seen people play?’


  ‘I have never seen the playing of a single game. This is the first time I ever had the opportunity of playing with a living opponent. I have worked out many games from books, and studied the reasons of the different moves, but that is all.’


  This was a full explanation of his mannerism; but the fact that a man with the desire for chess should have grown up without being able to see or engage in a game astonished her not a little. She pondered on the circumstance for some time, looking into vacancy and hindering the play.


  Mr. Swancourt was sitting with his eyes fixed on the board, but apparently thinking of other things. Half to himself he said, pending the move of Elfride:


  ‘“Quæ finis aut quod me manet stipendium?”’


  Stephen replied instantly:


  ‘“Effare: jussas cum fide pœnas luam.”’


  ‘Excellent—prompt—gratifying!’ said Mr. Swancourt with feeling, bringing down his hand upon the table, and making three pawns and a knight dance over their borders by the shaking. ‘I was musing on those words as applicable to a strange course I am steering—but enough of that. I am delighted with you, Mr. Smith, for it is so seldom in this desert that I meet with a man who is gentleman and scholar enough to continue a quotation, however trite it may be.’


  ‘I also apply the words to myself,’ said Stephen quietly.


  ‘You? The last man in the world to do that, I should have thought.’


  ‘Come,’ murmured Elfride poutingly, and insinuating herself between them, ‘tell me all about it. Come, construe, construe!’


  Stephen looked steadfastly into her face, and said slowly, and in a voice full of a far-off meaning that seemed quaintly premature in one so young:


  ‘Quæ finis What will be the end, aut or, quod stipendium what fine, manet me awaits me? Effare Speak out; luam I will pay, cum fide with faith, jussas pœnas the penalty required.’


  The rector, who had listened with a critical compression of the lips to this school-boy recitation, and by reason of his imperfect hearing had missed the marked realism of Stephen’s tone in the English words, now said hesitatingly: ‘By the bye, Mr. Smith (I know you’ll excuse my curiosity), though your translation was unexceptionably correct and close, you have a way of pronouncing your Latin which to me seems most peculiar. Not that the pronunciation of a dead language is of much importance; yet your accents and quantities have a grotesque sound to my ears. I thought first that you had acquired your way of breathing the vowels from some of the northern colleges; but it cannot be so with the quantities. What I was going to ask was, if your instructor in the classics could possibly have been an Oxford or Cambridge man?’


  ‘Yes; he was an Oxford man—Fellow of St. Cyprian’s.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘O yes; there’s no doubt about it.’


  ‘The oddest thing ever I heard of!’ said Mr. Swancourt, starting with astonishment. ‘That the pupil of such a man——’


  ‘The best and cleverest man in England!’ cried Stephen enthusiastically.


  ——‘That the pupil of such a man should pronounce Latin in the way you pronounce it beats all I ever heard. How long did he instruct you?’


  ‘Four years.’


  ‘Four years!’


  ‘It is not so strange when I explain,’ Stephen hastened to say. ‘It was done in this way—by letter. I sent him exercises and construing twice a week, and twice a week he sent them back to me corrected, with marginal notes of instruction. That is how I learnt my Latin and Greek, such as it is. He is not responsible for my scanning. He has never heard me scan a line.’


  ‘A novel case, and a singular instance of patience!’ cried the parson.


  ‘On his part, not on mine. Ah, Henry Knight is one in a thousand! I remember his speaking to me on this very subject of pronunciation. He says that, much to his regret, he sees a time coming when every man will pronounce even the common words of his own tongue as seems right in his own ears, and be thought none the worse for it; that the speaking age is passing away, to make room for the writing age.’


  Both Elfride and her father had waited attentively to hear Stephen go on to what would have been the most interesting part of the story, namely, what circumstances could have necessitated such an unusual method of education. But no further explanation was volunteered; and they saw, by the young man’s manner of concentrating himself upon the chess-board, that he was anxious to drop the subject.


  The game proceeded. Elfride played by rote; Stephen by thought. It was the cruellest thing to checkmate him after so much labour, she considered. What was she dishonest enough to do in her compassion? To let him checkmate her. A second game followed; and being herself absolutely indifferent as to the result (her playing was above the average among women, and she knew it), she allowed him to give checkmate again. A final game, in which she adopted the Muzio gambit as her opening, was terminated by Elfride’s victory at the twelfth move.


  Stephen looked up suspiciously. His heart was throbbing even more excitedly than was hers, which itself had quickened when she seriously set to work on this last occasion. Mr. Swancourt had left the room.


  ‘You have been trifling with me till now!’ he exclaimed, his face flushing. ‘You did not play your best in the first two games?’


  Elfride’s guilt showed in her face. Stephen became the picture of vexation and sadness, which, relishable for a moment, caused her the next instant to regret the mistake she had made.


  ‘Mr. Smith, forgive me!’ she said sweetly. ‘I see now, though I did not at first, that what I have done seems like contempt for your skill. But, indeed, I did not mean it in that sense. I could not, upon my conscience, win a victory in those first and second games over one who fought at such a disadvantage and so manfully.’


  He drew a long breath, and murmured bitterly, ‘Ah, you are cleverer than I. You can do everything—I can do nothing! O Miss Swancourt!’ he burst out wildly, his heart swelling in his throat, ‘I must tell you how I love you! All these months of my absence I have worshipped you.’


  He leapt from his seat like the impulsive lad that he was, slid round to her side, and almost before she suspected it his arm was round her waist, and the two sets of curls intermingled.


  So entirely new was full-blown love to Elfride that she trembled as much from the novelty of the emotion as from the emotion itself. Then she suddenly withdrew herself and stood upright, vexed that she had submitted unresistingly even to his momentary pressure. She resolved to consider this demonstration as premature.


  ‘You must not begin such things as those,’ she said with coquettish hauteur of a very transparent nature. ‘And—you must not do so again—and papa is coming.’


  ‘Let me kiss you—only a little one,’ he said with his usual delicacy, and without reading the factitiousness of her manner.


  ‘No; not one.’


  ‘Only on your cheek?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Forehead?’


  ‘Certainly not.’


  ‘You care for somebody else, then? Ah, I thought so!’


  ‘I am sure I do not.’


  ‘Nor for me either?’


  ‘How can I tell?’ she said simply, the simplicity lying merely in the broad outlines of her manner and speech. There were the semitone of voice and half-hidden expression of eyes which tell the initiated how very fragile is the ice of reserve at these times.


  Footsteps were heard. Mr. Swancourt then entered the room, and their private colloquy ended.


  The day after this partial revelation Mr. Swancourt proposed a drive to the cliffs beyond Targan Bay, a distance of three or four miles.


  Half an hour before the time of departure a crash was heard in the back yard, and presently Worm came in, saying partly to the world in general, partly to himself, and slightly to his auditors:


  ‘Ay, ay, sure! That frying of fish will be the end of William Worm. They be at it again this morning—same as ever—fizz, fizz, fizz!’


  ‘Your head bad again, Worm?’ said Mr. Swancourt. ‘What was that noise we heard in the yard?’


  ‘Ay, sir, a weak wambling man am I; and the frying have been going on in my poor head all through the long night and this morning as usual; and I was so dazed wi’ it that down fell a piece of leg-wood across the shaft of the pony-shay, and splintered it off. “Ay,” says I, “I feel it as if ’twas my own shay; and though I’ve done it, and parish pay is my lot if I go from here, perhaps I am as independent as one here and there.”’


  ‘Dear me, the shaft of the carriage broken!’ cried Elfride. She was disappointed: Stephen doubly so. The rector showed more warmth of temper than the accident seemed to demand, much to Stephen’s uneasiness and rather to his surprise. He had not supposed so much latent sternness could co-exist with Mr. Swancourt’s frankness and good-nature.


  ‘You shall not be disappointed,’ said the latter at length. ‘It is almost too long a distance for you to walk. Elfride can trot down on her pony, and you shall have my old nag, Smith.’


  Elfride exclaimed triumphantly, ‘You have never seen me on horseback—O, you must!’ She looked at Stephen and read his thoughts immediately. ‘Ah, you don’t ride, Mr. Smith?’


  ‘I am sorry to say I don’t.’


  ‘Fancy a man not able to ride!’ said she rather pertly.


  The rector came to his rescue. ‘That’s common enough; he has had other lessons to learn. Now, I recommend this plan: let Elfride ride on horseback, and you, Mr. Smith, walk beside her.’


  The arrangement was welcomed with secret delight by Stephen. It seemed to combine in itself all the advantages of a long slow ramble with Elfride, without the contingent possibility of the enjoyment being spoilt by her becoming weary. The pony was saddled and brought round.


  ‘Now, Mr. Smith,’ said the lady imperatively, coming downstairs, and appearing in her riding-habit, as she always did in a change of dress, like a new edition of a delightful volume, ‘you have a task to perform to-day. These earrings are my very favourite darling ones; but the worst of it is that they have such short hooks that they are liable to be dropped if I toss my head about much, and when I am riding I can’t give my mind to them. It would be doing me knight service if you keep your eyes fixed upon them, and remember them every minute of the day, and tell me directly I drop one. They have had such hairbreadth escapes, haven’t they, Unity?’ she continued to the parlour-maid who was standing at the door.


  ‘Yes, miss, that they have!’ said Unity with round-eyed commiseration.


  ‘Once ’twas in the lane that I found one of them,’ pursued Elfride reflectively.


  ‘And then ’twas by the gate into Eighteen Acres,’ Unity chimed in.


  ‘And then ’twas on the carpet in my own room,’ rejoined Elfride merrily.


  ‘And then ’twas dangling on the embroidery of your petticoat, miss; and then ’twas down your back, miss, wasn’t it? And O, what a way you was in, miss, wasn’t you? my! until you found it!’


  Stephen took Elfride’s slight foot upon his hand: ‘One, two, three, and up!’ she said.


  Unfortunately not so. He staggered and lifted, and the horse edged round; and Elfride was ultimately deposited upon the ground rather more forcibly than was pleasant. Smith looked all contrition.


  ‘Never mind,’ said the rector encouragingly; ‘try again! ’Tis a little accomplishment that requires some practice, although it looks so easy. Stand closer to the horse’s head, Mr. Smith.’


  ‘Indeed, I shan’t let him try again,’ said she with a microscopic look of indignation. ‘Worm, come here, and help me to mount.’ Worm stepped forward, and she was in the saddle in a trice.


  Then they moved on, going for some distance in silence, the hot air of the valley being occasionally brushed from their faces by a cool breeze, which wound its way along ravines leading up from the sea.


  ‘I suppose,’ said Stephen, ‘that a man who can neither sit in a saddle himself nor help another person into one seems a useless incumbrance; but, Miss Swancourt, I’ll learn to do it all for your sake; I will, indeed.’


  ‘What is so unusual in you,’ she said, in a didactic tone justifiable in a horsewoman’s address to a benighted walker, ‘is that your knowledge of certain things should be combined with your ignorance of certain other things.’


  Stephen lifted his eyes to hers.


  ‘You know,’ he said, ‘it is simply because there are so many other things to be learnt in this wide world that I didn’t trouble about that particular bit of knowledge. I thought it would be useless to me; but I don’t think so now. I will learn riding, and all connected with it, because then you would like me better. Do you like me much less for this?’


  She looked sideways at him with critical meditation tenderly rendered.


  ‘Do I seem like La Belle Dame sans merci?’ she began suddenly, without replying to his question. ‘Fancy yourself saying, Mr. Smith:


  
    “I set her on my pacing steed,


    And nothing else saw all day long,


    For sidelong would she bend, and sing


    A faery’s song ….


    She found me roots of relish sweet,


    And honey wild, and manna dew;”

  


  and that’s all she did.’


  ‘No, no,’ said the young man stilly, and with a rising colour:


  
    ‘“And sure in language strange she said,


    I love thee true.”’

  


  ‘Not at all,’ she rejoined quickly. ‘See how I can gallop. Now, Pansy, off!’ And Elfride started; and Stephen beheld her light figure contracting to the dimensions of a bird as she sank into the distance—her hair flowing.


  He walked on in the same direction, and for a considerable time could see no signs of her returning. Dull as a flower without the sun he sat down upon a stone, and not for fifteen minutes was any sound of horse or rider to be heard. Then Elfride and Pansy appeared on the hill in a round trot.


  ‘Such a delightful scamper as we have had!’ she said, her face flushed and her eyes sparkling. She turned the horse’s head, Stephen arose, and they went on again.


  ‘Well, what have you to say to me, Mr. Smith, after my long absence?’


  ‘Do you remember a question you could not exactly answer last night—whether I was more to you than anybody else?’ said he.


  ‘I cannot exactly answer now, either.’


  ‘Why can’t you?’


  ‘Because I don’t know if I am more to you than any one else.’


  ‘Yes, indeed, you are!’ he exclaimed in a voice of intensest appreciation, at the same time gliding round and looking into her face.


  ‘Eyes in eyes,’ he murmured playfully; and she blushingly obeyed, looking back into his.


  ‘And why not lips on lips?’ continued Stephen daringly.


  ‘No, certainly not. Anybody might look; and it would be the death of me. You may kiss my hand if you like.’


  He expressed by a look that to kiss a hand through a glove, and that a riding-glove, was not a great treat in the circumstances.


  ‘There, then; I’ll take my glove off. Isn’t it a pretty white hand? Ah, you don’t want to kiss it, and you shall not now!’


  ‘If I do not, may I never kiss again, you severe Elfride! You know I think more of you than I can tell; that you are my queen. I would die for you, Elfride!’


  A rapid red again filled her cheeks, and she looked at him meditatively. What a proud moment it was for Elfride then! She was ruling a heart with absolute despotism for the first time in her life.


  Stephen stealthily pounced upon her hand.


  ‘No; I won’t, I won’t!’ she said intractably; ‘and you shouldn’t take me by surprise.’


  There ensued a mild form of tussle for absolute possession of the much-coveted hand, in which the boisterousness of boy and girl was far more prominent than the dignity of man and woman. Then Pansy became restless. Elfride recovered her position and remembered herself.


  ‘You make me behave in not a nice way at all!’ she exclaimed, in a tone neither of pleasure nor reproof, but partaking of both. ‘I ought not to have allowed such a romp! We are too old now for that sort of thing.’


  ‘I hope you don’t think me too—too much of a creeping-round sort of man,’ said he in a penitent tone, conscious that he too had lost a little dignity by the proceeding.


  ‘You are too familiar; and I can’t have it! Considering the shortness of the time we have known each other, Mr. Smith, you take too much upon you. You, a town man, think I am a country girl, and it doesn’t matter how you behave to me!’


  ‘I assure you, Miss Swancourt, that I had no idea of freak in my mind. I wanted to imprint a sweet serious kiss upon your hand; and that’s all.’


  ‘Now, that’s creeping round again! And you mustn’t look into my eyes so,’ she said, shaking her head at him, and trotting on a few paces in advance. Thus she led the way out of the lane and across some fields in the direction of the cliffs. At the boundary of the fields nearest the sea she expressed a wish to dismount. The horse was tied to a post, and they both followed an irregular path, which ultimately terminated upon a flat ledge passing round the face of the huge blue-black rock at a height about midway between the sea and the topmost verge. There, far beneath and before them, lay the everlasting stretch of ocean; there, upon detached rocks, were the white screaming gulls, seeming ever intending to settle and yet always passing on. Right and left ranked the toothed and zigzag line of storm-torn heights, forming the series which culminated in the one beneath their feet.


  Behind the youth and maiden was a tempting alcove and seat, formed naturally in the beetling mass, and wide enough to admit two or three persons. Elfride sat down, and Stephen sat beside her.


  ‘I am afraid it is hardly proper of us to be here, either,’ she said half inquiringly. ‘We have not known each other long enough for this kind of thing, have we!’


  ‘O yes,’ he replied judicially; ‘quite long enough.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘It is not length of time, but the manner in which our minutes beat, that makes enough or not enough in our acquaintanceship.’


  ‘Yes, I see that. But I wish papa suspected or knew what a very new thing I am doing. He does not think of it at all.’


  ‘Darling Elfie, I wish we could be married! It is wrong for me to say it—I know it is—before you know more; but I wish we might be, all the same. Do you love me deeply, deeply?’


  ‘No!’ she said in a fluster.


  At this point-blank denial Stephen turned his face away decisively, and preserved an ominous silence; the only objects of interest on earth for him being apparently the three or four-score sea-birds circling in the air afar off.


  ‘I didn’t mean to stop you quite,’ she faltered with some alarm; and seeing that he still remained silent she added more anxiously, ‘If you say that again, perhaps, I will not be quite—quite so obstinate—if—if you don’t like me to be.’


  ‘O my Elfride!’ he exclaimed, and kissed her.


  It was Elfride’s first kiss. And so awkward and unused was she; full of striving—no relenting. There was none of those apparent struggles to get out of the trap which only result in getting further in: no final attitude of receptivity: no easy close of shoulder to shoulder, hand upon hand, face upon face, and, in spite of coyness, the lips in the right place at the supreme moment. That graceful though apparently accidental falling into position, which many have noticed as precipitating the end and making sweethearts the sweeter, was not here. Why? Because experience was absent. A woman must have had many kisses before she kisses well.


  In fact, the art of tendering feminine lips for these amatory salutes follows the principles laid down in treatises on legerdemain for performing the trick called Forcing a Card. The card is to be shifted nimbly, withdrawn, edged under, and withal not to be offered till the moment the unsuspecting person’s hand reaches the pack; this forcing to be done so modestly and yet so coaxingly that the person trifled with imagines he is really choosing what is in fact thrust into his hand.


  Well, there were no such facilities now; and Stephen was conscious of it—first with a momentary regret that his kiss should be spoilt by her confused receipt of it, and then with the pleasant perception that her awkwardness was her charm.


  ‘And you do care for me and love me?’ said he.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Very much?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And I mustn’t ask you if you’ll wait for me, and be my wife some day?’


  ‘Why not?’ she said naïvely.


  ‘There is a reason why, my Elfride.’


  ‘Not any one that I know of.’


  ‘Suppose there is something connected with me which makes it almost impossible for you to agree to be my wife, or for your father to countenance such an idea?’


  ‘Nothing shall make me cease to love you: no blemish can be found upon your personal nature. That is pure and generous, I know; and having that, how can I be cold to you?’


  ‘And shall nothing else affect us—shall nothing beyond my nature be a part of my quality in your eyes, Elfie?’


  ‘Nothing whatever,’ she said with a breath of relief. ‘Is that all? Some outside circumstance? What do I care?’


  ‘You can hardly judge, dear, till you know what has to be judged. For that, we will stop till we get home. I believe in you, but I cannot feel bright.’


  ‘Love is new, and fresh to us as the dew; and we are together. As the lover’s world goes, this is a great deal. Stephen, I fancy I see the difference between me and you—between men and women generally, perhaps. I am content to build happiness on any accidental basis that may lie near at hand; you are for making a world to suit your happiness.’


  ‘Elfride, you sometimes say things which make you seem suddenly to become five years older than you are, or than I am; and that remark is one. I couldn’t think so old as that, try how I might…. And no lover has ever kissed you before?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘I knew that; you were so unused. You ride well, but you don’t kiss nicely at all; and I was told once, by my friend Knight, that that is an excellent fault in woman.’


  ‘Now, come; I must mount again, or we shall not be home by dinner-time.’ And they returned to where Pansy stood tethered. ‘Instead of entrusting my weight to a young man’s unstable palm,’ she continued gaily, ‘I prefer a surer “upping-stock” (as the villagers call it), in the form of a gate. There—now I am myself again.’


  They proceeded homeward at the same walking pace.


  Her blitheness won Stephen out of his thoughtfulness, and each forgot everything but the tone of the moment.


  ‘What did you love me for?’ she said, after a long musing look at a flying bird.


  ‘I don’t know,’ he replied idly.


  ‘O yes, you do,’ insisted Elfride.


  ‘Perhaps for your eyes.’


  ‘What of them?—now, don’t vex me by a light answer. What of my eyes?’


  ‘Oh, nothing to be mentioned. They are indifferently good.’


  ‘Come, Stephen, I won’t have that. What did you love me for?’


  ‘It might have been for your mouth?’


  ‘Well, what about my mouth?’


  ‘I thought it was a passable mouth enough——’


  ‘That’s not very comforting.’


  ‘With a pretty pout and sweet lips; but actually, nothing more than what everybody has.’


  ‘Don’t make up things out of your head as you go on, there’s a dear Stephen. Now—what—did—you—love—me—for?’


  ‘Perhaps, ’twas for your neck and hair; though I am not sure: or for your idle blood, that did nothing but wander away from your cheeks and back again; but I am not sure. Or your hands and arms, that they eclipsed all other hands and arms; or your feet, that they played about under your dress like little mice; or your tongue, that it was of a dear delicate tone. But I am not altogether sure.’


  ‘Ah, that’s pretty to say; but I don’t care for your love, if it made a mere flat picture of me in that way, and not being sure, and such cold reasoning; but what you felt I was, you know, Stephen’ (at this a stealthy laugh and frisky look into his face), ‘when you said to yourself, “I’ll certainly love that young lady.”’


  ‘I never said it.’


  ‘When you said to yourself, then, “I never will love that young lady.”’


  ‘I didn’t say that, either.’


  ‘Then was it, “I suppose, I must love that young lady”?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What, then?’


  ‘’Twas much more fluctuating—not so definite.’


  ‘Tell me; do, do.’


  ‘It was that I ought not to think about you if I loved you truly.’


  ‘Ah, that I don’t understand. There’s no getting it out of you. And I’ll not ask you ever any more—never more—to say out of the deep reality of your heart what you loved me for.’


  ‘Sweet tantalizer, what’s the use? It comes to this sole simple thing: That at one time I had never seen you, and I didn’t love you; that then I saw you, and I did love you. Is that enough?’


  ‘Yes; I will make it do…. I know, I think, what I love you for. You are nice-looking, of course; but I didn’t mean for that. It is because you are so docile and gentle.’


  ‘Those are not quite the correct qualities for a man to be loved for,’ said Stephen, in rather a dissatisfied tone of self-criticism. ‘Well, never mind. I must ask your father to allow us to be engaged directly we get indoors. It will be for a long time.’


  ‘I like it the better…. Stephen, don’t mention it till to-morrow.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because, if he should object—I don’t think he will; but if he should—we shall have a day longer of happiness from our ignorance…. Well, what are you thinking of so deeply?’


  ‘I was thinking how my dear friend Knight would enjoy this scene. I wish he could come here.’


  ‘You seem very much engrossed with him,’ she answered, with a jealous little toss. ‘He must be an interesting man to take up so much of your attention.’


  ‘Interesting!’ said Stephen, his face glowing with his fervour; ‘noble, you ought to say.’


  ‘O yes, yes; I forgot,’ she said half satirically. ‘The noblest man in England, as you told us last night.’


  ‘He is a fine fellow, laugh as you will, Miss Elfie.’


  ‘I know he is your hero. But what does he do? anything?’


  ‘He writes.’


  ‘What does he write? I have never heard of his name.’


  ‘Because his personality, and that of several others like him, is absorbed into a huge WE, namely, the impalpable entity called The Present—a social and literary Review.’


  ‘Is he only a reviewer?’


  ‘Only, Elfie! Why, I can tell you it is a fine thing to be on the staff of The Present. Finer than being a novelist considerably.’


  ‘That’s a hit at me, and my poor Court of King Arthur’s Castle.’


  ‘No, Elfride,’ he whispered; ‘I didn’t mean that. I mean that he is really a literary man of some eminence, and not altogether a reviewer. He writes things of a higher class than reviews, though he reviews a book occasionally. His ordinary productions are social and ethical essays—all that The Present contains which is not literary reviewing.’


  ‘I admit he must be talented if he writes for The Present. We have it sent to us irregularly. I want papa to be a subscriber, but he’s so conservative. Now the next point in this Mr. Knight—I suppose he is a very good man?’


  ‘An excellent man. I shall try to be his intimate friend some day.’


  ‘But aren’t you now?’


  ‘No; not so much as that,’ replied Stephen, as if such a supposition were extravagant. ‘You see, it was in this way—he came originally from the same place as I, and taught me things; but I am not intimate with him. Shan’t I be glad when I get richer and better known, and hob and nob with him!’ Stephen’s eyes sparkled.


  A pout began to shape itself upon Elfride’s soft lips. ‘You think always of him, and like him better than you do me!’


  ‘No, indeed, Elfride. The feeling is different quite. But I do like him, and he deserves even more affection from me than I give.’


  ‘You are not nice now, and you make me as jealous as possible!’ she exclaimed perversely. ‘I know you will never speak to any third person of me so warmly as you do to me of him.’


  ‘But you don’t understand, Elfride,’ he said with an anxious movement. ‘You shall know him some day. He is so brilliant—no, it isn’t exactly brilliant; so thoughtful—nor does thoughtful express him—that it would charm you to talk to him. He’s a most desirable friend, and that isn’t half I could say.’


  ‘I don’t care how good he is; I don’t want to know him, because he comes between me and you. You think of him night and day, ever so much more than of anybody else; and when you are thinking of him I am shut out of your mind.’


  ‘No, dear Elfride; I love you dearly.’


  ‘And I don’t like you to tell me so warmly about him when you are in the middle of loving me. Stephen, suppose that I and this man Knight of yours were both drowning, and you could only save one of us——’


  ‘Yes—the stupid old proposition—which would I save?’


  ‘Well, which? Not me.’


  ‘Both of you,’ he said, pressing her pendent hand.


  ‘No, that won’t do; only one of us.’


  ‘I cannot say; I don’t know. It is disagreeable—quite a horrid idea to have to handle.’


  ‘A-ha, I know. You would save him, and let me drown, drown, drown; and I don’t care about your love!’


  She had endeavoured to give a playful tone to her words, but the latter speech was rather forced in its gaiety.


  At this point in the discussion she trotted off to turn a corner which was avoided by the footpath, the road and the path reuniting at a point a little further on. On again making her appearance she continually managed to look in a direction away from him, and left him in the cool shade of her displeasure. Stephen was soon beaten at this game of indifference. He went round and entered the range of her vision.


  ‘Are you offended, Elfie? Why don’t you talk?’


  ‘Save me, then, and let that Mr. Clever of yours drown. I hate him. Now, which would you?’


  ‘Really, Elfride, you should not press such a hard question. It is ridiculous.’


  ‘Then I won’t be alone with you any more. Unkind, to wound me so!’ She laughed at her own absurdity but persisted.


  ‘Come, Elfie, let’s make it up and be friends.’


  ‘Say you would save me, then, and let him drown.’


  ‘I would save you—and him too.’


  ‘And let him drown. Come, or you don’t love me!’ she teasingly went on.


  ‘And let him drown,’ he ejaculated despairingly.


  ‘There; now I am yours!’ she said, and a woman’s flush of triumph lit her eyes.


  ‘Only one earring, miss, as I’m alive,’ said Unity on their entering the hall.


  With a face expressive of wretched misgiving, Elfride’s hand flew like an arrow to her ear.


  ‘There!’ she exclaimed to Stephen, looking at him with eyes full of reproach.


  ‘I quite forgot, indeed. If I had only remembered!’ he answered, with a conscience-stricken face.


  She wheeled herself round, and turned into the shrubbery. Stephen followed.


  ‘If you had told me to watch anything, Stephen, I should have religiously done it,’ she capriciously went on, as soon as she heard him behind her.


  ‘Forgetting is forgivable.’


  ‘Well, you will find it, if you want me to respect you and be engaged to you when we have asked papa.’ She considered a moment, and added more seriously, ‘I know now where I dropped it, Stephen. It was on the cliff. I remember a faint sensation of some change about me, but I was too absent to think of it then. And that’s where it is now, and you must go and look there.’


  ‘I’ll go at once.’


  And he strode away up the valley, under a broiling sun and amid the deathlike silence of early afternoon. He ascended, with giddy-paced haste, the windy range of rocks to where they had sat, felt and peered about the stones and crannies, but Elfride’s stray jewel was nowhere to be seen. Next Stephen slowly retraced his steps, and, pausing at a cross-road to reflect a while, he left the plateau and struck downwards across some fields in the direction of Endelstow House.


  He walked along the path by the river without the slightest hesitation as to its bearing, apparently quite familiar with every inch of the ground. As the shadows began to lengthen and the sunlight to mellow he passed through two wicket-gates, and drew near the outskirts of Endelstow Park. The river now ran along under the park fence, previous to entering the grove itself, a little further on.


  Here stood a cottage, between the fence and the stream, on a slightly elevated spot of ground, round which the river took a turn. The characteristic feature of this snug habitation was its one chimney in the gable end, its squareness of form disguised by a huge cloak of ivy, which had grown so luxuriantly and extended so far from its base as to increase the apparent bulk of the chimney to the dimensions of a tower. Some little distance from the back of the house rose the park boundary, and over this were to be seen the sycamores of the grove, making slow inclinations to the just-awakening air.


  Stephen crossed the little wood bridge in front, went up to the cottage door, and opened it without knock or signal of any kind.


  Exclamations of welcome burst from some person or persons when the door was thrust ajar, followed by the scrape of chairs on a stone floor, as if pushed back by their occupiers in rising from a table. The door was closed again, and nothing could now be heard from within, save a lively chatter and the rattle of plates.


  ♣


  VIII


  ‘Allen-a-Dale is no baron or lord.’


  The mists were creeping out of pools and swamps for their pilgrimages of the night when Stephen came up to the front door of the rectory. Elfride was standing on the step illuminated by a lemon-hued expanse of western sky.


  ‘You never have been all this time looking for that earring?’ she said anxiously.


  ‘O no; and I have not found it.’


  ‘Never mind. Though I am much vexed; they are my prettiest. But, Stephen, whatever have you been doing—where have you been? I have been so uneasy. I feared for you, knowing not an inch of the country. I thought, suppose he has fallen over the cliff! But now I am inclined to scold you for frightening me so.’


  ‘I must speak to your father now,’ he said rather abruptly; ‘I have so much to say to him—and to you, Elfride.’


  ‘Will what you have to say endanger this nice time of ours, and is it that same shadowy secret you allude to so frequently, and will it make me unhappy?’


  ‘Possibly.’


  She breathed heavily, and looked around as if for a prompter.


  ‘Put it off till to-morrow,’ she said.


  He involuntarily sighed too.


  ‘No; it must come to-night. Where is your father, Elfride?’


  ‘Somewhere in the kitchen garden, I think,’ she replied. ‘That is his favourite evening retreat. I will leave you now. Say all that’s to be said—do all there is to be done. Think of me waiting anxiously for the end.’ And she re-entered the house.


  She waited in the drawing-room, watching the lights sink to shadows, the shadows sink to darkness, until her impatience to know what had occurred in the garden could no longer be controlled. She passed round the shrubbery, unlatched the garden door, and skimmed with her keen eyes the whole twilighted space that the four walls enclosed and sheltered: they were not there. She mounted a little ladder which had been used for gathering fruit, and looked over the wall into the field. This field extended to the limits of the glebe, which was enclosed on that side by a privet-hedge. Under the hedge was Mr. Swancourt, walking up and down, and talking aloud—to himself, as it sounded at first. No: another voice shouted occasional replies; and this interlocutor seemed to be on the other side of the hedge. The voice, though soft in quality, was not Stephen’s.


  The second speaker must have been in the long-neglected garden of an old manor-house hard by, which, together with a small estate attached, had lately been purchased by a person named Troyton, whom Elfride had never seen. Her father might have struck up an acquaintanceship with some member of that family through the privet-hedge, or a stranger to the neighbourhood might have wandered thither.


  Well, there was no necessity for disturbing him. And it seemed that, after all, Stephen had not yet made his desired communication to her father. Again she went indoors, wondering where Stephen could be. For want of something better to do she went upstairs to her own little room. Here she sat down at the open window, and, leaning with her elbow on the table and her cheek upon her hand, she fell into meditation.


  It was a hot and still August night. Every disturbance of the silence which rose to the dignity of a noise could be heard for miles, and the merest sound for a long distance. So she remained, thinking of Stephen, and wishing he had not deprived her of his company to no purpose, as it appeared. How delicate and sensitive he was, she reflected; and yet he was man enough to have a private mystery, which considerably elevated him in her eyes. Thus, looking at things with an inward vision, she lost consciousness of the flight of time.


  Strange conjunctions of phenomena, particularly those of a trivial everyday kind, are so frequent in an ordinary life that we grow used to their unaccountableness, and forget the question whether the very long odds against such juxtaposition is not almost a disproof of it being a matter of chance at all. What occurred to Elfride at this moment was a case in point. She was vividly imagining, for the twentieth time, the kiss of the morning, and putting her lips together in the position another such a one would demand, when she heard the identical operation performed on the lawn, immediately beneath her window.


  A kiss—not of the quiet and stealthy kind, but decisive, loud, and smart.


  Her face flushed and she looked out, but to no purpose. The dark rim of the upland drew a keen sad line against the pale glow of the sky, unbroken except where a young cedar on the lawn, that had outgrown its fellow trees, shot its pointed head across the horizon, piercing the firmamental lustre like a sting.


  It was just possible that, had any persons been standing on the grassy portions of the lawn, Elfride might have seen their dusky forms. But the shrubs, which once had merely dotted the glade, had now grown bushy and large, till they hid at least half the enclosure containing them. The kissing pair might have been behind some of these; at any rate, nobody was in sight.


  Had no enigma ever been connected with her lover by his hints and absences, Elfride would never have thought of admitting into her mind a suspicion that he might be concerned in the foregoing enactment. But the reservations he at present insisted on, while they added to the mystery without which perhaps she would never have seriously loved him at all, were calculated to nourish doubts of all kinds, and with a slow flush of jealousy she asked herself, might he not be the culprit?


  Elfride glided downstairs on tiptoe, and out to the precise spot on which she had parted from Stephen to enable him to speak privately to her father. Thence she wandered into all the nooks around the place from which the sound had seemed to proceed—among the huge laurestines, about the tufts of pampas grasses, amid the variegated hollies, under the weeping wych-elm—nobody was there. Returning indoors she called ‘Unity!’


  ‘She is gone to her aunt’s, to spend the evening,’ said Mr. Swancourt, thrusting his head out of his study door, and letting the light of his candles stream upon Elfride’s face—less revealing than, as it seemed to herself, creating the blush of uneasy perplexity that was burning upon her cheek.


  ‘I didn’t know you were indoors, papa,’ she said with surprise. ‘Surely no light was shining from the window when I was on the lawn?’ and she looked and saw that the shutters were still open.


  ‘O yes, I am in,’ he said indifferently. ‘What did you want Unity for? I think she laid supper before she went out.’


  ‘Did she?—I have not been to see—I didn’t want her for that.’


  Elfride scarcely knew, now that a definite reason was required, what that reason was. Her mind for a moment strayed to another subject, unimportant as it seemed. The red ember of a match was lying inside the fender, which explained that why she had seen no rays from the window was because the candles had only just been lighted.


  ‘I’ll come directly,’ said the rector. ‘I thought you were out somewhere with Mr. Smith.’


  Even the inexperienced Elfride could not help thinking that her father must be wonderfully blind if he failed to perceive what was the nascent consequence of herself and Stephen being so unceremoniously left together; wonderfully careless, if he saw it and did not think about it; wonderfully good, if, as seemed to her by far the most probable supposition, he saw it and thought about it and approved of it. These reflections were cut short by the appearance of Stephen just outside the porch, silvered about the head and shoulders with touches of moonlight that had begun to creep through the trees.


  ‘Has your trouble anything to do with a kiss on the lawn?’ she asked abruptly, almost passionately.


  ‘Kiss on the lawn?’


  ‘Yes!’ she said, imperiously now.


  ‘I didn’t comprehend your meaning, nor do I now exactly. I certainly have kissed nobody on the lawn, if that is really what you want to know, Elfride.’


  ‘You know nothing about such a performance?’


  ‘Nothing whatever. What makes you ask?’


  ‘Don’t press me to tell; it is nothing of importance. And, Stephen, you have not yet spoken to papa about our engagement?’


  ‘No,’ he said regretfully,’, I ‘I could not find him directly; and then I went on thinking so much of what you said about objections, refusals—bitter words possibly—ending our happiness, that I resolved to put it off till to-morrow; that gives us one more day of delight—delight of a tremulous kind.’


  ‘Yes; but it would be improper to be silent too long, I think,’ she said in a delicate voice. ‘I want him to know we love, Stephen. Why did you adopt my thought of delay as your own?’


  ‘I will explain; but I want to tell you of my secret first—to tell you now. It is two or three hours yet to bedtime. Let us walk up the hill to the church.’


  Elfride passively assented, and they went from the lawn by a side wicket, and ascended into the open expanse of moonlight which streamed around the lonely edifice on the summit of the hill.


  The door was locked. They turned from the porch, and walked hand in hand to find a resting-place in the churchyard. Stephen chose a flat tomb, showing itself to be newer and whiter than those around it, and sitting down himself gently drew her hand towards him.


  ‘No, not there,’ she said.


  ‘Why not here?’


  ‘A mere fancy; but never mind.’ And she sat down.


  ‘Elfie, will you love me, in spite of everything that may be said against me?’


  ‘O Stephen, what makes you repeat that so continually and so sadly? You know I will. Yes, indeed,’ she said, drawing closer, ‘whatever may be said of you—and nothing bad can be—I will cling to you just the same. Your ways shall be my ways until I die.’


  ‘Did you ever think what my parents might be, or what society I originally moved in?’


  ‘No, not particularly. I have observed one or two little points in your manners which are rather quaint—no more. I suppose you have moved in the ordinary society of professional people.’


  ‘Supposing I have not—that none of my family have a profession except me?’


  ‘I don’t mind. What you are only concerns me.’


  ‘Where do you think I went to school—I mean, to what kind of school?’


  ‘Dr. Somebody’s academy,’ she said simply.


  ‘No. To a dame school originally, then to a national school.’


  ‘Only to those! Well, I love you just as much, Stephen, dear Stephen,’ she murmured tenderly, ‘I do indeed. And why should you tell me these things so impressively? What do they matter to me?’


  He held her closer and proceeded:


  ‘What do you think my father is—does for his living, that is to say?’


  ‘He practises some profession or calling, I suppose.’


  ‘No; he is a mason.’


  ‘A Freemason?’


  ‘No; a cottager and working master-mason.’


  Elfride said nothing at first. After a while she whispered:


  ‘That is a strange idea to me. But never mind; what does it matter?’


  ‘But aren’t you angry with me for not telling you before?’


  ‘No, not at all. Is your mother alive?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is she a nice lady?’


  ‘Very—the best mother in the world. Her people had been well-to-do yeomen for centuries, but she was only a dairy-woman, having been left an orphan.’


  ‘O Stephen!’ came from her in whispered exclamation.


  ‘She continued to manage a dairy long after my father married her,’ pursued Stephen, without further hesitation. ‘And I remember very well how, when I was very young, I used to go to the milking, look on at the skimming, sleep through the churning, and make believe I helped her. Ah, that was a happy time enough!’


  ‘No, never—not happy.’


  ‘Yes, it was.’


  ‘I don’t see how happiness could be where the drudgery of dairy-work had to be done for a living—the hands red and chapped, and the shoes clogged…. Stephen, I do own that it seems odd to regard you in the light of—of—having been so rough in your youth, and done menial things of that kind.’ (Stephen withdrew an inch or two from her side.) ‘But I do love you just the same,’ she continued, getting closer under his shoulder again, ‘and I don’t care anything about the past; and I see that you are all the worthier for having pushed on in the world in such a way.’


  ‘It is not my worthiness; it is Knight’s, who pushed me.’


  ‘Ah, always he—always he!’


  ‘Yes, and properly so. Now, Elfride, you see the reason of his teaching me by letter. I knew him years before he went to Oxford, but I had not got far enough in my reading for him to entertain the idea of helping me in classics till he left home. Then I was sent away from the village, and we very seldom met; but he kept up this system of tuition by correspondence with the greatest regularity. I will tell you all the story, but not now. There is nothing more to say now, beyond giving places, persons, and dates.’ His voice became timidly slow at this point.


  ‘No; don’t take trouble to say more. You are a dear honest fellow to say so much as you have; and it is not so dreadful either. It has become a normal thing that millionaires commence by going up to London with their tools at their back, and half-a-crown in their pockets. That sort of origin is getting so respected,’ she continued cheerfully, ‘that it is acquiring some of the odour of Norman ancestry.’


  ‘Ah, if I had made my fortune, I shouldn’t mind. But I am only a possible maker of it as yet.’


  ‘It is quite enough. And so this is what your trouble was?’


  ‘I thought I was doing wrong in letting you love me without telling you my story; and yet I feared to do so, Elfie. I dreaded to lose you, and I was cowardly on that account.’


  ‘How plain everything about you seems after this explanation! Your peculiarities in chess-playing, the pronunciation papa noticed in your Latin, your odd mixture of book-knowledge with ignorance of ordinary social accomplishments, are accounted for in a moment. And has this anything to do with what I saw at Lord Luxellian’s?’


  ‘What did you see?’


  ‘I saw the shadow of yourself putting a cloak round a lady. I was at the side door; you two were in a room with the window towards me. You came to me a moment later.’


  ‘She was my mother.’


  ‘Your mother there!’ She withdrew herself to look at him silently in her interest.


  ‘Elfride,’ said Stephen, ‘I was going to tell you the remainder to-morrow—I have been keeping it back—I must tell it now, after all. The remainder of my revelation refers to where my parents are. Where do you think they live? You know them—by sight at any rate.’


  ‘I know them!’ she said in suspended amazement.


  ‘Yes. My father is John Smith, Lord Luxellian’s master-mason, who lives under the park wall by the river.’


  ‘O Stephen! can it be?’


  ‘He built—or assisted at the building of the house you live in, years ago. He put up those stone gate piers at the lodge entrance to Lord Luxellian’s park. My grandfather planted the trees that belt in your lawn; my grandmother—who worked in the fields with him—held each tree upright whilst he filled in the earth: they told me so when I was a child. He was the sexton, too, and dug many of the graves around us.’


  ‘And was your unaccountable vanishing on the first morning of your arrival, and again this afternoon, a run to see your father and mother? … I understand now; no wonder you seemed to know your way about the village!’


  ‘No wonder. But remember, I have not lived here since I was nine years old. I then went to live with my uncle, a builder, near Exonbury, in order to be able to attend a national school as a day scholar; there was none on this remote coast then. It was there I met with my friend Knight. And when I was fifteen and had been fairly educated by the school-master—and more particularly by Knight—I was put as a pupil in an architect’s office in that town, because I was skilful in the use of the pencil. A full premium was paid by the efforts of my mother and father, rather against the wishes of Lord Luxellian, who likes my father, however, and thinks a great deal of him. There I stayed till six months ago, when I obtained a situation as improver, as it is called, in a London office. That’s all of me.’


  ‘To think you, the London visitor, the town man, should have been born here, and have known this village so many years before I did. How strange—how very strange it seems to me!’ she murmured.


  ‘My mother curtseyed to you and your father last Sunday,’ said Stephen, with a pained smile at the thought of the incongruity. ‘And your papa said to her, “I am glad to see you so regular at church, Jane.”’


  ‘I remember it, but I have never spoken to her. We have only been here eighteen months, and the parish is so large.’


  ‘Contrast with this,’ said Stephen, with a miserable laugh, ‘your father’s belief in my “blue blood,” which is still prevalent in his mind. The first night I came he insisted upon proving my descent from one of the most ancient west-county families, on account of my second Christian name; when the truth is, it was given me because my grandfather was assistant gardener in the Fitzmaurice-Smith family for thirty years. Having seen your face, my darling, I had not heart to contradict him, and tell him what would have cut me off from a friendly knowledge of you.’


  She sighed deeply. ‘Yes, I see now how this inequality may be made to trouble us,’ she murmured, and continued in a low, sad whisper, ‘I wouldn’t have minded if they had lived far away. Papa might have consented to an engagement between us if your connection had been with villagers a hundred miles off; remoteness softens family contrasts. But he will not like—O Stephen, Stephen! what can I do?’


  ‘Do?’ he said tentatively, yet with heaviness. ‘Give me up; let me go back to London, and think no more of me.’


  ‘No, no; I cannot give you up! This hopelessness in our affairs makes me care more for you…. I see what did not strike me at first. Stephen, why do we trouble? Why should papa object? An architect in London is an architect in London. Who inquires there? Nobody. We shall live there, shall we not? Why need we be so alarmed?’


  ‘And Elfie,’ said Stephen, his hopes kindling with hers, ‘Knight thinks nothing of my being only a cottager’s son; he says I am as worthy of his friendship as if I were a lord’s; and if I am worthy of his friendship I am worthy of you, am I not, Elfride?’


  ‘I not only have never loved anybody but you,’ she said, instead of giving an answer, ‘but I have not even formed a strong friendship, such as you have for Knight. I wish you hadn’t. It diminishes me.’


  ‘Now, Elfride, you know better,’ he said wooingly. ‘And had you really never any sweetheart at all?’


  ‘None that was ever recognized by me as such.’


  ‘But did nobody ever love you?’


  ‘Yes—a man did once; very much, he said.’


  ‘How long, ago?’


  ‘Oh, a long time.’


  ‘How long, dearest?’


  ‘A twelvemonth.’


  ‘That’s not very long’ (rather disappointedly).


  ‘I said long, not very long.’


  ‘And he did want to marry you?’


  ‘I believe he did. But I didn’t see anything in him. He was not good enough, even if I had loved him.’


  ‘May I ask what he was?’


  ‘A large farmer.’


  ‘A large farmer not good enough—how much richer than my family!’ Stephen murmured.


  ‘Where is he now?’ he continued to Elfride.


  ‘Here.’


  ‘Here! what do you mean by that?’


  ‘I mean that he is here.’


  ‘Where here?’


  ‘Under us. He is under this tomb. He is dead, and we are sitting on his grave.’


  ‘Elfie,’ said the young man, standing up and looking at the tomb, ‘how odd and sad that revelation seems! It quite depresses me for the moment.’


  ‘Stephen, I didn’t wish to sit here; but you would do so.’


  ‘You never encouraged him?’


  ‘Never by look, word, or sign,’ she said solemnly. ‘He died of consumption, and was buried the day you first came.’


  ‘Let us go away. I don’t like standing by him, even if you never loved him. He was before me.’


  ‘Worries make you unreasonable,’ she half pouted, following Stephen at the distance of a few steps. ‘Perhaps I ought to have told you before we sat down. Yes; let us go.’


  ♣


  IX


  ‘Her father did fume.’


  Oppressed, in spite of themselves, by a foresight of impending complications, Elfride and Stephen returned down the hill hand in hand. At the door they paused wistfully, like children late at school.


  Women accept their destiny more readily than men. Elfride had now resigned herself to the overwhelming idea of her lover’s antecedents; Stephen had not forgotten the trifling grievance that Elfride had known earlier admiration than his own.


  ‘What was that young man’s name?’ he inquired.


  ‘Felix Jethway; a widow’s only son.’


  ‘I remember the family.’


  ‘She hates me now. She says I killed him.’


  Stephen mused, and they entered the porch.


  ‘Stephen, I love only you,’ she tremulously whispered.


  He pressed her fingers, and the trifling shadow passed away, to admit again the mutual and more tangible trouble.


  The study appeared to be the only room lighted up. They entered, each with a demeanour intended to conceal the inconcealable fact that reciprocal love was their dominant chord. Elfride perceived a man, sitting with his back towards herself, talking to her father. She would have retired, but Mr. Swancourt had seen her.


  ‘Come in,’ he said; ‘it is only Martin Cannister, come for a copy of the register for poor Mrs. Jethway.’


  Martin Cannister, the sexton, was rather a favourite with Elfride. He used to absorb her attention by telling her of his strange experiences in digging up after long years the bodies of persons he had known, and recognizing them by some little sign (though in reality he had never recognized any). He had shrewd small eyes and a great wealth of double chin, which compensated in some measure for considerable poverty of nose.


  The appearance of a slip of paper in Cannister’s hand, and a few shillings lying on the table in front of him, denoted that the business had been transacted, and the tenor of their conversation went to show that a summary of village news was now engaging the attention of parishioner and parson.


  Mr. Cannister stood up and touched his forehead over his eye with his finger, in respectful salutation of Elfride, gave half as much salute to Stephen (whom he, in common with other villagers, had never for a moment recognized), then sat down again and resumed his discourse.


  ‘Where had I got on to, sir?’


  ‘To driving the pile,’ said Mr. Swancourt.


  ‘The pile ’twas. So, as I was saying, Nat was driving the pile in this manner, as I might say.’ Here Mr. Cannister held his walking-stick scrupulously vertical with his left hand, and struck a blow with great force on the knob of the stick with his right. ‘John was steadying the pile so, as I might say.’ Here he gave the stick a slight shake, and looked firmly in the various eyes around to see that before proceeding further his listeners well grasped the subject at that stage. ‘Well, when Nat had struck some half-dozen blows more upon the pile, ’a stopped for a second or two. John, thinking he had done striking, put his hand upon the top o’ the pile to gie en a pull, and see if ’a were firm in the ground.’ Mr. Cannister spread his hand over the top of the stick, completely covering it with his palm. ‘Well, so to speak, Nat hadn’t maned to stop striking, and when John had put his hand upon the pile, the beetle——’


  ‘O dreadful!’ said Elfride.


  ‘The beetle was already coming down, you see, sir. Nat just caught sight of his hand, but couldn’t stop the blow in time. Down came the beetle upon poor John Smith’s hand, and squashed en to a pummy.’


  ‘Dear me, dear me! poor fellow!’ said the rector, with an intonation like the groans of the wounded in a pianoforte performance of the ‘Battle of Prague.’


  ‘John Smith, the master-mason?’ cried Stephen hurriedly.


  ‘Ay, no other; and a better-hearted man God A’mighty never made.’


  ‘Is he so much hurt?’


  ‘I have heard,’ said Mr. Swancourt, not noticing Stephen, ‘that he has a son in London, a very promising young fellow.’


  ‘O, how he must be hurt!’ repeated Stephen.


  ‘A beetle couldn’t hurt very little. Well, sir, good-night t’ye; and ye, sir; and you, miss, I’m sure.’


  Mr. Cannister had been making unnoticeable motions of withdrawal, and by the time this farewell remark came from his lips he was just outside the door of the room. He tramped along the hall, stayed more than a minute endeavouring to close the door properly, and then was lost to their hearing.


  Stephen had meanwhile turned and said to the rector:


  ‘Please excuse me this evening! I must leave. John Smith is my father.’


  The rector did not comprehend at first.


  ‘What did you say?’ he inquired.


  ‘John Smith is my father,’ said Stephen deliberately.


  A surplus tinge of redness rose from Mr. Swancourt’s neck, and came round over his face, the lines of his features became more firmly defined, and his lips seemed to get thinner. It was evident that a series of little circumstances, hitherto unheeded, were now fitting themselves together, and forming a lucid picture in Mr. Swancourt’s mind in such a manner as to render useless further explanation on Stephen’s part.


  ‘Indeed,’ the rector said, in a voice dry and without inflection.


  This being a word which depends entirely upon its tone for its meaning, Mr. Swancourt’s enunciation was equivalent to no expression at all.


  ‘I have to go now,’ said Stephen, with an agitated bearing, and a movement as if he scarcely knew whether he ought to run off or stay longer. ‘On my return, sir, will you kindly grant me a few minutes’ private conversation?’


  ‘Certainly. Though antecedently it does not seem possible that there can be anything of the nature of private business between us.’


  Mr. Swancourt put on his straw hat, crossed the drawing-room, into which the moonlight was shining, and stepped out of the French window into the verandah. It required no further effort to perceive what, indeed, reasoning might have foretold as the natural colour of a mind whose pleasures were taken amid genealogies, good dinners, and patrician reminiscences, that Mr. Swancourt’s prejudices were too strong for his generosity, and that Stephen’s moments as his friend and equal were numbered, or had even now ceased.


  Stephen moved forward as if he would follow the rector, then as if he would not, and in absolute perplexity whither to turn himself, went awkwardly to the door. Elfride followed lingeringly behind him. Before he had receded two yards from the doorstep, Unity and Ann the housemaid came home from their visit to the village.


  ‘Have you heard anything about John Smith? The accident is not so bad as was reported, is it?’ said Elfride intuitively.


  ‘O no; the doctor says it is only a bad bruise.’


  ‘I thought so!’ cried Elfride gladly.


  ‘He says that, although Nat believes he did not check the beetle as it came down, he must have done so without knowing it—checked it very considerably too; for the full blow would have knocked his hand abroad, and in reality it is only made black-and-blue like.’


  ‘How thankful I am!’ said Stephen.


  The perplexed Unity looked at him with her mouth rather than with her eyes.


  ‘That will do, Unity,’ said Elfride magisterially; and the two maids passed on.


  ‘Elfride, do you forgive me?’ said Stephen with a faint smile. ‘No man is fair in love’; and he took her fingers lightly in his own.


  With her head thrown sideways in the Greuze attitude she looked a tender reproach at his doubt and pressed his hand. Stephen returned the pressure threefold, then hastily went off to his father’s cottage by the wall of Endelstow Park.


  ‘Elfride, what have you to say to this?’ inquired her father, coming up immediately Stephen had retired.


  With feminine quickness she grasped at any straw that would enable her to plead his cause. ‘He had told me of it,’ she faltered; ‘so that it is not a discovery in spite of him. He was just coming in to tell you.’


  ‘Coming to tell! Why hadn’t he already told? I object as much, if not more, to his underhand concealment of this, than I do to the fact itself. It looks very much like his making a fool of me, and of you too. You and he have been about together, and corresponding together, in a way I don’t at all approve of—in a most unseemly way. You should have known how improper such conduct is. A woman can’t be too careful not to be seen alone with I-don’t-know-whom.’


  ‘You saw us, papa, and have never said a word.’


  ‘My fault, of course; my fault. What the deuce could I be thinking of! He, a villager’s son; and we, Swancourts, connections of the Luxellians. We have been coming to nothing for centuries, and now I believe we have got there. What shall I next invite here, I wonder!’


  Elfride began to cry at this very unpropitious aspect of affairs. ‘O papa, papa, forgive me and him! We care so much for one another, papa—O, so much! And what he was going to ask you is, if you will allow of an engagement between us till he is a gentleman as good as you. We are not in a hurry, dear papa; we don’t want in the least to marry now; not until he is richer. Only will you let us be engaged, because I love him so, and he loves me?’


  Mr. Swancourt’s feelings were a little touched by this appeal, and he was annoyed that such should be the case. ‘Certainly not!’ he replied. He pronounced the inhibition lengthily and sonorously, so that the ‘not’ sounded like ‘n-o-o-o-t!’


  ‘No, no, no; don’t say it!’


  ‘Foh! A fine story. It is not enough that I have been deluded by having him here,—the son of one of my village peasants,—but now I am to make him my son-in-law! Heavens above us, are you mad, Elfride?’


  ‘You have seen his letters come to me ever since his first visit, papa, and you knew they were a sort of—love-letters; and since he has been here you have let him be alone with me almost entirely; and you guessed, you must have guessed, what we were thinking of, and doing, and you didn’t stop him. Next to love-making comes love-winning, and you knew it would come to that, papa,’ papa.’


  The rector parried this common-sense thrust. ‘I know—since you press me so—I know I did guess some childish attachment might arise between you; I own I did not take much trouble to prevent it; but I have not particularly countenanced it; and, Elfride, how can you expect that I should now? It is impossible; no father in England would hear of such a thing.’


  ‘But he is the same man, papa; the same in every particular; and how can he be less fit for me than he was before?’


  ‘He appeared a young man with well-to-do friends, and a little property; but having neither, he is another man.’


  ‘You inquired nothing about him?’


  ‘I went by Hewby’s introduction. He should have told me. So should the young man himself; of course he should. I consider it a most dishonourable thing to come into a man’s house like a treacherous I-don’t-know-what.’


  ‘But he was afraid to tell you, and so should I have been. He loved me too well to like to run the risk. And as to speaking of his friends on his first visit, I don’t see why he should have done so at all. He came here on business: it was no affair of ours who his parents were. And then he knew that if he told you he would never be asked here, and would perhaps never see me again. And he wanted to see me. Who can blame him for trying, by any means, to stay near me—the girl he loves? All is fair in love. I have heard you say so yourself, papa; and you yourself would have done just as he has—so would any man!’


  ‘And any man, on discovering what I have discovered, would also do as I do, and mend my mistake; that is, get shot of him again, as soon as the laws of hospitality will allow.’ But Mr. Swancourt then remembered that he was a Christian. ‘I would not, for the world, seem to turn him out of doors,’ he added; ‘but I think he will have the tact to see that he cannot stay long after this, with good taste.’


  ‘He will, because he’s a gentleman. See how graceful his manners are,’ Elfride went on; though perhaps Stephen’s manners, like the feats of Euryalus, owed their attractiveness in her eyes rather to the attractiveness of his person than to their own excellence.


  ‘Ay; anybody can be what you call graceful, if he lives a little time in a city, and keeps his eyes open. And he might have picked up his gentlemanliness by going to the galleries of theatres, and watching stage drawing-room manners. He reminds me of one of the worst stories I ever heard in my life.’


  ‘What story was that?’


  ‘O no, thank you! I wouldn’t tell you such an improper matter for the world!’


  ‘If his father and mother had lived in the north or east of England,’ gallantly persisted Elfride, though her sobs began to interrupt her articulation, ‘anywhere but here—you—would have—only regarded—him, and not them! His station—would have—been what—his profession makes it,—and not fixed by—his father’s humble position—at all; whom he never lives with—now. Though John Smith has saved lots of money, and is better off than we are, they say, or he couldn’t have put his son to such an expensive profession. And it is clever and—honourable—of Stephen, to be the best of his family.’


  ‘Yes. “Let a beast be lord of beasts, and his crib shall stand at the king’s mess.”’


  ‘You insult me, papa!’ she burst out. ‘You do, you do! He is my own Stephen, he is!’


  ‘That may or may not be true, Elfride,’ returned her father, again uncomfortably agitated in spite of himself. ‘You confuse future probabilities with present facts,—what the young man may be with what he is. We must look at what he is, not what an improbable degree of success in his profession may make him. The case is this: the son of a working-man in my parish who may or may not be able to buy me up—a youth who has not yet advanced so far into life as to have any income of his own deserving the name, and therefore of his father’s degree as regards station—wants to be engaged to you. His family are living in precisely the same spot in England as yours, so throughout this county—which is the world to us—you would always be known as the wife of Jack Smith the mason’s son, and not under any circumstances as the wife of a London professional man. It is the drawback, not the compensating fact, that is talked of always. There, say no more. You may argue all night, and prove what you will; I’ll stick to my words.’


  Elfride looked silently and hopelessly out of the window with large heavy eyes and wet cheeks.


  ‘I call it great temerity—and long to call it audacity—in Hewby,’ resumed her father. ‘I never heard such a thing—giving such a hobbledehoy native of this place such an introduction to me as he did. Naturally you were deceived as well as I was. I don’t blame you at all, so far.’ He went and searched for Mr. Hewby’s original letter. ‘Here’s what he said to me: “Dear Sir,—Agreeably to your request of the 18th instant, I have arranged to survey and make drawings,” et cætera. “My assistant, Mr. Stephen Smith”—assistant, you see he called him, and naturally I understood him to mean a sort of partner. Why didn’t he say “clerk”?’


  ‘They never call them clerks in that profession, because they do not write. Stephen—Mr. Smith—told me so. So that Mr. Hewby simply used the accepted word.’


  ‘Let me speak, please, Elfride! “My assistant, Mr. Stephen Smith, will leave London by the early train to-morrow morning … many thanks for your proposal to accommodate him … you may put every confidence in him, and may rely upon his discernment in the matter of church architecture.” Well, I repeat that Hewby ought to be ashamed of himself for making so much of a poor lad of that sort.’


  ‘Professional men in London,’ Elfride argued, ‘don’t know anything about their clerks’ fathers and mothers. They have assistants who come to their offices and shops for years, and hardly even know where they live. What they can do—what profits they can bring the firm—that’s all London men care about. And that is helped in him by his faculty of being uniformly pleasant.’


  ‘Uniform pleasantness is rather a defect than a faculty. It shows that a man hasn’t sense enough to know whom to despise.’


  ‘It shows that he acts by faith and not by sight, as those you claim succession from directed.’


  ‘That’s some more of what he’s been telling you, I suppose! Yes, I was inclined to suspect him, because he didn’t care about sauces of any kind. I always did doubt a man’s being a gentleman if his palate had no acquired tastes. An unedified palate is the irrepressible cloven foot of the upstart. The idea of my bringing out a bottle of my ’40 Martinez—only eleven of them left now—to a man who didn’t know it from eighteenpenny! Then the Latin line he gave to my quotation; it was very cut-and-dried, very; or I, who haven’t looked into a classical author for the last eighteen years, shouldn’t have remembered it. Well, Elfride, you had better go to your room; you’ll get over this bit of tomfoolery in time.’


  ‘No, no, no, papa,’ she moaned. For of all the miseries attaching to miserable love, the worst is the misery of thinking that the passion which is the cause of them all may cease.


  ‘Elfride,’ said her father with rough friendliness, ‘I have an excellent scheme on hand, which I cannot tell you of now. A scheme to benefit you and me. It has been thrust upon me for some little time—yes, thrust upon me—but I didn’t dream of its value till this afternoon, when the revelation came. I should be most unwise to refuse to entertain it.’


  ‘I don’t like that word,’ she returned wearily. ‘You have lost so much already by schemes. Is it those wretched mines again?’


  ‘No; not a mining scheme.’


  ‘Railways?’


  ‘Nor railways. It is like those mysterious offers we see advertised, by which any gentleman with no brains at all may make so much a week without risk, trouble, or soiling his fingers. However, I am intending to say nothing till it is settled, though I will just say this much, that you soon may have other fish to fry than to think of Stephen Smith. Remember, I wish not to be angry, but friendly, to the young man; for your sake I’ll regard him as a friend in a certain sense. But this is enough; in a few days you will be quite my way of thinking. There, now, go to your bedroom. Unity shall bring you up some supper. I wish you not to be here when he comes back.’


  ♣


  X


  ‘Beneath the shelter of an aged tree.’


  Stephen retraced his steps towards the cottage he had visited only two or three hours previously. He drew near and under the rich foliage growing about the outskirts of Endelstow Park, the spotty lights and shades from the shining moon maintaining a race over his head and down his back in an endless gambol. When he crossed the plank bridge and entered the garden-gate, he saw an illuminated figure coming from the enclosed plot towards the house on the other side. It was his father, with his hand in a sling, taking a general moonlight view of the garden, and particularly of a plot of the youngest of young turnips, previous to closing the cottage for the night.


  He saluted his son with customary force. ‘Hallo, Stephen! We should ha’ been in bed in another ten minutes. Come to see what’s the matter wi’ me, I suppose, my lad?’


  The doctor had come and gone, and the hand had been pronounced as injured but slightly, though it might possibly have been considered a far more serious case if Mr. Smith had been a more important man. Stephen’s anxious inquiry drew from his father words of regret at the inconvenience to the world of his doing nothing for the next two days, rather than of concern for the pain of the accident. Together they entered the house.


  John Smith—brown as autumn as to skin, white as winter as to clothes—was a satisfactory specimen of the village artificer in stone. In common with most rural mechanics, he had too much individuality to be a typical ‘working-man’—a resultant of that beach-pebble attrition with his kind only to be experienced in large towns, which metamorphoses the unit Self into a fraction of the unit Class.


  There was not the speciality in his labour which distinguishes the handicraftsmen of towns. Though only a mason, strictly speaking, he was not above handling a brick, if bricks were the order of the day; or a slate or tile, if a roof had to be covered before the wet weather set in, and nobody was near who could do it better. Indeed, on one or two occasions in the depth of winter, when frost peremptorily forbids all use of the trowel, making foundations to settle, stones to fly, and mortar to crumble, he had taken to felling and sawing trees. Moreover, he had practised gardening in his own plot for so many years that, on an emergency, he might have made a living by that calling.


  Probably our countryman was not such an accomplished artificer in a particular direction as his town brethren in the trades. But he was, in truth, like that clumsy pin-maker who made the whole pin, and who was despised by Adam Smith on that account and respected by Macaulay, much more the artist nevertheless.


  Appearing now, indoors, by the light of the candle, his stalwart healthiness was a sight to see. His beard was close and knotted as that of a chiselled Hercules; his shirt sleeves were partly rolled up, his waistcoat unbuttoned; the difference in hue between the snowy linen and the ruddy arms and face contrasting like the white of an egg and its yolk. Mrs. Smith, on hearing them enter, advanced from the pantry.


  Mrs. Smith was a matron whose countenance addressed itself to the mind rather than to the eye, though not exclusively. She retained her personal freshness even now, in the prosy afternoon-time of her life; but what her features primarily indicated was a sound common sense behind them; as a whole, appearing to carry with them an argumentative commentary on the world in general.


  The details of the accident were then rehearsed by Stephen’s father in the dramatic manner common to Martin Cannister, other individuals of the neighbourhood, and the rural world generally. Mrs. Smith threw in her sentiments between the acts, as Coryphæus of the tragedy, to make the description complete. The story at last came to an end, as the longest will, and Stephen directed the conversation into another channel.


  ‘Well, mother, they know everything about me now,’ he said quietly.


  ‘Well done!’ replied his father; ‘now my mind’s at peace.’


  ‘I blame myself—I never shall forgive myself—for not telling them before,’ continued the young man.


  Mrs. Smith at this point abstracted her mind from the former subject. ‘I don’t see what you have to grieve about, Stephen,’ she said. ‘People who accidentally get friends don’t, as a first stroke, tell the history of their families.’


  ‘Ye’ve done no wrong, certainly,’ said his father.


  ‘No; but I should have spoken sooner. There’s more in this visit of mine than you think—a good deal more.’


  ‘Not more than I think,’ Mrs. Smith replied, looking contemplatively at him. Stephen blushed; and his father looked from one to the other in a state of utter incomprehension.


  ‘She’s a pretty piece enough,’ Mrs. Smith continued, ‘and very lady-like and clever too. But though she’s very well fit for you as far as that is, why, mercy ’pon me, what ever do you want any woman at all for yet?’


  John made his naturally short mouth a long one, and wrinkled his forehead. ‘That’s the way the wind d’blow, is it?’ he said.


  ‘Mother,’ exclaimed Stephen, ‘how absurdly you speak! Criticizing whether she’s fit for me or no, as if there were room for doubt on the matter! Why, to marry her would be the great blessing of my life—socially and practically, as well as in other respects. No such good fortune as that, I’m afraid; she’s too far above me. Her family doesn’t want such country lads as I in it.’


  ‘Then if they don’t want you, I’d see them dead corpses before I’d want them, and go to families who do want you.’


  ‘Ah, yes; but I could never put up with the distaste of being welcomed among such people as you mean, whilst I could get indifference among such people as hers.’


  ‘What crazy twist of thinking will enter your head next?’ said his mother. ‘And come to that, she’s not a bit too high for you, or you too low for her. See how careful I am to keep myself up. I’m sure I never stop for more than a minute together to talk to any journeymen people; and I never invite anybody to our party o’ Christmases who are not in business for themselves. And I talk to several carriage people that come to my lord’s without saying ma’am or sir to ’em, and they take it as quiet as lambs.’


  ‘You curtseyed to the rector, mother; and I wish you hadn’t.’


  ‘But it was before he called me by my Christian name, or he would have got very little curtseying from me!’ said Mrs. Smith, bridling and sparkling with vexation. ‘You go on at me, Stephen, as if I were your worst enemy! What else could I do with the man to get rid of him, banging it into me and your father by side and by seam about his greatness, and what happened when he was a young fellow at college, and I don’t know what-all; the tongue o’ en flopping round his mouth like a mop-rag round a dairy, didn’t it, John?’


  ‘That’s about the size o’t,’ replied her husband.


  ‘Every woman now-a-days,’ resumed Mrs. Smith, ‘if she marry at all, must expect a father-in-law of a rank lower than her father. The men have gone up so, and the women have stood still. Every man you meet is more the dand than his father; and you are just level with her.’


  ‘That’s what she thinks herself.’


  ‘It only shows her sense. I knew she was after ’ee, Stephen—I knew it.’


  ‘After me! Good Lord, what next!’


  ‘And I really must say again that you ought not to be in such a hurry, and wait for a few years. You might go higher than a bankrupt pa’son’s girl then.’


  ‘The fact is, mother,’ said Stephen impatiently, ‘you don’t know anything about it. I shall never go higher, because I don’t want to, nor should I if I lived to be a hundred. As to you saying that she’s after me, I don’t like such a remark about her, for it implies a scheming woman, and a man worth scheming for, both of which are not only untrue, but ludicrously untrue, of this case. Isn’t it so, father?’


  ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand the matter well enough to gie my opinion,’ said his father, in the tone of the fox who had a cold and could not smell.


  ‘She couldn’t have been very backward anyhow, considering the short time you have known her,’ said his mother. ‘Well I think that five years hence you’ll be plenty young enough to think of such things. And really she can very well afford to wait, and will too, take my word. Living down in an out-step place like this, I am sure she ought to be very thankful that you took notice of her. She’d most likely have died an old maid if you hadn’t turned up.’


  ‘All nonsense,’ said Stephen, but not aloud.


  ‘A nice little thing she is,’ Mrs. Smith went on in a more complacent tone now that Stephen had been talked down; ‘there’s not a word to say against her, I’ll own. I see her sometimes decked out like a horse going to fair, and I admire her for’t. A perfect little lady. But people can’t help their thoughts, and if she’d learnt to make figures instead of letters when she was at school ’twould have been better for her pocket; for as I said, there never were worse times for such as she than now.’


  ‘Now, now, mother!’ said Stephen with smiling deprecation.


  ‘But I will!’ said his mother with asperity. ‘I don’t read the papers for nothing, and I know men all move up a stage by marriage. Men of her class, that is, parsons, marry squires’ daughters; squires marry lords’ daughters; lords marry dukes’ daughters; dukes marry queens’ daughters. All stages of gentlemen mate a stage higher; and the lowest stage of gentlewomen are left single, or marry out of their class.’


  ‘But you said just now, dear mother——’ retorted Stephen, unable to resist the temptation of showing his mother her inconsistency. Then he paused.


  ‘Well, what did I say?’ And Mrs. Smith prepared her lips for a new campaign.


  Stephen, regretting that he had begun, since a volcano might be the consequence, was obliged to go on.


  ‘You said I wasn’t out of her class just before.’


  ‘Yes, there, there! That’s you; that’s my own flesh and blood. I’ll warrant that you’ll pick holes in everything your mother says if you can, Stephen. You are just like your father for that; take anybody’s part but mine. Whilst I am speaking and talking and trying and slaving away for your good, you are waiting to catch me out in that way. So you are in her class, but ’tis what her people would call marrying out of her class. Don’t be so quarrelsome, Stephen!’


  Stephen preserved a discreet silence, in which he was imitated by his father, and for several minutes nothing was heard but the ticking of the green-faced case-clock against the wall.


  ‘I’m sure,’ added Mrs. Smith in a more philosophic tone, and as a terminative speech, ‘if there’d been so much trouble to get a husband in my time as there is in these days—when you must make a god-almighty of a man to get him to hae ye—I’d have trod clay for bricks before I’d ever have lowered my dignity to marry, or there’s no bread in nine loaves.’


  The discussion now dropped, and as it was getting late Stephen bade his parents farewell for the evening, his mother none the less warmly for their sparring; for although Mrs. Smith and Stephen were always contending, they were never at enmity.


  ‘And possibly,’ said Stephen, ‘I may leave here altogether to-morrow; I don’t know. So that if I shouldn’t call again before returning to London, don’t be alarmed, will you?’


  ‘But didn’t you come for a fortnight?’ said his mother. ‘And haven’t you a month’s holiday altogether? They are going to turn you out, then?’


  ‘Not at all. I may stay longer; I may go. If I go, you had better say nothing about my having been here, for her sake. At what time of the morning does the carrier pass Endelstow lane?’


  ‘Seven o’clock.’


  And then he left them. His thoughts were, that should the rector permit him to become engaged, to hope for an engagement, or in any way to think of his beloved Elfride, he might stay longer. Should he be forbidden to think of any such thing he resolved to go at once. And the latter, even to young hopefulness, seemed the more probable alternative.


  Stephen walked back to the rectory through the meadows, as he had come, surrounded by the soft musical purl of the water through little weirs, the modest light of the moon, the freshening smell of the dews outspread around. It was a time when mere seeing is meditation, and meditation peace. Stephen was hardly philosopher enough to avail himself of Nature’s offer. His constitution was made up of very simple particulars; was one which, rare in the springtime of civilizations, seems to grow abundant as a nation gets older, individuality fades, and education spreads; that is, his brain had extraordinary receptive powers, and no great creativeness. Quickly acquiring any kind of knowledge he saw around him, and having a plastic adaptability more common in woman than in man, he changed colour like a chameleon as the society he found himself in assumed a higher and more artificial tone. He had not many original ideas, and yet there was scarcely an idea to which, under proper training, he could not have added a respectable co-ordinate.


  He saw nothing outside himself to-night; and what he saw within was a weariness to his flesh. Yet to a dispassionate observer his pretensions to Elfride, though rather premature, were far from absurd as marriages go, unless the accidental proximity of simple but honest parents could be said to make them so.


  The clock struck eleven when he entered the house. Elfride had been waiting with scarcely a movement since he departed. Before he had spoken to her she caught sight of him passing into the study with her father. She saw that he had by some means obtained the private interview he desired.


  A nervous headache had been growing on the excitable girl during the absence of Stephen, and now she could do nothing beyond going up again to her room as she had done before. Instead of lying down she sat again in the darkness without closing the door, and listened with a beating heart to every sound from downstairs. The servants had gone to bed. She ultimately heard the two men come from the study and cross to the dining-room, where supper had been lingering for more than an hour. The door was left open, and she found that the meal, such as it was, passed off between her father and her lover without any remark, save commonplaces as to cucumbers and melons, their wholesomeness and culture, uttered in a stiff and formal way. It seemed to prefigure failure.


  Shortly afterwards Stephen came upstairs to his bedroom, and was almost immediately followed by her father, who also retired for the night. Not inclined to get a light she partly undressed and sat on the bed, where she remained in pained thought for some time, possibly an hour. Then rising to close her door previously to fully unrobing she saw a streak of light shining across the landing. Her father’s door was shut, and he could be heard snoring regularly. The light came from Stephen’s room, and the slight sounds also coming thence emphatically denoted what he was doing. In the perfect silence she could hear the closing of a lid and the clicking of a lock,—he was fastening his hat-box. Then the buckling of straps and the click of another key,—he was securing his portmanteau. With trebled foreboding she opened her door softly, and went towards his. One sensation pervaded her to distraction. Stephen, her handsome youth and darling, was going away, and she might never see him again except in secret and in sadness—perhaps never more. At any rate she could no longer wait till the morning to hear the result of the interview, as she had intended. She flung her dressing-gown round her, tapped lightly at his door, and whispered ‘Stephen!’ He came instantly, opened the door, and stepped out.


  ‘Tell me; are we to hope?’


  He replied in a disturbed whisper, and a tear approached its outlet though none fell.


  ‘I am not to think of such a preposterous thing—that’s what he said. And I am going to-morrow. I should have called you up to bid you good-bye.’


  ‘But he didn’t say you were to go—O Stephen, he didn’t say that?’


  ‘No; not in words. But I cannot stay.’


  ‘O, don’t, don’t go! Do come and let us talk. Let us come down to the drawing-room for a few minutes; he will hear us here.’


  She preceded him down the staircase with the taper light in her hand, looking unnaturally tall and thin in the long dove-coloured dressing-gown she wore. She did not stop to think of the propriety or otherwise of this midnight interview under such circumstances. She thought that the tragedy of her life was beginning, and, for the first time almost, felt that her existence might have a grave side, the shade of which enveloped and rendered invisible the delicate gradations of custom and punctilio. Elfride softly opened the drawing-room door and they both went in. When she had placed the candle on the table he enclosed her with his arms, dried her eyes with his handkerchief, and kissed their lids.


  ‘Stephen, it is over—happy love is over; and there is no more sunshine now!’


  ‘I will make a fortune, and come to you, and have you. Yes, I will!’


  ‘Papa will never hear of it—never—never! You don’t know him. I do. He is either biassed in favour of a thing, or prejudiced against it. Argument is powerless against either feeling.’


  ‘No; I won’t think of him so,’ said Stephen. ‘If I appear before him some time hence as a man of established name, he will accept me—I know he will. He is not a wicked man.’


  ‘No, he is not wicked. But you say “some time hence,” as if it were no time. To you, among bustle and excitement, it will be comparatively a short time, perhaps; O, to me, it will be its real length trebled! Every summer will be a year—autumn a year—winter a year! O Stephen! and you may forget me!’


  Forget: that was, and is, the real sting of waiting to fond-hearted woman. The remark awoke in Stephen the converse fear. ‘You, too, may be persuaded to give me up, when time has made me fainter in your memory. For, remember, your love for me must be nourished in secret; there will be no long visits from me to support you. Circumstances will always tend to obliterate me.’


  ‘Stephen,’ she said, filled with her own misgivings, and unheeding his last words, ‘there are beautiful women where you live—of course I know there are—and they may win you away from me.’ Her tears came visibly as she drew a mental picture of his faithlessness. ‘And it won’t be your fault,’ she continued, looking into the candle with doleful eyes. ‘No! You will think that our family don’t want you, and get to include me with them. And there will be a vacancy in your heart, and some others will be let in.’


  ‘I could not, I would not. Elfie, do not be so full of forebodings.’


  ‘O yes, they will,’ she replied. ‘And you will look at them, not caring at first, and then you will look and be interested, and after a while you will think, “Ah, they know all about city life, and assemblies, and coteries, and the manners of the titled, and poor little Elfie, with all the fuss that’s made about her having me, doesn’t know about anything but a little house and a few cliffs and a space of sea, far away.” And then you’ll be more interested in them, and they’ll make you have them instead of me, on purpose to be cruel to me because I am silly, and they are clever and hate me. And I hate them, too; yes, I do!’


  Her impulsive words had power to impress him at any rate with the recognition of the uncertainty of all that is not accomplished. And, worse than that general feeling, there of course remained the sadness which arose from the special features of his own case. However remote a desired issue may be, the mere fact of having entered the groove which leads to it, cheers to some extent with a sense of accomplishment. Had Mr. Swancourt consented to an engagement of no less length than ten years, Stephen would have been comparatively cheerful in waiting; they would have felt that they were somewhere on the road to Cupid’s garden. But, with a possibility of a shorter probation, they had not as yet any prospect of the beginning; the zero of hope had yet to be reached. Mr. Swancourt would have to revoke his formidable words before the waiting for marriage could even set in. And this was despair.


  ‘I wish we could marry now,’ murmured Stephen, as an impossible fancy.


  ‘So do I,’ said she also, as if regarding an idle dream. ‘’Tis the only thing that ever does sweethearts good!’


  ‘Secretly would do, would it not, Elfie?’


  ‘Yes, secretly would do; secretly would indeed be best,’ she said, and went on reflectively: ‘All we want is to render it absolutely impossible for any future circumstance to upset our future intention of being happy together; not to begin being happy now.’


  ‘Exactly,’ he murmured in a voice and manner the counterpart of hers. ‘To marry and part secretly, and live on as we are living now; merely to put it out of anybody’s power to force you away from me, darling.’


  ‘Or you away from me, dearest.’


  ‘Or me from you. It is possible to conceive a force of circumstance strong enough to make any woman in the world marry against her will: no conceivable pressure, up to torture or starvation, can make a woman once married to her lover anybody else’s wife.’


  Now up to this point the idea of an immediate secret marriage had been held by both as an untenable hypothesis, wherewith simply to beguile a miserable moment. During a pause which followed Stephen’s last remark, a fascinating perception, then an alluring conviction, flashed along the brain of both. The perception was that an immediate marriage could be contrived; the conviction that such an act, in spite of its daring, its fathomless results, its deceptiveness, would be preferred by each to the life they must lead under any other conditions.


  The youth spoke first, and his voice trembled with the magnitude of the conception he was cherishing. ‘How strong we should feel, Elfride! going on our separate courses as before, without the fear of ultimate separation! O Elfride! think of it; think of it!’


  It is certain that the young girl’s love for Stephen received a fanning from her father’s opposition which made it blaze with a dozen times the intensity it would have exhibited if left alone. Never were conditions more favourable for developing a girl’s first passing fancy for a handsome boyish face—a fancy rooted in inexperience and nourished by seclusion—into a wild unreflecting passion fervid enough for anything. All the elements of such a development were there, the chief one being hopelessness—a necessary ingredient always to perfect the mixture of feelings united under the name of loving to distraction.


  ‘We would tell papa soon, would we not?’ she inquired timidly. ‘Nobody else need know. He would then be convinced that hearts cannot be played with; love encouraged be ready to grow, love discouraged be ready to die, at a moment’s notice. Stephen, do you not think that if marriages against a parent’s consent are ever justifiable, they are when young people have been favoured up to a point, as we have, and then have had that favour suddenly withdrawn?’


  ‘Yes. It is not as if we had from the beginning acted in opposition to your papa’s wishes. Only think, Elfie, how pleasant he was towards me but six hours ago! He liked me, praised me, never objected to my being alone with you.’


  ‘I believe he must like you now,’ she cried. ‘And if he found that you irremediably belonged to me, he would own it and help you. O Stephen, Stephen,’ she burst out again, as the remembrance of his packing came afresh to her mind, ‘I cannot bear your going away like this! It is too dreadful. All I have been expecting miserably killed within me like this!’


  Stephen flushed hot with impulse. ‘I will not be a doubt to you—thought of you shall not be a misery to me!’ he said. ‘We will be wife and husband before we part for long!’


  She hid her face on his shoulder. ‘Anything to make sure!’ she whispered.


  ‘I did not like to propose it immediately,’ continued Stephen. ‘It seemed to me—it seems to me now—like trying to catch you—a girl better in the world than I.’


  ‘Not that, indeed! And am I better in worldly station? What’s the use of have beens? We may have been something once; we are nothing now.’


  Then they whispered long and earnestly together; Stephen hesitatingly proposing this and that plan, Elfride modifying them, with quick breathings, hectic flush, and unnaturally bright eyes. It was two o’clock before an arrangement was finally concluded.


  She then told him to leave her, giving him his light to go up to his own room. They parted with an agreement not to meet again in the morning. After his door had been some time closed he heard her softly gliding into her chamber.


  ♣


  XI


  ‘Journeys end in lovers meeting.’


  Stephen lay watching the Great Bear; Elfride was regarding a monotonous parallelogram of window blind. Neither slept that night.


  Early the next morning—that is to say, four hours after their stolen interview, and just as the earliest servant was heard moving about—Stephen Smith went downstairs, portmanteau in hand. Throughout the night he had intended to see Mr. Swancourt again, but the sharp rebuff of the previous evening rendered such an interview particularly distasteful. Perhaps there was another and less honest reason. He decided to put it off. Whatever of moral timidity or obliquity may have lain in such a decision, no perception of it was strong enough to detain him. He wrote a note in his room, which stated simply that he did not feel happy in the house after Mr. Swancourt’s sudden veto on what he had favoured a few hours before; but that he hoped a time would come, and that soon, when his original feelings of pleasure as Mr. Swancourt’s guest might be recovered.


  He expected to find the downstairs rooms wearing the gray and cheerless aspect that early morning gives to everything out of the sun. He found in the dining-room a breakfast laid, of which somebody had just partaken.


  Stephen gave the maid-servant his note of adieu. She stated that Mr. Swancourt had risen early that morning, and made an early breakfast. He was not going away that she knew of.


  Stephen took a cup of coffee, left the house of his love, and turned into the lane. It was so early that the shaded places still smelt like night time, and the sunny spots had hardly felt the sun. The horizontal rays made every shallow dip in the ground to show as a well-marked hollow. Even the channel of the path was enough to throw shade, and the very stones of the road cast tapering dashes of darkness westward, as long as Jael’s tent-nail.


  At a spot not more than a hundred yards from the parson’s residence the lane leading thence crossed the high road. Stephen reached the point of intersection, stood still and listened. Nothing could be heard save the lengthy, murmuring line of the sea upon the adjacent shore. He looked at his watch, and then mounted a gate upon which he seated himself, to await the arrival of the carrier. Whilst he sat he heard wheels coming in two directions.


  The vehicle approaching on his right he soon recognized as the carrier’s. There were the accompanying sounds of the owner’s voice and the smack of his whip, distinct in the still morning air, by which he encouraged his horses up the hill.


  The other set of wheels sounded from the lane Stephen had just traversed. On closer observation, he perceived that they were moving from the precincts of the ancient manor-house adjoining the rectory grounds. A carriage then left the entrance gates of the house, and wheeling round came fully in sight. It was a plain travelling carriage, with a small quantity of luggage, apparently a lady’s. The vehicle came to the junction of the four ways half-a-minute before the carrier reached the same spot, and crossed directly in his front, proceeding by the lane on the other side.


  Inside the carriage Stephen could just discern an elderly lady with a younger woman, who seemed to be her maid. The road they had taken led to Stratleigh, a small watering-place fourteen miles north.


  He heard the manor-house gates swing again, and looking up saw another person leaving them, and walking off in the direction of the parsonage. ‘Ah, how much I wish I were moving that way!’ felt he parenthetically. The gentleman was tall, and resembled Mr. Swancourt in outline and attire. He opened the rectory gate and went in. Mr. Swancourt, then, it certainly was. Instead of remaining in bed that morning Mr. Swancourt must have taken it into his head to see his new neighbour off on a journey. He must have been greatly interested in that neighbour to do such an unusual thing.


  The carrier’s conveyance had pulled up, and Stephen now handed in his portmanteau and mounted the shafts. ‘Who is that lady in the carriage?’ he inquired indifferently of Lickpan the carrier.


  ‘That, sir, is Mrs. Troyton, a widder wi’ a mint o’ money. She’s the owner of all that part of Endelstow that is not Lord Luxellian’s. Only been here a short time; she came into it by law. The owner formerly was a terrible mysterious party—never lived here—hardly ever was seen here except in the month of September, as I might say.’


  The horses were started again, and noise rendered further discourse a matter of too great exertion. Stephen crept inside under the tilt, and was soon lost in reverie.


  Three hours and a half of straining up hills and jogging down brought them to St. Launce’s, the market town and railway station nearest to Endelstow, and the place from which Stephen Smith had journeyed over the downs on the, to him, memorable winter evening at the beginning of the same year. The carrier’s van was so timed as to meet a starting up-train, which Stephen entered. Two or three hours’ railway travel through vertical cuttings in metamorphic rock, through oak copses rich and green, stretching over slopes and down delightful valleys, glens, and ravines, sparkling with water like many-rilled Ida, and he plunged amid the hundred and fifty thousand people composing the town of Plymouth.


  There being some time upon his hands he left his luggage at the cloak-room, and went on foot along Bedford Street to St. Andrew’s church. Here Stephen wandered among the multifarious tombstones and looked in at the chancel window, dreaming of something that was likely to happen by the altar there in the course of the coming month. He turned away and ascended the Hoe, viewed the magnificent stretch of sea and massive promontories of land, but without particularly discerning one feature of the varied perspective. He still saw that inner prospect—the event he hoped for in yonder church. The wide Sound, the Breakwater, the lighthouse on far-off Eddystone, the dark steam-vessels, brigs, barques, and schooners, either floating stilly, or gliding with tiniest motion, were as the dream, then; the dreamed-of event was as the reality.


  Soon Stephen went down from the Hoe, and returned to the railway station. He took his ticket, and entered the London train.


  That day was an irksome time at Endelstow rectory. Neither father nor daughter alluded to the departure of Stephen. Mr. Swancourt’s manner towards her partook of the compunctious kindness that arises from a misgiving as to the justice of some previous act.


  Either from lack of the capacity to grasp the whole coup d’œil, or from a natural endowment for certain kinds of stoicism, women are cooler than men in critical situations of the passive form. Probably, in Elfride’s case at least, it was blindness to the greater contingencies of the future she was preparing for herself, which enabled her to ask her father in a quiet voice if he could give her a holiday soon, to ride to St. Launce’s and go on to Plymouth.


  Now, she had only once before gone alone to Plymouth, and that was in consequence of some unavoidable difficulty. Being a country girl, and a good, not to say a wild, horsewoman, it had been her delight to canter, without the ghost of an attendant, over the fourteen or sixteen miles of hard road intervening between their home and the station at St. Launce’s, put up the horse, and go on the remainder of the distance by train, returning in the same manner in the evening. It was then resolved that, though she had successfully accomplished this journey once, it was not to be repeated without some attendance.


  But Elfride must not be confounded with ordinary young feminine equestrians. The circumstances of her lonely and narrow life made it imperative that in trotting about the neighbourhood she must trot alone or else not at all. Usage soon rendered this perfectly natural to herself. Her father, who had had other experiences, did not much like the idea of a Swancourt, whose pedigree could be as distinctly traced as a thread in a skein of silk, scampering over the hills like a farmer’s daughter, even though he could habitually neglect her. But what with his not being able to afford her a regular attendant, and his inveterate habit of letting anything be to save himself trouble, the circumstance grew customary. And so there arose a chronic notion in the villagers’ minds that all ladies rode without an attendant, like Miss Swancourt, except a few who were sometimes visiting at Lord Luxellian’s.


  ‘I don’t like your going to Plymouth alone, particularly going to St. Launce’s on horseback. Why not drive, and take the man?’


  ‘It is not nice to be so overlooked.’ Worm’s company would not seriously have interfered with her plans, but it was her humour to go without him.


  ‘When do you want to go?’ said her father.


  She only answered, ‘Soon.’


  ‘I will consider,’ he said.


  Only a few days elapsed before she asked again. A letter had reached her from Stephen. It had been timed to come on that day by special arrangement between them. In it he named the earliest morning on which he could meet her at Plymouth. Her father had been on a journey to Stratleigh, and returned in unusual buoyancy of spirit. It was a good opportunity; and since the dismissal of Stephen the parson had been generally in a mood to make small concessions, that he might steer clear of large ones connected with that outcast lover of hers.


  ‘Next Thursday week I am going from home in a different direction,’ said her father. ‘In fact, I shall leave home the night before. You might choose the same day, for they wish to take up the carpets, or some such thing, I think. As I said, I don’t like you to be seen in a town on horseback alone; but go if you will.’


  Thursday week. Her father had named the very day that Stephen also had named that morning as the earliest on which it would be of any use to meet her; that was, about fifteen days from the day on which he had left Endelstow. Fifteen days—that fragment of duration which has acquired such an interesting individuality from its connection with the English marriage law.


  She involuntarily looked at her father so strangely that on becoming conscious of the look she paled with embarrassment. The parson, too, looked confused. What was he thinking of?


  There seemed to be a special facility offered her by a power external to herself in the circumstance that Mr. Swancourt had proposed to leave home the night previous to her wished-for day. Her father seldom took long journeys; seldom slept from home except perhaps on the night following a remote Visitation. Well, she would not inquire too curiously into the reason of the opportunity, nor did he, as would have been natural, proceed to explain it of his own accord. In matters of fact there had hitherto been no reserve between them, though they were not usually confidential in its full sense. But the divergence of their emotions on Stephen’s account had produced an estrangement which just at present went even to the extent of reticence on the most ordinary household topics.


  Elfride was almost unconsciously relieved, persuading herself that her father’s reserve on his business justified her in secrecy as regarded her own—a secrecy which was necessarily a foregone decision with her. So anxious is a young conscience to discover a palliative that the ex post facto nature of a reason is of no account in excluding it.


  The intervening fortnight was spent by her mostly in walking by herself among the shrubs and trees, indulging sometimes in sanguine anticipations; more, far more frequently, in misgivings. All her flowers seemed dull of hue; her pets seemed to look wistfully into her eyes, as if they no longer stood in the same friendly relation to her as formerly. She wore melancholy jewellery, gazed at sunsets, and talked to old men and women. It was the first time that she had had an inner and private world apart from the visible one about her. She wished that her father, instead of neglecting her even more than usual, would make some advance—just one word; she would then tell all, and risk Stephen’s displeasure. Thus brought round to the youth again, she saw him in her fancy, standing, touching her, his eyes full of sad affection, hopelessly renouncing his attempt because she had renounced hers; and she could not recede.


  On the Wednesday she was to receive another letter. She had resolved to let her father see the arrival of this one, be the consequences what they might: the dread of losing her lover by this deed of honesty prevented her acting upon the resolve. Five minutes before the postman’s expected arrival she slipped out, and down the lane to meet him. She met him immediately upon turning a sharp angle, which hid her from view in the direction of the rectory. The man smilingly handed one missive, and was going on to hand another, a circular from some tradesman.


  ‘No,’ she said; ‘take that on to the house.’


  ‘Why, miss, you are doing what your father has done for the last fortnight.’


  She did not comprehend.


  ‘Why, come to this corner, and take a letter of me every morning, all writ in the same handwriting, and letting any others for him go on to the house.’ And on the postman went.


  No sooner had he turned the corner behind her back than she heard her father meet and address the man. She had saved her letter by two minutes. Her father audibly went through precisely the same performance as she had just been guilty of herself.


  This stealthy conduct of his was, to say the least, peculiar.


  Given an impulsive inconsequent girl, neglected as to her inner life by her only parent, and the following forces alive within her; to determine a resultant:


  First love acted upon by a deadly fear of separation from its object: inexperience, guiding onward a frantic wish to prevent the above-named issue: misgivings as to propriety, met by hope of ultimate exoneration: indignation at parental inconsistency in first encouraging, then forbidding: a chilling sense of disobedience, overpowered by a conscientious inability to brook a breaking of plighted faith with a man who, in essentials, had remained unaltered from the beginning: a blessed hope that opposition would turn an erroneous judgment: a bright faith that things would mend thereby, and wind up well.


  Probably the result would, after all, have been nil, had not the following few remarks been made one day at breakfast.


  Her father was in his old hearty spirits. He smiled to himself at stories too bad to tell, and called Elfride a little scamp for surreptitiously preserving some blind kittens that ought to have been drowned. After this expression she said to him suddenly:


  ‘If Mr. Smith had been already in the family, you would not have been made wretched by discovering he had poor relations?’


  ‘Do you mean in the family by marriage?’ he replied inattentively, and continuing to peel his egg.


  The accumulating scarlet told that was her meaning, as much as the affirmative reply.


  ‘I should have put up with it, no doubt,’ Mr. Swancourt observed.


  ‘So that you would not have been driven into hopeless melancholy, but have made the best of him?’


  Elfride’s erratic mind had from her youth upwards been constantly in the habit of perplexing her father by hypothetical questions, based on absurd conditions. The present seemed to be cast so precisely in the mould of previous ones that, not being given to syntheses of circumstances, he answered it with customary complacency.


  ‘If he were allied to us irretrievably, of course I, or any sensible man, should accept conditions that could not be altered; certainly not be hopelessly melancholy about it. I don’t believe anything in the world would make me hopelessly melancholy. And don’t let anything make you so, either.’


  ‘I won’t, papa,’ she cried, with a serene brightness that pleased him.


  Certainly Mr. Swancourt must have been far from thinking that the brightness came from an exhilarating intention to hold back no longer from the mad action she had planned.


  In the evening he drove away towards Stratleigh, quite alone. It was an unusual course for him. At the door Elfride had been again almost impelled by her feelings to pour out all.


  ‘Why are you going to Stratleigh, papa?’ she said, and looked at him longingly.


  ‘I will tell you to-morrow when I come back,’ he said cheerily; ‘not before then, Elfride. Thou wilt not utter what thou dost not know, and so far will I trust thee, gentle Elfride.’


  She was repressed and hurt.


  ‘I will tell you my errand to Plymouth, too, when I come back,’ she murmured.


  He went away. His jocularity made her intention seem the lighter, as his indifference made her more resolved to do as she liked.


  It was a familiar September sunset, dark-blue fragments of cloud upon an orange-yellow sky. These sunsets used to tempt her to walk towards them, as any beautiful thing tempts a near approach. She went through the field to the privet hedge, clambered into the middle of it, and reclined upon the thick boughs. After looking westward for a considerable time she blamed herself for not looking eastward to where Stephen was, and turned round. Ultimately her eyes fell upon the ground.


  A peculiarity was observable beneath her. A green field spread itself on each side of the hedge, one belonging to the glebe, the other being a part of the land attached to the manor-house adjoining. On the rectory side she saw a little footpath, the distinctive and altogether exceptional feature of which consisted in its being only about ten yards long; it terminated abruptly at each end.


  A footpath, suddenly beginning and suddenly ending, coming from nowhere and leading nowhere, she had never seen before.


  Yes, she had, on second thoughts. She had seen exactly such a path trodden in the front of barracks by the sentry.


  And this recollection explained the origin of the path here. Her father had trodden it by pacing up and down, as she had once seen him doing.


  Sitting on the hedge as she sat now, her eyes commanded a view of both sides of it. And a few minutes later, Elfride looked over to the manor side.


  Here was another sentry path. It was like the first in length, and it began and ended exactly opposite the beginning and ending of its neighbour, but it was thinner, and less distinct.


  Two reasons existed for the difference. This one might have been trodden by a similar weight of tread to the other, exercised a less number of times; or it might have been walked just as frequently, but by lighter feet.


  Probably a gentleman from Scotland-yard, had he been passing at the time, might have considered the latter alternative as the more probable. Elfride thought otherwise, so far as she thought at all. But her own great To-Morrow was now imminent; all thoughts inspired by casual sights of the eye were only allowed to exercise themselves in inferior corners of her brain, previously to being banished altogether.


  Elfride was at length compelled to reason practically upon her undertaking. All her definite perceptions thereon, when the emotion accompanying them was abstracted, amounted to no more than these:


  ‘Say an hour and three-quarters to ride to St. Launce’s.


  ‘Say half an hour at the Falcon to change my dress.


  ‘Say two hours waiting for some train and getting to Plymouth.


  ‘Say an hour to spare before twelve o’clock.


  ‘Total time from leaving Endelstow till twelve o’clock, five hours.


  ‘Therefore I shall have to start at seven.’


  No surprise or sense of unwontedness entered the minds of the servants at her early ride. The monotony of life we associate with people of small incomes in districts out of the sound of the railway whistle, has one exception, which puts into shade the experience of dwellers about the great centres of population—that is, in travelling. Every journey there is more or less an adventure; adventurous hours are necessarily chosen for the most commonplace outing. Miss Elfride had to leave early—that was all.


  Elfride never went out on horseback but she brought home something—something found, or something bought. If she trotted to town or village, her burden was books. If to hills, woods, or the seashore, it was wonderful mosses, abnormal twigs, a handkerchief of wet shells or seaweed.


  Once, in muddy weather, when Pansy was walking with her down the street of Castle Boterel, on a fair-day, a packet in front of her and a packet under her arm, an accident befell the packets, and they slipped down. On one side of her, three volumes of fiction lay kissing the mud; on the other numerous skeins of polychromatic wools lay absorbing it. Unpleasant women smiled through windows at the mishap, the men all looked round, and a boy, who was minding a gingerbread stall whilst the owner had gone to get drunk, laughed loudly. The blue eyes turned to sapphires, and the cheeks crimsoned with vexation.


  After that misadventure she set her wits to work, and was ingenious enough to invent an arrangement of small straps about the saddle, by which a great deal could be safely carried thereon, in a small compass. Here she now spread out and fastened a plain dark walking-dress and a few other trifles of apparel. Worm opened the gate for her, and she vanished away.


  One of the brightest mornings of late summer shone upon her. The heather was at its purplest, the furze at its yellowest, the grasshoppers chirped loud enough for birds, the snakes hissed like little engines, and Elfride at first felt lively. Sitting at ease upon Pansy, in her orthodox riding-habit and nondescript hat, she looked what she felt. But the mercury of those days had a trick of falling unexpectedly. First, only for one minute in ten had she a sense of depression. Then a large cloud, that had been hanging in the north like a black fleece, came and placed itself between her and the sun. It helped on what was already inevitable, and she sank into a uniformity of sadness.


  She turned in the saddle and looked back. They were now on an open table-land, whose altitude still gave her a view of the sea by Endelstow. She looked longingly at that spot.


  During this slight revulsion of feeling Pansy had been still advancing, and Elfride felt it would be absurd to turn her little mare’s head the other way. ‘Still,’ she thought, ‘if I had a mamma at home I would go back!’


  And making one of those stealthy movements by which women let their hearts juggle with their brains, she did put the horse’s head about, as if unconsciously, and went at a hand-gallop towards home for more than a mile. By this time, from the inveterate habit of valuing what we have renounced directly the alternative is chosen, the thought of her forsaken Stephen recalled her, and she turned about, and cantered on to St. Launce’s again.


  This miserable strife of thought now began to rage in all its wildness. Overwrought and trembling, she dropped the rein upon Pansy’s shoulders, and vowed she would be led whither the horse would take her.


  Pansy slackened her pace to a walk, and walked on with her agitated burden for three or four minutes. At the expiration of this time they had come to a little by-way on the right, leading down a slope to a pool of water. The pony stopped, looked towards the pool, and then advanced and stooped to drink.


  Elfride looked at her watch and discovered that if she were going to reach St. Launce’s soon enough to change her dress at the Falcon, and get a chance of some early train to Plymouth—there were only two available—it was necessary to proceed at once.


  She was impatient. It seemed as if Pansy would never stop drinking; and the repose of the pool, the idle motions of the insects and flies upon it, the placid waving of the flags, the leaf-skeletons, like Genoese filigree, placidly sleeping at the bottom, by their contrast with her own turmoil made her impatience greater.


  Pansy did turn at last, and went up the slope again to the high-road. The pony came upon it, and stood crosswise, looking up and down. Elfride’s heart throbbed erratically, and she thought, ‘Horses, if left to themselves, make for where they are best fed. Pansy will go home.’


  Pansy turned and walked on towards St. Launce’s.


  Pansy at home, during summer, had little but grass to live on. After a run to St. Launce’s she always had a feed of corn to support her on the return journey. Therefore, being now more than half way, she preferred St. Launce’s.


  But Elfride did not remember this now. All she cared to recognize was a dreamy fancy that to-day’s rash action was not her own. She was disabled by her moods, and it seemed indispensable to adhere to the programme. So strangely involved are motives that, more than by her promise to Stephen, more even than by her love, she was forced on by a sense of the necessity of keeping faith with herself, as promised in the inane vow of ten minutes ago.


  She hesitated no longer. Pansy went, like the steed of Adonis, as if she told the steps. Presently the quaint gables and jumbled roofs of St. Launce’s were spread beneath her, and going down the hill she entered the courtyard of the Falcon. Mrs. Buckle, the landlady, came to the door to meet her.


  The Swancourts were well known here. The transition from equestrian to the ordinary guise of railway travellers had been more than once performed by father and daughter in this establishment.


  In less than a quarter of an hour Elfride emerged from the door in her walking-dress, and went to the railway. She had not told Mrs. Buckle anything as to her intentions, and was supposed to have gone out shopping.


  An hour and forty minutes later, and she was in Stephen’s arms at the Plymouth station. Not upon the platform—in the secret retreat of a deserted waiting-room.


  Stephen’s face boded ill. He was pale and despondent.


  ‘What is the matter?’ she asked.


  ‘We cannot be married here to-day, my Elfie! I ought to have known it and stayed here. In my ignorance I did not. I have the licence, but it can only be used in my parish in London. I only came down last night, as you know.’


  ‘What shall we do?’ she said blankly.


  ‘There’s only one thing we can do, darling.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Go on to London by a train just starting, and be married there to-morrow.’


  ‘Passengers for the 11.5 up-train take their seats!’ said a guard’s voice on the platform.


  ‘Will you go, Elfride?’


  ‘I will.’


  In three minutes the train had moved off, bearing away with it Stephen and Elfride.


  ♣


  XII


  ‘Adieu! she cries, and waved her lily hand.’


  The few tattered clouds of the morning enlarged and united, the sun withdrew behind them to emerge no more that day, and the evening came to a close in drifts of rain. The water-drops beat like duck shot against the window of the railway-carriage containing Stephen and Elfride.


  The journey from Plymouth to Paddington, by even the most headlong express, allows quite enough leisure for passion of any sort to cool. Elfride’s excitement had passed off, and she sat in a kind of stupor during the latter half of the journey. She was aroused by the clanging of the maze of rails over which they traced their way at the entrance to the station.


  ‘Is this London?’ she said.


  ‘Yes, darling,’ said Stephen in a tone of assurance he was far from feeling. To him, no less than to her, the reality so greatly differed from the prefiguring.


  She peered out as well as the window, beaded with drops, would allow her, and saw only the lamps, which had just been lit, blinking in the wet atmosphere, and rows of hideous zinc chimney-pipes in dim relief against the sky. She writhed uneasily, as when a thought is swelling in the mind which must cause much pain at its deliverance in words. Elfride had known no more about the stings of evil report than the native wild-fowl knew of the effects of Crusoe’s first shot. Now she saw a little further, and a little further still.


  The train stopped. Stephen relinquished the soft hand he had held all the day, and proceeded to assist her on to the platform.


  This act of alighting upon strange ground seemed all that was wanted to complete a resolution within her.


  She looked at her betrothed with despairing eyes.


  ‘O Stephen,’ she exclaimed, ‘I am so miserable! I must go home again—I must—I must! Forgive my wretched vacillation. I don’t like it here—nor myself—nor you!’


  Stephen looked bewildered, and did not speak.


  ‘Will you allow me to go home?’ she implored. ‘I won’t trouble you to go with me. I will not be any weight upon you; only say you will agree to my returning; that you will not hate me for it, Stephen! It is better that I should return again; indeed it is, Stephen.’


  ‘But we can’t return now,’ he said in a deprecatory tone.


  ‘I must! I will!’


  ‘How? When do you want to go?’


  ‘Now. Can we go at once?’


  The lad looked hopelessly along the platform.


  ‘If you must go, and think it wrong to remain, dearest,’ said he sadly, ‘you shall. You shall do whatever you like, my Elfride. But would you in reality rather go now than stay till to-morrow, and go as my wife?’


  ‘Yes, yes—much—anything to go now. I must; I must!’ she cried.


  ‘We ought to have done one of two things,’ he answered gloomily. ‘Never to have started, or not to have returned without being married. I don’t like to say it, Elfride—indeed I don’t; but you must be told this, that going back unmarried may compromise your good name in the eyes of people who may hear of it.’


  ‘They will not; and I must go.’


  ‘O Elfride! I am to blame for bringing you away.’


  ‘Not at all. I am the elder.’


  ‘By a month; and what’s that? But never mind that now.’ He looked around. ‘Is there a train for Plymouth to-night?’ he inquired of a guard. The guard passed on and did not speak.


  ‘Is there a train for Plymouth to-night?’ said Elfride to another.


  ‘Yes, miss; the 8.10—leaves in ten minutes. You have come to the wrong platform; it is the other side. Change at Bristol into the night mail. Down that staircase, and under the line.’


  They run down the staircase—Elfride first—to the booking-office, and into a carriage with an official standing beside the door. ‘Show your tickets, please.’ They are locked in—men about the platform accelerate their velocities till they fly up and down like shuttles in a loom—a whistle—the waving of a flag—a human cry—a steam groan—and away they go to Plymouth again, just catching these words as they glide off:


  ‘Those two youngsters had a near run for it, and no mistake!’


  Elfride found her breath.


  ‘And have you come too, Stephen? Why did you?’


  ‘I shall not leave you till I see you safe at St. Launce’s. Do not think worse of me than I am, Elfride.’


  And then they rattled along through the night, back again by the way they had come. The weather cleared, and the stars shone in upon them. Their two or three fellow-passengers sat for most of the time with closed eyes. Stephen sometimes slept; Elfride alone was wakeful and palpitating hour after hour.


  The day began to break, and revealed that they were by the sea. Red rocks overhung them, and, receding into distance, grew livid in the blue grey atmosphere. The sun rose, and sent penetrating shafts of light in upon their weary faces. Another hour, and the world began to be busy. They waited yet a little, and the train slackened its speed in view of the platform at St. Launce’s.


  She shivered, and mused sadly.


  ‘I did not see all the consequences,’ she said. ‘Appearances are wofully against me. If anybody finds me out, I am, I suppose, disgraced.’


  ‘Then appearances will speak falsely; and how can that matter, even if they do? I shall be your husband sooner or later, for certain, and so prove your purity.’


  ‘Stephen, once in London I ought to have married you,’ she said firmly. ‘It was my only safe defence. I see more things now than I did yesterday. My only remaining chance is not to be discovered; and that we must fight for most desperately.’


  They stepped out. Elfride pulled a thick veil over her face.


  A woman with red and scaly eyelids and glistening eyes was sitting on a bench just inside the office-door. She fixed her eyes upon Elfride with an expression whose force it was impossible to doubt, but the meaning of which was not clear; then upon the carriage they had left. She seemed to read a sinister story in the scene.


  Elfride shrank back, and turned the other way.


  ‘Who is that woman?’ said Stephen. ‘She looked hard at you.’


  ‘Mrs. Jethway—a widow, and mother of that young man whose tomb we sat on the other night. Stephen, she is my enemy. Would that God had had mercy enough upon me to have hidden this from her!’


  ‘Do not talk so hopelessly,’ he remonstrated. ‘I don’t think she recognized us.’


  ‘I pray that she did not.’


  He put on a more vigorous mood.


  ‘Now, we will go and get some breakfast.’


  ‘No, no!’ she begged. ‘I cannot eat. I must get back to Endelstow.’


  Elfride was as if she had grown years older than Stephen now.


  ‘But you have had nothing since last night but that cup of tea at Bristol.’


  ‘I can’t eat, Stephen.’


  ‘Wine and biscuit?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Nor tea, nor coffee?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘A glass of water?’


  ‘No. I want something that makes people strong and energetic for the present, that borrows the strength of to-morrow for use to-day—leaving to-morrow without any at all for that matter; or even that would take all life away to-morrow, so long as it enabled me to get home again now. Brandy, that’s what I want. That woman’s eyes have eaten my heart away!’


  ‘You are wild; and you grieve me, darling. Must it be brandy?’


  ‘Yes, if you please.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘I don’t know. I have never drunk more than a teaspoonful at once. All I know is that I want it. Don’t get it at the Falcon.’


  He left her in the fields, and went to the nearest inn in that direction. Presently he returned with a small flask nearly full, and some slices of bread-and-butter, thin as wafers, in a paper-bag. Elfride took a sip or two.


  ‘It goes into my eyes,’ she said wearily. ‘I can’t take any more. Yes, I will; I will close my eyes. Ah, it goes to them by an inside route. I don’t want it; throw it away.’


  However, she could eat, and did eat. Her chief attention was concentrated upon how to get the horse from the Falcon stables without suspicion. Stephen was not allowed to accompany her into the town. She acted now upon conclusions reached without any aid from him: his power over her seemed to have departed.


  ‘You had better not be seen with me, even here where I am so little known. We have begun stealthily as thieves, and we must end stealthily as thieves, at all hazards. Until papa has been told by me myself, a discovery would be terrible.’


  Walking and gloomily talking thus they waited till nearly nine o’clock, at which time Elfride thought she might call at the Falcon without creating much surprise. Behind the railway-station was the river, spanned by an old Tudor bridge, whence the road diverged in two directions, one skirting the suburbs of the town, and winding round again into the high-road to Endelstow. Beside this road Stephen sat, and awaited her return from the Falcon.


  He sat as one sitting for a portrait, motionless, watching the chequered lights and shades on the tree-trunks, the children playing opposite the school previous to entering for the morning lesson, the reapers in a field afar off. The certainty of possession had not come, and there was nothing to mitigate the youth’s gloom, that increased with the thought of the parting now so near.


  At length she came trotting round to him, in appearance much as on the romantic morning of their visit to the cliff, but shorn of the radiance which glistened about her then. However, her comparative immunity from further risk and trouble had considerably composed her. Elfride’s capacity for being wounded was only surpassed by her capacity for healing, which rightly or wrongly is by some considered an index of transientness of feeling in general.


  ‘Elfride, what did they say at the Falcon?’


  ‘Nothing. Nobody seemed curious about me. They knew I went to Plymouth, and I have stayed there a night now and then with Miss Bicknell. I rather calculated upon that.’


  And now parting arose like a death to these children, for it was imperative that she should start at once. Stephen walked beside her for nearly a mile. During the walk he said sadly:


  ‘Elfride, four-and-twenty hours have passed, and the thing is not done.’


  ‘But you have insured that it shall be done.’


  ‘How have I?’


  ‘O Stephen, you ask how! Do you think I could marry another man on earth after having gone thus far with you? Have I not shown beyond possibility of doubt that I can be nobody else’s? Have I not irretrievably committed myself?—pride has stood for nothing in the face of my great love. You misunderstood my turning back, and I cannot explain it. It was wrong to go with you at all; and though it would have been worse to go further, it would have been better policy, perhaps. Be assured of this, that whenever you have a home for me—however poor and humble—and come and claim me, I am ready.’ She added bitterly, ‘When my father knows of this day’s work, he may be only too glad to let me go.’


  ‘Perhaps he may, then, insist upon our marriage at once!’ Stephen answered, seeing a ray of hope in the very focus of her remorse. ‘I hope he may, even if we had still to part till I am ready for you, as we intended.’


  Elfride did not reply.


  ‘You don’t seem the same woman, Elfie, that you were yesterday.’


  ‘Nor am I. But good-bye. Go back now.’ And she reined the horse for parting. ‘O Stephen,’ she cried, ‘I feel so weak! I don’t know how to meet him. Cannot you, after all, come back with me?’


  ‘Shall I come?’


  Elfride paused to think.


  ‘No; it will not do. It is my utter foolishness that makes me say such words. But he will send for you.’


  ‘Say to him,’ continued Stephen, ‘that we did this in the absolute despair of our minds. Tell him we don’t wish him to favour us—only to deal justly with us. If he says, marry now, so much the better. If not, say that all may be put right by his promise to allow me to have you when I am good enough for you—which may be soon. Say I have nothing to offer him in exchange for his treasure—the more sorry I; but all the love, and all the life, and all the labour of an honest man shall be yours. As to when this had better be told, I leave you to judge.’


  His words made her cheerful enough to toy with her position.


  ‘And if ill report should come, Stephen,’ she said, smiling, ‘why, the orange-tree must save me, as it saved virgins in St. George’s time from the poisonous breath of the dragon. There, forgive me for forwardness: I am going.’


  Then the boy and girl beguiled themselves with words of half-parting only.


  ‘Own wifie, God bless you till we meet again!’


  ‘Till we meet again, good-bye!’


  And the pony went on, and she spoke to him no more. He saw her figure diminish and her blue veil grow gray—saw it with the agonizing sensations of a slow death.


  After thus parting from a man than whom she had known none greater as yet, Elfride rode rapidly onwards, a tear being occasionally shaken from her eyes into the road. What yesterday had seemed so desirable, so promising, even trifling, had now acquired the complexion of a tragedy.


  She saw the rocks and sea in the neighbourhood of Endelstow, and heaved a sigh of relief.


  When she passed a field behind the vicarage she heard the voices of Unity and William Worm. They were hanging a carpet upon a line. Unity was uttering a sentence that concluded with ‘when Miss Elfride comes.’


  ‘When d’ye expect her?’


  ‘Not till evening now. She’s safe enough at Miss Bicknell’s, bless ye.’


  Elfride went round to the door. She did not knock or ring; and seeing nobody to take the horse Elfride led her round to the yard, slipped off the bridle and saddle, drove her towards the paddock, and turned her in. Then Elfride crept indoors, and looked into all the ground-floor rooms. Her father was not there.


  On the mantelpiece of the drawing-room stood a letter addressed to her in his handwriting. She took it and read it as she went upstairs to change her habit.


  
    Stratleigh, Thursday.


    Dear Elfride,—On second thoughts I will not return to-day, but only come as far as Wadcombe. I shall be at home by to-morrow afternoon, and bring a friend with me.—Yours, in haste,


    C. S.

  


  After making a quick toilet she felt more revived, though still suffering from a headache. On going out of the door she met Unity at the top of the stair.


  ‘O Miss Elfride! I said to myself ’tis her sperrit! We didn’t dream o’ you not coming home last night. You didn’t say anything about staying.’


  ‘I intended to come home the same evening, but altered my plan. I wished I hadn’t afterwards. Papa will be angry, I suppose?’


  ‘Better not tell him, miss,’ said Unity.


  ‘I do fear to,’ she murmured. ‘Unity, would you just begin telling him when he comes home?’


  ‘What! and get you into trouble?’


  ‘I deserve it.’


  ‘No, indeed, I won’t,’ said Unity. ‘It is not such a mighty matter, Miss Elfride. I says to myself, master’s taking a hollerday, and because he’s not been kind lately to Miss Elfride, she——’


  ‘Is imitating him. Well, do as you like. And will you now bring me some luncheon?’


  After satisfying an appetite which the fresh marine air had given her in its victory over an agitated mind, she put on her hat and went to the garden and summer-house. She sat down, and leant with her head in a corner. Here she fell asleep.


  Half-awake, she hurriedly looked at the time. She had been there three hours. At the same moment she heard the outer gate swing together, and wheels sweep round the entrance; some prior noise from the same source having probably been the cause of her awaking. Next her father’s voice was heard calling to Worm.


  Elfride passed along a walk towards the house behind a belt of shrubs. She heard a tongue holding converse with her father, which was not that of either of the servants. Her father and the stranger were laughing together. Then there was a rustling of silk, and Mr. Swancourt and his companion, or companions, to all seeming entered the door of the house, for nothing more of them was audible. Elfride had turned back to meditate on what friends these could be, when she heard footsteps, and her father exclaiming behind her:


  ‘O Elfride, here you are! I hope you got on well?’


  Elfride’s heart smote her, and she did not speak.


  ‘Come back to the summer-house a minute,’ continued Mr. Swancourt; ‘I have to tell you of that I promised to.’


  They entered the summer-house, and stood leaning over the knotty woodwork of the balustrade.


  ‘Now,’ said her father radiantly, ‘guess what I have to say.’ He seemed to be regarding his own existence so intently that he took no interest in nor even saw the complexion of hers.


  ‘I cannot, papa,’ she said sadly.


  ‘Try, dear.’


  ‘I would rather not, indeed.’


  ‘You are tired. You look worn. The ride was too much for you. Well, this is what I went away for. I went to be married!’


  ‘Married!’ she faltered, and could hardly check an involuntary ‘So did I.’ A moment after and her resolve to confess perished like a bubble.


  ‘Yes; to whom do you think? Mrs. Troyton, the new owner of the estate over the hedge, and of the old manor-house. It was only finally settled between us when I went to Stratleigh a few days ago.’ He lowered his voice to a sly tone of merriment. ‘Now, as to your stepmother, you’ll find she is not much to look at, though a good deal to listen to. She is half-a-dozen years older than myself, for one thing.’


  ‘You forget that I know her. She called here once, after we had been to her, and found her away from home.’


  ‘Of course, of course. Well, whatever her looks are, she’s as excellent a woman as ever breathed. She has had lately left her as absolute property three thousand five hundred a year, besides the devise of this estate—and, by the way, a large legacy came to her in satisfaction of dower, as it is called.’


  ‘Three thousand five hundred a year!’


  ‘And a large—well, a fair-sized—mansion in town, and a pedigree as long as my walking-stick; though that bears evidence of being rather a raked-up affair—done since the family got rich—people do those things now as they build ruins on maiden estates and cast antiques at Birmingham.’


  Elfride merely listened and said nothing.


  He continued more quietly and impressively. ‘Yes, Elfride, she is wealthy in comparison with us, though with few connections. However, she will introduce you to the world a little. We are going to exchange her house in Baker Street for one at Kensington, for your sake. Everybody is going there now, she says. At Easters we shall fly to town for the usual three months—I shall have a curate of course by that time. Elfride, I am past love, you know, and I honestly confess that I married her for your sake. Why a woman of her standing should have thrown herself away upon me, God knows. But I suppose her age and plainness were too pronounced for a town man. With your good looks, if you now play your cards well, you may marry anybody. Of course, a little contrivance will be necessary; but there’s nothing to stand between you and a husband with a title, that I can see. Lady Luxellian was only a squire’s daughter. Now, don’t you see how foolish the old fancy was? But come, she is indoors waiting to see you. It is as good as a play, too,’ continued the rector, as they walked towards the house. ‘I courted her through the privet hedge yonder: not entirely, you know, but we used to walk there of an evening—nearly every evening at last. But I needn’t tell you details now; everything was terribly matter-of-fact, I assure you. At last, that day I saw her at Stratleigh, we determined to settle it off-hand.’


  ‘And you never said a word to me,’ replied Elfride, not reproachfully either in tone or thought. Indeed, her feeling was the very reverse of reproachful. She felt relieved and even thankful. Where confidence had not been given, how could confidence be expected?


  Her father mistook her dispassionateness for a veil of politeness over a sense of ill-usage. ‘I am not altogether to blame,’ he said. ‘There were two or three reasons for secrecy. One was the recent death of her relative the testator, though that did not apply to you. But remember, Elfride,’ he continued in a stiffer tone, ‘you had mixed yourself up so foolishly with those low people, the Smiths—and it was just, too, when Mrs. Troyton and myself were beginning to understand each other—that I resolved to say nothing even to you. How did I know how far you had gone with them and their son? You might have made a point of taking tea with them every day, for all that I knew.’


  Elfride swallowed her feelings as she best could, and languidly though flatly asked a question.


  ‘Did you kiss Mrs. Troyton on the lawn about three weeks ago? That evening I came into the study and found you had just had candles in?’


  Mr. Swancourt looked rather red and abashed, as middle-aged lovers are apt to do when caught in the tricks of younger ones.


  ‘Well, yes; I think I did,’ he stammered; ‘just to please her, you know.’ And then recovering himself he laughed heartily.


  ‘And was this what your Horatian quotation referred to?’


  ‘It was, Elfride.’


  They stepped into the drawing-room from the verandah. At that moment Mrs. Swancourt came downstairs, and entered the same room by the door.


  ‘Here, Charlotte, is my little Elfride,’ said Mr. Swancourt, with the increased affection of tone often adopted towards relations when newly produced.


  Poor Elfride, not knowing what to do, did nothing at all; but stood receptive of all that came to her by sight, hearing, and touch.


  Mrs. Swancourt moved forward, took her step-daughter’s hand, then kissed her.


  ‘Ah, darling!’ she exclaimed good-humouredly, ‘you didn’t think when you showed a strange old woman over the conservatory a month or two ago, and explained the flowers to her so prettily, that she would so soon be here in new colours. Nor did she, I am sure.’


  The new mother had been truthfully enough described by Mr. Swancourt. She was not physically attractive. She was dark—very dark—in complexion, portly in figure, and with a plentiful residuum of hair in the proportion of half a dozen white ones to half a dozen black ones, though the latter were black indeed. No further observed, she was not a woman to like. But there was more to see. To the most superficial critic it was apparent that she made no attempt to disguise her age. She looked five-and-fifty at the first glance, and close acquaintanceship never proved her older.


  Another and still more winning trait was one attaching to the corners of her mouth. Before she made a remark these often twitched gently: not backwards and forwards, the index of nervousness; not down upon the jaw, the sign of determination; but palpably upwards, in precisely the curve adopted to represent mirth in the broad caricatures of schoolboys. Only this element in her face was expressive of anything within the woman, but it was unmistakable. It expressed humour subjective as well as objective—which could survey the peculiarities of self in as whimsical a light as those of other people.


  This is not all of Mrs. Swancourt. She had held out to Elfride hands whose fingers were literally stiff with rings, signis auroque rigentes, like Helen’s robe. These rows of rings were not worn in vanity apparently. They were mostly antique and dull, though a few were the reverse.


  right hand.


  1st. Plainly set oval onyx, representing a devil’s head. 2nd. Green jasper intaglio, with red veins. 3rd. Entirely gold, bearing figure of a hideous griffin. 4th. A sea-green monster diamond, with small diamonds round it. 5th. Antique cornelian intaglio of dancing figure of a satyr. 6th. An angular band chased with dragons’ heads. 7th. A faceted carbuncle accompanied by ten little twinkling emeralds.


  left hand.


  1st. A reddish-yellow toadstone. 2nd. A heavy ring enamelled in colours, and bearing a jacynth. 3rd. An amethystine sapphire. 4th. A polished ruby, surrounded by diamonds. 5th. The engraved ring of an abbess. 6th. A gloomy intaglio.


  Beyond this rather quaint array of stone and metal Mrs. Swancourt wore no ornament whatever.


  Elfride had been favourably impressed with Mrs. Troyton at their meeting about two months earlier; but to be pleased with a woman as a momentary acquaintance was different from being taken with her as a stepmother. However, the suspension of feeling was but for a moment. Elfride decided to like her still.


  Mrs. Swancourt was a woman of the world as to knowledge, the reverse as to action, as her marriage suggested. Elfride and the lady were soon inextricably involved in conversation, and Mr. Swancourt left them to themselves.


  ‘And what do you find to do with yourself here?’ Mrs. Swancourt said, after a few remarks about the wedding. ‘You ride, I know.’


  ‘Yes, I ride. But not much, because papa doesn’t like my going alone.’


  ‘You must have somebody to look after you.’


  ‘And I read, and write a little.’


  ‘You should write a novel. The regular resource of people who don’t go enough into the world to live a novel is to write one.’


  ‘I have done it,’ said Elfride, looking dubiously at Mrs. Swancourt, as if in doubt whether she would meet with ridicule there.


  ‘That’s right. Now, then, what is it about, dear?’


  ‘About—well, it is a romance of the Early Ages.’


  ‘Knowing nothing of the present age, which everybody knows about, for safety you chose an age known neither to you nor other people. That’s it, eh? No, no; I don’t mean it, dear.’


  ‘Well, I have had some opportunities of studying mediæval art and manners in the library and private museum at Endelstow House, and I thought I should like to try my hand upon a fiction. I know the time for these tales is past; but I was interested in it, very much interested.’


  ‘When is it to appear?’


  ‘Oh, never, I suppose.’


  ‘Nonsense, my dear girl. Publish it, by all means. All ladies do that sort of thing now; not for profit, you know, but as a guarantee of mental respectability to their future husbands.’


  ‘An excellent idea of us ladies.’


  ‘Though I am afraid it rather resembles the melancholy ruse of throwing loaves over castle-walls at besiegers, and suggests desperation rather than plenty inside.’


  ‘Did you ever try it?’


  ‘No; I was too far gone even for that.’


  ‘Papa says no publisher will take my book.’


  ‘That remains to be proved. I’ll give my word, my dear, that by this time next year it shall be printed.’


  ‘Will you, indeed?’ said Elfride, partially brightening with pleasure, though she was sad enough in her depths. ‘I thought brains were the indispensable, even if the only, qualification for admission to the republic of letters. A mere commonplace creature like me will soon be turned out again.’


  ‘O no; once you are there you’ll be like a drop of water in a piece of rock-crystal—your medium will dignify your commonness.’


  ‘It will be a great satisfaction,’ Elfride murmured, and thought of Stephen, and wished she could make a great fortune by writing romances, and marry him and live happily.


  ‘And then we’ll go to London, and then to Paris,’ said Mrs. Swancourt. ‘I have been talking to your father about it. But we have first to move into the manor-house, and we think of staying at Torquay whilst that is going on. Meanwhile, instead of going on a honeymoon scamper by ourselves, we have come home to fetch you, and go all together to Bath for two or three weeks.’


  Elfride assented pleasantly, even gladly; but she saw that, by this marriage, her father and herself had ceased for ever to be the close relations they had been up to a few weeks ago. It was impossible now to tell him the tale of her wild elopement with Stephen Smith.


  He was still snugly housed in her heart. His absence had regained for him much of that aureola of saintship which had been nearly abstracted during her reproachful mood on that miserable journey from London. Rapture is often cooled by contact with its cause, especially if under awkward conditions. And that last experience with Stephen had done anything but make him shine in her eyes. His very kindness in letting her return was his offence. Elfride had her sex’s love of sheer force in a man, however ill-directed; and at that critical juncture in London Stephen’s only chance of retaining the ascendancy over her that his face and not his parts had acquired for him, would have been by doing what, for one thing, he was too youthful to undertake—that was, dragging her by the wrist to the rails of some altar, and peremptorily marrying her. Decisive action is seen by appreciative minds to be frequently objectless, and sometimes fatal; but decision, however suicidal, has more charm for a woman than the most unequivocal Fabian success.


  However, some of the unpleasant accessories of that occasion were now out of sight again, and Stephen had resumed not a few of his fancy colours.


  ♣


  XIII


  ‘He set in order many proverbs.’


  It is London in October—two months further on in the story.


  Bede’s Inn has this peculiarity, that it faces, receives from, and discharges into a bustling thoroughfare speaking only of wealth and respectability, whilst its postern abuts on as crowded and poverty-stricken a network of alleys as are to be found anywhere in the metropolis. The moral consequences are, first, that those who occupy chambers in the Inn may see a great deal of shirtless humanity’s habits and enjoyments without doing more than look down from a back window; and second, they may hear wholesome though unpleasant social reminders through the medium of a harsh voice, an unequal footstep, the echo of a blow or a fall, which originates in the person of some drunkard or wife-beater, as he crosses and interferes with the quiet of the square. Characters of this kind frequently pass through the Inn from a little foxhole of an alley at the back, but they never loiter there.


  It is hardly necessary to state that all the sights and movements proper to the Inn are most orderly. On the fine October evening on which we follow Stephen Smith to this place, a placid porter is sitting on a stool under a sycamore-tree in the midst, with a little cane in his hand. We notice the thick coat of soot upon the branches, hanging underneath them in flakes, as in a chimney. The blackness of these boughs does not at present improve the tree—nearly forsaken by its leaves as it is—but in the spring their green fresh beauty is made doubly beautiful by the contrast. Within the railings is a flower-garden of respectable dahlias and chrysanthemums, where a man is sweeping the leaves from the grass.


  Stephen selects a doorway, and ascends an old though wide wooden staircase, with moulded balusters and handrail, which in a country manor-house would be considered a noteworthy specimen of Renaissance workmanship. He reaches a door on the first floor, over which is painted, in black letters, ‘Mr. Henry Knight’—‘Barrister-at-law’ being understood but not expressed. The wall is thick, and there is a door at its outer and inner face. The outer one happens to be ajar: Stephen goes to the other, and taps.


  ‘Come in!’ from distant penetralia.


  First was a small anteroom, divided from the inner apartment by a wainscoted archway two or three yards wide. Across this archway hung a pair of dark-green curtains, making a mystery of all within the arch except the spasmodic scratching of a quill pen. Here was grouped a chaotic assemblage of articles—mainly old framed prints and paintings—leaning edgewise against the wall, like roofing slates in a builder’s yard. All the books visible here were folios too big to be stolen—some lying on a heavy oak table in one corner, some on the floor among the pictures, the whole intermingled with old coats, hats, umbrellas, and walking-sticks.


  Stephen pushed aside the curtain, and before him sat a man writing away as if his life depended upon it—which it did.


  A man of thirty in a speckled coat, with dark brown hair, curly beard, and crisp moustache: the latter running into the beard on each side of the mouth, and, as usual, hiding the real expression of that organ under a chronic aspect of impassivity.


  ‘Ah, my dear fellow, I knew ’twas you,’ said Knight, looking up with a smile, and holding out his hand.


  Knight’s mouth and eyes came to view now. Both features were good, and had the peculiarity of appearing younger and fresher than the brow and face they belonged to, which were getting sicklied o’er by the unmistakable pale cast. The mouth had not quite relinquished rotundity of curve for the firm angularities of middle life; and the eyes, though keen, permeated rather than penetrated: what they had lost of their boy-time brightness by a dozen years of hard reading lending a quietness to their gaze which suited them well.


  A lady would have said there was a smell of tobacco in the room: a man that there was not.


  Knight did not rise. He looked at a timepiece on the mantelshelf, then turned again to his letters, pointing to a chair.


  ‘Well, I am glad you have come. I only returned to town yesterday; now, don’t speak, Stephen, for ten minutes; I have just that time to the late post. At the eleventh minute, I’m your man.’


  Stephen sat down as if this kind of reception was by no means new, and away went Knight’s pen, beating up and down like a ship in a storm.


  Cicero called the library the soul of the house; here the house was all soul. Portions of the floor, and half the wall-space, were taken up by book-shelves ordinary and extraordinary; the remaining parts, together with brackets, side-tables, &c., being occupied by casts, statuettes, medallions, and plaques of various descriptions, picked up by the owner in his wanderings through France and Italy.


  One stream only of evening sunlight came into the room from a window quite in the corner, overlooking a court. An aquarium stood in the window. It was a dull parallelepipedon enough for living creatures at most hours of the day; but for a few minutes in the evening, as now, an errant, kindly ray lighted up and warmed the little world therein, when the many-coloured zoophytes opened and put forth their arms, the weeds acquired a rich transparency, the shells gleamed of a more golden yellow, and the timid community expressed gladness more plainly than in words.


  Within the prescribed ten minutes Knight flung down his pen, rang for the boy to take the letters to the post, and at the closing of the door exclaimed, ‘There; thank God, that’s done. Now, Stephen, pull your chair round, and tell me what you have been doing all this time. Have you kept up your Greek?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘I haven’t enough spare time.’


  ‘That’s nonsense.’


  ‘Well, I have done a great many things, if not that. And I have done one extraordinary thing.’


  Knight turned full upon Stephen. ‘Ah-ha! Now, then, let me look into your face, put two and two together, and make a shrewd guess.’


  Stephen changed to a redder colour.


  ‘Why, Smith,’ said Knight, after holding him rigidly by the shoulders, and keenly scrutinising his countenance for a minute in silence, ‘you have fallen in love.’


  ‘Well—the fact is——’


  ‘Now, out with it.’ But seeing that Stephen looked rather distressed he changed to a kindly tone. ‘Now, Smith, my lad, you know me well enough by this time, or you ought to; and you know very well that if you choose to give me a detailed account of the phenomenon within you, I shall listen; if you don’t, I am the last man in the world to care to hear it.’


  ‘I’ll tell this much: I have fallen in love, and I want to be married.’


  Knight looked ominous as this passed Stephen’s lips.


  ‘Don’t judge me before you have heard more,’ cried Stephen anxiously, seeing the change in his friend’s countenance.


  ‘I don’t judge. Does your mother know about it?’


  ‘Nothing definite.’


  ‘Father?’


  ‘No. But I’ll tell you. The young person——’


  ‘Come, that’s dreadfully ungallant. But perhaps I understand the frame of mind a little, so go on. Your sweetheart——’


  ‘She is rather higher in the world than I am.’


  ‘As it should be.’


  ‘And her father won’t hear of it, as I now stand.’


  ‘Not an uncommon case.’


  ‘And now comes what I want your advice upon. Something has happened at her house which makes it out of the question for us to ask her father again now. So we are keeping silent. In the meantime an architect in India has just written to Mr. Hewby to ask whether he can find for him a young assistant willing to go over to Bombay to prepare drawings for work formerly done by the engineers. The salary he offers is 350 rupees a month, or about £35. Hewby has mentioned it to me, and I have been to Dr. Wray, who says I shall acclimatize without much illness. Now, would you go?’


  ‘You mean to say, because it is a possible road to the young lady.’


  ‘Yes; I was thinking I could go over and make a little money, and then come back and ask for her. I have the option of practising for myself after a year.’


  ‘Would she be staunch?’


  ‘O yes! For ever—to the end of her life!’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Why, how do people know? Of course she will.’


  Knight leant back in his chair. ‘Now, though I know her thoroughly as she exists in your heart, Stephen, I don’t know her in the flesh. All I want to ask is, is this idea of going to India based entirely upon a belief in her fidelity?’


  ‘Yes; I should not go if it were not for her.’


  ‘Well, my boy, you have put me in rather an awkward position. If I give my true sentiments, I shall hurt your feelings; if I don’t, I shall hurt my own judgment. And remember, I don’t know much about women.’


  ‘But you have had attachments, although you tell me very little about them.’


  ‘And I only hope you’ll continue to prosper till I tell you more.’


  Stephen winced at this rap. ‘I have never formed a deep attachment,’ continued Knight. ‘I never have found a woman worth it. Nor have I been once engaged to be married.’


  ‘You write as if you had been engaged a hundred times, if I may be allowed to say so,’ said Stephen in an injured tone.


  ‘Yes, that may be. But, my dear Stephen, it is only those who half know a thing that write about it. Those who know it thoroughly don’t take the trouble. All I know about women, or men either, is a mass of generalities. I plod along, and occasionally lift my eyes and skim the weltering surface of mankind lying between me and the horizon, as a crow might; no more.’


  Knight stopped as if he had fallen into a train of thought, and Stephen looked with affectionate awe at a master whose mind, he believed, could swallow up at one meal all that his own head contained.


  There was affective sympathy, but no great intellectual fellowship, between Knight and Stephen Smith. Knight had seen his young friend when the latter was a cherry-cheeked happy boy, had been interested in him, had kept his eye upon him, and generously helped the lad to books, till the mere connection of patronage grew to acquaintance, and that ripened to friendship. And so, though Smith was not quite the man Knight would have deliberately chosen as a friend—or even for one of a group of a dozen friends—he somehow was his friend. Circumstance, as usual, did it all. How many of us can say of our intimate alter ego, leaving alone friends of the outer circle, that he is the man we should have finally chosen, as embodying the net result after adding up all the points in human nature that we love, and principles we hold, and subtracting all that we hate? The man is really somebody we got to know by mere physical juxtaposition long maintained, and was taken into our confidence, and even heart, as a makeshift.


  ‘And what do you think of her?’ Stephen ventured to say, after a silence.


  ‘Taking her merits on trust from you,’ said Knight, ‘as we do those of the Roman poets of whom we know nothing but that they lived, I still think she will not stick to you through, say, three years of absence in India.’


  ‘But she will!’ cried Stephen desperately. ‘She is a girl all delicacy and honour. And no woman of that kind, who has committed herself so into a man’s hands as she has into mine, could possibly marry another.’


  ‘How has she committed herself?’ asked Knight curiously.


  Stephen did not answer. Knight had looked on his love so sceptically that it would not do to say all that he had intended to say by any means.


  ‘Well, don’t tell,’ said Knight. ‘But you are begging the question, which is, I suppose, inevitable in love.’


  ‘And I’ll tell you another thing,’ the younger man pleaded. ‘You remember what you said to me once about women receiving a kiss. Don’t you? Why, that instead of our being charmed by the fascination of their bearing at such a time, we should immediately doubt them if their confusion has any grace in it—that awkward bungling was the true charm of the occasion, implying that we are the first who has played such a part with them.’


  ‘It is true, quite, though I didn’t know I had said it,’ murmured Knight musingly.


  It often happened that the disciple thus remembered the lessons of the master long after the master himself had forgotten them.


  ‘Well, that was like her!’ cried Stephen triumphantly. ‘She was in such a flurry that she didn’t know what she was doing.’


  ‘Splendid, splendid!’ said Knight soothingly. ‘So that all I have to say is, that if you see a good opening in Bombay there’s no reason why you should not go without troubling to draw fine distinctions as to reasons. No man fully realizes what opinions he acts upon, or what his actions mean.’


  ‘Yes; I go to Bombay. I’ll write a note here, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Sleep over it—it is the best plan—and write to-morrow. Meantime, go there to that window and sit down, and look at my Humanity Show. I am going to dine out this evening, and have to dress here out of my portmanteau. I bring up my things like this to save the trouble of going down to my place at Richmond and back again.’


  Knight then went to the middle of the room and flung open his portmanteau, and Stephen drew near the window. The streak of sunlight had crept upward, edged away, and vanished; the zoophytes slept: a dusky gloom pervaded the room. And now another volume of light shone over the panes.


  ‘There!’ said Knight, ‘where is there in England a spectacle to equal that? I sit there and watch them every night before I go home. Softly open the sash.’


  Beneath them was an alley running up to the wall, and thence turning sideways and passing under an arch, so that Knight’s back window was immediately over the angle, and commanded a view of the alley lengthwise. Crowds—mostly of women—were surging, bustling, and pacing up and down. Gaslights glared from butchers’ stalls, illuminating the lumps of flesh to splotches of orange and vermilion, like the wild colouring of Turner’s later pictures, whilst the purl and babble of tongues of every pitch and mood was to this human wild-wood what the ripple of a brook is to the natural forest.


  Nearly ten minutes passed. Then Knight also came to the window.


  ‘Well, now, I call a cab and vanish down the street in the direction of Berkeley Square,’ he said, buttoning his waistcoat and kicking his morning suit into a corner. Stephen rose to leave.


  ‘What a heap of literature!’ remarked the young man, taking a final longing survey round the room, as if to abide there for ever would be the great pleasure of his life, yet feeling that he had almost outstayed his welcome-while. His eyes rested upon an arm-chair piled full of newspapers, magazines, and bright new volumes in green and red.


  ‘Yes,’ said Knight, also looking at them and breathing a sigh of weariness; ‘something must be done with several of them soon, I suppose. My dear fellow, you needn’t hurry away for a few minutes, you know, if you want to stay; I am not quite ready. Overhaul those volumes whilst I put on my coat, and I’ll walk a little way with you.’


  Stephen sat down beside the arm-chair and began to tumble the books about. Among the rest he found a novelette in one volume, The Court of King Arthur’s Castle. By Ernest Field.


  ‘Are you going to review this?’ inquired Stephen with apparent unconcern, and holding up Elfride’s effusion.


  ‘Which? Oh, that! I may—though I don’t do much light reviewing now. But it is reviewable.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  Knight never liked to be asked what he meant. ‘Mean! I mean that the majority of books published are neither good enough nor bad enough to provoke criticism, and that that book does provoke it.’


  ‘By its goodness or its badness?’ Stephen said with some anxiety on poor little Elfride’s score.


  ‘Its badness. It seems to be written by some girl in her teens.’


  Stephen said not another word. He did not care to speak plainly of Elfride after the unfortunate slip his tongue had made in respect of her having committed herself; and, apart from that, Knight’s severe—almost dogged and self-willed—honesty in criticizing was unassailable by the humble wish of a youthful friend like Stephen.


  Knight was now ready. Turning off the gas, and slamming together the door, they went downstairs and into the street.


  ♣


  XIV


  ‘We frolic while ’tis May.’


  It has now to be realized that nearly three-quarters of a year have passed away. In place of the autumnal scenery which formed a setting to the previous enactments, we have the culminating blooms of summer in the year following.


  Stephen is in India, slaving away at an office in Bombay; occasionally going up the country on professional errands, and wondering why people who had been there longer than he complained so much of the effect of the climate upon their constitutions. Never had a young man a finer start than seemed now to present itself to Stephen. It was just in that exceptional heyday of prosperity which shone over Bombay some few years ago, that he arrived on the scene. Building and engineering partook of the general impetus. Speculation moved with an accelerated velocity every successive day, the only disagreeable contingency connected with it being the possibility of a collapse.


  Elfride had never told her father of the four-and-twenty-hours’ escapade with Stephen, nor had it, to her knowledge, come to his ears by any other route. It was a secret trouble and grief to the girl for a short time, and Stephen’s departure was another ingredient in her sorrow. But Elfride possessed special facilities for getting rid of trouble after a decent interval. Whilst a slow nature was imbibing a misfortune little by little, she had swallowed the whole agony of it at a draught and was brightening again. She could slough off a sadness and replace it by a hope as easily as a lizard renews a diseased limb.


  And two such excellent distractions had presented themselves. One was bringing out the romance and looking for notices in the papers, which, though they had been significantly short so far, had served to divert her thoughts. The other was migrating from the rectory to the more commodious old house of Mrs. Swancourt’s, overlooking the same valley. Mr. Swancourt at first disliked the idea of being transplanted to feminine soil, but the obvious advantages of such an accession of dignity reconciled him to the change. So there was a radical ‘move’; the two ladies staying at Torquay as had been arranged, the rector going to and fro.


  Mrs. Swancourt considerably enlarged Elfride’s ideas in an aristocratic direction, and she began to forgive her father for his politic marriage. Certainly, in a worldly sense, a handsome face at fifty had never served a man in better stead.


  The new house at Kensington was ready, and they were all in town.


  The Hyde Park shrubs had been transplanted as usual, the chairs ranked in line, the grass edgings trimmed, the roads made to look as if they were suffering from a heavy thunderstorm; carriages had been called for by the easeful, horses by the brisk, and the Drive and Row were again the groove of gaiety for an hour. We gaze upon the spectacle at six o’clock on this midsummer afternoon, in a melon-frame atmosphere and beneath a violet sky. The Swancourt equipage formed one in the stream.


  Mrs. Swancourt was a talker of talk of the incisive kind, which her low musical voice—the only beautiful point in the old woman—prevented from being wearisome.


  ‘Now,’ she said to Elfride, who, like Æneas at Carthage, was full of admiration for the brilliant scene, ‘you will find that our companionless state will give us, as it does everybody, an extraordinary power in reading the features of our fellow-creatures here. I always am a listener in such places as these—not to the narratives told by my neighbours’ tongues, but by their faces—the advantage of which is, that whether I am in Row, Boulevard, Rialto, or Prado, they all speak the same language. I may have acquired some skill in this practice through having been an ugly lonely woman for so many years, with nobody to give me information; a thing you will not consider strange when the parallel case is borne in mind,—how truly people who have no clocks will tell the time of day.’


  ‘Ay, that they will,’ said Mr. Swancourt corroboratively. ‘I have known labouring men at Endelstow and other farms who had framed complete systems of observation for that purpose. By means of shadows, winds, clouds, the movements of sheep and oxen, the singing of birds, the crowing of cocks, and a hundred other sights and sounds which people with watches in their pockets never know the existence of, they are able to pronounce within ten minutes of the hour almost at any required instant. That reminds me of an old story which I’m afraid is too bad—too bad to repeat.’ Here the rector shook his head and laughed inwardly.


  ‘Tell it—do!’ said the ladies.


  ‘I mustn’t quite tell it.’


  ‘That’s absurd,’ said Mrs. Swancourt.


  ‘It was only about a man who, by the same careful system of observation, was known to deceive persons for more than two years into the belief that he kept a barometer by stealth, so exactly did he foretell all changes in the weather by the braying of his ass and the temper of his wife.’


  This might have been the story or not. Elfride laughed.


  ‘Exactly,’ said Mrs. Swancourt. ‘And in just the way that those learnt the signs of nature, I have learnt the language of her illegitimate sister—artificiality; and the fibbing of eyes, the contempt of nose-tips, the indignation of back hair, the laughter of clothes, the cynicism of footsteps, and the various emotions lying in walking-stick twirls, hat-liftings, the elevation of parasols, the carriage of umbrellas, become as A B C to me.


  ‘Just look at that daughter’s-sister class of mamma in the carriage across there,’ she continued to Elfride, pointing with merely a turn of her eye. ‘The absorbing self-consciousness of her position that is shown by her countenance is most humiliating to a lover of one’s country. You would hardly believe, would you, that members of a Fashionable World, whose professed zero is far above the highest degree of the humble, could be so ignorant of the elementary instincts of reticence.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Why, to bear on their faces, as plainly as on a phylactery, the inscription, “Do, pray, look at the coronet on my panels.”’


  ‘Really, Charlotte,’ said the rector, ‘you see as much in faces as Mr. Puff saw in Lord Burleigh’s nod.’


  Elfride could not but admire the beauty of her fellow countrywomen, especially since herself and her own few acquaintances had always been slightly sunburnt or marked on the back of the hands by a bramble-scratch at this time of the year.


  ‘And what lovely flowers and leaves they wear in their bonnets!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘O yes,’ returned Mrs. Swancourt. ‘Some of them are even more striking in colour than any real ones. Look at that beautiful rose worn by the lady inside the rails. Elegant vine-tendrils introduced upon the stem as an improvement upon prickles, and all growing so naturally just over her ear—I say growing advisedly, for the pink of the petals and the pink of her handsome cheeks are equally from Nature’s hand to the eyes of the most casual observer.’


  ‘But praise them a little, they do deserve it!’ said generous Elfride.


  ‘Well, I do. See how the Duchess of —— waves to and fro in her seat, utilizing the sway of her landau by looking around only when her head is swung forward, with a passive pride which forbids a resistance to the force of circumstance. Look at the pretty pout on the mouths of that family there, retaining no traces of being arranged beforehand, so well is it done. Look at the demure close of the little fists holding the parasols; the tiny alert thumb, sticking up erect against the ivory stem as knowing as can be, the satin of the parasol invariably matching the complexion of the face beneath it, yet seemingly by an accident, which makes the thing so attractive. There’s the red book lying on the opposite seat, bespeaking the vast numbers of their acquaintance. And I particularly admire the aspect of that abundantly daughtered woman on the other side—I mean her look of unconsciousness that the girls are stared at by the walkers, and above all the look of the girls themselves—losing their gaze in the depths of handsome men’s eyes without appearing to notice whether they are observing masculine eyes or the leaves of the trees. There’s praise for you. But I am only jesting, child—you know that.’


  ‘Piph-ph-ph—how warm it is, to be sure!’ said Mr. Swancourt, as if his mind were a long distance from all he saw. ‘I declare that my watch is so hot that I can scarcely bear to touch it to see what the time is, and all the world smells like the inside of a hat.’


  ‘How the men stare at you, Elfride!’ said the elder lady. ‘You will kill me quite, I am afraid.’


  ‘Kill you?’


  ‘As a diamond kills an opal in the same setting.’


  ‘I have noticed several ladies and gentlemen looking at me,’ said Elfride artlessly, showing her pleasure at being observed.


  ‘My dear, you mustn’t say “gentlemen” nowadays,’ her stepmother answered in the tones of arch concern that so well became her ugliness. ‘We have handed over “gentlemen” to the lower middle class, where the word is still to be heard at tradesmen’s balls and provincial tea-parties, I believe. It is done with here.’


  ‘What must I say, then?’


  ‘“Ladies and men” always.’


  At this moment appeared in the stream of vehicles moving in the contrary direction a chariot presenting in its general surface the rich indigo hue of a midnight sky, the wheels and margins being picked out in delicate lines of ultramarine; the servants’ liveries were dark-blue coats and silver lace, and breeches of neutral Indian red. The whole concern formed an organic whole, and moved along behind a pair of dark chestnut geldings, who advanced in an indifferently zealous trot, very daintily performed, and occasionally shrugged divers points of their veiny surface as if they were rather above the business.


  In this sat a gentleman with no decided characteristics more than that he somewhat resembled a good-natured commercial traveller of the superior class. Beside him was a lady with skim-milky eyes and complexion, belonging to the “interesting” class of women, where that class merges in the sickly, her greatest pleasure being apparently to enjoy nothing. Opposite this pair sat two little girls in white hats and blue feathers.


  The lady saw Elfride, smiled and bowed, and touched her husband’s elbow, who turned and received Elfride’s movement of recognition with a gallant elevation of his hat. Then the two children held up their arms to Elfride, and laughed gleefully.


  ‘Who is that?’


  ‘Why, Lord Luxellian, isn’t it?’ said Mrs. Swancourt, who with the rector had been seated with her back towards them.


  ‘Yes,’ replied Elfride. ‘He is the one man of those I have seen here whom I consider handsomer than papa.’


  ‘Thank you, dear,’ said Mr. Swancourt.


  ‘Yes; but your father is so much older. When Lord Luxellian gets a little further on in life, he won’t be half so good-looking as our man.’


  ‘Thank you, dear, likewise,’ said Mr. Swancourt.


  ‘See,’ exclaimed Elfride, still looking towards them, ‘how those little dears want me! Actually one of them is crying for me to come.’


  ‘We were talking of bracelets just now. Look at Lady Luxellian’s,’ said Mrs. Swancourt, as that baroness lifted up her hand to support one of the children. ‘It is slipping up her arm—too large by half. I hate to see daylight between a bracelet and a wrist; I wonder women haven’t better taste.’


  ‘It is not on that account, indeed,’ Elfride expostulated. ‘It is that her arm has got thin, poor thing. You cannot think how much she has altered in this last twelvemonth.’


  The carriages were now nearer together, and there was an exchange of more familiar greetings between the two families. Then the Luxellians crossed over and drew up under the plane-trees, just in the rear of the Swancourts. Lord Luxellian alighted, and came forward with a musical laugh.


  It was his attraction as a man. People liked him for those tones, and forgot that he had no talents. Acquaintances remembered Mr. Swancourt by his manner; they remembered Stephen Smith by his face, Lord Luxellian by his laugh.


  Mr. Swancourt made some friendly remarks—among others things upon the heat.


  ‘Yes,’ said Lord Luxellian, ‘we were driving by a furrier’s window this afternoon, and the sight filled us all with such a sense of suffocation that we were glad to get away. Ha-ha!’ He turned to Elfride. ‘Miss Swancourt, I have hardly seen or spoken to you since your literary feat was made public. I had no idea a chiel was taking notes down at quiet Endelstow, or I should certainly have put myself and friends upon our best behaviour. Swancourt, why didn’t you give me a hint!’


  Elfride fluttered, blushed, laughed, said it was nothing to speak of, &c. &c.


  ‘Well, I think you were rather unfairly treated by The Present; I certainly do. Writing a heavy review like that upon an elegant trifle like the Court of King Arthur’s Castle was absurd.’


  ‘What?’ said Elfride, opening her eyes. ‘Was I reviewed in The Present?’


  ‘O yes; didn’t you see it? Why, it was four or five months ago!’


  ‘No, I never saw it. How sorry I am! What a shame of my publishers! They promised to send me every notice that appeared.’


  ‘Ah, then, I am almost afraid I have been giving you disagreeable information, intentionally withheld out of courtesy. Depend upon it they thought no good would come of sending it, and so would not pain you unnecessarily.’


  ‘O no; I am indeed glad you have told me, Lord Luxellian. It is quite a mistaken kindness on their part. Is the review so much against me?’ she inquired tremulously.


  ‘No, no; not that exactly—though I almost forget its exact purport now. It was merely—merely sharp, you know—ungenerous, I might say. But really my memory does not enable me to speak decidedly.’


  ‘We’ll drive to The Present office, and get one directly; shall we, papa?’


  ‘If you are so anxious, dear, we will, or send. But to-morrow will do.’


  ‘And do oblige me in a little matter now, Elfride,’ said Lord Luxellian warmly, and looking as if he were sorry he had brought news that disturbed her. ‘I am in reality sent here as a special messenger by my little Polly and Katie to ask you to come into our carriage with them for a short time. I am just going to walk across into Piccadilly, and my wife is left alone with them. I am afraid they are rather spoilt children; but I have half promised them you shall come.’


  The steps were let down, and Elfride was transferred—to the intense delight of the little girls, and to the mild interest of loungers with red skins and long necks, who cursorily eyed the performance with their walking-sticks to their lips, occasionally laughing from far down their throats and with their eyes, their mouths not being concerned in the operation at all. Lord Luxellian then told the coachman to drive on, lifted his hat, smiled a smile that missed its mark and alighted on a total stranger, who bowed in bewilderment. Lord Luxellian looked long at Elfride.


  The look was a manly, open, and genuine look of admiration; a momentary tribute of a kind which any honest Englishman might have paid to fairness without being ashamed of the feeling, or permitting it to encroach in the slightest degree upon his emotional obligations as a husband and head of a family. Then Lord Luxellian turned away, and walked musingly to the upper end of the promenade.


  Mr. Swancourt had alighted at the same time with Elfride, crossing over to the Row for a few minutes to speak to a friend he recognized there; and his wife was thus left sole tenant of the carriage.


  Now, whilst this little act had been in course of performance, there stood among the promenading spectators a man of somewhat different description from the rest. Behind the general throng, in the rear of the chairs, and leaning against the trunk of a tree, he looked at Elfride with quiet and critical interest.


  Three points about this unobtrusive person showed promptly to the exercised eye that he was not a Row man pur sang. First, an irrepressible wrinkle or two in the waist of his frock-coat—denoting that he had not damned his tailor sufficiently to drive that tradesman up to the orthodox high pressure of cunning workmanship. Second, a slight slovenliness of umbrella, occasioned by its owner’s habit of resting heavily upon it, and using it as a veritable walking-stick, instead of letting its point touch the ground in the most coquettish of kisses, as is the proper Row manner to do. Third, and chief reason, that try how you might, you could scarcely help supposing, on looking at his face, that your eyes were not far from a well-finished mind, instead of the well-finished skin et præterea nihil which is by rights the Mark of the Row.


  The probability is that, had not Mrs. Swancourt been left alone in her carriage under the tree, this man would have remained in his unobserved seclusion. But seeing her thus he came round to the front, stooped under the rail, and stood beside the carriage-door.


  Mrs. Swancourt looked reflectively at him for a quarter of a minute, then held out her hand laughingly:


  ‘Why, Henry Knight—of course it is! My—second—third—fourth cousin—what shall I say? At any rate, my kinsman.’


  ‘Yes, one of a remnant not yet cut off. I scarcely was certain of you, either, from where I was standing.’


  ‘I have not seen you since you first went to Oxford; consider the number of years! You know, I suppose, of my marriage?’


  And there sprang up a dialogue concerning family matters of birth, death, and alliances, which it is not necessary to detail. Knight presently inquired:


  ‘The young lady who changed into the other carriage is, then, your stepdaughter?’


  ‘Yes, Elfride. You must know her.’


  ‘And who was the lady in the carriage Elfride entered; who had an ill-defined and watery look, as if she were only the reflection of herself in a pool?’


  ‘Lady Luxellian; very weakly, Elfride says. My husband is remotely connected with them; but there is not much intimacy on account of——. However, Henry, you’ll come and see us, of course. 24 Chevron Square. Come this week. We shall only be in town a week or two longer.’


  ‘Let me see. I’ve got to run up to Oxford to-morrow, where I shall be for several days; so that I must, I fear, lose the pleasure of seeing you in London this year.’


  ‘Then come to Endelstow; why not return with us?’


  ‘I am afraid if I were to come before August I should have to leave again in a day or two. I should be delighted to be with you at the beginning of that month; and I could stay a nice long time. I have thought of going westward all the summer.’


  ‘Very well. Now remember that’s a compact. And won’t you wait now and see Mr. Swancourt? He will not be away ten minutes longer.’


  ‘No; I’ll beg to be excused; for I must get to my chambers again this evening before I go home; indeed, I ought to have been there now—I have such a press of matters to attend to just at present. You will explain to him, please? Good-bye.’


  ‘And let us know the day of your appearance as soon as you can.’


  ‘I will.’


  ♣


  XV


  ‘A wandering voice.’


  Though sheer and intelligible griefs are not charmed away by being confided to mere acquaintances, the process is a palliative to certain ill-humours. Among these, perplexed vexation is one—a species of trouble which, like a stream, gets shallower by the simple operation of widening it in any quarter.


  On the evening of the day succeeding that of the meeting in the Park, Elfride and Mrs. Swancourt were engaged in conversation in the dressing-room of the latter. Such a treatment of such a case was in course of adoption here.


  Elfride had just before received an affectionate letter from Stephen Smith in Bombay, which had been forwarded to her from Endelstow. But since this is not the case referred to, it is not worth while to pry further into the contents of the letter than to discover that, with rash though pardonable confidence in coming times, he addressed her in high spirits as his darling future wife.


  Probably there cannot be instanced a briefer and surer rule-of-thumb test of a man’s temperament—sanguine or cautious—than this: did he or does he ante-date the word wife in corresponding with a betrothed he honestly loves?


  She had taken this epistle into her own room, read a little of it, then saved the rest for to-morrow, not wishing to be so extravagant as to consume the pleasure all at once. Nevertheless, she could not resist the wish to enjoy yet a little more, so out came the letter again, and in spite of misgivings as to prodigality the whole was devoured. The letter was finally reperused and placed in her pocket.


  What was this? Also a newspaper for Elfride, which she had overlooked in her hurry to open the letter. It was the old number of The Present, containing the article upon her book, forwarded as had been requested.


  Elfride had hastily read it through, shrunk perceptibly smaller, and had then gone with the paper in her hand to Mrs. Swancourt’s dressing-room, to lighten or at least modify her vexation by a discriminating estimate from her stepmother.


  She was now looking disconsolately out of the window.


  ‘Never mind, my child,’ said Mrs. Swancourt after a careful perusal of the matter indicated. ‘I don’t see that the review is such a terrible one, after all. Besides, everybody has forgotten about it by this time. I’m sure the opening is good enough for any book ever written. Just listen—it sounds better read aloud than when you pore over it silently: “The Court of King Arthur’s Castle. A Romance of Lyonnesse. By Ernest Field. In the belief that we were for a while escaping the monotonous repetition of wearisome details in modern social scenery, analyses of uninteresting character, or the unnatural unfoldings of a sensational plot, we took this volume into our hands with a feeling of pleasure. We were disposed to beguile ourselves with the fancy that some new change might possibly be rung upon donjon keeps, chain and plate armour, deeply scarred cheeks, tender maidens disguised as pages, to which we had not listened long ago.” Now, that’s a very good beginning, in my opinion, and one to be proud of having brought out of a man who has never seen you.’


  ‘Ah, yes,’ murmured Elfride wofully. ‘But, then, see further on!’


  ‘Well, the next bit is rather unkind, I must own,’ said Mrs. Swancourt, and read on. ‘“Instead of this we found ourselves in the hands of some young lady, hardly arrived at years of discretion, to judge by the silly device it has been thought worth while to adopt on the title-page, with the idea of disguising her sex.”’


  ‘I am not “silly”!’ said Elfride indignantly. ‘He might have called me anything but that.’


  ‘You are not, indeed. Well:—“Hands of a young lady … whose chapters are simply devoted to impossible tournaments, towers, and escapades, which read like flat copies of like scenes in the stories of Mr. G. P. R. James, and the most unreal portions of Ivanhoe. The bait is so palpably artificial that the most credulous gudgeon turns away.” Now, my dear, I don’t see overmuch to complain of in that. It proves that you were clever enough to make him think of Sir Walter Scott, which is a great deal.’


  ‘O yes; though I cannot romance myself, I am able to remind him of those who can!’ Elfride intended to hurl these words sarcastically at her invisible enemy, but as she had no more satirical power than a wood-pigeon they merely fell in a pretty murmur from lips shaped to a pout.


  ‘Certainly: and that’s something. Your book is good enough to be bad in an ordinary literary manner, and doesn’t stand by itself in a melancholy position altogether worse than assailable.—“That interest in an historical romance may nowadays have any chance of being sustained, it is indispensable that the reader find himself under the guidance of some nearly extinct species of legendary, who, in addition to an impulse towards antiquarian research and an unweakened faith in the mediæval halo, shall possess an inventive faculty in which delicacy of sentiment is far overtopped by a power of welding to stirring incident a spirited variety of the elementary human passions.” Well, that long-winded effusion doesn’t refer to you at all, Elfride, merely something put in to fill up. Let me see, when does he come to you again; … not till the very end, actually. Here you are finally polished off:


  ‘“But to return to the little work we have used as the text of this article. We are far from altogether disparaging the author’s powers. She has a certain versatility that enables her to use with effect a style of narration peculiar to herself, which may be called a murmuring of delicate emotional trifles, the particular gift of those to whom the social sympathies of a peaceful time are as daily food. Hence, where matters of domestic experience, and the natural touches which make people real, can be introduced without anachronisms too striking, she is occasionally felicitous; and upon the whole we feel justified in saying that the book will bear looking into for the sake of those portions which have nothing whatever to do with the story.”


  ‘Well, I suppose it is intended for satire; but don’t think anything more of it now, my dear. It is seven o’clock.’ And Mrs. Swancourt rang for her maid.


  Attack is more piquant than concord. Stephen’s letter was concerning nothing but oneness with her: the review was the very reverse. And a stranger with neither name nor shape, age nor appearance, but a mighty voice, is naturally rather an interesting novelty to a lady he chooses to address. When Elfride fell asleep that night she was loving the writer of the letter, but thinking of the writer of that article.


  ♣


  XVI


  ‘Then fancy shapes—as fancy can.’


  On a day about three weeks later the Swancourt trio were sitting quietly in the drawing-room of The Crags, Mrs. Swancourt’s house at Endelstow, chatting, and taking easeful survey of their previous month or two of town—a tangible weariness to people whose acquaintances there might be counted on the fingers.


  A mere season in London with her practised step-mother had so advanced Elfride’s perceptions, that her courtship by Stephen seemed emotionally meagre, and to have drifted back several years into a childish past. In regarding our mental experiences, as in visual observation, our own progress reads like a dwindling of that we progress from.


  She was seated on a low chair, looking over her romance with melancholy interest for the first time since she had become acquainted with the remarks of The Present thereupon.


  ‘Still thinking of that reviewer, Elfie?’


  ‘Not of him personally; but I am thinking of his opinion. Really, on looking into the volume after this long time has elapsed, he seems to have estimated one part of it fairly enough.’


  ‘No, no; I wouldn’t show the white feather now! Fancy that of all people in the world the writer herself should go over to the enemy. How shall Monmouth’s men fight when Monmouth runs away?’


  ‘I don’t do that. But I think he is right in some of his arguments, though wrong in others. And because he has some claim to my respect I regret all the more that he should think so mistakenly of my motives in one or two instances. It is more vexing to be misunderstood than to be misrepresented; and he misunderstands me. I cannot be easy whilst a person goes to rest night after night attributing to me intentions I never had.’


  ‘He doesn’t know your name, or anything about you. And he has doubtless forgotten there is such a book in existence by this time.’


  ‘I myself should certainly like him to be put right upon one or two matters,’ said the rector, who had hitherto been silent. ‘You see, critics go on writing, and are never corrected or argued with, and therefore are never improved.’


  ‘Papa,’ said Elfride brightening, ‘write to him!’


  ‘I would as soon write to him as look at him, for the matter of that,’ said Mr. Swancourt.


  ‘Do! And say, the young person who wrote the book did not adopt a masculine pseudonym in vanity or conceit, but because she was afraid it would be thought presumptuous to publish her name, and that she did not mean the story for such as he, but as a sweetener of history for young people, who might thereby acquire a taste for what went on in their own country hundreds of years ago, and be tempted to dive deeper into the subject. O, there is so much to explain; I wish I might write myself!’


  ‘Now, Elfie, I’ll tell you what we will do,’ answered Mr. Swancourt, tickled with a sort of bucolic humour at the idea of criticizing the critic. ‘You shall write a clear account of what he is wrong in, and I will copy it and send it as mine.’


  ‘Yes, now, directly!’ said Elfride, jumping up. ‘When will you send it, papa?’


  ‘O, in a day or two, I suppose,’ he returned. Then the rector paused and slightly yawned, and in the manner of elderly people began to cool from his ardour for the undertaking now that it came to the point. ‘But, really, it is hardly worth while,’ he said.


  ‘O papa!’ said Elfride, with much disappointment. ‘You said you would, and now you won’t. That is not fair!’


  ‘But how can we send it if we don’t know whom to send it to?’


  ‘If you really want to send such a thing it can easily be done,’ said Mrs. Swancourt, coming to her step-daughter’s rescue. ‘An envelope addressed, “To the Critic of The Court of King Arthur’s Castle, care of the Editor of The Present,” would find him.’


  ‘Yes, I suppose it would.’


  ‘Why not write your answer yourself, Elfride?’ Mrs. Swancourt inquired.


  ‘I might,’ she said hesitatingly; ‘and send it anonymously: that would be treating him as he has treated me.’


  ‘No use in the world!’


  ‘But I don’t like to let him know my exact name. Suppose I put my initials only? The less you are known the more you are thought of.’


  ‘Yes; you might do that.’


  Elfride set to work there and then. Her one desire for the last fortnight seemed likely to be realized. As happens with sensitive and secluded minds, a continual dwelling upon the subject had magnified to colossal proportions the space she assumed herself to occupy or to have occupied in the occult critic’s mind. At noon and at night she had been pestering herself with endeavours to perceive more distinctly his conception of her as a woman apart from an author: whether he really despised her; whether he thought more or less of her than of ordinary young women who never ventured into the fire of criticism at all. Now she would have the satisfaction of feeling that at any rate he knew her true intent in crossing his path, and annoying him so by her performance, and be taught perhaps to despise it a little less.


  Four days later an envelope, directed to Miss Swancourt in a strange hand, made its appearance from the post-bag.


  ‘O!’ said Elfride, her heart sinking within her. ‘Can it be from that man—a lecture for impertinence? And actually one for Mrs. Swancourt in the same hand-writing!’ She feared to open hers. ‘Yet how can he know my name? No; it is somebody else.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ said her father grimly. ‘You sent your initials, and the Directory was available. Though he wouldn’t have taken the trouble to look there unless he had been thoroughly savage with you. I thought you wrote with rather more asperity than simple literary discussion required.’ This timely clause was introduced to save the character of the rector’s judgment under any issue of affairs.


  ‘Well, here I go,’ said Elfride, desperately tearing open the seal.


  ‘To be sure, of course,’ exclaimed Mrs. Swancourt; and looking up from her own letter. ‘Christopher, I quite forgot to tell you, when I mentioned that I had seen my distant relative, Harry Knight, that I invited him here for whatever length of time he could spare. And now he says he can come any day in August.’


  ‘Write, and say the first of the month,’ replied the indiscriminate rector.


  She read on. ‘Goodness me—and that isn’t all. He is actually the reviewer of Elfride’s book. How absurd, to be sure! I had no idea he reviewed novels or had anything to do with The Present. He is a barrister—and I thought he only wrote in the Quarterlies. Why, Elfride, you have brought about an odd entanglement! What does he say to you?’


  Elfride had put down her letter with a dissatisfied flush on her face. ‘I don’t know. The idea of his knowing my name and all about me! … Why, he says nothing particular, only this—


  
    ‘My dear Madam,—Though I am sorry that my remarks should have seemed harsh to you, it is a pleasure to find that they have been the means of bringing forth such an ingeniously argued reply. Unfortunately, it is so long since I wrote my review, that my memory does not serve me sufficiently to say a single word in my defence, even supposing there remains one to be said, which is doubtful. You will find from a letter I have written to Mrs. Swancourt that we are not such strangers to each other as we have been imagining. Possibly I may have the pleasure of seeing you soon, when any argument you choose to advance shall receive all the attention it deserves.

  


  ‘That is dim sarcasm—I know it is.’


  ‘O no, Elfride.’


  ‘And then, his remarks didn’t seem harsh—I mean I did not say so.’


  ‘He thinks you are in a frightful temper,’ chuckled Mr. Swancourt in undertones.


  ‘And he will come and see me, and find the authoress as contemptible in speech as she has been impertinent in manner. I do heartily wish I had never written a word to him!’


  ‘Never mind,’ said Mrs. Swancourt, also laughing in low quiet jerks; ‘it will make the meeting such a comical affair, and afford splendid by-play for your father and myself. The idea of our running our heads against Harry Knight all the time! I cannot get over that.’


  The rector had immediately remembered the name to be that of Stephen Smith’s preceptor and friend; but having ceased to concern himself in the matter he made no remark to that effect, consistently forbearing to allude to anything which could restore recollection of the (to him) disagreeable mistake with regard to poor Stephen’s lineage and position. Elfride had of course perceived the same thing, which added to the complication of relationship a mesh that her stepmother knew nothing of.


  The identification scarcely heightened Knight’s attractions now, though a twelvemonth ago she would only have cared to see him for the interest he possessed as Stephen’s friend. Fortunately for Knight’s advent, such a reason for welcome had only begun to be awkward to her at a time when the interest he had acquired on his own account made it no longer necessary.


  These coincidences, in common with all relating to him, tended to keep Elfride’s mind upon the stretch concerning Knight. As was her custom when upon the horns of a dilemma, she walked off by herself among the laurel bushes, and there, standing still and splitting up a leaf without removing it from its stalk, fetched back recollections of Stephen’s frequent words in praise of his friend, and wished she had listened more attentively. Then, still pulling the leaf, she would blush at some fancied mortification that would accrue to her from his words when they met, in consequence of her intrusiveness, as she now considered it, in writing to him.


  The next development of her meditations was the subject of what this man’s personal appearance might be—was he tall or short, dark or fair, gay or grim? She would have asked Mrs. Swancourt but for the risk she might thereby incur of some teasing remark being returned. Ultimately Elfride would say, ‘O, what a plague that reviewer is to me!’ and turn her face to where she imagined India lay, and murmur to herself, ‘Ah, my little husband, what are you doing now? Let me see, where are you—south, east, where? Behind that hill, ever so far behind!’


  ♣


  XVII


  ‘Her welcome, spoke in faltering phrase.’


  ‘There is Henry Knight, I declare!’ said Mrs. Swancourt one day.


  They were gazing from the jutting angle of a wild enclosure not far from The Crags, which almost overhung the valley already described as leading up from the sea and little port of Castle Boterel. The stony escarpment upon which they stood had the contour of a man’s face, and it was covered with furze as with a beard. People in the field above were preserved from an accidental roll down these prominences and hollows by a hedge on the very crest, which was doing that kindly service for Elfride and her mother now.


  Scrambling higher into the hedge and stretching her neck further over the furze, Elfride beheld the individual signified. He was walking leisurely along the little green path at the bottom, beside the stream, a satchel slung upon his left hip, a stout walking-stick in his hand, and a brown-holland sun-hat upon his head. The satchel was worn and old, and the outer polished surface of the leather was cracked and peeling off.


  Knight having arrived over the hills to Castle Boterel upon the top of a crazy omnibus, preferred to walk the remaining two miles up the valley, leaving his luggage to be brought on.


  Behind him wandered helter-skelter a boy of whom Knight had briefly inquired the way to Endelstow; and by that natural law of physics which causes lesser bodies to gravitate towards the greater, this boy had kept near to Knight, and trotted like a little dog close at his heels, whistling as he went, with his eyes fixed upon Knight’s boots as they rose and fell.


  When they had reached a point precisely opposite that in which Mrs. and Miss Swancourt lay in ambush, Knight stopped and turned round.


  ‘Look here, my boy,’ he said.


  The boy parted his lips, opened his eyes, and answered nothing.


  ‘Here’s sixpence for you, on condition that you don’t again come within twenty yards of my heels, all the way up the valley.’


  The boy, who apparently had not known he had been looking at Knight’s heels at all, took the sixpence mechanically, and Knight went on again, wrapt in meditation.


  ‘A nice voice,’ Elfride thought; ‘but what a singular temper!’


  ‘Now we must get indoors before he ascends the slope,’ said Mrs. Swancourt softly. And they went across by a short cut over a stile, entering the lawn by a side door, and so on to the house.


  Mr. Swancourt had gone into the village with the curate, and Elfride felt too nervous to await their visitor’s arrival in the drawing-room with Mrs. Swancourt. So that when the elder lady entered, Elfride made some pretence of perceiving a new variety of crimson geranium, and lingered behind among the flower beds.


  There was nothing gained by this, after all, she thought; and a few minutes after boldly came into the house by the glass side-door. She walked along the corridor, and entered the drawing-room. Nobody was there.


  A window at the angle of the room opened directly into an octagonal conservatory, enclosing the corner of the building. From the conservatory came voices in conversation—Mrs. Swancourt’s and the stranger’s.


  She had expected him to talk brilliantly. To her surprise he was asking questions in quite a learner’s manner, on subjects connected with the flowers and shrubs that she had known for years. When after the lapse of a few minutes he spoke at some length, she considered there was a hard square decisiveness in the shape of his sentences, as if, unlike her own and Stephen’s, they were not there and then newly constructed, but were drawn forth from a large store ready-made. They were now approaching the window to come in again.


  ‘That is a flesh-coloured variety,’ said Mrs. Swancourt. ‘But oleanders, though they are such bulky shrubs, are so very easily wounded as to be unprunable—giants with the sensitiveness of young ladies. O, here is Elfride!’


  Elfride looked as guilty and crestfallen as Lady Teazle at the dropping of the screen. Mrs. Swancourt presented him half comically, and Knight in a minute or two placed himself beside the young lady.


  A complexity of instincts checked Elfride’s conventional smiles of complaisance and hospitality; and, to make her still less comfortable, Mrs. Swancourt immediately afterwards left them together to seek her husband. Mr. Knight, however, did not seem at all incommoded by his feelings, and he said with light easefulness:


  ‘So, Miss Swancourt, I have met you at last. You escaped me by a few minutes only when we were in London.’


  ‘Yes. I found that you had seen Mrs. Swancourt.’


  ‘And now reviewer and reviewed are face to face,’ he added unconcernedly.


  ‘Yes: though the fact of your being a relation of Mrs. Swancourt’s takes off the edge of it. It was strange that you should be one of her family all the time.’ Elfride began to recover herself now, and to look into Knight’s face. ‘I was merely anxious to let you know my real meaning in writing the book—extremely anxious.’


  ‘I can quite understand the wish; and I was gratified that my remarks should have reached home. They very seldom do, I am afraid.’


  Elfride drew herself in. Here he was, sticking to his opinions as firmly as if friendship and politeness did not in the least require an immediate renunciation of them.


  ‘You made me very uneasy and sorry by writing such things!’ she murmured, suddenly dropping the mere caqueterie of a fashionable first introduction, and speaking with some of the dudgeon of a child towards a severe schoolmaster.


  ‘That is rather the object of honest critics in such a case. Not to cause unnecessary sorrow, but: “To make you sorry after a proper manner, that ye may receive damage by us in nothing,”—that was what, I think, a powerful pen once wrote to the Gentiles. Are you going to write another romance?’


  ‘Write another?’ she said. ‘That somebody may pen a condemnation and “nail’t wi’ Scripture” again, as you do now, Mr. Knight?’


  ‘You may do better next time,’ he said placidly: ‘I think you will. But I would advise you to confine yourself to domestic scenes.’


  ‘Thank you. But never again!’


  ‘Well, you may be right. That a young woman has taken to writing is not by any means the best thing to hear about her.’


  ‘What is the best?’


  ‘I prefer not to say.’


  ‘Do you know? Then, do tell me, please.’


  ‘Well’—(Knight was evidently changing his meaning)—‘I suppose to hear that she has married.’


  Elfride hesitated. ‘And what when she has been married?’ she said at last, partly in order to withdraw her own person from the argument.


  ‘Then to hear no more about her. It is as Smeaton said of his lighthouse: her greatest real praise, when the novelty of her inauguration has worn off, is that nothing happens to keep the talk of her alive.’


  ‘Yes, I see,’ said Elfride softly and thoughtfully. ‘But of course it is different quite with men. Why don’t you write novels, Mr. Knight?’


  ‘Because I couldn’t write one that would interest anybody.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘For several reasons. It requires a judicious omission of your real thoughts to make a novel popular, for one thing.’


  ‘Is that really necessary? Well, I am sure you could learn to do that with practice,’ said Elfride with an ex-cathedrâ air, as became a person who spoke from experience in the art. ‘You would make a great name for certain,’ she continued.


  ‘So many people make a name nowadays, that it is more distinguished to remain in obscurity.’


  ‘Tell me seriously—apart from the subject—why don’t you write a volume instead of loose articles?’ she insisted.


  ‘Since you are pleased to make me talk of myself, I will tell you seriously,’ said Knight, not less amused at this catechism by his young friend than he was interested in her appearance. ‘As I have implied, I have not the wish. And if I had the wish, I could not now concentrate sufficiently. We all have only our one cruse of energy given us to make the best of. And where that energy has been leaked away week by week, quarter by quarter, as mine has for the last nine or ten years, there is not enough dammed back behind the mill at any given period to supply the force a complete book on any subject requires. Then there is the self-confidence and waiting power. Where quick results have grown customary, they are fatal to a lively faith in the future.’


  ‘Yes, I comprehend; and so you choose to write in fragments?’


  ‘No, I don’t choose to do it in the sense you mean; choosing from a whole world of professions, all possible. It was by the constraint of accident merely. Not that I object to the accident.’


  ‘Why don’t you object—I mean, why do you feel so quiet about things?’ Elfride was half afraid to question him so, but her intense curiosity to see what the inside of literary Mr. Knight was like, kept her going on.


  Knight certainly did not mind being frank with her. Instances of this trait in men who are not without feeling, but are reticent from habit, may be recalled by all of us. When they find a listener who can by no possibility make use of them, rival them, or condemn them, reserved and even suspicious men of the world become frank, keenly enjoying the inner side of their frankness.


  ‘Why I don’t mind the accidental constraint,’ he replied, ‘is because, in making beginnings, a chance limitation of direction is often better than absolute freedom.’


  ‘I see—that is, I should if I quite understood what all those generalities mean.’


  ‘Why, this: That an arbitrary foundation for one’s work, which no length of thought can alter, leaves the attention free to fix itself on the work itself, and make the best of it.’


  ‘Lateral compression forcing altitude, as would be said in that tongue,’ she rejoined mischievously. ‘And I suppose where no limit exists, as in the case of a rich man with a wide taste who wants to do something, it will be better to choose a limit capriciously than to have none.’


  ‘Yes,’ he said with meditation. ‘I can go as far as that.’


  ‘Well,’ resumed Elfride, ‘I think it better for a man’s nature if he does nothing in particular.’


  ‘There is such a case as being obliged to.’


  ‘Yes, yes; I was speaking of when you are not obliged for any other reason than delight in the prospect of fame. I have thought many times lately that a thin widespread happiness, commencing now, and of a piece with the days of your life, is preferable to an anticipated heap far away in the future, and none now.’


  ‘Why, that’s the very thing I said just now as being the principle of all ephemeral doers like myself.’


  ‘O, I am sorry to have parodied you,’ she said with some confusion. ‘Yes, of course. That is what you meant about not trying to be famous.’ And she added, with the quickness of conviction characteristic of her mind: ‘There is much littleness in trying to be great. A man must think a good deal of himself, and be conceited enough to believe in himself, before he tries at all.’


  ‘But it is soon enough to say there is harm in a man’s thinking a good deal of himself when it is proved he has been thinking wrong, and too soon then sometimes. Besides, we should not conclude that a man who strives earnestly for success does so with a strong sense of his own merit. He may see how little success has to do with merit, and his motive may be his very humility.’


  This manner of treating her rather provoked Elfride. No sooner did she agree with him than he ceased to seem to wish it, and took the other side. ‘Ah,’ she thought inwardly, ‘I shall have nothing to do with a man of this kind, though he is our visitor.’


  ‘I think you will find,’ resumed Knight, pursuing the conversation more for the sake of finishing off his thoughts on the subject than for engaging her attention, ‘that in actual life it is merely a matter of instinct with men—this trying to push on. They awake to a recognition that they have, without premeditation, begun to try a little, and they say to themselves, “Since I have tried thus much, I will try a little more.” They go on because they have begun.’


  Elfride, in her turn, was not particularly attending to his words at this moment. She had, unconsciously to herself, a way of seizing any point in the remarks of an interlocutor which interested her, and dwelling upon it, and thinking thoughts of her own thereupon, totally oblivious of all that he might say in continuation. On such occasions she artlessly surveyed the person speaking; and then there was a time for a painter. Her eyes seemed to look at you, and past you, as you were then, into your future; and past your future into your eternity—not reading it, but gazing in an unused, unconscious way—her mind still clinging to its original thought.


  This is how she was looking at Knight.


  Suddenly Elfride became conscious of what she was doing, and was painfully confused.


  ‘What were you so intent upon in me?’ he inquired.


  ‘As far as I was thinking of you at all, I was thinking how clever you are,’ she said, with a want of premeditation that was startling in its honesty and simplicity.


  Feeling restless now that she had so unwittingly spoken, she arose and stepped to the window, having heard the voices of her father and Mrs. Swancourt coming up below the terrace. ‘Here they are,’ she said, going out. Knight walked out upon the lawn behind her. She stood upon the edge of the terrace, close to the stone balustrade, and looked towards the sun, hanging over a glade just now fair as Tempe’s vale, up which her father was walking.


  Knight could not help looking at her. The sun was within ten degrees of the horizon, and its warm light flooded her face and heightened the bright rose colour of her cheeks to a vermilion red, their moderate pink hue being only seen in its natural tone where the cheek curved round into shadow. The ends of her hanging hair softly dragged themselves backwards and forwards upon her shoulder as each faint breeze thrust against or relinquished it. Fringes and ribbons of her dress, moved by the same breeze, licked like tongues upon the parts around them, and fluttering forward from shady folds caught likewise their share of the lustrous orange glow.


  Mr. Swancourt shouted out a welcome to Knight from a distance of about thirty yards, and after a few preliminary words proceeded to a conversation of deep earnestness on Knight’s fine old family name, and theories as to lineage and intermarriage connected therewith. Knight’s portmanteau having in the meantime arrived they soon retired to prepare for dinner, which had been postponed to more than an hour later than the usual time of that meal.


  An arrival was an event in the life of Elfride, now that they were again in the country, and that of Knight necessarily an engrossing one. And that evening she went to bed for the first time without thinking of Stephen at all.


  ♣


  XVIII


  ‘He heard her musical pants.’


  The old tower of West Endelstow Church had reached the last weeks of its existence. It was to be replaced by a new one from the designs of Mr. Hewby, the architect who had sent down Stephen. Planks and poles had arrived in the churchyard, iron bars had been thrust into the venerable crack extending down the belfry wall to the foundation, the bells had been taken down, the owls had forsaken this home of their forefathers, and six iconoclasts in white fustian, to whom a cracked edifice was a species of Mumbo Jumbo, had taken lodgings in the village previous to beginning the actual removal of the stones.


  This was the day after Knight’s arrival. To enjoy for the last time the prospect seaward from the summit, the rector, Mrs. Swancourt, Knight, and Elfride, all ascended the winding turret—Mr. Swancourt stepping forward with many loud breaths, his wife struggling along silently, but suffering none the less. They had hardly reached the top when a large lurid cloud, palpably a reservoir of rain, thunder, and lightning, was seen to be advancing overhead from the north.


  The two cautious elders suggested an immediate return, and proceeded to put it in practice as regarded themselves.


  ‘Dear me, I wish I had not come up,’ exclaimed Mrs. Swancourt.


  ‘We shall be slower than you two in going down,’ the rector said over his shoulder, ‘and so, don’t you start till we are nearly at the bottom, or you will run over us and break our necks somewhere in the darkness of the turret.’


  Accordingly Elfride and Knight waited on the leads till the staircase should be clear. Knight was not in a talkative mood that morning. Elfride was rather wilful, by reason of his inattention, which she privately set down to his thinking her not worth talking to. Whilst Knight stood watching the rise of the cloud she sauntered to the other side of the tower, and there remembered a giddy feat she had performed the year before. It was to walk round upon the parapet of the tower—which was quite without battlement or pinnacle, and presented a smooth flat surface about two feet wide, forming a pathway on all the four sides. Without reflecting in the least upon what she was doing she now stepped upon the parapet in the old way, and began walking along.


  ‘We are down, cousin Henry,’ cried Mrs. Swancourt up the turret. ‘Follow us when you like.’


  Knight turned and saw Elfride beginning her elevated promenade. His face flushed with mingled concern and anger at her rashness.


  ‘I certainly gave you credit for more common sense,’ he said.


  She reddened a little and walked on.


  ‘Miss Swancourt, I insist upon your coming down,’ he exclaimed.


  ‘I will in a minute. I am safe enough. I have done it often.’


  At that moment, by reason of a slight perturbation his words had caused in her, Elfride’s foot caught itself in a little tuft of grass growing in a joint of the stone-work, and she almost lost her balance. Knight sprang forward with a face of horror. By what seemed the special interposition of a considerate Providence she tottered to the inner edge of the parapet instead of to the outer, and reeled over upon the lead roof two or three feet below the wall.


  Knight seized her as in a vice and said, ‘That ever I should have met a woman fool enough to do a thing of that kind! Good God, you ought to be ashamed of yourself!’


  The close proximity of the Shadow of Death had made her sick and pale as a corpse before he spoke. Already lowered to that state, his words completely overpowered her, and she swooned away as he held her.


  Elfride’s eyes were not closed for more than forty seconds. She opened them, and remembered the position instantly. His face had altered its expression from stern anger to pity. But his severe remarks had rather frightened her, and she struggled to be free.


  ‘If you can stand, of course you may,’ he said, and loosened his arms. ‘I hardly know whether most to laugh at your freak or to chide you for its folly.’


  She immediately sank upon the lead-work. Knight lifted her again. ‘Are you hurt?’ he said.


  She murmured an incoherent expression, and tried to smile; saying, with a fitful aversion of her face, ‘I am only frightened. Put me down, do put me down!’


  ‘But you can’t walk,’ said Knight.


  ‘You don’t know that; how can you? I am only frightened, I tell you,’ she answered petulantly, and raised her hand to her forehead. Knight then saw that she was bleeding from a severe cut in her wrist, apparently where it had descended upon a salient corner of the lead-work. Elfride, too, seemed to perceive and feel this now for the first time, and for a minute nearly lost consciousness again. Knight rapidly bound his handkerchief round the place, and to add to the complication the thundercloud he had been watching began to shed some heavy drops of rain. Knight looked up and saw the rector striding towards the house, and Mrs. Swancourt waddling beside him like a hard-driven duck.


  ‘As you are so faint it will be much better to let me carry you down,’ said Knight; ‘or at any rate inside out of the rain.’ But her objection to be lifted made it impossible for him to support her for more than five steps.


  ‘This is folly, great folly,’ he exclaimed, setting her down.


  ‘Indeed!’ she murmured, with tears in her eyes. ‘I say I will not be carried, and you say this is folly!’


  ‘So it is.’


  ‘No, it isn’t!’


  ‘It is folly, I think. At any rate, the origin of it all is.’


  ‘I don’t agree to it. And you needn’t get so angry with me; I am not worth it.’


  ‘Indeed you are. You are worth the enmity of princes, as was said of such another. Now, then, will you clasp your hands behind my neck, that I may carry you down without hurting you?’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘You had better, or I shall foreclose.’


  ‘What’s that!’


  ‘Deprive you of your chance.’


  Elfride gave a little toss.


  ‘Now, don’t writhe so when I attempt to carry you.’


  ‘I can’t help it.’


  ‘Then submit quietly.’


  ‘I don’t care, I don’t care,’ she murmured in languid tones and with closed eyes.


  He took her into his arms, entered the turret, and with slow and cautious steps descended round and round. Then, with the gentleness of a nursing mother, he attended to the cut on her arm. During his progress through the operations of wiping it and binding it up anew, her face changed its aspect from pained indifference to something like bashful interest, interspersed with small tremors and shudders of a trifling kind.


  In the centre of each pale cheek a small red spot the size of a wafer had now made its appearance, and continued to grow larger. Elfride momentarily expected a recurrence to the lecture on her foolishness, but Knight said no more than this—


  ‘Promise me never to walk on that parapet again.’


  ‘It will be pulled down soon: so I do.’ In a few minutes she continued in a lower tone, and seriously, ‘You are familiar of course, as everybody is, with those strange sensations we sometimes have, that the moment has been in duplicate, or will be.’


  ‘That we have lived through that moment before?’


  ‘Or shall again. Well, I felt on the tower that something similar to that scene is again to be common to us both.’


  ‘God forbid!’ said Knight. ‘Promise me that you will never again walk on any such place on any consideration.’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘That such a thing has not been before, we know. That it shall not be again, you vow. Therefore think no more of such a foolish fancy.’


  There had fallen a great deal of rain, but unaccompanied by lightning. A few minutes longer, and the storm had ceased.


  ‘Now, take my arm, please.’


  ‘O no, it is not necessary.’ This relapse into wilfulness was because he had again connected the epithet foolish with her.


  ‘Nonsense: it is quite necessary; it will rain again directly, and you are not half recovered.’ And without more ado Knight took her hand, drew it under his arm, and held it there so firmly that she could not have removed it without a struggle. Feeling like a colt in a halter for the first time at thus being led along, yet afraid to be angry, it was to her great relief that she saw the carriage coming round the corner to fetch them.


  Her fall upon the roof was necessarily explained to some extent upon their entering the house; but both forbore to mention a word of what she had been doing to cause such an accident. During the remainder of the afternoon Elfride was invisible; but at dinner-time she appeared as bright as ever.


  In the drawing-room, after having been exclusively engaged with Mr. and Mrs. Swancourt through the intervening hour, Knight again found himself thrown with Elfride. She had been looking over a chess problem in one of the illustrated periodicals.


  ‘You like chess, Miss Swancourt?’


  ‘Yes. It is my favourite scientific game; indeed, excludes every other. Do you play?’


  ‘I have played; though not lately.’


  ‘Challenge him, Elfride,’ said the rector heartily. ‘She plays very well for a lady, Mr. Knight.’


  ‘Shall we play?’ asked Elfride tentatively.


  ‘O, certainly. I shall be delighted.’


  The game began. Mr. Swancourt had forgotten a similar performance with Stephen Smith the year before. Elfride had not; but she had begun to take for her maxim the undoubted truth that the necessity of continuing faithful to Stephen, without suspicion, dictated a fickle behaviour almost as imperatively as fickleness itself; a fact, however, which would give a startling advantage to the latter quality should it ever appear.


  Knight, by one of those inexcusable oversights which will sometimes afflict the best of players, placed his rook in the arms of one of her pawns. It was her first advantage. She looked triumphant—even ruthless.


  ‘By George! what was I thinking of?’ said Knight quietly; and then dismissed all concern at his accident.


  ‘Club laws we’ll have, won’t we, Mr. Knight?’ said Elfride suasively.


  ‘O yes, certainly,’ said Mr. Knight, a thought, however, just occurring to his mind, that he had two or three times allowed her to replace a man on her religiously assuring him that such a move was an absolute blunder.


  She immediately took up the unfortunate rook and the contest proceeded, Elfride having now rather the better of the game. Then he won the exchange, regained his position, and began to press her hard. Elfride grew flurried, and placed her queen on his remaining rook’s file.


  ‘There—how stupid! Upon my word, I did not see your rook. Of course nobody but a fool would have put a queen there knowingly!’


  She spoke excitedly, half expecting her antagonist to give her back the move.


  ‘Nobody, of course,’ said Knight serenely, and stretched out his hand towards his royal victim.


  ‘It is not very pleasant to have it taken advantage of, then,’ she said with some vexation.


  ‘Club laws, I think you said?’ returned Knight blandly, and mercilessly appropriating the queen.


  She was on the brink of pouting, but was ashamed to show it; tears almost stood in her eyes. She had been trying so hard—so very hard—thinking and thinking till her brain was in a whirl; and it seemed so heartless of him to treat her so, after all.


  ‘I think it is——’ she began.


  ‘What?’


  —‘Unkind to take advantage of a pure mistake I make in that way.’


  ‘I lost my rook by even a purer mistake,’ said the enemy in an inexorable tone, without lifting his eyes.


  ‘Yes, but——’ However, as his logic was absolutely unanswerable, she merely registered a protest. ‘I cannot endure those cold-blooded ways of clubs and professional players, like Staunton and Morphy. Just as if it really mattered whether you have raised your fingers from a man or no!’


  Knight smiled as pitilessly as before, and they went on in silence.


  ‘Checkmate,’ said Knight.


  ‘Another game,’ said Elfride peremptorily, and looking very warm.


  ‘With all my heart,’ said Knight.


  ‘Checkmate,’ said Knight again at the end of forty minutes.


  ‘Another game,’ she returned resolutely.


  ‘I’ll give you the odds of a bishop,’ Knight said to her kindly.


  ‘No, thank you,’ Elfride replied in a tone intended for courteous indifference; but, as a fact, very cavalier indeed.


  ‘Checkmate,’ said her opponent without the least emotion.


  O, the difference between Elfride’s condition of mind now, and when she purposely made blunders that Stephen Smith might win!


  It was bedtime. Her mind as distracted as if it would throb itself out of her head, she went off to her chamber, full of mortification at being beaten time after time when she herself was the aggressor. Having for two or three years enjoyed the reputation throughout the globe of her father’s brain—which almost constituted her entire world—of being an excellent player, this fiasco was intolerable; for unfortunately the person most dogged in the belief in a false reputation is always that one, the possessor, who has the best means of knowing that it is not true.


  In bed no sleep came to soothe her; that gentle thing being the very middle-of-summer friend in this respect of flying away at the merest troublous cloud. After lying awake till two o’clock an idea seemed to strike her. She softly arose, got a light, and fetched a Chess Praxis from the library. Returning and sitting up in bed she diligently studied the volume till the clock struck five, and her eyelids felt thick and heavy. She then extinguished the light and lay down again.


  ‘You look pale, Elfride,’ said Mrs. Swancourt the next morning at breakfast. ‘Isn’t she, cousin Harry?’


  A young girl who is scarcely ill at all can hardly help becoming so when regarded as such by all eyes turning upon her at the table in obedience to some remark. Everybody looked at Elfride. She certainly was pale.


  ‘Am I pale?’ she said with a faint smile. ‘I did not sleep much. I could not get rid of armies of bishops and knights, try how I would.’


  ‘Chess is a bad thing just before bedtime; especially for excitable people like yourself, dear. Don’t ever play late again.’


  ‘I’ll play early instead. Cousin Knight,’ she said in imitation of Mrs. Swancourt, ‘will you oblige me in something?’


  ‘Even to half my kingdom.’


  ‘Well, it is to play one game more.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘Now, instantly; the moment we have breakfasted.’


  ‘Nonsense, Elfride,’ said her father. ‘Making yourself a slave to the game like that.’


  ‘But I want to, papa! Honestly, I am restless at having been so ignominiously overcome. And Mr. Knight doesn’t mind. So what harm can there be?’


  ‘Let us play, by all means, if you wish it,’ said Knight.


  So, when breakfast was over, the combatants withdrew to the quiet of the library, and the door was closed. Elfride seemed to have an idea that her conduct was rather ill-regulated and startlingly free from conventional restraint. And worse, she fancied upon Knight’s face a slightly amused look at her proceedings.


  ‘You think me foolish, I suppose,’ she said recklessly; ‘but I want to do my very best just once, and see whether I can overcome you.’


  ‘Certainly: nothing more natural. Though I am afraid it is not the plan adopted by women of the world after a defeat.’


  ‘Why, pray?’


  ‘Because they know that as good as overcoming is skill in effacing recollection of being overcome, and turn their attention to that entirely.’


  ‘I am wrong again, of course.’


  ‘Perhaps your wrong is more pleasing than their right.’


  ‘I don’t quite know whether you mean that, or whether you are laughing at me,’ she said, looking doubtingly at him, yet inclining to accept the more flattering interpretation. ‘I am almost sure you think it vanity in me to think I am a match for you. Well, if you do, I say that vanity is no crime in such a case.’


  ‘Well, perhaps not. Though it is hardly a virtue.’


  ‘O yes, in battle! Nelson’s bravery lay in his vanity.’


  ‘Indeed! Then so did his death.’


  ‘O no, no! For it is written in the book of the prophet Shakespeare—


  
    “Fear and be slain? no worse can come to fight;


    And fight and die, is death destroying death!”’

  


  And down they sat, and the contest began, Elfride having the first move. The game progressed. Elfride’s heart beat so violently that she could not sit still. Her dread was lest he should hear it. And he did discover it at last—some flowers upon the table being set throbbing by its pulsations.


  ‘I think we had better give over,’ said Knight, looking at her gently. ‘It is too much for you, I know. Let us write down the position, and finish another time.’


  ‘No, please not,’ she implored. ‘I should not rest if I did not know the result at once. It is your move.’


  Ten minutes passed.


  She started up suddenly. ‘I know what you are doing?’ she cried, an angry colour upon her cheeks, and her eyes indignant. ‘You were thinking of letting me win to please me!’


  ‘I don’t mind owning that I was,’ Knight responded phlegmatically, and appearing all the more so by contrast with her own turmoil.


  ‘But you must not! I won’t have it.’


  ‘Very well.’


  ‘No, that will not do; I insist that you promise not to do any such absurd thing. It is insulting me!’


  ‘Very well, madam. I won’t do any such absurd thing. You shall not win.’


  ‘That is to be proved!’ she returned proudly; and the play went on.


  Nothing is now heard but the ticking of a quaint old timepiece on the summit of a bookcase. Ten minutes pass; he captures her knight; she takes his knight, and looks a very Rhadamanthus.


  More minutes tick away; she takes his pawn and has the advantage, showing her sense of it rather prominently.


  Five minutes more: he takes her bishop: she brings things even by taking his knight.


  Three minutes: she looks bold, and takes his queen: he looks placid, and takes hers.


  Eight or ten minutes pass: he takes a pawn; she utters a little pooh! but not the ghost of a pawn can she take in retaliation.


  Ten minutes pass: he takes another pawn and says, ‘Check!’ She flushes, extricates herself by capturing his bishop, and looks triumphant. He immediately takes her bishop: she looks surprised.


  Five minutes longer: she makes a dash and takes his only remaining bishop; he replies by taking her only remaining knight.


  Two minutes: he gives check; her mind is now in a painful state of tension, and she shades her face with her hand.


  Yet a few minutes more: he takes her rook and checks again. She literally trembles now lest an artful surprise she has in store for him shall be anticipated by the artful surprise he evidently has in store for her.


  Five minutes: ‘Checkmate in two moves!’ exclaims Elfride.


  ‘If you can,’ says Knight.


  ‘O, I have miscalculated; that is cruel!’


  ‘Checkmate,’ says Knight; and the victory is won.


  Elfride arose and turned away without letting him see her face. Once in the hall she ran upstairs and into her room, and flung herself down upon her bed, weeping bitterly.


  ‘Where is Elfride?’ said her father at luncheon.


  Knight listened anxiously for the answer. He had been hoping to see her again before this time.


  ‘She isn’t well, sir,’ was the reply.


  Mrs. Swancourt rose and left the room, going upstairs to Elfride’s apartment.


  At the door was Unity, who occupied in the new establishment a position between young lady’s maid and middle-housemaid.


  ‘She is sound asleep, ma’am,’ Unity whispered.


  Mrs. Swancourt opened the door. Elfride was lying full-dressed on the bed, her face hot and red, her arms thrown abroad. At intervals of a minute she tossed restlessly from side to side, and indistinctly moaned words used in the game of chess.


  Mrs. Swancourt had a turn for doctoring, and felt her pulse. It was twanging like a harp-string, at the rate of nearly a hundred and fifty a minute. Softly moving the sleeping girl to a little less cramped position she went downstairs again.


  ‘She is asleep now,’ said Mrs. Swancourt. ‘She does not seem very well. Cousin Knight, what were you thinking of? her tender brain won’t bear cudgelling like your great head. You should have strictly forbidden her to play again.’


  In truth, the essayist’s experience of the nature of young women was far less extensive than his abstract knowledge of them led himself and others to believe. He could pack them into sentences like a workman, but practically was nowhere.


  ‘I am indeed sorry,’ said Knight, feeling even more than he expressed. ‘But surely, the young lady knows best what is good for her!’


  ‘Bless you, that’s just what she doesn’t know. She never thinks of such things, does she, Christopher? Her father and I have to command her and keep her in order, as you would a child. She will say things worthy of a French epigrammatist, and act like a robin in a greenhouse. But I think we will send for Dr. Granson—there can be no harm.’


  A man was straightway despatched on horseback to Castle Boterel, and the gentleman known as Dr. Granson came in the course of the afternoon. He pronounced her nervous system to be in a decided state of disorder; forwarded some soothing draught, and gave orders that on no account whatever was she to play chess again.


  The next morning Knight, much vexed with himself, waited with a curiously compounded feeling for her entry to breakfast. The women servants came in to prayers at irregular intervals, and as each entered he could not, to save his life, avoid turning his head with the hope that she might be Elfride. Mr. Swancourt began reading without waiting for her. Then somebody glided in noiselessly; Knight softly glanced up: it was only the little kitchen-maid. Knight thought reading prayers a bore.


  He went out alone, and for almost the first time failed to recognize that holding converse with Nature’s charms was not solitude. On nearing the house again he perceived his young friend crossing a slope by a path which ran into the one he was following in the angle of the field. Here they met. Elfride was at once exultant and abashed: coming into his presence had upon her the effect of entering a cathedral.


  Knight had his note-book in his hand, and had, in fact, been in the very act of writing therein when they came in view of each other. He left off in the midst of a sentence, and proceeded to inquire warmly concerning her state of health. She said she was perfectly well, and indeed had never looked better. Her health was as inconsequent as her actions. Her lips were red, without the polish that cherries have, and their redness margined with the white skin in a clearly defined line, which had nothing of jagged confusion in it. Altogether she stood as the last person in the world to be knocked over by a game of chess, because too ephemeral-looking to play one.


  ‘Are you taking notes?’ she inquired with an alacrity plainly arising less from interest in the subject than from a wish to divert his thoughts from herself.


  ‘Yes; I was making an entry. And with your permission I will complete it.’ Knight then stood still and wrote. Elfride remained beside him a moment, and afterwards walked on.


  ‘I should like to see all the secrets that are in that book,’ she gaily flung back to him over her shoulder.


  ‘I don’t think you would find much to interest you.’


  ‘I know I should.’


  ‘Then of course I have no more to say.’


  ‘But I would ask this question first. Is it a book of mere facts concerning journeys and expenditure, and so on, or a book of thoughts?’


  ‘Well, to tell the truth, it is not exactly either. It consists for the most part of jottings for articles and essays, disjointed and disconnected, of no possible interest to anybody but myself.’


  ‘It contains, I suppose, your developed thoughts in embryo?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘If they are interesting when enlarged to the size of an article, what must they be in their concentrated form! Pure rectified spirit, above proof; before it is lowered to be fit for human consumption: “words that burn” indeed.’


  ‘Rather like a balloon before it is inflated: flabby, shapeless, dead. You could hardly read them.’


  ‘May I try?’ She coaxed by a look. ‘I wrote my poor romance in that way—I mean in bits, out of doors—and I should like to see whether your way of entering things is the same as mine.’


  ‘Really, that’s rather an awkward request. I suppose I can hardly refuse now you have asked so directly; but——’


  ‘You think me ill-mannered in asking. But does not this justify me—your writing in my presence, Mr. Knight? If I had lighted upon your book by chance, it would have been different; but you stand before me, and say, “Excuse me,” without caring whether I do or not, and write on, and then tell me they are not private facts but public ideas.’


  ‘Very well, Miss Swancourt. If you really must see, the consequences be upon your own head. Remember my advice to you is to leave my book alone.’


  ‘But with that caution I have your permission?’


  ‘Yes.’


  She hesitated a moment, looked at his hand containing the book, then laughed, and saying, ‘I must see it,’ withdrew it from his fingers.


  Knight rambled on towards the house, leaving her standing in the path turning over the leaves. By the time he had reached the wicket-gate he saw that she had moved, and waited till she came up.


  Elfride had closed the note-book, and was carrying it disdainfully by the corner between her finger and thumb; her face wore a nettled look. She silently extended the volume towards him, raising her eyes no higher than her hand was lifted.


  ‘Take it,’ said Elfride quickly. ‘I don’t want to read it.’


  ‘Could you understand it?’ said Knight.


  ‘As far as I looked. But I didn’t care to read much.’


  ‘Why, Miss Swancourt?’


  ‘Only because I didn’t wish to—that’s all.’


  ‘I warned you that you might not.’


  ‘Yes, but I never supposed you would have put me there.’


  ‘Your name is not mentioned once within the four corners.’


  ‘Not my name—I know that.’


  ‘Nor your description, nor anything by which anybody would recognize you.’


  ‘Except myself. For what is this?’ she exclaimed, taking it from him and opening a page. ‘August 7. That’s the day before yesterday. But I won’t read it,’ Elfride said, closing the book again with pretty hauteur. ‘Why should I? I had no business to ask to see your book, and it serves me right.’


  Knight hardly recollected what he had written, and turned over the book to see. He came to this:


  ‘Aug. 7. Girl gets into her teens, and her self-consciousness is born. After a certain interval passed in infantine helplessness, it begins to act. Simple, young, and inexperienced at first. Persons of observation can tell to a nicety how old this consciousness is by the skill it has acquired in the art necessary to its success—the art of hiding itself. Generally begins career by actions which are popularly termed showing-off. Method adopted depends in each case upon the disposition, rank, residence, of the young lady attempting it. Town-bred girl will utter some moral paradox on fast men, or love. Country miss adopts the more material media of taking a ghastly fence, whistling, or making your blood run cold by appearing to risk her neck. (Mem. On Endelstow Tower.)


  ‘An innocent vanity is of course the origin of these displays. “Look at me,” say these youthful beginners in womanly artifice, without reflecting whether or not it be to their advantage to show so very much of themselves. (Amplify and correct for paper on Artless Arts.)’


  ‘Yes, I remember now,’ said Knight. ‘The notes were certainly suggested by your manœuvre on the church tower. But you must not think too much of such random observations,’ he continued encouragingly, as he noticed her injured looks. ‘A mere fancy passing through my head assumes a factitious importance to you, because it has been made permanent by being written down. All mankind think thoughts as bad as those of people they most love on earth, but such thoughts never getting embodied on paper, it becomes assumed that they never existed. I daresay that you yourself have thought some disagreeable thing or other of me, which would seem just as bad as this if written. I challenge you, now, to tell me.’


  ‘The worst thing I have thought of you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I must not.’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘I thought you were rather round-shouldered.’


  Knight looked slightly redder.


  ‘And that there was a little bald spot on the top of your head.’


  ‘Heh-heh! Two ineradicable defects,’ said Knight, there being a faint ghastliness discernible in his laugh. ‘They are much worse in a lady’s eye than being thought self-conscious, I suppose.’


  ‘Ah, that’s very fine,’ she said, too inexperienced to perceive her hit, and hence not quite disposed to forgive his notes. ‘You alluded to me in that entry as if I were such a child, too. Everybody does that. I cannot understand it. I am quite a woman, you know. How old do you think I am?’


  ‘How old? Why, seventeen, I should say. All girls are seventeen.’


  ‘You are wrong. I am much past that. Which class of women do you like best, those who seem younger, or those who seem older than they are?’


  ‘Off-hand I should be inclined to say those who seem older.’


  So it was not Elfride’s class.


  ‘But it is well known,’ she said eagerly, and there was something touching in the artless anxiety to be thought much of which she revealed by her words, ‘that the slower a nature is to develop, the richer the nature. Youths and girls who are men and women before they come of age are nobodies by the time that backward people have shown their full compass.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Knight thoughtfully. ‘There is really something in that remark. But at the risk of offence I must remind you that you there take it for granted that the woman behind her time at a given age has not reached the end of her tether. Her backwardness may be not because she is slow to develop, but because she soon exhausted her capacity for developing.’


  Elfride looked disappointed. By this time they were indoors. Mrs. Swancourt, to whom match-making by any honest means was meat and drink, had now a little scheme of that nature concerning this pair. The morning-room, in which they both expected to find her, was empty; the old lady having, for the above reason, vacated it by the second door as they entered by the first.


  Knight went to the chimney-piece, and carelessly surveyed two portraits on ivory.


  ‘Though these pink ladies had very rudimentary features, judging by what I see here,’ he observed, ‘they had unquestionably beautiful heads of hair.’


  ‘Yes; and that is everything,’ said Elfride, possibly conscious of her own, possibly not.


  ‘Not everything; though a great deal, certainly.’


  ‘Which colour do you like best?’ she ventured to ask.


  ‘More depends on its abundance than on its colour.’


  ‘Abundances being equal, may I inquire your favourite colour?’


  ‘Dark.’


  ‘I mean for women,’ she said, with the minutest fall of countenance, and a hope that she had been misunderstood.


  ‘So do I,’ Knight replied.


  It was impossible for any man not to know the colour of Elfride’s hair. In women who wear it plainly such a feature may be overlooked by men not given to ocular intentness. But hers was always in the way. You saw her hair as far as you could see her sex, and knew that it was the palest brown. She perceived that Knight, being perfectly aware of this, had an independent standard of admiration in the matter.


  Elfride was thoroughly vexed. She could not but be struck with the honesty of his opinions, and the worst of it was, that the more they went against her, the more she respected them. And now, like a reckless gambler, she hazarded her last and best treasure. Her eyes: they were her all now.


  ‘What coloured eyes do you like best, Mr. Knight?’ she said slowly.


  ‘Honestly, or as a compliment?’


  ‘Of course honestly; I don’t want anybody’s compliment!’


  And yet Elfride knew otherwise: that a compliment or word of approval from that man then would have been like a well to a famished Arab.


  ‘I prefer hazel,’ he said serenely.


  She had played and lost again.


  ♣


  XIX


  ‘Love was in the next degree.’


  Knight had none of those light familiarities of speech which, by judicious touches of epigrammatic flattery, obliterate a woman’s recollection of the speaker’s abstract opinions. So no more was said by either on the subject of hair, eyes, or development. Elfride’s mind had been impregnated with sentiments of her own smallness to an uncomfortable degree of distinctness, and her discomfort was visible in her face. The whole tendency of the conversation latterly had been to quietly but surely disparage her; and she was fain to take Stephen into favour in self-defence. He would not have been so unloving, she said, as to admire an idiosyncrasy and features different from her own. True, Stephen had declared he loved her: Mr. Knight had never done anything of the sort. Somehow this did not mend matters, and the sensation of her smallness in Knight’s eyes still remained. Had the position been reversed—had Stephen loved her in spite of a differing taste, and had Knight been indifferent in spite of her resemblance to his ideal, it would have engendered far happier thoughts. As matters stood, Stephen’s admiration might have its root in a blindness the result of passion. Perhaps any keen man’s judgment was condemnatory of her.


  During the remainder of Saturday they were more or less thrown with their seniors, and no conversation arose which was exclusively their own. When Elfride was in bed that night her thoughts recurred to the same subject. At one moment she insisted that it was ill-natured of him to speak so decisively as he had done; the next, that it was sterling honesty.


  ‘Ah, what a poor nobody I am!’ she said, sighing. ‘People like him, who go about the great world, don’t care in the least what I am like either in mood or feature.’


  Perhaps a man who has got thoroughly into a woman’s mind in this manner, is half way to her heart; the distance between those two stations is proverbially short.


  ‘And are you really going away this week?’ said Mrs. Swancourt to Knight on the following evening, which was Sunday.


  They were all leisurely pacing the slope to the church, where a last service was now to be held at the rather exceptional time of evening instead of in the afternoon, previous to the demolition of the ruinous portions.


  ‘I am intending to cross to Cork from Bristol,’ returned Knight; ‘and then I go on to Dublin.’


  ‘Return this way, and stay a little longer with us,’ said the rector. ‘A week is nothing. We have hardly been able to realize your presence yet. I remember a story, but it’s too——’


  The rector suddenly stopped. He had forgotten it was Sunday, and would probably have gone on in his week-day mode of thought had not a turn in the breeze blown the skirt of his college gown within the range of his vision, and so reminded him. He at once diverted the current of his narrative with the dexterity the occasion demanded.


  ‘The story of the Levite who journeyed to Bethlehem-judah, from which I took my text the Sunday before last, is quite to the point,’ he continued, with the pronunciation of a man who, far from having intended to tell a week-day story a moment earlier, had thought of nothing but Sabbath matters for several weeks. ‘What did he gain after all by his restlessness? Had he remained in the city of the Jebusites, and not been so anxious for Gibeah, none of his troubles would have arisen.’


  ‘But he had wasted five days already,’ said Knight, closing his eyes to the rector’s commendable diversion. ‘His fault lay in beginning the tarrying system originally.’


  ‘True, true; my illustration fails.’


  ‘But not the hospitality which prompted the story.’


  ‘So you are to come just the same,’ urged Mrs. Swancourt, for she had seen an almost imperceptible fall of countenance in her stepdaughter at Knight’s announcement.


  Knight half promised to call on his return journey; but the uncertainty with which he spoke was quite enough to fill Elfride with a regretful interest in all he did during the few remaining hours. The curate having already officiated twice that day in the two churches, Mr. Swancourt had undertaken the whole of the evening service, and Knight read the lessons for him. The sun streamed across from the dilapidated west window, and lighted all the assembled worshippers with a golden glow, Knight as he read being illuminated by the same mellow lustre. Elfride at the organ regarded him with a throbbing sadness of mood which was fed by a sense of being far removed from his sphere. As he went deliberately through the chapter appointed—a portion of the history of Elijah—and ascended that magnificent climax of the wind, the earthquake, the fire, and the still small voice, his deep tones echoed past with such apparent disregard of her existence, that his presence inspired her with a forlorn sense of unapproachableness, which his absence would hardly have been able to cause.


  At the same time, turning her face for a moment to catch the glory of the dying sun as it fell on his form, her eyes were arrested by the shape and aspect of a woman in the west gallery. It was the bleak barren countenance of the widow Jethway, whom Elfride had not seen much of since the morning of her return with Stephen Smith. Possessing the smallest of competencies, this unhappy woman appeared to spend her life in journeyings between Endelstow Churchyard and that of a village near Southampton, where her father and mother were laid.


  She had not attended the service here for a considerable time, and she now seemed to have a reason for her choice of seat. From the gallery window the tomb of her son was plainly visible—standing as the nearest object in a prospect which was closed outwardly by the changeless horizon of the sea.


  The streaming rays, too, flooded her face, now bent towards Elfride with a hard and bitter expression that the solemnity of the place raised to a tragic dignity it did not intrinsically possess. The girl resumed her normal attitude with an added disquiet.


  Elfride’s emotion was cumulative, and after a while would assert itself on a sudden. A slight touch was enough to set it free—a poem, a sunset, a cunningly contrived chord of music, a vague imagining, being the usual accidents of its exhibition. The longing for Knight’s respect, which was leading up to an incipient yearning for his love, made the present conjuncture a sufficient one. Whilst kneeling down previous to leaving, when the sunny streaks had gone upward to the roof, and the lower part of the church was in soft shadow, she could not help thinking of Coleridge’s morbid poem ‘The Three Graves,’ and shuddering as she wondered if Mrs. Jethway were cursing her she wept as if her heart would break.


  They came out of church just as the sun went down, leaving the landscape like a platform from which an eloquent speaker has retired, and nothing remains for the audience to do but to rise and go home. Mr. and Mrs. Swancourt went off in the carriage, Knight and Elfride preferring to walk, as the skilful old matchmaker had imagined. They descended the hill together.


  ‘I liked your reading, Mr. Knight,’ Elfride presently found herself saying. ‘You read better than papa.’


  ‘I will praise anybody that will praise me. You played excellently, Miss Swancourt, and very correctly.’


  ‘Correctly—yes.’


  ‘It must be a great pleasure to you to take an active part in the service.’


  ‘I want to be able to play with more feeling. But I have not a good selection of music, sacred or secular. I wish I had a nice little music-library—well chosen, and that the only new pieces sent me were those of genuine merit.’


  ‘I am glad to hear such a wish from you. It is extraordinary how many women have no honest love of music as an end and not as a means, even leaving out those who have nothing in them. They mostly like it for its accessories. I have never met a woman who loves music as do ten or a dozen men I know.’


  ‘How would you draw the line between women with something and women with nothing in them?’


  ‘Well,’ said Knight, reflecting a moment, ‘I mean by nothing in them those who don’t care about anything solid. This is an instance: I knew a man who had a young friend in whom he was much interested; in fact, they were going to be married. She was seemingly poetical, and he offered her a choice of two editions of the British poets, which she pretended to want badly. He said, “Which of them would you like best for me to send?” She said, “A pair of the prettiest earrings in Bond Street, if you don’t mind, would be nicer than either.” Now I call her a girl with not much in her but vanity; and so do you, I daresay.’


  ‘O yes,’ replied Elfride with an effort.


  Happening to catch a glimpse of her face as she was speaking, and noticing that her attempt at heartiness was a miserable failure, he appeared to have misgivings.


  ‘You, Miss Swancourt, would not, under such circumstances, have preferred the nicknacks?’


  ‘No, I don’t think I should, indeed,’ she stammered.


  ‘I’ll put it to you,’ said the inflexible Knight. ‘Which will you have of these two things of about equal value—the well-chosen little library of the best music you spoke of—bound in morocco, walnut case, lock and key—or a pair of the very prettiest earrings in Bond Street windows?’


  ‘Of course the music,’ Elfride replied with forced earnestness.


  ‘You are quite certain?’ he said emphatically.


  ‘Quite,’ she faltered; ‘if I could for certain buy the earrings afterwards.’


  Knight, somewhat blamably, keenly enjoyed sparring with the palpitating mobile creature, whose excitable nature made any such thing a species of cruelty.


  He looked at her rather oddly, and said, ‘Fie!’


  ‘Forgive me,’ she said, laughing a little, a little frightened, and blushing very deeply.


  ‘Ah, Miss Elfie, why didn’t you say at first, as any firm woman would have said, I am as bad as she, and shall choose the same?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Elfride wofully, and with a distressful smile.


  ‘I thought you were exceptionally musical?’


  ‘So I am, I think. But the test is so severe—quite painful.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Music doesn’t do any real good, or rather——’


  ‘That is a thing to say, Miss Swancourt! Why, what——’


  ‘You don’t understand! you don’t understand!’


  ‘Why, what conceivable use is there in jimcrack jewellery?’


  ‘No, no, no, no!’ she cried petulantly; ‘I didn’t mean what you think. I like the music best, only I like——’


  ‘Earrings better—own it!’ he said in a teasing tone. ‘Well, I think I should have had the moral courage to own it at once, without pretending to an elevation I could not reach.’


  As is said of the French soldiery, Elfride was at her worst when on the defensive. So it was almost with tears in her eyes that she answered desperately:


  ‘My meaning is, that I like earrings best just now, because I lost one of my prettiest pair last year, and papa said he would not buy any more, or allow me to myself, because I was careless; and now I wish I had some like them—that’s what my meaning is—indeed it is, Mr. Knight.’


  ‘I am afraid I have been very harsh and rude,’ said Knight, in a note of regret at seeing how disturbed she was. ‘But seriously, if women only knew how they ruin their good looks by such appurtenances, I am sure they would never want them.’


  ‘They were lovely, and became me so!’


  ‘Not if they were like the ordinary hideous things women stuff their ears with nowadays—like the governor of a steam-engine, or a pair of scales, or gold gibbets and chains, and artists’ palettes, and compensation pendulums, and Heaven knows what besides.’


  ‘No; they were not one of those things. So pretty—like this,’ she said with eager animation. And she drew with the point of her parasol an enlarged view of one of the lamented darlings, to a scale that would have suited a giantess half-a-mile high.


  ‘Yes, very pretty—very,’ said Knight dryly. ‘How did you come to lose such a precious pair of articles?’


  ‘I only lost one—nobody ever loses both at the same time.’


  She made this remark with embarrassment, and a nervous movement of the fingers. Seeing that the loss occurred whilst Stephen Smith was attempting to kiss her for the first time on the cliff, her confusion was hardly to be wondered at. The question had been awkward, and received no direct answer.


  Knight seemed not to notice her manner.


  ‘Oh, nobody ever loses both—I see. And certainly the fact that it was a case of loss takes away all odour of vanity from your choice.’


  ‘As I never know whether you are in earnest, I don’t now,’ she said, looking up inquiringly at the hairy face of the oracle. And coming gallantly to her own rescue, ‘If I really seem vain, it is that I am only vain in my ways—not in my heart. The worst women are those vain in their hearts, and not in their ways.’


  ‘An adroit distinction. Well, they are certainly the more objectionable of the two,’ said Knight.


  ‘Is vanity a mortal or a venial sin? You know what life is: tell me.’


  ‘I am very far from knowing what life is. A just conception of life is too large a thing to grasp during the short interval of passing through it.’


  ‘Will the fact of a woman being fond of jewellery be likely to make her life, in its higher sense, a failure?’


  ‘Nobody’s life is altogether a failure.’


  ‘Well, you know what I mean, even though my words are badly selected and commonplace,’ she said impatiently. ‘Because I utter commonplace words, you must not suppose I think only commonplace thoughts. My poor stock of words are like a limited number of rough moulds I have to cast all my materials in, good and bad; and the novelty or delicacy of the substance is often lost in the coarse triteness of the form.’


  ‘Very well; I’ll believe that ingenious representation. As to the subject in hand—lives which are failures—you need not trouble yourself. Anybody’s life may be just as romantic and strange and interesting if he or she fails as if he or she succeed. All the difference is, that the last chapter is wanting in the story. If a man of power tries to do a great deed, and just falls short of it by an accident not his fault, up to that time his history had as much in it as that of a great man who has done his great deed. It is whimsical of the world to hold that particulars of how a lad went to school and so on should be as an interesting romance or as nothing to them, precisely in proportion to his after renown.’


  They were walking between the sunset and the moonrise. With the dropping of the sun a nearly full moon had begun to raise itself. Their shadows, as cast by the western glare, showed signs of becoming obliterated in the interest of a rival pair in the opposite direction which the moon was bringing to distinctness.


  ‘I consider my life to some extent a failure,’ said Knight again after a pause, during which he had noticed the antagonistic shadows.


  ‘You! How?’


  ‘I don’t precisely know. But in some way I have missed the mark.’


  ‘Really? To have done it is not much to be sad about, but to feel that you have done it must be a cause of sorrow. Am I right?’


  ‘Partly, though not quite. For a sensation of being profoundly experienced serves as a sort of consolation to people who are conscious of having taken wrong turnings. Contradictory as it seems, there is nothing truer than that the people who have always gone right don’t know half as much about the nature and ways of going right as those do who have gone wrong. However, it is not desirable for me to chill your summer-time by going into this.’


  ‘You have not told me even now if I am really vain.’


  ‘If I say Yes, I shall offend you; if I say No, you’ll think I don’t mean it,’ he replied, looking curiously into her face.


  ‘Ah, well,’ she replied, with a little breath of distress, ‘“That which is exceeding deep, who can find it out?” I suppose I must take you as I do the Bible—find out and understand all I can; and on the strength of that, swallow the rest in a lump, by simple faith. Think me vain, if you will. Worldly greatness requires so much littleness to grow up in, that an infirmity more or less is not a matter for regret.’


  ‘As regards women, I can’t say,’ answered Knight carelessly; ‘but it is without doubt a misfortune for a man who has a living to get, to be born of a truly noble nature. A high soul will bring a man to the workhouse; so you may be right in sticking up for vanity.’


  ‘No, no, I don’t do that,’ she said regretfully. ‘Mr. Knight, when you are gone, will you send me something you have written? I think I should like to see whether you write as you have lately spoken, or in your better mood. Which is your true self—the cynic you have been this evening, or the nice philosopher you were up to to-night?’


  ‘Ah, which? You know as well as I.’


  Their conversation detained them on the lawn and in the portico till the stars blinked out. Elfride flung back her head, and said idly—


  ‘There’s a bright star exactly over me.’


  ‘Each bright star is overhead somewhere.’


  ‘Is it? O yes, of course. Where is that one?’ and she pointed with her finger.


  ‘That is poised like a white hawk probably over one of the Cape Verde Islands or thereabout.’


  ‘And that?’


  ‘Looking down upon the source of the Nile.’


  ‘And that lonely quiet-looking one?’


  ‘He watches the North Pole, and has no less than the whole equator for his horizon. And that idle one low down upon the ground, that we have almost rolled round to, is in India—over the head of a young friend of mine, who very possibly looks at the star in our zenith, as it hangs low upon his horizon, and thinks of it as marking where his true love dwells.’


  Elfride glanced at Knight with misgiving. Did he mean her? She could not see his features; but his attitude seemed to show unconsciousness.


  ‘The star is over my head,’ she said with hesitation.


  ‘Or anybody else’s in England.’


  ‘O yes, I see.’ She breathed her relief.


  ‘His parents, I believe, are natives of this county. I don’t know them, though I have been in correspondence with him for many years till lately. Fortunately or unfortunately for him he fell in love, and then went to Bombay. Since that time I have heard very little of him.’


  Knight went no further in his volunteered statement, and though Elfride at one moment was inclined to profit by the lessons in honesty he had just been giving her, the flesh was weak, and the intention dispersed into silence. There seemed a reproach in Knight’s blind words, and yet she was not able to define clearly any disloyalty that she had been guilty of.


  ♣


  XX


  ‘A distant dearness in the hill.’


  Knight turned his back upon the parish of Endelstow, and crossed over to Cork.


  One day of absence superimposed itself on another, and proportionately weighted his heart. He pushed on to the Lakes of Killarney, rambled amid their luxuriant woods, surveyed the infinite variety of island, hill, and dale there to be found, listened to the marvellous echoes of that romantic spot; but altogether missed the glory and the dream he formerly found in such favoured regions.


  The girlish presence of Elfride had not perceptibly affected him to any depth whilst he was in her company. He had not been conscious that her entry into his sphere had added anything to himself; but now that she was taken away he was conscious of a great deal abstracted. The superfluity had become a necessity, and Knight was in love.


  Stephen fell in love with Elfride by looking at her: Knight by ceasing to do so. When or how the spirit entered into him he knew not: certain he was that when on the point of leaving Endelstow he had felt none of that exquisite nicety of poignant sadness natural to such severances, seeing how delightful a subject of contemplation Elfride had been ever since. Had he begun to love her when she met his eye after her mishap on the tower? He had simply thought her weak. Had he grown to love her while she stood on the lawn brightened all over by the evening sun? He had thought her complexion good: no more. Was it her conversation that had sown the seed? He had thought her words ingenious, and very creditable to a young woman, but not noteworthy. Had the chess-playing anything to do with it? Certainly not: he had thought her at that time a rather conceited child.


  Knight’s experience was a complete disproof of the assumption that love always comes by glances of the eye and sympathetic touches of the fingers: that, like flame, it makes itself palpable at the moment of generation. Not till they were parted, and she had become sublimated in his memory, could he be said to have even attentively regarded her.


  Thus, having passively gathered up images of her which his mind did not act upon till the cause of them was no longer before him, he appeared to himself to have fallen in love with her soul, which had temporarily assumed its disembodiment to accompany him on his way.


  She began to rule him so imperiously now that, accustomed to analysis, he almost trembled at the possible result of the introduction of this new force among the nicely adjusted ones of his ordinary life. He became restless: then he forgot all collateral subjects in the pleasure of thinking about her.


  Yet it may be that Knight loved philosophically rather than romantically.


  He thought of her manner towards him. Simplicity verges on coquetry. Was she flirting? he said to himself. No forcible translation of favour into suspicion was able to uphold such a theory. The performance had been too well done to be anything but real. It had the defects without which nothing is genuine. No actress of twenty years’ standing, no bald-necked lady whose earliest season ‘out’ was lost in the discreet mist of evasive talk, could have played before him the part of ingenuous girl as Elfride lived it. She had the little artful ways which partly make up ingenuousness.


  There are bachelors by nature and bachelors by circumstance: spinsters there doubtless are also of both kinds, though some think only of the latter. However, Knight had been looked upon as a bachelor by nature. What was he coming to? It was very odd to himself to look at his theories on the subject of love, and reading them now by the full light of a new experience, to see how much more his sentences meant than he had felt them to mean when they were written. People often discover the real force of a trite old maxim only when it is thrust upon them by a chance adventure; but Knight had never before known the case of a man who learnt the full compass of his own epigrams by such means.


  He was intensely satisfied with one aspect of the affair. Inbred in him was an invincible objection to be any but the first comer in a woman’s heart. He had discovered within himself the condition that if ever he did make up his mind to marry, it must be on the certainty that no cropping out of inconvenient old letters, no bows or blushes to a mysterious stranger casually met, should be a possible source of discomposure. Knight’s sentiments were only the ordinary ones of a man of his age who loves genuinely, perhaps exaggerated a little by his pursuits. When men first love as lads it is with the very centre of their hearts, nothing else being concerned in the operation. With added years, more of the faculties attempt a partnership in the passion, till at Knight’s age the understanding is fain to have a hand in it. It may as well be left out. A man in love setting up his brains as a gauge of his position is as one determining a ship’s longitude from a light at the mast-head.


  Knight argued from Elfride’s unwontedness of manner, which was matter of fact, to an unwontedness in love, which was matter of inference only. Incrédules les plus crédules. ‘Elfride,’ he said, ‘had hardly looked upon a man till she saw me.’


  He had never forgotten his severity to her because she preferred ornament to edification, and had since excused her a hundred times by thinking how natural to womankind was a love of adornment, and how necessary became a mild infusion of personal vanity to complete the delicate and fascinating dye of the feminine mind. So at the end of the week’s absence, which had brought him from Killarney round to Dublin, he resolved to curtail his tour, return to Endelstow, and commit himself by making a reality of the hypothetical offer of that Sunday evening.


  Notwithstanding that he had concocted a great deal of paper theory on social amenities and modern manners generally, the special ounce of practice was wanting, and now for his life Knight could not recollect whether it was considered correct to give a young lady personal ornaments before a regular engagement to marry had been initiated. But the day before leaving Dublin he looked around anxiously for a high-class jewellery establishment, in which he purchased what he considered would suit her best.


  It was with a most awkward and unwonted feeling that after entering and closing the door of his room he sat down, opened the morocco case, and held up each of the fragile bits of gold-work before his eyes. Many things had become old to the solitary man of letters, but these were new, and he handled like a child an outcome of civilization which had never before been touched by his fingers. A sudden fastidious decision that the pattern chosen would not suit her after all caused him to rise in a flurry and tear down the street to change them for others. After a great deal of trouble in reselecting, during which his mind became so bewildered that the critical faculty on objects of art seemed to have vacated his person altogether, Knight carried off another pair of ear-rings. These remained in his possession till the afternoon, when, after contemplating them fifty times with a growing misgiving that the last choice was worse than the first, he felt that no sleep would visit his pillow till he had improved upon his previous purchases yet again. In a perfect heat of vexation with himself for such tergiversation, he went anew to the shop-door, was absolutely ashamed to enter and give further trouble, went to another shop, bought a pair at an enormously increased price, because they seemed the very thing, asked the goldsmiths if they would take the other pair in exchange, was told that they could not exchange articles bought of another maker, paid down the money, and went off with the two pairs in his possession, wondering what on earth to do with the superfluous pair. He almost wished he could lose them, or that somebody would steal them, and was burdened with an interposing sense that, as a capable man, with true ideas of economy, he must necessarily sell them somewhere, which he did at last for a mere song. Mingled with a blank feeling of a whole day being lost to him in running about the city on this new and extraordinary class of errand, and of several pounds being lost through his bungling, was a slight sense of satisfaction that he had emerged for ever from his antediluvian ignorance on the subject of ladies’ jewellery, as well as secured a truly artistic production at last. During the remainder of that day he scanned the ornaments of every lady he met with the profoundly experienced eye of an appraiser.


  Next morning Knight was again crossing St. George’s Channel—not returning to London by the Holyhead route as he had originally intended, but towards Bristol—availing himself of Mr. and Mrs. Swancourt’s invitation to revisit them on his homeward journey.


  We flit forward to Elfride.


  Woman’s ruling passion—to fascinate and influence those more powerful than she—though operant in Elfride, was decidedly purposeless. She had wanted her friend Knight’s good opinion from the first: how much more than that elementary ingredient of friendship she now desired, her fears would hardly allow her to think. In originally wishing to please the highest class of man she had ever intimately known, there was no disloyalty to Stephen Smith. She could not—and few women can—realize the possible vastness of an issue which has only an insignificant begetting.


  Her letters from Stephen were necessarily few, and her sense of fidelity clung to the last she had received as a wrecked mariner clings to flotsam. The young girl persuaded herself that she was glad Stephen had such a right to her hand as he had acquired (in her eyes) by the elopement. She beguiled herself by saying, ‘Perhaps if I had not so committed myself I might fall in love with Mr. Knight.’


  All this made the week of Knight’s absence very gloomy and distasteful to her. She retained Stephen in her prayers, and his old letters were re-read—as a medicine in reality, though she deceived herself into the belief that it was as a pleasure.


  These letters had grown more and more hopeful. He told her that he finished his work every day with a pleasant consciousness of having removed one more stone from the barrier which divided them. Then he drew images of what a fine figure they two would cut some day. People would turn their heads and say, ‘What a prize he has won!’ She was not to be sad about that wild runaway attempt of theirs (Elfride had repeatedly said that it grieved her). Whatever any other person who knew of it might think, he knew well enough the modesty of her nature. The only reproach was a gentle one for not having written quite so devotedly during her visit to London. Her letter had seemed to have a liveliness derived from other thoughts than thoughts of him.


  Knight’s intention of an early return to Endelstow having originally been faint, his promise to do so had been fainter. He was a man who kept his words well to the rear of his possible actions. The rector was rather surprised to see him again so soon: Mrs. Swancourt was not. Knight found on meeting them all after his arrival had been announced, that they had formed an intention to go to St. Leonards for a few days at the end of the month.


  No satisfactory conjuncture offered itself on this first evening of his return for presenting Elfride with what he had been at such pains to procure. He was fastidious in his reading of opportunities for such an intended act. The next morning chancing to break fine after a week of cloudy weather, it was proposed and decided that they should all drive to Barwith Strand, a local lion which neither Mrs. Swancourt nor Knight had seen. Knight scented romantic occasions from afar, and foresaw that such a one might be expected before the coming night.


  The journey was along a road by neutral green hills, upon which hedgerows lay trailing like ropes on a quay. Gaps in these uplands revealed the blue sea, flecked with a few dashes of white and a solitary white sail, the whole brimming up to a keen horizon which lay like a line ruled from hillside to hillside. Then they rolled down a pass, the chocolate-toned rocks forming a wall on both sides, from one of which fell a heavy jagged shade over half the roadway. A spout of fresh water burst from an occasional crevice, and pattering down upon broad green leaves, ran along as a rivulet at the bottom. Unkempt locks of heather overhung the brow of each steep, whence at divers points a bramble swung forth into mid-air, snatching at their head-dresses like a claw.


  They mounted the last crest, and the bay which was to be the end of their pilgrimage burst upon them. The ocean blueness deepened its colour as it stretched to the foot of the crags, where it terminated in a fringe of white—silent at this distance, though moving and heaving like a counterpane upon a restless sleeper. The shadowed hollows of the purple and brown rocks would have been called blue had not that tint been so entirely appropriated by the water beside them.


  The carriage was put up at a little cottage with a shed attached, and an ostler and the coachman carried the hamper of provisions down to the shore.


  Knight found his opportunity. ‘I did not forget your wish,’ he began, when they were apart from their friends.


  Elfride looked as if she did not understand.


  ‘And I have brought you these,’ he continued, awkwardly pulling out the case, and opening it while holding it towards her.


  ‘O Mr. Knight!’ said Elfride confusedly, and turning to a lively red; ‘I didn’t know you had any intention or meaning in what you said. I thought it a mere supposition. I don’t want them.’


  A thought which had flashed into her mind gave the reply a greater decisiveness than it might otherwise have possessed. To-morrow was the day for Stephen’s letter.


  ‘But will you not accept them?’ Knight returned, feeling less her master than heretofore.


  ‘I would rather not. They are beautiful—more beautiful than any I have ever seen,’ she answered earnestly, looking half-wishfully at the temptation, as Eve may have looked at the apple. ‘But I don’t want to have them, if you will kindly forgive me, Mr. Knight.’


  ‘No kindness at all,’ said Mr. Knight, brought to a full stop at this unexpected turn of events.


  A silence followed. Knight held the open case, looking rather wofully at the glittering forms he had forsaken his orbit to procure; turning it about and holding it up as if, feeling his gift to be slighted by her, he was endeavouring to admire it very much himself.


  ‘Shut them up, and don’t let me see them any longer—do!’ she said laughingly, and with a quaint mixture of reluctance and entreaty.


  ‘Why, Elfie?’


  ‘Not Elfie to you, Mr. Knight. O, because I shall want them. There, I am silly, I know, to say that! But I have a reason for not taking them—now.’ She kept in the last word for a moment, intending to imply that her refusal was finite, but somehow the word slipped out, and undid all the rest.


  ‘You will take them some day?’


  ‘I don’t want to.’


  ‘Why don’t you want to, Elfride Swancourt?’


  ‘Because I don’t. I don’t like to take them.’


  ‘I have read a fact of distressing significance in that,’ said Knight. ‘Since you like them, your dislike to having them must be towards me?’


  ‘No, it isn’t.’


  ‘What, then? Do you like me?’


  Elfride deepened in tint, and looked into the distance with features shaped to an expression of the nicest criticism as regarded her answer.


  ‘I like you pretty well,’ she at length murmured mildly.


  ‘Not very much?’


  ‘You are so sharp with me, and say hard things, and so how can I?’ she replied evasively.


  ‘You think me a fogey, I suppose?’


  ‘No, I don’t—I mean I do—I don’t know what I think you, I mean. Let us go to papa,’ responded Elfride, with somewhat of a flurried delivery.


  ‘Well, I’ll tell you my object in getting the present,’ said Knight, with a composure intended to remove from her mind any possible impression of his being what he was—her lover. ‘You see it was the very least I could do in common civility.’


  Elfride felt rather blank at this lucid statement.


  Knight continued, putting away the case: ‘I felt as anybody naturally would have, you know, that my words on your choice the other day were invidious and unfair, and thought an apology should take a practical shape.’


  ‘O yes.’


  Elfride was sorry—she could not tell why—that he gave such a legitimate reason. It was a disappointment that he had all the time a cool motive, which might be stated to anybody without raising a smile. Had she known they were offered in that spirit, she would certainly have accepted the seductive gift. And the tantalizing feature was that perhaps he suspected her to imagine them offered as a lover’s token, which was mortifying enough if they were not.


  Mrs. Swancourt came now to where they were sitting, to select a flat boulder for spreading their table-cloth upon, and, amid the discussion on that subject, the matter pending between Knight and Elfride was shelved for a while. He read her refusal so certainly as the bashfulness of a girl in a novel position that, upon the whole, he could tolerate such a beginning. Could Knight have been told that it was a sense of fidelity struggling against new love, whilst no less assuring as to his ultimate victory it might have entirely abstracted the wish to secure it.


  At the same time a slight constraint of manner was visible between them for the remainder of the afternoon. The tide turned, and they were obliged to ascend to higher ground. The day glided on to its end with the usual quiet dreamy passivity of such occasions—when every deed done and thing thought is in endeavouring to avoid doing and thinking more. Looking idly over the verge of a crag they beheld their stone dining-table gradually being splashed upon and their crumbs and fragments all washed away by the incoming sea. The rector drew a moral lesson from the scene; Knight replied in the same satisfied strain. And then the waves rolled in furiously—the neutral green-and-blue tongues of water slid up the slopes, and were metamorphosed into foam by a careless blow, falling back white and faint, and leaving trailing followers behind.


  The passing of a heavy shower was the next scene—driving them to shelter in a shallow cave—after which the horses were put in, and they started to return homeward. By the time they reached the higher levels the sky had again cleared, and the sunset rays glanced directly upon the wet uphill road they had climbed. The ruts formed by their carriage-wheels on the ascent—a pair of Liliputian canals—were as shining bars of gold, tapering to nothing in the distance. Upon this also they turned their backs, and night spread over the sea.


  The evening was chilly, and there was no moon. Knight sat close to Elfride, and, when the darkness rendered the position of a person a matter of uncertainty, particularly close. Elfride edged away.


  ‘I hope you allow me my place ungrudgingly?’ he whispered.


  ‘O yes; ’tis the least I can do in common civility,’ she said, accenting the words so that he might recognize them as his own returned.


  Both of them felt delicately balanced between two possibilities. Thus they reached home.


  To Knight this mild experience was delightful. It was to him a gentle innocent time—a time which, though there may not be much in it, seldom repeats itself in a man’s life, and has a peculiar dearness when glanced at retrospectively. He is not inconveniently deep in love, and is lulled by a peaceful sense of being able to enjoy the most trivial thing with a childlike enjoyment. The movement of a wave, the colour of a stone, anything, was enough for Knight’s drowsy thoughts of that day to precipitate themselves upon. Even the sermonizing platitudes the rector had delivered himself of—chiefly because something seemed to be professionally required of him in the presence of a man of Knight’s proficiencies—were swallowed whole. The presence of Elfride led him not merely to tolerate that kind of talk from the necessities of ordinary courtesy; but he listened to it—took in the ideas with an enjoyable make-believe that they were proper and necessary, and indulged in a conservative feeling that the face of things was complete.


  Entering her room that evening Elfride found a packet for herself on the dressing-table. How it came there she did not know. She tremblingly undid the folds of white paper that covered it. Yes; it was the treasure of a morocco case, containing those treasures of ornament she had refused in the daytime.


  Elfride held them up beside her face for a moment, looked at herself in the glass, blushed hot, and put them away. They filled her dreams all that night. Never had she seen anything so lovely, and never was it more clear that as an honest woman she was in duty bound to refuse them. Why it was not equally clear to her that duty required more vigorous co-ordinate conduct as well, let those who dissect her say.


  The next morning glared in like a spectre upon her. It was Stephen’s letter-day, and she was bound to meet the postman—to do stealthily a deed she had never liked, to secure an end she now had ceased to desire.


  But she went.


  There were two letters.


  One was from the bank at St. Launce’s, in which she had a small private deposit; it was probably something about interest. She put that in her pocket for a moment, and going indoors and upstairs to be safer from observation, tremblingly opened Stephen’s.


  What was this he said to her?


  She was to go to the St. Launce’s Bank and take a sum of money which they had received private advices to pay her.


  The sum was two hundred pounds.


  There was no cheque, order, or anything of the nature of guarantee. In fact the information amounted to this: the money was now in the St. Launce’s Bank, standing in her name.


  She instantly opened the other letter. It contained a deposit-note from the bank for the sum of two hundred pounds which had that day been added to her account. Stephen’s information, then, was correct, and the transfer made.


  ‘I have saved this in one year,’ Stephen’s letter went on to say, ‘and what so proper as well as pleasant for me to do as to hand it over to you to keep for your use? I have plenty for myself, independently of this. Should you not be disposed to let it lie idle in the bank, get your father to invest it in your name on good security. It is a little present to you from your more than betrothed. He will, I think, Elfride, feel now that my pretensions to your hand are anything but the dream of a silly boy not worth rational consideration.’


  With a natural delicacy, Elfride, in mentioning her father’s marriage, had refrained from all allusion to the pecuniary resources of the lady.


  Leaving this matter-of-fact subject, he went on, somewhat after his boyish manner:


  ‘Do you remember, darling, that first morning of my arrival at your house, when your father read at prayers the miracle of healing the sick of the palsy—where he is told to take up his bed and walk? I do, and I can now so well realize the force of that passage. The smallest piece of mat is the bed of the Oriental, and yesterday I saw a native perform the very action, which reminded me to mention it. But you are better read than I, and perhaps you knew all this long ago…. One day I bought some small native idols to send home to you as curiosities, but afterwards finding they had been cast in England, made to look old, and shipped over, I threw them away in disgust.


  ‘Speaking of this reminds me that we are obliged to import all our house-building ironwork from England. Never was such foresight required to be exercised in building houses as here. Before we begin, we have to order every column, lock, hinge, and screw that will be required. We cannot go into the next street, as in London, and get them cast at a minute’s notice. Mr. L. says somebody will have to go to England very soon and superintend the selection of a large order of this kind. I only wish I may be the man.’


  There before her lay the deposit-receipt for the two hundred pounds, and beside it the elegant present of Knight. Elfride grew cold—then her cheeks felt heated by beating blood. If by destroying the piece of paper the whole transaction could have been withdrawn from her experience, she would willingly have sacrificed the money it represented. She did not know what to do in either case. She almost feared to let the two articles lie in juxtaposition: so antagonistic were the interests they represented that a miraculous repulsion of one by the other was almost to be expected.


  That day she was seen little of. By the evening she had come to a resolution, and acted upon it. The packet was sealed up—with a tear of regret as she closed the case upon the pretty forms it contained—directed, and placed upon the writing-table in Knight’s room. And a letter was written to Stephen, stating that as yet she hardly understood her position with regard to the money sent; but declaring that she was ready to fulfil her promise to marry him. After this letter had been written she delayed posting it—although never ceasing to feel strenuously that the deed must be done.


  Several days passed. There was another Indian letter for Elfride. Coming unexpectedly, her father saw it, but made no remark—why, she could not tell. The news this time was absolutely overwhelming. Stephen, as he had wished, had been actually chosen as the most fitting to execute the iron-work commission he had alluded to as impending. This duty completed he would have three months’ leave. His letter continued that he should follow it in a week, and should take the opportunity to plainly ask her father to permit the engagement. Then came a page expressive of his delight and hers at the reunion; and finally, the information that he would write to the shipping agents, asking them to telegraph and tell her when the ship bringing him home should be in sight—knowing how acceptable such information would be.


  Elfride lived and moved now as in a dream. Knight had at first become almost angry at her persistent refusal of his offering—and no less with the manner than the fact of it. But he saw that she began to look worn and ill—and his vexation lessened to simple perplexity.


  He ceased now to remain in the house for long hours together as before, but made it a mere centre for antiquarian and geological excursions in the neighbourhood. Throw up his cards and go away he fain would have done, but could not. And, thus, availing himself of the privileges of a relative, he went in and out the premises as fancy led him—but still lingered on.


  ‘I don’t wish to stay here another day if my presence is distasteful,’ he said one afternoon. ‘At first you used to imply that I was severe with you; and when I am kind you treat me unfairly.’


  ‘No, no. Don’t say so.’


  The origin of their acquaintanceship had been such as to render their manner towards each other peculiar and uncommon. It was of a kind to cause them to speak out their minds on any feelings of objection and difference: to be reticent on gentler matters.


  ‘I have a good mind to go away and never trouble you again,’ continued Knight.


  She said nothing, but the eloquent expression of her eyes and wan face was enough to reproach him for harshness.


  ‘Do you like me to be here, then?’ inquired Knight gently.


  ‘Yes,’ she said. Fidelity to the old love and truth to the new were ranged on opposite sides, and truth virtuelessly prevailed.


  ‘Then I’ll stay a little longer,’ said Knight.


  ‘Don’t be vexed if I keep by myself a good deal, will you? Perhaps something may happen, and I may tell you something.’


  ‘Mere coyness,’ said Knight to himself; and went away with a lighter heart. The trick of reading truly the enigmatical forces at work in women at given times, which with some men is an unerring instinct, is peculiar to minds less direct and honest than Knight’s.


  The next evening, about five o’clock, before Knight had returned from a pilgrimage along the shore, a man walked up to the house. He was a messenger from Camelton, a town a few miles off, to which place the railway had been advanced during the summer.


  ‘A telegram for Miss Swancourt, and three and sixpence to pay for the special messenger.’


  Miss Swancourt sent out the money, signed the paper, and opened her letter with a trembling hand. She read:


  ‘Johnson, Liverpool, to Miss Swancourt, Endelstow, near Castle Boterel.


  ‘Amaryllis telegraphed off Holyhead, four o’clock. Expect will dock and land passengers at Canning’s Basin ten o’clock to-morrow morning.’


  Her father called her into the study.


  ‘Elfride, who sent you that message?’ he asked suspiciously.


  ‘Johnson.’


  ‘Who is Johnson, for Heaven’s sake?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘The deuce you don’t! Who is to know, then?’


  ‘I have never heard of him till now.’


  ‘That’s a singular story, isn’t it?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Come, come, miss! What was the telegram?’


  ‘Do you really wish to know, papa?’


  ‘Well, I do.’


  ‘Remember, I am a full-grown woman now.’


  ‘Well, what then?’


  ‘Being a woman, and not a child, I may, I think, have a secret or two.’


  ‘You will, it seems.’


  ‘Women have, as a rule.’


  ‘But don’t keep them. So speak out.’


  ‘If you will not press me now, I give my word to tell you the meaning of all this before the week is past.’


  ‘On your honour?’


  ‘On my honour.’


  ‘Very well. I have had a certain suspicion, you know; and I shall be glad to find it false. I don’t like your manner lately.’


  ‘At the end of the week, I said, papa.’


  Her father did not reply, and Elfride left the room.


  She began to look out for the postman again. Three mornings later he brought an inland letter from Stephen. It contained very little matter, having been written in haste; but the meaning was bulky enough. Stephen said that, having executed a commission in Liverpool, he should arrive at his father’s house, East Endelstow, at five or six o’clock that same evening; that he would after dusk walk on to the next village and meet her, if she would, in the church porch, as in the old time. He proposed this plan because he thought it unadvisable to call formally at her house so late in the evening; yet he could not sleep without having seen her. The minutes would seem hours till he clasped her in his arms.


  Elfride was still steadfast in her opinion that honour compelled her to meet him. Probably the very longing to avoid him lent additional weight to the conviction; for she was markedly one of those who sigh for the unattainable—to whom, superlatively, a hope is pleasing because not a possession. And she knew it so well that her intellect was inclined to exaggerate this defect in herself.


  So during the day she looked her duty steadfastly in the face; read Wordsworth’s astringent yet depressing ode to that Deity; committed herself to Her guidance; and still felt the weight of chance desires.


  But she began to take a melancholy pleasure in contemplating the sacrifice of herself to the man whom a maidenly sense of propriety compelled her to regard as her only possible husband. She would meet him, and do all that lay in her power to marry him. To guard against a relapse a note was at once despatched to his father’s cottage for Stephen on his arrival, fixing an hour for the interview.


  ♣


  XXI


  ‘On thy cold grey stones, O sea!’


  Stephen had said that he should come by way of Bristol, and thence by a steamer to Castle Boterel, in order to avoid the long journey over the hills from St. Launce’s. He did not know of the extension of the railway to Camelton.


  During the afternoon a thought occurred to Elfride, that from any cliff along the shore it would be possible to see the steamer some hours before its arrival.


  She had accumulated religious force enough to do an act of supererogation. The act was this—to go to some point of land and watch for the ship that brought her future husband home.


  It was a cloudy afternoon. Elfride was often diverted from a purpose by a dull sky; and though she used to persuade herself that the weather was as fine as possible on the other side of the clouds, she could not bring about any practical result from this fancy. Now, her mood was such that the humid sky harmonized with it.


  Having ascended and passed over a hill behind the house, Elfride came to a small stream. She used it as a guide to the coast. It was smaller than that in her own valley, and flowed altogether at a higher level. Bushes lined the slopes of its shallow trough; but at the bottom, where the water ran, was a soft green carpet in a strip two or three yards wide.


  In winter the water flowed over the grass; in summer, as now, it trickled along a channel in the midst.


  Elfride had a sensation of eyes regarding her from somewhere. She turned, and there was Mr. Knight. He had dropped into the valley from the side of the hill. She felt a thrill of pleasure, and rebelliously allowed it to exist.


  ‘What utter loneliness to find you in!’


  ‘I am going to the shore by tracking the stream. I believe it empties itself not far off, in a silver thread of water, over a cascade of great height.’


  ‘Why do you load yourself with that heavy telescope?’


  ‘To look over the sea with it,’ she said faintly.


  ‘I’ll carry it for you to your journey’s end.’ And he took the glass from her unresisting hands. ‘It cannot be half a mile further. See, there is the water.’ He pointed to a short fragment of level muddy-gray colour, cutting against the sky.


  Elfride had already scanned the small surface of ocean visible, and had seen no ship.


  They walked along in company, sometimes with the brook between them—for it was no wider than a man’s stride—sometimes close together. The green carpet grew swampy, and they kept higher up.


  One of the two ridges between which they walked dwindled lower and became insignificant. That on the right hand rose with their advance, and terminated in a clearly defined edge against the light, as if it were abruptly sawn off. A little further, and the bed of the rivulet ended in the same fashion.


  They had come to a bank breast-high, and over it the valley was no longer to be seen. It was withdrawn cleanly and completely. In its place was sky and boundless atmosphere; and perpendicularly down beneath them—small and far off—lay the corrugated surface of the Atlantic.


  The small stream here found its death. Running over the precipice it was dispersed in spray before it was half-way down, and falling like rain upon projecting ledges, made minute grassy meadows of them. At the bottom the water-drops soaked away amid the débris of the cliff. This was the inglorious end of the river.


  ‘What are you looking for?’ said Knight, following the direction of her eyes.


  She was gazing hard at a black object—nearer to the shore than to the horizon—from the summit of which came a nebulous haze, stretching like gauze over the sea.


  ‘The Puffin, a little summer steamboat—from Bristol to Castle Boterel,’ she said. ‘I think that is it—look. Will you give me the glass?’


  Knight pulled open the old-fashioned but powerful telescope, and handed it to Elfride, who had looked on with heavy eyes.


  ‘I can’t keep it up now,’ she said.


  ‘Rest it on my shoulder.’


  ‘It is too high.’


  ‘Under my arm.’


  ‘Too low. You may look instead,’ she murmured weakly.


  Knight raised the glass to his eye, and swept the sea till the Puffin entered its field.


  ‘Yes, it is the Puffin—a tiny craft. I can see her figure-head distinctly—a bird with a beak as big as its head.’


  ‘Can you see the deck?’


  ‘Wait a minute; yes, pretty clearly. And I can see the black forms of the passengers against its white surface. One of them has taken something from another—a glass, I think—yes, it is—and he is levelling it in this direction. Depend upon it we are conspicuous objects against the sky to them. Now, it seems to rain upon them, and they put on overcoats and open umbrellas. They vanish and go below—all but that one who has borrowed the glass. He is a slim young fellow, and still watches us.’


  Elfride grew pale, and shifted her little feet uneasily.


  Knight lowered the glass.


  ‘I think we had better return,’ he said. ‘That cloud which is raining on them may soon reach us. Why, you look ill. How is that?’


  ‘Something in the air affects my face.’


  ‘Those fair cheeks are very fastidious, I fear,’ returned Knight tenderly. ‘This air would make those rosy that were never so before, one would think—eh, Nature’s spoilt child?’


  Elfride’s colour returned again.


  ‘There is more to see alongside us, after all,’ said Knight.


  She turned her back upon the boat and Stephen Smith, and saw, towering still higher than themselves, the vertical face of the hill on the right, which did not project seaward so far as the bed of the valley, but formed the back of a small bay, and so was visible like a concave wall, bending round from their position towards the left.


  The composition of the huge hill was revealed to its backbone and marrow here at its rent extremity. It consisted of a vast stratification of blackish-gray slate, unvaried in its whole height by a single change of shade.


  It is with cliffs and mountains as with persons; they have what is called a presence, which is not necessarily proportionate to their actual bulk. A little cliff will impress you powerfully; a great one not at all. It depends, as with man, upon the countenance of the cliff.


  ‘I cannot bear to look at that cliff,’ said Elfride. ‘It has a horrid personality, and makes me shudder. We will go.’


  ‘Can you climb?’ said Knight. ‘If so, we will ascend by that path over the grim old fellow’s brow.’


  ‘Try me,’ said Elfride disdainfully. ‘I have ascended steeper slopes than that.’


  From where they had been loitering, a grassy path, placed as a safeguard for unwary pedestrians, wound along inside a bank to the top of the precipice, and over it along the hill in an inland direction.


  ‘Take my arm, Miss Swancourt,’ said Knight.


  ‘I can get on better without it, thank you.’


  When they were one quarter of the way up, Elfride stopped to take breath. Knight stretched out his hand.


  She took it, and they ascended the remaining slope together. Reaching the very top, they sat down to rest by mutual consent.


  ‘Heavens, what an altitude!’ said Knight, looking over the waste of waters between Cam Beak and ‘grim Dundagel throned along the sea.’ The cascade appeared a mere span in height from where they were now.


  Elfride was looking to the left. The steamboat was in full view again, and by reason of the vast surface of sea their higher position uncovered it seemed almost close to the shore.


  ‘Over that edge,’ said Knight, ‘where nothing but vacancy appears, is a moving compact mass. The wind strikes the face of the rock, runs up it, rises like a fountain to a height far above our heads, curls over us in an arch, and disperses behind us. In fact, an inverted cascade is there—as perfect as the Niagara Falls—but rising instead of falling, and air instead of water. Now look here.’


  Knight threw a scrap of shale over the bank, aiming it as if to go onward over the cliff. Reaching the verge, it towered into the air like a bird, turned back, and alighted on the ground behind them. They themselves were in a dead calm.


  ‘A boat crosses Niagara immediately at the foot of the falls, where the water is quite still, the fallen mass curving under it. We are in precisely the same position with regard to our atmospheric cataract here. If you run back from the cliff fifty yards, you will be in a brisk wind. Now I daresay over the bank is a little backward current.’


  Knight rose and leant over the bank. No sooner was his head above it than his hat appeared to be sucked from his head—slipping over his forehead in a seaward direction.


  ‘That’s the backward eddy, as I told you,’ he cried, and vanished over the little bank after his hat.


  Elfride waited one minute; he did not return. She waited another, and there was no sign of him.


  A few drops of rain fell, then a sudden shower.


  She arose, and looked over the bank. On the other side were a yard or two of level ground—then a short steep preparatory slope—then the verge of the precipice.


  On the slope was Knight, his hat on his head. He was on his hands and knees, trying to climb back to the level ground. The rain had wetted the shaly surface of the incline. A slight superficial wetting of the soil hereabout made it far more slippery to stand on than the same soil thoroughly drenched. The inner substance was still hard, and was lubricated by the moistened film.


  ‘I find a difficulty in getting back,’ said Knight.


  Elfride’s heart fell like lead.


  ‘But you can get back?’ she wildly inquired.


  Knight strove with all his might for two or three minutes, and the drops of perspiration began to bead his brow.


  ‘No, I am unable to do it,’ he answered.


  Elfride, by a wrench of thought, forced away from her mind the sensation that Knight was in bodily danger. But attempt to help him she must. She ventured upon the treacherous incline, propped herself with the closed telescope, and gave him her hand before he saw her movements.


  ‘O Elfride! why did you?’ said he. ‘I am afraid you have only endangered yourself.’


  And as if to prove his statement, in making an endeavour by her assistance they both slipped lower, and then he was again stayed. His foot was propped by a bracket of quartz rock, standing out like a tooth from the verge of the precipice. Fixed by this, he steadied her, her head being about a foot below the beginning of the slope. Elfride had dropped the glass; it rolled to the edge and vanished over it into a nether sky.


  ‘Hold tightly to me,’ he said.


  She flung her arms round his neck with such a firm grasp that whilst he remained it was impossible for her to fall.


  ‘Don’t be flurried,’ Knight continued. ‘So long as we stay above this block we are perfectly safe. Wait a moment whilst I consider what we had better do.’


  He turned his eyes to the dizzy depths beneath them, and surveyed the position of affairs.


  Two glances told him a tale with ghastly distinctness. It was that, unless they performed their feat of getting up the slope with the precision of machines, they were over the edge and whirling in mid-air.


  For this purpose it was necessary that he should recover the breath and strength which his previous efforts had cost him. So he still waited, and looked in the face of the enemy.


  The crest of this terrible natural façade passed among the neighbouring inhabitants as being seven hundred feet above the water it overhung. It had been proved by actual measurement to be not a foot less than six hundred and fifty.


  That is to say, it is nearly three times the height of Flamborough, half as high again as the South Foreland, a hundred feet higher than Beachy Head—the loftiest promontory on the east or south side of this island—twice the height of St. Aldhelm’s, thrice as high as the Lizard, and just double the height of St. Bee’s. One sea-board point on the western coast is known to surpass it in altitude, but only by a few feet. This is Great Orme’s Head, in Caernarvonshire.


  And it must be remembered that the cliff exhibits an intensifying feature which some of those are without—sheer perpendicularity from the half-tide level.


  Yet this remarkable rampart forms no headland: it rather walls in an inlet—the promontory on each side being much lower. Thus, far from being salient, its horizontal section is concave. The sea, rolling direct from the shores of North America, has in fact eaten a chasm into the middle of a hill, and the giant, embayed and unobtrusive, stands in the rear of pigmy supporters. Not least singularly, neither hill, chasm, nor precipice has a name. On this account the precipice may be called the Cliff without a Name. (1)


  What gave an added terror to its height was its blackness. And upon this dark face the beating of ten thousand west winds had formed a kind of bloom, which had a visual effect not unlike that of a Hambro’ grape. Moreover the bloom seemed to float off into the atmosphere, and inspire terror through the lungs.


  ‘This piece of quartz, supporting my feet, is on the very nose of the cliff,’ said Knight, breaking the silence after his rigid stoical meditation. ‘Now what you are to do is this. Clamber up my body till your feet are on my shoulders: when you are there you will, I think, be able to climb on to level ground.’


  ‘What will you do?’


  ‘Wait whilst you run for assistance.’


  ‘I ought to have done that in the first place, ought I not?’


  ‘I was in the act of slipping, and should have reached no stand-point without your weight, in all probability. But don’t let us talk. Be brave, Elfride, and climb.’


  She prepared to ascend, saying, ‘This is the moment I anticipated when on the tower. I thought it would come!’


  ‘This is not a time for superstition,’ said Knight. ‘Dismiss all that.’


  ‘I will,’ she said humbly.


  ‘Now put your foot into my hand: next the other. That’s good—well done. Hold to my shoulder.’


  She placed her feet upon the stirrup he made of his hand, and was high enough to get a view of the natural surface of the hill over the bank.


  ‘Can you now climb on to level ground?’


  ‘I am afraid not. I will try.’


  ‘What can you see?’


  ‘The sloping common.’


  ‘What upon it?’


  ‘Purple heather and some grass.’


  ‘Nothing more—no man or human being of any kind?’


  ‘Nobody.’


  ‘Now try to get higher in this way. You see that tuft of sea-pink above you. Get that well into your hand, but don’t trust to it entirely. Then step upon my shoulder, and I think you will reach the top.’


  With trembling limbs she did exactly as he told her. The preternatural quiet and solemnity of his manner overspread upon herself, and gave her a courage not her own. She made a spring from the top of his shoulder, and was up.


  Then she turned to look at him.


  By an ill fate, the force downwards of her bound, added to his own weight, had been too much for the tooth of quartz upon which his feet depended. It was, indeed, originally an igneous protrusion into the enormous masses of black strata, which had since been worn away from the sides of the alien fragment by centuries of frost and rain, and now left it without much support.


  It moved. Knight seized a tuft of sea-pink with each hand.


  The quartz rock which had been his salvation was worse than useless now. It rolled over, out of sight, and away into the same nether sky that had engulfed the telescope.


  One of the tufts by which he held came out at the root, and Knight began to follow the quartz. It was a terrible moment. Elfride uttered a low wild wail of agony, bowed her head, and covered her face with her hands.


  Between the turf-covered slope and the gigantic perpendicular rock intervened a weather-worn series of jagged edges, forming a face yet steeper than the former slope. As he slowly slid inch by inch upon these, Knight made a last desperate dash at the lowest tuft of vegetation—the last outlying knot of starved herbage ere the rock appeared in all its bareness. It arrested his further descent. Knight was now literally suspended by his arms; but the incline of the brow being what engineers would call about a third in one, it was sufficient to relieve his arms of a portion of his weight, but was very far from offering an adequately flat face to support him.


  In spite of this dreadful tension of body and mind, Knight found time for a moment of thankfulness. Elfride was safe.


  She lay on her side above him—her fingers clasped. Seeing him again steady she jumped upon her feet.


  ‘Now, if I can only save you by running for help!’ she cried. ‘O, I would have died instead! Why did you try so hard to deliver me?’ And she turned away wildly to run for assistance.


  ‘Elfride, how long will it take you to run to Endelstow and back?’


  ‘Three-quarters of an hour.’


  ‘That won’t do; my hands will not hold out ten minutes. And is there nobody nearer?’


  ‘No; unless a chance passer may happen to be.’


  ‘He would have nothing with him that could save me. Is there a pole or stick of any kind on the common?’


  She gazed around. The common was bare of everything but heather and grass.


  A minute—perhaps more time—was passed in mute thought by both. On a sudden the blank and helpless agony left her face. She vanished over the bank from his sight.


  Knight felt himself in the presence of a personalized loneliness.


  ♣


  XXII


  ‘A woman’s way.’


  Haggard cliffs, of every ugly altitude, are as common as sea-fowl along the line of coast between Exmoor and Land’s End; but this outflanked and encompassed specimen was the ugliest of them all. Their summits are not safe places for scientific experiment on the principles of air-currents, as Knight had now found, to his dismay.


  He still clutched the face of the escarpment—not with the frenzied hold of despair, but with a dogged determination to make the most of his every jot of endurance, and so give the longest possible scope to Elfride’s intentions, whatever they might be.


  He reclined hand in hand with the world in its infancy. Not a blade, not an insect, which spoke of the present, was between him and the past. The inveterate antagonism of these black precipices to all strugglers for life is in no way more forcibly suggested than by the paucity of tufts of grass, lichens, or confervæ on their outermost ledges.


  Knight pondered on the meaning of Elfride’s hasty disappearance, but could not avoid an instinctive conclusion that there existed but a doubtful hope for him. As far as he could judge, his sole chance of deliverance lay in the possibility of a rope or pole being brought; and this possibility was remote indeed. The soil upon these high downs was left so untended that they were unenclosed for miles, except by a casual bank or dry wall, and were rarely visited but for the purpose of collecting or counting the flock which found a scanty means of subsistence thereon.


  At first, when death appeared improbable because it had never visited him before, Knight could think of no future, nor of anything connected with his past. He could only look sternly at Nature’s treacherous attempt to put an end to him, and strive to thwart her.


  From the fact that the cliff formed the inner face of the segment of a hollow cylinder, having the sky for a top and the sea for a bottom, which enclosed the bay to the extent of nearly a semicircle, he could see the vertical face curving round on each side of him. He looked far down the façade, and realized more thoroughly how it threatened him. Grimness was in every feature, and to its very bowels the inimical shape was desolation.


  By one of those familiar conjunctions of things wherewith the inanimate world baits the mind of man when he pauses in moments of suspense, opposite Knight’s eyes was an imbedded fossil, standing forth in low relief from the rock. It was a creature with eyes. The eyes, dead and turned to stone, were even now regarding him. It was one of the early crustaceans called Trilobites. Separated by millions of years in their lives, Knight and this underling seemed to have met in their place of death. It was the single instance within reach of his vision of anything that had ever been alive and had had a body to save, as he himself had now.


  The creature represented but a low type of animal existence, for never in their vernal years had the plains indicated by those numberless slaty layers been traversed by an intelligence worthy of the name. Zoophytes, mollusca, shell-fish, were the highest developments of those ancient dates. The immense lapses of time each formation represented had known nothing of the dignity of man. They were grand times, but they were mean times too, and mean were their relics. He was to be with the small in his death.


  Knight was a fair geologist; and such is the supremacy of habit over occasion, as a pioneer of the thoughts of men, that at this dreadful juncture his mind found time to take in, by a momentary sweep, the varied scenes that had had their day between this creature’s epoch and his own. There is no place like a cleft landscape for bringing home such imaginings as these.


  Time closed up like a fan before him. He saw himself at one extremity of the years, face to face with the beginning and all the intermediate centuries simultaneously. Fierce men, clothed in the hides of beasts, and carrying, for defence and attack, huge clubs and pointed spears, rose from the rock, like the phantoms before the doomed Macbeth. They lived in hollows, woods, and mud huts—perhaps in caves of the neighbouring rocks. Behind them stood an earlier band. No man was there. Huge elephantine forms, the mastodon, the hippopotamus, the tapir, antelopes of monstrous size, the megatherium, and the myledon—all, for the moment, in juxtaposition. Further back, and overlapped by these, were perched huge-billed birds and swinish creatures as large as horses. Still more shadowy were the sinister crocodilian outlines—alligators and other uncouth shapes, culminating in the colossal lizard, the iguanodon. Folded behind were dragon forms and clouds of flying reptiles: still underneath were fishy beings of lower development; and so on, till the lifetime scenes of the fossil confronting him were a present and modern condition of things. These images passed before Knight’s inner eye in less than half a minute, and he was again considering the actual present. Was he to die? The mental picture of Elfride in the world, without himself to cherish her, smote his heart like a whip. He had hoped for deliverance, but what could a girl do? He dared not move an inch. Was Death really stretching out his hand? The previous sensation, that it was improbable he would die, was fainter now.


  However, Knight still clung to the cliff.


  To those musing weather-beaten West-country folk who pass the greater part of their days and nights out of doors, Nature seems to have moods in other than a poetical sense: predilections for certain deeds at certain times, without any apparent law to govern or season to account for them. She is read as a person with a curious temper; as one who does not scatter kindnesses and cruelties alternately, impartially, and in order, but heartless severities or overwhelming generosities in lawless caprice. Man’s case is always that of the prodigal’s favourite or the miser’s pensioner. In her unfriendly moments there seems a feline fun in her tricks, begotten by a foretaste of her pleasure in swallowing the victim.


  Such a way of thinking had been absurd to Knight, but he began to adopt it now. He was first spitted on to a rock. New tortures followed. The rain increased, and persecuted him with an exceptional persistency which he was moved to believe owed its cause to the fact that he was in such a wretched state already. An entirely new order of things could be observed in this introduction of rain upon the scene. It rained upwards instead of down. The strong ascending air carried the rain-drops with it in its race up the escarpment, coming to him with such velocity that they stuck into his flesh like cold needles. Each drop was virtually a shaft, and it pierced him to his skin. The water-shafts seemed to lift him on their points: no downward rain ever had such a torturing effect. In a brief space he was drenched, except in two places. These were on the top of his shoulders and on the crown of his hat.


  The wind, though not intense in other situations, was strong here. It tugged at his coat and lifted it. We are mostly accustomed to look upon all opposition which is not animate as that of the stolid, inexorable hand of indifference, which wears out the patience more than the strength. Here, at any rate, hostility did not assume that slow and sickening form. It was a cosmic agency, active, lashing, eager for conquest: determination; not an insensate standing in the way.


  Knight had over-estimated the strength of his hands. They were getting weak already. ‘She will never come again; she has been gone ten minutes,’ he said to himself.


  This mistake arose from the unusual compression of his experiences just now: she had really been gone but three.


  ‘As many more minutes will be my end,’ he thought.


  Next came another instance of the incapacity of the mind to make comparisons at such times.


  ‘This is a summer afternoon,’ he said, ‘and there can never have been such a heavy and cold rain on a summer day in my life before.’


  He was again mistaken. The rain was quite ordinary in quantity; the air in temperature. It was, as is usual, the menacing attitude in which they approached him that magnified their powers.


  He again looked straight downwards, the wind and the water-dashes lifting his moustache, scudding up his cheeks, under his eyelids, and into his eyes. This is what he saw down there: the surface of the sea—visually just past his toes, and under his feet; actually one-eighth of a mile, or more than two hundred yards, below them. We colour according to our moods the objects we survey. The sea would have been a deep neutral blue had happier auspices attended the gazer: it was now no otherwise than distinctly black to his vision. That narrow white border was foam, he knew well; but its boisterous tosses were so distant as to appear a pulsation only, and its plashing was barely audible. A white border to a black sea—his funeral pall and its edging.


  The world was to some extent turned upside down for him. Rain ascended from below. Beneath his feet was aërial space and the unknown; above him was the firm, familiar ground, and upon it all that he loved best.


  Pitiless nature had then two voices, and two only. The nearer was the voice of the wind in his ears rising and falling as it mauled and thrust him hard or softly. The second and distant one was the moan of that unplummetted ocean below and afar—rubbing its restless flank against the Cliff without a Name.


  Knight perseveringly held fast. Had he any faith in Elfride? Perhaps. Love is faith, and faith, like a gathered flower, will rootlessly live on.


  Nobody would have expected the sun to shine on such an evening as this. Yet it appeared, low down upon the sea. Not with its natural golden fringe, sweeping the furthest ends of the landscape, not with the strange glare of whiteness which it sometimes puts on as an alternative to colour, but as a splotch of vermilion red upon a leaden ground—a red face looking on with a drunken leer.


  Most men who have brains know it, and few are so foolish as to disguise this fact from themselves or others, even though an ostentatious display may be called self-conceit. Knight, without showing it much, knew that his intellect was above the average. And he thought—he could not help thinking—that his death would be a deliberate loss to earth of good material; that such an experiment in killing might have been practised upon some less developed life.


  A fancy some people hold, when in a bitter mood, is that inexorable circumstance only tries to prevent what intelligence attempts. Renounce a desire for a long-contested position, and go on another tack, and after a while the prize is thrown at you, seemingly in disappointment that no more tantalizing is possible.


  Knight gave up thoughts of life utterly and entirely, and turned to contemplate the Dark Valley and the unknown future beyond. Into the shadowy depths of these speculations we will not follow him. Let it suffice to state what ensued.


  At that moment of taking no more thought for this life, something disturbed the outline of the bank above him. A spot appeared. It was the head of Elfride.


  Knight immediately prepared to welcome life again.


  The expression of a face consigned to utter loneliness, when a friend first looks in upon it, is moving in its pathos. In rowing seaward to a light-ship or sea-girt lighthouse, where, without any immediate terror of death, the inmates experience the gloom of monotonous seclusion, the grateful eloquence of their countenances at the greeting, expressive of thankfulness for the visit, is enough to stir the emotions of the most careless observer.


  Knight’s upward look at Elfride was of a nature with, but far transcending, such an instance as this. The lines of his face had deepened to furrows, and every one of them thanked her visibly. His lips moved to the word ‘Elfride,’ though the emotion evolved no sound. His eyes passed all description in their combination of the whole diapason of eloquence, from lover’s deep love to fellow-man’s gratitude for a token of remembrance from one of his kind.


  Elfride had come back. What she had come to do he did not know. She could only look on at his death, perhaps. Still, she had come back, and not deserted him utterly, and it was much.


  It was a novelty in the extreme to see Henry Knight, to whom Elfride was but a child, who had swayed her as a tree sways a bird’s nest, who mastered her and made her weep most bitterly at her own insignificance, thus thankful for a sight of her face. She looked down upon him, her face glistening with rain and tears. He smiled faintly.


  ‘How calm he is!’ she thought. ‘How great and noble he is to be so calm!’ She would have died ten times for him then.


  The gliding form of the steamboat caught her eye: she heeded it no more.


  ‘How much longer can you wait?’ came from her pale lips and along the wind to his position.


  ‘Four minutes,’ said Knight in a weaker voice than her own.


  ‘But with a good hope of being saved?’


  ‘Seven or eight.’


  He now noticed that in her arms she bore a bundle of white linen, and that her form was singularly attenuated. So preternaturally thin and flexible was Elfride at this moment, that she appeared to bend under the light blows of the rain-shafts, as they struck into her sides and bosom, and splintered into spray on her face. There is nothing like a thorough drenching for reducing the protuberances of clothes, but Elfride’s seemed to cling to her like a glove.


  Without heeding the attack of the clouds further than by raising her hand and wiping away the spirts of rain when they went more particularly into her eyes, she sat down and hurriedly began rending the linen into strips. These she knotted end to end, and afterwards twisted them like the strands of a cord. In a short space of time she had formed a perfect rope by this means, six or seven yards long.


  ‘Can you wait while I bind it?’ she said, anxiously extending her gaze down to him.


  ‘Yes, if not very long. Hope has given me a wonderful instalment of strength.’


  Elfride dropped her eyes again, tore the remaining material into narrow tape-like ligaments, knotted each to each as before, but on a smaller scale, and wound the lengthy string she had thus formed round and round the linen rope, which, without this binding, had a tendency to spread abroad.


  ‘Now,’ said Knight, who, watching the proceedings intently, had by this time not only grasped her scheme, but reasoned further on, ‘I can hold three minutes longer yet. And do you use the time in testing the strength of the knots, one by one.’


  She at once obeyed, tested each singly by putting her foot on the rope between each knot, and pulling with her hands. One of the knots slipped.


  ‘O, think! It would have broken but for your forethought,’ Elfride exclaimed apprehensively.


  She retied the two ends. The rope was now firm in every part.


  ‘When you have let it down,’ said Knight, already resuming his position of ruling power, ‘go back from the edge of the slope, and over the bank as far as the rope will allow you. Then lean down, and hold the end with both hands.’


  He had first thought of a safer plan for his own deliverance, but it involved the disadvantage of possibly endangering her life.


  ‘I have tied it round my waist,’ she cried, ‘and I will lean directly upon the bank, holding with my hands as well.’


  It was the arrangement he had thought of, but would not suggest.


  ‘I will raise and drop it three times when I am behind the bank,’ she continued, ‘to signify that I am ready. Take care, O, take the greatest care, I beg you!’


  She dropped the rope over him, to learn how much of its length it would be necessary to expend on that side of the bank, went back, and disappeared as she had done before.


  The rope was trailing by Knight’s shoulders. In a few moments it twitched three times.


  He waited yet a second or two, then laid hold.


  The incline of this upper portion of the precipice, to the length only of a few feet, useless to a climber empty-handed, was invaluable now. Not more than half his weight depended entirely on the linen rope. Half a dozen extensions of the arms, alternating with half a dozen seizures of the rope with his feet, brought him up to the level of the soil.


  He was saved, and by Elfride.


  He extended his cramped limbs like an awakened sleeper, and sprang over the bank.


  At sight of him she leapt to her feet with almost a shriek of joy. Knight’s eyes met hers, and with supreme eloquence the glance of each told a long-concealed tale of emotion in that short half-moment. Moved by an impulse neither could resist they ran together and into each other’s arms.


  At the moment of embracing, Elfride’s eyes involuntarily flashed towards the Puffin steamboat. It had doubled the point, and was no longer to be seen.


  An overwhelming rush of exultation at having delivered the man she revered from one of the most terrible forms of death, shook the gentle girl to the centre of her soul. It merged in a defiance of duty to Stephen, and a total recklessness as to plighted faith. Every nerve of her will was now in entire subjection to her feeling—volition as a guiding power had forsaken her. To remain passive, as she remained now, encircled by his arms, was a sufficiently complete result—a glorious crown to all the years of her life. Perhaps he was only grateful, and did not love her. No matter: it was infinitely more to be even the slave of the greater than the queen of the less. Some such sensation as this, though it was not recognized as a finished thought, raced along the impressionable soul of Elfride.


  Regarding their attitude, it was impossible for two persons to go nearer to a kiss than went Knight and Elfride during those minutes of impulsive embrace in the pelting rain. Yet they did not kiss. Knight’s peculiarity of nature was such that it would not allow him to take advantage of the unguarded and passionate avowal she had tacitly made.


  Elfride recovered herself, and gently struggled to be free.


  He reluctantly relinquished her, and then surveyed her from crown to toe. She seemed as small as an infant. He perceived whence she had obtained the rope.


  ‘Elfride, my Elfride!’ he exclaimed in gratified amazement.


  ‘I—think I—must leave you now,’ she said, her face doubling its red, with an expression between gladness and shame. ‘You follow me, but at some distance.’


  ‘The rain and wind pierce you through; the chill will kill you. God bless you for such devotion! Take my coat and put it on.’


  ‘No; I shall get warm running.’


  Elfride had absolutely nothing between her and the weather but her diaphanous exterior robe or ‘costume.’ The door had been made upon a woman’s wit, and it had found its way out. Behind the bank, whilst Knight reclined upon the dizzy slope waiting for death, she had taken off her whole clothing, and replaced only her outer bodice and skirt. Every thread of the remainder lay upon the ground in the form of a woollen and cotton rope.


  ‘I am used to being wet through,’ she added. ‘I have been drenched on Pansy dozens of times. Good-bye till we meet, clothed and in our right minds, by the fireside at home!’


  She then ran off from him through the pelting rain like a hare; or more like a pheasant when, scampering away with a lowered tail, it has a mind to fly, but does not. Elfride was soon out of sight.


  Knight felt uncomfortably wet and chilled, but glowing with fervour nevertheless. He fully appreciated Elfride’s girlish delicacy in refusing his escort in the meagre habiliments she wore, yet felt that necessary abstraction of herself for a short half-hour as a most grievous loss to him.


  He gathered up her knotted and twisted plumage of linen, lace, and embroidery work, and laid it across his arm. He noticed on the ground an envelope, limp and wet. In endeavouring to restore this to its proper shape, he loosened from the envelope a piece of paper it had contained, which was seized by the wind in falling from Knight’s hand. It was blown to the right, blown to the left—it floated to the edge of the cliff and over the sea, where it was hurled aloft. It twirled in the air, and then flew back over his head.


  Knight followed the paper, and secured it. Having done so he looked to discover if it had been worth securing.


  The troublesome sheet was a banker’s receipt for two hundred pounds, placed to the credit of Miss Swancourt, which the impractical girl had totally forgotten she carried with her.


  Knight folded it as carefully as its moist condition would allow, put it in his pocket, and followed Elfride.


  ♣


  XXIII


  ‘Should auld acquaintance be forgot?’


  By this time Stephen Smith had stepped out upon the quay at Castle Boterel, and breathed his native air.


  A darker skin, a more pronounced moustache, and an incipient beard, were the chief additions and changes noticeable in his appearance.


  In spite of the falling rain, which had somewhat lessened, he took a small valise in his hand and, leaving the remainder of his luggage at the inn, ascended the hills towards East Endelstow. This place lay in a vale of its own, further inland than the west village, and though so near it, had little of physical feature in common with the latter. East Endelstow was more wooded and fertile: it boasted of Lord Luxellian’s mansion and park, and was free from those bleak open uplands which lent such an air of desolation to the vicinage of the coast—always excepting the small valley in which stood the rectory and Mrs. Swancourt’s old house, The Crags.


  Stephen had arrived nearly at the summit of the ridge when the rain again increased its volume, and, looking about for temporary shelter, he ascended a steep path which penetrated dense hazel bushes in the lower part of its course. Further up it emerged upon a ledge immediately over the turnpike-road, and sheltered by an overhanging face of rubble rock, with bushes above. For a reason of his own he made this spot his refuge from the storm, and turning his face to the left, conned the landscape as a book.


  He was overlooking the valley containing Elfride’s residence.


  From this point of observation the prospect exhibited the peculiarity of being either brilliant foreground or the subdued tone of distance, a sudden dip in the surface of the country lowering out of sight all the intermediate prospect. In apparent contact with the trees and bushes growing close beside him appeared the distant tract, terminated suddenly by the brink of the series of cliffs which culminated in the tall giant without a name—small and unimportant as here beheld. A leaf on a bough at Stephen’s elbow blotted out a whole hill in the contrasting district far away; a green bunch of nuts covered a complete upland there, and the great cliff itself was outvied by a pigmy crag in the bank hard by him. Stephen had looked upon these things hundreds of times before to-day, but he had never viewed them with such tenderness as now.


  Stepping forward in this direction yet a little further, he could see the tower of West Endelstow Church, beneath which he was to meet his Elfride that night. And at the same time he noticed, coming over the hill from the cliffs, a white speck in motion. It seemed first to be a sea-gull flying low, but ultimately proved to be a human figure, running with great rapidity. The form flitted on, heedless of the rain which had caused Stephen’s halt in this place, dropped down the heathery hill, entered the vale, and was out of sight.


  Whilst he meditated upon the meaning of this phenomenon he was surprised to see swim into his ken from the same point of departure another moving speck, as different from the first as well could be, insomuch that it was perceptible only by its blackness. Slowly and regularly it took the same course, and there was not much doubt that this was the form of a man. He, too, gradually descended from the upper levels, and was lost in the valley below.


  The rain had by this time again abated, and Stephen returned to the road. Looking ahead he saw two men and a cart. They were soon obscured by the intervention of a high hedge. Just before they emerged again he heard voices in conversation.


  ‘’A must soon be in the neighbourhood, too, if so be he’s a-coming,’ said a tenor tongue, which Stephen instantly recognized as Martin Cannister’s.


  ‘’A must ’a b’lieve,’ said another voice—that of Stephen’s father.


  Stephen stepped forward, and came before them face to face. His father and Martin were walking, dressed in their second best suits, and beside them rambled along a grizzel horse and brightly painted spring-cart.


  ‘All right, Mr. Cannister; here’s the lost man!’ exclaimed young Smith, entering at once upon the old style of greeting. ‘Father, here I am.’


  ‘All right, my sonny; and glad I be for’t!’ returned John Smith, overjoyed to see the young man. ‘How be ye? Well, come along home, and don’t let’s bide out here in the damp. Such weather must be terrible bad for a young chap just come from a fiery nation like Indy; hey, neighbour Cannister?’


  ‘Trew, trew. And about getting home his traps? Boxes, monstrous bales, and noble packages of foreign description, I make no doubt?’


  ‘Hardly all that,’ said Stephen, laughing.


  ‘We brought the cart, meaning to go right on to Castle Boterel before ye landed,’ said his father. ‘“Put in the horse,” says Martin. “Ay,” says I, “so we will;” and did it straightway. Now, maybe, Martin had better go on wi’ the cart for the things, and you and I walk home-along.’


  ‘And I shall be back a’most as soon as you. Peggy is a pretty step still, though time begins to tell upon her as upon the rest o’ us.’


  Stephen told Martin where to find his baggage, and then continued his journey homeward in the company of his father.


  ‘Owing to your coming a day sooner than we first expected,’ said John, ‘you’ll find us in a turk of a mess, sir—“sir,” says I to my own son! but ye’ve gone up so, Stephen. We’ve killed the pig this morning for ’ee, thinking you’d be hungry, and glad of a morsel of fresh meat. And ’a won’t be cut up till to-night. However, we can make ’ee a good supper of fry, which will chaw up well wi’ a dab o’ mustard and a few nice new taters, and a drop of shilling ale to wash it down. Your mother has had the house scrubbed through because you were coming, and dusted all the chimmer furniture, and bought a new basin and jug of a travelling crockery-woman that came to our door, and scoured the candle-sticks, and cleaned the winders! Ay, I don’t know what ’a ha’n’t a done. Never were such a steer, ’a b’lieve.’


  Conversation of this kind and inquiries of Stephen for his mother’s wellbeing occupied them for the remainder of the journey. When they drew near the river, and the cottage behind it, they could hear the master-mason’s clock striking off the bygone hours of the day at intervals of a quarter of a minute, during which intervals Stephen’s imagination readily pictured his mother’s forefinger wandering round the dial in company with the minute-hand.


  ‘The clock stopped this morning, and your mother is putting it right seemingly,’ said his father; and they went up the garden to the door.


  When they had entered, and Stephen had dutifully and warmly greeted his mother—who appeared in a cotton dress of a dark-blue ground, covered broadcast with a multitude of new and full moons, stars, and planets, with an occasional dash of a comet-like aspect to diversify the scene—the crackle of cart-wheels was heard outside, and Martin Cannister stamped in at the doorway, in the form of a pair of legs beneath a great box, his body being barely visible. When the luggage had been all taken down, and Stephen had gone upstairs to change his clothes, Mrs. Smith’s mind seemed to recover a lost thread.


  ‘Really our clock is not worth a penny,’ she said, turning to it and attempting to start the pendulum.


  ‘Stopped again?’ inquired Martin with commiseration.


  ‘Yes, sure,’ replied Mrs. Smith; and continued after the manner of certain matrons, to whose tongues the harmony of a subject with a casual mood is a greater recommendation than its pertinence to the occasion, ‘John would spend pounds a year upon the jimcrack old thing, if he might, in having it cleaned, when at the same time you may doctor it yourself as well. “The clock’s stopped again, John,” I say to him. “Better have ’n cleaned,” says he. There’s five shillings. “That clock grinds again,” I say to him. “Better have ’n cleaned,” ’a says again. “That clock strikes wrong, John,” says I. “Better have ’n cleaned,” he goes on. The wheels would have been polished to skeletons by this time if I had listened to him, and I assure you we could have bought a china-faced beauty wi’ the good money we’ve flung away these last ten years upon this old green-faced thing. And, Martin, you must be wet. My son is gone up to change. John is damper than I should like to be, but ’a calls it nothing. Some of Mrs. Swancourt’s servants have been here—they ran in out of the rain when going for a walk—and I assure you the state of their bonnets was frightful.’


  ‘How’s the folks? We’ve been over to Castle Boterel, and what wi’ running and stopping out of the storms, my poor head is beyond everything! fizz, fizz, fizz; ’tis frying o’ fish from morning to night,’ said a cracked voice in the doorway at this instant.


  ‘Lord, who’s that?’ said Mrs. Smith, in a private exclamation, and turning round saw William Worm, endeavouring to make himself look passing civil and friendly by overspreading his face with a large smile that seemed to have no connection with the humour he was in. Behind him stood a woman about twice his size, with a large umbrella over her head. This was Mrs. Worm, William’s wife.


  ‘Come in, William,’ said John Smith. ‘We don’t kill a pig every day. And you, likewise, Mrs. Worm. I make ye welcome. Since ye left Parson Swancourt, William, I don’t see much of ’ee.’


  ‘No, for to tell the truth, since I took to the turn-pike-gate line, I’ve been out but little, coming to church o’ Sundays not being my duty now, as ’twas in a parson’s family, you see. However, our boy is able to mind the gate now, and I said, says I, “Barbara, let’s call and see John Smith.”’


  ‘I am sorry to hear your poor head is so bad still.’


  ‘Ay, I assure you that frying o’ fish is going on for nights and days. And, you know, sometimes ’tisn’t only fish, but rashers o’ bacon and inions. Ay, I can hear the fat pop and fizz as nateral as life; can’t I, Barbara?’


  Mrs. Worm, who had been all this time engaged in closing her umbrella, corroborated this statement, and now, coming indoors, showed herself to be a wide-faced, comfortable-looking woman, with a wart upon her cheek, bearing a small tuft of hair in its centre.


  ‘Have ye ever tried anything to cure yer noise, Maister Worm?’ inquired Martin Cannister.


  ‘O ay; bless ’ee, I’ve tried everything. Providence means merciful, I reckon, and I have hoped he’d have found it out by this time, living so many years in a parson’s family, too, but ’a don’t seem to relieve me. Ay, I be a poor wambling man, and life’s a mint o’ trouble!’


  ‘True; mournful true The world wants looking to, or ’tis all sixes and sevens wi’ us.’


  ‘Take your things off, Mrs. Worm,’ said Mrs. Smith. ‘We are rather in a muddle, to tell the truth, for my son is just dropped in from Indy a day sooner than we expected, and the pig-killer is coming presently to cut up.’


  Mrs. Barbara Worm, not wishing to take any mean advantage of persons in a muddle by observing them, removed her bonnet and mantle with eyes fixed upon the flowers in the plot outside the door.


  ‘What beautiful tiger-lilies!’ said Mrs. Worm.


  ‘Yes, they are very well, but such a trouble to me on account of the children that come here. They will go eating the berries on the stem, and call ’em currants. Taste wi’ juvinals is quite fancy, really.’


  ‘And your snapdragons look as fierce as ever.’


  ‘Well, really,’ answered Mrs. Smith, entering didactically into the subject, ‘they are more like Christians than flowers. But they make up well enough wi’ the rest, and don’t require much tending. And the same can be said o’ these miller’s wheels. ’Tis a flower I like very much, though so simple. John says he never cares about the flowers of ’em, but men have no eye for anything neat. He says his favourite flower is a cauliflower. And I assure you I tremble in the springtime, for ’tis perfect murder.’


  ‘You don’t say it, Mrs. Smith!’


  ‘John digs round the roots, you know. In goes his blundering spade, through roots, bulbs, everything that hasn’t got a good show above ground, turning ’em up cut all to slices. Only the very last fall I went to move some tulips, when I found every bulb upside down, and the stems crooked round. He had turned ’em over in the spring, and the cunning creatures had soon found that heaven was not where it used to be.’


  ‘What’s that long-favoured flower under the hedge?’


  ‘They? O, they are the horrid Jacob’s ladders! Instead of praising ’em, I am mad wi’ ’em for being so ready to grow where they are not wanted. They are very well in their way, but I do not care for things that neglect won’t kill. Do what I will, dig, drag, scrap, pull, I get too many of ’em. I chop the roots: up they’ll come, treble strong. Throw ’em over hedge; there they’ll grow, staring me in the face like a hungry dog driven away, and creep back again in a week or two the same as before. ’Tis Jacob’s ladder here, Jacob’s ladder there, and plant them where nothing in the world will grow, you get crowds of ’em in a month or two. John made a new manure mixen last summer, and he said, “Maria, now if you’ve got any flowers or such like that you don’t want, you may plant them round my mixen so as to hide it a bit, though ’tis not likely anything of much value will grow there.” I thought, “There’s the Jacob’s ladders; I’ll put them there, since they can’t do harm in such a place;” and I planted the Jacob’s ladders sure enough. They grew, and they grew, in the mixen and out of the mixen, all over the litter, covering it quite up. When John wanted to use it about the garden, he said, “Nation seize them Jacob’s ladders of yours, Maria! They’ve eat the goodness out of every morsel of my manure, so that ’tis no better than sand itself!” Sure enough the hungry mortals had. ’Tis my belief that in the secret souls of ’em, Jacob’s ladders are weeds, and not flowers at all, if the truth was known.’


  Robert Lickpan, pig-killer and carrier, arrived at this moment. The fatted animal hanging in the back kitchen was cleft down the middle of its backbone, Mrs. Smith being meanwhile engaged in cooking supper.


  Between the cutting and chopping, ale was handed round, and Worm and the pig-killer listened to John Smith’s description of the meeting with Stephen, with eyes blankly fixed upon the table-cloth, in order that nothing in the external world should interrupt their efforts to conjure up the scene correctly.


  Stephen came downstairs in the middle of the story, and after the little interruption occasioned by his entrance and welcome, the narrative was again continued, precisely as if he had not been there at all, and was told inclusively to him, as to somebody who knew nothing about the matter.


  ‘“Ay,” I said, as I catched sight of him through the brambles, “that’s the lad, for I know him by his grandfather’s walk;” for ’a stepped out like poor father for all the world. Still there was a touch o’ the frisky that set me wondering. ’A got closer, and I said, “That’s the lad, for I know him by his carrying a black case like a travelling man.” Still, a road is common to all the world, and there be more travelling men than one. But I kept my eye cocked, and I said to Martin, “’Tis the boy, now, for I know him by the old twirl o’ the stick and the family step.” Then ’a come closer, and ’a said, “All right.” I could swear to him then.’


  Stephen’s personal appearance was next criticized.


  ‘He looks a deal thinner in face, surely, than when I seed him at the parson’s, and never knowed him, if ye’ll believe me,’ said Martin.


  Said another, without removing his eyes from Stephen’s face, ‘I should ha’ knowed him anywhere. ’Tis his father’s nose to a t.’


  ‘It has been often remarked,’ said Stephen modestly.


  ‘And he’s certainly taller,’ said Martin, letting his glance run over Stephen’s form from bottom to top.


  ‘I was thinking ’a was exactly the same height,’ Worm replied.


  ‘Bless thy soul, that’s because he’s bigger round likewise.’ And the united eyes all moved to Stephen’s waist.


  ‘I be a poor wambling man, but I can make allowances,’ said William Worm. ‘Ah, sure, and how he came as a stranger and pilgrim to Parson Swancourt’s that time, not a soul knowing him after so many years! Ay, life’s a strange picter, Stephen: but I suppose I must say Sir to ’ee?’


  ‘O, it is not necessary,’ Stephen replied, though mentally resolving to avoid the vicinity of that familiar friend as soon as he had made pretensions to the hand of Elfride.


  ‘Ah, well,’ said Worm musingly, ‘some would have looked for no less than a Sir. There’s a sight of difference in people.’


  ‘And in pigs likewise,’ observed John Smith, looking at the halved carcass of his own.


  Robert Lickpan, the pig-killer, here seemed called upon to enter the lists of conversation.


  ‘Yes, they’ve got their particular naters good-now,’ he remarked initially. ‘Many’s the rum-tempered pig I’ve knowed.’


  ‘I don’t doubt it, Master Lickpan.’ Martin’s answer expressed that his convictions, no less than good manners, demanded the reply.


  ‘Yes,’ continued the pig-killer, as one accustomed to be heard. ‘One that I knowed was deaf and dumb, and we couldn’t make out what was the matter wi’ the pig. ’A would eat well enough when ’a seed the trough, but when his back was turned, you might a-rattled the bucket all day, the poor soul never heard ’ee. Ye could play tricks upon him behind his back, and ’a wouldn’t find it out no quicker than poor deaf Grammer Bates. But ’a fatted well, and I never seed a pig open better when ’a was killed, and ’a was very tender eating, very; as pretty a bit of meat as ever you see; you could suck that meat through a quill.


  ‘And another I knowed,’ resumed the killer, after quietly letting a pint of ale run down his throat of its own accord, and setting down the cup with mathematical exactness upon the spot from which he had raised it—‘another went out of his mind.’


  ‘How very mournful!’ murmured Mrs. Worm.


  ‘Ay, poor thing, ’a did! As clean out of his mind as the cleverest Christian could go. In early life ’a was very melancholy, and never seemed a hopeful pig by no means. ’Twas Andrew Stainer’s pig—that’s whose pig ’twas.’


  ‘I can mind the pig well enough,’ attested John Smith.


  ‘And a pretty little porker ’a was. And you all know Farmer Buckle’s sort? Every jack o’ em suffer from the rheumatism to this day, owing to a damp sty they lived in when they were striplings, as ’twere.’


  ‘Well, now we’ll weigh,’ said John.


  ‘If so be he were not so fine, we’d weigh ’n whole: but as he is, we’ll take a side at a time. John, you can mind my old joke, ey?’


  ‘I do so; though ’twas a good few years ago I first heard it.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Lickpan, ‘that there old familiar joke have been in our family for generations, I may say. My father used that joke regular at pig-killings for more than five and forty years—the time he followed the calling. And ’a told me that ’a had it from his father when he was quite a chiel, who made use o’t just the same at every killing more or less; and pig-killings were pig-killings in those days.’


  ‘Truly they were.’


  ‘I’ve never heard the joke,’ said Mrs. Smith tentatively.


  ‘Nor I,’ chimed in Mrs. Worm, who, being the only other lady in the room, felt bound by the laws of courtesy to feel like Mrs. Smith in everything.


  ‘Surely, surely you have,’ said the killer, looking sceptically at the benighted matrons. ‘However, ’tisn’t much—I don’t wish to say it is. It commences like this: “Bob will tell the weight of your pig, ’a b’lieve,” says I. The congregation of neighbours think I mean my son Bob, naturally; but the secret is that I mean the bob o’ the steelyard. Ha, ha, ha!’


  ‘Haw, haw, haw!’ laughed Martin Cannister, who had heard the explanation of this striking story for the hundredth time.


  ‘Huh, huh, huh!’ laughed John Smith, who had heard it for the thousandth.


  ‘Hee, hee, hee!’ laughed William Worm, who had never heard it at all, but was afraid to say so.


  ‘Thy grandfather, Robert, must have been a wide-awake chap to make that story,’ said Martin Cannister, subsiding to a placid aspect of delighted criticism.


  ‘He had a head, by all account. And, you see, as the first-born of the Lickpans have all been Roberts, they’ve all been Bobs, so the story was handed down to the present day.’


  ‘Poor Joseph, your second boy, will never be able to bring it out in company, which is rather unfortunate,’ said Mrs. Worm thoughtfully.


  ‘’A won’t. Yes, grandfer was a clever chap, as ye say; but I knowed a cleverer. ’Twas my uncle Levi. Uncle Levi made a snuff-box that should be a puzzle to his friends to open. He used to hand it round at wedding parties, christenings, funerals, and in other jolly company, and let ’em try their skill. This extraordinary snuff-box had a spring behind that would push in and out—a hinge where seemed to be the cover; a slide at the end, a screw in front, and knobs and queer notches everywhere. One man would try the spring, another would try the screw, another would try the slide; but try as they would, the box wouldn’t open. And they couldn’t open it, and they didn’t open it. Now what might you think was the secret of that box?’


  All put on an expression that their united thoughts were inadequate to the occasion.


  ‘Why the box wouldn’t open at all. ’A were made not to open, and ye might have tried till the end of Revelations, ’twould have been as naught, for the box was glued all round.’


  ‘A very deep man to have made such a box.’


  ‘Yes. Like uncle Levi all over.’


  ‘’Twas. I can mind the man very well. Tallest man ever I seed.’


  ‘’A was so. He never slept upon a bedstead after he growed up a hard boy-chap—never could get one long enough. When ’a lived in that little small house by the pond, he used to have to leave open his chamber door every night at going to his bed, and let his feet poke out upon the landing.’


  ‘He’s dead and gone now, like worse ones, poor man,’ observed Worm, to fill the pause which followed the conclusion of Robert Lickpan’s speech.


  The weighing and cutting up was pursued amid an animated discourse on Stephen’s travels; and at the finish the first-fruits of the day’s slaughter, fried in onions, were then served up, each piece steaming and hissing till it reached their very mouths.


  It must be owned that the gentlemanly son of the house looked rather out of place in the course of these operations. Nor was his mind quite philosophic enough to allow him to be comfortable with the old-established persons his father’s friends. He had never lived long at home—scarcely at all since his childhood. The presence of William Worm was the most awkward feature of the case, for, though Worm had left the house of Mr. Swancourt, the being hand-in-glove with a ci-devant servitor reminded Stephen too forcibly of the rector’s classification of himself before he went from England. Mrs. Smith was conscious of the defect in her arrangements which had brought about the undesired conjunction. She spoke to Stephen privately.


  ‘I am above having such people here, Stephen; but what could I do? And your father is so rough in his nature that he’s more mixed up with them than need be.’


  ‘Never mind, mother,’ said Stephen; ‘I’ll put up with it now.’


  ‘When we leave my lord’s service, and get further up the country—as I hope we shall soon—it will be different. We shall be among fresh people, and in a larger house, and shall keep ourselves up a bit, I hope.’


  ‘Is Miss Swancourt at home, do you know?’ Stephen inquired.


  ‘Yes, your father saw her this morning.’


  ‘Do you often see her?’


  ‘Scarcely ever. Mr. Glim, the curate, calls occasionally, but the Swancourts don’t come into the village now any more than to drive through it. They dine at my lord’s oftener than they used. Ah, here’s a note was brought this morning for you by a boy.’


  Stephen eagerly took the note and opened it, his mother watching him. He read what Elfride had written and sent before she started for the cliff that afternoon:


  ‘Yes; I will meet you in the church at nine to-night.—E. S.’


  ‘I don’t know, Stephen,’ his mother said meaningly, ‘whe’r you still think about Miss Elfride, but if I were you I wouldn’t concern about her. They say that none of old Mrs. Swancourt’s money will come to her step-daughter.’


  ‘I see the evening has turned out fine; I am going out for a little while to look round the place,’ he said, evading the direct query. ‘Probably by the time I return our visitors will be gone, and we can have a more confidential talk.’


  ♣


  XXIV


  ‘Breeze, bird, and flower confess the hour.’


  The rain had ceased since the sunset, but it was a cloudy night; and the light of the moon, softened and dispersed by its misty veil, was distributed over the land in pale gray.


  A dark figure stepped from the doorway of John Smith’s river-side cottage, and strode rapidly towards West Endelstow with a light footstep. Soon ascending from the lower levels he turned a corner, followed a cart-track, and saw the tower of the church he was in quest of distinctly shaped forth against the sky. In less than half an hour from the time of starting he swung himself over the churchyard stile.


  The wild irregular enclosure was as much as ever an integral part of the old hill. The grass was still long, the graves were shaped precisely as passing years chose to alter them from their orthodox form as laid down by Martin Cannister, and by Stephen’s own grandfather before him.


  A sound sped into the air from the direction in which Castle Boterel lay. It was the striking of the town church-clock, distinct in the still atmosphere as if it had come from the tower hard by, which, wrapt in its solitary silentness, gave out no such sounds of life.


  ‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine.’ Stephen carefully counted the strokes, though he well knew their number beforehand. Nine o’clock. It was the hour Elfride had herself named as the most convenient for meeting him.


  Stephen stood at the door of the porch and listened. He could have heard the softest breathing of any person within the porch; nobody was there. He went inside the doorway, sat down upon the stone bench, and waited with a beating heart.


  The faint sounds heard only accentuated the silence. The rising and falling of the sea, far away along the coast, was the most important. A minor sound was the scurr of a distant night-hawk. Among the minutest where all were minute were the light settlement of gossamer fragments floating in the air, a toad humbly labouring along through the grass near the entrance, the crackle of a dead leaf which a worm was endeavouring to pull into the earth, a waft of air, getting nearer and nearer, and expiring at his feet under the burden of a winged seed.


  With all these soft sounds there came not the only soft sound he cared to hear—the footfall of Elfride.


  For a whole quarter of an hour Stephen sat thus intent, without moving a muscle. At the end of that time he walked to the west front of the church. Turning the corner of the tower, a white form stared him in the face. He started back, and recovered himself. It was the tomb of young farmer Jethway, looking still as fresh and as new as when it was first erected, the pale stone in which it was hewn having a singular weirdness amid the dark blue slabs from local quarries, of which the whole remaining gravestones were formed.


  He thought of the night when he had sat thereon with Elfride as his companion, and well remembered his regret that she had received, even unwillingly, earlier homage than his own. But his present tangible anxiety reduced such a feeling to sentimental nonsense in comparison; and he strolled on over the graves to the border of the churchyard, whence in the daytime could be clearly seen the rectory and the present residence of the Swancourts. No footstep was discernible upon the path across there, but a light was shining from a window in the last-named house.


  Stephen knew there could be no mistake about the time or place, and no difficulty about keeping the engagement. He waited yet longer, passing from impatience into a mood which failed to take any account of the lapse of time. He was awakened from his reverie by Castle Boterel clock.


  One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.


  One little fall of the hammer in addition to the number it had been sharp pleasure to hear, and what a difference to him!


  He left the churchyard on the side opposite to his point of entrance, and went into the lane. Slowly he drew near the gate of her house. This he softly opened, and walked up the gravel drive to the door. Here he paused for several minutes.


  At the expiration of that time the murmured speech of a manly voice came out to his ears through an open window behind the corner of the house. This was responded to by a clear soft laugh. It was the laugh of Elfride.


  Stephen was conscious of a gnawing pain at his heart. He retreated as he had come. There are disappointments which wring us, and there are those which inflict a wound whose mark we bear to our graves. Such are so keen that no future gratification of the same desire can ever obliterate them: they become registered as a permanent loss of happiness. Of this sort was Stephen’s now: the crowning aureola of the dream had been the meeting by stealth; and if Elfride had come to him only ten minutes after he had turned away, the disappointment would have been recognizable still.


  When the young man reached home he found there a letter which had arrived in his absence. Believing it to contain some reason for her non-appearance, yet unable to imagine one that could justify her, he hastily tore open the envelope.


  The paper contained not a word from Elfride. It was the deposit-note for his two hundred pounds. On the back was the form of a cheque, and this she had filled up with the same sum, payable to the bearer.


  Stephen was confounded. He attempted to divine her motive. Considering how limited was his knowledge of her later actions, he guessed rather shrewdly that, between the time of her sending the note in the morning and the evening’s silent refusal of his gift, something had occurred which had caused a total change in her attitude towards him.


  He knew not what to do. It seemed absurd now to go to her father next morning, as he had purposed, and ask for an engagement with her, a possibility impending all the while that Elfride herself would not be on his side. Only one course recommended itself as wise. To wait and see what the days would bring forth; to go and execute his commissions in Birmingham; then to return, learn if anything had happened, and try what a meeting might do; perhaps her surprise at his backwardness would bring her forward to show latent warmth as decidedly as in old times.


  This act of patience was in keeping only with the nature of a man precisely of Stephen’s constitution. Nine men out of ten would perhaps have rushed off, got into her presence, by fair means or foul, and provoked a catastrophe of some sort. Possibly for the better, probably for the worse.


  He started for Birmingham the next morning. A day’s delay would have made no difference; but he could not rest until he had begun and ended the programme proposed to himself. Bodily activity will sometimes take the sting out of anxiety as completely as assurance itself.


  ♣


  XXV


  ‘Mine own familiar friend.’


  During these days of absence Stephen lived under alternate conditions. Whenever his emotions were active, he was in agony. Whenever he was not in agony, the business in hand had driven out of his mind by sheer force all deep reflection on the subject of Elfride and love.


  By the time he took his return journey at the week’s end, Stephen had very nearly worked himself up to an intention to call and see her face to face. On this occasion also he adopted his favourite route—by the little summer steamer from Bristol to Castle Boterel; the time saved by speed on the railway being wasted at junctions, and in following a devious course.


  It was a bright silent evening at the beginning of September when Smith again set foot in the little town. He felt inclined to linger awhile upon the quay before ascending the hills, having formed a romantic intention to go home by way of her house, yet not wishing to wander in its neighbourhood till the evening shades should sufficiently screen him from observation.


  And thus waiting for night’s nearer approach, he watched the placid scene, over which the pale luminosity of the west cast a sorrowful monochrome, that became slowly embrowned by the dusk. A star appeared, and another, and another. They sparkled amid the yards and rigging of the two coal brigs lying alongside, as if they had been tiny lamps suspended in the ropes. The masts rocked sleepily to the infinitesimal flux of the tide, which clucked and gurgled with idle regularity in nooks and holes of the harbour wall.


  The twilight was now quite pronounced enough for his purpose; and as, sadly sick at heart, he was about to move on, a little boat containing two persons glided up the middle of the harbour with the lightness of a shadow. The boat came opposite him, passed on, and touched the landing-steps at the further end. One of its occupants was a man, as Stephen had known by the easy stroke of the oars. When the pair ascended the steps and came into greater prominence, he was enabled to discern that the second personage was a woman; also that she wore a white decoration—apparently a feather—in her hat or bonnet, which spot of white was the only distinctly visible portion of her clothing.


  Stephen remained a moment in their rear and they passed on, when he pursued his way also, and soon forgot the circumstance. Having crossed a bridge, forsaken the high road, and entered the footpath which led up the vale to West Endelstow, he heard a little wicket click softly together some yards ahead. By the time that Stephen had reached the wicket and passed it, he heard another click of precisely the same nature from another gate yet further on. Clearly some person or persons were preceding him along the path, their footsteps being rendered noiseless by the soft carpet of turf. Stephen now walked a little more quickly, and perceived two forms. One of them bore aloft the white feather he had noticed in the woman’s hat on the quay: they were the couple he had seen in the boat. Stephen dropped a little further to the rear.


  From the bottom of the valley along which the path had hitherto lain, beside the margin of the trickling streamlet, another path now diverged, and ascended the slope of the left-hand hill. This footway led only to the residence of Mrs. Swancourt and a cottage or two in its vicinity. No grass covered this diverging path in portions of its length, and Stephen was reminded that the pair in front of him had taken this route by the occasional rattle of loose stones under their feet. Stephen climbed in the same direction, but for some undefined reason he trod more softly than did those preceding him. His mind was unconsciously in exercise upon whom the woman might be—whether a visitor to The Crags, a servant, or Elfride. He put it to himself yet more forcibly; could the lady be Elfride? A possible reason for her unaccountable failure to keep the appointment with him returned with painful force.


  They entered the grounds of the house by the side wicket, whence the path, now wide and well trimmed, wound fantastically through the shrubbery to an octagonal pavilion called the Belvedere, by reason of the comprehensive view over the adjacent district that its green seats afforded. The path passed this erection and went on to the house as well as to the gardener’s cottage on the other side, straggling thence to East Endelstow; so that Stephen felt no hesitation in following through the wicket and entering a promenade which could scarcely be called private.


  He fancied that he heard the gate again open and swing together behind him. Turning, he saw nobody.


  The people of the boat preceded him to the summer-house. One of them spoke.


  ‘I am afraid we shall get a scolding for being so late.’


  Stephen instantly recognized the familiar voice, richer and fuller now than it used to be. ‘Elfride!’ he whispered to himself, and held fast by a sapling, to steady himself under the agitation her presence caused him. His heart swerved from its beat; he shunned receiving the meaning he sought.


  ‘A breeze is rising again; how the ash tree rustles!’ said Elfride. ‘Don’t you hear it? I wonder what the time is.’


  Stephen relinquished the sapling.


  ‘I will get a light and tell you. Step into the summer-house; the air is quiet there.’


  The cadence of that voice—its peculiarity—seemed to come home to him like that of some notes of the northern birds on his return to his native clime, as an old natural thing renewed, yet not particularly noticed as natural before that renewal.


  They entered the Belvedere. In the lower part it was formed of close wood-work nailed crosswise, and had openings in the upper by way of windows.


  The scratch of a striking light was heard, and a glow radiated from the interior of the building. The light gave birth to dancing leaf-shadows, stem-shadows, lustrous streaks, dots, sparkles, and threads of silver sheen of all imaginable variety and transience. It awakened gnats, which flew towards it, revealed shiny gossamer threads, disturbed earthworms. Stephen gave but little attention to these phenomena, and less time. He saw in the summer-house a strongly illuminated picture.


  First, the face of his friend and preceptor Henry Knight, between whom and himself an estrangement had arisen, not from any definite causes beyond those of absence, increasing age, and diverging sympathies.


  Next, his bright particular star, Elfride. The face of Elfride was more womanly than when she had called herself his, but as clear and healthy as ever. Her plenteous twines of beautiful hair were looking much as usual, with the exception of a slight modification in their arrangement in deference to the changes of fashion.


  Their two foreheads were close together, almost touching, and both were looking down. Elfride was holding her watch, Knight was holding the light with one hand, his left arm being round her waist. Part of the scene reached Stephen’s eyes through the horizontal bars of woodwork, which crossed their forms like the ribs of a skeleton.


  Knight’s arm stole still further round the waist of Elfride.


  ‘It is half-past eight,’ she said in a low voice, which had a peculiar music in it, seemingly born of a thrill of pleasure at the new proof that she was beloved.


  The flame dwindled down, died away, and all was wrapped in a darkness to which the gloom before the illumination bore no comparison in apparent density. Stephen, shattered in spirit and sick to his heart’s centre, turned away. In turning, he saw a shadowy outline behind the summer-house on the other side. His eyes grew accustomed to the darkness. Was the form a human form, or was it an opaque bush of juniper?


  The lovers arose, brushed against the laurestines, and pursued their way to the house. The indistinct figure had moved, and now passed across Smith’s front. So completely enveloped was the person that it was impossible to discern him or her any more than as a shape. The shape glided noiselessly on.


  Stephen stepped forward, fearing any mischief was intended to the other two. ‘Who are you?’ he said.


  ‘Never mind who I am,’ answered a weak whisper from the enveloping folds. ‘What I am, may she be! Perhaps I knew well—ah, so well!—a youth whose place you took, as he there now takes yours. Will you let her break your heart, and bring you to an untimely grave, as she did the one before you?’


  ‘You are Mrs. Jethway, I think. What do you do here? And why do you talk so wildly?’


  ‘Because my heart is desolate, and nobody cares about it. May hers be so that brought trouble upon me!’


  ‘Silence!’ said Stephen, staunch to Elfride in spite of himself. ‘She would harm nobody wilfully, never would she! How do you come here?’


  ‘I saw the two coming up the path, and wanted to learn if she were not one of them. Can I help disliking her if I think of the past? Can I help watching her if I remember my boy? Can I help ill-wishing her if I well-wish him?’


  The bowed form went on, passed through the wicket, and was enveloped by the shadows of the field.


  Stephen had heard that Mrs. Jethway, since the death of her son, had become a crazed, forlorn woman; and bestowing a pitying thought upon her he dismissed her fancied wrongs from his mind, but not her condemnation of Elfride’s faithlessness. That entered into and mingled with the sensations his new experience had begotten. The tale told by the little scene he had witnessed ran parallel with the unhappy woman’s opinion, which, however baseless it might have been antecedently, had become true enough as regarded himself.


  A slow weight of despair, as distinct from a violent paroxysm as starvation from a mortal shot, filled him and wrung him body and soul. The discovery had not been altogether unexpected, for throughout his anxiety of the last few days since the night in the churchyard, he had been inclined to construe the uncertainty unfavourably for himself. His hopes for the best had been but periodic interruptions to a chronic fear of the worst.


  A strange concomitant of his misery was the singularity of its form. That his rival should be Knight, whom once upon a time he had adored as a man is very rarely adored by another in modern times, and whom he loved now, added deprecation to sorrow, and cynicism to both. Henry Knight, whose praises he had so frequently trumpeted in her ears, of whom she had actually been jealous, lest she herself should be lessened in Stephen’s love on account of him, had probably won her the more easily by reason of those very praises which he had only ceased to utter by her command. She had ruled him like a queen in that matter, as in all others. Stephen could tell by her manner, brief as had been his observation of it, and by her words, few as they were, that her position was far different with Knight. That she looked up at and adored her new lover from below his pedestal, was even more perceptible than that she had smiled down upon Stephen from a height above him.


  The suddenness of Elfride’s renunciation of himself was food for more torture. To an unimpassioned outsider it admitted of at least two interpretations—it might either have proceeded from an endeavour to be faithful to her first choice till the lover seen absolutely overpowered the lover remembered, or from a wish not to lose his love till sure of the love of another. But to Stephen Smith the motive involved in the latter alternative made it untenable where Elfride was the actor.


  He mused on her letters to him, in which she had never mentioned a syllable concerning Knight. It is desirable, however, to observe that only in two letters could she possibly have done so. One was written about a week before Knight’s arrival, when, though she did not mention his promised coming to Stephen, she had hardly a definite reason in her mind for neglecting to do it. In the next she did casually allude to Knight. But Stephen had left Bombay long before that letter arrived.


  Stephen looked at the black form of the adjacent house, where it cut a dark polygonal notch out of the sky, and felt that he hated the spot. He did not know many facts of the case, but could not help instinctively associating Elfride’s fickleness with the marriage of her father, and their introduction to London society. He closed the iron gate bounding the shrubbery as noiselessly as he had opened it, and went into the grassy field. Here he could see the old vicarage, the house alone that was associated with the sweet pleasant time of his incipient love for Elfride. Turning sadly from the place that was no longer a nook in which his thoughts might nestle when he was far away, he wandered in the direction of the east village, to reach his father’s house before they retired to rest.


  The nearest way to the cottage was by crossing the park. He did not hurry. Happiness frequently has reason for haste, but it is seldom that desolation need scramble or strain. Sometimes he paused under the low-hanging arms of the trees, looking vacantly on the ground.


  Stephen was standing thus, scarcely less crippled in thought than he was blank in vision, when a clear sound permeated the quiet air about him, and spread on far beyond. The sound was the stroke of a bell from the tower of East Endelstow Church, which stood in a dell not forty yards from Lord Luxellian’s mansion, and within the park enclosure. Another stroke greeted his ear, and gave character to both: then came a slow succession of them.


  ‘Somebody is dead,’ he said aloud.


  The death-knell of an inhabitant of the eastern parish was being tolled.


  An unusual feature in the tolling was that it had not been begun according to the custom in Endelstow and other parishes in the neighbourhood. At every death the sex and age of the deceased were announced by a system of changes. Three times three strokes signified that the departed one was a man; three times two, a woman; twice three, a boy; twice two, a girl. The regular continuity of the tolling suggested that it was the resumption rather than the beginning of a knell—the opening portion of which Stephen had not been near enough to hear.


  The momentary anxiety he had felt with regard to his parents passed away. He had left them in perfect health, and had any serious illness seized either, a communication would have reached him ere this. At the same time, since his way homeward lay under the churchyard yews, he resolved to look into the belfry in passing by, and speak a word to Martin Cannister, who would be there.


  Stephen reached the brow of the hill, and felt inclined to renounce his idea. His mood was such that talking to any person to whom he could not unburden himself would be wearisome. However, before he could put any inclination into effect, the young man saw from amid the trees a bright light shining, the rays from which radiated like needles through the sad plumy foliage of the yews. Its direction was from the centre of the churchyard.


  Stephen mechanically went forward. Never could there be a greater contrast between two places of like purpose than between this graveyard and that of the further village. Here the grass was carefully tended, and formed virtually a part of the manor-house lawn; flowers and shrubs being planted indiscriminately over both, whilst the few graves visible were mathematically exact in shape and smoothness, appearing in the daytime like chins newly shaven. There was no wall, the division between God’s Acre and Lord Luxellian’s being marked only by a few square stones set at equidistant points. Among those persons who have romantic sentiments on the subject of their last dwelling-place, probably the greater number would have chosen such a spot as this in preference to any other: a few would have fancied a constraint in its trim neatness, and would have preferred the wild hill-top of the neighbouring site, with Nature in her most negligent attire.


  The light in the churchyard he next discovered to have its source in a point very near the ground, and Stephen imagined it might come from a lantern in the interior of a partly-dug grave. But a nearer approach showed him that its position was immediately under the wall of the aisle, and within the mouth of an archway. He could now hear voices, and the truth of the whole matter began to dawn upon him. Walking on towards the opening Smith discerned on his left hand a heap of earth, and before him a flight of stone steps which the removed earth had uncovered, leading down under the edifice. It was the entrance to a large family vault, extending under the north aisle.


  Stephen had never before seen it open, and descending one or two steps stooped to look under the arch. The vault appeared to be crowded with coffins, with the exception of an open central space, which had been necessarily kept free for ingress and access to the sides, round three of which the coffins were stacked in stone bins or niches.


  The place was well lighted with candles stuck in slips of wood that were fastened to the wall. On making the descent of another step the living inhabitants of the vault were recognizable. They were his father the master-mason, an under-mason, Martin Cannister, and two or three young and old labouring-men. Crowbars and workmen’s hammers were scattered about. The whole company, sitting round on coffins which had been removed from their places, apparently for some alteration or enlargement of the vault, were eating bread and cheese, and drinking ale from a cup with two handles, passed round from each to each.


  ‘Who is dead?’ Stephen inquired, stepping down.


  ♣


  XXVI


  ‘To that last nothing under earth.’


  All eyes were turned to the entrance as Stephen spoke, and the ancient-mannered conclave scrutinized him inquiringly.


  ‘Why, ’tis our Stephen!’ said his father, rising from his seat; and, still retaining the frothy mug in his left hand, he swung forward his right for a grasp. ‘Your mother is expecting ’ee—thought you would have come before dark. But you’ll wait and go home with me? I have all but done for the day, and was going directly.’


  ‘Yes, ’tis Master Stephy, sure enough. Glad to see you so soon again, Master Smith,’ said Martin Cannister, chastening the gladness expressed in his words by a neutrality of countenance, in order to harmonize the feeling as much as possible with the solemnity of a family vault.


  ‘The same to you, Martin; and you, William,’ said Stephen, nodding around to the rest, who, having their mouths full of bread and cheese, were of necessity compelled to reply merely by compressing their eyes to friendly lines and wrinkles.


  ‘And who is dead?’ Stephen repeated.


  ‘Lady Luxellian, poor gentlewoman, as we all shall,’ said the under-mason. ‘Ay; we be going to enlarge the vault to make room for her.’


  ‘When did she die?’


  ‘Early this morning,’ his father replied, with an appearance of recurring to a chronic thought. ‘Martin has been tolling ever since, almost. There, ’twas expected. She was very limber.’


  ‘Ay, poor soul, this morning,’ resumed the under-mason, a marvellously old man, whose skin seemed so much too large for his body that it would not stay in position. ‘She must know by this time whether she’s to go up or down, poor woman.’


  ‘What was her age?’


  ‘Not more than seven or eight and twenty by candle-light. But, Lord! by day ’a was forty if ’a were an hour.’


  ‘Ay, night-time or day-time makes a difference of twenty years to rich females,’ observed Martin.


  ‘She was one and thirty really,’ said John Smith. ‘I had it from them that know.’


  ‘Not more than that!’


  ‘’A looked very bad, poor lady. In faith, ye might say she was dead for years afore ’a would own it.’


  ‘As my old father used to say, “dead, but wouldn’t drop down.”’


  ‘I seed her, poor soul,’ said a labourer from behind some removed coffins, ‘only but last Valentine’s-day of all the world. ’A was arm in crook wi’ my lord. I says to myself, “You be ticketed Churchyard, my noble lady, although you don’t dream on’t.”’


  ‘I suppose my lord will write to all the other lords anointed in the nation, to let ’em know that she that was is now no more?’


  ‘’Tis done and past. I see a bundle of letters go off an hour after the death. Sich wonderful black rims as they letters had—half-an-inch wide, at the very least.’


  ‘Too much,’ observed Martin. ‘In short, ’tis out of the question that a human being can be so mournful as black edges half-an-inch wide. I’m sure people don’t feel more than a very narrow border when they feels most of all.’


  ‘And there are two little girls, are there not?’ said Stephen.


  ‘Nice clane little faces!—left motherless now.’


  ‘They used to come to Parson Swancourt’s to play with Miss Elfride when I were there,’ said William Worm. ‘Ah, they did so’s!’ The latter sentence was introduced to add the necessary melancholy to a remark which, intrinsically, could hardly be made to possess enough for the occasion. ‘Yes,’ continued Worm, ‘they’d run upstairs, they’d run down; flitting about with her everywhere. Very fond of her, they were. Ah, well!’


  ‘Fonder than ever they were of their mother, so ’tis said here and there,’ added a labourer.


  ‘Well, you see, ’tis natural. Lady Luxellian stood aloof from ’em so—was so drowsy-like, that they couldn’t love her in the jolly-companion way children want to like folks. Only last winter I seed Miss Elfride talking to my lady and the two children, and Miss Elfride wiped their noses for ’em—my lady never once seeing that it wanted doing; and, naturally, children take to people that’s their best friend.’


  ‘Be as ’twill, the woman is dead and gone, and we must make a place for her,’ said John. ‘Come, lads, drink up your ale, and we’ll just rid this corner, so as to have all clear for beginning at the wall, as soon as ’tis light to-morrow.’


  Stephen then asked where Lady Luxellian was to lie.


  ‘Here,’ said his father. ‘We are going to set back this wall and make a recess; and ’tis enough for us to do before the funeral. When my lord’s mother died, she said, “John, the place must be enlarged before another can be put in.” But ’a never expected ’twould be wanted so soon. Better move Lord George first, I suppose, Simeon?’


  He pointed with his foot to a heavy coffin, covered with what had originally been red velvet, the colour of which could only just be distinguished now.


  ‘Just as ye think best, Master John,’ replied the shrivelled mason. ‘Ah, poor Lord George!’ he continued, looking contemplatively at the huge coffin; ‘he and I were as bitter enemies once as any could be when one is a lord and t’other only a creeping man. Poor fellow! He’d clap his hand upon my shoulder and cuss me as familiar familial and neighbourly as if he’d been a common chap. Ay, ’a cussed me up hill and ’a cussed me down; and then ’a would rave out again, and the goold clamps of his fine new teeth would glisten in the sun like fetters of brass, while I, being a small man and poor, was fain to say nothing at all. Such a strappen fine gentleman as he was too! Yes, I rather liked en sometimes. But once now and then, when I looked at his towering height, I’d think in my inside, “What a weight you’ll be, my lord, for our arms to lower under the aisle of Endelstow Church some day!”’


  ‘And was he?’ inquired a young labourer.


  ‘He was. He was five hundredweight if ’a were a pound. What with his lead, and his oak, and his handles, and his one thing and t’other’—here the ancient man slapped his hand upon the cover with a force that caused a rattle among the bones inside—‘he half broke my back when I took his feet to lower him down the steps there. “Ah,” saith I to John there—didn’t I, John?—“that ever one man’s glory should be such a weight upon another man!” But there, I liked my lord George sometimes.’


  ‘’Tis a strange thought,’ said another, ‘that while they be all here under one roof, a snug united family o’ Luxellians, they be really scattered miles away from one another in the form of good sheep and wicked goats, isn’t it?’


  ‘True; ’tis a thought to look at.’


  ‘And that one, if he’s gone upward, don’t know what his wife is doing no more than the man in the moon if she’s gone downward. And that some unfortunate one in the hot place is a-hollering across to a lucky one up in the clouds, and quite forgetting their bodies be boxed close together all the time.’


  ‘Ay, ’tis a thought to look at, too, that I can say “Hullo!” close to fiery Lord George, and ’a can’t hear me.’


  ‘And that I be eating my onion close to dainty Lady Jane’s nose, and she can’t smell me.’


  ‘What do ’em put all their heads one way for?’ inquired a young man.


  ‘Because ’tis churchyard law, you simple. The law of the living is, that a man shall be upright and downright; and the law of the dead is, that a man shall be east and west. Every state of society have its laws.’


  ‘We must break the law wi’ a few of the poor souls however. Come, buckle to,’ said the master-mason.


  And they set to work anew.


  The order of interment could be distinctly traced by observing the appearance of the coffins as they lay piled around. On those which had been standing there but a generation or two the trappings still remained. Those of an earlier period showed bare wood, with a few tattered rags dangling therefrom. Earlier still, the wood lay in fragments on the floor of the niche, and the coffin consisted of naked lead alone; whilst in the case of the very oldest, even the lead was bulging and cracking in pieces, revealing to the curious eye a heap of dust within. The shields upon many were quite loose, and removable by the hand, their lustreless surfaces still indistinctly exhibiting the name and title of the deceased.


  Overhead the groins and concavities of the arches curved in all directions, dropping low towards the walls, where the height was no more than sufficient to enable a person to stand upright.


  The body of the fourteenth and latest baron, together with two or three others, all of more recent date than the great bulk of coffins piled there, had, for want of room, been placed at the end of the vault on tressels, and not in niches like the others. These it was necessary to remove, to form behind them the chamber in which they were ultimately to be deposited. Stephen, finding the place and proceedings in keeping with the sombre colours of his mind, waited there still.


  ‘Simeon, I suppose you can mind poor Lady Elfride, and how she ran away with the singer?’ said John Smith, after awhile. ‘I think it fell upon the time my father was sexton here. Let us see—where is she?’


  ‘Here somewhere,’ returned Simeon, looking round him.


  ‘Why, I’ve got my arms round the very gentlewoman at this moment.’ He lowered the end of the coffin he was holding, wiped his face, and throwing a morsel of rotten wood upon another as an indicator, continued: ‘That’s her husband there. They was as fair a couple as you should see anywhere round about; and a good-hearted pair likewise. Ay, I can mind it, though I was but a chiel at the time. She fell in love with this young man of hers, and their banns were asked in some church in London; and the old lord her father actually heard ’em asked the three times, and didn’t notice her name, being gabbled on wi’ a host of others. When she had married she told her father, and ’a fleed into a monstrous rage, and said she shouldn’ hae a farthing. Lady Elfride said she didn’t think of wishing it; if he’d forgie her ’twas all she asked, and as for a living, she was content to sing songs with her husband. This frightened the old lord, and ’a gie’d ’em a house to live in, and a great garden, and a little field or two, and a carriage, and a good few guineas. Well, the poor thing died at her first groaning, and her husband—who was as tender-hearted a man as ever eat meat, and would have died for her—went wild in his mind, and broke his heart (so ’twas said). Anyhow, they were buried the same day—father and mother—but the baby lived. Ay, my lord’s family made much of that man then, and put him here with his wife, and there in the corner the man is now. The Sunday after there was a funeral sermon: the text was, “Or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken”; and when ’twas preaching the men drew their hands across their eyes several times, and every woman cried out loud.’


  ‘And what became of the baby?’ said Stephen, who had frequently heard portions of the story.


  ‘She was brought up by her grandmother, and a pretty maid she were. And she must needs run away with the curate—Parson Swancourt that is now. Then her grandmother died, and the title and everything went away to another branch of the family altogether. Parson Swancourt wasted a good deal of his wife’s money, and she left him Miss Elfride. That trick of running away seems to be handed down in families, like craziness or gout. And they two women be alike as peas.’


  ‘Which two?’


  ‘Lady Elfride and young Miss that’s alive now. The same hair and eyes: but Miss Elfride’s mother was darker a good deal.’


  ‘Life’s a strange bubble,’ said William Worm musingly. ‘For if the Lord’s anointment had descended upon women instead of men, Miss Elfride would be Lord Luxellian—Lady, I mean. But as it is, the blood is run out, and she’s nothing to the Luxellian family by law, whatever she may be by gospel.’


  ‘I used to fancy,’ said Simeon, ‘when I seed Miss Elfride hugging the little ladyships, that there was a likeness; but I suppose ’twas only my dream, for years must have altered the old family shape.’


  ‘And now we’ll move these two, and home-along,’ interposed John Smith, reviving, as became a master, the spirit of labour, which had showed unmistakable signs of being nearly vanquished by the spirit of talk. ‘The flagon of ale we don’t want we’ll led bide here till to-morrow; none of the folk here will touch it ’a b’lieve.’


  So the evening’s work was concluded, and the party drew from the abode of the quiet dead, closing the old iron door, and shooting the lock loudly into the huge copper staple—an incongruous act of imprisonment towards those who had no dreams of escape.


  ♣


  XXVII


  ‘How should I greet thee?’


  Love frequently dies of time alone—much more frequently of displacement. With Elfride Swancourt a powerful reason why the displacement should be successful was that the new-comer was a greater man than the first. By the side of the instructive and piquant snubbings she received from Knight, Stephen’s general agreeableness seemed watery; by the side of Knight’s spare love-making, Stephen’s continual outflow seemed lackadaisical. She had begun to sigh for somebody further on in manhood. Stephen was hardly enough of a man.


  Perhaps there was a proneness to inconstancy in her nature—a nature, to those who contemplate it from a standpoint beyond the influence of that inconstancy, the most exquisite of all in its plasticity and ready sympathies. Partly, too, Stephen’s failure to make his hold on her heart a permanent one was his too timid habit of dispraising himself to her—a peculiarity which, exercised towards sensible men, stirs a kindly chord of attachment that a marked assertiveness would leave untouched, but inevitably leads the most sensible woman in the world to undervalue him who practises it. Directly domineering ceases in the man, snubbing begins in the woman; the trite but no less unfortunate fact being that the gentler creature rarely has the capacity to appreciate fair treatment from her natural complement. The abiding perception of the position of Stephen’s parents had, of course, a little to do with Elfride’s renunciation. To such girls poverty may not be, as to the more worldly masses of humanity, a sin in itself; but it is a sin because graceful and dainty manners seldom exist in such an atmosphere. Few women of old family can be thoroughly taught that a fine soul may wear a smock-frock, and an admittedly common man in one is but a worm in their eyes. John Smith’s rough hands and clothes, his wife’s speeches, the necessary narrowness of their ways, being constantly under Elfride’s notice, were not without their deflecting influence.


  On reaching home after the perilous adventure by the sea-shore Knight had felt unwell, and retired almost immediately. The young lady who had so materially assisted him had done the same, but she reappeared, properly clothed, about five o’clock. She wandered restlessly about the house, but not on account of their joint narrow escape from death. The storm which had torn the tree had merely bowed the reed, and with the deliverance of Knight all deep thought of the accident had left her. The mutual avowal which it had been the means of precipitating occupied a far longer length of her meditations.


  Elfride’s disquiet now was on account of that miserable promise to meet Stephen, which returned like a spectre again and again. The perception of his littleness beside Knight grew upon her alarmingly. She now thought how sound had been her father’s advice to her to give him up, and was as passionately desirous of following it as she had hitherto been averse. Perhaps there is nothing more hardening to the tone of young minds than thus to discover how their dearest and strongest wishes become gradually attuned by Time the Cynic to the very note of some selfish policy which in earlier days they despised.


  The hour of appointment came, and with it a crisis; and with the crisis a collapse.


  ‘God forgive me—I can’t meet Stephen!’ she exclaimed to herself. ‘I don’t love him less, but I love Mr. Knight more!’


  Yes: she would save herself from a man not fit for her—in spite of vows. She would obey her father, and have no more to do with Stephen Smith. Thus the fickle resolve showed signs of assuming the complexion of a virtue.


  The following days were passed without any definite avowal from Knight’s lips. Such solitary walks and scenes as that witnessed by Smith in the summer-house were frequent, but he courted her so intangibly that to any but such a delicate perception as Elfride’s it would have appeared no courtship at all. The time now really began to be sweet with her. She dismissed the sense of sin in her past actions, and was automatic in the intoxication of the moment. The fact that Knight made no actual declaration was no drawback. Knowing since the betrayal of his sentiments that love for her really existed, she preferred it for the present in its form of essence, and was willing to avoid for awhile the grosser medium of words. Their feelings having been forced to a rather premature demonstration, a reaction was indulged in by both.


  But no sooner had she got rid of her troubled conscience on the matter of faithlessness than a new anxiety confronted her. It was lest Knight should accidentally meet Stephen in the parish, and that herself should be the subject of discourse.


  Elfride, learning Knight more thoroughly, perceived that, far from having a notion of Stephen’s precedence, he had no idea that she had ever been wooed before by anybody. On ordinary occasions she had a tongue so frank as to show her whole mind, and a mind so straightforward as to reveal her heart to its innermost shrine. But the time for a change had come. She never alluded to even a knowledge of Knight’s friend. When women are secret they are secret indeed; and more often than not they only begin to be secret with the advent of a second lover.


  The elopement was now a spectre worse than the first, and, like the Spirit in Glenfinlas, it waxed taller with every attempt to lay it. Her natural honesty invited her to confide in Knight, and trust to his generosity for forgiveness: she knew also that as mere policy it would be better to tell him early if he was to be told at all. The longer her concealment the more difficult would be the revelation. But she put it off. The intense fear which accompanies intense love in young women was too strong to allow the exercise of a moral quality antagonistic to itself:


  
    ‘Where love is great, the littlest doubts are fear;


    Where little fears grow great, great love grows there.’

  


  The match was looked upon as made by her father and mother. The rector remembered her promise to reveal the meaning of the telegram she had received, and two days after the scene in the summer-house asked her pointedly. She was frank with him now.


  ‘I had been corresponding with Stephen Smith ever since he left England, till lately,’ she calmly said.


  ‘What!’ cried the rector aghast; ‘under the eyes of Mr. Knight, too?’


  ‘No; when I found I cared most for Mr. Knight, I obeyed you.’


  ‘You were very kind, I’m sure. When did you begin to like Mr. Knight?’


  ‘I don’t see that that is a pertinent question, papa; the telegram was from the shipping agent, and was not sent at my request. It announced the arrival of the vessel bringing him home.’


  ‘Home! What, is he here?’


  ‘Yes; in the village, I believe.’


  ‘Has he tried to see you?’


  ‘Only by fair means. But don’t, papa, question me so! It is torture.’


  ‘I will only say one word more,’ he replied. ‘Have you met him?’


  ‘I have not. I can assure you that at the present moment there is no more of an understanding between me and the young man you so much disliked than between him and you. You told me to forget him; and I have forgotten him.’


  ‘Oh, well; though you did not obey me in the beginning, you are a good girl, Elfride, in obeying me at last.’


  ‘Don’t call me “good,” papa,’ she said bitterly; ‘you don’t know—and the less said about some things the better. Remember, Mr. Knight knows nothing about the other. O, how wrong it all is! I don’t know what I am coming to.’


  ‘As matters stand, I should be inclined to tell him; or, at any rate, I should not alarm myself about his knowing. He found out the other day that this was the parish young Smith’s father lives in—what puts you in such a flurry?’


  ‘I can’t say; but promise—pray don’t let him know! It would be my ruin!’


  ‘Pooh, child. Knight is a good fellow and a clever man; but at the same time it does not escape my perceptions that he is no great catch for you. Men of his turn of mind are nothing so wonderful in the way of husbands. If you had chosen to wait you might have mated with a much wealthier man. But remember, I have not a word to say against your having him, if you like him. Charlotte is delighted, as you know.’


  ‘Well, papa,’ she said, smiling hopefully through a sigh, ‘it is nice to feel that in giving way to—to caring for him, I have pleased my family. But I am not good; O no, I am very far from that!’


  ‘None of us are good, I am sorry to say,’ said her father blandly; ‘but girls have a chartered right to change their minds, you know. It has been recognized by poets from time immemorial. Catullus says, “Mulier cupido quod dicit amanti, in vento—’ vento—” What a memory mine is! However, the passage is, that a woman’s words to a lover are as a matter of course written only on wind and water. Now don’t be troubled about that, Elfride.’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know!’


  They had been standing on the lawn, and Knight was seen lingering some way down a winding walk. When Elfride met him it was with a much greater lightness of heart; things were more straightforward now. The responsibility of her fickleness seemed partly shifted from her own shoulders to her father’s. Still, there were shadows.


  ‘Ah, could he have known how far I went with Stephen, and yet have said the same, how much happier I should be!’ That was her prevailing thought.


  In the afternoon the lovers went out together on horseback for an hour or two; and though not wishing to be observed, by reason of the late death of Lady Luxellian, whose funeral had taken place very privately on the previous day, they yet found it necessary to pass East Endelstow Church.


  The steps to the vault, as has been stated, were on the outside of the building, immediately under the aisle wall. Being on horseback both Knight and Elfride could overlook the shrubs which screened the churchyard.


  ‘Look, the vault seems still to be open,’ said Knight.


  ‘Yes, it is open,’ she answered.


  ‘Who is that man close by it? The mason, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I wonder if it is John Smith, Stephen’s father?’


  ‘I believe it is,’ said Elfride.


  ‘Ah, and can it be? I should like to inquire how his son, my truant protégé, is going on. And from your father’s description of the vault, the interior must be interesting. Suppose we go in.’


  ‘Had we better, do you think? May not Lord Luxellian be there?’


  ‘It is not at all likely.’


  Elfride then assented, since she could do nothing else. Her heart, which at first had quailed in consternation, recovered itself when she considered the character of John Smith. A quiet unassuming man, he would be sure to act towards her as before those love passages with his son, which might have given a more pretentious mechanic airs. So without much alarm she took Knight’s arm after dismounting, and went with him between and over the graves. The master-mason recognized her as she approached, and, as usual, lifted his hat respectfully.


  ‘I know you to be Mr. Smith, my former friend Stephen’s father,’ said Knight, directly he had scanned the embrowned and ruddy features of John.


  ‘Yes, sir, I b’lieve I be.’


  ‘How is your son now? I have only once heard from him since he went to India. I daresay you have heard him speak of me—Mr. Knight, who became acquainted with him some years ago in Exonbury.’


  ‘Ay, that I have. Stephen is very well, thank you, and he’s in England; in fact, he’s at home. In short, sir, he’s down in the vault there, looking at the departed nobles.’


  Elfride’s heart fluttered like a butterfly.


  Knight looked amazed. ‘Well, that is extraordinary,’ he murmured. ‘Did he know I was in the parish?’


  ‘I really can’t say, sir,’ said John, wishing himself out of the entanglement he rather suspected than thoroughly understood.


  ‘Would it be considered an intrusion by the family if we went into the vault?’


  ‘O, bless you, no, sir; scores of folk have been stepping down. ’Tis left open a-purpose.’


  ‘We will go down, Elfride.’


  ‘I am afraid the air is close,’ she said appealingly.


  ‘O no, ma’am,’ said John. ‘’Twas smelly at first; but we white-limed the walls and arches the day ’twas opened, as we always do, and again on the morning of the funeral; the place is as sweet as a granary.’


  ‘Then I should like you to accompany me, Elfie; having originally sprung from the family too.’


  ‘I don’t like going where death is so emphatically present. I’ll stay by the horses whilst you go in; they may get loose.’


  ‘What nonsense! I had no idea your sentiments were so flimsy as to be perturbed by a few remnants of mortality; but stay out, if you are so afraid, by all means.’


  ‘O no, I am not afraid; don’t say that.’


  She held miserably to his arm, thinking that, perhaps, the revelation might as well come at once as ten minutes later, for Stephen would be sure to accompany his friend to his horse.


  At first, the gloom of the vault, which was lighted only by a couple of candles, was too great to admit of their seeing anything distinctly; but with a further advance Knight discerned, in front of the black masses lining the walls, a young man standing, and writing in a pocket-book.


  Knight said one word: ‘Stephen!’


  Stephen Smith, not being in such absolute ignorance of Knight’s whereabouts as Knight had been of Smith’s, instantly recognized his friend, and knew by rote the outlines of the fair woman standing behind him.


  Stephen came forward and shook him by the hand, without speaking.


  ‘Why have you not written, my boy?’ said Knight, without in any way signifying Elfride’s presence to Stephen. To the essayist, Smith was still the country lad whom he had patronized and tended; one to whom the formal presentation of a lady betrothed to himself would have seemed incongruous and absurd.


  ‘Why haven’t you written to me?’ said Stephen.


  ‘Ah, yes. Why haven’t I? why haven’t we? That’s always the query which we cannot clearly answer without an unsatisfactory sense of our inadequacies. However, I have not forgotten you, Smith. And now we have met; and we must meet again, and have a longer chat than this can conveniently be. I must know all you have been doing. That you have thriven, I know, and you must teach me the way.’


  Elfride stood in the background. Stephen had read the position at a glance, and immediately guessed that she had never mentioned his name to Knight. His tact in avoiding catastrophes was the chief quality which made him intellectually respectable, in which quality he far transcended Knight; and he decided that a tranquil issue out of the encounter, without any harrowing of the feelings of either Knight or Elfride, was to be attempted if possible. His old sense of indebtedness to Knight had never wholly forsaken him; his love for Elfride was generous now.


  As far as he dared look at her movements he saw that her bearing towards him would be dictated by his own towards her; and if he acted as a stranger she would do likewise as a means of deliverance. Circumstances favouring this course, it was desirable also to be rather reserved towards Knight, to shorten the meeting as much as possible.


  ‘I am afraid that my time is almost too short to allow even of such a pleasure,’ he said. ‘I leave here to-morrow. And until I start for the Continent and India, which will be in a fortnight, I shall have hardly a moment to spare.’


  Knight’s disappointment and dissatisfied looks at this reply sent a pang through Stephen as great as any he had felt at the sight of Elfride. The words about shortness of time were literally true, but their tone was far from being so. He would have been gratified to talk with Knight as in past times, and saw as a dead loss to himself that, to save the woman who cared nothing for him, he was deliberately throwing away his friend.


  ‘Oh, I am sorry to hear that,’ said Knight, in a changed tone. ‘But of course, if you have weighty concerns to attend to they must not be neglected. And if this is to be our first and last meeting, let me say that I wish you success with all my heart!’ Knight’s warmth revived towards the end; the solemn impressions he was beginning to receive from the scene around them abstracting from his heart as a puerility any momentary vexation at words. ‘It is a strange place for us to meet in,’ he continued, looking round the vault.


  Stephen briefly assented, and there was a silence. The blackened coffins were now revealed more clearly than at first, the whitened walls and arches throwing them forward in strong relief. It was a scene which was remembered by all three as an indelible mark in their history. Knight, with an abstracted face, was standing between his companions, though a little in advance of them, Elfride being on his right hand, and Stephen Smith on his left. The white daylight on his right side gleamed faintly in, and was toned to a blueness by contrast with the yellow rays from the candle against the wall. Elfride, timidly shrinking back, and nearest the entrance, received most of the light therefrom, whilst Stephen was entirely in candlelight, and to him the spot of outer sky visible above the steps was as a steely blue patch, and nothing more.


  ‘I have been here two or three times since it was opened,’ said Stephen. ‘My father was engaged in the work, you know.’


  ‘Yes. What are you doing?’ Knight inquired, looking at the note-book and pencil Stephen held in his hand.


  ‘I have been sketching a few details in the church, and since then I have been copying the names from some of the coffins here. Before I left England I used to do a good deal of this sort of thing.’


  ‘Yes; of course. Ah, that’s poor Lady Luxellian, I suppose.’ Knight pointed to a coffin of light satin-wood, which stood on the stone sleepers in the new niche. ‘And the remainder of the family are on this side. Who are those two, so snug and close together?’


  Stephen’s voice altered slightly as he replied: ‘That’s Lady Elfride Kingsmore—born Luxellian, and that is Arthur, her husband. I have heard my father say that they—he—ran away with her, and married her against the wish of her parents.’


  ‘Then I imagine this to be where you got your Christian name, Miss Swancourt?’ said Knight, turning to her. ‘I think you told me it was three or four generations ago that your family branched off from the Luxellians?’


  ‘She was my grandmother,’ said Elfride, vainly endeavouring to moisten her dry lips before she spoke. Elfride had then the conscience-stricken look of Guido’s Magdalen, rendered upon a more childlike form. She kept her face partially away from Knight and Stephen, and set her eyes upon the sky visible outside, as if her salvation depended upon quickly reaching it. Her left hand rested lightly within Knight’s arm, half withdrawn, from a sense of shame at claiming him before her old lover, yet unwilling to renounce him; so that her glove merely touched his sleeve. ‘“Can one be pardoned, and retain the offence?”’ quoted Elfride’s heart then.


  Conversation seemed to have no self-sustaining power, and went on in the shape of disjointed remarks. ‘One’s mind gets thronged with thoughts while standing so solemnly here,’ Knight said, in a measured quiet voice. ‘How much has been said on death from time to time! how much we ourselves can think upon it! We may fancy each of these who lie here saying:


  
    ‘For Thou, to make my fall more great,


    Didst lift me up on high.’

  


  What comes next, Elfride? It is the Hundred-and-second Psalm I am thinking of.’


  ‘Yes, I know it,’ she murmured, and went on in a still lower voice, seemingly afraid for any words from the emotional side of her nature to reach Stephen:


  
    ‘“My days, just hastening to their end,


    Are like an evening shade;


    My beauty doth, like wither’d grass,


    With waning lustre fade.”’

  


  ‘Well,’ said Knight musingly, ‘let us leave them. Such occasions as these seem to compel us to roam outside ourselves, far away from the fragile frame we live in, and to expand till our perception grows so vast that our physical reality bears no sort of proportion to it. We look back upon the weak and minute stem on which this luxuriant growth depends, and ask, Can it be possible that such a capacity has a foundation so small? Must I again return to my daily walk in that narrow cell, a human body, where worldly thoughts can torture me? Do we not?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Stephen and Elfride.


  ‘One has a sense of wrong, too, that such an appreciative breadth as a sentient being possesses should be committed to the frail casket of a body. What weakens one’s intentions regarding the future like the thought of this? …. However, let us tune ourselves to a more cheerful chord, for there’s a great deal to be done yet by us all.’


  As Knight meditatively addressed his juniors thus, unconscious of the deception practised, for different reasons, by the severed hearts at his side, and of the scenes that had in earlier days united them, each one felt that he and she did not gain by contrast with their musing mentor. Physically not so handsome as either the youthful architect or the rector’s daughter, the thoroughness and integrity of Knight illuminated his features with a dignity not even incipient in the other two. It is difficult to frame rules which shall apply to both sexes, and Elfride, an undeveloped girl, must, perhaps, hardly be laden with the moral responsibilities which attach to a man in like circumstances. The charm of woman, too, lies partly in her subtleness in matters of love. But if honesty is a virtue in itself, Elfride, having none of it now, seemed, being for being, scarcely good enough for Knight. Stephen, though deceptive for no unworthy purpose, was deceptive after all; and whatever high results grace such strategy if it succeed, it seldom draws admiration, especially when it fails.


  On an ordinary occasion, had Knight been even quite alone with Stephen, he would hardly have alluded to his possible relationship to Elfride. But moved by attendant circumstances Knight was impelled to be confiding.


  ‘Stephen,’ he said, ‘this lady is Miss Swancourt. I am staying at her father’s house, as you probably know.’ He stepped a few paces nearer to Smith, and said in a lower tone: ‘I may as well tell you that we are engaged to be married.’


  Low as the words had been spoken, Elfride had heard them, and awaited Stephen’s reply in breathless silence, if that could be called silence where Elfride’s dress, at each throb of her heart, shook and indicated it like a pulse-glass, rustling also against the wall in reply to the same throbbing. The ray of daylight which reached her face lent it a blue pallor in comparison with those of the other two.


  ‘I congratulate you,’ Stephen whispered; and said aloud, ‘I know Miss Swancourt—a little. You must remember that my father is a parishioner of Mr. Swancourt’s.’


  ‘I thought you might possibly not have lived at home since they have been here.’


  ‘I have never lived at home, certainly, since that time.’


  ‘I have seen Mr. Smith,’ faltered Elfride.


  ‘Well, there is no excuse for me. As strangers to each other I ought, I suppose, to have introduced you: as acquaintances, I should not have stood so persistently between you. But the fact is, Smith, you seem a boy to me, even now.’


  Stephen appeared to have a more than previous consciousness of the intense cruelty of his fate at the present moment. He could not repress the words, uttered with a dim bitterness:


  ‘You should have said that I seemed still the rural builder’s son I am, and hence an unfit subject for the ceremony of introductions.’


  ‘O no, no! I won’t have that.’ Knight endeavoured to give his reply a laughing tone in Elfride’s ears, and an earnestness in Stephen’s: in both which efforts he signally failed, and produced a forced speech pleasant to neither. ‘Well, let us go into the open air again; Miss Swancourt, you are particularly silent. You mustn’t mind Smith. I have known him for years, as I have told you.’


  ‘Yes, you have,’ she said.


  ‘To think she has never mentioned her knowledge of me!’ Smith murmured, and thought with some remorse how much her conduct resembled his own on his first arrival at her house as a stranger to the place.


  They ascended to the daylight, Knight taking no further notice of Elfride’s manner, which, as usual, he attributed to the natural shyness of a young woman at being discovered walking with him on terms which left not much doubt of their meaning. Elfride stepped a little in advance, and passed through the churchyard.


  ‘You are changed very considerably, Smith,’ said Knight, ‘and I suppose it is no more than was to be expected. However, don’t imagine that I shall feel any the less interest in you and your fortunes whenever you care to confide them to me. I have not forgotten the attachment you spoke of as your reason for going away to India. A London young lady, was it not? I hope all is prosperous?’


  ‘No: the match is broken off.’


  It being always difficult to know whether to express sorrow or gladness under such circumstances—all depending upon the character of the match—Knight took shelter in the safe words: ‘I trust it was for the best.’


  ‘I hope it was. But I beg that you will not press me further: no, you have not pressed me—I don’t mean that—but I would rather not speak upon the subject.’


  Stephen’s words were hurried.


  Knight said no more, and they followed in the footsteps of Elfride, who still kept some paces in advance, and had not heard Knight’s unconscious allusion to her. Stephen bade him adieu at the churchyard-gate without going outside, and watched whilst he and his sweetheart mounted their horses.


  ‘Good heavens, Elfride,’ Knight exclaimed, ‘how pale you are! I suppose I ought not to have taken you into that close vault. What is the matter?’


  ‘Nothing,’ said Elfride faintly. ‘I shall be myself in a moment. All was so strange and unexpected down there, that it made me unwell.’


  ‘I thought you said very little. Shall I get some water?’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Do you think it is safe for you to mount?’


  ‘Quite—indeed it is,’ she said, with a look of appeal.


  ‘Now then—up she goes!’ whispered Knight, and lifted her tenderly into the saddle.


  Her old lover still looked on at the performance as he leant over the gate a dozen yards off. Once in the saddle, and having a firm grip of the reins, she turned her head as if by a resistless fascination, and for the first time since that memorable parting on the moor outside St. Launce’s after the passionate attempt at marriage with him, Elfride looked in the face of the young man she first had loved. He was the youth who had called her his inseparable wife many a time, and whom she had even addressed as her husband. Their eyes met. Measurement of life should be proportioned rather to the intensity of the experience than to its actual length. Their glance, but a moment chronologically, was a season in their history. To Elfride the intense agony of reproach in Stephen’s eye was a nail piercing her heart with a deadliness no words can describe. With a spasmodic effort she withdrew her eyes, urged on the horse, and in the chaos of perturbed memories was oblivious of any presence beside her. The deed of deception was complete.


  Gaining a knoll on which the park transformed itself into wood and copse, Knight came still closer to her side, and said, ‘Are you better now, dearest?’


  ‘O yes.’ She pressed a hand to her eyes, as if to blot out the image of Stephen. A vivid scarlet spot now shone with preternatural brightness in the centre of each cheek, leaving the remainder of her face lily-white as before.


  ‘Elfride,’ said Knight, rather in his old tone of mentor, ‘you know I don’t for a moment chide you, but is there not a great deal of unwomanly weakness in your allowing yourself to be so overwhelmed by the sight of what, after all, is no novelty? Every woman worthy of the name should, I think, be able to look upon death with something like composure. Surely you think so too?’


  ‘Yes; I own it.’


  His obtuseness to the cause of her indisposition, by evidencing his entire freedom from the suspicion of anything behind the scenes, showed how incapable Knight was of deception himself, rather than any inherent dulness in him regarding human nature. This, clearly perceived by Elfride, added poignancy to her self-reproach, and she idolized him the more because of their difference. Even the recent sight of Stephen’s face and the sound of his voice, which for a moment had stirred a chord or two of ancient kindness, were unable to keep down the adoration re-existent now that he was again out of view.


  She had replied to Knight’s question hastily, and immediately went on to speak of indifferent subjects. After they had reached home she was apart from him till dinner-time. When dinner was over, and they were watching the dusk in the drawing-room, Knight stepped out upon the terrace. Elfride went after him very decisively, on the spur of a virtuous intention.


  ‘Mr. Knight, I want to tell you something,’ she said, with quiet firmness.


  ‘And what is it about?’ gaily returned her lover. ‘Happiness, I hope. Do not let anything keep you so sad as you seem to have been to-day.’


  ‘I cannot mention the matter until I tell you the whole substance of it,’ she said. ‘And that I will do to-morrow. I have been reminded of it to-day. It is about something I once did, and don’t think I ought to have done.’


  This, it must be said, was rather a mild way of referring to a frantic passion and flight which, much or little in itself, only accident had saved from being a scandal in the public eye.


  Knight thought the matter some trifle, and said pleasantly:


  ‘Then I am not to hear the dreadful confession now?’


  ‘No, not now. I did not mean to-night,’ Elfride responded, with a slight decline in the firmness of her voice. ‘It is not light as you think it—it troubles me a great deal.’ Fearing now the effect of her own earnestness, she added forcedly, ‘Though, perhaps, you may think it light after all.’


  ‘But you have not said when it is to be?’


  ‘To-morrow morning. Name a time, will you, and bind me to it? I want you to fix an hour, because I am weak, and may otherwise try to get out of it.’ She added a little artificial laugh, which showed how timorous her resolution was still.


  ‘Well, say after breakfast—at eleven o’clock.’


  ‘Yes, eleven o’clock. I promise you. Bind me strictly to my word.’


  ♣


  XXVIII


  ‘I lull a fancy, trouble-tost.’


  ‘Miss Swancourt, it is eleven o’clock.’


  She was looking out of her dressing-room window on the first floor, and Knight was regarding her from the terrace balustrade, upon which he had been idly sitting for some time—dividing the glances of his eye between the pages of a book in his hand, the brilliant hues of the geraniums and calceolarias, and the open window above-mentioned.


  ‘Yes, it is, I know. I am coming.’


  He drew closer, and under the window.


  ‘How are you this morning, Elfride? You look no better for your long night’s rest.’


  She appeared at the door shortly after, took his offered arm, and together they walked slowly down the gravel path leading to the river and away under the trees.


  Her resolution, sustained during the last fifteen hours, had been to tell the whole truth, and now the moment had come.


  Step by step they advanced, and still she did not speak. They were nearly at the end of the walk, when Knight broke the silence.


  ‘Well, what is the confession, Elfride?’


  She paused a moment, drew a long breath; and this is what she said:


  ‘I told you one day—or rather I gave you to understand—what was not true. I fancy you thought me to mean I was nineteen my next birthday, but it was my last I was nineteen.’


  The moment had been too much for her. Now that the crisis had come, no qualms of conscience, no love of honesty, no yearning to make a confidence and obtain forgiveness with a kiss, could string Elfride up to the venture. Her dread lest he should be unforgiving was heightened by the thought of yesterday’s artifice, which might possibly add disgust to his disappointment. The certainty of one more day’s affection, which she gained by silence, outvalued the hope of a perpetuity combined with the risk of all.


  The trepidation caused by these thoughts on what she had intended to say shook so naturally the words she did say, that Knight never for a moment suspected them to be a last moment’s substitution. He smiled and pressed her hand warmly.


  ‘My dear Elfie—yes, you are now—no protestation—what a winning little woman you are, to be so absurdly scrupulous about a mere iota! Really, I never once have thought whether your nineteenth year was the last or the present. And, by George, well I may not; for it would never do for a staid fogey a dozen years older to stand upon such a trifle as that.’


  ‘Don’t praise me—don’t praise me! Though I prize it from your lips, I don’t deserve it now.’


  But Knight, being in an exceptionally genial mood, merely saw this distressful exclamation as modesty. ‘Well,’ he added, after a minute, ‘I like you all the better, you know, for such moral precision, although I called it absurd.’ He went on with tender earnestness: ‘For, Elfride, there is one thing I do love to see in a woman—that is, a soul truthful and clear as heaven’s light. I could put up with anything if I had that—forgive nothing if I had it not. Elfride, you have such a soul, if ever woman had; and having it, retain it, and don’t ever listen to the fashionable theories of the day about a woman’s privileges and natural right to practise wiles. Depend upon it, my dear girl, that a noble woman must be as honest as a noble man. I specially mean by honesty, fairness not only in matters of business and social detail, but in all the delicate dealings of love, to which the licence given to your sex particularly refers.’


  Elfride looked troublously at the trees.


  ‘Now let us go on to the river, Elfie.’


  ‘I would if I had a hat on,’ she said with a shade of suppressed woe.


  ‘I will get it for you,’ said Knight, very willing to purchase her companionship at so cheap a price. ‘You sit down there a minute.’ And he turned and walked rapidly back to the house for the article in question.


  Elfride sat down upon one of the rustic benches which adorned this portion of the grounds, and remained with her eyes upon the grass. She was induced to lift them by hearing the brush of light and irregular footsteps hard by. Passing along the path which intersected the one she was in and traversed the outer shrubberies, Elfride beheld the farmer’s widow, Mrs. Jethway. Before she noticed Elfride she paused to look at the house, portions of which were visible through the bushes. Elfride, shrinking back, hoped the unpleasant woman might go on without seeing her. But Mrs. Jethway, silently apostrophizing the house, with actions which seemed dictated by a half-overturned reason, had discerned the girl, and immediately came up and stood in front of her.


  ‘Ah, Miss Swancourt! Why did you disturb me? Mustn’t I trespass here?’


  ‘You may walk here if you like, Mrs. Jethway. I do not disturb you.’


  ‘You disturb my mind, and my mind is my whole life; for my boy is there still, and he is gone from my body.’


  ‘Yes, poor young man. I was sorry when he died.’


  ‘Do you know what he died of?’


  ‘Consumption.’


  ‘O no, no!’ said the widow. ‘That word “consumption” covers a good deal. He died because you were his own well-agreed sweetheart, and then proved false—and it killed him. Yes, Miss Swancourt,’ she said in an excited whisper, ‘you killed my son!’


  ‘How can you be so wicked and foolish!’ replied Elfride, rising indignantly. But indignation was not natural to her, and having been so worn and harrowed by late events, she lost any powers of defence that mood might have lent her. ‘I could not help his loving me, Mrs. Jethway!’


  ‘That’s just what you could have helped. You know how it began, Miss Elfride. Yes: you said you liked the name of Felix better than any other name in the parish, and you knew it was his name, and that those you said it to would report it to him.’


  ‘I knew it was his name—of course I did; but I am sure, Mrs. Jethway, I did not intend anybody to tell him.’


  ‘But you knew they would.’


  ‘No, I didn’t.’


  ‘And then, after that, when you were riding on Revels-day by our house, and the lads were gathered there, and you wanted to dismount, when Jim Drake and George Upway and three or four more ran forward to hold your pony, and Felix stood back timid, why did you beckon to him, and say you would rather he held it?’


  ‘O Mrs. Jethway, you do think so mistakenly! I liked him best—that’s why I wanted him to do it. He was gentle and nice—I always thought him so—and I liked him.’


  ‘Then why did you let him kiss you?’


  ‘It is a falsehood; O it is, it is!’ said Elfride, weeping with desperation. ‘He came behind me, and attempted to kiss me; and that was why I told him never to let me see him again.’


  ‘But you did not tell your father or anybody, as you would have if you had looked upon it then as the insult you now pretend it was.’


  ‘He begged me not to tell, and foolishly enough I did not. And I wish I had now. I little expected to be scourged with my own kindness. Pray leave me, Mrs. Jethway.’ The girl only expostulated now.


  ‘Well, you harshly dismissed him, and he died. And before his body was cold you took another to your heart. Then as carelessly sent him about his business, and took a third. And if you consider that nothing, Miss Swancourt,’ she continued, drawing closer; ‘it led on to what was very serious indeed. Have you forgotten the would-be runaway marriage? The journey to London, and the return the next day without being married, and that there’s enough disgrace in that to ruin a woman’s good name far less light than yours? You may have: I have not. Fickleness towards a lover is bad, but fickleness after playing the wife is wantonness.’


  ‘O, it’s a wicked cruel lie! Do not say it; O, do not!’


  ‘Does your new man know of it? I think not, or he would be no man of yours! As much of the story as was known is creeping about the neighbourhood even now; but I know more than any of them, and why should I respect your love?’


  ‘I defy you!’ cried Elfride tempestuously. ‘Do and say all you can to ruin me; try; put your tongue at work; I invite it! I defy you as a slanderous woman! Look, there he comes.’ And her voice trembled greatly as she saw through the leaves the beloved form of Knight coming from the door with her hat in his hand. ‘Tell him at once; I can bear it.’


  ‘Not now,’ said the woman, and disappeared down the path.


  The excitement of her latter words had restored colour to Elfride’s cheeks; and hastily wiping her eyes she walked further on, so that by the time her lover had overtaken her the traces of emotion had nearly disappeared from her face. Knight put the hat upon her head, took her hand, and drew it within his arm.


  It was the last day but one previous to their departure for St. Leonards; and Knight seemed to have a purpose in being much in her company that day. They rambled along the valley. The season was that period in the autumn when the foliage alone of an ordinary plantation is rich enough in hues to exhaust the chromatic combinations of an artist’s palette. Most lustrous of all are the beeches, graduating from bright rusty red at the extremity of the boughs to a bright yellow at their inner parts; young oaks are still of a neutral green; Scotch firs and hollies are nearly blue; whilst occasional dottings of other varieties give maroons and purples of every tinge.


  The river—such as it was—here pursued its course amid flagstones as level as a pavement, but divided by crevices of irregular width. With the summer drought the torrent had narrowed till it was now but a thread of crystal clearness, meandering along a central channel in the rocky bed of the winter current. Knight scrambled through the bushes which at this point nearly covered the brook from sight, and leapt down upon the dry portion of the river bottom.


  ‘Elfride, I never saw such a sight!’ he exclaimed. ‘The hazels overhang the river’s course in a perfect arch, and the floor is beautifully paved. The place reminds one of the passages of a cloister. Let me help you down.’


  He assisted her through the marginal underwood and down to the stones. They walked on together to a tiny cascade about a foot wide and high, and sat down beside it on the flags that for nine months in the year were submerged beneath a gushing bourne. From their feet trickled the attenuated thread of water which alone remained to tell the intent and reason of this leaf-covered aisle, and journeyed on in a zigzag line till lost in the shade.


  Knight, leaning on his elbow, after contemplating all this, looked critically at Elfride.


  ‘Does not such a luxuriant head of hair exhaust itself and get thin as the years go on from eighteen to eight-and-twenty?’ he asked at length.


  ‘O no!’ she said quickly, with a visible disinclination to harbour such a thought, which came upon her with an unpleasantness whose force it would be difficult for men to understand. She added afterwards, with smouldering uneasiness, ‘Do you really think that a great abundance of hair is more likely to get thin than a moderate quantity?’


  ‘Yes, I really do. I believe—am almost sure, in fact—that if statistics could be obtained on the subject, you would find the persons with thin hair were those who had a superabundance originally, and that those who start with a moderate quantity retain it without much loss.’


  Elfride’s troubles sat upon her face as well as in her heart. Perhaps to a woman it is almost as dreadful to think of losing her beauty as of losing her reputation. At any rate, she looked quite as gloomy as she had looked at any minute that day.


  ‘You shouldn’t be so troubled about a mere personal adornment,’ said Knight, with some of the severity of tone that had been customary before she had beguiled him into softness.


  ‘I think it is a woman’s duty to be as beautiful as she can. If I were a scholar, I would give you chapter and verse for it from one of your own Latin authors. I know there is such a passage, for papa has alluded to it.’


  ‘“Munditiæ, et ornatus, et cultus,” &c.—is that it? A passage in Livy which is no defence at all.’


  ‘No, it is not that.’


  ‘Never mind, then; for I have a reason for not taking up my old cudgels against you, Elfie. Can you guess what the reason is?’


  ‘No; but I am glad to hear it,’ she said thankfully. ‘For it is dreadful when you talk so. For whatever dreadful name the weakness may deserve, I must candidly own that I am terrified to think my hair may ever get thin.’


  ‘Of course; a sensible woman would rather lose her wits than her beauty.’


  ‘I don’t care if you do say satire and judge me cruelly. I know my hair is beautiful; everybody says so.’


  ‘Why, my dear girl,’ he tenderly replied, ‘I have not said anything against it. But you know what is said about handsome being and handsome doing.’


  ‘Poor Miss Handsome-does cuts but a sorry figure beside Miss Handsome-is in every man’s eyes, your own not excepted, Mr. Knight, though it pleases you to throw off so,’ said Elfride saucily. And lowering her voice: ‘You ought not to have taken so much trouble to save me from falling over the cliff, for you don’t think mine a life worth much trouble evidently.’


  ‘Perhaps you think mine was not worth yours.’


  ‘It was worth anybody’s!’


  Her hand was plashing in the little waterfall, and her eyes were bent the same way.


  ‘You talk about my severity with you, Elfride. You are unkind to me, you know.’


  ‘How?’ she asked, looking up from her idle occupation.


  ‘After my taking trouble to get jewellery to please you, you wouldn’t accept it.’


  ‘Perhaps I would now; perhaps I want to.’


  ‘Do!’ said Knight.


  And the packet was withdrawn from his pocket and presented the third time. Elfride took it with delight. The obstacle was rent in twain, and the significant gift was hers.


  ‘I’ll take out these ugly ones at once,’ she exclaimed, ‘and I’ll wear yours—shall I?’


  ‘I should be gratified.’


  Now, though it may seem unlikely, considering how far the two had gone in converse, Knight had never yet ventured to kiss Elfride. Far slower was he than Stephen Smith in matters like that. The utmost advance he had made in such demonstrations had been to the degree witnessed by Stephen in the summer-house. So Elfride’s cheek being still forbidden fruit to him he said impulsively:


  ‘Elfie, I should like to touch that seductive ear of yours. Those are my gifts; so let me dress you in them.’


  She hesitated with a stimulating hesitation.


  ‘Let me put just one in its place, then?’


  Her face grew much warmer.


  ‘I don’t think it would be quite the usual or proper course,’ she said, suddenly turning and resuming her operation of plashing in the miniature cataract.


  The stillness of things was disturbed by a bird coming to the streamlet to drink. After watching him dip his bill, sprinkle himself, and fly into a tree, Knight replied, with the courteous brusqueness she so much liked to hear—


  ‘Elfride, now you may as well be fair. You would mind my doing it but little, I think; so give me leave, do.’


  ‘I will be fair, then,’ she said confidingly, and looking him full in the face. It was a particular pleasure to her to be able to do a little honesty without fear. ‘I should not mind your doing so—I should like such an attention. My thought was, would it be right to let you?’


  ‘Then I will!’ he rejoined, with that singular earnestness about a small matter—in the eyes of a ladies’ man but a peg for momentary flirtation or jest—which is only found in deep natures who have been wholly unused to toying with womankind, and which, from its unwontedness, is in itself a tribute the most precious that can be rendered, and homage the most exquisite to be received.


  ‘And you shall,’ she whispered, without reserve, and no longer mistress of the ceremonies. And then Elfride inclined herself towards him, thrust back her hair, and poised her head sideways. In doing this her arm and shoulder necessarily rested against his breast.


  At the touch, the sensation of both seemed to be concentrated at the point of contact. All the time he was performing the delicate manœuvre Knight trembled like a young surgeon in his first operation.


  ‘Now the other,’ said Knight in a whisper.


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I don’t know exactly.’


  ‘You must know.’


  ‘It agitates me so. Let us go home.’


  ‘Don’t say that, Elfride. What is it, after all? A mere nothing. Now turn round, dearest.’


  She was powerless to disobey, and turned forthwith; and then, without any defined intention in either’s mind, his face and hers drew closer together; and he supported her there, and kissed her.


  Knight was at once the most ardent and the coolest man alive. When his emotions slumbered he appeared almost phlegmatic; when they were moved he was no less than passionate. And now, without having quite intended an early marriage, he put the question plainly. It came with all the ardour which was the accumulation of long years behind a natural reserve.


  ‘Elfride, when shall we be married?’


  The words were sweet to her; but there was a bitter in the sweet. These newly-overt acts of his, which had culminated in this plain question, coming on the very day of Mrs. Jethway’s blasting reproaches, painted distinctly her fickleness as an enormity. Loving him in secret had not seemed such thorough-going inconstancy as the same love recognized and acted upon in the face of threats. Her distraction was interpreted by him at her side as the outward signs of an unwonted experience.


  ‘I don’t press you for an answer now, darling,’ he said, seeing she was not likely to give a lucid reply. ‘Take your time.’


  Knight was as honourable a man as was ever loved and deluded by woman. It may be said that his blindness in love proved the point, for shrewdness in love usually goes with meanness in general. Once the passion had mastered him, insight began to be blurred. Knight as a lover was far simpler than his friend Stephen, who in other capacities was shallow beside him.


  Without saying more on the subject of their marriage Knight held her at arm’s length, as if she had been a large bouquet, and looked at her with critical affection.


  ‘Does your pretty gift become me?’ she inquired, with tears of excitement on the fringes of her eyes.


  ‘Undoubtedly, perfectly!’ said her lover, adopting a lighter tone to put her at her ease. ‘Ah, you should see them; you look shinier than ever. Fancy that I have been able to improve you!’


  ‘Am I really so nice? I am glad for your sake. I wish I could see myself.’


  ‘You can’t. You must wait till we get home.’


  ‘I shall never be able,’ she said, laughing. ‘Look: here’s a way.’


  ‘So there is. Well done, woman’s wit!’


  ‘Hold me steady!’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘And don’t let me fall, will you?’


  ‘By no means.’


  Below their seat the thread of water paused to spread out into a smooth small pool. Knight supported her whilst she knelt down and leant over it.


  ‘I can see myself. Really, try as religiously as I will, I cannot help admiring my appearance in them.’


  ‘Doubtless. How can you be so fond of finery? I believe you are corrupting me into a taste for it. I used to hate every such thing before I knew you.’


  ‘I like ornaments, because I want people to admire what you possess, and envy you, and say, “I wish I was he.”’


  ‘I suppose I ought not to object after that. And how much longer are you going to look in there at yourself?’


  ‘Until you are tired of holding me? O, I want to ask you something.’ And she turned round. ‘Now tell truly, won’t you? What colour of hair do you like best now?’


  Knight did not answer at the moment.


  ‘Say light, do!’ she whispered coaxingly. ‘Don’t say dark, as you did that time.’


  ‘Light-brown, then. Exactly the colour of my lady’s.’


  ‘Really?’ said Elfride, enjoying as truth what she knew to be flattery.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And blue eyes, too, not hazel? Say yes, say yes!’


  ‘One recantation is enough for to-day.’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Very well, blue eyes.’ And Knight laughed, and drew her close and kissed her the second time, which operations he performed with the carefulness of a fruiterer touching a bunch of grapes so as not to disturb their bloom.


  Elfride objected to a second, and flung away her face, the movement causing a slight disarrangement of hat and hair. Hardly thinking what she said in the trepidation of the moment, she exclaimed, clapping her hand to her ear—


  ‘Ah, we must be careful! I lost the other earring doing like this.’


  No sooner did she realize the significant words than a troubled look passed across her face, and she shut her lips as if to keep them back.


  ‘Doing like what?’ said Knight, perplexed.


  ‘Oh, sitting down out of doors,’ she replied hastily.


  ♣


  XXIX


  ‘Care, thou canker.’


  It is an evening at the beginning of October, and the mellowest of autumn sunsets irradiates London, even to its uttermost eastern end. Between the eye and the flaming West, columns of smoke stand up in the still air like tall trees. Everything in the shade is rich and misty blue.


  Mr. and Mrs. Swancourt and Elfride are looking at these lustrous and lurid contrasts from the window of a large hotel near Blackfriars Bridge. The visit to their friends at St. Leonards is over, and they are staying a day or two in the metropolis on their way home.


  Knight spent the same interval of time in crossing over to Brittany by way of Jersey and St. Malo. He then passed through Normandy, and returned to London also, his arrival there having been two days later than that of Elfride and her parents.


  So the evening of this October day saw them all meeting at the above-mentioned hotel, where they had previously engaged apartments. During the afternoon Knight had been to his lodgings at Richmond to make a little change in the nature of his baggage; and on coming up again there was never ushered by a bland waiter into a comfortable room a happier man than Knight when shown to where Elfride and her step-mother were sitting after a fatiguing day of shopping.


  Elfride looked none the better for her change: Knight was as brown as a nut. They were soon engaged by themselves in a corner of the room. Now that the precious words of promise had been spoken, the young girl had no idea of keeping up her price by the system of reserve which other more accomplished maidens use. Her lover was with her again, and it was enough: she made her heart over to him entirely.


  Dinner was soon despatched. And when a preliminary round of conversation concerning their doings since the last parting had been concluded, they reverted to the subject of to-morrow’s journey home.


  ‘That enervating ride through the myrtle climate of South Devon—how I dread it to-morrow!’ Mrs. Swancourt was saying. ‘I had hoped the weather would have been cooler by this time.’


  ‘Did you ever go by water?’ said Knight.


  ‘Never—by never, I mean not since the time of railways.’


  ‘Then if you can afford an additional day, I propose that we do it,’ said Knight. ‘The Channel is like a lake just now. We should reach Plymouth in about forty hours, I think, and the boats start from just below London Bridge here’ (pointing over his shoulder eastward).


  ‘Hear, hear!’ said the rector.


  ‘It’s an idea, certainly,’ said his wife.


  ‘Of course these coasters are rather tubby,’ said Knight. ‘But you wouldn’t mind that?’


  ‘No: we wouldn’t mind.’


  ‘And the saloon is a place like the fishmarket of a ninth-rate country town, but that wouldn’t matter?’


  ‘O dear, no. If we had only thought of it soon enough we might have had the use of Lord Luxellian’s yacht. But never mind, we’ll go. We shall escape the worrying rattle through the whole length of London to-morrow morning—not to mention the risk of being killed by excursion trains, which is not a little one at this time of the year, if the papers are true.’


  Elfride, too, thought the arrangement delightful; and accordingly, ten o’clock the following morning saw two cabs crawling round by the Mint, and between the preternaturally high walls of Nightingale Lane towards the river side.


  The first vehicle was occupied by the travellers in person, and the second brought up the luggage, under the supervision of Mrs. Snewson, Mrs. Swancourt’s maid—and for the last fortnight Elfride’s also; for although the younger lady had never been accustomed to any such attendant at robing times, her stepmother forced her into a semblance of familiarity with one when they were away from home.


  Presently waggons, bales, and smells of all descriptions increased to such an extent that the advance of the cabs was at the slowest possible rate. At intervals it was necessary to halt entirely, that the heavy vehicles unloading in front might be moved aside, a feat which was not accomplished without a deal of swearing and noise. The rector put his head out of the window.


  ‘Surely there must be some mistake in the way,’ he said with great concern, drawing in his head again. ‘There’s not a respectable conveyance to be seen here except ours. I’ve heard that there are strange dens in this part of London, into which people have been entrapped and murdered—surely there is no conspiracy on the part of the cabman?’


  ‘O no, no. It is all right,’ said Mr. Knight, who was as placid as dewy eve by the side of Elfride.


  ‘But what I argue from,’ said the rector, with a greater emphasis of uneasiness, ‘are plain appearances. This can’t be the highway from London to Plymouth by water, because it is no way at all to any place. We shall miss our steamer and our train too—that’s what I think.’


  ‘Depend upon it we are right. In fact, here we are.’


  ‘Trimmer’s Wharf,’ said the cabman, opening the door.


  No sooner had they alighted than they perceived a tussle going on between the hindmost cabman and a crowd of light porters who had charged him in column, to obtain possession of the bags and boxes, Mrs. Snewson’s hands being seen stretched towards heaven in the midst of the mêlée. Knight advanced gallantly, and after a hard struggle reduced the crowd to two, upon whose shoulders and trucks the goods vanished away in the direction of the water’s edge with startling rapidity.


  Then more of the same tribe, who had run on ahead, were heard shouting to boatmen, three of whom pulled alongside, and two being vanquished, the luggage went tumbling into the remaining one.


  ‘Never saw such a dreadful scene in my life—never!’ said Mr. Swancourt, floundering into the boat. ‘Worse than Famine and Sword upon one. I thought such customs were confined to continental ports. Aren’t you astonished, Elfride?’


  ‘O no,’ said Elfride, appearing amid the dingy scene like a rainbow in a murky sky. ‘It is a pleasant novelty, I think.’


  ‘Where in the wide ocean is our steamer?’ the rector inquired. ‘I can see nothing but old hulks, for the life of me.’


  ‘Just behind that one,’ said Knight; ‘we shall soon be round under her.’


  The object of their search was soon after disclosed to view—a great lumbering form of inky blackness, which looked as if it had never known the touch of a paint-brush for fifty years. It was lying beside just such another, and the way on board was down a narrow lane of water between the two, about a yard and a half wide at one end, and gradually converging to a point. At the moment of their entry into this narrow passage a brilliantly painted rival paddled down the river like a trotting steed, creating such a series of waves and splashes that their frail wherry was tossed like a teacup, and the rector and his wife slanted this way and that, inclining their heads into contact with a Punch-and-Judy air and countenance, the wavelets striking the sides of the two hulls, and flapping back into their laps.


  ‘Dreadful! horrible!’ Mr. Swancourt murmured privately; and said aloud, ‘I thought we walked on board. I don’t think really I should have come, if I had known this trouble was attached to it.’


  ‘If they must splash, I wish they would splash us with clean water,’ said the elder lady, wiping her dress with her handkerchief.


  ‘I hope it is perfectly safe,’ continued the rector.


  ‘O papa! you are not very brave,’ cried Elfride merrily.


  ‘Bravery is only obtuseness to the perception of contingencies,’ Mr. Swancourt severely answered.


  Mrs. Swancourt laughed, and Elfride laughed, and Knight laughed, in the midst of which pleasantness a man shouted to them from some position between their heads and the sky, and they found they were close to the Juliet, into which they quiveringly ascended.


  It having been found that the lowness of the tide would prevent their getting off for an hour, the Swancourts, having nothing else to do, allowed their eyes to idle upon men in blue jerseys performing mysterious mending operations with tar-twine; they turned to look at the dashes of lurid sunlight, like burnished copper stars afloat on the ripples, which danced into and tantalized their vision; or listened to the loud music of a steam-crane at work close by; or to sighing sounds from the funnels of passing steamers, getting dead as they grew more distant; or to shouts from the decks of different craft in their vicinity, all of them assuming the form of ‘Ah-he-hay!’


  Half-past ten: not yet off. Mr. Swancourt breathed a breath of weariness, and looked at his fellow-travellers in general. Their faces were certainly not worth looking at. The expression ‘Waiting’ was written upon them so absolutely that nothing more could be discerned there. All animation was suspended till Providence should raise the water and let them go.


  ‘I have been thinking,’ said Knight, ‘that we have come amongst the rarest class of people in the kingdom. Of all human characteristics, a low opinion of the value of his own time by an individual must be among the strangest to find. Here we see numbers of that patient and happy species. Rovers, as distinct from travellers.’


  ‘But they are pleasure-seekers, to whom time is of no importance.’


  ‘O no. The pleasure-seekers we meet on the grand routes are more anxious than commercial travellers to rush on. And added to the loss of time in getting to their journey’s end, these exceptional people take their chance of sea-sickness by coming this way.’


  ‘Can it be?’ inquired the vicar with apprehension. ‘Surely not, Mr. Knight, just here in our English Channel—close at our doors, as I may say.’


  ‘Entrance passages are very draughty places, and the Channel is like the rest. It ruins the temper of sailors. It has been calculated by philosophers that more damns go up to heaven from the Channel, in the course of a year, than from all the five oceans put together.’


  They really start now, and the dead looks of all the throng come to life immediately. The man who has been frantically hauling in a rope that bade fair to have no end ceases his labours, and they glide down the serpentine bends of the Thames.


  Anything anywhere was a mine of interest to Elfride, and so was this.


  ‘It is well enough now,’ said Mrs. Swancourt, after they had passed the Nore, ‘but I can’t say I have cared for my voyage hitherto.’ For being now in the open sea a slight breeze had sprung up, which cheered her as well as her two younger companions. But unfortunately it had a reverse effect upon the rector, who, after turning a sort of putty colour, interspersed with dashes of purple, pleaded indisposition, and vanished from their sight.


  The afternoon wore on. Mrs. Swancourt kindly sat apart by herself reading, and the betrothed pair were left to themselves. Elfride clung trustingly to Knight’s arm, and proud was she to walk with him up and down the deck, or to go forward, and leaning with him against the forecastle rails, watch the setting sun gradually withdrawing itself over their stern into a huge bank of livid cloud with golden edges that rose to meet it.


  She was childishly full of life and spirits, though in pacing up and down with him before the other passengers, and getting noticed by them, she was at starting rather confused, it being the first time she had shown herself so openly under that kind of protection. ‘I expect they are envious and saying things about us, don’t you?’ she would whisper to Knight with a stealthy smile.


  ‘O no,’ he would answer unconcernedly. ‘Why should they envy us, and what can they say?’


  ‘Not any harm, of course,’ Elfride replied, ‘except such as this: “How happy those two are! she is proud enough now.” What makes it worse,’ she continued in the extremity of confidence, ‘I heard those two cricketing men say just now, “She’s the nobbiest girl on the boat.” But I don’t mind it, you know, Harry.’


  ‘I should hardly have supposed you did, even if you had not told me,’ said Knight with great blandness.


  She was never tired of asking her lover questions and admiring his answers, good, bad, or indifferent as they might be. The evening grew dark and night came on, and lights shone upon them from the horizon and from the sky.


  ‘Now look there ahead of us, at that halo in the air, of silvery brightness. Watch it, and you will see what it comes to.’


  She watched for a few minutes, when two white lights emerged from the side of a hill, and showed themselves to be the origin of the halo.


  ‘What a dazzling brilliance! What do they mark?’


  ‘The South Foreland: they were previously covered by the cliff.’


  ‘What is that level line of little sparkles—a town, I suppose?’


  ‘That’s Dover.’


  All this time, and later, soft sheet lightning expanded from a cloud in their path, enkindling their faces as they paced up and down, shining over the water, and, for a moment, showing the horizon as a keen line.


  Elfride slept soundly that night. Her first thought the next morning was the thrilling one that Knight was as close at hand as when they were at home at Endelstow, and her first sight, on looking out of the cabin window, was the perpendicular face of Beachy Head, gleaming white in a brilliant six-o’clock-in-the-morning sun. This fair daybreak, however, soon changed its aspect. A cold wind and a pale mist descended upon the sea, and seemed to threaten a dreary day.


  When they were nearing Southampton Mrs. Swancourt came to say that her husband was so ill that he wished to be put on shore here, and left to do the remainder of the journey by land. ‘He will be perfectly well directly he treads firm ground again. Which shall we do—go with him, or finish our voyage as we intended?’


  Elfride was comfortably housed under an umbrella which Knight was holding over her to keep off the wind. ‘O, don’t let us go on shore!’ she said with dismay. ‘It would be such a pity!’


  ‘That’s very fine,’ said Mrs. Swancourt archly, as to a child. ‘See, the wind has increased her colour, the sea her appetite and spirits, and somebody her happiness. Yes, it would be a pity, certainly.’


  ‘’Tis my misfortune to be always spoken to from a pedestal,’ sighed Elfride.


  ‘Well, we will do as you like, Mrs. Swancourt,’ said Knight, ‘but——’


  ‘I myself would rather remain on board,’ interrupted the elder lady. ‘And Mr. Swancourt particularly wishes to go by himself. So that shall settle the matter.’


  The rector, now a drab colour, was put ashore, and became as well as ever forthwith.


  Elfride, sitting alone in a retired part of the vessel, saw a veiled woman walk aboard among the very latest arrivals at this port. She was clothed in black silk, and carried a dark shawl upon her arm. The woman, without looking around her, turned to the quarter allotted to the second-cabin passengers. All the carnation Mrs. Swancourt had complimented her step-daughter upon possessing left Elfride’s cheeks, and she trembled visibly.


  She ran to the other side of the boat, where Mrs. Swancourt was standing.


  ‘Let us go home by railway with papa, after all,’ she pleaded earnestly. ‘I would rather go with him—shall we?’


  Mrs. Swancourt looked around for a moment, as if unable to decide. ‘Ah,’ she exclaimed, ‘it is too late now. Why did not you say so before, when we had plenty of time?’


  The Juliet had at that minute let go, the engines had started, and they were gliding slowly away from the quay. There was no help for it but to remain, unless the Juliet could be made to put back, and that would create a great disturbance. Elfride gave up the idea and submitted quietly. Her happiness was sadly mutilated now.


  The woman whose presence had so disturbed her was much like Mrs. Jethway. She seemed to haunt Elfride like a shadow. After several minutes’ vain endeavour to account for any design Mrs. Jethway could have in watching her, Elfride decided to think that, if it were the widow, the encounter was accidental. She remembered that the widow in her restlessness was often visiting the village near Southampton which was her original home, and it was possible that she chose water-transit with the idea of saving expense.


  ‘What is the matter, Elfride?’ Knight inquired, standing before her.


  ‘Nothing more than that I am rather depressed.’


  ‘I don’t much wonder at it; that wharf was depressing. We seemed underneath and inferior to everything around us. But we shall be in the sea breeze again soon, and that will freshen you, dear.’


  The evening closed in and dusk increased as they made way down Southampton Water and through the Solent. Elfride’s disturbance of mind was such that her light spirits of the foregoing four and twenty hours had entirely deserted her. The weather too had grown more gloomy, for though the showers of the morning had ceased, the sky was covered more closely than ever with dense leaden clouds. How beautiful was the sunset when they rounded the North Foreland the previous evening! now it was impossible to tell within half an hour the time of the luminary’s going down. Knight led her about, and, being by this time accustomed to her sudden changes of mood, overlooked the necessity of a cause in regarding the conditions—impressionableness and elasticity.


  Elfride glanced stealthily to the other end of the vessel. Mrs. Jethway, or her double, was sitting at the stern—her eye steadily regarding Elfride.


  ‘Let us go to the forepart,’ she said quickly to Knight. ‘See there—the man is fixing the lights for the night.’


  Knight assented, and after watching the operation of hanging the red and the green lights on the port and starboard bows, and the hoisting of the white light to the masthead, he walked up and down with her till the increase of wind rendered promenading difficult. Elfride’s eyes were occasionally to be found furtively gazing abaft, to learn if her enemy were really there. Nobody was visible now.


  ‘Shall we go below?’ said Knight, seeing that the deck was nearly deserted.


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘If you will kindly get me a rug from Mrs. Swancourt I should like, if you don’t mind, to stay here.’ She had recently fancied the assumed Mrs. Jethway might be a first-class passenger, and dreaded meeting her by accident.


  Knight appeared with the rug, and they sat down behind a weather-cloth on the windward side, just as the two red eyes of the Needles glared upon them from the gloom, their pointed summits rising like shadowy phantom figures against the sky. It became necessary to go below to an eight-o’clock meal of nondescript kind, and Elfride was immensely relieved at finding no sign of Mrs. Jethway there. They again ascended, and remained above till Mrs. Snewson staggered up to them with the message that Mrs. Swancourt thought it was time for Elfride to come below. Knight accompanied her down, and returned again to pass a little more time on deck.


  Elfride partly undressed herself and lay down, and soon became unconscious, though her sleep was light. How long she had lain, she knew not, when by slow degrees she seemed to have a sense of a whispering in her ear.


  ‘You are well on with him, I can see. Well, provoke me now, but I shall win, you will find.’ That seemed to be the utterance, or words to that effect.


  Elfride became broad awake and terrified. She knew the words, if real, could be only those of one person, and that person the widow Jethway. But she might have been dreaming only.


  The lamp had gone out and the place was in darkness. In the next berth she could hear her stepmother breathing heavily, further on Snewson breathing more heavily still. These were the only other legitimate occupants of the cabin, and Mrs. Jethway might have stealthily come in by some means and retreated again, or else have entered an empty berth next Snewson’s. The fear that this was the case increased Elfride’s perturbation, till it assumed the dimensions of a certainty, for how could a stranger from the other end of the ship possibly contrive to get in? Could it have been a dream?


  Elfride raised herself higher and looked out of the window. There was the sea, floundering and rushing against the ship’s side just by her head, and thence stretching away, dim and moaning, into an expanse of indistinctness; and far beyond all this two placid lights like rayless stars. Now almost fearing to turn her face inwards again, lest Mrs. Jethway should appear at her elbow, Elfride meditated upon whether to call Snewson to keep her company. ‘Four bells’ sounded, and she heard voices, which gave her a little courage. It was not worth while to call Snewson.


  At any rate Elfride could not stay there panting longer, at the risk of being again disturbed by that dreadful whispering. So wrapping herself up hurriedly she emerged into the passage, and by the aid of a faint light burning at the entrance to the saloon found the foot of the stairs, and ascended to the deck. Dreary the place was in the extreme. It seemed a new spot altogether in contrast with its daytime self. She could see the glowworm light from the binnacle, and the dim outline of the man at the wheel; also a form at the bows. Not another soul was apparent from stem to stern.


  Yes, there were two more—by the bulwarks. One proved to be her Harry, the other the mate. She was glad indeed, and on drawing closer found they were holding a low slow chat about nautical affairs. She ran up and slipped her hand through Knight’s arm, partly for love, partly for stability.


  ‘Elfie! not asleep?’ said Knight, after moving a few steps aside with her.


  ‘No: I cannot sleep. May I stay here? It is so dismal down there, and—and I was afraid. Where are we now?’


  ‘Due south of Portland Bill. Those are the lights abeam of us: look. A terrible spot, that, on a stormy night. And do you see a very small light that dips and rises to the right? That’s a light-ship on the dangerous shoal called the Shambles, where many a good vessel has gone to pieces. Between it and ourselves is the Race—a place where antagonistic currents meet and form whirlpools—a spot which is rough in the smoothest weather, and terrific in a wind. That dark, dreary horizon we just discern to the left is the West Bay, terminated landwards by the Chesil Beach.’


  ‘What time is it, Harry?’


  ‘Just past two.’


  ‘Are you going below?’


  ‘O no; not to-night. I prefer pure air.’


  She fancied he might be displeased with her for coming to him at this unearthly hour. ‘I should like to stay here too, if you will allow me,’ she said timidly. ‘I want to ask you things.’


  ‘Allow you, Elfie!’ said Knight, putting his arm round her and drawing her closer. ‘I am twice as happy with you by my side. Yes: we will stay, and watch the approach of day.’


  So they again sought out the sheltered nook, and sitting down wrapped themselves in the rug as before.


  ‘What were you going to ask me?’ he inquired, as they undulated up and down.


  ‘O, it was not much—perhaps a thing I ought not to ask,’ she said hesitatingly. Her sudden wish had really been to discover at once whether he had ever before been engaged to be married. If he had, she would make that a ground for telling him a little of her conduct with Stephen. Mrs. Jethway’s seeming words had so depressed the girl that she herself now painted her flight in the darkest colours, and longed to ease her burdened mind by an instant confession. If Knight had ever been imprudent himself, he might, she hoped, forgive all.


  ‘I wanted to ask you,’ she went on, ‘if—you had ever been engaged before.’ She added tremulously, ‘I hope you have—I mean, I don’t mind at all if you have.’


  ‘No, I never was,’ Knight instantly and heartily replied. ‘Elfride’—and there was a certain happy pride in his tone—‘I am twelve years older than you, and I have been about the world, and, in a way, into society, and you have not. And yet I am not so unfit for you as strict-thinking people might imagine, who would assume the difference in age to signify most surely an equal addition to my practice in love-making.’


  Elfride shivered.


  ‘You are cold—is the wind too much for you?’


  ‘No,’ she said gloomily. The belief which had been her sheet-anchor in hoping for forgiveness had proved false. This account of the exceptional nature of his experience, a matter which would have set her rejoicing two years ago, chilled her now like a frost.


  ‘You don’t mind my asking you?’ she continued.


  ‘O no—not at all.’


  ‘And have you never kissed many ladies?’ she whispered, hoping he would say a hundred at the least.


  The time, the circumstances, and the scene were such as to draw confidences from the most reserved. ‘Elfride,’ whispered Knight in reply, ‘it is strange you should have asked that question. But I’ll answer it, though I have never told such a thing before. I have been rather absurd in my avoidance of women. I have never given a woman a kiss in my life, except yourself and my mother.’ The man of two and thirty with the experienced mind warmed all over with a boy’s ingenuous shame as he made the confession.


  ‘What, not one?’ she faltered.


  ‘No; not one.’


  ‘How very strange!’


  ‘Yes, the reverse experience may be commoner. And yet, to those who have observed their own sex, as I have, my case is not remarkable. Men about town are women’s favourites—that’s the postulate—and superficial people don’t think far enough to see that there may be reserved, lonely exceptions.’


  ‘Are you proud of it, Harry?’


  ‘No, indeed. Of late years I have wished I had gone my ways and trod out my measure like lighter-hearted men. I have thought of how many happy experiences I may have lost through never going to woo.’


  ‘Then why did you hold aloof?’


  ‘I cannot say. I don’t think it was my nature to: circumstance hindered me, perhaps. I have regretted it for another reason. This great remissness of mine has had its effect upon me. The older I have grown, the more distinctly have I perceived that it was absolutely preventing me from liking any woman who was not as unpractised as I; and I gave up the expectation of finding a nineteenth-century young lady in my own raw state. Then I found you, Elfride, and I felt for the first time that my fastidiousness was a blessing. And it helped to make me worthy of you. I felt at once that, differing as we did in other experiences, in this matter I resembled you. Well, aren’t you glad to hear it, Elfride?’


  ‘Yes, I am,’ she answered in a forced voice. ‘But I always had thought that men made lots of engagements before they married—especially if they don’t marry very young.’


  ‘So all women think, I suppose—and rightly, indeed, of the majority of bachelors, as I said before. But an appreciable minority of slow-coach men do not—and it makes them very awkward when they do come to the point. However, it didn’t matter in my case.’


  ‘Why?’ she asked uneasily.


  ‘Because you know even less of love-making and matrimonial prearrangement than I, and so you can’t draw invidious comparisons if I do my engaging improperly.’


  ‘I think you do it beautifully!’


  ‘Thank you, dear. But,’ continued Knight laughingly, ‘your opinion is not that of an expert, which alone is of value.’


  Had she answered ‘Yes, it is’ half as strongly as she felt it, Knight might have been a little astonished.


  ‘If you had ever been engaged to be married before,’ he went on, ‘I expect your opinion of my addresses would be different. But then, I should not——’


  ‘Should not what, Harry?’


  ‘O, I was merely going to say that in that case I should never have given myself the pleasure of proposing to you, since your freedom from that experience was your attraction, darling.’


  ‘You are severe on women, are you not?’


  ‘No, I think not. I had a right to please my taste, and that was for untried lips. Other men than those of my sort acquire the taste as they get older—but don’t find an Elfride——’


  ‘What horrid sound is that we hear when we pitch forward?’


  ‘Only the screw—don’t find an Elfride as I did. To think that I should have discovered such an unseen flower down there in the West—to whom a man is as much as a multitude to some women, and a trip down the English Channel like a voyage round the world!’


  ‘And would you,’ she said, and her voice was tremulous, ‘have given up a lady—if you had become engaged to her—and then found she had had one kiss before yours—and would you have—gone away and left her?’


  ‘One kiss,—no, hardly for that.’


  ‘Two?’


  ‘Well—I could hardly say inventorially like that. Too much of that sort of thing certainly would make me dislike a woman. But let us confine our attention to ourselves, not go thinking of might have beens.’


  So Elfride had allowed her thoughts to ‘dally with false surmise,’ and every one of Knight’s words fell upon her like a weight. After this they were silent for a long time, gazing upon the black mysterious sea, and hearing the strange voice of the restless wind. A rocking to and fro on the waves, when the breeze is not too violent and cold, produces a soothing effect even upon the most highly-wrought mind. Elfride slowly sank against Knight, and looking down, he found by her soft regular breathing that she had fallen asleep. Not wishing to disturb her he continued still, and took an intense pleasure in supporting her warm young form as it rose and fell with her every breath.


  Knight fell to dreaming too, though he continued wide awake. It was pleasant to realize the implicit trust she placed in him, and to think of the charming innocence of one who could sink to sleep in so simple and unceremonious a manner. More than all, the musing unpractical student felt the immense responsibility he was taking upon himself by becoming the protector and guide of such a trusting creature. The quiet slumber of her soul lent a quietness to his own. Then she moaned and turned herself restlessly. Presently her mutterings became distinct:


  ‘Don’t tell him—he will not love me…. I did not mean any disgrace—indeed I did not, so don’t tell him. We were going to be married—that was why I ran away…. And he says he will not have a kissed woman…. And if you tell him he will go away, and I shall die. I pray have mercy—O!’


  Elfride started up wildly.


  The previous moment a musical ding-dong had spread into the air from their right hand, and awakened her.


  ‘What is it?’ she exclaimed in terror.


  ‘Only “eight bells,”’ said Knight soothingly. ‘Don’t be frightened, little bird, you are safe. What have you been dreaming about?’


  ‘I can’t tell, I can’t tell!’ she said with a shudder. ‘O, I don’t know what to do!’


  ‘Stay quietly with me. We shall soon see the dawn now. Look, the morning star is lovely over there. The clouds have completely cleared off whilst you have been sleeping. What have you been dreaming of?’


  ‘A woman in our parish.’


  ‘Don’t you like her?’


  ‘I don’t. She doesn’t like me. Where are we?’


  ‘About south of the Exe.’


  Knight said no more on the words of her dream. They watched the sky till Elfride grew calm, and the dawn appeared. It was mere wan lightness first. Then the wind blew in a changed spirit, and died away to a zephyr. The star dissolved into the day.


  ‘That’s how I should like to die,’ said Elfride, rising from her seat and leaning over the bulwark to watch the star’s last expiring gleam.


  ‘As the lines say,’ Knight replied—


  
    ‘“To set as sets the morning star, which goes


    Not down behind the darken’d west, nor hides


    Obscured among the tempests of the sky,


    But melts away into the light of heaven.”’

  


  ‘O, other people have thought the same thing, have they? That’s always the case with my originalities—they are original to nobody but myself.’


  ‘Not only the case with yours. When I was a young hand at reviewing I used to find that a frightful pitfall—dilating upon subjects I met with, which were novelties to me, and finding afterwards they had been exhausted by the thinking world when I was in pinafores.’


  ‘That is delightful. Whenever I find you have done a foolish thing I am glad, because it seems to bring you a little nearer to me, who have done many.’ And Elfride thought again of her enemy, possibly asleep under the deck they trod.


  All up the coast, prominences singled themselves out from recesses. Then a rosy sky spread over the eastern sea and behind the low line of land, flinging its livery in dashes upon the thin airy clouds in that direction. Every projection on the land seemed now so many fingers anxious to catch a little of the liquid light thrown so prodigally over the sky, and after a fantastic time of lustrous yellows in the east, the higher elevations along the shore were flooded with the same hues. The bluff and bare contours of Start Point caught the brightest, earliest glow of all, and so also did the sides of its white lighthouse, perched upon a shelf in its precipitous front like a mediæval saint in a niche. Their lofty neighbour Bolt Head on the left remained as yet ungilded, and retained its gray.


  Then up came the sun, as it were in jerks, just to seaward of the easternmost point of land, flinging out a Jacob’s-ladder path of light from itself to Elfride and Knight, and coating them with rays in a few minutes. The inferior dignitaries of the shore—Froward Point, Berry Head, and Prawle—all had acquired their share of the illumination ere this, and at length the very smallest protuberance of wave, cliff, or inlet, even to the innermost recesses of the lovely valley of the Dart, had its portion; and sunlight, now the common possession of all, ceased to be the wonderful and coveted thing it had been a short half hour before.


  After breakfast, Plymouth arose into view, and grew distincter to their nearing vision, the Breakwater appearing like a streak of phosphoric light upon the surface of the sea. Elfride looked furtively around for Mrs. Jethway, but could discern no shape like hers. Afterwards, in the bustle of landing, she looked again with the same result. The woman had either glided upon the quay unobserved or she had never been there at all. Expanding with a sense of relief, Elfride waited whilst Knight looked to their luggage, and then saw her father approaching through the crowd, twirling his walking-stick to catch their attention. Elbowing their way to him they all entered the town, which smiled as sunny a smile upon Elfride as it had done between one and two years earlier, when she had entered it at precisely the same hour as the bride-elect of Stephen Smith.


  ♣


  XXX


  ‘Vassal unto Love.’


  Elfride clung more closely to Knight as day succeeded day. Whatever else might admit of question, there could be no dispute that the allegiance she bore him absorbed her whole soul and existence. A greater than Stephen had arisen, and she had left all to follow him.


  The unreserved girl was never chary of letting her lover discover how much she admired him. She never once held an idea in opposition to any one of his, or insisted on any point with him, or showed any independence, or held her own on any subject. His lightest whim she respected and obeyed as law, and if, expressing her opinion on a matter, he took up the subject and differed from her, she instantly threw down her own opinion as wrong and untenable. Even her ambiguities and espièglerie were but media of the same manifestation; acted charades, embodying the words of her prototype, the tender and susceptible daughter-in-law of Naomi: ‘Let me find favour in thy sight, my lord; for that thou hast comforted me, and for that thou hast spoken friendly unto thine handmaid.’


  She was syringing the plants one wet day in the greenhouse. Knight was sitting under a great passion-flower observing the scene. Sometimes he looked out at the rain from the sky, and then at Elfride’s inner rain of larger drops, which fell from trees and shrubs, after having previously hung from the twigs like small silver fruit.


  ‘I must give you something to make you think of me during this autumn at your chambers,’ she was saying. ‘What shall it be? Portraits do more harm than good, by selecting the worst expression of which your face is capable. Hair is unlucky. And you don’t like jewellery.’


  ‘Something which shall bring back to my mind the many scenes we have enacted in this conservatory. I see what I should prize very much. That dwarf myrtle tree in the pot, which you have been so carefully tending.’


  Elfride looked thoughtfully at the myrtle.


  ‘I can carry it comfortably in my hat box,’ said Knight. ‘And I will put it in my window, and so, it being always before my eyes, I shall think of you continually.’


  It so happened that the myrtle which Knight had singled out had a peculiar beginning and history. It had originally been a twig worn in Stephen Smith’s button-hole, and he had taken it thence, stuck it into the pot, and told her that if it grew, she was to take care of it, and keep it in remembrance of him when he was far away.


  She looked wistfully at the plant, and a sense of fairness to Smith’s memory caused her a pang of regret that Knight should have asked for that very one. It seemed exceeding a common heartlessness to let it go.


  ‘Is there not anything you like better?’ she said sadly. ‘That is only an ordinary myrtle.’


  ‘No: I am fond of myrtle.’ Seeing that she did not take kindly to the idea, he said again, ‘Why do you object to my having that?’


  ‘O no—I don’t object precisely—it was a feeling.—Ah, here’s another cutting lately struck, and just as small—of a better kind, and with prettier leaves—myrtus microphylla.’


  ‘That will do nicely. Let it be put in my room, that I may not forget it. What romance attaches to the other?’


  ‘It was a gift to me.’


  The subject then dropped. Knight thought no more of the matter till, on entering his bedroom in the evening, he found the second myrtle placed upon his dressing-table as he had directed. He stood for a moment admiring the fresh appearance of the leaves by candlelight, and then he thought of the transaction of the day.


  Male lovers as well as female can be spoilt by too much kindness, and Elfride’s uniform submissiveness had given Knight a rather exacting manner at crises, attached to her as he was. ‘Why should she have refused the one I first chose?’ he now asked himself. Even such slight opposition as she had shown then was exceptional enough to make itself noticeable. He was not vexed with her in the least: the mere variation of her way to-day from her usual ways kept him musing on the subject, because it perplexed him. ‘It was a gift’—those were her words. Admitting it to be a gift, he thought she could hardly value a mere friend more than she valued him as a lover, and giving the plant into his charge would have made no difference. ‘Except, indeed, it was the gift of a lover,’ he murmured.


  ‘I wonder if Elfride has ever had a lover before?’ he said aloud, as a new idea, quite. This and companion thoughts were enough to occupy him completely till he fell asleep—rather later than usual.


  The next day, when they were again alone, he said to her rather suddenly—


  ‘Do you love me more or less, Elfie, for what I told you on board the steamer?’


  ‘You told me so many things,’ she returned, lifting her eyes to his and smiling.


  ‘I mean the confession you coaxed out of me—that I had never been in the position of lover before.’


  ‘It is a satisfaction, I suppose, to be the first in your heart,’ she said to him, with an attempt to continue her smiling.


  ‘I am going to ask you a question now,’ said Knight, somewhat awkwardly. ‘I only ask it in a whimsical way, you know: not with great seriousness, Elfride. You may think it odd, perhaps.’


  Elfride tried desperately to keep the colour in her face. She could not, though distressed to think that getting pale showed consciousness of deeper guilt than merely getting red.


  ‘O no—I shall not think that,’ she said, because obliged to say something to fill the pause which followed her questioner’s remark.


  ‘It is this: have you ever had a lover? I am almost sure you have not; but, have you?’


  ‘Not, as it were, a lover; I mean, not worth mentioning, Harry,’ she faltered.


  Knight, overstrained in sentiment as he knew the feeling to be, felt some sickness of heart.


  ‘Still he was a lover?’


  ‘Well, a sort of lover, I suppose,’ she responded tardily.


  ‘A man, I mean, you know.’


  ‘Yes; but only a mere person, and——’


  ‘But truly your lover?’


  ‘Yes; a lover certainly—he was that. Yes, he might have been called my lover.’


  Knight said nothing to this for a minute or more, and kept silent time with his finger to the tick of the old library clock, in which room the colloquy was going on.


  ‘You don’t mind, Harry, do you?’ she said anxiously, nestling close to him, and watching his face.


  ‘Of course, I don’t seriously mind. In reason, a man cannot object to such a trifle. I only thought you hadn’t—that was all.’


  However, one ray was abstracted from the glory about her head. But afterwards, when Knight was wandering by himself over the bare and breezy hills, and meditating on the subject, that ray suddenly returned. For she might have had a lover, and never have cared in the least for him. She might have used the word improperly, and meant ‘admirer’ all the time. Of course she had been admired; and one man might have made his admiration more prominent than that of the rest—a very natural case.


  They were sitting on one of the garden seats when he found occasion to put the supposition to the test. ‘Did you love that lover or admirer of yours ever so little, Elfie?’


  She murmured reluctantly, ‘Yes, I think I did.’


  Knight felt the same faint touch of misery. ‘Only a very little?’ he said.


  ‘I am not sure how much.’


  ‘But you are sure, darling, you loved him a little?’


  ‘I think I am sure I loved him a little.’


  ‘And not a great deal, Elfie?’


  ‘My love was not supported by reverence for his powers.’


  ‘But, Elfride, did you love him deeply?’ said Knight restlessly.


  ‘I don’t exactly know how deep you mean by deeply.’


  ‘That’s nonsense.’


  ‘You misapprehend; and you have let go my hand!’ she cried, her eyes filling with tears. ‘Harry, don’t be severe with me, and don’t question me. I did not love him as I do you. And could it be deeply if I did not think him cleverer than myself? For I did not. You grieve me so much—you can’t think.’


  ‘I will not say another word about it.’


  ‘And you will not think about it, either, will you? I know you think of weaknesses in me after I am out of your sight; and not knowing what they are, I cannot combat them. I almost wish you were of a grosser nature, Harry; in truth I do! Or rather, I wish I could have the advantages such a nature in you would afford me, and yet have you as you are.’


  ‘What advantages would they be?’


  ‘Less anxiety, and more security. Ordinary men are not so delicate in their tastes as you; and where the lover or husband is not fastidious, and refined, and of a deep nature, things seem to go on better, I fancy—as far as I have been able to observe the world.’


  ‘Yes; I suppose it is right. Shallowness has this advantage, that you can’t be drowned there.’


  ‘But I think I’ll have you as you are; yes, I will!’ she said winsomely. ‘The practical husbands and wives who take things philosophically are very humdrum, are they not? Yes, it would kill me quite. You please me best as you are.’


  ‘Even though I wish you had never cared for one before me?’


  ‘Yes. And you must not wish it. Don’t!’


  ‘I’ll try not to, Elfride.’


  So she hoped, but her heart was troubled. If he felt so deeply on this point, what would he say did he know all, and see it as Mrs. Jethway saw it? He would never make her the happiest girl in the world by taking her to be his own for aye. The thought enclosed her as a tomb whenever it presented itself to her perturbed brain. She tried to believe that Mrs. Jethway would never do her such a cruel wrong as to increase the bad appearance of her folly by innuendoes; and concluded that concealment, having been begun, must be persisted in, if possible. For what he might consider as bad as the fact, was her previous concealment of it by strategy.


  But Elfride knew Mrs. Jethway to be her enemy, and to hate her. It was possible she would do her worst. And should she do it, all might be over.


  Would the woman listen to reason, and be persuaded not to ruin one who had never intentionally harmed her?


  It was night in the valley between Endelstow Crags and the shore. The brook which trickled that way to the sea was distinct in its murmurs now, and over the line of its course there began to hang a white riband of fog. Against the sky, on the left hand of the vale, the black form of the church could be seen. On the other rose hazel-bushes, a few trees, and where these were absent, furze tufts—as tall as men—on stems nearly as stout as timber. The shriek of some bird was occasionally heard, as it flew terror-stricken from its first roost to seek a new sleeping-place where it might pass the night unmolested.


  In the evening shade, some way down the valley, and under a row of scrubby oaks, a cottage could still be discerned. It stood absolutely alone. The house was rather large, and the windows of some of the rooms were nailed up with boards on the outside, which gave a particularly deserted appearance to the whole erection. From the front door an irregular series of rough and misshapen steps, cut in the solid rock, led down to the edge of the streamlet, which, at their extremity, was hollowed into a basin the water trickled through. This was evidently the means of water supply to the dweller or dwellers in the cottage.


  A light footstep was heard descending from the higher slopes of the hillside. Indistinct in the pathway appeared a moving female shape, who advanced and knocked timidly at the door. No answer being returned the knock was repeated, with the same result, and it was then repeated a third time. This also was unsuccessful.


  From one of the only two windows on the ground floor which were not boarded up came rays of light, no shutter or curtain obscuring the room from the eyes of a passer on the outside. So few walked that way after nightfall that any such means to secure secrecy were probably deemed unnecessary.


  The inequality of the rays falling upon the trees outside told that the light had its origin in a flickering fire only. The visitor, after the third knocking, stepped a little to the left in order to gain a view of the interior, and threw back the hood from her face. The dancing yellow sheen revealed the fair and anxious countenance of Elfride.


  Inside the house this firelight was enough to illumine the room distinctly, and to show that the furniture of the cottage was superior to what might have been expected from so unpromising an exterior. It also showed to Elfride that the room was empty. Beyond the light quiver and flap of the flames nothing moved or was audible therein.


  She turned the handle and entered, throwing off the cloak which enveloped her, under which she appeared without hat or bonnet, and in the sort of half-toilette country people ordinarily dine in. Then advancing to the foot of the staircase she called distinctly, but somewhat fearfully, ‘Mrs. Jethway!’


  No answer.


  With a look of relief and regret combined, denoting that ease came to the heart and disappointment to the brain, Elfride paused for several minutes, as if undecided how to act. Determining to wait, she sat down on a chair. The minutes drew on, and after sitting on the thorns of impatience for half an hour, she searched her pocket, took therefrom a letter, and tore off the blank leaf. Then taking out a pencil she wrote upon the paper:


  
    Dear Mrs. Jethway,—I have been to visit you. I wanted much to see you, but I cannot wait any longer. I came to beg you not to execute the threats you have repeated to me. Do not, I beseech you, Mrs. Jethway, let any one know what I did! It would ruin me, and break my heart. I will do anything for you, if you will be kind to me. In the name of our common womanhood, do not, I implore you, make a scandal of me.—Yours,


    E. Swancourt.

  


  She folded the note cornerwise, directed it, and placed it on the table. Then again drawing the hood over her curly head she emerged silently as she had come.


  Whilst this episode had been in action at Mrs. Jethway’s cottage, Knight had gone from the dining-room into the drawing-room, and found Mrs. Swancourt there alone.


  ‘Elfride has vanished upstairs or somewhere,’ she said. ‘And I have been reading an article in an old number of The Present that I lighted on by chance a short time ago; it is an article you once told us was yours. Well, Harry, with due deference to your literary powers, allow me to say that this effusion is all nonsense, in my opinion.’


  ‘What is it about?’ said Knight, taking up the paper and reading.


  ‘There: don’t get red about it. Own that experience has taught you to be more charitable. I have never read such unchivalrous sentiments in my life—from a man, I mean. There, I forgive you; it was before you knew Elfride.’


  ‘O yes,’ said Knight, looking up. ‘I remember now. The text of that sermon was not my own at all, but was suggested to me by a young man named Smith—the same whom I have mentioned to you as coming from this parish. I thought the idea rather ingenious at the time, and enlarged it to the weight of a few guineas, because I had nothing else in my head.’


  ‘Which idea do you call the text? I am curious to know that.’


  ‘Well, this,’ said Knight, somewhat unwillingly. ‘That experience teaches, and your sweetheart, no less than your tailor, is necessarily very imperfect in her duties if you are her first patron: and conversely, the sweetheart who is graceful under the initial kiss must be supposed to have had some practice in the trade.’


  ‘And do you mean to say that you wrote that upon the strength of another man’s remark, without having tested it by practice?’


  ‘Yes—indeed I do.’


  ‘Then I think it was uncalled for and unfair. And how do you know it is true? I expect you regret it now.’


  ‘Since you bring me into a serious mood, I will speak candidly. I do believe that remark to be perfectly true, and, having written it, I would defend it anywhere. But I do often regret having ever written it, as well as others of the sort. I have grown older since, and I find such a tone of writing is calculated to do harm in the world. Every literary Jack becomes a gentleman if he can only pen a few indifferent satires upon womankind: women themselves, too, have taken to the trick; and so, upon the whole, I begin to be rather ashamed of my companions.’


  ‘Ah, Henry, you have fallen in love since, and it makes a difference,’ said Mrs. Swancourt with bantering dryness.


  ‘That’s true; but that is not my reason.’


  ‘Having found that, in a case of your own experience, a so-called goose was a swan, it seems absurd to deny such a possibility in other men’s experiences.’


  ‘You can hit palpably, cousin Charlotte,’ said Knight. ‘You are like the boy who puts a stone inside his snowball, and I shall play with you no longer. Excuse me—I am going for my evening stroll.’


  Though Knight had spoken jestingly, this incident and conversation had caused him a sudden depression. Coming, rather singularly, just after his discovery that Elfride had known what it was to love warmly before she had known him, his mind dwelt upon the subject, and the familiar pipe he smoked whilst pacing up and down the shrubbery-path failed to be a solace. He thought again of those idle words—hitherto quite forgotten—about the first kiss of a girl, and the theory seemed more than reasonable. Of course their sting now lay in their bearing on Elfride.


  Elfride, under Knight’s kiss, had certainly been a very different woman from herself under Stephen’s. Whether for good or for ill, she had marvellously well learnt a betrothed lady’s part; and the fascinating finish of her deportment in this second campaign did probably arise from her unreserved encouragement of Stephen. Knight, with all the rapidity of jealous sensitiveness, pounced upon some words she had inadvertently let fall about an earring, which he had only partially understood at the time. It was during that ‘initial kiss’ by the little waterfall:


  ‘We must be careful. I lost the other by doing this!’


  A flush which had in it as much of wounded pride as of sorrow, passed over Knight as he thought of what he had so frequently said to her in his simplicity. ‘I always meant to be the first comer in a woman’s heart, fresh lips or none for me.’ How childishly blind he must have seemed to this mere girl! How she must have laughed at him inwardly! He absolutely writhed as he thought of the confession she had wrung from him on the boat in the darkness of night. The one conception which had sustained his dignity when drawn out of his shell on that occasion—that of her charming ignorance of all such matters—how absurd it was!


  This man, whose imagination had been fed up to preternatural size by lonely study and silent observations of his kind—whose emotions had been drawn out long and delicate by his seclusion, like plants in a cellar—was now absolutely in pain. Moreover, several years of poetic study, and, if the truth must be told, poetic efforts, had tended to develop the affective side of his constitution still further, in proportion to his active faculties. It was his belief in the absolute newness of blandishment to Elfride which had constituted her primary charm. He began to think it was as hard to be earliest in a woman’s heart as it was to be first in the Pool of Bethesda.


  That Knight should have been thus constituted: that Elfride’s second lover should not have been one of the great mass of bustling mankind, little given to introspection, whose good-nature might have compensated for any lack of appreciativeness, was the chance of things. That her throbbing, self-confounding, indiscreet heart should have to defend itself unaided against the keen scrutiny and logical power which Knight, now that his suspicions were awakened, would sooner or later be sure to exercise against her, was her misfortune. A miserable incongruity was apparent in the circumstance of a strong mind practising its unerring archery upon a heart which the owner of that mind loved better than his own.


  Elfride’s docile devotion to Knight was now its own enemy. Clinging to him so dependently, she taught him in time to presume upon that devotion—a lesson men are not slow to learn. A slight rebelliousness occasionally would have done him no harm, and would have been a world of advantage to her. But she idolized him, and was proud to be his bond-servant.


  ♣


  XXXI


  ‘A worm i’ the bud.’


  One day the man of letters said, ‘Let us go to the cliffs again, Elfride;’ and, without consulting her wishes, he moved as if to start at once.


  ‘The cliff of our dreadful adventure?’ she inquired, with a shudder. ‘Death stares me in the face in the person of that cliff.’


  Nevertheless, so entirely had she sunk her individuality in his that the remark was not uttered as an expostulation, and she immediately prepared to accompany him.


  ‘No, not that place,’ said Knight. ‘It is ghastly to me, too. That other, I mean; what is its name?—Windy Beak.’


  Windy Beak was the second cliff in height along that coast, and, as is frequently the case with the natural features of the globe no less than with the intellectual features of men, it enjoyed the reputation of being the first. Moreover, it was the cliff to which Elfride had ridden with Stephen Smith, on a well-remembered morning of his summer visit.


  So, though thought of the former cliff had caused her to shudder at the perils to which her lover and herself had there been exposed, by being associated with Knight only it was not so objectionable as Windy Beak. That place was worse than gloomy, it was a perpetual reproach to her.


  But not liking to refuse she said, ‘It is further than the other cliff.’


  ‘Yes; but you can ride.’


  ‘And will you too?’


  ‘No, I’ll walk.’


  A duplicate of her original arrangement with Stephen. Some fatality must be hanging over her head. But she ceased objecting.


  ‘Very well, Harry, I’ll ride,’ she said meekly.


  A quarter of an hour later she was in the saddle. But how different the mood from that of the former time. She had, indeed, given up her position as queen of the less to be vassal of the greater. Here was no showing off now; no scampering out of sight with Pansy, to perplex and tire her companion; no saucy remarks on La Belle Dame sans Merci. Elfride was burdened with the very intensity of her love.


  Knight did most of the talking along the journey. Elfride silently listened, and entirely resigned herself to the motions of the ambling horse upon which she sat, alternately rising and sinking gently, like a sea bird upon a sea wave.


  When they had reached the limit of a quadruped’s possibilities in walking, Knight tenderly lifted her from the saddle, tied the horse, and rambled on with her to the seat in the rock. Knight sat down, and drew Elfride deftly beside him, and they looked over the sea.


  Two or three degrees above that melancholy and eternally level line the ocean horizon, hung a sun of brass, with no visible rays, in a sky of ashen hue. It was a sky the sun did not illuminate or enkindle, as is usual at sunsets. This sheet of sky was met by the salt mass of gray water, flecked here and there with white. A waft of dampness occasionally rose to their faces, which was probably rarefied spray from the blows of the sea upon the foot of the cliff.


  Elfride wished it could be a longer time ago that she had sat there with Stephen as her lover, and agreed to be his wife. The significant closeness of that time to the present was another item to add to the list of passionate fears which were chronic with her now.


  Yet Knight was very tender this evening, and sustained her close to him as they sat.


  Not a word had been uttered by either since sitting down, when Knight said musingly, looking still afar—


  ‘I wonder if any lovers in past years ever sat here with arms locked, as we do now. Probably they have, for the place seems formed for a seat.’


  Her recollection of a well-known pair who had, and the much-talked-of loss which had ensued therefrom, and how the young man had been sent back to look for the missing article, led Elfride to glance down to her side, and behind her back. Many people who lose a trinket involuntarily give a momentary look for it in passing the spot ever so long afterwards. They do not often find it. Elfride, in turning her head, saw something shine weakly from a crevice in the rocky sedile. Only for a few minutes during the day did the sun light the alcove to its innermost rifts and slits, but these were the minutes now, and its level rays did Elfride the good or evil turn of revealing the lost ornament.


  Elfride’s thoughts instantly reverted to the words she had unintentionally uttered upon what had been going on when the earring was lost. And she was immediately seized with a misgiving that Knight, on seeing the object, would be reminded of her words. Her instinctive act therefore was to secure it privately.


  It was so deep in the crack that Elfride could not pull it out with her hand, though she made several surreptitious trials.


  ‘What are you doing, Elfie?’ said Knight, noticing her attempts and looking behind him likewise.


  She had relinquished the endeavour, but too late.


  Knight peered into the joint from which her hand had been withdrawn, and saw what she had seen. He instantly took a penknife from his pocket, and by dint of probing and scraping brought the earring out upon open ground.


  ‘It is not yours, surely?’ he inquired.


  ‘Yes, it is,’ she said quietly.


  ‘Well, that is a most extraordinary thing, that we should find it like this!’ Knight then remembered more circumstances; ‘What, is it the one you have told me of?’


  ‘Yes.’


  The unfortunate remark of hers at the kiss came into his mind, if eyes were ever an index to be trusted. Trying to repress the words he yet spoke on the subject, more to obtain assurance that what it had seemed to imply was not true than from a wish to pry into bygones.


  ‘Were you really engaged to be married to that lover?’ he said, looking straight forward at the sea again.


  ‘Yes—but not formally. Yet I think I was.’


  ‘O Elfride, engaged to be married!’ he murmured.


  ‘It would have been called a—secret engagement, I suppose. But don’t look so disappointed; don’t blame me.’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Why do you say “No, no,” in such a way? Kindly enough, but so barely?’


  Knight made no direct reply to this. ‘Elfride, I told you once,’ he said, following out his thoughts, ‘that I never kissed a woman as her lover until I kissed you. A kiss is not much, I suppose, and it happens to few young people to be able to avoid all blandishments and attentions except from the one they afterwards marry. But I have peculiar weaknesses, Elfride; and because I have led a peculiar life I must suffer for it, I suppose. I had hoped—well, what I had no right to hope in connection with you. You naturally granted your former lover the privileges you grant me.’


  A ‘yes’ came from her like the last sad whisper of a breeze.


  ‘And he used to kiss you—of course he did.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And perhaps you allowed him a more free manner in his love-making than I have shown in mine.’


  ‘No, I did not.’ This was rather more alertly spoken.


  ‘But he adopted it without being allowed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How much I have made of you, Elfride, and how I have kept aloof!’ said Knight in hurt tones. ‘So many days and hours as I have hoped in you—I have feared to kiss you more than those two times. And he made no scruples to …’


  She crept closer to him and trembled as if with cold. Her dread that the whole story, with random additions, would become known to him, caused her manner to be so agitated that Knight was alarmed and perplexed into stillness. The actual innocence which made her think so fearfully of what, as the world goes, was not a ruinous matter, magnified her apparent guilt. It may have said to Knight that a woman who was so flurried in the preliminaries must have a dreadful sequel to her tale.


  ‘I know,’ continued Knight, with an indescribable drag of manner and intonation,—‘I know I am absurdly scrupulous about you—that I want you too exclusively mine. In your past before you knew me—from your very cradle—I wanted to think you had been mine. I would make you mine by main force. Elfride,’ he went on vehemently, ‘I can’t help this jealousy over you! It is my nature, and must be so, and I hate the fact that you have been caressed before: yes, hate it!’


  She drew a long deep breath which was half a sob. Knight’s face was hard, and he never looked at her at all, still fixing his gaze far out to sea, which the sun had now resigned to the shade. In high places it is not long from sunset to night, dusk being in a measure banished, and though only evening where they sat it had been twilight in the valleys for half an hour. Upon the dull expanse of sea there gradually intensified itself into existence the gleam of a distant light-ship.


  ‘When that lover first kissed you, Elfride was it in such a place as this?’


  ‘Yes, it was.’


  ‘You don’t tell me anything but what I wring out of you. Why is that? Why have you suppressed all mention of this when casual confidences of mine should have suggested confidence in return? On board the Juliet, why were you so secret? It seems like being made a fool of, dear, to think that, when I was teaching you how desirable it was that we should have no secrets from each other, you were assenting in words, but in act contradicting me. Confidence would have been so much more promising for our happiness. If you had had confidence in me, and told me willingly, I should—be different. But you suppress everything, and I shall question you. Did you live at Endelstow at that time?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said faintly.


  ‘Where were you when he first kissed you?’


  ‘Sitting in this seat.’


  ‘Ah, I thought so!’ said Knight, rising and facing her.


  ‘And that accounts for everything—the exclamation which you explained deceitfully, and all! Forgive the harsh word, Elfride—forgive it.’ He smiled a surface smile as he continued: ‘What a poor mortal I am to play second fiddle in everything and to be deluded by fibs!’


  ‘O, don’t say it; don’t, Harry!’


  ‘Where did he kiss you besides here?’


  ‘Sitting on—a tomb in the—churchyard—and other places,’ she answered with slow recklessness.


  ‘Never mind, never mind,’ he exclaimed, on seeing her tears and perturbation. ‘I don’t want to grieve you. I don’t care.’


  But Knight did care.


  ‘It makes no difference, you know,’ he continued, seeing she did not reply.


  ‘I feel cold,’ said Elfride. ‘Shall we go home?’


  ‘Yes; it is late in the year to sit long out of doors: we ought to be off this ledge before it gets too dark to let us see our footing. I daresay the horse is impatient.’


  Knight spoke the merest commonplace to her now. He had hoped to the last moment that she would have volunteered the whole story of her first attachment. It grew more and more distasteful to him that she should have a secret of this nature. Such entire confidence as he had pictured as about to exist between himself and the innocent young wife who had known no lover’s tones save his—was this its beginning? He lifted her upon the horse, and they went along constrainedly. The poison of suspicion was doing its work well.


  An incident occurred on this homeward journey which was long remembered by both, as adding shade to shadow. Knight could not keep from his mind the words of Adam’s reproach to Eve in Paradise Lost, and at last whispered them to himself—


  
    ‘Fool’d and beguiled: by him thou, I by thee!’

  


  ‘What did you say?’ Elfride inquired timorously.


  ‘It was only a quotation.’


  They had now dropped into a hollow, and the church tower made its appearance against the pale evening sky, its lower part being hidden by some intervening trees. Elfride, being denied an answer, was looking at the tower and trying to think of some contrasting quotation she might use to regain his tenderness. After a little thought she said in winning tones—


  ‘“Thou hast been my hope, and a strong tower for me against the enemy.”’


  They passed on. A few minutes later three or four birds were seen to fly out of the tower.


  ‘The strong tower moves,’ said Knight, with surprise.


  A corner of the square mass swayed forward, sank, and vanished. A loud rumble followed, and a cloud of dust arose where all had previously been so clear.


  ‘The church restorers have done it!’ said Elfride.


  At this minute Mr. Swancourt was seen approaching them. He came up with a bustling demeanour, apparently much engrossed by some business in hand.


  ‘We have got the tower down!’ he exclaimed. ‘It came rather quicker than we intended it should. The first idea was to take it down stone by stone, you know. In doing this the crack widened considerably, and it was not believed safe for the men to stand upon the walls any longer. Then we decided to undermine it, and three men set to work at the weakest corner this afternoon. They had left off for the evening, intending to give the final blow to-morrow morning, and had been home about half an hour, when down it came. A very successful job—a very fine job indeed. But he was a tough old fellow in spite of the crack.’ Here Mr. Swancourt wiped from his face the perspiration his excitement had caused him.


  ‘Poor old tower!’ said Elfride.


  ‘Yes, I am sorry for it,’ said Knight. ‘It was an interesting piece of antiquity—a local record of local art.’


  ‘Ah, but my dear sir, we shall have a new one,’ expostulated Mr. Swancourt; ‘a splendid tower—designed by a first-rate London man—in the newest style of Gothic art, and full of Christian feeling.’


  ‘Indeed!’ said Knight.


  ‘O yes. Not in the barbarous clumsy architecture of this neighbourhood; you see nothing so rough and pagan anywhere else in England. When the men are gone I would advise you to go and see the church before anything further is done to it. You can now sit in the chancel, and look down the nave through the west arch, and through that far out to sea. In fact,’ said Mr. Swancourt significantly, ‘if a wedding were performed at the altar to-morrow morning, it might be witnessed from the deck of a ship on a voyage to the South Seas, with a good glass. However, after dinner, when the moon has risen, go up and see for yourselves.’


  Knight assented with feverish readiness. He had decided within the last few minutes that he could not rest another night without further talk with Elfride upon the subject which now divided them: he was determined to know all, and relieve his disquiet in some way. Elfride would gladly have escaped further converse alone with him that night, but it seemed inevitable.


  Just after moonrise they left the house. How little any expectation of the moonlight prospect—which was the ostensible reason of their pilgrimage—had to do with Knight’s real motive in getting the gentle girl again upon his arm, Elfride no less than himself well knew.


  ♣


  XXXII


  ‘Had I wist before I kist.’


  It was now October, and the night air was chill. After looking to see that she was well wrapped up Knight took her along the hillside path they had ascended so many times in each other’s company, when doubt was a thing unknown. On reaching the church they found that one side of the tower was, as the rector had stated, entirely removed, and lying in the shape of rubbish at their feet. The tower on its eastern side still was firm, and might have withstood the shock of storms and the siege of battering years for many a generation even now. They entered by the side-door, went eastward, and sat down by the altar-steps.


  The heavy arch spanning the junction of tower and nave formed to-night a black frame to a distant misty view, stretching far westward. Just outside the arch came the heap of fallen stones, then a portion of moonlit churchyard, then the wide and convex sea behind. It was a coup-d’œil which had never been possible since the mediæval masons first attached the old tower to the older church it dignified, and hence must be supposed to have had an interest apart from that of simple moonlight on ancient wall and sea and shore—any mention of which has by this time, it is to be feared, become one of the cuckoo-cries which are heard but not regarded. Rays of crimson, blue, and purple shone upon the twain from the east window behind them, wherein saints and angels vied with each other in primitive surroundings of landscape and sky, and threw upon the pavement at the sitters’ feet a softer reproduction of the same translucent hues, amid which the shadows of the two living heads of Knight and Elfride were opaque and prominent blots. Presently the moon became covered by a cloud, and the iridescence died away.


  ‘There, it is gone!’ said Knight. ‘I’ve been thinking, Elfride, that this place we sit on is where we may hope to kneel together soon. But I am restless and uneasy, and you know why.’


  Before she replied the moonlight returned again, irradiating that portion of churchyard within their view. It brightened the near part first, and against the background which the cloud-shadow had not yet uncovered stood, brightest of all, a white tomb—the tomb of young Jethway.


  Knight, still alive on the subject of Elfride’s secret, thought of her words concerning the kiss—that it once had occurred on a tomb in this churchyard.


  ‘Dearest,’ he said, with a superficial archness which did not half cover an undercurrent of reproach, ‘do you know, I think you might have told me voluntarily about that past—of kisses and betrothing—without giving me so much uneasiness and trouble. Was that the tomb you alluded to as having sat on with him?’


  She waited an instant. ‘Yes,’ she said.


  The correctness of his random shot startled Knight; though, considering that almost all the other memorials in the churchyard were upright headstones upon which nobody could possibly sit, it was not so wonderful.


  Elfride did not even now go on with the explanation her too exacting lover wished to have, and her reticence began to irritate him as before. He was inclined to read her a lecture.


  ‘Why don’t you tell me all?’ he said somewhat indignantly. ‘Elfride, there is not a single subject upon which I feel more strongly than upon this—that everything ought to be cleared up between two persons before they become husband and wife. See how desirable and wise such a course is, in order to avoid disagreeable contingencies in the form of discoveries afterwards. For, Elfride, a secret of no importance at all may be made the basis of some fatal misunderstanding only because it is discovered, and not confessed. They say there never was a couple of whom one had not some secret the other never knew or was intended to know. This may or may not be true; but if it be true, some have been happy in spite rather than in consequence of it. If a man were to see another man looking significantly at his wife, and she were blushing crimson and appearing startled, do you think he would be so well satisfied with, for instance, her truthful explanation that once, to her great annoyance, she accidentally fainted into his arms, as if she had said it voluntarily long ago, before the circumstance occurred which forced it from her? Suppose that admirer you spoke of in connection with the tomb yonder should turn up, and bother me. It would embitter our lives, if I were then half in the dark, as I am now!’


  Knight spoke the latter sentences with growing force.


  ‘It cannot be,’ she said.


  ‘Why not?’ he asked sharply.


  Elfride was distressed to find him in so stern a mood, and she trembled. In a confusion of ideas, probably not intending a wilful prevarication, she answered hurriedly—


  ‘If he’s dead, how can you meet him?’


  ‘Is he dead? Oh, that’s different altogether!’ said Knight, immensely relieved. ‘But let me see—what did you say about that tomb and him?’


  ‘That’s his tomb,’ she continued faintly.


  ‘What! was he who lies buried there the man who was your lover?’ Knight asked.


  ‘Yes; and I didn’t love him or encourage him.’


  ‘But you let him kiss you—you said so, you know, Elfride.’


  She made no reply.


  ‘Why,’ said Knight, recollecting circumstances by degrees, ‘you surely said you were in some degree engaged to him—and of course you were if he kissed you. And now you say you never encouraged him. And I have been fancying you said—I am almost sure you did—that you were sitting with him on that tomb. Good God!’ he cried, suddenly starting up in anger, ‘are you telling me untruths? Why should you play with me like this? I’ll have the right of it. Elfride, we shall never be happy! There’s a blight upon us, or me, or you, and it must be cleared off before we marry.’ Knight moved away impetuously as if to leave her.


  She jumped up and clutched his arm.


  ‘Don’t go, Harry—don’t!’


  ‘Tell me, then,’ said Knight. ‘And remember this, no more evasions, or, upon my soul, I shall be thoroughly vexed. Heavens! that I should come to this, to be made a fool of by untruths——’


  ‘Don’t, don’t treat me so cruelly! O Harry, Harry, have pity, and withdraw those dreadful words! I am truthful by nature—I am—and I don’t know how I came to make you misunderstand! But I was frightened!’ She quivered so in her perturbation that she shook him with her.


  ‘Did you say you were sitting on that tomb?’ he asked moodily.


  ‘Yes; and it was true.’


  ‘Then how, in the name of Heaven, can a man sit upon his own tomb?’


  ‘That was another man. Forgive me, Harry, won’t you?’


  ‘What, a lover in the tomb and a lover on it?’


  ‘O—O—yes!’


  ‘Then there were two before me?’


  ‘I—suppose so.’


  ‘Now, don’t be a silly woman with your supposing—I hate all that,’ said Knight. ‘Well, we learn strange things. I don’t know what I might have done—no man can say into what shape circumstances may warp him—but I hardly think I should have had the conscience to accept the favours of a new lover whilst sitting over the poor remains of the old one; upon my soul, I don’t.’ Knight, in moody meditation, continued looking towards the tomb, which stood staring them in the face like an avenging ghost.


  ‘But you wrong me—O so grievously!’ she cried. ‘I did not meditate any such thing: believe me, Harry, I did not. It only happened so—quite of itself.’


  ‘Well, I suppose you didn’t intend such a thing,’ he said. ‘Nobody ever does,’ he sadly continued.


  ‘And him in the grave I never once loved.’


  ‘I suppose the second lover and you, as you sat there, vowed to be faithful to each other for ever?’


  Elfride only replied by quick heavy breaths, showing she was on the brink of a sob.


  ‘You don’t choose to be anything but reserved, then?’


  ‘Of course we did,’ she responded.


  ‘“Of course!” You seem to treat the subject very lightly?’


  ‘It is past, and is nothing to us now.’


  ‘Elfride, it is a nothing which, though it may make a careless man laugh, cannot but make a genuine one grieve. It is a very gnawing pain. Tell me straight through—all of it.’


  ‘Never. O Harry! how can you expect it when so little of it makes you so harsh with me?’


  ‘Now, Elfride, listen to this. You know that what you have told only jars the subtler fancies in one, after all. The feeling I have about it would be called, and is, mere sentimentality; and I don’t want you to suppose that an ordinary previous engagement of a straightforward kind would make any practical difference in my love, or my wish to make you my wife. But you seem to have more to tell, and that’s where the wrong is. Is there more?’


  ‘Not much more,’ she wearily answered.


  Knight preserved a grave silence for a minute. ‘“Not much more,”’ he said at last. ‘I should think not, indeed!’ His voice assumed a low and steady pitch. ‘Elfride, you must not mind my saying a strange-sounding thing, for say it I shall. It is this: that if there were much more to add to an account which already includes all the particulars that a broken marriage engagement could possibly include with propriety, it must be some exceptional thing which might make it impossible for me or any one else to love you and marry you.’


  Knight’s disturbed mood led him much further than he would have gone in a quieter moment. And, even as it was, had she been assertive to any degree he would not have been so peremptory; and had she been a stronger character—more practical and less imaginative—she would have made more use of her position in his heart to influence him. But the confiding tenderness which had won him is ever accompanied by a sort of self-committal to the stream of events, leading every such woman to trust more to the kindness of fate for good results than to any argument of her own.


  ‘Well, well,’ he murmured cynically; ‘I won’t say it is your fault: it is my ill-luck, I suppose. I had no real right to question you—everybody would say it was presuming. But when we have misunderstood, we feel injured by the subject of our misunderstanding. You never said you had had nobody else here making love to you, so why should I blame you? Elfride, I beg your pardon.’


  ‘No, no! I would rather have your anger than that cool aggrieved politeness. Do drop that, Harry! Why should you inflict that upon me? It reduces me to the level of a mere acquaintance.’


  ‘You do that with me. Why not confidence for confidence?’


  ‘Yes; but I didn’t ask you a single question with regard to your past: I didn’t wish to know about it. All I cared for was that, wherever you came from, whatever you had done, whoever you had loved, you were mine at last. Harry, if originally you had known I had loved, would you never have cared for me?’


  ‘I won’t quite say that. Though I own that the idea of your inexperienced state had a great charm for me. But I think this: that if I had known there was any phase of your past love you would refuse to reveal if I asked to know it, I should never have loved you.’


  Elfride sobbed bitterly. ‘Am I such a—mere characterless toy—as to have no attrac—tion in me, apart from—freshness? Haven’t I brains? You said—I was clever and ingenious in my thoughts, and—isn’t that anything? Have I not some beauty? I think I have a little—and I know I have—yes, I do! You have praised my voice, and my manner, and my accomplishments. Yet all these together are so much rubbish because I—accidentally saw a man before you!’


  ‘O come, Elfride. “Accidentally saw a man” is very cool. You loved him, remember.’


  —‘And loved him a little!’


  ‘And refuse now to answer the simple question how it ended. Do you refuse still, Elfride?’


  ‘You have no right to question me so—you said so. It is unfair. Trust me as I trust you.’


  ‘That’s not at all.’


  ‘I shall not love you if you are so cruel. It is cruel to me to argue like this.’


  ‘Perhaps it is. Yes, it is. I was carried away by my feeling for you. Heaven knows that I didn’t mean to; but I have loved you so that I have used you badly.’


  ‘I don’t mind it, Harry!’ she instantly answered, creeping up and nestling against him; ‘and I will not think at all that you used me harshly if you will forgive me, and not be vexed with me any more? I do wish I had been exactly as you thought I was, but I could not help it, you know. If I had only known you had been coming, what a nunnery I would have lived in to have been good enough for you!’


  ‘Well, never mind,’ said Knight; and he turned to go. He endeavoured to speak sportively as they went on. ‘Diogenes Laertius says that philosophers used voluntarily to deprive themselves of sight to be uninterrupted in their meditations. Men, becoming lovers, ought to do the same thing.’


  ‘Why?—but never mind—I don’t want to know. Don’t speak laconically to me.’ She was plaintive in her deprecation.


  ‘Why? Because they would never then be distracted by discovering their idol was second-hand.’


  She looked down and sighed; and they passed out of the crumbling old place, and slowly crossed to the churchyard entrance. Knight was not himself, and he could not pretend to be. She had not told all.


  He supported her lightly over the stile, and was practically as attentive as a lover could be. But there had passed away a glory, and the dream was not as it had been of yore. Perhaps Knight was not shaped by Nature for a marrying man. Perhaps his lifelong constraint towards women, which he had attributed to accident, was not chance after all, but the natural result of instinctive acts so minute as to be undiscernible even by himself. Or whether the rough dispelling of any bright illusion, however imaginative, depreciates the real and unexaggerated brightness which appertains to its basis, one cannot say. Certain it was that Knight’s disappointment at finding himself second or third in the field, at Elfride’s momentary equivoque, and at her reluctance to be candid, brought him to the verge of cynicism.


  ♣


  XXXIII


  ‘O daughter of Babylon, wasted with misery.’


  A habit of Knight’s, when not immediately occupied with Elfride—to walk by himself for half an hour or so between dinner and bedtime—had become familiar to his friends at Endelstow, Elfride herself among them. When he had helped her over the stile she said gently, ‘If you wish to take your usual turn on the hill, Harry, I can run down to the house alone.’


  ‘Thank you, Elfie; then I think I will.’


  Her form diminished to blackness in the moonlight, and Knight, after remaining upon the churchyard stile a few minutes longer, turned back again towards the building. His usual course was now to light a cigar or pipe, and indulge in a quiet meditation. But to-night his mind was too tense to bethink itself of such a solace. He merely walked round to the site of the fallen tower, and sat himself down upon some of the large stones which had composed it until this day, when the chain of circumstance originated by Stephen Smith, while in the employ of Mr. Hewby, the London man of art, had brought about its overthrow.


  Pondering on the possible episodes of Elfride’s past life, and on how he had supposed her to have had no past justifying the name, he sat and regarded the white tomb of young Jethway, now close in front of him. The sea, though comparatively placid, could as usual be heard from this point along the whole distance between promontories to the right and left, floundering and entangling itself among the insulated stacks of rock which dotted the water’s edge—the miserable skeletons of tortured old cliffs that would not even yet succumb to the wear and tear of the tides.


  As a change from thoughts not of a very cheerful kind, Knight attempted exertion. He stood up, and prepared to ascend to the summit of the ruinous heap of stones, from which a more extended outlook was obtainable than from the ground. He stretched out his arm to seize the projecting arris of a larger block than ordinary, and so help himself up, when his hand lighted plump upon a substance differing in the greatest possible degree from what he had expected to seize—hard stone. It was stringy and entangled, and trailed upon the stone. The deep shadow from the aisle wall prevented his seeing anything here distinctly, and he began guessing as a necessity. ‘It is a tressy species of moss or lichen,’ he said to himself.


  But it lay loosely over the stone.


  ‘It is a tuft of grass,’ he said.


  But it lacked the roughness and humidity of the finest grass.


  ‘It is a mason’s whitewash-brush.’


  Such brushes, he remembered, were more bristly; and however much used in repairing a structure would not be required in pulling one down.


  He said, ‘It must be a thready silk fringe.’


  He felt further in. It was somewhat warm. Knight instantly felt somewhat cold.


  To find the coldness of inanimate matter where you expect warmth is startling enough; but a colder temperature than that of the body being rather the rule than the exception in common substances, it hardly conveys such a shock to the system as finding warmth where utter frigidity is anticipated.


  ‘God only knows what it is,’ he said.


  He felt further, and in the course of a minute put his hand upon a human head. The head was warm, but motionless. The thready mass was the hair of the head—long and straggling, showing that the head was a woman’s.


  Knight in his perplexity stood still for a moment, and collected his thoughts. The rector’s account of the fall of the tower was that the workmen had been undermining it all the day, and had left in the evening intending to give the finishing stroke the next morning. Half an hour after they had gone the undermined angle came down. The woman who was half buried must, as it seemed, have been beneath it at the moment of the fall.


  Knight leapt up and began endeavouring to remove the rubbish with his hands. The heap overlying the body was for the most part fine and dusty, but in immense quantity. It would be a saving of time to run for assistance. He crossed to the churchyard wall, and hastened down the hill.


  A little way on an intersecting road passed over a small ridge, which now showed up darkly against the moon, and this road here formed a kind of notch in the sky-line. At the moment that Knight arrived at the crossing he beheld a man on this eminence, coming towards him. Knight turned aside and met the stranger.


  ‘There has been an accident at the church,’ said Knight, without preface. ‘The tower has fallen on somebody, who has been lying there ever since. Will you come and help?’


  ‘That I will,’ said the man.


  ‘It is a woman,’ said Knight, as they hurried back, ‘and I think we two are enough to extricate her. Do you know of a shovel?’


  ‘The grave-digging shovels are about somewhere. They used to stay in the tower.’


  ‘And there must be some belonging to the workmen.’


  They searched about, and in an angle of the porch found three carefully stowed away. Going round to the west end Knight signified the spot of the tragedy.


  ‘We ought to have brought a lantern,’ he exclaimed. ‘But we may be able to do without.’ He set to work removing the superincumbent mass.


  The other man, who looked on somewhat helplessly at first, now followed the example of Knight’s activity, and removed the larger stones which were mingled with the rubbish. But with all their efforts it was quite ten minutes before the body of the unfortunate creature could be extricated. They lifted her as carefully as they could, breathlessly carried her to Felix Jethway’s tomb, which was only a few steps westward, and laid her thereon.


  ‘Is she dead indeed?’ said the stranger.


  ‘She appears to be,’ said Knight. ‘Which is the nearest house? The rectory, I suppose.’


  ‘Yes; but since we shall have to call a surgeon from Castle Boterel, I think it would be better to carry her in that direction, instead of away from the town.’


  ‘But is it not much further to the first house we come to going that way, than to the rectory or to The Crags?’


  ‘Not much,’ the stranger replied.


  ‘Certainly we’ll take her there, then. And I think the best way to do it would be thus, if you don’t mind joining hands with me.’


  ‘Not in the least; I am glad to assist.’


  Making a kind of cradle, by clasping their hands crosswise under the inanimate woman, they lifted her, and walked on side by side down a path indicated by the stranger, who appeared to know the locality well.


  ‘I had been sitting in the church for nearly an hour,’ Knight resumed, when they were out of the churchyard. ‘Afterwards I walked round to the site of the fallen tower, and so found her. It is painful to think I unconsciously wasted so much time in the very presence of a perishing, flying soul.’


  ‘The tower fell at dusk, did it not? quite two hours ago, I think?’


  ‘Yes. She must have been there alone. What could have been her object in visiting the churchyard then?’


  ‘It is difficult to say.’ The stranger looked inquiringly into the reclining face of the motionless form they bore. ‘Would you turn her round for a moment, so that the light shines on her face?’ he said.


  They turned her face to the moon, and the man looked closer into her features. ‘Why, I know her!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Who is she?’


  ‘Mrs. Jethway. And the cottage we are taking her to is her own. She is a widow; and I was speaking to her only this afternoon. I was at Castle Boterel post-office, and she came there to post a letter. Poor soul! Let us hurry on.’


  ‘Hold my wrist a little tighter. Was not that tomb we laid her on the tomb of her only son?’


  ‘Yes, it was. Yes, I see it now. She was there to visit the tomb. Since the death of that son she has been a desolate, desponding woman, always bewailing him. She was a farmer’s wife, very well educated.’


  Knight’s heart was moved to sympathy. His own fortunes seemed in some strange way to be interwoven with those of this Jethway family, through the influence of Elfride over himself and the unfortunate son of that house. He made no reply, and they still walked on.


  ‘She begins to feel heavy,’ said the stranger, breaking the silence.


  ‘Yes, she does,’ said Knight; and after another pause added, ‘I think I have met you before, though where I cannot recollect. May I ask who you are?’


  ‘O yes. I am Lord Luxellian. Who are you?’


  ‘I am a visitor at The Crags—Mr. Knight.’


  ‘I have heard of you, Mr. Knight.’


  ‘And I of you, Lord Luxellian. I am glad to meet you.’


  ‘I may say the same. I am familiar with your name in print.’


  ‘And I with yours. Is this the house?’


  ‘Yes.’


  The door was locked. Knight, reflecting a moment, searched the pocket of the lifeless woman, and found therein a large key which, on being applied to the door, opened it easily. The fire was out, but the moonlight entered the quarried window, and made patterns upon the floor. The rays enabled them to see that the room into which they had entered was pretty well furnished, it being the same room that Elfride had visited alone two or three evenings earlier. They deposited their still burden on an old-fashioned couch which stood against the wall, and Knight searched about for a lamp or candle. He found a candle on a shelf, lighted it, and placed it on the table.


  Both Knight and Lord Luxellian examined the pale countenance attentively, and both were nearly convinced that there was no hope. No marks of violence were visible in the casual examination they made.


  ‘I think that as I know where Doctor Granson lives,’ said Lord Luxellian, ‘I had better run for him whilst you stay here.’


  Knight agreed to this. Lord Luxellian then went off, and his hurrying footsteps died away. Knight continued bending over the body, and a few minutes longer of careful scrutiny perfectly satisfied him that the woman was far beyond the reach of the lancet and the drug. Her extremities were already beginning to get stiff and cold. Knight covered her face, and sat down.


  The minutes went by. The essayist remained musing on all the occurrences of the night. His eyes were directed upon the table, and he had seen for some time that writing-materials were spread upon it. He now noticed these more particularly: there were an inkstand, pen, blotting-book, and note-paper. Several sheets of paper were thrust aside from the rest, upon which letters had been begun and relinquished, as if their form had not been satisfactory to the writer. A stick of black sealing-wax and seal were there too, as if the ordinary fastening had not been considered sufficiently secure. The abandoned sheets of paper lying as they did open upon the table, made it possible, as he sat, to read the few words written on each. One ran thus:


  ‘Sir,—As a woman who was once blest with a dear son of her own, I implore you to accept a warning——’


  Another:


  ‘Sir,—If you will deign to receive warning from a stranger before it is too late to alter your course, listen to——’


  The third:


  ‘Sir,—With this letter I enclose to you another which, unaided by any explanation from me, tells a startling tale. I wish, however, to add a few words to make your delusion yet more clear to you——’


  It was plain that, after these renounced beginnings, a fourth letter had been written and despatched, which had been deemed a proper one. Upon the table were two drops of sealing-wax, the stick from which they were taken having been laid down overhanging the edge of the table; the end of it drooped, showing that the wax was placed there whilst warm. There was the chair in which the writer had sat, the impression of the letter’s address upon the blotting-paper, and the poor widow who had caused these results lying dead hard by. Knight had seen enough to lead him to the conclusion that Mrs. Jethway, having matter of great importance to communicate to some friend or acquaintance, had written him a very careful letter, and gone herself to post it; that she had not returned to the house from that time of leaving it till Lord Luxellian and himself had brought her back dead.


  The unutterable melancholy of the whole scene, as he waited on, silent and alone, did not altogether clash with the mood of Knight, even though he was the affianced of a fair and winning girl, and though so lately he had been in her company. While sitting on the remains of the demolished tower he had defined a new sensation; that the lengthened course of inaction he had lately been indulging in on Elfride’s account might probably not be good for him as a man who had work to do. It could quickly be put an end to by hastening on his marriage with her.


  Knight, in his own opinion, was one who had missed his mark by excessive aiming. Having now, to a great extent, given up ideal ambitions, he wished earnestly to direct his powers into a more practical channel, and thus correct the introspective tendencies which had never brought himself much happiness, or done his fellow-creatures any great good. To make a start in this new direction by marriage, which, since knowing Elfride, had been so entrancing an idea, was less exquisite to-night. That the curtailment of his illusion regarding her had something to do with the reaction, and with the return of his old sentiments on wasting time, is more than probable. Though Knight’s heart had so greatly mastered him, the mastery was not so complete as to be easily maintained in the face of a moderate intellectual revival.


  His reverie was broken by the sound of wheels, and a horse’s tramp. The door opened to admit the surgeon, Lord Luxellian, and a Mr. Coole, coroner for the division (who had been attending at Castle Boterel that day, and was having an after-dinner chat with the doctor when Lord Luxellian arrived); next came two female nurses and some idlers.


  Mr. Granson, after a cursory examination, pronounced the woman dead from suffocation, induced by intense pressure on the respiratory organs; and arrangements were made that the inquiry should take place on the following morning, before the return of the coroner to St. Launce’s.


  Shortly afterwards the house of the widow was deserted by all its living occupants, and she abode in death, as she had in her life during the past two years, entirely alone.


  ♣


  XXXIV


  ‘Yea, happy shall he be that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us.’


  Sixteen hours had passed. Knight was entering the ladies’ boudoir at The Crags, upon his return from attending the inquest touching the death of Mrs. Jethway. Elfride was not in the apartment.


  Mrs. Swancourt made a few inquiries concerning the verdict and collateral circumstances. Then she said—


  ‘The postman came this morning the minute after you left the house. There was only one letter for you, and I have it here.’


  She took a letter from the lid of her workbox, and handed it to him. Knight took the missive abstractedly, but struck by its appearance murmured a few words and left the room.


  The letter was fastened with a black seal, and the handwriting in which it was addressed had lain under his eyes, long and prominently, only the evening before.


  Knight was greatly agitated, and looked about for a spot where he might be secure from interruption. It was the season of heavy dews, which lay on the herbage in shady places all the day long; nevertheless, he entered a small patch of neglected grass-plat enclosed by the shrubbery, and there perused the letter, which he had opened on his way thither.


  The handwriting, the seal, the paper, the introductory words, all had told on the instant that the letter had come to him from the hands of the widow Jethway, now dead and cold. He had instantly understood that the unfinished notes which caught his eye yesternight were intended for nobody but himself. He had remembered some of the words of Elfride in her sleep on the steamer, that somebody was not to tell him of something, or it would be her ruin—a circumstance hitherto deemed so trivial and meaningless that he had well-nigh forgotten it. All these things infused into him an emotion intense in power and supremely distressing in quality. The paper in his hand quivered as he read :


  
    ‘The Valley, Endelstow.


    ‘‘Sir,—A woman who has not much in the world to lose by any censure this act may bring upon her, wishes to give you some hints concerning a lady you love. If you will deign to accept a warning before it is too late, you will notice what your correspondent has to say.


    ‘You are deceived. Can such a woman as this be worthy?


    ‘One who encouraged an honest youth to love her, then slighted him, so that he died.


    ‘One who next took a man of no birth as a lover, who was forbidden the house by her father.


    ‘One who secretly left her home to be married to that man, met him, and went with him to London.


    ‘One who, for some reason or other, returned again unmarried.


    ‘One who, in her after-correspondence with him, went so far as to address him as her husband.


    ‘One who wrote the enclosed letter to ask me, who better than anybody else knows the story, to keep the scandal a secret.


    ‘I hope soon to be beyond the reach of either blame or praise. But before removing me God has put it in my power to avenge the death of my son.


    ‘Gertrude Jethway.’

  


  The letter enclosed was the note in pencil that Elfride had written in Mrs. Jethway’s cottage:


  
    ‘Dear Mrs. Jethway,—I have been to visit you. I wanted much to see you, but I cannot wait any longer. I came to beg you not to execute the threats you have repeated to me. Do not, I beseech you, Mrs. Jethway, let any one know what I did! It would ruin me, and break my heart. I will do anything for you, if you will be kind to me. In the name of our common womanhood, do not, I implore you, make a scandal of me.—Yours,


    ‘E. Swancourt.’

  


  Knight turned his face wearily towards the house. The ground rose from the walls to the shrubbery in which he stood, raising it almost to a level with the first floor of The Crags. Elfride’s dressing-room lay in the salient angle in this direction, and it was lighted by two windows in such a position that, from Knight’s standing-place, his sight passed through both windows, and raked the room. Elfride was there; she was pausing between the two windows, looking at her figure in the cheval-glass. She regarded herself long and attentively in front; turned, flung back her head, and observed the reflection over her shoulder.


  Nobody can predicate as to her object or fancy; she may have done the deed in the very abstraction of deep sadness. She may have been moaning from the bottom of her heart, ‘How unhappy am I!’ But the impression produced on Knight was not a good one. He dropped his eyes moodily. The dead woman’s letter had a virtue in the accident of its juncture far beyond any it intrinsically exhibited. Circumstance lent to evil words a ring of pitiless justice echoing from the grave. Knight could not endure their possession. He tore the letter into fragments.


  He heard a brushing among the bushes behind, and turning his head he saw Elfride following him. The fair girl looked in his face with a wistful smile of hope, too forcedly hopeful to displace the firmly established dread beneath it. His severe words of the previous night still sat heavy upon her.


  ‘I saw you from my window, Harry,’ she said timidly.


  ‘The dew will make your feet wet,’ he observed, as one deaf.


  ‘I don’t mind it.’


  ‘There is danger in getting wet feet.’


  ‘Yes … Harry, what is the matter?’


  ‘O, nothing. Shall I resume the serious conversation I had with you last night? No, perhaps not; perhaps I had better not.’


  ‘I cannot tell! How wretched it all is! Ah, I wish you were your own dear self again, and had kissed me when I came up! Why didn’t you ask me for one? why don’t you now?’


  ‘Too free in manner by half,’ he heard murmur the voice within him.


  ‘It was that hateful conversation last night,’ she went on. ‘O, those words! Last night was a black night for me.’


  ‘Kiss!—I hate that word! Don’t talk of kissing, for God’s sake! I should think you might with advantage have shown tact enough to keep back that word “kiss,” considering those you have accepted.’


  She became very pale, and a rigid and desolate charactery took possession of her face. That face was so delicate and tender in appearance now, that one could fancy the pressure of a finger upon it would cause a livid spot.


  Knight walked on, and Elfride with him, silent and unopposing. He opened a gate, and they entered a path across a stubble-field.


  ‘Perhaps I intrude upon you?’ she said as he closed the gate. ‘Shall I go away?’


  ‘No. Listen to me, Elfride.’ Knight’s voice was low and unequal. ‘I have been honest with you: will you be so with me? If any—strange—connection has existed between yourself and a predecessor of mine, tell it now. It is better that I know it now, even though the knowledge should part us, than that I should discover it in time to come. And suspicions have been awakened in me. I think I will not say how, because I despise the means. A discovery of any mystery of your past would embitter our lives.’


  Knight waited with a slow manner of calmness. His eyes were sad and imperative. They went further along the path.


  ‘Will you forgive me if I tell you all?’ she exclaimed entreatingly.


  ‘I can’t promise; so much depends upon what you have to tell.’


  Elfride could not endure the silence which followed.


  ‘Are you not going to love me?’ she burst out. ‘Harry, Harry, love me, and speak as usual! Do; I beseech you, Harry!’


  ‘Are you going to act fairly by me?’ said Knight; ‘or are you not? What have I done to you that I should be put off like this? Be caught like a bird in a springe; everything intended to be hidden from me! Why is it, Elfride? That’s what I ask you.’


  In their agitation they had left the path, and were wandering among the wet and obstructive stubble, without knowing or heeding it.


  ‘What have I done?’ she faltered.


  ‘What? How can you ask what, when you know so well? You know that I have designedly been kept in ignorance of something attaching to you, which, had I known of it, might have altered all my conduct; and yet you say, what?’


  She drooped visibly, and made no answer.


  ‘Not that I believe in malicious letter-writers and whisperers; not I. I don’t know whether I do or don’t: upon my soul, I can’t tell. I know this: a religion was building itself upon you in my heart. I looked into your eyes, and thought I saw there truth and innocence as pure and perfect as ever embodied by God in the flesh of woman. Perfect truth is too much to expect, but ordinary truth I will have or nothing at all. Just say, then; is the matter you keep back of the gravest importance, or is it not?’


  ‘I don’t understand all your meaning. If I have hidden anything from you, it has been because I loved you so, and I feared—feared—to lose you.’


  ‘Since you are not given to confidence, I want to ask you some plain questions. Have I your permission?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, and there came over her face a weary resignation. ‘Say the harshest words you can; I will bear them!’


  ‘There is a scandal in the air concerning you, Elfride; and I cannot even combat it without knowing definitely what it is. It may not refer to you entirely, or even at all.’ Knight trifled in the very bitterness of his feeling. ‘In the time of the French Revolution, Pariseau, a ballet-master, was beheaded by mistake for Parisot, a captain of the King’s Guard. I wish there was another “E. Swancourt” in the neighbourhood. Look at this.’


  He handed her the letter she had written and left on the table at Mrs. Jethway’s. She looked over it vacantly.


  ‘It is not so much as it seems!’ she pleaded. ‘It seems wickedly deceptive to look at now, but it had a much more natural origin than you think. My sole wish was not to endanger our love. O Harry! that was all my idea. It was not much harm.’


  ‘Yes, yes; but independently of the poor miserable creature’s remarks, it seems to imply—something wrong.’


  ‘What remarks?’


  ‘Those she wrote me—now torn to pieces. Elfride, did you run away with a man you loved?—that was the damnable statement. Has such an accusation life in it—really, truly, Elfride?’


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


  Knight’s countenance sank. ‘To be married to him?’ came huskily from his lips.


  ‘Yes. O, forgive me! I had never seen you, Harry.’


  ‘To London?’


  ‘Yes; but I——’


  ‘Answer my questions; say nothing else, Elfride. Did you ever deliberately try to marry him in secret?’


  ‘No; not deliberately.’


  ‘But did you do it?’


  A feeble red passed over her face.


  ‘Yes,’ she said.


  ‘And after that—did you—write to him as your husband; and did he address you as his wife?’


  ‘Listen, listen! It was——’


  ‘Do answer me; only answer me!’


  ‘Then, yes, we did.’ Her lips shook; but it was with some little dignity that she continued: ‘I would gladly have told you; for I knew and know I had done wrong. But I dared not; I loved you too well. O, so well! You have been everything in the world to me—and you are now. Will you not forgive me?’


  It is a melancholy thought that men who at first will not allow the verdict of perfection they pronounce upon their sweethearts or wives to be disturbed by God’s own testimony to the contrary, will, once suspecting their purity, morally hang them upon evidence they would be ashamed to admit in judging a dog.


  The reluctance to tell, which arose from Elfride’s simplicity in thinking herself so much more culpable than she really was, had been doing fatal work in Knight’s mind. The man of many ideas, now that his first dream of impossible things was over, vibrated too far in the contrary direction; and her every movement of feature—every tremor—every confused word—was taken as so much proof of her unworthiness.


  ‘Elfride, we must bid good-bye to compliment,’ said Knight: ‘we must do without politeness now. Look in my face, and as you believe in God above, tell me truly one thing more. Were you away alone with him?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Did you return home the same day on which you left it?’


  ‘No.’


  The word fell like a bolt, and the very land and sky seemed to suffer. Knight turned aside. Meantime Elfride’s countenance wore a look indicating utter despair of being able to explain matters so that they would seem no more than they really were,—a despair which not only relinquishes the hope of direct explanation, but wearily gives up all collateral chances of extenuation.


  The scene was engraved for years on the retina of Knight’s eye: the dead and brown stubble, the weeds among it, the distant belt of beeches shutting out the view of the house, the leaves of which were now red and sick to death.


  ‘You must forget me,’ he said. ‘We shall not marry, Elfride.’


  How much anguish passed into her soul at those words from him was told by the look of supreme torture she wore.


  ‘What meaning have you, Harry? You only say so, do you?’


  She looked doubtingly up at him, and tried to laugh, as if the unreality of his words must be unquestionable.


  ‘You are not in earnest, I know—I hope you are not? Surely I belong to you, and you are going to keep me for yours?’


  ‘Elfride, I have been speaking too roughly to you; I have said what I ought only to have thought. I like you; and let me give you a word of advice. Marry your man as soon as you can. However weary of each other you may feel, you belong to each other, and I am not going to step between you. Do you think I would—do you think I could for a moment? If you cannot marry him now, and another makes you his wife, do not reveal this secret to him after marriage, if you do not before. Honesty would be damnation then.’


  Bewildered by his expressions, she exclaimed—


  ‘No, no; I will not be a wife unless I am yours; and I must be yours!’


  ‘If we had married——’


  ‘But you don’t mean—that—that—you will go away and leave me, and not be anything more to me—O, you don’t!’


  Convulsive sobs took all nerve out of her utterance. She checked them, and continued to look in his face for the ray of hope that was not to be found there.


  ‘I am going indoors,’ said Knight. ‘You will not follow me, Elfride; I wish you not to.’


  ‘O no; indeed, I will not.’


  ‘And then I am going to Castle Boterel. Good-bye.’


  He spoke the farewell as if it were but for the day—lightly, as he had spoken such temporary farewells many times before—and she seemed to understand it as such. Knight had not the power to tell her plainly that he was going for ever; he hardly knew for certain that he was: whether he should rush back again upon the current of an irresistible emotion, or whether he could sufficiently conquer himself, and her in him, to establish that parting as a supreme farewell, and present himself to the world again as no woman’s.


  Ten minutes later he had left the house, leaving directions that if he did not return in the evening his luggage was to be sent to his chambers in London, whence he intended to write to Mr. Swancourt as to the reasons of his sudden departure. He descended the valley, and could not forbear turning his head. He saw the stubble-field, and a slight girlish figure in the midst of it—up against the sky. Elfride, docile as ever, had hardly moved a step, for he had said, Remain. He looked and saw her again—he saw her for weeks and months. He withdrew his eyes from the scene, swept his hand across them, as if to brush away the sight, breathed a low groan, and went on.


  ♣


  XXXV


  ‘And wilt thou leave me thus?—say nay—say nay!’


  The scene shifts to Knight’s chambers in Bede’s Inn. It was late in the evening of the day following his departure from Endelstow. A drizzling rain descended upon London, forming a humid and dreary halo over every well-lighted street. The rain had not yet been prevalent long enough to give to rapid vehicles that clear and distinct rattle which follows the thorough washing of the stones by a drenching rain, but was just sufficient to make footway and roadway slippery, adhesive, and clogging to both feet and wheels.


  Knight was standing by the fire, looking into its expiring embers previously to emerging from his door for a dreary journey home to Richmond. His hat was on, and the gas turned off. The blind of the window overlooking the alley was not drawn down; and with the light from beneath, which shone over the ceiling of the room, came, in place of the usual babble, only the reduced clatter and quick speech which were the result of necessity rather than choice.


  Whilst he thus stood, waiting for the expiration of the few minutes that were wanting to the time for his catching the train, a light tapping upon the door mingled with the other sounds that reached his ears. It was so faint at first that the outer noises were almost sufficient to drown it. Finding it repeated Knight crossed the lobby crowded with books and rubbish, and opened the door.


  A woman, closely muffled up, but visibly of fragile build, was standing on the landing under the gaslight. She sprang forward, flung her arms round Knight’s neck, and uttered a low cry—


  ‘O Harry, Harry, you are killing me! I could not help coming. Don’t send me away—don’t! Forgive your Elfride for coming—I love you so!’


  Knight’s agitation and astonishment mastered him for a few moments.


  ‘Elfride!’ he cried, ‘what does this mean? What have you done?’


  ‘Do not hurt me and punish me—O do not! I couldn’t help coming; it was killing me. Last night, when you did not come back, I could not bear it—I could not! Only let me be with you, and see your face, Harry; I don’t ask for more.’


  Her eyelids were hot, heavy, and thick with excessive weeping, and the delicate rose-red of her cheeks was disfigured and inflamed by the constant chafing of the handkerchief in wiping her many tears.


  ‘Who is with you? Have you come alone?’ he hurriedly inquired.


  ‘Yes. When you did not come last night I sat up hoping you would come—and the night was all agony—and I waited on and on, and you did not come! Then when it was morning, and your letter said you were gone, I could not endure it; and I ran away from them to St. Launce’s, and came by the train. And I have been all day travelling to you, and you won’t make me go away again, will you, Harry, because I shall always love you till I die?’


  ‘Yet it is wrong for you to stay. O Elfride! what have you committed yourself to? It is ruin to your good name to run to me like this! Has not your first experience been sufficient to keep you from these things?’


  ‘My name! Harry, I shall soon die, and what good will my name be to me then? O, could I but be the man and you the woman, I would not leave you for such a little fault as mine! Do not think it was so vile a thing in me to run away with him. Ah, how I wish you could have run away with twenty women before you knew me, that I might show you I would think it no fault, but be glad to get you after them all, so that I had you! If you only knew me through and through, how true I am, Harry. Cannot I be yours? Say you love me just the same, and don’t let me be separated from you again, will you? I cannot bear it—all the long hours and days and nights going on, and you not there, but away because you hate me!’


  ‘Not hate you, Elfride,’ he said gently, and supported her with his arm. ‘But you cannot stay here now—just at present, I mean.’


  ‘I suppose I must not—I wish I might. I am afraid that if—you lose sight of me—something dark will happen, and we shall not meet again. Harry, if I am not good enough to be your wife, I wish I could be your servant and live with you, and not be sent away never to see you again. I don’t mind what it is except that!’


  ‘No, I cannot send you away: I cannot. God knows what dark future may arise out of this evening’s work; but I cannot send you away! You must sit down, and I will endeavour to collect my thoughts and see what had better be done.’


  At that moment a loud knocking at the house door was heard by both, accompanied by a hurried ringing of the bell that echoed from attic to basement. The door was quickly opened, and after a few hasty words of converse in the hall, heavy footsteps ascended the stairs.


  The face of Mr. Swancourt, flushed, grieved, and stern, appeared round the landing of the staircase. He came higher up, and stood beside them. Glancing over and past Knight with silent indignation, he turned to the trembling girl.


  ‘O Elfride! and have I found you at last? Are these your tricks, madam? When will you get rid of your idiocies, and conduct yourself like a decent woman? Is my family name and house to be disgraced by acts that would be a scandal to a washerwoman’s daughter? Come along, madam; come!’


  ‘She is so weary!’ said Knight, in a voice of intensest anguish. ‘Mr. Swancourt, don’t be harsh with her—let me beg of you to be tender with her, and love her!’


  ‘To you, sir,’ said Mr. Swancourt, turning to him as if by the sheer pressure of circumstances, ‘I have little to say. I can only remark, that the sooner I can retire from your presence the better I shall be pleased. Why you could not conduct your courtship of my daughter like an honest man, I do not know. Why she—a foolish inexperienced girl—should have been tempted to this piece of folly, I do not know. Even if she had not known better than to leave her home, you might have, I should think.’


  ‘It is not his fault: he did not tempt me, papa! I came.’


  ‘If you wished the marriage broken off, why didn’t you say so plainly? If you never intended to marry, why could you not leave her alone? Upon my soul, it grates me to the heart to be obliged to think so ill of a man I thought my friend!’


  Knight, soul-sick and weary of his life, did not arouse himself to utter a word in reply. How should he defend himself when his defence was the accusation of Elfride? On that account he felt a miserable satisfaction in letting her father go on thinking and speaking wrongfully. It was a faint ray of pleasure straying into the great gloominess of his brain to think that the rector might never know but that he, as her lover, tempted her away, which seemed to be the form Mr. Swancourt’s misapprehension had taken.


  ‘Now, are you coming?’ said Mr. Swancourt to her again. He took her unresisting hand, drew it within his arm, and led her down the stairs. Knight’s eyes followed her, the last moment begetting in him a frantic hope that she would turn her head. She passed on, and never looked back.


  He heard the door open—close again. The wheels of a cab grazed the kerbstone, a murmured direction followed. The door was slammed together, the wheels moved, and they rolled away.


  From that hour of her reappearance a dreadful conflict raged within the breast of Henry Knight. His instinct, emotion, affectiveness—or whatever it may be called—urged him to stand forward, seize upon Elfride, and be her cherisher and protector through life. Then came the devastating thought that Elfride’s childlike, unreasoning, and indiscreet act in flying to him only proved that the proprieties must be a dead letter with her; that the unreserve, which was really artlessness without ballast, meant indifference to decorum; and what so likely as that such a woman had been deceived in the past? He said to himself, in a mood of the bitterest cynicism: ‘The suspicious discreet woman who imagines dark and evil things of all her fellow-creatures is far too shrewd to be deluded by man: trusting beings like Elfride are the women who fall.’


  Hours and days went by, and Knight remained inactive. Lengthening time, which made fainter the heart-awakening power of her presence, strengthened the mental ability to reason her down. Elfride loved him, he knew, and he could not leave off loving her; but marry her he would not. If she could but be again his own Elfride—the woman she had seemed to be—but that woman was dead and buried, and he knew her no more! And how could he marry this Elfride, one who, if he had originally seen her as she was, would have been barely an interesting pitiable acquaintance in his eyes—no more?


  It cankered his heart to think he was confronted by the closest instance of a worse state of things than any he had assumed in the pleasant social philosophy and satire of his essays.


  The moral rightness of this man’s life was worthy of all praise; but in spite of some intellectual acumen, Knight had in him a modicum of that wrongheadedness which is mostly found in scrupulously honest people. With him, truth seemed too clean and pure an abstraction to be so hopelessly churned in with error as practical persons find it. Having now seen himself mistaken in supposing Elfride to be peerless, nothing on earth could make him believe she was not so very bad after all.


  He lingered in town a fortnight, doing little else than vibrate between passion and opinions. One idea remained intact—that it was better Elfride and himself should not meet.


  When he surveyed the volumes on his shelves—few of which had been opened since Elfride first took possession of his heart—their untouched and orderly arrangement reproached him as an apostate from the old faith of his youth and early manhood. He had deserted those never-failing friends, so they seemed to say, for an unstable delight in a ductile woman, which had ended all in bitterness. The spirit of self-denial, verging on asceticism, which had ever animated Knight in old times, announced itself as having departed with the birth of love, with it having gone the self-respect which had compensated for the lack of self-gratification. Poor little Elfride, instead of holding, as formerly, a place in his religion, began to assume the hue of a temptation. Perhaps it was human and correctly natural that Knight never once thought whether he did not owe her a little sacrifice for her unchary devotion in saving his life.


  With a consciousness of having thus, like Antony, kissed away kingdoms and provinces, he next considered how he had revealed his higher secrets and intentions to her, an unreserve he would never have allowed himself with any man living. How was it that he had not been able to refrain from telling her of adumbrations heretofore locked in the closest strongholds of his mind?


  Knight’s was a robust intellect, which could escape outside the atmosphere of heart, and perceive that his own love, as well as other people’s, could be reduced by change of scene and circumstances. At the same time the perception was a superimposed sorrow:


  
    ‘O last regret, regret can die!’

  


  But being convinced that the death of this regret was the best thing for him, he did not long shrink from attempting it. He closed his chambers, suspended his connection with editors, and left London for the Continent. Here we will leave him to wander without purpose, beyond the nominal one of encouraging obliviousness of Elfride.


  ♣


  XXXVI


  ‘The pennie’s the jewel that beautifies a’.’


  ‘I can’t think what’s coming to these St. Launce’s people at all at all.’


  ‘With their “How-d’ye-do’s,” do you mean?’


  ‘Ay, with their “How-d’ye-do’s,” and shaking of hands, asking me in, and tender inquiries for you, John.’


  These words formed part of a conversation between John Smith and his wife on a Saturday evening in the spring which followed Knight’s departure from England. Stephen had long since returned to India; and the persevering couple themselves had migrated from Lord Luxellian’s park at Endelstow to a comfortable roadside dwelling about a mile out of St. Launce’s, where John had opened a small stone and slate yard in his own name.


  ‘When we came here six months ago,’ continued Mrs. Smith, ‘though I had paid ready money so many years in the town, my friskier shopkeepers would only speak over the counter. Meet them in the street half-an-hour after, and they’d treat me with staring ignorance of my face.’


  ‘Look through ye as through a glass window?’


  ‘Yes, the brazen ones would. The quiet and cool ones would glance over the top of my head, past my side, over my shoulder, but never meet my eye. The gentle-modest would turn their faces south if I were coming east, flit down a passage if I were about to halve the pavement with them. There was the spruce young bookseller would play the same tricks; the butcher’s daughters; the upholsterer’s young men. Hand in glove when doing business out of sight with you; but caring nothing for an old woman when playing the genteel away from all signs of their trade.’


  ‘True enough, Maria.’


  ‘Well, to-day ’tis all different. I’d no sooner got to market than Mrs. Joakes rushed up to me in the eyes of the town and said, “My dear Mrs. Smith, now you must be tired with your walk! Come in and have some lunch! I insist upon it; knowing you so many years as I have! Don’t you remember when we used to go looking for owls’ feathers together in the Castle ruins?” There’s no knowing what you may need, so I answered the woman civilly. I hadn’t got to the corner before that thriving young lawyer, Sweet, who’s quite the dandy, ran after me out of breath. “Mrs. Smith,” he says, “excuse my rudeness, but there’s a bramble on the tail of your dress, which you’ve dragged in from the country; allow me to pull it off for you.” If you’ll believe me, this was in the very front of the Town Hall. What’s the meaning of such sudden love for an old woman?’


  ‘Can’t say; unless ’tis repentance.’


  ‘Repentance! was there ever such a fool as you, John? Did anybody ever repent with money in’s pocket and fifty years to live?’


  ‘Now, I’ve been thinking too,’ said John, passing over the query as hardly pertinent, ‘that I’ve had more loving-kindness from folks to-day than I ever have before since we moved here. Why, old Alderman Tope walked out to the middle of the street where I was, to shake hands with me—so ’a did. Having on my working clothes, I thought ’twas odd. Ay, and there was young Werrington.’


  ‘Who’s he?’


  ‘Why, the man in Hill Street, who plays and sells flutes, and fiddles, and grand pianners. He was talking to Egloskerry, that very small bachelor-man with money in the funds. I was going by, I’m sure, without thinking or expecting a nod from men of that glib kidney when in my working clothes——’


  ‘You always will go poking into town in your working clothes. Beg you to change how I will, ’tis no use.’


  ‘Well, however, I was in my working clothes. Werrington saw me. “Ah, Mr. Smith! a fine morning; excellent weather for building,” says he, out as loud and friendly as if I’d met him in some deep hollow, where he could get nobody else to speak to at all. ’Twas odd: for Werrington is one of the very ringleaders of the fast class.’


  At that moment a tap came to the door. The door was immediately opened by Mrs. Smith in person.


  ‘You’ll excuse us, I’m sure, Mrs. Smith, but this beautiful spring weather was too much for us. Yes, and we could stay in no longer; and I took Mrs. Trewen upon my arm directly we’d had a cup of tea, and out we came. And seeing your beautiful crocuses in such a bloom, we’ve taken the liberty to enter. We’ll step round the garden, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Not at all,’ said Mrs. Smith; and they walked round the garden. She lifted her hands in amazement directly their backs were turned. ‘Goodness send us grace!’


  ‘Who be they?’ said her husband.


  ‘Actually Mr. Trewen, the bank-manager, and his wife.’


  John Smith, staggered in mind, went out of doors and looked over the garden gate, to collect his ideas. He had not been there two minutes when wheels were heard, and a carriage and pair rolled along the road. A distinguished-looking lady, with the demeanour of a duchess, reclined within. When opposite Smith’s gate she turned her head, and instantly commanded the coachman to stop.


  ‘Ah, Mr. Smith, I am glad to see you looking so well. I could not help stopping a moment to congratulate you and Mrs. Smith upon the happiness you must enjoy. Joseph, you may drive on.’


  And the carriage rolled away towards St. Launce’s.


  Out rushed Mrs. Smith from behind a laurel-bush, where she had stood pondering.


  ‘Just going to raise my hat to her,’ said John; ‘just for all the world as I would have to poor Lady Luxellian years ago.’


  ‘Lord! who is she?’


  ‘The public-house woman—what’s her name? Mrs.—Mrs.—at the Falcon.’


  ‘Public-house woman. The clumsiness of the Smith family! You might say the landlady of the Falcon Hotel, since we are in for politeness. The people are ridiculous enough, but give them their due.’


  The possibility is that Mrs. Smith was getting mollified, in spite of herself, by these remarkably friendly phenomena among the people of St. Launce’s. And in justice to them it was quite desirable that she should do so. The interest which the unpractised ones of this town expressed so grotesquely was genuine of its kind, and equal in intrinsic worth to the more polished smiles of larger communities.


  By this time Mr. and Mrs. Trewen were returning from the garden.


  ‘I’ll ask ’em flat,’ whispered John to his wife. ‘I’ll say, “We are in a fog—you’ll excuse my asking a question, Mr. and Mrs. Trewen. How is it you all be so friendly to-day?” Hey? ’Twould sound right and sensible, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘Not a word! Good mercy, when ever will you have manners!’


  ‘It must be a proud moment for you, I am sure, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, to have a son so celebrated,’ said the bank-manager advancing.


  ‘Ah, ’tis Stephen—I knew it!’ said Mrs. Smith triumphantly to herself.


  ‘We don’t know particulars,’ said John.


  ‘Not know!’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Why, ’tis all over town. Our worthy Mayor alluded to it in a speech at the dinner last night of the Every-Man-his-own-Maker Club.’


  ‘And what about Stephen?’ urged Mrs. Smith.


  ‘Why, your son has been fêted by deputy-governors and Parsee princes and nobody-knows-who in India; is hand in glove with nabobs, and is to design a large palace, and cathedral, and hospitals, colleges, halls, and fortifications, by the general consent of the ruling powers, Christian and Pagan alike.’


  ‘’Twas sure to come to the boy,’ said Mr. Smith unassumingly.


  ‘’Tis in yesterday’s St. Launce’s Gazette; and our worthy Mayor in the chair introduced the subject into his speech last night in a masterly manner.’


  ‘’Twas very good of the worthy Mayor in the chair, I’m sure,’ said Stephen’s mother. ‘I hope the boy will have the sense to keep what he’s got; but he may go the way of all his sex. Some woman will hook him.’


  ‘Well, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, the evening closes in, and we must be going; and remember this, that every Saturday when you come in to market, you are to make our house as your own. There will be always a tea-cup and saucer for you, as you know there has been for months, though you may have forgotten it. I’m a plain-speaking woman, and what I say I mean.’


  When the visitors were gone, and the sun had set, and the moon’s rays were just beginning to assert themselves upon the walls of the dwelling, John Smith and his wife sat down to the newspaper they had hastily procured from the town. And when the reading was done, they considered how best to meet the new social requirements settling upon them, which Mrs. Smith considered could be done by new furniture and house enlargement alone.


  ‘And, John, mind one thing,’ she said in conclusion. ‘In writing to Stephen, never by any means mention the name of Elfride Swancourt again. We’ve left the place, and know no more about her except by hearsay. He seems to be getting free of her, and glad am I for it. It was a cloudy hour for him when he first set eyes upon the girl. That family’s been no good to him, first or last; so let them keep their blood to themselves if they want to. He thinks of her, I know, but not so hopelessly. So don’t try to know anything about her, and we can’t answer his questions. She may die out of his mind then.’


  ‘That shall be it,’ said John.


  ♣


  XXXVII


  ‘After many days.’


  Knight roamed south, under colour of studying Continental antiquities.


  He paced the lofty aisles of Amiens, loitered by Ardennes Abbey, climbed into the strange towers of Laon, analyzed Noyon and Rheims. Then he went to Chartres, and examined its scaly spires and quaint carving: then he idled about Coutances. He rowed beneath the base of Mont St. Michel, and caught the varied skyline of the crumbling edifices encrusting it. St. Ouen’s, Rouen, knew him for days; so did Vezelay, Sens, and many a hallowed monument besides. Abandoning the inspection of early French art with the same purposeless haste as he had shown in undertaking it, he went further, and lingered about Ferrara, Padua, and Pisa. Satiated with mediævalism, he tried the Roman Forum. Next he observed moonlight and starlight effects by the bay of Naples. He turned to Austria, became enervated and depressed on Hungarian and Bohemian plains, and was refreshed again by breezes on the declivities of the Carpathians.


  Then he found himself in Greece. He visited the plain of Marathon, and strove to imagine the Persian defeat; to Mars Hill, to picture St. Paul addressing the ancient Athenians; to Thermopylae and Salamis, to run through the facts and traditions of the Second Invasion—the result of his endeavours being more or less chaotic. Knight grew as weary of these places as of all others. Then he felt the shock of an earthquake in the Ionian Islands, and went to Venice. Here he shot in gondolas up and down the winding thoroughfare of the Grand Canal, and loitered on calle and piazza at night, when the lagunes were undisturbed by a ripple, and no sound was to be heard but the stroke of the midnight clock. Afterwards he remained for weeks in the museums, galleries, and libraries of Vienna, Berlin, and Paris; and thence came home.


  Time thus rolls us on to a February afternoon, divided by fifteen months from the parting of Elfride and her lover in the brown stubble field towards the sea.


  Two men obviously not Londoners, and with a touch of foreignness in their guise, met by accident on one of the gravel walks leading across Hyde Park. The younger, more given to looking about him than his fellow, saw and noticed the approach of his senior some time before the latter had raised his eyes from the ground, upon which they were bent in an abstracted gaze that seemed habitual with him.


  ‘Mr. Knight—indeed it is!’ exclaimed the younger man.


  ‘Ah, Stephen Smith!’ said Knight.


  Simultaneous operations might now have been observed progressing in both, the result being that an expression less frank and impulsive than the first took possession of their features. It was manifest that the next words uttered were a superficial covering to constraint on both sides.


  ‘Have you been in England long?’ said Knight.


  ‘Only two days,’ said Smith.


  ‘India ever since?’


  ‘Nearly ever since.’


  ‘They were making a fuss about you at St. Launce’s last year. I fancy I saw something of the sort in the papers.’


  ‘Yes; I believe something was said about me.’


  ‘I must congratulate you on your achievements.’


  ‘Thanks, but they are nothing very extraordinary. A natural professional progress where there was no opposition.’


  There followed that want of words which will always assert itself between nominal friends who find they have ceased to be real ones, and have not yet sunk to the level of mere acquaintance. Each looked up and down the Park. Knight may possibly have borne in mind during the intervening months Stephen’s manner towards him the last time they had met, and may have encouraged his former interest in Stephen’s welfare to die out of him as misplaced. Stephen certainly was full of the feelings begotten by the belief that Knight had taken away the woman he loved so well.


  Stephen Smith then asked a question, adopting a certain recklessness of manner and tone to hide, if possible, the fact that the subject was a much greater one to him than his friend had ever supposed.


  ‘Are you married?’


  ‘I am not.’


  Knight spoke in an indescribable tone of bitterness that was almost moroseness.


  ‘And I never shall be,’ he added decisively. ‘Are you?’


  ‘No,’ said Stephen, sadly and quietly, like a man in a sick-room. Totally ignorant whether or not Knight knew of his own previous claims upon Elfride, he yet resolved to hazard a few more words upon the topic which had an aching fascination for him even now.


  ‘Then your engagement to Miss Swancourt came to nothing,’ he said. ‘You remember I met you with her once?’


  Stephen’s voice gave way a little here, in defiance of his firmest will to the contrary. Indian affairs had not yet lowered those emotions down to the point of control.


  ‘It was broken off,’ came quickly from Knight. ‘Engagements to marry often end like that—for better or for worse.’


  ‘Yes; so they do. And what have you been doing lately?’


  ‘Doing? Nothing.’


  ‘Where have you been?’


  ‘I can hardly tell you. In the main, going about Europe; and it may perhaps interest you to know that I have been attempting the serious study of Continental art of the Middle Ages. My notes on each example I visited are at your service. They are of no use to me.’


  ‘I shall be glad with them…. Oh, travelling far and near!’


  ‘Not far,’ said Knight, with moody carelessness. ‘You know, I daresay, that sheep occasionally become giddy—hydatids in the head ’tis called, in which their brains become eaten up, and the animal exhibits the strange peculiarity of walking round and round in a circle continually. I have travelled just in the same way—round and round like a giddy ram.’


  The reckless, bitter, and rambling style in which Knight talked, as if rather to vent his images than to convey any ideas to Stephen, struck the young man painfully. His former friend’s days had become cankered in some way: Knight was a changed man. He himself had changed much, but not as Knight had changed.


  ‘Yesterday I came home,’ continued Knight, ‘without having, to the best of my belief, imbibed half-a-dozen ideas worth retaining.’


  ‘You out-Hamlet Hamlet in morbidness of mood,’ said Stephen, with regretful frankness.


  Knight made no reply.


  ‘Do you know,’ Stephen continued, ‘I could almost have sworn that you would be married before this time, from what I saw?’


  Knight’s face grew harder. ‘Could you?’ he said.


  Stephen was powerless to forsake the depressing, luring subject.


  ‘Yes; and I simply wonder at it.’


  ‘Whom did you expect me to marry?’


  ‘Her I saw you with.’


  ‘Thank you for that wonder.’


  ‘Did she jilt you?’


  ‘Smith, now one word to you,’ Knight returned steadily. ‘Don’t you ever question me on that subject. I have a reason for making this request, mind. And if you do question me, you will not get an answer.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t for a moment wish to ask what is unpleasant to you—not I. I had a momentary feeling that I should like to explain something on my side, and hear a similar explanation on yours. But let it go, let it go, by all means.’


  ‘What would you explain?’


  ‘I lost the woman I was going to marry: you have not married as you intended. We might have compared notes.’


  ‘I have never asked you a word about your case.’


  ‘I know that.’


  ‘And the inference is obvious.’


  ‘Quite so.’


  ‘The truth is, Stephen, I have doggedly resolved never to allude to the matter—for which I have a very good reason.’


  ‘Doubtless. As good a reason as you had for not marrying her.’


  ‘You talk insidiously. I had a good one—a miserably good one!’


  Smith’s anxiety urged him to venture one more question.


  ‘Did she not love you enough?’ He drew his breath in a slow and attenuated stream, as he waited in timorous hope for the answer.


  ‘Stephen, you rather strain ordinary courtesy in pressing questions of that kind after what I have said. I cannot understand you at all. I must go on now.’


  ‘Why, good God!’ exclaimed Stephen passionately, ‘you talk as if you hadn’t at all taken her away from anybody who had better claims to her than you!’


  ‘What do you mean by that?’ said Knight, with a puzzled air. ‘What have you heard?’


  ‘Nothing. I too must go on. Good-day.’


  ‘If you will go,’ said Knight, reluctantly now, ‘you must, I suppose. I am sure I cannot understand why you behave so.’


  ‘Nor I why you do. I have always been grateful to you, and as far as I am concerned we need never have become so estranged as we have.’


  ‘And have I ever been anything but well-disposed towards you, Stephen? Surely you know that I have not! The system of reserve began with you: you know that.’


  ‘No, no! You altogether mistake our position. You were always from the first reserved to me, though I was confidential to you. That was, I suppose, the natural issue of our differing positions in life. And when I, the pupil, became reserved like you, the master, you did not like it. However, I was going to ask you to come round and see me.’


  ‘Where are you staying?’


  ‘At the Grosvenor Hotel, Pimlico.’


  ‘So am I.’


  ‘That’s convenient, not to say odd. Well, I am detained in London for a day or two; then I am going down to see my father and mother, who live at St. Launce’s now. Will you see me this evening?’


  ‘I may; but I will not promise. I was wishing to be alone for an hour or two; but I shall know where to find you, at any rate. Good-bye.’


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  ‘Jealousy is cruel as the grave.’


  Stephen pondered not a little on this meeting with his old friend and once-beloved exemplar. He was grieved, for amid all the distractions of his latter years a still small voice of fidelity to Knight had lingered on in him. Perhaps this staunchness was because Knight ever treated him as a mere disciple—even to snubbing him sometimes; and had at last, though unwittingly, inflicted upon him the greatest snub of all, that of taking away his sweetheart. The emotional side of his constitution was built rather after a feminine than a male model; and that tremendous wound from Knight’s hand may have tended to keep alive a warmth which solicitousness would have extinguished altogether.


  Knight, on his part, was vexed, after they had parted, that he had not taken Stephen in hand a little after the old manner. Those words which Smith had let fall concerning somebody having a prior claim to Elfride, would, if uttered when the man was younger, have provoked such a query as, ‘Come, tell me all about it, my lad,’ from Knight, and Stephen would straightway have delivered himself of all he knew on the subject.


  Stephen the ingenuous boy, though now obliterated externally by Stephen the contriving man, returned to Knight’s memory vividly that afternoon. He was at present but a sojourner in London; and after attending to the two or three matters of business which remained to be done that day, he walked abstractedly into the gloomy corridors of the British Museum for the half-hour previous to their closing. That meeting with Smith had reunited the present with the past, closing up the chasm of his absence from England as if it had never existed, until the final circumstances of his previous time of residence in London formed but a yesterday to the circumstances now. The conflict that then had raged in him concerning Elfride Swancourt revived, strengthened by its sleep. Indeed, in those many months of absence, though quelling the intention to make her his wife, he had never forgotten that she was the type of woman adapted to his nature; and instead of trying to obliterate thoughts of her altogether, he had grown to regard them as an infirmity it was necessary to tolerate.


  Knight returned to his hotel much earlier in the evening than he would have done in the ordinary course of things. He did not care to think whether this arose from a friendly wish to close the gap that had slowly been widening between himself and his earliest acquaintance, or from a hankering desire to hear the meaning of the dark oracles Stephen had hastily pronounced, betokening that he knew something more of Elfride than Knight had supposed.


  He made a hasty dinner, inquired for Smith, and soon was ushered into the young man’s presence, whom he found sitting in front of a comfortable fire, beside a table spread with a few scientific periodicals and art reviews.


  ‘I have come to you, after all,’ said Knight. ‘My manner was odd this morning, and it seemed desirable to call; but that you had too much sense to notice, Stephen, I know. Put it down to my wanderings in France and Italy.’


  ‘Don’t say another word, but sit down. I am only too glad to see you again.’


  Stephen would hardly have cared to tell Knight just then that the minute before Knight was announced he had been reading over some old letters of Elfride’s. They were not many; and until to-night had been sealed up, and stowed away in a corner of his leather trunk, with a few other mementoes and relics which had accompanied him in his travels. The familiar sights and sounds of London, the meeting with his friend, had with him also revived that sense of abiding continuity with regard to Elfride and love which his absence at the other side of the world had to some extent suspended, though never ruptured. He at first intended only to look over these letters on the outside; then he read one; then another; until the whole was thus re-used as a stimulus to sad memories. He folded them away again, placed them in his pocket and, instead of going on with an examination into the state of the artistic world, had remained musing on the strange circumstance that he had returned to find Knight not the husband of Elfride after all.


  The possibility of any given gratification begets a cumulative sense of its necessity. Stephen gave the rein to his imagination, and felt more intensely than he had felt for many months that, without Elfride, his life would never be any great pleasure to himself, or honour to his Maker.


  They sat by the fire, chatting on external and random subjects, neither caring to be the first to approach the matter each most longed to discuss. On the table with the periodicals lay two or three pocketbooks, one of them being open. Knight seeing from the exposed page that the contents were sketches only, began turning the leaves over carelessly with his finger. When, some time later, Stephen was out of the room, Knight proceeded to pass the interval by looking at the sketches more carefully.


  The first crude ideas, pertaining to dwellings of all kinds, were roughly outlined on the different pages. Antiquities had been copied; fragments of Indian columns, colossal statues, and outlandish ornament from the temples of Elephanta and Kenneri, were carelessly intruded upon by outlines of modern doors, windows, roofs, cooking-stoves, and household furniture; everything, in short, which comes within the range of a practising architect’s experience, who travels with his eyes open. Among these occasionally appeared rough delineations of mediæval subjects for carving or illumination—heads of Virgins, Saints, and Prophets.


  Stephen was not professedly a free-hand draughtsman, but he drew the human figure with correctness and skill. In its numerous repetitions on the sides and edges of the leaves, Knight began to notice a peculiarity. All the feminine saints had one type of feature. There were large nimbi and small nimbi about their drooping heads, but the face was always the same. That profile—how well Knight knew that profile!


  Had there been but one specimen of the familiar countenance, he might have passed over the resemblance as accidental; but a repetition meant more. Knight thought anew of Smith’s hasty words earlier in the day, and looked at the sketches again and again.


  On the young man’s entry, Knight said with palpable agitation—


  ‘Stephen, who are those intended for?’


  Stephen looked over the book with utter unconcern: ‘Saints and angels, done in my leisure moments. They were intended as designs for the stained glass of an English church.’


  ‘But whom do you idealize by that type of woman you always adopt for the Virgin?’


  ‘Nobody.’


  And then a thought raced along Stephen’s mind, and he looked up at his friend.


  The truth is, Stephen’s introduction of Elfride’s lineaments had been so unconscious that he had not at first understood his companion’s drift. The hand, like the tongue, easily acquires the trick of repetition by rote, without calling in the mind to assist at all; and this had been the case here. Young men who cannot write verses about their Loves generally take to portraying them, and in the early days of his attachment Smith had never been weary of outlining Elfride. The lay-figure of Stephen’s sketches now initiated an adjustment of many things. Knight had recognized her. The opportunity of comparing notes had come unsought.


  ‘Elfride Swancourt, to whom I was engaged,’ he said quietly.


  ‘Stephen!’


  ‘I know what you mean by speaking like that.’


  ‘Was it Elfride? You the man, Stephen?’


  ‘Yes; and you are thinking why did I conceal the fact from you that time at Endelstow, are you not?’


  ‘Yes, and more—more.’


  ‘I did it for the best; blame me if you will; I did it for the best. And now say how could I be with you afterwards as I had been before?’


  ‘I don’t know at all; I can’t say.’


  Knight remained fixed in thought, and once he murmured—


  ‘I had a suspicion this afternoon that there might be some such meaning in your words about my taking her away. But I dismissed it. How came you to know her?’ he presently asked, in almost a peremptory tone.


  ‘I went down about the church; years ago now.’


  ‘When you were with Hewby, of course, of course. Well, I can’t understand it.’ His tones rose. ‘I don’t know what to say, your hoodwinking me like this for so long!’


  ‘I don’t see that I have hoodwinked you at all.’


  ‘Yes, yes, but’——


  Knight arose from his seat, and began pacing up and down the room. His face was markedly pale, and his voice perturbed, as he said—


  ‘You did not act as I should have acted towards you in those circumstances. I feel it deeply; and I tell you plainly, I shall never forget it!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your behaviour at that meeting in the family vault, when I told you we were going to be married. Deception, dishonesty, everywhere; all the world’s of a piece!’


  Stephen did not much like this misconstruction of his motives, even though it was but the hasty conclusion of a friend disturbed by emotion.


  ‘I could do no otherwise than I did, with due regard to her,’ he said stiffly.


  ‘Indeed!’ said Knight, in the bitterest tone of reproach. ‘Nor could you with due regard to her have married her, I suppose! I have hoped—longed—that he, who turns out to be you, would ultimately have done that.’


  ‘I am much obliged to you for that hope. But you talk very mysteriously. I think I had about the best reason anybody could have had for not doing that.’


  ‘Oh, what reason was it?’


  ‘That I could not.’


  ‘You ought to have made an opportunity; you ought to do so now, in bare justice to her, Stephen!’ cried Knight, carried beyond himself. ‘That you know very well, and it hurts and wounds me more than you dream to find you never have tried to make any reparation to a woman of that kind—so trusting, so apt to be run away with by her feelings—poor little fool, so much the worse for her!’


  ‘Why, you talk like a madman! You took her away from me, did you not?’


  ‘Picking up what another throws down can scarcely be called “taking away.” However, we shall not agree too well upon that subject, so we had better part.’


  ‘But I am quite certain you misapprehend something most grievously,’ said Stephen, shaken to the bottom of his heart. ‘What have I done; tell me? I have lost Elfride, but is that such a sin?’


  ‘Was it her doing, or yours?’


  ‘Was what?’


  ‘That you parted.’


  ‘I will tell you honestly. It was hers entirely, entirely.’


  ‘What was her reason?’


  ‘I can hardly say. But I’ll tell the story without reserve.’


  Stephen until to-day had unhesitatingly held that she grew tired of him and turned to Knight; but he did not like to advance the statement now, or even to think the thought. To fancy otherwise accorded better with the hope to which Knight’s estrangement had given birth: that love for his friend was not the direct cause, but a result of her suspension of love for himself.


  ‘Such a matter must not be allowed to breed discord between us,’ Knight returned, relapsing into a manner which concealed all his true feeling, as if confidence now was intolerable. ‘I do see that your reticence towards me in the vault may have been dictated by prudential considerations.’ He concluded artificially, ‘It was a strange thing altogether; but not of much importance, I suppose, at this distance of time; and it does not concern me now, though I don’t mind hearing your story.’


  These words from Knight, uttered with such an air of renunciation and apparent indifference, prompted Smith to speak on—perhaps with a little complacency—of his old secret engagement to Elfride. He told the details of its origin, and the peremptory words and actions of her father to extinguish their love.


  Knight persevered in the tone and manner of a disinterested outsider. It had become more than ever imperative to screen his emotions from Stephen’s eye; the young man would otherwise be less frank, and their meeting would be again embittered. What was the use of untoward candour?


  Stephen had now arrived at the point in his ingenuous narrative where he left the rectory because of her father’s manner. Knight’s interest increased. Their love seemed so innocent and childlike thus far.


  ‘It is a nice point in casuistry,’ he observed, ‘to decide whether you were culpable or not in not telling Swancourt that your friends were parishioners of his. It was only human nature to hold your tongue in the circumstances. Well, what was the result of your dismissal by him?’


  ‘That we agreed to be secretly faithful. And to insure this we thought we would marry.’


  Knight’s suspense and agitation rose higher when Stephen entered upon this phase of the subject.


  ‘Do you mind telling on?’ he said.


  ‘O, not at all.’


  Then Stephen gave in full the particulars of the meeting with Elfride at the railway station; the necessity they were under of going to London, unless the ceremony were to be postponed. The long journey of the afternoon and evening; her timidity and revulsion of feeling; its culmination on reaching London; the crossing over to the down-platform and their immediate departure again, solely in obedience to her wish; the journey all night; their anxious watching for the dawn; their arrival at St. Launce’s at last—were detailed. And he told how a village woman named Jethway was the only person who recognized them, either going or coming; and how dreadfully this terrified Elfride. He told how he waited in the fields whilst this then reproachful sweetheart went for her pony, and how the last kiss he ever gave her was given a mile out of the town, on the way to Endelstow.


  These things Stephen related with a will. He believed that in doing so he established word by word the reasonableness of his claim to Elfride.


  ‘Curse her! curse that woman!—that miserable woman who parted us! O God!’


  Knight began pacing the room again, and uttered this at further end.


  ‘What did you say?’ said Stephen, turning round.


  ‘Say? Did I say anything? Oh, I was merely thinking about your story, and the oddness of my having a fancy for the same woman afterwards. And that now I—I have forgotten her almost; and neither of us care about her, except just as a friend, you know, eh?’


  Knight still continued at the further end of the room, somewhat in shadow.


  ‘Exactly,’ said Stephen, inwardly exultant, for he was really deceived by Knight’s off-hand manner.


  Yet he was deceived less by the completeness of Knight’s disguise than by the persuasive power which lay in the fact that Knight had never before deceived him in anything. So this supposition that his companion had ceased to love Elfride was an enormous lightening of the weight which had turned the scale against him.


  ‘Admitting that Elfride could love another man after you,’ said the elder, under the same varnish of careless criticism, ‘she was none the worse for that experience.’


  ‘The worse? Of course she was none the worse.’


  ‘Did you ever think it a wild and thoughtless thing for her to do?’


  ‘Indeed, I never did,’ said Stephen. ‘I persuaded her. She saw no harm in it until she decided to return, nor did I; nor was there, except to the extent of indiscretion.’


  ‘Directly she thought it was wrong she would go no further?’


  ‘That was it. I had just begun to think it wrong too.’


  ‘Such a childish escapade might have been misrepresented by any evil-disposed person, might it not?’


  ‘It might; but I never heard that it was. Nobody who really knew all the circumstances would have done otherwise than smile. If all the world had known it, Elfride would still have remained the only one who thought her action a sin. Poor child, she always persisted in thinking so, and was frightened more than enough.’


  ‘Stephen, do you love her now?’


  ‘Well, I like her; I always shall, you know,’ he said evasively, and with all the strategy love suggested. ‘But I have not seen her for so long that I can hardly be expected to love her. Do you love her still?’


  ‘How shall I answer without being ashamed? What fickle beings we men are, Stephen! Men may love strongest for a while, but women love longest. I used to love her—in my way, you know.’


  ‘Yes, I understand. Ah, and I used to love her in my way. In fact, I loved her a good deal at one time; but travel has a tendency to obliterate early fancies.’


  ‘It has—it has, truly.’


  Perhaps the most extraordinary feature in this conversation was the circumstance that, though each interlocutor had at first his suspicions of the other’s abiding passion awakened by several little acts, neither would allow himself to see that his friend might now be speaking deceitfully as well as he.


  ‘Stephen,’ resumed Knight, ‘now that matters are smooth between us, I think I must leave you. You won’t mind my hurrying off to my quarters?’


  ‘You’ll stay to some sort of supper surely? Why didn’t you come to dinner!’


  ‘You must really excuse me this once.’


  ‘Then you’ll drop in to breakfast to-morrow.’


  ‘I shall be rather pressed for time.’


  ‘An early breakfast, which shall interfere with nothing?’


  ‘I’ll come,’ said Knight, with as much readiness as it was possible to graft upon a huge stock of reluctance. ‘Yes, early; eight o’clock say, as we are under the same roof.’


  ‘Any time you like. Eight it shall be.’


  And Knight left him. To wear a mask, to dissemble his feelings as he had done in their late miserable conversation, was such torture that he could support it no longer. It was the first time in Knight’s life that he had ever been so entirely the player of a part. And the man he had thus deceived was Stephen, who had docilely looked up to him from youth as a superior of unblemished integrity.


  He went to bed, and allowed the fever of his excitement to rage uncontrolled. Stephen—it was only he who was the rival—only Stephen! There was an anti-climax of absurdity which Knight, wretched and conscience-stricken as he was, could not help recognizing. Stephen was but a boy to him. Where the great grief lay was in perceiving that the very innocence of Elfride in reading her little fault as one so grave was what had fatally misled him. Had Elfride, with any degree of coolness, asserted that she had done no harm, the poisonous breath of the dead Mrs. Jethway would have been inoperative. Why did he not make his little docile girl tell more? If on that subject he had only exercised the imperativeness customary with him on others, all might have been revealed. It smote his heart like a switch when he remembered how gently she had borne his scourging speeches, never answering him with a single reproach, only assuring him of her unbounded love.


  Knight blessed Elfride for her sweetness, and forgot her fault. He pictured with a vivid fancy those fair summer scenes with her. He again saw her as at their first meeting, timid at speaking, yet in her eagerness to be explanatory borne forward almost against her will. How she would wait for him in green places, without showing any of the ordinary womanly affectations of indifference! How proud she was to be seen walking with him, bearing legibly in her eyes the thought that he was the greatest genius in the world!


  He formed a resolution; and after that could make pretence of slumber no longer. Rising and dressing himself, he sat down and waited for day.


  That night Stephen was restless too. Not because of the unwontedness of a return to English scenery; not because he was about to meet his parents, and settle down for awhile to English cottage life. He was indulging in dreams, and for the nonce the warehouses of Bombay and the plains and forts of Poonah were but a shadow’s shadow. His dream was based on this one atom of fact: Elfride and Knight had become separated, and their engagement was as if it had never been. Their rupture must have occurred soon after Stephen’s discovery of the fact of their union; and, Stephen went on to think, what so probable as that a return of her errant affection to himself was the cause?


  Stephen’s opinions in this matter were those of a lover, and not the balanced judgment of an unbiassed spectator. His naturally sanguine spirit built hope upon hope, till scarcely a doubt remained in his mind that her lingering tenderness for him had in some way been perceived by Knight, and had provoked their parting.


  To go and see Elfride was the suggestion of impulses it was impossible to withstand. At any rate, to run down from St. Launce’s to Castle Boterel, a distance of less than twenty miles, and glide like a ghost about their old haunts, making stealthy inquiries about her, would be a fascinating way of passing the first spare hours after reaching home on the day after the morrow.


  He was now a richer man than heretofore, standing on his own bottom; and the definite position in which he had rooted himself nullified old local distinctions. He had become illustrious, even sanguine clarus, judging from the tone of the worthy Mayor of St. Launce’s.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  ‘Each to the loved one’s side.’


  The friends and rivals breakfasted together the next morning. Not a word was said on either side upon the matter discussed the previous evening so glibly and so hollowly. Stephen was absorbed the greater part of the time in wishing he were not forced to stay in town yet another day.


  ‘I don’t intend to leave for St. Launce’s till to-morrow, as you know,’ he said to Knight at the end of the meal. ‘What are you going to do with yourself to-day?’


  ‘I have an engagement just before ten,’ said Knight deliberately; ‘and after that time I must call upon two or three people.’


  ‘I’ll look for you this evening,’ said Stephen.


  ‘Yes, do. You may as well come and dine with me; that is, if we can meet. I may not sleep in London to-night; in fact, I am absolutely unsettled as to my movements yet. However, the first thing I am going to do is to get my luggage shifted from this place to Bede’s Inn. Good-bye for the present. I’ll write, you know, if I can’t meet you.’


  It now wanted a quarter to nine o’clock. When Knight was gone, Stephen felt yet more impatient of the circumstance that another day would have to drag itself away wearily before he could set out for that spot of earth whereon a soft thought of him might perhaps be nourished still. On a sudden he admitted to his mind the possibility that the engagement he was waiting in town to keep might be postponed without much harm.


  It was no sooner perceived than attempted. Looking at his watch he found it wanted forty minutes to the departure of the ten o’clock train from Paddington, which left him a surplus quarter of an hour before it would be necessary to start for the station.


  Scribbling a hasty note or two—one putting off the business meeting, another to Knight apologizing for not being able to see him in the evening—paying his bill, and leaving his heavier luggage to follow him by goods-train, he jumped into a cab and rattled off to the Great Western Station.


  Shortly afterwards he took his seat in the railway carriage.


  The guard paused on his whistle to let into the next compartment to Smith’s a man of whom Stephen had caught but a hasty glimpse as he ran across the platform at the last moment.


  Smith sank back into the carriage, stilled by perplexity. The man was like Knight—astonishingly like him. Was it possible it could be he? To have got there he must have driven like the wind to Bede’s Inn, and hardly have alighted before starting again. No, it could not be he; that was not his way of doing things.


  During the early part of the journey Stephen Smith’s thoughts busied themselves till his brain seemed swollen. One subject was concerning his own approaching actions. He was a day earlier than his letter to his parents had stated, and his arrangement with them had been that they should meet him at Plymouth; a plan which pleased the worthy couple beyond expression. Once before the same engagement had been made, which he had then quashed by ante-dating his arrival. This time he would go right on to Castle Boterel; ramble in that well-known neighbourhood during the evening and next morning, making inquiries; and return to Plymouth to meet them as arranged—a contrivance which would leave their cherished project undisturbed, relieving his own impatience also.


  At Chippenham there was a little waiting, and some loosening and attaching of carriages.


  Stephen looked out. At the same moment another man’s head emerged from the adjoining window. Each looked in the other’s face.


  Knight and Stephen confronted one another.


  ‘You here!’ said the younger man.


  ‘Yes. It seems that you are too,’ said Knight, strangely.


  ‘Yes.’


  The selfishness of love and the cruelty of jealousy were fairly exemplified at this moment. Each of the two men looked at his friend as he had never looked at him before. Each was troubled at the other’s presence.


  ‘I thought you said you were not coming till to-morrow,’ remarked Knight.


  ‘I did. It was an afterthought to come to-day. This journey was your engagement, then?’


  ‘No, it was not. This is an afterthought of mine too. I left a note to explain it, and account for my not being able to meet you this evening as we arranged.’


  ‘So did I for you.’


  ‘You don’t look well: you did not this morning.’


  ‘I have a headache. You are paler to-day than you were.’


  ‘I, too, have been suffering from headache. We have to wait here a few minutes, I think.’


  They walked up and down the platform, each one more and more embarrassingly concerned with the awkwardness of his friend’s presence. They reached the end of the footway, and paused in sheer absent-mindedness. Stephen’s vacant eyes rested upon the operations of some porters, who were shifting a dark and curious-looking van from the rear of the train, to shunt another which was between it and the fore part of the train. This operation having been concluded, the two friends returned to the side of their carriage.


  ‘Will you come in here?’ said Knight, not very warmly.


  ‘I have my rug and portmanteau and umbrella with me: it is rather bothering to move now,’ said Stephen reluctantly. ‘Why not you come here?’


  ‘I have my traps too. It is hardly worth while to shift them, for I shall see you again, you know.’


  ‘O yes.’


  And each got into his own place. Just at starting, a man on the platform held up his hands and stopped the train.


  Stephen looked out to see what was the matter.


  One of the officials was exclaiming to another, ‘That carriage should have been attached again. Can’t you see it is for the main line? Quick! What fools there are in the world!’


  ‘What a confounded nuisance these stoppages are!’ exclaimed Knight impatiently, looking out from his compartment. ‘What is it?’


  ‘That singular carriage we saw has been unfastened from our train by mistake, it seems,’ said Stephen.


  He was watching the process of attaching it. The van or carriage, which he now recognized as having seen at Paddington before they started, was rich and solemn rather than gloomy in aspect. It seemed to be quite new, and of modern design, and its impressive personality attracted the notice of others beside himself. He beheld it gradually wheeled forward by two men on each side: slower and more sadly it seemed to approach: then a slight concussion, and they were connected with it, and off again.


  Stephen sat all the afternoon pondering upon the reason of Knight’s unexpected reappearance. Was he going as far as Castle Boterel? If so, he could only have one object in view—a visit to Elfride. And what an idea it seemed!


  At Plymouth Smith got himself something to eat, and then went round to the side from which the train started for Camelton, the new station near Castle Boterel and Endelstow.


  Knight was already there.


  Stephen walked up and stood beside him without speaking. Two men at this moment crept out from among the wheels of the waiting train.


  ‘The carriage is light enough,’ said one in a grim tone. ‘Light as vanity; full o’ nothing.’


  ‘Nothing in size, but a good deal in signification,’ said the other, a man of brighter mind and manners.


  Smith then perceived that to their train was attached that same carriage of grand and dark aspect which had haunted them all the way from London.


  ‘You are going on, I suppose?’ said Knight, turning to Stephen, after idly looking at the same object.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘We may as well travel together for the remaining distance, may we not?’


  ‘Certainly we will;’ and they both entered the same door.


  Evening drew on apace. It chanced to be the eve of St. Valentine’s—that bishop of blessed memory to youthful lovers—and the sun shone low under the rim of a thick hard cloud, decorating the eminences of the landscape with crowns of orange fire. As the train changed its direction on a curve, the same rays stretched in through the window, and coaxed open Knight’s half-closed eyes.


  ‘You will get out at St. Launce’s, I suppose?’ he murmured.


  ‘No,’ said Stephen, ‘I am not expected till to-morrow.’ Knight was silent.


  ‘And you—are you going to Endelstow?’ said the younger man pointedly.


  ‘Since you ask, I can do no less than say I am, Stephen,’ continued Knight slowly, and with more resolution of manner than he had shown all the day. ‘I am going to Endelstow to see if Elfride Swancourt is still free; and if so, to ask her to be my wife.’


  ‘So am I,’ said Stephen Smith.


  ‘I think you’ll lose your labour,’ Knight returned with decision.


  ‘Naturally you do.’ There was a strong accent of bitterness in Stephen’s voice. ‘You might have said hope instead of think,’ he added.


  ‘I might have done no such thing. I gave you my opinion. Elfride Swancourt may have loved you once, no doubt, but it was when she was so young that she hardly knew her own mind.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Stephen laconically. ‘She knew her mind as well as I did. We are the same age. If you hadn’t interfered——’


  ‘Don’t say that—don’t say it, Stephen! How can you make out that I interfered? Be just, please!’


  ‘Well,’ said his friend, ‘she was mine before she was yours—you know that! And it seemed a hard thing to find you had got her, and that if it had not been for you, all might have turned out well for me.’ Stephen spoke with a swelling heart, and looked out of the window to hide the emotion that would make itself visible upon his face.


  ‘It is absurd,’ said Knight in a kinder tone, ‘for you to look at the matter in that light. What I tell you is for your good. You naturally do not like to realize the truth—that her liking for you was only a girl’s first fancy, which has no root ever.’


  ‘It is not true!’ said Stephen passionately. ‘It was you put me out. And now you’ll be pushing in again between us, and depriving me of my chance again! My right, that’s what it is! How ungenerous of you to come anew and try to take her away from me! When you had won her, I did not interfere; and you might, I think, Mr. Knight, do by me as I did by you!’


  ‘Don’t “Mr.” me; you are as well in the world as I am now, and better.’


  ‘First love is deepest; and that was mine.’


  ‘Who told you that?’ said Knight superciliously.


  ‘I had her first love. And it was through me that you and she parted. I can guess that well enough.’


  ‘It was. And if I were to explain to you in what way that operated in parting us, I should convince you that you do quite wrong in intruding upon her—that, as I said at first, your labour will be lost. I don’t choose to explain, because the particulars are painful. But if you won’t listen to me, go on, for Heaven’s sake. I don’t care what you do, my boy.’


  ‘You have no right to domineer over me as you do. Just because, when I was a lad, I was accustomed to look up to you as a master, and you helped me a little, for which I was grateful to you and have loved you, you assume too much now, and step in before me. It is cruel—it is unjust—of you to injure me so!’


  Knight showed himself keenly hurt at this. ‘Stephen, those words are untrue and unworthy of any man, and they are unworthy of you. You know you wrong me. If you have ever profited by any instruction of mine, I am only too glad to know it. You know it was given ungrudgingly, and that I have never once looked upon it as making you in any way a debtor to me.’


  Stephen’s naturally gentle nature was touched, and it was in a troubled voice that he said, ‘Yes, yes. I am unjust in that—I own it.’


  ‘This is St. Launce’s Station, I think. Are you going to get out?’


  Knight’s manner of returning to the matter in hand drew Stephen again into himself. ‘No; I told you I was going to Endelstow,’ he resolutely replied.


  Knight’s features became impassive, and he said no more. The train continued rattling on, and Stephen leant back in his corner and closed his eyes. The yellows of evening had turned to browns, the dusky shades thickened, and a flying cloud of dust occasionally stroked the window—borne upon a chilling breeze which blew from the north-east. The previously gilded but now dreary hills began to lose their daylight aspects of rotundity, and to become black discs vandyked against the sky, all nature wearing the cloak that six o’clock casts over the landscape at this time of the year.


  Stephen started up in bewilderment after a long stillness, and it was some time before he recollected himself.


  ‘Well, how real, how real!’ he exclaimed, brushing his hand across his eyes.


  ‘What is?’ said Knight.


  ‘That dream. I fell asleep for a few minutes, and have had a dream—the most vivid I ever remember.’


  He wearily looked out into the gloom. They were now drawing near to Camelton. The lighting of the lamps was perceptible through the veil of evening—each flame starting into existence at intervals, and blinking weakly against the gusts of wind.


  ‘What did you dream?’ said Knight moodily.


  ‘O, nothing to be told. ’Twas a sort of incubus. There is never anything in dreams.’


  ‘I hardly supposed there was.’


  ‘I know that. However, what I so vividly dreamt was this, since you would like to hear. It was the brightest of bright mornings at East Endelstow Church, and you and I stood by the font. Far away in the chancel Lord Luxellian was standing alone, cold and impassive, and utterly unlike his usual self: but I knew it was he. Inside the altar rail stood a strange clergyman with his book open. He looked up and said to Lord Luxellian, “Where’s the bride?” Lord Luxellian said, “There’s no bride.” At that moment somebody came in at the door, and I knew her to be Lady Luxellian who died. He turned and said to her, “I thought you were in the vault below us; but that could have only been a dream of mine. Come on.” Then she came on. And in brushing between us she chilled me so with cold that I exclaimed, “The life is gone out of me!” and, in the way of dreams, I awoke. But here we are at Camelton.’


  They were slowly entering the station.


  ‘What are you going to do?’ said Knight. ‘Do you really intend to call on the Swancourts?’


  ‘By no means. I am going to make inquiries first. I shall stay at the Luxellian Arms to-night. You will go right on to Endelstow, I suppose, at once?’


  ‘I can hardly do that at this time of the day. Perhaps you are not aware that the family—her father, at any rate—is at variance with me as much as with you.’


  ‘I didn’t know it.’


  ‘And that I cannot rush into the house as an old friend any more than you can. Certainly I have the privileges of a distant relationship, whatever they may be.’


  Knight let down the window, and looked ahead. ‘There are a great many people at the station,’ he said. ‘They seem all to be on the look-out for us.’


  When the train stopped the half-estranged friends could perceive by the lamplight that the assemblage of idlers enclosed as a kernel a group of men in black cloaks. A side gate in the platform railing was open, and outside this stood a dark vehicle, which they could not at first characterize. Then Knight saw on its upper part forms against the sky like cedars by night, and knew the vehicle to be a hearse. Few people were at the carriage doors to meet the passengers—the majority had congregated at this upper end. Knight and Stephen alighted, and turned for a moment in the same direction.


  The sombre van, which had accompanied them all day from London, now began to reveal that their destination was also its own. It had been drawn up exactly opposite the open gate. The bystanders all fell back, forming a clear lane from the gateway to the van, and the men in cloaks entered the latter conveyance.


  ‘They are labourers, I fancy,’ said Stephen. ‘Ah, it is strange; but I recognize three of them as Endelstow men. Rather remarkable this.’


  Presently they began to come out, two and two; and under the rays of the lamp they were seen to bear between them a light-coloured coffin of satin-wood, brightly polished, and without a nail. The eight men took the burden upon their shoulders, and slowly crossed with it over to the gate.


  Knight and Stephen went outside, and came close to the procession as it moved off. A carriage belonging to the cortège turned round close to a lamp. The rays shone in upon the face of the vicar of Endelstow, Mr. Swancourt—looking many years older than when they had last seen him. Knight and Stephen involuntarily drew back.


  Knight spoke to a bystander. ‘What has Mr. Swancourt to do with that funeral?’


  ‘He is the lady’s father,’ said the bystander.


  ‘What lady’s father?’ said Knight, in a voice so hollow that the man stared at him.


  ‘The father of the lady in the coffin. She died in London, you know, and has been brought here by this train. She is to be taken home to-night, and buried to-morrow.’


  Knight stood staring blindly at where the hearse had been; as if he saw it, or some one, there. Then he turned, and beheld the lithe form of Stephen bowed down like that of an old man. He took his young friend’s arm, and led him away from the light.


  ♣


  XL


  ‘Welcome, proud lady.’


  Half an hour has passed. Two miserable men are wandering in the darkness up the miles of road from Camelton to Endelstow.


  ‘Has she broken her heart?’ said Henry Knight. ‘Can it be that I have killed her? I was bitter with her, Stephen, and she has died! And may God have no mercy upon me!’


  ‘How can you have killed her more than I?’


  ‘Why, I went away from her—stole away almost—and didn’t tell her I should not come again; and at that last meeting I did not kiss her once, but let her miserably go. I have been a fool—a fool! I wish the most abject confession of it before crowds of my countrymen could in any way make amends to my darling for the intense cruelty I have shown her!’


  ‘Your darling!’ said Stephen, with a sort of laugh. ‘Any man can say that, I suppose; any man can. I know this, she was my darling before she was yours; and after too. If anybody has a right to call her his own, it is I.’


  ‘You talk like a man in the dark; which is what you are. Did she ever do anything for you? Risk her name, for instance, for you?’


  ‘Yes, she did,’ said Stephen emphatically.


  ‘Not entirely. Did she ever live for you—prove she could not live without you—laugh and weep for you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Never! Did she ever risk her life for you—no! My darling did for me.’


  ‘Then it was in kindness only. When did she risk her life for you?’


  ‘To save mine on the cliff yonder. The poor child was with me looking at the approach of the Puffin steamboat, and I slipped down. We both had a narrow escape. I wish we had died there!’


  ‘Ah, but wait,’ Stephen pleaded with wet eyes. ‘She went on that cliff to see me arrive home: she had promised it. She told me she would months before. And would she have gone there if she had not cared for me at all?’


  ‘You have an idea that Elfride died for you, no doubt,’ said Knight, with a mournful sarcasm too nerveless to support itself.


  ‘Never mind. If we find that—that she died yours, I’ll say no more ever.’


  ‘And if we find she died yours, I’ll say no more.’


  ‘Very well—so it shall be.’


  The dark clouds into which the sun had sunk had begun to drop rain in an increasing volume.


  ‘Can we wait somewhere here till this shower is over?’ said Stephen desultorily.


  ‘As you will. But it is not worth while. We’ll hear the particulars, and return. Don’t let people know who we are. I am not much now.’


  They had reached a point at which the road branched into two—just outside the west village, one fork of the diverging routes passing into the latter place, the other stretching on to East Endelstow. Having come some of the distance by the footpath, they now found that the hearse was only a little in advance of them.


  ‘I fancy it has turned off to East Endelstow. Can you see?’


  ‘I cannot. You must be mistaken.’


  Knight and Stephen entered the village. A bar of fiery light lay across the road, proceeding from the half-open door of a smithy, in which bellows were heard blowing and a hammer ringing. The rain had increased, and they mechanically turned for shelter towards the warm and cosy scene.


  Close at their heels came another man, without overcoat or umbrella, and with a parcel under his arm.


  ‘A wet evening,’ he said to the two friends, and passed by them. They stood in the outer penthouse, but the man went in to the fire.


  The smith ceased his blowing, and began talking to the man who had entered.


  ‘I have walked all the way from Camelton,’ said the latter. ‘Was obliged to come to-night, you know.’


  He held the parcel, which was a flat one, towards the firelight, to learn if the rain had penetrated it. Resting it edgewise on the forge, he supported it perpendicularly with one hand, wiping his face with the handkerchief he held in the other.


  ‘I suppose you know what I’ve got here?’ he observed to the smith.


  ‘No, I don’t,’ said the smith, pausing again on his bellows.


  ‘As the rain’s not over, I’ll show you,’ said the bearer.


  He laid the thin and broad package, which had acute angles in different directions, flat upon the anvil, and the smith blew up the fire to give him more light. First, after untying the package, a sheet of brown paper was removed: this was laid flat. Then he unfolded a piece of baize: this also he spread flat on the paper. The third covering was a wrapper of tissue paper, which was spread out in its turn. The enclosure was revealed, and he held it up for the smith’s inspection.


  ‘O—I see!’ said the smith, kindling with a chastened interest, and drawing close. ‘Poor young lady—ah, terrible melancholy thing—so soon too!’


  Knight and Stephen turned their heads and looked.


  ‘And what’s that?’ continued the smith.


  ‘That’s the coronet—beautifully finished, isn’t it? Ah, that cost some money!’


  ‘’Tis as fine a bit of metal work as ever I see—that ’tis.’


  ‘It came from the same people as the coffin, you know, but was not ready soon enough to be sent round to the house in London yesterday. I’ve got to fix it on this very night.’


  The carefully-packed articles were a coffin-plate and coronet.


  Knight and Stephen came forward. The undertaker’s man, on seeing them look for the inscription, civilly turned it round towards them, and each read, almost at one moment, by the ruddy light of the coals:


  ELFRIDE,

  Wife of Spenser Hugo Luxellian,

  Fifteenth Baron Luxellian:

  Died February 10, 18—.


  They read it, and read it, and read it again—Stephen and Knight—as if animated by one soul. Then Stephen put his hand upon Knight’s arm, and they retired from the yellow glow, further, further, till the chill darkness enclosed them round, and the quiet sky asserted its presence overhead as a dim gray sheet of blank monotony.


  ‘Where shall we go?’ said Stephen.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  A long silence ensued…. ‘Elfride married!’ said Stephen then in a thin whisper, as if he feared to let the assertion loose on the world.


  ‘False,’ whispered Knight.


  ‘And dead. Denied us both. I hate “false”—I hate it!’


  Knight made no answer.


  Nothing was heard by them now save the slow measurement of time by their beating pulses, the soft touch of the dribbling rain upon their clothes, and the low purr of the blacksmith’s bellows hard by.


  ‘Shall we follow Elfie any further?’ Stephen said.


  ‘No: let us leave her alone. She is beyond our love, and let her be beyond our reproach. Since we don’t know half the reasons that made her do as she did, Stephen, how can we say, even now, that she was not pure and true in heart?’ Knight’s voice had become mild and gentle as a child’s. He went on: ‘Can we call her ambitious? No. Circumstance has, as usual, overpowered her purposes—fragile and delicate as she—liable to be overthrown in a moment by the coarse elements of accident. I know that’s it,—don’t you?’


  ‘It may be—it must be. Let us go on.’


  They began to bend their steps towards Castle Boterel, whither they had sent their bags from Camelton. They wandered on in silence for many minutes. Stephen then paused, and lightly put his hand within Knight’s arm.


  ‘I wonder how she came to die,’ he said in a broken whisper. ‘Shall we return and learn a little more?’


  They turned back again, and entering Endelstow a second time, came to a door which was standing open. It was that of an inn called the Welcome Home, and the house appeared to have been recently repaired and entirely modernized. The name too was not that of the same landlord as formerly, but Martin Cannister’s.


  Knight and Smith entered. The inn was quite silent, and they followed the passage till they reached the kitchen, where a huge fire was burning, which roared up the chimney, and sent over the floor, ceiling, and newly-whitened walls a glare so intense as to make the candle quite a secondary light. A woman in a white apron and black gown was standing there alone behind a cleanly-scrubbed deal table. Stephen first, and Knight afterwards, recognized her as Unity, who had been parlour-maid at the rectory and young lady’s-maid at The Crags.


  ‘Unity,’ said Stephen softly, ‘don’t you know me?’


  She looked inquiringly a moment, and her face cleared up.


  ‘Mr. Smith—ay, that it is!’ she said. ‘And that’s Mr. Knight. I beg you to sit down. Perhaps you know that since I saw you last I have married Martin Cannister.’


  ‘How long have you been married?’


  ‘About five months. We were married the same day that my dear Miss Elfie became Lady Luxellian.’ Tears appeared in Unity’s eyes, and filled them, and fell down her cheek, in spite of efforts to the contrary.


  The pain of the two men in resolutely controlling themselves when thus exampled to admit relief of the same kind was distressing. They both turned their backs and walked a few steps away.


  Then Unity said, ‘Will you go into the parlour, gentlemen?’


  ‘Let us stay here with her,’ Knight whispered, and turning said, ‘No; we will sit here. We want to rest and dry ourselves here for a time, if you please.’


  That evening the sorrowing friends sat with their hostess beside the large fire, Knight in the recess formed by the chimney breast, where he was in shade. And by showing a little confidence they won hers, and she told them what they had stayed to hear—the latter history of Elfride.


  ‘One day—just after you, Mr. Knight, left us for the last time—she was missed from The Crags, and her father went after her, and brought her home ill. Where she went to, I never knew—but she was very unwell for weeks afterwards. And she said to me that she didn’t care what became of her, and she wished she could die. When she was better, I said she would live to be married yet, and she said then, “Yes; I’ll do anything for the benefit of my family, so as to turn my useless life to some practical account.” Well, it began like this about Lord Luxellian courting her. The first Lady Luxellian had died, and he was in great trouble because the little girls were left motherless. After a while they used to come and see her in their little black frocks, for they liked her as well or better than their own mother—that’s true. They used to call her “little mamma.” These children made her a shade livelier, but she was not the girl she had been—I could see that—and she grew thinner a good deal. Well, my lord got to ask the Swancourts oftener and oftener to dinner—nobody else of his acquaintance—and at last the rector’s family were backwards and forwards at all hours of the day. Well, people say that the little girls asked their father to let Miss Elfride come and live with them, and that he said perhaps he would if they were good children. However, the time went on, and one day I said, “Miss Elfride, you don’t look so well as you used to; and though nobody else seems to notice it I do.” She laughed a little, and said, “I shall live to be married yet, as you told me.”


  ‘“Shall you, miss? I am glad to hear that,” I said.


  ‘“Whom do you think I am going to be married to?” she said again.


  ‘“Mr. Knight, I suppose,” said I.


  ‘“O!” she cried, and turned off so white, and afore I could get to her she had sunk down like a heap of clothes, and fainted away. Well, then, she came to herself after a time, and said, “Unity, now we’ll go on with our conversation.”


  ‘“Better not to-day, miss,” I said.


  ‘“Yes, we will,” she said. “Whom do you think I am going to be married to?”


  ‘“I don’t know,” I said this time.


  ‘“Guess,” she said.


  ‘“’Tisn’t my lord, is it?” says I.


  ‘“Yes, ’tis,” says she, in a sick wild way.


  ‘“But he don’t come courting much,” I said.


  ‘“Ah! you don’t know,” she said, and told me ’twas going to be in October. After that she freshened up a bit—whether ’twas with the thought of getting away from home or not, I don’t know. For, perhaps, I may as well speak plainly, and tell you that her home was no home to her now. Her father was bitter to her and harsh upon her; and though Mrs. Swancourt was well enough in her way, ’twas a sort of cold politeness that was not worth much, and the little thing had a worrying time of it altogether. About a month before the wedding, she and my lord and the two children used to ride about together upon horseback, and a very pretty sight they were; and if you’ll believe me, I never saw him once with her unless the children were with her too—which made the courting so strange-looking. Ay, and my lord is so handsome, you know, so that at last I think she rather liked him; and I have seen her smile and blush a bit at things he said. He wanted her the more because the children did, for everybody could see that she would be a most tender mother to them, and friend and playmate too. And my lord is not only handsome, but a splendid courter, and up to all the ways o’t. So he made her the beautifullest presents; ah, one I can mind—a lovely bracelet, with diamonds and emeralds. O, how red her face came when she saw it! The old roses came back to her cheeks for a minute or two then. I helped dress her the day we both were married—it was the last service I did her, poor child! When she was ready, I ran upstairs and slipped on my own wedding gown, and away they went, and away went Martin and I; and no sooner had my lord and my lady been married than the parson married us. It was a very quiet pair of weddings—hardly anybody knew it. Well, hope will hold its own in a young heart, if so be it can; and my lady freshened up a bit, for my lord was so handsome and kind.’


  ‘How came she to die—and away from home?’ murmured Knight.


  ‘Don’t you see, sir, she fell off again afore they’d been married long, and my lord took her abroad for change of scene. They were coming home, and had got as far as London, when she was taken very ill with a miscarriage, and couldn’t be moved, and there she died.’


  ‘Was he very fond of her?’


  ‘What, my lord? O he was!’


  ‘Very fond of her?’


  ‘Very, beyond everything. Not suddenly, but by slow degrees. ’Twas her nature to win people more when they knew her well. He’d have died for her, I believe. Poor my lord, he’s heart-broken now!’


  ‘The funeral is to-morrow?’


  ‘Yes; my husband is now at the vault with the masons, opening the steps and cleaning down the walls.’


  The next day two men walked up the familiar valley from Castle Boterel to East Endelstow Church. And when the funeral was over, and every one had left the lawn-like churchyard, the pair went softly down the steps of the Luxellian vault, and under the low-groined arches they had beheld once before, lit up then as now. In the new niche of the crypt lay a rather new coffin, which had lost some of its lustre, and a newer coffin still, bright and untarnished in the slightest degree.


  Beside the latter was the dark form of a man, kneeling on the damp floor, his body flung across the coffin, his hands clasped, and his whole frame seemingly given up in utter abandonment to grief. He was still young—younger, perhaps, than Knight—and even now showed how graceful was his figure and symmetrical his build. He murmured a prayer half aloud, and was quite unconscious that two others were standing within a few yards of him.


  Knight and Stephen had advanced to where they once stood beside Elfride on the day all three had met there, before she had herself gone down into silence like her ancestors, and shut her bright blue eyes for ever. Not until then did they see the kneeling figure in the dim light. Knight instantly recognized the mourner as Lord Luxellian, the bereaved husband of Elfride.


  They felt themselves to be intruders. Knight pressed Stephen back, and they silently withdrew as they had entered.


  ‘Come away,’ he said, in a broken voice. ‘We have no right to be there. Another stands before us—nearer to her than we!’


  And side by side they retraced their steps down the grey still valley to Castle Boterel.


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface


  In reprinting this story for a new edition I am reminded that it was in the chapters of “Far from the Madding Crowd,” as they appeared month by month in a popular magazine, that I first ventured to adopt the word “Wessex” from the pages of early English history, and give it a fictitious significance as the existing name of the district once included in that extinct kingdom. The series of novels I projected being mainly of the kind called local, they seemed to require a territorial definition of some sort to lend unity to their scene. Finding that the area of a single county did not afford a canvas large enough for this purpose, and that there were objections to an invented name, I disinterred the old one. The region designated was known but vaguely, and I was often asked even by educated people where it lay. However, the press and the public were kind enough to welcome the fanciful plan, and willingly joined me in the anachronism of imagining a Wessex population living under Queen Victoria;—a modern Wessex of railways, the penny post, mowing and reaping machines, union workhouses, lucifer matches, labourers who could read and write, and National school children. But I believe I am correct in stating that, until the existence of this contemporaneous Wessex in place of the usual counties was announced in the present story, in 1874, it had never been heard of in fiction and current speech, if at all, and that the expression, “a Wessex peasant,” or “a Wessex custom,” would theretofore have been taken to refer to nothing later in date than the Norman Conquest.


  I did not anticipate that this application of the word to modern story would extend outside the chapters of these particular chronicles. But it was soon taken up elsewhere, the first to adopt it being the now defunct Examiner, which, in the impression bearing date July 15, 1876, entitled one of its articles “The Wessex Labourer,” the article turning out to be no dissertation on farming during the Heptarchy, but on the modern peasant of the south-west counties.


  Since then the appellation which I had thought to reserve to the horizons and landscapes of a partly real, partly dream-country, has become more and more popular as a practical provincial definition; and the dream-country has, by degrees, solidified into a utilitarian region which people can go to, take a house in, and write to the papers from. But I ask all good and idealistic readers to forget this, and to refuse steadfastly to believe that there are any inhabitants of a Victorian Wessex outside these volumes in which their lives and conversations are detailed.


  Moreover, the village called Weatherbury, wherein the scenes of the present story of the series are for the most part laid, would perhaps be hardly discernible by the explorer, without help, in any existing place nowadays; though at the time, comparatively recent, at which the tale was written, a sufficient reality to meet the descriptions, both of backgrounds and personages, might have been traced easily enough. The church remains, by great good fortune, unrestored and intact (1) and a few of the old houses; but the ancient malt-house, which was formerly so characteristic of the parish, has been pulled down these twenty years; also most of the thatched and dormered cottages that were once lifeholds. The heroines fine old Jacobean house would be found in the story to have taken a witch’s ride of a mile or more from its actual position; though with that difference its features are described as they still show themselves to the sun and moonlight. The game of prisoner’s-base, which not so long ago seemed to enjoy a perennial vitality in front of the worn-out stocks, may, so far as I can say, be entirely unknown to the rising generation of schoolboys there. The practice of divination by Bible and key, the regarding of valentines as things of serious import, the shearing-supper, the long smock-frocks, and the harvest-home, have, too, nearly disappeared in the wake of the old houses; and with them has gone, it is said, much of that love of fuddling to which the village at one time was notoriously prone. The change at the root of this has been the recent supplanting of the class of stationary cottagers, who carried on the local traditions and humours, by a population of more or less migratory labourers, which has led to a break of continuity in local history, more fatal than any other thing to the preservation of legend, folk-lore, close inter-social relations, and eccentric individualities. For these the indispensable conditions of existence are attachment to the soil of one particular spot by generation after generation.


  T. H.


  1895–1902.


  ♣


  Chapter I


  Description of Farmer Oak—An Incident


  When Farmer Oak smiled, the corners of his mouth spread till they were within an unimportant distance of his ears, his eyes were reduced to chinks, and diverging wrinkles appeared round them, extending upon his countenance like the rays in a rudimentary sketch of the rising sun.


  His Christian name was Gabriel, and on working days he was a young man of sound judgment, easy motions, proper dress, and general good character. On Sundays he was a man of misty views, rather given to postponing, and hampered by his best clothes and umbrella: upon the whole, one who felt himself to occupy morally that vast middle space of Laodicean neutrality which lay between the Communion people of the parish and the drunken section,—that is, he went to church, but yawned privately by the time the congregation reached the Nicene creed, and thought of what there would be for dinner when he meant to be listening to the sermon. Or, to state his character as it stood in the scale of public opinion, when his friends and critics were in tantrums, he was considered rather a bad man; when they were pleased, he was rather a good man; when they were neither, he was a man whose moral colour was a kind of pepper-and-salt mixture.


  Since he lived six times as many working-days as Sundays, Oak’s appearance in his old clothes was most peculiarly his own—the mental picture formed by his neighbours in imagining him being always dressed in that way. He wore a low-crowned felt hat, spread out at the base by tight jamming upon the head for security in high winds, and a coat like Dr. Johnson’s; his lower extremities being encased in ordinary leather leggings and boots emphatically large, affording to each foot a roomy apartment so constructed that any wearer might stand in a river all day long and know nothing of damp—their maker being a conscientious man who endeavoured to compensate for any weakness in his cut by unstinted dimension and solidity.


  Mr. Oak carried about him, by way of watch, what may be called a small silver clock; in other words, it was a watch as to shape and intention, and a small clock as to size. This instrument being several years older than Oak’s grandfather, had the peculiarity of going either too fast or not at all. The smaller of its hands, too, occasionally slipped round on the pivot, and thus, though the minutes were told with precision, nobody could be quite certain of the hour they belonged to. The stopping peculiarity of his watch Oak remedied by thumps and shakes, and he escaped any evil consequences from the other two defects by constant comparisons with and observations of the sun and stars, and by pressing his face close to the glass of his neighbours’ windows, till he could discern the hour marked by the green-faced timekeepers within. It may be mentioned that Oak’s fob being difficult of access, by reason of its somewhat high situation in the waistband of his trousers (which also lay at a remote height under his waistcoat), the watch was as a necessity pulled out by throwing the body to one side, compressing the mouth and face to a mere mass of ruddy flesh on account of the exertion, and drawing up the watch by its chain, like a bucket from a well.


  But some thoughtful persons, who had seen him walking across one of his fields on a certain December morning—sunny and exceedingly mild—might have regarded Gabriel Oak in other aspects than these. In his face one might notice that many of the hues and curves of youth had tarried on to manhood: there even remained in his remoter crannies some relics of the boy. His height and breadth would have been sufficient to make his presence imposing, had they been exhibited with due consideration. But there is a way some men have, rural and urban alike, for which the mind is more responsible than flesh and sinew: it is a way of curtailing their dimensions by their manner of showing them. And from a quiet modesty that would have become a vestal, which seemed continually to impress upon him that he had no great claim on the world’s room, Oak walked unassumingly, and with a faintly perceptible bend, yet distinct from a bowing of the shoulders. This may be said to be a defect in an individual if he depends for his valuation more upon his appearance than upon his capacity to wear well, which Oak did not.


  He had just reached the time of life at which ‘young’ is ceasing to be the prefix of ‘man’ in speaking of one. He was at the brightest period of masculine growth, for his intellect and his emotions were clearly separated: he had passed the time during which the influence of youth indiscriminately mingles them in the character of impulse, and he had not yet arrived at the stage wherein they become united again, in the character of prejudice, by the influence of a wife and family. In short, he was twenty-eight, and a bachelor.


  The field he was in this morning sloped to a ridge called Norcombe Hill. Through a spur of this hill ran the highway between Emminster and Chalk-Newton. Casually glancing over the hedge, Oak saw coming down the incline before him an ornamental spring waggon, painted yellow and gaily marked, drawn by two horses, a waggoner walking alongside bearing a whip perpendicularly. The waggon was laden with household goods and window plants, and on the apex of the whole sat a woman, young and attractive. Gabriel had not beheld the sight for more than half a minute, when the vehicle was brought to a standstill just beneath his eyes.


  ‘The tailboard of the waggon is gone, Miss,’ said the waggoner.


  ‘Then I heard it fall,’ said the girl, in a soft, though not particularly low voice. ‘I heard a noise I could not account for when we were coming up the hill.’


  ‘I’ll run back.’


  ‘Do,’ she answered.


  The sensible horses stood perfectly still, and the waggoner’s steps sank fainter and fainter in the distance.


  The girl on the summit of the load sat motionless, surrounded by tables and chairs with their legs upwards, backed by an oak settle, and ornamented in front by pots of geraniums, myrtles, and cactuses, together with a caged canary—all probably from the windows of the house just vacated. There was also a cat in a willow basket, from the partly-opened lid of which she gazed with half-closed eyes, and affectionately surveyed the small birds around.


  The handsome girl waited for some time idly in her place, and the only sound heard in the stillness was the hopping of the canary up and down the perches of its prison. Then she looked attentively downwards. It was not at the bird, nor at the cat; it was at an oblong package tied in paper, and lying between them. She turned her head to learn if the waggoner were coming. He was not yet in sight; and her eyes crept back to the package, her thoughts seeming to run upon what was inside it. At length she drew the article into her lap, and untied the paper covering; a small swing looking-glass was disclosed, in which she proceeded to survey herself attentively. She parted her lips and smiled.


  It was a fine morning, and the sun lighted up to a scarlet glow the crimson jacket she wore, and painted a soft lustre upon her bright face and dark hair. The myrtles, geraniums, and cactuses packed around her were fresh and green, and at such a leafless season they invested the whole concern of horses, waggon, furniture, and girl with a peculiar vernal charm. What possessed her to indulge in such a performance in the sight of the sparrows, blackbirds, and unperceived farmer who were alone its spectators,—whether the smile began as a factitious one, to test her capacity in that art,—nobody knows; it ended certainly in a real smile. She blushed at herself, and seeing her reflection blush, blushed the more.


  The change from the customary spot and necessary occasion of such an act—from the dressing hour in a bedroom to a time of travelling out of doors—lent to the idle deed a novelty it did not intrinsically possess. The picture was a delicate one. Woman’s prescriptive infirmity had stalked into the sunlight, which had clothed it in the freshness of an originality. A cynical inference was irresistible by Gabriel Oak as he regarded the scene, generous though he fain would have been. There was no necessity whatever for her looking in the glass. She did not adjust her hat, or pat her hair, or press a dimple into shape, or do one thing to signify that any such intention had been her motive in taking up the glass. She simply observed herself as a fair product of Nature in the feminine kind, her thoughts seeming to glide into far-off though likely dramas in which men would play a part—vistas of probable triumphs—the smiles being of a phase suggesting that hearts were imagined as lost and won. Still, this was but conjecture, and the whole series of actions was so idly put forth as to make it rash to assert that intention had any part in them at all.


  The waggoner’s steps were heard returning. She put the glass in the paper, and the whole again into its place.


  When the waggon had passed on, Gabriel withdrew from his point of espial, and descending into the road, followed the vehicle to the turnpike-gate some way beyond the bottom of the hill, where the object of his contemplation now halted for the payment of toll. About twenty steps still remained between him and the gate, when he heard a dispute. It was a difference concerning twopence between the persons with the waggon and the man at the toll-bar.


  ‘Mis’ess’s niece is upon the top of the things, and she says that’s enough that I’ve offered ye, you great miser, and she won’t pay any more.’ These were the waggoner’s words.


  ‘Very well; then mis’ess’s niece can’t pass,’ said the turnpike-keeper, closing the gate.


  Oak looked from one to the other of the disputants, and fell into a reverie. There was something in the tone of twopence remarkably insignificant. Threepence had a definite value as money—it was an appreciable infringement on a day’s wages, and, as such, a higgling matter; but twopence——‘Here,’ he said, stepping forward and handing twopence to the gatekeeper; ‘let the young woman pass.’ He looked up at her then; she heard his words, and looked down.


  Gabriel’s features adhered throughout their form so exactly to the middle line between the beauty of St. John and the ugliness of Judas Iscariot, as represented in a window of the church he attended, that not a single lineament could be selected and called worthy either of distinction or notoriety. The red-jacketed and dark-haired maiden seemed to think so too, for she carelessly glanced over him, and told her man to drive on. She might have looked her thanks to Gabriel on a minute scale, but she did not speak them; more probably she felt none, for in gaining her a passage he had lost her her point, and we know how women take a favour of that kind.


  The gatekeeper surveyed the retreating vehicle. ‘That’s a handsome maid,’ he said to Oak.


  ‘But she has her faults,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘True, farmer.’


  ‘And the greatest of them is—well, what it is always.’


  ‘Beating people down? ay, ’tis so.’


  ‘O no.’


  ‘What, then?’


  Gabriel, perhaps a little piqued by the comely traveller’s indifference, glanced back to where he had witnessed her performance over the hedge, and said, ‘Vanity.’


  ♣


  Chapter II


  Night—The Flock—An Interior—Another Interior


  It was nearly midnight on the eve of St. Thomas’s, the shortest day in the year. A desolating wind wandered from the north over the hill whereon Oak had watched the yellow waggon and its occupant in the sunshine of a few days earlier.


  Norcombe Hill—not far from lonely Toller-Down—was one of the spots which suggest to a passer-by that he is in the presence of a shape approaching the indestructible as nearly as any to be found on earth. It was a featureless convexity of chalk and soil—an ordinary specimen of those smoothly-outlined protuberances of the globe which may remain undisturbed on some great day of confusion, when far grander heights and dizzy granite precipices topple down.


  The hill was covered on its northern side by an ancient and decaying plantation of beeches, whose upper verge formed a line over the crest, fringing its arched curve against the sky, like a mane. To-night these trees sheltered the southern slope from the keenest blasts, which smote the wood and floundered through it with a sound as of grumbling, or gushed over its crowning boughs in a weakened moan. The dry leaves in the ditch simmered and boiled in the same breezes, a tongue of air occasionally ferreting out a few, and sending them spinning across the grass. A group or two of the latest in date amongst the dead multitude had remained till this very mid-winter time on the twigs which bore them, and in falling rattled against the trunks with smart taps.


  Between this half-wooded half-naked hill, and the vague still horizon that its summit indistinctly commanded, was a mysterious sheet of fathomless shade—the sounds from which suggested that what it concealed bore some reduced resemblance to features here. The thin grasses, more or less coating the hill, were touched by the wind in breezes of differing powers, and almost of differing natures—one rubbing the blades heavily, another raking them piercingly, another brushing them like a soft broom. The instinctive act of humankind was to stand and listen, and learn how the trees on the right and the trees on the left wailed or chaunted to each other in the regular antiphonies of a cathedral choir; how hedges and other shapes to leeward then caught the note, lowering it to the tenderest sob; and how the hurrying gust then plunged into the south, to be heard no more.


  The sky was clear—remarkably clear—and the twinkling of all the stars seemed to be but throbs of one body, timed by a common pulse. The North Star was directly in the wind’s eye, and since evening the Bear had swung round it outwardly to the east, till he was now at a right angle with the meridian. A difference of colour in the stars—oftener read of than seen in England—was really perceptible here. The sovereign brilliancy of Sirius pierced the eye with a steely glitter, the star called Capella was yellow, Aldebaran and Betelgueux shone with a fiery red.


  To persons standing alone on a hill during a clear midnight such as this, the roll of the world eastward is almost a palpable movement. The sensation may be caused by the panoramic glide of the stars past earthly objects, which is perceptible in a few minutes of stillness, or by the better outlook upon space that a hill affords, or by the wind, or by the solitude; but whatever be its origin the impression of riding along is vivid and abiding. The poetry of motion is a phrase much in use, and to enjoy the epic form of that gratification it is necessary to stand on a hill at a small hour of the night, and, having first expanded with a sense of difference from the mass of civilized mankind, who are dreamwrapt and disregardful of all such proceedings at this time, long and quietly watch your stately progress through the stars. After such a nocturnal reconnoitre it is hard to get back to earth, and to believe that the consciousness of such majestic speeding is derived from a tiny human frame.


  Suddenly an unexpected series of sounds began to be heard in this place up against the sky. They had a clearness which was to be found nowhere in the wind, and a sequence which was to be found nowhere in nature. They were the notes of Farmer Oak’s flute.


  The tune was not floating unhindered into the open air: it seemed muffled in some way, and was altogether too curtailed in power to spread high or wide. It came from the direction of a small dark object under the plantation hedge—a shepherd’s hut—now presenting an outline to which an uninitiated person might have been puzzled to attach either meaning or use.


  The image as a whole was that of a small Noah’s Ark on a small Ararat, allowing the traditionary outlines and general form of the Ark which are followed by toy-makers—and by these means are established in men’s imaginations among their firmest, because earliest impressions—to pass as an approximate pattern. The hut stood on little wheels, which raised its floor about a foot from the ground. Such shepherds’ huts are dragged into the fields when the lambing season comes on, to shelter the shepherd in his enforced nightly attendance.


  It was only latterly that people had begun to call Gabriel ‘Farmer’ Oak. During the twelvemonth preceding this time he had been enabled by sustained efforts of industry and chronic good spirits to lease the small sheep-farm of which Norcombe Hill was a portion, and stock it with two hundred sheep. Previously he had been a bailiff for a short time, and earlier still a shepherd only, having from his childhood assisted his father in tending the flocks of large proprietors, till old Gabriel sank to rest.


  This venture, unaided and alone, into the paths of farming as master and not as man, with an advance of sheep not yet paid for, was a critical juncture with Gabriel Oak, and he recognized his position clearly. The first movement in his new progress was the lambing of his ewes, and sheep having been his speciality from his youth, he wisely refrained from deputing the task of tending them at this season to a hireling or a novice.


  The wind continued to beat about the corners of the hut, but the flute-playing ceased. A rectangular space of light appeared in the side of the hut, and in the opening the outline of Farmer Oak’s figure. He carried a lantern in his hand, and closing the door behind him came forward and busied himself about this nook of the field for nearly twenty minutes, the lantern light appearing and disappearing here and there, and brightening him or darkening him as he stood before or behind it.


  Oak’s motions, though they had a quiet energy, were slow, and their deliberateness accorded well with his occupation. Fitness being the basis of beauty, nobody could have denied that his steady swings and turns in and about the flock had elements of grace. Yet, although if occasion demanded he could do or think a thing with as mercurial a dash as can the men of towns who are more to the manner born, his special power, morally, physically, and mentally, was static, owing little or nothing to momentum as a rule.


  A close examination of the ground hereabout, even by the wan starlight only, revealed how a portion of what would have been casually called a wild slope had been appropriated by Farmer Oak for his great purpose this winter. Detached hurdles thatched with straw were stuck into the ground at various scattered points, amid and under which the whitish forms of his meek ewes moved and rustled. The ring of the sheep-bell, which had been silent during his absence, recommenced, in tones that had more mellowness than clearness, owing to an increasing growth of surrounding wool. This continued till Oak withdrew again from the flock. He returned to the hut, bringing in his arms a new-born lamb, consisting of four legs large enough for a full-grown sheep, united by a seemingly inconsiderable membrane about half the substance of the legs collectively, which constituted the animal’s entire body just at present.


  The little speck of life he placed on a wisp of hay before the small stove, where a can of milk was simmering. Oak extinguished the lantern by blowing into it and then pinching the snuff, the cot being lighted by a candle suspended by a twisted wire. A rather hard couch, formed of a few corn sacks thrown carelessly down, covered half the floor of this little habitation, and here the young man stretched himself along, loosened his woollen cravat, and closed his eyes. In about the time a person unaccustomed to bodily labour would have decided upon which side to lie, Farmer Oak was asleep.


  The inside of the hut, as it now presented itself, was cosy and alluring, and the scarlet handful of fire in addition to the candle, reflecting its own genial colour upon whatever it could reach, flung associations of enjoyment even over utensils and tools. In the corner stood the sheep-crook, and along a shelf at one side were ranged bottles and canisters of the simple preparations pertaining to ovine surgery and physic; spirits of wine, turpentine, tar, magnesia, ginger, and castor-oil being the chief. On a triangular shelf across the corner stood bread, bacon, cheese, and a cup for ale or cider, which was supplied from a flagon beneath. Beside the provisions lay the flute, whose notes had lately been called forth by the lonely watcher to beguile a tedious hour. The house was ventilated by two round holes, like the lights of a ship’s cabin, with wood slides.


  The lamb, revived by the warmth, began to bleat, and the sound entered Gabriel’s ears and brain with an instant meaning, as expected sounds will. Passing from the profoundest sleep to the most alert wakefulness with the same ease that had accompanied the reverse operation, he looked at his watch, found that the hour-hand had shifted again, put on his hat, took the lamb in his arms, and carried it into the darkness. After placing the little creature with its mother he stood and carefully examined the sky, to ascertain the time of night from the altitudes of the stars.


  The Dog-star and Aldebaran, pointing to the restless Pleiades, were half-way up the Southern sky, and between them hung Orion, which gorgeous constellation never burnt more vividly than now, as it soared forth above the rim of the landscape. Castor and Pollux with their quiet shine were almost on the meridian: the barren and gloomy Square of Pegasus was creeping round to the north-west; far away through the plantation Vega sparkled like a lamp suspended amid the leafless trees, and Cassiopeia’s chair stood daintily poised on the uppermost boughs.


  ‘One o’clock,’ said Gabriel.


  Being a man not without a frequent consciousness that there was some charm in this life he led, he stood still after looking at the sky as a useful instrument, and regarded it in an appreciative spirit, as a work of art superlatively beautiful. For a moment he seemed impressed with the speaking loneliness of the scene, or rather with the complete abstraction from all its compass of the sights and sounds of man. Human shapes, interferences, troubles, and joys were all as if they were not, and there seemed to be on the shaded hemisphere of the globe no sentient being save himself; he could fancy them all gone round to the sunny side.


  Occupied thus, with eyes stretched afar, Oak gradually perceived that what he had previously taken to be a star low down behind the outskirts of the plantation was in reality no such thing. It was an artificial light, almost close at hand.


  To find themselves utterly alone at night where company is desirable and expected makes some people fearful; but a case more trying by far to the nerves is to discover some mysterious companionship when intuition, sensation, memory, analogy, testimony, probability, induction—every kind of evidence in the logician’s list—have united to persuade consciousness that it is quite in isolation.


  Farmer Oak went towards the plantation and pushed through its lower boughs to the windy side. A dim mass under the slope reminded him that a shed occupied a place here, the site being a cutting into the slope of the hill, so that at its back part the roof was almost level with the ground. In front it was formed of boards nailed to posts and covered with tar as a preservative. Through crevices in the roof and side spread streaks and dots of light, a combination of which made the radiance that had attracted him. Oak stepped up behind, where, leaning down upon the roof and putting his eye close to a hole, he could see into the interior clearly.


  The place contained two women and two cows. By the side of the latter a steaming bran-mash stood in a bucket. One of the women was past middle age. Her companion was apparently young and graceful; he could form no decided opinion upon her looks, her position being almost beneath his eye, so that he saw her in a bird’s-eye view, as Milton’s Satan first saw Paradise. She wore no bonnet or hat, but had enveloped herself in a large cloak, which was carelessly flung over her head as a covering.


  ‘There, now we’ll go home,’ said the elder of the two, resting her knuckles upon her hips, and looking at their goings-on as a whole. ‘I do hope Daisy will fetch round again now. I have never been more frightened in my life, but I don’t mind breaking my rest if she recovers.’


  The young woman, whose eyelids were apparently inclined to fall together on the smallest provocation of silence, yawned without parting her lips to any inconvenient extent, whereupon Gabriel caught the infection and slightly yawned in sympathy.


  ‘I wish we were rich enough to pay a man to do these things,’ she said.


  ‘As we are not, we must do them ourselves,’ said the other; ‘for you must help me if you stay.’


  ‘Well, my hat is gone, however,’ continued the younger. ‘It went over the hedge, I think. The idea of such a slight wind catching it.’


  The cow standing erect was of the Devon breed, and was encased in a tight warm hide of rich Indian red, as absolutely uniform from eyes to tail as if the animal had been dipped in a dye of that colour, her long back being mathematically level. The other was spotted, grey and white. Beside her Oak now noticed a little calf about a day old, looking idiotically at the two women, which showed that it had not long been accustomed to the phenomenon of eyesight, and often turning to the lantern, which it apparently mistook for the moon, inherited instinct having as yet had little time for correction by experience. Between the sheep and the cows Lucina had been busy on Norcombe Hill lately.


  ‘I think we had better send for some oatmeal,’ said the elder woman; ‘there’s no more bran.’


  ‘Yes, aunt; and I’ll ride over for it as soon as it is light.’


  ‘But there’s no side-saddle.’


  ‘I can ride on the other: trust me.’


  Oak, upon hearing these remarks, became more curious to observe her features, but this prospect being denied him by the hooding effect of the cloak, and by his aërial position, he felt himself drawing upon his fancy for their details. In making even horizontal and clear inspections we colour and mould according to the wants within us whatever our eyes bring in. Had Gabriel been able from the first to get a distinct view of her countenance, his estimate of it as very handsome or slightly so would have been as his soul required a divinity at the moment or was ready supplied with one. Having for some time known the want of a satisfactory form to fill an increasing void within him, his position moreover affording the widest scope for his fancy, he painted her a beauty.


  By one of those whimsical coincidences in which Nature, like a busy mother, seems to spare a moment from her unremitting labours to turn and make her children smile, the girl now dropped the cloak, and forth tumbled ropes of black hair over a red jacket. Oak knew her instantly as the heroine of the yellow waggon, myrtles, and looking-glass: prosily, as the woman who owed him twopence.


  They placed the calf beside its mother again, took up the lantern, and went out, the light sinking down the hill till it was no more than a nebula. Gabriel Oak returned to his flock.


  ♣


  Chapter III


  A Girl on Horseback—Conversation


  The sluggish day began to break. Even its position terrestrially is one of the elements of a new interest, and for no particular reason save that the incident of the night had occurred there Oak went again into the plantation. Lingering and musing here he heard the steps of a horse at the foot of the hill, and soon there appeared in view an auburn pony with a girl on its back, ascending by the path leading past the cattle-shed. She was the young woman of the night before. Gabriel instantly thought of the hat she had mentioned as having lost in the wind; possibly she had come to look for it. He hastily scanned the ditch, and after walking about ten yards along it found the hat among the leaves. Gabriel took it in his hand and returned to his hut. Here he ensconced himself, and peeped through the loophole in the direction of the rider’s approach.


  She came up and looked around—then on the other side of the hedge. Gabriel was about to advance and restore the missing article, when an unexpected performance induced him to suspend the action for the present. The path, after passing the cowshed, bisected the plantation. It was not a bridle-path—merely a pedestrian’s track, and the boughs spread horizontally at a height not greater than seven feet above the ground, which made it impossible to ride erect beneath them. The girl, who wore no riding-habit, looked around for a moment, as if to assure herself that all humanity was out of view, then dexterously dropped backwards flat upon the pony’s back, her head over its tail, her feet against its shoulders, and her eyes to the sky. The rapidity of her glide into this position was that of a kingfisher—its noiselessness that of a hawk. Gabriel’s eyes had scarcely been able to follow her. The tall lank pony seemed used to such doings, and ambled along unconcerned. Thus she passed under the level boughs.


  The performer seemed quite at home anywhere between a horse’s head and its tail, and the necessity for this abnormal attitude having ceased with the passage of the plantation, she began to adopt another, even more obviously convenient than the first. She had no side-saddle, and it was very apparent that a firm seat upon the smooth leather beneath her was unattainable sideways. Springing to her accustomed perpendicular like a bowed sapling, and satisfying herself that nobody was in sight, she seated herself in the manner demanded by the saddle, though hardly expected of the woman, and trotted off in the direction of Tewnell Mill.


  Oak was amused, perhaps a little astonished, and hanging up the hat in his hut went again among his ewes. An hour passed, the girl returned, properly seated now, with a bag of bran in front of her. On nearing the cattle-shed she was met by a boy bringing a milking-pail, who held the reins of the pony whilst she slid off. The boy led away the horse, leaving the pail with the young woman.


  Soon soft spirts alternating with loud spirts came in regular succession from within the shed, the obvious sounds of a person milking a cow. Gabriel took the lost hat in his hand, and waited beside the path she would follow in leaving the hill.


  She came, the pail in one hand, hanging against her knee. The left arm was extended as a balance, enough of it being shown bare to make Oak wish that the event had happened in the summer, when the whole would have been revealed. There was a bright air and manner about her now, by which she seemed to imply that the desirability of her existence could not be questioned; and this rather saucy assumption failed in being offensive because a beholder felt it to be, upon the whole, true. Like exceptional emphasis in the tone of a genius, that which would have made mediocrity ridiculous was an addition to recognized power. It was with some surprise that she saw Gabriel’s face rising like the moon behind the hedge.


  The adjustment of the farmer’s hazy conceptions of her charms to the portrait of herself she now presented him with was less a diminution than a difference. The starting-point selected by the judgment was her height. She seemed tall, but the pail was a small one, and the hedge diminutive; hence, making allowance for error by comparison with these, she could have been not above the height to be chosen by women as best. All features of consequence were severe and regular. It may have been observed by persons who go about the shires with eyes for beauty that in Englishwomen a classically-formed face is seldom found to be united with a figure of the same pattern, the highly-finished features being generally too large for the remainder of the frame; that a graceful and proportionate figure of eight heads usually goes off into random facial curves. Without throwing a Nymphean tissue over a milkmaid, let it be said that here criticism checked itself as out of place, and looked at her proportions with a long consciousness of pleasure. From the contours of her figure in its upper part she must have had a beautiful neck and shoulders; but since her infancy nobody had ever seen them. Had she been put into a low dress she would have run and thrust her head into a bush. Yet she was not a shy girl by any means; it was merely her instinct to draw the line dividing the seen from the unseen higher than they do it in towns.


  That the girl’s thoughts hovered about her face and form as soon as she caught Oak’s eyes conning the same page was natural, and almost certain. The self-consciousness shown would have been vanity if a little more pronounced, dignity if a little less. Rays of male vision seem to have a tickling effect upon virgin faces in rural districts; she brushed hers with her hand, as if Gabriel had been irritating its pink surface by actual touch, and the free air of her previous movements was reduced at the same time to a chastened phase of itself. Yet it was the man who blushed, the maid not at all.


  ‘I found a hat,’ said Oak.


  ‘It is mine,’ said she, and, from a sense of proportion, kept down to a small smile an inclination to laugh distinctly: ‘it flew away last night.’


  ‘One o’clock this morning?’


  ‘Well—it was.’ She was surprised. ‘How did you know?’ she said.


  ‘I was here.’


  ‘You are Farmer Oak, are you not?’


  ‘That or thereabouts. I’m lately come to this place.’


  ‘A large farm?’ she inquired, casting her eyes round, and swinging back her hair, which was black in the shaded hollows of its mass; but it being now an hour past sunrise the rays touched its prominent curves with a colour of their own.


  ‘No; not large. About a hundred.’ (In speaking of farms the word ‘acres’ is omitted by the natives, by analogy to such old expressions as ‘a stag of ten.’)


  ‘I wanted my hat this morning,’ she went on. ‘I had to ride to Tewnell Mill.’


  ‘Yes, you had.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I saw you.’


  ‘Where?’ she inquired, a misgiving bringing every muscle of her lineaments and frame to a standstill.


  ‘Here—going through the plantation, and all down the hill,’ said Farmer Oak, with an aspect excessively knowing with regard to some matter in his mind, as he gazed at a remote point in the direction named, and then turned back to meet his colloquist’s eyes.


  A perception caused him to withdraw his own eyes from hers as suddenly as if he had been caught in a theft. Recollection of the strange antics she had indulged in when passing through the trees was succeeded in the girl by a nettled palpitation, and that by a hot face. It was a time to see a woman redden who was not given to reddening as a rule; not a point in the milkmaid but was of the deepest rose-colour. From the Maiden’s Blush, through all varieties of the Provence down to the Crimson Tuscany the countenance of Oak’s acquaintance quickly graduated; whereupon he, in considerateness, turned away his head.


  The sympathetic man still looked the other way, and wondered when she would recover coolness sufficient to justify him in facing her again. He heard what seemed to be the flitting of a dead leaf upon the breeze, and looked. She had gone away.


  With an air between that of Tragedy and Comedy Gabriel returned to his work.


  Five mornings and evenings passed. The young woman came regularly to milk the healthy cow or to attend to the sick one, but never allowed her vision to stray in the direction of Oak’s person. His want of tact had deeply offended her—not by seeing what he could not help, but by letting her know that he had seen it. For, as without law there is no sin, without eyes there is no indecorum; and she appeared to feel that Gabriel’s espial had made her an indecorous woman without her own connivance. It was food for great regret with him; it was also a contretemps which touched into life a latent heat he had experienced in that direction.


  The acquaintanceship might, however, have ended in a slow forgetting but for an incident which occurred at the end of the same week. One afternoon it began to freeze, and the frost increased with evening, which drew on like a stealthy tightening of bonds. It was a time when in cottages the breath of the sleepers freezes to the sheets; when round the drawing-room fire of a thick-walled mansion the sitters’ backs are cold, even whilst their faces are all aglow. Many a small bird went to bed supperless that night among the bare boughs.


  As the milking-hour drew near Oak kept his usual watch upon the cowshed. At last he felt cold, and shaking an extra quantity of bedding round the yeaning ewes he entered the hut and heaped more fuel upon the stove. The wind came in at the bottom of the door, and to prevent it Oak laid a sack there and wheeled the cot round a little more to the south. Then the wind spouted in at a ventilating hole—of which there was one on each side of the hut.


  Gabriel had always known that when the fire was lighted and the door closed one of these must be kept open—that chosen being always on the side away from the wind. Closing the slide to windward he turned to open the other; on second thoughts the farmer considered that he would first sit down, leaving both closed for a minute or two, till the temperature of the hut was a little raised. He sat down.


  His head began to ache in an unwonted manner and, fancying himself weary by reason of the broken rests of the preceding nights, Oak decided to get up, open the slide, and then allow himself to fall asleep. He fell asleep, however, without having performed the necessary preliminary.


  How long he remained unconscious Gabriel never knew. During the first stages of his return to perception peculiar deeds seemed to be in course of enactment. His dog was howling, his head was aching fearfully—somebody was pulling him about, hands were loosening his neckerchief.


  On opening his eyes he found that evening had sunk to dusk in a strange manner of unexpectedness. The young girl with the remarkably pleasant lips and white teeth was beside him. More than this—astonishingly more—his head was upon her lap, his face and neck were disagreeably wet, and her fingers were unbuttoning his collar.


  ‘Whatever is the matter?’ said Oak vacantly.


  She seemed to experience mirth, but of too insignificant a kind to start enjoyment.


  ‘Nothing now,’ she answered, ‘since you are not dead. It is a wonder you were not suffocated in this hut of yours.’


  ‘Ah, the hut!’ murmured Gabriel. ‘I gave ten pounds for that hut. But I’ll sell it, and sit under thatched hurdles as they did in old times, and curl up to sleep in a lock of straw! It played me nearly the same trick the other day!’ Gabriel, by way of emphasis, brought down his fist upon the floor.


  ‘It was not exactly the fault of the hut,’ she observed in a tone which showed her to be that novelty among women—one who finished a thought before beginning the sentence which was to convey it. ‘You should, I think, have considered, and not have been so foolish as to leave the slides closed.’


  ‘Yes, I suppose I should,’ said Oak absently. He was endeavouring to catch and appreciate the sensation of being thus with her, his head upon her dress, before the event passed on into the heap of bygone things. He wished she knew his impressions; but he would as soon have thought of carrying an odour in a net as of attempting to convey the intangibilities of his feeling in the coarse meshes of language. So he remained silent.


  She made him sit up, and then Oak began wiping his face and shaking himself like a Samson. ‘How can I thank ’ee?’ he said at last gratefully, some of the natural rusty red having returned to his face.


  ‘Oh, never mind that,’ said the girl, smiling, and allowing her smile to hold good for Gabriel’s next remark, whatever that might prove to be.


  ‘How did you find me?’


  ‘I heard your dog howling and scratching at the door of the hut when I came to the milking (it was so lucky, Daisy’s milking is almost over for the season, and I shall not come here after this week or the next). The dog saw me, and jumped over to me, and laid hold of my skirt. I came across and looked round the hut the very first thing to see if the slides were closed. My uncle has a hut like this one, and I have heard him tell his shepherd not to go to sleep without leaving a slide open. I opened the door, and there you were like dead. I threw the milk over you, as there was no water, forgetting it was warm, and no use.’


  ‘I wonder if I should have died?’ Gabriel said in a low voice, which was rather meant to travel back to himself than to her.


  ‘O no!’ the girl replied. She seemed to prefer a less tragic probability; to have saved a man from death involved talk that should harmonize with the dignity of such a deed—and she shunned it.


  ‘I believe you saved my life, Miss——I don’t know your name. I know your aunt’s, but not yours.’


  ‘I would just as soon not tell it—rather not. There is no reason either why I should, as you probably will never have much to do with me.’


  ‘Still I should like to know.’


  ‘You can inquire at my aunt’s—she will tell you.’


  ‘My name is Gabriel Oak.’


  ‘And mine isn’t. You seem fond of yours in speaking it so decisively, Gabriel Oak.’


  ‘You see, it is the only one I shall ever have, and I must make the most of it.’


  ‘I always think mine sounds odd and disagreeable.’


  ‘I should think you might soon get a new one.’


  ‘Mercy!—how many opinions you keep about you concerning other people, Gabriel Oak.’


  ‘Well, Miss—excuse the words—I thought you would like them. But I can’t match you, I know, in mapping out my mind upon my tongue. I never was very clever in my inside. But I thank you. Come, give me your hand!’


  She hesitated, somewhat disconcerted at Oak’s old-fashioned earnest conclusion to a dialogue lightly carried on. ‘Very well,’ she said, and gave him her hand, compressing her lips to a demure impassivity. He held it but an instant, and in his fear of being too demonstrative, swerved to the opposite extreme, touching her fingers with the lightness of a small-hearted person.


  ‘I am sorry,’ he said the instant after.


  ‘What for?’


  ‘Letting your hand go so quick.’


  ‘You may have it again if you like; there it is.’ She gave him her hand again.


  Oak held it longer this time—indeed, curiously long. ‘How soft it is—being winter time, too—not chapped or rough, or anything!’ he said.


  ‘There—that’s long enough,’ said she, though without pulling it away. ‘But I suppose you are thinking you would like to kiss it? You may if you want to.’


  ‘I wasn’t thinking of any such thing,’ said Gabriel simply; ‘but I will——’


  ‘That you won’t!’ She snatched back her hand.


  Gabriel felt himself guilty of another want of tact.


  ‘Now find out my name,’ she said teasingly; and withdrew.


  ♣


  Chapter IV


  Gabriel’s Resolve—The Visit—The Mistake


  The only superiority in women that is tolerable to the rival sex is, as a rule, that of the unconscious kind; but a superiority which recognizes itself may sometimes please by suggesting possibilities of capture to the subordinated man.


  This well-favoured and comely girl soon made appreciable inroads upon the emotional constitution of young Farmer Oak.


  Love being an extremely exacting usurer (a sense of exorbitant profit, spiritually, by an exchange of hearts, being at the bottom of pure passions, as that of exorbitant profit, bodily or materially, is at the bottom of those of lower atmosphere), every morning Oak’s feelings were as sensitive as the money-market in calculations upon his chances. His dog waited for his meals in a way so like that in which Oak waited for the girl’s presence that the farmer was quite struck with the resemblance, felt it lowering, and would not look at the dog. However, he continued to watch through the hedge for her regular coming, and thus his sentiments towards her were deepened without any corresponding effect being produced upon herself. Oak had nothing finished and ready to say as yet, and not being able to frame love phrases which end where they begin; passionate tales—


  
    —Full of sound and fury


    —Signifying nothing—

  


  he said no word at all.


  By making inquiries he found that the girl’s name was Bathsheba Everdene, and that the cow would go dry in about seven days. He dreaded the eighth day.


  At last the eighth day came. The cow had ceased to give milk for that year, and Bathsheba Everdene came up the hill no more. Gabriel had reached a pitch of existence he never could have anticipated a short time before. He liked saying ‘Bathsheba’ as a private enjoyment instead of whistling; turned over his taste to black hair, though he had sworn by brown ever since he was a boy, isolated himself till the space he filled in the public eye was contemptibly small. Love is a possible strength in an actual weakness. Marriage transforms a distraction into a support, the power of which should be, and happily often is, in direct proportion to the degree of imbecility it supplants. Oak began now to see light in this direction, and said to himself, ‘I’ll make her my wife, or upon my soul I shall be good for nothing!’


  All this while he was perplexing himself about an errand on which he might consistently visit the cottage of Bathsheba’s aunt.


  He found his opportunity in the death of a ewe, mother of a living lamb. On a day which had a summer face and a winter constitution—a fine January morning, when there was just enough blue sky visible to make cheerfully-disposed people wish for more, and an occasional gleam of silvery sunshine, Oak put the lamb into a respectable Sunday basket, and stalked across the fields to the house of Mrs. Hurst, the aunt—George, the dog, walking behind, with a countenance of great concern at the serious turn pastoral affairs seemed to be taking.


  Gabriel had watched the blue wood-smoke curling from the chimney with strange meditation. At evening he had fancifully traced it down the chimney to the spot of its origin—seen the hearth and Bathsheba beside it—beside it in her out-door dress; for the clothes she had worn on the hill were by association equally with her person included in the compass of his affection; they seemed at this early time of his love a necessary ingredient of the sweet mixture called Bathsheba Everdene.


  He had made a toilet of a nicely-adjusted kind—of a nature between the carefully neat and the carelessly ornate—of a degree between fine-market-day and wet-Sunday selection. He thoroughly cleaned his silver watch-chain with whiting, put new lacing straps to his boots, looked to the brass eyelet-holes, went to the inmost heart of the plantation for a new walking-stick, and trimmed it vigorously on his way back; took a new handkerchief from the bottom of his clothes-box, put on the light waistcoat patterned all over with sprigs of an elegant flower uniting the beauties of both rose and lily without the defects of either, and used all the hair-oil he possessed upon his usually dry, sandy, and inextricably curly hair, till he had deepened it to a splendidly novel colour, between that of guano and Roman cement, making it stick to his head like mace round a nutmeg, or wet seaweed round a boulder after the ebb.


  Nothing disturbed the stillness of the cottage save the chatter of a knot of sparrows on the eaves; one might fancy scandal and rumour to be no less the staple topic of these little coteries on roofs than of those under them. It seemed that the omen was an unpropitious one, for, as the rather untoward commencement of Oak’s overtures, just as he arrived by the garden gate he saw a cat inside, going into various arched shapes and fiendish convulsions at the sight of his dog George. The dog took no notice, for he had arrived at an age at which all superfluous barking was cynically avoided as a waste of breath—in fact, he never barked even at the sheep except to order, when it was done with an absolutely neutral countenance, as a sort of Commination-service which, though offensive, had to be gone through once now and then to frighten the flock for their own good.


  A voice came from behind some laurel-bushes into which the cat had run:


  ‘Poor dear! Did a nasty brute of a dog want to kill it;—did he, poor dear!’


  ‘I beg yer pardon,’ said Oak to the voice, ‘but George was walking on behind me with a temper as mild as milk.’


  Almost before he had ceased speaking Oak was seized with a misgiving as to whose ear was the recipient of his answer. Nobody appeared, and he heard the person retreat among the bushes.


  Gabriel meditated, and so deeply that he brought small furrows into his forehead by sheer force of reverie. Where the issue of an interview is as likely to be a vast change for the worse as for the better, any initial difference from expectation causes nipping sensations of failure. Oak went up to the door a little abashed: his mental rehearsal and the reality had had no common grounds of opening.


  Bathsheba’s aunt was indoors. ‘Will you tell Miss Everdene that somebody would be glad to speak to her?’ said Mr. Oak. (Calling one’s self merely Somebody, without giving a name, is not to be taken as an example of the ill-breeding of the rural world: it springs from a refined modesty of which townspeople, with their cards and announcements, have no notion whatever.)


  Bathsheba was out. The voice had evidently been hers.


  ‘Will you come in, Mr. Oak?’


  ‘Oh, thank ’ee,’ said Gabriel, following her to the fireplace. ‘I’ve brought a lamb for Miss Everdene. I thought she might like one to rear; girls do.’


  ‘She might,’ said Mrs. Hurst musingly; ‘though she’s only a visitor here. If you will wait a minute Bathsheba will be in.’


  ‘Yes, I will wait,’ said Gabriel, sitting down. ‘The lamb isn’t really the business I came about, Mrs. Hurst. In short, I was going to ask her if she’d like to be married.’


  ‘And were you indeed?’


  ‘Yes. Because if she would I should be very glad to marry her. D’ye know if she’s got any other young man hanging about her at all?’


  ‘Let me think,’ said Mrs. Hurst, poking the fire superfluously…. ‘Yes—bless you, ever so many young men. You see, Farmer Oak, she’s so good-looking, and an excellent scholar besides—she was going to be a governess once, you know, only she was too wild. Not that her young men ever come here—but, Lord, in the nature of women, she must have a dozen!’


  ‘That’s unfortunate,’ said Farmer Oak, contemplating a crack in the stone floor with sorrow. ‘I’m only an every-day sort of man, and my only chance was in being the first comer…. Well, there’s no use in my waiting, for that was all I came about: so I’ll take myself off home-along, Mrs. Hurst.’


  When Gabriel had gone about two hundred yards along the down, he heard a ‘hoi-hoi!’ uttered behind him, in a piping note of more treble quality than that in which the exclamation usually embodies itself when shouted across a field. He looked round, and saw a girl racing after him, waving a white handkerchief.


  Oak stood still—and the runner drew nearer. It was Bathsheba Everdene. Gabriel’s colour deepened: hers was already deep, not, as it appeared, from emotion, but from running.


  ‘Farmer Oak—I——’ she said, pausing for want of breath, pulling up in front of him with a slanted face, and putting her hand to her side.


  ‘I have just called to see you,’ said Gabriel pending her further speech.


  ‘Yes—I know that,’ she said, panting like a robin, her face red and moist from her exertions, like a peony petal before the sun dries off the dew. ‘I didn’t know you had come to ask to have me, or I should have come in from the garden instantly. I ran after you to say—that my aunt made a mistake in sending you away from courting me.’


  Gabriel expanded. ‘I’m sorry to have made you run so fast, my dear,’ he said, with a grateful sense of favours to come. ‘Wait a bit till you’ve found your breath.’


  ‘—It was quite a mistake—aunt’s telling you I had a young man already,’ Bathsheba went on. ‘I haven’t a sweetheart at all—and I never had one, and I thought that, as times go with women, it was such a pity to send you away thinking that I had several.’


  ‘Really and truly I am glad to hear that!’ said Farmer Oak, smiling one of his long special smiles, and blushing with gladness. He held out his hand to take hers, which, when she had eased her side by pressing it there, was prettily extended upon her bosom to still her loud-beating heart. Directly he seized it she put it behind her, so that it slipped through his fingers like an eel.


  ‘I have a nice snug little farm,’ said Gabriel, with half a degree less assurance than when he had seized her hand.


  ‘Yes; you have.’


  ‘A man has advanced me money to begin with, but still, it will soon be paid off, and though I am only an every-day sort of man I have got on a little since I was a boy.’ Gabriel uttered ‘a little’ in a tone to show her that it was the complacent form of ‘a great deal.’ He continued: ‘When we be married, I am quite sure I can work twice as hard as I do now.’


  He went forward and stretched out his arm again. Bathsheba had overtaken him at a point beside which stood a low stunted holly bush, now laden with red berries. Seeing his advance take the form of an attitude threatening a possible enclosure, if not compression, of her person, she edged off round the bush.


  ‘Why, Farmer Oak,’ she said over the top, looking at him with rounded eyes, ‘I never said I was going to marry you.’


  ‘Well—that is a tale!’ said Oak with dismay. ‘To run after anybody like this, and then say you don’t want him!’


  ‘What I meant to tell you was only this,’ she said eagerly, and yet half conscious of the absurdity of the position she had made for herself—‘that nobody has got me yet as a sweetheart, instead of my having a dozen, as my aunt said; I hate to be thought men’s property in that way, though possibly I shall be had some day. Why, if I’d wanted you I shouldn’t have run after you like this; ’twould have been the forwardest thing! But there was no harm in hurrying to correct a piece of false news that had been told you.’


  ‘Oh, no—no harm at all.’ But there is such a thing as being too generous in expressing a judgment impulsively, and Oak added with a more appreciative sense of all the circumstances—‘Well, I am not quite certain it was no harm.’


  ‘Indeed, I hadn’t time to think before starting whether I wanted to marry or not, for you’d have been gone over the hill.’


  ‘Come,’ said Gabriel, freshening again; ‘think a minute or two. I’ll wait a while, Miss Everdene. Will you marry me? Do, Bathsheba. I love you far more than common!’


  ‘I’ll try to think,’ she observed rather more timorously; ‘if I can think out of doors; my mind spreads away so.’


  ‘But you can give a guess.’


  ‘Then give me time.’ Bathsheba looked thoughtfully into the distance, away from the direction in which Gabriel stood.


  ‘I can make you happy,’ said he to the back of her head, across the bush. ‘You shall have a piano in a year or two—farmers’ wives are getting to have pianos now—and I’ll practise up the flute right well to play with you in the evenings.’


  ‘Yes; I should like that.’


  ‘And have one of those little ten-pound gigs for market—and nice flowers, and birds—cocks and hens I mean, because they be useful,’ continued Gabriel, feeling balanced between poetry and practicality.


  ‘I should like it very much.’


  ‘And a frame for cucumbers—like a gentleman and lady.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And when the wedding was over, we’d have it put in the newspaper list of marriages.’


  ‘Dearly I should like that!’


  ‘And the babies in the births—every man jack of ’em! And at home by the fire, whenever you look up, there I shall be—and whenever I look up, there will be you.’


  ‘Wait, wait, and don’t be improper!’


  Her countenance fell, and she was silent awhile. He regarded the red berries between them over and over again, to such an extent that holly seemed in his after life to be a cypher signifying a proposal of marriage. Bathsheba decisively turned to him.


  ‘No; ’tis no use,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to marry you.’


  ‘Try.’


  ‘I’ve tried hard all the time I’ve been thinking; for a marriage would be very nice in one sense. People would talk about me and think I had won my battle, and I should feel triumphant, and all that. But a husband——’


  ‘Well!’


  ‘Why, he’d always be there, as you say; whenever I looked up, there he’d be.’


  ‘Of course he would—I, that is.’


  ‘Well, what I mean is that I shouldn’t mind being a bride at a wedding, if I could be one without having a husband. But since a woman can’t show off in that way by herself, I shan’t marry—at least yet.’


  ‘That’s a terrible wooden story!’


  At this criticism of her statement Bathsheba made an addition to her dignity by a slight sweep away from him.


  ‘Upon my heart and soul I don’t know what a maid can say stupider than that,’ said Oak. ‘But dearest,’ he continued in a palliative voice, ‘don’t be like it!’ Oak sighed a deep honest sigh—none the less so in that, being like the sigh of a pine plantation, it was rather noticeable as a disturbance of the atmosphere. ‘Why won’t you have me?’ he appealed, creeping round the holly to reach her side.


  ‘I cannot,’ she said, retreating.


  ‘But why?’ he persisted, standing still at last in despair of ever reaching her, and facing over the bush.


  ‘Because I don’t love you.’


  ‘Yes, but——’


  She contracted a yawn to an inoffensive smallness, so that it was hardly ill-mannered at all. ‘I don’t love you,’ she said.


  ‘But I love you—and, as for myself, I am content to be liked.’


  ‘O Mr. Oak—that’s very fine! You’d get to despise me.’


  ‘Never,’ said Mr. Oak, so earnestly that he seemed to be coming, by the force of his words, straight through the bush and into her arms. ‘I shall do one thing in this life—one thing certain—that is, love you, and long for you, and keep wanting you till I die.’ His voice had a genuine pathos now, and his large brown hands perceptibly trembled.


  ‘It seems dreadfully wrong not to have you when you feel so much!’ she said with a little distress, and looking hopelessly around for some means of escape from her moral dilemma. ‘How I wish I hadn’t run after you!’ However, she seemed to have a short cut for getting back to cheerfulness and set her face to signify archness. ‘It wouldn’t do, Mr. Oak. I want somebody to tame me; I am too independent; and you would never be able to, I know.’


  Oak cast his eyes down the field in a way implying that it was useless to attempt argument.


  ‘Mr. Oak,’ she said, with luminous distinctness and common sense, ‘you are better off than I. I have hardly a penny in the world—I am staying with my aunt for my bare sustenance. I am better educated than you—and I don’t love you a bit: that’s my side of the case. Now yours: you are a farmer just beginning, and you ought in common prudence, if you marry at all (which you should certainly not think of doing at present) to marry a woman with money, who would stock a larger farm for you than you have now.’


  Gabriel looked at her with a little surprise and much admiration.


  ‘That’s the very thing I had been thinking myself!’ he naïvely said.


  Farmer Oak had one-and-a-half Christian characteristics too many to succeed with Bathsheba: his humility, and a superfluous moiety of honesty. Bathsheba was decidedly disconcerted.


  ‘Well, then, why did you come and disturb me?’ she said, almost angrily, if not quite, an enlarging red spot rising in each cheek.


  ‘I can’t do what I think would be—would be——’


  ‘Right?’


  ‘No: wise.’


  ‘You have made an admission now, Mr. Oak,’ she exclaimed with even more hauteur, and rocking her head disdainfully. ‘After that, do you think I could marry you? Not if I know it.’


  He broke in passionately: ‘But don’t mistake me like that! Because I am open enough to own what every man in my shoes would have thought of, you make your colours come up your face and get crabbed with me. That about you not being good enough for me is nonsense. You speak like a lady—all the parish notice it, and your uncle at Weatherbury is, I’ve heerd, a large farmer—much larger than ever I shall be. May I call in the evening, or will you walk along with me o’ Sundays? I don’t want you to make up your mind at once, if you’d rather not.’


  ‘No—no—I cannot. Don’t press me any more—don’t. I don’t love you—so ’twould be ridiculous,’ she said, with a laugh.


  No man likes to see his emotions the sport of a merry-go-round of skittishness. ‘Very well,’ said Oak firmly, with the bearing of one who was going to give his days and nights to Ecclesiastes for ever. ‘Then I’ll ask you no more.’


  ♣


  Chapter V


  Departure of Bathsheba—A Pastoral Tragedy


  The news which one day reached Gabriel that Bathsheba Everdene had left the neighbourhood, had an influence upon him which might have surprised any who never suspected that the more emphatic the renunciation the less absolute its character.


  It may have been observed that there is no regular path for getting out of love as there is for getting in. Some people look upon marriage as a short cut that way, but it has been known to fail. Separation, which was the means that chance offered to Gabriel Oak by Bathsheba’s disappearance, though effectual with people of certain humours, is apt to idealize the removed object with others—notably those whose affection, placid and regular as it may be, flows deep and long. Oak belonged to the even-tempered order of humanity, and felt the secret fusion of himself in Bathsheba to be burning with a finer flame now that she was gone—that was all.


  His incipient friendship with her aunt had been nipped by the failure of his suit, and all that Oak learnt of Bathsheba’s movements was done indirectly. It appeared that she had gone to a place called Weatherbury, more than twenty miles off, but in what capacity—whether as a visitor or permanently, he could not discover.


  Gabriel had two dogs. George, the elder, exhibited an ebony-tipped nose, surrounded by a narrow margin of pink flesh, and a coat marked in random splotches approximating in colour to white and slaty grey; but the grey, after years of sun and rain, had been scorched and washed out of the more prominent locks, leaving them of a reddish-brown, as if the blue component of the grey had faded, like the indigo from the same kind of colour in Turner’s pictures. In substance it had originally been hair, but long contact with sheep seemed to be turning it by degrees into wool of a poor quality and staple.


  This dog had originally belonged to a shepherd of inferior morals and dreadful temper, and the result was that George knew the exact degrees of condemnation signified by cursing and swearing of all descriptions better than the wickedest old man in the neighbourhood. Long experience had so precisely taught the animal the difference between such exclamations as ‘Come in!’ and ‘D—— ye, come in!’ that he knew to a hair’s breadth the rate of trotting back from the ewes’ tails that each call involved, if a staggerer with the sheep-crook was to be escaped. Though old, he was clever and trustworthy still.


  The young dog, George’s son, might possibly have been the image of his mother, for there was not much resemblance between him and George. He was learning the sheep-keeping business, so as to follow on at the flock when the other should die, but had got no further than the rudiments as yet—still finding an insuperable difficulty in distinguishing between doing a thing well enough and doing it too well. So earnest and yet so wrong-headed was this young dog (he had no name in particular, and answered with perfect readiness to any pleasant interjection) that if sent behind the flock to help them on he did it so thoroughly that he would have chased them across the whole county with the greatest pleasure if not called off, or reminded when to stop by the example of old George.


  Thus much for the dogs. On the further side of Norcombe Hill was a chalk-pit, from which chalk had been drawn for generations, and spread over adjacent farms. Two hedges converged upon it in the form of a V, but without quite meeting. The narrow opening left, which was immediately over the brow of the pit, was protected by a rough railing.


  One night, when Farmer Oak had returned to his house, believing there would be no further necessity for his attendance on the down, he called as usual to the dogs, previously to shutting them up in the outhouse till next morning. Only one responded—old George; the other could not be found, either in the house, lane, or garden. Gabriel then remembered that he had left the two dogs on the hill eating a dead lamb (a kind of meat he usually kept from them, except when other food ran short), and concluding that the young one had not finished his meal he went indoors to the luxury of a bed, which latterly he had only enjoyed on Sundays.


  It was a still, moist night. Just before dawn he was assisted in waking by the abnormal reverberation of familiar music. To the shepherd, the note of the sheep-bell, like the ticking of the clock to other people, is a chronic sound that only makes itself noticed by ceasing or altering in some unusual manner from the well-known idle tinkle which signifies to the accustomed ear, however distant, that all is well in the fold. In the solemn calm of the awakening morn that note was heard by Gabriel, beating with unusual violence and rapidity. This exceptional ringing may be caused in two ways—by the rapid feeding of the sheep bearing the bell, as when the flock breaks into new pasture, which gives it an intermittent rapidity, or by the sheep starting off in a run, when the sound has a regular palpitation. The experienced ear of Oak knew the sound he now heard to be caused by the running of the flock with great velocity.


  He jumped out of bed, dressed, tore down the lane through a foggy dawn, and ascended the hill. The forward ewes were kept apart from those among which the fall of lambs would be later, there being two hundred of the latter class in Gabriel’s flock. These two hundred seemed to have absolutely vanished from the hill. There were the fifty with their lambs, enclosed at the other end as he had left them, but the rest, forming the bulk of the flock, were nowhere. Gabriel called at the top of his voice the shepherd’s call:


  ‘Ovey, ovey, ovey!’


  Not a single bleat. He went to the hedge; a gap had been broken through it, and in the gap were the footprints of the sheep. Rather surprised to find them break fence at this season, yet putting it down instantly to their great fondness for ivy in winter-time, of which a great deal grew in the plantation, he followed through the hedge. They were not in the plantation. He called again: the valleys and furthest hills resounded as when the sailors invoked the lost Hylas on the Mysian shore; but no sheep. He passed through the trees and along the ridge of the hill. On the extreme summit, where the ends of the two converging hedges of which we have spoken were stopped short by meeting the brow of the chalk-pit, he saw the younger dog standing against the sky—dark and motionless as Napoleon at St. Helena.


  A horrible conviction darted through Oak. With a sensation of bodily faintness he advanced: at one point the rails were broken through, and there he saw the footprints of his ewes. The dog came up, licked his hand, and made signs implying that he expected some great reward for signal services rendered. Oak looked over the precipice. The ewes lay dead and dying at its foot—a heap of two hundred mangled carcases, representing in their condition just now at least two hundred more.


  Oak was an intensely humane man: indeed, his humanity often tore in pieces any politic intentions of his which bordered on strategy, and carried him on as by gravitation. A shadow in his life had always been that his flock ended in mutton—that a day came and found every shepherd an arrant traitor to his defenceless sheep. His first feeling now was one of pity for the untimely fate of these gentle ewes and their unborn lambs.


  It was a second to remember another phase of the matter. The sheep were not insured. All the savings of a frugal life had been dispersed at a blow; his hopes of being an independent farmer were laid low—possibly for ever. Gabriel’s energies, patience, and industry had been so severely taxed during the years of his life between eighteen and eight-and-twenty, to reach his present stage of progress, that no more seemed to be left in him. He leant down upon a rail, and covered his face with his hands.


  Stupors, however, do not last for ever, and Farmer Oak recovered from his. It was as remarkable as it was characteristic that the one sentence he uttered was in thankfulness:—


  ‘Thank God I am not married: what would she have done in the poverty now coming upon me!’


  Oak raised his head, and wondering what he could do, listlessly surveyed the scene. By the outer margin of the pit was an oval pond, and over it hung the attenuated skeleton of a chrome-yellow moon which had only a few days to last—the morning star dogging her on the left hand. The pool glittered like a dead man’s eye, and as the world awoke a breeze blew, shaking and elongating the reflection of the moon without breaking it, and turning the image of the star to a phosphoric streak upon the water. All this Oak saw and remembered.


  As far as could be learnt it appeared that the poor young dog, still under the impression that since he was kept for running after sheep, the more he ran after them the better, had at the end of his meal off the dead lamb, which may have given him additional energy and spirits, collected all the ewes into a corner, driven the timid creatures through the hedge, across the upper field, and by main force of worrying had given them momentum enough to break down a portion of the rotten railing, and so hurled them over the edge.


  George’s son had done his work so thoroughly that he was considered too good a workman to live, and was, in fact, taken and tragically shot at twelve o’clock that same day—another instance of the untoward fate which so often attends dogs and other philosophers who follow out a train of reasoning to its logical conclusion, and attempt perfectly consistent conduct in a world made up so largely of compromise.


  Gabriel’s farm had been stocked by a dealer—on the strength of Oak’s promising look and character—who was receiving a percentage from the farmer till such time as the advance should be cleared off. Oak found that the value of stock, plant, and implements which were really his own would be about sufficient to pay his debts, leaving himself a free man with the clothes he stood up in, and nothing more.


  ♣


  Chapter VI


  The Fair—The Journey—The Fire


  Two months passed away. We are brought on to a day in February, on which was held the yearly statute or hiring fair in the county-town of Casterbridge.


  At one end of the street stood from two to three hundred blithe and hearty labourers waiting upon Chance—all men of the stamp to whom labour suggests nothing worse than a wrestle with gravitation, and pleasure nothing better than a renunciation of the same. Among these, carters and waggoners were distinguished by having a piece of whip-cord twisted round their hats; thatchers wore a fragment of woven straw; shepherds held their sheep-crooks in their hands; and thus the situation required was known to the hirers at a glance.


  In the crowd was an athletic young fellow of somewhat superior appearance to the rest—in fact, his superiority was marked enough to lead several ruddy peasants standing by to speak to him inquiringly, as to a farmer, and to use ‘Sir’ as a finishing word. His answer always was,—


  ‘I am looking for a place myself—a bailiff’s. Do ye know of anybody who wants one?’


  Gabriel was paler now. His eyes were more meditative, and his expression was more sad. He had passed through an ordeal of wretchedness which had given him more than it had taken away. He had sunk from his modest elevation as pastoral king into the very slime-pits of Siddim; but there was left to him a dignified calm he had never before known, and that indifference to fate which, though it often makes a villain of a man, is the basis of his sublimity when it does not. And thus the abasement had been exaltation, and the loss gain.


  In the morning a regiment of cavalry had left the town, and a sergeant and his party had been beating up for recruits through the four streets. As the end of the day drew on, and he found himself not hired, Gabriel almost wished that he had joined them, and gone off to serve his country. Weary of standing in the market-place, and not much minding the kind of work he turned his hand to, he decided to offer himself in some other capacity than that of bailiff.


  All the farmers seemed to be wanting shepherds. Sheep-tending was Gabriel’s speciality. Turning down an obscure street and entering an obscurer lane, he went up to a smith’s shop.


  ‘How long would it take you to make a shepherd’s crook?’


  ‘Twenty minutes.’


  ‘How much?’


  ‘Two shillings.’


  He sat on a bench and the crook was made, a stem being given him into the bargain.


  He then went to a ready-made clothes shop, the owner of which had a large rural connection. As the crook had absorbed most of Gabriel’s money, he attempted, and carried out, an exchange of his overcoat for a shepherd’s regulation smock-frock.


  This transaction having been completed he again hurried off to the centre of the town, and stood on the kerb of the pavement, as a shepherd, crook in hand.


  Now that Oak had turned himself into a shepherd it seemed that bailiffs were most in demand. However, two or three farmers noticed him and drew near. Dialogues followed, more or less in the subjoined form:—


  ‘Where do you come from?’


  ‘Norcombe.’


  ‘That’s a long way.’


  ‘Fifteen miles.’


  ‘Whose farm were you upon last?’


  ‘My own.’


  This reply invariably operated like a rumour of cholera. The inquiring farmer would edge away and shake his head dubiously. Gabriel, like his dog, was too good to be trustworthy, and he never made advance beyond this point.


  It is safer to accept any chance that offers itself, and extemporize a procedure to fit it, than to get a good plan matured, and wait for a chance of using it. Gabriel wished he had not nailed up his colours as a shepherd, but had laid himself out for anything in the whole cycle of labour that was required in the fair. It grew dusk. Some merry men were whistling and singing by the corn-exchange. Gabriel’s hand, which had lain for some time idle in his smock-frock pocket, touched his flute, which he carried there. Here was an opportunity for putting his dearly bought wisdom into practice.


  He drew out his flute and began to play ‘Jockey to the Fair’ in the style of a man who had never known a moment’s sorrow. Oak could pipe with Arcadian sweetness, and the sound of the well-known notes cheered his own heart as well as those of the loungers. He played on with spirit, and in half an hour had earned in pence what was a small fortune to a destitute man.


  By making inquiries he learnt that there was another fair at Shottsford the next day.


  ‘How far is Shottsford?’


  ‘Ten miles t’other side of Weatherbury.’


  Weatherbury! It was where Bathsheba had gone two months before. This information was like coming from night into noon.


  ‘How far is it to Weatherbury?’


  ‘Five or six miles.’


  Bathsheba had probably left Weatherbury long before this time, but the place had enough interest attaching to it to lead Oak to choose Shottsford fair as his next field of inquiry, because it lay in the Weatherbury quarter. Moreover, the Weatherbury folk were by no means uninteresting intrinsically. If report spoke truly they were as hardy, merry, thriving, wicked a set as any in the whole county. Oak resolved to sleep at Weatherbury that night on his way to Shottsford, and struck out at once into the high road which had been recommended as the direct route to the village in question.


  The road stretched through water-meadows traversed by little brooks, whose quivering surfaces were braided along their centres, and folded into creases at the sides; or, where the flow was more rapid, the stream was pied with spots of white froth, which rode on in undisturbed serenity. On the higher levels the dead and dry carcases of leaves tapped the ground as they bowled along helter-skelter upon the shoulders of the wind, and little birds in the hedges were rustling their feathers and tucking themselves in comfortably for the night, retaining their places if Oak kept moving, but flying away if he stopped to look at them. He passed by Yalbury Wood where the game-birds were rising to their roosts, and heard the crack-voiced cock-pheasants’ ‘cu-uck, cuck,’ and the wheezy whistle of the hens.


  By the time he had walked three or four miles every shape in the landscape had assumed a uniform hue of blackness. He descended Yalbury Hill and could just discern ahead of him a waggon, drawn up under a great over-hanging tree by the roadside.


  On coming close, he found there were no horses attached to it, the spot being apparently quite deserted. The waggon, from its position, seemed to have been left there for the night, for beyond about half a truss of hay which was heaped in the bottom, it was quite empty. Gabriel sat down on the shafts of the vehicle and considered his position. He calculated that he had walked a very fair proportion of the journey; and having been on foot since daybreak, he felt tempted to lie down upon the hay in the waggon instead of pushing on to the village of Weatherbury, and having to pay for a lodging.


  Eating his last slices of bread and ham, and drinking from the bottle of cider he had taken the precaution to bring with him, he got into the lonely waggon. Here he spread half of the hay as a bed, and, as well as he could in the darkness, pulled the other half over him by way of bed-clothes, covering himself entirely, and feeling, physically, as comfortable as ever he had been in his life. Inward melancholy it was impossible for a man like Oak, introspective far beyond his neighbours, to banish quite, whilst conning the present untoward page of his history. So, thinking of his misfortunes, amorous and pastoral, he fell asleep, shepherds enjoying, in common with sailors, the privilege of being able to summon the god instead of having to wait for him.


  On somewhat suddenly awaking, after a sleep of whose length he had no idea, Oak found that the waggon was in motion. He was being carried along the road at a rate rather considerable for a vehicle without springs, and under circumstances of physical uneasiness, his head being dandled up and down on the bed of the waggon like a kettledrum-stick. He then distinguished voices in conversation, coming from the forepart of the waggon. His concern at this dilemma (which would have been alarm, had he been a thriving man; but misfortune is a fine opiate to personal terror) led him to peer cautiously from the hay, and the first sight he beheld was the stars above him. Charles’s Wain was getting towards a right angle with the Pole star, and Gabriel concluded that it must be about nine o’clock—in other words, that he had slept two hours. This small astronomical calculation was made without any positive effort, and whilst he was stealthily turning to discover, if possible, into whose hands he had fallen.


  Two figures were dimly visible in front, sitting with their legs outside the waggon, one of whom was driving. Gabriel soon found that this was the waggoner, and it appeared they had come from Casterbridge fair, like himself.


  A conversation was in progress, which continued thus:—


  ‘Be as ’twill, she’s a fine handsome body as far’s looks be concerned. But that’s only the skin of the woman, and these dandy cattle be as proud as a lucifer in their insides.’


  ‘Ay—so ’a do seem, Billy Smallbury—so ’a do seem.’ This utterance was very shaky by nature, and more so by circumstance, the jolting of the waggon not being without its effect upon the speaker’s larynx. It came from the man who held the reins.


  ‘She’s a very vain feymell—so ’tis said here and there.’


  ‘Ah, now. If so be ’tis like that, I can’t look her in the face. Lord, no: not I—heh-heh-heh! Such a shy man as I be!’


  ‘Yes—she’s very vain. ’Tis said that every night at going to bed she looks in the glass to put on her nightcap properly.’


  ‘And not a married woman. Oh, the world!’


  ‘And ’a can play the peanner, so ’tis said. Can play so clever that ’a can make a psalm tune sound as well as the merriest loose song a man can wish for.’


  ‘D’ye tell o’t! A happy time for us, and I feel quite a new man! And how do she pay?’


  ‘That I don’t know, Master Poorgrass.’


  On hearing these and other similar remarks, a wild thought flashed into Gabriel’s mind that they might be speaking of Bathsheba. There were, however, no grounds for retaining such a supposition, for the waggon, though going in the direction of Weatherbury, might be going beyond it, and the woman alluded to seemed to be the mistress of some estate. They were now apparently close upon Weatherbury, and not to alarm the speakers unnecessarily Gabriel slipped out of the waggon unseen.


  He turned to an opening in the hedge, which he found to be a gate, and mounting thereon he sat meditating whether to seek a cheap lodging in the village, or to ensure a cheaper one by lying under some hay or corn stack. The crunching jangle of the waggon died upon his ear. He was about to walk on, when he noticed on his left hand an unusual light—appearing about half a mile distant. Oak watched it, and the glow increased. Something was on fire.


  Gabriel again mounted the gate, and, leaping down on the other side upon what he found to be ploughed soil, made across the field in the exact direction of the fire. The blaze, enlarging in a double ratio by his approach and its own increase, showed him as he drew nearer the outlines of ricks beside it, lighted up to great distinctness. A rick-yard was the source of the fire. His weary face now began to be painted over with a rich orange glow, and the whole front of his smock-frock and gaiters was covered with a dancing shadow pattern of thorn-twigs—the light reaching him through a leafless intervening hedge—and the metallic curve of his sheep-crook shone silver-bright in the same abounding rays. He came up to the boundary fence, and stood to regain breath. It seemed as if the spot was unoccupied by a living soul.


  The fire was issuing from a long straw-stack, which was so far gone as to preclude a possibility of saving it. A rick burns differently from a house. As the wind blows the fire inwards, the portion in flames completely disappears like melting sugar, and the outline is lost to the eye. However, a hay or a wheat rick, well put together, will resist combustion for a length of time if it begins on the outside.


  This before Gabriel’s eyes was a rick of straw, loosely put together, and the flames darted into it with lightning swiftness. It glowed on the windward side, rising and falling in intensity like the coal of a cigar. Then a superincumbent bundle rolled down with a whisking noise; flames elongated, and bent themselves about with a quiet roar, but no crackle. Banks of smoke went off horizontally at the back like passing clouds, and behind these burned hidden pyres, illuminating the semi-transparent sheet of smoke to a lustrous yellow uniformity. Individual straws in the foreground were consumed in a creeping movement of ruddy heat, as if they were knots of red worms, and above shone imaginary fiery faces, tongues hanging from lips, glaring eyes, and other impish forms, from which at intervals sparks flew in clusters like birds from a nest.


  Oak suddenly ceased from being a mere spectator by discovering the case to be more serious than he had at first imagined. A scroll of smoke blew aside and revealed to him a wheat-rick in startling juxtaposition with the decaying one, and behind this a series of others, composing the main corn produce of the farm; so that instead of the straw-stack standing, as he had imagined, comparatively isolated, there was a regular connection between it and the remaining stacks of the group.


  Gabriel leapt over the hedge, and saw that he was not alone. The first man he came to was running about in a great hurry, as if his thoughts were several yards in advance of his body, which they could never drag on fast enough.


  ‘O, man—fire, fire! A good master and a bad servant is fire, fire!—I mane a bad servant and a good master. O Mark Clark—come! And you, Billy Smallbury—and you, Maryann Money—and you, Jan Coggan, and Matthew there!’ Other figures now appeared behind this shouting man and among the smoke, and Gabriel found that, far from being alone, he was in a great company—whose shadows danced merrily up and down, timed by the jigging of the flames, and not at all by their owners’ movements. The assemblage—belonging to that class of society which casts its thoughts into the form of feeling, and its feelings into the form of commotion—set to work with a remarkable confusion of purpose.


  ‘Stop the draught under the wheat-rick!’ cried Gabriel to those nearest to him. The corn stood on stone staddles, and between these, tongues of yellow hue from the burning straw licked and darted playfully. If the fire once got under this stack, all would be lost.


  ‘Get a tarpaulin—quick!’ said Gabriel.


  A rick-cloth was brought, and they hung it like a curtain across the channel. The flames immediately ceased to go under the bottom of the corn-stack, and stood up vertical.


  ‘Stand here with a bucket of water and keep the cloth wet,’ said Gabriel again.


  The flames, now driven upwards, began to attack the angles of the huge roof covering the wheat-stack.


  ‘A ladder,’ cried Gabriel.


  ‘The ladder was against the straw-rick and is burnt to a cinder,’ said a spectre-like form in the smoke.


  Oak seized the cut ends of the sheaves, as if he were going to engage in the operation of ‘reed-drawing,’ and digging in his feet, and occasionally sticking in the stem of his sheep-crook, he clambered up the beetling face. He at once sat astride the very apex, and began with his crook to beat off the fiery fragments which had lodged thereon, shouting to the others to get him a bough and a ladder, and some water.


  Billy Smallbury—one of the men who had been on the waggon—by this time had found a ladder, which Mark Clark ascended, holding on beside Oak upon the thatch. The smoke at this corner was stifling, and Clark, a nimble fellow, having been handed a bucket of water, bathed Oak’s face and sprinkled him generally, whilst Gabriel, now with a long beech-bough in one hand, in addition to his crook in the other, kept sweeping the stack and dislodging all fiery particles.


  On the ground the groups of villagers were still occupied in doing all they could to keep down the conflagration, which was not much. They were all tinged orange, and backed up by shadows of varying pattern. Round the corner of the largest stack, out of the direct rays of the fire, stood a pony, bearing a young woman on its back. By her side was another woman, on foot. These two seemed to keep at a distance from the fire, that the horse might not become restive.


  ‘He’s a shepherd,’ said the woman on foot. ‘Yes—he is. See how his crook shines as he beats the rick with it. And his smock-frock is burnt in two holes, I declare! A fine young shepherd he is too, ma’am.’


  ‘Whose shepherd is he?’ said the equestrian in a clear voice.


  ‘Don’t know, ma’am.’


  ‘Don’t any of the others know?’


  ‘Nobody at all—I’ve asked ’em. Quite a stranger, they say.’


  The young woman on the pony rode out from the shade and looked anxiously around.


  ‘Do you think the barn is safe?’ she said.


  ‘D’ye think the barn is safe, Jan Coggan?’ said the second woman, passing on the question to the nearest man in that direction.


  ‘Safe now—leastwise I think so. If this rick had gone the barn would have followed. ’Tis that bold shepherd up there that have done the most good—he sitting on the top o’ rick, whizzing his great long arms about like a windmill.’


  ‘He does work hard,’ said the young woman on horseback, looking up at Gabriel through her thick woollen veil. ‘I wish he was shepherd here. Don’t any of you know his name?’


  ‘Never heard the man’s name in my life, or seed his form afore.’


  The fire began to get worsted, and Gabriel’s elevated position being no longer required of him, he made as if to descend.


  ‘Maryann,’ said the girl on horseback, ‘go to him as he comes down, and say that the farmer wishes to thank him for the great service he has done.’


  Maryann stalked off towards the rick and met Oak at the foot of the ladder. She delivered her message.


  ‘Where is your master the farmer?’ asked Gabriel, kindling with the idea of getting employment that seemed to strike him now.


  ‘’Tisn’t a master; ’tis a mistress, shepherd.’


  ‘A woman farmer?’


  ‘Ay, ’a b’lieve, and a rich one too!’ said a bystander. ‘Lately ’a came here from a distance. Took on her uncle’s farm, who died suddenly. Used to measure his money in half-pint cups. They say now that she’ve business in every bank in Casterbridge, and thinks no more of playing pitch-and-toss sovereign than you and I do pitch-halfpenny—not a bit in the world, shepherd.’


  ‘That’s she, back there upon the pony,’ said Maryann; ‘wi’ her face a-covered up in that black cloth with holes in it.’


  Oak, his features smudged, grimy, and undiscoverable from the smoke and heat, his smock-frock burnt into holes and dripping with water, the ash stem of his sheep-crook charred six inches shorter, advanced with the humility stern adversity had thrust upon him up to the slight female form in the saddle. He lifted his hat with respect, and not without gallantry: stepping close to her hanging feet he said in a hesitating voice,—


  ‘Do you happen to want a shepherd, ma’am?’


  She lifted the wool veil tied round her face, and looked all astonishment. Gabriel and his cold-hearted darling, Bathsheba Everdene, were face to face.


  Bathsheba did not speak, and he mechanically repeated in an abashed and sad voice,—


  ‘Do you want a shepherd, ma’am?’


  ♣


  Chapter VII


  Recognition—A Timid Girl


  Bathsheba withdrew into the shade. She scarcely knew whether most to be amused at the singularity of the meeting, or to be concerned at its awkwardness. There was room for a little pity, also for a very little exultation: the former at his position, the latter at her own. Embarrassed she was not, and she remembered Gabriel’s declaration of love to her at Norcombe only to think she had nearly forgotten it.


  ‘Yes,’ she murmured, putting on an air of dignity, and turning again to him with a little warmth of cheek; ‘I do want a shepherd. But——’


  ‘He’s the very man, ma’am,’ said one of the villagers, quietly.


  Conviction breeds conviction. ‘Ay, that ’a is,’ said a second, decisively.


  ‘The man, truly!’ said a third, with heartiness.


  ‘He’s all there!’ said number four, fervidly.


  ‘Then will you tell him to speak to the bailiff?’ said Bathsheba.


  All was practical again now. A summer eve and loneliness would have been necessary to give the meeting its proper fulness of romance.


  The bailiff was pointed out to Gabriel, who, checking the palpitation within his breast at discovering that this Ashtoreth of strange report was only a modification of Venus the well-known and admired, retired with him to talk over the necessary preliminaries of hiring.


  The fire before them wasted away. ‘Men,’ said Bathsheba, ‘you shall take a little refreshment after this extra work. Will you come to the house?’


  ‘We could knock in a bit and a drop a good deal freer, Miss, if so be ye’d send it to Warren’s Malthouse,’ replied the spokesman.


  Bathsheba then rode off into the darkness, and the men straggled on to the village in twos and threes—Oak and the bailiff being left by the rick alone.


  ‘And now,’ said the bailiff, finally, ‘all is settled, I think, about your coming, and I am going home-along. Good-night to ye, shepherd.’


  ‘Can you get me a lodging?’ inquired Gabriel.


  ‘That I can’t, indeed,’ he said, moving past Oak as a Christian edges past an offertory-plate when he does not mean to contribute. ‘If you follow on the road till you come to Warren’s Malthouse, where they are all gone to have their snap of victuals, I daresay some of ’em will tell you of a place. Good-night to ye, shepherd.’


  The bailiff who showed this nervous dread of loving his neighbour as himself, went up the hill, and Oak walked on to the village, still astonished at the rencounter with Bathsheba, glad of his nearness to her, and perplexed at the rapidity with which the unpractised girl of Norcombe had developed into the supervising and cool woman here. But some women only require an emergency to make them fit for one.


  Obliged to some extent to forego dreaming in order to find the way, he reached the churchyard, and passed round it under the wall where several ancient trees grew. There was a wide margin of grass along here, and Gabriel’s footsteps were deadened by its softness, even at this indurating period of the year. When abreast of a trunk which appeared to be the oldest of the old, he became aware that a figure was standing behind it. Gabriel did not pause in his walk, and in another moment he accidentally kicked a loose stone. The noise was enough to disturb the motionless stranger, who started and assumed a careless position.


  It was a slim girl, rather thinly clad.


  ‘Good-night to you,’ said Gabriel heartily.


  ‘Good-night,’ said the girl to Gabriel.


  The voice was unexpectedly attractive; it was the low and dulcet note suggestive of romance; common in descriptions, rare in experience.


  ‘I’ll thank you to tell me if I’m in the way for Warren’s Malthouse?’ Gabriel resumed, primarily to gain the information, indirectly to get more of the music.


  ‘Quite right. It’s at the bottom of the hill. And do you know ——’ The girl hesitated and then went on again. ‘Do you know how late they keep open the Buck’s Head Inn?’ She seemed to be won by Gabriel’s heartiness, as Gabriel had been won by her modulations.


  ‘I don’t know where the Buck’s Head is, or anything about it. Do you think of going there to-night?’


  ‘Yes——’ The woman again paused. There was no necessity for any continuance of speech, and the fact that she did add more seemed to proceed from an unconscious desire to show unconcern by making a remark, which is noticeable in the ingenuous when they are acting by stealth. ‘You are not a Weatherbury man?’ she said timorously.


  ‘I am not. I am the new shepherd—just arrived.’


  ‘Only a shepherd—and you seem almost a farmer by your ways.’


  ‘Only a shepherd,’ Gabriel repeated, in a dull cadence of finality. His thoughts were directed to the past, his eyes to the feet of the girl; and for the first time he saw lying there a bundle of some sort. She may have perceived the direction of his face, for she said coaxingly,—


  ‘You won’t say anything in the parish about having seen me here, will you—at least, not for a day or two?’


  ‘I won’t if you wish me not to,’ said Oak.


  ‘Thank you, indeed,’ the other replied. ‘I am rather poor, and I don’t want people to know anything about me.’ Then she was silent and shivered.


  ‘You ought to have a cloak on such a cold night,’ Gabriel observed. ‘I would advise ’ee to get indoors.’


  ‘O no! Would you mind going on and leaving me? I thank you much for what you have told me.’


  ‘I will go on,’ he said; adding hesitatingly,—‘Since you are not very well off, perhaps you would accept this trifle from me. It is only a shilling, but it is all I have to spare.’


  ‘Yes, I will take it,’ said the stranger gratefully.


  She extended her hand; Gabriel his. In feeling for each other’s palm in the gloom before the money could be passed, a minute incident occurred which told much. Gabriel’s fingers alighted on the young woman’s wrist. It was beating with a throb of tragic intensity. He had frequently felt the same quick, hard beat in the femoral artery of his lambs when overdriven. It suggested a consumption too great of a vitality which, to judge from her figure and stature, was already too little.


  ‘What is the matter?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘But there is?’


  ‘No, no, no! Let your having seen me be a secret!’


  ‘Very well; I will. Good-night, again.’


  ‘Good-night.’


  The young girl remained motionless by the tree, and Gabriel descended into the village of Weatherbury, or Lower Longpuddle as it was sometimes called. He fancied that he had felt himself in the penumbra of a very deep sadness when touching that slight and fragile creature. But wisdom lies in moderating mere impressions, and Gabriel endeavoured to think little of this.


  ♣


  Chapter VIII


  The Malthouse—The Chat—News


  Warren’s Malthouse was enclosed by an old wall inwrapped with ivy, and though not much of the exterior was visible at this hour, the character and purposes of the building were clearly enough shown by its outline upon the sky. From the walls an overhanging thatched roof sloped up to a point in the centre, upon which rose a small wooden lantern, fitted with louvre-boards on all the four sides, and from these openings a mist was dimly perceived to be escaping into the night air. There was no window in front; but a square hole in the door was glazed with a single pane, through which red, comfortable rays now stretched out upon the ivied wall in front. Voices were to be heard inside.


  Oak’s hand skimmed the surface of the door with fingers extended to an Elymas-the-Sorcerer pattern, till he found a leathern strap, which he pulled. This lifted a wooden latch, and the door swung open.


  The room inside was lighted only by the ruddy glow from the kiln mouth, which shone over the floor with the streaming horizontality of the setting sun, and threw upwards the shadows of all facial irregularities in those assembled around. The stone-flag floor was worn into a path from the doorway to the kiln, and into undulations everywhere. A curved settle of unplaned oak stretched along one side, and in a remote corner was a small bed and bedstead, the owner and frequent occupier of which was the maltster.


  This aged man was now sitting opposite the fire, his frosty white hair and beard overgrowing his gnarled figure like the grey moss and lichen upon a leafless apple-tree. He wore breeches and the laced-up shoes called ankle-jacks; he kept his eyes fixed upon the fire.


  Gabriel’s nose was greeted by an atmosphere laden with the sweet smell of new malt. The conversation (which seemed to have been concerning the origin of the fire) immediately ceased, and every one ocularly criticized him to the degree expressed by contracting the flesh of their foreheads and looking at him with narrowed eyelids, as if he had been a light too strong for their sight. Several exclaimed meditatively, after this operation had been completed:—


  ‘Oh, ’tis the new shepherd, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘We thought we heard a hand pawing about the door for the bobbin, but weren’t sure ’twere not a dead leaf blowed across,’ said another. ‘Come in, shepherd; sure ye be welcome, though we don’t know yer name.’


  ‘Gabriel Oak, that’s my name, neighbours.’


  The ancient maltster sitting in the midst turned at this—his turning being as the turning of a rusty crane.


  ‘That’s never Gable Oak’s grandson over at Norcombe—never!’ he said, as a formula expressive of surprise, which nobody was supposed to take literally.


  ‘My father and my grandfather were old men of the name of Gabriel,’ said the shepherd placidly.


  ‘Thought I knowed the man’s face as I seed him on the rick!—thought I did! And where be ye trading o’t to now, shepherd?’


  ‘I’m thinking of biding here,’ said Mr. Oak.


  ‘Knowed yer grandfather for years and years!’ continued the maltster, the words coming forth of their own accord as if the momentum previously imparted had been sufficient.


  ‘Ah—and did you!’


  ‘Knowed yer grandmother.’


  ‘And her too!’


  ‘Likewise knowed yer father when he was a child. Why, my boy Jacob there and your father were sworn brothers—that they were sure—weren’t ye, Jacob?’


  ‘Ay, sure,’ said his son, a young man about sixty-five, with a semi-bald head and one tooth in the left centre of his upper jaw, which made much of itself by standing prominent, like a milestone in a bank. ‘But ’twas Joe had most to do with him. However, my son William must have knowed the very man afore us—didn’t ye, Billy, afore ye left Norcombe?’


  ‘No, ’twas Andrew,’ said Jacob’s son Billy, a child of forty, or thereabouts, who manifested the peculiarity of possessing a cheerful soul in a gloomy body, and whose whiskers were assuming a chinchilla shade here and there.


  ‘I can mind Andrew,’ said Oak, ‘as being a man in the place when I was quite a child.’


  ‘Ay—the other day I and my youngest daughter, Liddy, were over at my grandson’s christening,’ continued Billy. ‘We were talking about this very family, and ’twas only last Purification Day in this very world, when the use-money is gied away to the second-best poor folk, you know, shepherd, and I can mind the day because they all had to traypse up to the vestry—yes, this very man’s family.’


  ‘Come, shepherd, and drink. ’Tis gape and swaller with us—a drap of sommit, but not of much account,’ said the maltster, removing from the fire his eyes, which were vermilion-red and bleared by gazing into it for so many years. ‘Take up the God-forgive-me, Jacob. See if ’tis warm, Jacob.’


  Jacob stooped to the God-forgive-me, which was a two-handled tall mug standing in the ashes, cracked and charred with heat: it was rather furred with extraneous matter about the outside, especially in the crevices of the handles, the innermost curves of which may not have seen daylight for several years by reason of this encrustation thereon—formed of ashes accidentally wetted with cider and baked hard; but to the mind of any sensible drinker the cup was no worse for that, being incontestably clean on the inside and about the rim. It may be observed that such a class of mug is called a God-forgive-me in Weatherbury and its vicinity for uncertain reasons; probably because its size makes any given toper feel ashamed of himself when he sees its bottom in drinking it empty.


  Jacob, on receiving the order to see if the liquor was warm enough, placidly dipped his forefinger into it by way of thermometer, and having pronounced it nearly of the proper degree, raised the cup and very civilly attempted to dust some of the ashes from the bottom with the skirt of his smock-frock, because Shepherd Oak was a stranger.


  ‘A clane cup for the shepherd,’ said the maltster commandingly.


  ‘No—not at all,’ said Gabriel, in a reproving tone of considerateness. ‘I never fuss about dirt in its pure state, and when I know what sort it is.’ Taking the mug he drank an inch or more from the depth of its contents, and duly passed it to the next man. ‘I wouldn’t think of giving such trouble to neighbours in washing up when there’s so much work to be done in the world already,’ continued Oak in a moister tone, after recovering from the stoppage of breath which is occasioned by pulls at large mugs.


  ‘A right sensible man,’ said Jacob.


  ‘True, true; it can’t be gainsaid!’ observed a brisk young man—Mark Clark by name, a genial and pleasant gentleman, whom to meet anywhere in your travels was to know, to know was to drink with, and to drink with was, unfortunately, to pay for.


  ‘And here’s a mouthful of bread and bacon that mis’ess have sent, shepherd. The cider will go down better with a bit of victuals. Don’t ye chaw quite close, shepherd, for I let the bacon fall in the road outside as I was bringing it along, and may be ’tis rather gritty. There, ’tis clane dirt; and we all know what that is, as you say, and you bain’t a particular man we see, shepherd.’


  ‘True, true—not at all,’ said the friendly Oak.


  ‘Don’t let your teeth quite meet, and you won’t feel the sandiness at all. Ah! ’tis wonderful what can be done by contrivance!’


  ‘My own mind exactly, neighbour.’


  ‘Ah, he’s his grandfer’s own grandson!—his grandfer were just such a nice unparticular man!’ said the maltster.


  ‘Drink, Henry Fray—drink,’ magnanimously said Jan Coggan, a person who held Saint-Simonian notions of share and share alike where liquor was concerned, as the vessel showed signs of approaching him in its gradual revolution among them.


  Having at this moment reached the end of a wistful gaze into mid-air, Henry did not refuse. He was a man of more than middle age, with eyebrows high up in his forehead, who laid it down that the law of the world was bad, with a long-suffering look through his listeners at the world alluded to, as it presented itself to his imagination. He always signed his name ‘Henery’—strenuously insisting upon that spelling, and if any passing schoolmaster ventured to remark that the second ‘e’ was superfluous and old-fashioned, he received the reply that ‘H-e-n-e-r-y’ was the name he was christened and the name he would stick to—in the tone of one to whom orthographical differences were matters which had a great deal to do with personal character.


  Mr. Jan Coggan, who had passed the cup to Henery, was a crimson man with a spacious countenance and private glimmer in his eye, whose name had appeared on the marriage register of Weatherbury and neighbouring parishes as best man and chief witness in countless unions of the previous twenty years; he also very frequently filled the post of head godfather in baptisms of the subtly-jovial kind.


  ‘Come, Mark Clark—come. Ther’s plenty more in the barrel,’ said Jan.


  ‘Ay—that I will; ’tis my only doctor,’ replied Mr. Clark, who, twenty years younger than Jan Coggan, revolved in the same orbit. He secreted mirth on all occasions for special discharge at popular parties.


  ‘Why, Joseph Poorgrass, ye han’t had a drop!’ said Mr. Coggan to a self-conscious man in the background, thrusting the cup towards him.


  ‘Such a modest man as he is!’ said Jacob Smallbury. ‘Why, ye’ve hardly had strength of eye enough to look in our young mis’ess’s face, so I hear, Joseph?’


  All looked at Joseph Poorgrass with pitying reproach.


  ‘No—I’ve hardly looked at her at all,’ simpered Joseph, reducing his body smaller whilst talking, apparently from a meek sense of undue prominence. ‘And when I seed her, ’twas nothing but blushes with me!’


  ‘Poor feller,’ said Mr. Clark.


  ‘’Tis a curious nature for a man,’ said Jan Coggan.


  ‘Yes,’ continued Joseph Poorgrass—his shyness, which was so painful as a defect, filling him with a mild complacency now that it was regarded as an interesting study. ‘’Twere blush, blush, blush with me every minute of the time, when she was speaking to me.’


  ‘I believe ye, Joseph Poorgrass, for we all know ye to be a very bashful man.’


  ‘’Tis a’ awkward gift for a man, poor soul,’ said the maltster. ‘And ye have suffered from it a long time, we know.’


  ‘Ay, ever since I was a boy. Yes—mother was concerned to her heart about it—yes. But ’twas all nought.’


  ‘Did ye ever go into the world to try and stop it, Joseph Poorgrass?’


  ‘Oh ay, tried all sorts o’ company. They took me to Greenhill Fair, and into a great gay jerry-go-nimble show, where there were women-folk riding round—standing upon horses, with hardly anything on but their smocks; but it didn’t cure me a morsel. And then I was put errand-man at the Women’s Skittle Alley at the back of the Tailor’s Arms in Casterbridge. ’Twas a horrible sinful situation, and a very curious place for a good man. I had to stand and look ba’dy people in the face from morning till night; but ’twas no use—I was just as bad as ever after all. Blushes hev been in the family for generations. There, ’tis a happy providence that I be no worse.’


  ‘True,’ said Jacob Smallbury, deepening his thoughts to a profounder view of the subject. ‘’Tis a thought to look at, that ye might have been worse; but even as you be, ’tis a very bad affliction for ’ee, Joseph. For ye see, shepherd, though ’tis very well for a woman, dang it all, ’tis awkward for a man like him, poor feller?’


  ‘’Tis—’tis,’ said Gabriel, recovering from a meditation. ‘Yes, very awkward for the man.’


  ‘Ay, and he’s very timid, too,’ observed Jan Coggan. ‘Once he had been working late at Yalbury Bottom, and had had a drap of drink, and lost his way as he was coming home-along through Yalbury Wood, didn’t ye, Master Poorgrass?’


  ‘No, no, no; not that story!’ expostulated the modest man, forcing a laugh to bury his concern.


  ‘——And so ’a lost himself quite,’ continued Mr. Coggan, with an impassive face, implying that a true narrative, like time and tide, must run its course and would respect no man. ‘And as he was coming along in the middle of the night, much afeared, and not able to find his way out of the trees nohow, ’a cried out, “Man-a-lost! man-a-lost!” A owl in a tree happened to be crying “Whoo-whoo-whoo!” as owls do, you know, shepherd’ (Gabriel nodded), ‘and Joseph, all in a tremble, said, “Joseph Poorgrass, of Weatherbury, sir!”’


  ‘No, no, now—that’s too much!’ said the timid man, becoming a man of brazen courage all of a sudden. ‘I didn’t say sir. I’ll take my oath I didn’t say “Joseph Poorgrass o’ Weatherbury, sir.” No, no; what’s right is right, and I never said sir to the bird, knowing very well that no man of a gentleman’s rank would be hollering there at that time o’ night. “Joseph Poorgrass of Weatherbury,”—that’s every word I said, and I shouldn’t ha’ said that if ’t hadn’t been for Keeper Day’s metheglin…. There, ’twas a merciful thing it ended where it did.’


  The question of which was right being tacitly waived by the company, Jan went on meditatively:—


  ‘And he’s the fearfullest man, bain’t ye, Joseph? Ay, another time ye were lost by Lambing-Down Gate, weren’t ye, Joseph?’


  ‘I was,’ replied Poorgrass, as if there were some conditions too serious even for modesty to remember itself under, this being one.


  ‘Yes; that were the middle of the night, too. The gate would not open, try how he would, and knowing there was the Devil’s hand in it, he kneeled down.’


  ‘Ay,’ said Joseph, acquiring confidence from the warmth of the fire, the cider, and a perception of the narrative capabilities of the experience alluded to. ‘My heart died within me, that time; but I kneeled down and said the Lord’s Prayer, and then the Belief right through, and then the Ten Commandments, in earnest prayer. But no, the gate wouldn’t open; and then I went on with Dearly Beloved Brethren, and, thinks I, this makes four, and ’tis all I know out of book, and if this don’t do it nothing will, and I’m a lost man. Well, when I got to Saying After Me, I rose from my knees and found the gate would open—yes, neighbours, the gate opened the same as ever.’


  A meditation on the obvious inference was indulged in by all, and during its continuance each directed his vision into the ashpit, which glowed like a desert in the tropics under a vertical sun, shaping their eyes long and liny, partly because of the light, partly from the depth of the subject discussed.


  Gabriel broke the silence. ‘What sort of a place is this to live at, and what sort of a mis’ess is she to work under?’ Gabriel’s bosom thrilled gently as he thus slipped under the notice of the assembly the innermost subject of his heart.


  ‘We d’ know little of her—nothing. She only showed herself a few days ago. Her uncle was took bad, and the doctor was called with his world-wide skill; but he couldn’t save the man. As I take it, she’s going to keep on the farm.’


  ‘That’s about the shape o’t, ’a b’lieve,’ said Jan Coggan. ‘Ay, ’tis a very good family. I’d as soon be under ’em as under one here and there. Her uncle was a very fair sort of man. Did ye know en, shepherd—a bachelor-man?’


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘I used to go to his house a-courting my first wife, Charlotte, who was his dairymaid. Well, a very good-hearted man were Farmer Everdene, and I being a respectable young fellow was allowed to call and see her and drink as much ale as I liked, but not to carry away any—outside my skin I mane, of course.’


  ‘Ay, ay, Jan Coggan; we know yer maning.’


  ‘And so you see ’twas beautiful ale, and I wished to value his kindness as much as I could, and not to be so ill-mannered as to drink only a thimbleful, which would have been insulting the man’s generosity——’


  ‘True, Master Coggan, ’twould so,’ corroborated Mark Clark.


  ‘——And so I used to eat a lot of salt fish afore going, and then by the time I got there I were as dry as a lime-basket—so thorough dry that that ale would slip down—ah, ’twould slip down sweet! Happy times! heavenly times! Such lovely drunks as I used to have at that house! You can mind, Jacob? You used to go wi’ me sometimes.’


  ‘I can—I can,’ said Jacob. ‘That one, too, that we had at Buck’s Head on a White Monday was a pretty tipple.’


  ‘’Twas. But for a wet of the better class, that brought you no nearer to the horned man than you were afore you begun, there was none like those in Farmer Everdene’s kitchen. Not a single damn allowed; no, not a bare poor one, even at the most cheerful moment when all were blindest, though the good old word of sin thrown in here and there at such times is a great relief to a merry soul.’


  ‘True,’ said the maltster. ‘Nater requires her swearing at the regular times, or she’s not herself; and unholy exclamations is a necessity of life.’


  ‘But Charlotte,’ continued Coggan—‘not a word of the sort would Charlotte allow, nor the smallest item of taking in vain…. Ay, poor Charlotte, I wonder if she had the good fortune to get into Heaven when ’a died! But ’a was never much in luck’s way, and perhaps ’a went downwards after all, poor soul.’


  ‘And did any of you know Miss Everdene’s father and mother?’ inquired the shepherd, who found some difficulty in keeping the conversation in the desired channel.


  ‘I knew them a little,’ said Jacob Smallbury; ‘but they were townsfolk, and didn’t live here. They’ve been dead for years. Father, what sort of people were mis’ess’ father and mother?’


  ‘Well,’ said the maltster, ‘he wasn’t much to look at; but she was a lovely woman. He was fond enough of her as his sweetheart.’


  ‘Used to kiss her scores and long-hundreds o’ times, so ’twas said,’ observed Coggan.


  ‘He was very proud of her, too, when they were married, as I’ve been told,’ said the maltster.


  ‘Ay,’ said Coggan. ‘He admired her so much that he used to light the candle three times a night to look at her.’


  ‘Boundless love; I shouldn’t have supposed it in the universe!’ murmured Joseph Poorgrass, who habitually spoke on a large scale in his moral reflections.


  ‘Well, to be sure,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Oh, ’tis true enough. I knowed the man and woman both well. Levi Everdene—that was the man’s name, sure. “Man,” saith I in my hurry, but he were of a higher circle of life than that—’a was a gentleman-tailor really, worth scores of pounds. And he became a very celebrated bankrupt two or three times.’


  ‘Oh, I thought he was quite a common man!’ said Joseph.


  ‘O no, no! That man failed for heaps of money; hundreds in gold and silver.’


  The maltster being rather short of breath, Mr. Coggan, after absently scrutinizing a coal which had fallen among the ashes, took up the narrative, with a private twirl of his eye:—


  ‘Well, now, you’d hardly believe it, but that man—our Miss Everdene’s father—was one of the ficklest husbands alive, after a while. Understand, ’a didn’t want to be fickle, but he couldn’t help it. The poor feller were faithful and true enough to her in his wish, but his heart would rove, do what he would. He spoke to me in real tribulation about it once. “Coggan,” he said, “I could never wish for a handsomer woman than I’ve got, but feeling she’s ticketed as my lawful wife, I can’t help my wicked heart wandering, do what I will.” But at last I believe he cured it by making her take off her wedding-ring and calling her by her maiden name as they sat together after the shop was shut, and so ’a would get to fancy she was only his sweetheart, and not married to him at all. And as soon as he could thoroughly fancy he was doing wrong and committing the seventh, ’a got to like her as well as ever, and they lived on a perfect picture of mutel love.’


  ‘Well, ’twas a most ungodly remedy,’ murmured Joseph Poorgrass; ‘but we ought to feel deep cheerfulness that a happy Providence kept it from being any worse. You see, he might have gone the bad road and given his eyes to unlawfulness entirely—yes, gross unlawfulness, so to say it.’


  ‘You see,’ said Billy Smallbury, ‘the man’s will was to do right, sure enough, but his heart didn’t chime in.’


  ‘He got so much better that he was quite godly in his later years, wasn’t he, Jan?’ said Joseph Poorgrass. ‘He got himself confirmed over again in a more serious way, and took to saying “Amen” almost as loud as the clerk, and he liked to copy comforting verses from the tombstones. He used, too, to hold the money-plate at Let Your Light so Shine, and stand godfather to poor little come-by-chance children; and he kept a missionary box upon his table to nab folks unawares when they called; yes, and he would box the charity-boys’ ears, if they laughed in church, till they could hardly stand upright, and do other deeds of piety natural to the saintly inclined.’


  ‘Ay, at that time he thought of nothing but high things,’ added Billy Smallbury. ‘One day Parson Thirdly met him and said, “Good-morning, Mister Everdene; ’tis a fine day!” “Amen,” said Everdene, quite absent-like, thinking only of religion when he seed a parson. Yes, he was a very Christian man.’


  ‘Their daughter was not at all a pretty chiel at that time,’ said Henery Fray. ‘Never should have thought she’d have growed up such a handsome body as she is.’


  ‘’Tis to be hoped her temper is as good as her face.’


  ‘Well, yes; but the baily will have most to do with the business and ourselves. Ah!’ Henery gazed into the ashpit, and smiled volumes of ironical knowledge.


  ‘A queer Christian, like the Devil’s head in a cowl, (2) as the saying is,’ volunteered Mark Clark.


  ‘He is,’ said Henery, implying that irony must cease at a certain point. ‘Between we two, man and man, I believe that man would as soon tell a lie Sundays as working-days—that I do so.’


  ‘Good faith, you do talk!’ said Gabriel.


  ‘True enough,’ said the man of bitter moods, looking round upon the company with the antithetic laughter that comes from a keener appreciation of the miseries of life than ordinary men are capable of. ‘Ah, there’s people of one sort, and people of another, but that man—bless your souls!’


  Gabriel thought fit to change the subject. ‘You must be a very aged man, malter, to have sons growed up so old and ancient,’ he remarked.


  ‘Father’s so old that ’a can’t mind his age, can ye, father?’ interposed Jacob. ‘And he’s growed terrible crooked, too, lately,’ Jacob continued, surveying his father’s figure, which was rather more bowed than his own. ‘Really, one may say that father there is three-double.’


  ‘Crooked folk will last a long while,’ said the maltster, grimly, and not in the best humour.


  ‘Shepherd would like to hear the pedigree of yer life, father—wouldn’t ye, shepherd?’


  ‘Ay, that I should,’ said Gabriel, with the heartiness of a man who had longed to hear it for several months. ‘What may your age be, malter?’


  The maltster cleared his throat in an exaggerated form for emphasis, and elongating his gaze to the remotest point of the ashpit, said, in the slow speech justifiable when the importance of a subject is so generally felt that any mannerism must be tolerated in getting at it, ‘Well, I don’t mind the year I were born in, but perhaps I can reckon up the places I’ve lived at, and so get it that way. I bode at Upper Longpuddle across there’ (nodding to the north) ‘till I were eleven. I bode seven at Kingsbere’ (nodding to the east) ‘where I took to malting. I went therefrom to Norcombe, and malted there two-and-twenty years, and two-and-twenty years I was there turnip-hoeing and harvesting. Ah, I knowed that old place, Norcombe, years afore you were thought of, Master Oak’ (Oak smiled sincere belief in the fact). ‘Then I malted at Durnover four year, and four year turnip-hoeing; and I was fourteen times eleven months at Millpond St. Jude’s’ (nodding north-west-by-north). ‘Old Twills wouldn’t hire me for more than eleven months at a time, to keep me from being chargeable to the parish if so be I was disabled. Then I was three year at Mellstock, and I’ve been here one-and-thirty year come Candlemas. How much is that?’


  ‘Hundred and seventeen,’ chuckled another old gentleman, given to mental arithmetic and little conversation, who had hitherto sat unobserved in a corner.


  ‘Well, then, that’s my age,’ said the maltster emphatically.


  ‘O no, father!’ said Jacob. ‘Your turnip-hoeing were in the summer and your malting in the winter of the same years, and ye don’t ought to count both halves, father.’


  ‘Chok’ it all! I lived through the summers, didn’t I? That’s my question. I suppose ye’ll say next I be no age at all to speak of?’


  ‘Sure we shan’t,’ said Gabriel soothingly.


  ‘Ye be a very old aged person, malter,’ attested Jan Coggan, also soothingly. ‘We all know that, and ye must have a wonderful talented constitution to be able to live so long, mustn’t he, neighbours?’


  ‘True, true; ye must, malter, wonderful;’ said the meeting unanimously.


  The maltster, being now pacified, was even generous enough to voluntarily disparage in a slight degree the virtue of having lived a great many years, by mentioning that the cup they were drinking out of was three years older than he.


  While the cup was being examined, the end of Gabriel Oak’s flute became visible over his smock-frock pocket, and Henery Fray exclaimed, ‘Surely, shepherd, I seed you blowing into a great flute by now at Casterbridge?’


  ‘You did,’ said Gabriel, blushing faintly. ‘I’ve been in great trouble, neighbours, and was driven to it. I used not to be so poor as I be now.’


  ‘Never mind, heart!’ said Mark Clark. ‘You should take it careless-like, shepherd, and your time will come. But we could thank ye for a tune, if ye bain’t too tired?’


  ‘Neither drum nor trumpet have I heard since Christmas,’ said Jan Coggan. ‘Come, raise a tune, Master Oak!’


  ‘That I will,’ said Gabriel, pulling out his flute and putting it together. ‘A poor tool, neighbours; but such as I can do ye shall have and welcome.’


  Oak then struck up ‘Jockey to the Fair,’ and played that sparkling melody three times through, accenting the notes in the third round in a most artistic and lively manner by bending his body in small jerks and tapping with his foot to beat time.


  ‘He can blow the flute very well—that ’a can,’ said a young married man, who having no individuality worth mentioning was known as ‘Susan Tall’s husband.’ He continued, ‘I’d as lief as not be able to blow into a flute as well as that.’


  ‘He’s a clever man, and ’tis a true comfort for us to have such a shepherd,’ murmured Joseph Poorgrass, in a soft cadence. ‘We ought to feel full o’ thanksgiving that he’s not a player of ba’dy songs instead of these merry tunes; for ’twould have been just as easy for God to have made the shepherd a loose low man—a man of iniquity, so to speak it—as what he is. Yes, for our wives’ and daughters’ sakes we should feel real thanksgiving.’


  ‘True, true,—real thanksgiving!’ dashed in Mark Clark conclusively, not feeling it to be of any consequence to his opinion that he had only heard about a word and three-quarters of what Joseph had said.


  ‘Yes,’ added Joseph, beginning to feel like a man in the Bible; ‘for evil do thrive so in these times that ye may be as much deceived in the clanest cleanest shaved and whitest shirted man as in the raggedest tramp upon the turnpike, if I may term it so.’


  ‘Ay, I can mind yer face now, shepherd,’ said Henery Fray, criticizing Gabriel with misty eyes as he entered upon his second tune. ‘Yes—now I see ’ee blowing into the flute I know ’ee to be the same man I see play at Casterbridge, for yer mouth were scrimped up and yer eyes a-staring out like a strangled man’s—just as they be now.’


  ‘’Tis a pity that playing the flute should make a man look such a scarecrow,’ observed Mr. Mark Clark, with additional criticism of Gabriel’s countenance, the latter person jerking out, with the ghastly grimace required by the instrument, the chorus of ‘Dame Durden’:—


  
    ’Twas Moll' and Bet', and Doll' and Kate',


    And Dor'-othy Drag'-gle Tail'.

  


  ‘I hope you don’t mind that young man’s bad manners in naming your features?’ whispered Joseph to Gabriel.


  ‘Not at all,’ said Mr. Oak.


  ‘For by nature ye be a very handsome man, shepherd,’ continued Joseph Poorgrass with winning suavity.


  ‘Ay, that ye be, shepherd,’ said the company.


  ‘Thank you very much,’ said Oak, in the modest tone good manners demanded, thinking, however, that he would never let Bathsheba see him playing the flute; in this resolve showing a discretion equal to that related of its sagacious inventress, the divine Minerva herself.


  ‘Ah, when I and my wife were married at Norcombe Church,’ said the old maltster, not pleased at finding himself left out of the subject, ‘we were called the handsomest couple in the neighbourhood—everybody said so.’


  ‘Danged if ye bain’t altered now, malter,’ said a voice with the vigour natural to the enunciation of a remarkably evident truism. It came from the old man in the background, whose offensiveness and spiteful ways were barely atoned for by the occasional chuckle he contributed to general laughs.


  ‘O no, no,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Don’t ye play no more, shepherd,’ said Susan Tall’s husband, the young married man who had spoken once before. ‘I must be moving, and when there’s tunes going on I seem as if hung in wires. If I thought after I’d left that music was still playing, and I not there, I should be quite melancholy-like.’


  ‘What’s yer hurry then, Laban?’ inquired Coggan. ‘You used to bide as late as the latest.’


  ‘Well, ye see, neighbours, I was lately married to a woman, and she’s my vocation now, and so ye see——’ The young man halted lamely.


  ‘New lords new laws, as the saying is, I suppose,’ remarked Coggan.


  ‘Ay, ’a b’lieve—ha, ha!’ said Susan Tall’s husband, in a tone intended to imply his habitual reception of jokes without minding them at all. The young man then wished them good-night and withdrew.


  Henery Fray was the first to follow. Then Gabriel arose and went off with Jan Coggan, who had offered him a lodging. A few minutes later, when the remaining ones were on their legs and about to depart, Fray came back again in a hurry. Flourishing his finger ominously he threw a gaze teeming with tidings just where his eye alighted by accident, which happened to be in Joseph Poorgrass’s face.


  ‘O—what’s the matter, what’s the matter, Henery?’ said Joseph, starting back.


  ‘What’s a-brewing, Henery?’ asked Jacob and Mark Clark.


  ‘Baily Pennyways—Baily Pennyways—I said so; yes, I said so!’


  ‘What, found out stealing anything?’


  ‘Stealing it is. The news is, that after Miss Everdene got home she went out again to see all was safe, as she usually do, and coming in found Baily Pennyways creeping down the granary steps with half a bushel of barley. She fleed at him like a cat—never such a tomboy as she is—of course I speak with closed doors?’


  ‘You do—you do, Henery.’


  ‘She fleed at him, and, to cut a long story short, he owned to having carried off five sack altogether, upon her promising not to persecute him. Well, he’s turned out neck and crop, and my question is, who’s going to be baily now?’


  The question was such a profound one that Henery was obliged to drink there and then from the large cup till the bottom was distinctly visible inside. Before he had replaced it on the table, in came the young man, Susan Tall’s husband, in a still greater hurry.


  ‘Have ye heard the news that’s all over parish?’


  ‘About Baily Pennyways?’


  ‘But besides that?’


  ‘No—not a morsel of it!’ they replied, looking into the very midst of Laban Tall as if to meet his words half-way down his throat.


  ‘What a night of horrors!’ murmured Joseph Poorgrass, waving his hands spasmodically. ‘I’ve had the news-bell ringing in my left ear quite bad enough for a murder, and I’ve seen a magpie all alone!’


  ‘Fanny Robin—Miss Everdene’s youngest servant—can’t be found. They’ve been wanting to lock up the door these two hours, but she isn’t come in. And they don’t know what to do about going to bed for fear of locking her out. They wouldn’t be so concerned if she hadn’t been noticed in such low spirits these last few days, and Maryann d’ think the beginning of a crowner’s inquest has happened to the poor girl.’


  ‘O—’tis burned—’tis burned!’ came from Joseph Poorgrass’s dry lips.


  ‘No—’tis drowned!’ said Tall.


  ‘Or ’tis her father’s razor!’ suggested Billy Smallbury with a vivid sense of detail.


  ‘Well—Miss Everdene wants to speak to one or two of us before we go to bed. What with this trouble about the baily, and now about the girl, mis’ess is almost wild.’


  They all hastened up the lane to the farmhouse, excepting the old maltster, whom neither news, fire, rain, nor thunder could draw from his hole. There, as the other’s footsteps died away, he sat down again, and continued gazing as usual into the furnace with his red, bleared eyes.


  From the bedroom window above their heads Bathsheba’s head and shoulders, robed in mystic white, were dimly seen extended into the air.


  ‘Are any of my men among you?’ she said anxiously.


  ‘Yes, ma’am, several,’ said Susan Tall’s husband.


  ‘To-morrow morning I wish two or three of you to make inquiries in the villages round if they have seen such a person as Fanny Robin. Do it quietly; there is no reason for alarm as yet. She must have left whilst we were all at the fire.’


  ‘I beg yer pardon, but had she any young man courting her in the parish, ma’am?’ asked Jacob Smallbury.


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘I’ve never heard of any such thing, ma’am,’ said two or three.


  ‘It is hardly likely, either,’ continued Bathsheba. ‘For any lover of hers might have come to the house if he had been a respectable lad. The most mysterious matter connected with her absence—indeed, the only thing which gives me serious alarm—is that she was seen to go out of the house by Maryann with only her indoor working gown on—not even a bonnet.’


  ‘And you mean, ma’am, excusing my words, that a young woman would hardly go to see her young man without dressing up,’ said Jacob, turning his mental vision upon past experiences. ‘That’s true—she would not, ma’am.’


  ‘She had, I think, a bundle, though I couldn’t see very well,’ said a female voice from another window, which seemed that of Maryann. ‘But she had no young man about here. Hers lives in Casterbridge, and I believe he’s a soldier.’


  ‘Do you know his name?’ Bathsheba said.


  ‘No, mistress; she was very close about it.’


  ‘Perhaps I might be able to find out if I went to Casterbridge barracks,’ said William Smallbury.


  ‘Very well; if she doesn’t return to-morrow, mind you go there and try to discover which man it is, and see him. I feel more responsible than I should if she had had any friends or relations alive. I do hope she has come to no harm through a man of that kind…. And then there’s this disgraceful affair of the bailiff—but I can’t speak of him now.’


  Bathsheba had so many reasons for uneasiness that it seemed she did not think it worth while to dwell upon any particular one. ‘Do as I told you, then,’ she said in conclusion, closing the casement.


  ‘Ay, ay, mistress; we will,’ they replied, and moved away.


  That night at Coggan’s Gabriel Oak, beneath the screen of closed eyelids, was busy with fancies, and full of movement, like a river flowing rapidly under its ice. Night had always been the time at which he saw Bathsheba most vividly, and through the slow hours of shadow he tenderly regarded her image now. It is rarely that the pleasures of the imagination will compensate for the pain of sleeplessness, but they possibly did with Oak to-night, for the delight of merely seeing her effaced for the time his perception of the great difference between seeing and possessing.


  He also thought of plans for fetching his few utensils and books from Norcombe. The Young Man’s Best Companion, The Farrier’s Sure Guide, The Veterinary Surgeon, Paradise Lost, The Pilgrim’s Progress, Robinson Crusoe, Ash’s Dictionary, and Walkingame’s Arithmetic, constituted his library; and though a limited series, it was one from which he had acquired more sound information by diligent perusal than many a man of opportunities has done from a furlong of laden shelves.


  ♣


  Chapter IX


  The Homestead—A Visitor—Half-Confidences


  By daylight, the bower of Oak’s new-found mistress, Bathsheba Everdene, presented itself as a hoary building, of the early stage of Classic Renaissance as regards its architecture, and of a proportion which told at a glance that, as is so frequently the case, it had once been the manorial hall upon a small estate around it, now altogether effaced as a distinct property, and merged in the vast tract of a non-resident landlord, which comprised several such modest demesnes.


  Fluted pilasters, worked from the solid stone, decorated its front, and above the roof the chimneys were panelled or columnar, some coped gables with finials and like features still retaining traces of their Gothic extraction. Soft brown mosses, like faded velveteen, formed cushions upon the stone tiling, and tufts of the houseleek or sengreen sprouted from the eaves of the low surrounding buildings. A gravel walk leading from the door to the road in front was encrusted at the sides with more moss—here it was a silver-green variety, the nut-brown of the gravel being visible to the width of only a foot or two in the centre. This circumstance, and the generally sleepy air of the whole prospect here, together with the animated and contrasting state of the reverse façade, suggested to the imagination that on the adaptation of the building for farming purposes the vital principle of the house had turned round inside its body to face the other way. Reversals of this kind, strange deformities, tremendous paralyses, are often seen to be inflicted by trade upon edifices—either individual or in the aggregate as streets and towns—which were originally planned for pleasure alone.


  Lively voices were heard this morning in the upper rooms, the main staircase to which was of hard oak, the balusters, heavy as bed-posts, being turned and moulded in the quaint fashion of their century, the handrail as stout as a parapet-top, and the stairs themselves continually twisting round like a person trying to look over his shoulder. Going up, the floors above were found to have a very irregular surface, rising to ridges, sinking into valleys; and being just then uncarpeted, the face of the boards was seen to be eaten into innumerable vermiculations. Every window replied by a clang to the opening and shutting of every door, a tremble followed every bustling movement, and a creak accompanied a walker about the house, like a spirit, wherever he went.


  In the room from which the conversation proceeded Bathsheba and her servant-companion, Liddy Smallbury, were to be discovered sitting upon the floor, and sorting a complication of papers, books, bottles, and rubbish spread out thereon—remnants from the household stores of the late occupier. Liddy, the maltster’s great-granddaughter, was about Bathsheba’s equal in age, and her face was a prominent advertisement of the light-hearted English country girl. The beauty her features might have lacked in form was amply made up for by perfection of hue, which at this winter-time was the softened ruddiness on a surface of high rotundity that we meet with in a Terburg or a Gerard Douw; and, like the presentations of those great colourists, it was a face which kept well back from the boundary between comeliness and the ideal. Though elastic in nature she was less daring than Bathsheba, and occasionally showed some earnestness, which consisted half of genuine feeling, and half of mannerliness superadded by way of duty.


  Through a partly-opened door the noise of a scrubbing-brush led up to the charwoman, Maryann Money, a person who for a face had a circular disc, furrowed less by age than by long gazes of perplexity at distant objects. To think of her was to get good-humoured; to speak of her was to raise the image of a dried Normandy pippin.


  ‘Stop your scrubbing a moment,’ said Bathsheba through the door to her. ‘I hear something.’


  Maryann suspended the brush.


  The tramp of a horse was apparent, approaching the front of the building. The paces slackened, turned in at the wicket, and, what was most unusual, came up the mossy path close to the door. The door was tapped with the end of a crop or stick.


  ‘What impertinence!’ said Liddy, in a low voice. ‘To ride up the footpath like that! Why didn’t he stop at the gate? Lord! ’tis a gentleman! I see the top of his hat.’


  ‘Be quiet!’ said Bathsheba.


  The further expression of Liddy’s concern was continued by aspect instead of narrative.


  ‘Why doesn’t Mrs. Coggan go to the door?’ Bathsheba continued.


  Rat-tat-tat-tat resounded more decisively from Bathsheba’s oak.


  ‘Maryann, you go!’ said she, fluttering under the onset of a crowd of romantic possibilities.


  ‘O ma’am—see, here’s a mess!’


  The argument was unanswerable after a glance at Maryann.


  ‘Liddy—you must,’ said Bathsheba.


  Liddy held up her hands and arms, coated with dust from the rubbish they were sorting, and looked imploringly at her mistress.


  ‘There—Mrs. Coggan is going!’ said Bathsheba, exhaling her relief in the form of a long breath which had lain in her bosom a minute or more.


  The door opened, and a deep voice said—


  ‘Is Miss Everdene at home?’


  ‘I’ll see, sir,’ said Mrs. Coggan, and in a minute appeared in the room.


  ‘Dear, what a thirtover place this world is!’ continued Mrs. Coggan (a wholesome-looking lady who had a voice for each class of remark according to the emotion involved; who could toss a pancake or twirl a mop with the accuracy of pure mathematics, and who at this moment showed hands shaggy with fragments of dough and arms encrusted with flour). ‘I am never up to my elbows, Miss, in making a pudding but one of two things do happen—either my nose must needs begin tickling, and I can’t live without scratching it, or somebody knocks at the door. Here’s Mr. Boldwood wanting to see you, Miss Everdene.’


  A woman’s dress being a part of her countenance, and any disorder in the one being of the same nature with a malformation or wound in the other, Bathsheba said at once—


  ‘I can’t see him in this state. Whatever shall I do?’


  Not-at-homes were hardly naturalized in Weatherbury farmhouses, so Liddy suggested—‘Say you’re a fright with dust, and can’t come down.’


  ‘Yes—that sounds very well,’ said Mrs. Coggan critically.


  ‘Say I can’t see him—that will do.’


  Mrs. Coggan went downstairs, and returned the answer as requested, adding, however, on her own responsibility, ‘Miss is dusting bottles, sir, and is quite a object—that’s why ’tis.’


  ‘Oh, very well,’ said the deep voice indifferently. ‘All I wanted to ask was, if anything had been heard of Fanny Robin?’


  ‘Nothing, sir—but we may know to-night. William Smallbury is gone to Casterbridge, where her young man lives, as is supposed, and the other men be inquiring about everywhere.’


  The horse’s tramp then recommenced and retreated, and the door closed.


  ‘Who is Mr. Boldwood?’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘A gentleman-farmer at Little Weatherbury.’


  ‘Married?’


  ‘No, miss.’


  ‘How old is he?’


  ‘Forty, I should say—very handsome—rather stern-looking—and rich.’


  ‘What a bother this dusting is! I am always in some unfortunate plight or other,’ Bathsheba said complainingly. ‘Why should he inquire about Fanny?’


  ‘Oh, because, as she had no friends in her childhood, he took her and put her to school, and got her her place here under your uncle. He’s a very kind man that way, but Lord—there!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Never was such a hopeless man for a woman! He’s been courted by sixes and sevens—all the girls, gentle and simple, for miles round, have tried him. Jane Perkins worked at him for two months like a slave, and the two Miss Taylors spent a year upon him, and he cost Farmer Ives’s daughter nights of tears and twenty pounds’ worth of new clothes; but Lord—the money might as well have been thrown out of the window.’


  A little boy came up at this moment and looked in upon them. This child was one of the Coggans, who, with the Smallburys, were as common among the families of this district as the Avons and Derwents among our rivers. He always had a loosened tooth or a cut finger to show to particular friends, which he did with an air of being thereby elevated above the common herd of afflictionless humanity—to which exhibition people were expected to say ‘Poor child!’ with a dash of congratulation as well as pity.


  ‘I’ve got a pen-nee!’ said Master Coggan in a scanning measure.


  ‘Well—who gave it you, Teddy?’ said Liddy.


  ‘Mis-terr Bold-wood! He gave it to me for opening the gate.’


  ‘What did he say?’


  ‘He said, “Where are you going, my little man?” and I said, ‘To “To Miss Everdene’s, please”; and he said, “She is a staid woman, isn’t she, my little man?” and I said, “Yes.”’


  ‘You naughty child! What did you say that for?’


  ‘’Cause he gave me the penny!’


  ‘What a pucker everything is in!’ said Bathsheba discontentedly, when the child had gone. ‘Get away, Maryann, or go on with your scrubbing, or do something! You ought to be married by this time, and not here troubling me!’


  ‘Ay, mistress—so I did. But what between the poor men I won’t have, and the rich men who won’t have me, I stand as a pelican in the wilderness!’


  ‘Did anybody ever want to marry you, miss?’ Liddy ventured to ask when they were again alone. ‘Lots of ’em, I daresay?’


  Bathsheba paused, as if about to refuse a reply, but the temptation to say yes, since it really was in her power, was irresistible by aspiring virginity, in spite of her spleen at having been published as old.


  ‘A man wanted to once,’ she said, in a highly experienced tone, and the image of Gabriel Oak, as the farmer, rose before her.


  ‘How nice it must seem!’ said Liddy, with the fixed features of mental realization. ‘And you wouldn’t have him?’


  ‘He wasn’t quite good enough for me.’


  ‘How sweet to be able to disdain, when most of us are glad to say, “Thank you!” I seem I hear it. “No, sir—I’m your better,” or “Kiss my foot, sir; my face is for mouths of consequence.” And did you love him, miss?’


  ‘Oh, no. But I rather liked him.’


  ‘Do you now?’


  ‘Of course not—what footsteps are those I hear?’


  Liddy looked from a back window into the courtyard behind, which was now getting low-toned and dim with the earliest films of night. A crooked file of men was approaching the back door. The whole string of trailing individuals advanced in the completest balance of intention, like the remarkable creatures known as Chain Salpæ, which, distinctly organized in other respects, have one will common to a whole family. Some were, as usual, in snow-white smock-frocks of Russia duck, and some in whitey-brown ones of drabbet—marked on the wrists, breasts, backs, and sleeves with honeycomb-work. Two or three women in pattens brought up the rear.


  ‘The Philistines be upon us,’ said Liddy, making her nose white against the glass.


  ‘Oh, very well. Maryann, go down and keep them in the kitchen till I am dressed, and then show them in to me in the hall.’


  ♣


  Chapter X


  Mistress and Men


  Half-an-hour later Bathsheba, in finished dress, and followed by Liddy, entered the upper end of the old hall to find that her men had all deposited themselves on a long form and a settle at the lower extremity. She sat down at a table and opened the time-book, pen in her hand, with a canvas money-bag beside her. From this she poured a small heap of coin. Liddy chose a position at her elbow and began to sew, sometimes pausing and looking round, or, with the air of a privileged person, taking up one of the half-sovereigns lying before her, and surveying it merely as a work of art, while strictly preventing her countenance from expressing any wish to possess it as money.


  ‘Now, before I begin, men,’ said Bathsheba, ‘I have two matters to speak of. The first is that the bailiff is dismissed for thieving, and that I have formed a resolution to have no bailiff at all, but to manage everything with my own head and hands.’


  The men breathed an audible breath of amazement.


  ‘The next matter is, have you heard anything of Fanny?’


  ‘Nothing, ma’am.’


  ‘Have you done anything?’


  ‘I met Farmer Boldwood,’ said Jacob Smallbury, ‘and I went with him and two of his men, and dragged Newmill Pond, but we found nothing.’


  ‘And the new shepherd have been to Buck’s Head, by Yalbury, thinking she had gone there, but nobody had seed her,’ said Laban Tall.


  ‘Hasn’t William Smallbury been to Casterbridge?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am, but he’s not yet come home. He promised to be back by six.’


  ‘It wants a quarter to six at present,’ said Bathsheba, looking at her watch. ‘I daresay he’ll be in directly. Well, now then’—she looked into the book—‘Joseph Poorgrass, are you there?’


  ‘Yes, sir—ma’am I mane,’ said the person addressed. ‘I be the personal name of Poorgrass.’


  ‘And what are you?’


  ‘Nothing in my own eye. In the eye of other people—well, I don’t say it; though public thought will out.’


  ‘What do you do on the farm?’


  ‘I do do carting things all the year, and in seed time I shoots the rooks and sparrows, and helps at pig-killing, sir.’


  ‘How much to you?’


  ‘Please nine and ninepence and a good halfpenny where ’twas a bad one, sir—ma’am I mane.’


  ‘Quite correct. Now here are ten shillings in addition as a small present, as I am a new comer.’


  Bathsheba blushed slightly at the sense of being generous in public, and Henery Fray, who had drawn up towards her chair, lifted his eyebrows and fingers to express amazement on a small scale.


  ‘How much do I owe you—that man in the corner—what’s your name?’ continued Bathsheba.


  ‘Matthew Moon, ma’am,’ said a singular framework of clothes with nothing of any consequence inside them, which advanced with the toes in no definite direction forwards, but turned in or out as they chanced to swing.


  ‘Matthew Mark, did you say?—speak out—I shall not hurt you,’ inquired the young farmer kindly.


  ‘Matthew Moon, mem,’ said Henery Fray, correctingly, from behind her chair, to which point he had edged himself.


  ‘Matthew Moon,’ murmured Bathsheba, turning her bright eyes to the book. ‘Ten and twopence halfpenny is the sum put down to you, I see?’


  ‘Yes, mis’ess,’ said Matthew, as the rustle of wind among dead leaves.


  ‘Here it is, and ten shillings. Now the next—Andrew Randle, you are a new man, I hear. How came you to leave your last farm?’


  ‘P-p-p-p-p-pl-pl-pl-pl-l-l-l-l-ease, ma’am, p-p-p-p-pl-pl-pl-pl-please, ma’am-please’m-please’m——’


  ‘’A’s a stammering man, mem,’ said Henery Fray in an undertone, ‘and they turned him away because the only time he ever did speak plain he said his soul was his own, and other iniquities, to the squire. ’A can cuss, mem, as well as you or I, but ’a can’t speak a common speech to save his life.’


  ‘Andrew Randle, here’s yours—finish thanking me in a day or two. Temperance Miller—oh, here’s another, Soberness—both women, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes’m. Here we be, ’a b’lieve,’ was echoed in shrill unison.


  ‘What have you been doing?’


  ‘Tending thrashing-machine, and wimbling hay-bonds, and saying “Hoosh!” to the cocks and hens when they go upon your seeds, and planting Early Flourballs and Thompson’s Wonderfuls with a dibble.’


  ‘Yes—I see. Are they satisfactory women?’ she inquired softly of Henery Fray.


  ‘O mem—don’t ask me! Yielding women—as scarlet a pair as ever was!’ groaned Henery under his breath.


  ‘Sit down.’


  ‘Who, mem?’


  ‘Sit down.’


  Joseph Poorgrass, in the background, twitched, and his lips became dry with fear of some terrible consequences, as he saw Bathsheba summarily speaking, and Henery slinking off to a corner.


  ‘Now the next. Laban Tall, you’ll stay on working for me?’


  ‘For you or anybody that pays me well, ma’am,’ replied the young married man.


  ‘True—the man must live!’ said a woman in the back quarter, who had just entered with clicking pattens.


  ‘What woman is that?’ Bathsheba asked.


  ‘I be his lawful wife!’ continued the voice with greater prominence of manner and tone. This lady called herself five-and-twenty, looked thirty, passed as thirty-five, and was forty. She was a woman who never, like some newly married, showed conjugal tenderness in public, perhaps because she had none to show.


  ‘Oh, you are,’ said Bathsheba. ‘Well, Laban, will you stay on?’


  ‘Yes, he’ll stay, ma’am!’ said again the shrill tongue of Laban’s lawful wife.


  ‘Well, he can speak for himself, I suppose.’


  ‘O Lord, not he, ma’am! A simple tool. Well enough, but a poor gawkhammer mortal,’ the wife replied.


  ‘Heh-heh-heh!’ laughed the married man, with a hideous effort of appreciation, for he was as irrepressibly good-humoured under ghastly snubs as a parliamentary candidate on the hustings.


  The names remaining were called in the same manner.


  ‘Now I think I have done with you,’ said Bathsheba, closing the book and shaking back a stray twine of hair. ‘Has William Smallbury returned?’


  ‘No, ma’am.’


  ‘The new shepherd will want a man under him,’ suggested Henery Fray, trying to make himself official again by a sideway approach towards her chair.


  ‘Oh—he will. Who can he have?’


  ‘Young Cain Ball is a very good lad,’ Henery said, ‘and Shepherd Oak don’t mind his youth?’ he added, turning with an apologetic smile to the shepherd, who had just appeared on the scene, and was now leaning against the doorpost with his arms folded.


  ‘No, I don’t mind that,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘How did Cain come by such a name?’ asked Bathsheba.


  ‘Oh you see, mem, his pore mother, not being a Scripture-read woman, made a mistake at his christening, thinking ’twas Abel killed Cain, and called en Cain, meaning Abel all the time. The parson put it right, but ’twas too late, for the name could never be got rid of in the parish. ’Tis very unfortunate for the boy.’


  ‘It is rather unfortunate.’


  ‘Yes. However, we soften it down as much as we can, and call him Cainy. Ah, pore widow-woman! she cried her heart out about it almost. She was brought up by a very heathen father and mother, who never sent her to church or school, and it shows how the sins of the parents are visited upon the children, mem.’


  Mr. Fray here drew up his features to the mild degree of melancholy required when the persons involved in the given misfortune do not belong to your own family.


  ‘Very well then, Cainy Ball to be under-shepherd. And you quite understand your duties?—you I mean, Gabriel Oak?’


  ‘Quite well, I thank you, Miss Everdene,’ said Shepherd Oak from the doorpost. ‘If I don’t, I’ll inquire.’ Gabriel was rather staggered by the remarkable coolness of her manner. Certainly nobody without previous information would have dreamt that Oak and the handsome woman before whom he stood had ever been other than strangers. But perhaps her air was the inevitable result of the social rise which had advanced her from a cottage to a large house and fields. The case is not unexampled in high places. When, in the writings of the later poets, Jove and his family are found to have moved from their cramped quarters on the peak of Olympus into the wide sky above it, their words show a proportionate increase of arrogance and reserve.


  Footsteps were heard in the passage, combining in their character the qualities both of weight and measure, rather at the expense of velocity.


  (All.) ‘Here’s Billy Smallbury come from Casterbridge.’


  ‘And what’s the news?’ said Bathsheba, as William, after marching to the middle of the hall, took a handkerchief from his hat and wiped his forehead from its centre to its remoter boundaries.


  ‘I should have been sooner, miss,’ he said, ‘if it hadn’t been for the weather.’ He then stamped with each foot severely, and on looking down his boots were perceived to be clogged with snow.


  ‘Come at last, is it?’ said Henery.


  ‘Well, what about Fanny?’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘Well, ma’am, in round numbers, she’s run away with the soldiers,’ said William.


  ‘No; not a steady girl like Fanny!’


  ‘I’ll tell ye all particulars. When I got to Casterbridge Barracks, they said, “The Eleventh Dragoon Guards be gone away, and new troops have come.” The Eleventh left last week for Melchester and onwards. The Route came from Government like a thief in the night, as is his nature to, and afore the Eleventh knew it almost, they were on the march. They passed near here.’


  Gabriel had listened with interest. ‘I saw them go,’ he said.


  ‘Yes,’ continued William, ‘they pranced down the street playing “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” so ’tis said, in glorious notes of triumph. Every looker-on’s inside shook with the blows of the great drum to his deepest vitals, and there was not a dry eye throughout the town among the public-house people and the nameless women!’


  ‘But they’re not gone to any war?’


  ‘No, ma’am; but they be gone to take the places of them who may, which is very close connected. And so I said to myself, Fanny’s young man was one of the regiment, and she’s gone after him. There, ma’am, that’s it in black and white.’


  ‘Did you find out his name?’


  ‘No; nobody knew it. I believe he was higher in rank than a private.’


  Gabriel remained musing and said nothing, for he was in doubt.


  ‘Well, we are not likely to know more to-night, at any rate,’ said Bathsheba. ‘But one of you had better run across to Farmer Boldwood’s and tell him that much.’


  She then rose; but before retiring, addressed a few words to them with a pretty dignity, to which her mourning dress added a soberness that was hardly to be found in the words themselves:


  ‘Now mind, you have a mistress instead of a master. I don’t yet know my powers or my talents in farming; but I shall do my best, and if you serve me well, so shall I serve you. Don’t any unfair ones among you (if there are any such, but I hope not) suppose that because I’m a woman I don’t understand the difference between bad goings-on and good.’


  (All.) ‘No’m!’


  (Liddy.) ‘Excellent well said.’


  ‘I shall be up before you are awake; I shall be afield before you are up; and I shall have breakfasted before you are afield. In short, I shall astonish you all.’


  (All.) ‘Yes’m!’


  ‘And so good-night.’


  (All.) ‘Good-night, ma’am.’


  Then this small thesmothete stepped from the table, and surged out of the hall, her black silk dress licking up a few straws and dragging them along with a scratching noise upon the floor. Liddy, elevating her feelings to the occasion from a sense of grandeur, floated off behind Bathsheba with a milder dignity not entirely free from travesty, and the door was closed.


  ♣


  Chapter XI


  Outside the Barracks—Snow—A Meeting


  For dreariness nothing could surpass a prospect in the outskirts of a certain town and military station, many miles north of Weatherbury, at a later hour on this same snowy evening—if that may be called a prospect of which the chief constituent was darkness.


  It was a night when sorrow may come to the brightest without causing any great sense of incongruity: when, with impressible persons, love becomes solicitousness, hope sinks to misgiving, and faith to hope: when the exercise of memory does not stir feelings of regret at opportunities for ambition that have been passed by, and anticipation does not prompt to enterprise.


  The scene was a public path, bordered on the left hand by a river, behind which rose a high wall. On the right was a tract of land, partly meadow and partly moor, reaching, at its remote verge, to a wide undulating upland.


  The changes of the seasons are less obtrusive on spots of this kind than amid woodland scenery. Still, to a close observer, they are just as perceptible; the difference is that their media of manifestation are less trite and familiar than such well-known ones as the bursting of the buds or the fall of the leaf. Many are not so stealthy and gradual as we may be apt to imagine in considering the general torpidity of a moor or waste. Winter, in coming to the country hereabout, advanced in well-marked stages, wherein might have been successively observed the retreat of the snakes, the transformation of the ferns, the filling of the pools, a rising of fogs, the embrowning by frost, the collapse of the fungi, and an obliteration by snow.


  This climax of the series had been reached to-night on the aforesaid moor, and for the first time in the season its irregularities were forms without features; suggestive of anything, proclaiming nothing, and without more character than that of being the limit of something else—the lowest layer of a firmament of snow. From this chaotic skyful of crowding flakes the mead and moor momentarily received additional clothing, only to appear momentarily more naked thereby. The vast arch of cloud above was strangely low, and formed as it were the roof of a large dark cavern, gradually sinking in upon its floor; for the instinctive thought was that the snow lining the heavens and that encrusting the earth would soon unite into one mass without any intervening stratum of air at all.


  We turn our attention to the left-hand characteristics; which were flatness in respect of the river, verticality in respect of the wall behind it, and darkness as to both. These features made up the mass. If anything could be darker than the sky, it was the wall, and if anything could be gloomier than the wall it was the river beneath. The indistinct summit of the façade was notched and pronged by chimneys here and there, and upon its face were faintly signified the oblong shapes of windows, though only in the upper part. Below, down to the water’s edge, the flat was unbroken by hole or projection.


  An indescribable succession of dull blows, perplexing in their regularity, sent their sound with difficulty through the fluffy atmosphere. It was a neighbouring clock striking ten. The bell was in the open air, and being overlaid with several inches of muffling snow, had lost its voice for the time.


  About this hour the snow abated: ten flakes fell where twenty had fallen, then one had the room of ten. Not long after a form moved by the brink of the river.


  By its outline upon the colourless background a close observer might have seen that it was small. This was all that was positively discoverable, though it seemed human.


  The shape went slowly along, but without much exertion, for the snow, though sudden, was not as yet more than two inches deep. At this time some words were spoken aloud:—


  ‘One. Two. Three. Four. Five.’


  Between each utterance the little shape advanced about half-a-dozen yards. It was evident now that the windows high in the wall were being counted. The word ‘Five’ represented the fifth window from the end of the wall.


  Here the spot stopped, and dwindled smaller. The figure was stooping. Then a morsel of snow flew across the river towards the fifth window. It smacked against the wall at a point several yards from its mark. The throw was the idea of a man conjoined with the execution of a woman. No man who had ever seen bird, rabbit, or squirrel in his childhood, could possibly have thrown with such utter imbecility as was shown here.


  Another attempt, and another; till by degrees the wall must have become pimpled with the adhering lumps of snow. At last one fragment struck the fifth window.


  The river would have been seen by day to be of that deep smooth sort which races middle and sides with the same gliding precision, any irregularities of speed being immediately corrected by a small whirlpool. Nothing was heard in reply to the signal but the gurgle and cluck of one of these invisible wheels—together with a few small sounds which a sad man would have called moans, and a happy man laughter—caused by the flapping of the waters against trifling objects in other parts of the stream.


  The window was struck again in the same manner.


  Then a noise was heard, apparently produced by the opening of the window. This was followed by a voice from the same quarter:


  ‘Who’s there?’


  The tones were masculine, and not those of surprise. The high wall being that of a barrack, and marriage being looked upon with disfavour in the army, assignations and communications had probably been made across the river before to-night.


  ‘Is it Sergeant Troy?’ said the blurred spot in the snow, tremulously.


  This person was so much like a mere shade upon the earth, and the other speaker so much a part of the building, that one would have said the wall was holding a conversation with the snow.


  ‘Yes,’ came suspiciously from the shadow. ‘What girl are you?’


  ‘O, Frank—don’t you know me?’ said the spot. ‘Your wife, Fanny Robin.’


  ‘Fanny!’ said the wall, in utter astonishment.


  ‘Yes,’ said the girl, with a half-suppressed gasp of emotion.


  There was something in the woman’s tone which is not that of the wife, and there was a manner in the man which is rarely a husband’s. The dialogue went on:


  ‘How did you come here?’


  ‘I asked which was your window. Forgive me!’


  ‘I did not expect you to-night. Indeed, I did not think you would come at all. It was a wonder you found me here. I am orderly to-morrow.’


  ‘You said I was to come.’


  ‘Well—I said that you might.’


  ‘Yes, I mean that I might. You are glad to see me, Frank?’


  ‘O yes—of course.’


  ‘Can you—come to me?’


  ‘My dear Fan, no! The bugle has sounded, the barrack gates are closed, and I have no leave. We are all of us as good as in the county gaol till to-morrow morning.’


  ‘Then I shan’t see you till then!’ The words were in a faltering tone of disappointment.


  ‘How did you get here from Weatherbury?’


  ‘I walked—some part of the way—the rest by the carriers.’


  ‘I am surprised.’


  ‘Yes—so am I. And Frank, when will it be?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘That you promised.’


  ‘I don’t quite recollect.’


  ‘O you do! Don’t speak like that. It weighs me to the earth. It makes me say what ought to be said first by you.’


  ‘Never mind—say it.’


  ‘O, must I?—it is, when shall we be married, Frank?’


  ‘Oh, I see. Well—you have to get proper clothes.’


  ‘I have money. Will it be by banns or license?’


  ‘Banns, I should think.’


  ‘And we live in two parishes.’


  ‘Do we? What then?’


  ‘My lodgings are in St. Mary’s, and this is not. So they will have to be published in both.’


  ‘Is that the law?’


  ‘Yes. O Frank—you think me forward, I am afraid! Don’t, dear Frank—will you—for I love you so. And you said lots of times you would marry me, and—and—I—I—I——’


  ‘Don’t cry, now! It is foolish. If I said so, of course I will.’


  ‘And shall I put up the banns in my parish, and will you in yours?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘To-morrow?’


  ‘Not to-morrow. We’ll settle in a few days.’


  ‘You have the permission of the officers?’


  ‘No—not yet.’


  ‘O—how is it? You said you almost had before you left Casterbridge.’


  ‘The fact is, I forgot to ask. Your coming like this is so sudden and unexpected.’


  ‘Yes—yes—it is. It was wrong of me to worry you. I’ll go away now. Will you come and see me to-morrow, at Mrs. Twills’s, in North Street? I don’t like to come to the Barracks. There are bad women about, and they think me one.’


  ‘Quite so. I’ll come to you, my dear. Good-night.’


  ‘Good-night, Frank—good-night!’


  And the noise was again heard of a window closing. The little spot moved away. When she passed the corner a subdued exclamation was heard inside the wall.


  ‘Ho—ho—Sergeant—ho—ho!’ An expostulation followed, but it was indistinct; and it became lost amid a low peal of laughter, which was hardly distinguishable from the gurgle of the tiny whirlpools outside.


  ♣


  Chapter XII


  Farmers—A Rule—An Exception


  The first public evidence of Bathsheba’s decision to be a farmer in her own person and by proxy no more was her appearance the following market-day in the cornmarket at Casterbridge.


  The low though extensive hall, supported by beams and pillars, and latterly dignified by the name of Corn Exchange, was thronged with hot men who talked among each other in twos and threes, the speaker of the minute looking sideways into his auditor’s face and concentrating his argument by a contraction of one eyelid during delivery. The greater number carried in their hands ground-ash saplings, using them partly as walking-sticks and partly for poking up pigs, sheep, neighbours with their backs turned, and restful things in general, which seemed to require such treatment in the course of their peregrinations. During conversations each subjected his sapling to great varieties of usage—bending it round his back, forming an arch of it between his two hands, overweighting it on the ground till it reached nearly a semicircle; or perhaps it was hastily tucked under the arm whilst the sample-bag was pulled forth and a handful of corn poured into the palm, which, after criticism, was flung upon the floor, an issue of events perfectly well known to half-a-dozen acute town-bred fowls which had as usual crept into the building unobserved, and waited the fulfilment of their anticipations with a high-stretched neck and oblique eye.


  Among these heavy yeomen a feminine figure glided, the single one of her sex that the room contained. She was prettily and even daintily dressed. She moved between them as a chaise between carts, was heard after them as a romance after sermons, was felt among them like a breeze among furnaces. It had required a little determination—far more than she had at first imagined—to take up a position here, for at her first entry the lumbering dialogues had ceased, nearly every face had been turned towards her, and those that were already turned rigidly fixed there.


  Two or three only of the farmers were personally known to Bathsheba, and to these she had made her way. But if she was to be the practical woman she had intended to show herself, business must be carried on, introductions or none, and she ultimately acquired confidence enough to speak and reply boldly to men merely known to her by hearsay. Bathsheba too had her sample-bags, and by degrees adopted the professional pour into the hand—holding up the grains in her narrow palm for inspection, in perfect Casterbridge manner.


  Something in the exact arch of her upper unbroken row of teeth, and in the keenly pointed corners of her red mouth when, with parted lips, she somewhat defiantly turned up her face to argue a point with a tall man, suggested that there was potentiality enough in that lithe slip of humanity for alarming exploits of sex, and daring enough to carry them out. But her eyes had a softness—invariably a softness—which, had they not been dark, would have seemed mistiness; as they were, it lowered an expression that might have been piercing to simple clearness.


  Strange to say of a woman in full bloom and vigour, she always allowed her interlocutors to finish their statements before rejoining with hers. In arguing on prices she held to her own firmly, as was natural in a dealer, and reduced theirs persistently, as was inevitable in a woman. But there was an elasticity in her firmness which removed it from obstinacy, as there was a naïveté in her cheapening which saved it from meanness.


  Those of the farmers with whom she had no dealings (by far the greater part) were continually asking each other, ‘Who is she?’ The reply would be—


  ‘Farmer Everdene’s niece; took on Weatherbury Upper Farm; turned away the baily, and swears she’ll do everything herself.’


  The other man would then shake his head.


  ‘Yes, ’tis a pity she’s so headstrong,’ the first would say. ‘But we ought to be proud of her here—she lightens up the old place. ’Tis such a shapely maid, however, that she’ll soon get picked up.’


  It would be ungallant to suggest that the novelty of her engagement in such an occupation had almost as much to do with the magnetism as had the beauty of her face and movements. However, the interest was general, and this Saturday’s débût in the forum, whatever it may have been to Bathsheba as the buying and selling farmer, was unquestionably a triumph to her as the maiden. Indeed, the sensation was so pronounced that her instinct on two or three occasions was to merely walk as a queen among these gods of the fallow, like a little sister of a little Jove, and to neglect closing prices altogether.


  The numerous evidences of her power to attract were only thrown into greater relief by a marked exception. Women seem to have eyes in their ribbons for such matters as these. Bathsheba, without looking within a right angle of him, was conscious of a black sheep among the flock.


  It perplexed her first. If there had been a respectable minority on either side, the case would have been most natural. If nobody had regarded her, she would have taken the matter indifferently—such cases had occurred. If everybody, this man included, she would have taken it as a matter of course—people had done so before. But the smallness of the exception made the mystery.


  She soon knew thus much of the recusant’s appearance. He was a gentlemanly man, with full and distinctly outlined Roman features, the prominences of which glowed in the sun with a bronze-like richness of tone. He was erect in attitude, and quiet in demeanour. One characteristic pre-eminently marked him—dignity.


  Apparently he had some time ago reached that entrance to middle age at which a man’s aspect naturally ceases to alter for the term of a dozen years or so; and, artificially, a woman’s does likewise. Thirty-five and fifty were his limits of variation—he might have been either, or anywhere between the two.


  It may be said that married men of forty are usually ready and generous enough to fling passing glances at any specimen of moderate beauty they may discern by the way. Probably, as with persons playing whist for love, the consciousness of a certain immunity under any circumstances from that worst possible ultimate, the having to pay, makes them unduly speculative. Bathsheba was convinced that this unmoved person was not a married man.


  When marketing was over, she rushed off to Liddy, who was waiting for her beside the yellow gig in which they had driven to town. The horse was put in, and on they trotted—Bathsheba’s sugar, tea, and drapery parcels being packed behind, and expressing in some indescribable manner, by their colour, shape, and general lineaments, that they were that young lady-farmer’s property, and the grocer’s and draper’s no more.


  ‘I’ve been through it, Liddy, and it is over. I shan’t mind it again, for they will all have grown accustomed to seeing me there; but this morning it was as bad as being married—eyes everywhere!’


  ‘I knowed it would be,’ Liddy said. ‘Men be such a terrible class of society to look at a body.’


  ‘But there was one man who had more sense than to waste his time upon me.’ The information was put in this form that Liddy might not for a moment suppose her mistress was at all piqued. ‘A very good-looking man,’ she continued, ‘upright; about forty, I should think. Do you know at all who he could be?’


  Liddy couldn’t think.


  ‘Can’t you guess at all?’ said Bathsheba with some disappointment.


  ‘I haven’t a notion; besides, ’tis no difference, since he took less notice of you than any of the rest. Now, if he’d taken more, it would have mattered a great deal.’


  Bathsheba was suffering from the reverse feeling just then, and they bowled along in silence. A low carriage, bowling along still more rapidly behind a horse of unimpeachable breed, overtook and passed them.


  ‘Why, there he is!’ she said.


  Liddy looked. ‘That! That’s Farmer Boldwood—of course ’tis—the man you couldn’t see the other day when he called.’


  ‘Oh, Farmer Boldwood,’ murmured Bathsheba, and looked at him as he outstripped them. The farmer had never turned his head once, but with eyes fixed on the most advanced point along the road, passed as unconsciously and abstractedly as if Bathsheba and her charms were thin air.


  ‘He’s an interesting man—don’t you think so?’ she remarked.


  ‘O yes, very. Everybody owns it,’ replied Liddy.


  ‘I wonder why he is so wrapt up and indifferent, and seemingly so far away from all he sees around him.’


  ‘It is said—but not known for certain—that he met with some bitter disappointment when he was a young man and merry. A woman jilted him, they say.’


  ‘People always say that—and we know very well women scarcely ever jilt men; ’tis the men who jilt us. I expect it is simply his nature to be so reserved.’


  ‘Simply his nature—I expect so, miss—nothing else in the world.’


  ‘Still, ’tis more romantic to think he has been served cruelly, poor thing! Perhaps, after all, he has.’


  ‘Depend upon it he has. O yes, miss, he has! I feel he must have.’


  ‘However, we are very apt to think extremes of people. I shouldn’t wonder after all if it wasn’t a little of both—just between the two—rather cruelly used and rather reserved.’


  ‘O dear no, miss—I can’t think it between the two!’


  ‘That’s most likely.’


  ‘Well, yes, so it is. I am convinced it is most likely. You may take my word, miss, that that’s what’s the matter with him.’


  ♣


  Chapter XIII


  Sortes Sanctorum—The Valentine


  It was Sunday afternoon in the farmhouse, on the thirteenth of February. Dinner being over Bathsheba, for want of a better companion, had asked Liddy to come and sit with her. The mouldy pile was dreary in winter-time before the candles were lighted and the shutters closed; the atmosphere of the place seemed as old as the walls; every nook behind the furniture had a temperature of its own, for the fire was not kindled in this part of the house early in the day; and Bathsheba’s new piano, which was an old one in other annals, looked particularly sloping and out of level on the warped floor before night threw a shade over its less prominent angles and hid the unpleasantness. Liddy, like a little brook, though shallow, was always rippling; her presence had not so much weight as to task thought, and yet enough to exercise it.


  On the table lay an old quarto Bible, bound in leather. Liddy looking at it said,—


  ‘Did you ever find out, miss, who you are going to marry by means of the Bible and key?’


  ‘Don’t be so foolish, Liddy. As if such things could be.’


  ‘Well, there’s a good deal in it, all the same.’


  ‘Nonsense, child.’


  ‘And it makes your heart beat fearful. Some believe in it; some don’t; I do.’


  ‘Very well, let’s try it,’ said Bathsheba, bounding from her seat with that total disregard of consistency which can be indulged in towards a dependent, and entering into the spirit of divination at once. ‘Go and get the front door key.’


  Liddy fetched it. ‘I wish it wasn’t Sunday,’ she said, on returning. ‘Perhaps ’tis wrong.’


  ‘What’s right week days is right Sundays,’ replied her mistress in a tone which was a proof in itself.


  The book was opened—the leaves, drab with age, being quite worn away at much-read verses by the forefingers of unpractised readers in former days, where they were moved along under the line as an aid to the vision. The special verse in the Book of Ruth was sought out by Bathsheba, and the sublime words met her eye. They slightly thrilled and abashed her. It was Wisdom in the abstract facing Folly in the concrete. Folly in the concrete blushed, persisted in her intention, and placed the key on the book. A rusty patch immediately upon the verse, caused by previous pressure of an iron substance thereon, told that this was not the first time the old volume had been used for the purpose.


  ‘Now keep steady, and be silent,’ said Bathsheba.


  The verse was repeated; the book turned round; Bathsheba blushed guiltily.


  ‘Who did you try?’ said Liddy curiously.


  ‘I shall not tell you.’


  ‘Did you notice Mr. Boldwood’s doings in church this morning, miss?’ Liddy continued, adumbrating by the remark the track her thoughts had taken.


  ‘No, indeed,’ said Bathsheba, with serene indifference.


  ‘His pew is exactly opposite yours, miss.’


  ‘I know it.’


  ‘And you did not see his goings on!’


  ‘Certainly I did not, I tell you.’


  Liddy assumed a smaller physiognomy, and shut her lips decisively.


  This move was unexpected, and proportionately disconcerting. ‘What did he do?’ Bathsheba said perforce.


  ‘Didn’t turn his head to look at you once all the service.’


  ‘Why should he?’ again demanded her mistress, wearing a nettled look. ‘I didn’t ask him to.’


  ‘Oh, no. But everybody else was noticing you; and it was odd he didn’t. There, ’tis like him. Rich and gentlemanly, what does he care?’


  Bathsheba dropped into a silence intended to express that she had opinions on the matter too abstruse for Liddy’s comprehension, rather than that she had nothing to say.


  ‘Dear me—I had nearly forgotten the valentine I bought yesterday,’ she exclaimed at length.


  ‘Valentine! who for, miss?’ said Liddy. ‘Farmer Boldwood?’


  It was the single name among all possible wrong ones that just at this moment seemed to Bathsheba more pertinent than the right.


  ‘Well, no. It is only for little Teddy Coggan. I have promised him something, and this will be a pretty surprise for him. Liddy, you may as well bring me my desk and I’ll direct it at once.’


  Bathsheba took from her desk a gorgeously illuminated and embossed design in post-octavo, which had been bought on the previous market-day at the chief stationer’s in Casterbridge. In the centre was a small oval enclosure; this was left blank, that the sender might insert tender words more appropriate to the special occasion than any generalities by a printer could possibly be.


  ‘Here’s a place for writing,’ said Bathsheba. ‘What shall I put?’


  ‘Something of this sort, I should think,’ returned Liddy promptly:—


  
    ‘The rose is red,


    The violet blue,


    Carnation’s sweet,


    And so are you.’

  


  ‘Yes, that shall be it. It just suits itself to a chubby-faced child like him,’ said Bathsheba. She inserted the words in a small though legible handwriting; enclosed the sheet in an envelope, and dipped her pen for the direction.


  ‘What fun it would be to send it to the stupid old Boldwood, and how he would wonder!’ said the irrepressible Liddy, lifting her eyebrows, and indulging in an awful mirth on the verge of fear as she thought of the moral and social magnitude of the man contemplated.


  Bathsheba paused to regard the idea at full length. Boldwood’s had begun to be a troublesome image—a species of Daniel in her kingdom who persisted in kneeling eastward when reason and common sense said that he might just as well follow suit with the rest, and afford her the official glance of admiration which cost nothing at all. She was far from being seriously concerned about his nonconformity. Still, it was faintly depressing that the most dignified and valuable man in the parish should withhold his eyes, and that a girl like Liddy should talk about it. So Liddy’s idea was at first rather harassing than piquant.


  ‘No, I won’t do that. He wouldn’t see any humour in it.’


  ‘He’d worry to death,’ said the persistent Liddy.


  ‘Really, I don’t care particularly to send it to Teddy,’ remarked her mistress. ‘He’s rather a naughty child sometimes.’


  ‘Yes—that he is.’


  ‘Let’s toss, as men do,’ said Bathsheba idly. ‘Now then, head, Boldwood; tail, Teddy. No, we won’t toss money on a Sunday, that would be tempting the devil indeed.’


  ‘Toss this hymn-book; there can’t be no sinfulness in that, miss.’


  ‘Very well. Open, Boldwood—shut, Teddy. No; it’s more likely to fall open. Open, Teddy—shut, Boldwood.’


  The book went fluttering in the air and came down shut.


  Bathsheba, a small yawn upon her mouth, took the pen, and with off-hand serenity directed the missive to Boldwood.


  ‘Now light a candle, Liddy. Which seal shall we use? Here’s a unicorn’s head—there’s nothing in that. What’s this?—two doves—no. It ought to be something extraordinary, ought it not, Lidd? Here’s one with a motto—I remember it is some funny one, but I can’t read it. We’ll try this, and if it doesn’t do we’ll have another.’


  A large red seal was duly affixed. Bathsheba looked closely at the hot wax to discover the words.


  ‘Capital!’ she exclaimed, throwing down the letter frolicsomely. ‘’Twould upset the solemnity of a parson and clerk too.’


  Liddy looked at the words of the seal, and read—


  ‘Marry Me.’


  The same evening the letter was sent, and was duly sorted in Casterbridge post-office that night, to be returned to Weatherbury again in the morning.


  So very idly and unreflectingly was this deed done. Of love as a spectacle Bathsheba had a fair knowledge; but of love subjectively she knew nothing.


  ♣


  Chapter XIV


  Effect of the Letter—Sunrise


  At dusk on the evening of St. Valentine’s Day Boldwood sat down to supper as usual, by a beaming fire of aged logs. Upon the mantel-shelf before him was a time-piece, surmounted by a spread eagle, and upon the eagle’s wings was the letter Bathsheba had sent. Here the bachelor’s gaze was continually fastening itself, till the large red seal became as a blot of blood on the retina of his eye; and as he ate and drank he still read in fancy the words thereon, although they were too remote for his sight—


  ‘Marry Me.’


  The pert injunction was like those crystal substances, which, colourless themselves, assume the tone of objects about them. Here, in the quiet of Boldwood’s parlour, where everything that was not grave was extraneous, and where the atmosphere was that of a Puritan Sunday lasting all the week, the letter and its dictum changed their tenor from the thoughtlessness of their origin to a deep solemnity, imbibed from their accessories now.


  Since the receipt of the missive in the morning, Boldwood had felt the symmetry of his existence to be slowly getting distorted in the direction of an ideal passion. The disturbance was as the first floating weed to Columbus—the contemptibly little suggesting possibilities of the infinitely great.


  The letter must have had an origin and a motive. That the latter was of the smallest magnitude compatible with its existence at all, Boldwood, of course, did not know. And such an explanation did not strike him as a possibility even. It is foreign to a mystified condition of mind to realize of the mystifier that the processes of approving a course suggested by circumstance, and of striking out a course from inner impulse, would look the same in the result. The vast difference between starting a train of events, and directing into a particular groove a series already started, is rarely apparent to the person confounded by the issue.


  When Boldwood went to bed he placed the valentine in the corner of the looking-glass. He was conscious of its presence, even when his back was turned upon it. It was the first time in Boldwood’s life that such an event had occurred. The same fascination that caused him to think it an act which had a deliberate motive prevented him from regarding it as an impertinence. He looked again at the direction. The mysterious influences of night invested the writing with the presence of the unknown writer. Somebody’s—some woman’s—hand had travelled softly over the paper bearing his name; her unrevealed eyes had watched every curve as she formed it; her brain had seen him in imagination the while. Why should she have imagined him? Her mouth—were the lips red or pale, plump or creased?—had curved itself to a certain expression as the pen went on—the corners had moved with all their natural tremulousness: what had been the expression?


  The vision of the woman writing, as a supplement to the words written, had no individuality. She was a misty shape, and well she might be, considering that her original was at that moment sound asleep and oblivious of all love and letter-writing under the sky. Whenever Boldwood dozed she took a form, and comparatively ceased to be a vision: when he awoke there was the letter justifying the dream.


  The moon shone to-night, and its light was not of a customary kind. His window admitted only a reflection of its rays, and the pale sheen had that reversed direction which snow gives, coming upward and lighting up his ceiling in an unnatural way, casting shadows in strange places, and putting lights where shadows had used to be.


  The substance of the epistle had occupied him but little in comparison with the fact of its arrival. He suddenly wondered if anything more might be found in the envelope than what he had withdrawn. He jumped out of bed in the weird light, took the letter, pulled out the flimsy sheet, shook the envelope—searched it. Nothing more was there. Boldwood looked, as he had a hundred times the preceding day, at the insistent red seal: ‘Marry me,’ he said aloud.


  The solemn and reserved yeoman again closed the letter, and stuck it in the frame of the glass. In doing so he caught sight of his reflected features, wan in expression, and insubstantial in form. He saw how closely compressed was his mouth, and that his eyes were wide-spread and vacant. Feeling uneasy and dissatisfied with himself for this nervous excitability, he returned to bed.


  Then the dawn drew on. The full power of the clear heaven was not equal to that of a cloudy sky at noon, when Boldwood arose and dressed himself. He descended the stairs and went out towards the gate of a field to the east, leaning over which he paused and looked around.


  It was one of the usual slow sunrises of this time of the year, and the sky, pure violet in the zenith, was leaden to the northward, and murky to the east, where, over the snowy down or ewe-lease on Weatherbury Upper Farm, and apparently resting upon the ridge, the only half of the sun yet visible burnt rayless, like a red and flameless fire shining over a white hearthstone. The whole effect resembled a sunset as childhood resembles age.


  In other directions the fields and sky were so much of one colour by the snow that it was difficult in a hasty glance to tell whereabouts the horizon occurred; and in general there was here, too, that before-mentioned preternatural inversion of light and shade which attends the prospect when the garish brightness commonly in the sky is found on the earth, and the shades of earth are in the sky. Over the west hung the wasting moon, now dull and greenish-yellow, like tarnished brass.


  Boldwood was listlessly noting how the frost had hardened and glazed the surface of the snow, till it shone in the red eastern light with the polish of marble; how, in some portions of the slope, withered grass-bents, encased in icicles, bristled through the smooth wan coverlet in the twisted and curved shapes of old Venetian glass; and how the footprints of a few birds, which had hopped over the snow whilst it lay in the state of a soft fleece, were now frozen to a short permanency. A half-muffled noise of light wheels interrupted him. Boldwood turned back into the road. It was the mail-cart—a crazy two-wheeled vehicle, hardly heavy enough to resist a puff of wind. The driver held out a letter. Boldwood seized it and opened it, expecting another anonymous one—so greatly are people’s ideas of probability a mere sense that precedent will repeat itself.


  ‘I don’t think it is for you, sir,’ said the man, when he saw Boldwood’s action. ‘Though there is no name, I think it is for your shepherd.’


  Boldwood looked then at the address—


  
    To the New Shepherd,


    Weatherbury Farm,


    Near Casterbridge.

  


  ‘Oh—what a mistake!—it is not mine. Nor is it for my shepherd. It is for Miss Everdene’s. You had better take it on to him—Gabriel Oak—and say I opened it in mistake.’


  At this moment on the ridge, up against the blazing sky, a figure was visible, like the black snuff in the midst of a candle-flame. Then it moved and began to bustle about vigorously from place to place, carrying square skeleton masses, which were riddled by the same rays. A small figure on all fours followed behind. The tall form was that of Gabriel Oak; the small one that of George; the articles in course of transit were hurdles.


  ‘Wait,’ said Boldwood. ‘That’s the man on the hill. I’ll take the letter to him myself.’


  To Boldwood it was now no longer merely a letter to another man. It was an opportunity. Exhibiting a face pregnant with intention, he entered the snowy field.


  Gabriel, at that minute, descended the hill towards the right. The glow stretched down in this direction now, and touched the distant roof of Warren’s Malthouse—whither the shepherd was apparently bent. Boldwood followed at a distance.


  ♣


  Chapter XV


  A Morning Meeting—The Letter Again


  The scarlet and orange light outside the malthouse did not penetrate to its interior, which was, as usual, lighted by a rival glow of similar hue, radiating from the hearth.


  The maltster, after having lain down in his clothes for a few hours, was now sitting beside a three-legged table, breakfasting off bread and bacon. This was eaten on the plateless system, which is performed by placing a slice of bread upon the table, the meat flat upon the bread, a mustard plaster upon the meat, and a pinch of salt upon the whole, then cutting them vertically downwards with a large pocket-knife till wood is reached, when the severed lump is impaled on the knife, elevated, and sent the proper way of food.


  The maltster’s lack of teeth appeared not to sensibly diminish his powers as a mill. He had been without them for so many years that toothlessness was felt less to be a defect than hard gums an acquisition. Indeed, he seemed to approach the grave as a hyperbolic curve approaches a straight line—less directly as he got nearer, till it was doubtful if he would ever reach it at all.


  In the ashpit was a heap of potatoes roasting, and a boiling pipkin of charred bread, called ‘coffee,’ for the benefit of whomsoever should call, for Warren’s was a sort of clubhouse, used as an alternative to the inn.


  ‘I say, says I, we get a fine day, and then down comes a snapper at night,’ was a remark now suddenly heard spreading into the malthouse from the door, which had been opened the previous moment. The form of Henery Fray advanced to the fire, stamping the snow from his boots when about half-way there. The speech and entry had not seemed to be at all an abrupt beginning to the maltster, introductory matter being often omitted in this neighbourhood, both from word and deed, and the maltster having the same latitude allowed him, did not hurry to reply. He picked up a fragment of cheese by pecking upon it with his knife, as a butcher picks up skewers.


  Henery appeared in a drab kerseymere great-coat, buttoned over his smock-frock, the white skirts of the latter being visible to the distance of about a foot below the coat-tails, which, when you got used to the style of dress, looked natural enough, and even ornamental—it certainly was comfortable.


  Matthew Moon, Joseph Poorgrass, and other carters and waggoners followed at his heels, with great lanterns dangling from their hands, which showed that they had just come from the cart-horse stables, where they had been busily engaged since four o’clock that morning.


  ‘And how is she getting on without a baily?’ the maltster inquired.


  Henery shook his head, and smiled one of the bitter smiles, dragging all the flesh of his forehead into a corrugated heap in the centre.


  ‘She’ll rue it—surely, surely!’ he said. ‘Benjy Pennyways were not a true man or an honest baily—as big a betrayer as Joey Iscariot himself. But to think she can carr’ on alone!’ He allowed his head to swing laterally three or four times in silence. ‘Never in all my creeping up—never!’


  This was recognized by all as the conclusion of some gloomy speech which had been expressed in thought alone during the shake of the head; Henery meanwhile retained several marks of despair upon his face, to imply that they would be required for use again directly he should go on speaking.


  ‘All will be ruined, and ourselves too, or there’s no meat in gentlemen’s houses!’ said Mark Clark.


  ‘A headstrong maid, that’s what she is—and won’t listen to no advice at all. Pride and vanity have ruined many a cobbler’s dog. Dear, dear, when I think o’ it, I sorrows like a man in travel!’


  ‘True, Henery, you do, I’ve heard ye,’ said Joseph Poorgrass, in a voice of thorough attestation, and with a wire-drawn smile of misery.


  ‘’Twould do a martel man no harm to have what’s under her bonnet,’ said Billy Smallbury, who had just entered, bearing his one tooth before him. ‘She can spaik real language, and must have some sense somewhere. Do ye foller me?’


  ‘I do; but no baily—I deserved that place,’ wailed Henery, signifying wasted genius by gazing blankly at visions of a high destiny apparently visible to him on Billy Smallbury’s smock-frock. ‘There, ’twas to be, I suppose. Your lot is your lot, and Scripture is nothing; for if you do good you don’t get rewarded according to your works, but be cheated in some mean way out of your recompense.’


  ‘No, no; I don’t agree with’ee there,’ said Mark Clark. ‘God’s a perfect gentleman in that respect.’


  ‘Good works good pay, so to speak it,’ attested Joseph Poorgrass.


  A short pause ensued, and as a sort of entr’acte Henery turned and blew out the lanterns, which the increase of daylight rendered no longer necessary even in the malthouse, with its one pane of glass.


  ‘I wonder what a farmer-woman can want with a harpsichord, dulcimer, pianner, or whatever ’tis they d’call it?’ said the maltster. ‘Liddy saith she’ve a new one.’


  ‘Got a pianner?’


  ‘Ay. Seems her old uncle’s things were not good enough for her. She’ve bought all but everything new. There’s heavy chairs for the stout, weak and wiry ones for the slender; great watches, getting on to the size of clocks, to stand upon the chimbley-piece.’


  ‘Pictures, for the most part wonderful frames.’


  ‘And long horse-hair settles for the drunk, with horse-hair pillows at each end,’ said Mr. Clark. ‘Likewise looking-glasses for the pretty, and lying books for the wicked.’


  A firm loud tread was now heard stamping outside; the door was opened about six inches, and somebody on the other side exclaimed—


  ‘Neighbours, have ye got room for a few new-born lambs?’


  ‘Ay, sure, shepherd,’ said the conclave.


  The door was flung back till it kicked the wall and trembled from top to bottom with the blow. Mr. Oak appeared in the entry with a steaming face, hay-bands wound about his ankles to keep out the snow, a leather strap round his waist outside the smock-frock, and looking altogether an epitome of the world’s health and vigour. Four lambs hung in various embarrassing attitudes over his shoulders, and the dog George, whom Gabriel had contrived to fetch from Norcombe, stalked solemnly behind.


  ‘Well, Shepherd Oak, and how’s lambing this year, if I mid say it?’ inquired Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘Terrible trying,’ said Oak. ‘I’ve been wet through twice a-day, either in snow or rain, this last fortnight. Cainy and I haven’t tined our eyes to-night.’


  ‘A good few twins, too, I hear?’


  ‘Too many by half. Yes; ’tis a very queer lambing this year. We shan’t have done by Lady Day.’


  ‘And last year ’twer all over by Sexajessamine Sunday,’ Joseph remarked.


  ‘Bring on the rest, Cain,’ said Gabriel, ‘and then run back to the ewes. I’ll follow you soon.’


  Cainy Ball—a cheery-faced young lad, with a small circular orifice by way of mouth, advanced and deposited two others, and retired as he was bidden. Oak lowered the lambs from their unnatural elevation, wrapped them in hay, and placed them round the fire.


  ‘We’ve no lambing-hut here, as I used to have at Norcombe,’ said Gabriel, ‘and ’tis such a plague to bring the weakly ones to a house. If ’twasn’t for your place here, malter, I don’t know what I should do, this keen weather. And how is it with you to-day, malter?’


  ‘Oh, neither sick nor sorry, shepherd; but no younger.’


  ‘Ay—I understand.’


  ‘Sit down, Shepherd Oak,’ continued the ancient man of malt. ‘And how was the old place at Norcombe, when ye went for your dog? I should like to see the old familiar spot; but faith, I shouldn’t know a soul there now.’


  ‘I suppose you wouldn’t. ’Tis altered very much.’


  ‘Is it true that Dicky Hill’s wooden cider-house is pulled down?’


  ‘O yes—years ago, and Dicky’s cottage just above it.’


  ‘Well, to be sure!’


  ‘Yes; and Tompkins’s old apple-tree is rooted that used to bear two hogsheads of cider, and no help from other trees.’


  ‘Rooted?—you don’t say it! Ah! stirring times we live in—stirring times.’


  ‘And you can mind the old well that used to be in the middle of the place? That’s turned into a solid iron pump with a large stone trough, and all complete.’


  ‘Dear, dear—how the face of nations alter, and what we live to see nowadays! Yes—and ’tis the same here. They’ve been talking but now of the mis’ess’s strange doings.’


  ‘What have you been saying about her?’ inquired Oak, sharply turning to the rest, and getting very warm.


  ‘These middle-aged men have been pulling her over the coals for pride and vanity,’ said Mark Clark; ‘but I say, let her have rope enough. Bless her pretty face—shouldn’t I like to do so—upon her cherry lips!’ The gallant Mark Clark here made a peculiar and well-known sound with his own.


  ‘Mark,’ said Gabriel sternly, ‘now you mind this: none of that dalliance-talk—that smack-and-coddle style of yours—about Miss Everdene. I don’t allow it. Do you hear?’


  ‘With all my heart, as I’ve got no chance,’ replied Mr. Clark cordially.


  ‘I suppose you’ve been speaking against her?’ said Oak, turning to Joseph Poorgrass with a very grim look.


  ‘No, no—not a word I—’tis a real joyful thing that she’s no worse, that’s what I say,’ said Joseph, trembling and blushing with terror. ‘Matthew just said——’


  ‘Matthew Moon, what have you been saying?’ asked Oak.


  ‘I? Why ye know I wouldn’t harm a worm—no, not one underground worm?’ said Matthew Moon, looking very uneasy.


  ‘Well, somebody has—and look here, neighbours.’ Gabriel, though one of the quietest and most gentle men on earth, rose to the occasion, with martial promptness and vigour. ‘That’s my fist.’ Here he placed his fist, rather smaller in size than a common loaf, in the mathematical centre of the maltster’s little table, and with it gave a bump or two thereon, as if to ensure that their eyes all thoroughly took in the idea of fistiness before he went further. ‘Now—the first man in the parish that I hear prophesying bad of our mistress, why’ (here the fist was raised and let fall, as Thor might have done with his hammer in assaying it)—‘he’ll smell and taste that—or I’m a Dutchman.’


  All earnestly expressed by their features that their minds did not wander to Holland for a moment on account of this statement, but were deploring the difference which gave rise to the figure; and Mark Clark cried ‘Hear, hear; just what I should ha’ said.’ The dog George looked up at the same time after the shepherd’s menace, and, though he understood English but imperfectly, began to growl.


  ‘Now, don’t ye take on so, shepherd, and sit down!’ said Henery, with a deprecating peacefulness equal to anything of the kind in Christianity.


  ‘We hear that ye be a extraordinary good and clever man, shepherd,’ said Joseph Poorgrass with considerable anxiety from behind the maltster’s bedstead, whither he had retired for safety. ‘’Tis a great thing to be clever, I’m sure,’ he added, making movements associated with states of mind rather than body; ‘we wish we were, don’t we, neighbours?’


  ‘Ay, that we do, sure,’ said Matthew Moon, with a small anxious laugh towards Oak, to show how very friendly disposed he was likewise.


  ‘Who’s been telling you I’m clever?’ said Oak.


  ‘’Tis blowed about from pillar to post quite common,’ said Matthew. ‘We hear that ye can tell the time as well by the stars as we can by the sun and moon, shepherd.’


  ‘Yes, I can do a little that way,’ said Gabriel, as a man of medium sentiments on the subject.


  ‘And that ye can make sun-dials, and prent folks’ names upon their waggons almost like copper-plate, with beautiful flourishes, and great long tails. A excellent fine thing for ye to be such a clever man, shepherd. Joseph Poorgrass used to prent to Farmer James Everdene’s waggons before you came, and ’a could never mind which way to turn the J’s and E’s—could ye, Joseph?’ Joseph shook his head to express how absolute was the fact that he couldn’t. ‘And so you used to do ’em the wrong way, like this, didn’t ye, Joseph?’ Matthew marked on the dusty floor with his whip-handle.


  [image: james]


  ‘And how Farmer James would cuss, and call thee a fool, wouldn’t he, Joseph, when ’a seed his name looking so inside-out-like?’ continued Matthew Moon, with feeling.


  ‘Ay—’a would,’ said Joseph meekly. ‘But, you see, I wasn’t so much to blame, for them J’s and E’s be such trying sons o’ witches for the memory to mind whether they face backward or forward; and I always had such a forgetful memory, too.’


  ‘’Tis a bad affliction for ye, being such a man of calamities in other ways.’


  ‘Well, ’tis; but a happy Providence ordered that it should be no worse, and I feel my thanks. As to shepherd, there, I’m sure mis’ess ought to have made ye her baily—such a fitting man for’t as you be.’


  ‘I don’t mind owning that I expected it,’ said Oak frankly. ‘Indeed, I hoped for the place. At the same time, Miss Everdene has a right to be her own baily if she choose—and to keep me down to be a common shepherd only.’ Oak drew a slow breath, looked sadly into the bright ashpit, and seemed lost in thoughts not of the most hopeful hue.


  The genial warmth of the fire now began to stimulate the nearly lifeless lambs to bleat and move their limbs briskly upon the hay, and to recognize for the first time the fact that they were born. Their noise increased to a chorus of baas, upon which Oak pulled the milk-can from before the fire, and taking a small tea-pot from the pocket of his smock-frock, filled it with milk, and taught those of the helpless creatures which were not to be restored to their dams how to drink from the spout—a trick they acquired with astonishing aptitude.


  ‘And she don’t even let ye have the skins of the dead lambs, I hear?’ resumed Joseph Poorgrass, his eyes lingering on the operations of Oak with the necessary melancholy.


  ‘I don’t have them,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Ye be very badly used, shepherd,’ hazarded Joseph again, in the hope of getting Oak as an ally in lamentation after all. ‘I think she’s took against ye—that I do.’


  ‘O no—not at all,’ replied Gabriel hastily, and a sigh escaped him, which the deprivation of lamb skins could hardly have caused.


  Before any further remark had been added a shade darkened the door, and Boldwood entered the malthouse, bestowing upon each a nod of a quality between friendliness and condescension.


  ‘Ah! Oak, I thought you were here,’ he said. ‘I met the mail-cart ten minutes ago, and a letter was put into my hand, which I opened without reading the address. I believe it is yours. You must excuse the accident, please.’


  ‘O yes—not a bit of difference, Mr. Boldwood—not a bit,’ said Gabriel readily. He had not a correspondent on earth, nor was there a possible letter coming to him whose contents the whole parish would not have been welcome to peruse.


  Oak stepped aside, and read the following in an unknown hand:—


  
    ‘Dear Friend,—I do not know your name, but I think these few lines will reach you, which I write to thank you for your kindness to me the night I left Weatherbury in a reckless way. I also return the money I owe you, which you will excuse my not keeping as a gift. All has ended well, and I am happy to say I am going to be married to the young man who has courted me for some time—Sergeant Troy, of the 11th Dragoon Guards, now quartered in this town. He would, I know, object to my having received anything except as a loan, being a man of great respectability and high honour—indeed, a nobleman by blood.


    ‘I should be much obliged to you if you would keep the contents of this letter a secret for the present, dear friend. We mean to surprise Weatherbury by coming there soon as husband and wife, though I blush to state it to one nearly a stranger. The sergeant grew up in Weatherbury. Thanking you again for your kindness,


    I am, your sincere well-wisher,


    Fanny Robin.’

  


  ‘Have you read it, Mr. Boldwood?’ said Gabriel; ‘if not, you had better do so. I know you are interested in Fanny Robin.’


  Boldwood read the letter and looked grieved.


  ‘Fanny—poor Fanny! the end she is so confident of has not yet come, she should remember—and may never come. I see she gives no address.’


  ‘What sort of a man is this Sergeant Troy?’ said Gabriel.


  ‘H’m—I’m afraid not one to build much hope upon in such a case as this,’ the farmer murmured, ‘though he’s a clever fellow, and up to everything. A slight romance attaches to him, too. His mother was a French governess, and it seems that a secret attachment existed between her and the late Lord Severn. She was married to a poor medical man, and soon after an infant was born; and while money was forthcoming all went on well. Unfortunately for her boy, his best friends died; and he got then a situation as second clerk at a lawyer’s in Casterbridge. He stayed there for some time, and might have worked himself into a dignified position of some sort had he not indulged in the wild freak of enlisting. I have much doubt if ever little Fanny will surprise us in the way she mentions—very much doubt. A silly girl—silly girl!’


  The door was hurriedly burst open again, and in came running Cainy Ball out of breath, his mouth red and open, like the bell of a penny trumpet, from which he coughed with noisy vigour and great distension of face.


  ‘Now, Cain Ball,’ said Oak sternly, ‘why will you run so fast and lose your breath so? I’m always telling you of it.’


  ‘Oh—I—a puff of mee breath—went—the wrong way, please, Mister Oak, and made me cough—hok—hok!’


  ‘Well—what have you come for?’


  ‘I’ve run to tell ye,’ said the junior shepherd, supporting his exhausted youthful frame against the doorpost, ‘that you must come directly. Two more ewes have twinned—that’s what’s the matter, Shepherd Oak.’


  ‘Oh, that’s it,’ said Oak, jumping up, and dismissing for the present his thoughts on poor Fanny. ‘You are a good boy to run and tell me, Cain, and you shall smell a large plum pudding some day as a treat. But, before we go, Cainy, bring the tarpot, and we’ll mark this lot and have done with ’em.’


  Oak took from his illimitable pockets a marking iron, dipped it into the pot, and imprinted on the buttocks of the infant sheep the initials of her he delighted to muse on—‘B. E.,’ which signified to all the region round that henceforth the lambs belonged to Farmer Bathsheba Everdene, and to no one else.


  ‘Now, Cainy, shoulder your two, and off. Good morning, Mr. Boldwood.’ The shepherd lifted the sixteen large legs and four small bodies he had himself brought, and vanished with them in the direction of the lambing field hard by—their frames being now in a sleek and hopeful state, pleasantly contrasting with their death’s-door plight of half an hour before.


  Boldwood followed him a little way up the field, hesitated, and turned back. He followed him again with a last resolve, annihilating return. On approaching the nook in which the fold was constructed, the farmer drew out his pocket-book, unfastened it, and allowed it to lie open on his hand. A letter was revealed—Bathsheba’s.


  ‘I was going to ask you, Oak,’ he said, with unreal carelessness, ‘if you know whose writing this is?’


  Oak glanced into the book, and replied instantly, with a flushed face, ‘Miss Everdene’s.’


  Oak had coloured simply at the consciousness of sounding her name. He now felt a strangely distressing qualm from a new thought. The letter could of course be no other than anonymous, or the inquiry would not have been necessary.


  Boldwood mistook his confusion: sensitive persons are always ready with their ‘Is it I?’ in preference to objective reasoning.


  ‘The question was perfectly fair,’ he returned—and there was something incongruous in the serious earnestness with which he applied himself to an argument on a valentine. ‘You know it is always expected that privy inquiries will be made: that’s where the—fun lies.’ If the word ‘fun’ had been ‘torture,’ it could not have been uttered with a more constrained and restless countenance than was Boldwood’s then.


  Soon parting from Gabriel, the lonely and reserved man returned to his house to breakfast—feeling twinges of shame and regret at having so far exposed his mood by those fevered questions to a stranger. He again placed the letter on the mantelpiece, and sat down to think of the circumstances attending it by the light of Gabriel’s information.


  ♣


  Chapter XVI


  All Saints’ and All Souls’


  On a week-day morning a small congregation, consisting mainly of women and girls, rose from its knees in the mouldy nave of a church called All Saints’, in the distant barrack-town before-mentioned, at the end of a service without a sermon. They were about to disperse, when a smart footstep, entering the porch and coming up the central passage, arrested their attention. The step echoed with a ring unusual in a church; it was the clink of spurs. Everybody looked. A young cavalry soldier in a red uniform, with the three chevrons of a sergeant upon his sleeve, strode up the aisle, with an embarrassment which was only the more marked by the intense vigour of his step, and by the determination upon his face to show none. A slight flush had mounted his cheek by the time he had run the gauntlet between these women; but, passing on through the chancel arch, he never paused till he came close to the altar railing. Here for a moment he stood alone.


  The officiating curate, who had not yet doffed his surplice, perceived the new-comer, and followed him to the communion-space. He whispered to the soldier, and then beckoned to the clerk, who in his turn whispered to an elderly woman, apparently his wife, and they also went up the chancel steps.


  ‘’Tis a wedding!’ murmured some of the women, brightening. ‘Let’s wait!’


  The majority again sat down.


  There was a creaking of machinery behind, and some of the young ones turned their heads. From the interior face of the west wall of the tower projected a little canopy with a quarter-jack and small bell beneath it, the automaton being driven by the same clock machinery that struck the large bell in the tower. Between the tower and the church was a close screen, the door of which was kept shut during services, hiding this grotesque clockwork from sight. At present, however, the door was open, and the egress of the jack, the blows on the bell, and the mannikin’s retreat into the nook again, were visible to many, and audible throughout the church.


  The jack had struck half-past eleven.


  ‘Where’s the woman?’ whispered some of the spectators.


  The young sergeant stood still with the abnormal rigidity of the old pillars around. He faced the south-east, and was as silent as he was still.


  The silence grew to be a noticeable thing as the minutes went on, and nobody else appeared, and not a soul moved. The rattle of the quarter-jack again from its niche, its blows for three-quarters, its fussy retreat, were almost painfully abrupt, and caused many of the congregation to start palpably.


  ‘I wonder where the woman is!’ a voice whispered again.


  There began now that slight shifting of feet, that artificial coughing among several, which betrays a nervous suspense. At length there was a titter. But the soldier never moved. There he stood, his face to the south-east, upright as a column, his cap in his hand.


  The clock ticked on. The women threw off their nervousness, and titters and giggling became more frequent. Then came a dead silence. Every one was waiting for the end. Some persons may have noticed how extraordinarily the striking of quarters seems to quicken the flight of time. It was hardly credible that the jack had not got wrong with the minutes when the rattle began again, the puppet emerged, and the four quarters were struck fitfully as before. One could almost be positive that there was a malicious leer upon the hideous creature’s face, and a mischievous delight in its twitchings. Then followed the dull and remote resonance of the twelve heavy strokes in the tower above. The women were impressed, and there was no giggle this time.


  The clergyman glided into the vestry, and the clerk vanished. The sergeant had not yet turned; every woman in the church was waiting to see his face, and he appeared to know it. At last he did turn, and stalked resolutely down the nave, braving them all, with a compressed lip. Two bowed and toothless old almsmen then looked at each other and chuckled, innocently enough; but the sound had a strange weird effect in that place.


  Opposite to the church was a paved square, around which several overhanging wood buildings of old time cast a picturesque shade. The young man on leaving the door went to cross the square, when, in the middle, he met a little woman. The expression of her face, which had been one of intense anxiety, sank at the sight of his nearly to terror.


  ‘Well?’ he said, in a suppressed passion, fixedly looking at her.


  ‘O Frank—I made a mistake!—I thought that church with the spire was All Saints’, and I was at the door at half-past eleven to a minute as you said. I waited till a quarter to twelve, and found then that I was in All Souls’. But I wasn’t much frightened, for I thought it could be to-morrow as well.’


  ‘You fool, for so fooling me! But say no more.’


  ‘Shall it be to-morrow, Frank?’ she asked blankly.


  ‘To-morrow!’ and he gave vent to a hoarse laugh. ‘I don’t go through that experience again for some time, I warrant you!’


  ‘But after all,’ she expostulated in a trembling voice, ‘the mistake was not such a terrible thing! Now, dear Frank, when shall it be?’


  ‘Ah, when? God knows!’ he said, with a light irony, and turning from her walked rapidly away.


  ♣


  Chapter XVII


  In the Market-Place


  On Saturday Boldwood was in Casterbridge market-house as usual, when the disturber of his dreams entered, and became visible to him. Adam had awakened from his deep sleep, and behold! there was Eve. The farmer took courage, and for the first time really looked at her.


  Material causes and emotional effects are not to be arranged in regular equation. The result from capital employed in the production of any movement of a mental nature is sometimes as tremendous as the cause itself is absurdly minute. When women are in a freakish mood their usual intuition, either from carelessness or inherent defect, seemingly fails to teach them this, and hence it was that Bathsheba was fated to be astonished to-day.


  Boldwood looked at her—not slily, critically, or understandingly, but blankly at gaze, in the way a reaper looks up at a passing train—as something foreign to his element, and but dimly understood. To Boldwood women had been remote phenomena rather than necessary complements—comets of such uncertain aspect, movement, and permanence, that whether their orbits were as geometrical, unchangeable, and as subject to laws as his own, or as absolutely erratic as they superficially appeared, he had not deemed it his duty to consider.


  He saw her black hair, her correct facial curves and profile, and the roundness of her chin and throat. He saw then the side of her eyelids, eyes, and lashes, and the shape of her ear. Next he noticed her figure, her skirt, and the very soles of her shoes.


  Boldwood thought her beautiful, but wondered whether he was right in his thought, for it seemed impossible that this romance in the flesh, if so sweet as he imagined, could have been going on long without creating a commotion of delight among men, and provoking more inquiry than Bathsheba had done, even though that was not a little. To the best of his judgment neither nature nor art could improve this perfect one of an imperfect many. His heart began to move within him. Boldwood, it must be remembered, though forty years of age, had never before inspected a woman with the very centre and force of his glance; they had struck upon all his senses at wide angles.


  Was she really beautiful? He could not assure himself that his opinion was true even now. He furtively said to a neighbour, ‘Is Miss Everdene considered handsome?’


  ‘O yes; she was a good deal noticed the first time she came, if you remember. A very handsome girl indeed.’


  A man is never more credulous than in receiving favourable opinions on the beauty of a woman he is half, or quite, in love with; a mere child’s word on the point has the weight of an R.A.’s. Boldwood was satisfied now.


  And this charming woman had in effect said to him, ‘Marry me.’ Why should she have done that strange thing? Boldwood’s blindness to the difference between approving of what circumstances suggest, and originating what they do not suggest, was well matched by Bathsheba’s insensibility to the possibly great issues of little beginnings.


  She was at this moment coolly dealing with a dashing young farmer, adding up accounts with him as indifferently as if his face had been the pages of a ledger. It was evident that such a nature as his had no attraction for a woman of Bathsheba’s taste. But Boldwood grew hot down to his hands with an incipient jealousy; he trod for the first time the threshold of ‘the injured lover’s hell.’ His first impulse was to go and thrust himself between them. This could be done, but only in one way—by asking to see a sample of her corn. Boldwood renounced the idea. He could not make the request; it was debasing loveliness to ask it to buy and sell, and jarred with his conceptions of her.


  All this time Bathsheba was conscious of having broken into that dignified stronghold at last. His eyes, she knew, were following her everywhere. This was a triumph; and had it come naturally, such a triumph would have been the sweeter to her for this piquing delay. But it had been brought about by misdirected ingenuity, and she valued it only as she valued an artificial flower or a wax fruit.


  Being a woman with some good sense in reasoning on subjects wherein her heart was not involved, Bathsheba genuinely repented that a freak which had owed its existence as much to Liddy as to herself, should ever have been undertaken, to disturb the placidity of a man she respected too highly to deliberately tease.


  She that day nearly formed the intention of begging his pardon on the very next occasion of their meeting. The worst features of this arrangement were that, if he thought she ridiculed him, an apology would increase the offence by being disbelieved; and if he thought she wanted him to woo her, it would read like additional evidence of her forwardness.


  ♣


  Chapter XVIII


  Boldwood in Meditation—Regret


  Boldwood was tenant of what was called Little Weatherbury Farm, and his person was the nearest approach to aristocracy that this remoter quarter of the parish could boast of. Genteel strangers, whose god was their town, who might happen to be compelled to linger about this nook for a day, heard the sound of light wheels, and prayed to see good society, to the degree of a solitary lord, or squire at the very least, but it was only Mr. Boldwood going out for the day. They heard the sound of wheels yet once more, and were re-animated to expectancy: it was only Mr. Boldwood coming home again.


  His house stood recessed from the road, and the stables, which are to a farm what a fireplace is to a room, were behind, their lower portions being lost amid bushes of laurel. Inside the blue door, open half-way down, were to be seen at this time the backs and tails of half-a-dozen warm and contented horses standing in their stalls; and as thus viewed, they presented alternations of roan and bay, in shapes like a Moorish arch, the tail being a streak down the midst of each. Over these, and lost to the eye gazing in from the outer light, the mouths of the same animals could be heard busily sustaining the above-named warmth and plumpness by quantities of oats and hay. The restless and shadowy figure of a colt wandered about a loose-box at the end, whilst the steady grind of all the eaters was occasionally diversified by the rattle of a rope or the stamp of a foot.


  Pacing up and down at the heels of the animals was Farmer Boldwood himself. This place was his almonry and cloister in one: here, after looking to the feeding of his four-footed dependants, the celibate would walk and meditate of an evening till the moon’s rays streamed in through the cobwebbed windows, or total darkness enveloped the scene.


  His square-framed perpendicularity showed more fully now than in the crowd and bustle of the market-house. In this meditative walk his foot met the floor with heel and toe simultaneously, and his fine reddish-fleshed face was bent downwards just enough to render obscure the still mouth and the well-rounded though rather prominent and broad chin. A few clear and thread-like horizontal lines were the only interruption to the otherwise smooth surface of his large forehead.


  The phases of Boldwood’s life were ordinary enough, but his was not an ordinary nature. That stillness, which struck casual observers more than anything else in his character and habit, and seemed so precisely like the rest of inanition, may have been the perfect balance of enormous antagonistic forces—positives and negatives in fine adjustment. His equilibrium disturbed, he was in extremity at once. If an emotion possessed him at all, it ruled him; a feeling not mastering him was entirely latent. Stagnant or rapid, it was never slow. He was always hit mortally, or he was missed.


  He had no light and careless touches in his constitution, either for good or for evil. Stern in the outlines of action, mild in the details, he was serious throughout all. He saw no absurd sides to the follies of life, and thus, though not quite companionable in the eyes of merry men and scoffers, and those to whom all things show life as a jest, he was not intolerable to the earnest and those acquainted with grief. Being a man who read all the dramas of life seriously, if he failed to please when they were comedies, there was no frivolous treatment to reproach him for when they chanced to end tragically.


  Bathsheba was far from dreaming that the dark and silent shape upon which she had so carelessly thrown a seed was a hotbed of tropic intensity. Had she known Boldwood’s moods her blame would have been fearful, and the stain upon her heart ineradicable. Moreover, had she known her present power for good or evil over this man, she would have trembled at her responsibility. Luckily for her present, unluckily for her future tranquillity, her understanding had not yet told her what Boldwood was. Nobody knew entirely; for though it was possible to form guesses concerning his wild capabilities from old floodmarks faintly visible, he had never been seen at the high tides which caused them.


  Farmer Boldwood came to the stable-door and looked forth across the level fields. Beyond the first enclosure was a hedge, and on the other side of this a meadow belonging to Bathsheba’s farm.


  It was now early spring—the time of going to grass with the sheep, when they have the first feed of the meadows, before these are laid up for mowing. The wind, which had been blowing east for several weeks, had veered to the southward, and the middle of spring had come abruptly—almost without a beginning. It was that period in the vernal quarter when we may suppose the Dryads to be waking for the season. The vegetable world begins to move and swell and the saps to rise, till in the completest silence of lone gardens and trackless plantations, where everything seems helpless and still after the bond and slavery of frost, there are bustlings, strainings, united thrusts, and pulls-all-together, in comparison with which the powerful tugs of cranes and pulleys in a noisy city are but pigmy efforts.


  Boldwood, looking into the distant meadows, saw there three figures. They were those of Miss Everdene, Shepherd Oak, and Cainy Ball.


  When Bathsheba’s figure shone upon the farmer’s eyes it lighted him up as the moon lights up a great tower. A man’s body is as the shell, or the tablet, of his soul, as he is reserved or ingenuous, overflowing or self-contained. There was a change in Boldwood’s exterior from its former impassibleness; and his face showed that he was now living outside his defences for the first time, and with a fearful sense of exposure. It is the usual experience of strong natures when they love.


  At last he arrived at a conclusion. It was to go across and inquire boldly of her.


  The insulation of his heart by reserve during these many years, without a channel of any kind for disposable emotion, had worked its effect. It has been observed more than once that the causes of love are chiefly subjective, and Boldwood was a living testimony to the truth of the proposition. No mother existed to absorb his devotion, no sister for his tenderness, no idle ties for sense. He became surcharged with the compound, which was genuine lover’s love.


  He approached the gate of the meadow. Beyond it the ground was melodious with ripples, and the sky with larks; the low bleating of the flock mingling with both. Mistress and man were engaged in the operation of making a lamb ‘take,’ which is performed whenever an ewe has lost her own offspring, one of the twins of another ewe being given her as a substitute. Gabriel had skinned the dead lamb, and was tying the skin over the body of the live lamb in the customary manner, whilst Bathsheba was holding open a little pen of four hurdles, into which the mother and foisted lamb were driven, where they would remain till the old sheep conceived an affection for the young one.


  Bathsheba looked up at the completion of the manœuvre and saw the farmer by the gate, where he was overhung by a willow tree in full bloom. Gabriel, to whom her face was as the uncertain glory of an April day, was ever regardful of its faintest changes, and instantly discerned thereon the mark of some influence from without, in the form of a keenly self-conscious reddening. He also turned and beheld Boldwood.


  At once connecting these signs with the letter Boldwood had shown him, Gabriel suspected her of some coquettish procedure begun by that means, and carried on since, he knew not how.


  Farmer Boldwood had read the pantomime denoting that they were aware of his presence, and the perception was as too much light turned upon his new sensibility. He was still in the road, and by moving on he hoped that neither would recognize that he had originally intended to enter the field. He passed by with an utter and overwhelming sensation of ignorance, shyness, and doubt. Perhaps in her manner there were signs that she wished to see him—perhaps not—he could not read a woman. The cabala of this erotic philosophy seemed to consist of the subtlest meanings expressed in misleading ways. Every turn, look, word, and accent contained a mystery quite distinct from its obvious import, and not one had ever been pondered by him until now.


  As for Bathsheba, she was not deceived into the belief that Farmer Boldwood had walked by on business or in idleness. She collected the probabilities of the case, and concluded that she was herself responsible for Boldwood’s appearance there. It troubled her much to see what a great flame a little wildfire was likely to kindle. Bathsheba was no schemer for marriage, nor was she deliberately a trifler with the affections of men, and a censor’s experience on seeing an actual flirt after observing her would have been a feeling of surprise that Bathsheba could be so different from such a one, and yet so like what a flirt is supposed to be.


  She resolved never again, by look or by sign, to interrupt the steady flow of this man’s life. But a resolution to avoid an evil is seldom framed till the evil is so far advanced as to make avoidance impossible.


  ♣


  Chapter XIX


  The Sheep-washing—The Offer


  Boldwood did eventually call upon her. She was not at home. ‘Of course not,’ he murmured. In contemplating Bathsheba as a woman, he had forgotten the accidents of her position as an agriculturist—that being as much of a farmer, and as extensive a farmer, as himself, her probable whereabouts was out-of-doors at this time of the year. This, and the other oversights Boldwood was guilty of, were natural to the mood, and still more natural to the circumstances. The great aids to idealization in love were present here: occasional observation of her from a distance, and the absence of social intercourse with her—visual familiarity, oral strangeness. The smaller human elements were kept out of sight; the pettinesses that enter so largely into all earthly living and doing were disguised by the accident of lover and loved-one not being on visiting terms; and there was hardly awakened a thought in Boldwood that sorry household realities appertained to her, or that she, like all others, had moments of commonplace, when to be least plainly seen was to be most prettily remembered. Thus a mild sort of apotheosis took place in his fancy, whilst she still lived and breathed within his own horizon, a troubled creature like himself.


  It was the end of May when the farmer determined to be no longer repulsed by trivialities or distracted by suspense. He had by this time grown used to being in love; the passion now startled him less even when it tortured him more, and he felt himself adequate to the situation. On inquiring for her at her house they had told him she was at the sheep-washing, and he went off to seek her there.


  The sheep-washing pool was a perfectly circular basin of brickwork in the meadows, full of the clearest water. To birds on the wing its glassy surface, reflecting the light sky, must have been visible for miles around as a glistening Cyclops’ eye in a green face. The grass about the margin at this season was a sight to remember long—in a minor sort of way. Its activity in sucking the moisture from the rich damp sod was almost a process observable by the eye. The outskirts of this level water-meadow were diversified by rounded and hollow pastures, where just now every flower that was not a buttercup was a daisy. The river slid along noiselessly as a shade, the swelling reeds and sedge forming a flexible palisade upon its moist brink. To the north of the mead were trees, the leaves of which were new, soft, and moist, not yet having stiffened and darkened under summer sun and drought, their colour being yellow beside a green—green beside a yellow. From the recesses of this knot of foliage the loud notes of three cuckoos were resounding through the still air.


  Boldwood went meditating down the slopes with his eyes on his boots, which the yellow pollen from the buttercups had bronzed in artistic gradations. A tributary of the main stream flowed through the basin of the pool by an inlet and outlet at opposite points of its diameter. Shepherd Oak, Jan Coggan, Moon, Poorgrass, Cain Ball, and several others were assembled here, all dripping wet to the very roots of their hair, and Bathsheba was standing by in a new riding-habit—the most elegant she had ever worn—the reins of her horse being looped over her arm. Flagons of cider were rolling about upon the green. The meek sheep were pushed into the pool by Coggan and Matthew Moon, who stood by the lower hatch, immersed to their waists; then Gabriel, who stood on the brink, thrust them under as they swam along, with an instrument like a crutch, formed for the purpose, and also for assisting the exhausted animals when the wool became saturated and they began to sink. They were let out against the stream, and through the upper opening, all impurities flowing away below. Cainy Ball and Joseph, who performed this latter operation, were if possible wetter than the rest; they resembled dolphins under a fountain, every protuberance and angle of their clothes dribbling forth a small rill.


  Boldwood came close and bade her good morning with such constraint that she could not but think he had stepped across to the washing for its own sake, hoping not to find her there; more, she fancied his brow severe and his eye slighting. Bathsheba immediately contrived to withdraw, and glided along by the river till she was a stone’s throw off. She heard footsteps brushing the grass, and had a consciousness that love was encircling her like a perfume. Instead of turning or waiting, Bathsheba went further among the high sedges, but Boldwood seemed determined, and pressed on till they were completely past the bend of the river. Here, without being seen, they could hear the splashing and shouts of the washers above.


  ‘Miss Everdene!’ said the farmer.


  She trembled, turned, and said ‘Good morning.’ His tone was so utterly removed from all she had expected as a beginning. It was lowness and quiet accentuated: an emphasis of deep meanings, their form, at the same time, being scarcely expressed. Silence has sometimes a remarkable power of showing itself as the disembodied soul of feeling wandering without its carcase, and it is then more impressive than speech. In the same way, to say a little is often to tell more than to say a great deal. Boldwood told everything in that word.


  As the consciousness expands on learning that what was fancied to be the rumble of wheels is the reverberation of thunder, so did Bathsheba’s at her intuitive conviction.


  ‘I feel—almost too much—to think,’ he said, with a solemn simplicity. ‘I have come to speak to you without preface. My life is not my own since I have beheld you clearly, Miss Everdene—I come to make you an offer of marriage.’


  Bathsheba tried to preserve an absolutely neutral countenance, and all the motion she made was that of closing lips which had previously been a little parted.


  ‘I am now forty-one years old,’ he went on. ‘I may have been called a confirmed bachelor, and I was a confirmed bachelor. I had never any views of myself as a husband in my earlier days, nor have I made any calculation on the subject since I have been older. But we all change, and my change, in this matter, came with seeing you. I have felt lately, more and more, that my present way of living is bad in every respect. Beyond all things, I want you as my wife.’


  ‘I feel, Mr. Boldwood, that though I respect you much, I do not feel—what would justify me to—in accepting your offer,’ she stammered.


  This giving back of dignity for dignity seemed to open the sluices of feeling that Boldwood had as yet kept closed.


  ‘My life is a burden without you,’ he exclaimed, in a low voice. ‘I want you—I want you to let me say I love you again and again!’


  Bathsheba answered nothing, and the mare upon her arm seemed so impressed that instead of cropping the herbage she looked up.


  ‘I think and hope you care enough for me to listen to what I have to tell!’


  Bathsheba’s momentary impulse at hearing this was to ask why he thought that, till she remembered that, far from being a conceited assumption on Boldwood’s part, it was but the natural conclusion of serious reflection based on deceptive premises of her own offering.


  ‘I wish I could say courteous flatteries to you,’ the farmer continued in an easier tone, ‘and put my rugged feeling into a graceful shape: but I have neither power nor patience to learn such things. I want you for my wife—so wildly that no other feeling can abide in me; but I should not have spoken out had I not been led to hope.’


  ‘The valentine again! O that valentine!’ she said to herself, but not a word to him.


  ‘If you can love me say so, Miss Everdene. If not—don’t say no!’


  ‘Mr. Boldwood, it is painful to have to say I am surprised, so that I don’t know how to answer you with propriety and respect—but am only just able to speak out my feeling—I mean my meaning; that I am afraid I can’t marry you, much as I respect you. You are too dignified for me to suit you, sir.’


  ‘But, Miss Everdene!’


  ‘I—I didn’t—I know I ought never to have dreamt of sending that valentine—forgive me, sir—it was a wanton thing which no woman with any self-respect should have done. If you will only pardon my thoughtlessness, I promise never to——’


  ‘No, no, no. Don’t say thoughtlessness! Make me think it was something more—that it was a sort of prophetic instinct—the beginning of a feeling that you would like me. You torture me to say it was done in thoughtlessness—I never thought of it in that light, and I can’t endure it. Ah! I wish I knew how to win you! but that I can’t do—I can only ask if I have already got you. If I have not, and it is not true that you have come unwittingly to me as I have to you, I can say no more.’


  ‘I have not fallen in love with you, Mr. Boldwood—certainly I must say that.’ She allowed a very small smile to creep for the first time over her serious face in saying this, and the white row of upper teeth, and keenly-cut lips already noticed, suggested an idea of heartlessness, which was immediately contradicted by the pleasant eyes.


  ‘But you will just think—in kindness and condescension think—if you cannot bear with me as a husband! I fear I am too old for you, but believe me I will take more care of you than would many a man of your own age. I will protect and cherish you with all my strength—I will indeed! You shall have no cares—be worried by no household affairs, and live quite at ease, Miss Everdene. The dairy superintendence shall be done by a man—I can afford it well—you shall never have so much as to look out of doors at haymaking time, or to think of weather in the harvest. I rather cling to the chaise, because it is the same my poor father and mother drove, but if you don’t like it I will sell it, and you shall have a pony-carriage of your own. I cannot say how far above every other idea and object on earth you seem to me—nobody knows—God only knows—how much you are to me!’


  Bathsheba’s heart was young, and it swelled with sympathy for the deep-natured man who spoke so simply.


  ‘Don’t say it: don’t! I cannot bear you to feel so much, and me to feel nothing. And I am afraid they will notice us, Mr. Boldwood. Will you let the matter rest now? I cannot think collectedly. I did not know you were going to say this to me. O, I am wicked to have made you suffer so!’ She was frightened as well as agitated at his vehemence.


  ‘Say then, that you don’t absolutely refuse. Do not quite refuse?’


  ‘I can do nothing. I cannot answer.’


  ‘I may speak to you again on the subject?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I may think of you?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose you may think of me.’


  ‘And hope to obtain you?’


  ‘No—do not hope! Let us go on.’


  ‘I will call upon you again to-morrow.’


  ‘No—please not. Give me time.’


  ‘Yes—I will give you any time,’ he said earnestly and gratefully. ‘I am happier now.’


  ‘No—I beg you! Don’t be happier if happiness only comes from my agreeing. Be neutral, Mr. Boldwood! I must think.’


  ‘I will wait,’ he said.


  And then she turned away. Boldwood dropped his gaze to the ground, and stood long like a man who did not know where he was. Realities then returned upon him like the pain of a wound received in an excitement which eclipses it, and he, too, then went on.


  ♣


  Chapter XX


  Perplexity—Grinding the Shears—A Quarrel


  ‘He is so disinterested and kind to offer me all that I can desire,’ Bathsheba mused.


  Yet Farmer Boldwood, whether by nature kind or the reverse to kind, did not exercise kindness here. The rarest offerings of the purest loves are but a self-indulgence, and no generosity at all.


  Bathsheba, not being the least in love with him, was eventually able to look calmly at his offer. It was one which many women of her own station in the neighbourhood, and not a few of higher rank, would have been wild to accept and proud to publish. In every point of view, ranging from politic to passionate, it was desirable that she, a lonely girl, should marry, and marry this earnest, well-to-do, and respected man. He was close to her doors: his standing was sufficient: his qualities were even supererogatory. Had she felt, which she did not, any wish whatever for the married state in the abstract, she could not reasonably have rejected him, being a woman who frequently appealed to her understanding for deliverance from her whims. Boldwood as a means to marriage was unexceptionable: she esteemed and liked him, yet she did not want him. It appears that ordinary men take wives because possession is not possible without marriage, and that ordinary women accept husbands because marriage is not possible without possession; with totally differing aims the method is the same on both sides. But the understood incentive on the woman’s part was wanting here. Besides, Bathsheba’s position as absolute mistress of a farm and house was a novel one, and the novelty had not yet begun to wear off.


  But a disquiet filled her which was somewhat to her credit, for it would have affected few. Beyond the mentioned reasons with which she combated her objections, she had a strong feeling that, having been the one who began the game, she ought in honesty to accept the consequences. Still the reluctance remained. She said in the same breath that it would be ungenerous not to marry Boldwood, and that she couldn’t do it to save her life.


  Bathsheba’s was an impulsive nature under a deliberative aspect. An Elizabeth in brain and a Mary Stuart in spirit, she often performed actions of the greatest temerity with a manner of extreme discretion. Many of her thoughts were perfect syllogisms; unluckily they always remained thoughts. Only a few were irrational assumptions; but, unfortunately, they were the ones which most frequently grew into deeds.


  The next day to that of the declaration she found Gabriel Oak at the bottom of her garden, grinding his shears for the sheep-shearing. All the surrounding cottages were more or less scenes of the same operation; the scurr of whetting spread into the sky from all parts of the village as from an armoury previous to a campaign. Peace and war kiss each other at their hours of preparation—sickles, scythes, shears, and pruning-hooks ranking with swords, bayonets, and lances, in their common necessity for point and edge.


  Cainy Ball turned the handle of Gabriel’s grindstone, his head performing a melancholy see-saw up and down with each turn of the wheel. Oak stood somewhat as Eros is represented when in the act of sharpening his arrows: his figure slightly bent, the weight of his body thrown over on the shears, and his head balanced sideways, with a critical compression of the lips and contraction of the eyelids to crown the attitude.


  His mistress came up and looked upon them in silence for a minute or two; then she said—


  ‘Cain, go to the lower mead and catch the bay mare. I’ll turn the winch of the grindstone. I want to speak to you, Gabriel.’


  Cain departed, and Bathsheba took the handle. Gabriel had glanced up in intense surprise, quelled its expression, and looked down again. Bathsheba turned the winch, and Gabriel applied the shears.


  The peculiar motion involved in turning a wheel has a wonderful tendency to benumb the mind. It is a sort of attenuated variety of Ixion’s punishment, and contributes a dismal chapter to the history of gaols. The brain gets muddled, the head grows heavy, and the body’s centre of gravity seems to settle by degrees in a leaden lump somewhere between the eyebrows and the crown. Bathsheba felt the unpleasant symptoms after two or three dozen turns.


  ‘Will you turn, Gabriel, and let me hold the shears?’ she said. ‘My head is in a whirl, and I can’t talk.’


  Gabriel turned. Bathsheba then began, with some awkwardness, allowing her thoughts to stray occasionally from her story to attend to the shears, which required a little nicety in sharpening.


  ‘I wanted to ask you if the men made any observations on my going behind the sedge with Mr. Boldwood yesterday?’


  ‘Yes, they did,’ said Gabriel. ‘You don’t hold the shears right, miss—I knew you wouldn’t know the way—hold like this.’


  He relinquished the winch, and enclosing her two hands completely in his own (taking each as we sometimes clasp a child’s hand in teaching him to write), grasped the shears with her. ‘Incline the edge so,’ he said.


  Hands and shears were inclined to suit the words, and held thus for a peculiarly long time by the instructor as he spoke.


  ‘That will do,’ exclaimed Bathsheba. ‘Loose my hands. I won’t have them held! Turn the winch.’


  Gabriel freed her hands quietly, retired to his handle, and the grinding went on.


  ‘Did the men think it odd?’ she said again.


  ‘Odd was not the idea, miss.’


  ‘What did they say?’


  ‘That Farmer Boldwood’s name and your own were likely to be flung over pulpit together before the year was out.’


  ‘I thought so by the look of them! Why, there’s nothing in it. A more foolish remark was never made, and I want you to contradict it: that’s what I came for.’


  Gabriel looked incredulous and sad, but between his moments of incredulity, relieved.


  ‘They must have heard our conversation,’ she continued.


  ‘Well, then, Bathsheba!’ said Oak, stopping the handle, and gazing into her face with astonishment.


  ‘Miss Everdene, you mean,’ she said, with dignity.


  ‘I mean this, that if Mr. Boldwood really spoke of marriage, I bain’t going to tell a story and say he didn’t to please you. I have already tried to please you too much for my own good!’


  Bathsheba regarded him with round-eyed perplexity. She did not know whether to pity him for disappointed love of her, or to be angry with him for having got over it—his tone being ambiguous.


  ‘I said I wanted you just to mention that it was not true I was going to be married to him,’ she murmured, with a slight decline in her assurance.


  ‘I can say that to them if you wish, Miss Everdene. And I could likewise give an opinion to ’ee on what you have done.’


  ‘I daresay. But I don’t want your opinion.’


  ‘I suppose not,’ said Gabriel bitterly, and going on with his turning; his words rising and falling in a regular swell and cadence as he stooped or rose with the winch, which directed them, according to his position, perpendicularly into the earth, or horizontally along the garden, his eyes being fixed on a leaf upon the ground.


  With Bathsheba a hastened act was a rash act; but, as does not always happen, time gained was prudence ensured. It must be added, however, that time was very seldom gained. At this period the single opinion in the parish on herself and her doings that she valued as sounder than her own was Gabriel Oak’s. And the outspoken honesty of his character was such that on any subject, even that of her love for, or marriage with, another man, the same disinterestedness of opinion might be calculated on, and be had for the asking. Thoroughly convinced of the impossibility of his own suit, a high resolve constrained him not to injure that of another. This is a lover’s most stoical virtue, as the lack of it is a lover’s most venial sin. Knowing he would reply truly she asked the question, painful as she must have known the subject would be. Such is the selfishness of some charming women. Perhaps it was some excuse for her thus torturing honesty to her own advantage, that she had absolutely no other sound judgment within easy reach.


  ‘Well, what is your opinion of my conduct,’ she said quietly.


  ‘That it is unworthy of any thoughtful, and meek, and comely woman.’


  In an instant Bathsheba’s face coloured with the angry crimson of a Danby sunset. But she forbore to utter this feeling, and the reticence of her tongue only made the loquacity of her face the more noticeable.


  The next thing Gabriel did was to make a mistake.


  ‘Perhaps you don’t like the rudeness of my reprimanding you, for I know it is rudeness; but I thought it would do good.’


  She instantly replied sarcastically—


  ‘On the contrary, my opinion of you is so low, that I see in your abuse the praise of discerning people!’


  ‘I am glad you don’t mind it, for I said it honestly and with every serious meaning.’


  ‘I see. But, unfortunately, when you try not to speak in jest you are amusing—just as when you wish to avoid seriousness you sometimes say a sensible word.’


  It was a hard hit, but Bathsheba had unmistakably lost her temper, and on that account Gabriel had never in his life kept his own better. He said nothing. She then broke out—


  ‘I may ask, I suppose, where in particular my unworthiness lies? In my not marrying you, perhaps!’


  ‘Not by any means,’ said Gabriel quietly. ‘I have long given up thinking of that matter.’


  ‘Or wishing it, I suppose,’ she said; and it was apparent that she expected an unhesitating denial of this supposition.


  Whatever Gabriel felt, he coolly echoed her words—


  ‘Or wishing it either.’


  A woman may be treated with a bitterness which is sweet to her, and with a rudeness which is not offensive. Bathsheba would have submitted to an indignant chastisement for her levity had Gabriel protested that he was loving her at the same time; the impetuosity of passion unrequited is bearable, even if it stings and anathematizes—there is a triumph in the humiliation, and a tenderness in the strife. This was what she had been expecting, and what she had not got. To be lectured because the lecturer saw her in the cold morning light of open-shuttered disillusion was exasperating. He had not finished, either. He continued in a more agitated voice:—


  ‘My opinion is (since you ask it) that you are greatly to blame for playing pranks upon a man like Mr. Boldwood, merely as a pastime. Leading on a man you don’t care for is not a praiseworthy action. And even, Miss Everdene, if you seriously inclined towards him, you might have let him find it out in some way of true loving-kindness, and not by sending him a valentine’s letter.’


  Bathsheba laid down the shears.


  ‘I cannot allow any man to—to criticize my private conduct!’ she exclaimed. ‘Nor will I for a minute. So you’ll please leave the farm at the end of the week!’


  It may have been a peculiarity—at any rate it was a fact—that when Bathsheba was swayed by an emotion of an earthly sort her lower lip trembled: when by a refined emotion, her upper or heavenward one. Her nether lip quivered now.


  ‘Very well, so I will,’ said Gabriel calmly. He had been held to her by a beautiful thread which it pained him to spoil by breaking, rather than by a chain he could not break. ‘I should be even better pleased to go at once,’ he added.


  ‘Go at once then, in Heaven’s name!’ said she, her eyes flashing at his, though never meeting them. ‘Don’t let me see your face any more.’


  ‘Very well, Miss Everdene—so it shall be.’


  And he took his shears and went away from her in placid dignity, as Moses left the presence of Pharaoh.


  ♣


  Chapter XXI


  Troubles in the Fold—A Message


  Gabriel Oak had ceased to feed the Weatherbury flock for about four-and-twenty hours, when on Sunday afternoon the elderly gentlemen Joseph Poorgrass, Matthew Moon, Fray, and half-a-dozen others, came running up to the house of the mistress of the Upper Farm.


  ‘Whatever is the matter, men?’ she said, meeting them at the door just as she was coming out on her way to church, and ceasing in a moment from the close compression of her two red lips, with which she had accompanied the exertion of pulling on a tight glove.


  ‘Sixty!’ said Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘Seventy!’ said Moon.


  ‘Fifty-nine!’ said Susan Tall’s husband.


  ‘—Sheep have broke fence,’ said Fray.


  ‘—And got into a field of young clover,’ said Tall.


  ‘—Young clover!’ said Moon.


  ‘—Clover!’ said Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘And they be getting blasted,’ said Henery Fray.


  ‘That they be,’ said Joseph.


  ‘And will all die as dead as nits, if they bain’t got out and cured!’ said Tall.


  Joseph’s countenance was drawn into lines and puckers by his concern. Fray’s forehead was wrinkled both perpendicularly and crosswise, after the pattern of a portcullis, expressive of a double despair. Laban Tall’s lips were thin, and his face was rigid. Matthew’s jaws sank, and his eyes turned whichever way the strongest muscle happened to pull them.


  ‘Yes,’ said Joseph, ‘and I was sitting at home looking for Ephesians, and says I to myself, “’Tis nothing but Corinthians and Thessalonians in this danged Testament,” when who should come in but Henery there: “Joseph,” he said, “the sheep have blasted theirselves——”’


  With Bathsheba it was a moment when thought was speech and speech exclamation. Moreover, she had hardly recovered her equanimity since the disturbance which she had suffered from Oak’s remarks.


  ‘That’s enough—that’s enough!—O you fools!’ she cried, throwing the parasol and Prayer-book into the passage, and running out of doors in the direction signified. ‘To come to me, and not go and get them out directly! O, the stupid numskulls!’


  Her eyes were at their darkest and brightest now. Bathsheba’s beauty belonging rather to the demonian than to the angelic school, she never looked so well as when she was angry—and particularly when the effect was heightened by a rather dashing velvet dress, carefully put on before a glass.


  All the ancient men ran in a jumbled throng after her to the clover-field, Joseph sinking down in the midst when about half-way, like an individual withering in a world which was more and more insupportable. Having once received the stimulus that her presence always gave them they went round among the sheep with a will. The majority of the afflicted animals were lying down, and could not be stirred. These were bodily lifted out, and the others driven into the adjoining field. Here, after the lapse of a few minutes, several more fell down, and lay helpless and livid as the rest.


  Bathsheba, with a sad, bursting heart, looked at these primest specimens of her prime flock as they rolled there—


  
    Swoln with wind and the rank mist they drew.

  


  Many of them foamed at the mouth, their breathing being quick and short, whilst the bodies of all were fearfully distended.


  ‘O, what can I do, what can I do!’ said Bathsheba, helplessly. ‘Sheep are such unfortunate animals!—there’s always something happening to them! I never knew a flock pass a year without getting into some scrape or other.’


  ‘There’s only one way of saving them,’ said Tall.


  ‘What way? Tell me quick!’


  ‘They must be pierced in the side with a thing made on purpose.’


  ‘Can you do it? Can I?’


  ‘No, ma’am. We can’t, nor you neither. It must be done in a particular spot. If ye go to the right or left but an inch you stab the ewe and kill her. Not even a shepherd can do it, as a rule.’


  ‘Then they must die,’ she said, in a resigned tone.


  ‘Only one man in the neighbourhood knows the way,’ said Joseph, now just come up. ‘He could cure ’em all if he were here.’


  ‘Who is he? Let’s get him!’


  ‘Shepherd Oak,’ said Matthew. ‘Ah, he’s a clever man in talents!’


  ‘Ah, that he is so!’ said Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘True—he’s the man,’ said Laban Tall.


  ‘How dare you name that man in my presence!’ she said excitedly. ‘I told you never to allude to him, nor shall you if you stay with me. Ah!’ she added, brightening, ‘Farmer Boldwood knows!’


  ‘O no, ma’am,’ said Matthew. ‘Two of his store ewes got into some vetches t’other day, and were just like these. He sent a man on horseback here post-haste for Gable, and Gable went and saved ’em. Farmer Boldwood hev got the thing they do it with. ’Tis a holler pipe, with a sharp pricker inside. Isn’t it, Joseph?’


  ‘Ay—a holler pipe,’ echoed Joseph. ‘That’s what ’tis.’


  ‘Ay, sure—that’s the machine,’ chimed in Henery Fray reflectively, with an Oriental indifference to the flight of time.


  ‘Well,’ burst out Bathsheba, ‘don’t stand there with your “ayes” and your “sures,” talking at me! Get somebody to cure the sheep instantly!’


  All then stalked off in consternation, to get somebody as directed, without any idea of who it was to be. In a minute they had vanished through the gate, and she stood alone with the dying flock.


  ‘Never will I send for him—never!’ she said firmly.


  One of the ewes here contracted its muscles horribly, extended itself, and jumped high into the air. The leap was an astonishing one. The ewe fell heavily, and lay still.


  Bathsheba went up to it. The sheep was dead.


  ‘O, what shall I do—what shall I do!’ she again exclaimed, wringing her hands. ‘I won’t send for him. No, I won’t!’


  The most vigorous expression of a resolution does not always coincide with the greatest vigour of the resolution itself. It is often flung out as a sort of prop to support a decaying conviction which, whilst strong, required no enunciation to prove it so. The ‘No, I won’t’ of Bathsheba meant virtually, ‘I think I must.’


  She followed her assistants through the gate, and lifted her hand to one of them. Laban answered to her signal.


  ‘Where is Oak staying?’


  ‘Across the valley at Nest Cottage.’


  ‘Jump on the bay mare, and ride across, and say he must return instantly—that I say so.’


  Tall scrambled off to the field, and in two minutes was on Poll, the bay, bare-backed, and with only a halter by way of rein. He diminished down the hill.


  Bathsheba watched. So did all the rest. Tall cantered along the bridle-path through Sixteen Acres, Sheeplands, Middle Field, The Flats, Cappel’s Piece, shrank almost to a point, crossed the bridge, and ascended from the valley through Springmead and Whitepits on the other side. The cottage to which Gabriel had retired before taking his final departure from the locality was visible as a white spot on the opposite hill, backed by blue firs. Bathsheba walked up and down. The men entered the field and endeavoured to ease the anguish of the dumb creatures by rubbing them. Nothing availed.


  Bathsheba continued walking. The horse was seen descending the hill, and the wearisome series had to be repeated in reverse order: Whitepits, Springmead, Cappel’s Piece, The Flats, Middle Field, Sheeplands, Sixteen Acres. She hoped Tall had had presence of mind enough to give the mare up to Gabriel, and return himself on foot. The rider neared them. It was Tall.


  ‘O what folly!’ said Bathsheba.


  Gabriel was not visible anywhere.


  ‘Perhaps he is already gone!’ she said.


  Tall came into the inclosure, and leapt off, his face tragic as Morton’s after the battle of Shrewsbury.


  ‘Well?’ said Bathsheba, unwilling to believe that her verbal lettre-de-cachet could possibly have miscarried.


  ‘He says beggars mustn’t be choosers,’ replied Laban.


  ‘What!’ said the young farmer, opening her eyes and drawing in her breath for an outburst. Joseph Poorgrass retired a few steps behind a hurdle.


  ‘He says he shall not come onless you request en to come civilly and in a proper manner, as becomes any ’ooman begging a favour.’


  ‘Oh, oh, that’s his answer! Where does he get his airs? Who am I, then, to be treated like that? Shall I beg to a man who has begged to me?’


  Another of the flock sprang into the air, and fell dead.


  The men looked grave, as if they suppressed opinion.


  Bathsheba turned aside, her eyes full of tears. The strait she was in through pride and shrewishness could not be disguised longer: she burst out crying bitterly; they all saw it; and she attempted no further concealment.


  ‘I wouldn’t cry about it, miss,’ said William Smallbury compassionately. ‘Why not ask him softer like? I’m sure he’d come then. Gable is a true man in that way.’


  Bathsheba checked her grief and wiped her eyes. ‘O, it is a wicked cruelty to me—it is—it is!’ she murmured. ‘And he drives me to do what I wouldn’t; yes, he does!—Tall, come indoors.’


  After this collapse, not very dignified for the head of an establishment, she went into the house, Tall at her heels. Here she sat down and hastily scribbled a note between the small convulsive sobs of convalescence which follow a fit of crying as a ground-swell follows a storm. The note was none the less polite for being written in a hurry. She held it at a distance, was about to fold it, then added these words at the bottom:—


  
    ‘Do not desert me, Gabriel!’

  


  She looked a little redder in refolding it, and closed her lips, as if thereby to suspend till too late the action of conscience in examining whether such strategy were justifiable. The note was despatched as the message had been, and Bathsheba waited indoors for the result.


  It was an anxious quarter of an hour that intervened between the messenger’s departure and the sound of the horse’s tramp again outside. She could not watch this time, but, leaning over the old bureau at which she had written the letter, closed her eyes, as if to keep out both hope and fear.


  The case, however, was a promising one. Gabriel was not angry: he was simply neutral, although her first command had been so haughty. Such imperiousness would have damned a little less beauty; and on the other hand, such beauty would have redeemed a little less imperiousness.


  She went out when the horse was heard, and looked up. A mounted figure passed between her and the sky, and drew on towards the field of sheep, the rider turning his face in receding. Gabriel looked at her. It was a moment when a woman’s eyes and tongue tell distinctly opposite tales. Bathsheba looked full of gratitude, and she said:—


  ‘O, Gabriel, how could you serve me so unkindly!’


  Such a tenderly-shaped reproach for his previous delay was the one speech in the language that he could pardon for not being commendation of his readiness now.


  Gabriel murmured a confused reply, and hastened on. She knew from the look which sentence in her note had brought him. Bathsheba followed to the field.


  Gabriel was already among the turgid, prostrate forms. He had flung off his coat, rolled up his shirt-sleeves, and taken from his pocket the instrument of salvation. It was a small tube or trochar, with a lance passing down the inside; and Gabriel began to use it with a dexterity that would have graced a hospital-surgeon. Passing his hand over the sheep’s left flank, and selecting the proper point, he punctured the skin and rumen with the lance as it stood in the tube; then he suddenly withdrew the lance, retaining the tube in its place. A current of air rushed up the tube, forcible enough to have extinguished a candle held at the orifice.


  It has been said that mere ease after torment is delight for a time; and the countenances of these poor creatures expressed it now. Forty-nine operations were successfully performed. Owing to the great hurry necessitated by the far-gone state of some of the flock, Gabriel missed his aim in one case, and in one only—striking wide of the mark, and inflicting a mortal blow at once upon the suffering ewe. Four had died; three recovered without an operation. The total number of sheep which had thus strayed and injured themselves so dangerously was fifty-seven.


  When the love-led man had ceased from his labours Bathsheba came and looked him in the face.


  ‘Gabriel, will you stay on with me?’ she said, smiling winningly, and not troubling to bring her lips quite together again at the end, because there was going to be another smile soon.


  ‘I will,’ said Gabriel.


  And she smiled on him again.


  ♣


  Chapter XXII


  The Great Barn and the Sheep-Shearers


  Men thin away to insignificance and oblivion quite as often by not making the most of good spirits when they have them as by lacking good spirits when they are indispensable. Gabriel lately, for the first time since his prostration by misfortune, had been independent in thought and vigorous in action to a marked extent—conditions which, powerless without an opportunity as an opportunity without them is barren, would have given him a sure lift upwards when the favourable conjunction should have occurred. But this incurable loitering beside Bathsheba Everdene stole his time ruinously. The spring tides were going by without floating him off, and the neap might soon come which could not.


  It was the first day of June, and the sheep-shearing season culminated, the landscape, even to the leanest pasture, being all health and colour. Every green was young, every pore was open, and every stalk was swollen with racing currents of juice. God was palpably present in the country, and the devil had gone with the world to town. Flossy catkins of the later kinds, fern-sprouts like bishops’ croziers, the square-headed moschatel, the odd cuckoo-pint,—like an apoplectic saint in a niche of malachite,—snow-white ladies’-smocks, the toothwort, approximating to human flesh, the enchanter’s night-shade, and the black-petaled doleful-bells, were among the quainter objects of the vegetable world in and about Weatherbury at this teeming time; and of the animal, the metamorphosed figures of Mr. Jan Coggan, the master-shearer; the second and third shearers, who travelled in the exercise of their calling, and do not require definition by name; Henery Fray the fourth shearer, Susan Tall’s husband the fifth, Joseph Poorgrass the sixth, young Cain Ball as assistant-shearer, and Gabriel Oak as general supervisor. None of these were clothed to any extent worth mentioning, each appearing to have hit in the matter of raiment the decent mean between a high and low caste Hindoo. An angularity of lineament, and a fixity of facial machinery in general, proclaimed that serious work was the order of the day.


  They sheared in the great barn, called for the nonce the Shearing-barn, which on ground-plan resembled a church with transepts. It not only emulated the form of the neighbouring church of the parish, but vied with it in antiquity. Whether the barn had ever formed one of a group of conventual buildings nobody seemed to be aware; no trace of such surroundings remained. The vast porches at the sides, lofty enough to admit a waggon laden to its highest with corn in the sheaf, were spanned by heavy-pointed arches of stone, broadly and boldly cut, whose very simplicity was the origin of a grandeur not apparent in erections where more ornament has been attempted. The dusky, filmed, chestnut roof, braced and tied in by huge collars, curves, and diagonals, was far nobler in design, because more wealthy in material, than nine-tenths of those in our modern churches. Along each side wall was a range of striding buttresses, throwing deep shadows on the spaces between them, which were perforated by lancet openings, combining in their proportions the precise requirements both of beauty and ventilation.


  One could say about this barn, what could hardly be said of either the church or the castle, akin to it in age and style, that the purpose which had dictated its original erection was the same with that to which it was still applied. Unlike and superior to either of those two typical remnants of mediævalism, the old barn embodied practices which had suffered no mutilation at the hands of time. Here at least the spirit of the ancient builders was at one with the spirit of the modern beholder. Standing before this abraded pile, the eye regarded its present usage, the mind dwelt upon its past history, with a satisfied sense of functional continuity throughout—a feeling almost of gratitude, and quite of pride, at the permanence of the idea which had heaped it up. The fact that four centuries had neither proved it to be founded on a mistake, inspired any hatred of its purpose, nor given rise to any reaction that had battered it down, invested this simple grey effort of old minds with a repose, if not a grandeur, which a too curious reflection was apt to disturb in its ecclesiastical and military compeers. For once mediævalism and modernism had a common stand-point. The lanceolate windows, the time-eaten arch-stones and chamfers, the orientation of the axis, the misty chestnut work of the rafters, referred to no exploded fortifying art or worn-out religious creed. The defence and salvation of the body by daily bread is still a study, a religion, and a desire.


  To-day the large side doors were thrown open towards the sun to admit a bountiful light to the immediate spot of the shearers’ operations, which was the wood threshing-floor in the centre, formed of thick oak, black with age and polished by the beating of flails for many generations, till it had grown as slippery and as rich in hue as the state-room floors of an Elizabethan mansion. Here the shearers knelt, the sun slanting in upon their bleached shirts, tanned arms, and the polished shears they flourished, causing these to bristle with a thousand rays strong enough to blind a weak-eyed man. Beneath them a captive sheep lay panting, quickening its pants as misgiving merged in terror, till it quivered like the hot landscape outside.


  This picture of to-day in its frame of four hundred years ago did not produce that marked contrast between ancient and modern which is implied by the contrast of date. In comparison with cities, Weatherbury was immutable. The citizen’s Then is the rustic’s Now. In London, twenty or thirty years ago are old times; in Paris ten years, or five; in Weatherbury three or four score years were included in the mere present, and nothing less than a century set a mark on its face or tone. Five decades hardly modified the cut of a gaiter, the embroidery of a smock-frock, by the breadth of a hair. Ten generations failed to alter the turn of a single phrase. In these Wessex nooks the busy outsider’s ancient times are only old; his old times are still new; his present is futurity.


  So the barn was natural to the shearers, and the shearers were in harmony with the barn.


  The spacious ends of the building, answering ecclesiastically to nave and chancel extremities, were fenced off with hurdles, the sheep being all collected in a crowd within these two enclosures; and in one angle a catching-pen was formed, in which three or four sheep were continuously kept ready for the shearers to seize without loss of time. In the background, mellowed by tawny shade, were the three women, Maryann Money, and Temperance and Soberness Miller, gathering up the fleeces and twisting ropes of wool with a wimble for tying them round. They were indifferently well assisted by the old maltster, who, when the malting season from October to April had passed, made himself useful upon any of the bordering farmsteads.


  Behind all was Bathsheba, carefully watching the men to see that there was no cutting or wounding through carelessness, and that the animals were shorn close. Gabriel, who flitted and hovered under her bright eyes like a moth, did not shear continuously, half his time being spent in attending to the others and selecting the sheep for them. At the present moment he was engaged in handing round a mug of mild liquor, supplied from a barrel in the corner, and cut pieces of bread and cheese.


  Bathsheba, after throwing a glance here, a caution there, and lecturing one of the younger operators who had allowed his last finished sheep to go off among the flock without re-stamping it with her initials, came again to Gabriel, as he put down the luncheon to drag a frightened ewe to his shear-station, flinging it over upon its back with a dexterous twist of the arm. He lopped off the tresses about its head, and opened up the neck and collar, his mistress quietly looking on.


  ‘She blushes at the insult,’ murmured Bathsheba, watching the pink flush which arose and overspread the neck and shoulders of the ewe where they were left bare by the clicking shears—a flush which was enviable, for its delicacy, by many queens of coteries, and would have been creditable, for its promptness, to any woman in the world.


  Poor Gabriel’s soul was fed with a luxury of content by having her over him, her eyes critically regarding his skilful shears, which apparently were going to gather up a piece of the flesh at every close, and yet never did so. Like Guildenstern, Oak was happy in that he was not over happy. He had no wish to converse with her: that his bright lady and himself formed one group, exclusively their own, and containing no others in the world, was enough.


  So the chatter was all on her side. There is a loquacity that tells nothing, which was Bathsheba’s; and there is a silence which says much: that was Gabriel’s. Full of this dim and temperate bliss he went on to fling the ewe over upon her other side, covering her head with his knee, gradually running the shears line after line round her dewlap, thence about her flank and back, and finishing over the tail.


  ‘Well done, and done quickly!’ said Bathsheba, looking at her watch as the last snip resounded.


  ‘How long, miss?’ said Gabriel, wiping his brow.


  ‘Three-and-twenty minutes and a half since you took the first lock from its forehead. It is the first time that I have ever seen one done in less than half an hour.’


  The clean, sleek creature arose from its fleece—how perfectly like Aphrodite rising from the foam should have been seen to be realized—looking startled and shy at the loss of its garment, which lay on the floor in one soft cloud, united throughout, the portion visible being the inner surface only, which, never before exposed, was white as snow, and without flaw or blemish of the minutest kind.


  ‘Cain Ball!’


  ‘Yes, Mister Oak; here I be!’


  Cainy now runs forward with the tar-pot. ‘B. E.’ is newly stamped upon the shorn skin, and away the simple dam leaps, panting, over the board into the shirtless flock outside. Then up comes Maryann; throws the loose locks into the middle of the fleece, rolls it up, and carries it into the background as three-and-a-half pounds of unadulterated warmth for the winter enjoyment of persons unknown and far away, who will, however, never experience the superlative comfort derivable from the wool as it here exists, new and pure—before the unctuousness of its nature whilst in a living state has dried, stiffened, and been washed out—rendering it just now as superior to anything woollen as cream is superior to milk-and-water.


  But heartless circumstance could not leave entire Gabriel’s happiness of this morning. The rams, old ewes, and two-shear ewes had duly undergone their stripping, and the men were proceeding with the shearlings and hogs, when Oak’s belief that she was going to stand pleasantly by and time him through another performance was painfully interrupted by Farmer Boldwood’s appearance in the extremest corner of the barn. Nobody seemed to have perceived his entry, but there he certainly was. Boldwood always carried with him a social atmosphere of his own, which everybody felt who came near him; and the talk, which Bathsheba’s presence had somewhat suppressed, was now totally suspended.


  He crossed over towards Bathsheba, who turned to greet him with a carriage of perfect ease. He spoke to her in low tones, and she instinctively modulated her own to the same pitch, and her voice ultimately even caught the inflection of his. She was far from having a wish to appear mysteriously connected with him; but woman at the impressionable age gravitates to the larger body not only in her choice of words, which is apparent every day, but even in her shades of tone and humour when the influence is great.


  What they conversed about was not audible to Gabriel, who was too independent to get near, though too concerned to disregard. The issue of their dialogue was the taking of her hand by the courteous farmer to help her over the spreading-board into the bright June sunlight outside. Standing beside the sheep already shorn, they went on talking again. Concerning the flock? Apparently not. Gabriel theorized, not without truth, that in quiet discussion of any matter within reach of the speakers’ eyes, these are usually fixed upon it. Bathsheba demurely regarded a contemptible straw lying upon the ground, in a way which suggested less ovine criticism than womanly embarrassment. She became more or less red in the cheek, the blood wavering in uncertain flux and reflux over the sensitive space between ebb and flood. Gabriel sheared on, constrained and sad.


  She left Boldwood’s side, and he walked up and down alone for nearly a quarter of an hour. Then she reappeared in her new riding-habit of myrtle-green, which fitted her to the waist as a rind fits its fruit; and young Bob Coggan led on her mare, Boldwood fetching his own horse from the tree under which it had been tied.


  Oak’s eyes could not forsake them; and in endeavouring to continue his shearing at the same time that he watched Boldwood’s manner, he snipped the sheep in the groin. The animal plunged; Bathsheba instantly gazed towards it, and saw the blood.


  ‘O Gabriel!’ she exclaimed, with severe remonstrance, ‘you who are so strict with the other men—see what you are doing yourself!’


  To an outsider there was not much to complain of in this remark; but to Oak, who knew Bathsheba to be well aware that she herself was the cause of the poor ewe’s wound, because she had wounded the ewe’s shearer in a still more vital part, it had a sting which the abiding sense of his inferiority to both herself and Boldwood was not calculated to heal. But a manly resolve to recognize boldly that he had no longer a lover’s interest in her, helped him occasionally to conceal a feeling.


  ‘Bottle!’ he shouted, in an unmoved voice of routine. Cainy Ball ran up, the wound was anointed, and the shearing continued.


  Boldwood gently tossed Bathsheba into the saddle, and before they turned away she again spoke out to Oak with the same dominative and tantalizing graciousness.


  ‘I am going now to see Mr. Boldwood’s Leicesters. Take my place in the barn, Gabriel, and keep the men carefully to their work.’


  The horses’ heads were put about, and they trotted away.


  Boldwood’s deep attachment was a matter of great interest among all around him; but, after having been pointed out for so many years as the perfect exemplar of thriving bachelorship, his lapse was an anticlimax somewhat resembling that of St. John Long’s death by consumption in the midst of his proofs that it was not a fatal disease.


  ‘That means matrimony,’ said Temperance Miller, following them out of sight with her eyes.


  ‘I reckon that’s the size o’t,’ said Coggan, working along without looking up.


  ‘Well, better wed over the mixen than over the moor,’ said Laban Tall, turning his sheep.


  Henery Fray spoke, exhibiting miserable eyes at the same time: ‘I don’t see why a maid should take a husband when she’s bold enough to fight her own battles, and don’t want a home; for ’tis keeping another woman out. But let it be, for ’tis a pity he and she should trouble two houses.’


  As usual with decided characters, Bathsheba invariably provoked the criticism of individuals like Henery Fray. Her emblazoned fault was to be too pronounced in her objections, and not sufficiently overt in her likings. We learn that it is not the rays which bodies absorb, but those which they reject, that give them the colours they are known by; and in the same way people are specialized by their dislikes and antagonisms, whilst their goodwill is looked upon as no attribute at all.


  Henery continued in a more complaisant mood: ‘I once hinted my mind to her on a few things, as nearly as a battered frame dared to do so to such a froward piece. You all know, neighbours, what a man I be, and how I come down with my powerful words when my pride is boiling wi’ scarn?’


  ‘We do, we do, Henery.’


  ‘So I said, “Mistress Everdene, there’s places empty, and there’s gifted men willing; but the spite”—no, not the spite—I didn’t say spite—“but the villainy of the contrarikind,” I said (meaning womankind), “keeps ’em out.” That wasn’t too strong for her, say?’


  ‘Passably well put.’


  ‘Yes; and I would have said it, had death and salvation overtook me for it. Such is my spirit when I have a mind.’


  ‘A true man, and proud as a lucifer.’


  ‘You see the artfulness? Why, ’twas about being baily really; but I didn’t put it so plain that she could understand my meaning, so I could lay it on all the stronger. That was my depth! … However, let her marry an she will. Perhaps ’tis high time. I believe Farmer Boldwood kissed her behind the spear-bed at the sheep-washing t’other day—that I do.’


  ‘What a lie!’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Ah, neighbour Oak—how’st know?’ said Henery mildly.


  ‘Because she told me all that passed,’ said Oak, with a pharisaical sense that he was not as other shearers in this matter.


  ‘Ye have a right to believe it,’ said Henery, with dudgeon; ‘a very true right. But I mid see a little distance into things! To be long-headed enough for a baily’s place is a poor mere trifle—yet a trifle more than nothing. However, I look round upon life quite cool. Do you heed me, neighbours? My words, though made as simple as I can, mid be rather deep for some heads.’


  ‘O yes, Henery, we quite heed ye.’


  ‘A strange old piece, goodmen—whirled about from here to yonder, as if I were nothing! A little warped, too. But I have my depths; ha, and even my great depths! I might gird at a certain shepherd, brain to brain. But no—O no!’


  ‘A strange old piece, ye say!’ interposed the maltster, in a querulous voice. ‘At the same time ye be no old man worth naming—no old man at all. Yer teeth bain’t half gone yet; and what’s a old man’s standing if so be his teeth bain’t gone? Weren’t I stale in wedlock afore ye were out of arms? ’Tis a poor thing to be sixty, when there’s people far past four-score—a boast weak as water.’


  It was the unvarying custom in Weatherbury to sink minor differences when the maltster had to be pacified.


  ‘Weak as water! yes,’ said Jan Coggan. ‘Malter, we feel ye to be a wonderful veteran man, and nobody can gainsay it.’


  ‘Nobody,’ said Joseph Poorgrass. ‘Ye be a very rare old spectacle, malter, and we all admire ye for that gift.’


  ‘Ay, and as a young man, when my senses were in prosperity, I was likewise liked by a good-few who knowed me,’ said the maltster.


  ‘’Ithout doubt you was—’ithout doubt.’


  The bent and hoary man was satisfied, and so apparently was Henery Fray. That matters should continue pleasant Maryann spoke, who, what with her brown complexion, and the working wrapper of rusty linsey, had at present the mellow hue of an old sketch in oils—notably some of Nicholas Poussin’s:—


  ‘Do anybody know of a crooked man, or a lame, or any second-hand fellow at all that would do for poor me?’ said Maryann. ‘A perfect one I don’t expect to get at my time of life. If I could hear of such a thing ’twould do me more good than toast and ale.’


  Coggan furnished a suitable reply. Oak went on with his shearing, and said not another word. Pestilent moods had come, and teased away his quiet. Bathsheba had shown indications of anointing him above his fellows by installing him as the bailiff that the farm imperatively required. He did not covet the post relatively to the farm: in relation to herself, as beloved by him and unmarried to another, he had coveted it. His readings of her seemed now to be vapoury and indistinct. His lecture to her was, he thought, one of the absurdest mistakes. Far from coquetting with Boldwood, she had trifled with himself in thus feigning that she had trifled with another. He was inwardly convinced that, in accordance with the anticipations of his easy-going and worse-educated comrades, that day would see Boldwood the accepted husband of Miss Everdene. Gabriel at this time of his life had out-grown the instinctive dislike which every Christian boy has for reading the Bible, perusing it now quite frequently, and he inwardly said, ‘“I find more bitter than death the woman whose heart is snares and nets!”’ This was mere exclamation—the froth of the storm. He adored Bathsheba just the same.


  ‘We workfolk shall have some lordly junketing to-night,’ said Cainy Ball, casting forth his thoughts in a new direction. ‘This morning I see ’em making the great puddens in the milking-pails—lumps of fat as big as yer thumb, Mister Oak! I’ve never seed such splendid large knobs of fat before in the days of my life—they never used to be bigger than a horse-bean. And there was a great black crock upon the brandise with his legs a-sticking out, but I don’t know what was in within.’


  ‘And there’s two bushels of biffins for apple-pies,’ said Maryann.


  ‘Well, I hope to do my duty by it all,’ said Joseph Poorgrass, in a pleasant, masticating manner of anticipation. ‘Yes; victuals and drink is a cheerful thing, and gives nerves to the nerveless, if the form of words may be used. ’Tis the gospel of the body, without which we perish, so to speak it.’


  ♣


  Chapter XXIII


  Eventide—A Second Declaration


  For the shearing-supper a long table was placed on the grass-plot beside the house, the end of the table being thrust over the sill of the wide parlour window and a foot or two into the room. Miss Everdene sat inside the window, facing down the table. She was thus at the head without mingling with the men.


  This evening Bathsheba was unusually excited, her red cheeks and lips contrasting lustrously with the mazy skeins of her shadowy hair. She seemed to expect assistance, and the seat at the bottom of the table was at her request left vacant until after they had begun the meal. She then asked Gabriel to take the place and the duties appertaining to that end, which he did with great readiness.


  At this moment Mr. Boldwood came in at the gate, and crossed the green to Bathsheba at the window. He apologized for his lateness: his arrival was evidently by arrangement.


  ‘Gabriel,’ said she, ‘will you move again, please, and let Mr. Boldwood come there?’


  Oak moved in silence back to his original seat.


  The gentleman-farmer was dressed in cheerful style, in a new coat and white waistcoat, quite contrasting with his usual sober suits of grey. Inwardly, too, he was blithe, and consequently chatty to an exceptional degree. So also was Bathsheba now that he had come, though the uninvited presence of Pennyways, the bailiff who had been dismissed for theft, disturbed her equanimity for a while.


  Supper being ended, Coggan began on his own private account, without reference to listeners:—


  
    I’ve lost my love, and I care not,


    I’ve lost my love, and I care not;


    I shall soon have another


    That’s better than t’other;


    I’ve lost my love, and I care not.

  


  This lyric, when concluded, was received with a silently appreciative gaze at the table, implying that the performance, like a work by those established authors who are independent of notices in the papers, was a well-known delight which required no applause.


  ‘Now, Master Poorgrass, your song!’ said Coggan.


  ‘I be all but in liquor, and the gift is wanting in me,’ said Joseph, diminishing himself.


  ‘Nonsense; wou’st never be so ungrateful, Joseph—never!’ said Coggan, expressing hurt feelings by an inflection of voice. ‘And mistress is looking hard at ye, as much as to say, “Sing at once, Joseph Poorgrass.”’


  ‘Faith, so she is; well, I must suffer it! … Just eye my features, and see if the tell-tale blood overheats me much, neighbours?’


  ‘No, yer blushes be quite reasonable,’ said Coggan.


  ‘I always tries to keep my colours from rising when a beauty’s eyes get fixed on me,’ said Joseph diffidently; ‘but if so be ’tis willed they do, they must.’


  ‘Now, Joseph, your song, please,’ said Bathsheba from the window.


  ‘Well, really, ma’am,’ he replied in a yielding tone, ‘I don’t know what to say. It would be a poor plain ballet of my own composure.’


  ‘Hear, hear!’ said the supper-party.


  Poorgrass, thus assured, trilled forth a flickering yet commendable piece of sentiment, the tune of which consisted of the key-note and another, the latter being the sound chiefly dwelt upon. This was so successful that he rashly plunged into a second in the same breath, after a few false starts:—


  
    I sow'-ed th'-e …..


    I sow'-ed …..


    I sow'-ed the'-e seeds' of love',


    I-it was' all' i'-in the'-e spring',


    I-in A'-pril', Ma'-ay, a'-nd sun'-ny' June',


    When sma'-all bi'-irds they' do' sing.

  


  ‘Well put out of hand,’ said Coggan, at the end of the verse. ‘“They do sing” was a very taking paragraph.’


  ‘Ay; and there was a pretty place at “seeds of love,” and ’twas well heaved out. Though “love” is a nasty high corner when a man’s voice is getting crazed. Next verse, Master Poorgrass.’


  But during this rendering young Bob Coggan exhibited one of those anomalies which will afflict little people when other persons are particularly serious: in trying to check his laughter, he pushed down his throat as much of the tablecloth as he could get hold of, when, after continuing hermetically sealed for a short time, his mirth burst out through his nose. Joseph perceived it, and with hectic cheeks of indignation instantly ceased singing. Coggan boxed Bob’s ears immediately.


  ‘Go on, Joseph—go on, and never mind the young scamp,’ said Coggan. ‘’Tis a very catching ballet. Now then again—the next bar; I’ll help ye to flourish up the shrill notes where yer wind is rather wheezy:—


  
    O the wi'-il-lo'-ow tree' will' twist',


    And the wil'-low' tre'-ee wi'-ill twine'.

  


  But the singer could not be set going again. Bob Coggan was sent home for his ill manners, and tranquillity was restored by Jacob Smallbury, who volunteered a ballad as inclusive and interminable as that with which the worthy toper old Silenus amused on a similar occasion the swains Chromis and Mnasylus, and other jolly dogs of his day.


  It was still the beaming time of evening, though night was stealthily making itself visible low down upon the ground, the western lines of light raking the earth without alighting upon it to any extent, or illuminating the dead levels at all. The sun had crept round the tree as a last effort before death, and then began to sink, the shearers’ lower parts becoming steeped in embrowning twilight, whilst their heads and shoulders were still enjoying day, touched with a yellow of self-sustained brilliancy that seemed inherent rather than acquired.


  The sun went down in an ochreous mist; but they sat, and talked on, and grew as merry as the gods in Homer’s heaven. Bathsheba still remained enthroned inside the window, and occupied herself in knitting, from which she sometimes looked up to view the fading scene outside. The slow twilight expanded and enveloped them completely before the signs of moving were shown.


  Gabriel suddenly missed Farmer Boldwood from his place at the bottom of the table. How long he had been gone Oak did not know; but he had apparently withdrawn into the encircling dusk. Whilst he was thinking of this Liddy brought candles into the back part of the room overlooking the shearers, and their lively new flames shone down the table and over the men, and dispersed among the green shadows behind. Bathsheba’s form, still in its original position, was now again distinct between their eyes and the light, which revealed that Boldwood had gone inside the room, and was sitting near her.


  Next came the question of the evening. Would Miss Everdene sing to them the song she always sang so charmingly—‘The Banks of Allan Water’—before they went home?


  After a moment’s consideration Bathsheba assented, beckoning to Gabriel, who hastened up into the coveted atmosphere.


  ‘Have you brought your flute?’ she whispered.


  ‘Yes, miss.’


  ‘Play to my singing, then.’


  She stood up in the window-opening, facing the men, the candles behind her, Gabriel on her right hand, immediately outside the sash-frame. Boldwood had drawn up on her left, within the room. Her singing was soft and rather tremulous at first, but it soon swelled to a steady clearness. Subsequent events caused one of the verses to be remembered for many months, and even years, by more than one of those who were gathered there:—


  
    For his bride a soldier sought her,


    And a winning tongue had he:


    On the banks of Allan Water


    None was gay as she!

  


  In addition to the dulcet piping of Gabriel’s flute Boldwood supplied a bass in his customary profound voice, uttering his notes so softly, however, as to abstain entirely from making anything like an ordinary duet of the song; they rather formed a rich unexplored shadow, which threw her tones into relief. The shearers reclined against each other as at suppers in the early ages of the world, and so silent and absorbed were they that her breathing could almost be heard between the bars; and at the end of the ballad, when the last tone loitered on to an inexpressible close, there arose that buzz of pleasure which is the attar of applause.


  It is scarcely necessary to state that Gabriel could not avoid noting the farmer’s bearing to-night towards their entertainer. Yet there was nothing exceptional in his actions beyond what appertained to his time of performing them. It was when the rest were all looking away that Boldwood observed her; when they regarded her he turned aside; when they thanked or praised he was silent; when they were inattentive he murmured his thanks. The meaning lay in the difference between actions none of which had any meaning of itself; and the necessity of being jealous, which lovers are troubled with, did not lead Oak to underestimate these signs.


  Bathsheba then wished them good-night, withdrew from the window, and retired to the back part of the room, Boldwood thereupon closing the sash and the shutters, and remaining inside with her. Oak wandered away under the quiet and scented trees. Recovering from the softer impressions produced by Bathsheba’s voice, the shearers rose to leave, Coggan turning to Pennyways as he pushed back the bench to pass out:—


  ‘I like to give praise where praise is due, and the man deserves it—that ’a do so,’ he remarked, looking at the worthy thief as if he were the masterpiece of some world-renowned artist.


  ‘I’m sure I should never have believed it if we hadn’t proved it, so to allude,’ hiccupped Joseph Poorgrass, ‘that every cup, every one of the best knives and forks, and every empty bottle be in their place as perfect now as at the beginning, and not one stole at all.’


  ‘I’m sure I don’t deserve half the praise you give me,’ said the virtuous thief grimly.


  ‘Well, I’ll say this for Pennyways,’ added Coggan, ‘that whenever he do really make up his mind to do a noble thing in the shape of a good action, as I could see by his face he did to-night afore sitting down, he’s generally able to carry it out. Yes, I’m proud to say, neighbours, that he’s stole nothing at all.’


  ‘Well, ’tis an honest deed, and we thank ye for it, Pennyways,’ said Joseph; to which opinion the remainder of the company subscribed unanimously.


  At this time of departure, when nothing more was visible of the inside of the parlour than a thin and still chink of light between the shutters, a passionate scene was in course of enactment there.


  Miss Everdene and Boldwood were alone. Her cheeks had lost a great deal of their healthful fire from the very seriousness of her position; but her eye was bright with the excitement of a triumph—though it was a triumph which had rather been contemplated than desired.


  She was standing behind a low arm-chair, from which she had just risen, and he was kneeling in it—inclining himself over its back towards her, and holding her hand in both his own. His body moved restlessly, and it was with what Keats daintily calls a too happy happiness. This unwonted abstraction by love of all dignity from a man of whom it had ever seemed the chief component, was, in its distressing incongruity, a pain to her which quenched much of the pleasure she derived from the proof that she was idolized.


  ‘I will try to love you,’ she was saying, in a trembling voice quite unlike her usual self-confidence. ‘And if I can believe in any way that I shall make you a good wife I shall indeed be willing to marry you. But, Mr. Boldwood, hesitation on so high a matter is honourable in any woman, and I don’t want to give a solemn promise to-night. I would rather ask you to wait a few weeks till I can see my situation better.’


  ‘But you have every reason to believe that then——’


  ‘I have every reason to hope that at the end of the five or six weeks, between this time and harvest, that you say you are going to be away from home, I shall be able to promise to be your wife,’ she said firmly. ‘But remember this distinctly, I don’t promise yet.’


  ‘It is enough; I don’t ask more. I can wait on those dear words. And now, Miss Everdene, good-night!’


  ‘Good-night,’ she said graciously—almost tenderly; and Boldwood withdrew with a serene smile.


  Bathsheba knew more of him now; he had entirely bared his heart before her, even until he had almost worn in her eyes the sorry look of a grand bird without the feathers that make it grand. She had been awe-struck at her past temerity, and was struggling to make amends without thinking whether the sin quite deserved the penalty she was schooling herself to pay. To have brought all this about her ears was terrible; but after a while the situation was not without a fearful joy. The facility with which even the most timid women sometimes acquire a relish for the dreadful when that is amalgamated with a little triumph, is marvellous.


  ♣


  Chapter XXIV


  The Same Night—The Fir Plantation


  Among the multifarious duties which Bathsheba had voluntarily imposed upon herself by dispensing with the services of a bailiff, was the particular one of looking round the homestead before going to bed, to see that all was right and safe for the night. Gabriel had almost constantly preceded her in this tour every evening, watching her affairs as carefully as any specially appointed officer of surveillance could have done; but this tender devotion was to a great extent unknown to his mistress, and as much as was known was somewhat thanklessly received. Women are never tired of bewailing man’s fickleness in love, but they only seem to snub his constancy.


  As watching is best done invisibly, she usually carried a dark lantern in her hand, and every now and then turned on the light to examine nooks and corners with the coolness of a metropolitan policeman. This coolness may have owed its existence not so much to her fearlessness of expected danger as to her freedom from the suspicion of any; her worst anticipated discovery being that a horse might not be well bedded, the fowls not all in, or a door not closed.


  This night the buildings were inspected as usual, and she went round to the farm paddock. Here the only sounds disturbing the stillness were steady munchings of many mouths, and stentorian breathings from all but invisible noses, ending in snores and puffs like the blowing of bellows slowly. Then the munching would recommence, when the lively imagination might assist the eye to discern a group of pink-white nostrils shaped as caverns, and very clammy and humid on their surfaces, not exactly pleasant to the touch until one got used to them; the mouths beneath having a great partiality for closing upon any loose end of Bathsheba’s apparel which came within reach of their tongues. Above each of these a still keener vision suggested a brown forehead and two staring though not unfriendly eyes, and above all a pair of whitish crescent-shaped horns like two particularly new moons, an occasional stolid ‘moo!’ proclaiming beyond the shade of a doubt that these phenomena were the features and persons of Daisy, Whitefoot, Bonny-lass, Jolly-O, Spot, Twinkle-eye, etc., etc.—the respectable dairy of Devon cows belonging to Bathsheba aforesaid.


  Her way back to the house was by a path through a young plantation of tapering firs, which had been planted some years earlier to shelter the premises from the north wind. By reason of the density of the interwoven foliage overhead it was gloomy there at cloudless noontide, twilight in the evening, dark as midnight at dusk, and black as the ninth plague of Egypt at midnight. To describe the spot is to call it a vast, low, naturally formed hall, the plumy ceiling of which was supported by slender pillars of living wood, the floor being covered with a soft dun carpet of dead spikelets and mildewed cones, with a tuft of grass-blades here and there.


  This bit of the path was always the crux of the night’s ramble, though, before starting, her apprehensions of danger were not vivid enough to lead her to take a companion. Slipping along here covertly as Time, Bathsheba fancied she could hear footsteps entering the track at the opposite end. It was certainly a rustle of footsteps. Her own instantly fell as gently as snowflakes. She reassured herself by a remembrance that the path was public, and that the traveller was probably some villager returning home; regretting, at the same time, that the meeting should be about to occur in the darkest point of her route, even though only just outside her own door.


  The noise approached, came close, and a figure was apparently on the point of gliding past her when something tugged at her skirt and pinned it forcibly to the ground. The instantaneous check nearly threw Bathsheba off her balance. In recovering she struck against warm clothes and buttons.


  ‘A rum start, upon my soul!’ said a masculine voice, a foot or so above her head. ‘Have I hurt you, mate?’


  ‘No,’ said Bathsheba, attempting to shrink away.


  ‘We have got hitched together somehow, I think.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Are you a woman?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘A lady, I should have said.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter.’


  ‘I am a man.’


  ‘Oh!’


  Bathsheba softly tugged again, but to no purpose.


  ‘Is that a dark lantern you have? I fancy so,’ said the man.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘If you’ll allow me I’ll open it, and set you free.’


  A hand seized the lantern, the door was opened, the rays burst out from their prison, and Bathsheba beheld her position with astonishment.


  The man to whom she was hooked was brilliant in brass and scarlet. He was a soldier. His sudden appearance was to darkness what the sound of a trumpet is to silence. Gloom, the genius loci at all times hitherto, was now totally overthrown, less by the lantern-light than by what the lantern lighted. The contrast of this revelation with her anticipations of some sinister figure in sombre garb was so great that it had upon her the effect of a fairy transformation.


  It was immediately apparent that the military man’s spur had become entangled in the gimp which decorated the skirt of her dress. He caught a view of her face.


  ‘I’ll unfasten you in one moment, miss,’ he said, with new-born gallantry.


  ‘O no—I can do it, thank you,’ she hastily replied, and stooped for the performance.


  The unfastening was not such a trifling affair. The rowel of the spur had so wound itself among the gimp cords in those few moments, that separation was likely to be a matter of time.


  He too stooped, and the lantern standing on the ground betwixt them threw the gleam from its open side among the fir-tree needles and the blades of long damp grass with the effect of a large glowworm. It radiated upwards into their faces, and sent over half the plantation gigantic shadows of both man and woman, each dusky shape becoming distorted and mangled upon the tree-trunks till it wasted to nothing.


  He looked hard into her eyes when she raised them for a moment; Bathsheba looked down again, for his gaze was too strong to be received point-blank with her own. But she had obliquely noticed that he was young and slim, and that he wore three chevrons upon his sleeve.


  Bathsheba pulled again.


  ‘You are a prisoner, miss; it is no use blinking the matter,’ said the soldier drily. ‘I must cut your dress if you are in such a hurry.’


  ‘Yes—please do!’ she exclaimed helplessly.


  ‘It wouldn’t be necessary if you could wait a moment’; and he unwound a cord from the little wheel. She withdrew her own hand, but, whether by accident or design, he touched it. Bathsheba was vexed; she hardly knew why.


  His unravelling went on, but it nevertheless seemed coming to no end. She looked at him again.


  ‘Thank you for the sight of such a beautiful face!’ said the young sergeant, without ceremony.


  She coloured with embarrassment. ‘’Twas unwillingly shown,’ she replied stiffly, and with as much dignity—which was very little—as she could infuse into a position of captivity.


  ‘I like you the better for that incivility, miss,’ he said.


  ‘I should have liked—I wish—you had never shown yourself to me by intruding here!’ She pulled again, and the gathers of her dress began to give way like liliputian musketry.


  ‘I deserve the chastisement your words give me. But why should such a fair and dutiful girl have such an aversion to her father’s sex?’


  ‘Go on your way, please.’


  ‘What, Beauty, and drag you after me? Do but look; I never saw such a tangle!’


  ‘O, ’tis shameful of you; you have been making it worse on purpose to keep me here—you have!’


  ‘Indeed, I don’t think so,’ said the sergeant, with a merry twinkle.


  ‘I tell you you have!’ she exclaimed, in high temper. ‘I insist upon undoing it. Now, allow me!’


  ‘Certainly, miss; I am not of steel.’ He added a sigh which had as much archness in it as a sigh could possess without losing its nature altogether. ‘I am thankful for beauty, even when ’tis thrown to me like a bone to a dog. These moments will be over too soon!’


  She closed her lips in a determined silence.


  Bathsheba was revolving in her mind whether by a bold and desperate rush she could free herself at the risk of leaving her skirt bodily behind her. The thought was too dreadful. The dress—which she had put on to appear stately at the supper—was the head and front of her wardrobe; not another in her stock became her so well. What woman in Bathsheba’s position, not naturally timid, and within call of her retainers, would have bought escape from a dashing soldier at so dear a price?


  ‘All in good time; it will soon be done, I perceive,’ said her cool friend.


  ‘This trifling provokes, and—and——’


  ‘Not too cruel!’


  ‘—Insults me!’


  ‘It is done in order that I may have the pleasure of apologizing to so charming a woman, which I straightway do most humbly, madam,’ he said, bowing low.


  Bathsheba really knew not what to say.


  ‘I’ve seen a good many women in my time,’ continued the young man in a murmur, and more thoughtfully than hitherto, critically regarding her bent head at the same time; ‘but I’ve never seen a woman so beautiful as you. Take it or leave it—be offended or like it—I don’t care.’


  ‘Who are you, then, who can so well afford to despise opinion?’


  ‘No stranger. Sergeant Troy. I am staying in this place.—There! it is undone at last, you see. Your light fingers were more eager than mine. I wish it had been the knot of knots, which there’s no untying!’


  This was worse and worse. She started up, and so did he. How to decently get away from him—that was her difficulty now. She sidled off inch by inch, the lantern in her hand, till she could see the redness of his coat no longer.


  ‘Ah, Beauty; good-bye!’ he said.


  She made no reply, and, reaching a distance of twenty or thirty yards, turned about, and ran indoors.


  Liddy had just retired to rest. In ascending to her own chamber, Bathsheba opened the girl’s door an inch or two, and, panting, said—


  ‘Liddy, is any soldier staying in the village—sergeant somebody—rather gentlemanly for a sergeant, and good looking—a red coat with blue facings?’


  ‘No, miss … No, I say; but really it might be Sergeant Troy home on furlough, though I have not seen him. He was here once in that way when the regiment was at Casterbridge.’


  ‘Yes; that’s the name. Had he a moustache—no whiskers or beard?’


  ‘He had.’


  ‘What kind of a person is he?’


  ‘O! miss—I blush to name it—a gay man! But I know him to be very quick and trim, who might have made his thousands, like a squire. Such a clever young dand dandy as he is! He’s a doctor’s son by name, which is a great deal; and he’s an earl’s son by nature!’


  ‘Which is a great deal more. Fancy! Is it true?’


  ‘Yes. And he was brought up so well, and sent to Casterbridge Grammar School for years and years. Learnt all languages while he was there; and it was said he got on so far that he could take down Chinese in shorthand; but that I don’t answer for, as it was only reported. However, he wasted his gifted lot, and listed a soldier; but even then he rose to be a sergeant without trying at all. Ah! such a blessing it is to be high-born; nobility of blood will shine out even in the ranks and files. And is he really come home, miss?’


  ‘I believe so. Good-night, Liddy.’


  After all, how could a cheerful wearer of skirts be permanently offended with the man? There are occasions when girls like Bathsheba will put up with a great deal of unconventional behaviour. When they want to be praised, which is often; when they want to be mastered, which is sometimes; and when they want no nonsense, which is seldom. Just now the first feeling was in the ascendant with Bathsheba, with a dash of the second. Moreover, by chance or by devilry, the ministrant was antecedently made interesting by being a handsome stranger who had evidently seen better days.


  So she could not clearly decide whether it was her opinion that he had insulted her or not.


  ‘Was ever anything so odd!’ she at last exclaimed to herself, in her own room. ‘And was ever anything so meanly done as what I did—to skulk away like that from a man who was only civil and kind!’ Clearly she did not think his barefaced praise of her person an insult now.


  It was a fatal omission of Boldwood’s that he had never once told her she was beautiful.


  ♣


  Chapter XXV


  The New Acquaintance Described


  Idiosyncrasy and vicissitude had combined to stamp Sergeant Troy as an exceptional being.


  He was a man to whom memories were an incumbrance, and anticipations a superfluity. Simply feeling, considering, and caring for what was before his eyes, he was vulnerable only in the present. His outlook upon time was as a transient flash of the eye now and then: that projection of consciousness into days gone by and to come, which makes the past a synonym for the pathetic and the future a word for circumspection, was foreign to Troy. With him the past was yesterday; the future, to-morrow; never, the day after.


  On this account he might, in certain lights, have been regarded as one of the most fortunate of his order. For it may be argued with great plausibility that reminiscence is less an endowment than a disease, and that expectation in its only comfortable form—that of absolute faith—is practically an impossibility; whilst in the form of hope and the secondary compounds, patience, impatience, resolve, curiosity, it is a constant fluctuation between pleasure and pain.


  Sergeant Troy, being entirely innocent of the practice of expectation, was never disappointed. To set against this negative gain there may have been some positive losses from a certain narrowing of the higher tastes and sensations which it entailed. But limitation of the capacity is never recognized as a loss by the loser therefrom: in this attribute moral or æsthetic poverty contrasts plausibly with material, since those who suffer do not mind it, whilst those who mind it soon cease to suffer. It is not a denial of anything to have been always without it, and what Troy had never enjoyed he did not miss; but, being fully conscious that what sober people missed he enjoyed, his capacity, though really less, seemed greater than theirs.


  He was moderately truthful towards men, but to women lied like a Cretan—a system of ethics above all others calculated to win popularity at the first flush of admission into lively society; and the possibility of the favour gained being transitory had reference only to the future.


  He never passed the line which divides the spruce vices from the ugly; and hence, though his morals had hardly been applauded, disapproval of them had frequently been tempered with a smile. This treatment had led to his becoming a sort of regrater of other men’s gallantries, to his own aggrandizement as a Corinthian, rather than to the moral profit of his hearers.


  His reason and his propensities had seldom any reciprocating influence, having separated by mutual consent long ago: thence it sometimes happened that, while his intentions were as honourable as could be wished, any particular deed formed a dark background which threw them into fine relief. The sergeant’s vicious phases being the offspring of impulse, and his virtuous phases of cool meditation, the latter had a modest tendency to be oftener heard of than seen.


  Troy was full of activity, but his activities were less of a locomotive than a vegetative nature; and, never being based upon any original choice of foundation or direction, they were exercised on whatever object chance might place in their way. Hence, whilst he sometimes reached the brilliant in speech because that was spontaneous, he fell below the commonplace in action, from inability to guide incipient effort. He had a quick comprehension and considerable force of character; but, being without the power to combine them, the comprehension became engaged with trivialities whilst waiting for the will to direct it, and the force wasted itself in useless grooves through unheeding the comprehension.


  He was a fairly well-educated man for one of middle class—exceptionally well educated for a common soldier. He spoke fluently and unceasingly. He could in this way be one thing and seem another; for instance, he could speak of love and think of dinner; call on the husband to look at the wife; be eager to pay and intend to owe.


  The wondrous power of flattery in passados at woman is a perception so universal as to be remarked upon by many people almost as automatically as they repeat a proverb, or say that they are Christians and the like, without thinking much of the enormous corollaries which spring from the proposition. Still less is it acted upon for the good of the complemental being alluded to. With the majority such an opinion is shelved with all those trite aphorisms which require some catastrophe to bring their tremendous meanings thoroughly home. When expressed with some amount of reflectiveness it seems co-ordinate with a belief that this flattery must be reasonable to be effective. It is to the credit of men that few attempt to settle the question by experiment, and it is for their happiness, perhaps, that accident has never settled it for them. Nevertheless, that a male dissembler who by deluging her with untenable fictions charms the female wisely, may acquire powers reaching to the extremity of perdition, is a truth taught to many by unsought and wringing occurrences. And some profess to have attained to the same knowledge by experiment as aforesaid, and jauntily continue their indulgence in such experiments with terrible effect. Sergeant Troy was one.


  He had been known to observe casually that in dealing with womankind the only alternative to flattery was cursing and swearing. There was no third method. ‘Treat them fairly, and you are a lost man,’ he would say.


  This philosopher’s public appearance in Weatherbury promptly followed his arrival there. A week or two after the shearing Bathsheba, feeling a nameless relief of spirits on account of Boldwood’s absence, approached her hayfields and looked over the hedge towards the haymakers. They consisted in about equal proportions of gnarled and flexuous forms, the former being the men, the latter the women, who wore tilt bonnets covered with nankeen, which hung in a curtain upon their shoulders. Coggan and Mark Clark were mowing in a less forward meadow, Clark humming a tune to the strokes of his scythe, to which Jan made no attempt to keep time with his. In the first mead they were already loading hay, the women raking it into cocks and windrows, and the men tossing it upon the waggon.


  From behind the waggon a bright scarlet spot emerged, and went on loading unconcernedly with the rest. It was the gallant sergeant, who had come haymaking for pleasure; and nobody could deny that he was doing the mistress of the farm real knight-service by this voluntary contribution of his labour at a busy time.


  As soon as she had entered the field Troy saw her, and sticking his pitchfork into the ground and picking up his crop or cane, he came forward. Bathsheba blushed with half-angry embarrassment, and adjusted her eyes as well as her feet to the direct line of her path.


  ♣


  Chapter XXVI


  Scene on the Verge of the Hay-Mead


  ‘Ah, Miss Everdene!’ said the sergeant, touching his diminutive cap. ‘Little did I think it was you I was speaking to the other night. And yet, if I had reflected, the “Queen of the Corn-market” (truth is truth at any hour of the day or night, and I heard you so named in Casterbridge yesterday), the “Queen of the Corn-market,” I say, could be no other woman. I step across now to beg your forgiveness a thousand times for having been led by my feelings to express myself too strongly for a stranger. To be sure I am no stranger to the place—I am Sergeant Troy, as I told you, and I have assisted your uncle in these fields no end of times when I was a lad. I have been doing the same for you to-day.’


  ‘I suppose I must thank you for that, Sergeant Troy,’ said the Queen of the Corn-market in an indifferently grateful tone.


  The sergeant looked hurt and sad. ‘Indeed you must not, Miss Everdene,’ he said. ‘Why could you think such a thing necessary?’


  ‘I am glad it is not.’


  ‘Why? if I may ask without offence.’


  ‘Because I don’t much want to thank you for anything.’


  ‘I am afraid I have made a hole with my tongue that my heart will never mend. O these intolerable times: that ill-luck should follow a man for honestly telling a woman she is beautiful! ’Twas the most I said—you must own that; and the least I could say—that I own myself.’


  ‘There is some talk I could do without more easily than money.’


  ‘Indeed. That remark is a sort of digression.’


  ‘No. It means that I would rather have your room than your company.’


  ‘And I would rather have curses from you than kisses from any other woman; so I’ll stay here.’


  Bathsheba was absolutely speechless. And yet she could not help feeling that the assistance he was rendering forbade a harsh repulse.


  ‘Well,’ continued Troy, ‘I suppose there is a praise which is rudeness, and that may be mine. At the same time there is a treatment which is injustice, and that may be yours. Because a plain blunt man, who has never been taught concealment, speaks out his mind without exactly intending it, he’s to be snapped off like the son of a sinner.’


  ‘Indeed there’s no such case between us,’ she said, turning away. ‘I don’t allow strangers to be bold and impudent—even in praise of me.’


  ‘Ah—it is not the fact but the method which offends you,’ he said carelessly. ‘But I have the sad satisfaction of knowing that my words, whether pleasing or offensive, are unmistakably true. Would you have had me look at you, and tell my acquaintance that you are quite a common-place woman, to save you the embarrassment of being stared at if they come near you? Not I. I couldn’t tell any such ridiculous lie about a beauty to encourage a single woman in England in too excessive a modesty.’


  ‘It is all pretence—what you are saying!’ exclaimed Bathsheba, laughing in spite of herself at the sergeant’s sly method. ‘You have a rare invention, Sergeant Troy. Why couldn’t you have passed by me that night, and said nothing?—that was all I meant to reproach you for.’


  ‘Because I wasn’t going to. Half the pleasure of a feeling lies in being able to express it on the spur of the moment, and I let out mine. It would have been just the same if you had been the reverse person—ugly and old—I should have exclaimed about it in the same way.’


  ‘How long is it since you have been so afflicted with strong feeling, then?’


  ‘Oh, ever since I was big enough to know loveliness from deformity.’


  ‘’Tis to be hoped your sense of the difference you speak of doesn’t stop at faces, but extends to morals as well.’


  ‘I won’t speak of morals or religion—my own or anybody else’s. Though perhaps I should have been a very good Christian if you pretty women hadn’t made me an idolater.’


  Bathsheba moved on to hide the irrepressible dimplings of merriment. Troy followed, whirling his crop.


  ‘But—Miss Everdene—you do forgive me?’


  ‘Hardly.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You say such things.’


  ‘I said you were beautiful, and I’ll say so still, for, by—so you are! The most beautiful ever I saw, or may I fall dead this instant! Why, upon my——’


  ‘Don’t—don’t! I won’t listen to you—you are so profane!’ she said, in a restless state between distress at hearing him and a penchant to hear more.


  ‘I again say you are a most fascinating woman. There’s nothing remarkable in my saying so, is there? I’m sure the fact is evident enough. Miss Everdene, my opinion may be too forcibly let out to please you, and, for the matter of that, too insignificant to convince you, but surely it is honest, and why can’t it be excused?’


  ‘Because it—it isn’t a correct one,’ she femininely murmured.


  ‘O, fie—fie! Am I any worse for breaking the third of that Terrible Ten than you for breaking the ninth?’


  ‘Well, it doesn’t seem quite true to me that I am fascinating,’ she replied evasively.


  ‘Not so to you: then I say with all respect that, if so, it is owing to your modesty, Miss Everdene. But surely you must have been told by everybody of what everybody notices? And you should take their words for it.’


  ‘They don’t say so exactly.’


  ‘O yes, they must!’


  ‘Well, I mean to my face, as you do,’ she went on, allowing herself to be further lured into a conversation that intention had rigorously forbidden.


  ‘But you know they think so?’


  ‘No—that is—I certainly have heard Liddy say they do, but——’ She paused.


  Capitulation—that was the purport of the simple reply, guarded as it was—capitulation, unknown to herself. Never did a fragile tailless sentence convey a more perfect meaning. The careless sergeant smiled within himself, and probably too the devil smiled from a loop-hole in Tophet, for the moment was the turning-point of a career. Her tone and mien signified beyond mistake that the seed which was to lift the foundation had taken root in the chink: the remainder was a mere question of time and natural changes.


  ‘There the truth comes out!’ said the soldier, in reply. ‘Never tell me that a young lady can live in a buzz of admiration without knowing something about it. Ah, well, Miss Everdene, you are—pardon my blunt way—you are rather an injury to our race than otherwise.’


  ‘How—indeed?’ she said, opening her eyes.


  ‘O, it is true enough. I may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb (an old country saying, not of much account, but it will do for a rough soldier), and so I will speak my mind, regardless of your pleasure, and without hoping or intending to get your pardon. Why, Miss Everdene, it is in this manner that your good looks may do more harm than good in the world.’ The sergeant looked down the mead in critical abstraction. ‘Probably some one man on an average falls in love with each ordinary woman. She can marry him: he is content, and leads a useful life. Such women as you a hundred men always covet—your eyes will bewitch scores on scores into an unavailing fancy for you—you can only marry one of that many. Out of these say twenty will endeavour to drown the bitterness of despised love in drink; twenty more will mope away their lives without a wish or attempt to make a mark in the world, because they have no ambition apart from their attachment to you; twenty more—the susceptible person myself possibly among them—will be always draggling after you, getting where they may just see you, doing desperate things. Men are such constant fools! The rest may try to get over their passion with more or less success. But all these men will be saddened. And not only those ninty-nine ninety-nine men, but the ninety-nine women they might have married are saddened with them. There’s my tale. That’s why I say that a woman so charming as yourself, Miss Everdene, is hardly a blessing to her race.’


  The handsome sergeant’s features were during this speech as rigid and stern as John Knox’s in addressing his gay young queen.


  Seeing she made no reply, he said, ‘Do you read French?’


  ‘No; I began, but when I got to the verbs, father died,’ she said simply.


  ‘I do—when I have an opportunity, which latterly has not been often (my mother was a Parisienne)—and there’s a proverb they have, Qui aime bien châtie bien—“He chastens who loves well.” Do you understand me?’


  ‘Ah!’ she replied, and there was even a little tremulousness in the usually cool girl’s voice; ‘if you can only fight half as winningly as you can talk, you are able to make a pleasure of a bayonet wound!’ And then poor Bathsheba instantly perceived her slip in making this admission: in hastily trying to retrieve it, she went from bad to worse. ‘Don’t, however, suppose that I derive any pleasure from what you tell me.’


  ‘I know you do not—I know it perfectly,’ said Troy, with much hearty conviction on the exterior of his face: and altering the expression to moodiness; ‘when a dozen men are ready to speak tenderly to you, and give the admiration you deserve without adding the warning you need, it stands to reason that my poor rough-and-ready mixture of praise and blame cannot convey much pleasure. Fool as I may be, I am not so conceited as to suppose that!’


  ‘I think you—are conceited, nevertheless,’ said Bathsheba, looking askance at a reed she was fitfully pulling with one hand, having lately grown feverish under the soldier’s system of procedure—not because the nature of his cajolery was entirely unperceived, but because its vigour was overwhelming.


  ‘I would not own it to anybody else—nor do I exactly to you. Still, there might have been some self-conceit in my foolish supposition the other night. I knew that what I said in admiration might be an opinion too often forced upon you to give any pleasure, but I certainly did think that the kindness of your nature might prevent you judging an uncontrolled tongue harshly—which you have done—and thinking badly of me and wounding me this morning, when I am working hard to save your hay.’


  ‘Well, you need not think more of that: perhaps you did not mean to be rude to me by speaking out your mind: indeed, I believe you did not,’ said the shrewd woman, in painfully innocent earnest. ‘And I thank you for giving help here. But—but mind you don’t speak to me again in that way, or in any other, unless I speak to you.’


  ‘O Miss Bathsheba! That is too hard!’


  ‘No, it isn’t. Why is it?’


  ‘You will never speak to me; for I shall not be here long. I am soon going back again to the miserable monotony of drill—and perhaps our regiment will be ordered out soon. And yet you take away the one little ewe-lamb of pleasure that I have in this dull life of mine. Well, perhaps generosity is not a woman’s most marked characteristic.’


  ‘When are you going from here?’ she asked with some interest.


  ‘In a month.’


  ‘But how can it give you pleasure to speak to me?’


  ‘Can you ask, Miss Everdene—knowing as you do—what my offence is based on?’


  ‘If you do care so much for a silly trifle of that kind, then, I don’t mind doing it,’ she uncertainly and doubtingly answered. ‘But you can’t really care for a word from me? you only say so—I think you only say so.’


  ‘That’s unjust—but I won’t repeat the remark. I am too gratified to get such a mark of your friendship at any price to cavil at the tone. I do, Miss Everdene, care for it. You may think a man foolish to want a mere word—just a good morning. Perhaps he is—I don’t know. But you have never been a man looking upon a woman, and that woman yourself.’


  ‘Well.’


  ‘Then you know nothing of what such an experience is like—and Heaven forbid that you ever should!’


  ‘Nonsense, flatterer! What is it like? I am interested in knowing.’


  ‘Put shortly, it is not being able to think, hear, or look in any direction except one without wretchedness, nor there without torture.’


  ‘Ah, sergeant, it won’t do—you are pretending!’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Your words are too dashing to be true.’


  ‘I am not, upon the honour of a soldier.’


  ‘But why is it so?—Of course I ask for mere pastime.’


  ‘Because you are so distracting—and I am so distracted.’


  ‘You look like it.’


  ‘I am indeed.’


  ‘Why, you only saw me the other night!’


  ‘That makes no difference. The lightning works instantaneously. I loved you then, at once—as I do now.’


  Bathsheba surveyed him curiously, from the feet upward, as high as she liked to venture her glance, which was not quite so high as his eyes.


  ‘You cannot and you don’t,’ she said demurely. ‘There is no such sudden feeling in people. I won’t listen to you any longer. Dear me, I wish I knew what o’clock it is—I am going—I have wasted too much time here already!’


  ‘The The sergeant looked at his watch and told her. ‘What, haven’t you a watch, miss?’ he inquired.


  ‘I have not just at present—I am about to get a new one.’


  ‘No. You shall be given one. Yes—you shall. A gift, Miss Everdene—a gift.’


  And before she knew what the young man was intending, a heavy gold watch was in her hand.


  ‘It is an unusually good one for a man like me to possess,’ he quietly said. ‘That watch has a history. Press the spring and open the back.’


  She did so.


  ‘What do you see?’


  ‘A crest and a motto.’


  ‘A coronet with five points, and beneath, Cedit amor rebus—“Love yields to circumstance.” It’s the motto of the Earls of Severn. That watch belonged to the last lord, and was given to my mother’s husband, a medical man, for his use till I came of age, when it was to be given to me. It was all the fortune that ever I inherited. That watch has regulated imperial interests in its time—the stately ceremonial, the courtly assignation, pompous travels, and lordly sleeps. Now it is yours.’


  ‘But, Sergeant Troy, I cannot take this—I cannot!’ she exclaimed with round-eyed wonder. ‘A gold watch! What are you doing? Don’t be such a dissembler!’


  The sergeant retreated to avoid receiving back his gift, which she held out persistently towards him. Bathsheba followed as he retired.


  ‘Keep it—do, Miss Everdene—keep it!’ said the erratic child of impulse. ‘The fact of your possessing it makes it worth ten times as much to me. A more plebeian one will answer my purpose just as well, and the pleasure of knowing whose heart my old one beats against—well, I won’t speak of that. It is in far worthier hands than ever it has been in before.’


  ‘But indeed I can’t have it!’ she said, in a perfect simmer of distress. ‘O, how can you do such a thing; that is, if you really mean it! Give me your dead father’s watch, and such a valuable one! You should not be so reckless, indeed, Sergeant Troy!’


  ‘I loved my father: good; but better, I love you more. That’s how I can do it,’ said the sergeant with an intonation of such exquisite fidelity to nature that it was evidently not all acted now. Her beauty, which, whilst it had been quiescent, he had praised in jest, had in its animated phases moved him to earnest; and though his seriousness was less than she imagined, it was probably more than he imagined himself.


  Bathsheba was brimming with agitated bewilderment, and she said, in half-suspicious accents of feeling, ‘Can it be! O, how can it be, that you care for me, and so suddenly! You have seen so little of me: I may not be really so—so nice-looking as I seem to you. Please, do take it; O, do! I cannot and will not have it. Believe me, your generosity is too great. I have never done you a single kindness, and why should you be so kind to me?’


  A factitious reply had been again upon his lips, but it was again suspended, and he looked at her with an arrested eye. The truth was, that as she now stood—excited, wild, and honest as the day—her alluring beauty bore out so fully the epithets he had bestowed upon it that he was quite startled at his temerity in advancing them as false. He said mechanically, ‘Ah, why?’ and continued to look at her.


  ‘And my workfolk see me following you about the field, and are wondering. O, this is dreadful!’ she went on, unconscious of the transmutation she was effecting.


  ‘I did not quite mean you to accept it at first, for it was my one poor patent of nobility,’ he broke out bluntly; ‘but, upon my soul, I wish you would now. Without any shamming, come! Don’t deny me the happiness of wearing it for my sake? But you are too lovely even to care to be kind as others are.’


  ‘No, no; don’t say so! I have reasons for reserve which I cannot explain.’


  ‘Let it be, then, let it be,’ he said, receiving back the watch at last; ‘I must be leaving you now. And will you speak to me for these few weeks of my stay?’


  ‘Indeed I will. Yet, I don’t know if I will! O, why did you come and disturb me so!’


  ‘Perhaps in setting a gin, I have caught myself. Such things have happened. Well, will you let me work in your fields?’ he coaxed.


  ‘Yes, I suppose so; if it is any pleasure to you.’


  ‘Miss Everdene, I thank you.’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Good-bye!’


  The sergeant brought his hand to the cap on the slope of his head, saluted, and returned to the distant group of haymakers.


  Bathsheba could not face the haymakers now. Her heart erratically flitting hither and thither from perplexed excitement, hot, and almost tearful, she retreated homeward, murmuring, ‘O, what have I done! What does it mean! I wish I knew how much of it was true!’


  ♣


  Chapter XXVII


  Hiving the Bees


  The Weatherbury bees were late in their swarming this year. It was in the latter part of June, and the day after the interview with Troy in the hayfield, that Bathsheba was standing in her garden, watching a swarm in the air and guessing their probable settling place. Not only were they late this year, but unruly. Sometimes throughout a whole season all the swarms would alight on the lowest attainable bough—such as part of a currant-bush or espalier apple-tree; next year they would, with just the same unanimity, make straight off to the uppermost member of some tall, gaunt costard, or quarrenden, and there defy all invaders who did not come armed with ladders and staves to take them.


  This was the case at present. Bathsheba’s eyes, shaded by one hand, were following the ascending multitude against the unexplorable stretch of blue till they ultimately halted by one of the unwieldy trees spoken of. A process somewhat analogous to that of alleged formations of the universe, time and times ago, was observable. The bustling swarm had swept the sky in a scattered and uniform haze, which now thickened to a nebulous centre: this glided on to a bough and grew still denser, till it formed a solid black spot upon the light.


  The men and women being all busily engaged in saving the hay—even Liddy had left the house for the purpose of lending a hand—Bathsheba resolved to hive the bees herself, if possible. She had dressed the hive with herbs and honey, fetched a ladder, brush, and crook, made herself impregnable with armour of leather gloves, straw hat, and large gauze veil—once green but now faded to snuff colour—and ascended a dozen rungs of the ladder. At once she heard, not ten yards off, a voice that was beginning to have a strange power in agitating her.


  ‘Miss Everdene, let me assist you; you should not attempt such a thing alone.’


  Troy was just opening the garden gate.


  Bathsheba flung down the brush, crook, and empty hive, pulled the skirt of her dress tightly round her ankles in a tremendous flurry, and as well as she could slid down the ladder. By the time she reached the bottom Troy was there also, and he stooped to pick up the hive.


  ‘How fortunate I am to have dropped in at this moment!’ exclaimed the sergeant.


  She found her voice in a minute. ‘What! and will you shake them in for me?’ she asked, in what, for a defiant girl, was a faltering way; though, for a timid girl, it would have seemed a brave way enough.


  ‘Will I!’ said Troy. ‘Why, of course I will. How blooming you are to-day!’ Troy flung down his cane and put his foot on the ladder to ascend.


  ‘But you must have on the veil and gloves, or you’ll be stung fearfully!’


  ‘Ah, yes. I must put on the veil and gloves. Will you kindly show me how to fix them properly?’


  ‘And you must have the broad-brimmed hat, too; for your cap has no brim to keep the veil off, and they’d reach your face.’


  ‘The broad-brimmed hat, too, by all means.’


  So a whimsical fate ordered that her hat should be taken off—veil and all attached—and placed upon his head, Troy tossing his own into a gooseberry bush. Then the veil had to be tied at its lower edge round his collar and the gloves put on him.


  He looked such an extraordinary object in this guise that, flurried as she was, she could not avoid laughing outright. It was the removal of yet another stake from the palisade of cold manners which had kept him off.


  Bathsheba looked on from the ground whilst he was busy sweeping and shaking the bees from the tree, holding up the hive with the other hand for them to fall into. She made use of an unobserved minute whilst his attention was absorbed in the operation to arrange her plumes a little. He came down holding the hive at arm’s length, behind which trailed a cloud of bees.


  ‘Upon my life,’ said Troy, through the veil, ‘holding up this hive makes one’s arm ache worse than a week of sword-exercise.’ When the manœuvre was complete he approached her. ‘Would you be good enough to untie me and let me out? I am nearly stifled inside this silk cage.’


  To hide her embarrassment during the unwonted process of untying the string about his neck, she said:—


  ‘I have never seen that you spoke of.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘The sword-exercise.’


  ‘Ah! would you like to?’ said Troy.


  Bathsheba hesitated. She had heard wondrous reports from time to time by dwellers in Weatherbury, who had by chance sojourned awhile in Casterbridge, near the barracks, of this strange and glorious performance, the sword-exercise. Men and boys who had peeped through chinks or over walls into the barrack-yard returned with accounts of its being the most flashing affair conceivable; accoutrements and weapons glistening like stars—here, there, around—yet all by rule and compass. So she said mildly what she felt strongly:


  ‘Yes; I should like to see it very much.’


  ‘And so you shall; you shall see me go through it.’


  ‘No! How?’


  ‘Let me consider.’


  ‘Not with a walking-stick—I don’t care to see that. It must be a real sword.’


  ‘Yes, I know; and I have no sword here; but I think I could get one by the evening. Now, will you do this?’


  Troy bent over her and murmured some suggestion in a low voice.


  ‘O no, indeed!’ said Bathsheba, blushing. ‘Thank you very much, but I couldn’t on any account.’


  ‘Surely you might? Nobody would know.’


  She shook her head, but with a weakened negation. ‘If I were to,’ she said, ‘I must bring Liddy too. Might I not?’


  Troy looked far away. ‘I don’t see why you want to bring her,’ he said coldly.


  An unconscious look of assent in Bathsheba’s eyes betrayed that something more than his coldness had made her also feel that Liddy would be superfluous in the suggested scene. She had felt it, even whilst making the proposal.


  ‘Well, I won’t bring Liddy—and I’ll come. But only for a very short time,’ she added; ‘a very short time.’


  ‘It will not take five minutes,’ said Troy.


  ♣


  Chapter XXVIII


  The Hollow amid the Ferns


  The hill opposite Bathsheba’s dwelling extended, a mile off, into an uncultivated tract of land, dotted at this season with tall thickets of brake fern, plump and diaphanous from recent rapid growth, and radiant in hues of clear and untainted green.


  At eight o’clock this midsummer evening, whilst the bristling ball of gold in the west still swept the tips of the ferns with its long, luxuriant rays, a soft brushing-by of garments might have been heard among them, and Bathsheba appeared in their midst, their soft, feathery arms caressing her up to her shoulders. She paused, turned, went back over the hill and half-way to her own door, whence she cast a farewell glance upon the spot she had just left, having resolved not to remain near the place after all.


  She saw a dim spot of artificial red moving round the shoulder of the rise. It disappeared on the other side.


  She waited one minute—two minutes—thought of Troy’s disappointment at her non-fulfilment of a promised engagement, till she again ran along the field, clambered over the bank, and followed the original direction. She was now literally trembling and panting at this her temerity in such an errant undertaking; her breath came and went quickly, and her eyes shone with an infrequent light. Yet go she must. She reached the verge of a pit in the middle of the ferns. Troy stood in the bottom, looking up towards her.


  ‘I heard you rustling through the fern before I saw you,’ he said, coming up and giving her his hand to help her down the slope.


  The pit was a saucer-shaped concave, naturally formed, with a top diameter of about thirty feet, and shallow enough to allow the sunshine to reach their heads. Standing in the centre, the sky overhead was met by a circular horizon of fern: this grew nearly to the bottom of the slope and then abruptly ceased. The middle within the belt of verdure was floored with a thick flossy carpet of moss and grass intermingled, so yielding that the foot was half-buried within it.


  ‘Now,’ said Troy, producing the sword, which, as he raised it into the sunlight, gleamed a sort of greeting, like a living thing; ‘first, we have four right and four left cuts; four right and four left thrusts. Infantry cuts and guards are more interesting than ours, to my mind; but they are not so swashing. They have seven cuts and three thrusts. So much as a preliminary. Well, next, our cut one is as if you were sowing your corn—so.’ Bathsheba saw a sort of rainbow, upside down in the air, and Troy’s arm was still again. ‘Cut two, as if you were hedging—so. Three, as if you were reaping—so. Four, as if you were threshing—in that way. Then the same on the left. The thrusts are these: one, two, three, four, right; one, two, three, four, left.’ He repeated them. ‘Have ’em again?’ he said. ‘One, two——’


  She hurriedly interrupted: ‘I’d rather not; though I don’t mind your twos and fours; but your ones and threes are terrible!’


  ‘Very well. I’ll let you off the ones and threes. Next, cuts, points and guards altogether.’ Troy duly exhibited them. ‘Then there’s pursuing practice, in this way.’ He gave the movements as before. ‘There, those are the stereotyped forms. The infantry have two most diabolical upward cuts, which we are too humane to use. Like this—three, four.’


  ‘How murderous and bloodthirsty!’


  ‘They are rather deathy. deathly. Now I’ll be more interesting, and let you see some loose play—giving all the cuts and points, infantry and cavalry, quicker than lightning, and as promiscuously—with just enough rule to regulate instinct and yet not to fetter it. You are my antagonist, with this difference from real warfare, that I shall miss you every time by one hair’s breadth, or perhaps two. Mind you don’t flinch, whatever you do.’


  ‘I’ll be sure not to!’ she said invincibly.


  He pointed to about a yard in front of him.


  Bathsheba’s adventurous spirit was beginning to find some grains of relish in these highly novel proceedings. She took up her position as directed, facing Troy.


  ‘Now just to learn whether you have pluck enough to let me do what I wish, I’ll give you a preliminary test.’


  He flourished the sword by way of introduction number two, and the next thing of which she was conscious was that the point and blade of the sword were darting with a gleam towards her left side, just above her hip; then of their reappearance on her right side, emerging as it were from between her ribs, having apparently passed through her body. The third item of consciousness was that of seeing the same sword, perfectly clean and free from blood held vertically in Troy’s hand (in the position technically called ‘recover swords’). All was as quick as electricity.


  ‘Oh!’ she cried out in affright, pressing her hand to her side. ‘Have you run me through?—no, you have not! Whatever have you done!’


  ‘I have not touched you,’ said Troy quietly. ‘It was mere sleight of hand. The sword passed behind you. Now you are not afraid, are you? Because if you are I can’t perform. I give my word that I will not only not hurt you, but not once touch you.’


  ‘I don’t think I am afraid. You are quite sure you will not hurt me?’


  ‘Quite sure.’


  ‘Is the sword very sharp?’


  ‘O no—only stand as still as a statue. Now!’


  In an instant the atmosphere was transformed to Bathsheba’s eyes. Beams of light caught from the low sun’s rays, above, around, in front of her, well-nigh shut out earth and heaven—all emitted in the marvellous evolutions of Troy’s reflecting blade, which seemed everywhere at once, and yet nowhere specially. These circling gleams were accompanied by a keen rush that was almost a whistling—also springing from all sides of her at once. In short, she was enclosed in a firmament of light, and of sharp hisses, resembling a sky-full of meteors close at hand.


  Never since the broadsword became the national weapon had there been more dexterity shown in its management than by the hands of Sergeant Troy, and never had he been in such splendid temper for the performance as now in the evening sunshine among the ferns with Bathsheba. It may safely be asserted with respect to the closeness of his cuts, that had it been possible for the edge of the sword to leave in the air a permanent substance wherever it flew past, the space left untouched would have been almost a mould of Bathsheba’s figure.


  Behind the luminous streams of this aurora militaris, she could see the hue of Troy’s sword arm, spread in a scarlet haze over the space covered by its motions, like a twanged harpstring, and behind all Troy himself, mostly facing her; sometimes, to show the rear cuts, half turned away, his eye nevertheless always keenly measuring her breadth and outline, and his lips tightly closed in sustained effort. Next, his movements lapsed slower, and she could see them individually. The hissing of the sword had ceased, and he stopped entirely.


  ‘That outer loose lock of hair wants tidying,’ he said, before she had moved or spoken. ‘Wait: I’ll do it for you.’


  An arc of silver shone on her right side: the sword had descended. The lock dropped to the ground.


  ‘Bravely borne!’ said Troy. ‘You didn’t flinch a shade’s thickness. Wonderful in a woman!’


  ‘It was because I didn’t expect it. O, you have spoilt my hair!’


  ‘Only once more.’


  ‘No—no! I am afraid of you—indeed I am!’ she cried.


  ‘I won’t touch you at all—not even your hair. I am only going to kill that caterpillar settling on you. Now: still!’


  It appeared that a caterpillar had come from the fern and chosen the front of her bodice as his resting place. She saw the point glisten towards her bosom, and seemingly enter it. Bathsheba closed her eyes in the full persuasion that she was killed at last. However, feeling just as usual, she opened them again.


  ‘There it is, look,’ said the sergeant, holding his sword before her eyes.


  The caterpillar was spitted upon its point.


  ‘Why, it is magic!’ said Bathsheba, amazed.


  ‘O no—dexterity. I merely gave point to your bosom where the caterpillar was, and instead of running you through checked the extension a thousandth of an inch short of your surface.’


  ‘But how could you chop off a curl of my hair with a sword that has no edge?’


  ‘No edge! This sword will shave like a razor. Look here.’


  He touched the palm of his hand with the blade, and then, lifting it, showed her a thin shaving of scarf-skin dangling therefrom.


  ‘But you said before beginning that it was blunt and couldn’t cut me!’


  ‘That was to get you to stand still, and so make sure of your safety. The risk of injuring you through your moving was too great not to force me to tell you a fib to escape it.’


  She shuddered. ‘I have been within an inch of my life, and didn’t know it!’


  ‘More precisely speaking, you have been within half an inch of being pared alive two hundred and ninety-five times.’


  ‘Cruel, cruel, ’tis of you!’


  ‘You have been perfectly safe, nevertheless. My sword never errs.’ And Troy returned the weapon to the scabbard.


  Bathsheba, overcome by a hundred tumultuous feelings resulting from the scene, abstractedly sat down on a tuft of heather.


  ‘I must leave you now,’ said Troy softly. ‘And I’ll venture to take and keep this in remembrance of you.’


  She saw him stoop to the grass, pick up the winding lock which he had severed from her manifold tresses, twist it round his fingers, unfasten a button in the breast of his coat, and carefully put it inside. She felt powerless to withstand or deny him. He was altogether too much for her, and Bathsheba seemed as one who, facing a reviving wind, finds it blow so strongly that it stops the breath. He drew near and said, ‘I must be leaving you.’


  He drew nearer still. A minute later and she saw his scarlet form disappear amid the ferny thicket, almost in a flash, like a brand swiftly waved.


  That minute’s interval had brought the blood beating into her face, set her stinging as if aflame to the very hollows of her feet, and enlarged emotion to a compass which quite swamped thought. It had brought upon her a stroke resulting, as did that of Moses in Horeb, in a liquid stream—here a stream of tears. She felt like one who has sinned a great sin.


  The circumstance had been the gentle dip of Troy’s mouth downwards upon her own. He had kissed her.


  ♣


  Chapter XXIX


  Particulars of a Twilight Walk


  We now see the element of folly distinctly mingling with the many varying particulars which made up the character of Bathsheba Everdene. It was almost foreign to her intrinsic nature. Introduced as lymph on the dart of Eros it eventually permeated and coloured her whole constitution. Bathsheba, though she had too much understanding to be entirely governed by her womanliness, had too much womanliness to use her understanding to the best advantage. Perhaps in no minor point does woman astonish her helpmate more than in the strange power she possesses of believing cajoleries that she knows to be false—except, indeed, in that of being utterly sceptical on strictures that she knows to be true.


  Bathsheba loved Troy in the way that only self-reliant women love when they abandon their self-reliance. When a strong woman recklessly throws away her strength she is worse than a weak woman who has never had any strength to throw away. One source of her inadequacy is the novelty of the occasion. She has never had practice in making the best of such a condition. Weakness is doubly weak by being new.


  Bathsheba was not conscious of guile in this matter. Though in one sense a woman of the world, it was, after all, that world of daylight coteries and green carpets wherein cattle form the passing crowd and winds the busy hum; where a quiet family of rabbits or hares lives on the other side of your party-wall, where your neighbour is everybody in the tything, and where calculation is confined to market-days. Of the fabricated tastes of good fashionable society she knew but little, and of the formulated self-indulgence of bad, nothing at all. Had her utmost thoughts in this direction been distinctly worded (and by herself they never were), they would only have amounted to such a matter as that she felt her impulses to be pleasanter guides than her discretion. Her love was entire as a child’s, and though warm as summer it was fresh as spring. Her culpability lay in her making no attempt to control feeling by subtle and careful inquiry into consequences. She could show others the steep and thorny way, but ‘reck’d not her own rede.’


  And Troy’s deformities lay deep down from a woman’s vision, whilst his embellishments were upon the very surface; thus contrasting with homely Oak, whose defects were patent to the blindest, and whose virtues were as metals in a mine.


  The difference between love and respect was markedly shown in her conduct. Bathsheba had spoken of her interest in Boldwood with the greatest freedom to Liddy, but she had only communed with her own heart concerning Troy.


  All this infatuation Gabriel saw, and was troubled thereby from the time of his daily journey a-field to the time of his return, and on to the small hours of many a night. That he was not beloved had hitherto been his great sorrow; that Bathsheba was getting into the toils was now a sorrow greater than the first, and one which nearly obscured it. It was a result which paralleled the oft-quoted observation of Hippocrates concerning physical pains.


  That is a noble though perhaps an unpromising love which not even the fear of breeding aversion in the bosom of the one beloved can deter from combating his or her errors. Oak determined to speak to his mistress. He would base his appeal on what he considered her unfair treatment of Farmer Boldwood, now absent from home.


  An opportunity occurred one evening when she had gone for a short walk by a path through the neighbouring cornfields. It was dusk when Oak, who had not been far a-field that day, took the same path and met her returning, quite pensively, as he thought.


  The wheat was now tall, and the path was narrow; thus the way was quite a sunken groove between the embowing thicket on either side. Two persons could not walk abreast without damaging the crop, and Oak stood aside to let her pass.


  ‘Oh, is it Gabriel?’ she said. ‘You are taking a walk too. Good-night.’


  ‘I thought I would come to meet you, as it is rather late,’ said Oak, turning and following at her heels when she had brushed somewhat quickly by him.


  ‘Thank you, indeed, but I am not very fearful.’


  ‘O no; but there are bad characters about.’


  ‘I never meet them.’


  Now Oak, with marvellous ingenuity, had been going to introduce the gallant sergeant through the channel of ‘bad characters.’ But all at once the scheme broke down, it suddenly occurring to him that this was rather a clumsy way, and too barefaced to begin with. He tried another preamble.


  ‘And as the man who would naturally come to meet you is away from home, too—I mean Farmer Boldwood—why, thinks I, I’ll go,’ he said.


  ‘Ah, yes.’ She walked on without turning her head, and for many steps nothing further was heard from her quarter than the rustle of her dress against the heavy corn-ears. Then she resumed rather tartly—


  ‘I don’t quite understand what you meant by saying that Mr. Boldwood would naturally come to meet me.’


  ‘I meant on account of the wedding which they say is likely to take place between you and him, miss. Forgive my speaking plainly.’


  ‘They say what is not true,’ she returned quickly. ‘No marriage is likely to take place between us.’


  Gabriel now put forth his unobscured opinion, for the moment had come. ‘Well, Miss Everdene,’ he said, ‘putting aside what people say, I never in my life saw any courting if his is not a courting of you.’


  Bathsheba would probably have terminated the conversation there and then by flatly forbidding the subject, had not her conscious weakness of position allured her to palter and argue in endeavours to better it.


  ‘Since this subject has been mentioned,’ she said very emphatically, ‘I am glad of the opportunity of clearing up a mistake which is very common and very provoking. I didn’t definitely promise Mr. Boldwood anything. I have never cared for him. I respect him, and he has urged me to marry him. But I have given him no distinct answer. As soon as he returns I shall do so; and the answer will be that I cannot think of marrying him.’


  ‘People are full of mistakes, seemingly.’


  ‘They are.’


  ‘The other day they said you were trifling with him, and you almost proved that you were not; lately they have said that you be not, and you straightway begin to show——’


  ‘That I am, I suppose you mean.’


  ‘Well, I hope they speak the truth.’


  ‘They do, but wrongly applied. I don’t trifle with him; but then, I have nothing to do with him.’


  Oak was unfortunately led on to speak of Boldwood’s rival in a wrong tone to her after all. ‘I wish you had never met that young Sergeant Troy, miss,’ he sighed.


  Bathsheba’s steps became faintly spasmodic. ‘Why?’ she asked.


  ‘He is not good enough for ’ee.’


  ‘Did any one tell you to speak to me like this?’


  ‘Nobody at all.’


  ‘Then it appears to me that Sergeant Troy does not concern us here,’ she said intractably. ‘Yet I must say that Sergeant Troy is an educated man, and quite worthy of any woman. He is well born.’


  ‘His being higher in learning and birth than the ruck o’ soldiers is anything but a proof of his worth. It shows his course to be down’ard.’


  ‘I cannot see what this has to do with our conversation. Mr. Troy’s course is not by any means downward; and his superiority is a proof of his worth!’


  ‘I believe him to have no conscience at all. And I cannot help begging you, miss, to have nothing to do with him. Listen to me this once—only this once! I don’t say he’s such a bad man as I have fancied—I pray to God he is not. But since we don’t exactly know what he is, why not behave as if he might be bad, simply for your own safety? Don’t trust him, mistress; I ask you not to trust him so.’


  ‘Why, pray?’


  ‘I like soldiers, but this one I do not like,’ he said sturdily. ‘His cleverness in his calling may have tempted him astray, and what is mirth to the neighbours is ruin to the woman. When he tries to talk to ’ee again, why not turn away with a short “Good day”; and when you see him coming one way, turn the other. When he says anything laughable, fail to see the point and don’t smile, and speak of him before those who will report your talk as “that fantastical man,” or “that Sergeant What’s-his-name.” “That man of a family that has come to the dogs.” Don’t be unmannerly towards en, but harmless-uncivil, and so get rid of the man.’


  No Christmas robin detained by a window-pane ever pulsed as did Bathsheba now.


  ‘I say—I say again—that it doesn’t become you to talk about him. Why he should be mentioned passes me quite!’ she exclaimed desperately. ‘I know this, th-th-that he is a thoroughly conscientious man—blunt sometimes even to rudeness—but always speaking his mind about you plain to your face!’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘He is as good as anybody in this parish! He is very particular, too, about going to church—yes, he is!’


  ‘I am afeard nobody ever saw him there. I never did, certainly.’


  ‘The reason of that is,’ she said eagerly, ‘that he goes in privately by the old tower door, just when the service commences, and sits at the back of the gallery. He told me so.’


  This supreme instance of Troy’s goodness fell upon Gabriel’s ears like the thirteenth stroke of a crazy clock. It was not only received with utter incredulity as regarded itself, but threw a doubt on all the assurances that had preceded it.


  Oak was grieved to find how entirely she trusted him. He brimmed with deep feeling as he replied in a steady voice, the steadiness of which was spoilt by the palpableness of his great effort to keep it so:—


  ‘You know, mistress, that I love you, and shall love you always. I only mention this to bring to your mind that at any rate I would wish to do you no harm: beyond that I put it aside. I have lost in the race for money and good things, and I am not such a fool as to pretend to ’ee now I am poor, and you have got altogether above me. But Bathsheba, dear mistress, this I beg you to consider—that, both to keep yourself well honoured among the workfolk, and in common generosity to an honourable man who loves you as well as I, you should be more discreet in your bearing towards this soldier.’


  ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t!’ she exclaimed, in a choking voice.


  ‘Are ye not more to me than my own affairs, and even life!’ he went on. ‘Come, listen to me! I am six years older than you, and Mr. Boldwood is ten years older than I, and consider—I do beg of ’ee to consider before it is too late—how safe you would be in his hands!’


  Oak’s allusion to his own love for her lessened, to some extent, her anger at his interference; but she could not really forgive him for letting his wish to marry her be eclipsed by his wish to do her good, any more than for his slighting treatment of Troy.


  ‘I wish you to go elsewhere,’ she commanded, a paleness of face invisible to the eye being suggested by the trembling words. ‘Do not remain on this farm any longer. I don’t want you—I beg you to go!’


  ‘That’s nonsense,’ said Oak calmly. ‘This is the second time you have pretended to dismiss me; and what’s the use o’ it?’


  ‘Pretended! You shall go, sir—your lecturing I will not hear! I am mistress here.’


  ‘Go, indeed—what folly will you say next? Treating me like Dick, Tom and Harry when you know that a short time ago my position was as good as yours! Upon my life, Bathsheba, it is too barefaced. You know, too, that I can’t go without putting things in such a strait as you wouldn’t get out of I can’t tell when. Unless, indeed, you’ll promise to have an understanding man as bailiff, or manager, or something. I’ll go at once if you’ll promise that.’


  ‘I shall have no bailiff; I shall continue to be my own manager,’ she said decisively.


  ‘Very well, then; you should be thankful to me for biding. How would the farm go on with nobody to mind it but a woman? But mind this, I don’t wish ’ee to feel you owe me anything. Not I. What I do, I do. Sometimes I say I should be as glad as a bird to leave the place—for don’t suppose I’m content to be a nobody. I was made for better things. However, I don’t like to see your concerns going to ruin, as they must if you keep in this mind…. I hate taking my own measure so plain, but, upon my life, your provoking ways make a man say what he wouldn’t dream of at other times! I own to being rather interfering. But you know well enough how it is, and who she is that I like too well, and feel too much like a fool about to be civil to her!’


  It is more than probable that she privately and unconsciously respected him a little for this grim fidelity, which had been shown in his tone even more than in his words. At any rate she murmured something to the effect that he might stay if he wished. She said more distinctly, ‘Will you leave me alone now? I don’t order it as a mistress—I ask it as a woman, and I expect you not to be so uncourteous as to refuse.’


  ‘Certainly I will, Miss Everdene,’ said Gabriel gently. He wondered that the request should have come at this moment, for the strife was over, and they were on a most desolate hill, far from every human habitation, and the hour was getting late. He stood still and allowed her to get far ahead of him till he could only see her form upon the sky.


  A distressing explanation of this anxiety to be rid of him at that point now ensued. A figure apparently rose from the earth beside her. The shape beyond all doubt was Troy’s. Oak would not be even a possible listener, and at once turned back till a good two hundred yards were between the lovers and himself.


  Gabriel went home by way of the churchyard. In passing the tower he thought of what she had said about the sergeant’s virtuous habit of entering the church unperceived at the beginning of service. Believing that the little gallery door alluded to was quite disused, he ascended the external flight of steps at the top of which it stood, and examined it. The pale lustre yet hanging in the north-western heaven was sufficient to show that a sprig of ivy had grown from the wall across the door to a length of more than a foot, delicately tying the panel to the stone jamb. It was a decisive proof that the door had not been opened at least since Troy came back to Weatherbury.


  ♣


  Chapter XXX


  Hot Cheeks and Tearful Eyes


  Half an hour later Bathsheba entered her own house. There burnt upon her face when she met the light of the candles the flush and excitement which were little less than chronic with her now. The farewell words of Troy, who had accompanied her to the very door, still lingered in her ears. He had bidden her adieu for two days, which were, so he stated, to be spent at Bath in visiting some friends. He had also kissed her a second time.


  It is only fair to Bathsheba to explain here a little fact which did not come to light till a long time afterwards: that Troy’s presentation of himself so aptly at the roadside this evening was not by any distinctly preconcerted arrangement. He had hinted—she had forbidden; and it was only on the chance of his still coming that she had dismissed Oak, fearing a meeting between them just then.


  She now sank down into a chair, wild and perturbed by all these new and fevering sequences. Then she jumped up with a manner of decision, and fetched her desk from a side table.


  In three minutes, without pause or modification, she had written a letter to Boldwood, at his address beyond Casterbridge, saying mildly but firmly that she had well considered the whole subject he had brought before her and kindly given her time to decide upon; that her final decision was that she could not marry him. She had expressed to Oak an intention to wait till Boldwood came home before communicating to him her conclusive reply. But Bathsheba found that she could not wait.


  It was impossible to send this letter till the next day; yet to quell her uneasiness by getting it out of her hands, and so, as it were, setting the act in motion at once, she arose to take it to any one of the women who might be in the kitchen.


  She paused in the passage. A dialogue was going on in the kitchen, and Bathsheba and Troy were the subject of it.


  ‘If he marry her, she’ll gie up farming.’


  ‘’Twill be a gallant life, but may bring some trouble between the mirth—so say I.’


  ‘Well, I wish I had half such a husband.’


  Bathsheba had too much sense to mind seriously what her servitors said about her; but too much womanly redundance of speech to leave alone what was said till it died the natural death of unminded things. She burst in upon them.


  ‘Who are you speaking of?’ she asked.


  There was a pause before anybody replied. At last Liddy said frankly, ‘What was passing was a bit of a word about yourself, miss.’


  ‘I thought so! Maryann and Liddy and Temperance—now I forbid you to suppose such things. You know I don’t care the least for Mr. Troy—not I. Everybody knows how much I hate him.—Yes,’ repeated the froward young person, ‘hate him!’


  ‘We know you do, miss,’ said Liddy; ‘and so do we all.’


  ‘I hate him too,’ said Maryann.


  ‘Maryann—O you perjured woman! How can you speak that wicked story!’ said Bathsheba excitedly. ‘You admired him from your heart only this morning in the very world, you did. Yes, Maryann, you know it!’


  ‘Yes, miss, but so did you. He is a wild scamp now, and you are right to hate him.’


  ‘He’s not a wild scamp! How dare you to my face! I have no right to hate him, nor you, nor anybody. But I am a silly woman! What is it to me what he is? You know it is nothing. I don’t care for him; I don’t mean to defend his good name, not I. Mind this, if any of you say a word against him you’ll be dismissed instantly!’


  She flung down the letter and surged back into the parlour, with a big heart and tearful eyes, Liddy following her.


  ‘O miss!’ said mild Liddy, looking pitifully into Bathsheba’s face. ‘I am sorry we mistook you so! I did think you cared for him; but I see you don’t now.’


  ‘Shut the door, Liddy.’


  Liddy closed the door, and went on: ‘People always say such foolery, miss. I’ll make answer hencefor’ard, “Of course a lady like Miss Everdene can’t love him;” I’ll say it out in plain black and white.’


  Bathsheba burst out: ‘O Liddy, are you such a simpleton? Can’t you read riddles? Can’t you see? Are you a woman yourself?’


  Liddy’s clear eyes rounded with wonderment.


  ‘Yes; you must be a blind thing, Liddy!’ she said in reckless abandonment and grief. ‘O, I love him to very distraction and misery and agony! Don’t be frightened at me, though perhaps I am enough to frighten any innocent woman. Come closer—closer.’ She put her arms round Liddy’s neck. ‘I must let it out to somebody; it is wearing me away! Don’t you yet know enough of me to see through that miserable denial of mine? O God, what a lie it was! Heaven and my Love forgive me. And don’t you know that a woman who loves at all thinks nothing of perjury when it is balanced against her love? There, go out of the room; I want to be quite alone.’


  Liddy went towards the door.


  ‘Liddy, come here. Solemnly swear to me that he’s not a fast man; that it is all lies they say about him!’


  ‘But, miss, how can I say he is not if——’


  ‘You graceless girl! How can you have the cruel heart to repeat what they say? Unfeeling thing that you are…. But I’ll see if you or anybody else in the village, or town either, dare do such a thing!’ She started off, pacing from fireplace to door, and back again.


  ‘No, miss. I don’t—I know it is not true!’ said Liddy, frightened at Bathsheba’s unwonted vehemence.


  ‘I suppose you only agree with me like that to please me. But, Liddy, he cannot be bad, as is said. Do you hear?’


  ‘Yes, miss, yes.’


  ‘And you don’t believe he is?’


  ‘I don’t know what to say, miss,’ said Liddy, beginning to cry. ‘If I say No, you don’t believe me; and if I say Yes, you rage at me!’


  ‘Say you don’t believe it—say you don’t!’


  ‘I don’t believe him to be so bad as they make out.’


  ‘He is not bad at all…. My poor life and heart, how weak I am!’ she moaned, in a relaxed, desultory way, heedless of Liddy’s presence. ‘O, how I wish I had never seen him! Loving is misery for women always. I shall never forgive God for making me a woman, and dearly am I beginning to pay for the honour of owning a pretty face.’ She freshened and turned to Liddy suddenly. ‘Mind this, Lydia Smallbury, if you repeat anywhere a single word of what I have said to you inside this closed door, I’ll never trust you, or love you, or have you with me a moment longer—not a moment!’


  ‘I don’t want to repeat anything,’ said Liddy, with womanly dignity of a diminutive order; ‘but I don’t wish to stay with you. And, if you please, I’ll go at the end of the harvest, or this week, or to-day…. I don’t see that I deserve to be put upon and stormed at for nothing!’ concluded the small woman, bigly.


  ‘No, no, Liddy; you must stay!’ said Bathsheba, dropping from haughtiness to entreaty with capricious inconsequence. ‘You must not notice my being in a taking just now. You are not as a servant—you are a companion to me. Dear, dear—I don’t know what I am doing since this miserable ache o’ my heart has weighted and worn upon me so! What shall I come to! I suppose I shall get further and further into troubles. I wonder sometimes if I am doomed to die in the Union. I am friendless enough, God knows!’


  ‘I won’t notice anything, nor will I leave you!’ sobbed Liddy, impulsively putting up her lips to Bathsheba’s, and kissing her.


  Then Bathsheba kissed Liddy, and all was smooth again.


  ‘I don’t often cry, do I, Lidd? but you have made tears come into my eyes,’ she said, a smile shining through the moisture. ‘Try to think him a good man, won’t you, dear Liddy?’


  ‘I will, miss, indeed.’


  ‘He is a sort of steady man in a wild way, you know. That’s better than to be as some are, wild in a steady way. I am afraid that’s how I am. And promise me to keep my secret—do, Liddy! And do not let them know that I have been crying about him, because it will be dreadful for me, and no good to him, poor thing!’


  ‘Death’s head himself shan’t wring it from me, mistress, if I’ve a mind to keep anything; and I’ll always be your friend,’ replied Liddy emphatically, at the same time bringing a few more tears into her own eyes, not from any particular necessity, but from an artistic sense of making herself in keeping with the remainder of the picture, which seems to influence women at such times. ‘I think God likes us to be good friends, don’t you?’


  ‘Indeed I do.’


  ‘And, dear miss, you won’t harry me and storm at me, will you? because you seem to swell so tall as a lion then, and it frightens me! Do you know, I fancy you would be a match for any man when you are in one o’ your takings.’


  ‘Never! do you?’ said Bathsheba, slightly laughing, though somewhat seriously alarmed by this Amazonian picture of herself. ‘I hope I am not a bold sort of maid—mannish?’ she continued with some anxiety.


  ‘O no, not mannish; but so almighty womanish that ’tis getting on that way sometimes. Ah! miss,’ she said, after having drawn her breath very sadly in and sent it very sadly out, ‘I wish I had half your failing that way. ’Tis a great protection to a poor maid in these illegit’mate days!’


  ♣


  Chapter XXXI


  Blame—Fury


  The next evening Bathsheba, with the idea of getting out of the way of Mr. Boldwood in the event of his returning to answer her note in person, proceeded to fulfil an engagement made with Liddy some few hours earlier. Bathsheba’s companion, as a gage of their reconciliation, had been granted a week’s holiday to visit her sister, who was married to a thriving hurdler and cattle-crib-maker living in a delightful labyrinth of hazel copse not far beyond Yalbury. The arrangement was that Miss Everdene should honour them by coming there for a day or two to inspect some ingenious contrivances which this man of the woods had introduced into his wares.


  Leaving her instructions with Gabriel and Maryann, that they were to see everything carefully locked up for the night, she went out of the house just at the close of a timely thunder-shower, which had refined the air, and daintily bathed the coat of the land, though all beneath was dry as ever. Freshness was exhaled in an essence from the varied contours of bank and hollow, as if the earth breathed maiden breath; and the pleased birds were hymning to the scene. Before her, among the clouds, there was a contrast in the shape of lairs of fierce light which showed themselves in the neighbourhood of a hidden sun, lingering on to the farthest north-west corner of the heavens that this midsummer season allowed.


  She had walked nearly two miles of her journey, watching how the day was retreating, and thinking how the time of deeds was quietly melting into the time of thought, to give place in its turn to the time of prayer and sleep, when she beheld advancing over Yalbury hill the very man she sought so anxiously to elude. Boldwood was stepping on, not with that quiet tread of reserved strength which was his customary gait, in which he always seemed to be balancing two thoughts. His manner was stunned and sluggish now.


  Boldwood had for the first time been awakened to woman’s privileges in tergiversation even when it involves another person’s possible blight. That Bathsheba was a firm and positive girl, far less inconsequent than her fellows, had been the very lung of his hope; for he had held that these qualities would lead her to adhere to a straight course for consistency’s sake, and accept him, though her fancy might not flood him with the iridescent hues of uncritical love. But the argument now came back as sorry gleams from a broken mirror. The discovery was no less a scourge than a surprise.


  He came on looking upon the ground, and did not see Bathsheba till they were less than a stone’s throw apart. He looked up at the sound of her pit-pat, and his changed appearance sufficiently denoted to her the depth and strength of the feelings paralyzed by her letter.


  ‘Oh; is it you, Mr. Boldwood?’ she faltered, a guilty warmth pulsing in her face.


  Those who have the power of reproaching in silence may find it a means more effective than words. There are accents in the eye which are not on the tongue, and more tales come from pale lips than can enter an ear. It is both the grandeur and the pain of the remoter moods that they avoid the pathway of sound. Boldwood’s look was unanswerable.


  Seeing she turned a little aside, he said, ‘What, are you afraid of me?’


  ‘Why should you say that?’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘I fancied you looked so,’ said he. ‘And it is most strange, because of its contrast with my feeling for you.’


  She regained self-possession, fixed her eyes calmly, and waited.


  ‘You know what that feeling is,’ continued Boldwood deliberately. ‘A thing strong as death. No dismissal by a hasty letter affects that.’


  ‘I wish you did not feel so strongly about me,’ she murmured. ‘It is generous of you, and more than I deserve, but I must not hear it now.’


  ‘Hear it? What do you think I have to say, then? I am not to marry you, and that’s enough. Your letter was excellently plain. I want you to hear nothing—not I.’


  Bathsheba was unable to direct her will into any definite groove for freeing herself from this fearfully awkward position. She confusedly said, ‘Good evening,’ and was moving on. Boldwood walked up to her heavily and dully.


  ‘Bathsheba—darling—is it final indeed?’


  ‘Indeed it is.’


  ‘O, Bathsheba—have pity upon me!’ Boldwood burst out. ‘God’s sake, yes—I am come to that low, lowest stage—to ask a woman for pity! Still, she is you—she is you.’


  Bathsheba commanded herself well. But she could hardly get a clear voice for what came instinctively to her lips: ‘There is little honour to the woman in that speech.’ It was only whispered, for something unutterably mournful no less than distressing in this spectacle of a man showing himself to be so entirely the vane of a passion enervated the feminine instinct for punctilios.


  ‘I am beyond myself about this, and am mad,’ he said. ‘I am no stoic at all to be supplicating here; but I do supplicate to you. I wish you knew what is in me of devotion to you; but it is impossible, that. In bare human mercy to a lonely man, don’t throw me off now!’


  ‘I don’t throw you off—indeed, how can I? I never had you.’ In her noon-clear sense that she had never loved him she forgot for a moment her thoughtless angle on that day in February.


  ‘But there was a time when you turned to me, before I thought of you! I don’t reproach you, for even now I feel that the ignorant and cold darkness that I should have lived in if you had not attracted me by that letter—valentine you call it—would have been worse than my knowledge of you, though it has brought this misery. But, I say, there was a time when I knew nothing of you, and cared nothing for you, and yet you drew me on. And if you say you gave me no encouragement, I cannot but contradict you.’


  ‘What you call encouragement was the childish game of an idle minute. I have bitterly repented of it—ay, bitterly, and in tears. Can you still go on reminding me?’


  ‘I don’t accuse you of it—I deplore it. I took for earnest what you insist was jest, and now this that I pray to be jest you say is awful, wretched earnest. Our moods meet at wrong places. I wish your feeling was more like mine, or my feeling more like yours! O, could I but have foreseen the torture that trifling trick was going to lead me into, how I should have cursed you; but only having been able to see it since, I cannot do that, for I love you too well! But it is weak, idle drivelling to go on like this…. Bathsheba, you are the first woman of any shade or nature that I have ever looked at to love, and it is the having been so near claiming you for my own that makes this denial so hard to bear. How nearly you promised me! But I don’t speak now to move your heart, and make you grieve because of my pain; it is no use, that. I must bear it; my pain would get no less by paining you.’


  ‘But I do pity you—deeply—O, so deeply!’ she earnestly said.


  ‘Do no such thing—do no such thing. Your dear love, Bathsheba, is such a vast thing beside your pity, that the loss of your pity as well as your love is no great addition to my sorrow, nor does the gain of your pity make it sensibly less. O sweet—how dearly you spoke to me behind the spear-bed at the washing-pool, and in the barn at the shearing, and that dearest last time in the evening at your home! Where are your pleasant words all gone—your earnest hope to be able to love me? Where is your firm conviction that you would get to care for me very much? Really forgotten?—really?’


  She checked emotion, looked him quietly and clearly in the face, and said in her low, firm voice, ‘Mr. Boldwood, I promised you nothing. Would you have had me a woman of clay when you paid me that furthest, highest compliment a man can pay a woman—telling her he loves her? I was bound to show some feeling, if I would not be a graceless shrew. Yet each of those pleasures was just for the day—the day just for the pleasure. How was I to know that what is a pastime to all other men was death to you? Have reason, do, and think more kindly of me!’


  ‘Well, never mind arguing—never mind. One thing is sure: you were all but mine, and now you are not nearly mine. Everything is changed, and that by you alone, remember. You were nothing to me once, and I was contented; you are now nothing to me again, and how different the second nothing is from the first! Would to God you had never taken me up, since it was only to throw me down!’


  Bathsheba, in spite of her mettle, began to feel unmistakable signs that she was inherently the weaker vessel. She strove miserably against this femininity which would insist upon supplying unbidden emotions in stronger and stronger current. She had tried to elude agitation by fixing her mind on the trees, sky, any trivial object before her eyes, whilst his reproaches fell, but ingenuity could not save her now.


  ‘I did not take you up—surely I did not!’ she answered as heroically as she could. ‘But don’t be in this mood with me. I can endure being told I am in the wrong, if you will only tell it me gently! O sir, will you not kindly forgive me, and look at it cheerfully?’


  ‘Cheerfully! Can a man fooled to utter heart-burning find a reason for being merry? If I have lost, how can I be as if I had won? Heavens, you must be heartless quite! Had I known what a fearfully bitter sweet this was to be, how I would have avoided you, and never seen you, and been deaf to you. I tell you all this, but what do you care! You don’t care.’


  She returned silent and weak denials to his charges, and swayed her head desperately, as if to thrust away the words as they came showering about her ears from the lips of the trembling man in the climax of life, with his bronzed Roman face and fine frame.


  ‘Dearest, dearest, I am wavering even now between the two opposites of recklessly renouncing you, and labouring humbly for you again. Forget that you have said No, and let it be as it was! Say, Bathsheba, that you only wrote that refusal to me in fun—come, say it to me!’


  ‘It would be untrue, and painful to both of us. You overrate my capacity for love. I don’t possess half the warmth of nature you believe me to have. An unprotected childhood in a cold world has beaten gentleness out of me.’


  He immediately said with more resentment: ‘That may be true, somewhat; but ah, Miss Everdene, it won’t do as a reason! You are not the cold woman you would have me believe. No, no! It isn’t because you have no feeling in you that you don’t love me. You naturally would have me think so—you would hide from me that you have a burning heart like mine. You have love enough, but it is turned into a new channel. I know where.’


  The swift music of her heart became hubbub now, and she throbbed to extremity. He was coming to Troy. He did then know what had occurred! And the name fell from his lips the next moment.


  ‘Why did Troy not leave my treasure alone?’ he asked fiercely. ‘When I had no thought of injuring him, why did he force himself upon your notice! Before he worried you your inclination was to have me; when next I should have come to you your answer would have been Yes. Can you deny it—I ask, can you deny it?’


  She delayed the reply, but was too honest to withhold it. ‘I cannot,’ she whispered.


  ‘I know you cannot. But he stole in in my absence and robbed me. Why didn’t he win you away before, when nobody would have been grieved?—when nobody would have been set tale-bearing. Now the people sneer at me—the very hills and sky seem to laugh at me till I blush shamefully for my folly. I have lost my respect, my good name, my standing—lost it, never to get it again. Go and marry your man—go on!’


  ‘O sir—Mr. Boldwood!’


  ‘You may as well. I have no further claim upon you. As for me, I had better go somewhere alone, and hide—and pray. I loved a woman once. I am now ashamed. When I am dead they’ll say, Miserable love-sick man that he was. Heaven—heaven—if I had got jilted secretly, and the dishonour not known, and my position kept! But no matter, it is gone, and the woman not gained. Shame upon him—shame!’


  His unreasonable anger terrified her, and she glided from him, without obviously moving, as she said, ‘I am only a girl—do not speak to me so!’


  ‘All the time you knew—how very well you knew—that your new freak was my misery. Dazzled by brass and scarlet—O, Bathsheba—this is woman’s folly indeed!’


  She fired up at once. ‘You are taking too much upon yourself!’ she said vehemently. ‘Everybody is upon me—everybody. It is unmanly to attack a woman so! I have nobody in the world to fight my battles for me; but no mercy is shown. Yet if a thousand of you sneer and say things against me, I will not be put down!’


  ‘You’ll chatter with him doubtless about me. Say to him, “Boldwood would have died for me.” Yes, and you have given way to him, knowing him to be not the man for you. He has kissed you—claimed you as his. Do you hear—he has kissed you. Deny it!’


  The most tragic woman is cowed by a tragic man, and although Boldwood was, in vehemence and glow, nearly her own self rendered into another sex, Bathsheba’s cheek quivered. She gasped, ‘Leave me, sir—leave me! I am nothing to you. Let me go on!’


  ‘Deny that he has kissed you.’


  ‘I shall not.’


  ‘Ha—then he has!’ came hoarsely from the farmer.


  ‘He has,’ she said slowly, and, in spite of her fear, defiantly. ‘I am not ashamed to speak the truth.’


  ‘Then curse him; and curse him!’ said Boldwood, breaking into a whispered fury. ‘Whilst I would have given worlds to touch your hand, you have let a rake come in without right or ceremony and—kiss you! Heaven’s mercy—kiss you! … Ah, a time of his life shall come when he will have to repent, and think wretchedly of the pain he has caused another man; and then may he ache, and wish, and curse, and yearn—as I do now!’


  ‘Don’t, don’t, O, don’t pray down evil upon him!’ she implored in a miserable cry. ‘Anything but that—anything. O, be kind to him, sir, for I love him true!’


  Boldwood’s ideas had reached that point of fusion at which outline and consistency entirely disappear. The impending night appeared to concentrate in his eye. He did not hear her at all now.


  ‘I’ll punish him—by my soul, that will I! I’ll meet him, soldier or no, and I’ll horsewhip the untimely stripling for this reckless theft of my one delight. If he were a hundred men I’d horsewhip him——’ He dropped his voice suddenly and unnaturally. ‘Bathsheba, sweet, lost coquette, pardon me! I’ve been blaming you, threatening you, behaving like a churl to you, when he’s the greatest sinner. He stole your dear heart away with his unfathomable lies! … It is a fortunate thing for him that he’s gone back to his regiment—that he’s away up the country, and not here! I hope he may not return here just yet. I pray God he may not come into my sight, for I may be tempted beyond myself. O, Bathsheba, keep him away—yes, keep him away from me!’


  For a moment Boldwood stood so inertly after this that his soul seemed to have been entirely exhaled with the breath of his passionate words. He turned his face away, and withdrew, and his form was soon covered over by the twilight as his footsteps mixed in with the low hiss of the leafy trees.


  Bathsheba, who had been standing motionless as a model all this latter time, flung her hands to her face, and wildly attempted to ponder on the exhibition which had just passed away. Such astounding wells of fevered feeling in a still man like Mr. Boldwood were incomprehensible, dreadful. Instead of being a man trained to repression he was—what she had seen him.


  The force of the farmer’s threats lay in their relation to a circumstance known at present only to herself: her lover was coming back to Weatherbury in the course of the very next day or two. Troy had not returned to his distant barracks as Boldwood and others supposed, but had merely gone to visit some acquaintance in Bath, and had yet a week or more remaining to his furlough.


  She felt wretchedly certain that if he revisited her just at this nick of time, and came into contact with Boldwood, a fierce quarrel would be the consequence. She panted with solicitude when she thought of possible injury to Troy. The least spark would kindle the farmer’s swift feelings of rage and jealousy; he would lose his self-mastery as he had this evening; Troy’s blitheness might become aggressive; it might take the direction of derision, and Boldwood’s anger might then take the direction of revenge.


  With almost a morbid dread of being thought a gushing girl, this guideless woman too well concealed from the world under a manner of carelessness the warm depths of her strong emotions. But now there was no reserve. In her distraction, instead of advancing further she walked up and down, beating the air with her fingers, pressing her brow, and sobbing brokenly to herself. Then she sat down on a heap of stones by the wayside to think. There she remained long. Above the dark margin of the earth appeared foreshores and promontories of coppery cloud, bounding a green and pellucid expanse in the western sky. Amaranthine glosses came over them then, and the unresting world wheeled her round to a contrasting prospect eastward, in the shape of indecisive and palpitating stars. She gazed upon their silent throes amid the shades of space, but realized none at all. Her troubled spirit was far away with Troy.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXII


  Night—Horses Tramping


  The village of Weatherbury was quiet as the graveyard in its midst, and the living were lying well-nigh as still as the dead. The church clock struck eleven. The air was so empty of other sounds that the whirr of the clock-work immediately before the strokes was distinct, and so was also the click of the same at their close. The notes flew forth with the usual blind obtuseness of inanimate things—flapping and rebounding among walls, undulating against the scattered clouds, spreading through their interstices into unexplored miles of space.


  Bathsheba’s crannied and mouldy halls were to-night occupied only by Maryann, Liddy being, as was stated, with her sister, whom Bathsheba had set out to visit. A few minutes after eleven had struck, Maryann turned in her bed with a sense of being disturbed. She was totally unconscious of the nature of the interruption to her sleep. It led to a dream, and the dream to an awakening, with an uneasy sensation that something had happened. She left her bed and looked out of the window. The paddock abutted on this end of the building, and in the paddock she could just discern by the uncertain gray a moving figure approaching the horse that was feeding there. The figure seized the horse by the forelock, and led it to the corner of the field. Here she could see some object which circumstances proved to be a vehicle, for after a few minutes spent apparently in harnessing, she heard the trot of the horse down the road, mingled with the sound of light wheels.


  Two varieties only of humanity could have entered the paddock with the ghost-like glide of that mysterious figure. They were a woman and a gipsy man. A woman was out of the question in such an occupation at this hour, and the comer could be no less than a thief, who might probably have known the weakness of the household on this particular night, and have chosen it on that account for his daring attempt. Moreover, to raise suspicion to conviction itself, there were gipsies in Weatherbury Bottom.


  Maryann, who had been afraid to shout in the robber’s presence, having seen him depart had no fear. She hastily slipped on her clothes, stumped down the disjointed staircase with its hundred creaks, ran to Coggan’s, the nearest house, and raised an alarm. Coggan called Gabriel, who now again lodged in his house as at first, and together they went to the paddock. Beyond all doubt the horse was gone.


  ‘Hark!’ said Gabriel.


  They listened. Distinct upon the stagnant air came the sounds of a trotting horse passing up Longpuddle Lane—just beyond the gipsies’ encampment in Weatherbury Bottom.


  ‘That’s our Dainty—I’ll swear to her step,’ said Jan.


  ‘Mighty me! Won’t mis’ess storm and call us stupids when she comes back!’ moaned Maryann. ‘How I wish it had happened when she was at home, and none of us had been answerable!’


  ‘We must ride after,’ said Gabriel decisively. ‘I’ll be responsible to Miss Everdene for what we do. Yes, we’ll follow.’


  ‘Faith, I don’t see how,’ said Coggan. ‘All our horses are too heavy for that trick except little Poppet, and what’s she between two of us?—If we only had that pair over the hedge we might do something.’


  ‘Which pair?’


  ‘Mr. Boldwood’s Tidy and Moll.’


  ‘Then wait here till I come hither again,’ said Gabriel. He ran down the hill towards Farmer Boldwood’s.


  ‘Farmer Boldwood is not at home,’ said Maryann.


  ‘All the better,’ said Coggan. ‘I know what he’s gone for.’


  Less than five minutes brought up Oak again, running at the same pace, with two halters dangling from his hand.


  ‘Where did you find ’em?’ said Coggan, turning round and leaping upon the hedge without waiting for an answer.


  ‘Under the eaves. I knew where they were kept,’ said Gabriel, following him. ‘Coggan, you can ride bare-backed? there’s no time to look for saddles.’


  ‘Like a hero!’ said Jan.


  ‘Maryann, you go to bed,’ Gabriel shouted to her from the top of the hedge.


  Springing down into Boldwood’s pastures, each pocketed his halter to hide it from the horses, who, seeing the men empty-handed, docilely allowed themselves to be seized by the mane, when the halters were dexterously slipped on. Having neither bit nor bridle, Oak and Coggan extemporized the former by passing the rope in each case through the animal’s mouth and looping it on the other side. Oak vaulted astride, and Coggan clambered up by aid of the bank, when they ascended to the gate and galloped off in the direction taken by Bathsheba’s horse and the robber. Whose vehicle the horse had been harnessed to was a matter of some uncertainty.


  Weatherbury Bottom was reached in three or four minutes. They scanned the shady green patch by the roadside. The gipsies were gone.


  ‘The villains!’ said Gabriel. ‘Which way have they gone, I wonder?’


  ‘Straight on, as sure as God made little apples,’ said Jan.


  ‘Very well; we are better mounted, and must overtake ’em,’ said Oak. ‘Now, on at full speed!’


  No sound of the rider in their van could now be discovered. The road-metal grew softer and more clayey as Weatherbury was left behind, and the late rain had wetted its surface to a somewhat plastic, but not muddy state. They came to cross-roads. Coggan suddenly pulled up Moll and slipped off.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said Gabriel.


  ‘We must try to track ’em, since we can’t hear ’em,’ said Jan, fumbling in his pockets. He struck a light, and held the match to the ground. The rain had been heavier here, and all foot and horse tracks made previous to the storm had been abraded and blurred by the drops, and they were now so many little scoops of water, which reflected the flame of the match like eyes. One set of tracks was fresh and had no water in them; one pair of ruts was also empty, and not small canals, like the others. The footprints forming this recent impression were full of information as to pace; they were in equidistant pairs, three or four feet apart, the right and left foot of each pair being exactly opposite one another.


  ‘Straight on!’ Jan exclaimed. ‘Tracks like that mean a stiff gallop. No wonder we don’t hear him. And the horse is harnessed—look at the ruts. Ay, that’s our mare, sure enough!’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Old Jimmy Harris only shoed her last week, and I’d swear to his make among ten thousand.’


  ‘The rest of the gipsies must ha’ gone on earlier, or some other way,’ said Oak. ‘You saw there were no other tracks?’


  ‘True.’ They rode along silently for a long weary time. Coggan carried an old pinchbeck repeater which he had inherited from some genius in his family; and it now struck one. He lighted another match, and examined the ground again.


  ‘’Tis a canter now,’ he said, throwing away the light. ‘A twisty, rickety pace for a gig. The fact is, they overdrove her at starting; we shall catch ’em yet.’


  Again they hastened on, and entered Blackmore Vale. Coggan’s watch struck one. When they looked again the hoof-marks were so spaced as to form a sort of zigzag if united, like the lamps along a street.


  ‘That’s a trot, I know,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Only a trot now,’ said Coggan cheerfully. ‘We shall overtake him in time.’


  They pushed rapidly on for yet two or three miles. ‘Ah! a moment,’ said Jan. ‘Let’s see how she was driven up this hill. ’Twill help us.’ A light was promptly struck upon his gaiters as before, and the examination made.


  ‘Hurrah!’ said Coggan. ‘She walked up here—and well she might. We shall get them in two miles, for a crown.’


  They rode three, and listened. No sound was to be heard save a mill-pond trickling hoarsely through a hatch, and suggesting gloomy possibilities of drowning by jumping in. Gabriel dismounted when they came to a turning. The tracks were absolutely the only guide as to the direction that they now had, and great caution was necessary to avoid confusing them with some others which had made their appearance lately.


  ‘What does this mean?—though I guess,’ said Gabriel, looking up at Coggan as he moved the match over the ground about the turning. Coggan, who, no less than the panting horses, had latterly shown signs of weariness, again scrutinized the mystic characters. This time only three were of the regular horseshoe shape. Every fourth was a dot.


  He screwed up his face, and emitted a long ‘whew-w-w!’


  ‘Lame,’ said Oak.


  ‘Yes. Dainty is lamed; the near-foot-afore,’ said Coggan slowly, staring still at the footprints.


  ‘We’ll push on,’ said Gabriel, remounting his humid steed.


  Although the road along its greater part had been as good as any turnpike-road in the country, it was nominally only a byway. The last turning had brought them into the high road leading to Bath. Coggan recollected himself.


  ‘We shall have him now!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Sherton Turnpike. The keeper of that gate is the sleepiest man between here and London—Dan Randall, that’s his name—knowed en for years, when he was at Casterbridge gate. Between the lameness and the gate ’tis a done job.’


  They now advanced with extreme caution. Nothing was said until, against a shady background of foliage, five white bars were visible, crossing their route a little way ahead.


  ‘Hush—we are almost close!’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Amble on upon the grass,’ said Coggan.


  The white bars were blotted out in the midst by a dark shape in front of them. The silence of this lonely time was pierced by an exclamation from that quarter.


  ‘Hoy-a-hoy! Gate!’


  It appeared that there had been a previous call which they had not noticed, for on their close approach the door of the turnpike-house opened, and the keeper came out half-dressed, with a candle in his hand. The rays illumined the whole group.


  ‘Keep the gate close!’ shouted Gabriel. ‘He has stolen the horse!’


  ‘Who?’ said the turnpike-man.


  Gabriel looked at the driver of the gig, and saw a woman—Bathsheba, his mistress.


  On hearing his voice she had turned her face away from the light. Coggan had, however, caught sight of her in the meanwhile.


  ‘Why, ’tis mistress—I’ll take my oath!’ he said, amazed.


  Bathsheba it certainly was, and she had by this time done the trick she could do so well in crises not of love, namely, mask a surprise by coolness of manner.


  ‘Well, Gabriel,’ she inquired quietly, ‘where are you going?’


  ‘We thought——’ began Gabriel.


  ‘I am driving to Bath,’ she said, taking for her own use the assurance that Gabriel lacked. ‘An important matter made it necessary for me to give up my visit to Liddy, and go off at once. What, then, were you following me?’


  ‘We thought the horse was stole.’


  ‘Well—what a thing! How very foolish of you not to know that I had taken the trap and horse. I could neither wake Maryann nor get into the house, though I hammered for ten minutes against her window-sill. Fortunately, I could get the key of the coach-house, so I troubled no one further. Didn’t you think it might be me?’


  ‘Why should we, miss?’


  ‘Perhaps not. Why, those are never Farmer Boldwood’s horses! Goodness mercy! what have you been doing—bringing trouble upon me in this way? What! mustn’t a lady move an inch from her door without being dogged like a thief?’


  ‘But how was we to know, if you left no account of your doings?’ expostulated Coggan, ‘and ladies don’t drive at these hours, miss, as a jineral rule of society.’


  ‘I did leave an account—and you would have seen it in the morning. I wrote in chalk on the coach-house doors that I had come back for the horse and gig, and driven off; that I could arouse nobody, and should return soon.’


  ‘But you’ll consider, ma’am, that we couldn’t see that till it got daylight.’


  ‘True,’ she said, and though vexed at first she had too much sense to blame them long or seriously for a devotion to her that was as valuable as it was rare. She added with a very pretty grace, ‘Well, I really thank you heartily for taking all this trouble; but I wish you had borrowed anybody’s horses but Mr. Boldwood’s.’


  ‘Dainty is lame, miss,’ said Coggan. ‘Can ye go on?’


  ‘It was only a stone in her shoe. I got down and pulled it out a hundred yards back. I can manage very well, thank you. I shall be in Bath by daylight. Will you now return, please?’


  She turned her head—the gateman’s candle shimmering upon her quick, clear eyes as she did so—passed through the gate, and was soon wrapped in the embowering shades of mysterious summer boughs. Coggan and Gabriel put about their horses, and, fanned by the velvety air of this July night, retraced the road by which they had come.


  ‘A strange vagary, this of hers, isn’t it, Oak?’ said Coggan curiously.


  ‘Yes,’ said Gabriel shortly.


  ‘She won’t be in Bath by no daylight!’


  ‘Coggan, suppose we keep this night’s work as quiet as we can?’


  ‘I am of one and the same mind.’


  ‘Very well. We shall be home by three o’clock or so, and can creep into the parish like lambs.’


  Bathsheba’s perturbed meditations by the roadside had ultimately evolved a conclusion that there were only two remedies for the present desperate state of affairs. The first was merely to keep Troy away from Weatherbury till Boldwood’s indignation had cooled; the second to listen to Oak’s entreaties, and Boldwood’s denunciations, and give up Troy altogether.


  Alas! Could she give up this new love—induce him to renounce her by saying she did not like him—could no more speak to him, and beg him, for her good, to end his furlough in Bath, and see her and Weatherbury no more?


  It was a picture full of misery, but for a while she contemplated it firmly, allowing herself, nevertheless, as girls will, to dwell upon the happy life she would have enjoyed had Troy been Boldwood, and the path of love the path of duty—inflicting upon herself gratuitous tortures by imagining him the lover of another woman after forgetting her; for she had penetrated Troy’s nature so far as to estimate his tendencies pretty accurately, but unfortunately loved him no less in thinking that he might soon cease to love her—indeed, considerably more.


  She jumped to her feet. She would see him at once. Yes, she would implore him by word of mouth to assist her in this dilemma. A letter to keep him away could not reach him in time, even if he should be disposed to listen to it.


  Was Bathsheba altogether blind to the obvious fact that the support of a lover’s arms is not of a kind best calculated to assist a resolve to renounce him? Or was she sophistically sensible, with a thrill of pleasure, that by adopting this course for getting rid of him she was ensuring a meeting with him, at any rate, once more?


  It was now dark, and the hour must have been nearly ten. The only way to accomplish her purpose was to give up her idea of visiting Liddy at Yalbury, return to Weatherbury Farm, put the horse into the gig, and drive at once to Bath. The scheme seemed at first impossible: the journey was a fearfully heavy one, even for a strong horse, at her own estimate; and she much underrated the distance. It was most venturesome for a woman, at night, and alone.


  But could she go on to Liddy’s and leave things to take their course? No, no; anything but that. Bathsheba was full of a stimulating turbulence, beside which caution vainly prayed for a hearing. She turned back towards the village.


  Her walk was slow, for she wished not to enter Weatherbury till the cottagers were in bed, and, particularly, till Boldwood was secure. Her plan was now to drive to Bath during the night, see Sergeant Troy in the morning before he set out to come to her, bid him farewell, and dismiss him: then to rest the horse thoroughly (herself to weep the while, she thought), starting early the next morning on her return journey. By this arrangement she could trot Dainty gently all the day, reach Liddy at Yalbury in the evening, and come home to Weatherbury with her whenever they chose—so nobody would know she had been to Bath at all.


  Such was Bathsheba’s scheme. But in her topographical ignorance as a late comer to the place, she misreckoned the distance of her journey as not much more than half what it really was. Her idea, however, she proceeded to carry out, with what initial success we have already seen.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXIII


  In the Sun—A Harbinger


  A week passed, and there were no tidings of Bathsheba; nor was there any explanation of her Gilpin’s rig.


  Then a note came for Maryann, stating that the business which had called her mistress to Bath still detained her there; but that she hoped to return in the course of another week.


  Another week passed. The oat-harvest began, and all the men were a-field under a monochromatic Lammas sky, amid the trembling air and short shadows of noon. Indoors nothing was to be heard save the droning of blue-bottle flies; out-of-doors the whetting of scythes and the hiss of tressy oat-ears rubbing together as their perpendicular stalks of amber-yellow fell heavily to each swath. Every drop of moisture not in the men’s bottles and flagons in the form of cider was raining as perspiration from their foreheads and cheeks. Drought was everywhere else.


  They were about to withdraw for a while into the charitable shade of a tree in the fence, when Coggan saw a figure in a blue coat and brass buttons running to them across the field.


  ‘I wonder who that is?’ he said.


  ‘I hope nothing is wrong about mistress,’ said Maryann, who with some other women was tying the bundles (oats being always sheafed on this farm), ‘but an unlucky token came to me indoors this morning. I went to unlock the door and dropped the key, and it fell upon the stone floor and broke into two pieces. Breaking a key is a dreadful bodement. I wish mis’ess was home.’


  ‘’Tis Cain Ball,’ said Gabriel, pausing from whetting his reaphook.


  Oak was not bound by his agreement to assist in the corn-field; but the harvest month is an anxious time for a farmer, and the corn was Bathsheba’s, so he lent a hand.


  ‘He’s dressed up in his best clothes,’ said Matthew Moon. ‘He hev been away from home for a few days, since he’s had that felon upon his finger; for ’a said, since I can’t work I’ll have a hollerday.’


  ‘A good time for one—a’ excellent time,’ said Joseph Poorgrass, straightening his back; for he, like some of the others, had a way of resting a while from his labour on such hot days for reasons preternaturally small; of which Cain Ball’s advent on a week-day in his Sunday-clothes was one of the first magnitude. ‘’Twas a bad leg allowed me to read the Pilgrim’s Progress, and Mark Clark learnt All-Fours in a whitlow.’


  ‘Ay, and my father put his arm out of joint to have time to go courting,’ said Jan Coggan, in an eclipsing tone, wiping his face with his shirt-sleeve and thrusting back his hat upon the nape of his neck.


  By this time Cainy was nearing the group of harvesters, and was perceived to be carrying a large slice of bread and ham in one hand, from which he took mouthfuls as he ran, the other being wrapped in a bandage. When he came close, his mouth assumed the bell shape, and he began to cough violently.


  ‘Now, Cainy!’ said Gabriel sternly. ‘How many more times must I tell you to keep from running so fast when you be eating? You’ll choke yourself some day, that’s what you’ll do, Cain Ball.’


  ‘Hok-hok-hok!’ replied Cain. ‘A crumb of my victuals went the wrong way—hok-hok! That’s what ’tis, Mister Oak! And I’ve been visiting to Bath because I had a felon on my thumb; yes, and I’ve seen—ahok-hok!’


  Directly Cain mentioned Bath, they all threw down their hooks and forks and drew round him. Unfortunately the erratic crumb did not improve his narrative powers, and a supplementary hindrance was that of a sneeze, jerking from his pocket his rather large watch, which dangled in front of the young man pendulum-wise.


  ‘Yes,’ he continued, directing his thoughts to Bath and letting his eyes follow, ‘I’ve seed the world at last—yes—and I’ve seed our mis’ess—ahok-hok-hok!’


  ‘Bother the boy!’ said Gabriel. ‘Something is always going the wrong way down your throat, so that you can’t tell what’s necessary to be told.’


  ‘Ahok! there! Please, Mister Oak, a gnat have just fleed into my stomach and brought the cough on again!’


  ‘Yes, that’s just it. Your mouth is always open, you young rascal!’


  ‘’Tis terrible bad to have a gnat fly down yer throat, pore boy!’ said Matthew Moon.


  ‘Well, at Bath you saw——’ prompted Gabriel.


  ‘I saw our mistress,’ continued the junior shepherd, ‘and a sojer, walking along. And bymeby they got closer and closer, and then they went arm-in-crook, like courting complete—hok-hok! like courting complete—hok!—courting complete——’ Losing the thread of his narrative at this point simultaneously with his loss of breath, their informant looked up and down the field apparently for some clue to it. ‘Well, I see our mis’ess and a soldier—a-ha-a-wk!’


  ‘Damn the boy!’ said Gabriel.


  ‘’Tis only my manner, Mister Oak, if ye’ll excuse it,’ said Cain Ball, looking reproachfully at Oak, with eyes drenched in their own dew.


  ‘Here’s some cider for him—that’ll cure his throat,’ said Jan Coggan, lifting a flagon of cider, pulling out the cork, and applying the hole to Cainy’s mouth; Joseph Poorgrass in the meantime beginning to think apprehensively of the serious consequences that would follow Cainy Ball’s strangulation in his cough, and the history of his Bath adventures dying with him.


  ‘For my poor self, I always say “please God” afore I do anything,’ said Joseph, in an unboastful voice; ‘and so should you, Cain Ball. ’Tis a great safeguard, and might perhaps save you from being choked to death some day.’


  Mr. Coggan poured the liquor with unstinted liberality at the suffering Cain’s circular mouth; half of it running down the side of the flagon, and half of what reached his mouth running down outside his throat, and half of what ran in going the wrong way, and being coughed and sneezed around the persons of the gathered reapers in the form of a cider fog, which for a moment hung in the sunny air like a small exhalation.


  ‘There’s a great clumsy sneeze! Why can’t ye have better manners, you young dog!’ said Coggan, withdrawing the flagon.


  ‘The cider went up my nose!’ cried Cainy, as soon as he could speak; ‘and now ’tis gone down my neck, and into my poor dumb felon, and over my shiny buttons and all my best cloze!’


  ‘The poor lad’s cough is terrible onfortunate,’ said Matthew Moon. ‘And a great history on hand, too. Bump his back, shepherd.’


  ‘’Tis my nater,’ mourned Cain. ‘Mother says I always was so excitable when my feelings were worked up to a point!’


  ‘True, true,’ said Joseph Poorgrass. ‘The Balls were always a very excitable family. I knowed the boy’s grandfather—a truly nervous and modest man, even to genteel refinery. ’Twas blush, blush with him, almost as much as ’tis with me—not but that ’tis a fault in me!’


  ‘Not at all, Master Poorgrass,’ said Coggan. ‘’Tis a very noble quality in ye.’


  ‘Heh-heh! well, I wish to noise nothing abroad—nothing at all,’ murmured Poorgrass diffidently. ‘But we be born to things—that’s true. Yet I would rather my trifle were hid; though, perhaps, a high nater is a little high, and at my birth all things were possible to my Maker, and he may have begrudged no gifts…. But under your bushel, Joseph! under your bushel with ’ee! A strange desire, neighbours, this desire to hide, and no praise due. Yet there is a Sermon on the Mount with a calendar of the blessed at the head, and certain meek men may be named therein.’


  ‘Cainy’s grandfather was a very clever man,’ said Matthew Moon. ‘Invented a’ apple-tree out of his own head, which is called by his name to this day—the Early Ball. You know ’em, Jan? A Quarrenden grafted on a Tom Putt, and a Rathe-ripe upon top o’ that again. ’Tis trew ’a used to bide about in a public-house wi’ a ’ooman in a way he had no business to by rights, but there—’a were a clever man in the sense of the term.’


  ‘Now then,’ said Gabriel impatiently, ‘what did you see, Cain?’


  ‘I seed our mis’ess go into a sort of a park place, where there’s seats, and shrubs and flowers, arm-in-crook with a sojer,’ continued Cainy firmly, and with a dim sense that his words were very effective as regarded Gabriel’s emotions. ‘And I think the sojer was Sergeant Troy. And they sat there together for more than half-an-hour, talking moving things, and she once was crying a’most to death. And when they came out her eyes were shining and she was as white as a lily; and they looked into one another’s faces, as far gone friendly as a man and woman can be.’


  Gabriel’s features seemed to get thinner. ‘Well, what did you see besides?’


  ‘Oh, all sorts.’


  ‘White as a lily? You are sure ’twas she?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, what besides?’


  ‘Great glass windows to the shops, and great clouds in the sky, full of rain, and old wooden trees in the country round.’


  ‘You stun-poll! What will ye say next?’ said Coggan.


  ‘Let en alone,’ interposed Joseph Poorgrass. ‘The boy’s maning meaning is that the sky and the earth in the kingdom of Bath is not altogether different from ours here. ’Tis for our good to gain knowledge of strange cities, and as such the boy’s words should be suffered, so to speak it.’


  ‘And the people of Bath,’ continued Cain, ‘never need to light their fires except as a luxury, for the water springs up out of the earth ready boiled for use.’


  ‘’Tis true as the light,’ testified Matthew Moon. ‘I’ve heard other navigators say the same thing.’


  ‘They drink nothing else there,’ said Cain, ‘and seem to enjoy it, to see how they swaller it down.’


  ‘Well, it seems a barbarian practice enough to us, but I daresay the natives think nothing o’ it,’ said Matthew.


  ‘And don’t victuals spring up as well as drink?’ asked Coggan, twirling his eye.


  ‘No—I own to a blot there in Bath—a true blot. God didn’t provide ’em with victuals as well as drink, and ’twas a drawback I couldn’t get over at all.’


  ‘Well, ’tis a curious place, to say the least,’ observed Moon; ‘and it must be a curious people that live therein.’


  ‘Miss Everdene and the soldier were walking about together, you say?’ said Gabriel, returning to the group.


  ‘Ay, and she wore a beautiful gold-colour silk gown, trimmed with black lace, that would have stood alone ’ithout legs inside if required. ’Twas a very winsome sight; and her hair was brushed splendid. And when the sun shone upon the bright gown and his red coat—my! how handsome they looked. You could see ’em all the length of the street.’


  ‘And what then?’ murmured Gabriel.


  ‘And then I went into Griffin’s to hae my boots hobbed, and then I went to Riggs’s batty-cake shop, and asked ’em for a penneth of the cheapest and nicest stales, that were all but blue-mouldy, but not quite. And whilst I was chawing ’em down I walked on and seed a clock with a face as big as a baking trendle——’


  ‘But that’s nothing to do with mistress!’


  ‘I’m coming to that, if you’ll leave me alone, Mister Oak!’ remonstrated Cainy. ‘If you excites me, perhaps you’ll bring on my cough, and then I shan’t be able to tell ye nothing.’


  ‘Yes—let him tell it his own way,’ said Coggan.


  Gabriel settled into a despairing attitude of patience, and Cainy went on:—


  ‘And there were great large houses, and more people all the week long than at Weatherbury club-walking on White Tuesdays. And I went to grand churches and chapels. And how the parson would pray! Yes; he would kneel down and put up his hands together, and make the holy gold rings on his fingers gleam and twinkle in yer eyes, that he’d earned by praying so excellent well!—Ah yes, I wish I lived there.’


  ‘Our poor Parson Thirdly can’t get no money to buy such rings,’ said Matthew Moon thoughtfully. ‘And as good a man as ever walked. I don’t believe poor Thirdly have a single one, even of humblest tin or copper. Such a great ornament as they’d be to him on a dull a’ternoon, when he’s up in the pulpit lighted by the wax candles! But ’tis impossible, poor man. Ah, to think how unequal things be.’


  ‘Perhaps he’s made of different stuff than to wear ’em,’ said Gabriel grimly. ‘Well, that’s enough of this. Go on, Cainy—quick.’


  ‘Oh—and the new style of pa’sons wear moustaches and long beards,’ continued the illustrious traveller, ‘and look like Moses and Aaron complete, and make we fokes in the congregation feel all over like the children of Israel.’


  ‘A very right feeling—very,’ said Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘And there’s two religions going on in the nation now—High Church and High Chapel. And, thinks I, I’ll play fair; so I went to High Church in the morning, and High Chapel in the afternoon.’


  ‘A right and proper boy,’ said Joseph Poorgrass.


  ‘Well, at High Church they pray singing, and worship all the colours of the rainbow; and at High Chapel they pray preaching, and worship drab and whitewash only. And then—I didn’t see no more of Miss Everdene at all.’


  ‘Why didn’t you say so afore, then?’ exclaimed Oak, with much disappointment.


  ‘Ah,’ said Matthew Moon, ‘she’ll wish her cake dough if so be she’s over intimate with that man.’


  ‘She’s not over intimate with him,’ said Gabriel indignantly.


  ‘She would know better,’ said Coggan. ‘Our mis’ess has too much sense under they knots of black hair to do such a mad thing.’


  ‘You see, he’s not a coarse, ignorant man, for he was well brought up,’ said Matthew dubiously. ‘’Twas only wildness that made him a soldier, and maids rather like your man of sin.’


  ‘Now, Cain Ball,’ said Gabriel restlessly, ‘can you swear in the most awful form that the woman you saw was Miss Everdene?’


  ‘Cain Ball, you be no longer a babe and suckling,’ said Joseph in the sepulchral tone the circumstances demanded, ‘and you know what taking an oath is. ’Tis a horrible testament mind ye, which you say and seal with your blood-stone, and the prophet Matthew tells us that on whomsoever it shall fall it will grind him to powder. Now, before all the work-folk here assembled, can you swear to your words as the shepherd asks ye?’


  ‘Please no, Mister Oak!’ said Cainy, looking from one to the other with great uneasiness at the spiritual magnitude of the position. ‘I don’t mind saying ’tis true, but I don’t like to say ’tis damn true, if that’s what you mane.’


  ‘Cain, Cain, how can you!’ asked Joseph sternly. ‘You be asked to swear in a holy manner, and you swear like wicked Shimei, the son of Gera, who cursed as he came. Young man, fie!’


  ‘No, I don’t! ’Tis you want to squander a pore boy’s soul, Joseph Poorgrass—that’s what ’tis!’ said Cain, beginning to cry. ‘All I mane is that in common truth ’twas Miss Everdene and Sergeant Troy, but in the horrible so-help-me truth that ye want to make of it perhaps ’twas somebody else!’


  ‘There’s no getting at the rights of it,’ said Gabriel, turning to his work.


  ‘Cain Ball, you’ll come to a bit of bread!’ groaned Joseph Poorgrass.


  Then the reapers’ hooks were flourished again, and the old sounds went on. Gabriel, without making any pretence of being lively, did nothing to show that he was particularly dull. However, Coggan knew pretty nearly how the land lay, and when they were in a nook together he said—


  ‘Don’t take on about her, Gabriel. What difference does it make whose sweetheart she is, since she can’t be yours?’


  ‘That’s the very thing I say to myself,’ said Gabriel.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXIV


  Home Again—A Trickster


  That same evening at dusk Gabriel was leaning over Coggan’s garden-gate, taking an up-and-down survey before retiring to rest.


  A vehicle of some kind was softly creeping along the grassy margin of the lane. From it spread the tones of two women talking. The tones were natural and not at all suppressed. Oak instantly knew the voices to be those of Bathsheba and Liddy.


  The carriage came opposite and passed by. It was Miss Everdene’s gig, and Liddy and her mistress were the only occupants of the seat. Liddy was asking questions about the city of Bath, and her companion was answering them listlessly and unconcernedly. Both Bathsheba and the horse seemed weary.


  The exquisite relief of finding that she was here again, safe and sound, overpowered all reflection, and Oak could only luxuriate in the sense of it. All grave reports were forgotten.


  He lingered and lingered on, till there was no difference between the eastern and western expanses of sky, and the timid hares began to limp courageously round the dim hillocks. Gabriel might have been there an additional half-hour when a dark form walked slowly by. ‘Good-night, Gabriel,’ the passer said.


  It was Boldwood. ‘Good-night, sir,’ said Gabriel.


  Boldwood likewise vanished up the road, and Oak shortly afterwards turned indoors to bed.


  Farmer Boldwood went on towards Miss Everdene’s house. He reached the front, and approaching the entrance, saw a light in the parlour. The blind was not drawn down, and inside the room was Bathsheba, looking over some papers or letters. Her back was towards Boldwood. He went to the door, knocked, and waited with tense muscles and an aching brow.


  Boldwood had not been outside his garden since his meeting with Bathsheba in the road to Yalbury. Silent and alone, he had remained in moody meditation on woman’s ways, deeming as essentials of the whole sex the accidents of the single one of their number he had ever closely beheld. By degrees a more charitable temper had pervaded him, and this was the reason of his sally to-night. He had come to apologize and beg forgiveness of Bathsheba with something like a sense of shame at his violence, having but just now learnt that she had returned—only from a visit to Liddy, as he supposed, the Bath escapade being quite unknown to him.


  He inquired for Miss Everdene. Liddy’s manner was odd, but he did not notice it. She went in, leaving him standing there, and in her absence the blind of the room containing Bathsheba was pulled down. Boldwood augured ill from that sign. Liddy came out.


  ‘My mistress cannot see you, sir,’ she said.


  The farmer instantly went out by the gate. He was unforgiven—that was the issue of it all. He had seen her who was to him simultaneously a delight and a torture, sitting in the room he had shared with her as a peculiarly privileged guest only a little earlier in the summer, and she had denied him an entrance there now.


  Boldwood did not hurry homeward. It was ten o’clock at least, when, walking deliberately through the lower part of Weatherbury, he heard the carrier’s spring van entering the village. The van ran to and from a town in a northern direction, and it was owned and driven by a Weatherbury man, at the door of whose house it now pulled up. The lamp fixed to the head of the hood illuminated a scarlet and gilded form, who was the first to alight.


  ‘Ah!’ said Boldwood to himself, ‘come to see her again.’


  Troy entered the carrier’s house, which had been the place of his lodging on his last visit to his native place. Boldwood was moved by a sudden determination. He hastened home. In ten minutes he was back again, and made as if he were going to call upon Troy at the carrier’s. But as he approached, some one opened the door and came out. He heard this person say ‘Good-night’ to the inmates, and the voice was Troy’s. This was strange, coming so immediately after his arrival. Boldwood, however, hastened up to him. Troy had what appeared to be a carpet-bag in his hand—the same that he had brought with him. It seemed as if he were going to leave again this very night.


  Troy turned up the hill and quickened his pace. Boldwood stepped forward.


  ‘Sergeant Troy?’


  ‘Yes—I’m Sergeant Troy.’


  ‘Just arrived from up the country, I think?’


  ‘Just arrived from Bath.’


  ‘I am William Boldwood.’


  ‘Indeed.’


  The tone in which this word was uttered was all that had been wanted to bring Boldwood to the point.


  ‘I wish to speak a word with you,’ he said.


  ‘What about?’


  ‘About her who lives just ahead there—and about a woman you have wronged.’


  ‘I wonder at your impertinence,’ said Troy, moving on.


  ‘Now look here,’ said Boldwood, standing in front of him, ‘wonder or not, you are going to hold a conversation with me.’


  Troy heard the dull determination in Boldwood’s voice, looked at his stalwart frame, then at the thick cudgel he carried in his hand. He remembered it was past ten o’clock. It seemed worth while to be civil to Boldwood.


  ‘Very well, I’ll listen with pleasure,’ said Troy, placing his bag on the ground, ‘only speak low, for somebody or other may overhear us in the farmhouse there.’


  ‘Well then—I know a good deal concerning your—Fanny Robin’s attachment to you. I may say, too, that I believe I am the only person in the village, excepting Gabriel Oak, who does know it. You ought to marry her.’


  ‘I suppose I ought. Indeed, I wish to, but I cannot.’


  ‘Why?’


  Troy was about to utter something hastily; he then checked himself and said, ‘I am too poor.’ His voice was changed. Previously it had had a devil-may-care tone. It was the voice of a trickster now.


  Boldwood’s present mood was not critical enough to notice tones. He continued, ‘I may as well speak plainly; and understand, I don’t wish to enter into the questions of right or wrong, woman’s honour and shame, or to express any opinion on your conduct. I intend a business transaction with you.’


  ‘I see,’ said Troy. ‘Suppose we sit down here.’


  An old tree trunk lay under the hedge immediately opposite, and they sat down.


  ‘I was engaged to be married to Miss Everdene,’ said Boldwood, ‘but you came and——’


  ‘Not engaged,’ said Troy.


  ‘As good as engaged.’


  ‘If I had not turned up she might have become engaged to you.’


  ‘Hang might!’


  ‘Would, then.’


  ‘If you had not come I should certainly—yes, certainly—have been accepted by this time. If you had not seen her you might have been married to Fanny. Well, there’s too much difference between Miss Everdene’s station and your own for this flirtation with her ever to benefit you by ending in marriage. So all I ask is, don’t molest her any more. Marry Fanny. I’ll make it worth your while.’


  ‘How will you?’


  ‘I’ll pay you well now, I’ll settle a sum of money upon her, and I’ll see that you don’t suffer from poverty in the future. I’ll put it clearly. Bathsheba is only playing with you: you are too poor for her as I said; so give up wasting your time about a great match you’ll never make for a moderate and rightful match you may make to-morrow; take up your carpet-bag, turn about, leave Weatherbury now, this night, and you shall take fifty pounds with you. Fanny shall have fifty to enable her to prepare for the wedding, when you have told me where she is living, and she shall have five hundred paid down on her wedding-day.’


  In making this statement Boldwood’s voice revealed only too clearly a consciousness of the weakness of his position, his aims, and his method. His manner had lapsed quite from that of the firm and dignified Boldwood of former times; and such a scheme as he had now engaged in he would have condemned as childishly imbecile only a few months ago. We discern a grand force in the lover which he lacks whilst a free man; but there is a breadth of vision in the free man which in the lover we vainly seek. Where there is much bias there must be some narrowness, and love, though added emotion, is subtracted capacity. Boldwood exemplified this to an abnormal degree: he knew nothing of Fanny Robin’s circumstances or whereabouts, he knew nothing of Troy’s possibilities, yet that was what he said.


  ‘I like Fanny best,’ said Troy; ‘and if, as you say, Miss Everdene is out of my reach, why I have all to gain by accepting your money, and marrying Fan. But she’s only a servant.’


  ‘Never mind—do you agree to my arrangement?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Boldwood, in a more elastic voice. ‘O, Troy, if you like her best, why then did you step in here and injure my happiness?’


  ‘I love Fanny best now,’ said Troy. ‘But Bathsh——Miss Everdene inflamed me, and displaced Fanny for a time. It is over now.’


  ‘Why should it be over so soon? And why then did you come here again?’


  ‘There are weighty reasons. Fifty pounds at once, you said!’


  ‘I did,’ said Boldwood, ‘and here they are—fifty sovereigns.’ He handed Troy a small packet.


  ‘You have everything ready—it seems that you calculated on my accepting them,’ said the sergeant, taking the packet.


  ‘I thought you might accept them,’ said Boldwood.


  ‘You’ve only my word that the programme shall be adhered to, whilst I at any rate have fifty pounds.’


  ‘I had thought of that, and I have considered that if I can’t appeal to your honour I can trust to your—well, shrewdness we’ll call it—not to lose five hundred pounds in prospect, and also make a bitter enemy of a man who is willing to be an extremely useful friend.’


  ‘Stop, listen!’ said Troy in a whisper.


  A light pit-pat was audible upon the road just above them.


  ‘By George—’tis she,’ he continued. ‘I must go on and meet her.’


  ‘She—who?’


  ‘Bathsheba.’


  ‘Bathsheba—out alone at this time o’ night!’ said Boldwood in amazement, and starting up. ‘Why must you meet her?’


  ‘She was expecting me to-night—and I must now speak to her, and wish her good-bye, according to your wish.’


  ‘I don’t see the necessity of speaking.’


  ‘It can do no harm—and she’ll be wandering about looking for me if I don’t. You shall hear all I say to her. It will help you in your love-making when I am gone.’


  ‘Your tone is mocking.’


  ‘O no. And remember this, if she does not know what has become of me, she will think more about me than if I tell her flatly I have come to give her up.’


  ‘Will you confine your words to that one point?—Shall I hear every word you say?’


  ‘Every word. Now sit still there, and hold my carpet bag for me, and mark what you hear.’


  The light footstep came closer, halting occasionally, as if the walker listened for a sound. Troy whistled a double note in a soft, fluty tone.


  ‘Come to that, is it!’ murmured Boldwood uneasily.


  ‘You promised silence,’ said Troy.


  ‘I promise again.’


  Troy stepped forward.


  ‘Frank, dearest, is that you?’ The tones were Bathsheba’s.


  ‘O God!’ said Boldwood.


  ‘Yes,’ said Troy to her.


  ‘How late you are,’ she continued tenderly. ‘Did you come by the carrier? I listened and heard his wheels entering the village, but it was some time ago, and I had almost given you up, Frank.’


  ‘I was sure to come,’ said Frank. ‘You knew I should, did you not?’


  ‘Well, I thought you would,’ she said playfully; ‘and, Frank, it is so lucky! There’s not a soul in my house but me to-night. I’ve packed them all off, so nobody on earth will know of your visit to your lady’s bower. Liddy wanted to go to her grandfather’s to tell him about her holiday, and I said she might stay with them till to-morrow—when you’ll be gone again.’


  ‘Capital,’ said Troy. ‘But, dear me, I had better go back for my bag, because my slippers and brush and comb are in it; you run home whilst I fetch it, and I’ll promise to be in your parlour in ten minutes.’


  ‘Yes.’ She turned and tripped up the hill again.


  During the progress of this dialogue there was a nervous twitching of Boldwood’s tightly closed lips, and his face became bathed in a clammy dew. He now started forward towards Troy. Troy turned to him and took up the bag.


  ‘Shall I tell her I have come to give her up and cannot marry her?’ said the soldier mockingly.


  ‘No, no; wait a minute. I want to say more to you—more to you!’ said Boldwood, in a hoarse whisper.


  ‘Now,’ said Troy, ‘you see my dilemma. Perhaps I am a bad man—the victim of my impulses—led away to do what I ought to leave undone. I can’t, however, marry them both. And I have two reasons for choosing Fanny. First, I like her best upon the whole, and second, you make it worth my while.’


  At the same instant Boldwood sprang upon him, and held him by the neck. Troy felt Boldwood’s grasp slowly tightening. The move was absolutely unexpected.


  ‘A moment,’ he gasped. ‘You are injuring her you love!’


  ‘Well, what do you mean?’ said the farmer.


  ‘Give me breath,’ said Troy.


  Boldwood loosened his hand, saying, ‘By Heaven, I’ve a mind to kill you!’


  ‘And ruin her.’


  ‘Save her.’


  ‘Oh, how can she be saved now, unless I marry her?’


  Boldwood groaned. He reluctantly released the soldier, and flung him back against the hedge. ‘Devil, you torture me!’ said he.


  Troy rebounded like a ball, and was about to make a dash at the farmer; but he checked himself, saying lightly—


  ‘It is not worth while to measure my strength with you. Indeed it is a barbarous way of settling a quarrel. I shall shortly leave the army because of the same conviction. Now after that revelation of how the land lies with Bathsheba, ’twould be a mistake to kill me, would it not?’


  ‘’Twould be a mistake to kill you,’ repeated Boldwood, mechanically, with a bowed head.


  ‘Better kill yourself.’


  ‘Far better.’


  ‘I’m glad you see it.’


  ‘Troy, make her your wife, and don’t act upon what I arranged just now. The alternative is dreadful, but take Bathsheba; I give her up! She must love you indeed to sell soul and body to you so utterly as she has done. Wretched woman—deluded woman—you are, Bathsheba!’


  ‘But about Fanny?’


  ‘Bathsheba is a woman well to do,’ continued Boldwood, in nervous anxiety, ‘and, Troy, she will make a good wife; and, indeed, she is worth your hastening on your marriage with her!’


  ‘But she has a will—not to say a temper, and I shall be a mere slave to her. I could do anything with poor Fanny Robin.’


  ‘Troy,’ said Boldwood imploringly, ‘I’ll do anything for you, only don’t desert her; pray don’t desert her, Troy.’


  ‘Which, poor Fanny?’


  ‘No; Bathsheba Everdene. Love her best! Love her tenderly! How shall I get you to see how advantageous it will be to you to secure her at once?’


  ‘I don’t wish to secure her in any new way.’


  Boldwood’s arm moved spasmodically towards Troy’s person again. He repressed the instinct, and his form drooped as with pain.


  Troy went on—


  ‘I shall soon purchase my discharge, and then——’


  ‘But I wish you to hasten on this marriage! It will be better for you both. You love each other, and you must let me help you to do it.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Why, by settling the five hundred on Bathsheba instead of Fanny, to enable you to marry at once. No; she wouldn’t have it of me. I’ll pay it down to you on the wedding-day.’


  Troy paused in secret amazement at Boldwood’s wild infatuation. He carelessly said, ‘And am I to have anything now?’


  ‘Yes, if you wish to. But I have not much additional money with me. I did not expect this; but all I have is yours.’


  Boldwood, more like a somnambulist than a wakeful man, pulled out the large canvas bag he carried by way of a purse, and searched it.


  ‘I have twenty-one pounds more with me,’ he said. ‘Two notes and a sovereign. But before I leave you I must have a paper signed——’


  ‘Pay me the money, and we’ll go straight to her parlour, and make any arrangement you please to secure my compliance with your wishes. But she must know nothing of this cash business.’


  ‘Nothing, nothing,’ said Boldwood hastily. ‘Here is the sum, and if you’ll come to my house we’ll write out the agreement for the remainder, and the terms also.’


  ‘First we’ll call upon her.’


  ‘But why? Come with me to-night, and go with me to-morrow to the surrogate’s.’


  ‘But she must be consulted; at any rate informed.’


  ‘Very well; go on.’


  They went up the hill to Bathsheba’s house. When they stood at the entrance, Troy said, ‘Wait here a moment.’ Opening the door, he glided inside, leaving the door ajar.


  Boldwood waited. In two minutes a light appeared in the passage. Boldwood then saw that the chain had been fastened across the door. Troy appeared inside carrying a bedroom candlestick.


  ‘What, did you think I should break in?’ said Boldwood contemptuously.


  ‘Oh, no; it is merely my humour to secure things. Will you read this a moment? I’ll hold the light.’


  Troy handed a folded newspaper through the slit between door and door-post, and put the candle close. ‘That’s the paragraph,’ he said, placing his finger on a line.


  Boldwood looked and read—


  
    ‘Marriages.


    ‘On the 17th inst., at St. Ambrose’s Church, Bath, by the Rev. G. Mincing, B.A., Francis Troy, only son of the late Edward Troy, Esq., M.D., of Weatherbury, and sergeant 11th Dragoon Guards, to Bathsheba, only surviving daughter of the late Mr. John Everdene, of Casterbridge.’

  


  ‘This may be called Fort meeting Feeble, hey, Boldwood?’ said Troy. A low gurgle of derisive laughter followed the words.


  The paper fell from Boldwood’s hands. Troy continued—


  ‘Fifty pounds to marry Fanny. Good. Twenty-one pounds not to marry Fanny, but Bathsheba. Good. Finale: already Bathsheba’s husband. Now, Boldwood, yours is the ridiculous fate which always attends interference between a man and his wife. And another word. Bad as I am, I am not such a villain as to make the marriage or misery of any woman a matter of huckster and sale. Fanny has long ago left me. I don’t know where she is. I have searched everywhere. Another word yet. You say you love Bathsheba; yet on the merest apparent evidence you instantly believe in her dishonour. A fig for such love! Now that I’ve taught you a lesson, take your money back again.’


  ‘I will not; I will not!’ said Boldwood, in a hiss.


  ‘Anyhow I won’t have it,’ said Troy contemptuously. He wrapped the packet of gold in the notes, and threw the whole into the road.


  Boldwood shook his clenched fist at him. ‘You juggler of Satan! You black hound! But I’ll punish you yet; mark me, I’ll punish you yet!’


  Another peal of laughter. Troy then closed the door, and locked himself in.


  Throughout the whole of that night Boldwood’s dark form might have been seen walking about the hills and downs of Weatherbury like an unhappy Shade in the Mournful Fields by Acheron.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXV


  At an Upper Window


  It was very early the next morning—a time of sun and dew. The confused beginnings of many birds’ songs spread into the healthy air, and the wan blue of the heaven was here and there coated with thin webs of incorporeal cloud which were of no effect in obscuring day. All the lights in the scene were yellow as to colour, and all the shadows were attenuated as to form. The creeping plants about the old manor-house were bowed with rows of heavy water drops, which had upon objects behind them the effect of minute lenses of high magnifying power.


  Just before the clock struck five Gabriel Oak and Coggan passed the village cross, and went on together to the fields. They were yet barely in view of their mistress’s house, when Oak fancied he saw the opening of a casement in one of the upper windows. The two men were at this moment partially screened by an elder bush, now beginning to be enriched with black bunches of fruit, and they paused before emerging from its shade.


  A handsome man leaned idly from the lattice. He looked east and then west, in the manner of one who makes a first morning survey. The man was Sergeant Troy. His red jacket was loosely thrown on, but not buttoned, and he had altogether the relaxed bearing of a soldier taking his ease.


  Coggan spoke first, looking quietly at the window.


  ‘She has married him!’ he said.


  Gabriel had previously beheld the sight, and he now stood with his back turned, making no reply.


  ‘I fancied we should know something to-day,’ continued Coggan. ‘I heard wheels pass my door just after dark—you were out somewhere.’ He glanced round upon Gabriel. ‘Good heavens above us, Oak, how white your face is; you look like a corpse!’


  ‘Do I?’ said Oak, with a faint smile.


  ‘Lean on the gate: I’ll wait a bit.’


  ‘All right, all right.’


  They stood by the gate awhile, Gabriel listlessly staring at the ground. His mind sped into the future, and saw there enacted in years of leisure the scenes of repentance that would ensue from this work of haste. That they were married he had instantly decided. Why had it been so mysteriously managed? It had become known that she had had a fearful journey to Bath, owing to her miscalculating the distance: that the horse had broken down, and that she had been more than two days getting there. It was not Bathsheba’s way to do things furtively. With all her faults she was candour itself. Could she have been entrapped? The union was not only an unutterable grief to him: it amazed him, notwithstanding that he had passed the preceding week in a suspicion that such might be the issue of Troy’s meeting her away from home. Her quiet return with Liddy had to some extent dispersed the dread. Just as that imperceptible motion which appears like stillness is infinitely divided in its properties from stillness itself, so had his hope undistinguishable from despair differed from despair indeed.


  In a few minutes they moved on again towards the house. The sergeant still looked from the window.


  ‘Morning, comrades!’ he shouted, in a cheery voice, when they came up.


  Coggan replied to the greeting. ‘Bain’t ye going to answer the man?’ he then said to Gabriel. ‘I’d say good morning—you needn’t spend a hapeth of meaning upon it, and yet keep the man civil.’


  Gabriel soon decided too that, since the deed was done, to put the best face upon the matter would be the greatest kindness to her he loved.


  ‘Good morning, Sergeant Troy,’ he returned, in a ghastly voice.


  ‘A rambling, gloomy house this,’ said Troy, smiling.


  ‘Why—they may not be married!’ suggested Coggan. ‘Perhaps she’s not there.’


  Gabriel shook his head. The soldier turned a little towards the east, and the sun kindled his scarlet coat to an orange glow.


  ‘But it is a nice old house,’ responded Gabriel.


  ‘Yes—I suppose so; but I feel like new wine in an old bottle here. My notion is that sash-windows should be put throughout, and these old wainscoted walls brightened up a bit; or the oak cleared quite away, and the walls papered.’


  ‘It would be a pity, I think.’


  ‘Well, no. A philosopher once said in my hearing that the old builders, who worked when art was a living thing, had no respect for the work of builders who went before them, but pulled down and altered as they thought fit; and why shouldn’t we? “Creation and preservation don’t do well together,” says he, “and a million of antiquarians can’t invent a style.” My mind exactly. I am for making this place more modern, that we may be cheerful whilst we can.’


  The military man turned and surveyed the interior of the room, to assist his ideas of improvement in this direction. Gabriel and Coggan began to move on.


  ‘Oh, Coggan,’ said Troy, as if inspired by a recollection, ‘do you know if insanity has ever appeared in Mr. Boldwood’s family?’


  Jan reflected for a moment.


  ‘I once heard that an uncle of his was queer in his head, but I don’t know the rights o’t,’ he said.


  ‘It is of no importance,’ said Troy lightly. ‘Well, I shall be down in the fields with you some time this week; but I have a few matters to attend to first. So good-day to you. We shall, of course, keep on just as friendly terms as usual. I’m not a proud man: nobody is ever able to say that of Sergeant Troy. However, what is must be, and here’s half-a-crown to drink my health, men.’


  Troy threw the coin dexterously across the front plot and over the fence towards Gabriel, who shunned it in its fall, his face turning to an angry red. Coggan twirled his eye, edged forward, and caught the money in its ricochet upon the road.


  ‘Very well—you keep it, Coggan,’ said Gabriel with disdain, and almost fiercely. ‘As for me, I’ll do without gifts from him!’


  ‘Don’t show it too much,’ said Coggan musingly. ‘For if he’s married to her, mark my words, he’ll buy his discharge and be our master here. Therefore ’tis well to say “Friend” outwardly, though you say “Troublehouse” within.’


  ‘Well—perhaps it is best to be silent; but I can’t go further than that. I can’t flatter, and if my place here is only to be kept by smoothing him down, my place must be lost.’


  A horseman, whom they had for some time seen in the distance, now appeared close beside them.


  ‘There’s Mr. Boldwood,’ said Oak. ‘I wonder what Troy meant by his question.’


  Coggan and Oak nodded respectfully to the farmer, just checked their paces to discover if they were wanted, and finding they were not, stood back to let him pass on.


  The only signs of the terrible sorrow Boldwood had been combating through the night, and was combating now, were the want of colour in his well-defined face, the enlarged appearance of the veins in his forehead and temples, and the sharper lines about his mouth. The horse bore him away, and the very step of the animal seemed significant of dogged despair. Gabriel, for a minute, rose above his own grief in noticing Boldwood’s. He saw the square figure sitting erect upon the horse, the head turned to neither side, the elbows steady by the hips, the brim of the hat level and undisturbed in its onward glide, until the keen edges of Boldwood’s shape sank by degrees over the hill. To one who knew the man and his story there was something more striking in this immobility than in a collapse. The clash of discord between mood and matter here was forced painfully home to the heart; and, as in laughter there are more dreadful phases than in tears, so was there in the steadiness of this agonized man an expression deeper than a cry.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXVI


  Wealth in Jeopardy—The Revel


  One night, at the end of August, when Bathsheba’s experiences as a married woman were still new, and when the weather was yet dry and sultry, a man stood motionless in the stackyard of Weatherbury Upper Farm, looking at the moon and sky.


  The night had a sinister aspect. A heated breeze from the south slowly fanned the summits of lofty objects, and in the sky dashes of buoyant cloud were sailing in a course at right angles to that of another stratum, neither of them in the direction of the breeze below. The moon, as seen through these films, had a lurid metallic look. The fields were sallow with the impure light, and all were tinged in monochrome, as if beheld through stained glass. The same evening the sheep had trailed homeward head to tail, the behaviour of the rooks had been confused, and the horses had moved with timidity and caution.


  Thunder was imminent, and, taking some secondary appearances into consideration, it was likely to be followed by one of the lengthened rains which mark the close of dry weather for the season. Before twelve hours had passed a harvest atmosphere would be a bygone thing.


  Oak gazed with misgiving at eight naked and unprotected ricks, massive and heavy with the rich produce of one-half the farm for that year. He went on to the barn.


  This was the night which had been selected by Sergeant Troy—ruling now in the room of his wife—for giving the harvest supper and dance. As Oak approached the building the sound of violins and a tambourine, and the regular jigging of many feet, grew more distinct. He came close to the large doors, one of which stood slightly ajar, and looked in.


  The central space, together with the recess at one end, was emptied of all incumbrances, and this area, covering about two-thirds of the whole, was appropriated for the gathering, the remaining end, which was piled to the ceiling with oats, being screened off with sail-cloth. Tufts and garlands of green foliage decorated the walls, beams, and extemporized chandeliers, and immediately opposite to Oak a rostrum had been erected, bearing a table and chairs. Here sat three fiddlers, and beside them stood a frantic man with his hair on end, perspiration streaming down his cheeks, and a tambourine quivering in his hand.


  The dance ended, and on the black oak floor in the midst a new row of couples formed for another.


  ‘Now, ma’am, and no offence I hope, I ask what dance you would like next?’ said the first violin.


  ‘Really, it makes no difference,’ said the clear voice of Bathsheba, who stood at the inner end of the building, observing the scene from behind a table covered with cups and viands. Troy was lolling beside her.


  ‘Then,’ said the fiddler, ‘I’ll venture to name that the right and proper thing is “The Soldier’s Joy”—there being a gallant soldier married into the farm—hey, my sonnies, and gentlemen all?’


  ‘It shall be “The Soldier’s Joy,”’ exclaimed a chorus.


  ‘Thanks for the compliment,’ said the sergeant gaily, taking Bathsheba by the hand and leading her to the top of the dance. ‘For though I have purchased my discharge from Her Most Gracious Majesty’s regiment of cavalry the 11th Dragoon Guards, to attend to the new duties awaiting me here, I shall continue a soldier in spirit and feeling as long as I live.’


  So the dance began. As to the merits of ‘The Soldier’s Joy,’ there cannot be, and never were, two opinions. It has been observed in the musical circles of Weatherbury and its vicinity that this melody, at the end of three-quarters of an hour of thunderous footing, still possesses more stimulative properties for the heel and toe than the majority of other dances at their first opening. ‘The Soldier’s Joy’ has, too, an additional charm, in being so admirably adapted to the tambourine aforesaid—no mean instrument in the hands of a performer who understands the proper convulsions, spasms, St. Vitus’s dances, and fearful frenzies necessary when exhibiting its tones in their highest perfection.


  The immortal tune ended, a fine DD rolling forth from the bass-viol with the sonorousness of a cannonade, and Gabriel delayed his entry no longer. He avoided Bathsheba, and got as near as possible to the platform, where Sergeant Troy was now seated, drinking brandy-and-water, though the others drank without exception cider and ale. Gabriel could not easily thrust himself within speaking distance of the sergeant, and he sent a message, asking him to come down for a moment. The sergeant said he could not attend.


  ‘Will you tell him, then,’ said Gabriel, ‘that I only stepped ath’art to say that a heavy rain is sure to fall soon, and that something should be done to protect the ricks?’


  ‘Mr. Troy says it will not rain,’ returned the messenger, ‘and he cannot stop to talk to you about such fidgets.’


  In juxtaposition with Troy, Oak had a melancholy tendency to look like a candle beside gas, and ill at ease he went out again, thinking he would go home; for, under the circumstances, he had no heart for the scene in the barn. At the door he paused for a moment: Troy was speaking.


  ‘Friends, it is not only the harvest home that we are celebrating to-night; but this is also a Wedding Feast. A short time ago I had the happiness to lead to the altar this lady, your mistress, and not until now have we been able to give any public flourish to the event in Weatherbury. That it may be thoroughly well done, and that every man may go happy to bed, I have ordered to be brought here some bottles of brandy and kettles of hot water. A treble-strong goblet will be handed round to each guest.’


  Bathsheba put her hand upon his arm, and, with upturned pale face, said imploringly, ‘No—don’t give it to them—pray don’t, Frank! It will only do them harm: they have had enough of everything.’


  ‘True—we don’t wish for no more, thank ye,’ said one or two.


  ‘Pooh!’ said the sergeant contemptuously, and raised his voice as if lighted up by a new idea. ‘Friends,’ he said, ‘we’ll send the women-folk home! ’Tis time they were in bed. Then we cockbirds will have a jolly carouse to ourselves! If any of the men show the white feather, let them look elsewhere for a winter’s work.’


  Bathsheba indignantly left the barn, followed by all the women and children. The musicians, not looking upon themselves as ‘company,’ slipped quietly away to their spring-waggon and put in the horse. Thus Troy and the men on the farm were left sole occupants of the place. Oak, not to appear unnecessarily disagreeable, stayed a little while; then he, too, arose and quietly took his departure, followed by a friendly oath from the sergeant for not staying to a second round of grog.


  Gabriel proceeded towards his home. In approaching the door, his toe kicked something which felt and sounded soft, leathery, and distended, like a boxing-glove. It was a large toad humbly travelling across the path. Oak took it up, thinking it might be better to kill the creature to save it from pain; but finding it uninjured, he placed it again among the grass. He knew what this direct message from the Great Mother meant. And soon came another.


  When he struck a light indoors there appeared upon the table a thin glistening streak, as if a brush of varnish had been lightly dragged across it. Oak’s eyes followed the serpentine sheen to the other side, where it led up to a huge brown garden-slug, which had come indoors to-night for reasons of its own. It was Nature’s second way of hinting to him that he was to prepare for foul weather.


  Oak sat down meditating for nearly an hour. During this time two black spiders, of the kind common in thatched houses, promenaded the ceiling, ultimately dropping to the floor. This reminded him that if there was one class of manifestation on this matter that he thoroughly understood, it was the instincts of sheep. He left the room, ran across two or three fields towards the flock, got upon a hedge, and looked over among them.


  They were crowded close together on the other side around some furze bushes, and the first peculiarity observable was that, on the sudden appearance of Oak’s head over the fence, they did not stir or run away. They had now a terror of something greater than their terror of man. But this was not the most noteworthy feature: they were all grouped in such a way that their tails, without a single exception, were towards that half of the horizon from which the storm threatened. There was an inner circle closely huddled, and outside these they radiated wider apart, the pattern formed by the flock as a whole not being unlike a vandyked lace collar, to which the clump of furze-bushes stood in the position of a wearer’s neck.


  This was enough to re-establish him in his original opinion. He knew now that he was right, and that Troy was wrong. Every voice in nature was unanimous in bespeaking change. But two distinct translations attached to these dumb expressions. Apparently there was to be a thunder-storm, and afterwards a cold continuous rain. The creeping things seemed to know all about the later rain, but little of the interpolated thunder-storm; whilst the sheep knew all about the thunder-storm and nothing of the later rain.


  This complication of weathers being uncommon, was all the more to be feared. Oak returned to the stack-yard. All was silent here, and the conical tips of the ricks jutted darkly into the sky. There were five wheat-ricks in this yard, and three stacks of barley. The wheat when threshed would average about thirty quarters to each stack; the barley, at least forty. Their value to Bathsheba, and indeed to anybody, Oak mentally estimated by the following simple calculation:—


  
    
      	
        5 x 30 = 150 quarters =

      

      	
        500l.

      
    


    
      	
        3 x 40 = 120 quarters =

      

      	
        250l.

      
    


    
      	

      	
        

      
    


    
      	
        Total ..

      

      	
        750l.

      
    

  


  Seven hundred and fifty pounds in the divinest form that money can wear—that of necessary food for man and beast: should the risk be run of deteriorating this bulk of corn to less than half its value, because of the instability of a woman? ‘Never, if I can prevent it!’ said Gabriel.


  Such was the argument that Oak set outwardly before him. But man, even to himself, is a palimpsest, having an ostensible writing, and another beneath the lines. It is possible that there was this golden legend under the utilitarian one: ‘I will help to my last effort the woman I have loved so dearly.’


  He went back to the barn to endeavour to obtain assistance for covering the ricks that very night. All was silent within, and he would have passed on in the belief that the party had broken up, had not a dim light, yellow as saffron by contrast with the greenish whiteness outside, streamed through a knot-hole in the folding doors.


  Gabriel looked in. An unusual picture met his eye.


  The candles suspended among the evergreens had burnt down to their sockets, and in some cases the leaves tied about them were scorched. Many of the lights had quite gone out, others smoked and stank, grease dropping from them upon the floor. Here, under the table, and leaning against forms and chairs in every conceivable attitude except the perpendicular, were the wretched persons of all the work-folk, the hair of their heads at such low levels being suggestive of mops and brooms. In the midst of these shone red and distinct the figure of Sergeant Troy, leaning back in a chair. Coggan was on his back, with his mouth open, buzzing forth snores, as were several others; the united breathings of the horizontal assemblage forming a subdued roar like London from a distance. Joseph Poorgrass was curled round in the fashion of a hedge-hog, apparently in attempts to present the least possible portion of his surface to the air; and behind him was dimly visible an unimportant remnant of William Smallbury. The glasses and cups still stood upon the table, a water-jug being overturned, from which a small rill, after tracing its course with marvellous precision down the centre of the long table, fell into the neck of the unconscious Mark Clark, in a steady, monotonous drip, like the dripping of a stalactite in a cave.


  Gabriel glanced hopelessly at the group, which, with one or two exceptions, composed all the able-bodied men upon the farm. He saw at once that if the ricks were to be saved that night, or even the next morning, he must save them with his own hands.


  A faint ‘ting-ting’ resounded from under Coggan’s waistcoat. It was Coggan’s watch striking the hour of two.


  Oak went to the recumbent form of Matthew Moon, who usually undertook the rough thatching of the homestead, and shook him. The shaking was without effect.


  Gabriel shouted in his ear, ‘Where’s your thatching-beetle and rick-stick and spars?’


  ‘Under the staddles,’ said Moon mechanically, with the unconscious promptness of a medium.


  Gabriel let go his head, and it dropped upon the floor like a bowl. He then went to Susan Tall’s husband.


  ‘Where’s the key of the granary?’


  No answer. The question was repeated, with the same result. To be shouted to at night was evidently less of a novelty to Susan Tall’s husband than to Matthew Moon. Oak flung down Tall’s head into the corner again and turned away.


  To be just, the men were not greatly to blame for this painful and demoralizing termination to the evening’s entertainment. Sergeant Troy had so strenuously insisted, glass in hand, that drinking should be the bond of their union, that those who wished to refuse hardly liked to be so unmannerly under the circumstances. Having from their youth up been entirely unaccustomed to any liquor stronger than cider or mild ale, it was no wonder that they had succumbed, one and all, with extraordinary uniformity, after the lapse of about an hour.


  Gabriel was greatly depressed. This debauch boded ill for that wilful and fascinating mistress whom the faithful man even now felt within him as the embodiment of all that was sweet and bright and hopeless.


  He put out the expiring lights, that the barn might not be endangered, closed the door upon the men in their deep and oblivious sleep, and went again into the lone night. A hot breeze, as if breathed from the parted lips of some dragon about to swallow the globe, fanned him from the south, while directly opposite in the north rose a grim misshapen body of cloud, in the very teeth of the wind. So unnaturally did it rise that one could fancy it to be lifted by machinery from below. Meanwhile the faint cloudlets had flown back into the south-east corner of the sky, as if in terror of the large cloud, like a young brood gazed in upon by some monster.


  Going on to the village, Oak flung a small stone against the window of Laban Tall’s bedroom, expecting Susan to open it; but nobody stirred. He went round to the back door, which had been left unfastened for Laban’s entry, and passed in to the foot of the staircase.


  ‘Mrs. Tall, I’ve come for the key of the granary, to get at the rick-cloths,’ said Oak, in a stentorian voice.


  ‘Is that you?’ said Mrs. Susan Tall, half awake.


  ‘Yes,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Come along to bed, do, you draw-latching rogue—keeping a body awake like this!’


  ‘It isn’t Laban—’tis Gabriel Oak. I want the key of the granary.’


  ‘Gabriel! What in the name of fortune did you pretend to be Laban for?’


  ‘I didn’t. I thought you meant——’


  ‘Yes you did! What do you want here?’


  ‘The key of the granary.’


  ‘Take it then. ’Tis on the nail. People coming disturbing women at this time of night ought——’


  Gabriel took the key, without waiting to hear the conclusion of the tirade. Ten minutes later his lonely figure might have been seen dragging four large waterproof coverings across the yard, and soon two of these heaps of treasure in grain were covered snug—two cloths to each. Two hundred pounds were secured. Three wheat-stacks remained open, and there were no more cloths. Oak looked under the staddles and found a fork. He mounted the third pile of wealth and began operating, adopting the plan of sloping the upper sheaves one over the other; and, in addition, filling the interstices with the material of some untied sheaves.


  So far all was well. By this hurried contrivance Bathsheba’s property in wheat was safe for at any rate a week or two, provided always that there was not much wind.


  Next came the barley. This it was only possible to protect by systematic thatching. Time went on, and the moon vanished not to reappear. It was the farewell of the ambassador previous to war. The night had a haggard look, like a sick thing; and there came finally an utter expiration of air from the whole heaven in the form of a slow breeze, which might have been likened to a death. And now nothing was heard in the yard but the dull thuds of the beetle which drove in the spars, and the rustle of thatch in the intervals.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXVII


  The Storm—The Two Together


  A light flapped over the scene, as if reflected from phosphorescent wings crossing the sky, and a rumble filled the air. It was the first move of the approaching storm.


  The second peal was noisy, with comparatively little visible lightning. Gabriel saw a candle shining in Bathsheba’s bedroom, and soon a shadow swept to and fro upon the blind.


  Then there came a third flash. Manœuvres of a most extraordinary kind were going on in the vast firmamental hollows overhead. The lightning now was the colour of silver, and gleamed in the heavens like a mailed army. Rumbles became rattles. Gabriel from his elevated position could see over the landscape at least half-a-dozen miles in front. Every hedge, bush, and tree was distinct as in a line engraving. In a paddock in the same direction was a herd of heifers, and the forms of these were visible at this moment in the act of galloping about in the wildest and maddest confusion, flinging their heels and tails high into the air, their heads to earth. A poplar in the immediate foreground was like an ink stroke on burnished tin. Then the picture vanished, leaving the darkness so intense that Gabriel worked entirely by feeling with his hands.


  He had stuck his ricking-rod, or poniard, as it was indifferently called—a long iron lance, polished by handling—into the stack, used to support the sheaves instead of the support called a groom used on houses. A blue light appeared in the zenith, and in some indescribable manner flickered down near the top of the rod. It was the fourth of the larger flashes. A moment later and there was a smack—smart, clear, and short. Gabriel felt his position to be anything but a safe one, and he resolved to descend.


  Not a drop of rain had fallen as yet. He wiped his weary brow, and looked again at the black forms of the unprotected stacks. Was his life so valuable to him after all? What were his prospects that he should be so chary of running risk, when important and urgent labour could not be carried on without such risk? He resolved to stick to the stack. However, he took a precaution. Under the staddles was a long tethering chain, used to prevent the escape of errant horses. This he carried up the ladder, and sticking his rod through the clog at one end, allowed the other end of the chain to trail upon the ground. The spike attached to it he drove in. Under the shadow of this extemporized lightning-conductor he felt himself comparatively safe.


  Before Oak had laid his hands upon his tools again out leapt the fifth flash, with the spring of a serpent and the shout of a fiend. It was green as an emerald, and the reverberation was stunning. What was this the light revealed to him? In the open ground before him, as he looked over the ridge of the rick, was a dark and apparently female form. Could it be that of the only venturesome woman in the parish—Bathsheba? The form moved on a step: then he could see no more.


  ‘Is that you, ma’am?’ said Gabriel to the darkness.


  ‘Who is there?’ said the voice of Bathsheba.


  ‘Gabriel. I am on the rick, thatching.’


  ‘O, Gabriel!—and are you? I have come about them. The weather awoke me, and I thought of the corn. I am so distressed about it—can we save it anyhow? I cannot find my husband. Is he with you?’


  ‘He is not here.’


  ‘Do you know where he is?’


  ‘Asleep in the barn.’


  ‘He promised that the stacks should be seen to, and now they are all neglected! Can I do anything to help? Liddy is afraid to come out. Fancy finding you here at such an hour! Surely I can do something?’


  ‘You can bring up some reed-sheaves to me, one by one, ma’am; if you are not afraid to come up the ladder in the dark,’ said Gabriel. ‘Every moment is precious now, and that would save a good deal of time. It is not very dark when the lightning has been gone a bit.’


  ‘I’ll do anything!’ she said resolutely. She instantly took a sheaf upon her shoulder, clambered up close to his heels, placed it behind the rod, and descended for another. At her third ascent the rick suddenly brightened with the brazen glare of shining majolica—every knot in every straw was visible. On the slope in front of him appeared two human shapes, black as jet. The rick lost its sheen—the shapes vanished. Gabriel turned his head. It had been the sixth flash which had come from the east behind him, and the two dark forms on the slope had been the shadows of himself and Bathsheba.


  Then came the peal. It hardly was credible that such a heavenly light could be the parent of such a diabolical sound.


  ‘How terrible!’ she exclaimed, and clutched him by the sleeve. Gabriel turned, and steadied her on her aerial perch by holding her arm. At the same moment, while he was still reversed in his attitude, there was more light, and he saw, as it were, a copy of the tall poplar tree on the hill drawn in black on the wall of the barn. It was the shadow of that tree, thrown across by a secondary flash in the west.


  The next flare came. Bathsheba was on the ground now, shouldering another sheaf, and she bore its dazzle without flinching—thunder and all—and again ascended with the load. There was then a silence everywhere for four or five minutes, and the crunch of the spars, as Gabriel hastily drove them in, could again be distinctly heard. He thought the crisis of the storm had passed. But there came a burst of light.


  ‘Hold on!’ said Gabriel, taking the sheaf from her shoulder, and grasping her arm again.


  Heaven opened then, indeed. The flash was almost too novel for its inexpressibly dangerous nature to be at once realized, and they could only comprehend the magnificence of its beauty. It sprang from east, west, north, south, and was a perfect dance of death. The forms of skeletons appeared in the air, shaped with blue fire for bones—dancing, leaping, striding, racing around, and mingling altogether in unparalleled confusion. With these were intertwined undulating snakes of green, and behind these was a broad mass of lesser light. Simultaneously came from every part of the tumbling sky what may be called a shout; since, though no shout ever came near it, it was more of the nature of a shout than of anything else earthly. In the meantime one of the grisly forms had alighted upon the point of Gabriel’s rod, to run invisibly down it, down the chain, and into the earth. Gabriel was almost blinded, and he could feel Bathsheba’s warm arm tremble in his hand—a sensation novel and thrilling enough; but love, life, everything human, seemed small and trifling in such close juxtaposition with an infuriated universe.


  Oak had hardly time to gather up these impressions into a thought, and to see how strangely the red feather of her hat shone in this light, when the tall tree on the hill before mentioned seemed on fire to a white heat, and a new one among these terrible voices mingled with the last crash of those preceding. It was a stupefying blast, harsh and pitiless, and it fell upon their ears in a dead, flat blow, without that reverberation which lends the tones of a drum to more distant thunder. By the lustre reflected from every part of the earth and from the wide domical scoop above it, he saw that the tree was sliced down the whole length of its tall, straight stem, a huge riband of bark being apparently flung off. The other portion remained erect, and revealed the bared surface as a strip of white down the front. The lightning had struck the tree. A sulphurous smell filled the air; then all was silent, and black as a cave in Hinnom.


  ‘We had a narrow escape!’ said Gabriel hurriedly. ‘You had better go down.’


  Bathsheba said nothing; but he could distinctly hear her rhythmical pants, and the recurrent rustle of the sheaf beside her in response to her frightened pulsations. She descended the ladder, and, on second thoughts, he followed her. The darkness was now impenetrable by the sharpest vision. They both stood still at the bottom, side by side. Bathsheba appeared to think only of the weather—Oak thought only of her just then. At last he said—


  ‘The storm seems to have passed now, at any rate.’


  ‘I think so too,’ said Bathsheba. ‘Though there are multitudes of gleams, look!’


  The sky was now filled with an incessant light, frequent repetition melting into complete continuity, as an unbroken sound results from the successive strokes on a gong.


  ‘Nothing serious,’ said he. ‘I cannot understand no rain falling. But Heaven be praised, it is all the better for us. I am now going up again.’


  ‘Gabriel, you are kinder than I deserve! I will stay and help you yet. O, why are not some of the others here!’


  ‘They would have been here if they could,’ said Oak, in a hesitating way.


  ‘O, I know it all—all,’ she said, adding slowly: ‘They are all asleep in the barn, in a drunken sleep, and my husband among them. That’s it, is it not? Don’t think I am a timid woman and can’t endure things.’


  ‘I am not certain,’ said Gabriel. ‘I will go and see.’


  He crossed to the barn, leaving her there alone. He looked through the chinks of the door. All was in total darkness, as he had left it, and there still arose, as at the former time, the steady buzz of many snores.


  He felt a zephyr curling about his cheek, and turned. It was Bathsheba’s breath—she had followed him, and was looking into the same chink.


  He endeavoured to put off the immediate and painful subject of their thoughts by remarking gently, ‘If you’ll come back again, miss—ma’am, and hand up a few more, it would save much time.’


  Then Oak went back again, ascended to the top, stepped off the ladder for greater expedition, and went on thatching. She followed, but without a sheaf.


  ‘Gabriel,’ she said, in a strange and impressive voice.


  Oak looked up at her. She had not spoken since he left the barn. The soft and continual shimmer of the dying lightning showed a marble face high against the black sky of the opposite quarter. Bathsheba was sitting almost on the apex of the stack, her feet gathered up beneath her, and resting on the top round of the ladder.


  ‘Yes, mistress,’ he said.


  ‘I suppose you thought that when I galloped away to Bath that night it was on purpose to be married?’


  ‘I did at last—not at first,’ he answered, somewhat surprised at the abruptness with which this new subject was broached.


  ‘And others thought so, too!’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And you blamed me for it?’


  ‘Well—a little.’


  ‘I thought so. Now, I care a little for your good opinion, and I want to explain something—I have longed to do it ever since I returned, and you looked so gravely at me. For if I were to die—and I may die soon—it would be dreadful that you should always think mistakenly of me. Now, listen.’


  Gabriel ceased his rustling.


  ‘I went to Bath that night in the full intention of breaking off my engagement to Mr. Troy. It was owing to circumstances which occurred after I got there that—that we were married. Now, do you see the matter in a new light?’


  ‘I do—somewhat.’


  ‘I must, I suppose, say more, now that I have begun. And perhaps it’s no harm, for you are certainly under no delusion that I ever loved you, or that I can have any object in speaking, more than that object I have mentioned. Well, I was alone in a strange city, and the horse was lame. And at last I didn’t know what to do. I saw, when it was too late, that scandal might seize hold of me for meeting him alone in that way. But I was coming away, when he suddenly said he had that day seen a woman more beautiful than I, and that his constancy could not be counted on unless I at once became his…. And I was grieved and troubled——’ She cleared her voice, and waited a moment, as if to gather breath. ‘And then, between jealousy and distraction, I married him!’ she whispered with desperate impetuosity.


  Gabriel made no reply.


  ‘He was not to blame, for it was perfectly true about—about his seeing somebody else,’ she quickly added. ‘And now I don’t wish for a single remark from you upon the subject—indeed, I forbid it. I only wanted you to know that misunderstood bit of my history before a time comes when you could never know it.—You want some more sheaves?’


  She went down the ladder, and the work proceeded. Gabriel soon perceived a languor in the movements of his mistress up and down, and he said to her, gently as a mother—


  ‘I think you had better go indoors now, you are tired. I can finish the rest alone. If the wind does not change the rain is likely to keep off.’


  ‘If I am useless I will go,’ said Bathsheba, in a flagging cadence. ‘But O, if your life should be lost!’


  ‘You are not useless; but I would rather not tire you longer. You have done well.’


  ‘And you better!’ she said gratefully. ‘Thank you for your devotion, a thousand times, Gabriel! Good-night—I know you are doing your very best for me.’


  She diminished in the gloom, and vanished, and he heard the latch of the gate fall as she passed through. He worked in a reverie now, musing upon her story, and upon the contradictoriness of that feminine heart which had caused her to speak more warmly to him to-night than she ever had done whilst unmarried and free to speak as warmly as she chose.


  He was disturbed in his meditation by a grating noise from the coach-house. It was the vane on the roof turning round, and this change in the wind was the signal for a disastrous rain.


  ♣


  Chapter XXXVIII


  Rain—One Solitary Meets Another


  It was now five o’clock, and the dawn was promising to break in hues of drab and ash.


  The air changed its temperature and stirred itself more vigorously. Cool breezes coursed in transparent eddies round Oak’s face. The wind shifted yet a point or two and blew stronger. In ten minutes every wind of heaven seemed to be roaming at large. Some of the thatching on the wheat-stacks was now whirled fantastically aloft, and had to be replaced and weighted with some rails that lay near at hand. This done, Oak slaved away again at the barley. A huge drop of rain smote his face, the wind snarled round every corner, the trees rocked to the bases of their trunks, and the twigs clashed in strife. Driving in spars at any point and on any system, inch by inch he covered more and more safely from ruin this distracting impersonation of seven hundred pounds. The rain came on in earnest, and Oak soon felt the water to be tracking cold and clammy routes down his back. Ultimately he was reduced well-nigh to a homogeneous sop, and the dyes of his clothes trickled down and stood in a pool at the foot of the ladder. The rain stretched obliquely through the dull atmosphere in liquid spines, unbroken in continuity between their beginnings in the clouds and their points in him.


  Oak suddenly remembered that eight months before this time he had been fighting against fire in the same spot as desperately as he was fighting against water now—and for a futile love of the same woman. As for her—— But Oak was generous and true, and dismissed his reflections.


  It was about seven o’clock in the dark leaden morning when Gabriel came down from the last stack, and thankfully exclaimed, ‘It is done!’ He was drenched, weary, and sad, and yet not so sad as drenched and weary, for he was cheered by a sense of success in a good cause.


  Faint sounds came from the barn, and he looked that way. Figures stepped singly and in pairs through the doors—all walking awkwardly, and abashed, save the foremost, who wore a red jacket, and advanced with his hands in his pockets, whistling. The others shambled after with a conscience-stricken air: the whole procession was not unlike Flaxman’s group of the suitors tottering on towards the infernal regions under the conduct of Mercury. The gnarled shapes passed into the village, Troy, their leader, entering the farmhouse. Not a single one of them had turned his face to the ricks, or apparently bestowed one thought upon their condition.


  Soon Oak too went homeward, by a different route from theirs. In front of him against the wet glazed surface of the lane he saw a person walking yet more slowly than himself under an umbrella. The man turned and plainly started; he was Boldwood.


  ‘How are you this morning, sir?’ said Oak.


  ‘Yes, it is a wet day.—Oh, I am well, very well, I thank you; quite well.’


  ‘I am glad to hear it, sir.’


  Boldwood seemed to awake to the present by degrees. ‘You look tired and ill, Oak,’ he said then, desultorily regarding his companion.


  ‘I am tired. You look strangely altered, sir.’


  ‘I? Not a bit of it: I am well enough. What put that into your head?’


  ‘I thought you didn’t look quite so topping as you used to, that was all.’


  ‘Indeed, then you are mistaken,’ said Boldwood shortly. ‘Nothing hurts me. My constitution is an iron one.’


  ‘I’ve been working hard to get our ricks covered, and was barely in time. Never had such a struggle in my life…. Yours of course are safe, sir.’


  ‘O yes.’ Boldwood added, after an interval of silence: ‘What did you ask, Oak?’


  ‘Your ricks are all covered before this time?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘At any rate, the large ones upon the stone staddles?’


  ‘They are not.’


  ‘Them under the hedge?’


  ‘No. I forgot to tell the thatcher to set about it.’


  ‘Nor the little one by the stile?’


  ‘Nor the little one by the stile. I overlooked the ricks this year.’


  ‘Then not a tenth of your corn will come to measure, sir.’


  ‘Possibly not.’


  ‘Overlooked them,’ repeated Gabriel slowly to himself. It is difficult to describe the intensely dramatic effect that announcement had upon Oak at such a moment. All the night he had been feeling that the neglect he was labouring to repair was abnormal and isolated—the only instance of the kind within the circuit of the county. Yet at this very time, within the same parish, a greater waste had been going on, uncomplained of and disregarded. A few months earlier Boldwood’s forgetting his husbandry would have been as preposterous an idea as a sailor forgetting he was in a ship. Oak was just thinking that whatever he himself might have suffered from Bathsheba’s marriage, here was a man who had suffered more, when Boldwood spoke in a changed voice—that of one who yearned to make a confidence and relieve his heart by an outpouring.


  ‘Oak, you know as well as I that things have gone wrong with me lately. I may as well own it. I was going to get a little settled in life; but in some way my plan has come to nothing.’


  ‘I thought my mistress would have married you,’ said Gabriel, not knowing enough of the full depths of Boldwood’s love to keep silence on the farmer’s account, and determined not to evade discipline by doing so on his own. ‘However, it is so sometimes, and nothing happens that we expect,’ he added, with the repose of a man whom misfortune had inured rather than subdued.


  ‘I daresay I am a joke about the parish,’ said Boldwood, as if the subject came irresistibly to his tongue, and with a miserable lightness meant to express his indifference.


  ‘O no—I don’t think that.’


  ‘—But the real truth of the matter is that there was not, as some fancy, any jilting on—her part. No engagement ever existed between me and Miss Everdene. People say so, but it is untrue: she never promised me!’ Boldwood stood still now and turned his wild face to Oak. ‘O, Gabriel,’ he continued, ‘I am weak and foolish, and I don’t know what, and I can’t fend off my miserable grief! … I had some faint belief in the mercy of God till I lost that woman. Yes, He prepared a gourd to shade me, and like the prophet I thanked Him and was glad. But the next day He prepared a worm to smite the gourd and wither it; and I feel it is better to die than to live!’


  A silence followed. Boldwood aroused himself from the momentary mood of confidence into which he had drifted, and walked on again, resuming his usual reserve.


  ‘No, Gabriel,’ he resumed, with a carelessness which was like the smile on the countenance of a skull: ‘it was made more of by other people than ever it was by us. I do feel a little regret occasionally, but no woman ever had power over me for any length of time. Well, good morning; I can trust you not to mention to others what has passed between us two here.’


  ♣


  Chapter XXXIX


  Coming Home—A Cry


  On the turnpike road, between Casterbridge and Weatherbury, and about three miles from the former place, is Yalbury Hill, one of those steep long ascents which pervade the highways of this undulating part of South Wessex. In returning from market it is usual for the farmers and other gig-gentry to alight at the bottom and walk up.


  One Saturday evening in the month of October Bathsheba’s vehicle was duly creeping up this incline. She was sitting listlessly in the second seat of the gig, whilst walking beside her in a farmer’s marketing suit of unusually fashionable cut was an erect, well-made young man. Though on foot, he held the reins and whip, and occasionally aimed light cuts at the horse’s ear with the end of the lash, as a recreation. This man was her husband, formerly Sergeant Troy, who, having bought his discharge with Bathsheba’s money, was gradually transforming himself into a farmer of a spirited and very modern school. People of unalterable ideas still insisted upon calling him ‘Sergeant’ when they met him, which was in some degree owing to his having still retained the well-shaped moustache of his military days, and the soldierly bearing inseparable from his form and training.


  ‘Yes, if it hadn’t been for that wretched rain I should have cleared two hundred as easy as looking, my love,’ he was saying. ‘Don’t you see, it altered all the chances? To speak like a book I once read, wet weather is the narrative, and fine days are the episodes, of our country’s history; now, isn’t that true?’


  ‘But the time of year is come for changeable weather.’


  ‘Well, yes. The fact is, these autumn races are the ruin of everybody. Never did I see such a day as ’twas! ’Tis a wild open place, just out of Budmouth, and a drab sea rolled in towards us like liquid misery. Wind and rain—good Lord! Dark? Why, ’twas as black as my hat before the last race was run. ’Twas five o’clock, and you couldn’t see the horses till they were almost in, leave alone colours. The ground was as heavy as lead, and all judgment from a fellow’s experience went for nothing. Horses, riders, people, were all blown about like ships at sea. Three booths were blown over, and the wretched folk inside crawled out upon their hands and knees; and in the next field were as many as a dozen hats at one time. Ay, Pimpernel regularly stuck fast, when about sixty yards off, and when I saw Policy stepping on, it did knock my heart against the lining of my ribs, I assure you, my love!’


  ‘And you mean, Frank,’ said Bathsheba sadly—her voice was painfully lowered from the fulness and vivacity of the previous summer—‘that you have lost more than a hundred pounds in a month by this dreadful horse-racing? O, Frank, it is cruel; it is foolish of you to take away my money so. We shall have to leave the farm; that will be the end of it!’


  ‘Humbug about cruel. Now, there ’tis again—turn on the waterworks; that’s just like you.’


  ‘But you’ll promise me not to go to Budmouth second meeting, won’t you?’ she implored. Bathsheba was at the full depth for tears, but she maintained a dry eye.


  ‘I don’t see why I should; in fact, if it turns out to be a fine day, I was thinking of taking you.’


  ‘Never, never! I’ll go a hundred miles the other way first. I hate the sound of the very word!’


  ‘But the question of going to see the race or staying at home has very little to do with the matter. Bets are all booked safely enough before the race begins, you may depend. Whether it is a bad race for me or a good one, will have very little to do with our going there next Monday.’


  ‘But you don’t mean to say that you have risked anything on this one too!’ she exclaimed, with an agonized look.


  ‘There now, don’t you be a little fool. Wait till you are told. Why, Bathsheba, you have lost all the pluck and sauciness you formerly had, and upon my life if I had known what a chicken-hearted creature you were under all your boldness, I’d never have—I know what.’


  A flash of indignation might have been seen in Bathsheba’s dark eyes as she looked resolutely ahead after this reply. They moved on without further speech, some early-withered leaves from the trees which hooded the road at this spot occasionally spinning downward across their path to the earth.


  A woman appeared on the brow of the hill. The ridge was in a cutting, so that she was very near the husband and wife before she became visible. Troy had turned towards the gig to remount, and whilst putting his foot on the step the woman passed behind him.


  Though the overshadowing trees and the approach of eventide enveloped them in gloom, Bathsheba could see plainly enough to discern the extreme poverty of the woman’s garb, and the sadness of her face.


  ‘Please, sir, do you know at what time Casterbridge Union-house closes at night?’


  The woman said these words to Troy over his shoulder.


  Troy started visibly at the sound of the voice; yet he seemed to recover presence of mind sufficient to prevent himself from giving way to his impulse to suddenly turn and face her. He said, slowly—


  ‘I don’t know.’


  The woman, on hearing him speak, quickly looked up, examined the side of his face, and recognized the soldier under the yeoman’s garb. Her face was drawn into an expression which had gladness and agony both among its elements. She uttered an hysterical cry, and fell down.


  ‘O, poor thing!’ exclaimed Bathsheba, instantly preparing to alight.


  ‘Stay where you are, and attend to the horse!’ said Troy peremptorily, throwing her the reins and the whip. ‘Walk the horse to the top: I’ll see to the woman.’


  ‘But I——’


  ‘Do you hear? Clk—Poppet!’


  The horse, gig, and Bathsheba moved on.


  ‘How on earth did you come here? I thought you were miles away, or dead! Why didn’t you write to me?’ said Troy to the woman, in a strangely gentle, yet hurried voice, as he lifted her up.


  ‘I feared to.’


  ‘Have you any money?’


  ‘None.’


  ‘Good Heaven—I wish I had more to give you! Here’s—wretched—the merest trifle. It is every farthing I have left. I have none but what my wife gives me, you know, and I can’t ask her now.’


  The woman made no answer.


  ‘I have only another moment,’ continued Troy; ‘and now listen. Where are you going to-night? Casterbridge Union?’


  ‘Yes; I thought to go there.’


  ‘You shan’t go there; yet, wait. Yes, perhaps for to-night; I can do nothing better—worse luck! Sleep there to-night, and stay there to-morrow. Monday is the first free day I have; and on Monday morning, at ten exactly, meet me on Grey’s Bridge, just out of the town. I’ll bring all the money I can muster. You shan’t want—I’ll see that, Fanny; then I’ll get you a lodging somewhere. Good-bye till then. I am a brute—but good-bye!’


  After advancing the distance which completed the ascent of the hill, Bathsheba turned her head. The woman was upon her feet, and Bathsheba saw her withdrawing from Troy, and going feebly down the hill by the third milestone from Casterbridge. Troy then came on towards his wife, stepped into the gig, took the reins from her hand, and without making any observation whipped the horse into a trot. He was rather agitated.


  ‘Do you know who that woman was?’ said Bathsheba, looking searchingly into his face.


  ‘I do,’ he said, looking boldly back into hers.


  ‘I thought you did,’ said she, with angry hauteur, and still regarding him. ‘Who is she?’


  He suddenly seemed to think that frankness would benefit neither of the women.


  ‘Nothing to either of us,’ he said. ‘I know her by sight.’


  ‘What is her name?’


  ‘How should I know her name?’


  ‘I think you do.’


  ‘Think if you will, and be——’ The sentence was completed by a smart cut of the whip round Poppet’s flank, which caused the animal to start forward at a wild pace. No more was said.


  ♣


  Chapter XL


  On Casterbridge Highway


  For a considerable time the woman walked on. Her steps became feebler, and she strained her eyes to look afar upon the naked road, now indistinct amid the penumbræ of night. At length her onward walk dwindled to the merest totter, and she opened a gate within which was a haystack. Underneath this she sat down and presently slept.


  When the woman awoke it was to find herself in the depths of a moonless and starless night. A heavy unbroken crust of cloud stretched across the sky, shutting out every speck of heaven; and a distant halo which hung over the town of Casterbridge was visible against the black concave, the luminosity appearing the brighter by its great contrast with the circumscribing darkness. Towards this weak, soft glow the woman turned her eyes.


  ‘If I could only get there!’ she said. ‘Meet him the day after to-morrow: God help me! Perhaps I shall be in my grave before then.’


  A manor-house clock from the far depths of shadow struck the hour, one, in a small, attenuated tone. After midnight the voice of a clock seems to lose in breadth as much as in length, and to diminish its sonorousness to a thin falsetto.


  Afterwards a light—two lights—arose from the remote shade, and grew larger. A carriage rolled along the road, and passed the gate. It probably contained some late diners-out. The beams from one lamp shone for a moment upon the crouching woman, and threw her face into vivid relief. The face was young in the groundwork, old in the finish; the general contours were flexuous and childlike, but the finer lineaments had begun to be sharp and thin.


  The pedestrian stood up, apparently with a revived determination, and looked around. The road appeared to be familiar to her, and she carefully scanned the fence as she slowly walked along. Presently there became visible a dim white shape; it was another milestone. She drew her fingers across its face to feel the marks.


  ‘Two more!’ she said.


  She leant against the stone as a means of rest for a short interval, then bestirred herself, and again pursued her way. For a slight distance she bore up bravely, afterwards flagging as before. This was beside a lone copsewood, wherein heaps of white chips strewn upon the leafy ground showed that woodmen had been faggoting and making hurdles during the day. Now there was not a rustle, not a breeze, not the faintest clash of twigs to keep her company. The woman looked over the gate, opened it, and went in. Close to the entrance stood a row of faggots, bound and unbound, together with stakes of all sizes.


  For a few seconds the wayfarer stood with that tense stillness which signifies itself to be not the end, but merely the suspension, of a previous motion. Her attitude was that of a person who listens, either to the external world of sound, or to the imagined discourse of thought. A close criticism might have detected signs proving that she was intent on the latter alternative. Moreover, as was shown by what followed, she was oddly exercising the faculty of invention upon the speciality of the clever Jacquet Droz, the designer of automatic substitutes for human limbs.


  By the aid of the Casterbridge aurora, and by feeling with her hands, the woman selected two sticks from the heaps. These sticks were nearly straight to the height of three or four feet, where each branched into a fork like the letter Y. She sat down, snapped off the small upper twigs, and carried the remainder with her into the road. She placed one of these forks under each arm as a crutch, tested them, timidly threw her whole weight upon them—so little that it was—and swung herself forward. The girl had made for herself a material aid.


  The crutches answered well. The pat of her feet, and the tap of her sticks upon the highway, were all the sounds that came from the traveller now. She had passed the last milestone by a good long distance, and began to look wistfully towards the bank as if calculating upon another milestone soon. The crutches, though so very useful, had their limits of power. Mechanism only transfers labour, being powerless to supersede it, and the original amount of exertion was not cleared away; it was thrown into the body and arms. She was exhausted, and each swing forward became fainter. At last she swayed sideways, and fell.


  Here she lay, a shapeless heap, for ten minutes and more. The morning wind began to boom dully over the flats, and to move afresh dead leaves which had lain still since yesterday. The woman desperately turned round upon her knees, and next rose to her feet. Steadying herself by the help of one crutch, she essayed a step, then another, then a third, using the crutches now as walking-sticks only. Thus she progressed till descending Mellstock Hill another milestone appeared, and soon the beginning of an iron-railed fence came into view. She staggered across to the first post, clung to it, and looked around.


  The Casterbridge lights were now individually visible. It was getting towards morning, and vehicles might be hoped for, if not expected soon. She listened. There was not a sound of life save that acme and sublimation of all dismal sounds, the bark of a fox, its three hollow notes being rendered at intervals of a minute with the precision of a funeral bell.


  ‘Less than a mile!’ the woman murmured. ‘No; more,’ she added, after a pause. ‘The mile is to the county-hall, and my resting-place is on the other side Casterbridge. A little over a mile, and there I am!’ After an interval she again spoke. ‘Five or six steps to a yard—six perhaps. I have to go seventeen hundred yards. A hundred times six, six hundred. Seventeen times that. O pity me, Lord!’


  Holding to the rails, she advanced, thrusting one hand forward upon the rail, then the other, then leaning over it whilst she dragged her feet on beneath.


  This woman was not given to soliloquy; but extremity of feeling lessens the individuality of the weak, as it increases that of the strong. She said again in the same tone, ‘I’ll believe that the end lies five posts forward, and no further, and so get strength to pass them.’


  This was a practical application of the principle that a half-feigned and fictitious faith is better than no faith at all.


  She passed five posts and held on to the fifth.


  ‘I’ll pass five more by believing my longed-for spot is at the next fifth. I can do it.’


  She passed five more.


  ‘It lies only five further.’


  She passed five more.


  ‘But it is five further.’


  She passed them.


  ‘That stone bridge is the end of my journey,’ she said, when the bridge over the Froom was in view.


  She crawled to the bridge. During the effort each breath of the woman went into the air as if never to return again.


  ‘Now for the truth of the matter,’ she said, sitting down. ‘The truth is, that I have less than half a mile.’ Self-beguilement with what she had known all the time to be false had given her strength to come over half a mile that she would have been powerless to face in the lump. The artifice showed that the woman, by some mysterious intuition, had grasped the paradoxical truth that blindness may operate more vigorously than prescience, and the short-sighted effect more than the far-seeing; that limitation, and not comprehensiveness, is needed for striking a blow.


  The half-mile stood now before the sick and weary woman like a stolid Juggernaut. It was an impassive King of her world. The road here ran across Durnover Moor, open to the road on either side. She surveyed the wide space, the lights, herself, sighed, and lay down against a guard-stone of the bridge.


  Never was ingenuity exercised so sorely as the traveller here exercised hers. Every conceivable aid, method, stratagem, mechanism, by which these last desperate eight hundred yards could be overpassed by a human being unperceived, was revolved in her busy brain, and dismissed as impracticable. She thought of sticks, wheels, crawling—she even thought of rolling. But the exertion demanded by either of these latter two was greater than to walk erect. The faculty of contrivance was worn out. Hopelessness had come at last.


  ‘No further!’ she whispered, and closed her eyes.


  From the stripe of shadow on the opposite side of the bridge a portion of shade seemed to detach itself and move into isolation upon the pale white of the road. It glided noiselessly towards the recumbent woman.


  She became conscious of something touching her hand; it was softness and it was warmth. She opened her eyes, and the substance touched her face. A dog was licking her cheek.


  He was a huge, heavy, and quiet creature, standing darkly against the low horizon, and at least two feet higher than the present position of her eyes. Whether Newfoundland, mastiff, bloodhound, or what not, it was impossible to say. He seemed to be of too strange and mysterious a nature to belong to any variety among those of popular nomenclature. Being thus assignable to no breed, he was the ideal embodiment of canine greatness—a generalization from what was common to all. Night, in its sad, solemn, and benevolent aspect, apart from its stealthy and cruel side, was personified in this form. Darkness endows the small and ordinary ones among mankind with poetical power, and even the suffering woman threw her idea into figure.


  In her reclining position she looked up to him just as in earlier times she had, when standing, looked up to a man. The animal, who was as homeless as she, respectfully withdrew a step or two when the woman moved, and, seeing that she did not repulse him, he licked her hand again.


  A thought moved within her like lightning. ‘Perhaps I can make use of him—I might do it then!’


  She pointed in the direction of Casterbridge, and the dog seemed to misunderstand: he trotted on. Then, finding she could not follow, he came back and whined.


  The ultimate and saddest singularity of woman’s effort and invention was reached when, with a quickened breathing, she rose to a stooping posture, and, resting her two little arms upon the shoulders of the dog, leant firmly thereon, and murmured stimulating words. Whilst she sorrowed in her heart she cheered with her voice, and what was stranger than that the strong should need encouragement from the weak was that cheerfulness should be so well stimulated by such utter dejection. Her friend moved forward slowly, and she with small mincing steps moved forward beside him, half her weight being thrown upon the animal. Sometimes she sank as she had sunk from walking erect, from the crutches, from the rails. The dog, who now thoroughly understood her desire and her incapacity, was frantic in his distress on these occasions; he would tug at her dress and run forward. She always called him back, and it was now to be observed that the woman listened for human sounds only to avoid them. It was evident that she had an object in keeping her presence on the road and her forlorn state unknown.


  Their progress was necessarily very slow. They reached the bottom of the town, and the Casterbridge lamps lay before them like fallen Pleiads as they turned to the left into the dense shade of a deserted avenue of chestnuts, and so skirted the borough. Thus the town was passed, and the goal was reached.


  On this much-desired spot outside the town rose a picturesque building. Originally it had been a mere case to hold people. The shell had been so thin, so devoid of excrescence, and so closely drawn over the accommodation granted, that the grim character of what was beneath showed through it, as the shape of a body is visible under a winding-sheet.


  Then Nature, as if offended, lent a hand. Masses of ivy grew up, completely covering the walls, till the place looked like an abbey; and it was discovered that the view from the front, over the Casterbridge chimneys, was one of the most magnificent in the county. A neighbouring earl once said that he would give up a year’s rental to have at his own door the view enjoyed by the inmates from theirs—and very probably the inmates would have given up the view for his year’s rental.


  This stone edifice consisted of a central mass and two wings, whereon stood as sentinels a few slim chimneys, now gurgling sorrowfully to the slow wind. In the wall was a gate, and by the gate a bell-pull formed of a hanging wire. The woman raised herself as high as possible upon her knees, and could just reach the handle. She moved it and fell forwards in a bowed attitude, her face upon her bosom.


  It was getting on towards six o’clock, and sounds of movement were to be heard inside the building which was the haven of rest to this wearied soul. A little door by the large one was opened, and a man appeared inside. He discerned the panting heap of clothes, went back for a light, and came again. He entered a second time, and returned with two women.


  These lifted the prostrate figure and assisted her in through the doorway. The man then closed the door.


  ‘How did she get here?’ said one of the women.


  ‘The Lord knows,’ said the other.


  ‘There is a dog outside,’ murmured the overcome traveller. ‘Where is he gone? He helped me.’


  ‘I stoned him away,’ said the man.


  The little procession then moved forward—the man in front bearing the light, the two bony women next, supporting between them the small and supple one. Thus they entered the house and disappeared.


  ♣


  Chapter XLI


  Suspicion—Fanny is Sent for


  Bathsheba said very little to her husband all that evening of their return from market, and he was not disposed to say much to her. He exhibited the unpleasant combination of a restless condition with a silent tongue. The next day, which was Sunday, passed nearly in the same manner as regarded their taciturnity, Bathsheba going to church both morning and afternoon. This was the day before the Budmouth races. In the evening Troy said, suddenly—


  ‘Bathsheba, could you let me have twenty pounds?’


  Her countenance instantly sank. ‘Twenty pounds?’ she said.


  ‘The fact is, I want it badly.’ The anxiety upon Troy’s face was unusual and very marked. It was a culmination of the mood he had been in all the day.


  ‘Ah! for those races to-morrow.’


  Troy for the moment made no reply. Her mistake had its advantages to a man who shrank from having his mind inspected as he did now. ‘Well, suppose I do want it for races?’ he said, at last.


  ‘O, Frank!’ Bathsheba replied, and there was such a volume of entreaty in the words. ‘Only such a few weeks ago you said that I was far sweeter than all your other pleasures put together, and that you would give them all up for me; and now, won’t you give up this one, which is more a worry than a pleasure? Do, Frank. Come, let me fascinate you by all I can do—by pretty words and pretty looks, and everything I can think of—to stay at home. Say yes to your wife—say yes!’


  The tenderest and softest phases of Bathsheba’s nature were prominent now—advanced impulsively for his acceptance, without any of the disguises and defences which the wariness of her character when she was cool too frequently threw over them. Few men could have resisted the arch yet dignified entreaty of the beautiful face, thrown a little back and sideways in the well-known attitude that expresses more than the words it accompanies, and which seems to have been designed for these special occasions. Had the woman not been his wife, Troy would have succumbed instantly; as it was, he thought he would not deceive her longer.


  ‘The money is not wanted for racing debts at all,’ he said.


  ‘What is it for?’ she asked. ‘You worry me a great deal by these mysterious responsibilities, Frank.’


  Troy hesitated. He did not now love her enough to allow himself to be carried too far by her ways. Yet it was necessary to be civil. ‘You wrong me by such a suspicious manner,’ he said. ‘Such strait-waistcoating as you treat me to is not becoming in you at so early a date.’


  ‘I think that I have a right to grumble a little if I pay,’ she said, with features between a smile and a pout.


  ‘Exactly; and, the former being done, suppose we proceed to the latter. Bathsheba, fun is all very well, but don’t go too far, or you may have cause to regret something.’


  She reddened. ‘I do that already,’ she said quickly.


  ‘What do you regret?’


  ‘That my romance has come to an end.’


  ‘All romances end at marriage.’


  ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk like that. You grieve me to my soul by being smart at my expense.’


  ‘You are dull enough at mine. I believe you hate me.’


  ‘Not you—only your faults. I do hate them.’


  ‘’Twould be much more becoming if you set yourself to cure them. Come, let’s strike a balance with the twenty pounds, and be friends.’


  She gave a sigh of resignation. ‘I have about that sum here for household expenses. If you must have it, take it.’


  ‘Very good. Thank you. I expect I shall have gone away before you are in to breakfast to-morrow.’


  ‘And must you go? Ah! there was a time, Frank, when it would have taken a good many promises to other people to drag you away from me. You used to call me darling, then. But it doesn’t matter to you how my days are passed now.’


  ‘I must go, in spite of sentiment.’ Troy, as he spoke, looked at his watch, and, apparently actuated by non lucendo principles, opened the case at the back, revealing, snugly stowed within it, a small coil of hair.


  Bathsheba’s eyes had been accidentally lifted at that moment, and she saw the action and saw the hair. She flushed in pain and surprise, and some words escaped her before she had thought whether or not it was wise to utter them. ‘A woman’s curl of hair!’ she said. ‘O, Frank, whose is that?’


  Troy had instantly closed his watch. He carelessly replied, as one who cloaked some feelings that the sight had stirred: ‘Why, yours, of course. Whose should it be? I had quite forgotten that I had it.’


  ‘What a dreadful fib, Frank!’


  ‘I tell you I had forgotten it!’ he said loudly.


  ‘I don’t mean that—it was yellow hair.’


  ‘Nonsense.’


  ‘That’s insulting me. I know it was yellow. Now whose was it? I want to know.’


  ‘Very well—I’ll tell you, so make no more ado. It is the hair of a young woman I was going to marry before I knew you.’


  ‘You ought to tell me her name, then.’


  ‘I cannot do that.’


  ‘Is she married yet?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Is she alive?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is she pretty?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It is wonderful how she can be, poor thing, under such an awful affliction!’


  ‘Affliction—what affliction?’ he inquired quickly.


  ‘Having hair of that dreadful colour.’


  ‘Oh—ho—I like that!’ said Troy, recovering himself. ‘Why, her hair has been admired by everybody who has seen her since she has worn it loose, which has not been long. It is beautiful hair. People used to turn their heads to look at it, poor girl!’


  ‘Pooh! that’s nothing—that’s nothing!’ she exclaimed, in incipient accents of pique. ‘If I cared for your love as much as I used to I could say people had turned to look at mine.’


  ‘Bathsheba, don’t be so fitful and jealous. You knew what married life would be like, and shouldn’t have entered it if you feared these contingencies.’


  Troy had by this time driven her to bitterness: her heart was big in her throat, and the ducts to her eyes were painfully full. Ashamed as she was to show emotion, at last she burst out:—


  ‘This is all I get for loving you so well! Ah! when I married you your life was dearer to me than my own. I would have died for you—how truly I can say that I would have died for you! And now you sneer at my foolishness in marrying you. O! is it kind to me to throw my mistake in my face? Whatever opinion you may have of my wisdom, you should not tell me of it so mercilessly, now that I am in your power.’


  ‘I can’t help how things fall out,’ said Troy; ‘upon my heart, women will be the death of me!’


  ‘Well, you shouldn’t keep people’s hair. You’ll burn it, won’t you, Frank?’


  Frank went on as if he had not heard her. ‘There are considerations even before my consideration for you; reparations to be made—ties you know nothing of. If you repent of marrying, so do I.’


  Trembling now, she put her hand upon his arm, saying, in mingled tones of wretchedness and coaxing, ‘I only repent it if you don’t love me better than any woman in the world! I don’t otherwise, Frank. You don’t repent because you already love somebody better than you love me, do you?’


  ‘I don’t know. Why do you say that?’


  ‘You won’t burn that curl. You like the woman who owns that pretty hair—yes; it is pretty—more beautiful than my miserable black mane! Well, it is no use; I can’t help being ugly. You must like her best, if you will!’


  ‘Until to-day, when I took it from a drawer, I have never looked upon that bit of hair for several months—that I am ready to swear.’


  ‘But just now you said “ties”; and then—that woman we met?’


  ‘’Twas the meeting with her that reminded me of the hair.’


  ‘Is it hers, then?’


  ‘Yes. There, now that you have wormed it out of me, I hope you are content.’


  ‘And what are the ties?’


  ‘Oh! that meant nothing—a mere jest.’


  ‘A mere jest!’ she said, in mournful astonishment. ‘Can you jest when I am so wretchedly in earnest? Tell me the truth, Frank. I am not a fool, you know, although I am a woman, and have my woman’s moments. Come! treat me fairly,’ she said, looking honestly and fearlessly into his face. ‘I don’t want much; bare justice—that’s all! Ah! once I felt I could be content with nothing less than the highest homage from the husband I should choose. Now, anything short of cruelty will content me. Yes! the independent and spirited Bathsheba is come to this!’


  ‘For Heaven’s sake don’t be so desperate!’ Troy said snappishly, rising as he did so, and leaving the room.


  Directly he had gone, Bathsheba burst into great sobs—dry-eyed sobs, which cut as they came, without any softening by tears. But she determined to repress all evidences of feeling. She was conquered; but she would never own it as long as she lived. Her pride was indeed brought low by despairing discoveries of her spoliation by marriage with a less pure nature than her own. She chafed to and fro in rebelliousness, like a caged leopard; her whole soul was in arms, and the blood fired her face. Until she had met Troy, Bathsheba had been proud of her position as a woman; it had been a glory to her to know that her lips had been touched by no man’s on earth—that her waist had never been encircled by a lover’s arm. She hated herself now. In those earlier days she had always nourished a secret contempt for girls who were the slaves of the first good-looking young fellow who should choose to salute them. She had never taken kindly to the idea of marriage in the abstract as did the majority of women she saw about her. In the turmoil of her anxiety for her lover she had agreed to marry him; but the perception that had accompanied her happiest hours on this account was rather that of self-sacrifice than of promotion and honour. Although she scarcely knew the divinity’s name, Diana was the goddess whom Bathsheba instinctively adored. That she had never, by look, word, or sign, encouraged a man to approach her—that she had felt herself sufficient to herself, and had in the independence of her girlish heart fancied there was a certain degradation in renouncing the simplicity of a maiden existence to become the humbler half of an indifferent matrimonial whole—were facts now bitterly remembered. O, if she had never stooped to folly of this kind, respectable as it was, and could only stand again, as she had stood on the hill at Norcombe, and dare Troy or any other man to pollute a hair of her head by his interference!


  The next morning she rose earlier than usual, and had the horse saddled for her ride round the farm in the customary way. When she came in at half-past eight—their usual hour for breakfasting—she was informed that her husband had risen, taken his breakfast, and driven off to Casterbridge with the gig and Poppet.


  After breakfast she was cool and collected—quite herself in fact—and she rambled to the gate, intending to walk to another quarter of the farm, which she still personally superintended as well as her duties in the house would permit, continually, however, finding herself preceded in forethought by Gabriel Oak, for whom she began to entertain the genuine friendship of a sister. Of course, she sometimes thought of him in the light of an old lover, and had momentary imaginings of what life with him as a husband would have been like; also of life with Boldwood under the same conditions. But Bathsheba, though she could feel, was not much given to futile dreaming, and her musings under this head were short and entirely confined to the times when Troy’s neglect was more than ordinarily evident.


  She saw coming up the road a man like Mr. Boldwood. It was Mr. Boldwood. Bathsheba blushed painfully, and watched. The farmer stopped when still a long way off, and held up his hand to Gabriel Oak, who was in a footpath across the field. The two men then approached each other and seemed to engage in earnest conversation.


  Thus they continued for a long time. Joseph Poorgrass now passed near them, wheeling a barrow of apples up the hill to Bathsheba’s residence. Boldwood and Gabriel called to him, spoke to him for a few minutes, and then all three parted, Joseph immediately coming up the hill with his barrow.


  Bathsheba, who had seen this pantomime with some surprise, experienced great relief when Boldwood turned back again. ‘Well, what’s the message, Joseph?’ she said.


  He set down his barrow, and, putting upon himself the refined aspect that a conversation with a lady required, spoke to Bathsheba over the gate.


  ‘You’ll never see Fanny Robin no more—use nor principal—ma’am.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because she’s dead in the Union.’


  ‘Fanny dead—never!’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘What did she die from?’


  ‘I don’t know for certain; but I should be inclined to think it was from general neshness of constitution. She was such a limber maid that ’a could stand no hardship, even when I knowed her, and ’a went like a candle-snoff, so ’tis said. She was took bad in the morning, and, being quite feeble and worn out, she died in the evening. She belongs by law to our parish; and Mr. Boldwood is going to send a waggon at three this afternoon to fetch her home here and bury her.’


  ‘Indeed I shall not let Mr. Boldwood do any such thing—I shall do it! Fanny was my uncle’s servant, and, although I only knew her for a couple of days, she belongs to me. How very, very sad this is!—the idea of Fanny being in a workhouse.’ Bathsheba had begun to know what suffering was, and she spoke with real feeling…. ‘Send across to Mr. Boldwood’s, and say that Mrs. Troy will take upon herself the duty of fetching an old servant of the family…. We ought not to put her in a waggon; we’ll get a hearse.’


  ‘There will hardly be time, ma’am, will there?’


  ‘Perhaps not,’ she said, musingly. ‘When did you say we must be at the door—three o’clock?’


  ‘Three o’clock this afternoon, ma’am, so to speak it.’


  ‘Very well—you go with it. A pretty waggon is better than an ugly hearse, after all. Joseph, have the new spring waggon with the blue body and red wheels, and wash it very clean. And, Joseph——’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘Carry with you some evergreens and flowers to put upon her coffin—indeed, gather a great many, and completely bury her in them. Get some boughs of laurustinus, and variegated box, and yew, and boy’s-love; ay, and some bunches of chrysanthemum. And let old Pleasant draw her, because she knew him so well.’


  ‘I will, ma’am. I ought to have said that the Union, in the form of four labouring men, will meet me when I gets to our churchyard gate, and take her and bury her according to the rites of the Board of Guardians, as by law ordained.’


  ‘Dear me—Casterbridge Union—and is Fanny come to this?’ said Bathsheba, musing. ‘I wish I had known of it sooner. I thought she was far away. How long has she lived there?’


  ‘On’y been there a day or two.’


  ‘Oh!—then she has not been staying there as a regular inmate?’


  ‘No. She first went to live in a garrison-town t’other side o’ Wessex, and since then she’s been picking up a living at seampstering in Melchester for several months, at the house of a very respectable widow-woman who takes in work of that sort. She only got handy the Union-house on Sunday morning ’a b’lieve, and ’tis supposed here and there that she had traipsed every step of the way from Melchester. Why she left her place I can’t say, for I don’t know; and as to a lie, why, I wouldn’t tell it. That’s the short of the story, ma’am.’


  ‘Ah-h!’


  No gem ever flashed from a rosy ray to a white one more rapidly than changed the young wife’s countenance whilst this word came from her in a long-drawn breath. ‘Did she walk along our turnpike-road?’ she said, in a suddenly restless and eager voice.


  ‘I believe she did…. Ma’am, shall I call Liddy? You bain’t well, ma’am, surely? You look like a lily—so pale and fainty!’


  ‘No; don’t call her; it is nothing. When did she pass Weatherbury?’


  ‘Last Saturday night.’


  ‘That will do, Joseph; now you may go.’


  ‘Certainly, ma’am.’


  ‘Joseph, come hither a moment. What was the colour of Fanny Robin’s hair?’


  ‘Really, mistress, now that ’tis put to me so judge-and-jury like, I can’t call to mind, if ye’ll believe me!’


  ‘Never mind; go on and do what I told you. Stop—well no, go on.’


  She turned herself away from him, that he might no longer notice the mood which had set its sign so visibly upon her, and went indoors with a distressing sense of faintness and a beating brow. About an hour after, she heard the noise of the waggon and went out, still with a painful consciousness of her bewildered and troubled look. Joseph, dressed in his best suit of clothes, was putting in the horse to start. The shrubs and flowers were all piled in the waggon, as she had directed. Bathsheba hardly saw them now.


  ‘Whose sweetheart did you say, Joseph?’


  ‘I don’t know, ma’am.’


  ‘Are you quite sure?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am, quite sure.’


  ‘Sure of what?’


  ‘I’m sure that all I know is that she arrived in the morning and died in the evening without further parley. What Oak and Mr. Boldwood told me was only these few words. “Little Fanny Robin is dead, Joseph,” Gabriel said, looking in my face in his steady old way. I was very sorry, and I said, “Ah!—and how did she come to die?” “Well, she’s dead in Casterbridge Union,” he said; “and perhaps ’tisn’t much matter about how she came to die. She reached the Union early Sunday morning, and died in the afternoon—that’s clear enough.” Then I asked what she’d been doing lately, and Mr. Boldwood turned round to me then, and left off spitting a thistle with the end of his stick. He told me about her having lived by seampstering in Melchester, as I mentioned to you, and that she walked therefrom at the end of last week, passing near here Saturday night in the dusk. They then said I had better just name a hent hint of her death to you, and away they went. Her death might have been brought on by biding in the night wind, you know, ma’am; for people used to say she’d go off in a decline: she used to cough a good deal in winter time. However, ’tisn’t much odds to us about that now, for ’tis all over.’


  ‘Have you heard a different story at all?’ She looked at him so intently that Joseph’s eyes quailed.


  ‘Not a word, mistress, I assure ’ee!’ he said. ‘Hardly anybody in the parish knows the news yet.’


  ‘I wonder why Gabriel didn’t bring the message to me himself. He mostly makes a point of seeing me upon the most trifling errand.’ These words were merely murmured, and she was looking upon the ground.


  ‘Perhaps he was busy, ma’am,’ Joseph suggested. ‘And sometimes he seems to suffer from things upon his mind, connected with the time when he was better off than ’a is now. ’A’s rather a curious item, but a very understanding shepherd, and learned in books.’


  ‘Did anything seem upon his mind whilst he was speaking to you about this?’


  ‘I cannot but say that there did, ma’am. He was terrible down, and so was Farmer Boldwood.’


  ‘Thank you, Joseph. That will do. Go on now, or you’ll be late.’


  Bathsheba, still unhappy, went indoors again. In the course of the afternoon she said to Liddy, who had been informed of the occurrence, ‘What was the colour of poor Fanny Robin’s hair? Do you know? I cannot recollect—I only saw her for a day or two.’


  ‘It was light, ma’am; but she wore it rather short, and packed away under her cap, so that you would hardly notice it. But I have seen her let it down when she was going to bed, and it looked beautiful then. Real golden hair.’


  ‘Her young man was a soldier, was he not?’


  ‘Yes. In the same regiment as Mr. Troy. He says he knew him very well.’


  ‘What, Mr. Troy says so? How came he to say that?’


  ‘One day I just named it to him, and asked him if he knew Fanny’s young man. He said, “O yes, he knew the young man as well as he knew himself, and that there wasn’t a man in the regiment he liked better.”’


  ‘Ah! Said that, did he?’


  ‘Yes; and he said there was a strong likeness between himself and the other young man, so that sometimes people mistook them——’


  ‘Liddy, for Heaven’s sake stop your talking!’ said Bathsheba, with the nervous petulance that comes from worrying perceptions.


  ♣


  Chapter XLII


  Joseph and his Burden—Buck’s Head


  A wall bounded the site of Casterbridge Union-house, except along a portion of the end. Here a high gable stood prominent, and it was covered like the front with a mat of ivy. In this gable was no window, chimney, ornament, or protuberance of any kind. The single feature appertaining to it, beyond the expanse of dark green leaves, was a small door.


  The situation of the door was peculiar. The sill was three or four feet above the ground, and for a moment one was at a loss for an explanation of this exceptional altitude, till ruts immediately beneath suggested that the door was used solely for the passage of articles and persons to and from the level of a vehicle standing on the outside. Upon the whole, the door seemed to advertise itself as a species of Traitor’s Gate translated to another sphere. That entry and exit hereby was only at rare intervals became apparent on noting that tufts of grass were allowed to flourish undisturbed in the chinks of the sill.


  As the clock over the South-street Alms-house pointed to five minutes to three, a blue spring waggon, picked out with red, and containing boughs and flowers, passed the end of the street, and up towards this side of the building. Whilst the chimes were yet stammering out a shattered form of ‘Malbrook,’ Joseph Poorgrass rang the bell, and received directions to back his waggon against the high door under the gable. The door then opened, and a plain elm coffin was slowly thrust forth, and laid by two men in fustian along the middle of the vehicle.


  One of the men then stepped up beside it, took from his pocket a lump of chalk, and wrote upon the cover the name and a few other words in a large scrawling hand. (We believe that they do these things more tenderly now, and provide a plate.) He covered the whole with a black cloth, threadbare, but decent, the tail-board of the waggon was returned to its place, one of the men handed a certificate of registry to Poorgrass, and both entered the door, closing it behind them. Their connection with her, short as it had been, was over for ever.


  Joseph then placed the flowers as enjoined, and the evergreens around the flowers, till it was difficult to divine what the waggon contained; he smacked his whip, and the rather pleasing funeral car crept down the hill, and along the road to Weatherbury.


  The afternoon drew on apace, and, looking to the right towards the sea as he walked beside the horse, Poorgrass saw strange clouds and scrolls of mist rolling over the long ridges which girt the landscape in that quarter. They came in yet greater volumes, and indolently crept across the intervening valleys, and around the withered papery flags of the moor and river brinks. Then their dank spongy forms closed in upon the sky. It was a sudden overgrowth of atmospheric fungi which had their roots in the neighbouring sea, and by the time that horse, man, and corpse entered Yalbury Great Wood, these silent workings of an invisible hand had reached them, and they were completely enveloped, this being the first arrival of the autumn fogs, and the first fog of the series.


  The air was as an eye suddenly struck blind. The waggon and its load rolled no longer on the horizontal division between clearness and opacity, but were imbedded in an elastic body of a monotonous pallor throughout. There was no perceptible motion in the air, not a visible drop of water fell upon a leaf of the beeches, birches, and firs composing the wood on either side. The trees stood in an attitude of intentness, as if they waited longingly for a wind to come and rock them. A startling quiet overhung all surrounding things—so completely, that the crunching of the waggon-wheels was as a great noise, and small rustles, which had never obtained a hearing except by night, were distinctly individualized.


  Joseph Poorgrass looked round upon his sad burden as it loomed faintly through the flowering laurustinus, then at the unfathomable gloom amid the high trees on each hand, indistinct, shadowless, and spectre-like in their monochrome of grey. He felt anything but cheerful, and wished he had the company even of a child or dog. Stopping the horse he listened. Not a footstep or wheel was audible anywhere around, and the dead silence was broken only by a heavy particle falling from a tree through the evergreens and alighting with a smart rap upon the coffin of poor Fanny. The fog had by this time saturated the trees, and this was the first dropping of water from the overbrimming leaves. The hollow echo of its fall reminded the waggoner painfully of the grim Leveller. Then hard by came down another drop, then two or three. Presently there was a continual tapping of these heavy drops upon the dead leaves, the road, and the travellers. The nearer boughs were beaded with the mist to the greyness of aged men, and the rusty-red leaves of the beeches were hung with similar drops, like diamonds on auburn hair.


  At the roadside hamlet called Roy-Town, just beyond this wood, was the old inn Buck’s Head. It was about a mile and a half from Weatherbury, and in the meridian times of stage-coach travelling had been the place where many coaches changed and kept their relays of horses. All the old stabling was now pulled down, and little remained besides the habitable inn itself, which, standing a little way back from the road, signified its existence to people far up and down the highway by a sign hanging from the horizontal bough of an elm on the opposite side of the way.


  Travellers—for the variety tourist had hardly developed into a distinct species at this date—sometimes said in passing, when they cast their eyes up to the sign-bearing tree, that artists were fond of representing the signboard hanging thus, but that they themselves had never before noticed so perfect an instance in actual working order. It was near this tree that the waggon was standing into which Gabriel Oak crept on his first journey to Weatherbury; but, owing to the darkness, the sign and the inn had been unobserved.


  The manners of the inn were of the old-established type. Indeed, in the minds of its frequenters they existed as unalterable formulæ: e.g.—


  
    Rap with the bottom of your pint for more liquor.


    For tobacco, shout.


    In calling for the girl in waiting, say, ‘Maid!’


    Ditto for the landlady, ‘Old Soul!’ etc., etc.

  


  It was a relief to Joseph’s heart when the friendly signboard came in view, and, stopping his horse immediately beneath it, he proceeded to fulfil an intention made a long time before. His spirits were oozing out of him quite. He turned the horse’s head to the green bank, and entered the hostel for a mug of ale.


  Going down into the kitchen of the inn, the floor of which was a step below the passage, which in its turn was a step below the road outside, what should Joseph see to gladden his eyes but two copper-coloured discs, in the form of the countenances of Mr. Jan Coggan and Mr. Mark Clark. These owners of the two most appreciative throats in the neighbourhood, within the pale of respectability, were now sitting face to face over a three-legged circular table, having an iron rim to keep cups and pots from being accidentally elbowed off; they might have been said to resemble the setting sun and the full moon shining vis-à-vis across the globe.


  ‘Why, ’tis neighbour Poorgrass!’ said Mark Clark. ‘I’m sure your face don’t praise your mistress’s table, Joseph.’


  ‘I’ve had a very pale companion for the last four miles,’ said Joseph, indulging in a shudder toned down by resignation. ‘And to speak the truth, ’twas beginning to tell upon me. I assure ye, I ha’n’t seed the colour of victuals or drink since breakfast time this morning, and that was no more than a dew-bit afield.’


  ‘Then drink, Joseph, and don’t restrain yourself!’ said Coggan, handing him a hooped mug three-quarters full.


  Joseph drank for a moderately long time, then for a longer time, saying, as he lowered the jug, ‘’Tis pretty drinking—very pretty drinking, and is more than cheerful on my melancholy errand, so to speak it.’


  ‘True, drink is a pleasant delight,’ said Jan, as one who repeated a truism so familiar to his brain that he hardly noticed its passage over his tongue; and, lifting the cup, Coggan tilted his head gradually backwards, with closed eyes, that his expectant soul might not be diverted for one instant from its bliss by irrelevant surroundings.


  ‘Well, I must be on again,’ said Poorgrass. ‘Not but that I should like another nip with ye; but the parish might lose confidence in me if I was seed here.’


  ‘Where be ye trading o’t to to-day, then, Joseph?’


  ‘Back to Weatherbury. I’ve got poor little Fanny Robin in my waggon outside, and I must be at the churchyard gates at a quarter to five with her.’


  ‘Ay—I’ve heard of it. And so she’s nailed up in parish boards after all, and nobody to pay the bell shilling and the grave half-crown.’


  ‘The parish pays the grave half-crown, but not the bell shilling, because the bell’s a luxery: but ’a can hardly do without the grave, poor body. However, I expect our mistress will pay all.’


  ‘A pretty maid as ever I see! But what’s yer hurry, Joseph? The poor woman’s dead, and you can’t bring her to life, and you may as well sit down comfortable, and finish another with us.’


  ‘I don’t mind taking just the least thimbleful ye can dream of more with ye, sonnies. But only a few minutes, because ’tis as ’tis.’


  ‘Of course, you’ll have another drop. A man’s twice the man afterwards. You feel so warm and glorious, and you whop and slap at your work without any trouble, and everything goes on like sticks a-breaking. Too much liquor is bad, and leads us to that horned man in the smoky house; but after all, many people haven’t the gift of enjoying a wet, and since we be highly favoured with a power that way, we should make the most o’t.’


  ‘True,’ said Mark Clark. ‘’Tis a talent the Lord has mercifully bestowed upon us, and we ought not to neglect it. But, what with the parsons and clerks and school-people and serious tea-parties, the merry old ways of good life have gone to the dogs—upon my carcase, they have!’


  ‘Well, really, I must be onward again now,’ said Joseph.


  ‘Now, now, Joseph; nonsense! The poor woman is dead, isn’t she, and what’s your hurry?’


  ‘Well, I hope Providence won’t be in a way with me for my doings,’ said Joseph, again sitting down. ‘I’ve been troubled with weak moments lately, ’tis true. I’ve been drinky once this month already, and I did not go to church a-Sunday, and I dropped a curse or two yesterday; so I don’t want to go too far for my safety. Your next world is your next world, and not to be squandered offhand.’


  ‘I believe ye to be a chapel-member, Joseph. That I do.’


  ‘Oh, no, no! I don’t go so far as that.’


  ‘For my part,’ said Coggan, ‘I’m staunch Church of England.’


  ‘Ay, and faith, so be I,’ said Mark Clark.


  ‘I won’t say much for myself; I don’t wish to,’ Coggan continued, with that tendency to talk on principles which is characteristic of the barley-corn. ‘But I’ve never changed a single doctrine: I’ve stuck like a plaster to the old faith I was born in. Yes; there’s this to be said for the Church, a man can belong to the Church and bide in his cheerful old inn, and never trouble or worry his mind about doctrines at all. But to be a meetinger, you must go to chapel in all winds and weathers, and make yerself as frantic as a skit. Not but that chapel-members be clever chaps enough in their way. They can lift up beautiful prayers out of their own heads, all about their families and shipwracks shipwrecks in the newspaper.’


  ‘They can—they can,’ said Mark Clark, with corroborative feeling; ‘but we Churchmen, you see, must have it all printed aforehand, or, dang it all, we should no more know what to say to a great gaffer like the Lord than babes unborn.’


  ‘Chapel-folk be more hand-in-glove with them above than we,’ said Joseph thoughtfully.


  ‘Yes,’ said Coggan. ‘We know very well that if anybody do go to heaven, they will. They’ve worked hard for it, and they deserve to have it, such as ’tis. I bain’t such a fool as to pretend that we who stick to the Church have the same chance as they, because we know we have not. But I hate a feller who’ll change his old ancient doctrines for the sake of getting to heaven. I’d as soon turn king’s-evidence for the few pounds you get. Why, neighbours, when every one of my taties were frosted, our Pa’son Thirdly were the man who gave me a sack for seed, though he hardly had one for his own use, and no money to buy ’em. If it hadn’t been for him, I shouldn’t hae had a tatie to put in my garden. D’ye think I’d turn after that? No, I’ll stick to my side; and if we be in the wrong, so be it: I’ll fall with the fallen!’


  ‘Well said—very well said,’ observed Joseph.—‘However, folks, I must be moving now: upon my life I must. Pa’son Thirdly will be waiting at the church gates, and there’s the woman a-biding outside in the waggon.’


  ‘Joseph Poorgrass, don’t be so miserable! Pa’son Thirdly won’t mind. He’s a generous man; he’s found me in tracts for years, and I’ve consumed a good many in the course of a long and shady life; but he’s never been the man to cry out at the expense. Sit down.’


  The longer Joseph Poorgrass remained, the less his spirit was troubled by the duties which devolved upon him this afternoon. The minutes glided by uncounted, until the evening shades began perceptibly to deepen, and the eyes of the three were but sparkling points on the surface of darkness. Coggan’s repeater struck six from his pocket in the usual still small tones.


  At that moment hasty steps were heard in the entry, and the door opened to admit the figure of Gabriel Oak, followed by the maid of the inn bearing a candle. He stared sternly at the one lengthy and two round faces of the sitters, which confronted him with the expressions of a fiddle and a couple of warming-pans. Joseph Poorgrass blinked, and shrank several inches into the background.


  ‘Upon my soul, I’m ashamed of you; ’tis disgraceful, Joseph, disgraceful!’ said Gabriel indignantly. ‘Coggan, you call yourself a man, and don’t know better than this.’


  Coggan looked up indefinitely at Oak, one or other of his eyes occasionally opening and closing of its own accord, as if it were not a member, but a dozy individual with a distinct personality.


  ‘Don’t take on so, shepherd!’ said Mark Clark, looking reproachfully at the candle, which appeared to possess special features of interest for his eyes.


  ‘Nobody can hurt a dead woman,’ at length said Coggan, with the precision of a machine. ‘All that could be done for her is done—she’s beyond us: and why should a man put himself in a tearing hurry for lifeless clay that can neither feel nor see, and don’t know what you do with her at all? If she’d been alive, I would have been the first to help her. If she now wanted victuals and drink, I’d pay for it, money down. But she’s dead, and no speed of ours will bring her to life. The woman’s past us—time spent upon her is throwed away: why should we hurry to do what’s not required? Drink, shepherd, and be friends, for to-morrow we may be like her.’


  ‘We may,’ added Mark Clark emphatically, at once drinking himself, to run no further risk of losing his chance by the event alluded to, Jan meanwhile merging his additional thoughts of to-morrow in a song:—


  
    ‘To-mor-row, to-mor-row!


    And while peace and plen-ty I find at my board,


    With a heart free from sick-ness and sor-row,


    With my friends will I share what to-day may af-ford,


    And let them spread the ta-ble to-mor-row.


    To-mor-row, to-mor——’

  


  ‘Do hold thy horning, Jan!’ said Oak; and turning upon Poorgrass, ‘as for you, Joseph, who do your wicked deeds in such confoundedly holy ways, you are as drunk as you can stand.’


  ‘No, Shepherd Oak, no! Listen to reason, shepherd. All that’s the matter with me is the affliction called a multiplying eye, and that’s how it is I look double to you—I mean, you look double to me.’


  ‘A multiplying eye is a very bad thing,’ said Mark Clark.


  ‘It always comes on when I have been in a public-house a little time,’ said Joseph Poorgrass meekly. ‘Yes; I see two of every sort, as if I were some holy man living in the times of King Noah and entering into the ark…. Y-y-y-yes,’ he added, becoming much affected by the picture of himself as a person thrown away, and shedding tears; ‘I feel too good for England: I ought to have lived in Genesis by rights, like the other men of sacrifice, and then I shouldn’t have b-b-been called a d-d-drunkard in such a way!’


  ‘I wish you’d show yourself a man of spirit, and not sit whining there!’


  ‘Show myself a man of spirit? … Ah, well! let me take the name of drunkard humbly—let me be a man of contrite knees—let it be! I know that I always do say “Please God” afore I do anything, from my getting up to my going down of the same, and I be willing to take as much disgrace as there is in that holy act. Hah, yes! … But not a man of spirit? Have I ever allowed the toe of pride to be lifted against my hinder parts without groaning manfully that I question the right to do so? I inquire that query boldly?’


  ‘We can’t say that you have, Hero Poorgrass,’ admitted Jan.


  ‘Never have I allowed such treatment to pass unquestioned! Yet the shepherd says in the face of that rich testimony that I be not a man of spirit! Well, let it pass by, and death is a kind friend!’


  Gabriel, seeing that neither of the three was in a fit state to take charge of the waggon for the remainder of the journey, made no reply, but, closing the door again upon them, went across to where the vehicle stood, now getting indistinct in the fog and gloom of this mildewy time. He pulled the horse’s head from the large patch of turf it had eaten bare, readjusted the boughs over the coffin, and drove along through the unwholesome night.


  It had gradually become rumoured in the village that the body to be brought and buried that day was all that was left of the unfortunate Fanny Robin who had followed the Eleventh from Casterbridge through Melchester and onwards. But, thanks to Boldwood’s reticence and Oak’s generosity, the lover she had followed had never been individualized as Troy. Gabriel hoped that the whole truth of the matter might not be published till at any rate the girl had been in her grave for a few days, when the interposing barriers of earth and time, and a sense that the events had been somewhat shut into oblivion, would deaden the sting that revelation and invidious remark would have for Bathsheba just now.


  By the time that Gabriel reached the old manor-house, her residence, which lay in his way to the church, it was quite dark. A man came from the gate and said through the fog, which hung between them like blown flour—


  ‘Is that Poorgrass with the corpse?’


  Gabriel recognized the voice as that of the parson.


  ‘The corpse is here, sir,’ said Gabriel.


  ‘I have just been to inquire of Mrs. Troy if she could tell me the reason of the delay. I am afraid it is too late now for the funeral to be performed with proper decency. Have you the registrar’s certificate?’


  ‘No,’ said Gabriel. ‘I expect Poorgrass has that; and he’s at the Buck’s Head. I forgot to ask him for it.’


  ‘Then that settles the matter. We’ll put off the funeral till to-morrow morning. The body may be brought on to the church, or it may be left here at the farm and fetched by the bearers in the morning. They waited more than an hour, and have now gone home.’


  Gabriel had his reasons for thinking the latter a most objectionable plan, notwithstanding that Fanny had been an inmate of the farm-house for several years in the lifetime of Bathsheba’s uncle. Visions of several unhappy contingencies which might arise from this delay flitted before him. But his will was not law, and he went indoors to inquire of his mistress what were her wishes on the subject. He found her in an unusual mood: her eyes as she looked up to him were suspicious and perplexed as with some antecedent thought. Troy had not yet returned. At first Bathsheba assented with a mien of indifference to his proposition that they should go on to the church at once with their burden; but immediately afterwards, following Gabriel to the gate, she swerved to the extreme of solicitousness on Fanny’s account, and desired that the girl might be brought into the house. Oak argued upon the convenience of leaving her in the waggon, just as she lay now, with her flowers and green leaves about her, merely wheeling the vehicle into the coach-house till the morning, but to no purpose. ‘It is unkind and unchristian,’ she said, ‘to leave the poor thing in a coach-house all night.’


  ‘Very well, then,’ said the parson. ‘And I will arrange that the funeral shall take place early to-morrow. Perhaps Mrs. Troy is right in feeling that we cannot treat a dead fellow-creature too thoughtfully. We must remember that though she may have erred grievously in leaving her home, she is still our sister; and it is to be believed that God’s uncovenanted mercies are extended towards her, and that she is a member of the flock of Christ.’


  The parson’s words spread into the heavy air with a sad yet unperturbed cadence, and Gabriel shed an honest tear. Bathsheba seemed unmoved. Mr. Thirdly then left them, and Gabriel lighted a lantern. Fetching three other men to assist him, they bore the unconscious truant indoors, placing the coffin on two benches in the middle of a little sitting-room next the hall, as Bathsheba directed.


  Every one except Gabriel Oak then left the room. He still indecisively lingered beside the body. He was deeply troubled at the wretchedly ironical aspect that circumstances were putting on with regard to Troy’s wife, and at his own powerlessness to counteract them. In spite of his careful manœuvring all this day, the very worst event that could in any way have happened in connection with the burial had happened now. Oak imagined a terrible discovery resulting from this afternoon’s work that might cast over Bathsheba’s life a shade which the interposition of many lapsing years might but indifferently lighten, and which nothing at all might altogether remove.


  Suddenly, as in a last attempt to save Bathsheba from, at any rate, immediate anguish, he looked again, as he had looked before, at the chalk writing upon the coffin-lid. The scrawl was this simple one, ‘Fanny Robin and child.’ Gabriel took his handkerchief and carefully rubbed out the two latter words, leaving visible the inscription ‘Fanny Robin’ only. He then left the room, and went out quietly by the front door.


  ♣


  Chapter XLIII


  Fanny’s Revenge


  ‘Do you want me any longer, ma’am?’ inquired Liddy, at a later hour the same evening, standing by the door with a chamber candlestick in her hand, and addressing Bathsheba, who sat cheerless and alone in the large parlour beside the first fire of the season.


  ‘No more to-night, Liddy.’


  ‘I’ll sit up for master if you like, ma’am. I am not at all afraid of Fanny, if I may sit in my own room and have a candle. She was such a childlike, nesh young thing that her spirit couldn’t appear to anybody if it tried, I’m quite sure.’


  ‘O no, no! You go to bed. I’ll sit up for him myself till twelve o’clock, and if he has not arrived by that time, I shall give him up and go to bed too.’


  ‘It is half-past ten now.’


  ‘Oh: is it?’


  ‘Why don’t you sit upstairs, ma’am?’


  ‘Why don’t I?’ said Bathsheba desultorily. ‘It isn’t worth while—there’s a fire here, Liddy.’ She suddenly exclaimed in an impulsive and excited whisper, ‘Have you heard anything strange said of Fanny?’ The words had no sooner escaped her than an expression of unutterable regret crossed her face, and she burst into tears.


  ‘No—not a word!’ said Liddy, looking at the weeping woman with astonishment. ‘What is it makes you cry so, ma’am; has anything hurt you?’ She came to Bathsheba’s side with a face full of sympathy.


  ‘No, Liddy—I don’t want you any more. I can hardly say why I have taken so to crying lately: I never used to cry. Good-night.’


  Liddy then left the parlour and closed the door.


  Bathsheba was lonely and miserable now; not lonelier actually than she had been before her marriage; but her loneliness then was to that of the present time as the solitude of a mountain is to the solitude of a cave. And within the last day or two had come these disquieting thoughts about her husband’s past. Her wayward sentiment that evening concerning Fanny’s temporary resting-place had been the result of a strange complication of impulses in Bathsheba’s bosom. Perhaps it would be more accurately described as a determined rebellion against her prejudices, a revulsion from a lower instinct of uncharitableness, which would have withheld all sympathy from the dead woman, because in life she had preceded Bathsheba in the attentions of a man whom Bathsheba had by no means ceased from loving, though her love was sick to death just now with the gravity of a further misgiving.


  In five or ten minutes there was another tap at the door. Liddy reappeared, and coming in a little way stood hesitating, until at length she said, ‘Maryann has just heard something very strange, but I know it isn’t true. And we shall be sure to know the rights of it in a day or two.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Oh, nothing connected with you or us, ma’am. It is about Fanny. That same thing you have heard.’


  ‘I have heard nothing.’


  ‘I mean that a wicked story is got to Weatherbury within this last hour—that——’ Liddy came close to her mistress and whispered the remainder of the sentence slowly into her ear, inclining her head as she spoke in the direction of the room where Fanny lay.


  Bathsheba trembled from head to foot.


  ‘I don’t believe it!’ she said excitedly. ‘And there’s only one name written on the coffin-cover.’


  ‘Nor I, ma’am. And a good many others don’t; for we should surely have been told more about it if it had been true—don’t you think so, ma’am?’


  ‘We might or we might not.’


  Bathsheba turned and looked into the fire, that Liddy might not see her face. Finding that her mistress was going to say no more, Liddy glided out, closed the door softly, and went to bed.


  Bathsheba’s face, as she continued looking into the fire that evening, might have excited solicitousness on her account even among those who loved her least. The sadness of Fanny Robin’s fate did not make Bathsheba’s glorious, although she was the Esther to this poor Vashti, and their fates might be supposed to stand in some respects as contrasts to each other. When Liddy came into the room a second time the beautiful eyes which met hers had worn a listless, weary look. When she went out after telling the story they had expressed wretchedness in full activity. Her simple country nature, fed on old-fashioned principles, was troubled by that which would have troubled a woman of the world very little, both Fanny and her child, if she had one, being dead.


  Bathsheba had grounds for conjecturing a connection between her own history and the dimly suspected tragedy of Fanny’s end which Oak and Boldwood never for a moment credited her with possessing. The meeting with the lonely woman on the previous Saturday night had been unwitnessed and unspoken of. Oak may have had the best of intentions in withholding for as many days as possible the details of what had happened to Fanny; but had he known that Bathsheba’s perceptions had already been exercised in the matter, he would have done nothing to lengthen the minutes of suspense she was now undergoing, when the certainty which must terminate it would be the worst fact suspected after all.


  She suddenly felt a longing desire to speak to some one stronger than herself, and so get strength to sustain her surmised position with dignity and her carking doubts with stoicism. Where could she find such a friend? nowhere in the house. She was by far the coolest of the women under her roof. Patience and suspension of judgment for a few hours were what she wanted to learn, and there was nobody to teach her. Might she but go to Gabriel Oak!—but that could not be. What a way Oak had, she thought, of enduring things. Boldwood, who seemed so much deeper and higher and stronger in feeling than Gabriel, had not yet learnt, any more than she herself, the simple lesson which Oak showed a mastery of by every turn and look he gave—that among the multitude of interests by which he was surrounded, those which affected his personal well-being were not the most absorbing and important in his eyes. Oak meditatively looked upon the horizon of circumstances without any special regard to his own standpoint in the midst. That was how she would wish to be. But then Oak was not racked by incertitude upon the inmost matter of his bosom, as she was at this moment. Oak knew all about Fanny that she wished to know—she felt convinced of that. If she were to go to him now at once and say no more than these few words, ‘What is the truth of the story?’ he would feel bound in honour to tell her. It would be an inexpressible relief. No further speech would need to be uttered. He knew her so well that no eccentricity of behaviour in her would alarm him.


  She flung a cloak round her, went to the door and opened it. Every blade, every twig was still. The air was yet thick with moisture, though somewhat less dense than during the afternoon, and a steady smack of drops upon the fallen leaves under the boughs was almost musical in its soothing regularity. It seemed better to be out of the house than within it, and Bathsheba closed the door, and walked slowly down the lane till she came opposite to Gabriel’s cottage, where he now lived alone, having left Coggan’s house through being pinched for room. There was a light in one window only, and that was downstairs. The shutters were not closed, nor was any blind or curtain drawn over the window, neither robbery nor observation being a contingency which could do much injury to the occupant of the domicile. Yes, it was Gabriel himself who was sitting up: he was reading. From her standing-place in the road she could see him plainly, sitting quite still, his light curly head upon his hand, and only occasionally looking up to snuff the candle which stood beside him. At length he looked at the clock, seemed surprised at the lateness of the hour, closed his book, and arose. He was going to bed, she knew, and if she tapped it must be done at once.


  Alas for her resolve! She felt she could not do it. Not for worlds now could she give a hint about her misery to him, much less ask him plainly for information on the cause of Fanny’s death. She must suspect, and guess, and chafe, and bear it all alone.


  Like a homeless wanderer she lingered by the bank, as if lulled and fascinated by the atmosphere of content which seemed to spread from that little dwelling, and was so sadly lacking in her own. Gabriel appeared in an upper room, placed his light in the window-bench, and then—knelt down to pray. The contrast of the picture with her rebellious and agitated existence at this same time was too much for her to bear to look upon longer. It was not for her to make a truce with trouble by any such means. She must tread her giddy distracting measure to its last note, as she had begun it. With a swollen heart she went again up the lane, and entered her own door.


  More fevered now by a reaction from the first feelings which Oak’s example had raised in her, she paused in the hall, looking at the door of the room wherein Fanny lay. She locked her fingers, threw back her head, and strained her hot hands rigidly across her forehead, saying, with a hysterical sob, ‘Would to God you would speak and tell me your secret, Fanny! … O, I hope, hope it is not true that there are two of you! … If I could only look in upon you for one little minute, I should know all!’


  A few moments passed, and she added, slowly, ‘And I will.’


  Bathsheba in after times could never gauge the mood which carried her through the actions following this murmured resolution on this memorable evening of her life. She went to the lumber-closet for a screw-driver. At the end of a short though undefined time she found herself in the small room, quivering with emotion, a mist before her eyes, and an excruciating pulsation in her brain, standing beside the uncovered coffin of the girl whose conjectured end had so entirely engrossed her, and saying to herself in a husky voice as she gazed within—


  ‘It was best to know the worst, and I know it now!’


  She was conscious of having brought about this situation by a series of actions done as by one in an extravagant dream; of following that idea as to method, which had burst upon her in the hall with glaring obviousness, by gliding to the top of the stairs, assuring herself by listening to the heavy breathing of her maids that they were asleep, gliding down again, turning the handle of the door within which the young girl lay, and deliberately setting herself to do what, if she had anticipated any such undertaking at night and alone, would have horrified her, but which, when done, was not so dreadful as was the conclusive proof of her husband’s conduct which came with knowing beyond doubt the last chapter of Fanny’s story.


  Bathsheba’s head sank upon her bosom, and the breath which had been bated in suspense, curiosity, and interest, was exhaled now in the form of a whispered wail: ‘Oh-h-h!’ she said, and the silent room added length to her moan.


  Her tears fell fast beside the unconscious pair in the coffin: tears of a complicated origin, of a nature indescribable, almost indefinable except as other than those of simple sorrow. Assuredly their wonted fires must have lived in Fanny’s ashes when events were so shaped as to chariot her hither in this natural, unobtrusive, yet effectual manner. The one feat alone—that of dying—by which a mean condition could be resolved into a grand one, Fanny had achieved. And to that had destiny subjoined this rencounter to-night, which had, in Bathsheba’s wild imagining, turned her companion’s failure to success, her humiliation to triumph, her lucklessness to ascendency; it had thrown over herself a garish light of mockery, and set upon all things about her an ironical smile.


  Fanny’s face was framed in by that yellow hair of hers; and there was no longer much room for doubt as to the origin of the curl owned by Troy. In Bathsheba’s heated fancy the innocent white countenance expressed a dim triumphant consciousness of the pain she was retaliating for her pain with all the merciless rigour of the Mosaic law: ‘Burning for burning; wound for wound; strife for strife.’


  Bathsheba indulged in contemplations of escape from her position by immediate death, which, thought she, though it was an inconvenient and awful way, had limits to its inconvenience and awfulness that could not be overpassed; whilst the shames of life were measureless. Yet even this scheme of extinction by death was but tamely copying her rival’s method without the reasons which had glorified it in her rival’s case. She glided rapidly up and down the room, as was mostly her habit when excited, her hands hanging clasped in front of her, as she thought and in part expressed in broken words: ‘O, I hate her, yet I don’t mean that I hate her, for it is grievous and wicked; and yet I hate her a little! Yes, my flesh insists upon hating her, whether my spirit is willing or no! … If she had only lived, I could have been angry and cruel towards her with some justification; but to be vindictive towards a poor dead woman recoils upon myself. O God, have mercy! I am miserable at all this!’


  Bathsheba became at this moment so terrified at her own state of mind that she looked around for some sort of refuge from herself. The vision of Oak kneeling down that night recurred to her, and with the imitative instinct which animates women she seized upon the idea, resolved to kneel, and, if possible, pray. Gabriel had prayed; so would she.


  She knelt beside the coffin, covered her face with her hands, and for a time the room was silent as a tomb. Whether from a purely mechanical, or from any other cause, when Bathsheba arose it was with a quieted spirit, and a regret for the antagonistic instincts which had seized upon her just before.


  In her desire to make atonement she took flowers from a vase by the window, and began laying them around the dead girl’s head. Bathsheba knew no other way of showing kindness to persons departed than by giving them flowers. She knew not how long she remained engaged thus. She forgot time, life, where she was, what she was doing. A slamming together of the coach-house doors in the yard brought her to herself again. An instant after, the front door opened and closed, steps crossed the hall, and her husband appeared at the entrance to the room, looking in upon her.


  He beheld it all by degrees, stared in stupefaction at the scene, as if he thought it an illusion raised by some fiendish incantation. Bathsheba, pallid as a corpse on end, gazed back at him in the same wild way.


  So little are instinctive guesses the fruit of a legitimate induction that, at this moment, as he stood with the door in his hand, Troy never once thought of Fanny in connection with what he saw. His first confused idea was that somebody in the house had died.


  ‘Well—what?’ said Troy blankly.


  ‘I must go! I must go!’ said Bathsheba, to herself more than to him. She came with a dilated eye towards the door, to push past him.


  ‘What’s the matter, in God’s name? who’s dead?’ said Troy.


  ‘I cannot say; let me go out. I want air!’ she continued.


  ‘But no; stay, I insist!’ He seized her hand, and then volition seemed to leave her, and she went off into a state of passivity. He, still holding her, came up the room, and thus, hand in hand, Troy and Bathsheba approached the coffin’s side.


  The candle was standing on a bureau close by them, and the light slanted down, distinctly enkindling the cold features of both mother and babe. Troy looked in, dropped his wife’s hand, knowledge of it all came over him in a lurid sheen, and he stood still.


  So still he remained that he could be imagined to have left in him no motive power whatever. The clashes of feeling in all directions confounded one another, produced a neutrality, and there was motion in none.


  ‘Do you know her?’ said Bathsheba, in a small enclosed echo, as from the interior of a cell.


  ‘I do,’ said Troy.


  ‘Is it she?’


  ‘It is.’


  He had originally stood perfectly erect. And now, in the well-nigh congealed immobility of his frame could be discerned an incipient movement, as in the darkest night may be discerned light after a while. He was gradually sinking forwards. The lines of his features softened, and dismay modulated to illimitable sadness. Bathsheba was regarding him from the other side, still with parted lips and distracted eyes. Capacity for intense feeling is proportionate to the general intensity of the nature, and perhaps in all Fanny’s sufferings, much greater relatively to her strength, there never was a time when she suffered in an absolute sense what Bathsheba suffered now.


  What Troy did was to sink upon his knees with an indefinable union of remorse and reverence upon his face, and, bending over Fanny Robin, gently kissed her, as one would kiss an infant asleep to avoid awakening it.


  At the sight and sound of that, to her, unendurable act, Bathsheba sprang towards him. All the strong feelings which had been scattered over her existence since she knew what feeling was, seemed gathered together into one pulsation now. The revulsion from her indignant mood a little earlier, when she had meditated upon compromised honour, forestalment, eclipse in maternity by another, was violent and entire. All that was forgotten in the simple and still strong attachment of wife to husband. She had sighed for her self-completeness then, and now she cried aloud against the severance of the union she had deplored. She flung her arms round Troy’s neck, exclaiming wildly from the deepest deep of her heart—


  ‘Don’t—don’t kiss them! O, Frank, I can’t bear it—I can’t! I love you better than she did: kiss me too, Frank—kiss me! You will, Frank, kiss me too!’


  There was something so abnormal and startling in the childlike pain and simplicity of this appeal from a woman of Bathsheba’s calibre and independence, that Troy, loosening her tightly clasped arms from his neck, looked at her in bewilderment. It was such an unexpected revelation of all women being alike at heart, even those so different in their accessories as Fanny and this one beside him, that Troy could hardly seem to believe her to be his proud wife Bathsheba. Fanny’s own spirit seemed to be animating her frame. But this was the mood of a few instants only. When the momentary surprise had passed, his expression changed to a silencing imperious gaze.


  ‘I will not kiss you!’ he said, pushing her away.


  Had the wife now but gone no further. Yet, perhaps, under the harrowing circumstances, to speak out was the one wrong act which can be better understood, if not forgiven in her, than the right and politic one, her rival being now but a corpse. All the feeling she had been betrayed into showing she drew back to herself again by a strenuous effort of self-command.


  ‘What have you to say as your reason?’ she asked, her bitter voice being strangely low—quite that of another woman now.


  ‘I have to say that I have been a bad, black-hearted man,’ he answered.


  ‘And that this woman is your victim; and I not less than she.’


  ‘Ah! don’t taunt me, madam. This woman is more to me, dead as she is, than ever you were, or are, or can be. If Satan had not tempted me with that face of yours, and those cursed coquetries, I should have married her. I never had another thought till you came in my way. Would to God that I had; but it is all too late! I deserve to live in torment for this!’ He turned to Fanny then. ‘But never mind, darling,’ he said; ‘in the sight of Heaven you are my very, very wife!’


  At these words there arose from Bathsheba’s lips a long, low cry of measureless despair and indignation, such a wail of anguish as had never before been heard within those old-inhabited walls. It was the Τετέλεσται of her union with Troy.


  ‘If she’s—that,—what—am I?’ she added, as a continuation of the same cry, and sobbing pitifully: and the rarity with her of such abandonment only made the condition more dire.


  ‘You are nothing to me—nothing,’ said Troy heartlessly. ‘A ceremony before a priest doesn’t make a marriage. I am not morally yours.’


  A vehement impulse to flee from him, to run from this place, hide, and escape his words at any price, not stopping short of death itself, mastered Bathsheba now. She waited not an instant, but turned to the door and ran out.


  ♣


  Chapter XLIV


  Under a Tree—Reaction


  Bathsheba went along the dark road, neither knowing nor caring about the direction or issue of her flight. The first time that she definitely noticed her position was when she reached a gate leading into a thicket overhung by some large oak and beech trees. On looking into the place, it occurred to her that she had seen it by daylight on some previous occasion, and that what appeared like an impassable thicket was in reality a brake of fern now withering fast. She could think of nothing better to do with her palpitating self than to go in here and hide; and entering, she lighted on a spot sheltered from the damp fog by a reclining trunk, where she sank down upon a tangled couch of fronds and stems. She mechanically pulled some armfuls round her to keep off the breezes, and closed her eyes.


  Whether she slept or not that night Bathsheba was not clearly aware. But it was with a freshened existence and a cooler brain that, a long time afterwards, she became conscious of some interesting proceedings which were going on in the trees above her head and around.


  A coarse-throated chatter was the first sound.


  It was a sparrow just waking.


  Next: ‘Chee-weeze-weeze-weeze!’ from another retreat.


  It was a finch.


  Third: ‘Tink-tink-tink-tink-a-chink!’ from the hedge.


  It was a robin.


  ‘Chuck-chuck-chuck!’ overhead.


  A squirrel.


  Then, from the road, ‘With my ra-ta-ta, and my rum-tum-tum!’


  It was a ploughboy. Presently he came opposite, and she believed from his voice that he was one of the boys on her own farm. He was followed by a shambling tramp of heavy feet, and looking through the ferns Bathsheba could just discern in the wan light of daybreak a team of her own horses. They stopped to drink at a pond on the other side of the way. She watched them flouncing into the pool, drinking, tossing up their heads, drinking again, the water dribbling from their lips in silver threads. There was another flounce, and they came out of the pond, and turned back again towards the farm.


  She looked further around. Day was just dawning, and beside its cool air and colours her heated actions and resolves of the night stood out in lurid contrast. She perceived that in her lap, and clinging to her hair, were red and yellow leaves which had come down from the tree and settled silently upon her during her partial sleep. Bathsheba shook her dress to get rid of them, when multitudes of the same family lying round about her rose and fluttered away in the breeze thus created, ‘like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing.’


  There was an opening towards the east, and the glow from the as yet unrisen sun attracted her eyes thither. From her feet, and between the beautiful yellowing ferns with their feathery arms, the ground sloped downwards to a hollow, in which was a species of swamp, dotted with fungi. A morning mist hung over it now—a fulsome yet magnificent silvery veil, full of light from the sun, yet semi-opaque—the hedge behind it being in some measure hidden by its hazy luminousness. Up the sides of this depression grew sheaves of the common rush, and here and there a peculiar species of flag, the blades of which glistened in the emerging sun, like scythes. But the general aspect of the swamp was malignant. From its moist and poisonous coat seemed to be exhaled the essences of evil things in the earth, and in the waters under the earth. The fungi grew in all manner of positions from rotting leaves and tree stumps, some exhibiting to her listless gaze their clammy tops, others their oozing gills. Some were marked with great splotches, red as arterial blood, others were saffron yellow, and others tall and attenuated, with stems like macaroni. Some were leathery and of richest browns. The hollow seemed a nursery of pestilences small and great, in the immediate neighbourhood of comfort and health, and Bathsheba arose with a tremor at the thought of having passed the night on the brink of so dismal a place.


  There were now other footsteps to be heard along the road. Bathsheba’s nerves were still unstrung: she crouched down out of sight again, and the pedestrian came into view. He was a schoolboy, with a bag slung over his shoulder containing his dinner, and a book in his hand. He paused by the gate, and, without looking up, continued murmuring words in tones quite loud enough to reach her ears.


  ‘“O Lord, O Lord, O Lord, O Lord, O Lord”:—that I know out o’ book. “Give us, give us, give us, give us, give us”:—that I know. “Grace that, grace that, grace that, grace that”:—that I know.’ Other words followed to the same effect. The boy was of the dunce class apparently; the book was a psalter, and this was his way of learning the collect. In the worst attacks of trouble there appears to be always a superficial film of consciousness which is left disengaged and open to the notice of trifles, and Bathsheba was faintly amused at the boy’s method, till he too passed on.


  By this time stupor had given place to anxiety, and anxiety began to make room for hunger and thirst. A form now appeared upon the rise on the other side of the swamp, half-hidden by the mist, and came towards Bathsheba. The woman—for it was a woman—approached with her face askance, as if looking earnestly on all sides of her. When she got a little further round to the left, and drew nearer, Bathsheba could see the newcomer’s profile against the sunny sky, and knew the wavy sweep from forehead to chin, with neither angle nor decisive line anywhere about it, to be the familiar contour of Liddy Smallbury.


  Bathsheba’s heart bounded with gratitude in the thought that she was not altogether deserted, and she jumped up. ‘O, Liddy!’ she said, or attempted to say; but the words had only been framed by her lips; there came no sound. She had lost her voice by exposure to the clogged atmosphere all these hours of night.


  ‘O, ma’am! I am so glad I have found you,’ said the girl, as soon as she saw Bathsheba.


  ‘You can’t come across,’ Bathsheba said in a whisper, which she vainly endeavoured to make loud enough to reach Liddy’s ears. Liddy, not knowing this, stepped down upon the swamp, saying, as she did so, ‘It will bear me up, I think.’


  Bathsheba never forgot that transient little picture of Liddy crossing the swamp to her there in the morning light. Iridescent bubbles of dank subterranean breath rose from the sweating sod beside the waiting-maid’s feet as she trod, hissing as they burst and expanded away to join the vapoury firmament above. Liddy did not sink, as Bathsheba had anticipated.


  She landed safely on the other side, and looked up at the beautiful though pale and weary face of her young mistress.


  ‘Poor thing!’ said Liddy, with tears in her eyes. ‘Do hearten yourself up a little, ma’am. However did——’


  ‘I can’t speak above a whisper—my voice is gone for the present,’ said Bathsheba hurriedly. ‘I suppose the damp air from that hollow has taken it away. Liddy, don’t question me, mind. Who sent you—anybody?’


  ‘Nobody. I thought, when I found you were not at home, that something cruel had happened. I fancy I heard his voice late last night; and so, knowing something was wrong——’


  ‘Is he at home?’


  ‘No; he left just before I came out.’


  ‘Is Fanny taken away?’


  ‘Not yet. She will soon be—at nine o’clock.’


  ‘We won’t go home at present, then. Suppose we walk about in this wood?’


  Liddy, without exactly understanding everything, or anything, in this episode, assented, and they walked together further among the trees.


  ‘But you had better come in, ma’am, and have something to eat. You will die of a chill!’


  ‘I shall not come indoors yet—perhaps never.’


  ‘Shall I get you something to eat, and something else to put over your head besides that little shawl?’


  ‘If you will, Liddy.’


  Liddy vanished, and at the end of twenty minutes returned with a cloak, hat, some slices of bread and butter, a tea-cup, and some hot tea in a little china jug.


  ‘Is Fanny gone?’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘No,’ said her companion, pouring out the tea.


  Bathsheba wrapped herself up and ate and drank sparingly. Her voice was then a little clearer, and a trifling colour returned to her face. ‘Now we’ll walk about again,’ she said.


  They wandered about the wood for nearly two hours, Bathsheba replying in monosyllables to Liddy’s prattle, for her mind ran on one subject, and one only. She interrupted with—


  ‘I wonder if Fanny is gone by this time?’


  ‘I will go and see.’


  She came back with the information that the men were just taking away the corpse; that Bathsheba had been inquired for; that she had replied to the effect that her mistress was unwell and could not be seen.


  ‘Then they think I am in my bedroom?’


  ‘Yes.’ Liddy then ventured to add: ‘You said when I first found you that you might never go home again—you didn’t mean it, ma’am?’


  ‘No; I’ve altered my mind. It is only women with no pride in them who run away from their husbands. There is one position worse than that of being found dead in your husband’s house from his ill-usage, and that is, to be found alive through having gone away to the house of somebody else. I’ve thought of it all this morning, and I’ve chosen my course. A runaway wife is an encumbrance to everybody, a burden to herself and a byword—all of which make up a heap of misery greater than any that comes by staying at home—though this may include the trifling items of insult, beating, and starvation. Liddy, if ever you marry—God forbid that you ever should!—you’ll find yourself in a fearful situation; but mind this, don’t you flinch. Stand your ground, and be cut to pieces. That’s what I’m going to do.’


  ‘O, mistress, don’t talk so!’ said Liddy, taking her hand; ‘but I knew you had too much sense to bide away. May I ask what dreadful thing it is that has happened between you and him?’


  ‘You may ask; but I may not tell.’


  In about ten minutes they returned to the house by a circuitous route, entering at the rear. Bathsheba glided up the back stairs to a disused attic, and her companion followed.


  ‘Liddy,’ she said, with a lighter heart, for youth and hope had begun to reassert themselves; ‘you are to be my confidante for the present—somebody must be—and I choose you. Well, I shall take up my abode here for a while. Will you get a fire lighted, put down a piece of carpet, and help me to make the place comfortable? Afterwards, I want you and Maryann to bring up that little stump bedstead in the small room, and the bed belonging to it, and a table, and some other things…. What shall I do to pass the heavy time away?’


  ‘Hemming handkerchiefs is a very good thing,’ said Liddy.


  ‘O no, no! I hate needlework—I always did.’


  ‘Knitting?’


  ‘And that, too.’


  ‘You might finish your sampler. Only the carnations and peacocks want filling in; and then it could be framed and glazed, and hung beside your aunt’s, ma’am.’


  ‘Samplers are out of date—horribly countrified. No, Liddy, I’ll read. Bring up some books—not new ones. I haven’t heart to read anything new.’


  ‘Some of your uncle’s old ones, ma’am?’


  ‘Yes. Some of those we stowed away in boxes.’ A faint gleam of humour passed over her face as she said: ‘Bring Beaumont and Fletcher’s Maid’s Tragedy; and the Mourning Bride; and—let me see—Night Thoughts, and the Vanity of Human Wishes.’


  ‘And that story of the black man, who murdered his wife Desdemona? It is a nice dismal one that would suit you excellent just now.’


  ‘Now, Lidd, you’ve been looking into my books, without telling me; and I said you were not to! How do you know it would suit me? It wouldn’t suit me at all.’


  ‘But if the others do——’


  ‘No, they don’t; and I won’t read dismal books. Why should I read dismal books, indeed? Bring me Love in a Village, and the Maid of the Mill, and Doctor Syntax, and some volumes of the Spectator.’


  All that day Bathsheba and Liddy lived in the attic in a state of barricade; a precaution which proved to be needless as against Troy, for he did not appear in the neighbourhood or trouble them at all. Bathsheba sat at the window till sunset, sometimes attempting to read, at other times watching every movement outside without much purpose, and listening without much interest to every sound.


  The sun went down almost blood-red that night, and a livid cloud received its rays in the east. Up against this dark background the west front of the church tower—the only part of the edifice visible from the farm-house windows—rose distinct and lustrous, the vane upon the summit bristling with rays. Hereabouts, at six o’clock, the young men of the village gathered, as was their custom, for a game of Prisoners’ base. The spot had been consecrated to this ancient diversion from time immemorial, the old stocks conveniently forming a base facing the boundary of the churchyard, in front of which the ground was trodden hard and bare as a pavement by the players. She could see the brown and black heads of the young lads darting about right and left, their white shirt-sleeves gleaming in the sun; whilst occasionally a shout and a peal of hearty laughter varied the stillness of the evening air. They continued playing for a quarter of an hour or so, when the game concluded abruptly, and the players leapt over the wall and vanished round to the other side behind a yew-tree, which was also half behind a beech, now spreading in one mass of golden foliage, on which the branches traced black lines.


  ‘Why did the base-players finish their game so suddenly?’ Bathsheba inquired, the next time that Liddy entered the room.


  ‘I think ’twas because two men came just then from Casterbridge and began putting up a grand carved tombstone,’ said Liddy. ‘The lads went to see whose it was.’


  ‘Do you know?’ Bathsheba asked.


  ‘I don’t,’ said Liddy.


  ♣


  Chapter XLV


  Troy’s Romanticism


  When Troy’s wife had left the house at the previous midnight his first act was to cover the dead from sight. This done he ascended the stairs, and throwing himself down upon the bed dressed as he was, he waited miserably for the morning.


  Fate had dealt grimly with him through the last four-and-twenty hours. His day had been spent in a way which varied very materially from his intentions regarding it. There is always an inertia to be overcome in striking out a new line of conduct—not more in ourselves, it seems, than in circumscribing events, which appear as if leagued together to allow no novelties in the way of amelioration.


  Twenty pounds having been secured from Bathsheba, he had managed to add to the sum every farthing he could muster on his own account, which had been seven pounds ten. With this money, twenty-seven pounds ten in all, he had hastily driven from the gate that morning to keep his appointment with Fanny Robin.


  On reaching Casterbridge he left the horse and trap at an inn, and at five minutes before ten came back to the bridge at the lower end of the town, and sat himself upon the parapet. The clocks struck the hour, and no Fanny appeared. In fact, at that moment she was being robed in her grave-clothes by two attendants at the Union poorhouse—the first and last tiring-women the gentle creature had ever been honoured with. The quarter went, the half hour. A rush of recollection came upon Troy as he waited: this was the second time she had broken a serious engagement with him. In anger he vowed it should be the last, and at eleven o’clock, when he had lingered and watched the stones of the bridge till he knew every lichen upon their faces, and heard the chink of the ripples underneath till they oppressed him, he jumped from his seat, went to the inn for his gig, and in a bitter mood of indifference concerning the past, and recklessness about the future, drove on to Budmouth races.


  He reached the race-course at two o’clock, and remained either there or in the town till nine. But Fanny’s image, as it had appeared to him in the sombre shadows of that Saturday evening, returned to his mind, backed up by Bathsheba’s reproaches. He vowed he would not bet, and he kept his vow, for on leaving the town at nine o’clock in the evening he had diminished his cash only to the extent of a few shillings.


  He trotted slowly homeward, and it was now that he was struck for the first time with a thought that Fanny had been really prevented by illness from keeping her promise. This time she could have made no mistake. He regretted that he had not remained in Casterbridge and made inquiries. Reaching home he quietly unharnessed the horse and came indoors, as we have seen, to the fearful shock that awaited him.


  As soon as it grew light enough to distinguish objects, Troy arose from the coverlet of the bed, and in a mood of absolute indifference to Bathsheba’s whereabouts, and almost oblivious of her existence, he stalked downstairs and left the house by the back door. His walk was towards the churchyard, entering which he searched around till he found a newly dug unoccupied grave—the grave dug the day before for Fanny. The position of this having been marked, he hastened on to Casterbridge, only pausing and musing for a while at the hill whereon he had last seen Fanny alive.


  Reaching the town, Troy descended into a side street and entered a pair of gates surmounted by a board bearing the words, ‘Lester, stone and marble mason.’ Within were lying about stones of all sizes and designs, inscribed as being sacred to the memory of unnamed persons who had not yet died.


  Troy was so unlike himself now in look, word, and deed, that the want of likeness was perceptible even to his own consciousness. His method of engaging himself in this business of purchasing a tomb was that of an absolutely unpractised man. He could not bring himself to consider, calculate, or economize. He waywardly wished for something, and he set about obtaining it like a child in a nursery. ‘I want a good tomb,’ he said to the man who stood in a little office within the yard. ‘I want as good a one as you can give me for twenty-seven pounds.’


  It was all the money he possessed.


  ‘That sum to include everything?’


  ‘Everything. Cutting the name, carriage to Weatherbury, and erection. And I want it now, at once.’


  ‘We could not get anything special worked this week.’


  ‘I must have it now.’


  ‘If you would like one of these in stock it could be got ready immediately.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Troy, impatiently. ‘Let’s see what you have.’


  ‘The best I have in stock is this one,’ said the stone-cutter, going into a shed. ‘Here’s a marble headstone beautifully crocketed, with medallions beneath of typical subjects; here’s the footstone after the same pattern, and here’s the coping to enclose the grave. The polishing alone of the set cost me eleven pounds—the slabs are the best of their kind, and I can warrant them to resist rain and frost for a hundred years without flying.’


  ‘And how much?’


  ‘Well, I could add the name, and put it up at Weatherbury for the sum you mention.’


  ‘Get it done to-day, and I’ll pay the money now.’


  The man agreed, and wondered at such a mood in a visitor who wore not a shred of mourning. Troy then wrote the words which were to form the inscription, settled the account and went away. In the afternoon he came back again, and found that the lettering was almost done. He waited in the yard till the tomb was packed, and saw it placed in the cart and starting on its way to Weatherbury, giving directions to the two men who were to accompany it to inquire of the sexton for the grave of the person named in the inscription.


  It was quite dark when Troy came out of Casterbridge. He carried rather a heavy basket upon his arm, with which he strode moodily along the road, resting occasionally at bridges and gates, whereon he deposited his burden for a time. Midway on his journey he met, returning in the darkness, the men and the waggon which had conveyed the tomb. He merely inquired if the work was done, and, on being assured that it was, passed on again.


  Troy entered Weatherbury churchyard about ten o’clock, and went immediately to the corner where he had marked the vacant grave early in the morning. It was on the obscure side of the tower, screened to a great extent from the view of passers along the road—a spot which until lately had been abandoned to heaps of stones and bushes of alder, but now it was cleared and made orderly for interments, by reason of the rapid filling of the ground elsewhere.


  Here now stood the tomb as the men had stated, snow-white and shapely in the gloom, consisting of head and foot stone, and enclosing border of marble-work uniting them. In the midst was mould, suitable for plants.


  Troy deposited his basket beside the tomb, and vanished for a few minutes. When he returned he carried a spade and a lantern, the light of which he directed for a few moments upon the marble, whilst he read the inscription. He hung his lantern on the lowest bough of the yew-tree, and took from his basket flower-roots of several varieties. There were bundles of snowdrop, hyacinth and crocus bulbs, violets and double daisies, which were to bloom in early spring, and of carnations, pinks, picotees, lilies of the valley, forget-me-not, summer’s farewell, meadow-saffron and others, for the later seasons of the year.


  Troy laid these out upon the grass, and with an impassive face set to work to plant them. The snowdrops were arranged in a line on the outside of the coping, the remainder within the enclosure of the grave. The crocuses and hyacinths were to grow in rows; some of the summer flowers he placed over her head and feet, the lilies and forget-me-nots over her heart. The remainder were dispersed in the spaces between these.


  Troy, in his prostration at this time, had no perception that in the futility of these romantic doings, dictated by a remorseful reaction from previous indifference, there was any element of absurdity. Deriving his idiosyncrasies from both sides of the Channel, he showed at such junctures as the present the inelasticity of the Englishman, together with that blindness to the line where sentiment verges on mawkishness, characteristic of the French.


  It was a cloudy, muggy, and very dark night, and the rays from Troy’s lantern spread into the two old yews with a strange illuminating power, flickering, as it seemed, up to the black ceiling of cloud above. He felt a large drop of rain upon the back of his hand, and presently one came and entered one of the holes of the lantern, whereupon the candle sputtered and went out. Troy was weary, and it being now not far from midnight, and the rain threatening to increase, he resolved to leave the finishing touches of his labour until the day should break. He groped along the wall and over the graves in the dark till he found himself round at the north side. Here he entered the porch, and, reclining upon the bench within, fell asleep.


  ♣


  Chapter XLVI


  The Gurgoyle: Its Doings


  The tower of Weatherbury Church was a square erection of fourteenth-century date, having two stone gurgoyles on each of the four faces of its parapet. Of these eight carved protuberances only two at this time continued to serve the purpose of their erection—that of spouting the water from the lead roof within. One mouth in each front had been closed by bygone churchwardens as superfluous, and two others were broken away and choked—a matter not of much consequence to the well-being of the tower, for the two mouths which still remained open and active were gaping enough to do all the work.


  It has been sometimes argued that there is no truer criterion of the vitality of any given art-period than the power of the master-spirits of that time in grotesque; and certainly in the instance of Gothic art there is no disputing the proposition. Weatherbury tower was a somewhat early instance of the use of an ornamental parapet in parish as distinct from cathedral churches, and the gurgoyles, which are the necessary correlatives of a parapet, were exceptionally prominent—of the boldest cut that the hand could shape, and of the most original design that a human brain could conceive. There was, so to speak, that symmetry in their distortion which is less the characteristic of British than of Continental grotesques of the period. All the eight were different from each other. A beholder was convinced that nothing on earth could be more hideous than those he saw on the north side until he went round to the south. Of the two on this latter face, only that at the south-eastern corner concerns the story. It was too human to be called like a dragon, too impish to be like a man, too animal to be like a fiend, and not enough like a bird to be called a griffin. This horrible stone entity was fashioned as if covered with a wrinkled hide; it had short, erect ears, eyes starting from their sockets, and its fingers and hands were seizing the corners of its mouth, which they thus seemed to pull open to give free passage to the water it vomited. The lower row of teeth was quite washed away, though the upper still remained. Here and thus, jutting a couple of feet from the wall against which its feet rested as a support, the creature had for four hundred years laughed at the surrounding landscape, voicelessly in dry weather, and in wet with a gurgling and snorting sound.


  Troy slept on in the porch, and the rain increased outside. Presently the gurgoyle spat. In due time a small stream began to trickle through the seventy feet of aerial space between its mouth and the ground, which the water-drops smote like duckshot in their accelerated velocity. The stream thickened in substance, and increased in power, gradually spouting further and yet further from the side of the tower. When the rain fell in a steady and ceaseless torrent the stream dashed downward in volumes.


  We follow its course to the ground at this point of time. The end of the liquid parabola has come forward from the wall, has advanced over the plinth mouldings, over a heap of stones, over the marble border, into the midst of Fanny Robin’s grave.


  The force of the stream had, until very lately, been received upon some loose stones spread thereabout, which had acted as a shield to the soil under the onset. These during the summer had been cleared from the ground, and there was now nothing to resist the downfall but the bare earth. For several years the stream had not spouted so far from the tower as it was doing on this night, and such a contingency had been overlooked. Sometimes this obscure corner received no inhabitant for the space of two or three years, and then it was usually but a pauper, a poacher, or other sinner of undignified sins.


  The persistent torrent from the gurgoyle’s jaws directed all its vengeance into the grave. The rich tawny mould was stirred into motion, and boiled like chocolate. The water accumulated and washed deeper down, and the roar of the pool thus formed spread into the night as the head and chief among other noises of the kind created by the deluging rain. The flowers so carefully planted by Fanny’s repentant lover began to move and writhe in their bed. The winter-violets turned slowly upside down, and became a mere mat of mud. Soon the snowdrop and other bulbs danced in the boiling mass like ingredients in a cauldron. Plants of the tufted species were loosened, rose to the surface, and floated off.


  Troy did not awake from his comfortless sleep till it was broad day. Not having been in bed for two nights his shoulders felt stiff, his feet tender, and his head heavy. He remembered his position, arose, shivered, took the spade, and again went out.


  The rain had quite ceased, and the sun was shining through the green, brown, and yellow leaves, now sparkling and varnished by the raindrops to the brightness of similar effects in the landscapes of Ruysdael and Hobbema, and full of all those infinite beauties that arise from the union of water and colour with high lights. The air was rendered so transparent by the heavy fall of rain that the autumn hues of the middle distance were as rich as those near at hand, and the remote fields intercepted by the angle of the tower appeared in the same plane as the tower itself.


  He entered the gravel path which would take him behind the tower. The path, instead of being stony as it had been the night before, was browned over with a thin coating of mud. At one place in the path he saw a tuft of stringy roots washed white and clean as a bundle of tendons. He picked it up—surely it could not be one of the primroses he had planted? He saw a bulb, another, and another as he advanced. Beyond doubt they were the crocuses. With a face of perplexed dismay Troy turned the corner and then beheld the wreck the stream had made.


  The pool upon the grave had soaked away into the ground, and in its place was a hollow. The disturbed earth was washed over the grass and pathway in the guise of the brown mud he had already seen, and it spotted the marble tombstone with the same stains. Nearly all the flowers were washed clean out of the ground, and they lay, roots upwards, on the spots whither they had been splashed by the stream.


  Troy’s brow became heavily contracted. He set his teeth closely, and his compressed lips moved as those of one in great pain. This singular accident, by a strange confluence of emotions in him, was felt as the sharpest sting of all. Troy’s face was very expressive, and any observer who had seen him now would hardly have believed him to be a man who had laughed, and sung, and poured love-trifles into a woman’s ear. To curse his miserable lot was at first his impulse, but even that lowest stage of rebellion needed an activity whose absence was necessarily antecedent to the existence of the morbid misery which wrung him. The sight, coming as it did, superimposed upon the other dark scenery of the previous days, formed a sort of climax to the whole panorama, and it was more than he could endure. Sanguine by nature, Troy had a power of eluding grief by simply adjourning it. He could put off the consideration of any particular spectre till the matter had become old and softened by time. The planting of flowers on Fanny’s grave had been perhaps but a species of elusion of the primary grief, and now it was as if his intention had been known and circumvented.


  Almost for the first time in his life Troy, as he stood by this dismantled grave, wished himself another man. It is seldom that a person with much animal spirit does not feel that the fact of his life being his own is the one qualification which singles it out as a more hopeful life than that of others who may actually resemble him in every particular. Troy had felt, in his transient way, hundreds of times, that he could not envy other people their condition, because the possession of that condition would have necessitated a different personality, when he desired no other than his own. He had not minded the peculiarities of his birth, the vicissitudes of his life, the meteor-like uncertainty of all that related to him, because these appertained to the hero of his story, without whom there would have been no story at all for him; and it seemed to be only in the nature of things that matters would right themselves at some proper date and wind up well. This very morning the illusion completed its disappearance, and, as it were, all of a sudden, Troy hated himself. The suddenness was probably more apparent than real. A coral reef which just comes short of the ocean surface is no more to the horizon than if it had never been begun, and the mere finishing stroke is what often appears to create an event which has long been potentially an accomplished thing.


  He stood and meditated—a miserable man. Whither should he go? ‘He that is accursed, let him be accursed still,’ was the pitiless anathema written in this spoliated effort of his new-born solicitousness. A man who has spent his primal strength in journeying in one direction has not much spirit left for reversing his course. Troy had, since yesterday, faintly reversed his; but the merest opposition had disheartened him. To turn about would have been hard enough under the greatest providential encouragement; but to find that Providence, far from helping him into a new course, or showing any wish that he might adopt one, actually jeered his first trembling and critical attempt in that kind, was more than nature could bear.


  He slowly withdrew from the grave. He did not attempt to fill up the hole, replace the flowers, or do anything at all. He simply threw up his cards and forswore his game for that time and always. Going out of the churchyard silently and unobserved—none of the villagers having yet risen—he passed down some fields at the back, and emerged just as secretly upon the high road. Shortly afterwards he had gone from the village.


  Meanwhile, Bathsheba remained a voluntary prisoner in the attic. The door was kept locked, except during the entries and exits of Liddy, for whom a bed had been arranged in a small adjoining room. The light of Troy’s lantern in the churchyard was noticed about ten o’clock by the maid-servant, who casually glanced from the window in that direction whilst taking her supper, and she called Bathsheba’s attention to it. They looked curiously at the phenomenon for a time, until Liddy was sent to bed.


  Bathsheba did not sleep very heavily that night. When her attendant was unconscious and softly breathing in the next room, the mistress of the house was still looking out of the window at the faint gleam spreading from among the trees—not in a steady shine, but blinking like a revolving coast-light, though this appearance failed to suggest to her that a person was passing and repassing in front of it. Bathsheba sat here till it began to rain, and the light vanished, when she withdrew to lie restlessly in her bed and re-enact in a worn mind the lurid scene of yesternight.


  Almost before the first faint sign of dawn appeared she arose again, and opened the window to obtain a full breathing of the new morning air, the panes being now wet with trembling tears left by the night rain, each one rounded with a pale lustre caught from primrose-hued slashes through a cloud low down in the awakening sky. From the trees came the sound of steady dripping upon the drifted leaves under them, and from the direction of the church she could hear another noise—peculiar, and not intermittent like the rest, the purl of water falling into a pool.


  Liddy knocked at eight o’clock, and Bathsheba unlocked the door.


  ‘What a heavy rain we’ve had in the night, ma’am!’ said Liddy, when her inquiries about breakfast had been made.


  ‘Yes; very heavy.’


  ‘Did you hear the strange noise from the churchyard?’


  ‘I heard one strange noise. I’ve been thinking it must have been the water from the tower spouts.’


  ‘Well, that’s what the shepherd was saying, ma’am. He’s now gone on to see.’


  ‘Oh! Gabriel has been here this morning?’


  ‘Only just looked in in passing—quite in his old way, which I thought he had left off lately. But the tower spouts used to spatter on the stones, and we are puzzled, for this was like the boiling of a pot.’


  Not being able to read, think, or work, Bathsheba asked Liddy to stay and breakfast with her. The tongue of the more childish woman still ran upon recent events. ‘Are you going across to the church, ma’am?’ she asked.


  ‘Not that I know of,’ said Bathsheba.


  ‘I thought you might like to go and see where they have put Fanny. The trees hide the place from your window.’


  Bathsheba had all sorts of dreads about meeting her husband. ‘Has Mr. Troy been in to-night?’ she said.


  ‘No, ma’am; I think he’s gone to Budmouth.’


  Budmouth! The sound of the word carried with it a much diminished perspective of him and his deeds; there were thirteen miles interval betwixt them now. She hated questioning Liddy about her husband’s movements, and indeed had hitherto sedulously avoided doing so; but now all the house knew that there had been some dreadful disagreement between them, and it was futile to attempt disguise. Bathsheba had reached a stage at which people cease to have any appreciative regard for public opinion.


  ‘What makes you think he has gone there?’ she said.


  ‘Laban Tall saw him on the Budmouth road this morning before breakfast.’


  Bathsheba was momentarily relieved of that wayward heaviness of the past twenty-four hours which had quenched the vitality of youth in her without substituting the philosophy of maturer years, and she resolved to go out and walk a little way. So when breakfast was over she put on her bonnet, and took a direction towards the church. It was nine o’clock, and the men having returned to work again from their first meal, she was not likely to meet many of them in the road. Knowing that Fanny had been laid in the reprobates’ quarter of the graveyard, called in the parish ‘behind church,’ which was invisible from the road, it was impossible to resist the impulse to enter and look upon a spot which, from nameless feelings, she at the same time dreaded to see. She had been unable to overcome an impression that some connection existed between her rival and the light through the trees.


  Bathsheba skirted the buttress, and beheld the hole and the tomb, its delicately veined surface splashed and stained just as Troy had seen it and left it two hours earlier. On the other side of the scene stood Gabriel. His eyes, too, were fixed on the tomb, and her arrival having been noiseless, she had not as yet attracted his attention. Bathsheba did not at once perceive that the grand tomb and the disturbed grave were Fanny’s, and she looked on both sides and around for some humbler mound, earthed up and clodded in the usual way. Then her eye followed Oak’s, and she read the words with which the inscription opened:—


  ‘Erected by Francis Troy in Beloved Memory of

  Fanny Robin.’


  Oak saw her, and his first act was to gaze inquiringly and learn how she received this knowledge of the authorship of the work, which to himself had caused considerable astonishment. But such discoveries did not much affect her now. Emotional convulsions seemed to have become the commonplaces of her history, and she bade him good morning, and asked him to fill in the hole with the spade which was standing by. Whilst Oak was doing as she desired, Bathsheba collected the flowers, and began planting them with that sympathetic manipulation of roots and leaves which is so conspicuous in a woman’s gardening, and which flowers seem to understand and thrive upon. She requested Oak to get the churchwardens to turn the leadwork at the mouth of the gurgoyle that hung gaping down upon them, that by this means the stream might be directed sideways, and a repetition of the accident prevented. Finally, with the superfluous magnanimity of a woman whose narrower instincts have brought down bitterness upon her instead of love, she wiped the mud spots from the tomb as if she rather liked its words than otherwise, and went home again. (3)


  ♣


  Chapter XLVII


  Adventures by the Shore


  Troy wandered along towards the south. A composite feeling, made up of disgust with the, to him, humdrum tediousness of a farmer’s life, gloomy images of her who lay in the churchyard, remorse, and a general averseness to his wife’s society, impelled him to seek a home in any place on earth save Weatherbury. The sad accessories of Fanny’s end confronted him as vivid pictures which threatened to be indelible, and made life in Bathsheba’s house intolerable. At three in the afternoon he found himself at the foot of a slope more than a mile in length, which ran to the ridge of a range of hills lying parallel with the shore, and formed a monotonous barrier between the basin of cultivated country inland and the wilder scenery of the coast. Up the hill stretched a road nearly straight and perfectly white, the two sides approaching each other in a gradual taper till they met the sky at the top about two miles off. Throughout the length of this narrow and irksome inclined plane not a sign of life was visible on this garish afternoon. Troy toiled up the road with a languor and depression greater than any he had experienced for many a day and year before. The air was warm and muggy, and the top seemed to recede as he approached.


  At last he reached the summit, and a wide and novel prospect burst upon him with an effect almost like that of the Pacific upon Balboa’s gaze. The broad steely sea, marked only by faint lines, which had a semblance of being etched thereon to a degree not deep enough to disturb its general evenness, stretched the whole width of his front and round to the right, where, near the town and port of Budmouth, the sun bristled down upon it, and banished all colour, to substitute in its place a clear oily polish. Nothing moved in sky, land, or sea, except a frill of milkwhite foam along the nearer angles of the shore, shreds of which licked the contiguous stones like tongues.


  He descended and came to a small basin of sea enclosed by the cliffs. Troy’s nature freshened within him; he thought he would rest and bathe here before going further. He undressed and plunged in. Inside the cove the water was uninteresting to a swimmer, being smooth as a pond, and to get a little of the ocean swell Troy presently swam between the two projecting spurs of rock which formed the pillars of Hercules to this miniature Mediterranean. Unfortunately for Troy a current unknown to him existed outside, which, unimportant to craft of any burden, was awkward for a swimmer who might be taken in it unawares. Troy found himself carried to the left and then round in a swoop out to sea.


  He now recollected the place and its sinister character. Many bathers had there prayed for a dry death from time to time, and, like Gonzalo also, had been unanswered; and Troy began to deem it possible that he might be added to their number. Not a boat of any kind was at present within sight, but far in the distance Budmouth lay upon the sea, as it were quietly regarding his efforts, and beside the town the harbour showed its position by a dim meshwork of ropes and spars. After well-nigh exhausting himself in attempts to get back to the mouth of the cove, in his weakness swimming several inches deeper than was his wont, keeping up his breathing entirely by his nostrils, turning upon his back a dozen times over, swimming en papillon, and so on, Troy resolved as a last resource to tread water at a slight incline, and so endeavour to reach the shore at any point, merely giving himself a gentle impetus inwards whilst carried on in the general direction of the tide. This, necessarily a slow process, he found to be not altogether so difficult, and though there was no choice of a landing-place—the objects on shore passing by him in a sad and slow procession—he perceptibly approached the extremity of a spit of land yet further to the right, now well defined against the sunny portion of the horizon. While the swimmer’s eyes were fixed upon the spit as his only means of salvation on this side of the Unknown, a moving object broke the outline of the extremity, and immediately a ship’s boat appeared, manned with several sailor lads, her bows towards the sea.


  All Troy’s vigour spasmodically revived to prolong the struggle yet a little further. Swimming with his right arm, he held up his left to hail them, splashing upon the waves, and shouting with all his might. From the position of the setting sun his white form was distinctly visible upon the now deep-hued bosom of the sea to the east of the boat, and the men saw him at once. Backing their oars and putting the boat about, they pulled towards him with a will, and in five or six minutes from the time of his first halloo, two of the sailors hauled him in over the stern.


  They formed part of a brig’s crew, and had come ashore for sand. Lending him what little clothing they could spare among them as a slight protection against the rapidly cooling air, they agreed to land him in the morning; and without further delay, for it was growing late, they made again towards the roadstead where their vessel lay.


  And now night drooped slowly upon the wide watery levels in front; and at no great distance from them, where the shore-line curved round, and formed a long riband of shade upon the horizon, a series of points of yellow light began to start into existence, denoting the spot to be the site of Budmouth, where the lamps were being lighted along the parade. The cluck of their oars was the only sound of any distinctness upon the sea, and as they laboured amid the thickening shades the lamp-lights grew larger, each appearing to send a flaming sword deep down into the waves before it, until there arose, among other dim shapes of the kind, the form of the vessel for which they were bound.


  ♣


  Chapter XLVIII


  Doubts Arise—Doubts Linger


  Bathsheba underwent the enlargement of her husband’s absence from hours to days with a slight feeling of surprise, and a slight feeling of relief; yet neither sensation rose at any time far above the level commonly designated as indifference. She belonged to him: the certainties of that position were so well defined, and the reasonable probabilities of its issue so bounded, that she could not speculate on contingencies. Taking no further interest in herself as a splendid woman, she acquired the indifferent feelings of an outsider in contemplating her probable fate as a singular wretch; for Bathsheba drew herself and her future in colours that no reality could exceed for darkness. Her original vigorous pride of youth had sickened, and with it had declined all her anxieties about coming years, since anxiety recognizes a better and a worse alternative, and Bathsheba had made up her mind that alternatives on any noteworthy scale had ceased for her. Soon, or later—and that not very late—her husband would be home again. And then the days of their tenancy of the Upper Farm would be numbered. There had originally been shown by the agent to the estate some distrust of Bathsheba’s tenure as James Everdene’s successor, on the score of her sex, and her youth, and her beauty; but the peculiar nature of her uncle’s will, his own frequent testimony before his death to her cleverness in such a pursuit, and her vigorous marshalling of the numerous flocks and herds which came suddenly into her hands before negotiations were concluded, had won confidence in her powers, and no further objections had been raised. She had latterly been in great doubt as to what the legal effects of her marriage would be upon her position; but no notice had been taken as yet of her change of name, and only one point was clear—that in the event of her own or her husband’s inability to meet the agent at the forthcoming January rent-day, very little consideration would be shown, and, for that matter, very little would be deserved. Once out of the farm the approach of poverty would be sure.


  Hence Bathsheba lived in a perception that her purposes were broken off. She was not a woman who could hope on without good materials for the process, differing thus from the less far-sighted and energetic, though more petted ones of the sex, with whom hope goes on as a sort of clockwork which the merest food and shelter are sufficient to wind up; and perceiving clearly that her mistake had been a fatal one, she accepted her position, and waited coldly for the end.


  The first Saturday after Troy’s departure she went to Casterbridge alone, a journey she had not before taken since her marriage. On this Saturday Bathsheba was passing slowly on foot through the crowd of rural business-men gathered as usual in front of the market-house, who were as usual gazed upon by the burghers with feelings that those healthy lives were dearly paid for by exclusion from possible aldermanship, when a man, who had apparently been following her, said some words to another on her left hand. Bathsheba’s ears were keen as those of any wild animal, and she distinctly heard what the speaker said, though her back was towards him.


  ‘I am looking for Mrs. Troy. Is that she there?’


  ‘Yes; that’s the young lady, I believe,’ said the person addressed.


  ‘I have some awkward news to break to her. Her husband is drowned.’


  As if endowed with the spirit of prophecy, Bathsheba gasped out, ‘No, it is not true; it cannot be true!’ Then she said and heard no more. The ice of self-command which had latterly gathered over her was broken, and the currents burst forth again, and overwhelmed her. A darkness came into her eyes, and she fell.


  But not to the ground. A gloomy man, who had been observing her from under the portico of the old corn-exchange when she passed through the group without, stepped quickly to her side at the moment of her exclamation, and caught her in his arms as she sank down.


  ‘What is it?’ said Boldwood, looking up at the bringer of the big news, as he supported her.


  ‘Her husband was drowned this week while bathing in Lulwind Cove. A coastguardsman found his clothes, and brought them into Budmouth yesterday.’


  Thereupon a strange fire lighted up Boldwood’s eye, and his face flushed with the suppressed excitement of an unutterable thought. Everybody’s glance was now centred upon him and the unconscious Bathsheba. He lifted her bodily off the ground, and smoothed down the folds of her dress as a child might have taken a storm-beaten bird and arranged its ruffled plumes, and bore her along the pavement to the King’s Arms Inn. Here he passed with her under the archway into a private room; and by the time he had deposited—so lothly—the precious burden upon a sofa, Bathsheba had opened her eyes. Remembering all that had occurred, she murmured, ‘I want to go home!’


  Boldwood left the room. He stood for a moment in the passage to recover his senses. The experience had been too much for his consciousness to keep up with, and now that he had grasped it it had gone again. For those few heavenly, golden moments she had been in his arms. What did it matter about her not knowing it? She had been close to his breast; he had been close to hers.


  He started onward again, and sending a woman to her, went out to ascertain all the facts of the case. These appeared to be limited to what he had already heard. He then ordered her horse to be put into the gig, and when all was ready returned to inform her. He found that, though still pale and unwell, she had in the meantime sent for the Budmouth man who brought the tidings, and learnt from him all there was to know.


  Being hardly in a condition to drive home as she had driven to town, Boldwood, with every delicacy of manner and feeling, offered to get her a driver, or to give her a seat in his phaeton, which was more comfortable than her own conveyance. These proposals Bathsheba gently declined, and the farmer at once departed.


  About half-an-hour later she invigorated herself by an effort, and took her seat and the reins as usual—in external appearance much as if nothing had happened. She went out of the town by a tortuous back street, and drove slowly along, unconscious of the road and the scene. The first shades of evening were showing themselves when Bathsheba reached home, where, silently alighting and leaving the horse in the hands of the boy, she proceeded at once upstairs. Liddy met her on the landing. The news had preceded Bathsheba to Weatherbury by half-an-hour, and Liddy looked inquiringly into her mistress’s face. Bathsheba had nothing to say.


  She entered her bedroom and sat by the window, and thought and thought till night enveloped her, and the extreme lines only of her shape were visible. Somebody came to the door, knocked, and opened it.


  ‘Well, what is it, Liddy?’ she said.


  ‘I was thinking there must be something got for you to wear,’ said Liddy, with hesitation.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Mourning.’


  ‘No, no, no,’ said Bathsheba hurriedly.


  ‘But I suppose there must be something done for poor——’


  ‘Not at present, I think. It is not necessary.’


  ‘Why not, ma’am?’


  ‘Because he’s still alive.’


  ‘How do you know that?’ said Liddy, amazed.


  ‘I don’t know it. But wouldn’t it have been different, or shouldn’t I have heard more, or wouldn’t they have found him, Liddy?—or—I don’t know how it is, but death would have been different from how this is. I am perfectly convinced that he is still alive!’


  Bathsheba remained firm in this opinion till Monday, when two circumstances conjoined to shake it. The first was a short paragraph in the local newspaper, which, beyond making by a methodizing pen formidable presumptive evidence of Troy’s death by drowning, contained the important testimony of a young Mr. Barker, M.D., of Budmouth, who spoke to being an eyewitness of the accident, in a letter to the editor. In this he stated that he was passing over the cliff on the remoter side of the cove just as the sun was setting. At that time he saw a bather carried along in the current outside the mouth of the cove, and guessed in an instant that there was but a poor chance for him unless he should be possessed of unusual muscular powers. He drifted behind a projection of the coast, and Mr. Barker followed along the shore in the same direction. But by the time that he could reach an elevation sufficiently great to command a view of the sea beyond, dusk had set in, and nothing further was to be seen.


  The other circumstance was the arrival of his clothes, when it became necessary for her to examine and identify them—though this had virtually been done long before by those who inspected the letters in his pockets. It was so evident to her in the midst of her agitation that Troy had undressed in the full conviction of dressing again almost immediately, that the notion that anything but death could have prevented him was a perverse one to entertain.


  Then Bathsheba said to herself that others were assured in their opinion; strange that she should not be. A strange reflection occurred to her, causing her face to flush. Suppose that Troy had followed Fanny into another world. Had he done this intentionally, yet contrived to make his death appear like an accident? Nevertheless, this thought of how the apparent might differ from the real—made vivid by her bygone jealousy of Fanny, and the remorse he had shown that night—did not blind her to the perception of a likelier difference, less tragic, but to herself far more disastrous.


  When alone late that evening beside a small fire, and much calmed down, Bathsheba took Troy’s watch into her hand, which had been restored to her with the rest of the articles belonging to him. She opened the case as he had opened it before her a week ago. There was the little coil of pale hair which had been as the fuze to this great explosion.


  ‘He was hers and she was his; they should be gone together,’ she said. ‘I am nothing to either of them, and why should I keep her hair?’ She took it in her hand, and held it over the fire. ‘No—I’ll not burn it—I’ll keep it in memory of her, poor thing!’ she added, snatching back her hand.


  ♣


  Chapter XLIX


  Oak’s Advancement—A Great Hope


  The later autumn and the winter drew on apace, and the leaves lay thick upon the turf of the glades and the mosses of the woods. Bathsheba, having previously been living in a state of suspended feeling which was not suspense, now lived in a mood of quietude which was not precisely peacefulness. While she had known him to be alive she could have thought of his death with equanimity; but now that it might be she had lost him, she regretted that he was not hers still. She kept the farm going, raked in her profits without caring keenly about them, and expended money on ventures because she had done so in bygone days, which, though not long gone by, seemed infinitely removed from her present. She looked back upon that past over a great gulf, as if she were now a dead person, having the faculty of meditation still left in her, by means of which, like the mouldering gentlefolk of the poet’s story, she could sit and ponder what a gift life used to be.


  However, one excellent result of her general apathy was the long-delayed installation of Oak as bailiff; but he having virtually exercised that function for a long time already, the change, beyond the substantial increase of wages it brought, was little more than a nominal one addressed to the outside world.


  Boldwood lived secluded and inactive. Much of his wheat and all his barley of that season had been spoilt by the rain. It sprouted, grew into intricate mats, and was ultimately thrown to the pigs in armfuls. The strange neglect which had produced this ruin and waste became the subject of whispered talk among all the people round; and it was elicited from one of Boldwood’s men that forgetfulness had nothing to do with it, for he had been reminded of the danger to his corn as many times and as persistently as inferiors dared to do. The sight of the pigs turning in disgust from the rotten ears seemed to arouse Boldwood, and he one evening sent for Oak. Whether it was suggested by Bathsheba’s recent act of promotion or not, the farmer proposed at the interview that Gabriel should undertake the superintendence of the Lower Farm as well as of Bathsheba’s, because of the necessity Boldwood felt for such aid, and the impossibility of discovering a more trustworthy man. Gabriel’s malignant star was assuredly setting fast.


  Bathsheba, when she learnt of this proposal—for Oak was obliged to consult her—at first languidly objected. She considered that the two farms together were too extensive for the observation of one man. Boldwood, who was apparently determined by personal rather than commercial reasons, suggested that Oak should be furnished with a horse for his sole use, when the plan would present no difficulty, the two farms lying side by side. Boldwood did not directly communicate with her during these negotiations, only speaking to Oak, who was the go-between throughout. All was harmoniously arranged at last, and we now see Oak mounted on a strong cob, and daily trotting the length and breadth of about two thousand acres in a cheerful spirit of surveillance, as if the crops all belonged to him—the actual mistress of the one-half, and the master of the other, sitting in their respective homes in gloomy and sad seclusion.


  Out of this there arose, during the spring succeeding, a talk in the parish that Gabriel Oak was feathering his nest fast.


  ‘Whatever d’ye think,’ said Susan Tall, ‘Gable Oak is coming it quite the dand. He now wears shining boots with hardly a hob in ’em, two or three times a-week, and a tall hat a-Sundays, and ’a hardly knows the name of smockfrock. When I see people strut enough to be cut up into bantam cocks, I stand dormant with wonder, and says no more!’


  It was eventually known that Gabriel, though paid a fixed wage by Bathsheba independent of the fluctuations of agricultural profits, had made an engagement with Boldwood by which Oak was to receive a share of the receipts—a small share certainly, yet it was money of a higher quality than mere wages, and capable of expansion in a way that wages were not. Some were beginning to consider Oak a ‘near’ man, for though his condition had thus far improved, he lived in no better style than before, occupying the same cottage, paring his own potatoes, mending his stockings, and sometimes even making his bed with his own hands. But as Oak was not only provokingly indifferent to public opinion, but a man who clung persistently to old habits and usages, simply because they were old, there was room for doubt as to his motives.


  A great hope had latterly germinated in Boldwood, whose unreasoning devotion to Bathsheba could only be characterized as a fond madness which neither time nor circumstance, evil nor good report, could weaken or destroy. This fevered hope had grown up again like a grain of mustard-seed during the quiet which followed the hasty conjecture that Troy was drowned. He nourished it fearfully, and almost shunned the contemplation of it in earnest, lest facts should reveal the wildness of the dream. Bathsheba having at last been persuaded to wear mourning, her appearance as she entered the church in that guise was in itself a weekly addition to his faith that a time was coming—very far off perhaps, yet surely nearing—when his waiting on events should have its reward. How long he might have to wait he had not yet closely considered. What he would try to recognize was that the severe schooling she had been subjected to had made Bathsheba much more considerate than she had formerly been of the feelings of others, and he trusted that, should she be willing at any time in the future to marry any man at all, that man would be himself. There was a substratum of good feeling in her: her self-reproach for the injury she had thoughtlessly done him might be depended upon now to a much greater extent than before her infatuation and disappointment. It would be possible to approach her by the channel of her good nature, and to suggest a friendly business-like compact between them for fulfilment at some future day, keeping the passionate side of his desire entirely out of her sight. Such was Boldwood’s hope.


  To the eyes of the middle-aged, Bathsheba was perhaps additionally charming just now. Her exuberance of spirit was pruned down; the original phantom of delight had shown herself to be not too bright for human nature’s daily food, and she had been able to enter this second poetical phase without losing much of the first in the process.


  Bathsheba’s return from a two months’ visit to her old aunt at Norcombe afforded the impassioned and yearning farmer a pretext for inquiring directly after her—now possibly in the ninth month of her widowhood—and endeavouring to get a notion of her state of mind regarding him. This occurred in the middle of the haymaking, and Boldwood contrived to be near Liddy, who was assisting in the fields.


  ‘I am glad to see you out of doors, Lydia,’ he said pleasantly.


  She simpered, and wondered in her heart why he should speak so frankly to her.


  ‘I hope Mrs. Troy is quite well after her long absence,’ he continued, in a manner expressing that the coldest-hearted neighbour could scarcely say less about her.


  ‘She is quite well, sir.’


  ‘And cheerful, I suppose.’


  ‘Yes, cheerful.’


  ‘Fearful, did you say?’


  ‘O no. I merely said she was cheerful.’


  ‘Tells you all her affairs?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Some of them?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Mrs. Troy puts much confidence in you, Lydia; and very wisely, perhaps.’


  ‘She do, sir. I’ve been with her all through her troubles, and was with her at the time of Mr. Troy’s going and all. And if she were to marry again I expect I should bide with her.’


  ‘She promises that you shall—quite natural,’ said the strategic lover, throbbing throughout him at the presumption which Liddy’s words appeared to warrant—that his darling had thought of re-marriage.


  ‘No—she doesn’t promise it exactly. I merely judge on my own account.’


  ‘Yes, yes, I understand. When she alludes to the possibility of marrying again, you conclude——’


  ‘She never do allude to it, sir,’ said Liddy, thinking how very stupid Mr. Boldwood was getting.


  ‘Of course not,’ he returned hastily, his hope falling again. ‘You needn’t take quite such long reaches with your rake, Lydia—short and quick ones are best. Well, perhaps, as she is absolute mistress again now, it is wise of her to resolve never to give up her freedom.’


  ‘My mistress did certainly once say, though not seriously, that she supposed she might marry again at the end of seven years from last year, if she cared to risk Mr. Troy’s coming back and claiming her.’


  ‘Ah, six years from the present time. Said that she might. She might marry at once in every reasonable person’s opinion, whatever the lawyers may say to the contrary.’


  ‘Have you been to ask them?’ said Liddy innocently.


  ‘Not I,’ said Boldwood, growing red. ‘Liddy, you needn’t stay here a minute later than you wish, so Mr. Oak says. I am now going on a little further. Good-afternoon.’


  He went away vexed with himself, and ashamed of having for this one time in his life done anything which could be called underhand. Poor Boldwood had no more skill in finesse than a battering-ram, and he was uneasy with a sense of having made himself to appear stupid and, what was worse, mean. But he had, after all, lighted upon one fact by way of repayment. It was a singularly fresh and fascinating fact, and though not without its sadness it was pertinent and real. In little more than six years from this time Bathsheba might certainly marry him. There was something definite in that hope, for admitting that there might have been no deep thought in her words to Liddy about marriage, they showed at least her creed on the matter.


  This pleasant notion was now continually in his mind. Six years were a long time, but how much shorter than never, the idea he had for so long been obliged to endure! Jacob had served twice seven years for Rachel: what were six for such a woman as this? He tried to like the notion of waiting for her better than that of winning her at once. Boldwood felt his love to be so deep and strong and eternal, that it was possible she had never yet known its full volume, and this patience in delay would afford him an opportunity of giving sweet proof on the point. He would annihilate the six years of his life as if they were minutes—so little did he value his time on earth beside her love. He would let her see, all those six years of intangible ethereal courtship, how little care he had for anything but as it bore upon the consummation.


  Meanwhile the early and the late summer brought round the week in which Greenhill Fair was held. This fair was frequently attended by the folk of Weatherbury.


  ♣


  Chapter L


  The Sheep Fair—Troy Touches his Wife’s Hand


  Greenhill was the Nijni Novgorod of South Wessex; and the busiest, merriest, noisiest day of the whole statute number was the day of the sheep fair. This yearly gathering was upon the summit of a hill which retained in good preservation the remains of an ancient earthwork, consisting of a huge rampart and entrenchment of an oval form encircling the top of the hill, though somewhat broken down here and there. To each of the two chief openings on opposite sides a winding road ascended, and the level green space of ten or fifteen acres enclosed by the bank was the site of the fair. A few permanent erections dotted the spot, but the majority of visitors patronized canvas alone for resting and feeding under during the time of their sojourn here.


  Shepherds who attended with their flocks from long distances started from home two or three days, or even a week, before the fair, driving their charges a few miles each day—not more than ten or twelve—and resting them at night in hired fields by the wayside at previously chosen points, where they fed, having fasted since morning. The shepherd of each flock marched behind, a bundle containing his kit for the week strapped upon his shoulders, and in his hand his crook, which he used as the staff of his pilgrimage. Several of the sheep would get worn and lame, and occasionally a lambing occurred on the road. To meet these contingencies, there was frequently provided, to accompany the flocks from the remoter points, a pony and waggon into which the weakly ones were taken for the remainder of the journey.


  The Weatherbury Farms, however, were no such long distance from the hill, and those arrangements were not necessary in their case. But the large united flocks of Bathsheba and Farmer Boldwood formed a valuable and imposing multitude which demanded much attention, and on this account Gabriel, in addition to Boldwood’s shepherd and Cain Ball, accompanied them along the way, through the decayed old town of Kingsbere, and upward to the plateau,—old George the dog of course behind them.


  When the autumn sun slanted over Greenhill this morning and lighted the dewy flat upon its crest, nebulous clouds of dust were to be seen floating between the pairs of hedges which streaked the wide prospect around in all directions. These gradually converged upon the base of the hill, and the flocks became individually visible, climbing the serpentine ways which led to the top. Thus, in a slow procession, they entered the opening to which the roads tended, multitude after multitude, horned and hornless—blue flocks and red flocks, buff flocks and brown flocks, even green and salmon-tinted flocks, according to the fancy of the colourist and custom of the farm. Men were shouting, dogs were barking, with greatest animation, but the thronging travellers in so long a journey had grown nearly indifferent to such terrors, though they still bleated piteously at the unwontedness of their experiences, a tall shepherd rising here and there in the midst of them, like a gigantic idol amid a crowd of prostrate devotees.


  The great mass of sheep in the fair consisted of South Downs and the old Wessex horned breeds; to the latter class Bathsheba’s and Farmer Boldwood’s mainly belonged. These filed in about nine o’clock, their vermiculated horns lopping gracefully on each side of their cheeks in geometrically perfect spirals, a small pink and white ear nestling under each horn. Before and behind came other varieties, perfect leopards as to the full rich substance of their coats, and only lacking the spots. There were also a few of the Oxfordshire breed, whose wool was beginning to curl like a child’s flaxen hair, though surpassed in this respect by the effeminate Leicesters, which were in turn less curly than the Cotswolds. But the most picturesque by far was a small flock of Exmoors, which chanced to be there this year. Their pied faces and legs, dark and heavy horns, tresses of wool hanging round their swarthy foreheads, quite relieved the monotony of the flocks in that quarter.


  All these bleating, panting, and weary thousands had entered and were penned before the morning had far advanced, the dog belonging to each flock being tied to the corner of the pen containing it. Alleys for pedestrians intersected the pens, which soon became crowded with buyers and sellers from far and near.


  In another part of the hill an altogether different scene began to force itself upon the eye towards midday. A circular tent, of exceptional newness and size, was in course of erection here. As the day drew on, the flocks began to change hands, lightening the shepherds’ responsibilities; and they turned their attention to this tent and inquired of a man at work there, whose soul seemed concentrated on tying a bothering knot in no time, what was going on.


  ‘The Royal Hippodrome Performance of Turpin’s Ride to York and the Death of Black Bess,’ replied the man promptly, without turning his eyes or leaving off tying. trying.


  As soon as the tent was completed the band struck up highly stimulating harmonies, and the announcement was publicly made, Black Bess standing in a conspicuous position on the outside, as a living proof, if proof were wanted, of the truth of the oracular utterances from the stage over which the people were to enter. These were so convinced by such genuine appeals to heart and understanding both that they soon began to crowd in abundantly, among the foremost being visible Jan Coggan and Joseph Poorgrass, who were holiday keeping here to-day.


  ‘That’s the great ruffen pushing me!’ screamed a woman in front of Jan over her shoulder at him when the rush was at its fiercest.


  ‘How can I help pushing ye when the folk behind push me?’ said Coggan, in a deprecating tone, turning his head towards the aforesaid folk as far as he could without turning his body, which was jammed as in a vice.


  There was a silence; then the drums and trumpets again sent forth their echoing notes. The crowd was again ecstasied, and gave another lurch in which Coggan and Poorgrass were again thrust by those behind upon the women in front.


  ‘O that helpless feymels should be at the mercy of such ruffens!’ exclaimed one of these ladies again, as she swayed like a reed shaken by the wind.


  ‘Now,’ said Coggan, appealing in an earnest voice to the public at large as it stood clustered about his shoulder-blades, ‘did ye ever hear such a onreasonable woman as that? Upon my carcase, neighbours, if I could only get out of this cheesewring, the damn women might eat the show for me!’


  ‘Don’t ye lose yer temper, Jan!’ implored Joseph Poorgrass, in a whisper. ‘They might get their men to murder us, for I think by the shine of their eyes that they be a sinful form of womankind.’


  Jan held his tongue, as if he had no objection to be pacified to please a friend, and they gradually reached the foot of the ladder, Poorgrass being flattened like a jumping-jack, and the sixpence, for admission, which he had got ready half-an-hour earlier, having become so reeking hot in the tight squeeze of his excited hand that the woman in spangles, brazen rings set with glass diamonds, and with chalked face and shoulders, who took the money of him, hastily dropped it again from a fear that some trick had been played to burn her fingers. So they all entered, and the cloth of the tent, to the eyes of an observer on the outside, became bulged into innumerable pimples such as we observe on a sack of potatoes, caused by the various human heads, backs, and elbows at high pressure within.


  At the rear of the large tent there were two small dressing-tents. One of these, allotted to the male performers, was partitioned into halves by a cloth; and in one of the divisions there was sitting on the grass, pulling on a pair of jack-boots, a young man whom we instantly recognize as Sergeant Troy.


  Troy’s appearance in this position may be briefly accounted for. The brig aboard which he was taken in Budmouth Roads was about to start on a voyage, though somewhat short of hands. Troy read the articles and joined, but before they sailed a boat was despatched across the bay to Lulwind Cove; as he had half expected, his clothes were gone. He ultimately worked his passage to the United States, where he made a precarious living in various towns as Professor of Gymnastics, Sword Exercise, Fencing, and Pugilism. A few months were sufficient to give him a distaste for this kind of life. There was a certain animal form of refinement in his nature; and however pleasant a strange condition might be whilst privations were easily warded off, it was disadvantageously coarse when money was short. There was ever present, too, the idea that he could claim a home and its comforts did he but choose to return to England and Weatherbury Farm. Whether Bathsheba thought him dead was a frequent subject of curious conjecture. To England he did return at last; but the fact of drawing nearer to Weatherbury abstracted its fascinations, and his intention to enter his old groove at that place became modified. It was with gloom he considered on landing at Liverpool that if he were to go home his reception would be of a kind very unpleasant to contemplate; for what Troy had in the way of emotion was an occasional fitful sentiment which sometimes caused him as much inconvenience as emotion of a strong and healthy kind. Bathsheba was not a woman to be made a fool of, or a woman to suffer in silence; and how could he endure existence with a spirited wife to whom at first entering he would be beholden for food and lodging? Moreover, it was not at all unlikely that his wife would fail at her farming, if she had not already done so; and he would then become liable for her maintenance: and what a life such a future of poverty with her would be, the spectre of Fanny constantly between them, harrowing his temper and embittering her words! Thus, for reasons touching on distaste, regret, and shame commingled, he put off his return from day to day, and would have decided to put it off altogether if he could have found anywhere else the ready-made establishment which existed for him there.


  At this time—the July preceding the September in which we find him at Greenhill Fair—he fell in with a travelling circus which was performing in the outskirts of a northern town. Troy introduced himself to the manager by taming a restive horse of the troupe, hitting a suspended apple with a pistol-bullet fired from the animal’s back when in full gallop, and other feats. For his merits in these—all more or less based upon his experiences as a dragoon-guardsman—Troy was taken into the company, and the play of Turpin was prepared with a view to his personation of the chief character. Troy was not greatly elated by the appreciative spirit in which he was undoubtedly treated, but he thought the engagement might afford him a few weeks for consideration. It was thus carelessly, and without having formed any definite plan for the future, that Troy found himself at Greenhill Fair with the rest of the company on this day.


  And now the mild autumn sun got lower, and in front of the pavilion the following incident had taken place. Bathsheba—who was driven to the fair that day by her odd man Poorgrass—had, like every one else, read or heard the announcement that Mr. Francis, the Great Cosmopolitan Equestrian and Roughrider, would enact the part of Turpin, and she was not yet too old and careworn to be without a little curiosity to see him. This particular show was by far the largest and grandest in the fair, a horde of little shows grouping themselves under its shade like chickens around a hen. The crowd had passed in, and Boldwood, who had been watching all the day for an opportunity of speaking to her, seeing her comparatively isolated, came up to her side.


  ‘I hope the sheep have done well to-day, Mrs. Troy?’ he said nervously.


  ‘O yes, thank you,’ said Bathsheba, colour springing up in the centre of her cheeks. ‘I was fortunate enough to sell them all just as we got upon the hill, so we hadn’t to pen at all.’


  ‘And now you are entirely at leisure?’


  ‘Yes, except that I have to see one more dealer in two hours’ time: otherwise I should be going home. I was looking at this large tent and the announcement. Have you ever seen the play of “Turpin’s Ride to York”? Turpin was a real man, was he not?’


  ‘O yes, perfectly true—all of it. Indeed, I think I’ve heard Jan Coggan say that a relation of his knew Tom King, Turpin’s friend, quite well.’


  ‘Coggan is rather given to strange stories connected with his relations, we must remember. I hope they can all be believed.’


  ‘Yes, yes; we know Coggan. But Turpin is true enough. You have never seen it played, I suppose?’


  ‘Never. I was not allowed to go into these places when I was young. Hark! What’s that prancing? How they shout!’


  ‘Black Bess just started off, I suppose. Am I right in supposing you would like to see the performance, Mrs. Troy? Please excuse my mistake, if it is one; but if you would like to, I’ll get a seat for you with pleasure.’ Perceiving that she hesitated, he added, ‘I myself shall not stay to see it: I’ve seen it before.’


  Now Bathsheba did care a little to see the show, and had only withheld her feet from the ladder because she feared to go in alone. She had been hoping that Oak might appear, whose assistance in such cases was always accepted as an inalienable right, but Oak was nowhere to be seen; and hence it was that she said, ‘Then if you will just look in first, to see if there’s room, I think I will go in for a minute or two.’


  And so a short time after this Bathsheba appeared in the tent with Boldwood at her elbow, who, taking her to a ‘reserved’ seat, again withdrew.


  This feature consisted of one raised bench in a very conspicuous part of the circle, covered with red cloth, and floored with a piece of carpet, and Bathsheba immediately found, to her confusion, that she was the single reserved individual in the tent, the rest of the crowded spectators, one and all, standing on their legs on the borders of the arena, where they got twice as good a view of the performance for half the money. Hence as many eyes were turned upon her, enthroned alone in this place of honour, against a scarlet back-ground, as upon the ponies and clown who were engaged in preliminary exploits in the centre, Turpin not having yet appeared. Once there, Bathsheba was forced to make the best of it and remain: she sat down, spreading her skirts with some dignity over the unoccupied space on each side of her, and giving a new and feminine aspect to the pavilion. In a few minutes she noticed the fat red nape of Coggan’s neck among those standing just below her, and Joseph Poorgrass’s saintly profile a little further on.


  The interior was shadowy with a peculiar shade. The strange luminous semi-opacities of fine autumn afternoons and eves intensified into Rembrandt effects the few yellow sunbeams which came through holes and divisions in the canvas, and spirted like jets of gold-dust across the dusky blue atmosphere of haze pervading the tent, until they alighted on inner surfaces of cloth opposite, and shone like little lamps suspended there.


  Troy, on peeping from his dressing-tent through a slit for a reconnoitre before entering, saw his unconscious wife on high before him as described, sitting as queen of the tournament. He started back in utter confusion, for although his disguise effectually concealed his personality, he instantly felt that she would be sure to recognize his voice. He had several times during the day thought of the possibility of some Weatherbury person or other appearing and recognizing him; but he had taken the risk carelessly. If they see me, let them, he had said. But here was Bathsheba in her own person; and the reality of the scene was so much intenser than any of his prefigurings that he felt he had not half enough considered the point.


  She looked so charming and fair that his cool mood about Weatherbury people was changed. He had not expected her to exercise this power over him in the twinkling of an eye. Should he go on, and care nothing? He could not bring himself to do that. Beyond a politic wish to remain unknown, there suddenly arose in him now a sense of shame at the possibility that his attractive young wife, who already despised him, should despise him more by discovering him in so mean a condition after so long a time. He actually blushed at the thought, and was vexed beyond measure that his sentiments of dislike towards Weatherbury should have led him to dally about the country in this way.


  But Troy was never more clever than when absolutely at his wits’ end. He hastily thrust aside the curtain dividing his own little dressing space from that of the manager and proprietor, who now appeared as the individual called Tom King as far down as his waist, and as the aforesaid respectable manager thence to his toes.


  ‘Here’s the devil to pay!’ said Troy.


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Why, there’s a blackguard creditor in the tent I don’t want to see, who’ll discover me and nab me as sure as Satan if I open my mouth. What’s to be done?’


  ‘You must appear now, I think.’


  ‘I can’t.’


  ‘But the play must proceed.’


  ‘Do you give out that Turpin has got a bad cold, and can’t speak his part, but that he’ll perform it just the same without speaking.’


  The proprietor shook his head.


  ‘Anyhow, play or no play, I won’t open my mouth,’ said Troy firmly.


  ‘Very well, then let me see. I tell you how we’ll manage,’ said the other, who perhaps felt it would be extremely awkward to offend his leading man just at this time. ‘I won’t tell ’em anything about your keeping silence; go on with the piece and say nothing, doing what you can by a judicious wink now and then, and a few indomitable nods in the heroic places, you know. They’ll never find out that the speeches are omitted.’


  This seemed feasible enough, for Turpin’s speeches were not many or long, the fascination of the piece lying entirely in the action; and accordingly the play began, and at the appointed time Black Bess leapt into the grassy circle amid the plaudits of the spectators. At the turnpike scene, where Bess and Turpin are hotly pursued at midnight by the officers, and the half-awake gatekeeper in his tasselled nightcap denies that any horseman has passed, Coggan uttered a broad-chested ‘Well done!’ which could be heard all over the fair above the bleating, and Poorgrass smiled delightedly with a nice sense of dramatic contrast between our hero, who coolly leaps the gate, and halting justice in the form of his enemies, who must needs pull up cumbersomely and wait to be let through. At the death of Tom King, he could not refrain from seizing Coggan by the hand, and whispering, with tears in his eyes, ‘Of course he’s not really shot, Jan—only seemingly!’ And when the last sad scene came on, and the body of the gallant and faithful Bess had to be carried out on a shutter by twelve volunteers from among the spectators, nothing could restrain Poorgrass from lending a hand, exclaiming, as he asked Jan to join him, ‘’Twill be something to tell of at Warren’s in future years, Jan, and hand down to our children.’ For many a year in Weatherbury, Joseph told, with the air of a man who had had experiences in his time, that he touched with his own hand the hoof of Bess as she lay upon the board upon his shoulder. If, as some thinkers hold, immortality consists in being enshrined in others’ memories, then did Black Bess become immortal that day if she never had done so before.


  Meanwhile Troy had added a few touches to his ordinary make-up for the character, the more effectually to disguise himself, and though he had felt faint qualms on first entering, the metamorphosis effected by judiciously ‘lining’ his face with a wire rendered him safe from the eyes of Bathsheba and her men. Nevertheless, he was relieved when it was got through.


  There was a second performance in the evening, and the tent was lighted up. Troy had taken his part very quietly this time, venturing to introduce a few speeches on occasion; and was just concluding it when, whilst standing at the edge of the circle contiguous to the first row of spectators, he observed within a yard of him the eye of a man darted keenly into his side features. Troy hastily shifted his position, after having recognized in the scrutineer the knavish bailiff Pennyways, his wife’s sworn enemy, who still hung about the outskirts of Weatherbury.


  At first Troy resolved to take no notice and abide by circumstances. That he had been recognized by this man was highly probable; yet there was room for a doubt. Then the great objection he had felt to allowing news of his proximity to precede him to Weatherbury in the event of his return, based on a feeling that knowledge of his present occupation would discredit him still further in his wife’s eyes, returned in full force. Moreover, should he resolve not to return at all, a tale of his being alive and being in the neighbourhood would be awkward; and he was anxious to acquire a knowledge of his wife’s temporal affairs before deciding which to do.


  In this dilemma Troy at once went out to reconnoitre. It occurred to him that to find Pennyways, and make a friend of him if possible, would be a very wise act. He had put on a thick beard borrowed from the establishment, and in this he wandered about the fair-field. It was now almost dark, and respectable people were getting their carts and gigs ready to go home.


  The largest refreshment booth in the fair was provided by an innkeeper from a neighbouring town. This was considered an unexceptionable place for obtaining the necessary food and rest: Host Trencher (as he was jauntily called by the local newspaper) being a substantial man of high repute for catering through all the country round. The tent was divided into first and second-class compartments, and at the end of the first-class division was a yet further enclosure for the most exclusive, fenced off from the body of the tent by a luncheon-bar, behind which the host himself stood, bustling about in white apron and shirt-sleeves, and looking as if he had never lived anywhere but under canvas all his life. In these penetralia were chairs and a table, which, on candles being lighted, made quite a cosy and luxurious show, with an urn, plated tea and coffee pots, china teacups, and plum cakes.


  Troy stood at the entrance to the booth, where a gipsy-woman was frying pancakes over a little fire of sticks and selling them at a penny a-piece, and looked over the heads of the people within. He could see nothing of Pennyways, but he soon discerned Bathsheba through an opening into the reserved space at the further end. Troy thereupon retreated, went round the tent into the darkness, and listened. He could hear Bathsheba’s voice immediately inside the canvas; she was conversing with a man. A warmth overspread his face: surely she was not so unprincipled as to flirt in a fair! He wondered if, then, she reckoned upon his death as an absolute certainty. To get at the root of the matter, Troy took a penknife from his pocket and softly made two little cuts crosswise in the cloth, which, by folding back the corners, left a hole the size of a wafer. Close to this he placed his face, withdrawing it again in a movement of surprise; for his eye had been within twelve inches of the top of Bathsheba’s head. It was too near to be convenient. He made another hole a little to one side and lower down, in a shaded place beside her chair, from which it was easy and safe to survey her by looking horizontally.


  Troy took in the scene completely now. She was leaning back, sipping a cup of tea that she held in her hand, and the owner of the male voice was Boldwood, who had apparently just brought the cup to her. Bathsheba, being in a negligent mood, leant so idly against the canvas that it was pressed to the shape of her shoulder, and she was, in fact, as good as in Troy’s arms; and he was obliged to keep his breast carefully backward that she might not feel its warmth through the cloth as he gazed in.


  Troy found unexpected chords of feeling to be stirred again within him as they had been stirred earlier in the day. She was handsome as ever, and she was his. It was some minutes before he could counteract his sudden wish to go in, and claim her. Then he thought how the proud girl who had always looked down upon him even whilst it was to love him, would hate him on discovering him to be a strolling player. Were he to make himself known, that chapter of his life must at all risks be kept for ever from her and from the Weatherbury people, or his name would be a byword throughout the parish. He would be nicknamed ‘Turpin’ as long as he lived. Assuredly before he could claim her these few past months of his existence must be entirely blotted out.


  ‘Shall I get you another cup before you start, ma’am?’ said Farmer Boldwood.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Bathsheba. ‘But I must be going at once. It was great neglect in that man to keep me waiting here till so late. I should have gone two hours ago, if it had not been for him. I had no idea of coming in here; but there’s nothing so refreshing as a cup of tea, though I should never have got one if you hadn’t helped me.’


  Troy scrutinized her cheek as lit by the candles, and watched each varying shade thereon, and the white shell-like sinuosities of her little ear. She took out her purse and was insisting to Boldwood on paying for her tea for herself, when at this moment Pennyways entered the tent. Troy trembled: here was his scheme for respectability endangered at once. He was about to leave his hole of espial, attempt to follow Pennyways, and find out if the ex-bailiff had recognized him, when he was arrested by the conversation, and found he was too late.


  ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ said Pennyways; ‘I’ve some private information for your ear alone.’


  ‘I cannot hear it now,’ she said coldly. That Bathsheba could not endure this man was evident; in fact, he was continually coming to her with some tale or other, by which he might creep into favour at the expense of persons maligned.


  ‘I’ll write it down,’ said Pennyways confidently. He stooped over the table, pulled a leaf from a warped pocket-book, and wrote upon the paper, in a round hand—


  ‘Your husband is here. I’ve seen him. Who’s the fool now?’


  This he folded small, and handed towards her. Bathsheba would not read it; she would not even put out her hand to take it. Pennyways, then, with a laugh of derision, tossed it into her lap, and, turning away, left her.


  From the words and action of Pennyways, Troy, though he had not been able to see what the ex-bailiff wrote, had not a moment’s doubt that the note referred to him. Nothing that he could think of could be done to check the exposure. ‘Curse my luck!’ he whispered, and added imprecations which rustled in the gloom like a pestilent wind. Meanwhile Boldwood said, taking up the note from her lap—


  ‘Don’t you wish to read it, Mrs. Troy? If not, I’ll destroy it.’


  ‘Oh, well,’ said Bathsheba carelessly, ‘perhaps it is unjust not to read it; but I can guess what it is about. He wants me to recommend him, or it is to tell me of some little scandal or another connected with my work-people. He’s always doing that.’


  Bathsheba held the note in her right hand. Boldwood handed towards her a plate of cut bread-and-butter; when, in order to take a slice, she put the note into her left hand, where she was still holding the purse, and then allowed her hand to drop beside her close to the canvas. The moment had come for saving his game, and Troy impulsively felt that he would play the card. For yet another time he looked at the fair hand, and saw the pink finger-tips, and the blue veins of the wrist, encircled by a bracelet of coral chippings which she wore: how familiar it all was to him! Then, with the lightning action in which he was such an adept, he noiselessly slipped his hand under the bottom of the tent-cloth, which was far from being pinned tightly down, lifted it a little way, keeping his eye to the hole, snatched the note from her fingers, dropped the canvas, and ran away in the gloom towards the bank and ditch, smiling at the scream of astonishment which burst from her. Troy then slid down on the outside of the rampart, hastened round in the bottom of the entrenchment to a distance of a hundred yards, ascended again, and crossed boldly in a slow walk towards the front entrance of the tent. His object was now to get to Pennyways, and prevent a repetition of the announcement until such time as he should choose.


  Troy reached the tent door, and standing among the groups there gathered, looked anxiously for Pennyways, evidently not wishing to make himself prominent by inquiring for him. One or two men were speaking of a daring attempt that had just been made to rob a young lady by lifting the canvas of the tent beside her. It was supposed that the rogue had imagined a slip of paper which she held in her hand to be a bank note, for he had seized it, and made off with it, leaving her purse behind. His chagrin and disappointment at discovering its worthlessness would be a good joke, it was said. However, the occurrence seemed to have become known to few, for it had not interrupted a fiddler, who had lately begun playing by the door of the tent, nor the four bowed old men with grim countenances and walking-sticks in hand, who were dancing ‘Major Malley’s Reel’ to the tune. Behind these stood Pennyways. Troy glided up to him, beckoned, and whispered a few words; and with a mutual glance of concurrence the two men went into the night together.


  ♣


  Chapter LI


  Bathsheba Talks with her Outrider


  The arrangement for getting back again to Weatherbury had been that Oak should take the place of Poorgrass in Bathsheba’s conveyance and drive her home, it being discovered late in the afternoon that Joseph was suffering from his old complaint, a multiplying eye, and was, therefore, hardly trustworthy as coachman and protector to a woman. But Oak had found himself so occupied, and was full of so many cares relative to those portions of Boldwood’s flocks that were not disposed of, that Bathsheba, without telling Oak or anybody, resolved to drive home herself, as she had many times done from Casterbridge Market, and trust to her good angel for performing the journey unmolested. But having fallen in with Farmer Boldwood accidentally (on her part at least) at the refreshment-tent, she found it impossible to refuse his offer to ride on horseback beside her as escort. It had grown twilight before she was aware, but Boldwood assured her that there was no cause for uneasiness, as the moon would be up in half-an-hour.


  Immediately after the incident in the tent she had risen to go—now absolutely alarmed and really grateful for her old lover’s protection—though regretting Gabriel’s absence, whose company she would have much preferred, as being more proper as well as more pleasant, since he was her own managing-man and servant. This, however, could not be helped; she would not, on any consideration, treat Boldwood harshly, having once already ill-used him, and the moon having risen, and the gig being ready, she drove across the hill-top in the wending ways which led downwards—to oblivious obscurity, as it seemed, for the moon and the hill it flooded with light were in appearance on a level, the rest of the world lying as a vast shady concave between them. Boldwood mounted his horse, and followed in close attendance behind. Thus they descended into the lowlands, and the sounds of those left on the hill came like voices from the sky, and the lights were as those of a camp in heaven. They soon passed the merry stragglers in the immediate vicinity of the hill, traversed Kingsbere, and got upon the high road.


  The keen instincts of Bathsheba had perceived that the farmer’s staunch devotion to herself was still undiminished, and she sympathized deeply. The sight had quite depressed her this evening; had reminded her of her folly; she wished anew, as she had wished many months ago, for some means of making reparation for her fault. Hence her pity for the man who so persistently loved on to his own injury and permanent gloom had betrayed Bathsheba into an injudicious considerateness of manner, which appeared almost like tenderness, and gave new vigour to the exquisite dream of a Jacob’s seven years’ service in poor Boldwood’s mind.


  He soon found an excuse for advancing from his position in the rear, and rode close by her side. They had gone two or three miles in the moonlight, speaking desultorily across the wheel of her gig concerning the fair, farming, Oak’s usefulness to them both, and other indifferent subjects, when Boldwood said suddenly and simply—


  ‘Mrs. Troy, you will marry again some day?’


  This point-blank query unmistakably confused her, and it was not till a minute or more had elapsed that she said, ‘I have not seriously thought of any such subject.’


  ‘I quite understand that. Yet your late husband has been dead nearly one year, and——’


  ‘You forget that his death was never absolutely proved, and may not have taken place; so that I may not be really a widow,’ she said, catching at the straw of escape that the fact afforded.


  ‘Not absolutely proved, perhaps, but it was proved circumstantially. A man saw him drowning, too. No reasonable person has any doubt of his death; nor have you, ma’am, I should imagine.’


  ‘O yes I have, or I should have acted differently,’ she said, gently. ‘From the first I have had a strange unaccountable feeling that he could not have perished. But I have been able to explain that in several ways since. Even were I half persuaded that I shall see him no more, I am far from thinking of marriage with another. I should be very contemptible to indulge in such a thought.’


  They were silent now awhile, and having struck into an unfrequented track across a common, the creaks of Boldwood’s saddle and her gig springs were all the sounds to be heard. Boldwood ended the pause.


  ‘Do you remember when I carried you fainting in my arms into the King’s Arms, in Casterbridge? Every dog has his day: that was mine.’


  ‘I know—I know it all,’ she said, hurriedly.


  ‘I, for one, shall never cease regretting that events so fell out as to deny you to me.’


  ‘I, too, am very sorry,’ she said, and then checked herself. ‘I mean, you know, I am sorry you thought I——’


  ‘I have always this dreary pleasure in thinking over those past times with you—that I was something to you before he was anything, and that you belonged almost to me. But, of course, that’s nothing. You never liked me.’


  ‘I did; and respected you, too.’


  ‘Do you now?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Which?’


  ‘How do you mean which?’


  ‘Do you like me, or do you respect me?’


  ‘I don’t know—at least, I cannot tell you. It is difficult for a woman to define her feelings in language which is chiefly made by men to express theirs. My treatment of you was thoughtless, inexcusable, wicked! I shall eternally regret it. If there had been anything I could have done to make amends I would most gladly have done it—there was nothing on earth I so longed to do as to repair the error. But that was not possible.’


  ‘Don’t blame yourself—you were not so far in the wrong as you suppose. Bathsheba, suppose you had real complete proof that you are what, in fact, you are—a widow—would you repair the old wrong to me by marrying me?’


  ‘I cannot say. I shouldn’t yet, at any rate.’


  ‘But you might at some future time of your life?’


  ‘O yes, I might at some time.’


  ‘Well, then, do you know that without further proof of any kind you may marry again in about six years from the present—subject to nobody’s objection or blame?’


  ‘O yes,’ she said, quickly. ‘I know all that. But don’t talk of it—seven or six years—where may we all be by that time?’


  ‘They will soon glide by, and it will seem an astonishingly short time to look back upon when they are past—much less than to look forward to now.’


  ‘Yes, yes; I have found that in my own experience.’


  ‘Now, listen once more,’ Boldwood pleaded. ‘If I wait that time, will you marry me? You own that you owe me amends—let that be your way of making them.’


  ‘But, Mr. Boldwood—six years——’


  ‘Do you want to be the wife of any other man?’


  ‘No indeed! I mean, that I don’t like to talk about this matter now. Perhaps it is not proper, and I ought not to allow it. My husband may be living, as I said. Let us drop it for the present, please do!’


  ‘Of course, I’ll drop the subject if you wish. But propriety has nothing to do with reasons. I am a middle-aged man, willing to protect you for the remainder of our lives. On your side, at least, there is no passion or blamable haste—on mine, perhaps, there is. But I can’t help seeing that if you choose from a feeling of pity, and, as you say, a wish to make amends, to make a bargain with me for a far-ahead time—an agreement which will set all things right and make me happy, late though it may be—there is no fault to be found with you as a woman. Hadn’t I the first place beside you? Haven’t you been almost mine once already? Surely you can say to me as much as this, you will have me back again should circumstances permit? Now, pray speak! O Bathsheba, promise—it is only a little promise—that if you marry again, you will marry me!’


  His tone was so excited that she almost feared him at this moment, even whilst she sympathized. It was a simple physical fear—the weak of the strong; there was no emotional aversion or inner repugnance. She said, with some distress in her voice, for she remembered vividly his outburst on the Yalbury Road, and shrank from a repetition of his anger:—


  ‘I will never marry another man whilst you wish me to be your wife, whatever comes—but to say more—you have taken me so by surprise——’


  ‘But let it stand in these simple words—that in six years’ time you will be my wife? Unexpected accidents we’ll not mention, because those, of course, must be given way to. Now, this time I know you will keep your word.’


  ‘That’s why I hesitate to give it.’


  ‘But do give it! Remember the past, and be kind.’


  She breathed; and then said mournfully: ‘O what shall I do? I don’t love you, and I much fear that I never shall love you as much as a woman ought to love a husband. If you, sir, know that, and I can yet give you happiness by a mere promise to marry at the end of six years, if my husband should not come back, it is a great honour to me. And if you value such an act of friendship from a woman who doesn’t esteem herself as she did, and has little love left, why I—I will——’


  ‘Promise!’


  ‘—Consider, if I cannot promise soon.’


  ‘But soon is perhaps never?’


  ‘O no, it is not! I mean soon. Christmas, we’ll say.’


  ‘Christmas!’ He said nothing further till he added: ‘Well, I’ll say no more to you about it till that time.’


  Bathsheba was in a very peculiar state of mind, which showed how entirely the soul is the slave of the body, the ethereal spirit dependent for its quality upon the tangible flesh and blood. It is hardly too much to say that she felt coerced by a force stronger than her own will, not only into the act of promising upon this singularly remote and vague matter, but into the emotion of fancying that she ought to promise. When the weeks intervening between the night of this conversation and Christmas day began perceptibly to diminish, her anxiety and perplexity increased.


  One day she was led by an accident into an oddly confidential dialogue with Gabriel about her difficulty. It afforded her a little relief—of a dull and cheerless kind. They were auditing accounts, and something occurred in the course of their labours which led Oak to say, speaking of Boldwood, ‘He’ll never forget you, ma’am, never.’


  Then out came her trouble before she was aware; and she told him how she had again got into the toils; what Boldwood had asked her, and how he was expecting her assent. ‘The most mournful reason of all for my agreeing to it,’ she said sadly, ‘and the true reason why I think to do so for good or for evil, is this—it is a thing I have not breathed to a living soul as yet—I believe that if I don’t give my word, he’ll go out of his mind.’


  ‘Really, do ye?’ said Gabriel, gravely.


  ‘I believe this,’ she continued, with reckless frankness; ‘and Heaven knows I say it in a spirit the very reverse of vain, for I am grieved and troubled to my soul about it—I believe I hold that man’s future in my hand. His career depends entirely upon my treatment of him. O Gabriel, I tremble at my responsibility, for it is terrible!’


  ‘Well, I think this much, ma’am, as I told you years ago,’ said Oak, ‘that his life is a total blank whenever he isn’t hoping for ’ee; but I can’t suppose—I hope that nothing so dreadful hangs on to it as you fancy. His natural manner has always been dark and strange, you know. But since the case is so sad and odd-like, why don’t ye give the conditional promise? I think I would.’


  ‘But is it right? Some rash acts of my past life have taught me that a watched woman must have very much circumspection to retain only a very little credit, and I do want and long to be discreet in this! And six years—why we may all be in our graves by that time, even if Mr. Troy does not come back again, which he may not impossibly do! Such thoughts give a sort of absurdity to the scheme. Now, isn’t it preposterous, Gabriel? However he came to dream of it, I cannot think. But is it wrong? You know—you are older than I.’


  ‘Eight years older, ma’am.’


  ‘Yes, eight years—and is it wrong?’


  ‘Perhaps it would be an uncommon agreement for a man and woman to make: I don’t see anything really wrong about it,’ said Oak, slowly. ‘In fact the very thing that makes it doubtful if you ought to marry en under any condition, that is, your not caring about him—for I may suppose——’


  ‘Yes, you may suppose that love is wanting,’ she said shortly. ‘Love is an utterly bygone, sorry, worn-out, miserable thing with me—for him or any one else.’


  ‘Well, your want of love seems to me the one thing that takes away harm from such an agreement with him. If wild heat had to do wi’ it, making ye long to overcome the awkwardness about your husband’s vanishing, it mid be wrong; but a cold-hearted agreement to oblige a man seems different, somehow. The real sin, ma’am, in my mind, lies in thinking of ever wedding wi’ a man you don’t love honest and true.’


  ‘That I’m willing to pay the penalty of,’ said Bathsheba, firmly. ‘You know, Gabriel, this is what I cannot get off my conscience—that I once seriously injured him in sheer idleness. If I had never played a trick upon him, he would never have wanted to marry me. O if I could only pay some heavy damages in money to him for the harm I did, and so get the sin off my soul that way! … Well, there’s the debt, which can only be discharged in one way, and I believe I am bound to do it if it honestly lies in my power, without any consideration of my own future at all. When a rake gambles away his expectations, the fact that it is an inconvenient debt doesn’t make him the less liable. I’ve been a rake, and the single point I ask you is, considering that my own scruples, and the fact that in the eye of the law my husband is only missing, will keep any man from marrying me until seven years have passed—am I free to entertain such an idea, even though ’tis a sort of penance—for it will be that? I hate the act of marriage under such circumstances, and the class of women I should seem to belong to by doing it!’


  ‘It seems to me that all depends upon whe’r you think, as everybody else do, that your husband is dead.’


  ‘I shall get to, I suppose, because I cannot help feeling what would have brought him back long before this time if he had lived.’


  ‘Well, then, in a religious sense you will be as free to think o’ marrying again as any real widow of one year’s standing. But why don’t ye ask Mr. Thirdly’s advice on how to treat Mr. Boldwood?’


  ‘No. When I want a broad-minded opinion for general enlightenment, distinct from special advice, I never go to a man who deals in the subject professionally. So I like the parson’s opinion on law, the lawyer’s on doctoring, the doctor’s on business, and my business-man’s—that is, yours—on morals.’


  ‘And on love——’


  ‘My own.’


  ‘I’m afraid there’s a hitch in that argument,’ said Oak, with a grave smile.


  She did not reply at once, and then saying, ‘Good evening, Mr. Oak,’ went away.


  She had spoken frankly, and neither asked nor expected any reply from Gabriel more satisfactory than that she had obtained. Yet in the centremost parts of her complicated heart there existed at this minute a little pang of disappointment, for a reason she would not allow herself to recognize. Oak had not once wished her free that he might marry her himself—had not once said, ‘I could wait for you as well as he.’ That was the insect sting. Not that she would have listened to any such hypothesis. O no—for wasn’t she saying all the time that such thoughts of the future were improper, and wasn’t Gabriel far too poor a man to speak sentiment to her? Yet he might have just hinted about that old love of his, and asked, in a playful off-hand way, if he might speak of it. It would have seemed pretty and sweet, if no more; and then she would have shown how kind and inoffensive a woman’s ‘No’ can sometimes be. But to give such cool advice—the very advice she had asked for—it ruffled our heroine all the afternoon.


  ♣


  Chapter LII


  Converging Courses


  I


  Christmas-eve came, and a party that Boldwood was to give in the evening was the great subject of talk in Weatherbury. It was not that the rarity of Christmas parties in the parish made this one a wonder, but that Boldwood should be the giver. The announcement had had an abnormal and incongruous sound, as if one should hear of croquet-playing in a cathedral aisle, or that some much-respected judge was going upon the stage. That the party was intended to be a truly jovial one there was no room for doubt. A large bough of mistletoe had been brought from the woods that day, and suspended in the hall of the bachelor’s home. Holly and ivy had followed in armfuls. From six that morning till past noon the huge wood fire in the kitchen roared and sparkled at its highest, the kettle, the saucepan, and the three-legged pot appearing in the midst of the flames like Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego; moreover, roasting and basting operations were continually carried on in front of the genial blaze.


  As it grew later the fire was made up in the large long hall into which the staircase descended, and all encumbrances were cleared out for dancing. The log which was to form the back-brand of the evening fire was the uncleft trunk of a tree, so unwieldy that it could be neither brought nor rolled to its place; and accordingly two men were to be observed dragging and heaving it in by chains and levers as the hour of assembly drew near.


  In spite of all this, the spirit of revelry was wanting in the atmosphere of the house. Such a thing had never been attempted before by its owner, and it was now done as by a wrench. Intended gaieties would insist upon appearing like solemn grandeurs, the organization of the whole effort was carried out coldly by hirelings, and a shadow seemed to move about the rooms, saying that the proceedings were unnatural to the place and the lone man who lived therein, and hence not good.


  II


  Bathsheba was at this time in her room, dressing for the event. She had called for candles, and Liddy entered and placed one on each side of her mistress’s glass.


  ‘Don’t go away, Liddy,’ said Bathsheba, almost timidly. ‘I am foolishly agitated—I cannot tell why. I wish I had not been obliged to go to this dance; but there’s no escaping now. I have not spoken to Mr. Boldwood since the autumn, when I promised to see him at Christmas on business, but I had no idea there was to be anything of this kind.’


  ‘But I would go now,’ said Liddy, who was going with her; for Boldwood had been indiscriminate in his invitations.


  ‘Yes, I shall make my appearance, of course,’ said Bathsheba. ‘But I am the cause of the party, and that upsets me!—Don’t tell, Liddy.’


  ‘O no, ma’am. You the cause of it, ma’am?’


  ‘Yes. I am the reason of the party—I. If it had not been for me, there would never have been one. I can’t explain any more—there’s no more to be explained. I wish I had never seen Weatherbury.’


  ‘That’s wicked of you—to wish to be worse off than you are.’


  ‘No, Liddy. I have never been free from trouble since I have lived here, and this party is likely to bring me more. Now, fetch my black silk dress, and see how it sits upon me.’


  ‘But you will leave off that, surely, ma’am? You have been a widow-lady fourteen months, and ought to brighten up a little on such a night as this.’


  ‘Is it necessary? No; I will appear as usual, for if I were to wear any light dress people would say things about me, and I should seem to be rejoicing when I am solemn all the time. The party doesn’t suit me a bit; but never mind, stay and help to finish me off.’


  III


  Boldwood was dressing also at this hour. A tailor from Casterbridge was with him, assisting him in the operation of trying on a new coat that had just been brought home.


  Never had Boldwood been so fastidious, unreasonable about the fit, and generally difficult to please. The tailor walked round and round him, tugged at the waist, pulled the sleeve, pressed out the collar, and for the first time in his experience Boldwood was not bored. Times had been when the farmer had exclaimed against all such niceties as childish, but now no philosophic or hasty rebuke whatever was provoked by this man for attaching as much importance to a crease in the coat as to an earthquake in South America. Boldwood at last expressed himself nearly satisfied, and paid the bill, the tailor passing out of the door just as Oak came in to report progress for the day.


  ‘Oh, Oak,’ said Boldwood. ‘I shall of course see you here to-night. Make yourself merry. I am determined that neither expense nor trouble shall be spared.’


  ‘I’ll try to be here, sir, though perhaps it may not be very early,’ said Gabriel, quietly. ‘I am glad indeed to see such a change in ’ee from what it used to be.’


  ‘Yes—I must own it—I am bright to-night: cheerful and more than cheerful—so much so that I am almost sad again with the sense that all of it is passing away. And sometimes, when I am excessively hopeful and blithe, a trouble is looming in the distance: so that I often get to look upon gloom in me with content, and to fear a happy mood. Still this may be absurd—I feel that it is absurd. Perhaps my day is dawning at last.’


  ‘I hope it ’ill be a long and a fair one.’


  ‘Thank you—thank you. Yet perhaps my cheerfulness rests on a slender hope. And yet I trust my hope. It is faith, not hope. I think this time I reckon with my host.—Oak, my hands are a little shaky, or something: I can’t tie this neckerchief properly. Perhaps you will tie it for me. The fact is, I have not been well lately, you know.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that, sir.’


  ‘Oh, it’s nothing. I want it done as well as you can, please. Is there any late knot in fashion, Oak?’


  ‘I don’t know, sir,’ said Oak. His tone had sunk to sadness.


  Boldwood approached Gabriel, and as Oak tied the neckerchief the farmer went on feverishly—


  ‘Does a woman keep her promise, Gabriel?’


  ‘If it is not inconvenient to her she may.’


  ‘—Or rather an implied promise.’


  ‘I won’t answer for her implying,’ said Oak, with faint bitterness. ‘That’s a word as full o’ holes as a sieve with them.’


  ‘Oak, don’t talk like that. You have got quite cynical lately—how is it? We seem to have shifted our positions: I have become the young and hopeful man, and you the old and unbelieving one. However, does a woman keep a promise, not to marry, but to enter on an engagement to marry at some time? Now you know women better than I—tell me.’


  ‘I am afeard you honour my understanding too much. However, she may keep such a promise, if it is made with an honest meaning to repair a wrong.’


  ‘It has not gone far yet, but I think it will soon—yes, I know it will,’ he said, in an impulsive whisper. ‘I have pressed her upon the subject, and she inclines to be kind to me, and to think of me as a husband at a long future time, and that’s enough for me. How can I expect more? She has a notion that a woman should not marry within seven years of her husband’s disappearance—that her own self shouldn’t, I mean—because his body was not found. It may be merely this legal reason which influences her, or it may be a religious one, but she is reluctant to talk on the point. Yet she has promised—implied—that she will ratify an engagement to-night.’


  ‘Seven years,’ murmured Oak.


  ‘No, no—it’s no such thing!’ he said, with impatience. ‘Five years, nine months, and a few days. Fifteen months nearly have passed since he vanished, and is there anything so wonderful in an engagement of little more than five years?’


  ‘It seems long in a forward view. Don’t build too much upon such promises, sir. Remember, you have once be’n deceived. Her meaning may be good; but there—she’s young yet.’


  ‘Deceived? Never!’ said Boldwood, vehemently. ‘She never promised me at that first time, and hence she did not break her promise! If she promises me, she’ll marry me. Bathsheba is a woman to her word.’


  IV


  Troy was sitting in a corner of The White Hart tavern at Casterbridge, smoking and drinking a steaming mixture from a glass. A knock was given at the door, and Pennyways entered.


  ‘Well, have you seen him?’ Troy inquired, pointing to a chair.


  ‘Boldwood?’


  ‘No—Lawyer Long.’


  ‘He wadn’ at home. I went there first, too.’


  ‘That’s a nuisance.’


  ‘’Tis rather, I suppose.’


  ‘Yet I don’t see that, because a man appears to be drowned and was not, he should be liable for anything. I shan’t ask any lawyer—not I.’


  ‘But that’s not it, exactly. If a man changes his name and so forth, and takes steps to deceive the world and his own wife, he’s a cheat, and that in the eye of the law is ayless a rogue, and that is ayless a lammocken vagabond; and that’s a punishable situation.’


  ‘Ha-ha! Well done, Pennyways.’ Troy had laughed, but it was with some anxiety that he said, ‘Now, what I want to know is this, do you think there’s really anything going on between her and Boldwood? Upon my soul, I should never have believed it! How she must detest me! Have you found out whether she has encouraged him?’


  ‘I haen’t been able to learn. There’s a deal of feeling on his side seemingly, but I don’t answer for her. I didn’t know a word about any such thing till yesterday, and all I heard then was that she was gwine to the party at his house to-night. This is the first time she has ever gone there, they say. And they say that she’ve not so much as spoke to him since they were at Greenhill Fair: but what can folk believe o’t? However, she’s not fond of him—quite offish and quite careless, I know.’


  ‘I’m not so sure of that…. She’s a handsome woman, Pennyways, is she not? Own that you never saw a finer or more splendid creature in your life. Upon my honour, when I set eyes upon her that day I wondered what I could have been made of to be able to leave her by herself so long. And then I was hampered with that bothering show, which I’m free of at last, thank the stars.’ He smoked on awhile, and then added, ‘How did she look when you passed by yesterday?’


  ‘Oh, she took no great heed of me, ye may well fancy; but she looked well enough, far’s I know. Just flashed her haughty eyes upon my poor scram body, and then let them go past me to what was yond, much as if I’d been no more than a leafless tree. She had just got off her mare to look at the last wring-down of cider for the year; she had been riding, and so her colours were up and her breath rather quick, so that her bosom plimmed and fell—plimmed and fell—every time plain to my eye. Ay, and there were the fellers round her wringing down the cheese and bustling about and saying, “Ware o’ the pommy, ma’am: ’twill spoil yer gown.” “Never mind me,” says she. Then Gabe brought her some of the new cider, and she must needs go drinking it through a strawmote, and not in a nateral way at all. “Liddy,” says she, “bring indoors a few gallons, and I’ll make some cider-wine.” Sergeant, I was no more to her than a morsel of scroff in the fuel-house!’


  ‘I must go and find her out at once—O yes, I see that—I must go. Oak is head man still, isn’t he?’


  ‘Yes, ’a b’lieve. And at Little Weatherbury Farm too. He manages everything.’


  ‘’Twill puzzle him to manage her, or any other man of his compass!’


  ‘I don’t know about that. She can’t do without him, and knowing it well he’s pretty independent. And she’ve a few soft corners to her mind, though I’ve never been able to get into one, the devil’s in’t!’


  ‘Ah, baily, she’s a notch above you, and you must own it: a higher class of animal—a finer tissue. However, stick to me, and neither this haughty goddess, dashing piece of womanhood, Juno-wife of mine (Juno was a goddess, you know), nor anybody else shall hurt you. But all this wants looking into, I perceive. What with one thing and another, I see that my work is well cut out for me.’


  V


  ‘How do I look to-night, Liddy?’ said Bathsheba, giving a final adjustment to her dress before leaving the glass.


  ‘I never saw you look so well before. Yes—I’ll tell you when you looked like it—that night, a year and a half ago, when you came in so wild-like, and scolded us for making remarks about you and Mr. Troy.’


  ‘Everybody will think that I am setting myself to captivate Mr. Boldwood, I suppose,’ she murmured. ‘At least they’ll say so. Can’t my hair be brushed down a little flatter? I dread going—yet I dread the risk of wounding him by staying away.’


  ‘Anyhow, ma’am, you can’t well be dressed plainer than you are, unless you go in sackcloth at once. ’Tis your excitement is what makes you look so noticeable to-night.’


  ‘I don’t know what’s the matter, I feel wretched at one time, and buoyant at another. I wish I could have continued quite alone as I have been for the last year or so, with no hopes and no fears, and no pleasure and no grief.’


  ‘Now just suppose Mr. Boldwood should ask you—only just suppose it—to run away with him, what would you do, ma’am?’


  ‘Liddy—none of that,’ said Bathsheba, gravely. ‘Mind, I won’t hear joking on any such matter. Do you hear?’


  ‘I beg pardon, ma’am. But knowing what rum things we women be, I just said—however, I won’t speak of it again.’


  ‘No marrying for me yet for many a year; if ever, ’twill be for reasons very, very different from those you think, or others will believe! Now get my cloak, for it is time to go.’


  VI


  ‘Oak,’ said Boldwood, ‘before you go I want to mention what has been passing in my mind lately—that little arrangement we made about your share in the farm I mean. That share is small, too small, considering how little I attend to business now, and how much time and thought you give to it. Well, since the world is brightening for me, I want to show my sense of it by increasing your proportion in the partnership. I’ll make a memorandum of the arrangement which struck me as likely to be convenient, for I haven’t time to talk about it now; and then we’ll discuss it at our leisure. My intention is ultimately to retire from the management altogether, and until you can take all the expenditure upon your shoulders, I’ll be a sleeping partner in the stock. Then, if I marry her—and I hope—I feel I shall, why——’


  ‘Pray don’t speak of it, sir,’ said Oak, hastily. ‘We don’t know what may happen. So many upsets may befall ’ee. There’s many a slip, as they say—and I would advise you—I know you’ll pardon me this once—not to be too sure.’


  ‘I know, I know. But the feeling I have about increasing your share is on account of what I know of you. Oak, I have learnt a little about your secret: your interest in her is more than that of bailiff for an employer. But you have behaved like a man, and I, as a sort of successful rival—successful partly through your goodness of heart—should like definitely to show my sense of your friendship under what must have been a great pain to you.’


  ‘O that’s not necessary, thank ’ee,’ said Oak, hurriedly. ‘I must get used to such as that; other men have, and so shall I.’


  Oak then left him. He was uneasy on Boldwood’s account, for he saw anew that this constant passion of the farmer made him not the man he once had been.


  As Boldwood continued awhile in his room alone—ready and dressed to receive his company—the mood of anxiety about his appearance seemed to pass away, and to be succeeded by a deep solemnity. He looked out of the window, and regarded the dim outline of the trees upon the sky, and the twilight deepening to darkness.


  Then he went to a locked closet, and took from a locked drawer therein a small circular case the size of a pill-box, and was about to put it into his pocket. But he lingered to open the cover and take a momentary glance inside. It contained a woman’s finger-ring, set all the way round with small diamonds, and from its appearance had evidently been recently purchased. Boldwood’s eyes dwelt upon its many sparkles a long time, though that its material aspect concerned him little was plain from his manner and mien, which were those of a mind following out the presumed thread of that jewel’s future history.


  The noise of wheels at the front of the house became audible. Boldwood closed the box, stowed it away carefully in his pocket, and went out upon the landing. The old man who was his indoor factotum came at the same moment to the foot of the stairs.


  ‘They be coming, sir—lots of ’em—a-foot and a-driving!’


  ‘I was coming down this moment. Those wheels I heard—is it Mrs. Troy?’


  ‘No, sir—’tis not she yet.’


  A reserved and sombre expression had returned to Boldwood’s face again, but it poorly cloaked his feelings when he pronounced Bathsheba’s name; and his feverish anxiety continued to show its existence by a galloping motion of his fingers upon the side of his thigh as he went down the stairs.


  VII


  ‘How does this cover me?’ said Troy to Pennyways. ‘Nobody would recognize me now, I’m sure.’


  He was buttoning on a heavy grey overcoat of Noachian cut, with cape and high collar, the latter being erect and rigid, like a girdling wall, and nearly reaching to the verge of a travelling cap which was pulled down over his ears.


  Pennyways snuffed the candle, and then looked up and deliberately inspected Troy.


  ‘You’ve made up your mind to go then?’ he said.


  ‘Made up my mind? Yes; of course I have.’


  ‘Why not write to her? ’Tis a very queer corner that you have got into, sergeant. You see all these things will come to light if you go back, and they won’t sound well at all. Faith, if I was you I’d even bide as you be—a single man of the name of Francis. A good wife is good, but the best wife is not so good as no wife at all. Now that’s my outspoke mind, and I’ve been called a long-headed feller here and there.’


  ‘All nonsense!’ said Troy, angrily. ‘There she is with plenty of money, and a house and farm, and horses, and comfort, and here am I living from hand to mouth—a needy adventurer. Besides, it is no use talking now; it is too late, and I am glad of it; I’ve been seen and recognized here this very afternoon. I should have gone back to her the day after the fair, if it hadn’t been for you talking about the law, and rubbish about getting a separation; and I don’t put it off any longer. What the deuce put it into my head to run away at all, I can’t think! Humbugging sentiment—that’s what it was. But what man on earth was to know that his wife would be in such a hurry to get rid of his name!’


  ‘I should have known it. She’s bad enough for anything.’


  ‘Pennyways, mind who you are talking to.’


  ‘Well, sergeant, all I say is this, that if I were you I’d go abroad again where I came from—’tisn’t too late to do it now. I wouldn’t stir up the business and get a bad name for the sake of living with her—for all that about your play-acting is sure to come out, you know, although you think otherwise. My eyes and limbs, there’ll be a racket if you go back just now—in the middle of Boldwood’s Christmasing!’


  ‘H’m, yes. I expect I shall not be a very welcome guest if he has her there,’ said the sergeant, with a slight laugh. ‘A sort of Alonzo the Brave; and when I go in the guests will sit in silence and fear, and all laughter and pleasure will be hushed, and the lights in the chamber burn blue, and the worms—Ugh, horrible!—Ring for some more brandy, Pennyways, I felt an awful shudder just then! Well, what is there besides? A stick—I must have a walking-stick.’


  Pennyways now felt himself to be in something of a difficulty, for should Bathsheba and Troy become reconciled it would be necessary to regain her good opinion if he would secure the patronage of her husband. ‘I sometimes think she likes you yet, and is a good woman at bottom,’ he said, as a saving sentence. ‘But there’s no telling to a certainty from a body’s outside. Well, you’ll do as you like about going, of course, sergeant, and as for me, I’ll do as you tell me.’


  ‘Now, let me see what the time is,’ said Troy, after emptying his glass in one draught as he stood. ‘Half-past six o’clock. I shall not hurry along the road, and shall be there then before nine.’


  ♣


  Chapter LIII


  Concurritur—Horæ Momento


  Outside the front of Boldwood’s house a group of men stood in the dark, with their faces towards the door, which occasionally opened and closed for the passage of some guest or servant, when a golden rod of light would stripe the ground for the moment and vanish again, leaving nothing outside but the glowworm shine of the pale lamp amid the evergreens over the door.


  ‘He was seen in Casterbridge this afternoon—so the boy said,’ one of them remarked in a whisper. ‘And I for one believe it. His body was never found, you know.’


  ‘’Tis a strange story,’ said the next. ‘You may depend upon’t that she knows nothing about it.’


  ‘Not a word.’


  ‘Perhaps he don’t mean that she shall,’ said another man.


  ‘If he’s alive and here in the neighbourhood, he means mischief,’ said the first. ‘Poor young thing: I do pity her, if ’tis true. He’ll drag her to the dogs.’


  ‘O no; he’ll settle down quiet enough,’ said one disposed to take a more hopeful view of the case.


  ‘What a fool she must have been ever to have had anything to do with the man! She is so self-willed and independent too, that one is more minded to say it serves her right than pity her.’


  ‘No, no! I don’t hold with ’ee there. She was no otherwise than a girl mind, and how could she tell what the man was made of? If ’tis really true, ’tis too hard a punishment, and more than she ought to hae.—Hullo, who’s that?’ This was to some footsteps that were heard approaching.


  ‘William Smallbury,’ said a dim figure in the shades, coming up and joining them. ‘Dark as a hedge, to-night, isn’t it? I all but missed the plank over the river ath’art there in the bottom—never did such a thing before in my life. Be ye any of Boldwood’s workfolk?’ He peered into their faces.


  ‘Yes—all o’ us. We met here a few minutes ago.’


  ‘Oh, I hear now—that’s Sam Samway: thought I knowed the voice, too. Going in?’


  ‘Presently. But I say, William,’ Samway whispered, ‘have ye heard this strange tale?’


  ‘What—that about Sergeant Troy being seen, d’ye mean, souls?’ said Smallbury, also lowering his voice.


  ‘Ay: in Casterbridge.’


  ‘Yes, I have. Laban Tall named a hint of it to me but now—but I don’t think it. Hark, here Laban comes himself, ’a b’lieve.’ A footstep drew near.


  ‘Laban?’


  ‘Yes, ’tis I,’ said Tall.


  ‘Have ye heard any more about that?’


  ‘No,’ said Tall, joining the group. ‘And I’m inclined to think we’d better keep quiet. If so be ’tis not true, ’twill flurry her, and do her much harm to repeat it; and if so be ’tis true, ’twill do no good to forestall her time o’ trouble. God send that it mid be a lie, for though Henery Fray and some of ’em do speak against her, she’s never been anything but fair to me. She’s hot and hasty, but she’s a brave girl who’ll never tell a lie however much the truth may harm her, and I’ve no cause to wish her evil.’


  ‘She never do tell women’s little lies, that’s true; and ’tis a thing that can be said of very few. Ay, all the harm she thinks she says to yer face: there’s nothing underhand wi’ her.’


  They stood silent then, every man busied with his own thoughts, during which interval sounds of merriment could be heard within. Then the front door again opened, the rays streamed out, the well-known form of Boldwood was seen in the rectangular area of light, the door closed, and Boldwood walked slowly down the path.


  ‘’Tis master,’ one of the men whispered, as he neared them. ‘We’d better stand quiet—he’ll go in again directly. He would think it unseemly o’ us to be loitering here.’


  Boldwood came on, and passed by the men without seeing them, they being under the bushes on the grass. He paused, leant over the gate, and breathed a long breath. They heard low words come from him.


  ‘I hope to God she’ll come, or this night will be nothing but misery to me! O my darling, my darling, why do you keep me in suspense like this?’


  He said this to himself, and they all distinctly heard it. Boldwood remained silent after that, and the noise from indoors was again just audible, until, a few minutes later, light wheels could be distinguished coming down the hill. They drew nearer, and ceased at the gate. Boldwood hastened back to the door, and opened it; and the light shone upon Bathsheba coming up the path.


  Boldwood compressed his emotion to mere welcome: the men marked her light laugh and apology as she met him: he took her into the house; and the door closed again.


  ‘Gracious heaven, I didn’t know it was like that with him!’ said one of the men. ‘I thought that fancy of his was over long ago.’


  ‘You don’t know much of master, if you thought that,’ said Samway.


  ‘I wouldn’t he should know we heard what ’a said for the world,’ remarked a third.


  ‘I wish we had told of the report at once,’ the first uneasily continued. ‘More harm may come of this than we know of. Poor Mr. Boldwood, it will be hard upon en. I wish Troy was in—— Well, God forgive me for such a wish! A scoundrel to play a poor wife such tricks. Nothing has prospered in Weatherbury since he came here. And now I’ve no heart to go in. Let’s look into Warren’s for a few minutes first, shall us, neighbours?’


  Samway, Tall, and Smallbury agreed to go to Warren’s, and went out at the gate, the remaining ones entering the house. The three soon drew near the malt-house, approaching it from the adjoining orchard, and not by way of the street. The pane of glass was illuminated as usual. Smallbury was a little in advance of the rest, when, pausing, he turned suddenly to his companions and said, ‘Hist! See there.’


  The light from the pane was now perceived to be shining not upon the ivied wall as usual, but upon some object close to the glass. It was a human face.


  ‘Let’s come closer,’ whispered Samway; and they approached on tiptoe. There was no disbelieving the report any longer. Troy’s face was almost close to the pane, and he was looking in. Not only was he looking in, but he appeared to have been arrested by a conversation which was in progress in the malt-house, the voices of the interlocutors being those of Oak and the maltster.


  ‘The spree is all in her honour, isn’t it—hey?’ said the old man. ‘Although he made believe ’tis only keeping up o’ Christmas?’


  ‘I cannot say,’ replied Oak.


  ‘O ’tis true enough, faith. I cannot understand Farmer Boldwood being such a fool at his time of life as to ho and hanker after thik this woman in the way ’a do, and she not care a bit about en.’


  The men, after recognizing Troy’s features, withdrew across the orchard as quietly as they had come. The air was big with Bathsheba’s fortunes to-night: every word everywhere concerned her. When they were quite out of earshot all by one instinct paused.


  ‘It gave me quite a turn—his face,’ said Tall, breathing.


  ‘And so it did me,’ said Samway. ‘What’s to be done?’


  ‘I don’t see that ’tis any business of ours,’ Smallbury murmured dubiously.


  ‘But it is! ’Tis a thing which is everybody’s business,’ said Samway. ‘We know very well that master’s on a wrong tack, and that she’s quite in the dark, and we should let ’em know at once. Laban, you know her best—you’d better go and ask to speak to her.’


  ‘I bain’t fit for any such thing,’ said Laban, nervously. ‘I should think William ought to do it if anybody. He’s oldest.’


  ‘I shall have nothing to do with it,’ said Smallbury. ‘’Tis a ticklish business altogether. Why, he’ll go on to her himself in a few minutes, ye’ll see.’


  ‘We don’t know that he will. Come, Laban.’


  ‘Very well, if I must I must, I suppose,’ Tall reluctantly answered. ‘What must I say?’


  ‘Just ask to see master.’


  ‘O no; I shan’t speak to Mr. Boldwood. If I tell anybody, ’twill be mistress.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Samway.


  Laban then went to the door. When he opened it the hum of bustle rolled out as a wave upon a still strand—the assemblage being immediately inside the hall—and was deadened to a murmur as he closed it again. Each man waited intently, and looked around at the dark tree tops gently rocking against the sky and occasionally shivering in a slight wind, as if he took interest in the scene, which neither did. One of them began walking up and down, and then came to where he started from and stopped again, with a sense that walking was a thing not worth doing now.


  ‘I should think Laban must have seen mistress by this time,’ said Smallbury, breaking the silence. ‘Perhaps she won’t come and speak to him.’


  The door opened. Tall appeared, and joined them.


  ‘Well?’ said both.


  ‘I didn’t like to ask for her after all,’ Laban faltered out. ‘They were all in such a stir, trying to put a little spirit into the party. Somehow the fun seems to hang fire, though everything’s there that a heart can desire, and I couldn’t for my soul interfere and throw damp upon it—if ’twas to save my life, I couldn’t!’


  ‘I suppose we had better all go in together,’ said Samway, gloomily. ‘Perhaps I may have a chance of saying a word to master.’


  So the men entered the hall, which was the room selected and arranged for the gathering because of its size. The younger men and maids were at last just beginning a dance. Bathsheba had been perplexed how to act, for she was not much more than a slim young maid herself, and the weight of stateliness sat heavy upon her. Sometimes she thought she ought not to have come under any circumstances; then she considered what cold unkindness that would have been, and finally resolved upon the middle course of staying for about an hour only, and gliding off unobserved, having from the first made up her mind that she could on no account dance, sing, or take any active part in the proceedings.


  Her allotted hour having been passed in chatting and looking on, Bathsheba told Liddy not to hurry herself, and went to the small parlour to prepare for departure, which, like the hall, was decorated with holly and ivy, and well lighted up.


  Nobody was in the room, but she had hardly been there a moment when the master of the house entered.


  ‘Mrs. Troy—you are not going?’ he said. ‘We’ve hardly begun!’


  ‘If you’ll excuse me, I should like to go now.’ Her manner was restive, for she remembered her promise, and imagined what he was about to say. ‘But as it is not late,’ she added, ‘I can walk home, and leave my man and Liddy to come when they choose.’


  ‘I’ve been trying to get an opportunity of speaking to you,’ said Boldwood. ‘You know perhaps what I long to say?’


  Bathsheba silently looked on the floor.


  ‘You do give it?’ he said, eagerly.


  ‘What?’ she whispered.


  ‘Now, that’s evasion! Why, the promise. I don’t want to intrude upon you at all, or to let it become known to anybody. But do give your word! A mere business compact, you know, between two people who are beyond the influence of passion.’ Boldwood knew how false this picture was as regarded himself; but he had proved that it was the only tone in which she would allow him to approach her. ‘A promise to marry me at the end of five years and three-quarters. You owe it to me!’


  ‘I feel that I do,’ said Bathsheba; ‘that is, if you demand it. But I am a changed woman—an unhappy woman—and not—not——’


  ‘You are still a very beautiful woman,’ said Boldwood. Honesty and pure conviction suggested the remark, unaccompanied by any perception that it might have been adopted by blunt flattery to soothe and win her.


  However, it had not much effect now, for she said, in a passionless murmur which was in itself a proof of her words: ‘I have no feeling in the matter at all. And I don’t at all know what is right to do in my difficult position, and I have nobody to advise me. But I give my promise, if I must. I give it as the rendering of a debt, conditionally, of course, on my being a widow.’


  ‘You’ll marry me between five and six years hence?’


  ‘Don’t press me too hard. I’ll marry nobody else.’


  ‘But surely you will name the time, or there’s nothing in the promise at all?’


  ‘O, I don’t know, pray let me go!’ she said, her bosom beginning to rise. ‘I am afraid what to do! I want to be just to you, and to be that seems to be wronging myself, and perhaps it is breaking the commandments. There is considerable doubt of his death, and then it is dreadful; let me ask a solicitor, Mr. Boldwood, if I ought or no!’


  ‘Say the words, dear one, and the subject shall be dismissed; a blissful loving intimacy of six years, and then marriage—O Bathsheba, say them!’ he begged in a husky voice, unable to sustain the forms of mere friendship any longer. ‘Promise yourself to me; I deserve it, indeed I do, for I have loved you more than anybody in the world! And if I said hasty words and showed uncalled-for heat of manner towards you, believe me, dear, I did not mean to distress you; I was in agony, Bathsheba, and I did not know what I said. You wouldn’t let a dog suffer what I have suffered, could you but know it! Sometimes I shrink from your knowing what I have felt for you, and sometimes I am distressed that all of it you never will know. Be gracious, and give up a little to me, when I would give up my life for you!’


  The trimmings of her dress, as they quivered against the light, showed how agitated she was, and at last she burst out crying. ‘And you’ll not—press me—about anything more—if I say in five or six years?’ she sobbed, when she had power to frame the words.


  ‘Yes, then I’ll leave it to time.’


  ‘Very well. If he does not return, I’ll marry you in six years from this day, if we both live,’ she said solemnly.


  ‘And you’ll take this as a token from me.’


  Boldwood had come close to her side, and now he clasped one of her hands in both his own, and lifted it to his breast.


  ‘What is it? Oh I cannot wear a ring!’ she exclaimed, on seeing what he held; ‘besides, I wouldn’t have a soul know that it’s an engagement! Perhaps it is improper? Besides, we are not engaged in the usual sense, are we? Don’t insist, Mr. Boldwood—don’t!’ In her trouble at not being able to get her hand away from him at once, she stamped passionately on the floor with one foot, and tears crowded to her eyes again.


  ‘It means simply a pledge—no sentiment—the seal of a practical compact,’ he said more quietly, but still retaining her hand in his firm grasp. ‘Come, now!’ And Boldwood slipped the ring on her finger.


  ‘I cannot wear it,’ she said, weeping as if her heart would break. ‘You frighten me, almost. So wild a scheme! Please let me go home!’


  ‘Only to-night: wear it just to-night, to please me!’


  Bathsheba sat down in a chair, and buried her face in her handkerchief, though Boldwood kept her hand yet. At length she said, in a sort of hopeless whisper—


  ‘Very well, then, I will to-night, if you wish it so earnestly. Now loosen my hand; I will, indeed I will wear it to-night.’


  ‘And it shall be the beginning of a pleasant secret courtship of six years, with a wedding at the end?’


  ‘It must be, I suppose, since you will have it so!’ she said, fairly beaten into non-resistance.


  Boldwood pressed her hand, and allowed it to drop in her lap. ‘I am happy now,’ he said. ‘God bless you!’


  He left the room, and when he thought she might be sufficiently composed sent one of the maids to her. Bathsheba cloaked the effects of the late scene as she best could, followed the girl, and in a few moments came downstairs with her hat and cloak on, ready to go. To get to the door it was necessary to pass through the hall, and before doing so she paused on the bottom of the staircase which descended into one corner, to take a last look at the gathering.


  There was no music or dancing in progress just now. At the lower end, which had been arranged for the work-folk specially, a group conversed in whispers, and with clouded looks. Boldwood was standing by the fireplace, and he, too, though so absorbed in visions arising from her promise that he scarcely saw anything, seemed at that moment to have observed their peculiar manner, and their looks askance.


  ‘What is it you are in doubt about, men?’ he said.


  One of them turned and replied uneasily: ‘It was something Laban heard of, that’s all, sir.’


  ‘News? Anybody married or engaged, born or dead?’ inquired the farmer, gaily. ‘Tell it to us, Tall. One would think from your looks and mysterious ways that it was something very dreadful indeed.’


  ‘O no, sir, nobody is dead,’ said Tall.


  ‘I wish somebody was,’ said Samway, in a whisper.


  ‘What do you say, Samway?’ asked Boldwood, somewhat sharply. ‘If you have anything to say, speak out; if not, get up another dance.’


  ‘Mrs. Troy has come downstairs,’ said Samway to Tall. ‘If you want to tell her, you had better do it now.’


  ‘Do you know what they mean?’ the farmer asked Bathsheba, across the room.


  ‘I don’t in the least,’ said Bathsheba.


  There was a smart rapping at the door. One of the men opened it instantly, and went outside.


  ‘Mrs. Troy is wanted,’ he said, on returning.


  ‘Quite ready,’ said Bathsheba. ‘Though I didn’t tell them to send.’


  ‘It is a stranger, ma’am,’ said the man by the door.


  ‘A stranger?’ she said.


  ‘Ask him to come in,’ said Boldwood.


  The message was given, and Troy, wrapped up to his eyes as we have seen him, stood in the doorway.


  There was an unearthly silence, all looking towards the newcomer. Those who had just learnt that he was in the neighbourhood recognized him instantly; those who did not were perplexed. Nobody noted Bathsheba. She was leaning on the stairs. Her brow had heavily contracted; her whole face was pallid, her lips apart, her eyes rigidly staring at their visitor.


  Boldwood was among those who did not notice that he was Troy. ‘Come in, come in!’ he repeated, cheerfully, ‘and drain a Christmas beaker with us, stranger!’


  Troy next advanced into the middle of the room, took off his cap, turned down his coat-collar, and looked Boldwood in the face. Even then Boldwood did not recognize that the impersonator of Heaven’s persistent irony towards him, who had once before broken in upon his bliss, scourged him, and snatched his delight away, had come to do these things a second time. Troy began to laugh a mechanical laugh: Boldwood recognized him now.


  Troy turned to Bathsheba. The poor girl’s wretchedness at this time was beyond all fancy or narration. She had sunk down on the lowest stair; and there she sat, her mouth blue and dry, and her dark eyes fixed vacantly upon him, as if she wondered whether it were not all a terrible illusion.


  Then Troy spoke. ‘Bathsheba, I come here for you!’


  She made no reply.


  ‘Come home with me: come!’


  Bathsheba moved her feet a little, but did not rise.


  Troy went across to her.


  ‘Come, madam, do you hear what I say?’ he said, peremptorily.


  A strange voice came from the fireplace—a voice sounding far off and confined, as if from a dungeon. Hardly a soul in the assembly recognized the thin tones to be those of Boldwood. Sudden despair had transformed him.


  ‘Bathsheba, go with your husband!’


  Nevertheless, she did not move. The truth was that Bathsheba was beyond the pale of activity—and yet not in a swoon. She was in a state of mental gutta serena; her mind was for the minute totally deprived of light at the same time that no obscuration was apparent from without.


  Troy stretched out his hand to pull her towards him, when she quickly shrank back. This visible dread of him seemed to irritate Troy, and he seized her arm and pulled it sharply. Whether his grasp pinched her, or whether his mere touch was the cause, was never known, but at the moment of his seizure she writhed, and gave a quick, low scream.


  The scream had been heard but a few seconds when it was followed by a sudden deafening report that echoed through the room and stupefied them all. The oak partition shook with the concussion, and the place was filled with grey smoke.


  In bewilderment they turned their eyes to Boldwood. At his back, as he stood before the fireplace, was a gun-rack, as is usual in farmhouses, constructed to hold two guns. When Bathsheba had cried out in her husband’s grasp, Boldwood’s face of gnashing despair had changed. The veins had swollen, and a frenzied look had gleamed in his eye. He had turned quickly, taken one of the guns, cocked it, and at once discharged it at Troy.


  Troy fell. The distance apart of the two men was so small that the charge of shot did not spread in the least, but passed like a bullet into his body. He uttered a long guttural sigh—there was a contraction—an extension—then his muscles relaxed, and he lay still.


  Boldwood was seen through the smoke to be now again engaged with the gun. It was double-barrelled, and he had, meanwhile, in some way fastened his handkerchief to the trigger, and with his foot on the other end was in the act of turning the second barrel upon himself. Samway his man was the first to see this, and in the midst of the general horror darted up to him. Boldwood had already twitched the handkerchief, and the gun exploded a second time, sending its contents, by a timely blow from Samway, into the beam which crossed the ceiling.


  ‘Well, it makes no difference!’ Boldwood gasped. ‘There is another way for me to die.’


  Then he broke from Samway, crossed the room to Bathsheba, and kissed her hand. He put on his hat, opened the door, and went into the darkness, nobody thinking of preventing him.


  ♣


  Chapter LIV


  After the Shock


  Boldwood passed into the high road, and turned in the direction of Casterbridge. Here he walked at an even, steady pace over Yalbury Hill, along the dead level beyond, mounted Mellstock Hill, and between eleven and twelve o’clock crossed the Moor into the town. The streets were nearly deserted now, and the waving lamp-flames only lighted up rows of grey shop-shutters, and strips of white paving upon which his step echoed as he passed along. He turned to the right, and halted before an archway of heavy stonework, which was closed by an iron-studded pair of doors. This was the entrance to the gaol, and over it a lamp was fixed, the light enabling the wretched traveller to find a bell-pull.


  The small wicket at last opened, and a porter appeared. Boldwood stepped forward, and said something in a low tone, when, after a delay, another man came. Boldwood entered, and the door was closed behind him, and he walked the world no more.


  Long before this time Weatherbury had been thoroughly aroused, and the wild deed which had terminated Boldwood’s merrymaking became known to all. Of those out of the house Oak was one of the first to hear of the catastrophe, and when he entered the room, which was about five minutes after Boldwood’s exit, the scene was terrible. All the female guests were huddled aghast against the walls like sheep in a storm, and the men were bewildered as to what to do. As for Bathsheba, she had changed. She was sitting on the floor beside the body of Troy, his head pillowed in her lap, where she had herself lifted it. With one hand she held her handkerchief to his breast and covered the wound, though scarcely a single drop of blood had flowed, and with the other she tightly clasped one of his. The household convulsion had made her herself again. The temporary coma had ceased, and activity had come with the necessity for it. Deeds of endurance which seem ordinary in philosophy are rare in conduct, and Bathsheba was astonishing all around her now, for her philosophy was her conduct, and she seldom thought practicable what she did not practise. She was of the stuff of which great men’s mothers are made. She was indispensable to high generation, hated at tea parties, feared in shops, and loved at crises. Troy recumbent in his wife’s lap formed now the sole spectacle in the middle of the spacious room.


  ‘Gabriel,’ she said, automatically, when he entered, turning up a face of which only the well-known lines remained to tell him it was hers, all else in the picture having faded quite. ‘Ride to Casterbridge instantly for a surgeon. It is, I believe, useless, but go. Mr. Boldwood has shot my husband.’


  Her statement of the fact in such quiet and simple words came with more force than a tragic declamation, and had somewhat the effect of setting the distorted images in each mind present into proper focus. Oak, almost before he had comprehended anything beyond the briefest abstract of the event, hurried out of the room, saddled a horse and rode away. Not till he had ridden more than a mile did it occur to him that he would have done better by sending some other man on this errand, remaining himself in the house. What had become of Boldwood? He should have been looked after. Was he mad—had there been a quarrel? Then how had Troy got there? Where had he come from? How did this remarkable reappearance effect itself when he was supposed by many to be at the bottom of the sea? Oak had in some measure been prepared for the presence of Troy by hearing a rumour of his return just before entering Boldwood’s house; but before he had weighed that information, this fatal event had been superimposed. However, it was too late now to think of sending another messenger, and he rode on, in the excitement of these self-inquiries not discerning, when about three miles from Casterbridge, a square-figured pedestrian passing along under the dark hedge in the same direction as his own.


  The miles necessary to be traversed, and other hindrances incidental to the lateness of the hour and the darkness of the night, delayed the arrival of Mr. Aldritch, the surgeon; and more than three hours passed between the time at which the shot was fired and that of his entering the house. Oak was additionally detained in Casterbridge through having to give notice to the authorities of what had happened; and he then found that Boldwood had also entered the town, and delivered himself up.


  In the meantime the surgeon, having hastened into the hall at Boldwood’s, found it in darkness and quite deserted. He went on to the back of the house, where he discovered in the kitchen an old man, of whom he made inquiries.


  ‘She’s had him took away to her own house, sir,’ said his informant.


  ‘Who has?’ said the doctor.


  ‘Mrs. Troy. ’A was quite dead, sir.’


  This was astonishing information. ‘She had no right to do that,’ said the doctor. ‘There will have to be an inquest, and she should have waited to know what to do.’


  ‘Yes, sir; it was hinted to her that she had better wait till the law was known. But she said law was nothing to her, and she wouldn’t let her dear husband’s corpse bide neglected for folks to stare at for all the crowners in England.’


  Mr. Aldritch drove at once back again up the hill to Bathsheba’s. The first person he met was poor Liddy, who seemed literally to have dwindled smaller in these few latter hours. ‘What has been done?’ he said.


  ‘I don’t know, sir,’ said Liddy, with suspended breath. ‘My mistress has done it all.’


  ‘Where is she?’


  ‘Upstairs with him, sir. When he was brought home and taken upstairs, she said she wanted no further help from the men. And then she called me, and made me fill the bath, and after that told me I had better go and lie down because I looked so ill. Then she locked herself into the room alone with him, and would not let a nurse come in, or anybody at all. But I thought I’d wait in the next room in case she should want me. I heard her moving about inside for more than an hour, but she only came out once, and that was for more candles, because hers had burnt down into the socket. She said we were to let her know when you or Mr. Thirdly came, sir.’


  Oak entered with the parson at this moment, and they all went upstairs together, preceded by Liddy Smallbury. Everything was silent as the grave when they paused on the landing. Liddy knocked, and Bathsheba’s dress was heard rustling across the room: the key turned in the lock, and she opened the door. Her looks were calm and nearly rigid, like a slightly animated bust of Melpomene.


  ‘Oh, Mr. Aldritch, you have come at last,’ she murmured from her lips merely, and threw back the door. ‘Ah, and Mr. Thirdly. Well, all is done, and anybody in the world may see him now.’ She then passed by him, crossed the landing, and entered another room.


  Looking into the chamber of death she had vacated they saw by the light of the candles which were on the drawers a tall straight shape lying at the further end of the bedroom, wrapped in white. Everything around was quite orderly. The doctor went in, and after a few minutes returned to the landing again, where Oak and the parson still waited.


  ‘It is all done, indeed, as she says,’ remarked Mr. Aldritch, in a subdued voice. ‘The body has been undressed and properly laid out in grave clothes. Gracious Heaven—this mere girl! She must have the nerve of a stoic!’


  ‘The heart of a wife merely,’ floated in a whisper about the ears of the three, and turning they saw Bathsheba in the midst of them. Then, as if at that instant to prove that her fortitude had been more of will than of spontaneity, she silently sank down between them and was a shapeless heap of drapery on the floor. The simple consciousness that superhuman strain was no longer required had at once put a period to her power to continue it.


  They took her away into a further room, and the medical attendance which had been useless in Troy’s case was invaluable in Bathsheba’s, who fell into a series of fainting-fits that had a serious aspect for a time. The sufferer was got to bed, and Oak, finding from the bulletins that nothing really dreadful was to be apprehended on her score, left the house. Liddy kept watch in Bathsheba’s chamber, where she heard her mistress moaning in whispers through the dull slow hours of that wretched night: ‘O it is my fault—how can I live! O Heaven, how can I live!’


  ♣


  Chapter LV


  The March Following—‘Bathsheba Boldwood’


  We pass rapidly on into the month of March, to a breezy day without sunshine, frost, or dew. On Yalbury Hill, about midway between Weatherbury and Casterbridge, where the turnpike road passes over the crest, a numerous concourse of people had gathered, the eyes of the greater number being frequently stretched afar in a northerly direction. The groups consisted of a throng of idlers, a party of javelin-men, and two trumpeters, and in the midst were carriages, one of which contained the high sheriff. With the idlers, many of whom had mounted to the top of a cutting formed for the road, were several Weatherbury men and boys—among others Poorgrass, Coggan, and Cain Ball.


  At the end of half-an-hour a faint dust was seen in the expected quarter, and shortly after a travelling-carriage, bringing one of the two judges on the Western Circuit, came up the hill and halted on the top. The judge changed carriages whilst a flourish was blown by the big-cheeked trumpeters, and a procession being formed of the vehicles and javelin-men, they all proceeded towards the town, excepting the Weatherbury men, who as soon as they had seen the judge move off returned home again to their work.


  ‘Joseph, I zeed you squeezing close to the carriage,’ said Coggan, as they walked. ‘Did ye notice my lord judge’s face?’


  ‘I did,’ said Poorgrass, ‘I looked hard at en, as if I would read his very soul; and there was mercy in his eyes—or to speak with the exact truth required of us at this solemn time, in the eye that was towards me.’


  ‘Well, I hope for the best,’ said Coggan, ‘though bad that must be. However, I shan’t go to the trial, and I’d advise the rest of ye that bain’t wanted to bide away. ’Twill disturb his mind more than anything to see us there staring at him as if he were a show.’


  ‘The very thing I said this morning,’ observed Joseph. ‘“Justice is come to weigh him in the balances,” I said in my reflectious way, “and if he’s found wanting, so be it unto him,” and a bystander said “Hear, hear! A man who can talk like that ought to be heard.” But I don’t like dwelling upon it, for my few words are my few words, and not much; though the speech of some men is rumoured abroad as though by nature formed for such.’


  ‘So ’tis, Joseph. And now, neighbours, as I said, every man bide at home.’


  The resolution was adhered to; and all waited anxiously for the news next day. Their suspense was diverted, however, by a discovery which was made in the afternoon, throwing more light on Boldwood’s conduct and condition than any details which had preceded it.


  That he had been from the time of Greenhill Fair until the fatal Christmas Eve in excited and unusual moods was known to those who had been intimate with him; but nobody imagined that there had shown in him unequivocal symptoms of the mental derangement which Bathsheba and Oak, alone of all others and at different times, had momentarily suspected. In a locked closet was now discovered an extraordinary collection of articles. There were several sets of ladies’ dresses in the piece, of sundry expensive materials; silks and satins, poplins and velvets, all of colours which from Bathsheba’s style of dress might have been judged to be her favourites. There were two muffs, sable and ermine. Above all there was a case of jewellery, containing four heavy gold bracelets and several lockets and rings, all of fine quality and manufacture. These things had been bought in Bath and other towns from time to time, and brought home by stealth. They were all carefully packed in paper, and each package was labelled ‘Bathsheba Boldwood,’ a date being subjoined six years in advance in every instance.


  These somewhat pathetic evidences of a mind crazed with care and love were the subject of discourse in Warren’s malt-house when Oak entered from Casterbridge with tidings of the sentence. He came in the afternoon, and his face, as the kiln glow shone upon it, told the tale sufficiently well. Boldwood, as every one supposed he would do, had pleaded guilty, and had been sentenced to death.


  The conviction that Boldwood had not been morally responsible for his later acts now became general. Facts elicited previous to the trial had pointed strongly in the same direction, but they had not been of sufficient weight to lead to an order for an examination into the state of Boldwood’s mind. It was astonishing, now that a presumption of insanity was raised, how many collateral circumstances were remembered to which a condition of mental disease seemed to afford the only explanation—among others, the unprecedented neglect of his corn stacks in the previous summer.


  A petition was addressed to the Home Secretary, advancing the circumstances which appeared to justify a request for a reconsideration of the sentence. It was not ‘numerously signed’ by the inhabitants of Casterbridge, as is usual in such cases, for Boldwood had never made many friends over the counter. The shops thought it very natural that a man who, by importing direct from the producer, had daringly set aside the first great principle of provincial existence, namely, that God made country villages to supply customers to country towns, should have confused ideas about the Decalogue. The prompters were a few merciful men who had perhaps too feelingly considered the facts latterly unearthed, and the result was that evidence was taken which it was hoped might remove the crime, in a moral point of view, out of the category of wilful murder, and lead it to be regarded as a sheer outcome of madness.


  The upshot of the petition was waited for in Weatherbury with solicitous interest. The execution had been fixed for eight o’clock on a Saturday morning about a fortnight after the sentence was passed, and up to Friday afternoon no answer had been received. At that time Gabriel came from Casterbridge Gaol, whither he had been to wish Boldwood good-bye, and turned down a by-street to avoid the town. When past the last house he heard a hammering, and lifting his bowed head he looked back for a moment. Over the chimneys he could see the upper part of the gaol entrance, rich and glowing in the afternoon sun, and some moving figures were there. They were carpenters lifting a post into a vertical position within the parapet. He withdrew his eyes quickly and hastened on.


  It was dark when he reached home, and half the village was out to meet him.


  ‘No tidings,’ Gabriel said, wearily. ‘And I’m afraid there’s no hope. I’ve been with him more than two hours.’


  ‘Do ye think he really was out of his mind when he did it?’ said Smallbury.


  ‘I can’t honestly say that I do,’ Oak replied. ‘However, that we can talk of another time. Has there been any change in mistress this afternoon?’


  ‘None at all.’


  ‘Is she downstairs?’


  ‘No. And getting on so nicely as she was too. She’s but very little better now again than she was at Christmas. She keeps on asking if you be come, and if there’s news, till one’s wearied out wi’ answering her. Shall I go and say you’ve come?’


  ‘No,’ said Oak. ‘There’s a chance yet; but I couldn’t stay in town any longer—after seeing him too. So Laban—Laban is here, isn’t he?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Tall.


  ‘What I’ve arranged is, that you shall ride to town the last thing to-night; leave here about nine, and wait a while there, getting home about twelve. If nothing has been received by eleven to-night, they say there’s no chance at all.’


  ‘I do so hope his life will be spared,’ said Liddy. ‘If it is not, she’ll go out of her mind too. Poor thing; her sufferings have been dreadful; she deserves anybody’s pity.’


  ‘Is she altered much?’ said Coggan.


  ‘If you haven’t seen poor mistress since Christmas, you wouldn’t know her,’ said Liddy. ‘Her eyes are so miserable that she’s not the same woman. Only two years ago she was a romping girl, and now she’s this!’


  Laban departed as directed, and at eleven o’clock that night several of the villagers strolled along the road to Casterbridge and awaited his arrival—among them Oak, and nearly all the rest of Bathsheba’s men. Gabriel’s anxiety was great that Boldwood might be saved, even though in his conscience he felt that he ought to die; for there had been qualities in the farmer which Oak loved. At last, when they all were weary the tramp of a horse was heard in the distance—


  
    First dead, as if on turf it trode,


    Then, clattering, on the village road


    In other pace than forth he yode.

  


  ‘We shall soon know now, one way or other,’ said Coggan, and they all stepped down from the bank on which they had been standing into the road, and the rider pranced into the midst of them.


  ‘Is that you, Laban?’ said Gabriel.


  ‘Yes—’tis come. He’s not to die. ’Tis confinement during Her Majesty’s pleasure.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ said Coggan, with a swelling heart. ‘God’s above the devil yet!’


  ♣


  Chapter LVI


  Beauty in Loneliness—After All


  Bathsheba revived with the spring. The utter prostration that had followed the low fever from which she had suffered diminished perceptibly when all uncertainty upon every subject had come to an end.


  But she remained alone now for the greater part of her time, and stayed in the house, or at furthest went into the garden. She shunned every one, even Liddy, and could be brought to make no confidences, and to ask for no sympathy.


  As the summer drew on she passed more of her time in the open air, and began to examine into farming matters from sheer necessity, though she never rode out or personally superintended as at former times. One Friday evening in August she walked a little way along the road and entered the village for the first time since the sombre event of the preceding Christmas. None of the old colour had as yet come to her cheek, and its absolute paleness was heightened by the jet black of her gown, till it appeared preternatural. When she reached a little shop at the other end of the place, which stood nearly opposite to the churchyard, Bathsheba heard singing inside the church, and she knew that the singers were practising. She crossed the road, opened the gate, and entered the graveyard, the high sills of the church windows effectually screening her from the eyes of those gathered within. Her stealthy walk was to the nook wherein Troy had worked at planting flowers upon Fanny Robin’s grave, and she came to the marble tombstone.


  A motion of satisfaction enlivened her face as she read the complete inscription. First came the words of Troy himself:—


  
    Erected by Francis Troy

    In Beloved Memory of

    Fanny Robin,

    Who died October 9, 18—,

    Aged 20 years.

  


  Underneath this was now inscribed in new letters:—


  
    In the same Grave lie

    The Remains of the aforesaid

    Francis Troy,

    Who died December 24th, 18—,

    Aged 26 years.

  


  Whilst she stood and read and meditated the tones of the organ began again in the church, and she went with the same light step round to the porch and listened. The door was closed, and the choir was learning a new hymn. Bathsheba was stirred by emotions which latterly she had assumed to be altogether dead within her. The little attenuated voices of the children brought to her ear in distinct utterance the words they sang without thought or comprehension—


  
    Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom,


    Lead Thou me on.

  


  Bathsheba’s feeling was always to some extent dependent upon her whim, as is the case with many other women. Something big came into her throat and an uprising to her eyes—and she thought that she would allow the imminent tears to flow if they wished. They did flow and plenteously, and one fell upon the stone bench beside her. Once that she had begun to cry for she hardly knew what, she could not leave off for crowding thoughts she knew too well. She would have given anything in the world to be, as those children were, unconcerned at the meaning of their words, because too innocent to feel the necessity for any such expression. All the impassioned scenes of her brief experience seemed to revive with added emotion at that moment, and those scenes which had been without emotion during enactment had emotion then. Yet grief came to her rather as a luxury than as the scourge of former times.


  Owing to Bathsheba’s face being buried in her hands she did not notice a form which came quietly into the porch, and on seeing her, first moved as if to retreat, then paused and regarded her. Bathsheba did not raise her head for some time, and when she looked round her face was wet, and her eyes drowned and dim. ‘Mr. Oak,’ exclaimed she, disconcerted, ‘how long have you been here?’


  ‘A few minutes, ma’am,’ said Oak, respectfully.


  ‘Are you going in?’ said Bathsheba; and there came from within the church as from a prompter—


  
    I loved the garish day, and, spite of fears,


    Pride ruled my will: remember not past years.

  


  ‘I was,’ said Gabriel. ‘I am one of the bass singers, you know. I have sung bass for several months.’


  ‘Indeed: I wasn’t aware of that. I’ll leave you, then.’


  
    Which I have loved long since, and lost awhile,

  


  sang the children.


  ‘Don’t let me drive you away, mistress. I think I won’t go in to-night.’


  ‘O no—you don’t drive me away.’


  Then they stood in a state of some embarrassment, Bathsheba trying to wipe her dreadfully drenched and inflamed face without his noticing her. At length Oak said, ‘I’ve not seen you—I mean spoken to you—since ever so long, have I?’ But he feared to bring distressing memories back, and interrupted himself with: ‘Were you going into church?’


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘I came to see the tombstone privately—to see if they had cut the inscription as I wished. Mr. Oak, you needn’t mind speaking to me, if you wish to, on the matter which is in both our minds at this moment.’


  ‘And have they done it as you wished?’ said Oak.


  ‘Yes. Come and see it, if you have not already.’


  So together they went and read the tomb. ‘Eight months ago!’ Gabriel murmured when he saw the date. ‘It seems like yesterday to me.’


  ‘And to me as if it were years ago—long years, and I had been dead between. And now I am going home, Mr. Oak.’


  Oak walked after her. ‘I wanted to name a small matter to you as soon as I could,’ he said with hesitation. ‘Merely about business, and I think I may just mention it now, if you’ll allow me.’


  ‘O yes, certainly.’


  ‘It is that I may soon have to give up the management of your farm, Mrs. Troy. The fact is, I am thinking of leaving England—not yet, you know—next spring.’


  ‘Leaving England!’ she said, in surprise and genuine disappointment. ‘Why, Gabriel, what are you going to do that for?’


  ‘Well, I’ve thought it best,’ Oak stammered out. ‘California is the spot I’ve had in my mind to try.’


  ‘But it is understood everywhere that you are going to take poor Mr. Boldwood’s farm on your own account?’


  ‘I’ve had the refusal o’ it ’tis true; but nothing is settled yet, and I have reasons for gieing up. I shall finish out my year there as manager for the trustees, but no more.’


  ‘And what shall I do without you? Oh, Gabriel, I don’t think you ought to go away. You’ve been with me so long—through bright times and dark times—such old friends as we are—that it seems unkind almost. I had fancied that if you leased the other farm as master, you might still give a helping look across at mine. And now going away!’


  ‘I would have willingly.’


  ‘Yet now that I am more helpless than ever you go away!’


  ‘Yes, that’s the ill fortune o’ it,’ said Gabriel, in a distressed tone. ‘And it is because of that very helplessness that I feel bound to go. Good afternoon, ma’am,’ he concluded, in evident anxiety to get away, and at once went out of the churchyard by a path she could follow on no pretence whatever.


  Bathsheba went home, her mind occupied with a new trouble, which being rather harassing than deadly was calculated to do good by diverting her from the chronic gloom of her life. She was set thinking a great deal about Oak and of his wish to shun her; and there occurred to Bathsheba several incidents of her latter intercourse with him, which, trivial when singly viewed, amounted together to a perceptible disinclination for her society. It broke upon her at length as a great pain that her last old disciple was about to forsake her and flee. He who had believed in her and argued on her side when all the rest of the world was against her, had at last like the others become weary and neglectful of the old cause, and was leaving her to fight her battles alone.


  Three weeks went on, and more evidence of his want of interest in her was forthcoming. She noticed that instead of entering the small parlour or office where the farm accounts were kept, and waiting, or leaving a memorandum as he had hitherto done during her seclusion, Oak never came at all when she was likely to be there, only entering at unseasonable hours when her presence in that part of the house was least to be expected. Whenever he wanted directions he sent a message, or note with neither heading nor signature, to which she was obliged to reply in the same off-hand style. Poor Bathsheba began to suffer now from the most torturing sting of all—a sensation that she was despised.


  The autumn wore away gloomily enough amid these melancholy conjectures, and Christmas-day came, completing a year of her legal widowhood, and two years and a quarter of her life alone. On examining her heart it appeared beyond measure strange that the subject of which the season might have been supposed suggestive—the event in the hall at Boldwood’s—was not agitating her at all; but instead, an agonizing conviction that everybody abjured her—for what she could not tell—and that Oak was the ringleader of the recusants. Coming out of church that day she looked round in hope that Oak, whose bass voice she had heard rolling out from the gallery overhead in a most unconcerned manner, might chance to linger in her path in the old way. There he was, as usual, coming down the path behind her. But on seeing Bathsheba turn, he looked aside, and as soon as he got beyond the gate, and there was the barest excuse for a divergence, he made one, and vanished.


  The next morning brought the culminating stroke; she had been expecting it long. It was a formal notice by letter from him that he should not renew his engagement with her for the following Lady-day.


  Bathsheba actually sat and cried over this letter most bitterly. She was aggrieved and wounded that the possession of hopeless love from Gabriel, which she had grown to regard as her inalienable right for life, should have been withdrawn just at his own pleasure in this way. She was bewildered too by the prospect of having to rely on her own resources again: it seemed to herself that she never could again acquire energy sufficient to go to market, barter, and sell. Since Troy’s death Oak had attended all sales and fairs for her, transacting her business at the same time with his own. What should she do now? Her life was becoming a desolation.


  So desolate was Bathsheba this evening, that in an absolute hunger for pity and sympathy, and miserable in that she appeared to have outlived the only true friendship she had ever owned, she put on her bonnet and cloak and went down to Oak’s house just after sunset, guided on her way by the pale primrose rays of a crescent moon a few days old.


  A lively firelight shone from the window, but nobody was visible in the room. She tapped nervously, and then thought it doubtful if it were right for a single woman to call upon a bachelor who lived alone, although he was her manager, and she might be supposed to call on business without any real impropriety. Gabriel opened the door, and the moon shone upon his forehead.


  ‘Mr. Oak,’ said Bathsheba faintly.


  ‘Yes; I am Mr. Oak,’ said Gabriel. ‘Who have I the honour—O how stupid of me, not to know you, mistress!’


  ‘I shall not be your mistress much longer, shall I, Gabriel?’ she said in pathetic tones.


  ‘Well, no. I suppose—But come in, ma’am. Oh—and I’ll get a light,’ Oak replied, with some awkwardness.


  ‘No; not on my account.’


  ‘It is so seldom that I get a lady visitor that I’m afraid I haven’t proper accommodation. Will you sit down, please? Here’s a chair, and there’s one, too. I am sorry that my chairs all have wood seats, and are rather hard, but I—was thinking of getting some new ones.’ Oak placed two or three for her.


  ‘They are quite easy enough for me.’


  So down she sat, and down sat he, the fire dancing in their faces, and upon the old furniture,


  
    all a-sheenen


    Wi’ long years o’ handlen,(4)

  


  that formed Oak’s array of household possessions, which sent back a dancing reflection in reply. It was very odd to these two persons, who knew each other passing well, that the mere circumstance of their meeting in a new place and in a new way should make them so awkward and constrained. In the fields, or at her house, there had never been any embarrassment; but now that Oak had become the entertainer their lives seemed to be moved back again to the days when they were strangers.


  ‘You’ll think it strange that I have come, but——’


  ‘O no; not at all.’


  ‘But I thought—Gabriel, I have been uneasy in the belief that I have offended you, and that you are going away on that account. It grieved me very much, and I couldn’t help coming.’


  ‘Offended me! As if you could do that, Bathsheba!’


  ‘Haven’t I?’ she asked, gladly. ‘But, what are you going away for else?’


  ‘I am not going to emigrate, you know; I wasn’t aware that you would wish me not to when I told ’ee, or I shouldn’t have thought of doing it,’ he said, simply. ‘I have arranged for Little Weatherbury Farm, and shall have it in my own hands at Lady-day. You know I’ve had a share in it for some time. Still, that wouldn’t prevent my attending to your business as before, hadn’t it been that things have been said about us.’


  ‘What?’ said Bathsheba in surprise. ‘Things said about you and me! What are they?’


  ‘I cannot tell you.’


  ‘It would be wiser if you were to, I think. You have played the part of mentor to me many times, and I don’t see why you should fear to do it now.’


  ‘It is nothing that you have done, this time. The top and tail o’t is this—that I’m sniffing about here, and waiting for poor Boldwood’s farm, with a thought of getting you some day.’


  ‘Getting me! What does that mean?’


  ‘Marrying of ’ee, in plain British. You asked me to tell, so you mustn’t blame me.’


  Bathsheba did not look quite so alarmed as if a cannon had been discharged by her ear, which was what Oak had expected. ‘Marrying me! I didn’t know it was that you meant,’ she said, quietly. ‘Such a thing as that is too absurd—too soon—to think of, by far!’


  ‘Yes; of course, it is too absurd. I don’t desire any such thing; I should think that was plain enough by this time. Surely, surely you be the last person in the world I think of marrying. It is too absurd, as you say.’


  ‘“Too—s-s-soon” were the words I used.’


  ‘I must beg your pardon for correcting you, but you said, “too absurd,” and so do I.’


  ‘I beg your pardon too!’ she returned, with tears in her eyes. ‘“Too soon” was what I said. But it doesn’t matter a bit—not at all—but I only meant, “too soon.” Indeed, I didn’t, Mr. Oak, and you must believe me!’


  Gabriel looked her long in the face, but the firelight being faint there was not much to be seen. ‘Bathsheba,’ he said, tenderly and in surprise, and coming closer: ‘If I only knew one thing—whether you would allow me to love you and win you, and marry you after all—If I only knew that!’


  ‘But you never will know,’ she murmured.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because you never ask.’


  ‘Oh—Oh!’ said Gabriel, with a low laugh of joyousness. ‘My own dear——’


  ‘You ought not to have sent me that harsh letter this morning,’ she interrupted. ‘It shows you didn’t care a bit about me, and were ready to desert me like all the rest of them! It was very cruel of you, considering I was the first sweetheart that you ever had, and you were the first I ever had; and I shall not forget it!’


  ‘Now, Bathsheba, was ever anybody so provoking?’ he said, laughing. ‘You know it was purely that I, as an unmarried man, carrying on a business for you as a very taking young woman, had a proper hard part to play—more particular that people knew I had a sort of feeling for ’ee; and I fancied, from the way we were mentioned together, that it might injure your good name. Nobody knows the heat and fret I have been caused by it.’


  ‘And was that all?’


  ‘All.’


  ‘O, how glad I am I came!’ she exclaimed, thankfully, as she rose from her seat. ‘I have thought so much more of you since I fancied you did not want even to see me again. But I must be going now, or I shall be missed. Why, Gabriel,’ she said, with a slight laugh, as they went to the door, ‘it seems exactly as if I had come courting you—how dreadful!’


  ‘And quite right, too,’ said Oak. ‘I’ve danced at your skittish heels, my beautiful Bathsheba, for many a long mile, and many a long day; and it is hard to begrudge me this one visit.’


  He accompanied her up the hill, explaining to her the details of his forthcoming tenure of the other farm. They spoke very little of their mutual feelings; pretty phrases and warm expressions being probably unnecessary between such tried friends. Theirs was that substantial affection which arises (if any arises at all) when the two who are thrown together begin first by knowing the rougher sides of each other’s character, and not the best till further on, the romance growing up in the interstices of a mass of hard prosaic reality. This good-fellowship—camaraderie—usually occurring through similarity of pursuits, is unfortunately seldom superadded to love between the sexes, because men and women associate, not in their labours, but in their pleasures merely. Where, however, happy circumstance permits its development, the compounded feeling proves itself to be the only love which is strong as death—that love which many waters cannot quench, nor the floods drown, beside which the passion usually called by the name is evanescent as steam.


  ♣


  Chapter LVII


  A Foggy Night and Morning—Conclusion


  ‘The most private, secret, plainest wedding that it is possible to have.’


  Those had been Bathsheba’s words to Oak one evening, some time after the event of the preceding chapter, and he meditated a full hour by the clock upon how to carry out her wishes to the letter.


  ‘A license—O yes, it must be a license,’ he said to himself at last. ‘Very well, then; first, a license.’


  On a dark night, a few days later, Oak came with mysterious steps from the surrogate’s door in Casterbridge. On the way home he heard a heavy tread in front of him, and, overtaking the man, found him to be Coggan. They walked together into the village until they came to a little lane behind the church, leading down to the cottage of Laban Tall, who had lately been installed as clerk of the parish, and was yet in mortal terror at church on Sundays when he heard his lone voice among certain hard words of the Psalms, whither no man ventured to follow him.


  ‘Well, good-night, Coggan,’ said Oak, ‘I’m going down this way.’


  ‘Oh!’ said Coggan, surprised; ‘what’s going on to-night, then, make so bold, Mr. Oak?’


  It seemed rather ungenerous not to tell Coggan, under the circumstances, for Coggan had been true as steel all through the time of Gabriel’s unhappiness about Bathsheba, and Gabriel said, ‘You can keep a secret, Coggan?’


  ‘You’ve proved me, and you know.’


  ‘Yes, I have, and I do know. Well, then, mistress and I mean to get married to-morrow morning.’


  ‘Heaven’s high tower! And yet I’ve thought of such a thing from time to time; true, I have. But keeping it so close! Well, there, ’tis no consarn of mine, and I wish ’ee joy o’ her.’


  ‘Thank you, Coggan. But I assure ’ee that this great hush is not what I wished for at all, or what either of us would have wished if it hadn’t been for certain things that would make a gay wedding seem hardly the thing. Bathsheba has a great wish that all the parish shall not be in church, looking at her—she’s shy-like and nervous about it, in fact—so I be doing this to humour her.’


  ‘Ay, I see: quite right, too, I suppose I must say. And you be now going down to the clerk.’


  ‘Yes; you may as well come with me.’


  ‘I am afeard your labour in keeping it close will be throwed away,’ said Coggan, as they walked along. ‘Labe Tall’s old woman will horn it all over parish in half-an-hour.’


  ‘So she will, upon my life; I never thought of that,’ said Oak, pausing. ‘Yet I must tell him to-night, I suppose, for he’s working so far off, and leaves early.’


  ‘I’ll tell ’ee how we could tackle her,’ said Coggan. ‘I’ll knock and ask to speak to Laban outside the door, you standing in the background. Then he’ll come out, and you can tell yer tale. She’ll never guess what I want en for; and I’ll make up a few words about the farm-work, as a blind.’


  This scheme was considered feasible; and Coggan advanced boldly, and rapped at Mrs. Tall’s door. Mrs. Tall herself opened it.


  ‘I wanted to have a word with Laban.’


  ‘He’s not at home, and won’t be this side of eleven o’clock. He’ve been forced to go over to Yalbury since shutting out work. I shall do quite as well.’


  ‘I hardly think you will. Stop a moment;’ and Coggan stepped round the corner of the porch to consult Oak.


  ‘Who’s t’other man, then?’ said Mrs. Tall.


  ‘Only a friend,’ said Coggan.


  ‘Say he’s wanted to meet mistress near church-hatch to-morrow morning at ten,’ said Oak, in a whisper. ‘That he must come without fail, and wear his best clothes.’


  ‘The clothes will floor us as safe as houses!’ said Coggan.


  ‘It can’t be helped,’ said Oak. ‘Tell her.’


  So Coggan delivered the message. ‘Mind, het or wet, blow or snow, he must come,’ added Jan. ‘’Tis very particular, indeed. The fact is, ’tis to witness her sign some law-work about taking shares wi’ another farmer for a long span o’ years. There, that’s what ’tis, and now I’ve told ’ee, Mother Tall, in a way I shouldn’t ha’ done if I hadn’t loved ’ee so hopeless well.’


  Coggan retired before she could ask any further; and next they called at the vicar’s in a manner which excited no curiosity at all. Then Gabriel went home, and prepared for the morrow.


  ‘Liddy,’ said Bathsheba, on going to bed that night, ‘I want you to call me at seven o’clock to-morrow, in case I shouldn’t wake.’


  ‘But you always do wake afore then, ma’am.’


  ‘Yes, but I have something important to do, which I’ll tell you of when the time comes, and it’s best to make sure.’


  Bathsheba, however, awoke voluntarily at four, nor could she by any contrivance get to sleep again. About six, being quite positive that her watch had stopped during the night, she could wait no longer. She went and tapped at Liddy’s door, and after some labour awoke her.


  ‘But I thought it was I who had to call you?’ said the bewildered Liddy. ‘And it isn’t six yet.’


  ‘Indeed it is; how can you tell such a story, Liddy! I know it must be ever so much past seven. Come to my room as soon as you can; I want you to give my hair a good brushing.’


  When Liddy came to Bathsheba’s room her mistress was already waiting. Liddy could not understand this extraordinary promptness. ‘Whatever is going on, ma’am?’ she said.


  ‘Well, I’ll tell you,’ said Bathsheba, with a mischievous smile in her bright eyes. ‘Farmer Oak is coming here to dine with me to-day!’


  ‘Farmer Oak—and nobody else?—you two alone?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But is it safe, ma’am, after what’s been said?’ asked her companion, dubiously. ‘A woman’s good name is such a perishable article that——’


  Bathsheba laughed with a flushed cheek, and whispered in Liddy’s ear, although there was nobody present. Then Liddy stared and exclaimed, ‘Souls alive, what news! It makes my heart go quite bumpity-bump!’


  ‘It makes mine rather furious, too,’ said Bathsheba. ‘However, there’s no getting out of it now!’


  It was a damp disagreeable morning. Nevertheless, at twenty minutes to ten o’clock, Oak came out of his house, and


  
    Went up the hill side


    With that sort of stride


    A man puts out when walking in search of a bride,

  


  and knocked at Bathsheba’s door. Ten minutes later a large and a smaller umbrella might have been seen moving from the same door, and through the mist along the road to the church. The distance was not more than a quarter of a mile, and these two sensible persons deemed in it unnecessary to drive. An observer must have been very close indeed to discover that the forms under the umbrellas were those of Oak and Bathsheba, arm-in-arm for the first time in their lives, Oak in a greatcoat extending to his knees, and Bathsheba in a cloak that reached her clogs. Yet, though so plainly dressed, there was a certain rejuvenated appearance about her:—


  
    As though a rose should shut and be a bud again.

  


  Repose had again incarnadined her cheeks; and having, at Gabriel’s request, arranged her hair this morning as she had worn it years ago on Norcombe Hill, she seemed in his eyes remarkably like the girl of that fascinating dream, which, considering that she was now only three or four-and-twenty, was perhaps not very wonderful. In the church were Tall, Liddy, and the parson, and in a remarkably short space of time the deed was done.


  The two sat down very quietly to tea in Bathsheba’s parlour in the evening of the same day, for it had been arranged that Farmer Oak should go there to live, since he had as yet neither money, house, nor furniture worthy of the name, though he was on a sure way towards them, whilst Bathsheba was, comparatively, in a plethora of all three.


  Just as Bathsheba was pouring out a cup of tea, their ears were greeted by the firing of a cannon, followed by what seemed like a tremendous blowing of trumpets, in the front of the house.


  ‘There!’ said Oak, laughing, ‘I knew those fellows were up to something, by the look on their faces.’


  Oak took up the light and went into the porch, followed by Bathsheba with a shawl over her head. The rays fell upon a group of male figures gathered upon the gravel in front, who, when they saw the newly-married couple in the porch, set up a loud ‘Hurrah!’ and at the same moment bang again went the cannon in the background, followed by a hideous clang of music from a drum, tambourine, clarionet, serpent, hautboy, tenor-viol, and double-bass—the only remaining relics of the true and original Weatherbury band—venerable worm-eaten instruments, which had celebrated in their own persons the victories of Marlborough, under the fingers of the forefathers of those who played them now. The performers came forward, and marched up to the front.


  ‘Those bright boys, Mark Clark and Jan, are at the bottom of all this,’ said Oak. ‘Come in, souls, and have something to eat and drink wi’ me and my wife.’


  ‘Not to-night,’ said Mr. Clark, with evident self-denial. ‘Thank ye all the same; but we’ll call at a more seemly time. However, we couldn’t think of letting the day pass without a note of admiration of some sort. If ye could send a drop of som’at down to Warren’s, why so it is. Here’s long life and happiness to neighbour Oak and his comely bride!’


  ‘Thank ye; thank ye all,’ said Gabriel. ‘A bit and a drop shall be sent to Warren’s for ye at once. I had a thought that we might very likely get a salute of some sort from our old friends, and I was saying so to my wife but now.’


  ‘Faith,’ said Coggan, in a critical tone, turning to his companions, ‘the man hev learnt to say “my wife” in a wonderful naterel way, considering how very youthful he is in wedlock as yet—hey, neighbours all?’


  ‘I never heerd a skilful old married feller of twenty years’ standing pipe “my wife” in a more used note than ’a did,’ said Jacob Smallbury. ‘It might have been a little more true to nater if’t had been spoke a little chillier, but that wasn’t to be expected just now.’


  ‘That improvement will come wi’ time,’ said Jan, twirling his eye.


  Then Oak laughed, and Bathsheba smiled (for she never laughed readily now), and their friends turned to go.


  ‘Yes; I suppose that’s the size o’t,’ said Joseph Poorgrass with a cheerful sigh as they moved away; ‘and I wish him joy o’ her; though I were once or twice upon saying to-day with holy Hosea, in my scripture manner, which is my second nature, “Ephraim is joined to idols: let him alone.” But since ’tis as ’tis, why, it might have been worse, and I feel my thanks accordingly.’


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface


  This somewhat frivolous narrative was produced as an interlude between stories of a more sober design, and it was given the sub-title of a comedy to indicate—though not quite accurately—the aim of the performance. A high degree of probability was not attempted in the arrangement of the incidents, and there was expected of the reader a certain lightness of mood, which should inform him with a good-natured willingness to accept the production in the spirit in which it was offered. The characters themselves, however, were meant to be consistent and human.


  On its first appearance the novel suffered, perhaps deservedly, for what was involved in these intentions—for its quality of unexpectedness in particular—that unforgivable sin in the critic’s sight—the immediate precursor of ‘Ethelberta’ having been a purely rural tale. Moreover, in its choice of medium, and line of perspective, it undertook a delicate task: to excite interest in a drama—if such a dignified word may be used in the connection—wherein servants were as important as, or more important than, their masters; wherein the drawing-room was sketched in many cases from the point of view of the servants’ hall. Such a reversal of the social foreground has, perhaps, since grown more welcome, and readers even of the finer crusted kind may now be disposed to pardon a writer for presenting the sons and daughters of Mr. and Mrs. Chickerel as beings who come within the scope of a congenial regard.


  December 1895.


  P.S.—The surmise ventured upon in the note above—that the subject of this book was growing more welcome with the lapse of time—has been borne out by events. Imaginary circumstances that on its first publication were deemed eccentric and almost impossible are now paralleled on the stage and in novels, and accepted as reasonable and interesting pictures of life; which suggests that the comedy (or, more accurately, satire)—issued in April 1876—appeared thirty-five years too soon. The artificial treatment perceptible in many of the pages was adopted for reasons that seemed good at the date of writing for a story of that class, and has not been changed.


  T. H.


  August 1912.


  ♣


  I


  A Street in Anglebury—A Heath Near it—Inside the ‘Red Lion’ Inn


  Young Mrs. Petherwin stepped from the door of an old and well-appointed inn in a Wessex town to take a country walk. By her look and carriage she appeared to belong to that gentle order of society which has no worldly sorrow except when its jewellery gets stolen; but, as a fact not generally known, her claim to distinction was rather one of brains than of blood. She was the daughter of a gentleman who lived in a large house not his own, and she began life as a baby christened Ethelberta after an infant of title who does not come into the story at all, having merely furnished Ethelberta’s mother with a subject of contemplation. She became teacher in a school, was praised by examiners, admired by gentlemen, not admired by gentlewomen, was touched up with accomplishments by masters who were coaxed into painstaking by her many graces, and, entering a mansion as governess to the daughter thereof, was stealthily married by the son. He, a minor like herself, died from a chill caught during the wedding tour, and a few weeks later was followed into the grave by Sir Ralph Petherwin, his unforgiving father, who had bequeathed his wealth to his wife absolutely.


  These calamities were a sufficient reason to Lady Petherwin for pardoning all concerned. She took by the hand the forlorn Ethelberta—who seemed rather a detached bride than a widow—and finished her education by placing her for two or three years in a boarding-school at Bonn. Latterly she had brought the girl to England to live under her roof as daughter and companion, the condition attached being that Ethelberta was never openly to recognize her relations, for reasons which will hereafter appear.


  The elegant young lady, as she had a full right to be called if she cared for the definition, arrested all the local attention when she emerged into the summer-evening light with that diadem-and-sceptre bearing—many people for reasons of heredity discovering such graces only in those whose vestibules are lined with ancestral mail, forgetting that a bear may be taught to dance. While this air of hers lasted, even the inanimate objects in the street appeared to know that she was there; but from a way she had of carelessly overthrowing her dignity by versatile moods, one could not calculate upon its presence to a certainty when she was round corners or in little lanes which demanded no repression of animal spirits.


  ‘Well to be sure!’ exclaimed a milkman, regarding her. ‘We should freeze in our beds if ’twere not for the sun, and, dang me! if she isn’t a pretty piece. A man could make a meal between them eyes and chin—eh, hostler? Odd nation dang my old sides if he couldn’t!’


  The speaker, who had been carrying a pair of pails on a yoke, deposited them upon the edge of the pavement in front of the inn, and straightened his back to an excruciating perpendicular. His remarks had been addressed to a rickety person, wearing a waistcoat of that preternatural length from the top to the bottom button which prevails among men who have to do with horses. He was sweeping straws from the carriage-way beneath the stone arch that formed a passage to the stables behind.


  ‘Never mind the cursing and swearing, or somebody who’s never out of hearing may clap yer name down in his black book,’ said the hostler, also pausing, and lifting his eyes to the mullioned and transomed windows and moulded parapet above him—not to study them as features of ancient architecture, but just to give as healthful a stretch to the eyes as his acquaintance had done to his back. ‘Michael, a old man like you ought to think about other things, and not be looking two ways at your time of life. Pouncing upon young flesh like a carrion crow—’tis a vile thing in a old man.’


  ‘’Tis; and yet ’tis not, for ’tis a natural taste,’ said the milkman, again surveying Ethelberta, who had now paused upon a bridge in full view, to look down the river. ‘Now, if a poor needy feller like myself could only catch her alone when she’s dressed up to the nines for some grand party, and carry her off to some lonely place—sakes, what a pot of jewels and goold things I warrant he’d find about her! ’Twould pay en for his trouble.’


  ‘I don’t dispute the picter; but ’tis sly and untimely to think such roguery. Though I’ve had thoughts like it, ’tis true, about high women—Lord forgive me for’t.’


  ‘And that figure of fashion standing there is a widow woman, so I hear?’


  ‘Lady—not a penny less than lady. Ay, a thing of twenty-one or thereabouts.’


  ‘A widow lady and twenty-one. ’Tis a backward age for a body who’s so forward in her state of life.’


  ‘Well, be that as ’twill, here’s my showings for her age. She was about the figure of two or three-and-twenty when a’ got off the carriage last night, tired out wi’ boaming about the country; and nineteen this morning when she came downstairs after a sleep round the clock and a clane-washed face: so I thought to myself, twenty-one, I thought.’


  ‘And what’s the young woman’s name, make so bold, hostler?’


  ‘Ay, and the house were all in a stoor with her and the old woman, and their boxes and camp-kettles, that they carry to wash in because hand-basons bain’t big enough, and I don’t know what all; and t’other folk stopping here were no more than dirt thencefor’ard.’


  ‘I suppose they’ve come out of some noble city a long way herefrom?’


  ‘And there was her hair up in buckle as if she’d never seen a clay-cold man at all. However, to cut a long story short, all I know besides about ’em is that the name upon their luggage is Lady Petherwin, and she’s the widow of a city gentleman, who was a man of valour in the Lord Mayor’s Show.’


  ‘Who’s that chap in the gaiters and pack at his back, come out of the door but now?’ said the milkman, nodding towards a figure of that description who had just emerged from the inn and trudged off in the direction taken by the lady—now out of sight.


  ‘Chap in the gaiters? Chok’ it all—why, the father of that nobleman that you call chap in the gaiters used to be hand in glove with half the Queen’s court.’


  ‘What d’ye tell o’?’


  ‘That man’s father was one of the mayor and corporation of Sandbourne, and was that familiar with men of money, that he’d slap ’em upon the shoulder as you or I or any other poor fool would the clerk of the parish.’


  ‘O, what’s my lordlin’s name, make so bold, then?’


  ‘Ay, the toppermost class nowadays have left off the use of wheels for the good of their constitutions, so they traipse and walk for many years up foreign hills, where you can see nothing but snow and fog, till there’s no more left to walk up; and if they reach home alive, and ha’n’t got too old and weared out, they walk and see a little of their own parishes. So they tower about with a pack and a stick and a clane white pocket-handkerchief over their hats just as you see he’s got on his. He’s been staying here a night, and is off now again. “Young man, young man,” I think to myself, “if your shoulders were bent like a bandy and your knees bowed out as mine be, till there is not an inch of straight bone or gristle in ’ee, th’ wouldstn’t go doing hard work for play ’a b’lieve.”’


  ‘True, true, upon my song. Such a pain as I have had in my lynes all this day to be sure; words don’t know what shipwreck I suffer in these lynes o’ mine—that they do not! And what was this young widow lady’s maiden name, then, hostler? Folk have been peeping after her, that’s true; but they don’t seem to know much about her family.’


  ‘And while I’ve tended horses fifty year that other folk might straddle ’em, here I be now not a penny the better! Often-times, when I see so many good things about, I feel inclined to help myself in common justice to my pocket.


  
    ‘Work hard and be poor.


    Do nothing and get more.’

  


  But I draw in the horns of my mind and think to myself, “Forbear, hostler, forbear!”—Her maiden name? Faith, I don’t know the woman’s maiden name, though she said to me, “Good evening, John;” but I had no memory of ever seeing her afore—no, no more than the dead inside church-hatch—where I shall soon be likewise—I had not. “Ay, my nabs,” I think to myself, “more know Tom Fool than Tom Fool knows.”’


  ‘More know Tom Fool—what rambling old canticle is it you say, hostler?’ inquired the milkman, lifting his ear. ‘Let’s have it again—a good saying well spit out is a Christmas fire to my withered heart. More know Tom Fool——’


  ‘Than Tom Fool knows,’ said the hostler.


  ‘Ah! That’s the very feeling I’ve feeled over and over again, hostler, but not in such gifted language. ’Tis a thought I’ve had in me for years, and never could lick into shape!—O-ho-ho-ho! Splendid! Say it again, hostler, say it again! To hear my own poor notion that had no name brought into form like that—I wouldn’t ha’ lost it for the world! More know Tom Fool than—than—h-ho-ho-ho-ho!’


  ‘Don’t let your sense o’ fitness break out in such uproar, for heaven’s sake, or folk will surely think you’ve been laughing at the lady and gentleman. Well, here’s at it again—Night t’ee, Michael.’ And the hostler went on with his sweeping.


  ‘Night t’ee, hostler, I must move too,’ said the milkman, shouldering his yoke, and walking off; and there reached the inn in a gradual diminuendo, as he receded up the street, shaking his head convulsively, ‘More know—Tom Fool—than Tom Fool—ho-ho-ho-ho-ho!’


  The ‘Red Lion,’ as the inn or hotel was called which of late years had become the fashion among tourists, because of the absence from its precincts of all that was fashionable and new, stood near the middle of the town, and formed a corner where in winter the winds whistled and assembled their forces previous to plunging helter-skelter along the streets. In summer it was a fresh and pleasant spot, convenient for such quiet characters as sojourned there to study the geology and beautiful natural features of the country round.


  The lady whose appearance had asserted a difference between herself and the Anglebury people, without too clearly showing what that difference was, passed out of the town in a few moments and, following the highway across meadows fed by the Froom, she crossed the railway and soon got into a lonely heath. She had been watching the base of a cloud as it closed down upon the line of a distant ridge, like an upper upon a lower eyelid, shutting in the gaze of the evening sun. She was about to return before dusk came on, when she heard a commotion in the air immediately behind and above her head. The saunterer looked up and saw a wild-duck flying along with the greatest violence, just in its rear being another large bird, which a countryman would have pronounced to be one of the biggest duck-hawks that he had ever beheld. The hawk neared its intended victim, and the duck screamed and redoubled its efforts.


  Ethelberta impulsively started off in a rapid run that would have made a little dog bark with delight and run after, her object being, if possible, to see the end of this desperate struggle for a life so small and unheard-of. Her stateliness went away, and it could be forgiven for not remaining; for her feet suddenly became as quick as fingers, and she raced along over the uneven ground with such force of tread that, being a woman slightly heavier than gossamer, her patent heels punched little D’s in the soil with unerring accuracy wherever it was bare, crippled the heather-twigs where it was not, and sucked the swampy places with a sound of quick kisses.


  Her rate of advance was not to be compared with that of the two birds, though she went swiftly enough to keep them well in sight in such an open place as that around her, having at one point in the journey been so near that she could hear the whisk of the duck’s feathers against the wind as it lifted and lowered its wings. When the bird seemed to be but a few yards from its enemy she saw it strike downwards, and after a level flight of a quarter of a minute, vanish. The hawk swooped after, and Ethelberta now perceived a whitely shining oval of still water, looking amid the swarthy level of the heath like a hole through to a nether sky.


  Into this large pond, which the duck had been making towards from the beginning of its precipitate flight, it had dived out of sight. The excited and breathless runner was in a few moments close enough to see the disappointed hawk hovering and floating in the air as if waiting for the reappearance of its prey, upon which grim pastime it was so intent that by creeping along softly she was enabled to get very near the edge of the pool and witness the conclusion of the episode. Whenever the duck was under the necessity of showing its head to breathe, the other bird would dart towards it, invariably too late, however; for the diver was far too experienced in the rough humour of the buzzard family at this game to come up twice near the same spot, unaccountably emerging from opposite sides of the pool in succession, and bobbing again by the time its adversary reached each place, so that at length the hawk gave up the contest and flew away, a satanic moodiness being almost perceptible in the motion of its wings.


  The young lady now looked around her for the first time, and began to perceive that she had run a long distance—very much further than she had orginally originally intended to come. Her eyes had been so long fixed upon the hawk, as it soared against the bright and mottled field of sky, that on regarding the heather and plain again it was as if she had returned to a half-forgotten region after an absence, and the whole prospect was darkened to one uniform shade of approaching night. She began at once to retrace her steps, but having been indiscriminately wheeling round the pond to get a good view of the performance, and having followed no path thither, she found the proper direction of her journey to be a matter of some uncertainty.


  ‘Surely,’ she said to herself, ‘I faced the north at starting:’ and yet on walking now with her back where her face had been set, she did not approach any marks on the horizon which might seem to signify the town. Thus dubiously, but with little real concern, she walked on till the evening light began to turn to dusk, and the shadows to darkness.


  Presently in front of her Ethelberta saw a white spot in the shade, and it proved to be in some way attached to the head of a man who was coming towards her out of a slight depression in the ground. It was as yet too early in the evening to be afraid, but it was too late to be altogether courageous; and with balanced sensations Ethelberta kept her eye sharply upon him as he rose by degrees into view. The peculiar arrangement of his hat and pugree soon struck her as being that she had casually noticed on a peg in one of the rooms of the ‘Red Lion,’ and when he came close she saw that his arms diminished to a peculiar smallness at their junction with his shoulders, like those of a doll, which was explained by their being girt round at that point with the straps of a knapsack that he carried behind him. Encouraged by the probability that he, like herself, was staying or had been staying at the ‘Red Lion,’ she said, ‘Can you tell me if this is the way back to Anglebury?’


  ‘It is one way; but the nearest is in this direction,’ said the tourist—the same who had been criticized by the two old men.


  At hearing him speak all the delicate activities in the young lady’s person stood still: she stopped like a clock. When she could again fence with the perception which had caused all this she breathed.


  ‘Mr. Julian!’ she exclaimed. The words were uttered in a way which would have told anybody in a moment that here lay something connected with the light of other days.


  ‘Ah, Mrs. Petherwin!—Yes, I am Mr. Julian—though that can matter very little, I should think, after all these years, and what has passed.’


  No remark was returned to this rugged reply, and he continued unconcernedly, ‘Shall I put you in the path—it is just here?’


  ‘If you please.’


  ‘Come with me, then.’


  She walked in silence at his heels, not a word passing between them all the way: the only noises which came from the two were the brushing of her dress and his gaiters against the heather, or the smart rap of a stray flint against his boot.


  They had now reached a little knoll, and he turned abruptly: ‘That is Anglebury—just where you see those lights. The path down there is the one you must follow; it leads round the hill yonder and directly into the town.’


  ‘Thank you,’ she murmured, and found that he had never removed his eyes from her since speaking, keeping them fixed with mathematical exactness upon one point in her face. She moved a little to go on her way; he moved a little less—to go on his.


  ‘Good-night,’ said Mr. Julian.


  The moment, upon the very face of it, was critical; and yet it was one of those which have to wait for a future before they acquire a definite character as good or bad.


  Thus much would have been obvious to any outsider; it may have been doubly so to Ethelberta, for she gave back more than she had got, replying, ‘Good-bye—if you are going to say no more.’


  Then in struck Mr. Julian: ‘What can I say? You are nothing to me…. I could forgive a woman doing anything for spite, except marrying for spite.’


  ‘The connection of that with our present meeting does not appear, unless it refers to what you have done. It does not refer to me.’


  ‘I am not married: you are.’


  She did not contradict him, as she might have done. ‘Christopher,’ she said at last, ‘this is how it is: you knew too much of me to respect me, and too little to pity me. A half knowledge of another’s life mostly does injustice to the life half known.’


  ‘Then since I can hardly get to know you more, I must do my best to know you less, and elevate my opinion of your nature by forgetting what it consists in,’ he said, in a voice from which all feeling was polished away.


  ‘If I did not know that bitterness had more to do with those words than judgment, I—should be—bitter too! You never knew half about me; you only knew me as a governess; you little think what my beginnings were.’


  ‘I have guessed. I have many times told myself that your early life was superior to your position when I first met you. I think I may say without presumption that I recognize a lady by birth when I see her, even under reverses of an extreme kind. And certainly there is this to be said, that the fact of having been bred in a wealthy home does slightly redeem an attempt to attain to such a one again.’


  Ethelberta smiled a smile of many meanings.


  ‘However, we are wasting words,’ he resumed cheerfully. ‘It is better for us to part as we met, and continue to be the strangers that we have become to each other. I owe you an apology for having been betrayed into more feeling than I had a right to show, and let us part friends. Good night, Mrs. Petherwin, and success to you. We may meet again, some day, I hope.’


  ‘Good night,’ she said, extending her hand. He touched it, turned about, and in a short time nothing remained of him but quick regular brushings against the heather in the deep broad shadow of the moor.


  Ethelberta slowly moved on in the direction that he had pointed out. This meeting had surprised her in several ways. First, there was the conjuncture itself; but more than that was the fact that he had not parted from her with any of the tragic resentment that she had from time to time imagined for that scene if it ever occurred. Yet there was really nothing wonderful in this: it is part of the generous nature of a bachelor to be not indisposed to forgive a portionless sweetheart who, by marrying elsewhere, has deprived him of the bliss of being obliged to marry her himself. Ethelberta would have been disappointed quite had there not been a comforting development of exasperation in the middle part of his talk; but after all it formed a poor substitute for the loving hatred she had expected.


  When she reached the hotel the lamp over the door showed a face a little flushed, but the agitation which at first had possessed her was gone to a mere nothing. In the hall she met a slender woman wearing a silk dress of that peculiar black which in sunlight proclaims itself to have once seen better days as a brown, and days even better than those as a lavender, green, or blue.


  ‘Menlove,’ said the lady, ‘did you notice if any gentleman observed and followed me when I left the hotel to go for a walk this evening?’


  The lady’s-maid, thus suddenly pulled up in a night forage after lovers, put a hand to her forehead to show that there was no mistake about her having begun to meditate on receiving orders to that effect, and said at last, ‘You once told me, ma’am, if you recollect, that when you were dressed, I was not to go staring out of the window after you as if you were a doll I had just manufactured and sent round for sale.’


  ‘Yes, so I did.’


  ‘So I didn’t see if anybody followed you this evening.’


  ‘Then did you hear any gentleman arrive here by the late train last night?’


  ‘O no, ma’am—how could I?’ said Mrs. Menlove—an exclamation which was more apposite than her mistress suspected, considering that the speaker, after retiring from duty, had slipped down her dark skirt to reveal a light, puffed, and festooned one, put on a hat and feather, together with several pennyweights of metal in the form of rings, brooches, and earrings—all in a time whilst one could count a hundred—and enjoyed half-an-hour of prime courtship by an honourable young waiter of the town, who had proved constant as the magnet to the pole for the space of the day and a half that she had known him.


  Going at once upstairs, Ethelberta ran down the passage, and after some hesitation softly opened the door of the sitting-room in the best suite of apartments that the inn could boast of.


  In this room sat an elderly lady writing by the light of two candles with green shades. Well knowing, as it seemed, who the intruder was, she continued her occupation, and her visitor advanced and stood beside the table. The old lady wore her spectacles low down her cheek, her glance being depressed to about the slope of her straight white nose in order to look through them. Her mouth was pursed up to almost a youthful shape as she formed the letters with her pen, and a slight move of the lip accompanied every downstroke. There were two large antique rings on her forefinger, against which the quill rubbed in moving backwards and forwards, thereby causing a secondary noise rivalling the primary one of the nib upon the paper.


  ‘Mamma,’ said the younger lady, ‘here I am at last.’


  A writer’s mind in the midst of a sentence being like a ship at sea, knowing no rest or comfort till safely piloted into the harbour of a full stop, Lady Petherwin just replied with ‘What,’ in an occupied tone, not rising to interrogation. After signing her name to the letter, she raised her eyes.


  ‘Why, how late you are, Ethelberta, and how heated you look!’ she said. ‘I have been quite alarmed about you. What do you say has happened?’


  The great, chief, and altogether eclipsing thing that had happened was the accidental meeting with an old lover whom she had once quarrelled with; and Ethelberta’s honesty would have delivered the tidings at once, had not, unfortunately, all the rest of her attributes been dead against that act, for the old lady’s sake even more than for her own.


  ‘I saw a great cruel bird chasing a harmless duck!’ she exclaimed innocently. ‘And I ran after to see what the end of it would be—much further than I had any idea of going. However, the duck came to a pond, and in running round it to see the end of the fight, I could not remember which way I had come.’


  ‘Mercy!’ said her mother-in-law, lifting her large eyelids, heavy as window-shutters, and spreading out her fingers like the horns of a snail. ‘You might have sunk up to your knees and got lost in that swampy place—such a time of night, too. What a tomboy you are! And how did you find your way home after all!’


  ‘O, some man showed me the way, and then I had no difficulty, and after that I came along leisurely.’


  ‘I thought you had been running all the way; you look so warm.’


  ‘It is a warm evening…. Yes, and I have been thinking of old times as I walked along,’ she said, ‘and how people’s positions in life alter. Have I not heard you say that while I was at Bonn, at school, some family that we had known had their household broken up when the father died, and that the children went away you didn’t know where?’


  ‘Do you mean the Julians?’


  ‘Yes, that was the name.’


  ‘Why, of course you know it was the Julians. Young Julian had a day or two’s fancy for you one summer, had he not?—just after you came to us, at the same time, or just before it, that my poor boy and you were so desperately attached to each other.’


  ‘O yes, I recollect,’ said Ethelberta. ‘And he had a sister, I think. I wonder where they went to live after the family collapse.’


  ‘I do not know,’ said Lady Petherwin, taking up another sheet of paper. ‘I have a dim notion that the son, who had been brought up to no profession, became a teacher of music in some country town—music having always been his hobby. But the facts are not very distinct in my memory.’ And she dipped her pen for another letter.


  Ethelberta, with a rather fallen countenance, then left her mother-in-law, and went where all ladies are supposed to go when they want to torment their minds in comfort—to her own room. Here she thoughtfully sat down awhile, and some time later she rang for her maid.


  ‘Menlove,’ she said, without looking towards a rustle and half a footstep that had just come in at the door, but leaning back in her chair and speaking towards the corner of the looking-glass, ‘will you go down and find out if any gentleman named Julian has been staying in this house? Get to know it, I mean, Menlove, not by directly inquiring; you have ways of getting to know things, have you not? If the devoted George were here now, he would help——’


  ‘George was nothing to me, ma’am.’


  ‘James, then.’


  ‘And I only had James for a week or ten days: when I found he was a married man, I encouraged his addresses very little indeed.’


  ‘If you had encouraged him heart and soul, you couldn’t have fumed more at the loss of him. But please to go and make that inquiry, will you, Menlove?’


  In a few minutes Ethelberta’s woman was back again. ‘A gentleman of that name stayed here last night, and left this afternoon.’


  ‘Will you find out his address?’


  Now the lady’s-maid had already been quick-witted enough to find out that, and indeed all about him; but it chanced that a fashionable illustrated weekly paper had just been sent from the bookseller’s, and being in want of a little time to look it over before it reached her mistress’s hands, Mrs. Menlove retired, as if to go and ask the question—to stand meanwhile under the gas-lamp in the passage, inspecting the fascinating engravings. But as time will not wait for tire-women, a natural length of absence soon elapsed, and she returned again and said,


  ‘His address is, Upper Street, Sandbourne.’


  ‘Thank you, that will do,’ replied her mistress.


  The hour grew later, and that dreamy period came round when ladies’ fancies, that have lain shut up close as their fans during the day, begin to assert themselves anew. At this time a good guess at Ethelberta’s thoughts might have been made from her manner of passing the minutes away. Instead of reading, entering notes in her diary, or doing any ordinary thing, she walked to and fro, curled her pretty nether lip within her pretty upper one a great many times, made a cradle of her locked fingers, and paused with fixed eyes where the walls of the room set limits upon her walk to look at nothing but a picture within her mind.


  ♣


  II


  Christopher’s House—Sandbourne Town—Sandbourne Moor


  During the wet autumn of the same year, the postman passed one morning as usual into a plain street that ran through the less fashionable portion of Sandbourne, a modern coast town and watering-place not many miles from the ancient Anglebury. He knocked at the door of a flat-faced brick house, and it was opened by a slight, thoughtful young man, with his hat on, just then coming out. The postman put into his hands a book packet, addressed, ‘Christopher Julian, Esq.’


  Christopher took the package upstairs, opened it with curiosity, and discovered within a green volume of poems, by an anonymous writer, the title-page bearing the inscription, ‘Metres by E.’ The book was new, though it was cut, and it appeared to have been looked into. The young man, after turning it over and wondering where it came from, laid it on the table and went his way, being in haste to fulfil his engagements for the day.


  In the evening, on returning home from his occupations, he sat himself down cosily to read the newly-arrived volume. The winds of this uncertain season were snarling in the chimneys, and drops of rain spat themselves into the fire, revealing plainly that the young man’s room was not far enough from the top of the house to admit of a twist in the flue, and revealing darkly a little more, if that social rule-of-three inverse, the higher in lodgings the lower in pocket, were applicable here. However, the aspect of the room, though homely, was cheerful, a somewhat contradictory group of furniture suggesting that the collection consisted of waifs and strays from a former home, the grimy faces of the old articles exercising a curious and subduing effect on the bright faces of the new. An oval mirror of rococo workmanship, and a heavy cabinet-piano with a cornice like that of an Egyptian temple, adjoined a harmonium of yesterday, and a harp that was almost as new. Printed music of the last century, and manuscript music of the previous evening, lay there in such quantity as to endanger the tidiness of a retreat which was indeed only saved from a chronic state of litter by a pair of hands that sometimes played, with the lightness of breezes, about the sewing-machine standing in a remote corner—if any corner could be called remote in a room so small.


  Fire lights and shades from the shaking flames struck in a butterfly flutter on the underparts of the mantel-shelf, and upon the reader’s cheek as he sat. Presently, and all at once, a much greater intentness pervaded his face: he turned back again, and read anew the subject that had arrested his eyes. He was a man whose countenance varied with his mood, though it kept somewhat in the rear of that mood. He looked sad when he felt almost serene, and only serene when he felt quite cheerful. It is a habit people acquire who have had repressing experiences.


  A faint smile and flush now lightened his face, and jumping up he opened the door and exclaimed, ‘Faith! will you come here for a moment?’


  A prompt step was heard on the stairs, and the young person addressed as Faith entered the room. She was small in figure, and bore less in the form of her features than in their shades when changing from expression to expression the evidence that she was his sister.


  ‘Faith—I want your opinion. But, stop, read this first.’ He laid his finger upon a page in the book, and placed it in her hand.


  The girl drew from her pocket a little green-leather sheath, worn at the edges to whity-brown, and out of that a pair of spectacles, unconsciously looking round the room for a moment as she did so, as if to ensure that no stranger saw her in the act of using them. Here a weakness was uncovered at once; it was a small, pretty, and natural one; indeed, as weaknesses go in the great world, it might almost have been called a commendable trait. She then began to read, without sitting down.


  These ‘Metres by E.’ composed a collection of soft and marvellously musical rhymes, of a nature known as the vers de société. The lines presented a series of playful defences of the supposed strategy of womankind in fascination, courtship, and marriage—the whole teeming with ideas bright as mirrors and just as unsubstantial, yet forming a brilliant argument to justify the ways of girls to men. The pervading characteristic of the mass was the means of forcing into notice, by strangeness of contrast, the single mournful poem that the book contained. It was placed at the very end, and under the title of ‘Cancelled Words’ formed a whimsical and rather affecting love-lament, somewhat in the tone of many of Sir Thomas Wyatt’s poems. This was the piece which had arrested Christopher’s attention, and had been pointed out by him to his sister Faith.


  ‘It is very touching,’ she said, looking up.


  ‘What do you think I suspect about it—that the poem is addressed to me! Do you remember, when father was alive and we were at Solentsea that season, about a governess who came there with a Sir Ralph Petherwin and his wife, people with a sickly little daughter and a grown-up son?’


  ‘I never saw any of them. I think I remember your knowing something about a young man of that name.’


  ‘Yes, that was the family. Well, the governess there was a very attractive woman, and somehow or other I got more interested in her than I ought to have done (this is necessary to the history), and we used to meet in romantic places—and—and that kind of thing, you know. The end of it was, she jilted me and married the son.’


  ‘You were anxious to get away from Solentsea.’


  ‘Was I? Then that was chiefly the reason. Well, I decided to think no more of her, and I was helped to do it by the troubles that came upon us shortly afterwards; it is a blessed arrangement that one does not feel a sentimental grief at all when additional grief comes in the shape of practical misfortune. However, on the first afternoon of the little holiday I took for my walking tour last summer, I came to Anglebury, and stayed about the neighbourhood for a day or two to see what it was like, thinking we might settle there if this place failed us. The next evening I left, and walked across the heath to Flychett—that’s a village about five miles further on—so as to be that distance on my way for next morning; and while I was crossing the heath there I met this very woman. We talked a little, because we couldn’t help it—you may imagine the kind of talk it was—and parted as coolly as we had met. Now this strange book comes to me; and I have a strong conviction that she is the writer of it, for that poem sketches a similar scene—or rather suggests it; and the tone generally seems the kind of thing she would write—not that she was a sad woman, either.’


  ‘She seems to be a warm-hearted, impulsive woman, to judge from these tender verses.’


  ‘People who print very warm words have sometimes very cold manners. I wonder if it is really her writing, and if she has sent it to me!’


  ‘Would it not be a singular thing for a married woman to do? Though of course’—(she removed her spectacles as if they hindered her from thinking, and hid them under the timepiece till she should go on reading)—‘of course poets have morals and manners of their own, and custom is no argument with them. I am sure I would not have sent it to a man for the world!’


  ‘I do not see any absolute harm in her sending it. Perhaps she thinks that, since it is all over, we may as well die friends.’


  ‘If I were her husband I should have doubts about the dying. And “all over” may not be so plain to other people as it is to you.’


  ‘Perhaps not. And when a man checks all a woman’s finer sentiments towards him by marrying her, it is only natural that it should find a vent somewhere. However, she probably does not know of my downfall since father’s death. I hardly think she would have cared to do it had she known that. (I am assuming that it is Ethelberta—Mrs. Petherwin—who sends it: of course I am not sure.) We must remember that when I knew her I was a gentleman at ease, who had not the least notion that I should have to work for a living, and not only so, but should have first to invent a profession to work at out of my old tastes.’


  ‘Kit, you have made two mistakes in your thoughts of that lady. Even though I don’t know her, I can show you that. Now I’ll tell you! the first is in thinking that a married lady would send the book with that poem in it without at any rate a slight doubt as to its propriety: the second is in supposing that, had she wished to do it, she would have given the thing up because of our misfortunes. With a true woman the second reason would have had no effect had she once got over the first. I’m a woman, and that’s why I know.’


  Christopher said nothing, and turned over the poems.


  He lived by teaching music, and, in comparison with starving, thrived; though the wealthy might possibly have said that in comparison with thriving he starved. During this night he hummed airs in bed, thought he would do for the ballad of the fair poetess what other musicians had done for the ballads of other fair poetesses, and dreamed that she smiled on him as her prototype Sappho smiled on Phaon.


  The next morning before starting on his rounds a new circumstance induced him to direct his steps to the bookseller’s, and ask a question. He had found on examining the wrapper of the volume that it was posted in his own town.


  ‘No copy of the book has been sold by me,’ the bookseller’s voice replied from far up the Alpine height of the shop-ladder, where he stood dusting stale volumes, as was his habit of a morning before customers came. ‘I have never heard of it—probably never shall’; and he shook out the duster, so as to hit the delicate mean between stifling Christopher and not stifling him.


  ‘Surely you don’t live by your shop?’ said Christopher, drawing back.


  The bookseller’s eyes rested on the speaker’s; his face changed; he came down and placed his hand on the lapel of Christopher’s coat. ‘Sir,’ he said, ‘I starve by it; country bookselling is a miserable, impoverishing, exasperating thing in these days. Can you understand the rest?’


  ‘I can; I forgive a starving man anything,’ said Christopher.


  ‘You go a long way very suddenly,’ said the bookseller. ‘Half as much pity would have seemed better. However, wait a moment.’ He looked into a list of new books, and added: ‘The work you allude to was only published last week; though, mind you, if it had been published last century I might not have sold a copy.’


  Although his time was precious, Christopher had now become so interested in the circumstance that the unseen sender was somebody breathing his own atmosphere, possibly the very writer herself—the book being too new to be known—that he again passed through the blue shadow of the spire which stretched across the street to-day, and went towards the post-office, animated by a bright intention—to ask the postmaster if he knew the handwriting in which the packet was addressed.


  Now the postmaster was an acquaintance of Christopher’s, but, as regarded putting that question to him, there was a difficulty. Everything turned upon whether the postmaster at the moment of asking would be in his under-government manner, or in the manner with which mere nature had endowed him. In the latter case his reply would be all that could be wished; in the former, a man who had sunk in society might as well put his tongue into a mousetrap as make an inquiry so obviously outside the pale of legality as was this.


  So he postponed his business for the present, and refrained from entering till he passed by after dinner, when pleasant malt liquor, of that capacity for cheering which is expressed by four large letter X’s marching in a row, had refilled the globular trunk of the postmaster and neutralized some of the effects of officiality. The time was well chosen, but the inquiry threatened to prove fruitless: the postmaster had never, to his knowledge, seen the writing before. Christopher was turning away when a clerk in the background looked up and stated that some young lady had brought a packet with such an address upon it into the office two days earlier to get it stamped.


  ‘Do you know her?’ said Christopher.


  ‘I have seen her about the neighbourhood. She goes by every morning; I think she comes into the town from two or three miles out, and returns again between four and five in the afternoon.’


  ‘What does she wear?’


  ‘A white wool jacket with zigzags of black braid.’


  Christopher left the post-office and went his way. Among his other pupils there were two who lived at some distance from Sandbourne across some meads—one of them in the direction indicated as that habitually taken by the young person; and in the afternoon, as he returned homeward, Christopher loitered and looked around. At first he could see nobody; but when about a mile from the outskirts of the town he discerned a light spot ahead of him, which actually turned out to be the jacket alluded to. In due time he met the wearer face to face; she was not Ethelberta Petherwin—quite a different sort of individual. He had long made up his mind that this would be the case, yet he was in some indescribable way disappointed.


  Of the two classes into which gentle young women naturally divide, those who grow red at their weddings, and those who grow pale, the present one belonged to the former class. She was an April-natured, pink-cheeked girl, with eyes that would have made any jeweller in England think of his trade—one who evidently took her day in the daytime, frequently caught the early worm, and had little to do with yawns or candlelight. She came and passed him; he fancied that her countenance changed. But one may fancy anything, and the pair receded each from each without turning their heads. He could not speak to her, plain and simple as she seemed.


  It is rarely that a man who can be entered and made to throb by the channel of his ears is not open to a similar attack through the channel of his eyes—for many doors will admit to one mansion—allowance being made for the readier capacity of chosen and practised organs. Hence the beauties, concords, and eloquences of the female form were never without their effect upon Christopher, a born musician, artist, poet, seer, mouthpiece—whichever a translator of Nature’s oracles into simple speech may be called. The young girl who had gone by was fresh and pleasant; moreover, she was a sort of mysterious link between himself and the past, which these things were vividly reviving in him.


  The following week Christopher met her again. She had not much dignity, he had not much reserve, and the sudden resolution to have a holiday which sometimes impels a plump heart to rise up against a brain that overweights it was not to be resisted. He just lifted his hat, and put the only question he could think of as a beginning: ‘Have I the pleasure of addressing the author of a book of very melodious poems that was sent me the other day?’


  The girl’s forefinger twirled rapidly the loop of braid that it had previously been twirling slowly, and drawing in her breath, she said, ‘No, sir.’


  ‘The sender, then?’


  ‘Yes.’


  She somehow presented herself as so insignificant by the combined effect of the manner and the words that Christopher lowered his method of address to her level at once. ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘such an atmosphere as the writer of “Metres by E.” seems to breathe would soon spoil cheeks that are fresh and round as lady-apples—eh, little girl? But are you disposed to tell me that writer’s name?’


  By applying a general idea to a particular case a person with the best of intentions may find himself immediately landed in a quandary. In saying to the country girl before him what would have suited the mass of country lasses well enough, Christopher had offended her beyond the cure of compliment.


  ‘I am not disposed to tell the writer’s name,’ she replied, with a dudgeon that was very great for one whose whole stock of it was a trifle. And she passed on and left him standing alone.


  Thus further conversation was checked; but, through having rearranged the hours of his country lessons, Christopher met her the next Wednesday, and the next Friday, and throughout the following week—no further words passing between them. For a while she went by very demurely, apparently mindful of his offence. But effrontery is not proved to be part of a man’s nature till he has been guilty of a second act: the best of men may commit a first through accident or ignorance—may even be betrayed into it by over-zeal for experiment. Some such conclusion may or may not have been arrived at by the girl with the lady-apple cheeks; at any rate, after the lapse of another week a new spectacle presented itself; her redness deepened whenever Christopher passed her by, and embarrassment pervaded her from the lowest stitch to the tip of her feather. She had little chance of escaping him by diverging from the road, for a figure could be seen across the open ground to the distance of half a mile on either side. One day as he drew near as usual, she met him as women meet a cloud of dust—she turned and looked backwards till he had passed.


  This would have been disconcerting but for one reason: Christopher was ceasing to notice her. He was a man who often, when walking abroad, and looking as it were at the scene before his eyes, discerned successes and failures, friends and relations, episodes of childhood, wedding feasts and funerals, the landscape suffering greatly by these visions, until it became no more than the patterned wall-tints about the paintings in a gallery; something necessary to the tone, yet not regarded. Nothing but a special concentration of himself on externals could interrupt this habit, and now that her appearance along the way had changed from a chance to a custom he began to lapse again into the old trick. He gazed once or twice at her form without seeing it: he did not notice that she trembled.


  He sometimes read as he walked, and book in hand he frequently approached her now. This went on till six weeks had passed from the time of their first encounter. Latterly might have been once or twice heard, when he had moved out of earshot, a sound like a small gasping sigh; but no arrangements were disturbed, and Christopher continued to keep down his eyes as persistently as a saint in a church window.


  The last day of his engagement had arrived, and with it the last of his walks that way. On his final return he carried in his hand a bunch of flowers which had been presented to him at the country-house where his lessons were given. He was taking them home to his sister Faith, who prized the lingering blossoms of the seeding season. Soon appeared as usual his fellow-traveller; whereupon Christopher looked down upon his nosegay. ‘Sweet simple girl,’ he thought, ‘I’ll endeavour to make peace with her by means of these flowers before we part for good.’


  When she came up he held them out to her and said, ‘Will you allow me to present you with these?’


  The bright colours of the nosegay instantly attracted the girl’s hand—perhaps before there had been time for thought to thoroughly construe the position; for it happened that when her arm was stretched into the air she steadied it quickly, and stood with the pose of a statue—rigid with uncertainty. But it was too late to refuse: Christopher had put the nosegay within her fingers. Whatever pleasant expression of thanks may have appeared in her eyes fell only on the bunch of flowers, for during the whole transaction they reached to no higher level than that. To say that he was coming no more seemed scarcely necessary in the circumstances, and wishing her ‘Good-afternoon’ very heartily, he passed on.


  He had learnt by this time her occupation, which was that of pupil-teacher at one of the schools in the town, whither she walked daily from a village rather a long way off. If he had not been poor and the little teacher humble, Christopher might possibly have been tempted to inquire more briskly about her, and who knows how such a pursuit might have ended? But hard externals rule volatile sentiment, and under these untoward influences the girl and the book and the truth about its author were matters upon which he could not afford to expend much time. All Christopher did was to think now and then of the pretty innocent face and round deep eyes, not once wondering if the mind which enlivened them ever thought of him.


  ♣


  III


  Sandbourne Moor (continued)


  It was one of those hostile days of the year when chatterbox ladies remain miserably in their homes to save the carriage and harness, when clerks’ wives hate living in lodgings, when vehicles and people appear in the street with duplicates of themselves underfoot, when bricklayers, slaters, and other out-door journeymen sit in a shed and drink beer, when ducks and drakes play with hilarious delight at their own family game, or spread out one wing after another in the slower enjoyment of letting the delicious moisture penetrate to their innermost down. The smoke from the flues of Sandbourne had barely strength enough to emerge into the drizzling rain, and hung down the sides of each chimney-pot like the streamer of a becalmed ship; and a troop of rats might have rattled down the pipes from roof to basement with less noise than did the water that day.


  On the broad moorland and meadows two or three miles from the town, where Christopher’s meetings with the teacher had so regularly occurred, were a stream and some large pools; and beside one of these, near some hatches and a weir, stood a little square building, not much larger inside than the Lord Mayor’s coach. It was known simply as ‘The Weir House.’ On this wet afternoon, which was the one following the day of Christopher’s last lesson over the plain, a nearly invisible smoke came from the puny chimney of the hut. Though the door was closed, sounds of chatting and mirth fizzed from the interior, and would have told anybody who had come near—which nobody did—that the usually empty shell was tenanted to-day.


  The scene within was a large fire in a fireplace to which the whole floor of the house was no more than a hearthstone. The occupants were two gentlemanly persons, in shooting costume, who had been traversing the moor for miles in search of wild duck and teal, a waterman, and a small spaniel. In the corner stood their guns, and two or three wild mallards, which represented the scanty product of their morning’s labour, the iridescent necks of the dead birds replying to every flicker of the fire. The two sportsmen were smoking, and their man was mostly occupying himself in poking and stirring the fire with a stick: all three appeared to be pretty well wetted.


  One of the gentlemen, by way of varying the not very exhilarating study of four brick walls within microscopic distance of his eye, turned to a small square hole which admitted light and air to the hut, and looked out upon the dreary prospect before him. The wide concave of cloud, of the monotonous hue of dull pewter, formed an unbroken hood over the level from horizon to horizon; beneath it, reflecting its wan lustre, was the glazed high-road which stretched, hedgeless and ditchless, past a directing-post where another road joined it, and on to the less regular ground beyond, lying like a riband unrolled across the scene, till it vanished over the furthermost undulation. Beside the pools were occasional tall sheaves of flags and sedge, and about the plain a few bushes, these forming the only obstructions to a view otherwise unbroken.


  The sportsman’s attention was attracted by a figure in a state of gradual enlargement as it approached along the road.


  ‘I should think that if pleasure can’t tempt a native out of doors to-day, business will never force him out,’ he observed. ‘There is, for the first time, somebody coming along the road.’


  ‘If business don’t drag him out pleasure’ll never tempt en, is more like our nater in these parts, sir,’ said the man, who was looking into the fire.


  The conversation showed no vitality, and down it dropped dead as before, the man who was standing up continuing to gaze into the moisture. What had at first appeared as an epicene shape the decreasing space resolved into a cloaked female under an umbrella: she now relaxed her pace, till, reaching the directing-post where the road branched into two, she paused and looked about her. Instead of coming further she slowly retraced her steps for about a hundred yards.


  ‘That’s an appointment,’ said the first speaker, as he removed the cigar from his lips; ‘and by the lords, what a day and place for an appointment with a woman!’


  ‘What’s an appointment?’ inquired his friend, a town young man, with a Tussaud complexion and well-pencilled brows half way up his forehead, so that his upper eyelids appeared to possess the uncommon quality of tallness.


  ‘Look out here, and you’ll see. By that directing-post, where the two roads meet. As a man devoted to art, Ladywell, who has had the honour of being hung higher up on the Academy walls than any other living painter, you should take out your sketch-book and dash off the scene.’


  Where nothing particular is going on, one incident makes a drama; and, interested in that proportion, the art-sportsman puts up his eyeglass (a form he adhered to before firing at game that had risen, by which merciful arrangement the bird got safe off), placed his face beside his companion’s, and also peered through the opening. The young pupil-teacher—for she was the object of their scrutiny—re-approached the spot whereon she had been accustomed for the last many weeks of her journey home to meet Christopher, now for the first time missing, and again she seemed reluctant to pass the hand-post, for that marked the point where the chance of seeing him ended. She glided backwards as before, this time keeping her face still to the front, as if trying to persuade the world at large, and her own shamefacedness, that she had not yet approached the place at all.


  ‘Query, how long will she wait for him (for it is a man to a certainty)?’ resumed the elder of the smokers, at the end of several minutes of silence, when, full of vacillation and doubt, she became lost to view behind some bushes. ‘Will she reappear?’ The smoking went on, and up she came into open ground as before, and walked by.


  ‘I wonder who the girl is, to come to such a place in this weather? There she is again,’ said the young man called Ladywell.


  ‘Some cottage lass, not yet old enough to make the most of the value set on her by her follower, small as that appears to be. Now we may get an idea of the hour named by the fellow for the appointment, for, depend upon it, the time when she first came—about five minutes ago—was the time he should have been there. It is now getting on towards five—half-past four was doubtless the time mentioned.’


  ‘She’s not come o’ purpose: ’tis her way home from school every day,’ said the waterman.


  ‘An experiment on woman’s endurance and patience under neglect. Two to one against her staying a quarter of an hour.’


  ‘The same odds against her not staying till five would be nearer probability. What’s half-an-hour to a girl in love?’


  ‘On a moorland in wet weather it is thirty perceptible minutes to any fireside man, woman, or beast in Christendom—minutes that can be felt, like the Egyptian plague of darkness. Now, little girl, go home: he is not worth it.’


  Twenty minutes passed, and the girl returned miserably to the hand-post, still to wander back to her retreat behind the sedge, and lead any chance comer from the opposite quarter to believe that she had not yet reached this ultimate point beyond which a meeting with Christopher was impossible.


  ‘Now you’ll find that she means to wait the complete half-hour, and then off she goes with a broken heart.’


  All three now looked through the hole to test the truth of the prognostication. The hour of five completed itself on their watches; the girl again came forward. And then the three in ambuscade could see her pull out her handkerchief and place it to her eyes.


  ‘She’s grieving now because he has not come. Poor little woman, what a brute he must be; for a broken heart in a woman means a broken vow in a man, as I infer from a thousand instances in experience, romance, and history. Don’t open the door till she is gone, Ladywell; it will only disturb her.’


  As they had guessed, the pupil-teacher, hearing the distant town-clock strike the hour, gave way to her fancy no longer, and launched into the diverging path. This lingering for Christopher’s arrival had, as is known, been founded on nothing more of the nature of an assignation than lay in his regular walk along the plain at that time every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday of the six previous weeks. It must be said that he was very far indeed from divining that his injudicious peace-offering of the flowers had stirred into life such a wearing, anxious, hopeful, despairing solicitude as this, which had been latent for some time during his constant meetings with the little stranger.


  She vanished in the mist towards the left, and the loiterers in the hut began to move and open the door, remarking, ‘Now then for Wyndway House, a change of clothes, and a dinner.’


  ♣


  IV


  Sandbourne Pier—Road to Wyndway—Ball-Room in Wyndway House


  The last light of a winter day had gone down behind the houses of Sandbourne, and night was shut close over all. Christopher, about eight o’clock, was standing at the end of the pier with his back towards the open sea, whence the waves were pushing to the shore in frills and flounces that were just rendered visible in all their bleak instability by the row of lights along the sides of the jetty, the rapid motion landward of the wavetips producing upon his eye an apparent progress of the pier out to sea. This pier-head was a spot which Christopher enjoyed visiting on such moaning and sighing nights as the present, when the sportive and variegated throng that haunted the pier on autumn days was no longer there, and he seemed alone with weather and the invincible sea.


  Somebody came towards him along the deserted footway, and rays from the nearest lamp streaked the face of his sister Faith.


  ‘O Christopher, I knew you were here,’ she said eagerly. ‘You are wanted; there’s a servant come from Wyndway House for you. He is sent to ask if you can come immediately to play at a little dance they have resolved upon this evening—quite suddenly it seems. If you can come, you must bring with you any assistant you can lay your hands upon at a moment’s notice, he says.’


  ‘Wyndway House; why should the people send for me above all other musicians in the town?’


  Faith did not know. ‘If you really decide to go,’ she said, as they walked homeward, ‘you might take me as your assistant. I should answer the purpose, should I not, Kit? since it is only a dance or two they seem to want.’


  ‘And your harp I suppose you mean? Yes; you might be competent to take a part. It cannot be a regular ball; they would have had the quadrille band for anything of that sort. Faith—we’ll go. However, let us see the man first, and inquire particulars.’


  Reaching home, Christopher found at his door a horse and wagonette in charge of a man-servant in livery, who repeated what Faith had told her brother. Wyndway House was a well-known country-seat three or four miles out of the town, and the coachman mentioned that if they were going it would be well that they should get ready to start as soon as they conveniently could, since he had been told to return by ten if possible. Christopher quickly prepared himself, and put a new string or two into Faith’s harp, by which time she also was dressed; and, wrapping up herself and her instrument safe from the night air, away they drove at half-past nine.


  ‘Is it a large party?’ said Christopher, as they whizzed along.


  ‘No, sir; it is what we call a dance—that is, ’tis like a ball, you know, on a small scale—a ball on a spurt, that you never thought of till you had it. In short, it grew out of a talk at dinner, I believe; and some of the young people present wanted a jig, and didn’t care to play themselves, you know, young ladies being an idle class of society at the best of times. We’ve a house full of sleeping company, you understand—been there a week some of ’em—most of ’em being mistress’s relations.’


  ‘They probably found it a little dull.’


  ‘Well, yes—it is rather dull for ’em—Christmas-time and all. As soon as it was proposed they were wild for sending post-haste for somebody or other to play to them.’


  ‘Did they name me particularly?’ said Christopher.


  ‘Yes; “Mr. Christopher Julian,” she says. “The gent who’s turned music-man?” I said. “Yes, that’s him,” says she.’


  ‘There were music-men living nearer to your end of the town than I.’


  ‘Yes, but I know it was you particular: though I don’t think mistress thought anything about you at first. Mr. Joyce—that’s the butler—said that your name was mentioned to our old dame, when he was in the room, by a young lady staying with us, and mistress says then, “The Julians have had a downfall, and the son has taken to music.” Then when dancing was talked of, they said, ‘O, “O, let’s have him by all means.”’


  ‘Was the young lady who first inquired for my family the same one who said, “Let’s have him by all means?”’


  ‘O no; but it was on account of her asking that the rest said they would like you to play—at least that’s as I had it from Joyce.’


  ‘Do you know that lady’s name?’


  ‘Mrs. Petherwin.’


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘Cold, sir?’


  ‘O no.’


  Christopher did not like to question the man any further, though what he had heard added new life to his previous curiosity; and they drove along the way in silence, Faith’s figure, wrapped up to the top of her head, cutting into the sky behind them like a sugar-loaf. Such gates as crossed the roads had been left open by the forethought of the coachman, and, passing the lodge, they proceeded about half-a-mile along a private drive, then ascended a rise, and came in view of the front of the mansion, punctured with windows that were now mostly lighted up.


  ‘What is that?’ said Faith, catching a glimpse of something that the carriage-lamp showed on the face of one wall as they passed, a marble bas-relief of some battle-piece, built into the stonework.


  ‘That’s the scene of the death of one of the squire’s forefathers—Colonel Sir Martin Jones, who was killed at the moment of victory in the battle of Salamanca—but I haven’t been here long enough to know the rights of it. When I am in one of my meditations, as I wait here with the carriage sometimes, I think how many more get killed at the moment of victory than at the moment of defeat. This is the entrance for you, sir.’ And he turned the corner and pulled up before a side door.


  They alighted and went in, Christopher shouldering Faith’s harp, and she marching modestly behind, with curly-eared music-books under her arm. They were shown into the house-steward’s room, and ushered thence along a badly-lit passage and past a door within which a hum and laughter were audible. The door next to this was then opened for them, and they entered.


  Scarcely had Faith, or Christopher either, ever beheld a more shining scene than was presented by the saloon in which they now found themselves. Coming direct from the gloomy park, and led to the room by that back passage from the servants’ quarter, the light from the chandelier and branches against the walls, striking on gilding at all points, quite dazzled their sight for a minute or two; it caused Faith to move forward with her eyes on the floor, and filled Christopher with an impulse to turn back again into some dusky corner where every thread of his not over-new dress suit—rather moth-eaten through lack of feasts for airing it—could be counted less easily.


  He was soon seated before a grand piano, and Faith sat down under the shadow of her harp, both being arranged on a dais within an alcove at one end of the room. A screen of ivy and holly had been constructed across the front of this recess for the games of the children on Christmas Eve, and it still remained there, a small creep-hole being left for entrance and exit.


  Then the merry guests tumbled through doors at the further end, and dancing began. The mingling of black-coated men and bright ladies gave a charming appearance to the groups as seen by Faith and her brother, the whole spectacle deriving an unexpected novelty from the accident of reaching their eyes through interstices in the tracery of green leaves, which added to the picture a softness that it would not otherwise have possessed. On the other hand, the musicians, having a much weaker light, could hardly be discerned by the performers in the dance.


  The music was now rattling on, and the ladies in their foam-like dresses were busily threading and spinning about the floor, when Faith, casually looking up into her brother’s face, was surprised to see that a change had come over it. At the end of the quadrille he leant across to her before she had time to speak, and said quietly, ‘She’s here!’


  ‘Who?’ said Faith, for she had not heard the words of the coachman.


  ‘Ethelberta.’


  ‘Which is she?’ asked Faith, peeping through with the keenest interest.


  ‘The one who has the skirts of her dress looped up with convolvulus flowers—the one with her hair fastened in a sort of Venus knot behind; she has just been dancing with that perfumed piece of a man they call Mr. Ladywell—it is he with the high eyebrows arched like a girl’s.’ He added, with a wrinkled smile, ‘I cannot for my life see anybody answering to the character of husband to her, for every man takes notice of her.’


  They were interrupted by another dance being called for, and then, his fingers tapping about upon the keys as mechanically as fowls pecking at barleycorns, Christopher gave himself up with a curious and far from unalloyed pleasure to the occupation of watching Ethelberta, now again crossing the field of his vision like a returned comet whose characteristics were becoming purely historical. She was a plump-armed creature, with a white round neck as firm as a fort—altogether a vigorous shape, as refreshing to the eye as the green leaves through which he beheld her. She danced freely, and with a zest that was apparently irrespective of partners. He had been waiting long to hear her speak, and when at length her voice did reach his ears, it was the revelation of a strange matter to find how great a thing that small event had become to him. He knew the old utterance—rapid but not frequent, an obstructive thought causing sometimes a sudden halt in the midst of a stream of words. But the feature by which a cool observer would have singled her out from others in his memory when asking himself what she was like, was a peculiar gaze into imaginary far-away distance when making a quiet remark to a partner—not with contracted eyes like a sea-faring man, but with an open full look—a remark in which little words in a low tone were made to express a great deal, as several single gentlemen afterwards found.


  The production of dance-music when the criticizing stage among the dancers has passed, and they have grown full of excitement and animal spirits, does not require much concentration of thought in the producers thereof; and desultory conversation accordingly went on between Faith and her brother from time to time.


  ‘Kit,’ she said on one occasion, ‘are you looking at the way in which the flowers are fastened to the leaves?—taking a mean advantage of being at the back of the tapestry? You cannot think how you stare at them.’


  ‘I was looking through them—certainly not at them. I have a feeling of being moved about like a puppet in the hands of a person who legally can be nothing to me.’


  ‘That charming woman with the shining bunch of hair and convolvuluses?’


  ‘Yes: it is through her that we are brought here, and through her writing that poem, “Cancelled Words,” that the book was sent me, and through the accidental renewal of acquaintance between us on Anglebury Heath, that she wrote the poem. I was, however, at the moment you spoke, thinking more particularly of the little teacher whom Ethelberta must have commissioned to send the book to me; and why that girl was chosen to do it.’


  ‘There may be a hundred reasons. Kit, I have never yet seen her look once this way.’


  Christopher had certainly not yet received look or gesture from her; but his time came. It was while he was for a moment outside the recess, and he caught her in the act. She became slightly confused, turned aside, and entered into conversation with a neighbour.


  It was only a look, and yet what a look it was! One may say of a look that it is capable of division into as many species, genera, orders, and classes, as the animal world itself. Christopher saw Ethelberta Petherwin’s performance in this kind—the well-known spark of light upon the well-known depths of mystery—and felt something going out of him which had gone out of him once before.


  Thus continually beholding her and her companions in the giddy whirl, the night wore on with the musicians, last dances and more last dances being added, till the intentions of the old on the matter were thrice exceeded in the interests of the young. Watching the couples whirl and turn, advance and recede as gently as spirits, knot themselves like house-flies and part again, and lullabied by the faint regular beat of their footsteps to the tune, the players sank into the peculiar mesmeric quiet which comes over impressionable people who play for a great length of time in the midst of such scenes; and at last the only noises that Christopher took cognizance of were those of the exceptional kind, breaking above the general sea of sound—a casual smart rustle of silk, a laugh, a stumble, the monosyllabic talk of those who happened to linger for a moment close to the leafy screen—all coming to his ears like voices from those old times when he had mingled in similar scenes, not as servant but as guest.


  ♣


  V


  At the Window—The Road Home


  The dancing was over at last, and the radiant company had left the room. A long and weary night it had been for the two players, though a stimulated interest had hindered physical exhaustion in one of them for a while. With tingling fingers and aching arms they came out of the alcove into the long and deserted apartment, now pervaded by a dry haze. The lights had burned low, and Faith and her brother were waiting by request till the wagonette was ready to take them home, a breakfast being in course of preparation for them meanwhile.


  Christopher had crossed the room to relieve his cramped limbs, and now, peeping through a crevice in the window curtains, he said suddenly, ‘Who’s for a transformation scene? Faith, look here!’


  He touched the blind, up it flew, and a gorgeous scene presented itself to her eyes. A huge inflamed sun was breasting the horizon beyond a sheet of embayed sea which, to her surprise and delight, the mansion overlooked. The brilliant disc fired all the waves that lay between it and the shore at the bottom of the grounds, where the water tossed the ruddy light from one undulation to another in glares as large and clear as mirrors, incessantly altering them, destroying them, and creating them again; while further off they multiplied, thickened, and ran into one another like struggling armies, till they met the fiery source of them all.


  ‘O, how wonderful it is!’ said Faith, putting her hand on Christopher’s arm. ‘Who knew that whilst we were all shut in here with our puny illumination such an exhibition as this was going on outside! How sorry and mean the grand and stately room looks now!’


  Christopher turned his back upon the window, and there were the hitherto beaming candle-flames shining no more radiantly than tarnished javelin-heads, while the snow-white lengths of wax showed themselves clammy and cadaverous as the fingers of a corpse. The leaves and flowers which had appeared so very green and blooming by the artificial light were now seen to be faded and dusty. Only the gilding of the room in some degree brought itself into keeping with the splendours outside, stray darts of light seizing upon it and lengthening themselves out along fillet, quirk, arris, and moulding, till wasted away.


  ‘It seems,’ said Faith, ‘as if all the people who were lately so merry here had died: we ourselves look no more than ghosts.’ She turned up her weary face to her brother’s, which the incoming rays smote aslant, making little furrows of every wrinkle thereon, and shady ravines of every little furrow.


  ‘You are very tired, Faith,’ he said. ‘Such a heavy night’s work has been almost too much for you.’


  ‘O, I don’t mind that,’ said Faith. ‘But I could not have played so long by myself.’


  ‘We filled up one another’s gaps; and there were plenty of them towards the morning; but, luckily, people don’t notice those things when the small hours draw on.’


  ‘What troubles me most,’ said Faith, ‘is not that I have worked, but that you should be so situated as to need such miserable assistance as mine. We are poor, are we not, Kit?’


  ‘Yes, we know a little about poverty,’ he replied.


  While thus lingering


  
    In shadowy thoroughfares of thought,

  


  Faith interrupted with, ‘I believe there is one of the dancers now!—why, I should have thought they had all gone to bed, and wouldn’t get up again for days.’ She indicated to him a figure on the lawn towards the left, looking upon the same flashing scene as that they themselves beheld.


  ‘It is your own particular one,’ continued Faith. ‘Yes, I see the blue flowers under the edge of her cloak.’


  ‘And I see her squirrel-coloured hair,’ said Christopher.


  Both stood looking at this apparition, who once, and only once, thought fit to turn her head towards the front of the house they were gazing from. Faith was one in whom the meditative somewhat overpowered the active faculties; she went on, with no abundance of love, to theorize upon this gratuitously charming woman, who, striking freakishly into her brother’s path, seemed likely to do him no good in her sisterly estimation. Ethelberta’s bright and shapely form stood before her critic now, smartened by the motes of sunlight from head to heel: what Faith would have given to see her so clearly within!


  ‘Without doubt she is already a lady of many romantic experiences,’ she said dubiously.


  ‘And on the way to many more,’ said Christopher. The tone was just of the kind which may be imagined of a sombre man who had been up all night piping that others might dance.


  Faith parted her lips as if in consternation at possibilities. Ethelberta, having already become an influence in Christopher’s system, might soon become more—an indestructible fascination—to drag him about, turn his soul inside out, harrow him, twist him, and otherwise torment him, according to the stereotyped form of such processes.


  They were interrupted by the opening of a door. A servant entered and came up to them.


  ‘This is for you, I believe, sir,’ he said. ‘Two guineas;’ and he placed the money in Christopher’s hand. ‘Some breakfast will be ready for you in a moment if you like to have it. Would you wish it brought in here; or will you come to the steward’s room?’


  ‘Yes, we will come.’ And the man then began to extinguish the lights one by one. Christopher dropped the two pounds and two shillings singly into his pocket, and looking listlessly at the footman said, ‘Can you tell me the address of that lady on the lawn? Ah, she has disappeared!’


  ‘She wore a dress with blue flowers,’ said Faith.


  ‘And remarkable bright in her manner? O, that’s the young widow, Mrs.—what’s that name—I forget for the moment.’


  ‘Widow?’ said Christopher, the eyes of his understanding getting wonderfully clear, and Faith uttering a private ejaculation of thanks that after all no commandments were likely to be broken in this matter. ‘The lady I mean is quite a girlish sort of woman.’


  ‘Yes, yes, so she is—that’s the one. Coachman says she must have been born a widow, for there is not time for her ever to have been made one. However, she’s not quite such a chicken as all that. Mrs. Petherwin, that’s the party’s name.’


  ‘Does she live here?’


  ‘No, she is staying in the house visiting for a few days with her mother-in-law. They are a London family: I don’t know her address.’


  ‘Is she a poetess?’


  ‘That I cannot say. She is very clever at verses; but she don’t lean over gates to see the sun, and goes to church as regular as you or I, so I should hardly be inclined to say that she’s the complete thing. When she’s up in one of her vagaries she’ll sit with the ladies and make up pretty things out of her head as fast as sticks a-breaking. They will run off her tongue like cotton from a reel, and if she can ever be got in the mind of telling a story she will bring it out that serious and awful that it makes your flesh creep upon your bones; if she’s only got to say that she walked out of one door into another, she’ll tell it so that there seems something wonderful in it. ’Tis a bother to start her, so our people say behind her back, but, once set going, the house is all alive with her. However, it will soon be dull enough; she and Lady Petherwin are off to-morrow for Rookington, where I believe they are going to stay over New Year’s Day.’


  ‘Where do you say they are going?’ inquired Christopher, as they followed the footman.


  ‘Rookington Park—about three miles out of Sandbourne, in the opposite direction to this.’


  ‘A widow,’ Christopher murmured.


  Faith overheard him. ‘That makes no difference to us, does it?’ she said wistfully.


  Forty minutes later they were driving along an open road over a ridge which commanded a view of a small inlet below them, the sands of this nook being sheltered by slopes. Here at once they saw, in the full light of the sun, two women standing side by side, their faces directed over the sea.


  ‘There she is again!’ said Faith. ‘She has walked along the shore from the lawn where we saw her before.’


  ‘Yes,’ said the coachman, ‘she’s a curious woman seemingly. She’ll talk to any poor body she meets. You see she had been out for a morning walk instead of going to bed, and that is some queer mortal or other she has picked up with on her way.’


  ‘I wonder she does not prefer some rest,’ Faith observed.


  The road then dropped into a hollow, and the women by the sea were no longer within view from the carriage, which rapidly neared Sandbourne with the two musicians.


  ♣


  VI


  The Shore by Wyndway


  The east gleamed upon Ethelberta’s squirrel-coloured hair as she said to her companion, ‘I have come, Picotee; but not, as you imagine, from a night’s sleep. We have actually been dancing till daylight at Wyndway.’


  ‘Then you should not have troubled to come! I could have borne the disappointment under such circumstances,’ said the pupil-teacher, who, wearing a dress not so familiar to Christopher’s eyes as had been the little white jacket, had not been recognized by him from the hill. ‘You look so tired, Berta. I could not stay up all night for the world!’


  ‘One gets used to these things,’ said Ethelberta quietly. ‘I should have been in bed certainly, had I not particularly wished to use this opportunity of meeting you before you go home to-morrow. I could not have come to Sandbourne to-day, because we are leaving to return again to Rookington. This is all that I wish you to take to mother—only a few little things which may be useful to her; but you will see what it contains when you open it.’ She handed to Picotee a small parcel. ‘This is for yourself,’ she went on, giving a small packet besides. ‘It will pay your fare home and back, and leave you something to spare.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Picotee docilely.


  ‘Now, Picotee,’ continued the elder, ‘let us talk for a few minutes before I go back: we may not meet again for some time.’ She put her arm round the waist of Picotee, who did the same by Ethelberta; and thus interlaced they walked backwards and forwards upon the firm flat sand with the motion of one body animated by one will.


  ‘Well, what did you think of my poems?’


  ‘I liked them; but naturally, I did not understand all the experience you describe. It is so different from mine. Yet that made them more interesting to me. I thought I should so much like to mix in the same scenes; but that of course is impossible.’


  ‘I am afraid it is. And you posted the book as I said?’


  ‘Yes.’ She added hurriedly, as if to change the subject, ‘I have told nobody that we are sisters, or that you are known in any way to me or to mother or to any of us. I thought that would be best, from what you said.’


  ‘Yes, perhaps it is best for the present.’


  ‘The box of clothes came safely, and I find very little alteration will be necessary to make the dress do beautifully for me on Sundays. It is quite new-fashioned to me, though I suppose it was old-fashioned to you. O, and Berta, will the title of Lady Petherwin descend to you when your mother-in-law dies?’


  ‘No, of course not. She is only a knight’s widow, and that’s nothing.’


  ‘The lady of a knight looks as good on paper as the lady of a lord.’


  ‘Yes. And in other places too sometimes. However, about your journey home. Be very careful; and don’t make any inquiries at the stations of anybody but officials. If any man wants to be friendly with you, try to find out if it is from a genuine wish to assist you, or from admiration of your fresh face.’


  ‘How shall I know which?’ said Picotee.


  Ethelberta laughed. ‘If Heaven does not tell you at the moment I cannot,’ she said. ‘But humanity looks with a different eye from love, and upon the whole it is most to be prized by all of us. I believe it ends oftener in marriage than do a lover’s flying smiles. So that for this and other reasons love from a stranger is mostly worthless as a speculation; and it is certainly dangerous as a game. Well, Picotee, has any one paid you real attentions yet?’


  ‘No—that is——’


  ‘There is something going on.’


  ‘Only a wee bit.’


  ‘I thought so. There was a dishonesty about your dear eyes which has never been there before, and love-making and dishonesty are inseparable as coupled hounds. Up comes man, and away goes innocence. Are you going to tell me anything about him?’


  ‘I would rather not, Ethelberta; because it is hardly anything.’


  ‘Well, be careful. And mind this, never tell him what you feel.’


  ‘But then he will never know it.’


  ‘Nor must he. He must think it only. The difference between his thinking and knowing is often the difference between your winning and losing. But general advice is not of much use, and I cannot give more unless you tell more. What is his name?’


  Picotee did not reply.


  ‘Never mind: keep your secret. However, listen to this: not a kiss—not so much as the shadow, hint, or merest seedling of a kiss!’


  ‘There is no fear of it,’ murmured Picotee; ‘though not because of me!’


  ‘You see, my dear Picotee, a lover is not a relative; and he isn’t quite a stranger; but he may end in being either, and the way to reduce him to whichever of the two you wish him to be is to treat him like the other. Men who come courting are just like bad cooks: if you are kind to them, instead of ascribing it to an exceptional courtesy on your part, they instantly set it down to their own marvellous worth.’


  ‘But I ought to favour him just a little, poor thing? Just the smallest glimmer of a gleam!’


  ‘Only a very little indeed—so that it comes as a relief to his misery, not as adding to his happiness.’


  ‘It is being too clever, all this; and we ought to be harmless as doves.’


  ‘Ah, Picotee! to continue harmless as a dove you must be wise as a serpent, you’ll find—ay, ten serpents, for that matter.’


  ‘But if I cannot get at him, how can I manage him in these ways you speak of?’


  ‘Get at him? I suppose he gets at you in some way, does he not?—tries to see you, or to be near you?’


  ‘No—that’s just the point—he doesn’t do any such thing, and there’s the worry of it!’


  ‘Well, what a silly girl! Then he is not your lover at all?’


  ‘Perhaps he’s not. But I am his, at any rate—twice over.’


  ‘That’s no use. Supply the love for both sides? Why, it’s worse than furnishing money for both. You don’t suppose a man will give his heart in exchange for a woman’s when he has already got hers for nothing? That’s not the way old Adam does business at all.’


  Picotee sighed. ‘Have you got a young man, too, Berta?’


  ‘A young man?’


  ‘A lover I mean—that’s what we call ’em down here.’


  ‘It is difficult to explain,’ said Ethelberta evasively. ‘I knew one many years ago, and I have seen him again, and—that is all.’


  ‘According to my idea you have one, but according to your own you have not; he does not love you, but you love him—is that how it is?’


  ‘I have not quite considered how it is.’


  ‘Do you love him?’


  ‘I have never seen a man I hate less.’


  ‘A great deal lies covered up there, I expect!’


  ‘He was in that carriage which drove over the hill at the moment we met here.’


  ‘Ah-ah—some great lord or another who has his day by candlelight, and so on. I guess the style. Somebody who no more knows how much bread is a loaf than I do the price of diamonds and pearls.’


  ‘I am afraid he’s only a commoner as yet, and not a very great one either. But surely you guess, Picotee? But I’ll set you an example of frankness by telling his name. My friend, Mr. Julian, to whom you posted the book. Such changes as he has seen!—from affluence to poverty. He and his sister have been playing dances all night at Wyndway—What is the matter?’


  ‘Only a pain!’


  ‘My dear Picotee——’


  ‘I think I’ll sit down for a moment, Berta.’


  ‘What—have you over-walked yourself, dear?’


  ‘Yes—and I got up very early, you see.’


  ‘I hope you are not going to be ill, child. You look as if you ought not to be here.’


  ‘O, it is quite trifling. Does not getting up in a hurry cause a sense of faintness sometimes?’


  ‘Yes, in people who are not strong.’


  ‘If we don’t talk about being faint it will go off. Faintness is such a queer thing that to think of it is to have it. Let us talk as we were talking before—about your young man and other indifferent matters, so as to divert my thoughts from fainting, dear Berta. I have always thought the book was to be forwarded to that gentleman because he was a connection of yours by marriage, and he had asked for it. And so you have met this—this Mr. Julian, and gone for walks with him in evenings, I suppose, just as young men and women do who are courting?’


  ‘No, indeed—what an absurd child you are!’ said Ethelberta. ‘I knew him once, and he is interesting; a few little things like that make it all up.’


  ‘The love is all on one side, as with me.’


  ‘O no, no: there is nothing like that. I am not attached to any one, strictly speaking—though, more strictly speaking, I am not unattached.’


  ‘’Tis a delightful middle mind to be in. I know it, for I was like it once; but I had scarcely been so long enough to know where I was before I was gone past.’


  ‘You should have commanded yourself, or drawn back entirely; for let me tell you that at the beginning of caring for a man—just when you are suspended between thinking and feeling—there is a hair’s-breadth of time at which the question of getting into love or not getting in is a matter of will—quite a thing of choice. At the same time, drawing back is a tame dance, and the best of all is to stay balanced awhile.’


  ‘You do that well, I’ll warrant.’


  ‘Well, no; for what between continually wanting to love, to escape the blank lives of those who do not, and wanting not to love, to keep out of the miseries of those who do, I get foolishly warm and foolishly cold by turns.’


  ‘Yes—and I am like you as far as the “foolishly” goes. I wish we poor girls could contrive to bring a little wisdom into our love by way of a change!’


  ‘That’s the very thing that leading minds in town have begun to do, but there are difficulties. It is easy to love wisely, but the rich man may not marry you; and it is not very hard to reject wisely, but the poor man doesn’t care. Altogether it is a precious problem. But shall we clamber out upon those shining blocks of rock, and find some of the little yellow shells that are in the crevices? I have ten minutes longer, and then I must go.’


  ♣


  VII


  The Dining-Room of a Town House—The Butler’s Pantry


  A few weeks later there was a friendly dinner-party at the house of a gentleman called Doncastle, who lived in a moderately fashionable square of west London. All the friends and relatives present were nice people, who exhibited becoming signs of pleasure and gaiety at being there; but as regards the vigour with which these emotions were expressed, it may be stated that a slight laugh from far down the throat and a slight narrowing of the eye were equivalent as indices of the degree of mirth felt to a Ha-ha-ha! and a shaking of the shoulders among the minor traders of the kingdom; and to a Ho-ho-ho! contorted features, purple face, and stamping foot among the gentlemen in corduroy and fustian who adorn the remoter provinces.


  The conversation was chiefly about a volume of musical, tender, and humorous rhapsodies lately issued to the world in the guise of verse, which had been reviewed and talked about everywhere. This topic, beginning as a private dialogue between a young painter named Ladywell and the lady on his right hand, had enlarged its ground by degrees, as a subject will extend on those rare occasions when it happens to be one about which each person has thought something beforehand, instead of, as in the natural order of things, one to which the oblivious listener replies mechanically, with earnest features, but with thoughts far away. And so the whole table made the matter a thing to inquire or reply upon at once, and isolated rills of other chat died out like a river in the sands.


  ‘Witty things, and occasionally Anacreontic: and they have the originality which such a style must naturally possess when carried out by a feminine hand,’ said Ladywell.


  ‘If it is a feminine hand,’ said a man near.


  Ladywell looked as if he sometimes knew secrets, though he did not wish to boast.


  ‘Written, I presume you mean, in the Anacreontic measure of three feet and a half—spondees and iambics?’ said a gentleman in spectacles, glancing round, and giving emphasis to his inquiry by causing bland glares of a circular shape to proceed from his glasses towards the person interrogated.


  The company appeared willing to give consideration to the words of a man who knew such things as that, and hung forward to listen. But Ladywell stopped the whole current of affairs in that direction by saying—


  ‘O no; I was speaking rather of the matter and tone. In fact, the Seven Days’ Review said they were Anacreontic, you know; and so they are—any one may feel they are.’


  The general look then implied a false encouragement, and the man in spectacles looked down again, being a nervous person, who never had time to show his merits because he was so much occupied in hiding his faults.


  ‘Do you know the authoress, Mr. Neigh?’ continued Ladywell.


  ‘Can’t say that I do,’ he replied.


  Neigh was a man who never disturbed the flesh upon his face except when he was obliged to do so, and paused ten seconds where other people only paused one; as he moved his chin in speaking, motes of light from under the candle-shade caught, lost, and caught again the outlying threads of his burnished beard.


  ‘She will be famous some day; and you ought at any rate to read her book.’


  ‘Yes, I ought, I know. In fact, some years ago I should have done it immediately, because I had a reason for pushing on that way just then.’


  ‘Ah, what was that?’


  ‘Well, I thought of going in for Westminster Abbey myself at that time; but a fellow has so much to do, and——’


  ‘What a pity that you didn’t follow it up. A man of your powers, Mr. Neigh——’


  ‘Afterwards I found I was too steady for it, and had too much of the respectable householder in me. Besides, so many other men are on the same tack; and then I didn’t care about it, somehow.’


  ‘I don’t understand high art, and am utterly in the dark on what are the true laws of criticism,’ a plain married lady, who wore archaeological jewellery, was saying at this time. ‘But I know that I have derived an unusual amount of amusement from those verses, and I am heartily thankful to “E.” for them.’


  ‘I am afraid,’ said a gentleman who was suffering from a bad shirt-front, ‘that an estimate which depends upon feeling in that way is not to be trusted as permanent opinion.’


  The subject now flitted to the other end.


  ‘Somebody has it that when the heart flies out before the understanding, it saves the judgment a world of pains,’ came from a voice in that quarter.


  ‘I, for my part, like something merry,’ said an elderly woman, whose face was bisected by the edge of a shadow, which toned her forehead and eyelids to a livid neutral tint, and left her cheeks and mouth like metal at a white heat in the uninterrupted light. ‘I think the liveliness of those ballads as great a recommendation as any. After all, enough misery is known to us by our experiences and those of our friends, and what we see in the newspapers, for all purposes of chastening, without having gratuitous grief inflicted upon us.’


  ‘But you would not have wished that “Romeo and Juliet” should have ended happily, or that Othello should have discovered the perfidy of his Ancient in time to prevent all fatal consequences?’


  ‘I am not afraid to go so far as that,’ said the old lady. ‘Shakespeare is not everybody, and I am sure that thousands of people who have seen those plays would have driven home more cheerfully afterwards if by some contrivance the characters could all have been joined together respectively. I uphold our anonymous author on the general ground of her levity.’


  ‘Well, it is an old and worn argument—that about the inexpedience of tragedy—and much may be said on both sides. It is not to be denied that the anonymous Sappho’s verses—for it seems that she is really a woman—are clever.’


  ‘Clever!’ said Ladywell—the young man who had been one of the shooting-party at Sandbourne—‘they are marvellously brilliant.’


  ‘She is rather warm in her assumed character.’


  ‘That’s a sign of her actual coldness; she lets off her feeling in theoretic grooves, and there is sure to be none left for practical ones. Whatever seems to be the most prominent vice, or the most prominent virtue, in anybody’s writing is the one thing you are safest from in personal dealings with the writer.’


  ‘O, I don’t mean to call her warmth of feeling a vice or virtue exactly——’


  ‘I agree with you,’ said Neigh to the last speaker but one, in tones as emphatic as they possibly could be without losing their proper character of indifference to the whole matter. ‘Warm sentiment of any sort, whenever we have it, disturbs us too much to leave us repose enough for writing it down.’


  ‘I am sure, when I was at the ardent age,’ said the mistress of the house, in a tone of pleasantly agreeing with every one, particularly those who were diametrically opposed to each other, ‘I could no more have printed such emotions and made them public than I—could have helped privately feeling them.’


  ‘I wonder if she has gone through half she says? If so, what an experience!’


  ‘O no—not at all likely,’ said Mr. Neigh. ‘It is as risky to calculate people’s ways of living from their writings as their incomes from their way of living.’


  ‘She is as true to nature as fashion is false,’ said the painter, in his warmth becoming scarcely complimentary, as sometimes happens with young persons. ‘I don’t think that she has written a word more than what every woman would deny feeling in a society where no woman says what she means or does what she says. And can any praise be greater than that?’


  ‘Ha-ha! Capital!’


  ‘All her verses seem to me,’ said a rather stupid person, ‘to be simply—


  
    “Tral'-la-la-lal'-la-la-la',


    Tral'-la-la-lal'-la-la-lu',


    Tral'-la-la-lal'-la-la-lalla',


    Tral'-la-la-lu'.”

  


  When you take away the music there is nothing left. Yet she is plainly a woman of great culture.’


  ‘Have you seen what the London Light says about them—one of the finest things I have ever read in the way of admiration?’ continued Ladywell, paying no attention to the previous speaker. He lingered for a reply, and then impulsively quoted several lines from the periodical he had named, without aid or hesitation. ‘Good, is it not?’ added Ladywell.


  They assented, but in such an unqualified manner that half as much readiness would have meant more. But Ladywell, though not experienced enough to be quite free from enthusiasm, was too experienced to mind indifference for more than a minute or two. When the ladies had withdrawn, the young man went on—


  ‘Colonel Staff said a funny thing to me yesterday about these very poems. He asked me if I knew her, and——’


  ‘Her? Why, he knows that it is a lady all the time, and we were only just now doubting whether the sex of the writer could be really what it seems. Shame, Ladywell!’ said his friend Neigh.


  ‘Ah, Mr. Ladywell,’ said another, ‘now we have found you out. You know her!’


  ‘Now—I say—ha-ha!’ continued the painter, with a face expressing that he had not at all tried to be found out as the man possessing incomparably superior knowledge of the poetess. ‘I beg pardon really, but don’t press me on the matter. Upon my word the secret is not my own. As I was saying, the Colonel said, “Do you know her?”—but you don’t care to hear?’


  ‘We shall be delighted!’


  ‘So the Colonel said, “Do you know her?” adding, in a most comic way, “Between U. and E., Ladywell, I believe there is a close affinity”—meaning me, you know, by U. Just like the Colonel—ha-ha-ha!’


  The older men did not oblige Ladywell a second time with any attempt at appreciation; but a weird silence ensued, during which the smile upon Ladywell’s face became frozen to painful permanence.


  ‘Meaning by E., you know, the “E” of the poems—heh-heh!’ he added.


  ‘It was a very humorous incident certainly,’ said his friend Neigh, at which there was a laugh—not from anything connected with what he said, but simply because it was the right thing to laugh when Neigh meant you to do so.


  ‘Now don’t, Neigh—you are too hard upon me. But, seriously, two or three fellows were there when I said it, and they all began laughing—but, then, the Colonel said it in such a queer way, you know. But you were asking me about her? Well, the fact is, between ourselves, I do know that she is a lady; and I don’t mind telling a word——’


  ‘But we would not for the world be the means of making you betray her confidence—would we, Jones?’


  ‘No, indeed; we would not.’


  ‘No, no; it is not that at all—this is really too bad!—you must listen just for a moment——’


  ‘Ladywell, don’t betray anybody on our account.’


  ‘Whoever the illustrious young lady may be she has seen a great deal of the world,’ said Mr. Doncastle blandly, ‘and puts her experience of the comedy of its emotions, and of its method of showing them, in a very vivid light.’


  ‘I heard a man say that the novelty with which the ideas are presented is more noticeable than the originality of the ideas themselves,’ observed Neigh. ‘The woman has made a great talk about herself; and I am quite weary of people asking of her condition, place of abode, has she a father, has she a mother, or dearer one yet than all other.’


  ‘I would have burlesque quotation put down by Act of Parliament, and all who dabble in it placed with him who can cite Scripture for his purposes,’ said Ladywell, in retaliation.


  After a pause Neigh remarked half-privately to their host, who was his uncle: ‘Your butler Chickerel is a very intelligent man, as I have heard.’


  ‘Yes, he does very well,’ said Mr. Doncastle.


  ‘But is he not a—very extraordinary man?’


  ‘Not to my knowledge,’ said Doncastle, looking up surprised. ‘Why do you think that, Alfred?’


  ‘Well, perhaps it was not a matter to mention. He reads a great deal, I dare say?’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘I noticed how wonderfully his face kindled when we began talking about the poems during dinner. Perhaps he is a poet himself in disguise. Did you observe it?’


  ‘No. To the best of my belief he is a very trustworthy and honourable man. He has been with us—let me see, how long?—five months, I think, and he was fifteen years in his last place. It certainly is a new side to his character if he publicly showed any interest in the conversation, whatever he might have felt.’


  ‘Since the matter has been mentioned,’ said Mr. Jones, ‘I may say that I too noticed the singularity of it.’


  ‘If you had not said otherwise,’ replied Doncastle somewhat warmly, ‘I should have asserted him to be the last man-servant in London to infringe such an elementary rule. If he did so this evening, it is certainly for the first time, and I sincerely hope that no annoyance was caused——’


  ‘O no, no—not at all—it might have been a mistake of mine,’ said Jones. ‘I should quite have forgotten the circumstance if Mr. Neigh’s words had not brought it to my mind. It was really nothing to notice, and I beg that you will not say a word to him about it on my account.’


  ‘He has a taste that way, my dear uncle, nothing more, depend upon it,’ said Neigh. ‘If I had such a man belonging to me I should only be too proud. Certainly do not mention it.’


  ‘Of course Chickerel is Chickerel,’ Mr. Doncastle rejoined. ‘We all know what that means. And really, on reflecting, I do remember that he is of a literary turn of mind—not further by an inch than is commendable, you know. I am quite aware as I glance down the papers and prints any morning that Chickerel’s eyes have been over the ground before mine, and that he generally forestalls the rest of us by a chapter or so in the last new book sent home; but in these vicious days that particular weakness is really virtue, just because it is not quite a vice.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Mr. Jones, the reflective man in spectacles, ‘positive virtues are getting moved off the stage: negative ones are moved on to the place of positives; we thank bare justice as we used only to thank generosity; call a man honest who steals only by law, and consider him a benefactor if he does not steal at all.’


  ‘Hear, hear!’ said Neigh. ‘We will decide that Chickerel is even a better trained fellow than if he had shown no interest at all in his face.’


  ‘The action being like those trifling irregularities in art at its vigorous periods, which seemed designed to hide the unpleasant monotony of absolute symmetry,’ said Ladywell.


  ‘On the other hand, an affected want of training of that sort would be even a better disguise for an artful man than a perfectly impassable demeanour. He is two removes from discovery in a hidden scheme, whilst a neutral face is only one.’


  ‘You quite alarm me by these subtle theories,’ said Mr. Doncastle, laughing; and the subject then became compounded with other matters, till the speakers rose to rejoin the charming flock upstairs.


  In the basement story at this hour Mr. Chickerel the butler, who had formed the subject of discussion on the floor above, was busily engaged in looking after his two subordinates as they bustled about in the operations of clearing away. He was a man of whom, if the shape of certain bones and muscles of the face is ever to be taken as a guide to the character, one might safely have predicated conscientiousness in the performance of duties, a thorough knowledge of all that appertained to them, a general desire to live on without troubling his mind about anything which did not concern him. Any person interested in the matter would have assumed without hesitation that the estimate his employer had given of Chickerel was a true one—more, that not only would the butler under all ordinary circumstances resolutely prevent his face from showing curiosity in an unbecoming way, but that, with the soul of a true gentleman, he would, if necessary, equivocate as readily as the noblest of his betters to remove any stain upon his honour in such trifles. Hence it is apparent that if Chickerel’s countenance really appeared, as Neigh had asserted, full of curiosity with regard to the gossip that was going on, the feelings which led to the exhibition must have been of a very unusual and irrepressible kind.


  His hair was of that peculiar bluish-white which is to be observed when the oncoming years, instead of singling out special locks of a man’s head for operating against, advance uniformly over the whole field, and enfeeble the colour at all points before absolutely extinguishing it anywhere; his nose was of the knotty shape in the gristle and earthward tendency in the flesh which is commonly said to carry sound judgment above it, his eyes were thoughtful, and his face was thin—a contour which, if it at once abstracted from his features that cheerful assurance of single-minded honesty which adorns the exteriors of so many of his brethren, might have raised a presumption in the minds of some beholders that perhaps in this case the quality might not be altogether wanting within.


  The coffee having been served to the people upstairs, one of the footmen rushed into his bedroom on the lower floor, and in a few minutes emerged again in the dress of a respectable clerk who had been born for better things, with the trifling exceptions that he wore a low-crowned hat, and instead of knocking his heels on the pavement walked with a gait as delicate as a lady’s. Going out of the area-door with a cigar in his mouth, he mounted the steps hastily to keep an appointment round the corner—the keeping of which as a private gentleman necessitated the change of the greater part of his clothes twice within a quarter of an hour—the limit of his time of absence. The other footman was upstairs, and the butler, finding that he had a few minutes to himself, sat down at the table and wrote:—


  
    My dear Ethelberta,—I did not intend to write to you for some few days to come, but the way in which you have been talked about here this evening makes me anxious to send a line or two at once, though I have very little time to spare, as usual. We have just had a dinner-party—indeed the carriages have not yet been brought round—and the talk at dinner was about your verses, of course. The thing was brought up by a young fellow named Ladywell—do you know him? He is a painter by profession, but he has a pretty good private income beyond what he gets by practising his line of business among the nobility, and that I expect is not little, for he is well known, and encouraged because he is young, and good-looking, and so forth. His family own a good bit of land somewhere out Aldbrickham way. However, I am before my story. From what they all said it is pretty clear that you are thought a great deal of in fashionable society as a poetess—but perhaps you know this as well as I—moving in it as you do yourself, my dear.


    The ladies afterwards got very curious about your age, so curious, in fact, and so full of certainty that you were thirty-five and a blighted existence, if an hour, that I felt inclined to rap out there and then, and hang what came of it: ‘My daughter, ladies, was to my own and her mother’s certain knowledge only twenty-one last birthday, and has as bright a heart as anybody in London.’ One of them actually said that you must be fifty to have got such an experience. Her guess was a very shrewd one in the bottom of it, however, for it was grounded upon the way you use those strange experiences of mine in the society that I tell you of, and dress them up as if they were yours; and, as you see, she hit off my own age to a year. I thought it was very sharp of her to be so right, although so wrong.


    I do not want to influence your plans in any way about things which your school learning fits you to understand much better than I, who never had such opportunities, but I think that if I were in your place, Berta, I would not let my name be known just yet, for people always want what’s kept from them, and don’t value what’s given. I am not sure, but I think that after the women had gone upstairs the others turned their thoughts upon you again; what they said about you I don’t know, for if there’s one thing I hate ’tis hanging about the doors when the men begin to get moved by their wine, which they did to a large extent to-night, and spoke very loud. They always do here, for old Don is a hearty giver in his way. However, as you see these people from their own level now, it is not much that I can tell you in seeing them only from the under side, though I see strange things sometimes, and of course—


    
      ‘What great ones do the less will prattle of,’

    


    as it says in that book of select pieces that you gave me.


    Well, my dear girl, I hope you will prosper. One thing above all others you’ll have to mind, and it is that folk must continually strain to advance in order to remain where they are: and you particularly. But as for trying too hard, I wouldn’t do it. Much lies in minding this, that your best plan for lightness of heart is to raise yourself a little higher than your old mates, but not so high as to be quite out of their reach. All human beings enjoy themselves from the outside, and so getting on a little has this good in it, you still keep in your old class where your feelings are, and are thoughtfully treated by this class: while by getting on too much you are sneered at by your new acquaintance, who don’t know the skill of your rise, and you are parted from and forgot by the old ones who do. Whatever happens, don’t be too quick to feel. You will surely get some hard blows when you are found out, for if the great can find no excuse for hitting with a mind, they’ll do it and say ’twas in fun. But you are young and healthy, and youth and health are power. I wish I could have a decent footman here with me, but I suppose it is no use trying. It is such men as these that provoke the contempt we get. Well, thank God a few years will see the end of me, for I am growing ashamed of my company—so different as they are to the servants of old times.—Your affectionate father,


    R. Chickerel.


    P.S.—Do not press Lady Petherwin any further to remove the rules on which you live with her. She is quite right: she cannot keep us, and to recognize us would do you no good, nor us either. We are content to see you secretly, since it is best for you.

  


  ♣


  VIII


  Christopher’s Lodgings—The Grounds About Rookington


  Meanwhile, in the distant town of Sandbourne, Christopher Julian had recovered from the weariness produced by his labours at the Wyndway evening-party where Ethelberta had been a star. Instead of engaging his energies to clear encumbrances from the tangled way of his life, he now set about reading the popular ‘Metres by E.’ with more interest and assiduity than ever; for though Julian was a thinker by instinct, he was a worker by effort only; and the higher of these kinds being dependent upon the lower for its exhibition, there was often a lamentable lack of evidence of his power in either. It is a provoking correlation, and has conduced to the obscurity of many a genius.


  ‘Kit,’ said his sister, on reviving at the end of the bad headache which had followed the dance, ‘those poems seem to have increased in value with you. The lady, lofty as she appears to be, would be flattered if she only could know how much you study them? Have you decided to thank her for them? Now let us talk it over—I like having a chat about such a pretty new subject.’


  ‘I would thank her in a moment if I were absolutely certain that she had anything to do with sending them, or even writing them. I am not quite sure of that yet.’


  ‘How strange that a woman could bring herself to write those verses!’


  ‘Not at all strange—they are natural outpourings.’


  Faith looked critically at the remoter caverns of the fire.


  ‘Why strange?’ continued Christopher. ‘There is no harm in them.’


  ‘O no—no harm. But I cannot explain to you—unless you see it partly of your own accord—that to write them she must be rather a fast lady—not a bad fast lady; a nice fast lady, I mean, of course. There, I have said it now, and I daresay you are vexed with me, for your interest in her has deepened to what it originally was, I think. I don’t mean any absolute harm by “fast,” Kit.’


  ‘Bold, forward, you mean, I suppose?’


  Faith tried to hit upon a better definition which should meet all views; and, on failing to do so, looked concerned at her brother’s somewhat grieved appearance, and said, helplessly, ‘Yes, I suppose I do.’


  ‘My idea of her is quite the reverse. A poetess must intrinsically be sensitive, or she could never feel: but then, frankness is a rhetorical necessity even with the most modest, if their inspirations are to do any good in the world. You will, for certain, not be interested in something I was going to tell you, which I thought would have pleased you immensely; but it is not worth mentioning now.’


  ‘If you will not tell me, never mind. But don’t be crabbed, Kit! You know how interested I am in all your affairs.’


  ‘It is only that I have composed an air to one of the prettiest of her songs, “When tapers tall”—but I am not sure about the power of it. This is how it begins—I threw it off in a few minutes, after you had gone to bed.’


  He went to the piano and lightly touched over an air, the manuscript copy of which he placed in front of him, and listened to hear her opinion, having proved its value frequently; for it was not that of a woman merely, but impersonally human. Though she was unknown to fame, this was a great gift in Faith, since to have an unsexed judgment is as precious as to be an unsexed being is deplorable.


  ‘It is very fair indeed,’ said the sister, scarcely moving her lips in her great attention. ‘Now again, and again, and again. How could you do it in the time!’


  Kit knew that she admired his performance: passive assent was her usual praise, and she seldom insisted vigorously upon any view of his compositions unless for purposes of emendation.


  ‘I was thinking that, as I cannot very well write to her, I may as well send her this,’ said Christopher, with lightened spirits, voice to correspond, and eyes likewise; ‘there can be no objection to it, for such things are done continually. Consider while I am gone, Faith. I shall be out this evening for an hour or two.’


  When Christopher left the house shortly after, instead of going into the town on some errand, as was customary whenever he went from home after dark, he ascended a back street, passed over the hills behind, and walked at a brisk pace inland along the road to Rookington Park, where, as he had learnt, Ethelberta and Lady Petherwin were staying for a time, the day or two which they spent at Wyndway having formed a short break in the middle of this visit. The moon was shining to-night, and Christopher sped onwards over the pallid high-road as readily as he could have done at noonday. In three-quarters of an hour he reached the park gates; and entering now upon a tract which he had never before explored, he went along more cautiously and with some uncertainty as to the precise direction that the road would take. A frosted expanse of even grass, on which the shadow of his head appeared with an opal halo round it, soon allowed the house to be discovered beyond, the other portions of the park abounding with timber older and finer than that of any other spot in the neighbourhood. Christopher withdrew into the shade, and wheeled round to the front of the building that contained his old love. Here he gazed and idled, as many a man has done before him—wondering which room the fair poetess occupied, waiting till lights began to appear in the upper windows—which they did as uncertainly as glow-worms blinking up at eventide—and warming with currents of revived feeling in perhaps the sweetest of all conditions. New love is brightest, and long love is greatest; but revived love is the tenderest thing known upon earth.


  Occupied thus, Christopher was greatly surprised to see, on casually glancing to one side, another man standing close to the shadowy trunk of another tree, in a similar attitude to his own, gazing, with arms folded, as blankly at the windows of the house as Christopher himself had been gazing. Not willing to be discovered, Christopher stuck closer to his tree. While he waited thus, the stranger began murmuring words, in a slow soft voice. Christopher listened till he heard the following:—


  
    ‘Pale was the day and rayless, love,


    That had an eve so dim.’

  


  Two well-known lines from one of Ethelberta’s poems.


  Jealousy is a familiar kind of heat which disfigures, licks playfully, clouds, blackens, and boils a man as a fire does a pot; and on recognizing these pilferings from what he had grown to regard as his own treasury, Christopher’s fingers began to nestle with great vigour in the palms of his hands. Three or four minutes passed, when the unknown rival gave a last glance at the windows, and walked away. Christopher did not like the look of that walk at all—there was grace enough in it to suggest that his antagonist had no mean chance of finding favour in a woman’s eyes. A sigh, too, seemed to proceed from the stranger’s breast; but as their distance apart was too great for any such sound to be heard by any possibility, Christopher set down that to imagination, or to the brushing of the wind over the trees.


  The lighted windows went out one by one, and all the house was in darkness. Julian then walked off himself, with a vigour that was spasmodic only, and with much less brightness of mind than he had experienced on his journey hither. The stranger had gone another way, and Christopher saw no more of him. When he reached Sandbourne, Faith was still sitting up.


  ‘But I told you I was going to take a long walk,’ he said.


  ‘No, Christopher: really you did not. How tired and sad you do look—though I always know beforehand when you are in that state: one of your feet has a drag about it as you pass along the pavement outside the window.’


  ‘Yes, I forgot that I did not tell you.’


  He could not begin to describe his pilgrimage: it was too silly a thing even for her to hear of.


  ‘It does not matter at all about my staying up,’ said Faith assuringly; ‘that is, if exercise benefits you. Walking up and down the sands, I suppose?’


  ‘No; not walking up and down the sands.’


  ‘The turnpike-road to Rookington is pleasant.’


  ‘Faith, that is really where I have been. How came you to know?’


  ‘I only guessed. Verses and an accidental meeting produce a special journey.’


  ‘Ethelberta is a fine woman, physically and mentally, both. I wonder people do not talk about her twice as much as they do.’


  ‘Then surely you are getting attached to her again. You think you discover in her more than anybody else does; and love begins with a sense of superior discernment.’


  ‘No, no. That is only nonsense,’ he said hurriedly. ‘However, love her or love her not, I can keep a corner of my heart for you, Faith. There is another brute after her too, it seems.’


  ‘Of course there is: I expect there are many. Her position in society is above ours, so that it is an unwise course to go troubling yourself more about her.’


  ‘No. If a needy man must be so foolish as to fall in love, it is best to do so where he cannot double his foolishness by marrying the woman.’


  ‘I don’t like to hear you talk so slightingly of what poor father did.’


  Christopher fixed his attention on the supper. That night, late as it was, when Faith was in bed and sleeping, he sat before a sheet of music-paper, neatly copying his composition upon it. The manuscript was intended as an offering to Ethelberta at the first convenient opportunity.


  ‘Well, after all my trouble to find out about Ethelberta, here comes the clue unasked for,’ said the musician to his sister a few days later.


  She turned and saw that he was reading the Wessex Reflector.


  ‘What is it?’ asked Faith.


  ‘The secret of the true authorship of the book is out at last, and it is Ethelberta of course. I am so glad to have it proved hers.’


  ‘But can we believe——?’


  ‘O yes. Just hear what “Our London Correspondent” says. It is one of the nicest bits of gossip that he has furnished us with for a long time.’


  ‘Yes: now read it, do.’


  ‘“The author of ‘Metres by E.,’”’ Christopher began, ‘“a book of which so much has been said and conjectured, and one, in fact, that has been the chief talk for several weeks past of the literary clubs to which I belong, is a young lady who was a widow before she reached the age of nineteen, and is now not far beyond her fourth lustrum. I was additionally informed by a friend whom I met yesterday on his way to the House of Lords, that her name is Mrs. Petherwin—Christian name Ethelberta; and that she resides with her mother-in-law at their house in Exonbury Crescent. She is, moreover, the daughter of the late Bishop of Silchester (if report may be believed), whose active benevolence, as your readers know, left his family in comparatively straightened circumstances at his death. The marriage was a secret one, and much against the wish of her husband’s friends, who are wealthy people on all sides. The death of the bridegroom two or three weeks after the wedding led to a reconciliation; and the young poetess was taken to the home which she still occupies, devoted to the composition of such brilliant effusions as those the world has lately been favoured with from her pen.”’


  ‘If you want to send her your music, you can do so now,’ said Faith.


  ‘I might have sent it before, but I wanted to deliver it personally. However, it is all the same now, I suppose, whether I send it or not. I always knew that our destinies would lie apart, though she was once temporarily under a cloud. Her momentary inspiration to write that “Cancelled Words” was the worst possible omen for me. It showed that, thinking me no longer useful as a practical chance, she would make me ornamental as a poetical regret. But I’ll send the manuscript of the song.’


  ‘In the way of business, as a composer only; and you must say to yourself, “Ethelberta, as thou art but woman, I dare; but as widow I fear thee.”’


  Notwithstanding Christopher’s affected carelessness, that evening saw a great deal of nicety bestowed upon the operation of wrapping up and sending off the song. He dropped it into the box and heard it fall, and with the curious power which he possessed of setting his wisdom to watch any particular folly in himself that it could not hinder, speculated as he walked on the result of this first tangible step of return to his old position as Ethelberta’s lover.


  ♣


  IX


  A Lady’s Drawing-Rooms—Ethelberta’s Dressing-Room


  It was a house on the north side of Hyde Park, between ten and eleven in the evening, and several intelligent and courteous people had assembled there to enjoy themselves as far as it was possible to do so in a neutral way—all carefully keeping every variety of feeling in a state of solution, in spite of any attempt such feelings made from time to time to crystallize on interesting subjects in hand.


  ‘Neigh, who is that charming woman with her head built up in a novel way even for hair architecture—the one with her back towards us?’ said a man whose coat fitted doubtfully to a friend whose coat fitted well.


  ‘Just going to ask for the same information,’ said Mr. Neigh, determining the very longest hair in his beard to an infinitesimal nicety by drawing its lower portion through his fingers. ‘I have quite forgotten—cannot keep people’s names in my head at all; nor could my father either—nor any of my family—a very odd thing. But my old friend Mrs. Napper knows for certain.’ And he turned to one of a small group of middle-aged persons near, who, instead of skimming the surface of things in general, like the rest of the company, were going into the very depths of them.


  ‘O—that is the celebrated Mrs. Petherwin, the woman who makes rhymes and prints ’em,’ said Mrs. Napper, in a detached sentence, and then continued talking again to those on the other side of her.


  The two loungers went on with their observations of Ethelberta’s headdress, which, though not extraordinary or eccentric, did certainly convey an idea of indefinable novelty. Observers were sometimes half inclined to think that her cuts and modes were acquired by some secret communication with the mysterious clique which orders the livery of the fashionable world, for—and it affords a parallel to cases in which clever thinkers in other spheres arrive independently at one and the same conclusion—Ethelberta’s fashion often turned out to be the coming one.


  ‘O, is that the woman at last?’ said Neigh, diminishing his broad general gaze at the room to a close criticism of Ethelberta.


  ‘“The rhymes,” as Mrs. Napper calls them, are not to be despised,’ said his companion. ‘They are not quite virginibus puerisque, and the writer’s opinions of life and society differ very materially from mine, but I cannot help admiring her in the more reflective pieces; the songs I don’t care for. The method in which she handles curious subjects, and at the same time impresses us with a full conviction of her modesty, is very adroit, and somewhat blinds us to the fact that no such poems were demanded of her at all.’


  ‘I have not read them,’ said Neigh, secretly wrestling with his jaw, to prevent a yawn; ‘but I suppose I must. The truth is, that I never care much for reading what one ought to read; I wish I did, but I cannot help it. And, no doubt, you admire the lady immensely for writing them: I don’t. Everybody is so talented now-a-days that the only people I care to honour as deserving real distinction are those who remain in obscurity. I am myself hoping for a corner in some biographical dictionary when the time comes for those works only to contain lists of the exceptional individuals of whom nothing is known but that they lived and died.’


  ‘Ah—listen. They are going to sing one of her songs,’ said his friend, looking towards a bustling movement in the neighbourhood of the piano. ‘I believe that song, “When tapers tall,” has been set to music by three or four composers already.’


  ‘Men of any note?’ said Neigh, at last beaten by his yawn, which courtesy nevertheless confined within his person to such an extent that only a few unimportant symptoms, such as reduced eyes and a certain rectangular manner of mouth in speaking, were visible.


  ‘Scarcely,’ replied the other man. ‘Established writers of music do not expend their energies upon new verse until they find that such verse is likely to endure; for should the poet be soon forgotten, their labour is in some degree lost.’


  ‘Artful dogs—who would have thought it?’ said Neigh, just as an exercise in words; and they drew nearer to the piano, less to become listeners to the singing than to be spectators of the scene in that quarter. But among some others the interest in the songs seemed to be very great; and it was unanimously wished that the young lady who had practised the different pieces of music privately would sing some of them now in the order of their composers’ reputations. The musical persons in the room unconsciously resolved themselves into a committee of taste.


  One and another had been tried, when, at the end of the third, a lady spoke to Ethelberta.


  ‘Now, Mrs. Petherwin,’ she said, gracefully throwing back her face, ‘your opinion is by far the most valuable. In which of the cases do you consider the marriage of verse and tune to have been most successful?’


  Ethelberta, finding these and other unexpected calls made upon herself, came to the front without flinching.


  ‘The sweetest and the best that I like by far,’ she said, ‘is none of these. It is one which reached me by post only this morning from a place in Wessex, and is written by an unheard-of man who lives somewhere down there—a man who will be, nevertheless, heard a great deal of some day, I hope—think. I have only practised it this afternoon; but, if one’s own judgment is worth anything, it is the best.’


  ‘Let us have your favourite, by all means,’ said another friend of Ethelberta’s who was present—Mrs. Doncastle.


  ‘I am so sorry that I cannot oblige you, since you wish to hear it,’ replied the poetess regretfully; ‘but the music is at home. I had not received it when I lent the others to Miss Belmaine, and it is only in manuscript like the rest.’


  ‘Could it not be sent for?’ suggested an enthusiast who knew that Ethelberta lived only in the next street, appealing by a look to her, and then to the mistress of the house.


  ‘Certainly, let us send for it,’ said that lady. A footman was at once quietly despatched with precise directions as to where Christopher’s sweet production might be found.


  ‘What—is there going to be something interesting?’ asked a young married friend of Mrs. Napper, who had returned to her original spot.


  ‘Yes—the best song she has written is to be sung in the best manner to the best air that has been composed for it. I should not wonder if she were going to sing it herself.’


  ‘Did you know anything of Mrs. Petherwin until her name leaked out in connection with these ballads?’


  ‘No; but I think I recollect seeing her once before. She is one of those people who are known, as one may say, by subscription: everybody knows a little, till she is astonishingly well known altogether; but nobody knows her entirely. She was the orphan child of some clergyman, I believe. Lady Petherwin, her mother-in-law, has been taking her about a great deal latterly.’


  ‘She has apparently a very good prospect.’


  ‘Yes; and it is through her being of that curious undefined character which interprets itself to each admirer as whatever he would like to have it. Old men like her because she is so girlish; youths because she is womanly; wicked men because she is good in their eyes; good men because she is wicked in theirs.’


  ‘She must be a very anomalous sort of woman, at that rate.’


  ‘Yes. Like the British Constitution, she owes her success in practice to her inconsistencies in principle.’


  ‘These poems must have set her up. She appears to be quite the correct spectacle. Happy Mrs. Petherwin!’


  The subject of their dialogue was engaged in a conversation with Mrs. Belmaine upon the management of households—a theme provoked by a discussion that was in progress in the pages of some periodical of the time. Mrs. Belmaine was very full of the argument, and went on from point to point till she came to servants.


  The face of Ethelberta showed caution at once.


  ‘I consider that Lady Plamby pets her servants by far too much,’ said Mrs. Belmaine. ‘O, you do not know her? Well, she is a woman with theories; and she lends her maids and men books of the wrong kind for their station, and sends them to picture exhibitions which they don’t in the least understand—all for the improvement of their taste, and morals, and nobody knows what besides. It only makes them dissatisfied.’


  The face of Ethelberta showed venturesomeness. ‘Yes, and dreadfully ambitious!’ she said.


  ‘Yes, indeed. What a turn the times have taken! People of that sort push on, and get into business, and get great warehouses, until at last, without ancestors, or family, or name, or estate——’


  ‘Or the merest scrap of heirloom or family jewel.’


  ‘Or heirlooms, or family jewels, they are thought as much of as if their forefathers had glided unobtrusively through the peerage——’


  ‘Ever since the first edition.’


  ‘Yes.’ Mrs. Belmaine, who really sprang from a good old family, had been going to say, ‘for the last seven hundred years,’ but fancying from Ethelberta’s addendum that she might not date back more than a trifling century or so, adopted the suggestion with her usual well-known courtesy, and blushed down to her locket at the thought of the mistake that she might have made. This sensitiveness was a trait in her character which gave great gratification to her husband, and, indeed, to all who knew her.


  ‘And have you any theory on the vexed question of servant-government?’ continued Mrs. Belmaine, smiling. ‘But no—the subject is of far too practical a nature for one of your bent, of course.’


  ‘O no—it is not at all too practical. I have thought of the matter often,’ said Ethelberta. ‘I think the best plan would be for somebody to write a pamphlet, “The Shortest Way with the Servants,” just as there was once written a terribly stinging one, “The Shortest Way with the Dissenters,” which had a great effect.’


  ‘I have always understood that that was written by a dissenter as a satire upon the Church?’


  ‘Ah—so it was: but the example will do to illustrate my meaning.’


  ‘Quite so—I understand—so it will,’ said Mrs. Belmaine, with clouded faculties.


  Meanwhile Christopher’s music had arrived. An accomplished gentleman, who had every musical talent except that of creation, scanned the notes carefully from top to bottom, and sat down to accompany the singer. There was no lady present of sufficient confidence or skill to venture into a song she had never seen before, and the only one who had seen it was Ethelberta herself; she did not deny having practised it the greater part of the afternoon, and was very willing to sing it now if anybody would derive pleasure from the performance. Then she began, and the sweetness of her singing was such that even the most unsympathetic honoured her by looking as if they would be willing to listen to every note the song contained if it were not quite so much trouble to do so. Some were so interested that, instead of continuing their conversation, they remained in silent consideration of how they would continue it when she had finished; while the particularly civil people arranged their countenances into every attentive form that the mind could devise. One emotional gentleman looked at the corner of a chair as if, till that moment, such an object had never crossed his vision before; the movement of his finger to the imagined tune was, for a deaf old clergyman, a perfect mine of interest; whilst a young man from the country was powerless to put an end to an enchanted gaze at nothing at all in the exact middle of the room before him. Neigh, and the general phalanx of cool men and celebrated club yawners, were so much affected that they raised their chronic look of great objection to things, to an expression of scarcely any objection at all.


  ‘What makes it so interesting,’ said Mrs. Doncastle to Ethelberta, when the song was over and she had retired from the focus of the company, ‘is, that it is played from the composer’s own copy, which has never met the public eye, or any other than his own before to-day. And I see that he has actually sketched in the lines by hand, instead of having ruled paper—just as the great old composers used to do. You must have been as pleased to get it fresh from the stocks like that as he probably was pleased to get your thanks.’


  Ethelberta became reflective. She had not thanked Christopher; moreover, she had decided, after some consideration, that she ought not to thank him. What new thoughts were suggested by that remark of Mrs. Doncastle’s, and what new inclination resulted from the public presentation of his tune and her words as parts of one organic whole, are best explained by describing her doings at a later hour, when, having left her friends somewhat early, she had reached home and retired from public view for that evening.


  Ethelberta went to her room, sent away the maid who did double duty for herself and Lady Petherwin, walked in circles about the carpet till the fire had grown haggard and cavernous, sighed, took a sheet of paper and wrote:—


  
    Dear Mr. Julian,—I have said I would not write: I have said it twice; but discretion, under some circumstances, is only another name for unkindness. Before thanking you for your sweet gift, let me tell you in a few words of something which may materially change an aspect of affairs under which I appear to you to deserve it.


    With regard to my history and origin you are altogether mistaken; and how can I tell whether your bitterness at my previous silence on those points may not cause you to withdraw your act of courtesy now? But the gratification of having at last been honest with you may compensate even for the loss of your respect.


    The matter is a small one to tell, after all. What will you say on learning that I am not the trodden-down “lady by birth” that you have supposed me? That my father is not dead, as you probably imagine; that he is working for his living as one among a peculiarly stigmatized and ridiculed multitude?


    Had he been a brawny cottager, carpenter, mason, blacksmith, well-digger, navvy, tree-feller—any effective and manly trade, in short, a worker in which can stand up in the face of the noblest and daintiest, and bare his gnarled arms and say, with a consciousness of superior power, “Look at a real man!” I should have been able to show you antecedents which, if not intensely romantic, are not altogether antagonistic to romance. But the present fashion of associating with one particular class everything that is ludicrous and bombastic overpowers me when I think of it in relation to myself and your known sensitiveness. When the well-born poetess of good report melts into …

  


  Having got thus far, a faint-hearted look, which had begun to show itself several sentences earlier, became pronounced. She threw the writing into the dull fire, poked and stirred it till a red inflammation crept over the sheet, and then started anew:—


  
    Dear Mr. Julian,—Not knowing your present rank as composer—whether on the very brink of fame, or as yet a long way off—I cannot decide what form of expression my earnest acknowledgments should take. Let me simply say in one short phrase, I thank you infinitely!


    I am no musician, and my opinion on music may not be worth much: yet I know what I like (as everybody says, but I do not use the words as a form to cover a hopeless blank on all connected with the subject), and this sweet air I love. You must have glided like a breeze about me—seen into a heart not worthy of scrutiny, jotted down words that cannot justify attention—before you could have apotheosized the song in so exquisite a manner. My gratitude took the form of wretchedness when, on hearing the effect of the ballad in public this evening, I thought that I had not power to withhold a reply which might do us both more harm than good. Then I said, ‘Away with all emotion—I wish the world was drained dry of it—I will take no notice,’ when a lady whispered at my elbow to the effect that of course I had expressed my gratification to you. I ought first to have mentioned that your creation has been played to-night to full drawing-rooms, and the original tones cooled the artificial air like a fountain almost.


    I prophesy great things of you. Perhaps, at the time when we are each but a row of bones in our individual graves, your genius will be remembered, while my mere cleverness will have been long forgotten.


    But—you must allow a woman of experience to say this—the undoubted power that you possess will do you socially no good unless you mix with it the ingredient of ambition—a quality in which I fear you are very deficient. It is in the hope of stimulating you to a better opinion of yourself that I write this letter.


    Probably I shall never meet you again. Not that I think circumstances to be particularly powerful to prevent such a meeting, rather it is that I shall energetically avoid it. There can be no such thing as strong friendship between a man and a woman not of one family.


    More than that there must not be, and this is why we will not meet. You see that I do not mince matters at all; but it is hypocrisy to avoid touching upon a subject which all men and women in our position inevitably think of, no matter what they say. Some women might have written distantly, and wept at the repression of their real feeling; but it is better to be more frank, and keep a dry eye.—Yours,


    Ethelberta.

  


  Her feet felt cold and her heart weak as she directed the letter, and she was overpowered with weariness. But murmuring, ‘If I let it stay till the morning I shall not send it, and a man may be lost to fame because of a woman’s squeamishness—it shall go,’ she partially dressed herself, wrapped a large cloak around her, descended the stairs, and went out to the pillar-box at the corner, leaving the door not quite close. No gust of wind had realized her misgivings that it might be blown shut on her return, and she re-entered as softly as she had emerged.


  It will be seen that Ethelberta had said nothing about her family after all.


  ♣


  X


  Lady Petherwin’s House


  The next day old Lady Petherwin, who had not accompanied Ethelberta the night before, came into the morning-room, with a newspaper in her hand.


  ‘What does this mean, Ethelberta?’ she inquired in tones from which every shade of human expressiveness was extracted by some awful and imminent mood that lay behind. She was pointing to a paragraph under the heading of ‘Literary Notes,’ which contained in a few words the announcement of Ethelberta’s authorship that had more circumstantially appeared in the Wessex Reflector.


  ‘It means what it says,’ said Ethelberta quietly.


  ‘Then it is true?’


  ‘Yes. I must apologize for having kept it such a secret from you. It was not done in the spirit that you may imagine: it was merely to avoid disturbing your mind that I did it so privately.’


  ‘But surely you have not written every one of those ribald verses?’


  Ethelberta looked inclined to exclaim most vehemently against this; but what she actually did say was, ‘“Ribald”—what do you mean by that? I don’t think that you are aware what “ribald” means.’


  ‘I am not sure that I am. As regards some words as well as some persons, the less you are acquainted with them the more it is to your credit.’


  ‘I don’t quite deserve this, Lady Petherwin.’


  ‘Really, one would imagine that women wrote their books during those dreams in which people have no moral sense, to see how improper some, even virtuous, ladies become when they get into print.’


  ‘I might have done a much more unnatural thing than write those poems. And perhaps I might have done a much better thing, and got less praise. But that’s the world’s fault, not mine.’


  ‘You might have left them unwritten, and shown more fidelity.’


  ‘Fidelity! it is more a matter of humour than principle. What has fidelity to do with it?’


  ‘Fidelity to my dear boy’s memory.’


  ‘It would be difficult to show that because I have written so-called gay and amatory verse, I feel amatory and gay. It is too often assumed that a person’s fancy is a person’s real mind. I believe that in the majority of cases one is fond of imagining the direct opposite of one’s principles in sheer effort after something fresh and free; at any rate, some of the lightest of those rhymes were composed between the deepest fits of dismals I have ever known. However, I did expect that you might judge in the way you have judged, and that was my chief reason for not telling you what I had done.’


  ‘You don’t deny that you tried to escape from recollections you ought to have cherished? There is only one thing that women of your sort are as ready to do as to take a man’s name, and that is, drop his memory.’


  ‘Dear Lady Petherwin—don’t be so unreasonable as to blame a live person for living! No woman’s head is so small as to be filled for life by a memory of a few months. Over three years have passed since I last saw my boy-husband. We were mere children; see how I have altered since in mind, substance, and outline—I have even grown half an inch taller since his death. Two years will exhaust the regrets of widows who have long been faithful wives; and ought I not to show a little new life when my husband died in the honeymoon?’


  ‘No. Accepting the protection of your husband’s mother was, in effect, an avowal that you rejected the idea of being a widow to prolong the idea of being a wife; and the sin against your conventional state thus assumed is almost as bad as would have been a sin against the married state itself. If you had gone off when he died, saying, “Thank heaven, I am free!” you would, at any rate, have shown some real honesty.’


  ‘I should have been more virtuous by being more unfeeling. That often happens.’


  ‘I have taken to you, and made a great deal of you—given you the inestimable advantages of foreign travel and good society to enlarge your mind. In short, I have been like a Naomi to you in everything, and I maintain that writing these poems saps the foundation of it all.’


  ‘I do own that you have been a very good Naomi to me thus far; but Ruth was quite a fast widow in comparison with me, and yet Naomi never blamed her. You are unfortunate in your illustration. But it is dreadfully flippant of me to answer you like this, for you have been kind. But why will you provoke me!’


  ‘Yes, you are flippant, Ethelberta. You are too much given to that sort of thing.’


  ‘Well, I don’t know how the secret of my name has leaked out; and I am not ribald, or anything you say,’ said Ethelberta, with a sigh.


  ‘Then you own you do not feel so ardent as you seem in your book?’


  ‘I do own it.’


  ‘And that you are sorry your name has been published in connection with it?’


  ‘I am.’


  ‘And you think the verses may tend to misrepresent your character as a gay and rapturous one, when it is not?’


  ‘I do fear it.’


  ‘Then, of course, you will suppress the poems instantly. That is the only way in which you can regain the position you have hitherto held with me.’


  Ethelberta said nothing; and the dull winter atmosphere had far from light enough in it to show by her face what she might be thinking.


  ‘Well?’ said Lady Petherwin.


  ‘I did not expect such a command as that,’ said Ethelberta. ‘I have been obedient for nearly four years, and would continue so—but I cannot suppress the poems. They are not mine now to suppress.’


  ‘You must get them into your hands. Money will do it, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose it would—a thousand pounds.’


  ‘Very well; the money shall be forthcoming,’ said Lady Petherwin, after a pause. ‘You had better sit down and write about it at once.’


  ‘I cannot do it,’ said Ethelberta; ‘and I will not. I don’t wish them to be suppressed. I am not ashamed of them; there is nothing to be ashamed of in them; and I shall not take any steps in the matter.’


  ‘Then you are an ungrateful woman, and wanting in natural affection for the dead! Considering your birth——’


  ‘That’s an intolerable——’


  Lady Petherwin crashed out of the room in a wind of indignation, and went upstairs and heard no more. Adjoining her chamber was a smaller one called her study, and, on reaching this, she unlocked a cabinet, took out a small deed-box, removed from it a folded packet, unfolded it, crumpled it up, and turning round suddenly flung it into the fire. Then she stood and beheld it eaten away word after word by the flames, ‘Testament’—‘all that freehold’—‘heirs and assigns’ appearing occasionally for a moment only to disappear for ever. Nearly half the document had turned into a glossy black when the lady clasped her hands.


  ‘What have I done!’ she exclaimed. Springing to the tongs she seized with them the portion of the writing yet unconsumed, and dragged it out of the fire. Ethelberta appeared at the door.


  ‘Quick, Ethelberta!’ said Lady Petherwin. ‘Help me to put this out!’ And the two women went tramping trampling wildly upon the document and smothering it with a corner of the hearth-rug.


  ‘What is it?’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘My will!’ said Lady Petherwin. ‘I have kept it by me lately, for I have wished to look over it at leisure——’


  ‘Good heavens!’ said Ethelberta. ‘And I was just coming in to tell you that I would always cling to you, and never desert you, ill-use me how you might!’


  ‘Such an affectionate remark sounds curious at such a time,’ said Lady Petherwin, sinking down in a chair at the end of the struggle.


  ‘But,’ cried Ethelberta, ‘you don’t suppose——’


  ‘Selfishness, my dear, has given me such crooked looks that I can see it round a corner.’


  ‘If you mean that what is yours to give may not be mine to take, it would be as well to name it in an impersonal way, if you must name it at all,’ said the daughter-in-law, with wet eyelids. ‘God knows I had no selfish thought in saying that. I came upstairs to ask you to forgive me, and knew nothing about the will. But every explanation distorts it all the more!’


  ‘We two have got all awry, dear—it cannot be concealed—awry—awry. Ah, who shall set us right again? However, now I must send for Mr. Chancerly—no, I am going out on other business, and I will call upon him. There, don’t spoil your eyes: you may have to sell them.’


  She rang the bell and ordered the carriage; and half-an-hour later Lady Petherwin’s coachman drove his mistress up to the door of her lawyer’s office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields.


  ♣


  XI


  Sandbourne and its Neighbourhood—Some London Streets


  While this was going on in town, Christopher, at his lodgings in Sandbourne, had been thrown into rare old visions and dreams by the appearance of Ethelberta’s letter. Flattered and encouraged to ambition as well as to love by her inspiriting sermon, he put off now the last remnant of cynical doubt upon the genuineness of his old mistress, and once and for all set down as disloyal a belief he had latterly acquired that ‘Come, woo me, woo me; for I am like enough to consent,’ was all a young woman had to tell.


  All the reasoning of political and social economists would not have convinced Christopher that he had a better chance in London than in Sandbourne of making a decent income by reasonable and likely labour; but a belief in a far more improbable proposition, impetuously expressed, warmed him with the idea that he might become famous there. The greater is frequently more readily credited than the less, and an argument which will not convince on a matter of halfpence appears unanswerable when applied to questions of glory and honour.


  The regulation wet towel and strong coffee of the ambitious and intellectual student floated before him in visions; but it was with a sense of relief that he remembered that music, in spite of its drawbacks as a means of sustenance, was a profession happily unencumbered with those excruciating preliminaries to greatness.


  Christopher talked about the new move to his sister, and he was vexed that her hopefulness was not roused to quite the pitch of his own. As with others of his sort, his too general habit of accepting the most clouded possibility that chances offered was only transcended by his readiness to kindle with a fitful excitement now and then. Faith was much more equable. ‘If you were not the most melancholy man God ever created,’ she said, kindly looking at his vague deep eyes and thin face, which was but a few degrees too refined and poetical to escape the epithet of lantern-jawed from any one who had quarrelled with him, ‘you would not mind my coolness about this. It is a good thing of course to go; I have always fancied that we were mistaken in coming here. Mediocrity stamped “London” fetches more than talent marked “provincial.” But I cannot feel so enthusiastic.’


  ‘Still, if we are to go, we may as well go by enthusiasm as by calculation; it is a sensation pleasanter to the nerves, and leads to just as good a result when there is only one result possible.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Faith. ‘I will not depress you. If I had to describe you I should say you were a child in your impulses, and an old man in your reflections. Have you considered when we shall start?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What have you thought?’


  ‘That we may very well leave the place in six weeks if we wish.’


  ‘We really may?’


  ‘Yes. And what is more, we will.’


  Christopher and Faith arrived in London on an afternoon at the end of winter, and beheld from one of the river bridges snow-white scrolls of steam from the tall chimneys of Lambeth, rising against the livid sky behind, as if drawn in chalk on toned cardboard.


  The first thing he did that evening, when settled in their apartments near the British Museum, before applying himself to the beginning of the means by which success in life might be attained, was to go out in the direction of Ethelberta’s door, leaving Faith unpacking the things, and sniffing extraordinary smoke-smells which she discovered in all nooks and crannies of the rooms. It was some satisfaction to see Ethelberta’s house, although the single feature in which it differed from the other houses in the Crescent was that no lamp shone from the fanlight over the entrance—a speciality which, if he cared for omens, was hardly encouraging. Fearing to linger near lest he might be detected, Christopher stole a glimpse at the door and at the steps, imagined what a trifle of the depression worn in each step her feet had tended to produce, and strolled home again.


  Feeling that his reasons for calling just now were scarcely sufficient, he went next day about the business that had brought him to town, which referred to a situation as organist in a large church in the north-west district. The post was half ensured already, and he intended to make of it the nucleus of a professional occupation and income. Then he sat down to think of the preliminary steps towards publishing the song that had so pleased her, and had also, as far as he could understand from her letter, hit the popular taste very successfully; a fact which, however little it may say for the virtues of the song as a composition, was a great recommendation to it as a property. Christopher was delighted to perceive that out of this position he could frame an admissible, if not an unimpeachable, reason for calling upon Ethelberta. He determined to do so at once, and obtain the required permission by word of mouth.


  He was greatly surprised, when the front of the house appeared in view on this spring afternoon, to see what a white and sightless aspect pervaded all the windows. He came close: the eyeball blankness was caused by all the shutters and blinds being shut tight from top to bottom. Possibly this had been the case for some time—he could not tell. In one of the windows was a card bearing the announcement, ‘This House to be let Furnished.’


  Here was a merciless clash between fancy and fact. Regretting now his faint-heartedness in not letting her know beforehand by some means that he was about to make a new start in the world, and coming to dwell near her, Christopher rang the bell to make inquiries. A gloomy caretaker appeared after a while, and the young man asked whither the ladies had gone to live. He was beyond measure depressed to learn that they were in the south of France—Arles, the man thought the place was called—the time of their return to town being very uncertain; though one thing was clear, they meant to miss the forthcoming London season altogether.


  As Christopher’s hope to see her again had brought a resolve to do so, so now resolve led to dogged patience. Instead of attempting anything by letter, he decided to wait; and he waited well, occupying himself in publishing a ‘March’ and a ‘Morning and Evening Service in E flat.’ Some four-part songs, too, engaged his attention when the heavier duties of the day were over—these duties being the giving of lessons in harmony and counterpoint, in which he was aided by the introductions of a man well known in the musical world, who had been acquainted with young Julian as a promising amateur long before he adopted music as the staff of his pilgrimage.


  It was the end of summer when he again tried his fortune at the house in Exonbury Crescent. Scarcely calculating upon finding her at this stagnant time of the town year, and only hoping for information, Julian was surprised and excited to see the shutters open, and the house wearing altogether a living look, its neighbours having decidedly died off meanwhile.


  ‘The family here,’ said a footman in answer to his inquiry, ‘are only temporary tenants of the house. It is not Lady Petherwin’s people.’


  ‘Do you know the Petherwins’ present address?’


  ‘Underground, sir, for the old lady. She died some time ago in Switzerland, and was buried there, I believe.’


  ‘And Mrs. Petherwin—the young lady,’ said Christopher, starting.


  ‘We are not acquainted personally with the family,’ the man replied. ‘My master has only taken the house for a few months, whilst extensive alterations are being made in his own on the other side of the park, which he goes to look after every day. If you want any further information about Lady Petherwin, Mrs. Petherwin will probably give it. I can let you have her address.’


  ‘Ah, yes; thank you,’ said Christopher.


  The footman handed him one of some cards which appeared to have been left for the purpose. Julian, though tremblingly anxious to know where Ethelberta was, did not look at it till he could take a cool survey in private. The address was ‘Arrowthorne Lodge, Upper Wessex.’


  ‘Dear me!’ said Christopher to himself, ‘not far from Melchester; and not dreadfully far from Sandbourne.’


  ♣


  XII


  Arrowthorne Park and Lodge


  Summer was just over when Christopher Julian found himself rattling along in the train to Sandbourne on some trifling business appertaining to his late father’s affairs, which would afford him an excuse for calling at Arrowthorne about the song of hers that he wished to produce. He alighted in the afternoon at a little station some twenty miles short of Sandbourne, and leaving his portmanteau behind him there, decided to walk across the fields, obtain if possible the interview with the lady, and return then to the station to finish the journey to Sandbourne, which he could thus reach at a convenient hour in the evening, and, if he chose, take leave of again the next day.


  It was an afternoon which had a fungous smell out of doors, all being sunless and stagnant overhead and around. The various species of trees had begun to assume the more distinctive colours of their decline, and where there had been one pervasive green were now twenty greenish yellows, the air in the vistas between them being half opaque with blue exhalation. Christopher in his walk overtook a countryman, and inquired if the path they were following would lead him to Arrowthorne Lodge.


  ‘’Twill take ’ee into Arr’thorne Park,’ the man replied. ‘But you won’t come anigh the Lodge, unless you bear round to the left as might be.’


  ‘Mrs. Petherwin lives there, I believe?’


  ‘No, sir. Leastwise unless she’s but lately come. I have never heard of such a woman.’


  ‘She may possibly be only visiting there.’


  ‘Ah, perhaps that’s the shape o’t. Well, now you tell o’t, I have seen a strange face thereabouts once or twice lately. A young good-looking maid enough, seemingly.’


  ‘Yes, she’s considered a very handsome lady.’


  ‘I’ve heard the woodmen say, now that you tell o’t, that they meet her every now and then, just at the closing in of the day, as they come home along with their nitches of sticks; ay, stalking about under the trees by herself—a tall black martel, so long-legged and awful-like that you’d think ’twas the old feller himself a-coming, they say. Now a woman must be a queer body to my thinking, to roam about by night so lonesome and that? Ay, now that you tell o’t, there is such a woman, but ’a never have showed in the parish; sure I never thought who the body was—no, not once about her, nor where ’a was living and that—not I, till you spoke. Well, there, sir, that’s Arr’thorne Lodge; do you see they three elms?’ He pointed across the glade towards some confused foliage a long way off.


  ‘I am not sure about the sort of tree you mean,’ said Christopher, ‘I see a number of trees with edges shaped like edges of clouds.’


  ‘Ay, ay, they be oaks; I mean the elms to the left hand.’


  ‘But a man can hardly tell oaks from elms at that distance, my good fellow!’


  ‘That ’a can very well—leastwise, if he’s got the sense.’


  ‘Well, I think I see what you mean,’ said Christopher. ‘What next?’


  ‘When you get there, you bear away smart to nor’-west, and you’ll come straight as a line to the Lodge.’


  ‘How the deuce am I to know which is north-west in a strange place, with no sun to tell me?’


  ‘What, not know nor’-west? Well, I should think a boy could never live and grow up to be a man without knowing the four quarters. I knowed ’em when I was a mossel of a chiel. We be no great scholars here, that’s true, but there isn’t a Tom-rig or Jack-straw in these parts that don’t know where they lie as well as I. Now I’ve lived, man and boy, these eight-and-sixty years, and never met a man in my life afore who hadn’t learnt such a common thing as the four quarters.’


  Christopher parted from his companion and soon reached a stile, clambering over which he entered a park. Here he threaded his way, and rounding a clump of aged trees the young man came in view of a light and elegant country-house in the half-timbered Gothic style of the late revival, apparently only a few years old. Surprised at finding himself so near, Christopher’s heart fluttered unmanageably till he had taken an abstract view of his position, and, in impatience at his want of nerve, adopted a sombre train of reasoning to convince himself that, far from indulgence in the passion of love bringing bliss, it was a folly, leading to grief and disquiet—certainly one which would do him no good. Cooled down by this, he stepped into the drive and went up to the house.


  ‘Is Mrs. Petherwin at home?’ he said modestly.


  ‘Who did you say, sir?’


  He repeated the name.


  ‘Don’t know the person.’


  ‘The lady may be a visitor—I call on business.’


  ‘She is not visiting in this house, sir.’


  ‘Is not this Arrowthorne Lodge?’


  ‘Certainly not.’


  ‘Then where is Arrowthorne Lodge, please?’


  ‘Well, it is nearly a mile from here. Under the trees by the high-road. If you go across by that footpath it will bring you out quicker than by following the bend of the drive.’


  Christopher wondered how he could have managed to get into the wrong park; but, setting it down to his ignorance of the difference between oak and elm, he immediately retraced his steps, passing across the park again, through the gate at the end of the drive, and into the turnpike road. No other gate, park, or country seat of any description was within view.


  ‘Can you tell me the way to Arrowthorne Lodge?’ he inquired of the first person he met, who was a little girl.


  ‘You are just coming away from it, sir,’ said she. ‘I’ll show you; I am going that way.’


  They walked along together. Getting abreast the entrance of the park he had just emerged from, the child said, ‘There it is, sir; I live there too.’


  Christopher, with a dazed countenance, looked towards a cottage which stood nestling in the shrubbery and ivy like a mushroom among grass. ‘Is that Arrowthorne Lodge?’ he repeated.


  ‘Yes, and if you go up the drive, you come to Arrowthorne House.’


  ‘Arrowthorne Lodge—where Mrs. Petherwin lives, I mean.’


  ‘Yes. She lives there along wi’ mother and we. But she don’t want anybody to know it, sir, cause she’s celebrate, and ’twouldn’t do at all.’


  Christopher said no more, and the little girl became interested in the products of the bank and ditch by the wayside. He left her, pushed open the heavy park-gate, and tapped at the Lodge door.


  The latch was lifted. ‘Does Mrs. Petherwin,’ he began, and, determined that there should be no mistake, repeated, ‘Does Mrs. Ethelberta Petherwin, the poetess, live here?’ turning full upon the person who opened the door.


  ‘She does, sir,’ said a faltering voice; and he found himself face to face with the pupil-teacher of Sandbourne.


  ♣


  XIII


  The Lodge (continued)—The Copse Behind


  ‘This is indeed a surprise; I—am glad to see you!’ Christopher stammered, with a wire-drawn, radically different smile from the one he had intended—a smile not without a tinge of ghastliness.


  ‘Yes—I am home for the holidays,’ said the blushing maiden; and, after a critical pause, she added, ‘If you wish to speak to my sister, she is in the plantation with the children.’


  ‘O no—no, thank you—not necessary at all,’ said Christopher, in haste. ‘I only wish for an interview with a lady called Mrs. Petherwin.’


  ‘Yes; Mrs. Petherwin—my sister,’ said Picotee. ‘She is in the plantation. That little path will take you to her in five minutes.’


  The amazed Christopher persuaded himself that this discovery was very delightful, and went on persuading so long that at last he felt it to be so. Unable, like many other people, to enjoy being satirized in words because of the irritation it caused him as aimed-at victim, he sometimes had philosophy enough to appreciate a satire of circumstance, because nobody intended it. Pursuing the path indicated, he found himself in a thicket of scrubby undergrowth, which covered an area enclosed from the park proper by a decaying fence. The boughs were so tangled that he was obliged to screen his face with his hands, to escape the risk of having his eyes filliped out by the twigs that impeded his progress. Thus slowly advancing, his ear caught, between the rustles, the tones of a voice in earnest declamation; and, pushing round in that direction, he beheld through some beech boughs an open space about ten yards in diameter, floored at the bottom with deep beds of curled old leaves, and cushions of furry moss. In the middle of this natural theatre was the stump of a tree that had been felled by a saw, and upon the flat stool thus formed stood Ethelberta, whom Christopher had not beheld since the ball at Wyndway House.


  Round her, leaning against branches or prostrate on the ground, were five or six individuals. Two were young mechanics—one of them evidently a carpenter. Then there was a boy about thirteen, and two or three younger children. Ethelberta’s appearance answered as fully as ever to that of an English lady skilfully perfected in manner, carriage, look, and accent; and the incongruity of her present position among lives which had had many of Nature’s beauties stamped out of them, and few of the beauties of Art stamped in, brought him, as a second feeling, a pride in her that almost equalled his first sentiment of surprise. Christopher’s attention was meanwhile attracted from the constitution of the group to the words of the speaker in the centre of it—words to which her auditors were listening with still attention.


  It appeared to Christopher that Ethelberta had lately been undergoing some very extraordinary experiences. What the beginning of them had been he could not in the least understand, but the portion she was describing came distinctly to his ears, and he wondered more and more.


  ‘He came forward till he, like myself, was about twenty yards from the edge. I instinctively grasped my useless stiletto. How I longed for the assistance which a little earlier I had so much despised! Reaching the block or boulder upon which I had been sitting, he clasped his arms around from behind; his hands closed upon the empty seat, and he jumped up with an oath. This method of attack told me a new thing with wretched distinctness; he had, as I suppose, discovered my sex; male attire was to serve my turn no longer. The next instant, indeed, made it clear, for he exclaimed, “You don’t escape me, masquerading madam,” or some such words, and came on. My only hope was that in his excitement he might forget to notice where the grass terminated near the edge of the cliff, though this could be easily felt by a careful walker: to make my own feeling more distinct on this point I hastily bared my feet.’


  The listeners moistened their lips, Ethelberta took breath, and then went on to describe the scene that ensued, ‘A dreadful variation on the game of Blindman’s buff,’ being the words by which she characterized it.


  Ethelberta’s manner had become so impassioned at this point that the lips of her audience parted, the children clung to their elders, and Christopher could control himself no longer. He thrust aside the boughs, and broke in upon the group.


  ‘For Heaven’s sake, Ethelberta,’ he exclaimed with great excitement, ‘where did you meet with such a terrible experience as that?’


  The children shrieked, as if they thought that the interruption was in some way the catastrophe of the events in course of narration. Every one started up; the two young mechanics stared, and one of them inquired, in return, ‘What’s the matter, friend?’


  Christopher had not yet made reply when Ethelberta stepped from her pedestal down upon the crackling carpet of deep leaves.


  ‘Mr. Julian!’ said she, in a serene voice, turning upon him eyes of such a disputable stage of colour, between brown and grey, as would have commended itself to a gallant duellist of the last century as a point on which it was absolutely necessary to take some friend’s life or other. But the calmness was artificially done, and the astonishment that did not appear in Ethelberta’s tones was expressed by her gaze. Christopher was not in a mood to draw fine distinctions between recognized and unrecognized organs of speech. He replied to the eyes.


  ‘I own that your surprise is natural,’ he said, with an anxious look into her face, as if he wished to get beyond this interpolated scene to something more congenial and understood. ‘But my concern at such a history of yourself since I last saw you is even more natural than your surprise at my manner of breaking in.’


  ‘That history would justify any conduct in one who hears it——’


  ‘Yes, indeed.’


  ‘If it were true,’ added Ethelberta, smiling. ‘But it is as false as—’ She could name nothing notoriously false without raising an image of what was disagreeable, and she continued in a better manner: ‘The story I was telling is entirely a fiction, which I am getting up for a particular purpose—very different from what appears at present.’


  ‘I am sorry there was such a misunderstanding,’ Christopher stammered, looking upon the ground uncertain and ashamed. ‘Yet I am not, either, for I am very glad you have not undergone such trials, of course. But the fact is, I—being in the neighbourhood—I ventured to call on a matter of business, relating to a poem which I had the pleasure of setting to music at the beginning of the year.’


  Ethelberta was only a little less ill at ease than Christopher showed himself to be by this way of talking.


  ‘Will you walk slowly on?’ she said gently to the two young men, ‘and take the children with you; this gentleman wishes to speak to me on business.’


  The biggest young man caught up a little one under his arm, and plunged amid the boughs; another little one lingered behind for a few moments to look shyly at Christopher, with an oblique manner of hiding her mouth against her shoulder and her eyes behind her pinafore. Then she vanished, the boy and the second young man followed, and Ethelberta and Christopher stood within the wood-bound circle alone.


  ‘I hope I have caused no inconvenience by interrupting the proceedings,’ said Christopher softly; ‘but I so very much wished to see you!’


  ‘Did you, indeed—really wish to see me?’ she said gladly. ‘Never mind inconvenience then; it is a word which seems shallow in meaning under the circumstances. I surely must say that a visit is to my advantage, must I not? I am not as I was, you see, and may receive as advantages what I used to consider as troubles.’


  ‘Has your life really changed so much?’


  ‘It has changed. But what I first meant was that an interesting visitor at a wrong time is better than a stupid one at a right time.’


  ‘I had been behind the trees for some minutes, looking at you, and thinking of you; but what you were doing rather interrupted my first meditation. I had thought of a meeting in which we should continue our intercourse at the point at which it was broken off years ago, as if the omitted part had not existed at all; but something, I cannot tell what, has upset all that feeling, and——’


  ‘I can soon tell you the meaning of my extraordinary performance,’ Ethelberta broke in quickly, and with a little trepidation. ‘My mother-in-law, Lady Petherwin, is dead; and she has left me nothing but her house and furniture in London—more than I deserve, but less than she had distinctly led me to expect; and so I am somewhat in a corner.’


  ‘It is always so.’


  ‘Not always, I think. But this is how it happened. Lady Petherwin was very capricious; when she was not foolishly kind she was unjustly harsh. A great many are like it, never thinking what a good thing it would be, instead of going on tacking from side to side between favour and cruelty, to keep to a mean line of common justice. And so we quarrelled, and she, being absolute mistress of all her wealth, destroyed her will that was in my favour, and made another, leaving me nothing but the fag-end of the lease of the town-house and the furniture in it. Then, when we were abroad, she turned to me again, forgave everything, and, becoming ill afterwards, wrote a letter to the brother, to whom she had left the bulk of her property, stating that I was to have £20,000 of the £100,000 she had bequeathed to him—as in the original will—doing this by letter in case anything should happen to her before a new will could be considered, drawn, and signed, and trusting to his honour quite that he would obey her expressed wish should she die abroad. Well, she did die, in the full persuasion that I was provided for; but her brother (as I secretly expected all the time) refused to be morally bound by a document which had no legal value, and the result is that he has everything, except, of course, the furniture and the lease. It would have been enough to break the heart of a person who had calculated upon getting a fortune, which I never did; for I felt always like an intruder and a bondswoman, and had wished myself out of the Petherwin family a hundred times, with my crust of bread and liberty. For one thing, I was always forbidden to see my relatives, and it pained me much. Now I am going to move for myself, and consider that I have a good chance of success in what I may undertake, because of an indifference I feel about succeeding which gives the necessary coolness that any great task requires.’


  ‘I presume you mean to write more poems?’


  ‘I cannot—that is, I can write no more that satisfy me. To blossom into rhyme on the sparkling pleasures of life, you must be under the influence of those pleasures, and I am at present quite removed from them—surrounded by gaunt realities of a very different description.’


  ‘Then try the mournful. Trade upon your sufferings: many do, and thrive.’


  ‘It is no use to say that—no use at all. I cannot write a line of verse. And yet the others flowed from my heart like a stream. But nothing is so easy as to seem clever when you have money.’


  ‘Except to seem stupid when you have none,’ said Christopher, looking at the dead leaves.


  Ethelberta allowed herself to linger on that thought for a few seconds; and continued, ‘Then the question arose, what was I to do? I felt that to write prose would be an uncongenial occupation, and altogether a poor prospect for a woman like me. Finally I have decided to appear in public.’


  ‘Not on the stage?’


  ‘Certainly not on the stage. There is no novelty in a poor lady turning actress, and novelty is what I want. Ordinary powers exhibited in a new way effect as much as extraordinary powers exhibited in an old way.’


  ‘Yes—so they do. And extraordinary powers, and a new way too, would be irresistible.’


  ‘I don’t calculate upon both. I had written a prose story by request, when it was found that I had grown utterly inane over verse. It was written in the first person, and the style was modelled after De Foe’s. The night before sending it off, when I had already packed it up, I was reading about the professional story-tellers of Eastern countries, who devoted their lives to the telling of tales. I unfastened the manuscript and retained it, convinced that I should do better by telling the story.’


  ‘Well thought of!’ exclaimed Christopher, looking into her face. ‘There is a way for everybody to live, if they can only find it out.’


  ‘It occurred to me,’ she continued, blushing slightly, ‘that tales of the weird kind were made to be told, not written. The action of a teller is wanted to give due effect to all stories of incident; and I hope that a time will come when, as of old, instead of an unsocial reading of fiction at home alone, people will meet together cordially, and sit at the feet of a professed romancer. I am going to tell my tales before a London public. As a child, I had a considerable power in arresting the attention of other children by recounting adventures which had never happened; and men and women are but children enlarged a little. Look at this.’


  She drew from her pocket a folded paper, shook it abroad, and disclosed a rough draft of an announcement to the effect that Mrs. Petherwin, Professed Story-teller, would devote an evening to that ancient form of the romancer’s art, at a well-known fashionable hall in London. ‘Now you see,’ she continued, ‘the meaning of what you observed going on here. That you heard was one of three tales I am preparing, with a view of selecting the best. As a reserved one, I have the tale of my own life—to be played as a last card. It was a private rehearsal before my brothers and sisters—not with any view of obtaining their criticism, but that I might become accustomed to my own voice in the presence of listeners.’


  ‘If I only had had half your enterprise, what I might have done in the world!’


  ‘Now did you ever consider what a power De Foe’s manner would have if practised by word of mouth? Indeed, it is a style which suits itself infinitely better to telling than to writing, abounding as it does in colloquialisms that are somewhat out of place on paper in these days, but have a wonderful power in making a narrative seem real. And so, in short, I am going to talk De Foe on a subject of my own. Well?’


  The last word had been given tenderly, with a long-drawn sweetness, and was caused by a look that Christopher was bending upon her at the moment, in which he revealed that he was thinking less of the subject she was so eagerly and hopefully descanting upon than upon her aspect in explaining it. It is a fault of manner particularly common among men newly imported into the society of bright and beautiful women; and we will hope that, springing as it does from no unworthy source, it is as soon forgiven in the general world as it was here.


  ‘I was only following a thought,’ said Christopher:—‘a thought of how I used to know you, and then lost sight of you, and then discovered you famous, and how we are here under these sad autumn trees, and nobody in sight.’


  ‘I think it must be tea-time,’ she said suddenly. ‘Tea is a great meal with us here—you will join us, will you not?’ And Ethelberta began to make for herself a passage through the boughs. Another rustle was heard a little way off, and one of the children appeared.


  ‘Emmeline wants to know, please, if the gentleman that come to see ’ee will stay to tea; because, if so, she’s agoing to put in another spoonful for him and a bit of best green.’


  ‘O Georgina—how candid! Yes, put in some best green.’


  Before Christopher could say any more to her, they were emerging by the corner of the cottage, and one of the brothers drew near them. ‘Mr. Julian, you’ll bide and have a cup of tea wi’ us?’ he inquired of Christopher. ‘A’ old friend of yours, is he not, Mrs. Petherwin? Dan and I be going back to Sandbourne to-night, and we can walk with ’ee as far as the station.’


  ‘I shall be delighted,’ said Christopher; and they all entered the cottage. The evening had grown clearer by this time; the sun was peeping out just previous to departure, and sent gold wires of light across the glades and into the windows, throwing a pattern of the diamond quarries, and outlines of the geraniums in pots, against the opposite wall. One end of the room was polygonal, such a shape being dictated by the exterior design; in this part the windows were placed as at the east end of continental churches. Thus, from the combined effects of the ecclesiastical lancet lights and the apsidal shape of the room, it occurred to Christopher that the sisters were all a delightful set of pretty saints, exhibiting themselves in a lady chapel, and backed up by unkempt major prophets, as represented by the forms of their big brothers.


  Christopher sat down to tea as invited, squeezing himself in between two children whose names were almost as long as their persons, and whose tin cups discoursed primitive music by means of spoons rattled inside them until they were filled. The tea proceeded pleasantly, notwithstanding that the cake, being a little burnt, tasted on the outside like the latter plums in snapdragon. Christopher never could meet the eye of Picotee, who continued in a wild state of flushing all the time, fixing her looks upon the sugar-basin, except when she glanced out of the window to see how the evening was going on, and speaking no word at all unless it was to correct a small sister of somewhat crude manners as regards filling the mouth, which Picotee did in a whisper, and a gentle inclination of her mouth to the little one’s ear, and a still deeper blush than before.


  Their visitor next noticed that an additional cup-and-saucer and plate made their appearance occasionally at the table, were silently replenished, and then carried off by one of the children to an inner apartment.


  ‘Our mother is bedridden,’ said Ethelberta, noticing Christopher’s look at the proceeding. ‘Emmeline attends to the household, except when Picotee is at home, and Joey attends to the gate; but our mother’s affliction is a very unfortunate thing for the poor children. We are thinking of a plan of living which will, I hope, be more convenient than this is; but we have not yet decided what to do.’


  At this minute a carriage and pair of horses became visible through one of the angular windows of the apse, in the act of turning in from the highway towards the park gate. The boy who answered to the name of Joey sprang up from the table with the promptness of a Jack-in-the-box, and ran out at the door. Everybody turned as the carriage passed through the gate, which Joey held open, putting his other hand where the brim of his hat would have been if he had worn one, and lapsing into a careless boy again the instant that the vehicle had gone by.


  ‘There’s a tremendous large dinner-party at the House to-night,’ said Emmeline methodically, looking at the equipage over the edge of her teacup, without leaving off sipping. ‘That was Lord Mountclere. He’s a wicked old man, they say.’


  ‘Lord Mountclere?’ said Ethelberta musingly. ‘I used to know some friends of his. In what way is he wicked?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Emmeline, with simplicity. ‘I suppose it is because he breaks the commandments. But I wonder how a big rich lord can want to steal anything.’ Emmeline’s thoughts of breaking commandments instinctively fell upon the eighth, as being in her ideas the only case wherein the gain could be considered as at all worth the hazard.


  Ethelberta said nothing; but Christopher thought that a shade of depression passed over her.


  ‘Hook back the gate, Joey,’ shouted Emmeline, when the carriage had proceeded up the drive. ‘There’s more to come.’


  Joey did as ordered, and by the time he got indoors another carriage turned in from the public road—a one-horse brougham this time.


  ‘I know who that is: that’s Mr. Ladywell,’ said Emmeline, in the same matter-of-fact tone. ‘He’s been here afore: he’s a distant relation of the squire’s, and he once gave me sixpence for picking up his gloves.’


  ‘What shall I live to see?’ murmured the poetess, under her breath, nearly dropping her teacup in an involuntary trepidation, from which she made it a point of dignity to recover in a moment. Christopher’s eyes, at that exhibition from Ethelberta, entered her own like a pair of lances. Picotee, seeing Christopher’s quick look of jealousy, became involved in her turn, and grew pale as a lily in her endeavours to conceal the complications to which it gave birth in her poor little breast likewise.


  ‘You judge me very wrongly,’ said Ethelberta, in answer to Christopher’s hasty look of resentment.


  ‘In supposing Mr. Ladywell to be a great friend of yours?’ said Christopher, who had in some indescribable way suddenly assumed a right to Ethelberta as his old property.


  ‘Yes: for I hardly know him, and certainly do not value him.’


  After this there was something in the mutual look of the two, though their words had been private, which did not tend to remove the anguish of fragile Picotee. Christopher, assured that Ethelberta’s embarrassment had been caused by nothing more than the sense of her odd social subsidence, recovered more bliss than he had lost, and regarded calmly the profile of young Ladywell between the two windows of his brougham as it passed the open cottage door, bearing him along unconscious as the dead of the nearness of his beloved one, and of the sad buffoonery that fate, fortune, and the guardian angels had been playing with Ethelberta of late. He recognized the face as that of the young man whom he had encountered when watching Ethelberta’s window from Rookington Park.


  ‘Perhaps you remember seeing him at the Christmas dance at Wyndway?’ she inquired. ‘He is a good-natured fellow. Afterwards he sent me that portfolio of sketches you see in the corner. He might possibly do something in the world as a painter if he were obliged to work at the art for his bread, which he is not.’ She added with bitter pleasantry: ‘In bare mercy to his self-respect I must remain unseen here.’


  It impressed Christopher to perceive how, under the estrangement which arose from differences of education, surroundings, experience, and talent, the sympathies of close relationship were perceptible in Ethelberta’s bearing towards her brothers and sisters. At a remark upon some simple pleasure wherein she had not participated because absent and occupied by far more comprehensive interests, a gloom as of banishment would cross her face and dim it for awhile, showing that the free habits and enthusiasms of country life had still their charm with her, in the face of the subtler gratifications of abridged bodices, candlelight, and no feelings in particular, which prevailed in town. Perhaps the one condition which could work up into a permanent feeling the passing revival of his fancy for a woman whose chief attribute he had supposed to be sprightliness was added now by the romantic ubiquity of station that attached to her. A discovery which might have grated on the senses of a man wedded to conventionality was a positive pleasure to one whose faith in society had departed with his own social ruin.


  The room began to darken, whereupon Christopher arose to leave; and the brothers Sol and Dan offered to accompany him.


  ♣


  XIV


  A Turnpike Road


  ‘We be thinking of coming to London ourselves soon,’ said Sol, a carpenter and joiner by trade, as he walked along at Christopher’s left hand. ‘There’s so much more chance for a man up the country. Now, if you was me, how should you set about getting a job, sir?’


  ‘What can you do?’ said Christopher.


  ‘Well, I am a very good staircase hand; and I have been called neat at sash-frames; and I can knock together doors and shutters very well; and I can do a little at the cabinet-making. I don’t mind framing a roof, neither, if the rest be busy; and I am always ready to fill up my time at planing floor-boards by the foot.’


  ‘And I can mix and lay flat tints,’ said Dan, who was a house painter, ‘and pick out mouldings, and grain in every kind of wood you can mention—oak, maple, walnut, satinwood, cherry-tree——’


  ‘You can both do too much to stand the least chance of being allowed to do anything in a city, where limitation is all the rule in labour. To have any success, Sol, you must be a man who can thoroughly look at a door to see what ought to be done to it, but as to looking at a window, that’s not your line; or a person who, to the remotest particular, understands turning a screw, but who does not profess any knowledge of how to drive a nail. Dan must know how to paint blue to a marvel, but must be quite in the dark about painting green. If you stick to some such principle of specialty as this, you may get employment in London.’


  ‘Ha-ha-ha!’ said Dan, striking at a stone in the road with the stout green hazel he carried. ‘A wink is as good as a nod: thank’ee—we’ll mind all that now.’


  ‘If we do come,’ said Sol, ‘we shall not mix up with Mrs. Petherwin at all.’


  ‘O indeed!’


  ‘O no. (Perhaps you think it odd that we call her “Mrs. Petherwin,” but that’s by agreement as safer and better than Berta, because we be such rough chaps you see, and she’s so lofty.) ’Twould demean her to claim kin wi’ her in London—two journeymen like us, that know nothing besides our trades.’


  ‘Not at all,’ said Christopher, by way of chiming in in the friendliest manner. ‘She would be pleased to see any straightforward honest man and brother, I should think, notwithstanding that she has moved in other society for a time.’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know Berta!’ said Dan, looking as if he did.


  ‘How—in what way do you mean?’ said Christopher uneasily.


  ‘So lofty—so very lofty! Isn’t she, Sol? Why she’ll never stir out from mother’s till after dark, and then her day begins; and she’ll traipse about under the trees, and never go into the high-road, so that nobody in the way of gentle-people shall run up against her and know her living in such a little small hut after biding in a big mansion-place. There, we don’t find fault wi’ her about it: we like her just the same, though she don’t speak to us in the street; for a feller must be a fool to make a piece of work about a woman’s pride, when ’tis his own sister, and hang upon her and bother her when he knows ’tis for her good that he should not. Yes, her life has been quare enough. I hope she enjoys it, but for my part I like plain sailing. None of your ups and downs for me. There, I suppose ’twas her nater to want to look into the world a bit.’


  ‘Father and mother kept Berta to school, you understand, sir,’ explained the more thoughtful Sol, ‘because she was such a quick child, and they always had a notion of making a governess of her. Sums? If you said to that child, “Berta, ’levenpence-three-farthings a day, how much a year?” she would tell ’ee in three seconds out of her own little head. And that hard sum about the herrings she had done afore she was nine.’


  ‘True, she had,’ said Dan. ‘And we all know that to do that is to do something that’s no nonsense.’


  ‘What is the sum?’ Christopher inquired.


  ‘What—not know the sum about the herrings?’ said Dan, spreading his gaze all over Christopher in amazement.


  ‘Never heard of it,’ said Christopher.


  ‘Why down in these parts just as you try a man’s soul by the Ten Commandments, you try his head by that there sum—hey, Sol?’


  ‘Ay, that we do.’


  ‘A herring and a half for three-halfpence, how many can ye get for ’levenpence: that’s the feller; and a mortal teaser he is, I assure ’ee. Our parson, who’s not altogether without sense o’ week days, said one afternoon, “If cunning can be found in the multiplication table at all, Chickerel, ’tis in connection with that sum.” Well, Berta was so clever in arithmetic that she was asked to teach summing at Miss Courtley’s, and there she got to like foreign tongues more than ciphering, and at last she hated ciphering, and took to books entirely. Mother and we were very proud of her at that time: not that we be stuck-up people at all—be we, Sol?’


  ‘Not at all; nobody can say that we be that, though there’s more of it in the country than there should be by all account.’


  ‘You’d be surprised to see how vain the girls about here be getting. Little rascals, why they won’t curtsey to the loftiest lady in the land; no, not if you were to pay ’em to do it. Now, the men be different. Any man will touch his hat for a pint of beer. But then, of course, there’s some difference between the two. Touching your hat is a good deal less to do than bending your knees, as Berta used to say, when she was blowed up for not doing it. She was always one of the independent sort—you never saw such a maid as she was! Now, Picotee was quite the other way.’


  ‘Has Picotee left Sandbourne entirely?’


  ‘O no; she is home for the holidays. Well, Mr. Julian, our road parts from yours just here, unless you walk into the next town along with us. But I suppose you get across to this station and go by rail?’


  ‘I am obliged to go that way for my portmanteau,’ said Christopher, ‘or I should have been pleased to walk further. Shall I see you in Sandbourne to-morrow? I hope so.’


  ‘Well, no. ’Tis hardly likely that you will see us—hardly. We know how unpleasant it is for a high sort of man to have rough chaps like us hailing him, so we think it best not to meet you—thank you all the same. So if you should run up against us in the street, we should be just as well pleased by your taking no notice, if you wouldn’t mind. ’Twill save so much awkwardness—being in our working clothes. ’Tis always the plan that Mrs. Petherwin and we agree to act upon, and we find it best for both. I hope you take our meaning right, and as no offence, Mr. Julian.’


  ‘And do you do the same with Picotee?’


  ‘O Lord, no—’tisn’t a bit of use to try. That’s the worst of Picotee—there’s no getting rid of her. The more in the rough we be the more she’ll stick to us; and if we say she shan’t come, she’ll bide and fret about it till we be forced to let her.’


  Christopher laughed, and promised, on condition that they would retract the statement about their not being proud; and then he wished his friends good-night.


  ♣


  XV


  An Inner Room at the Lodge


  At the Lodge at this time a discussion of some importance was in progress. The scene was Mrs. Chickerel’s bedroom, to which, unfortunately, she was confined by some spinal complaint; and here she now appeared as an interesting woman of five-and-forty, properly dressed as far as visible, and propped up in a bed covered with a quilt which presented a field of little squares in many tints, looking altogether like a bird’s-eye view of a market garden.


  Mrs. Chickerel had been nurse in a nobleman’s family until her marriage, and after that she played the part of wife and mother, upon the whole, affectionately and well. Among her minor differences with her husband had been one about the naming of the children; a matter that was at last compromised by an agreement under which the choice of the girls’ names became her prerogative, and that of the boys’ her husband’s, who limited his field of selection to strict historical precedent as a set-off to Mrs. Chickerel’s tendency to stray into the regions of romance.


  The only grown-up daughters at home, Ethelberta and Picotee, with their brother Joey, were sitting near her; the two youngest children, Georgina and Myrtle, who had been strutting in and out of the room, and otherwise endeavouring to walk, talk, and speak like the gentleman just gone away, were packed off to bed. Emmeline, of that transitional age which causes its exponent to look wistfully at the sitters when romping and at the rompers when sitting, uncertain whether her position in the household is that of child or woman, was idling in a corner. The two absent brothers and two absent sisters—eldest members of the family—completed the round ten whom Mrs. Chickerel with thoughtless readiness had presented to a crowded world, to cost Ethelberta many wakeful hours at night while she revolved schemes how they might be decently maintained.


  ‘I still think,’ Ethelberta was saying, ‘that the plan I first proposed is the best. I am convinced that it will not do to attempt to keep on the Lodge. If we are all together in town, I can look after you much better than when you are far away from me down here.’


  ‘Shall we not interfere with you—your plans for keeping up your connections?’ inquired her mother, glancing up towards Ethelberta by lifting the flesh of her forehead, instead of troubling to raise her face altogether.


  ‘Not nearly so much as by staying here.’


  ‘But,’ said Picotee, ‘if you let lodgings, won’t the gentlemen and ladies know it?’


  ‘I have thought of that,’ said Ethelberta, ‘and this is how I shall manage. In the first place, if mother is there, the lodgings can be let in her name, all bills will be receipted by her, and all tradesmen’s orders will be given as from herself. Then, we will take no English lodgers at all; we will advertise the rooms only in Continental newspapers, as suitable for a French or German gentleman or two, and by this means there will be little danger of my acquaintance discovering that my house is not entirely a private one, or of any lodger being a friend of my acquaintance. I have thought over every possible way of combining the dignified social position I must maintain to make my story-telling attractive, with my absolute lack of money, and I can see no better one.’


  ‘Then if Gwendoline is to be your cook, she must soon give notice at her present place?’


  ‘Yes. Everything depends upon Gwendoline and Cornelia. But there is time enough for them to give notice—Christmas will be soon enough. If they cannot or will not come as cook and housemaid, I am afraid the plan will break down. A vital condition is that I do not have a soul in the house (beyond the lodgers) who is not one of my own relations. When we have put Joey into buttons, he will do very well to attend to the door.’


  ‘But s’pose,’ said Joey, after a glassy look at his future appearance in the position alluded to, ‘that any of your gentlepeople come to see ye, and when I opens the door and lets ’em in a swinging big lodger stalks downstairs. What will ’em think? Up will go their eye-glasses at one another till they glares each other into holes. My gracious!’


  ‘The one who calls will only think that another visitor is leaving, Joey. But I shall have no visitors, or very few. I shall let it be well known among my late friends that my mother is an invalid, and that on this account we receive none but the most intimate friends. These intimate friends not existing, we receive nobody at all.’


  ‘Except Sol and Dan, if they get a job in London? They’ll have to call upon us at the back door, won’t they, Berta?’ said Joey.


  ‘They must go down the area steps. But they will not mind that; they like the idea.’


  ‘And father, too, must he go down the steps?’


  ‘He may come whichever way he likes. He will be glad enough to have us near at any price. I know that he is not at all happy at leaving you down here, and he away in London. You remember that he has only taken the situation at Mr. Doncastle’s on the supposition that you all come to town as soon as he can see an opening for getting you there; and as nothing of the sort has offered itself to him, this will be the very thing. Of course, if I succeed wonderfully well in my schemes for story-tellings, readings of my ballads and poems, lectures on the art of versification, and what not, we need have no lodgers; and then we shall all be living a happy family—all taking our share in keeping the establishment going.’


  ‘Except poor me!’ sighed the mother.


  ‘My dear mother, you will be necessary as a steadying power—a flywheel, in short, to the concern. I wish that father could live there, too.’


  ‘He’ll never give up his present way of life—it has grown to be a part of his nature. Poor man, he never feels at home except in somebody else’s house, and is nervous and quite a stranger in his own. Sich is the fatal effects of service!’


  ‘O mother, don’t!’ said Ethelberta tenderly, but with her teeth on edge; and Picotee curled up her toes, fearing that her mother was going to moralize.


  ‘Well, what I mean is, that your father would not like to live upon your earnings, and so forth. But in town we shall be near him—that’s one comfort, certainly.’


  ‘And I shall not be wanted at all,’ said Picotee, in a melancholy tone.


  ‘It is much better to stay where you are,’ her mother said. ‘You will come and spend the holidays with us, of course, as you do now.’


  ‘I should like to live in London best,’ murmured Picotee, her head sinking mournfully to one side. ‘I hate being in Sandbourne now!’


  ‘Nonsense!’ said Ethelberta severely. ‘We are all contriving how to live most comfortably, and it is by far the best thing for you to stay at the school. You used to be happy enough there.’


  Picotee sighed, and said no more.


  ♣


  XVI


  A Large Public Hall


  It was the second week in February, Parliament had just met, and Ethelberta appeared for the first time before an audience in London.


  There was some novelty in the species of entertainment that the active young woman had proposed to herself, and this doubtless had due effect in collecting the body of strangers that greeted her entry, over and above those friends who came to listen to her as a matter of course. Men and women who had become totally indifferent to new actresses, new readers, and new singers, once more felt the freshness of curiosity as they considered the promise of the announcement. But the chief inducement to attend lay in the fact that here was to be seen in the flesh a woman with whom the tongue of rumour had been busy in many romantic ways—a woman who, whatever else might be doubted, had certainly produced a volume of verses which had been the talk of the many who had read them, and of the many more who had not, for several consecutive weeks.


  What was her story to be? Persons interested in the inquiry—a small proportion, it may be owned, of the whole London public, and chiefly young men—answered this question for themselves by assuming that it would take the form of some pungent and gratifying revelation of the innermost events of her own life, from which her gushing lines had sprung as an inevitable consequence, and which being once known, would cause such musical poesy to appear no longer wonderful.


  The front part of the room was well filled, rows of listeners showing themselves like a drilled-in crop of which not a seed has failed. They were listeners of the right sort, a majority having noses of the prominent and dignified type, which when viewed in oblique perspective ranged as regularly as bow-windows at a watering-place. Ethelberta’s plan was to tell her pretended history and adventures while sitting in a chair—as if she were at her own fireside, surrounded by a circle of friends. By this touch of domesticity a great appearance of truth and naturalness was given, though really the attitude was at first more difficult to maintain satisfactorily than any one wherein stricter formality should be observed. She gently began her subject, as if scarcely knowing whether a throng were near her or not, and, in her fear of seeming artificial, spoke too low. This defect, however, she soon corrected, and ultimately went on in a charmingly colloquial manner. What Ethelberta relied upon soon became evident. It was not upon the intrinsic merits of her story as a piece of construction, but upon her method of telling it. Whatever defects the tale possessed—and they were not a few—it had, as delivered by her, the one pre-eminent merit of seeming like truth. A modern critic has well observed of De Foe that he had the most amazing talent on record for telling lies; and Ethelberta, in wishing her fiction to appear like a real narrative of personal adventure, did wisely to make De Foe her model. His is a style even better adapted for speaking than for writing, and the peculiarities of diction which he adopts to give verisimilitude to his narratives acquired enormous additional force when exhibited as vivâ-voce mannerisms. And although these artifices were not, perhaps, slavishly copied from that master of feigning, they would undoubtedly have reminded her hearers of him, had they not mostly been drawn from an easeful section in society which is especially characterized by the mental condition of knowing nothing about any author a week after they have read him. The few there who did remember De Foe were impressed by a fancy that his words greeted them anew in a winged auricular form, instead of by the weaker channels of print and eyesight. The reader may imagine what an effect this well-studied method must have produced when intensified by a clear, living voice, animated action, and the brilliant and expressive eye of a handsome woman—attributes which of themselves almost compelled belief. When she reached the most telling passages, instead of adding exaggerated action and sound, Ethelberta would lapse to a whisper and a sustained stillness, which were more striking than gesticulation. All that could be done by art was there, and if inspiration was wanting nobody missed it.


  It was in performing this feat that Ethelberta seemed first to discover in herself the full power of that self-command which further onward in her career more and more impressed her as a singular possession, until at last she was tempted to make of it many fantastic uses, leading to results that affected more households than her own. A talent for demureness under difficulties without the cold-bloodedness which renders such a bearing natural and easy, a face and hand reigning unmoved outside a heart by nature turbulent as a wave, is a constitutional arrangement much to be desired by people in general; yet, had Ethelberta been framed with less of that gift in her, her life might have been more comfortable as an experience, and brighter as an example, though perhaps duller as a story.


  ‘Ladywell, how came this Mrs. Petherwin to think of such a queer trick as telling romances, after doing so well as a poet?’ said a man in the stalls to his friend, who had been gazing at the Story-teller with a rapt face.


  ‘What—don’t you know?—everybody did, I thought,’ said the painter.


  ‘A mistake. Indeed, I should not have come here at all had I not heard the subject mentioned by accident yesterday at Grey’s; and then I remembered her to be the same woman I had met at some place—Belmaine’s I think it was—last year, when I thought her just getting on for handsome and clever, not to put it too strongly.’


  ‘Ah! naturally you would not know much,’ replied Ladywell, in an eager whisper. ‘Perhaps I am judging others by myself a little more than—but, as you have heard, she is an acquaintance of mine. I know her very well, and, in fact, I originally suggested the scheme to her as a pleasant way of adding to her fame. “Depend upon it, dear Mrs. Petherwin,” I said, during a pause in one of our dances together some time ago, “any public appearance of yours would be successful beyond description.”’


  ‘O, I had no idea that you knew her so well! Then it is quite through you that she has adopted this course?’


  ‘Well, not entirely—I could not say entirely. She said that some day, perhaps, she might do such a thing; and, in short, I reduced her vague ideas to form.’


  ‘I should not mind knowing her better—I must get you to throw us together in some way,’ said Neigh, with some interest. ‘I had no idea that you were such an old friend. You could do it, I suppose?’


  ‘Really, I am afraid—hah-hah—may not have the opportunity of obliging you. I met her at Wyndway, you know, where she was visiting with Lady Petherwin. It was some time ago, and I cannot say that I have ever met her since.’


  ‘Or before?’ said Neigh.


  ‘Well—no; I never did.’


  ‘Ladywell, if I had half your power of going to your imagination for facts, I would be the greatest painter in England.’


  ‘Now Neigh—that’s too bad—but with regard to this matter, I do speak with some interest,’ said Ladywell, with a pleased sense of himself.


  ‘In love with her?—Smitten down?—Done for?’


  ‘Now, now! However, several other fellows chaff me about her. It was only yesterday that Jones said——’


  ‘Do you know why she cares to do this sort of thing?’


  ‘Merely a desire for fame, I suppose.’


  ‘I should think she has fame enough already.’


  ‘That I can express no opinion upon. I am thinking of getting her permission to use her face in a subject I am preparing,. It is a fine face for canvas. Glorious contour—glorious. Ah, here she is again, for the second part.’


  ‘Dream on, young fellow. You’ll make a rare couple!’ said Neigh, with a flavour of superciliousness unheeded by his occupied companion.


  Further back in the room were a pair of faces whose keen interest in the performance contrasted much with the languidly permissive air of those in front. When the ten minutes’ break occurred, Christopher was the first of the two to speak. ‘Well, what do you think of her, Faith?’ he said, shifting restlessly on his seat.


  ‘I like the quiet parts of the tale best, I think,’ replied the sister; ‘but, of course, I am not a good judge of these things. How still the people are at times! I continually take my eyes from her to look at the listeners. Did you notice the fat old lady in the second row, with her cloak a little thrown back? She was absolutely unconscious, and stayed with her face up and lips parted like a little child of six.’


  ‘She well may! the thing is a triumph. That fellow Ladywell is here, I believe—yes, it is he, busily talking to the man on his right. If I were a woman I would rather go donkey-driving than stick myself up there, for gaping fops to quiz and say what they like about! But she had no choice, poor thing; for it was that or nothing with her.’


  Faith, who had secret doubts about the absolute necessity of Ethelberta’s appearance in public, said, with remote meanings, ‘Perhaps it is not altogether a severe punishment to her to be looked at by well-dressed men. Suppose she feels it as a blessing, instead of an affliction?’


  ‘She is a different sort of woman, Faith, and so you would say if you knew her. Of course, it is natural for you to criticize her severely just now, and I don’t wish to defend her.’


  ‘I think you do a little, Kit.’


  ‘No; I am indifferent about it all. Perhaps it would have been better for me if I had never seen her; and possibly it might have been better for her if she had never seen me. She has a heart, and the heart is a troublesome encumbrance when great things have to be done. I wish you knew her: I am sure you would like each other.’


  ‘O yes,’ said Faith, in a voice of rather weak conviction. ‘But, as we live in such a plain way, it would be hardly desirable at present.’


  Ethelberta being regarded, in common with the latest conjurer, spirit-medium, aëronaut, giant, dwarf, or monarch, as a new sensation, she was duly criticized in the morning papers, and even obtained a notice in some of the weekly reviews.


  ‘A handsome woman,’ said one of these, ‘may have her own reasons for causing the flesh of the London public to creep upon its bones by her undoubtedly remarkable narrative powers; but we question if much good can result from such a form of entertainment. Nevertheless, some praise is due. We have had the novel-writer among us for some time, and the novel-reader has occasionally appeared on our platforms; but we believe that this is the first instance on record of a Novel-teller—one, that is to say, who relates professedly as fiction a romantic tale which has never been printed—the whole owing its chief interest to the method whereby the teller identifies herself with the leading character in the story.’


  Another observed: ‘When once we get away from the magic influence of the story-teller’s eye and tongue, we perceive how improbable, even impossible, is the tissue of events to which we have been listening with so great a sense of reality, and we feel almost angry with ourselves at having been the victims of such utter illusion.’


  ‘Mrs. Petherwin’s personal appearance is decidedly in her favour,’ said another. ‘She affects no unconsciousness of the fact that form and feature are no mean vehicles of persuasion, and she uses the powers of each to the utmost. There spreads upon her face when in repose an air of innocence which is charmingly belied by the subtlety we discover beneath it when she begins her tale; and this amusing discrepancy between her physical presentment, and the inner woman is further illustrated by the misgiving, which seizes us on her entrance, that so impressionable a lady will never bear up in the face of so trying an audience…. The combinations of incident which Mrs. Petherwin persuades her hearers that she has passed through are not a little marvellous; and if what is rumoured be true, that the tales are to a great extent based upon her own experiences, she has proved herself to be no less daring in adventure than facile in her power of describing it.’


  ♣


  XVII


  Ethelberta’s House


  After such successes as these, Christopher could not forego the seductive intention of calling upon the poetess and romancer at her now established town residence in Exonbury Crescent. One wintry afternoon he reached the door—now for the third time—and gave a knock which had in it every tender refinement that could be thrown into the somewhat antagonistic vehicle of noise. Turning his face down the street he waited restlessly on the step. There was a strange light in the atmosphere: the glass of the street-lamps, the varnished back of a passing cab, a milk-woman’s cans, and a row of church-windows glared in his eyes like new-rubbed copper; and on looking the other way he beheld a bloody sun hanging among the chimneys at the upper end, as a danger-lamp to warn him off.


  By this time the door was opened, and before him stood Ethelberta’s young brother Joey, thickly populated with little buttons, the remainder of him consisting of invisible green.


  ‘Ah, Joseph!’ said Christopher, instantly recognizing the boy. ‘What, are you here in office? Is your——’


  Joey lifted his forefinger and spread his mouth in a genial manner, as if to signify particular friendliness mingled with general caution.


  ‘Yes, sir, Mrs. Petherwin is my mistress. I’ll see if she is at home, sir,’ he replied, raising his shoulders and winking a wink of strategic meanings by way of finish—all which signs showed, if evidence were wanted, how effectually this pleasant young page understood, though quite fresh from Wessex, the duties of his peculiar position. Mr. Julian was shown to the drawing-room, and there he found Ethelberta alone.


  She gave him a hand so cool and still that Christopher, much as he desired the contact, was literally ashamed to let her see and feel his own, trembling with unmanageable excess of feeling. It was always so, always had been so, always would be so, at these meetings of theirs: she was immeasurably the stronger; and the deep-eyed young man fancied, in the chagrin which the perception of this difference always bred in him, that she triumphed in her superior control. Yet it was only in little things that their sexes were thus reversed: Christopher would receive quite a shock if a little dog barked at his heels, and be totally unmoved when in danger of his life.


  Certainly the most self-possessed woman in the world, under pressure of the incongruity between their last meeting and the present one, might have shown more embarrassment than Ethelberta showed on greeting him to-day. Christopher was only a man in believing that the shyness which she did evince was chiefly the result of personal interest. She might or might not have been said to blush—perhaps the stealthy change upon her face was too slow an operation to deserve that name: but, though pale when he called, the end of ten minutes saw her colour high and wide. She soon set him at his ease, and seemed to relax a long-sustained tension as she talked to him of her arrangements, hopes, and fears.


  ‘And how do you like London society?’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘Pretty well, as far as I have seen it: to the surface of its front door.’


  ‘You will find nothing to be alarmed at if you get inside.’


  ‘O no—of course not—except my own shortcomings,’ said the modest musician. ‘London society is made up of much more refined people than society anywhere else.’


  ‘That’s a very prevalent opinion; and it is nowhere half so prevalent as in London society itself. However, come and see my house—unless you think it a trouble to look over a house?’


  ‘No; I should like it very much.’


  The decorations tended towards the artistic gymnastics prevalent in some quarters at the present day. (1) Upon a general flat tint of duck’s-egg green appeared quaint patterns of conventional foliage, and birds, done in bright auburn, several shades nearer to redbreast-red than was Ethelberta’s hair, which was thus thrust further towards brown by such juxtaposition—a possible reason for the choice of tint. Upon the glazed tiles within the chimney-piece were the forms of owls, bats, snakes, frogs, mice, spiders in their webs, moles, and other objects of aversion and darkness, shaped in black and burnt in after the approved fashion.


  ‘My brothers Sol and Dan did most of the actual work,’ said Ethelberta, ‘though I drew the outlines, and designed the tiles round the fire. The flowers, mice, and spiders are done very simply, you know: you only press a real flower, mouse, or spider out flat under a piece of glass, and then copy it, adding a little more emaciation and angularity at pleasure.’


  ‘In that “at pleasure” is where all the art lies,’ said he.


  ‘Well, yes—that is the case,’ said Ethelberta thoughtfully; and preceding him upstairs, she threw open a door on one of the floors, disclosing Dan in person, engaged upon a similar treatment of this floor also. Sol appeared bulging from the door of a closet, a little further on, where he was fixing some shelves; and both wore workmen’s blouses. At once coming down from the short ladder he was standing upon, Dan shook Christopher’s hand with some velocity.


  ‘We do a little at a time, you see,’ he said, ‘because Colonel down below, and Mrs. Petherwin’s visitors, shan’t smell the turpentine.’


  ‘We be pushing on to-day to get it out of the way,’ said Sol, also coming forward and greeting their visitor, but more reluctantly than his brother had done. ‘Now I’ll tell ye what—you two,’ he added, after an uneasy pause, turning from Christopher to Ethelberta and back again in great earnestness; ‘you’d better not bide here, talking to us rough ones, you know, for folks might find out that there’s something closer between us than workmen and employer and employer’s friend. So Berta and Mr. Julian, if you’ll go on and take no more notice o’ us, in case of visitors, it would be wiser—else, perhaps, if we should be found out intimate with ye, and bring down your gentility, you’ll blame us for it. I get as nervous as a cat when I think I may be the cause of any disgrace to ye.’


  ‘Don’t be so silly, Sol,’ said Ethelberta, laughing.


  ‘Ah, that’s all very well,’ said Sol, with an unbelieving smile; ‘but if we bain’t company for you out of doors, you bain’t company for us within—not that I find fault with ye or mind it, and shan’t take anything for painting your house, nor will Dan neither, any more for that—no, not a penny; in fact, we are glad to do it for ’ee. At the same time, you keep to your class, and we’ll keep to ours. And so, good afternoon, Berta, when you like to go, and the same to you, Mr. Julian. Dan, is that your mind?’


  ‘I can’t but own it,’ said Dan.


  The two brothers then turned their backs upon their visitors, and went on working, and Ethelberta and her lover left the room. ‘My brothers, you perceive,’ said she, ‘represent the respectable British workman in his entirety, and a touchy individual he is, I assure you, on points of dignity, after imbibing a few town ideas from his leaders. They are painfully off-hand with me, absolutely refusing to be intimate, from a mistaken notion that I am ashamed of their dress and manners; which, of course, is absurd.’


  ‘Which, of course, is absurd,’ said Christopher.


  ‘Of course it is absurd!’ she repeated with warmth, and looking keenly at him. But, finding no harm in his face, she continued as before: ‘Yet, all the time, they will do anything under the sun that they think will advance my interests. In our hearts we are one. All they ask me to do is to leave them to themselves, and therefore I do so. Now, would you like to see some more of your acquaintance?’


  She introduced him to a large attic; where he found himself in the society of two or three persons considerably below the middle height, whose manners were of that gushing kind sometimes called Continental, their ages ranging from five years to eight. These were the youngest children, presided over by Emmeline, as professor of letters, capital and small.


  ‘I am giving them the rudiments of education here,’ said Ethelberta; ‘but I foresee several difficulties in the way of keeping them here, which I must get over as best I can. One trouble is, that they don’t get enough air and exercise.’


  ‘Is Mrs. Chickerel living here as well?’ Christopher ventured to inquire, when they were downstairs again.


  ‘Yes; but confined to her room as usual, I regret to say. Two more sisters of mine, whom you have never seen at all, are also here. They are older than any of the rest of us, and had, broadly speaking, no education at all, poor girls. The eldest, Gwendoline, is my cook, and Cornelia is my housemaid. I suffer much sadness, and almost misery sometimes, in reflecting that here are we, ten brothers and sisters, born of one father and mother, who might have mixed together and shared all in the same scenes, and been properly happy, if it were not for the strange accidents that have split us up into sections as you see, cutting me off from them without the compensation of joining me to any others. They are all true as steel in keeping the secret of our kin, certainly; but that brings little joy, though some satisfaction perhaps.’


  ‘You might be less despondent, I think. The tale-telling has been one of the successes of the season.’


  ‘Yes, I might; but I may observe that you scarcely set the example of blitheness.’


  ‘Ah—that’s not because I don’t recognize the pleasure of being here. It is from a more general cause: simply an underfeeling I have that at the most propitious moment the distance to the possibility of sorrow is so short that a man’s spirits must not rise higher than mere cheerfulness out of bare respect to his insight.


  
    “As long as skies are blue, and fields are green,


    Evening must usher night, night urge the morrow,


    Month follow month with woe, and year wake year to sorrow.”’

  


  Ethelberta bowed uncertainly; the remark might refer to her past conduct or it might not. ‘My great cause of uneasiness is the children,’ she presently said, as a new page of matter. ‘It is my duty, at all risk and all sacrifice of sentiment, to educate and provide for them. The grown-up ones, older than myself, I cannot help much, but the little ones I can. I keep my two French lodgers for the sake of them.’


  ‘The lodgers, of course, don’t know the relationship between yourself and the rest of the people in the house?’


  ‘O no!—nor will they ever. My mother is supposed to let the ground and first floors to me—a strange lady—as she does the second and third floors to them. Still, I may be discovered.’


  ‘Well—if you are?’


  ‘Let me be. Life is a battle, they say; but it is only so in the sense that a game of chess is a battle—there is no seriousness in it; it may be put an end to at any inconvenient moment by owning yourself beaten, with a careless “Ha-ha!” and sweeping your pieces into the box. Experimentally, I care to succeed in society; but at the bottom of my heart, I don’t care.’


  ‘For that very reason you are likely to do it. My idea is, make ambition your business and indifference your relaxation, and you will fail; but make indifference your business and ambition your relaxation, and you will succeed. So impish are the ways of the gods.’


  ‘I hope that you at any rate will succeed,’ she said, at the end of a silence.


  ‘I never can—if success means getting what one wants.’


  ‘Why should you not get that?’


  ‘It has been forbidden to me.’


  Her complexion changed just enough to show that she knew what he meant. ‘If you were as bold as you are subtle, you would take a more cheerful view of the matter,’ she said, with a look signifying innermost things.


  ‘I will instantly! Shall I test the truth of my cheerful view by a word of question?’


  ‘I deny that you are capable of taking that view, and until you prove that you are, no question is allowed,’ she said, laughing, and still warmer in the face and neck. ‘Nothing but melancholy, gentle melancholy, now as in old times when there was nothing to cause it.’


  ‘Ah—you only tease.’


  ‘You will not throw aside that bitter medicine of distrust, for the world. You have grown so used to it, that you take it as food, as some invalids do their mixtures.’


  ‘Ethelberta, you have my heart—my whole heart. You have had it ever since I first saw you. Now you understand me, and no pretending that you don’t, mind, this second time.’


  ‘I understood you long ago; you have not understood me.’


  ‘You are mysterious,’ he said lightly; ‘and perhaps if I disentangle your mystery I shall find it to cover—indifference. I hope it does—for your sake.’


  ‘How can you say so!’ she exclaimed reproachfully. ‘Yet I wish it did too—I wish it did cover indifference—for yours. But you have all of me that you care to have, and may keep it for life if you wish to. Listen, surely there was a knock at the door? Let us go inside the room: I am always uneasy when anybody comes, lest any awkward discovery should be made by a visitor of my miserable contrivances for keeping up the establishment.’


  Joey met them before they had left the landing.


  ‘Please, Berta,’ he whispered, ‘Mr. Ladywell has called, and I’ve showed him into the liberry. You know, Berta, this is how it was, you know: I thought you and Mr. Julian were in the drawing-room, and wouldn’t want him to see ye together, and so I asked him to step into the liberry a minute.’


  ‘You must improve your way of speaking,’ she said, with quick embarrassment, whether at the mention of Ladywell’s name before Julian, or at the way Joey coupled herself with Christopher, was quite uncertain. ‘Will you excuse me for a few moments?’ she said, turning to Christopher. ‘Pray sit down; I shall not be long.’ And she glided downstairs.


  They had been standing just by the drawing-room door, and Christopher turned back into the room with no very satisfactory countenance. It was very odd, he thought, that she should go down to Ladywell in that mysterious manner, when he might have been admitted to where they were talking without any trouble at all. What could Ladywell have to say, as an acquaintance calling upon her for a few minutes, that he was not to hear? Indeed, if it came to that, what right had Ladywell to call upon her at all, even though she were a widow, and to some extent chartered to live in a way which might be considered a trifle free if indulged in by other young women. This was the first time that he himself had ventured into her house on that very account—a doubt whether it was quite proper to call, considering her youth, and the fertility of her position as ground for scandal. But no sooner did he arrive than here was Ladywell blundering in, and, since this conjunction had occurred on his first visit, the chances were that Ladywell came very often.


  Julian walked up and down the room, every moment expanding itself to a minute in his impatience at the delay and vexation at the cause. After scrutinizing for the fifth time every object on the walls as if afflicted with microscopic closeness of sight, his hands under his coat-tails, and his person jigging up and down upon his toes, he heard her coming up the stairs. When she entered the apartment her appearance was decidedly that of a person subsiding after some little excitement.


  ‘I did not calculate upon being so long,’ she said sweetly, at the same time throwing back her face and smiling. ‘But I—was longer than I expected.’


  ‘It seemed rather long,’ said Christopher gloomily; ‘but I don’t mind it.’


  ‘I am glad of that,’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘As you asked me to stay, I was very pleased to do so, and always should be; but I think that now I will wish you good-bye.’


  ‘You are not vexed with me?’ she said, looking quite into his face. ‘Mr. Ladywell is nobody, you know.’


  ‘Nobody?’


  ‘Well, he is not much, I mean. The case is, that I am sitting to him for a subject in which my face is to be used—otherwise than as a portrait—and he called about it.’


  ‘May I say,’ said Christopher, ‘that if you want yourself painted, you are ill-advised not to let it be done by a man who knows how to use the brush a little?’


  ‘O, he can paint!’ said Ethelberta rather warmly. ‘His last picture was excellent, I think. It was greatly talked about.’


  ‘I imagined you to say that he was a mere nobody!’


  ‘Yes, but—how provoking you are!—nobody, I mean, to talk to. He is a true artist, nevertheless.’


  Christopher made no reply. The warm understanding between them had quite ended now, and there was no fanning it up again. Sudden tiffs had been the constant misfortune of their courtship in days gone by, had been the remote cause of her marriage to another; and the familiar shadows seemed to be rising again to cloud them with the same persistency as ever. Christopher went downstairs with well-behaved moodiness, and left the house forthwith. The postman came to the door at the same time.


  Ethelberta opened a letter from Picotee—now at Sandbourne again; and, stooping to the fire-light, she began to read:—


  
    My dear Ethelberta,—I have tried to like staying at Sandbourne because you wished it, but I can’t endure the town at all, dear Berta; everything is so wretched and dull! O, I only wish you knew how dismal it is here, and how much I would give to come to London! I cannot help thinking that I could do better in town. You see, I should be close to you, and should have the benefit of your experience. I would not mind what I did for a living could I be there where you all are. It is so like banishment to be here. If I could not get a pupil-teachership in some London school (and I believe I could by advertising) I could stay with you, and be governess to Georgina and Myrtle, for I am sure you cannot spare time enough to teach them as they ought to be taught, and Emmeline is not old enough to have any command over them. I could also assist at your dressmaking, and you must require a great deal of that to be done if you continue to appear in public. Mr. Long read in the papers the account of your first evening, and afterwards I heard two ladies of our committtee committee talking about it; but of course not one of them knew my personal interest in the discussion. Now will you, Ethelberta, think if I may not come: Do, there’s a dear sister! I will do anything you set me about if I may only come.—Your ever affectionate,


    Picotee.

  


  ‘Great powers above—what worries do beset me!’ cried Ethelberta, jumping up. ‘What can possess the child so suddenly?—she used to like Sandbourne well enough!’ She sat down, and hastily scribbled the following reply:—


  
    My dear Picotee—There is only a little time to spare before the post goes, but I will try to answer your letter at once. Whatever is the reason of this extraordinary dislike to Sandbourne? It is a nice healthy place, and you are likely to do much better than either of our elder sisters, if you follow straight on in the path you have chosen. Of course, if such good fortune should attend me that I get rich by my contrivances of public story-telling and so on, I shall share everything with you and the rest of us, in which case you shall not work at all. But (although I have been unexpectedly successful so far) this is problematical; and it would be rash to calculate upon all of us being able to live, or even us seven girls only, upon the fortune I am going to make that way. So, though I don’t mean to be harsh, I must impress upon you the necessity of going on as you are going just at present. I know the place must be dull, but we must all put up with dulness sometimes. You, being next to me in age, must aid me as well as you can in doing something for the younger ones: and if anybody at all comes and lives here otherwise than as a servant, it must be our father—who will not, however, at present hear of such a thing when I mention it to him. Do think of all this, Picotee, and bear up! Perhaps we shall all be happy and united some day. Joey is waiting to run to the post-office with this at once. All are well. Sol and Dan have nearly finished the repairs and decorations of my house—but I will tell you of that another time.—Your affectionate sister,


    Berta.

  


  ♣


  XVIII


  Near Sandbourne—London Streets—Ethelberta’s


  When this letter reached its destination the next morning, Picotee, in her over-anxiety, could not bring herself to read it in anybody’s presence, and put it in her pocket till she was on her walk across the moor. She still lived at the cottage out of the town, though at some inconvenience to herself, in order to teach at a small village night-school whilst still carrying on her larger occupation of pupil-teacher in Sandbourne.


  So she walked and read, and was soon in tears. Moreover, when she thought of what Ethelberta would have replied had that keen sister known the wildness of her true reason in wishing to go, she shuddered with misery. To wish to get near a man only because he had been kind to her, and had admired her pretty face, and had given her flowers, to nourish a passion all the more because of its hopeless impracticability, were things to dream of, not to tell. Picotee was quite an unreasoning animal. Her sister arranged situations for her, told her how to conduct herself in them, how to make up anew, in unobtrusive shapes, the valuable wearing apparel she sent from time to time—so as to provoke neither exasperation in the little gentry, nor superciliousness in the great. Ethelberta did everything for her, in short; and Picotee obeyed orders with the abstracted ease of mind which people show who have their thinking done for them, and put out their troubles as they do their washing. She was quite willing not to be clever herself, since it was unnecessary while she had a much-admired sister, who was clever enough for two people and to spare.


  This arrangement, by which she gained an untroubled existence in exchange for freedom of will, had worked very pleasantly for Picotee until the anomaly of falling in love on her own account created a jar in the machinery. Then she began to know how wearing were miserable days, and how much more wearing were miserable nights. She pictured Christopher in London calling upon her dignified sister (for Ethelberta innocently mentioned his name sometimes in writing) and imagined over and over again the mutual signs of warm feeling between them. And now Picotee resolved upon a noble course. Like Juliet, she had been troubled with a consciousness that perhaps her love for Christopher was a trifle forward and unmaidenly, even though she had determined never to let him or anybody in the whole world know of it. To set herself to pray that she might have strength to see him without a pang the lover of her sister, who deserved him so much more than herself, would be a grand penance and corrective.


  After uttering petitions to this effect for several days, she still felt very bad; indeed, in the psychological difficulty of striving for what in her soul she did not desire, rather worse, if anything. At last, weary of walking the old road and never meeting him, and blank in a general powerlessness, she wrote the letter to Ethelberta, which was only the last one of a series that had previously been written and torn up.


  Now this hope had been whirled away like thistledown, and the case was grievous enough to distract a greater stoic than Picotee. The end of it was that she left the school on insufficient notice, gave up her cottage home on the plea—true in the letter—that she was going to join a relative in London, and went off thither by a morning train, leaving her things packed ready to be sent on when she should write for them.


  Picotee arrived in town late on a cold February afternoon, bearing a small bag in her hand. She crossed Westminster Bridge on foot, just after dusk, and saw a luminous haze hanging over each well-lighted street as it withdrew into distance behind the nearer houses, showing its direction as a train of morning mist shows the course of a distant stream when the stream itself is hidden. The lights along the riverside towards Charing Cross sent an inverted palisade of gleaming swords down into the shaking water, and the pavement ticked to the touch of pedestrians’ feet, most of whom tripped along as if walking only to practise a favourite quick step, and held handkerchiefs to their mouths to strain off the river mist from their lungs. She inquired her way to Exonbury Crescent, and between five and six o’clock reached her sister’s door.


  Two or three minutes were passed in accumulating resolution sufficient to ring the bell, which when at last she did, was not performed in a way at all calculated to make the young man Joey hasten to the door. After the lapse of a certain time he did, however, find leisure to stroll and see what the caller might want, out of curiosity to know who there could be in London afraid to ring a bell twice.


  Joey’s delight exceeded even his surprise, the ruling maxim of his life being the more the merrier, under all circumstances. The beaming young man was about to run off and announce her upstairs and downstairs, left and right, when Picotee called him hastily to her. In the hall her quick young eye had caught sight of an umbrella with a peculiar horn handle—an umbrella she had been accustomed to meet on Sandbourne Moor on many happy afternoons. Christopher was evidently in the house.


  ‘Joey,’ she said, as if she were ready to faint, ‘don’t tell Berta I am come. She has company, has she not?’


  ‘O no—only Mr. Julian!’ said the brother. ‘He’s quite one of the family!’


  ‘Never mind—can’t I go down into the kitchen with you?’ she inquired. There had been bliss and misery mingled in those tidings, and she scarcely knew for a moment which way they affected her. What she did know was that she had run her dear fox to earth, and a sense of satisfaction at that feat prevented her just now from counting the cost of the performance.


  ‘Does Mr. Julian come to see her very often?’ said she.


  ‘O yes—he’s always a-coming—a regular bore to me.’


  ‘A regular what?’


  ‘Bore!—Ah, I forgot, you don’t know our town words. However, come along.’


  They passed by the doors on tiptoe, and their mother upstairs being, according to Joey’s account, in the midst of a nap, Picotee was unwilling to disturb her; so they went down at once to the kitchen, when forward rushed Gwendoline the cook, flourishing her floury hands, and Cornelia the housemaid, dancing over her brush; and these having welcomed and made Picotee comfortable, who should ring the area-bell, and be admitted down the steps, but Sol and Dan. The workman-brothers, their day’s duties being over, had called to see their relations, first, as usual, going home to their lodgings in Marylebone and making themselves as spruce as bridegrooms, according to the rules of their newly-acquired town experience. For the London mechanic is only nine hours a mechanic, though the country mechanic works, eats, drinks, and sleeps a mechanic throughout the whole twenty-four.


  ‘God bless my soul—Picotee!’ said Dan, standing fixed. ‘Well—I say, this is splendid! ha-ha!’


  ‘Picotee—what brought you here?’ said Sol, expanding the circumference of his face in satisfaction. ‘Well, come along—never mind so long as you be here.’


  Picotee explained circumstances as well as she could without stating them, and, after a general conversation of a few minutes, Sol interrupted with—‘Anybody upstairs with Mrs. Petherwin?’


  ‘Mr. Julian was there just now,’ said Joey; ‘but he may be gone. Berta always lets him slip out how he can, the form of ringing me up not being necessary with him. Wait a minute—I’ll see.’


  Joseph vanished up the stairs; and, the question whether Christopher were gone or not being an uninteresting one to the majority, the talking went on upon other matters. When Joey crept down again a minute later, Picotee was sitting aloof and silent, and he accordingly singled her out to speak to.


  ‘Such a lark, Picotee!’ he whispered. ‘Berta’s a-courting of her young man. Would you like to see how they carries on a bit?’


  ‘Dearly I should!’ said Picotee, the pupils of her eyes dilating.


  Joey conducted her to the top of the basement stairs, and told her to listen. Within a few yards of them was the morning-room door, now standing ajar; and an intermittent flirtation in soft male and female tones could be heard going on inside. Picotee’s lips parted at thus learning the condition of things, and she leant against the stair-newel.


  ‘My? What’s the matter?’ said Joey.


  ‘If this is London, I don’t like it at all!’ moaned Picotee.


  ‘Well—I never see such a girl—fainting all over the stairs for nothing in the world.’


  ‘O—it will soon be gone—it is—it is only indigestion.’


  ‘Indigestion? Much you simple country people can know about that! You should see what devils of indigestions we get in high life—eating ’normous great dinners and suppers that require clever physicians to carry ’em off, or else they’d carry us off with gout next day; and waking in the morning with such a splitting headache, and dry throat, and inward cusses about human nature, that you feel all the world like some great lord. However, now let’s go down again.’


  ‘No, no, no!’ said the unhappy maiden imploringly. ‘Hark!’


  They listened again. The voices of the musician and poetess had changed: there was a decided frigidity in their tone—then came a louder expression—then a silence.


  ‘You needn’t be afeard,’ said Joey. ‘They won’t fight; bless you, they busts out quarrelling like this times and times when they’ve been over-friendly, but it soon gets straight with ’em again.’


  There was now a quick walk across the room, and Joey and his sister drew down their heads out of sight. Then the room door was slammed, quick footsteps went along the hall, the front door closed just as loudly, and Christopher’s tread passed into nothing along the pavement.


  ‘That’s rather a wuss one than they mostly have; but Lord, ’tis nothing at all.’


  ‘I don’t much like biding here listening!’ said Picotee.


  ‘O, ’tis how we do all over the West End,’ said Joey. ‘’Tis yer ignorance of town life that makes it seem a good deal to ’ee.’


  ‘You can’t make much boast about town life; for you haven’t left off talking just as they do down in Wessex.’


  ‘Well, I own to that—what’s fair is fair, and ’tis a true charge; but if I talk the Wessex way ’tisn’t for want of knowing better; ’tis because my staunch nater makes me bide faithful to our old ancient institutions. You’d soon own ’twasn’t ignorance in me, if you knowed what large quantities of noblemen I gets mixed up with every day. In fact ’tis thoughted here and there that I shall do very well in the world.’


  ‘Well, let us go down,’ said Picotee. ‘Everything seems so overpowering here.’


  ‘O, you’ll get broke in soon enough. I felt just the same when I first entered into society.’


  ‘Do you think Berta will be angry with me? How does she treat you?’


  ‘Well, I can’t complain. You see she’s my own flesh and blood, and what can I say? But, in secret truth, the wages are terrible low, and barely pays for the tobacco I consooms.’


  ‘O Joey, you wicked boy! If mother only knew that you smoked!’


  ‘I don’t mind the wickedness so much as the smell. And Mrs. Petherwin has got such a nose for a fellow’s clothes. ’Tis one of the greatest knots in service—the smoke question. ’Tis thoughted that we shall make a great stir about it in the mansions of the nobility soon.’


  ‘How much more you know of life than I do—you only fourteen and me seventeen!’


  ‘Yes, that’s true. You see, age is nothing—’tis opportunity. And even I can’t boast, for many a younger man knows more.’


  ‘But don’t smoke, Joey—there’s a dear!’


  ‘What can I do? Society hev its rules, and if a person wishes to keep himself up, he must do as the world do. We be all Fashion’s slave—as much a slave as the meanest in the land!’


  They got downstairs again; and when the dinner of the French lady and gentleman had been sent up and cleared away, and also Ethelberta’s evening tea (which she formed into a genuine meal, making a dinner of luncheon, when nobody was there, to give less trouble to her servant-sisters), they all sat round the fire. Then the rustle of a dress was heard on the staircase, and squirrel-haired Ethelberta appeared in person. It was her custom thus to come down every spare evening, to teach Joey and her sisters something or other—mostly French, which she spoke fluently; but the cook and housemaid showed more ambition than intelligence in acquiring that tongue, though Joey learnt it readily enough.


  There was consternation in the camp for a moment or two, on account of poor Picotee, Ethelberta being not without firmness in matters of discipline. Her eye instantly lighted upon her disobedient sister, now looking twice as disobedient as she really was.


  ‘O, you are here, Picotee? I am glad to see you,’ said the mistress of the house quietly.


  This was altogether to Picotee’s surprise, for she had expected a round rating at least, in her freshness hardly being aware that this reserve of feeling was an acquired habit of Ethelberta’s, and that civility stood in town for as much vexation as a tantrum represented in Wessex.


  Picotee lamely explained her outward reasons for coming, and soon began to find that Ethelberta’s opinions on the matter would not be known by the tones of her voice. But innocent Picotee was as wily as a religionist in sly elusions of the letter whilst infringing the spirit of a dictum; and by talking very softly and earnestly about the wondrous good she could do by remaining in the house as governess to the children, and playing the part of lady’s-maid to her sister at show times, she so far coaxed Ethelberta out of her intentions that she almost accepted the plan as a good one. It was agreed that for the present, at any rate, Picotee should remain. Then a visit was made to Mrs. Chickerel’s room, where the remainder of the evening was passed; and harmony reigned in the household.


  ♣


  XIX


  Ethelberta’s Drawing-Room


  Picotee’s heart was fitfully glad. She was near the man who had enlarged her capacity from girl’s to woman’s, a little note or two of young feeling to a whole diapason; and though nearness was perhaps not in itself a great reason for felicity when viewed beside the complete realization of all that a woman can desire in such circumstances, it was much in comparison with the outer darkness of the previous time.


  It became evident to all the family that some misunderstanding had arisen between Ethelberta and Mr. Julian. What Picotee hoped in the centre of her heart as to the issue of the affair it would be too complex a thing to say. If Christopher became cold towards her sister he would not come to the house; if he continued to come it would really be as Ethelberta’s lover—altogether, a pretty game of perpetual check for Picotee.


  He did not make his appearance for several days. Picotee, being a presentable girl, and decidedly finer-natured than her sisters below stairs, was allowed to sit occasionally with Ethelberta in the afternoon, when the teaching of the little ones had been done for the day; and thus she had an opportunity of observing Ethelberta’s emotional condition with reference to Christopher, which Picotee did with an interest that the elder sister was very far from suspecting.


  At first Ethelberta seemed blithe enough without him. One more day went, and he did not come, and then her manner was that of apathy. Another day passed, and from fanciful elevations of the eyebrow, and long breathings, it became apparent that Ethelberta had decidedly passed the indifferent stage, and was getting seriously out of sorts about him. Next morning she looked all hope. He did not come that day either, and Ethelberta began to look pale with fear.


  ‘Why don’t you go out?’ said Picotee timidly.


  ‘I can hardly tell: I have been expecting some one.’


  ‘When she comes I must run up to mother at once, must I not?’ said clever Picotee.


  ‘It is not a lady,’ said Ethelberta blandly. She came then and stood by Picotee, and looked musingly out of the window. ‘I may as well tell you, perhaps,’ she continued. ‘It is Mr. Julian. He is—I suppose—my lover, in plain English.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Picotee.


  ‘Whom I am not going to marry until he gets rich.’


  ‘Ah—how strange! If I had him—such a lover, I mean—I would marry him if he continued poor.’


  ‘I don’t doubt it, Picotee; just as you come to London without caring about consequences, or would do any other crazy thing and not mind in the least what came of it. But somebody in the family must take a practical view of affairs, or we should all go to the dogs.’


  Picotee recovered from the snubbing which she felt that she deserved, and charged gallantly by saying, with delicate showings of indifference, ‘Do you love this Mr. What’s-his-name of yours?’


  ‘Mr. Julian? O, he’s a very gentlemanly man. That is, except when he is rude, and ill-uses me, and will not come and apologize!’


  ‘If I had him—a lover, I would ask him to come if I wanted him to.’


  Ethelberta did not give her mind to this remark; but, drawing a long breath, said, with a pouting laugh, which presaged unreality, ‘The idea of his getting indifferent now! I have been intending to keep him on until I got tired of his attentions, and then put an end to them by marrying him; but here is he, before he has hardly declared himself, forgetting my existence as much as if he had vowed in church to love and cherish me for life. ’Tis an unnatural inversion of the manners of society.’


  ‘When did you first get to care for him, dear Berta?’


  ‘O—when I had seen him once or twice.’


  ‘Goodness—how quick you were!’


  ‘Yes—if I am in the mind for loving I am not to be hindered by shortness of acquaintanceship.’


  ‘Nor I neither!’ sighed Picotee.


  ‘Nor any other woman. We don’t need to know a man well in order to love him. That’s only necessary when we want to leave off.’


  ‘O Berta—you don’t believe that!’


  ‘If a woman did not invariably form an opinion of her choice before she has half seen him, and love him before she has half formed an opinion, there would be no tears and pining in the whole feminine world, and poets would starve for want of a topic. I don’t believe it, do you say? Ah, well, we shall see.’


  Picotee did not know what to say to this; and Ethelberta left the room to see about her duties as public story-teller, in which capacity she had undertaken to appear again this very evening.


  ♣


  XX


  The Neighbourhood of the Hall—The Road Home


  London was illuminated by the broad full moon. The pavements looked white as if mantled with snow; ordinary houses were sublimated to the rank of public buildings, public buildings to palaces, and the faces of women walking the streets to those of calendared saints and guardian-angels, by the pure bleaching light from the sky.


  In the quiet little street where opened the private door of the Hall chosen by Ethelberta for her story-telling, a brougham was waiting. The time was about eleven o’clock; and presently a lady came out from the building, the moonbeams forthwith flooding her face, which they showed to be that of the Story-teller herself. She hastened across to the carriage, when a second thought arrested her motion: telling the man-servant and a woman inside the brougham to wait for her, she wrapped up her features and glided round to the front of the house, where she paused to observe the carriages and cabs driving up to receive the fashionable crowd stepping down from the doors. Standing here in the throng which her own talent and ingenuity had drawn together, she appeared to enjoy herself by listening for a minute or two to the names of several persons of more or less distinction as they were called out, and then regarded attentively the faces of others of lesser degree: to scrutinize the latter was, as the event proved, the real object of the journey from round the corner. When nearly every one had left the doors, she turned back disappointed. Ethelberta had been fancying that her alienated lover Christopher was in the back rows to-night, but, as far as could now be observed, the hopeful supposition was a false one.


  When she got round to the back again, a man came forward. It was Ladywell, whom she had spoken to already that evening. ‘Allow me to bring you your note-book, Mrs. Petherwin: I think you had forgotten it,’ he said. ‘I assure you that nobody has handled it but myself.’


  Ethelberta thanked him, and took the book. ‘I use it to look into between the parts, in case my memory should fail me,’ she explained. ‘I remember that I did lay it down, now you remind me.’


  Ladywell had apparently more to say, and moved by her side towards the carriage; but she declined the arm he offered, and said not another word till he went on, haltingly:


  ‘Your triumph to-night was very great, and it was as much a triumph to me as to you; I cannot express my feeling—I cannot say half that I would. If I might only——’


  ‘Thank you much,’ said Ethelberta, with dignity. ‘Thank you for bringing my book, but I must go home now. I know that you will see that it is not necessary for us to be talking here.’


  ‘Yes—you are quite right,’ said the repressed young painter, struck by her seriousness. ‘Blame me; I ought to have known better. But perhaps a man—well, I will say it—a lover without indiscretion is no lover at all. Circumspection and devotion are a contradiction in terms. I saw that, and hoped that I might speak without real harm.’


  ‘You calculated how to be uncalculating, and are natural by art!’ she said, with the slightest accent of sarcasm. ‘But pray do not attend me further—it is not at all necessary or desirable. My maid is in the carriage.’ She bowed, turned, and entered the vehicle, seating herself beside Picotee.


  ‘It was harsh!’ said Ladywell to himself, as he looked after the retreating carriage. ‘I was a fool; but it was harsh. Yet what man on earth likes a woman to show too great a readiness at first? She is right: she would be nothing without repulse!’ And he moved away in an opposite direction.


  ‘What man was that?’ said Picotee, as they drove along.


  ‘O—a mere Mr. Ladywell: a painter of good family, to whom I have been sitting for what he calls an Idealization. He is a dreadful simpleton.’


  ‘Why did you choose him?’


  ‘I did not: he chose me. But his silliness of behaviour is a hopeful sign for the picture. I have seldom known a man cunning with his brush who was not simple with his tongue; or, indeed, any skill in particular that was not allied to general stupidity.’


  ‘Your own skill is not like that, is it, Berta?’


  ‘In men—in men. I don’t mean in women. How childish you are!’


  The slight depression at finding that Christopher was not present, which had followed Ethelberta’s public triumph that evening, was covered over, if not removed, by Ladywell’s declaration, and she reached home serene in spirit. That she had not the slightest notion of accepting the impulsive painter made little difference; a lover’s arguments being apt to affect a lady’s mood as much by measure as by weight. A useless declaration, like a rare china teacup with a hole in it, has its ornamental value in enlarging a collection.


  No sooner had they entered the house than Mr. Julian’s card was discovered; and Joey informed them that he had come particularly to speak with Ethelberta, quite forgetting that it was her evening for tale-telling.


  This was real delight, for between her excitements Ethelberta had been seriously sick-hearted at the horrible possibility of his never calling again. But alas! for Christopher. There being nothing like a dead silence for getting one’s off-hand sweetheart into a corner, there is nothing like prematurely ending it for getting into that corner one’s self.


  ‘Now won’t I punish him for daring to stay away so long!’ she exclaimed as soon as she got upstairs. ‘It is as bad to show constancy in your manners as fickleness in your heart at such a time as this.’


  ‘But I thought honesty was the best policy?’ said Picotee.


  ‘So it is, for the man’s purpose. But don’t you go believing in sayings, Picotee: they are all made by men, for their own advantages. Women who use public proverbs as a guide through events are those who have not ingenuity enough to make private ones as each event occurs.’


  She sat down, and rapidly wrote a line to Mr. Julian:—


  
    Exonbury Crescent.


    I return from Mayfair Hall to find you have called. You will, I know, be good enough to forgive my saying what seems an unfriendly thing, when I assure you that the circumstances of my peculiar situation make it desirable, if not necessary. It is that I beg you not to give me the pleasure of a visit from you for some little time, for unhappily the frequency of your kind calls has been noticed; and I am now in fear that we may be talked about—invidiously—to the injury of us both. The town, or a section of it, has turned its bull’s-eye upon me with a brightness which I did not in the least anticipate; and you will, I am sure, perceive how indispensable it is that I should be circumspect.—Yours sincerely,


    E. Petherwin.

  


  ♣


  XXI


  A Street—Neigh’s Rooms—Christopher’s Rooms


  As soon as Ethelberta had driven off from the Hall, Ladywell turned back again; and, passing the front entrance, overtook his acquaintance Mr. Neigh, who had been one of the last to emerge. The two were going in the same direction, and they walked a short distance together.


  ‘Has anything serious happened?’ said Neigh, noticing an abstraction in his companion. ‘You don’t seem in your usual mood to-night.’


  ‘O, it is only that affair between us,’ said Ladywell.


  ‘Affair? Between you and whom?’


  ‘Her and myself, of course. It will be in every fellow’s mouth now, I suppose!’


  ‘But—not anything between yourself and Mrs. Petherwin?’


  ‘A mere nothing. But surely you started, Neigh, when you suspected it just this moment?’


  ‘No—you merely fancied that.’


  ‘Did she not speak well to-night! You were in the room, I believe?’


  ‘Yes, I just turned in for half-an-hour: it seems that everybody does, so I thought I must. But I had no idea that you were feeble that way.’


  ‘It is very kind of you, Neigh—upon my word it is—very kind; and of course I appreciate the delicacy which—which——’


  ‘What’s kind?’


  ‘I mean your well-intentioned plan for making me believe that nothing is known of this. But stories will of course get wind; and if our attachment has made more noise in the world than I intended it should, and causes any public interest, why—ha-ha!—it must. There is some little romance in it perhaps, and people will talk of matters of that sort between individuals of any repute—little as that is with one of the pair.’


  ‘Of course they will—of course. You are a rising man, remember, whom some day the world will delight to honour.’


  ‘Thank you for that, Neigh. Thank you sincerely.’


  ‘Not at all. It is merely justice to say it, and one must be generous to deserve thanks.’


  ‘Ha-ha!—that’s very nicely put, and undeserved I am sure. And yet I need a word of that sort sometimes!’


  ‘Genius is proverbially modest.’


  ‘Pray don’t, Neigh—I don’t deserve it, indeed. Of course it is well meant in you to recognize any slight powers, but I don’t deserve it. Certainly, my self-assurance was never too great. ’Tis the misfortune of all children of art that they should be so dependent upon any scraps of praise they can pick up to help them along.’


  ‘And when that child gets so deep in love that you can only see the whites of his eyes——’


  ‘Ah—now, Neigh—don’t, I say!’


  ‘But why did——’


  ‘Why did I love her?’


  ‘Yes, why did you love her?’


  ‘Ah, if I could only turn self-vivisector, and watch the operation of my heart, I should know!’


  ‘My dear fellow, you must be very bad indeed to talk like that. A poet himself couldn’t be cleaner gone.’


  ‘Now, don’t chaff, Neigh; do anything, but don’t chaff. You know that I am the easiest man in the world for taking it at most times. But I can’t stand it now; I don’t feel up to it. A glimpse of paradise, and then perdition. What would you do, Neigh?’


  ‘She has refused you, then?’


  ‘Well—not positively refused me; but it is so near it that a dull man couldn’t tell the difference. I hardly can myself.’


  ‘How do you really stand with her?’ said Neigh, with an anxiety ill-concealed.


  ‘Off and on—neither one thing nor the other. I was determined to make an effort the last time she sat to me, and so I met her quite coolly, and spoke only of technicalities with a forced smile—you know that way of mine for drawing people out, eh, Neigh?’


  ‘Quite, quite.’


  ‘A forced smile, as much as to say, “I am obliged to entertain you, but as a mere model for art purposes.” But the deuce a bit did she care. And then I frequently looked to see what time it was, as the end of the sitting drew near—rather a rude thing to do, as a rule.’


  ‘Of course. But that was your finesse. Ha-ha!—capital! Yet why not struggle against such slavery? It is regularly pulling you down. What’s a woman’s beauty, after all?’


  ‘Well you may say so! A thing easier to feel than define,’ murmured Ladywell. ‘But it’s no use, Neigh—I can’t help it as long as she repulses me so exquisitely! If she would only care for me a little, I might get to trouble less about her.’


  ‘And love her no more than one ordinarily does a girl by the time one gets irrevocably engaged to her. But I suppose she keeps you back so thoroughly that you carry on the old adoration with as much vigour as if it were a new fancy every time?’


  ‘Partly yes, and partly no! It’s very true, and it’s not true!’


  ‘’Tis to be hoped she won’t hate you outright, for then you would absolutely die of idolizing her.’


  ‘Don’t, Neigh!—Still there’s some truth in it—such is the perversity of our hearts. Fancy marrying such a woman!’


  ‘We should feel as eternally united to her after years and years of marriage as to a dear new angel met at last night’s dance.’


  ‘Exactly—just what I should have said. But did I hear you say “We,” Neigh? You didn’t say “We should feel?”’


  ‘Say “we”?—yes—of course—putting myself in your place just in the way of speaking, you know.’


  ‘Of course, of course; but one is such a fool at these times that one seems to detect rivalry in every trumpery sound! Were you never a little touched?’


  ‘Not I. My heart is in the happy position of a country which has no history or debt.’


  ‘I suppose I should rejoice to hear it,’ said Ladywell. ‘But the consciousness of a fellow-sufferer being in just such another hole is such a relief always, and softens the sense of one’s folly so very much.’


  ‘There’s less Christianity in that sentiment than in your confessing to it, old fellow. I know the truth of it nevertheless, and that’s why married men advise others to marry. Were all the world tied up, the pleasantly tied ones would be equivalent to those at present free. But what if your fellow-sufferer is not only in another such a hole, but in the same one?’


  ‘No, Neigh—never! Don’t trifle with a friend who——’


  ‘That is, refused like yourself, as well as in love.’


  ‘Ah, thanks, thanks! It suddenly occurred to me that we might be dead against one another as rivals, and a friendship of many long—days be snapped like a—like a reed.’


  ‘No—no—only a jest,’ said Neigh, with a strangely accelerated speech. ‘Love-making is an ornamental pursuit that matter-of-fact fellows like me are quite unfit for. A man must have courted at least half-a-dozen women before he’s a match for one; and since triumph lies so far ahead, I shall keep out of the contest altogether.’


  ‘Your life would be pleasanter if you were engaged. It is a nice thing, after all.’


  ‘It is. The worst of it would be that, when the time came for breaking it off, a fellow might get into an action for breach—women are so fond of that sort of thing now; and I hate love-affairs that don’t end peaceably!’


  ‘But end it by peaceably marrying, my dear fellow!’


  ‘It would seem so singular. Besides, I have a horror of antiquity: and you see, as long as a man keeps single, he belongs in a measure to the rising generation, however old he may be; but as soon as he marries and has children, he belongs to the last generation, however young he may be. Old Jones’s son is a deal younger than young Brown’s father, though they are both the same age.’


  ‘At any rate, honest courtship cures a man of many evils he had no power to stem before.’


  ‘By substituting an incurable matrimony!’


  ‘Ah—two persons must have a mind for that before it can happen!’ said Ladywell, sorrowfully shaking his head.


  ‘I think you’ll find that if one has a mind for it, it will be quite sufficient. But here we are at my rooms. Come in for half-an-hour?’


  ‘Not to-night, thanks!’


  They parted, and Neigh went in. When he got upstairs he murmured in his deepest chest note, ‘O, lords, that I should come to this! But I shall never be such a fool as to marry her! What a flat that poor young devil was not to discover that we were tarred with the same brush. O, the deuce, the deuce!’ he continued, walking about the room as if passionately stamping, but not quite doing it because another man had rooms below.


  Neigh drew from his pocket-book an envelope embossed with the name of a fashionable photographer, and out of this pulled a portrait of the lady who had, in fact, enslaved his secret self equally with his frank young friend the painter. After contemplating it awhile with a face of cynical adoration, he murmured, shaking his head, ‘Ah, my lady; if you only knew this, I should be snapped up like a snail! Not a minute’s peace for me till I had married you. I wonder if I shall!—I wonder.’


  Neigh was a man of five-and-thirty—Ladywell’s senior by ten years; and, being of a phlegmatic temperament, he had glided thus far through the period of eligibility with impunity. He knew as well as any man how far he could go with a woman and yet keep clear of having to meet her in church without her bonnet; but it is doubtful if his mind that night were less disturbed with the question how to guide himself out of the natural course which his passion for Ethelberta might tempt him into, than was Ladywell’s by his ardent wish to secure her.


  About the time at which Neigh and Ladywell parted company, Christopher Julian was entering his little place in Bloomsbury. The quaint figure of Faith, in her bonnet and cloak, was kneeling on the hearth-rug endeavouring to stir a dull fire into a bright one.


  ‘What—Faith! you have never been out alone?’ he said.


  Faith’s soft, quick-shutting eyes looked unutterable things, and she replied, ‘I have been to hear Mrs. Petherwin’s story-telling again.’


  ‘And walked all the way home through the streets at this time of night, I suppose!’


  ‘Well, nobody molested me, either going or coming back.’


  ‘Faith, I gave you strict orders not to go into the streets after two o’clock in the day, and now here you are taking no notice of what I say at all!’


  ‘The truth is, Kit, I wanted to see with my spectacles what this woman was really like, and I went without them last time. I slipped in behind, and nobody saw me.’


  ‘I don’t think much of her after what I have seen to-night,’ said Christopher, moodily recurring to a previous thought.


  ‘Why? What is the matter?’


  ‘I thought I would call on her this afternoon, but when I got there I found she had left early for the performance. So in the evening, when I thought it would be all over, I went to the private door of the Hall to speak to her as she came out, and ask her flatly a question or two which I was fool enough to think I must ask her before I went to bed. Just as I was drawing near she came out, and, instead of getting into the brougham that was waiting for her, she went round the corner. When she came back a man met her and gave her something, and they stayed talking together two or three minutes. The meeting may certainly not have been intentional on her part; but she has no business to be going on so coolly when—when—in fact, I have come to the conclusion that a woman’s affection is not worth having. The only feeling which has any dignity or permanence or worth is family affection between close blood-relations.’


  ‘And yet you snub me sometimes, Mr. Kit.’


  ‘And, for the matter of that, you snub me. Still you know what I mean—there’s none of that off-and-on humbug between us. If we grumble with one another we are united just the same: if we don’t write when we are parted, we are just the same when we meet—there has been some rational reason for silence; but as for lovers and sweethearts, there is nothing worth a rush in what they feel!’


  Faith said nothing in reply to this. The opinions she had formed upon the wisdom of her brother’s pursuit of Ethelberta would have come just then with an ill grace. It must, however, have been evident to Christopher, had he not been too preoccupied for observation, that Faith’s impressions of Ethelberta were not quite favourable as regarded her womanhood, notwithstanding that she greatly admired her talents.


  ♣


  XXII


  Ethelberta’s House


  Ethelberta came indoors one day from the University boat-race, and sat down, without speaking, beside Picotee, as if lost in thought.


  ‘Did you enjoy the sight?’ said Picotee.


  ‘I scarcely know. We couldn’t see at all from Mrs. Belmaine’s carriage, so two of us—very rashly—agreed to get out and be rowed across to the other side where the people were quite few. But when the boatman had us in the middle of the river he declared he couldn’t land us on the other side because of the barges; so there we were in a dreadful state—tossed up and down like corks upon great waves made by steamers till I made up my mind for a drowning. Well, at last we got back again, but couldn’t reach the carriage for the crowd; and I don’t know what we should have done if a gentleman hadn’t come—sent by Mrs. Belmaine, who was in a great fright about us; then he was introduced to me, and—I wonder how it will end!’


  ‘Was there anything so wonderful in the beginning, then?’


  ‘Yes. One of the coolest and most practised men in London was ill-mannered towards me from sheer absence of mind—and could there be higher flattery? When a man of that sort does not give you the politeness you deserve, it means that in his heart he is rebelling against another feeling which his pride suggests that you do not deserve. O, I forgot to say that he is a Mr. Neigh, a nephew of Mr. Doncastle’s, who lives at ease about Piccadilly and Pall Mall, and has a few acres somewhere—but I don’t know much of him. The worst of my position now is that I excite this superficial interest in many people and a deep friendship in nobody. If what all my supporters feel could be collected into the hearts of two or three they would love me better than they love themselves; but now it pervades all and operates in none.’


  ‘But it must operate in this gentleman?’


  ‘Well, yes—just for the present. But men in town have so many contrivances for getting out of love that you can’t calculate upon keeping them in for two days together. However, it is all the same to me. There’s only—but let that be.’


  ‘What is there only?’ said Picotee coaxingly.


  ‘Only one man,’ murmured Ethelberta, in much lower tones. ‘I mean, whose wife I should care to be; and the very qualities I like in him will, I fear, prevent his ever being in a position to ask me.’


  ‘Is he the man you punished the week before last by forbidding him to come?’


  ‘Perhaps he is: but he does not want civility from me. Where there’s much feeling there’s little ceremony.’


  ‘It certainly seems that he does not want civility from you to make him attentive to you,’ said Picotee, stifling a sigh; ‘for here is a letter in his handwriting, I believe.’


  ‘You might have given it to me at once,’ said Ethelberta, opening the envelope hastily. It contained very few sentences: they were to the effect that Christopher had received her letter forbidding him to call; that he had therefore at first resolved not to call or even see her more, since he had become such a shadow in her path. Still, as it was always best to do nothing hastily, he had on second thoughts decided to ask her to grant him a last special favour, and see him again just once, for a few minutes only that afternoon, in which he might at least say Farewell. To avoid all possibility of compromising her in anybody’s eyes, he would call at half-past six, when other callers were likely to be gone, knowing that from the peculiar constitution of the household the hour would not interfere with her arrangements. There being no time for an answer, he would assume that she would see him, and keep the engagement; the request being one which could not rationally be objected to.


  ‘There—read it!’ said Ethelberta, with glad displeasure. ‘Did you ever hear such audacity? Fixing a time so soon that I cannot reply, and thus making capital out of a pretended necessity, when it is really an arbitrary arrangement of his own. That’s real rebellion—forcing himself into my house when I said strictly he was not to come; and then, that it cannot rationally be objected to—I don’t like his “rationally.”’


  ‘Where there’s much love there’s little ceremony, didn’t you say just now?’ observed innocent Picotee.


  ‘And where there’s little love, no ceremony at all. These manners of his are dreadful, and I believe he will never improve.’


  ‘It makes you care not a bit about him, does it not, Berta?’ said Picotee hopefully.


  ‘I don’t answer for that,’ said Ethelberta. ‘I feel, as many others do, that a want of ceremony which is produced by abstraction of mind is no defect in a poet or musician, fatal as it may be to an ordinary man.’


  ‘Mighty me! You soon forgive him.’


  ‘Picotee, don’t you be so quick to speak. Before I have finished, how do you know what I am going to say? I’ll never tell you anything again, if you take me up so. Of course I am going to punish him at once, and make him remember that I am a lady, even if I do like him a little.’


  ‘How do you mean to punish him?’ said Picotee, with interest.


  ‘By writing and telling him that on no account is he to come.’


  ‘But there is not time for a letter——’


  ‘That doesn’t matter. It will show him that I did not mean him to come.’


  At hearing the very merciful nature of the punishment, Picotee sighed without replying; and Ethelberta despatched her note. The hour of appointment drew near, and Ethelberta showed symptoms of unrest. Six o’clock struck and passed. She walked here and there for nothing, and it was plain that a dread was filling her: her letter might accidentally have had, in addition to the moral effect which she had intended, the practical effect which she did not intend, by arriving before, instead of after, his purposed visit to her, thereby stopping him in spite of all her care.


  ‘How long are letters going to Bloomsbury?’ she said suddenly.


  ‘Two hours, Joey tells me,’ replied Picotee, who had already inquired on her own private account.


  ‘There!’ exclaimed Ethelberta petulantly. ‘How I dislike a man to misrepresent things! He said there was not time for a reply!’


  ‘Perhaps he didn’t know,’ said Picotee, in angel tones; ‘and so it happens all right, and he has got it, and he will not come after all.’


  They waited and waited, but Christopher did not appear that night; the true case being that his declaration about insufficient time for a reply was merely an ingenious suggestion to her not to be so cruel as to forbid him. He was far from suspecting when the letter of denial did reach him—about an hour before the time of appointment—that it was sent by a refinement of art, of which the real intention was futility, and that but for his own misstatement it would have been carefully delayed.


  The next day another letter came from the musician, decidedly short and to the point. The irate lover stated that he would not be made a fool of any longer: under any circumstances he meant to come that self-same afternoon, and should decidedly expect her to see him.


  ‘I will not see him!’ said Ethelberta. ‘Why did he not call last night?’


  ‘Because you told him not to,’ said Picotee.


  ‘Good gracious, as if a woman’s words are to be translated as literally as Homer! Surely he is aware that more often that than not “No” is said to a man’s importunities because it is traditionally the correct modest reply, and for nothing else in the world. If all men took words as superficially as he does, we should die of decorum in shoals.’


  ‘Ah, Berta! how could you write a letter that you did not mean should be obeyed?’


  ‘I did in a measure mean it, although I could have shown Christian forgiveness if it had not been. Never mind; I will not see him. I’ll plague my heart for the credit of my sex.’


  To ensure the fulfilment of this resolve, Ethelberta determined to give way to a headache that she was beginning to be aware of, go to her room, disorganize her dress, and ruin her hair by lying down; so putting it out of her power to descend and meet Christopher on any momentary impulse.


  Picotee sat in the room with her, reading, or pretending to read, and Ethelberta pretended to sleep. Christopher’s knock came up the stairs, and with it the end of the farce.


  ‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Ethelberta in the prompt and broadly-awake tone of one who had been concentrated on the expectation of that sound for a length of time, ‘it was a mistake in me to do this! Joey will be sure to make a muddle of it.’


  Joey was heard coming up the stairs. Picotee opened the door, and said, with an anxiety transcending Ethelberta’s, ‘Well?’


  ‘O, will you tell Mrs. Petherwin that Mr. Julian says he’ll wait.’


  ‘You were not to ask him to wait,’ said Ethelberta, within.


  ‘I know that,’ said Joey, ‘and I didn’t. He’s doing that out of his own head.’


  ‘Then let Mr. Julian wait, by all means,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Allow him to wait if he likes, but tell him it is uncertain if I shall be able to come down.’


  Joey then retired, and the two sisters remained in silence.


  ‘I wonder if he’s gone,’ Ethelberta said, at the end of a long time.


  ‘I thought you were asleep,’ said Picotee. ‘Shall we ask Joey? I have not heard the door close.’


  Joey was summoned, and after a leisurely ascent, interspersed by various gymnastic performances over the handrail here and there, appeared again.


  ‘He’s there jest the same: he don’t seem to be in no hurry at all,’ said Joey.


  ‘What is he doing?’ inquired Picotee solicitously.


  ‘O, only looking at his watch sometimes, and humming tunes, and playing rat-a-tat-tat upon the table. He says he don’t mind waiting a bit.’


  ‘You must have made a mistake in the message,’ said Ethelberta, within.


  ‘Well, no. I am correct as a jineral thing. I jest said perhaps you would be engaged all the evening, and perhaps you wouldn’t.’


  When Joey had again retired, and they had waited another ten minutes, Ethelberta said, ‘Picotee, do you go down and speak a few words to him. I am determined he shall not see me. You know him a little; you remember when he came to the Lodge?’


  ‘What must I say to him?’


  Ethelberta paused before replying. ‘Try to find out if—if he is much grieved at not seeing me, and say—give him to understand that I will forgive him, Picotee.’


  ‘Very well.’


  ‘And Picotee——’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘If he says he must see me—I think I will get up. But only if he says must: you remember that.’


  Picotee departed on her errand. She paused on the staircase trembling, and thinking between the thrills how very far would have been the conduct of her poor slighted self from proud recalcitration had Mr. Julian’s gentle request been addressed to her instead of to Ethelberta; and she went some way in the painful discovery of how much more tantalizing it was to watch an envied situation that was held by another than to be out of sight of it altogether. Here was Christopher waiting to bestow love, and Ethelberta not going down to receive it: a commodity unequalled in value by any other in the whole wide world was being wantonly wasted within that very house. If she could only have stood to-night as the beloved Ethelberta, and not as the despised Picotee, how different would be this going down! Thus she went along, red and pale moving in her cheeks as in the Northern Lights at their strongest time.


  Meanwhile Christopher had sat waiting minute by minute till the evening shades grew browner, and the fire sank low. Joey, finding himself not particularly wanted upon the premises after the second inquiry, had slipped out to witness a nigger performance round the corner, and Julian began to think himself forgotten by all the household. The perception gradually cooled his emotions and enabled him to hold his hat quite steadily.


  When Picotee gently thrust open the door she was surprised to find the room in darkness, the fire gone completely out, and the form of Christopher only visible by a faint patch of light, which, coming from a lamp on the opposite side of the way and falling upon the mirror, was thrown as a pale nebulosity upon his shoulder. Picotee was too flurried at sight of the familiar outline to know what to do, and, instead of going or calling for a light, she mechanically advanced into the room. Christopher did not turn or move in any way, and then she perceived that he had begun to doze in his chair.


  Instantly, with the precipitancy of the timorous, she said, ‘Mr. Julian!’ and touched him on the shoulder—murmuring then, ‘O, I beg pardon, I—I will get a light.’


  Christopher’s consciousness returned, and his first act, before rising, was to exclaim, in a confused manner, ‘Ah—you have come—thank you, Berta!’ then impulsively to seize her hand, as it hung beside his head, and kiss it passionately. He stood up, still holding her fingers.


  Picotee gasped out something, but was completely deprived of articulate utterance, and in another moment, being unable to control herself at this sort of first meeting with the man she had gone through fire and water to be near, and more particularly by the overpowering kiss upon her hand, burst into hysterical sobbing. Julian, in his inability to imagine so much emotion—or at least the exhibition of it—in Ethelberta, gently drew Picotee further forward by the hand he held, and utilized the solitary spot of light from the mirror by making it fall upon her face. Recognizing the childish features, he at once, with an exclamation, dropped her hand and started back. Being in point of fact a complete bundle of nerves and nothing else, his thin figure shook like a harp-string in painful excitement at a contretemps which would scarcely have quickened the pulse of an ordinary man.


  Poor Picotee, feeling herself in the wind of a civil d——, started back also, sobbing more than ever. It was a little too much that the first result of his discovery of the mistake should be absolute repulse. She leant against the mantelpiece, when Julian, much bewildered at her superfluity of emotion, assisted her to a seat in sheer humanity. But Christopher was by no means pleased when he again thought round the circle of circumstances.


  ‘How could you allow such an absurd thing to happen?’ he said, in a stern, though trembling voice. ‘You knew I might mistake. I had no idea you were in the house: I thought you were miles away, at Sandbourne or somewhere! But I see: it is just done for a joke, ha-ha!’


  This made Picotee rather worse still. ‘O-O-O-O!’ she replied, in the tone of pouring from a bottle. ‘What shall I do-o-o-o! It is—not done for a—joke at all-l-l-l!’


  ‘Not done for a joke? Then never mind—don’t cry, Picotee. What was it done for, I wonder?’


  Picotee, mistaking the purport of his inquiry, imagined him to refer to her arrival in the house, quite forgetting, in her guilty sense of having come on his account, that he would have no right or thought of asking questions about a natural visit to a sister, and she said: ‘When you—went away from—Sandbourne, I—I—I didn’t know what to do, and then I ran away, and came here, and then Ethelberta—was angry with me; but she says I may stay; but she doesn’t know—that I know you, and how we used to meet along the road every morning—and I am afraid to tell her—O, what shall I do!’


  ‘Never mind it,’ said Christopher, a sense of the true state of her case dawning upon him with unpleasant distinctness, and bringing some irritation at his awkward position; though it was impossible to be long angry with a girl who had not reasoning foresight enough to perceive that doubtful pleasure and certain pain must be the result of any meeting whilst hearts were at cross purposes in this way.


  ‘Where is your sister?’ he asked.


  ‘She wouldn’t come down, unless she must,’ said Picotee. ‘You have vexed her, and she has a headache besides that, and I came instead.’


  ‘So that I mightn’t be wasted altogether. Well, it’s a strange business between the three of us. I have heard of one-sided love, and reciprocal love, and all sorts, but this is my first experience of a concatenated affection. You follow me, I follow Ethelberta, and she follows—Heaven knows who!’


  ‘Mr. Ladywell!’ said the mortified Picotee.


  ‘Good God, if I didn’t think so!’ said Christopher, feeling to the soles of his feet like a man in a legitimate drama.


  ‘No, no, no!’ said the frightened girl hastily. ‘I am not sure it is Mr. Ladywell. That’s altogether a mistake of mine!’


  ‘Ah, yes, you want to screen her,’ said Christopher, with a withering smile at the spot of light. ‘Very sisterly, doubtless; but none of that will do for me. I am too old a bird by far—by very far! Now are you sure she does not love Ladywell?’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Well, perhaps I blame her wrongly. She may have some little good faith—a woman has, here and there. How do you know she does not love Ladywell?’


  ‘Because she would prefer Mr. Neigh to him, any day.’


  ‘Ha!’


  ‘No, no—you mistake, sir—she doesn’t love either at all—Ethelberta doesn’t. I meant that she cannot love Mr. Ladywell because he stands lower in her opinion than Mr. Neigh, and him she certainly does not care for. She only loves you. If you only knew how true she is you wouldn’t be so suspicious about her, and I wish I had not come here—yes, I do!’


  ‘I cannot tell what to think of it. Perhaps I don’t know much of this world after all, or what girls will do. But you don’t excuse her to me, Picotee.’


  Before this time Picotee had been simulating haste in getting a light; but in her dread of appearing visibly to Christopher’s eyes, and showing him the precise condition of her tear-stained face, she put it off moment after moment, and stirred the fire, in hope that the faint illumination thus produced would be sufficient to save her from the charge of stupid conduct as entertainer.


  Fluttering about on the horns of this dilemma, she was greatly relieved when Christopher, who read her difficulty, and the general painfulness of the situation, said that since Ethelberta was really suffering from a headache he would not wish to disturb her till to-morrow, and went off downstairs and into the street without further ceremony.


  Meanwhile other things had happened upstairs. No sooner had Picotee left her sister’s room, than Ethelberta thought it would after all have been much better if she had gone down herself to speak to this admirably persistent lover. Was she not drifting somewhat into the character of coquette, even if her ground of offence—a word of Christopher’s about somebody else’s mean parentage, which was spoken in utter forgetfulness of her own position, but had wounded her to the quick nevertheless—was to some extent a tenable one? She knew what facilities in suffering Christopher always showed; how a touch to other people was a blow to him, a blow to them his deep wound, although he took such pains to look stolid and unconcerned under those inflictions, and tried to smile as if he had no feelings whatever. It would be more generous to go down to him, and be kind. She jumped up with that alertness which comes so spontaneously at those sweet bright times when desire and duty run hand in hand.


  She hastily set her hair and dress in order—not such matchless order as she could have wished them to be in, but time was precious—and descended the stairs. When on the point of pushing open the drawing-room door, which wanted about an inch of being closed, she was astounded to discover that the room was in total darkness, and still more to hear Picotee sobbing inside. To retreat again was the only action she was capable of at that moment: the clash between this picture and the anticipated scene of Picotee and Christopher sitting in frigid propriety at opposite sides of a well-lighted room was too great. She flitted upstairs again with the least possible rustle, and flung herself down on the couch as before, panting with excitement at the new knowledge that had come to her.


  There was only one possible construction to be put upon this in Ethelberta’s rapid mind, and that approximated to the true one. She had known for some time that Picotee once had a lover, or something akin to it, and that he had disappointed her in a way which had never been told. No stranger, save in the capacity of the one beloved, could wound a woman sufficiently to make her weep, and it followed that Christopher was the man of Picotee’s choice. As Ethelberta recalled the conversations, conclusion after conclusion came like pulsations in an aching head. ‘O, how did it happen, and who is to blame?’ she exclaimed. ‘I cannot doubt his faith, and I cannot doubt hers; and yet how can I keep doubting them both?’


  It was characteristic of Ethelberta’s jealous motherly guard over her young sisters that, amid these contending inquiries, her foremost feeling was less one of hope for her own love than of championship for Picotee’s.


  ♣


  XXIII


  Ethelberta’s House (continued)


  Picotee was heard on the stairs: Ethelberta covered her face.


  ‘Is he waiting?’ she said faintly, on finding that Picotee did not begin to speak.


  ‘No; he is gone,’ said Picotee.


  ‘Ah, why is that?’ came quickly from under the handkerchief. ‘He has forgotten me—that’s what it is!’


  ‘O no, he has not!’ said Picotee, just as bitterly.


  Ethelberta had far too much heroism to let much in this strain escape her, though her sister was prepared to go any lengths in the same. ‘I suppose,’ continued Ethelberta, in the quiet way of one who had only a headache the matter with her, ‘that he remembered you after the meeting at Anglebury?’


  ‘Yes, he remembered me.’


  ‘Did you tell me you had seen him before that time?’


  ‘I had seen him at Sandbourne. I don’t think I told you.’


  ‘At whose house did you meet him?’


  ‘At nobody’s. I only saw him sometimes,’ replied Picotee, in great distress.


  Ethelberta, though of all women most miserable, was brimming with compassion for the throbbing girl so nearly related to her, in whom she continually saw her own weak points without the counterpoise of her strong ones. But it was necessary to repress herself awhile: the intended ways of her life were blocked and broken up by this jar of interests, and she wanted time to ponder new plans. ‘Picotee, I would rather be alone now, if you don’t mind,’ she said. ‘You need not leave me any light; it makes my eyes ache, I think.’


  Picotee left the room. But Ethelberta had not long been alone and in darkness when somebody gently opened the door, and entered without a candle.


  ‘Berta,’ said the soft voice of Picotee again, ‘may I come in?’


  ‘O yes,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Has everything gone right with the house this evening?’


  ‘Yes; and Gwendoline went out just now to buy a few things, and she is going to call round upon father when he has got his dinner cleared away.’


  ‘I hope she will not stay and talk to the other servants. Some day she will let drop something or other before father can stop her.’


  ‘O Berta!’ said Picotee, close beside her. She was kneeling in front of the couch, and now flinging her arm across Ethelberta’s shoulder and shaking violently, she pressed her forehead against her sister’s temple, and breathed out upon her cheek:


  ‘I came in again to tell you something which I ought to have told you just now, and I have come to say it at once because I am afraid I shan’t be able to to-morrow. Mr. Julian was the young man I spoke to you of a long time ago, and I should have told you all about him, but you said he was your young man too, and—and I didn’t know what to do then, because I thought it was wrong in me to love your young man; and Berta, he didn’t mean me to love him at all, but I did it myself, though I did not want to do it, either; it would come to me! And I didn’t know he belonged to you when I began it, or I would not have let him meet me at all; no I wouldn’t!’


  ‘Meet you? You don’t mean to say he used to meet you?’ whispered Ethelberta.


  ‘Yes,’ said Picotee; ‘but he could not help it. We used to meet on the road, and there was no other road unless I had gone ever so far round. But it is worse than that, Berta! That was why I couldn’t bide in Sandbourne, and, and ran away to you up here; it was not because I wanted to see you, Berta, but because I—I wanted——’


  ‘Yes, yes, I know,’ said Ethelberta hurriedly.


  ‘And then when I went downstairs he mistook me for you for a moment, and that caused—a confusion!’


  ‘O, well, it does not much matter,’ said Ethelberta, kissing Picotee soothingly. ‘You ought not of course to have come to London in such a manner; but, since you have come, we will make the best of it. Perhaps it may end happily for you and for him. Who knows?’


  ‘Then don’t you want him, Berta?’


  ‘O no; not at all!’


  ‘What—and don’t you really want him, Berta?’ repeated Picotee, starting up.


  ‘I would much rather he paid his addresses to you. He is not the sort of man I should wish to—think it best to marry, even if I were to marry, which I have no intention of doing at present. He calls to see me because we are old friends, but his calls do not mean anything more than that he takes an interest in me. It is not at all likely that I shall see him again! and I certainly never shall see him unless you are present.’


  ‘That will be very nice.’


  ‘Yes. And you will be always distant towards him, and go to leave the room when he comes, when I will call you back; but suppose we continue this to-morrow? I can tell you better then what to do.’


  When Picotee had left her the second time, Ethelberta turned over upon her breast and shook in convulsive sobs which had little relationship with tears. This abandonment ended as suddenly as it had begun—not lasting more than a minute and a half altogether—and she got up in an unconsidered and unusual impulse to seek relief from the stinging sarcasm of this event—the unhappy love of Picotee—by mentioning something of it to another member of the family, her eldest sister Gwendoline, who was a woman full of sympathy.


  Ethelberta descended to the kitchen, it being now about ten o’clock. The room was empty, Gwendoline not having yet returned, and Cornelia being busy about her own affairs upstairs. The French family had gone to the theatre, and the house on that account was very quiet to-night. Ethelberta sat down in the dismal place without turning up the gas, and in a few minutes admitted Gwendoline.


  The round-faced country cook floundered in, untying her bonnet as she came, laying it down on a chair, and talking at the same time. ‘Such a place as this London is, to be sure!’ she exclaimed, turning on the gas till it whistled. ‘I wish I was down in Wessex again. Lord-a-mercy, Berta, I didn’t see it was you! I thought it was Cornelia. As I was saying, I thought that, after biding in this underground cellar all the week, making up messes for them French folk, and never pleasing ’em, and never shall, because I don’t understand that line, I thought I would go out and see father, you know.’


  ‘Is he very well?’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘Yes; and he is going to call round when he has time. Well, as I was a-coming home-along I thought, “Please the Lord I’ll have some chippols for supper just for a plain treat,” and I went round to the late greengrocer’s for ’em; and do you know they sweared me down that they hadn’t got such things as chippols in the shop, and had never heard of ’em in their lives. At last I said, “Why, how can you tell me such a brazen story?—here they be, heaps of ’em!” It made me so vexed that I came away there and then, and wouldn’t have one—no, not at a gift.’


  ‘They call them young onions here,’ said Ethelberta quietly; ‘you must always remember that. But, Gwendoline, I wanted——’


  Ethelberta felt sick at heart, and stopped. She had come down on the wings of an impulse to unfold her trouble about Picotee to her hard-headed and much older sister, less for advice than to get some heart-ease by interchange of words; but alas, she could proceed no further. The wretched homeliness of Gwendoline’s mind seemed at this particular juncture to be absolutely intolerable, and Ethelberta was suddenly convinced that to involve Gwendoline in any such discussion would simply be increasing her own burden, and adding worse confusion to her sister’s already confused existence.


  ‘What were you going to say?’ said the honest and unsuspecting Gwendoline.


  ‘I will put it off until to-morrow,’ Ethelberta murmured gloomily; ‘I have a bad headache, and I am afraid I cannot stay with you after all.’


  As she ascended the stairs, Ethelberta ached with an added pain not much less than the primary one which had brought her down. It was that old sense of disloyalty to her class and kin by feeling as she felt now which caused the pain, and there was no escaping it. Gwendoline would have gone to the ends of the earth for her: she could not confide a thought to Gwendoline!


  ‘If she only knew of that unworthy feeling of mine, how she would grieve,’ said Ethelberta miserably.


  She next went up to the servants’ bedrooms, and to where Cornelia slept. On Ethelberta’s entrance Cornelia looked up from a perfect wonder of a bonnet, which she held in her hands. At sight of Ethelberta the look of keen interest in her work changed to one of gaiety.


  ‘I am so glad—I was just coming down,’ Cornelia said in a whisper; whenever they spoke as relations in this house it was in whispers. ‘Now, how do you think this bonnet will do? May I come down, and see how I look in your big glass?’ She clapped the bonnet upon her head. ‘Won’t it do beautiful for Sunday afternoon?’


  ‘It looks very attractive, as far as I can see by this light,’ said Ethelberta. ‘But is it not rather too brilliant in colour—blue and red together, like that? Remember, as I often tell you, people in town never wear such bright contrasts as they do in the country.’


  ‘O Berta!’ said Cornelia, in a deprecating tone; ‘don’t object. If there’s one thing I do glory in it is a nice flare-up about my head o’ Sundays—of course if the family’s not in mourning, I mean.’ But, seeing that Ethelberta did not smile, she turned the subject, and added docilely: ‘Did you come up for me to do anything? I will put off finishing my bonnet if I am wanted.’


  ‘I was going to talk to you about family matters, and Picotee,’ said Ethelberta. ‘But, as you are busy, and I have a headache, I will put it off till to-morrow.’


  Cornelia seemed decidedly relieved, for family matters were far from attractive at the best of times; and Ethelberta went down to the next floor, and entered her mother’s room.


  After a short conversation Mrs. Chickerel said, ‘You say you want to ask me something?’


  ‘Yes: but nothing of importance, mother. I was thinking about Picotee, and what would be the best thing to do——’


  ‘Ah, well you may, Berta. I am so uneasy about this life you have led us into, and full of fear that your plans may break down; if they do, whatever will become of us? I know you are doing your best; but I cannot help thinking that the coming to London and living with you was wild and rash, and not well weighed afore we set about it. You should have counted the cost first, and not advised it. If you break down, and we are all discovered living so queer and unnatural, right in the heart of the aristocracy, we should be the laughing-stock of the country: it would kill me, and ruin us all—utterly ruin us!’


  ‘O mother, I know all that so well!’ exclaimed Ethelberta, tears of anguish filling her eyes. ‘Don’t depress me more than I depress myself by such fears, or you will bring about the very thing we strive to avoid! My only chance is in keeping in good spirits; and why don’t you try to help me a little by taking a brighter view of things?’


  ‘I know I ought to, my dear girl, but I cannot. I do so wish that I never let you tempt me and the children away from the Lodge. I cannot think why I allowed myself to be so persuaded—cannot think! You are not to blame—it is I. I am much older than you, and ought to have known better than listen to such a scheme. This undertaking seems too big—the bills frighten me. I have never been used to such wild adventure, and I can’t sleep at night for fear that your tale-telling will go wrong, and we shall all be exposed and shamed. A story-teller seems such an impossible castle-in-the-air sort of a trade for getting a living by—I cannot think how ever you came to dream of such an unheard-of thing.’


  ‘But it is not a castle in the air, and it does get a living!’ said Ethelberta, her lip quivering.


  ‘Well, yes, while it is just a new thing; but I am afraid it cannot last—that’s what I fear. People will find you out as one of a family of servants, and their pride will be stung at having gone to hear your romancing; then they will go no more, and what will happen to us and the poor little ones?’


  ‘We must all scatter again!’


  ‘If we could get as we were once, I wouldn’t mind that. But we shall have lost our character as simple country folk who know nothing, which are the only class of poor people that squires will give any help to; and I much doubt if the girls would get places after such a discovery—it would be so awkward and unheard-of.’


  ‘Well, all I can say is,’ replied Ethelberta, ‘that I will do my best. All that I have is theirs and yours as much as mine, and these arrangements are simply on their account. I don’t like my relations being my servants; but if they did not work for me, they would have to work for others, and my service is much lighter and pleasanter than any other lady’s would be for them, so the advantages are worth the risk. If I stood alone, I would go and hide my head in any hole, and care no more about the world and its ways. I wish I was well out of it, and at the bottom of a quiet grave—anybody might have the world for me then! But don’t let me disturb you longer; it is getting late.’


  Ethelberta then wished her mother good-night, and went away. To attempt confidences on such an ethereal matter as love was now absurd; her hermit spirit was doomed to dwell apart as usual; and she applied herself to deep thinking without aid and alone. Not only was there Picotee’s misery to disperse; it became imperative to consider how best to overpass a more general catastrophe.


  ♣


  XXIV


  Ethelberta’s House (continued)—The British Museum


  Mrs. Chickerel, in deploring the risks of their present speculative mode of life, was far from imagining that signs of the foul future so much dreaded were actually apparent to Ethelberta at the time the lament was spoken. Hence the daughter’s uncommon sensitiveness to prophecy. It was as if a dead-reckoner poring over his chart should predict breakers ahead to one who already beheld them.


  That her story-telling would prove so attractive Ethelberta had not ventured to expect for a moment; that having once proved attractive there should be any falling-off until such time had elapsed as would enable her to harvest some solid fruit was equally a surprise. Future expectations are often based without hesitation upon one happy accident, when the only similar condition remaining to subsequent sets of circumstances is that the same person forms the centre of them. Her situation was so peculiar, and so unlike that of most public people, that there was hardly an argument explaining this triumphant opening which could be used in forecasting the close; unless, indeed, more strategy were employed in the conduct of the campaign than Ethelberta seemed to show at present.


  There was no denying that she commanded less attention than at first: the audience had lessened, and, judging by appearances, might soon be expected to be decidedly thin. In excessive lowness of spirit, Ethelberta translated these signs with the bias that a lingering echo of her mother’s dismal words naturally induced, reading them as conclusive evidence that her adventure had been chimerical in its birth. Yet it was very far less conclusive than she supposed. Public interest might without doubt have been renewed after a due interval, some of the falling-off being only an accident of the season. Her novelties had been hailed with pleasure, the rather that their freshness tickled than that their intrinsic merit was appreciated; and, like many inexperienced dispensers of a unique charm, Ethelberta, by bestowing too liberally and too frequently, was destroying the very element upon which its popularity depended. Her entertainment had been good in its conception, and partly good in its execution; yet her success had but little to do with that goodness. Indeed, what might be called its badness in a histrionic sense—that is, her look sometimes of being out of place, the sight of a beautiful woman on a platform, revealing tender airs of domesticity which showed her to belong by character to a quiet drawing-room—had been primarily an attractive feature. But alas, custom was staling this by improving her up to the mark of an utter impersonator, thereby eradicating the pretty abashments of a poetess out of her sphere; and more than one well-wisher who observed Ethelberta from afar feared that it might some day come to be said of her that she had


  
    Enfeoffed herself to popularity:


    That, being daily swallowed by men’s eyes,


    They surfeited with honey, and began


    To loathe the taste of sweetness, whereof a little


    More than a little is by much too much.

  


  But this in its extremity was not quite yet.


  We discover her one day, a little after this time, sitting before a table strewed with accounts and bills from different tradesmen of the neighbourhood, which she examined with a pale face, collecting their totals on a blank sheet. Picotee came into the room, but Ethelberta took no notice whatever of her. The younger sister, who subsisted on scraps of notice and favour, like a dependent animal, even if these were only an occasional glance of the eye, could not help saying at last, ‘Berta, how silent you are. I don’t think you know I am in the room.’


  ‘I did not observe you,’ said Ethelberta. ‘I am very much engaged: these bills have to be paid.’


  ‘What, and cannot we pay them?’ said Picotee, in vague alarm.


  ‘O yes, I can pay them. The question is, how long shall I be able to do it?’


  ‘That is sad; and we are going on so nicely, too. It is not true that you have really decided to leave off story-telling now the people don’t crowd to hear it as they did?’


  ‘I think I shall leave off.’


  ‘And begin again next year?’


  ‘That is very doubtful.’


  ‘I’ll tell you what you might do,’ said Picotee, her face kindling with a sense of great originality. ‘You might travel about to country towns and tell your story splendidly.’


  ‘A man in my position might perhaps do it with impunity; but I could not without losing ground in other domains. A woman may drive to Mayfair from her house in Exonbury Crescent, and speak from a platform there, and be supposed to do it as an original way of amusing herself; but when it comes to starring in the provinces she establishes herself as a woman of a different breed and habit. I wish I were a man! I would give up this house, advertise it to be let furnished, and sally forth with confidence. But I am driven to think of other ways to manage than that.’


  Picotee fell into a conjectural look, but could not guess.


  ‘The way of marriage,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Otherwise perhaps the poetess may live to become what Dryden called himself when he got old and poor—a rent-charge on Providence…. Yes, I must try that way,’ she continued, with a sarcasm towards people out of hearing. ‘I must buy a “Peerage” for one thing, and a “Baronetage,” and a “House of Commons,” and a “Landed Gentry,” and learn what people are about me. I must go to Doctors’ Commons and read up wills of the parents of any likely gudgeons I may know. I must get a Herald to invent an escutcheon of my family, and throw a genealogical tree into the bargain in consideration of my taking a few second-hand heirlooms of a pawnbroking friend of his. I must get up sham ancestors, and find out some notorious name to start my pedigree from. It does not matter what his character was; either villain or martyr will do, provided that he lived five hundred years ago. It would be considered far more creditable to make good my descent from Satan in the age when he went to and fro on the earth than from a ministering angel under Victoria.’


  ‘But, Berta, you are not going to marry any stranger who may turn up?’ said Picotee, who had creeping sensations of dread when Ethelberta talked like this.


  ‘I had no such intention. But, having once put my hand to the plough, how shall I turn back?’


  ‘You might marry Mr. Ladywell,’ said Picotee, who preferred to look at things in the concrete.


  ‘Yes, marry him villanously; in cold blood, without a moment to prepare himself.’


  ‘Ah, you won’t!’


  ‘I am not so sure about that. I have brought mother and the children to town against her judgment and against my father’s; they gave way to my opinion as to one who from superior education has larger knowledge of the world than they. I must prove my promises, even if Heaven should fall upon me for it, or what a miserable future will theirs be! We must not be poor in London. Poverty in the country is a sadness, but poverty in town is a horror. There is something not without grandeur in the thought of starvation on an open mountain or in a wide wood, and your bones lying there to bleach in the pure sun and rain; but a back garret in a rookery, and the other starvers in the room insisting on keeping the window shut—anything to deliver us from that!’


  ‘How gloomy you can be, Berta! It will never be so dreadful. Why, I can take in plain sewing, and you can do translations, and mother can knit stockings, and so on. How much longer will this house be yours?’


  ‘Two years. If I keep it longer than that I shall have to pay rent at the rate of three hundred a year. The Petherwin estate provides me with it till then, which will be the end of Lady Petherwin’s term.’


  ‘I see it; and you ought to marry before the house is gone, if you mean to marry high,’ murmured Picotee, in an inadequate voice, as one confronted by a world so tragic that any hope of her assisting therein was out of the question.


  It was not long after this exposition of the family affairs that Christopher called upon them; but Picotee was not present, having gone to think of superhuman work on the spur of Ethelberta’s awakening talk. There was something new in the way in which Ethelberta received the announcement of his name; passion had to do with it, so had circumspection; the latter most, for the first time since their reunion.


  ‘I am going to leave this part of England,’ said Christopher, after a few gentle preliminaries. ‘I was one of the applicants for the post of assistant-organist at Melchester Cathedral when it became vacant, and I find I am likely to be chosen, through the interest of one of my father’s friends.’


  ‘I congratulate you.’


  ‘No, Ethelberta, it is not worth that. I did not originally mean to follow this course at all; but events seemed to point to it in the absence of a better.’


  ‘I too am compelled to follow a course I did not originally mean to take.’ After saying no more for a few moments, she added, in a tone of sudden openness, a richer tincture creeping up her cheek, ‘I want to put a question to you boldly—not exactly a question—a thought. Have you considered whether the relations between us which have lately prevailed are—are the best for you—and for me?’


  ‘I know what you mean,’ said Christopher, hastily anticipating all that she might be going to say; ‘and I am glad you have given me the opportunity of speaking upon that subject. It has been very good and considerate in you to allow me to share your society so frequently as you have done since I have been in town, and to think of you as an object to exist for and strive for. But I ought to have remembered that, since you have nobody at your side to look after your interests, it behoved me to be doubly careful. In short, Ethelberta, I am not in a position to marry, nor can I discern when I shall be, and I feel it would be an injustice to ask you to be bound in any way to one lower and less talented than you. You cannot, from what you say, think it desirable that the engagement should continue. I have no right to ask you to be my betrothed, without having a near prospect of making you my wife. I don’t mind saying this straight out—I have no fear that you will doubt my love; thank Heaven, you know what that is well enough! However, as things are, I wish you to know that I cannot conscientiously put in a claim upon your attention.’


  A second meaning was written in Christopher’s look, though he scarcely uttered it. A woman so delicately poised upon the social globe could not in honour be asked to wait for a lover who was unable to set bounds to the waiting period. Yet he had privily dreamed of an approach to that position—an unreserved, ideally perfect declaration from Ethelberta that time and practical issues were nothing to her; that she would stand as fast without material hopes as with them; that love was to be an end with her henceforth, having utterly ceased to be a means. Therefore this surreptitious hope of his, founded on no reasonable expectation, was like a guilty thing surprised when Ethelberta answered, with a predominance of judgment over passion still greater than before:


  ‘It is unspeakably generous in you to put it all before me so nicely, Christopher. I think infinitely more of you for being so unreserved, especially since I too have been thinking much on the indefiniteness of the days to come. We are not numbered among the blest few who can afford to trifle with the time. Yet to agree to anything like a positive parting will be quite unnecessary. You did not mean that, did you? for it is harsh if you did.’ Ethelberta smiled kindly as she said this, as much as to say that she was far from really upbraiding him. ‘Let it be only that we will see each other less. We will bear one another in mind as deeply attached friends if not as definite lovers, and keep up friendly remembrances of a sort which, come what may, will never have to be ended by any painful process termed breaking off. Different persons, different natures; and it may be that marriage would not be the most favourable atmosphere for our old affection to prolong itself in. When do you leave London?’


  The disconnected query seemed to be subjoined to disperse the crude effect of what had gone before.


  ‘I hardly know,’ murmured Christopher. ‘I suppose I shall not call here again.’


  Whilst they were silent somebody entered the room softly, and they turned to discover Picotee.


  ‘Come here, Picotee,’ said Ethelberta.


  Picotee came with an abashed bearing to where the other two were standing, and looked down steadfastly.


  ‘Mr. Julian is going away,’ she continued, with determined firmness. ‘He will not see us again for a long time.’ And Ethelberta added, in a lower tone, though still in the unflinching manner of one who had set herself to say a thing, and would say it—‘He is not to be definitely engaged to me any longer. We are not thinking of marrying, you know, Picotee. It is best that we should not.’


  ‘Perhaps it is,’ said Christopher hurriedly, taking up his hat. ‘Let me now wish you good-bye; and, of course, you will always know where I am, and how to find me.’


  It was a tender time. He inclined forward that Ethelberta might give him her hand, which she did; whereupon their eyes met. Mastered by an impelling instinct she had not reckoned with, Ethelberta presented her cheek. Christopher kissed it faintly. Tears were in Ethelberta’s eyes now, and she was heartfull of many emotions. Placing her arm round Picotee’s waist, who had never lifted her eyes from the carpet, she drew the slight girl forward, and whispered quickly to him—‘Kiss her, too. She is my sister, and I am yours.’


  It seemed all right and natural to their respective moods and the tone of the moment that free old Wessex manners should prevail, and Christopher stooped and dropped upon Picotee’s cheek likewise such a farewell kiss as he had imprinted upon Ethelberta’s.


  ‘Care for us both equally!’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘I will,’ said Christopher, scarcely knowing what he said.


  When he had reached the door of the room, he looked back and saw the two sisters standing as he had left them, and equally tearful. Ethelberta at once said, in a last futile struggle against letting him go altogether, and with thoughts of her sister’s heart:


  ‘I think that Picotee might correspond with Faith; don’t you, Mr. Julian?’


  ‘My sister would much like to do so,’ said he.


  ‘And you would like it too, would you not, Picotee?’


  ‘O yes,’ she replied. ‘And I can tell them all about you.’


  ‘Then it shall be so, if Miss Julian will.’ She spoke in a settled way, as if something intended had been set in train; and Christopher having promised for his sister, he went out of the house with a parting smile of misgiving.


  He could scarcely believe as he walked along that those late words, yet hanging in his ears, had really been spoken, that still visible scene enacted. He could not even recollect for a minute or two how the final result had been produced. Did he himself first enter upon the long-looming theme, or did she? Christopher had been so nervously alive to the urgency of setting before the hard-striving woman a clear outline of himself, his surroundings and his fears, that he fancied the main impulse to this consummation had been his, notwithstanding that a faint initiative had come from Ethelberta. All had completed itself quickly, unceremoniously, and easily. Ethelberta had let him go a second time; yet on foregoing mornings and evenings, when contemplating the necessity of some such explanation, it had seemed that nothing less than Atlantean force could overpower their mutual gravitation towards each other.


  On his reaching home Faith was not in the house, and, in the restless state which demands something to talk at, the musician went off to find her, well knowing her haunt at this time of the day. He entered the spiked and gilded gateway of the Museum hard by, turned to the wing devoted to sculptures, and descended to a particular basement room, which was lined with bas-reliefs from Nineveh. The place was cool, silent, and soothing; it was empty, save of a little figure in black, that was standing with its face to the wall in an innermost nook. This spot was Faith’s own temple; here, among these deserted antiques, Faith was always happy. Christopher looked on at her for some time before she noticed him, and dimly perceived how vastly differed her homely suit and unstudied contour—painfully unstudied to fastidious eyes—from Ethelberta’s well-arranged draperies, even from Picotee’s clever bits of ribbon, by which she made herself look pretty out of nothing at all. Yet this negligence was his sister’s essence; without it she would have been a spoilt product. She had no outer world, and her rusty black was as appropriate to Faith’s unseen courses as were Ethelberta’s correct lights and shades to her more prominent career.


  ‘Look, Kit,’ said Faith, as soon as she knew who was approaching. ‘This is a thing I never learnt before; this person is really Sennacherib, sitting on his throne; and these with fluted beards and hair like plough-furrows, and fingers with no bones in them, are his warriors—really carved at the time, you know. Only just think that this is not imagined of Assyria, but done in Assyrian times by Assyrian hands. Don’t you feel as if you were actually in Nineveh; that as we now walk between these slabs, so walked Ninevites between them once?’


  ‘Yes…. Faith, it is all over. Ethelberta and I have parted.’


  ‘Indeed. And so my plan is to think of verses in the Bible about Sennacherib and his doings, which resemble these; this verse, for instance, I remember: “Now in the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah did Sennacherib, King of Assyria, come up against all the fenced cities of Judah and took them. And Hezekiah, King of Judah, sent to the King of Assyria to Lachish,” and so on. Well, there it actually is, you see. There’s Sennacherib, and there’s Lachish. Is it not glorious to think that this is a picture done at the time of those very events?’


  ‘Yes. We did not quarrel this time, Ethelberta and I. If I may so put it, it is worse than quarrelling. We felt it was no use going on any longer, and so—Come, Faith, hear what I say, or else tell me that you won’t hear, and that I may as well save my breath!’


  ‘Yes, I will really listen,’ she said, fluttering her eyelids in her concern at having been so abstracted, and excluding Sennacherib there and then from Christopher’s affairs by the first settlement of her features to a present-day aspect, and her eyes upon his face. ‘You said you had seen Ethelberta. Yes, and what did she say?’


  ‘Was there ever anybody so provoking! Why, I have just told you!’


  ‘Yes, yes; I remember now. You have parted. The subject is too large for me to know all at once what I think of it, and you must give me time, Kit. Speaking of Ethelberta reminds me of what I have done. I just looked into the Academy this morning—I thought I would surprise you by telling you about it. And what do you think I saw? Ethelberta—in the picture painted by Mr. Ladywell.’


  ‘It is never hung?’ said he, feeling that they were at one as to a topic at last.


  ‘Yes. And the subject is an Elizabethan knight parting from a lady of the same period—the words explaining the picture being—


  
    “Farewell! thou art too dear for my possessing,


    And like enough thou know’st thy estimate.”

  


  The lady is Ethelberta, to the shade of a hair—her living face; and the knight is——’


  ‘Not Ladywell?’


  ‘I think so; I am not sure.’


  ‘No wonder I am dismissed! And yet she hates him. Well, come along, Faith. Women allow strange liberties in these days.’


  ♣


  XXV


  The Royal Academy—The Farnfield Estate


  Ethelberta was a firm believer in the kindly effects of artistic education upon the masses. She held that defilement of mind often arose from ignorance of eye; and her philanthropy being, by the simple force of her situation, of that sort which lingers in the neighbourhood of home, she concentrated her efforts in this kind upon Sol and Dan. Accordingly, the Academy exhibition having now just opened, she ordered the brothers to appear in their best clothes at the entrance to Burlington House just after noontide on the Saturday of the first week, this being the only day and hour at which they could attend without ‘losing a half,’ and therefore it was necessary to put up with the inconvenience of arriving at a crowded and enervating time.


  When Ethelberta was set down in the quadrangle she perceived the faithful pair, big as the Zamzummims of old time, standing like sentinels in the particular corner that she had named to them: for Sol and Dan would as soon have attempted petty larceny as broken faith with their admired lady-sister Ethelberta. They welcomed her with a painfully lavish exhibition of large new gloves, and chests covered with broad triangular areas of padded blue silk, occupying the position that the shirt-front had occupied in earlier days, and supposed to be lineally descended from the tie of a neckerchief.


  The dress of their sister for to-day was exactly that of a respectable workman’s relative who had no particular ambition in the matter of fashion—a black stuff gown, a plain bonnet to match. A veil she wore for obvious reasons: her face was getting well known in London, and it had already appeared at the private view in an uncovered state, when it was scrutinized more than the paintings around. But now homely and useful labour was her purpose.


  Catalogue in hand she took the two brothers through the galleries, teaching them in whispers as they walked, and occasionally correcting them—first, for too reverential a bearing towards the well-dressed crowd, among whom they persisted in walking with their hats in their hands and with the contrite bearing of meek people in church; and, secondly, for a tendency which they too often showed towards straying from the contemplation of the pictures as art to indulge in curious speculations on the intrinsic nature of the delineated subject, the gilding of the frames, the construction of the skylights overhead, or admiration for the bracelets, lockets, and lofty eloquence of persons around them.


  ‘Now,’ said Ethelberta, in a warning whisper, ‘we are coming near the picture which was partly painted from myself. And, Dan, when you see it, don’t you exclaim “Hullo!” or “That’s Berta to a T,” or anything at all. It would not matter were it not dangerous for me to be noticed here to-day. I see several people who would recognize me on the least provocation.’


  ‘Not a word,’ said Dan. ‘Don’t you be afeard about that. I feel that I baint upon my own ground to-day; and wouldn’t do anything to cause an upset, drown me if I would. Would you, Sol?’


  In this temper they all pressed forward, and Ethelberta could not but be gratified at the reception of Ladywell’s picture, though it was accorded by critics not very profound. It was an operation of some minutes to get exactly opposite, and when side by side the three stood there they overheard the immediate reason of the pressure. ‘Farewell, thou art too dear for my possessing’ had been lengthily discoursed upon that morning by the Coryphæus of popular opinion; and the spirit having once been poured out sons and daughters could prophesy. But, in truth, Ladywell’s work, if not emphatically original, was happily centred on a middle stratum of taste, and apart from this adventitious help commanded, and deserved to command, a wide area of appreciation.


  While they were standing here in the very heart of the throng Ethelberta’s ears were arrested by two male voices behind her, whose words formed a novel contrast to those of the other speakers around.


  ‘Some men, you see, with extravagant expectations of themselves, coolly get them gratified, while others hope rationally and are disappointed. Luck, that’s what it is. And the more easily a man takes life the more persistently does luck follow him.’


  ‘Of course; because, if he’s industrious he does not want luck’s assistance. Natural laws will help him instead.’


  ‘Well, if it is true that Ladywell has painted a good picture he has done it by an exhaustive process. He has painted every possible bad one till nothing more of that sort is left for him. You know what lady’s face served as the original to this, I suppose?’


  ‘Mrs. Petherwin’s, I hear.’


  ‘Yes, Mrs. Alfred Neigh that’s to be.’


  ‘What, that elusive fellow caught at last?’


  ‘So it appears; but she herself is hardly so well secured as yet, it seems, though he takes the uncertainty as coolly as possible. I knew nothing about it till he introduced the subject as we were standing here on Monday, and said, in an off-hand way, “I mean to marry that lady.” I asked him how. “Easily,” he said; “I will have her if there are a hundred at her heels.” You will understand that this was quite in confidence.’


  ‘Of course, of course.’ Then there was a slight laugh, and the companions proceeded to other gossip.


  Ethelberta, calm and compressed in manner, sidled along to extricate herself, not daring to turn round, and Dan and Sol followed, till they were all clear of the spot. The brothers, who had heard the words equally well with Ethelberta, made no remark to her upon them, assuming that they referred to some peculiar system of courtship adopted in high life, with which they had rightly no concern.


  Ethelberta ostensibly continued her business of tutoring the young workmen just as before, though every emotion in her had been put on the alert by this discovery. She had known that Neigh admired her; yet his presumption in uttering such a remark as he was reported to have uttered, confidentially or otherwise, nearly took away her breath. Perhaps it was not altogether disagreeable to have her breath so taken away.


  ‘I mean to marry that lady.’ She whispered the words to herself twenty times in the course of the afternoon. Sol and Dan were left considerably longer to their private perceptions of the false and true in art than they had been earlier in the day.


  When she reached home Ethelberta was still far-removed in her reflections; and it was noticed afterwards that about this time in her career her openness of manner entirely deserted her. She mostly was silent as to her thoughts, and she wore an air of unusual stillness. It was the silence and stillness of a starry sky, where all is force and motion. This deep undecipherable habit sometimes suggested, though it did not reveal, Ethelberta’s busy brain to her sisters, and they said to one another, ‘I cannot think what’s coming to Berta: she is not so nice as she used to be.’


  The evening under notice was passed desultorily enough after the discovery of Neigh’s self-assured statement. Among other things that she did after dark, while still musingly examining the probabilities of the report turning out true, was to wander to the large attic where the children slept, a frequent habit of hers at night, to learn if they were snug and comfortable. They were talking now from bed to bed, the person under discussion being herself. Herself seemed everywhere to-day.


  ‘I know that she is a fairy,’ Myrtle was insisting, ‘because she must be, to have such pretty things in her house, and wear silk dresses such as mother and we and Picotee haven’t got, and have money to give us whenever we want it.’


  ‘Emmeline says perhaps she knows the fairy’s godmother, and is not a fairy herself, because Berta is too tall for a real fairy.’


  ‘She must be one; for when there was a notch burnt in the hem of my pretty blue frock she said it should be gone in the morning if I would go to bed and not cry; and in the morning it was gone, and all nice and straight as new.’


  Ethelberta was recalling to mind how she had sat up and repaired the damage alluded to by cutting off half an inch of the skirt all round and hemming it anew, when the breathing of the children became regular, and they fell asleep. Here were bright little minds ready for a training, which without money and influence she could never give them. The wisdom which knowledge brings, and the power which wisdom may bring, she had always assumed would be theirs in her dreams for their social elevation. By what means were these things to be ensured to them if her skill in bread-winning should fail her? Would not a well-contrived marriage be of service? She covered and tucked in one more closely, lifted another upon the pillow and straightened the soft limbs to an easy position; then sat down by the window and looked out at the flashing stars. Thoughts of Neigh’s audacious statement returned again upon Ethelberta. He had said that he meant to marry her. Of what standing was the man who had uttered such an intention respecting one to whom a politic marriage had become almost a necessity of existence?


  She had often heard Neigh speak indefinitely of some estate—‘my little place’ he had called it—which he had purchased no very long time ago. All she knew was that its name was Farnfield, that it lay thirty or forty miles out of London in a south-westerly direction, a railway station in the district bearing the same name, so that there was probably a village or small town adjoining. Whether the dignity of this landed property was that of domain, farmstead, allotment, or garden-plot, Ethelberta had not the slightest conception. She was almost certain that Neigh never lived there, but that might signify nothing. The exact size and value of the estate would, she mused, be curious, interesting, and almost necessary information to her who must become mistress of it were she to allow him to carry out his singularly cool and crude, if tender, intention. Moreover, its importance would afford a very good random sample of his worldly substance throughout, from which alone, after all, could the true spirit and worth and seriousness of his words be apprehended. Impecuniosity may revel in unqualified vows and brim over with confessions as blithely as a bird of May, but such careless pleasures are not for the solvent, whose very dreams are negotiable, and are expressed with due care accordingly.


  That Neigh had used the words she had far more than primâ-facie appearances for believing. Neigh’s own conduct towards her, though peculiar rather than devoted, found in these words alone a reasonable key. But, supposing the estate to be such a verbal hallucination as, for instance, hers had been at Arrowthorne, when her poor, unprogressive, hopelessly impracticable Christopher came there to visit her, and was so wonderfully undeceived about her social standing: what a fiasco, and what a cuckoo-cry would his utterances about marriage seem then. Christopher had often told her of his expectations from ‘Arrowthorne Lodge,’ and of the blunders that had resulted in consequence. Had not Ethelberta’s affection for Christopher partaken less of lover’s passion than of old-established tutelary tenderness she might have been reminded by this reflection of the transcendent fidelity he had shown under that trial—as severe a trial, considering the abnormal, almost morbid, development of the passion for position in present-day society, as can be prepared for men who move in the ordinary, unheroic channels of life.


  By the following evening the consideration of this possibility, that Neigh’s position might furnish scope for such a disillusive discovery by herself as hers had afforded to Christopher, decoyed Ethelberta into a curious little scheme. She was piqued into a practical undertaking by the man who could say to his friend with such sangfroid, ‘I mean to marry that lady.’


  Merely telling Picotee to prepare for an evening excursion, of which she was to talk to no one, Ethelberta made ready likewise, and they left the house in a cab about half-an-hour before sunset, and drove to the Waterloo Station.


  With the decline and departure of the sun a fog gathered itself out of the low meadow-land that bordered the railway as they went along towards the west, stretching over it like a placid lake, till, at the end of the journey, the mist became generally pervasive, though not dense. Avoiding observation as much as they conveniently could, the two sisters walked from the long wooden shed which formed the station here, into the rheumy air and along the road to the open country. Picotee occasionally questioned Ethelberta on the object of the strange journey: she did not question closely, being satisfied that in such sure hands as Ethelberta’s she was safe.


  Deeming it unwise to make any inquiry just yet beyond the simple one of the way to Farnfield, Ethelberta led her companion along a newly-fenced road across a heath. In due time they came to an ornamental gate with a curved sweep of wall on each side, signifying the entrance to some enclosed property or other. Ethelberta, being quite free from any digested plan for encouraging Neigh in his resolve to wive, was startled to find a hope in her that this very respectable beginning before their eyes was the entrance to the Farnfield property: that she hoped it was nevertheless unquestionable. Just beyond lay a turnpike-house, where was dimly visible a woman in the act of putting up a shutter to the front window.


  Compelled by this time to come to special questions, Ethelberta instructed Picotee to ask of this person if the place they had just passed was the entrance to Farnfield Park. The woman replied that it was. Directly she had gone indoors Ethelberta turned back again towards the park gate.


  ‘What have we come for, Berta?’ said Picotee, as she turned also.


  ‘I’ll tell you some day,’ replied her sister.


  It was now much past eight o’clock, and, from the nature of the evening, dusk. The last stopping up-train was about ten, so that half-an-hour could well be afforded for looking round. Ethelberta went to the gate, which was found to be fastened by a chain and padlock.


  ‘Ah, the London season,’ she murmured.


  There was a wicket at the side, and they entered. An avenue of young fir trees three or four feet in height extended from the gate into the mist, and down this they walked. The drive was not in very good order, and the two women were frequently obliged to walk on the grass to avoid the rough stones in the carriage-way. The double line of young firs now abruptly terminated, and the road swept lower, bending to the right, immediately in front being a large lake, calm and silent as a second sky. They could hear from somewhere on the margin the purl of a weir, and around were clumps of shrubs, araucarias and deodars being the commonest.


  Ethelberta could not resist being charmed with the repose of the spot, and hastened on with curiosity to reach the other side of the pool, where, by every law of manorial topography, the mansion would be situate. The fog concealed all objects beyond a distance of twenty yards or thereabouts, but it was nearly full moon, and though the orb was hidden, a pale diffused light enabled them to see objects in the foreground. Reaching the other side of the lake the drive enlarged itself most legitimately to a large oval, as for a sweep before a door, a pile of rockwork standing in the midst.


  But where should have been the front door of a mansion was simply a rough rail fence, about four feet high. They drew near and looked over.


  In the enclosure, and on the site of the imaginary house, was an extraordinary group. It consisted of numerous horses in the last stage of decrepitude, the animals being such mere skeletons that at first Ethelberta hardly recognized them to be horses at all; they seemed rather to be specimens of some attenuated heraldic animal, scarcely thick enough through the body to throw a shadow: or enlarged castings of the fire-dog of past times. These poor creatures were endeavouring to make a meal from herbage so trodden and thin that scarcely a wholesome blade remained; the little that there was consisted of the sourer sorts common on such sandy soils, mingled with tufts of heather and sprouting ferns.


  ‘Why have we come here, dear Berta?’ said Picotee, shuddering.


  ‘I hardly know,’ said Ethelberta.


  Adjoining this enclosure was another and smaller one, formed of high boarding, within which appeared to be some sheds and outhouses. Ethelberta looked through the crevices, and saw that in the midst of the yard stood trunks of trees as if they were growing, with branches also extending, but these were sawn off at the points where they began to be flexible, no twigs or boughs remaining. Each torso was not unlike a huge hat-stand, and suspended to the pegs and prongs were lumps of some substance which at first she did not recognize; they proved to be a chronological sequel to the previous scene. Horses’ skulls, ribs, quarters, legs, and other joints were hung thereon, the whole forming a huge open-air larder emitting not too sweet a smell.


  But what Stygian sound was this? There had arisen at the moment upon the mute and sleepy air a varied howling from a hundred tongues. It had burst from a spot close at hand—a low wooden building by a stream which fed the lake—and reverberated for miles. No further explanation was required.


  ‘We are close to a kennel of hounds,’ said Ethelberta, as Picotee held tightly to her arm. ‘They cannot get out, so you need not fear. They have a horrid way of suddenly beginning thus at different hours of the night, for no apparent reason: though perhaps they hear us. These poor horses are waiting to be killed for their food.’


  The experience altogether, from its intense melancholy, was very depressing, almost appalling to the two lone young women, and they quickly retraced their footsteps. The pleasant lake, the purl of the weir, the rudimentary lawns, shrubberies, and avenue, had changed their character quite. Ethelberta fancied at that moment that she could not have married Neigh, even had she loved him, so horrid did his belongings appear to be. But for many other reasons she had been gradually feeling within this hour that she would not go out of her way at a beck from a man whose interest was so unimpassioned.


  Thinking no more of him as a possible husband she ceased to be afraid to make inquiries about the peculiarities of his possessions. In the high-road they came upon a local man, resting from wheeling a wheelbarrow, and Ethelberta asked him, with the air of a country-woman, who owned the estate across the road.


  ‘The man owning that is one of the name of Neigh,’ said the native, wiping his face. ‘’Tis a family that have made a very large fortune by the knacker business and tanning, though they be only sleeping partners in it now, and live like lords. Mr. Neigh was going to pull down the old huts here, and improve the place and build a mansion—in short, he went so far as to have the grounds planted, and the roads marked out, and the fish-pond made, and the place christened Farnfield Park; but he did no more. “I shall never have a wife,” he said, “so why should I want a house to put her in?” He’s a terrible hater of women, I hear, particularly the lower class.’


  ‘Indeed!’


  ‘Yes; and since then he has let half the land to the Honourable Mr. Mountclere, a brother of Lord Mountclere’s. Mr. Mountclere wanted the spot for a kennel, and as the land is too poor and sandy for cropping, Mr. Neigh let him have it. ’Tis his hounds that you hear howling.’


  They passed on. ‘Berta, why did we come down here?’ said Picotee.


  ‘To see the nakedness of the land. It was a whim only, and as it will end in nothing, it is not worth while for me to make further explanation.’


  It was with a curious sense of renunciation that Ethelberta went homeward. Neigh was handsome, grim-natured, rather wicked, and an indifferentist; and these attractions interested her as a woman. But the news of this evening suggested to Ethelberta that herself and Neigh were too nearly cattle of one colour for a confession on the matter of lineage to be well received by him; and without confidence of every sort on the nature of her situation, she was determined to contract no union at all. The sympathy of unlikeness might lead the scion of some family, hollow and fungous with antiquity, and as yet unmarked by a mésalliance, to be won over by her story; but the antipathy of resemblance would be ineradicable.


  ♣


  XXVI


  Ethelberta’s Drawing-Room


  While Ethelberta during the next few days was dismissing that evening journey from her consideration, as an incident altogether foreign to the organized course of her existence, the hidden fruit thereof was rounding to maturity in a species unforeseen.


  Inferences unassailable as processes are, nevertheless, to be suspected, from the almost certain deficiency of particulars on some side or other. The truth in relation to Neigh’s supposed frigidity was brought before her at the end of the following week, when Dan and Sol had taken Picotee, Cornelia, and the young children to Kew for the afternoon.


  Early that morning, hours before it was necessary, there had been such a chatter of preparation in the house as was seldom heard there. Sunday hats and bonnets had been retrimmed with such cunning that it would have taken a milliner’s apprentice at least to discover that any thread in them was not quite new. There was an anxious peep through the blind at the sky at daybreak by Georgina and Myrtle, and the perplexity of these rural children was great at the weather-signs of the town, where atmospheric effects had nothing to do with clouds, and fair days and foul came apparently quite by chance. Punctually at the hour appointed two friendly human shadows descended across the kitchen window, followed by Sol and Dan, much to the relief of the children’s apprehensions that they might forget the day.


  The brothers were by this time acquiring something of the airs and manners of London workmen; they were less spontaneous and more comparative; less genial, but smarter; in obedience to the usual law by which the emotion that takes the form of humour in country workmen becomes transmuted to irony among the same order in town. But the fixed and dogged fidelity to one another under apparent coolness, by which this family was distinguished, remained unshaken in these members as in all the rest, leading them to select the children as companions in their holiday in preference to casual acquaintance. At last they were ready, and departed, and Ethelberta, after chatting with her mother awhile, proceeded to her personal duties.


  The house was very silent that day, Gwendoline and Joey being the only ones left below stairs. Ethelberta was wishing that she had thrown off her state and gone to Kew to have an hour of childhood over again in a romp with the others, when she was startled by the announcement of a male visitor—none other than Mr. Neigh.


  Ethelberta’s attitude on receipt of this information sufficiently expressed a revived sense that the incidence of Mr. Neigh on her path might have a meaning after all. Neigh had certainly said he was going to marry her, and now here he was come to her house—just as if he meant to do it forthwith. She had mentally discarded him; yet she felt a shock which was scarcely painful, and a dread which was almost exhilarating. Her flying visit to Farnfield she thought little of at this moment. From the fact that the mind prefers imaginings to recapitulation, conjecture to history, Ethelberta had dwelt more upon Neigh’s possible plans and anticipations than upon the incidents of her evening journey; and the former assumed a more distinct shape in her mind’s eye than anything on the visible side of the curtain.


  Neigh was perhaps not quite so placidly nonchalant as in ordinary; still, he was by far the most trying visitor that Ethelberta had lately faced, and she could not get above the stage—not a very high one for the mistress of a house—of feeling her personality to be inconveniently in the way of his eyes. He had somewhat the bearing of a man who was going to do without any fuss what gushing people would call a philanthropic action.


  ‘I have been intending to write a line to you,’ said Neigh; ‘but I felt that I could not be sure of writing my meaning in a way which might please you. I am not bright at a letter—never was. The question I mean is one that I hope you will be disposed to answer favourably, even though I may show the awkwardness of a fellow—person fellow-person who has never put such a question before. Will you give me a word of encouragement—just a hope that I may not be unacceptable as a husband to you? Your talents are very great; and of course I know that I have nothing at all in that way. Still people are happy together sometimes in spite of such things. Will you say “Yes,” and settle it now?’


  ‘I was not expecting you had come upon such an errand as this,’ said she, looking up a little, but mostly looking down. ‘I cannot say what you wish, Mr. Neigh.’


  ‘Perhaps I have been too sudden and presumptuous. Yes, I know I have been that. However, directly I saw you I felt that nobody ever came so near my idea of what is desirable in a lady, and it occurred to me that only one obstacle should stand in the way of the natural results, which obstacle would be your refusal. In common kindness consider. I daresay I am judged to be a man of inattentive habits—I know that’s what you think of me; but under your influence I should be very different; so pray do not let your dislike to little matters influence you.’


  ‘I would not indeed. But believe me there can be no discussion of marriage between us,’ said Ethelberta decisively.


  ‘If that’s the case I may as well say no more. To burden you with my regrets would be out of place, I suppose,’ said Neigh, looking calmly out of the window.


  ‘Apart from personal feeling, there are considerations which would prevent what you contemplated,’ she murmured. ‘My affairs are too lengthy, intricate, and unpleasant for me to explain to anybody at present. And that would be a necessary first step.’


  ‘Not at all. I cannot think that preliminary to be necessary at all. I would put my lawyer in communication with yours, and we would leave the rest to them: I believe that is the proper way. You could say anything in confidence to your family-man; and you could inquire through him anything you might wish to know about my—about me. All you would need to say to myself are just the two little words—“I will,” in the church here at the end of the Crescent.’


  ‘I am sorry to pain you, Mr. Neigh—so sorry,’ said Ethelberta. ‘But I cannot say them.’ She was rather distressed that, despite her discouraging words, he still went on with his purpose, as if he imagined what she so distinctly said to be no bar, but rather a stimulant, usual under the circumstances.


  ‘It does not matter about paining me,’ said Neigh. ‘Don’t take that into consideration at all. But I did not expect you to leave me so entirely without help—to refuse me absolutely as far as words go—after what you did. If it had not been for that I should never have ventured to call. I might otherwise have supposed your interest to be fixed in another quarter; but your acting in that manner encouraged me to think you could listen to a word.’


  ‘What do you allude to?’ said Ethelberta. ‘How have I acted?’


  Neigh appeared reluctant to go any further; but the allusion soon became sufficiently clear. ‘I wish my little place at Farnfield had been worthier of you,’ he said brusquely. ‘However, that’s a matter of time only. It is useless to build a house there yet. I wish I had known that you would be looking over it at that time of the evening. A single word, when we were talking about it the other day, that you were going to be in the neighbourhood, would have been sufficient. Nothing could have given me so much delight as to have driven you round.’


  He knew that she had been to Farnfield: that knowledge was what had inspired him to call upon her to-day! Ethelberta breathed a sort of exclamation, not right out, but stealthily, like a parson’s damn. Her face did not change, since a face must be said not to change while it preserves the same pleasant lines in the mobile parts as before; but anybody who has preserved his pleasant lines under the half-minute’s peer of the invidious camera, and found what a wizened, starched kind of thing they stiffen to towards the end of the time, will understand the tendency of Ethelberta’s lovely features now.


  ‘Yes; I walked round,’ said Ethelberta faintly.


  Neigh was decidedly master of the position at last; but he spoke as if he did not value that. His knowledge had furnished him with grounds for calling upon her, and he hastened to undeceive her from supposing that he could think ill of any motive of hers which gave him those desirable grounds.


  ‘I supposed you, by that, to give some little thought to me occasionally,’ he resumed, in the same slow and orderly tone. ‘How could I help thinking so? It was your doing that which encouraged me. Now, was it not natural—I put it to you?’


  Ethelberta was almost exasperated at perceiving the awful extent to which she had compromised herself with this man by her impulsive visit. Lightly and philosophically as he seemed to take it—as a thing, in short, which every woman would do by nature unless hindered by difficulties—it was no trifle to her as long as he was ignorant of her justification; and this she determined that he should know at once, at all hazards.


  ‘It was through you in the first place that I did look into your grounds!’ she said excitedly. ‘It was your presumption that caused me to go there. I should not have thought of such a thing else. If you had not said what you did say I never should have thought of you or Farnfield either—Farnfield might have been in Kamtschatka for all I cared.’


  ‘I hope sincerely that I never said anything to disturb you?’


  ‘Yes, you did—not to me, but to somebody,’ said Ethelberta, with her eyes over-full of retained tears.


  ‘What have I said to somebody that can be in the least objectionable to you?’ inquired Neigh, with much concern.


  ‘You said—you said, you meant to marry me—just as if I had no voice in the matter! And that annoyed me, and made me go there out of curiosity.’


  Neigh changed colour a little. ‘Well, I did say it: I own that I said it,’ he replied at last. Probably he knew enough of her nature not to feel long disconcerted by her disclosure, however she might have become possessed of the information. The explanation was certainly a great excuse to her curiosity; but if Ethelberta had tried she could not have given him a better ground for making light of her objections to his suit. ‘I felt that I must marry you, that we were predestined to marry ages ago, and I feel it still!’ he continued, with listless ardour. ‘You seem to regret your interest in Farnfield; but to me it is a charm, and has been ever since I heard of it.’


  ‘If you only knew all!’ she said helplessly, showing, without perceiving it, an unnecessary humility in the remark, since there was no more reason just then that she should go into details about her life than that he should about his. But melancholy and mistaken thoughts of herself as a counterfeit had brought her to this.


  ‘I do not wish to know more,’ said Neigh.


  ‘And would you marry any woman off-hand, without being thoroughly acquainted with her circumstances?’ she said, looking at him curiously, and with a little admiration, for his unconscionably phlegmatic treatment of her motives in going to Farnfield had a not unbecoming daring about it in Ethelberta’s eye.


  ‘I would marry a woman off-hand when that woman is you. I would make you mine this moment did I dare; or, to speak with absolute accuracy, within twenty-four hours. Do assent to it, dear Mrs. Petherwin, and let me be sure of you for ever. I’ll drive to Doctors’ Commons this minute, and meet you to-morrow morning at nine in the church just below. It is a simple impulse, but I would adhere to it in the coolest moment. Shall it be arranged in that way, instead of our waiting through the ordinary routine of preparation? I am not a youth now, but I can see the bliss of such an act as that, and the contemptible nature of methodical proceedings beside it!’


  He had taken her hand. Ethelberta gave it a subtle movement backwards to imply that he was not to retain the prize, and said, ‘One whose inner life is almost unknown to you, and whom you have scarcely seen except at other people’s houses!’


  ‘We know each other far better than we may think at first,’ said Neigh. ‘We are not people to love in a hurry, and I have not done so in this case. As for worldly circumstances, the most important items in a marriage contract are the persons themselves, and, as far as I am concerned, if I get a lady fair and wise I care for nothing further. I know you are beautiful, for all London owns it; I know you are gifted, for I have read your poetry and heard your romances; and I know you are politic and discreet——’


  ‘For I have examined your property,’ said she, with a weak smile.


  Neigh bowed. ‘And what more can I wish to know? Come, shall it be?’


  ‘Certainly not to-morrow.’


  ‘I would be entirely in your hands in that matter. I will not urge you to be precipitate—I could not expect you to be ready yet. My suddenness perhaps offended you; but, having thought deeply of this bright possibility, I was apt to forget the forbearance that one ought to show at first in mentioning it. If I have done wrong forgive me.’


  ‘I will think of that,’ said Ethelberta, with a cooler manner. ‘But seriously, all these words are nothing to the purpose. I must remark that I prize your friendship, but it is not for me to marry now. You have convinced me of your goodness of heart and freedom from unworthy suspicions; let that be enough. The best way in which I in my turn can convince you of my goodness of heart is by asking you to see me in private no more.’


  ‘And do you refuse to think of me as——. Why do you treat me like that, after all?’ said Neigh, surprised at this want of harmony with his principle that one convert to matrimony could always find a second ready-made.


  ‘I cannot explain, I cannot explain,’ said she, impatiently. ‘I would and I would not—explain, I mean, not marry. I don’t love anybody, and I have no heart left for beginning. It is only honest in me to tell you that I am interested in watching another man’s career, though that is not to the point either, for no close relationship with him is contemplated. But I do not wish to speak of this any more. Do not press me to it.’


  ‘Certainly I will not,’ said Neigh, seeing that she was distressed and sorrowful. ‘But do consider me and my wishes; I have a right to ask it for it is only asking a continuance of what you have already begun to do. To-morrow I believe I shall have the happiness of seeing you again.’


  She did not say no, and long after the door had closed upon him she remained fixed in thought. ‘How can he be blamed for his manner,’ she said, ‘after knowing what I did!’


  Ethelberta as she sat felt herself much less a Petherwin than a Chickerel, much less a poetess richly freighted with fancy than an adventuress with a nebulous prospect. Neigh was one of the few men whose presence seemed to attenuate her dignity in some mysterious way to its very least proportions; and that act of espial, which had so quickly and inexplicably come to his knowledge, helped his influence still more. She knew little of the nature of the town bachelor; there were opaque depths in him which her thoughts had never definitely plumbed. Notwithstanding her exaltation to the atmosphere of the Petherwin family, Ethelberta was very far from having the thoroughbred London woman’s knowledge of sets, grades, coteries, cliques, forms, glosses, and niceties, particularly on the masculine side. Setting the years from her infancy to her first look into town against those linking that epoch with the present, the former period covered not only the greater time, but contained the mass of her most vivid impressions of life and its ways. But in recognizing her ignorance of the ratio between words to women and deeds to women in the ethical code of the bachelor of the club, she forgot that human nature in the gross differs little with situation, and that a gift which, if the germs were lacking, no amount of training in clubs and coteries could supply, was mother-wit like her own.


  ♣


  XXVII


  Mrs. Belmaine’s—Cripplegate Church


  Neigh’s remark that he believed he should see Ethelberta again the next day referred to a contemplated pilgrimage of an unusual sort which had been arranged for that day by Mrs. Belmaine upon the ground of an incidental suggestion of Ethelberta’s. One afternoon in the week previous they had been chatting over tea at the house of the former lady, Neigh being present as a casual caller, when the conversation was directed upon Milton by somebody opening a volume of the poet’s works that lay on a table near.


  
    Milton! thou shouldst be living at this hour:


    England hath need of thee——

  


  said Mrs. Belmaine with the degree of flippancy which is considered correct for immortal verse, the Bible, God, etc., in these days. And Ethelberta replied, lit up by a quick remembrance, ‘It is a good time to talk of Milton; for I have been much impressed by reading the “Life”; and I have decided to go and see his tomb. Could we not all go? We ought to quicken our memories of the great, and of where they lie, by such a visit occasionally.’


  ‘We ought,’ said Mrs. Belmaine.


  ‘And why shouldn’t we?’ continued Ethelberta, with interest.


  ‘To Westminster Abbey?’ said Mr. Belmaine, a common man of thirty, younger than his wife, who had lately come into the room.


  ‘No; to where he lies comparatively alone—Cripplegate Church.’


  ‘I always thought that Milton was buried in Poet’s Corner,’ said Mr. Belmaine.


  ‘So did I,’ said Neigh; ‘but I have such an indifferent head for places that my thinking goes for nothing.’


  ‘Well, it would be a pretty thing to do,’ said Mrs. Belmaine, ‘and instructive to all of us. If Mrs. Petherwin would like to go, I should. We can take you in the carriage and call round for Mrs. Doncastle on our way, and set you both down again coming back.’


  ‘That would be excellent,’ said Ethelberta. ‘There is nowhere I like going to so much as the depths of the city. The absurd narrowness of world-renowned streets is so surprising—so crooked and shady as they are too, and full of the quaint smells of old cupboards and cellars. Walking through one of them reminds me of being at the bottom of some crevasse or gorge, the proper surface of the globe being the tops of the houses.’


  ‘You will come to take care of us, John? And you, Mr. Neigh, would like to come? We will tell Mr. Ladywell that he may join us if he cares to,’ said Mrs. Belmaine.


  ‘O yes,’ said her husband quietly; and Neigh said he should like nothing better, after a faint aspect of apprehension at the remoteness of the idea from the daily track of his thoughts. Mr. Belmaine observing this, and mistaking it for an indication that Neigh had been dragged into the party against his will by his over-hasty wife, arranged that Neigh should go independently and meet them there at the hour named if he chose to do so, to give him an opportunity of staying away. Ethelberta also was by this time doubting if she had not been too eager with her proposal. To go on such a sentimental errand might be thought by her friends to be simply troublesome, their adherence having been given only in the regular course of complaisance. She was still comparatively an outsider here, her life with Lady Petherwin having been passed chiefly in alternations between English watering-places and continental towns. However, it was too late now to muse on this, and it may be added that from first to last Ethelberta never discovered from the Belmaines whether her proposal had been an infliction or a charm, so perfectly were they practised in sustaining that complete divorce between thinking and saying which is the hall-mark of high civilization.


  But, however she might doubt the Belmaines, she had no doubt as to Neigh’s true sentiments: the time had come when he, notwithstanding his air of being oppressed by almost every lively invention of town and country for charming griefs to rest, would not be at all oppressed by a quiet visit to the purlieus of St. Giles’s, Cripplegate, since she was the originator, and was going herself.


  It was a bright hope-inspiring afternoon in this mid-May time when the carriage containing Mr. and Mrs. Belmaine, Mrs. Doncastle, and Ethelberta, crept along the encumbered streets towards Barbican; till turning out of that thoroughfare into Redcross Street they beheld the bold shape of the old tower they sought, clothed in every neutral shade, standing clear against the sky, dusky and grim in its upper stage, and hoary grey below, where every corner of every stone was completely rounded off by the waves of wind and storm.


  All people were busy here: our visitors seemed to be the only idle persons the city contained; and there was no dissonance—there never is—between antiquity and such beehive industry; for pure industry, in failing to observe its own existence and aspect, partakes of the unobtrusive nature of material things. This intramural stir was a flywheel transparent by excessive motion, through which Milton and his day could be seen as if nothing intervened. Had there been ostensibly harmonious accessories, a crowd of observing people in search of the poetical, conscious of the place and the scene, what a discord would have arisen there! But everybody passed by Milton’s grave except Ethelberta and her friends, and for the moment the city’s less invidious conduct appeared to her more respectful as a practice than her own.


  But she was brought out of this rumination by the halt at the church door, and completely reminded of the present by finding the church open, and Neigh—the, till yesterday, unimpassioned Neigh—waiting in the vestibule to receive them, just as if he lived there. Ladywell had not arrived. It was a long time before Ethelberta could get back to Milton again, for Neigh was continuing to impend over her future more and more visibly. The objects along the journey had distracted her mind from him; but the moment now was as a direct renewal and prolongation of the declaration-time yesterday, and as if in furtherance of the conclusion of the episode.


  They all alighted and went in, the coachman being told to take the carriage to a quiet nook further on, and return in half an hour. Mrs. Belmaine and her carriage some years before had accidentally got jammed crosswise in Cheapside through the clumsiness of the man in turning up a side street, blocking that great artery of the civilized world for the space of a minute and a half, when they were pounced upon by half a dozen policemen and forced to back ignominiously up a little slit between the houses where they did not mean to go, amid the shouts of the hindered drivers; and it was her nervous recollection of that event which caused Mrs. Belmaine to be so precise in her directions now.


  By the time that they were grouped around the tomb the visit had assumed a much more solemn complexion than any one among them had anticipated. Ashamed of the influence that she discovered Neigh to be exercising over her, and opposing it steadily, Ethelberta drew from her pocket a small edition of Milton, and proposed that she should read a few lines from ‘Paradise Lost.’ The responsibility of producing a successful afternoon was upon her shoulders; she was, moreover, the only one present who could properly manage blank verse, and this was sufficient to justify the proposal.


  She stood with her head against the marble slab just below the bust, and began a selected piece, Neigh standing a few yards off on her right looking into his hat in order to listen accurately, Mr. and Mrs. Belmaine and Mrs. Doncastle seating themselves in a pew directly facing the monument. (2) The ripe warm colours of afternoon came in upon them from the west, upon the sallow piers and arches, and the infinitely deep brown pews beneath, the aisle over Ethelberta’s head being in misty shade through which glowed a lurid light from a dark-stained window behind. The sentences fell from her lips in a rhythmical cadence one by one, and she could be fancied a priestess of him before whose image she stood, when with a vivid suggestiveness she delivered here, not many yards from the central money-mill of the world, yet out from the very tomb of their author, the passage containing the words:


  
    Mammon led them on;


    Mammon, the least erected spirit that fell


    From heaven.

  


  When she finished reading Ethelberta left the monument, and then each one present strayed independently about the building, Ethelberta turning to the left along the passage to the south door. Neigh—from whose usually apathetic face and eyes there had proceeded a secret smouldering light as he listened and regarded her—followed in the same direction and vanished at her heels into the churchyard, whither she had now gone. Mr. and Mrs. Belmaine exchanged glances, and instead of following the pair they went with Mrs. Doncastle into the vestry to inquire of the person in charge for the register of the marriage of Oliver Cromwell, which was solemnized here. The church was now quite empty, and its stillness was as a vacuum into which an occasional noise from the street overflowed and became rarefied away to nothing.


  Something like five minutes had passed when a hansom stopped outside the door, and Ladywell entered the porch. He stood still, and, looking inquiringly round for a minute or two, sat down in one of the high pews, as if under the impression that the others had not yet arrived.


  While he sat here Neigh reappeared at the south door opposite, and came slowly in. Ladywell, in rising to go to him, saw that Neigh’s attention was engrossed by something he held in his hand. It was his pocket-book, and Neigh was looking at a few loose flower-petals which had been placed between the pages. When Ladywell came forward Neigh looked up, started, and closed the book quickly, so that some of the petals fluttered to the ground between the two men. They were striped, red and white, and appeared to be leaves of the Harlequin rose.


  ‘Ah! here you are, Ladywell,’ he said, recovering himself. ‘We had given you up: my aunt said that you would not care to come. They are all in the vestry.’ How it came to pass that Neigh designated those in the vestry as ‘all,’ when there was one in the churchyard, was a thing that he himself could hardly have explained, so much more had it to do with instinct than with calculation.


  ‘Never mind them—don’t interrupt them,’ said Ladywell. ‘The plain truth is that I have been very greatly disturbed in mind; and I could not appear earlier by reason of it. I had some doubt about coming at all.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that.’


  ‘Neigh—I may as well tell you and have done with it. I have found that a lady of my acquaintance has two strings to her bow, or I am very much in error.’


  ‘What—Mrs. Petherwin?’ said Neigh uneasily. ‘But I thought that—that fancy was over with you long ago. Even your acquaintance with her was at an end, I thought.’


  ‘In a measure it is at an end. But let me tell you that what you call a fancy has been anything but a fancy with me, to be over like a spring shower. To speak plainly, Neigh, I consider myself badly used by that woman; damn badly used.’


  ‘Badly used?’ said Neigh mechanically, and wondering all the time if Ladywell had been informed that Ethelberta was to be one of the party to-day.


  ‘Well, I ought not to talk like that,’ said Ladywell, adopting a lighter tone. ‘All is fair in courtship, I suppose, now as ever. Indeed, I mean to put a good face upon it: if I am beaten, I am. But it is very provoking, after supposing matters to be going on smoothly, to find out that you are quite mistaken.’


  ‘I told you you were quite mistaken in supposing she cared for you.’


  ‘That is just the point I was not mistaken in,’ said Ladywell warmly. ‘She did care for me, and I stood as well with her as any man could stand until this fellow came, whoever he is. I sometimes feel so disturbed about it that I have a good mind to call upon her and ask his name. Wouldn’t you, Neigh? Will you accompany me?’


  ‘I would in a moment, but, but—I strongly advise you not to go,’ said Neigh earnestly. ‘It would be rash, you know, and rather unmannerly; and would only hurt your feelings.’


  ‘Well, I am always ready to yield to a friend’s arguments…. A sneaking scamp, that’s what he is. Why does he not show himself?’


  ‘Don’t you really know who he is?’ said Neigh, in a pronounced and exceptional tone, on purpose to give Ladywell a chance of suspecting, for the position was getting awkward. But Ladywell was blind as Bartimeus in that direction, so well had indifference to Ethelberta’s charms been feigned by Neigh until he thought seriously of marrying her. Yet, unfortunately for the interests of calmness, Ladywell was less blind with his outward eye. In his reflections his glance had lingered again upon the pocket-book which Neigh still held in his hand, and upon the two or three rose-leaves on the floor, until he said idly, superimposing humorousness upon misery, as men in love can:


  ‘Rose-leaves, Neigh? I thought you did not care for flowers. What makes you amuse yourself with such sentimental objects as those, only fit for women, or painters like me? If I had not observed you with my own eyes I should have said that you were about the last man in the world to care for things of that sort. Whatever makes you keep rose-leaves in your pocket-book?’


  ‘The best reason on earth,’ said Neigh. ‘A woman gave them to me.’


  ‘That proves nothing unless she is a great deal to you,’ said Ladywell, with the experienced air of a man who, whatever his inferiority in years to Neigh, was far beyond him in knowledge of that sort, by virtue of his recent trials.


  ‘She is a great deal to me.’


  ‘If I did not know you to be such a confirmed misogynist I should say that this is a serious matter.’


  ‘It is serious,’ said Neigh quietly. ‘The probability is that I shall marry the woman who gave me these. Anyhow I have asked her the question, and she has not altogether said no.’


  ‘I am glad to hear it, Neigh,’ said Ladywell heartily. ‘I am glad to hear that your star is higher than mine.’


  Before Neigh could make further reply Ladywell was attracted by the glow of green sunlight reflected through the south door by the grass of the churchyard, now in all its spring freshness and luxuriance. He bent his steps thither, followed anxiously by Neigh.


  ‘I had no idea there was such a lovely green spot in the city,’ Ladywell continued, passing out. ‘Trees, too, planted in the manner of an orchard. What a charming place!’


  The place was truly charming just at that date. The untainted leaves of the lime and plane trees and the newly-sprung grass had in the sun a brilliancy of beauty that was brought into extraordinary prominence by the sable soil showing here and there, and the charcoaled stems and trunks out of which the leaves budded: they seemed an importation, not a produce, and their delicacy such as would perish in a day.


  ‘What is this round tower?’ Ladywell said again, walking towards the iron-grey bastion, partly covered with ivy and Virginia creeper, which stood obtruding into the enclosure.


  ‘O, didn’t you know that was here? That’s a piece of the old city wall,’ said Neigh, looking furtively around at the same time. Behind the bastion the churchyard ran into a long narrow strip, grassed like the other part, but completely hidden from it by the cylinder of ragged masonry. On rounding this projection, Ladywell beheld within a few feet of him a lady whom he knew too well.


  ‘Mrs. Petherwin here!’ exclaimed he, proving how ignorant he had been of the composition of the party he was to meet, and accounting at the same time for his laxity in attending it.


  ‘I forgot to tell you,’ said Neigh awkwardly, behind him, ‘that Mrs. Petherwin was to come with us.’


  Ethelberta’s look was somewhat blushful and agitated, as if from some late transaction: she appeared to have been secluding herself there till she should have recovered her equanimity. However, she came up to him and said, ‘I did not see you before this moment: we had been thinking you would not come.’


  While these words were being prettily spoken, Ladywell’s face became pale as death. On Ethelberta’s bosom were the stem and green calyx of a rose, almost all its flower having disappeared. It had been a Harlequin rose, for two or three of its striped leaves remained to tell the tale.


  She could not help noticing his fixed gaze, and she said quickly, ‘Yes, I have lost my pretty rose: this may as well go now,’ and she plucked the stem from its fastening in her dress and flung it away.


  Poor Ladywell turned round to meet Mr. and Mrs. Belmaine, whose voices were beginning to be heard just within the church door, leaving Neigh and Ethelberta together. It was a graceful act of young Ladywell’s that, in the midst of his own pain at the strange tale the rose-leaves suggested—Neigh’s rivalry, Ethelberta’s mutability, his own defeat—he was not regardless of the intense embarrassment which might have been caused had he remained.


  The two were silent at first, and it was evident that Ethelberta’s mood was one of anger at something that had gone before. She turned aside from him to follow the others, when Neigh spoke in a tone somewhat bitter and somewhat stern.


  ‘What—going like that! After being compromised together, why don’t you close with me? Ladywell knows all: I had already told him that the rose-leaves were given me by my intended wife. We seem to him to be practising deceptions all of a piece, and what folly it is to play off so! As to what I did, that I ask your forgiveness for.’


  Ethelberta looked upon the ground and maintained a compressed lip. Neigh resumed: ‘If I showed more feeling than you care for, I insist that it was not more than was natural under the circumstances, if not quite proper. Opinions may differ, but my experience goes to prove that conventional squeamishness at such times as these is more talked and written about than practised. Plain behaviour must be expected when marriage is the question. Nevertheless, I do say—and I cannot say more—that I am sincerely sorry to have offended you by exceeding my privileges. I will never do so again.’


  ‘Don’t say privileges. You have none.’


  ‘I am sorry that I thought otherwise, and that others will think so too. Ladywell is, at any rate, bent on thinking so…. It might have been made known to him in a gentle way—but God disposes.’


  ‘There is nothing to make known—I don’t understand,’ said Ethelberta, going from him.


  By this time Ladywell had walked round the gravel walks with the two other ladies and Mr. Belmaine, and they were all turning to come back again. The young painter had deputed his voice to reply to their remarks, but his understanding continued poring upon other things. When he came up to Ethelberta, his agitation had left him: she too was free from constraint; while Neigh was some distance off, carefully examining nothing in particular in an old fragment of wall.


  The little party was now united again as to its persons; though in spirit far otherwise. They went through the church in general talk, Ladywell sad but serene, and Ethelberta keeping far-removed both from him and from Neigh. She had at this juncture entered upon that Sphinx-like stage of existence in which, contrary to her earlier manner, she signified to no one of her ways, plans, or sensations, and spoke little on any subject at all. There were occasional smiles now which came only from the face, and speeches from the lips merely.


  The journey home was performed as they had come, Ladywell not accepting the seat in Neigh’s cab which was phlegmatically offered him. Mrs. Doncastle’s acquaintance with Ethelberta had been slight until this day; but the afternoon’s proceeding had much impressed the matron with her younger friend. Before they parted she said, with the sort of affability which is meant to signify the beginning of permanent friendship: ‘A friend of my husband’s, Lord Mountclere, has been anxious for some time to meet you. He is a great admirer of the poems, and more still of the story-telling invention, and your power in it. He has been present many times at the Mayfair Hall to hear you. When will you dine with us to meet him? I know you will like him. Will Thursday be convenient?’


  Ethelberta stood for a moment reflecting, and reflecting hoped that Mrs. Doncastle had not noticed her momentary perplexity. Crises were becoming as common with her as blackberries; and she had foreseen this one a long time. It was not that she was to meet Lord Mountclere, for he was only a name and a distant profile to her: it was that her father would necessarily be present at the meeting, in the most anomalous position that human nature could endure.


  However, having often proved in her disjointed experience that the shortest way out of a difficulty lies straight through it, Ethelberta decided to dine at the Doncastles’, and, as she murmured that she should have great pleasure in meeting any friend of theirs, set about contriving how the encounter with her dearest relative might be made safe and unsuspected. She bade them adieu blithely; but the thoughts engendered by the invitation stood before her as sorrowful and rayless ghosts which could not be laid. Often at such conjunctures as these, when the futility of her great undertaking was more than usually manifest, did Ethelberta long like a tired child for the conclusion of the whole matter; when her work should be over, and the evening come; when she might draw her boat upon the shore, and in some thymy nook await eternal night with a placid mind.


  ♣


  XXVIII


  Ethelberta’s—Mr. Chickerel’s Room


  The question of Neigh or no Neigh had reached a pitch of insistence which no longer permitted of dallying, even by a popular beauty. His character was becoming defined to Ethelberta as something very differently composed from that of her first imagining. She had set him down to be a man whose external inexcitability owed nothing to self-repression, but stood as the natural surface of the mass within. Neigh’s urban torpor, she said, might have been in the first instance produced by art, but, were it thus, it had gone so far as to permeate him. This had been disproved, first surprisingly, by his reported statement; wondrously, in the second place, by his call upon her and sudden proposal; thirdly, to a degree simply astounding, by what had occurred in the city that day. For Neigh, before the fervour had subsided which was produced in him by her look and general power while reading ‘Paradise Lost,’ found himself alone with her in a nook outside the church, and there had almost demanded her promise to be his wife. She had replied by asking for time, and idly offering him the petals of her rose, that had shed themselves in her hand. Neigh, in taking them, pressed her fingers more warmly than she thought she had given him warrant for, which offended her. It was certainly a very momentary affair, and when it was over seemed to surprise himself almost as much as it had vexed her; but it had reminded her of one truth which she was in danger of forgetting. The town gentleman was not half so far removed from Sol and Dan, and the hard-handed order in general, in his passions as in his philosophy. He still continued to be the male of his species, and when the heart was hot with a dream Pall Mall had much the same aspect as Wessex.


  Well, she had not accepted him yet; indeed, for the moment they were in a pet with one another. Yet that might soon be cleared off, and then recurred the perpetual question, would the advantage that might accrue to her people by her marriage be worth the sacrifice? One palliative feature must be remembered when we survey the matrimonial ponderings of the poetess and romancer. What she contemplated was not meanly to ensnare a husband just to provide incomes for her and her family, but to find some man she might respect, who would maintain her in such a stage of comfort as should, by setting her mind free from temporal anxiety, enable her to further organize her talent, and provide incomes for them herself. Plenty of saleable originality was left in her as yet, but it was getting crushed under the rubbish of her necessities.


  She was not sure that Neigh would stand the test of her revelations. It would be possible to lead him to marry her without revealing anything—the events of the last few days had shown her that—yet Ethelberta’s honesty shrank from the safe course of holding her tongue. It might be pleasant to many a modern gentleman to find himself allied with a lady, none of whose ancestors had ever pandered to a court, lost an army, taken a bribe, oppressed a community, or broken a bank; but the added disclosure that, in avoiding these stains, her kindred had worked and continued to work with their hands for bread, might lead such an one to consider that the novelty was dearly purchased.


  Ethelberta was, upon the whole, dissatisfied with her progress thus far. She had planned many things and fulfilled few. Had her father been by this time provided for and made independent of the world, as she had thought he might be, not only would her course with regard to Neigh be quite clear, but the impending awkwardness of dining with her father behind her chair could not have occurred. True, that was a small matter beside her regret for his own sake that he was still in harness; and a mere change of occupation would be but a tribute to a fastidiousness which he did not himself share. She had frequently tried to think of a vocation for him that would have a more dignified sound, and be less dangerously close to her own path: the post of care-taker at some provincial library, country stationer, registrar of births and deaths, and many others had been discussed and dismissed in face of the unmanageable fact that her father was serenely happy and comfortable as a butler, looking with dread at any hint of change short of perfect retirement. Since, then, she could not offer him this retirement, what right had she to interfere with his mode of life at all? In no other social groove on earth would he thrive as he throve in his present one, to which he had been accustomed from boyhood, and where the remuneration was actually greater than in professions ten times as stately in name.


  For the rest, too, Ethelberta had indulged in hopes, the high education of the younger ones being the chief of these darling wishes. Picotee wanted looking to badly enough. Sol and Dan required no material help; they had quickly obtained good places of work under a Pimlico builder; for though the brothers scarcely showed as yet the light-fingered deftness of London artizans, the want was in a measure compensated by their painstaking, and employers are far from despising country hands who bring with them strength, industry, and a desire to please. But their sister had other lines laid down for them than those of level progress; to start them some day as masters instead of men was a long-cherished wish of Ethelberta’s.


  Thus she had quite enough machinery in her hands to keep decently going, even were she to marry a man who would take a kindly view of her peculiar situation, and afford her opportunities of strengthening her powers for her kindred’s good. But what would be the result if, eighteen months hence—the date at which her occupation of the house in Exonbury Crescent came to an end—she were still a widow, with no accumulated capital, her platform talents grown homely and stunted through narrow living, and her tender vein of poesy completely dispersed by it? To calmly relinquish the struggle at that point would have been the act of a stoic, but not of a woman, particularly when she considered the children, the hopes of her mother for them, and her own condition—though this was least—under the ironical cheers which would greet a slip back into the mire.


  It here becomes necessary to turn for a moment to Master Joey Chickerel, Ethelberta’s troublesome page and brother. The face of this juvenile was that of a Græco-Roman satyr to the furthest degree of completeness. Viewed in front, the outer line of his upper lip rose in a double arch nearly to his little round nostrils, giving an expression of a jollity so delicious to himself as to compel a perpetual drawing in of his breath. During half-laughs his lips parted in the middle, and remained closed at the corners, which were small round pits like his nostrils, the same form being repeated as dimples a little further back upon his cheek. The opening for each eye formed a sparkling crescent, both upper and under lid having the convexity upwards.


  But during some few days preceding the dinner-party at the Doncastles’ all this changed. The luxuriant curves departed, a compressed lineality was to be observed everywhere, the pupils of his eyes seemed flattened, and the carriage of his head was limp and sideways. This was a feature so remarkable and new in him that Picotee noticed it, and was lifted from the melancholy current of her own affairs in contemplating his.


  ‘Well, what’s the matter?’ said Picotee.


  ‘O—nothing,’ said Joey.


  ‘Nothing? How can you say so?’


  ‘The world’s a holler mockery—that’s what I say.’


  ‘Yes, so it is, to some; but not to you,’ said Picotee, sighing.


  ‘Don’t talk argument, Picotee. I only hope you’ll never feel what I feel now. If it wasn’t for my juties here I know what I’d do; I’d ’list, that’s what I’d do. But having my position to fill here as the only responsible man-servant in the house, I can’t leave.’


  ‘Has anybody been beating you?’


  ‘Beating! Do I look like a person who gets beatings? No, it is a madness,’ said Joey, putting his hand upon his chest. ‘The case is, I am in love.’


  ‘O Joey, a boy no bigger than you are!’ said Picotee reprovingly. Her personal interest in the passion, however, provoked her to inquire, in the next breath, ‘Who is it? Do tell, Joey.’


  ‘No bigger than I! What hev bigness to do with it? That’s just like your old-fashioned notions. Bigness is no more wanted in courting nowadays than in soldiering or smoking or any other duty of man. Husbands is rare; and a promising courter who means business will fetch his price in these times, big or small, I assure ’e. I might have been engaged a dozen times over as far as the bigness goes. You should see what a miserable little fellow my rival is afore you talk like that. Now you know I’ve got a rival, perhaps you’ll own there must be something in it.’


  ‘Yes, that seems like the real thing. But who is the young woman?’


  ‘Well, I don’t mind telling you, Picotee. It is Mrs. Doncastle’s new maid. I called to see father last night, and had supper there; and you should have seen how lovely she were—eating sparrowgrass sideways, as if she were born to it. But, of course, there’s a rival—there always is—I might have known that, and I will crush him!’


  ‘But Mrs. Doncastle’s new maid—if that was she I caught a glimpse of the other day—is ever so much older than you—a dozen years.’


  ‘What’s that to a man in love? Pooh—I wish you would leave me, Picotee; I wants to be alone.’


  A short time after this Picotee was in the company of Ethelberta, and she took occasion to mention Joey’s attachment. Ethelberta grew exceedingly angry directly she heard of it.


  ‘What a fearful nuisance that boy is becoming,’ she said. ‘Does father know anything of this?’


  ‘I think not,’ said Picotee. ‘O no, he cannot; he would not allow any such thing to go on; she is so much older than Joey.’


  ‘I should think he wouldn’t allow it! The fact is I must be more strict about this growing friendliness between you all and the Doncastle servants. There shall be absolutely no intimacy or visiting of any sort. When father wants to see any of you he must come here, unless there is a most serious reason for your calling upon him. Some disclosure or reference to me otherwise than as your mistress, will certainly be made else, and then I am ruined. I will speak to father myself about Joey’s absurd nonsense this evening. I am going to see him on another matter.’ And Ethelberta sighed. ‘I am to dine there on Thursday,’ she added.


  ‘To dine there, Berta? Well, that is a strange thing! Why, father will be close to you!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Ethelberta quietly.


  ‘How I should like to see you sitting at a grand dinner-table, among lordly dishes and shining people, and father about the room unnoticed! Berta, I have never seen a dinner-party in my life, and father said that I should some day; he promised me long ago.’


  ‘How will he be able to carry out that, my dear child?’ said Ethelberta, drawing her sister gently to her side.


  ‘Father says that for an hour and a half the guests are quite fixed in the dining-room, and as unlikely to move as if they were trees planted round the table. Do let me go and see you, Berta,’ Picotee added coaxingly. ‘I would give anything to see how you look in the midst of elegant people talking and laughing, and you my own sister all the time, and me looking on like puss-in-the-corner.’


  Ethelberta could hardly resist the entreaty, in spite of her recent resolution.


  ‘We will leave that to be considered when I come home to-night,’ she said. ‘I must hear what father says.’


  After dark the same evening a woman, dressed in plain black and wearing a hood, went to the servants’ entrance of Mr. Doncastle’s house, and inquired for Mr. Chickerel. Ethelberta found him in a room by himself, and on entering she closed the door behind her, and unwrapped her face.


  ‘Can you sit with me a few minutes, father?’ she said.


  ‘Yes, for a quarter of an hour or so,’ said the butler. ‘Has anything happened? I thought it might be Picotee.’


  ‘No. All’s well yet. But I thought it best to see you upon one or two matters which are harassing me a little just now. The first is, that stupid boy Joey has got entangled in some way with the lady’s-maid at this house; a ridiculous affair it must be by all account, but it is too serious for me to treat lightly. She will worm everything out of him, and a pretty business it will be then.’


  ‘God bless my soul! why, the woman is old enough to be his mother! I have never heard a sound of it till now. What do you propose to do?’


  ‘I have hardly thought: I cannot tell at all. But we will consider that after I have done. The next thing is, I am to dine here Thursday—that is, to-morrow.’


  ‘You going to dine here, are you?’ said her father in surprise. ‘Dear me, that’s news. We have a dinner-party to-morrow, but I was not aware that you knew my people.’


  ‘I have accepted the invitation,’ said Ethelberta. ‘But if you think I had better stay away, I will get out of it by some means. Heavens! what does that mean—will anybody come in?’ she added, rapidly pulling up her hood and jumping from the seat as the loud tones of a bell clanged forth in startling proximity.


  ‘O no—it is all safe,’ said her father. ‘It is the area door—nothing to do with me. About the dinner: I don’t see why you may not come. Of course you will take no notice of me, nor shall I of you. It is to be rather a large party. Lord What’s-his-name is coming, and several good people.’


  ‘Yes; he is coming to meet me, it appears. But, father,’ she said more softly and slowly, ‘how wrong it will be for me to come so close to you, and never recognize you! I don’t like it. I wish you could have given up service by this time; it would have been so much less painful for us all round. I thought we might have been able to manage it somehow.’


  ‘Nonsense, nonsense,’ said Mr. Chickerel crossly. ‘There is not the least reason why I should give up. I want to save a little money first. If you don’t like me as I am, you must keep away from me. Don’t be uneasy about my comfort; I am right enough, thank God. I can mind myself for many a year yet.’


  Ethelberta looked at him with tears in her eyes, but she did not speak. She never could help crying when she met her father here.


  ‘I have been in service now for more than seven-and-thirty years,’ her father went on. ‘It is an honourable calling; and why should you maintain me because you can earn a few pounds by your gifts, and an old woman left you her house and a few sticks of furniture? If she had left you any money it would have been a different thing, but as you have to work for every penny you get, I cannot think of it. Suppose I should agree to come and live with you, and then you should be ill, or such like, and I no longer able to help myself? O no, I’ll stick where I am, for here I am safe as to food and shelter at any rate. Surely, Ethelberta, it is only right that I, who ought to keep you all, should at least keep your mother and myself? As to our position, that we cannot help; and I don’t mind that you are unable to own me.’


  ‘I wish I could own you—all of you.’


  ‘Well, you chose your course, my dear; and you must abide by it. Having put your hand to the plough, it will be foolish to turn back.’


  ‘It would, I suppose. Yet I wish I could get a living by some simple humble occupation, and drop the name of Petherwin, and be Berta Chickerel again, and live in a green cottage as we used to do when I was small. I am miserable to a pitiable degree sometimes, and sink into regrets that I ever fell into such a groove as this. I don’t like covert deeds, such as coming here to-night, and many are necessary with me from time to time. There is something without which splendid energies are a drug; and that is a cold heart. There is another thing necessary to energy, too—the power of distinguishing your visions from your reasonable forecasts when looking into the future, so as to allow your energy to lay hold of the forecasts only. I begin to have a fear that mother is right when she implies that I undertook to carry out visions and all. But ten of us are so many to cope with. If God Almighty had only killed off three-quarters of us when we were little, a body might have done something for the rest; but as we are it is hopeless!’


  ‘There is no use in your going into high doctrine like that,’ said Chickerel. ‘As I said before, you chose your course. You have begun to fly high, and you had better keep there.’


  ‘And to do that there is only one way—that is, to do it surely, so that I have some groundwork to enable me to keep up to the mark in my profession. That way is marriage.’


  ‘Marriage? Who are you going to marry?’


  ‘God knows. Perhaps Lord Mountclere. Stranger things have happened.’


  ‘Yes, so they have; though not many wretcheder things. I would sooner see you in your grave, Ethelberta, than Lord Mountclere’s wife, or the wife of anybody like him, great as the honour would be.’


  ‘Of course that was only something to say; I don’t know the man even.’


  ‘I know his valet. However, marry who you may, I hope you’ll be happy, my dear girl. You would be still more divided from us in that event; but when your mother and I are dead, it will make little difference.’


  Ethelberta placed her hand upon his shoulder, and smiled cheerfully. ‘Now, father, don’t despond. All will be well, and we shall see no such misfortune as that for many a year. Leave all to me. I am a rare hand at contrivances.’


  ‘You are indeed, Berta. It seems to me quite wonderful that we should be living so near together and nobody suspect the relationship, because of the precautions you have taken.’


  ‘Yet the precautions were rather Lady Petherwin’s than mine, as you know. Consider how she kept me abroad. My marriage being so secret made it easy to cut off all traces, unless anybody had made it a special business to search for them. That people should suspect as yet would be by far the more wonderful thing of the two. But we must, for one thing, have no visiting between our girls and the servants here, or they soon will suspect.’


  Ethelberta then laid down a few laws on the subject, and, explaining the other details of her visit, told her father soon that she must leave him.


  He took her along the passage and into the area. They were standing at the bottom of the steps, saying a few parting words about Picotee’s visit to see the dinner, when a female figure appeared by the railing above, slipped in at the gate, and flew down the steps past the father and daughter. At the moment of passing she whispered breathlessly to him, ‘Is that you, Mr. Chickerel?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the butler.


  She tossed into his arms a quantity of wearing apparel, and adding, ‘Please take them upstairs for me—I am late,’ rushed into the house.


  ‘Good heavens, what does that mean?’ said Ethelberta, holding her father’s arm in her uneasiness.


  ‘That’s the new lady’s-maid, just come in from an evening walk—that young scamp’s sweetheart, if what you tell me is true. I don’t yet know what her character is, but she runs neck and neck with time closer than any woman I ever met. She stays out at night like this till the last moment, and often throws off her dashing courting-clothes in this way, as she runs down the steps, to save a journey to the top of the house to her room before going to Mrs. Doncastle’s, who is in fact at this minute waiting for her. Only look here.’ Chickerel gathered up a hat decked with feathers and flowers, a parasol, and a light muslin train-skirt, out of the pocket of the latter tumbling some long golden tresses of hair.


  ‘What an extraordinary woman,’ said Ethelberta. ‘A perfect Cinderella. The idea of Joey getting desperate about a woman like that; no doubt she has just come in from meeting him.’


  ‘No doubt—a blockhead. That’s his taste, is it! I’ll soon see if I can’t cure his taste if it inclines towards Mrs. Menlove.’


  ‘Mrs. what?’


  ‘Menlove; that’s her name. She came about a fortnight ago.’


  ‘And is that Menlove—what shall we do!’ exclaimed Ethelberta. ‘The idea of the boy singling out her—why it is ruin to him, to me, and to us all!’


  She hastily explained to her father that Menlove had been Lady Petherwin’s maid and her own at some time before the death of her mother-in-law, that she had only stayed with them through a three months’ tour because of her flightiness, and hence had learnt nothing of Ethelberta’s history, and probably had never thought at all about it. But nevertheless they were as well acquainted as a lady and her maid well could be in the time. ‘Like all such doubtful characters,’ continued Ethelberta, ‘she was one of the cleverest and lightest-handed women we ever had about us. When she first came, my hair was getting quite weak; but by brushing it every day in a peculiar manner, and treating it as only she knew how, she brought it into splendid condition.’


  ‘Well, this is the devil to pay, upon my life!’ said Mr. Chickerel, with a miserable gaze at the bundle of clothes and the general situation at the same time. ‘Unfortunately for her friendship, I have snubbed her two or three times already, for I don’t care about her manner. You know she has a way of trading on a man’s sense of honour till it puts him into an awkward position. She is perfectly well aware that, whatever scrape I find her out in, I shall not have the conscience to report her, because I am a man, and she is a defenceless woman; and so she takes advantage of one’s feeling by making me, or either of the men-servants, her bottle-holder, as you see she has done now.’


  ‘This is all simply dreadful,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Joey is shrewd and trustworthy; but in the hands of such a woman as that! I suppose she did not recognize me.’


  ‘There was no chance of that in the dark.’


  ‘Well, I cannot do anything in it,’ said she. ‘I cannot manage Joey at all.’


  ‘I will see if I can,’ said Mr. Chickerel. ‘Courting at his age, indeed—what shall we hear next!’


  Chickerel then accompanied his daughter along the street till an empty cab passed them, and putting her into it he returned to the house again.


  ♣


  XXIX


  Ethelberta’s Dressing-Room—Mr. Doncastle’s House


  The dressing of Ethelberta for the dinner-party was an undertaking into which Picotee threw her whole skill as tirewoman. Her energies were brisker that day than they had been at any time since the Julians first made preparations for departure from town; for a letter had come to her from Faith, telling of their arrival at the old cathedral city, which was found to suit their inclinations and habits infinitely better than London; and that she would like Picotee to visit them there some day. Picotee felt, and so probably felt the writer of the letter, that such a visit would not be very practicable just now; but it was a pleasant idea, and for fastening dreams upon was better than nothing.


  Such musings were encouraged also by Ethelberta’s remarks as the dressing went on.


  ‘We will have a change soon,’ she said; ‘we will go out of town for a few days. It will do good in many ways. I am getting so alarmed about the health of the children; their faces are becoming so white and thin and pinched that an old acquaintance would hardly know them; and they were so plump when they came. You are looking as pale as a ghost, and I daresay I am too. A week or two at Knollsea will see us right.’


  ‘O, how charming!’ said Picotee gladly.


  Knollsea was a village on the coast, not very far from Melchester, the new home of Christopher; not very far, that is to say, in the eye of a sweetheart; but seeing that there was, as the crow flies, a stretch of thirty-five miles between the two places, and that more than one-third the distance was without a railway, an elderly gentleman might have considered their situations somewhat remote from each other.


  ‘Why have you chosen Knollsea?’ inquired Picotee.


  ‘Because of aunt’s letter from Rouen—have you seen it?’


  ‘I did not read it through.’


  ‘She wants us to get a copy of the register of her baptism; and she is not absolutely certain which of the parishes in and about Knollsea they were living in when she was born. Mother, being a year younger, cannot tell of course. First I thought of writing to the clergyman of each parish, but that would be troublesome, and might reveal the secret of my birth; but if we go down there for a few days, and take some lodgings, we shall be able to find out all about it at leisure. Gwendoline and Joey can attend to mother and the people downstairs, especially as father will look in every evening until he goes out of town, to see if they are getting on properly. It will be such a weight off my soul to slip away from acquaintances here.’


  ‘Will it?’


  ‘Yes. At the same time I ought not to speak so, for they have been very kind. I wish we could go to Rouen afterwards; aunt repeats her invitation as usual. However, there is time enough to think of that.’


  Ethelberta was dressed at last, and, beholding the lonely look of poor Picotee when about to leave the room, she could not help having a sympathetic feeling that it was rather hard for her sister to be denied so small an enjoyment as a menial peep at a feast when she herself was to sit down to it as guest.


  ‘If you still want to go and see the procession downstairs you may do so,’ she said reluctantly; ‘provided that you take care of your tongue when you come in contact with Menlove, and adhere to father’s instructions as to how long you may stay. It may be in the highest degree unwise; but never mind, go.’


  Then Ethelberta departed for the scene of action, just at the hour of the sun’s lowest decline, when it was fading away, yellow and mild as candle-light, and when upper windows facing north-west reflected to persons in the street dissolving views of tawny cloud with brazen edges, the original picture of the same being hidden from sight by soiled walls and slaty slopes.


  Before entering the presence of host and hostess, Ethelberta contrived to exchange a few words with her father.


  ‘In excellent time,’ he whispered, full of paternal pride at the superb audacity of her situation here in relation to his. ‘About half of them are come.’


  ‘Mr. Neigh?’


  ‘Not yet; he’s coming.’


  ‘Lord Mountclere?’


  ‘Yes. He came absurdly early; ten minutes before anybody else, so that Mrs. D. could hardly get on her bracelets and things soon enough to scramble downstairs and receive him; and he’s as nervous as a boy. Keep up your spirits, dear, and don’t mind me.’


  ‘I will, father. And let Picotee see me at dinner if you can. She is very anxious to look at me. She will be here directly.’


  And Ethelberta, having been announced, joined the chamberful of assembled guests, among whom for the present we lose sight of her.


  Meanwhile the evening outside the house was deepening in tone, and the lamps began to blink up. Her sister having departed, Picotee hastily arrayed herself in a little black jacket and chip hat, and tripped across the park to the same point. Chickerel had directed a maid-servant known as Jane to receive his humbler daughter and make her comfortable; and that friendly person, who spoke as if she had known Picotee five-and-twenty years, took her to the housekeeper’s room, where the visitor deposited her jacket and hat, and rested awhile.


  A quick-eyed, light-haired, slight-built woman came in when Jane had gone. ‘Are you Miss Chickerel?’ she said to Picotee.


  ‘Yes,’ said Picotee, guessing that this was Menlove, and fearing her a little.


  ‘Jane tells me that you have come to visit your father, and would like to look at the company going to dinner. Well, they are not much to see, you know; but such as they are you are welcome to the sight of. Come along with me.’


  ‘I think I would rather wait for father, if you will excuse me, please.’


  ‘Your father is busy now; it is no use for you to think of saying anything to him.’


  Picotee followed her guide up a back staircase to the height of several flights, and then, crossing a landing, they descended to the upper part of the front stairs.


  ‘Now look over the balustrade, and you will see them all in a minute,’ said Mrs. Menlove. ‘O, you need not be timid; you can look out as far as you like. We are all independent here; no slavery for us: it is not as it is in the country, where servants are considered to be of different blood and bone from their employers, and to have no eyes for anything but their work. Here they are coming.’


  Picotee then had the pleasure of looking down upon a series of human crowns—some black, some white, some strangely built upon, some smooth and shining—descending the staircase in disordered column and great discomfort, their owners trying to talk, but breaking off in the midst of syllables to look to their footing. The young girl’s eyes had not drooped over the handrail more than a few moments when she softly exclaimed, ‘There she is, there she is! How lovely she looks, does she not?’


  ‘Who?’ said Mrs. Menlove.


  Picotee recollected herself, and hastily drew in her impulses. ‘My dear mistress,’ she said blandly. ‘That is she on Mr. Doncastle’s arm. And look, who is that funny old man the elderly lady is helping downstairs?’


  ‘He is our honoured guest, Lord Mountclere. Mrs. Doncastle will have him all through the dinner, and after that he will devote himself to Mrs. Petherwin, your “dear mistress.” He keeps looking towards her now, and no doubt thinks it a nuisance that she is not with him. Well, it is useless to stay here. Come a little further—we’ll follow them.’ Menlove began to lead the way downstairs, but Picotee held back.


  ‘Won’t they see us?’ she said.


  ‘No. And if they do, it doesn’t matter. Mrs. Doncastle would not object in the least to the daughter of her respected head man being accidentally seen in the hall.’


  They descended to the bottom and stood in the hall. ‘O, there’s father!’ whispered Picotee, with childlike gladness, as Chickerel became visible to her by the door. The butler nodded to his daughter, and became again engrossed in his duties.


  ‘I wish I could see her—my mistress—again,’ said Picotee.


  ‘You seem mightily concerned about your mistress,’ said Menlove. ‘Do you want to see if you have dressed her properly?’


  ‘Yes, partly; and I like her, too. She is very kind to me.’


  ‘You will have a chance of seeing her soon. When the door is nicely open you can look in for a moment. I must leave you now for a few minutes, but I will come again.’


  Menlove departed, and Picotee stood waiting. She wondered how Ethelberta was getting on, and whether she enjoyed herself as much as it seemed her duty to do in such a superbly hospitable place. Picotee then turned her attention to the hall, every article of furniture therein appearing worthy of scrutiny to her unaccustomed eyes. Here she walked and looked about for a long time till an excellent opportunity offered itself of seeing how affairs progressed in the dining-room.


  Through the partly-opened door there became visible a sideboard which first attracted her attention by its richness. It was, indeed, a noticeable example of modern art-workmanship, in being exceptionally large, with curious ebony mouldings at different stages; and, while the heavy cupboard doors at the bottom were enriched with inlays of paler wood, other panels were decorated with tiles, as if the massive composition had been erected on the spot as part of the solid building. However, it was on a space higher up that Picotee’s eyes and thoughts were fixed. In the great mirror above the middle ledge she could see reflected the upper part of the dining-room, and this suggested to her that she might see Ethelberta and the other guests reflected in the same way by standing on a chair, which, quick as thought, she did.


  To Picotee’s dazed young vision her beautiful sister appeared as the chief figure of a glorious pleasure-parliament of both sexes, surrounded by whole regiments of candles grouped here and there about the room. She and her companions were seated before a large flower-bed, or small hanging garden, fixed at about the level of the elbow, the attention of all being concentrated rather upon the uninteresting margin of the bed, and upon each other, than on the beautiful natural objects growing in the middle, as it seemed to Picotee. In the ripple of conversation Ethelberta’s clear voice could occasionally be heard, and her young sister could see that her eyes were bright, and her face beaming, as if divers social wants and looming penuriousness had never been within her experience. Mr. Doncastle was quite absorbed in what she was saying. So was the queer old man whom Menlove had called Lord Mountclere.


  ‘The dashing widow looks very well, does she not?’ said a person at Picotee’s elbow.


  It was her conductor Menlove, now returned again, whom Picotee had quite forgotten.


  ‘She will do some damage here to-night you will find,’ continued Menlove. ‘How long have you been with her?’


  ‘O, a long time—I mean rather a short time,’ stammered Picotee.


  ‘I know her well enough. I was her maid once, or rather her mother-in-law’s, but that was long before you knew her. I did not by any means find her so lovable as you seem to think her when I had to do with her at close quarters. An awful flirt—awful. Don’t you find her so?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘If you don’t yet you will know. But come down from your perch—the dining-room door will not be open again for some time—and I will show you about the rooms upstairs. This is a larger house than Mrs. Petherwin’s, as you see. Just come and look at the drawing-rooms.’


  Wishing much to get rid of Menlove, yet fearing to offend her, Picotee followed upstairs. Dinner was almost over by this time, and when they entered the front drawing-room a young man-servant and maid were there rekindling the lights.


  ‘Now let’s have a game of cat-and-mice,’ said the maid-servant cheerily. ‘There’s plenty of time before they come up.’


  ‘Agreed,’ said Menlove promptly. ‘You will play, will you not, Miss Chickerel?’


  ‘No, indeed,’ said Picotee, aghast.


  ‘Never mind, then; you look on.’


  Away then ran the housemaid and Menlove, and the young footman started at their heels. Round the room, over the furniture, under the furniture, through the furniture, out of one window, along the balcony, in at another window, again round the room—so they glided with the swiftness of swallows and the noiselessness of ghosts.


  Then the housemaid drew a jew’s-harp from her pocket, and struck up a lively waltz sotto voce. The footman seized Menlove, who appeared nothing loth, and began spinning gently round the room with her, to the time of the fascinating measure


  
    Which fashion hails, from countesses to queens,


    And maids and valets dance behind the scenes.

  


  Picotee, who had been accustomed to unceiled country cottages all her life, wherein the scamper of a mouse is heard distinctly from floor to floor, exclaimed in a terrified whisper, at viewing all this, ‘They’ll hear you underneath, they’ll hear you, and we shall all be ruined!’


  ‘Not at all,’ came from the cautious dancers. ‘These are some of the best built houses in London—double floors, filled in with material that will deaden any row you like to make, and we make none. But come and have a turn yourself, Miss Chickerel.’


  The young man relinquished Menlove, and on the spur of the moment seized Picotee. Picotee flounced away from him in indignation, backing into a corner with ruffled feathers, like a pullet trying to appear a hen.


  ‘How dare you touch me!’ she said, with rounded eyes. ‘I’ll tell somebody downstairs of you, who’ll soon see about it!’


  ‘What a baby; she’ll tell her father.’


  ‘No I shan’t; somebody you are all afraid of, that’s who I’ll tell.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ said Menlove; ‘he meant no harm.’


  Playtime was now getting short, and further antics being dangerous on that account, the performers retired again downstairs, Picotee of necessity following. Her nerves were screwed up to the highest pitch of uneasiness by the grotesque habits of these men and maids, who were quite unlike the country servants she had known, and resembled nothing so much as pixies, elves, or gnomes, peeping up upon human beings from their shady haunts underground, sometimes for good, sometimes for ill—sometimes doing heavy work, sometimes none; teasing and worrying with impish laughter half suppressed, and vanishing directly mortal eyes were bent on them. Separate and distinct from overt existence under the sun, this life could hardly be without its distinctive pleasures, all of them being more or less pervaded by thrills and titillations from games of hazard, and the perpetual risk of sensational surprises.


  Long before this time Picotee had begun to be anxious to get home again, but Menlove seemed particularly to desire her company, and pressed her to sit awhile, telling her young friend, by way of entertainment, of various extraordinary love adventures in which she had figured as heroine when travelling on the Continent. These stories had one and all a remarkable likeness in a certain point—Menlove was always unwilling to love the adorer, and the adorer was always unwilling to live afterwards on account of it.


  ‘Ha—ha—ha!’ in men’s voices was heard from the distant dining-room as the two women went on talking.


  ‘And then,’ continued Menlove, ‘there was that duel I was the cause of between the courier and the French valet. Dear me, what a trouble that was; yet I could do nothing to prevent it. This courier was a very handsome man—they are handsome sometimes.’


  ‘Yes, they are. My aunt married one.’


  ‘Did she? Where do they live?’


  ‘They keep an hotel at Rouen,’ murmured Picotee, in doubt whether this should have been told or not.


  ‘Well, he used to follow me to the English Church every Sunday regularly, and I was so determined not to give my hand where my heart could never be, that I slipped out at the other door while he stood expecting me by the one I entered. Here I met M. Pierre, when, as ill luck would have it, the other came round the corner, and seeing me talking to the valet, he challenged him at once.’


  ‘Ha—ha—ha!’ was heard again afar.


  ‘Did they fight?’ said Picotee.


  ‘Yes, I believe they did. We left Nice the next day; but I heard some time after of a duel not many miles off, and although I could not get hold of the names, I make no doubt it was between those two gentlemen. I never knew which of them fell; poor fellow, whichever it was.’


  ‘Ha—ha—ha—ha—ha—ha!’ came from the dining-room.


  ‘Whatever are those boozy men laughing at, I wonder?’ said Menlove. ‘They are always so noisy when the ladies have gone upstairs. Upon my soul, I’ll run up and find out.’


  ‘No, no, don’t,’ entreated Picotee, putting her hand on her entertainer’s arm. ‘It seems wrong; it is no concern of ours.’


  ‘Wrong be hanged—anything on an impulse,’ said Mrs. Menlove, skipping across the room and out of the door, which stood open, as did others in the house, the evening being sultry and oppressive.


  Picotee waited in her seat until it occurred to her that she could escape the lady’s-maid by going off into her father’s pantry in her absence. But before this had been put into effect Menlove appeared again.


  ‘Such fun as they are having up there,’ she said. ‘Somebody asked Mr. Neigh to tell a story which he had told at some previous time, but he was very reluctant to do so, and pretended he could not recollect it. Well, then, the other man—I could not distinguish him by his voice—began telling it, to prompt Mr. Neigh’s memory; and, as far as I could understand, it was about some lady who thought Mr. Neigh was in love with her, and, to find whether he was worth accepting or not, she went with her maid at night to see his estate, and wandered about and got lost, and was frightened, and I don’t know what besides. Then Mr. Neigh laughed too, and said he liked such common sense in a woman. No names were mentioned, but I fancy, from the awkwardness of Mr. Neigh at being compelled to tell it, that the lady is one of those in the drawing-room. I should like to know which it was.’


  ‘I know—have heard something about it,’ said Picotee, blushing with anger. ‘It was nothing at all like that. I wonder Mr. Neigh had the audacity ever to talk of the matter, and to misrepresent it so greatly!’


  ‘Tell all about it, do,’ said Menlove.


  ‘O no,’ said Picotee. ‘I promised not to say a word.’


  ‘It is your mistress, I expect.’


  ‘You may think what you like; but the lady is anything but a mistress of mine.’


  The flighty Menlove pressed her to tell the whole story, but finding this useless the subject was changed. Presently her father came in, and, taking no notice of Menlove, told his daughter that she had been called for. Picotee very readily put on her things, and on going outside found Joey awaiting her. Mr. Chickerel followed closely, with sharp glances from the corner of his eye, and it was plain from Joey’s nervous manner of lingering in the shadows of the area doorway instead of entering the house, that the butler had in some way set himself to prevent all communion between the fair lady’s-maid and his son for that evening at least.


  He watched Picotee and her brother off the premises, and the pair went on their way towards Exonbury Crescent, very few words passing between them. Picotee’s thoughts had turned to the proposed visit to Knollsea, and Joey was sulky under disappointment, and the blank of thwarted purposes.


  ♣


  XXX


  On the Housetop


  ‘Picotee, are you asleep?’ Ethelberta whispered softly at dawn the next morning, by the half-opened door of her sister’s bedroom.


  ‘No, I keep waking, it is so warm.’


  ‘So do I. Suppose we get up and see the sun rise. The east is filling with flame.’


  ‘Yes, I should like it,’ said Picotee.


  The restlessness which had brought Ethelberta hither in slippers and dressing-gown at such an early hour owed its origin to another cause than the warmth of the weather; but of that she did not speak as yet. Picotee’s room was an attic, with windows in the roof—a chamber dismal enough at all times, and very shadowy now. While Picotee was wrapping up, Ethelberta placed a chair under the window, and mounting upon this they stepped outside, and seated themselves within the parapet.


  The air was as clear and fresh as on a mountain side; sparrows chattered, and birds of a species unsuspected at later hours could be heard singing in the park hard by, while here and there on ridges and flats a cat might be seen going calmly home from the devilries of the night to resume the amiabilities of the day.


  ‘I am so sorry I was asleep when you reached home,’ said Picotee. ‘I was so anxious to tell you something I heard of, and to know what you did; but my eyes would shut, try as I might, and then I tried no longer. Did you see me at all, Berta?’


  ‘Never once. I had an impression that you were there. I fancied you were from father’s carefully vacuous look whenever I glanced at his face. But were you careful about what you said, and did you see Menlove? I felt all the time that I had done wrong in letting you come; the gratification to you was not worth the risk to me.’


  ‘I saw her, and talked to her. But I am certain she suspected nothing. I enjoyed myself very much, and there was no risk at all.’


  ‘I am glad it is no worse news. However, you must not go there again: upon that point I am determined.’


  ‘It was a good thing I did go, all the same. I’ll tell you why when you have told me what happened to you.’


  ‘Nothing of importance happened to me.’


  ‘I expect you got to know the lord you were to meet?’


  ‘O yes—Lord Mountclere.’


  ‘And it’s dreadful how fond he is of you—quite ridiculously taken up with you—I saw that well enough. Such an old man, too; I wouldn’t have him for the world!’


  ‘Don’t jump at conclusions so absurdly, Picotee. Why wouldn’t you have him for the world?’


  ‘Because he is old enough to be my grandfather, and yours too.’


  ‘Indeed he is not; he is only middle-aged.’


  ‘O Berta! Sixty-five at least.’


  ‘He may or may not be that; and if he is, it is not old. He is so entertaining that one forgets all about age in connection with him.’


  ‘He laughs like this—“Hee-hee-hee!”’ Picotee introduced as much antiquity into her face as she could by screwing it up and suiting the action to the word.


  ‘This very odd thing occurred,’ said Ethelberta, to get Picotee off the track of Lord Mountclere’s peculiarities, as it seemed. ‘I was saying to Mr. Neigh that we were going to Knollsea for a time, feeling that he would not be likely to know anything about such an out-of-the-way place, when Lord Mountclere, who was near, said, “I shall be at Enckworth Court in a few days, probably at the time you are at Knollsea. The Imperial Archaeological Association holds its meetings in that part of Wessex this season, and Corvsgate Castle, near Knollsea, is one of the places on our list.” Then he hoped I should be able to attend. Did you ever hear anything so strange? Now, I should like to attend very much, not on Lord Mountclere’s account, but because such gatherings are interesting, and I have never been to one; yet there is this to be considered, would it be right for me to go without a friend to such a place? Another point is, that we shall live in menagerie style at Knollsea for the sake of the children, and we must do it economically in case we accept Aunt Charlotte’s invitation to Rouen; hence, if he or his friends find us out there it will be awkward for me. So the alternative is Knollsea or some other place for us.’


  ‘Let it be Knollsea, now we have once settled it,’ said Picotee anxiously. ‘I have mentioned to Faith Julian that we shall be there.’


  ‘Mentioned it already! You must have written instantly.’


  ‘I had a few minutes to spare, and I thought I might as well write.’


  ‘Very well; we will stick to Knollsea,’ said Ethelberta, half in doubt. ‘Yes—otherwise it will be difficult to see about aunt’s baptismal certificate. We will hope nobody will take the trouble to pry into our household…. And now, Picotee, I want to ask you something—something very serious. How would you like me to marry Mr. Neigh?’


  Ethelberta could not help laughing with a faint shyness as she asked the question under the searching east ray. ‘He has asked me to marry him,’ she continued, ‘and I want to know what you would say to such an arrangement. I don’t mean to imply that the event is certain to take place; but, as a mere supposition, what do you say to it, Picotee?’ Ethelberta was far from putting this matter before Picotee for advice or opinion; but, like all people who have an innate dislike to hole-and-corner policy, she felt compelled to speak of it to some one.


  ‘I should not like him for you at all,’ said Picotee vehemently. ‘I would rather you had Mr. Ladywell.’


  ‘O, don’t name him!’


  ‘I wouldn’t have Mr. Neigh at any price, nevertheless. It is about him that I was going to tell you.’ Picotee proceeded to relate Menlove’s account of the story of Ethelberta’s escapade, which had been dragged from Neigh the previous evening by the friend to whom he had related it before he was so enamoured of Ethelberta as to regard that performance as a positive virtue in her. ‘Nobody was told, or even suspected, who the lady of the anecdote was,’ Picotee concluded; ‘but I knew instantly, of course, and I think it very unfortunate that we ever went to that dreadful ghostly estate of his, Berta.’


  Ethelberta’s face heated with mortification. She had no fear that Neigh had told names or other particulars which might lead to her identification by any friend of his, and she could make allowance for bursts of confidence; but there remained the awkward fact that he himself knew her to be the heroine of the episode. What annoyed her most was that Neigh could ever have looked upon her indiscretion as a humorous incident, which he certainly must have done at some time or other to account for his telling it. Had he been angry with her, or sneered at her for going, she could have forgiven him; but to see her manœuvre in the light of a joke, to use it as illustrating his grim theory of womankind, and neither to like nor to dislike her the more for it from first to last, this was to treat her with a cynicism which was intolerable. That Neigh’s use of the incident as a stock anecdote ceased long before he had decided to ask her to marry him she had no doubt, but it showed that his love for her was of that sort in which passion makes war upon judgment, and prevails in spite of will. Moreover, he might have been speaking ironically when he alluded to the act as a virtue in a woman, which seemed the more likely when she remembered his cool bearing towards her in the drawing-room. Possibly it was an antipathetic reaction, induced by the renewed recollection of her proceeding.


  ‘I will never marry Mr. Neigh!’ she said, with decision. ‘That shall settle it. You need not think over any such contingency, Picotee. He is one of those horrid men who love with their eyes, the remainder part of him objecting all the time to the feeling; and even if his objections prove the weaker, and the man marries, his general nature conquers again by the time the wedding trip is over, so that the woman is miserable at last, and had better not have had him at all.’


  ‘That applies still more to Lord Mountclere, to my thinking. I never saw anything like the look of his eyes upon you.’


  ‘O no, no—you understand nothing if you say that. But one thing be sure of, there is no marriage likely to take place between myself and Mr. Neigh. I have longed for a sound reason for disliking him, and now I have got it. Well, we will talk no more of this—let us think of the nice little pleasure we have in store—our stay at Knollsea. There we will be as free as the wind. And when we are down there, I can drive across to Corvsgate Castle if I wish to attend the Imperial Association meeting, and nobody will know where I came from. Knollsea is not more than five miles from the Castle, I think.’


  Picotee was by this time beginning to yawn, and Ethelberta did not feel nearly so wakeful as she had felt half an hour earlier. Tall and swarthy columns of smoke were now soaring up from the kitchen chimneys around, spreading horizontally when at a great height, and forming a roof of haze which was turning the sun to a copper colour, and by degrees spoiling the sweetness of the new atmosphere that had rolled in from the country during the night, giving it the usual city smell. The resolve to make this rising the beginning of a long and busy day, which should set them beforehand with the rest of the world, weakened with their growing weariness, and an impulse to lie down just for a quarter of an hour before dressing, ended in a sound sleep that did not relinquish its hold upon them till late in the forenoon.


  ♣


  XXXI


  Knollsea—A Lofty Down—A Ruined Castle


  Knollsea was a seaside village lying snug within two headlands as between a finger and thumb. Everybody in the parish who was not a boatman was a quarrier, unless he were the gentleman who owned half the property and had been a quarryman, or the other gentleman who owned the other half, and had been to sea.


  The knowledge of the inhabitants was of the same special sort as their pursuits. The quarrymen in white fustian understood practical geology, the laws and accidents of dips, faults, and cleavage, far better than the ways of the world and mammon; the seafaring men in Guernsey frocks had a clearer notion of Alexandria, Constantinople, the Cape, and the Indies than of any inland town in their own country. This, for them, consisted of a busy portion, the Channel, where they lived and laboured, and a dull portion, the vague unexplored miles of interior at the back of the ports, which they seldom thought of.


  Some wives of the village, it is true, had learned to let lodgings, and others to keep shops. The doors of these latter places were formed of an upper hatch, usually kept open, and a lower hatch, with a bell attached, usually kept shut. Whenever a stranger went in, he would hear a whispering of astonishment from a back room, after which a woman came forward, looking suspiciously at him as an intruder, and advancing slowly enough to allow her mouth to get clear of the meal she was partaking of. Meanwhile the people in the back room would stop their knives and forks in absorbed curiosity as to the reason of the stranger’s entry, who by this time feels ashamed of his unwarrantable intrusion into this hermit’s cell, and thinks he must take his hat off. The woman is quite alarmed at seeing that he is not one of the fifteen native women and children who patronize her, and nervously puts her hand to the side of her face, which she carries slanting. The visitor finds himself saying what he wants in an apologetic tone, when the woman tells him that they did keep that article once, but do not now; that nobody does, and probably never will again; and as he turns away she looks relieved that the dilemma of having to provide for a stranger has passed off with no worse mishap than disappointing him.


  A cottage which stood on a high slope above this townlet and its bay resounded one morning with the notes of a merry company. Ethelberta had managed to find room for herself and her young relations in the house of one of the boatmen, whose wife attended upon them all. Captain Flower, the husband, assisted her in the dinner preparations, when he slipped about the house as lightly as a girl and spoke of himself as cook’s mate. The house was so small that the sailor’s rich voice, developed by shouting in high winds during a twenty years’ experience in the coasting trade, could be heard coming from the kitchen between the chirpings of the children in the parlour. The furniture of this apartment consisted mostly of the painting of a full-rigged ship, done by a man whom the captain had specially selected for the purpose because he had been seven-and-twenty years at sea before touching a brush, and thereby offered a sufficient guarantee that he understood how to paint a vessel properly.


  Before this picture sat Ethelberta in a light linen dress, and with tightly-knotted hair—now again Berta Chickerel as of old—serving out breakfast to the rest of the party, and sometimes lifting her eyes to the outlook from the window, which presented a happy combination of grange scenery with marine. Upon the irregular slope between the house and the quay was an orchard of aged trees wherein every apple ripening on the boughs presented its rubicund side towards the cottage, because that building chanced to lie upwards in the same direction as the sun. Under the trees were a few Cape sheep, and over them the stone chimneys of the village below: outside these lay the tanned sails of a ketch or smack, and the violet waters of the bay, seamed and creased by breezes insufficient to raise waves; beyond all a curved wall of cliff, terminating in a promontory, which was flanked by tall and shining obelisks of chalk rising sheer from the trembling blue race beneath.


  By anyone sitting in the room that commanded this prospect a white butterfly among the apple-trees might be mistaken for the sails of a yacht far away on the sea; and in the evening when the light was dim, what seemed like a fly crawling upon the window-pane would turn out to be a boat in the bay.


  When breakfast was over Ethelberta sat leaning on the window-sill considering her movements for the day. It was the time fixed for the meeting of the Imperial Association at Corvsgate Castle, the celebrated ruin five miles off, and the meeting had some fascinations for her. For one thing, she had never been present at a gathering of the kind, although what was left in any shape from the past was her constant interest, because it recalled her to herself and fortified her mind. Persons waging a harassing social fight are apt in the interest of the combat to forget the smallness of the end in view; and the hints that perishing historical remnants afforded her of the attenuating effects of time even upon great struggles corrected the apparent scale of her own. She was reminded that in a strife for such a ludicrously small object as the entry of drawing-rooms, winning, equally with losing, is below the zero of the true philosopher’s concern.


  There could never be a more excellent reason than this for going to view the meagre stumps remaining from flourishing bygone centuries, and it had weight with Ethelberta this very day; but it would be difficult to state the whole composition of her motive. The approaching meeting had been one of the great themes at Mr. Doncastle’s dinner-party, and Lord Mountclere, on learning that she was to be at Knollsea, had recommended her attendance at some, if not all of the meetings, as a desirable and exhilarating change after her laborious season’s work in town. It was pleasant to have won her way so far in high places that her health of body and mind should be thus considered—pleasant, less as personal gratification, than that it casually reflected a proof of her good judgment in a course which everybody among her kindred had condemned by calling a foolhardy undertaking.


  And she might go without the restraint of ceremony. Unconventionality—almost eccentricity—was de rigueur for one who had been first heard of as a poetess; from whose red lips magic romance had since trilled for weeks to crowds of listeners, as from a perennial spring.


  So Ethelberta went, after a considerable pondering how to get there without the needless sacrifice either of dignity or cash. It would be inconsiderate to the children to spend a pound on a brougham when as much as she could spare was wanted for their holiday. It was almost too far to walk. She had, however, decided to walk, when she met a boy with a donkey, who offered to lend it to her for three shillings. The animal was rather sad-looking, but Ethelberta found she could sit upon the pad without discomfort. Considering that she might pull up some distance short of the castle, and leave the ass at a cottage before joining her four-wheeled friends, she struck the bargain and rode on her way.


  This was, first by a path on the shore where the tide dragged huskily up and down the shingle without disturbing it, and thence up the steep crest of land opposite, whereon she lingered awhile to let the ass breathe. On one of the spires of chalk into which the hill here had been split was perched a cormorant, silent and motionless, with wings spread out to dry in the sun after his morning’s fishing, their white surface shining like mail. Retiring without disturbing him and turning to the left along the lofty ridge which ran inland, the country on each side lay beneath her like a map, domains behind domains, parishes by the score, harbours, fir-woods, and little inland seas mixing curiously together. Thence she ambled along through a huge cemetery of barrows, containing human dust from prehistoric times.


  Standing on the top of a giant’s grave in this antique land, Ethelberta lifted her eyes to behold two sorts of weather pervading Nature at the same time. Far below on the right hand it was a fine day, and the silver sunbeams lighted up a many-armed inland sea which stretched round an island with fir-trees and gorse, and amid brilliant crimson heaths wherein white paths and roads occasionally met the eye in dashes and zig-zags like flashes of lightning. Outside, where the broad Channel appeared, a berylline and opalized variegation of ripples, currents, deeps, and shallows, lay as fair under the sun as a New Jerusalem, the shores being of gleaming sand. Upon the radiant heather bees and butterflies were busy, she knew, and the birds on that side were just beginning their autumn songs.


  On the left, quite up to her position, was dark and cloudy weather, shading a valley of heavy greens and browns, which at its further side rose to meet the sea in tall cliffs, suggesting even here at their back how terrible were their aspects seaward in a growling south-west gale. Here grassed hills rose like knuckles gloved in dark olive, and little plantations between them formed a still deeper and sadder monochrome. A zinc sky met a leaden sea on this hand, the low wind groaned and whined, and not a bird sang.


  The ridge along which Ethelberta rode—Nine-Barrow Down by name—divided these two climates like a wall; it soon became apparent that they were wrestling for mastery immediately in her pathway. The issue long remained doubtful, and this being an imaginative hour with her, she watched as typical of her own fortunes how the front of battle swayed—now to the west, flooding her with sun, now to the east, covering her with shade: then the wind moved round to the north, a blue hole appeared in the overhanging cloud, at about the place of the north star; and the sunlight spread on both sides of her.


  The towers of the notable ruin to be visited rose out of the furthermost shoulder of the upland as she advanced, its site being the slope and crest of a smoothly nibbled mount at the toe of the ridge she had followed. When observing the previous uncertainty of the weather on this side Ethelberta had been led to doubt if the meeting would he be held here to-day, and she was now strengthened in her opinion that it would not by the total absence of human figures amid the ruins, though the time of appointment was past. This disposed of another question which had perplexed her: where to find a stable for the ass during the meeting, for she had scarcely liked the idea of facing the whole body of lords and gentlemen upon the animal’s back. She now decided to retain her seat, ride round the ruin, and go home again, without troubling further about the movements of the Association or acquaintance with the members composing it.


  Accordingly Ethelberta crossed the bridge over the moat, and rode under the first archway into the outer ward. As she had expected, not a soul was here. The arrow-slits, portcullis-grooves, and staircases met her eye as familiar friends, for in her childhood she had once paid a visit to the spot. Ascending the green incline and through another arch into the second ward, she still pressed on, till at last the ass was unable to clamber an inch further. Here she dismounted, and tying him to a stone which projected like a fang from a raw edge of wall, performed the remainder of the ascent on foot. Once among the towers above, she became so interested in the windy corridors, mildewed dungeons, and the tribe of daws peering invidiously upon her from overhead, that she forgot the flight of time.


  Nearly three-quarters of an hour passed before she came out from the immense walls, and looked from an opening to the front over the wide expanse of the outer ward, by which she had ascended.


  Ethelberta was taken aback to see there a file of shining carriages, which had arrived during her seclusion in the keep. From these began to burst a miscellany of many-coloured draperies, blue, buff, pied, and black; they united into one, and crept up the incline like a cloud, which then parted into fragments, dived into old doorways, and lost substance behind projecting piles. Recognizing in this the ladies and gentlemen of the meeting, her first thought was how to escape, for she was suddenly overcome with dread to meet them all single-handed as she stood. She drew back and hurried round to the side, as the laughter and voices of the assembly began to be audible, and, more than ever vexed that she could not have fallen in with them in some unobtrusive way, Ethelberta found that they were immediately beneath her.


  Venturing to peep forward again, what was her mortification at finding them gathered in a ring, round no object of interest belonging to the ruin, but round her faithful beast, who had loosened himself in some way from the stone, and stood in the middle of a plat of grass, placidly regarding them.


  Being now in the teeth of the Association, there was nothing to do but to go on, since, if she did not, the next few steps of their advance would disclose her. She made the best of it, and began to descend in the broad view of the assembly, from the midst of which proceeded a laugh—‘Hee-hee-hee!’ Ethelberta knew that Lord Mountclere was there.


  ‘The poor thing has strayed from its owner,’ said one lady, as they all stood eyeing the apparition of the ass.


  ‘It may belong to some of the villagers,’ said the President in a historical voice: ‘and it may be appropriate to mention that many were kept here in olden times: they were largely used as beasts of burden in victualling the castle previous to the last siege, in the year sixteen hundred and forty-five.’


  ‘It is very weary, and has come a long way, I think,’ said a lady; adding, in an imaginative tone, ‘the humble creature looks so aged and is so quaintly saddled that we may suppose it to be only an animated relic, of the same date as the other remains.’


  By this time Lord Mountclere had noticed Ethelberta’s presence, and straightening himself to ten years younger he lifted his hat in answer to her smile, and came up jauntily. It was a good time now to see what the viscount was really like. He appeared to be about sixty-five, and the dignified aspect which he wore to a gazer at a distance became depreciated to jocund slyness upon nearer view, when the small type could be read between the leading lines. Then it could be seen that his upper lip dropped to a point in the middle, as if impressing silence upon his too demonstrative lower one. His right and left profiles were different, one corner of his mouth being more compressed than the other, producing a deep line thence downwards to the side of his chin. Each eyebrow rose obliquely outwards and upwards, and was thus far above the little eye, shining with the clearness of a pond that has just been able to weather the heats of summer. Below this was a preternaturally fat jowl, which, by thrusting against cheeks and chin, caused the arch old mouth to be almost buried at the corners.


  A few words of greeting passed, and Ethelberta told him how she was fearing to meet them all, united and primed with their morning’s knowledge as they appeared to be.


  ‘Well, we have not done much yet,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘As for myself, I have given no thought at all to our day’s work. I had not forgotten your promise to attend, if you could possibly drive across, and—hee-hee-hee!—I have frequently looked towards the hill where the road descends…. Will you now permit me to introduce some of my party—as many of them as you care to know by name? I think they would all like to speak to you.’


  Ethelberta then found herself nominally made known to ten or a dozen ladies and gentlemen who had wished for special acquaintance with her. She stood there, as all women stand who have made themselves remarkable by their originality, or devotion to any singular cause, as a person freed of her hampering and inconvenient sex, and, by virtue of her popularity, unfettered from the conventionalities of manner prescribed by custom for household womankind. The charter to move abroad unchaperoned, which society for good reasons grants only to women of three sorts—the famous, the ministering, and the improper—Ethelberta was in a fair way to make splendid use of: instead of walking in protected lanes she experienced that luxury of isolation which normally is enjoyed by men alone, in conjunction with the attention naturally bestowed on a woman young and fair. Among the presentations were Mr. and Mrs. Tynn, member and member’s mainspring for North Wessex; Sir Cyril and Lady Blandsbury; Lady Jane Joy; and the Honourable Edgar Mountclere, the viscount’s brother. There also hovered near her the learned Doctor Yore; Mr. Small, a profound writer, who never printed his works; the Reverend Mr. Brook, rector; the Very Reverend Dr. Taylor, dean; and the moderately Reverend Mr. Tinkleton, Nonconformist, who had slipped into the fold by chance.


  These and others looked with interest at Ethelberta; the old county fathers hard, as at a questionable town phenomenon, the county sons tenderly, as at a pretty creature, and the county daughters with great admiration, as at a lady reported by their mammas to be no better than she should be. It will be seen that Ethelberta was the sort of woman that well-rooted local people might like to look at on such a free and friendly occasion as an archaeological meeting, where, to gratify a pleasant whim, the picturesque form of acquaintance is for the nonce preferred to the useful, the spirits being so brisk as to swerve from strict attention to the select and sequent gifts of heaven, blood and acres, to consider for an idle moment the subversive Mephistophelian endowment, brains.


  ‘Our progress in the survey of the castle has not been far as yet,’ Lord Mountclere resumed; ‘indeed, we have only just arrived, the weather this morning being so unsettled. When you came up we were engaged in a preliminary study of the poor animal you see there: how it could have got up here we cannot understand.’


  He pointed as he spoke to the donkey which had brought Ethelberta thither, whereupon she was silent, and gazed at her untoward beast as if she had never before beheld him.


  The ass looked at Ethelberta as though he would say, ‘Why don’t you own me, after safely bringing you over those weary hills?’ But the pride and emulation which had made her what she she was would not permit her, as the most lovely woman there, to take upon her own shoulders the ridicule that had already been cast upon the ass. Had he been young and gaily caparisoned, she might have done it; but his age, the clumsy trappings of rustic make, and his needy woful look of hard servitude, were too much to endure.


  ‘Many come and picnic here,’ she said serenely, ‘and the animal may have been left till they return from some walk.’


  ‘True,’ said Lord Mountclere, without the slightest suspicion of the truth. The humble ass hung his head in his usual manner, and it demanded little fancy from Ethelberta to imagine that he despised her. And then her mind flew back to her history and extraction, to her father—perhaps at that moment inventing a private plate-powder in an underground pantry—and with a groan at her inconsistency in being ashamed of the ass, she said in her heart, ‘My God, what a thing am I!’


  They then all moved on to another part of the castle, the viscount busying himself round and round her person like the head scraper at a pig-killing; and as they went indiscriminately mingled, jesting lightly or talking in earnest, she beheld ahead of her the form of Neigh among the rest.


  Now, there could only be one reason on earth for Neigh’s presence—her remark that she might attend—for Neigh took no more interest in antiquities than in the back of the moon. Ethelberta was a little flurried; perhaps he had come to scold her, or to treat her badly in that indefinable way of his by which he could make a woman feel as nothing without any direct act at all. She was afraid of him, and, determining to shun him, was thankful that Lord Mountclere was near, to take off the edge of Neigh’s manner towards her if he approached.


  ‘Do you know in what part of the ruins the lecture is to be given?’ she said to the viscount.


  ‘Wherever you like,’ he replied gallantly. ‘Do you propose a place, and I will get Dr. Yore to adopt it. Say, shall it be here, or where they are standing?’


  How could Ethelberta refrain from exercising a little power when it was put into her hands in this way?


  ‘Let it be here,’ she said, ‘if it makes no difference to the meeting.’


  ‘It shall be,’ said Lord Mountclere.


  And then the lively old nobleman skipped like a roe to the President and to Dr. Yore, who was to read the paper on the castle, and they soon appeared coming back to where the viscount’s party and Ethelberta were beginning to seat themselves. The bulk of the company followed, and Dr. Yore began.


  He must have had a countenance of leather—as, indeed, from his colour he appeared to have—to stand unmoved in his position, and read, and look up to give explanations, without a change of muscle, under the dozens of bright eyes that were there converged upon him, like the sticks of a fan, from the ladies who sat round him in a semicircle upon the grass. However, he went on calmly, and the women sheltered themselves from the heat with their umbrellas and sunshades, their ears lulled by the hum of insects, and by the drone of the doctor’s voice. The reader buzzed on with the history of the castle, tracing its development from a mound with a few earthworks to its condition in Norman times; he related monkish marvels connected with the spot; its resistance under Matilda to Stephen, its probable shape while a residence of King John, and the sad story of the Damsel of Brittany, sister of his victim Arthur, who was confined here in company with the two daughters of Alexander, king of Scotland. He went on to recount the confinement of Edward II. herein, previous to his murder at Berkeley, the gay doings in the reign of Elizabeth, and so downward through time to the final overthrow of the stern old pile. As he proceeded, the lecturer pointed with his finger at the various features appertaining to the date of his story, which he told with splendid vigour when he had warmed to his work, till his narrative, particularly in the conjectural and romantic parts, where it became coloured rather by the speaker’s imagination than by the pigments of history, gathered together the wandering thoughts of all. It was easy for him then to meet those fair concentred eyes, when the sunshades were thrown back, and complexions forgotten, in the interest of the history. The doctor’s face was then no longer criticized as a rugged boulder, a dried fig, an oak carving, or a walnut shell, but became blotted out like a mountain top in a shining haze by the nebulous pictures conjured by his tale.


  Then the lecture ended, and questions were asked, and individuals of the company wandered at will, the light dresses of the ladies sweeping over the hot grass and brushing up thistledown which had hitherto lain quiescent, so that it rose in a flight from the skirts of each like a comet’s tail.


  Some of Lord Mountclere’s party, including himself and Ethelberta, wandered now into a cool dungeon, partly open to the air overhead, where long arms of ivy hung between their eyes and the white sky. While they were here, Lady Jane Joy and some other friends of the viscount told Ethelberta that they were probably coming on to Knollsea.


  She instantly perceived that getting into close quarters in that way might be very inconvenient, considering the youngsters she had under her charge, and straightway decided upon a point that she had debated for several days—a visit to her aunt in Normandy. In London it had been a mere thought, but the Channel had looked so tempting from its brink that the journey was virtually fixed as soon as she reached Knollsea, and found that a little pleasure steamer crossed to Cherbourg once a week during the summer, so that she would not have to enter the crowded routes at all.


  ‘I am afraid I shall not see you in Knollsea,’ she said. ‘I am about to go to Cherbourg and then to Rouen.’


  ‘How sorry I am. When do you leave?’


  ‘At the beginning of next week,’ said Ethelberta, settling the time there and then.


  ‘Did I hear you say that you were going to Cherbourg and Rouen?’ Lord Mountclere inquired.


  ‘I think to do so,’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘I am going to Normandy myself,’ said a voice behind her, and without turning she knew that Neigh was standing there.


  They next went outside, and Lord Mountclere offered Ethelberta his arm on the ground of assisting her down the burnished grass slope. Ethelberta, having pity upon him, took it; but the assistance was all on her side; she stood like a statue amid his slips and totterings, some of which taxed her strength heavily, and her ingenuity more, to appear as the supported and not the supporter. The incident brought Neigh still further from his retirement, and she learnt that he was one of a yachting party which had put in at Knollsea that morning; she was greatly relieved to find that he was just now on his way to London, whence he would probably proceed on his journey abroad.


  Ethelberta adhered as well as she could to her resolve that Neigh should not speak with her alone, but by dint of perseverance he did manage to address her without being overheard.


  ‘Will you give me an answer?’ said Neigh. ‘I have come on purpose.’


  ‘I cannot just now. I have been led to doubt you.’


  ‘Doubt me? What new wrong have I done?’


  ‘Spoken jestingly of my visit to Farnfield.’


  ‘Good ——! I did not speak or think of you. When I told that incident I had no idea who the lady was—I did not know it was you till two days later, and I at once held my tongue. I vow to you upon my soul and life that what I say is true. How shall I prove my truth better than by my errand here?’


  ‘Don’t speak of this now. I am so occupied with other things. I am going to Rouen, and will think of it on my way.’


  ‘I am going there too. When do you go?’


  ‘I shall be in Rouen next Wednesday, I hope.’


  ‘May I ask where?’


  ‘Hôtel Beau Séjour.’


  ‘Will you give me an answer there? I can easily call upon you. It is now a month and more since you first led me to hope——’


  ‘I did not lead you to hope—at any rate clearly.’


  ‘Indirectly you did. And although I am willing to be as considerate as any man ought to be in giving you time to think over the question, there is a limit to my patience. Any necessary delay I will put up with, but I won’t be trifled with. I hate all nonsense, and can’t stand it.’


  ‘Indeed. Good-morning.’


  ‘But Mrs. Petherwin—just one word.’


  ‘I have nothing to say.’


  ‘I will meet you at Rouen for an answer. I would meet you in Hades for the matter of that. Remember this: next Wednesday, if I live, I shall call upon you at Rouen.’


  She did not say nay.


  ‘May I?’ he added.


  ‘If you will.’


  ‘But say it shall be an appointment?’


  ‘Very well.’


  Lord Mountclere was by this time toddling towards them to ask if they would come on to his house, Enckworth Court, not very far distant, to lunch with the rest of the party. Neigh, having already arranged to go on to town that afternoon, was obliged to decline, and Ethelberta thought fit to do the same, idly asking Lord Mountclere if Enckworth Court lay in the direction of a gorge that was visible where they stood.


  ‘No; considerably to the right,’ he said. ‘The opening you are looking at would reveal the sea if it were not for the trees that block the way. Ah, those trees have a history; they are half-a-dozen elms which I planted myself when I was a boy. How time flies!’


  ‘It is unfortunate they stand just so as to cover the blue bit of sea. That addition would double the value of the view from here.’


  ‘You would prefer the blue sea to the trees?’


  ‘In that particular spot I should; they might have looked just as well, and yet have hidden nothing worth seeing. The narrow slit would have been invaluable there.’


  ‘They shall fall before the sun sets, in deference to your opinion,’ said Lord Mountclere.


  ‘That would be rash indeed,’ said Ethelberta, laughing, ‘when my opinion on such a point may be worth nothing whatever.’


  ‘Where no other is acted upon, it is practically the universal one,’ he replied gaily.


  And then Ethelberta’s elderly admirer bade her adieu, and away the whole party drove in a long train over the hills towards the valley wherein stood Enckworth Court. Ethelberta’s carriage was supposed by her friends to have been left at the village inn, as were many others, and her retiring from view on foot attracted no notice.


  She watched them out of sight, and she also saw the rest depart—those who, their interest in archaeology having begun and ended with this spot, had, like herself, declined the hospitable viscount’s invitation, and started to drive or walk at once home again. Thereupon the castle was quite deserted except by Ethelberta, the ass, and the jackdaws, now floundering at ease again in and about the ivy of the keep.


  Not wishing to enter Knollsea till the evening shades were falling, she still walked amid the ruins, examining more leisurely some points which the stress of keeping herself companionable would not allow her to attend to while the assemblage was present. At the end of the survey, being somewhat weary with her clambering, she sat down on the slope commanding the gorge where the trees grew, to make a pencil sketch of the landscape as it was revealed between the ragged walls. Thus engaged she weighed the circumstances of Lord Mountclere’s invitation, and could not be certain if it were prudishness or simple propriety in herself which had instigated her to refuse. She would have liked the visit for many reasons, and if Lord Mountclere had been anybody but a remarkably attentive old widower, she would have gone. As it was, it had occurred to her that there was something in his tone which should lead her to hesitate. Were any among the elderly or married ladies who had appeared upon the ground in a detached form as she had done—and many had appeared thus—invited to Enckworth; and if not, why were they not? That Lord Mountclere admired her there was no doubt, and for this reason it behoved her to be careful. His disappointment at parting from her was, in one aspect, simply laughable, from its odd resemblance to the unfeigned sorrow of a boy of fifteen at a first parting from his first love; in another aspect it caused reflection; and she thought again of his curiosity about her doings for the remainder of the summer.


  While she sketched and thought thus, the shadows grew longer, and the sun low. And then she perceived a movement in the gorge. One of the trees forming the curtain across it began to wave strangely: it went further to one side, and fell. Where the tree had stood was now a rent in the foliage, and through the narrow rent could be seen the distant sea.


  Ethelberta uttered a soft exclamation. It was not caused by the surprise she had felt, nor by the intrinsic interest of the sight, nor by want of comprehension. It was a sudden realization of vague things hitherto dreamed of from a distance only—a sense of novel power put into her hands without request or expectation. A landscape was to be altered to suit her whim. She had in her life-time moved essentially larger mountains, but they had seemed of far less splendid material than this; for it was the nature of the gratification rather than its magnitude which enchanted the fancy of a woman whose poetry, in spite of her necessities, was hardly yet extinguished. But there was something more, with which poetry had little to do. Whether the opinion of any pretty woman in England was of more weight with Lord Mountclere than memories of his boyhood, or whether that distinction was reserved for her alone; this was a point that she would have liked to know.


  The enjoyment of power in a new element, an enjoyment somewhat resembling in kind that which is given by a first ride or swim, held Ethelberta to the spot, and she waited, but sketched no more. Another tree-top swayed and vanished as before, and the slit of sea was larger still. Her mind and eye were so occupied with this matter that, sitting in her nook, she did not observe a thin young man, his boots white with the dust of a long journey on foot, who arrived at the castle by the valley-road from Knollsea. He looked awhile at the ruin, and, skirting its flank instead of entering by the great gateway, climbed up the scarp and walked in through a breach. After standing for a moment among the walls, now silent and apparently empty, with a disappointed look he descended the slope, and proceeded along on his way.


  Ethelberta, who was in quite another part of the castle, saw the black spot diminishing to the size of a fly as he receded along the dusty road, and soon after she descended on the other side, where she remounted the ass, and ambled homeward as she had come, in no bright mood. What, seeing the precariousness of her state, was the day’s triumph worth after all, unless, before her beauty abated, she could ensure her position against the attacks of chance?


  
    To be thus is nothing;


    But to be safely thus.

  


  —she said it more than once on her journey that day.


  On entering the sitting-room of their cot up the hill she found it empty, and from a change perceptible in the position of small articles of furniture, something unusual seemed to have taken place in her absence. The dwelling being of that sort in which whatever goes on in one room is audible through all the rest, Picotee, who was upstairs, heard the arrival and came down. Picotee’s face was rosed over with the brilliance of some excitement. ‘What do you think I have to tell you, Berta?’ she said.


  ‘I have no idea,’ said her sister. ‘Surely,’ she added, her face intensifying to a wan sadness, ‘Mr. Julian has not been here?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Picotee. ‘And we went down to the sands—he, and Myrtle, and Georgina, and Emmeline, and I—and Cornelia came down when she had put away the dinner. And then we dug wriggles out of the sand with Myrtle’s spade: we got such a lot, and had such fun; they are in a dish in the kitchen. Mr. Julian came to see you; but at last he could wait no longer, and when I told him you were at the meeting in the castle ruins he said he would try to find you there on his way home, if he could get there before the meeting broke up.’


  ‘Then it was he I saw far away on the road—yes, it must have been.’ She remained in gloomy reverie a few moments, and then said, ‘Very well—let it be. Picotee, get me some tea: I do not want dinner.’


  But the news of Christopher’s visit seemed to have taken away her appetite for tea also, and after sitting a little while she flung herself down upon the couch, and told Picotee that she had settled to go and see their aunt Charlotte.


  ‘I am going to write to Sol and Dan to ask them to meet me there,’ she added. ‘I want them, if possible, to see Paris. It will improve them greatly in their trades, I am thinking, if they can see the kinds of joinery and decoration practised in France. They agreed to go, if I should wish it, before we left London. You, of course, will go as my maid.’


  Picotee gazed upon the sea with a crestfallen look, as if she would rather not cross it in any capacity just then.


  ‘It would scarcely be worth going to the expense of taking me, would it?’ she said.


  The cause of Picotee’s sudden sense of economy was so plain that her sister smiled; but young love, however foolish, is to a thinking person far too tragic a power for ridicule; and Ethelberta forbore, going on as if Picotee had not spoken: ‘I must have you with me. I may be seen there: so many are passing through Rouen at this time of the year. Cornelia can take excellent care of the children while we are gone. I want to get out of England, and I will get out of England. There is nothing but vanity and vexation here.’


  ‘I am sorry you were away when he called,’ said Picotee gently.


  ‘O, I don’t mean that. I wish there were no different ranks in the world, and that contrivance were not a necessary faculty to have at all. Well, we are going to cross by the little steamer that puts in here, and we are going on Monday.’ She added in another minute, ‘What had Mr. Julian to tell us that he came here? How did he find us out?’


  ‘I mentioned that we were coming here in my letter to Faith. Mr. Julian says that perhaps he and his sister may also come for a few days before the season is over. I should like to see Miss Julian again. She is such a nice girl.’


  ‘Yes.’ Ethelberta played with her hair, and looked at the ceiling as she reclined. ‘I have decided after all,’ she said, ‘that it will be better to take Cornelia as my maid, and leave you here with the children. Cornelia is stronger as a companion than you, and she will be delighted to go. Do you think you are competent to keep Myrtle and Georgina out of harm’s way?’


  ‘O yes—I will be exceedingly careful,’ said Picotee, with great vivacity. ‘And if there is time I can go on teaching them a little.’ Then Picotee caught Ethelberta’s eye, and colouring red, sank down beside her sister, whispering, ‘I know why it is! But if you would rather have me with you I will go, and not once wish to stay.’


  Ethelberta looked as if she knew all about that, and said, ‘Of course there will be no necessity to tell the Julians about my departure until they have fixed the time for coming, and cannot alter their minds.’


  The sound of the children with Cornelia, and their appearance outside the window, pushing between the fuchsia bushes which overhung the path, put an end to this dialogue; they entered armed with buckets and spades, a very moist and sandy aspect pervading them as far up as the high-water mark of their clothing, and began to tell Ethelberta of the wonders of the deep.


  ♣


  XXXII


  A Room in Enckworth Court


  ‘Are you sure the report is true?’


  ‘I am sure that what I say is true, my lord; but it is hardly to be called a report. It is a secret, known at present to nobody but myself and Mrs. Doncastle’s maid.’


  The speaker was Lord Mountclere’s trusty valet, and the conversation was between him and the viscount in a dressing-room at Enckworth Court, on the evening after the meeting of archaeologists at Corvsgate Castle.


  ‘H’m-h’m; the daughter of a butler. Does Mrs. Doncastle know of this yet, or Mr. Neigh, or any of their friends?’


  ‘No, my lord.’


  ‘You are quite positive?’


  ‘Quite positive. I was, by accident, the first that Mrs. Menlove named the matter to, and I told her it might be much to her advantage if she took particular care it should go no further.’


  ‘Mrs. Menlove! Who’s she?’


  ‘The lady’s-maid at Mrs. Doncastle’s, my lord.’


  ‘O, ah—of course. You may leave me now, Tipman.’ Lord Mountclere remained in thought for a moment. ‘A clever little puss, to hoodwink us all like this—hee-hee!’—he murmured. ‘Her education—how finished; and her beauty—so seldom that I meet with such a woman. Cut down my elms to please a butler’s daughter—what a joke—certainly a good joke! To interest me in her on the right side instead of the wrong was strange. But it can be made to change sides—hee-hee!—it can be made to change sides! Tipman!’


  Tipman came forward from the doorway.


  ‘Will you take care that that piece of gossip you mentioned to me is not repeated in this house? I strongly disapprove of talebearing of any sort, and wish to hear no more of this. Such stories are never true. Answer me—do you hear? Such stories are never true.’


  ‘I beg pardon, but I think your lordship will find this one true,’ said the valet quietly.


  ‘Then where did she get her manners and education? Do you know?’


  ‘I do not, my lord. I suppose she picked ’em up by her wits.’


  ‘Never mind what you suppose,’ said the old man impatiently. ‘Whenever I ask a question of you tell me what you know, and no more.’


  ‘Quite so, my lord. I beg your lordship’s pardon for supposing.’


  ‘H’m-h’m. Have the fashion-books and plates arrived yet?’


  ‘Le Follet has, my lord; but not the others.’


  ‘Let me have it at once. Always bring it to me at once. Are there any handsome ones this time?’


  ‘They are much the same class of female as usual, I think, my lord,’ said Tipman, fetching the paper and laying it before him.


  ‘Yes, they are,’ said the viscount, leaning back and scrutinizing the faces of the women one by one, and talking softly to himself in a way that had grown upon him as his age increased. ‘Yet they are very well: that one with her shoulder turned is pure and charming—the brown-haired one will pass. All very harmless and innocent, but without character; no soul, or inspiration, or eloquence of eye. What an eye was hers! There is not a girl among them so beautiful…. Tipman! Come and take it away. I don’t think I will subscribe to these papers any longer—how long have I subscribed? Never mind—I take no interest in these things, and I suppose I must give them up. What white article is that I see on the floor yonder?’


  ‘I can see nothing, my lord.’


  ‘Yes, yes, you can. At the other end of the room. It is a white handkerchief. Bring it to me.’


  ‘I beg pardon, my lord, but I cannot see any white handkerchief. Whereabouts does your lordship mean?’


  ‘There in the corner. If it is not a handkerchief, what is it? Walk along till you come to it—that is it; now a little further—now your foot is against it.’


  ‘O that—it is not anything. It is the light reflected against the skirting, so that it looks like a white patch of something—that is all.’


  ‘H’m-h’m. My eyes—how weak they are! I am getting old, that’s what it is: I am an old man.’


  ‘O no, my lord.’


  ‘Yes, an old man.’


  ‘Well, we shall all be old some day, and so will your lordship, I suppose; but as yet——’


  ‘I tell you I am an old man!’


  ‘Yes, my lord—I did not mean to contradict. An old man in one sense—old in a young man’s sense, but not in a house-of-parliament or historical sense. A little oldish—I meant that, my lord.’


  ‘I may be an old man in one sense or in another sense in your mind; but let me tell you there are men older than I.’


  ‘Yes, so there are, my lord.’


  ‘People may call me what they please, and you may be impertinent enough to repeat to me what they say, but let me tell you I am not a very old man after all. I am not an old man.’


  ‘Old in knowledge of the world I meant, my lord, not in years.’


  ‘Well, yes. Experience of course I cannot be without. And I like what is beautiful. Tipman, you must go to Knollsea; don’t send, but go yourself, as I wish nobody else to be concerned in this. Go to Knollsea, and find out when the steamboat for Cherbourg starts; and when you have done that, I shall want you to send Taylor to me. I wish Captain Strong to bring the Fawn round into Knollsea Bay. Next week I may want you to go to Cherbourg in the yacht with me—if the Channel is pretty calm—and then perhaps to Rouen and Paris. But I will speak of that to-morrow.’


  ‘Very good, my lord.’


  ‘Meanwhile I recommend that you and Mrs. Menlove repeat nothing you may have heard concerning the lady you just now spoke of. Here is a slight present for Mrs. Menlove; and accept this for yourself.’ He handed money.


  ‘Your lordship may be sure we will not,’ the valet replied.


  ♣


  XXXIII


  The English Channel—Normandy


  On Monday morning the little steamer Speedwell made her appearance round the promontory by Knollsea Bay, to take in passengers for the transit to Cherbourg. Breezes the freshest that could blow without verging on keenness flew over the quivering deeps and shallows; and the sunbeams pierced every detail of barrow, path, and rabbit-run upon the lofty convexity of down and waste which shut in Knollsea from the world to the west.


  They left the pier at eight o’clock, taking at first a short easterly course to avoid a sinister ledge of limestones jutting from the water like crocodile’s teeth, which first obtained notoriety in English history through being the spot whereon a formidable Danish fleet went to pieces a thousand years ago. At the moment that the Speedwell turned to enter upon the direct course, a schooner-yacht, whose sheets gleamed like bridal satin, loosed from a remoter part of the bay; continuing to bear off, she cut across the steamer’s wake, and took a course almost due southerly, which was precisely that of the Speedwell. The wind was very favourable for the yacht, blowing a few points from north in a steady pressure on her quarter, and, having been built with every modern appliance that shipwrights could offer, the schooner found no difficulty in getting abreast, and even ahead, of the steamer, as soon as she had escaped the shelter of the hills.


  The more or less parallel courses of the vessels continued for some time without causing any remark among the people on board the Speedwell. At length one noticed the fact, and another; and then it became the general topic of conversation in the group upon the bridge, where Ethelberta, her hair getting frizzed and her cheeks carnationed by the wind, sat upon a camp-stool looking towards the prow.


  ‘She is bound for Guernsey,’ said one. ‘In half an hour she will put about for a more westerly course, you’ll see.’


  ‘She is not for Guernsey or anywhere that way,’ said an acquaintance, looking through his glass. ‘If she is out for anything more than a morning cruise, she is bound for our port. I should not wonder if she is crossing to get stocked, as most of them do, to save the duty on her wine and provisions.’


  ‘Do you know whose yacht it is?’


  ‘I do not.’


  Ethelberta looked at the light leaning figure of the pretty schooner, which seemed to skate along upon her bilge and make white shavings of all the sea that touched her. She at first imagined that this might be the yacht Neigh had arrived in at the end of the previous week, for she knew that he came as one of a yachting party, and she had noticed no other boat of that sort in the bay since his arrival. But as all his party had gone ashore and not yet returned, she was surprised to see the supposed vessel here. To add to her perplexity, she could not be positive, now that it came to a real nautical query, whether the craft of Neigh’s friends had one mast or two, for she had caught but a fragmentary view of the topsail over the apple-trees.


  ‘Is that the yacht which has been lying at Knollsea for the last few days?’ she inquired of the master of the Speedwell, as soon as she had an opportunity.


  The master warmed beneath his copper-coloured rind. ‘O no, miss; that one you saw was a cutter—a smaller boat altogether,’ he replied. ‘Built on the sliding-keel principle, you understand, miss—and red below her water-line, if you noticed. This is Lord Mountclere’s yacht—the Fawn. You might have seen her re’ching in round Old-Harry Rock this morning afore we started.’


  ‘Lord Mountclere’s?’


  ‘Yes—a nobleman of this neighbourhood. But he don’t do so much at yachting as he used to in his younger days. I believe he’s aboard this morning, however.’


  Ethelberta now became more absorbed than ever in their ocean comrade, and watched its motions continually. The schooner was considerably in advance of them by this time, and seemed to be getting by degrees out of their course. She wondered if Lord Mountclere could be really going to Cherbourg: if so, why had he said nothing about the trip to her when she spoke of her own approaching voyage thither? The yacht changed its character in her eyes; losing the indefinite interest of the unknown, it acquired the charm of a riddle on motives, of which the alternatives were, had Lord Mountclere’s journey anything to do with her own, or had it not? Common probability pointed to the latter supposition; but the time of starting, the course of the yacht, and recollections of Lord Mountclere’s homage, suggested the more extraordinary possibility.


  She went across to Cornelia. ‘The man who handed us on board—didn’t I see him speaking to you this morning?’ she said.


  ‘O yes,’ said Cornelia. ‘He asked if my mistress was the popular Mrs. Petherwin?


  ‘And you told him, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What made you do that, Cornelia?’


  ‘I thought I might: I couldn’t help it. When I went through the toll-gate, such a gentlemanly-looking man asked me if he should help me to carry the things to the end of the pier; and as we went on together he said he supposed me to be Mrs. Petherwin’s maid. I said, “Yes.” The two men met afterwards, so there would ha’ been no good in my denying it to one of ’em.’


  ‘Who was this gentlemanly person?’


  ‘I asked the other man that, and he told me one of Lord Mountclere’s upper servants. I knew then there was no harm in having been civil to him. He is well-mannered, and talks splendid language.’


  ‘That yacht you see on our right hand is Lord Mountclere’s property. If I do not mistake, we shall have her closer by-and-by, and you may meet your gentlemanly friend again. Be careful how you talk to him.’


  Ethelberta sat down, thought of the meeting at Corvsgate Castle, of the dinner-party at Mr. Doncastle’s, of the strange position she had there been in, and then of her father. She suddenly reproached herself for thoughtlessness; for in her pocket lay a letter from him, which she had taken from the postman that morning at the moment of coming from the door, and in the hurry of embarking had forgotten ever since. Opening it quickly, she read:—


  
    My dear Ethelberta,—Your letter reached me yesterday, and I called round at Exonbury Crescent in the afternoon, as you wished. Everything is going on right there, and you have no occasion to be anxious about them. I do not leave town for another week or two, and by the time I am gone Sol and Dan will have returned from Paris, if your mother and Gwendoline want any help: so that you need not hurry back on their account.


    I have something else to tell you, which is not quite so satisfactory, and it is this that makes me write at once; but do not be alarmed. It began in this way. A few nights after the dinner-party here I was determined to find out if there was any truth in what you had been told about that boy, and having seen Menlove go out as usual after dark, I followed her. Sure enough, when she had got into the park, up came master Joe, smoking a cigar. As soon as they had met I went towards them, and Menlove, seeing somebody draw nigh, began to edge off, when the blockhead said, ‘Never mind, my love, it is only the old man.’ Being very provoked with both of them, though she was really the most to blame, I gave him some smart cuts across the shoulders with my cane, and told him to go home, which he did with a flea in his ear, the rascal. I believe I have cured his courting tricks for some little time.


    Well, Menlove then walked by me, quite cool, as if she were merely a lady passing by chance at the time, which provoked me still more, knowing the whole truth of it, and I could not help turning upon her and saying, ‘You, madam, ought to be served the same way.’ She replied in very haughty words, and I walked away, saying that I had something better to do than argue with a woman of her character at that hour of the evening. This so set her up that she followed me home, marched into my pantry, and told me that if I had been more careful about my manners in calling her a bad character, it might have been better both for me and my stuck-up daughter—a daw in eagle’s plumes—and so on. Now it seems that she must have coaxed something out of Joey about you—for what lad in the world could be a match for a woman of her experience and arts! I hope she will do you no serious damage; but I tell you the whole state of affairs exactly as they are, that you may form your own opinions. After all, there is no real disgrace, for none of us have ever done wrong, but have worked honestly for a living. However, I will let you know if anything serious really happens.

  


  This was all that her father said on the matter, the letter concluding with messages to the children and directions from their mother with regard to their clothes.


  Ethelberta felt very distinctly that she was in a strait; the old impression that, unless her position were secured soon, it never would be secured, returned with great force. A doubt whether it was worth securing would have been very strong ere this, had not others besides herself been concerned in her fortunes. She looked up from her letter, and beheld the pertinacious yacht; it led her up to a conviction that therein lay a means and an opportunity.


  Nothing further of importance occurred in crossing. Ethelberta’s head ached after a while, and Cornelia’s healthy cheeks of red were found to have diminished their colour to the size of a wafer and the quality of a stain. The Speedwell entered the breakwater at Cherbourg to find the schooner already in the roadstead; and by the time the steamer was brought up Ethelberta could see the men on board the yacht clewing up and making things snug in a way from which she inferred that they were not going to leave the harbour again that day. With the aspect of a fair galleon that could easily out-manœuvre her persevering buccaneer, Ethelberta passed alongside. Could it be possible that Lord Mountclere had on her account fixed this day for his visit across the Channel?


  ‘Well, I would rather be haunted by him than by Mr. Neigh,’ she said; and began laying her plans so as to guard against inconvenient surprises.


  The next morning Ethelberta was at the railway station, taking tickets for herself and Cornelia, when she saw an old yet sly and somewhat merry-faced Englishman a little way off. He was attended by a younger man, who appeared to be his valet.


  ‘I will exchange one of these tickets,’ she said to the clerk, and having done so she went to Cornelia to inform her that it would after all be advisable for them to travel separate, adding, ‘Lord Mountclere is in the station, and I think he is going on by our train. Remember, you are my maid again now. Is not that the gentlemanly man who assisted you yesterday?’ She signified the valet as she spoke.


  ‘It is,’ said Cornelia.


  When the passengers were taking their seats, and Ethelberta was thinking whether she might not after all enter a second-class with Cornelia instead of sitting solitary in a first because of an old man’s proximity, she heard a shuffling at her elbow, and the next moment found that he was overtly observing her as if he had not done so in secret at all. She at once gave him an unsurprised gesture of recognition. ‘I saw you some time ago; what a singular coincidence,’ she said.


  ‘A charming one,’ said Lord Mountclere, smiling a half-minute smile, and making as if he would take his hat off and would not quite. ‘Perhaps we must not call it coincidence entirely,’ he continued; ‘my journey, which I have contemplated for some time, was not fixed this week altogether without a thought of your presence on the road—hee-hee! Do you go far to-day?’


  ‘As far as Caen,’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘Ah! That’s the end of my day’s journey, too,’ said Lord Mountclere. They parted and took their respective places, Lord Mountclere choosing a compartment next to the one Ethelberta was entering, and not, as she had expected, attempting to join her.


  Now she had instantly fancied when the viscount was speaking that there were signs of some departure from his former respectful manner towards her; and an enigma lay in that. At their earlier meetings he had never ventured upon a distinct coupling of himself and herself as he had done in his broad compliment to-day—if compliment it could be called. She was not sure that he did not exceed his license in telling her deliberately that he had meant to hover near her in a private journey which she was taking without reference to him. She did not object to the act, but to the avowal of the act; and, being as sensitive as a barometer on signs affecting her social condition, it darted upon Ethelberta for one little moment that he might possibly have heard a word or two about her being nothing more nor less than one of a tribe of thralls; hence his freedom of manner. Certainly a plain remark of that sort was exactly what a susceptible peer might be supposed to say to a pretty woman of far inferior degree. A rapid redness filled her face at the thought that he might have smiled upon her as upon a domestic whom he was disposed to chuck under the chin. ‘But no,’ she said. ‘He would never have taken the trouble to follow and meet with me had he learnt to think me other than a lady. It is extremity of devotion—that’s all.’


  It was not Ethelberta’s inexperience, but that her conception of self precluded such an association of ideas, which led her to dismiss the surmise that his attendance could be inspired by a motive beyond that of paying her legitimate attentions as a co-ordinate with him and his in the social field. Even if he only meant flirtation, she read it as of that sort from which courtship with an eye to matrimony differs only in degree. Hence, she thought, his interest in her was not likely, under the ordinary influences of caste feeling, to continue longer than while he was kept in ignorance of her consanguinity with a stock proscribed. She sighed at the anticipated close of her full-feathered towering when her ties and bonds should be uncovered. She might have seen matters in a different light, and sighed more. But in the stir of the moment it escaped her thought that ignorance of her position, and a consequent regard for her as a woman of good standing, would have prevented his indulgence in any course which was open to the construction of being disrespectful.


  Valognes, Carentan, Isigny, Bayeux, were passed, and the train drew up at Caen. Ethelberta’s intention had been to stay here for one night, but having learnt from Lord Mountclere, as previously described, that this was his destination, she decided to go on. On turning towards the carriage after a few minutes of promenading at the Caen station, she was surprised to perceive that Lord Mountclere, who had alighted as if to leave, was still there.


  They spoke again to each other. ‘I find I have to go further,’ he suddenly said, when she had chatted with him a little time. And beckoning to the man who was attending to his baggage, he directed the things to be again placed in the train.


  Time passed, and they changed at the next junction. When Ethelberta entered a carriage on the branch line to take her seat for the remainder of the journey, there sat the viscount in the same division. He explained that he was going to Rouen.


  Ethelberta came to a quick resolution. Her audacity, like that of a child getting nearer and nearer a parent’s side, became wonderfully vigorous as she approached her destination; and though there were three good hours of travel to Rouen as yet, the heavier part of the journey was past. At her aunt’s would be a safe refuge, play what pranks she might, and there she would to-morrow meet those bravest of defenders Sol and Dan, to whom she had sent as much money as she could conveniently spare towards their expenses, with directions that they were to come by the most economical route, and meet her at the house of her aunt, Madame Moulin, previous to their educational trip to Paris, their own contribution being the value of the week’s work they would have to lose. Thus backed up by Sol and Dan, her aunt, and Cornelia, Ethelberta felt quite the reverse of a lonely female persecuted by a wicked lord in a foreign country. ‘He shall pay for his weaknesses, whatever they mean,’ she thought; ‘and what they mean I will find out at once.’


  ‘I am going to Paris,’ she said.


  ‘You cannot to-night, I think.’


  ‘To-morrow, I mean.’


  ‘I should like to go on to-morrow. Perhaps I may. So that there is a chance of our meeting again.’


  ‘Yes; but I do not leave Rouen till the afternoon. I first shall go to the cathedral, and drive round the city.’


  Lord Mountclere smiled pleasantly. There seemed a sort of encouragement in her words. Ethelberta’s thoughts, however, had flown at that moment to the approaching situation at her aunt’s hotel: it would be extremely embarrassing if he should go there.


  ‘Where do you stay, Lord Mountclere?’ she said.


  Thus directly asked, he could not but commit himself to the name of the hotel he had been accustomed to patronize, which was one in the upper part of the city.


  ‘Mine is not that one,’ said Ethelberta frigidly.


  No further remark was made under this head, and they conversed for the remainder of the daylight on scenery and other topics, Lord Mountclere’s air of festivity lending him all the qualities of an agreeable companion. But notwithstanding her resolve, Ethelberta failed, for that day at least, to make her mind clear upon Lord Mountclere’s intentions. To that end she would have liked first to know what were the exact limits set by society to conduct under present conditions, if society had ever set any at all, which was open to question: since experience had long ago taught her that much more freedom actually prevails in the communion of the sexes than is put on paper as etiquette, or admitted in so many words as correct behaviour. In short, everything turned upon whether he had learnt of her position when off the platform at Mayfair Hall.


  Wearied with these surmises, and the day’s travel, she closed her eyes. And then her enamoured companion more widely opened his, and traced the beautiful features opposite him. The arch of the brows—like a slur in music—the droop of the lashes, the meeting of the lips, and the sweet rotundity of the chin—one by one, and all together, they were adored, till his heart was like a retort full of spirits of wine.


  It was a warm evening, and when they arrived at their journey’s end distant thunder rolled behind heavy and opaque clouds. Ethelberta bade adieu to her attentive satellite, called to Cornelia, and entered a cab; but before they reached the inn the thunder had increased. Then a cloud cracked into flame behind the iron spire of the cathedral, showing in relief its black ribs and stanchions, as if they were the bars of a blazing cresset held on high.


  ‘Ah, we will clamber up there to-morrow,’ said Ethelberta.


  A wondrous stillness pervaded the streets of the city after this, though it was not late; and their arrival at M. Moulin’s door was quite an event for the quay. No rain came, as they had expected, and by the time they halted the western sky had cleared, so that the newly-lit lamps on the quay, and the evening glow shining over the river, inwove their harmonious rays as the warp and woof of one lustrous tissue. Before they had alighted there appeared from the archway Madame Moulin in person, followed by the servants of the hotel in a manner signifying that they did not receive a visitor once a fortnight, though at that moment the clatter of sixty knives, forks, and tongues was audible through an open window from the adjoining dining-room, to the great interest of a group of idlers outside. Ethelberta had not seen her aunt since she last passed through the town with Lady Petherwin, who then told her that this landlady was the only respectable relative she seemed to have in the world.


  Aunt Charlotte’s face was an English outline filled in with French shades under the eyes, on the brows, and round the mouth, by the natural effect of years; she resembled the British hostess as little as well could be, no point in her causing the slightest suggestion of drops taken for the stomach’s sake. Telling the two young women she would gladly have met them at the station had she known the hour of their arrival, she kissed them both without much apparent notice of a difference in their conditions; indeed, seeming rather to incline to Cornelia, whose country face and homely style of clothing may have been more to her mind than Ethelberta’s finished travelling-dress, a class of article to which she appeared to be well accustomed. Her husband was at this time at the head of the table-d’hôte, and mentioning the fact as an excuse for his non-appearance, she accompanied them upstairs.


  After the strain of keeping up smiles with Lord Mountclere, the rattle and shaking, and the general excitements of the chase across the water and along the rail, a face in which she saw a dim reflex of her mother’s was soothing in the extreme, and Ethelberta went up to the staircase with a feeling of expansive thankfulness. Cornelia paused to admire the clean court and the small caged birds sleeping on their perches, the boxes of veronica in bloom, of oleander, and of tamarisk, which freshened the air of the court and lent a romance to the lamplight, the cooks in their paper caps and white blouses appearing at odd moments from an Avernus behind; while the prompt ‘v’la!’ of teetotums in mob caps, spinning down the staircase in answer to the periodic clang of bells, filled her with wonder, and pricked her conscience with thoughts of how seldom such transcendent nimbleness was attempted by herself in a part so nearly similar.


  ♣


  XXXIV


  The Hôtel Beau Séjour and Spots near it


  The next day, much to Ethelberta’s surprise, there was a letter for her in her mother’s up-hill hand. She neglected all the rest of its contents for the following engrossing sentences:—


  
    Menlove has wormed everything out of poor Joey, we find, and your father is much upset about it. She had another quarrel with him, and then declared she would expose you and us to Mrs. Doncastle and all your friends. I think that Menlove is the kind of woman who will stick to her word, and the question for you to consider is, how can you best face out any report of the truth which she will spread, and contradict the lies that she will add to it? It appears to me to be a dreadful thing, and so it will probably appear to you. The worst part will be that your sisters and brothers are your servants, and that your father is actually engaged in the house where you dine. I am dreadful afraid that this will be considered a fine joke for gossips, and will cause no end of laughs in society at your expense. At any rate, should Menlove spread the report, it would absolutely prevent people from attending your lectures next season, for they would feel like dupes, and be angry with theirselves, and you, and all of us.


    The only way out of the muddle that I can see for you is to put some scheme of marrying into effect as soon as possible, and before these things are known. Surely by this time, with all your opportunities, you have been able to strike up an acquaintance with some gentleman or other, so as to make a suitable match. You see, my dear Berta, marriage is a thing which, once carried out, fixes you more firm in a position than any personal brains can do; for as you stand at present, every loose tooth, and every combed-out hair, and every new wrinkle, and every sleepless night, is so much took away from your chance for the future, depending as it do upon your skill in charming. I know that you have had some good offers, so do listen to me, and warm up the best man of them again a bit, and get him to repeat his words before your roundness shrinks away, and ’tis too late.


    Mr. Ladywell has called here to see you; it was just after I had heard that this Menlove might do harm, so I thought I could do no better than send down word to him that you would much like to see him, and were wondering sadly why he had not called lately. I gave him your address at Rouen, that he might find you, if he chose, at once, and be got to propose, since he is better than nobody. I believe he said, directly Joey gave him the address, that he was going abroad, and my opinion is that he will come to you, because of the encouragement I gave him. If so, you must thank me for my foresight and care for you.


    I heave a sigh of relief sometimes at the thought that I, at any rate, found a husband before the present man-famine began. Don’t refuse him this time, there’s a dear, or, mark my words, you’ll have cause to rue it—unless you have beforehand got engaged to somebody better than he. You will not if you have not already, for the exposure is sure to come soon.

  


  ‘O, this false position!—it is ruining your nature, my too thoughtful mother! But I will not accept any of them—I’ll brazen it out!’ said Ethelberta, throwing the letter wherever it chose to fly, and picking it up to read again. She stood and thought it all over. ‘I must decide to do something!’ was her sigh again; and, feeling an irresistible need of motion, she put on her things and went out to see what resolve the morning would bring.


  No rain had fallen during the night, and the air was now quiet in a warm heavy fog, through which old cider-smells, reminding her of Wessex, occasionally came from narrow streets in the background. Ethelberta passed up the Rue Grand-Pont into the little dusky Rue Saint-Romain, behind the cathedral, being driven mechanically along by the fever and fret of her thoughts. She was about to enter the building by the transept door, when she saw Lord Mountclere coming towards her.


  Ethelberta felt equal to him, or a dozen such, this morning. The looming spectres raised by her mother’s information, the wearing sense of being over-weighted in the race, were driving her to a Hamlet-like fantasticism and defiance of augury; moreover, she was abroad.


  ‘I am about to ascend to the parapets of the cathedral,’ said she, in answer to a half inquiry.


  ‘I should be delighted to accompany you,’ he rejoined, in a manner as capable of explanation by his knowledge of her secret as was Ethelberta’s manner by her sense of nearing the end of her maying. But whether this frequent glide into her company was meant as ephemeral flirtation, to fill the half-hours of his journey, or whether it meant a serious love-suit—which were the only alternatives that had occurred to her on the subject—did not trouble her now. ‘I am bound to be civil to so great a lord,’ she lightly thought, and expressing no objection to his presence, she passed with him through the outbuildings, containing Gothic lumber from the shadowy pile above, and ascended the stone staircase. Emerging from its windings, they duly came to the long wooden ladder suspended in mid-air that led to the parapet of the tower. This being wide enough for two abreast, she could hardly do otherwise than wait a moment for the viscount, who up to this point had never faltered, and who amused her as they went by scraps of his experience in various countries, which, to do him justice, he told with vivacity and humour. Thus they reached the end of the flight, and entered behind a balustrade.


  ‘The prospect will be very lovely from this point when the fog has blown off,’ said Lord Mountclere faintly, for climbing and chattering at the same time had fairly taken away his breath. He leant against the masonary masonry to rest himself. ‘The air is clearing already; I fancy I saw a sunbeam or two.’


  ‘It will be lovelier above,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Let us go to the platform at the base of the flèche, and wait for a view there.’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said her attentive companion.


  They passed in at a door and up some more stone steps, which landed them finally in the upper chamber of the tower. Lord Mountclere sank on a beam, and asked smilingly if her ambition was not satisfied with this goal. ‘I recollect going to the top some years ago,’ he added, ‘and it did not occur to me as being a thing worth doing a second time. And there was no fog then, either.’


  ‘O,’ said Ethelberta, ‘it is one of the most splendid things a person can do! The fog is going fast, and everybody with the least artistic feeling in the direction of bird’s-eye views makes the ascent every time of coming here.’


  ‘Of course, of course,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘And I am only too happy to go to any height with you.’


  ‘Since you so kindly offer, we will go to the very top of the spire—up through the fog and into the sunshine,’ said Ethelberta.


  Lord Mountclere covered a grim misgiving by a gay smile, and away they went up a ladder admitting to the base of the huge iron framework above; then they entered upon the regular ascent of the cage, towards the hoped-for celestial blue, and among breezes which never descended so low as the town. The journey was enlivened with more breathless witticisms from Lord Mountclere, till she stepped ahead of him again; when he asked how many more steps there were.


  She inquired of the man in the blue blouse who accompanied them. ‘Fifty-five,’ she returned to Lord Mountclere a moment later.


  They went round, and round, and yet around.


  ‘How many are there now?’ Lord Mountclere demanded this time of the man.


  ‘A hundred and ninety, Monsieur,’ he said.


  ‘But there were only fifty-five ever so long ago!’


  ‘Two hundred and five, then,’ said the man. ‘Perhaps the mist prevented Mademoiselle hearing me distinctly?’


  ‘Never mind: I would follow were there five thousand more, did Mademoiselle bid me!’ said the exhausted nobleman gallantly, in English.


  ‘Hush!’ said Ethelberta, with displeasure.


  ‘He doesn’t understand a word,’ said Lord Mountclere.


  They paced the remainder of their spiral pathway in silence, and having at last reached the summit, Lord Mountclere sank down on one of the steps, panting out, ‘Dear me, dear me!’


  Ethelberta leaned and looked around, and said, ‘How extraordinary this is. It is sky above, below, everywhere.’


  He dragged himself together and stepped to her side. They formed as it were a little world to themselves, being completely ensphered by the fog, which here was dense as a sea of milk. Below was neither town, country, nor cathedral—simply whiteness, into which the iron legs of their gigantic perch faded to nothing.


  ‘We have lost our labour; there is no prospect for you, after all, Lord Mountclere,’ said Ethelberta, turning her eyes upon him. He looked at her face as if there were, and she continued, ‘Listen; I hear sounds from the town: people’s voices, and carts, and dogs, and the noise of a railway-train. Shall we now descend, and own ourselves disappointed?’


  ‘Whenever you choose.’


  Before they had put their intention in practice there appeared to be reasons for waiting awhile. Out of the plain of fog beneath a stone tooth seemed to be upheaving itself: then another showed forth. These were the summits of the St. Romain and the Butter Towers—at the western end of the building. As the fog stratum collapsed other summits manifested their presence further off—among them the two spires and lantern of St. Ouen’s; when to the left the dome of St. Madeleine’s caught a first ray from the peering sun, under which its scaly surface glittered like a fish. Then the mist rolled off in earnest, and revealed far beneath them a whole city, its red, blue, and grey roofs forming a variegated pattern, small and subdued as that of a pavement in mosaic. Eastward in the spacious outlook lay the hill of St. Catherine, breaking intrusively into the large level valley of the Seine; south was the river which had been the parent of the mist, and the Ile Lacroix, gorgeous in scarlet, purple, and green. On the western horizon could be dimly discerned melancholy forests, and further to the right stood the hill and rich groves of Boisguillaume.


  Ethelberta having now done looking around, the descent was begun and continued without intermission till they came to the passage behind the parapet.


  Ethelberta was about to step airily forward, when there reached her ear the voices of persons below. She recognized as one of them the slow unaccented tones of Neigh.


  ‘Please wait a minute!’ she said in a peremptory manner of confusion sufficient to attract Lord Mountclere’s attention.


  A recollection had sprung to her mind in a moment. She had half made an appointment with Neigh at her aunt’s hotel for this very week, and here was he in Rouen to keep it. To meet him while indulging in this vagary with Lord Mountclere—which, now that the mood it had been engendered by was passing off, she somewhat regretted—would be the height of imprudence.


  ‘I should like to go round to the other side of the parapet for a few moments,’ she said, with decisive quickness. ‘Come with me, Lord Mountclere.’


  They went round to the other side. Here she kept the viscount and their suisse until she deemed it probable that Neigh had passed by, when she returned with her companions and descended to the bottom. They emerged into the Rue Saint-Romain, whereupon a woman called from the opposite side of the way to their guide, stating that she had told the other English gentleman that the English lady had gone into the flèche.


  Ethelberta turned and looked up. She could just discern Neigh’s form upon the steps of the flèche above, ascending toilsomely in search of her.


  ‘What English gentleman could that have been?’ said Lord Mountclere, after paying the man. He spoke in a way which showed he had not overlooked her confusion. ‘It seems that he must have been searching for us, or rather for you?’


  ‘Only Mr. Neigh,’ said Ethelberta. ‘He told me he was coming here. I believe he is waiting for an interview with me.’


  ‘H’m,’ said Lord Mountclere.


  ‘Business—only business,’ said she.


  ‘Shall I leave you? Perhaps the business is important—most important.’


  ‘Unfortunately it is.’


  ‘You must forgive me this once: I cannot help—will you give me permission to make a difficult remark?’ said Lord Mountclere, in an impatient voice.


  ‘With pleasure.’


  ‘Well, then, the business I meant was—an engagement to be married.’


  Had it been possible for a woman to be perpetually on the alert she might now have supposed that Lord Mountclere knew all about her; a mechanical deference must have restrained such an allusion had he seen her in any other light than that of a distracting slave. But she answered quietly, ‘So did I.’


  ‘But how does he know—dear me, dear me! I beg pardon,’ said the viscount.


  She looked at him curiously, as if to imply that he was seriously out of his reckoning in respect of her if he supposed that he would be allowed to continue this little play at love-making as long as he chose, when she was offered the position of wife by a man so good as Neigh.


  They stood in silence side by side till, much to her ease, Cornelia appeared at the corner waiting. At the last moment he said, in somewhat agitated tones, and with what appeared to be a renewal of the respect which had been imperceptibly dropped since they crossed the Channel, ‘I was not aware of your engagement to Mr. Neigh. I fear I have been acting mistakenly on that account.’


  ‘There is no engagement as yet,’ said she.


  Lord Mountclere brightened like a child. ‘Then may I have a few words in private——’


  ‘Not now—not to-day,’ said Ethelberta, with a certain irritation at she knew not what. ‘Believe me, Lord Mountclere, you are mistaken in many things. I mean, you think more of me than you ought. A time will come when you will despise me for this day’s work, and it is madness in you to go further.’


  Lord Mountclere, knowing what he did know, may have imagined what she referred to; but Ethelberta was without the least proof that he had the key to her humour. ‘Well, well, I’ll be responsible for the madness,’ he said. ‘I know you to be—a famous woman, at all events; and that’s enough. I would say more, but I cannot here. May I call upon you?’


  ‘Not now.’


  ‘When shall I?’


  ‘If you must, let it be a month hence at my house in town,’ she said indifferently, the Hamlet mood being still upon her. ‘Yes, call upon us then, and I will tell you everything that may remain to be told, if you should be inclined to listen. A rumour is afloat which will undeceive you in much, and depress me to death. And now I will walk back: pray excuse me.’ She entered the street, and joined Cornelia.


  Lord Mountclere paced irregularly along, turned the corner, and went towards his inn, nearing which his tread grew lighter, till he scarcely seemed to touch the ground. He became gleeful, and said to himself, nervously palming his hip with his left hand, as if previous to plunging it into hot water for some prize: ‘Upon my life I’ve a good mind! Upon my life I have! …. I must make a straightforward thing of it, and at once; or he will have her. But he shall not, and I will—hee-hee!’


  The fascinated man, screaming inwardly with the excitement, glee, and agony of his position, entered the hotel, wrote a hasty note to Ethelberta and despatched it by hand, looked to his dress and appearance, ordered a carriage, and in a quarter of an hour was being driven towards the Hôtel Beau Séjour, whither his note had preceded him.


  ♣


  XXXV


  The Hotel (continued), and the Quay in Front


  Ethelberta, having arrived there some time earlier, had gone straight to her aunt, whom she found sitting behind a large ledger in the office, making up the accounts with her husband, a well-framed reflective man with a grey beard. M. Moulin bustled, waited for her remarks and replies, and made much of her in a general way, when Ethelberta said, what she had wanted to say instantly, ‘Has a gentleman called Mr. Neigh been here?’


  ‘O yes—I think it is Neigh—there’s a card upstairs,’ replied her aunt. ‘I told him you were alone at the cathedral, and I believe he walked that way. Besides that one, another has come for you—a Mr. Ladywell, and he is waiting.’


  ‘Not for me?’


  ‘Yes, indeed. I thought he seemed so anxious, under a sort of assumed calmness, that I recommended him to remain till you came in.’


  ‘Goodness, aunt; why did you?’ Ethelberta said, and thought how much her mother’s sister resembled her mother in doings of that sort.


  ‘I thought he had some good reason for seeing you. Are these men intruders, then?’


  ‘O no—a woman who attempts a public career must expect to be treated as public property: what would be an intrusion on a domiciled gentlewoman is a tribute to me. You cannot have celebrity and sex-privilege both.’ Thus Ethelberta laughed off the awkward conjuncture, inwardly deploring the unconscionable maternal meddling which had led to this, though not resentfully, for she had too much staunchness of heart to decry a parent’s misdirected zeal. Had the clanship feeling been universally as strong as in the Chickerel family, the fable of the well-bonded fagot might have remained unwritten.


  Ladywell had sent her a letter about getting his picture of herself engraved for an illustrated paper, and she had not replied, considering that she had nothing to do with the matter, her form and feature having been given in the painting as no portrait at all, but as those of an ideal. To see him now would be vexatious; and yet it was chilly and formal to an ungenerous degree to keep aloof from him, sitting lonely in the same house. ‘A few weeks hence,’ she thought, ‘when Menlove’s disclosures make me ridiculous, he may slight me as a lackey’s girl, an upstart, an adventuress, and hardly return my bow in the street. Then I may wish I had given him no personal cause for additional bitterness.’ So, putting off the fine lady, Ethelberta thought she would see Ladywell at once.


  Ladywell was unaffectedly glad to meet her; so glad, that Ethelberta wished heartily, for his sake, there could be warm friendship between herself and him, as well as all her lovers, without that insistent courtship-and-marriage question, which sent them all scattering like leaves in a pestilent blast, at enmity with one another. She was less pleased when she found that Ladywell, after saying all there was to say about his painting, gently signified that he had been misinformed, as he believed, concerning her future intentions, which had led to his absenting himself entirely from her; the remark being, of course, a natural product of her mother’s injudicious message to him.


  She cut him short with terse candour. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘a false report is in circulation. I am not yet engaged to be married to any one, if that is your meaning.’


  Ladywell looked cheerful at this frank answer, and said tentatively, ‘Am I forgotten?’


  ‘No; you are exactly as you always were in my mind.’


  ‘Then I have been cruelly deceived. I was guided too much by appearances, and they were very delusive. I am beyond measure glad I came here to-day. I called at your house and learnt that you were here; and as I was going out of town, in any indefinite direction, I settled then to come this way. What a happy idea it was! To think of you now—and I may be permitted to——’


  ‘Assuredly you may not. How many times I have told you that!’


  ‘But I do not wish for any formal engagement,’ said Ladywell quickly, fearing she might commit herself to some expression of positive denial, which he could never surmount. ‘I’ll wait—I’ll wait any length of time. Remember, you have never absolutely forbidden my—friendship. Will you delay your answer till some time hence, when you have thoroughly considered; since I fear it may be a hasty one now?’


  ‘Yes, indeed; it may be hasty.’


  ‘You will delay it?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘When shall it be?’


  ‘Say a month hence. I suggest that, because by that time you will have found an answer in your own mind: strange things may happen before then. “She shall follow after her lovers, but she shall not overtake them; and she shall seek them, but shall not find them; then shall she say, I will go and return to my first”—however, that’s no matter.’


  ‘What—did you——?’ Ladywell began, altogether bewildered by this.


  ‘It is a passage in Hosea which came to my mind, as possibly applicable to myself some day,’ she answered. ‘It was mere impulse.’


  ‘Ha-ha!—a jest—one of your romances broken loose. There is no law for impulse: that is why I am here.’


  Thus fancifully they conversed till the interview concluded. Getting her to promise that she would see him again, Ladywell retired to a sitting-room on the same landing, in which he had been writing letters before she came up. Immediately upon this her aunt, who began to suspect that something peculiar was in the wind, came to tell her that Mr. Neigh had been inquiring for her again.


  ‘Send him in,’ said Ethelberta.


  Neigh’s footsteps approached, and the well-known figure entered. Ethelberta received him smilingly, for she was getting so used to awkward juxtapositions that she treated them quite as a natural situation. She merely hoped that Ladywell would not hear them talking through the partition.


  Neigh scarcely said anything as a beginning: she knew his errand perfectly; and unaccountable as it was to her, the strange and unceremonious relationship between them, that had originated in the peculiar conditions of their first close meeting, was continued now as usual.


  ‘Have you been able to bestow a thought on the question between us? I hope so,’ said Neigh.


  ‘It is no use,’ said Ethelberta. ‘Wait a month, and you will not require an answer. You will not mind speaking low, because of a person in the next room?’


  ‘Not at all.—Why will that be?’


  ‘I might say; but let us speak of something else.’


  ‘I don’t see how we can,’ said Neigh brusquely. ‘I had no other reason on earth for calling here. I wished to get the matter settled, and I could not be satisfied without seeing you. I hate writing on matters of this sort. In fact I can’t do it, and that’s why I am here.’


  He was still speaking when an attendant entered with a note.


  ‘Will you excuse me one moment?’ said Ethelberta, stepping to the window and opening the missive,. It contained these words only, in a scrawl so full of deformities that she could hardly piece its meaning together:—


  
    I must see you again to-day unless you absolutely deny yourself to me, which I shall take as a refusal to meet me any more. I will arrive, punctually, five minutes after you receive this note. Do pray be alone if you can, and eternally gratify,—Yours,


    Mountclere.

  


  ‘If anything has happened I shall be pleased to wait,’ said Neigh, seeing her concern when she had closed the note.


  ‘O no, it is nothing,’ said Ethelberta precipitately. ‘Yet I think I will ask you to wait,’ she added, not liking to dismiss Neigh in a hurry; for she was not insensible to his perseverance in seeking her over all these miles of sea and land; and secondly, she feared that if he were to leave on the instant he might run into the arms of Lord Mountclere and Ladywell.


  ‘I shall be only too happy to stay till you are at leisure,’ said Neigh, in the unimpassioned delivery he used whether his meaning were a trite compliment or the expression of his most earnest feeling.


  ‘I may be rather a long time,’ said Ethelberta dubiously.


  ‘My time is yours.’


  Ethelberta left the room and hurried to her aunt, exclaiming, ‘O, Aunt Charlotte, I hope you have rooms enough to spare for my visitors, for they are like the fox, the goose, and the corn, in the riddle; I cannot leave them together, and I can only be with one at a time. I want the nicest drawing-room you have for an interview of a bare two minutes with an old gentleman. I am so sorry this has happened, but it is not altogether my fault! I only arranged to see one of them; but the other was sent to me by mother, in a mistake, and the third met with me on my journey: that’s the explanation. There’s the oldest of them just come.’


  She looked through the glass partition, and under the arch of the court-gate, as the wheels of the viscount’s carriage were heard outside. Ethelberta ascended to a room on the first floor, Lord Mountclere was shown up, and the door closed upon them.


  At this time Neigh was very comfortably lounging in an arm-chair in Ethelberta’s room on the second floor. This was a pleasant enough way of passing the minutes with such a tender interview in prospect; and as he leant he looked with languid and luxurious interest through the open casement at the spars and rigging of some luggers on the Seine, the pillars of the suspension bridge, and the scenery of the Faubourg St. Sever on the other side of the river. How languid his interest might ultimately have become there is no knowing; but there soon arose upon his ear the accents of Ethelberta in low distinctness from somewhere outside the room.


  ‘Yes; the scene is pleasant to-day,’ she said. ‘I like a view over a river.’


  ‘I should think the steamboats are objectionable when they stop here,’ said another person.


  Neigh’s face closed in to an aspect of perplexity. ‘Surely that cannot be Lord Mountclere?’ he muttered.


  Had he been certain that Ethelberta was only talking to a stranger, Neigh would probably have felt their conversation to be no business of his, much as he might have been surprised to find her giving audience to another man at such a place. But his impression that the voice was that of his acquaintance, Lord Mountclere, coupled with doubts as to its possibility, was enough to lead him to rise from the chair and put his head out of the window.


  Upon a balcony beneath him were the speakers, as he had suspected—Ethelberta and the viscount.


  Looking right and left, he saw projecting from the next window the head of his friend Ladywell, gazing right and left likewise, apparently just drawn out by the same voice which had attracted himself.


  ‘What—you, Neigh!—how strange,’ came from Ladywell’s lips before he had time to recollect that great coolness existed between himself and Neigh on Ethelberta’s account, which had led to the reduction of their intimacy to the most attenuated of nods and good-mornings ever since the Harlequin-rose incident at Cripplegate.


  ‘Yes; it is rather strange,’ said Neigh, with saturnine evenness. ‘Still a fellow must be somewhere.’


  Each then looked over his window-sill downwards, upon the speakers who had attracted them thither.


  Lord Mountclere uttered something in a low tone which did not reach the young men; to which Ethelberta replied, ‘As I have said, Lord Mountclere, I cannot give you an answer now. I must consider what to do with Mr. Neigh and Mr. Ladywell. It is too sudden for me to decide at once. I could not do so until I have got home to England, when I will write you a letter, stating frankly my affairs and those of my relatives. I shall not consider that you have addressed me on the subject of marriage until, having received my letter, you——’


  ‘Repeat my proposal,’ said Lord Mountclere.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘My dear Mrs. Petherwin, it is as good as repeated! But I have no right to assume anything you don’t wish me to assume, and I will wait. How long is it that I am to suffer in this uncertainty?’


  ‘A month. By that time I shall have grown weary of my other two suitors perhaps.’


  ‘A month! Really inflexible?’


  Ethelberta had returned inside the window, and her answer was inaudible. Ladywell and Neigh looked up, and their eyes met. Both had been reluctant to remain where they stood, but they were too fascinated to retire instantly. Neigh moved now, and Ladywell did the same. Each saw that the face of his companion was flushed.


  ‘Come in and see me,’ said Ladywell quickly, before quite withdrawing his head. ‘I am staying in this room.’


  ‘I will,’ said Neigh; and taking his hat he left Ethelberta’s apartment forthwith.


  On entering the quarters of his friend he found him seated at a table whereon writing materials were strewn. They shook hands in silence, but the meaning in their looks was enough.


  ‘Just let me write a note, Ladywell, and I’m your man,’ said Neigh then, with the freedom of an old acquaintance.


  ‘I was going to do the same thing,’ said Ladywell.


  Neigh then sat down, and for a minute or two nothing was to be heard but the scratching of a pair of pens, ending on the one side with a more boisterous scratch, as the writer shaped ‘Eustace Ladywell,’ and on the other with slow firmness in the characters, ‘Alfred Neigh.’


  ‘There’s for you, my fair one,’ said Neigh, closing and directing his letter.


  ‘Yours is for Mrs. Petherwin? So is mine,’ said Ladywell, grasping the bell-pull. ‘Shall I direct it to be put on her table with this one?’


  ‘Thanks.’ And the two letters went off to Ethelberta’s sitting-room, which she had vacated to receive Lord Mountclere in an empty one beneath. Neigh’s letter was simply a pleading of a sudden call away which prevented his waiting till she should return; Ladywell’s, though stating the same reason for leaving, was more of an upbraiding nature, and might almost have told its reader, were she to take the trouble to guess, that he knew of the business of Lord Mountclere with her to-day.


  ‘Now, let us get out of this place,’ said Neigh. He proceeded at once down the stairs, followed by Ladywell, who—settling his account at the bureau without calling for a bill, and directing his portmanteau to be sent to the Right-bank railway station—went with Neigh into the street.


  They had not walked fifty yards up the quay when two British workmen, in holiday costume, who had just turned the corner of the Rue Jeanne d’Arc, approached them. Seeing him to be an Englishman, one of the two addressed Neigh, saying, ‘Can you tell us the way, sir, to the Hotel Bold Soldier?’


  Neigh pointed out the place he had just come from to the tall young men, and continued his walk with Ladywell.


  Ladywell was the first to break silence. ‘I have been considerably misled, Neigh,’ he said; ‘and I imagine from what has just happened that you have been misled too.’


  ‘Just a little,’ said Neigh, bringing abstracted lines of meditation into his face. ‘But it was my own fault: for I ought to have known that these stage and platform women have what they are pleased to call Bohemianism so thoroughly engrained with their natures that they are no more constant to usage in their sentiments than they are in their way of living. Good Lord, to think she has caught old Mountclere! She is sure to have him if she does not dally with him so long that he gets cool again.’


  ‘A beautiful creature like her to think of marrying such an infatuated idiot as he!’


  ‘He can give her a title as well as younger men. It will not be the first time that such matches have been made.’


  ‘I can’t believe it,’ said Ladywell vehemently. ‘She has too much poetry in her—too much good sense; her nature is the essence of all that’s romantic. I can’t help saying it, though she has treated me cruelly.’


  ‘She has good looks, certainly. I’ll own to that. As for her romance and good-feeling, that I leave to you. I think she has treated you no more cruelly, as you call it, than she has me, come to that.’


  ‘She told me she would give me an answer in a month,’ said Ladywell emotionally.


  ‘So she told me,’ said Neigh.


  ‘And so she told him,’ said Ladywell.


  ‘And I have no doubt she will keep her word to him in her usual precise manner.’


  ‘But see what she implied to me! I distinctly understood from her that the answer would be favourable.’


  ‘So did I.’


  ‘So does he.’


  ‘And he is sure to be the one who gets it, since only one of us can. Well, I wouldn’t marry her for love, money, nor——’


  ‘Offspring.’


  ‘Exactly: I would not. “I’ll give you an answer in a month”—to all three of us! For God’s sake let’s sit down here and have something to drink.’


  They drew up a couple of chairs to one of the tables of a wine-shop close by, and shouted to the waiter with the vigour of persons going to the dogs. Here, behind the horizontal-headed trees that dotted this part of the quay, they sat over their bottles denouncing womankind till the sun got low down upon the river, and the houses on the further side began to be toned by a blue mist. At last they rose from their seats and departed, Neigh to dine and consider his route, and Ladywell to take the train for Dieppe.


  While these incidents had been in progress the two workmen had found their way into the hotel where Ethelberta was staying. Passing through the entrance, they stood at gaze in the court, much perplexed as to the door to be made for; the difficulty was solved by the appearance of Cornelia, who in expectation of them had been for the last half-hour leaning over the sill of her bed-room window, which looked into the interior, amusing herself by watching the movements to and fro in the court beneath.


  After conversing awhile in undertones as if they had no real right there at all, Cornelia told them she would call their sister, if an old gentleman who had been to see her were gone again. Cornelia then ran away, and Sol and Dan stood aloof, till they had seen the old gentleman alluded to go to the door and drive off, shortly after which Ethelberta ran down to meet them.


  ‘Whatever have you got as your luggage?’ she said, after hearing a few words about their journey, and looking at a curious object like a huge extended accordion with bellows of gorgeous-patterned carpeting.


  ‘Well, I thought to myself,’ said Sol, ‘’tis a terrible bother about carrying our things. So what did I do but turn to and make a carpet-bag that would hold all mine and Dan’s too. This, you see, Berta, is a deal top and bottom out of three-quarter stuff, stained and varnished. Well, then you see I’ve got carpet sides tacked on with these brass nails, which make it look very handsome; and so when my bag is empty ’twill shut up and be only a couple of boards under yer arm, and when ’tis open it will hold a’most anything you like to put in it. That portmantle didn’t cost more than three half-crowns altogether, and ten pound wouldn’t ha’ got anything so strong from a portmantle maker, would it, Dan?’


  ‘Well, no.’


  ‘And then you see, Berta,’ Sol continued in the same earnest tone, and further exhibiting the article; ‘I’ve made this trap-door in the top with hinges and padlock complete, so that——’


  ‘I am afraid it is tiring you after your journey to explain all this to me,’ said Ethelberta gently, noticing that a few Gallic smilers were gathering round. ‘Aunt has found a nice room for you at the top of the staircase in that corner—“Escalier D” you’ll see painted at the bottom—and when you have been up come across to me at number thirty-four on this side, and we’ll talk about everything.’


  ‘Look here, Sol,’ said Dan, who had left his brother and gone on to the stairs. ‘What a rum staircase—the treads all in little blocks, and painted chocolate, as I am alive!’


  ‘I am afraid I shall not be able to go on to Paris with you, after all,’ Ethelberta continued to Sol. ‘Something has just happened which makes it desirable for me to return at once to England. But I will write a list of all you are to see, and where you are to go, so that it will make little difference I hope.’


  Ten minutes before this time Ethelberta had been frankly and earnestly asked by Lord Mountclere to become his bride; not only so, but he pressed her to consent to have the ceremony performed before they returned to England. Ethelberta had unquestionably been much surprised; and, barring the fact that the viscount was somewhat ancient in comparison with herself, the temptation to close with his offer was strong, and would have been felt as such by any woman in the position of Ethelberta, now a little reckless by stress of circumstances, and tinged with a bitterness of spirit against herself and the world generally. But she was experienced enough to know what heaviness might result from a hasty marriage, entered into with a mind full of concealments and suppressions which, if told, were likely to stop the marriage altogether; and after trying to bring herself to speak of her family and situation to Lord Mountclere as he stood, a certain caution triumphed, and she concluded that it would be better to postpone her reply till she could consider which of two courses it would be advisable to adopt; to write and explain to him, or to explain nothing and refuse him. The third course, to explain nothing and hasten the wedding, she rejected without hesitation. With a pervading sense of her own obligations in forming this compact it did not occur to her to ask if Lord Mountclere might not have duties of explanation equally with herself, though bearing rather on the moral than the social aspects of the case.


  Her resolution not to go on to Paris was formed simply because Lord Mountclere himself was proceeding in that direction, which might lead to other unseemly rencounters with him had she, too, persevered in her journey. She accordingly gave Sol and Dan directions for their guidance to Paris and back, starting herself with Cornelia the next day to return again to Knollsea, and to decide finally and for ever what to do in the vexed question at present agitating her.


  Never before in her life had she treated marriage in such a terribly cool and cynical spirit as she had done that day; she was almost frightened at herself in thinking of it. How far any known system of ethics might excuse her on the score of those curious pressures which had been brought to bear upon her life, or whether it could excuse her at all, she had no spirit to inquire. English society appeared a gloomy concretion enough to abide in as she contemplated it on this journey home; yet, since its gloominess was less an essential quality than an accident of her point of view, that point of view she had determined to change.


  There lay open to her two directions in which to move. She might annex herself to the easy-going high by wedding an old nobleman, or she might join for good and all the easy-going low, by plunging back to the level of her family, giving up all her ambitions for them, settling as the wife of a provincial music-master named Julian, with a little shop of fiddles and flutes, a couple of old pianos, a few sheets of stale music pinned to a string, and a narrow back parlour, wherein she would wait for the phenomenon of a customer. And each of these divergent grooves had its fascinations, till she reflected with regard to the first that, even though she were a legal and indisputable Lady Mountclere, she might be despised by my lord’s circle, and left lone and lorn. The intermediate path of accepting Neigh or Ladywell had no more attractions for her taste than the fact of disappointing them had qualms for her conscience; and how few these were may be inferred from her opinion, true or false, that two words about the spigot on her escutcheon would sweep her lovers’ affections to the antipodes. She had now and then imagined that her previous intermarriage with the Petherwin family might efface much besides her surname, but experience proved that the having been wife for a few weeks to a minor who died in his father’s lifetime, did not weave such a tissue of glory about her course as would resist a speedy undoing by startling confessions on her station before her marriage, and her environments now.


  ♣


  XXXVI


  The House in Town


  Returning by way of Knollsea, where she remained a week or two, Ethelberta appeared one evening at the end of September before her house in Exonbury Crescent, accompanied by a pair of cabs with the children and luggage; but Picotee was left at Knollsea, for reasons which Ethelberta explained when the family assembled in conclave. Her father was there, and began telling her of a surprising change in Menlove—an unasked-for concession to their cause, and a vow of secrecy which he could not account for, unless any friend of Ethelberta’s had bribed her.


  ‘O no—that cannot be,’ said she. Any influence of Lord Mountclere to that effect was the last thing that could enter her thoughts. ‘However, what Menlove does makes little difference to me now.’ And she proceeded to state that she had almost come to a decision which would entirely alter their way of living.


  ‘I hope it will not be of the sort your last decision was,’ said her mother.


  ‘No; quite the reverse. I shall not live here in state any longer. We will let the house throughout as lodgings, while it is ours; and you and the girls must manage it. I will retire from the scene altogether, and stay for the winter at Knollsea with Picotee. I want to consider my plans for next year, and I would rather be away from town. Picotee is left there, and I return in two days with the books and papers I require.’


  ‘What are your plans to be?’


  ‘I am going to be a schoolmistress—I think I am.’


  ‘A schoolmistress?’


  ‘Yes. And Picotee returns to the same occupation, which she ought never to have forsaken. We are going to study arithmetic and geography until Christmas; then I shall send her adrift to finish her term as pupil-teacher, while I go into a training-school. By the time I have to give up this house I shall just have got a little country school.’


  ‘But,’ said her mother, aghast, ‘why not write more poems and sell ’em?’


  ‘Why not be a governess as your you were?’ said her father.


  ‘Why not go on with your tales at Mayfair Hall?’ said Gwendoline.


  ‘I’ll answer as well as I can. I have decided to give up romancing because I cannot think of any more that pleases me. I have been trying at Knollsea for a fortnight, and it is no use. I will never be a governess again: I would rather be a servant. If I am a schoolmistress I shall be entirely free from all contact with the great, which is what I desire, for I hate them, and am getting almost as revolutionary as Sol. Father, I cannot endure this kind of existence any longer. I sleep at night as if I had committed a murder: I start up and see processions of people, audiences, battalions of lovers obtained under false pretences—all denouncing me with the finger of ridicule. Mother’s suggestion about my marrying I followed out as far as dogged resolution would carry me, but during my journey here I have broken down; for I don’t want to marry a second time among people who would regard me as an upstart or intruder. I am sick of ambition. My only longing now is to fly from society altogether, and go to any hovel on earth where I could be at peace.’


  ‘What—has anybody been insulting you?’ said Mrs. Chickerel.


  ‘Yes; or rather I sometimes think he may have: that is, if a proposal of marriage is only removed from being a proposal of a very different kind by an accident.’


  ‘A proposal of marriage can never be an insult,’ her mother returned.


  ‘I think otherwise,’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘So do I,’ said her father.


  ‘Unless the man was beneath you, and I don’t suppose he was that,’ added Mrs. Chickerel.


  ‘You are quite right; he was not that. But we will not talk of this branch of the subject. By far the most serious concern with me is that I ought to do some good by marriage, or by heroic performance of some kind; while going back to give the rudiments of education to remote hamleteers will do none of you any good whatever.’


  ‘Never you mind us,’ said her father; ‘mind yourself.’


  ‘I shall hardly be minding myself either, in your opinion, by doing that,’ said Ethelberta dryly. ‘But it will be more tolerable than what I am doing now. Georgina, and Myrtle, and Emmeline, and Joey will not get the education I intended for them; but that must go, I suppose.’


  ‘How full of vagaries you are,’ said her mother. ‘Why won’t it do to continue as you are? No sooner have I learnt up your schemes, and got enough used to ’em to see something in ’em, than you must needs bewilder me again by starting some fresh one, so that my mind gets no rest at all.’


  Ethelberta too keenly felt the justice of this remark, querulous as it was, to care to defend herself. It was hopeless to attempt to explain to her mother that the oscillations of her mind might arise as naturally from the perfection of its balance, like those of a logan-stone, as from inherent lightness; and such an explanation, however comforting to its subject, was little better than none to simple hearts who only could look to tangible outcrops.


  ‘Really, Ethelberta,’ remonstrated her mother, ‘this is very odd. Making yourself miserable in trying to get a position on our account is one thing, and not necessary; but I think it ridiculous to rush into the other extreme, and go wilfully down in the scale. You may just as well exercise your wits in trying to swim as in trying to sink.’


  ‘Yes; that’s what I think,’ said her father. ‘But of course Berta knows best.’


  ‘I think so too,’ said Gwendoline.


  ‘And so do I,’ said Cornelia. ‘If I had once moved about in large circles like Ethelberta, I wouldn’t go down and be a schoolmistress—not I.’


  ‘I own it is foolish—suppose it is,’ said Ethelberta wearily, and with a readiness of misgiving that showed how recent and hasty was the scheme. ‘Perhaps you are right, mother; anything rather than retreat. I wonder if you are right! Well, I will think again of it to-night. Do not let us speak more about it now.’


  She did think of it that night, very long and painfully. The arguments of her relatives seemed ponderous as opposed to her own inconsequent longing for escape from galling trammels. If she had stood alone, the sentiment that she had begun to build but was not able to finish, by whomsoever it might have been entertained, would have had few terrors; but that the opinion should be held by her nearest of kin, to cause them pain for life, was a grievous thing. The more she thought of it, the less easy seemed the justification of her desire for obscurity. From regarding it as a high instinct she passed into a humour that gave that desire the appearance of a whim. But could she really set in train events, which, if not abortive, would take her to the altar with Viscount Mountclere?


  In one determination she never faltered; to commit her sin thoroughly if she committed it at all. Her relatives believed her choice to lie between Neigh and Ladywell alone. But once having decided to pass over Christopher, whom she had loved, there could be no pausing for Ladywell because she liked him, or for Neigh in that she was influenced by him. They were both too near her level to be trusted to bear the shock of receiving her from her father’s hands. But it was possible that though her genesis might tinge with vulgarity a commoner’s household, susceptible of such depreciation, it might show as a picturesque contrast in the family circle of a peer. Hence it was just as well to go to the end of her logic, where reasons for tergiversation would be most pronounced. This thought of the viscount, however, was a secret for her own breast alone.


  Nearly the whole of that night she sat weighing—first, the question itself of marrying Lord Mountclere; and, at other times, whether, for safety, she might marry him without previously revealing family particulars hitherto held necessary to be revealed—a piece of conduct she had once felt to be indefensible. The ingenious Ethelberta, much more prone than the majority of women to theorize on conduct, felt the need of some soothing defence of the actions involved in any ambiguous course before finally committing herself to it.


  She took down a well-known treatise on Utilitarianism which she had perused once before, and to which she had given her adherence ere any instance had arisen wherein she might wish to take it as a guide. Here she desultorily searched for argument, and found it; but the application of her author’s philosophy to the marriage question was an operation of her own, as unjustifiable as it was likely in the circumstances.


  
    ‘The ultimate end,’ she read, ‘with reference to and for the sake of which all other things are desirable (whether we are considering our own good or that of other people) is an existence exempt as far as possible from pain, and as rich as possible in enjoyments, both in point of quantity and quality…. This being, according to the utilitarian opinion, the end of human action, is necessarily also the standard of morality.’

  


  It was an open question, so far, whether her own happiness should or should not be preferred to that of others. But that her personal interests were not to be considered as paramount appeared further on:—


  
    ‘The happiness which forms the standard of what is right in conduct is not the agent’s own happiness but that of all concerned. As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.’

  


  As to whose happiness was meant by that of ‘other people,’ ‘all concerned,’ and so on, her luminous moralist soon enlightened her:—


  
    ‘The occasions on which any person (except one in a thousand) has it in his power to do this on an extended scale—in other words, to be a public benefactor—are but exceptional; and on these occasions alone is he called on to consider public utility; in every other case private utility, the interest or happiness of some few persons, is all he has to attend to.’

  


  And that these few persons should be those endeared to her by every domestic tie no argument was needed to prove. That their happiness would be in proportion to her own well-doing, and power to remove their risks of indigence, required no proving either to her now.


  By a sorry but unconscious misapplication of sound and wide reasoning did the active mind of Ethelberta thus find itself a solace. At about the midnight hour she felt more fortified on the expediency of marriage with Lord Mountclere than she had done at all since musing on it. In respect of the second query, whether or not, in that event, to conceal from Lord Mountclere the circumstances of her position till it should be too late for him to object to them, she found her conscience inconveniently in the way of her theory, and the oracle before her afforded no hint. ‘Ah—it is a point for a casuist!’ she said.


  An old treatise on Casuistry lay on the top shelf. She opened it—more from curiosity than for guidance this time, it must be observed—at a chapter bearing on her own problem, ‘The disciplina arcani, or, the doctrine of reserve.’


  Here she read that there were plenty of apparent instances of this in Scripture, and that it was formed into a recognized system in the early Church. With reference to direct acts of deception, it was argued that since there were confessedly cases where killing is no murder, might there not be cases where lying is no sin? It could not be right—or, indeed, anything but most absurd—to say in effect that no doubt circumstances would occur where every sound man would tell a lie, and would be a brute or a fool if he did not, and to say at the same time that it is quite indefensible in principle. Duty was the key to conduct then, and if in such cases duties appeared to clash they would be found not to do so on examination. The lesser duty would yield to the greater, and therefore ceased to be a duty.


  This author she found to be not so tolerable; he distracted her. She put him aside and gave over reading, having decided on this second point, that she would, at any hazard, represent the truth to Lord Mountclere before listening to another word from him. ‘Well, at last I have done,’ she said, ‘and am ready for my rôle.’


  In looking back upon her past as she retired to rest, Ethelberta could almost doubt herself to be the identical woman with her who had entered on a romantic career a few short years ago. For that doubt she had good reason. She had begun as a poet of the Satanic school in a sweetened form; she was ending as a pseudo-utilitarian. Was there ever such a transmutation effected before by the action of a hard environment? It was not without a qualm of regret that she discerned how the last infirmity of a noble mind had at length nearly departed from her. She wondered if her early notes had had the genuine ring in them, or whether a poet who could be thrust by realities to a distance beyond recognition as such was a true poet at all. Yet Ethelberta’s gradient had been regular: emotional poetry, light verse, romance as an object, romance as a means, thoughts of marriage as an aid to her pursuits, a vow to marry for the good of her family; in other words, from soft and playful Romanticism to distorted Benthamism. Was the moral incline upward or down?


  ♣


  XXXVII


  Knollsea—An Ornamental Villa


  Her energies collected and fermented anew by the results of the vigil, Ethelberta left town for Knollsea, where she joined Picotee the same evening. Picotee produced a letter, which had been addressed to her sister at their London residence, but was not received by her there, Mrs. Chickerel having forwarded it to Knollsea the day before Ethelberta arrived in town.


  The crinkled writing, in character like the coast-line of Tierra del Fuego, was becoming familiar by this time. While reading the note she informed Picotee, between a quick breath and a rustle of frills, that it was from Lord Mountclere, who wrote on the subject of calling to see her, suggesting a day in the following week. ‘Now, Picotee,’ she continued, ‘we shall have to receive him, and make the most of him, for I have altered my plans since I was last in Knollsea.’


  ‘Altered them again? What are you going to be now—not a poor person after all?’


  ‘Indeed not. And so I turn and turn. Can you imagine what Lord Mountclere is coming for? But don’t say what you think. Before I reply to this letter we must go into new lodgings, to give them as our address. The first business to-morrow morning will be to look for the gayest house we can find; and Captain Flower and this little cabin of his must be things we have never known.’


  The next day after breakfast they accordingly sallied forth.


  Knollsea had recently begun to attract notice in the world. It had this year undergone visitation from a score of professional gentlemen and their wives, a minor canon, three marine painters, seven young ladies with books in their hands, and nine-and-thirty babies. Hence a few lodging-houses, of a dash and pretentiousness far beyond the mark of the old cottages which formed the original substance of the village, had been erected to meet the wants of such as these. To a building of this class Ethelberta now bent her steps, and the crush of the season having departed in the persons of three-quarters of the above-named visitors, who went away by a coach, a van, and a couple of wagonettes one morning, she found no difficulty in arranging for a red and yellow streaked villa, which was so bright and glowing that the sun seemed to be shining upon it even on a cloudy day, and the ruddiest native looked pale when standing by its walls. It was not without regret that she renounced the sailor’s pretty cottage for this porticoed and balconied dwelling; but her lines were laid down clearly at last, and thither she removed forthwith.


  From this brand-new house did Ethelberta pen the letter fixing the time at which she would be pleased to see Lord Mountclere.


  When the hour drew nigh enormous force of will was required to keep her perturbation down. She had not distinctly told Picotee of the object of the viscount’s visit, but Picotee guessed nearly enough. Ethelberta was upon the whole better pleased that the initiative had again come from him than if the first step in the new campaign had been her sending the explanatory letter, as intended and promised. She had thought almost directly after the interview at Rouen that to enlighten him by writing a confession in cold blood, according to her first intention, would be little less awkward for her in the method of telling than in the facts to be told.


  So the last hair was arranged and the last fold adjusted, and she sat down to await a new page of her history. Picotee sat with her, under orders to go into the next room when Lord Mountclere should call; and Ethelberta determined to waste no time, directly he began to make advances, in clearing up the phenomena of her existence to him; to the end that no fact which, in the event of his taking her to wife, could be used against her as an example of concealment, might remain unrelated. The collapse of his attachment under the test might, however, form the grand climax of such a play as this.


  The day was rather cold for the season, and Ethelberta sat by a fire; but the windows were open, and Picotee was amusing herself on the balcony outside. The hour struck: Ethelberta fancied she could hear the wheels of a carriage creeping up the steep ascent which led to the drive before the door.


  ‘Is it he?’ she said quickly.


  ‘No,’ said Picotee, whose indifference contrasted strangely with the restlessness of her who was usually the coolest. ‘It is a man shaking down apples in the garden over the wall.’


  They lingered on till some three or four minutes had gone by. ‘Surely that’s a carriage?’ said Ethelberta, then.


  ‘I think it is,’ said Picotee outside, stretching her neck forward as far as she could. ‘No, it is the men on the beach dragging up their boats; they expect wind to-night.’


  ‘How wearisome! Picotee, you may as well come inside; if he means to call he will; but he ought to be here by this time.’


  It was only once more, and that some time later that she again said ‘Listen!’


  ‘That’s not the noise of a carriage; it is the fizz of a rocket. The coastguardsmen are practising the life-apparatus to-day, to be ready for the autumn wrecks.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Ethelberta, her face clearing up. Hers had not been a sweetheart’s impatience, but her mood had intensified during these minutes of suspense to a harassing mistrust of her man-compelling power, which was, if that were possible, more gloomy than disappointed love. ‘I know now where he is. That operation with the cradle-apparatus is very interesting, and he is stopping to see it…. But I shall not wait indoors much longer, whatever he may be stopping to see. It is very unaccountable, and vexing, after moving into this new house too. We were much more comfortable in the old one. In keeping any previous appointment in which I have been concerned he has been ridiculously early.’


  ‘Shall I run round?’ said Picotee, ‘and if he is not watching them we will go out.’


  ‘Very well,’ said her sister.


  The time of Picotee’s absence seemed an age. Ethelberta heard the roar of another rocket, and still Picotee did not return. ‘What can the girl be thinking of?’ she mused…. ‘What a half-and-half policy mine has been! Thinking of marrying for position, and yet not making it my rigid plan to secure the man the first moment that he made his offer. So I lose the comfort of having a soul above worldliness, and my compensation for not having it likewise!’ A minute or two more and in came Picotee.


  ‘What has kept you so long—and how excited you look,’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘I thought I would stay a little while, as I had never seen a rocket-apparatus,’ said Picotee, faintly and strangely.


  ‘But is he there?’ asked her sister impatiently.


  ‘Yes—he was. He’s gone now!’


  ‘Lord Mountclere?’


  ‘No. There is no old man there at all. Mr. Julian was there.’


  A little ‘Ah!’ came from Ethelberta, like a note from a storm-bird at night. She turned round and went into the back room. ‘Is Mr. Julian going to call here?’ she inquired, coming forward again.


  ‘No—he’s gone by the steamboat. He was only passing through on his way to Sandbourne, where he is gone to settle a small business relating to his father’s affairs. He was not in Knollsea ten minutes, owing to something which detained him on the way.’


  ‘Did he inquire for me?’


  ‘No. And only think, Ethelberta—such a remarkable thing has happened, though I nearly forgot to tell you. He says that coming along the road he was overtaken by a carriage, and when it had just passed him one of the horses shied, pushed the other down a slope, and overturned the carriage. One wheel came off and trundled to the bottom of the hill by itself. Christopher of course ran up, and helped out of the carriage an old gentleman—now do you know what’s likely?’


  ‘It was Lord Mountclere. I am glad that’s the cause,’ said Ethelberta involuntarily.


  ‘I imagined you would suppose it to be Lord Mountclere. But Mr. Julian did not know the gentleman, and said nothing about who he might be.’


  ‘Did he describe him?’


  ‘Not much—just a little.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘He said he was a sly old dog apparently, to hear how he swore in whispers. This affair is what made Mr. Julian so late that he had no time to call here. Lord Mountclere’s ankle—if it was Lord Mountclere—was badly sprained. But the servants were not injured, beyond a scratch on the coachman’s face. Then they got another carriage and drove at once back again. It must be he, or else why is he not come? It is a pity, too, that Mr. Julian was hindered by this, so that there was no opportunity for him to bide a bit in Knollsea.’


  Ethelberta was not disposed to believe that Christopher would have called, had time favoured him to the utmost. Between himself and her there was that kind of division which is more insurmountable than enmity; for estrangements produced by good judgment will last when those of feeling break down in smiles. Not the lovers who part in passion, but the lovers who part in friendship, are those who most frequently part for ever.


  ‘Did you tell Mr. Julian that the injured gentleman was possibly Lord Mountclere, and that he was coming here?’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘I made no remark at all—I did not think of him till afterwards.’


  The inquiry was hardly necessary, for Picotee’s words would dry away like a brook in the sands when she held conversation with Christopher.


  As they had anticipated, the sufferer was no other than their intending visitor. Next morning there was a note explaining the accident, and expressing its writer’s suffering from the cruel delay as greater than that from the swollen ankle, which was progressing favourably.


  Nothing further was heard of Lord Mountclere for more than a week, when she received another letter, which put an end to her season of relaxation, and once more braced her to the contest. This epistle was very courteously written, and in point of correctness, propriety, and gravity, might have come from the quill of a bishop. Herein the old nobleman gave a further description of the accident, but the main business of the communication was to ask her if, since he was not as yet very active, she would come to Enckworth Court and delight himself and a small group of friends who were visiting there.


  She pondered over the letter as she walked by the shore that day, and after some hesitation decided to go.


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  Enckworth Court


  It was on a dull, stagnant, noiseless afternoon of autumn that Ethelberta first crossed the threshold of Enckworth Court. The daylight was so lowered by the impervious roof of cloud overhead that it scarcely reached further into Lord Mountclere’s entrance-hall than to the splays of the windows, even but an hour or two after midday; and indoors the glitter of the fire reflected itself from the very panes, so inconsiderable were the opposing rays.


  Enckworth Court, in its main part, had not been standing more than a hundred years. At that date the weakened portions of the original mediæval structure were pulled down and cleared away, old jambs being carried off for rick-staddles, and the foliated timbers of the hall roof making themselves useful as fancy chairs in the summer-houses of rising inns. A new block of masonry was built up from the ground of such height and lordliness that the remnant of the old pile left standing became as a mere cup-bearer and culinary menial beside it. The rooms in this old fragment, which had in times past been considered sufficiently dignified for dining-hall, withdrawing-room, and so on, were now reckoned barely high enough for sculleries, servants’ hall, and laundries, the whole of which were arranged therein.


  The modern portion had been planned with such a total disregard of association, that the very rudeness of the contrast gave an interest to the mass which it might have wanted had perfect harmony been attempted between the old nucleus and its adjuncts, a probable result if the enlargement had taken place later on in time. The issue was that the hooded windows, simple string-courses, and random masonry of the Gothic workman, stood elbow to elbow with the equal-spaced ashlar, architraves, and fasciae of the Classic addition, each telling its distinct tale as to stage of thought and domestic habit without any of those artifices of blending or restoration by which the seeker for history in stones will be utterly hoodwinked in time to come.


  To the left of the door and vestibule which Ethelberta passed through rose the principal staircase, constructed of a freestone so milk-white and delicately moulded as to be easily conceived in the lamplight as of biscuit-ware. Who, unacquainted with the secrets of geometrical construction, could imagine that, hanging so airily there, to all appearance supported on nothing, were twenty or more tons dead weight of stone, that would have made a prison for an elephant if so arranged? The art which produced this illusion was questionable, but its success was undoubted. ‘How lovely!’ said Ethelberta, as she looked at the fairy ascent. ‘His staircase alone is worth my hand!’


  Passing along by the colonnade, which partly fenced the staircase from the visitor, the saloon was reached, an apartment forming a double cube. About the left-hand end of this were grouped the drawing-rooms and library; while on the right was the dining-hall, with billiard, smoking, and gun rooms in mysterious remoteness beyond.


  Without attempting to trace an analogy between a man and his mansion, it may be stated that everything here, though so dignified and magnificent, was not conceived in quite the true and eternal spirit of art. It was a house in which Pugin would have torn his hair. Those massive blocks of red-veined marble lining the hall—emulating in their surface-glitter the Escalier de Marbre at Versailles—were cunning imitations in paint and plaster by workmen brought from afar for the purpose, at a prodigious expense, by the present viscount’s father, and recently repaired and re-varnished. The dark green columns and pilasters corresponding were brick at the core. Nay, the external walls, apparently of massive and solid freestone, were only veneered with that material, being, like the pillars, of brick within.


  To a stone mask worn by a brick face a story naturally appertained—one which has since done service in other quarters. When the vast addition had just been completed King George visited Enckworth. Its owner pointed out the features of his grand architectural attempt, and waited for commendation.


  ‘Brick, brick, brick,’ said the king.


  The Georgian Lord Mountclere blushed faintly, albeit to his very poll, and said nothing more about his house that day. When the king was gone he sent frantically for the craftsmen recently dismissed, and soon the green lawns became again the colour of a Nine-Elms cement wharf. Thin freestone slabs were affixed to the whole series of fronts by copper cramps and dowels, each one of substance sufficient to have furnished a poor boy’s pocket with pennies for a month, till not a speck of the original surface remained, and the edifice shone in all the grandeur of massive masonry that was not massive at all. But who remembered this save the builder and his crew? and as long as nobody knew the truth, pretence looked just as well.


  What was honest in Enckworth Court was that portion of the original edifice which still remained, now degraded to subservient uses. Where the untitled Mountclere of the White Rose faction had spread his knees over the brands, when the place was a castle and not a court, the still-room maid now simmered her preserves; and where Elizabethan mothers and daughters of that sturdy line had tapestried the love-scenes of Isaac and Jacob, boots and shoes were now cleaned and coals stowed away.


  Lord Mountclere had so far recovered from the sprain as to be nominally quite well, under pressure of a wish to receive guests. The sprain had in one sense served him excellently. He had now a reason, apart from that of years, for walking with his stick, and took care to let the reason be frequently known. To-day he entertained a larger number of persons than had been assembled within his walls for a great length of time.


  Until after dinner Ethelberta felt as if she were staying at an hotel. Few of the people whom she had met at the meeting of the Imperial Association greeted her here. The viscount’s brother was not present, but Sir Cyril Blandsbury and his wife were there, a lively pair of persons, entertaining as actors, and friendly as dogs. Beyond these all the faces and figures were new to her, though they were handsome and dashing enough to satisfy a court chronicler. Ethelberta, in a dress sloped about as high over the shoulder as would have drawn approval from Reynolds, and expostulation from Lely, thawed and thawed each friend who came near her, and sent him or her away smiling; yet she felt a little surprise. She had seldom visited at a country-house, and knew little of the ordinary composition of a group of visitors within its walls; but the present assemblage seemed to want much of that old-fashioned stability and quaint monumental dignity she had expected to find under this historical roof. Nobody of her entertainer’s own rank appeared. Not a single clergyman was there. A tendency to talk Walpolean scandal about foreign courts was particularly manifest. And although tropical travellers, Indian officers and their wives, courteous exiles, and descendants of Irish kings, were infinitely more pleasant than Lord Mountclere’s landed neighbours would probably have been, to such a cosmopolite as Ethelberta a calm Tory or old Whig company would have given a greater treat. They would have struck as gratefully upon her senses as sylvan scenery after crags and cliffs, or silence after the roar of a cataract.


  It was evening, and all these personages at Enckworth Court were merry, snug, and warm within its walls. Dinner-time had passed, and everything had gone on well, when Mrs. Tara O’Fanagan, who had a gold-clamped tooth, which shone every now and then, asked Ethelberta if she would amuse them by telling a story, since nobody present, except Lord Mountclere, had ever heard one from her lips.


  Seeing that Ethelberta had been working at that art as a profession, it can hardly be said that the question was conceived with tact, though it was put with grace. Lord Mountclere evidently thought it objectionable, for he looked unhappy. To only one person in the brilliant room did the request appear as a timely accident, and that was to Ethelberta herself. Her honesty was always making war upon her manœuvres, and shattering their delicate meshes, to her great inconvenience and delay. Thus there arose those devious impulses and tangential flights which spoil the works of every would-be schemer who instead of being wholly machine is half heart. One of these now was to show herself as she really was, not only to Lord Mountclere, but to his friends assembled, whom, in her ignorance, she respected more than they deserved, and so get rid of that self-reproach which had by this time reached a morbid pitch, through her over-sensitiveness to a situation in which a large majority of women and men would have seen no falseness.


  Full of this curious intention, she quietly assented to the request, and laughingly bade them put themselves in listening order.


  ‘An old story will suit us,’ said the lady who had importuned her. ‘We have never heard one.’


  ‘No; it shall be quite new,’ she replied. ‘One not yet made public; though it soon will be.’


  The narrative began by introducing to their notice a girl of the poorest and meanest parentage, the daughter of a serving-man, and the fifth of ten children. She graphically recounted, as if they were her own, the strange dreams and ambitious longings of this child when young, her attempts to acquire education, partial failures, partial successes, and constant struggles; instancing how, on one of these occasions, the girl concealed herself under a bookcase of the library belonging to the mansion in which her father served as footman, and having taken with her there, like a young Fawkes, matches and a halfpenny candle, was going to sit up all night reading when the family had retired, until her father discovered and prevented her scheme. Then followed her experiences as nursery-governess, her evening lessons under self-selected masters, and her ultimate rise to a higher grade among the teaching sisterhood. Next came another epoch. To the mansion in which she was engaged returned a truant son, between whom and the heroine an attachment sprang up. The master of the house was an ambitious gentleman just knighted, who, perceiving the state of their hearts, harshly dismissed the homeless governess, and rated the son, the consequence being that the youthful pair resolved to marry secretly, and carried their resolution into effect. The runaway journey came next, and then a moving description of the death of the young husband, and the terror of the bride.


  The guests began to look perplexed, and one or two exchanged whispers. This was not at all the kind of story that they had expected; it was quite different from her usual utterances, the nature of which they knew by report. Ethelberta kept her eye upon Lord Mountclere. Soon, to her amazement, there was that in his face which told her that he knew the story and its heroine quite well. When she delivered the sentence ending with the professedly fictitious words: ‘I thus was reduced to great distress, and vainly cast about me for directions what to do,’ Lord Mountclere’s manner became so excited and anxious that it acted reciprocally upon Ethelberta; her voice trembled, she moved her lips but uttered nothing. To bring the story up to the date of that very evening had been her intent, but it was beyond her power. The spell was broken; she blushed with distress and turned away, for the folly of a disclosure here was but too apparent.


  Though every one saw that she had broken down, none of them appeared to know the reason why, or to have the clue to her performance. Fortunately Lord Mountclere came to her aid.


  ‘Let the first part end here,’ he said, rising and approaching her. ‘We have been well entertained so far. I could scarcely believe that the story I was listening to was utterly an invention, so vividly does Mrs. Petherwin bring the scenes before our eyes. She must now be exhausted; we will have the remainder to-morrow.’


  They all agreed that this was well, and soon after fell into groups, and dispersed about the rooms. When everybody’s attention was thus occupied Lord Mountclere whispered to Ethelberta tremulously, ‘Don’t tell more: you think too much of them: they are no better than you! Will you meet me in the little winter garden two minutes hence? Pass through that door, and along the glass passage.’ He himself left the room by an opposite door.


  She had not set three steps in the warm snug octagon of glass and plants when he appeared on the other side.


  ‘You knew it all before!’ she said, looking keenly at him. ‘Who told you, and how long have you known it?’


  ‘Before yesterday or last week,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘Even before we met in France. Why are you so surprised?’


  Ethelberta had been surprised, and very greatly, to find him, as it were, secreted in the very rear of her position. That nothing she could tell was new to him was a good deal to think of, but it was little beside the recollection that he had actually made his first declaration in the face of that knowledge of her which she had supposed so fatal to all her matrimonial ambitions.


  ‘And now only one point remains to be settled,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘You promised at Rouen that at our next interview you would honour me with a decisive reply—one to make me happy for ever.’


  ‘But my father and friends?’ said she.


  ‘Are nothing to be concerned about. Modern developments have shaken up the classes like peas in a hopper. An annuity, and a comfortable cottage——’


  ‘My brothers are workmen.’


  ‘Manufacture is the single vocation in which a man’s prospects may be said to be illimitable. Hee-hee!—they may buy me up before they die! And now what stands in the way? It would take fifty alliances with fifty families so little disreputable as yours, darling, to drag mine down.’


  Ethelberta had anticipated the scene, and settled her course; what had to be said and done here was mere formality; yet she had been unable to go straight to the assent required. However, after these words of self-depreciation, which were let fall as much for her own future ease of conscience as for his present warning, she made no more ado.


  ‘I shall think it a great honour to be your wife,’ she said simply.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  Knollsea—Melchester


  The year was now moving on apace, but Ethelberta and Picotee chose to remain at Knollsea, in the brilliant variegated brick and stone villa to which they had removed in order to be in keeping with their ascending fortunes. Autumn had begun to make itself felt and seen in bolder and less subtle ways than at first. In the morning now, on coming downstairs, in place of a yellowish-green leaf or two lying in a corner of the lowest step, which had been the only previous symptoms around the house, she saw dozens of them playing at corkscrews in the wind, directly the door was opened. Beyond, towards the sea, the slopes and scarps that had been muffled with a thick robe of cliff herbage, were showing their chill grey substance through the withered verdure, like the background of velvet whence the pile has been fretted away. Unexpected breezes broomed and rasped the smooth bay in evanescent patches of stippled shade, and, besides the small boats, the ponderous lighters used in shipping stone were hauled up the beach in anticipation of the equinoctial attack.


  A few days after Ethelberta’s reception at Enckworth, an improved stanhope, driven by Lord Mountclere himself, climbed up the hill until it was opposite her door. A few notes from a piano softly played reached his ear as he descended from his place: on being shown in to his betrothed, he could perceive that she had just left the instrument. Moreover, a tear was visible in her eye when she came near him.


  They discoursed for several minutes in the manner natural between a defenceless young widow and an old widower in Lord Mountclere’s position to whom she was plighted—a great deal of formal considerateness making itself visible on her part, and of extreme tenderness on his. While thus occupied, he turned to the piano, and casually glanced at a piece of music lying open upon it. Some words of writing at the top expressed that it was the composer’s original copy, presented by him, Christopher Julian, to the author of the song. Seeing that he noticed the sheet somewhat lengthily, Ethelberta remarked that it had been an offering made to her a long time ago—a melody written to one of her own poems.


  ‘In the writing of the composer,’ observed Lord Mountclere, with interest. ‘An offering from the musician himself—very gratifying and touching. Mr. Christopher Julian is the name I see upon it, I believe? I knew his father, Dr. Julian, a Sandbourne man, if I recollect.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Ethelberta placidly. But it was really with an effort. The song was the identical one which Christopher sent up to her from Sandbourne when the fire of her hope burnt high for less material ends; and the discovery of the sheet among her music that day had started eddies of emotion for some time checked.


  ‘I am sorry you have been grieved,’ said Lord Mountclere, with gloomy restlessness.


  ‘Grieved?’ said Ethelberta.


  ‘Did I not see a tear there? or did my eyes deceive me?’


  ‘You might have seen one.’


  ‘Ah! a tear, and a song. I think——’


  ‘You naturally think that a woman who cries over a man’s gift must be in love with the giver?’ Ethelberta looked him serenely in the face.


  Lord Mountclere’s jealous suspicions were considerably shaken.


  ‘Not at all,’ he said hastily, as if ashamed. ‘One who cries over a song is much affected by its sentiment.’


  ‘Do you expect authors to cry over their own words?’ she inquired, merging defence in attack. ‘I am afraid they don’t often do that.’


  ‘You would make me uneasy.’


  ‘On the contrary, I would reassure you. Are you not still doubting?’ she asked, with a pleasant smile.


  ‘I cannot doubt you!’


  ‘Swear, like a faithful knight.’


  ‘I swear, my fairy, my flower!’


  After this the old man appeared to be pondering; indeed, his thoughts could hardly be said to be present when he uttered the words. For though the tabernacle was getting shaky by reason of years and merry living, so that what was going on inside might often be guessed without by the movement of the hangings, as in a puppet-show with worn canvas, he could be quiet enough when scheming any plot of particular neatness, which had less emotion than impishness in it. Such an innocent amusement he was pondering now.


  Before leaving her, he asked if she would accompany him to a morning instrumental concert at Melchester, which was to take place in the course of that week for the benefit of some local institution.


  ‘Melchester,’ she repeated faintly, and observed him as searchingly as it was possible to do without exposing herself to a raking fire in return. Could he know that Christopher was living there, and was this said in prolongation of his recent suspicion? But Lord Mountclere’s face gave no sign.


  ‘You forget one fatal objection,’ said she; ‘the secrecy in which it is imperative that the engagement between us should be kept.’


  ‘I am not known in Melchester without my carriage; nor are you.’


  ‘We may be known by somebody on the road.’


  ‘Then let it be arranged in this way. I will not call here to take you up, but will meet you at the station at Anglebury; and we can go on together by train without notice. Surely there can be no objection to that? It would be mere prudishness to object, since we are to become one so shortly.’ He spoke a little impatiently. It was plain that he particularly wanted her to go to Melchester.


  ‘I merely meant that there was a chance of discovery in our going out together. And discovery means no marriage.’ She was pale now, and sick at heart, for it seemed that the viscount must be aware that Christopher dwelt at that place, and was about to test her concerning him.


  ‘Why does it mean no marriage?’ said he.


  ‘My father might, and almost certainly would, object to it. Although he cannot control me, he might entreat me.’


  ‘Why would he object?’ said Lord Mountclere uneasily, and somewhat haughtily.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘But you will be my wife—say again that you will.’


  ‘I will.’


  He breathed. ‘He will not object—hee-hee!’ he said. ‘O no—I think you will be mine now.’


  ‘I have said so. But look to me all the same.’


  ‘You malign yourself, dear one. But you will meet me at Anglebury, as I wish, and go on to Melchester with me?’


  ‘I shall be pleased to—if my sister may accompany me.’


  ‘Ah—your sister. Yes, of course.’


  They settled the time of the journey, and when the visit had been stretched out as long as it reasonably could be with propriety, Lord Mountclere took his leave.


  When he was again seated on the driving-phaeton which he had brought that day, Lord Mountclere looked gleeful, and shrewd enough in his own opinion to outwit Mephistopheles. As soon as they were ascending a hill, and he could find time to free his hand, he pulled off his glove, and drawing from his pocket a programme of the Melchester concert referred to, contemplated therein the name of one of the intended performers. The name was that of Mr. C. Julian. Replacing it again, he looked ahead, and some time after murmured with wily mirth, ‘An excellent test—a lucky thought!’


  Nothing of importance occurred during the intervening days. At two o’clock on the appointed afternoon Ethelberta stepped from the train at Melchester with the viscount, who had met her as proposed; she was followed behind by Picotee.


  The concert was to be held at the Town-hall half-an-hour later. They entered a fly in waiting, and secure from recognition, were driven leisurely in that direction, Picotee silent and absorbed with her own thoughts.


  ‘There’s the Cathedral,’ said Lord Mountclere humorously, as they caught a view of one of its towers through a street leading into the Close.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It boasts of a very fine organ.’


  ‘Ah.’


  ‘And the organist is a clever young man.’


  ‘Oh.’


  Lord Mountclere paused a moment or two. ‘By the way, you may remember that he is the Mr. Julian who set your song to music!’


  ‘I recollect it quite well.’ Her heart was horrified, and she thought Lord Mountclere must be developing into an inquisitor, which perhaps he was. But none of this reached her face.


  They turned in the direction of the Hall, were set down, and entered.


  The large assembly-room set apart for the concert was upstairs, and it was possible to enter it in two ways: by the large doorway in front of the landing, or by turning down a side passage leading to council-rooms and subsidiary apartments of small size, which were allotted to performers in any exhibition; who could thus enter from one of these directly upon the platform, without passing through the audience.


  ‘Will you seat yourselves here?’ said Lord Mountclere, who, instead of entering by the direct door, had brought the young women round into this green-room, as it may be called. ‘You see we have come in privately enough; when the musicians arrive we can pass through behind them, and step down to our seats from the front.’


  The players could soon be heard tuning in the next room. Then one came through the passage-room where the three waited, and went in, then another, then another. Last of all came Julian.


  Ethelberta sat facing the door, but Christopher, never in the least expecting her there, did not recognize her till he was quite inside. When he had really perceived her to be the one who had troubled his soul so many times and long, the blood in his face—never very much—passed off and left it, like the shade of a cloud. Between them stood a table covered with green baize, which, reflecting upwards a band of sunlight shining across the chamber, flung upon his already white features the virescent hues of death. The poor musician, whose person, much to his own inconvenience, constituted a complete breviary of the gentle emotions, looked as if he were going to fall down in a faint.


  Ethelberta flung at Lord Mountclere a look which clipped him like pincers: he never forgot it as long as he lived.


  ‘This is your pretty jealous scheme—I see it!’ she hissed to him, and without being able to control herself went across to Julian.


  But a slight gasp came from behind the door where Picotee had been sitting. Ethelberta and Lord Mountclere looked that way: and behold, Picotee had nearly swooned.


  Ethelberta’s show of passion went as quickly as it had come, for she felt that a splendid triumph had been put into her hands. ‘Now do you see the truth?’ she whispered to Lord Mountclere without a drachm of feeling; pointing to Christopher and then to Picotee—as like as two snowdrops now.


  ‘I do, I do,’ murmured the viscount hastily.


  They both went forward to help Christopher in restoring the fragile Picotee: he had set himself to that task as suddenly as he possibly could to cover his own near approach to the same condition. Not much help was required, the little girl’s indisposition being quite momentary, and she sat up in the chair again.


  ‘Are you better?’ said Ethelberta to Christopher.


  ‘Quite well—quite,’ he said, smiling faintly. ‘I am glad to see you. I must, I think, go into the next room now.’ He bowed and walked out awkwardly.


  ‘Are you better, too?’ she said to Picotee.


  ‘Quite well,’ said Picotee.


  ‘You are quite sure you know between whom the love lies now—eh?’ Ethelberta asked in a sarcastic whisper of Lord Mountclere.


  ‘I am—beyond a doubt,’ murmured the anxious nobleman; he feared that look of hers, which was not less dominant than irresistible.


  Some additional moments given to thought on the circumstances rendered Ethelberta still more indignant and intractable. She went out at the door by which they had entered, along the passage, and down the stairs. A shuffling footstep followed, but she did not turn her head. When they reached the bottom of the stairs the carriage had gone, their exit not being expected till two hours later. Ethelberta, nothing daunted, swept along the pavement and down the street in a turbulent prance, Lord Mountclere trotting behind with a jowl reduced to a mere nothing by his concern at the discourtesy into which he had been lured by jealous whisperings.


  ‘My dearest—forgive me; I confess I doubted you—but I was beside myself,’ came to her ears from over her shoulder. But Ethelberta walked on as before.


  Lord Mountclere sighed like a poet over a ledger. ‘An old man—who is not very old—naturally torments himself with fears of losing—no, no—it was an innocent jest of mine—you will forgive a joke—hee-hee?’ he said again, on getting no reply.


  ‘You had no right to mistrust me!’


  ‘I do not—you did not blench. You should have told me before that it was your sister and not yourself who was entangled with him.’


  ‘You brought me to Melchester on purpose to confront him!’


  ‘Yes, I did.’


  ‘Are you not ashamed?’


  ‘I am satisfied. It is better to know the truth by any means than to die of suspense; better for us both—surely you see that?’


  They had by this time got to the end of a long street, and into a deserted side road by which the station could be indirectly reached. Picotee appeared in the distance as a mere distracted speck of girlhood, following them because not knowing what else to do in her sickness of body and mind. Once out of sight here, Ethelberta began to cry.


  ‘Ethelberta,’ said Lord Mountclere, in an agony of trouble, ‘don’t be vexed! It was an inconsiderate trick—I own it. Do what you will, but do not desert me now! I could not bear it—you would kill me if you were to leave me. Anything, but be mine.’


  Ethelberta continued her way, and drying her eyes entered the station, where, on searching the time-tables, she found there would be no train for Anglebury for the next two hours. Then more slowly she turned towards the town again, meeting Picotee and keeping in her company.


  Lord Mountclere gave up the chase, but as he wished to get into the town again, he followed in the same direction. When Ethelberta had proceeded as far as the Red Lion Hotel, she turned towards it with her companion, and being shown to a room, the two sisters shut themselves in. Lord Mountclere paused and entered the White Hart, the rival hotel to the Red Lion, which stood in an adjoining street.


  Having secluded himself in an apartment here, walked from window to window awhile, and made himself generally uncomfortable, he sat down to the writing materials on the table, and concocted a note:—


  
    White Hart Hotel.


    My dear Mrs. Petherwin,—You do not mean to be so cruel as to break your plighted word to me? Remember, there is no love without much jealousy, and lovers are ever full of sighs and misgiving. I have owned to as much contrition as can reasonably be expected. I could not endure the suspicion that you loved another.—Yours always,


    Mountclere.

  


  This he sent, watching from the window its progress along the street. He waited anxiously for an answer, and waited long. It was nearly twenty minutes before he could hear a messenger approaching the door. Yes—she had actually sent a reply; he prized it as if it had been the first encouragement he had ever in his life received from woman:—


  
    My Lord (wrote Ethelberta),—I am not prepared at present to enter into the question of marriage at all. The incident which has occurred affords me every excuse for withdrawing my promise, since it was given under misapprehensions on a point that materially affects my happiness.


    E. Petherwin.

  


  ‘Ho-ho-ho—Miss Hoity-toity!’ said Lord Mountclere, trotting up and down. But, remembering it was her June against his November, this did not last long, and he frantically replied:—


  
    My Darling,—I cannot release you—I must do anything to keep my treasure. Will you not see me for a few minutes, and let bygones go to the winds?

  


  Was ever a thrush so safe in a cherry net before!


  The messenger came back with the information that Mrs. Petherwin had taken a walk to the Close, her companion alone remaining at the hotel. There being nothing else left for the viscount to do, he put on his hat, and went out on foot in the same direction. He had not walked far when he saw Ethelberta moving slowly along the High Street before him.


  Ethelberta was at this hour wandering without any fixed intention beyond that of consuming time. She was very wretched, and very indifferent: the former when thinking of her past, the latter when thinking of the days to come. While she walked thus unconscious of the streets, and their groups of other wayfarers, she saw Christopher emerge from a door not many paces in advance, and close it behind him: he stood for a moment on the step before descending into the road.


  She could not, even had she wished it, easily check her progress without rendering the chance of his perceiving her still more certain. But she did not wish any such thing, and it made little difference, for he had already seen her in taking his survey round, and came down from the door to her side. It was impossible for anything formal to pass between them now.


  ‘You are not at the concert, Mr. Julian?’ she said. ‘I am glad to have a better opportunity of speaking to you, and of asking for your sister. Unfortunately there is not time for us to call upon her to-day.’


  ‘Thank you, but it makes no difference,’ said Julian, with somewhat sad reserve. ‘I will tell her I have met you; she is away from home just at present.’ And finding that Ethelberta did not rejoin immediately he observed, ‘The chief organist, old Dr. Breeve, has taken my place at the concert, as it was arranged he should do after the opening part. I am now going to the Cathedral for the afternoon service. You are going there too?’


  ‘I thought of looking at the interior for a moment.’


  So they went on side by side, saying little; for it was a situation in which scarcely any appropriate thing could be spoken. Ethelberta was the less reluctant to walk in his company because of the provocation to skittishness that Lord Mountclere had given, a provocation which she still resented. But she was far from wishing to increase his jealousy; and yet this was what she was doing, Lord Mountclere being a perturbed witness from behind of all that was passing now.


  They turned the corner of the short street of connection which led under an archway to the Cathedral Close, the old peer dogging them still. Christopher seemed to warm up a little, and repeated the invitation. ‘You will come with your sister to see us before you leave?’ he said. ‘We have tea at six.’


  ‘We shall have left Melchester before that time. I am now only waiting for the train.’


  ‘You two have not come all the way from Knollsea alone?’


  ‘Part of the way,’ said Ethelberta evasively.


  ‘And going back alone?’


  ‘No. Only for the last five miles. At least that was the arrangement—I am not quite sure if it holds good.’


  ‘You don’t wish me to see you safely in the train?’


  ‘It is not necessary: thank you very much. We are well used to getting about the world alone, and from Melchester to Knollsea is no serious journey, late or early…. Yet I think I ought, in honesty, to tell you that we are not entirely by ourselves in Melchester to-day.’


  ‘I remember I saw your friend—relative—in the room at the Town-hall. It did not occur to my mind for the moment that he was any other than a stranger standing there.’


  ‘He is not a relative,’ she said, with perplexity. ‘I hardly know, Christopher, how to explain to you my position here to-day, because of some difficulties that have arisen since we have been in the town, which may alter it entirely. On that account I will be less frank with you than I should like to be, considering how long we have known each other. It would be wrong, however, if I were not to tell you that there has been a possibility of my marriage with him.’


  ‘The elderly gentleman?’


  ‘Yes. And I came here in his company, intending to return with him. But you shall know all soon. Picotee shall write to Faith.’


  ‘I always think the Cathedral looks better from this point than from the point usually chosen by artists,’ he said, with nervous quickness, directing her glance upwards to the silent structure, now misty and unrelieved by either high light or deep shade. ‘We get the grouping of the chapels and choir-aisles more clearly shown—and the whole culminates to a more perfect pyramid from this spot—do you think so?’


  ‘Yes. I do.’


  A little further, and Christopher stopped to enter, when Ethelberta bade him farewell. ‘I thought at one time that our futures might have been different from what they are apparently becoming,’ he said then, regarding her as a stall-reader regards the brilliant book he cannot afford to buy. ‘But one gets weary of repining about that. I wish Picotee and yourself could see us oftener; I am as confirmed a bachelor now as Faith is an old maid. I wonder if—should the event you contemplate occur—you and he will ever visit us, or we shall ever visit you!’


  Christopher was evidently imagining the elderly gentleman to be some retired farmer, or professional man already so intermixed with the metamorphic classes of society as not to be surprised or inconvenienced by her beginnings; one who wished to secure Ethelberta as an ornament to his parlour fire in a quiet spirit, and in no intoxicated mood regardless of issues. She could scarcely reply to his supposition; and the parting was what might have been predicted from a conversation so carefully controlled.


  Ethelberta, as she had intended, now went on further, and entering the nave began to inspect the sallow monuments which lined the grizzled pile. She did not perceive amid the shadows an old gentleman who had crept into the mouldy place as stealthily as a worm into a skull, and was keeping himself carefully beyond her observation. She continued to regard feature after feature till the choristers had filed in from the south side, and peals broke forth from the organ on the black oaken mass at the junction of nave and choir, shaking every cobweb in the dusky vaults, and Ethelberta’s heart no less. She knew the fingers that were pressing out those rolling sounds, and knowing them, became absorbed in tracing their progress. To go towards the organ-loft was an act of unconsciousness, and she did not pause till she stood almost beneath it.


  Ethelberta was awakened from vague imaginings by the close approach of the old gentleman alluded to, who spoke with a great deal of agitation.


  ‘I have been trying to meet with you,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘Come, let us be friends again!—Ethelberta, I must not lose you! You cannot mean that the engagement shall be broken off?’ He was far too desirous to possess her at any price now to run a second risk of exasperating her, and forbore to make any allusion to the recent pantomime between herself and Christopher that he had beheld, though it might reasonably have filled him with dread and petulance.


  ‘I do not mean anything beyond this,’ said she, ‘that I entirely withdraw from it on the faintest sign that you have not abandoned such miserable jealous proceedings as those you adopted to-day.’


  ‘I have quite abandoned them. Will you come a little further this way, and walk in the aisle? You do still agree to be mine?’


  ‘If it gives you any pleasure, I do.’


  ‘Yes, yes. I implore that the marriage may be soon—very soon.’ The viscount spoke hastily, for the notes of the organ which were plunging into their ears ever and anon from the hands of his young rival seemed inconveniently and solemnly in the way of his suit.


  ‘Well, Lord Mountclere?’


  ‘Say in a few days?—it is the only thing that will satisfy me.’


  ‘I am absolutely indifferent as to the day. If it pleases you to have it early I am willing.’


  ‘Dare I ask that it may be this week?’ said the delighted old man.


  ‘I could not say that.’


  ‘But you can name the earliest day?’


  ‘I cannot now. We had better be going from here, I think.’


  The Cathedral was filling with shadows, and cold breathings came round the piers, for it was November, when night very soon succeeds noon in spots where noon is sobered to the pallor of eve. But the service was not yet over, and before quite leaving the building Ethelberta cast one other glance towards the organ and thought of him behind it. At this moment her attention was arrested by the form of her sister Picotee, who came in at the north door, closed the lobby-wicket softly, and went lightly forward to the choir. When within a few yards of it she paused by a pillar, and lingered there looking up at the organ as Ethelberta had done. No sound was coming from the ponderous mass of tubes just then; but in a short space a whole crowd of tones spread from the instrument to accompany the words of a response. Picotee started at the burst of music as if taken in a dishonest action, and moved on in a manner intended to efface the lover’s loiter of the preceding moments from her own consciousness no less than from other people’s eyes.


  ‘Do you see that?’ said Ethelberta. ‘That little figure is my dearest sister. Could you but ensure a marriage between her and him she listens to, I would do anything you wish!’


  ‘That is indeed a gracious promise,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘And would you agree to what I asked just now?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘When?’ A gleeful spark accompanied this.


  ‘As you requested.’


  ‘This week? The day after to-morrow?’


  ‘If you will. But remember what lies on your side of the contract. I fancy I have given you a task beyond your powers.’


  ‘Well, darling, we are at one at last,’ said Lord Mountclere, rubbing his hand against his side. ‘And if my task is heavy and I cannot guarantee the result, I can make it very probable. Marry me on Friday—the day after to-morrow—and I will do all that money and influence can effect to bring about their union.’


  ‘You solemnly promise? You will never cease to give me all the aid in your power until the thing is done?’


  ‘I do solemnly promise—on the conditions named.’


  ‘Very good. You will have ensured my fulfilment of my promise before I can ensure yours; but I take your word.’


  ‘You will marry me on Friday! Give me your hand upon it.’


  She gave him her hand.


  ‘Is it a covenant?’ he asked.


  ‘It is,’ said she.


  Lord Mountclere warmed from surface to centre as if he had drunk of hippocras, and, after holding her hand for some moments, raised it gently to his lips.


  ‘Two days and you are mine,’ he said.


  ‘That I believe I never shall be.’


  ‘Never shall be? Why, darling?’


  ‘I don’t know. Some catastrophe will prevent it. I shall be dead perhaps.’


  ‘You distress me. Ah,—you meant me—you meant that I should be dead, because you think I am old! But that is a mistake—I am not very old!’


  ‘I thought only of myself—nothing of you.’


  ‘Yes, I know. Dearest, it is dismal and chilling here—let us go.’


  Ethelberta mechanically moved with him, and felt there was no retreating now. In the meantime the young ladykin whom the solemn vowing concerned had lingered round the choir screen, as if fearing to enter, yet loth to go away. The service terminated, the heavy books were closed, doors were opened, and the feet of the few persons who had attended evensong began pattering down the paved alleys. Not wishing Picotee to know that the object of her secret excursion had been discovered, Ethelberta now stepped out of the west doorway with the viscount before Picotee had emerged from the other; and they walked along the path together until she overtook them.


  ‘I fear it becomes necessary for me to stay in Melchester to-night,’ said Lord Mountclere. ‘I have a few matters to attend to here, as the result of our arrangements. But I will first accompany you as far as Anglebury, and see you safely into a carriage there that shall take you home. To-morrow I will drive to Knollsea, when we will make the final preparations.’


  Ethelberta would not have him go so far and back again, merely to attend upon her; hence they parted at the railway, with due and correct tenderness; and when the train had gone, Lord Mountclere returned into the town on the special business he had mentioned, for which there remained only the present evening and the following morning, if he were to call upon her in the afternoon of the next day—the day before the wedding—now so recklessly hastened on his part, and so coolly assented to on hers.


  By the time that the two young people had started it was nearly dark. Some portions of the railway stretched through little copses and plantations where, the leaf-shedding season being now at its height, red and golden patches of fallen foliage lay on either side of the rails; and as the travellers passed, all these death-stricken bodies boiled up in the whirlwind created by the velocity, and were sent flying right and left of them in myriads, a clean-fanned track being left behind.


  Picotee was called from the observation of these phenomena by a remark from her sister: ‘Picotee, the marriage is to be very early indeed. It is to be the day after to-morrow—if it can. Nevertheless I don’t believe in the fact—I cannot.’


  ‘Did you arrange it so? Nobody can make you marry so soon.’


  ‘I agreed to the day,’ murmured Ethelberta languidly.


  ‘How can it be? The gay dresses and the preparations and the people—how can they be collected in the time, Berta? And so much more of that will be required for a lord of the land than for a common man. O, I can’t think it possible for a sister of mine to marry a lord!’


  ‘And yet it has been possible any time this last month or two, strange as it seems to you…. It is to be not only a plain and simple wedding, without any lofty appliances, but a secret one—as secret as if I were some under-age heiress to an Indian fortune, and he a young man of nothing a year.’


  ‘Has Lord Mountclere said it must be so private? I suppose it is on account of his family.’


  ‘No. I say so; and it is on account of my family. Father might object to the wedding, I imagine, from what he once said, or he might be much disturbed about it; so I think it better that he and the rest should know nothing till all is over. You must dress again as my sister to-morrow, dear. Lord Mountclere is going to pay us an early visit to conclude necessary arrangements.’


  ‘O, the life as a lady at Enckworth Court! The flowers, the woods, the rooms, the pictures, the plate, and the jewels! Horses and carriages rattling and prancing, seneschals and pages, footmen hopping up and hopping down. It will be glory then!’


  ‘We might hire our father as one of my retainers to increase it,’ said Ethelberta drily.


  Picotee’s countenance fell. ‘How shall we manage all about that? ’Tis terrible, really!’


  ‘The marriage granted, those things will right themselves by time and weight of circumstances. You take a wrong view in thinking of glories of that sort. My only hope is that my life will be quite private and simple, as will best become my inferiority and Lord Mountclere’s staidness. Such a splendid library as there is at Enckworth, Picotee—quartos, folios, history, verse, Elzevirs, Caxtons—all that has been done in literature from Moses down to Scott—with such companions I can do without all other sorts of happiness.’


  ‘And you will not go to town from Easter to Lammastide, as other noble ladies do?’ asked the younger girl, rather disappointed at this aspect of a viscountess’s life.


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘But you will give dinners, and travel, and go to see his friends, and have them to see you?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Will you not be, then, as any other peeress; and shall not I be as any other peeress’s sister?’


  ‘That, too, I do not know. All is mystery. Nor do I even know that the marriage will take place. I feel that it may not; and perhaps so much the better, since the man is a stranger to me,. I know nothing whatever of his nature, and he knows nothing of mine.’


  ♣


  XL


  Melchester (continued)


  The commotion wrought in Julian’s mind by the abrupt incursion of Ethelberta into his quiet sphere was thorough and protracted. The witchery of her presence he had grown strong enough to withstand in part; but her composed announcement that she had intended to marry another, and, as far as he could understand, was intending it still, added a new chill to the old shade of disappointment which custom was day by day enabling him to endure. During the whole interval in which he had produced those diapason blasts, heard with such inharmonious feelings by the three auditors outside the screen, his thoughts had wandered wider than his notes in conjectures on the character and position of the gentleman seen in Ethelberta’s company. Owing to his assumption that Lord Mountclere was but a stranger who had accidentally come in at the side door, Christopher had barely cast a glance upon him, and the wide difference between the years of the viscount and those of his betrothed was not so particularly observed as to raise that point to an item in his objections now. Lord Mountclere was dressed with all the cunning that could be drawn from the metropolis by money and reiterated dissatisfaction; he prided himself on his upright carriage; his stick was so thin that the most malevolent could not insinuate that it was of any possible use in walking; his teeth had put on all the vigour and freshness of a second spring. Hence his look was the slowest of possible clocks in respect of his age, and his manner was equally as much in the rear of his appearance.


  Christopher was now over seven-and-twenty. He was getting so well accustomed to the spectacle of a world passing him by and splashing him with its wheels that he wondered why he had ever minded it. His habit of dreaming instead of doing had led him up to a curious discovery. It is no new thing for a man to fathom profundities by indulging humours: the active, the rapid, the people of splendid momentum, have been surprised to behold what results attend the lives of those whose usual plan for discharging their active labours has been to postpone them indefinitely. Certainly, the immediate result in the present case was, to all but himself, small and invisible; but it was of the nature of highest things. What he had learnt was that a woman who has once made a permanent impression upon a man cannot altogether deny him her image by denying him her company, and that by sedulously cultivating the acquaintance of this Creature of Contemplation she becomes to him almost a living soul. Hence a sublimated Ethelberta accompanied him everywhere—one who never teased him, eluded him, or disappointed him: when he smiled she smiled, when he was sad she sorrowed. He may be said to have become the literal duplicate of that whimsical unknown rhapsodist who wrote of his own similar situation—


  
    By absence this good means I gain,


    That I can catch her,


    Where none can watch her,


    In some close corner of my brain:


    There I embrace and kiss her;


    And so I both enjoy and miss her.

  


  This frame of mind naturally induced an amazing abstraction in the organist, never very vigilant at the best of times. He would stand and look fixedly at a frog in a shady pool, and never once think of batrachians, or pause by a green bank to split some tall blade of grass into filaments without removing it from its stalk, passing on ignorant that he had made a cat-o’-nine-tails of a graceful slip of vegetation. He would hear the cathedral clock strike one, and go the next minute to see what time it was. ‘I never seed such a man as Mr. Julian is,’ said the head blower. ‘He’ll meet me anywhere out-of-doors, and never wink or nod. You’d hardly expect it. I don’t find fault, but you’d hardly expect it, seeing how I play the same instrument as he do himself, and have done it for so many years longer than he. How I have indulged that man, too! If ’tis Pedals for two martel hours of practice I never complain; and he has plenty of vagaries. When ’tis hot summer weather there’s nothing will do for him but Choir, Great, and Swell altogether, till yer face is in a vapour; and on a frosty winter night he’ll keep me there while he tweedles upon the Dulcianner till my arms be scrammed for want of motion. And never speak a word out-of-doors.’ Somebody suggested that perhaps Christopher did not notice his coadjutor’s presence in the street; and time proved to the organ-blower that the remark was just.


  Whenever Christopher caught himself at these vacuous tricks he would be struck with admiration of Ethelberta’s wisdom, foresight, and self-command in refusing to wed such an incapable man: he felt that he ought to be thankful that a bright memory of her was not also denied to him, and resolved to be content with it as a possession, since it was as much of her as he could decently maintain.


  Wrapped thus in a humorous sadness he passed the afternoon under notice, and in the evening went home to Faith, who still lived with him, and showed no sign of ever being likely to do otherwise. Their present place and mode of life suited her well. She revived at Melchester like an exotic sent home again. The leafy Close, the climbing buttresses, the pondering ecclesiastics, the great doors, the singular keys, the whispered talk, echoes of lonely footsteps, the sunset shadow of the tall steeple, reaching further into the town than the good bishop’s teaching, and the general complexion of a spot where morning had the stillness of evening and spring some of the tones of autumn, formed a proper background to a person constituted as Faith, who, like Miss Hepzibah Pyncheon’s chicken, possessed in miniature all the antiquity of her progenitors.


  After tea Christopher went into the streets, as was frequently his custom, less to see how the world crept on there than to walk up and down for nothing at all. It had been market-day, and remnants of the rural population that had visited the town still lingered at corners, their toes hanging over the edge of the pavement, and their eyes wandering about the street.


  The angle which formed the turning-point of Christopher’s promenade was occupied by a jeweller’s shop, of a standing which completely outshone every other shop in that or any trade throughout the town. Indeed, it was a staple subject of discussion in Melchester how a shop of such pretensions could find patronage sufficient to support its existence in a place which, though well populated, was not fashionable. It had not long been established there, and was the enterprise of an incoming man whose whole course of procedure seemed to be dictated by an intention to astonish the native citizens very considerably before he had done. Nearly everything was glass in the frontage of this fairy mart, and its contents glittered like the hammochrysos stone. The panes being of plate-glass, and the shop having two fronts, a diagonal view could be had through it from one to the other of the streets to which it formed a corner.


  This evening, as on all evenings, a flood of radiance spread from the window-lamps into the thick autumn air, so that from a distance that corner appeared as the glistening nucleus of all the light in the town. Towards it idle men and women unconsciously bent their steps, and closed in upon the panes like night-birds upon the lantern of a lighthouse.


  When Christopher reached the spot there stood close to the pavement a plain close carriage, apparently waiting for some person who was purchasing inside. Christopher would hardly have noticed this had he not also perceived, pressed against the glass of the shop window, an unusual number of local noses belonging to overgrown working lads, tosspots, an idiot, the ham-smoker’s assistant with his sleeves rolled up, a scot-and-lot freeholder, three or four seamstresses, the young woman who brought home the washing, and so on. The interest of these gazers in some proceedings within, which by reason of the gaslight were as public as if carried on in the open air, was very great.


  ‘Yes, that’s what he’s a buying o’—haw, haw!’ said one of the young men, as the shopman removed from the window a gorgeous blue velvet tray of wedding-rings, and laid it on the counter.


  ‘’Tis what you may come to yerself, sooner or later, God have mercy upon ye; and as such no scoffing matter,’ said an older man, ‘Faith, I’d as lief cry as laugh to see a man in that corner.’


  ‘He’s a gent getting up in years too. He must hev been through it a few times afore, seemingly, to sit down and buy the tools so cool as that.’


  ‘Well, no. See what the shyest will do at such times. You bain’t yerself then; no man living is hisself then.’


  ‘True,’ said the ham-smoker’s man. ‘’Tis a thought to look at that a chap will take all this trouble to get a woman into his house, and a twelvemonth after would as soon hear it thunder as hear her sing!’


  The policeman standing near was a humane man, through having a young family he could hardly keep; and he hesitated about telling them to move on. Christopher had before this time perceived that the articles were laid down before an old gentleman who was seated in the shop, and that the gentleman was none other than he who had been with Ethelberta in the concert-room. The discovery was so startling that, constitutionally indisposed as he was to stand and watch, he became as glued to the spot as the other idlers. Finding himself now for the first time directly confronting the preliminaries of Ethelberta’s marriage to a stranger, he was left with far less equanimity than he could have supposed possible to the situation.


  ‘So near the time!’ he said, and looked hard at Lord Mountclere.


  Christopher had now a far better opportunity than before for observing Ethelberta’s betrothed. Apart from any bias of jealousy, disappointment, or mortification, he was led to judge that this was not quite the man to make Ethelberta happy. He had fancied her companion to be a man under fifty; he was now visibly sixty or more. And it was not the sort of sexagenarianism beside which a young woman’s happiness can sometimes contrive to keep itself alive in a quiet sleepy way. Suddenly it occurred to him that this was the man whom he had helped in the carriage accident on the way to Knollsea. He looked again.


  By no means undignified, the face presented that combination of slyness and jocundity which we are accustomed to imagine of the canonical jolly-dogs in mediæval tales. The gamesome Curate of Meudon might have supplied some parts of the countenance; cunning Friar Tuck the remainder. Nothing but the viscount’s constant habit of going to church every Sunday morning when at his country residence kept unholiness out of his features, for though he lived theologically enough on the Sabbath, as it became a man in his position to do, he was strikingly mundane all the rest of the week, always preferring the devil to God in his oaths. And nothing but antecedent good-humour prevented the short fits of crossness incident to his passing infirmities from becoming established. His look was exceptionally jovial now, and the corners of his mouth twitched as the telegraph-needles of a hundred little erotic messages from his heart to his brain. Anybody could see that he was a merry man still, who loved good company, warming drinks, nymph-like shapes, and pretty words, in spite of the disagreeable suggestions he received from the pupils of his eyes, and the joints of his lively limbs, that imps of mischief were busy sapping and mining in those regions, with the view of tumbling him into a certain cool cellar under the church aisle.


  In general, if a lover can find any ground at all for serenity in the tide of an elderly rival’s success, he finds it in the fact itself of that ancientness. The other side seems less a rival than a makeshift. But Christopher no longer felt this, and the significant signs before his eyes of the imminence of Ethelberta’s union with this old hero filled him with restless dread. True, the gentleman, as he appeared illuminated by the jeweller’s gas-jets, seemed more likely to injure Ethelberta by indulgence than by severity, while her beauty lasted; but there was a nameless something in him less tolerable than this.


  The purchaser having completed his dealings with the goldsmith, was conducted to the door by the master of the shop, and into the carriage, which was at once driven off up the street.


  Christopher now much desired to know the name of the man whom a nice chain of circumstantial evidence taught him to regard as the happy winner where scores had lost. He was grieved that Ethelberta’s confessed reserve should have extended so far as to limit her to mere indefinite hints of marriage when they were talking almost on the brink of the wedding-day. That the ceremony was to be a private one—which it probably would be because of the disparity of ages—did not in his opinion justify her secrecy. He had shown himself capable of a transmutation as valuable as it is rare in men, the change from pestering lover to staunch friend, and this was all he had got for it. But even an old lover sunk to an indifferentist might have been tempted to spend an unoccupied half-hour in discovering particulars now, and Christopher had not lapsed nearly so far as to absolute unconcern.


  That evening, however, nothing came in his way to enlighten him. But the next day, when skirting the Close on his ordinary duties, he saw the same carriage standing at a distance, and paused to behold the same old gentleman come from a well-known office and re-enter the vehicle—Lord Mountclere, in fact, in earnest pursuit of the business of yesternight, having just pocketed a document in which romance, rashness, law, and gospel are so happily made to work together that it may safely be regarded as the neatest compromise which has ever been invented since Adam sinned.


  This time Julian perceived that the brougham was one belonging to the White Hart Hotel, which Lord Mountclere was using partly from the necessities of these hasty proceedings, and also because, by so doing, he escaped the notice that might have been bestowed upon his own equipage, or men-servants, the Mountclere hammer-cloths being known in Melchester. Christopher now walked towards the hotel, leisurely, yet with anxiety. He inquired of a porter what people were staying there that day, and was informed that they had only one person in the house, Lord Mountclere, whom sudden and unexpected business had detained in Melchester since the previous day.


  Christopher lingered to hear no more. He retraced the street much more quickly than he had come; and he only said, ‘Lord Mountclere—it must never be!’


  As soon as he entered the house, Faith perceived that he was greatly agitated. He at once told her of his discovery, and she exclaimed, ‘What a brilliant match!’


  ‘O Faith,’ said Christopher, ‘you don’t know! You are far from knowing. It is as gloomy as midnight. Good God, can it be possible?’


  Faith blinked in alarm, without speaking.


  ‘Did you never hear anything of Lord Mountclere when we lived at Sandbourne?’


  ‘I knew the name—no more.’


  ‘No, no—of course you did not. Well, though I never saw his face, to my knowledge, till a short time ago, I know enough to say that, if earnest representations can prevent it, this marriage shall not be. Father knew him, or about him, very well; and he once told me—what I cannot tell you. Fancy, I have seen him three times—yesterday, last night, and this morning—besides helping him on the road some weeks ago, and never once considered that he might be Lord Mountclere. He is here almost in disguise, one may say; neither man nor horse is with him; and his object accounts for his privacy. I see how it is—she is doing this to benefit her brothers and sisters, if possible; but she ought to know that if she is miserable they will never be happy. That’s the nature of women—they take the form for the essence, and that’s what she is doing now. I should think her guardian angel must have quitted her when she agreed to a marriage which may tear her heart out like a claw.’


  ‘You are too warm about it, Kit—it cannot be so bad as that. It is not the thing, but the sensitiveness to the thing, which is the true measure of its pain. Perhaps what seems so bad to you falls lightly on her mind. A campaigner in a heavy rain is not more uncomfortable than we are in a slight draught; and Ethelberta, fortified by her sapphires and gold cups and wax candles, will not mind facts which look like spectres to us outside. A title will turn troubles into romances, and she will shine as an interesting viscountess in spite of them.’


  The discussion with Faith was not continued, Christopher stopping the argument by saying that he had a good mind to go off at once to Knollsea, and show her her danger. But till the next morning Ethelberta was certainly safe; no marriage was possible anywhere before then. He passed the afternoon in a state of great indecision, constantly reiterating, ‘I will go!’


  ♣


  XLI


  Workshops—An Inn—The Street


  On an extensive plot of ground, lying somewhere between the Thames and the Kensington squares, stood the premises of Messrs. Nockett & Perch, builders and contractors. The yard with its workshops formed part of one of those frontier lines between mangy business and garnished domesticity that occur in what are called improving neighbourhoods. We are accustomed to regard increase as the chief feature in a great city’s progress, its well-known signs greeting our eyes on every outskirt. Slush-ponds may be seen turning into basement-kitchens; a broad causeway of shattered earthenware smothers plots of budding gooseberry-bushes and vegetable trenches, foundations following so closely upon gardens that the householder may be expected to find cadaverous sprouts from overlooked potatoes rising through the chinks of his cellar floor. But the other great process, that of internal transmutation, is not less curious than this encroachment of grey upon green. Its first erections are often only the milk-teeth of a suburb, and as the district rises in dignity they are dislodged by those which are to endure. Slightness becomes supplanted by comparative solidity, commonness by novelty, lowness and irregularity by symmetry and height.


  An observer of the precinct which has been named as an instance in point might have stood under a lamp-post and heard simultaneously the peal of the visitor’s bell from the new terrace on the right hand, and the stroke of tools from the musty workshops on the left. Waggons laden with deals came up on this side, and landaus came down on the other—the former to lumber heavily through the old-established contractors’ gates, the latter to sweep fashionably into the square.


  About twelve o’clock on the day following Lord Mountclere’s exhibition of himself to Christopher in the jeweller’s shop at Melchester, and almost at the identical time when the viscount was seen to come from the office for marriage-licences in the same place, a carriage drove nearly up to the gates of Messrs. Nockett & Co.’s yard. A gentleman stepped out and looked around. He was a man whose years would have been pronounced as five-and-forty by the friendly, fifty by the candid, fifty-two or three by the grim. He was as handsome a study in grey as could be seen in town, there being far more of the raven’s plumage than of the gull’s in the mixture as yet; and he had a glance of that practised sort which can measure people, weigh them, repress them, encourage them to sprout and blossom as a March sun encourages crocuses, ask them questions, give them answers—in short, a glance that could do as many things as an American cooking-stove or a multum-in-parvo pocket-knife. But, as with most men of the world, this was mere mechanism; his actual emotions were kept so far within his person that they were rarely heard or seen near his features.


  On reading the builders’ names over the gateway he entered the yard, and asked at the office if Solomon Chickerel was engaged on the premises. The clerk was going to be very attentive, but finding the visitor had come only to speak to a workman, his tense attitude slackened a little, and he merely signified the foot of a Flemish ladder on the other side of the yard, saying, ‘You will find him, sir, up there in the joiner’s shop.’


  When the man in the black coat reached the top he found himself at the end of a long apartment as large as a chapel and as low as a malt-room, across which ran parallel carpenters’ benches to the number of twenty or more, a gangway being left at the side for access throughout. Behind every bench there stood a man or two, planing, fitting or chiselling, as the case might be. The visitor paused for a moment, as if waiting for some cessation of their violent motions and uproar till he could make his errand known. He waited ten seconds, he waited twenty; but, beyond that a quick look had been thrown upon him by every pair of eyes, the muscular performances were in no way interrupted: every one seemed oblivious of his presence, and absolutely regardless of his wish. In truth, the texture of that salmon-coloured skin could be seen to be aristocratic without a microscope, and the exceptious artizan has an off-hand way when contrasts are made painfully strong by an idler of this kind coming, gloved and brushed, into the very den where he is sweating and muddling in his shirt-sleeves.


  The gentleman from the carriage then proceeded down the workshop, wading up to his knees in a sea of shavings, and bruising his ankles against corners of board and sawn-off blocks, that lay hidden like reefs beneath. At the ninth bench he made another venture.


  ‘Sol Chickerel?’ said the man addressed, as he touched his plane-iron upon the oilstone. ‘He’s one of them just behind.’


  ‘Damn it all, can’t one of you show me?’ the visitor angrily observed, for he had been used to more attention than this. ‘Here, point him out.’ He handed the man a shilling.


  ‘No trouble to do that’, that,’ said the workman; and he turned and signified Sol by a nod without moving from his place.


  The stranger entered Sol’s division, and, nailing him with his eye, said at once: ‘I want to speak a few words with you in private. Is not a Mrs. Petherwin your sister?’


  Sol started suspiciously. ‘Has anything happened to her?’ he at length said hurriedly.


  ‘O no. It is on a business matter that I have called. You need not mind owning the relationship to me—the secret will be kept. I am the brother of one whom you may have heard of from her—Lord Mountclere.’


  ‘I have not. But if you will wait a minute, sir—’ He went to a little glazed box at the end of the shop, where the foreman was sitting, and, after speaking a few words to this person, Sol led Mountclere to the door, and down the ladder.


  ‘I suppose we cannot very well talk here, after all?’ said the gentleman, when they reached the yard, and found several men moving about therein.


  ‘Perhaps we had better go to some room—the nearest inn will answer the purpose, won’t it?’


  ‘Excellently.’


  ‘There’s the “Green Bushes” over the way. They have a very nice private room upstairs.’


  ‘Yes, that will do.’ And passing out of the yard, the man with the glance entered the inn with Sol, where they were shown to the parlour as requested.


  While the waiter was gone for some wine, which Mountclere ordered, the more ingenuous of the two resumed the conversation by saying, awkwardly: ‘Yes, Mrs. Petherwin is my sister, as you supposed, sir; but on her account I do not let it be known.’


  ‘Indeed,’ said Mountclere. ‘Well, I came to see you in order to speak of a matter which I thought you might know more about than I do, for it has taken me quite by surprise. My brother, Lord Mountclere, is, it seems, to be privately married to Mrs. Petherwin to-morrow.’


  ‘Is that really the fact?’ said Sol, becoming quite shaken. ‘I had no thought that such a thing could be possible!’


  ‘It is imminent.’


  ‘Father has told me that she has lately got to know some nobleman; but I never supposed there could be any meaning in that.’


  ‘You were altogether wrong,’ said Mountclere, leaning back in his chair and looking at Sol steadily. ‘Do you feel it to be a matter upon which you will congratulate her?’


  ‘A very different thing!’ said Sol vehemently. ‘Though he is your brother, sir, I must say this, that I would rather she married the poorest man I know.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘From what my father has told me of him, he is not—a more desirable brother-in-law to me than I shall be in all likelihood to him. What business has a man of that character to marry Berta, I should like to ask?’


  ‘That’s what I say,’ returned Mountclere, revealing his satisfaction at Sol’s estimate of his noble brother: it showed that he had calculated well in coming here. ‘My brother is getting old, and he has lived strangely: your sister is a highly respectable young lady.’


  ‘And he is not respectable, you mean? I know he is not. I worked near Enckworth once.’


  ‘I cannot say that,’ returned Mountclere. Possibly a certain fraternal feeling repressed a direct assent: and yet this was the only representation which could be expected to prejudice the young man against the wedding, if he were such an one as the visitor supposed Sol to be—a man vulgar in sentiment and ambition, but pure in his anxiety for his sister’s happiness. ‘At any rate, we are agreed in thinking that this would be an unfortunate marriage for both,’ added Mountclere.


  ‘About both I don’t know. It may be a good thing for him. When do you say it is to be, sir—to-morrow?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I don’t know what to do!’ said Sol, walking up and down. ‘If half what I have heard is true, I would lose a winter’s work to prevent her marrying him. What does she want to go mixing in with people who despise her for? Now look here, Mr. Mountclere, since you have been and called me out to talk this over, it is only fair that you should tell me the exact truth about your brother. Is it a lie, or is it true, that he is not fit to be the husband of a decent woman?’


  ‘That is a curious inquiry,’ said Mountclere, whose manner and aspect, neutral as a winter landscape, had little in common with Sol’s warm and unrestrained bearing. ‘There are reasons why I think your sister will not be happy with him.’


  ‘Then it is true what they say,’ said Sol, bringing down his fist upon the table. ‘I know your meaning well enough. What’s to be done? If I could only see her this minute, she might be kept out of it.’


  ‘You think your presence would influence your sister—if you could see her before the wedding?’


  ‘I think it would. But who’s to get at her?’


  ‘I am going, so you had better come on with me—unless it would be best for your father to come.’


  ‘Perhaps it might,’ said the bewildered Sol. ‘But he will not be able to get away; and it’s no use for Dan to go. If anybody goes I must! If she has made up her mind nothing can be done by writing to her.’


  ‘I leave at once to see Lord Mountclere,’ the other continued. ‘I feel that as my brother is evidently ignorant of the position of Mrs. Petherwin’s family and connections, it is only fair in me, as his nearest relative, to make them clear to him before it is too late.’


  ‘You mean that if he knew her friends were working-people he would not think of her as a wife? ’Tis a reasonable thought. But make your mind easy: she has told him. I make a great mistake if she has for a moment thought of concealing that from him.’


  ‘She may not have deliberately done so. But—and I say this with no ill-feeling—it is a matter known to few, and she may have taken no steps to undeceive him. I hope to bring him to see the matter clearly. Unfortunately the thing has been so secret and hurried that there is barely time. I knew nothing until this morning—never dreamt of such a preposterous occurrence.’


  ‘Preposterous! If it should come to pass, she would play her part as his lady as well as any other woman, and better. I wish there was no more reason for fear on my side than there is on yours! Things have come to a sore head when she is not considered lady enough for such as he. But perhaps your meaning is, that if your brother were to have a son, you would lose your heir-presumptive title to the cor’net of Mountclere? Well, ’twould be rather hard for ’ee, now I come to think o’t—upon my life, ’twould.’


  ‘The suggestion is as delicate as the —— atmosphere of this vile room. But let your ignorance be your excuse, my man. It is hardly worth while for us to quarrel when we both have the same object in view: do you think so?’


  ‘That’s true—that’s true. When do you start, sir?’


  ‘We must leave almost at once,’ said Mountclere, looking at his watch. ‘If we cannot catch the two o’clock train, there is no getting there to-night—and to-morrow we could not possibly arrive before one.’


  ‘I wish there was time for me to go and tidy myself a bit,’ said Sol, anxiously looking down at his working clothes. ‘I suppose you would not like me to go with you like this?’


  ‘Confound the clothes! If you cannot start in five minutes, we shall not be able to go at all.’


  ‘Very well, then—wait while I run across to the shop, then I am ready. How do we get to the station?’


  ‘My carriage is at the corner waiting. When you come out I will meet you at the gates.’


  Sol then hurried downstairs, and a minute or two later Mr. Mountclere followed, looking like a man bent on policy at any price. The carriage was brought round by the time that Sol reappeared from the yard. He entered and sat down beside Mountclere, not without a sense that he was spoiling good upholstery; the coachman then allowed the lash of his whip to alight with the force of a small fly upon the horses, which set them up in an angry trot. Sol rolled on beside his new acquaintance with the shamefaced look of a man going to prison in a van, for pedestrians occasionally gazed at him, full of what seemed to himself to be ironical surprise.


  ‘I am afraid I ought to have changed my clothes after all,’ he said, writhing under a perception of the contrast between them. ‘Not knowing anything about this, I ain’t a bit prepared. If I had got even my second-best hat, it wouldn’t be so bad.’


  ‘It makes no difference,’ said Mountclere inanimately.


  ‘Or I might have brought my portmantle, with some things.’


  ‘It really is not important.’


  On reaching the station they found there were yet a few minutes to spare, which Sol made use of in writing a note to his father, to explain what had occurred.


  ♣


  XLII


  The Doncastles’ Residence, and Outside the Same


  Mrs. Doncastle’s dressing-bell had rung, but Menlove, the lady’s maid, having at the same time received a letter by the evening post, paused to read it before replying to the summons:—


  
    Enckworth Court, Wednesday.


    Darling Louisa,—I can assure you that I am no more likely than yourself to form another attachment, as you will perceive by what follows. Before we left town I thought that to be able to see you occasionally was sufficient for happiness, but down in this lonely place the case is different. In short, my dear, I ask you to consent to a union with me as soon as you possibly can. Your prettiness has won my eyes and lips completely, sweet, and I lie awake at night to think of the golden curls you allowed to escape from their confinement on those nice times of private clothes, when we walked in the park and slipped the bonds of service, which you were never born to any more than I….


    Had not my own feelings been so strong, I should have told you at the first dash of my pen that what I expected is coming to pass at last—the old dog is going to be privately married to Mrs. P. Yes, indeed, and the wedding is coming off to-morrow, secret as the grave. All her friends will doubtless leave service on account of it. What he does now makes little difference to me, of course, as I had already given warning, but I shall stick to him like a Briton in spite of it. He has to-day made me a present, and a further five pounds for yourself, expecting you to hold your tongue on every matter connected with Mrs. P.’s friends, and to say nothing to any of them about this marriage until it is over. His lordship impressed this upon me very strong, and familiar as a brother, and of course we obey his instructions to the letter; for I need hardly say that unless he keeps his promise to help me in setting up the shop, our nuptials cannot be consumed. His help depends upon our obedience, as you are aware….’ aware….

  


  This, and much more, was from her very last lover, Lord Mountclere’s valet, who had been taken in hand directly she had convinced herself of Joey’s hopeless youthfulness. The missive sent Mrs. Menlove’s spirits soaring like spring larks; she flew upstairs in answer to the bell with a joyful, triumphant look, which the illuminated figure of Mrs. Doncastle in her dressing-room could not quite repress. One could almost forgive Menlove her arts when so modest a result brought such vast content.


  Mrs. Doncastle seemed inclined to make no remark during the dressing, and at last Menlove could repress herself no longer.


  ‘I should like to name something to you, m’m.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I shall be wishing to leave soon, if it is convenient.’


  ‘Very well, Menlove,’ answered Mrs. Doncastle, as she serenely surveyed her right eyebrow in the glass. ‘Am I to take this as a formal notice?’


  ‘If you please; but I could stay a week or two beyond the month if suitable. I am going to be married—that’s what it is, m’m.’


  ‘O! I am glad to hear it, though I am sorry to lose you.’


  ‘It is Lord Mountclere’s valet—Mr. Tipman—m’m.’


  ‘Indeed.’


  Menlove went on building up Mrs. Doncastle’s hair awhile in silence.


  ‘I suppose you heard the other news that arrived in town to-day, m’m?’ she said again. ‘Lord Mountclere is going to be married to-morrow.’


  ‘To-morrow? Are you quite sure?’


  ‘O yes, m’m. Mr. Tipman has just told me so in his letter. He is going to be married to Mrs. Petherwin. It is to be quite a private wedding.’


  Mrs. Doncastle made no remark, and she remained in the same still position as before; but a countenance expressing transcendent surprise was reflected to Menlove by the glass.


  At this sight Menlove’s tongue so burned to go further, and unfold the lady’s relations with the butler downstairs, that she would have lost a month’s wages to be at liberty to do it. The disclosure was almost too magnificent to be repressed. To deny herself so exquisite an indulgence required an effort which nothing on earth could have sustained save the one thing that did sustain it—the knowledge that upon her silence hung the most enormous desideratum in the world, her own marriage. She said no more, and Mrs. Doncastle went away.


  It was an ordinary family dinner that day, but their nephew Neigh happened to be present. Just as they were sitting down Mrs. Doncastle said to her husband: ‘Why have you not told me of the wedding to-morrow?—or don’t you know anything about it?’


  ‘Wedding?’ said Mr. Doncastle.


  ‘Lord Mountclere is to be married to Mrs. Petherwin quite privately.’


  ‘Good God!’ said some person.


  Mr. Doncastle did not speak the words; they were not spoken by Neigh: they seemed to float over the room and round the walls, as if originating in some spiritualistic source. Yet Mrs. Doncastle, remembering the symptoms of attachment between Ethelberta and her nephew which had appeared during the summer, looked towards Neigh instantly, as if she thought the words must have come from him after all; but Neigh’s face was perfectly calm; he, together with her husband, was sitting with his eyes fixed in the direction of the sideboard; and turning to the same spot she beheld Chickerel standing pale as death, his lips being parted as if he did not know where he was.


  ‘Did you speak?’ said Mrs. Doncastle, looking with astonishment at the butler.


  ‘Chickerel, what’s the matter—are you ill?’ said Mr. Doncastle simultaneously. ‘Was it you who said that?’


  ‘I did, sir,’ said Chickerel in a husky voice, scarcely above a whisper. ‘I could not help it.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘She is my daughter, and it shall be known at once!’


  ‘Who is your daughter?’


  He paused a few moments nervously. ‘Mrs. Petherwin,’ he said.


  Upon this announcement Neigh looked at poor Chickerel as if he saw through him into the wall. Mrs. Doncastle uttered a faint exclamation and leant back in her chair: the bare possibility of the truth of Chickerel’s claims to such paternity shook her to pieces when she viewed her intimacies with Ethelberta during the past season—the court she had paid her, the arrangements she had entered into to please her; above all, the dinner-party which she had contrived and carried out solely to gratify Lord Mountclere and bring him into personal communication with the general favourite; thus making herself probably the chief though unconscious instrument in promoting a match by which her butler was to become father-in-law to a peer she delighted to honour. The crowd of perceptions almost took away her life; she closed her eyes in a white shiver.


  ‘Do you mean to say that the lady who sat here at dinner at the same time that Lord Mountclere was present, is your daughter?’ asked Doncastle.


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said Chickerel respectfully.


  ‘How did she come to be your daughter?’


  ‘I— Well, she is my daughter, sir.’


  ‘Did you educate her?’


  ‘Not altogether, sir. She was a very clever child. Lady Petherwin took a deal of trouble about her education. They were both left widows about the same time: the son died, then the father. My daughter was only eighteen then. But though she’s older now, her marriage with Lord Mountclere means misery. He ought to marry another woman.’


  ‘It is very extraordinary,’ Mr. Doncastle murmured. ‘If you are ill you had better go and rest yourself, Chickerel. Send in Thomas.’


  Chickerel, who seemed to be much disturbed, then very gladly left the room, and dinner proceeded. But such was the peculiarity of the case, that, though there was in it neither murder, robbery, illness, accident, fire, or any other of the tragic and legitimate shakers of human nerves, two of the three who were gathered there sat through the meal without the least consciousness of what viands had composed it. Impressiveness depends as much upon propinquity as upon magnitude; and to have honoured unawares the daughter of the vilest Antipodean miscreant and murderer would have been less discomfiting to Mrs. Doncastle than it was to make the same blunder with the daughter of a respectable servant who happened to live in her own house. To Neigh the announcement was as the catastrophe of a story already begun, rather than as an isolated wonder. Ethelberta’s words had prepared him for something, though the nature of that thing was unknown.


  ‘Chickerel ought not to have kept us in ignorance of this—of course he ought not!’ said Mrs. Doncastle, as soon as they were left alone.


  ‘I don’t see why not,’ replied Mr. Doncastle, who took the matter very coolly, as was his custom.


  ‘Then she herself should have let it be known.’


  ‘Nor does that follow. You didn’t tell Mrs. Petherwin that your grandfather narrowly escaped hanging for shooting his rival in a duel.’


  ‘Of course not. There was no reason why I should give extraneous information.’


  ‘Nor was there any reason why she should. As for Chickerel, he doubtless felt how unbecoming it would be to make personal remarks upon one of your guests—Ha-ha-ha! Well, well—Ha-ha-ha-ha!’


  ‘I know this,’ said Mrs. Doncastle, in great anger, ‘that if my father had been in the room, I should not have let the fact pass unnoticed, and treated him like a stranger!’


  ‘Would you have had her introduce Chickerel to us all round? My dear Margaret, it was a complicated position for a woman.’


  ‘Then she ought not to have come!’


  ‘There may be something in that, though she was dining out at other houses as good as ours. Well, I should have done just as she did, for the joke of the thing. Ha-ha-ha!—it is very good—very. It was a case in which the appetite for a jest would overpower the sting of conscience in any well-constituted being—that, my dear, I must maintain.’


  ‘I say she should not have come!’ answered Mrs. Doncastle firmly. ‘Of course I shall dismiss Chickerel.’


  ‘Of course you will do no such thing. I have never had a butler in the house before who suited me so well. It is a great credit to the man to have such a daughter, and I am not sure that we do not derive some lustre of a humble kind from his presence in the house. But, seriously, I wonder at your short-sightedness, when you know the troubles we have had through getting new men from nobody knows where.’


  Neigh, perceiving that the breeze in the atmosphere might ultimately intensify to a palpable white squall, seemed to think it would be well to take leave of his uncle and aunt as soon as he conveniently could; nevertheless, he was much less discomposed by the situation than by the active cause which had led to it. When Mrs. Doncastle arose, her husband said he was going to speak to Chickerel for a minute or two, and Neigh followed his aunt upstairs.


  Presently Doncastle joined them. ‘I have been talking to Chickerel,’ he said. ‘It is a very curious affair—this marriage of his daughter and Lord Mountclere. The whole situation is the most astounding I have ever met with. The man is quite ill about the news. He has shown me a letter which has just reached him from his son on the same subject. Lord Mountclere’s brother and this young man have actually gone off together to try to prevent the wedding, and Chickerel has asked to be allowed to go himself, if he can get soon enough to the station to catch the night mail. Of course he may go if he wishes.’


  ‘What a funny thing!’ said the lady, with a wretchedly factitious smile. ‘The times have taken a strange turn when the angry parent of the comedy, who goes post-haste to prevent the undutiful daughter’s rash marriage, is a gentleman from below stairs, and the unworthy lover a peer of the realm!’


  Neigh spoke for almost the first time. ‘I don’t blame Chickerel in objecting to Lord Mountclere. I should object to him myself if I had a daughter. I never liked him.’


  ‘Why?’ said Mrs. Doncastle, lifting her eyelids as if the act were a heavy task.


  ‘For reasons which don’t generally appear.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Mr. Doncastle, in a low tone. ‘Still we must not believe all we hear.’


  ‘Is Chickerel going?’ said Neigh.


  ‘He leaves in five or ten minutes,’ said Doncastle.


  After a few further words Neigh mentioned that he was unable to stay longer that evening, and left them. When he had reached the outside of the door he walked a little way up the pavement and back again, as if reluctant to lose sight of the street, finally standing under a lamp-post whence he could command a view of Mr. Doncastle’s front. Presently a man came out in a great-coat and with a small bag in his hand; Neigh, at once recognizing the person as Chickerel, went up to him.


  ‘Mr. Doncastle tells me you are going on a sudden journey. At what time does your train leave?’ Neigh asked.


  ‘I go by the ten o’clock, sir: I hope it is a third-class,’ said Chickerel; ‘though I am afraid it may not be.’


  ‘It is as much as you will do to get to the station,’ said Neigh, turning the face of his watch to the light. ‘Here, come into my cab—I am driving that way.’


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Chickerel.


  Neigh called a cab at the first opportunity, and they entered and drove along together. Neither spoke during the journey. When they were driving up to the station entrance Neigh looked again to see the hour.


  ‘You have not a minute to lose,’ he said, in repressed anxiety. ‘And your journey will be expensive: instead of walking from Anglebury to Knollsea, you had better drive—above all, don’t lose time. Never mind what class the train is. Take this from me, since the emergency is great.’ He handed something to Chickerel folded up small.


  The butler took it without inquiry, and stepped out hastily.


  ‘I sincerely hope she—Well, good-night, Chickerel,’ continued Neigh, ending his words abruptly. The cab containing him drove again towards the station-gates, leaving Chickerel standing on the kerb.


  He passed through the booking-office, and looked at the paper Neigh had put into his hand. It was a five-pound note.


  Chickerel mused on the circumstance as he took his ticket and got into the train.


  ♣


  XLIII


  The Railway—The Sea—The Shore Beyond


  By this time Sol and the Honourable Edgar Mountclere had gone far on their journey into Wessex. Enckworth Court, Mountclere’s destination, though several miles from Knollsea, was most easily accessible by the same route as that to the village, the latter being the place for which Sol was bound.


  From the few words that passed between them on the way, Mountclere became more stubborn than ever in a belief that this was a carefully laid trap of the fair Ethelberta’s to ensnare his brother without revealing to him her family ties, which it therefore behoved him to make clear, with the utmost force of representation, before the fatal union had been contracted. Being himself the viscount’s only remaining brother and near relative, the disinterestedness of his motives may be left to imagination; that there was much real excuse for his conduct must, however, be borne in mind. Whether his attempt would prevent the union was another question: he believed that, conjoined with his personal influence over the viscount, and the importation of Sol as a fire-brand to throw between the betrothed pair, it might do so.


  About half-an-hour before sunset the two individuals, linked by their differences, reached the point of railway at which the branch to Sandbourne left the main line. They had taken tickets for Sandbourne, intending to go thence to Knollsea by the steamer that plied between the two places during the summer months—making this a short and direct route. But it occurred to Mountclere on the way that, summer being over, the steamer might possibly have left off running, the wind might be too high for a small boat, and no large one might be at hand for hire: therefore it would be safer to go by train to Anglebury, and the remaining sixteen miles by driving over the hills, even at a great loss of time.


  Accident, however, determined otherwise. They were in the station at the junction, inquiring of an official if the Speedwell had ceased to sail, when a countryman who had just come up from Sandbourne stated that, though the Speedwell had left off for the year, there was that day another steamer at Sandbourne. This, the Spruce, would of necessity return to Knollsea that evening, partly because several people from that place had been on board, and also because the Knollsea folk were waiting for groceries and draperies from London: there was not an ounce of tea or a hundredweight of coal in the village, owing to the recent winds, which had detained the provision parcels at Sandbourne, and kept the colliers up-channel until the change of weather this day. To introduce necessaries by a roundabout land journey was not easy when they had been ordered by the other and habitual route. The boat returned at six o’clock.


  So on they went to Sandbourne, driving off to the pier directly they reached that place, for it was getting towards night. The steamer was there, as the man had told them, much to the relief of Sol, who, being extremely anxious to enter Knollsea before a late hour, had known that this was the only way in which it could be done.


  Some unforeseen incident delayed the boat, and they walked up and down the pier to wait. The prospect was gloomy enough. The wind was north-east; the sea along shore was a chalky-green, though comparatively calm, this part of the coast forming a shelter from wind in its present quarter. The clouds had different velocities, and some of them shone with a coppery glare, produced by rays from the west which did not enter the inferior atmosphere at all. It was reflected on the distant waves in patches, with an effect as if the waters were at those particular spots stained with blood. This departed, and what daylight was left to the earth came from strange and unusual quarters of the heavens. The zenith would be bright, as if that were the place of the sun; then all overhead would close, and a whiteness in the east would give the appearance of morning; while a bank as thick as a wall barricaded the west, which looked as if it had no acquaintance with sunsets, and would blush red no more.


  ‘Any other passengers?’ shouted the master of the steamboat. ‘We must be off: it may be a dirty night.’


  Sol and Mountclere went on board, and the pier receded in the dusk.


  ‘Shall we have any difficulty in getting into Knollsea Bay?’ said Mountclere.


  ‘Not if the wind keeps where it is for another hour or two.’


  ‘I fancy it is shifting to the east’ard,’ said Sol.


  The captain looked as if he had thought the same thing.


  ‘I hope I shall be able to get home to-night,’ said a Knollsea woman. ‘My little children be left alone. Your mis’ess is in a bad way, too—isn’t she, skipper?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And you’ve got the doctor from Sandbourne aboard, to tend her?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then you’ll be sure to put into Knollsea, if you can?’


  ‘Yes. Don’t be alarmed, ma’am. We’ll do what we can. But no one must boast.’


  The skipper’s remark was the result of an observation that the wind had at last flown to the east, the single point of the compass whence it could affect Knollsea Bay. The result of this change was soon perceptible. About midway in their transit the land elbowed out to a bold chalk promontory; beyond this stretched a vertical wall of the same cliff, in a line parallel with their course. In fair weather it was possible and customary to steer close along under this hoary façade for the distance of a mile, there being six fathoms of water within a few boats’ lengths of the precipice. But it was an ugly spot at the best of times, landward no less than seaward, the cliff rounding off at the top in vegetation, like a forehead with low-grown hair, no defined edge being provided as a warning to unwary pedestrians on the downs above.


  As the wind sprung up stronger, white clots could be discerned at the water level of the cliff, rising and falling against the black band of shaggy weed that formed a sort of skirting to the base of the wall. They were the first-fruits of the new east blast, which shaved the face of the cliff like a razor—gatherings of foam in the shape of heads, shoulders, and arms of snowy whiteness, apparently struggling to rise from the deeps, and ever sinking back to their old levels again. They reminded an observer of a drowning scene in a picture of the Deluge. At some points the face of rock was hollowed into gaping caverns, and the water began to thunder into these with a leap that was only topped by the rebound seaward again. The vessel’s head was kept a little further to sea, but beyond that everything went on as usual.


  The precipice was still in view, and before it several huge columns of rock appeared, detached from the mass behind. Two of these were particularly noticeable in the grey air—one vertical, stout and square; the other slender and tapering. They were individualized as husband and wife by the coast men. The waves leapt up their sides like a pack of hounds; this, however, though fearful in its boisterousness, was nothing to the terrible games that sometimes went on round the knees of those giants in stone. Yet it was sufficient to cause the course of the frail steamboat to be altered yet a little more—from south-west-by-south to south-by-west—to give the breakers a still wider berth.


  ‘I wish we had gone by land, sir; ’twould have been surer play,’ said Sol to Mountclere, a cat-and-dog friendship having arisen between them.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mountclere. ‘Knollsea is an abominable place to get into with an east wind blowing, they say.’


  Another circumstance conspired to make their landing more difficult, which Mountclere knew nothing of. With the wind easterly, the highest sea prevailed in Knollsea Bay from the slackening of flood-tide to the first hour of ebb. At that time the water outside stood without a current, and ridges and hollows chased each other towards the beach unchecked. When the tide was setting strong up or down Channel its flow across the mouth of the bay thrust aside, to some extent, the landward plunge of the waves.


  We glance for a moment at the state of affairs on the land they were nearing.


  This was the time of year to know the truth about the inner nature and character of Knollsea; for to see Knollsea smiling to the summer sun was to see a courtier before a king; Knollsea was not to be known by such simple means. The half-dozen detached villas used as lodging-houses in the summer, standing aloof from the cots of the permanent race, rose in the dusk of this gusty evening, empty, silent, damp, and dark as tombs. The gravel walks leading to them were invaded by leaves and tufts of grass. As the darkness thickened the wind increased, and each blast raked the iron railings before the houses till they hummed as if in a song of derision. Certainly it seemed absurd at this time of year that human beings should expect comfort in a spot capable of such moods as these.


  However, one of the houses looked cheerful, and that was the dwelling to which Ethelberta had gone. Its gay external colours might as well have been black for anything that could be seen of them now, but an unblinded window revealed inside it a room bright and warm. It was illuminated by firelight only. Within, Ethelberta appeared against the curtains, close to the glass. She was watching through a binocular a faint light which had become visible in the direction of the bluff far away over the bay.


  ‘Here is the Spruce at last, I think,’ she said to her sister, who was by the fire. ‘I hope they will be able to land the things I have ordered. They are on board I know.’


  The wind continued to rise till at length something from the lungs of the gale alighted like a feather upon the pane, and remained there sticking. Seeing the substance, Ethelberta opened the window to secure it. The fire roared and the pictures kicked the walls; she closed the sash, and brought to the light a crisp fragment of foam.


  ‘How suddenly the sea must have risen,’ said Picotee.


  The servant entered the room. ‘Please, mis’ess says she is afraid you won’t have your things to-night, ’m. They say the steamer can’t land, and mis’ess wants to know if she can do anything?’


  ‘It is of no consequence,’ said Ethelberta. ‘They will come some time, unless they go to the bottom.’


  The girl left the room. ‘Shall we go down to the shore and see what the night is like?’ said Ethelberta. ‘This is the last opportunity I shall have.’


  ‘Is it right for us to go, considering you are to be married to-morrow?’ said Picotee, who had small affection for nature in this mood.


  Her sister laughed. ‘Let us put on our cloaks—nobody will know us. I am sorry to leave this grim and primitive place, even for Enckworth Court.’


  They wrapped themselves up, and descended the hill.


  On drawing near the battling line of breakers which marked the meeting of sea and land they could perceive within the nearly invisible horizon an equilateral triangle of lights. It was formed of three stars, a red on the one side, a green on the other, and a white on the summit. This, composed of mast-head and side lamps, was all that was visible of the Spruce, which now faced end-on about half-a-mile distant, and was still nearing the pier. The girls went further, and stood on the foreshore, listening to the din. Seaward appeared nothing distinct save a black horizontal band embodying itself out of the grey water, strengthening its blackness, and enlarging till it looked like a nearing wall. It was the concave face of a coming wave. On its summit a white edging arose with the aspect of a lace frill; it broadened, and fell over the front with a terrible concussion. Then all before them was a sheet of whiteness, which spread with amazing rapidity, till they found themselves standing in the midst of it, as in a field of snow. Both felt an insidious chill encircling their ankles, and they rapidly ran up the beach.


  ‘You girls, come away there, or you’ll be washed off: what need have ye for going so near?’


  Ethelberta recognized the stentorian voice as that of Captain Flower, who, with a party of boatmen, was discovered to be standing near, under the shelter of a wall. He did not know them in the gloom, and they took care that he should not. They retreated further up the beach, when the hissing fleece of froth slid again down the shingle, dragging the pebbles under it with a rattle as of a beast gnawing bones.


  The spot whereon the men stood was called ‘Down-under-wall’; it was a nook commanding a full view of the bay, and hither the nautical portion of the village unconsciously gravitated on windy afternoons and nights, to discuss past disasters in the reticent spirit induced by a sense that they might at any moment be repeated. The stranger who should walk the shore on roaring and sobbing November eves when there was not light sufficient to guide his footsteps, and muse on the absoluteness of the solitude, would be surprised by a smart ‘Good-night’ being returned from this corner in company with the echo of his tread. In summer the six or eight perennial figures stood on the breezy side of the wall—in winter and in rain to leeward; but no weather was known to dislodge them.


  ‘I had no sooner come ashore than the wind began to fly round,’ said the previous speaker; ‘and it must have been about the time they were off Old-Harry Point. “She’ll put back for certain,” I said; and I had no more thought o’ seeing her than John’s set-net that was carried round the point o’ Monday.’


  ‘Poor feller: his wife being in such a state makes him anxious to land if ’a can: that’s what ’tis, plain enough.’


  ‘Why that?’ said Flower.


  ‘The doctor’s aboard, ’a believe: “I’ll have the most understanding man in Sandbourne, cost me little or much,” he said.’


  ‘’Tis all over and she’s better,’ said the other. ‘I called half an hour afore dark.’


  Flower, being an experienced man, knew how the judgment of a ship’s master was liable to be warped by family anxieties, many instances of the same having occurred in the history of navigation. He felt uneasy, for he knew the deceit and guile of this bay far better than did the master of the Spruce, who, till within a few recent months, had been a stranger to the place. Indeed, it was the bay which had made Flower what he was, instead of a man in thriving retirement. The two great ventures of his life had been blown ashore and broken up within that very semicircle. The sturdy sailor now stood with his eyes fixed on the triangle of lights which showed that the steamer had not relinquished her intention of bringing up inside the pier if possible; his right hand was in his pocket, where it played with a large key which lay there. It was the key of the lifeboat shed, and Flower was coxswain. His musing was on the possibility of a use for it this night.


  It appeared that the captain of the Spruce was aiming to pass in under the lee of the pier; but a strong current of four or five knots was running between the piles, drifting the steamer away at every attempt as soon as she slowed. To come in on the other side was dangerous, the hull of the vessel being likely to crash against and overthrow the fragile erection, with damage to herself also. Flower, who had disappeared for a few minutes, now came back.


  ‘It is just possible I can make ’em hear with the trumpet, now they be to leeward,’ he said, and proceeded with two or three others to grope his way out upon the pier, which consisted simply of a row of rotten piles covered with rotten planking, no balustrade of any kind existing to keep the unwary from tumbling off. At the water level the piles were eaten away by the action of the sea to about the size of a man’s wrist, and at every fresh influx the whole structure trembled like a spider’s web. In this lay the danger of making fast, for a strong pull from a headfast rope might drag the erection completely over. Flower arrived at the end, where a lantern hung.


  ‘Spruce ahoy!’ he blared through the speaking-trumpet two or three times.


  There seemed to be a reply of some sort from the steamer.


  ‘Tuesday’s gale hev loosened the pier, Cap’n Ounce; the bollards be too weak to make fast to: must land in boats if ye will land, but dangerous; yer wife is out of danger, and ’tis a boy-y-y-y!’


  Ethelberta and Picotee were at this time standing on the beach a hundred and fifty yards off. Whether or not the master of the steamer received the information volunteered by Flower, the two girls saw the triangle of lamps get narrow at its base, reduce themselves to two in a vertical line, then to one, then to darkness. The Spruce had turned her head from Knollsea.


  ‘They have gone back, and I shall not have my wedding things after all!’ said Ethelberta. ‘Well, I must do without them.’


  ‘You see, ’twas best to play sure,’ said Flower to his comrades, in a tone of complacency. ‘They might have been able to do it, but ’twas risky. The shop-folk be out of stock, I hear, and the visiting lady up the hill is terribly in want of clothes, so ’tis said. But what’s that? Ounce ought to have put back afore.’


  Then the lantern which hung at the end of the jetty was taken down, and the darkness enfolded all around from view. The bay became nothing but a voice, the foam an occasional touch upon the face, the Spruce an imagination, the pier a memory. Everything lessened upon the senses but one; that was the wind. It mauled their persons like a hand, and caused every scrap of their raiment to tug westward. To stand with the face to sea brought semi-suffocation, from the intense pressure of air.


  The boatmen retired to their position under the wall, to lounge again in silence. Conversation was not considered necessary: their sense of each other’s presence formed a kind of conversation. Meanwhile Picotee and Ethelberta went up the hill.


  ‘If your wedding were going to be a public one, what a misfortune this delay of the packages would be,’ said Picotee.


  ‘Yes,’ replied the elder.


  ‘I think the bracelet the prettiest of all the presents he brought to-day—do you?’


  ‘It is the most valuable.’


  ‘Lord Mountclere is very kind, is he not? I like him a great deal better than I did—do you, Berta?’


  ‘Yes, very much better,’ said Ethelberta, warming a little. ‘If he were not so suspicious at odd moments I should like him exceedingly. But I must cure him of that by a regular course of treatment, and then he’ll be very nice.’


  ‘For an old man. He likes you better than any young man would take the trouble to do. I wish somebody else were old too.’


  ‘He will be some day.’


  ‘Yes, but——’


  ‘Never mind: time will straighten many crooked things.’


  ‘Do you think Lord Mountclere has reached home by this time?’


  ‘I should think so: though I believe he had to call at the parsonage before leaving Knollsea.’


  ‘Had he? What for?’


  ‘Why, of course somebody must——’


  ‘O yes. Do you think anybody in Knollsea knows it is going to be except us and the parson?’


  ‘I suppose the clerk knows.’


  ‘I wonder if a lord has ever been married so privately before.’


  ‘Frequently: when he marries far beneath him, as in this case. But even if I could have had it, I should not have liked a showy wedding. I have had no experience as a bride except in the private form of the ceremony.’


  ‘Berta, I am sometimes uneasy about you even now, and I want to ask you one thing, if I may. Are you doing this for my sake? Would you have married Mr. Julian if it had not been for me?’


  ‘It is difficult to say exactly. It is possible that if I had had no relations at all, I might have married him. And I might not.’


  ‘I don’t intend to marry.’


  ‘In that case you will live with me at Enckworth. However, we will leave such details till the ground-work is confirmed. When we get indoors will you see if the boxes have been properly corded, and are quite ready to be sent for? Then come in and sit by the fire, and I’ll sing some songs to you.’


  ‘Sad ones, you mean.’


  ‘No, they shall not be sad.’


  ‘Perhaps they may be the last you will ever sing to me.’


  ‘They may be. Such a thing has occurred.’


  ‘But we will not think so. We’ll suppose you are to sing many to me yet.’


  ‘Yes. There’s good sense in that, Picotee. In a world where the blind only are cheerful we should all do well to put out our eyes. There, I did not mean to get into this state: forgive me, Picotee. It is because I have had a thought—why I cannot tell—that as much as this man brings to me in rank and gifts he may take out of me in tears.’


  ‘Berta!’


  ‘But there’s no reason in it—not any; for not in a single matter does what has been supply us with any certain ground for knowing what will be in the world. I have seen marriages where happiness might have been said to be ensured, and they have been all sadness afterwards; and I have seen those in which the prospect was black as night, and they have led on to a time of sweetness and comfort. And I have seen marriages neither joyful nor sorry, that have become either as accident forced them to become, the persons having no voice in it at all. Well, then, why should I be afraid to make a plunge when chance is as trustworthy as calculation?’


  ‘If you don’t like him well enough, don’t have him, Berta. There’s time enough to put it off even now.’


  ‘O no. I would not upset a well-considered course on the haste of an impulse. Our will should withstand our misgivings. Now let us see if all has been packed, and then we’ll sing.’


  That evening, while the wind was wheeling round and round the dwelling, and the calm eye of the lighthouse afar was the single speck perceptible of the outside world from the door of Ethelberta’s temporary home, the music of songs mingled with the stroke of the wind across the iron railings, and was swept on in the general tide of the gale, and the noise of the rolling sea, till not the echo of a tone remained.


  An hour before this singing, an old gentleman might have been seen to alight from a little one-horse brougham, and enter the door of Knollsea parsonage. He was bent upon obtaining an entrance to the vicar’s study without giving his name.


  But it happened that the vicar’s wife was sitting in the front room, making a pillow-case for the children’s bed out of an old surplice which had been excommunicated the previous Easter; she heard the newcomer’s voice through the partition, started, and went quickly to her husband, who was, where he ought to have been, in his study. At her entry he looked up with an abstracted gaze, having been lost in meditation over a little schooner which he was attempting to rig for their youngest boy. At a word from his wife on the suspected name of the visitor, he resumed his earlier occupation of inserting a few strong sentences, full of the observation of maturer life, between the lines of a sermon written during his first years of ordination, in order to make it available for the coming Sunday. His wife then vanished with the little ship in her hand, and the visitor appeared. A talk went on in low tones.


  After a ten minutes’ stay he departed as secretly as he had come. His errand was the cause of much whispered discussion between the vicar and his wife during the evening, but nothing was said concerning it to the outside world.


  ♣


  XLIV


  Sandbourne—A Lonely Heath—The ‘Red Lion’—The Highway


  It was half-past eleven before the Spruce, with Mountclere and Sol Chickerel on board, had steamed back again to Sandbourne. The direction and increase of the wind had made it necessary to keep the vessel still further to sea on their return than in going, that they might clear without risk the windy, sousing, thwacking, basting, scourging Jack Ketch of a corner called Old-Harry Point, which lay about halfway along their track, and stood, with its detached posts and stumps of white rock, like a skeleton’s lower jaw, grinning at British navigation. Here strong currents and cross currents were beginning to interweave their scrolls and meshes, the water rising behind them in tumultuous heaps, and slamming against the fronts and angles of cliff, whence it flew into the air like clouds of flour. Who could now believe that this roaring abode of chaos smiled in the sun as gently as an infant during the summer days not long gone by, every pinnacle, crag, and cave returning a doubled image across the glassy sea?


  They were now again at Sandbourne, a point in their journey reached more than four hours ago. It became necessary to consider anew how to accomplish the difficult remainder. The wind was not blowing much beyond what seamen call half a gale, but there had been enough unpleasantness afloat to make landsmen glad to get ashore, and this dissipated in a slight measure their vexation at having failed in their purpose. Still, Mountclere loudly cursed their confidence in that treacherously short route, and Sol abused the unknown Sandbourne man who had brought the news of the steamer’s arrival to them at the Junction. The only course left open to them now, short of giving up the undertaking, was to go by the road along the shore, which, curving round the various little creeks and inland seas between their present position and Knollsea, was of little less length than thirty miles. There was no train back to the Junction till the next morning, and Sol’s proposition that they should drive thither in hope of meeting the mail-train, was overruled by Mountclere.


  ‘We will have nothing more to do with chance,’ he said. ‘We may miss the train, and then we shall have gone out of the way for nothing. More than that, the down mail does not stop till it gets several miles beyond the nearest station for Knollsea; so it is hopeless.’


  ‘If there had only been a telegraph to the confounded place!’


  ‘Telegraph—we might as well telegraph to the devil as to an old booby and a damned scheming young widow. I very much question if we shall do anything in the matter, even if we get there. But I suppose we had better go on now?’


  ‘You can do as you like. I shall go on, if I have to walk every step o’t.’


  ‘That’s not necessary. I think the best posting-house at this end of the town is Tempett’s—we must knock them up at once. Which will you do—attempt supper here, or break the back of our journey first, and get on to Anglebury? We may rest an hour or two there, unless you feel really in want of a meal.’


  ‘No. I’ll leave eating to merrier men, who have no sister in the hands of a cursed old Vandal.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Mountclere. ‘We’ll go on at once.’


  An additional half-hour elapsed before they were fairly started, the lateness and abruptness of their arrival causing delay in getting a conveyance ready: the tempestuous night had apparently driven the whole town, gentle and simple, early to their beds. And when at length the travellers were on their way the aspect of the weather grew yet more forbidding. The rain came down unmercifully, the booming wind caught it, bore it across the plain, whizzed it against the carriage like a sower sowing his seed. It was precisely such weather, and almost at the same season, as when Picotee traversed the same moor, stricken with her great disappointment at not meeting Christopher Julian.


  Further on for several miles the drive lay through an open heath, dotted occasionally with fir plantations, the trees of which told the tale of their species without help from outline or colour; they spoke in those melancholy moans and sobs which give to their sound a solemn sadness surpassing even that of the sea. From each carriage-lamp the long rays stretched like feelers into the air, and somewhat cheered the way, until the insidious damp that pervaded all things above, around, and underneath, overpowered one of them, and rendered every attempt to rekindle it ineffectual. Even had the two men’s dislike to each other’s society been less, the general din of the night would have prevented much talking; as it was, they sat in a rigid reticence that was almost a third personality. The roads were laid hereabouts with a light sandy gravel, which, though not clogging, was soft and friable. It speedily became saturated, and the wheels ground heavily and deeply into its substance.


  At length, after crossing from ten to twelve miles of these eternal heaths under the eternally drumming storm, they could discern eyelets of light winking to them in the distance from under a nebulous brow of pale haze. They were looking on the little town of Havenpool. Soon after this cross-roads were reached, one of which, at right angles to their present direction, led down on the left to that place. Here the man stopped, and informed them that the horses would be able to go but a mile or two further.


  ‘Very well, we must have others that can,’ said Mountclere. ‘Does our way lie through the town?’


  ‘No, sir—unless we go there to change horses, which I thought to do. The direct road is straight on. Havenpool lies about three miles down there on the left. But the water is over the road, and we had better go round. We shall come to no place for two or three miles, and then only to Flychett.’


  ‘What’s Flychett like?’


  ‘A trumpery small bit of a village.’


  ‘Still, I think we had better push on,’ said Sol. ‘I am against running the risk of finding the way flooded about Havenpool.’


  ‘So am I,’ returned Mountclere.


  ‘I know a wheelwright in Flychett,’ continued Sol, ‘and he keeps a beer-house, and owns two horses. We could hire them, and have a bit of sommat in the shape of victuals, and then get on to Anglebury. Perhaps the rain may hold up by that time. Anything’s better than going out of our way.’


  ‘Yes. And the horses can last out to that place,’ said Mountclere. ‘Up and on again, my man.’


  On they went towards Flychett. Still the everlasting heath, the black hills bulging against the sky, the barrows upon their round summits like warts on a swarthy skin. The storm blew huskily over bushes of heather and furze that it was unable materially to disturb, and the travellers proceeded as before. But the horses were now far from fresh, and the time spent in reaching the next village was quite half as long as that taken up by the previous heavy portion of the drive. When they entered Flychett it was about three.


  ‘Now, where’s the inn?’ said Mountclere, yawning.


  ‘Just on the knap,’ Sol answered. ‘’Tis a little small place, and we must do as well as we can.’


  They pulled up before a cottage, upon the whitewashed front of which could be seen a square board representing the sign. After an infinite labour of rapping and shouting, a casement opened overhead, and a woman’s voice inquired what was the matter. Sol explained, when she told them that the horses were away from home.


  ‘Now we must wait till these are rested,’ growled Mountclere. ‘A pretty muddle!’


  ‘It cannot be helped,’ answered Sol; and he asked the woman to open the door. She replied that her husband was away with the horses and van, and that they could not come in.


  Sol was known to her, and he mentioned his name; but the woman only began to abuse him.


  ‘Come, publican, you’d better let us in, or we’ll have the law for’t,’ rejoined Sol, with more spirit. ‘You don’t dare to keep nobility waiting like this.’


  ‘Nobility!’


  ‘My mate bears the title of Honourable, whether or no; so let’s have none of your slack,’ said Sol.


  ‘Don’t be a fool, young chopstick,’ exclaimed Mountclere. ‘Get the door opened.’


  ‘I will—in my own way,’ said Sol testily. ‘You mustn’t mind my trading upon your quality, as ’tis a case of necessity. This is a woman nothing will bring to reason but an appeal to the higher powers. If every man of title was as useful as you are to-night, sir, I’d never call them lumber again as long as I live.’


  ‘How singular!’


  ‘There’s never a bit of rubbish that won’t come in use if you keep it seven years.’


  ‘If my utility depends upon keeping you company, may I go to h—— for lacking every atom of the virtue.’


  ‘Hear, hear! But it hardly is becoming in me to answer up to a man so much older than I, or I could say more. Suppose we draw a line here for the present, sir, and get indoors?’


  ‘Do what you will, in Heaven’s name.’


  A few more words to the woman resulted in her agreeing to admit them if they would attend to themselves afterwards. This Sol promised, and the key of the door was let down to them from the bedroom window by a string. When they had entered, Sol, who knew the house well, busied himself in lighting a fire, the driver going off with a lantern to the stable, where he found standing-room for the two horses. Mountclere walked up and down the kitchen, mumbling words of disgust at the situation, the few of this kind that he let out being just enough to show what a fearfully large number he kept in.


  ‘A-calling up people at this time of morning!’ the woman occasionally exclaimed down the stairs. ‘But folks show no mercy upon their flesh and blood—not one bit or mite.’


  ‘Now never be stomachy, my good soul,’ cried Sol from the fireplace, where he stood blowing the fire with his breath. ‘Only tell me where the victuals bide, and I’ll do all the cooking. We’ll pay like princes—especially my mate.’


  ‘There’s but little in house,’ said the sleepy woman from her bedroom. ‘There’s pig’s fry, a side of bacon, a conger eel, and pickled onions.’


  ‘Conger eel?’ said Sol to Mountclere.


  ‘No, thank you.’


  ‘Pig’s fry?’


  ‘No, thank you.’


  ‘Well, then, tell me where the bacon is,’ shouted Sol to the woman.


  ‘You must find it,’ came again down the stairs. ‘’Tis somewhere up in chimley, but in which part I can’t mind. Really I don’t know whether I be upon my head or my heels, and my brain is all in a spin, wi’ being rafted up in such a larry!’


  ‘Bide where you be, there’s a dear,’ said Sol. ‘We’ll do it all. Just tell us where the tea-caddy is, and the gridiron, and then you can go to sleep again.’


  The woman appeared to take his advice, for she gave the information, and silence soon reigned upstairs.


  When one piece of bacon had been with difficulty cooked over the newly-lit fire, Sol said to Mountclere, with the rasher on his fork: ‘Now look here, sir, I think while I am making the tea, you ought to go on griddling some more of these, as you haven’t done nothing at all?’


  ‘I do the paying…. Well, give me the bacon.’


  ‘And when you have done yours, I’ll cook the man’s, as the poor feller’s hungry, I make no doubt.’


  Mountclere, fork in hand, then began with his rasher, tossing it about the gridiron in masterly style, Sol attending to the tea. He was attracted from this occupation by a brilliant flame up the chimney, Mountclere exclaiming, ‘Now the cursed thing is on fire!’


  ‘Blow it out—hard—that’s it! Well now, sir, do you come and begin upon mine, as you must be hungry. I’ll finish the griddling. Ought we to mind the man sitting down in our company, as there’s no other room for him? I hear him coming in.’


  ‘O no—not at all. Put him over at that table.’


  ‘And I’ll join him. You can sit here by yourself sir.’


  The meal was despatched, and the coachman again retired, promising to have the horses ready in about an hour and a half. Sol and Mountclere made themselves comfortable upon either side of the fireplace, since there was no remedy for the delay: after sitting in silence awhile, they nodded and slept.


  How long they would have remained thus, in consequence of their fatigues, there is no telling, had not the mistress of the cottage descended the stairs about two hours later, after peeping down upon them at intervals of five minutes during their sleep, lest they should leave without her knowledge. It was six o’clock, and Sol went out for the man, whom he found snoring in the hay-loft. There was now real necessity for haste, and in ten minutes they were again on their way.


  Day dawned upon the ‘Red Lion’ inn at Anglebury with a timid and watery eye. From the shadowy archway came a shining lantern, which was seen to be dangling from the hand of a little bow-legged old man—the hostler, John. Having reached the front, he looked around to measure the daylight, opened the lantern, and extinguished it by a pinch of his fingers. He paused for a moment to have the customary word or two with his neighbour the milkman, who usually appeared at this point at this time.


  ‘It sounds like the whistle of the morning train,’ the milkman said as he drew near, a scream from the further end of the town reaching their ears. ‘Well, I hope, now the wind’s in that quarter, we shall ha’e a little more fine weather—hey, hostler?’


  ‘What be ye a talking o’?’


  ‘Can hear the whistle plain, I say.’


  ‘O ay. I suppose you do. But faith, ’tis a poor fist I can make at hearing anything. There, I could have told all the same that the wind was in the east, even if I had not seed poor Thomas Tribble’s smoke blowing across the little orchard. Joints be a true weathercock enough when past three-score. These easterly rains, when they do come, which is not often, come wi’ might enough to squail a man into his grave.’


  ‘Well, we must look for it, hostler…. Why, what mighty ekkypage is this, come to town at such a purblinking time of day?’


  ‘’Tis what time only can tell—though ’twill not be long first,’ the hostler replied, as the driver of the pair of horses and carriage containing Sol and Mountclere slackened pace, and drew rein before the inn.


  Fresh horses were immediately called for, and while they were being put in the two travellers walked up and down.


  ‘It is now a quarter to seven o’clock,’ said Mountclere; ‘and the question arises, shall I go on to Knollsea, or branch off at Corvsgate Castle for Enckworth? I think the best plan will be to drive first to Enckworth, set me down, and then get him to take you on at once to Knollsea. What do you say?’


  ‘When shall I reach Knollsea by that arrangement?’


  ‘By half-past eight o’clock. We shall be at Enckworth before eight, which is excellent time.’


  ‘Very well, sir, I agree to that,’ said Sol, feeling that as soon as one of the two birds had been caught, the other could not mate without their knowledge.


  The carriage and horses being again ready, away they drove at once, both having by this time grown too restless to spend in Anglebury a minute more than was necessary.


  The hostler and his lad had taken the jaded Sandbourne horses to the stable, rubbed them down, and fed them, when another noise was heard outside the yard; the omnibus had returned from meeting the train. Relinquishing the horses to the small stable-lad, the old hostler again looked out from the arch.


  A young man had stepped from the omnibus, and he came forward. ‘I want a conveyance of some sort to take me to Knollsea, at once. Can you get a horse harnessed in five minutes?’


  ‘I’ll make shift to do what I can master, not promising about the minutes. The truest man can say no more. Won’t ye step into the bar, sir, and give your order? I’ll let ye know as soon as ’tis ready.’


  Christopher turned into a room smelling strongly of the night before, and stood by the newly-kindled fire to wait. He had just come in haste from Melchester. The upshot of his excitement about the wedding, which, as the possible hour of its solemnization drew near, had increased till it bore him on like a wind, was this unpremeditated journey. Lying awake the previous night, the hangings of his bed pulsing to every beat of his heart, he decided that there was one last and great service which it behoved him, as an honest man and friend, to say nothing of lover, to render to Ethelberta at this juncture. It was to ask her by some means whether or not she had engaged with open eyes to marry Lord Mountclere; and if not, to give her a word or two of enlightenment. That done, she might be left to take care of herself.


  His plan was to obtain an interview with Picotee, and learn from her accurately the state of things. Should he, by any possibility, be mistaken in his belief as to the contracting parties, a knowledge of the mistake would be cheaply purchased by the journey. Should he not, he would send up to Ethelberta the strong note of expostulation which was already written, and waiting in his pocket. To intrude upon her at such a time was unseemly; and to despatch a letter by a messenger before evidence of its necessity had been received was most undesirable. The whole proceeding at best was clumsy; yet earnestness is mostly clumsy; and how could he let the event pass without a protest? Before daylight on that autumn morning he had risen, told Faith of his intention, and started off.


  As soon as the vehicle was ready, Christopher hastened to the door and stepped up. The little stable-boy led the horse a few paces on the way before relinquishing his hold; at the same moment a respectably dressed man on foot, with a small black bag in his hand, came up from the opposite direction, along the street leading from the railway. He was a thin, elderly man, with grey hair; that a great anxiety pervaded him was as plainly visible as were his features. Without entering the inn, he came up at once to old John.


  ‘Have you anything going to Knollsea this morning that I can get a lift in?’ said the pedestrian—no other than Ethelberta’s father.


  ‘Nothing empty, that I know of.’


  ‘Or carrier?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘A matter of fifteen shillings, then, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes—no doubt. But yond there’s a young man just now starting; he might not take it ill if ye were to ask him for a seat, and go halves in the hire of the trap. Shall I call out?’


  ‘Ah, do.’


  The hostler bawled to the stable-boy, who put the question to Christopher. There was room for two in the dogcart, and Julian had no objection to save the shillings of a fellow-traveller who was evidently not rich. When Chickerel mounted to his seat, Christopher paused to look at him as we pause in some enactment that seems to have been already before us in a dream long ago. Ethelberta’s face was there, as the landscape is in the map, the romance in the history, the aim in the deed: denuded, rayless, and sorry, but discernible.


  For the moment, however, this did not occur to Julian. He took the whip, the boy loosed his hold upon the horse, and they proceeded on their way.


  ‘What slap-dash jinks may there be going on at Knollsea, then, my sonny?’ said the hostler to the lad, as the dogcart and the backs of the two men diminished on the road. ‘You be a Knollsea boy: have anything reached your young ears about what’s in the wind there, David Straw?’


  ‘No, nothing: except that ’tis going to be Christmas day in five weeks: and then a hide-bound bull is going to be killed if he don’t die afore the time, and gi’ed away by my lord in three-pound junks, as a reward to good people who never curse and sing bad songs, except when they be drunk; mother says perhaps she will have some, and ’tis excellent if well stewed, mother says.’


  ‘A very fair chronicle for a boy to give, but not what I asked for. When you try to answer a old man’s question, always bear in mind what it was that old man asked. A hide-bound bull is good when well stewed, I make no doubt—for they who like it; but that’s not it. What I said was, do you know why three folk, a rich man, a middling man, and a poor man, should want horses for Knollsea afore seven o’clock in the morning on a blinking day in Fall, when everything is as wet as a dishclout, whereas that’s more than often happens in fine summer weather?’


  ‘No—I don’t know, hostler.’


  ‘Then go home and tell your mother that ye be no wide-awake boy, and that old John, who went to school with her father afore she was born or thought o’, says so…. Chok’ it all, why should I think there’s sommat going on at Knollsea? Honest travelling have been so rascally abused since I was a boy in pinners, by tribes of nobodies tearing from one end of the country to t’other, to see the sun go down in salt water, or the moon play jack-lantern behind some rotten tower or other, that, upon my song, when life and death’s in the wind there’s no telling the difference!’


  ‘I like their sixpences ever so much.’


  ‘Young sonny, don’t you answer up to me when you bain’t in the story—stopping my words in that fashion. I won’t have it, David. Now up in the tallet with ’ee, there’s a good boy, and down with another lock or two of hay—as fast as you can do it for me.’


  The boy vanished under the archway, and the hostler followed at his heels. Meanwhile the carriage bearing Mr. Mountclere and Sol was speeding on its way to Enckworth. When they reached the spot at which the road forked into two, they left the Knollsea route, and keeping thence between the hills for the distance of five or six miles, drove into Lord Mountclere’s park. In ten minutes the house was before them, framed in by dripping trees.


  Mountclere jumped out, and entered without ceremony. Sol, being anxious to know if Lord Mountclere was there, ordered the coachman to wait a few moments. It was now nearly eight o’clock, and the smoke which ascended from the newly-lit fires of the Court painted soft blue tints upon the brown and golden leaves of lofty boughs adjoining.


  ‘O, Ethelberta!’ said Sol, as he regarded the fair prospect.


  The gravel of the drive had been washed clean and smooth by the night’s rain, but there were fresh wheel-marks other than their own upon the track. Yet the mansion seemed scarcely awake, and stillness reigned everywhere around.


  Not more than three or four minutes had passed when the door was opened for Mountclere, and he came hastily from the doorsteps.


  ‘I must go on with you,’ he said, getting into the vehicle. ‘He’s gone.’


  ‘Where—to Knollsea?’ said Sol.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mountclere. ‘Now, go ahead to Knollsea!’ he shouted to the man. ‘To think I should be fooled like this! I had no idea that he would be leaving so soon! We might perhaps have been here an hour earlier by hard striving. But who was to dream that he would arrange to leave it at such an unearthly time of the morning at this dark season of the year? Drive—drive!’ he called again out of the window, and the pace was increased.


  ‘I have come two or three miles out of my way on account of you,’ said Sol sullenly. ‘And all this time lost. I don’t see why you wanted to come here at all. I knew it would be a waste of time.’


  ‘Damn it all, man,’ said Mountclere; ‘it is no use for you to be angry with me!’


  ‘I think it is, for ’tis you have brought me into this muddle,’ said Sol, in no sweeter tone. ‘Ha, ha! Upon my life I should be inclined to laugh, if I were not so much inclined to do the other thing, at Berta’s trick of trying to make close family allies of such a cantankerous pair as you and I! So much of one mind as we be, so alike in our ways of living, so close connected in our callings and principles, so matched in manners and customs! ’twould be a thousand pities to part us—hey, Mr. Mountclere!’


  Mountclere faintly laughed with the same hideous merriment at the same idea, and then both remained in a withering silence, meant to express the utter contempt of each for the other, both in family and in person. They passed the Lodge, and again swept into the high-road.


  ‘Drive on!’ said Mountclere, putting his head again out of the window, and shouting to the man. ‘Drive like the devil!’ he roared again a few minutes afterwards, in fuming dissatisfaction with their rate of progress.


  ‘Bain’t I doing of it?’ said the driver, turning angrily round. ‘I ain’t going to ruin my governor’s horses for strangers who won’t pay double for ’em—not I. I am driving as fast as I can. If other folks get in the way with their traps I suppose I must drive round ’em, sir?’


  There was a slight crash.


  ‘There!’ continued the coachman. ‘That’s what comes of my turning round!’


  Sol looked out on the other side, and found that the forewheel of their carriage had become locked in the wheel of a dogcart they had overtaken, the road here being very narrow. Their coachman, who knew he was to blame for this mishap, felt the advantage of taking time by the forelock in a case of accusation, and began swearing at his victim as if he were the sinner. Sol jumped out, and looking up at the occupants of the other conveyance, saw against the sky the back elevation of his father and Christopher Julian, sitting upon a little seat which they overhung, like two big puddings upon a small dish.


  ‘Father—what, you going?’ said Sol. ‘Is it about Berta that you’ve come?’


  ‘Yes, I got your letter,’ said Chickerel, ‘and I felt I should like to come—that I ought to come, to save her from what she’ll regret. Luckily, this gentleman, a stranger to me, has given me a lift from Anglebury, or I must have hired.’ He pointed to Christopher.


  ‘But he’s Mr. Julian!’ said Sol.


  ‘You are Mrs. Petherwin’s father?—I have travelled in your company without knowing it!’ exclaimed Christopher, feeling and looking both astonished and puzzled. At first, it had appeared to him that, in direct antagonism to his own purpose, her friends were favouring Ethelberta’s wedding; but it was evidently otherwise.


  ‘Yes, that’s father,’ said Sol. ‘Father, this is Mr. Julian. Mr. Julian, this gentleman here is Lord Mountclere’s brother—and, to cut the story short, we all wish to stop the wedding.’


  ‘Then let us get on, in Heaven’s name!’ said Mountclere. ‘You are the lady’s father?’


  ‘I am,’ said Chickerel.


  ‘Then you had better come into this carriage. We shall go faster than the dogcart. Now, driver, are the wheels right again?’


  Chickerel hastily entered with Mountclere, Sol joined them, and they sped on. Christopher drove close in their rear, not quite certain whether he did well in going further, now that there were plenty of people to attend to the business, but anxious to see the end. The other three sat in silence, with their eyes upon their knees, though the clouds were dispersing, and the morning grew bright. In about twenty minutes the square unembattled tower of Knollsea Church appeared below them in the vale, its summit just touching the distant line of sea upon sky. The element by which they had been victimized on the previous evening now smiled falsely to the low morning sun.


  They descended the road to the village at a little more mannerly pace than that of the earlier journey, and saw the rays glance upon the hands of the church clock, which marked five-and-twenty minutes to nine.


  ♣


  XLV


  Knollsea—The Road Thence—Enckworth


  All eyes were directed to the church-gate, as the travellers descended the hill. No wedding carriages were there, no favours, no slatternly group of women brimming with interest, no aged pauper on two sticks, who comes because he has nothing else to do till dying time, no nameless female passing by on the other side with a laugh of indifference, no ringers taking off their coats as they vanish up a turret, no hobbledehoys on tiptoe outside the chancel windows—in short, none whatever of the customary accessories of a country wedding was anywhere visible.


  ‘Thank God!’ said Chickerel.


  ‘Wait till you know he deserves it,’ said Mountclere.


  ‘Nothing’s done yet between them.’


  ‘It is not likely that anything is done at this time of day. But I have decided to go to the church first. You will probably go to your relative’s house at once?’


  Sol looked to his father for a reply.


  ‘No, I too shall go to the church first, just to assure myself,’ said Chickerel. ‘I shall then go on to Mrs. Petherwin’s.’


  The carriage was stopped at the corner of a steep incline leading down to the edifice. Mountclere and Chickerel alighted and walked on towards the gates, Sol remaining in his place. Christopher was some way off, descending the hill on foot, having halted to leave his horse and trap at a small inn at the entrance to the village.


  When Chickerel and Mountclere reached the churchyard gate they found it slightly open. The church-door beyond it was also open, but nobody was near the spot.


  ‘We have arrived not a minute too soon, however,’ said Mountclere. ‘Preparations have apparently begun. It was to be an early wedding, no doubt.’


  Entering the building, they looked around; it was quite empty. Chickerel turned towards the chancel, his eye being attracted by a red kneeling-cushion, placed at about the middle of the altar-railing, as if for early use. Mountclere strode to the vestry, somewhat at a loss how to proceed in his difficult task of unearthing his brother, obtaining a private interview with him, and then, by the introduction of Sol and Chickerel, causing a general convulsion.


  ‘Ha! here’s somebody,’ he said, observing a man in the vestry. He advanced with the intention of asking where Lord Mountclere was to be found. Chickerel came forward in the same direction.


  ‘Are you the parish clerk?’ said Mountclere to the man, who was dressed up in his best clothes.


  ‘I have the honour of that calling,’ the man replied.


  Two large books were lying before him on the vestry table, one of them being open. As the clerk spoke he looked slantingly on the page, as a person might do to discover if some writing were dry. Mountclere and Chickerel gazed on the same page. The book was the marriage-register.


  ‘Too late!’ said Chickerel.


  There plainly enough stood the signatures of Lord Mountclere and Ethelberta. The viscount’s was very black, and had not yet dried. Her strokes were firm, and comparatively thick for a woman’s, though paled by juxtaposition with her husband’s muddled characters. In the space for witnesses’ names appeared in trembling lines as fine as silk the autograph of Picotee, the second name being that of a stranger, probably the clerk.


  ‘Yes, yes—we are too late, it seems,’ said Mountclere coolly. ‘Who could have thought they’d marry at eight!’


  Chickerel stood like a man baked hard and dry. Further than his first two words he could say nothing.


  ‘They must have set about it early, upon my soul,’ Mountclere continued. ‘When did the wedding take place?’ he asked of the clerk sharply.


  ‘It was over about five minutes before you came in,’ replied that luminary pleasantly, as he played at an invisible game of pitch-and-toss with some half-sovereigns in his pocket. ‘I received orders to have the church ready at five minutes to eight this morning, though I knew nothing about such a thing till bedtime last night. It was very private and plain, not that I should mind another such a one, sir’; and he secretly pitched and tossed again.


  Meanwhile Sol had found himself too restless to sit waiting in the carriage for more than a minute after the other two had left it. He stepped out at the same instant that Christopher came past, and together they too went on to the church.


  ‘Father, ought we not to go on at once to Ethelberta’s, instead of waiting?’ said Sol, on reaching the vestry, still in ignorance. ‘’Twas no use in coming here.’


  ‘No use at all,’ said Chickerel, as if he had straw in his throat. ‘Look at this. I would almost sooner have had it that in leaving this church I came from her grave—well, no, perhaps not that, but I fear it is a bad thing.’


  Sol then saw the names in the register, Christopher saw them, and the man closed the book. Christopher could not well command himself, and he retired.


  ‘I knew it. I always said that pride would lead Berta to marry an unworthy man, and so it has!’ said Sol bitterly. ‘What shall we do now? I’ll see her.’


  ‘Do no such thing, young man,’ said Mountclere. ‘The best course is to leave matters alone. They are married. If you are wise, you will try to think the match a good one, and be content to let her keep her position without inconveniencing her by your intrusions or complaints. It is possible that the satisfaction of her ambition will help her to endure any few surprises to her propriety that may occur. She is a clever young woman, and has played her cards adroitly. I only hope she may never repent of the game! A-hem. Good morning.’ Saying this, Mountclere slightly bowed to his relations, and marched out of the church with dignity; but it was told afterwards by the coachman, who had no love for Mountclere, that when he stepped into the fly, and was as he believed unobserved, he was quite overcome with fatuous rage, his lips frothing like a mug of hot ale.


  ‘What an impertinent gentleman ’tis,’ said Chickerel. ‘As if we had tried for her to marry his brother!’


  ‘He knows better than that,’ said Sol. ‘But he’ll never believe that Berta didn’t lay a trap for the old fellow. He thinks at this moment that Lord Mountclere has never been told of us and our belongings.’


  ‘I wonder if she has deceived him in anything,’ murmured Chickerel. ‘I can hardly suppose it. But she is altogether beyond me. However, if she has misled him on any point she will suffer for it.’


  ‘You need not fear that, father. It isn’t her way of working. Why couldn’t she have known that when a title is to be had for the asking, the owner must be a shocking one indeed?’


  ‘The title is well enough. Any poor scrubs in our place must be fools not to think the match a very rare and astonishing honour, as far as the position goes. But that my brave girl will be miserable is a part of the honour I can’t stomach so well. If he had been any other lord in the kingdom, we might have been merry indeed. I believe he will ruin her happiness—yes, I do—not by any personal snubbing or rough conduct, but by other things, causing her to be despised; and that is a thing she can’t endure.’


  ‘She’s not to be despised without a deal of trouble—we must remember that. And if he insults her by introducing new favourites, as they say he did his first wife, I’ll call upon him and ask his meaning, and take her away.’


  ‘Nonsense—we shall never know what he does, or how she feels; she will never let out a word. However unhappy she may be, she will always deny it—that’s the unfortunate part of such marriages.’


  ‘An old chap like that ought to leave young women alone, damn him!’


  The clerk came nearer. ‘I am afraid I cannot allow bad words to be spoke in this sacred pile,’ he said. ‘As far as my personal self goes, I should have no objection to your cussing as much as you like, but as a official of the church my conscience won’t allow it to be done.’


  ‘Your conscience has allowed something to be done that cussing and swearing are godly worship to.’


  ‘The prettiest maid is left out of harness, however,’ said the clerk. ‘The little witness was the chicken to my taste—Lord forgive me for saying it, and a man with a wife and family!’


  Sol and his father turned to withdraw, and soon forgot the remark, but it was frequently recalled by Christopher.


  ‘Do you think of trying to see Ethelberta before you leave?’ said Sol.


  ‘Certainly not,’ said Chickerel. ‘Mr. Mountclere’s advice was good in that. The more we keep out of the way the more good we are doing her. I shall go back to Anglebury by the carrier, and get on at once to London. You will go with me, I suppose?’


  ‘The carrier does not leave yet for an hour or two.’


  ‘I shall walk on, and let him overtake me. If possible, I will get one glimpse of Enckworth Court, Berta’s new home; there may be time, if I start at once.’


  ‘I will walk with you,’ said Sol.


  ‘There is room for one with me,’ said Christopher, ‘I shall drive back early in the afternoon.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Sol. ‘I will endeavour to meet you at Corvsgate.’


  Thus it was arranged. Chickerel could have wished to search for Picotee, and learn from her the details of this mysterious matter. But it was particularly painful to him to make himself busy after the event; and to appear suddenly and uselessly where he was plainly not wanted to appear would be an awkwardness which the pleasure of seeing either daughter could scarcely counter-balance. Hence he had resolved to return at once to town, and there await the news, together with the detailed directions as to his own future movements, carefully considered and laid down, which were sure to be given by the far-seeing Ethelberta.


  Sol and his father walked on together, Chickerel to meet the carrier just beyond Enckworth, Sol to wait for Christopher at Corvsgate. His wish to see, in company with his father, the outline of the seat to which Ethelberta had been advanced that day, was the triumph of youthful curiosity and interest over dogged objection. His father’s wish was based on calmer reasons.


  Christopher, lone and out of place, remained in the church yet a little longer. He desultorily walked round. Reaching the organ chamber, he looked at the instrument, and was surprised to find behind it a young man. Julian first thought him to be the organist; on second inspection, however, he proved to be a person Christopher had met before, under far different circumstances; it was our young friend Ladywell, looking as sick and sorry as a lily with a slug in its stalk.


  The occasion, the place, and their own condition, made them kin. Christopher had despised Ladywell, Ladywell had disliked Christopher; but a third item neutralized the other two—it was their common lot.


  Christopher just nodded, for they had only met on Ethelberta’s stairs. Ladywell nodded more, and spoke. ‘The church appears to be interesting,’ he said.


  ‘Yes. Such a tower is rare in England,’ said Christopher.


  They then dwelt on other features of the building, thence enlarging to the village, and then to the rocks and marine scenery—both avoiding the malady they suffered from—the marriage of Ethelberta.


  ‘The village streets are very picturesque, and the cliff scenery is good of its kind,’ rejoined Ladywell. ‘The rocks represent the feminine side of grandeur. Here they are white, with delicate tops. On the west coast they are higher, black, and with angular summits. Those represent grandeur in its masculine aspect. It is merely my own idea, and not very bright, perhaps.’


  ‘It is very ingenious,’ said Christopher, ‘and perfectly true.’


  Ladywell was pleased. ‘I am here at present making sketches for my next subject—a winter sea. Otherwise I should not have—happened to be in the church.’


  ‘You are acquainted with Mrs. Petherwin—I think you are Mr. Ladywell, who painted her portrait last season?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Ladywell, colouring.


  ‘You may have heard her speak of Mr. Julian?’


  ‘O yes,’ said Ladywell, offering his hand. Then by degrees their tongues wound more closely round the subject of their sadness, each tacitly owning to what he would not tell.


  ‘I saw it,’ said Ladywell heavily.


  ‘Did she look troubled?’


  ‘Not in the least—bright and fresh as a May morning. She has played me many a bitter trick, and poor Neigh too, a friend of mine. But I cannot help forgiving her…. I saw a carriage at the door, and strolled in. The ceremony was just proceeding, so I sat down here. Well, I have done with Knollsea. The place has no further interest for me now. I may own to you as a friend, that if she had not been living here I should have studied at some other coast—of course that’s in confidence.’


  ‘I understand, quite.’


  ‘I arrived in the neighbourhood only two days ago, and did not set eyes upon her till this morning, she has kept so entirely indoors.’


  Then the young men parted, and half an hour later the ingenuous Ladywell came from the visitors’ inn by the shore, a man walking behind him with a quantity of artists’ materials and appliances. He went on board the steamer, which this morning had performed the passage in safety. Ethelberta single having been the loadstone in the cliffs that had attracted Ladywell hither, Ethelberta married was the negative pole of the same, sending him away. And thus did a woman put an end to the only opportunity of distinction, on Art-exhibition walls, that ever offered itself to the tortuous ways, quaint alleys, and marbled bluffs of Knollsea, as accessories in the picture of a winter sea.


  Christopher’s interest in the village was of the same evaporating nature. He looked upon the sea, and the great swell, and the waves sending up a sound like the huzzas of multitudes; but all the wild scene was irksome now. The ocean-bound steamers far away on the horizon inspired him with no curiosity as to their destination; the house Ethelberta had occupied was positively hateful; and he turned away to wait impatiently for the hour at which he had promised to drive on to meet Sol at Corvsgate.


  Sol and Chickerel plodded along the road, in order to skirt Enckworth before the carrier came up. Reaching the top of a hill on their way, they paused to look down on a peaceful scene. It was a park and wood, glowing in all the matchless colours of late autumn, parapets and pediments peering out from a central position afar. At the bottom of the descent before them was a lodge, to which they now descended. The gate stood invitingly open. Exclusiveness was no part of the owner’s instincts: one could see that at a glance. No appearance of a well-rolled garden-path attached to the park-drive, as is the case with many, betokening by the perfection of their surfaces their proprietor’s deficiency in hospitality. The approach was like a turnpike road full of great ruts, clumsy mendings; bordered by trampled edges and incursions upon the grass at pleasure. Butchers and bakers drove as freely herein as peers and peeresses. Christening parties, wedding companies, and funeral trains passed along by the doors of the mansion without check or question. A wild untidiness in this particular has its recommendations; for guarded grounds ever convey a suspicion that their owner is young to landed possessions, as religious earnestness implies newness of conversion, and conjugal tenderness recent marriage.


  Half-an-hour being wanting as yet to Chickerel’s time with the carrier, Sol and himself, like the rest of the world when at leisure, walked into the extensive stretch of grass and grove. It formed a park so large that not one of its owners had ever wished it larger, not one of its owner’s rivals had ever failed to wish it smaller, and not one of its owner’s satellites had ever seen it without praise. They somewhat avoided the roadway, passing under the huge, misshapen, ragged trees, and through fern brakes, ruddy and crisp in their decay. On reaching a suitable eminence, the father and son stood still to look upon the many-chimneyed building, or rather conglomeration of buildings, to which these groves and glades formed a setting.


  ‘We will just give a glance,’ said Chickerel, ‘and then go away. It don’t seem well to me that Ethelberta should have this; it is too much. The sudden change will do her no good. I never believe in anything that comes in the shape of wonderful luck. As it comes, so it goes. Had she been brought home to-day to one of those tenant-farms instead of these woods and walls, I could have called it good fortune. What she should have done was glorify herself by glorifying her own line of life, not by forsaking that line for another. Better have been admired as a governess than shunned as a peeress, which is what she will be. But it is just the same everywhere in these days. Young men will rather wear a black coat and starve than wear fustian and do well.’


  ‘One man to want such a monstrous house as that! Well, ’tis a fine place. See, there’s the carpenters’ shops, the timber-yard, and everything, as if it were a little town. Perhaps Berta may hire me for a job now and then.’


  ‘I always knew she would cut herself off from us. She marked for it from childhood, and she has finished the business thoroughly.’


  ‘Well, it is no matter, father, for why should we want to trouble her? She may write, and I shall answer; but if she calls to see me, I shall not return the visit; and if she meets me with her husband or any of her new society about her, I shall behave as a stranger.’


  ‘It will be best,’ said Chickerel. ‘Well, now I must move.’


  However, by the sorcery of accident, before they had very far retraced their steps an open carriage became visible round a bend in the drive. Chickerel, with a servant’s instinct, was for beating a retreat.


  ‘No,’ said Sol. ‘Let us stand our ground. We have already been seen, and we do no harm.’


  So they stood still on the edge of the drive, and the carriage drew near. It was a landau, and the sun shone in upon Lord Mountclere, with Lady Mountclere sitting beside him, like Abishag beside King David.


  Very blithe looked the viscount, for he rode upon a cherub to-day. She appeared fresh, rosy, and strong, but dubious; though if mien was anything, she was a viscountess twice over. Her dress was of a dove-coloured material, with a bonnet to match, a little tufted white feather resting on the top, like a truce-flag between the blood of noble and vassal. Upon the cool grey of her shoulders hung a few locks of hair, toned warm as fire by the sunshiny addition to its natural hue.


  Chickerel instinctively took off his hat; Sol did the same.


  For only a moment did Ethelberta seem uncertain how to act. But a solution to her difficulty was given by the face of her brother. There she saw plainly at one glance more than a dozen speeches would have told—for Sol’s features thoroughly expressed his intention that to him she was to be a stranger. Her eyes flew to Chickerel, and he slightly shook his head. She understood them now. With a tear in her eye for her father, and a sigh in her bosom for Sol, she bowed in answer to their salute; her husband moved his hat and nodded, and the carriage rolled on. Lord Mountclere might possibly be making use of the fine morning in showing her the park and premises. Chickerel, with a moist eye, now went on with his son towards the high-road. When they reached the lodge, the lodge-keeper was walking in the sun, smoking his pipe. ‘Good morning,’ he said to Chickerel.


  ‘Any rejoicings at the Court to-day?’ the butler inquired.


  ‘Quite the reverse. Not a soul there. ’Tisn’t knowed anywhere at all. I had no idea of such a thing till he brought my lady here. Not going off, neither. They’ve come home like the commonest couple in the land, and not even the bells allowed to ring.’


  They walked along the public road, and the carrier came in view.


  ‘Father,’ said Sol, ‘I don’t think I’ll go further with you. She’s gone into the house; and suppose she should run back without him to try to find us? It would be cruel to disappoint her. I’ll bide about here for a quarter of an hour, in case she should. Mr. Julian won’t have passed Corvsgate till I get there.’


  ‘Well, one or two of her old ways may be left in her still, and it is not a bad thought. Then you will walk the rest of the distance if you don’t meet Mr. Julian? I must be in London by the evening.’


  ‘Any time to-night will do for me. I shall not begin work until to-morrow, so that the four o’clock train will answer my purpose.’


  Thus they parted, and Sol strolled leisurely back. The road was quite deserted, and he lingered by the park fence.


  ‘Sol!’ said a bird-like voice; ‘how did you come here?’


  He looked up, and saw a figure peering down upon him from the top of the park wall, the ground on the inside being higher than the road. The speaker was to the expected Ethelberta what the moon is to the sun, a star to the moon. It was Picotee.


  ‘Hullo, Picotee!’ said Sol.


  ‘There’s a little gate a quarter of a mile further on,’ said Picotee. ‘We can meet there without your passing through the big lodge. I’ll be there as soon as you.’


  Sol ascended the hill, passed through the second gate, and turned back again, when he met Picotee coming forward under the trees. They walked together in this secluded spot.


  ‘Berta says she wants to see you and father,’ said Picotee breathlessly. ‘You must come in and make yourselves comfortable. She had no idea you were here so secretly, and she didn’t know what to do.’


  ‘Father’s gone,’ said Sol.


  ‘How vexed she will be! She thinks there is something the matter—that you are angry with her for not telling you earlier. But you will come in, Sol?’


  ‘No, I can’t come in,’ said her brother.


  ‘Why not? It is such a big house, you can’t think. You need not come near the front apartments, if you think we shall be ashamed of you in your working clothes. How came you not to dress up a bit, Sol? Still, Berta won’t mind it much. She says Lord Mountclere must take her as she is, or he is kindly welcome to leave her.’


  ‘Ah, well! I might have had a word or two to say about that, but the time has gone by for it, worse luck. Perhaps it is best that I have said nothing, and she has had her way. No, I shan’t come in, Picotee. Father is gone, and I am going too.’


  ‘O Sol!’


  ‘We are rather put out at her acting like this—father and I and all of us. She might have let us know about it beforehand, even if she is a lady and we what we always was. It wouldn’t have let her down so terrible much to write a line. She might have learnt something that would have led her to take a different step.’


  ‘But you will see poor Berta? She has done no harm. She was going to write long letters to all of you to-day, explaining her wedding, and how she is going to help us all on in the world.’


  Sol paused irresolutely. ‘No, I won’t come in,’ he said. ‘It would disgrace her, for one thing, dressed as I be; more than that, I don’t want to come in. But I should like to see her, if she would like to see me; and I’ll go up there to that little fir plantation, and walk up and down behind it for exactly half-an-hour. She can come out to me there.’ Sol had pointed as he spoke to a knot of young trees that hooded a knoll a little way off.


  ‘I’ll go and tell her,’ said Picotee.


  ‘I suppose they will be off somewhere, and she is busy getting ready?’


  ‘O no. They are not going to travel till next year. Ethelberta does not want to go anywhere; and Lord Mountclere cannot endure this changeable weather in any place but his own house.’


  ‘Poor fellow!’


  ‘Then you will wait for her by the firs? I’ll tell her at once.’


  Picotee left him, and Sol went across the glade.


  ♣


  XLVI


  Enckworth (continued)—The Anglebury Highway


  He had not paced behind the firs more than ten minutes when Ethelberta appeared from the opposite side. At great inconvenience to herself she had complied with his request.


  Ethelberta was trembling. She took her brother’s hand, and said, ‘Is father, then, gone?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Sol. ‘I should have been gone likewise, but I thought you wanted to see me.’


  ‘Of course I did, and him too. Why did you come so mysteriously, and, I must say, unbecomingly? I am afraid I did wrong in not informing you of my intention.’


  ‘To yourself you may have. Father would have liked a word with you before—you did it.’


  ‘You both looked so forbidding that I did not like to stop the carriage when we passed you. I want to see him on an important matter—his leaving Mrs. Doncastle’s service at once. I am going to write and beg her to dispense with a notice, which I have no doubt she will do.’


  ‘He’s very much upset about you.’


  ‘My secrecy was perhaps an error of judgment,’ she said sadly. ‘But I had reasons. Why did you and my father come here at all if you did not want to see me?’


  ‘We did want to see you up to a certain time.’


  ‘You did not come to prevent my marriage?’


  ‘We wished to see you before the marriage—I can’t say more.’


  ‘I thought you might not approve of what I had done,’ said Ethelberta mournfully. ‘But a time may come when you will approve.’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Don’t be harsh, Sol. A coronet covers a multitude of sins.’


  ‘A coronet: good Lord—and you my sister! Look at my hand.’ Sol extended his hand. ‘Look how my thumb stands out at the root, as if it were out of joint, and that hard place inside there. Did you ever see anything so ugly as that hand—a misshaped monster, isn’t he? That comes from the jack-plane, and my pushing against it day after day and year after year. If I were found drowned or buried, dressed or undressed, in fustian or in broadcloth, folk would look at my hand and say, “That man’s a carpenter.” Well now, how can a man, branded with work as I be, be brother to a viscountess without something being wrong? Of course there’s something wrong in it, or he wouldn’t have married you—something which won’t be righted without terrible suffering.’


  ‘No, no,’ said she. ‘You are mistaken. There is no such wonderful quality in a title in these days. What I really am is second wife to a quiet old country nobleman, who has given up society. What more commonplace? My life will be as simple, even more simple, than it was before.’


  ‘Berta, you have worked to false lines. A creeping up among the useless lumber of our nation that’ll be the first to burn if there comes a flare. I never see such a deserter of your own lot as you be! But you were always like it, Berta, and I am ashamed of ’ee. More than that, a good woman never marries twice.’


  ‘You are too hard, Sol,’ said the poor viscountess, almost crying. ‘I’ve done it all for you! Even if I have made a mistake, and given my ambition an ignoble turn, don’t tell me so now, or you may do more harm in a minute than you will cure in a lifetime. It is absurd to let republican passions so blind you to fact. A family which can be honourably traced through history for five hundred years does affect the heart of a person not entirely hardened against romance. Whether you like the peerage or no, they appeal to our historical sense and love of old associations.’


  ‘I don’t care for history. Prophecy is the only thing can do poor men any good. When you were a girl, you wouldn’t drop a curtsey to ’em, historical or otherwise, and there you were right. But, instead of sticking to such principles, you must needs push up, so as to get girls such as you were once to curtsey to you, not even thinking marriage with a bad man too great a price to pay for’t.’


  ‘A bad man? What do you mean by that? Lord Mountclere is rather old, but he’s worthy. What did you mean, Sol?’


  ‘Nothing—a mere sommat to say.’


  At that moment Picotee emerged from behind a tree, and told her sister that Lord Mountclere was looking for her.


  ‘Well, Sol, I cannot explain all to you now,’ she said. ‘I will send for you in London.’ She wished him good-bye, and they separated, Picotee accompanying Sol a little on his way.


  Ethelberta was greatly perturbed by this meeting. After retracing her steps a short distance, she still felt so distressed and unpresentable that she resolved not to allow Lord Mountclere to see her till the clouds had somewhat passed off; it was but a bare act of justice to him to hide from his sight such a bridal mood as this. It was better to keep him waiting than to make him positively unhappy. She turned aside, and went up the valley, where the park merged in miles of wood and copse.


  She opened an iron gate and entered the wood, casually interested in the vast variety of colours that the half-fallen leaves of the season wore: more, much more, occupied with personal thought. The path she pursued became gradually involved in bushes as well as trees, giving to the spot the character rather of a coppice than a wood. Perceiving that she had gone far enough, Ethelberta turned back by a path which at this point intersected that by which she had approached, and promised a more direct return towards the Court. She had not gone many steps among the hazels, which here formed a perfect thicket, when she observed a belt of holly-bushes in their midst; towards the outskirts of these an opening on her left hand directly led, thence winding round into a clear space of greensward, which they completely enclosed. On this isolated and mewed-up bit of lawn stood a timber-built cottage, having ornamental barge-boards, balconettes, and porch. It was an erection interesting enough as an experiment, and grand as a toy, but as a building contemptible.


  A blue gauze of smoke floated over the chimney, as if somebody was living there; round towards the side some empty hen-coops were piled away; while under the hollies were divers frameworks of wire netting and sticks, showing that birds were kept here at some seasons of the year.


  Being lady of all she surveyed, Ethelberta crossed the leafy sward, and knocked at the door. She was interested in knowing the purpose of the peculiar little edifice.


  The door was opened by a woman wearing a clean apron upon a not very clean gown. Ethelberta asked who lived in so pretty a place.


  ‘Miss Gruchette,’ the servant replied. ‘But she is not here now.’


  ‘Does she live here alone?’


  ‘Yes—excepting myself and a fellow-servant.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘She lives here to attend to the pheasants and poultry, because she is so clever in managing them. They are brought here from the keeper’s over the hill. Her father was a fancier.’


  ‘Miss Gruchette attends to the birds, and two servants attend to Miss Gruchette?’


  ‘Well, to tell the truth, m’m, the servants do almost all of it. Still, that’s what Miss Gruchette is here for. Would you like to see the house? It is pretty.’ The woman spoke with hesitation, as if in doubt between the desire of earning a shilling and the fear that Ethelberta was not a stranger. That Ethelberta was Lady Mountclere she plainly did not dream.


  ‘I fear I can scarcely stay long enough; yet I will just look in,’ said Ethelberta. And as soon as they had crossed the threshold she was glad of having done so.


  The cottage internally may be described as a sort of boudoir extracted from the bulk of a mansion and deposited in a wood. The front room was filled with nicknacks, curious work-tables, filigree baskets, twisted brackets supporting statuettes, in which the grotesque in every case ruled the design; love-birds, in gilt cages; French bronzes, wonderful boxes, needlework of strange patterns, and other attractive objects. The apartment was one of those which seem to laugh in a visitor’s face and on closer examination express frivolity more distinctly than by words.


  ‘Miss Gruchette is here to keep the fowls?’ said Ethelberta, in a puzzled tone, after a survey.


  ‘Yes. But they don’t keep her.’


  Ethelberta did not attempt to understand, and ceased to occupy her mind with the matter. They came from the cottage to the door, where she gave the woman a trifling sum, and turned to leave. But footsteps were at that moment to be heard beating among the leaves on the other side of the hollies, and Ethelberta waited till the walkers should have passed. The voices of two men reached herself and the woman as they stood. They were close to the house, yet screened from it by the holly-bushes, when one could be heard to say distinctly, as if with his face turned to the cottage—


  ‘Lady Mountclere gone for good?’


  ‘I suppose so. Ha-ha! So come, so go.’


  The speakers passed on, their backs becoming visible through the opening. They appeared to be woodmen.


  ‘What Lady Mountclere do they mean?’ said Ethelberta.


  The woman blushed. ‘They meant Miss Gruchette.’


  ‘Oh—a nickname.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Why?’


  The woman whispered why in a story of about two minutes’ length. Ethelberta turned pale.


  ‘Is she going to return?’ she inquired, in a thin hard voice.


  ‘Yes; next week. You know her, m’m?’


  ‘No. I am a stranger.’


  ‘So much the better. I may tell you, then, that an old tale is flying about the neighbourhood—that Lord Mountclere was privately married to another woman, at Knollsea, this morning early. Can it be true?’


  ‘I believe it to be true.’


  ‘And that she is of no family?’


  ‘Of no family.’


  ‘Indeed. Then the Lord only knows what will become of the poor thing! There will be murder between ’em.’


  ‘Between whom?’


  ‘Her and the lady who lives here. She won’t budge an inch—not she!’


  Ethelberta moved aside. A shade seemed to overspread the world, the sky, the trees, and the objects in the foreground. She kept her face away from the woman, and, whispering a reply to her Good-morning, passed through the hollies into the leaf-strewn path. As soon as she came to a large trunk she placed her hands against it and rested her face upon them. She drew herself lower down, lower, lower, till she crouched upon the leaves. ‘Ay—’tis what father and Sol meant! O Heaven!’ she whispered.


  She soon arose, and went on her way to the house. Her fair features were firmly set, and she scarcely heeded the path in the concentration which had followed her paroxysm. When she reached the park proper she became aware of an excitement that was in progress there.


  Ethelberta’s absence had become unaccountable to Lord Mountclere, who could hardly permit her retirement from his sight for a minute. But at first he had made due allowance for her eccentricity as a woman of genius, and would not take notice of the half-hour’s desertion, unpardonable as it might have been in other classes of wives. Then he had inquired, searched, been alarmed: he had finally sent men-servants in all directions about the park to look for her. He feared she had fallen out of a window, down a well, or into the lake. The next stage of search was to have been drags and grapnels: but Ethelberta entered the house.


  Lord Mountclere rushed forward to meet her, and such was her contrivance that he noticed no change. The searchers were called in, Ethelberta explaining that she had merely obeyed the wish of her brother in going out to meet him. Picotee, who had returned from her walk with Sol, was upstairs in one of the rooms which had been allotted to her. Ethelberta managed to run in there on her way upstairs to her own chamber.


  ‘Picotee, put your things on again,’ she said. ‘You are the only friend I have in this house, and I want one badly. Go to Sol, and deliver this message to him—that I want to see him at once. You must overtake him, if you walk all the way to Anglebury. But the train does not leave till four, so that there is plenty of time.’


  ‘What is the matter?’ said Picotee. ‘I cannot walk all the way.’


  ‘I don’t think you will have to do that—I hope not.’


  ‘He is going to stop at Corvsgate to have a bit of lunch: I might overtake him there, if I must!’


  ‘Yes. And tell him to come to the east passage door. It is that door next to the entrance to the stable-yard. There is a little yew-tree outside it. On second thoughts you, dear, must not come back. Wait at Corvsgate in the little inn parlour till Sol comes to you again. You will probably then have to go home to London alone; but do not mind it. The worst part for you will be in going from the station to the Crescent; but nobody will molest you in a four-wheel cab: you have done it before. However, he will tell you if this is necessary when he gets back. I can best fight my battles alone. You shall have a letter from me the day after to-morrow, stating where I am. I shall not be here.’


  ‘But what is it so dreadful?’


  ‘Nothing to frighten you.’ But she spoke with a breathlessness that completely nullified the assurance. ‘It is merely that I find I must come to an explanation with Lord Mountclere before I can live here permanently, and I cannot stipulate with him while I am here in his power. Till I write, good-bye. Your things are not unpacked, so let them remain here for the present—they can be sent for.’


  Poor Picotee, more agitated than her sister, but never questioning her orders, went downstairs and out of the house. She ran across the shrubberies, into the park, and to the gate whereat Sol had emerged some half-hour earlier. She trotted along upon the turnpike road like a lost doe, crying as she went at the new trouble which had come upon Berta, whatever that trouble might be. Behind her she heard wheels and the stepping of a horse, but she was too concerned to turn her head. The pace of the vehicle slackened, however, when it was abreast of Picotee, and she looked up to see Christopher as the driver.


  ‘Miss Chickerel!’ he said, with surprise.


  Picotee had quickly looked down again, and she murmured, ‘Yes.’


  Christopher asked what he could not help asking in the circumstances, ‘Would you like to ride?’


  ‘I should be glad,’ said she, overcoming her flurry. ‘I am anxious to overtake my brother Sol.’


  ‘I have arranged to pick him up at Corvsgate,’ said Christopher.


  He descended, and assisted her to mount beside him, and drove on again, almost in silence. He was inclined to believe that some supernatural legerdemain had to do with these periodic impacts of Picotee on his path. She sat mute and melancholy till they were within half a mile of Corvsgate.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said then, perceiving Sol upon the road, ‘there is my brother; I will get down now.’


  ‘He was going to ride on to Anglebury with me,’ said Julian.


  Picotee did not reply, and Sol turned round. Seeing her he instantly exclaimed, ‘What’s the matter, Picotee?’


  She explained to him that he was to go back immediately, and meet her sister at the door by the yew, as Ethelberta had charged her. Christopher, knowing them so well, was too much an interested member of the group to be left out of confidence, and she included him in her audience.


  ‘And what are you to do?’ said Sol to her.


  ‘I am to wait at Corvsgate till you come to me.’


  ‘I can’t understand it,’ Sol muttered, with a gloomy face. ‘There’s something wrong; and it was only to be expected; that’s what I say, Mr. Julian.’


  ‘If necessary I can take care of Miss Chickerel till you come,’ said Christopher.


  ‘Thank you,’ said Sol. ‘Then I will return to you as soon as I can, at the “Castle” Inn, just ahead. ’Tis very awkward for you to be so burdened by us, Mr. Julian; but we are in a trouble that I don’t yet see the bottom of.’


  ‘I know,’ said Christopher kindly. ‘We will wait for you.’


  He then drove on with Picotee to the inn, which was not far off, and Sol returned again to Enckworth. Feeling somewhat like a thief in the night, he zig-zagged through the park, behind belts and knots of trees, until he saw the yew, dark and clear, as if drawn in ink upon the fair face of the mansion. The way up to it was in a little cutting between shrubs, the door being a private entrance, sunk below the surface of the lawn, and invisible from other parts of the same front. As soon as he reached it, Ethelberta opened it at once, as if she had listened for his footsteps.


  She took him along a passage in the basement, up a flight of steps, and into a huge, solitary, chill apartment. It was the ball-room. Spacious mirrors in gilt frames formed panels in the lower part of the walls, the remainder being toned in sage-green. In each recess between the mirrors was a statue. The ceiling rose in a segmental curve, and bore sprawling upon its face gilt figures of wanton goddesses, cupids, satyrs with tambourines, drums, and trumpets, the whole ceiling seeming alive with them. But the room was very gloomy now, there being little light admitted from without, and the reflections from the mirrors gave a depressing coldness to the scene. It was a place intended to look joyous by night, and whatever it chose to look by day.


  ‘We are safe here,’ said she. ‘But we must listen for footsteps. I have only five minutes: Lord Mountclere is waiting for me. I mean to leave this place, come what may.’


  ‘Why?’ said Sol, in astonishment.


  ‘I cannot tell you—something has occurred, which makes it necessary that I should establish clearly that I am going to be mistress here, or I don’t live with Lord Mountclere as his wife at all. Sol, listen, and do exactly what I say. Go to Anglebury, hire a brougham, bring it on as far as Little Enckworth: you will have to meet me with it at one of the park gates later in the evening—probably the west, at half-past seven. Leave it at the village, come on here on foot, and stay under the trees till just before six: it will then be quite dark, and you must stand under the projecting balustrade a little further on than the door you came in by. I will just step upon the balcony over it, and tell you more exactly than I can now the precise time that I shall be able to slip out, and where the carriage is to be waiting. But it may not be safe to speak on account of his closeness to me—I will hand down a note. I find it is impossible to leave the house by daylight—I am certain to be pursued—he already suspects something. Now I must be going, or he will be here, for he watches my movements because of some accidental words that escaped me.’


  ‘Berta, I shan’t have anything to do with this,’ said Sol. ‘It is not right!’


  ‘I am only going to Rouen, to Aunt Charlotte!’ she implored. ‘I want to get to Southampton, to be in time for the midnight steamer. When I am at Rouen I can negotiate with Lord Mountclere the terms on which I will return to him. It is the only chance I have of rooting out a scandal and a disgrace which threatens the beginning of my life here! My letters to him, and his to me, can be forwarded through you or through father, and he will not know where I am. Any woman is justified in adopting such a course to bring her husband to a sense of her dignity. If I don’t go away now, it will end in a permanent separation. If I leave at once, and stipulate that he gets rid of her, we may be reconciled.’


  ‘I can’t help you: you must stick to your husband. I don’t like them, or any of their sort, barring about three or four, for the reason that they despise me and all my sort. But, Ethelberta, for all that I’ll play fair with them. No half-and-half trimming business. You have joined ’em, and ’rayed yourself against us; and there you’d better bide. You have married your man, and your duty is towards him. I know what he is, and so does father; but if I were to help you to run away now, I should scorn myself more than I scorn him.’


  ‘I don’t care for that, or for any such politics! The Mountclere line is noble, and how was I to know that this member was not noble, too? As the representative of an illustrious family I was taken with him, but as a man—I must shun him till I’ve tackled him.’


  ‘How can you shun him? You have married him!’


  ‘Nevertheless, I won’t stay! Neither law nor gospel demands it of me after what I have learnt. And if law and gospel did demand it, I would not stay. And if you will not help me to escape, I go alone.’


  ‘You had better not try any such wild thing.’


  The creaking of a door was heard. ‘O Sol,’ she said appealingly, ‘don’t go into the question whether I am right or wrong—only remember that I am very unhappy. Do help me—I have no other person in the world to ask! Be under the balcony at six o’clock. Say you will—I must go—say you will!’


  ‘I’ll think,’ said Sol, very much disturbed. ‘There, don’t cry; I’ll try to be under the balcony, at any rate. I cannot promise more, but I’ll try to be there.’


  She opened in the panelling one of the old-fashioned concealed modes of exit known as jib-doors, which it was once the custom to construct without architraves in the walls of large apartments, so as not to interfere with the general design of the room. Sol found himself in a narrow passage, running down the whole length of the ball-room, and at the same time he heard Lord Mountclere’s voice within, talking to Ethelberta. Sol’s escape had been adroit: as it was the viscount might have seen her anxiety. He passed down some steps, along an area from which he could see into a row of servants’ offices, among them a kitchen with a fireplace flaming like an altar of sacrifice. Nobody seemed to be concerned about him; there were workmen upon the premises, and he nearly matched them. At last he got again into the shrubberies and to the side of the park by which he had entered.


  On reaching Corvsgate he found Picotee in the parlour of the little inn, as he had directed. Mr. Julian, she said, had walked up to the ruins, and would be back again in a few minutes. Sol ordered the horse to be put in, and by the time it was ready Christopher came down from the hill. Room was made for Sol by opening the flap of the dogcart, and Christopher drove on.


  He was anxious to know the trouble, and Sol was not reluctant to share the burden of it with one whom he believed to be a friend. He told, scrap by scrap, the strange request of Ethelberta. Christopher, though ignorant of Ethelberta’s experience that morning, instantly assumed that the discovery of some concealed spectre had led to this precipitancy.


  ‘When does she wish you to meet her with the carriage?’


  ‘Probably at half-past seven, at the west lodge; but that is to be finally fixed by a note she will hand down to me from the balcony.’


  ‘Which balcony?’


  ‘The nearest to the yew-tree.’


  ‘At what time will she hand the note?’


  ‘As the Court clock strikes six, she says. And if I am not there to take her instructions of course she will give up the idea, which is just what I want her to do.’


  Christopher begged Sol to go. Whether Ethelberta was right or wrong, he did not stop to inquire. She was in trouble; she was too clear-headed to be in trouble without good reason; and she wanted assistance out of it. But such was Sol’s nature that the more he reflected the more determined was he in not giving way to her entreaty. By the time that they reached Anglebury he repented having given way so far as to withhold a direct refusal.


  ‘It can do no good,’ he said mournfully. ‘It is better to nip her notion in its beginning. She says she wants to fly to Rouen, and from there arrange terms with him. But it can’t be done—she should have thought of terms before.’


  Christopher made no further reply. Leaving word at the ‘Red Lion’ that a man was to be sent to take the horse of him, he drove directly onwards to the station.


  ‘Then you don’t mean to help her?’ said Julian, when Sol took the tickets—one for himself and one for Picotee.


  ‘I serve her best by leaving her alone!’ said Sol.


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘She has married him.’


  ‘She is in distress.’


  ‘She has married him.’


  Sol and Picotee took their seats, Picotee upbraiding her brother. ‘I can go by myself!’ she said, in tears. ‘Do go back for Berta, Sol. She said I was to go home alone, and I can do it!’


  ‘You must not. It is not right for you to be hiring cabs and driving across London at midnight. Berta should have known better than propose it.’


  ‘She was flurried. Go, Sol!’


  But her entreaty was fruitless.


  ‘Have you got your ticket, Mr. Julian?’ said Sol. ‘I suppose we shall go together till we get near Melchester?’


  ‘I have not got my ticket yet—I’ll be back in two minutes.’


  The minutes went by, and Christopher did not reappear. The train moved off: Christopher was seen running up the platform, as if in a vain hope to catch it.


  ‘He has missed the train,’ said Sol. Picotee looked disappointed, and said nothing. They were soon out of sight.


  ‘God forgive me for such a hollow pretence!’ said Christopher to himself. ‘But he would have been uneasy had he known I wished to stay behind. I cannot leave her in trouble like this!’


  He went back to the ‘Red Lion’ with the manner and movement of a man who after a lifetime of desultoriness had at last found something to do. It was now getting late in the afternoon. Christopher ordered a one-horse brougham at the inn, and entering it was driven out of the town towards Enckworth as the evening shades were beginning to fall. They passed into the hamlet of Little Enckworth at half-past five, and drew up at a beer-house at the end. Jumping out here, Julian told the man to wait till he should return.


  Thus far he had exactly obeyed her orders to Sol. He hoped to be able to obey them throughout, and supply her with the aid her brother refused. He also hoped that the change in the personality of her confederate would make no difference to her intention. That he was putting himself in a wrong position he allowed, but time and attention were requisite for such analysis: meanwhile Ethelberta was in trouble. On the one hand was she waiting hopefully for Sol; on the other was Sol many miles on his way to town; between them was himself.


  He ran with all his might towards Enckworth Park, mounted the lofty stone stile by the lodge, saw the dark bronze figures on the piers through the twilight, and then proceeded to thread the trees. Among these he struck a light for a moment: it was ten minutes to six. In another five minutes he was panting beneath the walls of her house.


  Enckworth Court was not unknown to Christopher, for he had frequently explored that spot in his Sandbourne days. He perceived now why she had selected that particular balcony for handing down directions; it was the only one round the house that was low enough to be reached from the outside, the basement here being a little way sunk in the ground.


  He went close under, turned his face outwards, and waited. About a foot over his head was the stone floor of the balcony, forming a ceiling to his position. At his back, two or three feet behind, was a blank wall—the wall of the house. In front of him was the misty park, crowned by a sky sparkling with winter stars. This was abruptly cut off upward by the dark edge of the balcony which overhung him.


  It was as if some person within the room above had been awaiting his approach. He had scarcely found time to observe his situation when a human hand and portion of a bare arm were thrust between the balusters, descended a little way from the edge of the balcony, and remained hanging across the starlit sky. Something was between the fingers. Christopher lifted his hand, took the scrap, which was paper, and the arm was withdrawn. As it withdrew, a jewel on one of the fingers sparkled in the rays of a large planet that rode in the opposite sky.


  Light steps retreated from the balcony, and a window closed. Christopher had almost held his breath lest Ethelberta should discover him at the critical moment to be other than Sol, and mar her deliverance by her alarm. The still silence was anything but silence to him; he felt as if he were listening to the clanging chorus of an oratorio. And then he could fancy he heard words between Ethelberta and the viscount within the room; they were evidently at very close quarters, and dexterity must have been required of her. He went on tiptoe across the gravel to the grass, and once on that he strode in the direction whence he had come. By the thick trunk of one of a group of aged trees he stopped to get a light, just as the Court clock struck six in loud long tones. The transaction had been carried out, through her impatience possibly, four or five minutes before the time appointed.


  The note contained, in a shaken hand, in which, however, the well-known characters were distinguishable, these words in pencil:


  ‘At half-past seven o’clock. Just outside the north lodge; don’t fail.’


  This was the time she had suggested to Sol as that which would probably best suit her escape, if she could escape at all. She had changed the place from the west to the north lodge—nothing else. The latter was certainly more secluded, though a trifle more remote from the course of the proposed journey; there was just time enough and none to spare for fetching the brougham from Little Enckworth to the lodge, the village being two miles off. The few minutes gained by her readiness at the balcony were useful now. He started at once for the village, diverging somewhat to observe the spot appointed for the meeting. It was excellently chosen; the gate appeared to be little used, the lane outside it was covered with trees, and all around was silent as the grave. After this hasty survey by the wan starlight, he hastened on to Little Enckworth.


  An hour and a quarter later a small brougham without lamps was creeping along by the park wall towards this spot. The leaves were so thick upon the unfrequented road that the wheels could not be heard, and the horse’s pacing made scarcely more noise than a rabbit would have done in limping along. The vehicle progressed slowly, for they were in good time. About ten yards from the park entrance it stopped, and Christopher stepped out.


  ‘We may have to wait here ten minutes,’ he said to the driver. ‘And then shall we be able to reach Anglebury in time for the up mail-train to Southampton?’


  ‘Half-past seven, half-past eight, half-past nine—two hours. O yes, sir, easily. A young lady in the case perhaps, sir?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I hope she’ll be done honestly by, even if she is of humble station. ’Tis best, and cheapest too, in the long run.’ The coachman was apparently imagining the dove about to flit away to be one of the pretty maid-servants that abounded in Enckworth Court; such escapades as these were not unfrequent among them, a fair face having been deemed a sufficient recommendation to service in that house, without too close an inquiry into character, since the death of the first viscountess.


  ‘Now then, silence; and listen for a footstep at the gate.’


  Such calmness as there was in the musician’s voice had been produced by considerable effort. For his heart had begun to beat fast and loud as he strained his attentive ear to catch the footfall of a woman who could only be his illegally.


  The obscurity was as great as a starry sky would permit it to be. Beneath the trees where the carriage stood the darkness was total.


  ♣


  XLVII


  Enckworth and its Precincts—Melchester


  To be wise after the event is often to act foolishly with regard to it; and to preserve the illusion which has led to the event would frequently be a course that omniscience itself could not find fault with. Reaction with Ethelberta was complete, and the more violent in that it threatened to be useless. Sol’s bitter chiding had been the first thing to discompose her fortitude. It reduced her to a consciousness that she had allowed herself to be coerced in her instincts, and yet had not triumphed in her duty. She might have pleased her family better by pleasing her tastes, and have entirely avoided the grim irony of the situation disclosed later in the day.


  After the second interview with Sol she was to some extent composed in mind by being able to nurse a definite intention. As momentum causes the narrowest wheel to stand upright, a scheme, fairly imbibed, will give the weakest some power to maintain a position stoically.


  In the temporary absence of Lord Mountclere, about six o’clock, she slipped out upon the balcony and handed down a note. To her relief, a hand received it instantly.


  The hour and a half wanting to half-past seven she passed with great effort. The main part of the time was occupied by dinner, during which she attempted to devise some scheme for leaving him without suspicion just before the appointed moment.


  Happily, and as if by a Providence, there was no necessity for any such thing.


  A little while before the half-hour, when she moved to rise from dinner, he also arose, tenderly begging her to excuse him for a few minutes, that he might go and write an important note to his lawyer, until that moment forgotten, though the postman was nearly due. She heard him retire along the corridor and shut himself into his study, his promised time of return being a quarter of an hour thence.


  Five minutes after that memorable parting Ethelberta came from the little door by the bush of yew, well and thickly wrapped up from head to heels. She skimmed across the park and under the boughs like a shade, mounting then the stone steps for pedestrians which were fixed beside the park gates here as at all the lodges. Outside and below her she saw an oblong shape—it was a brougham, and it had been drawn forward close to the bottom of the steps that she might not have an inch further to go on foot than to this barrier. The whole precinct was thronged with trees; half their foliage being overhead, the other half under foot, for the gardeners had not yet begun to rake and collect the leaves; thus it was that her dress rustled as she descended the steps.


  The carriage door was held open by the driver, and she entered instantly. He shut her in, and mounted to his seat. As they drove away she became conscious of another person inside.


  ‘O! Sol—it is done!’ she whispered, believing the man to be her brother. Her companion made no reply.


  Ethelberta, familiar with Sol’s moods of troubled silence, did not press for an answer. It was, indeed, certain that Sol’s assistance would have been given under a sullen protest; even if unwilling to disappoint her, he might well have been taciturn and angry at her course.


  They sat in silence, and in total darkness. The road ascended an incline, the horse’s tramp being still deadened by the carpet of leaves. Then the large trees on either hand became interspersed by a low brushwood of varied sorts, from which a large bird occasionally flew, in its affright at their presence beating its wings recklessly against the hard stems with force enough to cripple the delicate quills. It showed how deserted was the spot after nightfall.


  ‘Sol?’ said Ethelberta again. ‘Why not talk to me?’


  She now noticed that her fellow-traveller kept his head and his whole person as snugly back in the corner, out of her way, as it was possible to do. She was not exactly frightened, but she could not understand the reason. The carriage gave a quick turn, and stopped.


  ‘Where are we now?’ she said. ‘Shall we get to Anglebury by nine? What is the time, Sol?’


  ‘I will see,’ replied her companion. They were the first words he had uttered.


  The voice was so different from her brother’s that she was terrified; her limbs quivered. In another instant the speaker had struck a wax vesta, and holding it erect in his fingers he looked her in the face.


  ‘Hee-hee-hee!’ The laugher was her husband the viscount.


  He laughed again, and his eyes gleamed like a couple of tarnished brass buttons in the light of the wax match.


  Ethelberta might have fallen dead with the shock, so terrible and hideous was it. Yet she did not. She neither shrieked nor fainted; but no poor January fieldfare was ever colder, no ice-house more dank with perspiration, than she was then.


  ‘A very pleasant joke, my dear—hee-hee! And no more than was to be expected on this merry, happy day of our lives. Nobody enjoys a good jest more than I do: I always enjoyed a jest—hee-hee! Now we are in the dark again; and we will alight and walk. The path is too narrow for the carriage, but it will not be far for you. Take your husband’s arm.’


  While he had been speaking a defiant pride had sprung up in her, instigating her to conceal every weakness. He had opened the carriage door and stepped out. She followed, taking the offered arm.


  ‘Take the horse and carriage to the stables,’ said the viscount to the coachman, who was his own servant, the vehicle and horse being also his. The coachman turned the horse’s head and vanished down the woodland track by which they had ascended.


  The viscount moved on, uttering private chuckles as numerous as a woodpecker’s taps, and Ethelberta with him. She walked as by a miracle, but she would walk. She would have died rather than not have walked then.


  She perceived now that they were somewhere in Enckworth wood. As they went, she noticed a faint shine upon the ground on the other side of the viscount, which showed her that they were walking beside a wet ditch. She remembered having seen it in the morning: it was a shallow ditch of mud. She might push him in, and run, and so escape before he could extricate himself. It would not hurt him. It was her last chance. She waited a moment for the opportunity.


  ‘We are one to one, and I am the stronger!’ she at last exclaimed triumphantly, and lifted her hand for a thrust.


  ‘On the contrary, darling, we are one to half-a-dozen, and you considerably the weaker,’ he tenderly replied, stepping back adroitly, and blowing a whistle. At once the bushes seemed to be animated in four or five places.


  ‘John?’ he said, in the direction of one of them.


  ‘Yes, my lord,’ replied a voice from the bush, and a keeper came forward.


  ‘William?’


  Another man advanced from another bush.


  ‘Quite right. Remain where you are for the present. Is Tomkins there?’


  ‘Yes, my lord,’ said a man from another part of the thicket.


  ‘You go and keep watch by the further lodge: there are poachers about. Where is Strongway?’


  ‘Just below, my lord.’


  ‘Tell him and his brother to go to the west gate, and walk up and down. Let them search round it, among the trees inside. Anybody there who cannot give a good account of himself to be brought before me to-morrow morning. I am living at the cottage at present. That’s all I have to say to you.’ And, turning round to Ethelberta: ‘Now, dearest, we will walk a little further if you are able. I have provided that your friends shall be taken care of.’ He tried to pull her hand towards him, gently, like a cat opening a door.


  They walked a little onward, and Lord Mountclere spoke again, with imperturbable good-humour:


  ‘I will tell you a story, to pass the time away. I have learnt the art from you—your mantle has fallen upon me, and all your inspiration with it. Listen, dearest. I saw a young man come to the house to-day. Afterwards I saw him cross a passage in your company. You entered the ball-room with him. That room is a treacherous place. It is panelled with wood, and between the panels and the walls is a passage for the servants, opening from the room by doors hidden in the woodwork. Lady Mountclere knew of one of these, and made use of it to let out her conspirator; Lord Mountclere knew of another, and made use of it to let in himself. His sight is not good, but his ears are unimpaired. A meeting was arranged to take place at the west gate at half-past seven, unless a note handed from the balcony mentioned another time and place. He heard it all—hee-hee!


  ‘When Lady Mountclere’s confederate came for the note, I was in waiting above, and handed one down a few minutes before the hour struck, confirming the time, but changing the place. When Lady Mountclere handed down her note, just as the clock was striking, her confederate had gone, and I was standing beneath the balcony to receive it. She dropped it into her husband’s hands—ho-ho-ho-ho!’


  ‘Lord Mountclere ordered a brougham to be at the west lodge, as fixed by Lady Mountclere’s note. Probably Lady Mountclere’s friend ordered a brougham to be at the north gate, as fixed by my note, written in imitation of Lady Mountclere’s hand. Lady Mountclere came to the spot she had mentioned, and like a good wife rushed into the arms of her husband—hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo-hoo!’


  As if by an ungovernable impulse, Ethelberta broke into laughter also—laughter which had a wild unnatural sound; it was hysterical. She sank down upon the leaves, and there continued the fearful laugh just as before.


  Lord Mountclere became greatly frightened. The spot they had reached was a green space within a girdle of hollies, and in front of them rose an ornamental cottage. This was the building which Ethelberta had visited earlier in the day: it was the Petit Trianon of Enckworth Court.


  The viscount left her side and hurried forward. The door of the building was opened by a woman.


  ‘Have you prepared for us, as I directed?’


  ‘Yes, my lord; tea and coffee are both ready.’


  ‘Never mind that now. Lady Mountclere is ill; come and assist her indoors. Tell the other woman to bring wine and water at once.’


  He returned to Ethelberta. She was better, and was sitting calmly on the bank. She rose without assistance.


  ‘You may retire,’ he said to the woman who had followed him, and she turned round. When Ethelberta saw the building, she drew back quickly.


  ‘Where is the other Lady Mountclere?’ she inquired.


  ‘Gone!’


  ‘She shall never return—never?’


  ‘Never. It was not intended that she should.’


  ‘That sounds well. Lord Mountclere, we may as well compromise matters.’


  ‘I think so too. It becomes a lady to make a virtue of a necessity.’


  ‘It was stratagem against stratagem. Mine was ingenious; yours was masterly! Accept my acknowledgment. We will enter upon an armed neutrality.’


  ‘No. Let me be your adorer and slave again, as ever. Your beauty, dearest, covers everything! You are my mistress and queen! But here we are at the door. Tea is prepared for us here. I have a liking for life in this cottage mode, and live here on occasion. Women, attend to Lady Mountclere.’


  The woman who had seen Ethelberta in the morning was alarmed at recognizing her, having since been informed officially of the marriage: she murmured entreaties for pardon. They assisted the viscountess to a chair, the door was closed, and the wind blew past as if nobody had ever stood there to interrupt its flight.


  Full of misgivings, Christopher continued to wait at the north gate. Half-past seven had long since been past, and no Ethelberta had appeared. He did not for the moment suppose the delay to be hers, and this gave him patience; having taken up the position, he was induced by fidelity to abide by the consequences. It would be only a journey of two hours to reach Anglebury Station; he would ride outside with the driver, put her into the train, and bid her adieu for ever. She had cried for help, and he had heard her cry.


  At last through the trees came the sound of the Court clock striking eight, and then, for the first time, a doubt arose in his mind whether she could have mistaken the gate. She had distinctly told Sol the west lodge; her note had expressed the north lodge. Could she by any accident have written one thing while meaning another? He entered the carriage, and drove round to the west gate. All was as silent there as at the other, the meeting between Ethelberta and Lord Mountclere being then long past; and he drove back again.


  He left the carriage, and entered the park on foot, approaching the house slowly. All was silent; the windows were dark; moping sounds came from the trees and sky, as from Sorrow whispering to Night. By this time he felt assured that the scheme had miscarried. While he stood here a carriage without lights came up the drive; it turned in towards the stable-yard without going to the door. The carriage had plainly been empty.


  Returning across the grass by the way he had come, he was startled by the voices of two men from the road hard by.


  ‘Have ye zeed anybody?’


  ‘Not a soul.’


  ‘Shall we go across again?’


  ‘What’s the good? let’s home to supper.’


  ‘My lord must have heard somebody, or ’a wouldn’t have said it.’


  ‘Perhaps he’s nervous now he’s living in the cottage again. I thought that fancy was over. Well, I’m glad ’tis a young wife he’s brought us. She’ll have her routs and her rackets as well as the high-born ones, you’ll see, as soon as she gets used to the place.’


  ‘She must be a queer Christian to pick up with him.’


  ‘Well, if she’ve charity ’tis enough for us poor men; her faith and hope may be as please God. Now I’m for on-along homeward.’


  As soon as they had gone Christopher moved from his hiding, and, avoiding the gravel-walk, returned to his coachman, telling him to drive at once to Anglebury.


  Julian was so impatient of the futility of his adventure that he wished to annihilate its existence. On reaching Anglebury he determined to get on at once to Melchester, that the event of the night might be summarily ended; to be still in the neighbourhood was to be still engaged in it. He reached home before midnight.


  Walking into their house near the quiet Close, as dissatisfied with himself as a man well could be who still retained health and an occupation, he found Faith sitting up as usual. His news was simple: the marriage had taken place before he could get there, and he had seen nothing of either ceremony or viscountess. The remainder he reserved for a more convenient season.


  Faith looked anxiously at him as he ate supper, smiling now and then.


  ‘Well, I am tired of this life,’ said Christopher.


  ‘So am I,’ said Faith. ‘Ah, if we were only rich!’


  ‘Ah, yes.’


  ‘Or if we were not rich,’ she said, turning her eyes to the fire. ‘If we were only slightly provided for, it would be better than nothing. How much would you be content with, Kit?’


  ‘As much as I could get.’


  ‘Would you be content with a thousand a year for both of us?’


  ‘I daresay I should,’ he murmured, breaking his bread.


  ‘Or five hundred for both?’


  ‘Or five hundred.’


  ‘Or even three hundred?’


  ‘Bother three hundred. Less than double the sum would not satisfy me. We may as well imagine much as little.’


  Faith’s countenance had fallen. ‘O Kit,’ she said, ‘you always disappoint me.’


  ‘I do. How do I disappoint you this time?’


  ‘By not caring for three hundred a year—a hundred and fifty each—when that is all I have to offer you.’


  ‘Faith!’ said he, looking up for the first time. ‘Ah—of course! Lucy’s will. I had forgotten.’


  ‘It is true, and I had prepared such a pleasant surprise for you, and now you don’t care! Our cousin Lucy did leave us something after all. I don’t understand the exact total sum, but it comes to a hundred and fifty a year each—more than I expected, though not so much as you deserved. Here’s the letter. I have been dwelling upon it all day, and thinking what a pleasure it would be; and it is not after all!’


  ‘Good gracious, Faith, I was only supposing. The real thing is another matter altogether. Well, the idea of Lucy’s will containing our names! I am sure I would have gone to the funeral had I known.’


  ‘I wish it were a thousand.’


  ‘O no—it doesn’t matter at all. But, certainly, three hundred for two is a tantalizing sum: not enough to enable us to change our condition, and enough to make us dissatisfied with going on as we are.’


  ‘We must forget we have it, and let it increase.’


  ‘It isn’t enough to increase much. We may as well use it. But how? Take a bigger house—what’s the use? Give up the organ?—then I shall be rather worse off than I am at present. Positively, it is the most provoking amount anybody could have invented had they tried ever so long. Poor Lucy, to do that, and not even to come near us when father died…. Ah, I know what we’ll do. We’ll go abroad—we’ll live in Italy.’


  ♣


  Sequel.


  Anglebury—Enckworth—Sandbourne


  Two years and a half after the marriage of Ethelberta, and the evening adventures which followed it, a man young in years, though considerably oldened in mood and expression, walked up to the ‘Red Lion’ Inn at Anglebury. The anachronism sat not unbecomingly upon him, and the voice was precisely that of the Christopher Julian of heretofore. His way of entering the inn and calling for a conveyance was more off-hand than formerly; he was much less afraid of the sound of his own voice now than when he had gone through the same performance on a certain chill evening the last time that he visited the spot. He wanted to be taken to Knollsea to meet the steamer there, and was not coming back by the same vehicle.


  It was a very different day from that of his previous journey along the same road; different in season; different in weather; and the humour of the observer differed yet more widely from its condition then than did the landscape from its former hues. In due time they reached a commanding situation upon the road, from which were visible knots and plantations of trees on the Enckworth manor. Christopher broke the silence.


  ‘Lord Mountclere is still alive and well, I am told?’


  ‘O ay. He’ll live to be a hundred. Never such a change as has come over the man of late years.’


  ‘Indeed!’


  ‘O, ’tis my lady. She’s a one to put up with! Still, ’tis said here and there that marrying her was the best day’s work that he ever did in his life, although she’s got to be my lord and my lady both.’


  ‘Is she happy with him?’


  ‘She is very sharp with the poor man—about happy I don’t know. He was a good-natured old man, for all his sins, and would sooner any day lay out money in new presents than pay it in old debts. But ’tis altered now. ’Tisn’t the same place. Ah, in the old times I have seen the floor of the servants’ hall over the vamp of your boot in solid beer that we had poured outside the horns because we couldn’t see straight enough to pour it in. See? No, we couldn’t see a hole in a ladder! And now, even at Christmas or Whitsuntide, when a man, if ever he desires to be overcome with a drop, would naturally wish it to be, you can walk out of Enckworth as straight as you walked in. All her doings.’


  ‘Then she holds the reins?’


  ‘She do! There was a little tussle at first; but how could a old man hold his own against such a spry young body as that! She threatened to run away from him, and kicked up Bob’s-a-dying, and I don’t know what all; and being the woman, of course she was sure to beat in the long run. Poor old nobleman, she marches him off to church every Sunday as regular as a clock, makes him read family prayers that haven’t been read in Enckworth for the last thirty years to my certain knowledge, and keeps him down to three glasses of wine a day, strict, so that you never see him any the more generous for liquor or a bit elevated at all, as it used to be. There, ’tis true, it has done him good in one sense, for they say he’d have been dead in five years if he had gone on as he was going.’


  ‘So that she’s a good wife to him, after all.’


  ‘Well, if she had been a little worse ’twould have been a little better for him in one sense, for he would have had his own way more. But he was a curious feller at one time, as we all know, and I suppose ’tis as much as he can expect; but ’tis a strange reverse for him. It is said that when he’s asked out to dine, or to anything in the way of a jaunt, his eye flies across to hers afore he answers: and if her eye says yes, he says yes: and if her eye says no, he says no. ’Tis a sad condition for one who ruled womankind as he, that a woman should lead him in a string whether he will or no.’


  ‘Sad indeed!’


  ‘She’s steward, and agent, and everything. She has got a room called “my lady’s office,” and great ledgers and cash-books you never see the like. In old times there were bailiffs to look after the workfolk, foremen to look after the tradesmen, a building-steward to look after the foremen, a land-steward to look after the building-steward, and a dashing grand agent to look after the land-steward: fine times they had then, I assure ’ee! My lady said they were eating out the property like a honeycomb, and then there was a terrible row. Half of ’em were sent flying; and now there’s only the agent, and the viscountess, and a sort of surveyor man, and of the three she does most work, so ’tis said. She marks the trees to be felled, settles what horses are to be sold and bought, and is out in all winds and weathers. There, if somebody hadn’t looked into things ’twould soon have been all up with his lordship, he was so very extravagant. In one sense ’twas lucky for him that she was born in humble life, because owing to it she knows the ins and outs of contriving, which he never did.’


  ‘Then a man on the verge of bankruptcy will do better to marry a poor and sensible wife than a rich and stupid one. Well, here we are at the seventh milestone. I will walk the remainder of the distance to Knollsea, as there is ample time for meeting the last steamboat.’


  When the man was gone Christopher proceeded slowly on foot down the hill, and reached that part of the highway at which he had stopped in the cold November breeze waiting for a woman who never came. He was older now, and he had ceased to wish that he had not been disappointed. There was the lodge, and around it were the trees, brilliant in the shining greens of June. Every twig sustained its bird, and every blossom its bee. The roadside was not muffled in a garment of dead leaves as it had been then, and the lodge-gate was not open as it always used to be. He paused to look through the bars. The drive was well kept and gravelled; the grass edgings, formerly marked by hoofs and ruts, and otherwise trodden away, were now green and luxuriant, bent sticks being placed at intervals as a protection.


  While he looked through the gate a woman stepped from the lodge to open it. In her haste she nearly swung the gate into his face, and would have completely done so had he not jumped back.


  ‘I beg pardon, sir,’ she said, on perceiving him. ‘I was going to open it for my lady, and I didn’t see you.’


  Christopher moved round the corner. The perpetual snubbing that he had received from Ethelberta ever since he had known her seemed about to be continued through the medium of her dependents.


  A trotting, accompanied by the sound of light wheels, had become perceptible; and then a vehicle came through the gate, and turned up the road which he had come down. He saw the back of a basket carriage, drawn by a pair of piebald ponies. A lad in livery sat behind with folded arms; the driver was a lady. He saw her bonnet, her shoulders, her hair—but no more. She lessened in his gaze, and was soon out of sight.


  He stood a long time thinking; but he did not wish her his.


  In this wholesome frame of mind he proceeded on his way, thankful that he had escaped meeting her, though so narrowly. But perhaps at this remote season the embarrassment of a rencounter would not have been intense. At Knollsea he entered the steamer for Sandbourne.


  Mr. Chickerel and his family now lived at Firtop Villa in that place, a house which, like many others, had been built since Julian’s last visit to the town. He was directed to the outskirts, and into a fir plantation where drives and intersecting roads had been laid out, and where new villas had sprung up like mushrooms. He entered by a swing gate, on which ‘Firtop’ was painted, and a maid-servant showed him into a neatly-furnished room, containing Mr. Chickerel, Mrs. Chickerel, and Picotee, the matron being reclined on a couch, which improved health had permitted her to substitute for a bed.


  He had been expected, and all were glad to see again the sojourner in foreign lands, even down to the lady-like tabby, who was all purr and warmth towards him except when she was all claws and coldness. But had the prime sentiment of the meeting shown itself it would have been the unqualified surprise of Christopher at seeing how much Picotee’s face had grown to resemble her sister’s: it was less a resemblance in contours than in expression and tone.


  They had an early tea, and then Mr. Chickerel, sitting in a patriarchal chair, conversed pleasantly with his guest, being well acquainted with him through other members of the family. They talked of Julian’s residence at different Italian towns with his sister; of Faith, who was at the present moment staying with some old friends in Melchester; and, as was inevitable, the discourse hovered over and settled upon Ethelberta, the prime ruler of the courses of them all, with little exception, through recent years.


  ‘It was a hard struggle for her,’ said Chickerel, looking reflectively out at the fir trees. ‘I never thought the girl would have got through it. When she first entered the house everybody was against her. She had to fight a whole host of them single-handed. There was the viscount’s brother, other relations, lawyers, ladies, servants, not one of them was her friend; and not one who wouldn’t rather have seen her arrive there in evil relationship with him than as she did come. But she stood her ground. She was put upon her mettle; and one by one they got to feel there was somebody among them whose little finger, if they insulted her, was thicker than a Mountclere’s loins. She must have had a will of iron; it was a situation that would have broken the hearts of a dozen ordinary women, for everybody soon knew that we were of no family, and that’s what made it so hard for her. But there she is as mistress now, and everybody respecting her. I sometimes fancy she is occasionally too severe with the servants, and I know what service is. But she says it is necessary, owing to her birth; and perhaps she is right.’


  ‘I suppose she often comes to see you?’


  ‘Four or five times a year,’ said Picotee.


  ‘She cannot come quite so often as she would,’ said Mrs. Chickerel, ‘because of her lofty position, which has its juties. Well, as I always say, Berta doesn’t take after me. I couldn’t have married the man even though he did bring a coronet with him.’


  ‘I shouldn’t have cared to let him ask ’ee,’ said Chickerel. ‘However, that’s neither here nor there—all ended better than I expected. He’s fond of her.’


  ‘And it is wonderful what can be done with an old man when you are his darling,’ said Mrs. Chickerel.


  ‘If I were Berta I should go to London oftener,’ said Picotee, to turn the conversation. ‘But she lives mostly in the library. And, O, what do you think? She is writing an epic poem, and employs Emmeline as her reader.’


  ‘Dear me. And how are Sol and Dan? You mentioned them once in your letters,’ said Christopher.


  ‘Berta has set them up as builders in London.’


  ‘She bought a business for them,’ said Chickerel. ‘But Sol wouldn’t accept her help for a long time, and now he has only agreed to it on condition of paying her back the money with interest, which he is doing. They have just signed a contract to build a hospital for twenty thousand pounds.’


  Picotee broke in—‘You knew that both Gwendoline and Cornelia married two years ago, and went to Queensland? They married two brothers, who were farmers, and left England the following week. Georgie and Myrtle are at school.’


  ‘And Joey?’


  ‘We are thinking of making Joseph a parson,’ said Mrs. Chickerel.


  ‘Indeed! a parson.’


  ‘Yes; ’tis a genteel living for the boy. And he’s talents that way. Since he has been under masters he knows all the strange sounds the old Romans and Greeks used to make by way of talking, and the love stories of the ancient women as if they were his own. I assure you, Mr. Julian, if you could hear how beautiful the boy tells about little Cupid with his bow and arrows, and the rows between that pagan apostle Jupiter and his wife because of another woman, and the handsome young gods who kissed Venus, you’d say he deserved to be made a bishop at once!’


  The evening advanced, and they walked in the garden. Here, by some means, Picotee and Christopher found themselves alone.


  ‘Your letters to my sister have been charming,’ said Christopher. ‘And so regular, too. It was as good as a birthday every time one arrived.’


  Picotee blushed and said nothing.


  Christopher had full assurance that her heart was where it had always been. A suspicion of the fact had been the reason of his visit here to-day.


  ‘Other letters were once written from England to Italy, and they acquired great celebrity. Do you know whose?’


  ‘Walpole’s?’ said Picotee timidly.


  ‘Yes; but they never charmed me half as much as yours. You may rest assured that one person in the world thinks Walpole your second.’


  ‘You should not have read them; they were not written to you. But I suppose you wished to hear of Ethelberta?’


  ‘At first I did,’ said Christopher. ‘But, oddly enough, I got more interested in the writer than in her news. I don’t know if ever before there has been an instance of loving by means of letters; if not, it is because there have never been such sweet ones written. At last I looked for them more anxiously than Faith.’


  ‘You see, you knew me before.’ Picotee would have withdrawn this remark if she could, fearing that it seemed like a suggestion of her love long ago.


  ‘Then, on my return, I thought I would just call and see you, and go away and think what would be best for me to do with a view to the future. But since I have been here I have felt that I could not go away to think without first asking you what you think on one point—whether you could ever marry me?’


  ‘I thought you would ask that when I first saw you.’


  ‘Did you. Why?’


  ‘You looked at me as if you would.’


  ‘Well,’ continued Christopher, ‘the worst of it is I am as poor as Job. Faith and I have three hundred a year between us, but only half is mine. So that before I get your promise I must let your father know how poor I am. Besides what I mention, I have only my earnings by music. But I am to be installed as chief organist at Melchester soon, instead of deputy, as I used to be; which is something.’


  ‘I am to have five hundred pounds when I marry. That was Lord Mountclere’s arrangement with Ethelberta. He is extremely anxious that I should marry well.’


  ‘That’s unfortunate. A marriage with me will hardly be considered well.’


  ‘O yes, it will,’ said Picotee quickly, and then looked frightened.


  Christopher drew her towards him, and imprinted a kiss upon her cheek, at which Picotee was not so wretched as she had been some years before when he mistook her for another in that performance.


  ‘Berta will never let us come to want,’ she said, with vivacity, when she had recovered. ‘She always gives me what is necessary.’


  ‘We will endeavour not to trouble her,’ said Christopher, amused by Picotee’s utter dependence now as ever upon her sister, as upon an eternal Providence. ‘However, it is well to be kin to a coach though you never ride in it. Now, shall we go indoors to your father? You think he will not object?’


  ‘I think he will be very glad,’ replied Picotee. ‘Berta will, I know.’


  the end


  ♣


  The Return of the Native


  by thomas hardy


  [Smith, Elder & Co., 1878]


  
    ‘To sorrow


    I bade good morrow,


    And thought to leave her far away behind;


    But cheerly, cheerly,


    She loves me dearly;


    She is so constant to me, and so kind.


    I would deceive her,


    And so leave her,


    But ah! she is so constant and so kind.’

  


  [The text follows the 1920 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Preface


  The date at which the following events are assumed to have occurred may be set down as between 1840 and 1850, when the old watering-place herein called ‘Budmouth’ still retained sufficient afterglow from its Georgian gaiety and prestige to lend it an absorbing attractiveness to the romantic and imaginative soul of a lonely dweller inland.


  Under the general name of ‘Egdon Heath,’ which has been given to the sombre scene of the story, are united or typified heaths of various real names, to the number of at least a dozen; these being virtually one in character and aspect, though their original unity, or partial unity, is now somewhat disguised by intrusive strips and slices brought under the plough with varying degrees of success, or planted to woodland.


  It is pleasant to dream that some spot in the extensive tract whose south-western quarter is here described, may be the heath of that traditionary King of Wessex—Lear.


  July, 1895.


  Postscript


  To prevent disappointment to searchers for scenery it should be added that though the action of the narrative is supposed to proceed in the central and most secluded part of the heaths united into one whole, as above described, certain topographical features resembling those delineated really lie on the margin of the waste, several miles to the westward of the centre. In some other respects also there has been a bringing together of scattered characteristics.


  The first edition of this novel was published in three volumes in 1878.


  T. H.


  April 1912.


  ♣


  Book First


  The Three Women


  I


  A Face on which Time Makes but Little Impression


  A Saturday afternoon in November was approaching the time of twilight, and the vast tract of unenclosed wild known as Egdon Heath embrowned itself moment by moment. Overhead the hollow stretch of whitish cloud shutting out the sky was as a tent which had the whole heath for its floor.


  The heaven being spread with this pallid screen and the earth with the darkest vegetation, their meeting-line at the horizon was clearly marked. In such contrast the heath wore the appearance of an instalment of night which had taken up its place before its astronomical hour was come: darkness had to a great extent arrived hereon, while day stood distinct in the sky. Looking upwards, a furze-cutter would have been inclined to continue work; looking down, he would have decided to finish his faggot and go home. The distant rims of the world and of the firmament seemed to be a division in time no less than a division in matter. The face of the heath by its mere complexion added half an hour to evening; it could in like manner retard the dawn, sadden noon, anticipate the frowning of storms scarcely generated, and intensify the opacity of a moonless midnight to a cause of shaking and dread.


  In fact, precisely at this transitional point of its nightly roll into darkness the great and particular glory of the Egdon waste began, and nobody could be said to understand the heath who had not been there at such a time. It could best be felt when it could not clearly be seen, its complete effect and explanation lying in this and the succeeding hours before the next dawn: then, and only then, did it tell its true tale. The spot was, indeed, a near relation of night, and when night showed itself an apparent tendency to gravitate together could be perceived in its shades and the scene. The sombre stretch of rounds and hollows seemed to rise and meet the evening gloom in pure sympathy, the heath exhaling darkness as rapidly as the heavens precipitated it. And so the obscurity in the air and the obscurity in the land closed together in a black fraternization towards which each advanced half-way.


  The place became full of a watchful intentness now; for when other things sank brooding to sleep the heath appeared slowly to awake and listen. Every night its Titanic form seemed to await something; but it had waited thus, unmoved, during so many centuries, through the crises of so many things, that it could only be imagined to await one last crisis—the final overthrow.


  It was a spot which returned upon the memory of those who loved it with an aspect of peculiar and kindly congruity. Smiling champaigns of flowers and fruit hardly do this, for they are permanently harmonious only with an existence of better reputation as to its issues than the present. Twilight combined with the scenery of Egdon Heath to evolve a thing majestic without severity, impressive without showiness, emphatic in its admonitions, grand in its simplicity. The qualifications which frequently invest the façade of a prison with far more dignity than is found in the façade of a palace double its size lent to this heath a sublimity in which spots renowned for beauty of the accepted kind are utterly wanting. Fair prospects wed happily with fair times; but alas, if times be not fair! Men have oftener suffered from the mockery of a place too smiling for their reason than from the oppression of surroundings oversadly tinged. Haggard Egdon appealed to a subtler and scarcer instinct, to a more recently learnt emotion, than that which responds to the sort of beauty called charming and fair.


  Indeed, it is a question if the exclusive reign of this orthodox beauty is not approaching its last quarter. The new Vale of Tempe may be a gaunt waste in Thule: human souls may find themselves in closer and closer harmony with external things wearing a sombreness distasteful to our race when it was young. The time seems near, if it has not actually arrived, when the chastened sublimity of a moor, a sea, or a mountain will be all of nature that is absolutely in keeping with the moods of the more thinking among mankind. And ultimately, to the commonest tourist, spots like Iceland may become what the vineyards and myrtle-gardens of South Europe are to him now; and Heidelberg and Baden be passed unheeded as he hastens from the Alps to the sand-dunes of Scheveningen.


  The most thorough-going ascetic could feel that he had a natural right to wander on Egdon: he was keeping within the line of legitimate indulgence when he laid himself open to influences such as these. Colours and beauties so far subdued were, at least, the birthright of all. Only in summer days of highest feather did its mood touch the level of gaiety. Intensity was more usually reached by way of the solemn than by way of the brilliant, and such a sort of intensity was often arrived at during winter darkness, tempests, and mists. Then Egdon was aroused to reciprocity; for the storm was its lover, and the wind its friend. Then it became the home of strange phantoms; and it was found to be the hitherto unrecognized original of those wild regions of obscurity which are vaguely felt to be compassing us about in midnight dreams of flight and disaster, and are never thought of after the dream till revived by scenes like this.


  It was at present a place perfectly accordant with man’s nature—neither ghastly, hateful, nor ugly: neither commonplace, unmeaning, nor tame; but, like man, slighted and enduring; and withal singularly colossal and mysterious in its swarthy monotony. As with some persons who have long lived apart, solitude seemed to look out of its countenance. It had a lonely face, suggesting tragical possibilities.


  This obscure, obsolete, superseded country figures in Domesday. Its condition is recorded therein as that of heathy, furzy, briary wilderness—‘Bruaria.’ Then follows the length and breadth in leagues; and, though some uncertainty exists as to the exact extent of this ancient lineal measure, it appears from the figures that the area of Egdon down to the present day has but little diminished. ‘Turbaria Bruaria’—the right of cutting heath-turf—occurs in charters relating to the district. ‘Overgrown with heth and mosse,’ says Leland of the same dark sweep of country.


  Here at least were intelligible facts regarding landscape—far-reaching proofs productive of genuine satisfaction. The untameable, Ishmaelitish thing that Egdon now was it always had been. Civilization was its enemy; and ever since the beginning of vegetation its soil had worn the same antique brown dress, the natural and invariable garment of the particular formation. In its venerable one coat lay a certain vein of satire on human vanity in clothes. A person on a heath in raiment of modern cut and colours has more or less an anomalous look. We seem to want the oldest and simplest human clothing where the clothing of the earth is so primitive.


  To recline on a stump of thorn in the central valley of Egdon, between afternoon and night, as now, where the eye could reach nothing of the world outside the summits and shoulders of heathland which filled the whole circumference of its glance, and to know that everything around and underneath had been from prehistoric times as unaltered as the stars overhead, gave ballast to the mind adrift on change, and harassed by the irrepressible New. The great inviolate place had an ancient permanence which the sea cannot claim. Who can say of a particular sea that it is old? Distilled by the sun, kneaded by the moon, it is renewed in a year, in a day, or in an hour. The sea changed, the fields changed, the rivers, the villages, and the people changed, yet Egdon remained. Those surfaces were neither so steep as to be destructible by weather, nor so flat as to be the victims of floods and deposits. With the exception of an aged highway, and a still more aged barrow presently to be referred to—themselves almost crystallized to natural products by long continuance—even the trifling irregularities were not caused by pickaxe, plough, or spade, but remained as the very finger-touches of the last geological change.


  The above-mentioned highway traversed the lower levels of the heath, from one horizon to another. In many portions of its course it overlaid an old vicinal way, which branched from the great Western road of the Romans, the Via Iceniana, or Ikenild Street, hard by. On the evening under consideration it would have been noticed that, though the gloom had increased sufficiently to confuse the minor features of the heath, the white surface of the road remained almost as clear as ever.


  ♣


  II


  Humanity Appears upon the Scene, Hand in Hand with Trouble


  Along the road walked an old man. He was white-headed as a mountain, bowed in the shoulders, and faded in general aspect. He wore a glazed hat, an ancient boat-cloak, and shoes; his brass buttons bearing an anchor upon their face. In his hand was a silver-headed walking-stick, which he used as a veritable third leg, perseveringly dotting the ground with its point at every few inches’ interval. One would have said that he had been, in his day, a naval officer of some sort or other.


  Before him stretched the long, laborious road, dry, empty, and white. It was quite open to the heath on each side, and bisected that vast dark surface like the parting-line on a head of black hair, diminishing and bending away on the furthest horizon.


  The old man frequently stretched his eyes ahead to gaze over the tract that he had yet to traverse. At length he discerned, a long distance in front of him, a moving spot, which appeared to be a vehicle, and it proved to be going the same way as that in which he himself was journeying. It was the single atom of life that the scene contained, and it only served to render the general loneliness more evident. Its rate of advance was slow, and the old man gained upon it sensibly.


  When he drew nearer he perceived it to be a spring van, ordinary in shape, but singular in colour, this being a lurid red. The driver walked beside it; and, like his van, he was completely red. One dye of that tincture covered his clothes, the cap upon his head, his boots, his face, and his hands. He was not temporarily overlaid with the colour: it permeated him.


  The old man knew the meaning of this. The traveller with the cart was a reddleman—a person whose vocation it was to supply farmers with redding for their sheep. He was one of a class rapidly becoming extinct in Wessex, filling at present in the rural world the place which, during the last century, the dodo occupied in the world of animals. He is a curious, interesting, and nearly perished link between obsolete forms of life and those which generally prevail.


  The decayed officer, by degrees, came up alongside his fellow-wayfarer, and wished him good evening. The reddleman turned his head, and replied in sad and occupied tones. He was young, and his face, if not exactly handsome, approached so near to handsome that nobody would have contradicted an assertion that it really was so in its natural colour. His eye, which glared so strangely through his stain, was in itself attractive—keen as that of a bird of prey, and blue as autumn mist. He had neither whisker nor moustache, which allowed the soft curves of the lower part of his face to be apparent. His lips were thin, and though, as it seemed, compressed by thought, there was a pleasant twitch at their corners now and then. He was clothed throughout in a tight-fitting suit of corduroy, excellent in quality, not much worn, and well-chosen for its purpose; but deprived of its original colour by his trade. It showed to advantage the good shape of his figure. A certain well-to-do air about the man suggested that he was not poor for his degree. The natural query of an observer would have been, Why should such a promising being as this have hidden his prepossessing exterior by adopting that singular occupation?


  After replying to the old man’s greeting he showed no inclination to continue in talk, although they still walked side by side, for the elder traveller seemed to desire company. There were no sounds but that of the booming wind upon the stretch of tawny herbage around them, the crackling wheels, the tread of the men, and the footsteps of the two shaggy ponies which drew the van. They were small, hardy animals, of a breed between Galloway and Exmoor, and were known as ‘heath-croppers’ here.


  Now, as they thus pursued their way, the reddleman occasionally left his companion’s side, and, stepping behind the van, looked into its interior through a small window. The look was always anxious. He would then return to the old man, who made another remark about the state of the country and so on, to which the reddleman again abstractedly replied, and then again they would lapse into silence. The silence conveyed to neither any sense of awkwardness; in these lonely places wayfarers, after a first greeting, frequently plod on for miles without speech; contiguity amounts to a tacit conversation where, otherwise than in cities, such contiguity can be put an end to on the merest inclination, and where not to put an end to it is intercourse in itself.


  Possibly these two might not have spoken again till their parting, had it not been for the reddleman’s visits to his van. When he returned from his fifth time of looking in the old man said, ‘You have something inside there besides your load?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Somebody who wants looking after?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Not long after this a faint cry sounded from the interior. The reddleman hastened to the back, looked in, and came away again.


  ‘You have a child there, my man?’


  ‘No, sir, I have a woman.’


  ‘The deuce you have! Why did she cry out?’


  ‘Oh, she has fallen asleep, and not being used to travelling, she’s uneasy, and keeps dreaming.’


  ‘A young woman?’


  ‘Yes, a young woman.’


  ‘That would have interested me forty years ago. Perhaps she’s your wife?’


  ‘My wife!’ said the other bitterly. ‘She’s above mating with such as I. But there’s no reason why I should tell you about that.’


  ‘That’s true. And there’s no reason why you should not. What harm can I do to you or to her?’


  The reddleman looked in the old man’s face. ‘Well, sir,’ he said at last, ‘I knew her before to-day, though perhaps it would have been better if I had not. But she’s nothing to me, and I am nothing to her; and she wouldn’t have been in my van if any better carriage had been there to take her.’


  ‘Where, may I ask?’


  ‘At Anglebury.’


  ‘I know the town well. What was she doing there?’


  ‘Oh, not much—to gossip about. However, she’s tired to death now, and not at all well, and that’s what makes her so restless. She dropped off into a nap about an hour ago, and ’twill do her good.’


  ‘A nice-looking girl, no doubt?’


  ‘You would say so.’


  The other traveller turned his eyes with interest towards the van window, and, without withdrawing them, said, ‘I presume I might look in upon her?’


  ‘No,’ said the reddleman abruptly. ‘It is getting too dark for you to see much of her; and, more than that, I have no right to allow you. Thank God she sleeps so well: I hope she won’t wake till she’s home.’


  ‘Who is she? One of the neighbourhood?’


  ‘’Tis no matter who, excuse me.’


  ‘It is not that girl of Blooms-End, who has been talked about more or less lately? If so, I know her; and I can guess what has happened.’


  ‘’Tis no matter…. Now, sir, I am sorry to say that we shall soon have to part company. My ponies are tired, and I have further to go, and I am going to rest them under this bank for an hour.’


  The elder traveller nodded his head indifferently, and the reddleman turned his horses and van in upon the turf, saying, ‘Good night.’ The old man replied, and proceeded on his way as before.


  The reddleman watched his form as it diminished to a speck on the road and became absorbed in the thickening films of night. He then took some hay from a truss which was slung up under the van, and, throwing a portion of it in front of the horses, made a pad of the rest, which he laid on the ground beside his vehicle. Upon this he sat down, leaning his back against the wheel. From the interior a low soft breathing came to his ear. It appeared to satisfy him, and he musingly surveyed the scene, as if considering the next step that he should take.


  To do things musingly, and by small degrees, seemed, indeed, to be a duty in the Egdon valleys at this transitional hour, for there was that in the condition of the heath itself which resembled protracted and halting dubiousness. It was the quality of the repose appertaining to the scene. This was not the repose of actual stagnation, but the apparent repose of incredible slowness. A condition of healthy life so nearly resembling the torpor of death is a noticeable thing of its sort; to exhibit the inertness of the desert, and at the same time to be exercising powers akin to those of the meadow, and even of the forest, awakened in those who thought of it the attentiveness usually engendered by understatement and reserve.


  The scene before the reddleman’s eyes was a gradual series of ascents from the level of the road backward into the heart of the heath. It embraced hillocks, pits, ridges, acclivities, one behind the other, till all was finished by a high hill cutting against the still light sky. The traveller’s eye hovered about these things for a time, and finally settled upon one noteworthy object up there. It was a barrow. This bossy projection of earth above its natural level occupied the loftiest ground of the loneliest height that the heath contained. Although from the vale it appeared but as a wart on an Atlantean brow, its actual bulk was great. It formed the pole and axis of this heathery world.


  As the resting man looked at the barrow he became aware that its summit, hitherto the highest object in the whole prospect round, was surmounted by something higher. It rose from the semi-globular mound like a spike from a helmet. The first instinct of an imaginative stranger might have been to suppose it the person of one of the Celts who built the barrow, so far had all of modern date withdrawn from the scene. It seemed a sort of last man among them, musing for a moment before dropping into eternal night with the rest of his race.


  There the form stood, motionless as the hill beneath. Above the plain rose the hill, above the hill rose the barrow, and above the barrow rose the figure. Above the figure was nothing that could be mapped elsewhere than on a celestial globe.


  Such a perfect, delicate, and necessary finish did the figure give to the dark pile of hills that it seemed to be the only obvious justification of their outline. Without it, there was the dome without the lantern; with it the architectural demands of the mass were satisfied. The scene was strangely homogeneous, in that the vale, the upland, the barrow, and the figure above it amounted only to unity. Looking at this or that member of the group was not observing a complete thing, but a fraction of a thing.


  The form was so much like an organic part of the entire motionless structure that to see it move would have impressed the mind as a strange phenomenon. Immobility being the chief characteristic of that whole which the person formed portion of, the discontinuance of immobility in any quarter suggested confusion.


  Yet that is what happened. The figure perceptibly gave up its fixity, shifted a step or two, and turned round. As if alarmed, it descended on the right side of the barrow, with the glide of a water-drop down a bud, and then vanished. The movement had been sufficient to show more clearly the characteristics of the figure, and that it was a woman’s.


  The reason of her sudden displacement now appeared. With her dropping out of sight on the right side, a new-comer, bearing a burden, protruded into the sky on the left side, ascended the tumulus, and deposited the burden on the top. A second followed, then a third, a fourth, a fifth, and ultimately the whole barrow was peopled with burdened figures.


  The only intelligible meaning in this sky-backed pantomime of silhouettes was that the woman had no relation to the forms who had taken her place, was sedulously avoiding these, and had come thither for another object than theirs. The imagination of the observer clung by preference to that vanished, solitary figure, as to something more interesting, more important, more likely to have a history worth knowing than these new-comers, and unconsciously regarded them as intruders. But they remained, and established themselves; and the lonely person who hitherto had been queen of the solitude did not at present seem likely to return.


  ♣


  III


  The Custom of the Country


  Had a looker-on been posted in the immediate vicinity of the barrow, he would have learned that these persons were boys and men of the neighbouring hamlets. Each, as he ascended the barrow, had been heavily laden with furze-faggots, carried upon the shoulder by means of a long stake sharpened at each end for impaling them easily—two in front and two behind. They came from a part of the heath a quarter of a mile to the rear, where furze almost exclusively prevailed as a product.


  Every individual was so involved in furze by his method of carrying the faggots that he appeared like a bush on legs till he had thrown them down. The party had marched in trail, like a travelling flock of sheep; that is to say, the strongest first, the weak and young behind.


  The loads were all laid together, and a pyramid of furze thirty feet in circumference now occupied the crown of the tumulus, which was known as Rainbarrow for many miles round. Some made themselves busy with matches, and in selecting the driest tufts of furze, others in loosening the bramble bonds which held the faggots together. Others, again, while this was in progress, lifted their eyes and swept the vast expanse of country commanded by their position, now lying nearly obliterated by shade. In the valleys of the heath nothing save its own wild face was visible at any time of day; but this spot commanded a horizon enclosing a tract of far extent, and in many cases lying beyond the heath country. None of its features could be seen now, but the whole made itself felt as a vague stretch of remoteness.


  While the men and lads were building the pile, a change took place in the mass of shade which denoted the distant landscape. Red suns and tufts of fire one by one began to arise, flecking the whole country round. They were the bonfires of other parishes and hamlets that were engaged in the same sort of commemoration. Some were distant, and stood in a dense atmosphere, so that bundles of pale strawlike beams radiated around them in the shape of a fan. Some were large and near, glowing scarlet-red from the shade, like wounds in a black hide. Some were Mænades, with winy faces and blown hair. These tinctured the silent bosom of the clouds above them and lit up their ephemeral caves, which seemed thenceforth to become scalding caldrons. Perhaps as many as thirty bonfires could be counted within the whole bounds of the district; and as the hour may be told on a clock-face when the figures themselves are invisible, so did the men recognize the locality of each fire by its angle and direction, though nothing of the scenery could be viewed.


  The first tall flame from Rainbarrow sprang into the sky, attracting all eyes that had been fixed on the distant conflagrations back to their own attempt in the same kind. The cheerful blaze streaked the inner surface of the human circle—now increased by other stragglers, male and female—with its own gold livery, and even overlaid the dark turf around with a lively luminousness, which softened off into obscurity where the barrow rounded downwards out of sight. It showed the barrow to be the segment of a globe, as perfect as on the day when it was thrown up, even the little ditch remaining from which the earth was dug. Not a plough had ever disturbed a grain of that stubborn soil. In the heath’s barrenness to the farmer lay its fertility to the historian. There had been no obliteration, because there had been no tending.


  It seemed as if the bonfire-makers were standing in some radiant upper storey of the world, detached from and independent of the dark stretches below. The heath down there was now a vast abyss, and no longer a continuation of what they stood on; for their eyes, adapted to the blaze, could see nothing of the deeps beyond its influence. Occasionally, it is true, a more vigorous flare than usual from their faggots sent darting lights like aides-de-camp down the inclines to some distant bush, pool, or patch of white sand, kindling these to replies of the same colour, till all was lost in darkness again. Then the whole black phenomenon beneath represented Limbo as viewed from the brink by the sublime Florentine in his vision, and the muttered articulations of the wind in the hollows were as complaints and petitions from the ‘souls of mighty worth’ suspended therein.


  It was as if these men and boys had suddenly dived into past ages, and fetched therefrom an hour and deed which had before been familiar with this spot. The ashes of the original British pyre which blazed from that summit lay fresh and undisturbed in the barrow beneath their tread. The flames from funeral piles long ago kindled there had shone down upon the lowlands as these were shining now. Festival fires to Thor and Woden had followed on the same ground and duly had their day. Indeed, it is pretty well known that such blazes as this the heathmen were now enjoying are rather the lineal descendants from jumbled Druidical rites and Saxon ceremonies than the invention of popular feeling about Gunpowder Plot.


  Moreover to light a fire is the instinctive and resistant act of man when, at the winter ingress, the curfew is sounded throughout Nature. It indicates a spontaneous, Promethean rebelliousness against the fiat that this recurrent season shall bring foul times, cold darkness, misery and death. Black chaos comes, and the fettered gods of the earth say, Let there be light.


  The brilliant lights and sooty shades which struggled upon the skin and clothes of the persons standing round caused their lineaments and general contours to be drawn with Dureresque vigour and dash. Yet the permanent moral expression of each face it was impossible to discover, for as the nimble flames towered, nodded, and swooped through the surrounding air, the blots of shade and flakes of light upon the countenances of the group changed shape and position endlessly. All was unstable; quivering as leaves, evanescent as lightning. Shadowy eye-sockets, deep as those of a death’s head, suddenly turned into pits of lustre: a lantern-jaw was cavernous, then it was shining; wrinkles were emphasized to ravines, or obliterated entirely by a changed ray. Nostrils were dark wells; sinews in old necks were gilt mouldings; things with no particular polish on them were glazed; bright objects, such as the tip of a furze-hook one of the men carried, were as glass; eyeballs glowed like little lanterns. Those whom Nature had depicted as merely quaint became grotesque, the grotesque became preternatural; for all was in extremity.


  Hence it may be that the face of an old man, who had like others been called to the heights by the rising flames, was not really the mere nose and chin that it appeared to be, but an appreciable quantity of human countenance. He stood complacently sunning himself in the heat. With a speaker, or stake, he tossed the outlying scraps of fuel into the conflagration, looking at the midst of the pile, occasionally lifting his eyes to measure the height of the flame, or to follow the great sparks which rose with it and sailed away into darkness. The beaming sight, and the penetrating warmth, seemed to breed in him a cumulative cheerfulness, which soon amounted to delight. With his stick in his hand he began to jig a private minuet, a bunch of copper seals shining and swinging like a pendulum from under his waistcoat: he also began to sing, in the voice of a bee up a flue—


  
    ‘The king' call’d down' his no-bles all',


    By one', by two', by three';


    Earl Mar'-shal, I’ll' go shrive'-the queen',


    And thou' shalt wend' with me'.

  


  
    ‘A boon', a boon', quoth Earl' Mar-shal',


    And fell' on his bend'-ded knee',


    That what'-so-e’er' the queen' shall say',


    No harm' there-of' may be'.’

  


  Want of breath prevented a continuance of the song; and the breakdown attracted the attention of a firm-standing man of middle age, who kept each corner of his crescent-shaped mouth rigorously drawn back into his cheek, as if to do away with any suspicion of mirthfulness which might erroneously have attached to him.


  ‘A fair stave, Grandfer Cantle; but I am afeard ’tis too much for the mouldy weasand of such a old man as you,’ he said to the wrinkled reveller. ‘Dostn’t wish th’ wast three sixes again, Grandfer, as you was when you first learnt to sing it?’


  ‘Hey?’ said Grandfer Cantle, stopping in his dance.


  ‘Dostn’t wish wast young again, I say? There’s a hole in thy poor bellows nowadays seemingly.’


  ‘But there’s good art in me? If I couldn’t make a little wind go a long ways I should seem no younger than the most aged man, should I, Timothy?’


  ‘And how about the new-married folks down there at the Quiet Woman Inn?’ the other inquired, pointing towards a dim light in the direction of the distant highway, but considerably apart from where the reddleman was at that moment resting. ‘What’s the rights of the matter about ’em? You ought to know, being an understanding man.’


  ‘But a little rakish, hey? I own to it. Master Cantle is that, or he’s nothing. Yet ’tis a gay fault, neighbour Fairway, that age will cure.’


  ‘I heard that they were coming home to-night. By this time they must have come. What besides?’


  ‘The next thing is for us to go and wish ’em joy, I suppose?’


  ‘Well, no.’


  ‘No? Now, I thought we must. I must, or ’twould be very unlike me—the first in every spree that’s going!


  
    “Do thou' put on' a fri'-ar’s coat',


    And I’ll' put on' a-no'-ther,


    And we' will to' Queen Ele'anor go',


    Like Fri'ar and' his bro'ther.”

  


  I met Mis’ess Yeobright, the young bride’s aunt, last night, and she told me that her son Clym was coming home a’ Christmas. Wonderful clever, ’a believe—ah, I should like to have all that’s under that young man’s hair. Well, then, I spoke to her in my well-known merry way, and she said, “O that what’s shaped so venerable should talk like a fool!”—that’s what she said to me. I don’t care for her, be jowned if I do, and so I told her. “Be jowned if I care for ’ee,” I said. I had her there—hey?’


  ‘I rather think she had you,’ said Fairway.


  ‘No,’ said Grandfer Cantle, his countenance slightly flagging. ‘’Tisn’t so bad as that with me?’


  ‘Seemingly ’tis; however, is it because of the wedding that Clym is coming home a’ Christmas—to make a new arrangement because his mother is now left in the house alone?’


  ‘Yes, yes—that’s it. But, Timothy, hearken to me,’ said the Grandfer earnestly. ‘Though known as such a joker, I be an understanding man if you catch me serious, and I am serious now. I can tell ’ee lots about the married couple. Yes, this morning at six o’clock they went up the country to do the job, and neither vell nor mark have been seen of ’em since, though I reckon that this afternoon has brought ’em home again, man and woman—wife, that is. Isn’t it spoke like a man, Timothy, and wasn’t Mis’ess Yeobright wrong about me?’


  ‘Yes, it will do. I didn’t know the two had walked together since last fall, when her aunt forbad the banns. How long has this new set-to been in mangling then? Do you know, Humphrey?’


  ‘Yes, how long?’ said Grandfer Cantle smartly, likewise turning to Humphrey. ‘I ask that question.’


  ‘Ever since her aunt altered her mind, and said she might hae the man after all,’ replied Humphrey, without removing his eyes from the fire. He was a somewhat solemn young fellow, and carried the hook and leather gloves of a furze-cutter, his legs, by reason of that occupation, being sheathed in bulging leggings as stiff as the Philistine’s greaves of brass. ‘That’s why they went away to be married, I count. You see, after kicking up such a nunny-watch and forbidding the banns ’twould have made Mis’ess Yeobright seem foolish-like to have a banging wedding in the same parish all as if she’d never gainsaid it.’


  ‘Exactly—seem foolish-like; and that’s very bad for the poor things that be so, though I only guess as much, to be sure,’ said Grandfer Cantle, still strenuously preserving a sensible bearing and mien.


  ‘Ah, well, I was at church that day,’ said Fairway, ‘which was a very curious thing to happen.’


  ‘If ’twasn’t my name’s Simple,’ said the Grandfer emphatically. ‘I ha’n’t been there to-year; and now the winter is a-coming on I won’t say I shall.’


  ‘I ha’n’t been these three years,’ said Humphrey; ‘for I’m so dead sleepy of a Sunday; and ’tis so terrible far to get there; and when you do get there ’tis such a mortal poor chance that you’ll be chose for up above, when so many bain’t, that I bide at home and don’t go at all.’


  ‘I not only happened to be there,’ said Fairway, with a fresh collection of emphasis, ‘but I was sitting in the same pew as Mis’ess Yeobright. And though you may not see it as such, it fairly made my blood run cold to hear her. Yes, it is a curious thing; but it made my blood run cold, for I was close at her elbow.’ The speaker looked round upon the bystanders, now drawing closer to hear him, with his lips gathered tighter than ever in the rigorousness of his descriptive moderation.


  ‘’Tis a serious job to have things happen to ’ee there,’ said a woman behind.


  ‘“Ye are to declare it,” was the parson’s words,’ Fairway continued. ‘And then up stood a woman at my side—a-touching of me. “Well, be damned if there isn’t Mis’ess Yeobright a-standing up,” I said to myself. Yes, neighbours, though I was in the temple of prayer that’s what I said. ’Tis against my conscience to curse and swear in company, and I hope any woman here will overlook it. Still what I did say I did say, and ’twould be a lie if I didn’t own it.’


  ‘So ’twould, neighbour Fairway.’


  ‘“Be damned if there isn’t Mis’ess Yeobright a-standing up,” I said,’ the narrator repeated, giving out the bad word with the same passionless severity of face as before, which proved how entirely necessity and not gusto had to do with the iteration. ‘And the next thing I heard was, “I forbid the banns,” from her. “I’ll speak to you after the service,” said the parson, in quite a homely way—yes, turning all at once into a common man no holier than you or I. Ah, her face was pale! Maybe you can call to mind that monument in Weatherbury church—the cross-legged soldier that have had his arm knocked away by the school-children? Well, he would about have matched that woman’s face, when she said, “I forbid the banns.”’


  The audience cleared their throats and tossed a few stalks into the fire, not because these deeds were urgent, but to give themselves time to weigh the moral of the story.


  ‘I’m sure when I heard they’d been forbid I felt as glad as if anybody had gied me sixpence,’ said an earnest voice—that of Olly Dowden, a woman who lived by making heath brooms, or besoms. Her nature was to be civil to enemies as well as to friends, and grateful to all the world for letting her remain alive.


  ‘And now the maid have married him just the same,’ said Humphrey.


  ‘After that Mis’ess Yeobright came round and was quite agreeable,’ Fairway resumed, with an unheeding air, to show that his words were no appendage to Humphrey’s, but the result of independent reflection.


  ‘Supposing they were ashamed, I don’t see why they shouldn’t have done it here-right,’ said a wide-spread woman whose stays creaked like shoes whenever she stooped or turned. ‘’Tis well to call the neighbours together and to hae a good racket once now and then; and it may as well be when there’s a wedding as at tide-times. I don’t care for close ways.’


  ‘Ah, now, you’d hardly believe it, but I don’t care for gay weddings,’ said Timothy Fairway, his eyes again travelling round. ‘I hardly blame Thomasin Yeobright and neighbour Wildeve for doing it quiet, if I must own it. A wedding at home means five and six-handed reels by the hour; and they do a man’s legs no good when he’s over forty.’


  ‘True. Once at the woman’s house you can hardly say nay to being one in a jig, knowing all the time that you be expected to make yourself worth your victuals.’


  ‘You be bound to dance at Christmas because ’tis the time o’ year; you must dance at weddings because ’tis the time o’ life. At christenings folk will even smuggle in a reel or two, if ’tis no further on than the first or second chiel. And this is not naming the songs you’ve got to sing…. For my part I like a good hearty funeral as well as anything. You’ve as splendid victuals and drink as at other parties, and even better. And it don’t wear your legs to stumps in talking over a poor fellow’s ways as it do to stand up in hornpipes.’


  ‘Nine folks out of ten would own ’twas going too far to dance then, I suppose?’ suggested Grandfer Cantle.


  ‘’Tis the only sort of party a staid man can feel safe at after the mug have been round a few times.’


  ‘Well, I can’t understand a quiet lady-like little body like Tamsin Yeobright caring to be married in such a mean way,’ said Susan Nunsuch, the wide woman, who preferred the original subject. ‘’Tis worse than the poorest do. And I shouldn’t have cared about the man, though some may say he’s good-looking.’


  ‘To give him his due he’s a clever, learned fellow in his way—a’most as clever as Clym Yeobright used to be. He was brought up to better things than keeping the Quiet Woman. An engineer—that’s what the man was, as we know; but he threw away his chance, and so ’a took a public-house to live. His learning was no use to him at all.’


  ‘Very often the case,’ said Olly, the besom-maker. ‘And yet how people do strive after it and get it! The class of folk that couldn’t use to make a round O to save their bones from the pit can write their names now without a sputter of the pen, oftentimes without a single blot: what do I say?—why, almost without a desk to lean their stomachs and elbows upon.’


  ‘True: ’tis amazing what a polish the world have been brought to,’ said Humphrey.


  ‘Why, afore I went a soldier in the Bang-up Locals (as we was called), in the year four,’ chimed in Grandfer Cantle brightly, ‘I didn’t know no more what the world was like than the commonest man among ye. And now, jown it all, I won’t say what I bain’t fit for, hey?’


  ‘Couldst sign the book, no doubt,’ said Fairway, ‘if wast young enough to join hands with a woman again, like Wildeve and Mis’ess Tamsin, which is more than Humph there could do, for he follows his father in learning. Ah, Humph, well I can mind when I was married how I zid thy father’s mark staring me in the face as I went to put down my name. He and your mother were the couple married just afore we were, and there stood thy father’s cross with arms stretched out like a great banging scarecrow. What a terrible black cross that was—thy father’s very likeness in en! To save my soul I couldn’t help laughing when I zid en, though all the time I was as hot as dog-days, what with the marrying, and what with the woman a-hanging to me, and what with Jack Changley and a lot more chaps grinning at me through church window. But the next moment a strawmote would have knocked me down, for I called to mind that if thy father and mother had had high words once, they’d been at it twenty times since they’d been man and wife, and I zid myself as the next poor stunpoll to get into the same mess…. Ah—well, what a day ’twas!’


  ‘Wildeve is older than Tamsin Yeobright by a good-few summers. A pretty maid too she is. A young woman with a home must be a fool to tear her smock for a man like that.’


  The speaker, a peat or turf-cutter, who had newly joined the group, carried across his shoulder the singular heart-shaped spade of large dimensions used in that species of labour; and its well-whetted edge gleamed like a silver bow in the beams of the fire.


  ‘A hundred maidens would have had him if he’d asked ’em,’ said the wide woman.


  ‘Didst ever know a man, neighbour, that no woman at all would marry?’ inquired Humphrey.


  ‘I never did,’ said the turf-cutter.


  ‘Nor I,’ said another.


  ‘Nor I,’ said Grandfer Cantle.


  ‘Well, now, I did once,’ said Timothy Fairway, adding more firmness to one of his legs. ‘I did know of such a man. But only once, mind.’ He gave his throat a thorough rake round, as if it were the duty of every person not to be mistaken through thickness of voice. ‘Yes, I knew of such a man,’ he said.


  ‘And what ghastly gallicrow might the poor fellow have been like, Master Fairway?’ asked the turf-cutter.


  ‘Well, ’a was neither a deaf man, nor a dumb man, nor a blind man. What ’a was I don’t say.’


  ‘Is he known in these parts?’ said Olly Dowden.


  ‘Hardly,’ said Timothy; ‘but I name no name…. Come, keep the fire up there, youngsters.’


  ‘Whatever is Christian Cantle’s teeth a-chattering for?’ said a boy from amid the smoke and shades on the other side of the blaze. ‘Be ye a-cold, Christian?’


  A thin jibbering voice was heard to reply, ‘No, not at all.’


  ‘Come forward, Christian, and show yourself. I didn’t know you were here,’ said Fairway, with a humane look across towards that quarter.


  Thus requested, a faltering man, with reedy hair, no shoulders, and a great quantity of wrist and ankle beyond his clothes, advanced a step or two by his own will, and was pushed by the will of others half a dozen steps more. He was Grandfer Cantle’s youngest son.


  ‘What be ye quaking for, Christian?’ said the turf-cutter kindly.


  ‘I’m the man.’


  ‘What man?’


  ‘The man no woman will marry.’


  ‘The deuce you be!’ said Timothy Fairway, enlarging his gaze to cover Christian’s whole surface and a great deal more; Grandfer Cantle meanwhile staring as a hen stares at the duck she has hatched.


  ‘Yes, I be he; and it makes me afeard,’ said Christian. ‘D’ye think ’twill hurt me? I shall always say I don’t care, and swear to it, though I do care all the while.’


  ‘Well, be damned if this isn’t the queerest start ever I know’d,’ said Mr. Fairway. ‘I didn’t mean you at all. There’s another in the country, then! Why did ye reveal yer misfortune, Christian?’


  ‘’Twas to be if ’twas, I suppose. I can’t help it, can I?’ He turned upon them his painfully circular eyes, surrounded by concentric lines like targets.


  ‘No, that’s true. But ’tis a melancholy thing, and my blood ran cold when you spoke, for I felt there were two poor fellows where I had thought only one. ’Tis a sad thing for ye, Christian. How’st know the women won’t hae thee?’


  ‘I’ve asked ’em.’


  ‘Sure I should never have thought you had the face. Well, and what did the last one say to ye? Nothing that can’t be got over, perhaps, after all?’


  ‘“Get out of my sight, you slack-twisted, slim-looking maphrotight fool,” was the woman’s words to me.’


  ‘Not encouraging, I own,’ said Fairway. ‘“Get out of my sight, you slack-twisted, slim-looking maphrotight fool,” is rather a hard way of saying No. But even that might be overcome by time and patience, so as to let a few grey hairs show themselves in the hussy’s head. How old be you, Christian?’


  ‘Thirty-one last tatie-digging, Mister Fairway.’


  ‘Not a boy—not a boy. Still there’s hope yet.’


  ‘That’s my age by baptism, because that’s put down in the great book of the Judgment that they keep in church vestry; but mother told me I was born some time afore I was christened.’


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘But she couldn’t tell when, to save her life, except that there was no moon.’


  ‘No moon: that’s bad. Hey, neighbours, that’s bad for him!’


  ‘Yes, ’tis bad,’ said Grandfer Cantle, shaking his head.


  ‘Mother know’d ’twas no moon, for she asked another woman that had an almanac, as she did whenever a boy was born to her, because of the saying, “No moon, no man,” which made her afeard every man-child she had. Do ye really think it serious, Mister Fairway, that there was no moon?’


  ‘Yes; “No moon, no man.” ’Tis one of the truest sayings ever spit out. The boy never comes to anything that’s born at new moon. A bad job for thee, Christian, that you should have showed your nose then of all days in the month.’


  ‘I suppose the moon was terrible full when you were born?’ said Christian, with a look of hopeless admiration at Fairway.


  ‘Well, ’a was not new,’ Mr. Fairway replied, with a disinterested gaze.


  ‘I’d sooner go without drink at Lammas-tide than be a man of no moon,’ continued Christian, in the same shattered recitative. ‘’Tis said I be only the rames of a man, and no good for my race at all; and I suppose that’s the cause o’t.’


  ‘Ay,’ said Grandfer Cantle, somewhat subdued in spirit; ‘and yet his mother cried for scores of hours when ’a was a boy, for fear he should outgrow hisself and go for a soldier.’


  ‘Well, there’s many just as bad as he,’ said Fairway. ‘Wethers must live their time as well as other sheep, poor soul.’


  ‘So perhaps I shall rub on? Ought I to be afeard o’ nights, Master Fairway?’


  ‘You’ll have to lie alone all your life; and ’tis not to married couples but to single sleepers that a ghost shows himself when ’a do come. One has been seen lately, too. A very strange one.’


  ‘No—don’t talk about it if ’tis agreeable of ye not to! ’Twill make my skin crawl when I think of it in bed alone. But you will—ah, you will, I know, Timothy; and I shall dream all night o’t! A very strange one? What sort of a spirit did ye mean when ye said, a very strange one, Timothy?—no, no—don’t tell me.’


  ‘I don’t half believe in spirits myself. But I think it ghostly enough—what I was told. ’Twas a little boy that zid it.’


  ‘What was it like?—no, don’t——’


  ‘A red one. Yes, most ghosts be white; but this is as if it had been dipped in blood.’


  Christian drew a deep breath without letting it expand his body, and Humphrey said, ‘Where has it been seen?’


  ‘Not exactly here; but in this same heth. But ’tisn’t a thing to talk about. What do ye say,’ continued Fairway in brisker tones, and turning upon them as if the idea had not been Grandfer Cantle’s—‘what do you say to giving the new man and wife a bit of a song to-night afore we go to bed—being their wedding-day? When folks are just married ’tis as well to look glad o’t, since looking sorry won’t unjoin ’em. I am no drinker, as we know, but when the womenfolk and youngsters have gone home we can drop down across to the Quiet Woman, and strike up a ballet in front of the married folks’ door. ’Twill please the young wife, and that’s what I should like to do, for many’s the skinful I’ve had at her hands when she lived with her aunt at Blooms-End.’


  ‘Hey? And so we will!’ said Grandfer Cantle, turning so briskly that his copper seals swung extravagantly. ‘I’m as dry as a kex with biding up here in the wind, and I haven’t seen the colour of drink since nammet-time to-day. ’Tis said that the last brew at the Woman is very pretty drinking. And, neighbours, if we should be a little late in the finishing, why, to-morrow’s Sunday, and we can sleep it off?’


  ‘Grandfer Cantle! you take things very careless for an old man,’ said the wide woman.


  ‘I take things careless; I do—too careless to please the women! Klk! I’ll sing the “Jovial Crew,” or any other song, when a weak old man would cry his eyes out. Jown it; I am up for anything.


  
    “The king' look’d o'-ver his left' shoul-der',


    And a grim' look look'-ed hee',


    Earl Mar'-shal, he said', but for' my oath'


    Or hang'-ed thou' shouldst bee'.”’

  


  ‘Well, that’s what we’ll do,’ said Fairway. ‘We’ll give ’em a song, an’ it please the Lord. What’s the good of Thomasin’s cousin Clym a-coming home after the deed’s done? He should have come afore, if so be he wanted to stop it, and marry her himself.’


  ‘Perhaps he’s coming to bide with his mother a little time, as she must feel lonely now the maid’s gone.’


  ‘Now, ’tis very odd, but I never feel lonely—no, not at all,’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘I am as brave in the night-time as a’ admiral!’


  The bonfire was by this time beginning to sink low, for the fuel had not been of that substantial sort which can support a blaze long. Most of the other fires within the wide horizon were also dwindling weak. Attentive observation of their brightness, colour, and length of existence would have revealed the quality of the material burnt; and through that, to some extent the natural produce of the district in which each bonfire was situate. The clear, kingly effulgence that had characterized the majority expressed a heath and furze country like their own, which in one direction extended an unlimited number of miles: the rapid flares and extinctions at other points of the compass showed the lightest of fuel—straw, beanstalks, and the usual waste from arable land. The most enduring of all—steady unaltering eyes like planets—signified wood, such as hazel-branches, thorn-faggots, and stout billets. Fires of the last-mentioned materials were rare, and, though comparatively small in magnitude beside the transient blazes, now began to get the best of them by mere long-continuance. The great ones had perished, but these remained. They occupied the remotest visible positions—sky-backed summits rising out of rich coppice and plantation districts to the north, where the soil was different, and heath foreign and strange.


  Save one; and this was the nearest of any, the moon of the whole shining throng. It lay in a direction precisely opposite to that of the little window in the vale below. Its nearness was such that, notwithstanding its actual smallness, its glow infinitely transcended theirs.


  This quiet eye had attracted attention from time to time; and when their own fire had become sunken and dim it attracted more; some even of the wood fires more recently lighted had reached their decline, but no change was perceptible here.


  ‘To be sure, how near that fire is!’ said Fairway. ‘Seemingly, I can see a fellow of some sort walking round it. Little and good must be said of that fire, surely.’


  ‘I can throw a stone there,’ said the boy.


  ‘And so can I!’ said Grandfer Cantle.


  ‘No, no, you can’t, my sonnies. That fire is not much less than a mile off, for all that ’a seems so near.’


  ‘’Tis in the heath, but not furze,’ said the turf-cutter.


  ‘’Tis cleft-wood, that’s what ’tis,’ said Timothy Fairway. ‘Nothing would burn like that except clean timber. And ’tis on the knap afore the old captain’s house at Mistover. Such a queer mortal as that man is! To have a little fire inside your own bank and ditch, that nobody else may enjoy it or come anigh it! And what a zany an old chap must be, to light a bonfire when there’s no youngsters to please.’


  ‘Cap’n Vye has been for a long walk to-day, and is quite tired out,’ said Grandfer Cantle, ‘so ’tisn’t likely to be he.’


  ‘And he would hardly afford good fuel like that,’ said the wide woman.


  ‘Then it must be his grand-daughter,’ said Fairway. ‘Not that a body of her age can want a fire much.’


  ‘She is very strange in her ways, living up there by herself, and such things please her,’ said Susan.


  ‘She’s a well-favoured maid enough,’ said Humphrey the furze-cutter; ‘especially when she’s got one of her dandy gowns on.’


  ‘That’s true,’ said Fairway. ‘Well, let her bonfire burn an’t will. Ours is well-nigh out by the look o’t.’


  ‘How dark ’tis now the fire’s gone down!’ said Christian Cantle, looking behind him with his hare eyes. ‘Don’t ye think we’d better get home-along, neighbours? The heth isn’t haunted, I know; but we’d better get home…. Ah, what was that?’


  ‘Only the wind,’ said the turf-cutter.


  ‘I don’t think Fifth-of-Novembers ought to be kept up by night except in towns. It should be by day in outstep, ill-accounted places like this!’


  ‘Nonsense, Christian. Lift up your spirits like a man! Susy, dear, you and I will have a jig—hey, my honey?—before ’tis quite too dark to see how well-favoured you be still, though so many summers have passed since your husband, a son of a witch, snapped you up from me.’


  This was addressed to Susan Nunsuch; and the next circumstance of which the beholders were conscious was a vision of the matron’s broad form whisking off towards the space whereon the fire had been kindled. She was lifted bodily by Mr. Fairway’s arm, which had been flung round her waist before she had become aware of his intention. The site of the fire was now merely a circle of ashes flecked with red embers and sparks, the furze having burnt completely away. Once within the circle he whirled her round and round in a dance. She was a woman noisily constructed; in addition to her enclosing framework of whalebone and lath, she wore pattens summer and winter, in wet weather and in dry, to preserve her boots from wear; and when Fairway began to jump about with her, the clicking of the pattens, the creaking of the stays, and her screams of surprise, formed a very audible concert.


  ‘I’ll crack thy numskull for thee, you mandy chap!’ said Mrs. Nunsuch, as she helplessly danced round with him, her feet playing like drumsticks among the sparks. ‘My ankles were all in a fever before, from walking through that prickly furze, and now you must make ’em worse with these vlankers!’


  The vagary of Timothy Fairway was infectious. The turf-cutter seized old Olly Dowden, and, somewhat more gently, poussetted with her likewise. The young men were not slow to imitate the example of their elders, and seized the maids; Grandfer Cantle and his stick jigged in the form of a three-legged object among the rest; and in half a minute all that could be seen on Rainbarrow was a whirling of dark shapes amid a boiling confusion of sparks, which leapt around the dancers as high as their waists. The chief noises were women’s shrill cries, men’s laughter, Susan’s stays and pattens, Olly Dowden’s ‘heu-heu-heu!’ and the strumming of the wind upon the furze-bushes, which formed a kind of tune to the demoniac measure they trod. Christian alone stood aloof, uneasily rocking himself as he murmured, ‘They ought not to do it—how the vlankers do fly! ’tis tempting the Wicked one, ’tis.’


  ‘What was that?’ said one of the lads, stopping.


  ‘Ah—where?’ said Christian, hastily closing up to the rest.


  The dancers all lessened their speed.


  ‘’Twas behind you, Christian, that I heard it—down there.’


  ‘Yes—’tis behind me!’ Christian said. ‘Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, bless the bed that I lie on; four angels guard—’


  ‘Hold your tongue. What is it?’ said Fairway.


  ‘Hoi-i-i-i!’ cried a voice from the darkness.


  ‘Halloo-o-o-o!’ said Fairway.


  ‘Is there any cart-track up across here to Mis’ess Yeobright’s, of Blooms-End?’ came to them in the same voice, as a long, slim, indistinct figure approached the barrow.


  ‘Ought we not to run home as hard as we can, neighbours, as ’tis getting late?’ said Christian. ‘Not run away from one another, you know; run close together, I mean.’


  ‘Scrape up a few stray locks of furze, and make a blaze, so that we can see who the man is,’ said Fairway.


  When the flame arose it revealed a young man in tight raiment, and red from top to toe. ‘Is there a track across here to Mis’ess Yeobright’s house?’ he repeated.


  ‘Ay—keep along the path down there.’


  ‘I mean a way two horses and a van can travel over?’


  ‘Well, yes; you can get up the vale below here with time. The track is rough, but if you’ve got a light your horses may pick along wi’ care. Have ye brought your cart far up, neighbour reddleman?’


  ‘I’ve left it in the bottom, about half a mile back. I stepped on in front to make sure of the way, as ’tis night-time, and I han’t been here for so long.’


  ‘Oh, well, you can get up,’ said Fairway. ‘What a turn it did give me when I saw him!’ he added to the whole group, the reddleman included. ‘Lord’s sake, I thought, whatever fiery mommet is this come to trouble us? No slight to your looks, reddleman, for ye bain’t bad-looking in the groundwork, though the finish is queer. My meaning is just to say how curious I felt. I half thought ’twas the devil or the red ghost the boy told of.’


  ‘It gied me a turn likewise,’ said Susan Nunsuch, ‘for I had a dream last night of a death’s head.’


  ‘Don’t ye talk o’t no more,’ said Christian. ‘If he had a handkerchief over his head he’d look for all the world like the Devil in the picture of the Temptation.’


  ‘Well, thank you for telling me,’ said the young reddleman, smiling faintly. ‘And good night t’ye all.’


  He withdrew from their sight down the barrow.


  ‘I fancy I’ve seen that young man’s face before,’ said Humphrey. ‘But where, or how, or what his name is, I don’t know.’


  The reddleman had not been gone more than a few minutes when another person approached the partially revived bonfire. It proved to be a well-known and respected widow of the neighbourhood, of a standing which can only be expressed by the word genteel. Her face, encompassed by the blackness of the receding heath, showed whitely, and without half-lights, like a cameo.


  She was a woman of middle-age, with well-formed features of the type usually found where perspicacity is the chief quality enthroned within. At moments she seemed to be regarding issues from a Nebo denied to others around. She had something of an estranged mien: the solitude exhaled from the heath was concentrated in this face that had risen from it. The air with which she looked at the heathmen betokened a certain unconcern at their presence, or at what might be their opinions of her for walking in that lonely spot at such an hour, thus indirectly implying that in some respect or other they were not up to her level. The explanation lay in the fact that though her husband had been a small farmer she herself was a curate’s daughter, who had once dreamt of doing better things.


  Persons with any weight of character carry, like planets, their atmospheres along with them in their orbits; and the matron who entered now upon the scene could, and usually did, bring her own tone into a company. Her normal manner among the heathfolk had that reticence which results from the consciousness of superior communicative power. But the effect of coming into society and light after lonely wandering in darkness is a sociability in the comer above its usual pitch, expressed in the features even more than in the words.


  ‘Why, ’tis Mis’ess Yeobright,’ said Fairway. ‘Mis’ess Yeobright, not ten minutes ago a man was here asking for you—a reddleman.’


  ‘What did he want?’ said she.


  ‘He didn’t tell us.’


  ‘Something to sell, I suppose; what it can be I am at a loss to understand.’


  ‘I am glad to hear that your son Mr. Clym is coming home at Christmas, ma’am,’ said Sam, the turf-cutter. ‘What a dog he used to be for bonfires!’


  ‘Yes. I believe he is coming,’ she said.


  ‘He must be a fine fellow by this time,’ said Fairway.


  ‘He is a man now,’ she replied quietly.


  ‘’Tis very lonesome for ’ee in the heth to-night, mis’ess,’ said Christian, coming from the seclusion he had hitherto maintained. ‘Mind you don’t get lost. Egdon Heth is a bad place to get lost in, and the winds do huffle queerer to-night than ever I heard ’em afore. Them that know Egdon best have been pixy-led here at times.’


  ‘Is that you, Christian?’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘What made you hide away from me?’


  ‘’Twas that I didn’t know you in this light, mis’ess; and being a man of the mournfullest make, I was scared a little, that’s all. Oftentimes if you could see how terrible down I get in my mind, ’twould make ’ee quite nervous for fear I should die by my hand.’


  ‘You don’t take after your father,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, looking towards the fire, where Grandfer Cantle, with some want of originality, was dancing by himself among the sparks, as the others had done before.


  ‘Now, Granfer,’ said Timothy Fairway, ‘we are ashamed of ye. A reverent old patriarch man as you be—seventy if a day—to go hornpiping like that by yourself!’


  ‘A harrowing old man, Mis’ess Yeobright,’ said Christian despondingly. ‘I wouldn’t live with him a week, so playward as he is, if I could get away.’


  ‘’Twould be more seemly in ye to stand still and welcome Mis’ess Yeobright, and you the venerablest here, Grandfer Cantle,’ said the besom-woman.


  ‘Faith, and so it would,’ said the reveller, checking himself repentantly. ‘I’ve such a bad memory, Mis’ess Yeobright, that I forget how I’m looked up to by the rest of ’em. My spirits must be wonderful good, you’ll say? But not always. ’Tis a weight upon a man to be looked up to as commander, and I often feel it.’


  ‘I am sorry to stop the talk,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘But I must be leaving you now. I was passing down the Anglebury Road, towards my niece’s new home, who is returning to-night with her husband; and seeing the bonfire and hearing Olly’s voice among the rest I came up here to learn what was going on. I should like her to walk with me, as her way is mine.’


  ‘Ay, sure, ma’am, I’m just thinking of moving,’ said Olly.


  ‘Why, you’ll be safe to meet the reddleman that I told ye of,’ said Fairway. ‘He’s only gone back to get his van. We heard that your niece and her husband were coming straight home as soon as they were married, and we are going down there shortly, to give ’em a song o’ welcome.’


  ‘Thank you indeed,’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘But we shall take a shorter cut through the furze than you can go with long clothes; so we won’t trouble you to wait.’


  ‘Very well—are you ready, Olly?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am. And there’s a light shining from your niece’s window, see. It will help to keep us in the path.’


  She indicated the faint light at the bottom of the valley which Fairway had pointed out; and the two women descended the tumulus.


  ♣


  IV


  The Halt on the Turnpike Road


  Down, downward they went, and yet further down—their descent at each step seeming to outmeasure their advance. Their skirts were scratched noisily by the furze, their shoulders brushed by the ferns, which, though dead and dry, stood erect as when alive, no sufficient winter weather having as yet arrived to beat them down. Their Tartarean situation might by some have been called an imprudent one for two unattended women. But these shaggy recesses were at all seasons a familiar surrounding to Olly and Mrs. Yeobright; and the addition of darkness lends no frightfulness to the face of a friend.


  ‘And so Tamsin has married him at last,’ said Olly, when the incline had become so much less steep that their footsteps no longer required undivided attention.


  Mrs. Yeobright answered slowly, ‘Yes: at last.’


  ‘How you will miss her—living with ’ee as a daughter, as she always have.’


  ‘I do miss her.’


  Olly, though without the tact to perceive when remarks were untimely, was saved by her very simplicity from rendering them offensive. Questions that would have been resented in others she could ask with impunity. This accounted for Mrs. Yeobright’s acquiescence in the revival of an evidently sore subject.


  ‘I was quite strook to hear you’d agreed to it, ma’am, that I was,’ continued the besom-maker.


  ‘You were not more struck by it than I should have been last year this time, Olly. There are a good many sides to that wedding. I could not tell you all of them, even if I tried.’


  ‘I felt myself that he was hardly solid-going enough to mate with your family. Keeping an inn—what is it? But ’a’s clever, that’s true, and they say he was an engineering gentleman once, but has come down by being too outwardly given.’


  ‘I saw that, upon the whole, it would be better she should marry where she wished.’


  ‘Poor little thing, her feelings got the better of her, no doubt. ’Tis nature. Well, they may call him what they will—he’ve several acres of heth-ground broke up here, besides the public-house, and the heth-croppers, and his manners be quite like a gentleman’s. And what’s done cannot be undone.’


  ‘It cannot,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘See, here’s the waggon-track at last. Now we shall get along better.’


  The wedding subject was no further dwelt upon; and soon a faint diverging path was reached, where they parted company, Olly first begging her companion to remind Mr. Wildeve that he had not sent her sick husband the bottle of wine promised on the occasion of his marriage. The besom-maker turned to the left towards her own house, behind a spur of the hill, and Mrs. Yeobright followed the straight track, which further on joined the highway by the Quiet Woman Inn, whither she supposed her niece to have returned with Wildeve from their wedding at Anglebury that day.


  She first reached Wildeve’s Patch, as it was called, a plot of land redeemed from the heath, and after long and laborious years brought into cultivation. The man who had discovered that it could be tilled died of the labour: the man who succeeded him in possession ruined himself in fertilizing it. Wildeve came like Amerigo Vespucci, and received the honours due to those who had gone before.


  When Mrs. Yeobright had drawn near to the inn, and was about to enter, she saw a horse and vehicle some two hundred yards beyond it, coming towards her, a man walking alongside with a lantern in his hand. It was soon evident that this was the reddleman who had inquired for her. Instead of entering the inn at once, she walked by it and towards the van.


  The conveyance came close, and the man was about to pass her with little notice, when she turned to him and said, ‘I think you have been inquiring for me? I am Mrs. Yeobright of Blooms-End.’


  The reddleman started, and held up his finger. He stopped the horses, and beckoned to her to withdraw with him a few yards aside, which she did, wondering.


  ‘You don’t know me, ma’am, I suppose?’ he said.


  ‘I do not,’ said she. ‘Why, yes, I do! You are young Venn—your father was a dairyman somewhere here?’


  ‘Yes; and I knew your niece, Miss Tamsin, a little. I have something bad to tell you.’


  ‘About her—no? She has just come home, I believe, with her husband. They arranged to return this afternoon—to the inn beyond here?’


  ‘She’s not there.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Because she’s here. She’s in my van,’ he added slowly.


  ‘What new trouble has come?’ murmured Mrs. Yeobright, putting her hand over her eyes.


  ‘I can’t explain much, ma’am. All I know is that, as I was going along the road this morning, about a mile out of Anglebury, I heard something trotting after me like a doe, and looking round there she was, white as death itself. “O, Diggory Venn!” she said, “I thought ’twas you: will you help me? I am in trouble.”’


  ‘How did she know your Christian name?’ said Mrs. Yeobright doubtingly.


  ‘I had met her as a lad before I went away in this trade. She asked then if she might ride, and then down she fell in a faint. I picked her up and put her in, and there she has been ever since. She has cried a good deal, but she has hardly spoke; all she has told me being that she was to have been married this morning. I tried to get her to eat something, but she couldn’t; and at last she fell asleep.’


  ‘Let me see her at once,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, hastening towards the van.


  The reddleman followed with the lantern, and, stepping up first, assisted Mrs. Yeobright to mount beside him. On the door being opened she perceived at the end of the van an extemporized couch, around which was hung apparently all the drapery that the reddleman possessed, to keep the occupant of the little couch from contact with the red materials of his trade. A young girl lay thereon, covered with a cloak. She was asleep, and the light of the lantern fell upon her features.


  A fair, sweet, and honest country face was revealed, reposing in a nest of wavy chestnut hair. It was between pretty and beautiful. Though her eyes were closed, one could easily imagine the light necessarily shining in them as the culmination of the luminous workmanship around. The groundwork of the face was hopefulness; but over it now lay like a foreign substance a film of anxiety and grief. The grief had been there so shortly as to have abstracted nothing of the bloom, and had as yet but given a dignity to what it might eventually undermine. The scarlet of her lips had not had time to abate, and just now it appeared still more intense by the absence of the neighbouring and more transient colour of her cheek. The lips frequently parted, with a murmur of words. She seemed to belong rightly to a madrigal—to require viewing through rhyme and harmony.


  One thing at least was obvious: she was not made to be looked at thus. The reddleman had appeared conscious of as much, and, while Mrs. Yeobright looked in upon her, he cast his eyes aside with a delicacy which well became him. The sleeper apparently thought so too, for the next moment she opened her own.


  The lips then parted with something of anticipation, something more of doubt; and her several thoughts and fractions of thoughts, as signalled by the changes on her face, were exhibited by the light to the utmost nicety. An ingenuous, transparent life was disclosed; as if the flow of her existence could be seen passing within her. She understood the scene in a moment.


  ‘O yes, it is I, aunt,’ she cried. ‘I know how frightened you are, and how you cannot believe it; but all the same, it is I who have come home like this!’


  ‘Tamsin, Tamsin!’ said Mrs. Yeobright, stooping over the young woman and kissing her. ‘O my dear girl!’


  Thomasin was now on the verge of a sob; but by an unexpected self-command she uttered no sound. With a gentle panting breath she sat upright.


  ‘I did not expect to see you in this state, any more than you me,’ she went on quickly. ‘Where am I, aunt?’


  ‘Nearly home, my dear. In Egdon Bottom. What dreadful thing is it?’


  ‘I’ll tell you in a moment. So near, are we? Then I will get out and walk. I want to go home by the path.’


  ‘But this kind man who has done so much will, I am sure, take you right on to my house?’ said the aunt, turning to the reddleman, who had withdrawn from the front of the van on the awakening of the girl, and stood in the road.


  ‘Why should you think it necessary to ask me? I will, of course,’ said he.


  ‘He is indeed kind,’ murmured Thomasin. ‘I was once acquainted with him, aunt, and when I saw him to-day I thought I should prefer his van to any conveyance of a stranger. But I’ll walk now. Reddleman, stop the horses, please.’


  The man regarded her with tender reluctance, but stopped them.


  Aunt and niece then descended from the van, Mrs. Yeobright saying to its owner, ‘I quite recognize you now. What made you change from the nice business your father left you?’


  ‘Well, I did,’ he said, and looked at Thomasin, who blushed a little. ‘Then you’ll not be wanting me any more to-night, ma’am?’


  Mrs. Yeobright glanced around at the dark sky, at the hills, at the perishing bonfires, and at the lighted window of the inn they had neared. ‘I think not,’ she said, ‘since Thomasin wishes to walk. We can soon run up the path and reach home: we know it well.’


  And after a few further words they parted, the reddleman moving onwards with his van, and the two women remaining standing in the road. As soon as the vehicle and its driver had withdrawn so far as to be beyond all possible reach of her voice, Mrs. Yeobright turned to her niece.


  ‘Now, Thomasin,’ she said sternly, ‘what’s the meaning of this disgraceful performance?’


  ♣


  V


  Perplexity among Honest People


  Thomasin looked as if quite overcome by her aunt’s change of manner. ‘It means just what it seems to mean: I am—not married,’ she replied faintly. ‘Excuse me—for humiliating you, aunt, by this mishap: I am sorry for it. But I cannot help it.’


  ‘Me? Think of yourself first.’


  ‘It was nobody’s fault. When we got there the parson wouldn’t marry us because of some trifling irregularity in the licence.’


  ‘What irregularity?’


  ‘I don’t know. Mr. Wildeve can explain. I did not think when I went away this morning that I should come back like this.’ It being dark, Thomasin allowed her emotion to escape her by the silent way of tears, which could roll down her cheek unseen.


  ‘I could almost say that it serves you right—if I did not feel that you don’t deserve it,’ continued Mrs. Yeobright, who, possessing two distinct moods in close contiguity, a gentle mood and an angry, flew from one to the other without the least warning. ‘Remember, Thomasin, this business was none of my seeking; from the very first, when you began to feel foolish about that man, I warned you he would not make you happy. I felt it so strongly that I did what I would never have believed myself capable of doing—stood up in the church, and made myself the public talk for weeks. But having once consented, I don’t submit to these fancies without good reason. Marry him you must after this.’


  ‘Do you think I wish to do otherwise for one moment?’ said Thomasin, with a heavy sigh. ‘I know how wrong it was of me to love him, but don’t pain me by talking like that, aunt! You would not have had me stay there with him, would you?—and your house is the only home I have to return to. He says we can be married in a day or two.’


  ‘I wish he had never seen you.’


  ‘Very well; then I will be the miserablest woman in the world, and not let him see me again. No, I won’t have him!’


  ‘It is too late to speak so. Come with me. I am going to the inn to see if he has returned. Of course I shall get to the bottom of this story at once. Mr. Wildeve must not suppose he can play tricks upon me, or any belonging to me.’


  ‘It was not that. The licence was wrong, and he couldn’t get another the same day. He will tell you in a moment how it was, if he comes.’


  ‘Why didn’t he bring you back?’


  ‘That was me!’ again sobbed Thomasin. ‘When I found we could not be married I didn’t like to come back with him, and I was very ill. Then I saw Diggory Venn, and was glad to get him to take me home. I cannot explain it any better, and you must be angry with me if you will.’


  ‘I shall see about that,’ said Mrs. Yeobright; and they turned towards the inn, known in the neighbourhood as the Quiet Woman, the sign of which represented the figure of a matron carrying her head under her arm, beneath which gruesome design was written the couplet so well known to frequenters of the inn:—


  
    Since the woman’s quiet


    Let no man breed a riot.(1)

  


  The front of the house was towards the heath and Rainbarrow, whose dark shape seemed to threaten it from the sky. Upon the door was a neglected brass plate, bearing the unexpected inscription, ‘Mr. Wildeve, Engineer’—a useless yet cherished relic from the time when he had been started in that profession in an office at Budmouth by those who had hoped much from him, and had been disappointed. The garden was at the back, and behind this ran a still deep stream, forming the margin of the heath in that direction, meadow-land appearing beyond the stream.


  But the thick obscurity permitted only sky-lines to be visible of any scene at present. The water at the back of the house could be heard, idly spinning whirlpools in its creep between the rows of dry feather-headed reeds which formed a stockade along each bank. Their presence was denoted by sounds as of a congregation praying humbly, produced by their rubbing against each other in the slow wind.


  The window, whence the candlelight had shone up the vale to the eyes of the bonfire group, was uncurtained, but the sill lay too high for a pedestrian on the outside to look over it into the room. A vast shadow, in which could be dimly traced portions of a masculine contour, blotted half the ceiling.


  ‘He seems to be at home,’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘Must I come in, too, aunt?’ asked Thomasin faintly. ‘I suppose not; it would be wrong.’


  ‘You must come, certainly—to confront him, so that he may make no false representations to me. We shall not be five minutes in the house, and then we’ll walk home.’


  Entering the open passage she tapped at the door of the private parlour, unfastened it, and looked in.


  The back and shoulders of a man came between Mrs. Yeobright’s eyes and the fire. Wildeve, whose form it was, immediately turned, arose, and advanced to meet his visitors.


  He was quite a young man, and of the two properties, form and motion, the latter first attracted the eye in him. The grace of his movement was singular: it was the pantomimic expression of a lady-killing career. Next came into notice the more material qualities, among which was a profuse crop of hair impending over the top of his face, lending to his forehead the high-cornered outline of an early Gothic shield; and a neck which was smooth and round as a cylinder. The lower half of his figure was of light build. Altogether he was one in whom no man would have seen anything to admire, and in whom no woman would have seen anything to dislike.


  He discerned the young girl’s form in the passage, and said, ‘Thomasin, then, has reached home. How could you leave me in that way, darling?’ And turning to Mrs. Yeobright: ‘It was useless to argue with her. She would go, and go alone.’


  ‘But what’s the meaning of it all?’ demanded Mrs. Yeobright haughtily.


  ‘Take a seat,’ said Wildeve, placing chairs for the two women. ‘Well, it was a very stupid mistake, but such mistakes will happen. The licence was useless at Anglebury. It was made out for Budmouth, but as I didn’t read it I wasn’t aware of that.’


  ‘But you had been staying at Anglebury?’


  ‘No. I had been at Budmouth—till two days ago—and that was where I had intended to take her; but when I came to fetch her we decided upon Anglebury, forgetting that a new licence would be necessary. There was not time to get to Budmouth afterwards.’


  ‘I think you are very much to blame,’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘It was quite my fault we chose Anglebury,’ Thomasin pleaded. ‘I proposed it because I was not known there.’


  ‘I know so well that I am to blame that you need not remind me of it,’ replied Wildeve shortly.


  ‘Such things don’t happen for nothing,’ said the aunt. ‘It is a great slight to me and my family; and when it gets known there will be a very unpleasant time for us. How can she look her friends in the face to-morrow? It is a very great injury, and one I cannot easily forgive. It may even reflect on her character.’


  ‘Nonsense,’ said Wildeve.


  Thomasin’s large eyes had flown from the face of one to the face of the other during this discussion, and she now said anxiously, ‘Will you allow me, aunt, to talk it over alone with Damon for five minutes? Will you, Damon?’


  ‘Certainly, dear,’ said Wildeve, ‘if your aunt will excuse us.’ He led her into an adjoining room, leaving Mrs. Yeobright by the fire.


  As soon as they were alone, and the door closed, Thomasin said, turning up her pale, tearful face to him, ‘It is killing me, this, Damon! I did not mean to part from you in anger at Anglebury this morning; but I was frightened, and hardly knew what I said. I’ve not let aunt know how much I have suffered to-day; and it is so hard to command my face and voice, and to smile as if it were a slight thing to me; but I try to do so, that she may not be still more indignant with you. I know you could not help it, dear, whatever aunt may think.’


  ‘She is very unpleasant.’


  ‘Yes,’ Thomasin murmured, ‘and I suppose I seem so now…. Damon, what do you mean to do about me?’


  ‘Do about you?’


  ‘Yes. Those who don’t like you whisper things which at moments make me doubt you. We mean to marry, I suppose, don’t we?’


  ‘Of course we do. We have only to go to Budmouth on Monday, and we may marry at once.’


  ‘Then do let us go!—O Damon, what you make me say!’ She hid her face in her handkerchief. ‘Here am I asking you to marry me; when by rights you ought to be on your knees imploring me, your cruel mistress, not to refuse you, and saying it would break your heart if I did. I used to think it would be pretty and sweet like that; but how different!’


  ‘Yes, real life is never at all like that.’


  ‘But I don’t care personally if it never takes place,’ she added with a little dignity; ‘no, I can live without you. It is aunt I think of. She is so proud, and thinks so much of her family respectability, that she will be cut down with mortification if this story should get abroad before—it is done. My cousin Clym, too, will be much wounded.’


  ‘Then he will be very unreasonable. In fact, you are all rather unreasonable.’


  Thomasin coloured a little, and not with love. But whatever the momentary feeling which caused that flush in her, it went as it came, and she humbly said, ‘I never mean to be, if I can help it. I merely feel that you have my aunt to some extent in your power at last.’


  ‘As a matter of justice it is almost due to me,’ said Wildeve. ‘Think what I have gone through to win her consent; the insult that it is to any man to have the banns forbidden: the double insult to a man unlucky enough to be cursed with sensitiveness, and blue demons, and Heaven knows what, as I am. I can never forget those banns. A harsher man would rejoice now in the power I have of turning upon your aunt by going no further in the business.’


  She looked wistfully at him with her sorrowful eyes as he said those words, and her aspect showed that more than one person in the room could deplore the possession of sensitiveness. Seeing that she was really suffering he seemed disturbed and added, ‘This is merely a reflection, you know. I have not the least intention to refuse to complete the marriage, Tamsie mine—I could not bear it.’


  ‘You could not, I know!’ said the fair girl, brightening. ‘You, who cannot bear the sight of pain in even an insect, or any disagreeable sound, or unpleasant smell even, will not long cause pain to me and mine.’


  ‘I will not, if I can help it.’


  ‘Your hand upon it, Damon.’


  He carelessly gave her his hand.


  ‘Ah, by my crown, what’s that?’ he said suddenly.


  There fell upon their ears the sound of numerous voices singing in front of the house. Among these, two made themselves prominent by their peculiarity: one was a very strong bass, the other a wheezy thin piping. Thomasin recognized them as belonging to Timothy Fairway and Grandfer Cantle respectively.


  ‘What does it mean—it is not skimmity-riding, I hope?’ she said, with a frightened gaze at Wildeve.


  ‘Of course not; no, it is that the heath-folk have come to sing to us a welcome. This is intolerable!’ He began pacing about, the men outside singing cheerily—


  
    ‘He told' her that she' was the joy' of his life',


    And if' she’d con-sent' he would make her his wife';


    She could' not refuse' him; to church' so they went',


    Young Will was forgot', and young Sue' was content';


    And then' was she kiss’d' and set down' on his knee',


    No man' in the world' was so lov'-ing as he'!’

  


  Mrs. Yeobright burst in from the outer room. ‘Thomasin, Thomasin!’ she said, looking indignantly at Wildeve; ‘here’s a pretty exposure! Let us escape at once. Come!’


  It was, however, too late to get away by the passage. A rugged knocking had begun upon the door of the front room. Wildeve, who had gone to the window, came back.


  ‘Stop!’ he said imperiously, putting his hand upon Mrs. Yeobright’s arm. ‘We are regularly besieged. There are fifty of them out there if there’s one. You stay in this room with Thomasin; I’ll go out and face them. You must stay now, for my sake, till they are gone, so that it may seem as if all was right. Come, Tamsie dear, don’t go making a scene—we must marry after this; that you can see as well as I. Sit still, that’s all—and don’t speak much. I’ll manage them. Blundering fools!’


  He pressed the agitated girl into a seat, returned to the outer room and opened the door. Immediately outside, in the passage, appeared Grandfer Cantle singing in concert with those still standing in front of the house. He came into the room and nodded abstractedly to Wildeve, his lips still parted, and his features excruciatingly strained in the emission of the chorus. This being ended, he said heartily, ‘Here’s welcome to the new-made couple, and God bless ’em!’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Wildeve, with dry resentment, his face as gloomy as a thunderstorm.


  At the Grandfer’s heels now came the rest of the group, which included Fairway, Christian, Sam the turf-cutter, Humphrey, and a dozen others. All smiled upon Wildeve, and upon his tables and chairs likewise, from a general sense of friendliness towards the articles as well as towards their owner.


  ‘We be not here afore Mrs. Yeobright after all,’ said Fairway, recognizing the matron’s bonnet through the glass partition which divided the public apartment they had entered from the room where the women sat. ‘We struck down across, d’ye see, Mr. Wildeve, and she went round by the path.’


  ‘And I see the young bride’s little head!’ said Grandfer, peeping in the same direction, and discerning Thomasin, who was waiting beside her aunt in a miserable and awkward way. ‘Not quite settled in yet—well, well, there’s plenty of time.’


  Wildeve made no reply; and probably feeling that the sooner he treated them the sooner they would go, he produced a stone jar, which threw a warm halo over matters at once.


  ‘That’s a drop of the right sort, I can see,’ said Grandfer Cantle, with the air of a man too well-mannered to show any hurry to taste it.


  ‘Yes,’ said Wildeve, ‘’tis some old mead. I hope you will like it.’


  ‘O ay!’ replied the guests, in the hearty tones natural when the words demanded by politeness coincide with those of deepest feeling. ‘There isn’t a prettier drink under the sun.’


  ‘I’ll take my oath there isn’t,’ added Grandfer Cantle. ‘All that can be said against mead is that ’tis rather heady, and apt to lie about a man a good while. But to-morrow’s Sunday, thank God.’


  ‘I feel’d for all the world like some bold soldier after I had had some once,’ said Christian.


  ‘You shall feel so again,’ said Wildeve, with condescension. ‘Cups or glasses, gentlemen?’


  ‘Well, if you don’t mind, we’ll have the beaker, and pass ’en round; ’tis better than heling it out in dribbles.’


  ‘Jown the slippery glasses,’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘What’s the good of a thing that you can’t put down in the ashes to warm, hey, neighbours; that’s what I ask?’


  ‘Right, Grandfer,’ said Sam; and the mead then circulated.


  ‘Well,’ said Timothy Fairway, feeling demands upon his praise in some form or other, ‘’tis a worthy thing to be married, Mr. Wildeve; and the woman you’ve got is a dimant, so says I. Yes,’ he continued, to Grandfer Cantle, raising his voice so as to be heard through the partition; ‘her father (inclining his head towards the inner room) was as good a feller as ever lived. He always had his great indignation ready against anything underhand.’


  ‘Is that very dangerous?’ said Christian.


  ‘And there were few in these parts that were upsides with him,’ said Sam. ‘Whenever a club walked he’d play the clarinet in the band that marched before ’em as if he’d never touched anything but a clarinet all his life. And then, when they got to church-door he’d throw down the clarinet, mount the gallery, snatch up the bass-viol, and rozum away as if he’d never played anything but a bass-viol. Folk would say—folk that knowed what a true stave was—“Surely, surely that’s never the same man that I saw handling the clarinet so masterly by now!”’


  ‘I can mind it,’ said the furze-cutter. ‘’Twas a wonderful thing that one body could hold it all and never mix the fingering.’


  ‘There was Kingsbere church likewise,’ Fairway recommenced, as one opening a new vein of the same mine of interest.


  Wildeve breathed the breath of one intolerably bored, and glanced through the partition at the prisoners.


  ‘He used to walk over there of a Sunday afternoon to visit his old acquaintance Andrew Brown, the first clarinet there; a good man enough, but rather screechy in his music, if you can mind?’


  ‘’A was.’


  ‘And neighbour Yeobright would take Andrey’s place for some part of the service, to let Andrey have a bit of a nap, as any friend would naturally do.’


  ‘As any friend would,’ said Grandfer Cantle, the other listeners expressing the same accord by the shorter way of nodding their heads.


  ‘No sooner was Andrey asleep and the first whiff of neighbour Yeobright’s wind had got inside Andrey’s clarinet than every one in church feeled in a moment there was a great soul among ’em. All heads would turn, and they’d say, “Ah, I thought ’twas he!” One Sunday I can well mind—a bass-viol day that time, and Yeobright had brought his own. ’Twas the Hundred-and-thirty-third to “Lydia”; and when they’d come to “Ran down his beard and o’er his robes its costly moisture shed,” neighbour Yeobright, who had just warmed to his work, drove his bow into them strings that glorious grand that he e’en a’most sawed the bass-viol into two pieces. Every winder in church rattled as if ’twere a thunderstorm. Old Pa’son Williams lifted his hands in his great holy surplice as natural as if he’d been in common clothes, and seemed to say to hisself, “O for such a man in our parish!” But not a soul in Kingsbere could hold a candle to Yeobright.’


  ‘Was it quite safe when the winder shook?’ Christian inquired.


  He received no answer; all for the moment sitting rapt in admiration of the performance described. As with Farinelli’s singing before the princesses, Sheridan’s renowned Begum Speech, and other such examples, the fortunate condition of its being for ever lost to the world invested the deceased Mr. Yeobright’s tour de force on that memorable afternoon with a cumulative glory which comparative criticism, had that been possible, might considerably have shorn down.


  ‘He was the last you’d have expected to drop off in the prime of life,’ said Humphrey.


  ‘Ah, well: he was looking for the earth some months afore he went. At that time women used to run for smocks and gown-pieces at Greenhill Fair, and my wife that is now, being a long-legged slittering maid, hardly husband-high, went with the rest of the maidens, for ’a was a good runner afore she got so heavy. When she came home I said—we were then just beginning to walk together—“What have ye got, my honey?” “I’ve won—well, I’ve won—a gown-piece,” says she, her colours coming up in a moment. ’Tis a smock for a crown, I thought; and so it turned out. Ay, when I think what she’ll say to me now without a mossel of red in her face, it do seem strange that ’a wouldn’t say such a little thing then…. However, then she went on, and that’s what made me bring up the story, “Well, whatever clothes I’ve won, white or figured, for eyes to see or for eyes not to see” (’a could do a pretty stroke of modesty in those days), “I’d sooner have lost it than have seen what I have. Poor Mr. Yeobright was took bad directly he reached the fair ground, and was forced to go home again.” That was the last time he ever went out of the parish.’


  ‘’A faltered on from one day to another, and then we heard he was gone.’


  ‘D’ye think he had great pain when ’a died?’ said Christian.


  ‘O no: quite different. Nor any pain of mind. He was lucky enough to be God A’mighty’s own man.’


  ‘And other folk—d’ye think ’twill be much pain to ’em, Mister Fairway?’


  ‘That depends on whether they be afeard.’


  ‘I bain’t afeard at all, I thank God!’ said Christian strenuously. ‘I’m glad I bain’t, for then ’twon’t pain me…. I don’t think I be afeard—or if I be I can’t help it, and I don’t deserve to suffer. I wish I was not afeard at all!’


  There was a solemn silence, and looking from the window, which was unshuttered and unblinded, Timothy said, ‘Well, what a fess little bonfire that one is, out by Cap’n Vye’s! ’Tis burning just the same now as ever, upon my life.’


  All glances went through the window, and nobody noticed that Wildeve disguised a brief, tell-tale look. Far away up the sombre valley of heath, and to the right of Rainbarrow, could indeed be seen the light, small, but steady and persistent as before.


  ‘It was lighted before ours was,’ Fairway continued; ‘and yet every one in the country round is out afore ’n.’


  ‘Perhaps there’s meaning in it!’ murmured Christian.


  ‘How meaning?’ said Wildeve sharply.


  Christian was too scattered to reply, and Timothy helped him.


  ‘He means, sir, that the lonesome dark-eyed creature up there that some say is a witch—ever I should call a fine young woman such a name—is always up to some odd conceit or other; and so perhaps ’tis she.’


  ‘I’d be very glad to ask her in wedlock, if she’d hae me, and take the risk of her wild dark eyes ill-wishing me,’ said Grandfer Cantle staunchly.


  ‘Don’t ye say it, father!’ implored Christian.


  ‘Well, be dazed if he who do marry the maid won’t hae an uncommon picture for his best parlour,’ said Fairway in a liquid tone, placing down the cup of mead at the end of a good pull.


  ‘And a partner as deep as the North Star,’ said Sam, taking up the cup and finishing the little that remained.


  ‘Well, really, now I think we must be moving,’ said Humphrey, observing the emptiness of the vessel.


  ‘But we’ll gie ’em another song?’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘I’m as full of notes as a bird!’


  ‘Thank you, Grandfer,’ said Wildeve. ‘But we will not trouble you now. Some other day must do for that—when I have a party.’


  ‘Be jown’d if I don’t learn ten new songs for’t, or I won’t learn a line!’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘And you may be sure I won’t disappoint ye by biding away, Mr. Wildeve.’


  ‘I quite believe you,’ said that gentleman.


  All then took their leave, wishing their entertainer long life and happiness as a married man, with recapitulations which occupied some time. Wildeve attended them to the door, beyond which the deep-dyed upward stretch of heath stood awaiting them, an amplitude of darkness reigning from their feet almost to the zenith, where a definite form first became visible in the lowering forehead of Rainbarrow. Diving into the dense obscurity in a line headed by Sam the turf-cutter, they pursued their trackless way home.


  When the scratching of the furze against their leggings had fainted upon the ear, Wildeve returned to the room where he had left Thomasin and her aunt. The women were gone.


  They could only have left the house in one way, by the back window; and this was open.


  Wildeve laughed to himself, remained a moment thinking, and idly returned to the front room. Here his glance fell upon a bottle of wine which stood on the mantelpiece. ‘Ah—old Dowden!’ he murmured; and going to the kitchen door shouted, ‘Is anybody here who can take something to old Dowden?’


  There was no reply. The room was empty, the lad who acted as his factotum having gone to bed. Wildeve came back, put on his hat, took the bottle, and left the house, turning the key in the door, for there was no guest at the inn to-night. As soon as he was on the road the little bonfire on Mistover Knap again met his eye.


  ‘Still waiting, are you, my lady?’ he murmured.


  However, he did not proceed that way just then; but leaving the hill to the left of him, he stumbled over a rutted road that brought him to a cottage which, like all other habitations on the heath at this hour, was only saved from being invisible by a faint shine from its bedroom window. This house was the home of Olly Dowden, the besom-maker, and he entered.


  The lower room was in darkness; but by feeling his way he found a table, whereon he placed the bottle, and a minute later emerged again upon the heath. He stood and looked north-east at the undying little fire—high up above him, though not so high as Rainbarrow.


  We have been told what happens when a woman deliberates; and the epigram is not always terminable with woman, provided that one be in the case, and that a fair one. Wildeve stood, and stood longer, and breathed perplexedly, and then said to himself with resignation, ‘Yes—by Heaven, I must go to her, I suppose!’


  Instead of turning in the direction of home he pressed on rapidly by a path under Rainbarrow towards what was evidently a signal light.


  ♣


  VI


  The Figure against the Sky


  When the whole Egdon concourse had left the site of the bonfire to its accustomed loneliness, a closely wrapped female figure approached the barrow from that quarter of the heath in which the little fire lay. Had the reddleman been watching he might have recognized her as the woman who had first stood there so singularly, and vanished at the approach of strangers. She ascended to her old position at the top, where the red coals of the perishing fire greeted her like living eyes in the corpse of day. There she stood still, around her stretching the vast night atmosphere, whose incomplete darkness in comparison with the total darkness of the heath below it might have represented a venial beside a mortal sin.


  That she was tall and straight in build, that she was ladylike in her movements, was all that could be learnt of her just now, her form being wrapped in a shawl folded in the old cornerwise fashion, and her head in a large kerchief, a protection not superfluous at this hour and place. Her back was towards the wind, which blew from the north-west; but whether she had avoided that aspect because of the chilly gusts which played about her exceptional position, or because her interest lay in the south-east, did not at first appear.


  Her reason for standing so dead still as the pivot of this circle of heath-country was just as obscure. Her extraordinary fixity, her conspicuous loneliness, her heedlessness of night, betokened among other things an utter absence of fear. A tract of country unaltered from that sinister condition which made Cæsar anxious every year to get clear of its glooms before the autumnal equinox, a kind of landscape and weather which leads travellers from the South to describe our island as Homer’s Cimmerian land, was not, on the face of it, friendly to women.


  It might reasonably have been supposed that she was listening to the wind, which rose somewhat as the night advanced, and laid hold of the attention. The wind, indeed, seemed made for the scene, as the scene seemed made for the hour. Part of its tone was quite special; what was heard there could be heard nowhere else. Gusts in innumerable series followed each other from the north-west, and when each one of them raced past the sound of its progress resolved into three. Treble, tenor, and bass notes were to be found therein. The general ricochet of the whole over pits and prominences had the gravest pitch of the chime. Next there could be heard the baritone buzz of a holly tree. Below these in force, above them in pitch, a dwindled voice strove hard at a husky tune, which was the peculiar local sound alluded to. Thinner and less immediately traceable than the other two, it was far more impressive than either. In it lay what may be called the linguistic peculiarity of the heath; and being audible nowhere on earth off a heath, it afforded a shadow of reason for the woman’s tenseness, which continued as unbroken as ever.


  Throughout the blowing of these plaintive November winds that note bore a great resemblance to the ruins of human song which remain to the throat of fourscore and ten. It was a worn whisper, dry and papery, and it brushed so distinctly across the ear that, by the accustomed, the material minutiæ in which it originated could be realized as by touch. It was the united products of infinitesimal vegetable causes, and these were neither stems, leaves, fruit, blades, prickles, lichen, nor moss.


  They were the mummied heath-bells of the past summer, originally tender and purple, now washed colourless by Michaelmas rains, and dried to dead skins by October suns. So low was an individual sound from these that a combination of hundreds only just emerged from silence, and the myriads of the whole declivity reached the woman’s ear but as a shrivelled and intermittent recitative. Yet scarcely a single accent among the many afloat to-night could have such power to impress a listener with thoughts of its origin. One inwardly saw the infinity of those combined multitudes; and perceived that each of the tiny trumpets was seized on, entered, scoured and emerged from by the wind as thoroughly as if it were as vast as a crater.


  ‘The spirit moved them.’ A meaning of the phrase forced itself upon the attention; and an emotional listener’s fetichistic mood might have ended in one of more advanced quality. It was not, after all, that the left-hand expanse of old blooms spoke, or the right-hand, or those of the slope in front; but it was the single person of something else speaking through each at once.


  Suddenly, on the barrow, there mingled with all this wild rhetoric of night a sound which modulated so naturally into the rest that its beginning and ending were hardly to be distinguished. The bluffs, and the bushes, and the heather-bells had broken silence; at last, so did the woman; and her articulation was but as another phrase of the same discourse as theirs. Thrown out on the winds it became twined in with them, and with them it flew away.


  What she uttered was a lengthened sighing, apparently at something in her mind which had led to her presence here. There was a spasmodic abandonment about it as if, in allowing herself to utter the sound, the woman’s brain had authorized what it could not regulate. One point was evident in this; that she had been existing in a suppressed state, and not in one of languor, or stagnation.


  Far away down the valley the faint shine from the window of the inn still lasted on; and a few additional moments proved that the window, or what was within it, had more to do with the woman’s sigh than had either her own actions or the scene immediately around. She lifted her left hand, which held a closed telescope. This she rapidly extended, as if she were well accustomed to the operation, and raising it to her eye directed it towards the light beaming from the inn.


  The handkerchief which had hooded her head was now a little thrown back, her face being somewhat elevated. A profile was visible against the dull monochrome of cloud around her; and it was as though side shadows from the features of Sappho and Mrs. Siddons had converged upwards from the tomb to form an image like neither but suggesting both. This, however, was mere superficiality. In respect of character a face may make certain admissions by its outline; but it fully confesses only in its changes. So much is this the case that what is called the play of the features often helps more in understanding a man or woman than the earnest labours of all the other members together. Thus the night revealed little of her whose form it was embracing, for the mobile parts of her countenance could not be seen.


  At last she gave up her spying attitude, closed the telescope, and turned to the decaying embers. From these no appreciable beams now radiated, except when a more than usually smart gust brushed over their faces and raised a fitful glow which came and went like the blush of a girl. She stooped over the silent circle, and selecting from the brands a piece of stick which bore the largest live coal at its end, brought it to where she had been standing before.


  She held the brand to the ground, blowing the red coal with her mouth at the same time; till it faintly illuminated the sod, and revealed a small object, which turned out to be an hour-glass, though she wore a watch. She blew long enough to show that the sand had all slipped through.


  ‘Ah!’ she said, as if surprised.


  The light raised by her breath had been very fitful, and a momentary irradiation of flesh was all that it had disclosed of her face. That consisted of two matchless lips and a cheek only, her head being still enveloped. She threw away the stick, took the glass in her hand, the telescope under her arm, and moved on.


  Along the ridge ran a faint foot-track, which the lady followed. Those who knew it well called it a path; and, while a mere visitor would have passed it unnoticed even by day, the regular haunters of the heath were at no loss for it at midnight. The whole secret of following these incipient paths, when there was not light enough in the atmosphere to show a turnpike-road, lay in the development of the sense of touch in the feet, which comes with years of night-rambling in little-trodden spots. To a walker practised in such places a difference between impact on maiden herbage, and on the crippled stalks of a slight footway, is perceptible through the thickest boot or shoe.


  The solitary figure who walked this beat took no notice of the windy tune still played on the dead heath-bells. She did not turn her head to look at a group of dark creatures further on, who fled from her presence as she skirted a ravine where they fed. They were about a score of the small wild ponies known as heath-croppers. They roamed at large on the undulations of Egdon, but in numbers too few to detract much from the solitude.


  The pedestrian noticed nothing just now, and a clue to her abstraction was afforded by a trivial incident. A bramble caught hold of her skirt, and checked her progress. Instead of putting it off and hastening along, she yielded herself up to the pull, and stood passively still. When she began to extricate herself it was by turning round and round, and so unwinding the prickly switch. She was in a desponding reverie.


  Her course was in the direction of the small undying fire which had drawn the attention of the men on Rainbarrow and of Wildeve in the valley below. A faint illumination from its rays began to glow upon her face, and the fire soon revealed itself to be lit, not on the level ground, but on a salient corner or redan of earth, at the junction of two converging bank fences. Outside was a ditch, dry except immediately under the fire, where there was a large pool, bearded all round by heather and rushes. In the smooth water of the pool the fire appeared upside down.


  The banks meeting behind were bare of a hedge, save such as was formed by disconnected tufts of furze, standing upon stems along the top, liked like impaled heads above a city wall. A white mast, fitted up with spars and other nautical tackle, could be seen rising against the dark clouds whenever the flames played brightly enough to reach it. Altogether the scene had much the appearance of a fortification upon which had been kindled a beacon fire.


  Nobody was visible; but ever and anon a whitish something moved above the bank from behind, and vanished again. This was a small human hand, in the act of lifting pieces of fuel into the fire; but for all that could be seen the hand, like that which troubled Belshazzar, was there alone. Occasionally an ember rolled off the bank, and dropped with a hiss into the pool.


  At one side of the pool rough steps built of clods enabled any one who wished to do so to mount the bank; which the woman did. Within was a paddock in an uncultivated state, though bearing evidence of having once been tilled; but the heath and fern had insidiously crept in, and were reasserting their old supremacy. Further ahead were dimly visible an irregular dwelling-house, garden, and outbuildings, backed by a clump of firs.


  The young lady—for youth had revealed its presence in her buoyant bound up the bank—walked along the top instead of descending inside, and came to the corner where the fire was burning. One reason for the permanence of the blaze was now manifest: the fuel consisted of hard pieces of wood, cleft and sawn—the knotty boles of old thorn trees which grew in twos and threes about the hillsides. A yet unconsumed pile of these lay in the inner angle of the bank; and from this corner the upturned face of a little boy greeted her eyes. He was dilatorily throwing up a piece of wood into the fire every now and then, a business which seemed to have engaged him a considerable part of the evening, for his face was somewhat weary.


  ‘I am glad you have come, Miss Eustacia,’ he said, with a sigh of relief. ‘I don’t like biding by myself.’


  ‘Nonsense. I have only been a little way for a walk. I have been gone only twenty minutes.’


  ‘It seemed long,’ murmured the sad boy. ‘And you have been so many times.’


  ‘Why, I thought you would be pleased to have a bonfire. Are you not much obliged to me for making you one?’


  ‘Yes; but there’s nobody here to play wi’ me.’


  ‘I suppose nobody has come while I’ve been away?’


  ‘Nobody except your grandfather: he looked out of doors once for ’ee. I told him you were walking round upon the hill to look at the other bonfires.’


  ‘A good boy.’


  ‘I think I hear him coming again, miss.’


  An old man came into the remoter light of the fire from the direction of the homestead. He was the same who had overtaken the reddleman on the road that afternoon. He looked wistfully to the top of the bank at the woman who stood there, and his teeth, which were quite unimpaired, showed like parian from his parted lips.


  ‘When are you coming indoors, Eustacia?’ he asked. ‘’Tis almost bedtime. I’ve been home these two hours, and am tired out. Surely ’tis somewhat childish of you to stay out playing at bonfires so long, and wasting such fuel. My precious thorn roots, the rarest of all firing, that I laid by on purpose for Christmas—you have burnt ’em nearly all!’


  ‘I promised Johnny a bonfire, and it pleases him not to let it go out just yet,’ said Eustacia, in a way which told at once that she was absolute queen here. ‘Grandfather, you go in to bed. I shall follow you soon. You like the fire, don’t you, Johnny?’


  The boy looked up doubtfully at her and murmured, ‘I don’t think I want it any longer.’


  Her grandfather had turned back again, and did not hear the boy’s reply. As soon as the white-haired man had vanished she said in a tone of pique to the child, ‘Ungrateful little boy, how can you contradict me? Never shall you have a bonfire again unless you keep it up now. Come, tell me you like to do things for me, and don’t deny it.’


  The repressed child said, ‘Yes, I do, miss,’ and continued to stir the fire perfunctorily.


  ‘Stay a little longer and I will give you a crooked sixpence,’ said Eustacia, more gently. ‘Put in one piece of wood every two or three minutes, but not too much at once. I am going to walk along the ridge a little longer, but I shall keep on coming to you. And if you hear a frog jump into the pond with a flounce like a stone thrown in, be sure you run and tell me, because it is a sign of rain.’


  ‘Yes, Eustacia.’


  ‘Miss Vye, sir.’


  ‘Miss Vy—stacia.’


  ‘That will do. Now put in one stick more.’


  The little slave went on feeding the fire as before. He seemed a mere automaton, galvanized into moving and speaking by the wayward Eustacia’s will. He might have been the brass statue which Albertus Magnus is said to have animated just so far as to make it chatter, and move, and be his servant.


  Before going on her walk again the young girl stood still on the bank for a few instants and listened. It was to the full as lonely a place as Rainbarrow, though at rather a lower level; and it was more sheltered from wind and weather on account of the few firs to the north. The bank which enclosed the homestead, and protected it from the lawless state of the world without, was formed of thick square clods, dug from the ditch on the outside, and built up with a slight batter or incline, which forms no slight defence where hedges will not grow because of the wind and the wilderness, and where wall materials are unattainable. Otherwise the situation was quite open, commanding the whole length of the valley which reached to the river behind Wildeve’s house. High above this to the right, and much nearer thitherward than the Quiet Woman Inn, the blurred contour of Rainbarrow obstructed the sky.


  After her attentive survey of the wild slopes and hollow ravines a gesture of impatience escaped Eustacia. She vented petulant words every now and then; but there were sighs between her words, and sudden listenings between her sighs. Descending from her perch she again sauntered off towards Rainbarrow, though this time she did not go the whole way.


  Twice she reappeared at intervals of a few minutes and each time she said—


  ‘Not any flounce into the pond yet, little man?’


  ‘No, Miss Eustacia,’ the child replied.


  ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I shall soon be going in, and then I will give you the crooked sixpence, and let you go home.’


  ‘Thank’ee, Miss Eustacia,’ said the tired stoker, breathing more easily. And Eustacia again strolled away from the fire, but this time not towards Rainbarrow. She skirted the bank and went round to the wicket before the house, where she stood motionless, looking at the scene.


  Fifty yards off rose the corner of the two converging banks, with the fire upon it: within the bank, lifting up to the fire one stick at a time, just as before, the figure of the little child. She idly watched him as he occasionally climbed up in the nook of the bank and stood beside the brands. The wind blew the smoke, and the child’s hair, and the corner of his pinafore, all in the same direction: the breeze died, and the pinafore and hair lay still, and the smoke went up straight.


  While Eustacia looked on from this distance the boy’s form visibly started: he slid down the bank and ran across towards the white gate.


  ‘Well?’ said Eustacia.


  ‘A hop-frog have jumped into the pond. Yes, I heard ’en!’


  ‘Then it is going to rain, and you had better go home. You will not be afraid?’ She spoke hurriedly, as if her heart had leapt into her throat at the boy’s words.


  ‘No, because I shall hae the crooked sixpence.’


  ‘Yes, here it is. Now run as fast as you can—not that way—through the garden here. No other boy in the heath has had such a bonfire as yours.’


  The boy, who clearly had had too much of a good thing, marched away into the shadows with alacrity. When he was gone Eustacia, leaving her telescope and hour-glass by the gate, brushed forward from the wicket towards the angle of the bank, under the fire.


  Here, screened by the outwork, she waited. In a few moments a splash was audible from the pond outside. Had the child been there he would have said that a second frog had jumped in; but by most people the sound would have been likened to the fall of a stone into the water. Eustacia stepped upon the bank.


  ‘Yes?’ she said, and held her breath.


  Thereupon the contour of a man became dimly visible against the low-reaching sky over the valley, beyond the outer margin of the pool. He came round it and leapt upon the bank beside her. A low laugh escaped her—the third utterance which the girl had indulged in to-night. The first, when she stood upon Rainbarrow, had expressed anxiety; the second, on the ridge, had expressed impatience; the present was one of triumphant pleasure. She let her joyous eyes rest upon him without speaking, as upon some wondrous thing she had created out of chaos.


  ‘I have come,’ said the man, who was Wildeve. ‘You give me no peace. Why do you not leave me alone? I have seen your bonfire all the evening.’ The words were not without emotion, and retained their level tone as if by a careful equipoise between imminent extremes.


  At this unexpectedly repressing manner in her lover the girl seemed to repress herself also. ‘Of course you have seen my fire,’ she answered with languid calmness, artificially maintained. ‘Why shouldn’t I have a bonfire on the Fifth of November, like other denizens of the heath?’


  ‘I knew it was meant for me.’


  ‘How did you know it? I have had no word with you since you—you chose her, and walked about with her, and deserted me entirely, as if I had never been yours life and soul so irretrievably!’


  ‘Eustacia! could I forget that last autumn at this same day of the month and at this same place you lighted exactly such a fire as a signal for me to come and see you? Why should there have been a bonfire again by Captain Vye’s house if not for the same purpose?’


  ‘Yes, yes—I own it,’ she cried under her breath, with a drowsy fervour of manner and tone which was quite peculiar to her. ‘Don’t begin speaking to me as you did, Damon; you will drive me to say words I would not wish to say to you. I had given you up, and resolved not to think of you any more; and then I heard the news, and I came out and got the fire ready because I thought that you had been faithful to me.’


  ‘What have you heard to make you think that?’ said Wildeve, astonished.


  ‘That you did not marry her!’ she murmured exultingly. ‘And I knew it was because you loved me best, and couldn’t do it…. Damon, you have been cruel to me to go away, and I have said I would never forgive you. I do not think I can forgive you entirely, even now—it is too much for a woman of any spirit to quite overlook.’


  ‘If I had known you wished to call me up here only to reproach me, I wouldn’t have come.’


  ‘But I don’t mind it, and I do forgive you now that you have not married her, and have come back to me!’


  ‘Who told you that I had not married her?’


  ‘My grandfather. He took a long walk to-day, and as he was coming home he overtook some person who told him of a broken-off wedding: he thought it might be yours; and I knew it was.’


  ‘Does anybody else know?’


  ‘I suppose not. Now Damon, do you see why I lit my signal fire? You did not think I would have lit it if I had imagined you to have become the husband of this woman. It is insulting my pride to suppose that.’


  Wildeve was silent: it was evident that he had supposed as much.


  ‘Did you indeed think I believed you were married?’ she again demanded earnestly. ‘Then you wronged me; and upon my life and heart I can hardly bear to recognize that you have such ill thoughts of me! Damon, you are not worthy of me: I see it, and yet I love you. Never mind, let it go—I must bear your mean opinion as best I may…. It is true, is it not,’ she added with ill-concealed anxiety, on his making no demonstration, ‘that you could not bring yourself to give me up, and are still going to love me best of all?’


  ‘Yes; or why should I have come?’ he said touchily. ‘Not that fidelity will be any great merit in me after your kind speech about my unworthiness, which should have been said by myself if by anybody, and comes with an ill grace from you. However, the curse of inflammability is upon me, and I must live under it, and take any snub from a woman. It has brought me down from engineering to innkeeping: what lower stage it has in store for me I have yet to learn.’ He continued to look upon her gloomily.


  She seized the moment, and throwing back the shawl so that the firelight shone full upon her face and throat, said with a smile, ‘Have you seen anything better than that in your travels?’


  Eustacia was not one to commit herself to such a position without good ground. He said quietly, ‘No.’


  ‘Not even on the shoulders of Thomasin?’


  ‘Thomasin is a pleasing and innocent woman.’


  ‘That’s nothing to do with it,’ she cried with quick passionateness. ‘We will leave her out; there are only you and me now to think of.’ After a long look at him she resumed with the old quiescent warmth: ‘Must I go on weakly confessing to you things a woman ought to conceal; and own that no words can express how gloomy I have been because of that dreadful belief I held till two hours ago—that you had quite deserted me?’


  ‘I am sorry I caused you that pain.’


  ‘But perhaps it is not wholly because of you that I get gloomy,’ she archly added. ‘It is in my nature to feel like that. It was born in my blood, I suppose.’


  ‘Hypochondriasis.’


  ‘Or else it was coming into this wild heath. I was happy enough at Budmouth. O the times, O the days at Budmouth! But Egdon will be brighter again now.’


  ‘I hope it will,’ said Wildeve moodily. ‘Do you know the consequence of this recall to me, my old darling? I shall come to see you again as before, at Rainbarrow.’


  ‘Of course you will.’


  ‘And yet I declare that until I got here to-night I intended, after this one good-bye, never to meet you again.’


  ‘I don’t thank you for that,’ she said, turning away, while indignation spread through her like subterranean heat. ‘You may come again to Rainbarrow if you like, but you won’t see me; and you may call, but I shall not listen; and you may tempt me, but I won’t give myself to you any more.’


  ‘You have said as much before, sweet; but such natures as yours don’t so easily adhere to their words. Neither, for the matter of that, do such natures as mine.’


  ‘This is the pleasure I have won by my trouble,’ she whispered bitterly. ‘Why did I try to recall you? Damon, a strange warring takes place in my mind occasionally. I think when I become calm after your woundings, “Do I embrace a cloud of common fog after all?” You are a chameleon, and now you are at your worst colour. Go home, or I shall hate you!’


  He looked absently towards Rainbarrow while one might have counted twenty, and said, as if he did not much mind all this, ‘Yes, I will go home. Do you mean to see me again?’


  ‘If you own to me that the wedding is broken off because you love me best.’


  ‘I don’t think it would be good policy,’ said Wildeve, smiling. ‘You would get to know the extent of your power too clearly.’


  ‘But tell me!’


  ‘You know.’


  ‘Where is she now?’


  ‘I don’t know. I prefer not to speak of her to you. I have not yet married her: I have come in obedience to your call. That is enough.’


  ‘I merely lit that fire because I was dull, and thought I would get a little excitement by calling you up and triumphing over you as the Witch of Endor called up Samuel. I determined you should come; and you have come! I have shown my power. A mile and half hither, and a mile and half back again to your home—three miles in the dark for me. Have I not shown my power?’


  He shook his head at her. ‘I know you too well, my Eustacia; I know you too well. There isn’t a note in you which I don’t know; and that hot little bosom couldn’t play such a cold-blooded trick to save its life. I saw a woman on Rainbarrow at dusk looking down towards my house. I think I drew out you before you drew out me.’


  The revived embers of an old passion glowed clearly in Wildeve now; and he leant forward as if about to put his face towards her cheek.


  ‘O no,’ she said, intractably moving to the other side of the decayed fire. ‘What did you mean by that?’


  ‘Perhaps I may kiss your hand?’


  ‘No, you may not.’


  ‘Then I may shake your hand?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then I wish you good-night without caring for either. Good-bye, good-bye.’


  She returned no answer, and with the bow of a dancing-master he vanished on the other side of the pool as he had come.


  Eustacia sighed: it was no fragile maiden sigh, but a sigh which shook her like a shiver. Whenever a flash of reason darted like an electric light upon her lover—as it sometimes would—and showed his imperfections, she shivered thus. But it was over in a second, and she loved on. She knew that he trifled with her; but she loved on. She scattered the half-burnt brands, went indoors immediately, and up to her bedroom without a light. Amid the rustles which denoted her to be undressing in the darkness other heavy breaths frequently came; and the same kind of shudder occasionally moved through her when, ten minutes later, she lay on her bed asleep.


  ♣


  VII


  Queen of Night


  Eustacia Vye was the raw material of a divinity. On Olympus she would have done well with a little preparation. She had the passions and instincts which make a model goddess, that is, those which make not quite a model woman. Had it been possible for the earth and mankind to be entirely in her grasp for a while, had she handled the distaff, the spindle, and the shears at her own free will, few in the world would have noticed the change of government. There would have been the same inequality of lot, the same heaping up of favours here, of contumely there, the same generosity before justice, the same perpetual dilemmas, the same captious alteration of caresses and blows that we endure now.


  She was in person full-limbed and somewhat heavy; without ruddiness, as without pallor; and soft to the touch as a cloud. To see her hair was to fancy that a whole winter did not contain darkness enough to form its shadow: it closed over her forehead like nightfall extinguishing the western glow.


  Her nerves extended into those tresses, and her temper could always be softened by stroking them down. When her hair was brushed she would instantly sink into stillness and look like the Sphinx. If, in passing under one of the Egdon banks, any of its thick skeins were caught, as they sometimes were, by a prickly tuft of the large Ulex Europæus—which will act as a sort of hairbrush—she would go back a few steps, and pass against it a second time.


  She had Pagan eyes, full of nocturnal mysteries, and their light, as it came and went, and came again, was partially hampered by their oppressive lids and lashes; and of these the under lid was much fuller than it usually is with English women. This enabled her to indulge in reverie without seeming to do so: she might have been believed capable of sleeping without closing them up. Assuming that the souls of men and women were visible essences, you could fancy the colour of Eustacia’s soul to be flame-like. The sparks from it that rose into her dark pupils gave the same impression.


  The mouth seemed formed less to speak than to quiver, less to quiver than to kiss. Some might have added, less to kiss than to curl. Viewed sideways, the closing-line of her lips formed, with almost geometric precision, the curve so well known in the arts of design as the cima-recta, or ogee. The sight of such a flexible bend as that on grim Egdon was quite an apparition. It was felt at once that that mouth did not come over from Sleswig with a band of Saxon pirates whose lips met like the two halves of a muffin. One had fancied that such lip-curves were mostly lurking underground in the South as fragments of forgotten marbles. So fine were the lines of her lips that, though full, each corner of her mouth was as clearly cut as the point of a spear. This keenness of corner was only blunted when she was given over to sudden fits of gloom, one of the phases of the night-side of sentiment which she knew too well for her years.


  Her presence brought memories of such things as Bourbon roses, rubies, and tropical midnights; her moods recalled lotus-eaters and the march in ‘Athalie’; her motions, the ebb and flow of the sea; her voice, the viola. In a dim light, and with a slight rearrangement of her hair, her general figure might have stood for that of either of the higher female deities. The new moon behind her head, an old helmet upon it, a diadem of accidental dewdrops round her brow, would have been adjuncts sufficient to strike the note of Artemis, Athena, or Hera respectively, with as close an approximation to the antique as that which passes muster on many respected canvases.


  But celestial imperiousness, love, wrath, and fervour had proved to be somewhat thrown away on netherward Egdon. Her power was limited, and the consciousness of this limitation had biassed her development. Egdon was her Hades, and since coming there she had imbibed much of what was dark in its tone, though inwardly and eternally unreconciled thereto. Her appearance accorded well with this smouldering rebelliousness, and the shady splendour of her beauty was the real surface of the sad and stifled warmth within her. A true Tartarean dignity sat upon her brow, and not factitiously or with marks of constraint, for it had grown in her with years.


  Across the upper part of her head she wore a thin fillet of black velvet, restraining the luxuriance of her shady hair, in a way which added much to this class of majesty by irregularly clouding her forehead. ‘Nothing can embellish a beautiful face more than a narrow band drawn over the brow,’ says Richter. Some of the neighbouring girls wore coloured ribbon for the same purpose, and sported metallic ornaments elsewhere; but if any one suggested coloured ribbon and metallic ornaments to Eustacia Vye she laughed and went on.


  Why did a woman of this sort live on Egdon Heath? Budmouth was her native place, a fashionable seaside resort at that date. She was the daughter of the bandmaster of a regiment which had been quartered there—a Corfiote by birth, and a fine musician—who met his future wife during her trip thither with her father the captain, a man of good family. The marriage was scarcely in accord with the old man’s wishes, for the bandmaster’s pockets were as light as his occupation. But the musician did his best; adopted his wife’s name, made England permanently his home, took great trouble with his child’s education, the expenses of which were defrayed by the grandfather, and throve as the chief local musician till her mother’s death, when he left off thriving, drank, and died also. The girl was left to the care of her grandfather, who, since three of his ribs became broken in a shipwreck, had lived in this airy perch on Egdon, a spot which had taken his fancy because the house was to be had for next to nothing, and because a remote blue tinge on the horizon between the hills, visible from the cottage door, was traditionally believed to be the English Channel. She hated the change; she felt like one banished; but here she was forced to abide.


  Thus it happened that in Eustacia’s brain were juxtaposed the strangest assortment of ideas, from old time and from new. There was no middle distance in her perspective: romantic recollections of sunny afternoons on an esplanade, with military bands, officers, and gallants around, stood like gilded letters upon the dark tablet of surrounding Egdon. Every bizarre effect that could result from the random intertwining of watering-place glitter with the grand solemnity of a heath, was to be found in her. Seeing nothing of human life now, she imagined all the more of what she had seen.


  Where did her dignity come from? By a latent vein from Alcinous’ line, her father hailing from Phæacia’s isle?—or from Fitzalan and De Vere, her maternal grandfather having had a cousin in the peerage? Perhaps it was the gift of Heaven—a happy convergence of natural laws. Among other things opportunity had of late years been denied her of learning to be undignified, for she lived lonely. Isolation on a heath renders vulgarity well-nigh impossible. It would have been as easy for the heath-ponies, bats, and snakes to be vulgar as for her. A narrow life in Budmouth might have completely demeaned her.


  The only way to look queenly without realms or hearts to queen it over is to look as if you had lost them; and Eustacia did that to a triumph. In the captain’s cottage she could suggest mansions she had never seen. Perhaps that was because she frequented a vaster mansion than any of them, the open hills. Like the summer condition of the place around her, she was an embodiment of the phrase ‘a populous solitude’—apparently so listless, void, and quiet, she was really busy and full.


  To be loved to madness—such was her great desire. Love was to her the one cordial which could drive away the eating loneliness of her days. And she seemed to long for the abstraction called passionate love more than for any particular lover.


  She could show a most reproachful look at times, but it was directed less against human beings than against certain creatures of her mind, the chief of these being Destiny, through whose interference she dimly fancied it arose that love alighted only on gliding youth—that any love she might win would sink simultaneously with the sand in the glass. She thought of it with an ever-growing consciousness of cruelty, which tended to breed actions of reckless unconventionality, framed to snatch a year’s, a week’s, even an hour’s passion from anywhere while it could be won. Through want of it she had sung without being merry, possessed without enjoying, outshone without triumphing. Her loneliness deepened her desire. On Egdon, coldest and meanest kisses were at famine prices; and where was a mouth matching hers to be found?


  Fidelity in love for fidelity’s sake had less attraction for her than for most women: fidelity because of love’s grip had much. A blaze of love, and extinction, was better than a lantern glimmer of the same which should last long years. On this head she knew by prevision what most women learn only by experience: she had mentally walked round love, told the towers thereof, considered its palaces; and concluded that love was but a doleful joy. Yet she desired it, as one in a desert would be thankful for brackish water.


  She often repeated her prayers; not at particular times, but, like the unaffectedly devout, when she desired to pray. Her prayer was always spontaneous, and often ran thus, ‘O deliver my heart from this fearful gloom and loneliness: send me great love from somewhere, else I shall die.’


  Her high gods were William the Conqueror, Strafford, and Napoleon Buonaparte, as they had appeared in the Lady’s History used at the establishment in which she was educated. Had she been a mother she would have christened her boys such names as Saul or Sisera in preference to Jacob or David, neither of whom she admired. At school she had used to side with the Philistines in several battles, and had wondered if Pontius Pilate were as handsome as he was frank and fair.


  Thus she was a girl of some forwardness of mind, indeed, weighed in relation to her situation among the very rereward of thinkers, very original. Her instincts towards social nonconformity were at the root of this. In the matter of holidays, her mood was that of horses who, when turned out to grass, enjoy looking upon their kind at work on the highway. She only valued rest to herself when it came in the midst of other people’s labour. Hence she hated Sundays when all was at rest, and often said they would be the death of her. To see the heathmen in their Sunday condition, that is, with their hands in their pockets, their boots newly oiled, and not laced up (a particularly Sunday sign), walking leisurely among the turves and furze-faggots they had cut during the week, and kicking them critically as if their use were unknown, was a fearful heaviness to her. To relieve the tedium of this untimely day she would overhaul the cupboards containing her grandfather’s old charts and other rubbish, humming Saturday-night ballads of the country people the while. But on Saturday nights she would frequently sing a psalm, and it was always on a week-day that she read the Bible, that she might be unoppressed with a sense of doing her duty.


  Such views of life were to some extent the natural begettings of her situation upon her nature. To dwell on a heath without studying its meanings was like wedding a foreigner without learning his tongue. The subtle beauties of the heath were lost to Eustacia; she only caught its vapours. An environment which would have made a contented woman a poet, a suffering woman a devotee, a pious woman a psalmist, even a giddy woman thoughtful, made a rebellious woman saturnine.


  Eustacia had got beyond the vision of some marriage of inexpressible glory; yet, though her emotions were in full vigour, she cared for no meaner union. Thus we see her in a strange state of isolation. To have lost the godlike conceit that we may do what we will, and not to have acquired a homely zest for doing what we can, shows a grandeur of temper which cannot be objected to in the abstract, for it denotes a mind that, though disappointed, forswears compromise. But, if congenial to philosophy, it is apt to be dangerous to the commonwealth. In a world where doing means marrying, and the commonwealth is one of hearts and hands, the same peril attends the condition.


  And so we see our Eustacia—for at times she was not altogether unlovable—arriving at that stage of enlightenment which feels that nothing is worth while, and filling up the spare hours of her existence by idealizing Wildeve for want of a better object. This was the sole reason of his ascendency: she knew it herself. At moments her pride rebelled against her passion for him, and she even had longed to be free. But there was only one circumstance which could dislodge him, and that was the advent of a greater man.


  For the rest, she suffered much from depression of spirits, and took slow walks to recover them, in which she carried her grandfather’s telescope and her grandmother’s hour-glass—the latter because of a peculiar pleasure she derived from watching a material representation of time’s gradual glide away. She seldom schemed, but when she did scheme, her plans showed rather the comprehensive strategy of a general than the small arts called womanish, though she could utter oracles of Delphian ambiguity when she did not choose to be direct. In heaven she will probably sit between the Héloïses and the Cleopatras.


  ♣


  VIII


  Those Who Are Found Where There Is Said to Be Nobody


  As soon as the sad little boy had withdrawn from the fire he clasped the money tight in the palm of his hand, as if thereby to fortify his courage, and began to run. There was really little danger in allowing a child to go home alone on this part of Egdon Heath. The distance to the boy’s house was not more than three-eighths of a mile, his father’s cottage, and one other a few yards further on, forming part of the small hamlet of Mistover Knap: the third and only remaining house was that of Captain Vye and Eustacia, which stood quite away from the small cottages, and was the loneliest of lonely houses on these thinly populated slopes.


  He ran until he was out of breath, and then, becoming more courageous, walked leisurely along, singing in an old voice a little song about a sailor-boy and a fair one, and bright gold in store. In the middle of this the child stopped: from a pit under the hill ahead of him shone a light, whence proceeded a cloud of floating dust and a smacking noise.


  Only unusual sights and sounds frightened the boy. The shrivelled voice of the heath did not alarm him, for that was familiar. The thorn-bushes which arose in his path from time to time were less satisfactory, for they whistled gloomily, and had a ghastly habit after dark of putting on the shapes of jumping madmen, sprawling giants, and hideous cripples. Lights were not uncommon this evening, but the nature of all of them was different from this. Discretion rather than terror prompted the boy to turn back instead of passing the light, with a view of asking Miss Eustacia Vye to let her servant accompany him home.


  When the boy had reascended to the top of the valley he found the fire to be still burning on the bank, though lower than before. Beside it, instead of Eustacia’s solitary form, he saw two persons, the second being a man. The boy crept along under the bank to ascertain from the nature of the proceedings if it would be prudent to interrupt so splendid a creature as Miss Eustacia on his poor trivial account.


  After listening under the bank for some minutes to the talk he turned in a perplexed and doubting manner and began to withdraw as silently as he had come. That he did not, upon the whole, think it advisable to interrupt her conversation with Wildeve, without being prepared to bear the whole weight of her displeasure, was obvious.


  Here was a Scyllæo-Charybdean position for a poor boy. Pausing when again safe from discovery he finally decided to face the pit phenomenon as the lesser evil. With a heavy sigh he retraced the slope, and followed the path he had followed before.


  The light had gone, the rising dust had disappeared—he hoped for ever. He marched resolutely along, and found nothing to alarm him till, coming within a few yards of the sandpit, he heard a slight noise in front, which led him to halt. The halt was but momentary, for the noise resolved itself into the steady bites of two animals grazing.


  ‘Two he’th-croppers down here,’ he said aloud. ‘I have never known ’em come down so far afore.’


  The animals were in the direct line of his path, but that the child thought little of; he had played round the fetlocks of horses from his infancy. On coming nearer, however, the boy was somewhat surprised to find that the little creatures did not run off, and that each wore a clog, to prevent his going astray; this signified that they had been broken in. He could now see the interior of the pit, which, being in the side of the hill, had a level entrance. In the innermost corner the square outline of a van appeared, with its back towards him. A light came from the interior, and threw a moving shadow upon the vertical face of gravel at the further side of the pit into which the vehicle faced.


  The child assumed that this was the cart of a gipsy, and his dread of those wanderers reached but to that mild pitch which titillates rather than pains. Only a few inches of mud wall kept him and his family from being gipsies themselves. He skirted the gravel-pit at a respectful distance, ascended the slope, and came forward upon the brow, in order to look into the open door of the van and see the original of the shadow.


  The picture alarmed the boy. By a little stove inside the van sat a figure red from head to heels—the man who had been Thomasin’s friend. He was darning a stocking, which was red like the rest of him. Moreover, as he darned he smoked a pipe, the stem and bowl of which were red also.


  At this moment one of the heath-croppers feeding in the outer shadows was audibly shaking off the clog attached to its foot. Aroused by the sound the reddleman laid down his stocking, lit a lantern which hung beside him, and came out from the van. In sticking up the candle he lifted the lantern to his face, and the light shone into the whites of his eyes and upon his ivory teeth, which, in contrast with the red surrounding, lent him a startling aspect enough to the gaze of a juvenile. The boy knew too well for his peace of mind upon whose lair he had lighted. Uglier persons than gipsies were known to cross Egdon at times, and a reddleman was one of them.


  ‘How I wish ’twas only a gipsy!’ he murmured.


  The man was by this time coming back from the horses. In his fear of being seen the boy rendered detection certain by nervous motion. The heather and peat stratum overhung the brow of the pit in mats, hiding the actual verge. The boy had stepped beyond the solid ground; the heather now gave way, and down he rolled over the scarp of grey sand to the very foot of the man.


  The red man opened the lantern and turned it upon the figure of the prostrate boy.


  ‘Who be ye?’ he said.


  ‘Johnny Nunsuch, master!’


  ‘What were you doing up there?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Watching me, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes, master.’


  ‘What did you watch me for?’


  ‘Because I was coming home from Miss Vye’s bonfire.’


  ‘Beest hurt?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Why, yes, you be: your hand is bleeding. Come under my tilt and let me tie it up.’


  ‘Please let me look for my sixpence.’


  ‘How did you come by that?’


  ‘Miss Vye gied it to me for keeping up her bonfire.’


  The sixpence was found, and the man went to the van, the boy behind, almost holding his breath.


  The man took a piece of rag from a satchel containing sewing materials, tore off a strip, which, like everything else, was tinged red, and proceeded to bind up the wound.


  ‘My eyes have got foggy-like—please may I sit down, master?’ said the boy.


  ‘To be sure, poor chap. ’Tis enough to make you feel fainty. Sit on that bundle.’


  The man finished tying up the gash, and the boy said, ‘I think I’ll go home now, master.’


  ‘You are rather afraid of me. Do you know what I be?’


  The child surveyed his vermilion figure up and down with much misgiving, and finally said, ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, what?’


  ‘The reddleman!’ he faltered.


  ‘Yes, that’s what I be. Though there’s more than one. You little children think there’s only one cuckoo, one fox, one giant, one devil, and one reddleman, when there’s lots of us all.’


  ‘Is there? You won’t carry me off in your bags, will ye, master? ’Tis said that the reddleman will sometimes.’


  ‘Nonsense. All that reddlemen do is sell reddle. You see all these bags at the back of my cart? They are not full of little boys—only full of red stuff.’


  ‘Was you born a reddleman?’


  ‘No, I took to it. I should be as white as you if I were to give up the trade—that is, I should be white in time—perhaps six months: not at first, because ’tis grow’d into my skin and won’t wash out. Now, you’ll never be afraid of a reddleman again, will ye?’


  ‘No, never. Willy Orchard said he seed a red ghost here t’other day—perhaps that was you?’


  ‘I was here t’other day.’


  ‘Were you making that dusty light I saw by now?’


  ‘O yes: I was beating out some bags. And have you had a good bonfire up there? I saw the light. Why did Miss Vye want a bonfire so bad that she should give you sixpence to keep it up?’


  ‘I don’t know. I was tired, but she made me bide and keep up the fire just the same, while she kept going up across Rainbarrow way.’


  ‘And how long did that last?’


  ‘Until a hopfrog jumped into the pond,’ pond.’


  The reddleman suddenly ceased to talk idly. ‘A hopfrog?’ he inquired. ‘Hopfrogs don’t jump into ponds this time of year.’


  ‘They do, for I heard one.’


  ‘Certain-sure?’


  ‘Yes. She told me afore that I should hear’n; and so I did. They say she’s clever and deep, and perhaps she charmed ’en to come.’


  ‘And what then?’


  ‘Then I came down here, and I was afeard, and I went back; but I didn’t like to speak to her, because of the gentleman, and I came on here again.’


  ‘A gentleman—ah! What did she say to him, my man?’


  ‘Told him she supposed he had not married the other woman because he liked his old sweetheart best; and things like that.’


  ‘What did the gentleman say to her, my sonny?’


  ‘He only said he did like her best, and how he was coming to see her again under Rainbarrow o’ nights.’


  ‘Ha!’ cried the reddleman, slapping his hand against the side of his van so that the whole fabric shook under the blow. ‘That’s the secret o’t!’


  The little boy jumped clean from the stool.


  ‘My man, don’t you be afraid,’ said the dealer in red, suddenly becoming gentle. ‘I forgot you were here. That’s only a curious way reddlemen have of going mad for a moment; but they don’t hurt anybody. And what did the lady say then?’


  ‘I can’t mind. Please, Master Reddleman, may I go home-along now?’


  ‘Ay, to be sure you may. I’ll go a bit of ways with you.’


  He conducted the boy out of the gravel-pit and into the path leading to his mother’s cottage. When the little figure had vanished in the darkness the reddleman returned, resumed his seat by the fire, and proceeded to darn again.


  ♣


  IX


  Love Leads a Shrewd Man into Strategy


  Reddlemen of the old school are now but seldom seen. Since the introduction of railways Wessex farmers have managed to do without these Mephistophelian visitants, and the bright pigment so largely used by shepherds in preparing sheep for the fair is obtained by other routes. Even those who yet survive are losing the poetry of existence which characterized them when the pursuit of the trade meant periodical journeys to the pit whence the material was dug, a regular camping out from month to month, except in the depth of winter, a peregrination among farms which could be counted by the hundred, and in spite of this Arab existence the preservation of that respectability which is insured by the never-failing production of a well-lined purse.


  Reddle spreads its lively hues over everything it lights on, and stamps unmistakably, as with the mark of Cain, any person who has handled it half an hour.


  A child’s first sight of a reddleman was an epoch in his life. That blood-coloured figure was a sublimation of all the horrid dreams which had afflicted the juvenile spirit since imagination began. ‘The reddleman is coming for you!’ had been the formulated threat of Wessex mothers for many generations. He was successfully supplanted for a while, at the beginning of the present century, by Buonaparte; but as process of time rendered the latter personage stale and ineffective the older phrase resumed its early prominence. And now the reddleman has in his turn followed Buonaparte to the land of worn-out bogeys, and his place is filled by modern inventions.


  The reddleman lived like a gipsy; but gipsies he scorned. He was about as thriving as travelling basket and mat makers; but he had nothing to do with them. He was more decently born and brought up than the cattle-drovers who passed and repassed him in his wanderings; but they merely nodded to him. His stock was more valuable than that of pedlars; but they did not think so, and passed his cart with eyes straight ahead. He was such an unnatural colour to look at that the men of roundabouts and wax-work shows seemed gentlemen beside him; but he considered them low company, and remained aloof. Among all these squatters and folks of the road the reddleman continually found himself; yet he was not of them. His occupation tended to isolate him, and isolated he was mostly seen to be.


  It was sometimes suggested that reddlemen were criminals for whose misdeeds other men had wrongfully suffered: that in escaping the law they had not escaped their own consciences, and had taken to the trade as a lifelong penance. Else why should they have chosen it? In the present case such a question would have been particularly apposite. The reddleman who had entered Egdon that afternoon was an instance of the pleasing being wasted to form the ground-work of the singular, when an ugly foundation would have done just as well for that purpose. The one point that was forbidding about this reddleman was his colour. Freed from that he would have been as agreeable a specimen of rustic manhood as one would often see. A keen observer might have been inclined to think—which was, indeed, partly the truth—that he had relinquished his proper station in life for want of interest in it. Moreover, after looking at him one would have hazarded the guess that good-nature, and an acuteness as extreme as it could be without verging on craft, formed the frame-work of his character.


  While he darned the stocking his face became rigid with thought. Softer expressions followed this, and then again recurred the tender sadness which had sat upon him during his drive along the highway that afternoon. Presently his needle stopped. He laid down the stocking, arose from his seat, and took a leathern pouch from a hook in the corner of the van. This contained among other articles a brown-paper packet, which, to judge from the hinge-like character of its worn folds, seemed to have been carefully opened and closed a good many times. He sat down on a three-legged milking-stool that formed the only seat in the van, and, examining his packet by the light of a candle, took thence an old letter and spread it open. The writing had originally been traced on white paper, but the letter had now assumed a pale red tinge from the accident of its situation; and the black strokes of writing thereon looked like the twigs of a winter hedge against a vermilion sunset. The letter bore a date some two years previous to that time, and was signed ‘Thomasin Yeobright.’ It ran as follows:—


  
    Dear Diggory Venn,—The question you put when you overtook me coming home from Pond-close gave me such a surprise that I am afraid I did not make you exactly understand what I meant. Of course, if my aunt had not met me I could have explained all then at once, but as it was there was no chance. I have been quite uneasy since, as you know I do not wish to pain you, yet I fear I shall be doing so now in contradicting what I seemed to say then. I cannot, Diggory, marry you, or think of letting you call me your sweetheart. I could not, indeed, Diggory. I hope you will not much mind my saying this, and feel in a great pain. It makes me very sad when I think it may, for I like you very much, and I always put you next to my cousin Clym in my mind. There are so many reasons why we cannot be married that I can hardly name them all in a letter. I did not in the least expect that you were going to speak on such a thing when you followed me, because I had never thought of you in the sense of a lover at all. You must not becall me for laughing when you spoke; you mistook when you thought I laughed at you as a foolish man. I laughed because the idea was so odd, and not at you at all. The great reason with my own personal self for not letting you court me is, that I do not feel the things a woman ought to feel who consents to walk with you with the meaning of being your wife. It is not as you think, that I have another in my mind, for I do not encourage anybody, and never have in my life. Another reason is my aunt. She would not, I know, agree to it, even if I wished to have you. She likes you very well, but she will want me to look a little higher than a small dairy-farmer, and marry a professional man. I hope you will not set your heart against me for writing plainly, but I felt you might try to see me again, and it is better that we should not meet. I shall always think of you as a good man, and be anxious for your well-doing. I send this by Jane Orchard’s little maid,—And remain Diggory, your faithful friend,


    Thomasin Yeobright.


    To Mr. Venn, Dairy-farmer.

  


  Since the arrival of that letter, on a certain autumn morning long ago, the reddleman and Thomasin had not met till to-day. During the interval he had shifted his position even further from hers than it had originally been, by adopting the reddle trade; though he was really in very good circumstances still. Indeed, seeing that his expenditure was only one-fourth of his income, he might have been called a prosperous man.


  Rejected suitors take to roaming as naturally as unhived bees; and the business to which he had cynically devoted himself was in many ways congenial to Venn. But his wanderings, by mere stress of old emotions, had frequently taken an Egdon direction, though he never intruded upon her who attracted him thither. To be in Thomasin’s heath, and near her, yet unseen, was the one ewe-lamb of pleasure left to him.


  Then came the incident of that day, and the reddleman, still loving her well, was excited by this accidental service to her at a critical juncture to vow an active devotion to her cause, instead of, as hitherto, sighing and holding aloof. After what had happened it was impossible that he should not doubt the honesty of Wildeve’s intentions. But her hope was apparently centred upon him; and dismissing his regrets Venn determined to aid her to be happy in her own chosen way. That this way was, of all others, the most distressing to himself, was awkward enough; but the reddleman’s love was generous.


  His first active step in watching over Thomasin’s interests was taken about seven o’clock the next evening, and was dictated by the news which he had learnt from the sad boy. That Eustacia was somehow the cause of Wildeve’s carelessness in relation to the marriage had at once been Venn’s conclusion on hearing of the secret meeting between them. It did not occur to his mind that Eustacia’s love-signal to Wildeve was the tender effect upon the deserted beauty of the intelligence which her grandfather had brought home. His instinct was to regard her as a conspirator against rather than as an antecedent obstacle to Thomasin’s happiness.


  During the day he had been exceedingly anxious to learn the condition of Thomasin; but he did not venture to intrude upon a threshold to which he was a stranger, particularly at such an unpleasant moment as this. He had occupied his time in moving with his ponies and load to a new point in the heath, eastward to his previous station; and here he selected a nook with a careful eye to shelter from wind and rain, which seemed to mean that his stay there was to be a comparatively extended one. After this he returned on foot some part of the way that he had come; and, it being now dark, he diverged to the left till he stood behind a holly-bush on the edge of a pit not twenty yards from Rainbarrow.


  He watched for a meeting there, but he watched in vain. Nobody except himself came near the spot that night.


  But the loss of his labour produced little effect upon the reddleman. He had stood in the shoes of Tantalus, and seemed to look upon a certain mass of disappointment as the natural preface to all realizations, without which preface they would give cause for alarm.


  The same hour the next evening found him again at the same place; but Eustacia and Wildeve, the expected trysters, did not appear.


  He pursued precisely the same course yet four nights longer, and without success. But on the next, being the day-week of their previous meeting, he saw a female shape floating along the ridge and the outline of a young man ascending from the valley. They met in the little ditch encircling the tumulus—the original excavation from which it had been thrown up by the ancient British people.


  The reddleman, stung with suspicion of wrong to Thomasin, was aroused to strategy in a moment. He instantly left the bush and crept forward on his hands and knees. When he had got as close as he might safely venture without discovery he found that, owing to a cross-wind, the conversation of the trysting pair could not be overheard.


  Near him, as in divers places about the heath, were areas strewn with large turves, which lay edgeways and upside-down awaiting removal by Timothy Fairway, previous to the winter weather. He took two of these as he lay, and dragged them over him till one covered his head and shoulders, the other his back and legs. The reddleman would now have been quite invisible, even by daylight; the turves, standing upon him with the heather upwards, looked precisely as if they were growing. He crept along again, and the turves upon his back crept with him. Had he approached without any covering the chances are that he would not have been perceived in the dusk; approaching thus, it was as though he burrowed underground. In this manner he came quite close to where the two were standing.


  ‘Wish to consult me on the matter?’ reached his ears in the rich, impetuous accents of Eustacia Vye. ‘Consult me? It is an indignity to me to talk so: I won’t bear it any longer!’ She began weeping. ‘I have loved you, and have shown you that I loved you, much to my regret; and yet you can come and say in that frigid way that you wish to consult with me whether it would not be better to marry Thomasin. Better—of course it would be. Marry her: she is nearer to your own position in life than I am!’


  ‘Yes, yes; that’s very well,’ said Wildeve peremptorily. ‘But we must look at things as they are. Whatever blame may attach to me for having brought it about, Thomasin’s position is at present much worse than yours. I simply tell you that I am in a strait.’


  ‘But you shall not tell me! You must see that it is only harassing me. Damon, you have not acted well; you have sunk in my opinion. You have not valued my courtesy—the courtesy of a lady in loving you—who used to think of far more ambitious things. But it was Thomasin’s fault. She won you away from me, and she deserves to suffer for it. Where is she staying now? Not that I care, nor where I am myself. Ah, if I were dead and gone how glad she would be! Where is she, I ask?’


  ‘Thomasin is now staying at her aunt’s shut up in a bedroom, and keeping out of everybody’s sight,’ he said indifferently.


  ‘I don’t think you care much about her even now,’ said Eustacia with sudden joyousness; ‘for if you did you wouldn’t talk so coolly about her. Do you talk so coolly to her about me? Ah, I expect you do! Why did you originally go away from me? I don’t think I can ever forgive you, except on one condition, that whenever you desert me, you come back again, sorry that you served me so.’


  ‘I never wish to desert you.’


  ‘I do not thank you for that. I should hate it to be all smooth. Indeed, I think I like you to desert me a little once now and then. Love is the dismallest thing where the lover is quite honest. O, it is a shame to say so; but it is true!’ She indulged in a little laugh. ‘My low spirits begin at the very idea. Don’t you offer me tame love, or away you go!’


  ‘I wish Tamsie were not such a confoundedly good little woman,’ said Wildeve, ‘so that I could be faithful to you without injuring a worthy person. It is I who am the sinner after all; I am not worth the little finger of either of you.’


  ‘But you must not sacrifice yourself to her from any sense of justice,’ replied Eustacia quickly. ‘If you do not love her it is the most merciful thing in the long run to leave her as she is. That’s always the best way. There, now I have been unwomanly, I suppose. When you have left me I am always angry with myself for things that I have said to you.’


  Wildeve walked a pace or two among the heather without replying. The pause was filled up by the intonation of a pollard thorn a little way to windward, the breezes filtering through its unyielding twigs as through a strainer. It was as if the night sang dirges with clenched teeth.


  She continued, half sorrowfully, ‘Since meeting you last, it has occurred to me once or twice that perhaps it was not for love of me you did not marry her. Tell me, Damon: I’ll try to bear it. Had I nothing whatever to do with the matter?’


  ‘Do you press me to tell?’


  ‘Yes, I must know. I see I have been too ready to believe in my own power.’


  ‘Well, the immediate reason was that the licence would not do for the place, and before I could get another she ran away. Up to that point you had nothing to do with it. Since then her aunt has spoken to me in a tone which I don’t at all like.’


  ‘Yes, yes! I am nothing in it—I am nothing in it. You only trifle with me. Heaven, what can I, Eustacia Vye, be made of to think so much of you!’


  ‘Nonsense; do not be so passionate…. Eustacia, how we roved among these bushes last year, when the hot days had got cool, and the shades of the hills kept us almost invisible in the hollows!’


  She remained in moody silence till she said, ‘Yes; and how I used to laugh at you for daring to look up to me! But you have well made me suffer for that since.’


  ‘Yes, you served me cruelly enough until I thought I had found some one fairer than you. A blessed find for me, Eustacia.’


  ‘Do you still think you found somebody fairer?’


  ‘Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. The scales are balanced so nicely that a feather would turn them.’


  ‘But don’t you really care whether I meet you or whether I don’t?’ she said slowly.


  ‘I care a little, but not enough to break my rest,’ replied the young man languidly. ‘No, all that’s past. I find there are two flowers where I thought there was only one. Perhaps there are three, or four, or any number as good as the first…. Mine is a curious fate. Who would have thought that all this could happen to me?’


  She interrupted with a suppressed fire of which either love or anger seemed an equally possible issue, ‘Do you love me now?’


  ‘Who can say?’


  ‘Tell me; I will know it!’


  ‘I do, and I do not,’ said he mischievously. ‘That is, I have my times and my seasons. One moment you are too tall, another moment you are too do-nothing, another too melancholy, another too dark, another I don’t know what, except—that you are not the whole world to me that you used to be, my dear. But you are a pleasant lady to know, and nice to meet, and I dare say as sweet as ever—almost.’


  Eustacia was silent, and she turned from him, till she said, in a voice of suspended mightiness, ‘I am for a walk, and this is my way.’


  ‘Well, I can do worse than follow you.’


  ‘You know you can’t do otherwise, for all your moods and changes!’ she answered defiantly. ‘Say what you will; try as you may; keep away from me all that you can—you will never forget me. You will love me all your life long. You would jump to marry me!’


  ‘So I would!’ said Wildeve. ‘Such strange thoughts as I’ve had from time to time, Eustacia; and they come to me this moment. You hate the heath as much as ever; that I know.’


  ‘I do,’ she murmured deeply. ‘’Tis my cross, my shame, and will be my death!’


  ‘I abhor it too,’ said he. ‘How mournfully the wind blows round us now!’


  She did not answer. Its tone was indeed solemn and pervasive. Compound utterances addressed themselves to their senses, and it was possible to view by ear the features of the neighbourhood. Acoustic pictures were returned from the darkened scenery; they could hear where the tracts of heather began and ended; where the furze was growing stalky and tall; where it had been recently cut; in what direction the fir-clump lay, and how near was the pit in which the hollies grew; for these differing features had their voices no less than their shapes and colours.


  ‘God, how lonely it is!’ resumed Wildeve. ‘What are picturesque ravines and mists to us who see nothing else? Why should we stay here? Will you go with me to America? I have kindred in Wisconsin.’


  ‘That wants consideration.’


  ‘It seems impossible to do well here, unless one were a wild bird or a landscape-painter. Well?’


  ‘Give me time,’ she softly said, taking his hand. ‘America is so far away. Are you going to walk with me a little way?’


  As Eustacia uttered the latter words she retired from the base of the barrow, and Wildeve followed her, so that the reddleman could hear no more.


  He lifted the turves and arose. Their black figures sank and disappeared from against the sky. They were as two horns which the sluggish heath had put forth from its crown, like a mollusc, and had now again drawn in.


  The reddleman’s walk across the vale, and over into the next where his cart lay, was not sprightly for a slim young fellow of twenty-four. His spirit was perturbed to aching. The breezes that blew around his mouth in that walk carried off upon them the accents of a commination.


  He entered the van, where there was a fire in a stove. Without lighting his candle he sat down at once on the three-legged stool, and pondered on what he had seen and heard touching that still loved-one of his. He uttered a sound which was neither sigh nor sob, but was even more indicative than either of a troubled mind.


  ‘My Tamsie,’ he whispered heavily. ‘What can be done? Yes, I will see that Eustacia Vye.’


  ♣


  X


  A Desperate Attempt at Persuasion


  The next morning, at the time when the height of the sun appeared very insignificant from any part of the heath as compared with the altitude of Rainbarrow, and when all the little hills in the lower levels were like an archipelago in a fog-formed Ægean, the reddleman came from the brambled nook which he had adopted as his quarters and ascended the slopes of Mistover Knap.


  Though these shaggy hills were apparently so solitary, several keen round eyes were always ready on such a wintry morning as this to converge upon a passer-by. Feathered species sojourned here in hiding which would have created wonder if found elsewhere. A bustard haunted the spot, and not many years before this five and twenty might have been seen in Egdon at one time. Marsh-harriers looked up from the valley by Wildeve’s. A cream-coloured courser had used to visit this hill, a bird so rare that not more than a dozen have ever been seen in England; but a barbarian rested neither night nor day till he had shot the African truant, and after that event cream-coloured coursers thought fit to enter Egdon no more.


  A traveller who should walk and observe any of these visitants as Venn observed them now could feel himself to be in direct communication with regions unknown to man. Here in front of him was a wild mallard—just arrived from the home of the north wind. The creature brought within him an amplitude of Northern knowledge. Glacial catastrophes, snowstorm episodes, glittering auroral effects, Polaris in the zenith, Franklin underfoot,—the category of his commonplaces was wonderful. But the bird, like many other philosophers, seemed as he looked at the reddleman to think that a present moment of comfortable reality was worth a decade of memories.


  Venn passed on through these towards the house of the isolated beauty who lived up among them and despised them. The day was Sunday; but as going to church, except to be married or buried, was exceptional at Egdon, this made little difference. He had determined upon the bold stroke of asking for an interview with Miss Vye—to attack her position as Thomasin’s rival either by art or by storm, showing therein, somewhat too conspicuously, the want of gallantry characteristic of a certain astute sort of men, from clowns to kings. The great Frederick making war on the beautiful Archduchess, Napoleon refusing terms to the beautiful Queen of Prussia, were not more dead to difference of sex than the reddleman was, in his peculiar way, in planning the displacement of Eustacia.


  To call at the captain’s cottage was always more or less an undertaking for the inferior inhabitants. Though occasionally chatty, his moods were erratic, and nobody could be certain how he would behave at any particular moment. Eustacia was reserved, and lived very much to herself. Except the daughter of one of the cotters, who was their servant, and a lad who worked in the garden and stable, scarcely any one but themselves ever entered the house. They were the only genteel people of the district except the Yeobrights, and though far from rich, they did not feel that necessity for preserving a friendly face towards every man, bird, and beast which influenced their poorer neighbours.


  When the reddleman entered the garden the old man was looking through his glass at the stain of blue sea in the distant landscape, the little anchors on his buttons twinkling in the sun. He recognized Venn as his companion on the highway, but made no remark on that circumstance, merely saying, ‘Ah, reddleman—you here? Have a glass of grog?’


  Venn declined, on the plea of it being too early, and stated that his business was with Miss Vye. The captain surveyed him from cap to waistcoat and from waistcoat to leggings for a few moments, and finally asked him to go indoors.


  Miss Vye was not to be seen by anybody just then; and the reddleman waited in the window-bench of the kitchen, his hands hanging across his divergent knees, and his cap hanging from his hands.


  ‘I suppose the young lady is not up yet?’ he presently said to the servant.


  ‘Not quite yet. Folks never call upon ladies at this time of day.’


  ‘Then I’ll step outside,’ said Venn. ‘If she is willing to see me, will she please send out word, and I’ll come in.’


  The reddleman left the house and loitered on the hill adjoining. A considerable time elapsed, and no request for his presence was brought. He was beginning to think that his scheme had failed, when he beheld the form of Eustacia herself coming leisurely towards him. A sense of novelty in giving audience to that singular figure had been sufficient to draw her forth.


  She seemed to feel, after a bare look at Diggory Venn, that the man had come on a strange errand, and that he was not so mean as she had thought him; for her close approach did not cause him to writhe uneasily, or shift his feet, or show any of those little signs which escape an ingenuous rustic at the advent of the uncommon in womankind. On his inquiring if he might have a conversation with her she replied, ‘Yes, walk beside me;’ and continued to move on.


  Before they had gone far it occurred to the perspicacious reddleman that he would have acted more wisely by appearing less unimpressionable, and he resolved to correct the error as soon as he could find opportunity.


  ‘I have made so bold, miss, as to step across and tell you some strange news which has come to my ears about that man.’


  ‘Ah! what man?’


  He jerked his elbow to south-east—the direction of the Quiet Woman.


  Eustacia turned quickly to him. ‘Do you mean Mr. Wildeve?’


  ‘Yes, there is trouble in a household on account of him, and I have come to let you know of it, because I believe you might have power to drive it away.’


  ‘I? What is the trouble?’


  ‘It is quite a secret. It is that he may refuse to marry Thomasin Yeobright after all.’


  Eustacia, though set inwardly pulsing by his words, was equal to her part in such a drama as this. She replied coldly, ‘I do not wish to listen to this, and you must not expect me to interfere.’


  ‘But, miss, you will hear one word?’


  ‘I cannot. I am not interested in the marriage, and even if I were I could not compel Mr. Wildeve to do my bidding.’


  ‘As the only lady on the heath I think you might,’ said Venn with subtle indirectness. ‘This is how the case stands. Mr. Wildeve would marry Thomasin at once, and make all matters smooth, if so be there were not another woman in the case. This other woman is some person he has picked up with, and meets on the heath occasionally, I believe. He will never marry her, and yet through her he may never marry the woman who loves him dearly. Now, if you, miss, who have so much sway over us men-folk, were to insist that he should treat your young neighbour Tamsin with honourable kindness and give up the other woman, he would perhaps do it, and save her a good deal of misery.’


  ‘Ah, my life!’ said Eustacia, with a laugh which unclosed her lips so that the sun shone into her mouth as into a tulip, and lent it a similar scarlet fire. ‘You think too much of my influence over men-folk indeed, reddleman. If I had such a power as you imagine I would go straight and use it for the good of anybody who has been kind to me—which Thomasin Yeobright has not particularly, to my knowledge.’


  ‘Can it be that you really don’t know of it—how much she has always thought of you?’


  ‘I have never heard a word of it. Although we live only two miles apart I have never been inside her aunt’s house in my life.’


  The superciliousness that lurked in her manner told Venn that thus far he had utterly failed. He inwardly sighed and felt it necessary to unmask his second argument.


  ‘Well, leaving that out of the question, ’tis in your power, I assure you, Miss Vye, to do a great deal of good to another woman.’


  She shook her head.


  ‘Your comeliness is law with Mr. Wildeve. It is law with all men who see ’ee. They say, “This well-favoured lady coming—what’s her name? How handsome!” Handsomer than Thomasin Yeobright,’ the reddleman persisted, saying to himself, ‘God forgive a rascal for lying!’ And she was handsomer, but the reddleman was far from thinking so. There was a certain obscurity in Eustacia’s beauty, and Venn’s eye was not trained. In her winter dress, as now, she was like the tiger-beetle, which, when observed in dull situations, seems to be of the quietest neutral colour, but under a full illumination blazes with dazzling splendour.


  Eustacia could not help replying, though conscious that she endangered her dignity thereby. ‘Many women are lovelier than Thomasin,’ she said; ‘so not much attaches to that.’


  The reddleman suffered the wound and went on: ‘He is a man who notices the looks of women, and you could twist him to your will like withywind, if you only had the mind.’


  ‘Surely what she cannot do who has been so much with him I cannot do living up here away from him.’


  The reddleman wheeled and looked her in the face. ‘Miss Vye!’ he said.


  ‘Why do you say that—as if you doubted me?’ She spoke faintly, and her breathing was quick. ‘The idea of your speaking in that tone to me!’ she added, with a forced smile of hauteur. ‘What could have been in your mind to lead you to speak like that?’


  ‘Miss Vye, why should you make-believe that you don’t know this man?—I know why, certainly. He is beneath you, and you are ashamed.’


  ‘You are mistaken. What do you mean?’


  The reddleman had decided to play the card of truth. ‘I was at the meeting by Rainbarrow last night and heard every word,’ he said. ‘The woman that stands between Wildeve and Thomasin is yourself.’


  It was a disconcerting lift of the curtain, and the mortification of Candaules’ wife glowed in her. The moment had arrived when her lip would tremble in spite of herself, and when the gasp could no longer be kept down.


  ‘I am unwell,’ she said hurriedly. ‘No—it is not that—I am not in a humour to hear you further. Leave me, please.’


  ‘I must speak, Miss Vye, in spite of paining you. What I would put before you is this. However it may come about—whether she is to blame, or you—her case is without doubt worse than yours. Your giving up Mr. Wildeve will be a real advantage to you, for how could you marry him? Now she cannot get off so easily—everybody will blame her if she loses him. Then I ask you—not because her right is best, but because her situation is worst—to give him up to her.’


  ‘No—I won’t, I won’t!’ she said impetuously, quite forgetful of her previous manner towards the reddleman as an underling. ‘Nobody has ever been served so! It was going on well—I will not be beaten down—by an inferior woman like her. It is very well for you to come and plead for her, but is she not herself the cause of all her own trouble? Am I not to show favour to any person I may choose without asking permission of a parcel of cottagers? She has come between me and my inclination, and now that she finds herself rightly punished she gets you to plead for her!’


  ‘Indeed,’ said Venn earnestly, ‘she knows nothing whatever about it. It is only I who ask you to give him up. It will be better for her and you both. People will say bad things if they find out that a lady secretly meets a man who has ill-used another woman.’


  ‘I have not injured her: he was mine before he was hers! He came back—because—because he liked me best!’ she said wildly. ‘But I lose all self-respect in talking to you. What am I giving way to!’


  ‘I can keep secrets,’ said Venn gently. ‘You need not fear. I am the only man who knows of your meetings with him. There is but one thing more to speak of, and then I will be gone. I heard you say to him that you hated living here—that Egdon heath was a jail to you.’


  ‘I did say so. There is a sort of beauty in the scenery, I know; but it is a jail to me. The man you mention does not save me from that feeling, though he lives here. I should have cared nothing for him had there been a better person near.’


  The reddleman looked hopeful: after these words from her his third attempt seemed promising. ‘As we have now opened our minds a bit, miss,’ he said, ‘I’ll tell you what I have got to propose. Since I have taken to the reddle trade I travel a good deal, as you know.’


  She inclined her head, and swept round so that her eyes rested in the misty vale beneath them.


  ‘And in my travels I go near Budmouth. Now Budmouth is a wonderful place—wonderful—a great salt sheening sea bending into the land like a bow—thousands of gentlepeople walking up and down—bands of music playing—officers by sea and officers by land walking among the rest—out of every ten folk you meet nine of ’em in love.’


  ‘I know it,’ she said disdainfully. ‘I know Budmouth better than you. I was born there. My father came to be a military musician there from abroad. Ah, my soul, Budmouth! I wish I was there now.’


  The reddleman was surprised to see how a slow fire could blaze on occasion. ‘If you were, miss,’ he replied, ‘in a week’s time you would think no more of Wildeve than of one of those he’th-croppers that we see yond. Now, I could get you there.’


  ‘How?’ said Eustacia, with intense curiosity in her heavy eyes.


  ‘My uncle has been for five and twenty years the trusty man of a rich widow-lady who has a beautiful house facing the sea. This lady has become old and lame, and she wants a young company-keeper to read and sing to her, but can’t get one to her mind to save her life, though she’ve advertised in the papers, and tried half a dozen. She would jump to get you, and uncle would make it all easy.’


  ‘I should have to work, perhaps?’


  ‘No, not real work: you’d have a little to do, such as reading and that. You would not be wanted till New Year’s Day.’


  ‘I knew it meant work,’ she said, drooping to languor again.


  ‘I confess there would be a trifle to do in the way of amusing her; but though idle people might call it work, working people would call it play. Think of the company and the life you’d lead, miss; the gaiety you’d see, and the gentleman you’d marry. My uncle is to inquire for a trustworthy young lady from the country, as she don’t like town girls.’


  ‘It is to wear myself out to please her! and I won’t go. O, if I could live in a gay town as a lady should, and go my own ways, and do my own doings, I’d give the wrinkled half of my life! Yes, reddleman, that would I.’


  ‘Help me to get Thomasin happy, miss, and the chance shall be yours,’ urged her companion.


  ‘Chance!—’tis no chance,’ she said proudly. ‘What can a poor man like you offer me, indeed?—I am going indoors. I have nothing more to say. Don’t your horses want feeding, or your reddlebags want mending, or don’t you want to find buyers for your goods, that you stay idling here like this?’


  Venn spoke not another word. With his hands behind him he turned away, that she might not see the hopeless disappointment in his face. The mental clearness and power he had found in this lonely girl had indeed filled his manner with misgiving even from the first few minutes of close quarters with her. Her youth and situation had led him to expect a simplicity quite at the beck of his method. But a system of inducement which might have carried weaker country lasses along with it had merely repelled Eustacia. As a rule, the word Budmouth meant fascination on Egdon. That Royal port and watering-place, if truly mirrored in the minds of the heath-folk, must have combined, in a charming and indescribable manner, a Carthaginian bustle of building with Tarentine luxuriousness and Baian health and beauty. Eustacia felt little less extravagantly about the place; but she would not sink her independence to get there.


  When Diggory Venn had gone quite away, Eustacia walked to the bank and looked down the wild and picturesque vale towards the sun, which was also in the direction of Wildeve’s. The mist had now so far collapsed that the tips of the trees and bushes around his house could just be discerned, as if boring upwards through a vast white cobweb which cloaked them from the day. There was no doubt that her mind was inclined thitherward; indefinitely, fancifully—twining and untwining about him as the single object within her horizon on which dreams might crystallize. The man who had begun by being merely her amusement, and would never have been more than her hobby but for his skill in deserting her at the right moments, was now again her desire. Cessation in his love-making had revivified her love. Such feeling as Eustacia had idly given to Wildeve was dammed into a flood by Thomasin. She had used to tease Wildeve, but that was before another had favoured him. Often a drop of irony into an indifferent situation renders the whole piquant.


  ‘I will never give him up—never!’ she said impetuously.


  The reddleman’s hint that rumour might show her to disadvantage had no permanent terror for Eustacia. She was as unconcerned at that contingency as a goddess at a lack of linen. This did not originate in inherent shamelessness, but in her living too far from the world to feel the impact of public opinion. Zenobia in the desert could hardly have cared what was said about her at Rome. As far as social ethics were concerned Eustacia approached the savage state, though in emotion she was all the while an epicure. She had advanced to the secret recesses of sensuousness, yet had hardly crossed the threshold of conventionality.


  ♣


  XI


  The Dishonesty of an Honest Woman


  The reddleman had left Eustacia’s presence with desponding views on Thomasin’s future happiness; but he was awakened to the fact that one other channel remained untried by seeing, as he followed the way to his van, the form of Mrs. Yeobright slowly walking towards the Quiet Woman. He went across to her; and could almost perceive in her anxious face that this journey of hers to Wildeve was undertaken with the same object as his own to Eustacia.


  She did not conceal the fact. ‘Then,’ said the reddleman, ‘you may as well leave it alone, Mrs. Yeobright.’


  ‘I half think so myself,’ she said. ‘But nothing else remains to be done besides pressing the question upon him.’


  ‘I should like to say a word first,’ said Venn firmly. ‘Mr. Wildeve is not the only man who has asked Thomasin to marry him; and why should not another have a chance? Mrs. Yeobright, I should be glad to marry your niece, and would have done it any time these last two years. There, now it is out, and I have never told anybody before but herself.’


  Mrs. Yeobright was not demonstrative, but her eyes involuntarily glanced towards his singular though shapely figure.


  ‘Looks are not everything,’ said the reddleman, noticing the glance. ‘There’s many a calling that don’t bring in so much as mine, if it comes to money; and perhaps I am not so much worse off than Wildeve. There is nobody so poor as these professional fellows who have failed; and if you shouldn’t like my redness—well, I am not red by birth, you know; I only took to this business for a freak; and I might turn my hand to something else in good time.’


  ‘I am much obliged to you for your interest in my niece; but I fear there would be objections. More than that, she is devoted to this man.’


  ‘True; or I shouldn’t have done what I have this morning.’


  ‘Otherwise there would be no pain in the case, and you would not see me going to his house now. What was Thomasin’s answer when you told her of your feelings?’


  ‘She wrote that you would object to me; and other things.’


  ‘She was in a measure right. You must not take this unkindly: I merely state it as a truth. You have been good to her, and we do not forget it. But as she was unwilling on her own account to be your wife, that settles the point without my wishes being concerned.’


  ‘Yes. But there is a difference between then and now, ma’am. She is distressed now, and I have thought that if you were to talk to her about me, and think favourably of me yourself, there might be a chance of winning her round, and getting her quite independent of this Wildeve’s backward and forward play, and his not knowing whether he’ll have her or no.’


  Mrs. Yeobright shook her head. ‘Thomasin thinks, and I think with her, that she ought to be Wildeve’s wife, if she means to appear before the world without a slur upon her name. If they marry soon, everybody will believe that an accident did really prevent the wedding. If not, it may cast a shade upon her character—at any rate make her ridiculous. In short, if it is anyhow possible they must marry now.’


  ‘I thought that till half an hour ago. But, after all, why should her going off with him to Anglebury for a few hours do her any harm? Anybody who knows how pure she is will feel any such thought to be quite unjust. I have been trying this morning to help on this marriage with Wildeve—yes, I, ma’am—in the belief that I ought to do it, because she was so wrapped up in him. But I much question if I was right, after all. However, nothing came of it. And now I offer myself.’


  Mrs. Yeobright appeared disinclined to enter further into the question. ‘I fear I must go on,’ she said. ‘I do not see that anything else can be done.’


  And she went on. But though this conversation did not divert Thomasin’s aunt from her purposed interview with Wildeve, it made a considerable difference in her mode of conducting that interview. She thanked God for the weapon which the reddleman had put into her hands.


  Wildeve was at home when she reached the inn. He showed her silently into the parlour, and closed the door. Mrs. Yeobright began—


  ‘I have thought it my duty to call to-day. A new proposal has been made to me, which has rather astonished me. It will affect Thomasin greatly; and I have decided that it should at least be mentioned to you.’


  ‘Yes? What is it?’ he said civilly.


  ‘It is, of course, in reference to her future. You may not be aware that another man has shown himself anxious to marry Thomasin. Now, though I have not encouraged him yet, I cannot conscientiously refuse him a chance any longer. I don’t wish to be short with you; but I must be fair to him and to her.’


  ‘Who is the man?’ said Wildeve with surprise.


  ‘One who has been in love with her longer than she has with you. He proposed to her two years ago. At that time she refused him.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘He has seen her lately, and has asked me for permission to pay his addresses to her. She may not refuse him twice.’


  ‘What is his name?’


  Mrs. Yeobright declined to say. ‘He is a man Thomasin likes,’ she added, ‘and one whose constancy she respects at least. It seems to me that what she refused then she would be glad to get now. She is much annoyed at her awkward position.’


  ‘She never once told me of this old lover.’


  ‘The gentlest women are not such fools as to show every card.’


  ‘Well, if she wants him I suppose she must have him.’


  ‘It is easy enough to say that; but you don’t see the difficulty. He wants her much more than she wants him; and before I can encourage anything of the sort I must have a clear understanding from you that you will not interfere to injure an arrangement which I promote in the belief that it is for the best. Suppose, when they are engaged, and everything is smoothly arranged for their marriage, that you should step between them and renew your suit? You might not win her back, but you might cause much unhappiness.’


  ‘Of course I should do no such thing,’ said Wildeve. ‘But they are not engaged yet. How do you know that Thomasin would accept him?’


  ‘That’s a question I have carefully put to myself; and upon the whole the probabilities are in favour of her accepting him in time. I flatter myself that I have some influence over her. She is pliable, and I can be strong in my recommendations of him.’


  ‘And in your disparagement of me at the same time.’


  ‘Well, you may depend upon my not praising you,’ she said drily. ‘And if this seems like manœuvring, you must remember that her position is peculiar, and that she has been hardly used. I shall also be helped in making the match by her own desire to escape from the humiliation of her present state; and a woman’s pride in these cases will lead her a very great way. A little managing may be required to bring her round; but I am equal to that, provided that you agree to the one thing indispensable; that is, to make a distinct declaration that she is to think no more of you as a possible husband. That will pique her into accepting him.’


  ‘I can hardly say that just now, Mrs. Yeobright. It is so sudden.’


  ‘And so my whole plan is interfered with! It is very inconvenient that you refuse to help my family even to the small extent of saying distinctly you will have nothing to do with us.’


  Wildeve reflected uncomfortably. ‘I confess I was not prepared for this,’ he said. ‘Of course I’ll give her up if you wish, if it is necessary. But I thought I might be her husband.’


  ‘We have heard that before.’


  ‘Now, Mrs. Yeobright, don’t let us disagree. Give me a fair time. I don’t want to stand in the way of any better chance she may have; only I wish you had let me know earlier. I will write to you or call in a day or two. Will that suffice?’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘provided you promise not to communicate with Thomasin without my knowledge.’


  ‘I promise that,’ he said. And the interview then terminated, Mrs. Yeobright returning homeward as she had come.


  By far the greatest effect of her simple strategy on that day was, as often happens, in a quarter quite outside her view when arranging it. In the first place, her visit sent Wildeve the same evening after dark to Eustacia’s house at Mistover.


  At this hour the lonely dwelling was closely blinded and shuttered from the chill and darkness without. Wildeve’s clandestine plan with her was to take a little gravel in his hand and hold it to the crevice at the top of the window-shutter, which was on the outside, so that it should fall with a gentle rustle, resembling that of a mouse, between shutter and glass. This precaution in attracting her attention was to avoid arousing the suspicions of her grandfather.


  The soft words, ‘I hear; wait for me,’ in Eustacia’s voice from within told him that she was alone.


  He waited in his customary manner by walking round the enclosure and idling by the pool, for Wildeve was never asked into the house by his proud though condescending mistress. She showed no sign of coming out in a hurry. The time wore on, and he began to grow impatient. In the course of twenty minutes she appeared from round the corner, and advanced as if merely taking an airing.


  ‘You would not have kept me so long had you known what I come about,’ he said with bitterness. ‘Still, you are worth waiting for.’


  ‘What has happened?’ said Eustacia. ‘I did not know you were in trouble. I too am gloomy enough.’


  ‘I am not in trouble,’ said he. ‘It is merely that affairs have come to a head, and I must take a clear course.’


  ‘What course is that?’ she asked with attentive interest.


  ‘And can you forget so soon what I proposed to you the other night? Why, take you from this place, and carry you away with me abroad.’


  ‘I have not forgotten. But why have you come so unexpectedly to repeat the question, when you only promised to come next Saturday? I thought I was to have plenty of time to consider.’


  ‘Yes, but the situation is different now.’


  ‘Explain to me.’


  ‘I don’t want to explain, for I may pain you.’


  ‘But I must know the reason of this hurry.’


  ‘It is simply my ardour, dear Eustacia. Everything is smooth now.’


  ‘Then why are you so ruffled?’


  ‘I am not aware of it. All is as it should be. Mrs. Yeobright—but she is nothing to us.’


  ‘Ah, I knew she had something to do with it! Come, I don’t like reserve.’


  ‘No—she has nothing. She only says she wishes me to give up Thomasin because another man is anxious to marry her. The woman, now she no longer needs me, actually shows off!’ Wildeve’s vexation had escaped him in spite of himself.


  Eustacia was silent a long while. ‘You are in the awkward position of an official who is no longer wanted,’ she said in a changed tone.


  ‘It seems so. But I have not yet seen Thomasin.’


  ‘And that irritates you. Don’t deny it, Damon. You are actually nettled by this slight from an unexpected quarter.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘And you come to get me because you cannot get her. This is certainly a new position altogether. I am to be a stop-gap.’


  ‘Please remember that I proposed the same thing the other day.’


  Eustacia again remained in a sort of stupefied silence. What curious feeling was this coming over her? Was it really possible that her interest in Wildeve had been so entirely the result of antagonism that the glory and the dream departed from the man with the first sound that he was no longer coveted by her rival? She was, then, secure of him at last. Thomasin no longer required him. What a humiliating victory! He loved her best, she thought; and yet—dared she to murmur such treacherous criticism ever so softly?—what was the man worth whom a woman inferior to herself did not value? The sentiment which lurks more or less in all animate nature—that of not desiring the undesired of others—was lively as a passion in the supersubtle, epicurean heart of Eustacia. Her social superiority over him, which hitherto had scarcely ever impressed her, became unpleasantly insistent, and for the first time she felt that she had stooped in loving him.


  ‘Well, darling, you agree?’ said Wildeve.


  ‘If it could be London, or even Budmouth, instead of America,’ she murmured languidly. ‘Well, I will think. It is too great a thing for me to decide offhand. I wish I hated the heath less—or loved you more.’


  ‘You can be painfully frank. You loved me a month ago warmly enough to go anywhere with me.’


  ‘And you loved Thomasin.’


  ‘Yes, perhaps that was where the reason lay,’ he returned, with almost a sneer. ‘I don’t hate her now.’


  ‘Exactly. The only thing is that you can no longer get her.’


  ‘Come—no taunts, Eustacia, or we shall quarrel. If you don’t agree to go with me, and agree shortly, I shall go by myself.’


  ‘Or try Thomasin again. Damon, how strange it seems that you could have married her or me indifferently, and only have come to me because I am—cheapest! Yes, yes—it is true. There was a time when I should have exclaimed against a man of that sort, and been quite wild; but it is all past now.’


  ‘Will you go, dearest? Come secretly with me to Bristol, marry me, and turn our backs upon this dog-hole of England for ever? Say Yes.’


  ‘I want to get away from here at almost any cost,’ she said with weariness, ‘but I don’t like to go with you. Give me more time to decide.’


  ‘I have already,’ said Wildeve. ‘Well, I give you one more week.’


  ‘A little longer, so that I may tell you decisively. I have to consider so many things. Fancy Thomasin being anxious to get rid of you! I cannot forget it.’


  ‘Never mind that. Say Monday week. I will be here precisely at this time.’


  ‘Let it be at Rainbarrow,’ said she. ‘This is too near home; my grandfather may be walking out.’


  ‘Thank you, dear. On Monday week at this time I will be at the Barrow. Till then good-bye.’


  ‘Good-bye. No, no, you must not touch me now. Shaking hands is enough till I have made up my mind.’


  Eustacia watched his shadowy form till it had disappeared. She placed her hand to her forehead and breathed heavily; and then her rich, romantic lips parted under that homely impulse—a yawn. She was immediately angry at having betrayed even to herself the possible evanescence of her passion for him. She could not admit at once that she might have overestimated Wildeve, for to perceive his mediocrity now was to admit her own great folly heretofore. And the discovery that she was the owner of a disposition so purely that of the dog in the manger, had something in it which at first made her ashamed.


  The fruit of Mrs. Yeobright’s diplomacy was indeed remarkable, though not as yet of the kind she had anticipated. It had appreciably influenced Wildeve, but it was influencing Eustacia far more. Her lover was no longer to her an exciting man whom many women strove for, and herself could only retain by striving with them. He was a superfluity.


  She went indoors in that peculiar state of misery which is not exactly grief, and which especially attends the dawnings of reason in the latter days of an ill-judged, transient love. To be conscious that the end of the dream is approaching, and yet has not absolutely come, is one of the most wearisome as well as the most curious stages along the course between the beginning of a passion and its end.


  Her grandfather had returned, and was busily engaged in pouring some gallons of newly arrived rum into the square bottles of his square cellaret. Whenever these home supplies were exhausted he would go to the Quiet Woman, and, standing with his back to the fire, grog in hand, tell remarkable stories of how he had lived seven years under the water-line of his ship, and other naval wonders, to the natives, who hoped too earnestly for a treat of ale from the teller to exhibit any doubts of his truth.


  He had been there this evening. ‘I suppose you have heard the Egdon news, Eustacia?’ he said, without looking up from the bottles. ‘The men have been talking about it at the Woman as if it were of national importance.’


  ‘I have heard none,’ she said.


  ‘Young Clym Yeobright, as they call him, is coming home next week to spend Christmas with his mother. He is a fine fellow by this time, it seems. I suppose you remember him?’


  ‘I never saw him in my life.’


  ‘Ah, true; he left before you came here. I well remember him as a promising boy.’


  ‘Where has he been living all these years?’


  ‘In that rookery of pomp and vanity, Paris, I believe.’


  ♣


  Book Second


  The Arrival


  I


  Tidings of the Comer


  On fine days at this time of the year, and earlier, certain ephemeral operations were apt to disturb, in their trifling way, the majestic calm of Egdon Heath. They were activities which, beside those of a town, a village, or even a farm, would have appeared as the ferment of stagnation merely, a creeping of the flesh of somnolence. But here, away from comparisons, shut in by the stable hills, among which mere walking had the novelty of pageantry, and where any man could imagine himself to be Adam without the least difficulty, they attracted the attention of every bird within eyeshot, every reptile not yet asleep, and set the surrounding rabbits curiously watching from hillocks at a safe distance.


  The performance was that of bringing together and building into a stack the furze-faggots which Humphrey had been cutting for the captain’s use during the foregoing fine days. The stack was at the end of the dwelling, and the men engaged in building it were Humphrey and Sam, the old man looking on.


  It was a fine and quiet afternoon, about three o’clock; but the winter solstice having stealthily come on, the lowness of the sun caused the hour to seem later than it actually was, there being little here to remind an inhabitant that he must unlearn his summer experience of the sky as a dial. In the course of many days and weeks sunrise had advanced its quarters from north-east to south-east, sunset had receded from north-west to south-west; but Egdon had hardly heeded the change.


  Eustacia was indoors in the dining-room, which was really more like a kitchen, having a stone floor and a gaping chimney-corner. The air was still, and while she lingered a moment here alone sounds of voices in conversation came to her ears directly down the chimney. She entered the recess, and, listening, looked up the old irregular shaft, with its cavernous hollows, where the smoke blundered about on its way to the square bit of sky at the top, from which the daylight struck down with a pallid glare upon the tatters of soot draping the flue as sea-weed drapes a rocky fissure.


  She remembered: the furze-stack was not far from the chimney, and the voices were those of the workers.


  Her grandfather joined in the conversation. ‘That lad ought never to have left home. His father’s occupation would have suited him best, and the boy should have followed on. I don’t believe in these new moves in families. My father was a sailor, so was I, and so should my son have been if I had had one.’


  ‘The place he’s been living at is Paris,’ said Humphrey, ‘and they tell me ’tis where the king’s head was cut off years ago. My poor mother used to tell me about that business. “Hummy,” she used to say, “I was a young maid then, and as I was at home ironing mother’s caps one afternoon the parson came in and said, “They’ve ‘They’ve cut the king’s head off, Jane; and what ’twill be next God knows.”’ knows.’”’


  ‘A good many of us knew as well as He before long,’ said the captain, chuckling. ‘I lived seven years under water on account of it in my boyhood—in that damned surgery of the Triumph, seeing men brought down to the cockpit with their legs and arms blown to Jericho…. And so the young man has settled in Paris. Manager to a diamond merchant, or some such thing, is he not?’


  ‘Yes, sir, that’s it. ’Tis a blazing great business that he belongs to, so I’ve heard his mother say—like a king’s palace, as far as diments go.’


  ‘I can well mind when he left home,’ said Sam.


  ‘’Tis a good thing for the feller,’ said Humphrey. ‘A sight of times better to be selling diments than nobbling about here.’


  ‘It must cost a good few shillings to deal at such a place.’


  ‘A good few indeed, my man,’ replied the captain. ‘Yes, you may make away with a deal of money and be neither drunkard nor glutton.’


  ‘They say, too, that Clym Yeobright is become a real perusing man, with the strangest notions about things. There, that’s because he went to school early, such as the school was.’


  ‘Strange notions, has he?’ said the old man. ‘Ah, there’s too much of that sending to school in these days! It only does harm. Every gatepost and barn’s door you come to is sure to have some bad word or other chalked upon it by the young rascals: a woman can hardly pass for shame sometimes. If they’d never been taught how to write they wouldn’t have been able to scribble such villainy. Their fathers couldn’t do it, and the country was all the better for it.’


  ‘Now, I should think, cap’n, that Miss Eustacia had about as much in her head that comes from books as anybody about here?’


  ‘Perhaps if Miss Eustacia, too, had less romantic nonsense in her head it would be better for her,’ said the captain shortly; after which he walked away.


  ‘I say, Sam,’ observed Humphrey when the old man was gone, ‘she and Clym Yeobright would make a very pretty pigeon-pair—hey? If they wouldn’t I’ll be dazed! Both of one mind about niceties for certain, and learned in print, and always thinking about high doctrine—there couldn’t be a better couple if they were made o’ purpose. Clym’s family is as good as hers. His father was a farmer, that’s true; but his mother was a sort of lady, as we know. Nothing would please me better than to see them two man and wife.’


  ‘They’d look very natty, arm-in-crook together, and their best clothes on, whether or no, if he’s at all the well-favoured fellow he used to be.’


  ‘They would, Humphrey. Well, I should like to see the chap terrible much after so many years. If I knew for certain when he was coming I’d stroll out three or four miles to meet him and help carry anything for’n; though I suppose he’s altered from the boy he was. They say he can talk French as fast as a maid can eat blackberries; and if so, depend upon it we who have stayed at home shall seem no more than scroff in his eyes.’


  ‘Coming across the water to Budmouth by steamer, isn’t he?’


  ‘Yes; but how he’s coming from Budmouth I don’t know.’


  ‘That’s a bad trouble about his cousin Thomasin. I wonder such a nice-notioned fellow as Clym likes to come home into it. What a nunnywatch we were in, to be sure, when we heard they weren’t married at all, after singing to ’em as man and wife that night! Be dazed if I should like a relation of mine to have been made such a fool of by a man. It makes the family look small.’


  ‘Yes. Poor maid, her heart has ached enough about it. Her health is suffering from it, I hear, for she will bide entirely indoors. We never see her out now, scampering over the furze with a face as red as a rose, as she used to do.’


  ‘I’ve heard she wouldn’t have Wildeve now if he asked her.’


  ‘You have? ’Tis news to me.’


  While the furze-gatherers had desultorily conversed thus Eustacia’s face gradually bent to the hearth in a profound reverie, her toe unconsciously tapping the dry turf which lay burning at her feet.


  The subject of their discourse had been keenly interesting to her. A young and clever man was coming into that lonely heath from, of all contrasting places in the world, Paris. It was like a man coming from heaven. More singular still, the heathmen had instinctively coupled her and this man together in their minds as a pair born for each other.


  That five minutes of overhearing furnished Eustacia with visions enough to fill the whole blank afternoon. Such sudden alternations from mental vacuity do sometimes occur thus quietly. She could never have believed in the morning that her colourless inner world would before night become as animated as water under a microscope, and that without the arrival of a single visitor. The words of Sam and Humphrey on the harmony between the unknown and herself had on her mind the effect of the invading Bard’s prelude in the ‘Castle of Indolence,’ at which myriads of imprisoned shapes arose where had previously appeared the stillness of a void.


  Involved in these imaginings she knew nothing of time. When she became conscious of externals it was dusk. The furze-rick was finished; the men had gone home. Eustacia went upstairs, thinking that she would take a walk at this her usual time; and she determined that her walk should be in the direction of Blooms-End, the birthplace of young Yeobright and the present home of his mother. She had no reason for walking elsewhere, and why should she not go that way? The scene of a day-dream is sufficient for a pilgrimage at nineteen. To look at the palings before the Yeobrights’ house had the dignity of a necessary performance. Strange that such a piece of idling should have seemed an important errand.


  She put on her bonnet, and, leaving the house, descended the hill on the side towards Blooms-End, where she walked slowly along the valley for a distance of a mile and a half. This brought her to a spot in which the green bottom of the dale began to widen, the furze bushes to recede yet further from the path on each side, till they were diminished to an isolated one here and there by the increasing fertility of the soil. Beyond the irregular carpet of grass was a row of white palings, which marked the verge of the heath in this latitude. They showed upon the dusky scene that they bordered as distinctly as white lace on velvet. Behind the white palings was a little garden; behind the garden an old, irregular, thatched house, facing the heath, and commanding a full view of the valley. This was the obscure, removed spot to which was about to return a man whose latter life had been passed in the French capital—the centre and vortex of the fashionable world.


  ♣


  II


  The People at Blooms-End Make Ready


  All that afternoon the expected arrival of the subject of Eustacia’s ruminations created a bustle of preparation at Blooms-End. Thomasin had been persuaded by her aunt, and by an instinctive impulse of loyalty towards her cousin Clym, to bestir herself on his account with an alacrity unusual in her during these most sorrowful days of her life. At the time that Eustacia was listening to the rick-makers’ conversation on Clym’s return, Thomasin was climbing into a loft over her aunt’s fuel-house, where the store-apples were kept, to search out the best and largest of them for the coming holiday-time.


  The loft was lighted by a semicircular hole, through which the pigeons crept to their lodgings in the same high quarters of the premises; and from this hole the sun shone in a bright yellow patch upon the figure of the maiden as she knelt and plunged her naked arms into the soft brown fern, which, from its abundance, was used on Egdon in packing away stores of all kinds. The pigeons were flying about her head with the greatest unconcern, and the face of her aunt was just visible above the floor of the loft, lit by a few stray motes of light, as she stood half-way up the ladder, looking at a spot into which she was not climber enough to venture.


  ‘Now a few russets, Tamsin. He used to like them almost as well as ribstones.’


  Thomasin turned and rolled aside the fern from another nook, where more mellow fruit greeted her with its ripe smell. Before picking them out she stopped a moment.


  ‘Dear Clym, I wonder how your face looks now?’ she said, gazing abstractedly at the pigeon-hole, which admitted the sunlight so directly upon her brown hair and transparent tissues that it almost seemed to shine through her.


  ‘If he could have been dear to you in another way,’ said Mrs. Yeobright from the ladder, ‘this might have been a happy meeting.’


  ‘Is there any use in saying what can do no good, aunt?’


  ‘Yes,’ said her aunt, with some warmth. ‘To thoroughly fill the air with the past misfortune, so that other girls may take warning and keep clear of it.’


  Thomasin lowered her face to the apples again. ‘I am a warning to others, just as thieves and drunkards and gamblers are,’ she said in a low voice. ‘What a class to belong to! Do I really belong to them? ’Tis absurd! Yet why, aunt, does everybody keep on making me think that I do, by the way they behave towards me? Why don’t people judge me by my acts? Now, look at me as I kneel here, picking up these apples—do I look like a lost woman? … I wish all good women were as good as I!’ she added vehemently.


  ‘Strangers don’t see you as I do,’ said Mrs. Yeobright; ‘they judge from false report. Well, it is a silly job, and I am partly to blame.’


  ‘How quickly a rash thing can be done!’ replied the girl. Her lips were quivering, and tears so crowded themselves into her eyes that she could hardly distinguish apples from fern as she continued industriously searching to hide her weakness.


  ‘As soon as you have finished getting the apples,’ her aunt said, descending the ladder, ‘come down, and we’ll go for the holly. There is nobody on the heath this afternoon, and you need not fear being stared at. We must get some berries, or Clym will never believe in our preparations.’


  Thomasin came down when the apples were collected, and together they went through the white palings to the heath beyond. The open hills were airy and clear, and the remote atmosphere appeared, as it often appears on a fine winter day, in distinct planes of illumination independently toned, the rays which lit the nearer tracts of landscape streaming visibly across those further off; a stratum of ensaffroned light was imposed on a stratum of deep blue, and behind these lay still remoter scenes wrapped in frigid grey.


  They reached the place where the hollies grew, which was in a conical pit, so that the tops of the trees were not much above the general level of the ground. Thomasin stepped up into a fork of one of the bushes, as she had done under happier circumstances on many similar occasions, and with a small chopper that they had brought she began to lop off the heavily-berried boughs.


  ‘Don’t scratch your face,’ said her aunt, who stood at the edge of the pit, regarding the girl as she held on amid the glistening green and scarlet masses of the tree. ‘Will you walk with me to meet him this evening?’


  ‘I should like to. Else it would seem as if I had forgotten him,’ said Thomasin, tossing out a bough. ‘Not that that would matter much; I belong to one man; nothing can alter that. And that man I must marry, for my pride’s sake.’


  ‘I am afraid——’ began Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘Ah, you think, “That weak girl—how is she going to get a man to marry her when she chooses?” But let me tell you one thing, aunt: Mr. Wildeve is not a profligate man, any more than I am an improper woman. He has an unfortunate manner, and doesn’t try to make people like him if they don’t wish to do it of their own accord.’


  ‘Thomasin,’ said Mrs. Yeobright quietly, fixing her eye upon her niece, ‘do you think you deceive me in your defence of Mr. Wildeve?’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘I have long had a suspicion that your love for him has changed its colour since you have found him not to be the saint you thought him, and that you act a part to me.’


  ‘He wished to marry me, and I wish to marry him.’


  ‘Now, I put it to you: would you at this present moment agree to be his wife if that had not happened to entangle you with him?’


  Thomasin looked into the tree and appeared much disturbed. ‘Aunt,’ she said presently, ‘I have, I think, a right to refuse to answer that question.’


  ‘Yes, you have.’


  ‘You may think what you choose. I have never implied to you by word or deed that I have grown to think otherwise of him, and I never will. And I shall marry him.’


  ‘Well, wait till he repeats his offer. I think he may do it, now that he knows—something I told him. I don’t for a moment dispute that it is the most proper thing for you to marry him. Much as I have objected to him in bygone days, I agree with you now, you may be sure. It is the only way out of a false position, and a very galling one.’


  ‘What did you tell him?’


  ‘That he was standing in the way of another lover of yours.’


  ‘Aunt,’ said Thomasin, with round eyes, ‘what do you mean?’


  ‘Don’t be alarmed; it was my duty. I can say no more about it now, but when it is over I will tell you exactly what I said, and why I said it.’


  Thomasin was perforce content.


  ‘And you will keep the secret of my would-be marriage from Clym for the present?’ she next asked.


  ‘I have given my word to. But what is the use of it? He must soon know what has happened. A mere look at your face will show him that something is wrong.’


  Thomasin turned and regarded her aunt from the tree. ‘Now, hearken to me,’ she said, her delicate voice expanding into firmness by a force which was other than physical. ‘Tell him nothing. If he finds out that I am not worthy to be his cousin, let him. But, since he loved me once, we will not pain him by telling him my trouble too soon. The air is full of the story, I know; but gossips will not dare to speak of it to him for the first few days. His closeness to me is the very thing that will hinder the tale from reaching him early. If I am not made safe from sneers in a week or two I will tell him myself.’


  The earnestness with which Thomasin spoke prevented further objections. Her aunt simply said, ‘Very well. He should by rights have been told at the time that the wedding was going to be. He will never forgive you for your secrecy.’


  ‘Yes, he will, when he knows it was because I wished to spare him, and that I did not expect him home so soon. And you must not let me stand in the way of your Christmas party. Putting it off would only make matters worse.’


  ‘Of course I shall not. I do not wish to show myself beaten before all Egdon, and the sport of a man like Wildeve. We have enough berries now, I think, and we had better take them home. By the time we have decked the house with this and hung up the mistletoe, we must think of starting to meet him.’


  Thomasin came out of the tree, shook from her hair and dress the loose berries which had fallen thereon, and went down the hill with her aunt, each woman bearing half the gathered boughs. It was now nearly four o’clock, and the sunlight was leaving the vales. When the west grew red the two relatives came again from the house and plunged into the heath in a different direction from the first, towards a point in the distant highway along which the expected man was to return.


  ♣


  III


  How a Little Sound Produced a Great Dream


  Eustacia stood just within the heath, straining her eyes in the direction of Mrs. Yeobright’s house and premises. No light, sound, or movement was perceptible there. The evening was chilly; the spot was dark and lonely. She inferred that the guest had not yet come; and after lingering ten or fifteen minutes she turned again towards home.


  She had not far retraced her steps when sounds in front of her betokened the approach of persons in conversation along the same path. Soon their heads became visible against the sky. They were walking slowly; and though it was too dark for much discovery of character from aspect, the gait of them showed that they were not workers on the heath. Eustacia stepped a little out of the foot-track to let them pass. They were two women and a man; and the voices of the women were those of Mrs. Yeobright and Thomasin.


  They went by her, and at the moment of passing appeared to discern her dusky form. There came to her ears in a masculine voice, ‘Good night!’


  She murmured a reply, glided by them, and turned round. She could not, for a moment, believe that chance, unrequested, had brought into her presence the soul of the house she had gone to inspect, the man without whom her inspection would not have been thought of.


  She strained her eyes to see them, but was unable. Such was her intentness, however, that it seemed as if her ears were performing the functions of seeing as well as hearing. This extension of power can almost be believed in at such moments. The deaf Dr. Kitto was probably under the influence of a parallel fancy when he described his body as having become, by long endeavour, so sensitive to vibrations that he had gained the power of perceiving by it as by ears.


  She could follow every word that the ramblers uttered. They were talking no secrets. They were merely indulging in the ordinary vivacious chat of relatives who have long been parted in person though not in soul. But it was not to the words that Eustacia listened; she could not even have recalled, a few minutes later, what the words were. It was to the alternating voice that gave out about one-tenth of them—the voice that had wished her good night. Sometimes this throat uttered Yes, sometimes it uttered No; sometimes it made inquiries about a timeworn denizen of the place. Once it surprised her notions by remarking upon the friendliness and geniality written in the faces of the hills around.


  The three voices passed on, and decayed and died out upon her ear. Thus much had been granted her; and all besides withheld. No event could have been more exciting. During the greater part of the afternoon she had been entrancing herself by imagining the fascination which must attend a man come direct from beautiful Paris—laden with its atmosphere, familiar with its charms. And this man had greeted her.


  With the departure of the figures the profuse articulations of the women wasted away from her memory; but the accents of the other stayed on. Was there anything in the voice of Mrs. Yeobright’s son—for Clym it was—startling as a sound? No: it was simply comprehensive. All emotional things were possible to the speaker of that ‘good night.’ Eustacia’s imagination supplied the rest—except the solution to one riddle. What could the tastes of that man be who saw friendliness and geniality in these shaggy hills?


  On such occasions as this a thousand ideas pass through a highly charged woman’s head; and they indicate themselves on her face; but the changes, though actual, are minute. Eustacia’s features went through a rhythmical succession of them. She glowed; remembering the mendacity of the imagination, she flagged; then she freshened; then she fired; then she cooled again. It was a cycle of aspects, produced by a cycle of visions.


  Eustacia entered her own house; she was excited. Her grandfather was enjoying himself over the fire, raking about the ashes and exposing the red-hot surface of the turves, so that their lurid glare irradiated the chimney-corner with the hues of a furnace.


  ‘Why is it that we are never friendly with the Yeobrights?’ she said, coming forward and stretching her soft hands over the warmth. ‘I wish we were. They seem to be very nice people.’


  ‘Be hanged if I know why,’ said the captain. ‘I liked the old man well enough, though he was as rough as a hedge. But you would never have cared to go there, even if you might have, I am well sure.’


  ‘Why shouldn’t I?’


  ‘Your town tastes would find them far too countrified. They sit in the kitchen, drink mead and elder-wine, and sand the floor to keep it clean. A sensible way of life; but how would you like it?’


  ‘I thought Mrs. Yeobright was a ladylike woman? A curate’s daughter, was she not?’


  ‘Yes; but she was obliged to live as her husband did; and I suppose she has taken kindly to it by this time. Ah, I recollect that I once accidentally offended her, and I have never seen her since.’


  That night was an eventful one to Eustacia’s brain, and one which she hardly ever forgot. She dreamt a dream; and few human beings, from Nebuchadnezzar to the Swaffham tinker, ever dreamt a more remarkable one. Such an elaborately developed, perplexing, exciting dream was certainly never dreamed by a girl in Eustacia’s situation before. It had as many ramifications as the Cretan labyrinth, as many fluctuations as the Northern Lights, as much colour as a parterre in June, and was as crowded with figures as a coronation. To Queen Scheherazade the dream might have seemed not far removed from commonplace; and to a girl just returned from all the courts of Europe it might have seemed not more than interesting. But amid the circumstances of Eustacia’s life it was as wonderful as a dream could be.


  There was, however, gradually evolved from its transformation scenes a less extravagant episode, in which the heath dimly appeared behind the general brilliancy of the action. She was dancing to wondrous music, and her partner was the man in silver armour who had accompanied her through the previous fantastic changes, the visor of his helmet being closed. The mazes of the dance were ecstatic. Soft whispering came into her ear from under the radiant helmet, and she felt like a woman in Paradise. Suddenly these two wheeled out from the mass of dancers, dived into one of the pools of the heath, and came out somewhere beneath into an iridescent hollow, arched with rainbows. ‘It must be here,’ said the voice by her side, and blushingly looking up she saw him removing his casque to kiss her. At that moment there was a cracking noise, and his figure fell into fragments like a pack of cards.


  She cried aloud, ‘O that I had seen his face!’


  Eustacia awoke. The cracking had been that of the window-shutter downstairs, which the maid-servant was opening to let in the day, now slowly increasing to Nature’s meagre allowance at this sickly time of the year. ‘O that I had seen his face!’ she said again. ‘’Twas meant for Mr. Yeobright!’


  When she became cooler she perceived that many of the phases of the dream had naturally arisen out of the images and fancies of the day before. But this detracted little from its interest, which lay in the excellent fuel it provided for newly kindled fervour. She was at the modulating point between indifference and love, at the stage called ‘having a fancy for.’ It occurs once in the history of the most gigantic passions, and it is a period when they are in the hands of the weakest will.


  The perfervid woman was by this time half in love with a vision. The fantastic nature of her passion, which lowered her as an intellect, raised her as a soul. If she had had a little more self-control she would have attenuated the emotion to nothing by sheer reasoning, and so have killed it off. If she had had a little less pride she might have gone and circumambulated the Yeobrights’ premises at Blooms-End at any maidenly sacrifice until she had seen him. But Eustacia did neither of these things. She acted as the most exemplary might have acted, being so influenced; she took an airing twice or thrice a day upon the Egdon hills, and kept her eyes employed.


  The first occasion passed, and he did not come that way.


  She promenaded a second time, and was again the sole wanderer there.


  The third time there was a dense fog: she looked around, but without much hope. Even if he had been walking within twenty yards of her she could not have seen him.


  At the fourth attempt to encounter him it began to rain in torrents, and she turned back.


  The fifth sally was in the afternoon: it was fine, and she remained out long, walking to the very top of the valley in which Blooms-End lay. She saw the white paling about half a mile off; but he did not appear. It was almost with heart-sickness that she came home, and with a sense of shame at her weakness. She resolved to look for the man from Paris no more.


  But Providence is nothing if not coquettish; and no sooner had Eustacia formed this resolve than the opportunity came which, while sought, had been entirely withholden.


  ♣


  IV


  Eustacia Is Led on to an Adventure


  In the evening of this last day of expectation, which was the twenty-third of December, Eustacia was at home alone. She had passed the recent hour in lamenting over a rumour newly come to her ears—that Yeobright’s visit to his mother was to be of short duration, and would end some time the next week. ‘Naturally,’ she said to herself. A man in the full swing of his activities in a gay city could not afford to linger long on Egdon Heath. That she would behold face to face the owner of the awakening voice within the limits of such a holiday was most unlikely, unless she were to haunt the environs of his mother’s house like a robin, to do which was difficult and unseemly.


  The customary expedient of provincial girls and men in such circumstances is churchgoing. In an ordinary village or country town one can safely calculate that, either on Christmas-day or the Sunday contiguous, any native home for the holidays, who has not through age or ennui lost the appetite for seeing and being seen, will turn up in some pew or other, shining with hope, self-consciousness, and new clothes. Thus the congregation on Christmas morning is mostly a Tussaud collection of celebrities who have been born in the neighbourhood. Hither the mistress, left neglected at home all the year, can steal and observe the development of the returned lover who has forgotten her, and think as she watches him over her prayer-book that he may throb with a renewed fidelity when novelties have lost their charm. And hither a comparatively recent settler like Eustacia may betake herself to scrutinize the person of a native son who left home before her advent upon the scene, and consider if the friendship of his parents be worth cultivating during his next absence in order to secure a knowledge of him on his next return.


  But these tender schemes were not feasible among the scattered inhabitants of Egdon Heath. In name they were parishioners, but virtually they belonged to no parish at all. People who came to these few isolated houses to keep Christmas with their friends remained in their friends’ chimney-corners drinking mead and other comforting liquors till they left again for good and all. Rain, snow, ice, mud everywhere around, they did not care to trudge two or three miles to sit wet-footed and splashed to the nape of their necks among those who, though in some measure neighbours, lived close to the church, and entered it clean and dry. Eustacia knew it was ten to one that Clym Yeobright would go to no church at all during his few days of leave, and that it would be a waste of labour for her to go driving the pony and gig over a bad road in hope to see him there.


  It was dusk, and she was sitting by the fire in the dining-room or hall, which they occupied at this time of the year in preference to the parlour, because of its large hearth, constructed for turf-fires, a fuel the captain was partial to in the winter season. The only visible articles in the room were those on the window-sill, which showed their shapes against the low sky: the middle article being the old hour-glass, and the other two a pair of ancient British urns which had been dug from a barrow near, and were used as flower-pots for two razor-leaved cactuses. Somebody knocked at the door. The servant was out; so was her grandfather. The person, after waiting a minute, came in and tapped at the door of the room.


  ‘Who’s there?’ said Eustacia.


  ‘Please, Cap’n Vye, will you let us——’


  Eustacia arose and went to the door. ‘I cannot allow you to come in so boldly. You should have waited.’


  ‘The cap’n said I might come in without any fuss,’ was answered in a lad’s pleasant voice.


  ‘Oh, did he?’ said Eustacia more gently. ‘What do you want, Charley?’


  ‘Please will your grandfather lend us his fuel-house to try over our parts in, to-night at seven o’clock?’


  ‘What, are you one of the Egdon mummers for this year?’


  ‘Yes, miss. The cap’n used to let the old mummers practise here.’


  ‘I know it. Yes, you may use the fuel-house if you like,’ said Eustacia languidly.


  The choice of Captain Vye’s fuel-house as the scene of rehearsal was dictated by the fact that his dwelling was nearly in the centre of the heath. The fuel-house was as roomy as a barn, and was a most desirable place for such a purpose. The lads who formed the company of players lived at different scattered points around, and by meeting in this spot the distances to be traversed by all the comers would be about equally proportioned.


  For mummers and mumming Eustacia had the greatest contempt. The mummers themselves were not afflicted with any such feeling for their art, though at the same time they were not enthusiastic. A traditional pastime is to be distinguished from a mere revival in no more striking feature than in this, that while in the revival all is excitement and fervour, the survival is carried on with a stolidity and absence of stir which sets one wondering why a thing that is done so perfunctorily should be kept up at all. Like Balaam and other unwilling prophets, the agents seem moved by an inner compulsion to say and do their allotted parts whether they will or no. This unweeting manner of performance is the true ring by which, in this refurbishing age, a fossilized survival may be known from a spurious reproduction.


  The piece was the well-known play of ‘Saint George,’ and all who were behind the scenes assisted in the preparations, including the women of each household. Without the co-operation of sisters and sweethearts the dresses were likely to be a failure; but on the other hand, this class of assistance was not without its drawbacks. The girls could never be brought to respect tradition in designing and decorating the armour; they insisted on attaching loops and bows of silk and velvet in any situation pleasing to their taste. Gorget, gusset, basinet, cuirass, gauntlet, sleeve, all alike in the view of these feminine eyes were practicable spaces whereon to sew scraps of fluttering colour.


  It might be that Joe, who fought on the side of Christendom, had a sweetheart, and that Jim, who fought on the side of the Moslem, had one likewise. During the making of the costumes it would come to the knowledge of Joe’s sweetheart that Jim’s was putting brilliant silk scallops at the bottom of her lover’s surcoat, in addition to the ribbons of the visor, the bars of which, being invariably formed of coloured strips about half an inch wide hanging before the face, were mostly of that material. Joe’s sweetheart straight-way placed brilliant silk on the scallops of the hem in question, and, going a little further, added ribbon tufts to the shoulder pieces. Jim’s, not to be outdone, would affix bows and rosettes everywhere.


  The result was that in the end the Valiant Soldier, of the Christian army, was distinguished by no peculiarity of accoutrement from the Turkish Knight; and what was worse, on a casual view Saint George himself might be mistaken for his deadly enemy, the Saracen. The guisers themselves, though inwardly regretting this confusion of persons, could not afford to offend those by whose assistance they so largely profited, and the innovations were allowed to stand.


  There was, it is true, a limit to this tendency to uniformity. The Leech or Doctor preserved his character intact: his darker habiliments, peculiar hat, and the bottle of physic slung under his arm, could never be mistaken. And the same might be said of the conventional figure of Father Christmas, with his gigantic club, an older man, who accompanied the band as general protector in long night journeys from parish to parish, and was bearer of the purse.


  Seven o’clock, the hour of the rehearsal, came round, and in a short time Eustacia could hear voices in the fuel-house. To dissipate in some trifling measure her abiding sense of the murkiness of human life she went to the ‘linhay’ or lean-to shed, which formed the root-store of their dwelling and abutted on the fuel-house. Here was a small rough hole in the mud wall, originally made for pigeons, through which the interior of the next shed could be viewed. A light came from it now; and Eustacia stepped upon a stool to look in upon the scene.


  On a ledge in the fuel-house stood three tall rushlights, and by the light of them seven or eight lads were marching about, haranguing, and confusing each other, in endeavours to perfect themselves in the play. Humphrey and Sam, the furze and turf cutters, were there looking on, so also was Timothy Fairway, who leant against the wall and prompted the boys from memory, interspersing among the set words remarks and anecdotes of the superior days when he and others were the Egdon mummers-elect that these lads were now.


  ‘Well, ye be as well up to it as ever ye will be,’ he said. ‘Not that such mumming would have passed in our time. Harry as the Saracen should strut a bit more, and John needn’t holler his inside out. Beyond that perhaps you’ll do. Have you got all your clothes ready?’


  ‘We shall by Monday.’


  ‘Your first outing will be Monday night, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes. At Mrs. Yeobright’s.’


  ‘Oh, Mrs. Yeobright’s. What makes her want to see ye? I should think a middle-aged woman was tired of mumming.’


  ‘She’s got up a bit of a party, because ’tis the first Christmas that her son Clym has been home for a long time.’


  ‘To be sure, to be sure—her party! I am going myself. I almost forgot it, upon my life.’


  Eustacia’s face flagged. There was to be a party at the Yeobrights’; she, naturally, had nothing to do with it. She was a stranger to all such local gatherings, and had always held them as scarcely appertaining to her sphere. But had she been going, what an opportunity would have been afforded her of seeing the man whose influence was penetrating her like summer sun! To increase that influence was coveted excitement; to cast it off might be to regain serenity; to leave it as it stood was tantalizing.


  The lads and men prepared to leave the premises, and Eustacia returned to her fireside. She was immersed in thought, but not for long. In a few minutes the lad Charley, who had come to ask permission to use the place, returned with the key to the kitchen. Eustacia heard him, and opening the door into the passage said, ‘Charley, come here.’


  The lad was surprised. He entered the front room not without blushing; for he, like many, had felt the power of this girl’s face and form.


  She pointed to a seat by the fire, and entered the other side of the chimney-corner herself. It could be seen in her face that whatever motive she might have had in asking the youth indoors would soon appear.


  ‘Which part do you play, Charley—the Turkish Knight, do you not?’ inquired the beauty, looking across the smoke of the fire to him on the other side.


  ‘Yes, miss, the Turkish Knight,’ he replied diffidently.


  ‘Is yours a long part?’


  ‘Nine speeches, about.’


  ‘Can you repeat them to me? If so I should like to hear them.’


  The lad smiled into the glowing turf and began—


  
    ‘Here come I, a Turkish Knight,


    Who learnt in Turkish land to fight,’

  


  continuing the discourse throughout the scenes to the concluding catastrophe of his fall by the hand of Saint George.


  Eustacia had occasionally heard the part recited before. When the lad ended she began, precisely in the same words, and ranted on without hitch or divergence till she too reached the end. It was the same thing, yet how different. Like in form, it had the added softness and finish of a Raffaelle after Perugino, which, while faithfully reproducing the original subject, entirely distances the original art.


  Charley’s eyes rounded with surprise. ‘Well, you be a clever lady!’ he said, in admiration. ‘I’ve been three weeks learning mine.’


  ‘I have heard it before,’ she quietly observed. ‘Now, would you do anything to please me, Charley?’


  ‘I’d do a good deal, miss.’


  ‘Would you let me play your part for one night?’


  ‘O, miss! But your woman’s gown—you couldn’t.’


  ‘I can get boy’s clothes—at least all that would be wanted besides the mumming dress. What should I have to give you to lend me your things, to let me take your place for an hour or two on Monday night, and on no account to say a word about who or what I am? You would, of course, have to excuse yourself from playing that night, and to say that somebody—a cousin of Miss Vye’s—would act for you. The other mummers have never spoken to me in their lives, so that it would be safe enough; and if it were not, I should not mind. Now, what must I give you to agree to this? Half a crown?’


  The youth shook his head.


  ‘Five shillings?’


  He shook his head again. ‘Money won’t do it,’ he said, brushing the iron head of the fire-dog with the hollow of his hand.


  ‘What will, then, Charley?’ said Eustacia in a disappointed tone.


  ‘You know what you forbade me at the may-poling, miss,’ murmured the lad, without looking at her, and still stroking the fire-dog’s head.


  ‘Yes,’ said Eustacia, with a little more hauteur. ‘You wanted to join hands with me in the ring, if I recollect?’


  ‘Half an hour of that, and I’ll agree, miss.’


  Eustacia regarded the youth steadfastly. He was three years younger than herself, but apparently not backward for his age. ‘Half an hour of what?’ she said, though she guessed what.


  ‘Holding your hand in mine.’


  She was silent. ‘Make it a quarter of an hour,’ she said.


  ‘Yes, Miss Eustacia—I will, if I may kiss it too. A quarter of an hour. And I’ll swear to do the best I can to let you take my place without anybody knowing. Don’t you think somebody might know your tongue, miss?’


  ‘It is possible. But I will put a pebble in my mouth to make it less likely. Very well; you shall be allowed to have my hand as soon as you bring the dress and your sword and staff. I don’t want you any longer now.’


  Charley departed, and Eustacia felt more and more interest in life. Here was something to do: here was some one to see, and a charmingly adventurous way to see him. ‘Ah,’ she said to herself, ‘want of an object to live for—that’s all is the matter with me!’


  Eustacia’s manner was as a rule of a slumberous sort, her passions being of the massive rather than the vivacious kind. But when aroused she would make a dash which, just for the time, was not unlike the move of a naturally lively person.


  On the question of recognition she was somewhat indifferent. By the acting lads themselves she was not likely to be known. With the guests who might be assembled she was hardly so secure. Yet detection, after all, would be no such dreadful thing. The fact only could be detected, her true motive never. It would be instantly set down as the passing freak of a girl whose ways were already considered singular. That she was doing for an earnest reason what would most naturally be done in jest was at any rate a safe secret.


  The next evening Eustacia stood punctually at the fuel-house door, waiting for the dusk which was to bring Charley with the trappings. Her grandfather was at home to-night, and she would be unable to ask her confederate indoors.


  He appeared on the dark ridge of heathland, like a fly on a negro, bearing the articles with him, and came up breathless with his walk.


  ‘Here are the things,’ he whispered, placing them upon the threshold. ‘And now, Miss Eustacia——’


  ‘The payment. It is quite ready. I am as good as my word.’


  She leant against the door-post, and gave him her hand. Charley took it in both his own with a tenderness beyond description, unless it was like that of a child holding a captured sparrow.


  ‘Why, there’s a glove on it!’ he said in a deprecating way.


  ‘I have been walking,’ she observed.


  ‘But, miss!’


  ‘Well—it is hardly fair.’ She pulled off the glove, and gave him her bare hand.


  They stood together minute after minute, without further speech, each looking at the blackening scene, and each thinking his and her own thoughts.


  ‘I think I won’t use it all up to-night,’ said Charley devotedly, when six or eight minutes had been passed by him caressing her hand. ‘May I have the other few minutes another time?’


  ‘As you like,’ said she without the least emotion. ‘But it must be over in a week. Now, there is only one thing I want you to do: to wait while I put on the dress, and then to see if I do my part properly. But let me look first indoors.’


  She vanished for a minute or two, and went in. Her grandfather was safely asleep in his chair. ‘Now, then,’ she said, on returning, ‘walk down the garden a little way, and when I am ready I’ll call you.’


  Charley walked and waited, and presently heard a soft whistle. He returned to the fuel-house door.


  ‘Did you whistle, Miss Vye?’


  ‘Yes; come in,’ reached him in Eustacia’s voice from a back quarter. ‘I must not strike a light till the door is shut, or it may be seen shining. Push your hat into the hole through to the wash-house, if you can feel your way across.’


  Charley did as commanded, and she struck the light, revealing herself to be changed in sex, brilliant in colours, and armed from top to toe. Perhaps she quailed a little under Charley’s vigorous gaze, but whether any shyness at her male attire appeared upon her countenance could not be seen by reason of the strips of ribbon which used to cover the face in mumming costumes, representing the barred visor of the mediæval helmet.


  ‘It fits pretty well,’ she said, looking down at the white overalls, ‘except that the tunic, or whatever you call it, is long in the sleeve. The bottom of the overalls I can turn up inside. Now pay attention.’


  Eustacia then proceeded in her delivery, striking the sword against the staff or lance at the minatory phrases, in the orthodox mumming manner, and strutting up and down. Charley seasoned his admiration with criticism of the gentlest kind, for the touch of Eustacia’s hand yet remained with him.


  ‘And now for your excuse to the others,’ she said. ‘Where do you meet before you go to Mrs. Yeobright’s?’


  ‘We thought of meeting here, miss, if you have nothing to say against it. At eight o’clock, so as to get there by nine.’


  ‘Yes. Well, you of course must not appear. I will march in about five minutes late, ready-dressed, and tell them that you can’t come. I have decided that the best plan will be for you to be sent somewhere by me, to make a real thing of the excuse. Our two heath-croppers are in the habit of straying into the meads, and to-morrow evening you can go and see if they are gone there. I’ll manage the rest. Now you may leave me.’


  ‘Yes, miss. But I think I’ll have one minute more of what I am owed, if you don’t mind.’


  Eustacia gave him her hand as before.


  ‘One minute,’ she said, and counted on till she reached seven or eight minutes. Hand and person she then withdrew to a distance of several feet, and recovered some of her old dignity. The contract completed, she raised between them a barrier impenetrable as a wall.


  ‘There, ’tis all gone; and I didn’t mean quite all,’ he said, with a sigh.


  ‘You had good measure,’ said she, turning away.


  ‘Yes, miss. Well, ’tis over, and now I’ll get home-along.’


  ♣


  V


  Through the Moonlight


  The next evening the mummers were assembled in the same spot, awaiting the entrance of the Turkish Knight.


  ‘Twenty minutes after eight by the Quiet Woman, and Charley not come.’


  ‘Ten minutes past by Blooms-End.’


  ‘It wants ten minutes to, by Grandfer Cantle’s watch.’


  ‘And ’tis five minutes past by the captain’s clock.’


  On Egdon there was no absolute hour of the day. The time at any moment was a number of varying doctrines professed by the different hamlets, some of them having originally grown up from a common root, and then become divided by secession, some having been alien from the beginning. West Egdon believed in Blooms-End time, East Egdon in the time of the Quiet Woman Inn. Grandfer Cantle’s watch had numbered many followers in years gone by, but since he had grown older faiths were shaken. Thus, the mummers having gathered hither from scattered points, each came with his own tenets on early and late; and they waited a little longer as a compromise.


  Eustacia had watched the assemblage through the hole; and seeing that now was the proper moment to enter, she went from the ‘linhay’ and boldly pulled the bobbin of the fuel-house door. Her grandfather was safe at the Quiet Woman.


  ‘Here’s Charley at last! How late you be, Charley.’


  ‘’Tis not Charley,’ said the Turkish Knight from within his visor. ‘’Tis a cousin of Miss Vye’s, come to take Charley’s place from curiosity. He was obliged to go and look for the heath-croppers that have got into the meads, and I agreed to take his place, as he knew he couldn’t come back here again to-night. I know the part as well as he.’


  Her graceful gait, elegant figure, and dignified manner in general won the mummers to the opinion that they had gained by the exchange, if the newcomer were perfect in his part.


  ‘It don’t matter—if you be not too young,’ said Saint George. Eustacia’s voice had sounded somewhat more juvenile and fluty than Charley’s.


  ‘I know every word of it, I tell you,’ said Eustacia decisively. Dash being all that was required to carry her triumphantly through, she adopted as much as was necessary. ‘Go ahead, lads, with the try-over. I’ll challenge any of you to find a mistake in me.’


  The play was hastily rehearsed, whereupon the other mummers were delighted with the new knight. They extinguished the candles at half-past eight, and set out upon the heath in the direction of Mrs. Yeobright’s house at Blooms-End.


  There was a slight hoar-frost that night, and the moon, though not more than half full, threw a spirited and enticing brightness upon the fantastic figures of the mumming band, whose plumes and ribbons rustled in their walk like autumn leaves. Their path was not over Rainbarrow now, but down a valley which left that ancient elevation a little to the east. The bottom of the vale was green to a width of ten yards or thereabouts, and the shining facets of frost upon the blades of grass seemed to move on with the shadows of those they surrounded. The masses of furze and heath to the right and left were dark as ever; a mere half-moon was powerless to silver such sable features as theirs.


  Half-an-hour of walking and talking brought them to the spot in the valley where the grass riband widened and led down to the front of the house. At sight of the place Eustacia, who had felt a few passing doubts during her walk with the youths, again was glad that the adventure had been undertaken. She had come out to see a man who might possibly have the power to deliver her soul from a most deadly oppression. What was Wildeve? Interesting, but inadequate. Perhaps she would see a sufficient hero to-night.


  As they drew nearer to the front of the house the mummers became aware that music and dancing were briskly flourishing within. Every now and then a long low note from the serpent, which was the chief wind instrument played at these times, advanced further into the heath than the thin treble part, and reached their ears alone; and next a more than usually loud tread from a dancer would come the same way. With nearer approach these fragmentary sounds became pieced together, and were found to be the salient points of the tune called ‘Nancy’s Fancy.’


  He was there, of course. Who was she that he danced with? Perhaps some unknown woman, far beneath herself in culture, was by that most subtle of lures sealing his fate this very instant. To dance with a man is to concentrate a twelvemonth’s regulation fire upon him in the fragment of an hour. To pass to courtship without acquaintance, to pass to marriage without courtship, is a skipping of terms reserved for those alone who tread this royal road. She would see how his heart lay by keen observation of them all.


  The enterprising lady followed the mumming company through the gate in the white paling, and stood before the open porch. The house was encrusted with heavy thatchings, which dropped between the upper windows: the front, upon which the moonbeams directly played, had originally been white; but a huge pyracanth now darkened the greater portion.


  It became at once evident that the dance was proceeding immediately within the surface of the door, no apartment intervening. The brushing of skirts and elbows, sometimes the bumping of shoulders, could be heard against the very panels. Eustacia, though living within two miles of the place, had never seen the interior of this quaint old habitation. Between Captain Vye and the Yeobrights there had never existed much acquaintance, the former having come as a stranger and purchased the long-empty house at Mistover Knap not long before the death of Mrs. Yeobright’s husband; and with that event and the departure of her son such friendship as had grown up became quite broken off.


  ‘Is there no passage inside the door, then?’ asked Eustacia as they stood within the porch.


  ‘No,’ said the lad who played the Saracen. ‘The door opens right upon the front sitting-room, where the spree’s going on.’


  ‘So that we cannot open the door without stopping the dance.’


  ‘That’s it. Here we must bide till they have done, for they always bolt the back door after dark.’


  ‘They won’t be much longer,’ said Father Christmas.


  This assertion, however, was hardly borne out by the event. Again the instruments ended the tune; again they recommenced with as much fire and pathos as if it were the first strain. The air was now that one without any particular beginning, middle, or end, which perhaps, among all the dances which throng an inspired fiddler’s fancy, best conveys the idea of the interminable—the celebrated ‘Devil’s Dream.’ The fury of personal movement that was kindled by the fury of the notes could be approximately imagined by these outsiders under the moon, from the occasional kicks of toes and heels against the door, whenever the whirl round had been of more than customary velocity.


  The first five minutes of listening was interesting enough to the mummers. The five minutes extended to ten minutes, and these to a quarter of an hour; but no signs of ceasing were audible in the lively Dream. The bumping against the door, the laughter, the stamping, were all as vigorous as ever, and the pleasure in being outside lessened considerably.


  ‘Why does Mrs. Yeobright give parties of this sort?’ Eustacia asked, a little surprised to hear merriment so pronounced.


  ‘It is not one of her bettermost parlour-parties. She’s asked the plain neighbours and workpeople without drawing any lines, just to give ’em a good supper and such like. Her son and she wait upon the folks.’


  ‘I see,’ said Eustacia.


  ‘’Tis the last strain, I think,’ said Saint George, with his ear to the panel. ‘A young man and woman have just swung into this corner, and he’s saying to her, “Ah, the pity; ’tis over for us this time, my own.”’


  ‘Thank God,’ said the Turkish Knight, stamping, and taking from the wall the conventional lance that each of the mummers carried. Her boots being thinner than those of the young men, the hoar had damped her feet and made them cold.


  ‘Upon my song ’tis another ten minutes for us,’ said the Valiant Soldier, looking through the keyhole as the tune modulated into another without stopping. ‘Grandfer Cantle is standing in this corner, waiting his turn.’


  ‘’Twon’t be long; ’tis a six-handed reel,’ said the Doctor.


  ‘Why not go in, dancing or no? They sent for us,’ said the Saracen.


  ‘Certainly not,’ said Eustacia authoritatively, as she paced smartly up and down from door to gate to warm herself. ‘We should burst into the middle of them and stop the dance, and that would be unmannerly.’


  ‘He thinks himself somebody because he has had a bit more schooling than we,’ said the Doctor.


  ‘You may go to the deuce!’ said Eustacia.


  There was a whispered conversation between three or four of them, and one turned to her.


  ‘Will you tell us one thing?’ he said, not without gentleness. ‘Be you Miss Vye? We think you must be.’


  ‘You may think what you like,’ said Eustacia slowly. ‘But honourable lads will not tell tales upon a lady.’


  ‘We’ll say nothing, miss. That’s upon our honour.’


  ‘Thank you,’ she replied.


  At this moment the fiddles finished off with a screech, and the serpent emitted a last note that nearly lifted the roof. When, from the comparative quiet within, the mummers judged that the dancers had taken their seats, Father Christmas advanced, lifted the latch, and put his head inside the door.


  ‘Ah, the mummers, the mummers!’ cried several guests at once. ‘Clear a space for the mummers.’


  Hump-backed Father Christmas then made a complete entry, swinging his huge club, and in a general way clearing the stage for the actors proper, while he informed the company in smart verse that he was come, welcome or welcome not; concluding his speech with


  
    ‘Make room, make room, my gallant boys,


    And give us space to rhyme;


    We’ve come to show Saint George’s play,


    Upon this Christmas time.’

  


  The guests were now arranging themselves at one end of the room, the fiddler was mending a string, the serpent-player was emptying his mouthpiece, and the play began. First of those outside the Valiant Soldier entered, in the interest of Saint George—


  
    ‘Here come I, the Valiant Soldier;


    Slasher is my name;’

  


  and so on. This speech concluded with a challenge to the infidel, at the end of which it was Eustacia’s duty to enter as the Turkish Knight. She, with the rest who were not yet on, had hitherto remained in the moonlight which streamed under the porch. With no apparent effort or backwardness she came in, beginning—


  
    ‘Here come I, a Turkish Knight,


    Who learnt in Turkish land to fight;


    I’ll fight this man with courage bold:


    If his blood’s hot I’ll make it cold!’

  


  During her declamation Eustacia held her head erect, and spoke as roughly as she could, feeling pretty secure from observation. But the concentration upon her part necessary to prevent discovery, the newness of the scene, the shine of the candles, and the confusing effect upon her vision of the ribboned visor which hid her features, left her absolutely unable to perceive who were present as spectators. On the further side of a table bearing candles she could faintly discern faces, and that was all.


  Meanwhile Jim Starks as the Valiant Soldier had come forward, and, with a glare upon the Turk, replied—


  
    ‘If, then, thou art that Turkish Knight,


    Draw out thy sword, and let us fight!’

  


  And fight they did; the issue of the combat being that the Valiant Soldier was slain by a preternaturally inadequate thrust from Eustacia, Jim, in his ardour for genuine histrionic art, coming down like a log upon the stone floor with force enough to dislocate his shoulder. Then, after more words from the Turkish Knight, rather too faintly delivered, and statements that he’d fight Saint George and all his crew, Saint George himself magnificently entered with the well-known flourish—


  
    ‘Here come I, Saint George, the valiant man,


    With naked sword and spear in hand,


    Who fought the dragon and brought him to the slaughter,


    And by this won fair Sabra, the King of Egypt’s daughter;


    What mortal man would dare to stand


    Before me with my sword in hand?’

  


  This was the lad who had first recognised Eustacia; and when she now, as the Turk, replied with suitable defiance, and at once began the combat, the young fellow took especial care to use his sword as gently as possible. Being wounded, the Knight fell upon one knee, according to the direction. The Doctor now entered, restored the Knight by giving him a draught from the bottle which he carried, and the fight was again resumed, the Turk sinking by degrees until quite overcome—dying as hard in this venerable drama as he is said to do at the present day.


  This gradual sinking to the earth was, in fact, one reason why Eustacia had thought that the part of the Turkish Knight, though not the shortest, would suit her best. A direct fall from upright to horizontal, which was the end of the other fighting characters, was not an elegant or decorous part for a girl. But it was easy to die like a Turk, by a dogged decline.


  Eustacia was now among the number of the slain, though not on the floor, for she had managed to sink into a sloping position against the clock-case, so that her head was well elevated. The play proceeded between Saint George, the Saracen, the Doctor, and Father Christmas; and Eustacia, having no more to do, for the first time found leisure to observe the scene around, and to search for the form that had drawn her hither.


  ♣


  VI


  The Two Stand Face to Face


  The room had been arranged with a view to the dancing, the large oak table having been moved back till it stood as a breastwork to the fireplace. At each end, behind, and in the chimney-corner were grouped the guests, many of them being warm-faced and panting, among whom Eustacia cursorily recognized some well-to-do persons from beyond the heath. Thomasin, as she had expected, was not visible, and Eustacia recollected that a light had shone from an upper window when they were outside—the window, probably, of Thomasin’s room. A nose, chin, hands, knees, and toes projected from the seat within the chimney opening, which members she found to unite in the person of Grandfer Cantle, Mrs. Yeobright’s occasional assistant in the garden, and therefore one of the invited. The smoke went up from an Etna of peat in front of him, played round the notches of the chimney-crook, struck against the salt-box, and got lost among the flitches.


  Another part of the room soon riveted her gaze. At the other side of the chimney stood the settle, which is the necessary supplement to a fire so open that nothing less than a strong breeze will carry up the smoke. It is, to the hearths of old-fashioned cavernous fireplaces, what the east belt of trees is to the exposed country estate, or the north wall to the garden. Outside the settle candles gutter, locks of hair wave, young women shiver, and old men sneeze. Inside is Paradise. Not a symptom of a draught disturbs the air; the sitters’ backs are as warm as their faces, and songs and old tales are drawn from the occupants by the comfortable heat, like fruit from melon-plants in a frame.


  It was, however, not with those who sat in the settle that Eustacia was concerned. A face showed itself with marked distinctness against the dark-tanned wood of the upper part. The owner, who was leaning against the settle’s outer end, was Clement Yeobright, or Clym, as he was called here; she knew it could be nobody else. The spectacle constituted an area of two feet in Rembrandt’s intensest manner. A strange power in the lounger’s appearance lay in the fact that, though his whole figure was visible, the observer’s eye was only aware of his face.


  To one of middle age the countenance was that of a young man, though a youth might hardly have seen any necessity for the term of immaturity. But it was really one of those faces which convey less the idea of so many years as its age than of so much experience as its store. The number of their years may have adequately summed up Jared, Mahalaleel, and the rest of the antediluvians, but the age of a modern man is to be measured by the intensity of his history.


  The face was well shaped, even excellently. But the mind within was beginning to use it as a mere waste tablet whereon to trace its idiosyncrasies as they developed themselves. The beauty here visible would in no long time be ruthlessly overrun by its parasite, thought, which might just as well have fed upon a plainer exterior where there was nothing it could harm. Had Heaven preserved Yeobright from a wearing habit of meditation, people would have said, ‘A handsome man.’ Had his brain unfolded under sharper contours they would have said, ‘A thoughtful man.’ But an inner strenuousness was preying upon an outer symmetry, and they rated his look as singular.


  Hence people who began by beholding him ended by perusing him. His countenance was overlaid with legible meanings. Without being thought-worn he yet had certain marks derived from a perception of his surroundings, such as are not unfrequently found on men at the end of the four or five years of endeavour which follow the close of placid pupilage. He already showed that thought is a disease of flesh, and indirectly bore evidence that ideal physical beauty is incompatible with emotional development and a full recognition of the coil of things. Mental luminousness must be fed with the oil of life, even though there is already a physical need for it; and the pitiful sight of two demands on one supply was just showing itself here.


  When standing before certain men the philosopher regrets that thinkers are but perishable tissue, the artist that perishable tissue has to think. Thus to deplore, each from his point of view, the mutually destructive interdependence of spirit and flesh would have been instinctive with these in critically observing Yeobright.


  As for his look, it was a natural cheerfulness striving against depression from without, and not quite succeeding. The look suggested isolation, but it revealed something more. As is usual with bright natures, the deity that lies ignominiously chained within an ephemeral human carcase shone out of him like a ray.


  The effect upon Eustacia was palpable. The extraordinary pitch of excitement that she had reached beforehand would, indeed, have caused her to be influenced by the most commonplace man. She was troubled at Yeobright’s presence.


  The remainder of the play ended: the Saracen’s head was cut off, and Saint George stood as victor. Nobody commented, any more than they would have commented on the fact of mushrooms coming in autumn or snowdrops in spring. They took the piece as phlegmatically as did the actors themselves. It was a phase of cheerfulness which was, as a matter of course, to be passed through every Christmas; and there was no more to be said.


  They sang the plaintive chant which follows the play, during which all the dead men rise to their feet in a silent and awful manner, like the ghosts of Napoleon’s soldiers in the Midnight Review. Afterwards the door opened, and Fairway appeared on the threshold, accompanied by Christian and another. They had been waiting outside for the conclusion of the play, as the players had waited for the conclusion of the dance.


  ‘Come in, come in,’ said Mrs. Yeobright; and Clym went forward to welcome them. ‘How is it you are so late? Grandfer Cantle has been here ever so long, and we thought you’d have come with him, as you live so near one another.’


  ‘Well, I should have come earlier,’ Mr. Fairway said, and paused to look along the beam of the ceiling for a nail to hang his hat on; but, finding his accustomed one to be occupied by the mistletoe, and all the nails in the walls to be burdened with bunches of holly, he at last relieved himself of the hat by ticklishly balancing it between the candle-box and the head of the clock-case. ‘I should have come earlier, ma’am,’ he resumed, with a more composed air, ‘but I know what parties be, and how there’s none too much room in folks’ houses at such times, so I thought I wouldn’t come till you’d got settled a bit.’


  ‘And I thought so too, Mrs. Yeobright,’ said Christian earnestly; ‘but father there was so eager that he had no manners at all, and left home almost afore ’twas dark. I told him ’twas barely decent in a’ old man to come so oversoon; but words be wind.’


  ‘Klk! I wasn’t going to bide waiting about till half the game was over! I’m as light as a kite when anything’s going on!’ crowed Grandfer Cantle from the chimney-seat.


  Fairway had meanwhile concluded a critical gaze at Yeobright. ‘Now, you may not believe it,’ he said to the rest of the room, ‘but I should never have knowed this gentleman if I had met him anywhere off his own he’th: he’s altered so much.’


  ‘You too have altered, and for the better, I think, Timothy,’ said Yeobright, surveying the firm figure of Fairway.


  ‘Master Yeobright, look me over too. I have altered for the better, haven’t I, hey?’ said Grandfer Cantle, rising, and placing himself something above half a foot from Clym’s eye, to induce the most searching criticism.


  ‘To be sure we will,’ said Fairway, taking the candle and moving it over the surface of the Grandfer’s countenance, the subject of his scrutiny irradiating himself with light and pleasant smiles, and giving himself jerks of juvenility.


  ‘You haven’t changed much,’ said Yeobright.


  ‘If there’s any difference, Grandfer is younger,’ appended Fairway decisively.


  ‘And yet not my own doing, and I feel no pride in it,’ said the pleased ancient. ‘But I can’t be cured of my vagaries; them I plead guilty to. Yes, Master Cantle always was that, as we know. But I am nothing by the side of you, Mister Clym.’


  ‘Nor any o’ us,’ said Humphrey, in a low rich tone of admiration, not intended to reach anybody’s ears.


  ‘Really, there would have been nobody here who could have stood as decent second to him, or even third, if I hadn’t been a soldier in the Bang-up Locals (as we was called for our smartness),’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘And even as ’tis we all look a little scammish beside him. But in the year four ’twas said there wasn’t a finer figure in the whole South Wessex than I, as I looked when dashing past the shop-winders with the rest of our company on the day we ran out o’ Budmouth because it was thoughted that Boney had landed round the point. There was I, straight as a young poplar, wi’ my firelock, and my bagnet, and my spatterdashes, and my stock sawing my jaws off, and my accoutrements sheening like the seven stars! Yes, neighbours, I was a pretty sight in my soldiering days. You ought to have seen me in four!’


  ‘’Tis his mother’s side where Master Clym’s figure comes from, bless ye,’ said Timothy. ‘I know’d her brothers well. Longer coffins were never made in the whole county of South Wessex, and ’tis said that poor George’s knees were crumpled up a little e’en as ’twas.’


  ‘Coffins, where?’ inquired Christian, drawing nearer. ‘Have the ghost of one appeared to anybody, Master Fairway?’


  ‘No, no. Don’t let your mind so mislead your ears, Christian; and be a man,’ said Timothy reproachfully.


  ‘I will,’ said Christian. ‘But now I think o’t my shadder last night seemed just the shape of a coffin. What is it a sign of when your shade’s like a coffin, neighbours? It can’t be nothing to be afeard of, I suppose?’


  ‘Afeard, no!’ said the Grandfer. ‘Faith, I was never afeard of nothing except Boney, or I shouldn’t ha’ been the soldier I was. Yes, ’tis a thousand pities you didn’t see me in four!’


  By this time the mummers were preparing to leave; but Mrs. Yeobright stopped them by asking them to sit down and have a little supper. To this invitation Father Christmas, in the name of them all, readily agreed.


  Eustacia was happy in the opportunity of staying a little longer. The cold and frosty night without was doubly frigid to her. But the lingering was not without its difficulties. Mrs. Yeobright, for want of room in the larger apartment, placed a bench for the mummers half-way through the pantry-door, which opened from the sitting-room. Here they seated themselves in a row, the door being left open: thus they were still virtually in the same apartment. Mrs. Yeobright now murmured a few words to her son, who crossed the room to the pantry-door, striking his head against the mistletoe as he passed, and brought the mummers beef and bread, cake, pastry, mead, and elder-wine, the waiting being done by him and his mother, that the little maid-servant might sit as guest. The mummers doffed their helmets, and began to eat and drink.


  ‘But you will surely have some?’ said Clym to the Turkish Knight, as he stood before that warrior, tray in hand. She had refused, and still sat covered, only the sparkle of her eyes being visible between the ribbons which covered her face.


  ‘None, thank you,’ replied Eustacia.


  ‘He’s quite a youngster,’ said the Saracen apologetically, ‘and you must excuse him. He’s not one of the old set, but have jined us because t’other couldn’t come.’


  ‘But he will take something?’ persisted Yeobright. ‘Try a glass of mead or elder-wine.’


  ‘Yes, you had better try that,’ said the Saracen. ‘It will keep the cold out going home-along.’


  Though Eustacia could not eat without uncovering her face she could drink easily enough beneath her disguise. The elder-wine was accordingly accepted, and the glass vanished inside the ribbons.


  At moments during this performance Eustacia was half in doubt about the security of her position; yet it had a fearful joy. A series of attentions paid to her, and yet not to her but to some imaginary person, by the first man she had ever been inclined to adore, complicated her emotions indescribably. She had loved him partly because he was exceptional in this scene, partly because she had determined to love him, chiefly because she was in desperate need of loving somebody after wearying of Wildeve. Believing that she must love him in spite of herself, she had been influenced after the fashion of the second Lord Lyttleton and other persons, who have dreamed that they were to die on a certain day, and by stress of a morbid imagination have actually brought about that event. Once let a maiden admit the possibility of her being stricken with love for some one at a certain hour and place, and the thing is as good as done.


  Did anything at this moment suggest to Yeobright the sex of the creature whom that fantastic guise inclosed, how extended was her scope both in feeling and in making others feel, and how far her compass transcended that of her companions in the band? When the disguised Queen of Love appeared before Æneas a preternatural perfume accompanied her presence and betrayed her quality. If such a mysterious emanation ever was projected by the emotions of an earthly woman upon their object, it must have signified Eustacia’s presence to Yeobright now. He looked at her wistfully, then seemed to fall into a reverie, as if he were forgetting what he observed. The momentary situation ended, he passed on, and Eustacia sipped her wine without knowing what she drank. The man for whom she had predetermined to nourish a passion went into the small room, and across it to the further extremity.


  The mummers, as has been stated, were seated on a bench, one end of which extended into the small apartment, or pantry, for want of space in the outer room. Eustacia, partly from shyness, had chosen the midmost seat, which thus commanded a view of the interior of the pantry as well as the room containing the guests. When Clym passed down the pantry her eyes followed him in the gloom which prevailed there. At the remote end was a door which, just as he was about to open it for himself, was opened by somebody within; and light streamed forth.


  The person was Thomasin, with a candle, looking anxious, pale, and interesting. Yeobright appeared glad to see her, and pressed her hand. ‘That’s right, Tamsie,’ he said heartily, as though recalled to himself by the sight of her: ‘you have decided to come down. I am glad of it.’


  ‘Hush—no, no,’ she said quickly. ‘I only came to speak to you.’


  ‘But why not join us?’


  ‘I cannot. At least I would rather not. I am not well enough, and we shall have plenty of time together now you are going to be home a good long holiday.’


  ‘It isn’t nearly so pleasant without you. Are you really ill?’


  ‘Just a little, my old cousin—here,’ she said, playfully sweeping her hand across her heart.


  ‘Ah, mother should have asked somebody else to be present to-night, perhaps?’


  ‘O no, indeed. I merely stepped down, Clym, to ask you——’ Here he followed her through the door-way into the private room beyond, and, the door closing, Eustacia and the mummer who sat next to her, the only other witness of the performance, saw and heard no more.


  The heat flew to Eustacia’s head and cheeks. She instantly guessed that Clym, having been home only these two or three days, had not as yet been made acquainted with Thomasin’s painful situation with regard to Wildeve; and seeing her living there just as she had been living before he left home, he naturally suspected nothing. Eustacia felt a wild jealousy of Thomasin on the instant. Though Thomasin might possibly have tender sentiments towards another man as yet, how long could they be expected to last when she was shut up here with this interesting and travelled cousin of hers? There was no knowing what affection might not soon break out between the two, so constantly in each other’s society, and not a distracting object near. Clym’s boyish love for her might have languished, but it might easily be revived again.


  Eustacia was nettled by her own contrivances. What a sheer waste of herself to be dressed thus while another was shining to advantage! Had she known the full effect of the encounter she would have moved heaven and earth to get here in a natural manner. The power of her face all lost, the charm of her emotions all disguised, the fascinations of her coquetry denied existence, nothing but a voice left to her: she had a sense of the doom of Echo. ‘Nobody here respects me,’ she said. She had overlooked the fact that, in coming as a boy among other boys, she would be treated as a boy. The slight, though of her own causing, and self-explanatory, she was unable to dismiss as unwittingly shown, so sensitive had the situation made her.


  Women have done much for themselves in histrionic dress. To look far below those who, like a certain fair personator of Polly Peachum early in the last century, and another of Lydia Languish early in this, (2) have won not only love but ducal coronets into the bargain, whole shoals of them have reached to the initial satisfaction of getting love almost whence they would. But the Turkish Knight was denied even the chance of achieving this by the fluttering ribbons which she dared not brush aside.


  Yeobright returned to the room without his cousin. When within two or three feet of Eustacia he stopped, as if again arrested by a thought. He was gazing at her. She looked another way, disconcerted, and wondered how long this purgatory was to last. After lingering a few seconds he passed on again.


  To court their own discomfiture by love is a common instinct with certain perfervid women. Conflicting sensations of love, fear, and shame reduced Eustacia to a state of the utmost uneasiness. To escape was her great and immediate desire. The other mummers appeared to be in no hurry to leave; and murmuring to the lad who sat next to her that she preferred waiting for them outside the house, she moved to the door as imperceptibly as possible, opened it, and slipped out.


  The calm, lone scene reassured her. She went forward to the palings and leant over them, looking at the moon. She had stood thus but a little time when the door again opened. Expecting to see the remainder of the band Eustacia turned; but no—Clym Yeobright came out as softly as she had done, and closed the door behind him.


  He advanced and stood beside her. ‘I have an odd opinion,’ he said, ‘and should like to ask you a question. Are you a woman—or am I wrong?’


  ‘I am a woman.’


  His eyes lingered on her with great interest. ‘Do girls often play as mummers now? They never used to.’


  ‘They don’t now.’


  ‘Why did you?’


  ‘To get excitement and shake off depression,’ she said in low tones.


  ‘What depressed you?’


  ‘Life.’


  ‘That’s a cause of depression a good many have to put up with.’


  ‘Yes.’


  A long silence. ‘And do you find excitement?’ asked Clym at last.


  ‘At this moment, perhaps.’


  ‘Then you are vexed at being discovered?’


  ‘Yes; though I thought I might be.’


  ‘I would gladly have asked you to our party had I known you wished to come. Have I ever been acquainted with you in my youth?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Won’t you come in again, and stay as long as you like?’


  ‘No. I wish not to be further recognized.’


  ‘Well, you are safe with me.’ After remaining in thought a minute he added gently, ‘I will not intrude upon you longer. It is a strange way of meeting, and I will not ask why I find a cultivated woman playing such a part as this.’


  She did not volunteer the reason which he seemed to hope for, and he wished her good night, going thence round to the back of the house, where he walked up and down by himself for some time before re-entering.


  Eustacia, warmed with an inner fire, could not wait for her companions after this. She flung back the ribbons from her face, opened the gate, and at once struck into the heath. She did not hasten along. Her grandfather was in bed at this hour, for she so frequently walked upon the hills on moonlight nights that he took no notice of her comings and goings, and, enjoying himself in his own way, left her to do likewise. A more important subject than that of getting indoors now engrossed her. Yeobright, if he had the least curiosity, would infallibly discover her name. What then? She first felt a sort of exultation at the way in which the adventure had terminated, even though at moments between her exultations she was abashed and blushful. Then this consideration recurred to chill her: What was the use of her exploit? She was at present a total stranger to the Yeobright family. The unreasonable nimbus of romance with which she had encircled that man might be her misery. How could she allow herself to become so infatuated with a stranger? And to fill the cup of her sorrow there would be Thomasin, living day after day in inflammable proximity to him; for she had just learnt that, contrary to her first belief, he was going to stay at home some considerable time.


  She reached the wicket at Mistover Knap, but before opening it she turned and faced the heath once more. The form of Rainbarrow stood above the hills, and the moon stood above Rainbarrow. The air was charged with silence and frost. The scene reminded Eustacia of a circumstance which till that moment she had totally forgotten. She had promised to meet Wildeve by the Barrow this very night at eight, to give a final answer to his pleading for an elopement.


  She herself had fixed the evening and the hour. He had probably come to the spot, waited there in the cold, and been greatly disappointed.


  ‘Well, so much the better: it did not hurt him,’ she said serenely. Wildeve had at present the rayless outline of the sun through smoked glass, and she could say such things as that with the greatest facility.


  She remained deeply pondering; and Thomasin’s winning manner towards her cousin arose again upon Eustacia’s mind.


  ‘O that she had been married to Damon before this!’ she said. ‘And she would if it hadn’t been for me! If I had only known—if I had only known!’


  Eustacia once more lifted her deep stormy eyes to the moonlight, and, sighing that tragic sigh of hers which was so much like a shudder, entered the shadow of the roof. She threw off her trappings in the outhouse, rolled them up, and went indoors to her chamber.


  ♣


  VII


  A Coalition between Beauty and Oddness


  The old captain’s prevailing indifference to his granddaughter’s movements left her free as a bird to follow her own courses; but it so happened that he did take upon himself the next morning to ask her why she had walked out so late.


  ‘Only in search of events, grandfather,’ she said, looking out of the window with that drowsy latency of manner which discovered so much force behind it whenever the trigger was pressed.


  ‘Search of events—one would think you were one of the bucks I knew at one-and-twenty.’


  ‘It is so lonely here.’


  ‘So much the better. If I were living in a town my whole time would be taken up in looking after you. I fully expected you would have been home when I returned from the Woman.’


  ‘I won’t conceal what I did. I wanted an adventure, and I went with the mummers. I played the part of the Turkish Knight.’


  ‘No, never? Ha, ha! Good gad! I didn’t expect it of you, Eustacia.’


  ‘It was my first performance, and it certainly will be my last. Now I have told you—and remember it is a secret.’


  ‘Of course. But, Eustacia, you never did—ha! ha! Dammy, how ’twould have pleased me forty years ago! But remember, no more of it, my girl. You may walk on the heath night or day, as you choose, so that you don’t bother me; but no figuring in breeches again.’


  ‘You need have no fear for me, grandpapa.’


  Here the conversation ceased, Eustacia’s moral training never exceeding in severity a dialogue of this sort, which, if it ever became profitable to good works, would be a result not dear at the price. But her thoughts soon strayed far from her own personality; and, full of a passionate and indescribable solicitude for one to whom she was not even a name, she went forth into the amplitude of tanned wild around her, restless as Ahasuerus the Jew. She was about half a mile from her residence when she beheld a sinister redness arising from a ravine a little way in advance—dull and lurid like a flame in sunlight, and she guessed it to signify Diggory Venn.


  When the farmers who had wished to buy in a new stock of reddle during the last month had inquired where Venn was to be found, people replied, ‘On Egdon Heath.’ Day after day the answer was the same. Now, since Egdon was populated with heath-croppers and furze-cutters rather than with sheep and shepherds, and the downs where most of the latter were to be found lay some to the north, some to the west of Egdon, his reason for camping about there like Israel in Zin was not apparent. The position was central and occasionally desirable. But the sale of reddle was not Diggory’s primary object in remaining on the heath, particularly at so late a period of the year, when most travellers of his class had gone into winter quarters.


  Eustacia looked at the lonely man. Wildeve had told her at their last meeting that Venn had been thrust forward by Mrs. Yeobright as one ready and anxious to take his place as Thomasin’s betrothed. His figure was perfect, his face young and well outlined, his eye bright, his intelligence keen, and his position one which he could readily better if he chose. But in spite of possibilities it was not likely that Thomasin would accept this Ishmaelitish creature while she had a cousin like Yeobright at her elbow, and Wildeve at the same time not absolutely indifferent. Eustacia was not long in guessing that poor Mrs. Yeobright, in her anxiety for her niece’s future, had mentioned this lover to stimulate the zeal of the other. Eustacia was on the side of the Yeobrights now, and entered into the spirit of the aunt’s desire.


  ‘Good morning, miss,’ said the reddleman, taking off his cap of hareskin, and apparently bearing her no ill-will from recollection of their last meeting.


  ‘Good morning, reddleman,’ she said, hardly troubling to lift her heavily shaded eyes to his. ‘I did not know you were so near. Is your van here too?’


  Venn moved his elbow towards a hollow in which a dense brake of purple-stemmed brambles had grown to such vast dimensions as almost to form a dell. Brambles, though churlish when handled, are kindly shelter in early winter, being the latest of the deciduous bushes to lose their leaves. The roof and chimney of Venn’s caravan showed behind the tracery and tangles of the brake.


  ‘You remain near this part?’ she asked with more interest.


  ‘Yes, I have business here.’


  ‘Not altogether the selling of reddle?’


  ‘It has nothing to do with that.’


  ‘It has to do with Miss Yeobright?’


  Her face seemed to ask for an armed peace, and he therefore said frankly, ‘Yes, miss; it is on account of her.’


  ‘On account of your approaching marriage with her?’


  Venn flushed through his stain. ‘Don’t make sport of me, Miss Vye,’ he said.


  ‘It isn’t true?’


  ‘Certainly not.’


  She was thus convinced that the reddleman was a mere pis aller in Mrs. Yeobright’s mind; one, moreover, who had not even been informed of his promotion to that lowly standing. ‘It was a mere notion of mine,’ she said quietly; and was about to pass by without further speech, when, looking round to the right, she saw a painfully well-known figure serpentining upwards by one of the little paths which led to the top where she stood. Owing to the necessary windings of his course his back was at present towards them. She glanced quickly round; to escape that man there was only one way. Turning to Venn, she said, ‘Would you allow me to rest a few minutes in your van? The banks are damp for sitting on.’


  ‘Certainly, miss; I’ll make a place for you.’


  She followed him behind the dell of brambles to his wheeled dwelling, into which Venn mounted, placing the three-legged stool just within the door.


  ‘That is the best I can do for you,’ he said, stepping down and retiring to the path, where he resumed the smoking of his pipe as he walked up and down.


  Eustacia bounded into the vehicle and sat on the stool, ensconced from view on the side towards the trackway. Soon she heard the brushing of other feet than the reddleman’s, a not very friendly ‘Good day’ uttered by two men in passing each other, and then the dwindling of the footfall of one of them in a direction onwards. Eustacia stretched her neck forward till she caught a glimpse of a receding back and shoulders; and she felt a wretched twinge of misery, she knew not why. It was the sickening feeling which, if the changed heart has any generosity at all in its composition, accompanies the sudden sight of a once-loved one who is beloved no more.


  When Eustacia descended to proceed on her way the reddleman came near. ‘That was Mr. Wildeve who passed, miss,’ he said slowly, and expressed by his face that he expected her to feel vexed at having been sitting unseen.


  ‘Yes, I saw him coming up the hill,’ replied Eustacia. ‘Why should you tell me that?’ It was a bold question, considering the reddleman’s knowledge of her past love; but her undemonstrative manner had power to repress the opinions of those she treated as remote from her.


  ‘I am glad to hear that you can ask it,’ said the reddleman bluntly. ‘And, now I think of it, it agrees with what I saw last night.’


  ‘Ah—what was that?’ Eustacia wished to leave him, but wished to know.


  ‘Mr. Wildeve stayed at Rainbarrow a long time waiting for a lady who didn’t come.’


  ‘You waited too, it seems?’


  ‘Yes, I always do. I was glad to see him disappointed. He will be there again to-night.’


  ‘To be again disappointed. The truth is, reddleman, that that lady, so far from wishing to stand in the way of Thomasin’s marriage with Mr. Wildeve, would be very glad to promote it.’


  Venn felt much astonishment at this avowal, though he did not show it clearly; that exhibition may greet remarks which are one remove from expectation, but it is usually withheld in complicated cases of two removes and upwards. ‘Indeed, miss,’ he replied.


  ‘How do you know that Mr. Wildeve will come to Rainbarrow again to-night?’ she asked.


  ‘I heard him say to himself that he would. He’s in a regular temper.’


  Eustacia looked for a moment what she felt, and she murmured, lifting her deep dark eyes anxiously to his, ‘I wish I knew what to do. I don’t want to be uncivil to him; but I don’t wish to see him again; and I have some few little things to return to him.’


  ‘If you choose to send ’em by me, miss, and a note to tell him that you wish to say no more to him, I’ll take it for you quite privately. That would be the most straightforward way of letting him know your mind.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Eustacia. ‘Come towards my house, and I will bring it out to you.’


  She went on, and as the path was an infinitely small parting in the shaggy locks of the heath, the reddleman followed exactly in her trail. She saw from a distance that the captain was on the bank sweeping the horizon with his telescope; and bidding Venn to wait where he stood she entered the house alone.


  In ten minutes she returned with a parcel and a note, and said, in placing them in his hand, ‘Why are you so ready to take these for me?’


  ‘Can you ask that?’


  ‘I suppose you think to serve Thomasin in some way by it. Are you as anxious as ever to help on her marriage?’


  Venn was a little moved. ‘I would sooner have married her myself,’ he said in a low voice. ‘But what I feel is that if she cannot be happy without him I will do my duty in helping her to get him, as a man ought.’


  Eustacia looked curiously at the singular man who spoke thus. What a strange sort of love, to be entirely free from that quality of selfishness which is frequently the chief constituent of the passion, and sometimes its only one! The reddleman’s disinterestedness was so well deserving of respect that it overshot respect by being barely comprehended; and she almost thought it absurd.


  ‘Then we are both of one mind at last,’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ replied Venn gloomily. ‘But if you would tell me, miss, why you take such an interest in her, I should be easier. It is so sudden and strange.’


  Eustacia appeared at a loss. ‘I cannot tell you that, reddleman,’ she said coldly.


  Venn said no more. He pocketed the letter, and, bowing to Eustacia, went away.


  Rainbarrow had again become blended with night when Wildeve ascended the long acclivity at its base. On his reaching the top a shape grew up from the earth immediately behind him. It was that of Eustacia’s emissary. He slapped Wildeve on the shoulder. The feverish young innkeeper and ex-engineer started like Satan at the touch of Ithuriel’s spear.


  ‘The meeting is always at eight o’clock, at this place,’ said Venn, ‘and here we are—we three.’


  ‘We three?’ said Wildeve, looking quickly round.


  ‘Yes; you, and I, and she. This is she.’ He held up the letter and parcel.


  Wildeve took them wonderingly. ‘I don’t quite see what this means,’ he said. ‘How do you come here? There must be some mistake.’


  ‘It will be cleared from your mind when you have read the letter. Lanterns for one.’ The reddleman struck a light, kindled an inch of tallow-candle which he had brought, and sheltered it with his cap.


  ‘Who are you?’ said Wildeve, discerning by the candle-light an obscure rubicundity of person in his companion. ‘You are the reddleman I saw on the hill this morning—why, you are the man who—’


  ‘Please read the letter.’


  ‘If you had come from the other one I shouldn’t have been surprised,’ murmured Wildeve as he opened the letter and read. His face grew serious.


  
    To Mr. Wildeve.


    After some thought I have decided once and for all that we must hold no further communication. The more I consider the matter the more I am convinced that there must be an end to our acquaintance. Had you been uniformly faithful to me throughout these two years you might now have some ground for accusing me of heartlessness; but if you calmly consider what I bore during the period of your desertion, and how I passively put up with your courtship of another without once interfering, you will, I think, own that I have a right to consult my own feelings when you come back to me again. That these are not what they were towards you may, perhaps, be a fault in me, but it is one which you can scarcely reproach me for when you remember how you left me for Thomasin.


    The little articles you gave me in the early part of our friendship are returned by the bearer of this letter. They should rightly have been sent back when I first heard of your engagement to her.


    Eustacia.

  


  By the time that Wildeve reached her name the blankness with which he had read the first half of the letter intensified to mortification. ‘I am made a great fool of, one way and another,’ he said pettishly. ‘Do you know what is in this letter?’


  The reddleman hummed a tune.


  ‘Can’t you answer me?’ asked Wildeve warmly.


  ‘Ru-um-tum-tum,’ sang the reddleman.


  Wildeve stood looking on the ground beside Venn’s feet, till he allowed his eyes to travel upwards over Diggory’s form, as illuminated by the candle, to his head and face. ‘Ha-ha! Well, I suppose I deserve it, considering how I have played with them both,’ he said at last, as much to himself as to Venn. ‘But of all the odd things that ever I knew, the oddest is that you should so run counter to your own interests as to bring this to me.’


  ‘My interests?’


  ‘Certainly. ’Twas your interest not to do anything which would send me courting Thomasin again, now she has accepted you—or something like it. Mrs. Yeobright says you are to marry her. ’Tisn’t true, then?’


  ‘Good Lord! I heard of this before, but didn’t believe it. When did she say so?’


  Wildeve began humming as the reddleman had done.


  ‘I don’t believe it now,’ cried Venn.


  ‘Ru-um-tum-tum,’ sang Wildeve.


  ‘O Lord—how we can imitate!’ said Venn contemptuously. ‘I’ll have this out. I’ll go straight to her.’


  Diggory withdrew with an emphatic step, Wildeve’s eye passing over his form in withering derision, as if he were no more than a heath-cropper. When the reddleman’s figure could no longer be seen, Wildeve himself descended and plunged into the rayless hollow of the vale.


  To lose the two women—he who had been the well-beloved of both—was too ironical an issue to be endured. He could only decently save himself by Thomasin; and once he became her husband, Eustacia’s repentance, he thought, would set in for a long and bitter term. It was no wonder that Wildeve, ignorant of the new man at the back of the scene, should have supposed Eustacia to be playing a part. To believe that the letter was not the result of some momentary pique, to infer that she really gave him up to Thomasin, would have required previous knowledge of her transfiguration by that man’s influence. Who was to know that she had grown generous in the greediness of a new passion, that in coveting one cousin she was dealing liberally with another, that in her eagerness to appropriate she gave way?


  Full of this resolve to marry in haste, and wring the heart of the proud girl, Wildeve went his way.


  Meanwhile Diggory Venn had returned to his van, where he stood looking thoughtfully into the stove. A new vista was opened up to him. But, however promising Mrs. Yeobright’s views of him might be as a candidate for her niece’s hand, one condition was indispensable to the favour of Thomasin herself, and that was a renunciation of his present wild mode of life. In this he saw little difficulty.


  He could not afford to wait till the next day before seeing Thomasin and detailing his plan. He speedily plunged himself into toilet operations, pulled a suit of cloth clothes from a box, and in about twenty minutes stood before the van-lantern as a reddleman in nothing but his face, the vermilion shades of which were not to be removed in a day. Closing the door and fastening it with a padlock Venn set off towards Blooms-End.


  He had reached the white palings and laid his hand upon the gate when the door of the house opened, and quickly closed again. A female form had glided in. At the same time a man, who had seemingly been standing with the woman in the porch, came forward from the house till he was face to face with Venn. It was Wildeve again.


  ‘Man alive, you’ve been quick at it,’ said Diggory sarcastically.


  ‘And you slow, as you will find,’ said Wildeve. ‘And,’ lowering his voice, ‘you may as well go back again now. I’ve claimed her, and got her. Good night, reddleman!’ Thereupon Wildeve walked away.


  Venn’s heart sank within him, though it had not risen unduly high. He stood leaning over the palings in an indecisive mood for nearly a quarter of an hour. Then he went up the garden-path, knocked, and asked for Mrs. Yeobright.


  Instead of requesting him to enter she came to the porch. A discourse was carried on between them in low measured tones for the space of ten minutes or more. At the end of the time Mrs. Yeobright went in, and Venn sadly retraced his steps into the heath. When he had again regained his van he lit the lantern, and with an apathetic face at once began to pull off his best clothes, till in the course of a few minutes he reappeared as the confirmed and irretrievable reddleman that he had seemed before.


  ♣


  VIII


  Firmness Is Discovered in a Gentle Heart


  On that evening the interior of Blooms-End, though cosy and comfortable, had been rather silent. Clym Yeobright was not at home. Since the Christmas party he had gone on a few days’ visit to a friend about ten miles off.


  The shadowy form seen by Venn to part from Wildeve in the porch, and quickly withdraw into the house, was Thomasin’s. On entering she threw down a cloak which had been carelessly wrapped round her, and came forward to the light, where Mrs. Yeobright sat at her work-table, drawn up within the settle, so that part of it projected into the chimney-corner.


  ‘I don’t like your going out after dark alone, Tamsin,’ said her aunt quietly, without looking up from her work.


  ‘I have only been just outside the door.’


  ‘Well?’ inquired Mrs. Yeobright, struck by a change in the tone of Thomasin’s voice, and observing her. Thomasin’s cheek was flushed to a pitch far beyond that which it had reached before her troubles, and her eyes glittered.


  ‘It was he who knocked,’ she said.


  ‘I thought as much.’


  ‘He wishes the marriage to be at once.’


  ‘Indeed! What—is he anxious?’ Mrs. Yeobright directed a searching look upon her niece. ‘Why did not Mr. Wildeve come in?’


  ‘He did not wish to. You are not friends with him, he says. He would like the wedding to be the day after to-morrow, quite privately; at the church of his parish—not at ours.’


  ‘Oh! And what did you say?’


  ‘I agreed to it,’ Thomasin answered firmly. ‘I am a practical woman now. I don’t believe in hearts at all. I would marry him under any circumstances since—since Clym’s letter.’


  A letter was lying on Mrs. Yeobright’s work-basket, and at Thomasin’s words her aunt reopened it, and silently read for the tenth time that day:—


  What is the meaning of this silly story that people are circulating about Thomasin and Mr. Wildeve? I should call such a scandal humiliating if there was the least chance of its being true. How could such a gross falsehood have arisen? It is said that one should go abroad to hear news of home, and I appear to have done it. Of course I contradict the tale everywhere; but it is very vexing, and I wonder how it could have originated. It is too ridiculous that such a girl as Thomasin could so mortify us as to get jilted on the wedding-day. What has she done?


  ‘Yes,’ Mrs. Yeobright said sadly, putting down the letter. ‘If you think you can marry him, do so. And since Mr. Wildeve wishes it to be unceremonious, let it be that too. I can do nothing. It is all in your own hands now. My power over your welfare came to an end when you left this house to go with him to Anglebury.’ She continued, half in bitterness, ‘I may almost ask, why do you consult me in the matter at all? If you had gone and married him without saying a word to me, I could hardly have been angry—simply because, poor girl, you can’t do a better thing.’


  ‘Don’t say that and dishearten me.’


  ‘You are right: I will not.’


  ‘I do not plead for him, aunt. Human nature is weak, and I am not a blind woman to insist that he is perfect. I did think so, but I don’t now. But I know my course, and you know that I know it. I hope for the best.’


  ‘And so do I, and we will both continue to,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, rising and kissing her. ‘Then the wedding, if it comes off, will be on the morning of the very day Clym comes home?’


  ‘Yes. I decided that it ought to be over before he came. After that you can look him in the face, and so can I. Our concealments will matter nothing.’


  Mrs. Yeobright moved her head in thoughtful assent, and presently said, ‘Do you wish me to give you away? I am willing to undertake that, you know, if you wish, as I was last time. After once forbidding the banns I think I can do no less.’


  ‘I don’t think I will ask you to come,’ said Thomasin reluctantly, but with decision. ‘It would be unpleasant, I am almost sure. Better let there be only strangers present, and none of my relations at all. I would rather have it so. I do not wish to do anything which may touch your credit, and I feel that I should be uncomfortable if you were there, after what has passed. I am only your niece, and there is no necessity why you should concern yourself more about me.’


  ‘Well, he has beaten us,’ her aunt said. ‘It really seems as if he had been playing with you in this way in revenge for my humbling him as I did by standing up against him at first.’


  ‘O no, aunt,’ murmured Thomasin.


  They said no more on the subject then. Diggory Venn’s knock came soon after; and Mrs. Yeobright, on returning from her interview with him in the porch, carelessly observed, ‘Another lover has come to ask for you.’


  ‘No?’


  ‘Yes; that queer young man Venn.’


  ‘Asks to pay his addresses to me?’


  ‘Yes; and I told him he was too late.’


  Thomasin looked silently into the candle-flame. ‘Poor Diggory!’ she said, and then aroused herself to other things.


  The next day was passed in mere mechanical deeds of preparation, both the women being anxious to immerse themselves in these to escape the emotional aspect of the situation. Some wearing apparel and other articles were collected anew for Thomasin, and remarks on domestic details were frequently made, so as to obscure any inner misgivings about her future as Wildeve’s wife.


  The appointed morning came. The arrangement with Wildeve was that he should meet her at the church to guard against any unpleasant curiosity which might have affected them had they been seen walking off together in the usual country way.


  Aunt and niece stood together in the bedroom where the bride was dressing. The sun, where it could catch it, made a mirror of Thomasin’s hair, which she always wore braided. It was braided according to a calendric system: the more important the day the more numerous the strands in the braid. On ordinary working-days she braided it in threes; on ordinary Sundays in fours; at May-polings, gipsyings, and the like, she braided it in fives. Years ago she had said that when she married she would braid it in sevens. She had braided it in sevens to-day.


  ‘I have been thinking that I will wear my blue silk after all,’ she said. ‘It is my wedding day, even though there may be something sad about the time. I mean,’ she added, anxious to correct any wrong impression, ‘not sad in itself, but in its having had great disappointment and trouble before it.’


  Mrs. Yeobright breathed in a way which might have been called a sigh. ‘I almost wish Clym had been at home,’ she said. ‘Of course you chose the time because of his absence.’


  ‘Partly. I have felt that I acted unfairly to him in not telling him all; but, as it was done not to grieve him, I thought I would carry out the plan to its end, and tell the whole story when the sky was clear.’


  ‘You are a practical little woman,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, smiling. ‘I wish you and he—no, I don’t wish anything. There, it is nine o’clock,’ she interrupted, hearing a whizz and a dinging downstairs.


  ‘I told Damon I would leave at nine,’ said Thomasin, hastening out of the room.


  Her aunt followed. When Thomasin was going up the little walk from the door to the wicket-gate, Mrs. Yeobright looked reluctantly at her, and said, ‘It is a shame to let you go alone.’


  ‘It is necessary,’ said Thomasin.


  ‘At any rate,’ added her aunt with forced cheerfulness, ‘I shall call upon you this afternoon, and bring the cake with me. If Clym has returned by that time he will perhaps come too. I wish to show Mr. Wildeve that I bear him no ill-will. Let the past be forgotten. Well, God bless you! There, I don’t believe in old superstitions, but I’ll do it.’ She threw a slipper at the retreating figure of the girl, who turned, smiled, and went on again.


  A few steps further, and she looked back. ‘Did you call me, aunt?’ she tremulously inquired. ‘Good-bye!’


  Moved by an uncontrollable feeling as she looked upon Mrs. Yeobright’s worn, wet face, she ran back, when her aunt came forward, and they met again. ‘O—Tamsie,’ said the elder, weeping, ‘I don’t like to let you go.’


  ‘I—I am——’ Thomasin began, giving way likewise. But, quelling her grief, she said ‘Good-bye!’ again and went on.


  Then Mrs. Yeobright saw a little figure wending its way between the scratching furze-bushes, and diminishing far up the valley—a pale-blue spot in a vast field of neutral brown, solitary and undefended except by the power of her own hope.


  But the worst feature in the case was one which did not appear in the landscape; it was the man.


  The hour chosen for the ceremony by Thomasin and Wildeve had been so timed as to enable her to escape the awkwardness of meeting her cousin Clym, who was returning the same morning. To own to the partial truth of what he had heard would be distressing as long as the humiliating position resulting from the event was unimproved. It was only after a second and successful journey to the altar that she could lift up her head and prove the failure of the first attempt a pure accident.


  She had not been gone from Blooms-End more than half an hour when Yeobright came by the meads from the other direction and entered the house.


  ‘I had an early breakfast,’ he said to his mother after greeting her. ‘Now I could eat a little more.’


  They sat down to the repeated meal, and he went on in a low, anxious voice, apparently imagining that Thomasin had not yet come downstairs, ‘What’s this I have heard about Thomasin and Mr. Wildeve?’


  ‘It is true in many points,’ said Mrs. Yeobright quietly; ‘but it is all right now, I hope.’ She looked at the clock.


  ‘True?’


  ‘Thomasin is gone to him to-day.’


  Clym pushed away his breakfast. ‘Then there is a scandal of some sort, and that’s what’s the matter with Thomasin. Was it this that made her ill?’


  ‘Yes. Not a scandal: a misfortune. I will tell you all about it, Clym. You must not be angry, but you must listen, and you’ll find that what we have done has been done for the best.’


  She then told him the circumstances. All that he had known of the affair before he returned from Paris was that there had existed an attachment between Thomasin and Wildeve, which his mother had at first discountenanced, but had since, owing to the arguments of Thomasin, looked upon in a little more favourable light. When she, therefore, proceeded to explain all he was greatly surprised and troubled.


  ‘And she determined that the wedding should be over before you came back,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, ‘that there might be no chance of her meeting you, and having a very painful time of it. That’s why she has gone to him; they have arranged to be married this morning.’


  ‘But I can’t understand it,’ said Yeobright, rising. ‘’Tis so unlike her. I can see why you did not write to me after her unfortunate return home. But why didn’t you let me know when the wedding was going to be—the first time?’


  ‘Well, I felt vexed with her just then. She seemed to me to be obstinate; and when I found that you were nothing in her mind I vowed that she should be nothing in yours. I felt that she was only my niece after all; I told her she might marry, but that I should take no interest in it, and should not bother you about it either.’


  ‘It wouldn’t have been bothering me. Mother, you did wrong.’


  ‘I thought it might disturb you in your business, and that you might throw up your situation, or injure your prospects in some way because of it, so I said nothing. Of course, if they had married at that time in a proper manner, I should have told you at once.’


  ‘Tamsin actually being married while we are sitting here!’


  ‘Yes. Unless some accident happens again, as it did the first time. It may, considering he’s the same man.’


  ‘Yes, and I believe it will. Was it right to let her go? Suppose Wildeve is really a bad fellow?’


  ‘Then he won’t come, and she’ll come home again.’


  ‘You should have looked more into it.’


  ‘It is useless to say that,’ his mother answered with an impatient look of sorrow. ‘You don’t know how bad it has been here with us all these weeks, Clym. You don’t know what a mortification anything of that sort is to a woman. You don’t know the sleepless nights we’ve had in this house, and the almost bitter words that have passed between us since that Fifth of November. I hope never to pass seven such weeks again. Tamsin has not gone outside the door, and I have been ashamed to look anybody in the face; and now you blame me for letting her do the only thing that can be done to set that trouble straight.’


  ‘No,’ he said slowly. ‘Upon the whole I don’t blame you. But just consider how sudden it seems to me. Here was I, knowing nothing; and then I am told all at once that Tamsie is gone to be married. Well, I suppose there was nothing better to do. Do you know, mother,’ he continued after a moment or two, looking suddenly interested in his own past history, ‘I once thought of Tamsin as a sweetheart? Yes, I did. How odd boys are! And when I came home and saw her this time she seemed so much more affectionate than usual, that I was quite reminded of those days, particularly on the night of the party, when she was unwell. We had the party just the same—was not that rather cruel to her?’


  ‘It made no difference. I had arranged to give one, and it was not worth while to make more gloom than necessary. To begin by shutting ourselves up and telling you of Tamsin’s misfortunes would have been a poor sort of welcome.’


  Clym remained thinking. ‘I almost wish you had not had that party,’ he said; ‘and for other reasons. But I will tell you in a day or two. We must think of Tamsin now.’


  They lapsed into silence. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Yeobright again, in a tone which showed some slumbering feeling still. ‘I don’t think it kind to Tamsin to let her be married like this, and neither of us there to keep up her spirits or care a bit about her. She hasn’t disgraced herself, or done anything to deserve that. It is bad enough that the wedding should be so hurried and unceremonious, without our keeping away from it in addition. Upon my soul, ’tis almost a shame. I’ll go.’


  ‘It is over by this time,’ said his mother with a sigh; ‘unless they were late, or he——’


  ‘Then I shall be soon enough to see them come out. I don’t quite like your keeping me in ignorance, mother, after all. Really, I half hope he has failed to meet her!’


  ‘And ruined her character?’


  ‘Nonsense: that wouldn’t ruin Thomasin.’


  He took up his hat and hastily left the house. Mrs. Yeobright looked rather unhappy, and sat still, deep in thought. But she was not long left alone. A few minutes later Clym came back again, and in his company came Diggory Venn.


  ‘I find there isn’t time for me to get there,’ said Clym.


  ‘Is she married?’ Mrs. Yeobright inquired, turning to the reddleman a face in which a strange strife of wishes, for and against, was apparent.


  Venn bowed. ‘She is, ma’am.’


  ‘How strange it sounds,’ murmured Clym.


  ‘And he didn’t disappoint her this time?’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘He did not. And there is now no slight on her name. I was hastening ath’art to tell you at once, as I saw you were not there.’


  ‘How came you to be there? How did you know it?’ she asked.


  ‘I have been in that neighbourhood for some time, and I saw them go in,’ said the reddleman. ‘Wildeve came up to the door, punctual as the clock. I didn’t expect it of him.’ He did not add, as he might have added, that how he came to be in that neighbourhood was not by accident; that, since Wildeve’s resumption of his right to Thomasin, Venn, with the thoroughness which was part of his character, had determined to see the end of the episode.


  ‘Who was there?’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘Nobody hardly. I stood right out of the way, and she did not see me.’ The reddleman spoke huskily, and looked into the garden.


  ‘Who gave her away?’


  ‘Miss Vye.’


  ‘How very remarkable! Miss Vye! It is to be considered an honour, I suppose?’


  ‘Who’s Miss Vye?’ said Clym.


  ‘Captain Vye’s granddaughter, of Mistover Knap.’


  ‘A proud girl from Budmouth,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘One not much to my liking. People say she’s a witch, but of course that’s absurd.’


  The reddleman kept to himself his acquaintance with that fair personage, and also that Eustacia was there because he went to fetch her, in accordance with a promise he had given as soon as he learnt that the marriage was to take place. He merely said, in continuation of the story—


  ‘I was sitting on the churchyard-wall when they came up, one from one way, the other from the other; and Miss Vye was walking thereabouts, looking at the head-stones. As soon as they had gone in I went to the door, feeling I should like to see it, as I knew her so well. I pulled off my boots because they were so noisy, and went up into the gallery. I saw then that the parson and clerk were already there.’


  ‘How came Miss Vye to have anything to do with it, if she was only on a walk that way?’


  ‘Because there was nobody else. She had gone into the church just before me, not into the gallery. The parson looked round before beginning, and as she was the only one near he beckoned to her, and she went up to the rails. After that, when it came to signing the book, she pushed up her veil and signed; and Tamsin seemed to thank her for her kindness.’ The reddleman told the tale thoughtfully, for there lingered upon his vision the changing colour of Wildeve, when Eustacia lifted the thick veil which had concealed her from recognition and looked calmly into his face. ‘And then,’ said Diggory sadly, ‘I came away, for her history as Tamsin Yeobright was over.’


  ‘I offered to go,’ said Mrs. Yeobright regretfully. ‘But she said it was not necessary.’


  ‘Well, it is no matter,’ said the reddleman. ‘The thing is done at last as it was meant to be at first, and God send her happiness. Now I’ll wish you good morning.’


  He placed his cap on his head and went out.


  From that instant of leaving Mrs. Yeobright’s door, the reddleman was seen no more in or about Egdon Heath for a space of many months. He vanished entirely. The nook among the brambles where his van had been standing was as vacant as ever the next morning, and scarcely a sign remained to show that he had been there, excepting a few straws, and a little redness on the turf, which was washed away by the next storm of rain.


  The report that Diggory had brought of the wedding, correct as far as it went, was deficient in one significant particular, which had escaped him through his being at some distance back in the church. When Thomasin was tremblingly engaged in signing her name Wildeve had flung towards Eustacia a glance that said plainly, ‘I have punished you now.’ She had replied in a low tone—and he little thought how truly—‘You mistake; it gives me sincerest pleasure to see her your wife to-day.’


  ♣


  Book Third


  The Fascination


  I


  ‘My Mind to Me a Kingdom Is’


  In Clym Yeobright’s face could be dimly seen the typical countenance of the future. Should there be a classic period to art hereafter, its Pheidias may produce such faces. The view of life as a thing to be put up with, replacing that zest for existence which was so intense in early civilizations, must ultimately enter so thoroughly into the constitution of the advanced races that its facial expression will become accepted as a new artistic departure. People already feel that a man who lives without disturbing a curve of feature, or setting a mark of mental concern anywhere upon himself, is too far removed from modern perceptiveness to be a modern type. Physically beautiful men—the glory of the race when it was young—are almost an anachronism now; and we may wonder whether, at some time or other, physically beautiful women may not be an anachronism likewise.


  The truth seems to be that a long line of disillusive centuries has permanently displaced the Hellenic idea of life, or whatever it may be called. What the Greeks only suspected we know well; what their Æschylus imagined our nursery children feel. That old-fashioned revelling in the general situation grows less and less possible as we uncover the defects of natural laws, and see the quandary that man is in by their operation.


  The lineaments which will get embodied in ideals based upon this new recognition will probably be akin to those of Yeobright. The observer’s eye was arrested, not by his face as a picture, but by his face as a page; not by what it was, but by what it recorded. His features were attractive in the light of symbols, as sounds intrinsically common become attractive in language, and as shapes intrinsically simple become interesting in writing.


  He had been a lad of whom something was expected. Beyond this all had been chaos. That he would be successful in an original way, or that he would go to the dogs in an original way, seemed equally probable. The only absolute certainty about him was that he would not stand still in the circumstances amid which he was born.


  Hence, when his name was casually mentioned by neighbouring yeomen, the listener said, ‘Ah, Clym Yeobright: what is he doing now?’ When the instinctive question about a person is, What is he doing? it is felt that he will not be found to be, like most of us, doing nothing in particular. There is an indefinite sense that he must be invading some region of singularity, good or bad. The devout hope is that he is doing well. The secret faith is that he is making a mess of it. Half a dozen comfortable market-men, who were habitual callers at the Quiet Woman as they passed by in their carts, were partial to the topic. In fact, though they were not Egdon men, they could hardly avoid it while they sucked their long clay tubes and regarded the heath through the window. Clym had been so inwoven with the heath in his boyhood that hardly anybody could look upon it without thinking of him. So the subject recurred: if he were making a fortune and a name, so much the better for him; if he were making a tragical figure in the world, so much the better for a narrative.


  The fact was that Yeobright’s fame had spread to an awkward extent before he left home. ‘It is bad when your fame outruns your means,’ said the Spanish Jesuit Gracian. At the age of six he had asked a Scripture riddle: ‘Who was the first man known to wear breeches?’ and applause had resounded from the very verge of the heath. At seven he painted the Battle of Waterloo with tiger-lily pollen and black-currant juice, in the absence of water-colours. By the time he reached twelve he had in this manner been heard of as artist and scholar for at least two miles round. An individual whose fame spreads three or four thousand yards in the time taken by the fame of others similarly situated to travel six or eight hundred, must of necessity have something in him. Possibly Clym’s fame, like Homer’s, owed something to the accidents of his situation; nevertheless famous he was.


  He grew up and was helped out in life. That waggery of fate which started Clive as a writing clerk, Gay as a linen-draper, Keats as a surgeon, and a thousand others in a thousand other odd ways, banished the wild and ascetic heath lad to a trade whose sole concern was with the especial symbols of self-indulgence and vainglory.


  The details of this choice of a business for him it is not necessary to give. At the death of his father a neighbouring gentleman had kindly undertaken to give the boy a start; and this assumed the form of sending him to Budmouth. Yeobright did not wish to go there, but it was the only feasible opening. Thence he went to London; and thence, shortly after, to Paris, where he had remained till now.


  Something being expected of him, he had not been at home many days before a great curiosity as to why he stayed on so long began to arise in the heath. The natural term of a holiday had passed, yet he still remained. On the Sunday morning following the week of Thomasin’s marriage a discussion on this subject was in progress at a hair-cutting before Fairway’s house. Here the local barbering was always done at this hour on this day; to be followed by the great Sunday wash of the inhabitants at noon, which in its turn was followed by the great Sunday dressing an hour later. On Egdon Heath Sunday proper did not begin till dinner-time, and even then it was a somewhat battered specimen of the day.


  These Sunday-morning hair-cuttings were performed by Fairway; the victim sitting on a chopping-block in front of the house, without a coat, and the neighbours gossiping around, idly observing the locks of hair as they rose upon the wind after the snip, and flew away out of sight to the four quarters of the heavens. Summer and winter the scene was the same, unless the wind were more than usually blusterous, when the stool was shifted a few feet round the corner. To complain of cold in sitting out of doors, hatless and coatless, while Fairway told true stories between the cuts of the scissors, would have been to pronounce yourself no man at once. To flinch, exclaim, or move a muscle of the face at the small stabs under the ear received from those instruments, or at scarifications of the neck by the comb, would have been thought a gross breach of good manners, considering that Fairway did it all for nothing. A bleeding about the poll on Sunday afternoons was amply accounted for by the explanation, ‘I have had my hair cut, you know.’


  The conversation on Yeobright had been started by a distant view of the young man rambling leisurely across the heath before them.


  ‘A man who is doing well elsewhere wouldn’t bide here two or three weeks for nothing,’ said Fairway. ‘He’s got some project in ’s head—depend upon that.’


  ‘Well, ’a can’t keep a diment shop here,’ said Sam.


  ‘I don’t see why he should have had them two heavy boxes home if he had not been going to bide; and what there is for him to do here the Lord in heaven knows.’


  Before many more surmises could be indulged in Yeobright had come near; and seeing the hair-cutting group he turned aside to join them. Marching up, and looking critically at their faces for a moment, he said, without introduction, ‘Now, folks, let me guess what you have been talking about.’


  ‘Ay, sure, if you will,’ said Sam.


  ‘About me.’


  ‘Now, it is a thing I shouldn’t have dreamed of doing, otherwise,’ said Fairway in a tone of integrity; ‘but since you have named it, Master Yeobright, I’ll own that we was talking about ’ee. We were wondering what could keep you home here mollyhorning about when you have made such a world-wide name for yourself in the nick-nack trade—now, that’s the truth o’t.’


  ‘I’ll tell you,’ said Yeobright, with unexpected earnestness. ‘I am not sorry to have the opportunity. I’ve come home because, all things considered, I can be a trifle less useless here than anywhere else. But I have only lately found this out. When I first got away from home I thought this place was not worth troubling about. I thought our life here was contemptible. To oil your boots instead of blacking them, to dust your coat with a switch instead of a brush: was there ever anything more ridiculous? I said.’


  ‘So ’tis; so ’tis!’


  ‘No, no—you are wrong; it isn’t.’


  ‘Beg your pardon, we thought that was your maning?’


  ‘Well, as my views changed my course became very depressing. I found that I was trying to be like people who had hardly anything in common with myself. I was endeavouring to put off one sort of life for another sort of life, which was not better than the life I had known before. It was simply different.’


  ‘True; a sight different,’ said Fairway.


  ‘Yes, Paris must be a taking place,’ said Humphrey. ‘Grand shop-winders, trumpets, and drums; and here be we out of doors in all winds and weathers——’


  ‘But you mistake me,’ pleaded Clym. ‘All this was very depressing. But not so depressing as something I next perceived—that my business was the idlest, vainest, most effeminate business that ever a man could be put to. That decided me: I would give it up and try to follow some rational occupation among the people I knew best, and to whom I could be of most use. I have come home; and this is how I mean to carry out my plan. I shall keep a school as near to Egdon as possible, so as to be able to walk over here and have a night-school in my mother’s house. But I must study a little at first, to get properly qualified. Now, neighbours, I must go.’


  And Clym resumed his walk across the heath.


  ‘He’ll never carry it out in the world,’ said Fairway. ‘In a few weeks he’ll learn to see things otherwise.’


  ‘’Tis good-hearted of the young man,’ said another. ‘But, for my part, I think he had better mind his business.’


  ♣


  II


  The New Course Causes Disappointment


  Yeobright loved his kind. He had a conviction that the want of most men was knowledge of a sort which brings wisdom rather than affluence. He wished to raise the class at the expense of individuals rather than individuals at the expense of the class. What was more, he was ready at once to be the first unit sacrificed.


  In passing from the bucolic to the intellectual life the intermediate stages are usually two at least, frequently many more; and one of these stages is almost sure to be worldly advance. advanced. We can hardly imagine bucolic placidity quickening to intellectual aims without imagining social aims as the transitional phase. Yeobright’s local peculiarity was that in striving at high thinking he still cleaved to plain living—nay, wild and meagre living in many respects, and brotherliness with clowns.


  He was a John the Baptist who took ennoblement rather than repentance for his text. Mentally he was in a provincial future, that is, he was in many points abreast with the central town thinkers of his date. Much of this development he may have owed to his studious life in Paris, where he had become acquainted with ethical systems popular at the time.


  In consequence of this relatively advanced position, Yeobright might have been called unfortunate. The rural world was not ripe for him. A man should be only partially before his time: to be completely to the vanward in aspirations is fatal to fame. Had Philip’s warlike son been intellectually so far ahead as to have attempted civilization without bloodshed, he would have been twice the godlike hero that he seemed, but nobody would have heard of an Alexander.


  In the interests of renown the forwardness should lie chiefly in the capacity to handle things. Successful propagandists have succeeded because the doctrine they bring into form is that which their listeners have for some time felt without being able to shape. A man who advocates æsthetic effort and deprecates social effort is only likely to be understood by a class to which social effort has become a stale matter. To argue upon the possibility of culture before luxury to the bucolic world may be to argue truly, but it is an attempt to disturb a sequence to which humanity has been long accustomed. Yeobright preaching to the Egdon eremites that they might rise to a serene comprehensiveness without going through the process of enriching themselves, was not unlike arguing to ancient Chaldeans that in ascending from earth to the pure empyrean it was not necessary to pass first into the intervening heaven of ether.


  Was Yeobright’s mind well-proportioned? No. A well-proportioned mind is one which shows no particular bias; one of which we may safely say that it will never cause its owner to be confined as a madman, tortured as a heretic, or crucified as a blasphemer. Also, on the other hand, that it will never cause him to be applauded as a prophet, revered as a priest, or exalted as a king. Its usual blessings are happiness and mediocrity. It produces the poetry of Rogers, the paintings of West, the statecraft of North, the spiritual guidance of Tomline; enabling its possessors to find their way to wealth, to wind up well, to step with dignity off the stage, to die comfortably in their beds, and to get the decent monument which, in many cases, they deserve. It never would have allowed Yeobright to do such a ridiculous thing as throw up his business to benefit his fellow-creatures.


  He walked along towards home without attending to paths. If any one knew the heath well it was Clym. He was permeated with its scenes, with its substance, and with its odours. He might be said to be its product. His eyes had first opened thereon; with its appearance all the first images of his memory were mingled; his estimate of life had been coloured by it; his toys had been the flint knives and arrow-heads which he found there, wondering why stones should ‘grow’ to such odd shapes; his flowers, the purple bells and yellow furze; his animal kingdom, the snakes and croppers; his society, its human haunters. Take all the varying hates felt by Eustacia Vye towards the heath, and translate them into loves, and you have the heart of Clym. He gazed upon the wide prospect as he walked, and was glad.


  To many persons this Egdon was a place which had slipped out of its century generations ago, to intrude as an uncouth object into this. It was an obsolete thing, and few cared to study it. How could this be otherwise in the days of square fields, plashed hedges, and meadows watered on a plan so rectangular that on a fine day they look like silver gridirons? The farmer, in his ride, who could smile at artificial grasses, look with solicitude at the coming corn, and sigh with sadness at the fly-eaten turnips, bestowed upon the distant upland of heath nothing better than a frown. But as for Yeobright, when he looked from the heights on his way he could not help indulging in a barbarous satisfaction at observing that, in some of the attempts at reclamation from the waste, tillage, after holding on for a year or two, had receded again in despair, the ferns and furze-tufts stubbornly reasserting themselves.


  He descended into the valley, and soon reached his home at Blooms-End. His mother was snipping dead leaves from the window-plants. She looked up at him as if she did not understand the meaning of his long stay with her; her face had worn that look for several days. He could perceive that the curiosity which had been shown by the hair-cutting group amounted in his mother to concern. But she had asked no question with her lips, even when the arrival of his trunks suggested that he was not going to leave her soon. Her silence besought an explanation of him more loudly than words.


  ‘I am not going back to Paris again, mother,’ he said. ‘At least, in my old capacity. I have given up the business.’


  Mrs. Yeobright turned in pained surprise. ‘I thought something was amiss, because of the boxes. I wonder you did not tell me sooner.’


  ‘I ought to have done it. But I have been in doubt whether you would be pleased with my plan. I was not quite clear on a few points myself. I am going to take an entirely new course.’


  ‘I am astonished, Clym. How can you want to do better than you’ve been doing?’


  ‘Very easily. But I shall not do better in the way you mean; I suppose it will be called doing worse. But I hate that business of mine, and I want to do some worthy thing before I die. As a schoolmaster I think to do it—a schoolmaster to the poor and ignorant, to teach them what nobody else will.’


  ‘After all the trouble that has been taken to give you a start, and when there is nothing to do but to keep straight on towards affluence, you say you will be a poor man’s schoolmaster. Your fancies will be your ruin, Clym.’


  Mrs. Yeobright spoke calmly, but the force of feeling behind the words was but too apparent to one who knew her as well as her son did. He did not answer. There was in his face that hopelessness of being understood which comes when the objector is constitutionally beyond the reach of a logic that, even under favouring conditions, is almost too coarse a vehicle for the subtlety of the argument.


  No more was said on the subject till the end of dinner. His mother then began, as if there had been no interval since the morning. ‘It disturbs me, Clym, to find that you have come home with such thoughts as those. I hadn’t the least idea that you meant to go backward in the world by your own free choice. Of course, I have always supposed you were going to push straight on, as other men do—all who deserve the name—when they have been put in a good way of doing well.’


  ‘I cannot help it,’ said Clym, in a troubled tone. ‘Mother, I hate the flashy business. Talk about men who deserve the name, can any man deserving the name waste his time in that effeminate way, when he sees half the world going to ruin for want of somebody to buckle to and teach them how to breast the misery they are born to? I get up every morning and see the whole creation groaning and travailing in pain, as St. Paul says, and yet there am I, trafficking in glittering splendours with wealthy women and titled libertines, and pandering to the meanest vanities—I, who have health and strength enough for anything. I have been troubled in my mind about it all the year, and the end is that I cannot do it any more.’


  ‘Why can’t you do it as well as others?’


  ‘I don’t know, except that there are many things other people care for which I don’t; and that’s partly why I think I ought to do this. For one thing, my body does not require much of me. I cannot enjoy delicacies; good things are wasted upon me. Well, I ought to turn that defect to advantage, and by being able to do without what other people require I can spend what such things cost upon anybody else.’


  Now, Yeobright, having inherited some of these very instincts from the woman before him, could not fail to awaken a reciprocity in her through her feelings, if not by arguments, disguise it as she might for his good. She spoke with less assurance. ‘And yet you might have been a wealthy man if you had only persevered. Manager to that large diamond establishment—what better can a man wish for? What a post of trust and respect! I suppose you will be like your father; like him, you are getting weary of doing well.’


  ‘No,’ said her son; ‘I am not weary of that, though I am weary of what you mean by it. Mother, what is doing well?’


  Mrs. Yeobright was far too thoughtful a woman to be content with ready definitions, and, like the ‘What is wisdom?’ of Plato’s Socrates, and the ‘What is truth?’ of Pontius Pilate, Yeobright’s burning question received no answer.


  The silence was broken by the clash of the garden gate, a tap at the door, and its opening. Christian Cantle appeared in the room in his Sunday clothes.


  It was the custom on Egdon to begin the preface to a story before absolutely entering the house, so as to be well in for the body of the narrative by the time visitor and visited stood face to face. Christian had been saying to them while the door was leaving its latch, ‘To think that I, who go from home but once in a while, and hardly then, should have been there this morning!’


  ‘’Tis news you have brought us, then, Christian?’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘Ay, sure, about a witch, and ye must overlook my time o’ day; for, says I, “I must go and tell ’em, though they won’t have half done dinner.” I assure ye it made me shake like a driven leaf. Do ye think any harm will come o’t?’


  ‘Well—what?’


  ‘This morning at church we was all standing up, and the pa’son said, “Let us pray.” “Well,” thinks I, “one may as well kneel as stand;” so down I went; and, more than that, all the rest were as willing to oblige the man as I. We hadn’t been hard at it for more than a minute when a most terrible screech sounded through church, as if somebody had just gied up their heart’s blood. All the folk jumped up, and then we found that Susan Nunsuch had pricked Miss Vye with a long stocking-needle, as she had threatened to do as soon as ever she could get the young lady to church, where she don’t come very often. She’ve waited for this chance for weeks, so as to draw her blood and put an end to the bewitching of Susan’s children that has been carried on so long. Sue followed her into church, sat next to her, and as soon as she could find a chance in went the stocking-needle into my lady’s arm.’


  ‘Good heaven, how horrid!’ said Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘Sue pricked her that deep that the maid fainted away; and as I was afeard there might be some tumult among us, I got behind the bass-viol and didn’t see no more. But they carried her out into the air, ’tis said; but when they looked round for Sue she was gone. What a scream that girl gied, poor thing! There were the pa’son in his surplice holding up his hand and saying, “Sit down, my good people, sit down!” But the deuce a bit would they sit down. O, and what d’ye think I found out, Mrs. Yeobright? The pa’son wears a suit of clothes under his surplice!—I could see his black sleeve when he held up his arm.’


  ‘’Tis a cruel thing,’ said Yeobright.


  ‘Yes,’ said his mother.


  ‘The nation ought to look into it,’ said Christian. ‘Here’s Humphrey coming, I think.’


  In came Humphrey. ‘Well, have ye heard the news? But I see you have. ’Tis a very strange thing that whenever one of Egdon folk goes to church some rum job or other is sure to be doing. The last time one of us was there was when neighbour Fairway went in the fall; and that was the day you forbad the banns, Mrs. Yeobright.’


  ‘Has this cruelly treated girl been able to walk home?’ said Clym.


  ‘They say she got better, and went home very well. And now I’ve told it I must be moving homeward myself.’


  ‘And I,’ said Humphrey. ‘Truly now we shall see if there’s anything in what folks say about her.’


  When they were gone into the heath again Yeobright said quietly to his mother, ‘Do you think I have turned teacher too soon?’


  ‘It is right that there should be schoolmasters, and missionaries, and all such men,’ she replied. ‘But it is right, too, that I should try to lift you out of this life into something richer, and that you should not come back again, and be as if I had not tried at all.’


  Later in the day Sam, the turf-cutter, entered. ‘I’ve come a-borrowing, Mrs. Yeobright. I suppose you have heard what’s been happening to the beauty on the hill?’


  ‘Yes, Sam: half a dozen have been telling us.’


  ‘Beauty?’ said Clym.


  ‘Yes, tolerably well-favoured,’ Sam replied. ‘Lord! all the country owns that ’tis one of the strangest things in the world that such a woman should have come to live up there.’


  ‘Dark or fair?’


  ‘Now, though I’ve seen her twenty times, that’s a thing I cannot call to mind.’


  ‘Darker than Tamsin,’ murmured Mrs. Yeobright.


  ‘A woman who seems to care for nothing at all, as you may say.’


  ‘She is melancholy, then?’ inquired Clym.


  ‘She mopes about by herself, and don’t mix in with the people.’


  ‘Is she a young lady inclined for adventures?’


  ‘Not to my knowledge.’


  ‘Doesn’t join in with the lads in their games, to get some sort of excitement in this lonely place?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Mumming, for instance?’


  ‘No. Her notions be different. I should rather say her thoughts were far away from here, with lords and ladies she’ll never know, and mansions she’ll never see again.’


  Observing that Clym appeared singularly interested Mrs. Yeobright said rather uneasily to Sam, ‘You see more in her than most of us do. Miss Vye is to my mind too idle to be charming. I have never heard that she is of any use to herself or to other people. Good girls don’t get treated as witches even on Egdon.’


  ‘Nonsense—that proves nothing either way,’ said Yeobright.


  ‘Well, of course I don’t understand such niceties,’ said Sam, withdrawing from a possibly unpleasant argument; ‘and what she is we must wait for time to tell us. The business that I have really called about is this, to borrow the longest and strongest rope you have. The captain’s bucket has dropped into the well, and they are in want of water; and as all the chaps are at home to-day we think we can get it out for him. We have three cart-ropes already, but they won’t reach to the bottom.’


  Mrs. Yeobright told him that he might have whatever ropes he could find in the outhouse, and Sam went out to search. When he passed by the door Clym joined him, and accompanied him to the gate.


  ‘Is this young witch-lady going to stay long at Mistover?’ he asked.


  ‘I should say so.’


  ‘What a cruel shame to ill-use her! She must have suffered greatly—more in mind than in body.’


  ‘’Twas a graceless trick—such a handsome girl, too. You ought to see her, Mr. Yeobright, being a young man come from far, and with a little more to show for your years than most of us.’


  ‘Do you think she would like to teach children?’ said Clym.


  Sam shook his head. ‘Quite a different sort of body from that, I reckon.’


  ‘O, it was merely something which occurred to me. It would of course be necessary to see her and talk it over—not an easy thing, by the way, for my family and hers are not very friendly.’


  ‘I’ll tell you how you mid see her, Mr. Yeobright,’ said Sam. ‘We are going to grapple for the bucket at six o’clock to-night at her house, and you could lend a hand. There’s five or six coming, but the well is deep, and another might be useful, if you don’t mind appearing in that shape. She’s sure to be walking round.’


  ‘I’ll think of it,’ said Yeobright; and they parted.


  He thought of it a good deal; but nothing more was said about Eustacia inside the house at that time. Whether this romantic martyr to superstition and the melancholy mummer he had conversed with under the full moon were one and the same person remained as yet a problem.


  ♣


  III


  The First Act in a Timeworn Drama


  The afternoon was fine, and Yeobright walked on the heath for an hour with his mother. When they reached the lofty ridge which divided the valley of Blooms-End from the adjoining valley they stood still and looked round. The Quiet Woman Inn was visible on the low margin of the heath in one direction, and afar on the other hand rose Mistover Knap.


  ‘You mean to call on Thomasin?’ he inquired.


  ‘Yes. But you need not come this time,’ said his mother.


  ‘In that case I’ll branch off here, mother. I am going to Mistover.’


  Mrs. Yeobright turned to him inquiringly.


  ‘I am going to help them get the bucket out of the captain’s well,’ he continued. ‘As it is so very deep I may be useful. And I should like to see this Miss Vye—not so much for her good looks as for another reason.’


  ‘Must you go?’ his mother asked.


  ‘I thought to.’


  And they parted. ‘There is no help for it,’ murmured Clym’s mother gloomily as he withdrew. ‘They are sure to see each other. I wish Sam would carry his news to other houses than mine.’


  Clym’s retreating figure got smaller and smaller as it rose and fell over the hillocks on his way. ‘He is tender-hearted,’ said Mrs. Yeobright to herself while she watched him; ‘otherwise it would matter little. How he’s going on!’


  He was, indeed, walking with a will over the furze, as straight as a line, as if his life depended upon it. His mother drew a long breath, and, abandoning the visit to Thomasin, turned back. The evening films began to make nebulous pictures of the valleys, but the high lands still were raked by the declining rays of the winter sun, which glanced on Clym as he walked forward, eyed by every rabbit and fieldfare around, a long shadow advancing in front of him.


  On drawing near to the furze-covered bank and ditch which fortified the captain’s dwelling he could hear voices within, signifying that operations had been already begun. At the side-entrance gate he stopped and looked over.


  Half a dozen able-bodied men were standing in a line from the well-mouth, holding a rope which passed over the well-roller into the depths below. Fairway, with a piece of smaller rope round his body, made fast to one of the standards, to guard against accidents, was leaning over the opening, his right hand clasping the vertical rope that descended into the well.


  ‘Now, silence, folks,’ said Fairway.


  The talking ceased, and Fairway gave a circular motion to the rope, as if he were stirring batter. At the end of a minute a dull splashing reverberated from the bottom of the well; the helical twist he had imparted to the rope had reached the grapnel below.


  ‘Haul!’ said Fairway; and the men who held the rope began to gather it over the wheel.


  ‘I think we’ve got sommat,’ said one of the haulers-in.


  ‘Then pull steady,’ said Fairway.


  They gathered up more and more, till a regular dripping into the well could be heard below. It grew smarter with the increasing height of the bucket, and presently a hundred and fifty feet of rope had been pulled in.


  Fairway then lit a lantern, tied it to another cord, and began lowering it into the well beside the first. Clym came forward and looked down. Strange humid leaves, which knew nothing of the seasons of the year, and quaint-natured mosses were revealed on the well-side as the lantern descended; till its rays fell upon a confused mass of rope and bucket dangling in the dank, dark air.


  ‘We’ve only got en by the edge of the hoop—steady, for God’s sake!’ said Fairway.


  They pulled with the greatest gentleness, till the wet bucket appeared about two yards below them, like a dead friend come to earth again. Three or four hands were stretched out, then jerk went the rope, whizz went the wheel, the two foremost haulers fell backward, the beating of a falling body was heard, receding down the sides of the well, and a thunderous uproar arose at the bottom. The bucket was gone again.


  ‘Damn the bucket!’ said Fairway.


  ‘Lower again,’ said Sam.


  ‘I’m as stiff as a ram’s horn stooping so long,’ said Fairway, standing up and stretching himself till his joints creaked.


  ‘Rest a few minutes, Timothy,’ said Yeobright. ‘I’ll take your place.’


  The grapnel was again lowered. Its smart impact upon the distant water reached their ears like a kiss, whereupon Yeobright knelt down, and leaning over the well began dragging the grapnel round and round as Fairway had done.


  ‘Tie a rope round him—it is dangerous!’ cried a soft and anxious voice somewhere above them.


  Everybody turned. The speaker was a woman, gazing down upon the group from an upper window, whose panes blazed in the ruddy glare from the west. Her lips were parted and she appeared for the moment to forget where she was.


  The rope was accordingly tied round his waist, and the work proceeded. At the next haul the weight was not heavy, and it was discovered that they had only secured a coil of the rope detached from the bucket. The tangled mass was thrown into the background. Humphrey took Yeobright’s place, and the grapnel was lowered again.


  Yeobright retired to the heap of recovered rope in a meditative mood. Of the identity between the lady’s voice and that of the melancholy mummer he had not a moment’s doubt. ‘How thoughtful of her!’ he said to himself.


  Eustacia, who had reddened when she perceived the effect of her exclamation upon the group below, was no longer to be seen at the window, though Yeobright scanned it wistfully. While he stood there the men at the well succeeded in getting up the bucket without a mishap. One of them then went to inquire for the captain, to learn what orders he wished to give for mending the well-tackle. The captain proved to be away from home; and Eustacia appeared at the door and came out. She had lapsed into an easy and dignified calm, far removed from the intensity of life in her words of solicitude for Clym’s safety.


  ‘Will it be possible to draw water here to-night?’ she inquired.


  ‘No, miss; the bottom of the bucket is clean knocked out. And as we can do no more now we’ll leave off, and come again to-morrow morning.’


  ‘No water,’ she murmured, turning away.


  ‘I can send you up some from Blooms-End,’ said Clym, coming forward and raising his hat as the men retired.


  Yeobright and Eustacia looked at each other for one instant, as if each had in mind those few moments during which a certain moonlight scene was common to both. With the glance the calm fixity of her features sublimed itself to an expression of refinement and warmth: it was like garish noon rising to the dignity of sunset in a couple of seconds.


  ‘Thank you; it will hardly be necessary,’ she replied.


  ‘But if you have no water?’


  ‘Well, it is what I call no water,’ she said, blushing, and lifting her long-lashed eyelids as if to lift them were a work requiring consideration. ‘But my grandfather calls it water enough. I’ll show you what I mean.’


  She moved away a few yards, and Clym followed. When she reached the corner of the enclosure, where the steps were formed for mounting the boundary bank, she sprang up with a lightness which seemed strange after her listless movement towards the well. It incidentally showed that her apparent languor did not arise from lack of force.


  Clym ascended behind her, and noticed a circular burnt patch at the top of the bank. ‘Ashes?’ he said.


  ‘Yes,’ said Eustacia. ‘We had a little bonfire here last Fifth of November, and those are the marks of it.’


  On that spot had stood the fire she had kindled to attract Wildeve.


  ‘That’s the only kind of water we have,’ she continued, tossing a stone into the pool, which lay on the outside of the bank like the white of an eye without its pupil. The stone fell with a flounce, but no Wildeve appeared on the other side, as on a previous occasion there. ‘My grandfather says he lived for more than twenty years at sea on water twice as bad as that,’ she went on, ‘and considers it quite good enough for us here on an emergency.’


  ‘Well, as a matter of fact there are no impurities in the water of these pools at this time of the year. It has only just rained into them.’


  She shook her head. ‘I am managing to exist in a wilderness, but I cannot drink from a pond,’ she said.


  Clym looked towards the well, which was now deserted, the men having gone home. ‘It is a long way to send for spring-water,’ he said, after a silence. ‘But since you don’t like this in the pond, I’ll try to get you some myself.’ He went back to the well. ‘Yes, I think I could do it by tying on this pail.’


  ‘But, since I would not trouble the men to get it, I cannot in conscience let you.’


  ‘I don’t mind the trouble at all.’


  He made fast the pail to the long coil of rope, put it over the wheel, and allowed it to descend by letting the rope slip through his hands. Before it had gone far, however, he checked it.


  ‘I must make fast the end first, or we may lose the whole,’ he said to Eustacia, who had drawn near. ‘Could you hold this a moment, while I do it—or shall I call your servant?’


  ‘I can hold it,’ said Eustacia; and he placed the rope in her hands, going then to search for the end.


  ‘I suppose I may let it slip down?’ she inquired.


  ‘I would advise you not to let it go far,’ said Clym. ‘It will get much heavier, you will find.’


  However, Eustacia had begun to pay out. While he was tying she cried, ‘I cannot stop it!’


  Clym ran to her side, and found he could only check the rope by twisting the loose part round the upright post, when it stopped with a jerk. ‘Has it hurt you?’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied.


  ‘Very much?’


  ‘No; I think not.’ She opened her hands. One of them was bleeding; the rope had dragged off the skin. Eustacia wrapped it in her handkerchief.


  ‘You should have let go,’ said Yeobright. ‘Why didn’t you?’


  ‘You said I was to hold on…. This is the second time I have been wounded to-day.’


  ‘Ah, yes; I have heard of it. I blush for my native Egdon. Was it a serious injury you received in church, Miss Vye?’


  There was such an abundance of sympathy in Clym’s tone that Eustacia slowly drew up her sleeve and disclosed her round white arm. A bright red spot appeared on its smooth surface, like a ruby on Parian marble.


  ‘There it is,’ she said, putting her finger against the spot.


  ‘It was dastardly of the woman,’ said Clym. ‘Will not Captain Vye get her punished?’


  ‘He is gone from home on that very business. I did not know that I had such a magic reputation.’


  ‘And you fainted?’ said Clym, looking at the scarlet little puncture as if he would like to kiss it and make it well.


  ‘Yes, it frightened me. I had not been to church for a long time. And now I shall not go again for ever so long—perhaps never. I cannot face their eyes after this. Don’t you think it dreadfully humiliating? I wished I was dead for hours after, but I don’t mind now.’


  ‘I have come to clean away these cobwebs,’ said Yeobright. ‘Would you like to help me—by high class teaching? We might benefit them much.’


  ‘I don’t quite feel anxious to. I have not much love for my fellow-creatures. Sometimes I quite hate them.’


  ‘Still I think that if you were to hear my scheme you might take an interest in it. There is no use in hating people—if you hate anything, you should hate what produced them.’


  ‘Do you mean Nature? I hate her already. But I shall be glad to hear your scheme at any time.’


  The situation had now worked itself out, and the next natural thing was for them to part. Clym knew this well enough, and Eustacia made a move of conclusion; yet he looked at her as if he had one word more to say. Perhaps if he had not lived in Paris it would never have been uttered.


  ‘We have met before,’ he said, regarding her with rather more interest than was necessary.


  ‘I do not own it,’ said Eustacia, with a repressed, still look.


  ‘But I may think what I like.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You are lonely here.’


  ‘I cannot endure the heath, except in its purple season. The heath is a cruel taskmaster to me.’


  ‘Can you say so?’ he asked. ‘To my mind it is most exhilarating, and strengthening, and soothing. I would rather live on these hills than anywhere else in the world.’


  ‘It is well enough for artists; but I never would learn to draw.’


  ‘And there is a very curious Druidical stone just out there.’ He threw a pebble in the direction signified. ‘Do you often go to see it?’


  ‘I was not even aware that there existed any such curious Druidical stone. I am aware that there are Boulevards in Paris.’


  Yeobright looked thoughtfully on the ground. ‘That means much,’ he said.


  ‘It does indeed,’ said Eustacia.


  ‘I remember when I had the same longing for town bustle. Five years of a great city would be a perfect cure for that.’


  ‘Heaven send me such a cure! Now, Mr. Yeobright, I will go indoors and plaster my wounded hand.’


  They separated, and Eustacia vanished in the increasing shade. She seemed full of many things. Her past was a blank, her life had begun. The effect upon Clym of this meeting he did not fully discover till some time after. During his walk home his most intelligible sensation was that his scheme had somehow become glorified. A beautiful woman had been intertwined with it.


  On reaching the house he went up to the room which was to be made his study, and occupied himself during the evening in unpacking his books from the boxes and arranging them on shelves. From another box he drew a lamp and a can of oil. He trimmed the lamp, arranged his table, and said, ‘Now, I am ready to begin.’


  He rose early the next morning, read two hours before breakfast by the light of his lamp—read all the morning, all the afternoon. Just when the sun was going down his eyes felt weary, and he leant back in his chair.


  His room overlooked the front of the premises and the valley of the heath beyond. The lowest beams of the winter sun threw the shadow of the house over the palings, across the grass margin of the heath, and far up the vale, where the chimney outlines and those of the surrounding tree-tops stretched forth in long dark prongs. Having been seated at work all day, he decided to take a turn upon the hills before it got dark; and, going out forthwith, he struck across the heath towards Mistover.


  It was an hour and a half later when he again appeared at the garden gate. The shutters of the house were closed, and Christian Cantle, who had been wheeling manure about the garden all day, had gone home. On entering he found that his mother, after waiting a long time for him, had finished her meal.


  ‘Where have you been, Clym?’ she immediately said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that you were going away at this time?’


  ‘I have been on the heath.’


  ‘You’ll meet Eustacia Vye if you go up there.’


  Clym paused a minute. ‘Yes, I met her this evening,’ he said, as though it were spoken under the sheer necessity of preserving honesty.


  ‘I wondered if you had.’


  ‘It was no appointment.’


  ‘No; such meetings never are.’


  ‘But you are not angry, mother?’


  ‘I can hardly say that I am not. Angry? No. But when I consider the usual nature of the drag which causes men of promise to disappoint the world I feel uneasy.’


  ‘You deserve credit for the feeling, mother. But I can assure you that you need not be disturbed by it on my account.’


  ‘When I think of you and your new crotchets,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, with some emphasis, ‘I naturally don’t feel so comfortable as I did a twelvemonth ago. It is incredible to me that a man accustomed to the attractive women of Paris and elsewhere should be so easily worked upon by a girl in a heath. You could just as well have walked another way.’


  ‘I had been studying all day.’


  ‘Well, yes,’ she added more hopefully, ‘I have been thinking that you might get on as a schoolmaster, and rise that way, since you really are determined to hate the course you were pursuing.’


  Yeobright was unwilling to disturb this idea, though his scheme was far enough removed from one wherein the education of youth should be made a mere channel of social ascent. He had no desires of that sort. He had reached the stage in a young man’s life when the grimness of the general human situation first becomes clear; and the realization of this causes ambition to halt awhile. In France it is not uncustomary to commit suicide at this stage; in England we do much better, or much worse, as the case may be.


  The love between the young man and his mother was strangely invisible now. Of love it may be said, the less earthly the less demonstrative. In its absolutely indestructible form it reaches a profundity in which all exhibition of itself is painful. It was so with these. Had conversations between them been overheard, people would have said, ‘How cold they are to each other!’


  His theory and his wishes about devoting his future to teaching had made an impression on Mrs. Yeobright. Indeed, how could it be otherwise when he was a part of her—when their discourses were as if carried on between the right and the left hands of the same body? He had despaired of reaching her by argument; and it was almost as a discovery to him that he could reach her by a magnetism which was as superior to words as words are to yells.


  Strangely enough he began to feel now that it would not be so hard to persuade her who was his best friend that comparative poverty was essentially the higher course for him, as to reconcile to his feelings the act of persuading her. From every provident point of view his mother was so undoubtedly right, that he was not without a sickness of heart in finding he could shake her.


  She had a singular insight into life, considering that she had never mixed with it. There are instances of persons who, without clear ideas of the things they criticize, have yet had clear ideas of the relations of those things. Blacklock, a poet blind from his birth, could describe visual objects with accuracy; Professor Sanderson, who was also blind, gave excellent lectures on colour, and taught others the theory of ideas which they had and he had not. In the social sphere these gifted ones are mostly women; they can watch a world which they never saw, and estimate forces of which they have only heard. We call it intuition.


  What was the great world to Mrs. Yeobright? A multitude whose tendencies could be perceived, though not its essences. Communities were seen by her as from a distance; she saw them as we see the throngs which cover the canvases of Sallaert, Van Alsloot, and others of that school—vast masses of beings, jostling, zigzagging, and processioning in definite directions, but whose features are indistinguishable by the very comprehensiveness of the view.


  One could see that, as far as it had gone, her life was very complete on its reflective side. The philosophy of her nature, and its limitation by circumstances, was almost written in her movements. They had a majestic foundation, though they were far from being majestic; and they had a groundwork of assurance, but they were not assured. As her once elastic walk had become deadened by time, so had her natural pride of life been hindered in its blooming by her necessities.


  The next slight touch in the shaping of Clym’s destiny occurred a few days after. A barrow was opened on the heath, and Yeobright attended the operation, remaining away from his study during several hours. In the afternoon Christian returned from a journey in the same direction, and Mrs. Yeobright questioned him.


  ‘They have dug a hole, and they have found things like flower-pots upside down, Mis’ess Yeobright; and inside these be real charnel bones. They have carried ’em off to men’s houses; but I shouldn’t like to sleep where they will bide. Dead folks have been known to come and claim their own. Mr. Yeobright had got one pot of the bones, and was going to bring ’em home—real skellington bones—but ’twas ordered otherwise. You’ll be relieved to hear that he gave away his, pot and all, on second thoughts; and a blessed thing for ye, Mis’ess Yeobright, considering the wind o’ nights.’


  ‘Gave it away?’


  ‘Yes. To Miss Vye. She has a cannibal taste for such churchyard furniture seemingly.’


  ‘Miss Vye was there too?’


  ‘Ay, ’a b’lieve she was.’


  When Clym came home, which was shortly after, his mother said, in a curious tone, ‘The urn you had meant for me you gave away.’


  Yeobright made no reply; the current of her feeling was too pronounced to admit it.


  The early weeks of the year passed on. Yeobright certainly studied at home, but he also walked much abroad, and the direction of his walk was always towards some point of a line between Mistover and Rainbarrow.


  The month of March arrived, and the heath showed its first faint signs of awakening from winter trance. The awakening was almost feline in its stealthiness. The pool outside the bank by Eustacia’s dwelling, which seemed as dead and desolate as ever to an observer who moved and made noises in his observation, would gradually disclose a state of great animation when silently watched awhile. A timid animal world had come to life for the season. Little tadpoles and efts began to bubble up through the water, and to race along beneath it; toads made noises like very young ducks, and advanced to the margin in twos and threes; overhead, bumble-bees flew hither and thither in the thickening light, their drone coming and going like the sound of a gong.


  On an evening such as this Yeobright descended into the Blooms-End valley from beside that very pool, where he had been standing with another person quite silently and quite long enough to hear all this puny stir of resurrection in nature; yet he had not heard it. His walk was rapid as he came down, and he went with a springy tread. Before entering upon his mother’s premises he stopped and breathed. The light which shone forth on him from the window revealed that his face was flushed and his eye bright. What it did not show was something which lingered upon his lips like a seal set there. The abiding presence of this impress was so real that he hardly dared to enter the house, for it seemed as if his mother might say, ‘What red spot is that glowing upon your mouth so vividly?’


  But he entered soon after. The tea was ready, and he sat down opposite his mother. She did not speak many words; and as for him, something had been just done and some words had been just said on the hill which prevented him from beginning a desultory chat. His mother’s taciturnity was not without ominousness, but he appeared not to care. He knew why she said so little, but he could not remove the cause of her bearing towards him. These half-silent sittings were far from uncommon with them now. At last Yeobright made a beginning of what was intended to strike at the whole root of the matter.


  ‘Five days have we sat like this at meals with scarcely a word. What’s the use of it, mother?’


  ‘None,’ said she, in a heart-swollen tone. ‘But there is only too good a reason.’


  ‘Not when you know all. I have been wanting to speak about this, and I am glad the subject is begun. The reason, of course, is Eustacia Vye. Well, I confess I have seen her lately, and have seen her a good many times.’


  ‘Yes, yes; and I know what that amounts to. It troubles me, Clym. You are wasting your life here; and it is solely on account of her. If it had not been for that woman you would never have entertained this teaching scheme at all.’


  Clym looked hard at his mother. ‘You know that is not it,’ he said.


  ‘Well, I know you had decided to attempt it before you saw her; but that would have ended in intentions. It was very well to talk of, but ridiculous to put in practice. I fully expected that in the course of a month or two you would have seen the folly of such self-sacrifice, and would have been by this time back again to Paris in some business or other. I can understand objections to the diamond trade—I really was thinking that it might be inadequate to the life of a man like you even though it might have made you a millionaire. But now I see how mistaken you are about this girl I doubt if you could be correct about other things.’


  ‘How am I mistaken in her?’


  ‘She is lazy and dissatisfied. But that is not all of it. Supposing her to be as good a woman as any you can find, which she certainly is not, why do you wish to connect yourself with anybody at present?’


  ‘Well, there are practical reasons,’ Clym began, and then almost broke off under an overpowering sense of the weight of argument which could be brought against his statement. ‘If I take a school an educated woman would be invaluable as a help to me.’


  ‘What! you really mean to marry her?’


  ‘It would be premature to state that plainly. But consider what obvious advantages there would be in doing it. She——’


  ‘Don’t suppose she has any money. She hasn’t a farthing.’


  ‘She is excellently educated, and would make a good matron in a boarding-school. I candidly own that I have modified my views a little, in deference to you; and it should satisfy you. I no longer adhere to my intention of giving with my own mouth rudimentary education to the lowest class. I can do better. I can establish a good private school for farmers’ sons, and without stopping the school I can manage to pass examinations. By this means, and by the assistance of a wife like her——’


  ‘O, Clym!’


  ‘I shall ultimately, I hope, be at the head of one of the best schools in the county.’


  Yeobright had enunciated the word ‘her’ with a fervour which, in conversation with a mother, was absurdly indiscreet. Hardly a maternal heart within the four seas could, in such circumstances, have helped being irritated at that ill-timed betrayal of feeling for a new woman.


  ‘You are blinded, Clym,’ she said warmly. ‘It was a bad day for you when you first set eyes on her. And your scheme is merely a castle in the air built on purpose to justify this folly which has seized you, and to salve your conscience on the irrational situation you are in.’


  ‘Mother, that’s not true,’ he firmly answered.


  ‘Can you maintain that I sit and tell untruths, when all I wish to do is to save you from sorrow? For shame, Clym! But it is all through that woman—a hussy!’


  Clym reddened like fire and rose. He placed his hand upon his mother’s shoulder and said, in a tone which hung strangely between entreaty and command, ‘I won’t hear it. I may be led to answer you in a way which we shall both regret.’


  His mother parted her lips to begin some other vehement truth, but on looking at him she saw that in his face which led her to leave the words unsaid. Yeobright walked once or twice across the room, and then suddenly went out of the house. It was eleven o’clock when he came in, though he had not been further than the precincts of the garden. His mother was gone to bed. A light was left burning on the table, and supper was spread. Without stopping for any food he secured the doors and went upstairs.


  ♣


  IV


  An Hour of Bliss and Many Hours of Sadness


  The next day was gloomy enough at Blooms-End. Yeobright remained in his study, sitting over the open books; but the work of those hours was miserably scant. Determined that there should be nothing in his conduct towards his mother resembling sullenness, he had occasionally spoken to her on passing matters, and would take no notice of the brevity of her replies. With the same resolve to keep up a show of conversation he said, about seven o’clock in the evening, ‘There’s an eclipse of the moon to-night. I am going out to see it.’ And, putting on his overcoat, he left her.


  The low moon was not as yet visible from the front of the house, and Yeobright climbed out of the valley until he stood in the full flood of her light. But even now he walked on, and his steps were in the direction of Rainbarrow.


  In half an hour he stood at the top. The sky was clear from verge to verge, and the moon flung her rays over the whole heath, but without sensibly lighting it, except where paths and water-courses had laid bare the white flints and glistening quartz sand, which made streaks upon the general shade. After standing awhile he stooped and felt the heather. It was dry, and he flung himself down upon the barrow, his face towards the moon, which depicted a small image of herself in each of his eyes.


  He had often come up here without stating his purpose to his mother; but this was the first time that he had been ostensibly frank as to his purpose while really concealing it. It was a moral situation which, three months earlier, he could hardly have credited of himself. In returning to labour in this sequestered spot he had anticipated an escape from the chafing of social necessities; yet behold they were here also. More than ever he longed to be in some world where personal ambition was not the only recognized form of progress—such, perhaps, as might have been the case at some time or other in the silvery globe then shining upon him. His eye travelled over the length and breadth of that distant country—over the Bay of Rainbows, the sombre Sea of Crises, the Ocean of Storms, the Lake of Dreams, the vast Walled Plains, and the wondrous Ring Mountains—till he almost felt himself to be voyaging bodily through its wild scenes, standing on its hollow hills, traversing its deserts, descending its vales and old sea bottoms, or mounting to the edges of its craters.


  While he watched the far-removed landscape a tawny stain grew into being on the lower verge: the eclipse had begun. This marked a preconcerted moment: for the remote celestial phenomenon had been pressed into sublunary service as a lover’s signal. Yeobright’s mind flew back to earth at the sight; he arose, shook himself, and listened. Minute after minute passed by, perhaps ten minutes passed, and the shadow on the moon perceptibly widened. He heard a rustling on his left hand, a cloaked figure with an upturned face appeared at the base of the Barrow, and Clym descended. In a moment the figure was in his arms, and his lips upon hers.


  ‘My Eustacia!’


  ‘Clym, dearest!’


  Such a situation had less than three months brought forth.


  They remained long without a single utterance, for no language could reach the level of their condition: words were as the rusty implements of a by-gone barbarous epoch, and only to be occasionally tolerated.


  ‘I began to wonder why you did not come,’ said Yeobright, when she had withdrawn a little from his embrace.


  ‘You said ten minutes after the first mark of shade on the edge of the moon; and that’s what it is now.’


  ‘Well, let us only think that here we are.’


  Then, holding each other’s hand, they were again silent, and the shadow on the moon’s disc grew a little larger.


  ‘Has it seemed long since you last saw me?’ she asked.


  ‘It has seemed sad.’


  ‘And not long? That’s because you occupy yourself, and so blind yourself to my absence. To me, who can do nothing, it has been like living under stagnant water.’


  ‘I would rather bear tediousness, dear, than have time made short by such means as have shortened mine.’


  ‘In what way is that? You have been thinking you wished you did not love me.’


  ‘How can a man wish that, and yet love on? No, Eustacia.’


  ‘Men can, women cannot.’


  ‘Well, whatever I may have thought, one thing is certain—I do love you—past all compass and description. I love you to oppressiveness—I, who have never before felt more than a pleasant passing fancy for any woman I have ever seen. Let me look right into your moonlit face, and dwell on every line and curve in it! Only a few hair-breadths make the difference between this face and faces I have seen many times before I knew you; yet what a difference—the difference between everything and nothing at all. One touch on that mouth again! there, and there, and there. Your eyes seem heavy, Eustacia.’


  ‘No, it is my general way of looking. I think it arises from my feeling sometimes an agonizing pity for myself that I ever was born.’


  ‘You don’t feel it now?’


  ‘No. Yet I know that we shall not love like this always. Nothing can ensure the continuance of love. It will evaporate like a spirit, and so I feel full of fears.’


  ‘You need not.’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know. You have seen more than I, and have been into cities and among people that I have only heard of, and have lived more years than I; but yet I am older at this than you. I loved another man once, and now I love you.’


  ‘In God’s mercy don’t talk so, Eustacia!’


  ‘But I do not think I shall be the one who wearies first. It will, I fear, end in this way: your mother will find out that you meet me, and she will influence you against me!’


  ‘That can never be. She knows of these meetings already.’


  ‘And she speaks against me?’


  ‘I will not say.’


  ‘There, go away! Obey her. I shall ruin you. It is foolish of you to meet me like this. Kiss me, and go away for ever. For ever—do you hear?—for ever!’


  ‘Not I.’


  ‘It is your only chance. Many a man’s love has been a curse to him.’


  ‘You are desperate, full of fancies, and wilful; and you misunderstand. I have an additional reason for seeing you to-night besides love of you. For though, unlike you, I feel our affection may be eternal, I feel with you in this, that our present mode of existence cannot last.’


  ‘Oh! ’tis your mother. Yes, that’s it! I knew it.’


  ‘Never mind what it is. Believe this, I cannot let myself lose you. I must have you always with me. This very evening I do not like to let you go. There is only one cure for this anxiety, dearest—you must be my wife.’


  She started: then endeavoured to say calmly, ‘Cynics say that cures the anxiety by curing the love.’


  ‘But you must answer me. Shall I claim you some day—I don’t mean at once?’


  ‘I must think,’ Eustacia murmured. ‘At present speak of Paris to me. Is there any place like it on earth?’


  ‘It is very beautiful. But will you be mine?’


  ‘I will be nobody else’s in the world—does that satisfy you?’


  ‘Yes, for the present.’


  ‘Now tell me of the Tuileries, and the Louvre,’ she continued evasively.


  ‘I hate talking of Paris! Well, I remember one sunny room in the Louvre which would make a fitting place for you to live in—the Galerie d’Apollon. Its windows are mainly east; and in the early morning, when the sun is bright, the whole apartment is in a perfect blaze of splendour. The rays bristle and dart from the encrustations of gilding to the magnificent inlaid coffers, from the coffers to the gold and silver plate, from the plate to the jewels and precious stones, from these to the enamels, till there is a perfect network of light which quite dazzles the eye. But now, about our marriage——’


  ‘And Versailles—the King’s Gallery is some such gorgeous room, is it not?’


  ‘Yes. But what’s the use of talking of gorgeous rooms? By the way, the Little Trianon would suit us beautifully to live in, and you might walk in the gardens in the moonlight and think you were in some English shrubbery; it is laid out in English fashion.’


  ‘I should hate to think that!’


  ‘Then you could keep to the lawn in front of the Grand Palace. All about there you would doubtless feel in a world of historical romance.’


  He went on, since it was all new to her, and described Fontainebleau, St. Cloud, the Bois, and many other familiar haunts of the Parisians; till she said—


  ‘When used you to go to these places?’


  ‘On Sundays.’


  ‘Ah, yes. I dislike English Sundays. How I should chime in with their manners over there! Dear Clym, you’ll go back again?’


  Clym shook his head, and looked at the eclipse.


  ‘If you’ll go back again I’ll—be something,’ she said tenderly, putting her head near his breast. ‘If you’ll agree I’ll give my promise, without making you wait a minute longer.’


  ‘How extraordinary that you and my mother should be of one mind about this!’ said Yeobright. ‘I have vowed not to go back, Eustacia. It is not the place I dislike; it is the occupation.’


  ‘But you can go in some other capacity.’


  ‘No. Besides, it would interfere with my scheme. Don’t press that, Eustacia. Will you marry me?’


  ‘I cannot tell.’


  ‘Now—never mind Paris; it is no better than other spots. Promise, sweet!’


  ‘You will never adhere to your education plan, I am quite sure; and then it will be all right for me; and so I promise to be yours for ever and ever.’


  Clym brought her face towards his by a gentle pressure of the hand, and kissed her.


  ‘Ah! but you don’t know what you have got in me,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I think there is not that in Eustacia Vye which will make a good homespun wife. Well, let it go—see how our time is slipping, slipping, slipping!’ She pointed towards the half eclipsed moon.


  ‘You are too mournful.’


  ‘No. Only I dread to think of anything beyond the present. What is, we know. We are together now, and it is unknown how long we shall be so: the unknown always fills my mind with terrible possibilities, even when I may reasonably expect it to be cheerful…. Clym, the eclipsed moonlight shines upon your face with a strange foreign colour, and shows its shape as if it were cut out in gold. That means that you should be doing better things than this.’


  ‘You are ambitious, Eustacia—no, not exactly ambitious, luxurious. I ought to be of the same vein, to make you happy, I suppose. And yet, far from that, I could live and die in a hermitage here, with proper work to do.’


  There was that in his tone which implied distrust of his position as a solicitous lover, a doubt if he were acting fairly towards one whose tastes touched his own only at rare and infrequent points. She saw his meaning, and whispered, in a low, full accent of eager assurance, ‘Don’t mistake me, Clym: though I should like Paris, I love you for yourself alone. To be your wife and live in Paris would be heaven to me; but I would rather live with you in a hermitage here than not be yours at all. It is gain to me either way, and very great gain. There’s my too candid confession.’


  ‘Spoken like a woman. And now I must soon leave you. I’ll walk with you towards your house.’


  ‘But must you go home yet?’ she asked. ‘Yes, the sand has nearly slipped away, I see, and the eclipse is creeping on more and more. Don’t go yet! Stop till the hour has run itself out; then I will not press you any more. You will go home and sleep well; I keep sighing in my sleep! Do you ever dream of me?’


  ‘I cannot recollect a clear dream of you.’


  ‘I see your face in every scene of my dreams, and hear your voice in every sound. I wish I did not. It is too much what I feel. They say such love never lasts. But it must! And yet once, I remember, I saw an officer of the Hussars ride down the street at Budmouth, and though he was a total stranger and never spoke to me, I loved him till I thought I should really die of love—but I didn’t die, and at last I left off caring for him. How terrible it would be if a time should come when I could not love you, my Clym!’


  ‘Please don’t say such reckless things. When we see such a time at hand we will say, “I have outlived my faith and purpose,” and die. There, the hour has expired: now let us walk on.’


  Hand in hand they went along the path towards Mistover. When they were near the house he said, ‘It is too late for me to see your grandfather to-night. Do you think he will object to it?’


  ‘I will speak to him. I am so accustomed to be my own mistress that it did not occur to me that we should have to ask him.’


  Then they lingeringly separated, and Clym descended towards Blooms-End.


  And as he walked further and further from the charmed atmosphere of his Olympian girl his face grew sad with a new sort of sadness. A perception of the dilemma in which his love had placed him came back in full force. In spite of Eustacia’s apparent willingness to wait through the period of an unpromising engagement, till he should be established in his new pursuit, he could not but perceive at moments that she loved him rather as a visitant from a gay world to which she rightly belonged than as a man with a purpose opposed to that recent past of his which so interested her. Often at their meetings a word or a sigh escaped her. It meant that, though she made no conditions as to his return to the French capital, this was what she secretly longed for in the event of marriage; and it robbed him of many an otherwise pleasant hour. Along with that came the widening breach between himself and his mother. Whenever any little occurrence had brought into more prominence than usual the disappointment that he was causing her it had sent him on lone and moody walks; or he was kept awake a great part of the night by the turmoil of spirit which such a recognition created. If Mrs. Yeobright could only have been led to see what a sound and worthy purpose this purpose of his was and how little it was being affected by his devotion to Eustacia, how differently would she regard him!


  Thus as his sight grew accustomed to the first blinding halo kindled about him by love and beauty, Yeobright began to perceive what a strait he was in. Sometimes he wished that he had never known Eustacia, immediately to retract the wish as brutal. Three antagonistic growths had to he be kept alive: his mother’s trust in him, his plan for becoming a teacher, and Eustacia’s happiness. His fervid nature could not afford to relinquish one of these, though two of the three were as many as he could hope to preserve. Though his love was as chaste as that of Petrarch for his Laura, it had made fetters of what previously was only a difficulty. A position which was not too simple when he stood whole-hearted had become indescribably complicated by the addition of Eustacia. Just when his mother was beginning to tolerate one scheme he had introduced another still bitterer than the first, and the combination was more than she could bear.


  ♣


  V


  Sharp Words Are Spoken, and a Crisis Ensues


  When Yeobright was not with Eustacia he was sitting slavishly over his books; when he was not reading he was meeting her. These meetings were carried on with the greatest secrecy.


  One afternoon his mother came home from a morning visit to Thomasin. He could see from a disturbance in the lines of her face that something had happened.


  ‘I have been told an incomprehensible thing,’ she said mournfully. ‘The captain has let out at the Woman that you and Eustacia Vye are engaged to be married.’


  ‘We are,’ said Yeobright. ‘But it may not be yet for a very long time.’


  ‘I should hardly think it would be yet for a very long time! You will take her to Paris, I suppose?’ She spoke with weary hopelessness.


  ‘I am not going back to Paris.’


  ‘What will you do with a wife, then?’


  ‘Keep a school in Budmouth, as I have told you.’


  ‘That’s incredible! The place is overrun with schoolmasters. You have no special qualifications. What possible chance is there for such as you?’


  ‘There is no chance of getting rich. But with my system of education, which is as new as it is true, I shall do a great deal of good to my fellow-creatures.’


  ‘Dreams, dreams! If there had been any system left to be invented they would have found it out at the universities long before this time.’


  ‘Never, mother. They cannot find it out, because their teachers don’t come in contact with the class which demands such a system—that is, those who have had no preliminary training. My plan is one for instilling high knowledge into empty minds without first cramming them with what has to be uncrammed again before true study begins.’


  ‘I might have believed you if you had kept yourself free from entanglements; but this woman—if she had been a good girl it would have been bad enough; but being——’


  ‘She is a good girl.’


  ‘So you think. A Corfu bandmaster’s daughter! What has her life been? Her surname even is not her true one.’


  ‘She is Captain Vye’s granddaughter, and her father merely took her mother’s name. And she is a lady by instinct.’


  ‘They call him “captain,” but anybody is captain.’


  ‘He was in the Royal Navy!’


  ‘No doubt he has been to sea in some tub or other. Why doesn’t he look after her? No lady would rove about the heath at all hours of the day and night as she does. But that’s not all of it. There was something queer between her and Thomasin’s husband at one time—I am as sure of it as that I stand here.’


  ‘Eustacia has told me. He did pay her a little attention a year ago; but there’s no harm in that. I like her all the better.’


  ‘Clym,’ said his mother with firmness, ‘I have no proofs against her, unfortunately. But if she makes you a good wife, there has never been a bad one.’


  ‘Believe me, you are almost exasperating,’ said Yeobright vehemently. ‘And this very day I had intended to arrange a meeting between you. But you give me no peace; you try to thwart my wishes in everything.’


  ‘I hate the thought of any son of mine marrying badly! I wish I had never lived to see this; it is too much for me—it is more than I dreamt!’ She turned to the window. Her breath was coming quickly, and her lips were pale, parted, and trembling.


  ‘Mother,’ said Clym, ‘whatever you do, you will always be dear to me—that you know. But one thing I have a right to say, which is, that at my age I am old enough to know what is best for me.’


  Mrs. Yeobright remained for some time silent and shaken, as if she could say no more. Then she replied, ‘Best? Is it best for you to injure your prospects for such a voluptuous, idle woman as that? Don’t you see that by the very fact of your choosing her you prove that you do not know what is best for you? You give up your whole thought—you set your whole soul—to please a woman.’


  ‘I do. And that woman is you.’


  ‘How can you treat me so flippantly!’ said his mother, turning again to him with a tearful look. ‘You are unnatural, Clym, and I did not expect it.’


  ‘Very likely,’ said he cheerlessly. ‘You did not know the measure you were going to mete me, and therefore did not know the measure that would be returned to you again.’


  ‘You answer me; you think only of her. You stick to her in all things.’


  ‘That proves her to be worthy. I have never yet supported what is bad. And I do not care only for her. I care for you and for myself, and for anything that is good. When a woman once dislikes another she is merciless!’


  ‘O Clym! please don’t go setting down as my fault what is your obstinate wrong-headedness. If you wished to connect yourself with an unworthy person why did you come home here to do it? Why didn’t you do it in Paris?—it is more the fashion there. You have come only to distress me, a lonely woman, and shorten my days! I wish that you would bestow your presence where you bestow your love!’


  Clym said huskily, ‘You are my mother. I will say no more—beyond this, that I beg your pardon for having thought this my home. I will no longer inflict myself upon you; I’ll go.’ And he went out with tears in his eyes.


  It was a sunny afternoon at the beginning of summer, and the moist hollows of the heath had passed from their brown to their green stage. Yeobright walked to the edge of the basin which extended down from Mistover and Rainbarrow. By this time he was calm, and he looked over the landscape. In the minor valleys, between the hillocks which diversified the contour of the vale, the fresh young ferns were luxuriantly growing up, ultimately to reach a height of five or six feet. He descended a little way, flung himself down in a spot where a path emerged from one of the small hollows, and waited. Hither it was that he had promised Eustacia to bring his mother this afternoon, that they might meet and be friends. His attempt had utterly failed.


  He was in a nest of vivid green. The ferny vegetation round him, though so abundant, was quite uniform: it was a grove of machine-made foliage, a world of green triangles with saw-edges, and not a single flower. The air was warm with a vaporous warmth, and the stillness was unbroken. Lizards, grasshoppers, and ants were the only living things to be beheld. The scene seemed to belong to the ancient world of the carboniferous period, when the forms of plants were few, and of the fern kind; when there was neither bud nor blossom, nothing but a monotonous extent of leafage, amid which no bird sang.


  When he had reclined for some considerable time, gloomily pondering, he discerned above the ferns a drawn bonnet of white silk approaching from the left, and Yeobright knew directly that it covered the head of her he loved. His heart awoke from its apathy to a warm excitement, and, jumping to his feet, he said aloud, ‘I knew she was sure to come.’


  She vanished in a hollow for a few moments, and then her whole form unfolded itself from the brake.


  ‘Only you here?’ she exclaimed, with a disappointed air, whose hollowness was proved by her rising redness and her half-guilty low laugh. ‘Where is Mrs. Yeobright?’


  ‘She has not come,’ he replied in a subdued tone.


  ‘I wish I had known that you would be here alone,’ she said seriously, ‘and that we were going to have such an idle, pleasant time as this. Pleasure not known beforehand is half wasted; to anticipate it is to double it. I have not thought once to-day of having you all to myself this afternoon, and the actual moment of a thing is so soon gone.’


  ‘It is indeed.’


  ‘Poor Clym!’ she continued, looking tenderly into his face. ‘You are sad. Something has happened at your home. Never mind what is—let us only look at what seems.’


  ‘But, darling, what shall we do?’ said he.


  ‘Still go on as we do now—just live on from meeting to meeting, never minding about another day. You, I know, are always thinking of that—I can see you are. But you must not—will you, dear Clym?’


  ‘You are just like all women. They are ever content to build their lives on any incidental position that offers itself; whilst men would fain make a globe to suit them. Listen to this, Eustacia. There is a subject I have determined to put off no longer. Your sentiment on the wisdom of Carpe diem does not impress me to-day. Our present mode of life must shortly be brought to an end.’


  ‘It is your mother!’


  ‘It is. I love you none the less in telling you; it is only right you should know.’


  ‘I have feared my bliss,’ she said, with the merest motion of her lips. ‘It has been too intense and consuming.’


  ‘There is hope yet. There are forty years of work in me yet, and why should you despair? I am only at an awkward turning. I wish people wouldn’t be so ready to think that there is no progress without uniformity.’


  ‘Ah—your mind runs off to the philosophical side of it. Well, these sad and hopeless obstacles are welcome in one sense, for they enable us to look with indifference upon the cruel satires that Fate loves to indulge in. I have heard of people, who, upon coming suddenly into happiness, have died from anxiety lest they should not live to enjoy it. I felt myself in that whimsical state of uneasiness lately; but I shall be spared it now. Let us walk on.’


  Clym took the hand which was already bared for him—it was a favourite way with them to walk bare hand in bare hand—and led her through the ferns. They formed a very comely picture of love at full flush, as they walked along the valley that late afternoon, the sun sloping down on their right, and throwing their thin spectral shadows, tall as poplar trees, far out across the furze and fern. Eustacia went with her head thrown back fancifully, a certain glad and voluptuous air of triumph pervading her eyes at having won by her own unaided self a man who was her perfect complement in attainments, appearance, and age. On the young man’s part, the paleness of face which he had brought with him from Paris, and the incipient marks of time and thought, were less perceptible than when he returned, the healthful and energetic sturdiness which was his by nature having partially recovered its original proportions. They wandered onward till they reached the nether margin of the heath, where it became marshy, and merged in moorland.


  ‘I must part from you here, Clym,’ said Eustacia.


  They stood still and prepared to bid each other farewell. Everything before them was on a perfect level. The sun, resting on the horizon line, streamed across the ground from between copper-coloured and lilac clouds, stretched out in flats beneath a sky of pale soft green. All dark objects on the earth that lay towards the sun were overspread by a purple haze, against which groups of wailing gnats shone out, rising upwards and dancing about like sparks of fire.


  ‘O! this leaving you is too hard to bear!’ exclaimed Eustacia in a sudden whisper of anguish. ‘Your mother will influence you too much; I shall not be judged fairly, it will get afloat that I am not a good girl, and the witch story will be added to make me blacker!’


  ‘They cannot. Nobody dares to speak disrespectfully of you or of me.’


  ‘O how I wish I was sure of never losing you—that you could not be able to desert me anyhow!’


  Clym stood silent a moment. His feelings were high, the moment was passionate, and he cut the knot.


  ‘You shall be sure of me, darling,’ he said, folding her in his arms. ‘We will be married at once.’


  ‘O Clym!’


  ‘Do you agree to it?’


  ‘If—if we can.’


  ‘We certainly can, both being of full age. And I have not followed my occupation all these years without having accumulated money; and if you will agree to live in a tiny cottage somewhere on the heath, until I take a house in Budmouth for the school, we can do it at a very little expense.’


  ‘How long shall we have to live in the tiny cottage, Clym?’


  ‘About six months. At the end of that time I shall have finished my reading—yes, we will do it, and this heart-aching will be over. We shall, of course, live in absolute seclusion, and our married life will only begin to outward view when we take the house in Budmouth, where I have already addressed a letter on the matter. Would your grandfather allow you?’


  ‘I think he would—on the understanding that it should not last longer than six months.’


  ‘I will guarantee that, if no misfortune happens.’


  ‘If no misfortune happens,’ she repeated slowly.


  ‘Which is not likely. Dearest, fix the exact day.’


  And then they consulted on the question, and the day was chosen. It was to be a fortnight from that time.


  This was the end of their talk, and Eustacia left him. Clym watched her as she retired towards the sun. The luminous rays wrapped her up with her increasing distance, and the rustle of her dress over the sprouting sedge and grass died away. As he watched, the dead flat of the scenery overpowered him, though he was fully alive to the beauty of that untarnished early summer green which was worn for the nonce by the poorest blade. There was something in its oppressive horizontality which too much reminded him of the arena of life; it gave him a sense of bare equality with, and no superiority to, a single living thing under the sun.


  Eustacia was now no longer the goddess but the woman to him, a being to fight for, support, help, be maligned for. Now that he had reached a cooler moment he would have preferred a less hasty marriage; but the card was laid, and he determined to abide by the game. Whether Eustacia was to add one other to the list of those who love too hotly to love long and well, the forthcoming event was certainly a ready way of proving.


  ♣


  VI


  Yeobright Goes, and the Breach Is Complete


  All that evening smart sounds denoting an active packing up came from Yeobright’s room to the ears of his mother downstairs.


  Next morning he departed from the house and again proceeded across the heath. A long day’s march was before him, his object being to secure a dwelling to which he might take Eustacia when she became his wife. Such a house, small, secluded, and with its windows boarded up, he had casually observed a month earlier, about two miles beyond the village of East Egdon, and six miles distant altogether; and thither he directed his steps to-day.


  The weather was far different from that of the evening before. The yellow and vapoury sunset which had wrapped up Eustacia from his parting gaze had presaged change. It was one of those not infrequent days of an English June which are as wet and boisterous as November. The cold clouds hastened on in a body, as if painted on a moving slide. Vapours from other continents arrived upon the wind, which curled and parted round him as he walked on.


  At length Clym reached the margin of a fir and beech plantation that had been enclosed from heath land in the year of his birth. Here the trees, laden heavily with their new and humid leaves, were now suffering more damage than during the highest winds of winter, when the boughs are specially disencumbered to do battle with the storm. The wet young beeches were undergoing amputations, bruises, cripplings, and harsh lacerations, from which the wasting sap would bleed for many a day to come, and which would leave scars visible till the day of their burning. Each stem was wrenched at the root, where it moved like a bone in its socket, and at every onset of the gale convulsive sounds came from the branches, as if pain were felt. In a neighbouring brake a finch was trying to sing; but the wind blew under his feathers till they stood on end, twisted round his little tail, and made him give up his song.


  Yet a few yards to Yeobright’s left, on the open heath, how ineffectively gnashed the storm! Those gusts which tore the trees merely waved the furze and heather in a light caress. Egdon was made for such times as these.


  Yeobright reached the empty house about mid-day. It was almost as lonely as that of Eustacia’s grandfather, but the fact that it stood near a heath was disguised by a belt of firs which almost enclosed the premises. He journeyed on about a mile further to the village in which the owner lived, and, returning with him to the house, arrangements were completed, and the man undertook that one room at least should be ready for occupation the next day. Clym’s intention was to live there alone until Eustacia should join him on their wedding-day.


  Then he turned to pursue his way homeward through the drizzle that had so greatly transformed the scene. The ferns, among which he had lain in comfort yesterday, were dripping moisture from every frond, wetting his legs through as he brushed past; and the fur of the rabbits leaping before him was clotted into dark locks by the same watery surrounding.


  He reached home damp and weary enough after his ten-mile walk. It had hardly been a propitious beginning, but he had chosen his course, and would show no swerving. The evening and the following morning were spent in concluding arrangements for his departure. To stay at home a minute longer than necessary after having once come to his determination would be, he felt, only to give new pain to his mother by some word, look, or deed.


  He had hired a conveyance and sent off his goods by two o’clock that day. The next step was to get some furniture, which, after serving for temporary use in the cottage, would be available for the house at Budmouth when increased by goods of a better description. A mart extensive enough for the purpose existed at Anglebury, some miles beyond the spot chosen for his residence, and there he resolved to pass the coming night.


  It now only remained to wish his mother good-bye. She was sitting by the window as usual when he came downstairs.


  ‘Mother, I am going to leave you,’ he said, holding out his hand.


  ‘I thought you were, by your packing,’ replied Mrs. Yeobright in a voice from which every particle of emotion was painfully excluded.


  ‘And you will part friends with me?’


  ‘Certainly, Clym.’


  ‘I am going to be married on the twenty-fifth.’


  ‘I thought you were going to be married.’


  ‘And then—and then you must come and see us. You will understand me better after that, and our situation will not be so wretched as it is now.’


  ‘I do not think it likely I shall come to see you.’


  ‘Then it will not be my fault or Eustacia’s, mother. Good-bye!’


  He kissed her cheek, and departed in great misery, which was several hours in lessening itself to a controllable level. The position had been such that nothing more could be said without, in the first place, breaking down a barrier; and that was not to be done.


  No sooner had Yeobright gone from his mother’s house than her face changed its rigid aspect for one of blank despair. After a while she wept, and her tears brought some relief. During the rest of the day she did nothing but walk up and down the garden path in a state bordering on stupefaction. Night came, and with it but little rest. The next day, with an instinct to do something which should reduce prostration to mournfulness, she went to her son’s room, and with her own hands arranged it in order, for an imaginary time when he should return again. She gave some attention to her flowers, but it was perfunctorily bestowed, for they no longer charmed her.


  It was a great relief when, early in the afternoon, Thomasin paid her an unexpected visit. This was not the first meeting between the relatives since Thomasin’s marriage; and past blunders having been in a rough way rectified, they could always greet each other with pleasure and ease.


  The oblique band of sunlight which followed her through the door became the young wife well. It illuminated her as her presence illuminated the heath. In her movements, in her gaze, she reminded the beholder of the feathered creatures who lived around her home. All similes and allegories concerning her began and ended with birds. There was as much variety in her motions as in their flight. When she was musing she was a kestrel, which hangs in the air by an invisible motion of its wings. When she was in a high wind her light body was blown against trees and banks like a heron’s. When she was frightened she darted noiselessly like a kingfisher. When she was serene she skimmed like a swallow, and that is how she was moving now.


  ‘You are looking very blithe, upon my word, Tamsie,’ said Mrs. Yeobright, with a sad smile. ‘How is Damon?’


  ‘He is very well.’


  ‘Is he kind to you, Thomasin?’ And Mrs. Yeobright observed her narrowly.


  ‘Pretty fairly.’


  ‘Is that honestly said?’


  ‘Yes, aunt. I would tell you if he were unkind.’ She added, blushing, and with hesitation, ‘He—I don’t know if I ought to complain to you about this, but I am not quite sure what to do. I want some money, you know, aunt—some to buy little things for myself—and he doesn’t give me any. I don’t like to ask him; and yet, perhaps, he doesn’t give it me because he doesn’t know. Ought I to mention it to him, aunt?’


  ‘Of course you ought. Have you never said a word on the matter?’


  ‘You see, I had some of my own,’ said Thomasin evasively; ‘and I have not wanted any of his until lately. I did just say something about it last week; but he seems—not to remember.’


  ‘He must be made to remember. You are aware that I have a little box full of spade-guineas, which your uncle put into my hands to divide between yourself and Clym whenever I chose. Perhaps the time has come when it should be done. They can be turned into sovereigns at any moment.’


  ‘I think I should like to have my share—that is, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘You shall, if necessary. But it is only proper that you should first tell your husband distinctly that you are without any, and see what he will do.’


  ‘Very well, I will…. Aunt, I have heard about Clym. I know you are in trouble about him, and that’s why I have come.’


  Mrs. Yeobright turned away, and her features worked in her attempt to conceal her feelings. Then she ceased to make any attempt, and said, weeping, ‘O Thomasin, do you think he hates me? How can he bear to grieve me so, when I have lived only for him through all these years?’


  ‘Hate you—no,’ said Thomasin soothingly. ‘It is only that he loves her too well. Look at it quietly—do. It is not so very bad of him. Do you know, I thought it not the worst match he could have made. Miss Vye’s family is a good one on her mother’s side; and her father was a romantic wanderer—a sort of Greek Ulysses.’


  ‘It is no use, Thomasin; it is no use. Your intention is good; but I will not trouble you to argue. I have gone through the whole that can be said on either side times, and many times. Clym and I have not parted in anger; we have parted in a worse way. It is not a passionate quarrel that would have broken my heart; it is the steady opposition and persistence in going wrong that he has shown. O Thomasin, he was so good as a little boy—so tender and kind!’


  ‘He was, I know.’


  ‘I did not think one whom I called mine would grow up to treat me like this. He spoke to me as if I opposed him to injure him. As though I could wish him ill!’


  ‘There are worse women in the world than Eustacia Vye.’


  ‘There are too many better; that’s the agony of it. It was she, Thomasin, and she only, who led your husband to act as he did: I would swear it!’


  ‘No,’ said Thomasin eagerly. ‘It was before he knew me that he thought of her, and it was nothing but a mere flirtation.’


  ‘Very well; we will let it be so. There is little use in unravelling that now. Sons must be blind if they will. Why is it that a woman can see from a distance what a man cannot see close? Clym must do as he will—he is nothing more to me. And this is maternity—to give one’s best years and best love to ensure the fate of being despised!’


  ‘You are too unyielding. Think how many mothers there are whose sons have brought them to public shame by real crimes before you feel so deeply a case like this.’


  ‘Thomasin, don’t lecture me—I can’t have it. It is the excess above what we expect that makes the force of the blow, and that may not be greater in their case than in mine: they may have foreseen the worst…. I am wrongly made, Thomasin,’ she added, with a mournful smile. ‘Some widows can guard against the wounds their children give them by turning their hearts to another husband and beginning life again. But I always was a poor, weak, one-idea’d creature—I had not the compass of heart nor the enterprise for that. Just as forlorn and stupefied as I was when my husband’s spirit flew away I have sat ever since—never attempting to mend matters at all. I was comparatively a young woman then, and I might have had another family by this time, and have been comforted by them for the failure of this one son.’


  ‘It is more noble in you that you did not.’


  ‘The more noble, the less wise.’


  ‘Forget it, and be soothed, dear aunt. And I shall not leave you alone for long. I shall come and see you every day.’


  And for one week Thomasin literally fulfilled her word. She endeavoured to make light of the wedding; and brought news of the preparations, and that she was invited to be present. The next week she was rather unwell, and did not appear. Nothing had as yet been done about the guineas, for Thomasin feared to address her husband again on the subject, and Mrs. Yeobright had insisted upon this.


  One day just before this time Wildeve was standing at the door of the Quiet Woman. In addition to the upward path through the heath to Rainbarrow and Mistover, there was a road which branched from the highway a short distance below the inn, and ascended to Mistover by a circuitous and easy incline. This was the only route on that side for vehicles to the captain’s retreat. A light cart from the nearest town descended the road, and the lad who was driving pulled up in front of the inn for something to drink.


  ‘You come from Mistover?’ said Wildeve.


  ‘Yes. They are taking in good things up there. Going to be a wedding.’ And the driver buried his face in his mug.


  Wildeve had not received an inkling of the fact before, and a sudden expression of pain overspread his face. He turned for a moment into the passage to hide it. Then he came back again.


  ‘Do you mean Miss Vye?’ he said. ‘How is it—that she can be married so soon?’


  ‘By the will of God and a ready young man, I suppose.’


  ‘You don’t mean Mr. Yeobright?’


  ‘Yes. He has been creeping about with her all the spring.’


  ‘I suppose—she was immensely taken with him?’


  ‘She is crazy about him, so their general servant of all work tells me. And that lad Charley that looks after the horse is all in a daze about it. The stun-poll has got fond-like of her.’


  ‘Is she lively—is she glad? Going to be married so soon—well!’


  ‘It isn’t so very soon.’


  ‘No; not so very soon.’


  Wildeve went indoors to the empty room, a curious heart-ache within him. He rested his elbow upon the mantelpiece and his face upon his hand. When Thomasin entered the room he did not tell her of what he had heard. The old longing for Eustacia had reappeared in his soul: and it was mainly because he had discovered that it was another man’s intention to possess her.


  To be yearning for the difficult, to be weary of that offered; to care for the remote, to dislike the near; it was Wildeve’s nature always. This is the true mark of the man of sentiment. Though Wildeve’s fevered feeling had not been elaborated to real poetical compass, it was of the standard sort. He might have been called the Rousseau of Egdon.


  ♣


  VII


  The Morning and the Evening of a Day


  The wedding morning came. Nobody would have imagined from appearances that Blooms-End had any interest in Mistover that day. A solemn stillness prevailed around the house of Clym’s mother, and there was no more animation indoors. Mrs. Yeobright, who had declined to attend the ceremony, sat by the breakfast-table in the old room which communicated immediately with the porch, her eyes listlessly directed towards the open door. It was the room in which, six months earlier, the merry Christmas party had met, to which Eustacia came secretly and as a stranger. The only living thing that entered now was a sparrow; and seeing no movements to cause alarm, he hopped boldly round the room, endeavoured to go out by the window, and fluttered among the pot-flowers. This roused the lonely sitter, who got up, released the bird, and went to the door. She was expecting Thomasin, who had written the night before to state that the time had come when she would wish to have the money, and that she would if possible call this day.


  Yet Thomasin occupied Mrs. Yeobright’s thoughts but slightly as she looked up the valley of the heath, alive with butterflies, and with grasshoppers whose husky noises on every side formed a whispered chorus. A domestic drama, for which the preparations were now being made a mile or two off, was but little less vividly present to her eyes than if enacted before her. She tried to dismiss the vision, and walked about the garden-plot; but her eyes ever and anon sought out the direction of the parish church to which Mistover belonged, and her excited fancy clove the hills which divided the building from her eyes. The morning wore away. Eleven o’clock struck: could it be that the wedding was then in progress? It must be so. She went on imagining the scene at the church, which he had by this time approached with his bride. She pictured the little group of children by the gate as the pony-carriage drove up, in which, as Thomasin had learnt, they were going to perform the short journey. Then she saw them enter and proceed to the chancel and kneel; and the service seemed to go on.


  She covered her face with her hands. ‘O, it is a mistake!’ she groaned. ‘And he will rue it some day, and think of me!’


  While she remained thus, overcome by her forebodings, the old clock indoors whizzed forth twelve strokes. Soon after, faint sounds floated to her ear from afar over the hills. The breeze came from that quarter, and it had brought with it the notes of distant bells, gaily starting off in a peal: one, two, three, four, five. The ringers at East Egdon were announcing the nuptials of Eustacia and her son.


  ‘Then it is over,’ she murmured. ‘Well, well! and life too will be over soon. And why should I go on scalding my face like this? Cry about one thing in life, cry about all; one thread runs through the whole piece. And yet we say, “a time to laugh!”’


  Towards evening Wildeve came. Since Thomasin’s marriage Mrs. Yeobright had shown towards him that grim friendliness which at last arises in all such cases of undesired affinity. The vision of what ought to have been is thrown aside in sheer weariness, and browbeaten human endeavour listlessly makes the best of the fact that is. Wildeve, to do him justice, had behaved very courteously to his wife’s aunt; and it was with no surprise that she saw him enter now.


  ‘Thomasin has not been able to come, as she promised to do,’ he replied to her inquiry, which had been anxious, for she knew that her niece was badly in want of money. ‘The captain came down last night and personally pressed her to join them to-day. So, not to be unpleasant, she determined to go. They fetched her in the pony-chaise, and are going to bring her back.’


  ‘Then it is done,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘Have they gone to their new home?’


  ‘I don’t know. I have had no news from Mistover since Thomasin left to go.’


  ‘You did not go with her?’ said she, as if there might be good reasons why.


  ‘I could not,’ said Wildeve, reddening slightly. ‘We could not both leave the house; it was rather a busy morning, on account of Anglebury Great Market. I believe you have something to give to Thomasin? If you like, I will take it.’


  Mrs. Yeobright hesitated, and wondered if Wildeve knew what the something was. ‘Did she tell you of this?’ she inquired.


  ‘Not particularly. She casually dropped a remark about having arranged to fetch some article or other.’


  ‘It is hardly necessary to send it. She can have it whenever she chooses to come.’


  ‘That won’t be yet. In the present state of her health she must not go on walking so much as she has done.’ He added, with a faint twang of sarcasm, ‘What wonderful thing is it that I cannot be trusted to take?’


  ‘Nothing worth troubling you with.’


  ‘One would think you doubted my honesty,’ he said, with a laugh, though his colour rose in a quick resentfulness frequent with him.


  ‘You need think no such thing,’ said she drily. ‘It is simply that I, in common with the rest of the world, feel that there are certain things which had better be done by certain people than by others.’


  ‘As you like, as you like,’ said Wildeve laconically. ‘It is not worth arguing about. Well, I think I must turn homeward again, as the inn must not be left long in charge of the lad and the maid only.’


  He went his way, his farewell being scarcely so courteous as his greeting. But Mrs. Yeobright knew him thoroughly by this time, and took little notice of his manner, good or bad.


  When Wildeve was gone Mrs. Yeobright stood and considered what would be the best course to adopt with regard to the guineas, which she had not liked to entrust to Wildeve. It was hardly credible that Thomasin had told him to ask for them, when the necessity for them had arisen from the difficulty of obtaining money at his hands. At the same time Thomasin really wanted them, and might be unable to come to Blooms-End for another week at least. To take or send the money to her at the inn would be impolitic, since Wildeve would pretty surely be present, or would discover the transaction; and if, as her aunt suspected, he treated her less kindly than she deserved to be treated, he might then get the whole sum out of her gentle hands. But on this particular evening Thomasin was at Mistover, and anything might be conveyed to her there without the knowledge of her husband. Upon the whole the opportunity was worth taking advantage of.


  Her son, too, was there, and was now married. There could be no more proper moment to render him his share of the money than the present. And the chance that would be afforded her, by sending him this gift, of showing how far she was from bearing him ill-will, cheered the sad mother’s heart.


  She went upstairs and took from a locked drawer a little box, out of which she poured a hoard of broad unworn guineas that had lain there many a year. There were a hundred in all, and she divided them into two heaps, fifty in each. Tying up these in small canvas bags, she went down to the garden and called to Christian Cantle, who was loitering about in hope of a supper which was not really owed him. Mrs. Yeobright gave him the money-bags, charged him to go to Mistover, and on no account to deliver them into any one’s hands save her son’s and Thomasin’s. On further thought she deemed it advisable to tell Christian precisely what the two bags contained, that he might be fully impressed with their importance. Christian pocketed the money-bags, promised the greatest carefulness, and set out on his way.


  ‘You need not hurry,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘It will be better not to get there till after dusk, and then nobody will notice you. Come back here to supper, if it is not too late.’


  It was nearly nine o’clock when he began to ascend the vale towards Mistover; but the long days of summer being at their climax, the first obscurity of evening had only just begun to tan the landscape. At this point of his journey Christian heard voices, and found that they proceeded from a company of men and women who were traversing a hollow ahead of him, the tops only of their heads being visible.


  He paused and thought of the money he carried. It was almost too early even for Christian seriously to fear robbery; nevertheless he took a precaution which ever since his boyhood he had adopted whenever he carried more than two or three shillings upon his person—a precaution somewhat like that of the owner of the Pitt Diamond when filled with similar misgivings. He took off his boots, untied the guineas, and emptied the contents of one little bag into the right boot, and of the other into the left, spreading them as flatly as possible over the bottom of each, which was really a spacious coffer by no means limited to the size of the foot. Pulling them on again and lacing them to the very top, he proceeded on his way, more easy in his head than under his soles.


  His path converged towards that of the noisy company, and on coming nearer he found to his relief that they were several Egdon people whom he knew very well, while with them walked Fairway, of Blooms-End.


  ‘What! Christian going too?’ said Fairway as soon as he recognized the new-comer. ‘You’ve got no young woman nor wife to your name to gie a gown-piece to, I’m sure.’


  ‘What d’ye mean?’ said Christian.


  ‘Why, the raffle. The one we go to every year. Going to the raffle as well as ourselves?’


  ‘Never knew a word o’t. Is it like cudgel-playing or other sportful forms of bloodshed? I don’t want to go, thank you, Mister Fairway, and no offence.’


  ‘Christian don’t know the fun o’t, and ’twould be a fine sight for him,’ said a buxom woman. ‘There’s no danger at all, Christian. Every man puts in a shilling apiece, and one wins a gown-piece for his wife or sweetheart if he’s got one.’


  ‘Well, as that’s not my fortune there’s no meaning in it to me. But I should like to see the fun, if there’s nothing of the black art in it, and if a man may look on without cost or getting into any dangerous wrangle?’


  ‘There will be no uproar at all,’ said Timothy. ‘Sure, Christian, if you’d like to come we’ll see there’s no harm done.’


  ‘And no ba’dy gaieties, I suppose? You see, neighbours, if so, it would be setting father a bad example, as he is so light moral’d. But a gown-piece for a shilling, and no black art—’tis worth looking in to see, and it wouldn’t hinder me half an hour. Yes, I’ll come, if you’ll step a little way towards Mistover with me afterwards, supposing night should have closed in, and nobody else is going that way?’


  One or two promised; and Christian, diverging from his direct path, turned round to the right with his companions towards the Quiet Woman.


  When they entered the large common room of the inn they found assembled there about ten men from among the neighbouring population, and the group was increased by the new contingent to double that number. Most of them were sitting round the room in seats divided by wooden elbows like those of crude cathedral stalls, which were carved with the initials of many an illustrious drunkard of former times who had passed his days and his nights between them, and now lay as an alcoholic cinder in the nearest churchyard. Among the cups on the long table before the sitters lay an open parcel of light drapery—the gown-piece, as it was called—which was to be raffled for. Wildeve was standing with his back to the fireplace, smoking a cigar; and the promoter of the raffle, a packman from a distant town, was expatiating upon the value of the fabric as material for a summer dress.


  ‘Now, gentlemen,’ he continued, as the new-comers drew up to the table, ‘there’s five have entered, and we want four more to make up the number. I think, by the faces of those gentlemen who have just come in, that they are shrewd enough to take advantage of this rare opportunity of beautifying their ladies at a very trifling expense.’


  Fairway, Sam, and another placed their shillings on the table, and the man turned to Christian.


  ‘No, sir,’ said Christian, drawing back, with a quick gaze of misgiving. ‘I am only a poor chap come to look on, an it please ye, sir. I don’t so much as know how you do it. If so be I was sure of getting it I would put down the shilling; but I couldn’t otherwise.’


  ‘I think you might almost be sure,’ said the pedlar. ‘In fact, now I look into your face, even if I can’t say you are sure to win, I can say that I never saw anything look more like winning in my life.’


  ‘You’ll anyhow have the same chance as the rest of us,’ said Sam.


  ‘And the extra luck of being the last comer,’ said another.


  ‘And I was born wi’ a caul, and perhaps can be no more ruined than drowned?’ Christian added, beginning to give way.


  Ultimately Christian laid down his shilling, the raffle began, and the dice went round. When it came to Christian’s turn he took the box with a trembling hand, shook it fearfully, and threw a pair-royal. Three of the others had thrown common low pairs, and all the rest mere points.


  ‘The gentleman looked like winning, as I said,’ observed the chapman blandly. ‘Take it, sir; the article is yours.’


  ‘Haw-haw-haw!’ said Fairway. ‘I’m damned if this isn’t the quarest start that ever I knowed!’


  ‘Mine?’ asked Christian, with a vacant stare from his target eyes. ‘I—I haven’t got neither maid, wife, nor widder belonging to me at all, and I’m afeard it will make me laughed at to ha’e it, Master Traveller. What with being curious to join in I never thought of that! What shall I do wi’ a woman’s clothes in my bedroom, and not lose my decency!’


  ‘Keep ’em, to be sure,’ said Fairway, ‘if it is only for luck. Perhaps ’twill tempt some woman that thy poor carcase had no power over when standing empty-handed.’


  ‘Keep it, certainly,’ said Wildeve, who had idly watched the scene from a distance.


  The table was then cleared of the articles, and the men began to drink.


  ‘Well, to be sure!’ said Christian, half to himself. ‘To think I should have been born so lucky as this, and not have found it out until now! What curious creatures these dice be—powerful rulers of us all, and yet at my command! I am sure I never need be afeard of anything after this.’ He handled the dice fondly one by one. ‘Why, sir,’ he said in a confidential whisper to Wildeve, who was near his left hand, ‘if I could only use this power that’s in me of multiplying money I might do some good to a near relation of yours, seeing what I’ve got about me of hers—eh?’ He tapped one of his money-laden boots upon the floor.


  ‘What do you mean?’ said Wildeve.


  ‘That’s a secret. Well, I must be going now.’ He looked anxiously towards Fairway.


  ‘Where are you going?’ Wildeve asked.


  ‘To Mistover Knap. I have to see Mrs. Thomasin there—that’s all.’


  ‘I am going there, too, to fetch Mrs. Wildeve. We can walk together.’


  Wildeve became lost in thought, and a look of inward illumination came into his eyes. It was money for his wife that Mrs. Yeobright could not trust him with. ‘Yet she could trust this fellow,’ he said to himself. ‘Why doesn’t that which belongs to the wife belong to the husband too?’


  He called to the pot-boy to bring him his hat, and said, ‘Now, Christian, I am ready.’


  ‘Mr. Wildeve,’ said Christian timidly, as he turned to leave the room, ‘would you mind lending me them wonderful little things that carry my luck inside ’em, that I might practise a bit by myself, you know?’ He looked wistfully at the dice and box lying on the mantelpiece.


  ‘Certainly,’ said Wildeve carelessly. ‘They were only cut out by some lad with his knife, and are worth nothing.’ And Christian went back and privately pocketed them.


  Wildeve opened the door and looked out. The night was warm and cloudy. ‘By Gad! ’tis dark,’ he continued. ‘But I suppose we shall find our way.’


  ‘If we should lose the path it might be awkward,’ said Christian. ‘A lantern is the only shield that will make it safe for us.’


  ‘Let’s have a lantern by all means.’ The stable-lantern was fetched and lighted. Christian took up his gown-piece, and the two set out to ascend the hill.


  Within the room the men fell into chat till their attention was for a moment drawn to the chimney-corner. This was large, and, in addition to its proper recess, contained within its jambs, like many on Egdon, a receding seat, so that a person might sit there absolutely unobserved, provided there was no fire to light him up, as was the case now and throughout the summer. From the niche a single object protruded into the light from the candles on the table. It was a clay pipe, and its colour was reddish. The men had been attracted to this object by a voice behind the pipe asking for a light.


  ‘Upon my life, it fairly startled me when the man spoke!’ said Fairway, handing a candle. ‘Oh—’tis the reddleman! You’ve kept a quiet tongue, young man.’


  ‘Yes, I had nothing to say,’ observed Venn. In a few minutes he arose and wished the company good night.


  Meanwhile Wildeve and Christian had plunged into the heath.


  It was a stagnant, warm, and misty night, full of all the heavy perfumes of new vegetation not yet dried by hot sun, and among these particularly the scent of the fern. The lantern, dangling from Christian’s hand, brushed the feathery fronds in passing by, disturbing moths and other winged insects, which flew out and alighted upon its horny panes.


  ‘So you have money to carry to Mrs. Wildeve?’ said Christian’s companion, after a silence. ‘Don’t you think it very odd that it shouldn’t be given to me?’


  ‘As man and wife be one flesh, ’twould have been all the same, I should think,’ said Christian. ‘But my strict documents was, to give the money into Mrs. Wildeve’s hand: and ’tis well to do things right.’


  ‘No doubt,’ said Wildeve. Any person who had known the circumstances might have perceived that Wildeve was mortified by the discovery that the matter in transit was money, and not, as he had supposed when at Blooms-End, some fancy nick-nack which only interested the two women themselves. Mrs. Yeobright’s refusal implied that his honour was not considered to be of sufficiently good quality to make him a safe bearer of his wife’s property.


  ‘How very warm it is to-night, Christian!’ he said, panting, when they were nearly under Rainbarrow. ‘Let us sit down for a few minutes, for Heaven’s sake.’


  Wildeve flung himself down on the soft ferns; and Christian, placing the lantern and parcel on the ground, perched himself in a cramped position hard by, his knees almost touching his chin. He presently thrust one hand into his coat-pocket and began shaking it about.


  ‘What are you rattling in there?’ said Wildeve.


  ‘Only the dice, sir,’ said Christian, quickly withdrawing his hand. ‘What magical machines these little things be, Mr. Wildeve! ’Tis a game I should never get tired of. Would you mind my taking ’em out and looking at ’em for a minute, to see how they are made? I didn’t like to look close before the other men, for fear they should think it bad manners in me.’ Christian took them out and examined them in the hollow of his hand by the lantern light. ‘That these little things should carry such luck, and such charm, and such a spell, and such power in ’em, passes all I ever heard or zeed,’ he went on, with a fascinated gaze at the dice, which, as is frequently the case in country places, were made of wood, the points being burnt upon each face with the end of a wire.


  ‘They are a great deal in a small compass, you think?’


  ‘Yes. Do ye suppose they really be the devil’s playthings, Mr. Wildeve? If so, ’tis no good sign that I be such a lucky man.’


  ‘You ought to win some money, now that you’ve got them. Any woman would marry you then. Now is your time, Christian, and I would recommend you not to let it slip. Some men are born to luck, some are not. I belong to the latter class.’


  ‘Did you ever know anybody who was born to it besides myself?’


  ‘O yes. I once heard of an Italian, who sat down at a gaming-table with only a louis (that’s a foreign sovereign) in his pocket. He played on for twenty-four hours, and won ten thousand pounds, stripping the bank he had played against. Then there was another man who had lost a thousand pounds, and went to the broker’s next day to sell stock, that he might pay the debt. The man to whom he owed the money went with him in a hackney-coach; and to pass the time they tossed who should pay the fare. The ruined man won, and the other was tempted to continue the game, and they played all the way. When the coachman stopped he was told to drive home again: the whole thousand pounds had been won back by the man who was going to sell.’


  ‘Ha—ha—splendid!’ exclaimed Christian. ‘Go on—go on!’


  ‘Then there was a man of London, who was only a waiter at White’s club-house. He began playing first half-crown stakes, and then higher and higher, till he became very rich, got an appointment in India, and rose to be Governor of Madras. His daughter married a member of parliament, and the Bishop of Carlisle stood godfather to one of the children.’


  ‘Wonderful! wonderful!’


  ‘And once there was a young man in America who gambled till he had lost his last dollar. He staked his watch and chain; and lost as before: staked his umbrella; lost again: staked his hat; lost again: staked his coat and stood in his shirt-sleeves; lost again. Began taking off his breeches, and then a looker-on gave him a trifle for his pluck. With this he won. Won back his coat, won back his hat, won back his umbrella, his watch, his money, and went out of the door a rich man.’


  ‘O, ’tis too good—it takes away my breath! Mr. Wildeve, I think I will try another shilling with you, as I am one of that sort; no danger can come o’t, and you can afford to lose.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Wildeve, rising. Searching about with the lantern, he found a large flat stone, which he placed between himself and Christian, and sat down again. The lantern was opened to give more light, and its rays directed upon the stone. Christian put down a shilling, Wildeve another, and each threw. Christian won. They played for two. Christian won again.


  ‘Let us try four,’ said Wildeve. They played for four. This time the stakes were won by Wildeve.


  ‘Ah, those little accidents will, of course, sometimes happen to the luckiest man,’ he observed.


  ‘And now I have no more money!’ exclaimed Christian excitedly. ‘And yet, if I could go on, I should get it back again, and more. I wish this was mine.’ He struck his boot upon the ground, so that the guineas chinked within.


  ‘What! you have not put Mrs. Wildeve’s money there?’


  ‘Yes. ’Tis for safety. Is it any harm to raffle with a married lady’s money when, if I win, I shall only keep my winnings, and give her her own all the same; and if t’other man wins, her money will go to the lawful owner?’


  ‘None at all.’


  Wildeve had been brooding ever since they started on the mean estimation in which he was held by his wife’s friends; and it cut his heart severely. As the minutes passed he had gradually drifted into a revengeful intention without knowing the precise moment of forming it. This was to teach Mrs. Yeobright a lesson, as he considered it to be; in other words, to show her if he could, that her niece’s husband was the proper guardian of her niece’s money.


  ‘Well, here goes!’ said Christian, beginning to unlace one boot. ‘I shall dream of it nights and nights, I suppose; but I shall always swear my flesh don’t crawl when I think o’t!’


  He thrust his hand into the boot and withdrew one of poor Thomasin’s precious guineas, piping hot. Wildeve had already placed a sovereign on the stone. The game was then resumed. Wildeve won first, and Christian ventured another, winning himself this time. The game fluctuated, but the average was in Wildeve’s favour. Both men became so absorbed in the game that they took no heed of anything but the pigmy objects immediately beneath their eyes; the flat stone, the open lantern, the dice, and the few illuminated fern-leaves which lay under the light, were the whole world to them.


  At length Christian lost rapidly; and presently, to his horror, the whole fifty guineas belonging to Thomasin had been handed over to his adversary.


  ‘I don’t care—I don’t care!’ he moaned, and desperately set about untying his left boot to get at the other fifty. ‘The devil will toss me into the flames on his three-pronged fork for this night’s work, I know! But perhaps I shall win yet, and then I’ll get a wife to sit up with me o’ nights, and I won’t be afeard, I won’t! Here’s another for’ee, my man!’ He slapped another guinea down upon the stone, and the dice-box was rattled again.


  Time passed on. Wildeve began to be as excited as Christian himself. When commencing the game his intention had been nothing further than a bitter practical joke on Mrs. Yeobright. To win the money, fairly or otherwise, and to hand it contemptuously to Thomasin in her aunt’s presence, had been the dim outline of his purpose. But men are drawn from their intentions even in the course of carrying them out, and it was extremely doubtful, by the time the twentieth guinea had been reached, whether Wildeve was conscious of any other intention than that of winning for his own personal benefit. Moreover, he was now no longer gambling for his wife’s money, but for Yeobright’s; though of this fact Christian, in his apprehensiveness, did not inform him till afterwards.


  It was nearly eleven o’clock, when, with almost a shriek, Christian placed Yeobright’s last gleaming guinea upon the stone. In thirty seconds it had gone the way of its companions.


  Christian turned and flung himself on the ferns in a convulsion of remorse. ‘O, what shall I do with my wretched self?’ he groaned. ‘What shall I do? Will any good Heaven hae mercy upon my wicked soul?’


  ‘Do? Live on just the same.’


  ‘I won’t live on just the same! I’ll die! I say you are a—a——’


  ‘A man sharper than my neighbour.’


  ‘Yes, a man sharper than my neighbour; a regular sharper!’


  ‘Poor chips-in-porridge, you are very unmannerly.’


  ‘I don’t know about that! And I say you be unmannerly! You’ve got money that isn’t your own. Half the guineas are poor Mr. Clym’s.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Because I had to gie fifty of ’em to him. Mrs. Yeobright said so.’


  ‘Oh? … Well, ’twould have been more graceful of her to have given them to his wife Eustacia. But they are in my hands now.’


  Christian pulled on his boots, and with heavy breathings, which could be heard to some distance, dragged his limbs together, arose, and tottered away out of sight. Wildeve set about shutting the lantern to return to the house, for he deemed it too late to go to Mistover to meet his wife, who was to be driven home in the captain’s four-wheel. While he was closing the little horn door a figure rose from behind a neighbouring bush and came forward into the lantern light. It was the reddleman approaching.


  ♣


  VIII


  A New Force Disturbs the Current


  Wildeve stared. Venn looked coolly towards Wildeve, and, without a word being spoken, he deliberately sat himself down where Christian had been seated, thrust his hand into his pocket, drew out a sovereign, and laid it on the stone.


  ‘You have been watching us from behind that bush?’ said Wildeve.


  The reddleman nodded. ‘Down with your stake,’ he said. ‘Or haven’t you pluck enough to go on?’


  Now, gambling is a species of amusement which is much more easily begun with full pockets than left off with the same; and though Wildeve in a cooler temper might have prudently declined this invitation, the excitement of his recent success carried him completely away. He placed one of the guineas on the slab beside the reddleman’s sovereign. ‘Mine is a guinea,’ he said.


  ‘A guinea that’s not your own,’ said Venn sarcastically.


  ‘It is my own,’ answered Wildeve haughtily. ‘It is my wife’s, and what is hers is mine.’


  ‘Very well; let’s make a beginning.’ He shook the box, and threw eight, ten, and nine; the three casts amounted to twenty-seven.


  This encouraged Wildeve. He took the box; and his three casts amounted to forty-five.


  Down went another of the reddleman’s sovereigns against his first one which Wildeve laid. This time Wildeve threw fifty-one points, but no pair. The reddleman looked grim, threw a raffle of aces, and pocketed the stakes.


  ‘Here you are again,’ said Wildeve contemptuously. ‘Double the stakes.’ He laid two of Thomasin’s guineas, and the reddleman his two pounds. Venn won again. New stakes were laid on the stone, and the gamblers proceeded as before.


  Wildeve was a nervous and excitable man; and the game was beginning to tell upon his temper. He writhed, fumed, shifted his seat; and the beating of his heart was almost audible. Venn sat with lips impassively closed and eyes reduced to a pair of unimportant twinkles; he scarcely appeared to breathe. He might have been an Arab, or an automaton; he would have been like a red-sandstone statue but for the motion of his arm with the dice-box.


  The game fluctuated, now in favour of one, now in favour of the other, without any great advantage on the side of either. Nearly twenty minutes were passed thus. The light of the candle had by this time attracted heath-flies, moths, and other winged creatures of night, which floated round the lantern, flew into the flame, or beat about the faces of the two players.


  But neither of the men paid much attention to these things, their eyes being concentrated upon the little flat stone, which to them was an arena vast and important as a battle-field. By this time a change had come over the game; the reddleman won continually. At length sixty guineas—Thomasin’s fifty, and ten of Clym’s—had passed into his hands. Wildeve was reckless, frantic, exasperated.


  ‘“Won back his coat,”’ said Venn slily.


  Another throw, and the money went the same way.


  ‘“Won back his hat,”’ continued Venn.


  ‘Oh, oh!’ said Wildeve.


  ‘“Won back his watch, won back his money, and went out of the door a rich man,”’ added Venn sentence by sentence, as stake after stake passed over to him.


  ‘Five more!’ shouted Wildeve, dashing down the money. ‘And three casts be hanged—one shall decide.’


  The red automaton opposite lapsed into silence, nodded, and followed his example. Wildeve rattled the box, and threw a pair of sixes and five points. He clapped his hands; ‘I have done it this time—hurrah!’


  ‘There are two playing, and only one has thrown,’ said the reddleman, quietly bringing down the box. The eyes of each were then so intently converged upon the stone that one could fancy their beams were visible, like rays in a fog.


  Venn lifted the box, and behold a triplet of sixes was disclosed.


  Wildeve was full of fury. While the reddleman was grasping the stakes Wildeve seized the dice and hurled them, box and all, into the darkness, uttering a fearful imprecation. Then he arose and began stamping up and down like a madman.


  ‘It is all over, then?’ said Venn.


  ‘No, no!’ cried Wildeve. ‘I mean to have another chance yet. I must!’


  ‘But, my good man, what have you done with the dice?’


  ‘I threw them away—it was a momentary irritation. What a fool I am! Here—come and help me to look for them—we must find them again.’


  Wildeve snatched up the lantern and began anxiously prowling among the furze and fern.


  ‘You are not likely to find them there,’ said Venn, following. ‘What did you do such a crazy thing as that for? Here’s the box. The dice can’t be far off.’


  Wildeve turned the light eagerly upon the spot where Venn had found the box, and mauled the herbage right and left. In the course of a few minutes one of the dice was found. They searched on for some time, but no other was to be seen.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Wildeve; ‘let’s play with one.’


  ‘Agreed,’ said Venn.


  Down they sat again, and recommenced with single guinea stakes; and the play went on smartly. But Fortune had unmistakably fallen in love with the reddleman to-night. He won steadily, till he was the owner of fourteen more of the gold pieces. Seventy-nine of the hundred guineas were his, Wildeve possessing only twenty-one. The aspect of the two opponents was now singular. Apart from motions, a complete diorama of the fluctuations of the game went on in their eyes. A diminutive candle-flame was mirrored in each pupil, and it would have been possible to distinguish therein between the moods of hope and the moods of abandonment, even as regards the reddleman, though his facial muscles betrayed nothing at all. Wildeve played on with the recklessness of despair.


  ‘What’s that?’ he suddenly exclaimed, hearing a rustle; and they both looked up.


  They were surrounded by dusky forms between four and five feet high, standing a few paces beyond the rays of the lantern. A moment’s inspection revealed that the encircling figures were heath-croppers, their heads being all towards the players, at whom they gazed intently.


  ‘Hoosh!’ said Wildeve; and the whole forty or fifty animals at once turned and galloped away. Play was again resumed.


  Ten minutes passed away. Then a large death’s head moth advanced from the obscure outer air, wheeled twice round the lantern, flew straight at the candle, and extinguished it by the force of the blow. Wildeve had just thrown, but had not lifted the box to see what he had cast; and now it was impossible.


  ‘What the infernal!’ he shrieked. ‘Now, what shall we do? Perhaps I have thrown six—have you any matches?’


  ‘None,’ said Venn.


  ‘Christian had some—I wonder where he is. Christian!’


  But there was no reply to Wildeve’s shout, save a mournful whining from the herons which were nesting lower down the vale. Both men looked blankly round without rising. As their eyes grew accustomed to the darkness they perceived faint greenish points of light among the grass and fern. These lights dotted the hillside like stars of a low magnitude.


  ‘Ah—glowworms,’ said Wildeve. ‘Wait a minute. We can continue the game.’


  Venn sat still, and his companion went hither and thither till he had gathered thirteen glowworms—as many as he could find in a space of four or five minutes—upon a foxglove leaf which he pulled for the purpose. The reddleman vented a low humorous laugh when he saw his adversary return with these. ‘Determined to go on, then?’ he said drily.


  ‘I always am!’ said Wildeve angrily. And shaking the glowworms from the leaf he ranged them with a trembling hand in a circle on the stone, leaving a space in the middle for the descent of the dice-box, over which the thirteen tiny lamps threw a pale phosphoric shine. The game was again renewed. It happened to be that season of the year at which glowworms put forth their greatest brilliancy, and the light they yielded was more than ample for the purpose, since it is possible on such nights to read the handwriting of a letter by the light of two or three.


  The incongruity between the men’s deeds and their environment was great. Amid the soft juicy vegetation of the hollow in which they sat, the motionless and the uninhabited solitude, intruded the chink of guineas, the rattle of dice, the exclamations of the reckless players.


  Wildeve had lifted the box as soon as the lights were obtained, and the solitary die proclaimed that the game was still against him.


  ‘I won’t play any more: you’ve been tampering with the dice,’ he shouted.


  ‘How—when they were your own?’ said the reddleman.


  ‘We’ll change the game: the lowest point shall win the stake—it may cut off my ill luck. Do you refuse?’


  ‘No—go on,’ said Venn.


  ‘O, there they are again—damn them!’ cried Wildeve, looking up. The heath-croppers had returned noiselessly, and were looking on with erect heads just as before, their timid eyes fixed upon the scene, as if they were wondering what mankind and candle-light could have to do in these haunts at this untoward hour.


  ‘What a plague those creatures are—staring at me so!’ he said, and flung a stone, which scattered them; when the game was continued as before.


  Wildeve had now ten guineas left; and each laid five. Wildeve threw three points; Venn two, and raked in the coins. The other seized the die, and clenched his teeth upon it in sheer rage, as if he would bite it in pieces. ‘Never give in—here are my last five!’ he cried, throwing them down. ‘Hang the glowworms—they are going out. Why don’t you burn, you little fools? Stir them up with a thorn.’


  He probed the glowworms with a bit of stick, and rolled them over, till the bright side of their tails was upwards.


  ‘There’s light enough. Throw on,’ said Venn.


  Wildeve brought down the box within the shining circle and looked eagerly. He had thrown ace. ‘Well done!—I said it would turn, and it has turned.’ Venn said nothing; but his hand shook slightly.


  He threw ace also.


  ‘O!’ said Wildeve. ‘Curse me!’


  The die smacked the stone a second time. It was ace again. Venn looked gloomy, threw: the die was seen to be lying in two pieces, the cleft sides uppermost.


  ‘I’ve thrown nothing at all,’ he said.


  ‘Serves me right—I split the die with my teeth. Here—take your money. Blank is less than one.’


  ‘I don’t wish it.’


  ‘Take it, I say—you’ve won it!’ And Wildeve threw the stakes against the reddleman’s chest. Venn gathered them up, arose, and withdrew from the hollow, Wildeve sitting stupefied.


  When he had come to himself he also arose, and, with the extinguished lantern in his hand, went towards the high-road. On reaching it he stood still. The silence of night pervaded the whole heath except in one direction; and that was towards Mistover. There he could hear the noise of light wheels, and presently saw two carriage-lamps descending the hill. Wildeve screened himself under a bush and waited.


  The vehicle came on and passed before him. It was a hired carriage, and behind the coachman were two persons whom he knew well. There sat Eustacia and Yeobright, the arm of the latter being round her waist. They turned the sharp corner at the bottom towards the temporary home which Clym had hired and furnished, about five miles to the eastward.


  Wildeve forgot the loss of the money at the sight of his lost love, whose preciousness in his eyes was increasing in geometrical progression with each new incident that reminded him of their hopeless division. Brimming with the subtilized misery that he was capable of feeling, he followed the opposite way towards the inn.


  About the same moment that Wildeve stepped into the highway Venn also had reached it at a point a hundred yards further on; and he, hearing the same wheels, likewise waited till the carriage should come up. When he saw who sat therein he seemed to be disappointed. Reflecting a minute or two, during which interval the carriage rolled on, he crossed the road, and took a short cut through the furze and heath to a point where the turnpike-road bent round in ascending a hill. He was now again in front of the carriage, which presently came up at a walking pace. Venn stepped forward and showed himself.


  Eustacia started when the lamp shone upon him, and Clym’s arm was involuntarily withdrawn from her waist. He said, ‘What, Diggory? You are having a lonely walk.’


  ‘Yes—I beg your pardon for stopping you,’ said Venn. ‘But I am waiting about for Mrs. Wildeve: I have something to give her from Mrs. Yeobright. Can you tell me if she’s gone home from the party yet?’


  ‘No. But she will be leaving soon. You may possibly meet her at the corner.’


  Venn made a farewell obeisance, and walked back to his former position, where the by-road from Mistover joined the highway. Here he remained fixed for nearly half an hour; and then another pair of lights came down the hill. It was the old-fashioned wheeled nondescript belonging to the captain, and Thomasin sat in it alone, driven by Charley.


  The reddleman came up as they slowly turned the corner. ‘I beg pardon for stopping you, Mrs. Wildeve,’ he said. ‘But I have something to give you privately from Mrs. Yeobright.’ He handed a small parcel; it consisted of the hundred guineas he had just won, roughly twisted up in a piece of paper.


  Thomasin recovered from her surprise, and took the packet. ‘That’s all, ma’am—I wish you good-night,’ he said, and vanished from her view.


  Thus Venn, in his anxiety to rectify matters, had placed in Thomasin’s hands not only the fifty guineas which rightly belonged to her, but also the fifty intended for her cousin Clym. His mistake had been based upon Wildeve’s words at the opening of the game, when he indignantly denied that the guinea was not his own. It had not been comprehended by the reddleman that at half-way through the performance the game was continued with the money of another person; and it was an error which afterwards helped to cause more misfortune than treble the loss in money value could have done.


  The night was now somewhat advanced; and Venn plunged deeper into the heath, till he came to a ravine where his van was standing—a spot not more than two hundred yards from the site of the gambling bout. He entered this movable home of his, lit his lantern, and, before closing his door for the night, stood reflecting on the circumstances of the preceding hours. While he stood the dawn grew visible in the north-east quarter of the heavens, which, the clouds having cleared off, was bright with a soft sheen at this midsummer time, though it was only between one and two o’clock. Venn, thoroughly weary, then shut his door and flung himself down to sleep.


  ♣


  Book Fourth


  The Closed Door


  I


  The Rencounter by the Pool


  The July sun shone over Egdon and fired its crimson heather to scarlet. It was the one season of the year, and the one weather of the season, in which the heath was gorgeous. This flowering period represented the second or noontide division in the cycle of those superficial changes which alone were possible here; it followed the green or young-fern period, representing the morn, and preceded the brown period, when the heath-bells and ferns would wear the russet tinges of evening; to be in turn displaced by the dark hue of the winter period, representing night.


  Clym and Eustacia, in their little house at Alderworth, beyond East Egdon, were living on with a monotony which was delightful to them. The heath and changes of weather were quite blotted out from their eyes for the present. They were enclosed in a sort of luminous mist, which hid from them surroundings of any inharmonious colour, and gave to all things the character of light. When it rained they were charmed, because they could remain indoors together all day with such a show of reason; when it was fine they were charmed, because they could sit together on the hills. They were like those double stars which revolve round and round each other, and from a distance appear to be one. The absolute solitude in which they lived intensified their reciprocal thoughts; yet some might have said that it had the disadvantage of consuming their mutual affections at a fearfully prodigal rate. Yeobright did not fear for his own part; but recollection of Eustacia’s old speech about the evanescence of love, now apparently forgotten by her, sometimes caused him to ask himself a question; and he recoiled at the thought that the quality of finiteness was not foreign to Eden.


  When three or four weeks had been passed thus, Yeobright resumed his reading in earnest. To make up for lost time he studied indefatigably, for he wished to enter his new profession with the least possible delay.


  Now, Eustacia’s dream had always been that, once married to Clym, she would have the power of inducing him to return to Paris. He had carefully withheld all promise to do so; but would he be proof against her coaxing and argument? She had calculated to such a degree on the probability of success that she had represented Paris, and not Budmouth, to her grandfather as in all likelihood their future home. Her hopes were bound up in this dream. In the quiet days since their marriage, when Yeobright had been poring over her lips, her eyes, and the lines of her face, she had mused and mused on the subject, even while in the act of returning his gaze; and now the sight of the books, indicating a future which was antagonistic to her dream, struck her with a positively painful jar. She was hoping for the time when, as the mistress of some pretty establishment, however small, near a Parisian Boulevard, she would be passing her days on the skirts at least of the gay world, and catching stray wafts from those town pleasures she was so well fitted to enjoy. Yet Yeobright was as firm in the contrary intention as if the tendency of marriage were rather to develop the fantasies of young philanthropy than to sweep them away.


  Her anxiety reached a high pitch; but there was something in Clym’s undeviating manner which made her hesitate before sounding him on the subject. At this point in their experience, however, an incident helped her. It occurred one evening about six weeks after their union, and arose entirely out of the unconscious misapplication by Venn of the fifty guineas intended for Yeobright.


  A day or two after the receipt of the money Thomasin had sent a note to her aunt to thank her. She had been surprised at the largeness of the amount; but as no sum had ever been mentioned she set that down to her late uncle’s generosity. She had been strictly charged by her aunt to say nothing to her husband of this gift; and Wildeve, as was natural enough, had not brought himself to mention to his wife a single particular of the midnight scene in the heath. Christian’s terror, in like manner, had tied his tongue on the share he took in that proceeding; and hoping that by some means or other the money had gone to its proper destination, he simply asserted as much, without giving details.


  Therefore, when a week or two had passed away, Mrs. Yeobright began to wonder why she never heard from her son of the receipt of the present; and to add gloom to her perplexity came the possibility that resentment might be the cause of his silence. She could hardly believe as much, but why did he not write? She questioned Christian, and the confusion in his answers would at once have led her to believe that something was wrong, had not one-half of his story been corroborated by Thomasin’s note.


  Mrs. Yeobright was in this state of uncertainty when she was informed one morning that her son’s wife was visiting her grandfather at Mistover. She determined to walk up the hill, see Eustacia, and ascertain from her daughter-in-law’s lips whether the family guineas, which were to Mrs. Yeobright what family jewels are to wealthier dowagers, had miscarried or not.


  When Christian learnt where she was going his concern reached its height. At the moment of her departure he could prevaricate no longer, and, confessing to the gambling, told her the truth as far as he knew it—that the guineas had been won by Wildeve.


  ‘What, is he going to keep them?’ Mrs. Yeobright cried.


  ‘I hope and trust not!’ moaned Christian. ‘He’s a good man, and perhaps will do right things. He said you ought to have gied Mr. Clym’s share to Eustacia, and that’s perhaps what he’ll do himself.’


  To Mrs. Yeobright, as soon as she could calmly reflect, there was much likelihood in this, for she could hardly believe that Wildeve would really appropriate money belonging to her son. The intermediate course of giving it to Eustacia was the sort of thing to please Wildeve’s fancy. But it filled the mother with anger none the less. That Wildeve should have got command of the guineas after all, and should rearrange the disposal of them, placing Clym’s share in Clym’s wife’s hands, because she had been his own sweetheart, and might be so still, was as irritating a pain as any that Mrs. Yeobright had ever borne.


  She instantly dismissed the wretched Christian from her employ for his conduct in the affair; but, feeling quite helpless and unable to do without him, told him afterwards that he might stay a little longer if he chose. Then she hastened off to Eustacia, moved by a much less promising emotion towards her daughter-in-law than she had felt half an hour earlier, when planning her journey. At that time it was to inquire in a friendly spirit if there had been any accidental loss; now it was to ask plainly if Wildeve had privately given her money which had been intended as a sacred gift to Clym.


  She started at two o’clock, and her meeting with Eustacia was hastened by the appearance of the young lady beside the pool and bank which bordered her grandfather’s premises, where she stood surveying the scene, and perhaps thinking of the romantic enactments it had witnessed in past days. When Mrs. Yeobright approached, Eustacia surveyed her with the calm stare of a stranger.


  The mother-in-law was the first to speak. ‘I was coming to see you,’ she said.


  ‘Indeed!’ said Eustacia with surprise, for Mrs. Yeobright, much to the girl’s mortification, had refused to be present at the wedding. ‘I did not at all expect you.’


  ‘I was coming on business only,’ said the visitor, more coldly than at first. ‘Will you excuse my asking this—Have you received a gift from Thomasin’s husband?’


  ‘A gift?’


  ‘I mean money!’


  ‘What—I myself?’


  ‘Well, I meant yourself, privately—though I was not going to put it in that way.’


  ‘Money from Mr. Wildeve? No—never! Madam, what do you mean by that?’ Eustacia fired up all too quickly, for her own consciousness of the old attachment between herself and Wildeve led her to jump to the conclusion that Mrs. Yeobright also knew of it, and might have come to accuse her of receiving dishonourable presents from him now.


  ‘I simply ask the question,’ said Mrs. Yeobright. ‘I have been——’


  ‘You ought to have better opinions of me—I feared you were against me from the first!’ exclaimed Eustacia.


  ‘No. I was simply for Clym,’ replied Mrs. Yeobright, with too much emphasis in her earnestness. ‘It is the instinct of every one to look after their own.’


  ‘How can you imply that he required guarding against me?’ cried Eustacia, passionate tears in her eyes. ‘I have not injured him by marrying him! What sin have I done that you should think so ill of me? You had no right to speak against me to him when I have never wronged you.’


  ‘I only did what was fair under the circumstances,’ said Mrs. Yeobright more softly. ‘I would rather not have gone into this question at present, but you compel me. I am not ashamed to tell you the honest truth. I was firmly convinced that he ought not to marry you—therefore I tried to dissuade him by all the means in my power. But it is done now, and I have no idea of complaining any more. I am ready to welcome you.’


  ‘Ah, yes, it is very well to see things in that business point of view,’ murmured Eustacia with a smothered fire of feeling. ‘But why should you think there is anything between me and Mr. Wildeve? I have a spirit as well as you. I am indignant; and so would any woman be. It was a condescension in me to be Clym’s wife, and not a manœuvre, let me remind you; and therefore I will not be treated as a schemer whom it becomes necessary to bear with because she has crept into the family.’


  ‘Oh!’ said Mrs. Yeobright, vainly endeavouring to control her anger. ‘I have never heard anything to show that my son’s lineage is not as good as the Vyes’—perhaps better. It is amusing to hear you talk of condescension.’


  ‘It was condescension, nevertheless,’ said Eustacia vehemently. ‘And if I had known then what I know now, that I should be living in this wild heath a month after my marriage, I—I should have thought twice before agreeing.’


  ‘It would be better not to say that; it might not sound truthful. I am not aware that any deception was used on his part—I know there was not—whatever might have been the case on the other side.’


  ‘This is too exasperating!’ answered the younger woman huskily, her face crimsoning, and her eyes darting light. ‘How can you dare to speak to me like that? I insist upon repeating to you that had I known that my life would from my marriage up to this time have been as it is, I should have said No. I don’t complain. I have never uttered a sound of such a thing to him; but it is true. I hope therefore that in the future you will be silent on my eagerness. If you injure me now you injure yourself.’


  ‘Injure you? Do you think I am an evil-disposed person?’


  ‘You injured me before my marriage, and you have now suspected me of secretly favouring another man for money!’


  ‘I could not help what I thought. But I have never spoken of you outside my house.’


  ‘You spoke of me within it, to Clym, and you could not do worse.’


  ‘I did my duty.’


  ‘And I’ll do mine.’


  ‘A part of which will possibly be to set him against his mother. It is always so. But why should I not bear it as others have borne it before me!’


  ‘I understand you,’ said Eustacia, breathless with emotion. ‘You think me capable of every bad thing. Who can be worse than a wife who encourages a lover, and poisons her husband’s mind against his relative? Yet that is now the character given to me. Will you not come and drag him out of my hands?’


  Mrs. Yeobright gave back heat for heat.


  ‘Don’t rage at me, madam! It ill becomes your beauty, and I am not worth the injury you may do it on my account, I assure you. I am only a poor old woman who has lost a son.’


  ‘If you had treated me honourably you would have had him still,’ Eustacia said, while scalding tears trickled from her eyes. ‘You have brought yourself to folly; you have caused a division which can never he be healed!’


  ‘I have done nothing. This audacity from a young woman is more than I can bear.’


  ‘It was asked for: you have suspected me, and you have made me speak of my husband in a way I would not have done. You will let him know that I have spoken thus, and it will cause misery between us. Will you go away from me? You are no friend!’


  ‘I will go when I have spoken a word. If any one says I have come here to question you without good grounds for it, that person speaks untruly. If any one says that I attempted to stop your marriage by any but honest means, that person, too, does not speak the truth. I have fallen on an evil time; God has been unjust to me in letting you insult me! Probably my son’s happiness does not lie on this side of the grave, for he is a foolish man who neglects the advice of his parent. You, Eustacia, stand on the edge of a precipice without knowing it. Only show my son one-half the temper you have shown me to-day—and you may before long—and you will find that though he is as gentle as a child with you now, he can be as hard as steel!’


  The excited mother then withdrew, and Eustacia, panting, stood looking into the pool.


  ♣


  II


  He Is Set upon by Adversities but He Sings a Song


  The result of that unpropitious interview was that Eustacia, instead of passing the afternoon with her grandfather, hastily returned home to Clym, where she arrived three hours earlier than she had been expected.


  She came indoors with her face flushed, and her eyes still showing traces of her recent excitement. Yeobright looked up astonished; he had never seen her in any way approaching to that state before. She passed him by, and would have gone upstairs unnoticed, but Clym was so concerned that he immediately followed her.


  ‘What is the matter, Eustacia?’ he said. She was standing on the hearthrug in the bedroom, looking upon the floor, her hands clasped in front of her, her bonnet yet unremoved. For a moment she did not answer; and then she replied in a low voice—


  ‘I have seen your mother; and I will never see her again!’


  A weight fell like a stone upon Clym. That same morning, when Eustacia had arranged to go and see her grandfather, Clym had expressed a wish that she would drive down to Blooms-End and inquire for her mother-in-law, or adopt any other means she might think fit to bring about a reconciliation. She had set out gaily; and he had hoped for much.


  ‘Why is this?’ he asked.


  ‘I cannot tell—I cannot remember. I met your mother. And I will never meet her again.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘What do I know about Mr. Wildeve now? I won’t have wicked opinions passed on me by anybody. O! it was too humiliating to be asked if I had received any money from him, or encouraged him, or something of the sort—I don’t exactly know what!’


  ‘How could she have asked you that?’


  ‘She did.’


  ‘Then there must have been some meaning in it. What did my mother say besides?’


  ‘I don’t know what she said, except in so far as this, that we both said words which can never be forgiven!’


  ‘O, there must be some misapprehension. Whose fault was it that her meaning was not made clear?’


  ‘I would rather not say. It may have been the fault of the circumstances, which were awkward at the very least. O Clym—I cannot help expressing it—this is an unpleasant position that you have placed me in. But you must improve it—yes, say you will—for I hate it all now! Yes, take me to Paris, and go on with your old occupation, Clym! I don’t mind how humbly we live there at first, if it can only be Paris, and not Egdon Heath.’


  ‘But I have quite given up that idea,’ said Yeobright, with surprise. ‘Surely I never led you to expect such a thing?’


  ‘I own it. Yet there are thoughts which cannot be kept out of mind, and that one was mine. Must I not have a voice in the matter, now I am your wife and the sharer of your doom?’


  ‘Well, there are things which are placed beyond the pale of discussion; and I thought this was specially so, and by mutual agreement.’


  ‘Clym, I am unhappy at what I hear,’ she said in a low voice; and her eyes drooped, and she turned away.


  This indication of an unexpected mine of hope in Eustacia’s bosom disconcerted her husband. It was the first time that he had confronted the fact of the indirectness of a woman’s movement towards her desire. But his intention was unshaken, though he loved Eustacia well. All the effect that her remark had upon him was a resolve to chain himself more closely than ever to his books, so as to be the sooner enabled to appeal to substantial results from another course in arguing against her whim.


  Next day the mystery of the guineas was explained. Thomasin paid them a hurried visit, and Clym’s share was delivered up to him by her own hands. Eustacia was not present at the time.


  ‘Then this is what my mother meant,’ exclaimed Clym. ‘Thomasin, do you know that they have had a bitter quarrel?’


  There was a little more reticence now than formerly in Thomasin’s manner towards her cousin. It is the effect of marriage to engender in several directions some of the reserve it annihilates in one. ‘Your mother told me,’ she said quietly. ‘She came back to my house after seeing Eustacia.’


  ‘The worst thing I dreaded has come to pass. Was mother much disturbed when she came to you, Thomasin?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Very much indeed?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Clym leant his elbow upon the post of the garden gate, and covered his eyes with his hand.


  ‘Don’t trouble about it, Clym. They may get to be friends.’


  He shook his head. ‘Not two people with inflammable natures like theirs. Well, what must be will be.’


  ‘One thing is cheerful in it—the guineas are not lost.’


  ‘I would rather have lost them twice over than have had this happen.’


  Amid these jarring events Yeobright felt one thing to be indispensable—that he should speedily make some show of progress in his scholastic plans. With this view he read far into the small hours during many nights.


  One morning, after a severer strain than usual, he awoke with a strange sensation in his eyes. The sun was shining directly upon the window-blind, and at his first glance thitherward a sharp pain obliged him to close his eyelids quickly. At every new attempt to look about him the same morbid sensibility to light was manifested, and excoriating tears ran down his cheeks. He was obliged to tie a bandage over his brow while dressing; and during the day it could not be abandoned. Eustacia was thoroughly alarmed. On finding that the case was no better the next morning they decided to send to Anglebury for a surgeon.


  Towards evening he arrived, and pronounced the disease to be acute inflammation induced by Clym’s night studies, continued in spite of a cold previously caught, which had weakened his eyes for the time.


  Fretting with impatience at this interruption to a task he was so anxious to hasten, Clym was transformed into an invalid. He was shut up in a room from which all light was excluded, and his condition would have been one of absolute misery had not Eustacia read to him by the glimmer of a shaded lamp. He hoped that the worst would soon be over; but at the surgeon’s third visit he learnt to his dismay that although he might venture out of doors with shaded eyes in the course of a month, all thought of pursuing his work, or of reading print of any description, would have to be given up for a long time to come.


  One week and another week wore on, and nothing seemed to lighten the gloom of the young couple. Dreadful imaginings occurred to Eustacia, but she carefully refrained from uttering them to her husband. Suppose he should become blind, or, at all events, never recover sufficient strength of sight to engage in an occupation which would be congenial to her feelings, and conduce to her removal from this lonely dwelling among the hills? That dream of beautiful Paris was not likely to cohere into substance in the presence of this misfortune. As day after day passed by, and he got no better, her mind ran more and more in this mournful groove, and she would go away from him into the garden and weep despairing tears.


  Yeobright thought he would send for his mother; and then he thought he would not. Knowledge of his state could only make her the more unhappy; and the seclusion of their life was such that she would hardly be likely to learn the news except through a special messenger. Endeavouring to take the trouble as philosophically as possible, he waited on till the third week had arrived, when he went into the open air for the first time since the attack. The surgeon visited him again at this stage, and Clym urged him to express a distinct opinion. The young man learnt with added surprise that the date at which he might expect to resume his labours was as uncertain as ever, his eyes being in that peculiar state which, though affording him sight enough for walking about, would not admit of their being strained upon any definite object without incurring the risk of reproducing ophthalmia in its acute form.


  Clym was very grave at the intelligence, but not despairing. A quiet firmness, and even cheerfulness, took possession of him. He was not to be blind; that was enough. To be doomed to behold the world through smoked glass for an indefinite period was bad enough, and fatal to any kind of advance; but Yeobright was an absolute stoic in the face of mishaps which only affected his social standing; and, apart from Eustacia, the humblest walk of life would satisfy him if it could be made to work in with some form of his culture scheme. To keep a cottage night-school was one such form; and his affliction did not master his spirit as it might otherwise have done.


  He walked through the warm sun westward into those tracts of Egdon with which he was best acquainted, being those lying nearer to his old home. He saw before him in one of the valleys the gleaming of whetted iron, and advancing, dimly perceived that the shine came from the tool of a man who was cutting furze. The worker recognized Clym, and Yeobright learnt from the voice that the speaker was Humphrey.


  Humphrey expressed his sorrow at Clym’s condition; and added, ‘Now, if yours was low-class work like mine, you could go on with it just the same.’


  ‘Yes; I could,’ said Yeobright musingly. ‘How much do you get for cutting these faggots?’


  ‘Half-a-crown a hundred, and in these long days I can live very well on the wages.’


  During the whole of Yeobright’s walk home to Alderworth he was lost in reflections which were not of an unpleasant kind. On his coming up to the house Eustacia spoke to him from the open window, and he went across to her.


  ‘Darling,’ he said, ‘I am much happier. And if my mother were reconciled to me and to you I should, I think, be happy quite.’


  ‘I fear that will never be,’ she said, looking afar with her beautiful stormy eyes. ‘How can you say “I am happier,” and nothing changed?’


  ‘It arises from my having at last discovered something I can do, and get a living at, in this time of misfortune.’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I am going to be a furze and turf cutter.’


  ‘No, Clym!’ she said, the slight hopefulness previously apparent in her face going off again, and leaving her worse than before.


  ‘Surely I shall. Is it not very unwise in us to go on spending the little money we’ve got when I can keep down expenditure by an honest occupation? The outdoor exercise will do me good, and who knows but that in a few months I shall be able to go on with my reading again?’


  ‘But my grandfather offers to assist us, if we require assistance.’


  ‘We don’t require it. If I go furze-cutting we shall be fairly well off.’


  ‘In comparison with slaves, and the Israelites in Egypt, and such people!’ A bitter tear rolled down Eustacia’s face, which he did not see. There had been nonchalance in his tone, showing her that he felt no absolute grief at a consummation which to her was a positive horror.


  The very next day Yeobright went to Humphrey’s cottage, and borrowed of him leggings, gloves, a whetstone, and a hook, to use till he should be able to purchase some for himself. Then he sallied forth with his new fellow-labourer and old acquaintance, and selecting a spot where the furze grew thickest he struck the first blow in his adopted calling. His sight, like the wings in ‘Rasselas,’ though useless to him for his grand purpose, sufficed for this strait, and he found that when a little practice should have hardened his palms against blistering he would be able to work with ease.


  Day after day he rose with the sun, buckled on his leggings, and went off to the rendezvous with Humphrey. His custom was to work from four o’clock in the morning till noon; then, when the heat of the day was at its highest, to go home and sleep for an hour or two; afterwards coming out again and working till dusk at nine.


  This man from Paris was now so disguised by his leather accoutrements, and by the goggles he was obliged to wear over his eyes, that his closest friend might have passed by without recognizing him. He was a brown spot in the midst of an expanse of olive-green gorse, and nothing more. Though frequently depressed in spirit when not actually at work, owing to thoughts of Eustacia’s position and his mother’s estrangement, when in the full swing of labour he was cheerfully disposed and calm.


  His daily life was of a curious microscopic sort, his whole world being limited to a circuit of a few feet from his person. His familiars were creeping and winged things, and they seemed to enroll him in their band. Bees hummed around his ears with an intimate air, and tugged at the heath and furze-flowers at his side in such numbers as to weigh them down to the sod. The strange amber-coloured butterflies which Egdon produced, and which were never seen elsewhere, quivered in the breath of his lips, alighted upon his bowed back, and sported with the glittering point of his hook as he flourished it up and down. Tribes of emerald-green grasshoppers leaped over his feet, falling awkwardly on their backs, heads, or hips, like unskilful acrobats, as chance might rule; or engaged themselves in noisy flirtations under the fern-fronds with silent ones of homely hue. Huge flies, ignorant of larders and wire-netting, and quite in a savage state, buzzed about him without knowing that he was a man. In and out of the fern-dells snakes glided in their most brilliant blue and yellow guise, it being the season immediately following the shedding of their old skins, when their colours are brightest. Litters of young rabbits came out from their forms to sun themselves upon hillocks, the hot beams blazing through the delicate tissue of each thin-fleshed ear, and firing it to a blood-red transparency in which the veins could be seen. None of them feared him.


  The monotony of his occupation soothed him, and was in itself a pleasure. A forced limitation of effort offered a justification of homely courses to an unambitious man, whose conscience would hardly have allowed him to remain in such obscurity while his powers were unimpeded. Hence Yeobright sometimes sang to himself, and when obliged to accompany Humphrey in search of brambles for faggot-bonds he would amuse his companion with sketches of Parisian life and character, and so while away the time.


  On one of these warm afternoons Eustacia walked out alone in the direction of Yeobright’s place of work. He was busily chopping away at the furze, a long row of faggots which stretched downward from his position representing the labour of the day. He did not observe her approach, and she stood close to him, and heard his undercurrent of song. It shocked her. To see him there, a poor afflicted man, earning money by the sweat of his brow, had at first moved her to tears; but to hear him sing and not at all rebel against an occupation which, however satisfactory to himself, was degrading to her, as an educated lady-wife, wounded her through. Unconscious of her presence, he still went on singing:—


  
    “Le point du jour


    A nos bosquets rend toute leur parure;


    Flore est plus belle à son retour;


    L’oiseau reprend doux chant d’amour;


    Tout célébre dans la nature


    Le point du jour.

  


  
    “Le point du jour


    Cause parfois, cause douleur extrême;


    Que l’espace des nuits est court


    Pour le berger brûlant d’amour,


    Forcé de quitter ce qu’il aime


    Au point du jour!”

  


  It was bitterly plain to Eustacia that he did not care much about social failure; and the proud fair woman bowed her head and wept in sick despair at thought of the blasting effect upon her own life of that mood and condition in him. Then she came forward.


  ‘I would starve rather than do it!’ she exclaimed vehemently. ‘And you can sing! I will go and live with my grandfather again!’


  ‘Eustacia! I did not see you, though I noticed something moving,’ he said gently. He came forward, pulled off his huge leather glove, and took her hand. ‘Why do you speak in such a strange way? It is only a little old song which struck my fancy when I was in Paris, and now just applies to my life with you. Has your love for me all died, then, because my appearance is no longer that of a fine gentleman?’


  ‘Dearest, you must not question me unpleasantly, or it may make me not love you.’


  ‘Do you believe it possible that I would run the risk of doing that?’


  ‘Well, you follow out your own ideas, and won’t give in to mine when I wish you to leave off this shameful labour. Is there anything you dislike in me that you act so contrarily to my wishes? I am your wife, and why will you not listen? Yes, I am your wife indeed!’


  ‘I know what that tone means.’


  ‘What tone?’


  ‘The tone in which you said, “Your wife indeed.” It meant, “Your wife, worse luck.”’


  ‘It is hard in you to probe me with that remark. A woman may have reason, though she is not without heart, and if I felt “worse luck,” it was no ignoble feeling—it was only too natural. There, you see that at any rate I do not attempt untruths. Do you remember how, before we were married, I warned you that I had not good wifely qualities?’


  ‘You mock me to say that now. On that point at least the only noble course would be to hold your tongue, for you are still queen of me, Eustacia, though I may no longer be king of you.’


  ‘You are my husband. Does not that content you?’


  ‘Not unless you are my wife without regret.’


  ‘I cannot answer you. I remember saying that I should be a serious matter on your hands.’


  ‘Yes, I saw that.’


  ‘Then you were too quick to see! No true lover would have seen any such thing; you are too severe upon me, Clym—I don’t like your speaking so at all.’


  ‘Well, I married you in spite of it, and don’t regret doing so. How cold you seem this afternoon! and yet I used to think there never was a warmer heart than yours.’


  ‘Yes, I fear we are cooling—I see it as well as you,’ she sighed mournfully. ‘And how madly we loved two months ago! You were never tired of contemplating me, nor I of contemplating you. Who could have thought then that by this time my eyes would not seem so very bright to yours, nor your lips so very sweet to mine? Two months—is it possible? Yes, ’tis too true!’


  ‘You sigh, dear, as if you were sorry for it; and that’s a hopeful sign.’


  ‘No. I don’t sigh for that. There are other things for me to sigh for, or any other woman in my place.’


  ‘That your chances in life are ruined by marrying in haste an unfortunate man?’


  ‘Why will you force me, Clym, to say bitter things? I deserve pity as much as you. As much?—I think I deserve it more. For you can sing! It would be a strange hour which should catch me singing under such a cloud as this! Believe me, sweet, I could weep to a degree that would astonish and confound such an elastic mind as yours. Even had you felt careless about your own affliction, you might have refrained from singing out of sheer pity for mine. God! if I were a man in such a position I would curse rather than sing.’


  Yeobright placed his hand upon her arm. ‘Now, don’t you suppose, my inexperienced girl, that I cannot rebel, in high Promethean fashion, against the gods and fate as well as you. I have felt more steam and smoke of that sort than you have ever heard of. But the more I see of life the more do I perceive that there is nothing particularly great in its greatest walks, and therefore nothing particularly small in mine of furze-cutting. If I feel that the greatest blessings vouchsafed to us are not very valuable, how can I feel it to be any great hardship when they are taken away? So I sing to pass the time. Have you indeed lost all tenderness for me, that you begrudge me a few cheerful moments?’


  ‘I have still some tenderness left for you.’


  ‘Your words have no longer their old flavour. And so love dies with good fortune!’


  ‘I cannot listen to this, Clym—it will end bitterly,’ she said in a broken voice. ‘I will go home.’


  ♣


  III


  She Goes out to Battle against Depression


  A few days later, before the month of August had expired, Eustacia and Yeobright sat together at their early dinner.


  Eustacia’s manner had become of late almost apathetic. There was a forlorn look about her beautiful eyes which, whether she deserved it or not, would have excited pity in the breast of any one who had known her during the full flush of her love for Clym. The feelings of husband and wife varied, in some measure, inversely with their positions. Clym, the afflicted man, was cheerful; and he even tried to comfort her, who had never felt a moment of physical suffering in her whole life.


  ‘Come, brighten up, dearest; we shall be all right again. Some day perhaps I shall see as well as ever. And I solemnly promise that I’ll leave off cutting furze as soon as I have the power to do anything better. You cannot seriously wish me to stay idling at home all day?’


  ‘But it is so dreadful—a furze-cutter! and you a man who have lived about the world, and speak French, and German, and who are fit for what is so much better than this.’


  ‘I suppose when you first saw me and heard about me I was wrapped in a sort of golden halo to your eyes—a man who knew glorious things, and had mixed in brilliant scenes—in short, an adorable, delightful, distracting hero?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, sobbing.


  ‘And now I am a poor fellow in brown leather.’


  ‘Don’t taunt me. But enough of this. I will not be depressed any more. I am going from home this afternoon, unless you greatly object. There is to be a village picnic—a gipsying, they call it—at East Egdon, and I shall go.’


  ‘To dance?’


  ‘Why not? You can sing.’


  ‘Well, well, as you will. Must I come to fetch you?’


  ‘If you return soon enough from your work. But do not inconvenience yourself about it. I know the way home, and the heath has no terror for me.’


  ‘And can you cling to gaiety so eagerly as to walk all the way to a village festival in search of it?’


  ‘Now, you don’t like my going alone! Clym, you are not jealous?’


  ‘No. But I would come with you if it could give you any pleasure; though, as things stand, perhaps you have too much of me already. Still, I somehow wish that you did not want to go. Yes, perhaps I am jealous; and who could be jealous with more reason than I, a half-blind man, over such a woman as you?’


  ‘Don’t think like it. Let me go, and don’t take all my spirits away!’


  ‘I would rather lose all my own, my sweet wife. Go and do whatever you like. Who can forbid your indulgence in any whim? You have all my heart yet, I believe; and because you bear with me, who am in truth a drag upon you, I owe you thanks. Yes, go alone and shine. As for me, I will stick to my doom. At that kind of meeting people would shun me. My hook and gloves are like the St. Lazarus rattle of the leper, warning the world to get out of the way of a sight that would sadden them.’ He kissed her, put on his leggings, and went out.


  When he was gone she rested her head upon her hands and said to herself, ‘Two wasted lives—his and mine. And I am come to this! Will it drive me out of my mind?’


  She cast about for any possible course which offered the least improvement on the existing state of things, and could find none. She imagined how all those Budmouth ones who should learn what had become of her would say, ‘Look at the girl for whom nobody was good enough!’ To Eustacia the situation seemed such a mockery of her hopes that death appeared the only door of relief if the satire of Heaven should go much further.


  Suddenly she aroused herself and exclaimed, ‘But I’ll shake it off. Yes, I will shake it off! No one shall know my suffering. I’ll be bitterly merry, and ironically gay, and I’ll laugh in derision! And I’ll begin by going to this dance on the green.’


  She ascended to her bedroom and dressed herself with scrupulous care. To an onlooker her beauty would have made her feelings almost seem reasonable. The gloomy corner into which accident as much as indiscretion had brought this woman might have led even a moderate partisan to feel that she had cogent reasons for asking the Supreme Power by what right a being of such exquisite finish had been placed in circumstances calculated to make of her charms a curse rather than a blessing.


  It was five in the afternoon when she came out from the house ready for her walk. There was material enough in the picture for twenty new conquests. The rebellious sadness that was rather too apparent when she sat indoors without a bonnet was cloaked and softened by her outdoor attire, which always had a sort of nebulousness about it, devoid of harsh edges anywhere; so that her face looked from its environment as from a cloud, with no noticeable lines of demarcation between flesh and clothes. The heat of the day had scarcely declined as yet, and she went along the sunny hills at a leisurely pace, there being ample time for her idle expedition. Tall ferns buried her in their leafage whenever her path lay through them, which now formed miniature forests, though not one stem of them would remain to bud the next year.


  The site chosen for the village festivity was one of the lawn-like oases which were occasionally, yet not often, met with on the plateaux of the heath district. The brakes of furze and fern terminated abruptly round the margin, and the grass was unbroken. A green cattle-track skirted the spot, without, however, emerging from the screen of fern, and this path Eustacia followed, in order to reconnoitre the group before joining it. The lusty notes of the East Egdon band had directed her unerringly, and she now beheld the musicians themselves, sitting in a blue waggon with red wheels scrubbed as bright as new, and arched with sticks, to which boughs and flowers were tied. In front of this was the grand central dance of fifteen or twenty couples, flanked by minor dances of inferior individuals whose gyrations were not always in strict keeping with the tune.


  The young men wore blue and white rosettes, and with a flush on their faces footed it to the girls, who, with the excitement and the exercise, blushed deeper than the pink of their numerous ribbons. Fair ones with long curls, fair ones with short curls, fair ones with love-locks, fair ones with braids, flew round and round; and a beholder might well have wondered how such a prepossessing set of young women of like size, age, and disposition, could have been collected together where there were only one or two villages to choose from. In the background was one happy man dancing by himself, with closed eyes, totally oblivious of all the rest. A fire was burning under a pollard thorn a few paces off, over which three kettles hung in a row. Hard by was a table where elderly dames prepared tea, but Eustacia looked among them in vain for the cattle-dealer’s wife who had suggested that she should come, and had promised to obtain a courteous welcome for her.


  This unexpected absence of the only local resident whom Eustacia knew considerably damaged her scheme for an afternoon of reckless gaiety. Joining in became a matter of difficulty, notwithstanding that, were she to advance, cheerful dames would come forward with cups of tea and make much of her as a stranger of superior grace and knowledge to themselves. Having watched the company through the figures of two dances, she decided to walk a little further, to a cottage where she might get some refreshment, and then return homeward in the shady time of evening.


  This she did; and by the time that she retraced her steps towards the scene of the gipsying, which it was necessary to repass on her way to Alderworth, the sun was going down. The air was now so still that she could hear the band afar off, and it seemed to be playing with more spirit, if that were possible, than when she had come away. On reaching the hill the sun had quite disappeared; but this made little difference either to Eustacia or to the revellers, for a round yellow moon was rising before her, though its rays had not yet outmastered those from the west. The dance was going on just the same, but strangers had arrived and formed a ring around the figure, so that Eustacia could stand among these without a chance of being recognized.


  A whole village-full of sensuous emotion, scattered abroad all the year long, surged here in a focus for an hour. The forty hearts of those waving couples were beating as they had not done since, twelve months before, they had come together in similar jollity. For the time Paganism was revived in their hearts, the pride of life was all in all, and they adored none other than themselves.


  How many of those impassioned but temporary embraces were destined to become perpetual was possibly the wonder of some of those who indulged in them, as well as of Eustacia who looked on. She began to envy those pirouetters, to hunger for the hope and happiness which the fascination of the dance seemed to engender within them. Desperately fond of dancing herself, one of Eustacia’s expectations of Paris had been the opportunity it might afford her of indulgence in this favourite pastime. Unhappily, that expectation was now extinct within her for ever.


  Whilst she abstractedly watched them spinning and fluctuating in the increasing moonlight she suddenly heard her name whispered by a voice over her shoulder. Turning in surprise, she beheld at her elbow one whose presence instantly caused her to flush to the temples.


  It was Wildeve. Till this moment he had not met her eye since the morning of his marriage, when she had been loitering in the church, and had startled him by lifting her veil and coming forward to sign the register as witness. Yet why the sight of him should have instigated that sudden rush of blood she could not tell.


  Before she could speak he whispered, ‘Do you like dancing as much as ever?’


  ‘I think I do,’ she replied in a low voice.


  ‘Will you dance with me?’


  ‘It would be a great change for me; but will it not seem strange?’


  ‘What strangeness can there be in relations dancing together?’


  ‘Ah—yes, relations. Perhaps none.’


  ‘Still, if you don’t like to be seen, pull down your veil; though there is not much risk of being known by this light. Lots of strangers are here.’


  She did as he suggested; and the act was a tacit acknowledgment that she accepted his offer.


  Wildeve gave her his arm and took her down on the outside of the ring to the bottom of the dance, which they entered. In two minutes more they were involved in the figure and began working their way upwards to the top. Till they had advanced half-way thither Eustacia wished more than once that she had not yielded to his request; from the middle to the top she felt that, since she had come out to seek pleasure, she was only doing a natural thing to obtain it. Fairly launched into the ceaseless glides and whirls which their new position as top couple opened up to them, Eustacia’s pulses began to move too quickly for longer rumination of any kind.


  Through the length of five-and-twenty couples they threaded their giddy way, and a new vitality entered her form. The pale ray of evening lent a fascination to the experience. There is a certain degree and tone of light which tends to disturb the equilibrium of the senses, and to promote dangerously the tenderer moods; added to movement, it drives the emotions to rankness, the reason becoming sleepy and unperceiving in inverse proportion; and this light fell now upon these two from the disc of the moon. All the dancing girls felt the symptoms, but Eustacia most of all. The grass under their feet became trodden away, and the hard, beaten surface of the sod, when viewed aslant towards the moonlight, shone like a polished table. The air became quite still; the flag above the waggon which held the musicians clung to the pole, and the players appeared only in outline against the sky; except when the circular mouths of the trombone, ophicleide, and French horn gleamed out like huge eyes from the shade of their figures. The pretty dresses of the maids lost their subtler day colours and showed more or less of a misty white. Eustacia floated round and round on Wildeve’s arm, her face rapt and statuesque; her soul had passed away from and forgotten her features, which were left empty and quiescent, as they always are when feeling goes beyond their register.


  How near she was to Wildeve! it was terrible to think of. She could feel his breathing, and he, of course, could feel hers. How badly she had treated him! yet, here they were treading one measure. The enchantment of the dance surprised her. A clear line of difference divided like a tangible fence her experience within this maze of motion from her experience without it. Her beginning to dance had been like a change of atmosphere; outside, she had been steeped in arctic frigidity by comparison with the tropical sensations here. She had entered the dance from the troubled hours of her late life as one might enter a brilliant chamber after a night walk in a wood. Wildeve by himself would have been merely an agitation; Wildeve added to the dance, and the moonlight, and the secrecy, began to be a delight. Whether his personality supplied the greater part of this sweetly compounded feeling, or whether the dance and the scene weighed the more therein, was a nice point upon which Eustacia herself was entirely in a cloud.


  People began to say ‘Who are they?’ but no invidious inquiries were made. Had Eustacia mingled with the other girls in their ordinary daily walks the case would have been different: here she was not inconvenienced by excessive inspection, for all were wrought to their brightest grace by the occasion. Like the planet Mercury surrounded by the lustre of sunset, her permanent brilliancy passed without much notice in the temporary glory of the situation.


  As for Wildeve, his feelings are easy to guess. Obstacles were a ripening sun to his love, and he was at this moment in a delirium of exquisite misery. To clasp as his for five minutes what was another man’s through all the rest of the year was a kind of thing he of all men could appreciate. He had long since begun to sigh again for Eustacia; indeed, it may be asserted that signing the marriage register with Thomasin was the natural signal to his heart to return to its first quarters, and that the extra complication of Eustacia’s marriage was the one addition required to make that return compulsory.


  Thus, for different reasons, what was to the rest an exhilarating movement was to these two a riding upon the whirlwind. The dance had come like an irresistible attack upon whatever sense of social order there was in their minds, to drive them back into old paths which were now doubly irregular. Through three dances in succession they spun their way; and then, fatigued with the incessant motion, Eustacia turned to quit the circle in which she had already remained too long. Wildeve led her to a grassy mound a few yards distant, where she sat down, her partner standing beside her. From the time that he addressed her at the beginning of the dance till now they had not exchanged a word.


  ‘The dance and the walking have tired you?’ he said tenderly.


  ‘No; not greatly.’


  ‘It is strange that we should have met here of all places, after missing each other so long.’


  ‘We have missed because we tried to miss, I suppose.’


  ‘Yes. But you began that proceeding—by breaking a promise.’


  ‘It is scarcely worth while to talk of that now. We have formed other ties since then—you no less than I.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear that your husband is ill.’


  ‘He is not ill—only incapacitated.’


  ‘Yes: that is what I mean. I sincerely sympathize with you in your trouble. Fate has treated you cruelly.’


  She was silent awhile. ‘Have you heard that he has chosen to work as a furze-cutter?’ she said in a low, mournful voice.


  ‘It has been mentioned to me,’ answered Wildeve hesitatingly. ‘But I hardly believed it.’


  ‘It is true. What do you think of me as a furze-cutter’s wife?’


  ‘I think the same as ever of you, Eustacia. Nothing of that sort can degrade you: you ennoble the occupation of your husband.’


  ‘I wish I could feel it.’


  ‘Is there any chance of Mr. Yeobright getting better?’


  ‘He thinks so. I doubt it.’


  ‘I was quite surprised to hear that he had taken a cottage. I thought, in common with other people, that he would have taken you off to a home in Paris immediately after you had married him. “What a gay, bright future she has before her!” I thought. He will, I suppose, return there with you, if his sight gets strong again?’


  Observing that she did not reply he regarded her more closely. She was almost weeping. Images of a future never to be enjoyed, the revived sense of her bitter disappointment, the picture of the neighbours’ suspended ridicule which was raised by Wildeve’s words, had been too much for proud Eustacia’s equanimity.


  Wildeve could hardly control his own too forward feelings when he saw her silent perturbation. But he affected not to notice this, and she soon recovered her calmness.


  ‘You did not intend to walk home by yourself?’ he asked.


  ‘O yes,’ said Eustacia. ‘What could hurt me on this heath, who have nothing?’


  ‘By diverging a little I can make my way home the same as yours. I shall be glad to keep you company as far as Throope Corner.’ Seeing that Eustacia sat on in hesitation he added, ‘Perhaps you think it unwise to be seen in the same road with me after the events of last summer?’


  ‘Indeed I think no such thing,’ she said haughtily. ‘I shall accept whose company I choose, for all that may be said by the miserable inhabitants of Egdon.’


  ‘Then let us walk on—if you are ready. Our nearest way is towards that holly-bush with the dark shadow that you see down there.’


  Eustacia arose, and walked beside him in the direction signified, brushing her way over the damping heath and fern, and followed by the strains of the merrymakers, who still kept up the dance. The moon had now waxed bright and silvery, but the heath was proof against such illumination, and there was to be observed the striking scene of a dark, rayless tract of country under an atmosphere charged from its zenith to its extremities with whitest light. To an eye above them their two faces would have appeared amid the expanse like two pearls on a table of ebony.


  On this account the irregularities of the path were not visible, and Wildeve occasionally stumbled; whilst Eustacia found it necessary to perform some graceful feats of balancing whenever a small tuft of heather or root of furze protruded itself through the grass of the narrow track and entangled her feet. At these junctures in her progress a hand was invariably stretched forward to steady her, holding her firmly until smooth ground was again reached, when the hand was again withdrawn to a respectful distance.


  They performed the journey for the most part in silence, and drew near to Throope Corner, a few hundred yards from which a short path branched away to Eustacia’s house. By degrees they discerned coming towards them a pair of human figures, apparently of the male sex.


  When they came a little nearer Eustacia broke the silence by saying, ‘One of those men is my husband. He promised to come to meet me.’


  ‘And the other is my greatest enemy,’ said Wildeve.


  ‘It looks like Diggory Venn.’


  ‘That is the man.’


  ‘It is an awkward meeting,’ said she; ‘but such is my fortune. He knows too much about me, unless he could know more, and so prove to himself that what he now knows counts for nothing. Well, let it be: you must deliver me up to them.’


  ‘You will think twice before you direct me to do that. Here is a man who has not forgotten an item in our meetings at Rainbarrow: he is in company with your husband. Which of them, seeing us together here, will believe that our meeting and dancing at the gipsy-party was by chance?’


  ‘Very well,’ she whispered gloomily. ‘Leave me before they come up.’


  Wildeve bade her a tender farewell, and plunged across the fern and furze, Eustacia slowly walking on. In two or three minutes she met her husband and his companion.


  ‘My journey ends here for to-night, reddleman,’ said Yeobright as soon as he perceived her. ‘I turn back with this lady. Good night.’


  ‘Good night, Mr. Yeobright,’ said Venn. ‘I hope to see you better soon.’


  The moonlight shone directly upon Venn’s face as he spoke, and revealed all its lines to Eustacia. He was looking suspiciously at her. That Venn’s keen eye had discerned what Yeobright’s feeble vision had not—a man in the act of withdrawing from Eustacia’s side—was within the limits of the probable.


  If Eustacia had been able to follow the reddleman she would soon have found striking confirmation of her thought. No sooner had Clym given her his arm and led her off the scene than the reddleman turned back from the beaten track towards East Egdon, whither he had been strolling merely to accompany Clym in his walk, Diggory’s van being again in the neighbourhood. Stretching out his long legs he crossed the pathless portion of the heath somewhat in the direction which Wildeve had taken. Only a man accustomed to nocturnal rambles could at this hour have descended those shaggy slopes with Venn’s velocity without falling headlong into a pit, or snapping off his leg by jamming his foot into some rabbit-burrow. But Venn went on without much inconvenience to himself, and the course of his scamper was towards the Quiet Woman Inn. This place he reached in about half an hour, and he was well aware that no person who had been near Throope Corner when he started could have got down here before him.


  The lonely inn was not yet closed, though scarcely an individual was there, the business done being chiefly with travellers who passed the inn on long journeys, and these had now gone on their way. Venn went to the public room, called for a mug of ale, and inquired of the maid in an indifferent tone if Mr. Wildeve was at home.


  Thomasin sat in an inner room and heard Venn’s voice. When customers were present she seldom showed herself, owing to her inherent dislike for the business; but perceiving that no one else was there to-night she came out.


  ‘He is not at home yet, Diggory,’ she said pleasantly. ‘But I expected him sooner. He has been to East Egdon to buy a horse.’


  ‘Did he wear a light wideawake?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then I saw him at Throope Corner, leading one home,’ said Venn drily. ‘A beauty, with a white face and a mane as black as night. He will soon be here, no doubt.’ Rising and looking for a moment at the pure, sweet face of Thomasin, over which a shadow of sadness had passed since the time when he had last seen her, he ventured to add, ‘Mr. Wildeve seems to be often away at this time.’


  ‘O yes,’ cried Thomasin in what was intended to be a tone of gaiety. ‘Husbands will play the truant, you know. I wish you could tell me of some secret plan that would help me to keep him home at my will in the evenings.’


  ‘I will consider if I know of one,’ replied Venn in that same light tone which meant no lightness. And then he bowed in a manner of his own invention and moved to go. Thomasin offered him her hand; and without a sigh, though with food for many, the reddleman went out.


  When Wildeve returned, a quarter of an hour later, Thomasin said simply, and in the abashed manner usual with her now, ‘Where is the horse, Damon?’


  ‘O, I have not bought it, after all. The man asks too much.’


  ‘But somebody saw you at Throope Corner leading it home—a beauty, with a white face and a mane as black as night.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Wildeve, fixing his eyes upon her; ‘who told you that?’


  ‘Venn the reddleman.’


  The expression of Wildeve’s face became curiously condensed. ‘That is a mistake—it must have been some one else,’ he said slowly and testily, for he perceived that Venn’s counter-moves had begun again.


  ♣


  IV


  Rough Coercion Is Employed


  Those words of Thomasin, which seemed so little, but meant so much, remained in the ears of Diggory Venn: ‘Help me to keep him home in the evenings.’


  On this occasion Venn had arrived on Egdon Heath only to cross to the other side: he had no further connection with the interests of the Yeobright family, and he had a business of his own to attend to. Yet he suddenly began to feel himself drifting into the old track of manœuvring on Thomasin’s account.


  He sat in his van and considered. From Thomasin’s words and manner he had plainly gathered that Wildeve neglected her. For whom could he neglect her if not for Eustacia? Yet it was scarcely credible that things had come to such a head as to indicate that Eustacia systematically encouraged him. Venn resolved to reconnoitre somewhat carefully the lonely road which led along the vale from Wildeve’s dwelling to Clym’s house at Alderworth.


  At this time, as has been seen, Wildeve was quite innocent of any predetermined act of intrigue, and except at the dance on the green he had not once met Eustacia since her marriage. But that the spirit of intrigue was in him had been shown by a recent romantic habit of his: a habit of going out after dark and strolling towards Alderworth, there looking at the moon and stars, looking at Eustacia’s house, and walking back at leisure.


  Accordingly, when watching on the night after the festival, the reddleman saw him ascend by the little path, lean over the front gate of Clym’s garden, sigh, and turn to go back again. It was plain that Wildeve’s intrigue was rather ideal than real. Venn retreated before him down the hill to a place where the path was merely a deep groove between the heather; here he mysteriously bent over the ground for a few minutes, and retired. When Wildeve came on to that spot his ankle was caught by something, and he fell headlong.


  As soon as he had recovered the power of respiration he sat up and listened. There was not a sound in the gloom beyond the spiritless stir of the summer wind. Feeling about for the obstacle which had flung him down, he discovered that two tufts of heath had been tied together across the path, forming a loop, which to a traveller was certain overthrow. Wildeve pulled off the string that bound them, and went on with tolerable quickness. On reaching home he found the cord to be of a reddish colour. It was just what he had expected.


  Although his weaknesses were not specially those akin to physical fear, this species of coup-de-Jarnac from one he knew too well troubled the mind of Wildeve. But his movements were unaltered thereby. A night or two later he again went along the vale to Alderworth, taking the precaution of keeping out of any path. The sense that he was watched, that craft was employed to circumvent his errant tastes, added piquancy to a journey so entirely sentimental, so long as the danger was of no fearful sort. He imagined that Venn and Mrs. Yeobright were in league, and felt that there was a certain legitimacy in combating such a coalition.


  The heath to-night appeared to be totally deserted; and Wildeve, after looking over Eustacia’s garden gate for some little time, with a cigar in his mouth, was tempted by the fascination that emotional smuggling had for his nature to advance towards the window, which was not quite closed, the blind being only partly drawn down. He could see into the room, and Eustacia was sitting there alone. Wildeve contemplated her for a minute, and then retreating into the heath beat the ferns lightly, whereupon moths flew out alarmed. Securing one, he returned to the window, and holding the moth to the chink, opened his hand. The moth made towards the candle upon Eustacia’s table, hovered round it two or three times, and flew into the flame.


  Eustacia started up. This had been a well-known signal in old times when Wildeve had used to come secretly wooing to Mistover. She at once knew that Wildeve was outside, but before she could consider what to do her husband came in from upstairs. Eustacia’s face burnt crimson at the unexpected collision of incidents, and filled with an animation that it too frequently lacked.


  ‘You have a very high colour, dearest,’ said Yeobright, when he came close enough to see it. ‘Your appearance would be no worse if it were always so.’


  ‘I am warm,’ said Eustacia. ‘I think I will go into the air for a few minutes.’


  ‘Shall I go with you?’


  ‘O no. I am only going to the gate.’


  She arose, but before she had time to get out of the room a loud rapping began upon the front door.


  ‘I’ll go—I’ll go,’ said Eustacia in an unusually quick tone for her; and she glanced eagerly towards the window whence the moth had flown; but nothing appeared there.


  ‘You had better not at this time of the evening,’ he said. Clym stepped before her into the passage, and Eustacia waited, her somnolent manner covering her inner heat and agitation.


  She listened, and Clym opened the door. No words were uttered outside, and presently he closed it and came back, saying, ‘Nobody was there. I wonder what that could have meant?’


  He was left to wonder during the rest of the evening, for no explanation offered itself, and Eustacia said nothing, the additional fact that she knew of only adding more mystery to the performance.


  Meanwhile a little drama had been acted outside which saved Eustacia from all possibility of compromising herself that evening at least. Whilst Wildeve had been preparing his moth-signal another person had come behind him up to the gate. This man, who carried a gun in his hand, looked on for a moment at the other’s operation by the window, walked up to the house, knocked at the door, and then vanished round the corner and over the hedge.


  ‘Damn him!’ said Wildeve. ‘He has been watching me again.’


  As his signal had been rendered futile by this uproarious rapping Wildeve withdrew, passed out at the gate, and walked quickly down the path without thinking of anything except getting away unnoticed. Half-way down the hill the path ran near a knot of stunted hollies, which in the general darkness of the scene stood as the pupil in a black eye. When Wildeve reached this point a report startled his ear, and a few spent gunshots fell among the leaves around him.


  There was no doubt that he himself was the cause of that gun’s discharge; and he rushed into the clump of hollies, beating the bushes furiously with his stick; but nobody was there. This attack was a more serious matter than the last, and it was some time before Wildeve recovered his equanimity. A new and most unpleasant system of menace had begun, and the intent appeared to be to do him grievous bodily harm. Wildeve had looked upon Venn’s first attempt as a species of horse-play, which the reddleman had indulged in for want of knowing better; but now the boundary-line was passed which divides the annoying from the perilous.


  Had Wildeve known how thoroughly in earnest Venn had become he might have been still more alarmed. The reddleman had been almost exasperated by the sight of Wildeve outside Clym’s house, and he was prepared to go to any lengths short of absolutely shooting him, to terrify the young innkeeper out of his recalcitrant impulses. The doubtful legitimacy of such rough coercion did not disturb the mind of Venn. It troubles few such minds in such cases, and sometimes this is not to be regretted. From the impeachment of Strafford to Farmer Lynch’s short way with the scamps of Virginia there have been many triumphs of justice which are mockeries of law.


  About half a mile below Clym’s secluded dwelling lay a hamlet where lived one of the two constables who preserved the peace in the parish of Alderworth, and Wildeve went straight to the constable’s cottage. Almost the first thing that he saw on opening the door was the constable’s truncheon hanging to a nail, as if to assure him that here were the means to his purpose. On inquiry, however, of the constable’s wife he learnt that the constable was not at home. Wildeve said he would wait.


  The minutes ticked on, and the constable did not arrive. Wildeve cooled down from his state of high indignation to a restless dissatisfaction with himself, the scene, the constable’s wife, and the whole set of circumstances. He arose and left the house. Altogether, the experience of that evening had had a cooling, not to say a chilling, effect on misdirected tenderness, and Wildeve was in no mood to ramble again to Alderworth after nightfall in hope of a stray glance from Eustacia.


  Thus far the reddleman had been tolerably successful in his rude contrivances for keeping down Wildeve’s inclination to rove in the evening. He had nipped in the bud the possible meeting between Eustacia and her old lover this very night. But he had not anticipated that the tendency of his action would be to divert Wildeve’s movement rather than to stop it. The gambling with the guineas had not conduced to make him a welcome guest to Clym; but to call upon his wife’s relative was natural, and he was determined to see Eustacia. It was necessary to choose some less untoward hour than ten o’clock at night. ‘Since it is unsafe to go in the evening,’ he said, ‘I’ll go by day.’


  Meanwhile Venn had left the heath and gone to call upon Mrs. Yeobright, with whom he had been on friendly terms since she had learnt what a providential counter-move he had made towards the restitution of the family guineas. She wondered at the lateness of his call, but had no objection to see him.


  He gave her a full account of Clym’s affliction, and of the state in which he was living; then, referring to Thomasin, touched gently upon the apparent sadness of her days. ‘Now, ma’am, depend upon it,’ he said, ‘you couldn’t do a better thing for either of ’em than to make yourself at home in their houses, even if there should be a little rebuff at first.’


  ‘Both she and my son disobeyed me in marrying; therefore I have no interest in their households. Their troubles are of their own making.’ Mrs. Yeobright tried to speak severely; but the account of her son’s state had moved her more than she cared to show.


  ‘Your visits would make Wildeve walk straighter than he is inclined to do, and might prevent unhappiness down the heath.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I saw something to-night out there which I didn’t like at all. I wish your son’s house and Mr. Wildeve’s were a hundred miles apart instead of four or five.’


  ‘Then there was an understanding between him and Clym’s wife when he made a fool of Thomasin!’


  ‘We’ll hope there’s no understanding now.’


  ‘And our hope will probably be very vain. O Clym! O Thomasin!’


  ‘There’s no harm done yet. In fact, I’ve persuaded Wildeve to mind his own business.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘O, not by talking—by a plan of mine called the silent system.’


  ‘I hope you’ll succeed.’


  ‘I shall if you help me by calling and making friends with your son. You’ll have a chance then of using your eyes.’


  ‘Well, since it has come to this,’ said Mrs. Yeobright sadly, ‘I will own to you, reddleman, that I thought of going. I should be much happier if we were reconciled. The marriage is unalterable, my life may be cut short, and I should wish to die in peace. He is my only son; and since sons are made of such stuff I am not sorry I have no other. As for Thomasin, I never expected much from her; and she has not disappointed me. But I forgave her long ago; and I forgive him now. I’ll go.’


  At this very time of the reddleman’s conversation with Mrs. Yeobright at Blooms-End another conversation on the same subject was languidly proceeding at Alderworth.


  All the day Clym had borne himself as if his mind were too full of its own matter to allow him to care about outward things, and his words now showed what had occupied his thoughts. It was just after the mysterious knocking that he began the theme. ‘Since I have been away to-day, Eustacia, I have considered that something must be done to heal up this ghastly breach between my dear mother and myself. It troubles me.’


  ‘What do you propose to do?’ said Eustacia abstractedly, for she could not clear away from her the excitement caused by Wildeve’s recent manœuvre for an interview.


  ‘You seem to take a very mild interest in what I propose, little or much,’ said Clym, with tolerable warmth.


  ‘You mistake me,’ she answered, reviving at his reproach. ‘I am only thinking.’


  ‘What of?’


  ‘Partly of that moth whose skeleton is getting burnt up in the wick of the candle,’ she said slowly. ‘But you know I always take an interest in what you say.’


  ‘Very well, dear. Then I think I must go and call upon her.’ … He went on with tender feeling: ‘It is a thing I am not at all too proud to do, and only a fear that I might irritate her has kept me away so long. But I must do something. It is wrong in me to allow this sort of thing to go on.’


  ‘What have you to blame yourself about?’


  ‘She is getting old, and her life is lonely, and I am her only son.’


  ‘She has Thomasin.’


  ‘Thomasin is not her daughter; and if she were that would not excuse me. But this is beside the point. I have made up my mind to go to her, and all I wish to ask you is whether you will do your best to help me—that is, forget the past; and if she shows her willingness to be reconciled, meet her half-way by welcoming her to our house, or by accepting a welcome to hers?’


  At first Eustacia closed her lips as if she would rather do anything on the whole globe than what he suggested. But the lines of her mouth softened with thought, though not so far as they might have softened; and she said, ‘I will put nothing in your way; but after what has passed it is asking too much that I go and make advances.’


  ‘You never distinctly told me what did pass between you.’


  ‘I could not do it then, nor can I now. Sometimes more bitterness is sown in five minutes than can be got rid of in a whole life; and that may be the case here.’ She paused a few moments, and added, ‘If you had never returned to your native place, Clym, what a blessing it would have been for you! … It has altered the destinies of——’


  ‘Three people.’


  ‘Five,’ Eustacia thought; but she kept that in.


  ♣


  V


  The Journey across the Heath


  Thursday, the thirty-first of August, was one of a series of days during which snug houses were stifling, and when cool draughts were treats; when cracks appeared in clayey gardens, and were called ‘earthquakes’ by apprehensive children; when loose spokes were discovered in the wheels of carts and carriages; and when stinging insects haunted the air, the earth, and every drop of water that was to be found.


  In Mrs. Yeobright’s garden large-leaved plants of a tender kind flagged by ten o’clock in the morning; rhubarb bent downward at eleven; and even stiff cabbages were limp by noon.


  It was about eleven o’clock on this day that Mrs. Yeobright started across the heath towards her son’s house, to do her best in getting reconciled with him and Eustacia, in conformity with her words to the reddleman. She had hoped to be well advanced in her walk before the heat of the day was at its highest, but after setting out she found that this was not to be done. The sun had branded the whole heath with his mark, even the purple heath-flowers having put on a brownness under the dry blazes of the few preceding days. Every valley was filled with air like that of a kiln, and the clean quartz sand of the winter water-courses, which formed summer paths, had undergone a species of incineration since the drought had set in.


  In cool, fresh weather Mrs. Yeobright would have found no inconvenience in walking to Alderworth, but the present torrid attack made the journey a heavy undertaking for a woman past middle age; and at the end of the third mile she wished that she had hired Fairway to drive her a portion at least of the distance. But from the point at which she had arrived it was as easy to reach Clym’s house as to get home again. So she went on, the air around her pulsating silently, and oppressing the earth with lassitude. She looked at the sky overhead, and saw that the sapphirine hue of the zenith in spring and early summer had been replaced by a metallic violet.


  Occasionally she came to a spot where independent worlds of ephemerons were passing their time in mad carousal, some in the air, some on the hot ground and vegetation, some in the tepid and stringy water of a nearly dried pool. All the shallower ponds had decreased to a vaporous mud amid which the maggoty shapes of innumerable obscure creatures could be indistinctly seen, heaving and wallowing with enjoyment. Being a woman not disinclined to philosophize she sometimes sat down under her umbrella to rest and to watch their happiness, for a certain hopefulness as to the result of her visit gave ease to her mind, and between important thoughts left it free to dwell on any infinitesimal matter which caught her eyes.


  Mrs. Yeobright had never before been to her son’s house, and its exact position was unknown to her. She tried one ascending path and another, and found that they led her astray. Retracing her steps she came again to an open level, where she perceived at a distance a man at work. She went towards him and inquired the way.


  The labourer pointed out the direction, and added, ‘Do you see that furze-cutter, ma’am, going up that footpath yond?’


  Mrs. Yeobright strained her eyes, and at last said that she did perceive him.


  ‘Well, if you follow him you can make no mistake. He’s going to the same place, ma’am.’


  She followed the figure indicated. He appeared of a russet hue, not more distinguishable from the scene around him than the green caterpillar from the leaf it feeds on. His progress when actually walking was more rapid than Mrs. Yeobright’s; but she was enabled to keep at an equable distance from him by his habit of stopping whenever he came to a brake of brambles, where he paused awhile. On coming in her turn to each of these spots she found half a dozen long limp brambles which he had cut from the bush during his halt and laid out straight beside the path. They were evidently intended for furze-faggot bonds which he meant to collect on his return.


  The silent being who thus occupied himself seemed to be of no more account in life than an insect. He appeared as a mere parasite of the heath, fretting its surface in his daily labour as a moth frets a garment, entirely engrossed with its products, having no knowledge of anything in the world but fern, furze, heath, lichens, and moss.


  The furze-cutter was so absorbed in the business of his journey that he never turned his head; and his leather-legged and gauntleted form at length became to her as nothing more than a moving handpost to show her the way. Suddenly she was attracted to his individuality by observing peculiarities in his walk. It was a gait she had seen somewhere before; and the gait revealed the man to her, as the gait of Ahimaaz in the distant plain made him known to the watchman of the king. ‘His walk is exactly as my husband’s used to be,’ she said; and then the thought burst upon her that the furze-cutter was her son.


  She was scarcely able to familiarize herself with this strange reality. She had been told that Clym was in the habit of cutting furze, but she had supposed that he occupied himself with the labour only at odd times, by way of useful pastime; yet she now beheld him as a furze-cutter and nothing more—wearing the regulation dress of the craft, and thinking the regulation thoughts, to judge by his motions. Planning a dozen hasty schemes for at once preserving him and Eustacia from this mode of life she throbbingly followed the way, and saw him enter his own door.


  At one side of Clym’s house was a knoll, and on the top of the knoll a clump of fir trees so highly thrust up into the sky that their foliage from a distance appeared as a black spot in the air above the crown of the hill. On reaching this place Mrs. Yeobright felt distressingly agitated, weary, and unwell. She ascended, and sat down under their shade to recover herself, and to consider how best to break the ground with Eustacia, so as not to irritate a woman underneath whose apparent indolence lurked passions even stronger and more active than her own.


  The trees beneath which she sat were singularly battered, rude, and wild, and for a few minutes Mrs. Yeobright dismissed thoughts of her own storm-broken and exhausted state to contemplate theirs. Not a bough in the nine trees which composed the group but was splintered, lopped, and distorted by the fierce weather that there held them at its mercy whenever it prevailed. Some were blasted and split as if by lightning, black stains as from fire marking their sides, while the ground at their feet was strewn with dead fir-needles and heaps of cones blown down in the gales of past years. The place was called the Devil’s Bellows, and it was only necessary to come there on a March or November night to discover the forcible reasons for that name. On the present heated afternoon, when no perceptible wind was blowing, the trees kept up a perpetual moan which one could hardly believe to be caused by the air.


  Here she sat for twenty minutes or more ere she could summon resolution to go down to the door, her courage being lowered to zero by her physical lassitude. To any other person than a mother it might have seemed a little humiliating that she, the elder of the two women, should be the first to make advances. But Mrs. Yeobright had well considered all that, and she only thought how best to make her visit appear to Eustacia not abject but wise.


  From her elevated position the exhausted woman could perceive the roof of the house below, and the garden and the whole enclosure of the little domicile. And now, at the moment of rising, she saw a second man approaching the gate. His manner was peculiar, hesitating, and not that of a person come on business or by invitation. He surveyed the house with interest, and then walked round and scanned the outer boundary of the garden, as one might have done had it been the birthplace of Shakespeare, the prison of Mary Stuart, or the Château of Hougomont. After passing round and again reaching the gate he went in. Mrs. Yeobright was vexed at this, having reckoned on finding her son and his wife by themselves; but a moment’s thought showed her that the presence of an acquaintance would take off the awkwardness of her first appearance in the house, by confining the talk to general matters until she had begun to feel comfortable with them. She came down the hill to the gate, and looked into the hot garden.


  There lay the cat asleep on the bare gravel of the path, as if beds, rugs, and carpets were unendurable. The leaves of the hollyhocks hung like half-closed umbrellas, the sap almost simmered in the stems, and foliage with a smooth surface glared like metallic mirrors. A small apple tree, of the sort called Ratheripe, grew just inside the gate, the only one which throve in the garden, by reason of the lightness of the soil; and among the fallen apples on the ground beneath were wasps rolling drunk with the juice, or creeping about the little caves in each fruit which they had eaten out before stupefied by its sweetness. By the door lay Clym’s furze-hook and the last handful of faggot-bonds she had seen him gather; they had plainly been thrown down there as he entered the house.


  ♣


  VI


  A Conjuncture, and its Result upon the Pedestrian


  Wildeve, as has been stated, was determined to visit Eustacia boldly, by day, and on the easy terms of a relation, since the reddleman had spied out and spoilt his walks to her by night. The spell that she had thrown over him in the moonlight dance made it impossible for a man having no strong puritanic force within him to keep away altogether. He merely calculated on meeting her and her husband in an ordinary manner, chatting a little while, and leaving again. Every outward sign was to be conventional; but the one great fact would be there to satisfy him: he would see her. He did not even desire Clym’s absence, since it was just possible that Eustacia might resent any situation which could compromise her dignity as a wife, whatever the state of her heart towards him. Women were often so.


  He went accordingly; and it happened that the time of his arrival coincided with that of Mrs. Yeobright’s pause on the hill near the house. When he had looked round the premises in the manner she had noticed he went and knocked at the door. There was a few minutes’ interval, and then the key turned in the lock, the door opened, and Eustacia herself confronted him.


  Nobody could have imagined from her bearing now that here stood the woman who had joined with him in the impassioned dance of the week before, unless indeed he could have penetrated below the surface and gauged the real depth of that still stream.


  ‘I hope you reached home safely?’ said Wildeve.


  ‘O yes,’ she carelessly returned.


  ‘And were you not tired the next day? I feared you might be.’


  ‘I was rather. You need not speak low—nobody will overhear us. My small servant is gone on an errand to the village.’


  ‘Then Clym is not at home?’


  ‘Yes, he is.’


  ‘O! I thought that perhaps you had locked the door because you were alone and were afraid of tramps.’


  ‘No—here is my husband.’


  They had been standing in the entry. Closing the front door and turning the key, as before, she threw open the door of the adjoining room and asked him to walk in. Wildeve entered, the room appearing to be empty; but as soon as he had advanced a few steps he started. On the hearthrug lay Clym asleep. Beside him were the leggings, thick boots, leather gloves, and sleeve-waistcoat in which he worked.


  ‘You may go in; you will not disturb him,’ she said, following behind. ‘My reason for fastening the door is that he may not be intruded upon by any chance comer while lying here, if I should be in the garden or upstairs.’


  ‘Why is he sleeping there?’ said Wildeve in low tones.


  ‘He is very weary. He went out at half-past four this morning, and has been working ever since. He cuts furze because it is the only thing he can do that does not put any strain upon his poor eyes.’ The contrast between the sleeper’s appearance and Wildeve’s at this moment was painfully apparent to Eustacia, Wildeve being elegantly dressed in a new summer suit and light hat; and she continued: ‘Ah! you don’t know how differently he appeared when I first met him, though it is such a little while ago. His hands were as white and soft as mine; and look at them now, how rough and brown they are! His complexion is by nature fair, and that rusty look he has now, all of a colour with his leather clothes, is caused by the burning of the sun.’


  ‘Why does he go out at all?’ Wildeve whispered.


  ‘Because he hates to be idle; though what he earns doesn’t add much to our exchequer. However, he says that when people are living upon their capital they must keep down current expenses by turning a penny where they can.’


  ‘The fates have not been kind to you, Eustacia Yeobright.’


  ‘I have nothing to thank them for.’


  ‘Nor has he—except for their one great gift to him.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  Wildeve looked her in the eyes.


  Eustacia blushed for the first time that day. ‘Well, I am a questionable gift,’ she said quietly. ‘I thought you meant the gift of content—which he has, and I have not.’


  ‘I can understand content in such a case—though how the outward situation can attract him puzzles me.’


  ‘That’s because you don’t know him. He’s an enthusiast about ideas, and careless about outward things. He often reminds me of the Apostle Paul.’


  ‘I am glad to hear that he’s so grand in character as that.’


  ‘Yes; but the worst of it is that though Paul was excellent as a man in the Bible he would hardly have done in real life.’


  Their voices had instinctively dropped lower, though at first they had taken no particular care to avoid awakening Clym. ‘Well, if that means that your marriage is a misfortune to you, you know who is to blame,’ said Wildeve.


  ‘The marriage is no misfortune in itself,’ she retorted with some little petulance. ‘It is simply the accident which has happened since that has been the cause of my ruin. I have certainly got thistles for figs in a worldly sense, but how could I tell what time would bring forth?’


  ‘Sometimes, Eustacia, I think it is a judgment upon you. You rightly belonged to me, you know; and I had no idea of losing you.’


  ‘No, it was not my fault! Two could not belong to you; and remember that, before I was aware, you turned aside to another woman. It was cruel levity in you to do that. I never dreamt of playing such a game on my side till you began it on yours.’


  ‘I meant nothing by it,’ replied Wildeve. ‘It was a mere interlude. Men are given to the trick of having a passing fancy for somebody else in the midst of a permanent love, which reasserts itself afterwards just as before. On account of your rebellious manner to me I was tempted to go further than I should have done; and when you still would keep playing the same tantalizing part I went further still, and married her.’ Turning and looking again at the unconscious form of Clym he murmured, ‘I am afraid that you don’t value your prize, Clym…. He ought to be happier than I in one thing at least. He may know what it is to come down in the world, and to be afflicted with a great personal calamity; but he probably doesn’t know what it is to lose the woman he loved.’


  ‘He is not ungrateful for winning her,’ whispered Eustacia, ‘and in that respect he is a good man. Many women would go far for such a husband. But do I desire unreasonably much in wanting what is called life—music, poetry, passion, war, and all the beating and pulsing that is going on in the great arteries of the world? That was the shape of my youthful dream; but I did not get it. Yet I thought I saw the way to it in my Clym.’


  ‘And you only married him on that account?’


  ‘There you mistake me. I married him because I loved him, but I won’t say that I didn’t love him partly because I thought I saw a promise of that life in him.’


  ‘You have dropped into your old mournful key.’


  ‘But I am not going to be depressed,’ she cried perversely. ‘I began a new system by going to that dance, and I mean to stick to it. Clym can sing merrily; why should not I?’


  Wildeve looked thoughtfully at her. ‘It is easier to say you will sing than to do it; though if I could I would encourage you in your attempt. But as life means nothing to me, without one thing which is now impossible, you will forgive me for not being able to encourage you.’


  ‘Damon, what is the matter with you, that you speak like that?’ she asked, raising her deep shady eyes to his.


  ‘That’s a thing I shall never tell plainly; and perhaps if I try to tell you in riddles you will not care to guess them.’


  Eustacia remained silent for a minute, and she said, ‘We are in a strange relationship to-day. You mince matters to an uncommon nicety. You mean, Damon, that you still love me. Well, that gives me sorrow, for I am not made so entirely happy by my marriage that I am willing to spurn you for the information, as I ought to do. But we have said too much about this. Do you mean to wait until my husband is awake?’


  ‘I thought to speak to him; but it is unnecessary, Eustacia, if I offend you by not forgetting you, you are right to mention it; but do not talk of spurning.’


  She did not reply, and they stood looking musingly at Clym as he slept on in that profound sleep which is the result of physical labour carried on in circumstances that wake no nervous fear.


  ‘God, how I envy him that sweet sleep!’ said Wildeve. ‘I have not slept like that since I was a boy—years and years ago.’


  While they thus watched him a click at the gate was audible, and a knock came to the door. Eustacia went to a window and looked out.


  Her countenance changed. First she became crimson, and then the red subsided till it even partially left her lips.


  ‘Shall I go away?’ said Wildeve, standing up.


  ‘I hardly know.’


  ‘Who is it?’


  ‘Mrs. Yeobright. O, what she said to me that day! I cannot understand this visit—what does she mean? And she suspects that past time of ours.’


  ‘I am in your hands. If you think she had better not see me here I’ll go into the next room.’


  ‘Well, yes: go.’


  Wildeve at once withdrew; but before he had been half a minute in the adjoining apartment Eustacia came after him.


  ‘No,’ she said, ‘we won’t have any of this. If she comes in she must see you—and think if she likes there’s something wrong! But how can I open the door to her, when she dislikes me—wishes to see not me, but her son? I won’t open the door!’


  Mrs. Yeobright knocked again more loudly.


  ‘Her knocking will, in all likelihood, awaken him,’ continued Eustacia; ‘and then he will let her in himself. Ah—listen.’


  They could hear Clym moving in the other room, as if disturbed by the knocking, and he uttered the word ‘Mother.’


  ‘Yes—he is awake—he will go to the door,’ she said, with a breath of relief. ‘Come this way. I have a bad name with her, and you must not be seen. Thus I am obliged to act by stealth, not because I do ill, but because others are pleased to say so.’


  By this time she had taken him to the back door, which was open, disclosing a path leading down the garden. ‘Now, one word, Damon,’ she remarked as he stepped forth. ‘This is your first visit here; let it be your last. We have been hot lovers in our time, but it won’t do now. Good-bye.’


  ‘Good-bye,’ said Wildeve. ‘I have had all I came for, and I am satisfied.’


  ‘What was it?’


  ‘A sight of you. Upon my eternal honour I came for no more.’


  Wildeve kissed his hand to the beautiful girl he addressed, and passed into the garden, where she watched him down the path, over the stile at the end, and into the ferns outside, which brushed his hips as he went along till he became lost in their thickets. When he had quite gone she slowly turned, and directed her attention to the interior of the house.


  But it was possible that her presence might not be desired by Clym and his mother at this moment of their first meeting, or that it would be superfluous. At all events, she was in no hurry to meet Mrs. Yeobright. She resolved to wait till Clym came to look for her, and glided back into the garden. Here she idly occupied herself for a few minutes, till finding no notice was taken of her she retraced her steps through the house to the front, where she listened for voices in the parlour. But hearing none she opened the door and went in. To her astonishment Clym lay precisely as Wildeve and herself had left him, his sleep apparently unbroken. He had been disturbed and made to dream and murmur by the knocking, but he had not awakened. Eustacia hastened to the door, and in spite of her reluctance to open it to a woman who had spoken of her so bitterly, she unfastened it and looked out. Nobody was to be seen. There, by the scraper, lay Clym’s hook and the handful of faggot-bonds he had brought home; in front of her were the empty path, the garden gate standing slightly ajar; and, beyond, the great valley of purple heath thrilling silently in the sun. Mrs. Yeobright was gone.


  Clym’s mother was at this time following a path which lay hidden from Eustacia by a shoulder of the hill. Her walk thither from the garden gate had been hasty and determined, as of a woman who was now no less anxious to escape from the scene than she had previously been to enter it. Her eyes were fixed on the ground; within her two sights were graven—that of Clym’s hook and brambles at the door, and that of a woman’s face at a window. Her lips trembled, becoming unnaturally thin as she murmured, ‘’Tis too much—Clym, how can he bear to do it! He is at home; and yet he lets her shut the door against me!’


  In her anxiety to get out of the direct view of the house she had diverged from the straightest path homeward, and while looking about to regain it she came upon a little boy gathering whortleberries in a hollow. The boy was Johnny Nunsuch, who had been Eustacia’s stoker at the bonfire, and, with the tendency of a minute body to gravitate towards a greater, he began hovering round Mrs. Yeobright as soon as she appeared, and trotted on beside her without perceptible consciousness of his act.


  Mrs. Yeobright spoke to him as one in a mesmeric sleep. ‘’Tis a long way home, my child, and we shall not get there till evening.’


  ‘I shall,’ said her small companion. ‘I am going to play marnels afore supper, and we go to supper at six o’clock, because father comes home. Does your father come home at six too?’


  ‘No: he never comes; nor my son either, nor anybody.’


  ‘What have made you so down? Have you seen a ooser?’


  ‘I have seen what’s worse—a woman’s face looking at me through a window-pane.’


  ‘Is that a bad sight?’


  ‘Yes. It is always a bad sight to see a woman looking out at a weary wayfarer and not letting her in.’


  ‘Once when I went to Throope Great Pond to catch effets I seed myself looking up at myself, and I was frightened and jumped back like anything.’


  … ‘If they had only shown signs of meeting my advances half-way how well it might have been done! But there is no chance. Shut out! She must have set him against me. Can there be beautiful bodies without hearts inside? I think so. I would not have done it against a neighbour’s cat on such a fiery day as this!’


  ‘What is it you say?’


  ‘Never again—never! Not even if they send for me!’


  ‘You must be a very curious woman to talk like that.’


  ‘O no, not at all,’ she said, returning to the boy’s prattle. ‘Most people who grow up and have children talk as I do. When you grow up your mother will talk as I do too.’


  ‘I hope she won’t; because ’tis very bad to talk nonsense.’


  ‘Yes, child; it is nonsense, I suppose. Are you not nearly spent with the heat?’


  ‘Yes. But not so much as you be.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘Your face is white and wet, and your head is hanging-down-like.’


  ‘Ah, I am exhausted from inside.’


  ‘Why do you, every time you take a step, go like this?’ The child in speaking gave to his motion the jerk and limp of an invalid.


  ‘Because I have a burden which is more than I can bear.’


  The little boy remained silently pondering, and they tottered on side by side until more than a quarter of an hour had elapsed, when Mrs. Yeobright, whose weakness plainly increased, said to him, ‘I must sit down here to rest.’


  When she had seated herself he looked long in her face and said, ‘How funny you draw your breath—like a lamb when you drive him till he’s nearly done for. Do you always draw your breath like that?’


  ‘Not always.’ Her voice was now so low as to be scarcely above a whisper.


  ‘You will go to sleep there, I suppose, won’t you? You have shut your eyes already.’


  ‘No. I shall not sleep much till—another day, and then I hope to have a long, long one—very long. Now can you tell me if Rimsmoor Pond is dry this summer?’


  ‘Rimsmoor Pond is, but Oker’s Pool isn’t, because he is deep, and is never dry—’tis just over there.’


  ‘Is the water clear?’


  ‘Yes, middling—except where the heath-croppers walk into it.’


  ‘Then, take this, and go as fast as you can, and dip me up the clearest you can find. I am very faint.’


  She drew from the small willow reticule that she carried in her hand an old-fashioned china teacup without a handle; it was one of half a dozen of the same sort lying in the reticule, which she had preserved ever since her childhood, and had brought with her to-day as a small present for Clym and Eustacia.


  The boy started on his errand, and soon came back with the water, such as it was. Mrs. Yeobright attempted to drink, but it was so warm as to give her nausea, and she threw it away. Afterwards she still remained sitting, with her eyes closed.


  The boy waited, played near her, caught several of the little brown butterflies which abounded, and then said as he waited again, ‘I like going on better than biding still. Will you soon start again?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘I wish I might go on by myself,’ he resumed, fearing, apparently, that he was to be pressed into some unpleasant service. ‘Do you want me any more, please?’


  Mrs. Yeobright made no reply.


  ‘What shall I tell mother?’ the boy continued.


  ‘Tell her you have seen a broken-hearted woman cast off by her son.’


  Before quite leaving her he threw upon her face a wistful glance, as if he had misgivings on the generosity of forsaking her thus. He gazed into her face in a vague, wondering manner, like that of one examining some strange old manuscript the key to whose characters is undiscoverable. He was not so young as to be absolutely without a sense that sympathy was demanded, he was not old enough to be free from the terror felt in childhood at beholding misery in adult quarters hitherto deemed impregnable; and whether she were in a position to cause trouble or to suffer from it, whether she and her affliction were something to pity or something to fear, it was beyond him to decide. He lowered his eyes and went on without another word. Before he had gone half a mile he had forgotten all about her, except that she was a woman who had sat down to rest.


  Mrs. Yeobright’s exertions, physical and emotional, had well-nigh prostrated her; but she continued to creep along in short stages with long breaks between. The sun had now got far to the west of south and stood directly in her face, like some merciless incendiary, brand in hand, waiting to consume her. With the departure of the boy all visible animation disappeared from the landscape, though the intermittent husky notes of the male grasshoppers from every tuft of furze were enough to show that amid the prostration of the larger animal species an unseen insect world was busy in all the fulness of life.


  In two hours she reached a slope about three-fourths the whole distance from Alderworth to her own home, where a little patch of shepherd’s-thyme intruded upon the path; and she sat down upon the perfumed mat it formed there. In front of her a colony of ants had established a thoroughfare across the way, where they toiled a never-ending and heavy-laden throng. To look down upon them was like observing a city street from the top of a tower. She remembered that this bustle of ants had been in progress for years at the same spot—doubtless those of the old times were the ancestors of these which walked there now. She leant back to obtain more thorough rest, and the soft eastern portion of the sky was as great a relief to her eyes as the thyme was to her head. While she looked a heron arose on that side of the sky and flew on with his face towards the sun. He had come dripping wet from some pool in the valleys, and as he flew the edges and lining of his wings, his thighs, and his breast were so caught by the bright sunbeams that he appeared as if formed of burnished silver. Up in the zenith where he was seemed a free and happy place, away from all contact with the earthly ball to which she was pinioned; and she wished that she could arise uncrushed from its surface and fly as he flew then.


  But, being a mother, it was inevitable that she should soon cease to ruminate upon her own condition. Had the track of her next thought been marked by a streak in the air, like the path of a meteor, it would have shown a direction contrary to the heron’s, and have descended to the eastward upon the roof of Clym’s house.


  ♣


  VII


  The Tragic Meeting of Two Old Friends


  He in the meantime had aroused himself from sleep, sat up, and looked around. Eustacia was sitting in a chair hard by him, and though she held a book in her hand she had not looked into it for some time.


  ‘Well, indeed!’ said Clym, brushing his eyes with his hands. ‘How soundly I have slept! I have had such a tremendous dream, too: one I shall never forget.’


  ‘I thought you had been dreaming,’ said she.


  ‘Yes. It was about my mother. I dreamt that I took you to her house to make up differences, and when we got there we couldn’t get in, though she kept on crying to us for help. However, dreams are dreams. What o’clock is it, Eustacia?’


  ‘Half-past two.’


  ‘So late, is it? I didn’t mean to stay so long. By the time I have had something to eat it will be after three.’


  ‘Ann is not come back from the village, and I thought I would let you sleep on till she returned.’


  Clym went to the window and looked out. Presently he said, musingly, ‘Week after week passes, and yet mother does not come. I thought I should have heard something from her long before this.’


  Misgiving, regret, fear, resolution, ran their swift course of expression in Eustacia’s dark eyes. She was face to face with a monstrous difficulty, and she resolved to get free of it by postponement.


  ‘I must certainly go to Blooms-End soon,’ he continued, ‘and I think I had better go alone.’ He picked up his leggings and gloves, threw them down again, and added, ‘As dinner will be so late to-day I will not go back to the heath, but work in the garden till the evening, and then, when it will be cooler, I will walk to Blooms-End. I am quite sure that if I make a little advance mother will be willing to forget all. It will be rather late before I can get home, as I shall not be able to do the distance either way in less than an hour and a half. But you will not mind for one evening, dear? What are you thinking of to make you look so abstracted?’


  ‘I cannot tell you,’ she said heavily. ‘I wish we didn’t live here, Clym. The world seems all wrong in this place.’


  ‘Well—if we make it so. I wonder if Thomasin has been to Blooms-End lately. I hope so. But probably not, as she is, I believe, expecting to be confined in a month or so. I wish I had thought of that before. Poor mother must indeed be very lonely.’


  ‘I don’t like you going to-night.’


  ‘Why not to-night?’


  ‘Something may be said which will terribly injure me.’


  ‘My mother is not vindictive,’ said Clym, his colour faintly rising.


  ‘But I wish you would not go,’ Eustacia repeated in a low tone. ‘If you agree not to go to-night I promise to go by myself to her house to-morrow, and make it up with her, and wait till you fetch me.’


  ‘Why do you want to do that at this particular time, when at every previous time that I have proposed it you have refused?’


  ‘I cannot explain further than that I should like to see her alone before you go,’ she answered, with an impatient move of her head, and looking at him with an anxiety more frequently seen upon those of a sanguine temperament than upon such as herself.


  ‘Well, it is very odd that just when I had decided to go myself you should want to do what I proposed long ago. If I wait for you to go to-morrow another day will be lost; and I know I shall be unable to rest another night without having been. I want to get this settled, and will. You must visit her afterwards: it will be all the same.’


  ‘I could even go with you now?’


  ‘You could scarcely walk there and back without a longer rest than I shall take. No, not to-night, Eustacia.’


  ‘Let it be as you say, then,’ she replied in the quiet way of one who, though willing to ward off evil consequences by a mild effort, would let events fall out as they might sooner than wrestle hard to direct them.


  Clym then went into the garden; and a thoughtful languor stole over Eustacia for the remainder of the afternoon, which her husband attributed to the heat of the weather.


  In the evening he set out on the journey. Although the heat of summer was yet intense the days had considerably shortened, and before he had advanced a mile on his way all the heath purples, browns, and greens had merged in a uniform dress without airiness or gradation, and broken only by touches of white where the little heaps of clean quartz sand showed the entrance to a rabbit-burrow, or where the white flints of a footpath lay like a thread over the slopes. In almost every one of the isolated and stunted thorns which grew here and there a night-hawk revealed his presence by whirring like the clack of a mill as long as he could hold his breath, then stopping, flapping his wings, wheeling round the bush, alighting, and after a silent interval of listening beginning to whirr again. At each brushing of Clym’s feet white miller-moths flew into the air just high enough to catch upon their dusty wings the mellowed light from the west, which now shone across the depressions and levels of the ground without falling thereon to light them up.


  Yeobright walked on amid this quiet scene with a hope that all would soon be well. Three miles on he came to a spot where a soft perfume was wafted across his path, and he stood still for a moment to inhale the familiar scent. It was the place at which, four hours earlier, his mother had sat down exhausted on the knoll covered with shepherd’s-thyme. While he stood a sound between a breathing and a moan suddenly reached his ears.


  He looked to where the sound came from; but nothing appeared there save the verge of the hillock stretching against the sky in an unbroken line. He moved a few steps in that direction, and now he perceived a recumbent figure almost close at his feet.


  Among the different possibilities as to the person’s individuality there did not for a moment occur to Yeobright that it might be one of his own family. Sometimes furze-cutters had been known to sleep out of doors at these times, to save a long journey homeward and back again; but Clym remembered the moan and looked closer, and saw that the form was feminine; and a distress came over him like cold air from a cave. But he was not absolutely certain that the woman was his mother till he stooped and beheld her face, pallid, and with closed eyes.


  His breath went, as it were, out of his body and the cry of anguish which would have escaped him died upon his lips. During the momentary interval that elapsed before he became conscious that something must be done all sense of time and place left him, and it seemed as if he and his mother were as when he was a child with her many years ago on this heath at hours similar to the present. Then he awoke to activity; and bending yet lower he found that she still breathed, and that her breath though feeble was regular, except when disturbed by an occasional gasp.


  ‘O, what is it! Mother, are you very ill—you are not dying?’ he cried, pressing his lips to her face. ‘I am your Clym. How did you come here? What does it all mean?’


  At that moment the chasm in their lives which his love for Eustacia had caused was not remembered by Yeobright, and to him the present joined continuously with that friendly past that had been their experience before the division.


  She moved her lips, appeared to know him, but could not speak; and then Clym strove to consider how best to move her, as it would be necessary to get her away from the spot before the dews were intense. He was able-bodied, and his mother was thin. He clasped his arms round her, lifted her a little, and said, ‘Does that hurt you?’


  She shook her head, and he lifted her up; then, at a slow pace, went onward with his load. The air was now completely cool; but whenever he passed over a sandy patch of ground uncarpeted with vegetation there was reflected from its surface into his face the heat which it had imbibed during the day. At the beginning of his undertaking he had thought but little of the distance which yet would have to be traversed before Blooms-End could be reached; but though he had slept that afternoon he soon began to feel the weight of his burden. Thus he proceeded, like Æneas with his father; the bats circling round his head, nightjars flapping their wings within a yard of his face, and not a human being within call.


  While he was yet nearly a mile from the house his mother exhibited signs of restlessness under the constraint of being borne along, as if his arms were irksome to her. He lowered her upon his knees and looked around. The point they had now reached, though far from any road, was not more than a mile from the Blooms-End cottages occupied by Fairway, Sam, Humphrey, and the Cantles. Moreover, fifty yards off stood a hut, built of clods and covered with thin turves, but now entirely disused. The simple outline of the lonely shed was visible, and thither he determined to direct his steps. As soon as he arrived he laid her down carefully by the entrance, and then ran and cut with his pocket-knife an armful of the dryest fern. Spreading this within the shed, which was entirely open on one side, he placed his mother thereon: then he ran with all his might towards the dwelling of Fairway.


  Nearly a quarter of an hour had passed, disturbed only by the broken breathing of the sufferer, when moving figures began to animate the line between heath and sky. In a few moments Clym arrived with Fairway, Humphrey, and Susan Nunsuch; Olly Dowden, who had chanced to be at Fairway’s, Christian and Grandfer Cantle following helter-skelter behind. They had brought a lantern and matches, water, a pillow, and a few other articles which had occurred to their minds in the hurry of the moment. Sam had been despatched back again for brandy, and a boy brought Fairway’s pony, upon which he rode off to the nearest medical man, with directions to call at Wildeve’s on his way, and inform Thomasin that her aunt was unwell.


  Sam and the brandy soon arrived, and it was administered by the light of the lantern; after which she became sufficiently conscious to signify by signs that something was wrong with her foot. Olly Dowden at length understood her meaning, and examined the foot indicated. It was swollen and red. Even as they watched the red began to assume a more livid colour, in the midst of which appeared a scarlet speck, smaller than a pea, and it was found to consist of a drop of blood, which rose above the smooth flesh of her ankle in a hemisphere.


  ‘I know what it is,’ cried Sam. ‘She has been stung by an adder!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Clym instantly. ‘I remember when I was a child seeing just such a bite. O, my poor mother!’


  ‘It was my father who was bit,’ said Sam. ‘And there’s only one way to cure it. You must rub the place with the fat of other adders, and the only way to get that is by frying them. That’s what they did for him.’


  ‘’Tis an old remedy,’ said Clym distrustfully, ‘and I have doubts about it. But we can do nothing else till the doctor comes.’


  ‘’Tis a sure cure,’ said Olly Dowden, with emphasis. ‘I’ve used it when I used to go out nursing.’


  ‘Then we must pray for daylight, to catch them,’ said Clym gloomily.


  ‘I will see what I can do,’ said Sam.


  He took a green hazel which he had used as a walking-stick, split it at the end, inserted a small pebble, and with the lantern in his hand went out into the heath. Clym had by this time lit a small fire, and despatched Susan Nunsuch for a frying-pan. Before she had returned Sam came in with three adders, one briskly coiling and uncoiling in the cleft of the stick, and the other two hanging dead across it.


  ‘I have only been able to get one alive and fresh as he ought to be,’ said Sam. ‘These limp ones are two I killed to-day at work; but as they don’t die till the sun goes down they can’t be very stale meat.’


  The live adder regarded the assembled group with a sinister look in its small black eye, and the beautiful brown and jet pattern on its back seemed to intensify with indignation. Mrs. Yeobright saw the creature, and the creature saw her: she quivered throughout, and averted her eyes.


  ‘Look at that,’ murmured Christian Cantle. ‘Neighbours, how do we know but that something of the old serpent in God’s garden, that gied the apple to the young woman with no clothes, lives on in adders and snakes still? Look at his eye—for all the world like a villainous sort of black currant. ’Tis to be hoped he can’t ill-wish us! There’s folks in heath who’ve been overlooked already. I will never kill another adder as long as I live.’


  ‘Well, ’tis right to be afeard of things, if folks can’t help it,’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘’Twould have saved me many a brave danger in my time.’


  ‘I fancy I heard something outside the shed,’ said Christian. ‘I wish troubles would come in the daytime, for then a man could show his courage, and hardly beg for mercy of the most broomstick old woman he should see, if he was a brave man, and able to run out of her sight!’


  ‘Even such an ignorant fellow as I should know better than do that,’ said Sam.


  ‘Well, there’s calamities where we least expect it, whether or no. Neighbours, if Mrs. Yeobright were to die, d’ye think we should be took up and tried for the manslaughter of a woman?’


  ‘No, they couldn’t bring it in as that,’ said Sam, ‘unless they could prove we had been poachers at some time of our lives. But she’ll fetch round.’


  ‘Now, if I had been stung by ten adders I should hardly have lost a day’s work for’t,’ said Grandfer Cantle. ‘Such is my spirit when I am on my mettle. But perhaps ’tis natural in a man trained for war. Yes, I’ve gone through a good deal; but nothing ever came amiss to me after I joined the Locals in four.’ He shook his head and smiled at a mental picture of himself in uniform. ‘I was always first in the most galliantest scrapes in my younger days!’


  ‘I suppose that was because they always used to put the biggest fool afore,’ said Fairway from the fire, beside which he knelt, blowing it with his breath.


  ‘D’ye think so, Timothy?’ said Grandfer Cantle, coming forward to Fairway’s side with sudden depression in his face. ‘Then a man may feel for years that he is good solid company, and be wrong about himself after all?’


  ‘Never mind that question, Grandfer. Stir your stumps and get some more sticks. ’Tis very nonsense of an old man to prattle so when life and death’s in mangling.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Grandfer Cantle, with melancholy conviction. ‘Well, this is a bad night altogether for them that have done well in their time; and if I were ever such a dab at the hautboy or tenor-viol, I shouldn’t have the heart to play tunes upon ’em now.’


  Susan now arrived with the frying-pan, when the live adder was killed and the heads of the three taken off. The remainders, being cut into lengths and split open, were tossed into the pan, which began hissing and crackling over the fire. Soon a rill of clear oil trickled from the carcases, whereupon Clym dipped the corner of his handkerchief into the liquid and anointed the wound.


  ♣


  VIII


  Eustacia Hears of Good Fortune and Beholds Evil


  In the meantime Eustacia, left alone in her cottage at Alderworth, had become considerably depressed by the posture of affairs. The consequences which might result from Clym’s discovery that his mother had been turned from his door that day were likely to be disagreeable, and this was a quality in events which she hated as much as the dreadful.


  To be left to pass the evening by herself was irksome to her at any time, and this evening it was more irksome than usual by reason of the excitements of the past hours. The two visits had stirred her into restlessness. She was not wrought to any great pitch of uneasiness by the probability of appearing in an ill light in the discussion between Clym and his mother, but she was wrought to vexation; and her slumbering activities were quickened to the extent of wishing that she had opened the door. She had certainly believed that Clym was awake, and the excuse would be an honest one as far as it went; but nothing could save her from censure in refusing to answer at the first knock. Yet, instead of blaming herself for the issue she laid the fault upon the shoulders of some indistinct, colossal Prince of the World, who had framed her situation and ruled her lot.


  At this time of the year it was pleasanter to walk by night than by day, and when Clym had been absent about an hour she suddenly resolved to go out in the direction of Blooms-End, on the chance of meeting him on his return. When she reached the garden gate she heard wheels approaching, and looking round beheld her grandfather coming up in his car.


  ‘I can’t stay a minute, thank ye,’ he answered to her greeting. ‘I am driving to East Egdon; but I came round here just to tell you the news. Perhaps you have heard—about Mr. Wildeve’s fortune?’


  ‘No,’ said Eustacia blankly.


  ‘Well, he has come into a fortune of eleven thousand pounds—uncle died in Canada, just after hearing that all his family, whom he was sending home, had gone to the bottom in the Cassiopeia; so Wildeve has come into everything, without in the least expecting it.’


  Eustacia stood motionless awhile. ‘How long has he known of this?’ she asked.


  ‘Well, it was known to him this morning early, for I knew it at ten o’clock, when Charley came back. Now, he is what I call a lucky man. What a fool you were, Eustacia!’


  ‘In what way?’ she said, lifting her eyes in apparent calmness.


  ‘Why, in not sticking to him when you had him.’


  ‘Had him, indeed!’


  ‘I did not know there had ever been anything between you till lately; and, faith, I should have been hot and strong against it if I had known; but since it seems that there was some sniffing between ye, why the deuce didn’t you stick to him?’


  Eustacia made no reply, but she looked as if she could say as much upon that subject as he if she chose.


  ‘And how is your poor purblind husband?’ continued the old man. ‘Not a bad fellow either, as far as he goes.’


  ‘He is quite well.’


  ‘It is a good thing for his cousin what-d’ye-call-her? By George, you ought to have been in that galley, my girl! Now I must drive on. Do you want any assistance? What’s mine is yours, you know.’


  ‘Thank you, grandfather, we are not in want at present,’ she said coldly. ‘Clym cuts furze, but he does it mostly as a useful pastime, because he can do nothing else.’


  ‘He is paid for his pastime, isn’t he? Three shillings a hundred, I heard.’


  ‘Clym has money,’ she said, colouring; ‘but he likes to earn a little.’


  ‘Very well; good night.’ And the captain drove on.


  When her grandfather was gone Eustacia went on her way mechanically; but her thoughts were no longer concerning her mother-in-law and Clym. Wildeve, notwithstanding his complaints against his fate, had been seized upon by destiny and placed in the sunshine once more. Eleven thousand pounds! From every Egdon point of view he was a rich man. In Eustacia’s eyes, too, it was an ample sum—one sufficient to supply those wants of hers which had been stigmatized by Clym in his more austere moods as vain and luxurious. Though she was no lover of money she loved what money could bring; and the new accessories she imagined around him clothed Wildeve with a great deal of interest. She recollected now how quietly well-dressed he had been that morning: he had probably put on his newest suit, regardless of damage by briars and thorns. And then she thought of his manner towards herself.


  ‘O I see it, I see it,’ she said. ‘How much he wishes he had me now, that he might give me all I desire!’


  In recalling the details of his glances and words—at the time scarcely regarded—it became plain to her how greatly they had been dictated by his knowledge of this new event. ‘Had he been a man to bear a jilt ill-will he would have told me of his good fortune in crowing tones; instead of doing that he mentioned not a word, in deference to my misfortunes, and merely implied that he loved me still, as one superior to him.’


  Wildeve’s silence that day on what had happened to him was just the kind of behaviour calculated to make an impression on such a woman. Those delicate touches of good taste were, in fact, one of the strong points in his demeanour towards the other sex. The peculiarity of Wildeve was that, while at one time passionate, upbraiding, and resentful towards a woman, at another he would treat her with such unparalleled grace as to make previous neglect appear as no discourtesy, injury as no insult, interference as a delicate attention, and the ruin of her honour as excess of chivalry. This man, whose admiration to-day Eustacia had disregarded, whose good wishes she had scarcely taken the trouble to accept, whom she had shown out of the house by the back door, was the possessor of eleven thousand pounds—a man of fair professional education, and one who had served his articles with a civil engineer.


  So intent was Eustacia upon Wildeve’s fortunes that she forgot how much closer to her own course were those of Clym; and instead of walking on to meet him at once she sat down upon a stone. She was disturbed in her reverie by a voice behind, and turning her head beheld the old lover and fortunate inheritor of wealth immediately beside her.


  She remained sitting, though the fluctuation in her look might have told any man who knew her so well as Wildeve that she was thinking of him.


  ‘How did you come here?’ she said in her clear low tone. ‘I thought you were at home.’


  ‘I went on to the village after leaving your garden; and now I have come back again: that’s all. Which way are you walking, may I ask?’


  She waved her hand in the direction of Blooms-End. ‘I am going to meet my husband. I think I may possibly have got into trouble whilst you were with me to-day.’


  ‘How could that be?’


  ‘By not letting in Mrs. Yeobright.’


  ‘I hope that visit of mine did you no harm.’


  ‘None. It was not your fault,’ she said quietly.


  By this time she had risen; and they involuntarily sauntered on together, without speaking, for two or three minutes; when Eustacia broke silence by saying, ‘I assume I must congratulate you.’


  ‘On what? O yes; on my eleven thousand pounds, you mean. Well, since I didn’t get something else, I must be content with getting that.’


  ‘You seem very indifferent about it. Why didn’t you tell me to-day when you came?’ she said in the tone of a neglected person. ‘I heard of it quite by accident.’


  ‘I did mean to tell you,’ said Wildeve. ‘But I—well, I will speak frankly—I did not like to mention it when I saw, Eustacia, that your star was not high. The sight of a man lying wearied out with hard work, as your husband lay, made me feel that to brag of my own fortune to you would be greatly out of place. Yet, as you stood there beside him, I could not help feeling too that in many respects he was a richer man than I.’


  At this Eustacia said, with slumbering mischievousness, ‘What, would you exchange with him—your fortune for me?’


  ‘I certainly would,’ said Wildeve.


  ‘As we are imagining what is impossible and absurd, suppose we change the subject?’


  ‘Very well; and I will tell you of my plans for the future, if you care to hear them. I shall permanently invest nine thousand pounds, keep one thousand as ready money, and with the remaining thousand travel for a year or so.’


  ‘Travel? What a bright idea! Where will you go to?’


  ‘From here to Paris, where I shall pass the winter and spring. Then I shall go to Italy, Greece, Egypt, and Palestine, before the hot weather comes on. In the summer I shall go to America; and then, by a plan not yet settled, I shall go to Australia and round to India. By that time I shall have begun to have had enough of it. Then I shall probably come back to Paris again, and there I shall stay as long as I can afford to.’


  ‘Back to Paris again,’ she murmured in a voice that was nearly a sigh. She had never once told Wildeve of the Parisian desires which Clym’s description had sown in her; yet here was he involuntarily in a position to gratify them. ‘You think a good deal of Paris?’ she added.


  ‘Yes. In my opinion it is the central beauty-spot of the world.’


  ‘And in mine! And Thomasin will go with you?’


  ‘Yes, if she cares to. She may prefer to stay at home.’


  ‘So you will be going about, and I shall be staying here!’


  ‘I suppose you will. But we know whose fault that is.’


  ‘I am not blaming you,’ she said quickly.


  ‘Oh, I thought you were. If ever you should be inclined to blame me, think of a certain evening by Rainbarrow, when you promised to meet me and did not. You sent me a letter; and my heart ached to read that as I hope yours never will. That was one point of divergence. I then did something in haste…. But she is a good woman, and I will say no more.’


  ‘I know that the blame was on my side that time,’ said Eustacia. ‘But it had not always been so. However, it is my misfortune to be too sudden in feeling. O Damon, don’t reproach me any more—I can’t bear that.’


  They went on silently for a distance of two or three miles, when Eustacia said suddenly, ‘Haven’t you come out of your way, Mr. Wildeve?’


  ‘My way is anywhere to-night. I will go with you as far as the hill on which we can see Blooms-End, as it is getting late for you to be alone.’


  ‘Don’t trouble. I am not obliged to be out at all. I think I would rather you did not accompany me further. This sort of thing would have an odd look if known.’


  ‘Very well, I will leave you.’ He took her hand unexpectedly, and kissed it—for the first time since her marriage. ‘What light is that on the hill?’ he added, as it were to hide the caress.


  She looked, and saw a flickering firelight proceeding from the open side of a hovel a little way before them. The hovel, which she had hitherto always found empty, seemed to be inhabited now.


  ‘Since you have come so far,’ said Eustacia, ‘will you see me safely past that hut? I thought I should have met Clym somewhere about here, but as he doesn’t appear I will hasten on and get to Blooms-End before he leaves.’


  They advanced to the turf-shed, and when they got near it the firelight and the lantern inside showed distinctly enough the form of a woman reclining on a bed of fern, a group of heath men and women standing around her. Eustacia did not recognize Mrs. Yeobright in the reclining figure, nor Clym as one of the standers-by till she came close. Then she quickly pressed her hand upon Wildeve’s arm and signified to him to come back from the open side of the shed into the shadow.


  ‘It is my husband and his mother,’ she whispered in an agitated voice. ‘What can it mean? Will you step forward and tell me?’


  Wildeve left her side and went to the back wall of the hut. Presently Eustacia perceived that he was beckoning to her, and she advanced and joined him.


  ‘It is a serious case,’ said Wildeve.


  From their position they could hear what was proceeding inside.


  ‘I cannot think where she could have been going,’ said Clym to some one. ‘She had evidently walked a long way, but even when she was able to speak just now she would not tell me where. What do you really think of her?’


  ‘There is a great deal to fear,’ was gravely answered, in a voice which Eustacia recognized as that of the only surgeon in the district. ‘She has suffered somewhat from the bite of the adder; but it is exhaustion which has overpowered her. My impression is that her walk must have been exceptionally long.’


  ‘I used to tell her not to overwalk herself this weather,’ said Clym, with distress. ‘Do you think we did well in using the adder’s fat?’


  ‘Well, it is a very ancient remedy—the old remedy of the viper-catchers, I believe,’ replied the doctor. ‘It is mentioned as an infallible ointment by Hoffman, Mead, and I think the Abbé Fontana. Undoubtedly it was as good a thing as you could do; though I question if some other oils would not have been equally efficacious.’


  ‘Come here, come here!’ was then rapidly said in anxious female tones; and Clym and the doctor could be heard rushing forward from the back part of the shed to where Mrs. Yeobright lay.


  ‘O, what is it?’ whispered Eustacia.


  ‘’Twas Thomasin who spoke,’ said Wildeve. ‘Then they have fetched her. I wonder if I had better go in—yet it might do harm.’


  For a long time there was utter silence among the group within; and it was broken at last by Clym saying, in an agonized voice, ‘O doctor, what does it mean?’


  The doctor did not reply at once; ultimately he said, ‘She is sinking fast. Her heart was previously affected, and physical exhaustion has dealt the finishing blow.’


  Then there was a weeping of women, then waiting, then hushed exclamations, then a strange gasping sound, then a painful stillness.


  ‘It is all over,’ said the doctor.


  Further back in the hut the cotters whispered, ‘Mrs. Yeobright is dead.’


  Almost at the same moment the two watchers observed the form of a small old-fashioned child entering at the open side of the shed. Susan Nunsuch, whose boy it was, went forward to the opening and silently beckoned to him to go back.


  ‘I’ve got something to tell ’ee, mother,’ he cried in a shrill tone. ‘That woman asleep there walked along with me to-day; and she said I was to say that I had seed her, and she was a broken-hearted woman and cast off by her son, and then I came on home.’


  A confused sob as from a man was heard within, upon which Eustacia gasped faintly, ‘That’s Clym—I must go to him—yet dare I do it? No: come away!’


  When they had withdrawn from the neighbourhood of the shed she said huskily, ‘I am to blame for this. There is evil in store for me.’


  ‘Was she not admitted to your house after all?’ Wildeve inquired.


  ‘No; and that’s where it all lies! O, what shall I do! I shall not intrude upon them: I shall go straight home. Damon, good-bye! I cannot speak to you any more now.’


  They parted company; and when Eustacia had reached the next hill she looked back. A melancholy procession was wending its way by the light of the lantern from the hut towards Blooms-End. Wildeve was nowhere to be seen.


  ♣


  Book Fifth


  The Discovery


  I


  ‘Wherefore Is Light Given to Him That Is in Misery’


  One evening, about three weeks after the funeral of Mrs. Yeobright, when the silver face of the moon sent a bundle of beams directly upon the floor of Clym’s house at Alderworth, a woman came forth from within. She reclined over the garden gate as if to refresh herself awhile. The pale lunar touches which make beauties of hags lent divinity to this face, already beautiful.


  She had not long been there when a man came up the road and with some hesitation said to her, ‘How is he to-night, ma’am, if you please?’


  ‘He is better, though still very unwell, Humphrey,’ replied Eustacia.


  ‘Is he light-headed, ma’am?’


  ‘No. He is quite sensible now.’


  ‘Do he rave about his mother just the same, poor fellow?’ continued Humphrey.


  ‘Just as much, though not quite so wildly,’ she said in a low voice.


  ‘It was very unfortunate, ma’am, that the boy Johnny should ever ha’ told him his mother’s dying words, about her being broken-hearted and cast off by her son. ’Twas enough to upset any man alive.’


  Eustacia made no reply beyond that of a slight catch in her breath, as of one who fain would speak but could not; and Humphrey, declining her invitation to come in, went away.


  Eustacia turned, entered the house, and ascended to the front bedroom, where a shaded light was burning. In the bed lay Clym, pale, haggard, wide awake, tossing to one side and to the other, his eyes lit by a hot light, as if the fire in their pupils were burning up their substance.


  ‘Is it you, Eustacia?’ he said as she sat down.


  ‘Yes, Clym. I have been down to the gate. The moon is shining beautifully, and there is not a leaf stirring.’


  ‘Shining, is it? What’s the moon to a man like me? Let it shine—let anything be, so that I never see another day! .. Eustacia, I don’t know where to look: my thoughts go through me like swords. O, if any man wants to make himself immortal by painting a picture of wretchedness, let him come here!’


  ‘Why do you say so?’


  ‘I cannot help feeling that I did my best to kill her.’


  ‘No, Clym.’


  ‘Yes, it was so; it is useless to excuse me! My conduct to her was too hideous—I made no advances; and she could not bring herself to forgive me. Now she is dead! If I had only shown myself willing to make it up with her sooner, and we had been friends, and then she had died, it wouldn’t be so hard to bear. But I never went near her house, so she never came near mine, and didn’t know how welcome she would have been—that’s what troubles me. She did not know I was going to her house that very night, for she was too insensible to understand me. If she had only come to see me! I longed that she would. But it was not to be.’


  There escaped from Eustacia one of those shivering sighs which used to shake her like a pestilent blast. She had not yet told.


  But Yeobright was too deeply absorbed in the ramblings incidental to his remorseful state to notice her. During his illness he had been continually talking thus. Despair had been added to his original grief by the unfortunate disclosure of the boy who had received the last words of Mrs. Yeobright—words too bitterly uttered in an hour of misapprehension. Then his distress had overwhelmed him, and he longed for death as a field labourer longs for the shade. It was the pitiful sight of a man standing in the very focus of sorrow. He continually bewailed his tardy journey to his mother’s house, because it was an error which could never be rectified, and insisted that he must have been horribly perverted by some fiend not to have thought before that it was his duty to go to her, since she did not come to him. He would ask Eustacia to agree with him in his self-condemnation; and when she, seared inwardly by a secret she dared not tell, declared that she could not give an opinion, he would say, ‘That’s because you didn’t know my mother’s nature. She was always ready to forgive if asked to do so; but I seemed to her to be as an obstinate child, and that made her unyielding. Yet not unyielding: she was proud and reserved, no more…. Yes, I can understand why she held out against me so long. She was waiting for me. I dare say she said a hundred times in her sorrow, “What a return he makes for all the sacrifices I have made for him!” I never went to her! When I set out to visit her it was too late. To think of that is nearly intolerable!’


  Sometimes his condition had been one of utter remorse, unsoftened by a single tear of pure sorrow: and then he writhed as he lay, fevered far more by thought than by physical ills. ‘If I could only get one assurance that she did not die in a belief that I was resentful,’ he said one day when in this mood, ‘it would be better to think of than a hope of heaven. But that I cannot do.’


  ‘You give yourself up too much to this wearying despair,’ said Eustacia. ‘Other men’s mothers have died.’


  ‘That doesn’t make the loss of mine less. Yet it is less the loss than the circumstances of the loss. I sinned against her, and on that account there is no light for me.’


  ‘She sinned against you, I think.’


  ‘No: she did not. I committed the guilt; and may the whole burden be upon my head!’


  ‘I think you might consider twice before you say that,’ Eustacia replied. ‘Single men have, no doubt, a right to curse themselves as much as they please; but men with wives involve two in the doom they pray down.’


  ‘I am in too sorry a state to understand what you are refining on,’ said the wretched man. ‘Day and night shout at me, “You have helped to kill her.” But in loathing myself I may, I own, be unjust to you, my poor wife. Forgive me for it, Eustacia, for I scarcely know what I do.’


  Eustacia was always anxious to avoid the sight of her husband in such a state as this, which had become as dreadful to her as the trial scene was to Judas Iscariot. It brought before her eyes the spectre of a worn-out woman knocking at a door which she would not open; and she shrank from contemplating it. Yet it was better for Yeobright himself when he spoke openly of his sharp regret, for in silence he endured infinitely more, and would sometimes remain so long in a tense, brooding mood, consuming himself by the gnawing of his thought, that it was imperatively necessary to make him talk aloud, that his grief might in some degree expend itself in the effort.


  Eustacia had not been long indoors after her look at the moonlight when a soft footstep came up to the house, and Thomasin was announced by the woman downstairs.


  ‘Ah, Thomasin! Thank you for coming to-night,’ said Clym when she entered the room. ‘Here am I, you see. Such a wretched spectacle am I, that I shrink from being seen by a single friend, and almost from you.’


  ‘You must not shrink from me, dear Clym,’ said Thomasin earnestly, in that sweet voice of hers which came to a sufferer like fresh air into a Black Hole. ‘Nothing in you can ever shock me or drive me away. I have been here before, but you don’t remember it.’


  ‘Yes, I do; I am not delirious, Thomasin, nor have I been so at all. Don’t you believe that if they say so. I am only in great misery at what I have done: and that, with the weakness, makes me seem mad. But it has not upset my reason. Do you think I should remember all about my mother’s death if I were out of my mind? No such good luck. Two months and a half, Thomasin, the last of her life, did my poor mother live alone, distracted and mourning because of me; yet she was unvisited by me, though I was living only six miles off. Two months and a half—seventy-five days did the sun rise and set upon her in that deserted state which a dog didn’t deserve! Poor people who had nothing in common with her would have cared for her, and visited her had they known her sickness and loneliness; but I, who should have been all to her, stayed away like a cur. If there is any justice in God let Him kill me now. He has nearly blinded me, but that is not enough. If He would only strike me with more pain I would believe in Him for ever!’


  ‘Hush, hush! O, pray, Clym, don’t, don’t say it!’ implored Thomasin, affrighted into sobs and tears; while Eustacia, at the other side of the room, though her pale face remained calm, writhed in her chair. Clym went on without heeding his cousin.


  ‘But I am not worth receiving further proof even of Heaven’s reprobation. Do you think, Thomasin, that she knew me—that she did not die in that horrid mistaken notion about my not forgiving her, which I can’t tell you how she acquired? If you could only assure me of that! Do you think so, Eustacia? Do speak to me.’


  ‘I think I can assure you that she knew better at last,’ said Thomasin. The pallid Eustacia said nothing.


  ‘Why didn’t she come to my house? I would have taken her in and showed her how I loved her in spite of all. But she never came; and I didn’t go to her, and she died on the heath like an animal kicked out, nobody to help her till it was too late. If you could have seen her, Thomasin, as I saw her—a poor dying woman, lying in the dark upon the bare ground, moaning, nobody near, believing she was utterly deserted by all the world, it would have moved you to anguish, it would have moved a brute. And this poor woman my mother! No wonder she said to the child, “You have seen a broken-hearted woman.” What a state she must have been brought to, to say that! and who can have done it but I? It is too dreadful to think of, and I wish I could be punished more heavily than I am. How long was I what they called out of my senses?’


  ‘A week, I think.’


  ‘And then I became calm.’


  ‘Yes, for four days.’


  ‘And now I have left off being calm.’


  ‘But try to be quiet: please do, and you will soon be strong. If you could remove that impression from your mind——’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ he said impatiently. ‘But I don’t want to get strong. What’s the use of my getting well? It would be better for me if I die, and it would certainly be better for Eustacia. Is Eustacia there?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It would be better for you, Eustacia, if I were to die?’


  ‘Don’t press such a question, dear Clym.’


  ‘Well, it really is but a shadowy supposition; for unfortunately I am going to live. I feel myself getting better. Thomasin, how long are you going to stay at the inn, now that all this money has come to your husband?’


  ‘Another month or two, probably; until my illness is over. We cannot get off till then. I think it will be a month or more.’


  ‘Yes, yes. Of course. Ah, Cousin Tamsie, you will get over your trouble—one little month will take you through it, and bring something to console you; but I shall never get over mine, and no consolation will come!’


  ‘Clym, you are unjust to yourself. Depend upon it, aunt thought kindly of you. I know that, if she had lived, you would have been reconciled with her.’


  ‘But she didn’t come to see me, though I asked her, before I married, if she would come. Had she come, or had I gone there, she would never have died saying, “I am a broken-hearted woman, cast off by my son.” My door has always been open to her—a welcome here has always awaited her. But that she never came to see.’


  ‘You had better not talk any more now, Clym,’ said Eustacia faintly from the other part of the room, for the scene was growing intolerable to her.


  ‘Let me talk to you instead for the little time I shall be here,’ Thomasin said soothingly. ‘Consider what a one-sided way you have of looking at the matter, Clym. When she said that to the little boy you had not found her and taken her into your arms; and it might have been uttered in a moment of bitterness. It was rather like aunt to say things in haste. She sometimes used to speak so to me. Though she did not come I am convinced that she thought of coming to see you. Do you suppose a man’s mother could live two or three months without one forgiving thought? She forgave me; and why should she not have forgiven you?’


  ‘You laboured to win her round; I did nothing. I, who was going to teach people the higher secrets of happiness, did not know how to keep out of that gross misery which the most untaught are wise enough to avoid.’


  ‘How did you get here to-night, Thomasin?’ said Eustacia.


  ‘Damon set me down at the end of the lane. He has driven into East Egdon on business, and he will come and pick me up by-and-by.’


  Accordingly they soon after heard the noise of wheels. Wildeve had come, and was waiting outside with his horse and gig.


  ‘Send out and tell him I will be down in two minutes,’ said Thomasin.


  ‘I will run down myself,’ said Eustacia.


  She went down. Wildeve had alighted, and was standing before the horse’s head when Eustacia opened the door. He did not turn for a moment, thinking the comer Thomasin. Then he looked, started startled ever so little, and said one word: ‘Well?’


  ‘I have not yet told him,’ she replied in a whisper.


  ‘Then don’t do so till he is well—it will be fatal. You are ill yourself.’


  ‘I am wretched…. O Damon,’ she said, bursting into tears, ‘I—I can’t tell you how unhappy I am! I can hardly bear this. I can tell nobody of my trouble—nobody knows of it but you.’


  ‘Poor girl!’ said Wildeve, visibly affected at her distress, and at last led on so far as to take her hand. ‘It is hard, when you have done nothing to deserve it, that you should have got involved in such a web as this. You were not made for these sad scenes. I am to blame most. If I could only have saved you from it all!’


  ‘But, Damon, please pray tell me what I must do? To sit by him hour after hour, and hear him reproach himself as being the cause of her death, and to know that I am the sinner if any human being is at all, drives me into cold despair. I don’t know what to do. Should I tell him or should I not tell him? I always am asking myself that. O, I want to tell him; and yet I am afraid. If he finds it out he must surely kill me, for nothing else will be in proportion to his feelings now. “Beware the fury of a patient man” sounds day by day in my ears as I watch him.’


  ‘Well, wait till he is better, and trust to chance. And when you tell, you must only tell part—for his own sake.’


  ‘Which part should I keep back?’


  Wildeve paused. ‘That I was in the house at the time,’ he said in a low tone.


  ‘Yes; it must be concealed, seeing what has been whispered. How much easier are hasty actions than speeches that will excuse them!’


  ‘If he were only to die——’ Wildeve murmured.


  ‘Do not think of it! I would not buy hope of immunity by so cowardly a desire even if I hated him. Now I am going up to him again. Thomasin bade me tell you she would be down in a few minutes. Good-bye.’


  She returned, and Thomasin soon appeared. When she was seated in the gig with her husband, and the horse was turning to go off, Wildeve lifted his eyes to the bedroom windows. Looking from one of them he could discern a pale, tragic face watching him drive away. It was Eustacia’s.


  ♣


  II


  A Lurid Light Breaks in upon a Darkened Understanding


  Clym’s grief became mitigated by wearing itself out. His strength returned, and a month after the visit of Thomasin he might have been seen walking about the garden. Endurance and despair, equanimity and gloom, the tints of health and the pallor of death, mingled weirdly in his face. He was now unnaturally silent upon all of the past that related to his mother; and though Eustacia knew that he was thinking of it none the less, she was only too glad to escape the topic ever to bring it up anew. When his mind had been weaker his heart had led him to speak out; but reason having now somewhat recovered itself he sank into taciturnity.


  One evening when he was thus standing in the garden, abstractedly spudding up a weed with his stick, a bony figure turned the corner of the house and came up to him.


  ‘Christian, isn’t it?’ said Clym. ‘I am glad you have found me out. I shall soon want you to go to Blooms-End and assist me in putting the house in order. I suppose it is all locked up as I left it?’


  ‘Yes, Mister Clym.’


  ‘Have you dug up the potatoes and other roots?’


  ‘Yes, without a drop o’ rain, thank God. But I was coming to tell ’ee of something else which is quite different from what we have lately had in the family. I am sent by the rich gentleman at the Woman, that we used to call the landlord, to tell ’ee that Mrs. Wildeve is doing well of a girl, which was born punctually at one o’clock at noon, or a few minutes more or less; and ’tis said that expecting of this increase is what have kept ’em there since they came into their money.’


  ‘And she is getting on well, you say?’


  ‘Yes, sir. Only Mr. Wildeve is twanky because ’tisn’t a boy—that’s what they say in the kitchen, but I was not supposed to notice that.’


  ‘Christian, now listen to me.’


  ‘Yes, sure, Mr. Yeobright.’


  ‘Did you see my mother the day before she died?’


  ‘No, I did not.’


  Yeobright’s face expressed disappointment.


  ‘But I zeed her the morning of the same day she died.’


  Clym’s look lighted up. ‘That’s nearer still to my meaning,’ he said.


  ‘Yes, I know ’twas the same day; for she said, “I be going to see him, Christian; so I shall not want any vegetables brought in for dinner.”’


  ‘See whom?’


  ‘See you. She was going to your house, you understand.’


  Yeobright regarded Christian with intense surprise. ‘Why did you never mention this?’ he said. ‘Are you sure it was my house she was coming to?’


  ‘O yes. I didn’t mention it because I’ve never zeed you lately. And as she didn’t get there it was all nought, and nothing to tell.’


  ‘And I have been wondering why she should have walked in the heath on that hot day! Well, did she say what she was coming for? It is a thing, Christian, I am very anxious to know.’


  ‘Yes, Mister Clym. She didn’t say it to me, though I think she did to one here and there.’


  ‘Do you know one person to whom she spoke of it?’


  ‘There is one man, please, sir, but I hope you won’t mention my name to him, as I have seen him in strange places, particular in dreams. One night last summer he glared at me like Famine and Sword, and it made me feel so low that I didn’t comb out my few hairs for two days. He was standing, as it might be, Mister Yeobright, in the middle of the path to Mistover, and your mother came up, looking as pale——’


  ‘Yes, when was that?’


  ‘Last summer, in my dream.’


  ‘Pooh! Who’s the man?’


  ‘Diggory, the reddleman. He called upon her and sat with her the evening before she set out to see you. I hadn’t gone home from work when he came up to the gate.’


  ‘I must see Venn—I wish I had known it before,’ said Clym anxiously. ‘I wonder why he has not come to tell me?’


  ‘He went out of Egdon Heath the next day, so would not be likely to know you wanted him.’


  ‘Christian,’ said Clym, ‘you must go and find Venn. I am otherwise engaged, or I would go myself. Find him at once, and tell him I want to speak to him.’


  ‘I am a good hand at hunting up folk by day,’ said Christian, looking dubiously round at the declining light; ‘but as to night-time, never is such a bad hand as I, Mister Yeobright.’


  ‘Search the heath when you will, so that you bring him soon. Bring him to-morrow, if you can.’


  Christian then departed. The morrow came, but no Venn. In the evening Christian arrived, looking very weary. He had been searching all day, and had heard nothing of the reddleman.


  ‘Inquire as much as you can to-morrow without neglecting your work,’ said Yeobright. ‘Don’t come again till you have found him.’


  The next day Yeobright set out for the old house at Blooms-End, which, with the garden, was now his own. His severe illness had hindered all preparations for his removal thither; but it had become necessary that he should go and overlook its contents, as administrator to his mother’s little property; for which purpose he decided to pass the next night on the premises.


  He journeyed onward, not quickly or decisively, but in the slow walk of one who has been awakened from a stupefying sleep. It was early afternoon when he reached the valley. The expression of the place, the tone of the hour, were precisely those of many such occasions in days gone by; and these antecedent similarities fostered the illusion that she, who was there no longer, would come out to welcome him. The garden gate was locked and the shutters were closed, just as he himself had left them on the evening after the funeral. He unlocked the gate, and found that a spider had already constructed a large web, tying the door to the lintel, on the supposition that it was never to be opened again. When he had entered the house and flung back the shutters he set about his task of overhauling the cupboards and closets, burning papers, and considering how best to arrange the place for Eustacia’s reception, until such time as he might be in a position to carry out his long-delayed scheme, should that time ever arrive.


  As he surveyed the rooms he felt strongly disinclined for the alterations which would have to be made in the time-honoured furnishing of his parents and grandparents, to suit Eustacia’s modern ideas. The gaunt oak-cased clock, with the picture of the Ascension on the door-panel and the Miraculous Draught of Fishes on the base; his grandmother’s corner cupboard with the glass door, through which the spotted china was visible; the dumb-waiter; the wooden tea-trays; the hanging fountain with the brass tap—whither would these venerable articles have to be banished?


  He noticed that the flowers in the window had died for want of water, and he placed them out upon the ledge, that they might be taken away. While thus engaged he heard footsteps on the gravel without, and somebody knocked at the door.


  Yeobright opened it, and Venn was standing before him.


  ‘Good morning,’ said the reddleman. ‘Is Mrs. Yeobright at home?’


  Yeobright looked upon the ground. ‘Then you have not seen Christian or any of the Egdon folks?’ he said.


  ‘No. I have only just returned after a long stay away. I called here the day before I left.’


  ‘And you have heard nothing?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘My mother is—dead.’


  ‘Dead!’ said Venn mechanically.


  ‘Her home now is where I shouldn’t mind having mine.’


  Venn regarded him, and then said, ‘If I didn’t see your face I could never believe your words. Have you been ill?’


  ‘I had an illness.’


  ‘Well, the change! When I parted from her a month ago everything seemed to say that she was going to begin a new life.’


  ‘And what seemed came true.’


  ‘You say right, no doubt. Trouble has taught you a deeper vein of talk than mine. All I meant was regarding her life here. She has died too soon.’


  ‘Perhaps through my living too long. I have had a bitter experience on that score this last month, Diggory. But come in; I have been wanting to see you.’


  He conducted the reddleman into the large room where the dancing had taken place the previous Christmas; and they sat down in the settle together. ‘There’s the cold fireplace, you see,’ said Clym. ‘When that half-burnt log and those cinders were alight she was alive! Little has been changed here yet. I can do nothing. My life creeps like a snail.’


  ‘How came she to die?’ said Venn.


  Yeobright gave him some particulars of her illness and death, and continued: ‘After this no kind of pain will ever seem more than an indisposition to me.—I began saying that I wanted to ask you something, but I stray from subjects like a drunken man. I am anxious to know what my mother said to you when she last saw you. You talked with her a long time, I think?’


  ‘I talked with her more than half an hour.’


  ‘About me?’


  ‘Yes. And it must have been on account of what we said that she was on the heath. Without question she was coming to see you.’


  ‘But why should she come to see me if she felt so bitterly against me? There’s the mystery.’


  ‘Yet I know she quite forgave ’ee.’


  ‘But, Diggory—would a woman, who had quite forgiven her son, say, when she felt herself ill on the way to his house, that she was broken-hearted because of his ill-usage? Never!’


  ‘What I know is that she didn’t blame you at all. She blamed herself for what had happened, and only herself. I had it from her own lips.’


  ‘You had it from her lips that I had not ill-treated her; and at the same time another had it from her lips that I had ill-treated her? My mother was no impulsive woman who changed her opinion every hour without reason. How can it be, Venn, that she should have told such different stories in close succession?’


  ‘I cannot say. It is certainly odd, when she had forgiven you, and had forgiven your wife, and was going to see ye on purpose to make friends.’


  ‘If there was one thing wanting to bewilder me it was this incomprehensible thing! … Diggory, if we, who remain alive, were only allowed to hold conversation with the dead—just once, a bare minute, even through a screen of iron bars, as with persons in prison—what we might learn! How many who now ride smiling would hide their heads! And this mystery—I should then be at the bottom of it at once. But the grave has for ever shut her in; and how shall it be found out now?’


  No reply was returned by his companion, since none could be given; and when Venn left, a few minutes later, Clym had passed from the dulness of sorrow to the fluctuation of carking incertitude.


  He continued in the same state all the afternoon. A bed was made up for him in the same house by a neighbour, that he might not have to return again the next day; and when he retired to rest in the deserted place it was only to remain awake hour after hour thinking the same thoughts. How to discover a solution to this riddle of death seemed a query of more importance than highest problems of the living. There was housed in his memory a vivid picture of the face of a little boy as he entered the hovel where Clym’s mother lay. The round eyes, eager gaze, the piping voice which enunciated the words, had operated like stilettos on his brain.


  A visit to the boy suggested itself as a means of gleaning new particulars; though it might be quite unproductive. To probe a child’s mind after the lapse of six weeks, not for facts which the child had seen and understood, but to get at those which were in their nature beyond him, did not promise much; yet when every obvious channel is blocked we grope towards the small and obscure. There was nothing else left to do; after that he would allow the enigma to drop into the abyss of undiscoverable things.


  It was about daybreak when he had reached this decision, and he at once arose. He locked up the house and went out into the green patch which merged in heather further on. In front of the white garden-palings the path branched into three like a broad-arrow. The road to the right led to the Quiet Woman and its neighbourhood; the middle track led to Mistover Knap; the left-hand track led over the hill to another part of Mistover, where the child lived. On inclining into the latter path Yeobright felt a creeping chilliness, familiar enough to most people, and probably caused by the unsunned morning air. In after days he thought of it as a thing of singular significance.


  When Yeobright reached the cottage of Susan Nunsuch, the mother of the boy he sought, he found that the inmates were not yet astir. But in upland hamlets the transition from a-bed to abroad is surprisingly swift and easy. There no dense partition of yawns and toilets divides humanity by night from humanity by day. Yeobright tapped at the upper window-sill, which he could reach with his walking-stick; and in three or four minutes the woman came down.


  It was not till this moment that Clym recollected her to be the person who had behaved so barbarously to Eustacia. It partly explained the insuavity with which the woman greeted him. Moreover, the boy had been ailing again; and Susan now, as ever since the night when he had been pressed into Eustacia’s service at the bonfire, attributed his indispositions to Eustacia’s influence as a witch. It was one of those sentiments which lurk like moles underneath the visible surface of manners, and may have been kept alive by Eustacia’s entreaty to the captain, at the time that he had intended to prosecute Susan for the pricking in church, to let the matter drop; which he accordingly had done.


  Yeobright overcame his repugnance, for Susan had at least borne his mother no ill-will. He asked kindly for the boy; but her manner did not improve.


  ‘I wish to see him,’ continued Yeobright, with some hesitation; ‘to ask him if he remembers anything more of his walk with my mother than what he has previously told.’


  She regarded him in a peculiar and criticizing manner. To anybody but a half-blind man it would have said, ‘You want another of the knocks which have already laid you so low.’


  She called the boy downstairs, asked Clym to sit down on a stool, and continued, ‘Now, Johnny, tell Mr. Yeobright anything you can call to mind.’


  ‘You have not forgotten how you walked with the poor lady on that hot day?’ said Clym.


  ‘No,’ said the boy.


  ‘And what she said to you?’


  The boy repeated the exact words he had used on entering the hut. Yeobright rested his elbow on the table and shaded his face with his hand; and the mother looked as if she wondered how a man could want more of what had stung him so deeply.


  ‘She was going to Alderworth when you first met her?’


  ‘No; she was coming away.’


  ‘That can’t be.’


  ‘Yes; she walked along with me. I was coming away, too.’


  ‘Then where did you first see her?’


  ‘At your house.’


  ‘Attend, and speak the truth!’ said Clym sternly.


  ‘Yes, sir; at your house was where I seed her first.’


  Clym started up, and Susan smiled in an expectant way which did not embellish her face; it seemed to mean, ‘Something sinister is coming!’


  ‘What did she do at my house?’


  ‘She went and sat under the trees at the Devil’s Bellows.’


  ‘Good God! this is all news to me!’


  ‘You never told me this before?’ said Susan.


  ‘No, mother; because I didn’t like to tell ’ee I had been so far. I was picking black-hearts, and went further than I meant.’


  ‘What did she do then?’ said Yeobright.


  ‘Looked at a man who came up and went into your house.’


  ‘That was myself—a furze-cutter, with brambles in his hand.’


  ‘No; ’twas not you. ’Twas a gentleman. You had gone in afore.’


  ‘Who was he?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Now tell me what happened next.’


  ‘The poor lady went and knocked at your door, and the lady with black hair looked out of the side-window at her.’


  The boy’s mother turned to Clym and said, ‘This is something you didn’t expect?’


  Yeobright took no more notice of her than if he had been of stone. ‘Go on, go on,’ he said hoarsely to the boy.


  ‘And when she saw the young lady look out of the window the old lady knocked again; and when nobody came she took up the furze-hook and looked at it, and put it down again, and then she looked at the faggot-bonds; and then she went away, and walked across to me, and blowed her breath very hard, like this. We walked on together, she and I, and I talked to her and she talked to me a bit, but not much, because she couldn’t blow her breath.’


  ‘O!’ murmured Clym, in a low tone, and bowed his head. ‘Let’s have more,’ he said.


  ‘She couldn’t talk much, and she couldn’t walk; and her face was, O so queer!’


  ‘How was her face?’


  ‘Like yours is now.’


  The woman looked at Yeobright, and beheld him colourless, in a cold sweat. ‘Isn’t there meaning in it?’ she said stealthily. ‘What do you think of her now?’


  ‘Silence!’ said Clym fiercely. And, turning to the boy, ‘And then you left her to die?’


  ‘No,’ said the woman, quickly and angrily. ‘He did not leave her to die! She sent him away. Whoever says he forsook her says what’s not true.’


  ‘Trouble no more about that,’ answered Clym, with a quivering mouth. ‘What he did is a trifle in comparison with what he saw. Door kept shut, did you say? Kept shut, she looking out of window? Good heart of God!—what does it mean?’


  The child shrank away from the gaze of his questioner.


  ‘He said so,’ answered the mother, ‘and Johnny’s a God-fearing boy and tells no lies.’


  ‘“Cast off by my son!” No, by my best life, dear mother, it is not so! But by your son’s, your son’s—— May all murderesses get the torment they deserve!’


  With these words Yeobright went forth from the little dwelling. The pupils of his eyes, fixed steadfastly on blankness, were vaguely lit with an icy shine; his mouth had passed into the phase more or less imaginatively rendered in studies of Oedipus. The strangest deeds were possible to his mood. But they were not possible to his situation. Instead of there being before him the pale face of Eustacia, and a masculine shape unknown, there was only the imperturbable countenance of the heath, which, having defied the cataclysmal onsets of centuries, reduced to insignificance by its seamed and antique features the wildest turmoil of a single man.


  ♣


  III


  Eustacia Dresses Herself on a Black Morning


  A consciousness of a vast impassivity in all which lay around him took possession even of Yeobright in his wild walk towards Alderworth. He had once before felt in his own person this overpowering of the fervid by the inanimate; but then it had tended to enervate a passion far sweeter than that which at present pervaded him. It was once when he stood parting from Eustacia in the moist still levels beyond the hills.


  But dismissing all this he went onward home, and came to the front of his house. The blinds of Eustacia’s bedroom were still closely drawn, for she was no early riser. All the life visible was in the shape of a solitary thrush cracking a small snail upon the door-stone for his breakfast, and his tapping seemed a loud noise in the general silence which prevailed; but on going to the door Clym found it unfastened, the young girl who attended upon Eustacia being astir in the back part of the premises. Yeobright entered and went straight to his wife’s room.


  The noise of his arrival must have aroused her, for when he opened the door she was standing before the looking-glass in her night-dress, the ends of her hair gathered into one hand, with which she was coiling the whole mass round her head, previous to beginning toilette operations. She was not a woman given to speaking first at a meeting, and she allowed Clym to walk across in silence, without turning her head. He came behind her, and she saw his face in the glass. It was ashy, haggard, and terrible. Instead of starting towards him in sorrowful surprise, as even Eustacia, undemonstrative wife as she was, would have done in days before she burdened herself with a secret, she remained motionless, looking at him in the glass. And while she looked the carmine flush with which warmth and sound sleep had suffused her cheeks and neck, dissolved from view, and the death-like pallor in his face flew across into hers. He was close enough to see this, and the sight instigated his tongue.


  ‘You know what is the matter,’ he said huskily. ‘I see it in your face.’


  Her hand relinquished the rope of hair and dropped to her side, and the pile of tresses, no longer supported, fell from the crown of her head about her shoulders and over the white night-gown. She made no reply.


  ‘Speak to me,’ said Yeobright peremptorily.


  The blanching process did not cease in her, and her lips now became as white as her face. She turned to him and said, ‘Yes, Clym, I’ll speak to you. Why do you return so early? Can I do anything for you?’


  ‘Yes, you can listen to me. It seems that my wife is not very well?’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Your face, my dear; your face. Or perhaps it is the pale morning light which takes your colour away? Now I am going to reveal a secret to you. Ha-ha!’


  ‘O, that is ghastly!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your laugh.’


  ‘There’s reason for ghastliness. Eustacia; you have held my happiness in the hollow of your hand, and like a devil you have dashed it down!’


  She started back from the dressing-table, retreated a few steps from him, and looked him in the face. ‘Ah! you think to frighten me,’ she said, with a slight laugh. ‘Is it worth while? I am undefended, and alone.’


  ‘How extraordinary!’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘As there is ample time I will tell you, though you know well enough. I mean that it is extraordinary that you should be alone in my absence. Tell me, now, where is he who was with you on the afternoon of the thirty-first of August? Under the bed? Up the chimney?’


  A shudder overcame her and shook the light fabric of her night-dress throughout. ‘I do not remember dates so exactly,’ she said. ‘I cannot recollect that anybody was with me besides yourself.’


  ‘The day I mean,’ said Yeobright, his voice growing louder and harsher, ‘was the day you shut the door against my mother and killed her. O, it is too much—too bad!’ He leant over the footpiece of the bedstead for a few moments, with his back towards her; then rising again: ‘Tell me, tell me! tell me—do you hear?’ he cried, rushing up to her and seizing her by the loose folds of her sleeve.


  The superstratum of timidity which often overlies those who are daring and defiant at heart had been passed through, and the mettlesome substance of the woman was reached. The red blood inundated her face, previously so pale.


  ‘What are you going to do?’ she said in a low voice, regarding him with a proud smile. ‘You will not alarm me by holding on so; but it would be a pity to tear my sleeve.’


  Instead of letting go he drew her closer to him. ‘Tell me the particulars of—my mother’s death,’ he said in a hard, panting whisper; ‘or—I’ll—I’ll——’


  ‘Clym,’ she answered slowly, ‘do you think you dare do anything to me that I dare not bear? But before you strike me listen. You will get nothing from me by a blow, even though it should kill me, as it probably will. But perhaps you do not wish me to speak—killing may be all you mean?’


  ‘Kill you! Do you expect it?’


  ‘I do.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘No less degree of rage against me will match your previous grief for her.’


  ‘Phew—I shall not kill you,’ he said contemptuously, as if under a sudden change of purpose. ‘I did think of it; but—I shall not. That would be making a martyr of you, and sending you to where she is; and I would keep you away from her till the universe come to an end, if I could.’


  ‘I almost wish you would kill me,’ said she with gloomy bitterness. ‘It is with no strong desire, I assure you, that I play the part I have lately played on earth. You are no blessing, my husband.’


  ‘You shut the door—you looked out of the window upon her—you had a man in the house with you—you sent her away to die. The inhumanity—the treachery—I will not touch you—stand away from me—and confess every word!’


  ‘Never! I’ll hold my tongue like the very death that I don’t mind meeting, even though I can clear myself of half you believe by speaking. Yes. I will! Who of any dignity would take the trouble to clear cobwebs from a wild man’s mind after such language as this? No; let him go on, and think his narrow thoughts, and run his head into the mire. I have other cares.’


  ‘’Tis too much—but I must spare you.’


  ‘Poor charity.’


  ‘By my wretched soul you sting me, Eustacia! I can keep it up, and hotly too. Now, then, madam, tell me his name!’


  ‘Never, I am resolved.’


  ‘How often does he write to you? Where does he put his letters—when does he meet you? Ah, his letters! Do you tell me his name?’


  ‘I do not.’


  ‘Then I’ll find it myself.’ His eye had fallen upon a small desk that stood near, on which she was accustomed to write her letters. He went to it. It was locked.


  ‘Unlock this!’


  ‘You have no right to say it. That’s mine.’


  Without another word he seized the desk and dashed it to the floor. The hinge burst open, and a number of letters tumbled out.


  ‘Stay!’ said Eustacia, stepping before him with more excitement than she had hitherto shown.


  ‘Come, come! stand away! I must see them.’


  She looked at the letters as they lay, checked her feeling, and moved indifferently aside; when he gathered them up, and examined them.


  By no stretch of meaning could any but a harmless construction be placed upon a single one of the letters themselves. The solitary exception was an empty envelope directed to her, and the handwriting was Wildeve’s. Yeobright held it up. Eustacia was doggedly silent.


  ‘Can you read, madam? Look at this envelope. Doubtless we shall find more soon, and what was inside them. I shall no doubt be gratified by learning in good time what a well-finished and full-blown adept in a certain trade my lady is.’


  ‘Do you say it to me—do you?’ she gasped.


  He searched further, but found nothing more. ‘What was in this letter?’ he said.


  ‘Ask the writer. Am I your hound that you should talk to me in this way?’


  ‘Do you brave me? do you stand me out, mistress? Answer. Don’t look at me with those eyes as if you would bewitch me again! Sooner than that I die. You refuse to answer?’


  ‘I wouldn’t tell you after this, if I were as innocent as the sweetest babe in heaven!’


  ‘Which you are not.’


  ‘Certainly I am not absolutely,’ she replied. ‘I have not done what you suppose; but if to have done no harm at all is the only innocence recognized, I am beyond forgiveness. But I require no help from your conscience.’


  ‘You can resist, and resist again! Instead of hating you I could, I think, mourn for and pity you, if you were contrite, and would confess all. Forgive you I never can. I don’t speak of your lover—I will give you the benefit of the doubt in that matter, for it only affects me personally. But the other: had you half-killed me, had it been that you wilfully took the sight away from these feeble eyes of mine, I could have forgiven you. But that’s too much for nature!’


  ‘Say no more. I will do without your pity. But I would have saved you from uttering what you will regret.’


  ‘I am going away now. I shall leave you.’


  ‘You need not go, as I am going myself. You will keep just as far away from me by staying here.’


  ‘Call her to mind—think of her—what goodness there was in her: it showed in every line of her face! Most women, even when but slightly annoyed, show a flicker of evil in some curl of the mouth or some corner of the cheek; but as for her, never in her angriest moments was there anything malicious in her look. She was angered quickly, but she forgave just as readily, and underneath her pride there was the meekness of a child. What came of it?—what cared you? You hated her just as she was learning to love you. O! couldn’t you see what was best for you, but must bring a curse upon me, and agony and death upon her, by doing that cruel deed! What was the fellow’s name who was keeping you company and causing you to add cruelty to her to your wrong to me? Was it Wildeve? Was it poor Thomasin’s husband? Heaven, what wickedness! Lost your voice, have you? It is natural after detection of that most noble trick…. Eustacia, didn’t any tender thought of your own mother lead you to think of being gentle to mine at such a time of weariness? Did not one grain of pity enter your heart as she turned away? Think what a vast opportunity was then lost of beginning a forgiving and honest course. Why did not you kick him out, and let her in, and say, I’ll be an honest wife and a noble woman from this hour? Had I told you to go and quench eternally our last flickering chance of happiness here you could have done no worse. Well, she’s asleep now; and have you a hundred gallants, neither they nor you can insult her any more.’


  ‘You exaggerate fearfully,’ she said in a faint, weary voice; ‘but I cannot enter into my defence—it is not worth doing. You are nothing to me in future, and the past side of the story may as well remain untold. I have lost all through you, but I have not complained. Your blunders and misfortunes may have been a sorrow to you, but they have been a wrong to me. All persons of refinement have been scared away from me since I sank into the mire of marriage. Is this your cherishing—to put me into a hut like this, and keep me like the wife of a hind? You deceived me—not by words, but by appearances, which are less seen through than words. But the place will serve as well as any other—as somewhere to pass from—into my grave.’ Her words were smothered in her throat, and her head drooped down.


  ‘I don’t know what you mean by that. Am I the cause of your sin?’ (Eustacia made a trembling motion towards him.) ‘What, you can begin to shed tears and offer me your hand? Good God! can you? No, not I. I’ll not commit the fault of taking that.’ (The hand she had offered dropped nervelessly, but the tears continued flowing.) ‘Well, yes, I’ll take it, if only for the sake of my own foolish kisses that were wasted there before I knew what I cherished. How bewitched I was! How could there be any good in a woman that everybody spoke ill of?’


  ‘O, O, O!’ she cried, breaking down at last; and, shaking with sobs which choked her, she sank upon her knees. ‘O, will you have done! O, you are too relentless—there’s a limit to the cruelty of savages! I have held out long—but you crush me down. I beg for mercy—I cannot bear this any longer—it is inhuman to go further with this! If I had—killed your—mother with my own hand—I should not deserve such a scourging to the bone as this. O, O! God have mercy upon a miserable woman! … You have beaten me in this game—I beg you to stay your hand in pity! … I confess that I—wilfully did not undo the door the first time she knocked—but—I—should have unfastened it the second—if I had not thought you had gone to do it yourself. When I found you had not I opened it, but she was gone. That’s the extent of my crime—towards her. Best natures commit bad faults sometimes, don’t they?—I think they do. Now I will leave you—for ever and ever!’


  ‘Tell all, and I will pity you. Was the man in the house with you Wildeve?’


  ‘I cannot tell,’ she said desperately through her sobbing. ‘Don’t insist further—I cannot tell. I am going from this house. We cannot both stay here.’


  ‘You need not go: I will go. You can stay here.’


  ‘No, I will dress, and then I will go.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Where I came from, or elsewhere.’


  She hastily dressed herself, Yeobright moodily walking up and down the room the whole of the time. At last all her things were on. Her little hands quivered so violently as she held them to her chin to fasten her bonnet that she could not tie the strings, and after a few moments she relinquished the attempt. Seeing this he moved forward and said, ‘Let me tie them.’


  She assented in silence, and lifted her chin. For once at least in her life she was totally oblivious of the charm of her attitude. But he was not, and he turned his eyes aside, that he might not be tempted to softness.


  The strings were tied; she turned from him. ‘Do you still prefer going away yourself to my leaving you?’ he inquired again.


  ‘I do.’


  ‘Very well—let it be. And when you will confess to the man I may pity you.’


  She flung her shawl about her and went downstairs, leaving him standing in the room.


  Eustacia had not long been gone when there came a knock at the door of the bedroom; and Yeobright said, ‘Well?’


  It was the servant; and she replied, ‘Somebody from Mrs. Wildeve’s have called to tell ’ee that the mis’ess and the baby are getting on wonderful well, and the baby’s name is to be Eustacia Clementine.’ And the girl retired.


  ‘What a mockery!’ said Clym. ‘This unhappy marriage of mine to be perpetuated in that child’s name!’


  ♣


  IV


  The Ministrations of a Half-Forgotten One


  Eustacia’s journey was at first as vague in direction as that of thistledown on the wind. She did not know what to do. She wished it had been night instead of morning, that she might at least have borne her misery without the possibility of being seen. Tracing mile after mile along between the dying ferns and the wet white spiders’ webs, she at length turned her steps towards her grandfather’s house. She found the front door closed and locked. Mechanically she went round to the end where the stable was, and on looking in at the stable-door she saw Charley standing within.


  ‘Captain Vye is not at home?’ she said.


  ‘No, ma’am,’ said the lad in a flutter of feeling; ‘he’s gone to Weatherbury, and won’t be home till night. And the servant is gone home for a holiday. So the house is locked up.’


  Eustacia’s face was not visible to Charley as she stood at the doorway, her back being to the sky, and the stable but indifferently lighted; but the wildness of her manner arrested his attention. She turned and walked away across the enclosure to the gate, and was hidden by the bank.


  When she had disappeared Charley, with misgiving in his eyes, slowly came from the stable-door, and going to another point in the bank he looked over. Eustacia was leaning against it on the outside, her face covered with her hands, and her head pressing the dewy heather which bearded the bank’s outer side. She appeared to be utterly indifferent to the circumstance that her bonnet, hair, and garments were becoming wet and disarranged by the moisture of her cold, harsh pillow. Clearly something was wrong.


  Charley had always regarded Eustacia as Eustacia had regarded Clym when she first beheld him—as a romantic and sweet vision, scarcely incarnate. He had been so shut off from her by the dignity of her look and the pride of her speech, except at that one blissful interval when he was allowed to hold her hand, that he had hardly deemed her a woman, wingless and earthly, subject to household conditions and domestic jars. The inner details of her life he had only conjectured. She had been a lovely wonder, predestined to an orbit in which the whole of his own was but a point; and this sight of her leaning like a helpless, despairing creature against a wild wet bank, filled him with an amazed horror. He could no longer remain where he was. Leaping over, he came up, touched her with his finger, and said tenderly, ‘You are poorly, ma’am. What can I do?’


  Eustacia started up, and said, ‘Ah, Charley—you have followed me. You did not think when I left home in the summer that I should come back like this!’


  ‘I did not, dear ma’am. Can I help you now?’


  ‘I am afraid not. I wish I could get into the house. I feel giddy—that’s all.’


  ‘Lean on my arm, ma’am, till we get to the porch; and I will try to open the door.’


  He supported her to the porch, and there depositing her on a seat hastened to the back, climbed to a window by the help of a ladder, and descending inside opened the door. Next he assisted her into the room, where there was an old-fashioned horsehair settee as large as a donkey-waggon. She lay down here, and Charley covered her with a cloak he found in the hall.


  ‘Shall I get you something to eat and drink?’ he said.


  ‘If you please, Charley. But I suppose there is no fire?’


  ‘I can light it, ma’am.’


  He vanished, and she heard a splitting of wood and a blowing of bellows; and presently he returned, saying, ‘I have lighted a fire in the kitchen, and now I’ll light one here.’


  He lit the fire, Eustacia dreamily observing him from her couch. When it was blazing up he said, ‘Shall I wheel you round in front of it, ma’am, as the morning is chilly?’


  ‘Yes, if you like.’


  ‘Shall I go and bring the victuals now?’


  ‘Yes, do,’ she murmured languidly.


  When he had gone, and the dull sounds occasionally reached her ears of his movements in the kitchen, she forgot where she was, and had for a moment to consider by an effort what the sounds meant. After an interval which seemed short to her whose thoughts were elsewhere, he came in with a tray on which steamed tea and toast, though it was nearly lunch-time.


  ‘Place it on the table,’ she said. ‘I shall be ready soon.’


  He did so, and retired to the door: when, however, he perceived that she did not move he came back a few steps.


  ‘Let me hold it to you, if you don’t wish to get up,’ said Charley. He brought the tray to the front of the couch, where he knelt down, adding, ‘I will hold it for you.’


  Eustacia sat up and poured out a cup of tea. ‘You are very kind to me, Charley,’ she murmured as she sipped.


  ‘Well, I ought to be,’ said he diffidently, taking great trouble not to rest his eyes upon her, though this was their only natural position, Eustacia being immediately before him. ‘You have been kind to me.’


  ‘How have I?’ said Eustacia.


  ‘You let me hold your hand when you were a maiden at home.’


  ‘Ah, so I did. Why did I do that? My mind is lost—it had to do with the mumming, had it not?’


  ‘Yes, you wanted to go in my place.’


  ‘I remember. I do indeed remember—too well!’


  She again became utterly downcast; and Charley, seeing that she was not going to eat or drink any more, took away the tray.


  Afterwards he occasionally came in to see if the fire was burning, to ask her if she wanted anything, to tell her that the wind had shifted from south to west, to ask her if she would like him to gather her some blackberries; to all which inquiries she replied in the negative or with indifference.


  She remained on the settee some time longer, when she aroused herself and went upstairs. The room in which she had formerly slept still remained much as she had left it, and the recollection that this forced upon her of her own greatly changed and infinitely worsened situation again set on her face the undetermined and formless misery which it had worn on her first arrival. She peeped into her grandfather’s room, through which the fresh autumn air was blowing from the open window. Her eye was arrested by what was a familiar sight enough, though it broke upon her now with a new significance.


  It was a brace of pistols, hanging near the head of her grandfather’s bed, which he always kept there loaded, as a precaution against possible burglars, the house being very lonely. Eustacia regarded them long, as if they were the page of a book in which she read a new and a strange matter. Quickly, like one afraid of herself, she returned downstairs and stood in deep thought.


  ‘If I could only do it!’ she said. ‘It would be doing much good to myself and all connected with me, and no harm to a single one.’


  The idea seemed to gather force within her, and she remained in a fixed attitude nearly ten minutes, when a certain finality was expressed in her gaze, and no longer the blankness of indecision.


  She turned and went up the second time—softly and stealthily now—and entered her grandfather’s room, her eyes at once seeking the head of the bed. The pistols were gone.


  The instant quashing of her purpose by their absence affected her brain as a sudden vacuum affects the body: she nearly fainted. Who had done this? There was only one person on the premises besides herself. Eustacia involuntarily turned to the open window which overlooked the garden as far as the bank that bounded it. On the summit of the latter stood Charley, sufficiently elevated by its height to see into the room. His gaze was directed eagerly and solicitously upon her.


  She went downstairs to the door and beckoned to him.


  ‘You have taken them away?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘Why did you do it?’


  ‘I saw you looking at them too long.’


  ‘What has that to do with it?’


  ‘You have been heart-broken all the morning, as if you did not want to live.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘And I could not bear to leave them in your way. There was meaning in your look at them.’


  ‘Where are they now?’


  ‘Locked up.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘In the stable.’


  ‘Give them to me.’


  ‘No, ma’am.’


  ‘You refuse?’


  ‘I do. I care too much for you to give ’em up.’


  She turned aside, her face for the first time softening from the stony immobility of the earlier day, and the corners of her mouth resuming something of that delicacy of cut which was always lost in her moments of despair. At last she confronted him again.


  ‘Why should I not die if I wish?’ she said tremulously. ‘I have made a bad bargain with life, and I am weary of it—weary. And now you have hindered my escape. O, why did you, Charley! What makes death painful except the thought of others’ grief?—and that is absent in my case, for not a sigh would follow me!’


  ‘Ah, it is trouble that has done this! I wish in my very soul that he who brought it about might die and rot, even if ’tis transportation to say it!’


  ‘Charley, no more of that. What do you mean to do about this you have seen?’


  ‘Keep it close as night, if you promise not to think of it again.’


  ‘You need not fear. The moment has passed. I promise.’ She then went away, entered the house, and lay down.


  Later in the afternoon her grandfather returned. He was about to question her categorically; but on looking at her he withheld his words.


  ‘Yes, it is too bad to talk of,’ she slowly returned in answer to his glance. ‘Can my old room be got ready for me to-night, grandfather? I shall want to occupy it again.’


  He did not ask what it all meant, or why she had left her husband, but ordered the room to be prepared.


  ♣


  V


  An Old Move Inadvertently Repeated


  Charley’s attentions to his former mistress were unbounded. The only solace to his own trouble lay in his attempts to relieve hers. Hour after hour he considered her wants: he thought of her presence there with a sort of gratitude, and, while uttering imprecations on the cause of her unhappiness, in some measure blessed the result. Perhaps she would always remain there, he thought, and then he would be as happy as he had been before. His dread was lest she should think fit to return to Alderworth, and in that dread his eyes, with all the inquisitiveness of affection, frequently sought her face when she was not observing him, as he would have watched the head of a stockdove to learn if it contemplated flight. Having once really succoured her, and possibly preserved her from the rashest of acts, he mentally assumed in addition a guardian’s responsibility for her welfare.


  For this reason he busily endeavoured to provide her with pleasant distractions, bringing home curious objects which he found in the heath, such as white trumpet-shaped mosses, red-headed lichens, stone arrow-heads used by the old tribes on Egdon, and faceted crystals from the hollows of flints. These he deposited on the premises in such positions that she should see them as if by accident.


  A week passed, Eustacia never going out of the house. Then she walked into the enclosed plot and looked through her grandfather’s spy-glass, as she had been in the habit of doing before her marriage. One day she saw, at a place where the high-road crossed the distant valley, a heavily laden waggon passing along. It was piled with household furniture. She looked again and again, and recognized it to be her own. In the evening her grandfather came indoors with a rumour that Yeobright had removed that day from Alderworth to the old house at Blooms-End.


  On another occasion when reconnoitring thus she beheld two female figures walking in the vale. The day was fine and clear; and the persons not being more than half a mile off she could see their every detail with the telescope. The woman walking in front carried a white bundle in her arms, from one end of which hung a long appendage of drapery; and when the walkers turned, so that the sun fell more directly upon them, Eustacia could see that the object was a baby. She called Charley, and asked him if he knew who they were, though she well guessed.


  ‘Mrs. Wildeve and the nurse-girl,’ said Charley.


  ‘The nurse is carrying the baby?’ said Eustacia.


  ‘No, ’tis Mrs. Wildeve carrying that,’ he answered, ‘and the nurse walks behind carrying nothing.’


  The lad was in good spirits that day, for the fifth of November had again come round, and he was planning yet another scheme to divert her from her too absorbing thoughts. For two successive years his mistress had seemed to take pleasure in lighting a bonfire on the bank overlooking the valley; but this year she had apparently quite forgotten the day and the customary deed. He was careful not to remind her, and went on with his secret preparations for a cheerful surprise, the more zealously that he had been absent last time and unable to assist. At every vacant minute he hastened to gather furze-stumps, thorn-tree roots, and other solid materials from the adjacent slopes, hiding them from cursory view.


  The evening came, and Eustacia was still seemingly unconscious of the anniversary. She had gone indoors after her survey through the glass, and had not been visible since. As soon as it was quite dark Charley began to build the bonfire, choosing precisely that spot on the bank which Eustacia had chosen at previous times.


  When all the surrounding bonfires had burst into existence Charley kindled his, and arranged its fuel so that it should not require tending for some time. He then went back to the house, and lingered round the door and windows till she should by some means or other learn of his achievement and come out to witness it. But the shutters were closed, the door remained shut, and no heed whatever seemed to be taken of his performance. Not liking to call her he went back and replenished the fire, continuing to do this for more than half an hour. It was not till his stock of fuel had greatly diminished that he went to the back door and sent in to beg that Mrs. Yeobright would open the window-shutters and see the sight outside.


  Eustacia, who had been sitting listlessly in the parlour, started up at the intelligence and flung open the shutters. Facing her on the bank blazed the fire, which at once sent a ruddy glare into the room where she was, and overpowered the candles.


  ‘Well done, Charley!’ said Captain Vye from the chimney-corner. ‘But I hope it is not my wood that he’s burning…. Ah, it was this time last year that I met with that man Venn, bringing home Thomasin Yeobright—to be sure it was! Well, who would have thought that girl’s troubles would have ended so well? What a snipe you were in that matter, Eustacia! Has your husband written to you yet?’


  ‘No’ said Eustacia, looking vaguely through the window at the fire, which just then so much engaged her mind that she did not resent her grandfather’s blunt opinion. She could see Charley’s form on the bank, shovelling and stirring the fire; and there flashed upon her imagination some other form which that fire might call up.


  She left the room, put on her garden-bonnet and cloak, and went out. Reaching the bank she looked over with a wild curiosity and misgiving, when Charley said to her, with a pleased sense of himself, ‘I made it o’ purpose for you, ma’am.’


  ‘Thank you,’ she said hastily. ‘But I wish you to put it out now.’


  ‘It will soon burn down,’ said Charley, rather disappointed. ‘Is it not a pity to knock it out?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ she musingly answered.


  They stood in silence, broken only by the crackling of the flames, till Charley, perceiving that she did not want to talk to him, moved reluctantly away.


  Eustacia remained within the bank looking at the fire, intending to go indoors, yet lingering still. Had she not by her situation been inclined to hold in indifference all things honoured of the gods and of men she would probably have come away. But her state was so hopeless that she could play with it. To have lost is less disturbing than to wonder if we may possibly have won: and Eustacia could now, like other people at such a stage, take a standing-point outside herself, observe herself as a disinterested spectator, and think what a sport for Heaven this woman Eustacia was.


  While she stood she heard a sound. It was the splash of a stone in the pond.


  Had Eustacia received the stone full in the bosom her heart could not have given a more decided thump. She had thought of the possibility of such a signal in answer to that which had been unwittingly given by Charley; but she had not expected it yet. How prompt Wildeve was! Yet how could he think her capable of deliberately wishing to renew their assignations now? An impulse to leave the spot, a desire to stay, struggled within her; and the desire held its own. More than that it did not do, for she refrained even from ascending the bank and looking over. She remained motionless, not disturbing a muscle of her face or raising her eyes; for were she to turn up her face the fire on the bank would shine upon it, and Wildeve might be looking down.


  There was a second splash into the pond.


  Why did he stay so long without advancing and looking over? Curiosity had its way: she ascended one or two of the earth-steps in the bank and glanced out.


  Wildeve was before her. He had come forward after throwing the last pebble, and the fire now shone into each of their faces from the bank stretching breast-high between them.


  ‘I did not light it!’ cried Eustacia quickly. ‘It was lit without my knowledge. Don’t, don’t come over to me!’


  ‘Why have you been living here all these days without telling me? You have left your home. I fear I am something to blame in this?’


  ‘I did not let in his mother; that’s how it is!’


  ‘You do not deserve what you have got, Eustacia; you are in great misery; I see it in your eyes, your mouth, and all over you. My poor, poor girl!’ He stepped over the bank. ‘You are beyond everything unhappy!’


  ‘No, no; not exactly——’


  ‘It has been pushed too far—it is killing you: I do think it!’


  Her usually quiet breathing had grown quicker with his words. ‘I—I——’ she began, and then burst into quivering sobs, shaken to the very heart by the unexpected voice of pity—a sentiment whose existence in relation to herself she had almost forgotten.


  This outbreak of weeping took Eustacia herself so much by surprise that she could not leave off, and she turned aside from him in some shame, though turning hid nothing from him. She sobbed on desperately; then the outpour lessened, and she became quieter. Wildeve had resisted the impulse to clasp her, and stood without speaking.


  ‘Are you not ashamed of me, who used never to be a crying animal?’ she asked in a weak whisper as she wiped her eyes. ‘Why didn’t you go away? I wish you had not seen quite all that; it reveals too much by half.’


  ‘You might have wished it, because it makes me as sad as you,’ he said with emotion and deference. ‘As for revealing—the word is impossible between us two.’


  ‘I did not send for you—don’t forget it, Damon; I am in pain, but I did not send for you! As a wife, at least, I’ve been straight.’


  ‘Never mind—I came. O, Eustacia, forgive me for the harm I have done you in these two past years! I see more and more that I have been your ruin.’


  ‘Not you. This place I live in.’


  ‘Ah, your generosity may naturally make you say that. But I am the culprit. I should either have done more or nothing at all.’


  ‘In what way?’


  ‘I ought never to have hunted you out; or, having done it, I ought to have persisted in retaining you. But of course I have no right to talk of that now. I will only ask this: can I do anything for you? Is there anything on the face of the earth that a man can do to make you happier than you are at present? If there is, I will do it. You may command me, Eustacia, to the limit of my influence; and don’t forget that I am richer now. Surely something can be done to save you from this! Such a rare plant in such a wild place it grieves me to see. Do you want anything bought? Do you want to go anywhere? Do you want to escape the place altogether? Only say it, and I’ll do anything to put an end to those tears, which but for me would never have been at all.’


  ‘We are each married to another person,’ she said faintly; ‘and assistance from you would have an evil sound—after—after——’


  ‘Well, there’s no preventing slanderers from having their fill at any time; but you need not be afraid. Whatever I may feel I promise you on my word of honour never to speak to you about—or act upon—until you say I may. I know my duty to Thomasin quite as well as I know my duty to you as a woman unfairly treated. What shall I assist you in?’


  ‘In getting away from here.’


  ‘Where do you wish to go to?’


  ‘I have a place in my mind. If you could help me as far as Budmouth I can do all the rest. Steamers sail from there across the Channel, and so I can get to Paris, where I want to be. Yes,’ she pleaded earnestly, ‘help me to get to Budmouth harbour without my grandfather’s or my husband’s knowledge, and I can do all the rest.’


  ‘Will it be safe to leave you there alone?’


  ‘Yes, yes. I know Budmouth well.’


  ‘Shall I go with you? I am rich now.’


  She was silent.


  ‘Say yes, sweet!’


  She was silent still.


  ‘Well, let me know when you wish to go. We shall be at our present house till December; after that we remove to Casterbridge. Command me in anything till that time.’


  ‘I will think of this,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Whether I can honestly make use of you as a friend, or must close with you as a lover—that is what I must ask myself. If I wish to go and decide to accept your company I will signal to you some evening at eight o’clock punctually, and this will mean that you are to be ready with a horse and trap at twelve o’clock the same night to drive me to Budmouth harbour in time for the morning boat.’


  ‘I will look out every night at eight, and no signal shall escape me.’


  ‘Now please go away. If I decide on this escape I can only meet you once more unless—I cannot go without you. Go—I cannot bear it longer. Go—go!’


  Wildeve slowly went up the steps and descended into the darkness on the other side; and as he walked he glanced back, till the bank blotted out her form from his further view.


  ♣


  VI


  Thomasin Argues with her Cousin, and He Writes a Letter


  Yeobright was at this time at Blooms-End, hoping that Eustacia would return to him. The removal of furniture had been accomplished only that day, though Clym had lived in the old house for more than a week. He had spent the time in working about the premises, sweeping leaves from the garden-paths, cutting dead stalks from the flower-beds, and nailing up creepers which had been displaced by the autumn winds. He took no particular pleasure in these deeds, but they formed a screen between himself and despair. Moreover, it had become a religion with him to preserve in good condition all that had lapsed from his mother’s hands to his own.


  During these operations he was constantly on the watch for Eustacia. That there should be no mistake about her knowing where to find him he had ordered a notice-board to be affixed to the garden gate at Alderworth, signifying in white letters whither he had removed. When a leaf floated to the earth he turned his head, thinking it might be her footfall. A bird searching for worms in the mould of the flower-beds sounded like her hand on the latch of the gate; and at dusk, when soft, strange ventriloquisms came from holes in the ground, hollow stalks, curled dead leaves, and other crannies wherein breezes, worms, and insects can work their will, he fancied that they were Eustacia, standing without and breathing wishes of reconciliation.


  Up to this hour he had persevered in his resolve not to invite her back. At the same time the severity with which he had treated her lulled the sharpness of his regret for his mother, and awoke some of his old solicitude for his mother’s supplanter. Harsh feelings produce harsh usage, and this by reaction quenches the sentiments that gave it birth. The more he reflected the more he softened. But to look upon his wife as innocence in distress was impossible, though he could ask himself whether he had given her quite time enough—if he had not come a little too suddenly upon her on that sombre morning.


  Now that the first flush of his anger had paled he was disinclined to ascribe to her more than an indiscreet friendship with Wildeve, for there had not appeared in her manner the signs of dishonour. And this once admitted, an absolutely dark interpretation of her act towards his mother was no longer forced upon him.


  On the evening of the fifth November his thoughts of Eustacia were intense. Echoes from those past times when they had exchanged tender words all the day long came like the diffused murmur of a seashore left miles behind. ‘Surely,’ he said, ‘she might have brought herself to communicate with me before now, and confess honestly what Wildeve was to her.’


  Instead of remaining at home that night he determined to go and see Thomasin and her husband. If he found opportunity he would allude to the cause of the separation between Eustacia and himself, keeping silence, however, on the fact that there was a third person in his house when his mother was turned away. If it proved that Wildeve was innocently there he would doubtless openly mention it. If he were there with unjust intentions Wildeve, being a man of quick feeling, might possibly say something to reveal the extent to which Eustacia was compromised.


  But on reaching his cousin’s house he found that only Thomasin was at home, Wildeve being at that time on his way towards the bonfire innocently lit by Charley at Mistover. Thomasin then, as always, was glad to see Clym, and took him to inspect the sleeping baby, carefully screening the candlelight from the infant’s eyes with her hand.


  ‘Tamsin, have you heard that Eustacia is not with me now?’ he said when they had sat down again.


  ‘No,’ said Thomasin, alarmed.


  ‘And not that I have left Alderworth?’


  ‘No. I never hear tidings from Alderworth unless you bring them. What is the matter?’


  Clym in a disturbed voice related to her his visit to Susan Nunsuch’s boy, the revelation he had made, and what had resulted from his charging Eustacia with having wilfully and heartlessly done the deed. He suppressed all mention of Wildeve’s presence with her.


  ‘All this, and I not knowing it!’ murmured Thomasin in an awestruck tone. ‘Terrible! What could have made her—— O, Eustacia! And when you found it out you went in hot haste to her? Were you too cruel?—or is she really so wicked as she seems?’


  ‘Can a man be too cruel to his mother’s enemy?’


  ‘I can fancy so.’


  ‘Very well, then—I’ll admit that he can. But now what is to be done?’


  ‘Make it up again—if a quarrel so deadly can ever be made up. I almost wish you had not told me. But do try to be reconciled. There are ways, after all, if you both wish to.’


  ‘I don’t know that we do both wish to make it up,’ said Clym. ‘If she had wished it, would she not have sent to me by this time?’


  ‘You seem to wish to, and yet you have not sent to her.’


  ‘True; but I have been tossed to and fro in doubt if I ought, after such strong provocation. To see me now, Thomasin, gives you no idea of what I have been; of what depths I have descended to in these few last days. O, it was a bitter shame to shut out my mother like that! Can I ever forget it, or even agree to see her again?’


  ‘She might not have known that anything serious would come of it, and perhaps she did not mean to keep aunt out altogether.’


  ‘She says herself that she did not. But the fact remains that keep her out she did.’


  ‘Believe her sorry, and send for her.’


  ‘How if she will not come?’


  ‘It will prove her guilty, by showing that it is her habit to nourish enmity. But I do not think that for a moment.’


  ‘I will do this. I will wait for a day or two longer—not longer than two days certainly; and if she does not send to me in that time I will indeed send to her. I thought to have seen Wildeve here to-night. Is he from home?’


  Thomasin blushed a little. ‘No,’ she said. ‘He is merely gone out for a walk.’


  ‘Why didn’t he take you with him? The evening is fine. You want fresh air as well as he.’


  ‘O, I don’t care for going anywhere; besides, there is baby.’


  ‘Yes, yes. Well, I have been thinking whether I should not consult your husband about this as well as you,’ said Clym steadily.


  ‘I fancy I would not,’ she quickly answered. ‘It can do no good.’


  Her cousin looked her in the face. No doubt Thomasin was ignorant that her husband had any share in the events of that tragic afternoon; but her countenance seemed to signify that she concealed some suspicion or thought of the reputed tender relations between Wildeve and Eustacia in days gone by.


  Clym, however, could make nothing of it, and he rose to depart, more in doubt than when he came.


  ‘You will write to her in a day or two?’ said the young woman earnestly. ‘I do so hope the wretched separation may come to an end.’


  ‘I will,’ said Clym; ‘I don’t rejoice in my present state at all.’


  And he left her and climbed over the hill to Blooms-End. Before going to bed he sat down and wrote the following letter:—


  
    ‘My dear Eustacia,—I must obey my heart without consulting my reason too closely. Will you come back to me? Do so, and the past shall never be mentioned. I was too severe; but O, Eustacia, the provocation! You don’t know, you never will know, what those words of anger cost me which you drew down upon yourself. All that an honest man can promise you I promise now, which is that from me you shall never suffer anything on this score again. After all the vows we have made, Eustacia, I think we had better pass the remainder of our lives in trying to keep them. Come to me, then, even if you reproach me. I have thought of your sufferings that morning on which I parted from you; I know they were genuine, and they are as much as you ought to bear. Our love must still continue. Such hearts as ours would never have been given us but to be concerned with each other. I could not ask you back at first, Eustacia, for I was unable to persuade myself that he who was with you was not there as a lover. But if you will come and explain distracting appearances I do not question that you can show your honesty to me. Why have you not come before? Do you think I will not listen to you? Surely not, when you remember the kisses and vows we exchanged under the summer moon. Return then, and you shall be warmly welcomed. I can no longer think of you to your prejudice—I am but too much absorbed in justifying you.—Your husband as ever,


    Clym.’

  


  ‘There,’ he said, as he laid it in his desk, ‘that’s a good thing done. If she does not come before to-morrow night I will send it to her.’


  Meanwhile, at the house he had just left Thomasin sat sighing uneasily. Fidelity to her husband had that evening induced her to conceal all suspicion that Wildeve’s interest in Eustacia had not ended with his marriage. But she knew nothing positive; and though Clym was her well-beloved cousin there was one nearer to her still.


  When, a little later, Wildeve returned from his walk to Mistover, Thomasin said, ‘Damon, where have you been? I was getting quite frightened, and thought you had fallen into the river. I dislike being in the house by myself.’


  ‘Frightened?’ he said, touching her cheek as if she were some domestic animal. ‘Why, I thought nothing could frighten you. It is that you are getting proud, I am sure, and don’t like living here since we have risen above our business. Well, it is a tedious matter, this getting a new house; but I couldn’t have set about it sooner, unless our ten thousand pounds had been a hundred thousand, when we could have afforded to despise caution.’


  ‘No—I don’t mind waiting—I would rather stay here twelve months longer than run any risk with baby. But I don’t like your vanishing so in the evenings. There’s something on your mind—I know there is, Damon. You go about so gloomily, and look at the heath as if it were somebody’s gaol instead of a nice wild place to walk in.’


  He looked towards her with pitying surprise. ‘What, do you like Egdon Heath?’ he said.


  ‘I like what I was born near to; I admire its grim old face.’


  ‘Pooh, my dear. You don’t know what you like.’


  ‘I am sure I do. There’s only one thing unpleasant about Egdon.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘You never take me with you when you walk there. Why do you wander so much in it yourself if you so dislike it?’


  The inquiry, though a simple one, was plainly disconcerting, and he sat down before replying. ‘I don’t think you often see me there. Give an instance.’


  ‘I will,’ she answered triumphantly. ‘When you went out this evening I thought that as baby was asleep I would see where you were going to so mysteriously without telling me. So I ran out and followed behind you. You stopped at the place where the road forks, looked round at the bonfires, and then said, “Damn it, I’ll go!” And you went quickly up the left-hand road. Then I stood and watched you.’


  Wildeve frowned, afterwards saying, with a forced smile, ‘Well, what wonderful discovery did you make?’


  ‘There—now you are angry, and we won’t talk of this any more.’ She went across to him, sat on a footstool, and looked up in his face.


  ‘Nonsense!’ he said; ‘that’s how you always back out. We will go on with it now we have begun. What did you next see? I particularly want to know.’


  ‘Don’t be like that, Damon!’ she murmured. ‘I didn’t see anything. You vanished out of sight, and then I looked round at the bonfires and came in.’


  ‘Perhaps this is not the only time you have dogged my steps. Are you trying to find out something bad about me?’


  ‘Not at all! I have never done such a thing before, and I shouldn’t have done it now if words had not sometimes been dropped about you.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ he impatiently asked.


  ‘They say—they say you used to go to Alderworth in the evenings, and it puts into my mind what I have heard about——’


  Wildeve turned angrily and stood up in front of her. ‘Now,’ he said, flourishing his hand in the air, ‘just out with it, madam! I demand to know what remarks you have heard.’


  ‘Well, I heard that you used to be very fond of Eustacia—nothing more than that, though dropped in a bit-by-bit way. You ought not to be angry!’


  He observed that her eyes were brimming with tears. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘there is nothing new in that, and of course I don’t mean to be rough towards you, so you need not cry. Now, don’t let us speak of the subject any more.’


  And no more was said, Thomasin being glad enough of a reason for not mentioning Clym’s visit to her that evening, and his story.


  ♣


  VII


  The Night of the Sixth of November


  Having resolved on flight Eustacia at times seemed anxious that something should happen to thwart her own intention. The only event that could really change her position was the appearance of Clym. The glory which had encircled him as her lover was departed now; yet some good simple quality of his would occasionally return to her memory and stir a momentary throb of hope that he would again present himself before her. But calmly considered it was not likely that such a severance as now existed would ever close up: she would have to live on as a painful object, isolated, and out of place. She had used to think of the heath alone as an uncongenial spot to be in; she felt it now of the whole world.


  Towards evening on the sixth her determination to go away again revived. About four o’clock she packed up anew the few small articles she had brought in her flight from Alderworth, and also some belonging to her which had been left here: the whole formed a bundle not too large to be carried in her hand for a distance of a mile or two. The scene without grew darker; mud-coloured clouds bellied downwards from the sky like vast hammocks slung across it, and with the increase of night a stormy wind arose; but as yet there was no rain.


  Eustacia could not rest indoors, having nothing more to do, and she wandered to and fro on the hill, not far from the house she was soon to leave. In these desultory ramblings she passed the cottage of Susan Nunsuch, a little lower down than her grandfather’s. The door was ajar, and a riband of bright firelight fell over the ground without. As Eustacia crossed the firebeams she appeared for an instant as distinct as a figure in a phantasmagoria—a creature of light surrounded by an area of darkness: the moment passed, and she was absorbed in night again.


  A woman who was sitting inside the cottage had seen and recognized her in that momentary irradiation. This was Susan herself, occupied in preparing a posset for her little boy, who, often ailing, was now seriously unwell. Susan dropped the spoon, shook her fist at the vanished figure, and then proceeded with her work in a musing, absent way.


  At eight o’clock, the hour at which Eustacia had promised to signal to Wildeve if ever she signalled at all, she looked around the premises to learn if the coast was clear, went to the furze-rick, and pulled thence a long-stemmed bough of that fuel. This she carried to the corner of the bank, and, glancing behind to see if the shutters were all closed, she struck a light, and kindled the furze. When it was thoroughly ablaze Eustacia took it by the stem and waved it in the air above her head till it had burned itself out.


  She was gratified, if gratification were possible to such a mood, by seeing a similar light in the vicinity of Wildeve’s residence a minute or two later. Having agreed to keep watch at this hour every night, in case she should require assistance, this promptness proved how strictly he had held to his word. Four hours after the present time, that is, at midnight, he was to be ready to drive her to Budmouth, as prearranged.


  Eustacia returned to the house. Supper having been got over she retired early, and sat in her bedroom waiting for the time to go by. The night being dark and threatening Captain Vye had not strolled out to gossip in any cottage or to call at the inn, as was sometimes his custom on these long autumn nights; and he sat sipping grog alone downstairs. About ten o’clock there was a knock at the door. When the servant opened it the rays of the candle fell upon the form of Fairway.


  ‘I was a-forced to go to Lower Mistover to-night,’ he said; ‘and Mr. Yeobright asked me to leave this here on my way; but, faith, I put it in the lining of my hat, and thought no more about it till I got back and was hasping my gate before going to bed. So I have run back with it at once.’


  He handed in a letter and went his way. The girl brought it to the captain, who found that it was directed to Eustacia. He turned it over and over, and fancied that the writing was her husband’s, though he could not be sure. However, he decided to let her have it at once if possible, and took it upstairs for that purpose; but on reaching the door of her room and looking in at the keyhole he found there was no light within, the fact being that Eustacia, without undressing, had flung herself upon the bed, to rest and gather a little strength for her coming journey. Her grandfather concluded from what he saw that he ought not to disturb her; and descending again to the parlour he placed the letter on the mantelpiece to give it to her in the morning.


  At eleven o’clock he went to bed himself, smoked for some time in his bedroom, put out his light at half-past eleven, and then, as was his invariable custom, pulled up the blind before getting into bed, that he might see which way the wind blew on opening his eyes in the morning, his bedroom window commanding a view of the flagstaff and vane. Just as he had lain down he was surprised to observe the white pole of the staff flash into existence like a streak of phosphorus drawn downwards across the shade of night without. Only one explanation met this—a light had been suddenly thrown upon the pole from the direction of the house. As everybody had retired to rest the old man felt it necessary to get out of bed, open the window softly, and look to the right and left. Eustacia’s bedroom was lighted up, and it was the shine from her window which had lighted the pole. Wondering what had aroused her he remained undecided at the window, and was thinking of fetching the letter to slip it under her door, when he heard a slight brushing of garments on the partition dividing his room from the passage.


  The captain concluded that Eustacia, feeling wakeful, had gone for a book, and would have dismissed the matter as unimportant if he had not also heard her distinctly weeping as she passed.


  ‘She is thinking of that husband of hers,’ he said to himself. ‘Ah, the silly goose! she had no business to marry him. I wonder if that letter is really his?’


  He arose, threw his boat-cloak round him, opened the door, and said, ‘Eustacia!’ There was no answer. ‘Eustacia!’ he repeated louder, ‘there is a letter on the mantelpiece for you.’


  But no response was made to this statement save an imaginary one from the wind, which seemed to gnaw at the corners of the house, and the stroke of a few drops of rain upon the windows.


  He went on to the landing, and stood waiting nearly five minutes. Still she did not return. He went back for a light, and prepared to follow her; but first he looked into her bedroom. There, on the outside of the quilt, was the impression of her form, showing that the bed had not been opened; and, what was more significant, she had not taken her candlestick downstairs. He was now thoroughly alarmed; and hastily putting on his clothes he descended to the front door, which he himself had bolted and locked. It was now unfastened. There was no longer any doubt that Eustacia had left the house at this midnight hour; and whither could she have gone? To follow her was almost impossible. Had the dwelling stood in an ordinary road, two persons setting out, one in each direction, might have made sure of overtaking her; but it was a hopeless task to seek for anybody on a heath in the dark, the practicable directions for flight across it from any point being as numerous as the meridians radiating from the pole. Perplexed what to do he looked into the parlour, and was vexed to find that the letter still lay there untouched.


  At half-past eleven, finding that the house was silent, Eustacia had lighted her candle, put on some warm outer wrappings, taken her bag in her hand, and, extinguishing the light again, descended the staircase. When she got into the outer air she found that it had begun to rain, and as she stood pausing at the door it increased, threatening to come on heavily. But having committed herself to this line of action there was no retreating for bad weather. Even the receipt of Clym’s letter would not have stopped her now. The gloom of the night was funereal; all nature seemed clothed in crape. The spiky points of the fir trees behind the house rose into the sky like the turrets and pinnacles of an abbey. Nothing below the horizon was visible save a light which was still burning in the cottage of Susan Nunsuch.


  Eustacia opened her umbrella and went out from the enclosure by the steps over the bank, after which she was beyond all danger of being perceived. Skirting the pool she followed the path towards Rainbarrow, occasionally stumbling over twisted furze-roots, tufts of rushes, or oozing lumps of fleshy fungi, which at this season lay scattered about the heath like the rotten liver and lungs of some colossal animal. The moon and stars were closed up by cloud and rain to the degree of extinction. It was a night which led the traveller’s thoughts instinctively to dwell on nocturnal scenes of disaster in the chronicles of the world, on all that is terrible and dark in history and legend—the last plague of Egypt, the destruction of Sennacherib’s host, the agony in Gethsemane.


  Eustacia at length reached Rainbarrow, and stood still there to think. Never was harmony more perfect than that between the chaos of her mind and the chaos of the world without. A sudden recollection had flashed on her this moment: she had not money enough for undertaking a long journey. Amid the fluctuating sentiments of the day her unpractical mind had not dwelt on the necessity of being well-provided, and now that she thoroughly realized the conditions she sighed bitterly and ceased to stand erect, gradually crouching down under the umbrella as if she were drawn into the Barrow by a hand from beneath. Could it be that she was to remain a captive still? Money: she had never felt its value before. Even to efface herself from the country means were required. To ask Wildeve for pecuniary aid without allowing him to accompany her was impossible to a woman with a shadow of pride left in her: to fly as his mistress—and she knew that he loved her—was of the nature of humiliation.


  Any one who had stood by now would have pitied her, not so much on account of her exposure to weather, and isolation from all of humanity except the mouldered remains inside the tumulus; but for that other form of misery which was denoted by the slightly rocking movement that her feelings imparted to her person. Extreme unhappiness weighed visibly upon her. Between the drippings of the rain from her umbrella to her mantle, from her mantle to the heather, from the heather to the earth, very similar sounds could be heard coming from her lips; and the tearfulness of the outer scene was repeated upon her face. The wings of her soul were broken by the cruel obstructiveness of all about her; and even had she seen herself in a promising way of getting to Budmouth, entering a steamer, and sailing to some opposite port, she would have been but little more buoyant, so fearfully malignant were other things. She uttered words aloud. When a woman in such a situation, neither old, deaf, crazed, nor whimsical, takes upon herself to sob and soliloquize aloud there is something grievous the matter.


  ‘Can I go, can I go?’ she moaned. ‘He’s not great enough for me to give myself to—he does not suffice for my desire! … If he had been a Saul or a Bonaparte—ah! But to break my marriage vow for him—it is too poor a luxury! … And I have no money to go alone! And if I could, what comfort to me? I must drag on next year, as I have dragged on this year, and the year after that as before. How I have tried and tried to be a splendid woman, and how destiny has been against me! … I do not deserve my lot!’ she cried in a frenzy of bitter revolt. ‘O, the cruelty of putting me into this ill-conceived world! I was capable of much; but I have been injured and blighted and crushed by things beyond my control! O, how hard it is of Heaven to devise such tortures for me, who have done no harm to Heaven at all!’


  The distant light which Eustacia had cursorily observed in leaving the house came, as she had divined, from the cottage-window of Susan Nunsuch. What Eustacia did not divine was the occupation of the woman within at that moment. Susan’s sight of her passing figure earlier in the evening, not five minutes after the sick boy’s exclamation, ‘Mother, I do feel so bad!’ persuaded the matron that an evil influence was certainly exercised by Eustacia’s propinquity.


  On this account Susan did not go to bed as soon as the evening’s work was over, as she would have done at ordinary times. To counteract the malign spell which she imagined poor Eustacia to be working, the boy’s mother busied herself with a ghastly invention of superstition, calculated to bring powerlessness, atrophy, and annihilation on any human being against whom it was directed. It was a practice well known on Egdon at that date, and one that is not quite extinct at the present day.


  She passed with her candle into an inner room, where, among other utensils, were two large brown pans, containing together perhaps a hundredweight of liquid honey, the produce of the bees during the foregoing summer. On a shelf over the pans was a smooth and solid yellow mass of a hemispherical form, consisting of beeswax from the same take of honey. Susan took down the lump, and, cutting off several thin slices, heaped them in an iron ladle, with which she returned to the living-room, and placed the vessel in the hot ashes of the fireplace. As soon as the wax had softened to the plasticity of dough she kneaded the pieces together. And now her face became more intent. She began moulding the wax; and it was evident from her manner of manipulation that she was endeavouring to give it some preconceived form. The form was human.


  By warming and kneading, cutting and twisting, dismembering and re-joining the incipient image she had in about a quarter of an hour produced a shape which tolerably well resembled a woman, and was about six inches high. She laid it on the table to get cold and hard. Meanwhile she took the candle and went upstairs to where the little boy was lying.


  ‘Did you notice, my dear, what Mrs. Eustacia wore this afternoon besides the dark dress?’


  ‘A red ribbon round her neck.’


  ‘Anything else?’


  ‘No—except sandal-shoes.’


  ‘A red ribbon and sandal-shoes,’ she said to herself.


  Mrs. Nunsuch went and searched till she found a fragment of the narrowest red ribbon, which she took downstairs and tied round the neck of the image. Then fetching ink and a quill from the rickety bureau by the window, she blackened the feet of the image to the extent presumably covered by shoes; and on the instep of each foot marked cross-lines in the shape taken by the sandal-strings of those days. Finally she tied a bit of black thread round the upper part of the head, in faint resemblance to a snood worn for confining the hair.


  Susan held the object at arm’s length and contemplated it with a satisfaction in which there was no smile. To anybody acquainted with the inhabitants of Egdon Heath the image would have suggested Eustacia Yeobright.


  From her work-basket in the window-seat the woman took a paper of pins, of the old long and yellow sort, whose heads were disposed to come off at their first usage. These she began to thrust into the image in all directions, with apparently excruciating energy. Probably as many as fifty were thus inserted, some into the head of the wax model, some into the shoulders, some into the trunk, some upwards through the soles of the feet, till the figure was completely permeated with pins.


  She turned to the fire. It had been of turf; and though the high heap of ashes which turf fires produce was somewhat dark and dead on the outside, upon raking it abroad with the shovel the inside of the mass showed a glow of red heat. She took a few pieces of fresh turf from the chimney-corner and built them together over the glow, upon which the fire brightened. Seizing with the tongs the image that she had made of Eustacia, she held it in the heat, and watched it as it began to waste slowly away. And while she stood thus engaged there came from between her lips a murmur of words.


  It was a strange jargon—the Lord’s Prayer repeated backwards—the incantation usual in proceedings for obtaining unhallowed assistance against an enemy. Susan uttered the lugubrious discourse three times slowly, and when it was completed the image had considerably diminished. As the wax dropped into the fire a long flame arose from the spot, and curling its tongue round the figure eat still further into its substance. A pin occasionally dropped with the wax, and the embers heated it red as it lay.


  ♣


  VIII


  Rain, Darkness, and Anxious Wanderers


  While the effigy of Eustacia was melting to nothing, and the fair woman herself was standing on Rainbarrow, her soul in an abyss of desolation seldom plumbed by one so young, Yeobright sat lonely at Blooms-End. He had fulfilled his word to Thomasin by sending off Fairway with the letter to his wife, and now waited with increased impatience for some sound or signal of her return. Were Eustacia still at Mistover the very least he expected was that she would send him back a reply to-night by the same hand; though, to leave all to her inclination, he had cautioned Fairway not to ask for an answer. If one were handed to him he was to bring it immediately; if not, he was to go straight home without troubling to come round to Blooms-End again that night.


  But secretly Clym had a more pleasing hope. Eustacia might possibly decline to use her pen—it was rather her way to work silently—and surprise him by appearing at his door. How fully her mind was made up to do otherwise he did not know.


  To Clym’s regret it began to rain and blow hard as the evening advanced. The wind rasped and scraped at the corners of the house, and filliped the eavesdroppings like peas against the panes. He walked restlessly about the untenanted rooms, stopping strange noises in windows and doors by jamming splinters of wood into the casements and crevices, and pressing together the lead-work of the quarries where it had become loosened from the glass. It was one of those nights when cracks in the walls of old churches widen, when ancient stains on the ceilings of decayed manor-houses are renewed and enlarged from the size of a man’s hand to an area of many feet. The little gate in the palings before his dwelling continually opened and clicked together again, but when he looked out eagerly nobody was there; it was as if invisible shapes of the dead were passing in on their way to visit him.


  Between ten and eleven o’clock, finding that neither Fairway nor anybody else came to him, he retired to rest, and despite his anxieties soon fell asleep. His sleep, however, was not very sound, by reason of the expectancy he had given way to, and he was easily awakened by a knocking which began at the door about an hour after. Clym arose and looked out of the window. Rain was still falling heavily, the whole expanse of heath before him emitting a subdued hiss under the downpour. It was too dark to see anything at all.


  ‘Who’s there?’ he cried.


  Light footsteps shifted their position in the porch, and he could just distinguish in a plaintive female voice the words, ‘O Clym, come down and let me in!’


  He flushed hot with agitation. ‘Surely it is Eustacia!’ he murmured. If so, she had indeed come to him unawares.


  He hastily got a light, dressed himself, and went down. On his flinging open the door the rays of the candle fell upon a woman closely wrapped up, who at once came forward.


  ‘Thomasin!’ he exclaimed in an indescribable tone of disappointment. ‘It is Thomasin, and on such a night as this! O, where is Eustacia?’


  Thomasin it was, wet, frightened, and panting.


  ‘Eustacia? I don’t know, Clym; but I can think,’ she said with much perturbation. ‘Let me come in and rest—I will explain this. There is a great trouble brewing—my husband and Eustacia!’


  ‘What, what?’


  ‘I think my husband is going to leave me or do something dreadful—I don’t know what—Clym, will you go and see? I have nobody to help me but you! Eustacia has not yet come home?’


  ‘No.’


  She went on breathlessly: ‘Then they are going to run off together! He came indoors to-night about eight o’clock and said in an off-hand way, “Tamsie, I have just found that I must go a journey.” “When?” I said. “To-night,” he said. “Where?” I asked him. “I cannot tell you at present,” he said; “I shall be back again to-morrow.” He then went and busied himself in looking up his things, and took no notice of me at all. I expected to see him start, but he did not, and then it came to be ten o’clock, when he said, “You had better go to bed.” I didn’t know what to do, and I went to bed. I believe he thought I fell asleep, for half an hour after that he came up and unlocked the oak chest we keep money in when we have much in the house and took out a roll of something which I believe was bank-notes, though I was not aware that he had ’em there. These he must have got from the bank when he went there the other day. What does he want bank-notes for, if he is only going off for a day? When he had gone down I thought of Eustacia, and how he had met her the night before—I know he did meet her, Clym, for I followed him part of the way; but I did not like to tell you when you called, and so make you think ill of him, as I did not think it was so serious. Then I could not stay in bed: I got up and dressed myself, and when I heard him out in the stable I thought I would come and tell you. So I came downstairs without any noise and slipped out.’


  ‘Then he was not absolutely gone when you left?’


  ‘No. Will you, dear Cousin Clym, go and try to persuade him not to go? He takes no notice of what I say, and puts me off with the story of his going on a journey, and will be home to-morrow, and all that; but I don’t believe it. I think you could influence him.’


  ‘I’ll go,’ said Clym. ‘O, Eustacia!’


  Thomasin carried in her arms a large bundle; and having by this time seated herself she began to unroll it, when a baby appeared as the kernel to the husks—dry, warm, and unconscious of travel or rough weather. Thomasin briefly kissed the baby, and then found time to begin crying as she said, ‘I brought baby, for I was afraid what might happen to her. I suppose it will be her death, but I couldn’t leave her with Rachel!’


  Clym hastily put together the logs on the hearth, raked abroad the embers, which were scarcely yet extinct, and blew up a flame with the bellows.


  ‘Dry yourself,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and get some more wood.’


  ‘No, no—don’t stay for that. I’ll make up the fire. Will you go at once—please will you?’


  Yeobright ran upstairs to finish dressing himself. While he was gone another rapping came to the door. This time there was no delusion that it might be Eustacia’s: the footsteps just preceding it had been heavy and slow. Yeobright, thinking it might possibly be Fairway with a note in answer, descended again and opened the door.


  ‘Captain Vye?’ he said to a dripping figure.


  ‘Is my grand-daughter here?’ said the captain.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then where is she?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘But you ought to know—you are her husband.’


  ‘Only in name apparently,’ said Clym with rising excitement. ‘I believe she means to elope to-night with Wildeve. I am just going to look to it.’


  ‘Well, she has left my house; she left about half an hour ago. Who’s sitting there?’


  ‘My cousin Thomasin.’


  The captain bowed in a preoccupied way to her. ‘I only hope it is no worse than an elopement,’ he said.


  ‘Worse? What’s worse than the worst a wife can do?’


  ‘Well, I have been told a strange tale. Before starting in search of her I called up Charley, my stable-lad. I missed my pistols the other day.’


  ‘Pistols?’


  ‘He said at the time that he took them down to clean. He has now owned that he took them because he saw Eustacia looking curiously at them; and she afterwards owned to him that she was thinking of taking her life, but bound him to secrecy, and promised never to think of such a thing again. I hardly suppose she will ever have bravado enough to use one of them; but it shows what has been lurking in her mind; and people who think of that sort of thing once think of it again.’


  ‘Where are the pistols?’


  ‘Safely locked up. O no, she won’t touch them again. But there are more ways of letting out life than through a bullet-hole. What did you quarrel about so bitterly with her to drive her to all this? You must have treated her badly indeed. Well, I was always against the marriage, and I was right.’


  ‘Are you going with me?’ said Yeobright, paying no attention to the captain’s latter remark. ‘If so I can tell you what we quarrelled about as we walk along.’


  ‘Where to?’


  ‘To Wildeve’s—that was her destination, depend upon it.’


  Thomasin here broke in, still weeping: ‘He said he was only going on a sudden short journey; but if so why did he want so much money? O, Clym, what do you think will happen? I am afraid that you, my poor baby, will soon have no father left to you!’


  ‘I am off now,’ said Yeobright, stepping into the porch.


  ‘I would fain go with ’ee,’ said the old man doubtfully. ‘But I begin to be afraid that my legs will hardly carry me there such a night as this. I am not so young as I was. If they are interrupted in their flight she will be sure to come back to me, and I ought to be at the house to receive her. But be it as ’twill I can’t walk to the Quiet Woman, and that’s an end on’t. I’ll go straight home.’


  ‘It will perhaps be best,’ said Clym. ‘Thomasin, dry yourself, and be as comfortable as you can.’


  With this he closed the door upon her, and left the house in company with Captain Vye, who parted from him outside the gate, taking the middle path, which led to Mistover. Clym crossed by the right-hand track towards the inn.


  Thomasin, being left alone, took off some of her wet garments, carried the baby upstairs to Clym’s bed, and then came down to the sitting-room again, where she made a larger fire, and began drying herself. The fire soon flared up the chimney, giving the room an appearance of comfort that was doubled by contrast with the drumming of the storm without, which snapped at the window-panes and breathed into the chimney strange low utterances that seemed to be the prologue to some tragedy.


  But the least part of Thomasin was in the house, for her heart being at ease about the little girl upstairs she was mentally following Clym on his journey. Having indulged in this imaginary peregrination for some considerable interval, she became impressed with a sense of the intolerable slowness of time. But she sat on. The moment then came when she could scarcely sit longer; and it was like a satire on her patience to remember that Clym could hardly have reached the inn as yet. At last she went to the baby’s bedside. The child was sleeping soundly; but her imagination of possibly disastrous events at her home, the predominance within her of the unseen over the seen, agitated her beyond endurance. She could not refrain from going down and opening the door. The rain still continued, the candlelight falling upon the nearest drops and making glistening darts of them as they descended across the throng of invisible ones behind. To plunge into that medium was to plunge into water slightly diluted with air. But the difficulty of returning to her house at this moment made her all the more desirous of doing so: anything was better than suspense. ‘I have come here well enough,’ she said, ‘and why shouldn’t I go back again? It is a mistake for me to be away.’


  She hastily fetched the infant, wrapped it up, cloaked herself as before, and shovelling the ashes over the fire, to prevent accidents, went into the open air. Pausing first to put the door-key in its old place behind the shutter, she resolutely turned her face to the confronting pile of firmamental darkness beyond the palings, and stepped into its midst. But Thomasin’s imagination being so actively engaged elsewhere, the night and the weather had for her no terror beyond that of their actual discomfort and difficulty.


  She was soon ascending Blooms-End valley and traversing the undulations on the side of the hill. The noise of the wind over the heath was shrill, and as if it whistled for joy at finding a night so congenial as this. Sometimes the path led her to hollows between thickets of tall and dripping bracken, dead, though not yet prostrate, which enclosed her like a pool. When they were more than usually tall she lifted the baby to the top of her head, that it might be out of the reach of their drenching fronds. On higher ground, where the wind was brisk and sustained, the rain flew in a level flight without sensible descent, so that it was beyond all power to imagine the remoteness of the point at which it left the bosoms of the clouds. Here self-defence was impossible, and individual drops stuck into her like the arrows into Saint Sebastian. She was enabled to avoid puddles by the nebulous paleness which signified their presence, though beside anything less dark than the heath they themselves would have appeared as blackness.


  Yet in spite of all this Thomasin was not sorry that she had started. To her there were not, as to Eustacia, demons in the air, and malice in every bush and bough. The drops which lashed her face were not scorpions, but prosy rain; Egdon in the mass was no monster whatever, but impersonal open ground. Her fears of the place were rational, her dislikes of its worst moods reasonable. At this time it was in her view a windy, wet place, in which a person might experience much discomfort, lose the path without care, and possibly catch cold.


  If the path is well known the difficulty at such times of keeping therein is not altogether great, from its familiar feel to the feet; but once lost it is irrecoverable. Owing to her baby, who somewhat impeded Thomasin’s view forward and distracted her mind, she did at last lose the track. This mishap occurred when she was descending an open slope about two-thirds home. Instead of attempting, by wandering hither and thither, the hopeless task of finding such a mere thread, she went straight on, trusting for guidance to her general knowledge of the contours, which was scarcely surpassed by Clym’s or by that of the heath-croppers themselves.


  At length Thomasin reached a hollow and began to discern through the rain a faint blotted radiance, which presently assumed the oblong form of an open door. She knew that no house stood hereabouts, and was soon aware of the nature of the door by its height above the ground.


  ‘Why, it is Diggory Venn’s van, surely!’ she said.


  A certain secluded spot near Rainbarrow was, she knew, often Venn’s chosen centre when staying in this neighbourhood; and she guessed at once that she had stumbled upon this mysterious retreat. The question arose in her mind whether or not she should ask him to guide her into the path. In her anxiety to reach home she decided that she would appeal to him, notwithstanding the strangeness of appearing before his eyes at this place and season. But when, in pursuance of this resolve, Thomasin reached the van and looked in she found it to be untenanted; though there was no doubt that it was the reddleman’s. The fire was burning in the stove, the lantern hung from the nail. Round the doorway the floor was merely sprinkled with rain, and not saturated, which told her that the door had not long been opened.


  While she stood uncertainly looking in Thomasin heard a footstep advancing from the darkness behind her; and turning, beheld the well-known form in corduroy, lurid from head to foot, the lantern beams falling upon him through an intervening gauze of raindrops.


  ‘I thought you went down the slope,’ he said, without noticing her face. ‘How do you come back here again?’


  ‘Diggory?’ said Thomasin faintly.


  ‘Who are you?’ said Venn, still unperceiving. ‘And why were you crying so just now?’


  ‘O, Diggory! don’t you know me?’ said she. ‘But of course you don’t, wrapped up like this. What do you mean? I have not been crying here, and I have not been here before.’


  Venn then came nearer till he could see the illuminated side of her form.


  ‘Mrs. Wildeve!’ he exclaimed, starting. ‘What a time for us to meet! And the baby too! What dreadful thing can have brought you out on such a night as this?’


  She could not immediately answer; and without asking her permission he hopped into his van, took her by the arm, and drew her up after him.


  ‘What is it?’ he continued when they stood within.


  ‘I have lost my way coming from Blooms-End, and I am in a great hurry to get home. Please show me as quickly as you can! It is so silly of me not to know Egdon better, and I cannot think how I came to lose the path. Show me quickly, Diggory, please.’


  ‘Yes, of course. I will go with ’ee. But you came to me before this, Mrs. Wildeve?’


  ‘I only came this minute.’


  ‘That’s strange. I was lying down here asleep about five minutes ago, with the door shut to keep out the weather, when the brushing of a woman’s clothes over the heath-bushes just outside woke me up (for I don’t sleep heavy), and at the same time I heard a sobbing or crying from the same woman. I opened my door and held out my lantern, and just as far as the light would reach I saw a woman: she turned her head when the light sheened on her, and then hurried on downhill. I hung up the lantern, and was curious enough to pull on my things and dog her a few steps, but I could see nothing of her any more. That was where I had been when you came up; and when I saw you I thought you were the same one.’


  ‘Perhaps it was one of the heath-folk going home?’


  ‘No, it couldn’t be. ’Tis too late. The noise of her gown over the he’th was of a whistling sort that nothing but silk will make.’


  ‘It wasn’t I, then. My dress is not silk, you see…. Are we anywhere in a line between Mistover and the inn?’


  ‘Well, yes; not far out.’


  ‘Ah, I wonder if it was she! Diggory, I must go at once!’


  She jumped down from the van before he was aware, when Venn unhooked the lantern and leaped down after her. ‘I’ll take the baby, ma’am,’ he said. ‘You must be tired out by the weight.’


  Thomasin hesitated a moment, and then delivered the baby into Venn’s hands. ‘Don’t squeeze her, Diggory,’ she said, ‘or hurt her little arm; and keep the cloak close over her like this, so that the rain may not drop in her face.’


  ‘I will,’ said Venn earnestly. ‘As if I could hurt anything belonging to you!’


  ‘I only meant accidentally,’ said Thomasin.


  ‘The baby is dry enough, but you are pretty wet,’ said the reddleman when, in closing the door of his cart to padlock it, he noticed on the floor a ring of water-drops where her cloak had hung from her.


  Thomasin followed him as he wound right and left to avoid the larger bushes, stopping occasionally and covering the lantern, while he looked over his shoulder to gain some idea of the position of Rainbarrow above them, which it was necessary to keep directly behind their backs to preserve a proper course.


  ‘You are sure the rain does not fall upon baby?’


  ‘Quite sure. May I ask how old he is, ma’am?’


  ‘He!’ said Thomasin reproachfully. ‘Anybody can see better than that in a moment. She is nearly two months old. How far is it now to the inn?’


  ‘A little over a quarter of a mile.’


  ‘Will you walk a little faster?’


  ‘I was afraid you could not keep up.’


  ‘I am very anxious to get there. Ah, there is a light from the window!’


  ‘’Tis not from the window. That’s a gig-lamp, to the best of my belief.’


  ‘O!’ said Thomasin in despair. ‘I wish I had been there sooner—give me the baby, Diggory—you can go back now.’


  ‘I must go all the way,’ said Venn. ‘There is a quag between us and that light, and you will walk into it up to your neck unless I take you round.’


  ‘But the light is at the inn, and there is no quag in front of that.’


  ‘No, the light is below the inn some two or three hundred yards.’


  ‘Never mind,’ said Thomasin hurriedly. ‘Go towards the light, and not towards the inn.’


  ‘Yes,’ answered Venn, swerving round in obedience; and, after a pause, ‘I wish you would tell me what this great trouble is. I think you have proved that I can be trusted.’


  ‘There are some things that cannot be—cannot be told to——’ And then her heart rose into her throat, and she could say no more.


  ♣


  IX


  Sights and Sounds Draw the Wanderers Together


  Having seen Eustacia’s signal from the hill at eight o’clock, Wildeve immediately prepared to assist her in her flight, and, as he hoped, accompany her. He was somewhat perturbed, and his manner of informing Thomasin that he was going on a journey was in itself sufficient to rouse her suspicions. When she had gone to bed he collected the few articles he would require, and went upstairs to the money-chest, whence he took a tolerably bountiful sum in notes, which had been advanced to him on the property he was so soon to have in possession, to defray expenses incidental to the removal.


  He then went to the stable and coach-house to assure himself that the horse, gig, and harness were in a fit condition for a long drive. Nearly half an hour was spent thus, and on returning to the house Wildeve had no thought of Thomasin being anywhere but in bed. He had told the stable-lad not to stay up, leading the boy to understand that his departure would be at three or four in the morning; for this, though an exceptional hour, was less strange than midnight, the time actually agreed on, the packet from Budmouth sailing between one and two.


  At last all was quiet, and he had nothing to do but to wait. By no effort could he shake off the oppression of spirits which he had experienced ever since his last meeting with Eustacia, but he hoped there was that in his situation which money could cure. He had persuaded himself that to act not ungenerously towards his gentle wife by settling on her the half of his property, and with chivalrous devotion towards another and greater woman by sharing her fate, was possible. And though he meant to adhere to Eustacia’s instructions to the letter, to deposit her where she wished and to leave her, should that be her will, the spell that she had cast over him intensified, and his heart was beating fast in the anticipated futility of such commands in the face of a mutual wish that they should throw in their lot together.


  He would not allow himself to dwell long upon these conjectures, maxims, and hopes, and at twenty minutes to twelve he again went softly to the stable, harnessed the horse, and lit the lamps; whence, taking the horse by the head, he led him with the covered car out of the yard to a spot by the roadside some quarter of a mile below the inn.


  Here Wildeve waited, slightly sheltered from the driving rain by a high bank that had been cast up at this place. Along the surface of the road where lit by the lamps the loosened gravel and small stones scudded and clicked together before the wind, which, leaving them in heaps, plunged into the heath and boomed across the bushes into darkness. Only one sound rose above this din of weather, and that was the roaring of a ten-hatch weir to the southward, from a river in the meads which formed the boundary of the heath in this direction.


  He lingered on in perfect stillness till he began to fancy that the midnight hour must have struck. A very strong doubt had arisen in his mind if Eustacia would venture down the hill in such weather; yet knowing her nature he felt that she might. ‘Poor thing! ’tis like her ill-luck,’ he murmured.


  At length he turned to the lamp and looked at his watch. To his surprise it was nearly a quarter past midnight. He now wished that he had driven up the circuitous road to Mistover, a plan not adopted because of the enormous length of the route in proportion to that of the pedestrian’s path down the open hillside, and the consequent increase of labour for the horse.


  At this moment a footstep approached; but the light of the lamps being in a different direction the comer was not visible. The step paused, then came on again.


  ‘Eustacia?’ said Wildeve.


  The person came forward, and the light fell upon the form of Clym, glistening with wet, whom Wildeve immediately recognized; but Wildeve, who stood behind the lamp, was not at once recognized by Yeobright.


  He stopped as if in doubt whether this waiting vehicle could have anything to do with the flight of his wife or not. The sight of Yeobright at once banished Wildeve’s sober feelings, who saw him again as the deadly rival from whom Eustacia was to be kept at all hazards. Hence Wildeve did not speak, in the hope that Clym would pass by without particular inquiry.


  While they both hung thus in hesitation a dull sound became audible above the storm and wind. Its origin was unmistakable—it was the fall of a body into the stream in the adjoining mead, apparently at a point near the weir.


  Both started. ‘Good God! can it be she?’ said Clym.


  ‘Why should it be she?’ said Wildeve, in his alarm forgetting that he had hitherto screened himself.


  ‘Ah!—that’s you, you traitor, is it?’ cried Yeobright. ‘Why should it be she? Because last week she would have put an end to her life if she had been able. She ought to have been watched! Take one of the lamps and come with me.’


  Yeobright seized the one on his side and hastened on; Wildeve did not wait to unfasten the other, but followed at once along the meadow-track to the weir, a little in the rear of Clym.


  Shadwater Weir had at its foot a large circular pool, fifty feet in diameter, into which the water flowed through ten huge hatches, raised and lowered by a winch and cogs in the ordinary manner. The sides of the pool were of masonry, to prevent the water from washing away the bank; but the force of the stream in winter was sometimes such as to undermine the retaining wall and precipitate it into the hole. Clym reached the hatches, the framework of which was shaken to its foundations by the velocity of the current. Nothing but the froth of the waves could be discerned in the pool below. He got upon the plank bridge over the race, and holding to the rail, that the wind might not blow him off, crossed to the other side of the river. There he leant over the wall and lowered the lamp, only to behold the vortex formed at the curl of the returning current.


  Wildeve meanwhile had arrived on the former side, and the light from Yeobright’s lamp shed a flecked and agitated radiance across the weir-pool, revealing to the ex-engineer the tumbling courses of the currents from the hatches above. Across this gashed and puckered mirror a dark body was slowly borne by one of the backward currents.


  ‘O, my darling!’ exclaimed Wildeve in an agonized voice; and, without showing sufficient presence of mind even to throw off his great-coat, he leaped into the boiling caldron.


  Yeobright could now also discern the floating body, though but indistinctly; and imagining from Wildeve’s plunge that there was life to be saved he was about to leap after. Bethinking himself of a wiser plan he placed the lamp against a post to make it stand upright, and running round to the lower part of the pool, where there was no wall, he sprang in and boldly waded upwards towards the deeper portion. Here he was taken off his legs, and in swimming was carried round into the centre of the basin, where he perceived Wildeve struggling.


  While these hasty actions were in progress here, Venn and Thomasin had been toiling through the lower corner of the heath in the direction of the light. They had not been near enough to the river to hear the plunge, but they saw the removal of the carriage-lamp, and watched its motion into the mead. As soon as they reached the car and horse Venn guessed that something new was amiss, and hastened to follow in the course of the moving light. Venn walked faster than Thomasin, and came to the weir alone.


  The lamp placed against the post by Clym still shone across the water, and the reddleman observed something floating motionless. Being encumbered with the infant he ran back to meet Thomasin.


  ‘Take the baby, please, Mrs. Wildeve,’ he said hastily. ‘Run home with her, call the stable-lad, and make him send down to me any men who may be living near. Somebody has fallen into the weir.’


  Thomasin took the child and ran. When she came to the covered car the horse, though fresh from the stable, was standing perfectly still, as if conscious of misfortune. She saw for the first time whose it was. She nearly fainted, and would have been unable to proceed another step but that the necessity of preserving the little girl from harm nerved her to an amazing self-control. In this agony of suspense she entered the house, put the baby in a place of safety, woke the lad and the female domestic, and ran out to give the alarm at the nearest cottage.


  Diggory, having returned to the brink of the pool, observed that the small upper hatches or floats were withdrawn. He found one of these lying upon the grass, and taking it under one arm, and with his lantern in his hand, entered at the bottom of the pool as Clym had done. As soon as he began to be in deep water he flung himself across the hatch; thus supported he was able to keep afloat as long as he chose, holding the lantern aloft with his disengaged hand. Propelled by his feet he steered round and round the pool, ascending each time by one of the back streams and descending in the middle of the current.


  At first he could see nothing. Then amidst the glistening of the whirlpools and the white clots of foam he distinguished a woman’s bonnet floating alone. His search was now under the left wall, when something came to the surface almost close beside him. It was not, as he had expected, a woman, but a man. The reddleman put the ring of the lantern between his teeth, seized the floating man by the collar, and, holding on to the hatch with his remaining arm, struck out into the strongest race, by which the unconscious man, the hatch, and himself were carried down the stream. As soon as Venn found his feet dragging over the pebbles of the shallower part below he secured his footing and waded towards the brink. There, where the water stood at about the height of his waist, he flung away the hatch, and attempted to drag forth the man. This was a matter of great difficulty, and he found as the reason that the legs of the unfortunate stranger were tightly embraced by the arms of another man, who had hitherto been entirely beneath the surface.


  At this moment his heart bounded to hear footsteps running towards him, and two men, roused by Thomasin, appeared at the brink above. They ran to where Venn was, and helped him in lifting out the apparently drowned persons, separating them, and laying them out upon the grass. Venn turned the light upon their faces. The one who had been uppermost was Yeobright; he who had been completely submerged was Wildeve.


  ‘Now we must search the hole again,’ said Venn. ‘A woman is in there somewhere. Get a pole.’


  One of the men went to the foot-bridge and tore off the handrail. The reddleman and the two others then entered the water together from below as before, and with their united force probed the pool forwards to where it sloped down to its central depth. Venn was not mistaken in supposing that any person who had sunk for the last time would be washed down to this point, for when they had examined to about half-way across something impeded their thrust.


  ‘Pull it forward,’ said Venn, and they raked it in with the pole till it was close to their feet.


  Venn vanished under the stream, and came up with an armful of wet drapery enclosing a woman’s cold form, which was all that remained of the desperate Eustacia.


  When they reached the bank there stood Thomasin, in a stress of grief, bending over the two unconscious ones who already lay there. The horse and car were brought to the nearest point in the road, and it was the work of a few minutes only to place the three in the vehicle. Venn led on the horse, supporting Thomasin upon his arm, and the two men followed, till they reached the inn.


  The woman who had been shaken out of her sleep by Thomasin had hastily dressed herself and lighted a fire, the other servant being left to snore on in peace at the back of the house. The insensible forms of Eustacia, Clym, and Wildeve were then brought in and laid on the carpet, with their feet to the fire, when such restorative processes as could be thought of were adopted at once, the stableman being in the meantime sent for a doctor. But there seemed to be not a whiff of life left in either of the bodies. Then Thomasin, whose stupor of grief had been thrust off awhile by frantic action, applied a bottle of hartshorn to Clym’s nostrils, having tried it in vain upon the other two. He sighed.


  ‘Clym’s alive!’ she exclaimed.


  He soon breathed distinctly, and again and again did she attempt to revive her husband by the same means; but Wildeve gave no sign. There was too much reason to think that he and Eustacia both were for ever beyond the reach of stimulating perfumes. Their exertions did not relax till the doctor arrived, when, one by one, the senseless three were taken upstairs and put into warm beds.


  Venn soon felt himself relieved from further attendance, and went to the door, scarcely able yet to realize the strange catastrophe that had befallen the family in which he took so great an interest. Thomasin surely would be broken down by the sudden and overwhelming nature of this event. No firm and sensible Mrs. Yeobright lived now to support the gentle girl through the ordeal; and, whatever an unimpassioned spectator might think of her loss of such a husband as Wildeve, there could be no doubt that for the moment she was distracted and horrified by the blow. As for himself, not being privileged to go to her and comfort her, he saw no reason for waiting longer in a house where he remained only as a stranger.


  He returned across the heath to his van. The fire was not yet out, and everything remained as he had left it. Venn now bethought himself of his clothes, which were saturated with water to the weight of lead. He changed them, spread them before the fire, and lay down to sleep. But it was more than he could do to rest here while excited by a vivid imagination of the turmoil they were in at the house he had quitted, and, blaming himself for coming away, he dressed in another suit, locked up the door, and again hastened across to the inn. Rain was still falling heavily when he entered the kitchen. A bright fire was shining from the hearth, and two women were bustling about, one of whom was Olly Dowden.


  ‘Well, how is it going on now?’ said Venn in a whisper.


  ‘Mr. Yeobright is better; but Mrs. Yeobright and Mr. Wildeve are dead and cold. The doctor says they were quite gone before they were out of the water.’


  ‘Ah! I thought as much when I hauled ’em up. And Mrs. Wildeve?’


  ‘She is as well as can be expected. The doctor had her put between blankets, for she was almost as wet as they that had been in the river, poor young thing. You don’t seem very dry, reddleman.’


  ‘O, ’tis not much. I have changed my things. This is only a little dampness I’ve got coming through the rain again.’


  ‘Stand by the fire. Mis’ess says you be to have whatever you want, and she was sorry when she was told that you’d gone away.’


  Venn drew near to the fireplace, and looked into the flames in an absent mood. The steam came from his leggings and ascended the chimney with the smoke, while he thought of those who were upstairs. Two were corpses, one had barely escaped the jaws of death, another was sick and a widow. The last occasion on which he had lingered by that fireplace was when the raffle was in progress; when Wildeve was alive and well; Thomasin active and smiling in the next room; Yeobright and Eustacia just made husband and wife, and Mrs. Yeobright living at Blooms-End. It had seemed at that time that the then position of affairs was good for at least twenty years to come. Yet, of all the circle, he himself was the only one whose situation had not materially changed.


  While he ruminated a footstep descended the stairs. It was the nurse, who brought in her hand a rolled mass of wet paper. The woman was so engrossed with her occupation that she hardly saw Venn. She took from a cupboard some pieces of twine, which she strained across the fireplace, tying the end of each piece to the firedog, previously pulled forward for the purpose, and, unrolling the wet papers, she began pinning them one by one to the strings in a manner of clothes on a line.


  ‘What be they?’ said Venn.


  ‘Poor master’s bank-notes,’ she answered. ‘They were found in his pocket when they undressed him.’


  ‘Then he was not coming back again for some time?’ said Venn.


  ‘That we shall never know,’ said she.


  Venn was loth to depart, for all on earth that interested him lay under this roof. As nobody in the house had any more sleep that night, except the two who slept for ever, there was no reason why he should not remain. So he retired into the niche of the fireplace where he had used to sit, and there he continued, watching the steam from the double row of bank-notes as they waved backwards and forwards in the draught of the chimney till their flaccidity was changed to dry crispness throughout. Then the woman came and unpinned them, and, folding them together, carried the handful upstairs. Presently the doctor appeared from above with the look of a man who could do no more, and, pulling on his gloves, went out of the house, the trotting of his horse soon dying away upon the road.


  At four o’clock there was a gentle knock at the door. It was from Charley, who had been sent by Captain Vye to inquire if anything had been heard of Eustacia. The girl who admitted him looked in his face as if she did not know what answer to return, and showed him in to where Venn was seated, saying to the reddleman, ‘Will you tell him, please?’


  Venn told. Charley’s only utterance was a feeble, indistinct sound. He stood quite still; then he burst out spasmodically, ‘I shall see her once more?’


  ‘I dare say you may see her,’ said Diggory gravely. ‘But hadn’t you better run and tell Captain Vye?’


  ‘Yes, yes. Only I do hope I shall see her just once again.’


  ‘You shall,’ said a low voice behind; and starting round they beheld by the dim light a thin, pallid, almost spectral form, wrapped in a blanket, and looking like Lazarus coming from the tomb.


  It was Yeobright. Neither Venn nor Charley spoke, and Clym continued: ‘You shall see her. There will be time enough to tell the captain when it gets daylight. You would like to see her too—would you not, Diggory? She looks very beautiful now.’


  Venn assented by rising to his feet, and with Charley he followed Clym to the foot of the staircase, where he took off his boots; Charley did the same. They followed Yeobright upstairs to the landing, where there was a candle burning, which Yeobright took in his hand, and with it led the way into an adjoining room. Here he went to the bedside and folded back the sheet.


  They stood silently looking upon Eustacia, who, as she lay there still in death, eclipsed all her living phases. Pallor did not include all the quality of her complexion, which seemed more than whiteness; it was almost light. The expression of her finely carved mouth was pleasant, as if a sense of dignity had just compelled her to leave off speaking. Eternal rigidity had seized upon it in a momentary transition between fervour and resignation. Her black hair was looser now than either of them had ever seen it before, and surrounded her brow like a forest. The stateliness of look which had been almost too marked for a dweller in a country domicile had at last found an artistically happy background.


  Nobody spoke, till at length Clym covered her and turned aside. ‘Now come here,’ he said.


  They went to a recess in the same room, and there, on a smaller bed, lay another figure—Wildeve. Less repose was visible in his face than in Eustacia’s, but the same luminous youthfulness overspread it, and the least sympathetic observer would have felt at sight of him now that he was born for a higher destiny than this. The only sign upon him of his recent struggle for life was in his finger-tips, which were worn and scarified in his dying endeavours to obtain a hold on the face of the weir-wall.


  Yeobright’s manner had been so quiet, he had uttered so few syllables since his reappearance, that Venn imagined him resigned. It was only when they had left the room and stood upon the landing that the true state of his mind was apparent. Here he said, with a wild smile, inclining his head towards the chamber in which Eustacia lay, ‘She is the second woman I have killed this year. I was a great cause of my mother’s death; and I am the chief cause of hers.’


  ‘How?’ said Venn.


  ‘I spoke cruel words to her, and she left my house. I did not invite her back till it was too late. It is I who ought to have drowned myself. It would have been a charity to the living had the river overwhelmed me and borne her up. But I cannot die. Those who ought to have lived lie dead; and here am I alive!’


  ‘But you can’t charge yourself with crimes in that way,’ said Venn. ‘You may as well say that the parents be the cause of a murder by the child, for without the parents the child would never have been begot.’


  ‘Yes, Venn, that is very true; but you don’t know all the circumstances. If it had pleased God to put an end to me it would have been a good thing for all. But I am getting used to the horror of my existence. They say that a time comes when men laugh at misery through long acquaintance with it. Surely that time will soon come to me!’


  ‘Your aim has always been good,’ said Venn. ‘Why should you say such desperate things?’


  ‘No, they are not desperate. They are only hopeless; and my great regret is that for what I have done no man or law can punish me!’


  ♣


  Book Sixth


  Aftercourses


  I


  The Inevitable Movement Onward


  The story of the deaths of Eustacia and Wildeve was told throughout Egdon, and far beyond, for many weeks and months. All the known incidents of their love were enlarged, distorted, touched up, and modified, till the original reality bore but a slight resemblance to the counterfeit presentation by surrounding tongues. Yet, upon the whole, neither the man nor the woman lost dignity by sudden death. Misfortune had struck them gracefully, cutting off their erratic histories with a catastrophic dash, instead of, as with many, attenuating each life to an uninteresting meagreness, through long years of wrinkles, neglect, and decay.


  On those most nearly concerned the effect was somewhat different. Strangers who had heard of many such cases now merely heard of one more; but immediately where a blow falls no previous imaginings amount to appreciable preparation for it. The very suddenness of her bereavement dulled, to some extent, Thomasin’s feelings; yet, irrationally enough, a consciousness that the husband she had lost ought to have been a better man did not lessen her mourning at all. On the contrary, this fact seemed at first to set off the dead husband in his young wife’s eyes, and to be the necessary cloud to the rainbow.


  But the horrors of the unknown had passed. Vague misgivings about her future as a deserted wife were at an end. The worst had once been matter of trembling conjecture; it was now matter of reason only, a limited badness. Her chief interest, the little Eustacia, still remained. There was humility in her grief, no defiance in her attitude; and when this is the case a shaken spirit is apt to be stilled.


  Could Thomasin’s mournfulness now and Eustacia’s serenity during life have been reduced to common measure, they would have touched the same mark nearly. But Thomasin’s former brightness made shadow of that which in a sombre atmosphere was light itself.


  The spring came and calmed her; the summer came and soothed her; the autumn arrived, and she began to be comforted, for her little girl was strong and happy, growing in size and knowledge every day. Outward events flattered Thomasin not a little. Wildeve had died intestate, and she and the child were his only relatives. When administration had been granted, all the debts paid, and the residue of her husband’s uncle’s property had come into her hands, it was found that the sum waiting to be invested for her own and the child’s benefit was little less than ten thousand pounds.


  Where should she live? The obvious place was Blooms-End. The old rooms, it is true, were not much higher than the between-decks of a frigate, necessitating a sinking in the floor under the new clock-case she brought from the inn, and the removal of the handsome brass knobs on its head, before there was height for it to stand; but, such as the rooms were, there were plenty of them, and the place was endeared to her by every early recollection. Clym very gladly admitted her as a tenant, confining his own existence to two rooms at the top of the back staircase, where he lived on quietly, shut off from Thomasin and the three servants she had thought fit to indulge in now that she was a mistress of money, going his own ways, and thinking his own thoughts.


  His sorrows had made some change in his outward appearance; and yet the alteration was chiefly within. It might have been said that he had a wrinkled mind. He had no enemies, and he could get nobody to reproach him, which was why he so bitterly reproached himself.


  He did sometimes think he had been ill-used by fortune, so far as to say that to be born is a palpable dilemma, and that instead of men aiming to advance in life with glory they should calculate how to retreat out of it without shame. But that he and his had been sarcastically and pitilessly handled in having such irons thrust into their souls he did not maintain long. It is usually so, except with the sternest of men. Human beings, in their generous endeavour to construct a hypothesis that shall not degrade a First Cause, have always hesitated to conceive a dominant power of lower moral quality than their own; and, even while they sit down and weep by the waters of Babylon, invent excuses for the oppression which prompts their tears.


  Thus, though words of solace were vainly uttered in his presence, he found relief in a direction of his own choosing when left to himself. For a man of his habits the house and the hundred and twenty pounds a year which he had inherited from his mother were enough to supply all worldly needs. Resources do not depend upon gross amounts, but upon the proportion of spendings to takings.


  He frequently walked the heath alone, when the past seized upon him with its shadowy hand, and held him there to listen to its tale. His imagination would then people the spot with its ancient inhabitants: forgotten Celtic tribes trod their tracks about him, and he could almost live among them, look in their faces, and see them standing beside the barrows which swelled around, untouched and perfect as at the time of their erection. Those of the dyed barbarians who had chosen the cultivable tracts were, in comparison with those who had left their marks here, as writers on paper beside writers on parchment. Their records had perished long ago by the plough, while the works of these remained. Yet they all had lived and died unconscious of the different fates awaiting their relics. It reminded him that unforeseen factors operate in the evolution of immortality.


  Winter again came round, with its winds, frosts, tame robins, and sparkling starlight. The year previous Thomasin had hardly been conscious of the season’s advance; this year she laid her heart open to external influences of every kind. The life of this sweet cousin, her baby, and her servants, came to Clym’s senses only in the form of sounds through a wood partition as he sat over books of exceptionally large type; but his ear became at last so accustomed to these slight noises from the other part of the house that he almost could witness the scenes they signified. A faint beat of half-seconds conjured up Thomasin rocking the cradle, a wavering hum meant that she was singing the baby to sleep, a crunching of sand as between millstones raised the picture of Humphrey’s, Fairway’s, or Sam’s heavy feet crossing the stone floor of the kitchen; a light boyish step, and a gay tune in a high key, betokened a visit from Grandfer Cantle; a sudden break-off in the Grandfer’s utterances implied the application to his lips of a mug of small beer; a bustling and slamming of doors meant starting to go to market; for Thomasin, in spite of her added scope for gentility, led a ludicrously narrow life, to the end that she might save every possible pound for her little daughter.


  One summer day Clym was in the garden, immediately outside the parlour-window, which was as usual open. He was looking at the pot-flowers on the sill; they had been revived and restored by Thomasin to the state in which his mother had left them. He heard a slight scream from Thomasin, who was sitting inside the room.


  ‘O, how you frightened me!’ she said to some one who had entered. ‘I thought you were the ghost of yourself.’


  Clym was curious enough to advance a little further and look in at the window. To his astonishment there stood within the room Diggory Venn, no longer a reddleman, but exhibiting the strangely altered hues of an ordinary Christian countenance, white shirt-front, light flowered waistcoat, blue-spotted neckerchief, and bottle-green coat. Nothing in this appearance was at all singular but the fact of its great difference from what he had formerly been. Red, and all approach to red, was carefully excluded from every article of clothes upon him; for what is there that persons just out of harness dread so much as reminders of the trade which has enriched them?


  Yeobright went round to the door and entered.


  ‘I was so alarmed!’ said Thomasin, smiling from one to the other. ‘I couldn’t believe that he had got white of his own accord! It seemed supernatural.’


  ‘I gave up dealing in reddle last Christmas,’ said Venn. ‘It was a profitable trade, and I found that by that time I had made enough to take the dairy of fifty cows that my father had in his lifetime. I always thought of getting to that place again if I changed at all; and now I am there.’


  ‘How did you manage to become white, Diggory?’ Thomasin asked.


  ‘I turned so by degrees, ma’am.’


  ‘You look much better than ever you did before.’


  Venn appeared confused; and Thomasin, seeing how inadvertently she had spoken to a man who might possibly have tender feelings for her still, blushed a little. Clym saw nothing of this, and added good-humouredly—


  ‘What shall we have to frighten Thomasin’s baby with, now you have become a human being again?’


  ‘Sit down, Diggory,’ said Thomasin, ‘and stay to tea.’


  Venn moved as if he would retire to the kitchen, when Thomasin said with pleasant pertness as she went on with some sewing, ‘Of course you must sit down here. And where does your fifty-cow dairy lie, Mr. Venn?’


  ‘At Stickleford—about two miles to the right of Alderworth, ma’am, where the meads begin. I have thought that if Mr. Yeobright would like to pay me a visit sometimes he shouldn’t stay away for want of asking. I’ll not bide to tea this afternoon, thank’ee, for I’ve got something on hand that must be settled. ’Tis Maypole-day to-morrow, and the Shadwater folk have clubbed with a few of your neighbours here to have a pole just outside your palings in the heath, as it is a nice green place.’ Venn waved his elbow towards the patch in front of the house. ‘I have been talking to Fairway about it,’ he continued, ‘and I said to him that before we put up the pole it would be as well to ask Mrs. Wildeve.’


  ‘I can say nothing against it,’ she answered. ‘Our property does not reach an inch further than the white palings.’


  ‘But you might not like to see a lot of folk going crazy round a stick, under your very nose?’


  ‘I shall have no objection at all.’


  Venn soon after went away, and in the evening Yeobright strolled as far as Fairway’s cottage. It was a lovely May sunset, and the birch trees which grew on this margin of the vast Egdon wilderness had put on their new leaves, delicate as butterflies’ wings, and diaphanous as amber. Beside Fairway’s dwelling was an open space recessed from the road, and here were now collected all the young people from within a radius of a couple of miles. The pole lay with one end supported on a trestle, and women were engaged in wreathing it from the top downwards with wild-flowers. The instincts of merry England lingered on here with exceptional vitality, and the symbolic customs which tradition has attached to each season of the year were yet a reality on Egdon. Indeed, the impulses of all such outlandish hamlets are pagan still: in these spots homage to nature, self-adoration, frantic gaieties, fragments of Teutonic rites to divinities whose names are forgotten, seem in some way or other to have survived mediæval doctrine.


  Yeobright did not interrupt the preparations, and went home again. The next morning, when Thomasin withdrew the curtains of her bedroom window, there stood the Maypole in the middle of the green, its top cutting into the sky. It had sprung up in the night, or rather early morning, like Jack’s bean-stalk. She opened the casement to get a better view of the garlands and posies that adorned it. The sweet perfume of the flowers had already spread into the surrounding air, which, being free from every taint, conducted to her lips a full measure of the fragrance received from the spire of blossom in its midst. At the top of the pole were crossed hoops decked with small flowers; beneath these came a milk-white zone of Maybloom; then a zone of bluebells, then of cowslips, then of lilacs, then of ragged-robins, daffodils, and so on, till the lowest stage was reached. Thomasin noticed all these, and was delighted that the May-revel was to be so near.


  When afternoon came people began to gather on the green, and Yeobright was interested enough to look out upon them from the open window of his room. Soon after this Thomasin walked out from the door immediately below and turned her eyes up to her cousin’s face. She was dressed more gaily than Yeobright had ever seen her dress since the time of Wildeve’s death, eighteen months before; since the day of her marriage even she had not exhibited herself to such advantage.


  ‘How pretty you look to-day, Thomasin!’ he said. ‘Is it because of the Maypole?’


  ‘Not altogether.’ And then she blushed and dropped her eyes, which he did not specially observe, though her manner seemed to him to be rather peculiar, considering that she was only addressing himself. Could it be possible that she had put on her summer clothes to please him?


  He recalled her conduct towards him throughout the last few weeks, when they had often been working together in the garden, just as they had formerly done when they were boy and girl under his mother’s eye. What if her interest in him were not so entirely that of a relative as it had formerly been? To Yeobright any possibility of this sort was a serious matter; and he almost felt troubled at the thought of it. Every pulse of loverlike feeling which had not been stilled during Eustacia’s lifetime had gone into the grave with her. His passion for her had occurred too far on in his manhood to leave fuel enough on hand for another fire of that sort, as may happen with more boyish loves. Even supposing him capable of loving again, that love would be a plant of slow and laboured growth, and in the end only small and sickly, like an autumn-hatched bird.


  He was so distressed by this new complexity that when the enthusiastic brass band arrived and struck up, which it did about five o’clock, with apparently wind enough among its members to blow down his house, he withdrew from his rooms by the back door, went down the garden, through the gate in the hedge, and away out of sight. He could not bear to remain in the presence of enjoyment to-day, though he had tried hard.


  Nothing was seen of him for four hours. When he came back by the same path it was dusk, and the dews were coating every green thing. The boisterous music had ceased; but, entering the premises as he did from behind, he could not see if the May party had all gone till he had passed through Thomasin’s division of the house to the front door. Thomasin was standing within the porch alone.


  She looked at him reproachfully. ‘You went away just when it began, Clym,’ she said.


  ‘Yes. I felt I could not join in. You went out with them, of course?’


  ‘No, I did not.’


  ‘You appeared to be dressed on purpose.’


  ‘Yes, but I could not go out alone; so many people were there. One is there now.’


  Yeobright strained his eyes across the dark-green patch beyond the paling, and near the black form of the Maypole he discerned a shadowy figure, sauntering idly up and down. ‘Who is it?’ he said.


  ‘Mr. Venn,’ said Thomasin.


  ‘You might have asked him to come in, I think, Tamsie. He has been very kind to you first and last.’


  ‘I will now,’ she said; and, acting on the impulse, went through the wicket to where Venn stood under the Maypole.


  ‘It is Mr. Venn, I think?’ she inquired.


  Venn started as if he had not seen her—artful man that he was—and said, ‘Yes.’


  ‘Will you come in?’


  ‘I am afraid that I——’


  ‘I have seen you dancing this evening, and you had the very best of the girls for your partners. Is it that you won’t come in because you wish to stand here, and think over the past hours of enjoyment?’


  ‘Well, that’s partly it,’ said Mr. Venn, with ostentatious sentiment. ‘But the main reason why I am biding here like this is that I want to wait till the moon rises.’


  ‘To see how pretty the Maypole looks in the moonlight?’


  ‘No. To look for a glove that was dropped by one of the maidens.’


  Thomasin was speechless with surprise. That a man who had to walk some four or five miles to his home should wait here for such a reason pointed to only one conclusion: the man must be amazingly interested in that glove’s owner.


  ‘Were you dancing with her, Diggory?’ she asked, in a voice which revealed that he had made himself considerably more interesting to her by this disclosure.


  ‘No,’ he sighed.


  ‘And you will not come in, then?’


  ‘Not to-night, thank you, ma’am.’


  ‘Shall I lend you a lantern to look for the young person’s glove, Mr. Venn?’


  ‘O no; it is not necessary, Mrs. Wildeve, thank you. The moon will rise in a few minutes.’


  Thomasin went back to the porch. ‘Is he coming in?’ said Clym, who had been waiting where she had left him.


  ‘He would rather not to-night,’ she said, and then passed by him into the house; whereupon Clym too retired to his own rooms.


  When Clym was gone Thomasin crept upstairs in the dark, and, just listening by the cot, to assure herself that the child was asleep, she went to the window, gently lifted the corner of the white curtain, and looked out. Venn was still there. She watched the growth of the faint radiance appearing in the sky by the eastern hill, till presently the edge of the moon burst upwards and flooded the valley with light. Diggory’s form was now distinct on the green; he was moving about in a bowed attitude, evidently scanning the grass for the precious missing article, walking in zigzags right and left till he should have passed over every foot of the ground.


  ‘How very ridiculous!’ Thomasin murmured to herself, in a tone which was intended to be satirical. ‘To think that a man should be so silly as to go mooning about like that for a girl’s glove! A respectable dairyman, too, and a man of money as he is now. What a pity!’


  At last Venn appeared to find it; whereupon he stood up and raised it to his lips. Then placing it in his breast-pocket—the nearest receptacle to a man’s heart permitted by modern raiment—he ascended the valley in a mathematically direct line towards his distant home in the meadows.


  ♣


  II


  Thomasin Walks in a Green Place by the Roman Road


  Clym saw little of Thomasin for several days after this; and when they met she was more silent than usual. At length he asked her what she was thinking of so intently.


  ‘I am thoroughly perplexed,’ she said candidly. ‘I cannot for my life think who it is that Diggory Venn is so much in love with. None of the girls at the Maypole were good enough for him, and yet she must have been there.’


  Clym tried to imagine Venn’s choice for a moment; but ceasing to be interested in the question he went on again with his gardening.


  No clearing up of the mystery was granted her for some time. But one afternoon Thomasin was upstairs getting ready for a walk, when she had occasion to come to the landing and call ‘Rachel.’ Rachel was a girl about thirteen, who carried the baby out for airings; and she came upstairs at the call.


  ‘Have you seen one of my last new gloves about the house, Rachel?’ inquired Thomasin. ‘It is the fellow to this one.’


  Rachel did not reply.


  ‘Why don’t you answer?’ said her mistress.


  ‘I think it is lost, ma’am.’


  ‘Lost? Who lost it? I have never worn them but once.’


  Rachel appeared as one dreadfully troubled, and at last began to cry. ‘Please, ma’am, on the day of the Maypole I had none to wear, and I seed yours on the table, and I thought I would borrow ’em. I did not mean to hurt ’em at all, but one of them got lost. Somebody gave me some money to buy another pair for you, but I have not been able to go anywhere to get ’em.’


  ‘Who’s somebody?’


  ‘Mr. Venn.’


  ‘Did he know it was my glove?’


  ‘Yes. I told him.’


  Thomasin was so surprised by the explanation that she quite forgot to lecture the girl, who glided silently away. Thomasin did not move further than to turn her eyes upon the grass-plat where the Maypole had stood. She remained thinking, then said to herself that she would not go out that afternoon, but would work hard at the baby’s unfinished lovely plaid frock, cut on the cross in the newest fashion. How she managed to work hard, and yet do no more than she had done at the end of two hours, would have been a mystery to any one not aware that the recent incident was of a kind likely to divert her industry from a manual to a mental channel.


  Next day she went her ways as usual, and continued her custom of walking in the heath with no other companion than little Eustacia, now of the age when it is a matter of doubt with such characters whether they are intended to walk through the world on their hands or on their feet; so that they get into painful complications by trying both. It was very pleasant to Thomasin, when she had carried the child to some lonely place, to give her a little private practice on the green turf and shepherd’s-thyme, which formed a soft mat to fall headlong upon when equilibrium was lost.


  Once, when engaged in this system of training, and stooping to remove bits of stick, fern-stalks, and other such fragments from the child’s path, that the journey might not be brought to an untimely end by some insuperable barrier a quarter of an inch high, she was alarmed by discovering that a man on horseback was almost close beside her, the soft natural carpet having muffled the horse’s tread. The rider, who was Venn, waved his hat in the air and bowed gallantly.


  ‘Diggory, give me my glove,’ said Thomasin, whose manner it was under any circumstances to plunge into the midst of a subject which engrossed her.


  Venn immediately dismounted, put his hand in his breast-pocket, and handed the glove.


  ‘Thank you. It was very good of you to take care of it.’


  ‘It is very good of you to say so.’


  ‘O no. I was quite glad to find you had it. Everybody gets so indifferent that I was surprised to know you thought of me.’


  ‘If you had remembered what I was once you wouldn’t have been surprised.’


  ‘Ah, no,’ she said quickly. ‘But men of your character are mostly so independent.’


  ‘What is my character?’ he asked.


  ‘I don’t exactly know,’ said Thomasin simply, ‘except it is to cover up your feelings under a practical manner, and only to show them when you are alone.’


  ‘Ah, how do you know that?’ said Venn strategically.


  ‘Because,’ said she, stopping to put the little girl, who had managed to get herself upside down, right end up again, ‘because I do.’


  ‘You mustn’t judge by folks in general,’ said Venn. ‘Still I don’t know much what feelings are now-a-days. I have got so mixed up with business of one sort and t’other that my soft sentiments are gone off in vapour like. Yes, I am given up body and soul to the making of money. Money is all my dream.’


  ‘O Diggory, how wicked!’ said Thomasin reproachfully, and looking at him in exact balance between taking his words seriously and judging them as said to tease her.


  ‘Yes, ’tis rather a rum course,’ said Venn, in the bland tone of one comfortably resigned to sins he could no longer overcome.


  ‘You, who used to be so nice!’


  ‘Well, that’s an argument I rather like, because what a man has once been he may be again.’ Thomasin blushed. ‘Except that it is rather harder now,’ Venn continued.


  ‘Why?’ she asked.


  ‘Because you be richer than you were at that time.’


  ‘O no—not much. I have made it nearly all over to the baby, as it was my duty to do, except just enough to live on.’


  ‘I am rather glad of that,’ said Venn softly, and regarding her from the corner of his eye, ‘for it makes it easier for us to be friendly.’


  Thomasin blushed again, and, when a few more words had been said of a not unpleasing kind, Venn mounted his horse and rode on.


  This conversation had passed in a hollow of the heath near the old Roman road, a place much frequented by Thomasin. And it might have been observed that she did not in future walk that way less often from having met Venn there now. Whether or not Venn abstained from riding thither because he had met Thomasin in the same place might easily have been guessed from her proceedings about two months later in the same year.


  ♣


  III


  The Serious Discourse of Clym with his Cousin


  Throughout this period Yeobright had more or less pondered on his duty to his cousin Thomasin. He could not help feeling that it would be a pitiful waste of sweet material if the tender-natured thing should be doomed from this early stage of her life onwards to dribble away her winsome qualities on lonely gorse and fern. But he felt this as an economist merely, and not as a lover. His passion for Eustacia had been a sort of conserve of his whole life, and he had nothing more of that supreme quality left to bestow. So far the obvious thing was not to entertain any idea of marriage with Thomasin, even to oblige her.


  But this was not all. Years ago there had been in his mother’s mind a great fancy about Thomasin and himself. It had not positively amounted to a desire, but it had always been a favourite dream. That they should be man and wife in good time, if the happiness of neither were endangered thereby, was the fancy in question. So that what course save one was there now left for any son who reverenced his mother’s memory as Yeobright did? It is an unfortunate fact that any particular whim of parents, which might have been dispersed by half an hour’s conversation during their lives, becomes sublimated by their deaths into a fiat the most absolute, with such results to conscientious children as those parents, had they lived, would have been the first to decry.


  Had only Yeobright’s own future been involved he would have proposed to Thomasin with a ready heart. He had nothing to lose by carrying out a dead mother’s hope. But he dreaded to contemplate Thomasin wedded to the mere corpse of a lover that he now felt himself to be. He had but three activities alive in him. One was his almost daily walk to the little graveyard wherein his mother lay; another, his just as frequent visits by night to the more distant enclosure which numbered his Eustacia among its dead; the third was self-preparation for a vocation which alone seemed likely to satisfy his cravings—that of an itinerant preacher of the eleventh commandment. It was difficult to believe that Thomasin would be cheered by a husband with such tendencies as these.


  Yet he resolved to ask her, and let her decide for herself. It was even with a pleasant sense of doing his duty that he went downstairs to her one evening for this purpose, when the sun was printing on the valley the same long shadow of the housetop that he had seen lying there times out of number while his mother lived.


  Thomasin was not in her room, and he found her in the front garden. ‘I have long been wanting, Thomasin,’ he began, ‘to say something about a matter that concerns both our futures.’


  ‘And you are going to say it now?’ she remarked quickly, colouring as she met his gaze. ‘Do stop a minute, Clym, and let me speak first, for, oddly enough, I have been wanting to say something to you.’


  ‘By all means say on, Tamsie.’


  ‘I suppose nobody can overhear us?’ she went on, casting her eyes around and lowering her voice. ‘Well, first you will promise me this—that you won’t be angry and call me anything harsh if you disagree with what I propose?’


  Yeobright promised, and she continued: ‘What I want is your advice, for you are my relation—I mean, a sort of guardian to me—aren’t you, Clym?’


  ‘Well, yes, I suppose I am; a sort of guardian. In fact, I am, of course,’ he said, altogether perplexed as to her drift.


  ‘I am thinking of marrying,’ she then observed blandly. ‘But I shall not marry unless you assure me that you approve of such a step. Why don’t you speak?’


  ‘I was taken rather by surprise. But, nevertheless, I am very glad to hear such news. I shall approve, of course, dear Tamsie. Who can it be? I am quite at a loss to guess. No, I am not—’tis the old doctor!—not that I mean to call him old, for he is not very old after all. Ah—I noticed when he attended you last time!’


  ‘No, no,’ she said hastily. ‘’Tis Mr. Venn.’


  Clym’s face suddenly became grave.


  ‘There, now, you don’t like him, and I wish I hadn’t mentioned him!’ she exclaimed almost petulantly. ‘And I shouldn’t have done it, either, only he keeps on bothering me so till I don’t know what to do!’


  Clym looked at the heath. ‘I like Venn well enough,’ he answered at last. ‘He is a very honest and at the same time astute man. He is clever too, as is proved by his having got you to favour him. But really, Thomasin, he is not quite——’


  ‘Gentleman enough for me? That is just what I feel. I am sorry now that I asked you, and I won’t think any more of him. At the same time I must marry him if I marry anybody—that I will say!’


  ‘I don’t see that,’ said Clym, carefully concealing every clue to his own interrupted intention, which she plainly had not guessed. ‘You might marry a professional man, or somebody of that sort, by going into the town to live and forming acquaintances there.’


  ‘I am not fit for town life—so very rural and silly as I always have been. Do not you yourself notice my countrified ways?’


  ‘Well, when I came home from Paris I did, a little; but I don’t now.’


  ‘That’s because you have got countrified too. O, I couldn’t live in a street for the world! Egdon is a ridiculous old place; but I have got used to it, and I couldn’t be happy anywhere else at all.’


  ‘Neither could I,’ said Clym.


  ‘Then how could you say that I should marry some town man? I am sure, say what you will, that I must marry Diggory, if I marry at all. He has been kinder to me than anybody else, and has helped me in many ways that I don’t know of!’ Thomasin almost pouted now.


  ‘Yes, he has,’ said Clym in a neutral tone. ‘Well, I wish with all my heart that I could say, marry him. But I cannot forget what my mother thought on that matter, and it goes rather against me not to respect her opinion. There is too much reason why we should do the little we can to respect it now.’


  ‘Very well, then,’ sighed Thomasin. ‘I will say no more.’


  ‘But you are not bound to obey my wishes. I merely say what I think.’


  ‘O no—I don’t want to be rebellious in that way,’ she said sadly. ‘I had no business to think of him—I ought to have thought of my family. What dreadfully bad impulses there are in me!’ Her lip trembled, and she turned away to hide a tear.


  Clym, though vexed at what seemed her unaccountable taste, was in a measure relieved to find that at any rate the marriage question in relation to himself was shelved. Through several succeeding days he saw her at different times from the window of his room moping disconsolately about the garden. He was half angry with her for choosing Venn; then he was grieved at having put himself in the way of Venn’s happiness, who was, after all, as honest and persevering a young fellow as any on Egdon, since he had turned over a new leaf. In short, Clym did not know what to do.


  When next they met she said abruptly, ‘He is much more respectable now than he was then!’


  ‘Who? O yes—Diggory Venn.’


  ‘Aunt only objected because he was a reddleman.’


  ‘Well, Thomasin, perhaps I don’t know all the particulars of my mother’s wish. So you had better use your own discretion.’


  ‘You will always feel that I slighted your mother’s memory.’


  ‘No, I will not. I shall think you are convinced that, had she seen Diggory in his present position, she would have considered him a fitting husband for you. Now, that’s my real feeling. Don’t consult me any more, but do as you like, Thomasin. I shall be content.’


  It is to be supposed that Thomasin was convinced; for a few days after this, when Clym strayed into a part of the heath that he had not lately visited, Humphrey, who was at work there, said to him, ‘I am glad to see that Mrs. Wildeve and Venn have made it up again, seemingly.’


  ‘Have they?’ said Clym abstractedly.


  ‘Yes; and he do contrive to stumble upon her whenever she walks out on fine days with the chiel. But, Mr. Yeobright, I can’t help feeling that your cousin ought to have married you. ’Tis a pity to make two chimley-corners where there need be only one. You could get her away from him now, ’tis my belief, if you were only to set about it.’


  ‘How can I have the conscience to marry after having driven two women to their deaths? Don’t think such a thing, Humphrey. After my experience I should consider it too much of a burlesque to go to church and take a wife. In the words of Job, “I have made a covenant with mine eyes; why then should I think upon a maid?”’


  ‘No, Mr. Clym, don’t fancy that about driving two women to their deaths. You shouldn’t say it.’


  ‘Well, we’ll leave that out,’ said Yeobright. ‘But anyhow God has set a mark upon me which wouldn’t look well in a love-making scene. I have two ideas in my head, and no others. I am going to keep a night-school; and I am going to turn preacher. What have you got to say to that, Humphrey?’


  ‘I’ll come and hear ’ee with all my heart.’


  ‘Thanks. ’Tis all I wish.’


  As Clym descended into the valley Thomasin came down by the other path, and met him at the gate. ‘What do you think I have to tell you, Clym?’ she said, looking archly over her shoulder at him.


  ‘I can guess,’ he replied.


  She scrutinized his face. ‘Yes, you guess right. It is going to be after all. He thinks I may as well make up my mind, and I have got to think so too. It is to be on the twenty-fifth of next month, if you don’t object.’


  ‘Do what you think right, dear. I am only too glad that you see your way clear to happiness again. My sex owes you every amends for the treatment you received in days gone by.’ (3)


  ♣


  IV


  Cheerfulness again Asserts itself at Blooms-End, and Clym Finds his Vocation


  Anybody who had passed through Blooms-End about eleven o’clock on the morning fixed for the wedding would have found that, while Yeobright’s house was comparatively quiet, sounds denoting great activity came from the dwelling of his nearest neighbour, Timothy Fairway. It was chiefly a noise of feet, briskly crunching hither and thither over the sanded floor within. One man only was visible outside, and he seemed to be later at an appointment than he had intended to be, for he hastened up to the door, lifted the latch, and walked in without ceremony.


  The scene within was not quite the customary one. Standing about the room was the little knot of men who formed the chief part of the Egdon coterie, there being present Fairway himself, Grandfer Cantle, Humphrey, Christian, and one or two turf-cutters. It was a warm day, and the men were as a matter of course in their shirt-sleeves, except Christian, who had always a nervous fear of parting with a scrap of his clothing when in anybody’s house but his own. Across the stout oak table in the middle of the room was thrown a mass of striped linen, which Grandfer Cantle held down on one side, and Humphrey on the other, while Fairway rubbed its surface with a yellow lump, his face being damp and creased with the effort of the labour.


  ‘Waxing a bed-tick, souls?’ said the new-comer.


  ‘Yes, Sam,’ said Grandfer Cantle, as a man too busy to waste words. ‘Shall I stretch this corner a shade tighter, Timothy?’


  Fairway replied, and the waxing went on with unabated vigour. ‘’Tis going to be a good bed, by the look o’t,’ continued Sam, after an interval of silence. ‘Who may it be for?’


  ‘’Tis a present for the new folks that’s going to set up housekeeping,’ said Christian, who stood helpless and overcome by the majesty of the proceedings.


  ‘Ah, to be sure; and a valuable one, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘Beds be dear to fokes that don’t keep geese, bain’t they, Mister Fairway?’ said Christian, as to an omniscient being.


  ‘Yes,’ said the furze-dealer, standing up, giving his forehead a thorough mopping, and handing the beeswax to Humphrey, who succeeded at the rubbing forthwith. ‘Not that this couple be in want of one, but ’twas well to show ’em a bit of friendliness at this great racketing vagary of their lives. I set up both my own daughters in one when they was married, and there have been feathers enough for another in the house the last twelve months. Now then, neighbours, I think we have laid on enough wax. Grandfer Cantle, you turn the tick the right way outwards, and then I’ll begin to shake in the feathers.’


  When the bed was in proper trim Fairway and Christian brought forward vast paper bags, stuffed to the full, but light as balloons, and began to turn the contents of each into the receptacle just prepared. As bag after bag was emptied, airy tufts of down and feathers floated about the room in increasing quantity till, through a mishap of Christian’s, who shook the contents of one bag outside the tick, the atmosphere of the room became dense with gigantic flakes, which descended upon the workers like a windless snowstorm.


  ‘I never saw such a clumsy chap as you, Christian,’ said Grandfer Cantle severely. ‘You might have been the son of a man that’s never been outside Blooms-End in his life for all the wit you have. Really all the soldiering and smartness in the world in the father seems to count for nothing in forming the nater of the son. As far as that chiel Christian is concerned I might as well have stayed at home and seed nothing, like all the rest of ye here. Though, as far as myself is concerned, a dashing spirit has counted for sommat, to be sure!’


  ‘Don’t ye let me down so, father; I feel no bigger than a ninepin after it. I’ve made but a bruckle hit, I’m afeard.’


  ‘Come, come. Never pitch yerself in such a low key as that, Christian; you should try more,’ said Fairway.


  ‘Yes, you should try more,’ echoed the Grandfer with insistence, as if he had been the first to make the suggestion. ‘In common conscience every man ought either to marry or go for a soldier. ’Tis a scandal to the nation to do neither one nor t’other. I did both, thank God! Neither to raise men nor to lay ’em low—that shows a poor do-nothing spirit indeed.’


  ‘I never had the nerve to stand fire,’ faltered Christian. ‘But as to marrying, I own I’ve asked here and there, though without much fruit from it. Yes, there’s some house or other that might have had a man for a master—such as he is—that’s now ruled by a woman alone. Still it might have been awkward if I had found her; for, d’ye see, neighbours, there’d have been nobody left at home to keep down father’s spirits to the decent pitch that becomes a old man.’


  ‘And you’ve your work cut out to do that, my son,’ said Grandfer Cantle smartly. ‘I wish that the dread of infirmities was not so strong in me!—I’d start the very first thing to-morrow to see the world over again! But seventy-one, though nothing at home, is a high figure for a rover…. Ay, seventy-one last Candlemas-day. Gad, I’d sooner have it in guineas than in years!’ And the old man sighed.


  ‘Don’t you be mournful, Grandfer,’ said Fairway. ‘Empt some more feathers into the bed-tick, and keep up yer heart. Though rather lean in the stalks you be a green-leaved old man still. There’s time enough left to ye yet to fill whole chronicles.’


  ‘Begad, I’ll go to ’em, Timothy—to the married pair!’ said Grandfer Cantle in an encouraged voice, and starting round briskly. ‘I’ll go to ’em to-night and sing a wedding-song, hey? ’Tis like me to do so, you know; and they’d see it as such. My “Down in Cupid’s Gardens” was well liked in four; still, I’ve got others as good, and even better. What do you say to my


  
    “She cal'-led to' her love'


    From the lat'-tice a-bove,


    ‘O, come in' from the fog'-gy fog'-gy dew'.’”

  


  ’Twould please ’em well at such a time! Really, now I come to think of it, I haven’t turned my tongue in my head to the shape of a real good song since Old Midsummer night, when we had the “Barley Mow” at the Woman; and ’tis a pity to neglect your strong point where there’s few that have the compass for such things!’


  ‘So ’tis, so ’tis,’ said Fairway. ‘Now gie the bed a shake down. We’ve put in seventy pound of best feathers, and I think that’s as many as the tick will fairly hold. A bit and a drap wouldn’t be amiss now, I reckon. Christian, maul down the victuals from corner-cupboard if canst reach, man, and I’ll draw a drap o’ sommat to wet it with.’


  They sat down to a lunch in the midst of their work, feathers around, above, and below them; the original owners of which occasionally came to the open door and cackled begrudgingly at sight of such a quantity of their old clothes.


  ‘Upon my soul I shall be chokt,’ said Fairway when, having extracted a feather from his mouth, he found several others floating on the mug as it was handed round.


  ‘I’ve swallered several; and one had a tolerable quill,’ said Sam placidly from the corner.


  ‘Hullo—what’s that—wheels I hear coming?’ Grandfer Cantle exclaimed, jumping up and hastening to the door. ‘Why, ’tis they back again: I didn’t expect ’em yet this half-hour. To be sure, how quick marrying can be done when you are in the mind for’t!’


  ‘O yes, it can soon be done,’ said Fairway, as if something should be added to make the statement complete.


  He arose and followed the Grandfer, and the rest also went to the door. In a moment an open fly was driven past, in which sat Venn and Mrs. Venn, Yeobright, and a grand relative of Venn’s who had come from Budmouth for the occasion. The fly had been hired at the nearest town, regardless of distance and cost, there being nothing on Egdon Heath, in Venn’s opinion, dignified enough for such an event when such a woman as Thomasin was the bride; and the church was too remote for a walking bridal-party.


  As the fly passed the group which had run out from the homestead they shouted ‘Hurrah!’ and waved their hands; feathers and down floating from their hair, their sleeves, and the folds of their garments at every motion, and Grandfer Cantle’s seals dancing merrily in the sunlight as he twirled himself about. The driver of the fly turned a supercilious gaze upon them; he even treated the wedded pair themselves with something like condescension; for in what other state than heathen could people, rich or poor, exist who were doomed to abide in such a world’s end as Egdon? Thomasin showed no such superiority to the group at the door, fluttering her hand as quickly as a bird’s wing towards them, and asking Diggory, with tears in her eyes, if they ought not to alight and speak to these kind neighbours. Venn, however, suggested that, as they were all coming to the house in the evening, this was hardly necessary.


  After this excitement the saluting party returned to their occupation, and the stuffing and sewing was soon afterwards finished, when Fairway harnessed a horse, wrapped up the cumbrous present, and drove off with it in the cart to Venn’s house at Stickleford.


  Yeobright, having filled the office at the wedding-service which naturally fell to his hands, and afterwards returned to the house with the husband and wife, was indisposed to take part in the feasting and dancing that wound up the evening. Thomasin was disappointed.


  ‘I wish I could be there without dashing your spirits,’ he said. ‘But I might be too much like the skull at the banquet.’


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘Well, dear, apart from that, if you would excuse me, I should be glad. I know it seems unkind; but, dear Thomasin, I fear I should not be happy in the company—there, that’s the truth of it. I shall always be coming to see you at your new home, you know, so that my absence now will not matter.’


  ‘Then I give in. Do whatever will be most comfortable to yourself.’


  Clym retired to his lodging at the housetop much relieved, and occupied himself during the afternoon in noting down the heads of a sermon, with which he intended to initiate all that really seemed practicable of the scheme that had originally brought him hither, and that he had so long kept in view under various modifications, and through evil and good report. He had tested and weighed his convictions again and again, and saw no reason to alter them, though he had considerably lessened his plan. His eyesight, by long humouring in his native air, had grown stronger, but not sufficiently strong to warrant his attempting his extensive educational project. Yet he did not repine: there was still more than enough of an unambitious sort to tax all his energies and occupy all his hours.


  Evening drew on, and sounds of life and movement in the lower part of the domicile became more pronounced, the gate in the palings clicking incessantly. The party was to be an early one, and all the guests were assembled long before it was dark. Yeobright went down the back staircase and into the heath by another path than that in front, intending to walk in the open air till the party was over, when he would return to wish Thomasin and her husband good-bye as they departed. His steps were insensibly bent towards Mistover by the path that he had followed on that terrible morning when he learnt the strange news from Susan’s boy.


  He did not turn aside to the cottage, but pushed on to an eminence, whence he could see over the whole quarter that had once been Eustacia’s home. While he stood observing the darkening scene somebody came up. Clym, seeing him but dimly, would have let him pass by silently, had not the pedestrian, who was Charley, recognized the young man and spoken to him.


  ‘Charley, I have not seen you for a length of time,’ said Yeobright. ‘Do you often walk this way?’


  ‘No,’ the lad replied. ‘I don’t often come outside the bank.’


  ‘You were not at the Maypole.’


  ‘No,’ said Charley, in the same listless tone. ‘I don’t care for that sort of thing now.’


  ‘You rather liked Miss Eustacia, didn’t you?’ Yeobright gently asked. Eustacia had frequently told him of Charley’s romantic attachment.


  ‘Yes, very much. Ah, I wish——’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I wish, Mr. Yeobright, you could give me something to keep that once belonged to her—if you don’t mind.’


  ‘I shall be very happy to. It will give me very great pleasure, Charley. Let me think what I have of hers that you would like. But come with me to the house, and I’ll see.’


  They walked towards Blooms-End together. When they reached the front it was dark, and the shutters were closed, so that nothing of the interior could be seen.


  ‘Come round this way,’ said Clym. ‘My entrance is at the back for the present.’


  The two went round and ascended the crooked stair in darkness till Clym’s sitting-room on the upper floor was reached, where he lit a candle, Charley entering gently behind. Yeobright searched his desk, and taking out a sheet of tissue-paper unfolded from it two or three undulating locks of raven hair, which fell over the paper like black streams. From these he selected one, wrapped it up, and gave it to the lad, whose eyes had filled with tears. He kissed the packet, put it in his pocket, and said in a voice of emotion, ‘O, Mr. Clym, how good you are to me!’


  ‘I will go a little way with you,’ said Clym. And amid the noise of merriment from below they descended. Their path to the front led them close to a little side-window, whence the rays of candles streamed across the shrubs. The window, being screened from general observation by the bushes, had been left unblinded, so that a person in this private nook could see all that was going on within the room which contained the wedding-guests, except in so far as vision was hindered by the green antiquity of the panes.


  ‘Charley, what are they doing?’ said Clym. ‘My sight is weaker again to-night, and the glass of this window is not good.’


  Charley wiped his own eyes, which were rather blurred with moisture, and stepped closer to the casement. ‘Mr. Venn is asking Christian Cantle to sing,’ he replied; ‘and Christian is moving about in his chair as if he were much frightened at the question, and his father has struck up a stave instead of him.’


  ‘Yes, I can hear the old man’s voice,’ said Clym. ‘So there’s to be no dancing, I suppose. And is Thomasin in the room? I see something moving in front of the candles that resembles her shape, I think.’


  ‘Yes. She do seem happy. She is red in the face, and laughing at something Fairway has said to her. O my!’


  ‘What noise was that?’ said Clym.


  ‘Mr. Venn is so tall that he has knocked his head against the beam in gieing a skip as he passed under. Mrs. Venn has run up quite frightened and now she’s put her hand to his head to feel if there’s a lump. And now they be all laughing again as if nothing had happened.’


  ‘Do any of them seem to care about my not being there?’ Clym asked.


  ‘No, not a bit in the world. Now they are all holding up their glasses and drinking somebody’s health.’


  ‘I wonder if it is mine?’


  ‘No, ’tis Mr. and Mrs. Venn’s, because he is making a hearty sort of speech. There—now Mrs. Venn has got up, and is going away to put on her things, I think.’


  ‘Well, they haven’t concerned themselves about me, and it is quite right they should not. It is all as it should be, and Thomasin at least is happy. We will not stay any longer now, as they will soon be coming out to go home.’


  He accompanied the lad into the heath on his way home, and, returning alone to the house a quarter of an hour later, found Venn and Thomasin ready to start, all the guests having departed in his absence. The wedded pair took their seats in the four-wheeled dogcart which Venn’s head milker and handy man had driven from Stickleford to fetch them in; little Eustacia and the nurse were packed securely upon the open flap behind; and the milker, on an ancient overstepping pony, whose shoes clashed like cymbals at every tread, rode in the rear, in the manner of a body-servant of the last century.


  ‘Now we leave you in absolute possession of your own house again,’ said Thomasin as she bent down to wish her cousin good-night. ‘It will be rather lonely for you, Clym, after the hubbub we have been making.’


  ‘O, that’s no inconvenience,’ said Clym, smiling rather sadly. And then the party drove off and vanished in the night-shades, and Yeobright entered the house. The ticking of the clock was the only sound that greeted him, for not a soul remained; Christian, who acted as cook, valet, and gardener to Clym, sleeping at his father’s house. Yeobright sat down in one of the vacant chairs, and remained in thought a long time. His mother’s old chair was opposite; it had been sat in that evening by those who had scarcely remembered that it ever was hers. But to Clym she was almost a presence there, now as always. Whatever she was in other people’s memories, in his she was the sublime saint whose radiance even his tenderness for Eustacia could not obscure. But his heart was heavy; that mother had not crowned him in the day of his espousals and in the day of the gladness of his heart. And events had borne out the accuracy of her judgment, and proved the devotedness of her care. He should have heeded her for Eustacia’s sake even more than for his own. ‘It was all my fault,’ he whispered. ‘O, my mother, my mother! would to God that I could live my life again, and endure for you what you endured for me!’


  On the Sunday after this wedding an unusual sight was to be seen on Rainbarrow. From a distance there simply appeared to be a motionless figure standing on the top of the tumulus, just as Eustacia had stood on that lonely summit some two years and a half before. But now it was fine warm weather, with only a summer breeze blowing, and early afternoon instead of dull twilight. Those who ascended to the immediate neighbourhood of the Barrow perceived that the erect form in the centre, piercing the sky, was not really alone. Round him upon the slopes of the Barrow a number of heathmen and women were reclining or sitting at their ease. They listened to the words of the man in their midst, who was preaching, while they abstractedly pulled heather, stripped ferns, or tossed pebbles down the slope. This was the first of a series of moral lectures or Sermons on the Mount, which were to be delivered from the same place every Sunday afternoon as long as the fine weather lasted.


  The commanding elevation of Rainbarrow had been chosen for two reasons: first, that it occupied a central position among the remote cottages around; secondly, that the preacher thereon could be seen from all adjacent points as soon as he arrived at his post, the view of him being thus a convenient signal to those stragglers who wished to draw near. The speaker was bareheaded, and the breeze at each waft gently lifted and lowered his hair, somewhat too thin for a man of his years, these still numbering less than thirty-three. He wore a shade over his eyes, and his face was pensive and lined; but, though these bodily features were marked with decay there was no defect in the tones of his voice, which were rich, musical, and stirring. He stated that his discourses to people were to be sometimes secular, and sometimes religious, but never dogmatic; and that his texts would be taken from all kinds of books. This afternoon the words were as follows:—


  ‘“And the king rose up to meet her, and bowed himself unto her, and sat down on his throne, and caused a seat to be set for the king’s mother; and she sat on his right hand. Then she said, I desire one small petition of thee; I pray thee say me not nay. And the king said unto her, Ask on, my mother: for I will not say thee nay.”’


  Yeobright had, in fact, found his vocation in the career of an itinerant open-air preacher and lecturer on morally unimpeachable subjects; and from this day he laboured incessantly in that office, speaking not only in simple language on Rainbarrow and in the hamlets round, but in a more cultivated strain elsewhere—from the steps and porticoes of town-halls, from market-crosses, from conduits, on esplanades and on wharves, from the parapets of bridges, in barns and outhouses, and all other such places in the neighbouring Wessex towns and villages. He left alone creeds and systems of philosophy, finding enough and more than enough to occupy his tongue in the opinions and actions common to all good men. Some believed him, and some believed not; some said that his words were commonplace, others complained of his want of theological doctrine; while others again remarked that it was well enough for a man to take to preaching who could not see to do anything else. But everywhere he was kindly received, for the story of his life had become generally known.


  the end
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  Preface


  The present tale is founded more largely on testimony—oral and written—than any other in this series. The external incidents which direct its course are mostly an unexaggerated reproduction of the recollections of old persons well known to the author in childhood, but now long dead, who were eye-witnesses of those scenes. If wholly transcribed their recollections would have filled a volume thrice the length of ‘The Trumpet-Major.’


  Down to the middle of this century, and later, there were not wanting, in the neighbourhood of the places more or less clearly indicated herein, casual relics of the circumstances amid which the action moves—our preparations for defence against the threatened invasion of England by Buonaparte. An outhouse door riddled with bullet-holes, which had been extemporized by a solitary man as a target for firelock practice when the landing was hourly expected, a heap of bricks and clods on a beacon-hill, which had formed the chimney and walls of the hut occupied by the beacon-keeper, worm-eaten shafts and iron heads of pikes for the use of those who had no better weapons, ridges on the down thrown up during the encampment, fragments of volunteer uniform, and other such lingering remains, brought to my imagination in early childhood the state of affairs at the date of the war more vividly than volumes of history could have done.


  Those who have attempted to construct a coherent narrative of past times from the fragmentary information furnished by survivors, are aware of the difficulty of ascertaining the true sequence of events indiscriminately recalled. For this purpose the newspapers of the date were indispensable. Of other documents consulted I may mention, for the satisfaction of those who love a true story, that the ‘Address to all Ranks and Descriptions of Englishmen’ was transcribed from an original copy in a local museum; that the hieroglyphic portrait of Napoleon existed as a print down to the present day in an old woman’s cottage near ‘Overcombe;’ that the particulars of the King’s doings at his favourite watering-place were augmented by details from records of the time. The drilling scene of the local militia received some additions from an account given in so grave a work as Gifford’s ‘History of the Wars of the French Revolution’ (London, 1817). But on reference to the History I find I was mistaken in supposing the account to be advanced as authentic, or to refer to rural England. However, it does in a large degree accord with the local traditions of such scenes that I have heard recounted, times without number, and the system of drill was tested by reference to the Army Regulations of 1801, and other military handbooks. Almost the whole narrative of the supposed landing of the French in the Bay is from oral relation as aforesaid. Other proofs of the veracity of this chronicle have escaped my recollection.


  The first edition of this romance was in three volumes, published in 1880.


  T. H.


  October 1895.


  ♣


  I.


  What was Seen from the Window Overlooking the Down


  In the days of high-waisted and muslin-gowned women, when the vast amount of soldiering going on in the country was a cause of much trembling to the sex, there lived in a village near the Wessex coast two ladies of good report, though unfortunately of limited means. The elder was a Mrs. Martha Garland, a landscape-painter’s widow, and the other was her only daughter Anne.


  Anne was fair, very fair, in a poetic sense; but in complexion she was of that particular tint between blonde and brunette which is inconveniently left without a name. Her eyes were honest and inquiring, her mouth cleanly cut and yet not classical, the middle point of her upper lip scarcely descending so far as it should have done by rights, so that at the merest pleasant thought, not to mention a smile, portions of two or three white teeth were uncovered whether she would or not. Some people said that this was very attractive. She was graceful and slender, and, though but little above five feet in height, could draw herself up to look tall. In her manner, in her comings and goings, in her ‘I’ll do this,’ or ‘I’ll do that,’ she combined dignity with sweetness as no other girl could do; and any impressionable stranger youths who passed by were led to yearn for a windfall of speech from her, and to see at the same time that they would not get it. In short, beneath all that was charming and simple in this young woman there lurked a real firmness, unperceived at first, as the speck of colour lurks unperceived in the heart of the palest parsley flower.


  She wore a white handkerchief to cover her white neck, and a cap on her head with a pink ribbon round it, tied in a bow at the front. She had a great variety of these cap-ribbons, the young men being fond of sending them to her as presents until they fell definitely in love with a special sweetheart elsewhere, when they left off doing so. Between the border of her cap and her forehead were ranged a row of round brown curls, like swallows’ nests under eaves.


  She lived with her widowed mother in a portion of an ancient building formerly a manor-house, but now a mill, which, being too large for his own requirements, the miller had found it convenient to divide and appropriate in part to these highly respectable tenants. In this dwelling Mrs. Garland’s and Anne’s ears were soothed morning, noon, and night by the music of the mill, the wheels and cogs of which, being of wood, produced notes that might have borne in their minds a remote resemblance to the wooden tones of the stopped diapason in an organ. Occasionally, when the miller was bolting, there was added to these continuous sounds the cheerful clicking of the hopper, which did not deprive them of rest except when it was kept going all night; and over and above all this they had the pleasure of knowing that there crept in through every crevice, door, and window of their dwelling, however tightly closed, a subtle mist of superfine flour from the grinding-room, quite invisible, but making its presence known in the course of time by giving a pallid and ghostly look to the best furniture. The miller frequently apologized to his tenants for the intrusion of this insidious dry fog; but the widow was of a friendly and thankful nature, and she said that she did not mind it at all, being as it was, not nasty dirt, but the blessed staff of life.


  By good-humour of this sort, and in other ways, Mrs. Garland acknowledged her friendship for her neighbour, with whom Anne and herself associated to an extent which she never could have anticipated when, tempted by the lowness of the rent, they first removed thither after her husband’s death from a larger house at the other end of the village. Those who have lived in remote places where there is what is called no society will comprehend the gradual levelling of distinctions that went on in this case at some sacrifice of gentility on the part of one household. The widow was sometimes sorry to find with what readiness Anne caught up some dialect-word or accent from the miller and his friends; but he was so good and true-hearted a man, and she so easy-minded, unambitious a woman, that she would not make life a solitude for fastidious reasons. More than all, she had good ground for thinking that the miller secretly admired her, and this added a piquancy to the situation.


  On a fine summer morning, when the leaves were warm under the sun, and the more industrious bees abroad, diving into every blue and red cup that could possibly be considered a flower, Anne was sitting at the back window of her mother’s portion of the house, measuring out lengths of worsted for a fringed rug that she was making, which lay, about three-quarters finished, beside her. The work, though chromatically brilliant, was tedious: a hearth-rug was a thing which nobody worked at from morning to night; it was taken up and put down; it was in the chair, on the floor, across the hand-rail, under the bed, kicked here, kicked there, rolled away in the closet, brought out again, and so on, more capriciously perhaps than any other home-made article. Nobody was expected to finish a rug within a calculable period, and the wools of the beginning became faded and historical before the end was reached. A sense of this inherent nature of worsted-work rather than idleness led Anne to look rather frequently from the open casement.


  Immediately before her was the large, smooth mill-pond, over-full, and intruding into the hedge and into the road. The water, with its flowing leaves and spots of froth, was stealing away, like Time, under the dark arch, to tumble over the great slimy wheel within. On the other side of the mill-pond was an open place called the Cross, because it was three-quarters of one, two lanes and a cattle-drive meeting there. It was the general rendezvous and arena of the surrounding village. Behind this a steep slope rose high into the sky, merging in a wide and open down, now littered with sheep newly shorn. The upland by its height completely sheltered the mill and village from north winds, making summers of springs, reducing winters to autumn temperatures, and permitting myrtle to flourish in the open air.


  The heaviness of noon pervaded the scene, and under its influence the sheep had ceased to feed. Nobody was standing at the Cross, the few inhabitants being indoors at their dinner. No human being was on the down, and no human eye or interest but Anne’s seemed to be concerned with it. The bees still worked on, and the butterflies did not rest from roving, their smallness seeming to shield them from the stagnating effect that this turning moment of day had on larger creatures. Otherwise all was still.


  The girl glanced at the down and the sheep for no particular reason; the steep margin of turf and daisies rising above the roofs, chimneys, apple-trees, and church tower of the hamlet around her, bounded the view from her position, and it was necessary to look somewhere when she raised her head. While thus engaged in working and stopping her attention was attracted by the sudden rising and running away of the sheep squatted on the down; and there succeeded sounds of a heavy tramping over the hard sod which the sheep had quitted, the tramp being accompanied by a metallic jingle. Turning her eyes further she beheld two cavalry soldiers on bulky grey chargers, armed and accoutred throughout, ascending the down at a point to the left where the incline was comparatively easy. The burnished chains, buckles, and plates of their trappings shone like little looking-glasses, and the blue, red, and white about them was unsubdued by weather or wear.


  The two troopers rode proudly on, as if nothing less than crowns and empires ever concerned their magnificent minds. They reached that part of the down which lay just in front of her, where they came to a halt. In another minute there appeared behind them a group containing some half-dozen more of the same sort. These came on, halted, and dismounted likewise.


  Two of the soldiers then walked some distance onward together, when one stood still, the other advancing further, and stretching a white line of tape between them. Two more of the men marched to another outlying point, where they made marks in the ground. Thus they walked about and took distances, obviously according to some preconcerted scheme.


  At the end of this systematic proceeding one solitary horseman—a commissioned officer, if his uniform could be judged rightly at that distance—rode up the down, went over the ground, looked at what the others had done, and seemed to think that it was good. And then the girl heard yet louder tramps and clankings, and she beheld rising from where the others had risen a whole column of cavalry in marching order. At a distance behind these came a cloud of dust enveloping more and more troops, their arms and accoutrements reflecting the sun through the haze in faint flashes, stars, and streaks of light. The whole body approached slowly towards the plateau at the top of the down.


  Anne threw down her work, and letting her eyes remain on the nearing masses of cavalry, the worsteds getting entangled as they would, said, ‘Mother, mother; come here! Here’s such a fine sight! What does it mean? What can they be going to do up there?’


  The mother thus invoked ran upstairs and came forward to the window. She was a woman of sanguine mouth and eye, unheroic manner, and pleasant general appearance; a little more tarnished as to surface, but not much worse in contour than the girl herself.


  Widow Garland’s thoughts were those of the period. ‘Can it be the French?’ she said, arranging herself for the extremest form of consternation. ‘Can that arch-enemy of mankind have landed at last?’ It should be stated that at this time there were two arch-enemies of mankind—Satan as usual, and Buonaparte, who had sprung up and eclipsed his elder rival altogether. Mrs. Garland alluded, of course, to the junior gentleman.


  ‘It cannot be he,’ said Anne. ‘Ah! there’s Simon Burden, the man who watches at the beacon. He’ll know!’


  She waved her hand to an aged form of the same colour as the road, who had just appeared beyond the mill-pond, and who, though active, was bowed to that degree which almost reproaches a feeling observer for standing upright. The arrival of the soldiery had drawn him out from his drop of drink at the ‘Duke of York’ as it had attracted Anne. At her call he crossed the mill-bridge, and came towards the window.


  Anne inquired of him what it all meant; but Simon Burden, without answering, continued to move on with parted gums, staring at the cavalry on his own private account with a concern that people often show about temporal phenomena when such matters can affect them but a short time longer. ‘You’ll walk into the mill-pond!’ said Anne. ‘What are they doing? You were a soldier many years ago, and ought to know.’


  ‘Don’t ask me, Mis’ess Anne,’ said the military relic, depositing his body against the wall one limb at a time. ‘I were only in the foot, ye know, and never had a clear understanding of horses. Ay, I be a old man, and of no judgment now.’ Some additional pressure, however, caused him to search further in his worm-eaten magazine of ideas, and he found that he did know in a dim irresponsible way. The soldiers must have come there to camp: those men they had seen first were the markers: they had come on before the rest to measure out the ground. He who had accompanied them was the quartermaster. ‘And so you see they have got all the lines marked out by the time the regiment have come up,’ he added. ‘And then they will—well-a-deary! who’d ha’ supposed that Overcombe would see such a day as this!’


  ‘And then they will——’


  ‘Then—Ah, it’s gone from me again!’ said Simon. ‘O, and then they will raise their tents, you know, and picket their horses. That was it; so it was.’


  By this time the column of horse had ascended into full view, and they formed a lively spectacle as they rode along the high ground in marching order, backed by the pale blue sky, and lit by the southerly sun. Their uniform was bright and attractive; white buckskin pantaloons, three-quarter boots, scarlet shakos set off with lace, mustachios waxed to a needle point; and above all, those richly ornamented blue jackets mantled with the historic pelisse—that fascination to women, and encumbrance to the wearers themselves.


  ‘’Tis the York Hussars!’ said Simon Burden, brightening like a dying ember fanned. ‘Foreigners to a man, and enrolled long since my time. But as good hearty comrades, they say, as you’ll find in the King’s service.’


  ‘Here are more and different ones,’ said Mrs. Garland.


  Other troops had, during the last few minutes, been ascending the down at a remoter point, and now drew near. These were of different weight and build from the others; lighter men, in helmet hats, with white plumes.


  ‘I don’t know which I like best,’ said Anne. ‘These, I think, after all.’


  Simon, who had been looking hard at the latter, now said that they were the ——th Dragoons.


  ‘All Englishmen they,’ said the old man. ‘They lay at Budmouth barracks a few years ago.’


  ‘They did. I remember it,’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘And lots of the chaps about here ’listed at the time,’ said Simon. ‘I can call to mind that there was—ah, ’tis gone from me again! However, all that’s of little account now.’


  The dragoons passed in front of the lookers-on as the others had done, and their gay plumes, which had hung lazily during the ascent, swung to northward as they reached the top, showing that on the summit a fresh breeze blew. ‘But look across there,’ said Anne. There had entered upon the down from another direction several battalions of foot, in white kerseymere breeches and cloth gaiters. They seemed to be weary from a long march, the original black of their gaiters and shoes being whitey-brown with dust. Presently came regimental waggons, and the private canteen carts which followed at the end of a convoy.


  The space in front of the mill-pond was now occupied by nearly all the inhabitants of the village, who had turned out in alarm, and remained for pleasure, their eyes lighted up with interest in what they saw; for trappings and regimentals, war horses and men, in towns an attraction, were here almost a sublimity.


  The troops filed to their lines, dismounted, and in quick time took off their accoutrements, rolled up their sheep-skins, picketed and unbitted their horses, and made ready to erect the tents as soon as they could be taken from the waggons and brought forward. When this was done, at a given signal the canvases flew up from the sod; and thenceforth every man had a place in which to lay his head.


  Though nobody seemed to be looking on but the few at the window and in the village street, there were, as a matter of fact, many eyes converging upon that military arrival in its high and conspicuous position, not to mention the glances of birds and other wild creatures. Men in distant gardens, women in orchards and at cottage-doors, shepherds on remote hills, turnip-hoers in blue-green enclosures miles away, captains with spy-glasses out at sea, were regarding the picture keenly. Those three or four thousand men of one machine-like movement, some of them swashbucklers by nature; others, doubtless, of a quiet shop-keeping disposition who had inadvertently got into uniform—all of them had arrived from nobody knew where, and hence were matter of great curiosity. They seemed to the mere eye to belong to a different order of beings from those who inhabited the valleys below. Apparently unconscious and careless of what all the world was doing elsewhere, they remained picturesquely engrossed in the business of making themselves a habitation on the isolated spot which they had chosen.


  Mrs. Garland was of a festive and sanguine turn of mind, a woman soon set up and soon set down, and the coming of the regiments quite excited her. She thought there was reason for putting on her best cap, thought that perhaps there was not; that she would hurry on the dinner and go out in the afternoon; then that she would, after all, do nothing unusual, nor show any silly excitements whatever, since they were unbecoming in a mother and a widow. Thus circumscribing her intentions till she was toned down to an ordinary person of forty, Mrs. Garland accompanied her daughter downstairs to dine, saying, ‘Presently we will call on Miller Loveday, and hear what he thinks of it all.’


  ♣


  II.


  Somebody Knocks and Comes in


  Miller Loveday was the representative of an ancient family of corn-grinders whose history is lost in the mists of antiquity. His ancestral line was contemporaneous with that of De Ros, Howard, and De La Zouche; but, owing to some trifling deficiency in the possessions of the house of Loveday, the individual names and intermarriages of its members were not recorded during the Middle Ages, and thus their private lives in any given century were uncertain. But it was known that the family had formed matrimonial alliances with farmers not so very small, and once with a gentleman-tanner, who had for many years purchased after their death the horses of the most aristocratic persons in the county—fiery steeds that earlier in their career had been valued at many hundred guineas.


  It was also ascertained that Mr. Loveday’s great-grandparents had been eight in number, and his great-great-grandparents sixteen, every one of whom reached to years of discretion: at every stage backwards his sires and gammers thus doubled and doubled till they became a vast body of Gothic ladies and gentlemen of the rank known as ceorls or villeins, full of importance to the country at large, and ramifying throughout the unwritten history of England. His immediate father had greatly improved the value of their residence by building a new chimney, and setting up an additional pair of millstones.


  Overcombe Mill presented at one end the appearance of a hard-worked house slipping into the river, and at the other of an idle, genteel place, half-cloaked with creepers at this time of the year, and having no visible connexion with flour. It had hips instead of gables, giving it a round-shouldered look, four chimneys with no smoke coming out of them, two zigzag cracks in the wall, several open windows, with a looking-glass here and there inside, showing its warped back to the passer-by; snowy dimity curtains waving in the draught; two mill doors, one above the other, the upper enabling a person to step out upon nothing at a height of ten feet from the ground; a gaping arch vomiting the river, and a lean, long-nosed fellow looking out from the mill doorway, who was the hired grinder, except when a bulging fifteen stone man occupied the same place, namely, the miller himself.


  Behind the mill door, and invisible to the mere wayfarer who did not visit the family, were chalked addition and subtraction sums, many of them originally done wrong, and the figures half rubbed out and corrected, noughts being turned into nines, and ones into twos. These were the miller’s private calculations. There were also chalked in the same place rows and rows of strokes like open palings, representing the calculations of the grinder, who in his youthful ciphering studies had not gone so far as Arabic figures.


  In the court in front were two worn-out millstones, made useful again by being let in level with the ground. Here people stood to smoke and consider things in muddy weather; and cats slept on the clean surfaces when it was hot. In the large stubbard-tree at the corner of the garden was erected a pole of larch fir, which the miller had bought with others at a sale of small timber in Damer’s Wood one Christmas week. It rose from the upper boughs of the tree to about the height of a fisherman’s mast, and on the top was a vane in the form of a sailor with his arm stretched out. When the sun shone upon this figure it could be seen that the greater part of his countenance was gone, and the paint washed from his body so far as to reveal that he had been a soldier in red before he became a sailor in blue. The image had, in fact, been John, one of our coming characters, and was then turned into Robert, another of them. This revolving piece of statuary could not, however, be relied on as a vane, owing to the neighbouring hill, which formed variable currents in the wind.


  The leafy and quieter wing of the mill-house was the part occupied by Mrs. Garland and her daughter, who made up in summer-time for the narrowness of their quarters by overflowing into the garden on stools and chairs. The parlour or dining-room had a stone floor—a fact which the widow sought to disguise by double carpeting, lest the standing of Anne and herself should be lowered in the public eye. Here now the mid-day meal went lightly and mincingly on, as it does where there is no greedy carnivorous man to keep the dishes about, and was hanging on the close when somebody entered the passage as far as the chink of the parlour door, and tapped. This proceeding was probably adopted to kindly avoid giving trouble to Susan, the neighbour’s pink daughter, who helped at Mrs. Garland’s in the mornings, but was at that moment particularly occupied in standing on the water-butt and gazing at the soldiers, with an inhaling position of the mouth and circular eyes.


  There was a flutter in the little dining-room—the sensitiveness of habitual solitude makes hearts beat for preternaturally small reasons—and a guessing as to who the visitor might be. It was some military gentleman from the camp perhaps? No; that was impossible. It was the parson? No; he would not come at dinner-time. It was the well-informed man who travelled with drapery and the best Birmingham earrings? Not at all; his time was not till Thursday at three. Before they could think further the visitor moved forward another step, and the diners got a glimpse of him through the same friendly chink that had afforded him a view of the Garland dinner-table.


  ‘O! it is only Loveday.’


  This approximation to nobody was the miller above mentioned, a hale man of fifty-five or sixty—hale all through, as many were in those days, and not merely veneered with purple by exhilarating victuals and drinks, though the latter were not at all despised by him. His face was indeed rather pale than otherwise, for he had just come from the mill. It was capable of immense changes of expression: mobility was its essence, a roll of flesh forming a buttress to his nose on each side, and a deep ravine lying between his lower lip and the tumulus represented by his chin. These fleshy lumps moved stealthily, as if of their own accord, whenever his fancy was tickled.


  His eyes having lighted on the table-cloth, plates, and viands, he found himself in a position which had a sensible awkwardness for a modest man who always liked to enter only at seasonable times the presence of a girl of such pleasantly soft ways as Anne Garland, she who could make apples seem like peaches, and throw over her shillings the glamour of guineas when she paid him for flour.


  ‘Dinner is over, neighbour Loveday; please come in,’ said the widow, seeing his case. The miller said something about coming in presently; but Anne pressed him to stay, with a tender motion of her lip as it played on the verge of a solicitous smile without quite lapsing into one—her habitual manner when speaking.


  Loveday took off his low-crowned hat and advanced. He had not come about pigs or fowls this time. ‘You have been looking out, like the rest o’ us, no doubt, Mrs. Garland, at the mampus of soldiers that have come upon the down? Well, one of the horse regiments is the ——th Dragoons, my son John’s regiment, you know.’


  The announcement, though it interested them, did not create such an effect as the father of John had seemed to anticipate; but Anne, who liked to say pleasant things, replied, ‘The dragoons looked nicer than the foot, or the German cavalry either.’


  ‘They are a handsome body of men,’ said the miller in a disinterested voice. ‘Faith! I didn’t know they were coming, though it may be in the newspaper all the time. But old Derriman keeps it so long that we never know things till they be in everybody’s mouth.’


  This Derriman was a squireen living near, who was chiefly distinguished in the present warlike time by having a nephew in the yeomanry.


  ‘We were told that the yeomanry went along the turnpike road yesterday,’ said Anne; ‘and they say that they were a pretty sight, and quite soldierly.’


  ‘Ah! well—they be not regulars,’ said Miller Loveday, keeping back harsher criticism as uncalled for. But inflamed by the arrival of the dragoons, which had been the exciting cause of his call, his mind would not go to yeomanry. ‘John has not been home these five years,’ he said.


  ‘And what rank does he hold now?’ said the widow.


  ‘He’s trumpet-major, ma’am; and a good musician.’ The miller, who was a good father, went on to explain that John had seen some service, too. He had enlisted when the regiment was lying in this neighbourhood, more than eleven years before, which put his father out of temper with him, as he had wished him to follow on at the mill. But as the lad had enlisted seriously, and as he had often said that he would be a soldier, the miller had thought that he would let Jack take his chance in the profession of his choice.


  Loveday had two sons, and the second was now brought into the conversation by a remark of Anne’s that neither of them seemed to care for the miller’s business.


  ‘No,’ said Loveday in a less buoyant tone. ‘Robert, you see, must needs go to sea.’


  ‘He is much younger than his brother?’ said Mrs. Garland.


  About four years, the miller told her. His soldier son was two-and-thirty, and Bob was twenty-eight. When Bob returned from his present voyage, he was to be persuaded to stay and assist as grinder in the mill, and go to sea no more.


  ‘A sailor-miller!’ said Anne.


  ‘O, he knows as much about mill business as I do,’ said Loveday; ‘he was intended for it, you know, like John. But, bless me!’ he continued, ‘I am before my story. I’m come more particularly to ask you, ma’am, and you, Anne my honey, if you will join me and a few friends at a leetle homely supper that I shall gi’e to please the chap now he’s come? I can do no less than have a bit of a randy, as the saying is, now that he’s here safe and sound.’


  Mrs. Garland wanted to catch her daughter’s eye; she was in some doubt about her answer. But Anne’s eye was not to be caught, for she hated hints, nods, and calculations of any kind in matters which should be regulated by impulse; and the matron replied, ‘If so be ’tis possible, we’ll be there. You will tell us the day?’


  He would, as soon as he had seen son John. ‘’Twill be rather untidy, you know, owing to my having no womenfolks in the house; and my man David is a poor dunder-headed feller for getting up a feast. Poor chap! his sight is bad, that’s true, and he’s very good at making the beds, and oiling the legs of the chairs and other furniture, or I should have got rid of him years ago.’


  ‘You should have a woman to attend to the house, Loveday,’ said the widow.


  ‘Yes, I should, but—. Well, ’tis a fine day, neighbours. Hark! I fancy I hear the noise of pots and pans up at the camp, or my ears deceive me. Poor fellows, they must be hungry! Good-day t’ye, ma’am.’ And the miller went away.


  All that afternoon Overcombe continued in a ferment of interest in the military investment, which brought the excitement of an invasion without the strife. There were great discussions on the merits and appearance of the soldiery. The event opened up to the girls unbounded possibilities of adoring and being adored, and to the young men an embarrassment of dashing acquaintances which quite superseded falling in love. Thirteen of these lads incontinently stated within the space of a quarter of an hour that there was nothing in the world like going for a soldier. The young women stated little, but perhaps thought the more; though, in justice, they glanced round towards the encampment from the corners of their blue and brown eyes in the most demure and modest manner that could be desired.


  In the evening the village was lively with soldiers’ wives; a tree full of starlings would not have rivalled the chatter that was going on. These ladies were very brilliantly dressed, with more regard for colour than for material. Purple, red, and blue bonnets were numerous, with bunches of cocks’ feathers; and one had on an Arcadian hat of green sarcenet, turned up in front to show her cap underneath. It had once belonged to an officer’s lady, and was not so much stained, except where the occasional storms of rain, incidental to a military life, had caused the green to run and stagnate in curious watermarks like peninsulas and islands. Some of the prettiest of these butterfly wives had been fortunate enough to get lodgings in the cottages, and were thus spared the necessity of living in huts and tents on the down. Those who had not been so fortunate were not rendered more amiable by the success of their sisters-in-arms, and called them names which brought forth retorts and rejoinders; till the end of these alternative remarks seemed dependent upon the close of the day.


  One of these new arrivals, who had a rosy nose and a slight thickness of voice, which, as Anne said, she couldn’t help, poor thing, seemed to have seen so much of the world, and to have been in so many campaigns, that Anne would have liked to take her into their own house, so as to acquire some of that practical knowledge of the history of England which the lady possessed, and which could not be got from books. But the narrowness of Mrs. Garland’s rooms absolutely forbade this, and the houseless treasury of experience was obliged to look for quarters elsewhere.


  That night Anne retired early to bed. The events of the day, cheerful as they were in themselves, had been unusual enough to give her a slight headache. Before getting into bed she went to the window, and lifted the white curtains that hung across it. The moon was shining, though not as yet into the valley, but just peeping above the ridge of the down, where the white cones of the encampment were softly touched by its light. The quarter-guard and foremost tents showed themselves prominently; but the body of the camp, the officers’ tents, kitchens, canteen, and appurtenances in the rear were blotted out by the ground, because of its height above her. She could discern the forms of one or two sentries moving to and fro across the disc of the moon at intervals. She could hear the frequent shuffling and tossing of the horses tied to the pickets; and in the other direction the miles-long voice of the sea, whispering a louder note at those points of its length where hampered in its ebb and flow by some jutting promontory or group of boulders. Louder sounds suddenly broke this approach to silence; they came from the camp of dragoons, were taken up further to the right by the camp of the Hanoverians, and further on still by the body of infantry. It was tattoo. Feeling no desire to sleep, she listened yet longer, looked at Charles’s Wain swinging over the church tower, and the moon ascending higher and higher over the right-hand streets of tents, where, instead of parade and bustle, there was nothing going on but snores and dreams, the tired soldiers lying by this time under their proper canvases, radiating like spokes from the pole of each tent.


  At last Anne gave up thinking, and retired like the rest. The night wore on, and, except the occasional ‘All’s well’ of the sentries, no voice was heard in the camp or in the village below.


  ♣


  III.


  The Mill Becomes an Important Centre of Operations


  The next morning Miss Garland awoke with an impression that something more than usual was going on, and she recognized as soon as she could clearly reason that the proceedings, whatever they might be, lay not far away from her bedroom window. The sounds were chiefly those of pickaxes and shovels. Anne got up, and, lifting the corner of the curtain about an inch, peeped out.


  A number of soldiers were busily engaged in making a zigzag path down the incline from the camp to the river-head at the back of the house, and judging from the quantity of work already got through they must have begun very early. Squads of men were working at several equidistant points in the proposed pathway, and by the time that Anne had dressed herself each section of the length had been connected with those above and below it, so that a continuous and easy track was formed from the crest of the down to the bottom of the steep.


  The down rested on a bed of solid chalk, and the surface exposed by the roadmakers formed a white ribbon, serpenting from top to bottom.


  Then the relays of working soldiers all disappeared; and, not long after, a troop of dragoons in watering order rode forward at the top and began to wind down the new path. They came lower and closer, and at last were immediately beneath her window, gathering themselves up on the space by the mill-pond. A number of the horses entered it at the shallow part, drinking and splashing and tossing about. Perhaps as many as thirty, half of them with riders on their backs, were in the water at one time; the thirsty animals drank, stamped, flounced, and drank again, letting the clear, cool water dribble luxuriously from their mouths. Miller Loveday was looking on from over his garden hedge, and many admiring villagers were gathered around.


  Gazing up higher, Anne saw other troops descending by the new road from the camp, those which had already been to the pond making room for these by withdrawing along the village lane and returning to the top by a circuitous route.


  Suddenly the miller exclaimed, as in fulfilment of expectation, ‘Ah, John, my boy; good morning!’ And the reply of ‘Morning, father,’ came from a well-mounted soldier near him, who did not, however, form one of the watering party. Anne could not see his face very clearly, but she had no doubt that this was John Loveday.


  There were tones in the voice which reminded her of old times, those of her very infancy, when Johnny Loveday had been top boy in the village school, and had wanted to learn painting of her father. The deeps and shallows of the mill-pond being better known to him than to any other man in the camp, he had apparently come down on that account, and was cautioning some of the horsemen against riding too far in towards the mill-head.


  Since her childhood and his enlistment Anne had seen him only once, and then but casually, when he was home on a short furlough. His figure was not much changed from what it had been; but the many sunrises and sunsets which had passed since that day, developing her from a comparative child to womanhood, had abstracted some of his angularities, reddened his skin, and given him a foreign look. It was interesting to see what years of training and service had done for this man. Few would have supposed that the white and the blue coats of miller and soldier covered the forms of father and son.


  Before the last troop of dragoons rode off they were welcomed in a body by Miller Loveday, who still stood in his outer garden, this being a plot lying below the mill-tail, and stretching to the water-side. It was just the time of year when cherries are ripe, and hang in clusters under their dark leaves. While the troopers loitered on their horses, and chatted to the miller across the stream, he gathered bunches of the fruit, and held them up over the garden hedge for the acceptance of anybody who would have them; whereupon the soldiers rode into the water to where it had washed holes in the garden bank, and, reining their horses there, caught the cherries in their forage-caps, or received bunches of them on the ends of their switches, with the dignified laugh that became martial men when stooping to slightly boyish amusement. It was a cheerful, careless, unpremeditated half-hour, which returned like the scent of a flower to the memories of some of those who enjoyed it, even at a distance of many years after, when they lay wounded and weak in foreign lands.


  Then dragoons and horses wheeled off as the others had done; and troops of the German Legion next came down and entered in panoramic procession the space below Anne’s eyes, as if on purpose to gratify her. These were notable by their mustachios, and queues wound tightly with brown ribbon to the level of their broad shoulder-blades. They were charmed, as the others had been, by the head and neck of Miss Garland in the little square window overlooking the scene of operations, and saluted her with devoted foreign civility, and in such overwhelming numbers that the modest girl suddenly withdrew herself into the room, and had a private blush between the chest of drawers and the washing-stand.


  When she came downstairs her mother said, ‘I have been thinking what I ought to wear to Miller Loveday’s to-night.’


  ‘To Miller Loveday’s?’ said Anne.


  ‘Yes. The party is to-night. He has been in here this morning to tell me that he has seen his son, and they have fixed this evening.’


  ‘Do you think we ought to go, mother?’ said Anne slowly, and looking at the smaller features of the window-flowers.


  ‘Why not?’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘He will only have men there except ourselves, will he? And shall we be right to go alone among ’em?’


  Anne had not recovered from the ardent gaze of the gallant York Hussars, whose voices reached her even now in converse with Loveday.


  ‘La, Anne, how proud you are!’ said Widow Garland. ‘Why, isn’t he our nearest neighbour and our landlord? and don’t he always fetch our faggots from the wood, and keep us in vegetables for next to nothing?’


  ‘That’s true,’ said Anne.


  ‘Well, we can’t be distant with the man. And if the enemy land next autumn, as everybody says they will, we shall have quite to depend upon the miller’s waggon and horses. He’s our only friend.’


  ‘Yes, so he is,’ said Anne. ‘And you had better go, mother; and I’ll stay at home. They will be all men; and I don’t like going.’


  Mrs. Garland reflected. ‘Well, if you don’t want to go, I don’t,’ she said. ‘Perhaps, as you are growing up, it would be better to stay at home this time. Your father was a professional man, certainly.’ Having spoken as a mother, she sighed as a woman.


  ‘Why do you sigh, mother?’


  ‘You are so prim and stiff about everything.’


  ‘Very well—we’ll go.’


  ‘O no—I am not sure that we ought. I did not promise, and there will be no trouble in keeping away.’


  Anne apparently did not feel certain of her own opinion, and, instead of supporting or contradicting, looked thoughtfully down, and abstractedly brought her hands together on her bosom, till her fingers met tip to tip.


  As the day advanced the young woman and her mother became aware that great preparations were in progress in the miller’s wing of the house. The partitioning between the Lovedays and the Garlands was not very thorough, consisting in many cases of a simple screwing up of the doors in the dividing walls; and thus when the mill began any new performances they proclaimed themselves at once in the more private dwelling. The smell of Miller Loveday’s pipe came down Mrs. Garland’s chimney of an evening with the greatest regularity. Every time that he poked his fire they knew from the vehemence or deliberateness of the blows the precise state of his mind; and when he wound his clock on Sunday nights the whirr of that monitor reminded the widow to wind hers. This transit of noises was most perfect where Loveday’s lobby adjoined Mrs. Garland’s pantry; and Anne, who was occupied for some time in the latter apartment, enjoyed the privilege of hearing the visitors arrive and of catching stray sounds and words without the connecting phrases that made them entertaining, to judge from the laughter they evoked. The arrivals passed through the house and went into the garden, where they had tea in a large summer-house, an occasional blink of bright colour, through the foliage, being all that was visible of the assembly from Mrs. Garland’s windows. When it grew dusk they all could be heard coming indoors to finish the evening in the parlour.


  Then there was an intensified continuation of the above-mentioned signs of enjoyment, talkings and haw-haws, runnings upstairs and runnings down, a slamming of doors and a clinking of cups and glasses; till the proudest adjoining tenant without friends on his own side of the partition might have been tempted to wish for entrance to that merry dwelling, if only to know the cause of these fluctuations of hilarity, and to see if the guests were really so numerous, and the observations so very amusing as they seemed.


  The stagnation of life on the Garland side of the party-wall began to have a very gloomy effect by the contrast. When, about half-past nine o’clock, one of these tantalizing bursts of gaiety had resounded for a longer time than usual, Anne said, ‘I believe, mother, that you are wishing you had gone.’


  ‘I own to feeling that it would have been very cheerful if we had joined in,’ said Mrs. Garland, in a hankering tone. ‘I was rather too nice in listening to you and not going. The parson never calls upon us except in his spiritual capacity. Old Derriman is hardly genteel; and there’s nobody left to speak to. Lonely people must accept what company they can get.’


  ‘Or do without it altogether.’


  ‘That’s not natural, Anne; and I am surprised to hear a young woman like you say such a thing. Nature will not be stifled in that way….’ (Song and powerful chorus heard through partition.) ‘I declare the room on the other side of the wall seems quite a paradise compared with this.’


  ‘Mother, you are quite a girl,’ said Anne in slightly superior accents. ‘Go in and join them by all means.’


  ‘O no—not now,’ said her mother, resignedly shaking her head. ‘It is too late now. We ought to have taken advantage of the invitation. They would look hard at me as a poor mortal who had no real business there, and the miller would say, with his broad smile, “Ah, you be obliged to come round.”’


  While the sociable and unaspiring Mrs. Garland continued thus to pass the evening in two places, her body in her own house and her mind in the miller’s, somebody knocked at the door, and directly after the elder Loveday himself was admitted to the room. He was dressed in a suit between grand and gay, which he used for such occasions as the present, and his blue coat, yellow and red waistcoat with the three lower buttons unfastened, steel-buckled shoes and speckled stockings, became him very well in Mrs. Martha Garland’s eyes.


  ‘Your servant, ma’am,’ said the miller, adopting as a matter of propriety the raised standard of politeness required by his higher costume. ‘Now, begging your pardon, I can’t hae this. ’Tis unnatural that you two ladies should be biding here and we under the same roof making merry without ye. Your husband, poor man—lovely picters that ’a would make to be sure—would have been in with us long ago if he had been in your place. I can take no nay from ye, upon my honour. You and maidy Anne must come in, if it be only for half-an-hour. John and his friends have got passes till twelve o’clock to-night, and, saving a few of our own village folk, the lowest visitor present is a very genteel German corporal. If you should hae any misgivings on the score of respectability, ma’am, we’ll pack off the underbred ones into the back kitchen.’


  Widow Garland and Anne looked yes at each other after this appeal.


  ‘We’ll follow you in a few minutes,’ said the elder, smiling; and she rose with Anne to go upstairs.


  ‘No, I’ll wait for ye,’ said the miller doggedly; ‘or perhaps you’ll alter your mind again.’


  While the mother and daughter were upstairs dressing, and saying laughingly to each other, ‘Well, we must go now,’ as if they hadn’t wished to go all the evening, other steps were heard in the passage; and the miller cried from below, ‘Your pardon, Mrs. Garland; but my son John has come to help fetch ye. Shall I ask him in till ye be ready?’


  ‘Certainly; I shall be down in a minute,’ screamed Anne’s mother in a slanting voice towards the staircase.


  When she descended, the outline of the trumpet-major appeared half-way down the passage. ‘This is John,’ said the miller simply. ‘John, you can mind Mrs. Martha Garland very well?’


  ‘Very well, indeed,’ said the dragoon, coming in a little further. ‘I should have called to see her last time, but I was only home a week. How is your little girl, ma’am?’


  Mrs. Garland said Anne was quite well. ‘She is grown-up now. She will be down in a moment.’


  There was a slight noise of military heels without the door, at which the trumpet-major went and put his head outside, and said, ‘All right—coming in a minute,’ when voices in the darkness replied, ‘No hurry.’


  ‘More friends?’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘O, it is only Buck and Jones come to fetch me,’ said the soldier. ‘Shall I ask ’em in a minute, Mrs. Garland, ma’am?’


  ‘O yes,’ said the lady; and the two interesting forms of Trumpeter Buck and Saddler-sergeant Jones then came forward in the most friendly manner; whereupon other steps were heard without, and it was discovered that Sergeant-master-tailor Brett and Farrier-extraordinary Johnson were outside, having come to fetch Messrs. Buck and Jones, as Buck and Jones had come to fetch the trumpet-major.


  As there seemed a possibility of Mrs. Garland’s small passage being choked up with human figures personally unknown to her, she was relieved to hear Anne coming downstairs.


  ‘Here’s my little girl,’ said Mrs. Garland, and the trumpet-major looked with a sort of awe upon the muslin apparition who came forward, and stood quite dumb before her. Anne recognized him as the trooper she had seen from her window, and welcomed him kindly. There was something in his honest face which made her feel instantly at home with him.


  At this frankness of manner Loveday—who was not a ladies’ man—blushed, and made some alteration in his bodily posture, began a sentence which had no end, and showed quite a boy’s embarrassment. Recovering himself, he politely offered his arm, which Anne took with a very pretty grace. He conducted her through his comrades, who glued themselves perpendicularly to the wall to let her pass, and then they went out of the door, her mother following with the miller, and supported by the body of troopers, the latter walking with the usual cavalry gait, as if their thighs were rather too long for them. Thus they crossed the threshold of the mill-house and up the passage, the paving of which was worn into a gutter by the ebb and flow of feet that had been going on there ever since Tudor times.


  ♣


  IV.


  Who were Present at the Miller’s Little Entertainment


  When the group entered the presence of the company a lull in the conversation was caused by the sight of new visitors, and (of course) by the charm of Anne’s appearance; until the old men, who had daughters of their own, perceiving that she was only a half-formed girl, resumed their tales and toss-potting with unconcern.


  Miller Loveday had fraternized with half the soldiers in the camp since their arrival, and the effect of this upon his party was striking—both chromatically and otherwise. Those among the guests who first attracted the eye were the sergeants and sergeant-majors of Loveday’s regiment, fine hearty men, who sat facing the candles, entirely resigned to physical comfort. Then there were other non-commissioned officers, a German, two Hungarians, and a Swede, from the foreign hussars—young men with a look of sadness on their faces, as if they did not much like serving so far from home. All of them spoke English fairly well. Old age was represented by Simon Burden the pensioner, and the shady side of fifty by Corporal Tullidge, his friend and neighbour, who was hard of hearing, and sat with his hat on over a red cotton handkerchief that was wound several times round his head. These two veterans were employed as watchers at the neighbouring beacon, which had lately been erected by the Lord-Lieutenant for firing whenever the descent on the coast should be made. They lived in a little hut on the hill, close by the heap of faggots; but to-night they had found deputies to watch in their stead.


  On a lower plane of experience and qualifications came neighbour James Comfort, of the Volunteers, a soldier by courtesy, but a blacksmith by rights; also William Tremlett and Anthony Cripplestraw, of the local forces. The two latter men of war were dressed merely as villagers, and looked upon the regulars from a humble position in the background. The remainder of the party was made up of a neighbouring dairyman or two, and their wives, invited by the miller, as Anne was glad to see, that she and her mother should not be the only women there.


  The elder Loveday apologized in a whisper to Mrs. Garland for the presence of the inferior villagers. ‘But as they are learning to be brave defenders of their home and country, ma’am, as fast as they can master the drill, and have worked for me off and on these many years, I’ve asked ’em in, and thought you’d excuse it.’


  ‘Certainly, Miller Loveday,’ said the widow.


  ‘And the same of old Burden and Tullidge. They have served well and long in the Foot, and even now have a hard time of it up at the beacon in wet weather. So after giving them a meal in the kitchen I just asked ’em in to hear the singing. They faithfully promise that as soon as ever the gunboats appear in view, and they have fired the beacon, to run down here first, in case we shouldn’t see it. ’Tis worth while to be friendly with ’em, you see, though their tempers be queer.’


  ‘Quite worth while, miller,’ said she.


  Anne was rather embarrassed by the presence of the regular military in such force, and at first confined her words to the dairymen’s wives she was acquainted with, and to the two old soldiers of the parish.


  ‘Why didn’t ye speak to me afore, chiel?’ said one of these, Corporal Tullidge, the elderly man with the hat, while she was talking to old Simon Burden. ‘I met ye in the lane yesterday,’ he added reproachfully, ‘but ye didn’t notice me at all.’


  ‘I am very sorry for it,’ she said; but, being afraid to shout in such a company, the effect of her remark upon the corporal was as if she had not spoken at all.


  ‘You was coming along with yer head full of some high notions or other no doubt,’ continued the uncompromising corporal in the same loud voice. ‘Ah, ’tis the young bucks that get all the notice nowadays, and old folks are quite forgot! I can mind well enough how young Bob Loveday used to lie in wait for ye.’


  Anne blushed deeply, and stopped his too excursive discourse by hastily saying that she always respected old folks like him. The corporal thought she inquired why he always kept his hat on, and answered that it was because his head was injured at Valenciennes, in July, Ninety-three. ‘We were trying to bomb down the tower, and a piece of the shell struck me. I was no more nor less than a dead man for two days. If it hadn’t a been for that and my smashed arm I should have come home none the worse for my five-and-twenty years’ service.’


  ‘You have got a silver plate let into yer head, haven’t ye, corpel?’ said Anthony Cripplestraw, who had drawn near. ‘I have heard that the way they morticed yer skull was a beautiful piece of workmanship. Perhaps the young woman would like to see the place? ’Tis a curious sight, Mis’ess Anne; you don’t see such a wownd every day.’


  ‘No, thank you,’ said Anne hurriedly, dreading, as did all the young people of Overcombe, the spectacle of the corporal uncovered. He had never been seen in public without the hat and the handkerchief since his return in Ninety-four; and strange stories were told of the ghastliness of his appearance bare-headed, a little boy who had accidentally beheld him going to bed in that state having been frightened into fits.


  ‘Well, if the young woman don’t want to see yer head, maybe she’d like to hear yer arm?’ continued Cripplestraw, earnest to please her.


  ‘Hey?’ said the corporal.


  ‘Your arm hurt too?’ cried Anne.


  ‘Knocked to a pummy at the same time as my head,’ said Tullidge dispassionately.


  ‘Rattle yer arm, corpel, and show her,’ said Cripplestraw.


  ‘Yes, sure,’ said the corporal, raising the limb slowly, as if the glory of exhibition had lost some of its novelty, though he was willing to oblige. Twisting it mercilessly about with his right hand he produced a crunching among the bones at every motion, Cripplestraw seeming to derive great satisfaction from the ghastly sound.


  ‘How very shocking!’ said Anne, painfully anxious for him to leave off.


  ‘O, it don’t hurt him, bless ye. Do it, corpel?’ said Cripplestraw.


  ‘Not a bit,’ said the corporal, still working his arm with great energy.


  ‘There’s no life in the bones at all. No life in ’em, I tell her, corpel!’


  ‘None at all.’


  ‘They be as loose as a bag of ninepins,’ explained Cripplestraw in continuation. ‘You can feel ’em quite plain, Mis’ess Anne. If ye would like to, he’ll undo his sleeve in a minute to oblege ye?’


  ‘O no, no, please not! I quite understand,’ said the young woman.


  ‘Do she want to hear or see any more, or don’t she?’ the corporal inquired, with a sense that his time was getting wasted.


  Anne explained that she did not on any account; and managed to escape from the corner.


  ♣


  V.


  The Song and the Stranger


  The trumpet-major now contrived to place himself near her, Anne’s presence having evidently been a great pleasure to him since the moment of his first seeing her. She was quite at her ease with him, and asked him if he thought that Buonaparte would really come during the summer, and many other questions which the gallant dragoon could not answer, but which he nevertheless liked to be asked. William Tremlett, who had not enjoyed a sound night’s rest since the First Consul’s menace had become known, pricked up his ears at sound of this subject, and inquired if anybody had seen the terrible flat-bottomed boats that the enemy were to cross in.


  ‘My brother Robert saw several of them paddling about the shore the last time he passed the Straits of Dover,’ said the trumpet-major; and he further startled the company by informing them that there were supposed to be more than fifteen hundred of these boats, and that they would carry a hundred men apiece. So that a descent of one hundred and fifty thousand men might be expected any day as soon as Boney had brought his plans to bear.


  ‘Lord ha’ mercy upon us!’ said William Tremlett.


  ‘The night-time is when they will try it, if they try it at all,’ said old Tullidge, in the tone of one whose watch at the beacon must, in the nature of things, have given him comprehensive views of the situation. ‘It is my belief that the point they will choose for making the shore is just over there,’ and he nodded with indifference towards a section of the coast at a hideous nearness to the house in which they were assembled, whereupon Fencible Tremlett, and Cripplestraw of the Locals, tried to show no signs of trepidation.


  ‘When d’ye think ’twill be?’ said Volunteer Comfort, the blacksmith.


  ‘I can’t answer to a day,’ said the corporal, ‘but it will certainly be in a down-channel tide; and instead of pulling hard against it, he’ll let his boats drift, and that will bring ’em right into Budmouth Bay. ’Twill be a beautiful stroke of war, if so be ’tis quietly done!’


  ‘Beautiful,’ said Cripplestraw, moving inside his clothes. ‘But how if we should be all abed, corp’el? You can’t expect a man to be brave in his shirt, especially we Locals, that have only got so far as shoulder fire-locks.’


  ‘He’s not coming this summer. He’ll never come at all,’ said a tall sergeant-major decisively.


  Loveday the soldier was too much engaged in attending upon Anne and her mother to join in these surmises, bestirring himself to get the ladies some of the best liquor the house afforded, which had, as a matter of fact, crossed the Channel as privately as Buonaparte wished his army to do, and had been landed on a dark night over the cliff. After this he asked Anne to sing; but though she had a very pretty voice in private performances of that nature, she declined to oblige him; turning the subject by making a hesitating inquiry about his brother Robert, whom he had mentioned just before.


  ‘Robert is as well as ever, thank you, Miss Garland,’ he said. ‘He is now mate of the brig Pewit—rather young for such a command; but the owner puts great trust in him.’ The trumpet-major added, deepening his thoughts to a profounder view of the person discussed, ‘Bob is in love.’


  Anne looked conscious, and listened attentively; but Loveday did not go on.


  ‘Much?’ she asked.


  ‘I can’t exactly say. And the strange part of it is that he never tells us who the woman is. Nobody knows at all.’


  ‘He will tell, of course?’ said Anne, in the remote tone of a person with whose sex such matters had no connexion whatever.


  Loveday shook his head, and the tête-à-tête was put an end to by a burst of singing from one of the sergeants, who was followed at the end of his song by others, each giving a ditty in his turn; the singer standing up in front of the table, stretching his chin well into the air, as though to abstract every possible wrinkle from his throat, and then plunging into the melody. When this was over one of the foreign hussars—the genteel German of Miller Loveday’s description, who called himself a Hungarian, and in reality belonged to no definite country—performed at Trumpet-major Loveday’s request the series of wild motions that he denominated his national dance, that Anne might see what it was like. Miss Garland was the flower of the whole company; the soldiers one and all, foreign and English, seemed to be quite charmed by her presence, as indeed they well might be, considering how seldom they came into the society of such as she.


  Anne and her mother were just thinking of retiring to their own dwelling when Sergeant Stanner of the ——th Foot, who was recruiting at Budmouth, began a satirical song:—


  
    When law'-yers strive' to heal' a breach',


    And par'-sons prac'-tise what' they preach';


    Then Bo'-ney he'’ll come pounc'-ing down',


    And march' his men' on Lon'-don town'!

  


  
    Chorus.—Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, tol'-lol-lo'-rum,


    Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, tol'-lol-lay.

  


  
    When jus'-ti-ces' hold e'qual scales',


    And rogues' are on'-ly found' in jails';


    Then Bo'-ney he'’ll come pounc'-ing down',


    And march' his men' on Lon'-don town'!

  


  
    Chorus.—Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, etc.

  


  
    When rich' men find' their wealth' a curse',


    And fill' there-with' the poor' man’s purse';


    Then Bo'-ney he'’ll come pounc'-ing down',


    And march' his men' on Lon'-don town'!

  


  
    Chorus.—Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, etc.

  


  Poor Stanner! In spite of his satire, he fell at the bloody battle of Albuera a few years after this pleasantly spent summer at the Georgian watering-place, being mortally wounded and trampled down by a French hussar when the brigade was deploying into line under Beresford.


  While Miller Loveday was saying ‘Well done, Mr. Stanner!’ at the close of the thirteenth stanza, which seemed to be the last, and Mr. Stanner was modestly expressing his regret that he could do no better, a stentorian voice was heard outside the window shutter repeating,


  
    Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, tol'-lol-lo'-rum,


    Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, tol'-lol-lay'.

  


  The company was silent in a moment at this reinforcement, and only the military tried not to look surprised. While all wondered who the singer could be somebody entered the porch; the door opened, and in came a young man, about the size and weight of the Farnese Hercules, in the uniform of the yeomanry cavalry.


  ‘’Tis young Squire Derriman, old Mr. Derriman’s nephew,’ murmured voices in the background.


  Without waiting to address anybody, or apparently seeing who were gathered there, the colossal man waved his cap above his head and went on in tones that shook the window-panes:—


  
    When hus'-bands with' their wives' agree',


    And maids' won’t wed' from mod'-es-ty',


    Then Bo'-ney he'’ll come pounc'-ing down',


    And march' his men' on Lon'-don town'!

  


  
    Chorus.—Rol'-li-cum ro'-rum, tol'-lol-lo'-rum, etc., etc.

  


  It was a verse which had been omitted by the gallant Stanner, out of respect to the ladies.


  The new-comer was red-haired and of florid complexion, and seemed full of a conviction that his whim of entering must be their pleasure, which for the moment it was.


  ‘No ceremony, good men all,’ he said; ‘I was passing by, and my ear was caught by the singing. I like singing; ’tis warming and cheering, and shall not be put down. I should like to hear anybody say otherwise.’


  ‘Welcome, Master Derriman,’ said the miller, filling a glass and handing it to the yeoman. ‘Come all the way from quarters, then? I hardly knowed ’ee in your soldier’s clothes. You’d look more natural with a spud in your hand, sir. I shouldn’t ha’ known ’ee at all if I hadn’t heard that you were called out.’


  ‘More natural with a spud!—have a care, miller,’ said the young giant, the fire of his complexion increasing to scarlet. ‘I don’t mean anger, but—but—a soldier’s honour, you know!’


  The military in the background laughed a little, and the yeoman then for the first time discovered that there were more regulars present than one. He looked momentarily disconcerted, but expanded again to full assurance.


  ‘Right, right, Master Derriman, no offence—’twas only my joke,’ said the genial miller. ‘Everybody’s a soldier nowadays. Drink a drap o’ this cordial, and don’t mind words.’


  The young man drank without the least reluctance, and said, ‘Yes, miller, I am called out. ’Tis ticklish times for us soldiers now; we hold our lives in our hands.—What are those fellows grinning at behind the table?—I say, we do!’


  ‘Staying with your uncle at the farm for a day or two, Mr. Derriman?’


  ‘No, no; as I told you, six mile off. Billeted at Casterbridge. But I have to call and see the old, old——’


  ‘Gentleman?’


  ‘Gentleman!—no, skinflint. He lives upon the sweepings of the barton; ha, ha!’ And the speaker’s regular white teeth showed themselves like snow in a Dutch cabbage. ‘Well, well, the profession of arms makes a man proof against all that. I take things as I find ’em.’


  ‘Quite right, Master Derriman. Another drop?’


  ‘No, no. I’ll take no more than is good for me—no man should; so don’t tempt me.’


  The yeoman then saw Anne, and by an unconscious gravitation went towards her and the other women, flinging a remark to John Loveday in passing. ‘Ah, Loveday! I heard you were come; in short, I come o’ purpose to see you. Glad to see you enjoying yourself at home again.’


  The trumpet-major replied civilly, though not without grimness, for he seemed hardly to like Derriman’s motion towards Anne.


  ‘Widow Garland’s daughter!—yes, ’tis! surely. You remember me? I have been here before. Festus Derriman, Yeomanry Cavalry.’


  Anne gave a little curtsey. ‘I know your name is Festus—that’s all.’


  ‘Yes, ’tis well known—especially latterly.’ He dropped his voice to confidence pitch. ‘I suppose your friends here are disturbed by my coming in, as they don’t seem to talk much? I don’t mean to interrupt the party; but I often find that people are put out by my coming among ’em, especially when I’ve got my regimentals on.’


  ‘La! and are they?’


  ‘Yes; ’tis the way I have.’ He further lowered his tone, as if they had been old friends, though in fact he had only seen her three or four times. ‘And how did you come to be here? Dash my wig, I don’t like to see a nice young lady like you in this company. You should come to some of our yeomanry sprees in Casterbridge or Shottsford-Forum. O, but the girls do come! The yeomanry are respected men, men of good substantial families, many farming their own land; and every one among us rides his own charger, which is more than these cussed fellows do.’ He nodded towards the dragoons.


  ‘Hush, hush! Why, these are friends and neighbours of Miller Loveday, and he is a great friend of ours—our best friend,’ said Anne with great emphasis, and reddening at the sense of injustice to their host. ‘What are you thinking of, talking like that? It is ungenerous in you.’


  ‘Ha, ha! I’ve affronted you. Isn’t that it, fair angel, fair—what do you call it?—fair vestal? Ah, well! would you was safe in my own house! But honour must be minded now, not courting. Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lorum! Pardon me, my sweet, I like ’ee. It may be a come down for me, owning land; but I do like ’ee.’


  ‘Sir, please be quiet,’ said Anne, distressed.


  ‘I will, I will. Well, Corporal Tullidge, how’s your head?’ he said, going towards the other end of the room, and leaving Anne to herself.


  The company had again recovered its liveliness, and it was a long time before the bouncing Rufus who had joined them could find heart to tear himself away from their society and good liquors, although he had had quite enough of the latter before he entered. The natives received him at his own valuation, and the soldiers of the camp, who sat beyond the table, smiled behind their pipes at his remarks, with a pleasant twinkle of the eye which approached the satirical, John Loveday being not the least conspicuous in this bearing. But he and his friends were too courteous on such an occasion as the present to challenge the young man’s large remarks, and readily permitted him to set them right on the details of camping and other military routine, about which the troopers seemed willing to let persons hold any opinion whatever, provided that they themselves were not obliged to give attention to it; showing, strangely enough, that if there was one subject more than another which never interested their minds, it was the art of war. To them the art of enjoying good company in Overcombe Mill, the details of the miller’s household, the swarming of his bees, the number of his chickens, and the fatness of his pigs, were matters of infinitely greater concern.


  The present writer, to whom this party has been described times out of number by members of the Loveday family and other aged people now passed away, can never enter the old living-room of Overcombe Mill without beholding the genial scene through the mists of the seventy or eighty years that intervene between then and now. First and brightest to the eye are the dozen candles, scattered about regardless of expense, and kept well snuffed by the miller, who walks round the room at intervals of five minutes, snuffers in hand, and nips each wick with great precision, and with something of an executioner’s grim look upon his face as he closes the snuffers upon the neck of the candle. Next to the candle-light show the red and blue coats and white breeches of the soldiers—nearly twenty of them in all besides the ponderous Derriman—the head of the latter, and, indeed, the heads of all who are standing up, being in dangerous proximity to the black beams of the ceiling. There is not one among them who would attach any meaning to ‘Vittoria,’ or gather from the syllables ‘Waterloo’ the remotest idea of his own glory or death. Next appears the correct and innocent Anne, little thinking what things Time has in store for her at no great distance off. She looks at Derriman with a half-uneasy smile as he clanks hither and thither, and hopes he will not single her out again to hold a private dialogue with—which, however, he does, irresistibly attracted by the white muslin figure. She must, of course, look a little gracious again now, lest his mood should turn from sentimental to quarrelsome—no impossible contingency with the yeoman-soldier, as her quick perception had noted.


  ‘Well, well; this idling won’t do for me, folks,’ he at last said, to Anne’s relief. ‘I ought not to have come in, by rights; but I heard you enjoying yourselves, and thought it might be worth while to see what you were up to; I have several miles to go before bedtime;’ and stretching his arms, lifting his chin, and shaking his head, to eradicate any unseemly curve or wrinkle from his person, the yeoman wished them an off-hand good-night, and departed.


  ‘You should have teased him a little more, father,’ said the trumpet-major drily. ‘You could soon have made him as crabbed as a bear.’


  ‘I didn’t want to provoke the chap—’twasn’t worth while. He came in friendly enough,’ said the gentle miller without looking up.


  ‘I don’t think he was overmuch friendly,’ said John.


  ‘’Tis as well to be neighbourly with folks, if they be not quite onbearable,’ his father genially replied, as he took off his coat to go and draw more ale—this periodical stripping to the shirt-sleeves being necessitated by the narrowness of the cellar and the smeary effect of its numerous cobwebs upon best clothes.


  Some of the guests then spoke of Fess Derriman as not such a bad young man if you took him right and humoured him; others said that he was nobody’s enemy but his own; and the elder ladies mentioned in a tone of interest that he was likely to come into a deal of money at his uncle’s death. The person who did not praise was the one who knew him best, who had known him as a boy years ago, when he had lived nearer to Overcombe than he did at present. This unappreciative person was the trumpet-major.


  ♣


  VI.


  Old Mr. Derriman of Oxwell Hall


  At this time in the history of Overcombe one solitary newspaper occasionally found its way into the village. It was lent by the postmaster at Budmouth (who, in some mysterious way, got it for nothing through his connexion with the mail) to Mr. Derriman at the Hall, by whom it was handed on to Mrs. Garland when it was not more than a fortnight old. Whoever remembers anything about the old farmer-squire will, of course, know well enough that this delightful privilege of studying history in long columns was not accorded to the Widow Garland for nothing. It was by such ingenuous means that he paid her for her daughter’s occasional services in reading aloud to him and making out his accounts, in which matters the farmer, whose guineas were reported to touch five figures—some said more—was not expert.


  Mrs. Martha Garland, as a respectable widow, occupied a twilight rank between the benighted villagers and the well-informed gentry, and kindly made herself useful to the former as letter-writer and reader, and general translator from the printing tongue. It was not without satisfaction that she stood at her door of an evening, newspaper in hand, with three or four cottagers standing round, and poured down their open throats any paragraph that she might choose to select from the stirring ones of the period. When she had done with the sheet Mrs. Garland passed it on to the miller, the miller to the grinder, and the grinder to the grinder’s boy, in whose hands it became subdivided into half pages, quarter pages, and irregular triangles, and ended its career as a paper cap, a flagon bung, or a wrapper for his bread and cheese.


  Notwithstanding his compact with Mrs. Garland, old Mr. Derriman kept the paper so long, and was so chary of wasting his man’s time on a merely intellectual errand, that unless she sent for the journal it seldom reached her hands. Anne was always her messenger. The arrival of the soldiers led Mrs. Garland to despatch her daughter for it the day after the party; and away she went in her hat and pelisse, in a direction at right angles to that of the encampment on the hill.


  Walking across the downs for the distance of a mile or two, she came out upon the high-road by a wicket-gate. On the same side of the way was the entrance to what at first sight looked like a neglected meadow, the gate being a rotten one, without a bottom rail, and broken-down palings lying on each side. The dry hard mud of the opening was marked with several horse and cow tracks, that had been half obliterated by fifty score sheep tracks, surcharged with the tracks of a man and a dog. Beyond this geological record appeared a carriage-road, nearly grown over with grass, which Anne followed as it turned and dived under dark-rinded elm and chestnut trees. Further on appeared the cottages of Oxwell village, and some stone quarries. As Anne moved forward the grey, weather-worn front of a building edged from behind the trees. It was Oxwell Hall, once the seat of a family now extinct, and of late years used as a farmhouse.


  Benjamin Derriman, who owned the crumbling place, had originally been only the occupier and tenant-farmer of the fields around. His wife had brought him a small fortune, and during the growth of their only son there had been a partition of the Oxwell estate, giving the farmer, now a widower, the opportunity of acquiring the building and a small portion of the land attached on exceptionally low terms. But two years after the purchase the boy died, and Derriman’s existence was paralyzed forthwith. It was said that since that event he had devised the house and fields to a distant female relative, to keep them out of the hands of his detested nephew; but this was not certainly known.


  The hall was as interesting as mansions in a state of declension usually are, as the excellent county history showed. That popular work in folio contained an old plate dedicated to the last scion of the original owners, from which drawing it appeared that in 1774, the date of publication, the windows were covered with little scratches like black flashes of lightning; that a horn of hard smoke came out of each of the many chimneys; that a lady and a lap-dog stood on the lawn in a strenuously walking position; and a substantial cloud and nine flying birds of no known species hung over the trees to the north-east.


  The rambling and neglected dwelling had all the romantic excellencies and practical drawbacks which such mildewed places share in common with caves, mountains, wildernesses, glens, and other homes of poesy that people of taste wish to live and die in. Mustard and cress could have been raised on the inner plaster of the dewy walls at any height not exceeding three feet from the floor; and mushrooms of the most refined and thin-stemmed kinds grew up through the chinks of the larder paving. As for the outside, Nature, in the ample time that had been given her, had so mingled her filings and effacements with the marks of human wear and tear upon the house, that it was often hard to say in which of the two or if in both, any particular obliteration had its origin. The keenness was gone from the mouldings of the doorways, but whether worn out by the rubbing past of innumerable people’s shoulders, and the moving of their heavy furniture, or by Time in a grander and more abstract form, did not appear. The iron stanchions inside the window-panes were eaten away to the size of wires at the bottom where they entered the stone, the condensed breathings of generations having settled there in pools and rusted them. The panes themselves had either lost their shine altogether or become iridescent as a peacock’s tail. In the middle of the porch was a vertical sun-dial, whose gnomon swayed loosely about when the wind blew, and cast its shadow hither and thither, as much as to say, ‘Here’s your fine model dial; here’s any time for any man; I am an old dial; and shiftiness is the best policy.’


  Anne passed under the arched gateway which screened the main front; over it was the porter’s lodge, reached by a spiral staircase. Across the archway was fixed a row of wooden hurdles, one of which Anne opened and closed behind her. Their necessity was apparent as soon as she got inside. The quadrangle of the ancient pile was a bed of mud and manure, inhabited by calves, geese, ducks, and sow pigs surprisingly large, with young ones surprisingly small. In the enclosure some heifers were amusing themselves by stretching up their necks and licking the mouldings of any salient stonework. Anne went on to a second and open door, across which was another hurdle to keep the live stock from absolute community with the inmates. There being no knocker, she knocked by means of a short stick which was laid against the post for that purpose; but nobody attending, she entered the passage, and tried an inner door.


  A slight noise was heard inside, the door opened about an inch, and a strip of decayed face, including the eye and some forehead wrinkles, appeared within the crevice.


  ‘Please I have come for the paper,’ said Anne.


  ‘O, is it you, dear Anne?’ whined the inmate, opening the door a little further. ‘I could hardly get to the door to open it, I am so weak.’


  The speaker was a wizened old gentleman, in a coat the colour of his farmyard, breeches of the same hue, unbuttoned at the knees, revealing a bit of leg above his stocking and a dazzlingly white shirt-frill to compensate for this untidiness below. The edge of his skull round his eye-sockets was visible through the skin, and he had a mouth whose corners made towards the back of his head on the slightest provocation. He walked with great apparent difficulty back into the room, Anne following him.


  ‘Well, you can have the paper if you want it; but you never give me much time to see what’s in en! Here’s the paper.’ He held it out, but before she could take it he drew it back again, saying, ‘I have not had my share o’ the paper by a good deal, what with my weak sight, and people coming so soon for en. I am a poor put-upon soul; but my “Duty of Man” will be left to me when the newspaper is gone.’ And he sank into a chair with an air of exhaustion.


  Anne said that she did not wish to take the paper if he had not done with it, and that she was really later in the week than usual, owing to the soldiers.


  ‘Soldiers, yes—rot the soldiers! And now hedges will be broke, and hens’ nests robbed, and sucking-pigs stole, and I don’t know what all. Who’s to pay for’t, sure? I reckon that because the soldiers be come you don’t mean to be kind enough to read to me what I hadn’t time to read myself.’


  She would read if he wished, she said; she was in no hurry. And sitting herself down she unfolded the paper.


  ‘“Dinner at Carlton House”?’


  ‘No, faith. ’Tis nothing to I.’


  ‘“Defence of the country”?’


  ‘Ye may read that if ye will. I hope there will be no billeting in this parish, or any wild work of that sort; for what would a poor old lamiger like myself do with soldiers in his house, and nothing to feed ’em with?’


  Anne began reading, and continued at her task nearly ten minutes, when she was interrupted by the appearance in the quadrangular slough without of a large figure in the uniform of the yeomanry cavalry.


  ‘What do you see out there?’ said the farmer with a start, as she paused and slowly blushed.


  ‘A soldier—one of the yeomanry,’ said Anne, not quite at her ease.


  ‘Scrounch it all—’tis my nephew!’ exclaimed the old man, his face turning to a phosphoric pallor, and his body twitching with innumerable alarms as he formed upon his face a gasping smile of joy, with which to welcome the new-coming relative. ‘Read on, prithee, Miss Garland.’


  Before she had read far the visitor straddled over the door-hurdle into the passage and entered the room.


  ‘Well, nunc, how do you feel?’ said the giant, shaking hands with the farmer in the manner of one violently ringing a hand-bell. ‘Glad to see you.’


  ‘Bad and weakish, Festus,’ replied the other, his person responding passively to the rapid vibrations imparted. ‘O, be tender, please—a little softer, there’s a dear nephew! My arm is no more than a cobweb.’


  ‘Ah, poor soul!’


  ‘Yes, I am not much more than a skeleton, and can’t bear rough usage.’


  ‘Sorry to hear that; but I’ll bear your affliction in mind. Why, you are all in a tremble, Uncle Benjy!’


  ‘’Tis because I am so gratified,’ said the old man. ‘I always get all in a tremble when I am taken by surprise by a beloved relation.’


  ‘Ah, that’s it!’ said the yeoman, bringing his hand down on the back of his uncle’s chair with a loud smack, at which Uncle Benjy nervously sprang three inches from his seat and dropped into it again. ‘Ask your pardon for frightening ye, uncle. ’Tis how we do in the army, and I forgot your nerves. You have scarcely expected to see me, I dare say, but here I am.’


  ‘I am—glad to see ’ee! You are not going to stay long, perhaps?’


  ‘Quite the contrary. I am going to stay ever so long!’


  ‘O I see! I am so glad, dear Festus. Ever so long, did ye say?’


  ‘Yes, ever so long,’ said the young gentleman, sitting on the slope of the bureau and stretching out his legs as props. ‘I am going to make this quite my own home whenever I am off duty, as long as we stay out. And after that, when the campaign is over in the autumn, I shall come here, and live with you like your own son, and help manage your land and your farm, you know, and make you a comfortable old man.’


  ‘Ah! How you do please me!’ said the farmer, with a horrified smile, and grasping the arms of his chair to sustain himself.


  ‘Yes; I have been meaning to come a long time, as I knew you’d like to have me, Uncle Benjy; and ’tisn’t in my heart to refuse you.’


  ‘You always was kind that way!’


  ‘Yes; I always was. But I ought to tell you at once, not to disappoint you, that I shan’t be here always—all day, that is, because of my military duties as a cavalry man.’


  ‘O, not always? That’s a pity!’ exclaimed the farmer, with a cheerful eye.


  ‘I knew you’d say so. And I shan’t be able to sleep here at night sometimes, for the same reason.’


  ‘Not sleep here o’ nights?’ said the old gentleman, still more relieved. ‘You ought to sleep here—you certainly ought; in short, you must. But you can’t!’


  ‘Not while we are with the colours. But directly that’s over—the very next day—I’ll stay here all day, and all night too, to oblige you, since you ask me so very kindly.’


  ‘Th-thank ye, that will be very nice!’ said Uncle Benjy.


  ‘Yes; I knew ’twould relieve ee.’ ’ee.’ And he kindly stroked his uncle’s crown, the old man expressing his enjoyment at the affectionate token by a death’s-head grimace. ‘I should have called to see you the other night when I passed through here,’ Festus continued; ‘but it was so late that I couldn’t come so far out of my way. You won’t think it unkind?’


  ‘Not at all, if you couldn’t. I never shall think it unkind if you really can’t come, you know, Festy.’ There was a few minutes’ pause, and as the nephew said nothing Uncle Benjy went on: ‘I wish I had a little present for ’ee. But as ill-luck would have it we have lost a deal of stock this year, and I have had to pay away so much.’


  ‘Poor old man—I know you have. Shall I lend you a seven-shilling piece, Uncle Benjy?’


  ‘Ha, ha!—you must have your joke; well I’ll think o’ that. And so they expect Buonaparty to choose this very part of the coast for his landing, hey? And that the yeomanry be to stand in front as the forlorn hope?’


  ‘Who says so?’ asked the florid son of Mars, losing a little redness.


  ‘The newspaper-man.’


  ‘O, there’s nothing in that,’ said Festus bravely. ‘The gover’ment thought it possible at one time; but they don’t know.’


  Festus turned himself as he talked, and now said abruptly: ‘Ah, who’s this? Why, ’tis our little Anne!’ He had not noticed her till this moment, the young woman having at his entry kept her face over the newspaper, and then got away to the back part of the room. ‘And are you and your mother always going to stay down there in the mill-house watching the little fishes, Miss Anne?’


  She said that it was uncertain, in a tone of truthful precision which the question was hardly worth, looking forcedly at him as she spoke. But she blushed fitfully, in her arms and hands as much as in her face. Not that she was overpowered by the great boots, formidable spurs, and other fierce appliances of his person, as he imagined; simply she had not been prepared to meet him there.


  ‘I hope you will, I am sure, for my own good,’ said he, letting his eyes linger on the round of her cheek.


  Anne became a little more dignified, and her look showed reserve. But the yeoman on perceiving this went on talking to her in so civil a way that he irresistibly amused her, though she tried to conceal all feeling. At a brighter remark of his than usual her mouth moved, her upper lip playing uncertainly over her white teeth; it would stay still—no, it would withdraw a little way in a smile; then it would flutter down again; and so it wavered like a butterfly in a tender desire to be pleased and smiling, and yet to be also sedate and composed; to show him that she did not want compliments, and yet that she was not so cold as to wish to repress any genuine feeling he might be anxious to utter.


  ‘Shall you want any more reading, Mr. Derriman?’ said she, interrupting the younger man in his remarks. ‘If not, I’ll go homeward.’


  ‘Don’t let me hinder you longer,’ said Festus. ‘I am off in a minute or two, when your man has cleaned my boots.’


  ‘Ye don’t hinder us, nephew. She must have the paper: ’tis the day for her to have ’n. She might read a little more, as I have had so little profit out o’ en hitherto. Well, why don’t ye speak? Will ye, or won’t ye, my dear?’


  ‘Not to two,’ she said.


  ‘Ho, ho! damn it, I must go then, I suppose,’ said Festus, laughing; and unable to get a further glance from her he left the room and clanked into the back yard, where he saw a man; holding up his hand he cried, ‘Anthony Cripplestraw!’


  Cripplestraw came up in a trot, moved a lock of his hair and replaced it, and said, ‘Yes, Maister Derriman.’ He was old Mr. Derriman’s odd hand in the yard and garden, and like his employer had no great pretensions to manly beauty, owing to a limpness of backbone and speciality of mouth, which opened on one side only, giving him a triangular smile.


  ‘Well, Cripplestraw, how is it to-day?’ said Festus, with socially-superior heartiness.


  ‘Middlin’, considering, Maister Derriman. And how’s yerself?’


  ‘Fairish. Well, now, see and clean these military boots of mine. I’ll cock my foot up on this bench. This pigsty of my uncle’s is not fit for a soldier to come into.’


  ‘Yes, Maister Derriman, I will. No, ’tis not fit, Maister Derriman.’


  ‘What stock has uncle lost this year, Cripplestraw?’


  ‘Well, let’s see, sir. I can call to mind that we’ve lost three chickens, a tom-pigeon, and a weakly sucking-pig, one of a fare of ten. I can’t think of no more, Maister Derriman.’


  ‘H’m, not a large quantity of cattle. The old rascal!’


  ‘No, ’tis not a large quantity. Old what did you say, sir?’


  ‘O nothing. He’s within there.’ Festus flung his forehead in the direction of a right line towards the inner apartment. ‘He’s a regular sniche one.’


  ‘Hee, hee; fie, fie, Maister Derriman!’ said Cripplestraw, shaking his head in delighted censure. ‘Gentlefolks shouldn’t talk so. And an officer, Mr. Derriman! ’Tis the duty of all cavalry gentlemen to bear in mind that their blood is a knowed thing in the country, and not to speak ill o’t.’


  ‘He’s close-fisted.’


  ‘Well, maister, he is—I own he is a little. ’Tis the nater of some old venerable gentlemen to be so. We’ll hope he’ll treat ye well in yer fortune, sir.’


  ‘Hope he will. Do people talk about me here, Cripplestraw?’ asked the yeoman, as the other continued busy with his boots.


  ‘Well, yes, sir; they do off and on, you know. They says you be as fine a piece of calvery flesh and bones as was ever growed on fallow-ground; in short, all owns that you be a fine fellow, sir. I wish I wasn’t no more afraid of the French than you be; but being in the Locals, Maister Derriman, I assure ye I dream of having to defend my country every night; and I don’t like the dream at all.’


  ‘You should take it careless, Cripplestraw, as I do; and ’twould soon come natural to you not to mind it at all. Well, a fine fellow is not everything, you know. O no. There’s as good as I in the army, and even better.’


  ‘And they say that when you fall this summer, you’ll die like a man.’


  ‘When I fall?’


  ‘Yes, sure, Maister Derriman. Poor soul o’ thee! I shan’t forget ’ee as you lie mouldering in yer soldier’s grave.’


  ‘Hey?’ said the warrior uneasily. ‘What makes ’em think I am going to fall?’


  ‘Well, sir, by all accounts the yeomanry will be put in front.’


  ‘Front! That’s what my uncle has been saying.’


  ‘Yes, and by all accounts ’tis true. And naterelly they’ll be mowed down like grass; and you among ’em, poor young galliant officer!’


  ‘Look here, Cripplestraw. This is a reg’lar foolish report. How can yeomanry be put in front? Nobody’s put in front. We yeomanry have nothing to do with Buonaparte’s landing. We shall be away in a safe place, guarding the possessions and jewels. Now, can you see, Cripplestraw, any way at all that the yeomanry can be put in front? Do you think they really can?’


  ‘Well, maister, I am afraid I do,’ said the cheering Cripplestraw. ‘And I know a great warrior like you is only too glad o’ the chance. ’Twill be a great thing for ’ee, death and glory! In short, I hope from my heart you will be, and I say so very often to volk—in fact, I pray at night for’t.’


  ‘O! cuss you! you needn’t pray about it.’


  ‘No, Maister Derriman, I won’t.’


  ‘Of course my sword will do its duty. That’s enough. And now be off with ye.’


  Festus gloomily returned to his uncle’s room and found that Anne was just leaving. He was inclined to follow her at once, but as she gave him no opportunity for doing this he went to the window, and remained tapping his fingers against the shutter while she crossed the yard.


  ‘Well, nephy, you are not gone yet?’ said the farmer, looking dubiously at Festus from under one eyelid. ‘You see how I am. Not by any means better, you see; so I can’t entertain ’ee as well as I would.’


  ‘You can’t, nunc, you can’t. I don’t think you are worse—if I do, dash my wig. But you’ll have plenty of opportunities to make me welcome when you are better. If you are not so brisk inwardly as you was, why not try change of air? This is a dull, damp hole.’


  ‘’Tis, Festus; and I am thinking of moving.’


  ‘Ah, where to?’ said Festus, with surprise and interest.


  ‘Up into the garret in the north corner. There is no fireplace in the room; but I shan’t want that, poor soul o’ me.’


  ‘’Tis not moving far.’


  ‘’Tis not. But I have not a soul belonging to me within ten mile; and you know very well that I couldn’t afford to go to lodgings that I had to pay for.’


  ‘I know it—I know it, Uncle Benjy! Well, don’t be disturbed. I’ll come and manage for you as soon as ever this Boney alarm is over; but when a man’s country calls he must obey, if he is a man.’


  ‘A splendid spirit!’ said Uncle Benjy, with much admiration on the surface of his countenance. ‘I never had it. How could it have got into the boy?’


  ‘From my mother’s side, perhaps.’


  ‘Perhaps so. Well, take care of yourself, nephy,’ said the farmer, waving his hand impressively. ‘Take care! In these warlike times your spirit may carry ye into the arms of the enemy; and you are the last of the family. You should think of this, and not let your bravery carry ye away.’


  ‘Don’t be disturbed, uncle; I’ll control myself,’ said Festus, betrayed into self-complacency against his will. ‘At least, I’ll do what I can, but nature will out sometimes. Well, I’m off.’ He began humming ‘Brighton Camp,’ and, promising to come again soon, retired with assurance, each yard of his retreat adding private joyousness to his uncle’s form.


  When the bulky young man had disappeared through the porter’s lodge, Uncle Benjy showed preternatural activity for one in his invalid state, jumping up quickly without his stick, at the same time opening and shutting his mouth quite silently like a thirsty frog, which was his way of expressing mirth. He ran upstairs as quick as an old squirrel, and went to a dormer window which commanded a view of the downs beyond the grounds, and the footpath that stretched across them to the village.


  ‘Yes, yes!’ he said in a suppressed scream, dancing up and down, ‘he’s after her: she’ve hit en!’ For there appeared upon the path the figure of Anne Garland, and, hastening on at some little distance behind her, the swaggering shape of Festus. She became conscious of his approach, and moved more quickly. He moved more quickly still, and overtook her. She turned as if in answer to a call from him, and he walked on beside her, till they were out of sight. The old man then played upon an imaginary fiddle for about half a minute; and, suddenly discontinuing these signs of pleasure, went downstairs again.


  ♣


  VII.


  How They Talked in the Pastures


  ‘You often come this way?’ said Festus to Anne rather before he had overtaken her.


  ‘I come for the newspaper and other things,’ she said, perplexed by a doubt whether he were there by accident or design.


  They moved on in silence, Festus beating the grass with his switch in a masterful way. ‘Did you speak, Mis’ess Anne?’ he asked.


  ‘No,’ said Anne.


  ‘Ten thousand pardons. I thought you did. Now don’t let me drive you out of the path. I can walk among the high grass and giltycups—they will not yellow my stockings as they will yours. Well, what do you think of a lot of soldiers coming to the neighbourhood in this way?’


  ‘I think it is very lively, and a great change,’ she said with demure seriousness.


  ‘Perhaps you don’t like us warriors as a body?’


  Anne smiled without replying.


  ‘Why, you are laughing!’ said the yeoman, looking searchingly at her and blushing like a little fire. ‘What do you see to laugh at?’


  ‘Did I laugh?’ said Anne, a little scared at his sudden mortification.


  ‘Why, yes; you know you did, you young sneerer,’ he said like a cross baby. ‘You are laughing at me—that’s who you are laughing at! I should like to know what you would do without such as me if the French were to drop in upon ’ee any night?’


  ‘Would you help to beat them off?’ said she.


  ‘Can you ask such a question? What are we for? But you don’t think anything of soldiers.’


  O yes, she liked soldiers, she said, especially when they came home from the wars, covered with glory; though when she thought what doings had won them that glory she did not like them quite so well. The gallant and appeased yeoman said he supposed her to mean chopping off heads, blowing out brains, and that kind of business, and thought it quite right that a tender-hearted thing like her should feel a little horrified. But as for him, he should not mind such another Blenheim this summer as the army had fought a hundred years ago, or whenever it was—dash his wig if he should mind it at all. ‘Hullo! now you are laughing again; yes, I saw you!’ And the choleric Festus turned his blue eyes and flushed face upon her as though he would read her through. Anne strove valiantly to look calmly back; but her eyes could not face his, and they fell. ‘You did laugh!’ he repeated.


  ‘It was only a tiny little one,’ she murmured.


  ‘Ah—I knew you did!’ thundered he. ‘Now what was it you laughed at?’


  ‘I only—thought that you were—merely in the yeomanry,’ she murmured slily.


  ‘And what of that?’


  ‘And the yeomanry only seem farmers that have lost their senses.’


  ‘Yes, yes! I knew you meant some jeering o’ that sort, Mistress Anne. But I suppose ’tis the way of women, and I take no notice. I’ll confess that some of us are no great things: but I know how to draw a sword, don’t I?—say I don’t just to provoke me.’


  ‘I am sure you do,’ said Anne sweetly. ‘If a Frenchman came up to you, Mr. Derriman, would you take him on the hip, or on the thigh?’


  ‘Now you are flattering!’ he said, his white teeth uncovering themselves in a smile. ‘Well, of course I should draw my sword—no, I mean my sword would be already drawn; and I should put spurs to my horse—charger, as we call it in the army; and I should ride up to him and say—no, I shouldn’t say anything, of course—men never waste words in battle; I should take him with the third guard, low point, and then coming back to the second guard——’


  ‘But that would be taking care of yourself—not hitting at him.’


  ‘How can you say that!’ he cried, the beams upon his face turning to a lurid cloud in a moment. ‘How can you understand military terms who’ve never had a sword in your life? I shouldn’t take him with the sword at all.’ He went on with eager sulkiness, ‘I should take him with my pistol. I should pull off my right glove, and throw back my goat-skin; then I should open my priming-pan, prime, and cast about—no, I shouldn’t, that’s wrong; I should draw my right pistol, and as soon as loaded, seize the weapon by the butt; then at the word “Cock your pistol” I should——’


  ‘Then there is plenty of time to give such words of command in the heat of battle?’ said Anne innocently.


  ‘No!’ said the yeoman, his face again in flames. ‘Why, of course I am only telling you what would be the word of command if—there now! you la——’


  ‘I didn’t; ’pon my word I didn’t!’


  ‘No, I don’t think you did; it was my mistake. Well, then I come smartly to Present, looking well along the barrel—along the barrel—and fire. Of course I know well enough how to engage the enemy! But I expect my old uncle has been setting you against me.’


  ‘He has not said a word,’ replied Anne; ‘though I have heard of you, of course.’


  ‘What have you heard? Nothing good, I dare say. It makes my blood boil within me!’


  ‘O, nothing bad,’ said she assuringly. ‘Just a word now and then.’


  ‘Now, come, tell me, there’s a dear. I don’t like to be crossed. It shall be a sacred secret between us. Come, now!’


  Anne was embarrassed, and her smile was uncomfortable. ‘I shall not tell you,’ she said at last.


  ‘There it is again!’ said the yeoman, throwing himself into a despair. ‘I shall soon begin to believe that my name is not worth sixpence about here!’


  ‘I tell you ’twas nothing against you,’ repeated Anne.


  ‘That means it might have been for me,’ said Festus, in a mollified tone. ‘Well, though, to speak the truth, I have a good many faults, some people will praise me, I suppose. ’Twas praise?’


  ‘It was.’


  ‘Well, I am not much at farming, and I am not much in company, and I am not much at figures, but perhaps I must own, since it is forced upon me, that I can show as fine a soldier’s figure on the Esplanade as any man of the cavalry.’


  ‘You can,’ said Anne; for though her flesh crept in mortal terror of his irascibility, she could not resist the fearful pleasure of leading him on. ‘You look very well; and some say, you are——’


  ‘What? Well, they say I am good-looking. I don’t make myself, so ’tis no praise. Hullo! what are you looking across there for?’


  ‘Only at a bird that I saw fly out of that tree,’ said Anne.


  ‘What? Only at a bird, do you say?’ he heaved out in a voice of thunder. ‘I see your shoulders a-shaking, young madam. Now don’t you provoke me with that laughing! By God, it won’t do!’


  ‘Then go away!’ said Anne, changed from mirthfulness to irritation by his rough manner. ‘I don’t want your company, you great bragging thing! You are so touchy there’s no bearing with you. Go away!’


  ‘No, no, Anne; I am wrong to speak to you so. I give you free liberty to say what you will to me. Say I am not a bit of a soldier, or anything! Abuse me—do now, there’s a dear. I’m scum, I’m froth, I’m dirt before the besom—yes!’


  ‘I have nothing to say, sir. Stay where you are till I am out of this field.’


  ‘Well, there’s such command in your looks that I ha’n’t heart to go against you. You will come this way to-morrow at the same time? Now, don’t be uncivil.’


  She was too generous not to forgive him, but the short little lip murmured that she did not think it at all likely she should come that way to-morrow.


  ‘Then Sunday?’ he said.


  ‘Not Sunday,’ said she.


  ‘Then Monday—Tuesday—Wednesday, surely?’ he went on experimentally.


  She answered that she should probably not see him on either day, and, cutting short the argument, went through the wicket into the other field. Festus paused, looking after her; and when he could no longer see her slight figure he swept away his deliberations, began singing, and turned off in the other direction.


  ♣


  VIII.


  Anne Makes a Circuit of the Camp


  When Anne was crossing the last field, she saw approaching her an old woman with wrinkled cheeks, who surveyed the earth and its inhabitants through the medium of brass-rimmed spectacles. Shaking her head at Anne till the glasses shone like two moons, she said, ‘Ah, ah; I zeed ye! If I had only kept on my short ones that I use for reading the Collect and Gospel I shouldn’t have zeed ye; but thinks I, I be going out o’ doors, and I’ll put on my long ones, little thinking what they’d show me. Ay, I can tell folk at any distance with these—’tis a beautiful pair for out o’ doors; though my short ones be best for close work, such as darning, and catching fleas, that’s true.’


  ‘What have you seen, Granny Seamore?’ said Anne.


  ‘Fie, fie, Miss Nancy! you know,’ said Granny Seamore, shaking her head still. ‘But he’s a fine young feller, and will have all his uncle’s money when ’a’s gone.’ Anne said nothing to this, and looking ahead with a smile passed Granny Seamore by.


  Festus, the subject of the remark, was at this time about three-and-twenty, a fine fellow as to feet and inches, and of a remarkably warm tone in skin and hair. Symptoms of beard and whiskers had appeared upon him at a very early age, owing to his persistent use of the razor before there was any necessity for its operation. The brave boy had scraped unseen in the out-house, in the cellar, in the wood-shed, in the stable, in the unused parlour, in the cow-stalls, in the barn, and wherever he could set up his triangular bit of looking-glass without observation, or extemporize a mirror by sticking up his hat on the outside of a window-pane. The result now was that, did he neglect to use the instrument he once had trifled with, a fine rust broke out upon his countenance on the first day, a golden lichen on the second, and a fiery stubble on the third to a degree which admitted of no further postponement.


  His disposition divided naturally into two, the boastful and the cantankerous. When Festus put on the big pot, as it is classically called, he was quite blinded ipso facto to the diverting effect of that mood and manner upon others; but when disposed to be envious or quarrelsome he was rather shrewd than otherwise, and could do some pretty strokes of satire. He was both liked and abused by the girls who knew him, and though they were pleased by his attentions, they never failed to ridicule him behind his back. In his cups (he knew those vessels, though only twenty-three) he first became noisy, then excessively friendly, and then invariably nagging. During childhood he had made himself renowned for his pleasant habit of pouncing down upon boys smaller and poorer than himself, and knocking their birds’ nests out of their hands, or overturning their little carts of apples, or pouring water down their backs; but his conduct became singularly the reverse of aggressive the moment the little boys’ mothers ran out to him, brandishing brooms, frying-pans, skimmers, and whatever else they could lay hands on by way of weapons. He then fled and hid behind bushes, under faggots, or in pits till they had gone away; and on one such occasion was known to creep into a badger’s hole quite out of sight, maintaining that post with great firmness and resolution for two or three hours. He had brought more vulgar exclamations upon the tongues of respectable parents in his native parish than any other boy of his time. When other youngsters snowballed him he ran into a place of shelter, where he kneaded snowballs of his own, with a stone inside, and used these formidable missiles in returning their pleasantry. Sometimes he got fearfully beaten by boys his own age, when he would roar most lustily, but fight on in the midst of his tears, blood, and cries.


  He was early in love, and had at the time of the story suffered from the ravages of that passion thirteen distinct times. He could not love lightly and gaily; his love was earnest, cross-tempered, and even savage. It was a positive agony to him to be ridiculed by the object of his affections, and such conduct drove him into a frenzy if persisted in. He was a torment to those who behaved humbly towards him, cynical with those who denied his superiority, and a very nice fellow towards those who had the courage to ill-use him.


  This stalwart gentleman and Anne Garland did not cross each other’s paths again for a week. Then her mother began as before about the newspaper, and, though Anne did not much like the errand, she agreed to go for it on Mrs. Garland pressing her with unusual anxiety. Why her mother was so persistent on so small a matter quite puzzled the girl; but she put on her hat and started.


  As she had expected, Festus appeared at a stile over which she sometimes went for shortness’ sake, and showed by his manner that he awaited her. When she saw this she kept straight on, as if she would not enter the down at all.


  ‘Surely this is your way?’ said Festus.


  ‘I was thinking of going round by the road,’ she said.


  ‘Why is that?’


  She paused, as if she were not inclined to say. ‘I go that way when the grass is wet,’ she returned at last.


  ‘It is not wet now,’ he persisted; ‘the sun has been shining on it these nine hours.’ The fact was that the way by the path was less open than by the road, and Festus wished to walk with her uninterrupted. ‘But, of course, it is nothing to me what you do.’ He flung himself from the stile and walked away towards the house.


  Anne, supposing him really indifferent, took the same way, upon which he turned his head and waited for her with a proud smile.


  ‘I cannot go with you,’ she said decisively.


  ‘Nonsense, you foolish girl! I must walk along with you down to the corner.’


  ‘No, please, Mr. Derriman; we might be seen.’


  ‘Now, now—that’s shyness!’ he said jocosely.


  ‘No; you know I cannot let you.’


  ‘But I must.’


  ‘But I do not allow it.’


  ‘Allow it or not, I will.’


  ‘Then you are unkind, and I must submit,’ she said, her eyes brimming with tears.


  ‘Ho, ho; what a shame of me! My wig, I won’t do any such thing for the world,’ said the repentant yeoman. ‘Haw, haw; why, I thought your “go away” meant “come on,” as it does with so many of the women I meet, especially in these clothes. Who was to know you were so confoundedly serious?’


  As he did not go Anne stood still and said nothing.


  ‘I see you have a deal more caution and a deal less good-nature than I ever thought you had,’ he continued emphatically.


  ‘No, sir; it is not any planned manner of mine at all,’ she said earnestly. ‘But you will see, I am sure, that I could not go down to the hall with you without putting myself in a wrong light.’


  ‘Yes; that’s it, that’s it. I am only a fellow in the yeomanry cavalry—a plain soldier, I may say; and we know what women think of such: that they are a bad lot—men you mustn’t speak to for fear of losing your character—chaps you avoid in the roads—chaps that come into a house like oxen, daub the stairs wi’ their boots, stain the furniture wi’ their drink, talk rubbish to the servants, abuse all that’s holy and righteous, and are only saved from being carried off by Old Nick because they are wanted for Boney.’


  ‘Indeed, I didn’t know you were thought so bad of as that,’ said she simply.


  ‘What! don’t my uncle complain to you of me? You are a favourite of that handsome, nice old gaffer’s, I know.’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Well, what do we think of our beau the trumpet-major, hey?’


  Anne closed her mouth up tight, built it up, in fact, to show that no answer was coming to that question.


  ‘O now, come, seriously, Loveday is a good fellow, and so is his father.’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘What a close little rogue you are! There is no getting anything out of you. I believe you would say “I don’t know,” to every mortal question, so very discreet as you are. Upon my heart, there are some women who would say “I don’t know,” to “Will ye marry me?”’


  The brightness upon Anne’s cheek and in her eyes during this remark showed that there was a fair quantity of life and warmth beneath the discretion he complained of. Having spoken thus, he drew aside that she might pass, and bowed very low. Anne formally inclined herself and went on.


  She had been at vexation point all the time that he was present, from a haunting sense that he would not have spoken to her so freely had she been a young woman with thriving male relatives to keep forward admirers in check. But she had been struck, now as at their previous meeting, with the power she possessed of working him up either to irritation or to complacency at will; and this consciousness of being able to play upon him as upon an instrument disposed her to a humorous considerateness, and made her tolerate even while she rebuffed him.


  When Anne got to the hall the farmer, as usual, insisted upon her reading what he had been unable to get through, and held the paper tightly in his skinny hand till she had agreed. He sent her to a hard chair that she could not possibly injure to the extent of a pennyworth by sitting in it a twelvemonth, and watched her from the outer angle of his near eye while she bent over the paper. His look might have been suggested by the sight that he had witnessed from his window on the last occasion of her visit, for it partook of the nature of concern. The old man was afraid of his nephew, physically and morally, and he began to regard Anne as a fellow-sufferer under the same despot. After this sly and curious gaze at her he withdrew his eye again, so that when she casually lifted her own there was nothing visible but his keen bluish profile as before.


  When the reading was about half-way through, the door behind them opened, and footsteps crossed the threshold. The farmer diminished perceptibly in his chair, and looked fearful, but pretended to be absorbed in the reading, and quite unconscious of an intruder. Anne felt the presence of the swashing Festus, and stopped her reading.


  ‘Please go on, Miss Anne,’ he said, ‘I am not going to speak a word.’ He withdrew to the mantelpiece and leaned against it at his ease.


  ‘Go on, do ye, maidy Anne,’ said Uncle Benjy, keeping down his tremblings by a great effort to half their natural extent.


  Anne’s voice became much lower now that there were two listeners, and her modesty shrank somewhat from exposing to Festus the appreciative modulations which an intelligent interest in the subject drew from her when unembarrassed. But she still went on that he might not suppose her to be disconcerted, though the ensuing ten minutes was one of disquietude. She knew that the bothering yeoman’s eyes were travelling over her from his position behind, creeping over her shoulders, up to her head, and across her arms and hands. Old Benjy on his part knew the same thing, and after sundry endeavours to peep at his nephew from the corner of his eye, he could bear the situation no longer.


  ‘Do ye want to say anything to me, nephew?’ he quaked.


  ‘No, uncle, thank ye,’ said Festus heartily. ‘I like to stay here, thinking of you and looking at your back hair.’


  The nervous old man writhed under this vivisection, and Anne read on; till, to the relief of both, the gallant fellow grew tired of his amusement and went out of the room. Anne soon finished her paragraph and rose to go, determined never to come again as long as Festus haunted the precincts. Her face grew warmer as she thought that he would be sure to waylay her on her journey home to-day.


  On this account, when she left the house, instead of going in the customary direction, she bolted round to the further side, through the bushes, along under the kitchen-garden wall, and through a door leading into a rutted cart-track, which had been a pleasant gravelled drive when the fine old hall was in its prosperity. Once out of sight of the windows she ran with all her might till she had quitted the grounds by a route directly opposite to that towards her home. Why she was so seriously bent upon doing this she could hardly tell; but the instinct to run was irresistible.


  It was necessary now to clamber over the down to the left of the camp, and make a complete circuit round the latter—infantry, cavalry, sutlers, and all—descending to her house on the other side. This tremendous walk she performed at a rapid rate, never once turning her head, and avoiding every beaten track to keep clear of the knots of soldiers taking a walk. When she at last got down to the levels again she paused to fetch breath, and murmured, ‘Why did I take so much trouble? He would not, after all, have hurt me.’


  As she neared the mill an erect figure with a blue body and white thighs descended before her from the down towards the village, and went past the mill to a stile beyond, over which she usually returned to her house. Here he lingered. On coming nearer Anne discovered this person to be Trumpet-major Loveday; and not wishing to meet anybody just now Anne passed quickly on, and entered the house by the garden door.


  ‘My dear Anne, what a time you have been gone!’ said her mother.


  ‘Yes, I have been round by another road.’


  ‘Why did you do that?’


  Anne looked thoughtful and reticent, for her reason was almost too silly a one to confess. ‘Well, I wanted to avoid a person who is very busy trying to meet me—that’s all,’ she said.


  Her mother glanced out of the window. ‘And there he is, I suppose,’ she said, as John Loveday, tired of looking for Anne at the stile, passed the house on his way to his father’s door. He could not help casting his eyes towards their window, and, seeing them, he smiled.


  Anne’s reluctance to mention Festus was such that she did not correct her mother’s error, and the dame went on: ‘Well, you are quite right, my dear. Be friendly with him, but no more at present. I have heard of your other affair, and think it is a very wise choice. I am sure you have my best wishes in it, and I only hope it will come to a point.’


  ‘What’s that?’ said the astonished Anne.


  ‘You and Mr. Festus Derriman, dear. You need not mind me; I have known it for several days. Old Granny Seamore called here Saturday, and told me she saw him coming home with you across White Horse Hill last week, when you went for the newspaper; so I thought I’d send you again to-day, and give you another chance.’


  ‘Then you didn’t want the paper—and it was only for that!’


  ‘He’s a very fine young fellow; he looks a thorough woman’s protector.’


  ‘He may look it,’ said Anne.


  ‘He has given up the freehold farm his father held at Pitstock, and lives in independence on what the land brings him. And when Farmer Derriman dies, he’ll have all the old man’s, for certain. He’ll be worth ten thousand pounds, if a penny, in money, besides sixteen horses, cart and hack, a fifty-cow dairy, and at least five hundred sheep.’


  Anne turned away, and instead of informing her mother that she had been running like a doe to escape the interesting heir-presumptive alluded to, merely said, ‘Mother, I don’t like this at all.’


  ♣


  IX.


  Anne is Kindly Fetched by the Trumpet-Major


  After this, Anne would on no account walk in the direction of the hall for fear of another encounter with young Derriman. In the course of a few days it was told in the village that the old farmer had actually gone for a week’s holiday and change of air to the Royal watering-place near at hand, at the instance of his nephew Festus. This was a wonderful thing to hear of Uncle Benjy, who had not slept outside the walls of Oxwell Hall for many a long year before; and Anne well imagined what extraordinary pressure must have been put upon him to induce him to take such a step. She pictured his unhappiness at the bustling watering-place, and hoped no harm would come to him.


  She spent much of her time indoors or in the garden, hearing little of the camp movements beyond the periodical Ta-ta-ta-taa of the trumpeters sounding their various ingenious calls for watch-setting, stables, feed, boot-and-saddle, parade, and so on, which made her think how clever her friend the trumpet-major must be to teach his pupils to play those pretty little tunes so well.


  On the third morning after Uncle Benjy’s departure, she was disturbed as usual while dressing by the tramp of the troops down the slope to the mill-pond, and during the now familiar stamping and splashing which followed there sounded upon the glass of the window a slight smack, which might have been caused by a whip or switch. She listened more particularly, and it was repeated.


  As John Loveday was the only dragoon likely to be aware that she slept in that particular apartment, she imagined the signal to come from him, though wondering that he should venture upon such a freak of familiarity.


  Wrapping herself up in a red cloak, she went to the window, gently drew up a corner of the curtain, and peeped out, as she had done many times before. Nobody who was not quite close beneath her window could see her face; but as it happened, somebody was close. The soldiers whose floundering Anne had heard were not Loveday’s dragoons, but a troop of the York Hussars, quite oblivious of her existence. They had passed on out of the water, and instead of them there sat Festus Derriman alone on his horse, and in plain clothes, the water reaching up to the animal’s belly, and Festus’s heels elevated over the saddle to keep them out of the stream, which threatened to wash rider and horse into the deep mill-head just below. It was plainly he who had struck her lattice, for in a moment he looked up, and their eyes met. Festus laughed loudly, and slapped her window again; and just at that moment the dragoons began prancing down the slope in review order. She could not but wait a minute or two to see them pass. While doing so she was suddenly led to draw back, drop the corner of the curtain, and blush privately in her room. She had not only been seen by Festus Derriman, but by John Loveday, who, riding along with his trumpet slung up behind him, had looked over his shoulder at the phenomenon of Derriman beneath Anne’s bedroom window and seemed quite astounded at the sight.


  She was quite vexed at the conjunction of incidents, and went no more to the window till the dragoons had ridden far away and she had heard Festus’s horse laboriously wade on to dry land. When she looked out there was nobody left but Miller Loveday, who usually stood in the garden at this time of the morning to say a word or two to the soldiers, of whom he already knew so many, and was in a fair way of knowing many more, from the liberality with which he handed round mugs of cheering liquor whenever parties of them walked that way.


  In the afternoon of this day Anne walked to a christening party at a neighbour’s in the adjoining parish of Springham, intending to walk home again before it got dark; but there was a slight fall of rain towards evening, and she was pressed by the people of the house to stay over the night. With some hesitation she accepted their hospitality; but at ten o’clock, when they were thinking of going to bed, they were startled by a smart rap at the door, and on it being unbolted a man’s form was seen in the shadows outside.


  ‘Is Miss Garland here?’ the visitor inquired, at which Anne suspended her breath.


  ‘Yes,’ said Anne’s entertainer, warily.


  ‘Her mother is very anxious to know what’s become of her. She promised to come home.’ To her great relief Anne recognized the voice as John Loveday’s, and not Festus Derriman’s.


  ‘Yes, I did, Mr. Loveday,’ said she, coming forward; ‘but it rained, and I thought my mother would guess where I was.’


  Loveday said with diffidence that it had not rained anything to speak of at the camp, or at the mill, so that her mother was rather alarmed.


  ‘And she asked you to come for me?’ Anne inquired.


  This was a question which the trumpet-major had been dreading during the whole of his walk thither. ‘Well, she didn’t exactly ask me,’ he said rather lamely, but still in a manner to show that Mrs. Garland had indirectly signified such to be her wish. In reality Mrs. Garland had not addressed him at all on the subject. She had merely spoken to his father on finding that her daughter did not return, and received an assurance from the miller that the precious girl was doubtless quite safe. John heard of this inquiry, and, having a pass that evening, resolved to relieve Mrs. Garland’s mind on his own responsibility. Ever since his morning view of Festus under her window he had been on thorns of anxiety, and his thrilling hope now was that she would walk back with him.


  He shifted his foot nervously as he made the bold request. Anne felt at once that she would go. There was nobody in the world whose care she would more readily be under than the trumpet-major’s in a case like the present. He was their nearest neighbour’s son, and she had liked his single-minded ingeniousness ingenuousness from the first moment of his return home.


  When they had started on their walk Anne said in a practical way, to show that there was no sentiment whatever in her acceptance of his company, ‘Mother was much alarmed about me, perhaps?’


  ‘Yes; she was uneasy,’ he said; and then was compelled by conscience to make a clean breast of it. ‘I know she was uneasy, because my father said so. But I did not see her myself. The truth is, she doesn’t know I am come.’


  Anne now saw how the matter stood; but she was not offended with him. What woman could have been? They walked on in silence, the respectful trumpet-major keeping a yard off on her right as precisely as if that measure had been fixed between them. She had a great feeling of civility toward him this evening, and spoke again. ‘I often hear your trumpeters blowing the calls. They do it beautifully, I think.’


  ‘Pretty fair; they might do better,’ said he, as one too well-mannered to make much of an accomplishment in which he had a hand.


  ‘And you taught them how to do it?’


  ‘Yes, I taught them.’


  ‘It must require wonderful practice to get them into the way of beginning and finishing so exactly at one time. It is like one throat doing it all. How came you to be a trumpeter, Mr. Loveday?’


  ‘Well, I took to it naturally when I was a little boy,’ said he, betrayed into quite a gushing state by her delightful interest. ‘I used to make trumpets of paper, eldersticks, eltrot stems, and even stinging-nettle stalks, you know. Then father set me to keep the birds off that little barley-ground of his, and gave me an old horn to frighten ’em with. I learnt to blow that horn so that you could hear me for miles and miles. Then he bought me a clarionet, and when I could play that I borrowed a serpent, and I learned to play a tolerable bass. So when I ’listed I was picked out for training as trumpeter at once.’


  ‘Of course you were.’


  ‘Sometimes, however, I wish I had never joined the army. My father gave me a very fair education, and your father showed me how to draw horses—on a slate, I mean. Yes, I ought to have done more than I have.’


  ‘What, did you know my father?’ she asked with new interest.


  ‘O yes, for years. You were a little mite of a thing then; and you used to cry when we big boys looked at you, and made pig’s eyes at you, which we did sometimes. Many and many a time have I stood by your poor father while he worked. Ah, you don’t remember much about him; but I do!’


  Anne remained thoughtful; and the moon broke from behind the clouds, lighting up the wet foliage with a twinkling brightness, and lending to each of the trumpet-major’s buttons and spurs a little ray of its own. They had come to Oxwell village, and he said, ‘Do you like going across, or round by the lane?’


  ‘We may as well go by the nearest road,’ said Anne.


  They entered a gate, following a half-obliterated drive till they came almost opposite the rear of the hall, when they entered a footpath leading towards the downs. While hereabout they heard a shout, or chorus of exclamation, apparently from within the walls of the dark buildings near them.


  ‘What was that?’ said Anne.


  ‘I don’t know,’ said her companion. ‘I’ll go and see.’


  He went round some intervening buildings into a wilderness which had once been a flower-garden, crossed an orchard of aged trees, and advanced to the wall of the house. Boisterous noises were resounding from within, and he was tempted to go round the corner, where the low windows were, and look through a chink into the room whence the sounds proceeded.


  It was the room in which the owner dined—traditionally called the great parlour—and within it sat about a dozen young men of the yeomanry cavalry, one of them being Festus. They were drinking, laughing, singing, thumping their fists on the tables, and enjoying themselves in the very perfection of confusion. The candles, blown by the breeze from the partly opened window, had guttered into coffin handles and shrouds, and, choked by their long black wicks for want of snuffing, gave out a smoky yellow light. One of the young men might possibly have been in a maudlin state, for he had his arm round the neck of his next neighbour. Another was making an incoherent speech to which nobody was listening. Some of their faces were red, some were sallow; some were sleepy, some wide awake. The only one among them who appeared in his usual frame of mind was Festus, whose huge, burly form rose at the head of the table, enjoying with a serene and triumphant aspect the difference between his own condition and that of his neighbours. While the trumpet-major looked, a young woman, niece of Anthony Cripplestraw, and one of Uncle Benjy’s servants, was called in by one of the crew, and much against her will a fiddle was placed in her hands, from which they made her produce discordant screeches.


  The absence of Uncle Benjy had, in fact, been contrived by young Derriman that he might make use of the hall on his own account. Cripplestraw had been left in charge, and Festus had found no difficulty in forcing from that dependent the keys of whatever he required. John Loveday turned his eyes from the scene to the neighbouring moonlit path, where Anne still stood waiting. Then he looked into the room, then at Anne again. It was an opportunity of advancing his own cause with her by exposing Festus, for whom he began to entertain hostile feelings of no mean force.


  ‘No; I can’t do it,’ he said. ‘’Tis underhand. Let things take their chance.’


  He moved away, and then perceived that Anne, tired of waiting, had crossed the orchard, and almost come up with him.


  ‘What is the noise about?’ she said.


  ‘There’s company in the house,’ said Loveday.


  ‘Company? Farmer Derriman is not at home,’ said Anne, and went on to the window whence the rays of light leaked out, the trumpet-major standing where he was. He saw her face enter the beam of candle-light, stay there for a moment, and quickly withdraw. She came back to him at once. ‘Let us go on,’ she said.


  Loveday imagined from her tone that she must have an interest in Derriman, and said sadly, ‘You blame me for going across to the window, and leading you to follow me.’


  ‘Not a bit,’ said Anne, seeing his mistake as to the state of her heart, and being rather angry with him for it. ‘I think it was most natural, considering the noise.’


  Silence again. ‘Derriman is sober as a judge,’ said Loveday, as they turned to go. ‘It was only the others who were noisy.’


  ‘Whether he is sober or not is nothing whatever to me,’ said Anne.


  ‘Of course not. I know it,’ said the trumpet-major, in accents expressing unhappiness at her somewhat curt tone, and some doubt of her assurance.


  Before they had emerged from the shadow of the hall some persons were seen moving along the road to the gate. Loveday was for going on just the same; but Anne, from a shy feeling that it was as well not to be seen walking alone with a man who was not her lover, said—


  ‘Mr. Loveday, let us wait here a minute till they have gone in.’


  On nearer view the group was seen to comprise a man on a piebald horse, and another man walking beside him. When they were opposite the house they halted, and the rider dismounted, whereupon a dispute between him and the other man ensued, apparently on a question of money.


  ‘’Tis old Mr. Derriman come home!’ said Anne. ‘He has hired that horse from the bathing-machine to bring him. Only fancy!’


  Before they had gone many steps further the farmer and his companion had ended their dispute, and the latter mounted the horse and cantered away, Uncle Benjy coming on to the house at a nimble pace. As soon as he observed Loveday and Anne, he fell into a feebler gait; when they came up he recognized Anne.


  ‘And you have torn yourself away from King George’s Esplanade so soon, Farmer Derriman?’ said she.


  ‘Yes, faith! I couldn’t bide at such a ruination place,’ said the farmer. ‘Your hand in your pocket every minute of the day. ’Tis a shilling for this, half-a-crown for that; if you only eat one egg, or even a poor windfall of an apple, you’ve got to pay; and a bunch o’ radishes is a halfpenny, and a quart o’ cider a good tuppence three-farthings at lowest reckoning. Nothing without paying! I couldn’t even get a ride homeward upon that screw without the man wanting a shilling for it, when my weight didn’t take a penny out of the beast. I’ve saved a penn’orth or so of shoe-leather to be sure; but the saddle was so rough wi’ patches that it took twopence out of the seat of my best breeches. King George hev’ ruined the town for other folks. More than that, my nephew promised to come there to-morrow to see me, and if I had stayed I must have treated en. Hey—what’s that?’


  It was a shout from within the walls of the building, and Loveday said—


  ‘Your nephew is here, and has company.’


  ‘My nephew here?’ gasped the old man. ‘Good folks, will you come up to the door with me? I mean—hee—hee—just for company! Dear me, I thought my house was as quiet as a church!’


  They went back to the window, and the farmer looked in, his mouth falling apart to a greater width at the corners than in the middle, and his fingers assuming a state of radiation.


  ‘’Tis my best silver tankards they’ve got, that I’ve never used! O, ’tis my strong beer! ’Tis eight candles guttering away, when I’ve used nothing but twenties myself for the last half-year!’


  ‘You didn’t know he was here, then?’ said Loveday.


  ‘O no!’ said the farmer, shaking his head half-way. ‘Nothing’s known to poor I! There’s my best rummers jingling as careless as if ’twas tin cups; and my table scratched, and my chairs wrenched out of joint. See how they tilt ’em on the two back legs—and that’s ruin to a chair! Ah! when I be gone he won’t find another old man to make such work with, and provide goods for his breaking, and house-room and drink for his tear-brass set!’


  ‘Comrades and fellow-soldiers,’ said Festus to the hot farmers and yeomen he entertained within, ‘as we have vowed to brave danger and death together, so we’ll share the couch of peace. You shall sleep here to-night, for it is getting late. My scram blue-vinnied gallicrow of an uncle takes care that there shan’t be much comfort in the house, but you can curl up on the furniture if beds run short. As for my sleep, it won’t be much. I’m melancholy! A woman has, I may say, got my heart in her pocket, and I have hers in mine. She’s not much—to other folk, I mean—but she is to me. The little thing came in my way, and conquered me. I fancy that simple girl! I ought to have looked higher—I know it; what of that? ’Tis a fate that may happen to the greatest men.’


  ‘Whash her name?’ said one of the warriors, whose head occasionally drooped upon his epaulettes, and whose eyes fell together in the casual manner characteristic of the tired soldier. (It was really Farmer Stubb, of Duddle Hole.)


  ‘Her name? Well, ’tis spelt, A, N—but, by gad, I won’t give ye her name here in company. She don’t live a hundred miles off, however, and she wears the prettiest cap-ribbons you ever saw. Well, well; ’tis weakness! She has little, and I have much; but I do adore that girl, in spite of myself!’


  ‘Let’s go on,’ said Anne.


  ‘Prithee stand by an old man till he’s got into his house!’ implored Uncle Benjy. ‘I only ask ye to bide within call. Stand back under the trees, and I’ll do my poor best to give no trouble.’


  ‘I’ll stand by you for half-an-hour, sir,’ said Loveday. ‘After that I must bolt to camp.’


  ‘Very well; bide back there under the trees,’ said Uncle Benjy. ‘I don’t want to spite ’em!’


  ‘You’ll wait a few minutes, just to see if he gets in?’ said the trumpet-major to Anne as they retired from the old man.


  ‘I want to get home,’ said Anne anxiously.


  When they had quite receded behind the tree-trunks and he stood alone, Uncle Benjy, to their surprise, set up a loud shout, altogether beyond the imagined power of his lungs.


  ‘Man a-lost! man a-lost!’ he cried, repeating the exclamation several times; and then ran and hid himself behind a corner of the building. Soon the door opened, and Festus and his guests came tumbling out upon the green.


  ‘’Tis our duty to help folks in distress,’ said Festus. ‘Man a-lost, where are you?’


  ‘’Twas across there,’ said one of his friends.


  ‘No; ’twas here,’ said another.


  Meanwhile Uncle Benjy, coming from his hiding-place, had scampered with the quickness of a boy up to the door they had quitted, and slipped in. In a moment the door flew together, and Anne heard him bolting and barring it inside. The revellers, however, did not notice this, and came on towards the spot where the trumpet-major and Anne were standing.


  ‘Here’s succour at hand, friends,’ said Festus. ‘We are all king’s men; do not fear us.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Loveday; ‘so are we.’ He explained in two words that they were not the distressed traveller who had cried out, and turned to go on.


  ‘’Tis she! my life, ’tis she!’ said Festus, now first recognizing Anne. ‘Fair Anne, I will not part from you till I see you safe at your own dear door.’


  ‘She’s in my hands,’ said Loveday civilly, though not without firmness, ‘so it is not required, thank you.’


  ‘Man, had I but my sword——’


  ‘Come,’ said Loveday, ‘I don’t want to quarrel. Let’s put it to her. Whichever of us she likes best, he shall take her home. Miss Anne, which?’


  Anne would much rather have gone home alone, but seeing the remainder of the yeomanry party staggering up she thought it best to secure a protector of some kind. How to choose one without offending the other and provoking a quarrel was the difficulty.


  ‘You must both walk home with me,’ she adroitly said, ‘one on one side, and one on the other. And if you are not quite civil to one another all the time, I’ll never speak to either of you again.’


  They agreed to the terms, and the other yeomen arriving at this time said they would go also as rearguard.


  ‘Very well,’ said Anne. ‘Now go and get your hats, and don’t be long.’


  ‘Ah, yes; our hats,’ said the yeomanry, whose heads were so hot that they had forgotten their nakedness till then.


  ‘You’ll wait till we’ve got ’em—we won’t be a moment,’ said Festus eagerly.


  Anne and Loveday said yes, and Festus ran back to the house, followed by all his band.


  ‘Now let’s run and leave ’em,’ said Anne, when they were out of hearing.


  ‘But we’ve promised to wait!’ said the trumpet-major in surprise.


  ‘Promised to wait!’ said Anne indignantly. ‘As if one ought to keep such a promise to drunken men as that. You can do as you like, I shall go.’


  ‘It is hardly fair to leave the chaps,’ said Loveday reluctantly, and looking back at them. But she heard no more, and flitting off under the trees, was soon lost to his sight.


  Festus and the rest had by this time reached Uncle Benjy’s door, which they were discomfited and astonished to find closed. They began to knock, and then to kick at the venerable timber, till the old man’s head, crowned with a tasselled nightcap, appeared at an upper window, followed by his shoulders, with apparently nothing on but his shirt, though it was in truth a sheet thrown over his coat.


  ‘Fie, fie upon ye all for making such a hullaballoo at a weak old man’s door,’ he said, yawning. ‘What’s in ye to rouse honest folks at this time o’ night?’


  ‘Hang me—why—it’s Uncle Benjy! Haw-haw-haw!’ said Festus. ‘Nunc, why how the devil’s this? ’Tis I—Festus—wanting to come in.’


  ‘O no, no, my clever man, whoever you be!’ said Uncle Benjy in a tone of incredulous integrity. ‘My nephew, dear boy, is miles away at quarters, and sound asleep by this time, as becomes a good soldier. That story won’t do to-night, my man, not at all.’


  ‘Upon my soul ’tis I,’ said Festus.


  ‘Not to-night, my man; not to-night! Anthony, bring my blunderbuss,’ said the farmer, turning and addressing nobody inside the room.


  ‘Let’s break in the window-shutters,’ said one of the others.


  ‘My wig, and we will!’ said Festus. ‘What a trick of the old man!’


  ‘Get some big stones,’ said the yeomen, searching under the wall.


  ‘No; forbear, forbear,’ said Festus, beginning to be frightened at the spirit he had raised. ‘I forget; we should drive him into fits, for he’s subject to ’em, and then perhaps ’twould be manslaughter. Comrades, we must march! No, we’ll lie in the barn. I’ll see into this, take my word for ’t. Our honour is at stake. Now let’s back to see my beauty home.’


  ‘We can’t, as we hav’n’t got our hats,’ said one of his fellow-troopers—in domestic life Jacob Noakes, of Nether-Moynton Farm.


  ‘No more we can,’ said Festus, in a melancholy tone. ‘But I must go to her and tell her the reason. She pulls me in spite of all.’


  ‘She’s gone. I saw her flee across the knap while we were knocking at the door,’ said another of the yeomanry.


  ‘Gone!’ said Festus, grinding his teeth and putting himself into a rigid shape. ‘Then ’tis my enemy—he has tempted her away with him! But I am a rich man, and he’s poor, and rides the King’s horse while I ride my own. Could I but find that fellow, that regular, that common man, I would——’


  ‘Yes?’ said the trumpet-major, coming up behind him.


  ‘I,’—said Festus, starting round,—‘I would seize him by the hand and say, “Guard her; if you are my friend, guard her from all harm!”’


  ‘A good speech. And I will, too,’ said Loveday heartily.


  ‘And now for shelter,’ said Festus to his companions.


  They then unceremoniously left Loveday, without wishing him good-night, and proceeded towards the barn. He crossed the field and ascended the down to the camp, grieved that he had given Anne cause of complaint, and fancying that she held him of slight account beside his wealthier rival.


  ♣


  X.


  The Match-Making Virtues of a Double Garden


  Anne was so flurried by the military incidents attending her return home that she was almost afraid to venture alone outside her mother’s premises. Moreover, the numerous soldiers, regular and other, that haunted Overcombe and its neighbourhood, were getting better acquainted with the villagers, and the result was that they were always standing at garden gates, walking in the orchards, or sitting gossiping just within cottage doors, with the bowls of their tobacco-pipes thrust outside for politeness’ sake, that they might not defile the air of the household. Being gentlemen of a gallant and most affectionate nature, they naturally turned their heads and smiled if a pretty girl passed by, which was rather disconcerting to the latter if she were unused to society. Every belle in the village soon had a lover, and when the belles were all allotted those who scarcely deserved that title had their turn, many of the soldiers being not at all particular about half-an-inch of nose more or less, a trifling deficiency of teeth, or a larger crop of freckles than is customary in the Saxon race. Thus, with one and another, courtship began to be practised in Overcombe on rather a large scale, and the dispossessed young men who had been born in the place were left to take their walks alone, where, instead of studying the works of nature, they meditated gross outrages on the brave men who had been so good as to visit their village.


  Anne watched these romantic proceedings from her window with much interest, and when she saw how triumphantly other handsome girls of the neighbourhood walked by on the gorgeous arms of Lieutenant Knockheelmann, Cornet Flitzenhart, and Captain Klaspenkissen, of the thrilling York Hussars, who swore the most picturesque foreign oaths, and had a wonderful sort of estate or property called the Vaterland in their country across the sea, she was filled with a sense of her own loneliness. It made her think of things which she tried to forget, and to look into a little drawer at something soft and brown that lay in a curl there, wrapped in paper. At last she could bear it no longer, and went downstairs.


  ‘Where are you going?’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘To see the folks, because I am so gloomy!’


  ‘Certainly not at present, Anne.’


  ‘Why not, mother?’ said Anne, blushing with an indefinite sense of being very wicked.


  ‘Because you must not. I have been going to tell you several times not to go into the street at this time of day. Why not walk in the morning? There’s young Mr. Derriman would be glad to——’


  ‘Don’t mention him, mother, don’t!’


  ‘Well then, dear, walk in the garden.’


  So poor Anne, who really had not the slightest wish to throw her heart away upon a soldier, but merely wanted to displace old thoughts by new, turned into the inner garden from day to day, and passed a good many hours there, the pleasant birds singing to her, and the delightful butterflies alighting on her hat, and the horrid ants running up her stockings.


  This garden was undivided from Loveday’s, the two having originally been the single garden of the whole house. It was a quaint old place, enclosed by a thorn hedge so shapely and dense from incessant clipping that the mill-boy could walk along the top without sinking in—a feat which he often performed as a means of filling out his day’s work. The soil within was of that intense fat blackness which is only seen after a century of constant cultivation. The paths were grassed over, so that people came and went upon them without being heard. The grass harboured slugs, and on this account the miller was going to replace it by gravel as soon as he had time; but as he had said this for thirty years without doing it, the grass and the slugs seemed likely to remain.


  The miller’s man attended to Mrs. Garland’s piece of the garden as well as to the larger portion, digging, planting, and weeding indifferently in both, the miller observing with reason that it was not worth while for a helpless widow lady to hire a man for her little plot when his man, working alongside, could tend it without much addition to his labour. The two households were on this account even more closely united in the garden than within the mill. Out there they were almost one family, and they talked from plot to plot with a zest and animation which Mrs. Garland could never have anticipated when she first removed thither after her husband’s death.


  The lower half of the garden, furthest from the road, was the most snug and sheltered part of this snug and sheltered enclosure, and it was well watered as the land of Lot. Three small brooks, about a yard wide, ran with a tinkling sound from side to side between the plots, crossing the path under wood slabs laid as bridges, and passing out of the garden through little tunnels in the hedge. The brooks were so far overhung at their brinks by grass and garden produce that, had it not been for their perpetual babbling, few would have noticed that they were there. This was where Anne liked best to linger when her excursions became restricted to her own premises; and in a spot of the garden not far removed the trumpet-major loved to linger also.


  Having by virtue of his office no stable duty to perform, he came down from the camp to the mill almost every day; and Anne, finding that he adroitly walked and sat in his father’s portion of the garden whenever she did so in the other half, could not help smiling and speaking to him. So his epaulettes and blue jacket, and Anne’s yellow gipsy hat, were often seen in different parts of the garden at the same time; but he never intruded into her part of the enclosure, nor did she into Loveday’s. She always spoke to him when she saw him there, and he replied in deep, firm accents across the gooseberry bushes, or through the tall rows of flowering peas, as the case might be. He thus gave her accounts at fifteen paces of his experiences in camp, in quarters, in Flanders, and elsewhere; of the difference between line and column, of forced marches, billeting, and such like, together with his hopes of promotion. Anne listened at first indifferently; but knowing no one else so good-natured and experienced, she grew interested in him as in a brother. By degrees his gold lace, buckles, and spurs lost all their strangeness and were as familiar to her as her own clothes.


  At last Mrs. Garland noticed this growing friendship, and began to despair of her motherly scheme of uniting Anne to the moneyed Festus. Why she could not take prompt steps to check interference with her plans arose partly from her nature, which was the reverse of managing, and partly from a new emotional circumstance with which she found it difficult to reckon. The near neighbourhood that had produced the friendship of Anne for John Loveday was slowly effecting a warmer liking between her mother and his father.


  Thus the month of July passed. The troop horses came with the regularity of clockwork twice a day down to drink under her window, and, as the weather grew hotter, kicked up their heels and shook their heads furiously under the maddening sting of the dun-fly. The green leaves in the garden became of a darker dye, the gooseberries ripened, and the three brooks were reduced to half their winter volume.


  At length the earnest trumpet-major obtained Mrs. Garland’s consent to take her and her daughter to the camp, which they had not yet viewed from any closer point than their own windows. So one afternoon they went, the miller being of the party. The villagers were by this time driving a roaring trade with the soldiers, who purchased of them every description of garden produce, milk, butter, and eggs at liberal prices. The figures of these rural sutlers could be seen creeping up the slopes, laden like bees, to a spot in the rear of the camp, where there was a kind of market-place on the greensward.


  Mrs. Garland, Anne, and the miller were conducted from one place to another, and on to the quarter where the soldiers’ wives lived who had not been able to get lodgings in the cottages near. The most sheltered place had been chosen for them, and snug huts had been built for their use by their husbands, of clods, hurdles, a little thatch, or whatever they could lay hands on. The trumpet-major conducted his friends thence to the large barn which had been appropriated as a hospital, and to the cottage with its windows bricked up, that was used as the magazine; then they inspected the lines of shining dark horses (each representing the then high figure of two-and-twenty guineas purchase money), standing patiently at the ropes which stretched from one picket-post to another, a bank being thrown up in front of them as a protection at night.


  They passed on to the tents of the German Legion, a well-grown and rather dandy set of men, with a poetical look about their faces which rendered them interesting to feminine eyes. Hanoverians, Saxons, Prussians, Swedes, Hungarians, and other foreigners were numbered in their ranks. They were cleaning arms, which they leant carefully against a rail when the work was complete.


  On their return they passed the mess-house, a temporary wooden building with a brick chimney. As Anne and her companions went by, a group of three or four of the hussars were standing at the door talking to a dashing young man, who was expatiating on the qualities of a horse that one was inclined to buy. Anne recognized Festus Derriman in the seller, and Cripplestraw was trotting the animal up and down. As soon as she caught the yeoman’s eye he came forward, making some friendly remark to the miller, and then turning to Miss Garland, who kept her eyes steadily fixed on the distant landscape till he got so near that it was impossible to do so longer. Festus looked from Anne to the trumpet-major, and from the trumpet-major back to Anne, with a dark expression of face, as if he suspected that there might be a tender understanding between them.


  ‘Are you offended with me?’ he said to her in a low voice of repressed resentment.


  ‘No,’ said Anne.


  ‘When are you coming to the hall again?’


  ‘Never, perhaps.’


  ‘Nonsense, Anne,’ said Mrs. Garland, who had come near, and smiled pleasantly on Festus. ‘You can go at any time, as usual.’


  ‘Let her come with me now, Mrs. Garland; I should be pleased to walk along with her. My man can lead home the horse.’


  ‘Thank you, but I shall not come,’ said Miss Anne coldly.


  The widow looked unhappily in her daughter’s face, distressed between her desire that Anne should encourage Festus, and her wish to consult Anne’s own feelings.


  ‘Leave her alone, leave her alone,’ said Festus, his gaze blackening. ‘Now I think of it I am glad she can’t come with me, for I am engaged;’ and he stalked away.


  Anne moved on with her mother, young Loveday silently following, and they began to descend the hill.


  ‘Well, where’s Mr. Loveday?’ asked Mrs. Garland.


  ‘Father’s behind,’ said John.


  Mrs. Garland looked behind her solicitously; and the miller, who had been waiting for the event, beckoned to her.


  ‘I’ll overtake you in a minute,’ she said to the younger pair, and went back, her colour, for some unaccountable reason, rising as she did so. The miller and she then came on slowly together, conversing in very low tones, and when they got to the bottom they stood still. Loveday and Anne waited for them, saying but little to each other, for the rencounter with Festus had damped the spirits of both. At last the widow’s private talk with Miller Loveday came to an end, and she hastened onward, the miller going in another direction to meet a man on business. When she reached the trumpet-major and Anne she was looking very bright and rather flurried, and seemed sorry when Loveday said that he must leave them and return to the camp. They parted in their usual friendly manner, and Anne and her mother were left to walk the few remaining yards alone.


  ‘There, I’ve settled it,’ said Mrs. Garland. ‘Anne, what are you thinking about? I have settled in my mind that it is all right.’


  ‘What’s all right?’ said Anne.


  ‘That you do not care for Derriman, and mean to encourage John Loveday. What’s all the world so long as folks are happy! Child, don’t take any notice of what I have said about Festus, and don’t meet him any more.’


  ‘What a weathercock you are, mother! Why should you say that just now?’


  ‘It is easy to call me a weathercock,’ said the matron, putting on the look of a good woman; ‘but I have reasoned it out, and at last, thank God, I have got over my ambition. The Lovedays are our true and only friends, and Mr. Festus Derriman, with all his money, is nothing to us at all.’


  ‘But,’ said Anne, ‘what has made you change all of a sudden from what you have said before?’


  ‘My feelings and my reason, which I am thankful for!’


  Anne knew that her mother’s sentiments were naturally so versatile that they could not be depended on for two days together; but it did not occur to her for the moment that a change had been helped on in the present case by a romantic talk between Mrs. Garland and the miller. But Mrs. Garland could not keep the secret long. She chatted gaily as she walked, and before they had entered the house she said, ‘What do you think Mr. Loveday has been saying to me, dear Anne?’


  Anne did not know at all.


  ‘Why, he has asked me to marry him.’


  ♣


  XI.


  Our People are Affected by the Presence of Royalty


  To explain the miller’s sudden proposal it is only necessary to go back to that moment when Anne, Festus, and Mrs. Garland were talking together on the down. John Loveday had fallen behind so as not to interfere with a meeting in which he was decidedly superfluous; and his father, who guessed the trumpet-major’s secret, watched his face as he stood. John’s face was sad, and his eyes followed Mrs. Garland’s encouraging manner to Festus in a way which plainly said that every parting of her lips was tribulation to him. The miller loved his son as much as any miller or private gentleman could do, and he was pained to see John’s gloom at such a trivial circumstance. So what did he resolve but to help John there and then by precipitating a matter which, had he himself been the only person concerned, he would have delayed for another six months.


  He had long liked the society of his impulsive, tractable neighbour, Mrs. Garland; had mentally taken her up and pondered her in connexion with the question whether it would not be for the happiness of both if she were to share his home, even though she was a little his superior in antecedents and knowledge. In fact he loved her; not tragically, but to a very creditable extent for his years; that is, next to his sons, Bob and John, though he knew very well of that ploughed-ground appearance near the corners of her once handsome eyes, and that the little depression in her right cheek was not the lingering dimple it was poetically assumed to be, but a result of the abstraction of some worn-out nether millstones within the cheek by Rootle, the Budmouth man, who lived by such practices on the heads of the elderly. But what of that, when he had lost two to each one of hers, and exceeded her in age by some eight years! To do John a service, then, he quickened his designs, and put the question to her while they were standing under the eyes of the younger pair.


  Mrs. Garland, though she had been interested in the miller for a long time, and had for a moment now and then thought on this question as far as, ‘Suppose he should,’ ‘If he were to,’ and so on, had never thought much further; and she was really taken by surprise when the question came. She answered without affectation that she would think over the proposal; and thus they parted.


  Her mother’s infirmity of purpose set Anne thinking, and she was suddenly filled with a conviction that in such a case she ought to have some purpose herself. Mrs. Garland’s complacency at the miller’s offer had, in truth, amazed her. While her mother had held up her head, and recommended Festus, it had seemed a very pretty thing to rebel; but the pressure being removed an awful sense of her own responsibility took possession of her mind. As there was no longer anybody to be wise or ambitious for her, surely she should be wise and ambitious for herself, discountenance her mother’s attachment, and encourage Festus in his addresses, for her own and her mother’s good. There had been a time when a Loveday thrilled her own heart; but that was long ago, before she had thought of position or differences. To wake into cold daylight like this, when and because her mother had gone into the land of romance, was dreadful and new to her, and like an increase of years without living them.


  But it was easier to think that she ought to marry the yeoman than to take steps for doing it; and she went on living just as before, only with a little more thoughtfulness in her eyes.


  Two days after the visit to the camp, when she was again in the garden, Soldier Loveday said to her, at a distance of five rows of beans and a parsley-bed—


  ‘You have heard the news, Miss Garland?’


  ‘No,’ said Anne, without looking up from a book she was reading.


  ‘The King is coming to-morrow.’


  ‘The King?’ She looked up then.


  ‘Yes; to Gloucester Lodge; and he will pass this way. He can’t arrive till long past the middle of the night, if what they say is true, that he is timed to change horses at Woodyates Inn—between Mid and South Wessex—at twelve o’clock,’ continued Loveday, encouraged by her interest to cut off the parsley-bed from the distance between them.


  Miller Loveday came round the corner of the house.


  ‘Have ye heard about the King coming, Miss Maidy Anne?’ he said.


  Anne said that she had just heard of it; and the trumpet-major, who hardly welcomed his father at such a moment, explained what he knew of the matter.


  ‘And you will go with your regiment to meet ’en, I suppose?’ said old Loveday.


  Young Loveday said that the men of the German Legion were to perform that duty. And turning half from his father, and half towards Anne, he added, in a tentative tone, that he thought he might get leave for the night, if anybody would like to be taken to the top of the Ridgeway over which the royal party must pass.


  Anne, knowing by this time of the budding hope in the gallant dragoon’s mind, and not wishing to encourage it, said, ‘I don’t want to go.’


  The miller looked disappointed as well as John.


  ‘Your mother might like to!’


  ‘Yes, I am going indoors, and I’ll ask her if you wish me to,’ said she.


  She went indoors and rather coldly told her mother of the proposal. Mrs. Garland, though she had determined not to answer the miller’s question on matrimony just yet, was quite ready for this jaunt, and in spite of Anne she sailed off at once to the garden to hear more about it. When she re-entered, she said—


  ‘Anne, I have not seen the King or the King’s horses for these many years; and I am going.’


  ‘Ah, it is well to be you, mother,’ said Anne, in an elderly tone.


  ‘Then you won’t come with us?’ said Mrs. Garland, rather rebuffed.


  ‘I have very different things to think of,’ said her daughter with virtuous emphasis, ‘than going to see sights at that time of night.’


  Mrs. Garland was sorry, but resolved to adhere to the arrangement. The night came on; and it having gone abroad that the King would pass by the road, many of the villagers went out to see the procession. When the two Lovedays and Mrs. Garland were gone, Anne bolted the door for security, and sat down to think again on her grave responsibilities in the choice of a husband, now that her natural guardian could no longer be trusted.


  A knock came to the door.


  Anne’s instinct was at once to be silent, that the comer might think the family had retired.


  The knocking person, however, was not to be easily persuaded. He had in fact seen rays of light over the top of the shutter, and, unable to get an answer, went on to the door of the mill, which was still going, the miller sometimes grinding all night when busy. The grinder accompanied the stranger to Mrs. Garland’s door.


  ‘The daughter is certainly at home, sir,’ said the grinder. ‘I’ll go round to t’other side, and see if she’s there, Master Derriman.’


  ‘I want to take her out to see the King,’ said Festus.


  Anne had started at the sound of the voice. No opportunity could have been better for carrying out her new convictions on the disposal of her hand. But in her mortal dislike of Festus, Anne forgot her principles, and her idea of keeping herself above the Lovedays. Tossing on her hat and blowing out the candle, she slipped out at the back door, and hastily followed in the direction that her mother and the rest had taken. She overtook them as they were beginning to climb the hill.


  ‘What! you have altered your mind after all?’ said the widow. ‘How came you to do that, my dear?’


  ‘I thought I might as well come,’ said Anne.


  ‘To be sure you did,’ said the miller heartily. ‘A good deal better than biding at home there.’


  John said nothing, though she could almost see through the gloom how glad he was that she had changed her mind. When they reached the ridge over which the highway stretched they found many of their neighbours who had got there before them idling on the grass border between the roadway and the hedge, enjoying a sort of midnight picnic, which it was easy to do, the air being still and dry. Some carriages were also standing near, though most people of the district who possessed four wheels, or even two, had driven into the town to await the King there. From this height could be seen in the distance the position of the watering-place, an additional number of lanterns, lamps, and candles having been lighted to-night by the loyal burghers to grace the royal entry, if it should occur before dawn.


  Mrs. Garland touched Anne’s elbow several times as they walked, and the young woman at last understood that this was meant as a hint to her to take the trumpet-major’s arm, which its owner was rather suggesting than offering to her. Anne wondered what infatuation was possessing her mother, declined to take the arm, and contrived to get in front with the miller, who mostly kept in the van to guide the others’ footsteps. The trumpet-major was left with Mrs. Garland, and Anne’s encouraging pursuit of them induced him to say a few words to the former.


  ‘By your leave, ma’am, I’ll speak to you on something that concerns my mind very much indeed?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘It is my wish to be allowed to pay my addresses to your daughter.’


  ‘I thought you meant that,’ said Mrs. Garland simply.


  ‘And you’ll not object!’


  ‘I shall leave it to her. I don’t think she will agree, even if I do.’


  The soldier sighed, and seemed helpless. ‘Well, I can but ask her,’ he said.


  The spot on which they had finally chosen to wait for the King was by a field gate, whence the white road could be seen for a long distance northwards by day, and some little distance now. They lingered and lingered, but no King came to break the silence of that beautiful summer night. As half-hour after half-hour glided by, and nobody came, Anne began to get weary; she knew why her mother did not propose to go back, and regretted the reason. She would have proposed it herself, but that Mrs. Garland seemed so cheerful, and as wide awake as at noonday, so that it was almost a cruelty to disturb her.


  The trumpet-major at last made up his mind, and tried to draw Anne into a private conversation. The feeling which a week ago had been a vague and piquant aspiration, was to-day altogether too lively for the reasoning of this warm-hearted soldier to regulate. So he persevered in his intention to catch her alone, and at last, in spite of her manœuvres to the contrary, he succeeded. The miller and Mrs. Garland had walked about fifty yards further on, and Anne and himself were left standing by the gate.


  But the gallant musician’s soul was so much disturbed by tender vibrations and by the sense of his presumption that he could not begin; and it may be questioned if he would ever have broached the subject at all, had not a distant church clock opportunely assisted him by striking the hour of three. The trumpet-major heaved a breath of relief.


  ‘That clock strikes in G sharp,’ he said.


  ‘Indeed—G sharp?’ said Anne civilly.


  ‘Yes. ’Tis a fine-toned bell. I used to notice that note when I was a boy.’


  ‘Did you—the very same?’


  ‘Yes; and since then I had a wager about that bell with the bandmaster of the North Wessex Militia. He said the note was G; I said it wasn’t. When we found it G sharp we didn’t know how to settle it.’


  ‘It is not a deep note for a clock.’


  ‘O no! The finest tenor bell about here is the bell of Peter’s, Casterbridge—in E flat. Tum-m-m-m—that’s the note—tum-m-m-m.’ The trumpet-major sounded from far down his throat what he considered to be E flat, with a parenthetic sense of luxury unquenchable even by his present distraction.


  ‘Shall we go on to where my mother is?’ said Anne, less impressed by the beauty of the note than the trumpet-major himself was.


  ‘In one minute,’ he said tremulously. ‘Talking of music—I fear you don’t think the rank of a trumpet-major much to compare with your own?’


  ‘I do. I think a trumpet-major a very respectable man.’


  ‘I am glad to hear you say that. It is given out by the King’s command that trumpet-majors are to be considered respectable.’


  ‘Indeed! Then I am, by chance, more loyal than I thought for.’


  ‘I get a good deal a year extra to the trumpeters, because of my position.’


  ‘That’s very nice.’


  ‘And I am not supposed ever to drink with the trumpeters who serve beneath me.’


  ‘Naturally.’


  ‘And, by the orders of the War Office, I am to exert over them (that’s the government word)—exert over them full authority; and if any one behaves towards me with the least impropriety, or neglects my orders, he is to be confined and reported.’


  ‘It is really a dignified post,’ she said, with, however, a reserve of enthusiasm which was not altogether encouraging.


  ‘And of course some day I shall,’ stammered the dragoon—‘shall be in rather a better position than I am at present.’


  ‘I am glad to hear it, Mr. Loveday.’


  ‘And in short, Mistress Anne,’ continued John Loveday bravely and desperately, ‘may I pay court to you in the hope that—no, no, don’t go away!—you haven’t heard yet—that you may make me the happiest of men; not yet, but when peace is proclaimed and all is smooth and easy again? I can’t put it any better, though there’s more to be explained.’


  ‘This is most awkward,’ said Anne, evidently with pain. ‘I cannot possibly agree; believe me, Mr. Loveday, I cannot.’


  ‘But there’s more than this. You would be surprised to see what snug rooms the married trumpet- and sergeant-majors have in quarters.’


  ‘Barracks are not all; consider camp and war.’


  ‘That brings me to my strong point!’ exclaimed the soldier hopefully. ‘My father is better off than most non-commissioned officers’ fathers; and there’s always a home for you at his house in any emergency. I can tell you privately that he has enough to keep us both, and if you wouldn’t hear of barracks, well, peace once established, I’d live at home as a miller and farmer—next door to your own mother.’


  ‘My mother would be sure to object,’ expostulated Anne.


  ‘No; she leaves it all to you.’


  ‘What! you have asked her?’ said Anne, with surprise.


  ‘Yes. I thought it would not be honourable to act otherwise.’


  ‘That’s very good of you,’ said Anne, her face warming with a generous sense of his straightforwardness. ‘But my mother is so entirely ignorant of a soldier’s life, and the life of a soldier’s wife—she is so simple in all such matters, that I cannot listen to you any more readily for what she may say.’


  ‘Then it is all over for me,’ said the poor trumpet-major, wiping his face and putting away his handkerchief with an air of finality.


  Anne was silent. Any woman who has ever tried will know without explanation what an unpalatable task it is to dismiss, even when she does not love him, a man who has all the natural and moral qualities she would desire, and only fails in the social. Would-be lovers are not so numerous, even with the best women, that the sacrifice of one can be felt as other than a good thing wasted, in a world where there are few good things.


  ‘You are not angry, Miss Garland?’ said he, finding that she did not speak.


  ‘O no. Don’t let us say anything more about this now.’ And she moved on.


  When she drew near to the miller and her mother she perceived that they were engaged in a conversation of that peculiar kind which is all the more full and communicative from the fact of definitive words being few. In short, here the game was succeeding which with herself had failed. It was pretty clear from the symptoms, marks, tokens, telegraphs, and general by-play between widower and widow, that Miller Loveday must have again said to Mrs. Garland some such thing as he had said before, with what result this time she did not know.


  As the situation was delicate, Anne halted awhile apart from them. The trumpet-major, quite ignorant of how his cause was entered into by the white-coated man in the distance (for his father had not yet told him of his designs upon Mrs. Garland), did not advance, but stood still by the gate, as though he were attending a princess, waiting till he should be called up. Thus they lingered, and the day began to break. Mrs. Garland and the miller took no heed of the time, and what it was bringing to earth and sky, so occupied were they with themselves; but Anne in her place and the trumpet-major in his, each in private thought of no bright kind, watched the gradual glory of the east through all its tones and changes. The world of birds and insects got lively, the blue and the yellow and the gold of Loveday’s uniform again became distinct; the sun bored its way upward, the fields, the trees, and the distant landscape kindled to flame, and the trumpet-major, backed by a lilac shadow as tall as a steeple, blazed in the rays like a very god of war.


  It was half-past three o’clock. A short time after, a rattle of horses and wheels reached their ears from the quarter in which they gazed, and there appeared upon the white line of road a moving mass, which presently ascended the hill and drew near.


  Then there arose a huzza from the few knots of watchers gathered there, and they cried, ‘Long live King Jarge!’ The cortège passed abreast. It consisted of three travelling-carriages, escorted by a detachment of the German Legion. Anne was told to look in the first carriage—a post-chariot drawn by four horses—for the King and Queen, and was rewarded by seeing a profile reminding her of the current coin of the realm; but as the party had been travelling all night, and the spectators here gathered were few, none of the royal family looked out of the carriage windows. It was said that the two elder princesses were in the same carriage, but they remained invisible. The next vehicle, a coach and four, contained more princesses, and the third some of their attendants.


  ‘Thank God, I have seen my King!’ said Mrs. Garland, when they had all gone by.


  Nobody else expressed any thankfulness, for most of them had expected a more pompous procession than the bucolic tastes of the King cared to indulge in; and one old man said grimly that that sight of dusty old leather coaches was not worth waiting for. Anne looked hither and thither in the bright rays of the day, each of her eyes having a little sun in it, which gave her glance a peculiar golden fire, and kindled the brown curls grouped over her forehead to a yellow brilliancy, and made single hairs, blown astray by the night, look like lacquered wires. She was wondering if Festus were anywhere near, but she could not see him.


  Before they left the ridge they turned their attention towards the Royal watering-place, which was visible at this place only as a portion of the sea-shore, from which the night-mist was rolling slowly back. The sea beyond was still wrapped in summer fog, the ships in the roads showing through it as black spiders suspended in the air. While they looked and walked a white jet of smoke burst from a spot which the miller knew to be the battery in front of the King’s residence, and then the report of guns reached their ears. This announcement was answered by a salute from the Castle of the adjoining Isle, and the ships in the neighbouring anchorage. All the bells in the town began ringing. The King and his family had arrived.


  ♣


  XII.


  How Everybody Great and Small Climbed to the Top of the Downs


  As the days went on, echoes of the life and bustle of the town reached the ears of the quiet people in Overcombe hollow—exciting and moving those unimportant natives as a ground-swell moves the weeds in a cave. Travelling-carriages of all kinds and colours climbed and descended the road that led towards the seaside borough. Some contained those personages of the King’s suite who had not kept pace with him in his journey from Windsor; others were the coaches of aristocracy, big and little, whom news of the King’s arrival drew thither for their own pleasure: so that the highway, as seen from the hills about Overcombe, appeared like an ant-walk—a constant succession of dark spots creeping along its surface at nearly uniform rates of progress, and all in one direction.


  The traffic and intelligence between camp and town passed in a measure over the villagers’ heads. It being summer time the miller was much occupied with business, and the trumpet-major was too constantly engaged in marching between the camp and Gloucester Lodge with the rest of the dragoons to bring his friends any news for some days.


  At last he sent a message that there was to be a review on the downs by the King, and that it was fixed for the day following. This information soon spread through the village and country round, and next morning the whole population of Overcombe—except two or three very old men and women, a few babies and their nurses, a cripple, and Corporal Tullidge—ascended the slope with the crowds from afar, and awaited the events of the day.


  The miller wore his best coat on this occasion, which meant a good deal. An Overcombe man in those days would have a best coat, and keep it as a best coat half his life. The miller’s had seen five and twenty summers, chiefly through the chinks of a clothes-box, and was not at all shabby as yet, though getting singular. But that could not be helped; common coats and best coats were distinct species, and never interchangeable. Living so near the scene of the review he walked up the hill, accompanied by Mrs. Garland and Anne as usual.


  It was a clear day with little wind stirring, and the view from the downs, one of the most extensive in the county, was unclouded. The eye of any observer who cared for such things swept over the wave-washed town, and the bay beyond, and the Isle, with its pebble bank, lying on the sea to the left of these, like a great crouching animal tethered to the mainland. On the extreme east of the marine horizon, St. Aldhelm’s Head closed the scene, the sea to the southward of that point glaring like a mirror under the sun. Inland could be seen Badbury Rings, where a beacon had been recently erected; and nearer, Rainbarrow, on Egdon Heath, where another stood: further to the left Bulbarrow, where there was yet another. Not far from this came Nettlecombe Tout; to the west, Dogberry Hill, and Black’on near to the foreground, the beacon thereon being built of furze faggots thatched with straw, and standing on the spot where the monument now raises its head.


  At nine o’clock the troops marched upon the ground—some from the camps in the vicinity, and some from quarters in the different towns round about. The approaches to the down were blocked with carriages of all descriptions, ages, and colours, and with pedestrians of every class. At ten the royal personages were said to be drawing near, and soon after the King, accompanied by the Dukes of Cambridge and Cumberland, and a couple of generals, appeared on horseback, wearing a round hat turned up at the side, with a cockade and military feather. (Sensation among the crowd.) Then the Queen and three of the princesses entered the field in a great coach drawn by six beautiful cream-coloured horses. Another coach, with four horses of the same sort, brought the two remaining princesses. (Confused acclamations, ‘There’s King Jarge!’ ‘That’s Queen Sharlett!’ ‘Princess ’Lizabeth!’ ‘Princesses Sophiar and Meelyer!’ etc., from the surrounding spectators.)


  Anne and her party were fortunate enough to secure a position on the top of one of the barrows which rose here and there on the down; and the miller having gallantly constructed a little cairn of flints, he placed the two women thereon, by which means they were enabled to see over the heads, horses, and coaches of the multitudes below and around. At the march-past the miller’s eye, which had been wandering about for the purpose, discovered his son in his place by the trumpeters, who had moved forwards in two ranks, and were sounding the march.


  ‘That’s John!’ he cried to the widow. ‘His trumpet-sling is of two colours, d’ye see; and the others be plain.’


  Mrs. Garland too saw him now, and enthusiastically admired him from her hands upwards, and Anne silently did the same. But before the young woman’s eyes had quite left the trumpet-major they fell upon the figure of Yeoman Festus riding with his troop, and keeping his face at a medium between haughtiness and mere bravery. He certainly looked as soldierly as any of his own corps, and felt more soldierly than half-a-dozen, as anybody could see by observing him. Anne got behind the miller, in case Festus should discover her, and, regardless of his monarch, rush upon her in a rage with, ‘Why the devil did you run away from me that night—hey, madam?’ But she resolved to think no more of him just now, and to stick to Loveday, who was her mother’s friend. In this she was helped by the stirring tones which burst from the latter warrior and his subordinates from time to time.


  ‘Well,’ said the miller complacently, ‘there’s few of more consequence in a regiment than a trumpeter. He’s the chap that tells ’em what to do, after all. Hey, Mrs. Garland?’


  ‘So he is, miller,’ said she.


  ‘They could no more do without Jack and his men than they could without generals.’


  ‘Indeed they could not,’ said Mrs. Garland again, in a tone of pleasant agreement with any one in Great Britain or Ireland.


  It was said that the line that day was two or three miles long, reaching from the high ground on the right of where the people stood to the turnpike road on the left. After the review came a sham fight, during which action the crowd dispersed more widely over the downs, enabling Widow Garland to get still clearer glimpses of the King, and his handsome charger, and the head of the Queen, and the elbows and shoulders of the princesses in the carriages, and fractional parts of General Garth and the Duke of Cumberland; which sights gave her great gratification. She tugged at her daughter at every opportunity, exclaiming, ‘Now you can see his feather!’ ‘There’s her hat!’ ‘There’s her Majesty’s India muslin shawl!’ in a minor form of ecstasy, that made the miller think her more girlish and animated than her daughter Anne.


  In those military manœuvres the miller followed the fortunes of one man; Anne Garland of two. The spectators, who, unlike our party, had no personal interest in the soldiery, saw only troops and battalions in the concrete, straight lines of red, straight lines of blue, white lines formed of innumerable knee-breeches, black lines formed of many gaiters, coming and going in kaleidoscopic change. Who thought of every point in the line as an isolated man, each dwelling all to himself in the hermitage of his own mind? One person did, a young man far removed from the barrow where the Garlands and Miller Loveday stood. The natural expression of his face was somewhat obscured by the bronzing effects of rough weather, but the lines of his mouth showed that affectionate impulses were strong within him—perhaps stronger than judgment well could regulate. He wore a blue jacket with little brass buttons, and was plainly a seafaring man.


  Meanwhile, in the part of the plain where rose the tumulus on which the miller had established himself, a broad-brimmed tradesman was elbowing his way along. He saw Mr. Loveday from the base of the barrow, and beckoned to attract his attention. Loveday went half-way down, and the other came up as near as he could.


  ‘Miller,’ said the man, ‘a letter has been lying at the post-office for you for the last three days. If I had known that I should see ’ee here I’d have brought it along with me.’


  The miller thanked him for the news, and they parted, Loveday returning to the summit. ‘What a very strange thing!’ he said to Mrs. Garland, who had looked inquiringly at his face, now very grave. ‘That was Budmouth postmaster, and he says there’s a letter for me. Ah, I now call to mind that there was a letter in the candle three days ago this very night—a large red one; but foolish-like I thought nothing o’t. Who can that letter be from?’


  A letter at this time was such an event for hamleteers, even of the miller’s respectable standing, that Loveday thenceforward was thrown into a fit of abstraction which prevented his seeing any more of the sham fight, or the people, or the King. Mrs. Garland imbibed some of his concern, and suggested that the letter might come from his son Robert.


  ‘I should naturally have thought that,’ said Miller Loveday; ‘but he wrote to me only two months ago, and his brother John heard from him within the last four weeks, when he was just about starting on another voyage. If you’ll pardon me, Mrs. Garland, ma’am, I’ll see if there’s any Overcombe man here who is going to Budmouth to-day, so that I may get the letter by night-time. I cannot possibly go myself.’


  So Mr. Loveday left them for awhile; and as they were so near home Mrs. Garland did not wait on the barrow for him to come back, but walked about with Anne a little time, until they should be disposed to trot down the slope to their own door. They listened to a man who was offering one guinea to receive ten in case Buonaparte should be killed in three months, and to other entertainments of that nature, which at this time were not rare. Once during their peregrination the eyes of the sailor before-mentioned fell upon Anne; but he glanced over her and passed her unheedingly by. Loveday the elder was at this time on the other side of the line, looking for a messenger to the town. At twelve o’clock the review was over, and the King and his family left the hill. The troops then cleared off the field, the spectators followed, and by one o’clock the downs were again bare.


  They still spread their grassy surface to the sun as on that beautiful morning not, historically speaking, so very long ago; but the King and his fifteen thousand armed men, the horses, the bands of music, the princesses, the cream-coloured teams—the gorgeous centre-piece, in short, to which the downs were but the mere mount or margin—how entirely have they all passed and gone!—lying scattered about the world as military and other dust, some at Talavera, Albuera, Salamanca, Vittoria, Toulouse, and Waterloo; some in home churchyards; and a few small handfuls in royal vaults.


  In the afternoon John Loveday, lightened of his trumpet and trappings, appeared at the old mill-house door, and beheld Anne standing at hers.


  ‘I saw you, Miss Garland,’ said the soldier gaily.


  ‘Where was I?’ said she, smiling.


  ‘On the top of the big mound—to the right of the King.’


  ‘And I saw you; lots of times,’ she rejoined.


  Loveday seemed pleased. ‘Did you really take the trouble to find me? That was very good of you.’


  ‘Her eyes followed you everywhere,’ said Mrs. Garland from an upper window.


  ‘Of course I looked at the dragoons most,’ said Anne, disconcerted. ‘And when I looked at them my eyes naturally fell upon the trumpets. I looked at the dragoons generally, no more.’


  She did not mean to show any vexation to the trumpet-major, but he fancied otherwise, and stood repressed. The situation was relieved by the arrival of the miller, still looking serious.


  ‘I am very much concerned, John; I did not go to the review for nothing. There’s a letter a-waiting for me at Budmouth, and I must get it before bedtime, or I shan’t sleep a wink.’


  ‘I’ll go, of course,’ said John; ‘and perhaps Miss Garland would like to see what’s doing there to-day? Everybody is gone or going; the road is like a fair.’


  He spoke pleadingly, but Anne was not won to assent.


  ‘You can drive in the gig; ’twill do Blossom good,’ said the miller.


  ‘Let David drive Miss Garland,’ said the trumpet-major, not wishing to coerce her; ‘I would just as soon walk.’


  Anne joyfully welcomed this arrangement, and a time was fixed for the start.


  ♣


  XIII.


  The Conversation in the Crowd


  In the afternoon they drove off, John Loveday being nowhere visible. All along the road they passed and were overtaken by vehicles of all descriptions going in the same direction; among them the extraordinary machines which had been invented for the conveyance of troops to any point of the coast on which the enemy should land; they consisted of four boards placed across a sort of trolly, thirty men of the volunteer companies riding on each.


  The popular Georgian watering-place was in a paroxysm of gaiety. The town was quite overpowered by the country round, much to the town’s delight and profit. The fear of invasion was such that six frigates lay in the roads to ensure the safety of the royal family, and from the regiments of horse and foot quartered at the barracks, or encamped on the hills round about, a picket of a thousand men mounted guard every day in front of Gloucester Lodge, where the King resided. When Anne and her attendant reached this point, which they did on foot, stabling the horse on the outskirts of the town, it was about six o’clock. The King was on the Esplanade, and the soldiers were just marching past to mount guard. The band formed in front of the King, and all the officers saluted as they went by.


  Anne now felt herself close to and looking into the stream of recorded history, within whose banks the littlest things are great, and outside which she and the general bulk of the human race were content to live on as an unreckoned, unheeded superfluity.


  When she turned from her interested gaze at this scene, there stood John Loveday. She had had a presentiment that he would turn up in this mysterious way. It was marvellous that he could have got there so quickly; but there he was—not looking at the King, or at the crowd, but waiting for the turn of her head.


  ‘Trumpet-major, I didn’t see you,’ said Anne demurely. ‘How is it that your regiment is not marching past?’


  ‘We take it by turns, and it is not our turn,’ said Loveday.


  She wanted to know then if they were afraid that the King would be carried off by the First Consul. Yes, Loveday told her; and his Majesty was rather venturesome. A day or two before he had gone so far to sea that he was nearly caught by some of the enemy’s cruisers. ‘He is anxious to fight Boney single-handed,’ he said.


  ‘What a good, brave King!’ said Anne.


  Loveday seemed anxious to come to more personal matters. ‘Will you let me take you round to the other side, where you can see better?’ he asked. ‘The Queen and the princesses are at the window.’


  Anne passively assented. ‘David, wait here for me,’ she said; ‘I shall be back again in a few minutes.’


  The trumpet-major then led her off triumphantly, and they skirted the crowd and came round on the side towards the sands. He told her everything he could think of, military and civil, to which Anne returned pretty syllables and parenthetic words about the colour of the sea and the curl of the foam—a way of speaking that moved the soldier’s heart even more than long and direct speeches would have done.


  ‘And that other thing I asked you?’ he ventured to say at last.


  ‘We won’t speak of it.’


  ‘You don’t dislike me?’


  ‘O no!’ she said, gazing at the bathing-machines, digging children, and other common objects of the seashore, as if her interest lay there rather than with him.


  ‘But I am not worthy of the daughter of a genteel professional man—that’s what you mean?’


  ‘There’s something more than worthiness required in such cases, you know,’ she said, still without calling her mind away from surrounding scenes. ‘Ah, there are the Queen and princesses at the window!’


  ‘Something more?’


  ‘Well, since you will make me speak, I mean the woman ought to love the man.’


  The trumpet-major seemed to be less concerned about this than about her supposed superiority. ‘If it were all right on that point, would you mind the other?’ he asked, like a man who knows he is too persistent, yet who cannot be still.


  ‘How can I say, when I don’t know? What a pretty chip hat the elder princess wears!’


  Her companion’s general disappointment extended over him almost to his lace and his plume. ‘Your mother said, you know, Miss Anne——’


  ‘Yes, that’s the worst of it,’ she said. ‘Let us go back to David; I have seen all I want to see, Mr. Loveday.’


  The mass of the people had by this time noticed the Queen and princesses at the window, and raised a cheer, to which the ladies waved their embroidered handkerchiefs. Anne went back towards the pavement with her trumpet-major, whom all the girls envied her, so fine-looking a soldier was he; and not only for that, but because it was well known that he was not a soldier from necessity, but from patriotism, his father having repeatedly offered to set him up in business: his artistic taste in preferring a horse and uniform to a dirty, rumbling flour-mill was admired by all. She, too, had a very nice appearance in her best clothes as she walked along—the sarcenet hat, muslin shawl, and tight-sleeved gown being of the newest Overcombe fashion, that was only about a year old in the adjoining town, and in London three or four. She could not be harsh to Loveday and dismiss him curtly, for his musical pursuits had refined him, educated him, and made him quite poetical. To-day he had been particularly well-mannered and tender; so, instead of answering, ‘Never speak to me like this again,’ she merely put him off with a ‘Let us go back to David.’


  When they reached the place where they had left him David was gone.


  Anne was now positively vexed. ‘What shall I do?’ she said.


  ‘He’s only gone to drink the King’s health,’ said Loveday, who had privately given David the money for performing that operation. ‘Depend upon it, he’ll be back soon.’


  ‘Will you go and find him?’ said she, with intense propriety in her looks and tone.


  ‘I will,’ said Loveday reluctantly; and he went.


  Anne stood still. She could now escape her gallant friend, for, although the distance was long, it was not impossible to walk home. On the other hand, Loveday was a good and sincere fellow, for whom she had almost a sisterly feeling, and she shrank from such a trick. While she stood and mused, scarcely heeding the music, the marching of the soldiers, the King, the dukes, the brilliant staff, the attendants, and the happy groups of people, her eyes fell upon the ground.


  Before her she saw a flower lying—a crimson sweet-william—fresh and uninjured. An instinctive wish to save it from destruction by the passengers’ feet led her to pick it up; and then, moved by a sudden self-consciousness, she looked around. She was standing before an inn, and from an upper window Festus Derriman was leaning with two or three kindred spirits of his cut and kind. He nodded eagerly, and signified to her that he had thrown the flower.


  What should she do? To throw it away would seem stupid, and to keep it was awkward. She held it between her finger and thumb, twirled it round on its axis and twirled it back again, regarding and yet not examining it. Just then she saw the trumpet-major coming back.


  ‘I can’t find David anywhere,’ he said; and his heart was not sorry as he said it.


  Anne was still holding out the sweet-william as if about to drop it, and, scarcely knowing what she did under the distressing sense that she was watched, she offered the flower to Loveday.


  His face brightened with pleasure as he took it. ‘Thank you, indeed,’ he said.


  Then Anne saw what a misleading blunder she had committed towards Loveday in playing to the yeoman. Perhaps she had sown the seeds of a quarrel.


  ‘It was not my sweet-william,’ she said hastily; ‘it was lying on the ground. I don’t mean anything by giving it to you.’


  ‘But I’ll keep it all the same,’ said the innocent soldier, as if he knew a good deal about womankind; and he put the flower carefully inside his jacket, between his white waistcoat and his heart.


  Festus, seeing this, enlarged himself wrathfully, got hot in the face, rose to his feet, and glared down upon them like a turnip-lantern.


  ‘Let us go away,’ said Anne timorously.


  ‘I’ll see you safe to your own door, depend upon me,’ said Loveday. ‘But—I had near forgot—there’s father’s letter, that he’s so anxiously waiting for! Will you come with me to the post-office? Then I’ll take you straight home.’


  Anne, expecting Festus to pounce down every minute, was glad to be off anywhere; so she accepted the suggestion, and they went along the parade together.


  Loveday set this down as a proof of Anne’s relenting. Thus in joyful spirits he entered the office, paid the postage, and received the letter.


  ‘It is from Bob, after all!’ he said. ‘Father told me to read it at once, in case of bad news. Ask your pardon for keeping you a moment.’ He broke the seal and read, Anne standing silently by.


  ‘He is coming home to be married,’ said the trumpet-major, without looking up.


  Anne did not answer. The blood swept impetuously up her face at his words, and as suddenly went away again, leaving her rather paler than before. She disguised her agitation and then overcame it, Loveday observing nothing of this emotional performance.


  ‘As far as I can understand he will be here Saturday,’ he said.


  ‘Indeed!’ said Anne quite calmly. ‘And who is he going to marry?’


  ‘That I don’t know,’ said John, turning the letter about. ‘The woman is a stranger.’


  At this moment the miller entered the office hastily.


  ‘Come, John,’ he cried, ‘I have been waiting and waiting for that there letter till I was nigh crazy!’


  John briefly explained the news, and when his father had recovered from his astonishment, taken off his hat, and wiped the exact line where his forehead joined his hair, he walked with Anne up the street, leaving John to return alone. The miller was so absorbed in his mental perspective of Bob’s marriage, that he saw nothing of the gaieties they passed through; and Anne seemed also so much impressed by the same intelligence, that she crossed before the inn occupied by Festus without showing a recollection of his presence there.


  ♣


  XIV.


  Later in the Evening of the Same Day


  When they reached home the sun was going down. It had already been noised abroad that Miller Loveday had received a letter, and, his cart having been heard coming up the lane, the population of Overcombe drew down towards the mill as soon as he had gone indoors—a sudden flash of brightness from the window showing that he had struck such an early light as nothing but the immediate deciphering of literature could require. Letters were matters of public moment, and everybody in the parish had an interest in the reading of those rare documents; so that when the miller had placed the candle, slanted himself, and called in Mrs. Garland to have her opinion on the meaning of any hieroglyphics that he might encounter in his course, he found that he was to be additionally assisted by the opinions of the other neighbours, whose persons appeared in the doorway, partly covering each other like a hand of cards, yet each showing a large enough piece of himself for identification. To pass the time while they were arranging themselves, the miller adopted his usual way of filling up casual intervals, that of snuffing the candle.


  ‘We heard you had got a letter, Maister Loveday,’ they said.


  ‘Yes; “Southampton, the twelfth of August, dear father,”’ said Loveday; and they were as silent as relations at the reading of a will. Anne, for whom the letter had a singular fascination, came in with her mother and sat down.


  Bob stated in his own way that having, since landing, taken into consideration his father’s wish that he should renounce a seafaring life and become a partner in the mill, he had decided to agree to the proposal; and with that object in view he would return to Overcombe in three days from the time of writing.


  He then said incidentally that since his voyage he had been in lodgings at Southampton, and during that time had become acquainted with a lovely and virtuous young maiden, in whom he found the exact qualities necessary to his happiness. Having known this lady for the full space of a fortnight he had had ample opportunities of studying her character, and, being struck with the recollection that, if there was one thing more than another necessary in a mill which had no mistress, it was somebody who could play that part with grace and dignity, he had asked Miss Matilda Johnson to be his wife. In her kindness she, though sacrificing far better prospects, had agreed; and he could not but regard it as a happy chance that he should have found at the nick of time such a woman to adorn his home, whose innocence was as stunning as her beauty. Without much ado, therefore, he and she had arranged to be married at once, and at Overcombe, that his father might not be deprived of the pleasures of the wedding feast. She had kindly consented to follow him by land in the course of a few days, and to live in the house as their guest for the week or so previous to the ceremony.


  ‘’Tis a proper good letter,’ said Mrs. Comfort from the background. ‘I never heerd true love better put out of hand in my life; and they seem ’nation fond of one another.’


  ‘He haven’t knowed her such a very long time,’ said Job Mitchell dubiously.


  ‘That’s nothing,’ said Esther Beach. ‘’Nater will find her way very rapid when the time’s come for’t. Well, ’tis good news for ye, miller.’


  ‘Yes, sure, I hope ’tis,’ said Loveday, without, however, showing any great hurry to burst into the frantic form of fatherly joy which the event should naturally have produced, seeming more disposed to let off his feelings by examining thoroughly into the fibres of the letter-paper.


  ‘I was five years a-courting my wife,’ he presently remarked. ‘But folks were slower about everything in them days. Well, since she’s coming we must make her welcome. Did any of ye catch by my reading which day it is he means? What with making out the penmanship, my mind was drawn off from the sense here and there.’


  ‘He says in three days,’ said Mrs. Garland. ‘The date of the letter will fix it.’


  On examination it was found that the day appointed was the one nearly expired; at which the miller jumped up and said, ‘Then he’ll be here before bedtime. I didn’t gather till now that he was coming afore Saturday. Why, he may drop in this very minute!’


  He had scarcely spoken when footsteps were heard coming along the front, and they presently halted at the door. Loveday pushed through the neighbours and rushed out; and, seeing in the passage a form which obscured the declining light, the miller seized hold of him, saying, ‘O my dear Bob; then you are come!’


  ‘Scrounch it all, miller, don’t quite pull my poor shoulder out of joint! Whatever is the matter?’ said the new-comer, trying to release himself from Loveday’s grasp of affection. It was Uncle Benjy.


  ‘Thought ’twas my son!’ faltered the miller, sinking back upon the toes of the neighbours who had closely followed him into the entry. ‘Well, come in, Mr. Derriman, and make yerself at home. Why, you haven’t been here for years! Whatever has made you come now, sir, of all times in the world?’


  ‘Is he in there with ye?’ whispered the farmer with misgiving.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘My nephew; after that maid that he’s so mighty smit with?’


  ‘O no; he never calls here.’


  Farmer Derriman breathed a breath of relief. ‘Well, I’ve called to tell ye,’ he said, ‘that there’s more news of the French. We shall have ’em here this month as sure as a gun. The gunboats be all ready—near two thousand of ’em—and the whole army is at Boulogne. And, miller, I know ’ee to be an honest man.’


  Loveday did not say nay.


  ‘Neighbour Loveday, I know ’ee to be an honest man,’ repeated the old squireen. ‘Can I speak to ’ee alone?’


  As the house was full, Loveday took him into the garden, all the while upon tenter-hooks, not lest Buonaparte should appear in their midst, but lest Bob should come whilst he was not there to receive him. When they had got into a corner Uncle Benjy said, ‘Miller, what with the French, and what with my nephew Festus, I assure ’ee my life is nothing but wherrit from morning to night. Miller Loveday, you are an honest man.’


  Loveday nodded.


  ‘Well, I’ve come to ask a favour—to ask if you will take charge of my few poor title-deeds and documents and suchlike, while I am away from home next week, lest anything should befall me, and they should be stole away by Boney or Festus, and I should have nothing left in the wide world? I can trust neither banks nor lawyers in these terrible times; and I am come to you.’


  Loveday after some hesitation agreed to take care of anything that Derriman should bring, whereupon the farmer said he would call with the parchments and papers alluded to in the course of a week. Derriman then went away by the garden gate, mounted his pony, which had been tethered outside, and rode on till his form was lost in the shades.


  The miller rejoined his friends, and found that in the meantime John had arrived. John informed the company that after parting from his father and Anne he had rambled to the harbour, and discovered the Pewit by the quay. On inquiry he had learnt that she came in at eleven o’clock, and that Bob had gone ashore.


  ‘We’ll go and meet him,’ said the miller. ‘’Tis still light out of doors.’


  So, as the dew rose from the meads and formed fleeces in the hollows, Loveday and his friends and neighbours strolled out, and loitered by the stiles which hampered the footpath from Overcombe to the high-road at intervals of a hundred yards. John Loveday, being obliged to return to camp, was unable to accompany them, but Widow Garland thought proper to fall in with the procession. When she had put on her bonnet she called to her daughter. Anne said from upstairs that she was coming in a minute; and her mother walked on without her.


  What was Anne doing? Having hastily unlocked a receptacle for emotional objects of small size, she took thence the little folded paper with which we have already become acquainted, and, striking a light from her private tinder-box, she held the paper, and curl of hair it contained, in the candle till they were burnt. Then she put on her hat and followed her mother and the rest of them across the moist grey fields, cheerfully singing in an undertone as she went, to assure herself of her indifference to circumstances.


  ♣


  XV.


  ‘Captain’ Bob Loveday of the Merchant Service


  While Loveday and his neighbours were thus rambling forth, full of expectancy, some of them, including Anne in the rear, heard the crackling of light wheels along the curved lane to which the path was the chord. At once Anne thought, ‘Perhaps that’s he, and we are missing him.’ But recent events were not of a kind to induce her to say anything; and the others of the company did not reflect on the sound.


  Had they gone across to the hedge which hid the lane, and looked through it, they would have seen a light cart driven by a boy, beside whom was seated a seafaring man, apparently of good standing in the merchant service, with his feet outside on the shaft. The vehicle went over the main bridge, turned in upon the other bridge at the tail of the mill, and halted by the door. The sailor alighted, showing himself to be a well-shaped, active, and fine young man, with a bright eye, an anonymous nose, and of such a rich complexion by exposure to ripening suns that he might have been some connexion of the foreigner who calls his likeness the Portrait of a Gentleman in galleries of the Old Masters. Yet in spite of this, and though Bob Loveday had been all over the world from Cape Horn to Pekin, and from India’s coral strand to the White Sea, the most conspicuous of all the marks that he had brought back with him was an increased resemblance to his mother, who had lain all the time beneath Overcombe church wall.


  Captain Loveday tried the house door; finding this locked he went to the mill door: this was locked also, the mill being stopped for the night.


  ‘They are not at home,’ he said to the boy. ‘But never mind that. Just help to unload the things; and then I’ll pay you, and you can drive off home.’


  The cart was unloaded, and the boy was dismissed, thanking the sailor profusely for the payment rendered. Then Bob Loveday, finding that he had still some leisure on his hands, looked musingly east, west, north, south, and nadir; after which he bestirred himself by carrying his goods, article by article, round to the back door, out of the way of casual passers. This done, he walked round the mill in a more regardful attitude, and surveyed its familiar features one by one—the panes of the grinding-room, now as heretofore clouded with flour as with stale hoar-frost; the meal lodged in the corners of the window-sills, forming a soil in which lichens grew without ever getting any bigger, as they had done since his dimmest infancy; the mosses on the plinth towards the river, reaching as high as the capillary power of the walls would fetch up moisture for their nourishment, and the penned mill-pond, now as ever on the point of overflowing into the garden. Everything was the same.


  When he had had enough of this it occurred to Loveday that he might get into the house in spite of the locked doors; and by entering the garden, placing a pole from the fork of an apple-tree to the window-sill of a bedroom on that side, and climbing across like a Barbary ape, he entered the window and stepped down inside. There was something anomalous in being close to the familiar furniture without having first seen his father, and its silent, impassive shine was not cheering; it was as if his relations were all dead, and only their tables and chests of drawers left to greet him. He went downstairs and seated himself in the dark parlour. Finding this place, too, rather solitary, and the tick of the invisible clock preter-naturally loud, he unearthed the tinder-box, obtained a light, and set about making the house comfortable for his father’s return, divining that the miller had gone out to meet him by the wrong road.


  Robert’s interest in this work increased as he proceeded, and he bustled round and round the kitchen as lightly as a girl. David the indoor factotum having lost himself among the quart pots of Budmouth, there had been nobody left here to prepare supper, and Bob had it all to himself. In a short time a fire blazed up the chimney, a tablecloth was found, the plates were clapped down, and a search made for what provisions the house afforded, which, in addition to various meats, included some fresh eggs of the elongated shape that produces cockerels when hatched, and had been set aside on that account for putting under the next broody hen.


  A more reckless cracking of eggs than that which now went on had never been known in Overcombe since the last large christening; and as Loveday gashed one on the side, another at the end, another longways, and another diagonally, he acquired adroitness by practice, and at last made every son of a hen of them fall into two hemispheres as neatly as if it opened by a hinge. From eggs he proceeded to ham, and from ham to kidneys, the result being a brilliant fry.


  Not to be tempted to fall to before his father came back, the returned navigator emptied the whole into a dish, laid a plate over the top, his coat over the plate, and his hat over his coat. Thus completely stopping in the appetizing smell, he sat down to await events. He was relieved from the tediousness of doing this by hearing voices outside; and in a minute his father entered.


  ‘Glad to welcome ’ee home, father,’ said Bob. ‘And supper is just ready.’


  ‘Lard, lard—why, Captain Bob’s here!’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘And we’ve been out waiting to meet thee!’ said the miller, as he entered the room, followed by representatives of the houses of Cripplestraw, Comfort, Mitchell, Beach, and Snooks, together with some small beginnings of Fencible Tremlett’s posterity. In the rear came David, and quite in the vanishing-point of the composition, Anne the fair.


  ‘I drove over; and so was forced to come by the road,’ said Bob.


  ‘And we went across the fields, thinking you’d walk,’ said his father.


  ‘I should have been here this morning; but not so much as a wheelbarrow could I get for my traps; everything was gone to the review. So I went too, thinking I might meet you there. I was then obliged to return to the harbour for the luggage.’


  Then there was a welcoming of Captain Bob by pulling out his arms like drawers and shutting them again, smacking him on the back as if he were choking, holding him at arm’s length as if he were of too large type to read close. All which persecution Bob bore with a wide, genial smile that was shaken into fragments and scattered promiscuously among the spectators.


  ‘Get a chair for ’n!’ said the miller to David, whom they had met in the fields and found to have got nothing worse by his absence than a slight slant in his walk.


  ‘Never mind—I am not tired—I have been here ever so long,’ said Bob. ‘And I—’ But the chair having been placed behind him, and a smart touch in the hollow of a person’s knee by the edge of that piece of furniture having a tendency to make the person sit without further argument, Bob sank down dumb, and the others drew up other chairs at a convenient nearness for easy analytic vision and the subtler forms of good fellowship. The miller went about saying, ‘David, the nine best glasses from the corner cupboard!’—‘David, the corkscrew!’—‘David, whisk the tail of thy smock-frock round the inside of these quart pots afore you draw drink in ’em—they be an inch thick in dust!’—‘David, lower that chimney-crook a couple of notches that the flame may touch the bottom of the kettle, and light three more of the largest candles!’—‘If you can’t get the cork out of the jar, David, bore a hole in the tub of Hollands that’s buried under the scroff in the fuel-house; d’ye hear?—Dan Brown left en there yesterday as a return for the little porker I gied en.’


  When they had all had a thimbleful round, and the superfluous neighbours had reluctantly departed one by one, the inmates gave their minds to the supper, which David had begun to serve up.


  ‘What be you rolling back the tablecloth for, David?’ said the miller.


  ‘Maister Bob have put down one of the under sheets by mistake, and I thought you might not like it, sir, as there’s ladies present!’


  ‘Faith, ’twas the first thing that came to hand,’ said Robert. ‘It seemed a tablecloth to me.’


  ‘Never mind—don’t pull off the things now he’s laid ’em down—let it bide,’ said the miller. ‘But where’s Widow Garland and Maidy Anne?’


  ‘They were here but a minute ago,’ said David. ‘Depend upon it they have slinked off ’cause they be shy.’


  The miller at once went round to ask them to come back and sup with him; and while he was gone David told Bob in confidence what an excellent place he had for an old man.


  ‘Yes, Cap’n Bob, as I suppose I must call ’ee; I’ve worked for yer father these eight-and-thirty years, and we have always got on very well together. Trusts me with all the keys, lends me his sleeve-waistcoat, and leaves the house entirely to me. Widow Garland next door, too, is just the same with me, and treats me as if I was her own child.’


  ‘She must have married young to make you that, David.’


  ‘Yes, yes—I’m years older than she. ’Tis only my common way of speaking.’


  Mrs. Garland would not come in to supper, and the meal proceeded without her, Bob recommending to his father the dish he had cooked, in the manner of a householder to a stranger just come. The miller was anxious to know more about his son’s plans for the future, but would not for the present interrupt his eating, looking up from his own plate to appreciate Bob’s travelled way of putting English victuals out of sight, as he would have looked at a mill on improved principles.


  David had only just got the table clear, and set the plates in a row under the bakehouse table for the cats to lick, when the door was hastily opened, and Mrs. Garland came in, looking concerned.


  ‘I have been waiting to hear the plates removed to tell you how frightened we are at something we hear at the back-door. It seems like robbers muttering; but when I look out there’s nobody there!’


  ‘This must be seen to,’ said the miller, rising promptly. ‘David, light the middle-sized lantern. I’ll go and search the garden.’


  ‘And I’ll go too,’ said his son, taking up a cudgel. ‘Lucky I’ve come home just in time!’


  They went out stealthily, followed by the widow and Anne, who had been afraid to stay alone in the house under the circumstances. No sooner were they beyond the door when, sure enough, there was the muttering, almost close at hand, and low upon the ground, as from persons lying down in hiding.


  ‘Bless my heart!’ said Bob, striking his head as though it were some enemy’s: ‘why, ’tis my luggage. I’d quite forgot it!’


  ‘What!’ asked his father.


  ‘My luggage. Really, if it hadn’t been for Mrs. Garland it would have stayed there all night, and they, poor things! would have been starved. I’ve got all sorts of articles for ’ee. You go inside, and I’ll bring ’em in. ’Tis parrots that you hear a-muttering, Mrs. Garland. You needn’t be afraid any more.’


  ‘Parrots!’ said the miller. ‘Well, I’m glad ’tis no worse. But how couldst forget so, Bob?’


  The packages were taken in by David and Bob, and the first unfastened were three, wrapped in cloths, which being stripped off revealed three cages, with a gorgeous parrot in each.


  ‘This one is for you, father, to hang up outside the door, and amuse us,’ said Bob. ‘He’ll talk very well, but he’s sleepy to-night. This other one I brought along for any neighbour that would like to have him. His colours are not so bright; but ’tis a good bird. If you would like to have him you are welcome to him,’ he said, turning to Anne, who had been tempted forward by the birds. ‘You have hardly spoken yet, Miss Anne, but I recollect you very well. How much taller you have got, to be sure!’


  Anne said she was much obliged, but did not know what she could do with such a present. Mrs. Garland accepted it for her, and the sailor went on—‘Now this other bird I hardly know what to do with; but I dare say he’ll come in for something or other.’


  ‘He is by far the prettiest,’ said the widow. ‘I would rather have it than the other, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Bob, with embarrassment. ‘But the fact is, that bird will hardly do for ye, ma’am. He’s a hard swearer, to tell the truth; and I’m afraid he’s too old to be broken of it.’


  ‘How dreadful!’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘We could keep him in the mill,’ suggested the miller. ‘It won’t matter about the grinder hearing him, for he can’t learn to cuss worse than he do already!’


  ‘The grinder shall have him, then,’ said Bob. ‘The one I have given you, ma’am, has no harm in him at all. You might take him to church o’ Sundays as far as that goes.’


  The sailor now untied a small wooden box about a foot square, perforated with holes. ‘Here are two marmosets,’ he continued. ‘You can’t see them to-night; but they are beauties—the tufted sort.’


  ‘What’s a marmoset?’ said the miller.


  ‘O, a little kind of monkey. They bite strangers rather hard, but you’ll soon get used to ’em.’


  ‘They are wrapped up in something, I declare,’ said Mrs. Garland, peeping in through a chink.


  ‘Yes, that’s my flannel shirt,’ said Bob apologetically. ‘They suffer terribly from cold in this climate, poor things! and I had nothing better to give them. Well, now, in this next box I’ve got things of different sorts.’


  The latter was a regular seaman’s chest, and out of it he produced shells of many sizes and colours, carved ivories, queer little caskets, gorgeous feathers, and several silk handkerchiefs, which articles were spread out upon all the available tables and chairs till the house began to look like a bazaar.


  ‘What a lovely shawl!’ exclaimed Widow Garland, in her interest forestalling the regular exhibition by looking into the box at what was coming.


  ‘O yes,’ said the mate, pulling out a couple of the most bewitching shawls that eyes ever saw. ‘One of these I am going to give to that young lady I am shortly to be married to, you know, Mrs. Garland. Has father told you about it? Matilda Johnson, of Southampton, that’s her name.’


  ‘Yes, we know all about it,’ said the widow.


  ‘Well, I shall give one of these shawls to her—because, of course, I ought to.’


  ‘Of course,’ said she.


  ‘But the other one I’ve got no use for at all; and,’ he continued, looking round, ‘will you have it, Miss Anne? You refused the parrot, and you ought not to refuse this.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Anne calmly, but much distressed; ‘but really I don’t want it, and couldn’t take it.’


  ‘But do have it!’ said Bob, in hurt tones, Mrs. Garland being all the while on tenter-hooks lest Anne should persist in her absurd refusal.


  ‘Why, there’s another reason why you ought to!’ said he, his face lighting up with recollections. ‘It never came into my head till this moment that I used to be your beau in a humble sort of way. Faith, so I did, and we used to meet at places sometimes, didn’t we?—that is, when you were not too proud; and once I gave you, or somebody else, a bit of my hair in fun.’


  ‘It was somebody else,’ said Anne quickly.


  ‘Ah, perhaps it was,’ said Bob innocently. ‘But it was you I used to meet, or try to, I am sure. Well, I’ve never thought of that boyish time for years till this minute! I am sure you ought to accept some one gift, dear, out of compliment to those old times!’


  Anne drew back and shook her head, for she would not trust her voice.


  ‘Well, Mrs. Garland, then you shall have it,’ said Bob, tossing the shawl to that ready receiver. ‘If you don’t, upon my life I will throw it out to the first beggar I see. Now, here’s a parcel of cap ribbons of the splendidest sort I could get. Have these—do, Anne!’


  ‘Yes, do,’ said Mrs. Garland.


  ‘I promised them to Matilda,’ continued Bob; ‘but I am sure she won’t want ’em, as she has got some of her own: and I would as soon see them upon your head, my dear, as upon hers.’


  ‘I think you had better keep them for your bride if you have promised them to her,’ said Mrs. Garland mildly.


  ‘It wasn’t exactly a promise. I just said, “Til, there’s some cap ribbons in my box, if you would like to have them.” But she’s got enough things already for any bride in creation. Anne, now you shall have ’em—upon my soul you shall—or I’ll fling them down the mill-tail!’


  Anne had meant to be perfectly firm in refusing everything, for reasons obvious even to that poor waif, the meanest capacity; but when it came to this point she was absolutely compelled to give in, and reluctantly received the cap ribbons in her arms, blushing fitfully, and with her lip trembling in a motion which she tried to exhibit as a smile.


  ‘What would Tilly say if she knew!’ said the miller slily.


  ‘Yes, indeed—and it is wrong of him!’ Anne instantly cried, tears running down her face as she threw the parcel of ribbons on the floor. ‘You’d better bestow your gifts where you bestow your l—l—love, Mr. Loveday—that’s what I say!’ And Anne turned her back and went away.


  ‘I’ll take them for her,’ said Mrs. Garland, quickly picking up the parcel.


  ‘Now that’s a pity,’ said Bob, looking regretfully after Anne. ‘I didn’t remember that she was a quick-tempered sort of girl at all. Tell her, Mrs. Garland, that I ask her pardon. But of course I didn’t know she was too proud to accept a little present—how should I? Upon my life if it wasn’t for Matilda I’d—Well, that can’t be, of course.’


  ‘What’s this?’ said Mrs. Garland, touching with her foot a large package that had been laid down by Bob unseen.


  ‘That’s a bit of baccy for myself,’ said Robert meekly.


  The examination of presents at last ended, and the two families parted for the night. When they were alone, Mrs. Garland said to Anne, ‘What a close girl you are! I am sure I never knew that Bob Loveday and you had walked together: you must have been mere children.’


  ‘O yes—so we were,’ said Anne, now quite recovered. ‘It was when we first came here, about a year after father died. We did not walk together in any regular way. You know I have never thought the Lovedays high enough for me. It was only just—nothing at all, and I had almost forgotten it.’


  It is to be hoped that somebody’s sins were forgiven her that night before she fell asleep.


  When Bob and his father were left alone, the miller said, ‘Well, Robert, about this young woman of thine—Matilda what’s her name?’


  ‘Yes, father—Matilda Johnson. I was just going to tell ’ee about her.’


  The miller nodded, and sipped his mug.


  ‘Well, she is an excellent body,’ continued Bob; ‘that can truly be said—a real charmer, you know—a nice good comely young woman, a miracle of genteel breeding, you know, and all that. She can throw her hair into the nicest curls, and she’s got splendid gowns and head-clothes. In short, you might call her a land mermaid. She’ll make such a first-rate wife as there never was.’


  ‘No doubt she will,’ said the miller; ‘for I have never known thee wanting in sense in a jineral way.’ He turned his cup round on its axis till the handle had travelled a complete circle. ‘How long did you say in your letter that you had known her?’


  ‘A fortnight.’


  ‘Not very long.’


  ‘It don’t sound long, ’tis true; and ’twas really longer—’twas fifteen days and a quarter. But hang it, father, I could see in the twinkling of an eye that the girl would do. I know a woman well enough when I see her—I ought to, indeed, having been so much about the world. Now, for instance, there’s Widow Garland and her daughter. The girl is a nice little thing; but the old woman—O no!’ Bob shook his head.


  ‘What of her?’ said his father, slightly shifting in his chair.


  ‘Well, she’s, she’s—I mean, I should never have chose her, you know. She’s of a nice disposition, and young for a widow with a grown-up daughter; but if all the men had been like me she would never have had a husband. I like her in some respects; but she’s a style of beauty I don’t care for.’


  ‘O, if ’tis only looks you are thinking of,’ said the miller, much relieved, ‘there’s nothing to be said, of course. Though there’s many a duchess worse-looking, if it comes to argument, as you would find, my son,’ he added, with a sense of having been mollified too soon.


  The mate’s thoughts were elsewhere by this time.


  ‘As to my marrying Matilda, thinks I, here’s one of the very genteelest sort, and I may as well do the job at once. So I chose her. She’s a dear girl; there’s nobody like her, search where you will.’


  ‘How many did you choose her out from?’ inquired his father.


  ‘Well, she was the only young woman I happened to know in Southampton, that’s true. But what of that? It would have been all the same if I had known a hundred.’


  ‘Her father is in business near the docks, I suppose?’


  ‘Well, no. In short, I didn’t see her father.’


  ‘Her mother?’


  ‘Her mother? No, I didn’t. I think her mother is dead; but she has got a very rich aunt living at Melchester. I didn’t see her aunt, because there wasn’t time to go; but of course we shall know her when we are married.’


  ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ said the miller, trying to feel quite satisfied. ‘And she will soon be here?’


  ‘Ay, she’s coming soon,’ said Bob. ‘She has gone to this aunt’s at Melchester to get her things packed, and suchlike, or she would have come with me. I am going to meet the coach at the King’s Arms, Casterbridge, on Sunday, at one o’clock. To show what a capital sort of wife she’ll be, I may tell you that she wanted to come by the Mercury, because ’tis a little cheaper than the other. But I said, “For once in your life do it well, and come by the Royal Mail, and I’ll pay.” I can have the pony and trap to fetch her, I suppose, as ’tis too far for her to walk?’


  ‘Of course you can, Bob, or anything else. And I’ll do all I can to give you a good wedding feast.’


  ♣


  XVI.


  They Make Ready for the Illustrious Stranger


  Preparations for Matilda’s welcome, and for the event which was to follow, at once occupied the attention of the mill. The miller and his man had but dim notions of housewifery on any large scale; so the great wedding cleaning was kindly supervised by Mrs. Garland, Bob being mostly away during the day with his brother, the trumpet-major, on various errands, one of which was to buy paint and varnish for the gig that Matilda was to be fetched in, which he had determined to decorate with his own hands.


  By the widow’s direction the old familiar incrustation of shining dirt, imprinted along the back of the settle by the heads of countless jolly sitters, was scrubbed and scraped away; the brown circle round the nail whereon the miller hung his hat, stained by the brim in wet weather, was whitened over; the tawny smudges of bygone shoulders in the passage were removed without regard to a certain genial and historical value which they had acquired. The face of the clock, coated with verdigris as thick as a diachylon plaister, was rubbed till the figures emerged into day; while, inside the case of the same chronometer, the cobwebs that formed triangular hammocks, which the pendulum could hardly wade through, were cleared away at one swoop.


  Mrs. Garland also assisted at the invasion of worm-eaten cupboards, where layers of ancient smells lingered on in the stagnant air, and recalled to the reflective nose the many good things that had been kept there. The upper floors were scrubbed with such abundance of water that the old-established death-watches, wood-lice, and flour-worms were all drowned, the suds trickling down into the room below in so lively and novel a manner as to convey the romantic notion that the miller lived in a cave with dripping stalactites.


  They moved what had never been moved before—the oak coffer, containing the miller’s wardrobe—a tremendous weight, what with its locks, hinges, nails, dust, framework, and the hard stratification of old jackets, waistcoats, and knee-breeches at the bottom, never disturbed since the miller’s wife died, and half pulverized by the moths, whose flattened skeletons lay amid the mass in thousands.


  ‘It fairly makes my back open and shut!’ said Loveday, as, in obedience to Mrs. Garland’s direction, he lifted one corner, the grinder and David assisting at the others. ‘All together: speak when ye be going to heave. Now!’


  The pot covers and skimmers were brought to such a state that, on examining them, the beholder was not conscious of utensils, but of his own face in a condition of hideous elasticity. The broken clock-line was mended, the kettles rocked, the creeper nailed up, and a new handle put to the warming-pan. The large household lantern was cleaned out, after three years of uninterrupted accumulation, the operation yielding a conglomerate of candle-snuffs, candle-ends, remains of matches, lampblack, and eleven ounces and a half of good grease—invaluable as dubbing for skitty boots and ointment for cart-wheels.


  Everybody said that the mill residence had not been so thoroughly scoured for twenty years. The miller and David looked on with a sort of awe tempered by gratitude, tacitly admitting by their gaze that this was beyond what they had ever thought of. Mrs. Garland supervised all with disinterested benevolence. It would never have done, she said, for his future daughter-in-law to see the house in its original state. She would have taken a dislike to him, and perhaps to Bob likewise.


  ‘Why don’t ye come and live here with me, and then you would be able to see to it at all times?’ said the miller as she bustled about again. To which she answered that she was considering the matter, and might in good time. He had previously informed her that his plan was to put Bob and his wife in the part of the house that she, Mrs. Garland, occupied, as soon as she chose to enter his, which relieved her of any fear of being incommoded by Matilda.


  The cooking for the wedding festivities was on a proportionate scale of thoroughness. They killed the four supernumerary chickens that had just begun to crow, and the little curly-tailed barrow pig, in preference to the sow; not having been put up fattening for more than five weeks it was excellent small meat, and therefore more delicate and likely to suit a town-bred lady’s taste than the large one, which, having reached the weight of fourteen score, might have been a little gross to a cultured palate. There were also provided a cold chine, stuffed veal, and two pigeon pies. Also thirty rings of black-pot, a dozen of white-pot, and ten knots of tender and well-washed chitterlings, cooked plain, in case she should like a change.


  As additional reserves there were sweetbreads, and five milts, sewed up at one side in the form of a chrysalis, and stuffed with thyme, sage, parsley, mint, groats, rice, milk, chopped egg, and other ingredients. They were afterwards to be roasted before a slow fire, and eaten hot.


  The business of chopping so many herbs for the various stuffings was found to be aching work for women; and David, the miller, the grinder, and the grinder’s boy being fully occupied in their proper branches, and Bob being very busy painting the gig and touching up the harness, Loveday called in a friendly dragoon of John’s regiment who was passing by, and he, being a muscular man, willingly chopped all the afternoon for a quart of strong, judiciously administered, and all other victuals found, taking off his jacket and gloves, rolling up his shirt-sleeves and unfastening his stock in an honourable and energetic way.


  All windfalls and maggot-cored codlins were excluded from the apple pies; and as there was no known dish large enough for the purpose, the puddings were stirred up in the milking-pail, and boiled in the three-legged bell-metal crock, of great weight and antiquity, which every travelling tinker for the previous thirty years had tapped with his stick, coveted, made a bid for, and often attempted to steal.


  In the liquor line Loveday laid in an ample barrel of Casterbridge ‘strong beer.’ This renowned drink—now almost as much a thing of the past as Falstaff’s favourite beverage—was not only well calculated to win the hearts of soldiers blown dry and dusty by residence in tents on a hill-top, but of any wayfarer whatever in that land. It was of the most beautiful colour that the eye of an artist in beer could desire; full in body, yet brisk as a volcano; piquant, yet without a twang; luminous as an autumn sunset; free from streakiness of taste; but, finally, rather heady. The masses worshipped it, the minor gentry loved it more than wine, and by the most illustrious county families it was not despised. Anybody brought up for being drunk and disorderly in the streets of its natal borough, had only to prove that he was a stranger to the place and its liquor to be honourably dismissed by the magistrates, as one overtaken in a fault that no man could guard against who entered the town unawares.


  In addition, Mr. Loveday also tapped a hogshead of fine cider that he had had mellowing in the house for several months, having bought it of an honest down-country man, who did not colour, for any special occasion like the present. It had been pressed from fruit judiciously chosen by an old hand—Horner and Cleeves apple for the body, a few Tom-Putts for colour, and just a dash of Old Five-corners for sparkle—a selection originally made to please the palate of a well-known temperate earl who was a regular cider-drinker, and lived to be eighty-eight.


  On the morning of the Sunday appointed for her coming Captain Bob Loveday set out to meet his bride. He had been all the week engaged in painting the gig, assisted by his brother at odd times, and it now appeared of a gorgeous yellow, with blue streaks, and tassels at the corners, and red wheels outlined with a darker shade. He put in the pony at half-past eleven, Anne looking at him from the door as he packed himself into the vehicle and drove off. There may be young women who look out at young men driving to meet their brides as Anne looked at Captain Bob, and yet are quite indifferent to the circumstances; but they are not often met with.


  So much dust had been raised on the highway by traffic resulting from the presence of the Court at the town further on, that brambles hanging from the fence, and giving a friendly scratch to the wanderer’s face, were dingy as church cobwebs; and the grass on the margin had assumed a paper-shaving hue. Bob’s father had wished him to take David, lest, from want of recent experience at the whip, he should meet with any mishap; but, picturing to himself the awkwardness of three in such circumstances, Bob would not hear of this; and nothing more serious happened to his driving than that the wheel-marks formed two serpentine lines along the road during the first mile or two, before he had got his hand in, and that the horse shied at a milestone, a piece of paper, a sleeping tramp, and a wheelbarrow, just to make use of the opportunity of being in bad hands.


  He entered Casterbridge between twelve and one, and, putting up at the Old Greyhound, walked on to the Bow. Here, rather dusty on the ledges of his clothes, he stood and waited while the people in their best summer dresses poured out of the three churches round him. When they had all gone, and a smell of cinders and gravy had spread down the ancient high-street, and the pie-dishes from adjacent bakehouses had all travelled past, he saw the mail coach rise above the arch of Grey’s Bridge, a quarter of a mile distant, surmounted by swaying knobs, which proved to be the heads of the outside travellers.


  ‘That’s the way for a man’s bride to come to him!’ said Robert to himself with a feeling of poetry; and as the horn sounded and the horses clattered up the street he walked down to the inn. The knot of hostlers and inn-servants had gathered, the horses were dragged from the vehicle, and the passengers for Casterbridge began to descend. Captain Bob eyed them over, looked inside, looked outside again; to his disappointment Matilda was not there, nor her boxes, nor anything that was hers. Neither coachman nor guard had seen or heard of such a person at Melchester; and Bob walked slowly away.


  Depressed by forebodings to an extent which took away nearly a third of his appetite, he sat down in the parlour of the Old Greyhound to a slice from the family joint of the landlord. This gentleman, who dined in his shirt-sleeves, partly because it was August, and partly from a sense that they would not be so fit for public view further on in the week, suggested that Bob should wait till three or four that afternoon, when the road-waggon would arrive, as the lost lady might have preferred that mode of conveyance; and when Bob appeared rather hurt at the suggestion, the landlord’s wife assured him, as a woman who knew good life, that many genteel persons travelled in that way during the present high price of provisions. Loveday, who knew little of travelling by land, readily accepted her assurance and resolved to wait.


  Wandering up and down the pavement, or leaning against some hot wall between the waggon-office and the corner of the street above, he passed the time away. It was a still, sunny, drowsy afternoon, and scarcely a soul was visible in the length and breadth of the street. The office was not far from All Saints’ Church, and the church-windows being open, he could hear the afternoon service from where he lingered as distinctly as if he had been one of the congregation. Thus he was mentally conducted through the Psalms, through the first and second lessons, through the burst of fiddles and clarionets which announced the evening-hymn, and well into the sermon, before any signs of the waggon could be seen upon the London road.


  The afternoon sermons at this church being of a dry and metaphysical nature at that date, it was by a special providence that the waggon-office was placed near the ancient fabric, so that whenever the Sunday waggon was late, which it always was in hot weather, in cold weather, in wet weather, and in weather of almost every other sort, the rattle, dismounting, and swearing outside completely drowned the parson’s voice within, and sustained the flagging interest of the congregation at precisely the right moment. No sooner did the charity children begin to writhe on their benches, and adult snores grow audible, than the waggon arrived.


  Captain Loveday felt a kind of sinking in his poetry at the possibility of her for whom they had made such preparations being in the slow, unwieldy vehicle which crunched its way towards him; but he would not give in to the weakness. Neither would he walk down the street to meet the waggon, lest she should not be there. At last the broad wheels drew up against the kerb, the waggoner with his white smock-frock, and whip as long as a fishing-line, descended from the pony on which he rode alongside, and the six broad-chested horses backed from their collars and shook themselves. In another moment something showed forth, and he knew that Matilda was there.


  Bob felt three cheers rise within him as she stepped down; but it being Sunday he did not utter them. In dress, Miss Johnson passed his expectations—a green and white gown, with long, tight sleeves, a green silk handkerchief round her neck and crossed in front, a green parasol, and green gloves. It was strange enough to see this verdant caterpillar turn out of a road-waggon, and gracefully shake herself free from the bits of straw and fluff which would usually gather on the raiment of the grandest travellers by that vehicle.


  ‘But, my dear Matilda,’ said Bob, when he had kissed her three times with much publicity—the practical step he had determined on seeming to demand that these things should no longer be done in a corner—‘my dear Matilda, why didn’t you come by the coach, having the money for’t and all?’


  ‘That’s my scrimping!’ said Matilda in a delightful gush. ‘I know you won’t be offended when you know I did it to save against a rainy day!’


  Bob, of course, was not offended, though the glory of meeting her had been less; and even if vexation were possible it would have been out of place to say so. Still, he would have experienced no little surprise had he learnt the real reason of his Matilda’s change of plan. That angel had, in short, so wildly spent Bob’s and her own money in the adornment of her person before setting out, that she found herself without a sufficient margin for her fare by coach, and had scrimped from sheer necessity.


  ‘Well, I have got the trap out at the Greyhound,’ said Bob. ‘I don’t know whether it will hold your luggage and us too; but it looked more respectable than the waggon on a Sunday, and if there’s not room for the boxes I can walk alongside.’


  ‘I think there will be room,’ said Miss Johnson mildly. And it was soon very evident that she spoke the truth; for when her property was deposited on the pavement, it consisted of a trunk about eighteen inches long, and nothing more.


  ‘O—that’s all!’ said Captain Loveday, surprised.


  ‘That’s all,’ said the young woman assuringly. ‘I didn’t want to give trouble, you know, and what I have besides I have left at my rich aunt’s.’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ he answered readily. ‘And as it’s no bigger, I can carry it in my hand to the inn, and so it will be no trouble at all.’


  He caught up the little box, and they went side by side to the Greyhound; and in ten minutes they were trotting up the Southern Road.


  Bob did not hurry the horse, there being many things to say and hear, for which the present situation was admirably suited. The sun shone occasionally into Matilda’s face as they drove on, its rays picking out all her features to a great nicety. Her eyes would have been called brown, but they were really eel-colour, like many other nice brown eyes; they were well-shaped and rather bright, though they had more of a broad shine than a sparkle. She had a firm, sufficient nose, which seemed to say of itself that it was good as noses go. She had rather a picturesque way of wrapping her upper in her lower lip, the red of these surpassing a mere flesh pink. Whenever she gazed against the sun towards the distant hills, she brought into her forehead, without knowing it, three short vertical lines—not there at other times—giving her for the moment rather a hard look. And in turning her head round to a far angle, to stare at something or other that he pointed out, the drawn flesh of her neck became a mass of lines. But Bob did not look at these things, which, of course, were of no significance; for had she not told him, when they compared ages, that she was a little over two-and-twenty?


  As Nature was hardly invented at this early point of the century, Bob’s Matilda could not say much about the glamour of the hills, or the shimmering of the foliage, or the wealth of glory in the distant sea, as she would doubtless have done had she lived later on; but she did her best to be interesting, asking Bob about matters of social interest in the neighbourhood, to which she seemed quite a stranger.


  ‘Is your watering-place a large city?’ she inquired when they mounted the hill where the Overcombe folk had waited for the King.


  ‘Bless you, my dear—no! ’Twould be nothing if it wasn’t for the Royal Family, and the lords and ladies, and the regiments of soldiers, and the frigates, and the King’s messengers, and the actors and actresses, and the games that go on.’


  At the words ‘actors and actresses,’ the innocent young thing pricked up her ears.


  ‘Does Elliston pay as good salaries this summer as in——?’


  ‘O, you know about it then? I thought——’


  ‘O no, no! I have heard of Budmouth—read in the papers, you know, dear Robert, about the doings there, and the actors and actresses, you know.’


  ‘Yes, yes, I see. Well, I have been away from England a long time, and don’t know much about the theatre in the town; but I’ll take you there some day. Would it be a treat to you?’


  ‘O, an amazing treat!’ said Miss Johnson, with an ecstasy in which a close observer might have discovered a tinge of ghastliness.


  ‘You’ve never been into one perhaps, dear?’


  ‘N—never,’ said Matilda flatly. ‘Whatever do I see yonder—a row of white things on the down?’


  ‘Yes, that’s a part of the encampment above Overcombe. Lots of soldiers are encamped about here; those are the white tops of their tents.’


  He pointed to a wing of the camp that had become visible. Matilda was much interested.


  ‘It will make it very lively for us,’ he added, ‘especially as John is there.’


  She thought so too, and thus they chatted on.


  ♣


  XVII.


  Two Fainting Fits and a Bewilderment


  Meanwhile Miller Loveday was expecting the pair with interest; and about five o’clock, after repeated outlooks, he saw two specks the size of caraway seeds on the far line of ridge where the sunlit white of the road met the blue of the sky. Then the remainder parts of Bob and his lady became visible, and then the whole vehicle, end on, and he heard the dry rattle of the wheels on the dusty road. Miller Loveday’s plan, as far as he had formed any, was that Robert and his wife should live with him in the mill-house until Mrs. Garland made up her mind to join him there; in which event her present house would be made over to the young couple. Upon all grounds, he wished to welcome becomingly the woman of his son’s choice, and came forward promptly as they drew up at the door.


  ‘What a lovely place you’ve got here!’ said Miss Johnson, when the miller had received her from the captain. ‘A real stream of water, a real mill-wheel, and real fowls, and everything!’


  ‘Yes, ’tis real enough,’ said Loveday, looking at the river with balanced sentiments; ‘and so you will say when you’ve lived here a bit as mis’ess, and had the trouble of claning the furniture.’


  At this Miss Johnson looked modest, and continued to do so till Anne, not knowing they were there, came round the corner of the house, with her prayer-book in her hand, having just arrived from church. Bob turned and smiled to her, at which Miss Johnson looked glum. How long she would have remained in that phase is unknown, for just then her ears were assailed by a loud bass note from the other side, causing her to jump round.


  ‘O la! what dreadful thing is it?’ she exclaimed, and beheld a cow of Loveday’s, of the name of Crumpler, standing close to her shoulder. It being about milking-time, she had come to look up David and hasten on the operation.


  ‘O, what a horrid bull!—it did frighten me so. I hope I shan’t faint,’ said Matilda.


  The miller immediately used the formula which has been uttered by the proprietors of live stock ever since Abraham’s day. ‘She won’t hurt ye. Hoosh, Crumpler! She’s as timid as a mouse, ma’am.’


  But as Crumpler persisted in making another terrific inquiry for David, Matilda could not help closing her eyes and saying, ‘O, I shall be gored to death!’ her head falling back upon Bob’s shoulder, which—seeing the urgent circumstances, and knowing her delicate nature—he had providentially placed in a position to catch her. Anne Garland, who had been standing at the corner of the house, not knowing whether to go back or come on, at this felt her womanly sympathies aroused. She ran and dipped her handkerchief into the splashing mill-tail, and with it damped Matilda’s face. But as her eyes still remained closed, Bob, to increase the effect, took the handkerchief from Anne and wrung it out on the bridge of Matilda’s nose, whence it ran over the rest of her face in a stream.


  ‘O, Captain Loveday!’ said Anne, ‘the water is running over her green silk neckerchief, and into her pretty reticule!’


  ‘There—if I didn’t think so!’ exclaimed Matilda, opening her eyes, starting up, and promptly pulling out her pocket-handkerchief, with which she wiped away the drops and an unimportant trifle of her complexion, assisted by Anne, who, in spite of a background of antagonistic emotions, could not help being interested.


  ‘That’s right!’ said the miller, his spirits reviving with the revival of Matilda. ‘The lady is not used to country life; are you, ma’am?’


  ‘I am not,’ replied the sufferer. ‘All is so strange about here!’


  Suddenly there spread into the firmament, from the direction of the down:—


  
    ‘Ra, ta, ta! Ta-ta-ta-ta-ta! Ra, ta, ta!’

  


  ‘O dear, dear! more hideous country sounds, I suppose?’ she inquired, with another start.


  ‘O no,’ said the miller cheerfully. ‘’Tis only my son John’s trumpeter chaps at the camp of dragoons just above us, a-blowing Mess, or Feed, or Picket, or some other of their vagaries. John will be much pleased to tell you the meaning on’t when he comes down. He’s trumpet-major, as you may know, ma’am.’


  ‘O yes; you mean Captain Loveday’s brother. Dear Bob has mentioned him.’


  ‘If you come round to Widow Garland’s side of the house, you can see the camp,’ said the miller.


  ‘Don’t force her; she’s tired with her long journey,’ said Mrs. Garland humanely, the widow having come out in the general wish to see Captain Bob’s choice. Indeed, they all behaved towards her as if she were a tender exotic, which their crude country manners might seriously injure.


  She went into the house, accompanied by Mrs. Garland and her daughter; though before leaving Bob she managed to whisper in his ear, ‘Don’t tell them I came by waggon, will you, dear?’—a request which was quite needless, for Bob had long ago determined to keep that a dead secret; not because it was an uncommon mode of travel, but simply that it was hardly the usual conveyance for a gorgeous lady to her bridal.


  As the men had a feeling that they would be superfluous indoors just at present, the miller assisted David in taking the horse round to the stables, Bob following, and leaving Matilda to the women. Indoors, Miss Johnson admired everything: the new parrots and marmosets, the black beams of the ceiling, the double-corner cupboard with the glass doors, through which gleamed the remainders of sundry china sets acquired by Bob’s mother in her housekeeping—two-handled sugar-basins, no-handled tea-cups, a tea-pot like a pagoda, and a cream-jug in the form of a spotted cow. This sociability in their visitor was returned by Mrs. Garland and Anne; and Miss Johnson’s pleasing habit of partly dying whenever she heard any unusual bark or bellow added to her piquancy in their eyes. But conversation, as such, was naturally at first of a nervous, tentative kind, in which, as in the works of some hazy poets, the sense was considerably led by the sound.


  ‘You get the sea-breezes here, no doubt?’


  ‘O yes, dear; when the wind is that way.’


  ‘Do you like windy weather?’


  ‘Yes; though not now, for it blows down the young apples.’


  ‘Apples are plentiful, it seems. You country-folk call St. Swithin’s their christening day, if it rains?’


  ‘Yes, dear. Ah me! I have not been to a christening for these many years; the baby’s name was George, I remember—after the King.’


  ‘I hear that King George is still staying at the town here. I hope he’ll stay till I have seen him!’


  ‘He’ll wait till the corn turns yellow; he always does.’


  ‘How very fashionable yellow is getting for gloves just now!’


  ‘Yes. Some persons wear them to the elbow, I hear.’


  ‘Do they? I was not aware of that. I struck my elbow last week so hard against the door of my aunt’s mansion that I feel the ache now.’


  Before they were quite overwhelmed by the interest of this discourse the miller and Bob came in. In truth, Mrs. Garland found the office in which he had placed her—that of introducing a strange woman to a house which was not the widow’s own—a rather awkward one, and yet almost a necessity. There was no woman belonging to the house except that wondrous compendium of usefulness, the intermittent maid-servant, whom Loveday had, for appearances, borrowed from Mrs. Garland, and Mrs. Garland was in the habit of borrowing from the girl’s mother. And as for the demi-woman David, he had been informed as peremptorily as Pharaoh’s baker that the office of housemaid and bedmaker was taken from him, and would be given to this girl till the wedding was over, and Bob’s wife took the management into her own hands.


  They all sat down to high tea, Anne and her mother included, and the captain sitting next to Miss Johnson. Anne had put a brave face upon the matter—outwardly, at least—and seemed in a fair way of subduing any lingering sentiment which Bob’s return had revived. During the evening, and while they still sat over the meal, John came down on a hurried visit, as he had promised, ostensibly on purpose to be introduced to his intended sister-in-law, but much more to get a word and a smile from his beloved Anne. Before they saw him, they heard the trumpet-major’s smart step coming round the corner of the house, and in a moment his form darkened the door. As it was Sunday, he appeared in his full-dress laced coat, white waistcoat and breeches, and towering plume, the latter of which he instantly lowered, as much from necessity as good manners, the beam in the mill-house ceiling having a tendency to smash and ruin all such head-gear without warning.


  ‘John, we’ve been hoping you would come down,’ said the miller, ‘and so we have kept the tay about on purpose. Draw up, and speak to Mrs. Matilda Johnson…. Ma’am, this is Robert’s brother.’


  ‘Your humble servant, ma’am,’ said the trumpet-major gallantly.


  As it was getting dusk in the low, small-paned room, he instinctively moved towards Miss Johnson as he spoke, who sat with her back to the window. He had no sooner noticed her features than his helmet nearly fell from his hand; his face became suddenly fixed, and his natural complexion took itself off, leaving a greenish yellow in its stead. The young person, on her part, had no sooner looked closely at him than she said weakly, ‘Robert’s brother!’ and changed colour yet more rapidly than the soldier had done. The faintness, previously half counterfeit, seized on her now in real earnest.


  ‘I don’t feel well,’ she said, suddenly rising by an effort. ‘This warm day has quite upset me!’


  There was a regular collapse of the tea-party, like that of the Hamlet play scene. Bob seized his sweetheart and carried her upstairs, the miller exclaiming, ‘Ah, she’s terribly worn by the journey! I thought she was when I saw her nearly go off at the blare of the cow. No woman would have been frightened at that if she’d been up to her natural strength.’


  ‘That, and being so very shy of men, too, must have made John’s handsome regimentals quite overpowering to her, poor thing!’ added Mrs. Garland, following the catastrophic young lady upstairs, whose indisposition was this time beyond question. And yet, by some perversity of the heart, she was as eager now to make light of her faintness as she had been to make much of it two or three hours ago.


  The miller and John stood like straight sticks in the room the others had quitted, John’s face being hastily turned towards a caricature of Buonaparte on the wall that he had not seen more than a hundred and fifty times before.


  ‘Come, sit down and have a dish of tay, tea, anyhow,’ said his father at last. ‘She’ll soon be right again, no doubt.’


  ‘Thanks; I don’t want any tea,’ said John quickly. And, indeed, he did not, for he was in one gigantic ache from head to foot.


  The light had been too dim for anybody to notice his amazement; and not knowing where to vent it, the trumpet-major said he was going out for a minute. He hastened to the bakehouse; but David being there, he went to the pantry; but the maid being there, he went to the cart-shed; but a couple of tramps being there, he went behind a row of French beans in the garden, where he let off an ejaculation the most pious that he had uttered that Sabbath day: ‘By God! what’s to be done!’


  And then he walked wildly about the paths of the dusky garden, where the trickling of the brooks seemed loud by comparison with the stillness around; treading recklessly on the cracking snails that had come forth to feed, and entangling his spurs in the long grass till the rowels were choked with its blades. Presently he heard another person approaching, and his brother’s shape appeared between the stubbard tree and the hedge.


  ‘O, is it you?’ said the mate.


  ‘Yes. I am—taking a little air.’


  ‘She is getting round nicely again; and as I am not wanted indoors just now, I am going into the village to call upon a friend or two I have not been able to speak to as yet. And they’ll like me to see ’em first on a Sunday, and in their best clothes.’


  John took his brother Bob’s hand. Bob rather wondered why.


  ‘All right, old boy,’ he said. ‘Going into the village? You’ll be back again, I suppose, before it gets very late?’


  ‘O yes,’ said Captain Bob cheerfully, and passed out of the garden.


  John allowed his eyes to follow his brother till his shape could not be seen, and then he turned and again walked up and down.


  ♣


  XVIII.


  The Night after the Arrival


  John continued his sad and heavy pace till walking seemed too old and worn-out a way of showing sorrow so new, and he leant himself against the fork of an apple-tree like a log. There the trumpet-major remained for a considerable time, his face turned towards the house, whose ancient, many-chimneyed outline rose against the darkened sky, and just shut out from his view the camp above. But faint noises coming thence from horses restless at the pickets, and from visitors taking their leave, recalled its existence, and reminded him that, in consequence of Matilda’s arrival, he had obtained leave for the night—a fact which, owing to the startling emotions that followed his entry, he had not yet mentioned to his friends.


  While abstractedly considering how he could best use that privilege under the new circumstances which had arisen, he heard Farmer Derriman drive up to the front door and hold a conversation with his father. The old man had at last apparently brought the tin box of private papers that he wished the miller to take charge of during Derriman’s absence; and it being a calm night, John could hear, though he little heeded, Uncle Benjy’s reiterated supplications to Loveday to keep it safe from fire and thieves. Then Uncle Benjy left, and John’s father went upstairs to deposit the box in a place of security, the whole proceeding reaching John’s preoccupied comprehension merely as voices during sleep.


  The next thing was the appearance of a light in the bedroom which had been assigned to Matilda Johnson. This effectually aroused the trumpet-major, and with a stealthiness unusual in him he went indoors. No light was in the lower rooms, his father, Mrs. Garland, and Anne having gone out on the bridge to look at the new moon. John went upstairs on tip-toe, and along the uneven passage till he came to her door. It was standing ajar, a band of candlelight shining across the passage and up the opposite wall. As soon as he entered the radiance he saw her. She was standing before the looking-glass, apparently lost in thought, her fingers being clasped behind her head in abstraction, and the light falling full upon her face.


  ‘I must speak to you,’ said the trumpet-major.


  She started, turned, and grew paler than before; and then, as if moved by a sudden impulse, she swung the door wide open, and, coming out, said quite collectedly and with apparent pleasantness, ‘O yes; you are my Bob’s brother! I didn’t, for a moment, recognize you.’


  ‘But you do now?’


  ‘As Bob’s brother.’


  ‘You have not seen me before?’


  ‘I have not,’ she answered, with a face as impassible as Talleyrand’s.


  ‘Good God!’


  ‘I have not!’ she repeated.


  ‘Nor any of the ——th Dragoons? Captain Jolly, Captain Beauboy, Mr. Flight, for instance?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You mistake; I’ll remind you of particulars,’ he said drily. And he did remind her at some length.


  ‘Never!’ she said desperately.


  But she had miscalculated her staying powers, and her adversary’s character. Five minutes after that she was in tears, and the conversation had resolved itself into words, which, on the soldier’s part, were of the nature of commands, tempered by pity, and were a mere series of entreaties on hers.


  The whole scene did not last ten minutes. When it was over, the trumpet-major walked from the doorway where they had been standing, and brushed moisture from his eyes. Reaching a dark lumber-room he stood still there to calm himself, and then descended by a Flemish-ladder to the bakehouse, instead of by the front stairs. He found that the others, including Bob, had gathered in the parlour during his absence and lighted the candles.


  Miss Johnson, having sent down some time before John re-entered the house to say that she would prefer to keep her room that evening, was not expected to join them, and on this account Bob showed less than his customary liveliness. The miller wishing to keep up his son’s spirits, expressed his regret that, it being Sunday night, they could have no songs to make the evening cheerful; when Mrs. Garland proposed that they should sing psalms which, by choosing lively tunes and not thinking of the words, would be almost as good as ballads.


  This they did, the trumpet-major appearing to join in with the rest; but as a matter of fact no sound came from his moving lips. His mind was in such a state that he derived no pleasure even from Anne Garland’s presence, though he held a corner of the same book with her, and was treated in a winsome way which it was not her usual practice to indulge in. She saw that his mind was clouded, and, far from guessing the reason why, was doing her best to clear it.


  At length the Garlands found that it was the hour for them to leave, and John Loveday at the same time wished his father and Bob good-night, and went as far as Mrs. Garland’s door with her.


  He had said not a word to show that he was free to remain out of camp, for the reason that there was painful work to be done, which it would be best to do in secret and alone. He lingered near the house till its reflected window-lights ceased to glimmer upon the mill-pond, and all within the dwelling was dark and still. Then he entered the garden and waited there till the back door opened, and a woman’s figure timorously came forward. John Loveday at once went up to her, and they began to talk in low yet dissentient tones.


  They had conversed about ten minutes, and were parting as if they had come to some painful arrangement, Miss Johnson sobbing bitterly, when a head stealthily arose above the dense hedgerow, and in a moment a shout burst from its owner.


  ‘Thieves! thieves!—my tin box!—thieves! thieves!’


  Matilda vanished into the house, and John Loveday hastened to the hedge. ‘For heaven’s sake, hold your tongue, Mr. Derriman!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘My tin box!’ said Uncle Benjy. ‘O, only the trumpet-major!’


  ‘Your box is safe enough, I assure you. It was only’—here the trumpet-major gave vent to an artificial laugh—‘only a sly bit of courting, you know.’


  ‘Ha, ha, I see!’ said the relieved old squireen. ‘Courting Miss Anne! Then you’ve ousted my nephew, trumpet-major! Well, so much the better. As for myself, the truth on’t is that I haven’t been able to go to bed easy, for thinking that possibly your father might not take care of what I put under his charge; and at last I thought I would just step over and see if all was safe here before I turned in. And when I saw your two shapes my poor nerves magnified ye to housebreakers, and Boneys, and I don’t know what all.’


  ‘You have alarmed the house,’ said the trumpet-major, hearing the clicking of flint and steel in his father’s bedroom, followed in a moment by the rise of a light in the window of the same apartment. ‘You have got me into a difficulty,’ he added gloomily, as his father opened the casement.


  ‘I am sorry for that,’ said Uncle Benjy. ‘But step back; I’ll put it all right again.’


  ‘What, for heaven’s sake, is the matter?’ said the miller, his tasselled nightcap appearing in the opening.


  ‘Nothing, nothing!’ said the farmer. ‘I was uneasy about my few bonds and documents, and I walked this way, miller, before going to bed, as I start from home to-morrow morning. When I came down by your garden-hedge, I thought I saw thieves, but it turned out to be—to be——’


  Here a lump of earth from the trumpet-major’s hand struck Uncle Benjy in the back as a reminder.


  ‘To be—the bough of a cherry-tree a-waving in the wind. Good-night.’


  ‘No thieves are like to try my house,’ said Miller Loveday. ‘Now don’t you come alarming us like this again, farmer, or you shall keep your box yourself, begging your pardon for saying so. Good-night t’ ’ee!’


  ‘Miller, will ye just look, since I am here—just look and see if the box is all right? there’s a good man! I am old, you know, and my poor remains are not what my original self was. Look and see if it is where you put it, there’s a good, kind man.’


  ‘Very well,’ said the miller good-humouredly.


  ‘Neighbour Loveday! on second thoughts I will take my box home again, after all, if you don’t mind. You won’t deem it ill of me? I have no suspicion, of course; but now I think on’t there’s rivalry between my nephew and your son; and if Festus should take it into his head to set your house on fire in his enmity, ’twould be bad for my deeds and documents. No offence, miller, but I’ll take the box, if you don’t mind.’


  ‘Faith! I don’t mind,’ said Loveday. ‘But your nephew had better think twice before he lets his enmity take that colour.’ Receding from the window, he took the candle to a back part of the room and soon reappeared with the tin box.


  ‘I won’t trouble ’ee to dress,’ said Derriman considerately; ‘let en down by anything you have at hand.’


  The box was lowered by a cord, and the old man clasped it in his arms. ‘Thank ’ee!’ he said with heartfelt gratitude. ‘Good-night!’


  The miller replied and closed the window, and the light went out.


  ‘There, now I hope you are satisfied, sir?’ said the trumpet-major.


  ‘Quite, quite!’ said Derriman; and leaning on his walking-stick he pursued his lonely way.


  That night Anne lay awake in her bed, musing on the traits of the new friend who had come to her neighbour’s house. She would not be critical, it was ungenerous and wrong; but she could not help thinking of what interested her. And were there, she silently asked, in Miss Johnson’s mind and person such rare qualities as placed that lady altogether beyond comparison with herself? O yes, there must be; for had not Captain Bob singled out Matilda from among all other women, herself included? Of course, with his world-wide experience, he knew best.


  When the moon had set, and only the summer stars threw their light into the great damp garden, she fancied that she heard voices in that direction. Perhaps they were the voices of Bob and Matilda taking a lover’s walk before retiring. If so, how sleepy they would be next day, and how absurd it was of Matilda to pretend she was tired! Ruminating in this way, and saying to herself that she hoped they would be happy, Anne fell asleep.


  ♣


  XIX.


  Miss Johnson’s Behaviour Causes no Little Surprise


  Partly from the excitement of having his Matilda under the paternal roof, Bob rose next morning as early as his father and the grinder, and, when the big wheel began to patter and the little ones to mumble in response, went to sun himself outside the mill-front, among the fowls of brown and speckled kinds which haunted that spot, and the ducks that came up from the mill-tail.


  Standing on the worn-out mill-stone inlaid in the gravel, he talked with his father on various improvements of the premises, and on the proposed arrangements for his permanent residence there, with an enjoyment that was half based upon this prospect of the future, and half on the penetrating warmth of the sun to his back and shoulders. Then the different troops of horses began their morning scramble down to the mill-pond, and, after making it very muddy round the edge, ascended the slope again. The bustle of the camp grew more and more audible, and presently David came to say that breakfast was ready.


  ‘Is Miss Johnson downstairs?’ said the miller; and Bob listened for the answer, looking at a blue sentinel aloft on the down.


  ‘Not yet, maister,’ said the excellent David.


  ‘We’ll wait till she’s down,’ said Loveday. ‘When she is, let us know.’


  David went indoors again, and Loveday and Bob continued their morning survey by ascending into the mysterious quivering recesses of the mill, and holding a discussion over a second pair of burr-stones, which had to be re-dressed before they could be used again. This and similar things occupied nearly twenty minutes, and, looking from the window, the elder of the two was reminded of the time of day by seeing Mrs. Garland’s table-cloth fluttering from her back door over the heads of a flock of pigeons that had alighted for the crumbs.


  ‘I suppose David can’t find us,’ he said, with a sense of hunger that was not altogether strange to Bob. He put out his head and shouted.


  ‘The lady is not down yet,’ said his man in reply.


  ‘No hurry, no hurry,’ said the miller, with cheerful emptiness. ‘Bob, to pass the time we’ll look into the garden.’


  ‘She’ll get up sooner than this, you know, when she’s signed articles and got a berth here,’ Bob observed apologetically.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Loveday; and they descended into the garden.


  Here they turned over sundry flat stones and killed the slugs sheltered beneath them from the coming heat of the day, talking of slugs in all their branches—of the brown and the black, of the tough and the tender, of the reason why there were so many in the garden that year, of the coming time when the grass-walks harbouring them were to be taken up and gravel laid, and of the relatively exterminatory merits of a pair of scissors and the heel of the shoe. At last the miller said, ‘Well, really, Bob, I’m hungry; we must begin without her.’


  They were about to go in, when David appeared with haste in his motions, his eyes wider vertically than crosswise, and his cheeks nearly all gone.


  ‘Maister, I’ve been to call her; and as ’a didn’t speak I rapped, and as ’a didn’t answer I kicked, and not being latched the door opened, and—she’s gone!’


  Bob went off like a swallow towards the house, and the miller followed like the rather heavy man that he was. That Miss Matilda was not in her room, or a scrap of anything belonging to her, was soon apparent. They searched every place in which she could possibly hide or squeeze herself, every place in which she could not, but found nothing at all.


  Captain Bob was quite wild with astonishment and grief. When he was fully sure that she was nowhere in his father’s house, he ran into Mrs. Garland’s, and telling them the story so hastily that they hardly understood the particulars, he went on towards Comfort’s house, intending to raise the alarm there, and also at Mitchell’s, Beach’s, Cripplestraw’s, the parson’s, the clerk’s, the camp of dragoons, of hussars, and so on through the whole county. But he paused, and thought it would be hardly expedient to publish his discomfiture in such a way. If Matilda had left the house for any freakish reason he would not care to look for her, and if her deed had a tragic intent she would keep aloof from camp and village.


  In his trouble he thought of Anne. She was a nice girl and could be trusted. To her he went, and found her in a state of excitement and anxiety which equalled his own.


  ‘’Tis so lonely to cruise for her all by myself!’ said Bob disconsolately, his forehead all in wrinkles; ‘and I’ve thought you would come with me and cheer the way?’


  ‘Where shall we search?’ said Anne.


  ‘O, in the holes of rivers, you know, and down wells, and in quarries, and over cliffs, and like that. Your eyes might catch the loom of any bit of a shawl or bonnet that I should overlook, and it would do me a real service. Please do come!’


  So Anne took pity upon him, and put on her hat and went, the miller and David having gone off in another direction. They examined the ditches of fields, Bob going round by one fence and Anne by the other, till they met at the opposite side. Then they peeped under culverts, into outhouses, and down old wells and quarries, till the theory of a tragical end had nearly spent its force in Bob’s mind, and he began to think that Matilda had simply run away. However, they still walked on, though by this time the sun was hot and Anne would gladly have sat down.


  ‘Now, didn’t you think highly of her, Miss Garland?’ he inquired, as the search began to languish.


  ‘O yes,’ said Anne; ‘very highly.’


  ‘She was really beautiful; no nonsense about her looks, was there?’


  ‘None. Her beauty was thoroughly ripe—not too young. We should all have got to love her. What can have possessed her to go away?’


  ‘I don’t know, and, upon my life, I shall soon be drove to say I don’t care!’ replied the mate despairingly. ‘Let me pilot ’ee down over those stones,’ he added, as Anne began to descend a rugged quarry. He stepped forward, leapt down, and turned to her.


  She gave him her hand and sprang down. Before he relinquished his hold, Captain Bob raised her fingers to his lips and kissed them.


  ‘O, Captain Loveday!’ cried Anne, snatching away her hand in genuine dismay, while a tear rose unexpectedly to each eye. ‘I never heard of such a thing! I won’t go an inch further with you, sir; it is too barefaced!’ And she turned and ran off.


  ‘Upon my life I didn’t mean it!’ said the repentant captain, hastening after. ‘I do love her best—indeed I do—and I don’t love you at all! I am not so fickle as that! I merely just for the moment admired you as a sweet little craft, and that’s how I came to do it. You know, Miss Garland,’ he continued earnestly, and still running after, ‘’tis like this: when you come ashore after having been shut up in a ship for eighteen months, women-folks seem so new and nice that you can’t help liking them, one and all in a body; and so your heart is apt to get scattered—to yaw a bit as we call it; but of course I think of poor Matilda most, and shall always stick to her.’ He heaved a sigh of tremendous magnitude, to show beyond the possibility of doubt that his heart was still in the place that honour required.


  ‘I am glad to hear that—of course I am very glad!’ said she, with quick petulance, keeping her face turned from him. ‘And I hope we shall find her, and that the wedding will not be put off, and that you’ll both be happy. But I won’t look for her any more! No; I don’t care to look for her—and my head aches. I am going home!’


  ‘And so am I,’ said Robert promptly.


  ‘No, no; go on looking for her, of course—all the afternoon, and all night. I am sure you will, if you love her.’


  ‘O yes; I mean to. Still, I ought to convoy you home first?’


  ‘No, you ought not; and I shall not accept your company. Good-morning, sir!’ And she went off over one of the stone stiles with which the spot abounded, leaving the friendly sailor standing in the field.


  He sighed again, and, observing the camp not far off, thought he would go to his brother John and ask him his opinion on the sorrowful case. On reaching the tents he found that John was not at liberty just at that time, being engaged in practising the trumpeters; and leaving word that he wished the trumpet-major to come down to the mill as soon as possible, Bob went back again.


  ‘’Tis no good looking for her,’ he said gloomily. ‘She liked me well enough, but when she came here and saw the house, and the place, and the old horse, and the plain furniture, she was disappointed to find us all so homely, and felt she didn’t care to marry into such a family!’


  His father and David had returned with no news. ‘Yes, ’tis as I’ve been thinking, father,’ Bob said. ‘We weren’t good enough for her, and she went away in scorn!’


  ‘Well, that can’t be helped,’ said the miller. ‘What we be, we be, and have been for generations. To my mind she seemed glad enough to get hold of us!’


  ‘Yes, yes—for the moment—because of the flowers, and birds, and what’s pretty in the place,’ said Bob tragically. ‘But you don’t know, father—how should you know, who have hardly been out of Overcombe in your life?—you don’t know what delicate feelings are in a real refined woman’s mind. Any little vulgar action unreaves their nerves like a marline-spike. Now I wonder if you did anything to disgust her?’


  ‘Faith! not that I know of,’ said Loveday, reflecting. ‘I didn’t say a single thing that I should naturally have said, on purpose to give no offence.’


  ‘You was always very homely, you know, father.’


  ‘Yes; so I was,’ said the miller meekly.


  ‘I wonder what it could have been,’ Bob continued, wandering about restlessly. ‘You didn’t go drinking out of the big mug with your mouth full, or wipe your lips with your sleeve?’


  ‘That I’ll swear I didn’t!’ said the miller firmly. ‘Thinks I, there’s no knowing what I may do to shock her, so I’ll take my solid victuals in the bakehouse, and only a crumb and a drop in her company for manners.’


  ‘You could do no more than that, certainly,’ said Bob gently.


  ‘If my manners be good enough for well-brought-up people like the Garlands, they be good enough for her,’ continued the miller, with a sense of injustice.


  ‘That’s true. Then it must have been David. David, come here! How did you behave before that lady? Now, mind you speak the truth!’


  ‘Yes, Mr. Captain Robert,’ said David earnestly. ‘I assure ye she was served like a royal queen. The best silver spoons was put down, and yer poor grandfer’s silver tanket, as you seed, and the feather cushion for her to sit on——’


  ‘Now I’ve got it!’ said Bob decisively, bringing down his hand upon the window-sill. ‘Her bed was hard!—and there’s nothing shocks a true lady like that. The bed in that room always was as hard as the Rock of Gibraltar!’


  ‘No, Captain Bob! The beds were changed—wasn’t they, maister? We put the goose bed in her room, and the flock one, that used to be there, in yours.’


  ‘Yes, we did,’ corroborated the miller. ‘David and I changed ’em with our own hands, because they were too heavy for the women to move.’


  ‘Sure I didn’t know I had the flock bed,’ murmured Bob. ‘I slept on, little thinking what I was going to wake to. Well, well, she’s gone; and search as I will I shall never find another like her! She was too good for me. She must have carried her box with her own hands, poor girl. As far as that goes, I could overtake her even now, I dare say; but I won’t entreat her against her will—not I.’


  Miller Loveday and David, feeling themselves to be rather a desecration in the presence of Bob’s sacred emotions, managed to edge off by degrees, the former burying himself in the most floury recesses of the mill, his invariable resource when perturbed, the rumbling having a soothing effect upon the nerves of those properly trained to its music.


  Bob was so impatient that, after going up to her room to assure himself once more that she had not undressed, but had only lain down on the outside of the bed, he went out of the house to meet John, and waited on the sunny slope of the down till his brother appeared. John looked so brave and shapely and warlike that, even in Bob’s present distress, he could not but feel an honest and affectionate pride at owning such a relative. Yet he fancied that John did not come along with the same swinging step he had shown yesterday; and when the trumpet-major got nearer he looked anxiously at the mate and waited for him to speak first.


  ‘You know our great trouble, John?’ said Robert, gazing stoically into his brother’s eyes.


  ‘Come and sit down, and tell me all about it,’ answered the trumpet-major, showing no surprise.


  They went towards a slight ravine, where it was easier to sit down than on the flat ground, and here John reclined among the grasshoppers, pointing to his brother to do the same.


  ‘But do you know what it is?’ said Robert. ‘Has anybody told ’ee?’


  ‘I do know,’ said John. ‘She’s gone; and I am thankful!’


  ‘What!’ said Bob, rising to his knees in amazement.


  ‘I’m at the bottom of it,’ said the trumpet-major slowly.


  ‘You, John?’


  ‘Yes; and if you will listen I’ll tell you all. Do you remember what happened when I came into the room last night? Why, she turned colour and nearly fainted away. That was because she knew me.’


  Bob stared at his brother with a face of pain and distrust.


  ‘For once, Bob, I must say something that will hurt thee a good deal,’ continued John. ‘She was not a woman who could possibly be your wife—and so she’s gone.’


  ‘You sent her off?’


  ‘Well, I did.’


  ‘John!—Tell me right through—tell me!’


  ‘Perhaps I had better,’ said the trumpet-major, his blue eyes resting on the far distant sea, that seemed to rise like a wall as high as the hill they sat upon.


  And then he told a tale of Miss Johnson and the ——th Dragoons which wrung his heart as much in the telling as it did Bob’s to hear, and which showed that John had been temporarily cruel to be ultimately kind. Even Bob, excited as he was, could discern from John’s manner of speaking what a terrible undertaking that night’s business had been for him. To justify the course he had adopted the dictates of duty must have been imperative; but the trumpet-major, with a becoming reticence which his brother at the time was naturally unable to appreciate, scarcely dwelt distinctly enough upon the compelling cause of his conduct. It would, indeed, have been hard for any man, much less so modest a one as John, to do himself justice in that remarkable relation, when the listener was the lady’s lover; and it is no wonder that Robert rose to his feet and put a greater distance between himself and John.


  ‘And what time was it?’ he asked in a hard, suppressed voice.


  ‘It was just before one o’clock.’


  ‘How could you help her to go away?’


  ‘I had a pass. I carried her box to the coach-office. She was to follow at dawn.’


  ‘But she had no money.’


  ‘Yes, she had; I took particular care of that.’ John did not add, as he might have done, that he had given her, in his pity, all the money he possessed, and at present had only eighteenpence in the world. ‘Well, it is over, Bob; so sit ye down, and talk with me of old times,’ he added.


  ‘Ah, Jack, it is well enough for you to speak like that,’ said the disquieted sailor; ‘but I can’t help feeling that it is a cruel thing you have done. After all, she would have been snug enough for me. Would I had never found out this about her! John, why did you interfere? You had no right to overhaul my affairs like this. Why didn’t you tell me fairly all you knew, and let me do as I chose? You have turned her out of the house, and it’s a shame! If she had only come to me! Why didn’t she?’


  ‘Because she knew it was best to do otherwise.’


  ‘Well, I shall go after her,’ said Bob firmly.


  ‘You can do as you like,’ said John; ‘but I would advise you strongly to leave matters where they are.’


  ‘I won’t leave matters where they are,’ said Bob impetuously. ‘You have made me miserable, and all for nothing. I tell you she was good enough for me; and as long as I knew nothing about what you say of her history, what difference would it have made to me? Never was there a young woman who was better company; and she loved a merry song as I do myself. Yes, I’ll follow her.’


  ‘O, Bob,’ said John; ‘I hardly expected this!’


  ‘That’s because you didn’t know your man. Can I ask you to do me one kindness? I don’t suppose I can. Can I ask you not to say a word against her to any of them at home?’


  ‘Certainly. The very reason why I got her to go off silently, as she has done, was because nothing should be said against her here, and no scandal should be heard of.’


  ‘That may be; but I’m off after her. Marry that girl I will.’


  ‘You’ll be sorry.’


  ‘That we shall see,’ replied Robert with determination; and he went away rapidly towards the mill. The trumpet-major had no heart to follow—no good could possibly come of further opposition; and there on the down he remained like a graven image till Bob had vanished from his sight into the mill.


  Bob entered his father’s only to leave word that he was going on a renewed search for Matilda, and to pack up a few necessaries for his journey. Ten minutes later he came out again with a bundle in his hand, and John saw him go diagonally across the lower fields towards the high-road.


  ‘And this is all the good I have done!’ said John, musingly readjusting his stock where it cut his neck, and descending towards the mill.


  ♣


  XX.


  How They Lessened the Effect of the Calamity


  Meanwhile Anne Garland had gone home, and, being weary with her ramble in search of Matilda, sat silent in a corner of the room. Her mother was passing the time in giving utterance to every conceivable surmise on the cause of Miss Johnson’s disappearance that the human mind could frame, to which Anne returned monosyllabic answers, the result, not of indifference, but of intense preoccupation. Presently Loveday, the father, came to the door; her mother vanished with him, and they remained closeted together a long time. Anne went into the garden and seated herself beneath the branching tree whose boughs had sheltered her during so many hours of her residence here. Her attention was fixed more upon the miller’s wing of the irregular building before her than upon that occupied by her mother, for she could not help expecting every moment to see some one run out with a wild face and announce some awful clearing up of the mystery.


  Every sound set her on the alert, and hearing the tread of a horse in the lane she looked round eagerly. Gazing at her over the hedge was Festus Derriman, mounted on such an incredibly tall animal that he could see to her very feet over the thick and broad thorn fence. She no sooner recognized him than she withdrew her glance; but as his eyes were fixed steadily upon her this was a futile manœuvre.


  ‘I saw you look round!’ he exclaimed crossly. ‘What have I done to make you behave like that? Come, Miss Garland, be fair. ’Tis no use to turn your back upon me.’ As she did not turn he went on—‘Well, now, this is enough to provoke a saint. Now I tell you what, Miss Garland; here I’ll stay till you do turn round, if ’tis all the afternoon. You know my temper—what I say I mean.’ He seated himself firmly in the saddle, plucked some leaves from the hedge, and began humming a song, to show how absolutely indifferent he was to the flight of time.


  ‘What have you come for, that you are so anxious to see me?’ inquired Anne, when at last he had wearied her patience, rising and facing him with the added independence which came from a sense of the hedge between them.


  ‘There, I knew you would turn round!’ he said, his hot angry face invaded by a smile in which his teeth showed like white hemmed in by red at chess.


  ‘What do you want, Mr. Derriman?’ said she.


  ‘“What do you want, Mr. Derriman?”—now listen to that! Is that my encouragement?’


  Anne bowed superciliously, and moved away.


  ‘I have just heard news that explains all that,’ said the giant, eyeing her movements with somnolent irascibility. ‘My uncle has been letting things out. He was here late last night, and he saw you.’


  ‘Indeed he didn’t,’ said Anne.


  ‘O, now! He saw Trumpet-major Loveday courting somebody like you in that garden walk; and when he came you ran indoors.’


  ‘It is not true, and I wish to hear no more.’


  ‘Upon my life, he said so! How can you do it, Miss Garland, when I, who have enough money to buy up all the Lovedays, would gladly come to terms with ye? What a simpleton you must be, to pass me over for him! There, now you are angry because I said simpleton!—I didn’t mean simpleton, I meant misguided—misguided rosebud! That’s it—run off,’ he continued in a raised voice, as Anne made towards the garden door. ‘But I’ll have you yet. Much reason you have to be too proud to stay with me. But it won’t last long; I shall marry you, madam, if I choose, as you’ll see.’


  When he was quite gone, and Anne had calmed down from the not altogether unrelished fear and excitement that he always caused her, she returned to her seat under the tree, and began to wonder what Festus Derriman’s story meant, which, from the earnestness of his tone, did not seem like a pure invention. It suddenly flashed upon her mind that she herself had heard voices in the garden, and that the persons seen by Farmer Derriman, of whose visit and reclamation of his box the miller had told her, might have been Matilda and John Loveday. She further recalled the strange agitation of Miss Johnson on the preceding evening, and that it occurred just at the entry of the dragoon, till by degrees suspicion amounted to conviction that he knew more than any one else supposed of that lady’s disappearance.


  It was just at this time that the trumpet-major descended to the mill after his talk with his brother on the down. As fate would have it, instead of entering the house he turned aside to the garden and walked down that pleasant enclosure, to learn if he were likely to find in the other half of it the woman he loved so well.


  Yes, there she was, sitting on the seat of logs that he had repaired for her, under the apple-tree; but she was not facing in his direction. He walked with a noisier tread, he coughed, he shook a bough, he did everything, in short, but the one thing that Festus did in the same circumstances—call out to her. He would not have ventured on that for the world. Any of his signs would have been sufficient to attract her a day or two earlier; now she would not turn. At last, in his fond anxiety, he did what he had never done before without an invitation, and crossed over into Mrs. Garland’s half of the garden, till he stood before her.


  When she could not escape him she arose, and, saying ‘Good afternoon, trumpet-major,’ in a glacial manner unusual with her, walked away to another part of the garden.


  Loveday, quite at a loss, had not the strength of mind to persevere further. He had a vague apprehension that some imperfect knowledge of the previous night’s unhappy business had reached her; and, unable to remedy the evil without telling more than he dared, he went into the mill, where his father still was, looking doleful enough, what with his concern at events and the extra quantity of flour upon his face through sticking so closely to business that day.


  ‘Well, John; Bob has told you all, of course? A queer, strange, perplexing thing, isn’t it? I can’t make it out at all. There must be something wrong in the woman, or it couldn’t have happened. I haven’t been so upset for years.’


  ‘Nor have I. I wouldn’t it should have happened for all I own in the world,’ said the dragoon. ‘Have you spoke to Anne Garland to-day—or has anybody been talking to her?’


  ‘Festus Derriman rode by half-an-hour ago, and talked to her over the hedge.’


  John guessed the rest, and, after standing on the threshold in silence awhile, walked away towards the camp.


  All this time his brother Robert had been hastening along in pursuit of the woman who had withdrawn from the scene to avoid the exposure and complete overthrow which would have resulted had she remained. As the distance lengthened between himself and the mill, Bob was conscious of some cooling down of the excitement that had prompted him to set out; but he did not pause in his walk till he had reached the head of the river which fed the mill-stream. Here, for some indefinite reason, he allowed his eyes to be attracted by the bubbling spring whose waters never failed or lessened, and he stopped as if to look longer at the scene; it was really because his mind was so absorbed by John’s story.


  The sun was warm, the spot was a pleasant one, and he deposited his bundle and sat down. By degrees, as he reflected, first on John’s view and then on his own, his convictions became unsettled; till at length he was so balanced between the impulse to go on and the impulse to go back, that a puff of wind either way would have been well-nigh sufficient to decide for him. When he allowed John’s story to repeat itself in his ears, the reasonableness and good sense of his advice seemed beyond question. When, on the other hand, he thought of his poor Matilda’s eyes, and her, to him, pleasant ways, their charming arrangements to marry, and her probable willingness still, he could hardly bring himself to do otherwise than follow on the road at the top of his speed.


  This strife of thought was so well maintained that sitting and standing, he remained on the borders of the spring till the shadows had stretched out eastwards, and the chance of overtaking Matilda had grown considerably less. Still he did not positively go towards home. At last he took a guinea from his pocket, and resolved to put the question to the hazard. ‘Heads I go; tails I don’t.’ The piece of gold spun in the air and came down heads.


  ‘No, I won’t go, after all,’ he said. ‘I won’t be steered by accidents any more.’


  He picked up his bundle and switch, and retraced his steps towards Overcombe Mill, knocking down the brambles and nettles as he went with gloomy and indifferent blows. When he got within sight of the house he beheld David in the road.


  ‘All right—all right again, captain!’ shouted that retainer. ‘A wedding after all! Hurrah!’


  ‘Ah—she’s back again?’ cried Bob, seizing David, ecstatically, and dancing round with him.


  ‘No—but it’s all the same! it is of no consequence at all, and no harm will be done! Maister and Mrs. Garland have made up a match, and mean to marry at once, that the wedding victuals may not be wasted! They felt ’twould be a thousand pities to let such good things get blue-vinnied for want of a ceremony to use ’em upon, and at last they have thought of this.’


  ‘Victuals—I don’t care for the victuals!’ bitterly cried Bob, in a tone of far higher thought. ‘How you disappoint me!’ and he went slowly towards the house.


  His father appeared in the opening of the mill-door, looking more cheerful than when they had parted. ‘What, Robert, you’ve been after her?’ he said. ‘Faith, then, I wouldn’t have followed her if I had been as sure as you were that she went away in scorn of us. Since you told me that, I have not looked for her at all.’


  ‘I was wrong, father,’ Bob replied gravely, throwing down his bundle and stick. ‘Matilda, I find, has not gone away in scorn of us; she has gone away for other reasons. I followed her some way; but I have come back again. She may go.’


  ‘Why is she gone?’ said the astonished miller.


  Bob had intended, for Matilda’s sake, to give no reason to a living soul for her departure. But he could not treat his father thus reservedly; and he told.


  ‘She has made great fools of us,’ said the miller deliberately; ‘and she might have made us greater ones. Bob, I thought th’ hadst more sense.’


  ‘Well, don’t say anything against her, father,’ implored Bob. ‘’Twas a sorry haul, and there’s an end on’t. Let her down quietly, and keep the secret. You promise that?’


  ‘I do.’ Loveday the elder remained thinking awhile, and then went on—‘Well, what I was going to say is this: I’ve hit upon a plan to get out of the awkward corner she has put us in. What you’ll think of it I can’t say.’


  ‘David has just given me the heads.’


  ‘And do it hurt your feelings, my son, at such a time?’


  ‘No—I’ll bring myself to bear it, anyhow! Why should I object to other people’s happiness because I have lost my own?’ said Bob, with saintly self-sacrifice in his air.


  ‘Well said!’ answered the miller heartily. ‘But you may be sure that there will be no unseemly rejoicing, to disturb ’ee in your present frame of mind. All the morning I felt more ashamed than I cared to own at the thought of how the neighbours, great and small, would laugh at what they would call your folly, when they knew what had happened; so I resolved to take this step to stave it off, if so be ’twas possible. And when I saw Mrs. Garland I knew I had done right. She pitied me so much for having had the house cleaned in vain, and laid in provisions to waste, that it put her into the humour to agree. We mean to do it right off at once, afore the pies and cakes get mouldy and the blackpot stale. ’Twas a good thought of mine and hers, and I am glad ’tis settled,’ he concluded cheerfully.


  ‘Poor Matilda!’ murmured Bob.


  ‘There—I was afraid ’twould hurt thy feelings,’ said the miller, with self-reproach: ‘making preparations for thy wedding, and using them for my own!’


  ‘No,’ said Bob heroically; ‘it shall not. It will be a great comfort in my sorrow to feel that the splendid grub, and the ale, and your stunning new suit of clothes, and the great table-cloths you’ve bought, will be just as useful now as if I had married myself. Poor Matilda! But you won’t expect me to join in—you hardly can. I can sheer off that day very easily, you know.’


  ‘Nonsense, Bob!’ said the miller reproachfully.


  ‘I couldn’t stand it—I should break down.’


  ‘Deuce take me if I would have asked her, then, if I had known ’twas going to drive thee out of the house! Now, come, Bob, I’ll find a way of arranging it and sobering it down, so that it shall be as melancholy as you can require—in short, just like a funeral, if thou’lt promise to stay?’


  ‘Very well,’ said the afflicted one. ‘On that condition I’ll stay.’


  ♣


  XXI.


  ‘Upon the Hill He Turned’


  Having entered into this solemn compact with his son, the elder Loveday’s next action was to go to Mrs. Garland, and ask her how the toning down of the wedding had best be done. ‘It is plain enough that to make merry just now would be slighting Bob’s feelings, as if we didn’t care who was not married, so long as we were,’ he said. ‘But then, what’s to be done about the victuals?’


  ‘Give a dinner to the poor folk,’ she suggested. ‘We can get everything used up that way.’


  ‘That’s true,’ said the miller. ‘There’s enough of ’em in these times to carry off any extras whatsoever.’


  ‘And it will save Bob’s feelings wonderfully. And they won’t know that the dinner was got for another sort of wedding and another sort of guests; so you’ll have their good-will for nothing.’


  The miller smiled at the subtlety of the view. ‘That can hardly be called fair,’ he said. ‘Still, I did mean some of it for them, for the friends we meant to ask would not have cleared all.’


  Upon the whole the idea pleased him well, particularly when he noticed the forlorn look of his sailor son as he walked about the place, and pictured the inevitably jarring effect of fiddles and tambourines upon Bob’s shattered nerves at such a crisis, even if the notes of the former were dulled by the application of a mute, and Bob shut up in a distant bedroom—a plan which had at first occurred to him. He therefore told Bob that the surcharged larder was to be emptied by the charitable process above alluded to, and hoped he would not mind making himself useful in such a good and gloomy work. Bob readily fell in with the scheme, and it was at once put in hand and the tables spread.


  The alacrity with which the substituted wedding was carried out seemed to show that the worthy pair of neighbours would have joined themselves into one long ago, had there previously occurred any domestic incident dictating such a step as an apposite expedient, apart from their personal wish to marry.


  The appointed morning came, and the service quietly took place at the cheerful hour of ten, in the face of a triangular congregation, of which the base was the front pew and the apex the west door. Mrs. Garland dressed herself in the muslin shawl like Queen Charlotte’s, that Bob had brought home, and her best plum-coloured gown, beneath which peeped out her shoes with red rosettes. Anne was present, but she considerately toned herself down, so as not to too seriously damage her mother’s appearance. At moments during the ceremony she had a distressing sense that she ought not to be born, and was glad to get home again.


  The interest excited in the village, though real, was hardly enough to bring a serious blush to the face of coyness. Neighbours’ minds had become so saturated by the abundance of showy military and regal incident lately vouchsafed to them, that the wedding of middle-aged civilians was of small account, excepting in so far that it solved the question whether or not Mrs. Garland would consider herself too genteel to mate with a grinder of corn.


  In the evening, Loveday’s heart was made glad by seeing the baked and boiled in rapid process of consumption by the kitchenful of people assembled for that purpose. Three-quarters of an hour were sufficient to banish for ever his fears as to spoilt food. The provisions being the cause of the assembly, and not its consequence, it had been determined to get all that would not keep consumed on that day, even if highways and hedges had to be searched for operators. And, in addition to the poor and needy, every cottager’s daughter known to the miller was invited, and told to bring her lover from camp—an expedient which, for letting daylight into the inside of pie-crust, was among the most happy ever known.


  While Mr. and Mrs. Loveday, Anne, and Bob were standing in the parlour, discussing the progress of the entertainment in the next room, John, who had not been down all day, entered the house and looked in upon them through the open door.


  ‘How’s this, John? Why didn’t you come before?’


  ‘Had to see the captain, and—other duties,’ said the trumpet-major, in a tone which showed no great zeal for explanations.


  ‘Well, come in, however,’ continued the miller, as his son remained with his hand on the door-post, surveying them reflectively.


  ‘I cannot stay long,’ said John, advancing. ‘The Route is come, and we are going away.’


  ‘Going away! Where to?’


  ‘To Exonbury.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘Friday morning.’


  ‘All of you?’


  ‘Yes; some to-morrow and some next day. The King goes next week.’


  ‘I am sorry for this,’ said the miller, not expressing half his sorrow by the simple utterance. ‘I wish you could have been here to-day, since this is the case,’ he added, looking at the horizon through the window.


  Mrs. Loveday also expressed her regret, which seemed to remind the trumpet-major of the event of the day, and he went to her and tried to say something befitting the occasion. Anne had not said that she was either sorry or glad, but John Loveday fancied that she had looked rather relieved than otherwise when she heard his news. His conversation with Bob on the down made Bob’s manner, too, remarkably cool, notwithstanding that he had after all followed his brother’s advice, which it was as yet too soon after the event for him to rightly value. John did not know why the sailor had come back, never supposing that it was because he had thought better of going, and said to him privately, ‘You didn’t overtake her?’


  ‘I didn’t try to,’ said Bob.


  ‘And you are not going to?’


  ‘No; I shall let her drift.’


  ‘I am glad indeed, Bob; you have been wise,’ said John heartily.


  Bob, however, still loved Matilda too well to be other than dissatisfied with John and the event that he had precipitated, which the elder brother only too promptly perceived; and it made his stay that evening of short duration. Before leaving he said with some hesitation to his father, including Anne and her mother by his glance, ‘Do you think to come up and see us off?’


  The miller answered for them all, and said that of course they would come. ‘But you’ll step down again between now and then?’ he inquired.


  ‘I’ll try to.’ He added after a pause, ‘In case I should not, remember that Revalley will sound at half-past five; we shall leave about eight. Next summer, perhaps, we shall come and camp here again.’


  ‘I hope so,’ said his father and Mrs. Loveday.


  There was something in John’s manner which indicated to Anne that he scarcely intended to come down again; but the others did not notice it, and she said nothing. He departed a few minutes later, in the dusk of the August evening, leaving Anne still in doubt as to the meaning of his private meeting with Miss Johnson.


  John Loveday had been going to tell them that on the last night, by an especial privilege, it would be in his power to come and stay with them until eleven o’clock, but at the moment of leaving he abandoned the intention. Anne’s attitude had chilled him, and made him anxious to be off. He utilized the spare hours of that last night in another way.


  This was by coming down from the outskirts of the camp in the evening, and seating himself near the brink of the mill-pond as soon as it was quite dark; where he watched the lights in the different windows till one appeared in Anne’s bedroom, and she herself came forward to shut the casement, with the candle in her hand. The light shone out upon the broad and deep mill-head, illuminating to a distinct individuality every moth and gnat that entered the quivering chain of radiance stretching across the water towards him, and every bubble or atom of froth that floated into its width. She stood for some time looking out, little thinking what the darkness concealed on the other side of that wide stream; till at length she closed the casement, drew the curtains, and retreated into the room. Presently the light went out, upon which John Loveday returned to camp and lay down in his tent.


  The next morning was dull and windy, and the trumpets of the ——th sounded Réveille for the last time on Overcombe Down. Knowing that the Dragoons were going away, Anne had slept heedfully, and was at once awakened by the smart notes. She looked out of the window, to find that the miller was already astir, his white form being visible at the end of his garden, where he stood motionless, watching the preparations. Anne also looked on as well as she could through the dim grey gloom, and soon she saw the blue smoke from the cooks’ fires creeping fitfully along the ground, instead of rising in vertical columns, as it had done during the fine weather season. Then the men began to carry their bedding to the waggons, and others to throw all refuse into the trenches, till the down was lively as an ant-hill. Anne did not want to see John Loveday again, but hearing the household astir, she began to dress at leisure, looking out at the camp the while.


  When the soldiers had breakfasted, she saw them selling and giving away their superfluous crockery to the natives who had clustered round; and then they pulled down and cleared away the temporary kitchens which they had constructed when they came. A tapping of tent-pegs and wriggling of picket-posts followed, and soon the cones of white canvas, now almost become an intrinsic part of the landscape, fell to the ground. At this moment the miller came indoors and asked at the foot of the stairs if anybody was going up the hill with him.


  Anne felt that, in spite of the cloud hanging over John in her mind, it would ill become the present moment not to see him off, and she went downstairs to her mother, who was already there, though Bob was nowhere to be seen. Each took an arm of the miller, and thus climbed to the top of the hill. By this time the men and horses were at the place of assembly, and, shortly after the mill-party reached level ground, the troops slowly began to move forward. When the trumpet-major, half buried in his uniform, arms, and horse-furniture, drew near to the spot where the Lovedays were waiting to see him pass, his father turned anxiously to Anne and said, ‘You will shake hands with John?’


  Anne faintly replied ‘Yes,’ and allowed the miller to take her forward on his arm to the trackway, so as to be close to the flank of the approaching column. It came up, many people on each side grasping the hands of the troopers in bidding them farewell; and as soon as John Loveday saw the members of his father’s household, he stretched down his hand across his right pistol for the same performance. The miller gave his, then Mrs. Loveday gave hers, and then the hand of the trumpet-major was extended towards Anne. But as the horse did not absolutely stop, it was a somewhat awkward performance for a young woman to undertake, and, more on that account than on any other, Anne drew back, and the gallant trooper passed by without receiving her adieu. Anne’s heart reproached her for a moment; and then she thought that, after all, he was not going off to immediate battle, and that she would in all probability see him again at no distant date, when she hoped that the mystery of his conduct would be explained. Her thoughts were interrupted by a voice at her elbow: ‘Thank heaven, he’s gone! Now there’s a chance for me.’


  She turned, and Festus Derriman was standing by her.


  ‘There’s no chance for you,’ she said indignantly.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because there’s another left!’


  The words had slipped out quite unintentionally, and she blushed quickly. She would have given anything to be able to recall them; but he had heard, and said, ‘Who?’


  Anne went forward to the miller to avoid replying, and Festus caught her no more.


  ‘Has anybody been hanging about Overcombe Mill except Loveday’s son the soldier?’ he asked of a comrade.


  ‘His son the sailor,’ was the reply.


  ‘O—his son the sailor,’ said Festus slowly. ‘Damn his son the sailor!’


  ♣


  XXII.


  The Two Households United


  At this particular moment the object of Festus Derriman’s fulmination was assuredly not dangerous as a rival. Bob, after abstractedly watching the soldiers from the front of the house till they were out of sight, had gone within doors and seated himself in the mill-parlour, where his father found him, his elbows resting on the table and his forehead on his hands, his eyes being fixed upon a document that lay open before him.


  ‘What art perusing, Bob, with such a long face?’


  Bob sighed, and then Mrs. Loveday and Anne entered. ‘’Tis only a state-paper that I fondly thought I should have a use for,’ he said gloomily. And, looking down as before, he cleared his voice, as if moved inwardly to go on, and began to read in feeling tones from what proved to be his nullified marriage licence:—


  ‘“Timothy Titus Philemon, by permission Bishop of Bristol: To our well-beloved Robert Loveday, of the parish of Overcombe, Bachelor; and Matilda Johnson, of the same parish, Spinster. Greeting.”’


  Here Anne sighed, but contrived to keep down her sigh to a mere nothing.


  ‘Beautiful language, isn’t it!’ said Bob. ‘I was never greeted like that afore!’


  ‘Yes; I have often thought it very excellent language myself,’ said Mrs. Loveday.


  ‘Come to that, the old gentleman will greet thee like it again any day for a couple of guineas,’ said the miller.


  ‘That’s not the point, father! You never could see the real meaning of these things…. Well, then he goes on: “Whereas ye are, as it is alleged, determined to enter into the holy estate of matrimony—” But why should I read on? It all means nothing now—nothing, and the splendid words are all wasted upon air. It seems as if I had been hailed by some venerable hoary prophet, and had turned away, put the helm hard up, and wouldn’t hear.’


  Nobody replied, feeling probably that sympathy could not meet the case, and Bob went on reading the rest of it to himself, occasionally heaving a breath like the wind in a ship’s shrouds.


  ‘I wouldn’t set my mind so much upon her, if I was thee,’ said his father at last.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Well, folk might call thee a fool, and say thy brains were turning to water.’


  Bob was apparently much struck by this thought, and, instead of continuing the discourse further, he carefully folded up the licence, went out, and walked up and down the garden. It was startlingly apt what his father had said; and, worse than that, what people would call him might be true, and the liquefaction of his brains turn out to be no fable. By degrees he became much concerned, and the more he examined himself by this new light the more clearly did he perceive that he was in a very bad way.


  On reflection he remembered that since Miss Johnson’s departure his appetite had decreased amazingly. He had eaten in meat no more than fourteen or fifteen ounces a day, but one-third of a quartern pudding on an average, in vegetables only a small heap of potatoes and half a York cabbage, and no gravy whatever; which, considering the usual appetite of a seaman for fresh food at the end of a long voyage, was no small index of the depression of his mind. Then he had waked once every night, and on one occasion twice. While dressing each morning since the gloomy day he had not whistled more than seven bars of a hornpipe without stopping and falling into thought of a most painful kind; and he had told none but absolutely true stories of foreign parts to the neighbouring villagers when they saluted and clustered about him, as usual, for anything he chose to pour forth—except that story of the whale whose eye was about as large as the round pond in Derriman’s ewe-lease—which was like tempting fate to set a seal for ever upon his tongue as a traveller. All this enervation, mental and physical, had been produced by Matilda’s departure.


  He also considered what he had lost of the rational amusements of manhood during these unfortunate days. He might have gone to the neighbouring fashionable resort every afternoon, stood before Gloucester Lodge till the King and Queen came out, held his hat in his hand, and enjoyed their Majesties’ smiles at his homage all for nothing—watched the picket-mounting, heard the different bands strike up, observed the staff; and, above all, have seen the pretty town girls go trip-trip-trip along the esplanade, deliberately fixing their innocent eyes on the distant sea, the grey cliffs, and the sky, and accidentally on the soldiers and himself.


  ‘I’ll raze out her image,’ he said. ‘She shall make a fool of me no more.’ And his resolve resulted in conduct which had elements of real greatness.


  He went back to his father, whom he found in the mill-loft. ‘’Tis true, father, what you say,’ he observed: ‘my brains will turn to bilge-water if I think of her much longer. By the oath of a—navigator, I wish I could sigh less and laugh more! She’s gone—why can’t I let her go, and be happy? But how begin?’


  ‘Take it careless, my son,’ said the miller, ‘and lay yourself out to enjoy snacks and cordials.’


  ‘Ah—that’s a thought!’ said Bob.


  ‘Baccy is good for’t. So is sperrits. Though I don’t advise thee to drink neat.’


  ‘Baccy—I’d almost forgot it!’ said Captain Loveday.


  He went to his room, hastily untied the package of tobacco that he had brought home, and began to make use of it in his own way, calling to David for a bottle of the old household mead that had lain in the cellar these eleven years. He was discovered by his father three-quarters of an hour later as a half-invisible object behind a cloud of smoke.


  The miller drew a breath of relief. ‘Why, Bob,’ he said, ‘I thought the house was a-fire!’


  ‘I’m smoking rather fast to drown my reflections, father. ’Tis no use to chaw.’


  To tempt his attenuated appetite the unhappy mate made David cook an omelet and bake a seed-cake, the latter so richly compounded that it opened to the knife like a freckled buttercup. With the same object he stuck night-lines into the banks of the mill-pond, and drew up next morning a family of fat eels, some of which were skinned and prepared for his breakfast. They were his favourite fish, but such had been his condition that, until the moment of making this effort, he had quite forgotten their existence at his father’s back-door.


  In a few days Bob Loveday had considerably improved in tone and vigour. One other obvious remedy for his dejection was to indulge in the society of Miss Garland, love being so much more effectually got rid of by displacement than by attempted annihilation. But Loveday’s belief that he had offended her beyond forgiveness, and his ever-present sense of her as a woman who by education and antecedents was fitted to adorn a higher sphere than his own, effectually kept him from going near her for a long time, notwithstanding that they were inmates of one house. The reserve was, however, in some degree broken by the appearance one morning, later in the season, of the point of a saw through the partition which divided Anne’s room from the Loveday half of the house. Though she dined and supped with her mother and the Loveday family, Miss Garland had still continued to occupy her old apartments, because she found it more convenient there to pursue her hobbies of wool-work and of copying her father’s old pictures. The division wall had not as yet been broken down.


  As the saw worked its way downwards under her astonished gaze Anne jumped up from her drawing; and presently the temporary canvasing and papering which had sealed up the old door of communication was cut completely through. The door burst open, and Bob stood revealed on the other side, with the saw in his hand.


  ‘I beg your ladyship’s pardon,’ he said, taking off the hat he had been working in, as his handsome face expanded into a smile. ‘I didn’t know this door opened into your private room.’


  ‘Indeed, Captain Loveday!’


  ‘I am pulling down the division on principle, as we are now one family. But I really thought the door opened into your passage.’


  ‘It don’t matter; I can get another room.’


  ‘Not at all. Father wouldn’t let me turn you out. I’ll close it up again.’


  But Anne was so interested in the novelty of a new doorway that she walked through it, and found herself in a dark low passage which she had never seen before.


  ‘It leads to the mill,’ said Bob. ‘Would you like to go in and see it at work? But perhaps you have already.’


  ‘Only into the ground floor.’


  ‘Come all over it. I am practising as grinder, you know, to help my father.’


  She followed him along the dark passage, in the side of which he opened a little trap, when she saw a great slimy cavern, where the long arms of the mill-wheel flung themselves slowly and distractedly round, and splashing water-drops caught the little light that strayed into the gloomy place, turning it into stars and flashes. A cold mist-laden puff of air came into their faces, and the roar from within made it necessary for Anne to shout as she said, ‘It is dismal! let us go on.’


  Bob shut the trap, the roar ceased, and they went on to the inner part of the mill, where the air was warm and nutty, and pervaded by a fog of flour. Then they ascended the stairs, and saw the stones lumbering round and round, and the yellow corn running down through the hopper. They climbed yet further to the top stage, where the wheat lay in bins, and where long rays like feelers stretched in from the sun through the little window, got nearly lost among cobwebs and timber, and completed their course by marking the opposite wall with a glowing patch of gold.


  In his earnestness as an exhibitor Bob opened the bolter, which was spinning rapidly round, the result being that a dense cloud of flour rolled out in their faces, reminding Anne that her complexion was probably much paler by this time than when she had entered the mill. She thanked her companion for his trouble, and said she would now go down. He followed her with the same deference as hitherto, and with a sudden and increasing sense that of all cures for his former unhappy passion this would have been the nicest, the easiest, and the most effectual, if he had only been fortunate enough to keep her upon easy terms. But Miss Garland showed no disposition to go further than accept his services as a guide; she descended to the open air, shook the flour from her like a bird, and went on into the garden amid the September sunshine, whose rays lay level across the blue haze which the earth gave forth. The gnats were dancing up and down in airy companies, the nasturtium flowers shone out in groups from the dark hedge over which they climbed, and the mellow smell of the decline of summer was exhaled by everything. Bob followed her as far as the gate, looked after her, thought of her as the same girl who had half encouraged him years ago, when she seemed so superior to him; though now they were almost equal she apparently thought him beneath her. It was with a new sense of pleasure that his mind flew to the fact that she was now an inmate of his father’s house.


  His obsequious bearing was continued during the next week. In the busy hours of the day they seldom met, but they regularly encountered each other at meals, and these cheerful occasions began to have an interest for him quite irrespective of dishes and cups. When Anne entered and took her seat she was always loudly hailed by Miller Loveday as he whetted his knife; but from Bob she condescended to accept no such familiar greeting, and they often sat down together as if each had a blind eye in the direction of the other. Bob sometimes told serious and correct stories about sea-captains, pilots, boatswains, mates, able seamen, and other curious fauna of the marine world; but these were directly addressed to his father and Mrs. Loveday, Anne being included at the clinching-point by a glance only. He sometimes opened bottles of sweet cider for her, and then she thanked him; but even this did not lead to her encouraging his chat.


  One day when Anne was paring an apple she was left at table with the young man. ‘I have made something for you,’ he said.


  She looked all over the table; nothing was there save the ordinary remnants.


  ‘O I don’t mean that it is here; it is out by the bridge at the mill-head.’


  He arose, and Anne followed with curiosity in her eyes, and with her firm little mouth pouted up to a puzzled shape. On reaching the mossy mill-head she found that he had fixed in the keen damp draught which always prevailed over the wheel an Æolian harp of large size. At present the strings were partly covered with a cloth. He lifted it, and the wires began to emit a weird harmony which mingled curiously with the plashing of the wheel.


  ‘I made it on purpose for you, Miss Garland,’ he said.


  She thanked him very warmly, for she had never seen anything like such an instrument before, and it interested her. ‘It was very thoughtful of you to make it,’ she added. ‘How came you to think of such a thing?’


  ‘O I don’t know exactly,’ he replied, as if he did not care to be questioned on the point. ‘I have never made one in my life till now.’


  Every night after this, during the mournful gales of autumn, the strange mixed music of water, wind, and strings met her ear, swelling and sinking with an almost supernatural cadence. The character of the instrument was far enough removed from anything she had hitherto seen of Bob’s hobbies; so that she marvelled pleasantly at the new depths of poetry this contrivance revealed as existent in that young seaman’s nature, and allowed her emotions to flow out yet a little further in the old direction, notwithstanding her late severe resolve to bar them back.


  One breezy night, when the mill was kept going into the small hours, and the wind was exactly in the direction of the water-current, the music so mingled with her dreams as to wake her: it seemed to rhythmically set itself to the words, ‘Remember me! think of me!’ She was much impressed; the sounds were almost too touching; and she spoke to Bob the next morning on the subject.


  ‘How strange it is that you should have thought of fixing that harp where the water gushes!’ she gently observed. ‘It affects me almost painfully at night. You are poetical, Captain Bob. But it is too—too sad!’


  ‘I will take it away,’ said Captain Bob promptly. ‘It certainly is too sad; I thought so myself. I myself was kept awake by it one night.’


  ‘How came you to think of making such a peculiar thing?’


  ‘Well,’ said Bob, ‘it is hardly worth saying why. It is not a good place for such a queer noisy machine; and I’ll take it away.’


  ‘On second thoughts,’ said Anne, ‘I should like it to remain a little longer, because it sets me thinking.’


  ‘Of me?’ he asked with earnest frankness.


  Anne’s colour rose fast.


  ‘Well, yes,’ she said, trying to infuse much plain matter-of-fact into her voice. ‘Of course I am led to think of the person who invented it.’


  Bob seemed unaccountably embarrassed, and the subject was not pursued. About half-an-hour later he came to her again, with something of an uneasy look.


  ‘There was a little matter I didn’t tell you just now, Miss Garland,’ he said. ‘About that harp thing, I mean. I did make it, certainly, but it was my brother John who asked me to do it, just before he went away. John is very musical, as you know, and he said it would interest you; but as he didn’t ask me to tell, I did not. Perhaps I ought to have, and not have taken the credit to myself.’


  ‘O, it is nothing!’ said Anne quickly. ‘It is a very incomplete instrument after all, and it will be just as well for you to take it away as you first proposed.’


  He said that he would, but he forgot to do it that day; and the following night there was a high wind, and the harp cried and moaned so movingly that Anne, whose window was quite near, could hardly bear the sound with its new associations. John Loveday was present to her mind all night as an ill-used man; and yet she could not own that she had ill-used him.


  The harp was removed next day. Bob, feeling that his credit for originality was damaged in her eyes, by way of recovering it set himself to paint the summer-house which Anne frequented, and when he came out he assured her that it was quite his own idea.


  ‘It wanted doing, certainly,’ she said, in a neutral tone.


  ‘It is just about troublesome.’


  ‘Yes; you can’t quite reach up. That’s because you are not very tall; is it not, Captain Loveday?’


  ‘You never used to say things like that.’


  ‘O, I don’t mean that you are much less than tall! Shall I hold the paint for you, to save your stepping down?’


  ‘Thank you, if you would.’


  She took the paint-pot, and stood looking at the brush as it moved up and down in his hand.


  ‘I hope I shall not sprinkle your fingers,’ he observed as he dipped.


  ‘O, that would not matter! You do it very well.’


  ‘I am glad to hear that you think so.’


  ‘But perhaps not quite so much art is demanded to paint a summer-house as to paint a picture?’


  Thinking that, as a painter’s daughter, and a person of education superior to his own, she spoke with a flavour of sarcasm, he felt humbled and said—


  ‘You did not use to talk like that to me.’


  ‘I was perhaps too young then to take any pleasure in giving pain,’ she observed daringly.


  ‘Does it give you pleasure?’


  Anne nodded.


  ‘I like to give pain to people who have given pain to me,’ she said smartly, without removing her eyes from the green liquid in her hand.


  ‘I ask your pardon for that.’


  ‘I didn’t say I meant you—though I did mean you.’


  Bob looked and looked at her side face till he was bewitched into putting down his brush.


  ‘It was that stupid forgetting of ’ee for a time!’ he exclaimed. ‘Well, I hadn’t seen you for so very long—consider how many years! O, dear Anne!’ he said, advancing to take her hand, ‘how well we knew one another when we were children! You was a queen to me then; and so you are now, and always.’


  Possibly Anne was thrilled pleasantly enough at having brought the truant village lad to her feet again; but he was not to find the situation so easy as he imagined, and her hand was not to be taken yet.


  ‘Very pretty!’ she said, laughing. ‘And only six weeks since Miss Johnson left.’


  ‘Zounds, don’t say anything about that!’ implored Bob. ‘I swear that I never—never deliberately loved her—for a long time together, that is; it was a sudden sort of thing, you know. But towards you—I have more or less honoured and respectfully loved you, off and on, all my life. There, that’s true.’


  Anne retorted quickly—


  ‘I am willing, off and on, to believe you, Captain Robert. But I don’t see any good in your making these solemn declarations.’


  ‘Give me leave to explain, dear Miss Garland. It is to get you to be pleased to renew an old promise—made years ago—that you’ll think o’ me.’


  ‘Not a word of any promise will I repeat.’


  ‘Well, well, I won’t urge ’ee to-day. Only let me beg of you to get over the quite wrong notion you have of me; and it shall be my whole endeavour to fetch your gracious favour.’


  Anne turned away from him and entered the house, whither in the course of a quarter of an hour he followed her, knocking at her door, and asking to be let in. She said she was busy; whereupon he went away, to come back again in a short time and receive the same answer.


  ‘I have finished painting the summer-house for you,’ he said through the door.


  ‘I cannot come to see it. I shall be engaged till supper-time.’


  She heard him breathe a heavy sigh and withdraw, murmuring something about his bad luck in being cut away from the starn like this. But it was not over yet. When supper-time came and they sat down together, she took upon herself to reprove him for what he had said to her in the garden.


  Bob made his forehead express despair.


  ‘Now, I beg you this one thing,’ he said. ‘Just let me know your whole mind. Then I shall have a chance to confess my faults and mend them, or clear my conduct to your satisfaction.’


  She answered with quickness, but not loud enough to be heard by the old people at the other end of the table—‘Then, Captain Loveday, I will tell you one thing, one fault, that perhaps would have been more proper to my character than to yours. You are too easily impressed by new faces, and that gives me a bad opinion of you—yes, a bad opinion.’


  ‘O, that’s it!’ said Bob slowly, looking at her with the intense respect of a pupil for a master, her words being spoken in a manner so precisely between jest and earnest that he was in some doubt how they were to be received. ‘Impressed by new faces. It is wrong, certainly, of me.’


  The popping of a cork, and the pouring out of strong beer by the miller with a view to giving it a head, were apparently distractions sufficient to excuse her in not attending further to him; and during the remainder of the sitting her gentle chiding seemed to be sinking seriously into his mind. Perhaps her own heart ached to see how silent he was; but she had always meant to punish him. Day after day for two or three weeks she preserved the same demeanour, with a self-control which did justice to her character. And, on his part, considering what he had to put up with, how she eluded him, snapped him off, refused to come out when he called her, refused to see him when he wanted to enter the little parlour which she had now appropriated to her private use, his patience testified strongly to his good-humour.


  ♣


  XXIII.


  Military Preparations on an Extended Scale


  Christmas had passed. Dreary winter with dark evenings had given place to more dreary winter with light evenings. Rapid thaws had ended in rain, rain in wind, wind in dust. Showery days had come—the season of pink dawns and white sunsets; and people hoped that the March weather was over.


  The chief incident that concerned the household at the mill was that the miller, following the example of all his neighbours, had become a volunteer, and duly appeared twice a week in a red, long-tailed military coat, pipe-clayed breeches, black cloth gaiters, a heel-balled helmet-hat with a tuft of green wool, and epaulettes of the same colour and material. Bob still remained neutral. Not being able to decide whether to enrol himself as a sea-fencible, a local militia-man, or a volunteer, he simply went on dancing attendance upon Anne. Mrs. Loveday had become awake to the fact that the pair of young people stood in a curious attitude towards each other; but as they were never seen with their heads together, and scarcely ever sat even in the same room, she could not be sure what their movements meant.


  Strangely enough (or perhaps naturally enough), since entering the Loveday family herself, she had gradually grown to think less favourably of Anne doing the same thing, and reverted to her original idea of encouraging Festus; this more particularly because he had of late shown such perseverance in haunting the precincts of the mill, presumably with the intention of lighting upon the young girl. But the weather had kept her mostly indoors.


  One afternoon it was raining in torrents. Such leaves as there were on trees at this time of year—those of the laurel and other evergreens—staggered beneath the hard blows of the drops which fell upon them, and afterwards could be seen trickling down the stems beneath and silently entering the ground. The surface of the mill-pond leapt up in a thousand spirts under the same downfall, and clucked like a hen in the rat-holes along the banks as it undulated under the wind. The only dry spot visible from the front windows of the mill-house was the inside of a small shed, on the opposite side of the courtyard. While Mrs. Loveday was noticing the threads of rain descending across its interior shade, Festus Derriman walked up and entered it for shelter, which, owing to the lumber within, it but scantily afforded to a man who would have been a match for one of Frederick William’s Patagonians.


  It was an excellent opportunity for helping on her scheme. Anne was in the back room, and by asking him in till the rain was over she would bring him face to face with her daughter, whom, as the days went on, she increasingly wished to marry other than a Loveday, now that the romance of her own alliance with the miller had in some respects worn off. She was better provided for than before; she was not unhappy; but the plain fact was that she had married beneath her. She beckoned to Festus through the window-pane; he instantly complied with her signal, having in fact placed himself there on purpose to be noticed; for he knew that Miss Garland would not be out-of-doors on such a day.


  ‘Good afternoon, Mrs. Loveday,’ said Festus on entering. ‘There now—if I didn’t think that’s how it would be!’ His voice had suddenly warmed to anger, for he had seen a door close in the back part of the room, a lithe figure having previously slipped through.


  Mrs. Loveday turned, observed that Anne was gone, and said, ‘What is it?’ as if she did not know.


  ‘O, nothing, nothing!’ said Festus crossly. ‘You know well enough what it is, ma’am; only you make pretence otherwise. But I’ll bring her to book yet. You shall drop your haughty airs, my charmer! She little thinks I have kept an account of ’em all.’


  ‘But you must treat her politely, sir,’ said Mrs. Loveday, secretly pleased at these signs of uncontrollable affection.


  ‘Don’t tell me of politeness or generosity, ma’am! She is more than a match for me. She regularly gets over me. I have passed by this house five-and-fifty times since last Martinmas, and this is all my reward for’t!’


  ‘But you will stay till the rain is over, sir?’


  ‘No. I don’t mind rain. I’m off again. She’s got somebody else in her eye!’ And the yeoman went out, slamming the door.


  Meanwhile the slippery object of his hopes had gone along the dark passage, passed the trap which opened on the wheel, and through the door into the mill, where she was met by Bob, who looked up from the flour-shoot inquiringly and said, ‘You want me, Miss Garland?’


  ‘O no,’ said she. ‘I only want to be allowed to stand here a few minutes.’


  He looked at her to know if she meant it, and finding that she did, returned to his post. When the mill had rumbled on a little longer he came back.


  ‘Bob,’ she said, when she saw him move, ‘remember that you are at work, and have no time to stand close to me.’


  He bowed and went to his original post again, Anne watching from the window till Festus should leave. The mill rumbled on as before, and at last Bob came to her for the third time. ‘Now, Bob—’ she began.


  ‘On my honour, ’tis only to ask a question. Will you walk with me to church next Sunday afternoon?’


  ‘Perhaps I will,’ she said. But at this moment the yeoman left the house, and Anne, to escape further parley, returned to the dwelling by the way she had come.


  Sunday afternoon arrived, and the family was standing at the door waiting for the church bells to begin. From that side of the house they could see southward across a paddock to the rising ground further ahead, where there grew a large elm-tree, beneath whose boughs footpaths crossed in different directions, like meridians at the pole. The tree was old, and in summer the grass beneath it was quite trodden away by the feet of the many trysters and idlers who haunted the spot. The tree formed a conspicuous object in the surrounding landscape.


  While they looked, a foot soldier in red uniform and white breeches came along one of the paths, and stopping beneath the elm, took from his pocket a paper, which he proceeded to nail up by the four corners to the trunk. He drew back, looked at it, and went on his way. Bob got his glass from indoors and levelled it at the placard, but after looking for a long time he could make out nothing but a lion and a unicorn at the top. Anne, who was ready for church, moved away from the door, though it was yet early, and showed her intention of going by way of the elm. The paper had been so impressively nailed up that she was curious to read it even at this theological time. Bob took the opportunity of following, and reminded her of her promise.


  ‘Then walk behind me not at all close,’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ he replied, immediately dropping behind.


  The ludicrous humility of his manner led her to add playfully over her shoulder, ‘It serves you right, you know.’


  ‘I deserve anything, but I must take the liberty to say that I hope my behaviour about Matil—, in forgetting you awhile, will not make ’ee wish to keep me always behind?’


  She replied confidentially, ‘Why I am so earnest not to be seen with you is that I may appear to people to be independent of you. Knowing what I do of your weaknesses I can do no otherwise. You must be schooled into——’


  ‘O, Anne,’ sighed Bob, ‘you hit me hard—too hard! If ever I do win you I am sure I shall have fairly earned you.’


  ‘You are not what you once seemed to be,’ she returned softly. ‘I don’t quite like to let myself love you.’ The last words were not very audible, and as Bob was behind he caught nothing of them, nor did he see how sentimental she had become all of a sudden. They walked the rest of the way in silence, and coming to the tree read as follows:—


  
    [image: address]

    ADDRESS TO ALL RANKS AND DESCRIPTIONS OF ENGLISHMEN.


    Friends and Countrymen,—The French are now assembling the largest force that ever was prepared to invade this Kingdom, with the professed purpose of effecting our complete Ruin and Destruction. They do not disguise their intentions, as they have often done to other Countries; but openly boast that they will come over in such Numbers as cannot be resisted.


    Wherever the French have lately appeared they have spared neither Rich nor Poor, Old nor Young; but like a Destructive Pestilence have laid waste and destroyed every Thing that before was fair and flourishing.


    On this occasion no man’s service is compelled, but you are invited voluntarily to come forward in defence of everything that is dear to you, by entering your Names on the Lists which are sent to the Tything-man of every Parish, and engaging to act either as Associated Volunteers bearing Arms, as Pioneers and Labourers, or as Drivers of Waggons.


    As Associated Volunteers you will be called out only once a week, unless the actual Landing of the Enemy should render your further Services necessary.


    As Pioneers or Labourers you will be employed in Breaking up Roads to hinder the Enemy’s advance.


    Those who have Pickaxes, Spades, Shovels, Bill-hooks, or other Working Implements, are desired to mention them to the Constable or Tything-man of their Parish, in order that they may be entered on the Lists opposite their Homes, to be used if necessary….


    It is thought desirable to give you this Explanation, that you may not be ignorant of the Duties to which you may be called. But if the love of true Liberty and honest Fame has not ceased to animate the Hearts of Englishmen, Pay, though necessary, will be the least Part of your Reward. You will find your best Recompense in having done your Duty to your King and Country by driving back or destroying your old and implacable Enemy, envious of your Freedom and Happiness, and therefore seeking to destroy them; in having protected your Wives and Children from Death, or worse than Death, which will follow the Success of such Inveterate Foes.


    Rouse, therefore, and unite as one man in the best of Causes! United we may defy the World to conquer us; but Victory will never belong to those who are slothful and unprepared. (1)

  


  ‘I must go and join at once!’ said Bob.


  Anne turned to him, all the playfulness gone from her face. ‘I wish we lived in the north of England, Bob, so as to be further away from where he’ll land!’ she murmured uneasily.


  ‘Where we are would be Paradise to me, if you would only make it so.’


  ‘It is not right to talk so lightly at such a serious time,’ she thoughtfully returned, going on towards the church.


  On drawing near, they saw through the boughs of a clump of intervening trees, still leafless, but bursting into buds of amber hue, a glittering which seemed to be reflected from points of steel. In a few moments they heard above the tender chiming of the church bells the loud voice of a man giving words of command, at which all the metallic points suddenly shifted like the bristles of a porcupine, and glistened anew.


  ‘’Tis the drilling,’ said Loveday. ‘They drill now between the services, you know, because they can’t get the men together so readily in the week. It makes me feel that I ought to be doing more than I am!’


  When they had passed round the belt of trees, the company of recruits became visible, consisting of the able-bodied inhabitants of the hamlets thereabout, more or less known to Bob and Anne. They were assembled on the green plot outside the churchyard-gate, dressed in their common clothes, and the sergeant who had been putting them through their drill was the man who nailed up the proclamation. He was now engaged in untying a canvas money-bag, from which he drew forth a handful of shillings, giving one to each man in payment for his attendance.


  ‘Men, I dismissed ye too soon—parade, parade again, I say,’ he cried. ‘My watch is fast, I find. There’s another twenty minutes afore the worship of God commences. Now all of you that ha’n’t got firelocks, fall in at the lower end. Eyes right and dress!’


  As every man was anxious to see how the rest stood, those at the end of the line pressed forward for that purpose, till the line assumed the form of a bow.


  ‘Look at ye now! Why, you are all a crooking in! Dress, dress!’


  They dressed forthwith; but impelled by the same motive they soon resumed their former figure, and so they were despairingly permitted to remain.


  ‘Now, I hope you’ll have a little patience,’ said the sergeant, as he stood in the centre of the arc, ‘and pay strict attention to the word of command, just exactly as I give it out to ye; and if I should go wrong, I shall be much obliged to any friend who’ll put me right again, for I have only been in the army three weeks myself, and we are all liable to mistakes.’


  ‘So we be, so we be,’ said the line heartily.


  ‘’Tention, the whole, then. Poise fawlocks! Very well done!’


  ‘Please, what must we do that haven’t got no firelocks!’ said the lower end of the line in a helpless voice.


  ‘Now, was ever such a question! Why, you must do nothing at all, but think how you’d poise ’em if you had ’em. You middle men, that are armed with hurdle-sticks and cabbage-stumps just to make-believe, must of course use ’em as if they were the real thing. Now then, cock fawlocks! Present! Fire! (Pretend to, I mean, and the same time throw yer imagination into the field o’ battle.) Very good—very good indeed; except that some of you were a little too soon, and the rest a little too late.’


  ‘Please, sergeant, can I fall out, as I am master-player in the choir, and my bass-viol strings won’t stand at this time o’ year, unless they be screwed up a little before the passon comes in?’


  ‘How can you think of such trifles as churchgoing at such a time as this, when your own native country is on the point of invasion?’ said the sergeant sternly. ‘And, as you know, the drill ends three minutes afore church begins, and that’s the law, and it wants a quarter of an hour yet. Now, at the word Prime, shake the powder (supposing you’ve got it) into the priming-pan, three last fingers behind the rammer; then shut your pans, drawing your right arm nimble-like towards your body. I ought to have told ye before this, that at Hand your katridge, seize it and bring it with a quick motion to your mouth, bite the top well off, and don’t swaller so much of the powder as to make ye hawk and spet instead of attending to your drill. What’s that man a-saying of in the rear rank?’


  ‘Please, sir, ’tis Anthony Cripplestraw, wanting to know how he’s to bite off his katridge, when he haven’t a tooth left in ’s head?’


  ‘Man! Why, what’s your genius for war? Hold it up to your right-hand man’s mouth, to be sure, and let him nip it off for ye. Well, what have you to say, Private Tremlett? Don’t ye understand English?’


  ‘Ask yer pardon, sergeant; but what must we infantry of the awkward squad do if Boney comes afore we get our firelocks?’


  ‘Take a pike, like the rest of the incapables. You’ll find a store of them ready in the corner of the church tower. Now then—Shoulder—r—r—r——’


  ‘There, they be tinging in the passon!’ exclaimed David, Miller Loveday’s man, who also formed one of the company, as the bells changed from chiming all three together to a quick beating of one. The whole line drew a breath of relief, threw down their arms, and began running off.


  ‘Well, then, I must dismiss ye,’ said the sergeant. ‘Come back—come back! Next drill is Tuesday afternoon at four. And, mind, if your masters won’t let ye leave work soon enough, tell me, and I’ll write a line to Gover’ment! ’Tention! To the right—left wheel, I mean—no, no—right wheel. Mar—r—r—rch!’


  Some wheeled to the right and some to the left, and some obliging men, including Cripplestraw, tried to wheel both ways.


  ‘Stop, stop; try again! ’Cruits and comrades, unfortunately when I’m in a hurry I can never remember my right hand from my left, and never could as a boy. You must excuse me, please. Practice makes perfect, as the saying is; and, much as I’ve learnt since I ’listed, we always find something new. Now then, right wheel! march! halt! Stand at ease! dismiss! I think that’s the order o’t, but I’ll look in the Gover’ment book afore Tuesday.’ (2)


  Many of the company who had been drilled preferred to go off and spend their shillings instead of entering the church; but Anne and Captain Bob passed in. Even the interior of the sacred edifice was affected by the agitation of the times. The religion of the country had, in fact, changed from love of God to hatred of Napoleon Buonaparte; and, as if to remind the devout of this alteration, the pikes for the pikemen (all those accepted men who were not otherwise armed) were kept in the church of each parish. There, against the wall, they always stood—a whole sheaf of them, formed of new ash stems, with a spike driven in at one end, the stick being preserved from splitting by a ferule. And there they remained, year after year, in the corner of the aisle, till they were removed and placed under the gallery stairs, and thence ultimately to the belfry, where they grew black, rusty, and worm-eaten, and were gradually stolen and carried off by sextons, parish clerks, whitewashers, window-menders, and other church servants for use at home as rake-stems, benefit-club staves and pick-handles, in which degraded situations they may still occasionally be found.


  But in their new and shining state they had a terror for Anne, whose eyes were involuntarily drawn towards them as she sat at Bob’s side during the service, filling her with bloody visions of their possible use not far from the very spot on which they were now assembled. The sermon, too, was on the subject of patriotism; so that when they came out she began to harp uneasily upon the probability of their all being driven from their homes.


  Bob assured her that with the sixty thousand regulars, the militia reserve of a hundred and twenty thousand, and the three hundred thousand volunteers, there was not much to fear.


  ‘But I sometimes have a fear that poor John will be killed,’ he continued after a pause. ‘He is sure to be among the first that will have to face the invaders, and the trumpeters get picked off.’


  ‘There is the same chance for him as for the others,’ said Anne.


  ‘Yes—yes—the same chance, such as it is. You have never liked John since that affair of Matilda Johnson, have you?’


  ‘Why?’ she quickly asked.


  ‘Well,’ said Bob timidly, ‘as it is a ticklish time for him, would it not be worth while to make up any differences before the crash comes?’


  ‘I have nothing to make up’ up,’ said Anne, with some distress. She still fully believed the trumpet-major to have smuggled away Miss Johnson because of his own interest in that lady, which must have made his professions to herself a mere pastime; but that very conduct had in it the curious advantage to herself of setting Bob free.


  ‘Since John has been gone,’ continued her companion, ‘I have found out more of his meaning, and of what he really had to do with that woman’s flight. Did you know that he had anything to do with it?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘That he got her to go away?’


  She looked at Bob with surprise. He was not exasperated with John, and yet he knew so much as this.


  ‘Yes,’ she said; ‘what did it mean?’


  He did not explain to her then; but the possibility of John’s death, which had been newly brought home to him by the military events of the day, determined him to get poor John’s character cleared. Reproaching himself for letting her remain so long with a mistaken idea of him, Bob went to his father as soon as they got home, and begged him to get Mrs. Loveday to tell Anne the true reason of John’s objection to Miss Johnson as a sister-in-law.


  ‘She thinks it is because they were old lovers new met, and that he wants to marry her,’ he exclaimed to his father in conclusion.


  ‘Then that’s the meaning of the split between Miss Nancy and Jack,’ said the miller.


  ‘What, were they any more than common friends?’ asked Bob uneasily.


  ‘Not on her side, perhaps.’


  ‘Well, we must do it,’ replied Bob, painfully conscious that common justice to John might bring them into hazardous rivalry, yet determined to be fair. ‘Tell it all to Mrs. Loveday, and get her to tell Anne.’


  ♣


  XXIV.


  A Letter, a Visitor, and a Tin Box


  The result of the explanation upon Anne was bitter self-reproach. She was so sorry at having wronged the kindly soldier that next morning she went by herself to the down, and stood exactly where his tent had covered the sod on which he had lain so many nights, thinking what sadness he must have suffered because of her at the time of packing up and going away. After that she wiped from her eyes the tears of pity which had come there, descended to the house, and wrote an impulsive letter to him, in which occurred the following passages, indiscreet enough under the circumstances:—


  
    ‘I find all justice, all rectitude, on your side, John; and all impertinence, all inconsiderateness, on mine. I am so much convinced of your honour in the whole transaction, that I shall for the future mistrust myself in everything. And if it be possible, whenever I differ from you on any point I shall take an hour’s time for consideration before I say that I differ. If I have lost your friendship, I have only myself to thank for it; but I sincerely hope that you can forgive.’

  


  After writing this she went to the garden, where Bob was shearing the spring grass from the paths. ‘What is John’s direction?’ she said, holding the sealed letter in her hand.


  ‘Exonbury Barracks,’ Bob faltered, his countenance sinking.


  She thanked him and went indoors. When he came in, later in the day, he passed the door of her empty sitting-room and saw the letter on the mantelpiece. He disliked the sight of it. Hearing voices in the other room, he entered and found Anne and her mother there, talking to Cripplestraw, who had just come in with a message from Squire Derriman, requesting Miss Garland, as she valued the peace of mind of an old and troubled man, to go at once and see him.


  ‘I cannot go,’ she said, not liking the risk that such a visit involved.


  An hour later Cripplestraw shambled again into the passage, on the same errand.


  ‘Maister’s very poorly, and he hopes that you’ll come, Mis’ess Anne. He wants to see ’ee very particular about the French.’


  Anne would have gone in a moment but for the fear that some one besides the farmer might encounter her, and she answered as before.


  Another hour passed, and the wheels of a vehicle were heard. Cripplestraw had come for the third time, with a horse and gig; he was dressed in his best clothes, and brought with him on this occasion a basket containing raisins, almonds, oranges, and sweet cakes. Offering them to her as a gift from the old farmer, he repeated his request for her to accompany him, the gig and best mare having been sent as an additional inducement.


  ‘I believe the old gentleman is in love with you, Anne,’ said her mother.


  ‘Why couldn’t he drive down himself to see me?’ Anne inquired of Cripplestraw.


  ‘He wants you at the house, please.’


  ‘Is Mr. Festus with him?’


  ‘No; he’s away to Budmouth.’


  ‘I’ll go,’ said she.


  ‘And I may come and meet you?’ said Bob.


  ‘There’s my letter—what shall I do about that?’ she said, instead of answering him. ‘Take my letter to the post-office, and you may come,’ she added.


  He said yes and went out, Cripplestraw retreating to the door till she should be ready.


  ‘What letter is it?’ said her mother.


  ‘Only one to John,’ said Anne. ‘I have asked him to forgive my suspicions. I could do no less.’


  ‘Do you want to marry him?’ asked Mrs. Loveday bluntly.


  ‘Mother!’


  ‘Well; he will take that letter as an encouragement. Can’t you see that he will, you foolish girl?’


  Anne did see instantly. ‘Of course!’ she said. ‘Tell Robert that he need not go.’


  She went to her room to secure the letter. It was gone from the mantelpiece, and on inquiry it was found that the miller, seeing it there, had sent David with it to Budmouth hours ago. Anne said nothing, and set out for Oxwell Hall with Cripplestraw.


  ‘William,’ said Mrs. Loveday to the miller when Anne was gone and Bob had resumed his work in the garden, ‘did you get that letter sent off on purpose?’


  ‘Well, I did. I wanted to make sure of it. John likes her, and now ’twill be made up; and why shouldn’t he marry her? I’ll start him in business, if so be she’ll have him.’


  ‘But she is likely to marry Festus Derriman.’


  ‘I don’t want her to marry anybody but John,’ said the miller doggedly.


  ‘Not if she is in love with Bob, and has been for years, and he with her?’ asked his wife triumphantly.


  ‘In love with Bob, and he with her?’ repeated Loveday.


  ‘Certainly,’ said she, going off and leaving him to his reflections.


  When Anne reached the hall she found old Mr. Derriman in his customary chair. His complexion was more ashen, but his movements in rising at her entrance, putting a chair and shutting the door behind her, were much the same as usual.


  ‘Thank God you’ve come, my dear girl,’ he said earnestly. ‘Ah, you don’t trip across to read to me now! Why did ye cost me so much to fetch you? Fie! A horse and gig, and a man’s time in going three times. And what I sent ’ee cost a good deal in Budmouth market, now everything is so dear there, and ’twould have cost more if I hadn’t bought the raisins and oranges some months ago, when they were cheaper. I tell you this because we are old friends, and I have nobody else to tell my troubles to. But I don’t begrudge anything to ’ee since you’ve come.’


  ‘I am not much pleased to come, even now,’ said she. ‘What can make you so seriously anxious to see me?’


  ‘Well, you be a good girl and true; and I’ve been thinking that of all people of the next generation that I can trust, you are the best. ’Tis my bonds and my title-deeds, such as they be, and the leases, you know, and a few guineas in packets, and more than these, my will, that I have to speak about. Now do ye come this way.’


  ‘O, such things as those!’ she returned, with surprise. ‘I don’t understand those things at all.’


  ‘There’s nothing to understand. ’Tis just this. The French will be here within two months; that’s certain. I have it on the best authority, that the army at Boulogne is ready, the boats equipped, the plans laid, and the First Consul only waits for a tide. Heaven knows what will become o’ the men o’ these parts! But most likely the women will be spared. Now I’ll show ’ee.’


  He led her across the hall to a stone staircase of semicircular plan, which conducted to the cellars.


  ‘Down here?’ she said.


  ‘Yes; I must trouble ye to come down here. I have thought and thought who is the woman that can best keep a secret for six months, and I say, “Anne Garland.” You won’t be married before then?’


  ‘O no!’ murmured the young woman.


  ‘I wouldn’t expect ’ee to keep a close tongue after such a thing as that. But it will not be necessary.’


  When they reached the bottom of the steps he struck a light from a tinder-box, and unlocked the middle one of three doors which appeared in the whitewashed wall opposite. The rays of the candle fell upon the vault and sides of a long low cellar, littered with decayed woodwork from other parts of the hall, among the rest stair-balusters, carved finials, tracery panels, and wainscoting. But what most attracted her eye was a small flagstone turned up in the middle of the floor, a heap of earth beside it, and a measuring-tape. Derriman went to the corner of the cellar, and pulled out a clamped box from under the straw. ‘You be rather heavy, my dear, eh?’ he said, affectionately addressing the box as he lifted it. ‘But you are going to be put in a safe place, you know, or that rascal will get hold of ’ee, and carry ’ee off and ruin me.’ He then with some difficulty lowered the box into the hole, raked in the earth upon it, and lowered the flagstone, which he was a long time in fixing to his satisfaction. Miss Garland, who was romantically interested, helped him to brush away the fragments of loose earth; and when he had scattered over the floor a little of the straw that lay about, they again ascended to upper air.


  ‘Is this all, sir?’ said Anne.


  ‘Just a moment longer, honey. Will you come into the great parlour?’


  She followed him thither.


  ‘If anything happens to me while the fighting is going on—it may be on these very fields—you will know what to do,’ he resumed. ‘But first please sit down again, there’s a dear, whilst I write what’s in my head. See, there’s the best paper, and a new quill that I’ve afforded myself for’t.’


  ‘What a strange business! I don’t think I much like it, Mr. Derriman,’ she said, seating herself.


  He had by this time begun to write, and murmured as he wrote—


  ‘“Twenty-three and a half from N.W. Sixteen and three-quarters from N.E.”—There, that’s all. Now I seal it up and give it to you to keep safe till I ask ’ee for it, or you hear of my being trampled down by the enemy.’


  ‘What does it mean?’ she asked, as she received the paper.


  ‘Clk! Ha! ha! Why, that’s the distance of the box from the two corners of the cellar. I measured it before you came. And, my honey, to make all sure, if the French soldiery are after ’ee, tell your mother the meaning on’t, or any other friend, in case they should put ’ee to death, and the secret be lost. But that I am sure I hope they won’t do, though your pretty face will be a sad bait to the soldiers. I often have wished you was my daughter, honey; and yet in these times the less cares a man has the better, so I am glad you bain’t. Shall my man drive you home?’


  ‘No, no,’ she said, much depressed by the words he had uttered. ‘I can find my way. You need not trouble to come down.’


  ‘Then take care of the paper. And if you outlive me, you’ll find I have not forgot you.’


  ♣


  XXV.


  Festus Shows his Love


  Festus Derriman had remained in the Royal watering-place all that day, his horse being sick at stables; but, wishing to coax or bully from his uncle a remount for the coming summer, he set off on foot for Oxwell early in the evening. When he drew near to the village, or rather to the hall, which was in advance of the village, he overtook a slim, quick-eyed woman, sauntering along at a leisurely pace. She was fashionably dressed in a green spencer, with ‘Mameluke’ sleeves, and wore a velvet Spanish hat and feather.


  ‘Good afternoon t’ee, ma’am,’ said Festus, throwing a sword-and-pistol air into his greeting. ‘You are out for a walk?’


  ‘I am out for a walk, captain,’ said the lady, who had criticized him from the crevice of her eye, without seeming to do much more than continue her demure look forward, and gave the title as a sop to his apparent character.


  ‘From the town?—I’d swear it, ma’am; ’pon my honour I would!’


  ‘Yes, I am from the town, sir,’ said she.


  ‘Ah, you are a visitor! I know every one of the regular inhabitants; we soldiers are in and out there continually. Festus Derriman, Yeomanry Cavalry, you know. The fact is, the watering-place is under our charge; the folks will be quite dependent upon us for their deliverance in the coming struggle. We hold our lives in our hands, and theirs, I may say, in our pockets. What made you come here, ma’am, at such a critical time?’


  ‘I don’t see that it is such a critical time?’


  ‘But it is, though; and so you’d say if you was as much mixed up with the military affairs of the nation as some of us.’


  The lady smiled. ‘The King is coming this year, anyhow,’ said she.


  ‘Never!’ said Festus firmly. ‘Ah, you are one of the attendants at court perhaps, come on ahead to get the King’s chambers ready, in case Boney should not land?’


  ‘No,’ she said; ‘I am connected with the theatre, though not just at the present moment. I have been out of luck for the last year or two; but I have fetched up again. I join the company when they arrive for the season.’


  Festus surveyed her with interest. ‘Faith! and is it so? Well, ma’am, what part do you play?’


  ‘I am mostly the leading lady—the heroine,’ she said, drawing herself up with dignity.


  ‘I’ll come and have a look at ’ee if all’s well, and the landing is put off—hang me if I don’t!—Hullo, hullo, what do I see?’


  His eyes were stretched towards a distant field, which Anne Garland was at that moment hastily crossing, on her way from the hall to Overcombe.


  ‘I must be off. Good-day to ’ee, dear creature!’ he exclaimed, hurrying forward.


  The lady said, ‘O, you droll monster!’ as she smiled and watched him stride ahead.


  Festus bounded on over the hedge, across the intervening patch of green, and into the field which Anne was still crossing. In a moment or two she looked back, and seeing the well-known herculean figure of the yeoman behind her felt rather alarmed, though she determined to show no difference in her outward carriage. But to maintain her natural gait was beyond her powers. She spasmodically quickened her pace; fruitlessly, however, for he gained upon her, and when within a few strides of her exclaimed, ‘Well, my darling!’ Anne started off at a run.


  Festus was already out of breath, and soon found that he was not likely to overtake her. On she went, without turning her head, till an unusual noise behind compelled her to look round. His face was in the act of falling back; he swerved on one side, and dropped like a log upon a convenient hedgerow-bank which bordered the path. There he lay quite still.


  Anne was somewhat alarmed; and after standing at gaze for two or three minutes, drew nearer to him, a step and a half at a time, wondering and doubting, as a meek ewe draws near to some strolling vagabond who flings himself on the grass near the flock.


  ‘He is in a swoon!’ she murmured.


  Her heart beat quickly, and she looked around. Nobody was in sight; she advanced a step nearer still and observed him again. Apparently his face was turning to a livid hue, and his breathing had become obstructed.


  ‘’Tis not a swoon; ’tis apoplexy!’ she said, in deep distress. ‘I ought to untie his neck.’ But she was afraid to do this, and only drew a little closer still.


  Miss Garland was now within three feet of him, whereupon the senseless man, who could hold his breath no longer, sprang to his feet and darted at her, saying, ‘Ha! ha! a scheme for a kiss!’


  She felt his arm slipping round her neck; but, twirling about with amazing dexterity, she wriggled from his embrace and ran away along the field. The force with which she had extricated herself was sufficient to throw Festus upon the grass, and by the time that he got upon his legs again she was many yards off. Uttering a word which was not exactly a blessing, he immediately gave chase; and thus they ran till Anne entered a meadow divided down the middle by a brook about six feet wide. A narrow plank was thrown loosely across at the point where the path traversed this stream, and when Anne reached it she at once scampered over. At the other side she turned her head to gather the probabilities of the situation, which were that Festus Derriman would overtake her even now. By a sudden forethought she stooped, seized the end of the plank, and endeavoured to drag it away from the opposite bank. But the weight was too great for her to do more than slightly move it, and with a desperate sigh she ran on again, having lost many valuable seconds.


  But her attempt, though ineffectual in dragging it down, had been enough to unsettle the little bridge; and when Derriman reached the middle, which he did half a minute later, the plank turned over on its edge, tilting him bodily into the river. The water was not remarkably deep, but as the yeoman fell flat on his stomach he was completely immersed; and it was some time before he could drag himself out. When he arose, dripping on the bank, and looked around, Anne had vanished from the mead. Then Festus’s eyes glowed like carbuncles, and he gave voice to fearful imprecations, shaking his fist in the soft summer air towards Anne, in a way that was terrible for any maiden to behold. Wading back through the stream, he walked along its bank with a heavy tread, the water running from his coat-tails, wrists, and the tips of his ears, in silvery dribbles, that sparkled pleasantly in the sun. Thus he hastened away, and went round by a by-path to the hall.


  Meanwhile the author of his troubles was rapidly drawing nearer to the mill, and soon, to her inexpressible delight, she saw Bob coming to meet her. She had heard the flounce, and, feeling more secure from her pursuer, had dropped her pace to a quick walk. No sooner did she reach Bob than, overcome by the excitement of the moment, she flung herself into his arms. Bob instantly enclosed her in an embrace so very thorough that there was no possible danger of her falling, whatever degree of exhaustion might have given rise to her somewhat unexpected action; and in this attitude they silently remained, till it was borne in upon Anne that the present was the first time in her life that she had ever been in such a position. Her face then burned like a sunset, and she did not know how to look up at him. Feeling at length quite safe, she suddenly resolved not to give way to her first impulse to tell him the whole of what had happened, lest there should be a dreadful quarrel and fight between Bob and the yeoman, and great difficulties caused in the Loveday family on her account, the miller having important wheat transactions with the Derrimans.


  ‘You seem frightened, dearest Anne,’ said Bob tenderly.


  ‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘I saw a man I did not like the look of, and he was inclined to follow me. But, worse than that, I am troubled about the French. O Bob! I am afraid you will be killed, and my mother, and John, and your father, and all of us hunted down!’


  ‘Now I have told you, dear little heart, that it cannot be. We shall drive ’em into the sea after a battle or two, even if they land, which I don’t believe they will. We’ve got ninety sail of the line, and though it is rather unfortunate that we should have declared war against Spain at this ticklish time, there’s enough for all.’ And Bob went into elaborate statistics of the navy, army, militia, and volunteers, to prolong the time of holding her. When he had done speaking he drew rather a heavy sigh.


  ‘What’s the matter, Bob?’


  ‘I haven’t been yet to offer myself as a sea-fencible, and I ought to have done it long ago.’


  ‘You are only one. Surely they can do without you?’


  Bob shook his head. She arose from her restful position, her eye catching his with a shamefaced expression of having given way at last. Loveday drew from his pocket a paper, and said, as they slowly walked on, ‘Here’s something to make us brave and patriotic. I bought it in Budmouth. Isn’t it a stirring picture?’


  It was a hieroglyphic profile of Napoleon. The hat represented a maimed French eagle; the face was ingeniously made up of human carcases, knotted and writhing together in such directions as to form a physiognomy; a band, or stock, shaped to resemble the English Channel, encircled his throat, and seemed to choke him; his epaulette was a hand tearing a cobweb that represented the treaty of peace with England; and his ear was a woman crouching over a dying child. (3)


  ‘It is dreadful!’ said Anne. ‘I don’t like to see it.’


  She had recovered from her emotion, and walked along beside him with a grave, subdued face. Bob did not like to assume the privileges of an accepted lover and draw her hand through his arm; for, conscious that she naturally belonged to a politer grade than his own, he feared lest her exhibition of tenderness were an impulse which cooler moments might regret. A perfect Paul-and-Virginia life had not absolutely set in for him as yet, and it was not to be hastened by force. When they had passed over the bridge into the mill-front they saw the miller standing at the door with a face of concern.


  ‘Since you have been gone,’ he said, ‘a Government man has been here, and to all the houses, taking down the numbers of the women and children, and their ages, and the number of horses and waggons that can be mustered, in case they have to retreat inland, out of the way of the invading army.’


  The little family gathered themselves together, all feeling the crisis more seriously than they liked to express. Mrs. Loveday thought how ridiculous a thing social ambition was in such a conjuncture as this, and vowed that she would leave Anne to love where she would. Anne, too, forgot the little peculiarities of speech and manner in Bob and his father, which sometimes jarred for a moment upon her more refined sense, and was thankful for their love and protection in this looming trouble.


  On going upstairs she remembered the paper which Farmer Derriman had given her, and searched in her bosom for it. She could not find it there. ‘I must have left it on the table,’ she said to herself. It did not matter; she remembered every word. She took a pen and wrote a duplicate, which she put safely away.


  But Anne was wrong. She had, after all, placed the paper where she supposed, and there it ought to have been. But in escaping from Festus, when he feigned apoplexy, it had fallen out upon the grass. Five minutes after that event, when pursuer and pursued were two or three fields ahead, the gaily-dressed woman whom the yeoman had overtaken, peeped cautiously through the stile into the corner of the field which had been the scene of the scramble; and seeing the paper she climbed over, secured it, loosened the wafer without tearing the sheet, and read the memorandum within. Unable to make anything of its meaning, the saunterer put it in her pocket, and, dismissing the matter from her mind, went on by the by-path which led to the back of the mill. Here, behind the hedge, she stood and surveyed the old building for some time, after which she meditatively turned, and retraced her steps towards the Royal watering-place.


  ♣


  XXVI.


  The Alarm


  The night which followed was historic and memorable. Mrs. Loveday was awakened by the boom of a distant gun: she told the miller, and they listened awhile. The sound was not repeated, but such was the state of their feelings that Mr. Loveday went to Bob’s room and asked if he had heard it. Bob was wide awake, looking out of the window; he had heard the ominous sound, and was inclined to investigate the matter. While the father and son were dressing they fancied that a glare seemed to be rising in the sky in the direction of the beacon hill. Not wishing to alarm Anne and her mother, the miller assured them that Bob and himself were merely going out of doors to inquire into the cause of the report, after which they plunged into the gloom together. A few steps’ progress opened up more of the sky, which, as they had thought, was indeed irradiated by a lurid light; but whether it came from the beacon or from a more distant point they were unable to clearly tell. They pushed on rapidly towards higher ground.


  Their excitement was merely of a piece with that of all men at this critical juncture. Everywhere expectation was at fever heat. For the last year or two only five-and-twenty miles of shallow water had divided quiet English homesteads from an enemy’s army of a hundred and fifty thousand men. We had taken the matter lightly enough, eating and drinking as in the days of Noe, and singing satires without end. We punned on Buonaparte and his gunboats, chalked his effigy on stage-coaches, and published the same in prints. Still, between these bursts of hilarity, it was sometimes recollected that England was the only European country which had not succumbed to the mighty little man who was less than human in feeling, and more than human in will; that our spirit for resistance was greater than our strength; and that the Channel was often calm. Boats built of wood which was greenly growing in its native forest three days before it was bent as wales to their sides, were ridiculous enough; but they might be, after all, sufficient for a single trip between two visible shores.


  The English watched Buonaparte in these preparations, and Buonaparte watched the English. At the distance of Boulogne details were lost, but we were impressed on fine days by the novel sight of a huge army moving and twinkling like a school of mackerel under the rays of the sun. The regular way of passing an afternoon in the coast towns was to stroll up to the signal posts and chat with the lieutenant on duty there about the latest inimical object seen at sea. About once a week there appeared in the newspapers either a paragraph concerning some adventurous English gentleman who had sailed out in a pleasure-boat till he lay near enough to Boulogne to see Buonaparte standing on the heights among his marshals; or else some lines about a mysterious stranger with a foreign accent, who, after collecting a vast deal of information on our resources, had hired a boat at a southern port, and vanished with it towards France before his intention could be divined.


  In forecasting his grand venture, Buonaparte postulated the help of Providence to a remarkable degree. Just at the hour when his troops were on board the flat-bottomed boats and ready to sail, there was to be a great fog, that should spread a vast obscurity over the length and breadth of the Channel, and keep the English blind to events on the other side. The fog was to last twenty-four hours, after which it might clear away. A dead calm was to prevail simultaneously with the fog, with the twofold object of affording the boats easy transit and dooming our ships to lie motionless. Thirdly, there was to be a spring tide, which should combine its manœuvres with those of the fog and calm.


  Among the many thousands of minor Englishmen whose lives were affected by these tremendous designs may be numbered our old acquaintance Corporal Tullidge, who sported the crushed arm, and poor old Simon Burden, the dazed veteran who had fought at Minden. Instead of sitting snugly in the settle of the Old Ship, in the village adjoining Overcombe, they were obliged to keep watch on the hill. They made themselves as comfortable as was possible in the circumstances, dwelling in a hut of clods and turf, with a brick chimney for cooking. Here they observed the nightly progress of the moon and stars, grew familiar with the heaving of moles, the dancing of rabbits on the hillocks, the distant hoot of owls, the bark of foxes from woods further inland; but saw not a sign of the enemy. As, night after night, they walked round the two ricks which it was their duty to fire at a signal—one being of furze for a quick flame, the other of turf, for a long, slow radiance—they thought and talked of old times, and drank patriotically from a large wood flagon that was filled every day.


  Bob and his father soon became aware that the light was from the beacon. By the time that they reached the top it was one mass of towering flame, from which the sparks fell on the green herbage like a fiery dew; the forms of the two old men being seen passing and repassing in the midst of it. The Lovedays, who came up on the smoky side, regarded the scene for a moment, and then emerged into the light.


  ‘Who goes there?’ said Corporal Tullidge, shouldering a pike with his sound arm. ‘O, ’tis neighbour Loveday!’


  ‘Did you get your signal to fire it from the east?’ said the miller hastily.


  ‘No; from Abbotsea Beach.’


  ‘But you are not to go by a coast signal!’


  ‘Chok’ it all, wasn’t the Lord-Lieutenant’s direction, whenever you see Rainbarrow’s Beacon burn to the nor’east’ard, or Haggardon to the nor’west’ard, or the actual presence of the enemy on the shore?’


  ‘But is he here?’


  ‘No doubt o’t! The beach light is only just gone down, and Simon heard the guns even better than I.’


  ‘Hark, hark! I hear ’em!’ said Bob.


  They listened with parted lips, the night wind blowing through Simon Burden’s few teeth as through the ruins of Stonehenge. From far down on the lower levels came the noise of wheels and the tramp of horses upon the turnpike road.


  ‘Well, there must be something in it,’ said Miller Loveday gravely. ‘Bob, we’ll go home and make the women-folk safe, and then I’ll don my soldier’s clothes and be off. God knows where our company will assemble!’


  They hastened down the hill, and on getting into the road waited and listened again. Travellers began to come up and pass them in vehicles of all descriptions. It was difficult to attract their attention in the dim light, but by standing on the top of a wall which fenced the road Bob was at last seen.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ he cried to a butcher who was flying past in his cart, his wife sitting behind him without a bonnet.


  ‘The French have landed!’ said the man, without drawing rein.


  ‘Where?’ shouted Bob.


  ‘In West Bay; and all Budmouth is in uproar!’ replied the voice, now faint in the distance.


  Bob and his father hastened on till they reached their own house. As they had expected, Anne and her mother, in common with most of the people, were both dressed, and stood at the door bonneted and shawled, listening to the traffic on the neighbouring highway, Mrs. Loveday having secured what money and small valuables they possessed in a huge pocket which extended all round her waist, and added considerably to her weight and diameter.


  ‘’Tis true enough,’ said the miller: ‘he’s come! You and Anne and the maid must be off to Cousin Jim’s at King’s-Bere, and when you get there you must do as they do. I must assemble with the company.’


  ‘And I?’ said Bob.


  ‘Thou’st better run to the church, and take a pike before they be all gone.’


  The horse was put into the gig, and Mrs. Loveday, Anne, and the servant-maid were hastily packed into the vehicle, the latter taking the reins; David’s duties as a fighting-man forbidding all thought of his domestic offices now. Then the silver tankard, teapot, pair of candlesticks like Ionic columns, and other articles too large to be pocketed were thrown into a basket and put up behind. Then came the leave-taking, which was as sad as it was hurried. Bob kissed Anne, and there was no affectation in her receiving that mark of affection as she said through her tears, ‘God bless you!’ At last they moved off in the dim light of dawn, neither of the three women knowing which road they were to take, but trusting to chance to find it.


  As soon as they were out of sight Bob went off for a pike, and his father, first new-flinting his firelock, proceeded to don his uniform, pipe-claying his breeches with such cursory haste as to bespatter his black gaiters with the same ornamental compound. Finding when he was ready that no bugle had as yet sounded, he went with David to the cart-house, dragged out the waggon, and put therein some of the most useful and easily-handled goods, in case there might be an opportunity for conveying them away. By the time this was done and the waggon pushed back and locked in, Bob had returned with his weapon, somewhat mortified at being doomed to this low form of defence. The miller gave his son a parting grasp of the hand, and arranged to meet him at King’s-Bere at the first opportunity if the news were true; if happily false, here at their own house.


  ‘Bother it all!’ he exclaimed, looking at his stock of flints.


  ‘What?’ said Bob.


  ‘I’ve got no ammunition: not a blessed round!’


  ‘Then what’s the use of going?’ asked his son.


  The miller paused. ‘O, I’ll go,’ he said. ‘Perhaps somebody will lend me a little if I get into a hot corner.’


  ‘Lend ye a little! Father, you was always so simple!’ said Bob reproachfully.


  ‘Well—I can bagnet a few, anyhow,’ said the miller.


  The bugle had been blown ere this, and Loveday the father disappeared towards the place of assembly, his empty cartridge-box behind him. Bob seized a brace of loaded pistols which he had brought home from the ship, and, armed with these and a pike, he locked the door and sallied out again towards the turnpike road.


  By this time the yeomanry of the district were also on the move, and among them Festus Derriman, who was sleeping at his uncle’s, and had been awakened by Cripplestraw. About the time when Bob and his father were descending from the beacon the stalwart yeoman was standing in the stable-yard adjusting his straps, while Cripplestraw saddled the horse. Festus clanked up and down, looked gloomily at the beacon, heard the retreating carts and carriages, and called Cripplestraw to him, who came from the stable leading the horse at the same moment that Uncle Benjy peeped unobserved from a mullioned window above their heads, the distant light of the beacon fire touching up his features to the complexion of an old brass clock-face.


  ‘I think that before I start, Cripplestraw,’ said Festus, whose lurid visage was undergoing a bleaching process curious to look upon, ‘you shall go on to Budmouth, and make a bold inquiry whether the cowardly enemy is on shore as yet, or only looming in the bay.’


  ‘I’d go in a moment, sir,’ said the other, ‘if I hadn’t my bad leg again. I should have joined my company afore this; but they said at last drill that I was too old. So I shall wait up in the hay-loft for tidings as soon as I have packed you off, poor gentleman!’


  ‘Do such alarms as these, Cripplestraw, ever happen without foundation? Buonaparte is a wretch, a miserable wretch, and this may be only a false alarm to disappoint such as me?’


  ‘O no, sir; O no!’


  ‘But sometimes there are false alarms?’


  ‘Well, sir, yes. There was a pretended sally o’ gunboats last year.’


  ‘And was there nothing else pretended—something more like this, for instance?’


  Cripplestraw shook his head. ‘I notice yer modesty, Mr. Festus, in making light of things. But there never was, sir. You may depend upon it he’s come. Thank God, my duty as a Local don’t require me to go to the front, but only the valiant men like my master. Ah, if Boney could only see ’ee now, sir, he’d know too well there is nothing to be got from such a determined skilful officer but blows and musket-balls!’


  ‘Yes, yes. Cripplestraw, if I ride off to Budmouth and meet ’em, all my training will be lost. No skill is required as a forlorn hope.’


  ‘True; that’s a point, sir. You would outshine ’em all, and be picked off at the very beginning as a too-dangerous brave man.’


  ‘But if I stay here and urge on the faint-hearted ones, or get up into the turret-stair by that gateway, and pop at the invaders through the loophole, I shouldn’t be so completely wasted, should I?’


  ‘You would not, Mr. Derriman. But, as you was going to say next, the fire in yer veins won’t let ’ee do that. You be valiant; very good: you don’t want to husband yer valiance at home. The arg’ment is plain.’


  ‘If my birth had been more obscure,’ murmured the yeoman, ‘and I had only been in the militia, for instance, or among the humble pikemen, so much wouldn’t have been expected of me—of my fiery nature. Cripplestraw, is there a drop of brandy to be got at in the house? I don’t feel very well.’


  ‘Dear nephew,’ said the old gentleman from above, whom neither of the others had as yet noticed, ‘I haven’t any spirits opened—so unfortunate! But there’s a beautiful barrel of crab-apple cider in draught; and there’s some cold tea from last night.’


  ‘What, is he listening?’ said Festus, staring up. ‘Now I warrant how glad he is to see me forced to go—called out of bed without breakfast, and he quite safe, and sure to escape because he’s an old man!—Cripplestraw, I like being in the yeomanry cavalry; but I wish I hadn’t been in the ranks; I wish I had been only the surgeon, to stay in the rear while the bodies are brought back to him—I mean, I should have thrown my heart at such a time as this more into the labour of restoring wounded men and joining their shattered limbs together—u-u-ugh!—more than I can into causing the wounds—I am too humane, Cripplestraw, for the ranks!’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said his companion, depressing his spirits to a kindred level. ‘And yet, such is fate, that, instead of joining men’s limbs together, you’ll have to get your own joined—poor young sojer!—all through having such a warlike soul.’


  ‘Yes,’ murmured Festus, and paused. ‘You can’t think how strange I feel here, Cripplestraw,’ he continued, laying his hand upon the centre buttons of his waistcoat. ‘How I do wish I was only the surgeon!’


  He slowly mounted, and Uncle Benjy, in the meantime, sang to himself as he looked on, ‘Twen-ty-three and half from N.W. Six-teen and three-quar-ters from N.E.’


  ‘What’s that old mummy singing?’ said Festus savagely.


  ‘Only a hymn for preservation from our enemies, dear nephew,’ meekly replied the farmer, who had heard the remark. ‘Twen-ty-three and half from N.W.’


  Festus allowed his horse to move on a few paces, and then turned again, as if struck by a happy invention. ‘Cripplestraw,’ he began, with an artificial laugh, ‘I am obliged to confess, after all—I must see her! ’Tisn’t nature that makes me draw back—’tis love. I must go and look for her.’


  ‘A woman, sir?’


  ‘I didn’t want to confess it; but ’tis a woman. Strange that I should be drawn so entirely against my natural wish to rush at ’em!’


  Cripplestraw, seeing which way the wind blew, found it advisable to blow in harmony. ‘Ah, now at last I see, sir! Spite that few men live that be worthy to command ye; spite that you could rush on, marshal the troops to victory, as I may say; but then—what of it?—there’s the unhappy fate of being smit with the eyes of a woman, and you are unmanned! Maister Derriman, who is himself when he’s got a woman round his neck like a millstone?’


  ‘It is something like that.’


  ‘I feel the case. Be you valiant?—I know, of course, the words being a matter of form—be you valiant, I ask? Yes, of course. Then don’t you waste it in the open field. Hoard it up, I say, sir, for a higher class of war—the defence of yer adorable lady. Think what you owe her at this terrible time! Now, Maister Derriman, once more I ask ’ee to cast off that first haughty wish to rush to Budmouth, and to go where your mis’ess is defenceless and alone.’


  ‘I will, Cripplestraw, now you put it like that!’


  ‘Thank ’ee, thank ’ee heartily, Maister Derriman. Go now and hide with her.’


  ‘But can I? Now, hang flattery!—can a man hide without a stain? Of course I would not hide in any mean sense; no, not I!’


  ‘If you be in love, ’tis plain you may, since it is not your own life, but another’s, that you are concerned for, and you only save your own because it can’t be helped.’


  ‘’Tis true, Cripplestraw, in a sense. But will it be understood that way? Will they see it as a brave hiding?’


  ‘Now, sir, if you had not been in love I own to ’ee that hiding would look queer, but being to save the tears, groans, fits, swowndings, and perhaps death of a comely young woman, yer principle is good; you honourably retreat because you be too gallant to advance. This sounds strange, ye may say, sir; but it is plain enough to less fiery minds.’


  Festus did for a moment try to uncover his teeth in a natural smile, but it died away. ‘Cripplestraw, you flatter me; or do you mean it? Well, there’s truth in it. I am more gallant in going to her than in marching to the shore. But we cannot be too careful about our good names, we soldiers. I must not be seen. I’m off.’


  Cripplestraw opened the hurdle which closed the arch under the portico gateway, and Festus passed through, Uncle Benjamin singing Twen-ty-three and a half from N.W. with a sort of sublime ecstasy, feeling, as Festus had observed, that his money was safe, and that the French would not personally molest an old man in such a ragged, mildewed coat as that he wore, which he had taken the precaution to borrow from a scarecrow in one of his fields for the purpose.


  Festus rode on full of his intention to seek out Anne, and under cover of protecting her retreat accompany her to King’s-Bere, where he knew the Lovedays had relatives. In the lane he met Granny Seamore, who, having packed up all her possessions in a small basket, was placidly retreating to the mountains till all should be over.


  ‘Well, granny, have ye seen the French?’ asked Festus.


  ‘No,’ she said, looking up at him through her brazen spectacles. ‘If I had I shouldn’t ha’ seed thee!’


  ‘Faugh!’ replied the yeoman, and rode on. Just as he reached the old road, which he had intended merely to cross and avoid, his countenance fell. Some troops of regulars, who appeared to be dragoons, were rattling along the road. Festus hastened towards an opposite gate, so as to get within the field before they should see him; but, as ill-luck would have it, as soon as he got inside, a party of six or seven of his own yeomanry troop were straggling across the same field and making for the spot where he was. The dragoons passed without seeing him; but when he turned out into the road again it was impossible to retreat towards Overcombe village because of the yeomen. So he rode straight on, and heard them coming at his heels. There was no other gate, and the highway soon became as straight as a bowstring. Unable thus to turn without meeting them, and caught like an eel in a water-pipe, Festus drew nearer and nearer to the fateful shore. But he did not relinquish hope. Just ahead there were cross-roads, and he might have a chance of slipping down one of them without being seen. On reaching the spot he found that he was not alone. A horseman had come up the right-hand lane and drawn rein. It was an officer of the German legion, and seeing Festus he held up his hand. Festus rode up to him and saluted.


  ‘It ist false report!’ said the officer.


  Festus was a man again. He felt that nothing was too much for him. The officer, after some explanation of the cause of alarm, said that he was going across to the road which led by the moor, to stop the troops and volunteers converging from that direction, upon which Festus offered to give information along the Casterbridge road. The German crossed over, and was soon out of sight in the lane, while Festus turned back upon the way by which he had come. The party of yeomanry cavalry was rapidly drawing near, and he soon recognized among them the excited voices of Stubb of Duddle Hole, Noakes of Nether Moynton, and other comrades of his orgies at the hall. It was a magnificent opportunity, and Festus drew his sword. When they were within speaking distance he reined round his charger’s head to Budmouth and shouted, ‘On, comrades, on! I am waiting for you. You have been a long time getting up with me, seeing the glorious nature of our deeds to-day!’


  ‘Well said, Derriman, well said!’ replied the foremost of the riders. ‘Have you heard anything new?’


  ‘Only that he’s here with his tens of thousands, and that we are to ride to meet him sword in hand as soon as we have assembled in the town ahead here.’


  ‘O Lord!’ said Noakes, with a slight falling of the lower jaw.


  ‘The man who quails now is unworthy of the name of yeoman,’ said Festus, still keeping ahead of the other troopers and holding up his sword to the sun. ‘O Noakes, fie, fie! You begin to look pale, man.’


  ‘Faith, perhaps you’d look pale,’ said Noakes, with an envious glance upon Festus’s daring manner, ‘if you had a wife and family depending upon ye!’


  ‘I’ll take three frog-eating Frenchmen single-handed!’ rejoined Derriman, still flourishing his sword.


  ‘They have as good swords as you; as you will soon find,’ said another of the yeomen.


  ‘If they were three times armed,’ said Festus—‘ay, thrice three times—I would attempt ’em three to one. How do you feel now, my old friend Stubb?’ (turning to another of the warriors)..) ‘O, friend Stubb! no bouncing health to our lady-loves in Oxwell Hall this summer as last. Eh, Brownjohn?’


  ‘I am afraid not,’ said Brownjohn gloomily.


  ‘No rattling dinners at Stacie’s Hotel, and the King below with his staff. No wrenching off door-knockers and sending ’em to the bakehouse in a pie that nobody calls for. Weeks of cut-and-thrust work rather!’


  ‘I suppose so.’


  ‘Fight how we may we shan’t get rid of the cursed tyrant before autumn, and many thousand brave men will lie low before it’s done,’ remarked a young yeoman with a calm face, who meant to do his duty without much talking.


  ‘No grinning matches at Mai-dun Castle this summer,’ Festus resumed; ‘no thread-the-needle at Greenhill Fair, and going into shows and driving the showman crazy with cock-a-doodle-doo.’


  ‘I suppose not.’


  ‘Does it make you seem just a trifle uncomfortable, Noakes? Keep up your spirits, old comrade. Come, forward! we are only ambling on like so many donkey-women. We have to get into Budmouth, join the rest of the troop, and then march along the coast west’ard, as I imagine. At this rate we shan’t be well into the thick of battle before twelve o’clock. Spur on, comrades. No dancing on the green, Lockham, this year in the moonlight! You was tender upon that girl; gad, what will become o’ her in the struggle?’


  ‘Come, come, Derriman,’ expostulated Lockham—‘this is all very well, but I don’t care for ’t. I am as ready to fight as any man, but——’


  ‘Perhaps when you get into battle, Derriman, and see what it’s like, your courage will cool down a little,’ added Noakes on the same side, but with secret admiration of Festus’s reckless bravery.


  ‘I shall be bayoneted first,’ said Festus. ‘Now let’s rally, and on!’


  Since Festus was determined to spur on wildly, the rest of the yeomen did not like to seem behindhand, and they rapidly approached the town. Had they been calm enough to reflect, they might have observed that for the last half-hour no carts or carriages had met them on the way, as they had done further back. It was not till the troopers reached the turnpike that they learnt what Festus had known a quarter of an hour before. At the intelligence Derriman sheathed his sword with a sigh; and the party soon fell in with comrades who had arrived there before them, whereupon the source and details of the alarm were boisterously discussed.


  ‘What, didn’t you know of the mistake till now?’ asked one of these of the new-comers. ‘Why, when I was dropping over the hill by the cross-roads I looked back and saw that man talking to the messenger, and he must have told him the truth.’ The speaker pointed to Festus. They turned their indignant eyes full upon him. That he had sported with their deepest feelings, while knowing the rumour to be baseless, was soon apparent to all.


  ‘Beat him black and blue with the flat of our blades!’ shouted two or three, turning their horses’ heads to drop back upon Derriman, in which move they were followed by most of the party.


  But Festus, foreseeing danger from the unexpected revelation, had already judiciously placed a few intervening yards between himself and his fellow-yeomen, and now, clapping spurs to his horse, rattled like thunder and lightning up the road homeward. His ready flight added hotness to their pursuit, and as he rode and looked fearfully over his shoulder he could see them following with enraged faces and drawn swords, a position which they kept up for a distance of more than a mile. Then he had the satisfaction of seeing them drop off one by one, and soon he and his panting charger remained alone on the highway.


  ♣


  XXVII.


  Danger to Anne


  He stopped and reflected how to turn this rebuff to advantage. Baulked in his project of entering the watering-place and enjoying congratulations upon his patriotic bearing during the advance, he sulkily considered that he might be able to make some use of his enforced retirement by riding to Overcombe and glorifying himself in the eyes of Miss Garland before the truth should have reached that hamlet. Having thus decided he spurred on in a better mood.


  By this time the volunteers were on the march, and as Derriman ascended the road he met the Overcombe company, in which trudged Miller Loveday shoulder to shoulder with the other substantial householders of the place and its neighbourhood, duly equipped with pouches, cross-belts, firelocks, flint-boxes, pickers, worms, magazines, priming-horns, heel-ball, and pomatum. There was nothing to be gained by further suppression of the truth, and briefly informing them that the danger was not so immediate as had been supposed, Festus galloped on. At the end of another mile he met a large number of pikemen, including Bob Loveday, whom the yeoman resolved to sound upon the whereabouts of Anne. The circumstances were such as to lead Bob to speak more frankly than he might have done on reflection, and he told Festus the direction in which the women had been sent. Then Festus informed the group that the report of invasion was false, upon which they all turned to go homeward with greatly relieved spirits.


  Bob walked beside Derriman’s horse for some distance. Loveday had instantly made up his mind to go and look for the women, and ease their anxiety by letting them know the good news as soon as possible. But he said nothing of this to Festus during their return together; nor did Festus tell Bob that he also had resolved to seek them out, and by anticipating every one else in that enterprise, make of it a glorious opportunity for bringing Miss Garland to her senses about him. He still resented the ducking that he had received at her hands, and was not disposed to let that insult pass without obtaining some sort of sweet revenge.


  As soon as they had parted Festus cantered on over the hill, meeting on his way the Longpuddle volunteers, sixty rank and file, under Captain Cunningham; the Casterbridge company, ninety strong (known as the ‘Consideration Company’ in those days), under Captain Strickland; and others—all with anxious faces and covered with dust. Just passing the word to them and leaving them at halt, he proceeded rapidly onward in the direction of King’s-Bere. Nobody appeared on the road for some time, till after a ride of several miles he met a stray corporal of volunteers, who told Festus in answer to his inquiry that he had certainly passed no gig full of women of the kind described. Believing that he had missed them by following the highway, Derriman turned back into a lane along which they might have chosen to journey for privacy’s sake, notwithstanding the badness and uncertainty of its track. Arriving again within five miles of Overcombe, he at length heard tidings of the wandering vehicle and its precious burden, which, like the Ark when sent away from the country of the Philistines, had apparently been left to the instincts of the beast that drew it. A labouring man, just at day-break, had seen the helpless party going slowly up a distant drive, which he pointed out.


  No sooner had Festus parted from this informant than he beheld Bob approaching, mounted on the miller’s second and heavier horse. Bob looked rather surprised, and Festus felt his coming glory in danger.


  ‘They went down that lane,’ he said, signifying precisely the opposite direction to the true one. ‘I, too, have been on the look-out for missing friends.’


  As Festus was riding back there was no reason to doubt his information, and Loveday rode on as misdirected. Immediately that he was out of sight Festus reversed his course, and followed the track which Anne and her companions were last seen to pursue.


  This road had been ascended by the gig in question nearly two hours before the present moment. Molly, the servant, held the reins, Mrs. Loveday sat beside her, and Anne behind. Their progress was but slow, owing partly to Molly’s want of skill, and partly to the steepness of the road, which here passed over downs of some extent, and was rarely or never mended. It was an anxious morning for them all, and the beauties of the early summer day fell upon unheeding eyes. They were too anxious even for conjecture, and each sat thinking her own thoughts, occasionally glancing westward, or stopping the horse to listen to sounds from more frequented roads along which other parties were retreating. Once, while they listened and gazed thus, they saw a glittering in the distance, and heard the tramp of many horses. It was a large body of cavalry going in the direction of the King’s watering-place, the same regiment of dragoons, in fact, which Festus had seen further on in its course. The women in the gig had no doubt that these men were marching at once to engage the enemy. By way of varying the monotony of the journey Molly occasionally burst into tears of horror, believing Buonaparte to be in countenance and habits precisely what the caricatures represented him. Mrs. Loveday endeavoured to establish cheerfulness by assuring her companions of the natural civility of the French nation, with whom unprotected women were safe from injury, unless through the casual excesses of soldiery beyond control. This was poor consolation to Anne, whose mind was more occupied with Bob than with herself, and a miserable fear that she would never again see him alive so paled her face and saddened her gaze forward, that at last her mother said, ‘Who was you thinking of, my dear?’ Anne’s only reply was a look at her mother, with which a tear mingled.


  Molly whipped the horse, by which she quickened his pace for five yards, when he again fell into the perverse slowness that showed how fully conscious he was of being the master-mind and chief personage of the four. Whenever there was a pool of water by the road he turned aside to drink a mouthful, and remained there his own time in spite of Molly’s tug at the reins and futile fly-flapping on his rump. They were now in the chalk district, where there were no hedges, and a rough attempt at mending the way had been made by throwing down huge lumps of that glaring material in heaps, without troubling to spread it or break them abroad. The jolting here was most distressing, and seemed about to snap the springs.


  ‘How that wheel do wamble,’ said Molly at last. She had scarcely spoken when the wheel came off, and all three were precipitated over it into the road.


  Fortunately the horse stood still, and they began to gather themselves up. The only one of the three who had suffered in the least from the fall was Anne, and she was only conscious of a severe shaking which had half stupefied her for the time. The wheel lay flat in the road, so that there was no possibility of driving further in their present plight. They looked around for help. The only friendly object near was a lonely cottage, from its situation evidently the home of a shepherd.


  The horse was unharnessed and tied to the back of the gig, and the three women went across to the house. On getting close they found that the shutters of all the lower windows were closed, but on trying the door it opened to the hand. Nobody was within; the house appeared to have been abandoned in some confusion, and the probability was that the shepherd had fled on hearing the alarm. Anne now said that she felt the effects of her fall too severely to be able to go any further just then, and it was agreed that she should be left there while Mrs. Loveday and Molly went on for assistance, the elder lady deeming Molly too young and vacant-minded to be trusted to go alone. Molly suggested taking the horse, as the distance might be great, each of them sitting alternately on his back while the other led him by the head. This they did, Anne watching them vanish down the white and lumpy road.


  She then looked round the room, as well as she could do so by the light from the open door. It was plain, from the shutters being closed, that the shepherd had left his house before daylight, the candle and extinguisher on the table pointing to the same conclusion. Here she remained, her eyes occasionally sweeping the bare, sunny expanse of down, that was only relieved from absolute emptiness by the overturned gig hard by. The sheep seemed to have gone away, and scarcely a bird flew across to disturb the solitude. Anne had risen early that morning, and leaning back in the withy chair, which she had placed by the door, she soon fell into an uneasy doze, from which she was awakened by the distant tramp of a horse. Feeling much recovered from the effects of the overturn, she eagerly rose and looked out. The horse was not Miller Loveday’s, but a powerful bay, bearing a man in full yeomanry uniform.


  Anne did not wait to recognize further; instantly re-entering the house, she shut the door and bolted it. In the dark she sat and listened: not a sound. At the end of ten minutes, thinking that the rider if he were not Festus had carelessly passed by, or that if he were Festus he had not seen her, she crept softly upstairs and peeped out of the window. Excepting the spot of shade, formed by the gig as before, the down was quite bare. She then opened the casement and stretched out her neck.


  ‘Ha, young madam! There you are! I knew ’ee! Now you are caught!’ came like a clap of thunder from a point three or four feet beneath her, and turning down her frightened eyes she beheld Festus Derriman lurking close to the wall. His attention had first been attracted by her shutting the door of the cottage; then by the overturned gig; and after making sure, by examining the vehicle, that he was not mistaken in her identity, he had dismounted, led his horse round to the side, and crept up to entrap her.


  Anne started back into the room, and remained still as a stone. Festus went on—‘Come, you must trust to me. The French have landed. I have been trying to meet with you every hour since that confounded trick you played me. You threw me into the water. Faith, it was well for you I didn’t catch ’ee then! I should have taken a revenge in a better way than I shall now. I mean to have that kiss of ’ee. Come, Miss Nancy; do you hear?—’Tis no use for you to lurk inside there. You’ll have to turn out as soon as Boney comes over the hill.—Are you going to open the door, I say, and speak to me in a civil way? What do you think I am, then, that you should barricade yourself against me as if I was a wild beast or Frenchman? Open the door, or put out your head, or do something; or ’pon my soul I’ll break in the door!’


  It occurred to Anne at this point of the tirade that the best policy would be to temporize till somebody should return, and she put out her head and face, now grown somewhat pale.


  ‘That’s better,’ said Festus. ‘Now I can talk to you. Come, my dear, will you open the door? Why should you be afraid of me?’


  ‘I am not altogether afraid of you; I am safe from the French here,’ said Anne, not very truthfully, and anxiously casting her eyes over the vacant down.


  ‘Then let me tell you that the alarm is false, and that no landing has been attempted. Now will you open the door and let me in? I am tired. I have been on horseback ever since daylight, and have come to bring you the good tidings.’


  Anne looked as if she doubted the news.


  ‘Come,’ said Festus.


  ‘No, I cannot let you in,’ she murmured, after a pause.


  ‘Dash my wig, then,’ he cried, his face flaming up, ‘I’ll find a way to get in! Now, don’t you provoke me! You don’t know what I am capable of. I ask you again, will you open the door?’


  ‘Why do you wish it?’ she said faintly.


  ‘I have told you I want to sit down; and I want to ask you a question.’


  ‘You can ask me from where you are.’


  ‘I cannot ask you properly. It is about a serious matter: whether you will accept my heart and hand. I am not going to throw myself at your feet; but I ask you to do your duty as a woman, namely, give your solemn word to take my name as soon as the war is over and I have time to attend to you. I scorn to ask it of a haughty hussy who will only speak to me through a window; however, I put it to you for the last time, madam.’


  There was no sign on the down of anybody’s return, and she said, ‘I’ll think of it, sir.’


  ‘You have thought of it long enough; I want to know. Will you or won’t you?’


  ‘Very well; I think I will.’ And then she felt that she might be buying personal safety too dearly by shuffling thus, since he would spread the report that she had accepted him, and cause endless complication. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I have changed my mind. I cannot accept you, Mr. Derriman.’


  ‘That’s how you play with me!’ he exclaimed, stamping. ‘“Yes,” one moment; “No,” the next. Come, you don’t know what you refuse. That old hall is my uncle’s own, and he has nobody else to leave it to. As soon as he’s dead I shall throw up farming and start as a squire. And now,’ he added with a bitter sneer, ‘what a fool you are to hang back from such a chance!’


  ‘Thank you, I don’t value it,’ said Anne.


  ‘Because you hate him who would make it yours?’


  ‘It may not lie in your power to do that.’


  ‘What—has the old fellow been telling you his affairs?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then why do you mistrust me? Now, after this will you open the door, and show that you treat me as a friend if you won’t accept me as a lover? I only want to sit and talk to you.’


  Anne thought she would trust him; it seemed almost impossible that he could harm her. She retired from the window and went downstairs. When her hand was upon the bolt of the door, her mind misgave her. Instead of withdrawing it she remained in silence where she was, and he began again—


  ‘Are you going to unfasten it?’


  Anne did not speak.


  ‘Now, dash my wig, I will get at you! You’ve tried me beyond endurance. One kiss would have been enough that day in the mead; now I’ll have forty, whether you will or no!’


  He flung himself against the door; but as it was bolted, and had in addition a great wooden bar across it, this produced no effect. He was silent for a moment, and then the terrified girl heard him attempt the shuttered window. She ran upstairs and again scanned the down. The yellow gig still lay in the blazing sunshine, and the horse of Festus stood by the corner of the garden—nothing else was to be seen. At this moment there came to her ear the noise of a sword drawn from its scabbard; and, peeping over the window-sill, she saw her tormentor drive his sword between the joints of the shutters, in an attempt to rip them open. The sword snapped off in his hand. With an imprecation he pulled out the piece, and returned the two halves to the scabbard.


  ‘Ha! ha!’ he cried, catching sight of the top of her head. ‘’Tis only a joke, you know; but I’ll get in all the same. All for a kiss! But never mind, we’ll do it yet!’ He spoke in an affectedly light tone, as if ashamed of his previous resentful temper; but she could see by the livid back of his neck that he was brimful of suppressed passion. ‘Only a jest, you know,’ he went on. ‘How are we going to do it now? Why, in this way. I go and get a ladder, and enter at the upper window where my love is. And there’s the ladder lying under that corn-rick in the first enclosed field. Back in two minutes, dear!’


  He ran off, and was lost to her view.


  ♣


  XXVIII.


  Anne Does Wonders


  Anne fearfully surveyed her position. The upper windows of the cottage were of flimsiest lead-work, and to keep him out would be hopeless. She felt that not a moment was to be lost in getting away. Running downstairs she opened the door, and then it occurred to her terrified understanding that there would be no chance of escaping him by flight afoot across such an extensive down, since he might mount his horse and easily ride after her. The animal still remained tethered at the corner of the garden; if she could release him and frighten him away before Festus returned, there would not be quite such odds against her. She accordingly unhooked the horse by reaching over the bank, and then, pulling off her muslin neckerchief, flapped it in his eyes to startle him. But the gallant steed did not move or flinch; she tried again, and he seemed rather pleased than otherwise. At this moment she heard a cry from the cottage, and turning, beheld her adversary approaching round the corner of the building.


  ‘I thought I should tole out the mouse by that trick!’ cried Festus exultingly. Instead of going for a ladder, he had simply hidden himself at the back to tempt her down.


  Poor Anne was now desperate. The bank on which she stood was level with the horse’s back, and the creature seemed quiet as a lamb. With a determination of which she was capable in emergencies, she seized the rein, flung herself upon the sheepskin, and held on by the mane. The amazed charger lifted his head, sniffed, wrenched his ears hither and thither, and started off at a frightful speed across the down.


  ‘O, my heart and limbs!’ said Festus under his breath, as, thoroughly alarmed, he gazed after her. ‘She on Champion! She’ll break her neck, and I shall be tried for manslaughter, and disgrace will be brought upon the name of Derriman!’


  Champion continued to go at a stretch-gallop, but he did nothing worse. Had he plunged or reared, Derriman’s fears might have been verified, and Anne have come with deadly force to the ground. But the course was good, and in the horse’s speed lay a comparative security. She was scarcely shaken in her precarious half-horizontal position, though she was awed to see the grass, loose stones, and other objects pass her eyes like strokes whenever she opened them, which was only just for a second at intervals of half a minute; and to feel how wildly the stirrups swung, and that what struck her knee was the bucket of the carbine, and that it was a pistol-holster which hurt her arm.


  They quickly cleared the down, and Anne became conscious that the course of the horse was homeward. As soon as the ground began to rise towards the outer belt of upland which lay between her and the coast, Champion, now panting and reeking with moisture, lessened his speed in sheer weariness, and proceeded at a rapid jolting trot. Anne felt that she could not hold on half so well; the gallop had been child’s play compared with this. They were in a lane, ascending to a ridge, and she made up her mind for a fall. Over the ridge rose an animated spot, higher and higher; it turned out to be the upper part of a man, and the man to be a soldier. Such was Anne’s attitude that she only got an occasional glimpse of him; and, though she feared that he might be a Frenchman, she feared the horse more than the enemy, as she had feared Festus more than the horse. Anne had energy enough left to cry, ‘Stop him; stop him!’ as the soldier drew near.


  He, astonished at the sight of a military horse with a bundle of drapery across his back, had already placed himself in the middle of the lane, and he now held out his arms till his figure assumed the form of a Latin cross planted in the roadway. Champion drew near, swerved, and stood still almost suddenly, a check sufficient to send Anne slipping down his flank to the ground. The timely friend stepped forward and helped her to her feet, when she saw that he was John Loveday.


  ‘Are you hurt?’ he said hastily, having turned quite pale at seeing her fall.


  ‘O no; not a bit,’ said Anne, gathering herself up with forced briskness, to make light of the misadventure.


  ‘But how did you get in such a place?’


  ‘There, he’s gone!’ she exclaimed, instead of replying, as Champion swept round John Loveday and cantered off triumphantly in the direction of Oxwell, a performance which she followed with her eyes.


  ‘But how did you come upon his back, and whose horse is it?’


  ‘I will tell you.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I—cannot tell you.’


  John looked steadily at her, saying nothing.


  ‘How did you come here?’ she asked. ‘Is it true that the French have not landed at all?’


  ‘Quite true; the alarm was groundless. I’ll tell you all about it. You look very tired. You had better sit down a few minutes. Let us sit on this bank.’


  He helped her to the slope indicated, and continued, still as if his thoughts were more occupied with the mystery of her recent situation than with what he was saying: ‘We arrived at Budmouth Barracks this morning, and are to lie there all the summer. I could not write to tell father we were coming. It was not because of any rumour of the French, for we knew nothing of that till we met the people on the road, and the colonel said in a moment the news was false. Buonaparte is not even at Boulogne just now. I was anxious to know how you had borne the fright, so I hastened to Overcombe at once, as soon as I could get out of barracks.’


  Anne, who had not been at all responsive to his discourse, now swayed heavily against him, and looking quickly down he found that she had silently fainted. To support her in his arms was of course the impulse of a moment. There was no water to be had, and he could think of nothing else but to hold her tenderly till she came round again. Certainly he desired nothing more.


  Again he asked himself, what did it all mean?


  He waited, looking down upon her tired eyelids, and at the row of lashes lying upon each cheek, whose natural roundness showed itself in singular perfection now that the customary pink had given place to a pale luminousness caught from the surrounding atmosphere. The dumpy ringlets about her forehead and behind her poll, which were usually as tight as springs, had been partially uncoiled by the wildness of her ride, and hung in split locks over her forehead and neck. John, who, during the long months of his absence, had lived only to meet her again, was in a state of ecstatic reverence, and bending down he gently kissed her.


  Anne was just becoming conscious.


  ‘O, Mr. Derriman, never, never!’ she murmured, sweeping her face with her hand.


  ‘I thought he was at the bottom,’ said John.


  Anne opened her eyes, and started back from him. ‘What is it?’ she said wildly.


  ‘You are ill, my dear Miss Garland,’ replied John in trembling anxiety, and taking her hand.


  ‘I am not ill, I am wearied out!’ she said. ‘Can’t we walk on? How far are we from Overcombe?’


  ‘About a mile. But tell me, somebody has been hurting you—frightening you. I know who it was; it was Derriman, and that was his horse. Now do you tell me all.’


  Anne reflected. ‘Then if I tell you,’ she said, ‘will you discuss with me what I had better do, and not for the present let my mother and your father know? I don’t want to alarm them, and I must not let my affairs interrupt the business connexion between the mill and the hall that has gone on for so many years.’


  The trumpet-major promised, and Anne told the adventure. His brow reddened as she went on, and when she had done she said, ‘Now you are angry. Don’t do anything dreadful, will you? Remember that this Festus will most likely succeed his uncle at Oxwell, in spite of present appearances, and if Bob succeeds at the mill there should be no enmity between them.’


  ‘That’s true. I won’t tell Bob. Leave him to me. Where is Derriman now? On his way home, I suppose. When I have seen you into the house I will deal with him—quite quietly, so that he shall say nothing about it.’


  ‘Yes, appeal to him, do! Perhaps he will be better then.’


  They walked on together, Loveday seeming to experience much quiet bliss.


  ‘I came to look for you,’ he said, ‘because of that dear, sweet letter you wrote.’


  ‘Yes I did write you a letter,’ she admitted, with misgiving, now beginning to see her mistake. ‘It was because I was sorry I had blamed you.’


  ‘I am almost glad you did blame me,’ said John cheerfully, ‘since, if you had not, the letter would not have come. I have read it fifty times a day.’


  This put Anne into an unhappy mood, and they proceeded without much further talk till the mill chimneys were visible below them. John then said that he would leave her to go in by herself.


  ‘Ah, you are going back to get into some danger on my account?’


  ‘I can’t get into much danger with such a fellow as he, can I?’ said John, smiling.


  ‘Well, no,’ she answered, with a sudden carelessness of tone. It was indispensable that he should be undeceived, and to begin the process by taking an affectedly light view of his personal risks was perhaps as good a way to do it as any. Where friendliness was construed as love, an assumed indifference was the necessary expression for friendliness.


  So she let him go; and, bidding him hasten back as soon as he could, went down the hill, while John’s feet retraced the upland.


  The trumpet-major spent the whole afternoon and evening in that long and difficult search for Festus Derriman. Crossing the down at the end of the second hour he met Molly and Mrs. Loveday. The gig had been repaired, they had learnt the groundlessness of the alarm, and they would have been proceeding happily enough but for their anxiety about Anne. John told them shortly that she had got a lift home, and proceeded on his way.


  The worthy object of his search had in the meantime been plodding homeward on foot, sulky at the loss of his charger, encumbered with his sword, belts, high boots, and uniform, and in his own discomfiture careless whether Anne Garland’s life had been endangered or not.


  At length Derriman reached a place where the road ran between high banks, one of which he mounted and paced along as a change from the hard trackway. Ahead of him he saw an old man sitting down, with eyes fixed on the dust of the road, as if resting and meditating at one and the same time. Being pretty sure that he recognized his uncle in that venerable figure, Festus came forward stealthily, till he was immediately above the old man’s back. The latter was clothed in faded nankeen breeches, speckled stockings, a drab hat, and a coat which had once been light blue, but from exposure as a scarecrow had assumed the complexion and fibre of a dried pudding-cloth. The farmer was, in fact, returning to the hall, which he had left in the morning some time later than his nephew, to seek an asylum in a hollow tree about two miles off. The tree was so situated as to command a view of the building, and Uncle Benjy had managed to clamber up inside this natural fortification high enough to watch his residence through a hole in the bark, till, gathering from the words of occasional passers-by that the alarm was at least premature, he had ventured into daylight again.


  He was now engaged in abstractedly tracing a diagram in the dust with his walking-stick, and muttered words to himself aloud. Presently he arose and went on his way without turning round. Festus was curious enough to descend and look at the marks. They represented an oblong, with two semi-diagonals, and a little square in the middle. Upon the diagonals were the figures 20 and 17, and on each side of the parallelogram stood a letter signifying the point of the compass.


  ‘What crazy thing is running in his head now?’ said Festus to himself, with supercilious pity, recollecting that the farmer had been singing those very numbers earlier in the morning. Being able to make nothing of it, he lengthened his strides, and treading on tiptoe overtook his relative, saluting him by scratching his back like a hen. The startled old farmer danced round like a top, and gasping, said, as he perceived his nephew, ‘What, Festy! not thrown from your horse and killed, then, after all!’


  ‘No, nunc. What made ye think that?’


  ‘Champion passed me about an hour ago, when I was in hiding—poor timid soul of me, for I had nothing to lose by the French coming—and he looked awful with the stirrups dangling and the saddle empty. ’Tis a gloomy sight, Festy, to see a horse cantering without a rider, and I thought you had been—feared you had been thrown off and killed as dead as a nit.’


  ‘Bless your dear old heart for being so anxious! And what pretty picture were you drawing just now with your walking-stick!’


  ‘O, that! That is only a way I have of amusing myself. It showed how the French might have advanced to the attack, you know. Such trifles fill the head of a weak old man like me.’


  ‘Or the place where something is hid away—money, for instance?’


  ‘Festy,’ said the farmer reproachfully, ‘you always know I use the old glove in the bedroom cupboard for any guinea or two I possess.’


  ‘Of course I do,’ said Festus ironically.


  They had now reached a lonely inn about a mile and a half from the hall, and, the farmer not responding to his nephew’s kind invitation to come in and treat him, Festus entered alone. He was dusty, draggled, and weary, and he remained at the tavern long. The trumpet-major, in the meantime, having searched the roads in vain, heard in the course of the evening of the yeoman’s arrival at this place, and that he would probably be found there still. He accordingly approached the door, reaching it just as the dusk of evening changed to darkness.


  There was no light in the passage, but John pushed on at hazard, inquired for Derriman, and was told that he would be found in the back parlour alone. When Loveday first entered the apartment he was unable to see anything, but following the guidance of a vigorous snoring, he came to the settle, upon which Festus lay asleep, his position being faintly signified by the shine of his buttons and other parts of his uniform. John laid his hand upon the reclining figure and shook him, and by degrees Derriman stopped his snore and sat up.


  ‘Who are you?’ he said, in the accents of a man who had been drinking hard. ‘Is it you, dear Anne? Let me kiss you; yes, I will.’


  ‘Shut your mouth, you pitiful blockhead; I’ll teach you genteeler manners than to persecute a young woman in that way!’ and taking Festus by the ear, he gave it a good pull. Festus broke out with an oath, and struck a vague blow in the air with his fist; whereupon the trumpet-major dealt him a box on the right ear, and a similar one on the left to artistically balance the first. Festus jumped up and used his fists wildly, but without any definite result.


  ‘Want to fight, do ye, eh?’ said John. ‘Nonsense! you can’t fight, you great baby, and never could. You are only fit to be smacked!’ and he dealt Festus a specimen of the same on the cheek with the palm of his hand.


  ‘No, sir, no! O, you are Loveday, the young man she’s going to be married to, I suppose? Dash me, I didn’t want to hurt her, sir.’


  ‘Yes, my name is Loveday; and you’ll know where to find me, since we can’t finish this to-night. Pistols or swords, whichever you like, my boy. Take that, and that, so that you may not forget to call upon me!’ and again he smacked the yeoman’s ears and cheeks. ‘Do you know what it is for, eh?’


  ‘No, Mr. Loveday, sir—yes, I mean, I do.’


  ‘What is it for, then? I shall keep smacking until you tell me. Gad! if you weren’t drunk, I’d half kill you here to-night.’


  ‘It is because I served her badly. Damned if I care! I’ll do it again, and be hanged to ’ee! Where’s my horse Champion? Tell me that,’ and he hit at the trumpet-major.


  John parried this attack, and taking him firmly by the collar, pushed him down into the seat, saying, ‘Here I hold ’ee till you beg pardon for your doings to-day. Do you want any more of it, do you?’ And he shook the yeoman to a sort of jelly.


  ‘I do beg pardon—no, I don’t. I say this, that you shall not take such liberties with old Squire Derriman’s nephew, you dirty miller’s son, you flour-worm, you smut in the corn! I’ll call you out to-morrow morning, and have my revenge.’


  ‘Of course you will; that’s what I came for.’ And pushing him back into the corner of the settle, Loveday went out of the house, feeling considerable satisfaction at having got himself into the beginning of as nice a quarrel about Anne Garland as the most jealous lover could desire.


  But of one feature in this curious adventure he had not the least notion—that Festus Derriman, misled by the darkness, the fumes of his potations, and the constant sight of Anne and Bob together, never once supposed his assailant to be any other man than Bob, believing the trumpet-major miles away.


  There was a moon during the early part of John’s walk home, but when he had arrived within a mile of Overcombe the sky clouded over, and rain suddenly began to fall with some violence. Near him was a wooden granary on tall stone staddles, and perceiving that the rain was only a thunderstorm which would soon pass away, he ascended the steps and entered the doorway, where he stood watching the half-obscured moon through the streaming rain. Presently, to his surprise, he beheld a female figure running forward with great rapidity, not towards the granary for shelter, but towards open ground. What could she be running for in that direction? The answer came in the appearance of his brother Bob from that quarter, seated on the back of his father’s heavy horse. As soon as the woman met him, Bob dismounted and caught her in his arms. They stood locked together, the rain beating into their unconscious forms, and the horse looking on.


  The trumpet-major fell back inside the granary, and threw himself on a heap of empty sacks which lay in the corner: he had recognized the woman to be Anne. Here he reclined in a stupor till he was aroused by the sound of voices under him, the voices of Anne and his brother, who, having at last discovered that they were getting wet, had taken shelter under the granary floor.


  ‘I have been home,’ said she. ‘Mother and Molly have both got back long ago. We were all anxious about you, and I came out to look for you. O, Bob, I am so glad to see you again!’


  John might have heard every word of the conversation, which was continued in the same strain for a long time; but he stopped his ears, and would not. Still they remained, and still was he determined that they should not see him. With the conserved hope of more than half a year dashed away in a moment, he could yet feel that the cruelty of a protest would be even greater than its inutility. It was absolutely by his own contrivance that the situation had been shaped. Bob, left to himself, would long ere this have been the husband of another woman.


  The rain decreased, and the lovers went on. John looked after them as they strolled, aqua-tinted by the weak moon and mist. Bob had thrust one of his arms through the rein of the horse, and the other was round Anne’s waist. When they were lost behind the declivity the trumpet-major came out, and walked homeward even more slowly than they. As he went on, his face put off its complexion of despair for one of serene resolve. For the first time in his dealings with friends he entered upon a course of counterfeiting, set his features to conceal his thought, and instructed his tongue to do likewise. He threw fictitiousness into his very gait, even now, when there was nobody to see him, and struck at stems of wild parsley with his regimental switch as he had used to do when soldiering was new to him, and life in general a charming experience.


  Thus cloaking his sickly thought, he descended to the mill as the others had done before him, occasionally looking down upon the wet road to notice how close Anne’s little tracks were to Bob’s all the way along, and how precisely a curve in his course was followed by a curve in hers. But after this he erected his head and walked so smartly up to the front door that his spurs rang through the court.


  They had all reached home, but before any of them could speak he cried gaily, ‘Ah, Bob, I have been thinking of you! By God, how are you, my boy? No French cut-throats after all, you see. Here we are, well and happy together again.’


  ‘A good Providence has watched over us,’ said Mrs. Loveday cheerfully. ‘Yes, in all times and places we are in God’s hand.’


  ‘So we be, so we be!’ said the miller, who still shone in all the fierceness of uniform. ‘Well, now we’ll ha’e a drop o’ drink.’


  ‘There’s none,’ said David, coming forward with a drawn face.


  ‘What!’ said said the miller.


  ‘Afore I went to church for a pike to defend my native country from Boney, I pulled out the spigots of all the barrels, maister; for, thinks I—damn him!—since we can’t drink it ourselves, he shan’t have it, nor none of his men.’


  ‘But you shouldn’t have done it till you was sure he’d come!’ said the miller, aghast.


  ‘Chok’ it all, I was sure!’ said David. ‘I’d sooner see churches fall than good drink wasted; but how was I to know better?’


  ‘Well, well; what with one thing and another this day will cost me a pretty penny!’ said Loveday, bustling off to the cellar, which he found to be several inches deep in stagnant liquor. ‘John, how can I welcome ’ee?’ he continued hopelessly, on his return to the room. ‘Only go and see what he’s done!’


  ‘I’ve ladled up a drap wi’ a spoon, trumpet-major,’ said David. ‘’Tisn’t bad drinking, though it do taste a little of the floor, that’s true.’


  John said that he did not require anything at all; and then they all sat down to supper, and were very temperately gay with a drop of mild elder-wine which Mrs. Loveday found in the bottom of a jar. The trumpet-major, adhering to the part he meant to play, gave humorous accounts of his adventures since he had last sat there. He told them that the season was to be a very lively one—that the royal family was coming, as usual, and many other interesting things; so that when he left them to return to barracks few would have supposed the British army to contain a lighter-hearted man.


  Anne was the only one who doubted the reality of this behaviour. When she had gone up to her bedroom she stood for some time looking at the wick of the candle as if it were a painful object, the expression of her face being shaped by the conviction that John’s afternoon words when he helped her out of the way of Champion were not in accordance with his words to-night, and that the dimly-realized kiss during her faintness was no imaginary one. But in the blissful circumstances of having Bob at hand again she took optimist views, and persuaded herself that John would soon begin to see her in the light of a sister.


  ♣


  XXIX.


  A Dissembler


  To cursory view, John Loveday seemed to accomplish this with amazing ease. Whenever he came from barracks to Overcombe, which was once or twice a week, he related news of all sorts to her and Bob with infinite zest, and made the time as happy a one as had ever been known at the mill, save for himself alone. He said nothing of Festus, except so far as to inform Anne that he had expected to see him and been disappointed. On the evening after the King’s arrival at his seaside residence John appeared again, staying to supper and describing the royal entry, the many tasteful illuminations and transparencies which had been exhibited, the quantities of tallow candles burnt for that purpose, and the swarms of aristocracy who had followed the King thither.


  When supper was over Bob went outside the house to shut the shutters, which had, as was often the case, been left open some time after lights were kindled within. John still sat at the table when his brother approached the window, though the others had risen and retired. Bob was struck by seeing through the pane how John’s face had changed. Throughout the supper-time he had been talking to Anne in the gay tone habitual with him now, which gave greater strangeness to the gloom of his present appearance. He remained in thought for a moment, took a letter from his breast-pocket, opened it, and, with a tender smile at his weakness, kissed the writing before restoring it to its place. The letter was one that Anne had written to him at Exonbury.


  Bob stood perplexed; and then a suspicion crossed his mind that John, from brotherly goodness, might be feigning a satisfaction with recent events which he did not feel. Bob now made a noise with the shutters, at which the trumpet-major rose and went out, Bob at once following him.


  ‘Jack,’ said the sailor ingenuously, ‘I’m terribly sorry that I’ve done wrong.’


  ‘How?’ asked his brother.


  ‘In courting our little Anne. Well, you see, John, she was in the same house with me, and somehow or other I made myself her beau. But I have been thinking that perhaps you had the first claim on her, and if so, Jack, I’ll make way for ’ee. I—I don’t care for her much, you know—not so very much, and can give her up very well. It is nothing serious between us at all. Yes, John, you try to get her; I can look elsewhere.’ Bob never knew how much he loved Anne till he found himself making this speech of renunciation.


  ‘O, Bob, you are mistaken!’ said the trumpet-major, who was not deceived. ‘When I first saw her I admired her, and I admire her now, and like her. I like her so well that I shall be glad to see you marry her.’


  ‘But,’ replied Bob, with hesitation, ‘I thought I saw you looking very sad, as if you were in love; I saw you take out a letter, in short. That’s what it was disturbed me and made me come to you.’


  ‘O, I see your mistake!’ said John, laughing forcedly.


  At this minute Mrs. Loveday and the miller, who were taking a twilight walk in the garden, strolled round near to where the brothers stood. She talked volubly on events in Budmouth, as most people did at this time. ‘And they tell me that the theatre has been painted up afresh,’ she was saying, ‘and that the actors have come for the season, with the most lovely actresses that ever were seen.’


  When they had passed by John continued, ‘I am in love, Bob; but—not with Anne.’


  ‘Ah! who is it then?’ said the mate hopefully.


  ‘One of the actresses at the theatre,’ John replied, with a concoctive look at the vanishing forms of Mr. and Mrs. Loveday. ‘She is a very lovely woman, you know. But we won’t say anything more about it—it dashes a man so.’


  ‘O, one of the actresses!’ said Bob, with open mouth.


  ‘But don’t you say anything about it!’ continued the trumpet-major heartily. ‘I don’t want it known.’


  ‘No, no—I won’t, of course. May I not know her name?’


  ‘No, not now, Bob. I cannot tell ’ee,’ John answered, and with truth, for Loveday did not know the name of any actress in the world.


  When his brother had gone, Captain Bob hastened off in a state of great animation to Anne, whom he found on the top of a neighbouring hillock which the daylight had scarcely as yet deserted.


  ‘You have been a long time coming, sir,’ said she, in sprightly tones of reproach.


  ‘Yes, dearest; and you’ll be glad to hear why. I’ve found out the whole mystery—yes—why he’s queer, and everything.’


  Anne looked startled.


  ‘He’s up to the gunnel in love! We must try to help him on in it, or I fear he’ll go melancholy-mad like.’


  ‘We help him?’ she asked faintly.


  ‘He’s lost his heart to one of the play-actresses at Budmouth, and I think she slights him.’


  ‘O, I am so glad!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Glad that his venture don’t prosper?’


  ‘O no; glad he’s so sensible. How long is it since that alarm of the French?’


  ‘Six weeks, honey. Why do you ask?’


  ‘Men can forget in six weeks, can’t they, Bob?’


  The impression that John had really kissed her still remained,.


  ‘Well, some men might,’ observed Bob judicially. ‘I couldn’t. Perhaps John might. I couldn’t forget you in twenty times as long. Do you know, Anne, I half thought it was you John cared about; and it was a weight off my heart when he said he didn’t.’


  ‘Did he say he didn’t?’


  ‘Yes. He assured me himself that the only person in the hold of his heart was this lovely play-actress, and nobody else.’


  ‘How I should like to see her!’


  ‘Yes. So should I.’


  ‘I would rather it had been one of our own neighbours’ girls, whose birth and breeding we know of; but still, if that is his taste, I hope it will end well for him. How very quick he has been! I certainly wish we could see her.’


  ‘I don’t know so much as her name. He is very close, and wouldn’t tell a thing about her.’


  ‘Couldn’t we get him to go to the theatre with us? and then we could watch him, and easily find out the right one. Then we would learn if she is a good young woman; and if she is, could we not ask her here, and so make it smoother for him? He has been very gay lately; that means budding love: and sometimes between his gaieties he has had melancholy moments; that means there’s difficulty.’


  Bob thought her plan a good one, and resolved to put it in practice on the first available evening. Anne was very curious as to whether John did really cherish a new passion, the story having quite surprised her. Possibly it was true; six weeks had passed since John had shown a single symptom of the old attachment, and what could not that space of time effect in the heart of a soldier whose very profession it was to leave girls behind him?


  After this John Loveday did not come to see them for nearly a month, a neglect which was set down by Bob as an additional proof that his brother’s affections were no longer exclusively centred in his old home. When at last he did arrive, and the theatre-going was mentioned to him, the flush of consciousness which Anne expected to see upon his face was unaccountably absent.


  ‘Yes, Bob; I should very well like to go to the theatre,’ he replied heartily. ‘Who is going besides?’


  ‘Only Anne,’ Bob told him, and then it seemed to occur to the trumpet-major that something had been expected of him. He rose and said privately to Bob with some confusion, ‘O yes, of course we’ll go. As I am connected with one of the—in short I can get you in for nothing, you know. At least let me manage everything.’


  ‘Yes, yes. I wonder you didn’t propose to take us before, Jack, and let us have a good look at her.’


  ‘I ought to have. You shall go on a King’s night. You won’t want me to point her out, Bob; I have my reasons at present for asking it?’


  ‘We’ll be content with guessing,’ said his brother.


  When the gallant John was gone, Anne observed, ‘Bob, how he is changed! I watched him. He showed no feeling, even when you burst upon him suddenly with the subject nearest his heart.’


  ‘It must be because his suit don’t fay,’ said Captain Bob.


  ♣


  XXX.


  At the Theatre Royal


  In two or three days a message arrived asking them to attend at the theatre on the coming evening, with the added request that they would dress in their gayest clothes, to do justice to the places taken. Accordingly, in the course of the afternoon they drove off, Bob having clothed himself in a splendid suit, recently purchased as an attempt to bring himself nearer to Anne’s style when they appeared in public together. As finished off by this dashing and really fashionable attire, he was the perfection of a beau in the dog-days; pantaloons and boots of the newest make; yards and yards of muslin wound round his neck, forming a sort of asylum for the lower part of his face; two fancy waistcoats, and coat-buttons like circular shaving glasses. The absurd extreme of female fashion, which was to wear muslin dresses in January, was at this time equalled by that of the men, who wore clothes enough in August to melt them. Nobody would have guessed from Bob’s presentation now that he had ever been aloft on a dark night in the Atlantic, or knew the hundred ingenuities that could be performed with a rope’s end and a marline-spike as well as his mother tongue.


  It was a day of days. Anne wore her celebrated celestial blue pelisse, her Leghorn hat, and her muslin dress with the waist under the arms; the latter being decorated with excellent Honiton lace bought of the woman who travelled from that place to Overcombe and its neighbourhood with a basketful of her own manufacture, and a cushion on which she worked by the wayside. John met the lovers at the inn outside the town, and after stabling the horse they entered the town together, the trumpet-major informing them that the watering-place had never been so full before, that the Court, the Prince of Wales, and everybody of consequence was there, and that an attic could scarcely be got for money. The King had gone for a cruise in his yacht, and they would be in time to see him land.


  Then drums and fifes were heard, and in a minute or two they saw Sergeant Stanner advancing along the street with a firm countenance, fiery poll, and rigid staring eyes, in front of his recruiting-party. The sergeant’s sword was drawn, and at intervals of two or three inches along its shining blade were impaled fluttering one-pound notes, to express the lavish bounty that was offered. He gave a stern, half-suppressed nod of friendship to our people, and passed by. Next they came up to a waggon, bowered over with leaves and flowers, so that the men inside could hardly be seen.


  ‘Come to see the King, hip-hip hurrah!’ cried a voice within, and turning they saw through the leaves the nose and face of Cripplestraw. The waggon contained all Derriman’s workpeople.


  ‘Is your master here?’ said John.


  ‘No, trumpet-major, sir. But young maister is coming to fetch us at nine o’clock, in case we should be too blind to drive home.’


  ‘O! where is he now?’


  ‘Never mind,’ said Anne impatiently, at which the trumpet-major obediently moved on.


  By the time they reached the pier it was six o’clock; the royal yacht was returning; a fact announced by the ships in the harbour firing a salute. The King came ashore with his hat in his hand, and returned the salutations of the well-dressed crowd in his old indiscriminate fashion. While this cheering and waving of handkerchiefs was going on Anne stood between the two brothers, who protectingly joined their hands behind her back, as if she were a delicate piece of statuary that a push might damage. Soon the King had passed, and receiving the military salutes of the piquet, joined the Queen and princesses at Gloucester Lodge, the homely house of red brick in which he unostentatiously resided.


  As there was yet some little time before the theatre would open, they strayed upon the velvet sands, and listened to the songs of the sailors, one of whom extemporized for the occasion:—


  
    ‘Portland Road the King aboard, the King aboard!


    Portland Road the King aboard,


    We weighed and sailed from Portland Road!’ (4)

  


  When they had looked on awhile at the combats at single-stick which were in progress hard by, and seen the sum of five guineas handed over to the modest gentleman who had broken most heads, they returned to Gloucester Lodge, whence the King and other members of his family now reappeared, and drove, at a slow trot, round to the theatre in carriages drawn by the Hanoverian white horses that were so well known in the town at this date.


  When Anne and Bob entered the theatre they found that John had taken excellent places, and concluded that he had got them for nothing through the influence of the lady of his choice. As a matter of fact he had paid full prices for those two seats, like any other outsider, and even then had a difficulty in getting them, it being a King’s night. When they were settled he himself retired to an obscure part of the pit, from which the stage was scarcely visible.


  ‘We can see beautifully,’ said Bob, in an aristocratic voice, as he took a delicate pinch of snuff, and drew out the magnificent pocket-handkerchief brought home from the East for such occasions. ‘But I am afraid poor John can’t see at all.’


  ‘But we can see him,’ replied Anne, ‘and notice by his face which of them it is he is so charmed with. The light of that corner candle falls right upon his cheek.’


  By this time the King had appeared in his place, which was overhung by a canopy of crimson satin fringed with gold. About twenty places were occupied by the royal family and suite; and beyond them was a crowd of powdered and glittering personages of fashion, completely filling the centre of the little building; though the King so frequently patronized the local stage during these years that the crush was not inconvenient.


  The curtain rose and the play began. To-night it was one of Colman’s, who at this time enjoyed great popularity, and Mr. Bannister supported the leading character. Anne, with her hand privately clasped in Bob’s, and looking as if she did not know it, partly watched the piece and partly the face of the impressionable John who had so soon transferred his affections elsewhere. She had not long to wait. When a certain one of the subordinate ladies of the comedy entered on the stage the trumpet-major in his corner not only looked conscious, but started and gazed with parted lips.


  ‘This must be the one,’ whispered Anne quickly. ‘See, he is agitated!’


  She turned to Bob, but at the same moment his hand convulsively closed upon hers as he, too, strangely fixed his eyes upon the newly-entered lady.


  ‘What is it?’


  Anne looked from one to the other without regarding the stage at all. Her answer came in the voice of the actress who now spoke for the first time. The accents were those of Miss Matilda Johnson.


  One thought rushed into both their minds on the instant, and Bob was the first to utter it.


  ‘What—is she the woman of his choice after all?’


  ‘If so, it is a dreadful thing!’ murmured Anne.


  But, as may be imagined, the unfortunate John was as much surprised by this rencounter as the other two. Until this moment he had been in utter ignorance of the theatrical company and all that pertained to it. Moreover, much as he knew of Miss Johnson, he was not aware that she had ever been trained in her youth as an actress, and that after lapsing into straits and difficulties for four or five years she had been so fortunate as to again procure an engagement here.


  The trumpet-major, though not prominently seated, had been seen by Matilda already, who had observed still more plainly her old betrothed and Anne in the other part of the house. John was not concerned on his own account at being face to face with her, but at the extraordinary suspicion that this conjuncture must revive in the minds of his best beloved friends. After some moments of pained reflection he tapped his knee.


  ‘Gad, I won’t explain; it shall go as it is!’ he said. ‘Let them think her mine. Better that than the truth, after all.’


  Had personal prominence in the scene been at this moment proportioned to intentness of feeling, the whole audience, regal and otherwise, would have faded into an indistinct mist of background, leaving as the sole emergent and telling figures Bob and Anne at one point, the trumpet-major on the left hand, and Matilda at the opposite corner of the stage. But fortunately the deadlock of awkward suspense into which all four had fallen was terminated by an accident. A messenger entered the King’s box with despatches. There was an instant pause in the performance. The despatch-box being opened the King read for a few moments with great interest, the eyes of the whole house, including those of Anne Garland, being anxiously fixed upon his face; for terrible events fell as unexpectedly as thunderbolts at this critical time of our history. The King at length beckoned to Lord ——, who was immediately behind him, the play was again stopped, and the contents of the despatch were publicly communicated to the audience.


  Sir Robert Calder, cruising off Finisterre, had come in sight of Villeneuve, and made the signal for action, which, though checked by the weather, had resulted in the capture of two Spanish line-of-battle ships, and the retreat of Villeneuve into Ferrol.


  The news was received with truly national feeling, if noise might be taken as an index of patriotism. ‘Rule Britannia’ was called for and sung by the whole house. But the importance of the event was far from being recognized at this time; and Bob Loveday, as he sat there and heard it, had very little conception how it would bear upon his destiny.


  This parenthetic excitement diverted for a few minutes the eyes of Bob and Anne from the trumpet-major; and when the play proceeded, and they looked back to his corner, he was gone.


  ‘He’s just slipped round to talk to her behind the scenes,’ said Bob knowingly. ‘Shall we go too, and tease him for a sly dog?’


  ‘No, I would rather not.’


  ‘Shall we go home, then?’


  ‘Not unless her presence is too much for you?’


  ‘O—not at all. We’ll stay here. Ah, there she is again.’


  They sat on, and listened to Matilda’s speeches, which she delivered with such delightful coolness that they soon began to considerably interest one of the party.


  ‘Well, what a nerve the young woman has!’ he said at last in tones of admiration, and gazing at Miss Johnson with all his might. ‘After all, Jack’s taste is not so bad. She’s really deuced clever.’


  ‘Bob, I’ll go home if you wish to,’ said Anne quickly.


  ‘O no—let us see how she fleets herself off that bit of a scrape she’s playing at now. Well, what a hand she is at it, to be sure!’


  Anne said no more, but waited on, supremely uncomfortable, and almost tearful. She began to feel that she did not like life particularly well; it was too complicated: she saw nothing of the scene, and only longed to get away, and to get Bob away with her. At last the curtain fell on the final act, and then began the farce of ‘No Song no Supper.’ Matilda did not appear in this piece, and Anne again inquired if they should go home. This time Bob agreed, and taking her under his care with redoubled affection, to make up for the species of coma which had seized upon his heart for a time, he quietly accompanied her out of the house.


  When they emerged upon the esplanade, the August moon was shining across the sea from the direction of St. Aldhelm’s Head. Bob unconsciously loitered, and turned towards the pier. Reaching the end of the promenade they surveyed the quivering waters in silence for some time, until a long dark line shot from behind the promontory of the Nothe, and swept forward into the harbour.


  ‘What boat is that?’ said Anne.


  ‘It seems to be some frigate lying in the Roads,’ said Bob carelessly, as he brought Anne round with a gentle pressure of his arm and bent his steps towards the homeward end of the town.


  Meanwhile, Miss Johnson, having finished her duties for that evening, rapidly changed her dress, and went out likewise. The prominent position which Anne and Captain Bob had occupied side by side in the theatre, left her no alternative but to suppose that the situation was arranged by Bob as a species of defiance to herself; and her heart, such as it was, became proportionately embittered against him. In spite of the rise in her fortunes, Miss Johnson still remembered—and always would remember—her humiliating departure from Overcombe; and it had been to her even a more grievous thing that Bob had acquiesced in his brother’s ruling than that John had determined it. At the time of setting out she was sustained by a firm faith that Bob would follow her, and nullify his brother’s scheme; but though she waited Bob never came.


  She passed along by the houses facing the sea, and scanned the shore, the footway, and the open road close to her, which, illuminated by the slanting moon to a great brightness, sparkled with minute facets of crystallized salts from the water sprinkled there during the day. The promenaders at the further edge appeared in dark profiles; and beyond them was the grey sea, parted into two masses by the tapering braid of moonlight across the waves.


  Two forms crossed this line at a startling nearness to her; she marked them at once as Anne and Bob Loveday. They were walking slowly, and in the earnestness of their discourse were oblivious of the presence of any human beings save themselves. Matilda stood motionless till they had passed.


  ‘How I love them!’ she said, treading the initial step of her walk onwards with a vehemence that walking did not demand.


  ‘So do I—especially one,’ said a voice at her elbow; and a man wheeled round her, and looked in her face, which had been fully exposed to the moon.


  ‘You—who are you?’ she asked.


  ‘Don’t you remember, ma’am? We walked some way together towards Overcombe earlier in the summer.’ Matilda looked more closely, and perceived that the speaker was Derriman, in plain clothes. He continued, ‘Your ‘You are one of the ladies of the theatre, I know. May I ask why you said in such a queer way that you loved that couple?’


  ‘In a queer way?’


  ‘Well, as if you hated them.’


  ‘I don’t mind your knowing that I have good reason to hate them. You do too, it seems?’


  ‘That man,’ said Festus savagely, ‘came to me one night about that very woman; insulted me before I could put myself on my guard, and ran away before I could come up with him and avenge myself. The woman tricks me at every turn! I want to part ’em.’


  ‘Then why don’t you? There’s a splendid opportunity. Do you see that soldier walking along? He’s a marine; he looks into the gallery of the theatre every night: and he’s in connexion with the press-gang that came ashore just now from the frigate lying in Portland Roads. They are often here for men.’


  ‘Yes. Our boatmen dread ’em.’


  ‘Well, we have only to tell him that Loveday is a seaman to be clear of him this very night.’


  ‘Done!’ said Festus. ‘Take my arm and come this way.’ They walked across to the footway. ‘Fine night, sergeant.’


  ‘It is, sir.’


  ‘Looking for hands, I suppose?’


  ‘It is not to be known, sir. We don’t begin till half-past ten.’


  ‘It is a pity you don’t begin now. I could show ’ee excellent game.’


  ‘What, that little nest of fellows at the “Old Rooms” in Cove Row? I have just heard of ’em.’


  ‘No—come here.’ Festus, with Miss Johnson on his arm, led the sergeant quickly along the parade, and by the time they reached the Narrows the lovers, who walked but slowly, were visible in front of them. ‘There’s your man,’ he said.


  ‘That buck in pantaloons and half-boots—a looking like a squire?’


  ‘Twelve months ago he was mate of the brig Pewit; but his father has made money, and keeps him at home.’


  ‘Faith, now you tell of it, there’s a hint of sea legs about him. What’s the young beau’s name?’


  ‘Don’t tell!’ whispered Matilda, impulsively clutching Festus’s arm.


  But Festus had already said, ‘Robert Loveday, son of the miller at Overcombe. You may find several likely fellows in that neighbourhood.’


  The marine said that he would bear it in mind, and they left him.


  ‘I wish you had not told,’ said Matilda tearfully. ‘She’s the worst!’


  ‘Dash my eyes now; listen to that! Why, you chicken-hearted old stager, you was as well agreed as I. Come now; hasn’t he used you badly?’


  Matilda’s acrimony returned. ‘I was down on my luck, or he wouldn’t have had the chance!’ she said.


  ‘Well, then, let things be.’


  ♣


  XXXI.


  Midnight Visitors


  Miss Garland and Loveday walked leisurely to the inn and called for horse-and-gig. While the hostler was bringing it round, the landlord, who knew Bob and his family well, spoke to him quietly in the passage.


  ‘Is this then because you want to throw dust in the eyes of the Black Diamond chaps?’ (with an admiring glance at Bob’s costume).


  ‘The Black Diamond?’ said Bob; and Anne turned pale.


  ‘She hove in sight just after dark, and at nine o’clock a boat having more than a dozen marines on board, with cloaks on, rowed into harbour.’


  Bob reflected. ‘Then there’ll be a press to-night; depend upon it,’ he said.


  ‘They won’t know you, will they, Bob?’ said Anne anxiously.


  ‘They certainly won’t know him for a seaman now,’ remarked the landlord, laughing, and again surveying Bob up and down. ‘But if I was you two, I should drive home-along straight and quiet; and be very busy in the mill all to-morrow, Mr. Loveday.’


  They drove away; and when they had got onward out of the town, Anne strained her eyes wistfully towards Portland. Its dark contour, lying like a whale on the sea, was just perceptible in the gloom as the background to half-a-dozen ships’ lights nearer at hand.


  ‘They can’t make you go, now you are a gentleman-tradesman, can they?’ she asked.


  ‘If they want me they can have me, dearest. I have often said I ought to volunteer.’


  ‘And not care about me at all?’


  ‘It is just that that keeps me at home. I won’t leave you if I can help it.’


  ‘It cannot make such a vast difference to the country whether one man goes or stays! But if you want to go you had better, and not mind us at all!’


  Bob put a period to her speech by a mark of affection to which history affords many parallels in every age. She said no more about the Black Diamond; but whenever they ascended a hill she turned her head to look at the lights in Portland Roads, and the grey expanse of intervening sea.


  Though Captain Bob had stated that he did not wish to volunteer, and would not leave her if he could help it, the remark required some qualification. That Anne was charming and loving enough to chain him anywhere was true; but he had begun to find the mill-work terribly irksome at times. Often during the last month, when standing among the rumbling cogs in his new miller’s suit, which ill became him, he had yawned, thought wistfully of the old pea-jacket, and the waters of the deep blue sea. His dread of displeasing his father by showing anything of this change of sentiment was great; yet he might have braved it but for knowing that his marriage with Anne, which he hoped might take place the next year, was dependent entirely upon his adherence to the mill business. Even were his father indifferent, Mrs. Loveday would never intrust her only daughter to the hands of a husband who would be away from home five-sixths of his time.


  But though, apart from Anne, he was not averse to seafaring in itself, to be smuggled thither by the machinery of a press-gang was intolerable; and the process of seizing, stunning, pinioning, and carrying off unwilling hands was one which Bob as a man had always determined to hold out against to the utmost of his power. Hence, as they went towards home, he frequently listened for sounds behind him, but hearing none he assured his sweetheart that they were safe for that night at least. The mill was still going when they arrived, though old Mr. Loveday was not to be seen; he had retired as soon as he heard the horse’s hoofs in the lane, leaving Bob to watch the grinding till three o’clock; when the elder would rise, and Bob withdraw to bed—a frequent arrangement between them since Bob had taken the place of grinder.


  Having reached the privacy of her own room, Anne threw open the window, for she had not the slightest intention of going to bed just yet. The tale of the Black Diamond had disturbed her by a slow, insidious process that was worse than sudden fright. Her window looked into the court before the house, now wrapped in the shadow of the trees and the hill; and she leaned upon its sill listening intently. She could have heard any strange sound distinctly enough in one direction; but in the other all low noises were absorbed in the patter of the mill, and the rush of water down the race.


  However, what she heard came from the hitherto silent side, and was intelligible in a moment as being the footsteps of men. She tried to think they were some late stragglers from Budmouth. Alas! no; the tramp was too regular for that of villagers. She hastily turned, extinguished the candle, and listened again. As they were on the main road there was, after all, every probability that the party would pass the bridge which gave access to the mill court without turning in upon it, or even noticing that such an entrance existed. In this again she was disappointed: they crossed into the front without a pause. The pulsations of her heart became a turmoil now, for why should these men, if they were the press-gang, and strangers to the locality, have supposed that a sailor was to be found here, the younger of the two millers Loveday being never seen now in any garb which could suggest that he was other than a miller pure, like his father? One of the men spoke.


  ‘I am not sure that we are in the right place,’ he said.


  ‘This is a mill, anyhow,’ said another.


  ‘There’s lots about here.’


  ‘Then come this way a moment with your light.’


  Two of the group went towards the cart-house on the opposite side of the yard, and when they reached it a dark lantern was opened, the rays being directed upon the front of the miller’s waggon.


  ‘“Loveday and Son, Overcombe Mill,”’ continued the man, reading from the waggon. ‘“Son,” you see, is lately painted in. That’s our man.’


  He moved to turn off the light, but before he had done so it flashed over the forms of the speakers, and revealed a sergeant, a naval officer, and a file of marines.


  Anne waited to see no more. When Bob stayed up to grind, as he was doing to-night, he often sat in his room instead of remaining all the time in the mill; and this room was an isolated chamber over the bakehouse, which could not be reached without going downstairs and ascending the step-ladder that served for his staircase. Anne descended in the dark, clambered up the ladder, and saw that light strayed through the chink below the door. His window faced towards the garden, and hence the light could not as yet have been seen by the press-gang.


  ‘Bob, dear Bob!’ she said, through the keyhole. ‘Put out your light, and run out of the back-door!’


  ‘Why?’ said Bob, leisurely knocking the ashes from the pipe he had been smoking.


  ‘The press-gang!’


  ‘They have come? By God! who can have blown upon me? All right, dearest. I’m game.’


  Anne, scarcely knowing what she did, descended the ladder and ran to the back-door, hastily unbolting it to save Bob’s time, and gently opening it in readiness for him. She had no sooner done this than she felt hands laid upon her shoulder from without, and a voice exclaiming, ‘That’s how we doos it—quite an obleeging young man!’


  Though the hands held her rather roughly, Anne did not mind for herself, and turning she cried desperately, in tones intended to reach Bob’s ears: ‘They are at the back-door; try the front!’


  But inexperienced Miss Garland little knew the shrewd habits of the gentlemen she had to deal with, who, well used to this sort of pastime, had already posted themselves at every outlet from the premises.


  ‘Bring the lantern,’ shouted the fellow who held her. ‘Why—’tis a girl! I half thought so.—Here is a way in,’ he continued to his comrades, hastening to the foot of the ladder which led to Bob’s room.


  ‘What d’ye want?’ said Bob, quietly opening the door, and showing himself still radiant in the full dress that he had worn with such effect at the Theatre Royal, which he had been about to change for his mill suit when Anne gave the alarm.


  ‘This gentleman can’t be the right one,’ observed a marine, rather impressed by Bob’s appearance.


  ‘Yes, yes; that’s the man,’ said the sergeant. ‘Now take it quietly, my young cock-o’-wax. You look as if you meant to, and ’tis wise of ’ee.’


  ‘Where are you going to take me?’ said Bob.


  ‘Only aboard the Black Diamond. If you choose to take the bounty and come voluntarily, you’ll be allowed to go ashore whenever your ship’s in port. If you don’t, and we’ve got to pinion ’ee, you will not have your liberty at all. As you must come, willy-nilly, you’ll do the first if you’ve any brains whatever.’


  Bob’s temper began to rise. ‘Don’t you talk so large about your pinioning, my man. When I’ve settled——’


  ‘Now or never, young blow-hard,’ interrupted his informant.


  ‘Come, what jabber is this going on?’ said the lieutenant, stepping forward. ‘Bring your man.’


  One of the marines set foot on the ladder, but at the same moment a shoe from Bob’s hand hit the lantern with well-aimed directness, knocking it clean out of the grasp of the man who held it. In spite of the darkness they began to scramble up the ladder. Bob thereupon shut the door, which being but of slight construction, was as he knew only a momentary defence. But it gained him time enough to open the window, gather up his legs upon the sill, and spring across into the apple-tree growing without. He alighted without much hurt beyond a few scratches from the boughs, a shower of falling apples testifying to the force of his leap.


  ‘Here he is!’ shouted several below who had seen Bob’s figure flying like a raven’s across the sky.


  There was stillness for a moment in the tree. Then the fugitive made haste to climb out upon a low-hanging branch towards the garden, at which the men beneath all rushed in that direction to catch him as he dropped, saying, ‘You may as well come down, old boy. ’Twas a spry jump, and we give ye credit for ’t.’


  The latter movement of Loveday had been a mere feint. Partly hidden by the leaves he glided back to the other part of the tree, from whence it was easy to jump upon a thatch-covered out-house. This intention they did not appear to suspect, which gave him the opportunity of sliding down the slope and entering the back-door of the mill.


  ‘He’s here, he’s here!’ the men exclaimed, running back from the tree.


  By this time they had obtained another light, and pursued him closely along the back quarters of the mill. Bob had entered the lower room, seized hold of the chain by which the flour-sacks were hoisted from story to story by connexion with the mill-wheel, and pulled the rope that hung alongside for the purpose of throwing it into gear. The foremost pursuers arrived just in time to see Captain Bob’s legs and shoe-buckles vanishing through the trap-door in the joists overhead, his person having been whirled up by the machinery like any bag of flour, and the trap falling to behind him.


  ‘He’s gone up by the hoist!’ said the sergeant, running up the ladder in the corner to the next floor, and elevating the light just in time to see Bob’s suspended figure ascending in the same way through the same sort of trap into the second floor. The second trap also fell together behind him, and he was lost to view as before.


  It was more difficult to follow now; there was only a flimsy little ladder, and the man men ascended cautiously. When they stepped out upon the loft it was empty.


  ‘He must ha’ let go here,’ said one of the marines, who knew more about mills than the others. ‘If he had held fast a moment longer, he would have been dashed against that beam.’


  They looked up. The hook by which Bob had held on had ascended to the roof, and was winding round the cylinder. Nothing was visible elsewhere but boarded divisions like the stalls of a stable on each side of the stage they stood upon, these compartments being more or less heaped up with wheat and barley in the grain.


  ‘Perhaps he’s buried himself in the corn.’


  The whole crew jumped into the corn-bins, and stirred about their yellow contents; but neither arm, leg, nor coat-tail was uncovered. They removed sacks, peeped among the rafters of the roof, but to no purpose. The lieutenant began to fume at the loss of time.


  ‘What cursed fools to let the man go! Why, look here, what’s this?’ He had opened the door by which sacks were taken in from waggons without, and dangling from the cat-head projecting above it was the rope used in lifting them. ‘There’s the way he went down,’ the officer continued. ‘The man’s gone.’


  Amidst mumblings and curses the gang descended the pair of ladders and came into the open air; but Captain Bob was nowhere to be seen. When they reached the front door of the house the miller was standing on the threshold, half dressed.


  ‘Your son is a clever fellow, miller,’ said the lieutenant; ‘but it would have been much better for him if he had come quiet.’


  ‘That’s a matter of opinion,’ said Loveday.


  ‘I have no doubt that he’s in the house.’


  ‘He may be; and he may not.’


  ‘Do you know where he is?’


  ‘I do not; and if I did I shouldn’t tell.’


  ‘Naturally.’


  ‘I heard steps beating up the road, sir,’ said the sergeant.


  They turned from the door, and leaving four of the marines to keep watch round the house, the remainder of the party marched into the lane as far as where the other road branched off. While they were pausing to decide which course to take, one of the soldiers held up the light. A black object was discernible upon the ground before them, and they found it to be a hat—the hat of Bob Loveday.


  ‘We are on the track,’ cried the sergeant, deciding for this direction.


  They tore on rapidly, and the footsteps previously heard became audible again, increasing in clearness, which told that they gained upon the fugitive, who in another five minutes stopped and turned. The rays of the candle fell upon Anne.


  ‘What do you want?’ she said, showing her frightened face.


  They made no reply, but wheeled round and left her. She sank down on the bank to rest, having done all she could. It was she who had taken down Bob’s hat from a nail, and dropped it at the turning with the view of misleading them till he should have got clear off.


  ♣


  XXXII.


  Deliverance


  But Anne Garland was too anxious to remain long away from the centre of operations. When she got back she found that the press-gang were standing in the court discussing their next move.


  ‘Waste no more time here,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Two more villages to visit to-night, and the nearest three miles off. There’s nobody else in this place, and we can’t come back again.’


  When they were moving away, one of the private marines, who had kept his eye on Anne, and noticed her distress, contrived to say in a whisper as he passed her, ‘We are coming back again as soon as it begins to get light; that’s only said to deceive ’ee. Keep your young man out of the way.’


  They went as they had come; and the little household then met together, Mrs. Loveday having by this time dressed herself and come down. A long and anxious discussion followed.


  ‘Somebody must have told upon the chap,’ Loveday remarked. ‘How should they have found him out else, now he’s been home from sea this twelvemonth?’


  Anne then mentioned what the friendly marine had told her; and fearing lest Bob was in the house, and would be discovered there when daylight came, they searched and called for him everywhere.


  ‘What clothes has he got on?’ said the miller.


  ‘His lovely new suit,’ said his wife. ‘I warrant it is quite spoiled!’


  ‘He’s got no hat,’ said Anne.


  ‘Well,’ said Loveday, ‘you two go and lie down now and I’ll bide up; and as soon as he comes in, which he’ll do most likely in the course of the night, I’ll let him know that they are coming again.’


  Anne and Mrs. Loveday went to their bedrooms, and the miller entered the mill as if he were simply staying up to grind. But he continually left the flour-shoot to go outside and walk round; each time he could see no living being near the spot. Anne meanwhile had lain down dressed upon her bed, the window still open, her ears intent upon the sound of footsteps, and dreading the reappearance of daylight and the gang’s return. Three or four times during the night she descended to the mill to inquire of her stepfather if Bob had shown himself; but the answer was always in the negative.


  At length the curtains of her bed began to reveal their pattern, the brass handles of the drawers gleamed forth, and day dawned. While the light was yet no more than a suffusion of pallor, she arose, put on her hat, and determined to explore the surrounding premises before the men arrived. Emerging into the raw loneliness of the daybreak, she went upon the bridge and looked up and down the road. It was as she had left it, empty, and the solitude was rendered yet more insistent by the silence of the mill-wheel, which was now stopped, the miller having given up expecting Bob and retired to bed about three o’clock. The footprints of the marines still remained in the dust on the bridge, all the heel-marks towards the house, showing that the party had not as yet returned.


  While she lingered she heard a slight noise in the other direction, and, turning, saw a woman approaching. The woman came up quickly, and, to her amazement, Anne recognized Matilda. Her walk was convulsive, face pale, almost haggard, and the cold light of the morning invested it with all the ghostliness of death. She had plainly walked all the way from Budmouth, for her shoes were covered with dust.


  ‘Has the press-gang been here?’ she gasped. ‘If not they are coming!’


  ‘They have been.’


  ‘And got him—I am too late!’


  ‘No; they are coming back again. Why did you—’


  ‘I came to try to save him. Can we save him? Where is he?’


  Anne looked the woman in the face, and it was impossible to doubt that she was in earnest.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she answered. ‘I am trying to find him before they come.’


  ‘Will you not let me help you?’ cried the repentant Matilda.


  Without either objecting or assenting Anne turned and led the way to the back part of the homestead.


  Matilda, too, had suffered that night. From the moment of parting with Festus Derriman a sentiment of revulsion from the act to which she had been a party set in and increased, till at length it reached an intensity of remorse which she could not passively bear. She had risen before day and hastened thitherward to know the worst, and if possible hinder consequences that she had been the first to set in train.


  After going hither and thither in the adjoining field, Anne entered the garden. The walks were bathed in grey dew, and as she passed observantly along them it appeared as if they had been brushed by some foot at a much earlier hour. At the end of the garden, bushes of broom, laurel, and yew formed a constantly encroaching shrubbery, that had come there almost by chance and was never trimmed. Behind these bushes was a garden-seat, and upon it lay Bob sound asleep.


  The ends of his hair were clotted with damp, and there was a foggy film upon the mirror-like buttons of his coat, and upon the buckles of his shoes. His bunch of new gold seals was dimmed by the same insidious dampness; his shirt-frill and muslin neckcloth were limp as seaweed. It was plain that he had been there a long time. Anne shook him, but he did not awake, his breathing being slow and stertorous.


  ‘Bob, wake; ’tis your own Anne!’ she said, with innocent earnestness; and then, fearfully turning her head, she saw that Matilda was close behind her.


  ‘You needn’t mind me,’ said Matilda bitterly. ‘I am on your side now. Shake him again.’


  Anne shook him again, but he slept on. Then she noticed that his forehead bore the mark of a heavy wound.


  ‘I fancy I hear something!’ said her companion, starting forward and endeavouring to wake Bob herself. ‘He is stunned, or drugged!’ she said; ‘there is no rousing him.’


  Anne raised her head and listened. From the direction of the eastern road came the sound of a steady tramp. ‘They are coming back!’ she said, clasping her hands. ‘They will take him, ill as he is! He won’t open his eyes—no, it is no use! O, what shall we do?’


  Matilda did not reply, but running to the end of the seat on which Bob lay, tried its weight in her arms.


  ‘It is not too heavy,’ she said. ‘You take that end, and I’ll take this. We’ll carry him away to some place of hiding.’


  Anne instantly seized the other end, and they proceeded with their burden at a slow pace to the lower garden-gate, which they reached as the tread of the press-gang resounded over the bridge that gave access to the mill court, now hidden from view by the hedge and the trees of the garden.


  ‘We will go down inside this field,’ said Anne faintly.


  ‘No!’ said the other; ‘they will see our foot-tracks in the dew. We must go into the road.’


  ‘It is the very road they will come down when they leave the mill.’


  ‘It cannot be helped; it is neck or nothing with us now.’


  So they emerged upon the road, and staggered along without speaking, occasionally resting for a moment to ease their arms; then shaking him to arouse him, and finding it useless, seizing the seat again. When they had gone about two hundred yards Matilda betrayed signs of exhaustion, and she asked, ‘Is there no shelter near?’


  ‘When we get to that little field of corn,’ said Anne.


  ‘It is so very far. Surely there is some place near?’


  She pointed to a few scrubby bushes overhanging a little stream, which passed under the road near this point.


  ‘They are not thick enough,’ said Anne.


  ‘Let us take him under the bridge,’ said Matilda. ‘I can go no further.’


  Entering the opening by which cattle descended to drink, they waded into the weedy water, which here rose a few inches above their ankles. To ascend the stream, stoop under the arch, and reach the centre of the roadway, was the work of a few minutes.


  ‘If they look under the arch we are lost,’ murmured Anne.


  ‘There is no parapet to the bridge, and they may pass over without heeding.’


  They waited, their heads almost in contact with the reeking arch, and their feet encircled by the stream, which was at its summer lowness now. For some minutes they could hear nothing but the babble of the water over their ankles, and round the legs of the seat on which Bob slumbered, the sounds being reflected in a musical tinkle from the hollow sides of the arch. Anne’s anxiety now was lest he should not continue sleeping till the search was over, but start up with his habitual imprudence, and scorning such means of safety, rush out into their arms.


  A quarter of an hour dragged by, and then indications reached their ears that the re-examination of the mill had begun and ended. The well-known tramp drew nearer and reverberated through the ground over their heads, where its volume signified to the listeners that the party had been largely augmented by pressed men since the night preceding. The gang passed the arch, and the noise regularly diminished, as if no man among them had thought of looking aside for a moment.


  Matilda broke the silence. ‘I wonder if they have left a watch behind?’ she said doubtfully.


  ‘I will go and see,’ said Anne. ‘Wait till I return.’


  ‘No; I can do no more. When you come back I shall be gone. I ask one thing of you. If all goes well with you and him, and he marries you—don’t be alarmed; my plans lie elsewhere—when you are his wife tell him who helped to carry him away. But don’t mention my name to the rest of your family, either now or at any other time.’


  Anne regarded the speaker for a moment, and promised; after which she waded out from the archway.


  Matilda stood looking at Bob for a moment as if preparing to go, till moved by some impulse she bent and lightly kissed him once.


  ‘How can you!’ cried Anne reproachfully. When leaving the mouth of the arch she had bent back and seen the act.


  Matilda flushed. ‘You jealous baby!’ she said scornfully.


  Anne hesitated for a moment, then went out from the water, and hastened towards the mill.


  She entered by the garden, and, seeing no one, advanced and peeped in at the window. Her mother and Mr. Loveday were sitting within as usual.


  ‘Are they all gone?’ said Anne softly.


  ‘Yes. They did not trouble us much, beyond going into every room, and searching about the garden, where they saw steps. They have been lucky to-night; they have caught fifteen or twenty men at places further on; so the loss of Bob was no hurt to their feelings. I wonder where in the world the poor fellow is!’


  ‘I will show you,’ said Anne. And explaining in a few words what had happened, she was promptly followed by David and Loveday along the road. She lifted her dress and entered the arch with some anxiety on account of Matilda; but the actress was gone, and Bob lay on the seat as she had left him.


  Bob was brought out, and water thrown upon his face; but though he moved he did not rouse himself until some time after he had been borne into the house. Here he opened his eyes, and saw them standing round, and gathered a little consciousness.


  ‘You are all right, my boy!’ said his father. ‘What hev happened to ye? Where did ye get that terrible blow?’


  ‘Ah—I can mind now,’ murmured Bob, with a stupefied gaze around. ‘I fell in slipping down the topsail halyard—the rope, that is, was too short—and I fell upon my head. And then I went away. When I came back I thought I wouldn’t disturb ye: so I lay down out there, to sleep out the watch; but the pain in my head was so great that I couldn’t get to sleep; so I picked some of the poppy-heads in the border, which I once heard was a good thing for sending folks to sleep when they are in pain. So I munched up all I could find, and dropped off quite nicely.’


  ‘I wondered who had picked ’em!’ said Molly. ‘I noticed they were gone.’


  ‘Why, you might never have woke again!’ said Mrs. Loveday, holding up her hands. ‘How is your head now?’


  ‘I hardly know,’ replied the young man, putting his hand to his forehead and beginning to doze again. ‘Where be those fellows that boarded us? With this—smooth water and—fine breeze we ought to get away from ’em. Haul in—the larboard braces, and—bring her to the wind.’


  ‘You are at home, dear Bob,’ said Anne, bending over him, ‘and the men are gone.’


  ‘Come along upstairs: th’ beest hardly awake now,’ said his father; and Bob was assisted to bed.


  ♣


  XXXIII.


  A Discovery Turns the Scale


  In four-and-twenty hours Bob had recovered. But though physically himself again, he was not at all sure of his position as a patriot. He had that practical knowledge of seamanship of which the country stood much in need, and it was humiliating to find that impressment seemed to be necessary to teach him to use it for her advantage. Many neighbouring young men, less fortunate than himself, had been pressed and taken; and their absence seemed a reproach to him. He went away by himself into the mill-roof, and, surrounded by the corn-heaps, gave vent to self-condemnation.


  ‘Certainly, I am no man to lie here so long for the pleasure of sighting that young girl forty times a day, and letting her sight me—bless her eyes!—till I must needs want a press-gang to teach me what I’ve forgot. And is it then all over with me as a British sailor? We’ll see.’


  When he was thrown under the influence of Anne’s eyes again, which were more tantalizingly beautiful than ever just now (so it seemed to him), his intention of offering his services to the Government would wax weaker, and he would put off his final decision till the next day. Anne saw these fluctuations of his mind between love and patriotism, and being terrified by what she had heard of sea-fights, used the utmost art of which she was capable to seduce him from his forming purpose. She came to him in the mill, wearing the very prettiest of her morning jackets—the one that only just passed the waist, and was laced so tastefully round the collar and bosom. Then she would appear in her new hat, with a bouquet of primroses on one side; and on the following Sunday she walked before him in lemon-coloured boots, so that her feet looked like a pair of yellow-hammers flitting under her dress.


  But dress was the least of the means she adopted for chaining him down. She talked more tenderly than ever; asked him to begin small undertakings in the garden on her account; she sang about the house, that the place might seem cheerful when he came in. This singing for a purpose required great effort on her part, leaving her afterwards very sad. When Bob asked her what was the matter, she would say, ‘Nothing; only I am thinking how you will grieve your father, and cross his purposes, if you carry out your unkind notion of going to sea, and forsaking your place in the mill.’


  ‘Yes,’ Bob would say uneasily. ‘It will trouble him, I know.’


  Being also quite aware how it would trouble her, he would again postpone, and thus another week passed away.


  All this time John had not come once to the mill. It appeared as if Miss Johnson absorbed all his time and thoughts. Bob was often seen chuckling over the circumstance. ‘A sly rascal!’ he said. ‘Pretending on the day she came to be married that she was not good enough for me, when it was only that he wanted her for himself. How he could have persuaded her to go away is beyond me to say!’


  Anne could not contest this belief of her lover’s, and remained silent; but there had more than once occurred to her mind a doubt of its probability. Yet she had only abandoned her opinion that John had schemed for Matilda, to embrace the opposite error; that, finding he had wronged the young lady, he had pitied and grown to love her.


  ‘And yet Jack, when he was a boy, was the simplest fellow alive,’ resumed Bob. ‘By George, though, I should have been hot against him for such a trick, if in losing her I hadn’t found a better! But she’ll never come down to him in the world: she has high notions now. I am afraid he’s doomed to sigh in vain!’


  Though Bob regretted this possibility, the feeling was not reciprocated by Anne. It was true that she knew nothing of Matilda’s temporary treachery, and that she disbelieved the story of her lack of virtue; but she did not like the woman. ‘Perhaps it will not matter if he is doomed to sigh in vain,’ she said. ‘But I owe him no ill-will. I have profited by his doings, incomprehensible as they are.’ And she bent her fair eyes on Bob and smiled.


  Bob looked dubious. ‘He thinks he has affronted me, now I have seen through him, and that I shall be against meeting him. But, of course, I am not so touchy. I can stand a practical joke, as can any man who has been afloat. I’ll call and see him, and tell him so.’


  Before he started, Bob bethought him of something which would still further prove to the misapprehending John that he was entirely forgiven. He went to his room, and took from his chest a packet containing a lock of Miss Johnson’s hair, which she had given him during their brief acquaintance, and which till now he had quite forgotten. When, at starting, he wished Anne good-bye, it was accompanied by such a beaming face, that she knew he was full of an idea, and asked what it might be that pleased him so.


  ‘Why, this,’ he said, smacking his breast-pocket. ‘A lock of hair that Matilda gave me.’


  Anne sank back with parted lips.


  ‘I am going to give it to Jack—he’ll jump for joy to get it! And it will show him how willing I am to give her up to him, fine piece as she is.’


  ‘Will you see her to-day, Bob?’ Anne asked with an uncertain smile.


  ‘O no—unless it is by accident.’


  On reaching the outskirts of the town he went straight to the barracks, and was lucky enough to find John in his room, at the left-hand corner of the quadrangle. John was glad to see him; but to Bob’s surprise he showed no immediate contrition, and thus afforded no room for the brotherly speech of forgiveness which Bob had been going to deliver. As the trumpet-major did not open the subject, Bob felt it desirable to begin himself.


  ‘I have brought ’ee something that you will value, Jack,’ he said, as they sat at the window, overlooking the large square barrack-yard. ‘I have got no further use for it, and you should have had it before if it had entered my head.’


  ‘Thank you, Bob; what is it?’ said John, looking absently at an awkward squad of young men who were drilling in the enclosure.


  ‘’Tis a young woman’s lock of hair.’


  ‘Ah!’ said John, quite recovering from his abstraction, and slightly flushing. Could Bob and Anne have quarrelled? Bob drew the paper from his pocket, and opened it.


  ‘Black!’ said John.


  ‘Yes—black enough.’


  ‘Whose?’


  ‘Why, Matilda’s.’


  ‘O, Matilda’s!’


  ‘Whose did you think then?’


  Instead of replying, the trumpet-major’s face became as red as sunset, and he turned to the window to hide his confusion.


  Bob was silent, and then he, too, looked into the court. At length he arose, walked to his brother, and laid his hand upon his shoulder. ‘Jack,’ he said, in an altered voice, ‘you are a good fellow. Now I see it all.’


  ‘O no—that’s nothing,’ said John hastily.


  ‘You’ve been pretending that you care for this woman that I mightn’t blame myself for heaving you out from the other—which is what I’ve done without knowing it.’


  ‘What does it matter?’


  ‘But it does matter! I’ve been making you unhappy all these weeks and weeks through my thoughtlessness. They seemed to think at home, you know, John, that you had grown not to care for her; or I wouldn’t have done it for all the world!’


  ‘You stick to her, Bob, and never mind me. She belongs to you. She loves you. I have no claim upon her, and she thinks nothing about me.’


  ‘She likes you, John, thoroughly well; so does everybody; and if I hadn’t come home, putting my foot in it—That coming home of mine has been a regular blight upon the family! I ought never to have stayed. The sea is my home, and why couldn’t I bide there?’


  The trumpet-major drew Bob’s discourse off the subject as soon as he could, and Bob, after some unconsidered replies and remarks, seemed willing to avoid it for the present. He did not ask John to accompany him home, as he had intended; and on leaving the barracks turned southward and entered the town to wander about till he could decide what to do.


  It was the 3rd of September, but the King’s watering-place still retained its summer aspect. The royal bathing-machine had been drawn out just as Bob reached Gloucester Buildings, and he waited a minute, in the lack of other distraction, to look on. Immediately that the King’s machine had entered the water a group of florid men with fiddles, violoncellos, a trombone, and a drum, came forward, packed themselves into another machine that was in waiting, and were drawn out into the waves in the King’s rear. All that was to be heard for a few minutes were the slow pulsations of the sea; and then a deafening noise burst from the interior of the second machine with power enough to split the boards asunder; it was the condensed mass of musicians inside, striking up the strains of ‘God save the King,’ as his Majesty’s head rose from the water. Bob took off his hat and waited till the end of the performance, which, intended as a pleasant surprise to George III. by the loyal burghers, was possibly in the watery circumstances tolerated rather than desired by that dripping monarch. (5)


  Loveday then passed on to the harbour, where he remained awhile, looking at the busy scene of loading and unloading craft and swabbing the decks of yachts; at the boats and barges rubbing against the quay wall, and at the houses of the merchants, some ancient structures of solid stone, others green-shuttered with heavy wooden bow-windows which appeared as if about to drop into the harbour by their own weight. All these things he gazed upon, and thought of one thing—that he had caused great misery to his brother John.


  The town clock struck, and Bob retraced his steps till he again approached the Esplanade and Gloucester Lodge, where the morning sun blazed in upon the house fronts, and not a spot of shade seemed to be attainable. A huzzaing attracted his attention, and he observed that a number of people had gathered before the King’s residence, where a brown curricle had stopped, out of which stepped a hale man in the prime of life, wearing a blue uniform, gilt epaulettes, cocked hat, and sword, who crossed the pavement and went in. Bob went up and joined the group. ‘What’s going on?’ he said.


  ‘Captain Hardy,’ replied a bystander.


  ‘What of him?’


  ‘Just gone in—waiting to see the King.’


  ‘But the captain is in the West Indies?’


  ‘No. The fleet is come home; they can’t find the French anywhere.’


  ‘Will they go and look for them again?’ asked Bob.


  ‘O yes. Nelson is determined to find ’em. As soon as he’s refitted he’ll put to sea again. Ah, here’s the King coming in.’


  Bob was so interested in what he had just heard that he scarcely noticed the arrival of the King, and a body of attendant gentlemen. He went on thinking of his new knowledge; Captain Hardy was come. He was doubtless staying with his family at their small manor-house at Pos’ham, a few miles from Overcombe, where he usually spent the intervals between his different cruises.


  Loveday returned to the mill without further delay; and shortly explaining that John was very well, and would come soon, went on to talk of the arrival of Nelson’s captain.


  ‘And is he come at last?’ said the miller, throwing his thoughts years backward. ‘Well can I mind when he first left home to go on board the Helena as midshipman!’


  ‘That’s not much to remember. I can remember it too,’ said Mrs. Loveday.


  ‘’Tis more than twenty years ago anyhow. And more than that, I can mind when he was born; I was a lad, serving my ’prenticeship at the time. He has been in this house often and often when ’a was young. When he came home after his first voyage he stayed about here a long time, and used to look in at the mill whenever he went past. “What will you be next, sir?” said mother to him one day as he stood with his back to the door-post. “A lieutenant, Dame Loveday,” says he. “And what next?” says she. “A commander.” “And next?” “Next, post-captain. “And then?” “Then adm’l.” “And then?” “Then it will be time to die.” I’d warrant that he’d mind it to this very day if you were to ask him.’


  Bob heard all this with a manner of preoccupation, and soon retired to the mill. Thence he went to his room by the back passage, and taking his old seafaring garments from a dark closet in the wall conveyed them to the loft at the top of the mill, where he occupied the remaining spare moments of the day in brushing the mildew from their folds, and hanging each article by the window to get aired. In the evening he returned to the loft, and dressing himself in the old salt suit, went out of the house unobserved by anybody, and ascended the road towards the village of Captain Hardy’s infancy, and his present temporary home.


  The shadeless downs were now brown with the droughts of the passing summer, and few living things met his view, the natural rotundity of the elevation being only occasionally disturbed by the presence of a barrow, a thorn-bush, or a piece of dry wall which remained from some attempted enclosure. By the time that he reached the village it was dark, and the larger stars had begun to shine when he walked up to the door of the old-fashioned house which was the family residence of this branch of the South-Wessex Hardys.


  ‘Will the captain allow me to wait on him to-night?’ inquired Loveday, explaining who and what he was.


  The servant went away for a few minutes, and then told Bob that he might see the captain in the morning.


  ‘If that’s the case, I’ll come again,’ replied Bob, quite cheerful that failure was not absolute.


  He had left the door but a few steps when he was called back and asked if he had walked all the way from Overcombe Mill on purpose.


  Loveday replied modestly that he had done so.


  ‘Then will you come in?’ He followed the speaker into a small study or office, and in a minute or two Captain Hardy entered.


  The captain at this time was a bachelor of thirty-five, rather stout in build, with light eyes, bushy eyebrows, a square broad face, plenty of chin, and a mouth whose corners played between humour and grimness. He surveyed Loveday from top to toe.


  ‘Robert Loveday, sir, son of the miller at Overcombe,’ said Bob, making a low bow.


  ‘Ah! I remember your father, Loveday,’ the gallant seaman replied. ‘Well, what do you want to say to me?’ Seeing that Bob found it rather difficult to begin, he leant leisurely against the mantelpiece, and went on, ‘Is your father well and hearty? I have not see seen him for many, many years.’


  ‘Quite well, thank ’ee.’


  ‘You used to have a brother in the army, I think? What was his name—John? A very fine fellow, if I recollect.’


  ‘Yes, cap’n; he’s there still.’


  ‘And you are in the merchant-service?’


  ‘Late first mate of the brig Pewit.’


  ‘How is it you’re not on board a man-of-war?’


  ‘Ay, sir, that’s the thing I’ve come about,’ said Bob, recovering confidence. ‘I should have been, but ’tis womankind has hampered me. I’ve waited and waited on at home because of a young woman—lady, I might have said, for she’s sprung from a higher class of society than I. Her father was a landscape painter—maybe you’ve heard of him, sir? The name is Garland.’


  ‘He painted that view of our village here,’ said Captain Hardy, looking towards a dark little picture in the corner of the room.


  Bob looked, and went on, as if to the picture, ‘Well, sir, I have found that—. However, the press-gang came a week or two ago, and didn’t get hold of me. I didn’t care to go aboard as a pressed man.’


  ‘There has been a hot impressment. It is of course a disagreeable necessity, but it can’t be helped.’


  ‘Since then, sir, something has happened that makes me wish they had found me, and I have come to-night to ask if I could enter on board your ship the Victory.’


  The captain shook his head severely, and presently observed: ‘I am glad to find that you think of entering the service, Loveday; smart men are badly wanted. But it will not be in your power to choose your ship.’


  ‘Well, well, sir; then I must take my chance elsewhere,’ said Bob, his face indicating the disappointment he would not fully express. ‘’Twas only that I felt I would much rather serve under you than anybody else, my father and all of us being known to ’ee, Captain Hardy, and our families belonging to the same parts.’


  Captain Hardy took Bob’s altitude more carefully. ‘Are you a good practical seaman?’ he asked musingly.


  ‘Ay, sir; I believe I am.’


  ‘Active? Fond of skylarking?’


  ‘Well, I don’t know about the last. I think I can say I am active enough. I could walk the yard-arm, if required, cross from mast to mast by the stays, and do what most fellows do who call themselves spry.’


  The captain then put some questions about the details of navigation, which Loveday, having luckily been used to square rigs, answered satisfactorily. ‘As to reefing topsails,’ he added, ‘if I don’t do it like a flash of lightning, I can do it so that they will stand blowing weather. The Pewit was not a dull vessel, and when we were convoyed home from Lisbon, she could keep well in sight of the frigate scudding at a distance, by putting on full sail. We had enough hands aboard to reef topsails man-o’-war fashion, which is a rare thing in these days, sir, now that able seamen are so scarce on trading craft. And I hear that men from square-rigged vessels are liked much the best in the navy, as being more ready for use? So that I shouldn’t be altogether so raw,’ said Bob earnestly, ‘if I could enter on your ship, sir. Still, if I can’t, I can’t.’


  ‘I might ask for you, Loveday,’ said the captain thoughtfully, ‘and so get you there that way. In short, I think I may say I will ask for you. So consider it settled.’


  ‘My thanks to you, sir,’ said Loveday.


  ‘You are aware that the Victory is a smart ship, and that cleanliness and order are, of necessity, more strictly insisted upon there than in some others?’


  ‘Sir, I quite see it.’


  ‘Well, I hope you will do your duty as well on a line-of-battle ship as you did when mate of the brig, for it is a duty that may be serious.’


  Bob replied that it should be his one endeavour; and receiving a few instructions for getting on board the guard-ship, and being conveyed to Portsmouth, he turned to go away.


  ‘You’ll have a stiff walk before you fetch Overcombe Mill this dark night, Loveday,’ concluded the captain, peering out of the window. ‘I’ll send you in a glass of grog to help ’ee on your way.’


  The captain then left Bob to himself, and when he had drunk the grog that was brought in he started homeward, with a heart not exactly light, but large with a patriotic cheerfulness, which had not diminished when, after walking so fast in his excitement as to be beaded with perspiration, he entered his father’s door.


  They were all sitting up for him, and at his approach anxiously raised their sleepy eyes, for it was nearly eleven o’clock.


  ‘There; I knew he’d not be much longer!’ cried Anne, jumping up and laughing, in her relief. ‘They have been thinking you were very strange and silent to-day, Bob; you were not, were you?’


  ‘What’s the matter, Bob?’ said the miller; for Bob’s countenance was sublimed by his recent interview, like that of a priest just come from the penetralia of the temple.


  ‘He’s in his mate’s clothes, just as when he came home!’ observed Mrs. Loveday.


  They all saw now that he had something to tell. ‘I am going away,’ he said when he had sat down. ‘I am going to enter on board a man-of-war, and perhaps it will be the Victory.’


  ‘Going?’ said Anne faintly.


  ‘Now, don’t you mind it, there’s a dear,’ he went on solemnly, taking her hand in his own. ‘And you, father, don’t you begin to take it to heart’ (the miller was looking grave). ‘The press-gang has been here, and though I showed them that I was a free man, I am going to show everybody that I can do my duty.’


  Neither of the other three answered, Anne and the miller having their eyes bent upon the ground, and the former trying to repress her tears.


  ‘Now don’t you grieve, either of you,’ he continued; ‘nor vex yourselves that this has happened. Please not to be angry with me, father, for deserting you and the mill, where you want me, for I must go. For these three years we and the rest of the country have been in fear of the enemy; trade has been hindered; poor folk made hungry; and many rich folk made poor. There must be a deliverance, and it must be done by sea. I have seen Captain Hardy, and I shall serve under him if so be I can.’


  ‘Captain Hardy?’


  ‘Yes. I have been to his house at Pos’ham, where he’s staying with his sisters; walked there and back, and I wouldn’t have missed it for fifty guineas. I hardly thought he would see me; but he did see me. And he hasn’t forgot you.’


  Bob then opened his tale in order, relating graphically the conversation to which he had been a party, and they listened with breathless attention.


  ‘Well, if you must go, you must,’ said the miller with emotion; ‘but I think it somewhat hard that, of my two sons, neither one of ’em can be got to stay and help me in my business as I get old.’


  ‘Don’t trouble and vex about it,’ said Mrs. Loveday soothingly. ‘They are both instruments in the hands of Providence, chosen to chastise that Corsican ogre, and do what they can for the country in these trying years.’


  ‘That’s just the shape of it, Mrs. Loveday,’ said Bob.


  ‘And he’ll come back soon,’ she continued, turning to Anne. ‘And then he’ll tell us all he has seen, and the glory that he’s won, and how he has helped to sweep that scourge Buonaparty off the earth.’


  ‘When be you going, Bob?’ his father inquired.


  ‘To-morrow, if I can. I shall call at the barracks and tell John as I go by. When I get to Portsmouth—’


  A burst of sobs in quick succession interrupted his words; they came from Anne, who till that moment had been sitting as before with her hand in that of Bob, and apparently quite calm. Mrs. Loveday jumped up, but before she could say anything to soothe the agitated girl she had calmed herself with the same singular suddenness that had marked her giving way. ‘I don’t mind Bob’s going,’ she said. ‘I think he ought to go. Don’t suppose, Bob, that I want you to stay!’


  After this she left the apartment, and went into the little side room where she and her mother usually worked. In a few moments Bob followed her. When he came back he was in a very sad and emotional mood. Anybody could see that there had been a parting of profound anguish to both.


  ‘She is not coming back to-night,’ he said.


  ‘You will see her to-morrow before you go?’ said her mother.


  ‘I may or I may not,’ he replied. ‘Father and Mrs. Loveday, do you go to bed now. I have got to look over my things and get ready; and it will take me some little time. If you should hear noises you will know it is only myself moving about.’


  When Bob was left alone he suddenly became brisk, and set himself to overhaul his clothes and other possessions in a business-like manner. By the time that his chest was packed, such things as he meant to leave at home folded into cupboards, and what was useless destroyed, it was past two o’clock. Then he went to bed, so softly that only the creak of one weak stair revealed his passage upward. At the moment that he passed Anne’s chamber-door her mother was bending over her as she lay in bed, and saying to her, ‘Won’t you see him in the morning?’


  ‘No, no,’ said Anne. ‘I would rather not see him! I have said that I may. But I shall not. I cannot see him again!’


  When the family got up next day Bob had vanished. It was his way to disappear like this, to avoid affecting scenes at parting. By the time that they had sat down to a gloomy breakfast, Bob was in the boat of a Budmouth waterman, who pulled him alongside the guardship in the roads, where he laid hold of the man-rope, mounted, and disappeared from external view. In the course of the day the ship moved off, set her royals, and made sail for Portsmouth, with five hundred new hands for the service on board, consisting partly of pressed men and partly of volunteers, among the latter being Robert Loveday.


  ♣


  XXXIV.


  A Speck on the Sea


  In parting from John, who accompanied him to the quay, Bob had said: ‘Now, Jack, these be my last words to you: I give her up. I go away on purpose, and I shall be away a long time. If in that time she should list over towards ’ee ever so little, mind you take her. You have more right to her than I. You chose her when my mind was elsewhere, and you best deserve her; for I have never known you forget one woman, while I’ve forgot a dozen. Take her then, if she will come, and God bless both of ’ee.’


  Another person besides John saw Bob go. That was Derriman, who was standing by a bollard a little further up the quay. He did not repress his satisfaction at the sight. John looked towards him with an open gaze of contempt; for the cuffs administered to the yeoman at the inn had not, so far as the trumpet-major was aware, produced any desire to avenge that insult, John being, of course, quite ignorant that Festus had erroneously retaliated upon Bob, in his peculiar though scarcely soldierly way. Finding that he did not even now approach him, John went on his way, and thought over his intention of preserving intact the love between Anne and his brother.


  He was surprised when he next went to the mill to find how glad they all were to see him. From the moment of Bob’s return to the bosom of the deep Anne had had no existence on land; people might have looked at her human body and said she had flitted thence. The sea and all that belonged to the sea was her daily thought and her nightly dream. She had the whole two-and-thirty winds under her eye, each passing gale that ushered in returning autumn being mentally registered; and she acquired a precise knowledge of the direction in which Portsmouth, Brest, Ferrol, Cadiz, and other such likely places lay. Instead of saying her own familiar prayers at night she substituted, with some confusion of thought, the Forms of Prayer to be used at sea. John at once noticed her lorn, abstracted looks, pitied her,—how much he pitied her!—and asked when they were alone if there was anything he could do.


  ‘There are two things,’ she said, with almost childish eagerness in her tired eyes.


  ‘They shall be done.’


  ‘The first is to find out if Captain Hardy has gone back to his ship; and the other is—O if you will do it, John!—to get me newspapers whenever possible.’


  After this duologue John was absent for a space of three hours, and they thought he had gone back to barracks. He entered, however, at the end of that time, took off his forage-cap, and wiped his forehead.


  ‘You look tired, John,’ said his father.


  ‘O no.’ He went through the house till he had found Anne Garland.


  ‘I have only done one of those things,’ he said to her.


  ‘What, already? I didn’t hope for or mean to-day.’


  ‘Captain Hardy is gone from Pos’ham. He left some days ago. We shall soon hear that the fleet has sailed.’


  ‘You have been all the way to Pos’ham on purpose? How good of you!’


  ‘Well, I was anxious to know myself when Bob is likely to leave. I expect now that we shall soon hear from him.’


  Two days later he came again. He brought a newspaper, and what was better, a letter for Anne, franked by the first lieutenant of the Victory.


  ‘Then he’s aboard her,’ said Anne, as she eagerly took the letter.


  It was short, but as much as she could expect in the circumstances, and informed them that the captain had been as good as his word, and had gratified Bob’s earnest wish to serve under him. The ship, with Admiral Lord Nelson on board, and accompanied by the frigate Euryalus, was to sail in two days for Plymouth, where they would be joined by others, and thence proceed to the coast of Spain.


  Anne lay awake that night thinking of the Victory, and of those who floated in her. To the best of Anne’s calculation that ship of war would, during the next twenty-four hours, pass within a few miles of where she herself then lay. Next to seeing Bob, the thing that would give her more pleasure than any other in the world was to see the vessel that contained him—his floating city, his sole dependence in battle and storm—upon whose safety from winds and enemies hung all her hope.


  The morrow was market-day at the seaport, and in this she saw her opportunity. A carrier went from Overcombe at six o’clock thither, and having to do a little shopping for herself she gave it as a reason for her intended day’s absence, and took a place in the van. When she reached the town it was still early morning, but the borough was already in the zenith of its daily bustle and show. The King was always out-of-doors by six o’clock, and such cock-crow hours at Gloucester Lodge produced an equally forward stir among the population. She alighted, and passed down the esplanade, as fully thronged by persons of fashion at this time of mist and level sunlight as a watering-place in the present day is at four in the afternoon. Dashing bucks and beaux in cocked hats, black feathers, ruffles, and frills, stared at her as she hurried along; the beach was swarming with bathing women, wearing waistbands that bore the national refrain, ‘God save the King,’ in gilt letters; the shops were all open, and Sergeant Stanner, with his sword-stuck bank-notes and heroic gaze, was beating up at two guineas and a crown, the crown to drink his Majesty’s health.


  She soon finished her shopping, and then, crossing over into the old town, pursued her way along the coast-road to Portland. At the end of an hour she had been rowed across the Fleet (which then lacked the convenience of a bridge), and reached the base of Portland Hill. The steep incline before her was dotted with houses, showing the pleasant peculiarity of one man’s doorstep being behind his neighbour’s chimney, and slabs of stone as the common material for walls, roof, floor, pig-sty, stable-manger, door-scraper, and garden-stile. Anne gained the summit, and followed along the central track over the huge lump of freestone which forms the peninsula, the wide sea prospect extending as she went on. Weary with her journey, she approached the extreme southerly peak of rock, and gazed from the cliff at Portland Bill, or Beal, as it was in those days more correctly called.


  The wild, herbless, weather-worn promontory was quite a solitude, and, saving the one old lighthouse about fifty yards up the slope, scarce a mark was visible to show that humanity had ever been near the spot. Anne found herself a seat on a stone, and swept with her eyes the tremulous expanse of water around her that seemed to utter a ceaseless unintelligible incantation. Out of the three hundred and sixty degrees of her complete horizon two hundred and fifty were covered by waves, the coup d’œil including the area of troubled waters known as the Race, where two seas met to effect the destruction of such vessels as could not be mastered by one. She counted the craft within her view: there were five; no, there were only four; no, there were seven, some of the specks having resolved themselves into two. They were all small coasters, and kept well within sight of land.


  Anne sank into a reverie. Then she heard a slight noise on her left hand, and turning beheld an old sailor, who had approached with a glass. He was levelling it over the sea in a direction to the south-east, and somewhat removed from that in which her own eyes had been wandering. Anne moved a few steps thitherward, so as to unclose to her view a deeper sweep on that side, and by this discovered a ship of far larger size than any which had yet dotted the main before her. Its sails were for the most part new and clean, and in comparison with its rapid progress before the wind the small brigs and ketches seemed standing still. Upon this striking object the old man’s glass was bent.


  ‘What do you see, sailor?’ she asked.


  ‘Almost nothing,’ he answered. ‘My sight is so gone off lately that things, one and all, be but a November mist to me. And yet I fain would see to-day. I am looking for the Victory.’


  ‘Why?’ she said quickly.


  ‘I have a son aboard her. He’s one of three from these parts. There’s the captain, there’s my son Jim, and there’s young Loveday of Overcombe—he that lately joined.’


  ‘Shall I look for you?’ said Anne, after a pause.


  ‘Certainly, mis’ess, if so be you please.’


  Anne took the glass, and he supported it by his arm. ‘It is a large ship,’ she said, ‘with three masts, three rows of guns along the side, and all her sails set.’


  ‘I guessed as much.’


  ‘There is a little flag in front—over her bowsprit.’


  ‘The jack.’


  ‘And there’s a large one flying at her stern.’


  ‘The ensign.’


  ‘And a white one on her fore-topmast.’


  ‘That’s the admiral’s flag, the flag of my Lord Nelson. What is her figure-head, my dear?’


  ‘A coat-of-arms, supported on this side by a sailor.’


  Her companion nodded with satisfaction. ‘On the other side of that figure-head is a marine.’


  ‘She is twisting round in a curious way, and her sails sink in like old cheeks, and she shivers like a leaf upon a tree.’


  ‘She is in stays, for the larboard tack. I can see what she’s been doing. She’s been re’ching close in to avoid the flood tide, as the wind is to the sou’-west, and she’s bound down; but as soon as the ebb made, d’ye see, they made sail to the west’ard. Captain Hardy may be depended upon for that; he knows every current about here, being a native.’


  ‘And now I can see the other side; it is a soldier where a sailor was before. You are sure it is the Victory?’


  ‘I am sure.’


  After this a frigate came into view—the Euryalus—sailing in the same direction. Anne sat down, and her eyes never left the ships. ‘Tell me more about the Victory,’ she said.


  ‘She is the best sailer in the service, and she carries a hundred guns. The heaviest be on the lower deck, the next size on the middle deck, the next on the main and upper decks. My son Jim’s place is on the lower deck, because he’s short, and they put the short men below.’


  Bob, though not tall, was not likely to be specially selected for shortness. She pictured him on the upper deck, in his snow-white trousers and jacket of navy blue, looking perhaps towards the very point of land where she then was.


  The great silent ship, with her population of blue-jackets, marines, officers, captain, and the admiral who was not to return alive, passed like a phantom the meridian of the Bill. Sometimes her aspect was that of a large white bat, sometimes that of a grey one. In the course of time the watching girl saw that the ship had passed her nearest point; the breadth of her sails diminished by foreshortening, till she assumed the form of an egg on end. After this something seemed to twinkle, and Anne, who had previously withdrawn from the old sailor, went back to him, and looked again through the glass. The twinkling was the light falling upon the cabin windows of the ship’s stern. She explained it to the old man.


  ‘Then we see now what the enemy have seen but once. That was in seventy-nine, when she sighted the French and Spanish fleet off Scilly, and she retreated because she feared a landing. Well, ’tis a brave ship, and she carries brave men!’


  Anne’s tender bosom heaved, but she said nothing, and again became absorbed in contemplation.


  The Victory was fast dropping away. She was on the horizon, and soon appeared hull down. That seemed to be like the beginning of a greater end than her present vanishing. Anne Garland could not stay by the sailor any longer, and went about a stone’s-throw off, where she was hidden by the inequality of the cliff from his view. The vessel was now exactly end on, and stood out in the direction of the Start, her width having contracted to the proportion of a feather. She sat down again, and mechanically took out some biscuits that she had brought, foreseeing that her waiting might be long. But she could not eat one of them; eating seemed to jar with the mental tenseness of the moment; and her undeviating gaze continued to follow the lessened ship with the fidelity of a balanced needle to a magnetic stone, all else in her being motionless.


  The courses of the Victory were absorbed into the main, then her topsails went, and then her top-gallants. She was now no more than a dead fly’s wing on a sheet of spider’s web; and even this fragment diminished. Anne could hardly bear to see the end, and yet she resolved not to flinch. The admiral’s flag sank behind the watery line, and in a minute the very truck of the last topmast stole away. The Victory was gone.


  Anne’s lip quivered as she murmured, without removing her wet eyes from the vacant and solemn horizon, ‘“They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters——”’


  ‘“These see the works of the Lord, and His wonders in the deep,”’ was returned by a man’s voice from behind her.


  Looking round quickly, she saw a soldier standing there; and the grave eyes of John Loveday bent on her.


  ‘’Tis what I was thinking,’ she said, trying to be composed.


  ‘You were saying it,’ he answered gently.


  ‘Was I?—I did not know it…. How came you here?’ she presently added.


  ‘I have been behind you a good while; but you never turned round.’


  ‘I was deeply occupied,’ she said in an undertone.


  ‘Yes—I too came to see him pass. I heard this morning that Lord Nelson had embarked, and I knew at once that they would sail immediately. The Victory and Euryalus are to join the rest of the fleet at Plymouth. There was a great crowd of people assembled to see the admiral off; they cheered him and the ship as she dropped down. He took his coffin on board with him, they say.’


  ‘His coffin!’ said Anne, turning deadly pale. ‘Something terrible, then, is meant by that! O, why would Bob go in that ship? doomed to destruction from the very beginning like this!’


  ‘It was his determination to sail under Captain Hardy, and under no one else,’ said John. ‘There may be hot work; but we must hope for the best.’ And observing how wretched she looked, he added, ‘But won’t you let me help you back? If you can walk as far as Hope Cove it will be enough. A lerret is going from there across the bay homeward to the harbour in the course of an hour; it belongs to a man I know, and they can take one passenger, I am sure.’


  She turned her back upon the Channel, and by his help soon reached the place indicated. The boat was lying there as he had said. She found it to belong to the old man who had been with her at the Bill, and was in charge of his two younger sons. The trumpet-major helped her into it over the slippery blocks of stone, one of the young men spread his jacket for her to sit on, and as soon as they pulled from shore John climbed up the blue-grey cliff, and disappeared over the top, to return to the mainland by road.


  Anne was in the town by three o’clock. The trip in the stern of the lerret had quite refreshed her, with the help of the biscuits, which she had at last been able to eat. The van from the port to Overcombe did not start till four o’clock, and feeling no further interest in the gaieties of the place, she strolled on past the King’s house to the outskirts, her mind settling down again upon the possibly sad fate of the Victory when she found herself alone. She did not hurry on; and finding that even now there wanted another half-hour to the carrier’s time, she turned into a little lane to escape the inspection of the numerous passers-by. Here all was quite lonely and still, and she sat down under a willow-tree, absently regarding the landscape, which had begun to put on the rich tones of declining summer, but which to her was as hollow and faded as a theatre by day. She could hold out no longer; burying her face in her hands, she wept without restraint.


  Some yards behind her was a little spring of water, having a stone margin round it to prevent the cattle from treading in the sides and filling it up with dirt. While she wept, two elderly gentlemen entered unperceived upon the scene, and walked on to the spring’s brink. Here they paused and looked in, afterwards moving round it, and then stooping as if to smell or taste its waters. The spring was, in fact, a sulphurous one, then recently discovered by a physician who lived in the neighbourhood; and it was beginning to attract some attention, having by common report contributed to effect such wonderful cures as almost passed belief. After a considerable discussion, apparently on how the pool might be improved for better use, one of the two elderly gentlemen turned away, leaving the other still probing the spring with his cane. The first stranger, who wore a blue coat with gilt buttons, came on in the direction of Anne Garland, and seeing her sad posture went quickly up to her, and said abruptly, ‘What is the matter?’


  Anne, who in her grief had observed nothing of the gentlemen’s presence, withdrew her handkerchief from her eyes and started to her feet. She instantly recognized her interrogator as the King.


  ‘What, what, crying?’ his Majesty inquired kindly. ‘How is this!’


  ‘I—have seen a dear friend go away, sir,’ she faltered, with downcast eyes.


  ‘Ah!—partings are sad—very sad—for us all. You must hope your friend will return soon. Where is he or she gone?’


  ‘I don’t know, your Majesty.’


  ‘Don’t know—how is that?’


  ‘He is a sailor on board the Victory.’


  ‘Then he has reason to be proud,’ said the King with interest. ‘He is your brother?’


  Anne tried to explain what he was, but could not, and blushed with painful heat.


  ‘Well, well, well; what is his name?’


  In spite of Anne’s confusion and low spirits, her womanly shrewdness told her at once that no harm could be done by revealing Bob’s name; and she answered, ‘His name is Robert Loveday, sir.’


  ‘Loveday—a good name. I shall not forget it. Now dry your cheeks, and don’t cry any more. Loveday—Robert Loveday.’


  Anne curtseyed, the King smiled good-humouredly, and turned to rejoin his companion, who was afterwards heard to be Dr. ——, the physician in attendance at Gloucester Lodge. This gentleman had in the meantime filled a small phial with the medicinal water, which he carefully placed in his pocket; and on the King coming up they retired together and disappeared. Thereupon Anne, now thoroughly aroused, followed the same way with a gingerly tread, just in time to see them get into a carriage which was in waiting at the turning of the lane.


  She quite forgot the carrier, and everything else in connexion with riding home. Flying along the road rapidly and unconsciously, when she awoke to a sense of her whereabouts she was so near to Overcombe as to make the carrier not worth waiting for. She had been borne up in this hasty spurt at the end of a weary day by visions of Bob promoted to the rank of admiral, or something equally wonderful, by the King’s special command, the chief result of the promotion being, in her arrangement of the piece, that he would stay at home and go to sea no more. But she was not a girl who indulged in extravagant fancies long, and before she reached home she thought that the King had probably forgotten her by that time, and her troubles, and her lover’s name.


  ♣


  XXXV.


  A Sailor Enters


  The remaining fortnight of the month of September passed away, with a general decline from the summer’s excitements. The royal family left the watering-place the first week in October, the German Legion with their artillery about the same time. The dragoons still remained at the barracks just out of the town, and John Loveday brought to Anne every newspaper that he could lay hands on, especially such as contained any fragment of shipping news. This threw them much together; and at these times John was often awkward and confused, on account of the unwonted stress of concealing his great love for her.


  Her interests had grandly developed from the limits of Overcombe and the town life hard by, to an extensiveness truly European. During the whole month of October, however, not a single grain of information reached her, or anybody else, concerning Nelson and his blockading squadron off Cadiz. There were the customary bad jokes about Buonaparte, especially when it was found that the whole French army had turned its back upon Boulogne and set out for the Rhine. Then came accounts of his march through Germany and into Austria; but not a word about the Victory.


  At the beginning of autumn John brought news which fearfully depressed her. The Austrian General Mack had capitulated with his whole army. Then were revived the old misgivings as to invasion. ‘Instead of having to cope with him weary with waiting, we shall have to encounter This Man fresh from the fields of victory,’ ran the newspaper article.


  But the week which had led off with such a dreary piping was to end in another key. On the very day when Mack’s army was piling arms at the feet of its conqueror, a blow had been struck by Bob Loveday and his comrades which eternally shattered the enemy’s force by sea. Four days after the receipt of the Austrian news Corporal Tullidge ran into the miller’s house to inform him that on the previous Monday, at eleven in the morning, the Pickle schooner, Lieutenant Lapenotière, had arrived at Falmouth with despatches from the fleet; that the stage-coaches on the highway through Wessex to London were chalked with the words ‘Great Victory!’ ‘Glorious Triumph!’ and so on; and that all the country people were wild to know particulars.


  On Friday afternoon John arrived with authentic news of the battle off Cape Trafalgar, and the death of Nelson. Captain Hardy was alive, though his escape had been narrow enough, his shoe-buckle having been carried away by a shot. It was feared that the Victory had been the scene of the heaviest slaughter among all the ships engaged, but as yet no returns of killed and wounded had been issued, beyond a rough list of the numbers in some of the ships.


  The suspense of the little household in Overcombe Mill was great in the extreme. John came thither daily for more than a week; but no further particulars reached England till the end of that time, and then only the meagre intelligence that there had been a gale immediately after the battle, and that many of the prizes had been lost. Anne said little to all these things, and preserved a superstratum of calmness on her countenance; but some inner voice seemed to whisper to her that Bob was no more. Miller Loveday drove to Pos’ham several times to learn if the Captain’s sisters had received any more definite tidings than these flying reports; but that family had heard nothing which could in any way relieve the miller’s anxiety. When at last, at the end of November, there appeared a final and revised list of killed and wounded as issued by Admiral Collingwood, it was a useless sheet to the Lovedays. To their great pain it contained no names but those of officers, the friends of ordinary seamen and marines being in those good old days left to discover their losses as best they might.


  Anne’s conviction of her loss increased with the darkening of the early winter time. Bob was not a cautious man who would avoid needless exposure, and a hundred and fifty of the Victory’s crew had been disabled or slain. Anybody who had looked into her room at this time would have seen that her favourite reading was the office for the Burial of the Dead at Sea, beginning ‘We therefore commit his body to the deep.’ In these first days of December several of the victorious fleet came into port; but not the Victory. Many supposed that that noble ship, disabled by the battle, had gone to the bottom in the subsequent tempestuous weather; and the belief was persevered in till it was told in the town and port that she had been seen passing up the Channel. Two days later the Victory arrived at Portsmouth.


  Then letters from survivors began to appear in the public prints which John so regularly brought to Anne; but though he watched the mails with unceasing vigilance there was never a letter from Bob. It sometimes crossed John’s mind that his brother might still be alive and well, and that in his wish to abide by his expressed intention of giving up Anne and home life he was deliberately lax in writing. If so, Bob was carrying out the idea too thoughtlessly by half, as could be seen by watching the effects of suspense upon the fair face of the victim, and the anxiety of the rest of the family.


  It was a clear day in December. The first slight snow of the season had been sifted over the earth, and one side of the apple-tree branches in the miller’s garden was touched with white, though a few leaves were still lingering on the tops of the younger trees. A short sailor of the royal navy, who was not Bob, nor anything like him, crossed the mill court and came to the door. The miller hastened out and brought him into the room, where John, Mrs. Loveday, and Anne Garland were all present.


  ‘I’m from aboard the Victory,’ said the sailor. ‘My name’s Jim Cornick. And your lad is alive and well.’


  They breathed rather than spoke their thankfulness and relief, the miller’s eyes being moist as he turned aside to calm himself; while Anne, having first jumped up wildly from her seat, sank back again under the almost insupportable joy that trembled through her limbs to her utmost finger.


  ‘I’ve come from Spithead to Pos’ham,’ the sailor continued, ‘and now I am going on to father at Budmouth.’


  ‘Ah!—I know your father,’ cried the trumpet-major, ‘old James Cornick.’


  It was the man who had brought Anne in his lerret from Portland Bill.


  ‘And Bob hasn’t got a scratch?’ said the miller.


  ‘Not a scratch,’ said Cornick.


  Loveday then bustled off to draw the visitor something to drink. Anne Garland, with a glowing blush on her face, had gone to the back part of the room, where she was the very embodiment of sweet content as she slightly swayed herself without speaking. A little tide of happiness seemed to ebb and flow through her in listening to the sailor’s words, moving her figure with it. The seaman and John went on conversing.


  ‘Bob had a good deal to do with barricading the hawse-holes afore we were in action, and the Adm’l and Cap’n both were very much pleased at how ’twas done. When the Adm’l went up the quarter-deck ladder, Cap’n Hardy said a word or two to Bob, but what it was I don’t know, for I was quartered at a gun some ways off. However, Bob saw the Adm’l stagger when ’a was wownded, and was one of the men who carried him to the cockpit. After that he and some other lads jumped aboard the French ship, and I believe they was in her when she struck her flag. What ’a did next I can’t say, for the wind had dropped, and the smoke was like a cloud. But ’a got a good deal talked about; and they say there’s promotion in store for’n.’


  At this point in the story Jim Cornick stopped to drink, and a low unconscious humming came from Anne in her distant corner; the faint melody continued more or less when the conversation between the sailor and the Lovedays was renewed.


  ‘We heard afore that the Victory was near knocked to pieces,’ said the miller.


  ‘Knocked to pieces? You’d say so if so be you could see her! Gad, her sides be battered like an old penny piece; the shot be still sticking in her wales, and her sails be like so many clap-nets: we have run all the way home under jury topmasts; and as for her decks, you may swab wi’ hot water, and you may swab wi’ cold, but there’s the blood-stains, and there they’ll bide…. The Cap’n had a narrow escape, like many o’ the rest—a shot shaved his ankle like a razor. You should have seen that man’s face in the het o’ battle, his features were as if they’d been cast in steel.’


  ‘We rather expected a letter from Bob before this.’


  ‘Well,’ said Jim Cornick, with a smile of toleration, ‘you must make allowances. The truth o’t is, he’s engaged just now at Portsmouth, like a good many of the rest from our ship…. ’Tis a very nice young woman that he’s a courting of, and I make no doubt that she’ll be an excellent wife for him.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Mrs. Loveday, in a warning tone.


  ‘Courting—wife?’ said the miller.


  They instinctively looked towards Anne. Anne had started as if shaken by an invisible hand, and a thick mist of doubt seemed to obscure the intelligence of her eyes. This was but for two or three moments. Very pale, she arose and went right up to the seaman. John gently tried to intercept her, but she passed him by.


  ‘Do you speak of Robert Loveday as courting a wife?’ she asked, without the least betrayal of emotion.


  ‘I didn’t see you, miss,’ replied Cornick, turning. ‘Yes, your brother hev’ his eye on a wife, and he deserves one. I hope you don’t mind?’


  ‘Not in the least,’ she said, with a stage laugh. ‘I am interested, naturally. And what is she?’


  ‘A very nice young master-baker’s daughter, honey. A very wise choice of the young man’s.’


  ‘Is she fair or dark?’


  ‘Her hair is rather light.’


  ‘I like light hair; and her name?’


  ‘Her name is Caroline. But can it be that my story hurts ’ee? If so——’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said John, interposing anxiously. ‘We don’t care for more just at this moment.’


  ‘We do care for more!’ said Anne vehemently. ‘Tell it all, sailor. That is a very pretty name, Caroline. When are they going to be married?’


  ‘I don’t know as how the day is settled,’ answered Jim, even now scarcely conscious of the devastation he was causing in one fair breast. ‘But from the rate the courting is scudding along at, I should say it won’t be long first.’


  ‘If you see him when you go back, give him my best wishes,’ she lightly said, as she moved away. ‘And,’ she added, with solemn bitterness, ‘say that I am glad to hear he is making such good use of the first days of his escape from the Valley of the Shadow of Death!’ She went away, expressing indifference by audibly singing in the distance—


  
    ‘Shall we go dance the round, the round, the round,


    Shall we go dance the round?’

  


  ‘Your sister is lively at the news,’ observed Jim Cornick.


  ‘Yes,’ murmured John gloomily, as he gnawed his lower lip and kept his eyes fixed on the fire.


  ‘Well,’ continued the man from the Victory, ‘I won’t say that your brother’s intended ha’n’t got some ballast, which is very lucky for’n, as he might have picked up with a girl without a single copper nail. To be sure there was a time we had when we got into port! It was open house for us all!’ And after mentally regarding the scene for a few seconds Jim emptied his cup and rose to go.


  The miller was saying some last words to him outside the house, Anne’s voice had hardly ceased singing upstairs, John was standing by the fireplace, and Mrs. Loveday was crossing the room to join her daughter, whose manner had given her some uneasiness, when a noise came from above the ceiling, as of some heavy body falling. Mrs. Loveday rushed to the staircase, saying, ‘Ah, I feared something!’ and she was followed by John.


  When they entered Anne’s room, which they both did almost at one moment, they found her lying insensible upon the floor. The trumpet-major, his lips tightly closed, lifted her in his arms, and laid her upon the bed; after which he went back to the door to give room to her mother, who was bending over the girl with some hartshorn.


  Presently Mrs. Loveday looked up and said to him, ‘She is only in a faint, John, and her colour is coming back. Now leave her to me; I will be downstairs in a few minutes, and tell you how she is.’


  John left the room. When he gained the lower apartment his father was standing by the chimney-piece, the sailor having gone. The trumpet-major went up to the fire, and, grasping the edge of the high chimney-shelf, stood silent.


  ‘Did I hear a noise when I went out?’ asked the elder, in a tone of misgiving.


  ‘Yes, you did,’ said John. ‘It was she, but her mother says she is better now. Father,’ he added impetuously, ‘Bob is a worthless blockhead! If there had been any good in him he would have been drowned years ago!’


  ‘John, John—not too fast,’ said the miller. ‘That’s a hard thing to say of your brother, and you ought to be ashamed of it.’


  ‘Well, he tries me more than I can bear. Good God! what can a man be made of to go on as he does? Why didn’t he come home; or if he couldn’t get leave why didn’t he write? ’Tis scandalous of him to serve a woman like that!’


  ‘Gently, gently. The chap hev done his duty as a sailor; and though there might have been something between him and Anne, her mother, in talking it over with me, has said many times that she couldn’t think of their marrying till Bob had settled down in business at home. Folks that gain victories must have a little liberty allowed ’em. Look at the Admiral himself, for that matter.’


  John continued looking at the red coals, till hearing Mrs. Loveday’s foot on the staircase, he went to meet her.


  ‘She is better,’ said Mrs. Loveday; ‘but she won’t come down again to-day.’


  Could John have heard what the poor girl was moaning to herself at that moment as she lay writhing on the bed, he would have doubted her mother’s assurance. ‘If he had been dead I could have borne it, but this I cannot bear!’


  ♣


  XXXVI.


  Derriman Sees Chances


  Meanwhile Sailor Cornick had gone on his way as far as the forking roads, where he met Festus Derriman on foot. The latter, attracted by the seaman’s dress, and by seeing him come from the mill, at once accosted him. Jim, with the greatest readiness, fell into conversation, and told the same story as that he had related at the mill.


  ‘Bob Loveday going to be married?’ repeated Festus.


  ‘You all seem struck of a heap wi’ that.’


  ‘No; I never heard news that pleased me more.’


  When Cornick was gone, Festus, instead of passing straight on, halted on the little bridge and meditated. Bob, being now interested elsewhere, would probably not resent the siege of Anne’s heart by another; there could, at any rate, be no further possibility of that looming duel which had troubled the yeoman’s mind ever since his horse-play on Anne at the house on the down. To march into the mill and propose to Mrs. Loveday for Anne before John’s interest could revive in her was, to this hero’s thinking, excellent discretion.


  The day had already begun to darken when he entered, and the cheerful fire shone red upon the floor and walls. Mrs. Loveday received him alone, and asked him to take a seat by the chimney-corner, a little of the old hankering for him as a son-in-law having permanently remained with her.


  ‘Your servant, Mrs. Loveday,’ he said, ‘and I will tell you at once what I come for. You will say that I take time by the forelock when I inform you that it is to push on my long-wished-for alliance wi’ your daughter, as I believe she is now a free woman again.’


  ‘Thank you, Mr. Derriman,’ said the mother placably. ‘But she is ill at present. I’ll mention it to her when she is better.’


  ‘Ask her to alter her cruel, cruel resolves against me, on the score of—of my consuming passion for her. In short,’ continued Festus, dropping his parlour language in his warmth, ‘I’ll tell thee what, Dame Loveday, I want the maid, and must have her.’


  Mrs. Loveday replied that that was very plain speaking.


  ‘Well, ’tis. But Bob has given her up. He never meant to marry her. I’ll tell you, Mrs. Loveday, what I have never told a soul before. I was standing upon Budmouth Quay on that very day in last September that Bob set sail, and I heard him say to his brother John that he gave your daughter up.’


  ‘Then it was very unmannerly of him to trifle with her so,’ said Mrs. Loveday warmly. ‘Who did he give her up to?’


  Festus replied with hesitation, ‘He gave her up to John.’


  ‘To John? How could he give her up to a man already over head and ears in love with that actress woman?’


  ‘O? You surprise me. Which actress is it?’


  ‘That Miss Johnson. Anne tells me that he loves her hopelessly.’


  Festus arose. Miss Johnson seemed suddenly to acquire high value as a sweetheart at this announcement. He had himself felt a nameless attractiveness in her, and John had done likewise. John crossed his path in all possible ways.


  Before the yeoman had replied somebody opened the door, and the firelight shone upon the uniform of the person they discussed. Festus nodded on recognizing him, wished Mrs. Loveday good evening, and went out precipitately.


  ‘So Bob told you he meant to break off with my Anne when he went away?’ Mrs. Loveday remarked to the trumpet-major. ‘I wish I had known of it before.’


  John appeared disturbed at the sudden charge. He murmured that he could not deny it, and then hastily turned from her and followed Derriman, whom he saw before him on the bridge.


  ‘Derriman!’ he shouted.


  Festus started and looked round. ‘Well, trumpet-major,’ he said blandly.


  ‘When will you have sense enough to mind your own business, and not come here telling things you have heard by sneaking behind people’s backs?’ demanded John hotly. ‘If you can’t learn in any other way, I shall have to pull your ears again, as I did the other day!’


  ‘You pull my ears? How can you tell that lie, when you know ’twas somebody else pulled ’em?’


  ‘O no, no. I pulled your ears, and thrashed you in a mild way.’


  ‘You’ll swear to it? Surely ’twas another man?’


  ‘It was in the parlour at the public-house; you were almost in the dark.’ And John added a few details as to the particular blows, which amounted to proof itself.


  ‘Then I heartily ask you pardon for saying ’twas a lie!’ cried Festus, advancing with extended hand and a genial smile. ‘Sure, if I had known ’twas you, I wouldn’t have insulted you by denying it.’


  ‘That was why you didn’t challenge me, then?’


  ‘That was it! I wouldn’t for the world have hurt your nice sense of honour by letting ’ee go unchallenged, if I had known! And now, you see, unfortunately I can’t mend the mistake. So long a time has passed since it happened that the heat of my temper is gone off. I couldn’t oblige ’ee, try how I might, for I am not a man, trumpet-major, that can butcher in cold blood—no, not I, nor you neither, from what I know of ’ee. So, willy-nilly, we must fain let it pass, eh?’


  ‘We must, I suppose,’ said John, smiling grimly. ‘Who did you think I was, then, that night when I boxed you all round?’


  ‘No, don’t press me,’ replied the yeoman. ‘I can’t reveal; it would be disgracing myself to show how very wide of the truth the mockery of wine was able to lead my senses. We will let it be buried in eternal mixens of forgetfulness.’


  ‘As you wish,’ said the trumpet-major loftily. ‘But if you ever should think you knew it was me, why, you know where to find me?’ And Loveday walked away.


  The instant that he was gone Festus shook his fist at the evening star, which happened to lie in the same direction as that taken by the dragoon.


  ‘Now for my revenge! Duels? Lifelong disgrace to me if ever I fight with a man of blood below my own! There are other remedies for upper-class souls! … Matilda—that’s my way.’


  Festus strode along till he reached the Hall, where Cripplestraw appeared gazing at him from under the arch of the porter’s lodge. Derriman dashed open the entrance-hurdle with such violence that the whole row of them fell flat in the mud.


  ‘Mercy, Maister Festus!’ said Cripplestraw. ‘“Surely,” I says to myself when I see ’ee a-coming, “surely Maister Festus is fuming like that because there’s no chance of the enemy coming this year after all.”’


  ‘Cr-r-ripplestraw! I have been wounded to the heart,’ replied Derriman, with a lurid brow.


  ‘And the man yet lives, and you wants yer horse-pistols instantly? Certainly, Maister F——’


  ‘No, Cripplestraw, not my pistols, but my new-cut clothes, my heavy gold seals, my silver-topped cane, and my buckles that cost more money than he ever saw! Yes, I must tell somebody, and I’ll tell you, because there’s no other fool near. He loves her heart and soul. He’s poor; she’s tip-top genteel, and not rich. I am rich, by comparison. I’ll court the pretty play-actress, and win her before his eyes.’


  ‘Play-actress, Maister Derriman?’


  ‘Yes. I saw her this very day, met her by accident, and spoke to her. She’s still in the town—perhaps because of him. I can meet her at any hour of the day—. But I don’t mean to marry her; not I. I will court her for my pastime, and to annoy him. It will be all the more death to him that I don’t want her. Then perhaps he will say to me, “You have taken my one ewe lamb”—meaning that I am the king, and he’s the poor man, as in the church verse; and he’ll beg for mercy when ’tis too late—unless, meanwhile, I shall have tired of my new toy. Saddle the horse, Cripplestraw, to-morrow at ten.’


  Full of this resolve to scourge John Loveday to the quick through his passion for Miss Johnson, Festus came out booted and spurred at the time appointed, and set off on his morning ride.


  Miss Johnson’s theatrical engagement having long ago terminated, she would have left the Royal watering-place with the rest of the visitors had not matrimonial hopes detained her there. These had nothing whatever to do with John Loveday, as may be imagined, but with a stout, staid boat-builder in Cove Row by the quay, who had shown much interest in her impersonations. Unfortunately this substantial man had not been quite so attentive since the end of the season as his previous manner led her to expect; and it was a great pleasure to the lady to see Mr. Derriman leaning over the harbour bridge with his eyes fixed upon her as she came towards it after a stroll past her elderly wooer’s house.


  ‘Od ‘’Od take it, ma’am, you didn’t tell me when I saw you last that the tooting man with the blue jacket and lace was yours devoted?’ began Festus.


  ‘Who do you mean?’ In Matilda’s ever-changing emotional interests, John Loveday was a stale and unprofitable personality.


  ‘Why, that trumpet-major man.’


  ‘O! What of him?’


  ‘Come; he loves you, and you know it, ma’am.’


  She knew, at any rate, how to take the current when it served. So she glanced at Festus, folded her lips meaningly, and nodded.


  ‘I’ve come to cut him out.’


  She shook her head, it being unsafe to speak till she knew a little more of the subject.


  ‘What!’ said Festus, reddening, ‘do you mean to say that you think of him seriously—you, who might look so much higher?’


  ‘Constant dropping will wear away a stone; and you should only hear his pleading! His handsome face is impressive, and his manners are—O, so genteel! I am not rich; I am, in short, a poor lady of decayed family, who have has nothing to boast of but my blood and ancestors, and they won’t find a body in food and clothing!—I hold the world but as the world, Derrimanio—a stage where every man must play a part, and mine a sad one!’ She dropped her eyes thoughtfully and sighed.


  ‘We will talk of this,’ said Festus, much affected. ‘Let us walk to the Look-out.’


  She made no objection, and said, as they turned that way, ‘Mr. Derriman, a long time ago I found something belonging to you; but I have never yet remembered to return it.’ And she drew from her bosom the paper which Anne had dropped in the meadow when eluding the grasp of Festus on that summer day.


  ‘Zounds, I smell fresh meat!’ cried Festus when he had looked it over. ‘’Tis in my uncle’s writing, and ’tis what I heard him singing on the day the French didn’t come, and afterwards saw him marking in the road. ’Tis something he’s got hid away. Give me the paper, there’s a dear; ’tis worth sterling gold!’


  ‘Halves, then?’ said Matilda tenderly.


  ‘Gad, yes—anything!’ replied Festus, blazing into a smile, for she had looked up in her best new manner at the possibility that he might be worth the winning. They went up the steps to the summit of the cliff, and dwindled over it against the sky.


  ♣


  XXXVII.


  Reaction


  There was no letter from Bob, though December had passed, and the new year was two weeks old. His movements were, however, pretty accurately registered in the papers, which John still brought, but which Anne no longer read. During the second week in December the Victory sailed for Sheerness, and on the 9th of the following January the public funeral of Lord Nelson took place in St. Paul’s.


  Then there came a meagre line addressed to the family in general. Bob’s new Portsmouth attachment was not mentioned, but he told them he had been one of the eight-and-forty seamen who walked two-and-two in the funeral procession, and that Captain Hardy had borne the banner of emblems on the same occasion. The crew was soon to be paid off at Chatham, when he thought of returning to Portsmouth for a few days to see a valued friend. After that he should come home.


  But the spring advanced without bringing him, and John watched Anne Garland’s desolation with augmenting desire to do something towards consoling her. The old feelings, so religiously held in check, were stimulated to rebelliousness, though they did not show themselves in any direct manner as yet.


  The miller, in the meantime, who seldom interfered in such matters, was observed to look meaningly at Anne and the trumpet-major from day to day; and by-and-by he spoke privately to John.


  His words were short and to the point: Anne was very melancholy; she had thought too much of Bob. Now ’twas plain that they had lost him for many years to come. Well; he had always felt that of the two he would rather John married her. Now John might settle down there, and succeed where Bob had failed. ‘So if you could get her, my sonny, to think less of him and more of thyself, it would be a good thing for all.’


  An inward excitement had risen in John; but he suppressed it and said firmly—


  ‘Fairness to Bob before everything!’


  ‘He hev forgot her, and there’s an end on’t.’


  ‘She’s not forgot him.’


  ‘Well, well; think it over.’


  This discourse was the cause of his penning a letter to his brother. He begged for a distinct statement whether, as John at first supposed, Bob’s verbal renunciation of Anne on the quay had been only a momentary ebullition of friendship, which it would be cruel to take literally; or whether, as seemed now, it had passed from a hasty resolve to a standing purpose, persevered in for his own pleasure, with not a care for the result on poor Anne.


  John waited anxiously for the answer, but no answer came; and the silence seemed even more significant than a letter of assurance could have been of his absolution from further support to a claim which Bob himself had so clearly renounced. Thus it happened that paternal pressure, brotherly indifference, and his own released impulse operated in one delightful direction, and the trumpet-major once more approached Anne as in the old time.


  But it was not till she had been left to herself for a full five months, and the blue-bells and ragged-robins of the following year were again making themselves common to the rambling eye, that he directly addressed her. She was tying up a group of tall flowering plants in the garden: she knew that he was behind her, but she did not turn. She had subsided into a placid dignity which enabled her when watched to perform any little action with seeming composure—very different from the flutter of her inexperienced days.


  ‘Are you never going to turn round?’ he at length asked good-humouredly.


  She then did turn, and looked at him for a moment without speaking; a certain suspicion looming in her eyes, as if suggested by his perceptible want of ease.


  ‘How like summer it is getting to feel, is it not?’ she said.


  John admitted that it was getting to feel like summer; and, bending his gaze upon her with an earnestness which no longer left any doubt of his subject, went on to ask—


  ‘Have you ever in these last weeks thought of how it used to be between us?’


  She replied quickly, ‘O, John, you shouldn’t begin that again. I am almost another woman now!’


  ‘Well, that’s all the more reason why I should, isn’t it?’


  Anne looked thoughtfully to the other end of the garden, faintly shaking her head; ‘I don’t quite see it like that,’ she returned.


  ‘You feel yourself quite free, don’t you?’


  ‘Quite free!’ she said instantly, and with proud distinctness; her eyes fell, and she repeated more slowly, ‘Quite free.’ Then her thoughts seemed to fly from herself to him. ‘But you are not?’


  ‘I am not?’


  ‘Miss Johnson!’


  ‘O—that woman! You know as well as I that was all make-up, and that I never for a moment thought of her.’


  ‘I had an idea you were acting; but I wasn’t sure.’


  ‘Well, that’s nothing now. Anne, I want to relieve your life; to cheer you in some way; to make some amends for my brother’s bad conduct. If you cannot love me, liking will be well enough. I have thought over every side of it so many times—for months have I been thinking it over—and I am at last sure that I do right to put it to you in this way. That I don’t wrong Bob I am quite convinced. As far as he is concerned we be both free. Had I not been sure of that I would never have spoken. Father wants me to take on the mill, and it will please him if you can give me one little hope; it will make the house go on altogether better if you can think o’ me.’


  ‘You are generous and good, John,’ she said, as a big round tear bowled helter-skelter down her face and hat-strings.


  ‘I am not that; I fear I am quite the opposite,’ he said, without looking at her. ‘It would be all gain to me—But you have not answered my question.’


  She lifted her eyes. ‘John, I cannot!’ she said, with a cheerless smile. ‘Positively I cannot. Will you make me a promise?’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘I want you to promise first—. Yes, it is dreadfully unreasonable,’ she added, in a mild distress. ‘But do promise!’


  John by this time seemed to have a feeling that it was all up with him for the present. ‘I promise,’ he said listlessly.


  ‘It is that you won’t speak to me about this for ever so long,’ she returned, with emphatic kindliness.


  ‘Very good,’ he replied; ‘very good. Dear Anne, you don’t think I have been unmanly or unfair in starting this anew?’


  Anne looked into his face without a smile. ‘You have been perfectly natural,’ she murmured. ‘And so I think have I.’


  John, mournfully: ‘You will not avoid me for this, or be afraid of me? I will not break my word. I will not worry you any more.’


  ‘Thank you, John. You need not have said worry; it isn’t that.’


  ‘Well, I am very blind and stupid. I have been hurting your heart all the time without knowing it. It is my fate, I suppose. Men who love women the very best always blunder and give more pain than those who love them less.’


  Anne laid one of her hands on the other as she softly replied, looking down at them, ‘No one loves me as well as you, John; nobody in the world is so worthy to be loved; and yet I cannot anyhow love you rightly.’ And lifting her eyes, ‘But I do so feel for you that I will try as hard as I can to think about you.’


  ‘Well, that is something,’ he said, smiling. ‘You say I must not speak about it again for ever so long; how long?’


  ‘Now that’s not fair,’ Anne retorted, going down the garden, and leaving him alone.


  About a week passed. Then one afternoon the miller walked up to Anne indoors, a weighty topic being expressed in his tread.


  ‘I was so glad, my honey,’ he began, with a knowing smile, ‘to see that from the mill-window last week.’ He flung a nod in the direction of the garden.


  Anne innocently inquired what it could be.


  ‘Jack and you in the garden together,’ he continued, laying his hand gently on her shoulder and stroking it. ‘It would so please me, my dear little girl, if you could get to like him better than that weathercock, Master Bob.’


  Anne shook her head; not in forcible negation, but to imply a kind of neutrality.


  ‘Can’t you? Come now,’ said the miller.


  She threw back her head with a little laugh of grievance. ‘How you all beset me!’ she expostulated. ‘It makes me feel very wicked in not obeying you, and being faithful—faithful to—’ But she could not trust that side of the subject to words. ‘Why would it please you so much?’ she asked.


  ‘John is as steady and staunch a fellow as ever blowed a trumpet. I’ve always thought you might do better with him than with Bob. Now I’ve a plan for taking him into the mill, and letting him have a comfortable time o’t after his long knocking about; but so much depends upon you that I must bide a bit till I see what your pleasure is about the poor fellow. Mind, my dear, I don’t want to force ’ee; I only just ask ’ee.’


  Anne meditatively regarded the miller from under her shady eyelids, the fingers of one hand playing a silent tattoo on her bosom. ‘I don’t know what to say to you,’ she answered brusquely, and went away.


  But these discourses were not without their effect upon the extremely conscientious mind of Anne. They were, moreover, much helped by an incident which took place one evening in the autumn of this year, when John came to tea. Anne was sitting on a low stool in front of the fire, her hands clasped across her knee. John Loveday had just seated himself on a chair close behind her, and Mrs. Loveday was in the act of filling the teapot from the kettle which hung in the chimney exactly above Anne. The kettle slipped forward suddenly; whereupon John jumped from the chair and put his own two hands over Anne’s just in time to shield them, and the precious knee she clasped, from the jet of scalding water which had directed itself upon that point. The accidental overflow was instantly checked by Mrs. Loveday; but what had come was received by the devoted trumpet-major on the back of his hands.


  Anne, who had hardly been aware that he was behind her, started up like a person awakened from a trance. ‘What have you done to yourself, poor John, to keep it off me!’ she cried, looking at his hands.


  John reddened emotionally at her words. ‘It is a bit of a scald, that’s all,’ he replied, drawing a finger across the back of one hand, and bringing off the skin by the touch.


  ‘You are scalded painfully, and I not at all!’ She gazed into his kind face as she had never gazed there before, and when Mrs. Loveday came back with oil and other liniments for the wound Anne would let nobody dress it but herself. It seemed as if her coyness had all gone, and when she had done all that lay in her power she still sat by him. At his departure she said what she had never said to him in her life before: ‘Come again soon!’


  In short, that impulsive act of devotion, the last of a series of the same tenor, had been the added drop which finally turned the wheel. John’s character deeply impressed her. His determined steadfastness to his lodestar won her admiration, the more especially as that star was herself. She began to wonder more and more how she could have so persistently held out against his advances before Bob came home to renew girlish memories which had by that time got considerably weakened. Could she not, after all, please the miller, and try to listen to John? By so doing she would make a worthy man happy, the only sacrifice being at worst that of her unworthy self, whose future was no longer valuable. ‘As for Bob, the woman is to be pitied who loves him,’ she reflected indignantly, and persuaded herself that, whoever the woman might be, she was not Anne Garland.


  After this there was something of recklessness and something of pleasantry in the young girl’s manner of making herself an example of the triumph of pride and common sense over memory and sentiment. Her attitude had been epitomized in her defiant singing at the time she learnt that Bob was not leal and true. John, as was inevitable, came again almost immediately, drawn thither by the sun of her first smile on him, and the words which had accompanied it. And now instead of going off to her little pursuits upstairs, downstairs, across the room, in the corner, or to any place except where he happened to be, as had been her custom hitherto, she remained seated near him, returning interesting answers to his general remarks, and at every opportunity letting him know that at last he had found favour in her eyes.


  The day was fine, and they went out of doors, where Anne endeavoured to seat herself on the sloping stone of the window-sill.


  ‘How good you have become lately,’ said John, standing over her and smiling in the sunlight which blazed against the wall. ‘I fancy you have stayed at home this afternoon on my account.’


  ‘Perhaps I have,’ she said gaily—


  
    ‘“Do whatever we may for him, dame, we cannot do too much!


    For he’s one that has guarded our land.”

  


  And he has done more than that: he has saved me from a dreadful scalding. The back of your hand will not be well for a long time, John, will it?’


  He held out his hand to regard its condition, and the next natural thing was to take hers. There was a glow upon his face when he did it: his star was at last on a fair way towards the zenith after its long and weary declination. The least penetrating eye could have perceived that Anne had resolved to let him woo, possibly in her temerity to let him win. Whatever silent sorrow might be locked up in her, it was by this time thrust a long way down from the light.


  ‘I want you to go somewhere with me if you will,’ he said, still holding her hand.


  ‘Yes? Where is it?’


  He pointed to a distant hill-side which, hitherto green, had within the last few days begun to show scratches of white on its face. ‘Up there,’ he said.


  ‘I see little figures of men moving about. What are they doing?’


  ‘Cutting out a huge picture of the king on horseback in the earth of the hill. The king’s head is to be as big as our mill-pond and his body as big as this garden; he and the horse will cover more than an acre. When shall we go?’


  ‘Whenever you please,’ said she.


  ‘John!’ cried Mrs. Loveday from the front door. ‘Here’s a friend come for you.’


  John went round, and found his trusty lieutenant, Trumpeter Buck, waiting for him. A letter had come to the barracks for John in his absence, and the trumpeter, who was going for a walk, had brought it along with him. Buck then entered the mill to discuss, if possible, a mug of last year’s mead with the miller; and John proceeded to read his letter, Anne being still round the corner where he had left her. When he had read a few words he turned as pale as a sheet, but he did not move, and perused the writing to the end.


  Afterwards he laid his elbow against the wall, and put his palm to his head, thinking with painful intentness. Then he took himself vigorously in hand, as it were, and gradually became natural again. When he parted from Anne to go home with Buck she noticed nothing different in him.


  In barracks that evening he read the letter again. It was from Bob; and the agitating contents were these:—


  
    ‘Dear John,—I have drifted off from writing till the present time because I have not been clear about my feelings; but I have discovered them at last, and can say beyond doubt that I mean to be faithful to my dearest Anne after all. The fact is, John, I’ve got into a bit of a scrape, and I’ve a secret to tell you about it (which must go no further on any account). On landing last autumn I fell in with a young woman, and we got rather warm as folks do; in short, we liked one another well enough for a while. But I have got into shoal water with her, and have found her to be a terrible take-in. Nothing in her at all—no sense, no niceness, all tantrums and empty noise, John, though she seemed monstrous clever at first. So my heart comes back to its old anchorage. I hope my return to faithfulness will make no difference to you. But as you showed by your looks at our parting that you should not accept my offer to give her up—made in too much haste, as I have since found—I feel that you won’t mind that I have returned to the path of honour. I dare not write to Anne as yet, and please do not let her know a word about the other young woman, or there will be the devil to pay. I shall come home and make all things right, please God. In the meantime I should take it as a kindness, John, if you would keep a brotherly eye upon Anne, and guide her mind back to me. I shall die of sorrow if anybody sets her against me, for my hopes are getting bound up in her again quite strong. Hoping you are jovial, as times go, I am,—Your affectionate brother,


    Robert.’

  


  When the cold daylight fell upon John’s face, as he dressed himself next morning, the incipient yesterday’s wrinkle in his forehead had become permanently graven there. He had resolved, for the sake of that only brother whom he had nursed as a baby, instructed as a child, and protected and loved always, to pause in his procedure for the present, and at least do nothing to hinder Bob’s restoration to favour, if a genuine, even though temporarily smothered, love for Anne should still hold possession of him. But having arranged to take her to see the excavated figure of the king, he started for Overcombe during the day, as if nothing had occurred to check the smooth course of his love.


  ♣


  XXXVIII.


  A Delicate Situation


  ‘I am ready to go,’ said Anne, as soon as he arrived.


  He paused as if taken aback by her readiness, and replied with much uncertainty, ‘Would it—wouldn’t it be better to put it off till there is less sun?’


  The very slightest symptom of surprise arose in her as she rejoined, ‘But the weather may change; or had we better not go at all?’


  ‘O no!—it was only a thought. We will start at once.’


  And along the vale they went, John keeping himself about a yard from her right hand. When the third field had been crossed they came upon half-a-dozen little boys at play.


  ‘Why don’t he clipse her to his side, like a man?’ said the biggest and rudest boy.


  ‘Why don’t he clipse her to his side, like a man?’ echoed all the rude smaller boys in a chorus.


  The trumpet-major turned, and, after some running, succeeded in smacking two of them with his switch, returning to Anne breathless. ‘I am ashamed they should have insulted you so,’ he said, blushing for her.


  ‘They said no harm, poor boys,’ she replied reproachfully.


  Poor John was dumb with perception. The gentle hint upon which he would have eagerly spoken only one short day ago was now like fire to his wound.


  They presently came to some stepping-stones across a brook. John crossed first without turning his head, and Anne, just lifting the skirt of her dress, crossed behind him. When they had reached the other side a village girl and a young shepherd approached the brink to cross. Anne stopped and watched them. The shepherd took a hand of the young girl in each of his own, and walked backward over the stones, facing her, and keeping her upright by his grasp, both of them laughing as they went.


  ‘What are you staying for, Miss Garland?’ asked John.


  ‘I was only thinking how happy they are,’ she said quietly; and withdrawing her eyes from the tender pair, she turned and followed him, not knowing that the seeming sound of a passing bumble-bee was a suppressed groan from John.


  When they reached the hill they found forty navvies at work removing the dark sod so as to lay bare the chalk beneath. The equestrian figure that their shovels were forming was scarcely intelligible to John and Anne now they were close, and after pacing from the horse’s head down his breast to his hoof, back by way of the king’s bridle-arm, past the bridge of his nose, and into his cocked hat, Anne said that she had had enough of it, and stepped out of the chalk clearing upon the grass. The trumpet-major had remained all the time in a melancholy attitude within the rowel of his Majesty’s right spur.


  ‘My shoes are caked with chalk,’ she said as they walked downwards again; and she drew back her dress to look at them. ‘How can I get some of it cleared off?’


  ‘If you was to wipe them in the long grass there,’ said John, pointing to a spot where the blades were rank and dense, ‘some of it would come off.’ Having said this, he walked on with religious firmness.


  Anne raked her little feet on the right side, on the left side, over the toe, and behind the heel; but the tenacious chalk held its own. Panting with her exertion, she gave it up, and at length overtook him.


  ‘I hope it is right now?’ he said, looking gingerly over his shoulder.


  ‘No, indeed!’ said she. ‘I wanted some assistance—some one to steady me. It is so hard to stand on one foot and wipe the other without support. I was in danger of toppling over, and so gave it up.’


  ‘Merciful stars, what an opportunity!’ thought the poor fellow while she waited for him to offer help. But his lips remained closed, and she went on with a pouting smile—


  ‘You seem in such a hurry! Why are you in such a hurry? After all the fine things you have said about—about caring so much for me, and all that, you won’t stop for anything!’


  It was too much for John. ‘Upon my heart and life, my dea—’ he began. Here Bob’s letter crackled warningly in his waistcoat pocket as he laid his hand asseveratingly upon his breast, and he became suddenly sealed up to dumbness and gloom as before.


  When they reached home Anne sank upon a stool outside the door, fatigued with her excursion. Her first act was to try to pull off her shoe—it was a difficult matter; but John stood beating with his switch the leaves of the creeper on the wall.


  ‘Mother—David—Molly, or somebody—do come and help me pull off these dirty shoes!’ she cried aloud at last. ‘Nobody helps me in anything!’


  ‘I am very sorry,’ said John, coming towards her with incredible slowness and an air of unutterable depression.


  ‘O, I can do without you. David is best,’ she returned, as the old man approached and removed the obnoxious shoes in a trice.


  Anne was amazed at this sudden change from devotion to crass indifference. On entering her room she flew to the glass, almost expecting to learn that some extraordinary change had come over her pretty countenance, rendering her intolerable for evermore. But it was, if anything, fresher than usual, on account of the exercise. ‘Well!’ she said retrospectively. For the first time since their acquaintance she had this week encouraged him; and for the first time he had shown that encouragement was useless. ‘But perhaps he does not clearly understand,’ she added serenely.


  When he next came it was, to her surprise, to bring her newspapers, now for some time discontinued. As soon as she saw them she said, ‘I do not care for newspapers.’


  ‘The shipping news is very full and long to-day, though the print is rather small.’


  ‘I take no further interest in the shipping news,’ she replied with cold dignity.


  She was sitting by the window, inside the table, and hence when, in spite of her negations, he deliberately unfolded the paper and began to read about the Royal Navy she could hardly rise and go away. With a stoical mien he read on to the end of the report, bringing out the name of Bob’s ship with tremendous force.


  ‘No,’ she said at last, ‘I’ll hear no more! Let me read to you.’


  The trumpet-major sat down. Anne turned to the military news, delivering every detail with much apparent enthusiasm. ‘That’s the subject I like!’ she said fervently.


  ‘But—but Bob is in the navy now, and will most likely rise to be an officer. And then——’


  ‘What is there like the army?’ she interrupted. ‘There is no smartness about sailors. They waddle like ducks, and they only fight stupid battles that no one can form any idea of. There is no science nor stratagem in sea-fights—nothing more than what you see when two rams run their heads together in a field to knock each other down. But in military battles there is such art, and such splendour, and the men are so smart, particularly the horse-soldiers. O, I shall never forget what gallant men you all seemed when you came and pitched your tents on the downs! I like the cavalry better than anything I know; and the dragoons the best of the cavalry—and the trumpeters the best of the dragoons!’


  ‘O, if it had but come a little sooner!’ moaned John within him. He replied as soon as he could regain self-command, ‘I am glad Bob is in the navy at last—he is so much more fitted for that than the merchant-service—so brave by nature, ready for any daring deed. I have heard ever so much more about his doings on board the Victory. Captain Hardy took special notice that when he——’


  ‘I don’t want to know anything more about it,’ said Anne impatiently; ‘of course sailors fight; there’s nothing else to do in a ship, since you can’t run away! You may as well fight and be killed as be killed not fighting.’


  ‘Still it is his character to be careless of himself where the honour of his country is concerned,’ John pleaded. ‘If you had only known him as a boy you would own it. He would always risk his own life to save anybody else’s. Once when a cottage was afire up the lane he rushed in for a baby, although he was only a boy himself, and he had the narrowest escape. We have got his hat now with the hole burnt in it. Shall I get it and show it to you?’


  ‘No—I don’t wish it. It has nothing to do with me.’ But as he persisted in his course towards the door, she added, ‘Ah! you are leaving because I am in your way. You want to be alone while you read the paper—I will go at once. I did not see that I was interrupting you.’ And she rose as if to retreat.


  ‘No, no! I would rather be interrupted by you than—O, Miss Garland, excuse me! I’ll just speak to father in the mill, now I am here.’


  It is scarcely necessary to state that Anne (whose unquestionable gentility amid somewhat homely surroundings has been many times insisted on in the course of this history) was usually the reverse of a woman with a coming-on disposition; but, whether from pique at his manner, or from wilful adherence to a course rashly resolved on, or from coquettish maliciousness in reaction from long depression, or from any other thing,—so it was that she would not let him go.


  ‘Trumpet-major,’ she said, recalling him.


  ‘Yes?’ he replied timidly.


  ‘The bow of my cap-ribbon has come united, untied, has it not?’ She turned and fixed her bewitching glance upon him.


  The bow was just over her forehead, or, more precisely, at the point where the organ of comparison merges in that of benevolence, according to the phrenological theory of Gall. John, thus brought to, endeavoured to look at the bow in a skimming, duck-and-drake fashion, so as to avoid dipping his own glance as far as to the plane of his interrogator’s eyes. ‘It is untied,’ he said, drawing back a little.


  She came nearer, and asked, ‘Will you tie it for me, please?’


  As there was no help for it, he nerved himself and assented. As her head only reached to his fourth button she necessarily looked up for his convenience, and John began fumbling at the bow. Try as he would, it was impossible to touch the ribbon without getting his finger tips mixed with the curls of her forehead.


  ‘Your hand shakes—ah! you have been walking fast,’ she said.


  ‘Yes—yes.’


  ‘Have you almost done it?’ She inquiringly directed her gaze upward through his fingers.


  ‘No—not yet,’ he faltered in a warm sweat of emotion, his heart going like a flail.


  ‘Then be quick, please.’


  ‘Yes, I will, Miss Garland! B—B—Bob is a very good fel——’


  ‘Not that man’s name to me!’ she interrupted.


  John was silent instantly, and nothing was to be heard but the rustling of the ribbon; till his hands once more blundered among the curls, and then touched her forehead.


  ‘O good God!’ ejaculated the trumpet-major in a whisper, turning away hastily to the corner-cupboard, and resting his face upon his hand.


  ‘What’s the matter, John?’ said she.


  ‘I can’t do it!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Tie your cap-ribbon.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because you are so—Because I am clumsy, and never could tie a bow.’


  ‘You are clumsy indeed,’ answered Anne, and went away.


  After this she felt injured, for it seemed to show that he rated her happiness as of meaner value than Bob’s; since he had persisted in his idea of giving Bob another chance when she had implied that it was her wish to do otherwise. Could Miss Johnson have anything to do with his firmness? An opportunity of testing him in this direction occurred some days later. She had been up the village, and met John at the mill-door.


  ‘Have you heard the news? Matilda Johnson is going to be married to young Derriman.’


  Anne stood with her back to the sun, and as he faced her, his features were searchingly exhibited. There was no change whatever in them, unless it were that a certain light of interest kindled by her question turned to complete and blank indifference. ‘Well, as times go, it is not a bad match for her,’ he said, with a phlegm which was hardly that of a lover.


  John on his part was beginning to find these temptations almost more than he could bear. But being quartered so near to his father’s house it was unnatural not to visit him, especially when at any moment the regiment might be ordered abroad, and a separation of years ensue; and as long as he went there he could not help seeing her.


  The year changed from green to gold, and from gold to grey, but little change came over the house of Loveday. During the last twelve months Bob had been occasionally heard of as upholding his country’s honour in Denmark, the West Indies, Gibraltar, Malta, and other places about the globe, till the family received a short letter stating that he had arrived again at Portsmouth. At Portsmouth Bob seemed disposed to remain, for though some time elapsed without further intelligence, the gallant seaman never appeared at Overcombe. Then on a sudden John learnt that Bob’s long-talked-of promotion for signal services rendered was to be an accomplished fact. The trumpet-major at once walked off to Overcombe, and reached the village in the early afternoon. Not one of the family was in the house at the moment, and John strolled onwards over the hill towards Casterbridge, without much thought of direction till, lifting his eyes, he beheld Anne Garland wandering about with a little basket upon her arm.


  At first John blushed with delight at the sweet vision; but, recalled by his conscience, the blush of delight was at once mangled and slain. He looked for a means of retreat. But the field was open, and a soldier was a conspicuous object: there was no escaping her.


  ‘It was kind of you to come,’ she said, with an inviting smile.


  ‘It was quite by accident,’ he answered, with an indifferent laugh. ‘I thought you was at home.’


  Anne blushed and said nothing, and they rambled on together. In the middle of the field rose a fragment of stone wall in the form of a gable, known as Faringdon Ruin; and when they had reached it John paused and politely asked her if she were not a little tired with walking so far. No particular reply was returned by the young lady, but they both stopped, and Anne seated herself on a stone, which had fallen from the ruin to the ground.


  ‘A church once stood here,’ observed John in a matter-of-fact tone.


  ‘Yes, I have often shaped it out in my mind,’ she returned. ‘Here where I sit must have been the altar.’


  ‘True; this standing bit of wall was the chancel end.’


  Anne had been adding up her little studies of the trumpet-major’s character, and was surprised to find how the brightness of that character increased in her eyes with each examination. A kindly and gentle sensation was again aroused in her. Here was a neglected heroic man, who, loving her to distraction, deliberately doomed himself to pensive shade to avoid even the appearance of standing in a brother’s way.


  ‘If the altar stood here, hundreds of people have been made man and wife just there, in past times,’ she said, with calm deliberateness, throwing a little stone on a spot about a yard westward.


  John annihilated another tender burst and replied, ‘Yes, this field used to be a village. My grandfather could call to mind when there were houses here. But the squire pulled ’em down, because poor folk were an eyesore to him.’


  ‘Do you know, John, what you once asked me to do?’ she continued, not accepting the digression, and turning her eyes upon him.


  ‘In what sort of way?’


  ‘In the matter of my future life, and yours.’


  ‘I am afraid I don’t.’


  ‘John Loveday!’


  He turned his back upon her for a moment, that she might not see his face. ‘Ah!—I do remember,’ he said at last, in a dry, small, repressed voice.


  ‘Well—need I say more? Isn’t it sufficient?’


  ‘It would be sufficient,’ answered the unhappy man. ‘But——’


  She looked up with a reproachful smile, and shook her head. ‘That summer,’ she went on, ‘you asked me ten times if you asked me once. I am older now; much more of a woman, you know; and my opinion is changed about some people; especially about one.’


  ‘O Anne, Anne!’ he burst out as, racked between honour and desire, he snatched up her hand. The next moment it fell heavily to her lap. He had absolutely relinquished it half-way to his lips.


  ‘I have been thinking lately,’ he said, with preter-naturally sudden calmness, ‘that men of the military profession ought not to m—ought to be like St. Paul, I mean.’


  ‘Fie, John; pretending religion!’ she said sternly. ‘It isn’t that at all. It’s Bob!’


  ‘Yes!’ cried the miserable trumpet-major. ‘I have had a letter from him to-day.’ He pulled out a sheet of paper from his breast. ‘That’s it! He’s promoted—he’s a lieutenant, and appointed to a sloop that only cruises on our own coast, so that he’ll be at home on leave half his time—he’ll be a gentleman some day, and worthy of you!’


  He threw the letter into her lap, and drew back to the other side of the gable-wall. Anne jumped up from her seat, flung away the letter without looking at it, and went hastily on. John did not attempt to overtake her. Picking up the letter, he followed in her wake at a distance of a hundred yards.


  But, though Anne had withdrawn from his presence thus precipitately, she never thought more highly of him in her life than she did five minutes afterwards, when the excitement of the moment had passed. She saw it all quite clearly; and his self-sacrifice impressed her so much that the effect was just the reverse of what he had been aiming to produce. The more he pleaded for Bob, the more her perverse generosity pleaded for John. To-day the crisis had come—with what results she had not foreseen.


  As soon as the trumpet-major reached the nearest pen-and-ink he flung himself into a seat and wrote wildly to Bob:—


  
    ‘Dear Robert,—I write these few lines to let you know that if you want Anne Garland you must come at once—you must come instantly, and post-haste—or she will be gone! Somebody else wants her, and she wants him! It is your last chance, in the opinion of—Your faithful brother and well-wisher,


    John.’


    ‘P.S.—Glad to hear of your promotion. Tell me the day and I’ll meet the coach.’

  


  ♣


  XXXIX.


  Bob Loveday Struts up and down


  One night, about a week later, two men were walking in the dark along the turnpike road towards Overcombe, one of them with a bag in his hand.


  ‘Now,’ said the taller of the two, the squareness of whose shoulders signified that he wore epaulettes, ‘now you must do the best you can for yourself, Bob. I have done all I can; but th’hast thy work cut out, I can tell thee.’


  ‘I wouldn’t have run such a risk for the world,’ said the other, in a tone of ingenuous contrition. ‘But thou’st see, Jack, I didn’t think there was any danger, knowing you was taking care of her, and keeping my place warm for me. I didn’t hurry myself, that’s true; but, thinks I, if I get this promotion I am promised I shall naturally have leave, and then I’ll go and see ’em all. Gad, I shouldn’t have been here now but for your letter!’


  ‘You little think what risks you’ve run,’ said his brother. ‘However, try to make up for lost time.’


  ‘All right. And whatever you do, Jack, don’t say a word about this other girl. Hang the girl!—I was a great fool, I know; still, it is over now, and I am come to my senses. I suppose Anne never caught a capful of wind from that quarter?’


  ‘She knows all about it,’ said John seriously.


  ‘Knows? By George, then, I’m ruined!’ said Bob, standing stock-still in the road as if he meant to remain there all night.


  ‘That’s what I meant by saying it would be a hard battle for ’ee,’ returned John, with the same quietness as before.


  Bob sighed and moved on. ‘I don’t deserve that woman!’ he cried passionately, thumping his three upper ribs with his fist.


  ‘I’ve thought as much myself,’ observed John, with a dryness which was almost bitter. ‘But it depends on how thou’st behave in future.’


  ‘John,’ said Bob, taking his brother’s hand, ‘I’ll be a new man. I solemnly swear by that eternal milestone staring at me there that I’ll never look at another woman with the thought of marrying her whilst that darling is free—no, not if she be a mermaiden of light! It’s a lucky thing that I’m slipped in on the quarter-deck! it may help me with her—hey?’


  ‘It may with her mother; I don’t think it will make much difference with Anne. Still, it is a good thing; and I hope that some day you’ll command a big ship.’


  Bob shook his head. ‘Officers are scarce; but I’m afraid my luck won’t carry me so far as that.’


  ‘Did she ever tell you that she mentioned your name to the King?’


  The seaman stood still again. ‘Never!’ he said. ‘How did such a thing as that happen, in Heaven’s name?’


  John described in detail, and they walked on, lost in conjecture.


  As soon as they entered the house the returned officer of the navy was welcomed with acclamation by his father and David, with mild approval by Mrs. Loveday, and by Anne not at all—that discreet maiden having carefully retired to her own room some time earlier in the evening. Bob did not dare to ask for her in any positive manner; he just inquired about her health, and that was all.


  ‘Why, what’s the matter with thy face, my son?’ said the miller, staring. ‘David, show a light here.’ And a candle was thrust against Bob’s cheek, where there appeared a jagged streak like the geological remains of a lobster.


  ‘O—that’s where that rascally Frenchman’s grenade busted and hit me from the Redoubtable, you know, as I told ’ee in my letter.’


  ‘Not a word!’


  ‘What, didn’t I tell ’ee? Ah, no; I meant to, but I forgot it.’


  ‘And here’s a sort of dint in yer forehead too; what do that mean, my dear boy?’ said the miller, putting his finger in a chasm in Bob’s skull.


  ‘That was done in the Indies. Yes, that was rather a troublesome chop—a cutlass did it. I should have told ’ee, but I found ’twould make my letter so long that I put it off, and put it off; and at last thought it wasn’t worth while.’


  John soon rose to take his departure.


  ‘It’s all up with me and her, you see,’ said Bob to him outside the door. ‘She’s not even going to see me.’


  ‘Wait a little,’ said the trumpet-major.


  It was easy enough on the night of the arrival, in the midst of excitement, when blood was warm, for Anne to be resolute in her avoidance of Bob Loveday. But in the morning determination is apt to grow invertebrate; rules of pugnacity are less easily acted up to, and a feeling of live and let live takes possession of the gentle soul. Anne had not meant even to sit down to the same breakfast-table with Bob; but when the rest were assembled, and had got some way through the substantial repast which was served at this hour in the miller’s house, Anne entered. She came silently as a phantom, her eyes cast down, her cheeks pale. It was a good long walk from the door to the table, and Bob made a full inspection of her as she came up to a chair at the remotest corner, in the direct rays of the morning light, where she dumbly sat herself down.


  It was altogether different from how she had expected. Here was she, who had done nothing, feeling all the embarrassment; and Bob, who had done the wrong, feeling apparently quite at ease.


  ‘You’ll speak to Bob, won’t you, honey?’ said the miller after a silence. To meet Bob like this after an absence seemed irregular in his eyes.


  ‘If he wish me to,’ she replied, so addressing the miller that no part, scrap, or outlying beam whatever of her glance passed near the subject of her remark.


  ‘He’s a lieutenant, you know, dear,’ said her mother on the same side; ‘and he’s been dreadfully wounded.’


  ‘Oh?’ said Anne, turning a little towards the false one; at which Bob felt it to be time for him to put in a spoke for himself.


  ‘I am glad to see you,’ he said contritely; ‘and how do you do?’


  ‘Very well, thank you.’


  He extended his hand. She allowed him to take hers, but only to the extent of a niggardly inch or so. At the same moment she glanced up at him, when their eyes met, and hers were again withdrawn.


  The hitch between the two younger members of the household tended to make the breakfast a dull one. Bob was so depressed by her unforgiving manner that he could not throw that sparkle into his stories which their substance naturally required; and when the meal was over, and they went about their different businesses, the pair resembled the two Dromios in seldom or never being, thanks to Anne’s subtle contrivances, both in the same room at the same time.


  This kind of performance repeated itself during several days. At last, after dogging her hither and thither, leaning with a wrinkled forehead against doorposts, taking an oblique view into the room where she happened to be, picking up worsted balls and getting no thanks, placing a splinter from the Victory, several bullets from the Redoubtable, a strip of the flag, and other interesting relics, carefully labelled, upon her table, and hearing no more about them than if they had been pebbles from the nearest brook, he hit upon a new plan. To avoid him she frequently sat upstairs in a window overlooking the garden. Lieutenant Loveday carefully dressed himself in a new uniform, which he had caused to be sent some days before, to dazzle admiring friends, but which he had never as yet put on in public or mentioned to a soul. When arrayed he entered the sunny garden, and there walked slowly up and down as he had seen Nelson and Captain Hardy do on the quarter-deck; but keeping his right shoulder, on which his one epaulette was fixed, as much towards Anne’s window as possible.


  But she made no sign, though there was not the least question that she saw him. At the end of half-an-hour he went in, took off his clothes, and gave himself up to doubt and the best tobacco.


  He repeated the programme on the next afternoon, and on the next, never saying a word within doors about his doings or his notice.


  Meanwhile the results in Anne’s chamber were not uninteresting. She had been looking out on the first day, and was duly amazed to see a naval officer in full uniform promenading in the path. Finding it to be Bob, she left the window with a sense that the scene was not for her; then, from mere curiosity, peeped out from behind the curtain. Well, he was a pretty spectacle, she admitted, relieved as his figure was by a dense mass of sunny, close-trimmed hedge, over which nasturtiums climbed in wild luxuriance; and if she could care for him one bit, which she couldn’t, his form would have been a delightful study, surpassing in interest even its splendour on the memorable day of their visit to the town theatre. She called her mother; Mrs. Loveday came promptly.


  ‘O, it is nothing,’ said Anne indifferently; ‘only that Bob has got his uniform.’


  Mrs. Loveday peeped out, and raised her hands with delight. ‘And he has not said a word to us about it! What a lovely epaulette! I must call his father.’


  ‘No, indeed. As I take no interest in him I shall not let people come into my room to admire him.’


  ‘Well, you called me,’ said her mother.


  ‘It was because I thought you liked fine clothes. It is what I don’t care for.’


  Notwithstanding this assertion she again looked out at Bob the next afternoon when his footsteps rustled on the gravel, and studied his appearance under all the varying angles of the sunlight, as if fine clothes and uniforms were not altogether a matter of indifference. He certainly was a splendid, gentlemanly, and gallant sailor from end to end of him; but then, what were a dashing presentment, a naval rank, and telling scars, if a man was fickle-hearted? However, she peeped on till the fourth day, and then she did not peep. The window was open, she looked right out, and Bob knew that he had got a rise to his bait at last. He touched his hat to her, keeping his right shoulder forwards, and said, ‘Good-day, Miss Garland,’ with a smile.


  Anne replied, ‘Good-day,’ with funereal seriousness; and the acquaintance thus revived led to the interchange of a few words at supper-time, at which Mrs. Loveday nodded with satisfaction. But Anne took especial care that he should never meet her alone, and to insure this her ingenuity was in constant exercise. There were so many nooks and windings on the miller’s rambling premises that she could never be sure he would not turn up within a foot of her, particularly as his thin shoes were almost noiseless.


  One fine afternoon she accompanied Molly in search of elderberries for making the family wine which was drunk by Mrs. Loveday, Anne, and anybody who could not stand the rougher and stronger liquors provided by the miller. After walking rather a long distance over the down they came to a grassy hollow, where elder-bushes in knots of twos and threes rose from an uneven bank and hung their heads towards the south, black and heavy with bunches of fruit. The charm of fruit-gathering to girls is enhanced in the case of elderberries by the inoffensive softness of the leaves, boughs, and bark, which makes getting into the branches easy and pleasant to the most indifferent climbers. Anne and Molly had soon gathered a basketful, and sending the servant home with it, Anne remained in the bush picking and throwing down bunch by bunch upon the grass. She was so absorbed in her occupation of pulling the twigs towards her, and the rustling of their leaves so filled her ears, that it was a great surprise when, on turning her head, she perceived a similar movement to her own among the boughs of the adjoining bush.


  At first she thought they were disturbed by being partly in contact with the boughs of her bush; but in a moment Robert Loveday’s face peered from them, at a distance of about a yard from her own. Anne uttered a little indignant ‘Well!’ recovered herself, and went on plucking. Bob thereupon went on plucking likewise.


  ‘I am picking elderberries for your mother,’ said the lieutenant at last, humbly.


  ‘So I see.’


  ‘And I happen to have come to the next bush to yours.’


  ‘So I see; but not the reason why.’


  Anne was now in the westernmost branches of the bush, and Bob had leant across into the eastern branches of his. In gathering he swayed towards her, back again, forward again.


  ‘I beg pardon,’ he said, when a further swing than usual had taken him almost in contact with her.


  ‘Then why do you do it?’


  ‘The wind rocks the bough, and the bough rocks me.’ She expressed by a look her opinion of this statement in the face of the gentlest breeze; and Bob pursued: ‘I am afraid the berries will stain your pretty hands.’


  ‘I wear gloves.’


  ‘Ah, that’s a plan I should never have thought of. Can I help you?’


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘You are offended: that’s what that means.’


  ‘No,’ she said.


  ‘Then will you shake hands?’


  Anne hesitated; then slowly stretched out her hand, which he took at once. ‘That will do,’ she said, finding that he did not relinquish it immediately. But as he still held it, she pulled, the effect of which was to draw Bob’s swaying person, bough and all, towards her, and herself towards him.


  ‘I am afraid to let go your hand,’ said that officer; ‘for if I do your spar will fly back, and you will be thrown upon the ground with great violence.’


  ‘I wish you to let me go!’


  He accordingly did, and she flew back, but did not by any means fall.


  ‘It reminds me of the times when I used to be aloft clinging to a yard not much bigger than this tree-stem, in the mid-Atlantic, and thinking about you. I could see you in my fancy as plain as I see you now.’


  ‘Me, or some other woman!’ retorted Anne haughtily.


  ‘No!’ declared Bob, shaking the bush for emphasis. ‘I’ll protest that I did not think of anybody but you all the time we were dropping down Channel, all the time we were off Cadiz, all the time through battles and bombardments. I seemed to see you in the smoke, and, thinks I, if I go to Davy’s locker, what will she do?’


  ‘You didn’t think that when you landed after Trafalgar.’


  ‘Well, now,’ said the lieutenant in a reasoning tone; ‘that was a curious thing. You’ll hardly believe it, maybe; but when a man is away from the woman he loves best in the port—world, I mean—he can have a sort of temporary feeling for another without disturbing the old one, which flows along under the same as ever.’


  ‘I can’t believe it, and won’t,’ said Anne firmly.


  Molly now appeared with the empty basket, and when it had been filled from the heap on the grass, Anne went home with her, bidding Loveday a frigid adieu.


  The same evening, when Bob was absent, the miller proposed that they should all three go to an upper window of the house to get a distant view of some rockets and illuminations which were to be exhibited in the town and harbour in honour of the King, who had returned this year as usual. They accordingly went upstairs to an empty attic, placed chairs against the window, and put out the light, Anne sitting in the middle, her mother close by, and the miller behind, smoking. No sign of any pyrotechnic display was visible over the port as yet, and Mrs. Loveday passed the time by talking to the miller, who replied in monosyllables. While this was going on Anne fancied that she heard some one approach, and presently felt sure that Bob was drawing near her in the surrounding darkness; but as the other two had noticed nothing she said not a word.


  All at once the swarthy expanse of southward sky was broken by the blaze of several rockets simultaneously ascending from different ships in the roads. At the very same moment a warm mysterious hand slipped round her own, and gave it a gentle squeeze.


  ‘O dear!’ said Anne, with a sudden start away.


  ‘How nervous you are, child, to be startled by fireworks so far off,’ said Mrs. Loveday.


  ‘I never saw rockets before,’ murmured Anne, recovering from her surprise.


  Mrs. Loveday presently spoke again. ‘I wonder what has become of Bob?’


  Anne did not reply, being much exercised in trying to get her hand away from the one that imprisoned it; and whatever the miller thought he kept to himself, because it disturbed his smoking to speak.


  Another batch of rockets went up. ‘O I never!’ said Anne, in a half-suppressed tone, springing in her chair. A second hand had with the rise of the rockets leapt round her waist.


  ‘Poor girl, you certainly must have change of scene at this rate,’ said Mrs. Loveday.


  ‘I suppose I must,’ murmured the dutiful daughter.


  For some minutes nothing further occurred to disturb Anne’s serenity. Then a slow, quiet ‘a-hem’ came from the obscurity of the apartment.


  ‘What, Bob? How long have you been there?’ inquired Mrs. Loveday.


  ‘Not long,’ said the lieutenant coolly. ‘I heard you were all here, and crept up quietly, not to disturb ye.’


  ‘Why don’t you wear heels to your shoes like Christian people, and not creep about so like a cat?’


  ‘Well, it keeps your floors clean to go slip-shod.’


  ‘That’s true.’


  Meanwhile Anne was gently but firmly trying to pull Bob’s arm from her waist, her distressful difficulty being that in freeing her waist she enslaved her hand, and in getting her hand free she enslaved her waist. Finding the struggle a futile one, owing to the invisibility of her antagonist, and her wish to keep its nature secret from the other two, she arose, and saying that she did not care to see any more, felt her way downstairs. Bob followed, leaving Loveday and his wife to themselves.


  ‘Dear Anne,’ he began, when he had got down, and saw her in the candle-light of the large room. But she adroitly passed out at the other door, at which he took a candle and followed her to the small room. ‘Dear Anne, do let me speak,’ he repeated, as soon as the rays revealed her figure. But she passed into the bakehouse before he could say more; whereupon he perseveringly did the same. Looking round for her here he perceived her at the end of the room, where there were no means of exit whatever.


  ‘Dear Anne,’ he began again, setting down the candle, ‘you must try to forgive me; really you must. I love you the best of anybody in the wide, wide world. Try to forgive me; come!’ And he imploringly took her hand.


  Anne’s bosom began to surge and fall like a small tide, her eyes remaining fixed upon the floor; till, when Loveday ventured to draw her slightly towards him, she burst out crying. ‘I don’t like you, Bob; I don’t!’ she suddenly exclaimed between her sobs. ‘I did once, but I don’t now—I can’t, I can’t; you have been very cruel to me!’ She violently turned away, weeping.


  ‘I have, I have been terribly bad, I know,’ answered Bob, conscience-stricken by her grief. ‘But—if you could only forgive me—I promise that I’ll never do anything to grieve ’ee again. Do you forgive me, Anne?’


  Anne’s only reply was crying and shaking her head.


  ‘Let’s make it up. Come, say we have made it up, dear.’


  She withdrew her hand, and still keeping her eyes buried in her handkerchief, said ‘No.’


  ‘Very well, then!’ exclaimed Bob, with sudden determination. ‘Now I know my doom! And whatever you hear of as happening to me, mind this, you cruel girl, that it is all your causing!’ Saying this he strode with a hasty tread across the room into the passage and out at the door, slamming it loudly behind him.


  Anne suddenly looked up from her handkerchief, and stared with round wet eyes and parted lips at the door by which he had gone. Having remained with suspended breath in this attitude for a few seconds she turned round, bent her head upon the table, and burst out weeping anew with thrice the violence of the former time. It really seemed now as if her grief would overwhelm her, all the emotions which had been suppressed, bottled up, and concealed since Bob’s return having made themselves a sluice at last.


  But such things have their end; and left to herself in the large, vacant, old apartment, she grew quieter, and at last calm. At length she took the candle and ascended to her bedroom, where she bathed her eyes and looked in the glass to see if she had made herself a dreadful object. It was not so bad as she had expected, and she went downstairs again.


  Nobody was there, and, sitting down, she wondered what Bob had really meant by his words. It was too dreadful to think that he intended to go straight away to sea without seeing her again, and frightened at what she had done she waited anxiously for his return.


  ♣


  XL.


  A Call on Business


  Her suspense was interrupted by a very gentle tapping at the door, and then the rustle of a hand over its surface, as if searching for the latch in the dark. The door opened a few inches, and the alabaster face of Uncle Benjy appeared in the slit.


  ‘O, Squire Derriman, you frighten me!’


  ‘All alone?’ he asked in a whisper.


  ‘My mother and Mr. Loveday are somewhere about the house.’


  ‘That will do,’ he said, coming forward. ‘I be wherrited out of my life, and I have thought of you again—you yourself, dear Anne, and not the miller. If you will only take this and lock it up for a few days till I can find another good place for it—if you only would!’ And he breathlessly deposited the tin box on the table.


  ‘What, obliged to dig it up from the cellar?’


  ‘Ay; my nephew hath a scent of the place—how, I don’t know! but he and a young woman he’s met with are searching everywhere. I worked like a wire-drawer to get it up and away while they were scraping in the next cellar. Now where could ye put it, dear? ’Tis only a few documents, and my will, and such like you know. Poor soul o’ me, I’m worn out with running and fright!’


  ‘I’ll put it here till I can think of a better place,’ said Anne lifting the box. ‘Dear me, how heavy it is!’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Uncle Benjy hastily; ‘the box is iron, you see. However, take care of it, because I am going to make it worth your while. Ah, you are a good girl, Anne. I wish you was mine!’


  Anne looked at Uncle Benjy. She had known for some time that she possessed all the affection he had to bestow.


  ‘Why do you wish that?’ she said simply.


  ‘Now don’t ye argue with me. Where d’ye put the coffer?’


  ‘Here,’ said Anne, going to the window-seat, which rose as a flap, disclosing a boxed receptacle beneath, as in many old houses.


  ‘’Tis very well for the present,’ he said dubiously, and they dropped the coffer in, Anne locking down the seat and giving him the key. ‘Now I don’t want ye to be on my side for nothing,’ he went on. ‘I never did, now, did I? This is for you.’ He handed her a little packet of paper, which Anne turned over and looked at curiously. ‘I always meant to do it,’ continued Uncle Benjy, gazing at the packet as it lay in her hand, and sighing. ‘Come, open it, my dear; I always meant to do it!’


  She opened it and found twenty new guineas snugly packed within.


  ‘Yes, they are for you. I always meant to do it!’ he said, sighing again.


  ‘But you owe me nothing!’ returned Anne, holding them out.


  ‘Don’t say it!’ cried Uncle Benjy, covering his eyes. ‘Put ’em away…. Well, if you don’t want ’em—But put ’em away, dear Anne; they are for you, because you have kept my counsel. Good-night t’ ’ee. Yes, they are for you.’


  He went a few steps, and turning back added anxiously, ‘You won’t spend ’em in clothes, or waste ’em in fairings, or ornaments of any kind, my dear girl?’


  ‘I will not,’ said Anne. ‘I wish you would have them.’


  ‘No, no,’ said Uncle Benjy, rushing off to escape their shine. But he had got no further than the passage when he returned again.


  ‘And you won’t lend ’em to anybody, or put ’em into the bank—for no bank is safe in these troublous times? … If I was you I’d keep them exactly as they be, and not spend ’em on any account. Shall I lock them into my box for ye?’


  ‘Certainly,’ said she; and the farmer rapidly unlocked the window-bench, opened the box, and locked them in.


  ‘’Tis much the best plan,’ he said with great satisfaction as he returned the keys to his pocket. ‘There they will always be safe, you see, and you won’t be exposed to temptation.’


  When the old man had been gone a few minutes, the miller and his wife came in, quite unconscious of all that had passed. Anne’s anxiety about Bob was again uppermost now, and she spoke but meagrely of old Derriman’s visit, and nothing of what he had left. She would fain have asked them if they knew where Bob was, but that she did not wish to inform them of the rupture. She was forced to admit to herself that she had somewhat tried his patience, and that impulsive men had been known to do dark things with themselves at such times.


  They sat down to supper, the clock ticked rapidly on, and at length the miller said, ‘Bob is later than usual. Where can he be?’


  As they both looked at her, she could no longer keep the secret.


  ‘It is my fault,’ she cried; ‘I have driven him away! What shall I do?’


  The nature of the quarrel was at once guessed, and her two elders said no more. Anne rose and went to the front door, where she listened for every sound with a palpitating heart. Then she went in; then she went out: and on one occasion she heard the miller say, ‘I wonder what hath passed between Bob and Anne. I hope the chap will come home.’


  Just about this time light footsteps were heard without, and Bob bounced into the passage. Anne, who stood back in the dark while he passed, followed him into the room, where her mother and the miller were on the point of retiring to bed, candle in hand.


  ‘I have kept ye up, I fear,’ began Bob cheerily, and apparently without the faintest recollection of his tragic exit from the house. ‘But the truth on’t is, I met with Fess Derriman at the “Duke of York” as I went from here, and there we have been playing Put ever since, not noticing how the time was going. I haven’t had a good chat with the fellow for years and years, and really he is an out and out good comrade—a regular hearty! Poor fellow, he’s been very badly used. I never heard the rights of the story till now; but it seems that old uncle of his treats him shamefully. He has been hiding away his money, so that poor Fess might not have a farthing, till at last the young man has turned, like any other worm, and is now determined to ferret out what he has done with it. The poor young chap hadn’t a farthing of ready money till I lent him a couple of guineas—a thing I never did more willingly in my life. But the man was very honourable. “No; no,” says he, “don’t let me deprive ’ee.” He’s going to marry, and what may you think he is going to do it for?’


  ‘For love, I hope,’ said Anne’s mother.


  ‘For money, I suppose, since he’s so short,’ said the miller.


  ‘No,’ said Bob, ‘for spite. He has been badly served—deuced badly served—by a woman. I never heard of a more heartless case in my life. The poor chap wouldn’t mention names, but it seems this young woman has trifled with him in all manner of cruel ways—pushed him into the river, tried to steal his horse when he was called out to defend his country—in short, served him rascally. So I gave him the two guineas and said, “Now let’s drink to the hussy’s downfall!”’


  ‘O!’ said Anne, having approached behind him.


  Bob turned and saw her, and at the same moment Mr. and Mrs. Loveday discreetly retired by the other door.


  ‘Is it peace?’ he asked tenderly.


  ‘O yes,’ she anxiously replied. ‘I—didn’t mean to make you think I had no heart.’ At this Bob inclined his countenance towards hers. ‘No,’ she said, smiling through two incipient tears as she drew back. ‘You are to show good behaviour for six months, and you must promise not to frighten me again by running off when I—show you how badly you have served me.’


  ‘I am yours obedient—in anything,’ cried Bob, ‘But am I pardoned?’


  Youth is foolish; and does a woman often let her reasoning in favour of the worthier stand in the way of her perverse desire for the less worthy at such times as these? She murmured some soft words, ending with ‘Do you repent?’


  It would be superfluous to transcribe Bob’s answer.


  Footsteps were heard without.


  ‘O begad; I forgot!’ said Bob. ‘He’s waiting out there for a light.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘My friend Derriman.’


  ‘But, Bob, I have to explain.’


  But Festus had by this time entered the lobby, and Anne, with a hasty ‘Get rid of him at once!’ vanished upstairs.


  Here she waited and waited, but Festus did not seem inclined to depart; and at last, foreboding some collision of interests from Bob’s new friendship for this man, she crept into a storeroom which was over the apartment into which Loveday and Festus had gone. By looking through a knot-hole in the floor it was easy to command a view of the room beneath, this being unceiled, with moulded beams and rafters.


  Festus had sat down on the hollow window-bench, and was continuing the statement of his wrongs. ‘If he only knew what he was sitting upon,’ she thought apprehensively, ‘how easily he could tear up the flap, lock and all, with his strong arm, and seize upon poor Uncle Benjy’s possessions!’ But he did not appear to know, unless he were acting, which was just possible. After a while he rose, and going to the table lifted the candle to light his pipe. At the moment when the flame began diving into the bowl the door noiselessly opened and a figure slipped across the room to the window-bench, hastily unlocked it, withdrew the box, and beat a retreat. Anne in a moment recognized the ghostly intruder as Festus Derriman’s uncle. Before he could get out of the room Festus set down the candle and turned.


  ‘What—Uncle Benjy—haw, haw! Here at this time of night?’


  Uncle Benjy’s eyes grew paralyzed, and his mouth opened and shut like a frog’s in a drought, the action producing no sound.


  ‘What have we got here—a tin box—the box of boxes? Why, I’ll carry it for ’ee, uncle!—I am going home.’


  ‘N—no—no, thanky, Festus: it is n—n—not heavy at all, thanky,’ gasped the squireen.


  ‘O but I must,’ said Festus, pulling at the box.


  ‘Don’t let him have it, Bob!’ screamed the excited Anne through the hole in the floor.


  ‘No, don’t let him!’ cried the uncle. ‘’Tis a plot—there’s a woman at the window waiting to help him!’


  Anne’s eyes flew to the window, and she saw Matilda’s face pressed against the pane.


  Bob, though he did not know whence Anne’s command proceeded, obeyed with alacrity, pulled the box from the two relatives, and placed it on the table beside him.


  ‘Now, look here, hearties; what’s the meaning o’ this?’ he said.


  ‘He’s trying to rob me of all I possess!’ cried the old man. ‘My heart-strings seem as if they were going crack, crack, crack!’


  At this instant the miller in his shirt-sleeves entered the room, having got thus far in his undressing when he heard the noise. Bob and Festus turned to him to explain; and when the latter had had his say Bob added, ‘Well, all I know is that this box’—here he stretched out his hand to lay it upon the lid for emphasis. But as nothing but thin air met his fingers where the box had been, he turned, and found that the box had gone, Uncle Benjy having vanished also.


  Festus, with an imprecation, hastened to the door, but though the night was not dark Farmer Derriman and his burden were nowhere to be seen. On the bridge Festus joined a shadowy female form, and they went along the road together, followed for some distance by Bob, lest they should meet with and harm the old man. But the precaution was unnecessary: nowhere on the road was there any sign of Farmer Derriman, or of the box that belonged to him. When Bob re-entered the house Anne and Mrs. Loveday had joined the miller downstairs, and then for the first time he learnt who had been the heroine of Festus’s lamentable story, with many other particulars of that yeoman’s history which he had never before known, known. Bob swore that he would not speak to the traitor again, and the family retired.


  The escape of old Mr. Derriman from the annoyances of his nephew not only held good for that night, but for next day, and for ever. Just after dawn on the following morning a labouring man, who was going to his work, saw the old farmer and landowner leaning over a rail in a mead near his house, apparently engaged in contemplating the water of a brook before him. Drawing near, the man spoke, but Uncle Benjy did not reply. His head was hanging strangely, his body being supported in its erect position entirely by the rail that passed under each arm. On after-examination it was found that Uncle Benjy’s poor withered heart had cracked and stopped its beating from damages inflicted on it by the excitements of his life, and of the previous night in particular. The unconscious carcass was little more than a light empty husk, dry and fleshless as that of a dead heron found on a moor in January.


  But the tin box was not discovered with or near him. It was searched for all the week, and all the month. The mill-pond was dragged, quarries were examined, woods were threaded, rewards were offered; but in vain.


  At length one day in the spring, when the mill-house was about to be cleaned throughout, the chimney-board of Anne’s bedroom, concealing a yawning fire-place, had to be taken down. In the chasm behind it stood the missing deed-box of Farmer Derriman.


  Many were the conjectures as to how it had got there. Then Anne remembered that on going to bed on the night of the collision between Festus and his uncle in the room below, she had seen mud on the carpet of her room, and the miller remembered that he had seen footprints on the back staircase. The solution of the mystery seemed to be that the late Uncle Benjy, instead of running off from the house with his box, had doubled on getting out of the front door, entered at the back, deposited his box in Anne’s chamber where it was found, and then leisurely pursued his way home at the heels of Festus, intending to tell Anne of his trick the next day—an intention that was for ever frustrated by the stroke of death.


  Mr. Derriman’s solicitor was a Casterbridge man, and Anne placed the box in his hands. Uncle Benjy’s will was discovered within; and by his testament Anne’s queer old friend appointed her sole executrix of his said will, and, more than that, gave and bequeathed to the same young lady all his real and personal estate, with the solitary exception of five small freehold houses in a back street in Budmouth, which were devised to his nephew Festus, as a sufficient property to maintain him decently, without affording any margin for extravagances. Oxwell Hall, with its muddy quadrangle, archways, mullioned windows, cracked battlements, and weed-grown garden, passed with the rest into the hands of Anne.


  ♣


  XLI.


  John Marches into the Night


  During this exciting time John Loveday seldom or never appeared at the mill. With the recall of Bob, in which he had been sole agent, his mission seemed to be complete.


  One mid-day, before Anne had made any change in her manner of living on account of her unexpected acquisition, Lieutenant Bob came in rather suddenly. He had been to Budmouth, and announced to the arrested senses of the family that the ——th Dragoons were ordered to join Sir Arthur Wellesley in the Peninsula.


  These tidings produced a great impression on the household. John had been so long in the neighbourhood, either at camp or in barracks, that they had almost forgotten the possibility of his being sent away; and they now began to reflect upon the singular infrequency of his calls since his brother’s return. There was not much time, however, for reflection, if they wished to make the most of John’s farewell visit, which was to be paid the same evening, the departure of the regiment being fixed for next day. A hurried valedictory supper was prepared during the afternoon, and shortly afterwards John arrived.


  He seemed to be more thoughtful and a trifle paler than of old, but beyond these traces, which might have been due to the natural wear and tear of time, he showed no signs of gloom. On his way through the town that morning a curious little incident had occurred to him. He was walking past one of the churches when a wedding-party came forth, the bride and bridegroom being Matilda and Festus Derriman. At sight of the trumpet-major the yeoman had glared triumphantly; Matilda, on her part, had winked at him slily, as much as to say—. But what she meant heaven knows; the trumpet-major did not trouble himself to think, and passed on without returning the mark of confidence with which she had favoured him.


  Soon after John’s arrival at the mill several of his friends dropped in for the same purpose of bidding adieu. They were mostly the men who had been entertained there on the occasion of the regiment’s advent on the down, when Anne and her mother were coaxed in to grace the party by their superior presence; and the soldiers’ well-trained, gallant manners were such as to make them interesting visitors now as at all times. For it was a period when romance had not so greatly faded out of military life as it has done in these days of short service, heterogeneous mixing, and transient campaigns; when the esprit de corps was strong, and long experience stamped noteworthy professional characteristics even on rank and file; while the miller’s visitors had the additional advantage of being picked men.


  They could not stay so long to-night as on that earlier and more cheerful occasion, and the final adieus were spoken at an early hour. It was no mere playing at departure, as when they had gone to Exonbury barracks, and there was a warm and prolonged shaking of hands all round.


  ‘You’ll wish the poor fellows good-bye?’ said Bob to Anne, who had not come forward for that purpose like the rest. ‘They are going away, and would like to have your good word.’


  She then shyly advanced, and every man felt that he must make some pretty speech as he shook her by the hand.


  ‘Good-bye! May you remember us as long as it makes ’ee happy, and forget us as soon as it makes ’ee sad,’ said Sergeant Brett.


  ‘Good-night! Health, wealth, and long life to ’ee!’ said Sergeant-major Wills, taking her hand from Brett.


  ‘I trust to meet ’ee again as the wife of a worthy man,’ said Trumpeter Buck.


  ‘We’ll drink your health throughout the campaign, and so good-bye t’ee,’ said Saddler-sergeant Jones, raising her hand to his lips.


  Three others followed with similar remarks, to each of which Anne blushingly replied as well as she could, wishing them a prosperous voyage, easy conquest, and a speedy return.


  But, alas, for that! Battles and skirmishes, advances and retreats, fevers and fatigues, told hard on Anne’s gallant friends in the coming time. Of the seven upon whom these wishes were bestowed, five, including the trumpet-major, were dead men within the few following years, and their bones left to moulder in the land of their campaigns.


  John lingered behind. When the others were outside, expressing a final farewell to his father, Bob, and Mrs. Loveday, he came to Anne, who remained within.


  ‘But I thought you were going to look in again before leaving?’ she said gently.


  ‘No; I find I cannot. Good-bye!’


  ‘John,’ said Anne, holding his right hand in both hers, ‘I must tell you something. You were wise in not taking me at my word that day. I was greatly mistaken about myself. Gratitude is not love, though I wanted to make it so for the time. You don’t call me thoughtless for what I did?’


  ‘My dear Anne,’ said John, with more gaiety than truthfulness, ‘don’t let yourself be troubled! What happens is for the best. Soldiers love here to-day and there to-morrow. Who knows that you won’t hear of my attentions to some Spanish maid before a month is gone by? ’Tis the way of us, you know; a soldier’s heart is not worth a week’s purchase—ha, ha! Good-bye, good-bye!’


  Anne felt the expediency of his manner, received the affectation as real, and smiled her reply, not knowing that the adieu was for evermore. Then with a tear in his eye he went out of the door, where he bade farewell to the miller, Mrs. Loveday, and Bob, who said at parting, ‘It’s all right, Jack, my dear fellow. After a coaxing that would have been enough to win three ordinary Englishwomen, five French, and ten Mulotters, she has to-day agreed to bestow her hand upon me at the end of six months. Good-bye, Jack, good-bye!’


  The candle held by his father shed its waving light upon John’s face and uniform as with a farewell smile he turned on the doorstone, backed by the black night; and in another moment he had plunged into the darkness, the ring of his smart step dying away upon the bridge as he joined his companions-in-arms, and went off to blow his trumpet till silenced for ever upon one of the bloody battle-fields of Spain.


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface.


  The changing of the old order in country manors and mansions may be slow or sudden, may have many issues romantic or otherwise, its romantic issues being not necessarily restricted to a change back to the original order; though this admissible instance appears to have been the only romance formerly recognized by novelists as possible in the case. Whether the following production be a picture of other possibilities or not, its incidents may be taken to be fairly well supported by evidence every day forthcoming in most counties.


  The writing of the tale was rendered memorable to two persons, at least, by a tedious illness of five months that laid hold of the author soon after the story was begun in a well-known magazine; during which period the narrative had to be strenuously continued by dictation to a predetermined cheerful ending.


  As some of these novels of Wessex life address themselves more especially to readers into whose souls the iron has entered, and whose years have less pleasure in them now than heretofore, so “A Laodicean” may perhaps help to while away an idle afternoon of the comfortable ones whose lines have fallen to them in pleasant places; above all, of that large and happy section of the reading public which has not yet reached ripeness of years; those to whom marriage is the pilgrim’s Eternal City, and not a milestone on the way.


  January 1896.


  P.S.—“A Laodicean” was first published in 1881, in three volumes. Looking over the novel at the present much later date, I hazard the conjecture that its sites, mileages, and architectural details can hardly seem satisfactory to the investigating topographist, so appreciable a proportion of these features being but the baseless fabrics of a vision.


  However, there may remain a compensation of another sort in the character of Paula, who, on renewed acquaintance, leads me to think her individualized with some clearness, and really lovable, though she is of that reserved disposition which is the most difficult of all dispositions to depict, and tantalized the writer by eluding his grasp for some time.


  T. H.


  October 1912.


  ♣


  Book the First


  George Somerset


  I


  The sun blazed down and down, till it was within half-an-hour of its setting; but the sketcher still lingered at his occupation of measuring and copying the chevroned doorway, a bold and quaint example of a transitional style of architecture, which formed the tower entrance to an English village church. The graveyard being quite open on its western side, the tweed-clad figure of the young draughtsman, and the tall mass of antique masonry which rose above him to a battlemented parapet, were fired to a great brightness by the solar rays, that crossed the neighbouring mead like a warp of gold threads, in whose mazes groups of equally lustrous gnats danced and wailed incessantly.


  He was so absorbed in his pursuit that he did not mark the brilliant chromatic effect of which he composed the central feature, till it was brought home to his intelligence by the warmth of the moulded stonework under his touch when measuring; which led him at length to turn his head and gaze on its cause.


  There are few in whom the sight of a sunset does not beget as much meditative melancholy as contemplative pleasure, the human decline and death that it illustrates being too obvious to escape the notice of the simplest observer. The sketcher, as if he had been brought to this reflection many hundreds of times before by the same spectacle, showed that he did not wish to pursue it just now, by turning away his face after a few moments, to resume his architectural studies.


  He took his measurements carefully, and as if he reverenced the old workers whose trick he was endeavouring to acquire six hundred years after the original performance had ceased and the performers passed into the unseen. By means of a strip of lead called a leaden tape, which he pressed around and into the fillets and hollows with his finger and thumb, he transferred the exact contour of each moulding to his drawing, that lay on a sketching-stool a few feet distant; where were also a sketching-block, a small T-square, a bow-pencil, and other mathematical instruments. When he had marked down the line thus fixed, he returned to the doorway to copy another as before.


  It being the month of August, when the pale face of the townsman and the stranger is to be seen among the brown skins of remotest uplanders, not only in England, but throughout the temperate zone, few of the homeward-bound labourers paused to notice him further than by a momentary turn of the head. They had beheld such gentlemen before, not exactly measuring the church so accurately as this one seemed to be doing, but painting it from a distance, or at least walking round the mouldy pile. At the same time the present visitor, even exteriorly, was not altogether commonplace. His features were good, his eyes of the dark deep sort called eloquent by the sex that ought to know, and with that ray of light in them which announces a heart susceptible to beauty of all kinds,—in woman, in art, and in inanimate nature. Though he would have been broadly characterized as a young man, his face bore contradictory testimonies to his precise age. This was conceivably owing to a too dominant speculative activity in him, which, while it had preserved the emotional side of his constitution, and with it the significant flexuousness of mouth and chin, had played upon his forehead and temples till, at weary moments, they exhibited some traces of being over-exercised. A youthfulness about the mobile features, a mature forehead—though not exactly what the world has been familiar with in past ages—is now growing common; and with the advance of juvenile introspection it probably must grow commoner still. Briefly, he had more of the beauty—if beauty it ought to be called—of the future human type than of the past; but not so much as to make him other than a nice young man.


  His build was somewhat slender and tall; his complexion, though a little browned by recent exposure, was that of a man who spent much of his time indoors. Of beard he had but small show, though he was as innocent as a Nazarite of the use of the razor; but he possessed a moustache all-sufficient to hide the subtleties of his mouth, which could thus be tremulous at tender moments without provoking inconvenient criticism.


  Owing to his situation on high ground, open to the west, he remained enveloped in the lingering aureate haze till a time when the eastern part of the churchyard was in obscurity, and damp with rising dew. When it was too dark to sketch further he packed up his drawing, and, beckoning to a lad who had been idling by the gate, directed him to carry the stool and implements to a roadside inn which he named, lying a mile or two ahead. The draughtsman leisurely followed the lad out of the churchyard, and along a lane in the direction signified.


  The spectacle of a summer traveller from London sketching mediæval details in these neo-Pagan days, when a lull has come over the study of English Gothic architecture, through a re-awakening to the art-forms of times that more nearly neighbour our own, is accounted for by the fact that George Somerset, son of the Academician of that name, was a man of independent tastes and excursive instincts, who unconsciously, and perhaps unhappily, took greater pleasure in floating in lonely currents of thought than with the general tide of opinion. When quite a lad, in the days of the French-Gothic mania which immediately succeeded to the great English-pointed revival under Britton, Pugin, Rickman, Scott, and other mediævalists, he had crept away from the fashion to admire what was good in Palladian and Renaissance. As soon as Jacobean, Queen Anne, and kindred accretions of decayed styles began to be popular, he purchased such old-school works as Revett and Stuart, Chambers, and the like, and worked diligently at the Five Orders; till quite bewildered on the question of style, he concluded that all styles were extinct, and with them all architecture as a living art. Somerset was not old enough at that time to know that, in practice, art had at all times been as full of shifts and compromises as every other mundane thing; that ideal perfection was never achieved by Greek, Goth or Hebrew Jew, and never would be; and thus he was thrown into a mood of disgust with his profession, from which mood he was only delivered by recklessly abandoning these studies and indulging in an old enthusiasm for poetical literature. For two whole years he did nothing but write verse in every conceivable metre, and on every conceivable subject, from Wordsworthian sonnets on the singing of his tea-kettle to epic fragments on the Fall of Empires. His discovery at the age of five-and-twenty that these inspired works were not jumped at by the publishers with all the eagerness they deserved, coincided in point of time with a severe hint from his father that unless he went on with his legitimate profession he might have to look elsewhere than at home for an allowance. Mr. Somerset junior then awoke to realities, became intently practical, rushed back to his dusty drawing-boards, and worked up the styles anew, with a view of regularly starting in practice on the first day of the following January.


  It is an old story, and perhaps only deserves the light tone in which the soaring of a young man into the empyrean, and his descent again, is always narrated. But as has often been said, the light and the truth may be on the side of the dreamer: a far wider view than the wise ones have may be his at that recalcitrant time, and his reduction to common measure be nothing less than a tragic event. The operation called lunging, in which a haltered colt is made to trot round and round a horsebreaker who holds the rope, till the beholder grows dizzy in looking at them, is a very unhappy one for the animal concerned. During its progress the colt springs upwards, across the circle, stops, flies over the turf with the velocity of a bird, and indulges in all sorts of graceful antics; but he always ends in one way—thanks to the knotted whipcord—in a level trot round the lunger with the regularity of a horizontal wheel, and in the loss for ever to his character of the bold contours which the fine hand of Nature gave it. Yet the process is considered to be the making of him.


  Whether Somerset became permanently made under the action of the inevitable lunge, or whether he lapsed into mere dabbling with the artistic side of his profession only, it would be premature to say; but at any rate it was his contrite return to architecture as a calling that sent him on the sketching excursion under notice. Feeling that something still was wanting to round off his knowledge before he could take his professional line with confidence, he was led to remember that his own native Gothic was the one form of design that he had totally neglected from the beginning, through its having greeted him with wearisome iteration at the opening of his career. Now it had again returned to silence; indeed—such is the surprising instability of art ‘principles’ as they are facetiously called—it was just as likely as not to sink into the neglect and oblivion which had been its lot in Georgian times. This accident of being out of vogue lent English Gothic an additional charm to one of his proclivities; and away he went to make it the business of a summer circuit in the west.


  The quiet time of evening, the secluded neighbourhood, the unusually gorgeous liveries of the clouds packed in a pile over that quarter of the heavens in which the sun had disappeared, were such as to make a traveller loiter on his walk. Coming to a stile after two or three miles’ leisurely progress, Somerset mounted himself on the top bar, to imbibe the spirit of the scene and hour. The evening was so still that every trifling sound could be heard for miles. There was the rattle of a returning waggon, mixed with the smacks of the waggoner’s whip: the team must have been at least three miles off. From far over the hill came the faint periodic yell of kennelled hounds; while from the nearest village resounded the voices of boys at play in the twilight. Then a powerful clock struck the hour; it was not from the direction of any church, but rather from the wood behind him; and he thought it must be the clock of some mansion that way.


  But the mind of man cannot always be forced to take up subjects by the pressure of their material presence, and Somerset’s thoughts were often, to his great loss, apt to be even more than common truants from the tones and images that met his outer senses on walks and rides. He would sometimes go quietly through the queerest, gayest, most extraordinary town in Europe, and let it alone, provided it did not meddle with him by its beggars, beauties, innkeepers, police, coachmen, mongrels, bad smells, and such like obstructions. This feat of questionable utility he began performing now. Sitting on the three inch ash rail that had been peeled and polished like glass by the rubbings of all the small-clothes in the parish, he forgot the time, the place, forgot that it was August—in short, everything of the present altogether. His mind flew back to his past life, and deplored the waste of time that had resulted from his not having been able to make up his mind which of the many fashions of art that were coming and going in kaleidoscopic change was the true point of departure for himself. He had suffered from the modern malady of unlimited appreciativeness as much as any living man of his own age. Dozens of his fellows in years and experience, who had never thought specially of the matter, but had blunderingly applied themselves to whatever form of art confronted them at the moment of their making a move, were by this time acquiring renown as new lights; while he was still unknown. He wished that some accident could have hemmed in his eyes between inexorable blinkers, and sped him on in a channel ever so worn.


  Thus balanced between believing and not believing in his own future, he was recalled to the scene without by hearing the notes of a familiar hymn, rising in subdued harmonies from a valley below. He listened more heedfully. It was his old friend the ‘New Sabbath,’ which he had never once heard since the lisping days of childhood, and whose existence, much as it had then been to him, he had till this moment quite forgotten. Where the ‘New Sabbath’ had kept itself all these years—why that sound and hearty melody had disappeared from all the cathedrals, parish churches, minsters and chapels-of-ease that he had been acquainted with during his apprenticeship to life, and until his ways had become irregular and uncongregational—he could not, at first, say. But then he recollected that the tune appertained to the old west-gallery period of church-music, anterior to the great choral reformation and the rule of Monk—that old time when the repetition of a word, or half-line of a verse, was not considered a disgrace to an ecclesiastical choir.


  Willing to be interested in anything which would keep him out-of-doors, Somerset dismounted from the stile and descended the hill before him, to learn whence the singing proceeded.


  ♣


  II


  He found that it had its origin in a building standing alone in a field; and though the evening was not yet dark without, lights shone from the windows. In a few moments Somerset stood before the edifice. Being just then en rapport with ecclesiasticism by reason of his recent occupation, he could not help murmuring, ‘Shade of Pugin, what a monstrosity!’


  Perhaps this exclamation (rather out of date since the discovery that Pugin himself often nodded amazingly) would not have been indulged in by Somerset but for his new architectural resolves, which caused professional opinions to advance themselves officiously to his lips whenever occasion offered. The building was, in short, a recently-erected chapel of red brick, with pseudo-classic ornamentation, and the white regular joints of mortar could be seen streaking its surface in geometrical oppressiveness from top to bottom. The roof was of blue slate, clean as a table, and unbroken from gable to gable; the windows were glazed with sheets of plate glass, a temporary iron stove-pipe passing out near one of these, and running up to the height of the ridge, where it was finished by a covering like a parachute. Walking round to the end, he perceived an oblong white stone let into the wall just above the plinth, on which was inscribed in deep letters:—


  
    Erected 187—,


    at the sole expense of


    JOHN POWER, Esq., M.P.

  


  The ‘New Sabbath’ still proceeded line by line, with all the emotional swells and cadences that had of old characterized the tune: and the body of vocal harmony that it evoked implied a large congregation within, to whom it was plainly as familiar as it had been to church-goers of a past generation. With a whimsical sense of regret at the secession of his once favourite air Somerset moved away, and would have quite withdrawn from the field had he not at that moment observed two young men with pitchers of water coming up from a stream hard by, and hastening with their burdens into the chapel vestry by a side door. Almost as soon as they had entered they emerged again with empty pitchers, and proceeded to the stream to fill them as before, an operation which they repeated several times. Somerset went forward to the stream, and waited till the young men came out again.


  ‘You are carrying in a great deal of water,’ he said, as each dipped his pitcher.


  One of the young men modestly replied, ‘Yes: we filled the cistern this morning; but it leaks, and requires a few pitcherfuls more.’


  ‘Why do you do it?’


  ‘There is to be a baptism, sir.’


  Somerset was not sufficiently interested to develop a further conversation, and observing them in silence till they had again vanished into the building, he went on his way. Reaching the brow of the hill he stopped and looked back. The chapel was still in view, and the shades of night having deepened, the lights shone from the windows yet more brightly than before. A few steps further would hide them and the edifice, and all that belonged to it from his sight, possibly for ever. There was something in the thought which led him to linger. The chapel had neither beauty, quaintness, nor congeniality to recommend it: the dissimilitude between the new utilitarianism of the place and the scenes of venerable Gothic art which had occupied his daylight hours could not well be exceeded. But Somerset, as has been said, was an instrument of no narrow gamut: he had a key for other touches than the purely æsthetic, even on such an excursion as this. His mind was arrested by the intense and busy energy which must needs belong to an assembly that required such a glare of light to do its religion by; in the heaving of that tune there was an earnestness which made him thoughtful, and the shine of those windows he had characterized as ugly reminded him of the shining of the good deed in a naughty world. The chapel and its shabby plot of ground, from which the herbage was all trodden away by busy feet, had a living human interest that the numerous minsters and churches knee-deep in fresh green grass, visited by him during the foregoing week, had often lacked. Moreover, there was going to be a baptism: that meant the immersion of a grown-up person; and he had been told that Baptists were serious people and that the scene was most impressive. What manner of man would it be who on an ordinary plodding and bustling evening of the nineteenth century could single himself out as one different from the rest of the inhabitants, banish all shyness, and come forward to undergo such a trying ceremony? Who was he that had pondered, gone into solitudes, wrestled with himself, worked up his courage and said, I will do this, though few else will, for I believe it to be my duty?


  Whether on account of these thoughts, or from the circumstance that he had been alone amongst the tombs all day without communion with his kind, he could not tell in after years (when he had good reason to think of the subject); but so it was that Somerset went back, and again stood under the chapel-wall.


  Instead of entering he passed round to where the stove-chimney came through the bricks, and holding on to the iron stay he put his toes on the plinth and looked in at the window. The building was quite full of people belonging to that vast majority of society who are denied the art of articulating their higher emotions, and crave dumbly for a fugleman—respectably dressed working people, whose faces and forms were worn and contorted by years of dreary toil. On a platform at the end of the chapel a haggard man of more than middle age, with grey whiskers ascetically cut back from the fore part of his face so far as to be almost banished from the countenance, stood reading a chapter. Between the minister and the congregation was an open space, and in the floor of this was sunk a tank full of water, which just made its surface visible above the blackness of its depths by reflecting the lights overhead.


  Somerset endeavoured to discover which one among the assemblage was to be the subject of the ceremony. But nobody appeared there who was at all out of the region of commonplace. The people were all quiet and settled; yet he could discern on their faces something more than attention, though it was less than excitement: perhaps it was expectation. And as if to bear out his surmise he heard at that moment the noise of wheels behind him.


  His gaze into the lighted chapel made what had been an evening scene when he looked away from the landscape night itself on looking back; but he could see enough to discover that a brougham had driven up to the side-door used by the young water-bearers, and that a lady in white-and-black half-mourning was in the act of alighting, followed by what appeared to be a waiting-woman carrying wraps. They entered the vestry-room of the chapel, and the door was shut. The service went on as before till at a certain moment the door between vestry and chapel was opened, when a woman came out clothed in an ample robe of flowing white, which descended to her feet. Somerset was unfortunate in his position; he could not see her face, but her gait suggested at once that she was the lady who had arrived just before. She was rather tall than otherwise, and the contour of her head and shoulders denoted a girl in the heyday of youth and activity. His imagination, stimulated by this beginning, set about filling in the meagre outline with most attractive details.


  She stood upon the brink of the pool, and the minister descended the steps at its edge till the soles of his shoes were moistened with the water. He turned to the young candidate, but she did not follow him: instead of doing so she remained rigid as a stone. He stretched out his hand, but she still showed reluctance, till, with some embarrassment, he went back, and spoke softly in her ear.


  She approached the edge, looked into the water, and turned away shaking her head. Somerset could for the first time see her face. Though humanly imperfect, as is every face we see, it was one which made him think that the best in woman-kind no less than the best in psalm-tunes had gone over to the Dissenters. He had certainly seen nobody so interesting in his tour hitherto; she was about twenty or twenty-one—perhaps twenty-three, for years have a way of stealing marches even upon beauty’s anointed. The total dissimilarity between the expression of her lineaments and that of the countenances around her was not a little surprising, and was productive of hypotheses without measure as to how she came there. She was, in fact, emphatically a modern type of maidenhood, and she looked ultra-modern by reason of her environment: a presumably sophisticated being among the simple ones—not wickedly so, but one who knew life fairly well for her age. Her hair, of good English brown, neither light nor dark, was abundant—too abundant for convenience in tying, as it seemed; and it threw off the lamp-light in a hazy lustre. And though it could not be said of her features that this or that was flawless, the nameless charm of them altogether was only another instance of how beautiful a woman can be as a whole without attaining in any one detail to the lines marked out as absolutely correct. The spirit and the life were there: and material shapes could be disregarded.


  Whatever moral characteristics this might be the surface of, enough was shown to assure Somerset that she had some experience of things far removed from her present circumscribed horizon, and could live, and was even at that moment living, a clandestine, stealthy inner life which had very little to do with her outward one. The repression of nearly every external sign of that distress under which Somerset knew, by a sudden intuitive sympathy, that she was labouring, added strength to these convictions.


  ‘And you refuse?’ said the astonished minister, as she still stood immovable on the brink of the pool. He persuasively took her sleeve between his finger and thumb as if to draw her; but she resented this by a quick movement of displeasure, and he released her, seeing that he had gone too far.


  ‘But, my dear lady,’ he said, ‘you promised! Consider your profession, and that you stand in the eyes of the whole church as an exemplar of your faith.’


  ‘I cannot do it!’


  ‘But your father’s memory, miss; his last dying request!’


  ‘I cannot help it,’ she said, turning to get away.


  ‘You came here with the intention to fulfil the Word?’


  ‘But I was mistaken.’


  ‘Then why did you come?’


  She tacitly implied that to be a question she did not care to answer. ‘Please say no more to me,’ she murmured, and hastened to withdraw.


  During this unexpected dialogue (which had reached Somerset’s ears through the open windows) that young man’s feelings had flown hither and thither between minister and lady in a most capricious manner: it had seemed at one moment a rather uncivil thing of her, charming as she was, to give the minister and the water-bearers so much trouble for nothing; the next, it seemed like reviving the ancient cruelties of the ducking-stool to try to force a girl into that dark water if she had not a mind to it. But the minister was not without insight, and he had seen that it would be useless to say more. The crestfallen old man had to turn round upon the congregation and declare officially that the baptism was postponed.


  She passed through the door into the vestry. During the exciting moments of her recusancy there had been a perceptible flutter among the sensitive members of the congregation; nervous Dissenters seeming to be at one with nervous Episcopalians in this at least, that they heartily disliked a scene during service. Calm was restored to their minds by the minister starting a rather long hymn in minims and semibreves, amid the singing of which he ascended the pulpit. His face had a severe and even denunciatory look as he gave out his text, and Somerset began to understand that this meant mischief to the young person who had caused the hitch.


  ‘In the third chapter of Revelation and the fifteenth and following verses, you will find these words:—


  ‘“I know thy works, that thou art neither cold nor hot: I would thou wert cold or hot. So then because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, I will spue thee out of my mouth…. Thou sayest, I am rich, and increased with goods, and have need of nothing; and knowest not that thou art wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, and naked.”’


  The sermon straightway began, and it was soon apparent that the commentary was to be no less forcible than the text. It was also apparent that the words were, virtually, not directed forward in the line in which they were uttered, but through the chink of the vestry-door, that had stood slightly ajar since the exit of the young lady. The listeners appeared to feel this no less than Somerset did, for their eyes, one and all, became fixed upon that vestry door as if they would almost push it open by the force of their gazing. The preacher’s heart was full and bitter; no book or note was wanted by him; never was spontaneity more absolute than here. It was no timid reproof of the ornamental kind, but a direct denunciation, all the more vigorous perhaps from the limitation of mind and language under which the speaker laboured. Yet, fool that he had been made by the candidate, there was nothing acrid in his attack. Genuine flashes of rhetorical fire were occasionally struck by that plain and simple man, who knew what straightforward conduct was, and who did not know the illimitable caprice of a woman’s mind.


  At this moment there was not in the whole chapel a person whose imagination was not centred on what was invisibly taking place within the vestry. The thunder of the minister’s eloquence echoed, of course, through the weak sister’s cavern of retreat no less than round the public assembly. What she was doing inside there—whether listening contritely, or haughtily hastening to put on her things and get away from the chapel and all it contained—was obviously the thought of each member. What changes were tracing themselves upon that lovely face: did it rise to phases of Raffaelesque resignation or sink so low as to flush and frown? was Somerset’s inquiry; and a half-explanation occurred when, during the discourse, the door which had been ajar was gently pushed to.


  Looking on as a stranger it seemed to him more than probable that this young woman’s power of persistence in her unexpected repugnance to the rite was strengthened by wealth and position of some sort, and was not the unassisted gift of nature. The manner of her arrival, and her dignified bearing before the assembly, strengthened the belief. A woman who did not feel something extraneous to her mental self to fall back upon would be so far overawed by the people and the crisis as not to retain sufficient resolution for a change of mind.


  The sermon ended, the minister wiped his steaming face and turned down his cuffs, and nods and sagacious glances went round. Yet many, even of those who had presumably passed the same ordeal with credit, exhibited gentler judgment than the preacher’s on a tergiversation of which they had probably recognized some germ in their own bosoms when in the lady’s situation.


  For Somerset there was but one scene: the imagined scene of the girl herself as she sat alone in the vestry. The fervent congregation rose to sing again, and then Somerset heard a slight noise on his left hand which caused him to turn his head. The brougham, which had retired into the field to wait, was back again at the door: the subject of his rumination came out from the chapel—not in her mystic robe of white, but dressed in ordinary fashionable costume—followed as before by the attendant with other articles of clothing on her arm, including the white gown. Somerset fancied that the younger woman was drying her eyes with her handkerchief, but there was not much time to see: they quickly entered the carriage, and it moved on. Then a cat suddenly mewed, and he saw a white Persian standing forlorn where the carriage had been. The door was opened, the cat taken in, and the carriage drove away.


  The stranger’s girlish form stamped itself deeply on Somerset’s soul. He strolled on his way quite oblivious to the fact that the moon had just risen, and that the landscape was one for him to linger over, especially if there were any Gothic architecture in the line of the lunar rays. The inference was that though this girl must be of a serious turn of mind, wilfulness was not foreign to her composition: and it was probable that her daily doings evinced without much abatement by religion the unbroken spirit and pride of life natural to her age.


  The little village inn at which Somerset intended to pass the night lay a mile further on, and retracing his way up to the stile he rambled along the lane, now beginning to be streaked like a zebra with the shadows of some young trees that edged the road. But his attention was attracted to the other side of the way by a hum as of a night-bee, which arose from the play of the breezes over a single wire of telegraph running parallel with his track on tall poles that had appeared by the road, he hardly knew when, from a branch route, probably leading from some town in the neighbourhood to the village he was approaching. He did not know the population of Sleeping-Green, as the village of his search was called, but the presence of this mark of civilization seemed to signify that its inhabitants were not quite so far in the rear of their age as might be imagined; a glance at the still ungrassed heap of earth round the foot of each post was, however, sufficient to show that it was at no very remote period that they had made their advance.


  Aided by this friendly wire Somerset had no difficulty in keeping his course, till he reached a point in the ascent of a hill at which the telegraph branched off from the road, passing through an opening in the hedge, to strike up a slope, while the road wound round to the left. For a few moments Somerset doubted and stood still. The wire sang on overhead with dying falls and melodious rises that invited him to follow; while above the wire rode the stars in their courses, the low nocturn of the former seeming to be the voices of those stars,


  
    Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubim.

  


  Recalling himself from these reflections Somerset decided to follow the lead of the wire. It was not the first time during his present tour that he had found his way at night by the help of these musical threads which the post-office authorities had erected all over the country for quite another purpose than to guide belated travellers. Plunging with it across the fields he came to a hedgeless road that entered a park or chase, which flourished in all its original wildness. Tufts of rushes and brakes of fern rose from the hollows, and the road was in places half overgrown with green, as if it had not been tended for many years; so much so that, where shaded by trees, he found some difficulty in keeping it. Though he had noticed the remains of a deer-fence further back no deer were visible, and it was scarcely possible that there should be any in the existing state of things: but rabbits were multitudinous, every hillock being dotted with their seated figures till Somerset approached and sent them limping into their burrows. The road next wound round a clump of underwood beside which lay heaps of faggots for burning, and then there appeared against the sky the walls and towers of a castle, half ruin, half residence, standing on an eminence hard by.


  Somerset stopped to examine it. The castle was not exceptionally large, but it had all the characteristics of its most important fellows. Irregular, dilapidated, and muffled in creepers as a great portion of it was, some part—a comparatively modern wing—was inhabited, for a light or two steadily gleamed from some upper windows; in others a reflection of the moon denoted that unbroken glass yet filled their casements. Over all rose abruptly a square solid tower apparently not much injured by wars or weather, and darkened with ivy on one side, wherein wings could be heard flapping uncertainly, as if they belonged to a bird unable to find a proper perch. Hissing noises supervened, and then a hoot, proclaiming that a brood of young owls were residing there in the company of older ones. In spite of the habitable and more modern wing, neglect and decay had set their mark upon the outworks of the pile, unfitting them for a more positive light than that of the present hour.


  He walked up to a modern arch spanning the ditch—now dry and green—over which the drawbridge once had swung. The large door under the porter’s archway was closed and locked. While standing here the singing of the wire, which for the last few minutes he had quite forgotten, again struck upon his ear, and retreating to a convenient place he observed its final course: from the poles amid the trees it leaped across the moat, over the girdling wall, and thence by a tremendous stretch towards a tower which might have been the keep where, to judge by sound, it vanished through an arrow-slit into the interior. This fossil of feudalism, then, was the journey’s-end of the wire, and not the village of Sleeping-Green.


  There was a certain unexpectedness in the fact that the hoary memorial of a stolid antagonism to the interchange of ideas, the monument of hard distinctions in blood and race, of deadly mistrust of one’s neighbour in spite of the Church’s teaching, and of a sublime unconsciousness of any other force than a brute one, should be the goal of a machine which beyond everything may be said to symbolize cosmopolitan views and the intellectual and moral kinship of all mankind. In that light the little buzzing wire had a far finer significance to the student Somerset than the vast walls which neighboured it. But the modern fever and fret which consumes people before they can grow old was also signified by the wire; and this aspect of to-day did not contrast well with the fairer side of feudalism—leisure, light-hearted generosity, intense friendships, hawks, hounds, revels, healthy complexions, freedom from care, and such a living power in architectural art as the world may never again see.


  Somerset withdrew till neither the singing of the wire nor the hisses of the irritable owls could be heard any more. A clock in the castle struck ten, and he recognized the strokes as those he had heard when sitting on the stile. It was indispensable that he should retrace his steps and push across to Sleeping-Green if he wished that night to reach his lodgings, which had been secured by letter at a little inn in the straggling line of roadside houses called by the above name, where his luggage had by this time probably arrived. He had decided to halt in that secluded spot of the reposeful name before he discovered, as he had done within the last hour, that a little town called Markton lay on the other side of the castle, not far from the foot of its slopes. In a quarter of an hour he was again at the point where the wire left the road, and following the highway over a hill he saw the hamlet at his feet.


  ♣


  III


  By half-past ten the next morning Somerset was once more approaching the precincts of the building which had interested him the night before. Referring to his map he had learnt that it bore the name of Stancy Castle or Castle de Stancy; and he had been at once struck with its familiarity, though he had never understood its position in the county, believing it further to the west. If report spoke truly there was some excellent vaulting in the interior, and a change of study from ecclesiastical to secular Gothic was not unwelcome for a while.


  The entrance-gate was open now, and under the archway the outer ward was visible, a great part of it being laid out as a flower-garden. This was in process of clearing from weeds and rubbish by a set of gardeners, and the soil was so encumbered that in rooting out the weeds such few hardy flowers as still remained in the beds were mostly brought up with them. The groove wherein the portcullis had run was as fresh as if only cut yesterday, the very tooling of the stone being visible. Close to this hung a bell-pull formed of a large wooden acorn attached to a vertical rod. Somerset’s application brought a woman from the porter’s door, who informed him that the day before having been the weekly show-day for visitors, it was doubtful if he could be admitted now.


  ‘Who is at home?’ said Somerset.


  ‘Only Miss de Stancy,’ the porteress replied.


  His dread of being considered an intruder was such that he thought at first there was no help for it but to wait till the next week. But he had already through his want of effrontery lost a sight of many interiors, whose exhibition would have been rather a satisfaction to the inmates than a trouble. It was inconvenient to wait; he knew nobody in the neighbourhood from whom he could get an introductory letter: he turned and passed the woman, crossed the ward where the gardeners were at work, over a second and smaller bridge, and up a flight of stone stairs, open to the sky, along whose steps sunburnt Tudor soldiers and other renowned dead men had doubtless many times walked. It led to the principal door on this side. Thence he could observe the walls of the lower court in detail, and the old mosses with which they were padded—mosses that from time immemorial had been burnt brown every summer, and every winter had grown green again. The arrow-slit and the electric wire that entered it, like a worm uneasy at being unearthed, were distinctly visible now. So also was the clock, not, as he had supposed, a chronometer coeval with the fortress itself, but new and shining, and bearing the name of a recent maker.


  The door was opened by a bland, intensely shaven man out of livery, who took Somerset’s name and politely worded request to be allowed to inspect the architecture of the more public portions of the castle. He pronounced the word ‘architecture’ in the tone of a man who knew and practised that art; ‘for,’ he said to himself, ‘if she thinks I am a mere idle tourist, it will not be so well.’


  No such uncomfortable consequences ensued. Miss de Stancy had great pleasure in giving Mr. Somerset full permission to walk through whatever parts of the building he chose.


  He followed the butler into the inner buildings of the fortress, the ponderous thickness of whose walls made itself felt like a physical pressure. An internal stone staircase, ranged round four sides of a square, was next revealed, leading at the top of one flight into a spacious hall, which seemed to occupy the whole area of the tower. From this apartment a corridor floored with black oak led to the more modern wing, where light and air were treated in a less gingerly fashion.


  Here passages were broader than in the oldest portion, and upholstery enlisted in the service of the fine arts hid to a great extent the coldness of the walls.


  Somerset was now left to himself, and roving freely from room to room he found time to inspect the different objects of interest that abounded there. Not all the chambers, even of the habitable division, were in use as dwelling-rooms, though these were still numerous enough for the wants of an ordinary country family. In a long gallery with a coved ceiling of arabesques which had once been gilded, hung a series of paintings representing the past personages of the de Stancy line. It was a remarkable array—even more so on account of the incredibly neglected condition of the canvases than for the artistic peculiarities they exhibited. Many of the frames were dropping apart at their angles, and some of the canvas was so dingy that the face of the person depicted was only distinguishable as the moon through mist. For the colour they had now they might have been painted during an eclipse; while, to judge by the webs tying them to the wall, the spiders that ran up and down their backs were such as to make the fair originals shudder in their graves.


  He wondered how many of the lofty foreheads and smiling lips of this pictorial pedigree could be credited as true reflections of their prototypes. Some were wilfully false, no doubt; many more so by unavoidable accident and want of skill. Somerset felt that it required a profounder mind than his to disinter from the lumber of conventionality the lineaments that really sat in the painter’s presence, and to discover their history behind the curtain of mere tradition.


  The painters of this long collection were those who usually appear in such places; Holbein, Jansen, and Vandyck; Sir Peter, Sir Geoffrey, Sir Joshua, and Sir Thomas. Their sitters, too, had mostly been sirs; Sir William, Sir John, or Sir George de Stancy—some undoubtedly having a nobility stamped upon them beyond that conferred by their robes and orders; and others not so fortunate. Their respective ladies hung by their sides—feeble and watery, or fat and comfortable, as the case might be; also their fathers and mothers-in-law, their brothers and remoter relatives; their contemporary reigning princes, and their intimate friends. Of the de Stancys pure there ran through the collection a mark by which they might surely have been recognized as members of one family; this feature being the upper part of the nose. Every one, even if lacking other points in common, had the special indent at this point in the face—sometimes moderate in degree, sometimes excessive.


  While looking at the pictures—which, though not in his regular line of study, interested Somerset more than the architecture, because of their singular dilapidation—it occurred to his mind that he had in his youth been schoolfellow for a very short time with a pleasant boy bearing a surname attached to one of the paintings—the name of Ravensbury. The boy had vanished he knew not how—he thought he had been removed from school suddenly on account of ill health. But the recollection was vague, and Somerset moved on to the rooms above and below. In addition to the architectural details of which he had as yet obtained but glimpses, there was a great collection of old movables and other domestic art-work—all more than a century old, and mostly lying as lumber. There were suites of tapestry hangings, common and fine; green and scarlet leather-work, on which the gilding was still but little injured; venerable damask curtains; quilted silk table-covers, ebony cabinets, worked satin window-cushions, carved bedsteads, and embroidered bed-furniture which had apparently screened no sleeper for these many years. Downstairs there was also an interesting collection of armour, together with several huge trunks and coffers. A great many of them had been recently taken out and cleaned, as if a long dormant interest in them were suddenly revived. Doubtless they were those which had been used by the living originals of the phantoms that looked down from the frames.


  This excellent hoard of suggestive designs for wood-work, metal-work, and work of other sorts, induced Somerset to divert his studies from the ecclesiastical direction, to acquire some new ideas from the objects here for domestic application. Yet for the present he was inclined to keep his sketch-book closed and his ivory rule folded, and devote himself to a general survey. Emerging from the ground-floor by a small doorway, he found himself on a terrace to the north-west, and on the other side than that by which he had entered. It was bounded by a parapet breast high, over which a view of the distant country and sea met the eye, stretching from the foot of the slope to a distance of many miles. Somerset went and leaned over, and looked down upon the tops of the bushes beneath. The prospect included the village or townlet close at hand, that he had missed seeing on the previous day: and amidst the green lights and shades of the meadows he could discern the red brick chapel whose recalcitrant inmate had so engrossed him.


  Before his attention had long strayed over the incident which romanticized that utilitarian structure, he became aware that he was not the only person who was looking from the terrace towards that point of the compass. At the right-hand corner, in a niche of the curtain-wall, reclined a girlish shape; and asleep on the bench over which she leaned was a white cat—the identical Persian as it seemed—that had been taken into the carriage at the chapel-door.


  Somerset began to muse on the probability or otherwise of the backsliding Baptist and this young lady resulting in one and the same person; and almost without knowing it he found himself deeply hoping for such a unity. The object of his inspection was idly leaning, and this somewhat disguised her figure. It might have been tall or short, curvilinear or angular. She carried a light sunshade which she fitfully twirled until, thrusting it back over her shoulder, her head was revealed sufficiently to show that she wore no hat or bonnet. This token of her being an inmate of the castle, and not a visitor, rather damped his expectations: but he persisted in believing her look towards the chapel must have a meaning in it, till she suddenly stood erect, and revealed herself as short in stature—almost dumpy—at the same time giving him a distinct view of her profile. She was not at all like the heroine of the chapel. He saw the dinted nose of the de Stancys outlined with Holbein shadowlessness against the blue-green of the distant wood. It was not the de Stancy face with all its original specialities: it was, so to speak, a defective reprint of that face: for the nose tried hard to turn up and deal utter confusion to the family shape.


  As for the rest of the countenance, Somerset was obliged to own that it was not beautiful: Nature had done there many things that she ought not to have done, and left undone much that she should have executed. It would have been decidedly plain but for a precious quality which no perfection of chiselling can give when the temperament denies it, and which no facial irregularity can take away—a tender affectionateness which might almost be called yearning; such as is often seen in the women of Correggio when they are painted in profile. But the plain features of Miss de Stancy—who she undoubtedly was—were rather severely handled by Somerset’s judgment owing to his impression of the previous night. A beauty of a sort would have been lent by the flexuous contours of the mobile parts but for that unfortunate condition the poor girl was burdened with, of having to hand on a traditional feature with which she did not find herself otherwise in harmony.


  She glanced at him for a moment, and showed by an imperceptible movement that he had made his presence felt. Not to embarrass her Somerset hastened to withdraw, at the same time that she passed round to the other part of the terrace, followed by the cat, in whom Somerset could imagine a certain denominational cast of countenance, notwithstanding her company. But as white cats are much like each other at a distance, it was reasonable to suppose this creature was not the same one as that possessed by the beauty.


  ♣


  IV


  He descended the stone stairs to a lower story of the castle, in which was a crypt-like hall covered by vaulting of exceptional and massive ingenuity:


  
    ‘Built ere the art was known,


    By pointed aisle and shafted stalk


    The arcades of an alleyed walk


    To emulate in stone.’

  


  It happened that the central pillar whereon the vaults rested, reputed to exhibit some of the most hideous grotesques in England upon its capital, was within a locked door. Somerset was tempted to ask a servant for permission to open it, till he heard that the inner room was temporarily used for plate, the key being kept by Miss de Stancy, at which he said no more. But afterwards the active housemaid redescended the stone steps; she entered the crypt with a bunch of keys in one hand, and in the other a candle, followed by the young lady whom Somerset had seen on the terrace.


  ‘I shall be very glad to unlock anything you may want to see. So few people take any real interest in what is here that we do not leave it open.’


  Somerset expressed his thanks.


  Miss de Stancy, a little to his surprise, had a touch of rusticity in her manner, and that forced absence of reserve which seclusion from society lends to young women more frequently than not. She seemed glad to have something to do; the arrival of Somerset was plainly an event sufficient to set some little mark upon her day. Deception had been written on the faces of those frowning walls in their implying the insignificance of Somerset, when he found them tenanted only by this little woman whose life was narrower than his own.


  ‘We have not been here long,’ continued Miss de Stancy, ‘and that’s why everything is in such a dilapidated and confused condition.’


  Somerset entered the dark store-closet, thinking less of the ancient pillar revealed by the light of the candle than what a singular remark the latter was to come from a member of the family which appeared to have been there five centuries. He held the candle above his head, and walked round, and presently Miss de Stancy came back.


  ‘There is another vault below,’ she said, with the severe face of a young woman who speaks only because it is absolutely necessary. ‘Perhaps you are not aware of it? It was the dungeon: if you wish to go down there too, the servant will show you the way. It is not at all ornamental: rough, unhewn arches and clumsy piers.’


  Somerset thanked her, and would perhaps take advantage of her kind offer when he had examined the spot where he was, if it were not causing inconvenience.


  ‘No; I am sure Paula will be glad to know that anybody thinks it interesting to go down there—which is more than she does herself.’


  Some obvious inquiries were suggested by this, but Somerset said, ‘I have seen the pictures, and have been much struck by them; partly,’ he added, with some hesitation, ‘because one or two of them reminded me of a schoolfellow—I think his name was John Ravensbury?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, almost eagerly. ‘He was my cousin!’


  ‘So that we are not quite strangers?’


  ‘But he is dead now…. He was unfortunate: he was mostly spoken of as “that unlucky boy.” … You know, I suppose, Mr. Somerset, why the paintings are in such a decaying state!—it is owing to the peculiar treatment of the castle during Mr. Wilkins’s time. He was blind; so one can imagine he did not appreciate such things as there are here.’


  ‘The castle has been shut up, you mean?’


  ‘O yes, for many years. But it will not be so again. We are going to have the pictures cleaned, and the frames mended, and the old pieces of furniture put in their proper places. It will be very nice then. Did you see those in the east closet?’


  ‘I have only seen those in the gallery.’


  ‘I will just show you the way to the others, if you would like to see them?’


  They ascended to the room designated the east closet. The paintings here, mostly of smaller size, were in a better condition, owing to the fact that they were hung on an inner wall, and had hence been kept free from damp. Somerset inquired the names and histories of one or two.


  ‘I really don’t quite know,’ Miss de Stancy replied after some thought. ‘But Paula knows, I am sure. I don’t study them much—I don’t see the use of it.’ She swung her sunshade, so that it fell open, and turned it up till it fell shut. ‘I have never been able to give much attention to ancestors,’ she added, with her eyes on the parasol.


  ‘These are your ancestors?’ he asked, for her position and tone were matters which perplexed him. In spite of the family likeness and other details he could scarcely believe this frank and communicative country maiden to be the modern representative of the de Stancys.


  ‘O yes, they certainly are,’ she said, laughing. ‘People say I am like them: I don’t know if I am—well, yes, I know I am: I can see that, of course, any day. But they have gone from my family, and perhaps it is just as well that they should have gone…. They are useless,’ she added, with serene conclusiveness.


  ‘Ah! they have gone, have they?’


  ‘Yes, castle and furniture went together: it was long ago—long before I was born. It doesn’t seem to me as if the place ever belonged to a relative of mine.’


  Somerset corrected his smiling manner to one of solicitude.


  ‘But you live here, Miss de Stancy?’


  ‘Yes—a great deal now; though sometimes I go home to sleep.’


  ‘This is home to you, and not home?’


  ‘I live here with Paula—my friend: I have not been here long, neither has she. For the first six months after her father’s death she did not come here at all.’


  They walked on, gazing at the walls, till the young man said: ‘I fear I may be making some mistake: but I am sure you will pardon my inquisitiveness this once. Who is Paula?’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know! Of course you don’t—local changes don’t get talked of far away. She is the owner of this castle and estate. My father sold it when he was quite a young man, years before I was born, and not long after his father’s death. It was purchased by a man named Wilkins, a rich man who became blind soon after he had bought it, and never lived here; so it was left uncared for.’


  She went out upon the terrace; and without exactly knowing why, Somerset followed.


  ‘Your friend——’


  ‘Has only come here quite recently. She is away from home to-day…. It was very sad,’ murmured the young girl thoughtfully. ‘No sooner had Mr. Power bought it of the representatives of Mr. Wilkins—almost immediately indeed—than he died from a chill caught after a warm bath. On account of that she did not take possession for several months; and even now she has only had a few rooms prepared as a temporary residence till she can think what to do. Poor thing, it is sad to be left alone!’


  Somerset heedfully remarked that he thought he recognized that name Power, as one he had seen lately, somewhere or other.


  ‘Perhaps you have been hearing of her father. Do you know what he was?’


  Somerset did not.


  She looked across the distant country, where undulations of dark-green foliage formed a prospect extending for miles. And as she watched, and Somerset’s eyes, led by hers, watched also, a white streak of steam, thin as a cotton thread, could be discerned ploughing that green expanse. ‘Her father made that,’ Miss de Stancy said, directing her finger towards the object.


  ‘That what?’


  ‘That railway. He was Mr. John Power, the great railway contractor. And it was through making the railway that he discovered this castle—the railway was diverted a little on its account.’


  ‘A clash between ancient and modern.’


  ‘Yes, but he took an interest in the locality long before he purchased the estate. And he built the people a chapel on a bit of freehold he bought for them. He was a great Nonconformist, a staunch Baptist up to the day of his death—a much stauncher one,’ she said significantly, ‘than his daughter is.’


  ‘Ah, I begin to spot her!’


  ‘You have heard about the baptism?’


  ‘I know something of it.’


  ‘Her conduct has given mortal offence to the scattered people of the denomination that her father was at such pains to unite into a body.’


  Somerset could guess the remainder, and in thinking over the circumstances did not state what he had seen. She added, as if disappointed at his want of curiosity—


  ‘She would not submit to the rite when it came to the point. The water looked so cold and dark and fearful, she said, that she could not do it to save her life.’


  ‘Surely she should have known her mind before she had gone so far?’ Somerset’s words had a condemnatory form, but perhaps his actual feeling was that if Miss Power had known her own mind, she would have not interested him half so much.


  ‘Paula’s own mind had nothing to do with it!’ said Miss de Stancy, warming up to staunch partizanship in a moment. ‘It was all undertaken by her from a mistaken sense of duty. It was her father’s dying wish that she should make public profession of her—what do you call it—of the denomination she belonged to, as soon as she felt herself fit to do it: so when he was dead she tried and tried, and didn’t get any more fit; and at last she screwed herself up to the pitch, and thought she must undergo the ceremony out of pure reverence for his memory. It was very short-sighted of her father to put her in such a position: because she is now very sad, as she feels she can never try again after such a sermon as was delivered against her.’


  Somerset presumed that Miss Power need not have heard this Knox or Bossuet of hers if she had chosen to go away?


  ‘She did not hear it in the face of the congregation; but from the vestry. She told me some of it when she reached home. Would you believe it, the man who preached so bitterly is a tenant of hers? I said, “Surely you will turn him out of his house?”—But she answered, in her calm, deep, nice way, that she supposed he had a perfect right to preach against her, that she could not in justice molest him at all. I wouldn’t let him stay if the house were mine. But she has often before allowed him to scold her from the pulpit in a smaller way—once it was about an expensive dress she had worn—not mentioning her by name, you know; but all the people are quite aware that it is meant for her, because only one person of her wealth or position belongs to the Baptist body in this county.’


  Somerset was looking at the homely affectionate face of the little speaker. ‘You are her good friend, I am sure,’ he remarked.


  She looked into the distant air with tacit admission of the impeachment. ‘So would you be if you knew her,’ she said; and a blush slowly rose to her cheek, as if the person spoken of had been a lover rather than a friend.


  ‘But you are not a Baptist any more than I?’ continued Somerset.


  ‘O no. And I never knew one till I knew Paula. I think they are very nice; though I sometimes wish Paula was not one, but the religion of reasonable persons.’


  They walked on, and came opposite to where the telegraph emerged from the trees, leapt over the parapet, and up through the loophole into the interior.


  ‘That looks strange in such a building,’ said her companion.


  ‘Miss Power had it put up to know the latest news from town. It costs six pounds a mile. She can work it herself, beautifully: and so can I, but not so well. It was a great delight to learn. Miss Power was so interested at first that she was sending messages from morning till night. And did you hear the new clock?’


  ‘Is it a new one?—Yes, I heard it.’


  ‘The old one was quite worn out; so Paula has put it in the cellar, and had this new one made, though it still strikes on the old bell. It tells the seconds, but the old one, which my very great grandfather erected in the eighteenth century, only told the hours. Paula says that time, being so much more valuable now, must of course be cut up into smaller pieces.’


  ‘She does not appear to be much impressed by the spirit of this ancient pile.’


  Miss de Stancy shook her head too slightly to express absolute negation.


  ‘Do you wish to come through this door?’ she asked. ‘There is a singular chimney-piece in the kitchen, which is considered a unique example of its kind, though I myself don’t know enough about it to have an opinion on the subject.’


  When they had looked at the corbelled chimney-piece they returned to the hall, where his eye was caught anew by a large map that he had conned for some time when alone, without being able to divine the locality represented. It was called ‘General Plan of the Town,’ and showed streets and open spaces corresponding with nothing he had seen in the county.


  ‘Is that town here?’ he asked.


  ‘It is not anywhere but in Paula’s brain; she has laid it out from her own design. The site is supposed to be near our railway station, just across there, where the land belongs to her. She is going to grant cheap building leases, and develop the manufacture of pottery.’


  ‘Pottery—how very practical she must be!’


  ‘O no! no!’ replied Miss de Stancy, in tones showing how supremely ignorant he must be of Miss Power’s nature if he characterized her in those terms. ‘It is Greek pottery she means—Hellenic pottery she tells me to call it, only I forget. There is beautiful clay at the place, her father told her: he found it in making the railway tunnel. She has visited the British Museum, continental museums, and Greece, and Spain: and hopes to imitate the old fictile work in time, especially the Greek of the best period, four hundred years after Christ, or before Christ—I forget which it was Paula said…. O no, she is not practical in the sense you mean, at all.’


  ‘A mixed young lady, rather.’


  Miss de Stancy appeared unable to settle whether this new definition of her dear friend should be accepted as kindly, or disallowed as decidedly sarcastic. ‘You would like her if you knew her,’ she insisted, in half tones of pique; after which she walked on a few steps.


  ‘I think very highly of her,’ said Somerset.


  ‘And I! And yet at one time I could never have believed that I should have been her friend. One is prejudiced at first against people who are reported to have such differences in feeling, associations, and habit, as she seemed to have from mine. But it has not stood in the least in the way of our liking each other. I believe the difference makes us the more united.’


  ‘It says a great deal for the liberality of both,’ answered Somerset warmly. ‘Heaven send us more of the same sort of people! They are not too numerous at present.’


  As this remark called for no reply from Miss de Stancy, she took advantage of an opportunity to leave him alone, first repeating her permission to him to wander where he would. He walked about for some time, sketch-book in hand, but was conscious that his interest did not lie much in the architecture. In passing along the corridor of an upper floor he observed an open door, through which was visible a room containing one of the finest Renaissance cabinets he had ever seen. It was impossible, on close examination, to do justice to it in a hasty sketch; it would be necessary to measure every line if he would bring away anything of utility to him as a designer. Deciding to reserve this gem for another opportunity he cast his eyes round the room and blushed a little. Without knowing it he had intruded into the absent Miss Paula’s own particular set of chambers, including a boudoir and sleeping apartment. On the tables of the sitting-room were most of the popular papers and periodicals that he knew, not only English, but from Paris, Italy, and America. Satirical prints, though they did not unduly preponderate, were not wanting. Besides these there were books from a London circulating library, paper-covered light literature in French and choice Italian, and the latest monthly reviews; while between the two windows stood the telegraph apparatus whose wire had been the means of bringing him hither.


  These things, ensconced amid so much of the old and hoary, were as if a stray hour from the nineteenth century had wandered like a butterfly into the thirteenth, and lost itself there.


  The door between this ante-chamber and the sleeping-room stood open. Without venturing to cross the threshold, for he felt that he would be abusing hospitality to go so far, Somerset looked in for a moment. It was a pretty place, and seemed to have been hastily fitted up. In a corner, overhung by a blue and white canopy of silk, was a little cot, hardly large enough to impress the character of bedroom upon the old place. Upon a counterpane lay a parasol and a silk neckerchief. On the other side of the room was a tall mirror of startling newness, draped like the bedstead, in blue and white. Thrown at random upon the floor was a pair of satin slippers that would have fitted Cinderella. A dressing-gown lay across a settee; and opposite, upon a small easy-chair in the same blue and white livery, were a Bible, the Baptist Magazine, Wardlaw on Infant Baptism, Walford’s County Families, and the Court Journal. On and over the mantelpiece were nicknacks of various descriptions, and photographic portraits of the artistic, scientific, and literary celebrities of the day.


  A dressing-room lay beyond; but, becoming conscious that his study of ancient architecture would hardly bear stretching further in that direction, Mr. Somerset retreated to the outside, obliviously passing by the gem of Renaissance that had led him in.


  ‘She affects blue,’ he was thinking. ‘Then she is fair.’


  On looking up, some time later, at the new clock that told the seconds, he found that the hours at his disposal for work had flown without his having transferred a single feature of the building or furniture to his sketch-book. Before leaving he sent in for permission to come again, and then walked across the fields to the inn at Sleeping-Green, reflecting less upon Miss de Stancy (so little force of presence had she possessed) than upon the modern flower in a mediæval flower-pot whom Miss de Stancy’s information had brought before him, and upon the incongruities that were daily shaping themselves in the world under the great modern fluctuations of classes and creeds.


  Somerset was still full of the subject when he arrived at the end of his walk, and he fancied that some loungers at the bar of the inn were discussing the heroine of the chapel-scene just at the moment of his entry. On this account, when the landlord came to clear away the dinner, Somerset was led to inquire of him, by way of opening a conversation, if there were many Baptists in the neighbourhood.


  The landlord (who was a serious man on the surface, though he occasionally smiled beneath) replied that there were a great many—far more than the average in country parishes. ‘Even here, in my house, now,’ he added, ‘when folks get a drop of drink into ’em, and their feelings rise to a zong, some man will strike up a hymn by preference. But I find no fault with that; for though ’tis hardly human nature to be so calculating in yer cups, a feller may as well sing to gain something as sing to waste.’


  ‘How do you account for there being so many?’


  ‘Well, you see, sir, some says one thing, and some another; I think they does it to save the expense of a Christian burial for ther children. Now there’s a poor family out in Long Lane—the husband used to smite for Jimmy More the blacksmith till ’a hurt his arm—they’d have no less than eleven children if they’d not been lucky t’other way, and buried five when they were three or four months old. Now every one of them children was given to the sexton in a little box that any journeyman could nail together in a quarter of an hour, and he buried ’em at night for a shilling a head; whereas ’twould have cost a couple of pounds each if they’d been christened at church…. Of course there’s the new lady at the castle, she’s a chapel member, and that may make a little difference; but she’s not been here long enough to show whether ’twill be worth while to join ’em for the profit o’t or whether ’twill not. No doubt if it turns out that she’s of a sort to relieve volks in trouble, more will join her set than belongs to it already. “Any port in a storm,” of course, as the saying is.’


  ‘As for yourself, you are a Churchman at present, I presume?’


  ‘Yes; not but I was a Methodist once—ay, for a length of time. ’Twas owing to my taking a house next door to a chapel; so that what with hearing the organ bizz like a bee through the wall, and what with finding it saved umbrellas on wet Zundays, I went over to that faith for two years—though I believe I dropped money by it—I wouldn’t be the man to say so if I hadn’t. Howsomever, when I moved into this house I turned back again to my old religion. Faith, I don’t zee much difference: be you one, or be you t’other, you’ve got to get your living.’


  ‘The de Stancys, of course, have not much influence here now, for that, or any other thing?’


  ‘O no, no; not any at all. They are very low upon ground, and always will be now, I suppose. It was thoughted worthy of being recorded in history—you’ve read it, sir, no doubt?’


  ‘Not a word.’


  ‘O, then, you shall. ‘I’ve I’ve got the history somewhere. ’Twas gay manners that did it. The only bit of luck they have had of late years is Miss Power’s taking to little Miss de Stancy, and making her her company-keeper. I hope ’twill continue.’


  That the two daughters of these antipodean families should be such intimate friends was a situation which pleased Somerset as much as it did the landlord. It was an engaging instance of that human progress on which he had expended many charming dreams in the years when poetry, theology, and the reorganization of society had seemed matters of more importance to him than a profession which should help him to a big house and income, a fair Deïopeia, and a lovely progeny. When he was alone he poured out a glass of wine, and silently drank the healths of the two generous-minded young women who, in this lonely district, had found sweet communion a necessity of life, and by pure and instinctive good sense had broken down a barrier which men thrice their age and repute would probably have felt it imperative to maintain. But perhaps this was premature: the omnipotent Miss Power’s character—practical or ideal, politic or impulsive—he as yet knew nothing of; and giving over reasoning from insufficient data he lapsed into mere conjecture.


  ♣


  V


  The next morning Somerset was again at the castle. He passed some interval on the walls before encountering Miss de Stancy, whom at last he observed going towards a pony-carriage that waited near the door.


  A smile gained strength upon her face at his approach, and she was the first to speak. ‘I am sorry Miss Power has not returned,’ she said, and accounted for that lady’s absence by her distress at the event of two evenings earlier.


  ‘But I have driven across to my father’s—Sir William de Stancy’s—house this morning,’ she went on. ‘And on mentioning your name to him, I found he knew it quite well. You will, will you not, forgive my ignorance in having no better knowledge of the elder Mr. Somerset’s works than a dim sense of his fame as a painter? But I was going to say that my father would much like to include you in his personal acquaintance, and wishes me to ask if you will give him the pleasure of lunching with him to-day. My cousin John, whom you once knew, was a great favourite of his, and used to speak of you sometimes. It will be so kind if you can come. My father is an old man, out of society, and he would be glad to hear the news of town.’


  Somerset said he was glad to find himself among friends where he had only expected strangers; and promised to come that day, if she would tell him the way.


  That she could easily do. The short way was across that glade he saw there—then over the stile into the wood, following the path till it came out upon the turnpike-road. He would then be almost close to the house. The distance was about a mile and a half. But if he thought it too far for a walk, she would drive to Toneborough, where she had been going when he came, and instead of returning straight to her father’s would come back and pick him up.


  It was not at all necessary, he thought. He was a walker, and could find the path.


  At this moment a servant came to tell Miss de Stancy that the telegraph was calling her.


  ‘Ah—it is lucky that I was not gone again!’ she exclaimed. ‘John seldom reads it right if I am away.’


  It now seemed quite in the ordinary course that, as a friend of her father’s, he should accompany her to the instrument. So up they went together, and immediately on reaching it she applied her ear to the instrument, and began to gather the message. Somerset fancied himself like a person overlooking another’s letter, and moved aside.


  ‘It is no secret,’ she said, smiling. ‘“Paula to Charlotte,” it begins.’


  ‘That’s very pretty.’


  ‘O—and it is about—you,’ murmured Miss de Stancy.


  ‘Me?’ The architect blushed a little.


  She made no answer, and the machine went on with its story. There was something curious in watching this utterance about himself, under his very nose, in language unintelligible to him. He conjectured whether it were inquiry, praise, or blame, with a sense that it might reasonably be the latter, as the result of his surreptitious look into that blue bedroom, possibly observed and reported by some servant of the house.


  ‘“Direct that every facility be given to Mr. Somerset to visit any part of the castle he may wish to see. On my return I shall be glad to welcome him as the acquaintance of your relatives. I have two of his father’s pictures.”’


  ‘Dear me, the plot thickens,’ he said, as Miss de Stancy announced the words. ‘How could she know about me?’


  ‘I sent a message to her this morning when I saw you crossing the park on your way here—telling her that Mr. Somerset, son of the Academician, was making sketches of the castle, and that my father knew something of you. That’s her answer.’


  ‘Where are the pictures by my father that she has purchased?’


  ‘O, not here—at least, not unpacked.’


  Miss de Stancy then left him to proceed on her journey to Toneborough (so the county town was called), informing him that she would be at her father’s house to receive him at two o’clock.


  About half-past one he closed his sketch-book, and set out in the direction she had indicated, avoiding the townlet at the foot of the castle. At the entrance to the wood a man was at work pulling down a rotten gate that bore on its battered lock the initials ‘W. de S.’ and erecting a new one whose ironmongery exhibited the letters ‘P. P.’


  The warmth of the summer noon did not inconveniently penetrate the dense masses of foliage which now began to overhang the path, except in spots where a ruthless timber-felling had taken place in previous years for the purpose of sale. It was that particular half-hour of the day in which the birds of the forest prefer walking to flying; and there being no wind, the hopping of the smallest songster over the dead leaves reached his ear from behind the undergrowth. The track had originally been a well-kept winding drive, but a deep carpet of moss and leaves overlaid it now, though the general outline still remained to show that its curves had been set out with as much care as those of a lawn walk, and the gradient made easy for carriages where the natural slopes were great. Felled trunks occasionally lay across it, and alongside were the hollow and fungous boles of trees sawn down in long past years.


  After a walk of half an hour he came to another gate, where the letters ‘P. P.’ again supplanted the historical ‘W. de S.’ Climbing over this, he found himself on a highway which presently stretched away westward, a direction in which he had never yet been. Not far from the sea that he was approaching stood half a dozen genteel and modern houses, of the detached kind usually found in such spots. On inquiry, Sir William de Stancy’s residence was indicated as one of these.


  It was almost new, of streaked brick, having a central door, and a small bay window on each side to light the two front parlours. A little lawn spread its green surface in front, divided from the road by iron railings, the low line of shrubs immediately within them being coated with pallid dust from the highway. On the neat piers of the neat entrance gate were chiselled the words ‘Myrtle Villa.’ Genuine roadside respectability sat smiling on every brick of the eligible dwelling.


  Perhaps that which impressed Somerset more than the mushroom modernism of Sir William de Stancy’s house was the air of healthful cheerfulness which pervaded it. He was shown in by a trim maidservant in black gown and white apron, a canary singing a welcome from a cage in the shadow of the window, the voices of crowing cocks coming over the chimneys from somewhere behind, and the sun and air riddling the house everywhere.


  A dwelling of those well-known and popular dimensions which allow the proceedings in the kitchen to be distinctly heard in the parlours, it was so planned that a raking view might be obtained through it from the front door to the end of the back garden. The drawing-room furniture was comfortable, in the walnut-and-green-rep style of some years ago. Somerset had expected to find his friends living in an old house with remnants of their own antique furniture, and he hardly knew whether he ought to meet them with a smile or a gaze of condolence. His doubt was terminated, however, by the cheerful and tripping entry of Miss de Stancy, who had returned from her drive to Toneborough; and in a few more moments Sir William came in from the garden.


  He was an old man of tall and spare build, with a considerable stoop, his glasses dangling against his waistcoat-buttons, and the front corners of his coat-tails hanging lower than the hinderparts, so that they swayed right and left as he walked. He nervously apologized to his visitor for having kept him waiting.


  ‘I am so glad to see you,’ he said, with a mild benevolence of tone, as he retained Somerset’s hand for a moment or two; ‘partly for your father’s sake, whom I met more than once in my younger days, before he became so well known; and also because I learn that you were a friend of my poor nephew John Ravensbury.’ He looked over his shoulder to see if his daughter were within hearing; and, with the impulse of the solitary to make a confidence, continued in a low tone: ‘She, poor girl, was to have married John: his death was a sad blow to her and to all of us.—Pray take a seat, Mr. Somerset.’


  The reverses of fortune which had brought Sir William de Stancy to this comfortable cottage awakened in Somerset a warmer emotion than curiosity, and he sat down with a heart as responsive to each speech uttered as if it had seriously concerned himself, while his host gave some words of information to his daughter on the trifling events that had marked the morning just passed; such as that the cow had got out of the paddock into Miss Power’s field, that the smith who had promised to come and look at the kitchen range had not arrived, that two wasps’ nests had been discovered in the garden bank, and that Nick Jones’s baby had fallen downstairs. Sir William had large cavernous arches to his eye-sockets, reminding the beholder of the vaults in the castle he once had owned. His hands were long and almost fleshless, each knuckle showing like a bamboo-joint from beneath his coat-sleeves, which were small at the elbow and large at the wrist. All the colour had gone from his beard and locks, except in the case of a few isolated hairs of the former, which retained dashes of their original shade at sudden points in their length, revealing that all had once been raven black.


  But to study a man to his face for long is a species of ill-nature which requires a colder temperament, or at least an older heart, than the architect’s was at that time. Incurious unobservance is the true attitude of cordiality, and Somerset blamed himself for having fallen into an act of inspection even briefly. He would wait for his host’s conversation, which would doubtless be of the essence of historical romance.


  ‘The favourable Bank-returns have made the money-market much easier to-day, as I learn?’ said Sir William.


  ‘O, have they?’ said Somerset. ‘Yes, I suppose they have.’


  ‘And something is meant by this unusual quietness in Foreign stocks since the late remarkable fluctuations,’ insisted the old man. ‘Is the current of speculation quite arrested, or is it but a temporary lull?’


  Somerset said he was afraid he could not give an opinion, and entered very lamely into the subject; but Sir William seemed to find sufficient interest in his own thoughts to do away with the necessity of acquiring fresh impressions from other people’s replies; for often after putting a question he looked on the floor, as if the subject were at an end. Lunch was now ready, and when they were in the dining-room Miss de Stancy, to introduce a topic of more general interest, asked Somerset if he had noticed the myrtle on the lawn?


  Somerset had noticed it, and thought he had never seen such a full-blown one in the open air before. His eyes were, however, resting at the moment on the only objects at all out of the common that the dining-room contained. One was a singular glass case over the fire-place, within which were some large mediæval door-keys, black with rust and age; and the others were two full-length oil portraits in the costume of the end of the last century—so out of all proportion to the size of the room they occupied that they almost reached to the floor.


  ‘Those originally belonged to the castle yonder,’ said Miss de Stancy, or Charlotte, as her father called her, noticing Somerset’s glance at the keys. ‘They used to unlock the principal entrance-doors, which were knocked to pieces in the civil wars. New doors were placed afterwards, but the old keys were never given up, and have been preserved by us ever since.’


  ‘They are quite useless—mere lumber—particularly to me,’ said Sir William.


  ‘And those huge paintings were a present from Paula,’ she continued. ‘They are portraits of my great-grandfather and mother. Paula would give all the old family pictures back to me if we had room for them; but they would fill the house to the ceilings.’


  Sir William was impatient of the subject. ‘What is the utility of such accumulations?’ he asked. ‘Their originals are but clay now—mere forgotten dust, not worthy a moment’s inquiry or reflection at this distance of time. Nothing can retain the spirit, and why should we preserve the shadow of the form?—London has been very full this year, sir, I have been told?’


  ‘It has,’ said Somerset, and he asked if they had been up that season. It was plain that the matter with which Sir William de Stancy least cared to occupy himself before visitors was the history of his own family, in which he was followed with more simplicity by his daughter Charlotte.


  ‘No,’ said the baronet. ‘One might be led to think there is a fatality which prevents it. We make arrangements to go to town almost every year, to meet some old friend who combines the rare conditions of being in London with being mindful of me; but he has always died or gone elsewhere before the event has taken place…. But with a disposition to be happy, it is neither this place nor the other that can render us the reverse. In short each man’s happiness depends upon himself, and his ability for doing with little.’ He turned more particularly to Somerset, and added with an impressive smile: ‘I hope you cultivate the art of doing with little?’


  Somerset said that he certainly did cultivate that art, partly because he was obliged to.


  ‘Ah—you don’t mean to the extent that I mean. The world has not yet learned the riches of frugality, says, I think, Cicero, somewhere; and nobody can testify to the truth of that remark better than I. If a man knows how to spend less than his income, however small that may be, why—he has the philosopher’s stone.’ And Sir William looked in Somerset’s face with frugality written in every pore of his own, as much as to say, ‘And here you see one who has been a living instance of those principles from his youth up.’


  Somerset soon found that whatever turn the conversation took, Sir William invariably reverted to this topic of frugality. When luncheon was over he asked his visitor to walk with him into the garden, and no sooner were they alone than he continued: ‘Well, Mr. Somerset, you are down here sketching architecture for professional purposes. Nothing can be better: you are a young man, and your art is one in which there are innumerable chances.’


  ‘I had begun to think they were rather few,’ said Somerset.


  ‘No, they are numerous enough: the difficulty is to find out where they lie. It is better to know where your luck lies than where your talent lies: that’s an old man’s opinion.’


  ‘I’ll remember it,’ said Somerset.


  ‘And now give me some account of your new clubs, new hotels, and new men…. What I was going to add, on the subject of finding out where your luck lies, is that nobody is so unfortunate as not to have a lucky star in some direction or other. Perhaps yours is at the antipodes; if so, go there. All I say is, discover your lucky star.’


  ‘I am looking for it.’


  ‘You may be able to do two things; one well, the other but indifferently, and yet you may have more luck in the latter. Then stick to that one, and never mind what you can do best. Your star lies there.’


  ‘There I am not quite at one with you, Sir William.’


  ‘You should be. Not that I mean to say that luck lies in any one place long, or at any one person’s door. Fortune likes new faces, and your wisdom lies in bringing your acquisitions into safety while her favour lasts. To do that you must make friends in her time of smiles—make friends with people, wherever you find them. My daughter has unconsciously followed that maxim. She has struck up a warm friendship with our neighbour, Miss Power, at the castle. We are diametrically different from her in associations, traditions, ideas, religion—she comes of a violent dissenting family among other things—but I say to Charlotte what I say to you: win affection and regard wherever you can, and accommodate yourself to the times. I put nothing in the way of their intimacy, and wisely so, for by this so many pleasant hours are added to the sum total vouchsafed to humanity.’


  It was quite late in the afternoon when Somerset took his leave. Miss de Stancy did not return to the castle that night, and he walked through the wood as he had come, feeling that he had been talking with a man of simple nature, who flattered his own understanding by devising Machiavellian theories after the event, to account for any spontaneous action of himself or his daughter, which might otherwise seem eccentric or irregular.


  Before Somerset reached the inn he was overtaken by a slight shower, and on entering the house he walked into the general room, where there was a fire, and stood with one foot on the fender. The landlord was talking to some guest who sat behind a screen; and, probably because Somerset had been seen passing the window, and was known to be sketching at the castle, the conversation turned on Sir William de Stancy.


  ‘I have often noticed,’ observed the landlord, ‘that volks who have come to grief, and quite failed, have the rules how to succeed in life more at their vingers’ ends than volks who have succeeded. I assure you that Sir William, so full as he is of wise maxims, never acted upon a wise maxim in his life, until he had lost everything, and it didn’t matter whether he was wise or no. You know what he was in his young days, of course?’


  ‘No, I don’t,’ said the invisible stranger.


  ‘O, I thought everybody knew poor Sir William’s history. He was the star, as I may say, of good company forty years ago. I remember him in the height of his jinks, as I used to see him when I was a very little boy, and think how great and wonderful he was. I can seem to see now the exact style of his clothes; white hat, white trousers, white silk handkerchief; and his jonnick face, as white as his clothes with keeping late hours. There was nothing black about him but his hair and his eyes—he wore no beard at that time—and they were black as slooes. The like of his coming on the race-course was never seen there afore nor since. He drove his ikkipage hisself; and it was always hauled by four beautiful white horses, and two outriders rode in harness bridles. There was a groom behind him, and another at the rubbing-post, all in livery as glorious as arch-angels. What a ’stablishment he kept up at that time! I can mind him, sir, with thirty race-horses in training at once, seventeen coach-horses, twelve hunters at his box t’other side of London, four chargers at Budmouth, and ever so many hacks.’


  ‘And he lost all by his racing speculations?’ the stranger observed; and Somerset fancied that the voice had in it something more than the languid carelessness of a casual sojourner.


  ‘Partly by that, partly in other ways. He spent a mint o’ money in a wild project of founding a watering-place; and sunk thousands in a useless silver mine; so ’twas no wonder that the castle named after him vell into other hands…. The way it was done was curious. Mr. Wilkins, who was the first owner after it went from Sir William, actually sat down as a guest at his table, and got up as the owner. He took off, at a round sum, everything saleable, furniture, plate, pictures, even the milk and butter in the dairy. That’s how the pictures and furniture come to be in the castle still; wormeaten rubbish some o’ it, and hardly worth moving.’


  ‘And off went the baronet to Myrtle Villa?’


  ‘O no! he went away for many years. ’Tis quite lately, since his illness, that he came to that little place, in sight of the stone walls that were the pride of his forefathers.’


  ‘From what I hear, he has not the manner of a broken-hearted man?’


  ‘Not at all. Since that illness he has been happy, as you see him: no pride, quite calm and mild; at new moon quite childish. ’Tis that makes him able to live there; before he was so ill he couldn’t bear a sight of the place, but since then he is happy nowhere else, and never leaves the parish further than to drive once a week to Markton. His head won’t stand society nowadays, and he lives quite lonely as you see, only seeing his daughter, or his son whenever he comes home, which is not often. They say that if his brain hadn’t softened a little he would ha’ died—’twas that saved his life.’


  ‘What’s this I hear about his daughter? Is she really hired companion to the new owner?’


  ‘Now that’s a curious thing again, these two girls being so fond of one another; one of ’em a dissenter, and all that, and t’other a de Stancy. O no, not hired exactly, but she mostly lives with Miss Power, and goes about with her, and I dare say Miss Power makes it wo’th her while. One can’t move a step without the other following; though judging by ordinary volks you’d think ’twould be a cat-and-dog friendship rather.’


  ‘But ’tis not?’


  ‘’Tis not; they be more like lovers than maid and maid. Miss Power is looked up to by little de Stancy as if she were a god-a’mighty, and Miss Power lets her love her to her heart’s content. But whether Miss Power loves back again I can’t say, for she’s as deep as the North Star.’


  The landlord here left the stranger to go to some other part of the house, and Somerset drew near to the glass partition to gain a glimpse of a man whose interest in the neighbourhood seemed to have arisen so simultaneously with his own. But the inner room was empty: the man had apparently departed by another door.


  ♣


  VI


  The telegraph had almost the attributes of a human being at Stancy Castle. When its bell rang people rushed to the old tapestried chamber allotted to it, and waited its pleasure with all the deference due to such a novel inhabitant of that ancestral pile. This happened on the following afternoon about four o’clock, while Somerset was sketching in the room adjoining that occupied by the instrument. Hearing its call, he looked in to learn if anybody were attending, and found Miss de Stancy bending over it.


  She welcomed him without the least embarrassment. ‘Another message,’ she said.—‘“Paula to Charlotte.—Have returned as far as Toneborough. Am starting for home. Will be at the gate between four and five.”’


  Miss de Stancy blushed with pleasure when she raised her eyes from the machine. ‘Is she not thoughtful to let me know beforehand?’


  Somerset said she certainly appeared to be, feeling at the same time that he was not in possession of sufficient data to make the opinion of great value.


  ‘Now I must get everything ready, and order what she will want, as Mrs. Goodman is away. What will she want? Dinner would be best—she has had no lunch, I know; or tea perhaps, and dinner at the usual time. Still, if she has had no lunch—Hark, what do I hear?’


  She ran to an arrow-slit, and Somerset, who had also heard something, looked out of an adjoining one. They could see from their elevated position a great way along the white road, stretching like a tape amid the green expanses on each side. There had arisen a cloud of dust, accompanied by a noise of wheels.


  ‘It is she,’ said Charlotte. ‘O yes—it is past four—the telegram has been delayed.’


  ‘How would she be likely to come?’


  ‘She has doubtless hired a carriage at the inn: she said it would be useless to send to meet her, as she couldn’t name a time…. Where is she now?’


  ‘Just where the boughs of those beeches overhang the road—there she is again!’


  Miss de Stancy went away to give directions, and Somerset continued to watch. The vehicle, which was of no great pretension, soon crossed the bridge and stopped: there was a ring at the bell; and Miss de Stancy reappeared.


  ‘Did you see her as she drove up—is she not interesting?’


  ‘I could not see her.’


  ‘Ah, no—of course you could not from this window because of the trees. Mr. Somerset, will you come downstairs? You will have to meet her, you know.’


  Somerset felt an indescribable backwardness. ‘I will go on with my sketching,’ he said. ‘Perhaps she will not be——’


  ‘O, but it would be quite natural, would it not? Our manners are easier here, you know, than they are in town, and Miss Power has adapted herself to them.’


  A compromise was effected by Somerset declaring that he would hold himself in readiness to be discovered on the landing at any convenient time.


  A servant entered. ‘Miss Power?’ said Miss de Stancy, before he could speak.


  The man advanced with a card: Miss de Stancy took it up, and read thereon: ‘Mr. William Dare.’


  ‘It is not Miss Power who has come, then?’ she asked with a disappointed face.


  ‘No, ma’am.’


  She looked again at the card. ‘This is some man of business, I suppose—does he want to see me?’


  ‘Yes, miss. Leastwise, he would be glad to see you if Miss Power is not at home.’


  Miss de Stancy left the room, and soon returned, saying, ‘Mr. Somerset, can you give me your counsel in this matter? This Mr. Dare says he is a photographic amateur, and it seems that he wrote some time ago to Miss Power, who gave him permission to take views of the castle, and promised to show him the best points. But I have heard nothing of it, and scarcely know whether I ought to take his word in her absence. Mrs. Goodman, Miss Power’s relative, who usually attends to these things, is away.’


  ‘I dare say it is all right,’ said Somerset.


  ‘Would you mind seeing him? If you think it quite in order, perhaps you will instruct him where the best views are to be obtained?’


  Thereupon Somerset at once went down to Mr. Dare. His coming as a sort of counterfeit of Miss Power disposed Somerset to judge him with as much severity as justice would allow, and his manner for the moment was not of a kind calculated to dissipate antagonistic instincts. Mr. Dare was standing before the fire-place with his feet wide apart, and his hands in the pockets of his coat-tails, looking at a carving over the mantelpiece. He turned quickly at the sound of Somerset’s footsteps, and revealed himself as a person quite out of the common.


  His age it was impossible to say. There was not a hair on his face which could serve to hang a guess upon. In repose he appeared a boy; but his actions were so completely those of a man that the beholder’s first estimate of sixteen as his age was hastily corrected to six-and-twenty, and afterwards shifted hither and thither along intervening years as the tenor of his sentences sent him up or down. He had a broad forehead, vertical as the face of a bastion, and his hair, which was parted in the middle, hung as a fringe or valance above, in the fashion sometimes affected by the other sex. He wore a heavy ring, of which the gold seemed fair, the diamond questionable, and the taste indifferent. There were the remains of a swagger in his body and limbs as he came forward, regarding Somerset with a confident smile, as if the wonder were, not why Mr. Dare should be present, but why Somerset should be present likewise; and the first tone that came from Dare’s lips wound up his listener’s opinion that he did not like him.


  A latent power in the man, or boy, was revealed by the circumstance that Somerset did not feel, as he would ordinarily have done, that it was a matter of profound indifference to him whether this gentleman-photographer were a likeable person or no.


  ‘I have called by appointment; or rather, I left a card stating that to-day would suit me, and no objection was made.’ Somerset recognized the voice; it was that of the invisible stranger who had talked with the landlord about the de Stancys. Mr. Dare then proceeded to explain his business.


  Somerset found from his inquiries that the man had unquestionably been instructed by somebody to take the views he spoke of; and concluded that Dare’s curiosity at the inn was, after all, naturally explained by his errand to this place. Blaming himself for a too hasty condemnation of the stranger, who though visually a little too assured was civil enough verbally, Somerset proceeded with the young photographer to sundry corners of the outer ward, and thence across the moat to the field, suggesting advantageous points of view. The office, being a shadow of his own pursuits, was not uncongenial to Somerset, and he forgot other things in attending to it.


  ‘Now in our country we should stand further back than this, and so get a more comprehensive coup d’œil,’ said Dare, as Somerset selected a good situation.


  ‘You are not an Englishman, then,’ said Somerset.


  ‘I have lived mostly in India, Malta, Gibraltar, the Ionian Islands, and Canada. I there invented a new photographic process, which I am bent upon making famous. Yet I am but a dilettante, and do not follow this art at the base dictation of what men call necessity.’


  ‘O indeed,’ Somerset replied.


  As soon as this business was disposed of, and Mr. Dare had brought up his van and assistant to begin operations, Somerset returned to the castle entrance. While under the archway a man with a professional look drove up in a dog-cart and inquired if Miss Power were at home to-day.


  ‘She has not yet returned, Mr. Havill,’ was the reply.


  Somerset, who had hoped to hear an affirmative by this time, thought that Miss Power was bent on disappointing him in the flesh, notwithstanding the interest she expressed in him by telegraph; and as it was now drawing towards the end of the afternoon, he walked off in the direction of his inn.


  There were two or three ways to that spot, but the pleasantest was by passing through a rambling shrubbery, between whose bushes trickled a broad shallow brook, occasionally intercepted in its course by a transverse chain of old stones, evidently from the castle walls, which formed a miniature waterfall. The walk lay along the river-brink. Soon Somerset saw before him a circular summer-house formed of short sticks nailed to ornamental patterns. Outside the structure, and immediately in the path, stood a man with a book in his hand; and it was presently apparent that this gentleman was holding a conversation with some person inside the pavilion, but the back of the building being towards Somerset, the second individual could not be seen.


  The speaker at one moment glanced into the interior, and at another at the advancing form of the architect, whom, though distinctly enough beheld, the other scarcely appeared to heed in the absorbing interest of his own discourse. Somerset became aware that it was the Baptist minister, whose rhetoric he had heard in the chapel yonder.


  ‘Now,’ continued the Baptist minister, ‘will you express to me any reason or objection whatever which induces you to withdraw from our communion? It was that of your father, and of his father before him. Any difficulty you may have met with I will honestly try to remove; for I need hardly say that in losing you we lose one of the most valued members of the Baptist church in this district. I speak with all the respect due to your position, when I ask you to realize how irreparable is the injury you inflict upon the cause here by this lukewarm backwardness.’


  ‘I don’t withdraw,’ said a woman’s low voice within.


  ‘What do you do?’


  ‘I decline to attend for the present.’


  ‘And you can give no reason for this?’


  There was no reply.


  ‘Or for your refusal to proceed with the baptism?’


  ‘I have been christened.’


  ‘My dear young lady, it is well known that your christening was the work of your aunt, who did it unknown to your parents when she had you in her power, out of pure obstinacy to a church with which she was not in sympathy, taking you surreptitiously, and indefensibly, to the font of the Establishment; so that the rite meant and could mean nothing at all…. But I fear that your new position has brought you into contact with the Pædobaptists, that they have disturbed your old principles, and so induced you to believe in the validity of that trumpery ceremony!’


  ‘It seems sufficient.’


  ‘I will demolish the basis of that seeming in three minutes, give me but that time as a listener.’


  ‘I have no objection.’


  ‘Very well…. First, then, I will assume that those who have influenced you in the matter have not been able to make any impression upon one so well grounded as yourself in our distinctive doctrine, by the stale old argument drawn from circumcision?’


  ‘You may assume it.’


  ‘Good—that clears the ground. And we now come to the New Testament.’


  The minister began to turn over the leaves of his little Bible, which it impressed Somerset to observe was bound with a flap, like a pocket book, the black surface of the leather being worn brown at the corners by long usage. He turned on till he came to the beginning of the New Testament, and then commenced his discourse. After explaining his position, the old man ran very ably through the arguments, citing well-known writers on the point in dispute when he required more finished sentences than his own.


  The minister’s earnestness and interest in his own case led him unconsciously to include Somerset in his audience as the young man drew nearer; till, instead of fixing his eyes exclusively on the person within the summer-house, the preacher began to direct a good proportion of his discourse upon his new auditor, turning from one listener to the other attentively, without seeming to feel Somerset’s presence as superfluous.


  ‘And now,’ he said in conclusion, ‘I put it to you, sir, as to her: do you find any flaw in my argument? Is there, madam, a single text which, honestly interpreted, affords the least foothold for the Pædobaptists; in other words, for your opinion on the efficacy of the rite administered to you in your unconscious infancy? I put it to you both as honest and responsible beings.’ He turned again to the young man.


  It happened that Somerset had been over this ground long ago. Born, so to speak, a High-Church infant, in his youth he had been of a thoughtful turn, till at one time an idea of his entering the Church had been entertained by his parents. He had formed acquaintance with men of almost every variety of doctrinal practice in this country; and, as the pleadings of each assailed him before he had arrived at an age of sufficient mental stability to resist new impressions, however badly substantiated, he inclined to each denomination as it presented itself, was


  
    Everything by starts, and nothing long,

  


  till he had travelled through a great many beliefs and doctrines without feeling himself much better than when he set out.


  A study of fonts and their origin had qualified him in this particular subject. Fully conscious of the inexpediency of contests on minor ritual differences, he yet felt a sudden impulse towards a mild intellectual tournament with the eager old man—purely as an exercise of his wits in the defence of a fair girl.


  ‘Sir, I accept your challenge to us,’ said Somerset, advancing to the minister’s side.


  ♣


  VII


  At the sound of a new voice the lady in the bower started, as he could see by her outline through the crevices of the wood-work and creepers. The minister looked surprised.


  ‘You will lend me your Bible, sir, to assist my memory?’ he continued.


  The minister held out the Bible with some reluctance, but he allowed Somerset to take it from his hand. The latter, stepping upon a large moss-covered stone which stood near, and laying his hat on a flat beech bough that rose and fell behind him, pointed to the minister to seat himself on the grass. The minister looked at the grass, and looked up again at Somerset, but did not move.


  Somerset for the moment was not observing him. His new position had turned out to be exactly opposite the open side of the bower, and now for the first time he beheld the interior. On the seat was the woman who had stood beneath his eyes in the chapel, the ‘Paula’ of Miss de Stancy’s enthusiastic eulogies. She wore a summer hat, beneath which her fair curly hair formed a thicket round her forehead. It would be impossible to describe her as she then appeared. Not sensuous enough for an Aphrodite, and too subdued for a Hebe, she would yet, with the adjunct of doves or nectar, have stood sufficiently well for either of those personages, if presented in a pink morning light, and with mythological scarcity of attire.


  Half in surprise she glanced up at him; and lowering her eyes again, as if no surprise were ever let influence her actions for more than a moment, she sat on as before, looking past Somerset’s position at the view down the river, visible for a long distance before her till it was lost under the bending trees.


  Somerset turned over the leaves of the minister’s Bible, and began:—


  ‘In the First Epistle to the Corinthians, the seventh chapter and the fourteenth verse——’


  Here the young lady raised her eyes in spite of her reserve, but it being, apparently, too much labour to keep them raised, allowed her glance to subside upon her jet necklace, extending it with the thumb of her left hand.


  ‘Sir!’ said the Baptist excitedly, ‘I know that passage well—it is the last refuge of the Pædobaptists—I foresee your argument. I have met it dozens of times, and it is not worth that snap of the fingers! It is worth no more than the argument from circumcision, or the Suffer-little-children argument.’


  ‘Then turn to the sixteenth chapter of the Acts, and the thirty-third——’


  ‘That, too,’ cried the minister, ‘is answered by what I said before! I perceive, sir, that you adopt the method of a special pleader, and not that of an honest inquirer. Is it, or is it not, an answer to my proofs from the eighth chapter of the Acts, the thirty-sixth and thirty-seventh verses; the sixteenth of Mark, sixteenth verse; second of Acts, forty-first verse; the tenth and the forty-seventh verse; or the eighteenth and eighth verse?’


  ‘Very well, then. Let me prove the point by other reasoning—by the argument from Apostolic tradition.’ He threw the minister’s book upon the grass, and proceeded with his contention, which comprised a fairly good exposition of the earliest practice of the Church, and inferences therefrom. (When he reached this point an interest in his off-hand arguments was revealed by the mobile bosom of Miss Paula Power, though she still occupied herself by drawing out the necklace.) Testimony from Justin Martyr followed; with inferences from Irenæus in the expression, ‘Omnes enim venit per semetipsum salvare; omnes, inquam, qui per eum renascuntur in Deum, infantes et parvulos et pueros et juvenes.’ (At the sound of so much seriousness Paula turned her eyes upon the speaker with attention.) He next adduced proof of the signification of ‘renascor’ in the writings of the Fathers, as reasoned by Wall; arguments from Tertullian’s advice to defer the rite; citations from Cyprian, Nazianzen, Chrysostom, and Jerome; and briefly summed up the whole matter.


  Somerset looked round for the minister as he concluded. But the old man, after standing face to face with the speaker, had turned his back upon him, and during the latter portions of the attack had moved slowly away. He now looked back; his countenance was full of commiserating reproach as he lifted his hand, twice shook his head, and said, ‘In the Epistle to the Philippians, first chapter and sixteenth verse, it is written that there are some who preach in contention, and not sincerely. And in the Second Epistle to Timothy, fourth chapter and fourth verse, attention is drawn to those whose ears refuse the truth, and are turned unto fables. I wish you good afternoon, sir, and that priceless gift, sincerity.’


  The minister vanished behind the trees; Somerset and Miss Power being left confronting each other alone.


  Somerset stepped aside from the stone, hat in hand, at the same moment in which Miss Power rose from her seat. She hesitated for an instant, and said, with a pretty girlish stiffness, sweeping back the skirt of her dress to free her toes in turning: ‘Although you are personally unknown to me, I cannot leave you without expressing my deep sense of your profound scholarship, and my admiration for the thoroughness of your studies in divinity.’


  ‘Your opinion gives me great pleasure,’ said Somerset, bowing, and fairly blushing. ‘But, believe me, I am no scholar, and no theologian. My knowledge of the subject arises simply from the accident that some few years ago I looked into the question for a special reason. In the study of my profession I was interested in the designing of fonts and baptisteries, and by a natural process I was led to investigate the history of baptism; and some of the arguments I then learnt up still remain with me. That’s the simple explanation of my erudition.’


  ‘If your sermons at the church only match your address to-day, I shall not wonder at hearing that the parishioners are at last willing to attend.’


  It flashed upon Somerset’s mind that she supposed him to be the new curate, of whose arrival he had casually heard during his sojourn at the inn. Before he could bring himself to correct an error to which, perhaps, more than to anything else, was owing the friendliness of her manner, she went on, as if to escape the embarrassment of silence:—


  ‘I need hardly say that I at least do not doubt the sincerity of your arguments.’


  ‘Nevertheless, I was not altogether sincere,’ he answered.


  She was silent.


  ‘Then why should you have delivered such a defence of me?’ she asked with simple curiosity.


  Somerset involuntarily looked in her face for his answer.


  Paula again teased the necklace. ‘Would you have spoken so eloquently on the other side if I—if occasion had served?’ she inquired shyly.


  ‘Perhaps I would.’


  Another pause, till she said, ‘I, too, was insincere.’


  ‘You?’


  ‘I was.’


  ‘In what way?’


  ‘In letting him, and you, think I had been at all influenced by authority, scriptural or patristic.’


  ‘May I ask, why, then, did you decline the ceremony the other evening?’


  ‘Ah, you, too, have heard of it!’ she said quickly.


  ‘No.’


  ‘What then?’


  ‘I saw it.’


  She blushed and looked down the river. ‘I cannot give my reasons,’ she said.


  ‘Of course not,’ said Somerset.


  ‘I would give a great deal to possess real logical dogmatism.’


  ‘So would I.’


  There was a moment of embarrassment: she wanted to get away, but did not precisely know how. He would have withdrawn had she not said, as if rather oppressed by her conscience, and evidently still thinking him the curate: ‘I cannot but feel that Mr. Woodwell’s heart has been unnecessarily wounded.’


  ‘The minister’s?’


  ‘Yes. He is single-mindedness itself. He gives away nearly all he has to the poor. He works among the sick, carrying them necessaries with his own hands. He teaches the ignorant men and lads of the village when he ought to be resting at home, till he is absolutely prostrate from exhaustion, and then he sits up at night writing encouraging letters to those poor people who formerly belonged to his congregation in the village, and have now gone away. He always offends ladies, because he can’t help speaking the truth as he believes it; but he hasn’t offended me!’


  Her feelings had risen towards the end, so that she finished quite warmly, and turned aside.


  ‘I was not in the least aware that he was such a man,’ murmured Somerset, looking wistfully after the minister…. ‘Whatever you may have done, I fear that I have grievously wounded a worthy man’s heart from an idle wish to engage in a useless, unbecoming, dull, last-century argument.’


  ‘Not dull,’ she murmured, ‘for it interested me.’


  Somerset accepted her correction willingly. ‘It was ill-considered of me, however,’ he said; ‘and in his distress he has forgotten his Bible.’ He went and picked up the worn volume from where it lay on the grass.


  ‘You can easily win him to forgive you, by just following, and returning the book to him,’ she observed.


  ‘I will,’ said the young man impulsively. And, bowing to her, he hastened along the river brink after the minister. He at length saw his friend before him, leaning over the gate which led from the private path into a lane, his cheek resting on the palm of his hand with every outward sign of abstraction. He was not conscious of Somerset’s presence till the latter touched him on the shoulder.


  Never was a reconciliation effected more readily. When Somerset said that, fearing his motives might be misconstrued, he had followed to assure the minister of his goodwill and esteem, Mr. Woodwell held out his hand, and proved his friendliness in return by preparing to have the controversy on their religious differences over again from the beginning, with exhaustive detail. Somerset evaded this with alacrity, and once having won his companion to other subjects, he found that the austere man had a smile as pleasant as an infant’s on the rare moments when he indulged in it; moreover, that he was warmly attached to Miss Power.


  ‘Though she gives me more trouble than all the rest of the Baptist church in this district,’ he said, ‘I love her as my own daughter. But I am sadly exercised to know what she is at heart. Heaven supply me with fortitude to contest her wild opinions, and intractability! But she has sweet virtues, and her conduct at times can be most endearing.’


  ‘I believe it!’ said Somerset, with more fervour than mere politeness required.


  ‘Sometimes I think those Stancy towers and lands will be a curse to her. The spirit of old papistical times still lingers in the nooks of those silent walls, like a bad odour in a still atmosphere, dulling the iconoclastic emotions of the true Puritan. It would be a pity indeed if she were to be tainted by the very situation that her father’s indomitable energy created for her.’


  ‘Do not be concerned about her,’ said Somerset gently. ‘She’s not a Pædobaptist at heart, although she seems so.’


  Mr. Woodwell placed his finger on Somerset’s arm, saying, ‘If she’s not a Pædobaptist, or Episcopalian; if she is not vulnerable to the mediæval influences of her mansion, lands, and new acquaintance, it is because she’s been vulnerable to what is worse: to doctrines beside which the errors of Pædobaptists, Episcopalians, Roman Catholics, are but as air.’


  ‘How? You astonish me.’


  ‘Have you heard in your metropolitan experience of a curious body of New Lights, as they think themselves?’ The minister whispered a name to his listener, as if he were fearful of being overheard.


  ‘O no,’ said Somerset, shaking his head, and smiling at the minister’s horror. ‘She’s not that; at least, I think not…. She’s a woman; nothing more. Don’t fear for her; all will be well.’


  The poor old man sighed. ‘I love her as my own. I will say no more.’


  Somerset was now in haste to go back to the lady, to ease her apparent anxiety as to the result of his mission, and also because time seemed heavy in the loss of her discreet voice and soft, buoyant look. Every moment of delay began to be as two. But the minister was too earnest in his converse to see his companion’s haste, and it was not till perception was forced upon him by the actual retreat of Somerset that he remembered time to be a limited commodity. He then expressed his wish to see Somerset at his house to tea any afternoon he could spare, and receiving the other’s promise to call as soon as he could, allowed the younger man to set out for the summer-house, which he did at a smart pace. When he reached it he looked around, and found she was gone.


  Somerset was immediately struck by his own lack of social dexterity. Why did he act so readily on the whimsical suggestion of another person, and follow the minister, when he might have said that he would call on Mr. Woodwell to-morrow, and, making himself known to Miss Power as the visiting architect of whom she had heard from Miss de Stancy, have had the pleasure of attending her to the castle? ‘That’s what any other man would have had wit enough to do!’ he said.


  There then arose the question whether her despatching him after the minister was such an admirable act of good-nature to a good man as it had at first seemed to be. Perhaps it was simply a manœuvre for getting rid of himself; and he remembered his doubt whether a certain light in her eyes when she inquired concerning his sincerity were innocent earnestness or the reverse. As the possibility of levity crossed his brain, his face warmed; it pained him to think that a woman so interesting could condescend to a trick of even so mild a complexion as that. He wanted to think her the soul of all that was tender, and noble, and kind. The pleasure of setting himself to win a minister’s goodwill was a little tarnished now.


  ♣


  VIII


  That evening Somerset was so preoccupied with these things that he left all his sketching implements out-of-doors in the castle grounds. The next morning he hastened thither to secure them from being stolen or spoiled. Meanwhile he was hoping to have an opportunity of rectifying Paula’s mistake about his personality, which, having served a very good purpose in introducing them to a mutual conversation, might possibly be made just as agreeable as a thing to be explained away.


  He fetched his drawing instruments, rods, sketching-blocks and other articles from the field where they had lain, and was passing under the walls with them in his hands, when there emerged from the outer archway an open landau, drawn by a pair of black horses of fine action and obviously strong pedigree, in which Paula was seated, under the shade of a white parasol with black and white ribbons fluttering on the summit. The morning sun sparkled on the equipage, its newness being made all the more noticeable by the ragged old arch behind.


  She bowed to Somerset in a way which might have been meant to express that she had discovered her mistake; but there was no embarrassment in her manner, and the carriage bore her away without her making any sign for checking it. He had not been walking towards the castle entrance, and she could not be supposed to know that it was his intention to enter that day.


  She had looked such a bud of youth and promise that his disappointment at her departure showed itself in his face as he observed her. However, he went on his way, entered a turret, ascended to the leads of the great tower, and stepped out.


  From this elevated position he could still see the carriage and the white surface of Paula’s parasol in the glowing sun. While he watched the landau stopped, and in a few moments the horses were turned, the wheels and the panels flashed, and the carriage came bowling along towards the castle again.


  Somerset descended the stone stairs. Before he had quite got to the bottom he saw Miss de Stancy standing in the outer hall.


  ‘When did you come, Mr. Somerset?’ she gaily said, looking up surprised. ‘How industrious you are to be at work so regularly every day! We didn’t think you would be here to-day: Paula has gone to a vegetable show at Toneborough, and I am going to join her there soon.’


  ‘O! gone to a vegetable show. But I think she has altered her——’


  At this moment the noise of the carriage was heard in the ward, and after a few seconds Miss Power came in—Somerset being invisible from the door where she stood.


  ‘O Paula, what has brought you back?’ said Miss de Stancy.


  ‘I have forgotten something.’


  ‘Mr. Somerset is here. Will you not speak to him?’


  Somerset came forward, and Miss de Stancy presented him to her friend. Mr. Somerset acknowledged the pleasure by a respectful inclination of his person, and said some words about the meeting yesterday.


  ‘Yes,’ said Miss Power, with a serene deliberateness quite noteworthy in a girl of her age; ‘I have seen it all since. I was mistaken about you, was I not? Mr. Somerset, I am glad to welcome you here, both as a friend of Miss de Stancy’s family, and as the son of your father—which is indeed quite a sufficient introduction anywhere.’


  ‘You have two pictures painted by Mr. Somerset’s father, have you not? I have already told him about them,’ said Miss de Stancy. ‘Perhaps Mr. Somerset would like to see them if they are unpacked?’


  As Somerset had from his infancy suffered from a plethora of those productions, excellent as they were, he did not reply quite so eagerly as Miss de Stancy seemed to expect to her kind suggestion, and Paula remarked to him, ‘You will stay to lunch? Do order it at your own time, if our hour should not be convenient.’


  Her voice was a voice of low note, in quality that of a flute at the grave end of its gamut. If she sang, she was a pure contralto unmistakably.


  ‘I am making use of the permission you have been good enough to grant me—of sketching what is valuable within these walls.’


  ‘Yes, of course, I am willing for anybody to come. People hold these places in trust for the nation, in one sense. You lift your hands, Charlotte; I see I have not convinced you on that point yet.’


  Miss de Stancy laughed, and said something to no purpose.


  Somehow Miss Power seemed not only more woman than Miss de Stancy, but more woman than Somerset was man; and yet in years she was inferior to both. Though becomingly girlish and modest, she appeared to possess a good deal of composure, which was well expressed by the shaded light of her eyes.


  ‘You have then met Mr. Somerset before?’ said Charlotte.


  ‘He was kind enough to deliver an address in my defence yesterday. I suppose I seemed quite unable to defend myself.’


  ‘O no!’ said he.


  When a few more words had passed she turned to Miss de Stancy and spoke of some domestic matter, upon which Somerset withdrew, Paula accompanying his exit with a remark that she hoped to see him again a little later in the day.


  Somerset retired to the chambers of antique lumber, keeping an eye upon the windows to see if she re-entered the carriage and resumed her journey to Toneborough. But when the horses had been standing a long time the carriage was driven round to the stables. Then she was not going to the vegetable show. That was rather curious, seeing that she had only come back for something forgotten.


  These queries and thoughts occupied the mind of Somerset until the bell was rung for luncheon. Owing to the very dusty condition in which he found himself after his morning’s labours among the old carvings he was rather late in getting downstairs, and seeing that the rest had gone in he went straight to the dining-hall.


  The population of the castle had increased in his absence. There were assembled Paula and her friend Charlotte; a bearded man some years older than himself, with a cold grey eye, who was cursorily introduced to him in sitting down as Mr. Havill, an architect of Toneborough; also an elderly lady of dignified aspect, in a black satin dress, of which she apparently had a very high opinion. This lady, who seemed to be a mere dummy in the establishment, was, as he now learnt, Mrs. Goodman by name, a widow of a recently deceased gentleman, and aunt to Paula—the identical aunt who had smuggled Paula into a church in her helpless infancy, and had her christened without her parents’ knowledge. Having been left in narrow circumstances by her husband, she was at present living with Miss Power as chaperon and adviser on practical matters—in a word, as ballast to the management. Beyond her Somerset discerned his new acquaintance Mr. Woodwell, who on sight of Somerset was for hastening up to him and performing a laboured shaking of hands in earnest recognition.


  Paula had just come in from the garden, and was carelessly laying down her large shady hat as he entered. Her dress, a figured material in black and white, was short, allowing her feet to appear. There was something in her look, and in the style of her corsage, which reminded him of several of the bygone beauties in the gallery. The thought for a moment crossed his mind that she might have been imitating one of them.


  ‘Fine old screen, sir!’ said Mr. Havill, in a long-drawn voice across the table when they were seated, pointing in the direction of the traceried oak division between the dining-hall and a vestibule at the end. ‘As good a piece of fourteenth-century work as you shall see in this part of the country.’


  ‘You mean fifteenth century, of course?’ said Somerset.


  Havill was silent. ‘You are one of the profession, perhaps?’ asked the latter, after a while.


  ‘You mean that I am an architect?’ said Somerset. ‘Yes.’


  ‘Ah—one of my own honoured vocation.’ Havill’s face had been not unpleasant until this moment, when he smiled; whereupon there instantly gleamed over him a phase of meanness, remaining until the smile died away.


  Havill continued, with slow watchfulness:—


  ‘What enormous sacrileges are committed by the builders every day, I observe! I was driving yesterday to Toneborough where I am erecting a town-hall, and passing through a village on my way I saw the workmen pulling down a chancel-wall in which they found imbedded a unique specimen of Perpendicular work—a capital from some old arcade—the mouldings wonderfully undercut. They were smashing it up as filling-in for the new wall.’


  ‘It must have been unique,’ said Somerset, in the too-readily controversial tone of the educated young man who has yet to learn diplomacy. ‘I have never seen much undercutting in Perpendicular stone-work; nor anybody else, I think.’


  ‘O yes—lots of it!’ said Mr. Havill, nettled.


  Paula looked from one to the other. ‘Which am I to take as guide?’ she asked. ‘Are Perpendicular capitals undercut, as you call it, Mr. Havill, or no?’


  ‘It depends upon circumstances,’ said Mr. Havill.


  But Somerset had answered at the same time: ‘There is seldom or never any marked undercutting in moulded work later than the middle of the fourteenth century.’


  Havill looked keenly at Somerset for a time: then he turned to Paula: ‘As regards that fine Saxon vaulting you did me the honour to consult me about the other day, I should advise taking out some of the old stones and reinstating new ones exactly like them.’


  ‘But the new ones won’t be Saxon,’ said Paula. ‘And then in time to come, when I have passed away, and those stones have become stained like the rest, people will be deceived. I should prefer an honest patch to any such make-believe of Saxon relics.’


  As she concluded she let her eyes rest on Somerset for a moment, as if to ask him to side with her. Much as he liked talking to Paula, he would have preferred not to enter into this discussion with another professional man, even though that man were a spurious article; but he was led on to enthusiasm by a sudden pang of regret at finding that the masterly workmanship in this fine castle was likely to be tinkered and spoilt by such a man as Havill.


  ‘You will deceive nobody into believing that anything is Saxon here,’ he said warmly. ‘There is not a square inch of Saxon work, as it is called, in the whole castle.’


  Paula, in doubt, looked to Mr. Havill.


  ‘O yes, sir; you are quite mistaken,’ said that gentleman slowly. ‘Every stone of those lower vaults was reared in Saxon times.’


  ‘I can assure you,’ said Somerset deferentially, but firmly, ‘that there is not an arch or wall in this castle of a date anterior to the year 1100; no one whose attention has ever been given to the study of architectural details of that age can be of a different opinion.’


  ‘I have studied architecture, and I am of a different opinion. I have the best reason in the world for the difference, for I have history herself on my side. What will you say when I tell you that it is a recorded fact that this was used as a castle by the Romans, and that it is mentioned in Domesday as a building of long standing?’


  ‘I shall say that has nothing to do with it,’ replied the young man. ‘I don’t deny that there may have been a castle here in the time of the Romans: what I say is, that none of the architecture we now see was standing at that date.’


  There was a silence of a minute, disturbed only by a murmured dialogue between Mrs. Goodman and the minister, during which Paula was looking thoughtfully on the table as if framing a question.


  ‘Can it be,’ she said to Somerset, ‘that such certainty has been reached in the study of architectural dates? Now, would you really risk anything on your belief? Would you agree to be shut up in the vaults and fed upon bread and water for a week if I could prove you wrong?’


  ‘Willingly,’ said Somerset. ‘The date of those towers and arches is matter of absolute certainty from the details. That they should have been built before the Conquest is as unlikely as, say, that the rustiest old gun with a percussion lock should be older than the date of Waterloo.’


  ‘How I wish I knew something precise of an art which makes one so independent of written history!’


  Mr. Havill had lapsed into a mannerly silence that was only sullenness disguised. Paula turned her conversation to Miss de Stancy, who had simply looked from one to the other during the discussion, though she might have been supposed to have a prescriptive right to a few remarks on the matter. A commonplace talk ensued, till Havill, who had not joined in it, privately began at Somerset again with a mixed manner of cordiality, contempt, and misgiving.


  ‘You have a practice, I suppose, sir?’


  ‘I am not in practice just yet.’


  ‘Just beginning?’


  ‘I am about to begin.’


  ‘In London, or near here?’


  ‘In London probably.’


  ‘H’m…. I am practising in Toneborough.’


  ‘Indeed. Have you been at it long?’


  ‘Not particularly. I designed the chapel built by this lady’s late father; it was my first undertaking—I owe my start, in fact, to Mr. Power. Ever build a chapel?’


  ‘Never. I have sketched a good many churches.’


  ‘Ah—there we differ. I didn’t do much sketching in my youth, nor have I time for it now. Sketching and building are two different things, to my mind. I was not brought up to the profession—got into it through sheer love of it. I began as a landscape gardener, then I became a builder, then I was a road contractor. Every architect might do worse than have some such experience. But nowadays ’tis the men who can draw pretty pictures who get recommended, not the practical men. Young prigs win Institute medals for a pretty design or two which, if anybody tried to build them, would fall down like a house of cards; then they get travelling studentships and what not, and then they start as architects of some new school or other, and think they are the masters of us experienced ones.’


  While Somerset was reflecting how far this statement was true, he heard the voice of Paula inquiring, ‘Who can he be?’


  Her eyes were bent on the window. Looking out, Somerset saw, in the mead beyond the dry ditch, Dare, with his photographic apparatus.


  ‘He is the young gentleman who called about taking views of the castle,’ said Charlotte.


  ‘O yes—I remember; it is quite right. He met me in the village and asked me to suggest him some views. I thought him a respectable young fellow.’


  ‘I think he is a Canadian,’ said Somerset.


  ‘No,’ said Paula, ‘he is from the East—at least he implied so to me.’


  ‘There is Italian blood in him,’ said Charlotte brightly. ‘For he spoke to me with an Italian accent. But I can’t think whether he is a boy or a man.’


  ‘It is to be earnestly hoped that the gentleman does not prevaricate,’ said the minister, for the first time attracted by the subject. ‘I accidentally met him in the lane, and he said something to me about having lived in Malta. I think it was Malta, or Gibraltar—even if he did not say that he was born there.’


  ‘His manners are no credit to his nationality,’ observed Mrs. Goodman, also speaking publicly for the first time. ‘He asked me this morning to send him out a pail of water for his process, and before I had turned away he began whistling. I don’t like whistlers.’


  ‘Then it appears,’ said Somerset, ‘that he is a being of no age, no nationality, and no behaviour.’


  ‘A complete negative,’ added Havill, brightening into a civil sneer. ‘That is, he would be, if he were not a maker of negatives well known in Toneborough.’


  ‘Not well known, Mr. Havill,’ answered Mrs. Goodman firmly. ‘For I lived in Toneborough for thirty years ending three months ago, and he was never heard of in my time.’


  ‘He is something like you, Charlotte,’ said Paula, smiling playfully on her companion.


  All the men looked at Charlotte, on whose face a delicate nervous blush thereupon made its appearance.


  ‘’Pon my word there is a likeness, now I think of it,’ said Havill.


  Paula bent down to Charlotte and whispered: ‘Forgive my rudeness, dear. He is not a nice enough person to be like you. He is really more like one or other of the old pictures about the house. I forget which, and really it does not matter.’


  ‘People’s features fall naturally into groups and classes,’ remarked Somerset. ‘To an observant person they often repeat themselves; though to a careless eye they seem infinite in their differences.’


  The conversation flagged, and they idly observed the figure of the cosmopolite Dare as he walked round his instrument in the mead and busied himself with an arrangement of curtains and lenses, occasionally withdrawing a few steps, and looking contemplatively at the towers and walls.


  ♣


  IX


  Somerset returned to the top of the great tower with a vague consciousness that he was going to do something up there—perhaps sketch a general plan of the structure. But he began to discern that this Stancy-Castle episode in his studies of Gothic architecture might be less useful than ornamental to him as a professional man, though it was too agreeable to be abandoned. Finding after a while that his drawing progressed but slowly, by reason of infinite joyful thoughts more allied to his nature than to his art, he relinquished rule and compass, and entered one of the two turrets opening on the roof. It was not the staircase by which he had ascended, and he proceeded to explore its lower part. Entering from the blaze of light without, and imagining the stairs to descend as usual, he became aware after a few steps that there was suddenly nothing to tread on, and found himself precipitated downwards to a distance of several feet.


  Arrived at the bottom, he was conscious of the happy fact that he had not seriously hurt himself, though his leg was twisted awkwardly. Next he perceived that the stone steps had been removed from the turret, so that he had dropped into it as into a dry well; that, owing to its being walled up below, there was no door of exit on either side of him; that he was, in short, a prisoner.


  Placing himself in a more comfortable position he calmly considered the best means of getting out, or of making his condition known. For a moment he tried to drag himself up by his arm, but it was a hopeless attempt, the height to the first step being far too great.


  He next looked round at a lower level. Not far from his left elbow, in the concave of the outer wall, was a slit for the admission of light, and he perceived at once that through this slit alone lay his chance of communicating with the outer world. At first it seemed as if it were to be done by shouting, but when he learnt what little effect was produced by his voice in the midst of such a mass of masonry, his heart failed him for a moment. Yet, as either Paula or Miss de Stancy would probably guess his visit to the top of the tower, there was no cause for terror, if some for alarm.


  He put his handkerchief through the window-slit, so that it fluttered outside, and, fixing it in its place by a large stone drawn from the loose ones around him, awaited succour as best he could. To begin this course of procedure was easy, but to abide in patience till it should produce fruit was an irksome task. As nearly as he could guess—for his watch had been stopped by the fall—it was now about four o’clock, and it would be scarcely possible for evening to approach without some eye or other noticing the white signal. So Somerset waited, his eyes lingering on the little world of objects around him, till they all became quite familiar. Spiders’-webs in plenty were there, and one in particular just before him was in full use as a snare, stretching across the arch of the window, with radiating threads as its ribs. Somerset had plenty of time, and he counted their number—fifteen. He remained so silent that the owner of this elaborate structure soon forgot the disturbance which had resulted in the breaking of his diagonal ties, and crept out from the corner to mend them. In watching the process, Somerset noticed that on the stonework behind the web sundry names and initials had been cut by explorers in years gone by. Among these antique inscriptions he observed two bright and clean ones, consisting of the words ‘De Stancy’ and ‘W. Dare,’ crossing each other at right angles. From the state of the stone they could not have been cut more than a month before this date, and, musing on the circumstance, Somerset passed the time until the sun reached the slit in that side of the tower, where, beginning by throwing in a streak of fire as narrow as a corn-stalk, it enlarged its width till the dusty nook was flooded with cheerful light. It disclosed something lying in the corner, which on examination proved to be a dry bone. Whether it was human, or had come from the castle larder in bygone times, he could not tell. One bone was not a whole skeleton, but it made him think of Ginevra of Modena, the heroine of the Mistletoe Bough, and other cribbed and confined wretches, who had fallen into such traps and been discovered after a cycle of years.


  The sun’s rays had travelled some way round the interior when Somerset’s waiting ears were at last attracted by footsteps above, each tread being brought down by the hollow turret with great fidelity. He hoped that with these sounds would arise that of a soft voice he had begun to like well. Indeed, during the solitary hour or two of his waiting here he had pictured Paula straying alone on the terrace of the castle, looking up, noting his signal, and ascending to deliver him from his painful position by her own exertions. It seemed that at length his dream had been verified. The footsteps approached the opening of the turret; and, attracted by the call which Somerset now raised, began to descend towards him. In a moment, not Paula’s face, but that of a dreary footman of her household, looked into the hole.


  Somerset mastered his disappointment, and the man speedily fetched a ladder, by which means the prisoner of two hours ascended to the roof in safety. During the process he ventured to ask for the ladies of the house, and learnt that they had gone out for a drive together.


  Before he left the castle, however, they had returned, a circumstance unexpectedly made known to him by his receiving a message from Miss Power, to the effect that she would be glad to see him at his convenience. Wondering what it could possibly mean, he followed the messenger to her room—a small modern library in the Jacobean wing of the house, adjoining that in which the telegraph stood. She was alone, sitting behind a table littered with letters and sketches, and looking fresh from her drive. Perhaps it was because he had been shut up in that dismal dungeon all the afternoon that he felt something in her presence which at the same time charmed and refreshed him.


  She signified that he was to sit down; but finding that he was going to place himself on a straight-backed chair some distance off she said, ‘Will you sit nearer to me?’ and then, as if rather oppressed by her dignity, she left her own chair of business and seated herself at ease on an ottoman which was among the diversified furniture of the apartment.


  ‘I want to consult you professionally,’ she went on. ‘I have been much impressed by your great knowledge of castellated architecture. Will you sit in that leather chair at the table, as you may have to take notes?’


  The young man assented, expressed his gratification, and went to the chair she designated.


  ‘But, Mr. Somerset,’ she continued, from the ottoman—the width of the table only dividing them—‘I first should just like to know, and I trust you will excuse my inquiry, if you are an architect in practice, or only as yet studying for the profession?’


  ‘I am just going to practise. I open my office on the first of January next,’ he answered.


  ‘You would not mind having me as a client—your first client?’ She looked curiously from her sideway face across the table as she said this.


  ‘Can you ask it!’ said Somerset warmly. ‘What are you going to build?’


  ‘I am going to restore the castle.’


  ‘What, all of it?’ said Somerset, astonished at the audacity of such an undertaking.


  ‘Not the parts that are absolutely ruinous: the walls battered by the Parliament artillery had better remain as they are, I suppose. But we have begun wrong; it is I who should ask you, not you me…. I fear,’ she went on, in that low note which was somewhat difficult to catch at a distance, ‘I fear what the antiquarians will say if I am not very careful. They come here a great deal in summer, and if I were to do the work wrong they would put my name in the papers as a dreadful person. But I must live here, as I have no other house, except the one in London, and hence I must make the place habitable. I do hope I can trust to your judgment?’


  ‘I hope so,’ he said, with diffidence, for, far from having much professional confidence, he often mistrusted himself. ‘I am a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, and a Member of the Institute of British Architects—not a Fellow of that body yet, though I soon shall be.’


  ‘Then I am sure you must be trustworthy,’ she said, with enthusiasm. ‘Well, what am I to do?—How do we begin?’


  Somerset began to feel more professional, what with the business chair and the table, and the writing-paper, notwithstanding that these articles, and the room they were in, were hers instead of his; and an evenness of manner which he had momentarily lost returned to him. ‘The very first step,’ he said, ‘is to decide upon the outlay—what is it to cost?’


  He faltered a little, for it seemed to disturb the softness of their relationship to talk thus of hard cash. But her sympathy with his feeling was apparently not great, and she said, ‘The expenditure shall be what you advise.’


  ‘What a heavenly client!’ he thought. ‘But you must just give some idea,’ he said gently. ‘For the fact is, any sum almost may be spent on such a building: five thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand, fifty thousand, a hundred thousand.’


  ‘I want it done well; so suppose we say a hundred thousand? My father’s solicitor—my solicitor now—says I may go to a hundred thousand without extravagance, if the expenditure is scattered over two or three years.’


  Somerset looked round for a pen. With quickness of insight she knew what he wanted, and signified where one could be found. He wrote down in large figures—


  £100,000.


  It was more than he had expected; and, for a young man just beginning practice, the opportunity of playing with another person’s money to that extent would afford an exceptionally handsome opening, not so much from the commission it represented, as from the attention that would be bestowed by the art-world on such an undertaking.


  Paula had sunk into a reverie. ‘I was intending to intrust the work to Mr. Havill, a local architect,’ she said. ‘But I gathered from his conversation with you to-day that his ignorance of styles might compromise me very seriously. In short, though my father employed him in one or two little matters, it would not be right—be even a morally culpable thing—to place such an historically valuable building in his hands.’


  ‘Has Mr. Havill ever been led to expect the commission?’ he asked.


  ‘He may have guessed that he would have it. I have spoken of my intention to him more than once.’


  Somerset thought over his conversation with Havill. Well, he did not like Havill personally; and he had strong reasons for suspecting that in the matter of architecture Havill was a quack. But was it quite generous to step in thus, and take away what would be a golden opportunity to such a man of making both ends meet comfortably for some years to come, without giving him at least one chance? He reflected a little longer, and then spoke out his feeling.


  ‘I venture to propose a slightly modified arrangement,’ he said. ‘Instead of committing the whole undertaking to my hands without better proof of my ability to carry it out than you have at present, let there be a competition between Mr. Havill and myself—let our rival plans for the restoration and enlargement be submitted to a committee of the Royal Institute of British Architects—and let the choice rest with them, subject of course to your approval.’


  ‘It is indeed generous of you to suggest it.’ She looked thoughtfully at him; he appeared to strike her in a new light. ‘You really recommend it?’ The fairness which had prompted his words seemed to incline her still more than before to resign herself entirely to him in the matter.


  ‘I do,’ said Somerset deliberately.


  ‘I will think of it, since you wish it. And now, what general idea have you of the plan to adopt? I do not positively agree to your suggestion as yet, so I may perhaps ask the question.’


  Somerset, being by this time familiar with the general plan of the castle, took out his pencil and made a rough sketch. While he was doing it she rose, and coming to the back of his chair, bent over him in silence.


  ‘Ah, I begin to see your conception.’ conception,’ she murmured; and the breath of her words fanned his ear. He finished the sketch, and held it up to her, saying—


  ‘I would suggest that you walk over the building with Mr. Havill and myself, and detail your ideas to us on each portion.’


  ‘Is it necessary?’


  ‘Clients mostly do it.’


  ‘I will, then. But it is too late for me this evening. Please meet me to-morrow at ten.’


  ♣


  X


  At ten o’clock they met in the same room, Paula appearing in a straw hat having a bent-up brim lined with plaited silk, so that it surrounded her forehead like a nimbus; and Somerset armed with sketch-book, measuring-rod, and other apparatus of his craft.


  ‘And Mr. Havill?’ said the young man.


  ‘I have not decided to employ him: if I do he shall go round with me independently of you,’ she replied rather brusquely.


  Somerset was by no means sorry to hear this. His duty to Havill was done.


  ‘And now,’ she said, as they walked on together through the passages, ‘I must tell you that I am not a mediævalist myself; and perhaps that’s a pity.’


  ‘What are you?’


  ‘I am Greek—that’s why I don’t wish to influence your design.’


  Somerset, as they proceeded, pointed out where roofs had been and should be again, where gables had been pulled down, and where floors had vanished, showing her how to reconstruct their details from marks in the walls, much as a comparative anatomist reconstructs an antediluvian from fragmentary bones and teeth. She appeared to be interested, listened attentively, but said little in reply. They were ultimately in a long narrow passage, indifferently lighted, when Somerset, treading on a loose stone, felt a twinge of weakness in one knee, and knew in a moment that it was the result of the twist given by his yesterday’s fall. He paused, leaning against the wall.


  ‘What is it?’ said Paula, with a sudden timidity in her voice.


  ‘I slipped down yesterday,’ he said. ‘It will be right in a moment.’


  ‘I—can I help you?’ said Paula. But she did not come near him; indeed, she withdrew a little. She looked up the passage, and down the passage, and became conscious that it was long and gloomy, and that nobody was near. A curious coyness seemed to take possession of her. Whether she thought, for the first time, that she had made a mistake—that to wander about the castle alone with him was compromising, or whether it was the mere shy instinct of maidenhood, nobody knows; but she said suddenly, ‘I will get something for you, and return in a few minutes.’


  ‘Pray don’t—it has quite passed!’ he said, stepping out again.


  But Paula had vanished. When she came back it was in the rear of Charlotte de Stancy. Miss de Stancy had a tumbler in one hand, half full of wine, which she offered him; Paula remaining in the background.


  He took the glass, and, to satisfy his companions, drank a mouthful or two, though there was really nothing whatever the matter with him beyond the slight ache above mentioned. Charlotte was going to retire, but Paula said, quite anxiously, ‘You will stay with me, Charlotte, won’t you? Surely you are interested in what I am doing?’


  ‘What is it?’ said Miss de Stancy.


  ‘Planning how to mend and enlarge the castle. Tell Mr. Somerset what I want done in the quadrangle—you know quite well—and I will walk on.’


  She walked on; but instead of talking on the subject as directed, Charlotte and Somerset followed chatting on indifferent matters. They came to an inner court and found Paula standing there.


  She met Miss de Stancy with a smile. ‘Did you explain?’ she asked.


  ‘I have not explained yet.’ Paula seated herself on a stone bench, and Charlotte went on: ‘Miss Power thought of making a Greek court of this. But she will not tell you so herself, because it seems such dreadful anachronism.’


  ‘I said I would not tell any architect myself,’ interposed Paula correctingly. ‘I did not then know that he would be Mr. Somerset.’


  ‘It is rather startling,’ said Somerset.


  ‘A Greek colonnade all round, you said, Paula,’ continued her less reticent companion. ‘A peristyle you called it—you saw it in a book, don’t you remember?—and then you were going to have a fountain in the middle, and statues like those in the British Museum.’


  ‘I did say so,’ remarked Paula, pulling the leaves from a young sycamore-tree that had sprung up between the joints of the paving.


  From the spot where they sat they could see over the roofs the upper part of the great tower wherein Somerset had met with his misadventure. The tower stood boldly up in the sun, and from one of the slits in the corner something white waved in the breeze.


  ‘What can that be?’ said Charlotte. ‘Is it the fluff of owls, or a handkerchief?’


  ‘It is my handkerchief,’ Somerset answered. ‘I fixed it there with a stone to attract attention, and forgot to take it away.’


  All three looked up at the handkerchief with interest. ‘Why did you want to attract attention?’ said Paula.


  ‘O, I fell into the turret; but I got out very easily.’


  ‘O Paula,’ said Charlotte, turning to her friend, ‘that must be the place where the man fell in, years ago, and was starved to death!’


  ‘Starved to death?’ said Paula.


  ‘They say so. O Mr. Somerset, what an escape!’ And Charlotte de Stancy walked away to a point from which she could get a better view of the treacherous turret.


  ‘Whom did you think to attract?’ asked Paula, after a pause.


  ‘I thought you might see it.’


  ‘Me personally?’ And, blushing faintly, her eyes rested upon him.


  ‘I hoped for anybody. I thought of you,’ said Somerset.


  She did not continue. In a moment she arose and went across to Miss de Stancy. ‘Don’t you go falling down and becoming a skeleton,’ she said—Somerset overheard the words, though Paula was unaware of it—after which she clasped her fingers behind Charlotte’s neck, and smiled tenderly in her face.


  It seemed to be quite unconsciously done, and Somerset thought it a very beautiful action. Presently Paula returned to him and said, ‘Mr. Somerset, I think we have had enough architecture for to-day.’


  The two women then wished him good-morning and went away. Somerset, feeling that he had now every reason for prowling about the castle, remained near the spot, endeavouring to evolve some plan of procedure for the project entertained by the beautiful owner of those weather-scathed walls. But for a long time the mental perspective of his new position so excited the emotional side of his nature that he could not concentrate it on feet and inches. As Paula’s architect (supposing Havill not to be admitted as a competitor), he must of necessity be in constant communication with her for a space of two or three years to come; and particularly during the next few months. She, doubtless, cherished far too ambitious views of her career to feel any personal interest in this enforced relationship with him; but he would be at liberty to feel what he chose: and to be the victim of an unrequited passion, while afforded such splendid opportunities of communion with the one beloved, deprived that passion of its most deplorable features. Accessibility is a great point in matters of love, and perhaps of the two there is less misery in loving without return a goddess who is to be seen and spoken to every day, than in having an affection tenderly reciprocated by one always hopelessly removed.


  With this view of having to spend a considerable time in the neighbourhood Somerset shifted his quarters that afternoon from the little inn at Sleeping-Green to a larger one at Markton. He required more rooms in which to carry out Paula’s instructions than the former place afforded, and a more central position. Having reached and dined at Markton he found the evening tedious, and again strolled up in the direction of the castle.


  When he reached it the light was declining, and a solemn stillness overspread the pile. The great tower was in full view. That spot of white which looked like a pigeon fluttering from the loophole was his handkerchief, still hanging in the place where he had left it. His eyes yet lingered on the walls when he noticed, with surprise, that the handkerchief suddenly vanished.


  Believing that the breezes, though weak below, might have been strong enough at that height to blow it into the turret, and in no hurry to get off the premises, he leisurely climbed up to find it, ascending by the second staircase, crossing the roof, and going to the top of the treacherous turret. The ladder by which he had escaped still stood within it, and beside the ladder he beheld the dim outline of a woman, in a meditative attitude, holding his handkerchief in her hand.


  Somerset softly withdrew. When he had reached the ground he looked up. A girlish form was standing at the top of the tower looking over the parapet upon him—possibly not seeing him, for it was dark on the lawn. It was either Miss de Stancy or Paula; one of them had gone there alone for his handkerchief and had remained awhile, pondering on his escape. But which? ‘If I were not a faint-heart I should run all risk and wave my hat or kiss my hand to her, whoever she is,’ he thought. But he did not do either.


  So he lingered about silently in the shades, and then thought of strolling down to his new rooms in Markton, which he had taken as being closer and more convenient for the castle than those he had first occupied at Sleeping-Green. Just at leaving, as he passed under the inhabited wing, whence one or two lights now blinked, he heard a piano, and a voice singing ‘The Mistletoe Bough.’ The song had probably been suggested to the romantic fancy of the singer by her visit to the scene of his captivity.


  ♣


  XI


  The identity of the lady whom he had seen on the tower and afterwards heard singing was established the next day.


  ‘I have been thinking,’ said Miss Power, on meeting him, ‘that you may require a studio on the premises. If so, the room I showed you yesterday is at your service. If I employ Mr. Havill to compete with you I will offer him a similar one.’


  Somerset did not decline; and she added, ‘In the same room you will find the handkerchief that was left on the tower.’


  ‘Ah, I saw that it was gone. Somebody brought it down?’


  ‘I did,’ she shyly remarked, looking up for a second under her shady hat-brim.


  ‘I am much obliged to you.’


  ‘O no. I went up last night to see where the accident happened, and there I found it. When you came up were you in search of it, or did you want me?’


  ‘Then she saw me,’ he thought. ‘I went for the handkerchief only; I was not aware that you were there,’ he answered simply. And he involuntarily sighed.


  It was very soft, but she might have heard him, for there was interest in her voice as she continued, ‘Did you see me before you went back?’


  ‘I did not know it was you; I saw that some lady was there, and I would not disturb her. I wondered all the evening if it were you.’


  Paula hastened to explain: ‘We understood that you would stay to dinner, and as you did not come in we wondered where you were. That made me think of your accident, and after dinner I went up to the place where it happened.’


  Somerset almost wished she had not explained so lucidly.


  And now followed the piquant days to which his position as her architect, or, at worst, as one of her two architects, naturally led. His anticipations were for once surpassed by the reality. Perhaps Somerset’s inherent unfitness for a professional life under ordinary circumstances was only proved by his great zest for it now. Had he been in regular practice, with numerous other clients, instead of having merely made a start with this one, he would have totally neglected their business in his exclusive attention to Paula’s.


  The idea of a competition between Somerset and Havill had been highly approved by Paula’s solicitor, but she would not assent to it as yet, seeming quite vexed that Somerset should not have taken the good the gods provided without questioning her justice to Havill. The room she had offered him was prepared as a studio. Drawing-boards and Whatman’s paper were sent for, and in a few days Somerset began serious labour. His first requirement was a clerk or two, to do the drudgery of measuring and figuring; but for the present he preferred to sketch alone. Sometimes, in measuring the outworks of the castle, he ran against Havill strolling about with no apparent object, who bestowed on him an envious nod, and passed by.


  ‘I hope you will not make your sketches,’ she said, looking in upon him one day, ‘and then go away to your studio in London and think of your other buildings and forget mine. I am in haste to begin, and wish you not to neglect me.’


  ‘I have no other building to think of,’ said Somerset, rising and placing a chair for her. ‘I had not begun practice, as you may know. I have nothing else in hand but your castle.’


  ‘I suppose I ought not to say I am glad of it; but it is an advantage to have an architect all to one’s self. The architect whom I at first thought of told me before I knew you that if I placed the castle in his hands he would undertake no other commission till its completion.’


  ‘I agree to the same,’ said Somerset.


  ‘I don’t wish to bind you. But I hinder you now—do pray go on without reference to me. When will there be some drawing for me to see?’


  ‘I will take care that it shall be soon.’


  He had a metallic tape in his hand, and went out of the room to take some dimension in the corridor. The assistant for whom he had advertised had not arrived, and he attempted to fix the end of the tape by sticking his penknife through the ring into the wall. Paula looked on at a distance.


  ‘I will hold it,’ she said.


  She went to the required corner and held the end in its place. She had taken it the wrong way, and Somerset went over and placed it properly in her fingers, carefully avoiding to touch them. She obediently raised her hand to the corner again, and stood till he had finished, when she asked, ‘Is that all?’


  ‘That is all,’ said Somerset. ‘Thank you.’ Without further speech she looked at his sketch-book, while he marked down the lines just acquired.


  ‘You said the other day,’ she observed, ‘that early Gothic work might be known by the under-cutting, or something to that effect. I have looked in Rickman and the Oxford Glossary, but I cannot quite understand what you meant.’


  It was only too probable to her lover, from the way in which she turned to him, that she had looked in Rickman and the Glossary, and was thinking of nothing in the world but of the subject of her inquiry.


  ‘I can show you, by actual example, if you will come to the chapel?’ he returned hesitatingly.


  ‘Don’t go on purpose to show me—when you are there on your own account I will come in.’


  ‘I shall be there in half-an-hour.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Paula. She looked out of a window, and, seeing Miss de Stancy on the terrace, left him.


  Somerset stood thinking of what he had said. He had no occasion whatever to go into the chapel of the castle that day. He had been tempted by her words to say he would be there, and ‘half-an-hour’ had come to his lips almost without his knowledge. This community of interest—if it were not anything more tender—was growing serious. What had passed between them amounted to an appointment; they were going to meet in the most solitary chamber of the whole solitary pile. Could it be that Paula had well considered this in replying with her friendly ‘Very well?’ Probably not.


  Somerset proceeded to the chapel and waited. With the progress of the seconds towards the half-hour he began to discover that a dangerous admiration for this girl had risen within him. Yet so imaginative was his passion that he hardly knew a single feature of her countenance well enough to remember it in her absence. The meditative judgment of things and men which had been his habit up to the moment of seeing her in the Baptist chapel seemed to have left him—nothing remained but a distracting wish to be always near her, and it was quite with dismay that he recognized what immense importance he was attaching to the question whether she would keep the trifling engagement or not.


  The chapel of Stancy Castle was a silent place, heaped up in corners with a lumber of old panels, frame-work, and broken coloured glass. Here no clock could be heard beating out the hours of the day—here no voice of priest or deacon had for generations uttered the daily service denoting how the year rolls on. The stagnation of the spot was sufficient to draw Somerset’s mind for a moment from the subject which absorbed it, and he thought, ‘So, too, will time triumph over all this fervour within me.’


  Lifting his eyes from the floor on which his foot had been tapping nervously, he saw Paula standing at the other end. It was not so pleasant when he also saw that Mrs. Goodman accompanied her. The latter lady, however, obligingly remained where she was resting, while Paula came forward, and, as usual, paused without speaking.


  ‘It is in this little arcade that the example occurs,’ said Somerset.


  ‘O yes,’ she answered, turning to look at it.


  ‘Early piers, capitals, and mouldings, generally alternated with deep hollows, so as to form strong shadows. Now look under the abacus of this capital; you will find the stone hollowed out wonderfully; and also in this arch-mould. It is often difficult to understand how it could be done without cracking off the stone. The difference between this and late work can be felt by the hand even better than it can be seen.’ He suited the action to the word and placed his hand in the hollow.


  She listened attentively, then stretched up her own hand to test the cutting as he had done; she was not quite tall enough; she would step upon this piece of wood. Having done so she tried again, and succeeded in putting her finger on the spot. No; she could not understand it through her glove even now. She pulled off her glove, and, her hand resting in the stone channel, her eyes became abstracted in the effort of realization, the ideas derived through her hand passing into her face.


  ‘No, I am not sure now,’ she said.


  Somerset placed his own hand in the cavity. Now their two hands were close together again. They had been close together half-an-hour earlier, and he had sedulously avoided touching hers. He dared not let such an accident happen now. And yet—surely she saw the situation! Was the inscrutable seriousness with which she applied herself to his lesson a mockery? There was such a bottomless depth in her eyes that it was impossible to guess truly. Let it be that destiny alone had ruled that their hands should be together a second time.


  All rumination was cut short by an impulse. He seized her forefinger between his own finger and thumb, and drew it along the hollow, saying, ‘That is the curve I mean.’


  Somerset’s hand was hot and trembling; Paula’s, on the contrary, was cool and soft as an infant’s.


  ‘Now the arch mould,’ continued he. ‘There—the depth of that cavity is tremendous, and it is not geometrical, as in later work.’ He drew her unresisting fingers from the capital to the arch, and laid them in the little trench as before.


  She allowed them to rest quietly there till he relinquished them. ‘Thank you,’ she then said, withdrawing her hand, brushing the dust from her finger-tips, and putting on her glove.


  Her imperception of his feeling was the very sublimity of maiden innocence if it were real; if not, well, the coquetry was no great sin.


  ‘Mr. Somerset, will you allow me to have the Greek court I mentioned?’ she asked tentatively, after a long break in their discourse, as she scanned the green stones along the base of the arcade, with a conjectural countenance as to his reply.


  ‘Will your own feeling for the genius of the place allow you?’


  ‘I am not a mediævalist: I am an eclectic.’


  ‘You don’t dislike your own house on that account.’


  ‘I did at first—I don’t so much now…. I should love it, and adore every stone, and think feudalism the only true romance of life, if——’


  ‘What?’


  ‘If I were a de Stancy, and the castle the long home of my forefathers.’


  Somerset was a little surprised at the avowal: the minister’s words on the effects of her new environment recurred to his mind. ‘Miss de Stancy doesn’t think so,’ he said. ‘She cares nothing about those things.’


  Paula now turned to him: hitherto her remarks had been sparingly spoken, her eyes being directed elsewhere: ‘Yes, that is very strange, is it not?’ she said. ‘But it is owing to the joyous freshness of her nature which precludes her from dwelling on the past—indeed, the past is no more to her than it is to a sparrow or robin. She is scarcely an instance of the wearing out of old families, for a younger mental constitution than hers I never knew.’


  ‘Unless that very simplicity represents the second childhood of her line, rather than her own exclusive character.’


  Paula shook her head. ‘In spite of the Greek court, she is more Greek than I.’


  ‘You represent science rather than art, perhaps.’


  ‘How?’ she asked, glancing up under her hat.


  ‘I mean,’ replied Somerset, ‘that you represent the march of mind—the steamship, and the railway, and the thoughts that shake mankind.’


  She weighed his words, and said: ‘Ah, yes: you allude to my father. My father was a great man; but I am more and more forgetting his greatness: that kind of greatness is what a woman can never truly enter into. I am less and less his daughter every day that goes by.’


  She walked away a few steps to rejoin the excellent Mrs. Goodman, who, as Somerset still perceived, was waiting for Paula at the discreetest of distances in the shadows at the further end of the building. Surely Paula’s voice had faltered, and she had turned to hide a tear?


  She came back again. ‘Did you know that my father made half the railways in Europe, including that one over there?’ she said, waving her little gloved hand in the direction whence low rumbles were occasionally heard during the day.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How did you know?’


  ‘Miss de Stancy told me a little; and I then found his name and doings were quite familiar to me.’


  Curiously enough, with his words there came through the broken windows the murmur of a train in the distance, sounding clearer and more clear. It was nothing to listen to, yet they both listened; till the increasing noise suddenly broke off into dead silence.


  ‘It has gone into the tunnel,’ said Paula. ‘Have you seen the tunnel my father made? the curves are said to be a triumph of science. There is nothing else like it in this part of England.’


  ‘There is not: I have heard so. But I have not seen it.’


  ‘Do you think it a thing more to be proud of that one’s father should have made a great tunnel and railway like that, than that one’s remote ancestor should have built a great castle like this?’


  What could Somerset say? It would have required a casuist to decide whether his answer should depend upon his conviction, or upon the family ties of such a questioner. ‘From a modern point of view, railways are, no doubt, things more to be proud of than castles,’ he said; ‘though perhaps I myself, from mere association, should decide in favour of the ancestor who built the castle.’ The serious anxiety to be truthful that Somerset threw into his observation, was more than the circumstance required. ‘To design great engineering works,’ he added musingly, and without the least eye to the disparagement of her parent, ‘requires no doubt a leading mind. But to execute them, as he did, requires, of course, only a following mind.’


  His reply had not altogether pleased her; and there was a distinct reproach conveyed by her slight movement towards Mrs. Goodman. He saw it, and was grieved that he should have spoken so. ‘I am going to walk over and inspect that famous tunnel of your father’s,’ he added gently. ‘It will be a pleasant study for this afternoon.’


  She went away. ‘I am no man of the world,’ he thought. ‘I ought to have praised that father of hers straight off. I shall not win her respect; much less her love!’


  ♣


  XII


  Somerset did not forget what he had planned, and when lunch was over he walked away through the trees. The tunnel was more difficult of discovery than he had anticipated, and it was only after considerable winding among green lanes, whose deep ruts were like Cañons of Colorado in miniature, that he reached the slope in the distant upland where the tunnel began. A road stretched over its crest, and thence along one side of the railway-cutting.


  He there unexpectedly saw standing Miss Power’s carriage; and on drawing nearer he found it to contain Paula herself, Miss de Stancy, and Mrs. Goodman.


  ‘How singular!’ exclaimed Miss de Stancy gaily.


  ‘It is most natural,’ said Paula instantly. ‘In the morning two people discuss a feature in the landscape, and in the afternoon each has a desire to see it from what the other has said of it. Therefore they accidentally meet.’


  Now Paula had distinctly heard Somerset declare that he was going to walk there; how then could she say this so coolly? It was with a pang at his heart that he returned to his old thought of her being possibly a finished coquette and dissembler. Whatever she might be, she was not a creature starched very stiffly by Puritanism.


  Somerset looked down on the mouth of the tunnel. The popular commonplace that science, steam, and travel must always be unromantic and hideous, was not proven at this spot. On either slope of the deep cutting, green with long grass, grew drooping young trees of ash, beech, and other flexible varieties, their foliage almost concealing the actual railway which ran along the bottom, its thin steel rails gleaming like silver threads in the depths. The vertical front of the tunnel, faced with brick that had once been red, was now weather-stained, lichened, and mossed over in harmonious rusty-browns, pearly greys, and neutral greens, at the very base appearing a little blue-black spot like a mouse-hole—the tunnel’s mouth.


  The carriage was drawn up quite close to the wood railing, and Paula was looking down at the same time with him; but he made no remark to her.


  Mrs. Goodman broke the silence by saying, ‘If it were not a railway we should call it a lovely dell.’


  Somerset agreed with her, adding that it was so charming that he felt inclined to go down.


  ‘If you do, perhaps Miss Power will order you up again, as a trespasser,’ said Charlotte de Stancy. ‘You are one of the largest shareholders in the railway, are you not, Paula?’


  Miss Power did not reply.


  ‘I suppose as the road is partly yours you might walk all the way to London along the rails, if you wished, might you not, dear?’ Charlotte continued.


  Paula smiled, and said, ‘No, of course not.’


  Somerset, feeling himself superfluous, raised his hat to his companions, as if he meant not to see them again for a while, and began to descend by some steps cut in the earth; Miss de Stancy asked Mrs. Goodman to accompany her to a barrow over the top of the tunnel; and they left the carriage, Paula remaining alone.


  Down Somerset plunged through the long grass, bushes, late summer flowers, moths, and caterpillars, vexed with himself that he had come there, since Paula was so inscrutable, and humming the notes of some song he did not know. The tunnel that had seemed so small from the surface was a vast archway when he reached its mouth, which emitted, as a contrast to the sultry heat on the slopes of the cutting, a cool breeze, that had travelled a mile underground from the other end. Far away in the darkness of this silent subterranean corridor he could see that other end as a mere speck of light.


  When he had conscientiously admired the construction of the massive archivault, and the majesty of its nude ungarnished walls, he looked up the slope at the carriage; it was so small to the eye that it might have been made for a performance by canaries; Paula’s face being still smaller, as she leaned back in her seat, idly looking down at him. There seemed something roguish in her attitude of criticism, and to be no longer the subject of her contemplation he entered the tunnel out of her sight.


  In the middle of the speck of light before him appeared a speck of black; and then a shrill whistle, dulled by millions of tons of earth, reached his ears from thence. It was what he had been on his guard against all the time,—a passing train; and instead of taking the trouble to come out of the tunnel he stepped into a recess, till the train had rattled past, and vanished onward round a curve.


  Somerset still remained where he had placed himself, mentally balancing science against art, the grandeur of this fine piece of construction against that of the castle, and thinking whether Paula’s father had not, after all, the best of it, when all at once he saw Paula’s form confronting him at the entrance of the tunnel. He instantly went forward into the light; to his surprise she was as pale as a lily.


  ‘O, Mr. Somerset!’ she exclaimed. ‘You ought not to frighten me so—indeed you ought not! The train came out almost as soon as you had gone in, and as you did not return—an accident was possible!’


  Somerset at once perceived that he had been to blame in not thinking of this.


  ‘Please do forgive my thoughtlessness in not reflecting how it would strike you!’ he pleaded. ‘I—I see I have alarmed you.’


  Her alarm was, indeed, much greater than he had at first thought: she trembled so much that she was obliged to sit down, at which he went up to her full of solicitousness.


  ‘You ought not to have done it!’ she said. ‘I naturally thought—any person would——’


  Somerset, perhaps wisely, said nothing at this outburst; the cause of her vexation was, plainly enough, his perception of her discomposure. He stood looking in another direction, till in a few moments she had risen to her feet again, quite calm.


  ‘It would have been dreadful,’ she said with faint gaiety, as the colour returned to her face; ‘if I had lost my architect, and been obliged to engage Mr. Havill without an alternative.’


  ‘I was really in no danger; but of course I ought to have considered,’ he said.


  ‘I forgive you,’ she returned good-naturedly. ‘I knew there was no great danger to a person exercising ordinary discretion; but artists and thinkers like you are indiscreet for a moment sometimes. I am now going up again. What do you think of the tunnel?’


  They were crossing the railway to ascend by the opposite path, Somerset keeping his eye on the interior of the tunnel for safety, when suddenly there arose a noise and shriek from the contrary direction behind the trees. Both knew in a moment what it meant, and each seized the other as they rushed off the permanent way. The ideas of both had been so centred on the tunnel as the source of danger, that the probability of a train from the opposite quarter had been forgotten. It rushed past them, causing Paula’s dress, hair, and ribbons to flutter violently, and blowing up the fallen leaves in a shower over their shoulders.


  Neither spoke, and they went up several steps, holding each other by the hand, till, becoming conscious of the fact, she withdrew hers; whereupon Somerset stopped and looked earnestly at her; but her eyes were averted towards the tunnel wall.


  ‘What an escape!’ he said.


  ‘We were not so very near, I think, were we?’ she asked. ‘If we were, I think you were—very good to take my hand.’ The words revealed emotion.


  They reached the top at last, and the new level and open air seemed to give her a new mind. ‘I don’t see the carriage anywhere,’ she said, in the common tones of civilization.


  He thought it had gone over the crest of the hill; he would accompany her till they reached it.


  ‘No—please—I would rather not—I can find it very well.’ Before he could say more she had inclined her head and smiled and was on her way alone.


  The tunnel-cutting appeared a dreary gulf enough now to the young man, as he stood leaning over the rails above it, beating the herbage with his stick. For some minutes he could not criticize or weigh her conduct; the warmth of her presence still encircled him. He recalled her face as it had looked out at him from under the white silk puffing of her black hat, and the speaking power of her eyes at the moment of danger. The breadth of that clear-complexioned forehead—almost concealed by the masses of brown hair bundled up around it—signified that if her disposition were oblique and insincere enough for trifling, coquetting, or in any way making a fool of him, she had the intellect to do it cruelly well.


  But it was ungenerous to ruminate so suspiciously. A girl not an actress by profession could hardly turn pale artificially as she had done, though perhaps mere fright meant nothing, and would have arisen in her just as readily had he been one of the labourers on her estate.


  The reflection that such feeling as she had exhibited could have no tender meaning returned upon him with masterful force when he thought of her wealth and the social position into which she had drifted. Somerset, being of a solitary and studious nature, was not quite competent to estimate precisely the disqualifying effect, if any, of her nonconformity, her newness of blood, and other things, among the old county families established round her; but the toughest prejudices, he thought, were not likely to be long invulnerable to such cheerful beauty and brightness of intellect as Paula’s. When she emerged, as she was plainly about to do, from the seclusion in which she had been living since her father’s death, she would inevitably win her way among her neighbours. She would become the local topic. Fortune-hunters would learn of her existence and draw near in shoals. What chance would there then be for him?


  The points in his favour were indeed few, but they were just enough to keep a tantalizing hope alive. Modestly leaving out of count his personal and intellectual qualifications, he thought of his family. It was an old stock enough, though not a rich one. His great-uncle had been the well-known Vice-admiral Sir Armstrong Somerset, who served his country well in the Baltic, the Indies, China, and the Caribbean Sea. His grandfather had been a notable metaphysician. His father, the Royal Academician, was popular. But perhaps this was not the sort of reasoning likely to occupy the mind of a young woman; the personal aspect of the situation was in such circumstances of far more import. He had come as a wandering stranger—that possibly lent some interest to him in her eyes. He was installed in an office which would necessitate free communion with her for some time to come; that was another advantage, and would be a still greater one if she showed, as Paula seemed disposed to do, such artistic sympathy with his work as to follow up with interest the details of its progress.


  The carriage did not reappear, and he went on towards Markton, disinclined to return again that day to the studio which had been prepared for him at the castle. He heard feet brushing the grass behind him, and, looking round, saw the Baptist minister.


  ‘I have just come from some visits,’ said Mr. Woodwell, who looked worn and weary, his boots being covered with dust; ‘and I have learnt that which confirms my fears for her.’


  ‘For Miss Power?’


  ‘Most assuredly.’


  ‘What danger is there?’ said Somerset.


  ‘The temptations of her position have become too much for her! She is going out of mourning next week, and will give a large dinner-party on the occasion; for though the invitations are partly in the name of her relative Mrs. Goodman, they must come from her. The guests are to include people of old cavalier families who would have treated her grandfather, sir, and even her father, with scorn for their religion and connections; also the parson and curate—yes, actually people who believe in the Apostolic Succession; and what’s more, they’re coming. My opinion is, that it has all arisen from her friendship with Miss de Stancy.’


  ‘Well,’ cried Somerset warmly, ‘this only shows liberality of feeling on both sides! I suppose she has invited you as well?’


  ‘She has not invited me! … Mr. Somerset, notwithstanding your erroneous opinions on important matters, I speak to you as a friend, and I tell you that she has never in her secret heart forgiven that sermon of mine, in which I likened her to the church at Laodicea. I admit the words were harsh, but I was doing my duty, and if the case arose to-morrow I would do it again. Her displeasure is a deep grief to me; but I serve One greater than she…. You, of course, are invited to this dinner?’


  ‘I have heard nothing of it,’ murmured the young man.


  Their paths diverged; and when Somerset reached the hotel he was informed that somebody was waiting to see him.


  ‘Man or woman?’ he asked.


  The landlady, who always liked to reply in person to Somerset’s inquiries, apparently thinking him, by virtue of his drawing implements and liberality of payment, a possible lord of Burleigh, came forward and said it was certainly not a woman, but whether man or boy she could not say. ‘His name is Mr. Dare,’ she added.


  ‘O—that youth,’ he said.


  Somerset went upstairs, along the passage, down two steps, round the angle, and so on to the rooms reserved for him in this rambling edifice of stage-coach memories, where he found Dare waiting. Dare came forward, pulling out the cutting of an advertisement.


  ‘Mr. Somerset, this is yours, I believe, from the Architectural World?’


  Somerset said that he had inserted it.


  ‘I think I should suit your purpose as assistant very well.’


  ‘Are you an architect’s draughtsman?’


  ‘Not specially. I have some knowledge of the same, and want to increase it.’


  ‘I thought you were a photographer.’


  ‘Also of photography,’ said Dare with a bow. ‘Though but an amateur in that art I can challenge comparison with Regent Street or Broadway.’


  Somerset looked upon his table. Two letters only, addressed in initials, were lying there as answers to his advertisement. He asked Dare to wait, and looked them over. Neither was satisfactory. On this account he overcame his slight feeling against Mr. Dare, and put a question to test that gentleman’s capacities. ‘How would you measure the front of a building, including windows, doors, mouldings, and every other feature, for a ground plan, so as to combine the greatest accuracy with the greatest despatch?’


  ‘In running dimensions,’ said Dare.


  As this was the particular kind of work he wanted done, Somerset thought the answer promising. Coming to terms with Dare, he requested the would-be student of architecture to wait at the castle the next day, and dismissed him.


  A quarter of an hour later, when Dare was taking a walk in the country, he drew from his pocket eight other letters addressed to Somerset in initials, which, to judge by their style and stationery, were from men far superior to those two whose communications alone Somerset had seen. Dare looked them over for a few seconds as he strolled on, then tore them into minute fragments, and, burying them under the leaves in the ditch, went on his way again.


  ♣


  XIII


  Though exhibiting indifference, Somerset had felt a pang of disappointment when he heard the news of Paula’s approaching dinner-party. It seemed a little unkind of her to pass him over, seeing how much they were thrown together just now. That dinner meant more than it sounded. Notwithstanding the roominess of her castle, she was at present living somewhat incommodiously, owing partly to the stagnation caused by her recent bereavement, and partly to the necessity for overhauling the de Stancy lumber piled in those vast and gloomy chambers before they could be made tolerable to nineteenth-century fastidiousness.


  To give dinners on any large scale before Somerset had at least set a few of these rooms in order for her, showed, to his thinking, an overpowering desire for society.


  During the week he saw less of her than usual, her time being to all appearance much taken up with driving out to make calls on her neighbours and receiving return visits. All this he observed from the windows of his studio overlooking the castle ward, in which room he now spent a great deal of his time, bending over drawing-boards and instructing Dare, who worked as well as could be expected of a youth of such varied attainments.


  Nearer came the Wednesday of the party, and no hint of that event reached Somerset, but such as had been communicated by the Baptist minister. At last, on the very afternoon, an invitation was handed into his studio—not a kind note in Paula’s handwriting, but a formal printed card in the joint names of Mrs. Goodman and Miss Power. It reached him just four hours before the dinner-time. He was plainly to be used as a stop-gap at the last moment because somebody could not come.


  Having previously arranged to pass a quiet evening in his rooms at the Lord Quantock Arms, in reading up chronicles of the castle from the county history, with the view of gathering some ideas as to the distribution of rooms therein before the demolition of a portion of the structure, he decided off-hand that Paula’s dinner was not of sufficient importance to him as a professional man and student of art to justify a waste of the evening by going. He accordingly declined Mrs. Goodman’s and Miss Power’s invitation; and at five o’clock left the castle and walked down the track to the little town.


  He dined early, and, clearing away heaviness with a cup of coffee, applied himself to that volume of the county history which contained the record of Stancy Castle.


  Here he read that ‘when this picturesque and ancient structure was founded, or by whom, is extremely uncertain. But that a castle stood on the site in very early times, and was held in opposition to King Stephen as a centre for forays over the neighbouring country, appears from many old books of charters. In its prime it was such a masterpiece of fortification as to be the wonder of the world, and it was thought, before the invention of gunpowder, that it never could be taken by any force less than divine.’


  He read on to the times when it first passed into the hands of ‘de Stancy, Chivaler,’ and received the family name, and so on from de Stancy to de Stancy till he was lost in the reflection whether Paula would or would not have thought more highly of him if he had accepted the invitation to dinner. Applying himself again to the tome, he learned that in the year 1504 Stephen the carpenter was ‘paid eleven pence for necessarye repayrs,’ and William the mastermason eight shillings ‘for whyt lyming of the kitchen, and the lyme to do it with,’ including ‘a new rope for the fyer bell;’ also the sundry charges for ‘vij crockes, xiij lytyll pans, a pare of pot hookes, a fyer pane, a lanterne, a chafynge dyshe, and xij candyll stychs.’


  Bang went eight strokes of the clock: it was the dinner-hour.


  ‘There, now I can’t go, anyhow!’ he said bitterly, jumping up, and picturing her receiving her company. How would she look; what would she wear? Profoundly indifferent to the early history of the noble fabric, he felt a violent reaction towards modernism, eclecticism, new aristocracies, everything, in short, that Paula represented. He even gave himself up to consider the Greek court that she had wished for, and passed the remainder of the evening in making a perspective view of the same.


  The next morning he awoke early, and resolving to be at work betimes, started promptly. It was a fine calm hour of day; the grass slopes were silvery with excess of dew, and the blue mists hung in the depths of each tree for want of wind to blow them out. When near the castle Somerset observed in the gravel the wheel-marks of the carriages that had conveyed the guests thither the night before. There seemed to have been a large number, for the road where newly repaired was quite cut up. Before going indoors he was tempted to walk round to the wing in which Paula slept.


  Rooks were cawing, sparrows were chattering there; but the blind of her window was as closely drawn as if it were midnight. Probably she was sound asleep, dreaming of the compliments which had been paid her by her guests, and of the future triumphant pleasures that would follow in their train. Reaching the outer stone stairs leading to the great hall he found them shadowed by an awning brilliantly striped with red and blue, within which rows of flowering plants in pots bordered the pathway. She could not have made more preparation had the gathering been a ball. He passed along the gallery in which his studio was situated, entered the room, and seized a drawing-board to put into correct drawing the sketch for the Greek court that he had struck out the night before, thereby abandoning his art principles to please the whim of a girl. Dare had not yet arrived, and after a time Somerset threw down his pencil and leant back.


  His eye fell upon something that moved. It was white, and lay in the folding chair on the opposite side of the room. On near approach he found it to be a fragment of swan’s-down fanned into motion by his own movements, and partially squeezed into the chink of the chair as though by some person sitting on it.


  None but a woman would have worn or brought that swan’s-down into his studio, and it made him reflect on the possible one. Nothing interrupted his conjectures till ten o’clock, when Dare came. Then one of the servants tapped at the door to know if Mr. Somerset had arrived. Somerset asked if Miss Power wished to see him, and was informed that she had only wished to know if he had come. Somerset sent a return message that he had a design on the board which he should soon be glad to submit to her, and the messenger departed.


  ‘Fine doings here last night, sir,’ said Dare, as he dusted his T-square.


  ‘O indeed!’


  ‘A dinner-party, I hear; eighteen guests.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Somerset.


  ‘The young lady was magnificent—sapphires and opals—she carried as much as a thousand pounds upon her head and shoulders during that three or four hours. Of course they call her charming; Compuesto no hay muger fea, as they say at Madrid.’


  ‘I don’t doubt it for a moment,’ said Somerset, with reserve.


  Dare said no more, and presently the door opened, and there stood Paula.


  Somerset nodded to Dare to withdraw into an adjoining room, and offered her a chair.


  ‘You wish to show me the design you have prepared?’ she asked, without taking the seat.


  ‘Yes; I have come round to your opinion. I have made a plan for the Greek court you were anxious to build.’ And he elevated the drawing-board against the wall.


  She regarded it attentively for some moments, her finger resting lightly against her chin, and said, ‘I have given up the idea of a Greek court.’


  He showed his astonishment, and was almost disappointed. He had been grinding up Greek architecture entirely on her account; had wrenched his mind round to this strange arrangement, all for nothing.


  ‘Yes,’ she continued; ‘on reconsideration I perceive the want of harmony that would result from inserting such a piece of marble-work in a mediæval fortress; so in future we will limit ourselves strictly to synchronism of style—that is to say, make good the Norman work by Norman, the Perpendicular by Perpendicular, and so on. I have informed Mr. Havill of the same thing.’


  Somerset pulled the Greek drawing off the board, and tore it in two pieces.


  She involuntarily turned to look in his face, but stopped before she had quite lifted her eyes high enough. ‘Why did you do that?’ she asked with suave curiosity.


  ‘It is of no further use,’ said Somerset, tearing the drawing in the other direction, and throwing the pieces into the fireplace. ‘You have been reading up orders and styles to some purpose, I perceive.’ He regarded her with a faint smile.


  ‘I have had a few books down from town. It is desirable to know a little about the architecture of one’s own house.’


  She remained looking at the torn drawing, when Somerset, observing on the table the particle of swan’s-down he had found in the chair, gently blew it so that it skimmed across the table under her eyes.


  ‘It looks as if it came off a lady’s dress,’ he said idly.


  ‘Off a lady’s fan,’ she replied.


  ‘O, off a fan?’


  ‘Yes; off mine.’


  At her reply Somerset stretched out his hand for the swan’s-down, and put it carefully in his pocket-book; whereupon Paula, moulding her cherry-red lower lip beneath her upper one in arch self-consciousness at his act, turned away to the window, and after a pause said softly as she looked out, ‘Why did you not accept our invitation to dinner?’


  It was impossible to explain why. He impulsively drew near and confronted her, and said, ‘I hope you pardon me?’


  ‘I don’t know that I can quite do that,’ answered she, with ever so little tender reproach. ‘I know why you did not come—you were mortified at not being asked sooner! But it was purely by an accident that you received your invitation so late. My aunt sent the others by post, but as yours was to be delivered by hand it was left on her table, and was overlooked.’


  Surely he could not doubt her words; those nice friendly accents were the embodiment of truth itself.


  ‘I don’t mean to make a serious complaint,’ she added, in injured tones, showing that she did. ‘Only we had asked nearly all of them to meet you, as the son of your illustrious father, whom many of my friends know personally; and—they were disappointed.’


  It was now time for Somerset to be genuinely grieved at what he had done. Paula seemed so good and honourable at that moment that he could have laid down his life for her.


  ‘When I was dressed, I came in here to ask you to reconsider your decision,’ she continued; ‘or to meet us in the drawing-room if you could not possibly be ready for dinner. But you were gone.’


  ‘And you sat down in that chair, didn’t you, darling, and remained there a long time musing!’ he thought. But that he did not say.


  ‘I am very sorry,’ he murmured.


  ‘Will you make amends by coming to our garden-party? I ask you the very first.’


  ‘I will,’ replied Somerset. To add that it would give him great pleasure, etc., seemed an absurdly weak way of expressing his feelings, and he said no more.


  ‘It is on the nineteenth. Don’t forget the day.’


  He met her eyes in such a way that, if she were woman, she must have seen it to mean as plainly as words: ‘Do I look as if I could forget anything you say?’


  She must, indeed, have understood much more by this time—the whole of his open secret. But he did not understand her. History has revealed that a supernumerary lover or two is rarely considered a disadvantage by a woman, from queen to cottage-girl; and the thought made him pause.


  ♣


  XIV


  When she was gone he went on with the drawing, not calling in Dare, who remained in the room adjoining. Presently a servant came and laid a paper on his table, which Miss Power had sent. It was one of the morning newspapers, and was folded so that his eye fell immediately on a letter headed ‘Restoration or Demolition.’


  The letter was professedly written by a dispassionate person solely in the interests of art. It drew attention to the current news that the ancient and interesting castle of the de Stancys had unhappily passed into the hands of an iconoclast by blood, who, without respect for the tradition of the county, or any feeling whatever for history in stone, was about to demolish much, if not all, that was interesting in that ancient pile, and insert in its midst a monstrous travesty of some Greek temple. In the name of all lovers of mediæval art, conjured the simple-minded writer, let something be done to save a building which, injured and battered in the Civil Wars, was now to be made a complete ruin by the freaks of an irresponsible owner.


  Her sending him the paper seemed to imply that she required his opinion on the case; and in the afternoon, leaving Dare to measure up a wing according to directions, he went out in the hope of meeting her, having learnt that she had gone down to the village. On reaching the church he saw her crossing the churchyard path with her aunt and Miss de Stancy. Somerset entered the enclosure, and as soon as she saw him she came across.


  ‘What is to be done?’ she asked.


  ‘You need not be concerned about such a letter as that.’


  ‘I am concerned.’


  ‘I think it dreadful impertinence,’ spoke up Charlotte, who had joined them. ‘Can you think who wrote it, Mr. Somerset?’


  Somerset could not.


  ‘Well, what am I to do?’ repeated Paula.


  ‘Just as you would have done before.’


  ‘That’s what I say,’ observed Mrs. Goodman emphatically.


  ‘But I have already altered—I have given up the Greek court.’


  ‘O—you had seen the paper this morning before you looked at my drawing?’


  ‘I had,’ she answered.


  Somerset thought it a forcible illustration of her natural reticence that she should have abandoned the design without telling him the reason; but he was glad she had not done it from mere caprice.


  She turned to him and said quietly, ‘I wish you would answer that letter.’


  ‘It would be ill-advised,’ said Somerset. ‘Still, if, after consideration, you wish it much, I will. Meanwhile let me impress upon you again the expediency of calling in Mr. Havill—to whom, as your father’s architect, expecting this commission, something perhaps is owed—and getting him to furnish an alternative plan to mine, and submitting the choice of designs to some members of the Royal Institute of British Architects. This letter makes it still more advisable than before.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Paula reluctantly.


  ‘Let him have all the particulars you have been good enough to explain to me—so that we start fair in the competition.’


  She looked negligently on the grass. ‘I will tell the building steward to write them out for him,’ she said.


  The party separated and entered the church by different doors. Somerset went to a nook of the building that he had often intended to visit. It was called the Stancy aisle; and in it stood the tombs of that family. Somerset examined them: they were unusually rich and numerous, beginning with cross-legged knights in hauberks of chain-mail, their ladies beside them in wimple and cover-chief, all more or less coated with the green mould and dirt of ages: and continuing with others of later date, in fine alabaster, gilded and coloured, some of them wearing round their necks the Yorkist collar of suns and roses, the livery of Edward the Fourth. In scrutinizing the tallest canopy over these he beheld Paula behind it, as if in contemplation of the same objects.


  ‘You came to the church to sketch these monuments, I suppose, Mr. Somerset?’ she asked, as soon as she saw him.


  ‘No. I came to speak to you about the letter.’


  She sighed. ‘Yes: that letter,’ she said. ‘I am persecuted! If I had been one of these it would never have been written.’ She tapped the alabaster effigy of a recumbent lady with her parasol.


  ‘They are interesting, are they not?’ he said. ‘She is beautifully preserved. The gilding is nearly gone, but beyond that she is perfect.’


  ‘She is like Charlotte,’ said Paula. And what was much like another sigh escaped her lips.


  Somerset admitted that there was a resemblance, while Paula drew her forefinger across the marble face of the effigy, and at length took out her handkerchief, and began wiping the dust from the hollows of the features. He looked on, wondering what her sigh had meant, but guessing that it had been somehow caused by the sight of these sculptures in connection with the newspaper writer’s denunciation of her as an irresponsible outsider.


  The secret was out when in answer to his question, idly put, if she wished she were like one of these, she said, with exceptional vehemence for one of her demeanour—


  ‘I don’t wish I was like one of them: I wish I was one of them.’


  ‘What—you wish you were a de Stancy?’


  ‘Yes. It is very dreadful to be denounced as a barbarian. I want to be romantic and historical.’


  ‘Miss de Stancy seems not to value the privilege,’ he said, looking round at another part of the church where Charlotte was innocently prattling to Mrs. Goodman, quite heedless of the tombs of her forefathers.


  ‘If I were one,’ she continued, ‘I should come here when I feel alone in the world, as I do to-day; and I would defy people, and say, “You cannot spoil what has been!”’


  They walked on till they reached the old black pew attached to the castle—a vast square enclosure of oak panelling occupying half the aisle, and surmounted with a little balustrade above the framework. Within, the baize lining that had once been green, now faded to the colour of a common in August, was torn, kicked and scraped to rags by the feet and hands of the plough-boys who had appropriated the pew as their own special place of worship since it had ceased to be used by any resident at the castle, because its height afforded convenient shelter for playing at marbles and pricking with pins.


  Charlotte and Mrs. Goodman had by this time left the building, and could be seen looking at the headstones outside.


  ‘If you were a de Stancy,’ said Somerset, who had pondered more deeply upon that new wish of hers than he had seemed to do, ‘you would be a churchwoman, and sit here.’


  ‘And I should have the pew done up,’ she said readily, as she rested her pretty chin on the top rail and looked at the interior, her cheeks pressed into deep dimples. Her quick reply told him that the idea was no new one with her, and he thought of poor Mr. Woodwell’s shrewd prophecy as he perceived that her days as a separatist were numbered.


  ‘Well, why can’t you have it done up, and sit here?’ he said warily.


  Paula shook her head.


  ‘You are not at enmity with Anglicanism, I am sure?’


  ‘I want not to be. I want to be—what——’


  ‘What the de Stancys were, and are,’ he said insidiously; and her silenced bearing told him that he had hit the nail.


  It was a strange idea to get possession of such a nature as hers, and for a minute he felt himself on the side of the minister. So strong was Somerset’s feeling of wishing her to show the quality of fidelity to paternal dogma and party, that he could not help adding—


  ‘But have you forgotten that other nobility—the nobility of talent and enterprise?’


  ‘No. But I wish I had a well-known line of ancestors.’


  ‘You have. Archimedes, Newcomen, Watt, Telford, Stephenson, those are your father’s direct ancestors. Have you forgotten them? Have you forgotten your father, and the railways he made over half Europe, and his great energy and skill, and all connected with him, as if he had never lived?’


  She did not answer for some time. ‘No, I have not forgotten it,’ she said, still looking into the pew. ‘But, I have a prédilection d’artiste for ancestors of the other sort, like the de Stancys.’


  Her hand was resting on the low pew next the high one of the de Stancys. Somerset looked at the hand, or rather at the glove which covered it, then at her averted cheek, then beyond it into the pew, then at her hand again, until by an indescribable consciousness that he was not going too far he laid his own upon it.


  ‘No, no,’ said Paula quickly, withdrawing her hand. But there was nothing resentful or haughty in her tone—nothing, in short, which makes a man in such circumstances feel that he has done a particularly foolish action.


  The flower on her bosom rose and fell somewhat more than usual as she added, ‘I am going away now—I will leave you here.’ Without waiting for a reply she adroitly swept back her skirts to free her feet and went out of the church blushing.


  Somerset took her hint and did not follow; and when he knew that she had rejoined her friends, and heard the carriage roll away, he made towards the opposite door. Pausing to glance once more at the alabaster effigies before leaving them to their silence and neglect, he beheld Dare bending over them, to all appearance intently occupied.


  He must have been in the church some time—certainly during the tender episode between Somerset and Paula, and could not have failed to perceive it. Somerset blushed: it was unpleasant that Dare should have seen the interior of his heart so plainly. He went across and said, ‘I think I left you to finish the drawing of the north wing, Mr. Dare?’


  ‘Three hours ago, sir,’ said Dare. ‘Having finished that, I came to look at the church—fine building—fine monuments—two interesting people looking at them.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I stand corrected. Pensa molto, parla poco, as the Italians have it.’


  ‘Well, now, Mr. Dare, suppose you get back to the castle?’


  ‘Which history dubs Castle Stancy…. Certainly.’


  ‘How do you get on with the measuring?’


  Dare sighed whimsically. ‘Badly in the morning, when I have been tempted to indulge overnight, and worse in the afternoon, when I have been tempted in the morning!’


  Somerset looked at the youth, and said, ‘I fear I shall have to dispense with your services, Dare, for I think you have been tempted to-day.’


  ‘On my honour no. My manner is a little against me, Mr. Somerset. But you need not fear for my ability to do your work. I am a young man wasted, and am thought of slight account: it is the true men who get snubbed, while traitors are allowed to thrive!’


  ‘Hang sentiment, Dare, and off with you!’ A little ruffled, Somerset had turned his back upon the interesting speaker, so that he did not observe the sly twist Dare threw into his right eye as he spoke. The latter went off in one direction and Somerset in the other, pursuing his pensive way along Markton street with thoughts not difficult to divine.


  From one point in her nature he went to another, till he again recurred to her romantic interest in the de Stancy family. To wish she was one of them: how very inconsistent of her. That she really did wish it was unquestionable.


  ♣


  XV


  It was the day of the garden-party. The weather was too cloudy to be called perfect, but it was as sultry as the most thinly-clad young lady could desire. Great trouble had been taken by Paula to bring the lawn to a fit condition after the neglect of recent years, and Somerset had suggested the design for the tents. As he approached the precincts of the castle he discerned a flag of newest fabric floating over the tower, and soon his fly fell in with the stream of carriages that were passing over the bridge into the outer ward.


  Mrs. Goodman and Paula were receiving the people in the drawing-room. Somerset came forward in his turn; but as he was immediately followed by others there was not much opportunity, even had she felt the wish, for any special mark of feeling in the younger lady’s greeting of him.


  He went on through a canvas passage, lined on each side with flowering plants, till he reached the tents; thence, after nodding to one or two guests slightly known to him, he proceeded to the grounds, with a sense of being rather lonely. Few visitors had as yet got so far in, and as he walked up and down a shady alley his mind dwelt upon the new aspect under which Paula had greeted his eyes that afternoon. Her black-and-white costume had finally disappeared, and in its place she had adopted a picturesque dress of ivory white, with satin enrichments of the same hue; while upon her bosom she wore a blue flower. Her days of infestivity were plainly ended, and her days of gladness were to begin.


  His reverie was interrupted by the sound of his name, and looking round he beheld Havill, who appeared to be as much alone as himself.


  Somerset already knew that Havill had been appointed to compete with him, according to his recommendation. In measuring a dark corner a day or two before, he had stumbled upon Havill engaged in the same pursuit with a view to the rival design. Afterwards he had seen him receiving Paula’s instructions precisely as he had done himself. It was as he had wished, for fairness’ sake: and yet he felt a regret, for he was less Paula’s own architect now.


  ‘Well, Mr. Somerset,’ said Havill, ‘since we first met an unexpected rivalry has arisen between us! But I dare say we shall survive the contest, as it is not one arising out of love. Ha-ha-ha!’ He spoke in a level voice of fierce pleasantry, and uncovered his regular white teeth.


  Somerset supposed him to allude to the castle competition?


  ‘Yes,’ said Havill. ‘Her proposed undertaking brought out some adverse criticism till it was known that she intended to have more than one architectural opinion. An excellent stroke of hers to disarm criticism. You saw the second letter in the morning papers?’


  ‘No,’ said the other.


  ‘The writer states that he has discovered that the competent advice of two architects is to be taken, and withdraws his accusations.’


  Somerset said nothing for a minute. ‘Have you been supplied with the necessary data for your drawings?’ he asked, showing by the question the track his thoughts had taken.


  Havill said that he had. ‘But possibly not so completely as you have,’ he added, again smiling fiercely. Somerset did not quite like the insinuation, and the two speakers parted, the younger going towards the musicians, who had now begun to fill the air with their strains from the embowered enclosure of a drooping ash. When he got back to the marquees they were quite crowded, and the guests began to pour out upon the grass, the toilets of the ladies presenting a brilliant spectacle—here being coloured dresses with white devices, there white dresses with coloured devices, and yonder transparent dresses with no device at all. A lavender haze hung in the air, the trees were as still as those of a submarine forest; while the sun, in colour like a brass plaque, had a hairy outline in the livid sky.


  After watching awhile some young people who were so madly devoted to lawn-tennis that they set about it like day-labourers at the moment of their arrival, he turned and saw approaching a graceful figure in cream-coloured hues, whose gloves lost themselves beneath her lace ruffles, even when she lifted her hand to make firm the blue flower at her breast, and whose hair hung under her hat in great knots so well compacted that the sun gilded the convexity of each knot like a ball.


  ‘You seem to be alone,’ said Paula, who had at last escaped from the duty of receiving guests.


  ‘I don’t know many people.’


  ‘Yes: I thought of that while I was in the drawing-room. But I could not get out before. I am now no longer a responsible being: Mrs. Goodman is mistress for the remainder of the day. Will you be introduced to anybody? Whom would you like to know?’


  ‘I am not particularly unhappy in my solitude.’


  ‘But you must be made to know a few.’


  ‘Very well—I submit readily.’


  She looked away from him, and while he was observing upon her cheek the moving shadow of leaves cast by the declining sun, she said, ‘O, there is my aunt,’ and beckoned with her parasol to that lady, who approached in the comparatively youthful guise of a grey silk dress that whistled at every touch.


  Paula left them together, and Mrs. Goodman then made him acquainted with a few of the best people, describing what they were in a whisper before they came up, among them being the Radical member for Toneborough, who had succeeded to the seat rendered vacant by the death of Paula’s father. While talking to this gentleman on the proposed enlargement of the castle, Somerset raised his eyes and hand towards the walls, the better to point out his meaning; in so doing he saw a face in the square of darkness formed by one of the open windows, the effect being that of a highlight portrait by Vandyck or Rembrandt.


  It was his assistant Dare, leaning on the window-sill of the studio, as he smoked his cigarette and surveyed the gay groups promenading beneath.


  After holding a chattering conversation with some ladies from a neighbouring country-seat who had known his father in bygone years, and handing them ices and strawberries till they were satisfied, he found an opportunity of leaving the grounds, wishing to learn what progress Dare had made in the survey of the castle.


  Dare was still in the studio when he entered. Somerset informed the youth that there was no necessity for his working later that day, unless to please himself, and proceeded to inspect Dare’s achievements thus far. To his vexation Dare had not plotted three dimensions during the previous two days. This was not the first time that Dare, either from incompetence or indolence, had shown his inutility as a house-surveyor and draughtsman.


  ‘Mr. Dare,’ said Somerset, ‘I fear you don’t suit me well enough to make it necessary that you should stay after this week.’


  Dare removed the cigarette from his lips and bowed. ‘If I don’t suit, the sooner I go the better; why wait the week?’ he said.


  ‘Well, that’s as you like.’


  Somerset drew the inkstand towards him, wrote out a cheque for Dare’s services, and handed it across the table.


  ‘I’ll not trouble you to-morrow,’ said Dare, seeing that the payment included the week in advance.


  ‘Very well,’ replied Somerset. ‘Please lock the door when you leave.’ Shaking hands with Dare and wishing him well, he left the room and descended to the lawn below.


  There he contrived to get near Miss Power again, and inquired of her for Miss de Stancy.


  ‘O! did you not know?’ said Paula; ‘her father is unwell, and she preferred staying with him this afternoon.’


  ‘I hoped he might have been here.’


  ‘O no; he never comes out of his house to any party of this sort; it excites him, and he must not be excited.’


  ‘Poor Sir William!’ muttered Somerset.


  ‘No,’ said Paula, ‘he is grand and historical.’


  ‘That is hardly an orthodox notion for a Puritan,’ said Somerset mischievously.


  ‘I am not a Puritan,’ insisted Paula.


  The day turned to dusk, and the guests began going in relays to the dining-hall. When Somerset had taken in two or three ladies to whom he had been presented, and attended to their wants, which occupied him three-quarters of an hour, he returned again to the large tent, with a view to finding Paula and taking his leave. It was now brilliantly lighted up, and the musicians, who during daylight had been invisible behind the ash-tree, were ensconced at one end with their harps and violins. It reminded him that there was to be dancing. The tent had in the meantime half filled with a new set of young people who had come expressly for that pastime. Behind the girls gathered numbers of newly arrived young men with low shoulders and diminutive moustaches, who were evidently prepared for once to sacrifice themselves as partners.


  Somerset felt something of a thrill at the sight. He was an infrequent dancer, and particularly unprepared for dancing at present; but to dance once with Paula Power he would give a year of his life. He looked round; but she was nowhere to be seen. The first set began; old and middle-aged people gathered from the different rooms to look on at the gyrations of their children, but Paula did not appear. When another dance or two had progressed, and an increase in the average age of the dancers was making itself perceptible, especially on the masculine side, Somerset was aroused by a whisper at his elbow—


  ‘You dance, I think? Miss Deverell is disengaged. She has not been asked once this evening.’ The speaker was Paula.


  Somerset looked at Miss Deverell—a sallow lady with black twinkling eyes, yellow costume, and gay laugh, who had been there all the afternoon—and said something about having thought of going home.


  ‘Is that because I asked you to dance?’ Paula murmured. ‘There—she is appropriated.’ A young gentleman had at that moment approached the uninviting Miss Deverell, claimed her hand and led her off.


  ‘That’s right,’ said Somerset. ‘I ought to leave room for younger men.’


  ‘You need not say so. That bald-headed gentleman is forty-five. He does not think of younger men.’


  ‘Have you a dance to spare for me?’


  Her face grew stealthily redder in the candle-light. ‘O!—I have no engagement at all—I have refused. I hardly feel at liberty to dance; it would be as well to leave that to my visitors.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘My father, though he allowed me to be taught, never liked the idea of my dancing.’


  ‘Did he make you promise anything on the point?’


  ‘He said he was not in favour of such amusements—no more.’


  ‘I think you are not bound by that, on an informal occasion like the present.’


  She was silent.


  ‘You will just once?’ said he.


  Another silence. ‘If you like,’ she venturesomely answered at last.


  Somerset closed the hand which was hanging by his side, and somehow hers was in it. The dance was nearly formed, and he led her forward. Several persons looked at them significantly, but he did not notice it then, and plunged into the maze.


  Never had Mr. Somerset passed through such an experience before. Had he not felt her actual weight and warmth, he might have fancied the whole episode a figment of the imagination. It seemed as if those musicians had thrown a double sweetness into their notes on seeing the mistress of the castle in the dance, that a perfumed southern atmosphere had begun to pervade the marquee, and that human beings were shaking themselves free of all inconvenient gravitation.


  Somerset’s feelings burst from his lips. ‘This is the happiest moment I have ever known,’ he said. ‘Do you know why?’


  ‘I think I saw a flash of lightning through the opening of the tent,’ said Paula, with roguish abruptness.


  He did not press for an answer. Within a few minutes a long growl of thunder was heard. It was as if Jove could not refrain from testifying his jealousy of Somerset for taking this covetable woman so presumptuously in his arms.


  The dance was over, and he had retired with Paula to the back of the tent, when another faint flash of lightning was visible through an opening. She lifted the canvas, and looked out, Somerset looking out behind her. Another dance was begun, and being on this account left out of notice, Somerset did not hasten to leave Paula’s side.


  ‘I think they begin to feel the heat,’ she said.


  ‘A little ventilation would do no harm.’ He flung back the tent door where he stood, and the light shone out upon the grass.


  ‘I must go to the drawing-room soon,’ she added. ‘They will begin to leave shortly.’


  ‘It is not late. The thunder-cloud has made it seem dark—see there; a line of pale yellow stretches along the horizon from west to north. That’s evening—not gone yet. Shall we go into the fresh air for a minute?’


  She seemed to signify assent, and he stepped off the tent-floor upon the ground. She stepped off also.


  The air out-of-doors had not cooled, and without definitely choosing a direction they found themselves approaching a little wooden tea-house that stood on the lawn a few yards off. Arrived here, they turned, and regarded the tent they had just left, and listened to the strains that came from within it.


  ‘I feel more at ease now,’ said Paula.


  ‘So do I,’ said Somerset.


  ‘I mean,’ she added in an undeceiving tone, ‘because I saw Mrs. Goodman enter the tent again just as we came out here; so I have no further responsibility.’


  ‘I meant something quite different. Try to guess what.’


  She teasingly demurred, finally breaking the silence by saying, ‘The rain is come at last,’ as great drops began to fall upon the ground with a smack, like pellets of clay.


  In a moment the storm poured down with sudden violence, and they drew further back into the summer-house. The side of the tent from which they had emerged still remained open, the rain streaming down between their eyes and the lighted interior of the marquee like a tissue of glass threads, the brilliant forms of the dancers passing and repassing behind the watery screen, as if they were people in an enchanted submarine palace.


  ‘How happy they are!’ said Paula. ‘They don’t even know that it is raining. I am so glad that my aunt had the tent lined; otherwise such a downpour would have gone clean through it.’


  The thunder-storm showed no symptoms of abatement, and the music and dancing went on more merrily than ever.


  ‘We cannot go in,’ said Somerset. ‘And we cannot shout for umbrellas. We will stay till it is over, will we not?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘if you care to. Ah!’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Only a big drop came upon my head.’


  ‘Let us stand further in.’


  Her hand was hanging by her side, and Somerset’s was close by. He took it, and she did not draw it away. Thus they stood a long while, the rain hissing down upon the grass-plot, and not a soul being visible outside the dancing-tent save themselves.


  ‘May I call you Paula?’ asked he.


  There was no answer.


  ‘May I?’ he repeated.


  ‘Yes, occasionally,’ she murmured.


  ‘Dear Paula!—may I call you that?’


  ‘O no—not yet.’


  ‘But you know I love you?’


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


  ‘And shall I love you always?’


  ‘If you wish to.’


  ‘And will you love me?’


  Paula did not reply.


  ‘Will you, Paula?’ he repeated.


  ‘You may love me.’


  ‘But don’t you love me in return?’


  ‘I love you to love me.’


  ‘Won’t you say anything more explicit?’


  ‘I would rather not.’


  Somerset emitted half a sigh: he wished she had been more demonstrative, yet felt that this passive way of assenting was as much as he could hope for. Had there been anything cold in her passivity he might have felt repressed; but her still look suggested the still look of motion imperceptible from its speed.


  ‘We must go in,’ said she. ‘The rain is almost over, and there is no longer any excuse for this.’


  Somerset bent his lips toward hers.


  ‘No,’ said the fair Puritan decisively.


  ‘Why not?’ he asked.


  ‘Nobody ever has.’


  ‘But!——’ expostulated Somerset.


  ‘To everything there is a season, and the season for this is not just now,’ she answered, walking away.


  They crossed the wet and glistening lawn, stepped under the tent and parted. She vanished, he did not know whither; and, standing with his gaze fixed on the dancers, the young man waited, till, being in no mood to join them, he went slowly through the artificial passage lined with flowers, and entered the drawing-room. Mrs. Goodman was there, bidding good-night to the early goers, and Paula was just behind her, apparently in her usual mood. His parting with her was quite formal, but that he did not mind, for her colour rose decidedly higher as he approached, and the light in her eyes was like the ray of a diamond.


  When he reached the door he found that his brougham from the Quantock Arms, which had been waiting more than an hour, could not be heard of. That vagrancy of spirit which love induces would not permit him to wait, as the distance was so short; and, leaving word that the man was to follow him if he returned, he went past the glare of carriage-lamps ranked in the ward, and under the outer arch. The night was now clear and beautiful, and he strolled along his way full of mysterious elation.


  Up to this point Somerset’s progress in his suit had been, though incomplete, so uninterrupted, that he almost feared the good chance he enjoyed. How should it be in a mortal of his calibre to command success with such a sweet woman for long? He might, indeed, turn out to be one of the singular exceptions which are said to prove rules; but when fortune means to men most good, observes the bard, she looks upon them with a threatening eye. Somerset would even have been content that a little disapproval of his course should have occurred in some quarter, so as to make his wooing more like ordinary life. But Paula was not clearly won, and that was drawback sufficient. In these pleasing agonies and painful delights he strolled down into Markton.


  ♣


  Book the Second


  Dare and Havill


  I


  Young Dare sat thoughtfully at the window of the studio in which Somerset had left him, till the gay scene beneath became embrowned by the twilight, and the brilliant red stripes of the marquees, the bright sunshades, the many-tinted costumes of the ladies, were indistinguishable from the blacks and greys of the masculine contingent moving among them. He had occasionally glanced away from the outward prospect to study a small old volume that lay before him on the drawing-board. Near scrutiny revealed the book to bear the title ‘Moivre’s Doctrine of Chances.’


  The evening had been so still that Dare had heard conversations from below with a clearness unsuspected by the speakers themselves; and among the dialogues which thus reached his ears was that between Somerset and Havill on their professional rivalry. When they parted, and Somerset had mingled with the throng, Havill went to a seat at a distance. Afterwards he rose, and walked away; but on the bench he had quitted there remained a small object resembling a book or leather case.


  Dare put away the drawing-board and plotting-scales which he had kept before him during the evening as a reason for his presence at that post of espial, locked up the door, and went downstairs. Notwithstanding his dismissal by Somerset, he was so serene in countenance and easy in gait as to make it a fair conjecture that professional servitude, however profitable, was no necessity with him. The gloom now rendered it practicable for any unbidden guest to join Paula’s assemblage without criticism, and Dare walked boldly out upon the lawn. The crowd on the grass was rapidly diminishing; the tennis-players had relinquished sport; many people had gone in to dinner or supper; and many others, attracted by the cheerful radiance of the candles, were gathering in the large tent that had been lighted up for dancing.


  Dare went to the garden-chair on which Havill had been seated, and found the article left behind to be a pocket-book. Whether because it was unclasped and fell open in his hand, or otherwise, he did not hesitate to examine the contents. Among a mass of architect’s customary memoranda occurred a draft of the letter abusing Paula as an iconoclast or Vandal by blood, which had appeared in the newspapers: the draft was so interlined and altered as to bear evidence of being the original conception of that ungentlemanly attack.


  The lad read the letter, smiled, and strolled about the grounds, only met by an occasional pair of individuals of opposite sex in deep conversation, the state of whose emotions led them to prefer the evening shade to the publicity and glare of the tent and rooms. At last he observed the white waistcoat of the man he sought.


  ‘Mr. Havill, the architect, I believe?’ said Dare. ‘The author of most of the noteworthy buildings in this neighbourhood?’


  Havill assented blandly.


  ‘I have long wished for the pleasure of your acquaintance, and now an accident helps me to make it. This pocket-book, I think, is yours?’


  Havill clapped his hand to his pocket, examined the book Dare held out to him, and took it with thanks. ‘I see I am speaking to the artist, archaeologist, Gothic photographer—Mr. Dare.’


  ‘Professor Dare.’


  ‘Professor? Pardon me, I should not have guessed it—so young as you are.’


  ‘Well, it is merely ornamental; and in truth, I drop the title in England, particularly under present circumstances.’


  ‘Ah—they are peculiar, perhaps? Ah, I remember. I have heard that you are assisting a gentleman in preparing a design in opposition to mine—a design——’


  ‘“That he is not competent to prepare himself,” you were perhaps going to add?’


  ‘Not precisely that.’


  ‘You could hardly be blamed for such words. However, you are mistaken. I did assist him to gain a little further insight into the working of architectural plans; but our views on art are antagonistic, and I assist him no more. Mr. Havill, it must be very provoking to a well-established professional man to have a rival sprung at him in a grand undertaking which he had a right to expect as his own.’


  Professional sympathy is often accepted from those whose condolence on any domestic matter would be considered intrusive. Havill walked up and down beside Dare for a few moments in silence, and at last showed that the words had told, by saying: ‘Every one may have his opinion. Had I been a stranger to the Power family, the case would have been different; but having been specially elected by the lady’s father as a competent adviser in such matters, and then to be degraded to the position of a mere competitor, it wounds me to the quick——’


  ‘Both in purse and in person, like the ill-used hostess of the Garter.’


  ‘A lady to whom I have been a staunch friend,’ continued Havill, not heeding the interruption.


  At that moment sounds seemed to come from Dare which bore a remarkable resemblance to the words, ‘Ho, ho, Havill!’ It was hardly credible, and yet, could he be mistaken? Havill turned. Dare’s eye was twisted comically upward.


  ‘What does that mean?’ said Havill coldly, and with some amazement.


  ‘Ho, ho, Havill! “Staunch friend” is good—especially after “an iconoclast and Vandal by blood”—“monstrosity in the form of a Greek temple,” and so on, eh!’


  ‘Sir, you have the advantage of me. Perhaps you allude to that anonymous letter?’


  ‘O—ho, Havill!’ repeated the boy-man, turning his eyes yet further towards the zenith. ‘To an outsider such conduct would be natural; but to a friend who finds your pocket-book, and looks into it before returning it, and kindly removes a leaf bearing the draft of a letter which might injure you if discovered there, and carefully conceals it in his own pocket—why, such conduct is unkind!’ Dare held up the abstracted leaf.


  Havill trembled. ‘I can explain,’ he began.


  ‘It is not necessary: we are friends,’ said Dare assuringly.


  Havill looked as if he would like to snatch the leaf away, but altering his mind, he said grimly: ‘Well, I take you at your word: we are friends. That letter was concocted before I knew of the competition: it was during my first disgust, when I believed myself entirely supplanted.’


  ‘I am not in the least surprised. But if she knew you to be the writer!’


  ‘I should be ruined as far as this competition is concerned,’ said Havill carelessly. ‘Had I known I was to be invited to compete, I should not have written it, of course. To be supplanted is hard; and thereby hangs a tale.’


  ‘Another tale? You astonish me.’


  ‘Then you have not heard the scandal, though everybody is talking about it.’


  ‘A scandal implies indecorum.’


  ‘Well, ’tis indecorous. Her infatuated partiality for him is patent to the eyes of a child; a man she has only known a few weeks, and one who obtained admission to her house in the most irregular manner! Had she a watchful friend beside her, instead of that moonstruck Mrs. Goodman, she would be cautioned against bestowing her favours on the first adventurer who appears at her door. It is a pity, a great pity!’


  ‘O, there is love-making in the wind?’ said Dare slowly. ‘That alters the case for me. But it is not proved?’


  ‘It can easily be proved.’


  ‘I wish it were, or disproved.’


  ‘You have only to come this way to clear up all doubts.’


  Havill took the lad towards the tent, from which the strains of a waltz now proceeded, and on whose sides flitting shadows told of the progress of the dance. The companions looked in. The rosy silk lining of the marquee, and the numerous coronas of wax lights, formed a canopy to a radiant scene which, for two at least of those who composed it, was an intoxicating one. Paula and Somerset were dancing together.


  ‘That proves nothing,’ said Dare.


  ‘Look at their rapt faces, and say if it does not,’ sneered Havill.


  Dare objected to a judgment based on looks alone.


  ‘Very well—time will show,’ said the architect, dropping the tent-curtain…. ‘Good God! a girl worth fifty thousand and more a year to throw herself away upon a fellow like that—she ought to be whipped.’


  ‘Time must not show!’ said Dare.


  ‘You speak with emphasis.’


  ‘I have reason. I would give something to be sure on this point, one way or the other. Let us wait till the dance is over, and observe them more carefully. Hörensagen ist halb gelogen! Hearsay is half lies.’


  Sheet-lightnings increased in the northern sky over the sea, followed by thunder like the indistinct noise of a battle. Havill and Dare retired to the trees. When the dance ended Somerset and his partner emerged from the tent, and slowly moved towards the tea-house. Divining their goal Dare seized Havill’s arm; and the two worthies entered the building unseen, by first passing round behind it. They seated themselves in the back part of the interior, where darkness prevailed.


  As before related, Paula and Somerset came and stood within the door. When the rain increased they drew themselves further inward, their forms being distinctly outlined to the gaze of those lurking behind by the light from the tent beyond. But the hiss of the falling rain and the lowness of their tones prevented their words from being heard.


  ‘I wish myself out of this!’ breathed Havill to Dare, as he buttoned his coat over his white waistcoat. ‘I told you it was true, but you wouldn’t believe. I wouldn’t she should catch me here eavesdropping for the world!’


  ‘Courage, Man Friday,’ said his cooler comrade.


  Paula and her lover backed yet further, till the hem of her skirt touched Havill’s feet. Their attitudes were sufficient to prove their relations to the most obstinate Didymus who should have witnessed them. Tender emotions seemed to pervade the summer-house like an aroma. The calm ecstasy of the condition of at least one of them was not without a coercive effect upon the two invidious spectators, so that they must need have remained passive had they come there to disturb or annoy. The serenity of Paula was even more impressive than the hushed ardour of Somerset: she did not satisfy curiosity as Somerset satisfied it; she piqued it. Poor Somerset had reached a perfectly intelligible depth—one which had a single blissful way out of it, and nine calamitous ones; but Paula remained an enigma all through the scene.


  The rain ceased, and the pair moved away. The enchantment worked by their presence vanished, the details of the meeting settled down in the watchers’ minds, and their tongues were loosened. Dare, turning to Havill, said, ‘Thank you; you have done me a timely turn to-day.’


  ‘What! had you hopes that way?’ asked Havill satirically.


  ‘I! The woman that interests my heart has yet to be born,’ said Dare, with a steely coldness strange in such a juvenile, and yet almost convincing. ‘But though I have not personal hopes, I have an objection to this courtship. Now I think we may as well fraternize, the situation being what it is?’


  ‘What is the situation?’


  ‘He is in your way as her architect; he is in my way as her lover: we don’t want to hurt him, but we wish him clean out of the neighbourhood.’


  ‘I’ll go as far as that,’ said Havill.


  ‘I have come here at some trouble to myself, merely to observe: I find I ought to stay to act.’


  ‘If you were myself, a married man with people dependent on him, who has had a professional certainty turned to a miserably remote contingency by these events, you might say you ought to act; but what conceivable difference it can make to you who it is the young lady takes to her heart and home, I fail to understand.’


  ‘Well, I’ll tell you—this much at least. I want to keep the place vacant for another man.’


  ‘The place?’


  ‘The place of husband to Miss Power, and proprietor of that castle and domain.’


  ‘That’s a scheme with a vengeance. Who is the man?’


  ‘It is my secret at present.’


  ‘Certainly.’ Havill drew a deep breath, and dropped into a tone of depression. ‘Well, scheme as you will, there will be small advantage to me,’ he murmured. ‘The castle commission is as good as gone, and a bill for two hundred pounds falls due next week.’


  ‘Cheer up, heart! My position, if you only knew it, has ten times the difficulties of yours, since this disagreeable discovery. Let us consider if we can assist each other. The competition drawings are to be sent in—when?’


  ‘In something over six weeks—a fortnight before she returns from the Scilly Isles, for which place she leaves here in a few days.’


  ‘O, she goes away—that’s better. Our lover will be working here at his drawings, and she not present.’


  ‘Exactly. Perhaps she is a little ashamed of the intimacy.’


  ‘And if your design is considered best by the committee, he will have no further reason for staying, assuming that they are not definitely engaged to marry by that time?’


  ‘I suppose so,’ murmured Havill discontentedly. ‘The conditions, as sent to me, state that the designs are to be adjudicated on by three members of the Institute called in for the purpose; so that she may return, and have seemed to show no favour.’


  ‘Then it amounts to this: your design must be best. It must combine the excellences of your invention with the excellences of his. Meanwhile a coolness should be made to arise between her and him: and as there would be no artistic reason for his presence here after the verdict is pronounced, he would perforce hie back to town. Do you see?’


  ‘I see the ingenuity of the plan, but I also see two insurmountable obstacles to it. The first is, I cannot add the excellences of his design to mine without knowing what those excellences are, which he will of course keep a secret. Second, it will not be easy to promote a coolness between such hot ones as they.’


  ‘You make a mistake. It is only he who is so ardent. She is only lukewarm. If we had any spirit, a bargain would be struck between us: you would appropriate his design; I should cause the coolness.’


  ‘How could I appropriate his design?’


  ‘By copying it, I suppose.’


  ‘Copying it?’


  ‘By going into his studio and looking it over.’


  Havill turned to Dare, and stared. ‘By George, you don’t stick at trifles, young man. You don’t suppose I would go into a man’s rooms and steal his inventions like that?’


  ‘I scarcely suppose you would,’ said Dare indifferently, as he rose.


  ‘And if I were to,’ said Havill curiously, ‘how is the coolness to be caused?’


  ‘By the second man.’


  ‘Who is to produce him?’


  ‘Her Majesty’s Government.’


  Havill looked meditatively at his companion, and shook his head. ‘In these idle suppositions we have been assuming conduct which would be quite against my principles as an honest man.’


  ♣


  II


  A few days after the party at Stancy Castle, Dare was walking down the High Street of Toneborough the county-town, a cigarette between his lips and a silver-topped cane in his hand. His eye fell upon a brass plate on an opposite door, bearing the name of Mr. Havill, Architect. He crossed over, and rang the office bell.


  The clerk who admitted him stated that Mr. Havill was in his private room, and would be disengaged in a short time. While Dare waited the clerk affixed to the door a piece of paper bearing the words ‘Back at 2,’ and went away to his dinner, leaving Dare in the room alone.


  Dare looked at the different drawings on the boards about the room. They all represented one subject, which, though unfinished as yet, and bearing no inscription, was recognized by the visitor as the design for the enlargement and restoration of Stancy Castle. When he had glanced it over Dare sat down.


  The doors between the office and private room were double; but the one towards the office being only ajar Dare could hear a conversation in progress within. It presently rose to an altercation, the tenor of which was obvious. Somebody had come for money.


  ‘Really I can stand it no longer, Mr. Havill—really I will not!’ said the creditor excitedly. ‘Now this bill overdue again—what can you expect? Why, I might have negotiated it; and where would you have been then? Instead of that, I have locked it up out of consideration for you; and what do I get for my considerateness? I shall let the law take its course!’


  ‘You’ll do me inexpressible harm, and get nothing whatever,’ said Havill. ‘If you would renew for another three months there would be no difficulty in the matter.’


  ‘You have said so before: I will do no such thing.’


  There was a silence; whereupon Dare arose without hesitation, and walked boldly into the private office. Havill was standing at one end, as gloomy as a thunder-cloud, and at the other was the unfortunate creditor with his hat on. Though Dare’s entry surprised them, both parties seemed relieved.


  ‘I have called in passing to congratulate you, Mr. Havill,’ said Dare gaily. ‘Such a commission as has been entrusted to you will make you famous!’


  ‘How do you do?—I wish it would make me rich,’ said Havill drily.


  ‘It will be a lift in that direction, from what I know of the profession. What is she going to spend?’


  ‘A hundred thousand.’


  ‘Your commission as architect, five thousand. Not bad, for making a few sketches. Consider what other great commissions such a work will lead to.’


  ‘What great work is this?’ asked the creditor.


  ‘Stancy Castle,’ said Dare, since Havill seemed too agape to answer. ‘You have not heard of it, then? Those are the drawings, I presume, in the next room?’


  Havill replied in the affirmative, beginning to perceive the manœuvre. ‘Perhaps you would like to see them?’ he said to the creditor.


  The latter offered no objection, and all three went into the drawing-office.


  ‘It will certainly be a magnificent structure,’ said the creditor, after regarding the elevations through his spectacles. ‘Stancy Castle: I had no idea of it! and when do you begin to build, Mr. Havill?’ he inquired in mollified tones.


  ‘In three months, I think?’ said Dare, looking to Havill.


  Havill assented.


  ‘Five thousand pounds commission,’ murmured the creditor. ‘Paid down, I suppose?’


  Havill nodded.


  ‘And the works will not linger for lack of money to carry them out, I imagine,’ said Dare. ‘Two hundred thousand will probably be spent before the work is finished.’


  ‘There is not much doubt of it,’ said Havill.


  ‘You said nothing to me about this?’ whispered the creditor to Havill, taking him aside, with a look of regret.


  ‘You would not listen!’


  ‘It alters the case greatly.’ The creditor retired with Havill to the door, and after a subdued colloquy in the passage he went away, Havill returning to the office.


  ‘What the devil do you mean by hoaxing him like this, when the job is no more mine than Inigo Jones’s?’


  ‘Don’t be too curious,’ said Dare, laughing. ‘Rather thank me for getting rid of him.’


  ‘But it is all a vision!’ said Havill, ruefully regarding the pencilled towers of Stancy Castle. ‘If the competition were really the commission that you have represented it to be there might be something to laugh at.’


  ‘It must be made a commission, somehow,’ returned Dare carelessly. ‘I am come to lend you a little assistance. I must stay in the neighbourhood, and I have nothing else to do.’


  A carriage slowly passed the window, and Havill recognized the Power liveries. ‘Hullo—she’s coming here!’ he said under his breath, as the carriage stopped by the kerb. ‘What does she want, I wonder? Dare, does she know you?’


  ‘I would just as soon be out of the way.’


  ‘Then go into the garden.’


  Dare went out through the back office as Paula was shown in at the front. She wore a grey travelling costume, and seemed to be in some haste.


  ‘I am on my way to the railway-station here, there being no train from the nearer branch to catch the express,’ she said to Havill. ‘I shall be absent from home for several weeks, and since you requested it, I have called to inquire how you are getting on with the design.’


  ‘Please look it over,’ said Havill, placing a seat for her.


  ‘No,’ said Paula. ‘I think it would be unfair. I have not looked at Mr.——the other architect’s plans since he has begun to design seriously, and I will not look at yours. Are you getting on quite well, and do you want to know anything more? If so, go to the castle, and get anybody to assist you. Why would you not make use of the room at your disposal in the castle, as the other architect has done?’


  In asking the question her face was towards the window, and suddenly her cheeks became a rosy red. She instantly looked another way.


  ‘Having my own office so near, it was not necessary, thank you,’ replied Havill, as, noting her countenance, he allowed his glance to stray into the street. Somerset was walking past on the opposite side.


  ‘The time is—the time fixed for sending in the drawings is the first of November, I believe,’ she said confusedly; ‘and the decision will be come to by three gentlemen who are prominent members of the Institute of Architects.’


  Havill then accompanied her to the carriage, and she drove away.


  Havill went to the back window to tell Dare that he need not stay in the garden; but the garden was empty. The architect remained alone in his office for some time; at the end of a quarter of an hour, when the scream of a railway whistle had echoed down the still street, he beheld Somerset repassing the window in a direction from the railway, with somewhat of a sad gait. In another minute Dare entered, humming the latest air of Offenbach.


  ‘’Tis a mere piece of duplicity!’ said Havill.


  ‘What is?’


  ‘Her pretending indifference as to which of us comes out successful in the competition, when she colours carmine the moment Somerset passes by.’ He described Paula’s visit, and the incident.


  ‘It may not mean Cupid’s Entire XXX after all,’ said Dare judicially. ‘The mere suspicion that a certain man loves her would make a girl blush at his unexpected appearance. Well, she’s gone from him for a time; the better for you.’


  ‘He has been privileged to see her off at any rate.’


  ‘Not privileged.’


  ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘I went out of your garden by the back gate, and followed her carriage to the railway. He simply went to the first bridge outside the station, and waited. When she was in the train, it moved forward; he was all expectation, and drew out his handkerchief ready to wave, while she looked out of the window towards the bridge. The train backed before it reached the bridge, to attach the box containing her horses, and the carriage-truck. Then it started for good, and when it reached the bridge she looked out again, he waving his handkerchief to her.’


  ‘And she waving hers back?’


  ‘No, she didn’t.’


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘She nodded to him—nothing more. I wouldn’t give much for his chance.’ After a while Dare added musingly: ‘You are a mathematician: did you ever investigate the doctrine of expectations?’


  ‘Never.’


  Dare drew from his pocket his ‘Book of Chances,’ a volume as well thumbed as the minister’s Bible. ‘This is a treatise on the subject,’ he said. ‘I will teach it to you some day.’


  The same evening Havill asked Dare to dine with him. He was just at this time living en garçon, his wife and children being away on a visit. After dinner they sat on till their faces were rather flushed. The talk turned, as before, on the castle-competition.


  ‘To know his design is to win,’ said Dare. ‘And to win is to send him back to London where he came from.’


  Havill inquired if Dare had seen any sketch of the design while with Somerset?


  ‘Not a line. I was concerned only with the old building.’


  ‘Not to know it is to lose, undoubtedly,’ murmured Havill.


  ‘Suppose we go for a walk that way, instead of consulting here?’


  They went down the town, and along the highway. The evening being tempting they walked further and further till they were unexpectedly near Markton and the Castle above. When they reached the entrance to the park a man driving a basket-carriage came out from the gate and passed them by in the gloom.


  ‘That was he,’ said Dare. ‘He sometimes drives up from the hotel, and sometimes walks. He has been working late this evening.’


  Strolling on under the trees they met three masculine figures, laughing and talking loudly.


  ‘Those are the three first-class London draughtsmen, Bowles, Knowles, and Cockton, whom he has engaged to assist him, regardless of expense,’ continued Dare.


  ‘O Lord!’ groaned Havill. ‘There’s no chance for me.’


  The castle arose before them endowed by the ray-less shade with a more massive majesty than either sunlight or moonlight could impart; and Havill sighed again as he thought of what he was losing by Somerset’s rivalry. ‘Well, what was the use of tiring ourselves by walking these miles?’ he asked.


  ‘I thought it might suggest something—some way of seeing the design. The servants would let us into his room, I dare say.’


  ‘I don’t care to ask. Let us walk through the wards, and then homeward.’


  They sauntered on smoking, Dare leading the way through the gate-house into a corridor which was not inclosed, a lamp hanging at the further end.


  ‘We are getting into the inhabited part, I think,’ said Havill.


  Dare, however, had gone on, and knowing the tortuous passages from his few days’ experience in measuring them with Somerset, he came to the butler’s pantry. Dare knocked, and nobody answering he entered, took down a key which hung behind the door, and rejoined Havill. ‘It is all right,’ he said. ‘The cat’s away; and the mice are at play in consequence.’


  Proceeding up a stone staircase he unlocked the door of a room in the dark, struck a light inside, and returning to the door called in a whisper to Havill, who had remained behind. ‘This is Mr. Somerset’s studio,’ he said.


  ‘How did you get permission?’ inquired Havill, not knowing that Dare had seen no one.


  ‘Anyhow,’ said Dare carelessly. ‘We can examine the plans at leisure; for if the placid Mrs. Goodman, who is the only one at home, sees the light, she will only think it is Somerset still at work.’


  Dare uncovered the drawings, and young Somerset’s brain-work for the last six weeks lay under their eyes. To Dare, who was too cursory to trouble himself by entering into such details, it had very little meaning; but the design shone into Havill’s head like a light into a dark place. It was original; and it was fascinating. Its originality lay partly in the circumstance that Somerset had not attempted to adapt an old building to the wants of the new civilization. He had placed his new erection beside it as a slightly attached structure, harmonizing with the old; heightening and beautifying, rather than subduing it. His work formed a palace, with a ruinous castle annexed as a curiosity. To Havill the conception had more charm than it could have to the most appreciative outsider; for when a mediocre and jealous mind that has been cudgelling itself over a problem capable of many solutions, lights on the solution of a rival, all possibilities in that kind seem to merge in the one beheld.


  Dare was struck by the arrested expression of the architect’s face. ‘Is it rather good?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes, rather,’ said Havill, subduing himself.


  ‘More than rather?’


  ‘Yes, the clever devil!’ exclaimed Havill, unable to depreciate longer.


  ‘How?’


  ‘The riddle that has worried me three weeks he has solved in a way which is simplicity itself. He has got it, and I am undone!’


  ‘Nonsense, don’t give way. Let’s make a tracing.’


  ‘The ground-plan will be sufficient,’ said Havill, his courage reviving. ‘The idea is so simple, that if once seen it is not easily forgotten.’


  A rough tracing of Somerset’s design was quickly made, and blowing out the candle with a wave of his hand, the younger gentleman locked the door, and they went downstairs again.


  ‘I should never have thought of it,’ said Havill, as they walked homeward.


  ‘One man has need of another every ten years: Ogni dieci anni un uomo ha bisogno dell’ altro, as they say in Italy. You’ll help me for this turn if I have need of you?’


  ‘I shall never have the power.’


  ‘O yes, you will. A man who can contrive to get admitted to a competition by writing a letter abusing another man, has any amount of power. The stroke was a good one.’


  Havill was silent till he said, ‘I think these gusts mean that we are to have a storm of rain.’


  Dare looked up. The sky was overcast, the trees shivered, and a drop or two began to strike into the walkers’ coats from the east. They were not far from the inn at Sleeping-Green, where Dare had lodgings, occupying the rooms which had been used by Somerset till he gave them up for more commodious chambers at Markton; and they decided to turn in there till the rain should be over.


  Having possessed himself of Somerset’s brains Havill was inclined to be jovial, and ordered the best in wines that the house afforded. Before starting from Toneborough they had drunk as much as was good for them; so that their potations here soon began to have a marked effect upon their tongues. The rain beat upon the windows with a dull dogged pertinacity which seemed to signify boundless reserves of the same and long continuance. The wind rose, the sign creaked, and the candles waved. The weather had, in truth, broken up for the season, and this was the first night of the change.


  ‘Well, here we are,’ said Havill, as he poured out another glass of the brandied liquor called old port at Sleeping-Green; ‘and it seems that here we are to remain for the present.’


  ‘I am at home anywhere!’ cried the lad, whose brow was hot and eye wild.


  Havill, who had not drunk enough to affect his reasoning, held up his glass to the light and said, ‘I never can quite make out what you are, or what your age is. Are you sixteen, one-and-twenty, or twenty-seven? And are you an Englishman, Frenchman, Indian, American, or what? You seem not to have caught your accents in these parts.’


  ‘That’s a secret, my friend,’ said Dare. ‘I am a citizen of the world. I owe no country patriotism, and no king or queen obedience. A man whose country has no boundary is your only true gentleman.’


  ‘Well, where were you born—somewhere, I suppose?’


  ‘It would be a fact worth the telling. The secret of my birth lies here.’ And Dare slapped his breast with his right hand.


  ‘Literally, just under your shirt-front; or figuratively, in your heart?’ asked Havill.


  ‘Literally there. It is necessary that it should be recorded, for one’s own memory is a treacherous book of reference, should verification be required at a time of delirium, disease, or death.’


  Havill asked no further what he meant, and went to the door. Finding that the rain still continued he returned to Dare, who was by this time sinking down in a one-sided attitude, as if hung up by the shoulder. Informing his companion that he was but little inclined to move far in such a tempestuous night, he decided to remain in the inn till next morning.


  On calling in the landlord, however, they learnt that the house was full of farmers on their way home from a large sheep-fair in the neighbourhood, and that several of these, having decided to stay on account of the same tempestuous weather, had already engaged the spare beds. If Mr. Dare would give up his room, and share a double-bedded room with Mr. Havill, the thing could be done, but not otherwise.


  To this the two companions agreed, and presently went upstairs with as gentlemanly a walk and vertical a candle as they could exhibit under the circumstances.


  The other inmates of the inn soon retired to rest, and the storm raged on unheeded by all local humanity.


  ♣


  III


  At two o’clock the rain lessened its fury. At half-past two the obscured moon shone forth; and at three Havill awoke. The blind had not been pulled down overnight, and the moonlight streamed into the room, across the bed whereon Dare was sleeping. He lay on his back, his arms thrown out; and his well-curved youthful form looked like an unpedestaled Dionysus in the colourless lunar rays.


  Sleep had cleared Havill’s mind from the drowsing effects of the last night’s sitting, and he thought of Dare’s mysterious manner in speaking of himself. This lad resembled the Etruscan youth Tages, in one respect, that of being a boy with, seemingly, the wisdom of a sage; and the effect of his presence was now heightened by all those sinister and mystic attributes which are lent by nocturnal environment. He who in broad daylight might be but a young chevalier d’industrie was now an unlimited possibility in social phenomena. Havill remembered how the lad had pointed to his breast, and said that his secret was literally kept there. The architect was too much of a provincial to have quenched the common curiosity that was part of his nature by the acquired metropolitan indifference to other people’s lives which, in essence more unworthy even than the former, causes less practical inconvenience in its exercise.


  Dare was breathing profoundly. Instigated as above mentioned, Havill got out of bed and stood beside the sleeper. After a moment’s pause he gently pulled back the unfastened collar of Dare’s nightshirt and saw a word tattooed in distinct characters on his breast. Before there was time for Havill to decipher it Dare moved slightly, as if conscious of disturbance, and Havill hastened back to bed. Dare bestirred himself yet more, whereupon Havill breathed heavily, though keeping an intent glance on the lad through his half-closed eyes to learn if he had been aware of the investigation.


  Dare was certainly conscious of something, for he sat up, rubbed his eyes, and gazed around the room; then after a few moments of reflection he drew some article from beneath his pillow. A blue gleam shone from the object as Dare held it in the moonlight, and Havill perceived that it was a small revolver.


  A clammy dew broke out upon the face and body of the architect when, stepping out of bed with the weapon in his hand, Dare looked under the bed, behind the curtains, out of the window, and into a closet, as if convinced that something had occurred, but in doubt as to what it was. He then came across to where Havill was lying and still keeping up the appearance of sleep. Watching him awhile and mistrusting the reality of this semblance, Dare brought it to the test by holding the revolver within a few inches of Havill’s forehead.


  Havill could stand no more. Crystallized with terror, he said, without however moving more than his lips, in dread of hasty action on the part of Dare: ‘O, good Lord, Dare, Dare, I have done nothing!’


  The youth smiled and lowered the pistol. ‘I was only finding out whether it was you or some burglar who had been playing tricks upon me. I find it was you.’


  ‘Do put away that thing! It is too ghastly to produce in a respectable bedroom. Why do you carry it?’


  ‘Cosmopolites always do. Now answer my questions. What were you up to?’ And Dare as he spoke played with the pistol again.


  Havill had recovered some coolness. ‘You could not use it upon me,’ he said sardonically, watching Dare. ‘It would be risking your neck for too little an object.’


  ‘I did not think you were shrewd enough to see that,’ replied Dare carelessly, as he returned the revolver to its place. ‘Well, whether you have outwitted me or no, you will keep the secret as long as I choose.’


  ‘Why?’ said Havill.


  ‘Because I keep your secret of the letter abusing Miss P., and of the pilfered tracing you carry in your pocket.’


  ‘It is quite true,’ said Havill.


  They went to bed again. Dare was soon asleep; but Havill did not attempt to disturb him again. The elder man slept but fitfully. He was aroused in the morning by a heavy rumbling and jingling along the highway overlooked by the window, the front wall of the house being shaken by the reverberation.


  ‘There is no rest for me here,’ he said, rising and going to the window, carefully avoiding the neighbourhood of Mr. Dare. When Havill had glanced out he returned to dress himself.


  ‘What’s that noise?’ said Dare, awakened by the same rumble.


  ‘It is the Artillery going away.’


  ‘From where?’


  ‘Toneborough Barracks. They have taken this route for some reason—going to camp perhaps.’


  ‘Hurrah!’ said Dare, jumping up in bed. ‘I have been waiting for them to go these six weeks.’


  Havill did not ask questions as to the meaning of this unexpected remark.


  When they were downstairs Dare’s first act was to ring the bell and ask if his Army and Navy Gazette had arrived.


  While the servant was gone Havill cleared his throat and said, ‘I am an architect, and I take in the Architect; you are an architect, and you take in the Army and Navy Gazette.’


  ‘I am not an architect any more than I am a soldier; but I have taken in the Army and Navy Gazette these many weeks.’


  When they were at breakfast the paper came in. Dare hastily tore it open and glanced at the pages.


  ‘I am going to Toneborough after breakfast!’ he said suddenly, before looking up; ‘we will walk together if you like?’


  They walked together as planned, and entered Toneborough about ten o’clock.


  ‘I have just to make a call here,’ said Dare, when they were opposite the barrack-entrance on the outskirts of the town, where wheel-tracks and a regular chain of hoof-marks left by the departed batteries were imprinted in the gravel between the open gates. ‘I shall not be a moment.’ Havill stood still while his companion entered and asked the commissary in charge, or somebody representing him, when the new batteries would arrive to take the place of those which had gone away. He was informed that it would be about noon.


  ‘Now I am at your service,’ said Dare, ‘and will help you to rearrange your design by the new intellectual light we have acquired.’


  They entered Havill’s office and set to work. When contrasted with the tracing from Somerset’s plan, Havill’s design, which was not far advanced, revealed all its weaknesses to him. After seeing Somerset’s scheme the bands of Havill’s imagination were loosened: he laid his own previous efforts aside, got fresh sheets of drawing-paper and drew with vigour.


  ‘I may as well stay and help you,’ said Dare. ‘I have nothing to do till twelve o’clock; and not much then.’


  So there he remained. At a quarter to twelve children and idlers began to gather against the railings of Havill’s house. A few minutes past twelve the noise of an arriving host was heard at the entrance to the town. Thereupon Dare and Havill went to the window.


  The X and Y Batteries of the Z Brigade, Royal Horse Artillery, were entering Toneborough, each headed by the major with his bugler behind him. In a moment they came abreast and passed, every man in his place; that is to say:


  Six shining horses, in pairs, harnessed by rope-traces white as milk, with a driver on each near horse: two gunners on the lead-coloured stout-wheeled limber, their carcases jolted to a jelly for lack of springs: two gunners on the lead-coloured stout-wheeled gun-carriage, in the same personal condition: the nine-pounder gun, dipping its heavy head to earth, as if ashamed of its office in these enlightened times: the complement of jingling and prancing troopers, riding at the wheels and elsewhere: six shining horses with their drivers, and traces white as milk, as before: two more gallant jolted men, on another jolting limber, and more stout wheels and lead-coloured paint: two more jolted men on another drooping gun: more jingling troopers on horse-back: again six shining draught-horses traces, drivers, gun, gunners, lead paint, stout wheels and troopers as before.


  So each detachment lumbered slowly by, all eyes martially forward, except when wandering in quest of female beauty.


  ‘He’s a fine fellow, is he not?’ said Dare, denoting by a nod a mounted officer, with a sallow, yet interesting face, and black moustache, who came up on a bay gelding with the men of his battery.


  ‘What is he?’ said Havill.


  ‘A captain who lacks advancement.’


  ‘Do you know him?’


  ‘I know him?’


  ‘Yes; do you?’


  Dare made no reply; and they watched the captain as he rode past with his drawn sword in his hand, the sun making a little sun upon its blade, and upon his brilliantly polished long boots and bright spurs; also warming his gold cross-belt and braidings, white gloves, busby with its red bag, and tall white plume.


  Havill seemed to be too indifferent to press his questioning; and when all the soldiers had passed by, Dare observed to his companion that he should leave him for a short time, but would return in the afternoon or next day.


  After this he walked along the street in the rear of the artillery, following them to the barracks. On reaching the gates he found a crowd of people gathered outside, looking with admiration at the guns and gunners drawn up within the enclosure. When the soldiers were dismissed to their quarters the sightseers dispersed, and Dare went through the gates to the barrack-yard.


  The guns were standing on the green; the soldiers and horses were scattered about, and the interesting captain whom Dare had pointed out to Havill was inspecting the buildings in the company of the quartermaster. Dare made a mental note of these things, and, apparently changing a previous intention, went out from the barracks and returned to the town.


  ♣


  IV


  To return for a while to George Somerset. The sun of his later existence having vanished from that young man’s horizon, he confined himself closely to the studio, superintending the exertions of his draughtsmen Bowles, Knowles, and Cockton, who were now in the full swing of working out Somerset’s creations from the sketches he had previously prepared.


  He had so far got the start of Havill in the competition that, by the help of these three gentlemen, his design was soon finished. But he gained no unfair advantage on this account, an additional month being allowed to Havill to compensate for his later information.


  Before sealing up his drawings Somerset wished to spend a short time in London, and dismissing his assistants till further notice, he locked up the rooms which had been appropriated as office and studio and prepared for the journey.


  It was afternoon. Somerset walked from the castle down towards his Markton lodgings by a detour through the park. He had not proceeded far when there approached his path a man riding a bay horse with a square-cut tail. The equestrian wore a grizzled beard, and looked at Somerset with a piercing eye as he noiselessly ambled nearer over the soft sod of the park. He proved to be Mr. Cunningham Haze, chief constable of the district, who had become slightly known to Somerset during his sojourn here.


  ‘One word, Mr. Somerset,’ said the Chief, after they had exchanged nods of recognition, reining his horse as he spoke.


  Somerset stopped.


  ‘You have a studio at the castle in which you are preparing drawings?’


  ‘I have.’


  ‘Have you a clerk?’


  ‘I had three till yesterday, when I paid them off.’


  ‘Would they have any right to enter the studio late at night?’


  ‘There would have been nothing wrong in their doing so. Either of them might have gone back at any time for something forgotten. They lived quite near the castle.’


  ‘Ah, then all is explained. I was riding past over the grass on the night of last Thursday, and I saw two persons in your studio with a light. It must have been about half-past nine o’clock. One of them came forward and pulled down the blind so that the light fell upon his face. But I only saw it for a short time.’


  ‘If it were Knowles or Cockton he would have had a beard.’


  ‘He had no beard.’


  ‘Then it must have been Bowles. A young man?’


  ‘Quite young. His companion in the background seemed older.’


  ‘They are all about the same age really. By the way—it couldn’t have been Dare—and Havill, surely! Would you recognize them again?’


  ‘The young one possibly. The other not at all, for he remained in the shade.’


  Somerset endeavoured to discern in a description by the chief constable the features of Mr. Bowles; but it seemed to approximate more closely to Dare in spite of himself. ‘I’ll make a sketch of the only one who had no business there, and show it to you,’ he presently said. ‘I should like this cleared up.’


  Mr. Cunningham Haze said he was going further on that afternoon, but would return through Markton in the evening before Somerset’s departure. With this they parted. A possible motive for Dare’s presence in the rooms had instantly presented itself to Somerset’s mind, for he had seen Dare enter Havill’s office more than once, as if he were at work there.


  He accordingly sat on the next stile, and taking out his pocket-book began a pencil sketch of Dare’s head, to show to Mr. Haze in the evening; for if Dare had indeed found admission with Havill, or as his agent, the design was lost.


  But he could not make a drawing that was a satisfactory likeness. Then he luckily remembered that Dare, in the intense warmth of admiration he had affected for Somerset on the first day or two of their acquaintance, had begged for his photograph, and in return for it had left one of himself on the mantelpiece, taken as he said by his own process. Somerset resolved to show this production to Mr. Haze when he called, as being more to the purpose than a sketch, and instead of finishing the latter, proceeded on his way.


  He entered the old drive which wound indirectly down to Markton. The road, having been laid out for easy climbing, bent hither and thither among the fissured trunks and layers of horny leaves which lay there all the year round, interspersed with cushions of vivid green moss that formed oases in the rust-red expanse.


  Reaching a point where the road made one of its bends between two large beeches, a man and woman revealed themselves at a few yards’ distance, walking slowly towards him. In the short and quaint lady he recognized Charlotte de Stancy, whom he remembered not to have seen for several days.


  She slightly blushed and said, ‘O, this is pleasant, Mr. Somerset! Let me present my brother to you, Captain de Stancy of the Royal Horse Artillery.’


  Her brother came forward and shook hands heartily with Somerset; and they all three rambled on together, talking of the season, the place, the fishing, the shooting, and whatever else came uppermost in their minds.


  Captain de Stancy was a personage who would have been called interesting by women well out of their teens. He was ripe, without having declined a digit towards fogeyism. He was sufficiently old and experienced to suggest a goodly accumulation of touching amourettes in the chambers of his memory, and not too old for the possibility of increasing the store. He was apparently about eight-and-thirty, less tall than his father had been, with a tired air; but his movement exhibited a due combination of training and flexibility of limb. His face was somewhat thin and thoughtful, its complexion being naturally pale, though darkened by exposure to a warmer sun than ours. His features were distinctly striking; his moustache and hair raven black; and his eyes, denied the attributes of military keenness by reason of the largeness and darkness of their aspect, acquired thereby a softness of expression that was in part womanly. His mouth as far as it could be seen reproduced this characteristic, which might have been called weakness, or goodness, according to the mental attitude of the observer. It was large but well formed, and showed an unimpaired line of teeth within. His dress at present was a heather-coloured rural suit, cut close to his figure.


  ‘You knew my cousin, Jack Ravensbury?’ he said to Somerset, as they went on. ‘Poor Jack: he was a good fellow.’


  ‘He was a very good fellow.’


  ‘He would have been made a parson if he had lived—it was his great wish. I, as his senior, and a man of the world as I thought myself, used to chaff him about it when he was a boy, and tell him not to be a milksop, but to enter the army. But I think Jack was right—the parsons have the best of it, I see now.’


  ‘They would hardly admit that,’ said Somerset, laughing. ‘Nor can I.’


  ‘Nor I,’ said the captain’s sister. ‘See how lovely you all looked with your big guns and uniform when you entered Toneborough; and then see how stupid the parsons look by comparison, when they flock into Toneborough at a Visitation.’


  ‘Ah, yes,’ said de Stancy,


  
    ‘Doubtless it is a brilliant masquerade;


    But when of the first sight you’ve had your fill,


    It palls—at least it does so upon me,


    This paradise of pleasure and ennui.

  


  When one is getting on for forty;


  
    ‘When we have made our love, and gamed our gaming,


    Dressed, voted, shone, and maybe, something more;


    With dandies dined, heard senators declaiming;


    Seen beauties brought to market by the score,

  


  and so on, there arises a strong desire for a quiet old-fashioned country life, in which incessant movement is not a necessary part of the programme.’


  ‘But you are not forty, Will?’ said Charlotte.


  ‘My dear, I was thirty-nine last January.’


  ‘Well, men about here are youths at that age. It was India used you up so, when you served in the line, was it not? I wish you had never gone there!’


  ‘So do I,’ said de Stancy drily. ‘But I ought to grow a youth again, like the rest, now I am in my native air.’


  They came to a narrow brook, not wider than a man’s stride, and Miss de Stancy halted on the edge.


  ‘Why, Lottie, you used to jump it easily enough,’ said her brother. ‘But we won’t make her do it now.’ He took her in his arms, and lifted her over, giving her a gratuitous ride for some additional yards, and saying, ‘You are not a pound heavier, Lott, than you were at ten years old…. What do you think of the country here, Mr. Somerset? Are you going to stay long?’


  ‘I think very well of it,’ said Somerset. ‘But I leave to-morrow morning, which makes it necessary that I turn back in a minute or two from walking with you.’


  ‘That’s a disappointment. I had hoped you were going to finish out the autumn with shooting. There’s some, very fair, to be got here on reasonable terms, I’ve just heard.’


  ‘But you need not hire any!’ spoke up Charlotte. ‘Paula would let you shoot anything, I am sure. She has not been here long enough to preserve much game, and the poachers had it all in Mr. Wilkins’ time. But what there is you might kill with pleasure to her.’


  ‘No, thank you,’ said de Stancy grimly. ‘I prefer to remain a stranger to Miss Power—Miss Steam-Power, she ought to be called—and to all her possessions.’


  Charlotte was subdued, and did not insist further; while Somerset, before he could feel himself able to decide on the mood in which the gallant captain’s joke at Paula’s expense should be taken, wondered whether it were a married man or a bachelor who uttered it.


  He had not been able to keep the question of de Stancy’s domestic state out of his head from the first moment of seeing him. Assuming de Stancy to be a husband, he felt there might be some excuse for his remark; if unmarried, Somerset liked the satire still better; in such circumstances there was a relief in the thought that Captain de Stancy’s prejudices might be infinitely stronger than those of his sister or father.


  ‘Going to-morrow, did you say, Mr. Somerset?’ asked Miss de Stancy. ‘Then will you dine with us to-day? My father is anxious that you should do so before you go. I am sorry there will be only our own family present to meet you; but you can leave as early as you wish.’


  Her brother seconded the invitation, and Somerset promised, though his leisure for that evening was short. He was in truth somewhat inclined to like de Stancy; for though the captain had said nothing of any value either on war, commerce, science, or art, he had seemed attractive to the younger man. Beyond the natural interest a soldier has for imaginative minds in the civil walks of life, de Stancy’s occasional manifestations of tædium vitæ were too poetically shaped to be repellent. Gallantry combined in him with a sort of ascetic self-repression in a way that was curious. He was a dozen years older than Somerset: his life had been passed in grooves remote from those of Somerset’s own life; and the latter decided that he would like to meet the artillery officer again.


  Bidding them a temporary farewell, he went into Markton, the de Stancys going on to their house beyond; and after spending the remainder of the afternoon preparing for departure, he sallied forth just before the dinner-hour towards the outlying villa.


  He had become yet more curious whether a Mrs. de Stancy existed; if there were one he would probably see her to-night. He had an irrepressible hope that there might be such a lady. On entering the drawing-room only the father, son, and daughter were assembled. Somerset fell into talk with Charlotte during the few minutes before dinner, and his thought found its way out.


  ‘There is no Mrs. de Stancy?’ he said in an undertone.


  ‘None,’ she said; ‘my brother is a bachelor.’


  The dinner having been fixed at an early hour to suit Somerset, they had returned to the drawing-room at eight o’clock. About nine he was aiming to get away.


  ‘You are not off yet?’ said the captain.


  ‘There would have been no hurry,’ said Somerset, ‘had I not just remembered that I have left one thing undone which I want to attend to before my departure. I want to see the chief constable to-night.’


  ‘Cunningham Haze?—he is the very man I too want to see. He passed through here this afternoon, but I hardly think you will see him to-night. His return has been delayed.’


  ‘Then the matter must wait.’


  ‘I have left word in the town asking him to call here if he passes back before half-past ten; but at any rate I shall see him to-morrow morning. Can I do anything for you, since you are leaving early?’


  Somerset replied that the business was of no great importance, and briefly explained the suspected intrusion into his studio; that he had with him a photograph of the suspected young man. ‘If it is a mistake,’ added Somerset, ‘I should regret putting my draughtsman’s portrait into the hands of the police, since it might injure his character; indeed, it would be unfair to him. So I wish to keep the likeness in my own hands, and merely to show it to Mr. Haze: that’s why I prefer not to send it.’


  ‘My matter with Haze is that the barrack furniture does not correspond with the inventories. If you like, I’ll ask your question at the same time with pleasure.’


  Thereupon Somerset gave Captain de Stancy an unfastened envelope containing the portrait, asking him to destroy it if the constable should declare it not to correspond with the face that met his eye at the window. Soon after, Somerset took his leave of the household.


  He had not been absent ten minutes when other wheels were heard on the gravel without, and the servant announced Mr. Cunningham Haze, who had returned earlier than he had expected through Markton, and had called as requested.


  They went into the dining-room to discuss their business. When the barrack matter had been arranged de Stancy said, ‘I have a little commission to execute for my friend Mr. Somerset. I am to ask you if this portrait of the person he suspects of unlawfully entering his room is like the man you saw there?’


  The speaker was seated on one side of the dining-table and Mr. Haze on the other. As he spoke de Stancy pulled the envelope from his pocket, and half drew out the photograph, which he had not as yet looked at, to hand it over to the constable. In the act his eye fell upon the portrait, with its uncertain expression of age, assured look, and hair worn in a fringe like a girl’s.


  Captain de Stancy’s face became strained, and he leant back in his chair, having previously had sufficient power over himself to close the envelope and return it to his pocket.


  ‘Good heavens, you are ill, Captain de Stancy?’ said the chief constable.


  ‘It was only momentary,’ said de Stancy; ‘better in a minute—a glass of water will put me right.’


  Mr. Haze got him a glass of water from the sideboard.


  ‘These spasms occasionally overtake me,’ said de Stancy when he had drunk. ‘I am already better. What were we saying? ‘O, O, this affair of Mr. Somerset’s. I find that this envelope is not the right one.’ He ostensibly searched his pocket again. ‘I must have mislaid it,’ he continued, rising. ‘I’ll be with you again in a moment.’


  De Stancy went into the room adjoining, opened an album of portraits that lay on the table, and selected one of a young man quite unknown to him, whose age was somewhat akin to Dare’s, but who in no other attribute resembled him.


  De Stancy placed this picture in the original envelope, and returned with it to the chief constable, saying he had found it at last.


  ‘Thank you, thank you,’ said Cunningham Haze, looking it over. ‘Ah—I perceive it is not what I expected to see. Mr. Somerset was mistaken.’


  When the chief constable had left the house, Captain de Stancy shut the door and drew out the original photograph. As he looked at the transcript of Dare’s features he was moved by a painful agitation, till recalling himself to the present, he carefully put the portrait into the fire.


  During the following days Captain de Stancy’s manner on the roads, in the streets, and at barracks, was that of Crusoe after seeing the print of a man’s foot on the sand.


  ♣


  V


  Anybody who had closely considered Dare at this time would have discovered that, shortly after the arrival of the Royal Horse Artillery at Toneborough Barracks, he gave up his room at the inn at Sleeping-Green and took permanent lodgings over a broker’s shop in the town above-mentioned. The peculiarity of the rooms was that they commanded a view lengthwise of the barrack lane along which any soldier, in the natural course of things, would pass either to enter the town, to call at Myrtle Villa near Markton, or to go to Stancy Castle.


  Dare seemed to act as if there were plenty of time for his business. Some few days had slipped by when, perceiving Captain de Stancy walk past his window towards Markton, Dare took his hat and cane, and followed in the same direction. The captain went on mile after mile till Dare was almost tired. When he was about fifty yards short of Myrtle Villa he saw de Stancy enter its gate.


  Dare mounted a stile beside the highway and patiently waited. In about twenty minutes de Stancy came out again and turned back in the direction of Toneborough, till Dare was revealed to him on his left hand. When de Stancy recognized the youth he was visibly agitated, though apparently not surprised. Standing still a moment he dropped his glance upon the ground, and then came forward to Dare, who having alighted from the stile stood before the captain with a smile.


  ‘My dear lad!’ said de Stancy, much moved by recollections. He held Dare’s hand for a moment in both his own, and turned askance.


  ‘You are not astonished,’ said Dare, still retaining his smile, as if to his mind there were something comic in the situation.


  ‘I knew you were somewhere near. Where do you come from?’


  ‘From going to and fro in the earth, and walking up and down in it, as Satan said to his Maker.—Southampton last, in common speech.’


  ‘Have you come here to see me?’


  ‘Entirely. I divined that your next quarters would be Toneborough, the previous batteries that were at your station having come on there. I have wanted to see you badly.’


  ‘You have?’


  ‘I am rather out of cash. I have been knocking about a good deal since you last heard from me.’


  ‘I will do what I can again.’


  ‘Thanks, captain.’


  ‘But, Willy, I am afraid it will not be much at present. You know I am as poor as a mouse.’


  ‘But such as it is, could you write a cheque for it now?’


  ‘I will send it to you from the barracks.’


  ‘I have a better plan. By getting over this stile we could go round at the back of the houses to Markton Church. There is always a pen-and-ink in the vestry, and we can have a nice talk on the way. It would be unwise for you to write to me from the barracks just now.’


  ‘That’s true.’


  De Stancy sighed, and they were about to walk across the fields together. ‘No,’ said Dare, suddenly stopping: ‘my plans make it imperative that we should not run the risk of being seen in each other’s company for long. Walk on, and I will follow. You can stroll into the churchyard, and move about as if you were ruminating on the epitaphs. There are some with excellent morals. I’ll enter by the other gate, and we can meet easily in the vestry-room.’


  De Stancy looked gloomy, and was on the point of acquiescing when he turned back and said, ‘Why should your photograph be shown to the chief constable?’


  ‘By whom?’


  ‘Somerset the architect. He suspects your having broken into his office or something of the sort.’ De Stancy briefly related what Somerset had explained to him at the dinner-table.


  ‘It was merely diamond cut diamond between us, on an architectural matter,’ murmured Dare. ‘Ho! and he suspects; and that’s his remedy!’


  ‘I hope this is nothing serious?’ asked de Stancy gravely.


  ‘I peeped at his drawing—that’s all. But since he chooses to make that use of my photograph, which I gave him in friendship, I’ll make use of his in a way he little dreams of. Well now, let’s on.’


  A quarter of an hour later they met in the vestry of the church at Markton.


  ‘I have only just transferred my account to the bank at Toneborough,’ said de Stancy, as he took out his cheque-book, ‘and it will be more convenient to me at present to draw but a small sum. I will make up the balance afterwards.’


  When he had written it Dare glanced over the paper and said ruefully, ‘It is small, dad. Well, there is all the more reason why I should broach my scheme, with a view to making such documents larger in the future.’


  ‘I shall be glad to hear of any such scheme,’ answered de Stancy, with a languid attempt at jocularity.


  ‘Then here it is. The plan I have arranged for you is of the nature of a marriage.’


  ‘You are very kind!’ said de Stancy, agape.


  ‘The lady’s name is Miss Paula Power, who, as you may have heard since your arrival, is in absolute possession of her father’s property and estates, including Stancy Castle. As soon as I heard of her I saw what a marvellous match it would be for you, and your family; it would make a man of you, in short, and I have set my mind upon your putting no objection in the way of its accomplishment.’


  ‘But, Willy, it seems to me that, of us two, it is you who exercise paternal authority?’


  ‘True, it is for your good. Let me do it.’


  ‘Well, one must be indulgent under the circumstances, I suppose…. But,’ added de Stancy simply, ‘Willy, I—don’t want to marry, you know. I have lately thought that some day we may be able to live together, you and I: go off to America or New Zealand, where we are not known, and there lead a quiet, pastoral life, defying social rules and troublesome observances.’


  ‘I can’t hear of it, captain,’ replied Dare reprovingly. ‘I am what events have made me, and having fixed my mind upon getting you settled in life by this marriage, I have put things in train for it at an immense trouble to myself. If you had thought over it o’ nights as much as I have, you would not say nay.’


  ‘But I ought to have married your mother if anybody. And as I have not married her, the least I can do in respect to her is to marry no other woman.’


  ‘You have some sort of duty to me, have you not, Captain de Stancy?’


  ‘Yes, Willy, I admit that I have,’ the elder replied reflectively. ‘And I don’t think I have failed in it thus far?’


  ‘This will be the crowning proof. Paternal affection, family pride, the noble instinct to reinstate yourself in the castle of your ancestors, all demand the step. And when you have seen the lady! She has the figure and motions of a sylph, the face of an angel, the eye of love itself. What a sight she is crossing the lawn on a sunny afternoon, or gliding airily along the corridors of the old place the de Stancys knew so well! Her lips are the softest, reddest, most distracting things you ever saw. Her hair is as soft as silk, and of the rarest, tenderest brown.’


  The captain moved uneasily. ‘Don’t take the trouble to say more, Willy,’ he observed. ‘You know how I am. My cursed susceptibility to these matters has already wasted years of my life, and I don’t want to make myself a fool about her too.’


  ‘You must see her.’


  ‘No, don’t let me see her,’ de Stancy expostulated. ‘If she is only half so good-looking as you say, she will drag me at her heels like a blind Samson. You are a mere youth as yet, but I may tell you that the misfortune of never having been my own master where a beautiful face was concerned obliges me to be cautious if I would preserve my peace of mind.’


  ‘Well, to my mind, Captain de Stancy, your objections seem trivial. Are those all?’


  ‘They are all I care to mention just now to you.’


  ‘Captain! can there be secrets between us?’


  De Stancy paused and looked at the lad as if his heart wished to confess what his judgment feared to tell. ‘There should not be—on this point,’ he murmured.


  ‘Then tell me—why do you so much object to her?’


  ‘I once vowed a vow.’


  ‘A vow!’ said Dare, rather disconcerted.


  ‘A vow of infinite solemnity. I must tell you from the beginning; perhaps you are old enough to hear it now, though you have been too young before. Your mother’s life ended in much sorrow, and it was occasioned entirely by me. In my regret for the wrong done her I swore to her that though she had not been my wife, no other woman should stand in that relationship to me; and this to her was a sort of comfort. When she was dead my knowledge of my own plaguy impressionableness, which seemed to be ineradicable—as it seems still—led me to think what safeguards I could set over myself with a view to keeping my promise to live a life of celibacy; and among other things I determined to forswear the society, and if possible the sight, of women young and attractive, as far as I had the power to do.’


  ‘It is not so easy to avoid the sight of a beautiful woman if she crosses your path, I should think?’


  ‘It is not easy; but it is possible.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘By directing your attention another way.’


  ‘But do you mean to say, captain, that you can be in a room with a pretty woman who speaks to you, and not look at her?’


  ‘I do: though mere looking has less to do with it than mental attentiveness—allowing your thoughts to flow out in her direction—to comprehend her image.’


  ‘But it would be considered very impolite not to look at the woman or comprehend her image?’


  ‘It would, and is. I am considered the most impolite officer in the service. I have been nicknamed the man with the averted eyes—the man with the detestable habit—the man who greets you with his shoulder, and so on. Ninety-and-nine fair women at the present moment hate me like poison and death for having persistently refused to plumb the depths of their offered eyes.’


  ‘How can you do it, who are by nature courteous?’


  ‘I cannot always—I break down sometimes. But, upon the whole, recollection holds me to it: dread of a lapse. Nothing is so potent as fear well maintained.’


  De Stancy narrated these details in a grave medita-tative meditative tone with his eyes on the wall, as if he were scarcely conscious of a listener.


  ‘But haven’t you reckless moments, captain?—when you have taken a little more wine than usual, for instance?’


  ‘I don’t take wine.’


  ‘O, you are a teetotaller?’


  ‘Not a pledged one—but I don’t touch alcohol unless I get wet, or anything of that sort.’


  ‘Don’t you sometimes forget this vow of yours to my mother?’


  ‘No, I wear a reminder.’


  ‘What is that like?’


  De Stancy held up his left hand, on the third finger of which appeared an iron ring.


  Dare surveyed it, saying, ‘Yes, I have seen that before, though I never knew why you wore it. Well, I wear a reminder also, but of a different sort.’


  He threw open his shirt-front, and revealed tattooed on his breast the letters DE STANCY; the same marks which Havill had seen in the bedroom by the light of the moon.


  The captain rather winced at the sight. ‘Well, well,’ he said hastily, ‘that’s enough…. Now, at any rate, you understand my objection to know Miss Power.’


  ‘But, captain,’ said the lad coaxingly, as he fastened his shirt; ‘you forget me and the good you may do me by marrying? Surely that’s a sufficient reason for a change of sentiment. This inexperienced sweet creature owns the castle and estate which bears your name, even to the furniture and pictures. She is the possessor of at least forty thousand a year—how much more I cannot say—while, buried here in Outer Wessex, she lives at the rate of twelve hundred in her simplicity.’


  ‘It is very good of you to set this before me. But I prefer to go on as I am going.’


  ‘Well, I won’t bore you any more with her to-day. A monk in regimentals!—’tis strange.’ Dare arose and was about to open the door, when, looking through the window, Captain de Stancy said, ‘Stop.’ He had perceived his father, Sir William de Stancy, walking among the tombstones without.


  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Dare, turning the key in the door. ‘It would look strange if he were to find us here.’


  As the old man seemed indisposed to leave the churchyard just yet they sat down in the vestry again.


  ‘What a capital card-table this green cloth would make,’ said Dare, as they waited. ‘You play, captain, I suppose?’


  ‘Very seldom.’


  ‘The same with me. But as I enjoy a hand of cards with a friend, I don’t go unprovided.’ Saying which, Dare drew a pack from the tail of his coat. ‘Shall we while away this leisure with the witching things?’


  ‘Really, I’d rather not.’


  ‘But,’ coaxed the young man, ‘I am in the humour for it; so don’t be unkind!’


  ‘But, Willy, why do you care for these things? Cards are harmless enough in their way; but I don’t like to see you carrying them in your pocket. It isn’t good for you.’


  ‘It was by the merest chance I had them. Now come, just one hand, since we are prisoners. I want to show you how nicely I can play. I won’t corrupt you!’


  ‘Of course not,’ said de Stancy, as if ashamed of what his objection implied. ‘You are not corrupt enough yourself to do that, I should hope.’


  The cards were dealt and they began to play—Captain de Stancy abstractedly, and with his eyes mostly straying out of the window upon the large yew, whose boughs as they moved were distorted by the old green window-panes.


  ‘It is better than doing nothing,’ said Dare cheerfully, as the game went on. ‘I hope you don’t dislike it?’


  ‘Not if it pleases you,’ said de Stancy listlessly.


  ‘And the consecration of this place does not extend further than the aisle wall.’


  ‘Doesn’t it?’ said de Stancy, as he mechanically played out his cards. ‘What became of that box of books I sent you with my last cheque?’


  ‘Well, as I hadn’t time to read them, and as I knew you would not like them to be wasted, I sold them to a bloke who peruses them from morning till night. Ah, now you have lost a fiver altogether—how queer! We’ll double the stakes. So, as I was saying, just at the time the books came I got an inkling of this important business, and literature went to the wall.’


  ‘Important business—what?’


  ‘The capture of this lady, to be sure.’


  De Stancy sighed impatiently. ‘I wish you were less calculating, and had more of the impulse natural to your years!’


  ‘Game—by Jove! You have lost again, captain. That makes—let me see—nine pound fifteen to square us.’


  ‘I owe you that?’ said de Stancy, startled. ‘It is more than I have in cash. I must write another cheque.’


  ‘Never mind. Make it payable to yourself, and our connection will be quite unsuspected.’


  Captain de Stancy did as requested, and rose from his seat. Sir William, though further off, was still in the churchyard.


  ‘How can you hesitate for a moment about this girl?’ said Dare, pointing to the bent figure of the old man. ‘Think of the satisfaction it would be to him to see his son within the family walls again. It should be a religion with you to compass such a legitimate end as this.’


  ‘Well, well, I’ll think of it,’ said the captain, with an impatient laugh. ‘You are quite a Mephistopheles, Will—I say it to my sorrow!’


  ‘Would that I were in your place.’


  ‘Would that you were! Fifteen years ago I might have called the chance a magnificent one.’


  ‘But you are a young man still, and you look younger than you are. Nobody knows our relationship, and I am not such a fool as to divulge it. Of course, if through me you reclaim this splendid possession, I should leave it to your feelings what you would do for me.’


  Sir William had by this time cleared out of the churchyard, and the pair emerged from the vestry and departed. Proceeding towards Toneborough by the same by-path, they presently came to an eminence covered with bushes of blackthorn, and tufts of yellowing fern. From this point a good view of the woods and glades about Stancy Castle could be obtained. Dare stood still on the top and stretched out his finger; the captain’s eye followed the direction, and he saw above the many-hued foliage in the middle distance the towering summit of Paula’s castle.


  ‘That’s the goal of your ambition, captain—ambition do I say?—most righteous and dutiful endeavour! How the hoary shape catches the sunlight—it is the raison d’être of the landscape, and its possession is coveted by a thousand hearts. Surely it is an hereditary desire of yours? You must make a point of returning to it, and appearing in the map of the future as in that of the past. I delight in this work of encouraging you, and pushing you forward towards your own. You are really very clever, you know, but—I say it with respect—how comes it that you want so much waking up?’


  ‘Because I know the day is not so bright as it seems, my boy. However, you make a little mistake. If I care for anything on earth, I do care for that old fortress of my forefathers. I respect so little among the living that all my reverence is for my own dead. But manœuvring, even for my own, as you call it, is not in my line. It is distasteful—it is positively hateful to me.’


  ‘Well, well, let it stand thus for the present. But will you refuse me one little request—merely to see her? I’ll contrive it so that she may not see you. Don’t refuse me, it is the one thing I ask, and I shall think it hard if you deny me.’


  ‘O Will!’ said the captain wearily. ‘Why will you plead so? No—even though your mind is particularly set upon it, I cannot see her, or bestow a thought upon her, much as I should like to gratify you.’


  ♣


  VI


  When they had nearly reached Toneborough again they parted, Dare dropping behind till de Stancy was out of sight. Dare then walked along towards the town with resolve on his mouth and an unscrupulous light in his prominent black eye. Could any person who had heard the previous conversation have seen him now, he would have found little difficulty in divining that, notwithstanding de Stancy’s obduracy, the reinstation of Captain de Stancy in the castle, and the possible legitimation and enrichment of himself, was still the dream of his brain. Even should any legal settlement or offspring intervene to nip the extreme development of his projects, there was abundant opportunity for his glorification. Two conditions were imperative. De Stancy must see Paula before Somerset’s return. And it was necessary to have help from Havill, even if it involved letting him know all.


  Whether Havill already knew all was a nice question for Mr. Dare’s luminous mind. Havill had had opportunities of reading his secret, particularly on the night they occupied the same room. If so, by revealing it to Paula, Havill might utterly blast his project for the marriage. Havill, then, was at all risks to be retained as an ally.


  Yet Dare would have preferred a stronger check upon his confederate than was afforded by his own knowledge of that anonymous letter and the competition trick. For were the competition lost to him, Havill would have no further interest in conciliating Miss Power; would as soon as not let her know the secret of de Stancy’s relation to him.


  Fortune as usual helped him in his dilemma. Entering Havill’s office, Dare found him sitting there; but the drawings had all disappeared from the boards. The architect held an open letter in his hand.


  ‘Well, what news?’ said Dare.


  ‘Miss Power has returned to the castle, Somerset is detained in London, and the competition is decided,’ said Havill, with a glance of quiet dubiousness.


  ‘And you have won it?’


  ‘No. We are bracketed—it’s a tie. The judges say there is no choice between the designs—that they are singularly equal and singularly good. That she would do well to adopt either. Signed So-and-So, Fellows of the Royal Institute of British Architects. The result is that she will employ which she personally likes best. It is as if I had spun a sovereign in the air and it had alighted on its edge. The least false movement will make it tails; the least wise movement heads.’


  ‘Singularly equal. Well, we owe that to our nocturnal visit, which must not be known.’


  ‘O Lord, no!’ said Havill apprehensively.


  Dare felt secure of him at those words. Havill had much at stake; the slightest rumour of his trick in bringing about the competition or of the night visit, would be fatal to Havill’s reputation.


  ‘The permanent absence of Somerset then is desirable architecturally on your account, matrimonially on mine.’


  ‘Matrimonially? By the way—who was that captain you pointed out to me when the artillery entered the town?’


  ‘Captain de Stancy—son of Sir William de Stancy. He’s the husband. O, you needn’t look incredulous: it is practicable; but we won’t argue that. In the first place I want him to see her, and to see her in the most love-kindling, passion-begetting circumstances that can be thought of. And he must see her surreptitiously, for he refuses to meet her.’


  ‘Let him see her going to church or chapel?’


  Dare shook his head.


  ‘Driving out?’


  ‘Common-place!’


  ‘Walking in the gardens?’


  ‘Ditto.’


  ‘At her toilet?’


  ‘Ah—if it were possible!’


  ‘Which it hardly is. Well, you had better think it over and make inquiries about her habits, and as to when she is in a favourable aspect for observation, as the almanacs say.’


  Shortly afterwards Dare took his leave. In the evening he made it his business to hire a gig and be driven back again to Markton. Telling the man to wait for him at the inn he sat smoking on the bole of a tree which commanded a view of the upper ward of the castle, and also of the old postern-gate, now enlarged and used as a tradesmen’s entrance. It was half-past six o’clock; the dressing-bell rang, and Dare saw a light-footed young woman hasten at the sound across the ward from the servants’ quarter. A light appeared in a chamber which he knew to be Paula’s dressing-room; and there it remained half-an-hour, a shadow passing and repassing on the blind in the style of head-dress worn by the girl he had previously seen. The dinner-bell sounded and the light went out.


  As yet it was scarcely dark out of doors, and in a few minutes Dare had the satisfaction of seeing the same woman cross the ward and emerge upon the slope without. This time she was bonneted, and carried a little basket in her hand. A nearer view showed her to be, as he had expected, Milly Birch, Paula’s maid, who had friends living in Markton, whom she was in the habit of visiting almost every evening during the three hours of leisure which intervened between Paula’s retirement from the dressing-room and return thither at ten o’clock. When the young woman had descended the road and passed into the large drive, Dare rose and followed her.


  ‘O, it is you, Miss Birch,’ said Dare, on overtaking her. ‘I am glad to have the pleasure of walking by your side.’


  ‘Yes, sir. O it’s Mr. Dare. We don’t see you at the castle now, sir.’


  ‘No. And do you get a walk like this every evening when the others are at their busiest?’


  ‘Almost every evening; that’s the one return to the poor lady’s maid for losing her leisure when the others get it—in the absence of the family from home.’


  ‘Is Miss Power a hard mistress?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Rather fanciful than hard, I presume?’


  ‘Just so, sir.’


  ‘And she likes to appear to advantage, no doubt.’


  ‘I suppose so,’ said Milly, laughing. ‘We all do.’


  ‘When does she appear to the best advantage? When riding, or driving, or reading her book?’


  ‘Not altogether then, if you mean the very best.’


  ‘Perhaps it is when she sits looking in the glass at herself, and you let down her hair.’


  ‘Not particularly, to my mind.’


  ‘When does she to your mind? When dressed for a dinner-party or ball?’


  ‘She’s middling, then. But there is one time when she looks nicer and cleverer than at any. It is when she is in the gymnasium.’


  ‘O—gymnasium?’


  ‘Because when she is there she wears such a pretty boy’s costume, and is so charming in her movements, that you think she is a lovely young youth and not a girl at all.’


  ‘When does she go to this gymnasium?’


  ‘Not so much as she used to. Only on wet mornings now, when she can’t get out for walks or drives. But she used to do it every day.’


  ‘I should like to see her there.’


  ‘Why, sir?’


  ‘I am a poor artist, and can’t afford models. To see her attitudes would be of great assistance to me in the art I love so well.’


  Milly shook her head. ‘She’s very strict about the door being locked. If I were to leave it open she would dismiss me, as I should deserve.’


  ‘But consider, dear Miss Birch, the advantage to a poor artist the sight of her would be: if you could hold the door ajar it would be worth five pounds to me, and a good deal to you.’


  ‘No,’ said the incorruptible Milly, shaking her head. ‘Besides, I don’t always go there with her. O no, I couldn’t!’


  Milly remained so firm at this point that Dare said no more.


  When he had left her he returned to the castle grounds, and though there was not much light he had no difficulty in discovering the gymnasium, the outside of which he had observed before, without thinking to inquire its purpose. Like the erections in other parts of the shrubberies it was constructed of wood, the interstices between the framing being filled up with short billets of fir nailed diagonally. Dare, even when without a settled plan in his head, could arrange for probabilities; and wrenching out one of the billets he looked inside. It seemed to be a simple oblong apartment, fitted up with ropes, with a little dressing-closet at one end, and lighted by a skylight or lantern in the roof. Dare replaced the wood and went on his way to the inn where the man waited to drive him back to Toneborough.


  Havill was smoking on his doorstep when Dare passed up the street. He held up his hand.


  ‘Since you have been gone,’ said the architect, ‘I’ve hit upon something that may help you in exhibiting your lady to your gentleman. In the summer I had orders to design a gymnasium for her, which I did; and they say she is very clever on the ropes and bars. Now——’


  ‘I’ve discovered it. I shall contrive for him to see her there on the first wet morning, which is when she practises. What made her think of it?’


  ‘As you may have heard, she holds advanced views on social and other matters; and in those on the higher education of women she is very strong, talking a good deal about the physical training of the Greeks, whom she adores, or did. Every philosopher and man of science who ventilates his theories in the monthly reviews has a devout listener in her; and this subject of the physical development of her sex has had its turn with other things in her mind. So she had the place built on her very first arrival, according to the latest lights on athletics, and in imitation of those at the new colleges for women.’


  ‘How deuced clever of the girl! She means to live to be a hundred.’


  ♣


  VII


  The wet day arrived with all the promptness that might have been expected of it in this land of rains and mists. The alder bushes behind the gymnasium near Stancy Castle dripped monotonously leaf upon leaf, added to this being the purl of the shallow stream a little way off, producing a sense of satiety in watery sounds. Though there was drizzle in the open meads, the rain here in the thicket was comparatively slight, and two men with fishing tackle who stood beneath one of the larger bushes found its boughs a sufficient shelter.


  ‘We may as well get to the inn and drive back to Toneborough again as study nature here, Willy,’ said the taller and elder of the twain. ‘I feared it would continue when we started. The magnificent sport you speak of must rest for to-day.’


  The other looked at his watch, but made no particular reply.


  ‘Come, let us move on. I don’t like intruding into other people’s grounds like this,’ de Stancy continued.


  ‘We are not intruding. Anybody walks outside this fence.’ He indicated an iron railing newly tarred, dividing the wilder underwood amid which they stood from the inner and well-kept parts of the shrubbery, and against which the back of the gymnasium was built.


  Light footsteps upon a gravel walk could be heard on the other side of the fence, and a trio of cloaked and umbrella-screened figures were for a moment discernible. They vanished behind the gymnasium; and again nothing resounded but the river murmurs and the clock-like drippings of the leafage.


  ‘Hush!’ said Dare.


  ‘No pranks, my boy,’ said de Stancy suspiciously. ‘You should be above them.’


  ‘And you should trust to my good sense, captain,’ Dare remonstrated. ‘I have not indulged in a prank since the sixth year of my pilgrimage: I have found them too damaging to my interests. Well, it is not too dry here, and damp injures your health, you say. Have a pull for safety’s sake.’ He presented a flask to de Stancy.


  The artillery officer looked down at his nether garments.


  ‘I don’t break my rule without good reason,’ he observed.


  ‘I am afraid that reason exists at present.’


  ‘I am afraid it does. What have you got?’


  ‘Only a little wine.’


  ‘What wine?’


  ‘Do try it. I call it “the blushful Hippocrene,” that the poet describes as


  
    Tasting of Flora and the country green;


    Dance, and Provençal song, and sun-burnt mirth.’

  


  De Stancy took the flask, and drank a little.


  ‘It warms, does it not?’ said Dare.


  ‘Too much,’ said de Stancy with misgiving. ‘I have been taken unawares. Why, it is three parts brandy, to my taste, you scamp!’


  Dare put away the wine. ‘Now you are to see something,’ he said.


  ‘Something—what is it?’ Captain de Stancy regarded him with a puzzled look.


  ‘It is quite a curiosity, and really worth seeing. Now just look in here.’


  The speaker advanced to the back of the building, and withdrew the wood billet from the wall.


  ‘Will, I believe you are up to some trick,’ said de Stancy, not, however, suspecting the actual truth in these unsuggestive circumstances, and with a comfortable resignation, produced by the potent liquor, which would have been comical to an outsider, but which, to one who had known the history and relationship of the two speakers, would have worn a sadder significance. ‘I am too big a fool about you to keep you down as I ought; that’s the fault of me, worse luck.’


  He pressed the youth’s hand with a smile, went forward, and looked through the hole into the interior of the gymnasium. Dare withdrew to some little distance, and watched Captain de Stancy’s face, which presently began to assume an expression of interest.


  What was the captain seeing? A sort of optical poem.


  Paula, in a pink flannel costume, was bending, wheeling and undulating in the air like a gold-fish in its globe, sometimes ascending by her arms nearly to the lantern, then lowering herself till she swung level with the floor. Her aunt Mrs. Goodman, and Charlotte de Stancy, were sitting on camp-stools at one end, watching her gyrations, Paula occasionally addressing them with such an expression as—‘Now, Aunt, look at me—and you, Charlotte—is not that shocking to your weak nerves,’ when some adroit feat would be repeated, which, however, seemed to give much more pleasure to Paula herself in performing it than to Mrs. Goodman in looking on, the latter sometimes saying, ‘O, it is terrific—do not run such a risk again!’


  It would have demanded the poetic passion of some joyous Elizabethan lyrist like Lodge, Nashe, or Greene, to fitly phrase Paula’s presentation of herself at this moment of absolute abandonment to every muscular whim that could take possession of such a supple form. The white manilla ropes clung about the performer like snakes as she took her exercise, and the colour in her face deepened as she went on. Captain de Stancy felt that, much as he had seen in early life of beauty in woman, he had never seen beauty of such a real and living sort as this. A recollection of his vow, together with a sense that to gaze on the festival of this Bona Dea was, though so innocent and pretty a sight, hardly fair or gentlemanly, would have compelled him to withdraw his eyes, had not the sportive fascination of her appearance glued them there in spite of all. And as if to complete the picture of Grace personified and add the one thing wanting to the charm which bound him, the clouds, till that time thick in the sky, broke away from the upper heaven, and allowed the noonday sun to pour down through the lantern upon her, irradiating her with a warm light that was incarnadined by her pink doublet and hose, and reflected in upon her face. She only required a cloud to rest on instead of the green silk net which actually supported her reclining figure for the moment, to be quite Olympian; save indeed that in place of haughty effrontery there sat on her countenance only the healthful sprightliness of an English girl.


  Dare had withdrawn to a point at which another path crossed the path occupied by de Stancy. Looking in a side direction, he saw Havill idling slowly up to him over the silent grass. Havill’s knowledge of the appointment had brought him out to see what would come of it. When he neared Dare, but was still partially hidden by the boughs from the third of the party, the former simply pointed to de Stancy, upon which Havill stood and peeped at him. ‘Is she within there?’ he inquired.


  Dare nodded, and whispered, ‘You need not have asked, if you had examined his face.’


  ‘That’s true.’


  ‘A fermentation is beginning in him,’ said Dare, half pitifully; ‘a purely chemical process; and when it is complete he will probably be clear, and fiery, and sparkling, and quite another man than the good, weak, easy fellow that he was.’


  To precisely describe Captain de Stancy’s admiration was impossible. A sun seemed to rise in his face. By watching him they could almost see the aspect of her within the wall, so accurately were her changing phases reflected in him. He seemed to forget that he was not alone.


  ‘And is this,’ he murmured, in the manner of one only half apprehending himself, ‘and is this the end of my vow?’


  Paula was saying at this moment, ‘Ariel sleeps in this posture, does he not, Auntie?’ Suiting the action to the word she flung out her arms behind her head as she lay in the green silk hammock, idly closed her pink eyelids, and swung herself to and fro.


  ♣


  Book the Third


  De Stancy


  I


  Captain de Stancy was a changed man. A hitherto well-repressed energy was giving him motion towards long-shunned consequences. His features were, indeed, the same as before; though, had a physiognomist chosen to study them with the closeness of an astronomer scanning the universe, he would doubtless have discerned abundant novelty.


  In recent years de Stancy had been an easy, melancholy, unaspiring officer, enervated and depressed by a parental affection quite beyond his control for the graceless lad Dare—the obtrusive memento of a shadowy period in de Stancy’s youth, who threatened to be the curse of his old age. Throughout a long space he had persevered in his system of rigidly incarcerating within himself all instincts towards the opposite sex, with a resolution that would not have disgraced a much stronger man. By this habit, maintained with fair success, a chamber of his nature had been preserved intact during many later years, like the one solitary sealed-up cell occasionally retained by bees in a lobe of drained honey-comb. And thus, though he had irretrievably exhausted the relish of society, of ambition, of action, and of his profession, the love-force that he had kept immured alive was still a reproducible thing.


  The sight of Paula in her graceful performance, which the judicious Dare had so carefully planned, led up to and heightened by subtle accessories, operated on de Stancy’s surprised soul with a promptness almost magical.


  On the evening of the self-same day, having dined as usual, he retired to his rooms in Toneborough Barracks, where he found a hamper of wine awaiting him. It had been anonymously sent, and the account was paid. He smiled grimly, but no longer with heaviness. In this he instantly recognized the handiwork of Dare, who, having at last broken down the barrier which de Stancy had erected round his heart for so many years, acted like a skilled strategist, and took swift measures to follow up the advantage so tardily gained.


  Captain de Stancy knew himself conquered: he knew he should yield to Paula—had indeed yielded; but there was now, in his solitude, an hour or two of reaction. He did not drink from the bottles sent. He went early to bed, and lay tossing thereon till far into the night, thinking over the collapse. His teetotalism had, with the lapse of years, unconsciously become the outward and visible sign to himself of his secret vows; and a return to its opposite, however mildly done, signified with ceremonious distinctness the formal acceptance of delectations long forsworn.


  But the exceeding freshness of his feeling for Paula, which by reason of its long arrest was that of a man far under thirty, and was a wonder to himself every instant, would not long brook weighing in balances. He wished suddenly to commit himself; to remove the question of retreat out of the region of debate. The clock struck two: and the wish became determination. He arose, and wrapping himself in his dressing-gown went to the next room, where he took from a shelf in the pantry several large bottles, which he carried to the window, till they stood on the sill a goodly row. There had been sufficient light in the room for him to do this without a candle. Now he softly opened the sash, and the radiance of a gibbous moon riding in the opposite sky flooded the apartment. It fell on the labels of the captain’s bottles, revealing their contents to be simple aërated waters for drinking.


  De Stancy looked out and listened. The guns that stood drawn up within the yard glistened in the moonlight reaching them from over the barrack-wall: there was an occasional stamp of horses in the stables; also a measured tread of sentinels—one or more at the gates, one at the hospital, one between the wings, two at the magazine, and others further off. Recurring to his intention he drew the corks of the mineral waters, and inverting each bottle one by one over the window-sill, heard its contents dribble in a small stream on to the gravel below.


  He then opened the hamper which Dare had sent. Uncorking one of the bottles he murmured, ‘To Paula!’ and drank a glass of the ruby liquor.


  ‘A man again after eighteen years,’ he said, shutting the sash and returning to his bedroom.


  The first overt result of his kindled interest in Miss Power was his saying to his sister when they met at Myrtle Villa the day after the surreptitious sight of Paula: ‘I am sorry, Charlotte, for a word or two I said the other day.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I was rather disrespectful to your friend Miss Power.’


  ‘I don’t think so—were you?’


  ‘Yes. When we were walking in the wood, I made a stupid joke about her…. What does she know about me—do you ever speak of me to her?’


  ‘Only in general terms.’


  ‘What general terms?’


  ‘You know well enough, William; of your idiosyncrasies and so on—that you are a bit of a woman-hater, or at least a confirmed bachelor, and have but little respect for your own family.’


  ‘I wish you had not told her that,’ said de Stancy with dissatisfaction.


  ‘But I thought you always liked women to know your principles!’ said Charlotte, in injured tones; ‘and would particularly like her to know them, living so near.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ replied her brother hastily. ‘Well, I ought to see her, just to show her that I am not quite a brute.’


  ‘That would be very nice!’ she answered, putting her hands together in agreeable astonishment. ‘It is just what I have wished, though I did not dream of suggesting it after what I have heard you say. I am going to stay with her again to-morrow, and I will let her know about this.’


  ‘Don’t tell her anything plainly, for heaven’s sake. I really want to see the interior of the castle; I have never entered its walls since my babyhood.’ He raised his eyes as he spoke to where the walls in question showed their ashlar faces over the trees.


  ‘You might have gone over it at any time.’


  ‘O yes. It is only recently that I have thought much of the place: I feel now that I should like to examine the old building thoroughly, since it was for so many generations associated with our fortunes, especially as most of the old furniture is still there. My sedulous avoidance hitherto of all relating to our family vicissitudes has been, I own, stupid conduct for an intelligent being; but impossible grapes are always sour, and I have unconsciously adopted Radical notions to obliterate disappointed hereditary instincts. But these have a trick of re-establishing themselves as one gets older, and the castle and what it contains have a keen interest for me now.’


  ‘It contains Paula.’


  De Stancy’s pulse, which had been beating languidly for many years, beat double at the sound of that name.


  ‘I meant furniture and pictures for the moment,’ he said; ‘but I don’t mind extending the meaning to her, if you wish it.’


  ‘She is the rarest thing there.’


  ‘So you have said before.’


  ‘The castle and our family history have as much romantic interest for her as they have for you,’ Charlotte went on. ‘She delights in visiting our tombs and effigies, and ponders over them for hours.’


  ‘Indeed!’ said de Stancy, allowing his surprise to hide the satisfaction which accompanied it. ‘That should make us friendly…. Does she see many people?’


  ‘Not many as yet. And she cannot have many staying there during the alterations.’


  ‘Ah! yes—the alterations. Didn’t you say that she has had a London architect stopping there on that account? What was he—old or young?’


  ‘He is a young man: he has been to our house. Don’t you remember you met him there?’


  ‘What was his name?’


  ‘Mr. Somerset.’


  ‘O, that man! Yes, yes, I remember…. Hullo, Lottie!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your face is as red as a peony. Now I know a secret!’ Charlotte vainly endeavoured to hide her confusion. ‘Very well,—not a word! I won’t say more,’ continued de Stancy good-humouredly, ‘except that he seems to be a very nice fellow.’


  De Stancy had turned the dialogue on to this little well-preserved secret of his sister’s with sufficient outward lightness; but it had been done in instinctive concealment of the disquieting start with which he had recognized that Somerset, Dare’s enemy, whom he had intercepted in placing Dare’s portrait into the hands of the chief constable, was a man beloved by his sister Charlotte. This novel circumstance might lead to a curious complication. But he was to hear more.


  ‘He may be very nice,’ replied Charlotte, with an effort, after this silence. ‘But he is nothing to me, more than a very good friend.’


  ‘There’s no engagement, or thought of one between you?’


  ‘Certainly there’s not!’ said Charlotte, with brave emphasis. ‘It is more likely to be between Paula and him than me and him.’


  De Stancy’s bare military ears and closely cropped poll flushed hot. ‘Miss Power and him?’


  ‘I don’t mean to say there is, because Paula denies it; but I mean that he loves Paula. That I do know.’


  De Stancy was dumb. This item of news which Dare had kept from him, not knowing how far de Stancy’s sense of honour might extend, was decidedly grave. Indeed, he was so greatly impressed with the fact, that he could not help saying as much aloud: ‘This is very serious!’


  ‘Why!’ she murmured tremblingly, for the first leaking out of her tender and sworn secret had disabled her quite.


  ‘Because I love Paula too.’


  ‘What do you say, William, you?—a woman you have never seen?’


  ‘I have seen her—by accident. And now, my dear little sis, you will be my close ally, won’t you? as I will be yours, as brother and sister should be.’ He placed his arm coaxingly round Charlotte’s shoulder.


  ‘O, William, how can I?’ at last she stammered.


  ‘Why, how can’t you? I should say. We are both in the same ship. I love Paula, you love Mr. Somerset; it behoves both of us to see that this flirtation of theirs ends in nothing.’


  ‘I don’t like you to put it like that—that I love him—it frightens me,’ murmured the girl, visibly agitated. ‘I don’t want to divide him from Paula; I couldn’t, I wouldn’t do anything to separate them. Believe me, Will, I could not! I am sorry you love there also, though I should be glad if it happened in the natural order of events that she should come round to you. But I cannot do anything to part them and make Mr. Somerset suffer. It would be too wrong and blamable.’


  ‘Now, you silly Charlotte, that’s just how you women fly off at a tangent. I mean nothing dishonourable in the least. Have I ever prompted you to do anything dishonourable? Fair fighting allies was all I thought off.’ of.’


  Miss de Stancy breathed more freely. ‘Yes, we will be that, of course; we are always that, William. But I hope I can be your ally, and be quite neutral; I would so much rather.’


  ‘Well, I suppose it will not be a breach of your precious neutrality if you get me invited to see the castle?’


  ‘O no!’ she said brightly; ‘I don’t mind doing such a thing as that. Why not come with me to-morrow? I will say I am going to bring you. There will be no trouble at all.’


  De Stancy readily agreed. The effect upon him of the information now acquired was to intensify his ardour tenfold, the stimulus being due to a perception that Somerset, with a little more knowledge, would hold a card which could be played with disastrous effect against himself—his relationship to Dare. Its disclosure, to a lady of such Puritan antecedents as Paula’s, would probably mean her immediate severance from himself as an unclean thing.


  ‘Is Miss Power a severe pietist, or precisian; or is she a compromising lady?’ he asked abruptly.


  ‘She is severe and uncompromising—if you mean in her judgments on morals,’ said Charlotte, not quite hearing. The remark was peculiarly apposite, and de Stancy was silent.


  He spent some following hours in a close study of the castle history, which till now had unutterably bored him. More particularly did he dwell over documents and notes which referred to the pedigree of his own family. He wrote out the names of all—and they were many—who had been born within those domineering walls since their first erection; of those among them who had been brought thither by marriage with the owner, and of stranger knights and gentlemen who had entered the castle by marriage with its mistress. He refreshed his memory on the strange loves and hates that had arisen in the course of the family history; on memorable attacks, and the dates of the same, the most memorable among them being the occasion on which the party represented by Paula battered down the castle walls that she was now about to mend, and, as he hoped, return in their original intact shape to the family dispossessed, by marriage with himself, its living representative.


  In Sir William’s villa were small engravings after many of the portraits in the castle galleries, some of them hanging in the dining-room in plain oak and maple frames, and others preserved in portfolios. De Stancy spent much of his time over these, and in getting up the romances of their originals’ lives from memoirs and other records, all which stories were as great novelties to him as they could possibly be to any stranger. Most interesting to him was the life of an Edward de Stancy, who had lived just before the Civil Wars, and to whom Captain de Stancy bore a very traceable likeness. This ancestor had a mole on his cheek, black and distinct as a fly in cream; and as in the case of the first Lord Amherst’s wart, and Bennet Earl of Arlington’s nose-scar, the painter had faithfully reproduced the defect on canvas. It so happened that the captain had a mole, though not exactly on the same spot of his face; and this made the resemblance still greater.


  He took infinite trouble with his dress that day, showing an amount of anxiety on the matter which for him was quite abnormal. At last, when fully equipped, he set out from the villa with his sister to make the call proposed. Charlotte was rather unhappy at sight of her brother’s earnest attempt to make an impression on Paula; but she could say nothing against it, and they proceeded on their way.


  It was the darkest of November weather, when the days are so short that morning seems to join with evening without the intervention of noon. The sky was lined with low cloud, within whose dense substance tempests were slowly fermenting for the coming days. Even now a windy turbulence troubled the half-naked boughs, and a lonely leaf would occasionally spin downwards to rejoin on the grass the scathed multitude of its comrades which had preceded it in its fall. The brook by the pavilion, in the summer so clear and purling, now slid onwards brown and thick and silent, and enlarged to double size.


  ♣


  II


  Meanwhile Paula was alone. Of any one else it would have been said that she must be finding the afternoon rather dreary in the quaint halls not of her forefathers: but of Miss Power it was unsafe to predicate so surely. She walked from room to room in a black velvet dress which gave decision to her outline without depriving it of softness. She occasionally clasped her hands behind her head and looked out of a window; but she more particularly bent her footsteps up and down the Long Gallery, where she had caused a large fire of logs to be kindled, in her endeavour to extend cheerfulness somewhat beyond the precincts of the sitting-rooms.


  The fire glanced up on Paula, and Paula glanced down at the fire, and at the gnarled beech fuel, and at the wood-lice which ran out from beneath the bark to the extremity of the logs as the heat approached them. The low-down ruddy light spread over the dark floor like the setting sun over a moor, fluttering on the grotesque countenances of the bright andirons, and touching all the furniture on the underside.


  She now and then crossed to one of the deep embrasures of the windows, to decipher some sentence from a letter she held in her hand. The daylight would have been more than sufficient for any bystander to discern that the capitals in that letter were of the peculiar semi-gothic type affected at the time by Somerset and other young architects of his school in their epistolary correspondence. She was very possibly thinking of him, even when not reading his letter, for the expression of softness with which she perused the page was more or less with her when she appeared to examine other things.


  She walked about for a little time longer, then put away the letter, looked at the clock, and thence returned to the windows, straining her eyes over the landscape without, as she murmured, ‘I wish Charlotte was not so long coming!’


  As Charlotte continued to keep away, Paula became less reasonable in her desires, and proceeded to wish that Somerset would arrive; then that anybody would come; then, walking towards the portraits on the wall, she flippantly asked one of those cavaliers to oblige her fancy for company by stepping down from his frame. The temerity of the request led her to prudently withdraw it almost as soon as conceived: old paintings had been said to play queer tricks in extreme cases, and the shadows this afternoon were funereal enough for anything in the shape of revenge on an intruder who embodied the antagonistic modern spirit to such an extent as she. However, Paula still stood before the picture which had attracted her; and this, by a coincidence common enough in fact, though scarcely credited in chronicles, happened to be that one of the seventeeth-century seventeenth-century portraits of which de Stancy had studied the engraved copy at Myrtle Villa the same morning.


  Whilst she remained before the picture, wondering her favourite wonder, how would she feel if this and its accompanying canvases were pictures of her own ancestors, she was surprised by a light footstep upon the carpet which covered part of the room, and turning quickly she beheld the smiling little figure of Charlotte de Stancy.


  ‘What has made you so late?’ said Paula. ‘You are come to stay, of course?’


  Charlotte said she had come to stay. ‘But I have brought somebody with me!’


  ‘Ah—whom?’


  ‘My brother happened to be at home, and I have brought him.’


  Miss de Stancy’s brother had been so continuously absent from home in India, or elsewhere, so little spoken of, and, when spoken of, so truly though unconsciously represented as one whose interests lay wholly outside this antiquated neighbourhood, that to Paula he had been a mere nebulosity whom she had never distinctly outlined. To have him thus cohere into substance at a moment’s notice lent him the novelty of a new creation.


  ‘Is he in the drawing-room?’ said Paula in a low voice.


  ‘No, he is here. He would follow me. I hope you will forgive him.’


  And then Paula saw emerge into the red beams of the dancing fire, from behind a half-drawn hanging which screened the door, the military gentleman whose acquaintance the reader has already made.


  ‘You know the house, doubtless, Captain de Stancy?’ said Paula, somewhat shyly, when he had been presented to her.


  ‘I have never seen the inside since I was three weeks old,’ replied the artillery officer gracefully; ‘and hence my recollections of it are not remarkably distinct. A year or two before I was born the entail was cut off by my father and grandfather; so that I saw the venerable place only to lose it; at least, I believe that’s the truth of the case. But my knowledge of the transaction is not profound, and it is a delicate point on which to question one’s father.’


  Paula assented, and looked at the interesting and pensive figure of the man whose parents had seemingly righted themselves at the expense of wronging him.


  ‘The pictures and furniture were sold about the same time, I think?’ said Charlotte.


  ‘Yes,’ murmured de Stancy. ‘They went in a mad bargain of my father with his visitor, as they sat over their wine. My father sat down as host on that occasion, and arose as guest.’


  He seemed to speak with such a courteous absence of regret for the alienation, that Paula, who was always fearing that the recollection would rise as a painful shadow between herself and the de Stancys, felt reassured by his magnanimity.


  De Stancy looked with interest round the gallery; seeing which Paula said she would have lights brought in a moment.


  ‘No, please not,’ said de Stancy. ‘The room and ourselves are of so much more interesting a colour by this light!’


  As they moved hither and thither, the various expressions of de Stancy’s face made themselves picturesquely visible in the unsteady shine of the blaze. In a short time he had drawn near to the painting of the ancestor whom he so greatly resembled. When her quick eye noted the speck on the face, indicative of inherited traits strongly pronounced, a new and romantic feeling that the de Stancys had stretched out a tentacle from their genealogical tree to seize her by the hand and draw her in to their mass took possession of Paula. As has been said, the de Stancys were a family on whom the hall-mark of membership was deeply stamped, and by the present light the representative under the portrait and the representative in the portrait seemed beings not far removed. Paula was continually starting from a reverie and speaking irrelevantly, as if such reflections as those seized hold of her in spite of her natural unconcern.


  When candles were brought in Captain de Stancy ardently contrived to make the pictures the theme of conversation. From the nearest they went to the next, whereupon Paula as hostess took up one of the candlesticks and held it aloft to light up the painting. The candlestick being tall and heavy, de Stancy relieved her of it, and taking another candle in the other hand, he imperceptibly slid into the position of exhibitor rather than spectator. Thus he walked in advance, holding the two candles on high, his shadow forming a gigantic figure on the neighbouring wall, while he recited the particulars of family history pertaining to each portrait, that he had learnt up with such eager persistence during the previous four-and-twenty-hours.


  ‘I have often wondered what could have been the history of this lady, but nobody has ever been able to tell me,’ Paula observed, pointing to a Vandyck which represented a beautiful woman wearing curls across her forehead, a square-cut bodice, and a heavy pearl necklace upon the smooth expanse of her neck.


  ‘I don’t think anybody knows,’ Charlotte said.


  ‘O yes,’ replied her brother promptly, seeing with enthusiasm that it was yet another opportunity for making capital of his acquired knowledge, with which he felt himself as inconveniently crammed as a candidate for a government examination. ‘That lady has been largely celebrated under a fancy name, though she is comparatively little known by her own. Her parents were the chief ornaments of the almost irreproachable court of Charles the First, and were not more distinguished by their politeness and honour than by the affections and virtues which constitute the great charm of private life.’


  The stock verbiage of the family memoir was somewhat apparent in this effusion; but it much impressed his listeners; and he went on to point out that from the lady’s necklace was suspended a heart-shaped portrait—that of the man who broke his heart by her persistent refusal to encourage his suit. De Stancy then led them a little further, where hung a portrait of the lover, one of his own family, who appeared in full panoply of plate mail, the pommel of his sword standing up under his elbow. The gallant captain then related how this personage of his line wooed the lady fruitlessly; how, after her marriage with another, she and her husband visited the parents of the disappointed lover, the then occupiers of the castle; how, in a fit of desperation at the sight of her, he retired to his room, where he composed some passionate verses, which he wrote with his blood, and after directing them to her ran himself through the body with his sword. Too late the lady’s heart was touched by his devotion; she was ever after a melancholy woman, and wore his portrait despite her husband’s prohibition. ‘This,’ continued de Stancy, leading them through the doorway into the hall where the coats of mail were arranged along the wall, and stopping opposite a suit which bore some resemblance to that of the portrait, ‘this is his armour, as you will perceive by comparing it with the picture, and this is the sword with which he did the rash deed.’


  ‘What unreasonable devotion!’ said Paula practically. ‘It was too romantic of him. She was not worthy of such a sacrifice.’


  ‘He also is one whom they say you resemble a little in feature, I think,’ said Charlotte.


  ‘Do they?’ replied de Stancy. ‘I wonder if it’s true.’ He set down the candles, and asking the girls to withdraw for a moment, was inside the upper part of the suit of armour in incredibly quick time. Going then and placing himself in front of a low-hanging painting near the original, so as to be enclosed by the frame while covering the figure, arranging the sword as in the one above, and setting the light that it might fall in the right direction, he recalled them; when he put the question, ‘Is the resemblance strong?’


  He looked so much like a man of bygone times that neither of them replied, but remained curiously gazing at him. His modern and comparatively sallow complexion, as seen through the open visor, lent an ethereal ideality to his appearance which the time-stained countenance of the original warrior totally lacked.


  At last Paula spoke, so stilly that she seemed a statue enunciating: ‘Are the verses known that he wrote with his blood?’


  ‘O yes, they have been carefully preserved.’ Captain de Stancy, with true wooer’s instinct, had committed some of them to memory that morning from the printed copy to be found in every well-ordered library. ‘I fear I don’t remember them all,’ he said, ‘but they begin in this way:—


  
    ‘From one that dyeth in his discontent,


    Dear Faire, receive this greeting to thee sent;


    And still as oft as it is read by thee,


    Then with some deep sad sigh remember mee!

  


  
    ‘O ’twas my fortune’s error to vow dutie,


    To one that bears defiance in her beautie!


    Sweete poyson, pretious wooe, infectious jewell—


    Such is a Ladie that is faire and cruell.

  


  
    ‘How well could I with ayre, camelion-like,


    Live happie, and still gazeing on thy cheeke,


    In which, forsaken man, methink I see


    How goodlie love doth threaten cares to mee.

  


  
    ‘Why dost thou frowne thus on a kneelinge soul,


    Whose faults in love thou may’st as well controule?—


    In love—but O, that word; that word I feare


    Is hateful still both to thy hart and eare!

  


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  
    ‘Ladie, in breefe, my fate doth now intend


    The period of my daies to have an end:


    Waste not on me thy pittie, pretious Faire:


    Rest you in much content; I, in despaire!’ (1)

  


  A solemn silence followed the close of the recital, which de Stancy improved by turning the point of the sword to his breast, resting the pommel upon the floor, and saying:—


  ‘After writing that we may picture him turning this same sword in this same way, and falling on it thus.’ He inclined his body forward as he spoke.


  ‘Don’t, Captain de Stancy, please don’t!’ cried Paula involuntarily.


  ‘No, don’t show us any further, William!’ said his sister. ‘It is too tragic.’


  De Stancy put away the sword, himself rather excited—not, however, by his own recital, but by the direct gaze of Paula at him.


  This Protean quality of de Stancy’s, by means of which he could assume the shape and situation of almost any ancestor at will, had impressed her, and he perceived it with a throb of fervour. But it had done no more than impress her; for though in delivering the lines he had so fixed his look upon her as to suggest, to any maiden practised in the game of the eyes, a present significance in the words, the idea of any such arrière-pensée had by no means commended itself to her soul.


  At this time a messenger from Toneborough Barracks arrived at the castle and wished to speak to Captain de Stancy in the hall. Begging the two ladies to excuse him for a moment, he went out.


  While de Stancy was talking in the twilight to the messenger at one end of the apartment, some other arrival was shown in by the side door, and in making his way after the conference across the hall to the room he had previously quitted, de Stancy encountered the new-comer. There was just enough light to reveal the countenance to be Dare’s; he bore a portfolio under his arm, and had begun to wear a moustache, in case the chief constable should meet him anywhere in his rambles, and be struck by his resemblance to the man in the studio.


  ‘What the devil are you doing here?’ said Captain de Stancy, in tones he had never used before to the young man.


  Dare started back in surprise, and naturally so. De Stancy, having adopted a new system of living, and relinquished the meagre diet and enervating waters of his past years, was rapidly recovering tone. His voice was firmer, his cheeks were less pallid; and above all he was authoritative towards his present companion, whose ingenuity in vamping up a being for his ambitious experiments seemed about to be rewarded, like Frankenstein’s, by his discomfiture at the hands of his own creature.


  ‘What the devil are you doing here, I say?’ repeated de Stancy.


  ‘You can talk to me like that, after my working so hard to get you on in life, and make a rising man of you!’ expostulated Dare, as one who felt himself no longer the leader in this enterprise.


  ‘But,’ said the captain less harshly, ‘if you let them discover any relations between us here, you will ruin the fairest prospects man ever had!’


  ‘O, I like that, captain—when you owe all of it to me!’


  ‘That’s too cool, Will.’


  ‘No; what I say is true. However, let that go. So now you are here on a call; but how are you going to get here often enough to win her before the other man comes back? If you don’t see her every day—twice, three times a day—you will not capture her in the time.’


  ‘I must think of that,’ said de Stancy.


  ‘There is only one way of being constantly here: you must come to copy the pictures or furniture, something in the way he did.’


  ‘I’ll think of it,’ muttered de Stancy hastily, as he heard the voices of the ladies, whom he hastened to join as they were appearing at the other end of the room. His countenance was gloomy as he recrossed the hall, for Dare’s words on the shortness of his opportunities had impressed him. Almost at once he uttered a hope to Paula that he might have further chance of studying, and if possible of copying, some of the ancestral faces with which the building abounded.


  Meanwhile Dare had come forward with his portfolio, which proved to be full of photographs. While Paula and Charlotte were examining them he said to de Stancy, as a stranger: ‘Excuse my interruption, sir, but if you should think of copying any of the portraits, as you were stating just now to the ladies, my patent photographic process is at your service, and is, I believe, the only one which would be effectual in the dim indoor lights.’


  ‘It is just what I was thinking of,’ said de Stancy, now so far cooled down from his irritation as to be quite ready to accept Dare’s adroitly suggested scheme.


  On application to Paula she immediately gave de Stancy permission to photograph to any extent, and told Dare he might bring his instruments as soon as Captain de Stancy required them.


  ‘Don’t stare at her in such a brazen way!’ whispered the latter to the young man, when Paula had withdrawn a few steps. ‘Say, “I shall highly value the privilege of assisting Captain de Stancy in such a work.”’


  Dare obeyed, and before leaving de Stancy arranged to begin performing on his venerated forefathers the next morning, the youth so accidentally engaged agreeing to be there at the same time to assist in the technical operations.


  ♣


  III


  As he had promised, de Stancy made use the next day of the coveted permission that had been brought about by the ingenious Dare. Dare’s timely suggestion of tendering assistance had the practical result of relieving the other of all necessity for occupying his time with the proceeding, further than to bestow a perfunctory superintendence now and then, to give a colour to his regular presence in the fortress, the actual work of taking copies being carried on by the younger man.


  The weather was frequently wet during these operations, and Paula, Miss de Stancy, and her brother, were often in the house whole mornings together. By constant urging and coaxing the latter would induce his gentle sister, much against her conscience, to leave him opportunities for speaking to Paula alone. It was mostly before some print or painting that these conversations occurred, while de Stancy was ostensibly occupied with its merits, or in giving directions to his photographer how to proceed. As soon as the dialogue began, the latter would withdraw out of earshot, leaving Paula to imagine him the most deferential young artist in the world.


  ‘You will soon possess duplicates of the whole gallery,’ she said on one of these occasions, examining some curled sheets which Dare had printed off from the negatives.


  ‘No,’ said the soldier. ‘I shall not have patience to go on. I get ill-humoured and indifferent, and then leave off.’


  ‘Why ill-humoured?’


  ‘I scarcely know—more than that I acquire a general sense of my own family’s want of merit through seeing how meritorious the people are around me. I see them happy and thriving without any necessity for me at all; and then I regard these canvas grandfathers and grandmothers, and ask, “Why was a line so antiquated and out of date prolonged till now?”’


  She chid him good-naturedly for such views. ‘They will do you an injury,’ she declared. ‘Do spare yourself, Captain de Stancy!’


  De Stancy shook his head as he turned the painting before him a little further to the light.


  ‘But, do you know,’ said Paula, ‘that notion of yours of being a family out of date is delightful to some people. I talk to Charlotte about it often. I am never weary of examining those canopied effigies in the church, and almost wish they were those of my relations.’


  ‘I will try to see things in the same light for your sake,’ said de Stancy fervently.


  ‘Not for my sake; for your own was what I meant, of course,’ she replied with a repressive air.


  Captain de Stancy bowed.


  ‘What are you going to do with your photographs when you have them?’ she asked, as if still anxious to obliterate the previous sentimental lapse.


  ‘I shall put them into a large album, and carry them with me in my campaigns; and may I ask, now I have an opportunity, that you would extend your permission to copy a little further, and let me photograph one other painting that hangs in the castle, to fittingly complete my set?’


  ‘Which?’


  ‘That half-length of a lady which hangs in the morning-room. I remember seeing it in the Academy last year.’


  Paula involuntarily closed herself up. The picture was her own portrait. ‘It does not belong to your series,’ she said somewhat coldly.


  De Stancy’s secret thought was, I hope from my soul it will belong some day! He answered with mildness: ‘There is a sort of connection—you are my sister’s friend.’


  Paula assented.


  ‘And hence, might not your friend’s brother photograph your picture?’


  Paula demurred.


  A gentle sigh rose from the bosom of de Stancy. ‘What is to become of me?’ he said, with a light distressed laugh. ‘I am always inconsiderate and inclined to ask too much. Forgive me! What was in my mind when I asked I dare not say.’


  ‘I quite understand your interest in your family pictures—and all of it,’ she remarked more gently, willing not to hurt the sensitive feelings of a man so full of romance.


  ‘And in that one!’ he said, looking devotedly at her. ‘If I had only been fortunate enough to include it with the rest, my album would indeed have been a treasure to pore over by the bivouac fire!’


  ‘O, Captain de Stancy, this is provoking perseverance!’ cried Paula, laughing half crossly. ‘I expected that after expressing my decision so plainly the first time I should not have been further urged upon the subject.’ Saying which she turned and moved decisively away.


  It had not been a productive meeting, thus far. ‘One word!’ said de Stancy, following and almost clasping her hand. ‘I have given offence, I know: but do let it all fall on my own head—don’t tell my sister of my misbehaviour! She loves you deeply, and it would wound her to the heart.’


  ‘You deserve to be told upon,’ said Paula as she withdrew, with just enough playfulness to show that her anger was not too serious.


  Charlotte looked at Paula uneasily when the latter joined her in the drawing-room. She wanted to say, ‘What is the matter?’ but guessing that her brother had something to do with it, forbore to speak at first. She could not contain her anxiety long. ‘Were you talking with my brother?’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ returned Paula, with reservation. However, she soon added, ‘He not only wants to photograph his ancestors, but my portrait too. They are a dreadfully encroaching sex, and perhaps being in the army makes them worse!’


  ‘I’ll give him a hint, and tell him to be careful.’


  ‘Don’t say I have definitely complained of him; it is not worth while to do that; the matter is too trifling for repetition. Upon the whole, Charlotte, I would rather you said nothing at all.’


  De Stancy’s hobby of photographing his ancestors seemed to become a perfect mania with him. Almost every morning discovered him in the larger apartments of the castle, taking down and rehanging the dilapidated pictures, with the assistance of the indispensable Dare; his fingers stained black with dust, and his face expressing a busy attention to the work in hand, though always reserving a look askance for the presence of Paula.


  Though there was something of subterfuge, there was no deep and double subterfuge in all this. De Stancy took no particular interest in his ancestral portraits; but he was enamoured of Paula to weakness. Perhaps the composition of his love would hardly bear looking into, but it was recklessly frank and not quite mercenary. His photographic scheme was nothing worse than a lover’s not too scrupulous contrivance. After the refusal of his request to copy her picture he fumed and fretted at the prospect of Somerset’s return before any impression had been made on her heart by himself; he swore at Dare, and asked him hotly why he had dragged him into such a hopeless dilemma as this.


  ‘Hopeless? Somerset must still be kept away, so that it is not hopeless. I will consider how to prolong his stay.’


  Thereupon Dare considered.


  The time was coming—had indeed come—when it was necessary for Paula to make up her mind about her architect, if she meant to begin building in the spring. The two sets of plans, Somerset’s and Havill’s, were hanging on the walls of the room that had been used by Somerset as his studio, and were accessible by anybody. Dare took occasion to go and study both sets, with a view to finding a flaw in Somerset’s which might have been passed over unnoticed by the committee of architects, owing to their absence from the actual site. But not a blunder could he find.


  He next went to Havill; and here he was met by an amazing state of affairs. Havill’s creditors, at last suspecting something mythical in Havill’s assurance that the grand commission was his, had lost all patience; his house was turned upside-down, and a poster gleamed on the front wall, stating that the excellent modern household furniture was to be sold by auction on Friday next. Troubles had apparently come in battalions, for Dare was informed by a bystander that Havill’s wife was seriously ill also.


  Without staying for a moment to enter his friend’s house, back went Mr. Dare to Captain de Stancy, and told him of the architect’s desperate circumstances, begging him to convey the news in some way to Miss Power. De Stancy promised to make representations in the proper quarter without perceiving that he was doing the best possible deed for himself thereby.


  He told Paula of Havill’s misfortunes in the presence of his sister, who turned pale. She discerned how this misfortune would bear upon the undecided competition.


  ‘Poor man,’ murmured Paula. ‘He was my father’s architect, and somehow expected, though I did not promise it, the work of rebuilding the castle.’


  Then de Stancy saw Dare’s aim in sending him to Miss Power with the news; and, seeing it, concurred: Somerset was his rival, and all was fair. ‘And is he not to have the work of the castle after expecting it?’ he asked.


  Paula was lost in reflection. ‘The other architect’s design and Mr. Havill’s are exactly equal in merit, and we cannot decide how to give it to either,’ explained Charlotte.


  ‘That is our difficulty,’ Paula murmured. ‘A bankrupt, and his wife ill—dear me! I wonder what’s the cause.’


  ‘He has borrowed on the expectation of having to execute the castle works, and now he is unable to meet his liabilities.’


  ‘It is very sad,’ said Paula.


  ‘Let me suggest a remedy for this dead-lock,’ said de Stancy.


  ‘Do,’ said Paula.


  ‘Do the work of building in two halves or sections. Give Havill the first half, since he is in need; when that is finished the second half can be given to your London architect. If, as I understand, the plans are identical except in ornamental details, there will be no difficulty about it at all.’


  Paula sighed—just a little one; and yet the suggestion seemed to satisfy her by its reasonableness. She turned sad, wayward, but was impressed by de Stancy’s manner and words. She appeared indeed to have a smouldering desire to please him. In the afternoon she remarked to Charlotte, ‘I mean to do as your brother says.’


  A note was despatched to Havill that very day, and in two or three hours the crestfallen architect presented himself at the castle. Paula instantly gave him audience, commiserated him, and commissioned him to carry out a first section of the buildings, comprising work to the extent of about twenty thousand pounds’ expenditure; and then, with a prematureness quite amazing among architects’ clients, she handed him over a cheque for five hundred pounds on account.


  When he had gone, Paula’s bearing showed some sign of being disquieted at what she had done; but she covered her mood under a cloak of saucy serenity. Perhaps a tender remembrance of a certain thunderstorm in the foregoing August when she stood with Somerset in the arbour, and did not own that she loved him, was pressing on her memory and bewildering her. She had not seen quite clearly, in adopting de Stancy’s suggestion, that Somerset would now have no professional reason for being at the castle for the next twelve months.


  But the captain had, and when Havill entered the castle he rejoiced with great joy. Dare, too, rejoiced in his cold way, and went on with his photography, saying, ‘The game progresses, captain.’


  ‘Game? Call it Divine Comedy, rather!’ said the soldier exultingly.


  ‘He is practically banished for a year or more. What can’t you do in a year, captain!’


  Havill, in the meantime, having respectfully withdrawn from the presence of Paula, passed by Dare and de Stancy in the gallery as he had done in entering. He spoke a few words to Dare, who congratulated him. While they were talking somebody was heard in the hall, inquiring hastily for Mr. Havill.


  ‘What shall I tell him?’ demanded the porter.


  ‘His wife is dead,’ said the messenger.


  Havill overheard the words, and hastened away.


  ‘An unlucky man!’ said Dare.


  ‘That, happily for us, will not affect his installation here,’ said de Stancy. ‘Now hold your tongue and keep at a distance. She may come this way.’


  Surely enough in a few minutes she came. De Stancy, to make conversation, told her of the new misfortune which had just befallen Mr. Havill.


  Paula was very sorry to hear it, and remarked that it gave her great satisfaction to have appointed him as architect of the first wing before he learnt the bad news. ‘I owe you best thanks, Captain de Stancy, for showing me such an expedient.’


  ‘Do I really deserve thanks?’ asked de Stancy. ‘I wish I deserved a reward; but I must bear in mind the fable of the priest and the jester.’


  ‘I never heard it.’


  ‘The jester implored the priest for alms, but the smallest sum was refused, though the holy man readily agreed to give him his blessing. Query, its value?’


  ‘How does it apply?’


  ‘You give me unlimited thanks, but deny me the tiniest substantial trifle I desire.’


  ‘What persistence!’ exclaimed Paula, colouring. ‘Very well, if you will photograph my picture you must. It is really not worth further pleading. Take it when you like.’


  When Paula was alone she seemed vexed with herself for having given way; and rising from her seat she went quietly to the door of the room containing the picture, intending to lock it up till further consideration, whatever he might think of her. But on casting her eyes round the apartment the painting was gone. The captain, wisely taking the current when it served, already had it in the gallery, where he was to be seen bending attentively over it, arranging the lights and directing Dare with the instruments. On leaving he thanked her, and said that he had obtained a splendid copy. Would she look at it?


  Paula was severe and icy. ‘Thank you—I don’t wish to see it,’ she said.


  De Stancy bowed and departed in a glow of triumph; satisfied, notwithstanding her frigidity, that he had compassed his immediate aim, which was that she might not be able to dismiss from her thoughts him and his persevering desire for the shadow of her face during the next four-and-twenty-hours. And his confidence was well-founded: she could not.


  ‘I fear this Divine Comedy will be slow business for us, captain,’ said Dare, who had heard her cold words.


  ‘O no!’ said de Stancy, flushing a little: he had not been perceiving that the lad had the measure of his mind so entirely as to gauge his position at any moment. But he would show no shamefacedness. ‘Even if it is, my boy,’ he answered, ‘there’s plenty of time before the other can come.’


  At that hour and minute of de Stancy’s remark ‘the other,’ to look at him, seemed indeed securely shelved. He was sitting lonely in his chambers far away, wondering why she did not write, and yet hoping to hear—wondering if it had all been but a short-lived strain of tenderness. He knew as well as if it had been stated in words that her serious acceptance of him as a suitor would be her acceptance of him as an architect—that her schemes in love would be expressed in terms of art; and conversely that her refusal of him as a lover would be neatly effected by her choosing Havill’s plans for the castle, and returning his own with thanks. The position was so clear; he was so well walled in by circumstances that he was absolutely helpless.


  To wait for the line that would not come—the letter saying that, as she had desired, his was the design that pleased her—was still the only thing to do. The (to Somerset) surprising accident that the committee of architects should have pronounced the designs absolutely equal in point of merit, and thus have caused the final choice to revert after all to Paula, had been a joyous thing to him when he first heard of it, full of confidence in her favour. But the fact of her having again become the arbitrator, though it had made acceptance of his plans all the more probable, made refusal of them, should it happen, all the more crushing. He could have conceived himself favoured by Paula as her lover, even had the committee decided in favour of Havill as her architect. But not to be chosen as architect now was to be rejected in both kinds.


  ♣


  IV


  It was the Sunday following the funeral of Mrs. Havill, news of whose death had been so unexpectedly brought to her husband at the moment of his exit from Stancy Castle. The minister, as was his custom, improved the occasion by a couple of sermons on the uncertainty of life. One was preached in the morning in the old chapel of Markton; the second at evening service in the rural chapel near Sleeping Green, built by Paula’s father, which bore to the first somewhat the relation of an episcopal chapel-of-ease to the mother church.


  The unscreened lights blazed through the plate-glass windows of the smaller building and outshone the steely stars of the early night, just as they had done when Somerset was attracted by their glare four months before. The fervid minister’s rhetoric equalled its force on that more romantic occasion: but Paula was not there. She was not a frequent attendant now at her father’s votive building. The mysterious tank, whose dark waters had so repelled her at the last moment, was boarded over: a table stood on its centre, with an open quarto Bible upon it; behind which Havill, in a new suit of black, sat in a large chair. Havill, although living some miles off, held the office of deacon, which he had taken to oblige Paula’s father when the new chapel was started: and he had mechanically taken the deacon’s seat as usual to-night, in the face of the congregation, and under the nose of Mr. Woodwell.


  Mr. Woodwell was always glad of an opportunity. He was gifted with a burning natural eloquence, which, though perhaps a little too freely employed in exciting the ‘Wertherism of the uncultivated,’ had in it genuine power. He was a master of that oratory which no limitation of knowledge can repress, and which no training can impart. The neighbouring rector could eclipse Woodwell’s scholarship, and the freethinker at the corner shop in Markton could demolish his logic; but the Baptist could do in five minutes what neither of these had done in a lifetime; he could move some of the hardest of men to tears.


  Thus it happened that, when the sermon was fairly under way, Havill began to feel himself in a trying position. It was not that he had bestowed much affection upon his deceased wife, irreproachable woman as she had been; but the suddenness of her death had shaken his nerves, and Mr. Woodwell’s address on the uncertainty of life involved considerations of conduct on earth that bore with singular directness upon Havill’s unprincipled manœuvre for victory in the castle competition. He wished he had not been so inadvertent as to come to the chapel. People who saw Havill’s agitation did not know that it was most largely owing to his sense of the fraud which had been practised on the unoffending Somerset; and when, unable longer to endure the torture of Woodwell’s words, he rose from his place and went into the chapel vestry, the preacher little thought that remorse for a contemptibly unfair act, rather than grief for a dead wife, was the cause of the architect’s withdrawal.


  When Havill got into the open air his morbid excitement calmed down, but a sickening self-abhorrence for the proceeding instigated by Dare did not abate. To appropriate another man’s design was no more nor less than to embezzle his money or steal his goods. The intense reaction from his conduct of the past two or three months did not leave him when he reached his own house at Toneborough and observed where the handbills of the countermanded sale had been torn down, as the result of the payment made in advance by Paula of money which should really have been Somerset’s.


  The mood went on intensifying when he was in bed. He lay awake till the clock reached those still, small, ghastly hours when the vital fires burn at their lowest in the human frame, and death seizes more of his victims than in any other of the twenty-four. Havill could bear it no longer; he got a light, went down into his office and wrote the note subjoined.


  
    Madam,—The recent death of my wife necessitates a considerable change in my professional arrangements and plans with regard to the future. One of the chief results of the change is, I regret to state, that I no longer find myself in a position to carry out the enlargement of the castle which you had so generously entrusted to my hands.


    I beg leave therefore to resign all further connection with the same, and to express, if you will allow me, a hope that the commission may be placed in the hands of the other competitor. Herewith is returned a cheque for one-half of the sum so kindly advanced in anticipation of the commission I should receive; the other half, with which I had cleared off my immediate embarrassments before perceiving the necessity for this course, shall be returned to you as soon as some payments from other clients drop in.—I beg to remain, Madam, your obedient servant,


    James Havill.

  


  Havill would not trust himself till the morning to post this letter. He sealed it up, went out with it into the street, and walked through the sleeping town to the post-office. At the mouth of the box he held the letter long. By dropping it, he was dropping at least two thousand five hundred pounds which, however obtained, were now securely his. It was a great deal to let go; and there he stood till another wave of conscience bore in upon his soul the absolute nature of the theft, and made him shudder. The footsteps of a solitary policeman could be heard nearing him along the deserted street; hesitation ended, and he let the letter go.


  When he awoke in the morning he thought over the circumstances by the cheerful light of a low eastern sun. The horrors of the situation seemed much less formidable; yet it cannot be said that he actually regretted his act. Later on he walked out, with the strange sense of being a man who, from one having a large professional undertaking in hand, had, by his own act, suddenly reduced himself to an unoccupied nondescript. From a hill north of the town he saw in the far distance the grand grey tower of Stancy Castle looming over the leafless trees; he felt stupefied at what he had done, and said to himself with bitter discontent: ‘Well, well, what is more contemptible than a half-hearted rogue!’


  That morning the post-bag had been brought to Paula and Mrs. Goodman in the usual way, and Miss Power read the letter. His resignation was a surprise; the question whether he would or would not repay the money was passed over; the necessity of installing Somerset after all as sole architect was an agitation, or emotion, the precise strength of which it is impossible to define with accuracy.


  However, she went about the house after breakfast with very much the manner of one who had had a weight removed either from her heart or from her conscience; moreover, her face was a little flushed when, in passing by Somerset’s late studio, she saw the plans bearing his motto, and knew that his and not Havill’s would be the presiding presence in the coming architectural turmoil. She went on further, and called to Charlotte, who was now regularly sleeping in the castle, to accompany her, and together they ascended to the telegraph-room in the tower.


  ‘Whom are you going to telegraph to?’ said Miss de Stancy when they stood by the instrument.


  ‘My architect.’


  ‘O—Mr. Havill.’


  ‘Mr. Somerset.’


  Miss de Stancy had schooled her emotions on that side cruelly well, and she asked calmly, ‘What, have you chosen him after all?’


  ‘There is no choice in it—read that,’ said Paula, handing Havill’s letter, as if she felt that Providence had stepped in to shape ends that she was too undecided or unpractised to shape for herself.


  ‘It is very strange,’ murmured Charlotte; while Paula applied herself to the machine and despatched the words:—


  
    Miss Power, Stancy Castle, to G. Somerset, Esq., F.S.A., F.R.I.B.A., Queen Anne’s Chambers, St. James’s.


    Your design is accepted in its entirety. It will be necessary to begin soon. I shall wish to see and consult you on the matter about the 10th instant.

  


  When the message was fairly gone out of the window Paula seemed still further to expand. The strange spell cast over her by something or other—probably the presence of de Stancy, and the weird romanticism of his manner towards her, which was as if the historic past had touched her with a yet living hand—in a great measure became dissipated, leaving her the arch and serene maiden that she had been before.


  About this time Captain de Stancy and his Achates were approaching the castle, and had arrived about fifty paces from the spot at which it was Dare’s custom to drop behind his companion, in order that their appearance at the lodge should be that of master and man.


  Dare was saying, as he had said before: ‘I can’t help fancying, captain, that your approach to this castle and its mistress is by a very tedious system. Your trenches, zigzags, counterscarps, and ravelins may be all very well, and a very sure system of attack in the long run; but upon my soul they are almost as slow in maturing as those of Uncle Toby himself. For my part I should be inclined to try an assault.’


  ‘Don’t pretend to give advice, Willy, on matters beyond your years.’


  ‘I only meant it for your good, and your proper advancement in the world,’ said Dare in wounded tones.


  ‘Different characters, different systems,’ returned the soldier. ‘This lady is of a reticent, independent, complicated disposition, and any sudden proceeding would put her on her mettle. ‘You You don’t dream what my impatience is, my boy. It is a thing transcending your utmost conceptions! But I proceed slowly; I know better than to do otherwise. Thank God there is plenty of time. As long as there is no risk of Somerset’s return my situation is sure.’


  ‘And professional etiquette will prevent him coming yet. Havill and he will change like the men in a sentry-box; when Havill walks out, he’ll walk in, and not a moment before.’


  ‘That will not be till eighteen months have passed. And as the Jesuit said, “Time and I against any two.” … Now drop to the rear,’ added Captain de Stancy authoritatively. And they passed under the walls of the castle.


  The grave fronts and wings were wrapped in silence; so much so, that, standing awhile in the inner court, they could hear through an open window a faintly clicking sound from within.


  ‘She’s at the telegraph,’ said Dare, throwing forward his voice softly to the captain. ‘What can that be for so early? That wire is a nuisance, to my mind; such constant intercourse with the outer world is bad for our romance.’


  The speaker entered to arrange his photographic apparatus, of which, in truth, he was getting weary; and de Stancy smoked on the terrace till Dare should be ready. While he waited his sister looked out upon him from an upper casement, having caught sight of him as she came from Paula in the telegraph-room.


  ‘Well, Lotty, what news this morning?’ he said gaily.


  ‘Nothing of importance. We are quite well.’ … She added with hesitation, ‘There is one piece of news; Mr. Havill—but perhaps you have heard it in Toneborough?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Mr. Havill has resigned his appointment as architect to the castle.’


  ‘What?—who has it, then?’


  ‘Mr. Somerset.’


  ‘Appointed?’


  ‘Yes—by telegraph.’


  ‘When is he coming?’ said de Stancy in consternation.


  ‘About the tenth, we think.’


  Charlotte was concerned to see her brother’s face, and withdrew from the window that he might not question her further. De Stancy went into the hall, and on to the gallery, where Dare was standing as still as a caryatid.


  ‘I have heard every word,’ said Dare.


  ‘Well, what does it mean? Has that fool Havill done it on purpose to annoy me? What conceivable reason can the man have for throwing up an appointment he has worked so hard for, at the moment he has got it, and in the time of his greatest need?’


  Dare guessed, for he had seen a little way into Havill’s soul during the brief period of their confederacy. But he was very far from saying what he guessed. Yet he unconsciously revealed by other words the nocturnal shades in his character which had made that confederacy possible.


  ‘Somerset coming after all!’ he replied. ‘By God! that little six-barrelled friend of mine, and a good resolution, and he would never arrive!’


  ‘What!’ said Captain de Stancy, paling with horror as he gathered the other’s sinister meaning.


  Dare instantly recollected himself. ‘One is tempted to say anything at such a moment,’ he replied hastily.


  ‘Since he is to come, let him come, for me,’ continued de Stancy, with reactionary distinctness, and still gazing gravely into the young man’s face. ‘The battle shall be fairly fought out. Fair play, even to a rival—remember that, boy…. Why are you here?—unnaturally concerning yourself with the passions of a man of my age, as if you were the parent, and I the son? Would to Heaven, Willy, you had done as I wished you to do, and led the life of a steady, thoughtful young man! Instead of meddling here, you should now have been in some studio, college, or professional man’s chambers, engaged in a useful pursuit which might have made one proud to own you. But you were so precocious and headstrong; and this is what you have come to: you promise to be worthless!’


  ‘I think I shall go to my lodgings to-day instead of staying here over these pictures,’ said Dare, after a silence, during which Captain de Stancy endeavoured to calm himself. ‘I was going to tell you that my dinner to-day will unfortunately be one of herbs, for want of the needful. I have come to my last stiver.—You dine at the mess at Toneborough, I suppose, captain?’


  De Stancy had walked away; but Dare knew that he played a pretty sure card in that speech. De Stancy’s heart could not withstand the suggested contrast between a lonely meal of bread-and-cheese and a well-ordered dinner amid cheerful companions.—‘Here,’ he said, emptying his pocket and returning to the lad’s side. ‘Take this, and order yourself a good meal. You keep me as poor as a crow. There shall be more to-morrow.’


  The peculiarly bifold nature of Captain de Stancy, as shown in his conduct at different times, was something rare in life, and perhaps happily so. That mechanical admixture of black and white qualities without coalescence, on which the theory of men’s characters was based by moral analysis before the rise of modern ethical schools, fictitious as it was in general application, would have almost hit off the truth as regards Captain de Stancy. Removed to some half-known century, his deeds would have won a picturesqueness of light and shade that might have made him a fascinating subject for some gallery of illustrious historical personages. It was this tendency to moral chequer-work which accounted for his varied bearings towards Dare.


  Dare withdrew to take his departure. When he had gone a few steps, despondent, he suddenly turned, and ran back with some excitement.


  ‘Captain—he’s coming on the tenth, don’t they say? Well, four days before the tenth comes the sixth. Have you forgotten what’s fixed for the sixth?’


  ‘I had quite forgotten!’


  ‘That day will be worth three months of quiet attentions: with luck, skill, and a bold heart, what mayn’t you do?’


  Captain de Stancy’s face softened with satisfaction.


  ‘There is something in that; the game is not up after all. The sixth—it had gone clean out of my head, by gad!’


  ♣


  V


  The cheering message from Paula to Somerset sped through the loophole of Stancy Castle tower, over the trees, along the railway, under bridges, across four counties—from extreme antiquity of environment to sheer modernism—and finally landed itself on a table in Somerset’s chambers in the midst of a cloud of fog. He read it and, in the moment of reaction from the depression of his past days, clapped his hands like a child.


  Then he considered the date at which she wanted to see him. Had she so worded her despatch he would have gone that very day; but there was nothing to complain of in her giving him a week’s notice. Pure maiden modesty might have checked her indulgence in a too ardent recall.


  Time, however, dragged somewhat heavily along in the interim, and on the second day he thought he would call on his father and tell him of his success in obtaining the apointment. appointment.


  The elder Mr. Somerset lived in a detached house in the north-west part of fashionable London; and ascending the chief staircase the young man branched off from the first landing and entered his father’s painting-room. It was an hour when he was pretty sure of finding the well-known painter at work, and on lifting the tapestry he was not disappointed, Mr. Somerset being busily engaged with his back towards the door.


  Art and vitiated nature were struggling like wrestlers in that apartment, and art was getting the worst of it. The overpowering gloom pervading the clammy air, rendered still more intense by the height of the window from the floor, reduced all the pictures that were standing around to the wizened feebleness of corpses on end. The shadowy parts of the room behind the different easels were veiled in a brown vapour, precluding all estimate of the extent of the studio, and only subdued in the foreground by the ruddy glare from an open stove of Dutch tiles. Somerset’s footsteps had been so noiseless over the carpeting of the stairs and landing, that his father was unaware of his presence; he continued at his work as before, which he performed by the help of a complicated apparatus of lamps, candles, and reflectors, so arranged as to eke out the miserable daylight to a power apparently sufficient for the neutral touches on which he was at that moment engaged.


  The first thought of an unsophisticated stranger on entering that room could only be the amazed inquiry why a professor of the art of colour, which beyond all other arts requires pure daylight for its exercise, should fix himself on the single square league in habitable Europe to which light is denied at noonday for weeks in succession.


  ‘O! it’s you, George, is it?’ said the Academician, turning from the lamps, which shone over his bald crown at such a slant as to reveal every cranial irregularity. ‘How are you this morning? Still a dead silence about your grand castle competition?’


  Somerset told the news. His father duly congratulated him, and added genially, ‘It is well to be you, George. One large commission to attend to, and nothing to distract you from it. I am bothered by having a dozen irons in the fire at once. And people are so unreasonable.—Only this morning, among other things, when you got your order to go on with your single study, I received a letter from a woman, an old friend whom I can scarcely refuse, begging me as a great favour to design her a set of theatrical costumes, in which she and her friends can perform for some charity. It would occupy me a good week to go into the subject and do the thing properly. Such are the sort of letters I get. I wish, George, you could knock out something for her before you leave town. It is positively impossible for me to do it with all this work in hand, and these eternal fogs to contend against.’


  ‘I fear costumes are rather out of my line,’ said the son. ‘However, I’ll do what I can. What period and country are they to represent?’


  His father didn’t know. He had never looked at the play of late years. It was ‘Love’s Labour’s Lost.’ ‘You had better read it for yourself,’ he said, ‘and do the best you can.’


  During the morning Somerset junior found time to refresh his memory of the play, and afterwards went and hunted up materials for designs to suit the same, which occupied his spare hours for the next three days. As these occupations made no great demands upon his reasoning faculties he mostly found his mind wandering off to imaginary scenes at Stancy Castle: particularly did he dwell at this time upon Paula’s lively interest in the history, relics, tombs, architecture,—nay, the very Christian names of the de Stancy line, and her ‘artistic’ preference for Charlotte’s ancestors instead of her own. Yet what more natural than that a clever meditative girl, encased in the feudal lumber of that family, should imbibe at least an antiquarian interest in it? Human nature at bottom is romantic rather than ascetic, and the local habitation which accident had provided for Paula was perhaps acting as a solvent of the hard, morbidly introspective views thrust upon her in early life.


  Somerset wondered if his own possession of a substantial genealogy like Captain de Stancy’s would have had any appreciable effect upon her regard for him. His suggestion to Paula of her belonging to a worthy strain of engineers had been based on his content with his own intellectual line of descent through Pheidias, Ictinus and Callicrates, Chersiphron, Vitruvius, Wilars of Cambray, William of Wykeham, and the rest of that long and illustrious roll; but Miss Power’s marked preference for an animal pedigree led him to muse on what he could show for himself in that kind.


  These thoughts so far occupied him that when he took the sketches to his father, on the morning of the fifth, he was led to ask: ‘Has any one ever sifted out our family pedigree?’


  ‘Family pedigree?’


  ‘Yes. Have we any pedigree worthy to be compared with that of professedly old families? I never remember hearing of any ancestor further back than my great-grandfather.’


  Somerset the elder reflected and said that he believed there was a genealogical tree about the house somewhere, reaching back to a very respectable distance. ‘Not that I ever took much interest in it,’ he continued, without looking up from his canvas; ‘but your great-uncle John was a man with a taste for those subjects, and he drew up such a sheet: he made several copies on parchment, and gave one to each of his brothers and sisters. The one he gave to my father is still in my possession, I think.’


  Somerset said that he should like to see it; but half-an-hour’s search about the house failed to discover the document; and the Academician then remembered that it was in an iron box at his banker’s. He had used it as a wrapper for some title-deeds and other valuable writings which were deposited there for safety.


  ‘Why do you want it?’ he inquired.


  The young man confessed his whim to know if his own antiquity would bear comparison with that of another person, whose name he did not mention; whereupon his father gave him a key that would fit the said chest, if he meant to pursue the subject further. Somerset, however, did nothing in the matter that day, but the next morning, having to call at the bank on other business, he remembered his new fancy.


  It was about eleven o’clock. The fog, though not so brown as it had been on previous days, was still dense enough to necessitate lights in the shops and offices. When Somerset had finished his business in the outer office of the bank he went to the manager’s room. The hour being somewhat early the only persons present in that sanctuary of balances, besides the manager who welcomed him, were two gentlemen, apparently lawyers, who sat talking earnestly over a box of papers. The manager, on learning what Somerset wanted, unlocked a door from which a flight of stone steps led to the vaults, and sent down a clerk and a porter for the safe.


  Before, however, they had descended far a gentle tap came to the door, and in response to an invitation to enter a lady appeared, wrapped up in furs to her very nose.


  The manager seemed to recognize her, for he went across the room in a moment, and set her a chair at the middle table, replying to some observation of hers with the words, ‘O yes, certainly,’ in a deferential tone.


  ‘I should like it brought up at once,’ said the lady.


  Somerset, who had seated himself at a table in a somewhat obscure corner, screened by the lawyers, started at the words. The voice was Miss Power’s, and so plainly enough was the figure as soon as he examined it. Her back was towards him, and either because the room was only lighted in two places, or because she was absorbed in her own concerns, she seemed to be unconscious of any one’s presence on the scene except the banker and herself. The former called back the clerk, and two other porters having been summoned they disappeared to get whatever she required.


  Somerset, somewhat excited, sat wondering what could have brought Paula to London at this juncture, and was in some doubt if the occasion were a suitable one for revealing himself, her errand to her banker being possibly of a very private nature. Nothing helped him to a decision. Paula never once turned her head, and the progress of time was marked only by the murmurs of the two lawyers, and the ceaseless clash of gold and rattle of scales from the outer room, where the busy heads of cashiers could be seen through the partition moving about under the globes of the gas-lamps.


  Footsteps were heard upon the cellar-steps, and the three men previously sent below staggered from the doorway, bearing a huge safe which nearly broke them down. Somerset knew that his father’s box, or boxes, could boast of no such dimensions, and he was not surprised to see the chest deposited in front of Miss Power. When the immense accumulation of dust had been cleared off the lid, and the chest conveniently placed for her, Somerset was attended to, his modest box being brought up by one man unassisted, and without much expenditure of breath.


  His interest in Paula was of so emotional a cast that his attention to his own errand was of the most perfunctory kind. She was close to a gas-standard, and the lawyers, whose seats had intervened, having finished their business and gone away, all her actions were visible to him. While he was opening his father’s box the manager assisted Paula to unseal and unlock hers, and he now saw her lift from it a morocco case, which she placed on the table before her, and unfastened. Out of it she took a dazzling object that fell like a cascade over her fingers. It was a necklace of diamonds and pearls, apparently of large size and many strands, though he was not near enough to see distinctly. When satisfied by her examination that she had got the right article she shut it into its case.


  The manager closed the chest for her; and when it was again secured Paula arose, tossed the necklace into her hand-bag, bowed to the manager, and was about to bid him good-morning. Thereupon he said with some hesitation: ‘Pardon one question, Miss Power. Do you intend to take those jewels far?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said simply, ‘to Stancy Castle.’


  ‘You are going straight there?’


  ‘I have one or two places to call at first.’


  ‘I would suggest that you carry them in some other way—by fastening them into the pocket of your dress, for instance.’


  ‘But I am going to hold the bag in my hand and never once let it go.’


  The banker slightly shook his head. ‘Suppose your carriage gets overturned: you would let it go then.’


  ‘Perhaps so.’


  ‘Or if you saw a child under the wheels just as you were stepping in; or if you accidentally stumbled in getting out; or if there was a collision on the railway—you might let it go.’


  ‘Yes; I see I was too careless. I thank you.’


  Paula removed the necklace from the bag, turned her back to the manager, and spent several minutes in placing her treasure in her bosom, pinning it and otherwise making it absolutely secure.


  ‘That’s it,’ said the grey-haired man of caution, with evident satisfaction. ‘There is not much danger now: you are not travelling alone?’


  Paula replied that she was not alone, and went to the door. There was one moment during which Somerset might have conveniently made his presence known; but the juxtaposition of the bank-manager, and his own disarranged box of securities, embarrassed him: the moment slipped by, and she was gone.


  In the meantime he had mechanically unearthed the pedigree, and, locking up his father’s chest, Somerset also took his departure at the heels of Paula. He walked along the misty street, so deeply musing as to be quite unconscious of the direction of his walk. What, he inquired of himself, could she want that necklace for so suddenly? He recollected a remark of Dare’s to the effect that her appearance on a particular occasion at Stancy Castle had been magnificent by reason of the jewels she wore; which proved that she had retained a sufficient quantity of those valuables at the castle for ordinary requirements. What exceptional occasion, then, was impending on which she wished to glorify herself beyond all previous experience? He could not guess. He was interrupted in these conjectures by a carriage nearly passing over his toes at a crossing in Bond Street: looking up he saw between the two windows of the vehicle the profile of a thickly mantled bosom, on which a camelia camellia rose and fell. All the remainder part of the lady’s person was hidden; but he remembered that flower of convenient season as one which had figured in the bank parlour half-an-hour earlier to-day.


  Somerset hastened after the carriage, and in a minute saw it stop opposite a jeweller’s shop. Out came Paula, and then another woman, in whom he recognized Mrs. Birch, one of the lady’s maids at Stancy Castle. The young man was at Paula’s side before she had crossed the pavement.


  ♣


  VI


  A quick arrested expression in her two sapphirine eyes, accompanied by a little, a very little, blush which loitered long, was all the outward disturbance that the sight of her lover caused. The habit of self-repression at any new emotional impact was instinctive with her always. Somerset could not say more than a word; he looked his intense solicitude, and Paula spoke.


  She declared that this was an unexpected pleasure. Had he arranged to come on the tenth as she wished? How strange that they should meet thus!—and yet not strange—the world was so small.


  Somerset said that he was coming on the very day she mentioned—that the appointment gave him infinite gratification, which was quite within the truth.


  ‘Come into this shop with me,’ said Paula, with good-humoured authoritativeness.


  They entered the shop and talked on while she made a small purchase. But not a word did Paula say of her sudden errand to town.


  ‘I am having an exciting morning,’ she said. ‘I am going from here to catch the one-o’clock train to Toneborough.’


  ‘It is important that you get there this afternoon, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes. You know why?’


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘The Hunt Ball there to-night. It was fixed for the sixth, and this is the sixth. I thought they might have asked you.’


  ‘No,’ said Somerset, a trifle gloomily. ‘No, I am not asked. But it is a great task for you—a long journey and a ball all in one day.’


  ‘Yes: Charlotte said that. But I don’t mind it.’


  ‘You are glad you are going. Are you glad?’ he said softly.


  Her air confessed more than her words. ‘I am not so very glad that I am going to the Hunt Ball.’ Her low tone hinted why.


  ‘Thanks for that,’ said he.


  She lifted her eyes to his for a moment. Her manner had suddenly become so nearly the counterpart of that in the tea-house that to suspect any deterioration of affection in her was no longer generous. It was only as if a thin layer of recent events had overlaid her memories of him, until his presence swept them away.


  Somerset looked up, and finding the shopman to be still some way off, he added, ‘When will you assure me of something in return for what I assured you that evening in the rain?’


  ‘Not before you have built the castle. My aunt does not know about it yet, nor anybody.’


  ‘I ought to tell her.’


  ‘No, not yet. I don’t wish it.’


  ‘Then everything stands as usual?’


  She lightly nodded.


  ‘That is, I may love you: but you still will not say you love me.’


  She nodded again, and directing his attention to the advancing shopman, said, ‘Please not a word more.’


  Soon after this they left the jeweller’s, and parted, Paula driving straight off to the station and Somerset going on his way uncertainly happy. His re-impression after a few minutes was that a special journey to town to fetch that magnificent necklace which she had not once mentioned to him, but which was plainly to be the medium of some proud purpose with her this evening, was hardly in harmony with her assertions of indifference to the attractions of the Hunt Ball.


  He got into a cab and drove to his club, where he lunched, and mopingly spent a great part of the afternoon in making calculations for the foundations of the castle works. Later in the afternoon he returned to his chambers, wishing that he could annihilate the three days remaining before the tenth, particularly this coming evening. On his table was a letter in a strange writing, and indifferently turning it over he found from the superscription that it had been addressed to him days before at the Lord-Quantock-Arms Hotel, Markton, where it had lain ever since, the landlord probably expecting him to return. Opening the missive, he found to his surprise that it was, after all, an invitation to the Hunt Ball.


  ‘Too late!’ said Somerset. ‘To think I should be served this trick a second time!’


  After a moment’s pause, however, he looked to see the time of day. It was five minutes past five—just about the hour when Paula would be driving from the Station to Stancy Castle to rest and prepare herself for her evening triumph at Toneborough. There was a train at six o’clock, timed to reach Toneborough between eleven and twelve, which by great exertion he might save even now, if it were worth while to undertake such a scramble for the pleasure of dropping in to the ball at a late hour. A moment’s vision of Paula moving to swift tunes on the arm of a person or persons unknown was enough to impart the impetus required. He jumped up, flung his dress clothes into a portmanteau, sent down to call a cab, and in a few minutes was rattling off to the railway which had borne Paula away from London just five hours earlier.


  Once in the train, he began to consider where and how he could most conveniently dress for the dance. The train would certainly be half-an-hour late; half-an-hour would be spent in getting to the town-hall, and that was the utmost delay tolerable if he would secure the hand of Paula for one spin, or be more than a mere dummy behind the earlier arrivals. He looked for an empty compartment at the next stoppage, and finding the one next his own unoccupied, he entered it and changed his raiment for that in his portmanteau during the ensuing run of twenty miles.


  Thus prepared he awaited the Toneborough platform, which was reached as the clock struck twelve. Somerset called a fly and drove at once to the town-hall.


  The borough natives had ascended to their upper floors, and were putting out their candles one by one as he passed along the streets; but the lively strains that proceeded from the central edifice revealed distinctly enough what was going on among the temporary visitors from the neighbouring manors. The doors were opened for him, and entering the vestibule lined with flags, flowers, evergreens, and escutcheons, he stood looking into the furnace of gaiety beyond.


  It was some time before he could gather his impressions of the scene, so perplexing were the lights, the motions, the toilets, the full-dress uniforms of officers and the harmonies of sound. Yet light, sound, and movement were not so much the essence of that giddy scene as an intense aim at obliviousness in the beings composing it. For two or three hours at least those whirling young people meant not to know that they were mortal. The room was beating like a heart, and the pulse was regulated by the trembling strings of the most popular quadrille band in Wessex. But at last his eyes grew settled enough to look critically around.


  The room was crowded—too crowded. Every variety of fair one, beauties primary, secondary, and tertiary, appeared among the personages composing the throng. There were suns and moons; also pale planets of little account. Broadly speaking, these daughters of the county fell into two classes: one the pink-faced unsophisticated girls from neighbouring rectories and small country-houses, who knew not town except for an occasional fortnight, and who spent their time from Easter to Lammas Day much as they spent it during the remaining nine months of the year: the other class were the children of the wealthy landowners who migrated each season to the town-house; these were pale and collected, showed less enjoyment in their countenances, and wore in general an approximation to the languid manners of the capital.


  A quadrille was in progress, and Somerset scanned each set. His mind had run so long upon the necklace, that his glance involuntarily sought out that gleaming object rather than the personality of its wearer. At the top of the room there he beheld it; but it was on the neck of Charlotte de Stancy.


  The whole lucid explanation broke across his understanding in a second. His dear Paula had fetched the necklace that Charlotte should not appear to disadvantage among the county people by reason of her poverty. It was generously done—a disinterested act of sisterly kindness; theirs was the friendship of Hermia and Helena. Before he had got further than to realize this, there wheeled round amongst the dancers a lady whose tournure he recognized well. She was Paula; and to the young man’s vision a superlative something distinguished her from all the rest. This was not dress or ornament, for she had hardly a gem upon her, her attire being a model of effective simplicity. Her partner was Captain de Stancy.


  The discovery of this latter fact slightly obscured his appreciation of what he had discovered just before. It was with rather a lowering brow that he asked himself whether Paula’s prédilection d’artiste, as she called it, for the de Stancy line might not lead to a prédilection of a different sort for its last representative which would be not at all satisfactory.


  The architect remained in the background till the dance drew to a conclusion, and then he went forward. The circumstance of having met him by accident once already that day seemed to quench any surprise in Miss Power’s bosom at seeing him now. There was nothing in her parting from Captain de Stancy, when he led her to a seat, calculated to make Somerset uneasy after his long absence. Though, for that matter, this proved nothing; for, like all wise maidens, Paula never ventured on the game of the eyes with a lover in public; well knowing that every moment of such indulgence overnight might mean an hour’s sneer at her expense by the indulged gentleman next day, when weighing womankind by the aid of a cold morning light and a bad headache.


  While Somerset was explaining to Paula and her aunt the reason of his sudden appearance, their attention was drawn to a seat a short way off by a fluttering of ladies round the spot. In a moment it was whispered that somebody had fallen ill, and in another that the sufferer was Miss de Stancy. Paula, Mrs. Goodman, and Somerset at once joined the group of friends who were assisting her. Neither of them imagined for an instant that the unexpected advent of Somerset on the scene had anything to do with the poor girl’s indisposition.


  She was assisted out of the room, and her brother, who now came up, prepared to take her to the hotel at which she and Paula had put up, Somerset exchanging a few civil words with him, which the hurry of the moment prevented them from continuing; though on taking his leave with Charlotte, who was now better, de Stancy informed Somerset in answer to a cursory inquiry, that he hoped to be back again at the ball in half-an-hour.


  When they were gone Somerset, feeling that now another dog might have his day, sounded Paula on the delightful question of a dance.


  Paula replied in the negative.


  ‘How is that?’ asked Somerset with reproachful disappointment.


  ‘I cannot dance again,’ she said in a somewhat depressed tone; ‘I must be released from every engagement to do so, on account of Charlotte’s illness. I should have gone to the hotel and home with her if I had not been particularly requested to stay a little longer, since it is as yet so early, and Charlotte’s illness is not very serious.’


  If Charlotte’s illness was not very serious, Somerset thought, Paula might have stretched a point; but not wishing to hinder her in showing respect to a friend so well liked by himself, he did not ask it. De Stancy had promised to be back again in half-an-hour, and Paula had heard the promise. But at the end of twenty minutes, still seeming indifferent to what was going on around her, she said she would stay no longer, and reminding Somerset that they were soon to meet and talk over the rebuilding, drove off with her aunt, to pick up Charlotte at the hotel, and thence along the miles of lonely road to Stancy Castle.


  Somerset stood looking after the retreating carriage till it was enveloped in shades that the lamps could not disperse. The ball-room was now virtually empty for him, and feeling no great anxiety to return thither he stood on the steps for some minutes longer, looking into the calm mild night, and at the dark houses behind whose blinds lay the burghers with their eyes sealed up in sleep. He could not but think that it was rather too bad of Paula to spoil his evening for a sentimental devotion to Charlotte which could do the latter no appreciable good; and he would have felt seriously hurt at her move if it had not been equally severe upon Captain de Stancy, who was doubtless hastening back, full of a belief that she would still be found there.


  The star of gas-jets over the entrance threw its light upon the walls on the opposite side of the street, where there were notice-boards of forthcoming events. In glancing over these for the fifth time, his eye was attracted by the first words of a placard in blue letters, of a size larger than the rest, and moving onward a few steps he read:—


  
    STANCY CASTLE.


    ———


    By the kind permission of Miss Power,


    A PLAY


    Will shortly be performed at the above CASTLE,


    in aid of the funds of the


    COUNTY HOSPITAL,


    By the Officers of the


    ROYAL HORSE ARTILLERY,


    TONEBOROUGH BARRACKS,


    assisted by several


    LADIES OF THE NEIGHBOURHOOD.


    ——

  


  
    The cast and other particulars will be duly announced in small bills. Places will be reserved on application to Mr. Clangham, High Street, Markton, where a plan of the room may be seen.


    N.B.—The Castle is a few miles drive from Toneborough Station, to which there are numerous convenient trains from all parts of the county.

  


  In a profound study Somerset turned and re-entered the ball-room, where he remained gloomily standing here and there for about five minutes, at the end of which he observed Captain de Stancy, who had returned punctually to his word, crossing the hall in his direction.


  The gallant officer darted glances of lively search over every group of dancers and sitters; and then with rather a blank look in his face, he came on to Somerset. Replying to the latter’s inquiry for his sister that she had nearly recovered, he said, ‘I don’t see my father’s neighbours anywhere.’


  ‘They have gone home,’ replied Somerset, a trifle drily. ‘They asked me to make their apologies to you for leading you to expect they would remain. Miss Power was too anxious about Miss de Stancy to care to stay longer.’


  The eyes of de Stancy and the speaker met for an instant. That curious guarded understanding, or inimical confederacy, which arises at moments between two men in love with the same woman, was present here; and in their mutual glances each said as plainly as by words that her departure had ruined his evening’s hope.


  They were now about as much in one mood as it was possible for two such differing natures to be. Neither cared further for elaborating giddy curves on that town-hall floor. They stood talking languidly about this and that local topic, till de Stancy turned aside for a short time to speak to a dapper little lady who had beckoned to him. In a few minutes he came back to Somerset.


  ‘Mrs. Camperton, the wife of Major Camperton of my battery, would very much like me to introduce you to her. She is an old friend of your father’s, and has wanted to know you for a long time.’


  De Stancy and Somerset crossed over to the lady, and in a few minutes, thanks to her flow of spirits, she and Somerset were chatting with remarkable freedom.


  ‘It is a happy coincidence,’ continued Mrs. Camperton, ‘that I should have met you here, immediately after receiving a letter from your father: indeed it reached me only this morning. He has been so kind! We are getting up some theatricals, as you know, I suppose, to help the funds of the County Hospital, which is in debt.’


  ‘I have just seen the announcement—nothing more.’


  ‘Yes, such an estimable purpose; and as we wished to do it thoroughly well, I asked Mr. Somerset to design us the costumes, and he has now sent me the sketches. It is quite a secret at present, but we are going to play Shakespeare’s romantic drama, “Love’s Labour’s Lost,” and we hope to get Miss Power to take the leading part. You see, being such a handsome girl, and so wealthy, and rather an undiscovered novelty in the county as yet, she would draw a crowded room, and greatly benefit the funds.’


  ‘Miss Power going to play herself?—I am rather surprised,’ said Somerset. ‘Whose idea is all this?’


  ‘O, Captain de Stancy’s—he’s the originator entirely. You see he is so interested in the neighbourhood, his family having been connected with it for so many centuries, that naturally a charitable object of this local nature appeals to his feelings.’


  ‘Naturally!’ her listener laconically repeated. ‘And have you settled who is to play the junior gentleman’s part, leading lover, hero, or whatever he is called?’


  ‘Not absolutely; though I think Captain de Stancy will not refuse it; and he is a very good figure. At present it lies between him and Mr. Mild, one of our young lieutenants. My husband, of course, takes the heavy line; and I am to be the second lady, though I am rather too old for the part really. If we can only secure Miss Power for heroine the cast will be excellent.’


  ‘Excellent!’ said Somerset, with a spectral smile.


  ♣


  VII


  When he awoke the next morning at the Lord-Quantock-Arms Hotel Somerset felt quite morbid on recalling the intelligence he had received from Mrs. Camperton. But as the day for serious practical consultation about the castle works, to which Paula had playfully alluded, was now close at hand, he determined to banish sentimental reflections on the frailties that were besieging her nature, by active preparation for his professional undertaking. To be her high-priest in art, to elaborate a structure whose cunning workmanship would be meeting her eye every day till the end of her natural life, and saying to her, ‘He invented it,’ with all the eloquence of an inanimate thing long regarded—this was no mean satisfaction, come what else would.


  He returned to town the next day to set matters there in such trim that no inconvenience should result from his prolonged absence at the castle; for having no other commission he determined (with an eye rather to heart-interests than to increasing his professional practice) to make, as before, the castle itself his office, studio, and chief abiding-place till the works were fairly in progress.


  On the tenth he reappeared at Markton. Passing up the townlet to the castle that dominated it, his eyes were arrested by a similar notice-board to that which had conveyed such startling information to him at Toneborough on the night of the ball. The small bills now appeared in addition to the large one; but when he anxiously looked them over to learn how the parts were to be cast, he found that intelligence still withheld. Yet they told enough; the list of lady-players was given, and Miss Power’s name was one.


  That a young lady who, six months ago, would scarcely join for conscientious reasons in a simple dance on her own lawn, should now be willing to exhibit herself on a public stage, stimulating love-passages with a stranger, argued a rate of development which under any circumstances would have surprised him, but which, with the particular addition, as leading colleague, of Captain de Stancy, inflamed him almost to anger. What clandestine arrangements had been going on in his absence to produce such a full-blown intention it were futile to guess. Paula’s course was a race rather than a march, and each successive heat was startling in its eclipse of that which went before.


  Somerset was, however, introspective enough to know that his morals would have taken no such virtuous alarm had he been the chief male player instead of Captain de Stancy.


  He passed under the castle-arch and entered. There seemed a little turn in the tide of affairs when it was announced to him that Miss Power expected him, and was alone.


  The well-known ante-chambers through which he walked, filled with twilight, draughts, and thin echoes that seemed to reverberate from two hundred years ago, did not delay his eye as they had done when he had been ignorant that his destiny lay beyond; and he followed on through all this ancientness to where the modern Paula sat to receive him.


  He forgot everything in the pleasure of being alone in a room with her. She met his eye with that in her own which cheered him. It was a light expressing that something was understood between them. She said quietly in two or three words that she had expected him in the forenoon.


  Somerset explained that he had come only that morning from London.


  After a little more talk, in which she said that her aunt would join them in a few minutes, and that Miss de Stancy was still indisposed at her father’s house, she rang for tea and sat down beside a little table. ‘Shall we proceed to business at once?’ she asked him.


  ‘I suppose so.’


  ‘First then, when will the working drawings be ready, which I think you said must be made out before the work could begin?’


  While Somerset informed her on this and other matters, Mrs. Goodman entered and joined in the discussion, after which they found it would be necessary to adjourn to the room where the plans were hanging. On their walk thither Paula asked if he stayed late at the ball.


  ‘I left soon after you.’


  ‘That was very early, seeing how late you arrived.’


  ‘Yes…. I did not dance.’


  ‘What did you do then?’


  ‘I moped, and walked to the door; and saw an announcement.’


  ‘I know—the play that is to be performed.’


  ‘In which you are to be the Princess.’


  ‘That’s not settled,—I have not agreed yet. I shall not play the Princess of France unless Mr. Mild plays the King of Navarre.’


  This sounded rather well. The Princess was the lady beloved by the King; and Mr. Mild, the young lieutenant of artillery, was a diffident, inexperienced, rather plain-looking fellow, whose sole interest in theatricals lay in the consideration of his costume and the sound of his own voice in the ears of the audience. With such an unobjectionable person to enact the part of lover, the prominent character of leading young lady or heroine, which Paula was to personate, was really the most satisfactory in the whole list for her. For although she was to be wooed hard, there was just as much love-making among the remaining personages; while, as Somerset had understood the play, there could occur no flingings of her person upon her lover’s neck, or agonized downfalls upon the stage, in her whole performance, as there were in the parts chosen by Mrs. Camperton, the major’s wife, and some of the other ladies.


  ‘Why do you play at all!’ he murmured.


  ‘What a question! How could I refuse for such an excellent purpose? They say that my taking a part will be worth a hundred pounds to the charity. My father always supported the hospital, which is quite undenominational; and he said I was to do the same.’


  ‘Do you think the peculiar means you have adopted for supporting it entered into his view?’ inquired Somerset, regarding her with critical dryness. ‘For my part I don’t.’


  ‘It is an interesting way,’ she returned persuasively, though apparently in a state of mental equipoise on the point raised by his question. ‘And I shall not play the Princess, as I said, to any other than that quiet young man. Now I assure you of this, so don’t be angry and absurd! Besides, the King doesn’t marry me at the end of the play, as in Shakespeare’s other comedies. And if Miss de Stancy continues seriously unwell I shall not play at all.’


  The young man pressed her hand, but she gently slipped it away.


  ‘Are we not engaged, Paula!’ he asked. She evasively shook her head.


  ‘Come—yes we are! Shall we tell your aunt?’ he continued. Unluckily at that moment Mrs. Goodman, who had followed them to the studio at a slower pace, appeared round the doorway.


  ‘No,—to the last,’ replied Paula hastily. Then her aunt entered, and the conversation was no longer personal.


  Somerset took his departure in a serener mood though not completely assured.


  ♣


  VIII


  His serenity continued during two or three following days when, continuing at the castle, he got pleasant glimpses of Paula now and then. Her strong desire that his love for her should be kept secret, perplexed him; but his affection was generous, and he acquiesced in that desire.


  Meanwhile news of the forthcoming dramatic performance radiated in every direction. And in the next number of the county paper it was announced, to Somerset’s comparative satisfaction, that the cast was definitely settled, Mr. Mild having agreed to be the King and Miss Power the French Princess. Captain de Stancy, with becoming modesty for one who was the leading spirit, figured quite low down, in the secondary character of Sir Nathaniel.


  Somerset remembered that, by a happy chance, the costume he had designed for Sir Nathaniel was not at all picturesque; moreover Sir Nathaniel scarcely came near the Princess through the whole play.


  Every day after this there was coming and going to and from the castle of railway vans laden with canvas columns, pasteboard trees, limp house-fronts, woollen lawns, and lath balustrades. There were also frequent arrivals of young ladies from neighbouring country houses, and warriors from the X and Y batteries of artillery at Toneborough, distinguishable by their regulation shaving.


  But it was upon Captain de Stancy and Mrs. Camperton that the weight of preparation fell. Somerset, through being much occupied in the drawing-office, was seldom present during the consultations and rehearsals: until one day, tea being served in the drawing-room at the usual hour, he dropped in with the rest to receive a cup from Paula’s table. The chatter was tremendous, and Somerset was at once consulted about some necessary carpentry which was to be specially made at Markton. After that he was looked on as one of the band, which resulted in a large addition to the number of his acquaintance in this part of England.


  But his own feeling was that of being an outsider still. This vagary had been originated, the play chosen, the parts allotted, all in his absence, and calling him in at the last moment might, if flirtation were possible in Paula, be but a sop to pacify him. What would he have given to impersonate her lover in the piece! But neither Paula nor any one else had asked him.


  The eventful evening came. Somerset had been engaged during the day with the different people by whom the works were to be carried out; and in the evening went to his rooms at the Lord-Quantock-Arms, Markton, where he dined. He did not return to the castle till the hour fixed for the performance, and having been received by Mrs. Goodman, entered the large apartment, now transfigured into a theatre, like any other spectator.


  Rumours of the projected representation had spread far and wide. Six times the number of tickets issued might have been readily sold. Friends and acquaintances of the actors came from curiosity to see how they would acquit themselves; while other classes of people came because they were eager to see well-known notabilities in unwonted situations. When ladies, hitherto only beheld in frigid, impenetrable positions behind their coachmen in the High Streets of the county, were about to reveal their hidden traits, home attitudes, intimate smiles, nods, and perhaps kisses, to the public eye, it was a throwing open of fascinating social secrets not to be missed for money.


  The performance opened with no further delay than was occasioned by the customary refusal of the curtain at these times to rise more than two feet six inches; but this hitch was remedied, and the play began. It was with no enviable emotion that Somerset, who was watching intently, saw, not Mr. Mild, but Captain de Stancy, enter as the King of Navarre.


  Somerset as a friend of the family had had a seat reserved for him next to that of Mrs. Goodman, and turning to her he said with some excitement, ‘I understood that Mr. Mild had agreed to take that part?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said in a whisper, ‘so he had; but he broke down. Luckily Captain de Stancy was familiar with the part, through having coached the others so persistently, and he undertook it off-hand. Being about the same figure as Lieutenant Mild the same dress fits him, with a little alteration by the tailor.’


  It did fit him indeed; and of the male costumes it was that on which Somerset had bestowed most pains when designing them. It shrewdly burst upon his mind that there might have been collusion between Mild and de Stancy, the former agreeing to take the captain’s place and act as blind till the last moment. A greater question was, could Paula have been aware of this, and would she perform as the Princess of France now de Stancy was to be her lover?


  ‘Does Miss Power know of this change?’ he inquired.


  ‘She did not till quite a short time ago.’


  He controlled his impatience till the beginning of the second act. The Princess entered; it was Paula. But whether the slight embarrassment with which she pronounced her opening words,


  
    ‘Good Lord Boyet, my beauty, though but mean,


    Needs not the painted flourish of your praise,’

  


  was due to the newness of her situation, or to her knowledge that de Stancy had usurped Mild’s part of her lover, he could not guess. De Stancy appeared, and Somerset felt grim as he listened to the gallant captain’s salutation of the Princess, and her response.


  
    De S. Fair Princess, welcome to the court of Navarre.


    Paula. Fair, I give you back again: and welcome, I have not yet.

  


  Somerset listened to this and to all that which followed of the same sort, with the reflection that, after all, the Princess never throughout the piece compromised her dignity by showing her love for the King; and that the latter never addressed her in words in which passion got the better of courtesy. Moreover, as Paula had herself observed, they did not marry at the end of the piece, as in Shakespeare’s other comedies. Somewhat calm in this assurance, he waited on while the other couples respectively indulged in their love-making and banter, including Mrs. Camperton as the sprightly Rosaline. But he was doomed to be surprised out of his humour when the end of the act came on. In abridging the play for the convenience of representation, the favours or gifts from the gentlemen to the ladies were personally presented: and now Somerset saw de Stancy advance with the necklace fetched by Paula from London, and clasp it on her neck.


  This seemed to throw a less pleasant light on her hasty journey. To fetch a valuable ornament to lend it to a poorer friend was estimable; but to fetch it that the friend’s brother should have something magnificent to use as a lover’s offering to herself in public, that wore a different complexion. And if the article were recognized by the spectators as the same that Charlotte had worn at the ball, the presentation by de Stancy of what must seem to be an heirloom of his house would be read as symbolizing a union of the families.


  De Stancy’s mode of presenting the necklace, though unauthorized by Shakespeare, had the full approval of the company, and set them in good humour to receive Major Camperton as Armado the braggart. Nothing calculated to stimulate jealousy occurred again till the fifth act; and then there arose full cause for it.


  The scene was the outside of the Princess’s pavilion. De Stancy, as the King of Navarre, stood with his group of attendants awaiting the Princess, who presently entered from her door. The two began to converse as the play appointed, de Stancy turning to her with this reply—


  
    ‘Rebuke me not for that which you provoke;


    The virtue of your eye must break my oath.’

  


  So far all was well; and Paula opened her lips for the set rejoinder. But before she had spoken de Stancy continued—


  
    ‘If I profane with my unworthy hand


    (Taking her hand)


    This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this—


    My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand


    To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.’

  


  Somerset stared. Surely in this comedy the King never addressed the Princess in such warm words; and yet they were Shakespeare’s, for they were quite familiar to him. A dim suspicion crossed his mind. Mrs. Goodman had brought a copy of Shakespeare with her, which she kept in her lap and never looked at: borrowing it, Somerset turned to ‘Romeo and Juliet,’ and there he saw the words which de Stancy had introduced as gag, to intensify the mild love-making of the other play. Meanwhile de Stancy continued—


  
    ‘O then, dear Saint, let lips do what hands do;


    They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair ….


    Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take.


    Thus from my lips, by yours, my sin is purg’d!’

  


  Could it be that de Stancy was going to do what came next in the stage direction—kiss her? Before there was time for conjecture on that point the sound of a very sweet and long-drawn osculation spread through the room, followed by loud applause from the people in the cheap seats. De Stancy withdrew from bending over Paula, and she was very red in the face. Nothing seemed clearer than that he had actually done the deed. The applause continuing, Somerset turned his head. Five hundred faces had regarded the act, without a consciousness that it was a brazen interpolation from ‘Romeo and Juliet’; and four hundred and fifty mouths in those faces were smiling. About one half of them were tender smiles; these came from the women. The other half were at best humorous, and mainly satirical; these came from the men. It was a profanation without parallel, and his face blazed like a coal.


  The play was now nearly at an end, and Somerset sat on, feeling what he could not express. More than ever was he assured that there had been collusion between the two artillery officers to bring about this end. That he should have been the unhappy man to design those picturesque dresses in which his rival so audaciously played the lover to his, Somerset’s, mistress, was an added point to the satire. He could hardly go so far as to assume that Paula was a consenting party to this startling interlude; but her otherwise unaccountable wish that his own love should be clandestinely shown lent immense force to a doubt of her sincerity. The ghastly thought that she had merely been keeping him on, like a pet spaniel, to amuse her leisure moments till she should have found appropriate opportunity for an open engagement with some one else, trusting to his sense of chivalry to keep secret their little episode, filled him with a grim heat.


  ♣


  IX


  At the back of the room the applause had been loud at the moment of the kiss, real or counterfeit. The cause was partly owing to an exceptional circumstance which had occurred in that quarter early in the play.


  The people had all seated themselves, and the first act had begun, when the tapestry that screened the door was lifted gently and a figure appeared in the opening. The general attention was at this moment absorbed by the newly disclosed stage, and scarcely a soul noticed the stranger. Had any one of the audience turned his head, there would have been sufficient in the countenance to detain his gaze, notwithstanding the counter-attraction forward.


  He was obviously a man who had come from afar. There was not a square inch about him that had anything to do with modern English life. His visage, which was of the colour of light porphyry, had little of its original surface left; it was a face which had been the plaything of strange fires or pestilences, that had moulded to whatever shape they chose his originally supple skin, and left it pitted, puckered, and seamed like a dried water-course. But though dire catastrophes or the treacherous airs of remote climates had done their worst upon his exterior, they seemed to have affected him but little within, to judge from a certain robustness which showed itself in his manner of standing.


  The face-marks had a meaning, for any one who could read them, beyond the mere suggestion of their origin: they signified that this man had either been the victim of some terrible necessity as regarded the occupation to which he had devoted himself, or that he was a man of dogged obstinacy, from sheer sang froid holding his ground amid malign forces when others would have fled affrighted away.


  As nobody noticed him, he dropped the door hangings after a while, walked silently along the matted alley, and sat down in one of the back chairs. His manner of entry was enough to show that the strength of character which he seemed to possess had phlegm for its base and not ardour. One might have said that perhaps the shocks he had passed through had taken all his original warmth out of him. His beaver hat, which he had retained on his head till this moment, he now placed under the seat, where he sat absolutely motionless till the end of the first act, as if he were indulging in a monologue which did not quite reach his lips.


  When Paula entered at the beginning of the second act he showed as much excitement as was expressed by a slight movement of the eyes. When she spoke he turned to his next neighbour, and asked him in cold level words which had once been English, but which seemed to have lost the accent of nationality: ‘Is that the young woman who is the possessor of this castle—Power by name?’


  His neighbour happened to be the landlord at Sleeping-Green, and he informed the stranger that she was what he supposed.


  ‘And who is that gentleman whose line of business seems to be to make love to Power?’


  ‘He’s Captain de Stancy, Sir William de Stancy’s son, who used to own this property.’


  ‘Baronet or knight?’


  ‘Baronet—a very old-established family about here.’


  The stranger nodded, and the play went on, no further word being spoken till the fourth act was reached, when the stranger again said, without taking his narrow black eyes from the stage: ‘There’s something in that love-making between Stancy and Power that’s not all sham!’


  ‘Well,’ said the landlord, ‘I have heard different stories about that, and wouldn’t be the man to zay what I couldn’t swear to. The story is that Captain de Stancy, who is as poor as a gallicrow, is in full cry a’ter her, and that his on’y chance lies in his being heir to a title and the wold name. But she has not shown a genuine hanker for anybody yet.’


  ‘If she finds the money, and this Stancy finds the name and blood, ’twould be a very neat match between ’em,—hey?’


  ‘That’s the argument.’


  Nothing more was said again for a long time, but the stranger’s eyes showed more interest in the passes between Paula and de Stancy than they had shown before. At length the crisis came, as described in the last chapter, de Stancy saluting her with that semblance of a kiss which gave such umbrage to Somerset. The stranger’s thin lips lengthened a couple of inches with satisfaction; he put his hand into his pocket, drew out two half-crowns which he handed to the landlord, saying, ‘Just applaud that, will you, and get your comrades to do the same.’


  The landlord, though a little surprised, took the money, and began to clap his hands as desired. The example was contagious, and spread all over the room; for the audience, gentle and simple, though they might not have followed the blank verse in all its bearings, could at least appreciate a kiss. It was the unusal unusual acclamation raised by this means which had led Somerset to turn his head.


  When the play had ended the stranger was the first to rise, and going downstairs at the head of the crowd he passed out of doors, and was lost to view. Some questions were asked by the landlord as to the stranger’s individuality; but few had seen him; fewer had noticed him, singular as he was; and none knew his name.


  While these things had been going on in the quarter allotted to the commonalty, Somerset in front had waited the fall of the curtain with those sick and sorry feelings which should be combated by the aid of philosophy and a good conscience, but which really are only subdued by time and the abrading rush of affairs. He was, however, stoical enough, when it was all over, to accept Mrs. Goodman’s invitation to accompany her to the drawing-room, fully expecting to find there a large company, including Captain de Stancy.


  But none of the acting ladies and gentlemen had emerged from their dressing-rooms as yet. Feeling that he did not care to meet any of them that night, he bade farewell to Mrs. Goodman after a few minutes of conversation, and left her. While he was passing along the corridor, at the side of the gallery which had been used as the theatre, Paula crossed it from the latter apartment towards an opposite door. She was still in the dress of the Princess, and the diamond and pearl necklace still hung over her bosom as placed there by Captain de Stancy.


  Her eye caught Somerset’s, and she stopped. Probably there was something in his face which told his mind, for she invited him by a smile into the room she was entering.


  ‘I congratulate you on your performance,’ he said mechanically, when she pushed to the door.


  ‘Do you really think it was well done?’ She drew near him with a sociable air.


  ‘It was startlingly done—the part from “Romeo and Juliet” pre-eminently so.’


  ‘Do you think I knew he was going to introduce it, or do you think I didn’t know?’ she said, with that gentle sauciness which shows itself in the loved one’s manner when she has had a triumphant evening without the lover’s assistance.


  ‘I think you may have known.’


  ‘No,’ she averred, decisively shaking her head. ‘It took me as much by surprise as it probably did you. But why should I have told!’


  Without answering that question Somerset went on. ‘Then what he did at the end of his gag was of course a surprise also.’


  ‘He didn’t really do what he seemed to do,’ she serenly serenely answered.


  ‘Well, I have no right to make observations—your actions are not subject to my surveillance; you float above my plane,’ said the young man with some bitterness. ‘But to speak plainly, surely he—kissed you?’


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘He only kissed the air in front of me—ever so far off.’


  ‘Was it six inches off?’


  ‘No, not six inches.’


  ‘Nor three.’


  ‘It was quite one,’ she said with an ingenuous air.


  ‘I don’t call that very far.’


  ‘A miss is as good as a mile, says the time-honoured proverb; and it is not for us modern mortals to question its truth.’


  ‘How can you be so off-hand!’ broke out Somerset. ‘I love you wildly and desperately, Paula, and you know it well!’


  ‘I have never denied knowing it,’ she said softly.


  ‘Then why do you, with such knowledge, adopt an air of levity at such a moment as this! You keep me at arm’s-length, and won’t say whether you care for me one bit, or no. I have owned all to you; yet never once have you owned anything to me!’


  ‘I have owned much. And you do me wrong if you consider that I show levity. But even if I had not owned everything, and you all, it is not altogether such a grievous thing.’


  ‘You mean to say that it is not grievous, even if a man does love a woman, and suffers all the pain of feeling he loves in vain? Well, I say it is quite the reverse, and I have grounds for knowing.’


  ‘Now, don’t fume so, George Somerset, but hear me. My not owning all may not have the dreadful meaning you think, and therefore it may not be really such a grievous thing. There are genuine reasons for women’s conduct in these matters as well as for men’s, though it is sometimes supposed to be regulated entirely by caprice. And if I do not give way to every feeling—I mean demonstration—it is because I don’t want to. There now, you know what that implies; and be content.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Somerset, with repressed sadness, ‘I will not expect you to say more. But you do like me a little, Paula?’


  ‘Now!’ she said, shaking her head with symptoms of tenderness and looking into his eyes. ‘What have you just promised? Perhaps I like you a little more than a little, which is much too much! Yes,—Shakespeare says so, and he is always right. Do you still doubt me? Ah, I see you do!’


  ‘Because somebody has stood nearer to you to-night than I.’


  ‘A fogy like him!—half as old again as either of us! How can you mind him? What shall I do to show you that I do not for a moment let him come between me and you?’


  ‘It is not for me to suggest what you should do. Though what you should permit me to do is obvious enough.’


  She dropped her voice: ‘You mean, permit you to do really and in earnest what he only seemed to do in the play.’


  Somerset signified by a look that such had been his thought.


  Paula was silent. ‘No,’ she murmured at last. ‘That cannot be. He did not, nor must you.’


  It was said none the less decidedly for being spoken low.


  ‘You quite resent such a suggestion; you have a right to. I beg your pardon, not for speaking of it, but for thinking it.’


  ‘I don’t resent it at all, and I am not offended one bit. But I am not the less of opinion that it is possible to be premature in some things; and to do this just now would be premature. I know what you would say—that you would not have asked it, but for that unfortunate improvisation of it in the play. But that I was not responsible for, and therefore owe no reparation to you now…. Listen!’


  ‘Paula—Paula! Where in the world are you?’ was heard resounding along the corridor in the voice of her aunt. ‘Our friends are all ready to leave, and you will surely bid them good-night!’


  ‘I must be gone—I won’t ring for you to be shown out—come this way.’


  ‘But how will you get on in repeating the play to-morrow evening if that interpolation is against your wish?’ he asked, looking her hard in the face.


  ‘I’ll think it over during the night. Come to-morrow morning to help me settle. But,’ she added, with coy yet genial independence, ‘listen to me. Not a word more about a—what you asked for, mind! I don’t want to go so far, and I will not—not just yet anyhow—I mean perhaps never. You must promise that, or I cannot see you again alone.’


  ‘It shall be as you request.’


  ‘Very well. And not a word of this to a soul. My aunt suspects: but she is a good aunt and will say nothing. Now that is clearly understood, I should be glad to consult with you to-morrow early. I will come to you in the studio or Pleasance as soon as I am disengaged.’


  She took him to a little chamfered doorway in the corner, which opened into a descending turret; and Somerset went down. When he had unfastened the door at the bottom, and stepped into the lower corridor, she asked, ‘Are you down?’ And on receiving an affirmative reply she closed the top door.


  ♣


  X


  Somerset was in the studio the next morning about ten o’clock superintending the labours of Knowles, Bowles, and Cockton, whom he had again engaged to assist him with the drawings on his appointment to carry out the works. When he had set them going he ascended the staircase of the great tower for some purpose that bore upon the forthcoming repairs of this part. Passing the door of the telegraph-room he heard little sounds from the instrument, which somebody was working. Only two people in the castle, to the best of his knowledge, knew the trick of this; Miss Power, and a page in her service called John. Miss de Stancy could also despatch messages, but she was at Myrtle Villa.


  The door was closed, and much as he would have liked to enter, the possibility that Paula was not the performer led him to withhold his steps. He went on to where the uppermost masonry had resisted the mighty hostility of the elements for four hundred years without receiving worse dilapidation than half-a-century produces upon the face of man. But he still wondered who was telegraphing, and whether the message bore on house-keeping, architecture, theatricals, or love.


  Could Somerset have seen through the panels of the door in passing, he would have beheld the room occupied by Paula alone.


  It was she who sat at the instrument, and the message she was despatching ran as under:—


  Can you send down a competent actress, who will undertake the part of Princess of France in ‘Love’s Labour’s Lost’ this evening in a temporary theatre here? Dresses already provided suitable to a lady about the middle height. State price.


  The telegram was addressed to a well-known theatrical agent in London.


  Off went the message, and Paula retired into the next room, leaving the door open between that and the one she had just quitted. Here she busied herself with writing some letters, till in less than an hour the telegraph instrument showed signs of life, and she hastened back to its side. The reply received from the agent was as follows:—


  Miss Barbara Bell of the Regent’s Theatre could come. Quite competent. Her terms would be about twenty-five guineas.


  Without a moment’s pause Paula returned for answer:—


  The terms are quite satisfactory.


  Presently she heard the instrument again, and emerging from the next room in which she had passed the intervening time as before, she read:—


  Miss Barbara Bell’s terms were accidentally understated. They would be forty guineas, in consequence of the distance. Am waiting at the office for a reply.


  Paula set to work as before and replied:—


  Quite satisfactory; only let her come at once.


  She did not leave the room this time, but went to an arrow-slit hard by and gazed out at the trees till the instrument began to speak again. Returning to it with a leisurely manner, implying a full persuasion that the matter was settled, she was somewhat surprised to learn that


  Miss Bell, in stating her terms, understands that she will not be required to leave London till the middle of the afternoon. If it is necessary for her to leave at once, ten guineas extra would be indispensable, on account of the great inconvenience of such a short notice.


  Paula seemed a little vexed, but not much concerned she sent back with a readiness scarcely politic in the circumstances:—


  She must start at once. Price agreed to.


  Her impatience for the answer was mixed with curiosity as to whether it was due to the agent or to Miss Barbara Bell that the prices had grown like Jack’s Bean-stalk in the negotiation. Another telegram duly came:—


  Travelling expenses are expected to be paid.


  With decided impatience she dashed off:—


  Of course; but nothing more will be agreed to.


  Then, and only then, came the desired reply:—


  Miss Bell starts by the twelve o’clock train.


  This business being finished, Paula left the chamber and descended into the inclosure called the Pleasance, a spot grassed down like a lawn. Here stood Somerset, who, having come down from the tower, was looking on while a man searched for old foundations under the sod with a crowbar. He was glad to see her at last, and noticed that she looked serene and relieved; but could not for the moment divine the cause. Paula came nearer, returned his salutation, and regarded the man’s operations in silence awhile till his work led him to a distance from them.


  ‘Do you still wish to consult me?’ asked Somerset.


  ‘About the building perhaps,’ said she. ‘Not about the play.’


  ‘But you said so?’


  ‘Yes; but it will be unnecessary.’


  Somerset thought this meant skittishness, and merely bowed.


  ‘You mistake me as usual,’ she said, in a low tone. ‘I am not going to consult you on that matter, because I have done all you could have asked for without consulting you. I take no part in the play to-night.’


  ‘Forgive my momentary doubt!’


  ‘Somebody else will play for me—an actress from London. But on no account must the substitution be known beforehand or the performance to-night will never come off: and that I should much regret.’


  ‘Captain de Stancy will not play his part if he knows you will not play yours—that’s what you mean?’


  ‘You may suppose it is,’ she said, smiling. ‘And to guard against this you must help me to keep the secret by being my confederate.’


  To be Paula’s confederate; to-day, indeed, time had brought him something worth waiting for. ‘In anything!’ cried Somerset.


  ‘Only in this!’ said she, with soft severity. ‘And you know what you have promised, George! And you remember there is to be no—what we talked about! Now will you go in the one-horse brougham to Toneborough this afternoon, and meet the four o’clock train? Inquire for a lady for Stancy Castle—a Miss Bell; see her safely into the carriage, and send her straight on here. I am particularly anxious that she should not enter the town, for I think she once came down here in a starring company, and she might be recognized, and my plan be defeated.’


  Thus she instructed her lover and devoted friend; and when he could stay no longer he left her in the garden to return to his studio. As Somerset went in by the garden door he met a strange-looking personage coming out by the same passage—a stranger, with the manner of a Dutchman, the face of a smelter, and the clothes of an inhabitant of Guiana. The stranger, whom we have already seen sitting at the back of the theatre the night before, looked hard from Somerset to Paula, and from Paula again to Somerset, as he stepped out. Somerset had an unpleasant conviction that this queer gentleman had been standing for some time in the doorway unnoticed, quizzing him and his mistress as they talked together. If so he might have learnt a secret.


  When he arrived upstairs, Somerset went to a window commanding a view of the garden. Paula still stood in her place, and the stranger was earnestly conversing with her. Soon they passed round the corner and disappeared.


  It was now time for him to see about starting for the station, an intelligible zest for circumventing the ardent and coercive captain of artillery saving him from any unnecessary delay in the journey. He was there ten minutes before the train was due; and when it drew up to the platform the first person to jump out was Captain de Stancy in sportsman’s attire and with a gun in his hand. Somerset nodded, and de Stancy spoke, informing the architect that he had been ten miles up the line shooting water-fowl. ‘That’s Miss Power’s carriage, I think,’ he added.


  ‘Yes,’ said Somerset carelessly. ‘She expects a friend, I believe. We shall see you at the castle again to-night?’


  De Stancy assured him that they would, and the two men parted, Captain de Stancy, when he had glanced to see that the carriage was empty, going on to where a porter stood with a couple of spaniels.


  Somerset now looked again to the train. While his back had been turned to converse with the captain, a lady of five-and-thirty had alighted from the identical compartment occupied by de Stancy. She made an inquiry about getting to Stancy Castle, upon which Somerset, who had not till now observed her, went forward, and introducing himself assisted her to the carriage and saw her safely off.


  De Stancy had by this time disappeared, and Somerset walked on to his rooms at the Lord-Quantock-Arms, where he remained till he had dined, picturing the discomfiture of his alert rival when there should enter to him as Princess, not Paula Power, but Miss Bell of the Regent’s Theatre, London. Thus the hour passed, till he found that if he meant to see the issue of the plot it was time to be off.


  On arriving at the Castle, Somerset entered by the public door from the hall as before, a natural delicacy leading him to feel that though he might be welcomed as an ally at the stage-door—in other words, the door from the corridor—it was advisable not to take too ready an advantage of a privilege which, in the existing secrecy of his understanding with Paula, might lead to an overthrow of her plans on that point.


  Not intending to sit out the whole performance, Somerset contented himself with standing in a window recess near the proscenium, whence he could observe both the stage and the front rows of spectators. He was quite uncertain whether Paula would appear among the audience to-night, and resolved to wait events. Just before the rise of the curtain the young lady in question entered and sat down. When the scenery was disclosed and the King of Navarre appeared, what was Somerset’s surprise to find that, though the part was the part taken by de Stancy on the previous night, the voice was that of Mr. Mild; to him, at the appointed season, entered the Princess, namely, Miss Barbara Bell.


  Before Somerset had recovered from his crestfallen sensation at de Stancy’s elusiveness, that officer himself emerged in evening dress from behind a curtain forming a wing to the proscenium, and Somerset remarked that the minor part originally allotted to him was filled by the subaltern who had enacted it the night before. De Stancy glanced across, whether by accident or otherwise Somerset could not determine, and his glance seemed to say he quite recognized there had been a trial of wits between them, and that, thanks to his chance meeting with Miss Bell in the train, his had proved the stronger.


  The house being less crowded to-night there were one or two vacant chairs in the best part. De Stancy, advancing from where he had stood for a few moments, seated himself comfortably beside Miss Power.


  On the other side of her he now perceived the same queer elderly foreigner (as he appeared) who had come to her in the garden that morning. Somerset was surprised to perceive also that Paula with very little hesitation introduced him and de Stancy to each other. A conversation ensued between the three, none the less animated for being carried on in a whisper, in which Paula seemed on strangely intimate terms with the stranger, and the stranger to show feelings of great friendship for de Stancy, considering that they must be new acquaintances.


  The play proceeded, and Somerset still lingered in his corner. He could not help fancying that de Stancy’s ingenious relinquishment of his part, and its obvious reason, was winning Paula’s admiration. His conduct was homage carried to unscrupulous and inconvenient lengths, a sort of thing which a woman may chide, but which she can never resent. Who could do otherwise than talk kindly to a man, incline a little to him, and condone his fault, when the sole motive of so audacious an exercise of his wits was to escape acting with any other heroine than herself.


  His conjectures were brought to a pause by the ending of the comedy, and the opportunity afforded him of joining the group in front. The mass of people were soon gone, and the knot of friends assembled around Paula were discussing the merits and faults of the two days’ performance.


  ‘My uncle, Mr. Abner Power,’ said Paula suddenly to Somerset, as he came near, presenting the stranger to the astonished young man. ‘I could not see you before the performance, as I should have liked to do. The return of my uncle is so extraordinary that it ought to be told in a less hurried way than this. He has been quite a lost man to all of us for nearly ten years—ever since the time we last heard from him.’


  ‘For which I am to blame,’ said Mr. Power, nodding to Paula’s architect. ‘Yet not I, but accident and a sluggish temperament. There are times, Mr. Somerset, when the human creature feels no interest in his kind, and assumes that his kind feels no interest in him. The feeling is not active enough to make him fly from their presence; but sufficient to keep him silent if he happens to be away. I may not have described it precisely; but this I know, that after my long illness, and the fancied neglect of my letters——’


  ‘For which my father was not to blame, since he did not receive them,’ said Paula.


  ‘For which nobody was to blame—after that, I say, I wrote no more.’


  ‘You have much pleasure in returning at last, no doubt,’ said Somerset.


  ‘Sir, as I remained away without particular pain, so I return without particular joy. I speak the truth, and no compliments. I may add that there is one exception to this absence of feeling from my heart, namely, that I do derive great satisfaction from seeing how mightily this young woman has grown and prevailed.’


  This address, though delivered nominally to Somerset, was listened to by Paula, Mrs. Goodman, and de Stancy also. After uttering it, the speaker turned away, and continued his previous conversation with Captain de Stancy. From this time till the group parted he never again spoke directly to Somerset, paying him barely so much attention as he might have expected as Paula’s architect, and certainly less than he might have supposed his due as her accepted lover.


  The result of the appearance, as from the tomb, of this wintry man was that the evening ended in a frigid and formal way which gave little satisfaction to the sensitive Somerset, who was abstracted and constrained by reason of thoughts on how this resuscitation of the uncle would affect his relation with Paula. It was possibly also the thought of two at least of the others. There had, in truth, scarcely yet been time enough to adumbrate the possibilities opened up by this gentleman’s return.


  The only private word exchanged by Somerset with any one that night was with Mrs. Goodman, in whom he always recognized a friend to his cause, though the fluidity of her character rendered her but a feeble one at the best of times. She informed him that Mr. Power had no sort of legal control over Paula, or direction in her estates; but Somerset could not doubt that a near and only blood relation, even had he possessed but half the static force of character that made itself apparent in Mr. Power, might exercise considerable moral influence over the girl if he chose. And in view of Mr. Power’s marked preference for de Stancy, Somerset had many misgivings as to its operating in a direction favourable to himself.


  ♣


  XI


  Somerset was deeply engaged with his draughtsmen and builders during the three following days, and scarcely entered the occupied wing of the castle.


  At his suggestion Paula had agreed to have the works executed as such operations were carried out in old times, before the advent of contractors. Each trade required in the building was to be represented by a master-tradesman of that denomination, who should stand responsible for his own section of labour, and for no other, Somerset himself as chief technicist working out his designs on the spot. By this means the thoroughness of the workmanship would be greatly increased in comparison with the modern arrangement, whereby a nominal builder, seldom present, who can certainly know no more than one trade intimately and well, and who often does not know that, undertakes the whole.


  But notwithstanding its manifest advantages to the proprietor, the plan added largely to the responsibilities of the architect, who, with his master-mason, master-carpenter, master-plumber, and what not, had scarcely a moment to call his own. Still, the method being upon the face of it the true one, Somerset supervised with a will.


  But there seemed to float across the court to him from the inhabited wing an intimation that things were not as they had been before; that an influence adverse to himself was at work behind the ashlared face of inner wall which confronted him. Perhaps this was because he never saw Paula at the windows, or heard her footfall in that half of the building given over to himself and his myrmidons. There was really no reason other than a sentimental one why he should see her. The uninhabited part of the castle was almost an independent structure, and it was quite natural to exist for weeks in this wing without coming in contact with residents in the other.


  A more pronounced cause than vague surmise was destined to perturb him, and this in an unexpected manner. It happened one morning that he glanced through a local paper while waiting at the Lord-Quantock-Arms for the pony-carriage to be brought round in which he often drove to the castle. The paper was two days old, but to his unutterable amazement he read therein a paragraph which ran as follows:—


  We are informed that a marriage is likely to be arranged between Captain de Stancy, of the Royal Horse Artillery, only surviving son of Sir William de Stancy, Baronet, and Paula, only daughter of the late John Power, Esq., M.P., of Stancy Castle.


  Somerset dropped the paper, and stared out of the window. Fortunately for his emotions, the horse and carriage were at this moment brought to the door, so that nothing hindered Somerset in driving up to the spot at which he would be soonest likely to learn what truth or otherwise there was in the newspaper report. From the first he doubted it: and yet how should it have got there? Such strange rumours, like paradoxical maxims, generally include a portion of truth. Five days had elapsed since he last spoke to Paula.


  Reaching the castle he entered his own quarters as usual, and after setting the draughtsmen to work walked up and down pondering how he might best see her without making the paragraph the ground of his request for an interview; for if it were a fabrication, such a reason would wound her pride in her own honour towards him, and if it were partly true, he would certainly do better in leaving her alone than in reproaching her. It would simply amount to a proof that Paula was an arrant coquette.


  In his meditation he stood still, closely scanning one of the jamb-stones of a doorless entrance, as if to discover where the old hinge-hook had entered the stone-work. He heard a footstep behind him, and looking round saw Paula standing by. She held a newspaper in her hand. The spot was one quite hemmed in from observation, a fact of which she seemed to be quite aware.


  ‘I have something to tell you,’ she said; ‘something important. But you are so occupied with that old stone that I am obliged to wait.’


  ‘It is not true surely!’ he said, looking at the paper.


  ‘No, look here,’ she said, holding up the sheet. It was not what he had supposed, but a new one—the local rival to that which had contained the announcement, and was still damp from the press. She pointed, and he read—


  We are authorized to state that there is no foundation whatever for the assertion of our contemporary that a marriage is likely to be arranged between Captain de Stancy and Miss Power of Stancy Castle.


  Somerset pressed her hand. ‘It disturbed me,’ he said, ‘though I did not believe it.’


  ‘It astonished me as much as it disturbed you; and I sent this contradiction at once.’


  ‘How could it have got there?’


  She shook her head.


  ‘You have not the least knowledge?’


  ‘Not the least. I wish I had.’


  ‘It was not from any friends of de Stancy’s? or himself?’


  ‘It was not. His sister has ascertained beyond doubt that he knew nothing of it. Well, now, don’t say any more to me about the matter.’


  ‘I’ll find out how it got into the paper.’


  ‘Not now—any future time will do. I have something else to tell you.’


  ‘I hope the news is as good as the last,’ he said, looking into her face with anxiety; for though that face was blooming, it seemed full of a doubt as to how her next information would be taken.


  ‘O yes; it is good, because everybody says so. We are going to take a delightful journey. My new-created uncle, as he seems, and I, and my aunt, and perhaps Charlotte, if she is well enough, are going to Nice, and other places about there.’


  ‘To Nice!’ said Somerset, rather blankly. ‘And I must stay here?’


  ‘Why, of course you must, considering what you have undertaken!’ she said, looking with saucy composure into his eyes. ‘My uncle’s reason for proposing the journey just now is, that he thinks the alterations will make residence here dusty and disagreeable during the spring. The opportunity of going with him is too good a one for us to lose, as I have never been there.’


  ‘I wish I was going to be one of the party! … What do you wish about it?’


  She shook her head impenetrably. ‘A woman may wish some things she does not care to tell!’


  ‘Are you really glad you are going, dearest?—as I must call you just once,’ said the young man, gazing earnestly into her face, which struck him as looking far too rosy and radiant to be consistent with ever so little regret at leaving him behind.


  ‘I take great interest in foreign trips, especially to the shores of the Mediterranean: and everybody makes a point of getting away when the house is turned out of the window.’


  ‘But you do feel a little sadness, such as I should feel if our positions were reversed?’


  ‘I think you ought not to have asked that so incredulously,’ she murmured. ‘We can be near each other in spirit, when our bodies are far apart, can we not?’ Her tone grew softer and she drew a little closer to his side with a slightly nestling motion, as she went on, ‘May I be sure that you will not think unkindly of me when I am absent from your sight, and not begrudge me any little pleasure because you are not there to share it with me?’


  ‘May you! Can you ask it?… As for me, I shall have no pleasure to be begrudged or otherwise. The only pleasure I have is, as you well know, in you. When you are with me, I am happy: when you are away, I take no pleasure in anything.’


  ‘I don’t deserve it. I have no right to disturb you so,’ she said, very gently. ‘But I have given you some pleasure, have I not? A little more pleasure than pain, perhaps?’


  ‘You have, and yet…. But I don’t accuse you, dearest. Yes, you have given me pleasure. One truly pleasant time was when we stood together in the summer-house on the evening of the garden-party, and you said you liked me to love you.’


  ‘Yes, it was a pleasant time,’ she returned thoughtfully. ‘How the rain came down, and formed a gauze between us and the dancers, did it not; and how afraid we were—at least I was—lest anybody should discover us there, and how quickly I ran in after the rain was over!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Somerset, ‘I remember it. But no harm came of it to you…. And perhaps no good will come of it to me.’


  ‘Do not be premature in your conclusions, sir,’ she said archly. ‘If you really do feel for me only half what you say, we shall—you will make good come of it—in some way or other.’


  ‘Dear Paula—now I believe you, and can bear anything.’


  ‘Then we will say no more; because, as you recollect, we agreed not to go too far. No expostulations, for we are going to be practical young people; besides, I won’t listen if you utter them. I simply echo your words, and say I, too, believe you. Now I must go. Have faith in me, and don’t magnify trifles light as air.’


  ‘I think I understand you. And if I do, it will make a great difference in my conduct. You will have no cause to complain.’


  ‘Then you must not understand me so much as to make much difference; for your conduct as my architect is perfect. But I must not linger longer, though I wished you to know this news from my very own lips.’


  ‘Bless you for it! When do you leave?’


  ‘The day after to-morrow.’


  ‘So early? Does your uncle guess anything? Do you wish him to be told just yet?’


  ‘Yes, to the first; no, to the second.’


  ‘I may write to you?’


  ‘On business, yes. It will be necessary.’


  ‘How can you speak so at a time of parting?’


  ‘Now, George—you see I say George, and not Mr. Somerset, and you may draw your own inference—don’t be so morbid in your reproaches! I have informed you that you may write, or still better, telegraph, since the wire is so handy—on business. Well, of course, it is for you to judge whether you will add postscripts of another sort. There, you make me say more than a woman ought, because you are so obtuse and literal. Good afternoon—good-bye! This will be my address.’


  She handed him a slip of paper, and flitted away.


  Though he saw her again after this, it was during the bustle of preparation, when there was always a third person present, usually in the shape of that breathing refrigerator, her uncle. Hence the few words that passed between them were of the most formal description, and chiefly concerned the restoration of the castle, and a church at Nice designed by him, which he wanted her to inspect.


  They were to leave by an early afternoon train, and Somerset was invited to lunch on that day. The morning was occupied by a long business consultation in the studio with Mr. Power and Mrs. Goodman on what rooms were to be left locked up, what left in charge of the servants, and what thrown open to the builders and workmen under the surveillance of Somerset. At present the work consisted mostly of repairs to existing rooms, so as to render those habitable which had long been used only as stores for lumber. Paula did not appear during this discussion; but when they were all seated in the dining-hall she came in dressed for the journey, and, to outward appearance, with blithe anticipation at its prospect blooming from every feature. Next to her came Charlotte de Stancy, still with some of the pallor of an invalid, but wonderfully brightened up, as Somerset thought, by the prospect of a visit to a delightful shore. It might have been this; and it might have been that Somerset’s presence had a share in the change.


  It was in the hall, when they were in the bustle of leave-taking, that there occurred the only opportunity for the two or three private words with Paula to which his star treated him on that last day. His took the hasty form of, ‘You will write soon?’


  ‘Telegraphing will be quicker,’ she answered in the same low tone; and whispering ‘Be true to me!’ turned away.


  How unreasonable he was! In addition to those words, warm as they were, he would have preferred a little paleness of cheek, or trembling of lip, instead of the bloom and the beauty which sat upon her undisturbed maidenhood, to tell him that in some slight way she suffered at his loss.


  Immediately after this they went to the carriages waiting at the door. Somerset, who had in a measure taken charge of the castle, accompanied them and saw them off, much as if they were his visitors. She stepped in, a general adieu was spoken, and she was gone.


  While the carriages rolled away he ascended to the top of the tower, where he saw them lessen to spots on the road, and turn the corner out of sight. The chances of a rival seemed to grow in proportion as Paula receded from his side; but he could not have answered why. He had bidden her and her relatives adieu on her own doorstep, like a privileged friend of the family, while de Stancy had scarcely seen her since the play-night. That the silence into which the captain appeared to have sunk was the placidity of conscious power, was scarcely probable; yet that adventitious aids existed for de Stancy he could not deny. The link formed by Charlotte between de Stancy and Paula, much as he liked the ingenuous girl, was one that he could have wished away. It constituted a bridge of access to Paula’s inner life and feelings which nothing could rival; except that one fact which, as he firmly believed, did actually rival it, giving him faith and hope; his own primary occupation of Paula’s heart. Moreover, Mrs. Goodman would be an influence favourable to himself and his cause during the journey; though, to be sure, to set against her there was the phlegmatic and obstinate Abner Power, in whom, apprised by those subtle media of intelligence which lovers possess, he fancied he saw no friend.


  Somerset remained but a short time at the castle that day. The light of its chambers had fled, the gross grandeur of the dictatorial towers oppressed him, and the studio was hateful. He remembered a promise made long ago to Mr. Woodwell of calling upon him some afternoon; and a visit which had not much attractiveness in it at other times recommended itself now, through being the one possible way open to him of hearing Paula named and her doings talked of. Hence in walking down to Markton, instead of going past the Market Cross, he turned aside into the unfrequented footway that led to the minister’s cottage.


  Mr. Woodwell was not indoors at the moment of his call, and Somerset lingered at the doorway, and cast his eyes around. It was a house which typified the drearier tenets of its occupier with great exactness. It stood upon its spot of earth without any natural union with it: no mosses disguised the stiff straight line where wall met earth; not a creeper softened the aspect of the bare front. The garden walk was strewn with loose clinkers from a neighbouring smithy, which rolled under the pedestrian’s foot and jolted his soul out of him before he reached the porchless door. But all was clean, and clear, and dry.


  Whether Mr. Woodwell was personally responsible for this condition of things there was not time to consider closely, for Somerset perceived the minister coming up the walk towards him. Mr. Woodwell welcomed him heartily; and yet with the mien of a man whose mind has scarcely dismissed some scene which has preceded the one that confronts him. What that scene was soon transpired.


  ‘I have had a busy afternoon,’ said the minister, as they walked indoors; ‘or rather an exciting afternoon. Your client at the castle, whose uncle, as I imagine you know, has so unexpectedly returned, has left with him to-day for the south of France; and I wished to ask her before her departure some questions as to how a charity organized by her father was to be administered in her absence. But I have been very unfortunate. She could not find time to see me at her own house, and I drove on to the station, all to no purpose, owing to the presence of her friends. Well, well, I must see if a letter will find her.’


  Somerset asked if anybody of the neighbourhood was there to see them off.


  ‘Yes, that was the trouble of it. Captain de Stancy was there, and quite monopolized her. I don’t know what ’tis coming to, and perhaps I have no business to inquire, since she is scarcely a member of our church now. Who could have anticipated the daughter of my old friend John Power developing into the ordinary gay woman of the world as she has done? Who could have expected her to associate with people who show contempt for their Maker’s intentions by flippantly assuming other characters than those in which He created them?’


  ‘You mistake her,’ murmured Somerset, in a voice which he vainly endeavoured to attune to philosophy. ‘Miss Power has some very rare and beautiful qualities in her nature, though I confess I tremble—fear lest the de Stancy influence should be too strong.’


  ‘Sir, it is already! Do you remember my telling you that I thought the force of her surroundings would obscure the pure daylight of her spirit, as a monkish window of coloured images attenuates the rays of God’s sun? I do not wish to indulge in rash surmises, but her oscillation from her family creed of Calvinistic truth towards the traditions of the de Stancys has been so decided, though so gradual, that—well, I may be wrong.’


  ‘That what?’ said the young man sharply.


  ‘I sometimes think she will take to her as husband the present representative of that impoverished line—Captain de Stancy—which she may easily do, if she chooses, as his behaviour to-day showed.’


  ‘He was probably there on account of his sister,’ said Somerset, trying to escape the mental picture of farewell gallantries bestowed on Paula.


  ‘It was hinted at in the papers the other day.’


  ‘And it was flatly contradicted.’


  ‘Yes. Well, we shall see in the Lord’s good time; I can do no more for her. And now, Mr. Somerset, pray take a cup of tea.’


  The revelations of the minister depressed Somerset a little, and he did not stay long. As he went to the door Woodwell said, ‘There is a worthy man—the deacon of our chapel, Mr. Havill—who would like to be friendly with you. Poor man, since the death of his wife he seems to have something on his mind—some trouble which my words will not reach. If ever you are passing his door, please give him a look in. He fears that calling on you might be an intrusion.’


  Somerset did not clearly promise, and went his way. The minister’s allusion to the announcement of the marriage reminded Somerset that she had expressed a wish to know how the paragraph came to be inserted. The wish had been carelessly spoken; but he drove to Toneborough and sought the newspaper office to make inquiries on the point.


  The reply was unexpected. The reporter informed his questioner that in returning from the theatricals, at which he was present, he shared a fly with a gentleman who assured him that such an alliance was certain, so obviously did it recommend itself to all concerned, as a means of strengthening both families. The gentleman’s knowledge of the Powers was so precise that the reporter did not hesitate to accept his assertion. He was a man who had seen a great deal of the world, and his face was noticeable for the seams and scars on it.


  Somerset recognized Paula’s uncle in the portrait.


  Hostilities, then, were beginning. The paragraph had been meant as the first slap. Taking her abroad was the second.


  ♣


  Book the Fourth


  Somerset, Dare, and de Stancy


  I


  There was no part of Paula’s journey in which Somerset did not think of her. He imagined her in the hotel at Havre, in her brief rest at Paris; her drive past the Place de la Bastille to the Boulevart Mazas to take the train for Lyons; her tedious progress through the dark of a winter night till she crossed the isothermal line which told of the beginning of a southern atmosphere, and onwards to the ancient blue sea.


  Thus, between the hours devoted to architecture, he passed the next three days. One morning he set himself, by the help of John, to practise on the telegraph instrument, expecting a message. But though he watched the machine at every opportunity, or kept some other person on the alert in its neighbourhood, no message arrived to gratify him till after the lapse of nearly a fortnight. Then she spoke from her new habitation nine hundred miles away, in these meagre words:—


  Are settled at the address given. Can now attend to any inquiry about the building.


  The pointed implication that she could attend to inquiries about nothing else, breathed of the veritable Paula so distinctly that he could forgive its sauciness. His reply was soon despatched:—


  Will write particulars of our progress. Always the same.


  The last three words formed the sentimental appendage which she had assured him she could tolerate, and which he hoped she might desire.


  He spent the remainder of the day in making a little sketch to show what had been done in the castle since her departure. This he despatched with a letter of explanation ending in a paragraph of a different tenor:—


  
    I have demonstrated our progress as well as I could; but another subject has been in my mind, even whilst writing the former. Ask yourself if you use me well in keeping me a fortnight before you so much as say that you have arrived? The one thing that reconciled me to your departure was the thought that I should hear early from you: my idea of being able to submit to your absence was based entirely upon that.


    But I have resolved not to be out of humour, and to believe that your scheme of reserve is not unreasonable; neither do I quarrel with your injunction to keep silence to all relatives. I do not know anything I can say to show you more plainly my acquiescence in your wish ‘not to go too far’ (in short, to keep yourself dear—by dear I mean not cheap—you have been dear in the other sense a long time, as you know), than by not urging you to go a single degree further in warmth than you please.

  


  When this was posted he again turned his attention to her walls and towers, which indeed were a dumb consolation in many ways for the lack of herself. There was no nook in the castle to which he had not access or could not easily obtain access by applying for the keys, and this propinquity of things belonging to her served to keep her image before him even more constantly than his memories would have done.


  Three days and a half after the despatch of his subdued effusion the telegraph called to tell him the good news that


  Your letter and drawing are just received. Thanks for the latter. Will reply to the former by post this afternoon.


  It was with cheerful patience that he attended to his three draughtsmen in the studio, or walked about the environs of the fortress during the fifty hours spent by her presumably tender missive on the road. A light fleece of snow fell during the second night of waiting, inverting the position of long-established lights and shades, and lowering to a dingy grey the approximately white walls of other weathers; he could trace the postman’s footmarks as he arrived over the bridge, knowing them by the dot of his walking-stick: on entering the expected letter was waiting upon his table. He looked at its direction with glad curiosity; it was the first letter he had ever received from her.


  
    Hôtel ——, Nice, Feb. 14.


    My dear Mr. Somerset (the ‘George,’ then, to which she had so kindly treated him in her last conversation, was not to be continued in black and white),—


    Your letter explaining the progress of the work, aided by the sketch enclosed, gave me as clear an idea of the advance made since my departure as I could have gained by being present. I feel every confidence in you, and am quite sure the restoration is in good hands. In this opinion both my aunt and my uncle coincide. Please act entirely on your own judgment in everything, and as soon as you give a certificate to the builders for the first instalment of their money it will be promptly sent by my solicitors.


    You bid me ask myself if I have used you well in not sending intelligence of myself till a fortnight after I had left you. Now, George, don’t be unreasonable! Let me remind you that, as a certain apostle said, there are a thousand things lawful which are not expedient. I say this, not from pride in my own conduct, but to offer you a very fair explanation of it. Your resolve not to be out of humour with me suggests that you have been sorely tempted that way, else why should such a resolve have been necessary?


    If you only knew what passes in my mind sometimes you would perhaps not be so ready to blame. Shall I tell you? No. For, if it is a great emotion, it may afford you a cruel satisfaction at finding I suffer through separation; and if it be a growing indifference to you, it will be inflicting gratuitous unhappiness upon you to say so, if you care for me; as I sometimes think you may do a little.

  


  (‘O, Paula!’ said Somerset.)


  
    Please which way would you have it? But it is better that you should guess at what I feel than that you should distinctly know it. Notwithstanding this assertion you will, I know, adhere to your first prepossession in favour of prompt confessions. In spite of that, I fear that upon trial such promptness would not produce that happiness which your fancy leads you to expect. Your heart would weary in time, and when once that happens, good-bye to the emotion you have told me of. Imagine such a case clearly and you will perceive the probability of what I say. At the same time I admit that a woman who is only a creature of evasions and disguises is very disagreeable.


    Do not write very frequently, and never write at all unless you have some real information about the castle works to communicate. I will explain to you on another occasion why I make this request. You will possibly set it down as additional evidence of my cold-heartedness. If so you must. Would you also mind writing the business letter on an independent sheet, with a proper beginning and ending? Whether you inclose another sheet is of course optional.—Sincerely yours,


    Paula Power.

  


  Somerset had a suspicion that her order to him not to neglect the business letter was to escape any invidious remarks from her uncle. He wished she would be more explicit, so that he might know exactly how matters stood with them, and whether Abner Power had ever ventured to express disapproval of him as her lover.


  But not knowing, he waited anxiously for a new architectural event on which he might legitimately send her another line. This occurred about a week later, when the men engaged in digging foundations discovered remains of old ones which warranted a modification of the original plan. He accordingly sent off his professional advice on the point, requesting her assent or otherwise to the amendment, winding up the enquiry with ‘Yours faithfully.’ On another sheet he wrote:—


  
    Do you suffer from any unpleasantness in the manner of others on account of me? If so, inform me, Paula. I cannot otherwise interpret your request for the separate sheets. While on this point I will tell you what I have learnt relative to the authorship of that false paragraph about your engagement. It was communicated to the paper by your uncle. Was the wish father to the thought, or could he have been misled, as many were, by appearances at the theatricals?


    If I am not to write to you without a professional reason, surely you can write to me without such an excuse? When you write tell me of yourself. There is nothing I so much wish to hear of. Write a great deal about your daily doings, for my mind’s eye keeps those sweet operations more distinctly before me than my bodily sight does my own.


    You say nothing of having been to look at the chapel-of-ease I told you of, the plans of which I made when an architect’s pupil, working in mètres instead of feet and inches, to my immense perplexity, that the drawings might be understood by the foreign workmen. Go there and tell me what you think of its design. I can assure you that every curve thereof is my own.


    How I wish you would invite me to run over and see you, if only for a day or two, for my heart runs after you in a most distracted manner. Dearest, you entirely fill my life! But I forget; we have resolved not to go very far. But the fact is I am half afraid lest, with such reticence, you should not remember how very much I am yours, and with what dogged constancy I shall always remember you. Paula, sometimes I have horrible misgivings that something will divide us, especially if we do not make a more distinct show of our true relationship. True do I say? I mean the relationship which I think exists between us, but which you do not affirm too clearly.—Yours always.

  


  Away southward like the swallow went the tender lines. He wondered if she would notice his hint of being ready to pay her a flying visit, if permitted to do so. His fancy dwelt on that further side of France, the very contours of whose shore were now lines of beauty for him. He prowled in the library, and found interest in the mustiest facts relating to that place, learning with æsthetic pleasure that the number of its population was fifty thousand, that the mean temperature of its atmosphere was 60° Fahrenheit, and that the peculiarities of a mistral were far from agreeable.


  He waited over long for her reply; but it ultimately came. After the usual business preliminary, she said:—


  As requested, I have visited the little church you designed. It gave me great pleasure to stand before a building whose outline and details had come from the brain of such a valued friend and adviser.


  (‘Valued friend and adviser,’ repeated Somerset critically.)


  
    I like the style much, especially that of the windows—Early English are they not? I am going to attend service there next Sunday, because you were the architect and for no godly reason at all. Does that content you? Fie for your despondency! Remember M. Aurelius: ‘This is the chief thing: Be not perturbed; for all things are of the nature of the Universal.’ Indeed I am a little surprised at your having forebodings, after my assurance to you before I left. I have none. My opinion is that, to be happy, it is best to think that, as we are the product of events, events will continue to produce that which is in harmony with us…. You are too faint-hearted, fainted-hearted, and that’s the truth of it. I advise you not to abandon yourself to idolatry too readily; you know what I mean. It fills me with remorse when I think how very far below such a position my actual worth removes me.


    I should like to receive another letter from you as soon as you have got over the misgiving you speak of, but don’t write too soon. I wish I could write anything to raise your spirits, but you may be so perverse that if, in order to do this, I tell you of the races, routs, scenery, gaieties, and gambling going on in this place and neighbourhood (into which of course I cannot help being a little drawn), you may declare that my words make you worse than ever. Don’t pass the line I have set down in the way you were tempted to do in your last; and not too many Dearests—at least as yet. This is not a time for effusion. You have my very warm affection, and that’s enough for the present.

  


  As a love-letter this missive was tantalizing enough, but since its form was simply a continuation of what she had practised before she left, it produced no undue misgiving in him. Far more was he impressed by her omitting to answer the two important questions he had put to her. First, concerning her uncle’s attitude towards them, and his conduct in giving such strange information to the reporter. Second, on his, Somerset’s, paying her a flying visit some time during the spring. Since she had requested it, he made no haste in his reply. When penned, it ran in the words subjoined, which, in common with every line of their correspondence, acquired from the strangeness of subsequent circumstances an interest and a force that perhaps they did not intrinsically possess.


  
    People cannot (he wrote) be for ever in good spirits on this gloomy side of the Channel, even though you seem to be so on yours. However, that I can abstain from letting you know whether my spirits are good or otherwise, I will prove in our future correspondence. I admire you more and more, both for the warm feeling towards me which I firmly believe you have, and for your ability to maintain side by side with it so much dignity and resolution with regard to foolish sentiment. Sometimes I think I could have put up with a little more weakness if it had brought with it a little more tenderness, but I dismiss all that when I mentally survey your other qualities. I have thought of fifty things to say to you of the too far sort, not one of any other; so that your prohibition is very unfortunate, for by it I am doomed to say things that do not rise spontaneously to my lips. You say that our shut-up feelings are not to be mentioned yet. How long is the yet to last?


    But, to speak more solemnly, matters grow very serious with us, Paula—at least with me: and there are times when this restraint is really unbearable. It is possible to put up with reserve when the reserved being is by one’s side, for the eyes may reveal what the lips do not. But when she is absent, what was piquancy becomes harshness, tender railleries become cruel sarcasm, and tacit understandings misunderstandings. However that may be, you shall never be able to reproach me for touchiness. I still esteem you as a friend; I admire you and love you as a woman. This I shall always do, however unconfiding you prove.

  


  ♣


  II


  Without knowing it, Somerset was drawing near to a crisis in this soft correspondence which would speedily put his assertions to the test; but the knowledge came upon him soon enough for his peace.


  Her next letter, dated March 9th, was the shortest of all he had received, and beyond the portion devoted to the building-works it contained only the following sentences:—


  
    I am almost angry with you, George, for being vexed because I am not more effusive. Why should the verbal I love you be ever uttered between two beings of opposite sex who have eyes to see signs? During the seven or eight months that we have known each other, you have discovered my regard for you, and what more can you desire? Would a reiterated assertion of passion really do any good? Remember it is a natural instinct with us women to retain the power of obliging a man to hope, fear, pray, and beseech as long as we think fit, before we confess to a reciprocal affection.


    I am now going to own to a weakness about which I had intended to keep silent. It will not perhaps add to your respect for me. My uncle, whom in many ways I like, is displeased with me for keeping up this correspondence so regularly. I am quite perverse enough to venture to disregard his feelings; but considering the relationship, and his kindness in other respects, I should prefer not to do so at present. Honestly speaking, I want the courage to resist him in some things. He said to me the other day that he was very much surprised that I did not depend upon his judgment for my future happiness. Whether that meant much or little, I have resolved to communicate with you only by telegrams for the remainder of the time we are here. Please reply by the same means only. There, now, don’t flush and call me names! It is for the best, and we want no nonsense, you and I. Dear George, I feel more than I say, and if I do not speak more plainly, you will understand what is behind after all I have hinted. I can promise you that you will not like me less upon knowing me better. Hope ever. I would give up a good deal for you. Good-bye!

  


  This brought Somerset some cheerfulness and a good deal of gloom. He silently reproached her, who was apparently so independent, for lacking independence in such a vital matter. Perhaps it was mere sex, perhaps it was peculiar to a few, that her independence and courage, like Cleopatra’s, failed her occasionally at the last moment.


  One curious impression which had often haunted him now returned with redoubled force. He could not see himself as the husband of Paula Power in any likely future. He could not imagine her his wife. People were apt to run into mistakes in their presentiments; but though he could picture her as queening it over him, as avowing her love for him unreservedly, even as compromising herself for him, he could not see her in a state of domesticity with him.


  Telegrams being commanded, to the telegraph he repaired, when, after two days, an immediate wish to communicate with her led him to dismiss vague conjecture on the future situation. His first telegram took the following form:—


  I give up the letter writing. I will part with anything to please you but yourself. Your comfort with your relative is the first thing to be considered: not for the world do I wish you to make divisions within doors. Yours.


  Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday passed, and on Saturday a telegram came in reply:—


  I can fear, grieve at, and complain of nothing, having your nice promise to consider my comfort always.


  This was very pretty; but it admitted little. Such short messages were in themselves poor substitutes for letters, but their speed and easy frequency were good qualities which the letters did not possess. Three days later he replied:—


  You do not once say to me ‘Come.’ Would such a strange accident as my arrival disturb you much?


  She replied rather quickly:—


  I am indisposed to answer you too clearly. Keep your heart strong: ’tis a censorious world.


  The vagueness there shown made Somerset peremptory, and he could not help replying somewhat more impetuously than usual:—


  Why do you give me so much cause for anxiety! Why treat me to so much mystification! Say once, distinctly, that what I have asked is given.


  He awaited for the answer, one day, two days, a week; but none came. It was now the end of March, and when Somerset walked of an afternoon by the river and pool in the lower part of the grounds, his ear newly greeted by the small voices of frogs and toads and other creatures who had been torpid through the winter, he became doubtful and uneasy that she alone should be silent in the awakening year.


  He waited through a second week, and there was still no reply. It was possible that the urgency of his request had tempted her to punish him, and he continued his walks, to, fro, and around, with as close an ear to the undertones of nature, and as attentive an eye to the charms of his own art, as the grand passion would allow. Now came the days of battle between winter and spring. On these excursions, though spring was to the forward during the daylight, winter would reassert itself at night, and not unfrequently at other moments. Tepid airs and nipping breezes met on the confines of sunshine and shade; trembling raindrops that were still akin to frost crystals dashed themselves from the bushes as he pursued his way from town to castle; the birds were like an orchestra waiting for the signal to strike up, and colour began to enter into the country round.


  But he gave only a modicum of thought to these proceedings. He rather thought such things as, ‘She can afford to be saucy, and to find a source of blitheness in my love, considering the power that wealth gives her to pick and choose almost where she will.’ He was bound to own, however, that one of the charms of her conversation was the complete absence of the note of the heiress from its accents. That, other things equal, her interest would naturally incline to a person bearing the name of de Stancy, was evident from her avowed predilections. His original assumption, that she was a personification of the modern spirit, who had been dropped, like a seed from the bill of a bird, into a chink of mediævalism, required some qualification. Romanticism, which will exist in every human breast as long as human nature itself exists, had asserted itself in her. Veneration for things old, not because of any merit in them, but because of their long continuance, had developed in her; and her modern spirit was taking to itself wings and flying away. Whether his image was flying with the other was a question which moved him all the more deeply now that her silence gave him dread of an affirmative answer.


  For another seven days he stoically left in suspension all forecasts of his possibly grim fate in being the employed and not the beloved. The week passed: he telegraphed: there was no reply: he had sudden fears for her personal safety and resolved to break her command by writing.


  
    Stancy Castle, April 13.


    Dear Paula,—Are you ill or in trouble? It is impossible in the very unquiet state you have put me into by your silence that I should abstain from writing. Without affectation, you sorely distress me, and I think you would hardly have done it could you know what a degree of anxiety you cause. Why, Paula, do you not write or send to me? What have I done that you should treat me like this? Do write, if it is only to reproach me. I am compelled to pass the greater part of the day in this castle, which reminds me constantly of you, and yet eternally lacks your presence. I am unfortunate indeed that you have not been able to find half-an-hour during the last month to tell me at least that you are alive.


    You have always been ambiguous, it is true; but I thought I saw encouragement in your eyes; encouragement certainly was in your eyes, and who would not have been deluded by them and have believed them sincere? Yet what tenderness can there be in a heart that can cause me pain so wilfully!


    There may, of course, be some deliberate scheming on the part of your relations to intercept our letters; but I cannot think it. I know that the housekeeper has received a letter from your aunt this very week, in which she incidentally mentions that all are well, and in the same place as before. How then can I excuse you?


    Then write, Paula, or at least telegraph, as you proposed. Otherwise I am resolved to take your silence as a signal to treat your fair words as wind, and to write to you no more.

  


  ♣


  III


  He despatched the letter, and half-an-hour afterwards felt sure that it would mortally offend her. But he had now reached a state of temporary indifference, and could contemplate the loss of such a tantalizing property with reasonable calm.


  In the interim of waiting for a reply he was one day walking near Markton, when, passing Myrtle Villa, he saw Sir William de Stancy ambling about his garden-path and examining the crocuses that palisaded its edge. Sir William saw him and asked him to come in. Somerset was in the mood for any diversion from his own affairs, and they seated themselves by the drawing-room fire.


  ‘I am much alone now,’ said Sir William, ‘and if the weather were not very mild, so that I can get out into the garden every day, I should feel it a great deal.’


  ‘You allude to your daughter’s absence?’


  ‘And my son’s. Strange to say, I do not miss her so much as I miss him. She offers to return at any moment; but I do not wish to deprive her of the advantages of a little foreign travel with her friend. Always, Mr. Somerset, give your spare time to foreign countries, especially those which contrast with your own in topography, language, and art. That’s my advice to all young people of your age. Don’t waste your money on expensive amusements at home. Practise the strictest economy at home, to have a margin for going abroad.’


  Economy, which Sir William had never practised, but to which, after exhausting all other practices, he now raised an altar, as the Athenians did to the unknown God, was a topic likely to prolong itself on the baronet’s lips, and Somerset contrived to interrupt him by asking—


  ‘Captain de Stancy, too, has gone? Has the artillery, then, left the barracks?’


  ‘No,’ said Sir William. ‘But my son has made use of his leave in running over to see his sister at Nice.’


  The current of quiet meditation in Somerset changed to a busy whirl at this reply. That Paula should become indifferent to his existence from a sense of superiority, physical, spiritual, or social, was a sufficiently ironical thing; but that she should have relinquished him because of the presence of a rival lent commonplace dreariness to her cruelty.


  Sir William, noting nothing, continued in the tone of clever childishness which characterized him: ‘It is very singular how the present situation has been led up to by me. Policy, and policy alone, has been the rule of my conduct for many years past; and when I say that I have saved my family by it, I believe time will show that I am within the truth. I hope you don’t let your passions outrun your policy, as so many young men are apt to do. Better be poor and politic, than rich and headstrong: that’s the opinion of an old man. However, I was going to say that it was purely from policy that I allowed a friendship to develop between my daughter and Miss Power, and now events are proving the wisdom of my course. Straws show how the wind blows, and there are little signs that my son Captain de Stancy will return to Stancy Castle by the fortunate step of marrying its owner. I say nothing to either of them, and they say nothing to me; but my wisdom lies in doing nothing to hinder such a consummation, despite inherited prejudices.’


  Somerset had quite time enough to rein himself in during the old gentleman’s locution, and the voice in which he answered was so cold and reckless that it did not seem his own: ‘But how will they live happily together when she is a Dissenter, and a Radical, and a New-light, and a Neo-Greek, and a person of red blood; while Captain de Stancy is the reverse of them all!’


  ‘I anticipate no difficulty on that score,’ said the baronet. ‘My son’s star lies in that direction, and, like the Magi, he is following it without trifling with his opportunity. You have skill in architecture, therefore you follow it. My son has skill in gallantry, and now he is about to exercise it profitably.’


  ‘May nobody wish him more harm in that exercise than I do!’ said Somerset fervently.


  A stagnant moodiness of several hours which followed his visit to Myrtle Villa resulted in a resolve to journey over to Paula the very next day. He now felt perfectly convinced that the inviting of Captain de Stancy to visit them at Nice was a second stage in the scheme of Paula’s uncle, the premature announcement of her marriage having been the first. The roundness and neatness of the whole plan could not fail to recommend it to the mind which delighted in putting involved things straight, and such a mind Abner Power’s seemed to be. In fact, the felicity, in a politic sense, of pairing the captain with the heiress furnished no little excuse for manœuvring to bring it about, so long as that manœuvring fell short of unfairness, which Mr. Power’s could scarcely be said to do.


  The next day was spent in furnishing the builders with such instructions as they might require for a coming week or ten days, and in dropping a short note to Paula; ending as follows:—


  
    I am coming to see you. Possibly you will refuse me an interview. Never mind, I am coming. Yours,


    G. Somerset.

  


  The morning after that he was up and away. Between him and Paula stretched nine hundred miles by the line of journey that he found it necessary to adopt, namely, the way of London, in order to inform his father of his movements and to make one or two business calls. The afternoon was passed in attending to these matters, the night in speeding onward, and by the time that nine o’clock sounded next morning through the sunless and leaden air of the English Channel coasts, he had reduced the number of miles on his list by two hundred, and cut off the sea from the impediments between him and Paula.


  On awakening from a fitful sleep in the grey dawn of the morning following he looked out upon Lyons, quiet enough now, the citizens unaroused to the daily round of bread-winning, and enveloped in a haze of fog.


  Six hundred and fifty miles of his journey had been got over; there still intervened two hundred and fifty between him and the end of suspense. When he thought of that he was disinclined to pause; and pressed on by the same train, which set him down at Marseilles at mid-day.


  Here he considered. By going on to Nice that afternoon he would arrive at too late an hour to call upon her the same evening: it would therefore be advisable to sleep in Marseilles and proceed the next morning to his journey’s end, so as to meet her in a brighter condition than he could boast of to-day. This he accordingly did, and leaving Marseilles the next morning about eight, found himself at Nice early in the afternoon.


  Now that he was actually at the centre of his gravitation he seemed even further away from a feasible meeting with her than in England. While afar off, his presence at Nice had appeared to be the one thing needful for the solution of his trouble, but the very house fronts seemed now to ask him what right he had there. Unluckily, in writing from England, he had not allowed her time to reply before his departure, so that he did not know what difficulties might lie in the way of her seeing him privately. Before deciding what to do, he walked down the Avenue de la Gare to the promenade between the shore and the Jardin Public, and sat down to think.


  The hotel which she had given him as her address looked right out upon him and the sea beyond, and he rested there with the pleasing hope that her eyes might glance from a window and discover his form. Everything in the scene was sunny and gay. Behind him in the gardens a band was playing; before him was the sea, the Great sea, the historical and original Mediterranean; the sea of innumerable characters in history and legend that arranged themselves before him in a long frieze of memories so diverse as to include both Æneas and St. Paul.


  Northern eyes are not prepared on a sudden for the impact of such images of warmth and colour as meet them southward, or for the vigorous light that falls from the sky of this favoured shore. In any other circumstances the transparency and serenity of the air, the perfume of the sea, the radiant houses, the palms and flowers, would have acted upon Somerset as an enchantment, and wrapped him in a reverie; but at present he only saw and felt these things as through a thick glass which kept out half their atmosphere.


  At last he made up his mind. He would take up his quarters at her hotel, and catch echoes of her and her people, to learn somehow if their attitude towards him as a lover were actually hostile, before formally encountering them. Under this crystalline light, full of gaieties, sentiment, languor, seductiveness, and ready-made romance, the memory of a solitary unimportant man in the lugubrious North might have faded from her mind. He was only her hired designer. He was an artist; but he had been engaged by her, and was not a volunteer; and she did not as yet know that he meant to accept no return for his labours but the pleasure of presenting them to her as a love-offering.


  So off he went at once towards the imposing building whither his letters had preceded him. Owing to a press of visitors there was a moment’s delay before he could be attended to at the bureau, and he turned to the large staircase that confronted him, momentarily hoping that her figure might descend. Her skirts must indeed have brushed the carpeting of those steps scores of times. He engaged his room, ordered his luggage to be sent for, and finally inquired for the party he sought.


  ‘They left Nice yesterday, monsieur,’ replied madame.


  Was she quite sure, Somerset asked her?


  Yes, she was quite sure. Two of the hotel carriages had driven them to the station.


  Did she know where they had gone to?


  This and other inquiries resulted in the information that they had gone to the hotel at Monte Carlo; that how long they were going to stay there, and whether they were coming back again, was not known. His final question whether Miss Power had received a letter from England which must have arrived the day previous was answered in the affirmative.


  Somerset’s first and sudden resolve was to follow on after them to the hotel named; but he finally decided to make his immediate visit to Monte Carlo only a cautious reconnoitre, returning to Nice to sleep.


  Accordingly, after an early dinner, he again set forth through the broad Avenue de la Gare, and an hour on the coast railway brought him to the beautiful and sinister little spot to which the Power and de Stancy party had strayed in common with the rest of the frivolous throng.


  He assumed that their visit thither would be chiefly one of curiosity, and therefore not prolonged. This proved to be the case in even greater measure than he had anticipated. On inquiry at the hotel he learnt that they had stayed only one night, leaving a short time before his arrival, though it was believed that some of the party were still in the town.


  In a state of indecision Somerset strolled into the gardens of the Casino, and looked out upon the sea. There it still lay, calm yet lively; of an unmixed blue, yet variegated; hushed, but articulate even to melodiousness. Everything about and around this coast appeared indeed jaunty, tuneful, and at ease, reciprocating with heartiness the rays of the splendid sun; everything, except himself. The palms and flowers on the terraces before him were undisturbed by a single cold breath. The marble work of parapets and steps was unsplintered by frosts. The whole was like a conservatory with the sky for its dome.


  For want of other occupation he went round towards the public entrance to the Casino, and ascended the great staircase into the pillared hall. It was possible, after all, that upon leaving the hotel and sending on their luggage they had taken another turn through the rooms, to follow by a later train. With more than curiosity he scanned first the reading-rooms, only however to see not a face that he knew. He then crossed the vestibule to the gaming-tables.


  ♣


  IV


  Here he was confronted by a heated phantasmagoria of tainted splendour and a high pressure of suspense that seemed to make the air quiver. A low whisper of conversation prevailed, which might probably have been not wrongly defined as the lowest note of social harmony.


  The people gathered at this negative pole of industry had come from all civilized countries; their tongues were familiar with many forms of utterance, that of each racial group or type being unintelligible in its subtler variations, if not entirely, to the rest. But the language of meum and tuum they collectively comprehended without translation. In a half-charmed spell-bound state they had congregated in knots, standing, or sitting in hollow circles round the notorious oval tables marked with figures and lines. The eyes of all these sets of people were watching the Roulette. Somerset went from table to table, looking among the loungers rather than among the regular players, for faces, or at least for one face, which did not meet his gaze.


  The suggestive charm which the centuries-old impersonality Gaming, rather than games and gamesters, had for Somerset, led him to loiter on even when his hope of meeting any of the Power and de Stancy party had vanished. As a non-participant in its profits and losses, fevers and frenzies, it had that stage effect upon his imagination which is usually exercised over those who behold Chance presented to them with spectacular piquancy without advancing far enough in its acquaintance to suffer from its ghastly reprisals and impish tricks. He beheld a hundred diametrically opposed wishes issuing from the murky intelligences around a table, and spreading down across each other upon the figured diagram in their midst, each to its own number. It was a network of hopes; which at the announcement, ‘Sept, Rouge, Impair, et Manque,’ disappeared like magic gossamer, to be replaced in a moment by new. That all the people there, including himself, could be interested in what to the eye of perfect reason was a somewhat monotonous thing—the property of numbers to recur at certain longer or shorter intervals in a machine containing them—in other words, the blind groping after fractions of a result the whole of which was well known—was one testimony among many of the powerlessness of logic when confronted with imagination.


  At this juncture our lounger discerned at one of the tables about the last person in the world he could have wished to encounter there. It was Dare, whom he had supposed to be a thousand miles off, hanging about the purlieus of Markton.


  Dare was seated beside a table in an attitude of application which seemed to imply that he had come early and engaged in this pursuit in a systematic manner. Somerset had never witnessed Dare and de Stancy together, neither had he heard of any engagement of Dare by the travelling party as artist, courier, or otherwise; and yet it crossed his mind that Dare might have had something to do with them, or at least have seen them. This possibility was enough to overmaster Somerset’s reluctance to speak to the young man, and he did so as soon as an opportunity occurred.


  Dare’s face was as rigid and dry as if it had been encrusted with plaster, and he was like one turned into a computing machine which no longer had the power of feeling. He recognized Somerset as indifferently as if he had met him in the ward of Stancy Castle, and replying to his remarks by a word or two, concentrated on the game anew.


  ‘Are you here alone?’ said Somerset presently.


  ‘Quite alone.’ There was a silence, till Dare added, ‘But I have seen some friends of yours.’ He again became absorbed in the events of the table. Somerset retreated a few steps, and pondered the question whether Dare could know where they had gone. He disliked to be beholden to Dare for information, but he would give a great deal to know. While pausing he watched Dare’s play. He staked only five-franc pieces, but it was done with an assiduity worthy of larger coin. At every half-minute or so he placed his money on a certain spot, and as regularly had the mortification of seeing it swept away by the croupier’s rake. After a while he varied his procedure. He risked his money, which from the look of his face seemed rather to have dwindled than increased, less recklessly against long odds than before. Leaving off backing numbers en plein, he laid his venture à cheval; then tried it upon the dozens; then upon two numbers; then upon a square; and, apparently getting nearer and nearer defeat, at last upon the simple chances of even or odd, over or under, red or black. Yet with a few fluctuations in his favour fortune bore steadily against him, till he could breast her blows no longer. He rose from the table and came towards Somerset, and they both moved on together into the entrance-hall.


  Dare was at that moment the victim of an overpowering mania for more money. His presence in the South of Europe had its origin, as may be guessed, in Captain de Stancy’s journey in the same direction, whom he had followed, and troubled with persistent request for more funds, carefully keeping out of sight of Paula and the rest. His dream of involving Paula in the de Stancy pedigree knew no abatement. But Somerset had lighted upon him at an instant when that idea, though not displaced, was overwhelmed by a rage for play. In hope of being able to continue it by Somerset’s aid he was prepared to do almost anything to please the architect.


  ‘You asked me,’ said Dare, stroking his impassive brow, ‘if I had seen anything of the Powers. I have seen them; and if I can be of any use to you in giving information about them I shall only be too glad.’


  ‘What information can you give?’


  ‘I can tell you where they are gone to.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘To the Grand Hotel, Genoa. They went on there this afternoon.’


  ‘Whom do you refer to by they?’


  ‘Mrs. Goodman, Mr. Power, Miss Power, Miss de Stancy, and the worthy captain. He leaves them to-morrow: he comes back here for a day on his way to England.’


  Somerset was silent. Dare continued: ‘Now I have done you a favour, will you do me one in return?’


  Somerset looked towards the gaming-rooms, and said dubiously, ‘Well?’


  ‘Lend me two hundred francs.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Somerset; ‘but on one condition: that I don’t give them to you till you are inside the hotel you are staying at.’


  ‘That can’t be; it’s at Nice.’


  ‘Well I am going back to Nice, and I’ll lend you the money the instant we get there.’


  ‘But I want it here, now, instantly!’ cried Dare; and for the first time there was a wiry unreasonableness in his voice that fortified his companion more firmly than ever in his determination to lend the young man no money whilst he remained inside that building.


  ‘You want it to throw it away. I don’t approve of it; so come with me.’


  ‘But,’ said Dare, ‘I arrived here with a hundred napoleons and more, expressly to work out my theory of chances and recurrences, which is sound; I have studied it hundreds of times by the help of this.’ He partially drew from his pocket the little volume that we have before seen in his hands. ‘If I only persevere in my system, the certainty that I must win is almost mathematical. I have staked and lost two hundred and thirty-three times. Allowing out of that one chance in every thirty-six, which is the average of zero being marked, and two hundred and four times for the backers of the other numbers, I have the mathematical expectation of six times at least, which would nearly recoup me. And shall I, then, sacrifice that vast foundation of waste chances that I have laid down, and paid for, merely for want of a little ready money?’


  ‘You might persevere for a twelvemonth, and still not get the better of your reverses. Time tells in favour of the bank. Just imagine for the sake of argument that all the people who have ever placed a stake upon a certain number to be one person playing continuously. Has that imaginary person won? The existence of the bank is a sufficient answer.’


  ‘But a particular player has the option of leaving off at any point favourable to himself, which the bank has not; and there’s my opportunity.’


  ‘Which from your mood you will be sure not to take advantage of.’


  ‘I shall go on playing,’ said Dare doggedly.


  ‘Not with my money.’


  ‘Very well; we won’t part as enemies,’ replied Dare, with the flawless politeness of a man whose speech has no longer any kinship with his feelings. ‘Shall we share a bottle of wine? You will not? Well, I hope your luck with your lady will be more magnificent than mine has been here; but—mind Captain de Stancy! he’s a fearful wildfowl for you.’


  ‘He’s a harmless, inoffensive soldier, as far as I know. If he is not—let him be what he may for me.’


  ‘And do his worst to cut you out, I suppose?’


  ‘Ay—if you will.’ Somerset, much against his judgment, was being stimulated by these pricks into words of irritation. ‘Captain de Stancy might, I think, be better employed than in dangling at the heels of a lady who can well dispense with his company. And you might be better employed than in wasting your wages here.’


  ‘Wages—a fit word for my money. May I ask you at what stage in the appearance of a man whose way of existence is unknown, his money ceases to be called wages and begins to be called means?’


  Somerset turned and left him without replying, Dare following his receding figure with a look of ripe resentment, not less likely to vent itself in mischief from the want of moral ballast in him who emitted it. He then fixed a nettled and unsatisfied gaze upon the gaming-rooms, and in another minute or two left the Casino also.


  Dare and Somerset met no more that day. The latter returned to Nice by the evening train and went straight to the hotel. He now thanked his fortune that he had not precipitately given up his room there, for a telegram from Paula awaited him. His hand almost trembled as he opened it, to read the following few short words, dated from the Grand Hotel, Genoa:—


  Letter received. Am glad to hear of your journey. We are not returning to Nice, but stay here a week. I direct this at a venture.


  This tantalizing message—the first breaking of her recent silence—was saucy, almost cruel, in its dry frigidity. It led him to give up his idea of following at once to Genoa. That was what she obviously expected him to do, and it was possible that his non-arrival might draw a letter or message from her of a sweeter composition than this. That would at least be the effect of his tardiness if she cared in the least for him; if she did not he could bear the worst. The argument was good enough as far as it went, but, like many more, failed from the narrowness of its premises, the contingent intervention of Dare being entirely undreamt of. It was altogether a fatal miscalculation, which cost him dear.


  Passing by the telegraph-office in the Rue Pont-Neuf at an early hour the next morning he saw Dare coming out from the door. It was Somerset’s momentary impulse to thank Dare for the information given as to Paula’s whereabouts, information which had now proved true. But Dare did not seem to appreciate his friendliness, and after a few words of studied civility the young man moved on.


  And well he might. Five minutes before that time he had thrown open a gulf of treachery between himself and the architect which nothing in life could ever close. Before leaving the telegraph-office Dare had despatched the following message to Paula direct, as a set-off against what he called Somerset’s ingratitude for valuable information, though it was really the fruit of many passions, motives, and desires:—


  
    G. Somerset, Nice, to Miss Power, Grand Hotel, Genoa.


    Have lost all at Monte Carlo. Have learnt that Captain de S. returns here to-morrow. Please send me one hundred pounds by him, and save me from disgrace. Will await him at eleven o’clock and four, on the Pont-Neuf.

  


  ♣


  V


  Five hours after the despatch of that telegram Captain de Stancy was rattling along the coast railway of the Riviera from Genoa to Nice. He was returning to England by way of Marseilles; but before turning northwards he had engaged to perform on Miss Power’s account a peculiar and somewhat disagreeable duty. This was to place in Somerset’s hands a hundred and twenty-five napoleons which had been demanded from her by a message in Somerset’s name. The money was in his pocket—all in gold, in a canvas bag, tied up by Paula’s own hands, which he had observed to tremble as she tied it.


  As he leaned in the corner of the carriage he was thinking over the events of the morning which had culminated in that liberal response. At ten o’clock, before he had gone out from the hotel where he had taken up his quarters, which was not the same as the one patronized by Paula and her friends, he had been summoned to her presence in a manner so unexpected as to imply that something serious was in question. On entering her room he had been struck by the absence of that saucy independence usually apparent in her bearing towards him, notwithstanding the persistency with which he had hovered near her for the previous month, and gradually, by the position of his sister, and the favour of Paula’s uncle in intercepting one of Somerset’s letters and several of his telegrams, established himself as an intimate member of the travelling party. His entry, however, this time as always, had had the effect of a tonic, and it was quite with her customary self-possession that she had told him of the object of her message.


  ‘You think of returning to Nice this afternoon?’ she inquired.


  De Stancy informed her that such was his intention, and asked if he could do anything for her there.


  Then, he remembered, she had hesitated. ‘I have received a telegram,’ she said at length; and so she allowed to escape her bit by bit the information that her architect, whose name she seemed reluctant to utter, had travelled from England to Nice that week, partly to consult her, partly for a holiday trip; that he had gone on to Monte Carlo, had there lost his money and got into difficulties, and had appealed to her to help him out of them by the immediate advance of some ready cash. It was a sad case, an unexpected case, she murmured, with her eyes fixed on the window. Indeed she could not comprehend it.


  To de Stancy there appeared nothing so very extraordinary in Somerset’s apparent fiasco, except in so far as that he should have applied to Paula for relief from his distresses instead of elsewhere. It was a self-humiliation which a lover would have avoided at all costs, he thought. Yet after a momentary reflection on his theory of Somerset’s character, it seemed sufficiently natural that he should lean persistently on Paula, if only with a view of keeping himself linked to her memory, without thinking too profoundly of his own dignity. That the esteem in which she had held Somerset up to that hour suffered a tremendous blow by his apparent scrape was clearly visible in her, reticent as she was; and de Stancy, while pitying Somerset, thanked him in his mind for having gratuitously given a rival an advantage which that rival’s attentions had never been able to gain of themselves.


  After a little further conversation she had said: ‘Since you are to be my messenger, I must tell you that I have decided to send the hundred pounds asked for, and you will please to deliver them into no hands but his own.’ A curious little blush crept over her sobered face—perhaps it was a blush of shame at the conduct of the young man in whom she had of late been suspiciously interested—as she added, ‘He will be on the Pont-Neuf at four this afternoon and again at eleven to-morrow. Can you meet him there?’


  ‘Certainly,’ de Stancy replied.


  She then asked him, rather anxiously, how he could account for Mr. Somerset knowing that he, Captain de Stancy, was about to return to Nice?


  De Stancy informed her that he left word at the hotel of his intention to return, which was quite true; moreover, there did not lurk in his mind at the moment of speaking the faintest suspicion that Somerset had seen Dare.


  She then tied the bag and handed it to him, leaving him with a serene and impenetrable bearing, which he hoped for his own sake meant an acquired indifference to Somerset and his fortunes. Her sending the architect a sum of money which she could easily spare might be set down to natural generosity towards a man with whom she was artistically co-operating for the improvement of her home.


  She came back to him again for a moment. ‘Could you possibly get there before four this afternoon?’ she asked, and he informed her that he could just do so by leaving almost at once, which he was very willing to do, though by so forestalling his time he would lose the projected morning with her and the rest at the Palazzo Doria.


  ‘I may tell you that I shall not go to the Palazzo Doria either, if it is any consolation to you to know it,’ was her reply. ‘I shall sit indoors and think of you on your journey.’


  The answer admitted of two translations, and conjectures thereon filled the gallant soldier’s mind during the greater part of the journey. He arrived at the hotel they had all stayed at in succession about six hours after Somerset had left it for a little excursion to San Remo and its neighbourhood, as a means of passing a few days till Paula should write again to inquire why he had not come on. De Stancy saw no one he knew, and in obedience to Paula’s commands he promptly set off on foot for the Pont-Neuf.


  Though opposed to the architect as a lover, de Stancy felt for him as a poor devil in need of money, having had experiences of that sort himself, and he was really anxious that the needful supply entrusted to him should reach Somerset’s hands. He was on the bridge five minutes before the hour, and when the clock struck a hand was laid on his shoulder: turning he beheld Dare.


  Knowing that the youth was loitering somewhere along the coast, for they had frequently met together on de Stancy’s previous visit, the latter merely said, ‘Don’t bother me for the present, Willy, I have an engagement. You can see me at the hotel this evening.’


  ‘When you have given me the hundred pounds I will fly like a rocket, captain,’ said the young gentleman. ‘I keep the appointment instead of the other man.’


  De Stancy looked hard at him. ‘How—do you know about this?’ he asked breathlessly.


  ‘I have seen him.’


  De Stancy took the young man by the two shoulders and gazed into his eyes. The scrutiny seemed not altogether to remove the suspicion which had suddenly started up in his mind. ‘My soul,’ he said, dropping his arms, ‘can this be true?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘You know.’


  Dare shrugged his shoulders; ‘Are you going to hand over the money or no?’ he said.


  ‘I am going to make inquiries,’ said de Stancy, walking away with a vehement tread.


  ‘Captain, you are without natural affection,’ said Dare, walking by his side, in a tone which showed his fear that he had over-estimated that emotion. ‘See what I have done for you. You have been my constant care and anxiety for I can’t tell how long. I have stayed awake at night thinking how I might best give you a good start in the world by arranging this judicious marriage, when you have been sleeping as sound as a top with no cares upon your mind at all, and now I have got into a scrape—as the most thoughtful of us may sometimes—you go to make inquiries.’


  ‘I have promised the lady to whom this money belongs—whose generosity has been shamefully abused in some way—that I will deliver it into no hands but those of one man, and he has not yet appeared. I therefore go to find him.’


  Dare laid his hand upon de Stancy’s arm. ‘Captain, we are both warm, and punctilious on points of honour; this will come to a split between us if we don’t mind. So, not to bring matters to a crisis, lend me ten pounds here to enable me to get home, and I’ll disappear.’


  In a state bordering on distraction, eager to get the young man out of his sight before worse revelations should rise up between them, de Stancy without pausing in his walk gave him the sum demanded. He soon reached the post-office, where he inquired if a Mr. Somerset had left any directions for forwarding letters.


  It was just what Somerset had done. De Stancy was told that Mr. Somerset had commanded that any letters should be sent on to him at the Hôtel Victoria, San Remo.


  It was now evident that the scheme of getting money from Paula was either of Dare’s invention, or that Somerset, ashamed of his first impulse, had abandoned it as speedily as it had been formed. De Stancy turned and went out. Dare, in keeping with his promise, had vanished. Captain de Stancy resolved to do nothing in the case till further events should enlighten him, beyond sending a line to Miss Power to inform her that Somerset had not appeared, and that he therefore retained the money for further instructions.


  ♣


  Book the Fifth


  De Stancy and Paula


  I


  Miss Power was reclining on a red velvet couch in the bedroom of an old-fashioned red hotel at Strassburg, and her friend Miss de Stancy was sitting by a window of the same apartment. They were both rather wearied by a long journey of the previous day. The hotel overlooked the large open Kleber Platz, erect in the midst of which the bronze statue of General Kleber received the rays of a warm sun that was powerless to brighten him. The whole square, with its people and vehicles going to and fro as if they had plenty of time, was visible to Charlotte in her chair; but Paula from her horizontal position could see nothing below the level of the many dormered house-tops on the opposite side of the Platz. After watching this upper storey of the city for some time in silence, she asked Charlotte to hand her a binocular lying on the table, through which instrument she quietly regarded the distant roofs.


  ‘What strange and philosophical creatures storks are,’ she said. ‘They give a taciturn, ghostly character to the whole town.’


  The birds were crossing and recrossing the field of the glass in their flight hither and thither between the Strassburg chimneys, their sad grey forms sharply outlined against the sky, and their skinny legs showing beneath like the limbs of dead martyrs in Crivelli’s emaciated imaginings. The indifference of these birds to all that was going on beneath them impressed her: to harmonize with their solemn and silent movements the houses beneath should have been deserted, and grass growing in the streets.


  Behind the long roofs thus visible to Paula over the window-sill, with their tiers of dormer-windows, rose the cathedral spire in airy openwork, forming the highest object in the scene; it suggested something which for a long time she appeared unwilling to utter; but natural instinct had its way.


  ‘A place like this,’ she said, ‘where he can study Gothic architecture, would, I should have thought, be a spot more congenial to him than Monaco.’


  The person referred to was the misrepresented Somerset, whom the two had been gingerly discussing from time to time, allowing any casual subject, such as that of the storks, to interrupt the personal one at every two or three sentences.


  ‘It would be more like him to he be here,’ replied Miss de Stancy, trusting her tongue with only the barest generalities on this matter.


  Somerset was again dismissed for the stork topic, but Paula could not let him alone; and she presently resumed, as if an irresistible fascination compelled what judgment had forbidden: ‘The strongest-minded persons are sometimes caught unawares at that place, if they once think they will retrieve their first losses; and I am not aware that he is particularly strong-minded.’


  For a moment Charlotte looked at her with a mixed expression, in which there was deprecation that a woman with any feeling should criticize Somerset so frigidly, and relief that it was Paula who did so. For, notwithstanding her assumption that Somerset could never be anything more to her than he was already, Charlotte’s heart would occasionally step down and trouble her views so expressed.


  Whether looking through a glass at distant objects enabled Paula to bottle up her affection for the absent one, or whether her friend Charlotte had so little personality in Paula’s regard that she could commune with her as with a lay figure, it was certain that she evinced remarkable ease in speaking of Somerset, resuming her words about him in the tone of one to whom he was at most an ordinary professional adviser. ‘It would be very awkward for the works at the castle if he has got into a scrape. I suppose the builders were well posted up with instructions before he left: but he ought certainly to return soon. Why did he leave England at all just now?’


  ‘Perhaps it was to see you.’


  ‘He should have waited; it would not have been so dreadfully long to May or June. Charlotte, how can a man who does such a hare-brained thing as this be deemed trustworthy in an important work like that of rebuilding Stancy Castle?’


  There was such stress in the inquiry that, whatever factitiousness had gone before, Charlotte perceived Paula to be at last speaking her mind; and it seemed as if Somerset must have considerably lost ground in her opinion, or she would not have criticized him thus.


  ‘My brother will tell us full particulars when he comes: perhaps it is not at all as we suppose,’ said Charlotte. She strained her eyes across the Platz and added, ‘He ought to have been here before this time.’


  While they waited and talked, Paula still observing the storks, the hotel omnibus came round the corner from the station. ‘I believe he has arrived,’ resumed Miss de Stancy; ‘I see something that looks like his portmanteau on the top of the omnibus…. Yes; it is his baggage. I’ll run down to him.’


  De Stancy had obtained six weeks’ additional leave on account of his health, which had somewhat suffered in India. The first use he made of his extra time was in hastening back to meet the travelling ladies here at Strassburg. Mr. Power and Mrs. Goodman were also at the hotel, and when Charlotte got downstairs, the former was welcoming de Stancy at the door.


  Paula had not seen him since he set out from Genoa for Nice, commissioned by her to deliver the hundred pounds to Somerset. His note, stating that he had failed to meet Somerset, contained no details, and she guessed that he would soon appear before her now to answer any question about that peculiar errand.


  Her anticipations were justified by the event; she had no sooner gone into the next sitting-room than Charlotte de Stancy appeared and asked if her brother might come up. The closest observer would have been in doubt whether Paula’s ready reply in the affirmative was prompted by personal consideration for de Stancy, or by a hope to hear more of his mission to Nice. As soon as she had welcomed him she reverted at once to the subject.


  ‘Yes, as I told you, he was not at the place of meeting,’ de Stancy replied. And taking from his pocket the bag of ready money he placed it intact upon the table.


  De Stancy did this with a hand that shook somewhat more than a long railway journey was adequate to account for; and in truth it was the vision of Dare’s position which agitated the unhappy captain: for had that young man, as de Stancy feared, been tampering with Somerset’s name, his fate now trembled in the balance; Paula would unquestionably and naturally invoke the aid of the law against him if she discovered such an imposition.


  ‘Were you punctual to the time mentioned?’ she asked curiously.


  De Stancy replied in the affirmative.


  ‘Did you wait long?’ she continued.


  ‘Not very long,’ he answered, his instinct to screen the possibly guilty one confining him to guarded statements, while still adhering to the literal truth.


  ‘Why was that?’


  ‘Somebody came and told me that he would not appear.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘A young man who has been acting as his clerk. His name is Dare. He informed me that Mr. Somerset could not keep the appointment.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘He had gone on to San Remo.’


  ‘Has he been travelling with Mr. Somerset?’


  ‘He had been with him. They know each other very well. But as you commissioned me to deliver the money into no hands but Mr. Somerset’s, I adhered strictly to your instructions.’


  ‘But perhaps my instructions were not wise. Should it in your opinion have been sent by this young man? Was he commissioned to ask you for it?’


  De Stancy murmured that Dare was not commissioned to ask for it; that upon the whole he deemed her instructions wise; and was still of opinion that the best thing had been done.


  Although de Stancy was distracted between his desire to preserve Dare from the consequences of folly, and a gentlemanly wish to keep as close to the truth as was compatible with that condition, his answers had not appeared to Paula to be particularly evasive, the conjuncture being one in which a handsome heiress’s shrewdness was prone to overleap itself by setting down embarrassment on the part of the man she questioned to a mere lover’s difficulty in steering between honour and rivalry.


  She put but one other question. ‘Did it appear as if he, Mr. Somerset, after telegraphing, had—had—regretted doing so, and evaded the result by not keeping the appointment?’


  ‘That’s just how it appears.’ The words, which saved Dare from ignominy, cost de Stancy a good deal. He was sorry for Somerset, sorry for himself, and very sorry for Paula. But Dare was to de Stancy what Somerset could never be: and ‘for his kin that is near unto him shall a man be defiled.’


  After that interview Charlotte saw with warring impulses that Somerset slowly diminished in Paula’s estimate: slowly as the moon wanes, but as certainly. Charlotte’s own love was of a clinging, uncritical sort, and though the shadowy intelligence of Somerset’s doings weighed down her soul with regret, it seemed to make not the least difference in her affection for him.


  In the afternoon the whole party, including de Stancy, drove about the streets. Here they looked at the house in which Goethe had lived, and afterwards entered the cathedral. Observing in the south transept a crowd of people waiting patiently, they were reminded that they unwittingly stood in the presence of the popular clock-work of Schwilgué.


  Mr. Power and Mrs. Goodman decided that they would wait with the rest of the idlers and see the puppets perform at the striking. Charlotte also waited with them; but as it wanted eight minutes to the hour, and as Paula had seen the show before, she moved on into the nave.


  Presently she found that de Stancy had followed. He did not come close till she, seeing him stand silent, said, ‘If it were not for this cathedral, I should not like the city at all; and I have even seen cathedrals I like better. Luckily we are going on to Baden to-morrow.’


  ‘Your uncle has just told me. He has asked me to keep you company.’


  ‘Are you intending to?’ said Paula, probing the base-moulding of a pier with her parasol.


  ‘I have nothing better to do, nor indeed half so good,’ said de Stancy. ‘I am abroad for my health, you know, and what’s like the Rhine and its neighbourhood in early summer, before the crowd comes? It is delightful to wander about there, or anywhere, like a child, influenced by no fixed motive more than that of keeping near some friend, or friends, including the one we most admire in the world.’


  ‘That sounds perilously like love-making.’


  ‘’Tis love indeed.’


  ‘Well, love is natural to men, I suppose,’ rejoined the young lady. ‘But you must love within bounds; or you will be enervated, and cease to be useful as a heavy arm of the service.’


  ‘My dear Miss Power, your didactic and respectable rules won’t do for me. If you expect straws to stop currents, you are sadly mistaken! But no—let matters be: I am a happy contented mortal at present, say what you will…. You don’t ask why? Perhaps you know. It is because all I care for in the world is near me, and that I shall never be more than a hundred yards from her as long as the present arrangement continues.’


  ‘We are in a cathedral, remember, Captain de Stancy, and should not keep up a secular conversation.’


  ‘If I had never said worse in a cathedral than what I have said here, I should be content to meet my eternal Judge without absolution. Your uncle asked me this morning how I liked you.’


  ‘Well, there was no harm in that.’


  ‘How I like you! Harm, no; but you should have seen how silly I looked. Fancy the inadequacy of the expression when my whole sense is absorbed by you.’


  ‘Men allow themselves to be made ridiculous by their own feelings in an inconceivable way.’


  ‘True, I am a fool; but forgive me,’ he rejoined, observing her gaze, which wandered critically from roof to clerestory, and then to the pillars, without once lighting on him. ‘Don’t mind saying Yes.—You look at this thing and that thing, but you never look at me, though I stand here and see nothing but you.’


  ‘There, the clock is striking—and the cock crows. Please go across to the transept and tell them to come out this way.’


  De Stancy went. When he had gone a few steps he turned his head. She had at last ceased to study the architecture, and was looking at him. Perhaps his words had struck her, for it seemed at that moment as if he read in her bright eyes a genuine interest in him and his fortunes.


  ♣


  II


  Next day they went on to Baden. De Stancy was beginning to cultivate the passion of love even more as an escape from the gloomy relations of his life than as matrimonial strategy. Paula’s juxtaposition had the attribute of making him forget everything in his own history. She was a magic alterative; and the most foolish boyish shape into which he could throw his feelings for her was in this respect to be aimed at as the act of highest wisdom.


  He supplemented the natural warmth of feeling that she had wrought in him by every artificial means in his power, to make the distraction the more complete. He had not known anything like this self-obscuration for a dozen years, and when he conjectured that she might really learn to love him he felt exalted in his own eyes and purified from the dross of his former life. Such uneasiness of conscience as arose when he suddenly remembered Dare, and the possibility that Somerset was getting ousted unfairly, had its weight in depressing him; but he was inclined to accept his fortune without much question.


  The journey to Baden, though short, was not without incidents on which he could work out this curious hobby of cultivating to superlative power an already positive passion. Handing her in and out of the carriage, accidentally getting brushed by her clothes; of all such as this he made available fuel. Paula, though she might have guessed the general nature of what was going on, seemed unconscious of the refinements he was trying to throw into it, and sometimes, when in stepping into or from a railway carriage she unavoidably put her hand upon his arm, the obvious insignificance she attached to the action struck him with misgiving.


  One of the first things they did at Baden was to stroll into the Trink-halle, where Paula sipped the water. She was about to put down the glass, when de Stancy quickly took it from her hands as though to make use of it himself.


  ‘O, if that is what you mean,’ she said mischievously, ‘you should have noticed the exact spot. It was there.’ She put her finger on a particular portion of its edge.


  ‘You ought not to act like that, unless you mean something, Miss Power,’ he replied gravely.


  ‘Tell me more plainly.’


  ‘I mean, you should not do things which excite in me the hope that you care something for me, unless you really do.’


  ‘I put my finger on the edge and said it was there.’


  ‘Meaning, “It was there my lips touched; let yours do the same.”’


  ‘The latter part I wholly deny,’ she answered, with disregard, after which she went away, and kept between Charlotte and her aunt for the rest of the afternoon.


  Since the receipt of the telegram Paula had been frequently silent; she frequently stayed in alone, and sometimes she became quite gloomy—an altogether unprecedented phase for her. This was the case on the morning after the incident in the Trink-halle. Not to intrude on her, Charlotte walked about the landings of the sunny white hotel in which they had taken up their quarters, went down into the court, and petted the tortoises that were creeping about there among the flowers and plants; till at last, on going to her friend, she caught her reading some old letters of Somerset’s.


  Paula made no secret of them, and Miss de Stancy could see that more than half were written on blue paper, with diagrams amid the writing: they were, in fact, simply those sheets of his letters which related to the rebuilding. Nevertheless, Charlotte fancied she had caught Paula in a sentimental mood; and doubtless could Somerset have walked in at this moment instead of Charlotte it might have fared well with him, so insidiously do tender memories reassert themselves in the face of outward mishaps.


  They took a drive down the Lichtenthal road and then into the forest, de Stancy and Abner Power riding on horseback alongside. The sun streamed yellow behind their backs as they wound up the long inclines, lighting the red trunks, and even the blue-black foliage itself. The summer had already made impression upon that mass of uniform colour by tipping every twig with a tiny sprout of virescent yellow; while the minute sounds which issued from the forest revealed that the apparently still place was becoming a perfect reservoir of insect life.


  Abner Power was quite sentimental that day. ‘In such places as these,’ he said, as he rode alongside Mrs. Goodman, ‘nature’s powers in the multiplication of one type strike me as much as the grandeur of the mass.’


  Mrs. Goodman agreed with him, and Paula said, ‘The foliage forms the roof of an interminable green crypt, the pillars being the trunks, and the vault the interlacing boughs.’


  ‘It is a fine place in a thunderstorm,’ said de Stancy. ‘I am not an enthusiast, but to see the lightning spring hither and thither, like lazy-tongs, bristling, and striking, and vanishing, is rather impressive.’


  ‘It must be indeed,’ said Paula.


  ‘And in the winter winds these pines sigh like ten thousand spirits in trouble.’


  ‘Indeed they must,’ said Paula.


  ‘At the same time I know a little fir-plantation about a mile square, not far from Markton,’ said de Stancy, ‘which is precisely like this in miniature,—stems, colours, slopes, winds, and all. If we were to go there any time with a highly magnifying pair of spectacles it would look as fine as this—and save a deal of travelling.’


  ‘I know the place, and I agree with you,’ said Paula.


  ‘You agree with me on all subjects but one,’ he presently observed, in a voice not intended to reach the others.


  Paula looked at him, but was silent.


  Onward and upward they went, the same pattern and colour of tree repeating themselves endlessly, till in a couple of hours they reached the castle hill which was to be the end of their journey, and beheld stretched beneath them the valley of the Murg. They alighted and entered the fortress.


  ‘What did you mean by that look of kindness you bestowed upon me just now, when I said you agreed with me on all subjects but one?’ asked de Stancy half humorously, as he held open a little door for her, the others having gone ahead.


  ‘I meant, I suppose, that I was much obliged to you for not requiring agreement on that one subject,’ she said, passing on.


  ‘Not more than that?’ said de Stancy, as he followed her. ‘But whenever I involuntarily express towards you sentiments that there can be no mistaking, you seem truly compassionate.’


  ‘If I seem so, I feel so.’


  ‘If you mean no more than mere compassion, I wish you would show nothing at all, for your mistaken kindness is only preparing more misery for me than I should have if let alone to suffer without mercy.’


  ‘I implore you to be quiet, Captain de Stancy! Leave me, and look out of the window at the view here, or at the pictures, or at the armour, or whatever it is we are come to see.’


  ‘Very well. But pray don’t extract amusement from my harmless remarks. Such as they are I mean them.’


  She stopped him by changing the subject, for they had entered an octagonal chamber on the first floor, presumably full of pictures and curiosities; but the shutters were closed, and only stray beams of light gleamed in to suggest what was there.


  ‘Can’t somebody open the windows?’ said Paula.


  ‘The attendant is about to do it,’ said her uncle; and as he spoke the shutters to the east were flung back, and one of the loveliest views in the forest disclosed itself outside.


  Some of them stepped out upon the balcony. The river lay along the bottom of the valley, irradiated with a silver shine. Little rafts of pinewood floated on its surface like tiny splinters, the men who steered them not appearing larger than ants.


  Paula stood on the balcony, looking for a few minutes upon the sight, and then came into the shadowy room, where de Stancy had remained. While the rest were still outside she resumed: ‘You must not suppose that I shrink from the subject you so persistently bring before me. I respect deep affection—you know I do; but for me to say that I have any such for you, of the particular sort you only will be satisfied with, would be absurd. I don’t feel it, and therefore there can be nothing between us. One would think it would be better to feel kindly towards you than to feel nothing at all. But if you object to that I’ll try to feel nothing.’


  ‘I don’t really object to your sympathy,’ said de Stancy, rather struck by her seriousness. ‘But it is very saddening to think you can feel nothing more.’


  ‘It must be so, since I can feel no more,’ she decisively replied, adding, as she stopped her seriousness: ‘You must pray for strength to get over it.’


  ‘One thing I shall never pray for; to see you give yourself to another man. But I suppose I shall witness that some day.’


  ‘You may,’ she gravely returned.


  ‘You have no doubt chosen him already,’ cried the captain bitterly.


  ‘No, Captain de Stancy,’ she said shortly, a faint involuntarily involuntary blush coming into her face as she guessed his allusion.


  This, and a few glances round at the pictures and curiosities, completed their survey of the castle. De Stancy knew better than to trouble her further that day with special remarks. During the return journey he rode ahead with Mr. Power and she saw no more of him.


  She would have been astonished had she heard the conversation of the two gentlemen as they wound gently downwards through the trees.


  ‘As far as I am concerned,’ Captain de Stancy’s companion was saying, ‘nothing would give me more unfeigned delight than that you should persevere and win her. But you must understand that I have no authority over her—nothing more than the natural influence that arises from my being her father’s brother.’


  ‘And for exercising that much, whatever it may be, in my favour I thank you heartily,’ said de Stancy. ‘But I am coming to the conclusion that it is useless to press her further. She is right! I am not the man for her. I am too old, and too poor; and I must put up as well as I can with her loss—drown her image in old Falernian till I embark in Charon’s boat for good!—Really, if I had the industry I could write some good Horatian verses on my inauspicious situation! … Ah, well;—in this way I affect levity over my troubles; but in plain truth my life will not be the brightest without her.’


  ‘Don’t be down-hearted! you are too—too gentlemanly, de Stancy, in this matter—you are too soon put off—you should have a touch of the canvasser about you in approaching her; and not stick at things. You have my hearty invitation to travel with us all the way till we cross to England, and there will be heaps of opportunities as we wander on. I’ll keep a slow pace to give you time.’


  ‘You are very good, my friend! Well, I will try again. I am full of doubt and indecision, mind, but at present I feel that I will try again. There is, I suppose, a slight possibility of something or other turning up in my favour, if it is true that the unexpected always happens—for I foresee no chance whatever…. Which way do we go when we leave here to-morrow?’


  ‘To Carlsruhe, she says, if the rest of us have no objection.’


  ‘Carlsruhe, then, let it be, with all my heart; or anywhere.’


  To Carlsruhe they went next day, after a night of soft rain which brought up a warm steam from the Schwarzwald valleys, and caused the young tufts and grasses to swell visibly in a few hours. After the Baden slopes the flat thoroughfares of ‘Charles’s Rest’ seemed somewhat uninteresting, though a busy fair which was proceeding in the streets created a quaint and unexpected liveliness. On reaching the old-fashioned inn in the Lange-Strasse that they had fixed on, the women of the party betook themselves to their rooms, and showed little inclination to see more of the world that day than could be gleaned from the hotel windows.


  ♣


  III


  While the malignant tongues had been playing havoc with Somerset’s fame in the ears of Paula and her companion, the young man himself was proceeding partly by rail, partly on foot, below and amid the olive-clad hills, vineyards, carob groves, and lemon gardens of the Mediterranean shores. Arrived at San Remo he wrote to Nice to inquire for letters, and such as had come were duly forwarded; but not one of them was from Paula. This broke down his resolution to hold off, and he hastened directly to Genoa, regretting that he had not taken this step when he first heard that she was there.


  Something in the very aspect of the marble halls of that city, which at any other time he would have liked to linger over, whispered to him that the bird had flown; and inquiry confirmed the fancy. Nevertheless, the architectural beauties of the palace-bordered street, looking as if mountains of marble must have been levelled to supply the materials for constructing it, detained him there two days: or rather a feat of resolution, by which he set himself to withstand the drag-chain of Paula’s influence, was operative for that space of time.


  At the end of it he moved onward. There was no difficulty in discovering their track northwards; and feeling that he might as well return to England by the Rhine route as by any other, he followed in the course they had chosen, getting scent of them in Strassburg, missing them at Baden by a day, and finally overtaking them at Carlsruhe, which town he reached on the morning after the Power and de Stancy party had taken up their quarters at the ancient inn above mentioned.


  When Somerset was about to get out of the train at this place, little dreaming what a meaning the word Carlsruhe would have for him in subsequent years, he was disagreeably surprised to see no other than Dare stepping out of the adjoining carriage. A new brown leather valise in one of his hands, a new umbrella in the other, and a new suit of fashionable clothes on his back, seemed to denote considerable improvement in the young man’s fortunes. Somerset was so struck by the circumstance of his being on this spot that he almost missed his opportunity for alighting.


  Dare meanwhile had moved on without seeing his former employer, and Somerset resolved to take the chance that offered, and let him go. There was something so mysterious in their common presence simultaneously at one place, five hundred miles from where they had last met, that he exhausted conjecture on whether Dare’s errand this way could have anything to do with his own, or whether their juxtaposition a second time was the result of pure accident. Greatly as he would have liked to get this answered by a direct question to Dare himself, he did not counteract his first instinct, and remained unseen.


  They went out in different directions, when Somerset for the first time remembered that, in learning at Baden that the party had flitted towards Carlsruhe, he had taken no care to ascertain the name of the hotel they were bound for. Carlsruhe was not a large place and the point was immaterial, but the omission would necessitate a little inquiry. To follow Dare on the chance of his having fixed upon the same quarters was a course which did not commend itself. He resolved to get some lunch before proceeding with his business—or fatuity—of discovering the elusive lady, and drove off to a neighbouring tavern, which did not happen to be, as he hoped it might, the one chosen by those who had preceded him.


  Meanwhile Dare, previously master of their plans, went straight to the house which sheltered them, and on entering under the archway from the Lange-Strasse was saved the trouble of inquiring for Captain de Stancy by seeing him drinking bitters at a little table in the court. Had Somerset chosen this inn for his quarters instead of the one in the Market-Place which he actually did choose, the three must inevitably have met here at this moment, with some possibly striking dramatic results; though what they would have been remains for ever hidden in the darkness of the unfulfilled.


  De Stancy jumped up from his chair, and went forward to the new-comer. ‘You are not long behind us, then,’ he said, with laconic disquietude. ‘I thought you were going straight home?’


  ‘I was,’ said Dare, ‘but I have been blessed with what I may call a small competency since I saw you last. Of the two hundred francs you gave me I risked fifty at the tables, and I have multiplied them, how many times do you think? More than four hundred times.’


  De Stancy immediately looked grave. ‘I wish you had lost them,’ he said, with as much feeling as could be shown in a place where strangers were hovering near.


  ‘Nonsense, captain! I have proceeded purely on a calculation of chances; and my calculations proved as true as I expected, notwithstanding a little in-and-out luck at first. Witness this as the result.’ He smacked his bag with his umbrella, and the chink of money resounded from within. ‘Just feel the weight of it!’


  ‘It is not necessary. I’ll take your word.’


  ‘Shall I lend you five pounds?’


  ‘God forbid! As if that would repay me for what you have cost me! But come, let’s get out of this place to where we can talk more freely.’ He put his hand through the young man’s arm, and led him round the corner of the hotel towards the Schloss-Platz.


  ‘These runs of luck will be your ruin, as I have told you before,’ continued Captain de Stancy. ‘You will be for repeating and repeating your experiments, and will end by blowing your brains out, as wiser heads than yours have done. I am glad you have come away, at any rate. Why did you travel this way?’


  ‘Simply because I could afford it, of course.—But come, captain, something has ruffled you to-day. I thought you did not look in the best temper the moment I saw you. Every sip you took of your pick-up as you sat there showed me something was wrong. Tell your worry!’


  ‘Pooh—I can tell you in two words,’ said the captain satirically. ‘Your arrangement for my wealth and happiness—for I suppose you still claim it to be yours—has fallen through. The lady has announced to-day that she means to send for Somerset instantly. She is coming to a personal explanation with him. So woe to me—and in another sense, woe to you, as I have reason to fear.’


  ‘Send for him!’ said Dare, with the stillness of complete abstraction. ‘Then he’ll come.’


  ‘Well,’ said de Stancy, looking him in the face. ‘And does it make you feel you had better be off? How about that telegram? Did he ask you to send it, or did he not?’


  ‘One minute, or I shall be up such a tree as nobody ever saw the like of.’


  ‘Then what did you come here for?’ burst out de Stancy. ‘’Tis my belief you are no more than a—— But I won’t call you names; I’ll tell you quite plainly that if there is anything wrong in that message to her—which I believe there is—no, I can’t believe, though I fear it—you have the chance of appearing in drab clothes at the expense of the Government before the year is out, and I of being eternally disgraced!’


  ‘No, captain, you won’t be disgraced. I am bad to beat, I can tell you. And come the worst luck, I don’t say a word.’


  ‘But those letters pricked in your skin would say a good deal, it strikes me.’


  ‘What! would they strip me?—but it is not coming to that. Look here, now, I’ll tell you the truth for once; though you don’t believe me capable of it. I did concoct that telegram—and sent it; just as a practical joke; and many a worse one has been only laughed at by honest men and officers. I could show you a bigger joke still—a joke of jokes—on the same individual.’


  Dare as he spoke put his hand into his breast-pocket, as if the said joke lay there; but after a moment he withdrew his hand empty, as he continued:


  ‘Having invented it I have done enough; I was going to explain it to you, that you might carry it out. But you are so serious, that I will leave it alone. My second joke shall die with me.’


  ‘So much the better,’ said de Stancy. ‘I don’t like your jokes, even though they are not directed against myself. They express a kind of humour which does not suit me.’


  ‘You may have reason to alter your mind,’ said Dare carelessly. ‘Your success with your lady may depend on it. The truth is, captain, we aristocrats must not take too high a tone. Our days as an independent division of society, which holds aloof from other sections, are past. This has been my argument (in spite of my strong Norman feelings) ever since I broached the subject of your marrying this girl, who represents both intellect and wealth—all, in fact, except the historical prestige that you represent. And we mustn’t flinch at things. The case is even more pressing than ordinary cases—owing to the odd fact that the representative of the new blood who has come in our way actually lives in your own old house, and owns your own old lands. The ordinary reason for such alliances is quintupled in our case. Do then just think and be reasonable, before you talk tall about not liking my jokes, and all that. Beggars mustn’t be choosers.’


  ‘There’s really much reason in your argument,’ said de Stancy, with a bitter laugh: ‘and my own heart argues much the same way. But, leaving me to take care of my aristocratic self, I advise your aristocratic self to slip off at once to England like any hang-gallows dog; and if Somerset is here, and you have been doing wrong in his name, and it all comes out, I’ll try to save you, as far as an honest man can. If you have done no wrong, of course there is no fear; though I should be obliged by your going homeward as quickly as possible, as being better both for you and for me, … Hullo—Damnation!’


  They had reached one side of the Schloss-Platz, nobody apparently being near them save a sentinel who was on duty before the Palace; but turning as he spoke, de Stancy beheld a group consisting of his sister, Paula and Mr. Power, strolling across the square towards them.


  It was impossible to escape their observation, and putting a bold front upon it, de Stancy advanced with Dare at his side, till in a few moments the two parties met, Paula and Charlotte recognizing Dare at once as the young man who assisted at the castle.


  ‘I have met my young photographer,’ said de Stancy cheerily. ‘What a small world it is, as everybody truly observes! I am wishing he could take some views for us as we go on; but you have no apparatus with you, I suppose, Mr. Dare?’


  ‘I have not, sir, I am sorry to say,’ replied Dare respectfully.


  ‘You could get some, I suppose?’ asked Paula of the interesting young photographer.


  Dare declared that it would be not impossible: whereupon de Stancy said that it was only a passing thought of his; and in a few minutes the two parties again separated, going their several ways.


  ‘That was awkward,’ said de Stancy, trembling with excitement. ‘I would advise you to keep further off in future.’


  Dare said thoughtfully that he would be careful, adding, ‘She is a prize for any man, indeed, leaving alone the substantial possessions behind her! Now was I too enthusiastic? Was I a fool for urging you on?’


  ‘Wait till success justifies the undertaking. In case of failure it will have been anything but wise. It is no light matter to have a carefully preserved repose broken in upon for nothing—a repose that could never be restored!’


  They walked down the Carl-Friedrichs-Strasse to the Margrave’s Pyramid, and back to the hotel, where Dare also decided to take up his stay. De Stancy left him with the book-keeper at the desk, and went upstairs to see if the ladies had returned.


  ♣


  IV


  He found them in their sitting-room with their bonnets on, as if they had just come in. Mr. Power was also present, reading a newspaper, but Mrs. Goodman had gone out to a neighbouring shop, in the windows of which she had seen something which attracted her fancy.


  When de Stancy entered, Paula’s thoughts seemed to revert to Dare, for almost at once she asked him in what direction the youth was travelling. With some hesitation de Stancy replied that he believed Mr. Dare was returning to England after a spring trip for the improvement of his mind.


  ‘A very praiseworthy thing to do,’ said Paula. ‘What places has he visited?’


  ‘Those which afford opportunities for the study of the old masters, I believe,’ said de Stancy blandly. ‘He has also been to Turin, Genoa, Marseilles, and so on.’ The captain spoke the more readily to her questioning in that he divined her words to be dictated, not by any suspicions of his relations with Dare, but by her knowledge of Dare as the draughtsman employed by Somerset.


  ‘Has he been to Nice?’ she next demanded. ‘Did he go there in company with my architect?’


  ‘I think not.’


  ‘Has he seen anything of him? My architect Somerset once employed him. They know each other.’


  ‘I think he saw Somerset for a short time.’


  Paula was silent. ‘Do you know where this young man Dare is at the present moment?’ she asked quickly.


  De Stancy said that Dare was staying at the same hotel with themselves, and that he believed he was downstairs.


  ‘I think I can do no better than send for him,’ said she. ‘He may be able to throw some light upon the matter of that telegram.’


  She rang and despatched the waiter for the young man in question, de Stancy almost visibly trembling for the result. But he opened the town directory which was lying on a table, and affected to be engrossed in the names.


  Before Dare was shown in she said to her uncle, ‘Perhaps you will speak to him for me?’


  Mr. Power, looking up from the paper he was reading, assented to her proposition. Dare appeared in the doorway, and the waiter retired. Dare seemed a trifle startled out of his usual coolness, the message having evidently been unexpected, and he came forward somewhat uneasily.


  ‘Mr. Dare, we are anxious to know something of Miss Power’s architect; and Captain de Stancy tells us you have seen him lately,’ said Mr. Power sonorously over the edge of his newspaper.


  Not knowing whether danger menaced or no, or, if it menaced, from what quarter it was to be expected, Dare felt that honesty was as good as anything else for him, and replied boldly that he had seen Mr. Somerset, de Stancy continuing to cream and mantle almost visibly, in anxiety at the situation of the speaker.


  ‘And where did you see him?’ continued Mr. Power.


  ‘In the Casino at Monte Carlo.’


  ‘How long did you see him?’


  ‘Only for half an hour. I left him there.’


  Paula’s interest got the better of her reserve, and she cut in upon her uncle: ‘Did he seem in any unusual state, or in trouble?’


  ‘He was rather excited,’ said Dare.


  ‘And can you remember when that was?’


  Dare considered, looked at his pocket-book, and said that it was on the evening of April the twenty-second.


  The answer had a significance for Paula, de Stancy, and Charlotte, to which Abner Power was a stranger. The telegraphic request for money, which had been kept a secret from him by his niece, because of his already unfriendly tone towards Somerset, arrived on the morning of the twenty-third—a date which neighboured, with painfully suggestive nicety, that now given by Dare.


  She seemed to be silenced, and asked no more questions. Dare having furbished himself up to a gentlemanly appearance with some of his recent winnings, was invited to stay on awhile by Paula’s uncle, who, as became a travelled man, was not fastidious as to company. Being a youth of the world, Dare made himself agreeable to that gentleman, and afterwards tried to do the same with Miss de Stancy. At this the captain, to whom the situation for some time had been amazingly uncomfortable, pleaded some excuse for going out, and left the room.


  Dare continued his endeavours to say a few polite nothings to Charlotte de Stancy, in the course of which he drew from his pocket his new silk handkerchief. By some chance a card came out with the handkerchief, and fluttered downwards. His momentary instinct was to make a grasp at the card and conceal it: but it had already tumbled to the floor, where it lay face upward beside Charlotte de Stancy’s chair.


  It was neither a visiting nor a playing card, but one bearing a photographic portrait of a peculiar nature. It was what Dare had characterized as his best joke of all in speaking on the subject to Captain de Stancy: he had in the morning put it ready in his pocket to give to the captain, and had in fact held it in waiting between his finger and thumb while talking to him in the Platz, meaning that he should make use of it against his rival whenever convenient. But his sharp conversation with that soldier had dulled his zest for this final joke at Somerset’s expense, had at least shown him that de Stancy would not adopt the joke by accepting the photograph and using it himself, and determined him to lay it aside till a more convenient time. So fully had he made up his mind on this course, that when the photograph slipped out he did not at first perceive the appositeness of the circumstance, in putting into his own hands the rôle he had intended for de Stancy; though it was asserted afterwards that the whole scene was deliberately planned. However, once having seen the accident, he resolved to take the current as it served.


  The card having fallen beside her, Miss de Stancy glanced over it, which indeed she could not help doing. The smile that had previously hung upon her lips was arrested as if by frost: and she involuntarily uttered a little distressed cry of ‘O!’ like one in bodily pain.


  Paula, who had been talking to her uncle during this interlude, started round, and wondering what had happened, inquiringly crossed the room to poor Charlotte’s side, asking her what was the matter. Charlotte had regained self-possession, though not enough to enable her to reply, and Paula asked her a second time what had made her exclaim like that. Miss de Stancy still seemed confused, whereupon Paula noticed that her eyes were continually drawn as if by fascination towards the photograph on the floor, which, contrary to his first impulse, Dare, as has been said, now seemed in no hurry to regain. Surmising at last that the card, whatever it was, had something to do with the exclamation, Paula picked it up.


  It was a portrait of Somerset; but by a device known in photography the operator, though contriving to produce what seemed to be a perfect likeness, had given it the distorted features and wild attitude of a man advanced in intoxication. No woman, unless specially cognizant of such possibilities, could have looked upon it and doubted that the photograph was a genuine illustration of a customary phase in the young man’s private life.


  Paula observed it, thoroughly took it in; but the effect upon her was by no means clear. Charlotte’s eyes at once forsook the portrait to dwell on Paula’s face. It paled a little, and this was followed by a hot blush—perceptibly a blush of shame. That was all. She flung the picture down on the table, and moved away.


  It was now Mr. Power’s turn. Anticipating Dare, who was advancing with a deprecatory look to seize the photograph, he also grasped it. When he saw whom it represented he seemed both amused and startled, and after scanning it a while handed it to the young man with a queer smile.


  ‘I am very sorry,’ began Dare in a low voice to Mr. Power. ‘I fear I was to blame for thoughtlessness in not destroying it. But I thought it was rather funny that a man should permit such a thing to be done, and that the humour would redeem the offence.’


  ‘In you, for purchasing it,’ said Paula with haughty quickness from the other side of the room. ‘Though probably his friends, if he has any, would say not in him.’


  There was silence in the room after this, and Dare, finding himself rather in the way, took his leave as unostentatiously as a cat that has upset the family china, though he continued to say among his apologies that he was not aware Mr. Somerset was a personal friend of the ladies.


  Of all the thoughts which filled the minds of Paula and Charlotte de Stancy, the thought that the photograph might have been a fabrication was probably the last. To them that picture of Somerset had all the cogency of direct vision. Paula’s experience, much less Charlotte’s, had never lain in the fields of heliographic science, and they would as soon have thought that the sun could again stand still upon Gibeon, as that it could be made to falsify men’s characters in delineating their features. What Abner Power thought he himself best knew. He might have seen such pictures before; or he might never have heard of them.


  While pretending to resume his reading he closely observed Paula, as did also Charlotte de Stancy; but thanks to the self-management which was Miss Power’s as much by nature as by art, she dissembled whatever emotion was in her.


  ‘It is a pity a professional man should make himself so ludicrous,’ she said with such careless intonation that it was almost impossible, even for Charlotte, who knew her so well, to believe her indifference feigned.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mr. Power, since Charlotte did not speak: ‘it is what I scarcely should have expected.’


  ‘O, I am not surprised!’ said Paula quickly. ‘You don’t know all.’ The inference was, indeed, inevitable that if her uncle were made aware of the telegram he would see nothing unlikely in the picture. ‘Well, you are very silent!’ continued Paula petulantly, when she found that nobody went on talking. ‘What made you cry out “O,” Charlotte, when Mr. Dare dropped that horrid photograph?’


  ‘I don’t know; I suppose it frightened me,’ stammered the girl.


  ‘It was a stupid fuss to make before such a person. One would think you were in love with Mr. Somerset.’


  ‘What did you say, Paula?’ inquired her uncle, looking up from the newspaper which he had again resumed.


  ‘Nothing, Uncle Abner.’ She walked to the window, and, as if to tide over what was plainly passing in their minds about her, she began to make remarks on objects in the street. ‘What a quaint being—look, Charlotte!’ It was an old woman sitting by a stall on the opposite side of the way, which seemed suddenly to hit Paula’s sense of the humorous, though beyond the fact that the dame was old and poor, and wore a white handkerchief over her head, there was really nothing noteworthy about her.


  Paula seemed to be more hurt by what the silence of her companions implied—a suspicion that the discovery of Somerset’s depravity was wounding her heart—than by the wound itself. The ostensible ease with which she drew them into a bye conversation had perhaps the defect of proving too much: though her tacit contention that no love was in question was not incredible on the supposition that affronted pride alone caused her embarrassment. The chief symptom of her heart being really tender towards Somerset consisted in her apparent blindness to Charlotte’s secret, so obviously suggested by her momentary agitation.


  ♣


  V


  And where was the subject of their condemnatory opinions all this while? Having secured a room at his inn, he came forth to complete the discovery of his dear mistress’s halting-place without delay. After one or two inquiries he ascertained where such a party of English were staying; and arriving at the hotel, knew at once that he had tracked them to earth by seeing the heavier portion of the Power luggage confronting him in the hall. He sent up intelligence of his presence, and awaited her reply with a beating heart.


  In the meanwhile Dare, descending from his pernicious interview with Paula and the rest, had descried Captain de Stancy in the public drawing-room, and entered to him forthwith. It was while they were here together that Somerset passed the door and sent up his name to Paula.


  The incident at the railway station was now reversed, Somerset being the observed of Dare, as Dare had then been the observed of Somerset. Immediately on sight of him Dare showed real alarm. He had imagined that Somerset would eventually impinge on Paula’s route, but he had scarcely expected it yet; and the architect’s sudden appearance led Dare to ask himself the ominous question whether Somerset had discovered his telegraphic trick, and was in the mood for prompt measures.


  ‘There is no more for me to do here,’ said the boy-man hastily to de Stancy. ‘Miss Power does not wish to ask me any more questions. I may as well proceed on my way, as you advised.’


  De Stancy, who had also gazed with dismay at Somerset’s passing figure, though with dismay of another sort, was recalled from his vexation by Dare’s remarks, and turning upon him he said sharply, ‘Well may you be in such a hurry all of a sudden!’


  ‘True, I am superfluous now.’


  ‘You have been doing a foolish thing, and you must suffer its inconveniences.—Will, I am sorry for one thing; I am sorry I ever owned you; for you are not a lad to my heart. You have disappointed me—disappointed me almost beyond endurance.’


  ‘I have acted according to my illumination. What can you expect of a man born to dishonour?’


  ‘That’s mere speciousness. Before you knew anything of me, and while you thought you were the child of poverty on both sides, you were well enough; but ever since you thought you were more than that, you have led a life which is intolerable. What has become of your plan of alliance between the de Stancys and the Powers now? The man is gone upstairs who can overthrow it all.’


  ‘If the man had not gone upstairs, you wouldn’t have complained of my nature or my plans,’ said Dare drily. ‘If I mistake not, he will come down again with the flea in his ear. However, I have done; my play is played out. All the rest remains with you. But, captain, grant me this! If when I am gone this difficulty should vanish, and things should go well with you, and your suit should prosper, will you think of him, bad as he is, who first put you on the track of such happiness, and let him know it was not done in vain?’


  ‘I will,’ said de Stancy. ‘Promise me that you will be a better boy?’


  ‘Very well—as soon as ever I can afford it. Now I am up and away, when I have explained to them that I shall not require my room.’


  Dare fetched his bag, touched his hat with his umbrella to the captain, and went out of the hotel archway. De Stancy sat down in the stuffy drawing-room, and wondered what other ironies time had in store for him.


  A waiter in the interim had announced Somerset to the group upstairs. Paula started as much as Charlotte at hearing the name, and Abner Power stared at them both.


  ‘If Mr. Somerset wishes to see me on business, show him in,’ said Paula.


  In a few seconds the door was thrown open for Somerset. On receipt of the pointed message he guessed that a change had come. Time, absence, ambition, her uncle’s influence, and a new wooer, seemed to account sufficiently well for that change, and he accepted his fate. But a stoical instinct to show her that he could regard vicissitudes with the equanimity that became a man; a desire to ease her mind of any fear she might entertain that his connection with her past would render him troublesome in future, induced him to accept her permission, and see the act to the end.


  ‘How do you do, Mr. Somerset?’ said Abner Power, with sardonic geniality: he had been far enough about the world not to be greatly concerned at Somerset’s apparent failing, particularly when it helped to reduce him from the rank of lover of his niece to that of professional adviser.


  Miss de Stancy faltered a welcome as weak as that of the Maid of Neidpath, and Paula said coldly, ‘We are rather surprised to see you. Perhaps there is something urgent at the castle which makes it necessary for you to call?’


  ‘There is something a little urgent,’ said Somerset slowly, as he approached her; ‘and you have judged rightly that it is the cause of my call.’ He sat down near her chair as he spoke, put down his hat, and drew a note-book from his pocket with a despairing sang froid that was far more perfect than had been Paula’s demeanour just before.


  ‘Perhaps you would like to talk over the business with Mr. Somerset alone?’ murmured Charlotte to Miss Power, hardly knowing what she said.


  ‘O no,’ said Paula, ‘I think not. Is it necessary?’ she said, turning to him.


  ‘Not in the least,’ replied he, bestowing a penetrating glance upon his questioner’s face, which seemed however to produce no effect; and turning towards Charlotte, he added, ‘You will have the goodness, I am sure, Miss de Stancy, to excuse the jargon of professional details.’


  He spread some tracings on the table, and pointed out certain modified features to Paula, commenting as he went on, and exchanging occasionally a few words on the subject with Mr. Abner Power by the distant window.


  In this architectural dialogue over his sketches, Somerset’s head and Paula’s became unavoidably very close. The temptation was too much for the young man. Under cover of the rustle of the tracings, he murmured, ‘Paula, I could not get here before!’ in a low voice inaudible to the other two.


  She did not reply, only busying herself the more with the notes and sketches; and he said again, ‘I stayed a couple of days at Genoa, and some days at San Remo, and Mentone.’


  ‘But it is not the least concern of mine where you stayed, is it?’ she said, with a cold yet disquieted look.


  ‘Do you speak seriously?’ Somerset brokenly whispered.


  Paula concluded her examination of the drawings and turned from him with sorrowful disregard. He tried no further, but, when she had signified her pleasure on the points submitted, packed up his papers, and rose with the bearing of a man altogether superior to such a class of misfortune as this. Before going he turned to speak a few words of a general kind to Mr. Power and Charlotte.


  ‘You will stay and dine with us?’ said the former, rather with the air of being unhappily able to do no less than ask the question. ‘My charges here won’t go down to the table d’hôte, I fear, but de Stancy and myself will be there.’


  Somerset excused himself, and in a few minutes withdrew. At the door he looked round for an instant, and his eyes met Paula’s. There was the same miles-off expression in hers that they had worn when he entered; but there was also a look of distressful inquiry, as if she were earnestly expecting him to say something more. This of course Somerset did not comprehend. Possibly she was clinging to a hope of some excuse for the message he was supposed to have sent, or for the other and more degrading matter. Anyhow, Somerset only bowed and went away.


  A moment after he had gone, Paula, impelled by something or other, crossed the room to the window. In a short time she saw his form in the broad street below, which he traversed obliquely to an opposite corner, his head somewhat bent, and his eyes on the ground. Before vanishing into the Ritterstrasse he turned his head and glanced at the hotel windows, as if he knew that she was watching him. Then he disappeared; and the only real sign of emotion betrayed by Paula during the whole episode escaped her at this moment. It was a slight trembling of the lip and a sigh so slowly breathed that scarce anybody could hear—scarcely even Charlotte, who was reclining on a couch, her face on her hand and her eyes downcast.


  Not more than two minutes had elapsed when Mrs. Goodman came in with a manner of haste.


  ‘You have returned,’ said Mr. Power. ‘Have you made your purchases?’


  Without answering, she asked, ‘Whom, of all people on earth, do you think I have met? Mr. Somerset! Has he been here?—he passed me almost without speaking!’


  ‘Yes, he has been here,’ said Paula. ‘He is on the way from Genoa home, and called on business.’


  ‘You will have him here to dinner, of course?’


  ‘I asked him,’ said Mr. Power, ‘but he declined.’


  ‘O, that’s unfortunate! Surely we could get him to come. You would like to have him here, would you not, Paula?’


  ‘No, indeed. I don’t want him here,’ said she.


  ‘You don’t?’


  ‘No!’ she said sharply.


  ‘You used to like him well enough, anyhow,’ bluntly rejoined Mrs. Goodman.


  Paula sedately: ‘It is a mistake to suppose that I ever particularly liked the gentleman mentioned.’


  ‘Then you are wrong, Mrs. Goodman, it seems,’ said Mr. Power.


  ‘Mrs. Mrs. Goodman, who had been growing quietly indignant, notwithstanding a vigorous use of her fan, at this said: ‘Fie, fie, Paula! you did like him. You said to me only a week or two ago that you should not at all object to marry him.’


  ‘It is a mistake,’ repeated Paula calmly. ‘I meant the other one of the two we were talking about.’


  ‘What, Captain de Stancy?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Knowing this to be a fiction, Mrs. Goodman made no remark, and hearing a slight noise behind, turned her head. Seeing her aunt’s action, Paula also looked round. The door had been left ajar, and de Stancy was standing in the room. The last words of Mrs. Goodman, and Paula’s reply, must have been quite audible to him.


  They looked at each other much as if they had unexpectedly met at the altar; but after a momentary start Paula did not flinch from the position into which hurt pride had betrayed her. De Stancy bowed gracefully, and she merely walked to the furthest window, whither he followed her.


  ‘I am eternally grateful to you for avowing that I have won favour in your sight at last,’ he whispered.


  She acknowledged the remark with a somewhat reserved bearing. ‘Really I don’t deserve your gratitude,’ she said. ‘I did not know you were there.’


  ‘I know you did not—that’s why the avowal is so sweet to me. Can I take you at your word?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose.’


  ‘Then your preference is the greatest honour that has ever fallen to my lot. It is enough: you accept me?’


  ‘As a lover on probation—no more.’


  The conversation being carried on in low tones, Paula’s uncle and aunt took it as a hint that their presence could be spared, and severally left the room—the former gladly, the latter with some vexation. Charlotte de Stancy followed.


  ‘And to what am I indebted for this happy change?’ inquired de Stancy, as soon as they were alone.


  ‘You shouldn’t look a gift-horse in the mouth,’ she replied brusquely, and with tears in her eyes for one gone.


  ‘You mistake my motive. I am like a reprieved criminal, and can scarcely believe the news.’


  ‘You shouldn’t say that to me, or I shall begin to think I have been too kind,’ she answered, some of the archness of her manner returning. ‘Now, I know what you mean to say in answer; but I don’t want to hear any more at present; and whatever you do, don’t fall into the mistake of supposing I have accepted you in any other sense than the way I say. If you don’t like such a limitation you can go away. I dare say I shall get over it.’


  ‘Go away! Could I go away?—But you are beginning to tease, and will soon punish me severely; so I will make my escape while all is well. It would be presumptuous to expect more in one day.’


  ‘It would indeed,’ said Paula, with her wet eyes on a bunch of flowers.


  ♣


  VI


  On leaving the hotel, Somerset’s first impulse was to get out of sight of its windows, and his glance upward had perhaps not the tender significance that Paula imagined, the last look impelled by any such whiff of emotion having been the lingering one he bestowed upon her in passing out of the room. Unluckily for the prospects of this attachment, Paula’s conduct towards him now, as a result of misrepresentation, had enough in common with her previous silence at Nice to make it not unreasonable as a further development of that silence. Moreover, her social position as a woman of wealth, always felt by Somerset as a perceptible bar to that full and free eagerness with which he would fain have approached her, rendered it impossible for him to return to the charge, ascertain the reason of her coldness, and dispel it by an explanation, without being suspected of mercenary objects. Continually does it happen that a genial willingness to bottle up affronts is set down to interested motives by those who do not know what generous conduct means. Had she occupied the financial position of Miss de Stancy he would readily have persisted further and, not improbably, have cleared off the cloud.


  Having no further interest in Carlsruhe, Somerset decided to leave by an evening train. The intervening hour he spent in wandering into the thick of the fair, where steam roundabouts, the proprietors of wax-work shows, and fancy-stall keepers maintained a deafening din. The animated environment was better than silence, for it fostered in him an artificial indifference to the events that had just happened—an indifference which, though he too well knew it was only destined to be temporary, afforded a passive period wherein to store up strength that should enable him to withstand the wear and tear of regrets which would surely set in soon. It was the case with Somerset as with others of his temperament, that he did not feel a blow of this sort immediately; and what often seemed like stoicism after misfortune was only the neutral numbness of transition from palpitating hope to assured wretchedness.


  He walked round and round the fair till all the exhibitors knew him by sight, and when the sun got low he turned into the Erbprinzen-Strasse, now raked from end to end by ensaffroned rays of level light. Seeking his hotel he dined there, and left by the evening train for Heidelberg.


  Heidelberg with its romantic surroundings was not precisely the place calculated to heal Somerset’s wounded heart. He had known the town of yore, and his recollections of that period, when, unfettered in fancy, he had transferred to his sketch-book the fine Renaissance details of the Otto-Heinrichs-Bau, came back with unpleasant force. He knew of some carved cask-heads and other curious wood-work in the castle cellars, copies of which, being unobtainable by photographs, he had intended to make if all went well between Paula and himself. The zest for this was now well-nigh over. But on awaking in the morning and looking up the valley towards the castle, and at the dark green height of the Königsstuhl alongside, he felt that to become vanquished by a passion, driven to suffer, fast, and pray in the dull pains and vapours of despised love, was a contingency not to be welcomed too readily. Thereupon he set himself to learn the sad science of renunciation, which everybody has to learn in his degree—either rebelling throughout the lesson, or, like Somerset, taking to it kindly by force of judgment. A more obstinate pupil might have altogether escaped the lesson in the present case by discovering its illegality.


  Resolving to persevere in the heretofore satisfactory paths of art while life and faculties were left, though every instinct must proclaim that there would be no longer any collateral attraction in that pursuit, he went along under the trees of the Anlage and reached the castle vaults, in whose cool shades he spent the afternoon, working out his intentions with fair result. When he had strolled back to his hotel in the evening the time was approaching for the table-d’hôte. Having seated himself rather early, he spent the few minutes of waiting in looking over his pocket-book, and putting a few finishing touches to the afternoon performance whilst the objects were fresh in his memory. Thus occupied he was but dimly conscious of the customary rustle of dresses and pulling up of chairs by the crowd of other diners as they gathered around him. Serving began, and he put away his book and prepared for the meal. He had hardly done this when he became conscious that the person on his left hand was not the typical cosmopolite with boundless hotel knowledge and irrelevant experiences that he was accustomed to find next him, but a face he recognized as that of a young man whom he had met and talked to at Stancy Castle garden-party, whose name he had now forgotten. This young fellow was conversing with somebody on his left hand—no other personage than Paula herself. Next to Paula he beheld de Stancy, and de Stancy’s sister beyond him. It was one of those gratuitous encounters which only happen to discarded lovers who have shown commendable stoicism under disappointment, as if on purpose to reopen and aggravate their wounds.


  It seemed as if the intervening traveller had met the other party by accident there and then. In a minute he turned and recognized Somerset, and by degrees the young men’s cursory remarks to each other developed into a pretty regular conversation, interrupted only when he turned to speak to Paula on his left hand.


  ‘Your architectural adviser travels in your party: how very convenient,’ said the young tourist to her. ‘Far pleasanter than having a medical attendant in one’s train!’


  Somerset, who had no distractions on the other side of him, could hear every word of this. He glanced at Paula. She hardly ever came to the table-d’hôte, and had not known of his presence in the room till now. Their eyes met for a second, and she bowed sedately. Somerset returned her bow, and her eyes were quickly withdrawn with scarcely visible confusion.


  ‘Mr. Somerset is not travelling with us,’ she said. ‘We have met by accident. Mr. Somerset came to me on business a little while ago.’


  ‘I must congratulate you on having put the castle into good hands,’ continued the enthusiastic young man.


  ‘I believe Mr. Somerset is quite competent,’ said Paula stiffly.


  To include Somerset in the conversation the young man turned to him and added: ‘You carry on your work at the castle con amore, no doubt?’


  ‘There is work I should like better,’ said Somerset.


  ‘Indeed?’


  The frigidity of his manner seemed to set her at ease by dispersing all fear of a scene; and alternate dialogues of this sort with the gentleman in their midst were more or less continued by both Paula and Somerset till they rose from table.


  In the bustle of moving out the two latter for one moment stood side by side.


  ‘Miss Power,’ said Somerset, in a low voice that was obscured by the rustle, ‘you have nothing more to say to me?’


  ‘I think there is nothing more?’ said Paula, lifting her eyes with longing reticence.


  ‘Then I take leave of you; and tender my best wishes that you may have a pleasant time before you! … I set out for England to-night.’


  ‘With a special photographer, no doubt?’


  It was the first time that she had addressed Somerset with a meaning distinctly bitter; and her remark, which had reference to the forged photograph, fell of course without its intended effect.


  ‘No, Miss Power,’ said Somerset gravely. ‘But with a deeper sense of woman’s thoughtless trifling than time will ever eradicate.’


  ‘Is not that a mistake?’ she asked in a voice that distinctly trembled.


  ‘A mistake? How?’


  ‘I mean, do you not forget many things?’ (throwing on him a troubled glance). ‘A woman may feel herself justified in her conduct, although it admits of no explanation.’


  ‘I don’t contest the point for a moment…. Good-bye.’


  ‘Good-bye.’


  They parted amid the flowering shrubs and caged birds in the hall, and he saw her no more. De Stancy came up, and spoke a few commonplace words, his sister having gone out, either without perceiving Somerset, or with intention to avoid him.


  That night, as he had said, he was on his way to England, and did not know that when Paula got to her room she abandoned herself to long and silent tears.


  ♣


  VII


  The de Stancys and Powers remained in Heidelberg for some days. All remarked that after Somerset’s departure Paula was frequently irritable, though at other times as serene as ever. Yet even when in a blithe and saucy mood there was at bottom a tinge of melancholy. Something did not lie easy in her undemonstrative heart, and all her friends excused the inequalities of a humour whose source, though not positively known, could be fairly well guessed.


  De Stancy had long since discovered that his chance lay chiefly in her recently acquired and fanciful prédilection d’artiste for hoary mediæval families with ancestors in alabaster and primogenitive renown. Seeing this he dwelt on those topics which brought out that aspect of himself more clearly, talking feudalism and chivalry with a zest that he had never hitherto shown. Yet it was not altogether factitious. For, discovering how much this quondam Puritan was interested in the attributes of long-chronicled houses, a reflected interest in himself arose in his own soul, and he began to wonder why he had not prized these things before. Till now disgusted by the failure of his family to hold its own in the turmoil between ancient and modern, he had grown to undervalue its past prestige; and it was with corrective ardour that he adopted while he ministered to her views.


  Henceforward the wooing of de Stancy took the form of an intermittent address, the incidents of their travel furnishing pegs whereon to hang his subject; sometimes hindering it, but seldom failing to produce in her a greater tolerance of his presence. His next opportunity was the day after Somerset’s departure from Heidelberg. They stood on the great terrace of the Schloss-Garten, looking across the intervening ravine to the north-east front of the castle which rose before them in all its customary warm tints and battered magnificence.


  ‘This is a spot, if any, which should bring matters to a crisis between you and me,’ he asserted good-humouredly. ‘But you have been so silent to-day that I lose the spirit to take advantage of my privilege.’


  She inquired what privilege he spoke of, as if quite another subject had been in her mind than de Stancy.


  ‘The privilege of winning your heart if I can, which you gave me at Carlsruhe.’


  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, I’ve been thinking of that. But I do not feel myself absolutely bound by the statement I made in that room; and I shall expect, if I withdraw it, not to be called to account by you.’


  De Stancy looked rather blank.


  ‘If you recede from your promise you will doubtless have good reason. But I must solemnly beg you, after raising my hopes, to keep as near as you can to your word, so as not to throw me into utter despair.’


  Paula dropped her glance into the Thier-Garten below them, where gay promenaders were clambering up between the bushes and flowers. At length she said, with evident embarrassment, but with much distinctness: ‘I deserve much more blame for what I have done than you can express to me. I will confess to you the whole truth. All that I told you in the hotel at Carlsruhe was said in a moment of pique at what had happened just before you came in. It was supposed I was much involved with another man, and circumstances made the supposition particularly objectionable. To escape it I jumped at the alternative of yourself.’


  ‘That’s bad for me!’ he murmured.


  ‘If after this avowal you bind me to my words I shall say no more: I do not wish to recede from them without your full permission.’


  ‘What a caprice! But I release you unconditionally,’ he said. ‘And I beg your pardon if I seemed to show too much assurance. Please put it down to my gratified excitement. I entirely acquiesce in your wish. I will go away to whatever place you please, and not come near you but by your own permission, and till you are quite satisfied that my presence and what it may lead to is not undesirable. I entirely give way before you, and will endeavour to make my future devotedness, if ever we meet again, a new ground for expecting your favour.’


  Paula seemed struck by the generous and cheerful fairness of his remarks, and said gently, ‘Perhaps your departure is not absolutely necessary for my happiness; and I do not wish from what you call caprice——’


  ‘I retract that word.’


  ‘Well, whatever it is, I don’t wish you to do anything which should cause you real pain, or trouble, or humiliation.’


  ‘That’s very good of you.’


  ‘But I reserve to myself the right to accept or refuse your addresses—just as if those rash words of mine had never been spoken.’


  ‘I must bear it all as best I can, I suppose,’ said de Stancy, with melancholy humorousness.


  ‘And I shall treat you as your behaviour shall seem to deserve,’ she said playfully.


  ‘Then I may stay?’


  ‘Yes; I am willing to give you that pleasure, if it is one, in return for the attentions you have shown, and the trouble you have taken to make my journey pleasant.’


  She walked on and discovered Mrs. Goodman near, and presently the whole party met together. De Stancy did not find himself again at her side till later in the afternoon, when they had left the immediate precincts of the castle and decided on a drive to the Königsstuhl.


  The carriage, containing only Mrs. Goodman, was driven a short way up the winding incline, Paula, her uncle, and Miss de Stancy walking behind under the shadow of the trees. Then Mrs. Goodman called to them and asked when they were going to join her.


  ‘We are going to walk up,’ said Mr. Power.


  Paula seemed seized with a spirit of boisterousness quite unlike her usual behaviour. ‘My aunt may drive up, and you may walk up; but I shall run up,’ she said. ‘See, here’s a way.’ She tripped towards a path through the bushes which, instead of winding like the regular track, made straight for the summit.


  Paula had not the remotest conception of the actual distance to the top, imagining it to be but a couple of hundred yards at the outside, whereas it was really nearer a mile, the ascent being uniformly steep all the way. When her uncle and de Stancy had seen her vanish they stood still, the former evidently reluctant to forsake the easy ascent for a difficult one, though he said, ‘We can’t let her go alone that way, I suppose.’


  ‘No, of course not,’ said de Stancy.


  They then followed in the direction taken by Paula, Charlotte entering the carriage. When Power and de Stancy had ascended about fifty yards the former looked back, and dropped off from the pursuit, to return to the easy route, giving his companion a parting hint concerning Paula. Whereupon de Stancy went on alone. He soon saw Paula above him in the path, which ascended skyward straight as Jacob’s Ladder, but was so overhung by the brushwood as to be quite shut out from the sun. When he reached her side she was moving easily upward, apparently enjoying the seclusion which the place afforded.


  ‘Is not my uncle with you?’ she said, on turning and seeing him.


  ‘He went back,’ said de Stancy.


  She replied that it was of no consequence; that she should meet him at the top, she supposed.


  Paula looked up amid the green light which filtered through the leafage as far as her eyes could stretch. But the top did not appear, and she allowed de Stancy to get in front. ‘It did not seem such a long way as this, to look at,’ she presently said.


  He explained that the trees had deceived her as to the real height, by reason of her seeing the slope foreshortened when she looked up from the castle. ‘Allow me to help you,’ he added.


  ‘No, thank you,’ said Paula lightly; ‘we must be near the top.’


  They went on again; but no Königsstuhl. When next de Stancy turned he found that she was sitting down; immediately going back he offered his arm. She took it in silence, declaring that it was no wonder her uncle did not come that wearisome way, if he had ever been there before.


  De Stancy did not explain that Mr. Power had said to him at parting, ‘There’s a chance for you, if you want one,’ but at once went on with the subject begun on the terrace. ‘If my behaviour is good, you will reaffirm the statement made at Carlsruhe?’


  ‘It is not fair to begin that now!’ expostulated Paula; ‘I can only think of getting to the top.’


  Her colour deepening by the exertion, he suggested that she should sit down again on one of the mossy boulders by the wayside. Nothing loth she did, de Stancy standing by, and with his cane scratching the moss from the stone.


  ‘This is rather awkward,’ said Paula, in her usual circumspect way. ‘My relatives and your sister will be sure to suspect me of having arranged this scramble with you.’


  ‘But I know better,’ sighed de Stancy. ‘I wish to Heaven you had arranged it!’


  She was not at the top, but she took advantage of the halt to answer his previous question. ‘There are many points on which I must be satisfied before I can reaffirm anything. Do you not see that you are mistaken in clinging to this idea?—that you are laying up mortification and disappointment for yourself?’


  ‘A positive No from you would be disappointment, early or late.’


  ‘And you prefer having it late to accepting it now? If I were a man, I should like to abandon a false scent as soon as possible.’


  ‘I suppose all that has but one meaning: that I am to go.’


  ‘O no,’ she magnanimously assured him, bounding up from her seat; ‘I adhere to my statement that you may stay; though it is true something may possibly happen to make me alter my mind.’


  He again offered his arm, and from sheer necessity she leant upon it as before.


  ‘Grant me but a moment’s patience,’ he began.


  ‘Captain de Stancy! Is this fair? I am physically obliged to hold your arm, so that I must listen to what you say!’


  ‘No, it is not fair; ’pon my soul it is not!’ said de Stancy. ‘I won’t say another word.’


  He did not; and they clambered on through the boughs, nothing disturbing the solitude but the rustle of their own footsteps and the singing of birds overhead. They occasionally got a peep at the sky; and whenever a twig hung out in a position to strike Paula’s face the gallant captain bent it aside with his stick. But she did not thank him. Perhaps he was just as well satisfied as if she had done so.


  Paula, panting, broke the silence: ‘Will you go on, and discover if the top is near?’


  He went on. This time the top was near. When he returned she was sitting where he had left her among the leaves. ‘It is quite near now,’ he told her tenderly, and she took his arm again without a word. Soon the path changed its nature from a steep and rugged watercourse to a level green promenade.


  ‘Thank you, Captain de Stancy,’ she said, letting go his arm as if relieved.


  Before them rose the tower, and at the base they beheld two of their friends, Mr. Power being seen above, looking over the parapet through his glass.


  ‘You will go to the top now?’ said de Stancy.


  ‘No, I take no interest in it. My interest has turned to fatigue. I only want to go home.’


  He took her on to where the carriage stood at the foot of the tower, and leaving her with his sister ascended the turret to the top. The landscape had quite changed from its afternoon appearance, and had become rather marvellous than beautiful. The air was charged with a lurid exhalation that blurred the extensive view. He could see the distant Rhine at its junction with the Neckar, shining like a blood-red worm through the mist which was gradually wrapping up the declining sun. The scene had in it something that was more than melancholy, and not much less than tragic; but for de Stancy such evening effects possessed little meaning. He was engaged in an enterprise that taxed all his resources, and had no sentiments to spare for air, earth or skies.


  ‘Remarkable scene,’ said Power, mildly, at his elbow.


  ‘Yes; I dare say it is,’ said de Stancy. ‘Time has been when I should have held forth upon such a prospect, and wondered if its livid colours shadowed out my own life, et cætera, et cætera. But, begad, I have almost forgotten there’s such a thing as Nature, and I care for nothing but a comfortable life, and a certain woman who does not care for me! … Now shall we go down?’


  ♣


  VIII


  It was quite true that de Stancy at the present period of his existence wished only to escape from the hurly-burly of active life, and to win the affection of Paula Power. There were, however, occasions when a recollection of his old renunciatory vows would obtrude itself upon him, and tinge his present with wayward bitterness. So much was this the case that a day or two after they had arrived at Mainz he could not refrain from making remarks almost prejudicial to his cause, saying to her, ‘I am unfortunate in my situation. There are, unhappily, worldly reasons why I should pretend to love you, even if I do not: they are so strong that, though really loving you, perhaps they enter into my thoughts of you.’


  ‘I don’t want to know what such reasons are,’ said Paula, with promptness, for it required but little astuteness to discover that he alluded to the alienated Wessex home and estates. ‘You lack tone,’ she gently added: ‘that’s why the situation of affairs seems distasteful to you.’


  ‘Yes, I suppose I am ill. And yet I am well enough.’


  These remarks passed under a tree in the public gardens during an odd minute of waiting for Charlotte and Mrs. Goodman; and he said no more to her in private that day. Few as her words had been he liked them better than any he had lately received. The conversation was not resumed till they were gliding ‘between the banks that bear the vine,’ on board one of the Rhine steamboats, which, like the hotels in this early summer time, were comparatively free from other English travellers; so that everywhere Paula and her party were received with open arms and cheerful countenances, as among the first swallows of the season.


  The saloon of the steamboat was quite empty, the few passengers being outside; and this paucity of voyagers afforded de Stancy a roomy opportunity.


  Paula saw him approach her, and there appearing in his face signs that he would begin again on the eternal subject, she seemed to be struck with a sense of the ludicrous.


  De Stancy reddened. ‘Something seems to amuse you,’ he said.


  ‘It is over,’ she replied, becoming serious.


  ‘Was it about me, and this unhappy fever in me?’


  ‘If I speak the truth I must say it was.’


  ‘You thought, “Here’s that absurd man again, going to begin his daily supplication.”’


  ‘Not “absurd,”’ she said, with emphasis; ‘because I don’t think it is absurd.’


  She continued looking through the windows at the Lurlei Heights under which they were now passing, and he remained with his eyes on her.


  ‘May I stay here with you?’ he said at last. ‘I have not had a word with you alone for four-and-twenty hours.’


  ‘You must be cheerful, then.’


  ‘You have said such as that before. I wish you would say “loving” instead of “cheerful.”’


  ‘Yes, I know, I know,’ she responded, with impatient perplexity. ‘But why must you think of me—me only? Is there no other woman in the world who has the power to make you happy? I am sure there must be.’


  ‘Perhaps there is; but I have never seen her.’


  ‘Then look for her; and believe me when I say that you will certainly find her.’


  He shook his head.


  ‘Captain de Stancy, I have long felt for you,’ she continued, with a frank glance into his face. ‘You have deprived yourself too long of other women’s company. Why not go away for a little time? and when you have found somebody else likely to make you happy, you can meet me again. I will see you at your father’s house, and we will enjoy all the pleasure of easy friendship.’


  ‘Very correct; and very cold, O best of women!’


  ‘You are too full of exclamations and transports, I think!’


  They stood in silence, Paula apparently much interested in the manœuvring of a raft which was passing by. ‘Dear Miss Power,’ he resumed, ‘before I go and join your uncle above, let me just ask, Do I stand any chance at all yet? Is it possible you can never be more pliant than you have been?’


  ‘You put me out of all patience!’


  ‘But why did you raise my hopes? You should at least pity me after doing that.’


  ‘Yes; it’s that again! I unfortunately raised your hopes because I was a fool—was not myself that moment. Now question me no more. As it is I think you presume too much upon my becoming yours as the consequence of my having dismissed another.’


  ‘Not on becoming mine, but on listening to me.’


  ‘Your argument would be reasonable enough had I led you to believe I would listen to you—and ultimately accept you; but that I have not done. I see now that a woman who gives a man an answer one shade less peremptory than a harsh negative may be carried beyond her intentions, and out of her own power before she knows it.’


  ‘Chide me if you will; I don’t care!’


  She looked steadfastly at him with a little mischief in her eyes. ‘You do care,’ she said.


  ‘Then why don’t you listen to me? I would not persevere for a moment longer if it were against the wishes of your family. Your uncle says it would give him pleasure to see you accept me.’


  ‘Does he say why?’ she asked thoughtfully.


  ‘Yes; he takes, of course, a practical view of the matter; he thinks it commends itself so to reason and common sense that the owner of Stancy Castle should become a member of the de Stancy family.’


  ‘Yes, that’s the horrid plague of it,’ she said, with a nonchalance which seemed to contradict her words. ‘It is so dreadfully reasonable that we should marry. I wish it wasn’t!’


  ‘Well, you are younger than I, and perhaps that’s a natural wish. But to me it seems a felicitous combination not often met with. I confess that your interest in our family before you knew me lent a stability to my hopes that otherwise they would not have had.’


  ‘My interest in the de Stancys has not been a personal interest except in the case of your sister,’ she returned. ‘It has been an historical interest only; and is not at all increased by your existence.’


  ‘And perhaps it is not diminished?’


  ‘No, I am not aware that it is diminished,’ she murmured, as she observed the gliding shore.


  ‘Well, you will allow me to say this, since I say it without reference to your personality or to mine—that the Power and de Stancy families are the complements to each other; and that, abstractedly, they call earnestly to one another: “How neat and fit a thing for us to join hands!”’


  Paula, who was not prudish when a direct appeal was made to her common sense, answered with ready candour: ‘Yes, from the point of view of domestic politics, that undoubtedly is the case. But I hope I am not so calculating as to risk happiness in order to round off a social idea.’


  ‘I hope not; or that I am either. Still the social idea exists, and my increased years make its excellence more obvious to me than to you.’


  The ice once broken on this aspect of the question, the subject seemed further to engross her, and she spoke on as if daringly inclined to venture where she had never anticipated going, deriving pleasure from the very strangeness of her temerity: ‘You mean that in the fitness of things I ought to become a de Stancy to strengthen my social position?’


  ‘And that I ought to strengthen mine by alliance with the heiress of a name so dear to engineering science as Power.’


  ‘Well, we are talking with unexpected frankness.’


  ‘But you are not seriously displeased with me for saying what, after all, one can’t help feeling and thinking?’


  ‘No. Only be so good as to leave off going further for the present. Indeed, of the two, I would rather have the other sort of address. I mean,’ she hastily added, ‘that what you urge as the result of a real affection, however unsuitable, I have some remote satisfaction in listening to—not the least from any reciprocal love on my side, but from a woman’s gratification at being the object of anybody’s devotion; for that feeling towards her is always regarded as a merit in a woman’s eye, and taken as a kindness by her, even when it is at the expense of her convenience.’


  She had said, voluntarily or involuntarily, better things than he expected, and perhaps too much in her own opinion, for she hardly gave him an opportunity of replying.


  They passed St. Goar and Boppard, and when steering round the sharp bend of the river just beyond the latter place de Stancy met her again, exclaiming, ‘You left me very suddenly.’


  ‘You must make allowances, please,’ she said; ‘I have always stood in need of them.’


  ‘Then you shall always have them.’


  ‘I don’t doubt it,’ she said quickly; but Paula was not to be caught again, and kept close to the side of her aunt while they glided past Braubach and Oberlahnstein. Approaching Coblenz her aunt said, ‘Paula, let me suggest that you be not so much alone with Captain de Stancy.’


  ‘And why?’ said Paula quietly.


  ‘You’ll have plenty of offers if you want them, without taking trouble,’ said the direct Mrs. Goodman. ‘Your existence is hardly known to the world yet, and Captain de Stancy is too near middle-age for a girl like you.’ Paula did not reply to either of these remarks, being seemingly so interested in Ehrenbreitstein’s heights as not to hear them.


  ♣


  IX


  It was midnight at Coblenz, and the travellers had retired to rest in their respective apartments, overlooking the river. Finding that there was a moon shining, Paula leant out of her window. The tall rock of Ehrenbreitstein on the opposite shore was flooded with light, and a belated steamer was drawing up to the landing-stage, where it presently deposited its passengers.


  ‘We should have come by the last boat, so as to have been touched into romance by the rays of this moon, like those happy people,’ said a voice.


  She looked towards the spot whence the voice proceeded, which was a window quite near at hand. De Stancy was smoking outside it, and she became aware that the words were addressed to her.


  ‘You left me very abruptly,’ he continued.


  Paula’s instinct of caution impelled her to speak. ‘The windows are all open,’ she murmured. ‘Please be careful.’


  ‘There are no English in this hotel except ourselves. I thank you for what you said to-day.’


  ‘Please be careful,’ she repeated.


  ‘My dear Miss P——’


  ‘Don’t mention names, and don’t continue the subject!’


  ‘Life and death perhaps depend upon my renewing it soon!’


  She shut the window decisively, possibly wondering if de Stancy had drunk a glass or two of Steinberg more than was good for him, and saw no more of moonlit Ehrenbreitstein that night, and heard no more of de Stancy. But it was some time before he closed his window, and previous to doing so saw a dark form at an adjoining one on the other side.


  It was Mr. Power, also taking the air.


  ‘Well, what luck to-day?’ said Power.


  ‘A decided advance,’ said de Stancy.


  None of the speakers knew that a little person in the room above heard all this out-of-window talk. Charlotte, though not looking out, had left her casement open; and what reached her ears set her wondering as to the result.


  It is not necessary to detail in full de Stancy’s imperceptible advances with Paula during that northward journey—so slowly performed that it seemed as if she must perceive there was a special reason for delaying her return to England. At Cologne one day he conveniently overtook her when she was ascending the hotel staircase. Seeing him, she went to the window of the entresol landing, which commanded a view of the Rhine, meaning that he should pass by to his room.


  ‘I have been very uneasy,’ began the captain, drawing up to her side; ‘and I am obliged to trouble you sooner than I meant to do.’


  Paula turned her eyes upon him with some curiosity as to what was coming of this respectful demeanour. ‘Indeed!’ she said.


  He then informed her that he had been overhauling himself since they last talked, and had some reason to blame himself for bluntness and general want of euphemism; which, although he had meant nothing by it, must have been very disgreeable disagreeable to her. But he had always aimed at sincerity, particularly as he had to deal with a lady who despised hypocrisy and was above flattery. However, he feared he might have carried his disregard for conventionality too far. But from that time he would promise that she should find an alteration by which he hoped he might return the friendship at least of a young lady he honoured more than any other in the world.


  This retrograde movement was evidently unexpected by the honoured young lady herself. After being so long accustomed to rebuke him for his persistence there was novelty in finding him do the work for her. The guess might even have been hazarded that there was also something disconcerting.


  Still looking across the river at the bridge of boats which stretched to the opposite suburb of Deutz: ‘You need not blame yourself,’ she said, with the mildest conceivable manner, ‘I can make allowances. All I wish is that you should remain under no misapprehension.’


  ‘I comprehend,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘But since, by a perverse fate, I have been thrown into your company, you could hardly expect me to feel and act otherwise.’


  ‘Perhaps not.’


  ‘Since I have so much reason to be dissatisfied with myself,’ he added, ‘I cannot refrain from criticizing elsewhere to a slight extent, and thinking I have to do with an ungenerous person.’


  ‘Why ungenerous?’


  ‘In this way; that since you do not love me, you see no reason at all for trying to do so in the fact that I so deeply love you; hence I say that you are rather to be distinguished by your wisdom than by your humanity.’


  ‘It comes to this, that if your words are all seriously meant it is much to be regretted we ever met!’ she murmured. ‘Now will you go on to where you were going, and leave me here?’


  Without a remonstrance he went on, saying with dejected whimsicality as he smiled back upon her, ‘You show a wisdom which for so young a lady is perfectly surprising.’


  It was resolved to prolong the journey by a circuit through Holland and Belgium; but nothing changed in the attitudes of Paula and Captain de Stancy till one afternoon during their stay at the Hague, when they had gone for a drive down to Scheveningen by the long straight avenue of chestnuts and limes, under whose boughs tufts of wild parsley waved their flowers, except where the buitenplaatsen of retired merchants blazed forth with new paint of every hue. On mounting the dune which kept out the sea behind the village a brisk breeze greeted their faces, and a fine sand blew up into their eyes. De Stancy screened Paula with his umbrella as they stood with their backs to the wind, looking down on the red roofs of the village within the sea wall, and pulling at the long grass which by some means found nourishment in the powdery soil of the dune.


  When they had discussed the scene he continued, ‘It always seems to me that this place reflects the average mood of human life. I mean, if we strike the balance between our best moods and our worst we shall find our average condition to stand at about the same pitch in emotional colour as these sandy dunes and this grey scene do in landscape.’


  Paula contended that he ought not to measure everybody by himself.


  ‘I have no other standard,’ said de Stancy; ‘and if my own is wrong, it is you who have made it so. Have you thought any more of what I said at Cologne?’


  ‘I don’t quite remember what you did say at Cologne?’


  ‘My dearest life!’ Paula’s eyes rounding somewhat, he corrected the exclamation. ‘My dear Miss Power, I will, without reserve, tell it to you all over again.’


  ‘Pray spare yourself the effort,’ she said drily. ‘What has that one fatal step betrayed me into! … Do you seriously mean to say that I am the cause of your life being coloured like this scene of grass and sand? If so, I have committed a very great fault!’


  ‘It can be nullified by a word.’


  ‘Such a word!’


  ‘It is a very short one.’


  ‘There’s a still shorter one more to the purpose. Frankly, I believe you suspect me to have some latent and unowned inclination for you—that you think speaking is the only point upon which I am backward…. There now, it is raining; what shall we do? I thought this wind meant rain.’


  ‘Do? Stand on here, as we are standing now.’


  ‘Your sister and my aunt are gone under the wall. I think we will walk towards them.’


  ‘You had made me hope,’ he continued (his thoughts apparently far away from the rain and the wind and the possibility of shelter), ‘that you might change your mind, and give to your original promise a liberal meaning in renewing it. In brief I mean this, that you would allow it to merge into an engagement. Don’t think it presumptuous,’ he went on, as he held the umbrella over her; ‘I am sure any man would speak as I do. A distinct permission to be with you on probation—that was what you gave me at Carlsruhe: and flinging casuistry on one side, what does that mean?’


  ‘That I am artistically interested in your family history.’ And she went out from the umbrella to the shelter of the hotel where she found her aunt and friend.


  De Stancy could not but feel that his persistence had made some impression. It was hardly possible that a woman of independent nature would have tolerated his dangling at her side so long, if his presence were wholly distasteful to her. That evening when driving back to the Hague by a devious route through the dense avenues of the Bosch he conversed with her again; also the next day when standing by the Vijver looking at the swans; and in each case she seemed to have at least got over her objection to being seen talking to him, apart from the remainder of the travelling party.


  Scenes very similar to those at Scheveningen and on the Rhine were enacted at later stages of their desultory journey. Mr. Power had proposed to cross from Rotterdam; but a stiff north-westerly breeze prevailing Paula herself became reluctant to hasten back to Stancy Castle. Turning abruptly they made for Brussels.


  It was here, while walking homeward from the Park one morning, that her uncle for the first time alluded to the situation of affairs between herself and her admirer. The captain had gone up the Rue Royale with his sister and Mrs. Goodman, either to show them the house in which the ball took place on the eve of Quatre Bras or some other site of interest, and the two Powers were thus left to themselves. To reach their hotel they passed into a little street sloping steeply down from the Rue Royale to the Place Ste. Gudule, where, at the moment of nearing the cathedral, a wedding party emerged from the porch and crossed in front of uncle and niece.


  ‘I hope,’ said the former, in his passionless way, ‘we shall see a performance of this sort between you and Captain de Stancy, not so very long after our return to England.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Paula, following the bride with her eyes.


  ‘It is diplomatically, as I may say, such a highly correct thing—such an expedient thing—such an obvious thing to all eyes.’


  ‘Not altogether to mine, uncle,’ she returned.


  ‘’Twould be a thousand pities to let slip such a neat offer of adjusting difficulties as accident makes you in this. You could marry more tin, that’s true; but you don’t want it, Paula. You want a name, and historic what-do-they-call-it. Now by coming to terms with the captain you’ll be Lady de Stancy in a few years: and a title which is useless to him, and a fortune and castle which are in some degree useless to you, will make a splendid whole useful to you both.’


  ‘I’ve thought it over—quite,’ she answered. ‘And I quite see what the advantages are. But how if I don’t care one atom for artistic completeness and a splendid whole; and do care very much to do what my fancy inclines me to do?’


  ‘Then I should say that, taking a comprehensive view of human nature of all colours, your fancy is about the silliest fancy existing on this earthly ball.’


  Paula laughed indifferently, and her uncle felt that, persistent as was his nature, he was the wrong man to influence her by argument. Paula’s blindness to the advantages of the match, if she were blind, was that of a woman who wouldn’t see, and the best argument was silence.


  This was in some measure proved the next morning. When Paula made her appearance Mrs. Goodman said, holding up an envelope: ‘Here’s a letter from Mr. Somerset.’


  ‘Dear me,’ said she blandly, though a quick little flush ascended her cheek. ‘I had nearly forgotten him!’


  The letter on being read contained a request as brief as it was unexpected. Having prepared all the drawings necessary for the rebuilding, Somerset begged leave to resign the superintendence of the work into other hands.


  ‘His letter caps your remarks very aptly,’ said Mrs. Goodman, with secret triumph. ‘You are nearly forgetting him, and he is quite forgetting you.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Paula, affecting carelessness. ‘Well, I must get somebody else, I suppose.’


  ♣


  X


  They next deviated to Amiens, intending to stay there only one night; but their schemes were deranged by the sudden illness of Charlotte. She had been looking unwell for a fortnight past, though, with her usual self-abnegation, she had made light of her ailment. Even now she declared she could go on; but this was said over-night, and in the morning it was abundantly evident that to move her was highly unadvisable. Still she was not in serious danger, and having called in a physician, who pronounced rest indispensable, they prepared to remain in the old Picard capital two or three additional days. Mr. Power thought he would take advantage of the halt to run up to Paris, leaving de Stancy in charge of the ladies.


  In more ways than in the illness of Charlotte this day was the harbinger of a crisis.


  It was a summer evening without a cloud. Charlotte had fallen asleep in her bed, and Paula, who had been sitting by her, looked out into the Place St. Denis, which the hotel commanded. The lawn of the square was all ablaze with red and yellow clumps of flowers, the acacia trees were brightly green, the sun was soft and low. Tempted by the prospect Paula went and put on her hat; and arousing her aunt, who was nodding in the next room, to request her to keep an ear on Charlotte’s bedroom, Paula descended into the Rue de Noyon alone, and entered the green enclosure.


  While she walked round, two or three little children in charge of a nurse trundled a large variegated ball along the grass, and it rolled to Paula’s feet. She smiled at them, and endeavoured to return it by a slight kick. The ball rose in the air, and passing over the back of a seat which stood under one of the trees, alighted in the lap of a gentleman hitherto screened by its boughs. The back and shoulders proved to be those of de Stancy. He turned his head, jumped up, and was at her side in an instant, a nettled flush having meanwhile crossed Paula’s face.


  ‘I thought you had gone to the Hotoie Promenade,’ she said hastily. ‘I am going to the cathedral’; (obviously uttered lest it should seem that she had seen him from the hotel windows, and entered the square for his company).


  ‘Of course: there is nothing else to go to here—even for Roundheads.’


  ‘If you mean me by that, you are very much mistaken,’ said she testily.


  ‘The Roundheads were your ancestors, and they knocked down my ancestors’ castle, and broke the stained glass and statuary of the cathedral,’ said de Stancy slily; ‘and now you go not only to a cathedral, but to a service of the unreformed Church in it.’


  ‘In a foreign country it is different from home,’ said Paula in extenuation; ‘and you of all men should not reproach me for tergiversation—when it has been brought about by—by my sympathies with——’


  ‘With the troubles of the de Stancys.’


  ‘Well, you know what I mean,’ she answered, with considerable anxiety not to be misunderstood; ‘my liking for the old castle, and what it contains, and what it suggests. I declare I will not explain to you further—why should I? I am not answerable to you!’


  Paula’s show of petulance was perhaps not wholly because she had appeared to seek him, but also from being reminded by his criticism that Mr. Woodwell’s prophecy on her weakly succumbing to surroundings was slowly working out its fulfilment.


  She moved forward towards the gate at the further end of the square, beyond which the cathedral lay at a very short distance. Paula did not turn her head, and de Stancy strolled slowly after her down the Rue du College. The day happened to be one of the church festivals, and people were a second time flocking into the lofty monument of Catholicism at its meridian. Paula vanished into the porch with the rest; and, almost catching the wicket as it flew back from her hand, he too entered the high-shouldered edifice—an edifice doomed to labour under the melancholy misfortune of seeming only half as vast as it really is, and as truly as whimsically described by Heine as a monument built with the strength of Titans, and decorated with the patience of dwarfs.


  De Stancy walked up the nave, so close beside her as to touch her dress; but she would not recognize his presence; the darkness that evening had thrown over the interior, which was scarcely broken by the few candles dotted about, being a sufficient excuse if she required one.


  ‘Miss Power,’ de Stancy said at last, ‘I am coming to the service with you.’


  She received the intelligence without surprise, and he knew she had been conscious of him all the way.


  Paula went no further than the middle of the nave, where there was hardly a soul, and took a chair beside a solitary rushlight which looked amid the vague gloom of the inaccessible architecture like a lighthouse at the foot of tall cliffs.


  He put his hand on the next chair, saying, ‘Do you object?’


  ‘Not at all,’ she replied; and he sat down.


  ‘Suppose we go into the choir,’ said de Stancy presently. ‘Nobody sits out here in the shadows.’


  ‘This is sufficiently near, and we have a candle,’ Paula murmured.


  Before another minute had passed the candle flame began to drown in its own grease, slowly dwindled, and went out.


  ‘I suppose that means I am to go into the choir in spite of myself. Heaven is on your side,’ said Paula. And rising they left their now totally dark corner, and joined the noiseless shadowy figures who in twos and threes kept passing up the nave.


  Within the choir there was a blaze of light, partly from the altar, and more particularly from the image of the saint whom they had assembled to honour, which stood, surrounded by candles and a thicket of flowering plants, some way in advance of the foot-pace. A secondary radiance from the same source was reflected upward into their faces by the polished marble pavement, except when interrupted by the shady forms of the officiating priests.


  When it was over and the people were moving off, de Stancy and his companion went towards the saint, now besieged by numbers of women anxious to claim the respective flower-pots they had lent for the decoration. As each struggled for her own, seized and marched off with it, Paula remarked—‘This rather spoils the solemn effect of what has gone before.’


  ‘I perceive you are a harsh Puritan.’


  ‘No, Captain de Stancy! Why will you speak so? I am far too much otherwise. I have grown to be so much of your way of thinking, that I accuse myself, and am accused by others, of being worldly, and half-and-half, and other dreadful things—though it isn’t that at all.’


  They were now walking down the nave, preceded by the sombre figures with the pot flowers, who were just visible in the rays that reached them through the distant choir screen at their back; while above the grey night sky and stars looked in upon them through the high clerestory windows.


  ‘Do be a little more of my way of thinking!’ rejoined de Stancy passionately.


  ‘Don’t, don’t speak,’ she said rapidly. ‘There are Milly and Champreau!’


  Milly was one of the maids, and Champreau the courier and valet who had been engaged by Abner Power. They had been sitting behind the other pair throughout the service, and indeed knew rather more of the relations between Paula and de Stancy than Paula knew herself.


  Hastening on the two latter went out, and walked together silently up the short street. The Place St. Denis was now lit up, lights shone from the hotel windows, and the world without the cathedral had so far advanced in nocturnal change that it seemed as if they had been gone from it for hours. Within the hotel they found the change even greater than without. Mrs. Goodman met them half-way on the stairs.


  ‘Poor Charlotte is worse,’ she said. ‘Quite feverish, and almost delirious.’


  Paula reproached herself with ‘Why did I go away!’


  The common interest of de Stancy and Paula in the sufferer at once reproduced an ease between them as nothing else could have done. The physician was again called in, who prescribed certain draughts, and recommended that some one should sit up with her that night. If Paula allowed demonstrations of love to escape her towards anybody it was towards Charlotte, and her instinct was at once to watch by the invalid’s couch herself, at least for some hours, it being deemed unnecessary to call in a regular nurse unless she should sicken further.


  ‘But I will sit with her,’ said de Stancy. ‘Surely you had better go to bed?’ Paula would not be persuaded; and thereupon de Stancy, saying he was going into the town for a short time before retiring, left the room.


  The last omnibus returned from the last train, and the inmates of the hotel retired to rest. Meanwhile a telegram had arrived for Captain de Stancy; but as he had not yet returned it was put in his bedroom, with directions to the night-porter to remind him of its arrival.


  Paula sat on with the sleeping Charlotte. Presently she retired into the adjacent sitting-room with a book, and flung herself on a couch, leaving the door open between her and her charge, in case the latter should awake. While she sat a new breathing seemed to mingle with the regular sound of Charlotte’s that reached her through the doorway: she turned quickly, and saw her uncle standing behind her.


  ‘O—I thought you were in Paris!’ said Paula.


  ‘I have just come from there—I could not stay. Something has occurred to my mind about this affair.’ His strangely marked visage, now more noticeable from being worn with fatigue, had a spectral effect by the night-light.


  ‘What affair?’


  ‘This marriage…. Paula, de Stancy is a good fellow enough, but you must not accept him just yet.’


  Paula did not answer.


  ‘Do you hear? You must not accept him,’ repeated her uncle, ‘till I have been to England and examined into matters. I start in an hour’s time—by the ten-minutes-past-two train.’


  ‘This is something very new!’


  ‘Yes—’tis new,’ he murmured, relapsing into his Dutch manner. ‘You must not accept him till something is made clear to me—something about a queer relationship. I have come from Paris to say so.’


  ‘Uncle, I don’t understand this. I am my own mistress in all matters, and though I don’t mind telling you I have by no means resolved to accept him, the question of her marriage is especially a woman’s own affair.’


  Her uncle stood irresolute for a moment, as if his convictions were more than his proofs. ‘I say no more at present,’ he murmured. ‘Can I do anything for you about a new architect?’


  ‘Appoint Havill.’


  ‘Very well. Good night.’ And then he left her. In a short time she heard him go down and out of the house to cross to England by the morning steamboat.


  With a little shrug, as if she resented his interference in so delicate a point, she settled herself down anew to her book.


  One, two, three hours passed, when Charlotte awoke, but soon slumbered sweetly again. Milly had stayed up for some time lest her mistress should require anything; but the girl being sleepy Paula sent her to bed.


  It was a lovely night of early summer, and drawing aside the window curtains she looked out upon the flowers and trees of the Place, now quite visible, for it was nearly three o’clock, and the morning light was growing strong. She turned her face upwards. Except in the case of one bedroom all the windows on that side of the hotel were in darkness. The room being rather close she left the casement ajar, and opening the door walked out upon the staircase landing. A number of caged canaries were kept here, and she observed in the dim light of the landing lamp how snugly their heads were all tucked in. On returning to the sitting-room again she could hear that Charlotte was still slumbering, and this encouraging circumstance disposed her to go to bed herself. Before, however, she had made a move a gentle tap came to the door.


  Paula opened it. There, in the faint light by the sleeping canaries, stood Charlotte’s brother.


  ‘How is she now?’ he whispered.


  ‘Sleeping soundly,’ said Paula.


  ‘That’s a blessing. I have not been to bed. I came in late, and have now come down to know if I had not better take your place?’


  ‘Nobody is required, I think. But you can judge for yourself.’


  Up to this point they had conversed in the doorway of the sitting-room, which de Stancy now entered, crossing it to Charlotte’s apartment. He came out from the latter at a pensive pace.


  ‘She is doing well,’ he said gently. ‘You have been very good to her. Was the chair I saw by her bed the one you have been sitting in all night?’


  ‘I sometimes sat there; sometimes here.’


  ‘I wish I could have sat beside you, and held your hand—I speak frankly.’


  ‘To excess.’


  ‘And why not? I do not wish to hide from you any corner of my breast, futile as candour may be. Just Heaven! for what reason is it ordered that courtship, in which soldiers are usually so successful, should be a failure with me?’


  ‘Your lack of foresight chiefly in nursing up feelings that were not encouraged. That, and my uncle’s stupid permission to you to travel with us, have precipitated our relations in a way that I could neither foresee nor avoid, though of late I have had apprehensions that it might come to this. You vex and disturb me by such words of regret.’


  ‘Not more than you vex and disturb me. But you cannot hate the man who loves you so devotedly?’


  ‘I have said before I don’t hate you. I repeat that I am interested in your family and its associations because of its complete contrast with my own.’ She might have added, ‘And I am additionally interested just now because my uncle has forbidden me to be.’


  ‘But you don’t care enough for me personally to save my happiness.’


  Paula hesitated; from the moment de Stancy confronted her she had felt that this nocturnal conversation was to be a grave business. The cathedral clock struck three. ‘I have thought once or twice,’ she said with a naïveté unusual in her, ‘that if I could be sure of giving peace and joy to your mind by becoming your wife, I ought to endeavour to do so and make the best of it—merely as a charity. But I believe that feeling is a mistake: your discontent is constitutional, and would go on just the same whether I accepted you or no. My refusal of you is purely an imaginary grievance.’


  ‘Not if I think otherwise.’


  ‘O no,’ she murmured, with a sense that the place was very lonely and silent. ‘If you think it otherwise, I suppose it is otherwise.’


  ‘My darling; my Paula!’ he said, seizing her hand. ‘Do promise me something. You must indeed!’


  ‘Captain de Stancy!’ she said, trembling and turning away. ‘Captain de Stancy!’ She tried to withdraw her fingers, then faced him, exclaiming in a firm voice a third time, ‘Captain de Stancy! let go my hand; for I tell you I will not marry you!’


  ‘Good God!’ he cried, dropping her hand. ‘What have I driven you to say in your anger! Retract it—O, retract it!’


  ‘Don’t urge me further, as you value my good opinion!’


  ‘To lose you now, is to lose you for ever. Come, please answer!’


  ‘I won’t be compelled!’ she interrupted with vehemence. ‘I am resolved not to be yours—not to give you an answer to-night! Never, never will I be reasoned out of my intention; and I say I won’t answer you to-night! I should never have let you be so much with me but for pity of you; and now it is come to this!’


  She had sunk into a chair, and now leaned upon her hand, and buried her face in her handkerchief. He had never caused her any such agitation as this before.


  ‘You stab me with your words,’ continued de Stancy. ‘The experience I have had with you is without parallel, Paula. It seems like a distracting dream.’


  ‘I won’t be hurried by anybody!’


  ‘That may mean anything,’ he said, with a perplexed, passionate air. ‘Well, mine is a fallen family, and we must abide caprices. Would to Heaven it were extinguished!’


  ‘What was extinguished?’ she murmured.


  ‘The de Stancys. Here am I, a homeless wanderer, living on my pay; in the next room lies she, my sister, a poor little fragile feverish invalid with no social position—and hardly a friend. We two represent the de Stancy line; and I wish we were behind the iron door of our old vault at Markton. It can be seen by looking at us and our circumstances that we cry for the earth and oblivion!’


  ‘Captain de Stancy, it is not like that, I assure you,’ sympathized Paula with damp eyelashes. ‘I love Charlotte too dearly for you to talk like that, indeed. I don’t want to marry you exactly: and yet I cannot bring myself to say I permanently reject you, because I remember you are Charlotte’s brother, and do not wish to be the cause of any morbid feelings in you which would ruin your future prospects.’


  ‘My dear life, what is it you doubt in me? Your earnestness not to do me harm makes it all the harder for me to think of never being more than a friend.’


  ‘Well, I have not positively refused!’ she exclaimed, in mixed tones of pity and distress. ‘Let me think it over a little while. It is not generous to urge so strongly before I can collect my thoughts, and at this midnight time!’


  ‘Darling, forgive it!—There, I’ll say no more.’


  He then offered to sit up in her place for the remainder of the night; but Paula declined, assuring him that she meant to stay only another half-hour, after which nobody would be necessary.


  He had already crossed the landing to ascend to his room, when she stepped after him, and asked if he had received his telegram.


  ‘No,’ said de Stancy. ‘Nor have I heard of one.’


  Paula explained that it was put in his room, that he might see it the moment he came in.


  ‘It matters very little,’ he replied, ‘since I shall see it now. Good-night, dearest: good-night!’ he added tenderly.


  She gravely shook her head. ‘It is not for you to express yourself like that,’ she answered. ‘Good-night, Captain de Stancy.’


  He went up the stairs to the second floor, and Paula returned to the sitting-room. Having left a light burning de Stancy proceeded to look for the telegram, and found it on the carpet, where it had been swept from the table. When he had opened the sheet a sudden solemnity overspread his face. He sat down, rested his elbows on the table, and his forehead on his hands.


  Captain de Stancy did not remain thus long. Rising he went softly downstairs. The grey morning had by this time crept into the hotel, rendering a light no longer necessary. The old clock on the landing was within a few minutes of four, and the birds were hopping up and down their cages, and whetting their bills. He tapped at the sitting-room, and she came instantly.


  ‘But I told you it was not necessary——’ she began.


  ‘Yes, but the telegram,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I wanted to let you know first that—it is very serious. Paula—my father is dead! He died suddenly yesterday, and I must go at once…. About Charlotte—and how to let her know——’


  ‘She must not be told yet,’ said Paula…. ‘Sir William dead!’


  ‘You think we had better not tell her just yet?’ said de Stancy anxiously. ‘That’s what I want to consult you about, if you—don’t mind my intruding.’


  ‘Certainly I don’t,’ she said.


  They continued the discussion for some time; and it was decided that Charlotte should not be informed of what had happened till the doctor had been consulted, Paula promising to account for her brother’s departure.


  De Stancy then prepared to leave for England by the first morning train, and roused the night-porter, which functionary, having packed off Abner Power, was discovered asleep on the sofa of the landlord’s parlour. At half-past five Paula, who in the interim had been pensively sitting with her hand to her chin, quite forgetting that she had meant to go to bed, heard wheels without, and looked from the window. A fly had been brought round, and one of the hotel servants was in the act of putting up a portmanteau with de Stancy’s initials upon it. A minute afterwards the captain came to her door.


  ‘I thought you had not gone to bed, after all.’


  ‘I was anxious to see you off,’ said she, ‘since neither of the others is awake; and you wished me not to rouse them.’


  ‘Quite right, you are very good;’ and lowering his voice: ‘Paula, it is a sad and solemn time with me.—Will you grant me one word—not on our last sad subject, but on the previous one—before I part with you to go and bury my father?’


  ‘Certainly,’ she said, in gentle accents.


  ‘Then have you thought over my position? Will you at last have pity upon my loneliness by becoming my wife?’


  Paula sighed deeply; and said, ‘Yes.’


  ‘Your hand upon it.’


  She gave him her hand: he held it a few moments, then raised it to his lips, and was gone.


  When Mrs. Goodman rose she was informed of Sir William’s death, and of his son’s departure.


  ‘Then the captain is now Sir William de Stancy!’ she exclaimed. ‘Really, Paula, since you would be Lady de Stancy by marrying him, I almost think——’


  ‘Hush, aunt!’


  ‘Well; what are you writing there?’


  ‘Only entering in my diary that I accepted him this morning for pity’s sake, in spite of Uncle Abner. They’ll say it was for the title, but knowing it was not I don’t care.’


  ♣


  XI


  On the evening of the fourth day after the parting between Paula and de Stancy at Amiens, when it was quite dark in the Markton highway, except in so far as the shades were broken by the faint lights from the adjacent town, a young man knocked softly at the door of Myrtle Villa, and asked if Captain de Stancy had arrived from abroad. He was answered in the affirmative, and in a few moments the captain himself came from an adjoining room.


  Seeing that his visitor was Dare, from whom, as will be remembered, he had parted at Carlsruhe in no very satisfied mood, de Stancy did not ask him into the house, but putting on his hat went out with the youth into the public road. Here they conversed as they walked up and down, Dare beginning by alluding to the death of Sir William, the suddenness of which he feared would delay Captain de Stancy’s overtures for the hand of Miss Power.


  ‘No,’ said de Stancy moodily. ‘On the contrary, it has precipitated matters.’


  ‘She has accepted you, captain?’


  ‘We are engaged to be married.’


  ‘Well done! I congratulate you.’ The speaker was about to proceed to further triumphant notes on the intelligence, when casting his eye upon the upper windows of the villa, he appeared to reflect on what was within them, and checking himself, ‘When is the funeral to be?’


  ‘To-morrow,’ de Stancy replied. ‘It would be advisable for you not to come near me during the day.’


  ‘I will not. I will be a mere spectator. The old vault of our ancestors will be opened, I presume, captain?’


  ‘It is opened.’


  ‘I must see it—and ruminate on what we once were: it is a thing I like doing. The ghosts of our dead—— Ah, what was that?’


  ‘I heard nothing.’


  ‘I thought I heard a footstep behind us.’


  They stood still; but the road appeared to be quite deserted, and likely to continue so for the remainder of that evening. They walked on again, speaking in somewhat lower tones than before.


  ‘Will the late Sir William’s death delay the wedding much?’ asked the younger man curiously.


  De Stancy languidly answered that he did not see why it should do so. Some little time would of course intervene, but, since there were several reasons for dispatch, he should urge Miss Power and her relatives to consent to a virtually private wedding which might take place at a very early date; and he thought there would be a general consent on that point.


  ‘There are indeed reasons for dispatch. Your title, Sir William, is a new safeguard over her heart, certainly; but there is many a slip, and you must not lose her now.’


  ‘I don’t mean to lose her!’ said de Stancy. ‘She is too good to be lost. And yet—since she gave her promise I have felt more than once that I would not engage in such a struggle again. It was not a thing of my beginning, though I was easily enough inflamed to follow. But I will not lose her now.—For God’s sake, keep that secret you have so foolishly pricked on your breast. It fills me with remorse to think what she with her scrupulous notions will feel, should she ever know of you and your history, and your relation to me!’


  Dare made no reply till after a silence, when he said, ‘Of course mum’s the word till the wedding is over.’


  ‘And afterwards—promise that for her sake?’


  ‘And probably afterwards.’


  Sir William de Stancy drew a dejected breath at the tone of the answer. They conversed but a little while longer, the captain hinting to Dare that it was time for them to part; not, however, before he had uttered a hope that the young man would turn over a new leaf and engage in some regular pursuit. Promising to call upon him at his lodgings de Stancy went indoors, and Dare briskly retraced his steps to Markton.


  When his footfall had died away, and the door of the house opposite had been closed, another man appeared upon the scene. He came gently out of the hedge opposite Myrtle Villa, which he paused to regard for a moment. Then he also went in the Markton direction; but instead of passing through the little town he rounded its outskirts, and so reached the lodge of Stancy Castle.


  Here he pulled the wooden acorn beside the arch, and when the porter appeared his light revealed the pedestrian’s countenance to be scathed, as by lightning.


  ‘I beg your pardon, Mr. Power,’ said the porter with sudden deference as he opened the wicket. ‘But we wasn’t expecting anybody to-night, as there is nobody at home, and the servants on board wages; and that’s why I was so long a-coming.’


  ‘No matter, no matter,’ said Abner Power. ‘I have returned on sudden business, and have not come to stay longer than to-night. Your mistress is not with me. I meant to sleep in Markton, but have changed my mind.’


  Mr. Power had brought no luggage with him beyond a small hand-bag, and as soon as a room could be got ready he retired to bed.


  The next morning he passed in idly walking about the grounds and observing the progress which had been made in the works—now temporarily suspended. But that inspection was less his object in remaining there than meditation, was abundantly evident. When the bell began to toll from the neighbouring church of Markton to announce the burial of Sir William de Stancy, he passed through the castle, and went on foot in the direction indicated by the sound. Reaching the margin of the churchyard he looked over the wall, his presence being masked by bushes and a group of idlers who stood in front. Soon a funeral procession of simple—almost meagre and threadbare—character arrived, but Power did not join the people who followed the deceased into the church. De Stancy was the chief mourner and only relation present, the other followers of the broken-down old man being an ancient lawyer, a couple of faithful servants, and a bowed villager who had been page to the late Sir William’s father—the single living person left in the parish who remembered the de Stancys as people of wealth and influence, and who firmly believed that family would come into its rights ere long, and oust the uncircumcized Philistines who had taken possession of the old lands.


  The funeral was over, and the rusty carriages had gone, together with many of the spectators; but Power lingered in the churchyard as if he were looking for some one. At length he entered the church, passing by the cavernous pitfall with descending steps which stood open outside the wall of the de Stancy aisle. Arrived within he scanned the few idlers of antiquarian tastes who had remained after the service to inspect the monuments; and beside a recumbent effigy—the effigy in alabaster whose features Paula had wiped with her handkerchief when there with Somerset—he beheld the man it had been his business to find. Abner Power went up and touched this person, who was Dare, on the shoulder.


  ‘Mr. Power—so it is!’ said the youth. ‘I have not seen you since we met in Carlsruhe.’


  ‘You shall see all the more of me now to make up for it. Shall we walk round the church?’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said Dare.


  They walked round; and Abner Power began in a sardonic recitative: ‘I am a traveller, and it takes a good deal to astonish me. So I neither swooned nor screamed when I learnt a few hours ago what I had suspected for a week, that you are of the house and lineage of Jacob.’ He flung a nod towards the canopied tombs as he spoke.—‘In other words, that you are of the same breed as the de Stancys.’


  Dare cursorily glanced round. Nobody was near enough to hear their words, the nearest persons being two workmen just outside, who were bringing their tools up from the vault preparatively to closing it.


  Having observed this Dare replied, ‘I, too, am a traveller; and neither do I swoon nor scream at what you say. But I assure you that if you busy yourself about me, you may truly be said to busy yourself about nothing.’


  ‘Well, that’s a matter of opinion. Now, there’s no scarlet left in my face to blush for men’s follies; but as an alliance is afoot between my niece and the present Sir William, this must be looked into.’


  Dare reflectively said ‘Oh,’ as he observed through the window one of the workmen bring up a candle from the vault and extinguish it with his fingers.


  ‘The marriage is desirable, and your relationship in itself is of no consequence,’ continued the elder; ‘but just look at this. You have forced on the marriage by unscrupulous means, your object being only too clearly to live out of the proceeds of that marriage.’


  ‘Mr. Power, you mock me, because I labour under the misfortune of having an illegitimate father to provide for. I really deserve commiseration.’


  ‘You might deserve it if that were all. But it looks bad for my niece’s happiness as Lady de Stancy, that she and her husband are to be perpetually haunted by a young chevalier d’industrie, who can forge a telegram on occasion, and libel an innocent man by an ingenious device in photography. It looks so bad, in short, that, advantageous as a title and old family name would be to her and her children, I won’t let my brother’s daughter run the risk of having them at the expense of being in the grip of a man like you. There are other suitors in the world, and other titles: and she is a beautiful woman, who can well afford to be fastidious. I shall let her know at once of these things and break off the business—unless you do one thing.’


  A workman brought up another candle from the vault, and prepared to let down the slab. ‘Well, Mr. Power, and what is that one thing?’


  ‘Go to Peru as my agent in a business I have just undertaken there.’


  ‘And settle there?’


  ‘Of course. I am soon going over myself, and will bring you anything you require.’


  ‘How long will you give me to consider?’ said Dare.


  Power looked at his watch. ‘One, two, three, four hours,’ he said. ‘I leave Markton by the seven o’clock train this evening.’


  ‘And if I meet your proposal with a negative?’


  ‘I shall go at once to my niece and tell her the whole circumstances—tell her that, by marrying Sir William, she allies herself with an unhappy gentleman in the power of a criminal son who makes his life a burden to him by perpetual demands upon his purse; who will increase those demands with his accession to wealth, threaten to degrade her by exposing her husband’s antecedents if she opposes his extortions, and who will make her miserable by letting her know that her old lover was shamefully victimized by a youth she is bound to screen out of respect to her husband’s feelings. Now a man does not care to let his own flesh and blood incur the danger of such anguish as that, and I shall do what I say to prevent it. Knowing what a lukewarm sentiment hers is for Sir William at best, I shall not have much difficulty.’


  ‘Well, I don’t feel inclined to go to Peru.’


  ‘Neither do I want to break off the match, though I am ready to do it. But you care about your personal freedom, and you might be made to wear the broad arrow for your tricks on Somerset.’


  ‘Mr. Power, I see you are a hard man.’


  ‘I am a hard man. You will find me one. Well, will you go to Peru? Or I don’t mind Australia or California as alternatives. As long as you choose to remain in either of those wealth-producing places, so long will Cunningham Haze go uninformed.’


  ‘Mr. Power, I am overcome. Will you allow me to sit down? Suppose we go into the vestry. It is more comfortable.’


  They entered the vestry, and seated themselves in two chairs, one at each end of the table.


  ‘In the meantime,’ continued Dare, ‘to lend a little romance to stern realities, I’ll tell you a singular dream I had just before you returned to England.’ Power looked contemptuous, but Dare went on: ‘I dreamt that once upon a time there were two brothers, born of a Nonconformist family, one of whom became a railway-contractor, and the other a mechanical engineer.’


  ‘A mechanical engineer—good,’ said Power, beginning to attend.


  ‘When the first went abroad in his profession, and became engaged on continental railways, the second, a younger man, looking round for a start, also betook himself to the continent. But though ingenious and scientific, he had not the business capacity of the elder, whose rebukes led to a sharp quarrel between them; and they parted in bitter estrangement—never to meet again as it turned out, owing to the dogged obstinacy and self-will of the younger man. He, after this, seemed to lose his moral ballast altogether, and after some eccentric doings he was reduced to a state of proverty, poverty, and took lodgings in a court in a back street of a town we will call Geneva, considerably in doubt as to what steps he should take to keep body and soul together.’


  Abner Power was shooting a narrow ray of eyesight at Dare from the corner of his nearly closed lids. ‘Your dream is so interesting,’ he said, with a hard smile, ‘that I could listen to it all day.’


  ‘Excellent!’ said Dare, and went on: ‘Now it so happened that the house opposite to the one taken by the mechanician was peculiar. It was a tall narrow building, wholly unornamented, the walls covered with a layer of white plaster cracked and soiled by time. I seem to see that house now! Six stone steps led up to the door, with a rusty iron railing on each side, and under these steps were others which went down to a cellar—in my dream of course.’


  ‘Of course—in your dream,’ said Power, nodding comprehensively.


  ‘Sitting lonely and apathetic without a light, at his own chamber-window at night time, our mechanician frequently observed dark figures descending these steps, and ultimately discovered that the house was the meeting-place of a fraternity of political philosophers, whose object was the extermination of tyrants and despots, and the overthrow of established religions. The discovery was startling enough, but our hero was not easily startled. He kept their secret and lived on as before. At last the mechanician and his affairs became known to the society, as the affairs of the society had become known to the mechanician, and, instead of shooting him as one who knew too much for their safety, they were struck with his faculty for silence, and thought they might be able to make use of him.’


  ‘To be sure,’ said Abner Power.


  ‘Next, like friend Bunyan, I saw in my dream that denunciation was the breath of life to this society. At an earlier date in its history, objectionable persons in power had been from time to time murdered, and curiously enough numbered; that is, upon the body of each was set a mark or seal, announcing that he was one of a series. But at this time the question before the society related to the substitution for the dagger, which was vetoed as obsolete, of some explosive machine that would be both more effectual and less difficult to manage; and in short, a large reward was offered to our needy Englishman if he put their ideas of such a machine into shape.’


  Abner Power nodded again, his complexion being peculiar—which might partly have been accounted for by the reflexion of window-light from the green-baize table-cloth.


  ‘He agreed, though no politician whatever himself, to exercise his wits on their account, and brought his machine to such a pitch of perfection, that it was the identical one used in the memorable attempt—’ (Dare whispered the remainder of the sentence in tones so low that not a mouse in the corner could have heard.) ‘Well, the inventor of that explosive has naturally been wanted ever since by all the heads of police in Europe. But the most curious—or perhaps the most natural—part of my story is, that our hero, after the catastrophe, grew disgusted with himself and his comrades, acquired, in a fit of revulsion, quite a conservative taste in politics, which was strengthened greatly by the news he indirectly received of the great wealth and respectability of his brother, who had had no communion with him for years, and supposed him dead. He abjured his employers and resolved to abandon them; but before coming to England he decided to destroy all trace of his combustible inventions by dropping them into the neighbouring lake at night from a boat. You feel the room close, Mr. Power?’


  ‘No, I suffer from attacks of perspiration whenever I sit in a consecrated edifice—that’s all. Pray go on.’


  ‘In carrying out this project, an explosion occurred, just as he was throwing the stock overboard: it blew up into his face, wounding him severely, and nearly depriving him of sight. The boat was upset, but he swam ashore in the darkness, and remained hidden till he recovered, though the scars produced by the burns had been set on him for ever. This accident, which was such a misfortune to him as a man, was an advantage to him as a conspirators’ engineer retiring from practice, and afforded him a disguise both from his own brotherhood and from the police, which he has considered impenetrable, but which is getting seen through by one or two keen eyes as time goes on. Instead of coming to England just then, he went to Peru, connected himself with the guano trade, I believe, and after his brother’s death revisited England, his old life obliterated as far as practicable by his new principles. He is known only as a great traveller to his surviving relatives, though he seldom says where he has travelled. Unluckily for himself, he is wanted by certain European governments as badly as ever.’


  Dare raised his eyes as he concluded his narration. As has been remarked, he was sitting at one end of the vestry-table, Power at the other, the green cloth stretching between them. On the edge of the table adjoining Mr. Power a shining nozzle of metal was quietly resting, like a dog’s nose. It was directed point-blank at the young man.


  Dare started. ‘Ah—a revolver?’ he said.


  Mr. Power, Power nodded placidly, his hand still grasping the pistol behind the edge of the table. ‘As a traveller I always carry one of ’em,’ he returned; ‘and for the last five minutes I have been closely considering whether your numerous brains are worth blowing out or no. The vault yonder has suggested itself as convenient and snug for one of the same family; but the mental problem that stays my hand is, how am I to despatch and bury you there without the workmen seeing?’


  ‘’Tis a strange problem, certainly,’ replied Dare, ‘and one on which I fear I could not give disinterested advice. Moreover, while you, as a traveller, always carry a weapon of defence, as a traveller so do I. And for the last three-quarters of an hour I have been thinking, concerning you, an intensified form of what you have been thinking of me, but without any concern as to your interment. See here for a proof of it.’ And a second steel nose rested on the edge of the table opposite to the first, steadied by Dare’s right hand.


  They remained for some time motionless, the tick of the tower clock distinctly audible.


  Mr. Power spoke first.


  ‘Well, ’twould be a pity to make a mess here under such dubious circumstances. Mr. Dare, I perceive that a mean vagabond can be as sharp as a political regenerator. I cry quits, if you care to do the same?’


  Dare assented, and the pistols were put away.


  ‘Then we do nothing at all, either side; but let the course of true love run on to marriage—that’s the understanding, I think?’ said Dare as he rose.


  ‘It is,’ said Power; and turning on his heel, he left the vestry.


  Dare retired to the church and thence to the outside, where he idled away a few minutes in looking at the workmen, who were now lowering into its place a large stone slab, bearing the words ‘De Stancy,’ which covered the entrance to the vault. When the footway of the churchyard was restored to its normal condition Dare pursued his way down the street to the inn where he had left his fly.


  Abner Power walked back to the castle at a slow and equal pace, as though he carried an over-brimming vessel on his head. He silently let himself in, entered the long gallery, and sat down. The length of time that he sat there was so remarkable as to raise that interval of inanition to the rank of a feat.


  Power’s eyes glanced through one of the window-casements: from a hole without he saw the head of a tomtit protruding. He listlessly watched the bird during the successive epochs of his thought, till night came, without any perceptible change occurring in him. Such fixity would have meant nothing else than sudden death in any other man, but in Mr. Power it merely signified that he was engaged in ruminations which necessitated a more extensive survey than usual. At last, at half-past eight, after having sat for five hours with his eyes on the residence of the tomtits, to whom night had brought cessation of thought, if not to him who had observed them, he rose amid the shades of the furniture, and rang the bell. There were only a servant or two in the castle, one of whom presently came with a light in her hand and a startled look upon her face, which was not reduced when she recognized him; for in the opinion of that household there was something ghoul-like in Mr. Power, which made him no desirable guest.


  He ate a late meal, and retired to bed, where he seemed to sleep not unsoundly. The next morning he received a letter which afforded him infinite satisfaction and gave his stagnant impulses a new momentum. He entered the library, and amid objects swathed in brown holland sat down and wrote a note to his niece at Amiens. Therein he stated that, finding that the Anglo-South-American house with which he had recently connected himself required his presence in Peru, it obliged him to leave without waiting for her return. He felt the less uneasy at going, since he had learnt that Captain de Stancy would return at once to Amiens to his sick sister, and see them safely home when she improved. He afterwards left the castle, disappearing towards a railway station some miles above Toneborough, the road to which lay across an unfrequented down.


  ♣


  XII


  It was a fine afternoon of late summer, nearly three months subsequent to the death of Sir William de Stancy and Paula’s engagement to marry his successor in the title. George Somerset had started on a professional journey that took him across the charming district which lay around Stancy Castle. Having resigned his appointment as architect to that important structure—a resignation which had been accepted by Paula through her solicitor—he had bidden farewell to the locality after putting matters in such order that his successor, whoever he might be, should have no difficulty in obtaining the particulars necessary to the completion of the work in hand. Hardly to his surprise this successor was Havill.


  Somerset’s resignation had been tendered in no hasty mood. On returning to England, and in due course to the castle, everything bore in upon his mind the exceeding sorrowfulness—he would not say humiliation—of continuing to act in his former capacity for a woman who, from seeming more than a dear friend, had become less than an acquaintance.


  So he resigned; but now, as the train drew on into that once beloved tract of country, the images which met his eye threw him back in point of emotion to very near where he had been before making himself a stranger here. The train entered the cutting on whose brink he had walked when the carriage containing Paula and her friends surprised him the previous summer. He looked out of the window: they were passing the well-known curve that led up to the tunnel constructed by her father, into which he had gone when the train came by and Paula had been alarmed for his life. There was the path they had both climbed afterwards, involuntarily seizing each other’s hand; the bushes, the grass, the flowers, everything just the same:


  
    ——Here was the pleasant place,


    And nothing wanting was, save She, alas!

  


  When they came out of the tunnel at the other end he caught a glimpse of the distant castle-tower, and the well-remembered walls beneath it. The experience so far transcended the intensity of what is called mournful pleasure as to make him wonder how he could have miscalculated himself to the extent of supposing that he might pass the spot with controllable emotion.


  On entering Toneborough station he withdrew into a remote corner of the carriage, and closed his eyes with a resolve not to open them till the embittering scenes should be passed by. He had not long to wait for this event. When again in motion his eye fell upon the skirt of a lady’s dress opposite, the owner of which had entered and seated herself so softly as not to attract his attention.


  ‘Ah indeed!’ he exclaimed as he looked up to her face. ‘I had not a notion that it was you!’ He went over and shook hands with Charlotte de Stancy.


  ‘I am not going far,’ she said; ‘only to the next station. We often run down in summer time. Are you going far?’


  ‘I am going to a building some way further on; thence to Normandy by way of Cherbourg, to finish out my holiday.’


  Miss de Stancy thought that would be very nice.


  ‘Well, I hope so. But I fear it won’t.’


  After saying that Somerset asked himself why he should mince matters with so genuine and sympathetic a girl as Charlotte de Stancy? She could tell him particulars which he burned to know. He might never again have an opportunity of knowing them, since she and he would probably not meet for years to come, if at all.


  ‘Have the castle works progressed pretty rapidly under the new architect?’ he accordingly asked.


  ‘Yes,’ said Charlotte in her haste—then adding that she was not quite sure if they had progressed so rapidly as before; blushingly correcting herself at this point and that, in the tinkering manner of a nervous organization aiming at nicety where it was not required.


  ‘Well, I should have liked to carry out the undertaking to its end,’ said Somerset. ‘But I felt I could not consistently do so. Miss Power—’ (here a lump came into Somerset’s throat—so responsive was he yet to her image)—‘seemed to have lost confidence in me, and—it was best that the connection should be severed.’


  There was a long pause. ‘She was very sorry about it,’ said Charlotte gently.


  ‘What made her alter so?—I never can think!’


  Charlotte waited again as if to accumulate the necessary force for honest speaking at the expense of pleasantness. ‘It was the telegram that began it of course,’ she answered.


  ‘Telegram?’


  She looked up at him in quite a frightened way—little as there was to be frightened at in a quiet fellow like him in this sad time of his life—and said, ‘Yes: some telegram—I think—when you were in trouble? Forgive my alluding to it; but you asked me the question.’


  Somerset began reflecting on what messages he had sent Paula, troublous or otherwise. All he had sent had been sent from the castle, and were as gentle and mellifluous as sentences well could be which had neither articles nor pronouns. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said. ‘Will you explain a little more—as plainly as you like—without minding my feelings?’


  ‘A telegram from Nice, I think?’


  ‘I never sent one.’


  ‘O! The one I meant was about money.’


  Somerset shook his head. ‘No,’ he murmured, with the composure of a man who, knowing he had done nothing of the sort himself, was blinded by his own honesty to the possibility that another might have done it for him. ‘That must be some other affair with which I had nothing to do. O no, it was nothing like that; the reason for her change of manner was quite different!’


  So timid was Charlotte in Somerset’s presence, that her timidity at this juncture amounted to blameworthiness. The distressing scene which must have followed a clearing up there and then of any possible misunderstanding, terrified her imagination; and quite confounded by contradictions that she could not reconcile, she held her tongue, and nervously looked out of the window.


  ‘I have heard that Miss Power is soon to be married,’ continued Somerset.


  ‘Yes,’ Charlotte murmured. ‘It is sooner than it ought to be by rights, considering how recently my dear father died; but there are reasons in connection with my brother’s position against putting it off: and it is to be absolutely simple and private.’


  There was another interval. ‘May I ask when it is to be?’ he said.


  ‘Almost at once—this week.’


  Somerset started back as if some stone had hit his face.


  Still there was nothing wonderful in such promptitude; engagements broken in upon by the death of a near relative of one of the parties had been often carried out in a subdued form with no longer delay.


  Her destination was now at hand. Charlotte bade him farewell; and he rattled on to the building he had come to inspect, and next went south to Budmouth, whence he intended to cross the Channel by steamboat that night.


  He hardly knew how the evening passed away. He had taken up his quarters at an inn near the quay, and as the night drew on he stood gazing from the coffee-room window at the steamer outside, which nearly thrust its spars through the bedroom casements, and at the goods that were being tumbled on board as only shippers can tumble them. All the goods were laden, a lamp was put on each side the gangway, the engines broke into a crackling roar, and people began to enter. They were only waiting for the last train: then they would be off. Still Somerset did not move; he was thinking of that curious half-told story of Charlotte’s, about a telegram to Paula for money from Nice. Not once till within the last half-hour had it recurred to his mind that he had met Dare both at Nice and at Monte Carlo; that at the latter place he had been absolutely out of money and wished to borrow, showing considerable sinister feeling when Somerset declined to lend; that on one or two previous occasions he had reasons for doubting Dare’s probity; and that in spite of the young man’s impoverishment at Monte Carlo he had, a few days later, beheld him in shining raiment at Carlsruhe. Somerset, though misty in his conjectures, was seized with a growing conviction that there was something in Miss de Stancy’s allusion to the telegram which ought to be explained.


  He felt an insurmountable objection to cross the water that night, or till he had been able to see Charlotte again, and learn more of her meaning. He countermanded the order to put his luggage on board, watched the steamer out of the harbour, and went to bed. He might as well have gone to battle, for any rest that he got. On rising the next morning he felt rather blank, though none the less convinced that a matter required investigation. He left Budmouth by a morning train, and about eleven o’clock found himself in Toneborough.


  The momentum of a practical inquiry took him through that ancient borough without leaving him much leisure for those reveries which had yesterday lent an unutterable sadness to every object there. It was just before noon that he drove off to the castle, intending to arrive at a time of the morning when, as he knew from experience, he could speak to Charlotte without difficulty. The opening hills revealed the old towers to him, and, jutting out behind them, the scaffoldings for the new wing.


  While halting here on a knoll in some doubt about his movements he beheld a man coming along in a gig, and was soon confronted by his former competitor, Havill. The first instinct of each was to pass with a nod, but a second instinct for intercourse was sufficient to bring them to a halt. After a few superficial words had been spoken Somerset said, ‘You have succeeded me.’


  ‘I have,’ said Havill; ‘but little to my advantage. I have just heard that my commission is to extend no further than roofing in the wing that you began, and had I known that before, I would have seen the castle fall flat as Jericho before I would have accepted the superintendence. But I know who I have to thank for that—de Stancy.’


  Somerset still looked towards the distant battlements. On the scaffolding, among the white-jacketed workmen, he could discern one figure in a dark suit.


  ‘You have a clerk of the works, I see,’ he observed.


  ‘Nominally I have, but practically I haven’t.’


  ‘Then why do you keep him?’


  ‘I can’t help myself. He is Mr. Dare; and having been recommended by a higher power than I, there he must stay in spite of me.’


  ‘Who recommended him?’


  ‘The same—de Stancy.’


  ‘It is very odd,’ murmured Somerset, ‘but that young man is the object of my visit.’


  ‘You had better leave him alone,’ said Havill drily.


  Somerset asked why.


  ‘Since I call no man master over that way I will inform you.’ Havill then related in splenetic tones, to which Somerset did not care to listen till the story began to advance itself, how he had passed the night with Dare at the inn, and the incidents of that night, relating how he had seen some letters on the young man’s breast which long had puzzled him. ‘They were an E, a T, an N, and a C. I thought over them long, till it eventually occurred to me that the word when filled out was “de Stancy,” and that kinship explains the offensive and defensive alliance between them.’


  ‘But, good heavens, man!’ said Somerset, more and more disturbed. ‘Does she know of it?’


  ‘You may depend she does not yet; but she will soon enough. Hark—there it is!’ The notes of the castle clock were heard striking noon. ‘Then it is all over.’


  ‘What?—not their marriage!’


  ‘Yes. Didn’t you know it was the wedding day? They were to be down at the church at half-past eleven. I should have waited to see her go, but it was no sight to hinder business for, as she was only going to drive there in her brougham with Miss de Stancy.’


  ‘My errand has failed!’ said Somerset. ‘I’ll drive back to the town with you.’


  However, he did not go far with Havill; society was too much at that moment. As soon as opportunity offered he dropped behind, and avoiding Toneborough streets went by railway again to Budmouth, whence he resumed, by the night steamer, his journey to Normandy.


  ♣


  XIII


  To return to Charlotte de Stancy. When the train had borne Somerset from her side, and she had regained her self-possession, she became conscious of the true proportions of the fact he had asserted. And, further, if the telegram had not been his, why should the photographic distortion be trusted as a phase of his existence? But after a while it seemed so improbable to her that God’s sun should bear false witness, that instead of doubting both evidences she was inclined to readmit the first. Still, upon the whole, she could not question for long the honesty of Somerset’s denial: and if that message had indeed been sent by him, it must have been done while he was in another such an unhappy state as that exemplified by the portrait. The supposition reconciled all differences; and yet she could not but fight against it with all the strength of a generous affection.


  All the afternoon her poor little head was busy on this perturbing question, till she inquired of herself whether after all it might not be possible for photographs to represent people as they had never been. Before rejecting the hypothesis she determined to have the word of a professor on the point, which would be better than all her surmises. Returning to Toneborough early, she told the coachman whom Paula had sent, to drive her to the shop of Mr. Ray, an obscure photographic artist in that town, instead of straight home.


  Ray’s establishment consisted of two divisions, the respectable and the shabby. If, on entering the door, the visitor turned to the left, he found himself in a magazine of old clothes, old furniture, china, umbrellas, guns, fishing-rods, dirty fiddles, and split flutes. Entering the right-hand room, which had originally been that of an independent house, he was in an ordinary photographer’s and print-collector’s depository, to which a certain artistic solidity was imparted by a few oil paintings in the background. Charlotte made for the latter department, and when she was inside Mr. Ray appeared in person from the lumber-shop adjoining, which despite its manginess, contributed by far the greater share to his income.


  Charlotte put her question simply enough. The man did not answer her directly, but soon found that she meant no harm to him. He told her that such misrepresentations were quite possible, and that they embodied a form of humour which was getting more and more into vogue among certain facetious persons of society.


  Charlotte was coming away when she asked, as on second thoughts, if he had any specimens of such work to show her.


  ‘None of my own preparation,’ said Mr. Ray, with unimpeachable probity of tone. ‘I consider them libellous myself. Still, I have one or two samples by me, which I keep merely as curiosities.—There’s one,’ he said, throwing out a portrait card from a drawer. ‘That represents the German Emperor in a violent passion: this one shows the Prime Minister out of his mind; this the Pope of Rome the worse for liquor.’


  She inquired if he had any local specimens.


  ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but I prefer not to exhibit them unless you really ask for a particular one that you mean to buy.’


  ‘I don’t want any.’


  ‘O, I beg pardon, miss. Well, I shouldn’t myself have known such things were produced, if there had not been a young man here at one time who was very ingenious in these matters—a Mr. Dare. He was quite a gent, and only did it as an amusement, and not for the sake of getting a living.’


  Charlotte had no wish to hear more. On her way home she burst into tears: the entanglement was altogether too much for her to tear asunder, even had not her own instincts been urging her two ways, as they were.


  To immediately right Somerset’s wrong was her impetuous desire as an honest woman who loved him; but such rectification would be the jeopardizing of all else that gratified her—the marriage of her brother with her dearest friend—now on the very point of accomplishment. It was a marriage which seemed to promise happiness, or at least comfort, if the old flutter that had transiently disturbed Paula’s bosom could be kept from reviving, to which end it became imperative to hide from her the discovery of injustice to Somerset. It involved the advantage of leaving Somerset free; and though her own tender interest in him had been too well schooled by habitual self-denial to run ahead on vain personal hopes, there was nothing more than human in her feeling pleasure in prolonging Somerset’s singleness. Paula might even be allowed to discover his wrongs when her marriage had put him out of her power. But to let her discover his ill-treatment now might upset the impending union of the families, and wring her own heart with the sight of Somerset married in her brother’s place.


  Why Dare, or any other person, should have set himself to advance her brother’s cause by such unscrupulous blackening of Somerset’s character was more than her sagacity could fathom. Her brother was, as far as she could see, the only man who could directly profit by the machination, and was therefore the natural one to suspect of having set it going. But she would not be so disloyal as to entertain the thought long; and who or what had instigated Dare, who was undoubtedly the proximate cause of the mischief, remained to her an inscrutable mystery.


  The contention of interests and desires with honour in her heart shook Charlotte all that night; but good principle prevailed. The wedding was to be solemnized the very next morning, though for before-mentioned reasons this was hardly known outside the two houses interested; and there were no visible preparations either at villa or castle. De Stancy and his groomsman—a brother officer—slept at the former residence.


  De Stancy was a sorry specimen of a bridegroom when he met his sister in the morning. Thick-coming fancies, for which there was more than good reason, had disturbed him only too successfully, and he was as full of apprehension as one who has a league with Mephistopheles. Charlotte told him nothing of what made her likewise so wan and anxious, but drove up to the castle, as had been planned, about nine o’clock, leaving her brother and his friend at the breakfast-table.


  That clearing Somerset’s reputation from the stain which had been thrown on it would cause a sufficient reaction in Paula’s mind to dislocate present arrangements she did not so seriously anticipate, now that morning had a little calmed her. Since the rupture with her former architect Paula had sedulously kept her own counsel, but Charlotte assumed from the ease with which she seemed to do it that her feelings towards him had never been inconveniently warm; and she hoped that Paula would learn of Somerset’s purity with merely the generous pleasure of a friend, coupled with a friend’s indignation against his traducer.


  Still, the possibility existed of stronger emotions, and it was only too evident to poor Charlotte that, knowing this, she had still less excuse for delaying the intelligence till the strongest emotion would be purposeless.


  On approaching the castle the first object that caught her eye was Dare, standing beside Havill on the scaffolding of the new wing. He was looking down upon the drive and court, as if in anticipation of the event. His contiguity flurried her, and instead of going straight to Paula she sought out Mrs. Goodman.


  ‘You are come early; that’s right!’ said the latter. ‘You might as well have slept here last night. We have only Mr. Wardlaw, the London lawyer you have heard of, in the house. Your brother’s solicitor was here yesterday; but he went down to Markton for the night. We miss Mr. Power so much—it is so unfortunate that he should have been obliged to go abroad, and leave us unprotected women with so much responsibility.’


  ‘Yes, I know,’ said Charlotte quickly, having a shy distaste for the details of what troubled her so much in the gross.


  ‘Paula has inquired for you.’


  ‘What is she doing?’


  ‘She is in her room: she has not begun to dress yet. Will you go to her?’


  Charlotte assented. ‘I have to tell her something,’ she said, ‘which will make no difference, but which I should like her to know this morning—at once. I have discovered that we have been entirely mistaken about Mr. Somerset.’ She nerved herself to relate succinctly what had come to her knowledge the day before.


  Mrs. Goodman was much impressed. She had never clearly heard before what circumstances had attended the resignation of Paula’s architect. ‘We had better not tell her till the wedding is over,’ she presently said; ‘it would only disturb her, and do no good.’


  ‘But will it be right?’ asked Miss de Stancy.


  ‘Yes, it will be right if we tell her afterwards. O yes—it must be right,’ she repeated in a tone which showed that her opinion was unstable enough to require a little fortification by the voice. ‘She loves your brother; she must, since she is going to marry him; and it can make little difference whether we rehabilitate the character of a friend now, or some few hours hence. The author of those wicked tricks on Mr. Somerset ought not to go a moment unpunished.’


  ‘That’s what I think; and what right have we to hold our tongues even for a few hours?’


  Charlotte found that by telling Mrs. Goodman she had simply made two irresolute people out of one, and, as Paula was now inquiring for her, she went upstairs without having come to any decision.


  ♣


  XIV


  Paula was in her boudoir, writing down some notes previous to beginning her wedding toilet, which was designed to harmonize with the simplicity that characterized the other arrangements. She owned that it was depriving the neighbourhood of a pageant which it had a right to expect of her; but the circumstances were inexorable.


  Mrs. Goodman entered Paula’s room immediately behind Charlotte. Perhaps the only difference between the Paula of to-day and the Paula of last year was an accession of thoughtfulness, natural to her situation in any case, and more particularly when, as now, the bride’s isolation made self-dependence a necessity. She was sitting in a light dressing-gown, and her face, which was rather pale, flushed at the entrance of Charlotte and her aunt.


  ‘I knew you were come,’ she said, when Charlotte stooped and kissed her. ‘I heard you. I have done nothing this morning, and feel dreadfully unsettled. Is all well?’


  The question was put without thought, but its aptness seemed almost to imply an intuitive knowledge of their previous conversation. ‘Yes,’ said Charlotte tardily.


  ‘Well, now, Clémentine shall dress you, and I can do with Milly,’ continued Paula. ‘Come along.—Well, aunt—what’s the matter?—and you, Charlotte? You look harrassed.’ harassed.’


  ‘I have not slept well,’ said Charlotte.


  ‘And have not you slept well either, aunt? You said nothing about it at breakfast.’


  ‘O, it is nothing,’ said Mrs. Goodman quickly. ‘I have been disturbed by learning of somebody’s villainy. I am going to tell you all some time to-day, but it is not important enough to disturb you with now.’


  ‘No mystery!’ argued Paula. ‘Come! it is not fair.’


  ‘I don’t think it is quite fair,’ said Miss de Stancy, looking from one to the other in some distress. ‘Mrs. Goodman—I must tell her! Paula, Mr. Som——’


  ‘He’s dead!’ cried Paula, sinking into a chair and turning as pale as marble. ‘Is he dead?—tell me!’ she whispered.


  ‘No, no—he’s not dead—he is very well, and gone to Normandy for a holiday!’


  ‘O—I am glad to hear it,’ answered Paula, with a sudden cool mannerliness.


  ‘He has been misrepresented,’ said Mrs. Goodman. ‘That’s all.’


  ‘Well?’ said Paula, with her eyes bent on the floor.


  ‘I have been feeling that I ought to tell you clearly, dear Paula,’ declared her friend. ‘It is absolutely false about his telegraphing to you for money—it is absolutely false that his character is such as that dreadful picture represented it. There—that’s the substance of it, and I can tell you particulars at any time.’


  But Paula would not be told at any time. A dreadful sorrow sat in her face; she insisted upon learning everything about the matter there and then, and there was no withstanding her.


  When it was all explained she said in a low tone: ‘It is that pernicious, evil man Dare—yet why is it he?—what can he have meant by it! Justice before generosity, even on one’s wedding-day. Before I become any man’s wife this morning I’ll see that wretch in jail! The affair must be sifted…. O, it was a wicked thing to serve anybody so!—I’ll send for Cunningham Haze this moment—the culprit is even now on the premises, I believe—acting as clerk of the works!’ The usually well-balanced Paula was excited, and scarcely knowing what she did went to the bell-pull.


  ‘Don’t act hastily, Paula,’ said her aunt. ‘Had you not better consult Sir William? He will act for you in this.’


  ‘Yes.—He is coming round in a few minutes,’ said Charlotte, jumping at this happy thought of Mrs. Goodman’s.


  ‘He’s going to run across to see how you are getting on. He will be here by ten.’


  ‘Yes—he promised last night.’


  She had scarcely done speaking when the prancing of a horse was heard in the ward below, and in a few minutes a servant announced Sir William de Stancy.


  De Stancy entered saying, ‘I have ridden across for ten minutes, as I said I would do, to know if everything is easy and straightforward for you. There will be time enough for me to get back and prepare if I start shortly. Well?’


  ‘I am ruffled,’ said Paula, allowing him to take her hand.


  ‘What is it?’ said her betrothed.


  As Paula did not immediately answer Mrs. Goodman beckoned to Charlotte, and they left the room together.


  ‘A man has to be given in charge, or a boy, or a demon,’ she replied. ‘I was going to do it, but you can do it better than I. He will run away if we don’t mind.’


  ‘But, my dear Paula, who is it?—what has he done?’


  ‘It is Dare—that young man you see out there against the sky.’ She looked from the window sideways towards the new wing, on the roof of which Dare was walking prominently about, after having assisted two of the workmen in putting a red streamer on the tallest scaffold-pole. ‘You must send instantly for Mr. Cunningham Haze!’


  ‘My dearest Paula,’ repeated de Stancy faintly, his complexion changing to that of a man who had died.


  ‘Please send for Mr. Haze at once,’ returned Paula, with graceful firmness. ‘I said I would be just to a wronged man before I was generous to you—and I will. That lad Dare—to take a practical view of it—has attempted to defraud me of one hundred pounds sterling, and he shall suffer. I won’t tell you what he has done besides, for though it is worse, it is less tangible. When he is handcuffed and sent off to jail I’ll proceed with my dressing. Will you ring the bell?’


  ‘Had you not better consider?’ began de Stancy.


  ‘Consider!’ said Paula, with indignation. ‘I have considered. Will you kindly ring, Sir William, and get Thomas to ride at once to Mr. Haze? Or must I rise from this chair and do it myself?’


  ‘You are very hasty and abrupt this morning, I think,’ he faltered.


  Paula arose determinedly from the chair.


  ‘Since you won’t do it, I must,’ she said.


  ‘No, dearest!—Let me beg you not to!’


  ‘Sir William de Stancy!’


  She moved towards the bell-pull; but he stepped before and intercepted her.


  ‘You must not ring the bell for that purpose,’ he said with husky deliberateness, looking into the depths of her face.


  ‘It wants two hours to the time when you might have a right to express such a command as that,’ she said haughtily.


  ‘I certainly have not the honour to be your husband yet,’ he sadly replied, ‘but surely you can listen? There exist reasons against giving this boy in charge which I could easily get you to admit by explanation; but I would rather, without explanation, have you take my word, when I say that by doing so you are striking a blow against both yourself and me.’


  Paula, however, had rung the bell.


  ‘You are jealous of somebody or something perhaps!’ she said, in tones which showed how fatally all this was telling against the intention of that day. ‘I will not be a party to baseness, if it is to save all my fortune!’


  The bell was answered quickly. But de Stancy, though plainly in great misery, did not give up his point. Meeting the servant at the door before he could enter the room he said, ‘It is nothing; you can go again.’


  Paula looked at the unhappy baronet in amazement; then turning to the servant, who stood with the door in his hand, said, ‘Tell Thomas to saddle the chestnut, and——’


  ‘It’s all a mistake,’ insisted de Stancy. ‘Leave the room, James!’


  James looked at his mistress.


  ‘Yes, James, leave the room,’ she calmly said, sitting down. ‘Now what have you to say?’ she asked, when they were again alone. ‘Why must I not issue orders in my own house? Who is this young criminal, that you value his interests higher than my honour? I have delayed for one moment sending my messenger to the chief constable to hear your explanation—only for that.’


  ‘You will still persevere?’


  ‘Certainly. Who is he?’


  ‘Paula … he is my son.’


  She remained still as death while one might count ten; then turned her back upon him. ‘I think you had better go away,’ she whispered. ‘You need not come again.’


  He did not move. ‘Paula—do you indeed mean this?’ he asked.


  ‘I do.’


  De Stancy walked a few paces, then said in a low voice: ‘Miss Power, I knew—I guessed just now, as soon as it began—that we were going to split on this rock. Well—let it be—it cannot be helped; destiny is supreme. The boy was to be my ruin; he is my ruin, and rightly. But before I go grant me one request. Do not prosecute him. Believe me, I will do everything I can to get him out of your way. He shall annoy you no more…. Do you promise?’


  ‘I do,’ she said. ‘Now please leave me.’


  ‘Once more—am I to understand that no marriage is to take place to-day between you and me?’


  ‘You are.’


  Sir William de Stancy left the room. It was noticeable throughout the interview that his manner had not been the manner of a man altogether taken by surprise. During the few preceding days his mood had been that of the gambler seasoned in ill-luck, who adopts pessimist surmises as a safe background to his most sanguine hopes.


  She remained alone for some time. Then she rang, and requested that Mr. Wardlaw, her father’s solicitor and friend, would come up to her. A messenger was despatched, not to Mr. Cunningham Haze, but to the parson of the parish, who in his turn sent to the clerk and clerk’s wife, then busy in the church. On receipt of the intelligence the two latter functionaries proceeded to roll up the carpet which had been laid from the door to the gate, put away the kneeling-cushions, locked the doors, and went off to inquire the reason of so strange a countermand. It was soon proclaimed in Markton that the marriage had been postponed for a fortnight in consequence of the bride’s sudden indisposition: and less public emotion was felt than the case might have drawn forth, from the ignorance of the majority of the populace that a wedding had been going to take place at all.


  Meanwhile Miss de Stancy had been closeted with Paula for more than an hour. It was a difficult meeting, and a severe test to any friendship but that of the most sterling sort. In the turmoil of her distraction Charlotte had the consolation of knowing that if her act of justice to Somerset at such a moment were the act of a simpleton, it was the only course open to honesty. But Paula’s cheerful serenity in some measure laid her own troubles to rest, till they were reawakened by a rumour—which got wind some weeks later, and quite drowned all other surprises—of the true relation between the vanished clerk of works, Mr. Dare and the fallen family of de Stancy.


  ♣


  Book the Sixth


  Paula


  I


  ‘I have decided that I cannot see Sir William again: I shall go away,’ said Paula on the evening of the next day, as she lay on her bed in a flushed and highly-strung condition, though a person who had heard her words without seeing her face would have assumed perfect equanimity to be the mood which expressed itself with such quietness. This was the case with her aunt, who was looking out of the window at some idlers from Markton walking round the castle with their eyes bent upon its windows, and she made no haste to reply.


  ‘Those people have come to quiz me, as they have a right to do when a person acts so strangely,’ Paula continued. ‘And hence I am better away.’


  ‘Where do you think to go to?’


  Paula replied in the tone of one who was actuated entirely by practical considerations: ‘Out of England certainly. And as Normandy lies nearest, I think I shall go there. It is a very nice country to ramble in.’


  ‘Yes, it is a very nice country to ramble in,’ echoed her aunt, in moderate tones. ‘When do you intend to start?’


  ‘I should like to cross to-night. You must go with me, aunt; will you not?’


  Mrs. Goodman expostulated against such suddenness. ‘It will redouble the rumours that are afloat, if, after being supposed ill, you are seen going off by railway perfectly well.’


  ‘That’s a contingency which I am quite willing to run the risk of. Well, it would be rather sudden, as you say, to go to-night. But we’ll go to-morrow night at latest.’ Under the influence of the decision she bounded up like an elastic ball and went to the glass, which showed a light in her eye that had not been there before this resolution to travel in Normandy had been taken.


  The evening and the next morning were passed in writing a final and kindly note of dismissal to Sir William de Stancy, in making arrangements for the journey, and in commissioning Havill to take advantage of their absence by emptying certain rooms of their furniture, and repairing their dilapidations—a work which, with that in hand, would complete the section for which he had been engaged. Mr. Wardlaw had left the castle; so also had Charlotte, by her own wish, her residence there having been found too oppressive to herself to be continued for the present. Accompanied by Mrs. Goodman, Milly, and Clémentine, the elderly French maid, who still remained with them, Paula drove to the station in the twilight and took the train to Budmouth.


  When they got there they found that an unpleasant breeze was blowing out at sea, though inland it had been calm enough. Mrs. Goodman proposed to stay at Budmouth till the next day, in hope that there might be smooth water; but an English seaport inn being a thing that Paula disliked more than a rough passage, she would not listen to this counsel. Other impatient reasons, too, might have weighed with her. When night came their looming miseries began. Paula found that in addition to her own troubles she had those of three other people to support; but she did not audibly complain.


  ‘Paula, Paula,’ said Mrs. Goodman from beneath her load of wretchedness, ‘why did we think of undergoing this?’


  A slight gleam of humour crossed Paula’s not particularly blooming face, as she answered, ‘Ah, why indeed?’


  ‘What is the real reason, my dear? For God’s sake tell me!’


  ‘It begins with S.’


  ‘Well, I would do anything for that young man short of personal martyrdom; but really when it comes to that——’


  ‘Don’t criticize me, auntie, and I won’t criticize you.’


  ‘Well, I am open to criticism just now, I am sure,’ said her aunt, with a green smile; and speech was again discontinued.


  The morning was bright and beautiful, and it could again be seen in Paula’s looks that she was glad she had come, though, in taking their rest at Cherbourg, fate consigned them to an hotel breathing an atmosphere that seemed specially compounded for depressing the spirits of a young woman; indeed nothing had particularly encouraged her thus far in her somewhat peculiar scheme of searching out and expressing sorrow to a gentleman for having believed those who traduced him; and this coup d’audace to which she had committed herself began to look somewhat formidable. When in England the plan of following him to Normandy had suggested itself as the quickest, sweetest, and most honest way of making amends; but having arrived there she seemed further off from his sphere of existence than when she had been at Stancy Castle. Virtually she was, for if he thought of her at all, he probably thought of her there; if he sought her he would seek her there. However, as he would probably never do the latter, it was necessary to go on. It had been her sudden dream, before starting, to light accidentally upon him in some romantic old town of this romantic old province, but she had become aware that the recorded fortune of lovers in that respect was not to be trusted too implicitly.


  Somerset’s search for her in the south was now inversely imitated. By diligent inquiry in Cherbourg during the gloom of evening, in the disguise of a hooded cloak, she learnt out the place of his stay while there, and that he had gone thence to Lisieux. What she knew of the architectural character of Lisieux half guaranteed the truth of the information. Without telling her aunt of this discovery she announced to that lady that it was her great wish to go on and see the beauties of Lisieux.


  But though her aunt was simple, there were bounds to her simplicity. ‘Paula,’ she said, with an undeceivable air, ‘I don’t think you should run after a young man like this. Suppose he shouldn’t care for you by this time?’


  It was no occasion for further affectation. ‘I am sure he will,’ answered her niece flatly. ‘I have not the least fear about it; nor would you, if you knew how he is. He will forgive me anything.’


  ‘Well, pray don’t show yourself forward. Some people are apt to fly into extremes.’


  Paula blushed a trifle, and reflected, and made no answer. However, her purpose seemed not to be permanently affected, for the next morning she was up betimes and preparing to depart; and they proceeded almost without stopping to the architectural curiosity-town which had so quickly interested her. Nevertheless her ardent manner of yesterday underwent a considerable change, as if she had a fear that, as her aunt suggested, in her endeavour to make amends for cruel injustice, she was allowing herself to be carried too far.


  On nearing the place she said, ‘Aunt, I think you had better call upon him; and you need not tell him we have come on purpose. Let him think, if he will, that we heard he was here, and would not leave without seeing him. You can also tell him that I am anxious to clear up a misunderstanding, and ask him to call at our hotel.’


  But as she looked over the dreary suburban erections which lined the road from the railway to the old quarter of the town, it occurred to her that Somerset would at that time of day be engaged in one or other of the mediæval buildings thereabout, and that it would be a much neater thing to meet him as if by chance in one of these edifices than to call upon him anywhere. Instead of putting up at any hotel, they left the maids and baggage at the station; and hiring a carriage, Paula told the coachman to drive them to such likely places as she could think of.


  ‘He’ll never forgive you,’ said her aunt, as they rumbled into the town.


  ‘Won’t he!’ said Paula, with soft faith. ‘I’ll see about that.’


  ‘What are you going to do when you find him? Tell him point-blank that you are in love with him?’


  ‘Act in such a manner that he may tell me he is in love with me.’


  They first visited a large church at the upper end of a square that sloped its gravelled surface to the western shine, and was pricked out with little avenues of young pollard limes. The church within was one to make any Gothic architect take lodgings in its vicinity for a fortnight, though it was just now crowded with a forest of scaffolding for repairs in progress. Mrs. Goodman sat down outside, and Paula, entering, took a walk in the form of a horse-shoe; that is, up the south aisle, round the apse, and down the north side; but no figure of a melancholy young man sketching met her eye anywhere. The sun that blazed in at the west doorway smote her face as she emerged from beneath it, and revealed real sadness there.


  ‘This is not all the old architecture of the town by far,’ she said to her aunt with an air of confidence. ‘Coachman, drive to St. Jacques’.’


  He was not at St. Jacques’. Looking from the west end of that building the girl observed the end of a steep narrow street of antique character, which seemed a likely haunt. Beckoning to her aunt to follow in the fly Paula walked down the street.


  She was transported to the Middle Ages. It contained the shops of tinkers, braziers, bellows-menders, hollow-turners, and other quaintest trades, their fronts open to the street beneath stories of timber overhanging so far on each side that a slit of sky was left at the top for the light to descend, and no more. A blue misty obscurity pervaded the atmosphere, into which the sun thrust oblique staves of light. It was a street for a mediævalist to revel in, toss up his hat and shout hurrah in, send for his luggage, come and live in, die and be buried in. She had never supposed such a street to exist outside the imaginations of antiquarians. Smells direct from the sixteenth century hung in the air in all their original integrity and without a modern taint. The faces of the people in the doorways seemed those of individuals who habitually gazed on the great Francis, and spoke of Henry the Eighth as the king across the sea.


  She inquired of a coppersmith if an English artist had been seen here lately. With a suddenness that almost discomfited her he announced that such a man had been seen, sketching a house just below—the ‘Vieux Manoir de François premier.’ Just turning to see that her aunt was following in the fly, Paula advanced to the house. The wood framework of the lower story was black and varnished; the upper story was brown and not varnished; carved figures of dragons, griffins, satyrs, and mermaids swarmed over the front; an ape stealing apples was the subject of this cantilever, a man undressing of that. These figures were cloaked with little cobwebs which waved in the breeze, so that each figure seemed alive.


  She examined the woodwork closely; here and there she discerned pencil-marks which had no doubt been jotted thereon by Somerset as points of admeasurement, in the way she had seen him mark them at the castle. Some fragments of paper lay below: there were pencilled lines on them, and they bore a strong resemblance to a spoilt leaf of Somerset’s sketch-book. Paula glanced up, and from a window above protruded an old woman’s head, which, with the exception of the white handkerchief tied round it, was so nearly of the colour of the carvings that she might easily have passed as of a piece with them. The aged woman continued motionless, the remains of her eyes being bent upon Paula, who asked her in Englishwoman’s French where the sketcher had gone. Without replying, the crone produced a hand and extended finger from her side, and pointed towards the lower end of the street.


  Paula went on, the carriage following with difficulty, on account of the obstructions in the thoroughfare. At bottom, the street abutted on a wide one with customary modern life flowing through it; and as she looked, Somerset crossed her front along this street, hurrying as if for a wager.


  By the time that Paula had reached the bottom Somerset was a long way to the left, and she recognized to her dismay that the busy transverse street was one which led to the railway. She quickened her pace to a run; he did not see her; he even walked faster. She looked behind for the carriage. The driver in emerging from the sixteenth-century street to the nineteenth had apparently turned to the right, instead of to the left as she had done, so that her aunt had lost sight of her. However, she cared not for it, if Somerset would but look back! He partly turned, but not far enough, and it was only to hail a passing omnibus upon which she discerned his luggage. Somerset jumped in, the omnibus drove on, and diminished up the long road. Paula stood hopelessly still, and in a few minutes puffs of steam showed her that the train had gone.


  She turned and waited, the two or three children who had gathered round her looking up sympathizingly in her face. Her aunt, having now discovered the direction of her flight, drove up and beckoned to her.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Mrs. Goodman in alarm.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘That you should run like that, and look so woebegone.’


  ‘Nothing: only I have decided not to stay in this town.’


  ‘What! he is gone, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes!’ exclaimed Paula, with tears of vexation in her eyes. ‘It isn’t every man who gets a woman of my position to run after him on foot, and alone, and he ought to have looked round! Drive to the station; I want to make an inquiry.’


  On reaching the station she asked the booking-clerk some questions, and returned to her aunt with a cheerful countenance. ‘Mr. Somerset has only gone to Caen,’ she said. ‘He is the only Englishman who went by this train, so there is no mistake. There is no other train for two hours. We will go on then—shall we?’


  ‘I am indifferent,’ said Mrs. Goodman. ‘But, Paula, do you think this quite right? Perhaps he is not so anxious for your forgiveness as you think. Perhaps he saw you, and wouldn’t stay.’


  A momentary dismay crossed her face, but it passed, and she answered, ‘Aunt, that’s nonsense. I know him well enough, and can assure you that if he had only known I was running after him, he would have looked round sharply enough, and would have given his little finger rather than have missed me! I don’t make myself so silly as to run after a gentleman without good grounds, for I know well that it is an undignified thing to do. Indeed, I could never have thought of doing it, if I had not been so miserably in the wrong!’


  ♣


  II


  That evening when the sun was dropping out of sight they started for the city of Somerset’s pilgrimage. Paula seated herself with her face toward the western sky, watching from her window the broad red horizon, across which moved thin poplars lopped to human shapes, like the walking forms in Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace. It was dark when the travellers drove into Caen.


  She still persisted in her wish to encounter Somerset casually in some aisle, lady-chapel, or crypt to which he might have betaken himself to copy and learn the secret of the great artists who had erected those nooks. Mrs. Goodman was for discovering his inn, and calling upon him in a straightforward way; but Paula seemed afraid of it, and they went out in the morning on foot. First they searched the church of St. Sauveur; he was not there; next the church of St. Jean; then the church of St. Pierre; but he did not reveal himself, nor had any verger seen or heard of such a man. Outside the latter church was a public flower-garden, and she sat down to consider beside a round pool in which water-lilies grew and gold-fish swam, near beds of fiery geraniums, dahlias, and verbenas just past their bloom. Her enterprise had not been justified by its results so far; but meditation still urged her to listen to the little voice within and push on. She accordingly rejoined her aunt, and they drove up the hill to the Abbaye aux Dames, the day by this time having grown hot and oppressive.


  The church seemed absolutely empty, the void being emphasized by its grateful coolness. But on going towards the east end they perceived a bald gentleman close to the screen, looking to the right and to the left as if much perplexed. Paula merely glanced over him, his back being toward her, and turning to her aunt said softly, ‘I wonder how we get into the choir?’


  ‘That’s just what I am wondering,’ said the old gentleman, abruptly facing round, and Paula discovered that the countenance was not unfamiliar to her eye. Since knowing Somerset she had added to her gallery of celebrities a photograph of his father, the Academician, and he it was now who confronted her.


  For the moment embarrassment, due to complicated feelings, brought a slight blush to her cheek, but being well aware that he did not know her, she answered, coolly enough, ‘I suppose we must ask some one.’


  ‘And we certainly would if there were any one to ask,’ he said, still looking eastward, and not much at her. ‘I have been here a long time, but nobody comes. Not that I want to get in on my own account; for though it is thirty years since I last set foot in this place, I remember it as if it were but yesterday.’


  ‘Indeed. I have never been here before,’ said Paula.


  ‘Naturally. But I am looking for a young man who is making sketches in some of these buildings, and it is as likely as not that he is in the crypt under this choir, for it is just such out-of-the-way nooks that he prefers. It is very provoking that he should not have told me more distinctly in his letter where to find him.’


  Mrs. Goodman, who had gone to make inquiries, now came back, and informed them that she had learnt that it was necessary to pass through the Hôtel-Dieu to the choir, to do which they must go outside. Thereupon they walked on together, and Mr. Somerset, quite ignoring his troubles, made remarks upon the beauty of the architecture; and in absence of mind, by reason either of the subject, or of his listener, retained his hat in his hand after emerging from the church, while they walked all the way across the Place and into the Hospital gardens.


  ‘A very civil man,’ said Mrs. Goodman to Paula privately.


  ‘Yes,’ said Paula, who had not told her aunt that she recognized him.


  One of the Sisters now preceded them towards the choir and crypt, Mr. Somerset asking her if a young Englishman was or had been sketching there. On receiving a reply in the negative, Paula nearly betrayed herself by turning, as if her business there, too, ended with the information. However, she went on again, and made a pretence of looking round, Mr. Somerset also staying in a spirit of friendly attention to his countrywomen. They did not part from him till they had come out from the crypt, and again reached the west front, on their way to which he additionally explained that it was his son he was looking for, who had arranged to meet him here, but had mentioned no inn at which he might be expected.


  When he had left them, Paula informed her aunt whose company they had been sharing. Her aunt began expostulating with Paula for not telling Mr. Somerset what they had seen of his son’s movements. ‘It would have eased his mind at least,’ she said.


  ‘I was not bound to ease his mind at the expense of showing what I would rather conceal. I am continually hampered in such generosity as that by the circumstance of being a woman!’


  ‘Well, it is getting too late to search further to-night.’


  It was indeed almost evening twilight in the streets, though the graceful freestone spires to a depth of about twenty feet from their summits were still dyed with the orange tints of a vanishing sun. The two relatives dined privately as usual, after which Paula looked out of the window of her room, and reflected upon the events of the day. A tower rising into the sky quite near at hand showed her that some church or other stood within a few steps of the hotel archway, and saying nothing to Mrs. Goodman, she quietly cloaked herself, and went out towards it, apparently with the view of disposing of a portion of a dull dispiriting evening. The church was open, and on entering she found that it was only lighted by seven candles burning before the altar of a chapel on the south side, the mass of the building being in deep shade. Motionless outlines, which resolved themselves into the forms of kneeling women, were darkly visible among the chairs, and in the triforium above the arcades there was one hitherto unnoticed radiance, dim as that of a glow-worm in the grass. It was seemingly the effect of a solitary tallow-candle behind the masonry.


  A priest came in, unlocked the door of a confessional with a click which resounded in the silence, and entered it; a woman followed, disappeared within the curtain of the same, emerging again in about five minutes, followed by the priest, who locked up his door with another loud click, like a tradesman full of business, and came down the aisle to go out. In the lobby he spoke to another woman, who replied, ‘Ah, oui, Monsieur l’Abbé!’


  Two women having spoken to him, there could be no harm in a third doing likewise. ‘Monsieur l’Abbé,’ said Paula in French, ‘could you indicate to me the stairs of the triforium?’ and she signified her reason for wishing to know by pointing to the glimmering light above.


  ‘Ah, he is a friend of yours, the Englishman?’ pleasantly said the priest, recognizing her nationality; and taking her to a little door he conducted her up a stone staircase, at the top of which he showed her the long blind story over the aisle arches which led round to where the light was. Cautioning her not to stumble over the uneven floor, he left her and descended. His words had signified that Somerset was here.


  It was a gloomy place enough that she found herself in, but the seven candles below on the opposite altar, and a faint sky light from the clerestory, lent enough rays to guide her. Paula walked on to the bend of the apse: here were a few chairs, and the origin of the light.


  This was a candle stuck at the end of a sharpened stick, the latter entering a joint in the stones. A young man was sketching by the glimmer. But there was no need for the blush which had prepared itself beforehand; the young man was Mr. Cockton, Somerset’s youngest draughtsman.


  Paula could have cried aloud with disappointment. Cockton recognized Miss Power, and appearing much surprised, rose from his seat with a bow, and said hastily, ‘Mr. Somerset left to-day.’


  ‘I did not ask for him,’ said Paula.


  ‘No, Miss Power: but I thought——’


  ‘Yes, yes—you know, of course, that he has been my architect. Well, it happens that I should like to see him, if he can call on me. Which way did he go?’


  ‘He’s gone to Étretât.’


  ‘What for? There are no abbeys to sketch at Étretât.’


  Cockton looked at the point of his pencil, and with a hesitating motion of his lip answered, ‘Mr. Somerset said he was tired.’


  ‘Of what?’


  ‘He said he was sick and tired of holy places, and would go to some wicked spot or other, to get that consolation which holiness could not give. But he only said it casually to Knowles, and perhaps he did not mean it.’


  ‘Knowles is here too?’


  ‘Yes, Miss Power, and Bowles. Mr. Somerset has been kind enough to give us a chance of enlarging our knowledge of French Early-pointed, and pays half the expenses.’


  Paula said a few other things to the young man, walked slowly round the triforium as if she had come to examine it, and returned down the staircase. On getting back to the hotel she told her aunt, who had just been having a nap, that next day they would go to Étretât for a change.


  ‘Why? There are no old churches at Étretât.’


  ‘No. But I am sick and tired of holy places, and want to go to some wicked spot or other to find that consolation which holiness cannot give.’


  ‘For shame, Paula! Now I know what it is; you have heard that he’s gone there! You needn’t try to blind me.’


  ‘I don’t care where he’s gone!’ cried Paula petulantly. In a moment, however, she smiled at herself, and added, ‘You must take that for what it is worth. I have made up my mind to let him know from my own lips how the misunderstanding arose. That done, I shall leave him, and probably never see him again. My conscience will be clear.’


  The next day they took the steamboat down the Orne, intending to reach Étretât by way of Havre. Just as they were moving off an elderly gentleman under a large white sunshade, and carrying his hat in his hand, was seen leisurely walking down the wharf at some distance, but obviously making for the boat.


  ‘A gentleman!’ said the mate.


  ‘Who is he?’ said the captain.


  ‘An English,’ said Clémentine.


  Nobody knew more, but as leisure was the order of the day the engines were stopped, on the chance of his being a passenger, and all eyes were bent upon him in conjecture. He disappeared and reappeared from behind a pile of merchandise and approached the boat at an easy pace, whereupon the gangway was replaced, and he came on board, removing his hat to Paula, quietly thanking the captain for stopping, and saying to Mrs. Goodman, ‘I am nicely in time.’


  It was Mr. Somerset the elder, who by degrees informed our travellers, as sitting on their camp-stools they advanced between the green banks bordered by elms, that he was going to Étretât; that the young man he had spoken of yesterday had gone to that romantic watering-place instead of studying art at Caen, and that he was going to join him there.


  Paula preserved an entire silence as to her own intentions, partly from natural reticence, and partly, as it appeared, from the difficulty of explaining a complication which was not very clear to herself. At Havre they parted from Mr. Somerset, and did not see him again till they were driving over the hills towards Étretât in a carriage and four, when the white umbrella became visible far ahead among the outside passengers of the coach to the same place. In a short time they had passed and cut in before this vehicle, but soon became aware that their carriage, like the coach, was one of a straggling procession of conveyances, some mile and a half in length, all bound for the village between the cliffs.


  In descending the long hill shaded by lime-trees which sheltered their place of destination, this procession closed up, and they perceived that all the visitors and native population had turned out to welcome them, the daily arrival of new sojourners at this hour being the chief excitement of Étretât. The coach which had followed them all the way, at more or less remoteness, now took the lead anew, and in passing along the village street they saw Mr. Somerset wave his hand to somebody in the crowd below. A felt hat was waved in the air in response, the coach swept into the inn-yard, followed by the idlers, and all disappeared. Paula’s face was crimson as their own carriage swept round in the opposite direction to the rival inn.


  Once in her room she breathed like a person who had finished a long chase. They did not go down before dinner, but when it was almost dark Paula begged her aunt to wrap herself up and come with her to the shore hard by. The beach was deserted, everybody being at the Casino; the gate stood invitingly open, and they went in. Here the brilliantly lit terrace was crowded with promenaders, and outside the yellow palings, surmounted by its row of lamps, rose the voice of the invisible sea. Groups of people were sitting under the verandah, the women mostly in wraps, for the air was growing chilly. Through the windows at their back an animated scene disclosed itself in the shape of a room-full of waltzers, the strains of the band striving in the ear for mastery over the sounds of the sea. The dancers came round a couple at a time, and were individually visible to those people without who chose to look that way, which was what Paula did.


  ‘Come away, come away!’ she suddenly said. ‘It is not right for us to be here.’


  Her exclamation had its origin in what she had at that moment seen within, the spectacle of Mr. George Somerset whirling round the room with a young lady of uncertain nationality but pleasing figure. Paula was not accustomed to show the white feather too clearly, but she soon had passed out through those yellow gates and retreated, till the mixed music of sea and band had resolved into that of the sea alone.


  ‘Well!’ said her aunt, half in soliloquy, ‘do you know who I saw dancing there, Paula? Our Mr. Somerset, if I don’t make a great mistake!’


  ‘It was likely enough that you did,’ sedately replied her niece. ‘He left Caen with the intention of seeking distractions of a lighter kind than those furnished by art, and he has merely succeeded in finding them. But he has made my duty rather a difficult one. Still, it was my duty, for I very greatly wronged him. Perhaps, however, I have done enough for honour’s sake. I would have humiliated myself by an apology if I had found him in any other situation; but, of course, one can’t be expected to take much trouble when he is seen going on like that!’


  The coolness with which she began her remarks had developed into something like warmth as she concluded in a perceptibly husky note.


  ‘He is only dancing with a lady he probably knows very well.’


  ‘He doesn’t know her! The idea of his dancing with a woman of that description! We will go away to-morrow. This place has been greatly over-praised.’


  ‘The place is well enough, as far as I can see.’


  ‘He is carrying out his programme to the letter. He plunges into excitement in the most reckless manner, and I tremble for the consequences! I can do no more: I have humiliated myself into following him, believing that in giving too ready credence to appearances I had been narrow and inhuman, and had caused him much misery. But he does not mind, and he has no misery; he seems just as well as ever. How much this finding him has cost me! After all, I did not deceive him. He must have acquired a natural aversion for me. I have allowed myself to be interested in a man of very common qualities, and am now bitterly alive to the shame of having sought him out. I heartily detest him! I will go back—aunt, you are right—I had no business to come…. His light conduct has rendered him uninteresting to me!’


  ♣


  III


  When she rose the next morning the bell was clanging for the second breakfast, and people were pouring in from the beach in every variety of attire. Paula, whom a restless night had left with a headache, which, however, she said nothing about, was reluctant to emerge from the seclusion of her chamber, till her aunt, discovering what was the matter with her, suggested that a few minutes in the open air would refresh her; and they went downstairs into the hotel gardens.


  The clatter of the big breakfast within was audible from this spot, and the noise seemed suddenly to inspirit Paula, who proposed to enter. Her aunt assented. In the verandah under which they passed was a rustic hat-stand in the form of a tree, upon which hats and other body-gear hung like bunches of fruit. Paula’s eye fell upon a felt hat to which a small block-book was attached by a string. She knew that hat and block-book well, and turning to Mrs. Goodman said, ‘After all, I don’t want the breakfast they are having: let us order one of our own as usual. And we’ll have it here.’


  She led on to where some little tables were placed under the tall shrubs, followed by her aunt, who was in turn followed by the proprietress of the hotel, that lady having discovered from the French maid that there was good reason for paying these ladies ample personal attention.


  ‘Is the gentleman to whom that sketch-book belongs staying here?’ Paula carelessly inquired, as she indicated the object on the hat-stand.


  ‘Ah, no!’ deplored the proprietress. ‘The Hotel was full when Mr. Somerset came. He stays at a cottage beyond the Rue Anicet Bourgeois: he only has his meals here.’


  Paula had taken her seat under the fuchsia-trees in such a manner that she could observe all the exits from the salle à manger; but for the present none of the breakfasters emerged, the only moving objects on the scene being the waitresses who ran hither and thither across the court, the cook’s assistants with baskets of long bread, and the laundresses with baskets of sun-bleached linen. Further back towards the inn-yard, stablemen were putting in the horses for starting the flys and coaches to Les Ifs, the nearest railway-station.


  ‘Suppose the Somersets should be going off by one of these conveyances,’ said Mrs. Goodman as she sipped her tea.


  ‘Well, aunt, then they must,’ replied the younger lady with composure.


  Nevertheless she looked with some misgiving at the nearest stableman as he led out four white horses, harnessed them, and leisurely brought a brush with which he began blacking their yellow hoofs. All the vehicles were ready at the door by the time breakfast was over, and the inmates soon turned out, some to mount the omnibuses and carriages, some to ramble on the adjacent beach, some to climb the verdant slopes, and some to make for the cliffs that shut in the vale. The fuchsia-trees which sheltered Paula’s breakfast-table from the blaze of the sun, also screened it from the eyes of the outpouring company, and she sat on with her aunt in perfect comfort, till among the last of the stream came Somerset and his father. Paula reddened at being so near the former at last. It was with sensible relief that she observed them turn towards the cliffs and not to the carriages, and thus signify that they were not going off that day.


  Neither of the two saw the ladies, and when the latter had finished their tea and coffee they followed to the shore, where they sat for nearly an hour, reading and watching the bathers. At length footsteps crunched among the pebbles in their vicinity, and looking out from her sunshade Paula saw the two Somersets close at hand.


  The elder recognized her, and the younger, observing his father’s action of courtesy, turned his head. It was a revelation to Paula, for she was shocked to see that he appeared worn and ill. The expression of his face changed at sight of her, increasing its shade of paleness; but he immediately withdrew his eyes and passed by.


  Somerset was as much surprised at encountering her thus as she had been distressed to see him. As soon as they were out of hearing, he asked his father quietly, ‘What strange thing is this, that Lady de Stancy should be here and her husband not with her? Did she bow to me, or to you?’


  ‘Lady de Stancy—that young lady?’ asked the puzzled painter. He proceeded to explain all he knew; that she was a young lady he had met on his journey at two or three different times; moreover, that if she were his son’s client—the woman who was to have become Lady de Stancy—she was Miss Power still; for he had seen in some newspaper two days before leaving England that the wedding had been postponed on account of her illness.


  Somerset was so greatly moved that he could hardly speak connectedly to his father as they paced on together. ‘But she is not ill, as far as I can see,’ he said. ‘The wedding postponed?—You are sure the word was postponed?—Was it broken off?’


  ‘No, it was postponed. I meant to have told you before, knowing you would be interested as the castle architect; but it slipped my memory in the bustle of arriving.’


  ‘I am not the castle architect.’


  ‘The devil you are not—what are you then?’


  ‘Well, I am not that.’


  Somerset the elder, though not of penetrating nature, began to see that here lay an emotional complication of some sort, and reserved further inquiry till a more convenient occasion. They had reached the end of the level beach where the cliff began to rise, and as this impediment naturally stopped their walk they retraced their steps. On again nearing the spot where Paula and her aunt were sitting, the painter would have deviated to the hotel; but as his son persisted in going straight on, in due course they were opposite the ladies again. By this time Miss Power, who had appeared anxious during their absence, regained her self-control. Going towards her old lover she said, with a smile, ‘I have been looking for you!’


  ‘Why have you been doing that?’ said Somerset, in a voice which he failed to keep as steady as he could wish.


  ‘Because—I want some architect to continue the restoration. Do you withdraw your resignation?’


  Somerset appeared unable to decide for a few instants. ‘Yes,’ he then answered.


  For the moment they had ignored the presence of the painter and Mrs. Goodman, but Somerset now made them known to one another, and there was friendly intercourse all round.


  ‘When will you be able to resume operations at the castle?’ she asked, as soon as she could again speak directly to Somerset.


  ‘As soon as I can get back. Of course I only resume it at your special request.’


  ‘Of course.’ To one who had known all the circumstances it would have seemed a thousand pities that, after again getting face to face with him, she did not explain, without delay, the whole mischief that had separated them. But she did not do it—perhaps from the inherent awkwardness of such a topic at this idle time. She confined herself simply to the above-mentioned business-like request, and when the party had walked a few steps together they separated, with mutual promises to meet again.


  ‘I hope you have explained your mistake to him, and how it arose, and everything?’ said her aunt when they were alone.


  ‘No, I did not.’


  ‘What, not explain after all?’ said her amazed relative.


  ‘I decided to put it off.’


  ‘Then I think you decided very wrongly. Poor young man, he looked so ill!’


  ‘Did you, too, think he looked ill? But he danced last night. Why did he dance?’ She turned and gazed regretfully at the corner round which the Somersets had disappeared.


  ‘I don’t know why he danced; but if I had known you were going to be so silent, I would have explained the mistake myself.’


  ‘I wish you had. But no; I have said I would; and I must.’


  Paula’s avoidance of tables d’hôte did not extend to the present one. It was quite with alacrity that she went down; and with her entry the antecedent hotel beauty who had reigned for the last five days at that meal, was unceremoniously deposed by the guests. Mr. Somerset the elder came in, but nobody with him. His seat was on Paula’s left hand, Mrs. Goodman being on Paula’s right, so that all the conversation was between the Academician and the younger lady. When the latter had again retired upstairs with her aunt, Mrs. Goodman expressed regret that young Mr. Somerset was absent from the table. ‘Why has he kept away?’ she asked.


  ‘I don’t know—I didn’t ask,’ said Paula sadly. ‘Perhaps he doesn’t care to meet us again.’


  ‘That’s because you didn’t explain.’


  ‘Well—why didn’t the old man give me an opportunity?’ exclaimed the niece with suppressed excitement. ‘He would scarcely say anything but yes and no, and gave me no chance at all of introducing the subject. I wanted to explain—I came all the way on purpose—I would have begged George’s pardon on my two knees if there had been any way of beginning; but there was not, and I could not do it!’


  Though she slept badly that night, Paula promptly appeared in the public room to breakfast, and that not from motives of vanity; for, while not unconscious of her accession to the unstable throne of queen-beauty in the establishment, she seemed too preoccupied to care for the honour just then, and would readily have changed places with her unhappy predecessor, who lingered on in the background like a candle after sunrise.


  Mrs. Goodman was determined to trust no longer to Paula for putting an end to what made her so restless and self-reproachful. Seeing old Mr. Somerset enter to a little side-table behind for lack of room at the crowded centre tables, again without his son, she turned her head and asked point-blank where the young man was.


  Mr. Somerset’s face became a shade graver than before. ‘My son is unwell,’ he replied; ‘so unwell that he has been advised to stay indoors and take perfect rest.’


  ‘I do hope it is nothing serious.’


  ‘I hope so too. The fact is, he has overdone himself a little. He was not well when he came here; and to make himself worse he must needs go dancing at the Casino with this lady and that—among others with a young American lady who is here with her family, and whom he met in London last year. I advised him against it, but he seemed desperately determined to shake off lethargy by any rash means, and wouldn’t listen to me. Luckily he is not in the hotel, but in a quiet cottage a hundred yards up the hill.’


  Paula, who had heard all, did not show or say what she felt at the news: but after breakfast, on meeting the landlady in a passage alone, she asked with some anxiety if there were a really skilful medical man in Étretât; and on being told that there was, and his name, she went back to look for Mr. Somerset; but he had gone.


  They heard nothing more of young Somerset all that morning, but towards evening, while Paula sat at her window, looking over the heads of fuchsias upon the promenade beyond, she saw the painter walk by. She immediately went to her aunt and begged her to go out and ask Mr. Somerset if his son had improved.


  ‘I will send Milly or Clémentine,’ said Mrs. Goodman.


  ‘I wish you would see him yourself.’


  ‘He has gone on. I shall never find him.’


  ‘He has only gone round to the front,’ persisted Paula. ‘Do walk that way, auntie, and ask him.’


  Thus pressed, Mrs. Goodman acquiesced, and brought back intelligence to Miss Power, who had watched them through the window, that his son did not positively improve, but that his American friends were very kind to him.


  Having made use of her aunt, Paula seemed particularly anxious to get rid of her again, and when that lady sat down to write letters, Paula went to her own room, hastily dressed herself without assistance, asked privately the way to the cottage, and went off thitherward unobserved.


  At the upper end of the lane she saw a little house answering to the description, whose front garden, window-sills, palings, and doorstep were literally ablaze with nasturtiums in bloom.


  She entered this inhabited nosegay, quietly asked for the invalid, and if he were well enough to see Miss Power. The woman of the house soon returned, and she was conducted up a crooked staircase to Somerset’s modest apartments. It appeared that some rooms in this dwelling had been furnished by the landlady of the inn, who hired them of the tenant during the summer season to use as an annexe to the hotel.


  Admitted to the outer room she beheld her architect looking as unarchitectural as possible; lying on a small couch which was drawn up to the open casement, whence he had a back view of the window flowers, and enjoyed a green transparency through the undersides of the same nasturtium leaves that presented their faces to the passers without.


  When the latch had again clicked into the catch of the closed door Paula went up to the invalid, upon whose pale and interesting face a flush had arisen simultaneously with the announcement of her name. He would have sprung up to receive her, but she pressed him down, and throwing all reserve on one side for the first time in their intercourse, she crouched beside the sofa, whispering with roguish solicitude, her face not too far from his own: ‘How foolish you are, George, to get ill just now when I have been wanting so much to see you again!—I am so sorry to see you like this—what I said to you when we met on the shore was not what I had come to say!’


  Somerset took her by the hand. ‘Then what did you come to say, Paula?’ he asked.


  ‘I wanted to tell you that the mere wanton wandering of a capricious mind was not the cause of my estrangement from you. There has been a great deception practised—the exact nature of it I cannot tell you plainly just at present; it is too painful—but it is all over, and I can assure you of my sorrow at having behaved as I did, and of my sincere friendship now as ever.’


  ‘There is nothing I shall value so much as that. It will make my work at the castle very pleasant to feel that I can consult you about it without fear of intruding on you against your wishes.’


  ‘Yes, perhaps it will. But—you do not comprehend me.’


  ‘You have been an enigma always.’


  ‘And you have been provoking; but never so provoking as now. I wouldn’t for the world tell you the whole of my fancies as I came hither this evening: but I should think your natural intuition would suggest what they were.’


  ‘It does, Paula. But there are motives of delicacy which prevent my acting on what is suggested to me.’


  ‘Delicacy is a gift, and you should thank God for it; but in some cases it is not so precious as we would persuade ourselves.’


  ‘Not when the woman is rich, and the man is poor?’


  ‘O, George Somerset—be cold, or angry, or anything, but don’t be like this! It is never worth a woman’s while to show regret for her injustice; for all she gets by it is an accusation of want of delicacy.’


  ‘Indeed I don’t accuse you of that—I warmly, tenderly thank you for your kindness in coming here to see me.’


  ‘Well, perhaps you do. But I am now in I cannot tell what mood—I will not tell what mood, for it would be confessing more than I ought. This finding you out is a piece of weakness that I shall not repeat; and I have only one thing more to say. I have served you badly, George, I know that; but it is never too late to mend; and I have come back to you. However, I shall never run after you again, trust me for that, for it is not the woman’s part. Still, before I go, that there may be no mistake as to my meaning, and misery entailed on us for want of a word, I’ll add this: that if you want to marry me, as you once did, you must say so; for I am here to be asked.’


  It would be superfluous to transcribe Somerset’s reply, and the remainder of the scene between the pair. Let it suffice that half-an-hour afterwards, when the sun had almost gone down, Paula walked briskly into the hotel, troubled herself nothing about dinner, but went upstairs to their sitting-room, where her aunt presently found her upon the couch looking up at the ceiling through her fingers. They talked on different subjects for some time till the old lady said, ‘Mr. Somerset’s cottage is the one covered with flowers up the lane, I hear.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Paula.


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘I’ve been there…. We are going to be married, aunt.’


  ‘Indeed!’ replied Mrs. Goodman. ‘Well, I thought this might be the end of it: you were determined on the point; and I am not much surprised at your news. Your father was very wise after all in entailing everything so strictly upon your offspring: for if he had not I should have been driven wild with the responsibility!’


  ‘And now that the murder is out,’ continued Paula, passing over that view of the case, ‘I don’t mind telling you that somehow or other I have got to like George Somerset as desperately as a woman can care for any man. I thought I should have died when I saw him dancing, and feared I had lost him! He seemed ten times nicer than ever then! So silly we women are, that I wouldn’t marry a duke in preference to him. There, that’s my honest feeling, and you must make what you can of it; my conscience is clear, thank Heaven!’


  ‘Have you fixed the day?’


  ‘No,’ continued the young lady, still watching the sleeping flies on the ceiling. ‘It is left unsettled between us, while I come and ask you if there would be any harm—if it could conveniently be before we return to England?’


  ‘Paula, this is too precipitate!’


  ‘On the contrary, aunt. In matrimony, as in some other things, you should be slow to decide, but quick to execute. Nothing on earth would make me marry another man; I know every fibre of his character; and he knows a good many fibres of mine; so as there is nothing more to be learnt, why shouldn’t we marry at once? On one point I am firm: I will never return to that castle as Miss Power. A nameless dread comes over me when I think of it—a fear that some uncanny influence of the dead de Stancys would drive me again from him. O, if it were to do that,’ she murmured, burying her face in her hands, ‘I really think it would be more than I could bear!’


  ‘Very well,’ said Mrs. Goodman; ‘we will see what can be done. I will write to Mr. Wardlaw.’


  ♣


  IV


  On a windy afternoon in November, when more than two months had closed over the incidents previously recorded, a number of farmers were sitting in a room of the Lord-Quantock-Arms Inn, Markton, that was used for the weekly ordinary. It was a long, low apartment, formed by the union of two or three smaller rooms, with a wide window looking upon the street, and at the present moment was pervaded by a blue fog from tobacco-pipes, and a temperature like that of a kiln. The body of farmers who still sat on there was greater than usual, owing to the cold air without, the tables having been cleared of dinner for some time and their surface stamped with liquid circles by the feet of the numerous glasses.


  Besides the farmers there were present several professional men of the town, who found it desirable to dine here on market-days for the opportunity it afforded them of increasing their practice among the agriculturists, many of whom were men of large balances, even luxurious livers, who drove to market in elegant phaetons drawn by horses of supreme blood, bone, and action, in a style never anticipated by their fathers when jogging thither in light carts, or afoot with a butter basket on each arm.


  The buzz of groggy conversation was suddenly impinged on by the notes of a peal of bells from the tower hard by. Almost at the same instant the door of the room opened, and there entered the landlord of the little inn at Sleeping-Green. Drawing his supply of cordials from this superior house, to which he was subject, he came here at stated times like a prebendary to the cathedral of his diocesan, afterwards retailing to his own humbler conclave the sentiments which he had learnt of this. But as he had just been helping in the castle to prepare a feast for the workpeople, the usual position was for the moment reversed. One of the farmers, saluting him by name, asked him the reason why the bells had struck up at that time of day.


  ‘The mis’ess out yonder,’ replied the rural landlord, nodding sideways, ‘is coming home this afternoon with her fancy-man. They have been a-gaying together a turk of a while in foreign parts.—Here, maid!—what with the wind, and standing about, my blood’s as low as water—bring us a thimbleful of that that isn’t gin and not far from it.’


  ‘It is true, then, that she’s become Mrs. Somerset?’ indifferently asked a farmer in broadcloth, tenant of an estate in quite another direction than hers.


  ‘True—of course it is,’ said Havill, who was also present, in the tone of one who, though sitting in this rubicund company, was not of it. ‘I could have told you the truth of it any day these last five weeks.’


  Among those who had lent an ear was Dairyman Jinks, an old gnarled character who wore a white fustian coat and yellow leggings; the only man in the room who never dressed up in dark clothes for marketing. He now asked, ‘Married abroad, was they? And how long will a wedding abroad stand good for in this country?’


  ‘As long as a wedding at home.’


  ‘Will it? Faith; I didn’t know: how should I? I thought it might be some new plan o’ folks for leasing women now they be so plentiful, so as to get rid o’ ’em when the men be tired o’ ’em, and hev spent all their money.’


  ‘He won’t be able to spend her money,’ said the landlord of Sleeping-Green. ‘’Tis her very own person’s—settled upon the hairs of her head for ever.’


  ‘O nation! Then if I were the man I shouldn’t care for such a one-eyed benefit as that,’ said Dairyman Jinks, turning away to listen to the talk on his other hand.


  ‘Is that true?’ asked the gentleman-farmer in broadcloth.


  ‘It is sufficiently near the truth,’ said Havill. ‘There is nothing at all unusual in the arrangement; it was only settled so to prevent any schemer making a beggar of her. If Somerset and she have any children, which probably they will, it will be theirs; and what can a man want more? Besides, there is a large portion of property left to her personal use—quite as much as they can want. Oddly enough, the curiosities and pictures of the castle which belonged to the de Stancys are not restricted from sale; they are hers to do what she likes with. Old Power didn’t care for articles that reminded him so much of his predecessors.’


  ‘Hey?’ said Dairyman Jinks, turning back again, having decided that the conversation on his right hand was, after all, the more interesting. ‘Well—why can’t ’em hire a travelling chap to touch up the picters into her own gaffers and gammers? Then they’d be worth sommat to her.’


  ‘Ah, here they are! I thought so,’ said Havill, who had been standing up at the window for the last few moments. ‘The ringers were told to begin as soon as the train signalled.’


  As he spoke a carriage drew up to the hotel-door, followed by another with the maid and luggage. The inmates crowded to the wide window, except Dairyman Jinks, who had become absorbed in his own reflections.


  ‘What be they stopping here for?’ asked one of the previous speakers.


  ‘They are going to stay here to-night,’ said Havill. ‘They have come quite unexpectedly, and the castle is in such a state of disarray with the scouring out after the building works, and the dinner to the workpeople, and what not, that there is not a single carpet down, or room for them to use. We shall get two or three in order by next week.’


  ‘Two little people like them will be lost in the chammers of that wandering place!’ satirized Dairyman Jinks. ‘They will be bound to have a randy every fortnight to keep the moth out of the furniture!’


  By this time Somerset was handing out the wife of his bosom, and Dairyman Jinks went on: ‘That’s no more Miss Power that was, than my niece’s daughter Kezia is Miss Power—in short it is a different woman altogether!’


  ‘There is no mistake about the woman,’ said the landlord; ‘it is her fur clothes that make her look so like a caterpillar on end. Well, she is not a bad bargain! As for Captain de Stancy, he’ll fret his gizzard green.’


  ‘He’s the man she ought to ha’ married,’ declared the farmer in broadcloth. ‘As the world goes she ought to have been Lady de Stancy. She gave up her chapel-going, and you might have thought she would have given up her first young man: but she stuck to him, though by all accounts he would soon have been interested in another party.’


  ‘’Tis woman’s nature to be false except to a man, and man’s nature to be true except to a woman,’ said the landlord of Sleeping-Green. ‘However, all’s well that ends well, and I have something else to think of than new-married couples;’ saying which the speaker moved off, and the others returned to their seats, the young pair who had been their theme vanishing through the hotel into some private paradise to rest and dine.


  By this time their arrival had become known, and a crowd soon gathered outside, acquiring audacity with continuance there. Raising a hurrah, the group would not leave till Somerset had showed himself at the bay-window above; and then declined to go away till Paula also had appeared; when, remarking that her husband seemed a quiet young man enough, and would make a very good county member when their present one misbehaved himself, the assemblage good-humouredly dispersed.


  Among those whose ears had been reached by the hurrahs of these idlers was a man in silence and solitude, far out of the town. He was leaning over a gate that divided two meads in a watery level at a distance from Stancy Castle in the direction of Toneborough. He turned his head for a few seconds, then continued his contemplative gaze towards the towers of the castle, visible over the trees as far as was possible in the leaden gloom of the November eve. The military form of the solitary lounger was recognizable as that of Sir William de Stancy, notwithstanding the failing light and his attitude of so resting his elbows on the gate that his hands enclosed the greater part of his face.


  The scene was inexpressibly cheerless. No other human creature was apparent, and the only sounds audible above the wind were those of the trickling streams which distributed the water over the meadow. A heron had been standing in one of these rivulets about twenty yards from the officer, and they vied with each other in stillness till the bird suddenly rose and flew off to the plantation in which it was his custom to pass the night with others of his tribe. De Stancy saw the heron rise, and seemed to imagine the creature’s departure without a supper to be owing to the increasing darkness; but in another minute he became conscious that the heron had been disturbed by sounds too distant to reach his own ears at the time. They were nearer now, and there came along under the hedge a young man known to de Stancy exceedingly well.


  ‘Ah,’ he said listlessly, ‘you have ventured back.’


  ‘Yes, captain. Why do you appear out here?’


  ‘I had come in from Toneborough to Myrtle Villa, arranging for a sale of the furniture, when the bells began ringing because she and he were expected, and my thoughts naturally drove me afield. Thank Heaven the battery leaves Toneborough in a few days, and then this precious place will know me no more!’


  ‘I have heard of it.’ Turning to where the dim lines of the castle rose he continued: ‘Well, there it stands.’


  ‘And I am not in it.’


  ‘They are not in it yet either.’


  ‘They soon will be.’


  ‘Well—what tune is that you were humming, captain?’


  ‘All is lost now,’ replied the captain grimly.


  ‘O no; you have got me, and I am a treasure to any man. I have another match in my eye for you, and shall get you well settled yet, if you keep yourself respectable. So thank God, and take courage!’


  ‘Ah, Will—you are a flippant young fool—wise in your own conceit; I say it to my sorrow! ’Twas your dishonesty spoilt all. That lady would have been my wife by fair dealing—time was all I required. But base attacks on a man’s character never deserve to win, and if I had once been certain that you had made them, my course would have been very different both towards you and others. But why should I talk to you about this? If I cared an atom what becomes of you I would take you in hand severely enough; not caring, I leave you alone, to go to the devil your own way.’


  ‘Thank you kindly, captain. Well, since you have spoken plainly, I will do the same. We de Stancys are a worn-out old party—that’s the long and the short of it. We represent conditions of life that have had their day—especially me. Our one remaining chance was an alliance with new aristocrats; and we have failed. We are past and done for. Our line has had five hundred years of glory, and we ought to be content. Enfin les renards se trouvent chez le pelletier.’


  ‘Speak for yourself, young Consequence, and leave the destinies of old families to respectable philosophers. This fiasco is the direct result of evil conduct, and of nothing else at all. I have managed badly; I countenanced you too far. When I saw your impish tendencies I should have forsworn the alliance.’


  ‘Don’t sting me, captain. What I have told you is true. As for my conduct, cat will after kind, you know. You should have held your tongue on the wedding morning, and have let me take my chance.’


  ‘Is that all I get for saving you from jail? Gad—I alone am the sufferer, and feel I am alone the fool! … Come, off with you—I never want to see you any more.’


  ‘Part we will, then—till we meet again. It will be a light night hereabouts, I think, this evening.’


  ‘A very dark one for me.’


  ‘Nevertheless, I think it will be a light night. Au revoir!’


  Dare went his way, and after a while de Stancy went his. Both were soon lost in the shades.


  ♣


  V


  The castle to-night was as gloomy as the meads. As Havill had explained, the habitable rooms were just now undergoing a scour, and the main block of buildings was empty even of the few servants who had been retained, they having for comfort’s sake taken up their quarters in the detached rooms adjoining the entrance archway. Hence not a single light shone from the lonely windows, at which ivy leaves tapped like woodpeckers, moved by gusts that were numerous and contrary rather than violent. Within the walls all was silence, chaos, and obscurity, till towards eleven o’clock, when the thick immovable cloud that had dulled the daytime broke into a scudding fleece, through which the moon forded her way as a nebulous spot of watery white, sending light enough, though of a rayless kind, into the castle chambers to show the confusion that reigned there.


  At this time an eye might have noticed a figure flitting in and about those draughty apartments, and making no more noise in so doing than a puff of wind. Its motion hither and thither was rapid, but methodical; its bearing absorbed, yet cautious. Though it ran more or less through all the principal rooms, the chief scene of its operations was the Long Gallery overlooking the Pleasance, which was covered by an ornamental wood-and-plaster roof, and contained a whole throng of family portraits, besides heavy old cabinets and the like. The portraits which were of value as works of art were smaller than these, and hung in adjoining rooms.


  The manifest occupation of the figure was that of removing these small and valuable pictures from other chambers to the gallery in which the rest were hung, and piling them in a heap in the midst. Included in the group were nine by Sir Peter Lely, five by Vandyck, four by Cornelius Jansen, one by Salvator Rosa (remarkable as being among the few English portraits ever painted by that master), many by Kneller, and two by Romney. Apparently by accident, the light being insufficient to distinguish them from portraits, the figure also brought a Raffaelle Virgin-and-Child, a magnificent Tintoretto, a Titian, and a Giorgione.


  On these was laid a large collection of enamelled miniature portraits of the same illustrious line; afterwards tapestries and cushions embroidered with the initials ‘de S.’; and next the cradle presented by Charles the First to the contemporary de Stancy mother, till at length there arose in the middle of the floor a huge heap containing most of what had been personal and peculiar to members of the de Stancy family as distinct from general furniture.


  Then the figure went from door to door, and threw open each that was unfastened. It next proceeded to a room on the ground floor, at present fitted up as a carpenter’s shop, and knee-deep in shavings. An armful of these was added to the pile of objects in the gallery; a window at each end of the gallery was opened, causing a brisk draught along the walls; and then the activity of the figure ceased, and it was seen no more.


  Five minutes afterwards a light shone upon the lawn from the windows of the Long Gallery, which glowed with more brilliancy than it had known in the meridian of its Caroline splendours. Thereupon the framed gentleman in the lace collar seemed to open his eyes more widely; he with the flowing locks and turn-up mustachios to part his lips; he in the armour, who was so much like Captain de Stancy, to shake the plates of his mail with suppressed laughter; the lady with the three-stringed pearl necklace, and vast expanse of neck, to nod with satisfaction and triumphantly signify to her adjoining husband that this was a meet and glorious end.


  The flame increased, and blown upon by the wind roared round the pictures, the tapestries, and the cradle, up to the plaster ceiling and through it into the forest of oak timbers above.


  The best sitting-room at the Lord-Quantock-Arms in Markton was as cosy this evening as a room can be that lacks the minuter furniture on which cosiness so largely depends. By the fire sat Paula and Somerset, the former with a shawl round her shoulders to keep off the draught which, despite the curtains, forced its way in on this gusty night through the windows opening upon the street. Paula held a letter in her hand, the contents of which formed the subject of their conversation. Happy as she was in her general situation, there was for the nonce a tear in her eye.


  
    My ever dear Paula (ran the letter),—Your last letter has just reached me, and I have followed your account of your travels and intentions with more interest than I can tell. You, who know me, need no assurance of this. At the present moment, however, I am in the whirl of a change that has resulted from a resolution taken some time ago, but concealed from almost everybody till now. Why? Well, I will own—from cowardice—fear lest I should be reasoned out of my plan. I am going to steal from the world, Paula, from the social world, for whose gaieties and ambitions I never had much liking, and whose circles I have not the ability to grace. My home, and resting-place till the great rest comes, is with the Anglican Sisterhood at ——. Whatever shortcomings may be found in such a community, I believe that I shall be happier there than in any other place.


    Whatever you may think of my judgment in taking this step, I can assure you that I have not done it without consideration. My reasons are good, and my determination is unalterable. But, my own very best friend, and more than sister, don’t think that I mean to leave my love and friendship for you behind me. No, Paula, you will always be with me, and I believe that if an increase in what I already feel for you be possible, it will be furthered by the retirement and meditation I shall enjoy in my secluded home. My heart is very full, dear—too full to write more. God bless you, and your husband. You must come and see me there; I have not so many friends that I can afford to lose you who have been so kind. I write this with the fellow-pen to yours, that you gave me when we went to Budmouth together. Good-bye!—Ever your own sister,


    Charlotte.

  


  Paula had first read this through silently, and now in reading it a second time aloud to Somerset her voice faltered, and she wept outright. ‘I had been expecting her to live with us always,’ she said through her tears, ‘and to think she should have decided to do this!’


  ‘It is a pity certainly,’ said Somerset gently. ‘She was genuine, if anybody ever was; and simple as she was true.’


  ‘I am the more sorry,’ Paula presently resumed, ‘because of a little plan I had been thinking of with regard to her. You know that the pictures and curiosities of the castle are not included in the things I cannot touch, or impeach, or whatever it is. They are our own to do what we like with. My father felt in devising the estate that, however interesting to the de Stancys those objects might be, they did not concern us—were indeed rather in the way, having been come by so strangely, through Mr. Wilkins, though too valuable to be treated lightly. Now I was going to suggest that we would not sell them—indeed I could not bear to do such a thing with what had belonged to Charlotte’s forefathers—but to hand them over to her as a gift, either to keep for herself, or to pass on to her brother, as she should choose. Now I fear there is no hope of it: and yet I shall never like to see them in the house.’


  ‘It can be done still, I should think. She can accept them for her brother when he settles, without absolutely taking them into her own possession.’


  ‘It would be a kind of generosity which hardly amounts to more than justice (although they were purchased) from a recusant usurper to a dear friend—not that I am a usurper exactly; well, from a representative of the new aristocracy of internationality to a representative of the old aristocracy of exclusiveness.’


  ‘What do you call yourself, Paula, since you are not of your father’s creed?’


  ‘I suppose I am what poor Mr. Woodwell said—by the way, we must call and see him—something or other that’s in Revelation, neither cold nor hot. But of course that’s a sub-species—I may be a lukewarm anything. What I really am, as far as I know, is one of that body to whom lukewarmth is not an accident but a provisional necessity, till they see a little more clearly.’ She had crossed over to his side, and pulling his head towards her whispered a name in his ear.


  ‘Why, Mr. Woodwell said you were that too! You carry your beliefs very comfortably. I shall be glad when enthusiasm is come again.’


  ‘I am going to revise and correct my beliefs one of these days when I have thought a little further.’ She suddenly breathed a sigh and added, ‘How transitory our best emotions are! In talking of myself I am heartlessly forgetting Charlotte, and becoming happy again. I won’t be happy to-night for her sake!’


  A few minutes after this their attention was attracted by a noise of footsteps running along the street; then a heavy tramp of horses, and lumbering of wheels. Other feet were heard scampering at intervals, and soon somebody ascended the staircase and approached their door. The head waiter appeared.


  ‘Ma’am, Stancy Castle is all afire!’ said the waiter breathlessly.


  Somerset jumped up, drew aside the curtains, and stepped into the bay-window. High up before him rose a blaze. The window looked upon the street and along the turnpike road to the very hill on which the castle stood, the tower being visible in the daytime above the trees. Here rose the light, which appeared little further off than a stone’s throw instead of nearly half a mile. Every curl of the smoke and every wave of the flame was distinct, and Somerset fancied he could hear the crackling.


  Paula had risen from her seat and joined him in the window, where she heard some people in the street saying that the servants were all safe; after which she gave her mind more fully to the material aspects of the catastrophe.


  The whole town was now rushing up to the scene of the conflagration, which, shining straight down the street, showed the burgesses’ running figures distinctly upon the illumined road. Paula was quite ready to act upon Somerset’s suggestion that they too should hasten to the spot, and with lapse of time evinced more anxiety as to the fate of her castle than she had shown at first. They went on foot into the throng of people which was rapidly gathering from the surrounding towns and villages. Among the faces they recognized Mr. Woodwell, Havill the architect, the rector of the parish, the curate, and many others known to them by sight. These, as soon as they saw the young couple, came forward with words of condolence, imagining them to have been burnt out of bed, and vied with each other in offering them a lodging. Somerset explained where they were staying and that they required no accommodation, Paula interrupting with ‘O my poor horses, what has become of them?’


  ‘The fire is not near the stables,’ said Mr. Woodwell. ‘It broke out in the body of the building. The horses, however, are driven into the field.’


  ‘I can assure you, you need not be alarmed, madam,’ said Havill. ‘The chief constable is here, and the two town engines, and I am doing all I can. The castle engine unfortunately is out of repair.’


  Somerset and Paula then went on to another point of view near the gymnasium, where they could not be seen by the crowd. Three-quarters of a mile off, on their left hand, the powerful irradiation fell upon the brick chapel in which Somerset had first seen the woman who now stood beside him as his wife. It was the only object visible in that direction, the dull hills and trees behind failing to catch the light. She significantly pointed it out to Somerset, who knew her meaning, and they turned again to the more serious matter.


  It had long been apparent that in the face of such a wind all the pigmy appliances that the populace could bring to act upon such a mass of combustion would be unavailing. As much as could burn that night was burnt, while some of that which would not burn crumbled and fell as a formless heap, whence new flames towered up, and inclined to the south and east so far as to singe the trees of the park. The thicker walls of Norman date remained unmoved, partly because of their thickness, and partly because in them stone vaults took the place of wood floors.


  The tower clock kept manfully going till it had struck one, its face smiling out from the smoke as if nothing were the matter, after which hour something fell down inside, and it went no more.


  Cunningham Haze, with his body of men, was devoted in his attention, and came up to say a word to our two spectators from time to time. Towards four o’clock the flames diminished, and feeling thoroughly weary, Somerset and Paula remained no longer, returning to Markton as they had come.


  On their way down to the little town they pondered and discussed what course it would be best to pursue in the circumstances, gradually deciding not to attempt rebuilding the castle unless they were absolutely compelled. True, the main walls were still standing as firmly as ever; but there was a feeling common to both of them that it would be well to make an opportunity of a misfortune, and leaving the edifice in ruins start their married life in a mansion of independent construction hard by the old one, unencumbered with the ghosts of an unfortunate line.


  ‘We will build a new house from the ground, eclectic in style. We will remove the ashes, charred wood, and so on from the ruin, and plant more ivy. The winter rains will soon wash the unsightly smoke from the walls, and Stancy Castle will be beautiful in its decay. You, Paula, will be yourself again, and recover, if you have not already, from the warp given to your mind (according to Woodwell) by the mediævalism of that place.’


  ‘And be a perfect representative of “the modern spirit”?’ she inquired; ‘representing neither the senses and understanding, nor the heart and imagination; but what a finished writer calls “the imaginative reason”?’


  ‘Yes; for since it is rather in your line you may as well keep straight on.’


  ‘Very well, I’ll keep straight on; and we’ll build a new house beside the ruin, and show the modern spirit for evermore…. But, George, I wish——’ And Paula repressed a sigh.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I wish my castle wasn’t burnt; and I wish you were a de Stancy!’


  the end


  ♣


  Two on a Tower


  by thomas hardy


  [Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington, 1882]


  
    ‘Ah, my heart! her eyes and she


    Have taught thee new astrology.


    Howe’er Love’s native hours were set,


    Whatever starry synod met,


    ’Tis in the mercy of her eye,


    If poor Love shall live or die.’


    Crashaw: Love’s Horoscope.

  


  [The text follows the 1922 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Preface


  This slightly-built romance was the outcome of a wish to set the emotional history of two infinitesimal lives against the stupendous background of the stellar universe, and to impart to readers the sentiment that of these contrasting magnitudes the smaller might be the greater to them as men.


  But on the publication of the book people seemed to be less struck with these high aims of the author than with their own opinion, first, that the novel was an ‘improper’ one in its morals, and, secondly, that it was intended to be a satire on the Established Church of this country. I was made to suffer in consequence from several eminent pens.


  That, however, was thirteen years ago, and, in respect of the first opinion, I venture to think that those who care to read the story now will be quite astonished at the scrupulous propriety observed therein on the relations of the sexes; for though there may be frivolous, and even grotesque touches on occasion, there is hardly a single caress in the book outside legal matrimony, or what was intended so to be.


  As for the second opinion, it is sufficient to draw attention, as I did at the time, to the fact that the Bishop is every inch a gentleman, and that the parish priest who figures in the narrative is one of its most estimable characters.


  However, the pages must speak for themselves. Some few readers, I trust—to take a serious view—will be reminded by this imperfect story, in a manner not unprofitable to the growth of the social sympathies, of the pathos, misery, long-suffering, and divine tenderness which in real life frequently accompany the passion of such a woman as Viviette for a lover several years her junior.


  The scene of the action was suggested by two real spots in the part of the country specified, each of which has a column standing upon it. Certain surrounding peculiarities have been imported into the narrative from both sites, and from elsewhere.


  The first edition of the novel was published in 1882, in three volumes.


  T. H.


  July 1895.


  ♣


  I


  On an early winter afternoon, clear but not cold, when the vegetable world was a weird multitude of skeletons through whose ribs the sun shone freely, a gleaming landau came to a pause on the crest of a hill in Wessex. The spot was where the old Melchester Road, which the carriage had hitherto followed, was joined by a drive that led round into a park at no great distance off.


  The footman alighted, and went to the occupant of the carriage, a lady about eight- or nine-and-twenty. She was looking through the opening afforded by a field-gate at the undulating stretch of country beyond. In pursuance of some remark from her the servant looked in the same direction.


  The central feature of the middle distance, as they beheld it, was a circular isolated hill, of no great elevation, which placed itself in strong chromatic contrast with a wide acreage of surrounding arable by being covered with fir-trees. The trees were all of one size and age, so that their tips assumed the precise curve of the hill they grew upon. This pine-clad protuberance was yet further marked out from the general landscape by having on its summit a tower in the form of a classical column, which, though partly immersed in the plantation, rose above the tree-tops to a considerable height. Upon this object the eyes of lady and servant were bent.


  ‘Then there is no road leading near it?’ she asked.


  ‘Nothing nearer than where we are now, my lady.’


  ‘Then drive home,’ she said after a moment. And the carriage rolled on its way.


  A few days later, the same lady, in the same carriage, passed that spot again. Her eyes, as before, turned to the distant tower.


  ‘Nobbs,’ she said to the coachman, ‘could you find your way home through that field, so as to get near the outskirts of the plantation where the column is?’


  The coachman regarded the field. ‘Well, my lady,’ he observed, ‘in dry weather we might drive in there by inching and pinching, and so get across by Five-and-Twenty Acres, all being well. But the ground is so heavy after these rains that perhaps it would hardly be safe to try it now.’


  ‘Perhaps not,’ she assented indifferently. ‘Remember it, will you, at a drier time?’


  And again the carriage sped along the road, the lady’s eyes resting on the segmental hill, the blue trees that muffled it, and the column that formed its apex, till they were out of sight.


  A long time elapsed before that lady drove over the hill again. It was February; the soil was now unquestionably dry, the weather and scene being in other respects much as they had been before. The familiar shape of the column seemed to remind her that at last an opportunity for a close inspection had arrived. Giving her directions she saw the gate opened, and after a little manœuvring the carriage swayed slowly into the uneven field.


  Although the pillar stood upon the hereditary estate of her husband the lady had never visited it, owing to its insulation by this well-nigh impracticable ground. The drive to the base of the hill was tedious and jerky, and on reaching it she alighted, directing that the carriage should be driven back empty over the clods, to wait for her on the nearest edge of the field. She then ascended beneath the trees on foot.


  The column now showed itself as a much more important erection than it had appeared from the road, or the park, or the windows of Welland House, her residence hard by, whence she had surveyed it hundreds of times without ever feeling a sufficient interest in its details to investigate them. The column had been erected in the eighteenth century, as a substantial memorial of her husband’s great-grandfather, a respectable officer who had fallen in the American war, and the reason of her lack of interest was partly owing to her relations with this husband, of which more anon. It was little beyond the sheer desire for something to do—the chronic desire of her curiously lonely life—that had brought her here now. She was in a mood to welcome anything that would in some measure disperse an almost killing ennui. She would have welcomed even a misfortune. She had heard that from the summit of the pillar four counties could be seen. Whatever pleasurable effect was to be derived from looking into four counties she resolved to enjoy to-day.


  The fir-shrouded hill-top was (according to some antiquaries) an old Roman camp,—if it were not (as others insisted) an old British castle, or (as the rest swore) an old Saxon field of Witenagemote,—with remains of an outer and an inner vallum, a winding path leading up between their overlapping ends by an easy ascent. The spikelets from the trees formed a soft carpet over the route, and occasionally a brake of brambles barred the interspaces of the trunks. Soon she stood immediately at the foot of the column.


  It had been built in the Tuscan order of classic architecture, and was really a tower, being hollow with steps inside. The gloom and solitude which prevailed round the base were remarkable. The sob of the environing trees was here expressively manifest; and moved by the light breeze their thin straight stems rocked in seconds, like inverted pendulums; while some boughs and twigs rubbed the pillar’s sides, or occasionally clicked in catching each other. Below the level of their summits the masonry was lichen-stained and mildewed, for the sun never pierced that moaning cloud of blue-black vegetation. Pads of moss grew in the joints of the stone-work, and here and there shade-loving insects had engraved on the mortar patterns of no human style or meaning; but curious and suggestive. Above the trees the case was different: the pillar rose into the sky a bright and cheerful thing, unimpeded, clean, and flushed with the sunlight.


  The spot was seldom visited by a pedestrian, except perhaps in the shooting season. The rarity of human intrusion was evidenced by the mazes of rabbit-runs, the feathers of shy birds, the exuviæ of reptiles; as also by the well-worn paths of squirrels down the sides of trunks, and thence horizontally away. The fact of the plantation being an island in the midst of an arable plain sufficiently accounted for this lack of visitors. Few unaccustomed to such places can be aware of the insulating effect of ploughed ground, when no necessity compels people to traverse it. This rotund hill of trees and brambles, standing in the centre of a ploughed field of some forty or fifty acres, was probably visited less frequently than a rock would have been visited in a lake of equal extent.


  She walked round the column to the other side, where she found the door through which the interior was reached. The paint, if it had ever owned any, was all washed from the wood, and down the decaying surface of the boards liquid rust from the nails and hinges had run in red stains. Over the door was a stone tablet, bearing, apparently, letters or words; but the inscription, whatever it was, had been smoothed over with a plaster of lichen.


  Here stood this aspiring piece of masonry, erected as the most conspicuous and ineffaceable reminder of a man that could be thought of; and yet the whole aspect of the memorial betokened forgetfulness. Probably not a dozen people within the district knew the name of the person commemorated, while perhaps not a soul remembered whether the column were hollow or solid, whether with or without a tablet explaining its date and purpose. She herself had lived within a mile of it for the last five years, and had never come near it till now.


  She hesitated to ascend alone, but finding that the door was not fastened she pushed it open with her foot, and entered. A scrap of writing-paper lay within, and arrested her attention by its freshness. Some human being, then, knew the spot, despite her surmises. But as the paper had nothing on it no clue was afforded; yet feeling herself the proprietor of the column and of all around it her self-assertiveness was sufficient to lead her on. The staircase was lighted by slits in the wall, and there was no difficulty in reaching the top, the steps being quite unworn. The trap-door leading on to the roof was open, and on looking through it an interesting spectacle met her eye.


  A youth was sitting on a stool in the centre of the lead flat which formed the summit of the column, his eye being applied to the end of a large telescope that stood before him on a tripod. This sort of presence was unexpected, and the lady started back into the shade of the opening. The only effect produced upon him by her footfall was an impatient wave of the hand, which he did without removing his eye from the instrument, as if to forbid her to interrupt him.


  Pausing where she stood the lady examined the aspect of the individual who thus made himself so completely at home on a building which she deemed her unquestioned property. He was a youth who might properly have been characterized by a word the judicious chronicler would not readily use in such a connexion, preferring to reserve it for raising images of the opposite sex. Whether because no deep felicity is likely to arise from the condition, or from any other reason, to say in these days that a youth is beautiful is not to award him that amount of credit which the expression would have carried with it if he had lived in the times of the Classical Dictionary. So much, indeed, is the reverse the case that the assertion creates an awkwardness in saying anything more about him. The beautiful youth usually verges so perilously on the incipient coxcomb, who is about to become the Lothario or Juan among the neighbouring maidens, that, for the due understanding of our present young man, his sublime innocence of any thought concerning his own material aspect, or that of others, is most fervently asserted, and must be as fervently believed.


  Such as he was, there the lad sat. The sun shone full in his face, and on his head he wore a black velvet skull-cap, leaving to view below it a curly margin of very light shining hair, which accorded well with the flush upon his cheek.


  He had such a complexion as that with which Raffaelle enriches the countenance of the youthful son of Zacharias,—a complexion which, though clear, is far enough removed from virgin delicacy, and suggests plenty of sun and wind as its accompaniment. His features were sufficiently straight in the contours to correct the beholder’s first impression that the head was the head of a girl. Beside him stood a little oak table, and in front was the telescope.


  His visitor had ample time to make these observations; and she may have done so all the more keenly through being herself of a totally opposite type. Her hair was black as midnight, her eyes had no less deep a shade, and her complexion showed the richness demanded as a support to these decided features. As she continued to look at the pretty fellow before her, apparently so far abstracted into some speculative world as scarcely to know a real one, a warmer wave of her warm temperament glowed visibly through her, and a qualified observer might from this have hazarded a guess that there was Romance blood in her veins.


  But even the interest attaching to the youth could not arrest her attention for ever, and as he made no further signs of moving his eye from the instrument she broke the silence with—


  ‘What do you see?—something happening somewhere?’


  ‘Yes, quite a catastrophe!’ he automatically murmured, without moving round.


  ‘What?’


  ‘A cyclone in the sun.’


  The lady paused, as if to consider the weight of that event in the scale of terrene life.


  ‘Will it make any difference to us here?’ she asked.


  The young man by this time seemed to be awakened to the consciousness that somebody unusual was talking to him; he turned, and started.


  ‘I beg your pardon,’ he said. ‘I thought it was my relative come to look after me! She often comes about this time.’


  He continued to look at her and forget the sun, just such a reciprocity of influence as might have been expected between a dark lady and a flaxen-haired youth making itself apparent in the faces of each.


  ‘Don’t let me interrupt your observations,’ said she.


  ‘Ah, no,’ said he, again applying his eye; whereupon his face lost the animation which her presence had lent it, and became immutable as that of a bust, though superadding to the serenity of repose the sensitiveness of life. The expression that settled on him was one of awe. Not unaptly might it have been said that he was worshipping the sun. Among the various intensities of that worship which have prevailed since the first intelligent being saw the luminary decline westward, as the young man now beheld it doing, his was not the weakest. He was engaged in what may be called a very chastened or schooled form of that first and most natural of adorations.


  ‘But would you like to see it?’ he recommenced. ‘It is an event that is witnessed only about once in two or three years, though it may occur often enough.’


  She assented, and looked through the shaded eyepiece, and saw a whirling mass, in the centre of which the blazing globe seemed to be laid bare to its core. It was a peep into a maelstrom of fire, taking place where nobody had ever been or ever would be.


  ‘It is the strangest thing I ever beheld,’ she said. Then he looked again; till wondering who her companion could be she asked, ‘Are you often here?’


  ‘Every night when it is not cloudy, and often in the day.’


  ‘Ah, night, of course. The heavens must be beautiful from this point.’


  ‘They are rather more than that.’


  ‘Indeed! Have you entirely taken possession of this column?’


  ‘Entirely.’


  ‘But it is my column,’ she said, with smiling asperity.


  ‘Then are you Lady Constantine, wife of the absent Sir Blount Constantine?’


  ‘I am Lady Constantine.’


  ‘Ah, then I agree that it is your ladyship’s. But will you allow me to rent it of you for a time, Lady Constantine?’


  ‘You have taken it, whether I allow it or not. However, in the interests of science it is advisable that you continue your tenancy. Nobody knows you are here, I suppose?’


  ‘Hardly anybody.’


  He then took her down a few steps into the interior, and showed her some ingenious contrivances for stowing articles away.


  ‘Nobody ever comes near the column,—or, as it’s called here, Rings-Hill Speer,’ he continued; ‘and when I first came up it nobody had been here for thirty or forty years. The staircase was choked with daws’ nests and feathers, but I cleared them out.’


  ‘I understood the column was always kept locked?’


  ‘Yes, it has been so. When it was built, in 1782, the key was given to my great-grandfather, to keep by him in case visitors should happen to want it. He lived just down there where I live now.’


  He denoted by a nod a little dell lying immediately beyond the ploughed land which environed them.


  ‘He kept it in his bureau, and as the bureau descended to my grandfather, my mother, and myself, the key descended with it. After the first thirty or forty years, nobody ever asked for it. One day I saw it, lying rusty in its niche, and, finding that it belonged to this column, I took it and came up. I stayed here till it was dark, and the stars came out, and that night I resolved to be an astronomer. I came back here from school several months ago, and I mean to be an astronomer still.’


  He lowered his voice, and added:


  ‘I aim at nothing less than the dignity and office of Astronomer Royal, if I live. Perhaps I shall not live.’


  ‘I don’t see why you should suppose that,’ said she. ‘How long are you going to make this your observatory?’


  ‘About a year longer—till I have obtained a practical familiarity with the heavens. Ah, if I only had a good equatorial!’


  ‘What is that?’


  ‘A proper instrument for my pursuit. But time is short, and science is infinite,—how infinite only those who study astronomy fully realize,—and perhaps I shall be worn out before I make my mark.’


  She seemed to be greatly struck by the odd mixture in him of scientific earnestness and melancholy mistrust of all things human. Perhaps it was owing to the nature of his studies.


  ‘You are often on this tower alone at night?’ she said.


  ‘Yes; at this time of the year particularly, and while there is no moon. I observe from seven or eight till about two in the morning, with a view to my great work on variable stars. But with such a telescope as this—well, I must put up with it!’


  ‘Can you see Saturn’s ring and Jupiter’s moons?’


  He said drily that he could manage to do that, not without some contempt for the state of her knowledge.


  ‘I have never seen any planet or star through a telescope.’


  ‘If you will come the first clear night, Lady Constantine, I will show you any number. I mean, at your express wish; not otherwise.’


  ‘I should like to come, and possibly may at some time. These stars that vary so much—sometimes evening stars, sometimes morning stars, sometimes in the east, and sometimes in the west—have always interested me.’


  ‘Ah—now there is a reason for your not coming. Your ignorance of the realities of astronomy is so satisfactory that I will not disturb it except at your serious request.’


  ‘But I wish to be enlightened.’


  ‘Let me caution you against it.’


  ‘Is enlightenment on the subject, then, so terrible?’


  ‘Yes, indeed.’


  She laughingly declared that nothing could have so piqued her curiosity as his statement, and turned to descend. He helped her down the stairs and through the briers. He would have gone further and crossed the open corn-land with her, but she preferred to go alone. He then retraced his way to the top of the column, but, instead of looking longer at the sun, watched her diminishing towards the distant fence, behind which waited the carriage. When in the midst of the field, a dark spot on an area of brown, there crossed her path a moving figure, whom it was as difficult to distinguish from the earth he trod as the caterpillar from its leaf, by reason of the excellent match between his clothes and the clods. He was one of a dying-out generation who retained the principle, nearly unlearnt now, that a man’s habiliments should be in harmony with his environment. Lady Constantine and this figure halted beside each other for some minutes; then they went on their several ways.


  The brown person was a labouring man known to the world of Welland as Haymoss (the encrusted form of the word Amos, to adopt the phrase of philologists). The reason of the halt had been some inquiries addressed to him by Lady Constantine.


  ‘Who is that—Amos Fry, I think?’ she had asked.


  ‘Yes, my lady,’ said Haymoss; ‘a homely barley driller, born under the eaves of your ladyship’s outbuildings, in a manner of speaking,—though your ladyship was neither born nor ’tempted at that time.’


  ‘Who lives in the old house behind the plantation?’


  ‘Old Gammer Martin, my lady, and her grandson.’


  ‘He has neither father nor mother, then?’


  ‘Not a single one, my lady.’


  ‘Where was he educated?’


  ‘At Warborne,—a place where they draw up young gam’sters’ brains like rhubarb under a ninepenny pan, my lady, excusing my common way. They hit so much learning into en that ’a could talk like the day of Pentecost; which is a wonderful thing for a simple boy, and his mother only the plainest ciphering woman in the world. Warborne Grammar School—that’s where ’twas ’a went to. His father, the reverent Pa’son St. Cleeve, made a terrible bruckle hit in ’s marrying, in the sight of the high. He were the curate here, my lady, for a length o’ time.’


  ‘Oh, curate,’ said Lady Constantine. ‘It was before I knew the village.’


  ‘Ay, long and merry ago! And he married Farmer Martin’s daughter—Giles Martin, a limberish man, who used to go rather bad upon his legs, if you can mind? I knowed the man well enough; who should know en better! The maid was a poor windling thing, and, though a playward piece o’ flesh when he married her, she socked and sighed, and went out like a snoff! Yes, my lady. Well, when Pa’son St. Cleeve married this homespun woman the toppermost folk wouldn’t speak to his wife. Then he dropped a cuss or two, and said he’d no longer get his living by curing their twopenny souls o’ such d—— nonsense as that (excusing my common way), and he took to farming straightway, and then ’a dropped down dead in a nor’-west thunderstorm; it being said—hee-hee!—that Master God was in tantrums wi’en for leaving his service,—hee-hee! I give the story as I heard it, my lady, but be dazed if I believe in such trumpery about folks in the sky, nor anything else that’s said on ’em, good or bad. Well, Swithin, the boy, was sent to the grammar school, as I say for; but what with having two stations of life in his blood he’s good for nothing, my lady. He mopes about—sometimes here, and sometimes there; nobody troubles about en.’


  Lady Constantine thanked her informant and proceeded onward. To her, as a woman, the most curious feature in the afternoon’s incident was that this lad of striking beauty, scientific attainments, and cultivated bearing, should be linked on the maternal side with a local agricultural family through his father’s matrimonial eccentricity. A more attractive feature in the case was that the same youth, so capable of being ruined by flattery, blandishment, pleasure, even gross prosperity, should be at present living on in a primitive Eden of unconsciousness, with aims towards whose accomplishment a Caliban shape would have been as effective as his own.


  ♣


  II


  Swithin St. Cleeve lingered on at his post until the more sanguine birds of the plantation, already recovering from their midwinter anxieties, piped a short evening hymn to the vanishing sun.


  The landscape was gently concave; with the exception of tower and hill there were no points on which late rays might linger; and hence the dish-shaped fifty acres of tilled land assumed a uniform hue of shade quite suddenly. The one or two stars that appeared were quickly clouded over, and it was soon obvious that there would be no sweeping the heavens that night. After tying a piece of tarpaulin, which had once seen service on his maternal grandfather’s farm, over all the apparatus around him, he went down the stairs in the dark, and locked the door.


  With the key in his pocket he descended through the underwood on the side of the slope opposite to that trodden by Lady Constantine, and crossed the field in a line mathematically straight, and in a manner that left no traces, by keeping in the same furrow all the way on tiptoe. In a few minutes he reached a little dell, which occurred quite unexpectedly on the other side of the field-fence, and descended to a venerable thatched house, whose enormous roof, broken up by dormers as big as haycocks, could be seen even in the twilight. Over the white walls, built of chalk in the lump, outlines of creepers formed dark patterns, as if drawn in charcoal.


  Inside the house his maternal grandmother was sitting by a wood fire. Before it stood a pipkin, in which something was evidently kept warm. An eight-legged oak table in the middle of the room was laid for a meal. This woman of eighty, in a large mob cap, under which she wore a little cap to keep the other clean, retained faculties but little blunted. She was gazing into the flames, with her hands upon her knees, quietly re-enacting in her brain certain of the long chain of episodes, pathetic, tragical, and humorous, which had constituted the parish history for the last sixty years. On Swithin’s entry she looked up at him in a sideway direction.


  ‘You should not have waited for me, granny,’ he said.


  ‘’Tis of no account, my child. I’ve had a nap while sitting here. Yes, I’ve had a nap, and went straight back into my old county again, as usual. The place was as natural as when I left it,—e’en just threescore years ago! All the folks and my old aunt were there, as when I was a child,—yet I suppose if I were really to set out and go there, hardly a soul would be left alive to say to me, dog how art! But tell Hannah to stir her stumps and serve supper—though I’d fain do it myself, the poor old soul is getting so unhandy!’


  Hannah revealed herself to be much nimbler and several years younger than granny, though of this the latter seemed to be oblivious. When the meal was nearly over Mrs. Martin produced the contents of the mysterious vessel by the fire, saying that she had caused it to be brought in from the back kitchen, because Hannah was hardly to be trusted with such things, she was becoming so childish.


  ‘What is it, then?’ said Swithin. ‘Oh, one of your special puddings.’ At sight of it, however, he added reproachfully, ‘Now, granny!’


  Instead of being round, it was in shape an irregular boulder that had been exposed to the weather for centuries—a little scrap pared off here, and a little piece cut away there; the general aim being, nevertheless, to avoid destroying the symmetry of the pudding while taking as much as possible of its substance.


  ‘The fact is,’ added Swithin, ‘the pudding is half gone!’


  ‘I’ve only sliced off the merest paring once or twice, to taste if it was well done!’ pleaded Granny Martin, with wounded feelings. ‘I said to Hannah when she took it up, “Put it here to keep it hot, as there’s a better fire than in the back kitchen.”’


  ‘Well, I am not going to eat any of it, chopped round like that!’ said Swithin decisively, as he rose from the table, pushed away his chair, and went upstairs; the ‘other station of life that was in his blood,’ and which had been brought out by the grammar school, probably stimulating him.


  ‘Ah, the world is an ungrateful place! ’Twas a pity I didn’t take my poor name off this earthly calendar and creep under ground sixty long years ago, instead of leaving my own county to come here!’ mourned old Mrs. Martin. ‘But I told his mother how ’twould be—marrying so many notches above her. The child was sure to chaw high, like his father!’


  When Swithin had been upstairs a minute or two, however, he altered his mind, and coming down again ate all the pudding, with the aspect of a person undertaking a deed of great magnanimity. The relish with which he did so restored the unison that knew no more serious interruptions than such as this.


  ‘Mr. Torkingham has been here this afternoon,’ said his grandmother: ‘and he wants me to let him meet some of the choir here to-night for practice. They who live at this end of the parish won’t go to his house to try over the tunes, because ’tis so far, they say; and so ’tis, poor men. So he’s going to see what coming to them will do. He asks if you would like to join.’


  ‘I would if I had not so much to do.’


  ‘But it is cloudy to-night.’


  ‘Yes; but I have calculations without end, granny. Now, don’t you tell him I’m in the house, will you? and then he’ll not ask for me.’


  ‘But if he should, must I then tell a lie, Lord forgive me?’


  ‘No, you can say I’m upstairs; he must think what he likes. Not a word about the astronomy to any of them, whatever you do. I should be called a visionary, and all sorts.’


  ‘So thou beest, child. Why can’t ye do something that’s of use?’


  At the sound of footsteps Swithin beat a hasty retreat upstairs, where he struck a light, and revealed a table covered with books and papers, while round the walls hung star-maps and other diagrams illustrative of celestial phenomena. In a corner stood a huge pasteboard tube, which a close inspection would have shown to be intended for a telescope. Swithin hung a thick cloth over the window in addition to the curtains, and sat down to his papers. On the ceiling was a black stain of smoke, and under this he placed his lamp, evidencing that the midnight oil was consumed on that precise spot very often.


  Meanwhile there had entered to the room below a personage who, to judge from her voice and the quick pit-pat of her feet, was a maiden young and blithe. Mrs. Martin welcomed her by the title of Miss Tabitha Lark, and inquired what wind had brought her that way; to which the visitor replied that she had come for the singing.


  ‘Sit ye down, then,’ said granny. ‘And do you still go to the House to read to my lady?’


  ‘Yes, I go and read, Mrs. Martin; but as to getting my lady to hearken, that’s more than a team of six horses could force her to do.’


  The girl had a remarkably smart and fluent utterance, which was probably a cause, or a consequence, of her vocation.


  ‘’Tis the same story, then?’ said grandmother Martin.


  ‘Yes. Eaten out with listlessness. She’s neither sick nor sorry, but how dull and dreary she is, only herself can tell. When I get there in the morning she is sitting in bed, for my lady doesn’t care to get up; and then she makes me bring this book and that book, till the bed is heaped up with immense volumes that half bury her, making her look, as she leans upon her elbow, like the stoning of Stephen. She yawns; then she looks towards the tall glass; then she looks out at the weather, mooning her great black eyes, and fixing them on the sky as if they stuck there, while my tongue goes flick-flack along, a hundred and fifty words a minute; then she looks at the clock; then she asks me what I’ve been reading.’


  ‘Ah, poor soul!’ said granny. ‘No doubt she says in the morning, “Would God it were evening,” and in the evening, “Would God it were morning,” like the disobedient woman in Deuteronomy.’


  Swithin in the room overhead had suspended his calculations, for the duologue interested him. There now crunched heavier steps outside the door, and his grandmother could be heard greeting sundry local representatives of the bass and tenor voice, who lent a cheerful and well-known personality to the names Sammy Blore, Nat Chapman, Hezekiah Biles, and Haymoss Fry (the latter being one with whom the reader has already a distant acquaintance); besides these came small producers of treble, who had not yet developed into such distinctive units of society as to require particularizing.


  ‘Is the good man come?’ asked Nat Chapman. ‘No,—I see we be here afore him. And how is it with aged women to-night, Mrs. Martin?’


  ‘Tedious traipsing enough with this one, Nat. Sit ye down. Well, little Freddy, you don’t wish in the morning that ’twere evening, and at evening that ’twere morning again, do you, Freddy, trust ’ee for it?’


  ‘Now, who might wish such a thing as that, Mrs. Martin?—nobody in this parish?’ asked Sammy Blore curiously.


  ‘My lady is always wishing it,’ spoke up Miss Tabitha Lark.


  ‘Oh, she! Nobody can be answerable for the wishes of that onnatural tribe of mankind. Not but that the woman’s heart-strings is tried in many aggravating ways.’


  ‘Ah, poor woman!’ said granny. ‘The state she finds herself in—neither maid, wife, nor widow—is not the primest form of life for keeping in good spirits. How long is it since she has heard from Sir Blount, Tabitha?’


  ‘Two years and more,’ said the young woman. ‘He went into one side of Africa as it might be three St. Martin’s days back. I can mind it, because ’twas my birthday. And he meant to come out the other side. But he didn’t. He has never come out at all.’


  ‘For all the world like losing a rat in a barley-mow,’ said Hezekiah. ‘He’s lost, though you know where he is.’


  His comrades nodded.


  ‘Ay, my lady is a walking weariness. I seed her yawn just at the very moment when the fox was halloaed away by Lornton Copse, and the hounds runned en all but past her carriage wheels. If I were she I’d see a little life; though there’s no fair, club-walking, nor feast to speak of, till Easter week,—that’s true.’


  ‘She dares not. She’s under solemn oath to do no such thing.’


  ‘Be cust if I would keep any such oath! But here’s the pa’son, if my ears don’t deceive me.’


  There was a noise of horse’s hoofs without, a stumbling against the door-scraper, a tethering to the window-shutter, a creaking of the door on its hinges, and a voice which Swithin recognized as Mr. Torkingham’s. He greeted each of the previous arrivals by name, and stated that he was glad to see them all so punctually assembled.


  ‘Ay, sir,’ said Haymoss Fry. ‘’Tis only my jints that have kept me from assembling myself long ago. I’d assemble upon the top of Welland Steeple, if ’tweren’t for my jints. I assure ’ee, Pa’son Tarkenham, that in the clitch o’ my knees, where the rain used to come through when I was cutting clots for the new lawn in old my lady’s time, ’tis as if rats wez gnawing every now and then. When a feller’s young he’s too small in the brain to see how soon a constitution can be squandered, worse luck!’


  ‘True,’ said Biles, to fill the time while the parson was engaged in finding the Psalms. ‘A man’s a fool till he’s forty. Often have I thought, when hay-pitching, and the small of my back seeming no stouter than a harnet’s, “The devil send that I had but the making of labouring men for a twelvemonth!” I’d gie every man-jack two good backbones, even if the alteration was as wrong as forgery.’


  ‘Four,—four backbones,’ said Haymoss decisively.


  ‘Yes, four,’ threw in Sammy Blore, with additional weight of experience. ‘For you want one in front for breast-ploughing and such like, one at the right side for ground-dressing, and one at the left side for turning mixens.’


  ‘Well; then next I’d move every man’s wyndpipe a good span away from his glutchpipe, so that at harvest time he could fetch breath in ’s drinking, without being choked and strangled as he is now. Thinks I, when I feel the victuals going—’


  ‘Now, we’ll begin,’ interrupted Mr. Torkingham, his mind returning to this world again on concluding his search for a psalm.


  Thereupon the racket of chair-legs on the floor signified that they were settling into their seats,—a disturbance which Swithin took advantage of by going on tiptoe across the floor above, and putting sheets of paper over knot-holes in the boarding at points where carpet was lacking, that his lamp-light might not shine down. The absence of a ceiling beneath rendered his position virtually that of one suspended in the same apartment.


  The parson announced Psalm fifty-third to the tune of ‘Devizes,’ and his voice burst forth with


  
    ‘The Lord look’d down from Heav’n’s high tower


    The sons of men to view,’

  


  in notes of rigid cheerfulness.


  In this start, however, he was joined only by the girls and boys, the men furnishing but an accompaniment of ahas and hems. Mr. Torkingham stopped, and Sammy Blore spoke,—


  ‘Beg your pardon, sir,—if you’ll deal mild with us a moment. What with the wind and walking, my throat’s as rough as a grater; and not knowing you were going to hit up that minute, I hadn’t hawked, and I don’t think Hezzy and Nat had, either,—had ye, souls?’


  ‘I hadn’t got thorough ready, that’s true,’ said Hezekiah.


  ‘Quite right of you, then, to speak,’ said Mr. Torkingham. ‘Don’t mind explaining; we are here for practice. Now clear your throats, then, and at it again.’


  There was a noise as of atmospheric hoes and scrapers, and the bass contingent at last got under way with a time of its own:


  ‘The Lard looked down vrom Heav’n’s high tower!’


  ‘Ah, that’s where we are so defective—the pronunciation,’ interrupted the parson. ‘Now repeat after me: “The Lord look’d down from Heav’n’s high tower.”’


  The choir repeated like an exaggerative echo: ‘The Lawd look’d daown from Heav’n’s high towah!’


  ‘Better!’ said the parson, in the strenuously sanguine tones of a man who got his living by discovering a bright side in things where it was not very perceptible to other people. ‘But it should not be given with quite so extreme an accent; or we may be called affected by other parishes. And, Nathaniel Chapman, there’s a jauntiness in your manner of singing which is not quite becoming. Why don’t you sing more earnestly?’


  ‘My conscience won’t let me, sir. They say every man for himself: but, thank God, I’m not so mean as to lessen old fokes’ chances by being earnest at my time o’ life, and they so much nearer the need o’t.’


  ‘It’s bad reasoning, Nat, I fear. Now, perhaps we had better sol-fa the tune. Eyes on your books, please. Doe! doe-ray-mee’—


  ‘I can’t sing like that, not I!’ said Sammy Blore, with condemnatory astonishment. ‘I can sing genuine music, like F and G; but not anything so much out of the order of nater as that.’


  ‘Perhaps you’ve brought the wrong book, sir?’ chimed in Haymoss, kindly. ‘I’ve knowed music early in life and late,—in short, ever since Luke Sneap broke his new fiddle-bow in the wedding psalm, when Pa’son Wilton brought home his bride (you can mind the time, Sammy?—when we sung “His wife, like a fair fertile vine, her lovely fruit shall bring,” when the young woman turned as red as a rose, not knowing ’twas coming). I’ve knowed music ever since then, I say, sir, and never heard the like o’ that. Every martel note had his name of A, B, C, at that time.’


  ‘Yes, yes, men; but this is a more recent system!’


  ‘Still, you can’t alter a old-established note that’s A or B by nater,’ rejoined Haymoss, with yet deeper conviction that Mr. Torkingham was getting off his head. ‘Now sound A, neighbour Sammy, and let’s have a slap at Heav’n’s high tower again, and show the Pa’son the true way!’


  Sammy produced a private tuning-fork, black and grimy, which, being about seventy years of age, and wrought before pianoforte builders had sent up the pitch to make their instruments brilliant, was nearly a note flatter than the parson’s. While an argument as to the true pitch was in progress there came a knocking without.


  ‘Somebody’s at the door!’ said a little treble girl.


  ‘Thought I heard a knock before!’ said the relieved choir.


  The latch was lifted, and a man asked from the darkness, ‘Is Mr. Torkingham here?’


  ‘Yes, Mills. What do you want?’


  It was the parson’s man.


  ‘O, if you please,’ said Mills, showing an advanced margin of himself round the door, ‘Lady Constantine wants to see you very particular, sir, and could you call on her after dinner, if you ben’t engaged with poor folks? She’s just had a letter,—so they say,—and it’s about that, I believe.’


  Finding, on looking at his watch, that it was necessary to start at once if he meant to see her that night, the parson cut short the practising, and, naming another night for meeting, he withdrew. All the singers assisted him on to his cob, and watched him till he disappeared over the edge of the Bottom.


  ♣


  III


  Mr. Torkingham trotted briskly onward to his house, a distance of about a mile, each cottage, as it revealed its half-buried position by its single light, appearing like a one-eyed night creature watching him from an ambush. Leaving his horse at the parsonage he performed the remainder of the journey on foot, crossing the park towards Welland House by a stile and path till he struck into the drive near the north door of the mansion.


  This drive, it may be remarked, was also the common highway to the lower village, and hence Lady Constantine’s residence and park, as is occasionally the case with old-fashioned manors, possessed none of the exclusiveness found in some aristocratic settlements. The parishioners looked upon the park avenue as their natural thoroughfare, particularly for christenings, weddings, and funerals, which passed the squire’s mansion with due considerations as to the scenic effect of the same from the manor windows. Hence the house of Constantine, when going out from its breakfast, had been continually crossed on the doorstep for the last two hundred years by the houses of Hodge and Giles in full cry to dinner. At present these collisions were but too infrequent, for though the villagers passed the north front door as regularly as ever, they seldom met a Constantine. Only one was there to be met, and she had no zest for outings before noon.


  The long, low front of the Great House, as it was called by the parish, stretching from end to end of the terrace, was in darkness as the vicar slackened his pace before it, and only the distant fall of water disturbed the stillness of the manorial precincts.


  On gaining admittance he found Lady Constantine waiting to receive him. She wore a heavy dress of velvet and lace, and being the only person in the spacious apartment she looked small and isolated. In her left hand she held a letter and a couple of at-home cards. The soft dark eyes which she raised to him as he entered—large, and melancholy by circumstance far more than by quality—were the natural indices of a warm and affectionate, perhaps slightly voluptuous temperament, languishing for want of something to do, cherish, or suffer for.


  Mr. Torkingham seated himself. His boots, which had seemed elegant in the farm-house, appeared rather clumsy here, and his coat, that was a model of tailoring when he stood amid the choir, now exhibited decidedly strained relations with his limbs. Three years had passed since his induction to the living of Welland, but he had never as yet found means to establish that reciprocity with Lady Constantine which usually grows up, in the course of time, between parsonage and manor-house,—unless, indeed, either side should surprise the other by showing respectively a weakness for awkward modern ideas on landownership, or on church formulas, which had not been the case here. The present meeting, however, seemed likely to initiate such a reciprocity.


  There was an appearance of confidence on Lady Constantine’s face; she said she was so very glad that he had come, and looking down at the letter in her hand was on the point of pulling it from its envelope; but she did not. After a moment she went on more quickly: ‘I wanted your advice, or rather your opinion, on a serious matter,—on a point of conscience.’ Saying which she laid down the letter and looked at the cards.


  It might have been apparent to a more penetrating eye than the vicar’s that Lady Constantine, either from timidity, misgiving, or reconviction, had swerved from her intended communication, or perhaps decided to begin at the other end.


  The parson, who had been expecting a question on some local business or intelligence, at the tenor of her words altered his face to the higher branch of his profession.


  ‘I hope I may find myself of service, on that or any other question,’ he said gently.


  ‘I hope so. You may possibly be aware, Mr. Torkingham, that my husband, Sir Blount Constantine, was, not to mince matters, a mistaken—somewhat jealous man. Yet you may hardly have discerned it in the short time you knew him.’


  ‘I had some little knowledge of Sir Blount’s character in that respect.’


  ‘Well, on this account my married life with him was not of the most comfortable kind.’ (Lady Constantine’s voice dropped to a more pathetic note.) ‘I am sure I gave him no cause for suspicion; though had I known his disposition sooner I should hardly have dared to marry him. But his jealousy and doubt of me were not so strong as to divert him from a purpose of his,—a mania for African lion-hunting, which he dignified by calling it a scheme of geographical discovery; for he was inordinately anxious to make a name for himself in that field. It was the one passion that was stronger than his mistrust of me. Before going away he sat down with me in this room, and read me a lecture, which resulted in a very rash offer on my part. When I tell it to you, you will find that it provides a key to all that is unusual in my life here. He bade me consider what my position would be when he was gone; hoped that I should remember what was due to him,—that I would not so behave towards other men as to bring the name of Constantine into suspicion; and charged me to avoid levity of conduct in attending any ball, rout, or dinner to which I might be invited. I, in some contempt for his low opinion of me, volunteered, there and then, to live like a cloistered nun during his absence; to go into no society whatever,—scarce even to a neighbour’s dinner-party; and demanded bitterly if that would satisfy him. He said yes, held me to my word, and gave me no loophole for retracting it. The inevitable fruits of precipitancy have resulted to me: my life has become a burden. I get such invitations as these’ (holding up the cards), ‘but I so invariably refuse them that they are getting very rare…. I ask you, can I honestly break that promise to my husband?’


  Mr. Torkingham seemed embarrassed. ‘If you promised Sir Blount Constantine to live in solitude till he comes back, you are, it seems to me, bound by that promise. I fear that the wish to be released from your engagement is to some extent a reason why it should be kept. But your own conscience would surely be the best guide, Lady Constantine?’


  ‘My conscience is quite bewildered with its responsibilities,’ she continued, with a sigh. ‘Yet it certainly does sometimes say to me that—that I ought to keep my word. Very well; I must go on as I am going, I suppose.’


  ‘If you respect a vow, I think you must respect your own,’ said the parson, acquiring some further firmness. ‘Had it been wrung from you by compulsion, moral or physical, it would have been open to you to break it. But as you proposed a vow when your husband only required a good intention, I think you ought to adhere to it; or what is the pride worth that led you to offer it?’


  ‘Very well,’ she said, with resignation. ‘But it was quite a work of supererogation on my part.’


  ‘That you proposed it in a supererogatory spirit does not lessen your obligation, having once put yourself under that obligation. St. Paul, in his Epistle to the Hebrews, says, “An oath for confirmation is an end of all strife.” And you will readily recall the words in Ecclesiastes, “Pay that which thou hast vowed. Better is it that thou shouldest not vow than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.” Why not write to Sir Blount, tell him the inconvenience of such a bond, and ask him to release you?’


  ‘No; never will I. The expression of such a desire would, in his mind, be a sufficient reason for disallowing it. I’ll keep my word.’


  Mr. Torkingham rose to leave. After she had held out her hand to him, when he had crossed the room, and was within two steps of the door, she said, ‘Mr. Torkingham.’ He stopped. ‘What I have told you is only the least part of what I sent for you to tell you.’


  Mr. Torkingham walked back to her side. ‘What is the rest of it, then?’ he asked, with grave surprise.


  ‘It is a true revelation, as far as it goes; but there is something more. I have received this letter, and I wanted to say—something.’


  ‘Then say it now, my dear lady.’


  ‘No,’ she answered, with a look of utter inability. ‘I cannot speak of it now! Some other time. Don’t stay. Please consider this conversation as private. Good-night.’


  ♣


  IV


  It was a bright starlight night, a week or ten days later. There had been several such nights since the occasion of Lady Constantine’s promise to Swithin St. Cleeve to come and study astronomical phenomena on the Rings-Hill column; but she had not gone there. This evening she sat at a window, the blind of which had not been drawn down. Her elbow rested on a little table, and her cheek on her hand. Her eyes were attracted by the brightness of the planet Jupiter, as he rode in the ecliptic opposite, beaming down upon her as if desirous of notice.


  Beneath the planet could be still discerned the dark edges of the park landscape against the sky. As one of its features, though nearly screened by the trees which had been planted to shut out the fallow tracts of the estate, rose the upper part of the column. It was hardly visible now, even if visible at all; yet Lady Constantine knew from daytime experience its exact bearing from the window at which she leaned. The knowledge that there it still was, despite its rapid envelopment by the shades, led her lonely mind to her late meeting on its summit with the young astronomer, and to her promise to honour him with a visit for learning some secrets about the scintillating bodies overhead. The curious juxtaposition of youthful ardour and old despair that she had found in the lad would have made him interesting to a woman of perception, apart from his fair hair and early-Christian face. But such is the heightening touch of memory that his beauty was probably richer in her imagination than in the real. It was a moot point to consider whether the temptations that would be brought to bear upon him in his course would exceed the staying power of his nature. Had he been a wealthy youth he would have seemed one to tremble for. In spite of his attractive ambitions and gentlemanly bearing she thought it would possibly be better for him if he never became known outside his lonely tower,—forgetting that he had received such intellectual enlargement as would probably make his continuance in Welland seem, in his own eye, a slight upon his father’s branch of his family, whose social standing had been, only a few years earlier, but little removed from her own.


  Suddenly she flung a cloak about her and went out on the terrace. She passed down the steps to the lower lawn, through the door to the open park, and there stood still. The tower was now discernible. As the words in which a thought is expressed develop a further thought, so did the fact of her having got so far influence her to go further. A person who had casually observed her gait would have thought it irregular; and the lessenings and increasings of speed with which she proceeded in the direction of the pillar could be accounted for only by a motive much more disturbing than an intention to look through a telescope. Thus she went on till, leaving the park, she crossed the turnpike-road, and entered the large field in the middle of which the fir-clad hill stood like Mont St. Michel in its bay.


  The stars were so bright as distinctly to show her the place, and now she could see a faint light at the top of the column, which rose like a shadowy finger pointing to the upper constellations. There was no wind, in a human sense; but a steady stertorous breathing from the fir-trees showed that, now as always, there was movement in apparent stagnation. Nothing but an absolute vacuum could paralyze their utterance.


  The door of the tower was shut. It was something more than the freakishness which is engendered by a sickening monotony that had led Lady Constantine thus far, and hence she made no ado about admitting herself. Three years ago, when her every action was a thing of propriety, she had known of no possible purpose which could have led her abroad in a manner such as this.


  She ascended the tower noiselessly. On raising her head above the hatchway she beheld Swithin bending over a scroll of paper which lay on the little table beside him. The small lantern that illuminated it showed also that he was warmly wrapped up in a coat and thick cap, behind him standing the telescope on its frame.


  What was he doing? She looked over his shoulder upon the paper, and saw figures and signs. When he had jotted down something he went to the telescope again.


  ‘What are you doing to-night?’ she said in a low voice.


  Swithin started, and turned. The faint lamp-light was sufficient to reveal her face to him.


  ‘Tedious work, Lady Constantine,’ he answered, without betraying much surprise. ‘Doing my best to watch phenomenal stars, as I may call them.’


  ‘You said you would show me the heavens if I could come on a starlight night. I have come.’


  Swithin, as a preliminary, swept round the telescope to Jupiter, and exhibited to her the glory of that orb. Then he directed the instrument to the less bright shape of Saturn.


  ‘Here,’ he said, warming up to the subject, ‘we see a world which is to my mind by far the most wonderful in the solar system. Think of streams of satellites or meteors racing round and round the planet like a fly-wheel, so close together as to seem solid matter!’ He entered further and further into the subject, his ideas gathering momentum as he went on, like his pet heavenly bodies.


  When he paused for breath she said, in tones very different from his own, ‘I ought now to tell you that, though I am interested in the stars, they were not what I came to see you about…. I first thought of disclosing the matter to Mr. Torkingham; but I altered my mind, and decided on you.’


  She spoke in so low a voice that he might not have heard her. At all events, abstracted by his grand theme, he did not heed her. He continued,—


  ‘Well, we will get outside the solar system altogether,—leave the whole group of sun, primary and secondary planets quite behind us in our flight, as a bird might leave its bush and sweep into the whole forest. Now what do you see, Lady Constantine?’ He levelled the achromatic at Sirius.


  She said that she saw a bright star, though it only seemed a point of light now as before.


  ‘That’s because it is so distant that no magnifying will bring its size up to zero. Though called a fixed star, it is, like all fixed stars, moving with inconceivable velocity; but no magnifying will show that velocity as anything but rest.’


  And thus they talked on about Sirius, and then about other stars


  
    … in the scrowl


    Of all those beasts, and fish, and fowl,


    With which, like Indian plantations,


    The learned stock the constellations,

  


  till he asked her how many stars she thought were visible to them at that moment.


  She looked around over the magnificent stretch of sky that their high position unfolded. ‘O, thousands,—hundreds of thousands,’ she said absently.


  ‘No. There are only about three thousand. Now, how many do you think are brought within sight by the help of a powerful telescope?’


  ‘I won’t guess.’


  ‘Twenty millions. So that, whatever the stars were made for, they were not made to please our eyes. It is just the same in everything; nothing is made for man.’


  ‘Is it that notion which makes you so sad for your age?’ she asked, with almost maternal solicitude. ‘I think astronomy is a bad study for you. It makes you feel human insignificance too plainly.’


  ‘Perhaps it does. However,’ he added more cheerfully, ‘though I feel the study to be one almost tragic in its quality, I hope to be the new Copernicus. What he was to the solar system I aim to be to the systems beyond.’


  Then, by means of the instrument at hand, they travelled together from the earth to Uranus and the mysterious outskirts of the solar system; from the solar system to a star in the Swan, the nearest fixed star in the northern sky; from the star in the Swan to remoter stars; thence to the remotest visible; till the ghastly chasm which they had bridged by a fragile line of sight was realized by Lady Constantine.


  ‘We are now traversing distances beside which the immense line stretching from the earth to the sun is but an invisible point,’ said the youth. ‘When, just now, we had reached a planet whose remoteness is a hundred times the remoteness of the sun from the earth, we were only a two thousandth part of the journey to the spot at which we have optically arrived now.’


  ‘O, pray don’t; it overpowers me!’ she replied, not without seriousness. ‘It makes me feel that it is not worth while to live; it quite annihilates me.’


  ‘If it annihilates your ladyship to roam over these yawning spaces just once, think how it must annihilate me to be, as it were, in constant suspension amid them night after night.’


  ‘Yes…. It was not really this subject that I came to see you upon, Mr. St. Cleeve,’ she began a second time. ‘It was a personal matter.’


  ‘I am listening, Lady Constantine.’


  ‘I will tell it you. Yet no,—not this moment. Let us finish this grand subject first; it dwarfs mine.’


  It would have been difficult to judge from her accents whether she was afraid to broach her own matter, or really interested in his. Or a certain youthful pride that he evidenced at being the elucidator of such a large theme, and at having drawn her there to hear and observe it, may have inclined her to indulge him for kindness’ sake.


  Thereupon he took exception to her use of the word ‘grand’ as descriptive of the actual universe:


  ‘The imaginary picture of the sky as the concavity of a dome whose base extends from horizon to horizon of our earth is grand, simply grand, and I wish I had never got beyond looking at it in that way. But the actual sky is a horror.’


  ‘A new view of our old friends, the stars,’ she said, smiling up at them.


  ‘But such an obviously true one!’ said the young man. ‘You would hardly think, at first, that horrid monsters lie up there waiting to be discovered by any moderately penetrating mind—monsters to which those of the oceans bear no sort of comparison.’


  ‘What monsters may they be?’


  ‘Impersonal monsters, namely, Immensities. Until a person has thought out the stars and their inter-spaces, he has hardly learnt that there are things much more terrible than monsters of shape, namely, monsters of magnitude without known shape. Such monsters are the voids and waste places of the sky. Look, for instance, at those pieces of darkness in the Milky Way,’ he went on, pointing with his finger to where the galaxy stretched across over their heads with the luminousness of a frosted web. ‘You see that dark opening in it near the Swan? There is a still more remarkable one south of the equator, called the Coal Sack, as a sort of nickname that has a farcical force from its very inadequacy. In these our sight plunges quite beyond any twinkler we have yet visited. Those are deep wells for the human mind to let itself down into, leave alone the human body! and think of the side caverns and secondary abysses to right and left as you pass on!’


  Lady Constantine was heedful and silent.


  He tried to give her yet another idea of the size of the universe; never was there a more ardent endeavour to bring down the immeasurable to human comprehension! By figures of speech and apt comparisons he took her mind into leading-strings, compelling her to follow him into wildernesses of which she had never in her life even realized the existence.


  ‘There is a size at which dignity begins,’ he exclaimed; ‘further on there is a size at which grandeur begins; further on there is a size at which solemnity begins; further on, a size at which awfulness begins; further on, a size at which ghastliness begins. That size faintly approaches the size of the stellar universe. So am I not right in saying that those minds who exert their imaginative powers to bury themselves in the depths of that universe merely strain their faculties to gain a new horror?’


  Standing, as she stood, in the presence of the stellar universe, under the very eyes of the constellations, Lady Constantine apprehended something of the earnest youth’s argument.


  ‘And to add a new weirdness to what the sky possesses in its size and formlessness, there is involved the quality of decay. For all the wonder of these everlasting stars, eternal spheres, and what not, they are not everlasting, they are not eternal; they burn out like candles. You see that dying one in the body of the Greater Bear? Two centuries ago it was as bright as the others. The senses may become terrified by plunging among them as they are, but there is a pitifulness even in their glory. Imagine them all extinguished, and your mind feeling its way through a heaven of total darkness, occasionally striking against the black, invisible cinders of those stars…. If you are cheerful, and wish to remain so, leave the study of astronomy alone. Of all the sciences, it alone deserves the character of the terrible.’


  ‘I am not altogether cheerful.’


  ‘Then if, on the other hand, you are restless and anxious about the future, study astronomy at once. Your troubles will be reduced amazingly. But your study will reduce them in a singular way, by reducing the importance of everything. So that the science is still terrible, even as a panacea. It is quite impossible to think at all adequately of the sky—of what the sky substantially is, without feeling it as a juxtaposed nightmare. It is better—far better—for men to forget the universe than to bear it clearly in mind! … But you say the universe was not really what you came to see me about. What was it, may I ask, Lady Constantine?’


  She mused, and sighed, and turned to him with something pathetic in her.


  ‘The immensity of the subject you have engaged me on has completely crushed my subject out of me! Yours is celestial; mine lamentably human! And the less must give way to the greater.’


  ‘But is it, in a human sense, and apart from macro-cosmic magnitudes, important?’ he inquired, at last attracted by her manner; for he began to perceive, in spite of his prepossession, that she had really something on her mind.


  ‘It is as important as personal troubles usually are.’


  Notwithstanding her preconceived notion of coming to Swithin as employer to dependant, as châtelaine to page, she was falling into confidential intercourse with him. His vast and romantic endeavours lent him a personal force and charm which she could not but apprehend. In the presence of the immensities that his young mind had, as it were, brought down from above to hers, they became unconsciously equal. There was, moreover, an inborn liking in Lady Constantine to dwell less on her permanent position as a county lady than on her passing emotions as a woman.


  ‘I will postpone the matter I came to charge you with,’ she resumed, smiling. ‘I must reconsider it. Now I will return.’


  ‘Allow me to show you out through the trees and across the fields?’


  She said neither a distinct yes nor no; and, descending the tower, they threaded the firs and crossed the ploughed field. By an odd coincidence he remarked, when they drew near the Great House—


  ‘You may possibly be interested in knowing, Lady Constantine, that that medium-sized star you see over there, low down in the south, is precisely over Sir Blount Constantine’s head in the middle of Africa.’


  ‘How very strange that you should have said so!’ she answered. ‘You have broached for me the very subject I had come to speak of.’


  ‘On a domestic matter?’ he said, with surprise.


  ‘Yes. What a small matter it seems now, after our astronomical stupendousness! and yet on my way to you it so far transcended the ordinary matters of my life as the subject you have led me up to transcends this. But,’ with a little laugh, ‘I will endeavour to sink down to such ephemeral trivialities as human tragedy, and explain, since I have come. The point is, I want a helper: no woman ever wanted one more. For days I have wanted a trusty friend who could go on a secret errand for me. It is necessary that my messenger should be educated, should be intelligent, should be silent as the grave. Do you give me your solemn promise as to the last point, if I confide in you?’


  ‘Most emphatically, Lady Constantine.’


  ‘Your right hand upon the compact.’


  He gave his hand, and raised hers to his lips. In addition to his respect for her as the lady of the manor, there was the admiration of twenty years for twenty-eight or nine in such relations.


  ‘I trust you,’ she said. ‘Now, beyond the above conditions, it was specially necessary that my agent should have known Sir Blount Constantine well by sight when he was at home. For the errand is concerning my husband; I am much disturbed at what I have heard about him.’


  ‘I am indeed sorry to know it.’


  ‘There are only two people in the parish who fulfil all the conditions,—Mr. Torkingham, and yourself. I sent for Mr. Torkingham, and he came. I could not tell him. I felt at the last moment that he wouldn’t do. I have come to you because I think you will do. This is it: my husband has led me and all the world to believe that he is in Africa, hunting lions. I have had a mysterious letter informing me that he has been seen in London, in very peculiar circumstances. The truth of this I want ascertained. Will you go on the journey?’


  ‘Personally, I would go to the end of the world for you, Lady Constantine; but—’


  ‘No buts!’


  ‘How can I leave?’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I am preparing a work on variable stars. There is one of these which I have exceptionally observed for several months, and on this my great theory is mainly based. It has been hitherto called irregular; but I have detected a periodicity in its so-called irregularities which, if proved, would add some very valuable facts to those known on this subject, one of the most interesting, perplexing, and suggestive in the whole field of astronomy. Now, to clinch my theory, there should be a sudden variation this week,—or at latest next week,—and I have to watch every night not to let it pass. You see my reason for declining, Lady Constantine.’


  ‘Young men are always so selfish!’ she said.


  ‘It might ruin the whole of my year’s labour if I leave now!’ returned the youth, greatly hurt. ‘Could you not wait a fortnight longer?’


  ‘No,—no. Don’t think that I have asked you, pray. I have no wish to inconvenience you.’


  ‘Lady Constantine, don’t be angry with me! Will you do this,—watch the star for me while I am gone? If you are prepared to do it effectually, I will go.’


  ‘Will it be much trouble?’


  ‘It will be some trouble. You would have to come here every clear evening about nine. If the sky were not clear, then you would have to come at four in the morning, should the clouds have dispersed.’


  ‘Could not the telescope be brought to my house?’


  Swithin shook his head.


  ‘Perhaps you did not observe its real size,—that it was fixed to a frame-work? I could not afford to buy an equatorial, and I have been obliged to rig up an apparatus of my own devising, so as to make it in some measure answer the purpose of an equatorial. It could be moved, but I would rather not touch it.’


  ‘Well, I’ll go to the telescope,’ she went on, with an emphasis that was not wholly playful. ‘You are the most ungallant youth I ever met with; but I suppose I must set that down to science. Yes, I’ll go to the tower at nine every night.’


  ‘And alone? I should prefer to keep my pursuits there unknown.’


  ‘And alone,’ she answered, quite overborne by his inflexibility.


  ‘You will not miss the morning observation, if it should be necessary?’


  ‘I have given my word.’


  ‘And I give mine. I suppose I ought not to have been so exacting!’ He spoke with that sudden emotional sense of his own insignificance which made these alternations of mood possible. ‘I will go anywhere—do anything for you—this moment—to-morrow or at any time. But you must return with me to the tower, and let me show you the observing process.’


  They retraced their steps, the tender hoar-frost taking the imprint of their feet, while two stars in the Twins looked down upon their two persons through the trees, as if those two persons could bear some sort of comparison with them. On the tower the instructions were given. When all was over, and he was again conducting her to the Great House she said—


  ‘When can you start?’


  ‘Now,’ said Swithin.


  ‘So much the better. You shall go up by the night mail.’


  ♣


  V


  On the third morning after the young man’s departure Lady Constantine opened the post-bag anxiously. Though she had risen before four o’clock, and crossed to the tower through the gray half-light when every blade and twig were furred with rime, she felt no languor. Expectation could banish at cock-crow the eye-heaviness which apathy had been unable to disperse all the day long.


  There was, as she had hoped, a letter from Swithin St. Cleeve.


  
    Dear Lady Constantine,—I have quite succeeded in my mission, and shall return to-morrow at 10 p.m. I hope you have not failed in the observations. Watching the star through an opera-glass Sunday night I fancied some change had taken place, but I could not make myself sure. Your memoranda for that night I await with impatience. Please don’t neglect to write down, at the moment, all remarkable appearances both as to colour and intensity; and be very exact as to time, which correct in the way I showed you.—I am, dear Lady Constantine, yours most faithfully,


    Swithin St. Cleeve.

  


  Not another word in the letter about his errand; his mind ran on nothing but this astronomical subject. He had succeeded in his mission, and yet he did not even say yes or no to the great question,—whether or not her husband was masquerading in London at the address she had given.


  ‘Was ever anything so provoking!’ she cried.


  However, the time was not long to wait. His way homeward would lie within a stone’s-throw of the manor-house, and though for certain reasons she had forbidden him to call at the late hour of his arrival, she could easily intercept him in the avenue. At twenty minutes past ten she went out into the drive, and stood in the dark. Seven minutes later she heard his footstep, and saw his outline in the slit of light between the avenue-trees. He had a valise in one hand, a great-coat on his arm, and under his arm a parcel which seemed to be very precious, from the manner in which he held it.


  ‘Lady Constantine?’ he asked softly.


  ‘Yes,’ she said, in her excitement holding out both her hands, though he had plainly not expected her to offer one.


  ‘Did you watch the star?’


  ‘I’ll tell you everything in detail; but, pray, your errand first!’


  ‘Yes, it’s all right. Did you watch every night,—not missing one?’


  ‘I forgot to go—twice,’ she murmured contritely.


  ‘O, Lady Constantine!’ he cried in dismay. ‘How could you serve me so! what shall I do?’


  ‘Please forgive me! Indeed, I could not help it. I had watched and watched, and nothing happened; and somehow my vigilance relaxed when I found nothing was likely to take place in the star.’


  ‘But the very circumstance of it not having happened made it all the more likely every day.’


  ‘Have you—seen—’ she began imploringly.


  Swithin sighed, lowered his thoughts to sublunary things, and told briefly the story of his journey. Sir Blount Constantine was not in London at the address which had been anonymously sent her. It was a mistake of identity. The person who had been seen there Swithin had sought out. He resembled Sir Blount strongly; but he was a stranger.


  ‘How can I reward you!’ she exclaimed, when he had done.


  ‘In no way but by giving me your good wishes in what I am going to tell you on my own account.’ He spoke in tones of mysterious exultation. ‘This parcel is going to make my fame!’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘A huge object-glass for the great telescope I am so busy about! Such a magnificent aid to science has never entered this county before, you may depend.’


  He produced from under his arm the carefully cuddled-up package, which was in shape a round flat disk, like a dinner-plate, tied in paper.


  Proceeding to explain his plans to her more fully he walked with her towards the door by which she had emerged. It was a little side wicket through a wall dividing the open park from the garden terraces. Here for a moment he placed his valise and parcel on the coping of the stone balustrade, till he had bidden her farewell. Then he turned, and in laying hold of his bag by the dim light pushed the parcel over the parapet. It fell smash upon the paved walk ten or a dozen feet beneath.


  ‘O, good heavens!’ he cried in anguish.


  ‘What?’


  ‘My object-glass broken!’


  ‘Is it of much value?’


  ‘It cost all I possess!’


  He ran round by the steps to the lower lawn, Lady Constantine following, as he continued, ‘It is a magnificent eight-inch first quality object lens! I took advantage of my journey to London to get it! I have been six weeks making the tube of milled board; and as I had not enough money by twelve pounds for the lens, I borrowed it of my grandmother out of her last annuity payment. What can be, can be done!’


  ‘Perhaps it is not broken.’


  He felt on the ground, found the parcel, and shook it. A clicking noise issued from inside. Swithin smote his forehead with his hand, and walked up and down like a mad fellow.


  ‘My telescope! I have waited nine months for this lens. Now the possibility of setting up a really powerful instrument is over! It is too cruel—how could it happen! … Lady Constantine, I am ashamed of myself,—before you. O but, Lady Constantine, if you only knew what it is to a person engaged in science to have the means of clinching a theory snatched away at the last moment! It is I against the world; and when the world has accidents on its side in addition to its natural strength, what chance for me!’


  The young astronomer leant against the wall, and was silent. His misery was of an intensity and kind with that of Palissy, in these struggles with an adverse fate.


  ‘Don’t mind it,—pray don’t!’ said Lady Constantine. ‘It is dreadfully unfortunate! You have my whole sympathy. Can it be mended?’


  ‘Mended,—no, no!’


  ‘Cannot you do with your present one a little longer?’


  ‘It is altogether inferior, cheap, and bad!’


  ‘I’ll get you another,—yes, indeed, I will! Allow me to get you another as soon as possible. I’ll do anything to assist you out of your trouble; for I am most anxious to see you famous. I know you will be a great astronomer, in spite of this mishap! Come, say I may get a new one.’


  Swithin took her hand. He could not trust himself to speak.


  Some days later a little box of peculiar kind came to the Great House. It was addressed to Lady Constantine, ‘with great care.’ She had it partly opened and taken to her own writing-room; and after lunch, when she had dressed for walking, she took from the box a paper parcel like the one which had met with the accident. This she hid under her mantle as if she had stolen it; and going out slowly across the lawn passed through the little door before spoken of, and was soon hastening in the direction of the Rings-Hill column.


  There was a bright sun overhead on that afternoon of early spring, and its rays shed an unusual warmth on south-west aspects, though shady places still retained the look and feel of winter. Rooks were already beginning to build new nests or to mend up old ones, and clamorously called in neighbours to give opinions on difficulties in their architecture. Lady Constantine swerved once from her path, as if she had decided to go to the homestead where Swithin lived; but on second thoughts she bent her steps to the column.


  Drawing near it she looked up; but by reason of the height of the parapet nobody could be seen thereon who did not stand on tiptoe. She thought, however, that her young friend might possibly see her if he were there, and come down; and that he was there she soon ascertained by finding the door unlocked, and the key inside. No movement, however, reached her ears from above, and she began to ascend.


  Meanwhile affairs at the top of the column had progressed as follows. The afternoon being exceptionally fine Swithin had ascended about two o’clock, and, seating himself at the little table which he had constructed on the spot, he began reading over his notes and examining some astronomical journals that had reached him in the morning. The sun blazed into the hollow roof-space as into a tub, and the sides kept out every breeze. Though the month was February below it was May in the abacus of the column. This state of the atmosphere, and the fact that on the previous night he had pursued his observations till past two o’clock, produced in him at the end of half an hour an overpowering inclination to sleep. Spreading on the lead-work a thick rug which he kept up there, he flung himself down against the parapet, and was soon in a state of unconsciousness.


  It was about ten minutes afterwards that a soft rustle of silken clothes came up the spiral staircase, and, hesitating onwards, reached the orifice, where appeared the form of Lady Constantine. She did not at first perceive that he was present, and stood still to reconnoitre. Her eye glanced over his telescope, now wrapped up, his table and papers, his observing-chair, and his contrivances for making the best of a deficiency of instruments. All was warm, sunny, and silent, except that a solitary bee, which had somehow got within the hollow of the abacus, was singing round inquiringly, unable to discern that ascent was the only mode of escape. In another moment she beheld the astronomer, lying in the sun like a sailor in the main-top.


  Lady Constantine coughed slightly; he did not awake. She then entered, and, drawing the parcel from beneath her cloak, placed it on the table. After this she waited, looking for a long time at his sleeping face, which had a very interesting appearance. She seemed reluctant to leave, yet wanted resolution to wake him; and, pencilling his name on the parcel, she withdrew to the staircase, where the brushing of her dress decreased to silence as she receded round and round on her way to the base.


  Swithin still slept on, and presently the rustle began again in the far-down interior of the column. The door could be heard closing, and the rustle came nearer, showing that she had shut herself in,—no doubt to lessen the risk of an accidental surprise by any roaming villager. When Lady Constantine reappeared at the top, and saw the parcel still untouched and Swithin asleep as before, she exhibited some disappointment; but she did not retreat.


  Looking again at him her eyes became so sentimentally fixed on his face that it seemed as if she could not withdraw them. There lay, in the shape of an Antinous, no amoroso, no gallant, but a guileless philosopher. His parted lips were lips which spoke, not of love, but of millions of miles; those were eyes which habitually gazed, not into the depths of other eyes, but into other worlds. Within his temples dwelt thoughts, not of woman’s looks, but of stellar aspects and the configuration of constellations.


  Thus, to his physical attractiveness was added the attractiveness of mental inaccessibility. The ennobling influence of scientific pursuits was demonstrated by the speculative purity which expressed itself in his eyes whenever he looked at her in speaking, and in the childlike faults of manner which arose from his obtuseness to their difference of sex. He had never, since becoming a man, looked even so low as to the level of a Lady Constantine. His heaven at present was truly in the skies, and not in that only other place where they say it can be found, in the eyes of some daughter of Eve. Would any Circe or Calypso—and if so, what one?—ever check this pale-haired scientist’s nocturnal sailings into the interminable spaces overhead, and hurl all his mighty calculations on cosmic force and stellar fire into Limbo? O the pity of it, if such should be the case!


  She became much absorbed in these very womanly reflections; and at last Lady Constantine sighed, perhaps she herself did not exactly know why. Then a very soft expression lighted on her lips and eyes, and she looked at one jump ten years more youthful than before—quite a girl in aspect, younger than he. On the table lay his implements; among them a pair of scissors which, to judge from the shreds around, had been used in cutting curves in thick paper for some calculating process.


  What whim, agitation, or attraction prompted the impulse, nobody knows; but she took the scissors and, bending over the sleeping youth, cut off one of the curls, or rather crooks,—for they hardly reached a curl,—into which each lock of his hair chose to twist itself in the last inch of its length. The hair fell upon the rug. She picked it up quickly, returned the scissors to the table, and, as if her dignity had suddenly become ashamed of her fantasies, hastened through the door and descended the staircase.


  ♣


  VI


  When his nap had naturally exhausted itself Swithin awoke. He awoke without any surprise, for he not unfrequently gave to sleep in the day-time what he had stolen from it in the night watches. The first object that met his eyes was the parcel on the table, and, seeing his name inscribed thereon, he made no scruple to open it.


  The sun flashed upon a lens of surprising magnitude, polished to such a smoothness that the eye could scarcely meet its reflections. Here was a crystal in whose depths were to be seen more wonders than had been revealed by the crystals of all the Cagliostros.


  Swithin, hot with joyousness, took this treasure to his telescope manufactory at the homestead; then he started off for the Great House.


  On gaining its precincts he felt shy of calling, never having received any hint or permission to do so; while Lady Constantine’s mysterious manner of leaving the parcel seemed to demand a like mysteriousness in his approaches to her. All the afternoon he lingered about uncertainly, in the hope of intercepting her on her return from a drive, occasionally walking with an indifferent lounge across glades commanded by the windows, that if she were indoors she might know he was near. But she did not show herself during the daylight. Still impressed by her playful secrecy he carried on the same idea after dark, by returning to the house and passing through the garden door on to the lawn front, where he sat on the parapet that breasted the terrace.


  Now she frequently came out here for a melancholy saunter after dinner, and to-night was such an occasion. Swithin went forward, and met her at nearly the spot where he had dropped the lens some nights earlier.


  ‘I have come to see you, Lady Constantine. How did the glass get on my table?’


  She laughed as lightly as a girl; that he had come to her in this way was plainly no offence thus far.


  ‘Perhaps it was dropped from the clouds by a bird,’ she said.


  ‘Why should you be so good to me?’ he cried.


  ‘One good turn deserves another,’ answered she.


  ‘Dear Lady Constantine! Whatever discoveries result from this shall be ascribed to you as much as to me. Where should I have been without your gift?’


  ‘You would possibly have accomplished your purpose just the same, and have been so much the nobler for your struggle against ill-luck. I hope that now you will be able to proceed with your large telescope as if nothing had happened.’


  ‘O yes, I will, certainly. I am afraid I showed too much feeling, the reverse of stoical, when the accident occurred. That was not very noble of me.’


  ‘There is nothing unnatural in such feeling at your age. When you are older you will smile at such moods, and at the mishaps that give rise to them.’


  ‘Ah, I perceive you think me weak in the extreme,’ he said, with just a shade of pique. ‘But you will never realize that an incident which filled but a degree in the circle of your thoughts covered the whole circumference of mine. No person can see exactly what and where another’s horizon is.’


  They soon parted, and she re-entered the house, where she sat reflecting for some time, till she seemed to fear that she had wounded his feelings. She awoke in the night, and thought and thought on the same thing, till she had worked herself into a feverish fret about it. When it was morning she looked across at the tower, and sitting down, impulsively wrote the following note:—


  
    Dear Mr. St. Cleeve,—I cannot allow you to remain under the impression that I despised your scientific endeavours in speaking as I did last night. I think you were too sensitive to my remark. But perhaps you were agitated with the labours of the day, and I fear that watching so late at night must make you very weary. If I can help you again, please let me know. I never realized the grandeur of astronomy till you showed me how to do so. Also let me know about the new telescope. Come and see me! After your great kindness in being my messenger I can never do enough for you. I wish you had a mother or sister, and pity your loneliness! I am lonely too.—Yours truly,


    Viviette Constantine.

  


  She was so anxious that he should get this letter the same day that she ran across to the column with it during the morning, preferring to be her own emissary in so curious a case. The door, as she had expected, was locked; and, slipping the letter under it, she went home again. During lunch her ardour in the cause of Swithin’s hurt feelings cooled down, till she exclaimed to herself, as she sat at her lonely table, ‘What could have possessed me to write in that way!’


  After lunch she went faster to the tower than she had gone in the early morning, and peeped eagerly into the chink under the door. She could discern no letter, and, on trying the latch, found that the door would open. The letter was gone, Swithin having obviously arrived in the interval.


  She blushed a blush which seemed to say, ‘I am getting foolishly interested in this young man.’ She had, in short, in her own opinion, somewhat overstepped the bounds of dignity. Her instincts did not square well with the formalities of her existence, and she walked home despondently.


  Had a concert, bazaar, lecture, or Dorcas meeting required the patronage and support of Lady Constantine at this juncture, the circumstance would probably have been sufficient to divert her mind from Swithin St. Cleeve and astronomy for some little time. But as none of these incidents were within the range of expectation—Welland House and parish lying far from large towns and watering-places—the void in her outer life continued, and with it the void in her life within.


  The youth had not answered her letter; neither had he called upon her in response to the invitation she had regretted, with the rest of the epistle, as being somewhat too warmly informal for black and white. To speak tenderly to him was one thing, to write another—that was her feeling immediately after the event; but his counter-move of silence and avoidance, though probably the result of pure unconsciousness on his part, completely dispersed such self-considerations now. Her eyes never fell upon the Rings-Hill column without a solicitous wonder arising as to what he was doing. A true woman, she would assume the remotest possibility to be the most likely contingency, if the possibility had the recommendation of being tragical; and she now feared that something was wrong with Swithin St. Cleeve. Yet there was not the least doubt that he had become so immersed in the business of the new telescope as to forget everything else.


  On Sunday, between the services, she walked to Little Welland, chiefly for the sake of giving a run to a house-dog, a large St. Bernard, of whom she was fond. The distance was but short, and she returned along a narrow lane, divided from the river by a hedge, through whose leafless twigs the ripples flashed silver lights into her eyes. Here she discovered Swithin, leaning over a gate, his eyes bent upon the stream.


  The dog first attracted his attention; then he heard her, and turned round. She had never seen him looking so despondent.


  ‘You have never called, though I invited you,’ said Lady Constantine.


  ‘My great telescope won’t work!’ he replied lugubriously.


  ‘I am sorry for that. So it has made you quite forget me?’


  ‘Ah, yes; you wrote me a very kind letter, which I ought to have answered. Well, I did forget, Lady Constantine. My new telescope won’t work, and I don’t know what to do about it at all!’


  ‘Can I assist you any further?’


  ‘No, I fear not. Besides, you have assisted me already.’


  ‘What would really help you out of all your difficulties? Something would, surely?’


  He shook his head.


  ‘There must be some solution to them?’


  ‘O yes,’ he replied, with a hypothetical gaze into the stream; ‘some solution of course—an equatorial, for instance.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Briefly, an impossibility. It is a splendid instrument, with an object lens of, say, eight or nine inches aperture, mounted with its axis parallel to the earth’s axis, and fitted up with graduated circles for denoting right ascensions and declinations; besides having special eye-pieces, a finder, and all sorts of appliances, clock-work to make the telescope follow the motion in right ascension—I cannot tell you half the conveniences. Ah, an equatorial is a thing indeed!’


  ‘An equatorial is the one instrument required to make you quite happy?’


  ‘Well, yes.’


  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


  ‘But, Lady Constantine,’ cried the amazed astronomer, ‘an equatorial such as I describe costs as much as two grand pianos!’


  She was rather staggered at this news; but she rallied gallantly, and said, ‘Never mind. I’ll make inquiries.’


  ‘But it could not be put on the tower without people seeing it! It would have to be fixed to the masonry. And there must be a dome of some kind to keep off the rain. A tarpaulin might do.’


  Lady Constantine reflected. ‘It would be a great business, I see,’ she said. ‘Though as far as the fixing and roofing go, I would of course consent to your doing what you like with the old column. My workmen could fix it, could they not?’


  ‘O yes. But what would Sir Blount say, if he came home and saw the goings on?’


  Lady Constantine turned aside to hide a sudden displacement of blood from her cheek. ‘Ah—my husband!’ she whispered…. ‘I am just now going to church,’ she added in a repressed and hurried tone. ‘I will think of this matter.’


  In church it was with Lady Constantine as with the Lord Angelo of Vienna in a similar situation—Heaven had her empty words only, and her invention heard not her tongue. She soon recovered from the momentary consternation into which she had fallen at Swithin’s abrupt query. The possibility of that young astronomer becoming a renowned scientist by her aid was a thought which gave her secret pleasure. The course of rendering him instant material help began to have a great fascination for her; it was a new and unexpected channel for her cribbed and confined emotions. With experiences so much wider than his, Lady Constantine saw that the chances were perhaps a million to one against Swithin St. Cleeve ever being Astronomer Royal, or Astronomer Extraordinary of any sort; yet the remaining chance in his favour was one of those possibilities which, to a woman of bounding intellect and venturesome fancy, are pleasanter to dwell on than likely issues that have no savour of high speculation in them. The equatorial question was a great one; and she had caught such a large spark from his enthusiasm that she could think of nothing so piquant as how to obtain the important instrument.


  When Tabitha Lark arrived at the Great House next day, instead of finding Lady Constantine in bed, as formerly, she discovered her in the library, poring over what astronomical works she had been able to unearth from the worm-eaten shelves. As these publications were, for a science of such rapid development, somewhat venerable, there was not much help of a practical kind to be gained from them. Nevertheless, the equatorial retained a hold upon her fancy, till she became as eager to see one on the Rings-Hill column as Swithin himself.


  The upshot of it was that Lady Constantine sent a messenger that evening to Welland Bottom, where the homestead of Swithin’s grandmother was situated, requesting the young man’s presence at the house at twelve o’clock next day.


  He hurriedly returned an obedient reply, and the promise was enough to lend great freshness to her manner next morning, instead of the leaden air which was too frequent with her before the sun reached the meridian, and sometimes after. Swithin had, in fact, arisen as an attractive little intervention between herself and despair.


  ♣


  VII


  A fog defaced all the trees of the park that morning; the white atmosphere adhered to the ground like a fungoid growth from it, and made the turfed undulations look slimy and raw. But Lady Constantine settled down in her chair to await the coming of the late curate’s son with a serenity which the vast blanks outside could neither baffle nor destroy.


  At two minutes to twelve the door-bell rang, and a look overspread the lady’s face that was neither maternal, sisterly, nor amorous; but partook in an indescribable manner of all three kinds. The door was flung open and the young man was ushered in, the fog still clinging to his hair, in which she could discern a little notch where she had nipped off the curl.


  A speechlessness that socially was a defect in him was to her view a piquant attribute just now. He looked somewhat alarmed.


  ‘Lady Constantine, have I done anything, that you have sent—?’ he began breathlessly, as he gazed in her face, with parted lips.


  ‘O no, of course not! I have decided to do something,—nothing more,’ she smilingly said, holding out her hand, which he rather gingerly touched. ‘Don’t look so concerned. Who makes equatorials?’


  This remark was like the drawing of a weir-hatch, and she was speedily inundated with all she wished to know concerning astronomical opticians. When he had imparted the particulars he waited, manifestly burning to know whither these inquiries tended.


  ‘I am not going to buy you one,’ she said gently.


  He looked as if he would faint.


  ‘Certainly not. I do not wish it. I—could not have accepted it,’ faltered the young man.


  ‘But I am going to buy one for myself. I lack a hobby, and I shall choose astronomy. I shall fix my equatorial on the column.’


  Swithin brightened up.


  ‘And I shall let you have the use of it whenever you choose. In brief, Swithin St. Cleeve shall be Lady Constantine’s Astronomer Royal; and she—and she—’


  ‘Shall be his Queen.’ The words came not much the worse for being uttered only in the tone of one anxious to complete a tardy sentence.


  ‘Well, that’s what I have decided to do,’ resumed Lady Constantine. ‘I will write to these opticians at once.’


  There seemed to be no more for him to do than to thank her for the privilege, whenever it should be available, which he promptly did, and then made as if to go. But Lady Constantine detained him with, ‘Have you ever seen my library?’


  ‘No; never.’


  ‘You don’t say you would like to see it.’


  ‘But I should.’


  ‘It is the third door on the right. You can find your way in, and you can stay there as long as you like.’


  Swithin then left the morning-room for the apartment designated, and amused himself in that ‘soul of the house,’ as Cicero defined it, till he heard the lunch-bell sounding from the turret, when he came down from the library steps, and thought it time to go home. But at that moment a servant entered to inquire whether he would or would not prefer to have his lunch brought in to him there; at his affirmative a large tray arrived on the stomach of a footman, and Swithin was greatly surprised to see a whole pheasant placed at his disposal.


  Having breakfasted at eight that morning, and having been much in the open air afterwards, the Adonis-astronomer’s appetite assumed grand proportions. How much of that pheasant he might consistently eat without hurting his dear patroness Lady Constantine’s feelings, when he could readily eat it all, was a problem in which the reasonableness of a larger and larger quantity argued itself inversely as a smaller and smaller quantity remained. When, at length, he had finally decided on a terminal point in the body of the bird, the door was gently opened.


  ‘O, you have not finished?’ came to him over his shoulder, in a considerate voice.


  ‘O yes, thank you, Lady Constantine,’ he said, jumping up.


  ‘Why did you prefer to lunch in this awkward, dusty place?’


  ‘I thought—it would be better,’ said Swithin simply.


  ‘There is fruit in the other room, if you like to come. But perhaps you would rather not?’


  ‘O yes, I should much like to,’ said Swithin, walking over his napkin, and following her as she led the way to the adjoining apartment.


  Here, while she asked him what he had been reading, he modestly ventured on an apple, in whose flavour he recognized the familiar taste of old friends robbed from her husband’s orchards in his childhood, long before Lady Constantine’s advent on the scene. She supposed he had confined his search to his own sublime subject, astronomy?


  Swithin suddenly became older to the eye, as his thoughts reverted to the topic thus reintroduced. ‘Yes,’ he informed her. ‘I seldom read any other subject. In these days the secret of productive study is to avoid well.’


  ‘Did you find any good treatises?’


  ‘None. The theories in your books are almost as obsolete as the Ptolemaic System. Only fancy, that magnificent Cyclopædia, leather-bound, and stamped, and gilt, and wide margined, and bearing the blazon of your house in magnificent colours, says that the twinkling of the stars is probably caused by heavenly bodies passing in front of them in their revolutions.’


  ‘And is it not so? That was what I learned when I was a girl.’


  The modern Eudoxus now rose above the embarrassing horizon of Lady Constantine’s great house, magnificent furniture, and awe-inspiring footman and butler. He became quite natural, all his self-consciousness fled, and his eye spoke into hers no less than his lips to her ears, as he said, ‘How such a theory can have lingered on to this day beats conjecture! François Arago, as long as forty or fifty years ago, conclusively established the fact that scintillation is the simplest thing in the world,—merely a matter of atmosphere. But I won’t speak of this to you now. The comparative absence of scintillation in warm countries was noticed by Humboldt. Then, again, the scintillations vary. No star flaps his wings like Sirius when he lies low! He flashes out emeralds and rubies, amethystine flames and sapphirine colours, in a manner quite marvellous to behold, and this is only one star! So, too, do Arcturus, and Capella, and lesser luminaries…. But I tire you with this subject?’


  ‘On the contrary, you speak so beautifully that I could listen all day.’


  The astronomer threw a searching glance upon her for a moment; but there was no satire in the warm soft eyes which met his own with a luxurious contemplative interest. ‘Say some more of it to me,’ she continued, with a mien not far removed from coaxing.


  After some hesitation the subject returned again to his lips, and he said some more—indeed, much more; Lady Constantine often throwing in an appreciative remark or question, often meditatively regarding him, in pursuance of ideas not exactly based on his words, and letting him go on as he would.


  Before he left the house the new astronomical project was set in train. The top of the column was to be roofed in, to form a proper observatory; and on the ground that he knew better than any one else how this was to be carried out, she requested him to give precise directions on the point, and to superintend the whole. A wooden cabin was to be erected at the foot of the tower, to provide better accommodation for casual visitors to the observatory than the spiral staircase and lead-flat afforded. As this cabin would be completely buried in the dense fir foliage which enveloped the lower part of the column and its pedestal, it would be no disfigurement to the general appearance. Finally, a path was to be made across the surrounding fallow, by which she might easily approach the scene of her new study.


  When he was gone she wrote to the firm of opticians concerning the equatorial for whose reception all this was designed.


  The undertaking was soon in full progress; and by degrees it became the talk of the hamlets round that Lady Constantine had given up melancholy for astronomy, to the great advantage of all who came in contact with her. One morning, when Tabitha Lark had come as usual to read, Lady Constantine chanced to be in a quarter of the house to which she seldom wandered; and while here she heard her maid talking confidentially to Tabitha in the adjoining room on the curious and sudden interest which Lady Constantine had acquired in the moon and stars.


  ‘They do say all sorts of trumpery,’ observed the handmaid. ‘They say—though ’tis little better than mischief, to be sure—that it isn’t the moon, and it isn’t the stars, and it isn’t the plannards, that my lady cares for, but for the pretty lad who draws ’em down from the sky to please her; and being a married example, and what with sin and shame knocking at every poor maid’s door afore you can say, “Hands off, my dear,” to the civilest young man, she ought to set a better pattern.’


  Lady Constantine’s face flamed up vividly.


  ‘If Sir Blount were to come back all of a sudden—O, my!’


  Lady Constantine grew cold as ice.


  ‘There’s nothing in it,’ said Tabitha scornfully. ‘I could prove it any day.’


  ‘Well, I wish I had half her chance!’ sighed the lady’s maid. And no more was said on the subject then.


  Tabitha’s remark showed that the suspicion was quite in embryo as yet. Nevertheless, saying nothing to reveal what she had overheard, immediately after the reading Lady Constantine flew like a bird to where she knew that Swithin might be found.


  He was in the plantation, setting up little sticks to mark where the wooden cabin was to stand. She called him to a remote place under the funereal trees.


  ‘I have altered my mind,’ she said. ‘I can have nothing to do with this matter.’


  ‘Indeed?’ said Swithin, surprised.


  ‘Astronomy is not my hobby any longer. And you are not my Astronomer Royal.’


  ‘O Lady Constantine!’ cried the youth, aghast. ‘Why, the work is begun! I thought the equatorial was ordered.’


  She dropped her voice, though a Jericho shout would not have been overheard: ‘Of course astronomy is my hobby privately, and you are to be my Astronomer Royal, and I still furnish the observatory; but not to the outer world. There is a reason against my indulgence in such scientific fancies openly; and the project must be arranged in this wise. The whole enterprise is yours: you rent the tower of me: you build the cabin: you get the equatorial. I simply give permission, since you desire it. The path that was to be made from the hill to the park is not to be thought of. There is to be no communication between the house and the column. The equatorial will arrive addressed to you, and its cost I will pay through you. My name must not appear, and I vanish entirely from the undertaking…. This blind is necessary,’ she added, sighing. ‘Good-bye!’


  ‘But you do take as much interest as before, and it will be yours just the same?’ he said, walking after her. He scarcely comprehended the subterfuge, and was absolutely blind as to its reason.


  ‘Can you doubt it? But I dare not do it openly.’


  With this she went away; and in due time there circulated through the parish an assertion that it was a mistake to suppose Lady Constantine had anything to do with Swithin St. Cleeve or his star-gazing schemes. She had merely allowed him to rent the tower of her for use as his observatory, and to put some temporary fixtures on it for that purpose.


  After this Lady Constantine lapsed into her former life of loneliness; and by these prompt measures the ghost of a rumour which had barely started into existence was speedily laid to rest. It had probably originated in her own dwelling, and had gone but little further. Yet, despite her self-control, a certain north window of the Great House, that commanded an uninterrupted view of the upper ten feet of the column, revealed her to be somewhat frequently gazing from it at a rotundity which had begun to appear on the summit. To those with whom she came in contact she sometimes addressed such remarks as, ‘Is young Mr. St. Cleeve getting on with his observatory? I hope he will fix his instruments without damaging the column, which is so interesting to us as being in memory of my dear husband’s great-grandfather—a truly brave man.’


  On one occasion her building-steward ventured to suggest to her that, Sir Blount having deputed to her the power to grant short leases in his absence, she should have a distinctive agreement with Swithin, as between landlord and tenant, with a stringent clause against his driving nails into the stonework of such an historical memorial. She replied that she did not wish to be severe on the last representative of such old and respected parishioners as St. Cleeve’s mother’s family had been, and of such a well-descended family as his father’s; so that it would only be necessary for the steward to keep an eye on Mr. St. Cleeve’s doings.


  Further, when a letter arrived at the Great House from Hilton & Pimm’s, the opticians, with information that the equatorial was ready and packed, and that a man would be sent with it to fix it, she replied to that firm to the effect that their letter should have been addressed to Mr. St. Cleeve, the local astronomer, on whose behalf she had made the inquiries; that she had nothing more to do with the matter; that he would receive the instrument and pay the bill,—her guarantee being given for the latter performance.


  ♣


  VIII


  Lady Constantine then had the pleasure of beholding a waggon, laden with packing-cases, moving across the field towards the pillar; and not many days later Swithin, who had never come to the Great House since the luncheon, met her in a path which he knew to be one of her promenades.


  ‘The equatorial is fixed, and the man gone,’ he said, half in doubt as to his speech, for her commands to him not to recognize her agency or patronage still puzzled him. ‘I respectfully wish—you could come and see it, Lady Constantine.’


  ‘I would rather not; I cannot.’


  ‘Saturn is lovely; Jupiter is simply sublime; I can see double stars in the Lion and in the Virgin, where I had seen only a single one before. It is all I required to set me going!’


  ‘I’ll come. But—you need say nothing about my visit. I cannot come to-night, but I will some time this week. Yet only this once, to try the instrument. Afterwards you must be content to pursue your studies alone.’


  Swithin seemed but little affected at this announcement. ‘Hilton & Pimm’s man handed me the bill,’ he continued.


  ‘How much is it?’


  He told her. ‘And the man who has built the hut and dome, and done the other fixing, has sent in his.’ He named this amount also.


  ‘Very well. They shall be settled with. My debts must be paid with my money, which you shall have at once,—in cash, since a cheque would hardly do. Come to the house for it this evening. But no, no—you must not come openly; such is the world. Come to the window—the window that is exactly in a line with the long snowdrop bed, in the south front—at eight to-night, and I will give you what is necessary.’


  ‘Certainly, Lady Constantine,’ said the young man.


  At eight that evening accordingly, Swithin entered like a spectre upon the terrace to seek out the spot she had designated. The equatorial had so entirely absorbed his thoughts that he did not trouble himself seriously to conjecture the why and wherefore of her secrecy. If he casually thought of it he set it down in a general way to an intensely generous wish on her part not to lessen his influence among the poorer inhabitants by making him appear the object of patronage.


  While he stood by the long snowdrop bed, which looked up at him like a nether Milky Way, the French casement of the adjoining window softly opened, and a hand bordered by a glimmer of lace was stretched forth, from which he received a crisp little parcel,—bank-notes, apparently. He knew the hand, and held it long enough to press it to his lips, the only form which had ever occurred to him of expressing his gratitude to her without the incumbrance of clumsy words, a vehicle at the best of times but rudely suited to such delicate merchandise. The hand was hastily withdrawn, as if the treatment had been unexpected. Then seemingly moved by second thoughts she bent forward and said, ‘Is the night good for observations?’


  ‘Perfect.’


  She paused. ‘Then I’ll come to-night,’ she at last whispered. ‘It makes no difference to me, after all. Wait just one moment.’


  He waited, and she presently emerged, muffled up like a nun; whereupon they left the terrace and struck across the park together.


  Very little was said by either till they were crossing the fallow, when he asked if his arm would help her. She did not take the offered support just then; but when they were ascending the prehistoric earthwork, under the heavy gloom of the fir-trees, she seized it, as if rather influenced by the oppressive solitude than by fatigue.


  Thus they reached the foot of the column, ten thousand spirits in prison seeming to gasp their griefs from the funereal boughs overhead, and a few twigs scratching the pillar with the drag of impish claws as tenacious as those figuring in St. Anthony’s temptation.


  ‘How intensely dark it is just here!’ she whispered. ‘I wonder you can keep in the path. Many ancient Britons lie buried there doubtless.’


  He led her round to the other side, where, feeling his way with his hands, he suddenly left her, appearing a moment after with a light.


  ‘What place is this?’ she exclaimed.


  ‘This is the new wood cabin,’ said he.


  She could just discern the outline of a little house, not unlike a bathing-machine without wheels.


  ‘I have kept lights ready here,’ he went on, ‘as I thought you might come any evening, and possibly bring company.’


  ‘Don’t criticize me for coming alone,’ she exclaimed with sensitive promptness. ‘There are social reasons for what I do of which you know nothing.’


  ‘Perhaps it is much to my discredit that I don’t know.’


  ‘Not at all. You are all the better for it. Heaven forbid that I should enlighten you. Well, I see this is the hut. But I am more curious to go to the top of the tower, and make discoveries.’


  He brought a little lantern from the cabin, and lighted her up the winding staircase to the temple of that sublime mystery on whose threshold he stood as priest.


  The top of the column was quite changed. The tub-shaped space within the parapet, formerly open to the air and sun, was now arched over by a light dome of lath-work covered with felt. But this dome was not fixed. At the line where its base descended to the parapet there were half a dozen iron balls, precisely like cannon-shot, standing loosely in a groove, and on these the dome rested its whole weight. In the side of the dome was a slit, through which the wind blew and the North Star beamed, and towards it the end of the great telescope was directed. This latter magnificent object, with its circles, axes, and handles complete, was securely fixed in the middle of the floor.


  ‘But you can only see one part of the sky through that slit,’ said she.


  The astronomer stretched out his arm, and the whole dome turned horizontally round, running on the balls with a rumble like thunder. Instead of the star Polaris, which had first been peeping in through the slit, there now appeared the countenances of Castor and Pollux. Swithin then manipulated the equatorial, and put it through its capabilities in like manner.


  She was enchanted; being rather excitable she even clapped her hands just once. She turned to him: ‘Now are you happy?’


  ‘But it is all yours, Lady Constantine.’


  ‘At this moment. But that’s a defect which can soon be remedied. When is your birthday?’


  ‘Next month,—the seventh.’


  ‘Then it shall all be yours,—a birthday present.’


  The young man protested; it was too much.


  ‘No, you must accept it all,—equatorial, dome, stand, hut, and everything that has been put here for this astronomical purpose. The possession of these apparatus would only compromise me. Already they are reputed to be yours, and they must be made yours. There is no help for it. If ever’ (here her voice lost some firmness),—‘if ever you go away from me,—from this place, I mean,—and marry, and settle in a new home elsewhere for good, and forget me, you must take these things, equatorial and all, and never tell your wife or anybody how they came to be yours.’


  ‘I wish I could do something more for you!’ exclaimed the much-moved astronomer. ‘If you could but share my fame,—supposing I get any, which I may die before doing,—it would be a little compensation. As to my going away and marrying, I certainly shall not. I may go away, but I shall never marry.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘A beloved science is enough wife for me,—combined, perhaps, with a little warm friendship with one of kindred pursuits.’


  ‘Who is the friend of kindred pursuits?’


  ‘Yourself I should like it to be.’


  ‘You would have to become a woman before I could be that, publicly; or I a man,’ she replied, with dry melancholy.


  ‘Why I a woman, or you a man, dear Lady Constantine?’


  ‘I cannot explain. No; you must keep your fame and your science all to yourself, and I must keep my—troubles.’


  Swithin, to divert her from melancholy—not knowing that in the expression of her melancholy thus and now she found much pleasure,—changed the subject by asking if they should take some observations.


  ‘Yes; the scenery is well hung to-night,’ she said, looking out upon the heavens.


  Then they proceeded to scan the sky, roving from planet to star, from single stars to double stars, from double to coloured stars, in the cursory manner of the merely curious. They plunged down to that at other times invisible multitude in the back rows of the celestial theatre: remote layers of constellations whose shapes were new and singular; pretty twinklers which for infinite ages had spent their beams without calling forth from a single earthly poet a single line, or being able to bestow a ray of comfort on a single benighted traveller.


  ‘And to think,’ said Lady Constantine, ‘that the whole race of shepherds, since the beginning of the world,—even those immortal shepherds who watched near Bethlehem,—should have gone into their graves without knowing that for one star that lighted them in their labours, there were a hundred as good behind trying to do so! … I have a feeling for this instrument not unlike the awe I should feel in the presence of a great magician in whom I really believed. Its powers are so enormous, and weird, and fantastical, that I should have a personal fear in being with it alone. Music drew an angel down, said the poet: but what is that to drawing down worlds!’


  ‘I often experience a kind of fear of the sky after sitting in the observing-chair a long time,’ he answered. ‘And when I walk home afterwards I also fear it for what I know is there, but cannot see, as one naturally fears the presence of a vast formless something that only reveals a very little of itself. That’s partly what I meant by saying that magnitude, which up to a certain point has grandeur, has beyond it ghastliness.’


  Thus the interest of their sidereal observations led them on, till the knowledge that scarce any other human vision was travelling within a hundred million miles of their own gave them such a sense of the isolation of that faculty as almost to be a sense of isolation in respect of their whole personality, causing a shudder at its absoluteness. At night, when human discords and harmonies are hushed, in a general sense, for the greater part of twelve hours, there is nothing to moderate the blow with which the infinitely great, the stellar universe, strikes down upon the infinitely little, the mind of the beholder; and this was the case now. Having got closer to immensity than their fellow-creatures, they saw at once its beauty and its frightfulness. They more and more felt the contrast between their own tiny magnitudes and those among which they had recklessly plunged, till they were oppressed with the presence of a vastness they could not cope with even as an idea, and which hung about them like a nightmare.


  He stood by her while she observed; she by him when they changed places. Once that Swithin’s emancipation from a trammelling body had been effected by the telescope, and he was well away in space, she felt her influence over him diminishing to nothing. He was quite unconscious of his terrestrial neighbourings, and of herself as one of them. It still further reduced her towards unvarnished simplicity in her manner to him.


  The silence was broken only by the ticking of the clock-work which gave diurnal motion to the instrument. The stars moved on, the end of the telescope followed, but their tongues stood still. To expect that he was ever voluntarily going to end the pause by speech was apparently futile. She laid her hand upon his arm.


  He started, withdrew his eye from the telescope, and brought himself back to the earth by a visible—almost painful—effort.


  ‘Do come out of it,’ she coaxed, with a softness in her voice which any man but unpractised Swithin would have felt to be exquisite. ‘I feel that I have been so foolish as to put in your hands an instrument to effect my own annihilation. Not a word have you spoken for the last ten minutes.’


  ‘I have been mentally getting on with my great theory. I hope soon to be able to publish it to the world. What, are you going? I will walk with you, Lady Constantine. When will you come again?’


  ‘When your great theory is published to the world.’


  ♣


  IX


  Lady Constantine, if narrowly observed at this time, would have seemed to be deeply troubled in conscience, and particularly after the interview above described. Ash-Wednesday occurred in the calendar a few days later, and she went to morning service with a look of genuine contrition on her emotional and yearning countenance.


  Besides herself the congregation consisted only of the parson, clerk, school-children, and three old people living on alms, who sat under the reading-desk; and thus, when Mr. Torkingham blazed forth the denunciatory sentences of the Commination, nearly the whole force of them seemed to descend upon her own shrinking shoulders. Looking across the empty pews she saw through the one or two clear panes of the window opposite a youthful figure in the churchyard, and the very feeling against which she had tried to pray returned again irresistibly.


  When she came out and had crossed into the private walk, Swithin came forward to speak to her. This was a most unusual circumstance, and argued a matter of importance.


  ‘I have made an amazing discovery in connexion with the variable stars,’ he exclaimed. ‘It will excite the whole astronomical world, and the world outside but little less. I had long suspected the true secret of their variability; but it was by the merest chance on earth that I hit upon a proof of my guess. Your equatorial has done it, my good, kind Lady Constantine, and our fame is established for ever!’


  He sprang into the air, and waved his hat in his triumph.


  ‘O, I am so glad—so rejoiced!’ she cried. ‘What is it? But don’t stop to tell me. Publish it at once in some paper; nail your name to it, or somebody will seize the idea and appropriate it,—forestall you in some way. It will be Adams and Leverrier over again.’


  ‘If I may walk with you I will explain the nature of the discovery. It accounts for the occasional green tint of Castor, and every difficulty. I said I would be the Copernicus of the stellar system, and I have begun to be. Yet who knows?’


  ‘Now don’t be so up and down! I shall not understand your explanation, and I would rather not know it. I shall reveal it if it is very grand. Women, you know, are not safe depositaries of such valuable secrets. You may walk with me a little way, with great pleasure. Then go and write your account, so as to insure your ownership of the discovery…. But how you have watched!’ she cried, in a sudden accession of anxiety, as she turned to look more closely at him. ‘The orbits of your eyes are leaden, and your eyelids are red and heavy. Don’t do it—pray don’t. You will be ill, and break down.’


  ‘I have, it is true, been up a little late this last week,’ he said cheerfully. ‘In fact, I couldn’t tear myself away from the equatorial; it is such a wonderful possession that it keeps me there till daylight. But what does that matter, now I have made the discovery?’


  ‘Ah, it does matter! Now, promise me—I insist—that you will not commit such imprudences again; for what should I do if my Astronomer Royal were to die?’


  She laughed, but far too apprehensively to be effective as a display of levity.


  They parted, and he went home to write out his paper. He promised to call as soon as his discovery was in print. Then they waited for the result.


  It is impossible to describe the tremulous state of Lady Constantine during the interval. The warm interest she took in Swithin St. Cleeve—many would have said dangerously warm interest—made his hopes her hopes; and though she sometimes admitted to herself that great allowance was requisite for the overweening confidence of youth in the future, she permitted herself to be blinded to probabilities for the pleasure of sharing his dreams. It seemed not unreasonable to suppose the present hour to be the beginning of realization to her darling wish that this young man should become famous. He had worked hard, and why should he not be famous early? His very simplicity in mundane affairs afforded a strong presumption that in things celestial he might be wise. To obtain support for this hypothesis she had only to think over the lives of many eminent astronomers.


  She waited feverishly for the flourish of trumpets from afar, by which she expected the announcement of his discovery to be greeted. Knowing that immediate intelligence of the outburst would be brought to her by himself, she watched from the windows of the Great House each morning for a sight of his figure hastening down the glade.


  But he did not come.


  A long array of wet days passed their dreary shapes before her, and made the waiting still more tedious. On one of these occasions she ran across to the tower, at the risk of a severe cold. The door was locked.


  Two days after she went again. The door was locked still. But this was only to be expected in such weather. Yet she would have gone on to his house, had there not been one reason too many against such precipitancy. As astronomer and astronomer there was no harm in their meetings; but as woman and man she feared them.


  Ten days passed without a sight of him; ten blurred and dreary days, during which the whole landscape dripped like a mop: the park trees swabbed the gravel from the drive, while the sky was a zinc-coloured archi-vault of immovable cloud. It seemed as if the whole science of astronomy had never been real, and that the heavenly bodies, with their motions, were as theoretical as the lines and circles of a bygone mathematical problem.


  She could content herself no longer with fruitless visits to the column, and when the rain had a little abated she walked to the nearest hamlet, and in a conversation with the first old woman she met contrived to lead up to the subject of Swithin St. Cleeve by talking about his grandmother.


  ‘Ah, poor old heart; ’tis a bad time for her, my lady!’ exclaimed the dame.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Her grandson is dying; and such a gentleman through and through!’


  ‘What! … O, it has something to do with that dreadful discovery!’


  ‘Discovery, my lady?’


  She left the old woman with an evasive answer, and with a breaking heart crept along the road. Tears brimmed as she walked, and by the time that she was out of sight sobs burst forth tumultuously.


  ‘I am too fond of him!’ she moaned; ‘but I can’t help it; and I don’t care if it’s wrong,—I don’t care!’


  Without further considerations as to who beheld her doings she instinctively went straight towards Mrs. Martin’s. Seeing a man coming she calmed herself sufficiently to ask him through her dropped veil how poor Mr. St. Cleeve was that day. But she only got the same reply: ‘They say he is dying, my lady.’


  When Swithin had parted from Lady Constantine, on the previous Ash-Wednesday, he had gone straight to the homestead and prepared his account of ‘A New Astronomical Discovery.’ It was written perhaps in too glowing a rhetoric for the true scientific tone of mind; but there was no doubt that his assertion met with a most startling aptness all the difficulties which had accompanied the received theories on the phenomena attending those changeable suns of marvellous systems so far away. It accounted for the nebulous mist that surrounds some of them at their weakest time; in short, took up a position of probability which has never yet been successfully assailed.


  The papers were written in triplicate, and carefully sealed up with blue wax. One copy was directed to Greenwich, another to the Royal Society, another to a prominent astronomer. A brief statement of the essence of the discovery was also prepared for the leading daily paper.


  He considered these documents, embodying as they did two years of his constant thought, reading, and observation, too important to be entrusted for posting to the hands of a messenger; too important to be sent to the sub-post-office at hand. Though the day was wet, dripping wet, he went on foot with them to a chief office, five miles off, and registered them. Quite exhausted by the walk after his long night-work, wet through, yet sustained by the sense of a great achievement, he called at a bookseller’s for the astronomical periodicals to which he subscribed; then, resting for a short time at an inn, he plodded his way homewards, reading his papers as he went, and planning how to enjoy a repose on his laurels of a week or more.


  On he strolled through the rain, holding the umbrella vertically over the exposed page to keep it dry while he read. Suddenly his eye was struck by an article. It was the review of a pamphlet by an American astronomer, in which the author announced a conclusive discovery with regard to variable stars.


  The discovery was precisely the discovery of Swithin St. Cleeve. Another man had forestalled his fame by a period of about six weeks.


  Then the youth found that the goddess Philosophy, to whom he had vowed to dedicate his whole life, would not in return support him through a single hour of despair. In truth, the impishness of circumstance was newer to him than it would have been to a philosopher of threescore-and-ten. In a wild wish for annihilation he flung himself down on a patch of heather that lay a little removed from the road, and in this humid bed remained motionless, while time passed by unheeded.


  At last, from sheer misery and weariness, he fell asleep.


  The March rain pelted him mercilessly, the beaded moisture from the heavily charged locks of heath penetrated him through back and sides, and clotted his hair to unsightly tags and tufts. When he awoke it was dark. He thought of his grandmother, and of her possible alarm at missing him. On attempting to rise, he found that he could hardly bend his joints, and that his clothes were as heavy as lead from saturation. His teeth chattering and his knees trembling he pursued his way home, where his appearance excited great concern. He was obliged at once to retire to bed, and the next day he was delirious from the chill.


  It was about ten days after this unhappy occurrence that Lady Constantine learnt the news, as above described, and hastened along to the homestead in that state of anguish in which the heart is no longer under the control of the judgment, and self-abandonment, even to error, verges on heroism.


  On reaching the house in Welland Bottom the door was opened to her by old Hannah, who wore an assiduously sorrowful look; and Lady Constantine was shown into the large room,—so wide that the beams bent in the middle,—where she took her seat in one of a methodic range of chairs, beneath a portrait of the Reverend Mr. St. Cleeve, her astronomer’s erratic father.


  The eight unwatered dying plants, in the row of eight flower-pots, denoted that there was something wrong in the house. Mrs. Martin came downstairs fretting, her wonder at beholding Lady Constantine not altogether displacing the previous mood of grief.


  ‘Here’s a pretty kettle of fish, my lady!’ she exclaimed.


  Lady Constantine said, ‘Hush!’ and pointed inquiringly upward.


  ‘He is not overhead, my lady,’ replied Swithin’s grandmother. ‘His bedroom is at the back of the house.’


  ‘How is he now?’


  ‘He is better, just at this moment; and we are more hopeful. But he changes so.’


  ‘May I go up? I know he would like to see me.’


  Her presence having been made known to the sufferer she was conducted upstairs to Swithin’s room. The way thither was through the large chamber he had used as a study and for the manufacture of optical instruments. There lay the large pasteboard telescope that had been just such a failure as Crusoe’s large boat; there were his diagrams, maps, globes, and celestial apparatus of various sorts. The absence of the worker through illness or death is sufficient to touch the prosiest workshop and tools with the hues of pathos, and it was with a swelling bosom that Lady Constantine passed through this arena of his youthful activities to the little chamber where he lay.


  Old Mrs. Martin sat down by the window, and Lady Constantine bent over Swithin.


  ‘Don’t speak to me!’ she whispered. ‘It will weaken you; it will excite you. If you do speak, it must be very softly.’


  She took his hand, and one irrepressible tear fell upon it.


  ‘Nothing will excite me now, Lady Constantine,’ he said; ‘not even your goodness in coming. My last excitement was when I lost the battle…. Do you know that my discovery has been forestalled? It is that that’s killing me.’


  ‘But you are going to recover; you are better, they say. Is it so?’


  ‘I think I am, to-day. But who can be sure?’


  ‘The poor boy was so upset at finding that his labour had been thrown away,’ said his grandmother, ‘that he lay down in the rain, and chilled his life out.’


  ‘How could you do it?’ Lady Constantine whispered. ‘O, how could you think so much of renown, and so little of me? Why, for every discovery made there are ten behind that await making. To commit suicide like this, as if there were nobody in the world to care for you!’


  ‘It was done in my haste, and I am very, very sorry for it! I beg both you and all my few friends never, never to forgive me! It would kill me with self-reproach if you were to pardon my rashness!’


  At this moment the doctor was announced, and Mrs. Martin went downstairs to receive him. Lady Constantine thought she would remain to hear his report, and for this purpose withdrew, and sat down in a nook of the adjoining work-room of Swithin, the doctor meeting her as he passed through it into the sick chamber.


  He was there a torturingly long time; but at length he came out to the room she waited in, and crossed it on his way downstairs. She rose and followed him to the stairhead.


  ‘How is he?’ she anxiously asked. ‘Will he get over it?’


  The doctor, not knowing the depth of her interest in the patient, spoke with the blunt candour natural towards a comparatively indifferent inquirer.


  ‘No, Lady Constantine,’ he replied; ‘there’s a change for the worse.’


  And he retired down the stairs.


  Scarcely knowing what she did Lady Constantine ran back to Swithin’s side, flung herself upon the bed, and in a paroxysm of sorrow kissed him.


  ♣


  X


  The placid inhabitants of the parish of Welland, including warbling waggoners, lone shepherds, ploughmen, the blacksmith, the carpenter, the gardener at the Great House, the steward and agent, the parson, clerk, and so on, were hourly expecting the announcement of St. Cleeve’s death. The sexton had been going to see his brother-in-law, nine miles distant, but promptly postponed the visit for a few days, that there might be the regular professional hand present to toll the bell in a note of due fulness and solemnity; an attempt by a deputy, on a previous occasion of his absence, having degenerated into a miserable stammering clang that was a disgrace to the parish.


  But Swithin St. Cleeve did not decease, a fact of which, indeed, the habituated reader will have been well aware ever since the rain came down upon the young man in the ninth chapter, and led to his alarming illness. Though, for that matter, so many maimed histories are hourly enacting themselves in this dun-coloured world as to lend almost a priority of interest to narratives concerning those


  
    ‘Who lay great bases for eternity


    Which prove more short than waste or ruining.’

  


  How it arose that he did not die was in this wise; and his example affords another instance of that reflex rule of the vassal soul over the sovereign body, which, operating so wonderfully in elastic natures, and more or less in all, originally gave rise to the legend that supremacy lay on the other side.


  The evening of the day after the tender, despairing, farewell kiss of Lady Constantine, when he was a little less weak than during her visit, he lay with his face to the window. He lay alone, quiet and resigned. He had been thinking, sometimes of her and other friends, but chiefly of his lost discovery. Although nearly unconscious at the time, he had yet been aware of that kiss, as the delicate flush which followed it upon his cheek would have told; but he had attached little importance to it as between woman and man. Had he been dying of love instead of wet weather, perhaps the impulsive act of that handsome lady would have been seized on as a proof that his love was returned. As it was her kiss seemed but the evidence of a naturally demonstrative kindliness, felt towards him chiefly because he was believed to be leaving her for ever.


  The reds of sunset passed, and dusk drew on. Old Hannah came upstairs to pull down the blinds, and as she advanced to the window he said to her, in a faint voice, ‘Well, Hannah, what news to-day?’


  ‘O, nothing, sir,’ Hannah replied, looking out of the window with sad apathy, ‘only that there’s a comet, they say.’


  ‘A what?’ said the dying astronomer, starting up on his elbow.


  ‘A comet—that’s all, Master Swithin,’ repeated Hannah, in a lower voice, fearing she had done harm in some way.


  ‘Well, tell me, tell me!’ cried Swithin. ‘Is it Gambart’s? Is it Charles the Fifth’s, or Halley’s, or Faye’s, or whose?’


  ‘Hush!’ said she, thinking St. Cleeve slightly delirious again. ‘’Tis God A’mighty’s, of course. I haven’t seed en myself; but they say he’s getting bigger every night, and that he’ll be the biggest one known for fifty years when he’s full growed. There, you must not talk any more now, or I’ll go away.’


  Here was an amazing event, little noise as it had made in the happening. Of all phenomena that he had longed to witness during his short astronomical career, those appertaining to comets had excited him most. That the magnificent comet of 1811 would not return again for thirty centuries had been quite a permanent regret with him. And now, when the bottomless abyss of death seemed yawning beneath his feet, one of these much-desired apparitions, as large, apparently, as any of its tribe, had chosen to show itself.


  ‘O, if I could but live to see that comet through my equatorial!’ he cried.


  Compared with comets, variable stars, which he had hitherto made his study, were, from their remoteness, uninteresting. They were to the former as the celebrities of Ujiji or Unyamwesi to the celebrities of his own country. Members of the solar system, these dazzling and perplexing rangers, the fascination of all astronomers, rendered themselves still more fascinating by the sinister suspicion attaching to them of being possibly the ultimate destroyers of the human race. In his physical prostration St. Cleeve wept bitterly at not being hale and strong enough to welcome with proper honour the present specimen of these desirable visitors.


  The strenuous wish to live and behold the new phenomenon, supplanting the utter weariness of existence that he had heretofore experienced, gave him a new vitality. The crisis passed; there was a turn for the better; and after that he rapidly mended. The comet had in all probability saved his life. The limitless and complex wonders of the sky resumed their old power over his imagination; the possibilities of that unfathomable blue ocean were endless. Finer feats than ever he would perform were to be achieved in its investigation. What Lady Constantine had said, that for one discovery made ten awaited making, was strikingly verified by the sudden appearance of this splendid marvel.


  The windows of St. Cleeve’s bedroom faced the west, and nothing would satisfy him but that his bed should be so pulled round as to give him a view of the low sky, in which the as yet minute tadpole of fire was recognizable. The mere sight of it seemed to lend him sufficient resolution to complete his own cure forthwith. His only fear now was lest, from some unexpected cause or other, the comet would vanish before he could get to the observatory on Rings-Hill Speer.


  In his fervour to begin observing he directed that an old telescope, which he had used in his first celestial attempts, should be tied at one end to the bed-post, and at the other fixed near his eye as he reclined. Equipped only with this rough improvisation he began to take notes. Lady Constantine was forgotten, till one day, suddenly, wondering if she knew of the important phenomenon, he revolved in his mind whether as a fellow-student and sincere friend of his she ought not to be sent for, and instructed in the use of the equatorial.


  But though the image of Lady Constantine, in spite of her kindness and unmistakably warm heart, had been obscured in his mind by the heavenly body, she had not so readily forgotten him. Too shy to repeat her visit after so nearly betraying her secret, she yet, every day, by the most ingenious and subtle means that could be devised by a woman who feared for herself, but could not refrain from tampering with danger, ascertained the state of her young friend’s health. On hearing of the turn in his condition she rejoiced on his account, and became yet more despondent on her own. If he had died she might have mused on him as her dear departed saint without much sin: but his return to life was a delight that bewildered and dismayed.


  One evening a little later on he was sitting at his bedroom window as usual, waiting for a sufficient decline of light to reveal the comet’s form, when he beheld, crossing the field contiguous to the house, a figure which he knew to be hers. He thought she must be coming to see him on the great comet question, to discuss which with so delightful and kind a comrade was an expectation full of pleasure. Hence he keenly observed her approach, till something happened that surprised him.


  When, at the descent of the hill, she had reached the stile that admitted to Mrs. Martin’s garden, Lady Constantine stood quite still for a minute or more, her gaze bent on the ground. Instead of coming on to the house she went heavily and slowly back, almost as if in pain; and then at length, quickening her pace, she was soon out of sight. She appeared in the path no more that day.


  ♣


  XI


  Why had Lady Constantine stopped and turned?


  A misgiving had taken sudden possession of her. Her true sentiment towards St. Cleeve was too recognizable by herself to be tolerated.


  That she had a legitimate interest in him as a young astronomer was true; that her sympathy on account of his severe illness had been natural and commendable was also true. But the superfluous feeling was what filled her with trepidation.


  Superfluities have been defined as things you cannot do without, and this particular emotion, that came not within her rightful measure, was in danger of becoming just such a superfluity with her. In short, she felt there and then that to see St. Cleeve again would be an impropriety; and by a violent effort she retreated from his precincts, as he had observed.


  She resolved to ennoble her conduct from that moment of her life onwards. She would exercise kind patronage towards Swithin without once indulging herself with his company. Inexpressibly dear to her deserted heart he was becoming, but for the future he should at least be hidden from her eyes. To speak plainly, it was growing a serious question whether, if he were not hidden from her eyes, she would not soon be plunging across the ragged boundary which divides the permissible from the forbidden.


  By the time that she had drawn near home the sun was going down. The heavy, many-chevroned church, now subdued by violet shadow except where its upper courses caught the western stroke of flame-colour, stood close to her grounds, as in many other parishes, though the village of which it formerly was the nucleus had become quite depopulated: its cottages had been demolished to enlarge the park, leaving the old building to stand there alone, like a standard without an army.


  It was Friday night, and she heard the organist practising voluntaries within. The hour, the notes, the even-song of the birds, and her own previous emotions, combined to influence her devotionally. She entered, turning to the right and passing under the chancel arch, where she sat down and viewed the whole empty length, east and west. The semi-Norman arches with their multitudinous notchings, were still visible by the light from the tower window, but the lower portion of the building was in obscurity, except where the feeble glimmer from the candle of the organist spread a glow-worm radiance around. The player, who was Miss Tabitha Lark, continued without intermission to produce her wandering sounds, unconscious of any one’s presence except that of the youthful blower at her side.


  The rays from the organist’s candle illuminated but one small fragment of the chancel outside the precincts of the instrument, and that was the portion of the eastern wall whereon the ten commandments were inscribed. The gilt letters shone sternly into Lady Constantine’s eyes; and she, being as impressionable as a turtle-dove, watched a certain one of those commandments on the second table, till its thunder broke her spirit with blank contrition.


  She knelt down, and did her utmost to eradicate those impulses towards St. Cleeve which were inconsistent with her position as the wife of an absent man, though not unnatural in her as his victim.


  She knelt till she seemed scarcely to belong to the time she lived in, which lost the magnitude that the nearness of its perspective lent it on ordinary occasions and took its actual rank in the long line of other centuries. Having once got out of herself, seen herself from afar off, she was calmer, and went on to register a magnanimous vow. She would look about for some maiden fit and likely to make St. Cleeve happy; and this girl she would endow with what money she could afford, that the natural result of their apposition should do him no worldly harm. The interest of her, Lady Constantine’s, life should be in watching the development of love between Swithin and the ideal maiden.


  The very painfulness of the scheme to her susceptible heart made it pleasing to her conscience; and she wondered that she had not before this time thought of a stratagem which united the possibility of benefiting the astronomer with the advantage of guarding against peril to both Swithin and herself. By providing for him a suitable helpmate she would preclude the dangerous awakening in him of sentiments reciprocrating [reciprocating] her own.


  Arrived at a point of exquisite misery through this heroic intention, Lady Constantine’s tears moistened the books upon which her forehead was bowed. And as she heard her feverish heart throb against the desk, she firmly believed the wearing impulses of that heart would put an end to her sad life, and momentarily recalled the banished image of St. Cleeve to apostrophise him in thoughts that paraphrased the quaint lines of Heine’s Lieb’ Liebchen:—


  
    ‘Dear my love, press thy hand to my breast, and tell


    If thou tracest the knocks in that narrow cell;


    A carpenter dwells there; cunning is he,


    And slyly he’s shaping a coffin for me!’

  


  Lady Constantine was disturbed by a break in the organist’s meandering practice, and raising her head she saw a person standing by the player. It was Mr. Torkingham, and what he said was distinctly audible. He was inquiring for herself.


  ‘I thought I saw Lady Constantine walk this way,’ he rejoined to Tabitha’s negative. ‘I am very anxious indeed to meet with her.’


  She went forward. ‘I am here,’ she said. ‘Don’t stop playing, Miss Lark. What is it, Mr. Torkingham?’


  Tabitha thereupon resumed her playing, and Mr. Torkingham joined Lady Constantine.


  ‘I have some very serious intelligence to break to your ladyship,’ he said. ‘But—I will not interrupt you here.’ (He had seen her rise from her knees to come to him.) ‘I will call at the House the first moment you can receive me after reaching home.’


  ‘No, tell me here,’ she said, seating herself.


  He came close, and placed his hand on the poppy-head of the seat.


  ‘I have received a communication,’ he resumed haltingly, ‘in which I am requested to prepare you for the contents of a letter that you will receive to-morrow morning.’


  ‘I am quite ready.’


  ‘The subject is briefly this, Lady Constantine: that you have been a widow for more than eighteen months.’


  ‘Dead!’


  ‘Yes. Sir Blount was attacked by dysentery and malarious fever, on the banks of the Zouga in South Africa, so long ago as last October twelvemonths, and it carried him off. Of the three men who were with him, two succumbed to the same illness, a hundred miles further on; while the third, retracing his steps into a healthier district, remained there with a native tribe, and took no pains to make the circumstances known. It seems to be only by the mere accident of his having told some third party that we know of the matter now. This is all I can tell you at present.’


  She was greatly agitated for a few moments; and the Table of the Law opposite, which now seemed to appertain to another dispensation, glistened indistinctly upon a vision still obscured by the old tears.


  ‘Shall I conduct you home?’ asked the parson.


  ‘No thank you,’ said Lady Constantine. ‘I would rather go alone.’


  ♣


  XII


  On the afternoon of the next day Mr. Torkingham, who occasionally dropped in to see St. Cleeve, called again as usual; after duly remarking on the state of the weather, congratulating him on his sure though slow improvement, and answering his inquiries about the comet, he said, ‘You have heard, I suppose, of what has happened to Lady Constantine?’


  ‘No! Nothing serious?’


  ‘Yes, it is serious.’ The parson informed him of the death of Sir Blount, and of the accidents which had hindered all knowledge of the same,—accidents favoured by the estrangement of the pair and the cessation of correspondence between them for some time.


  His listener received the news with the concern of a friend, Lady Constantine’s aspect in his eyes depending but little on her condition matrimonially.


  ‘There was no attempt to bring him home when he died?’


  ‘O no. The climate necessitates instant burial. We shall have more particulars in a day or two, doubtless.’


  ‘Poor Lady Constantine,—so good and so sensitive as she is! I suppose she is quite prostrated by the bad news.’


  ‘Well, she is rather serious,—not prostrated. The household is going into mourning.’


  ‘Ah, no, she would not be quite prostrated,’ murmured Swithin, recollecting himself. ‘He was unkind to her in many ways. Do you think she will go away from Welland?’


  That the vicar could not tell. But he feared that Sir Blount’s affairs had been in a seriously involved condition, which might necessitate many and unexpected changes.


  Time showed that Mr. Torkingham’s surmises were correct.


  During the long weeks of early summer, through which the young man still lay imprisoned, if not within his own chamber, within the limits of the house and garden, news reached him that Sir Blount’s mismanagement and eccentric behaviour were resulting in serious consequences to Lady Constantine; nothing less, indeed, than her almost complete impoverishment. His personalty was swallowed up in paying his debts, and the Welland estate was so heavily charged with annuities to his distant relatives that only a mere pittance was left for her. She was reducing the establishment to the narrowest compass compatible with decent gentility. The horses were sold one by one; the carriages also; the greater part of the house was shut up, and she resided in the smallest rooms. All that was allowed to remain of her former contingent of male servants were an odd man and a boy. Instead of using a carriage she now drove about in a donkey-chair, the said boy walking in front to clear the way and keep the animal in motion; while she wore, so his informants reported, not an ordinary widow’s cap or bonnet, but something even plainer, the black material being drawn tightly round her face, giving her features a small, demure, devout cast, very pleasing to the eye.


  ‘Now, what’s the most curious thing in this, Mr. San Cleeve,’ said Sammy Blore, who, in calling to inquire after Swithin’s health, had imparted some of the above particulars, ‘is that my lady seems not to mind being a poor woman half so much as we do at seeing her so. ’Tis a wonderful gift, Mr. San Cleeve, wonderful, to be able to guide yerself, and not let loose yer soul in blasting at such a misfortune. I should go and drink neat regular, as soon as I had swallered my breakfast, till my innerds was burnt out like a’ old copper, if it had happened to me; but my lady’s plan is best. Though I only guess how one feels in such losses, to be sure, for I never had nothing to lose.’


  Meanwhile the observatory was not forgotten; nor that visitant of singular shape and habits which had appeared in the sky from no one knew whence, trailing its luminous streamer, and proceeding on its way in the face of a wondering world, till it should choose to vanish as suddenly as it had come.


  When, about a month after the above dialogue took place, Swithin was allowed to go about as usual, his first pilgrimage was to the Rings-Hill Speer. Here he studied at leisure what he had come to see.


  On his return to the homestead, just after sunset, he found his grandmother and Hannah in a state of great concern. The former was looking out for him against the evening light, her face showing itself worn and rutted, like an old highway, by the passing of many days. Her information was that in his absence Lady Constantine had called in her driving-chair, to inquire for him. Her ladyship had wished to observe the comet through the great telescope, but had found the door locked when she applied at the tower. Would he kindly leave the door unfastened to-morrow, she had asked, that she might be able to go to the column on the following evening for the same purpose? She did not require him to attend.


  During the next day he sent Hannah with the key to Welland House, not caring to leave the tower open. As evening advanced and the comet grew distinct, he doubted if Lady Constantine could handle the telescope alone with any pleasure or profit to herself. Unable, as a devotee to science, to rest under this misgiving, he crossed the field in the furrow that he had used ever since the corn was sown, and entered the plantation. His unpractised mind never once guessed that her stipulations against his coming might have existed along with a perverse hope that he would come.


  On ascending he found her already there. She sat in the observing-chair: the warm light from the west, which flowed in through the opening of the dome, brightened her face, and her face only, her robes of sable lawn rendering the remainder of her figure almost invisible.


  ‘You have come!’ she said with shy pleasure. ‘I did not require you. But never mind.’ She extended her hand cordially to him.


  Before speaking he looked at her with a great new interest in his eye. It was the first time that he had seen her thus, and she was altered in more than dress. A soberly-sweet expression sat on her face. It was of a rare and peculiar shade—something that he had never seen before in woman.


  ‘Have you nothing to say?’ she continued. ‘Your footsteps were audible to me from the very bottom, and I knew they were yours. You look almost restored.’


  ‘I am almost restored,’ he replied, respectfully pressing her hand. ‘A reason for living arose, and I lived.’


  ‘What reason?’ she inquired, with a rapid blush.


  He pointed to the rocket-like object in the western sky.


  ‘O, you mean the comet. Well, you will never make a courtier! You know, of course, what has happened to me; that I have no longer a husband—have had none for a year and a half. Have you also heard that I am now quite a poor woman? Tell me what you think of it.’


  ‘I have thought very little of it since I heard that you seemed to mind poverty but little. There is even this good in it, that I may now be able to show you some little kindness for all those you have done me, my dear lady.’


  ‘Unless for economy’s sake, I go and live abroad,—at Dinan, Versailles, or Boulogne.’


  Swithin, who had never thought of such a contingency, was earnest in his regrets; without, however, showing more than a sincere friend’s disappointment.


  ‘I did not say it was absolutely necessary,’ she continued. ‘I have, in fact, grown so homely and home-loving, I am so interested in the place and the people here, that, in spite of advice, I have almost determined not to let the house; but to continue the less business-like but pleasanter alternative of living humbly in a part of it, and shutting up the rest.’


  ‘Your love of astronomy is getting as strong as mine!’ he said ardently. ‘You could not tear yourself away from the observatory!’


  ‘You might have supposed me capable of a little human feeling as well as scientific, in connection with the observatory.’


  ‘Dear Lady Constantine, by admitting that your astronomer has also a part of your interest——’


  ‘Ah, you did not find it out without my telling!’ she said, with a playfulness which was scarcely playful, a warmer accession of colour being visible in her face. ‘I diminish myself in your esteem by reminding you.’


  ‘You might do anything in this world without diminishing yourself in my esteem, after the goodness you have shown. And more than that, no misrepresentation, no rumour, no damning appearance whatever, would ever shake my loyalty to you.’


  ‘But you put a very matter-of-fact construction on my motives sometimes. You see me in such a hard light that I have to drop hints in quite a manœuvring manner to let you know I am as sympathetic as other people. I sometimes think you would rather have me die than have your equatorial stolen. Confess that your admiration for me was based on my house and position in the county! Now I am shorn of all that glory, such as it was, and am a widow, and am poorer than my tenants, and can no longer buy telescopes, and am unable, from the narrowness of my circumstances, to mix in circles that people formerly said I adorned, I fear I have lost the little hold I once had over you.’


  ‘You are as unjust now as you have been generous hitherto,’ said St. Cleeve, with tears in his eyes at the gentle banter of the lady, which he, poor innocent, read as her real opinions. Seizing her hand he continued, in tones between reproach and anger, ‘I swear to you that I have but two devotions, two thoughts, two hopes, and two blessings in this world, and that one of them is yourself!’


  ‘And the other?’


  ‘The pursuit of astronomy.’


  ‘And astronomy stands first.’


  ‘I have never ordinated two such dissimilar ideas! And why should you deplore your altered circumstances, my dearest lady? Your widowhood, if I may take the liberty to speak on such a subject, is, though I suppose a sadness, not perhaps an unmixed evil. For though your pecuniary troubles have been discovered to the world and yourself by it, your happiness in marriage was, as you have confided to me, not great; and you are now left free as a bird to follow your own hobbies.’


  ‘I wonder you recognize that.’


  ‘But perhaps,’ he added, with a sigh of regret, ‘you will again fall a prey to some man, some uninteresting country squire or other, and be lost to the scientific world after all.’


  ‘If I fall a prey to any man, it will not be to a country squire. But don’t go on with this, for heaven’s sake! You may think what you like in silence.’


  ‘We are forgetting the comet,’ said St. Cleeve. He turned, and set the instrument in order for observation, and wheeled round the dome.


  While she was looking at the nucleus of the fiery plume, that now filled so large a space of the sky as completely to dominate it, Swithin dropped his gaze upon the field, and beheld in the dying light a number of labourers crossing directly towards the column.


  ‘What do you see?’ Lady Constantine asked, without ceasing to observe the comet.


  ‘Some of the work-folk are coming this way. I know what they are coming for,—I promised to let them look at the comet through the glass.’


  ‘They must not come up here,’ she said decisively.


  ‘They shall await your time.’


  ‘I have a special reason for wishing them not to see me here. If you ask why, I can tell you. They mistakenly suspect my interest to be less in astronomy than in the astronomer, and they must have no showing for such a wild notion. What can you do to keep them out?’


  ‘I’ll lock the door,’ said Swithin. ‘They will then think I am away.’ He ran down the staircase, and she could hear him hastily turning the key. Lady Constantine sighed.


  ‘What weakness, what weakness!’ she said to herself. ‘That envied power of self-control, where is it? That power of concealment which a woman should have—where? To run such risks, to come here alone,—O, if it were known! But I was always so,—always!’


  She jumped up, and followed him downstairs.


  ♣


  XIII


  He was standing immediately inside the door at the bottom, though it was so dark she could hardly see him. The villagers were audibly talking just without.


  ‘He’s sure to come, rathe or late,’ resounded up the spiral in the vocal note of Hezzy Biles. ‘He wouldn’t let such a fine show as the comet makes to-night go by without peeping at it,—not Master Cleeve! Did ye bring along the flagon, Haymoss? Then we’ll sit down inside his little board-house here, and wait. He’ll come afore bed-time. Why, his spy-glass will stretch out that there comet as long as Welland Lane!’


  ‘I’d as soon miss the great peep-show that comes every year to Greenhill Fair as a sight of such a immortal spectacle as this!’ said Amos Fry.


  ‘“Immortal spectacle,”—where did ye get that choice mossel, Haymoss?’ inquired Sammy Blore. ‘Well, well, the Lord save good scholars—and take just a bit o’ care of them that bain’t! As ’tis so dark in the hut, suppose we draw out the bench into the front here, souls?’


  The bench was accordingly brought forth, and in order to have a back to lean against they placed it exactly across the door into the spiral staircase.


  ‘Now, have ye got any backy? If ye haven’t, I have,’ continued Sammy Blore. A striking of matches followed, and the speaker concluded comfortably, ‘Now, we shall do very well.’


  ‘And what do this comet mean?’ asked Haymoss. ‘That some great tumult is going to happen, or that we shall die of a famine?’


  ‘Famine—no!’ said Nat Chapman. ‘That only touches such as we, and the Lord only concerns himself with born gentlemen. It isn’t to be supposed that a strange fiery lantern like that would be lighted up for folks with ten or a dozen shillings a week and their gristing, and a load o’ thorn faggots when we can get ’em. If ’tis a token that he’s getting hot about the ways of anybody in this parish, ’tis about my Lady Constantine’s, since she is the only one of a figure worth such a hint.’


  ‘As for her income,—that she’s now lost.’


  ‘Ah, well; I don’t take in all I hear.’


  Lady Constantine drew close to St. Cleeve’s side, and whispered, trembling, ‘Do you think they will wait long? Or can we get out?’


  Swithin felt the awkwardness of the situation. The men had placed the bench close to the door, which, owing to the stairs within, opened outwards; so that at the first push by the pair inside to release themselves the bench must have gone over, and sent the smokers sprawling on their faces. He whispered to her to ascend the column and wait till he came.


  ‘And have the dead man left her nothing? Hey? And have he carried his inheritance into’s grave? And will his skeleton lie warm on account o’t? Hee-hee!’ said Haymoss.


  ‘’Tis all swallered up,’ observed Hezzy Biles. ‘His goings-on made her miserable till ’a died, and if I were the woman I’d have my randys now. He ought to have bequeathed to her our young gent, Mr. St. Cleeve, as some sort of amends. I’d up and marry en, if I were she; since her downfall has brought ’em quite near together, and made him as good as she in rank, as he was afore in bone and breeding.’


  ‘D’ye think she will?’ asked Sammy Blore. ‘Or is she meaning to enter upon a virgin life for the rest of her days?’


  ‘I don’t want to be unreverent to her ladyship; but I really don’t think she is meaning any such waste of a comely carcase. I say she’s rather meaning to commit flat matrimony wi’ somebody or other, and one young gentleman in particular.’


  ‘But the young man himself?’


  ‘Planned, cut out, and finished for the delight of ’ooman!’


  ‘Yet he must be willing.’


  ‘That would soon come. If they get up this tower ruling plannards together much longer, their plannards will soon rule them together, in my way o’ thinking. If she’ve a disposition towards the knot, she can soon teach him.’


  ‘True, true, and lawfully. What before mid ha’ been a wrong desire is now a holy wish!’


  The scales fell from Swithin St. Cleeve’s eyes as he heard the words of his neighbours. How suddenly the truth dawned upon him; how it bewildered him, till he scarcely knew where he was; how he recalled the full force of what he had only half apprehended at earlier times, particularly of that sweet kiss she had impressed on his lips when she supposed him dying,—these vivid realizations are difficult to tell in slow verbiage. He could remain there no longer, and with an electrified heart he retreated up the spiral.


  He found Lady Constantine half way to the top, standing by a loop-hole; and when she spoke he discovered that she was almost in tears. ‘Are they gone?’ she asked.


  ‘I fear they will not go yet,’ he replied, with a nervous fluctuation of manner that had never before appeared in his bearing towards her.


  ‘What shall I do?’ she asked. ‘I ought not to be here; nobody knows that I am out of the house. O, this is a mistake! I must go home somehow.’


  ‘Did you hear what they were saying?’


  ‘No,’ said she. ‘What is the matter? Surely you are disturbed? What did they say?’


  ‘It would be the exaggeration of frankness in me to tell you.’


  ‘Is it what a woman ought not to be made acquainted with?’


  ‘It is, in this case. It is so new and so indescribable an idea to me—that’—he leant against the concave wall, quite tremulous with strange incipient sentiments.


  ‘What sort of an idea?’ she asked gently.


  ‘It is—an awakening. In thinking of the heaven above, I did not perceive—the——’


  ‘Earth beneath?’


  ‘The better heaven beneath. Pray, dear Lady Constantine, give me your hand for a moment.’


  She seemed startled, and the hand was not given.


  ‘I am so anxious to get home,’ she repeated. ‘I did not mean to stay here more than five minutes!’


  ‘I fear I am much to blame for this accident,’ he said. ‘I ought not to have intruded here. But don’t grieve! I will arrange for your escape, somehow. Be good enough to follow me down.’


  They redescended, and, whispering to Lady Constantine to remain a few stairs behind, he began to rattle and unlock the door.


  The men precipitately removed their bench, and Swithin stepped out, the light of the summer night being still enough to enable them to distinguish him.


  ‘Well, Hezekiah, and Samuel, and Nat, how are you?’ he said boldly.


  ‘Well, sir, ’tis much as before wi’ me,’ replied Nat. ‘One hour a week wi’ God A’mighty and the rest with the devil, as a chap may say. And really, now yer poor father’s gone, I’d as lief that that Sunday hour should pass like the rest; for Pa’son Tarkenham do tease a feller’s conscience that much, that church is no hollerday at all to the limbs, as it was in yer reverent father’s time! But we’ve been waiting here, Mr. San Cleeve, supposing ye had not come.’


  ‘I have been staying at the top, and fastened the door not to be disturbed. Now I am sorry to disappoint you, but I have another engagement this evening, so that it would be inconvenient to admit you. To-morrow evening, or any evening but this, I will show you the comet and any stars you like.’


  They readily agreed to come the next night, and prepared to depart. But what with the flagon, and the pipes, and the final observations, getting away was a matter of time. Meanwhile a cloud, which nobody had noticed, arose from the north overhead, and large drops of rain began to fall so rapidly that the conclave entered the hut till it should be over. St. Cleeve strolled off under the firs.


  The next moment there was a rustling through the trees at another point, and a man and woman appeared. The woman took shelter under a tree, and the man, bearing wraps and umbrellas, came forward.


  ‘My lady’s man and maid,’ said Sammy.


  ‘Is her ladyship here?’ asked the man.


  ‘No. I reckon her ladyship keeps more kissable company,’ replied Nat Chapman.


  ‘Pack o’ stuff!’ said Blore.


  ‘Not here? Well, to be sure! We can’t find her anywhere in the wide house! I’ve been sent to look for her with these overclothes and umbrella. I’ve suffered horse-flesh traipsing up and down, and can’t find her nowhere. Lord, Lord, where can she be, and two months’ wages owing to me!’


  ‘Why so anxious, Anthony Green, as I think yer name is shaped? You be not a married man?’ said Hezzy.


  ‘’Tis what they call me, neighbours, whether or no.’


  ‘But surely you was a bachelor chap by late, afore her ladyship got rid of the regular servants and took ye?’


  ‘I were; but that’s past!’


  ‘And how came ye to bow yer head to ’t, Anthony? ’Tis what you never was inclined to. You was by no means a doting man in early time.’


  ‘Well, had I been left to my own free choice, ’tis as like as not I should ha’ shunned forming such kindred, being at that time a poor day man, or weekly, at my highest luck in hiring. But ’tis wearing work to hold out against the custom of the country, and the woman wanting ’ee to stand by her and save her from unborn shame; so, since common usage would have it, I let myself be carried away by opinion, and took her. Though she’s never once thanked me for covering her confusion, that’s true! But, ’tis the way of the lost when safe, and I don’t complain. Here she is, just behind, under the tree, if you’d like to see her?—a very nice homespun woman to look at, too, for all her few weather-stains…. Well, well, where can my lady be? And I the trusty jineral man—’tis more than my place is worth to lose her! Come forward, Gloriana, and talk nicely to the work-folk.’


  While the woman was talking the rain increased so much that they all retreated further into the hut. St. Cleeve, who had impatiently stood a little way off, now saw his opportunity, and, putting in his head, said, ‘The rain beats in; you had better shut the door. I must ascend and close up the dome.’


  Slamming the door upon them without ceremony he quickly went to Lady Constantine in the column, and telling her they could now pass the villagers unseen he gave her his arm. Thus he conducted her across the front of the hut into the shadows of the firs.


  ‘I will run to the house and harness your little carriage myself,’ he said tenderly. ‘I will then take you home in it.’


  ‘No; please don’t leave me alone under these dismal trees!’ Neither would she hear of his getting her any wraps; and, opening her little sunshade to keep the rain out of her face, she walked with him across the insulating field, after which the trees of the park afforded her a sufficient shelter to reach home without much damage.


  Swithin was too greatly affected by what he had overheard to speak much to her on the way, and protected her as if she had been a shorn lamb. After a farewell which had more meaning than sound in it, he hastened back to Rings-Hill Speer. The work-folk were still in the hut, and, by dint of friendly converse and a sip at the flagon, had so cheered Mr. and Mrs. Anthony Green that they neither thought nor cared what had become of Lady Constantine.


  St. Cleeve’s sudden sense of new relations with that sweet patroness had taken away in one half-hour his natural ingenuousness. Henceforth he could act a part.


  ‘I have made all secure at the top,’ he said, putting his head into the hut. ‘I am now going home. When the rain stops, lock this door and bring the key to my house.’


  ♣


  XIV


  The laboured resistance which Lady Constantine’s judgment had offered to her rebellious affection ere she learnt that she was a widow, now passed into a bashfulness that rendered her almost as unstable of mood as before. But she was one of that mettle—fervid, cordial, and spontaneous—who had not the heart to spoil a passion; and her affairs having gone to rack and ruin by no fault of her own she was left to a painfully narrowed existence which lent even something of rationality to her attachment. Thus it was that her tender and unambitious soul found comfort in her reverses.


  As for St. Cleeve, the tardiness of his awakening was the natural result of inexperience combined with devotion to a hobby. But, like a spring bud hard in bursting, the delay was compensated by after speed. At once breathlessly recognizing in this fellow-watcher of the skies a woman who loved him, in addition to the patroness and friend, he truly translated the nearly forgotten kiss she had given him in her moment of despair.


  Lady Constantine, in being nearly ten years his senior, was an object even better calculated to nourish a youth’s first passion than a girl of his own age, superiority of experience and ripeness of emotion exercising the same peculiar fascination over him as over other young men in their first ventures in this kind.


  The alchemy which thus transmuted an abstracted astronomer into an eager lover—and, must it be said? spoilt a promising young physicist to produce a common-place inamorato—may be almost described as working its change in one short night. Next morning he was so fascinated with the novel sensation that he wanted to rush off at once to Lady Constantine, and say, ‘I love you true!’ in the intensest tones of his mental condition, to register his assertion in her heart before any of those accidents which ‘creep in ’twixt vows, and change decrees of kings,’ should occur to hinder him. But his embarrassment at standing in a new position towards her would not allow him to present himself at her door in any such hurry. He waited on as helplessly as a girl for a chance of encountering her.


  But though she had tacitly agreed to see him on any reasonable occasion, Lady Constantine did not put herself in his way. She even kept herself out of his way. Now that for the first time he had learnt to feel a strong impatience for their meeting, her shyness for the first time led her to delay it. But given two people living in one parish, who long from the depths of their hearts to be in each other’s company, what resolves of modesty, policy, pride, or apprehension will keep them for any length of time apart?


  One afternoon he was watching the sun from his tower, half echoing the Greek astronomer’s wish that he might be set close to that luminary for the wonder of beholding it in all its glory, under the slight penalty of being consumed the next instant. He glanced over the high-road between the field and the park (which sublunary features now too often distracted his attention from his telescope), and saw her passing along that way.


  She was seated in the donkey-carriage that had now taken the place of her landau, the white animal looking no larger than a cat at that distance. The buttoned boy, who represented both coachman and footman, walked alongside the animal’s head at a solemn pace; the dog stalked at the distance of a yard behind the vehicle, without indulging in a single gambol; and the whole turn-out resembled in dignity a dwarfed state procession.


  Here was an opportunity but for two obstructions: the boy, who might be curious; and the dog, who might bark and attract the attention of any labourers or servants near. Yet the risk was to be run, and, knowing that she would soon turn up a certain shady lane at right angles to the road she had followed, he ran hastily down the staircase, crossed the barley (which now covered the field) by the path not more than a foot wide that he had trodden for himself, and got into the lane at the other end. By slowly walking along in the direction of the turnpike-road he soon had the satisfaction of seeing her coming. To his surprise he also had the satisfaction of perceiving that neither boy nor dog was in her company.


  They both blushed as they approached, she from sex, he from inexperience. One thing she seemed to see in a moment, that in the interval of her absence St. Cleeve had become a man; and as he greeted her with this new and maturer light in his eyes she could not hide her embarrassment, or meet their fire.


  ‘I have just sent my page across to the column with your book on Cometary Nuclei,’ she said softly; ‘that you might not have to come to the house for it. I did not know I should meet you here.’


  ‘Didn’t you wish me to come to the house for it?’


  ‘I did not, frankly. You know why, do you not?’


  ‘Yes, I know. Well, my longing is at rest. I have met you again. But are you unwell, that you drive out in this chair?’


  ‘No; I walked out this morning, and am a little tired.’


  ‘I have been looking for you night and day. Why do you turn your face aside? You used not to be so.’ Her hand rested on the side of the chair, and he took it. ‘Do you know that since we last met, I have been thinking of you—daring to think of you—as I never thought of you before?’


  ‘Yes, I know it.’


  ‘How did you know?’


  ‘I saw it in your face when you came up.’


  ‘Well, I suppose I ought not to think of you so. And yet, had I not learned to, I should never fully have felt how gentle and sweet you are. Only think of my loss if I had lived and died without seeing more in you than in astronomy! But I shall never leave off doing so now. When you talk I shall love your understanding; when you are silent I shall love your face. But how shall I know that you care to be so much to me?’


  Her manner was disturbed as she recognized the impending self-surrender, which she knew not how to resist, and was not altogether at ease in welcoming.


  ‘O, Lady Constantine,’ he continued, bending over her, ‘give me some proof more than mere seeming and inference, which are all I have at present, that you don’t think this I tell you of presumption in me! I have been unable to do anything since I last saw you for pondering uncertainly on this. Some proof, or little sign, that we are one in heart!’


  A blush settled again on her face; and half in effort, half in spontaneity, she put her finger on her cheek. He almost devotionally kissed the spot.


  ‘Does that suffice?’ she asked, scarcely giving her words voice.


  ‘Yes; I am convinced.’


  ‘Then that must be the end. Let me drive on; the boy will be back again soon.’ She spoke hastily and looked askance to hide the heat of her cheek.


  ‘No; the tower door is open, and he will go to the top, and waste his time in looking through the telescope.’


  ‘Then you should rush back, for he will do some damage.’


  ‘No; he may do what he likes, tinker and spoil the instrument, destroy my papers,—anything, so that he will stay there and leave us alone.’


  She glanced up with pained pleasure.


  ‘You never used to feel like that!’ There was keen self-reproach in her voice. ‘You were once so devoted to your science that the thought of an intruder into your temple would have driven you wild. Now you don’t care; and who is to blame? Ah, not you, not you!’


  The animal ambled on with her, and he, leaning on the side of the little vehicle, kept her company.


  ‘Well, don’t let us think of that,’ he said. ‘I offer myself and all my energies, frankly and entirely, to you, my dear, dear lady, whose I shall be always! But my words in telling you this will only injure my meaning instead of emphasizing it. In expressing, even to myself, my thoughts of you, I find that I fall into phrases which, as a critic, I should hitherto have heartily despised for their commonness. What’s the use of saying, for instance, as I have just said, that I give myself entirely to you, and shall be yours always,—that you have my devotion, my highest homage? Those words have been used so frequently in a flippant manner that honest use of them is not distinguishable from the unreal.’ He turned to her, and added, smiling, ‘Your eyes are to be my stars for the future.’


  ‘Yes, I know it,—I know it, and all you would say! I dreaded even while I hoped for this, my dear young friend,’ she replied, her eyes being full of tears. ‘I am injuring you; who knows that I am not ruining your future,—I who ought to know better? Nothing can come of this,—nothing must,—and I am only wasting your time. Why have I drawn you off from a grand celestial study to study poor lonely me? Say you will never despise me, when you get older, for this episode in our lives. But you will,—I know you will! All men do, when they have been attracted in their unsuspecting youth, as I have attracted you. I ought to have kept my resolve.’


  ‘What was that?’


  ‘To bear anything rather than draw you from your high purpose; to be like the noble citizen of old Greece, who, attending a sacrifice, let himself be burnt to the bone by a coal that jumped into his sleeve rather than disturb the sacred ceremony.’


  ‘But can I not study and love both?’


  ‘I hope so,—I earnestly hope so. But you’ll be the first if you do, and I am the responsible one if you do not.’


  ‘You speak as if I were quite a child, and you immensely older. Why, how old do you think I am? I am twenty.’


  ‘You seem younger. Well, that’s so much the better. Twenty sounds strong and firm. How old do you think I am?’


  ‘I have never thought of considering.’ He innocently turned to scrutinize her face. She winced a little. But the instinct was premature. Time had taken no liberties with her features as yet; nor had trouble very roughly handled her.


  ‘I will tell you,’ she replied, speaking almost with physical pain, yet as if determination should carry her through. ‘I am nine-and-twenty—nearly—I mean a little more, a few months—a year—more. Am I not a fearful deal older than you?’


  ‘At first it seems a great deal,’ he answered, musing. ‘But it doesn’t seem much when one gets used to it.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ she exclaimed. ‘It is a good deal.’


  ‘Very well, then, sweetest Lady Constantine, let it be,’ he said gently.


  ‘You should not let it be! A polite man would have flatly contradicted me…. O I am ashamed of this!’ she added a moment after, with a subdued, sad look upon the ground. ‘I am speaking by the card of the outer world, which I have left behind utterly; no such lip service is known in your sphere. I care nothing for those things, really; but that which is called the Eve in us will out sometimes. Well, we will forget that now, as we must, at no very distant date, forget all the rest of this.’


  He walked beside her thoughtfully awhile, with his eyes also bent on the road. ‘Why must we forget it all?’ he inquired.


  ‘It is only an interlude.’


  ‘An interlude! It is no interlude to me. O how can you talk so lightly of this, Lady Constantine? And yet, if I were to go away from here, I might, perhaps, soon reduce it to an interlude! Yes,’ he resumed impulsively, ‘I will go away. Love dies, and it is just as well to strangle it in its birth; it can only die once! I’ll go.’


  ‘No, no!’ she said, looking up apprehensively. ‘I misled you. It is no interlude to me,—it is tragical. I only meant that from a worldly point of view it is an interlude, which we should try to forget. But the world is not all. You will not go away?’


  But he continued drearily, ‘Yes, yes, I see it all; you have enlightened me. It will be hurting your prospects even more than mine, if I stay. Now Sir Blount is dead, you are free again,—may marry where you will, but for this fancy of ours. I’ll leave Welland before harm comes of my staying.’


  ‘Don’t decide to do a thing so rash!’ she begged, seizing his hand and looking miserable at the effect of her words. ‘I shall have nobody left in the world to care for! And now I have given you the great telescope, and lent you the column, it would be ungrateful to go away! I was wrong; believe me that I did not mean that it was a mere interlude to me. O if you only knew how very, very far it is from that! It is my doubt of the result to you that makes me speak so slightingly.’


  They were now approaching cross-roads, and casually looking up they beheld, thirty or forty yards beyond the crossing, Mr. Torkingham, who was leaning over a gate, his back being towards them. As yet he had not recognized their approach.


  The master-passion had already supplanted St. Cleeve’s natural ingenuousness by subtlety.


  ‘Would it be well for us to meet Mr. Torkingham just now?’ he began.


  ‘Certainly not,’ she said hastily, and pulling the rein she instantly drove down the right-hand road. ‘I cannot meet anybody!’ she murmured. ‘Would it not be better that you leave me now?—not for my pleasure, but that there may arise no distressing tales about us before we know—how to act in this—this’—(she smiled faintly at him) ‘heartaching extremity!’


  They were passing under a huge oak-tree whose limbs, irregular with shoulders, knuckles, and elbows, stretched horizontally over the lane in a manner recalling Absalom’s death. A slight rustling was perceptible amid the leafage as they drew out from beneath it, and turning up his eyes Swithin saw that very buttoned page whose advent they had dreaded looking down with interest at them from a perch not much higher than a yard above their heads. He had a bunch of oak-apples in one hand, plainly the object of his climb, and was furtively watching Lady Constantine with the hope that she might not see him. But that she had already done, though she did not reveal it, and, fearing that the latter words of their conversation had been overheard, they spoke not till they had passed the next turning.


  She stretched out her hand to his. ‘This must not go on,’ she said imploringly. ‘My anxiety as to what may be said of such methods of meeting makes me too unhappy. See what has happened!’ She could not help smiling. ‘Out of the frying-pan into the fire! After meanly turning to avoid the parson we have rushed into a worse publicity. It is too humiliating to have to avoid people, and lowers both you and me. The only remedy is not to meet.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Swithin, with a sigh. ‘So it shall be.’


  And with smiles that might more truly have been tears they parted there and then.


  ♣


  XV


  The summer passed away, and autumn with its infinite suite of tints came creeping on. Darker grew the evenings, tearfuller the moonlights, and heavier the dews. Meanwhile the comet had waxed to its largest dimensions,—so large that not only the nucleus but a portion of the tail had been visible in broad day. It was now on the wane, though every night the equatorial still afforded an opportunity of observing the singular object which would soon disappear altogether from the heavens for perhaps thousands of years.


  But the astronomer of the Rings-Hill Speer was no longer a match for his celestial materials. Scientifically he had become but a dim vapour of himself; the lover had come into him like an armed man, and cast out the student, and his intellectual situation was growing a life-and-death matter.


  The resolve of the pair had been so far kept: they had not seen each other in private for three months. But on one day in October he ventured to write a note to her:—


  
    ‘I can do nothing! I have ceased to study, ceased to observe. The equatorial is useless to me. This longing I have for you absorbs my life, and outweighs my intentions. The power to labour in the grandest of fields has left me. I struggle against the weakness till I think of the cause, and then I bless her. But the very desperation of my mind has suggested a remedy; and this I would inform you of at once.


    ‘Can you come to me, since I must not come to you? I will wait to-morrow night at the edge of the plantation by which you would enter to the column. I will not detain you; my plan can be told in ten words.’

  


  The night after posting this missive to her he waited at the spot mentioned.


  It was a melancholy evening for going abroad. A blusterous wind had risen during the day, and still continued to increase. Yet he stood watchful in the darkness, and was ultimately rewarded by discerning a shady muffled shape that embodied itself from the field, accompanied by the scratching of silk over stubble. There was no longer any disguise as to the nature of their meeting. It was a lovers’ assignation, pure and simple; and boldly realizing it as such he clasped her in his arms.


  ‘I cannot bear this any longer!’ he exclaimed. ‘Three months since I saw you alone! Only a glimpse of you in church, or a bow from the distance, in all that time! O dearest, what a fearful struggle this keeping apart has been!’


  ‘Yet I should have had strength to persist, since it seemed best,’ she murmured when she could speak, ‘had not your words on your condition so alarmed and saddened me. This inability of yours to work, or study, or observe,—it is terrible! So terrible a sting is it to my conscience that your hint about a remedy has brought me instantly.’


  ‘Yet I don’t altogether mind it, since it is you, my dear, who have displaced the work; and yet the loss of time nearly distracts me, when I have neither the power to work nor the delight of your company.’


  ‘But your remedy! O, I cannot help guessing it! Yes; you are going away!’


  ‘Let us ascend the column; we can speak more at ease there. Then I will explain all. I would not ask you to climb so high but the hut is not yet furnished.’


  He entered the cabin at the foot, and having lighted a small lantern, conducted her up the hollow staircase to the top, where he closed the slides of the dome to keep out the wind, and placed the observing-chair for her.


  ‘I can stay only five minutes,’ she said, without sitting down. ‘You said it was important that you should see me, and I have come. I assure you it is at a great risk. If I am seen here at this time I am ruined for ever. But what would I not do for you? O Swithin, your remedy—is it to go away? There is no other; and yet I dread that like death!’


  ‘I can tell you in a moment, but I must begin at the beginning. All this ruinous idleness and distraction is caused by the misery of our not being able to meet with freedom. The fear that something may snatch you from me keeps me in a state of perpetual apprehension.’


  ‘It is too true also of me! I dread that some accident may happen, and waste my days in meeting the trouble half-way.’


  ‘So our lives go on, and our labours stand still. Now for the remedy. Dear Lady Constantine, allow me to marry you.’


  She started, and the wind without shook the building, sending up a yet intenser moan from the firs.


  ‘I mean, marry you quite privately. Let it make no difference whatever to our outward lives for years, for I know that in my present position you could not possibly acknowledge me as husband publicly. But by marrying at once we secure the certainty that we cannot be divided by accident, coaxing, or artifice; and, at ease on that point, I shall embrace my studies with the old vigour, and you yours.’


  Lady Constantine was so agitated at the unexpected boldness of such a proposal from one hitherto so boyish and deferential that she sank into the observing-chair, her intention to remain for only a few minutes being quite forgotten.


  She covered her face with her hands. ‘No, no,—I dare not!’ she whispered.


  ‘But is there a single thing else left to do?’ he pleaded, kneeling down beside her, less in supplication than in abandonment. ‘What else can we do?’


  ‘Wait till you are famous.’


  ‘But I cannot be famous unless I strive, and this distracting condition prevents all striving!’


  ‘Could you not strive on if I—gave you a promise, a solemn promise, to be yours when your name is fairly well known?’


  St. Cleeve breathed heavily. ‘It will be a long, weary time,’ he said. ‘And even with your promise I shall work but half-heartedly. Every hour of study will be interrupted with “Suppose this or this happens”; “Suppose somebody persuades her to break her promise”; worse still, “Suppose some rival maligns me, and so seduces her away.” No, Lady Constantine, dearest, best as you are, that element of distraction would still remain, and where that is, no sustained energy is possible. Many erroneous things have been written and said by the sages, but never did they float a greater fallacy than that love serves as a spur to win the loved one by patient toil.’


  ‘I cannot argue with you,’ she said weakly.


  ‘My only possible other chance would lie in going away,’ he resumed after a moment’s reflection, with his eyes on the lantern flame, which waved and smoked in the currents of air that leaked into the dome from the fierce wind-stream without. ‘If I might take away the equatorial, supposing it possible that I could find some suitable place for observing in the southern hemisphere,—say, at the Cape,—I might be able to apply myself to serious work again, after the lapse of a little time. The southern constellations offer a less exhausted field for investigation. I wonder if I might!’


  ‘You mean,’ she answered uneasily, ‘that you might apply yourself to work when your recollection of me began to fade, and my life to become a matter of indifference to you? … Yes, go! No,—I cannot bear it! The remedy is worse than the disease. I cannot let you go away!’


  ‘Then how can you refuse the only condition on which I can stay, without ruin to my purpose and scandal to your name? Dearest, agree to my proposal, as you love both me and yourself!’


  He waited, while the fir-trees rubbed and prodded the base of the tower, and the wind roared around and shook it; but she could not find words to reply.


  ‘Would to God,’ he burst out, ‘that I might perish here, like Winstanley in his lighthouse! Then the difficulty would be solved for you.’


  ‘You are so wrong, so very wrong, in saying so!’ she exclaimed passionately. ‘You may doubt my wisdom, pity my short-sightedness; but there is one thing you do know,—that I love you dearly!’


  ‘You do,—I know it!’ he said, softened in a moment. ‘But it seems such a simple remedy for the difficulty that I cannot see how you can mind adopting it, if you care so much for me as I do for you.’


  ‘Should we live … just as we are, exactly, … supposing I agreed?’ she faintly inquired.


  ‘Yes, that is my idea.’


  ‘Quite privately, you say. How could—the marriage be quite private?’


  ‘I would go away to London and get a license. Then you could come to me, and return again immediately after the ceremony. I could return at leisure, and not a soul in the world would know what had taken place. Think, dearest, with what a free conscience you could then assist me in my efforts to plumb these deeps above us! Any feeling that you may now have against clandestine meetings as such would then be removed, and our hearts would be at rest.’


  There was a certain scientific practicability even in his love-making, and it here came out excellently. But she sat on with suspended breath, her heart wildly beating, while he waited in open-mouthed expectation. Each was swayed by the emotion within them, much as the candle-flame was swayed by the tempest without. It was the most critical evening of their lives.


  The pale rays of the little lantern fell upon her beautiful face, snugly and neatly bound in by her black bonnet; but not a beam of the lantern leaked out into the night to suggest to any watchful eye that human life at its highest excitement was beating within the dark and isolated tower; for the dome had no windows, and every shutter that afforded an opening for the telescope was closed. Predilections and misgivings so equally strove within her still youthful breast that she could not utter a word; her intention wheeled this way and that like the balance of a watch. His unexpected proposition had brought about the smartest encounter of inclination with prudence, of impulse with reserve, that she had ever known.


  Of all the reasons that she had expected him to give for his urgent request to see her this evening, an offer of marriage was probably the last. Whether or not she had ever amused herself with hypothetical fancies on such a subject,—and it was only natural that she should vaguely have done so,—the courage in her protégé coolly to advance it, without a hint from herself that such a proposal would be tolerated, showed her that there was more in his character than she had reckoned on: and the discovery almost frightened her. The humour, attitude, and tenor of her attachment had been of quite an unpremeditated quality, unsuggestive of any such audacious solution to their distresses as this.


  ‘I repeat my question, dearest,’ he said, after her long pause. ‘Shall it be done? Or shall I exile myself, and study as best I can, in some distant country, out of sight and sound?’


  ‘Are those the only alternatives? Yes, yes; I suppose they are!’ She waited yet another moment, bent over his kneeling figure, and kissed his forehead. ‘Yes; it shall be done,’ she whispered. ‘I will marry you.’


  ‘My angel, I am content!’


  He drew her yielding form to his heart, and her head sank upon his shoulder, as he pressed his two lips continuously upon hers. To such had the study of celestial physics brought them in the space of eight months, one week, and a few odd days.


  ‘I am weaker than you,—far the weaker,’ she went on, her tears falling. ‘Rather than lose you out of my sight I will marry without stipulation or condition. But—I put it to your kindness—grant me one little request.’


  He instantly assented.


  ‘It is that, in consideration of my peculiar position in this county,—O, you can’t understand it!—you will not put an end to the absolute secrecy of our relationship without my full assent. Also, that you will never come to Welland House without first discussing with me the advisability of the visit, accepting my opinion on the point. There, see how a timid woman tries to fence herself in!’


  ‘My dear lady-love, neither of those two high-handed courses should I have taken, even had you not stipulated against them. The very essence of our marriage plan is that those two conditions are kept. I see as well as you do, even more than you do, how important it is that for the present—ay, for a long time hence—I should still be but the curate’s lonely son, unattached to anybody or anything, with no object of interest but his science; and you the recluse lady of the manor, to whom he is only an acquaintance.’


  ‘See what deceits love sows in honest minds!’


  ‘It would be a humiliation to you at present that I could not bear if a marriage between us were made public; an inconvenience without any compensating advantage.’


  ‘I am so glad you assume it without my setting it before you! Now I know you are not only good and true, but politic and trustworthy.’


  ‘Well, then, here is our covenant. My lady swears to marry me; I, in return for such great courtesy, swear never to compromise her by intruding at Welland House, and to keep the marriage concealed till I have won a position worthy of her.’


  ‘Or till I request it to be made known,’ she added, possibly foreseeing a contingency which had not occurred to him.


  ‘Or till you request it,’ he repeated.


  ‘It is agreed,’ murmured Lady Constantine.


  ♣


  XVI


  After this there only remained to be settled between them the practical details of the project.


  These were that he should leave home in a couple of days, and take lodgings either in the distant city of Bath or in a convenient suburb of London, till a sufficient time should have elapsed to satisfy legal requirements; that on a fine morning at the end of this time she should hie away to the same place, and be met at the station by St. Cleeve, armed with the marriage license; whence they should at once proceed to the church fixed upon for the ceremony; returning home independently in the course of the next two or three days.


  While these tactics were under discussion the two-and-thirty winds of heaven continued, as before, to beat about the tower, though their onsets appeared to be somewhat lessening in force. Himself now calmed and satisfied, Swithin, as is the wont of humanity, took serener views of Nature’s crushing mechanics without, and said, ‘The wind doesn’t seem disposed to put the tragic period to our hopes and fears that I spoke of in my momentary despair.’


  ‘The disposition of the wind is as vicious as ever,’ she answered, looking into his face with pausing thoughts on, perhaps, other subjects than that discussed. ‘It is your mood of viewing it that has changed. “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”’


  And, as if flatly to stultify Swithin’s assumption, a circular hurricane, exceeding in violence any that had preceded it, seized hold upon Rings-Hill Speer at that moment with the determination of a conscious agent. The first sensation of a resulting catastrophe was conveyed to their intelligence by the flapping of the candle-flame against the lantern-glass; then the wind, which hitherto they had heard rather than felt, rubbed past them like a fugitive. Swithin beheld around and above him, in place of the concavity of the dome, the open heaven, with its racing clouds, remote horizon, and intermittent gleam of stars. The dome that had covered the tower had been whirled off bodily; and they heard it descend crashing upon the trees.


  Finding himself untouched Swithin stretched out his arms towards Lady Constantine, whose apparel had been seized by the spinning air, nearly lifting her off her legs. She, too, was as yet unharmed. Each held the other for a moment, when, fearing that something further would happen, they took shelter in the staircase.


  ‘Dearest, what an escape!’ he said, still holding her.


  ‘What is the accident?’ she asked. ‘Has the whole top really gone?’


  ‘The dome has been blown off the roof.’


  As soon as it was practicable he relit the extinguished lantern, and they emerged again upon the leads, where the extent of the disaster became at once apparent. Saving the absence of the enclosing hemisphere all remained the same. The dome, being constructed of wood, was light by comparison with the rest of the structure, and the wheels which allowed it horizontal, or, as Swithin expressed it, azimuth motion, denied it a firm hold upon the walls; so that it had been lifted off them like a cover from a pot. The equatorial stood in the midst as it had stood before.


  Having executed its grotesque purpose the wind sank to comparative mildness. Swithin took advantage of this lull by covering up the instruments with cloths, after which the betrothed couple prepared to go downstairs.


  But the events of the night had not yet fully disclosed themselves. At this moment there was a sound of footsteps and a knocking at the door below.


  ‘It can’t be for me!’ said Lady Constantine. ‘I retired to my room before leaving the house, and told them on no account to disturb me.’


  She remained at the top while Swithin went down the spiral. In the gloom he beheld Hannah.


  ‘O Master Swithin, can ye come home! The wind have blowed down the only chimley that don’t smoke, and the pinion-end with it; and the old ancient house, that have been in your family so long as the memory of man, is naked to the world! It is a mercy that your grammer were not killed, sitting by the hearth, poor old soul, and soon to walk wi’ God,—for ’a ’s getting wambling on her pins, Mr. Swithin, as aged folks do. As I say, ’a was all but murdered by the elements, and doing no more harm than the babes in the wood, nor speaking one harmful word. And the fire and smoke were blowed all across house like Sodom and Gomorrah; and your poor reverent father’s features scorched to flakes, looking like the vilest ruffian, and the gilt frame spoiled! Every flitch, every eye-piece, and every chine is buried under the walling; and I fed them pigs with my own hands, Master Swithin, little thinking they would come to this end. Do ye collect yourself, Mr. Swithin, and come at once!’


  ‘I will,—I will. I’ll follow you in a moment. Do you hasten back again and assist.’


  When Hannah had departed the young man ran up to Lady Constantine, to whom he explained the accident. After sympathizing with old Mrs. Martin Lady Constantine added, ‘I thought something would occur to mar our scheme!’


  ‘I am not quite sure of that yet.’


  On a short consideration with him she agreed to wait at the top of the tower till he could come back and inform her if the accident were really so serious as to interfere with his plan for departure. He then left her, and there she sat in the dark, alone, looking over the parapet, and straining her eyes in the direction of the homestead.


  At first all was obscurity; but when he had been gone about ten minutes lights began to move to and fro in the hollow where the house stood, and shouts occasionally mingled with the wind, which retained some violence yet, playing over the trees beneath her as on the strings of a lyre. But not a bough of them was visible, a cloak of blackness covering everything netherward; while overhead the windy sky looked down with a strange and disguised face, the three or four stars that alone were visible being so dissociated by clouds that she knew not which they were. Under any other circumstances Lady Constantine might have felt a nameless fear in thus sitting aloft on a lonely column, with a forest groaning under her feet, and palaeolithic dead men feeding its roots; but the recent passionate decision stirred her pulses to an intensity beside which the ordinary tremors of feminine existence asserted themselves in vain. The apocalyptic effect of the scene surrounding her was, indeed, not inharmonious, and afforded an appropriate background to her intentions.


  After what seemed to her an interminable space of time, quick steps in the staircase became audible above the roar of the firs, and in a few instants St. Cleeve again stood beside her.


  The case of the homestead was serious. Hannah’s account had not been exaggerated in substance: the gable end of the house was open to the garden; the joists, left without support, had dropped, and with them the upper floor. By the help of some labourers, who lived near, and Lady Constantine’s man Anthony, who was passing at the time, the homestead had been propped up, and protected for the night by some rick-cloths; but Swithin felt that it would be selfish in the highest degree to leave two lonely old women to themselves at this juncture. ‘In short,’ he concluded despondently, ‘I cannot go to stay in Bath or London just now; perhaps not for another fortnight!’


  ‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘A fortnight hence will do as well.’


  ‘And I have these for you,’ he continued. ‘Your man Green was passing my grandmother’s on his way back from Warborne, where he had been, he says, for any letters that had come for you by the evening post. As he stayed to assist the other men I told him I would go on to your house with the letters he had brought. Of course I did not tell him I should see you here.’


  ‘Thank you. Of course not. Now I’ll return at once.’


  In descending the column her eye fell upon the superscription of one of the letters, and she opened and glanced over it by the lantern light. She seemed startled, and, musing, said, ‘The postponement of our—intention must be, I fear, for a long time. I find that after the end of this month I cannot leave home safely, even for a day.’ Perceiving that he was about to ask why, she added, ‘I will not trouble you with the reason now; it would only harass you. It is only a family business, and cannot be helped.’


  ‘Then we cannot be married till—God knows when!’ said Swithin blankly. ‘I cannot leave home till after the next week or two; you cannot leave home unless within that time. So what are we to do?’


  ‘I do not know.’


  ‘My dear, dear one, don’t let us be beaten like this! Don’t let a well-considered plan be overthrown by a mere accident! Here’s a remedy. Do you go and stay the requisite time in the parish we are to be married in, instead of me. When my grandmother is again well housed I can come to you, instead of you to me, as we first said. Then it can be done within the time.’


  Reluctantly, shyly, and yet with a certain gladness of heart, she gave way to his proposal that they should change places in the programme. There was much that she did not like in it, she said. It seemed to her as if she were taking the initiative by going and attending to the preliminaries. It was the man’s part to do that, in her opinion, and was usually undertaken by him.


  ‘But,’ argued Swithin, ‘there are cases in which the woman does give the notices, and so on; that is to say, when the man is absolutely hindered from doing so; and ours is such a case. The seeming is nothing; I know the truth, and what does it matter? You do not refuse—retract your word to be my wife, because, to avoid a sickening delay, the formalities require you to attend to them in place of me?’


  She did not refuse, she said. In short she agreed to his entreaty. They had, in truth, gone so far in their dream of union that there was no drawing back now. Whichever of them was forced by circumstances to be the protagonist in the enterprise, the thing must be done. Their intention to become husband and wife, at first halting and timorous, had accumulated momentum with the lapse of hours, till it now bore down every obstacle in its course.


  ‘Since you beg me to,—since there is no alternative between my going and a long postponement,’ she said, as they stood in the dark porch of Welland House before parting,—‘since I am to go first, and seem to be the pioneer in this adventure, promise me, Swithin, promise your Viviette, that in years to come, when perhaps you may not love me so warmly as you do now——’


  ‘That will never be.’


  ‘Well, hoping it will not, dear, but supposing it should, promise me that you will never reproach me as the one who took the initiative when it should have been yourself, forgetting that it was at your request; promise that you will never say I showed immodest readiness to do so, or anything which may imply your obliviousness of the fact that I act in obedience to necessity and your earnest prayer.’


  Need it be said that he promised never to reproach her with that or any other thing as long as they should live? The few details of the reversed arrangement were soon settled, Bath being the place finally decided on. Then, with a warm audacity which events had encouraged, he pressed her to his breast, and she silently entered the house. He returned to the homestead, there to attend to the unexpected duties of repairing the havoc wrought by the gale.


  That night, in the solitude of her chamber, Lady Constantine reopened and read the subjoined letter—one of those handed to her by St. Cleeve:—


  
    —— Street, Piccadilly,

    October 15, 18—.


    ‘Dear Viviette,—You will be surprised to learn that I am in England, and that I am again out of harness—unless you should have seen the latter in the papers. Rio Janeiro may do for monkeys, but it won’t do for me. Having resigned the appointment I have returned here, as a preliminary step to finding another vent for my energies; in other words, another milch cow for my sustenance. I knew nothing whatever of your husband’s death till two days ago; so that any letter from you on the subject, at the time it became known, must have miscarried. Hypocrisy at such a moment is worse than useless, and I therefore do not condole with you, particularly as the event, though new to a banished man like me, occurred so long since. You are better without him, Viviette, and are now just the limb for doing something for yourself, notwithstanding the threadbare state in which you seem to have been cast upon the world. You are still young, and, as I imagine (unless you have vastly altered since I beheld you), good-looking: therefore make up your mind to retrieve your position by a match with one of the local celebrities; and you would do well to begin drawing neighbouring covers at once. A genial squire, with more weight than wit, more realty than weight, and more personalty than realty (considering the circumstances), would be best for you. You might make a position for us both by some such alliance; for, to tell the truth, I have had but in-and-out luck so far. I shall be with you in little more than a fortnight, when we will talk over the matter seriously, if you don’t object.—Your affectionate brother,


    Louis.

  


  It was this allusion to her brother’s coming visit which had caught her eye in the tower staircase, and led to a modification in the wedding arrangement.


  Having read the letter through once Lady Constantine flung it aside with an impatient little stamp that shook the decaying old floor and casement. Its contents produced perturbation, misgiving, but not retreat. The deep glow of enchantment shed by the idea of a private union with her beautiful young lover killed the pale light of cold reasoning from an indifferently good relative.


  ‘O, no,’ she murmured, as she sat, covering her face with her hand. ‘Not for wealth untold could I give him up now!’


  No argument, short of Apollo in person from the clouds, would have influenced her. She made her preparations for departure as if nothing had intervened.


  ♣


  XVII


  In her days of prosperity Lady Constantine had often gone to the city of Bath, either frivolously, for shopping purposes, or musico-religiously, to attend choir festivals in the abbey; so there was nothing surprising in her reverting to an old practice. That the journey might appear to be of a somewhat similar nature she took with her the servant who had been accustomed to accompany her on former occasions, though the woman, having now left her service, and settled in the village as the wife of Anthony Green, with a young child on her hands, could with some difficulty leave home. Lady Constantine overcame the anxious mother’s scruples by providing that young Green should be well cared for; and knowing that she could count upon this woman’s fidelity, if upon anybody’s, in case of an accident (for it was chiefly Lady Constantine’s exertions that had made an honest wife of Mrs. Green), she departed for a fortnight’s absence.


  The next day found mistress and maid settled in lodgings in an old plum-coloured brick street, which a hundred years ago could boast of rank and fashion among its residents, though now the broad fan-light over each broad door admitted the sun to the hall of a lodging-house keeper only. The lamp-posts were still those that had done duty with oil lights; and rheumatic old coachmen and postilions, that once had driven and ridden gloriously from London to Land’s End, ornamented with their bent persons and bow legs the pavement in front of the chief inns, in the sorry hope of earning sixpence to keep body and soul together.


  ‘We are kept well informed on the time o’ day, my lady,’ said Mrs. Green, as she pulled down the blinds in Lady Constantine’s room on the evening of their arrival. ‘There’s a church exactly at the back of us, and I hear every hour strike.’


  Lady Constantine said she had noticed that there was a church quite near.


  ‘Well, it is better to have that at the back than other folks’ winders. And if your ladyship wants to go there it won’t be far to walk.’


  ‘That’s what occurred to me,’ said Lady Constantine, ‘if I should want to go.’


  During the ensuing days she felt to the utmost the tediousness of waiting merely that time might pass. Not a soul knew her there, and she knew not a soul, a circumstance which, while it added to her sense of secrecy, intensified her solitude. Occasionally she went to a shop, with Green as her companion. Though there were purchases to be made, they were by no means of a pressing nature, and but poorly filled up the vacancies of those strange, speculative days,—days surrounded by a shade of fear, yet poetized by sweet expectation.


  On the thirteenth day she told Green that she was going to take a walk, and leaving the house she passed by the obscurest streets to the Abbey. After wandering about beneath the aisles till her courage was screwed to its highest, she went out at the other side, and, looking timidly round to see if anybody followed, walked on till she came to a certain door, which she reached just at the moment when her heart began to sink to its very lowest, rendering all the screwing up in vain.


  Whether it was because the month was October, or from any other reason, the deserted aspect of the quarter in general sat especially on this building. Moreover the pavement was up, and heaps of stone and gravel obstructed the footway. Nobody was coming, nobody was going, in that thoroughfare; she appeared to be the single one of the human race bent upon marriage business, which seemed to have been unanimously abandoned by all the rest of the world as proven folly. But she thought of Swithin, his blonde hair, ardent eyes, and eloquent lips, and was carried onward by the very reflection.


  Entering the surrogate’s room Lady Constantine managed, at the last juncture, to state her errand in tones so collected as to startle even herself; to which her listener replied also as if the whole thing were the most natural in the world. When it came to the affirmation that she had lived fifteen days in the parish, she said with dismay—


  ‘O no! I thought the fifteen days meant the interval of residence before the marriage takes place. I have lived here only thirteen days and a half. Now I must come again!’


  ‘Ah—well—I think you need not be so particular,’ said the surrogate. ‘As a matter of fact, though the letter of the law requires fifteen days’ residence, many people make five sufficient. The provision is inserted, as you doubtless are aware, to hinder runaway marriages as much as possible, and secret unions, and other such objectionable practices. You need not come again.’


  That evening Lady Constantine wrote to Swithin St. Cleeve the last letter of the fortnight:—


  My Dearest,—Do come to me as soon as you can. By a sort of favouring blunder I have been able to shorten the time of waiting by a day. Come at once, for I am almost broken down with apprehension. It seems rather rash at moments, all this, and I wish you were here to reassure me. I did not know I should feel so alarmed. I am frightened at every footstep, and dread lest anybody who knows me should accost me, and find out why I am here. I sometimes wonder how I could have agreed to come and enact your part, but I did not realize how trying it would be. You ought not to have asked me, Swithin; upon my word, it was too cruel of you, and I will punish you for it when you come! But I won’t upbraid; for O I want you so! I hope the homestead is repaired that has cost me all this sacrifice of modesty. If it were anybody in the world but you in question I would rush home, without waiting here for the end of it,—I really think I would! But, dearest, no. I must show my strength now, or let it be for ever hid. The barriers of ceremony are broken down between us, and it is for the best that I am here.


  And yet, at no point of this trying prelude need Lady Constantine have feared for her strength. Deeds in this connexion demand the particular kind of courage that such perfervid women are endowed with, the courage of their emotions, in which young men are often lamentably deficient. Her fear was, in truth, the fear of being discovered in an unwonted position; not of the act itself. And though her letter was in its way a true exposition of her feeling, had it been necessary to go through the whole legal process over again she would have been found equal to the emergency.


  It had been for some days a point of anxiety with her what to do with Green during the morning of the wedding. Chance unexpectedly helped her in this difficulty. The day before the purchase of the license Green came to Lady Constantine with a letter in her hand from her husband Anthony, her face as long as a fiddle.


  ‘I hope there’s nothing the matter?’ said Lady Constantine.


  ‘The child’s took bad, my lady!’ said Mrs. Green, with suspended floods of water in her eyes. ‘I love the child better than I shall love all them that’s coming put together; for he’s been a good boy to his mother ever since twelve weeks afore he was born! ’Twas he, a tender deary, that made Anthony marry me, and thereby turned hisself from a little calamity to a little blessing! For, as you well know, the man were a backward man in the church part o’ matrimony, my lady; though he’ll do anything when he’s forced a bit by his manly feelings. And now to lose the child—hoo-hoo-hoo! What shall I doo!’


  ‘Well, you want to go home at once, I suppose?’


  Mrs. Green explained, between her sobs, that such was her desire; and though this was a day or two sooner than her mistress had wished to be left alone she consented to Green’s departure. So during the afternoon her woman went off, with directions to prepare for Lady Constantine’s return in two or three days. But as the exact day of her return was uncertain no carriage was to be sent to the station to meet her, her intention being to hire one from the hotel.


  Lady Constantine was now left in utter solitude to await her lover’s arrival.


  ♣


  XVIII


  A more beautiful October morning than that of the next day never beamed upon the Welland groves. The yearly dissolution of leafage was setting in apace. The foliage of the park trees rapidly resolved itself into the multitude of complexions which mark the subtle grades of decay, reflecting wet lights of such innumerable hues that it was a wonder to think their beauties only a repetition of scenes that had been exhibited there on scores of previous Octobers, and had been allowed to pass away without a single dirge from the imperturbable beings who walked among them. Far in the shadows semi-opaque screens of blue haze made mysteries of the commonest gravel-pit, dingle, or recess.


  The wooden cabin at the foot of Rings-Hill Speer had been furnished by Swithin as a sitting and sleeping apartment, some little while before this time; for he had found it highly convenient, during night observations at the top of the column, to remain on the spot all night, not to disturb his grandmother by passing in and out of the house, and to save himself the labour of incessantly crossing the field.


  He would much have liked to tell her the secret, and, had it been his own to tell, would probably have done so; but sharing it with an objector who knew not his grandmother’s affection so well as he did himself, there was no alternative to holding his tongue. The more effectually to guard it he decided to sleep at the cabin during the two or three nights previous to his departure, leaving word at the homestead that in a day or two he was going on an excursion.


  It was very necessary to start early. Long before the great eye of the sun was lifted high enough to glance into the Welland glades, St. Cleeve arose from his bed in the cabin and prepared to depart, cooking his breakfast upon a little stove in the corner. The young rabbits littered during the foregoing summer watched his preparations through the open door from the grey dawn without, as he bustled, half dressed, in and out under the boughs, and among the blackberries and brambles that grew around.


  It was a strange place for a bridegroom to perform his toilet in, but, considering the unconventional nature of the marriage, a not inappropriate one. What events had been enacted in that earthen camp since it was first thrown up, nobody could say; but the primitive simplicity of the young man’s preparations accorded well with the prehistoric spot on which they were made. Embedded under his feet were possibly even now rude trinkets that had been worn at bridal ceremonies of the early inhabitants. Little signified those ceremonies to-day, or the happiness or otherwise of the contracting parties. That his own rite, nevertheless, signified much, was the inconsequent reasoning of Swithin, as it is of many another bridegroom besides; and he, like the rest, went on with his preparations in that mood which sees in his stale repetition the wondrous possibilities of an untried move.


  Then through the wet cobwebs, that hung like movable diaphragms on each blade and bough, he pushed his way down to the furrow which led from the secluded fir-tree island to the wide world beyond the field.


  He was not a stranger to enterprise, and still less to the contemplation of enterprise; but an enterprise such as this he had never even outlined. That his dear lady was troubled at the situation he had placed her in by not going himself on that errand, he could see from her letter; but, believing an immediate marriage with her to be the true way of restoring to both that equanimity necessary to serene philosophy, he held it of little account how the marriage was brought about, and happily began his journey towards her place of sojourn.


  He passed through a little copse before leaving the parish, the smoke from newly lit fires rising like the stems of blue trees out of the few cottage chimneys. Here he heard a quick, familiar footstep in the path ahead of him, and, turning the corner of the bushes, confronted the foot-post on his way to Welland. In answer to St. Cleeve’s inquiry if there was anything for himself the postman handed out one letter, and proceeded on his route.


  Swithin opened and read the letter as he walked, till it brought him to a standstill by the importance of its contents.


  They were enough to agitate a more phlegmatic youth than he. He leant over the wicket which came in his path, and endeavoured to comprehend the sense of the whole.


  The large long envelope contained, first, a letter from a solicitor in a northern town, informing him that his paternal great-uncle, who had recently returned from the Cape (whither he had gone in an attempt to repair a broken constitution), was now dead and buried. This great-uncle’s name was like a new creation to Swithin. He had held no communication with the young man’s branch of the family for innumerable years,—never, in fact, since the marriage of Swithin’s father with the simple daughter of Welland Farm. He had been a bachelor to the end of his life, and had amassed a fairly good professional fortune by a long and extensive medical practice in the smoky, dreary, manufacturing town in which he had lived and died. Swithin had always been taught to think of him as the embodiment of all that was unpleasant in man. He was narrow, sarcastic, and shrewd to unseemliness. That very shrewdness had enabled him, without much professional profundity, to establish his large and lucrative connexion, which lay almost entirely among a class who neither looked nor cared for drawing-room courtesies.


  However, what Dr. St. Cleeve had been as a practitioner matters little. He was now dead, and the bulk of his property had been left to persons with whom this story has nothing to do. But Swithin was informed that out of it there was a bequest of £600 a year to himself,—payment of which was to begin with his twenty-first year, and continue for his life, unless he should marry before reaching the age of twenty-five. In the latter precocious and objectionable event his annuity would be forfeited. The accompanying letter, said the solicitor, would explain all.


  This, the second letter, was from his uncle to himself, written about a month before the former’s death, and deposited with his will, to be forwarded to his nephew when that event should have taken place. Swithin read, with the solemnity that such posthumous epistles inspire, the following words from one who, during life, had never once addressed him:—


  
    Dear Nephew,—You will doubtless experience some astonishment at receiving a communication from one whom you have never personally known, and who, when this comes into your hands, will be beyond the reach of your knowledge. Perhaps I am the loser by this life-long mutual ignorance. Perhaps I am much to blame for it; perhaps not. But such reflections are profitless at this date: I have written with quite other views than to work up a sentimental regret on such an amazingly remote hypothesis as that the fact of a particular pair of people not meeting, among the millions of other pairs of people who have never met, is a great calamity either to the world in general or to themselves.


    The occasion of my addressing you is briefly this: Nine months ago a report casually reached me that your scientific studies were pursued by you with great ability, and that you were a young man of some promise as an astronomer. My own scientific proclivities rendered the report more interesting than it might otherwise have been to me; and it came upon me quite as a surprise that any issue of your father’s marriage should have so much in him, or you might have seen more of me in former years than you are ever likely to do now. My health had then begun to fail, and I was starting for the Cape, or I should have come myself to inquire into your condition and prospects. I did not return till six months later, and as my health had not improved I sent a trusty friend to examine into your life, pursuits, and circumstances, without your own knowledge, and to report his observations to me. This he did. Through him I learnt, of favourable news:—


    (1) That you worked assiduously at the science of astronomy.


    (2) That everything was auspicious in the career you had chosen.


    Of unfavourable news:—


    (1) That the small income at your command, even when eked out by the sum to which you would be entitled on your grandmother’s death and the freehold of the homestead, would be inadequate to support you becomingly as a scientific man, whose lines of work were of a nature not calculated to produce emoluments for many years, if ever.


    (2) That there was something in your path worse than narrow means, and that that something was a woman.


    To save you, if possible, from ruin on these heads, I take the preventive measures detailed below.


    The chief step is, as my solicitor will have informed you, that, at the age of twenty-five, the sum of £600 a year be settled on you for life, provided you have not married before reaching that age;—a yearly gift of an equal sum to be also provisionally made to you in the interim—and, vice versâ, that if you have married before reaching the age of twenty-five you will receive nothing from the date of the marriage.


    One object of my bequest is that you may have resources sufficient to enable you to travel and study the Southern constellations. When at the Cape, after hearing of your pursuits, I was much struck with the importance of those constellations to an astronomer just pushing into notice. There is more to be made of the Southern hemisphere than ever has been made of it yet; the mine is not so thoroughly worked as the Northern, and thither your studies should tend.


    The only other preventive step in my power is that of exhortation, at which I am not an adept. Nevertheless, I say to you, Swithin St. Cleeve, don’t make a fool of yourself, as your father did. If your studies are to be worth anything, believe me, they must be carried on without the help of a woman. Avoid her, and every one of the sex, if you mean to achieve any worthy thing. Eschew all of that sort for many a year yet. Moreover, I say, the lady of your acquaintance avoid in particular. I have heard nothing against her moral character hitherto; I have no doubt it has been excellent. She may have many good qualities, both of heart and of mind. But she has, in addition to her original disqualification as a companion for you (that is, that of sex), these two serious drawbacks: she is much older than yourself—

  


  ‘Much older!’ said Swithin resentfully.


  
    —and she is so impoverished that the title she derives from her late husband is a positive objection. Beyond this, frankly, I don’t think well of her. I don’t think well of any woman who dotes upon a man so much younger than herself. To care to be the first fancy of a young fellow like you shows no great common sense in her. If she were worth her salt she would have too much pride to be intimate with a youth in your unassured position, to say no worse. She is old enough to know that a liaison with her may, and almost certainly would, be your ruin; and, on the other hand, that a marriage would be preposterous,—unless she is a complete goose, and in that case there is even more reason for avoiding her than if she were in her few senses.


    A woman of honourable feeling, nephew, would be careful to do nothing to hinder you in your career, as this putting of herself in your way most certainly will. Yet I hear that she professes a great anxiety on this same future of yours as a physicist. The best way in which she can show the reality of her anxiety is by leaving you to yourself. Perhaps she persuades herself that she is doing you no harm. Well, let her have the benefit of the possible belief; but depend upon it that in truth she gives the lie to her conscience by maintaining such a transparent fallacy. Women’s brains are not formed for assisting at any profound science: they lack the power to see things except in the concrete. She’ll blab your most secret plans and theories to every one of her acquaintance—

  


  ‘She’s got none!’ said Swithin, beginning to get warm.


  
    —and make them appear ridiculous by announcing them before they are matured. If you attempt to study with a woman, you’ll be ruled by her to entertain fancies instead of theories, air-castles instead of intentions, qualms instead of opinions, sickly prepossessions instead of reasoned conclusions. Your wide heaven of study, young man, will soon reduce itself to the miserable narrow expanse of her face, and your myriad of stars to her two trumpery eyes.


    A woman waking a young man’s passions just at a moment when he is endeavouring to shine intellectually, is doing little less than committing a crime.


    Like a certain philosopher I would, upon my soul, have all young men from eighteen to twenty-five kept under barrels; seeing how often, in the lack of some such sequestering process, the woman sits down before each as his destiny, and too frequently enervates his purpose, till he abandons the most promising course ever conceived!


    But no more. I now leave your fate in your own hands. Your well-wishing relative,


    Jocelyn St. Cleeve,

    Doctor in Medicine.

  


  As coming from a bachelor and hardened misogynist of seventy-two, the opinions herein contained were nothing remarkable: but their practical result in restricting the sudden endowment of Swithin’s researches by conditions which turned the favour into a harassment was, at this unique moment, discomfiting and distracting in the highest degree.


  Sensational, however, as the letter was, the passionate intention of the day was not hazarded for more than a few minutes thereby. The truth was, the caution and bribe came too late, too unexpectedly, to be of influence. They were the sort of thing which required fermentation to render them effective. Had St. Cleeve received the exhortation a month earlier; had he been able to run over in his mind, at every wakeful hour of thirty consecutive nights, a private catechism on the possibilities opened up by this annuity, there is no telling what might have been the stress of such a web of perplexity upon him, a young man whose love for celestial physics was second to none. But to have held before him, at the last moment, the picture of a future advantage that he had never once thought of, or discounted for present staying power, it affected him about as much as the view of horizons shown by sheet-lightning. He saw an immense prospect; it went, and the world was as before.


  He caught the train at Warborne, and moved rapidly towards Bath; not precisely in the same key as when he had dressed in the hut at dawn, but, as regarded the mechanical part of the journey, as unhesitatingly as before.


  And with the change of scene even his gloom left him; his bosom’s lord sat lightly in his throne. St. Cleeve was not sufficiently in mind of poetical literature to remember that wise poets are accustomed to read that lightness of bosom inversely. Swithin thought it an omen of good fortune; and as thinking is causing in not a few such cases, he was perhaps, in spite of poets, right.


  ♣


  XIX


  At the station Lady Constantine appeared, standing expectant, and dressed as if she had never been married at all; he saw her face from the window of the carriage long before she saw him. He no sooner saw her than he was satisfied to his heart’s content with his prize. If his great-uncle had offered him from the grave a kingdom instead of her, he would not have accepted it.


  Swithin jumped out, and nature never painted in a woman’s face more devotion than appeared in my lady’s at that moment. To both the situation seemed like a beautiful allegory, not to be examined too closely, lest its defects of correspondence with real life should be apparent.


  They almost feared to shake hands in public, so much depended upon their passing that morning without molestation. A fly was called and they drove away.


  ‘Take this,’ she said, handing him a folded paper. ‘It belongs to you rather than to me.’


  At crossings, and other occasional pauses, pedestrians turned their faces and looked at the pair (for no reason but that, among so many, there were naturally a few of the sort who have eyes to note what incidents come in their way as they plod on); but the two in the vehicle could not but fear that these innocent beholders had special detective designs on them.


  ‘You look so dreadfully young!’ she said with humorous fretfulness, as they drove along (Swithin’s cheeks being amazingly fresh from the morning air). ‘Do try to appear a little haggard, that the parson mayn’t ask us awkward questions!’


  Nothing further happened, and they were set down opposite a shop about fifty yards from the church door, at five minutes to eleven.


  ‘We will dismiss the fly,’ she said. ‘It will only attract idlers.’


  On turning the corner and reaching the church they found the door ajar; but the building contained only two persons, a man and a woman,—the clerk and his wife, as they learnt. Swithin asked when the clergyman would arrive.


  The clerk looked at his watch, and said, ‘At just on eleven o’clock.’


  ‘He ought to be here,’ said Swithin.


  ‘Yes,’ replied the clerk, as the hour struck. ‘The fact is, sir, he is a deppity, and apt to be rather wandering in his wits as regards time and such like, which have stood in the way of the man’s getting a benefit. But no doubt he’ll come.’


  ‘The regular incumbent is away, then?’


  ‘He’s gone for his bare pa’son’s fortnight,—that’s all; and we was forced to put up with a weak-talented man or none. The best men goes into the brewing, or into the shipping now-a-days, you see, sir; doctrines being rather shaddery at present, and your money’s worth not sure in our line. So we church officers be left poorly provided with men for odd jobs. I’ll tell ye what, sir; I think I’d better run round to the gentleman’s lodgings, and try to find him?’


  ‘Pray do,’ said Lady Constantine.


  The clerk left the church; his wife busied herself with dusting at the further end, and Swithin and Viviette were left to themselves. The imagination travels so rapidly, and a woman’s forethought is so assumptive, that the clerk’s departure had no sooner doomed them to inaction than it was borne in upon Lady Constantine’s mind that she would not become the wife of Swithin St. Cleeve, either to-day or on any other day. Her divinations were continually misleading her, she knew: but a hitch at the moment of marriage surely had a meaning in it.


  ‘Ah,—the marriage is not to be!’ she said to herself. ‘This is a fatality.’


  It was twenty minutes past, and no parson had arrived. Swithin took her hand.


  ‘If it cannot be to-day, it can be to-morrow,’ he whispered.


  ‘I cannot say,’ she answered. ‘Something tells me no.’


  It was almost impossible that she could know anything of the deterrent force exercised on Swithin by his dead uncle that morning. Yet her manner tallied so curiously well with such knowledge that he was struck by it, and remained silent.


  ‘You have a black tie,’ she continued, looking at him.


  ‘Yes,’ replied Swithin. ‘I bought it on my way here.’


  ‘Why could it not have been less sombre in colour?’


  ‘My great-uncle is dead.’


  ‘You had a great-uncle? You never told me.’


  ‘I never saw him in my life. I have only heard about him since his death.’


  He spoke in as quiet and measured a way as he could, but his heart was sinking. She would go on questioning; he could not tell her an untruth. She would discover particulars of that great-uncle’s provision for him, which he, Swithin, was throwing away for her sake, and she would refuse to be his for his own sake. His conclusion at this moment was precisely what hers had been five minutes sooner: they were never to be husband and wife.


  But she did not continue her questions, for the simplest of all reasons: hasty footsteps were audible in the entrance, and the parson was seen coming up the aisle, the clerk behind him wiping the beads of perspiration from his face. The somewhat sorry clerical specimen shook hands with them, and entered the vestry; and the clerk came up and opened the book.


  ‘The poor gentleman’s memory is a bit topsy-turvy,’ whispered the latter. ‘He had got it in his mind that ’twere a funeral, and I found him wandering about the cemetery a-looking for us. However, all’s well as ends well.’ And the clerk wiped his forehead again.


  ‘How ill-omened!’ murmured Viviette.


  But the parson came out robed at this moment, and the clerk put on his ecclesiastical countenance and looked in his book. Lady Constantine’s momentary languor passed; her blood resumed its courses with a new spring. The grave utterances of the church then rolled out upon the palpitating pair, and no couple ever joined their whispers thereto with more fervency than they.


  Lady Constantine (as she continued to be called by the outside world, though she liked to think herself the Mrs. St. Cleeve that she legally was) had told Green that she might be expected at Welland in a day, or two, or three, as circumstances should dictate. Though the time of return was thus left open it was deemed advisable, by both Swithin and herself, that her journey back should not be deferred after the next day, in case any suspicions might be aroused. As for St. Cleeve, his comings and goings were of no consequence. It was seldom known whether he was at home or abroad, by reason of his frequent seclusion at the column.


  Late in the afternoon of the next day he accompanied her to the Bath station, intending himself to remain in that city till the following morning. But when a man or youth has such a tender article on his hands as a thirty-hour bride it is hardly in the power of his strongest reason to set her down at a railway, and send her off like a superfluous portmanteau. Hence the experiment of parting so soon after their union proved excruciatingly severe to these. The evening was dull; the breeze of autumn crept fitfully through every slit and aperture in the town; not a soul in the world seemed to notice or care about anything they did. Lady Constantine sighed; and there was no resisting it,—he could not leave her thus. He decided to get into the train with her, and keep her company for at least a few stations on her way.


  It drew on to be a dark night, and, seeing that there was no serious risk after all, he prolonged his journey with her so far as to the junction at which the branch line to Warborne forked off. Here it was necessary to wait a few minutes, before either he could go back or she could go on. They wandered outside the station doorway into the gloom of the road, and there agreed to part.


  While she yet stood holding his arm a phaeton sped towards the station-entrance, where, in ascending the slope to the door, the horse suddenly jibbed. The gentleman who was driving, being either impatient, or possessed with a theory that all jibbers may be started by severe whipping, applied the lash; as a result of it, the horse thrust round the carriage to where they stood, and the end of the driver’s sweeping whip cut across Lady Constantine’s face with such severity as to cause her an involuntary cry. Swithin turned her round to the lamplight, and discerned a streak of blood on her cheek.


  By this time the gentleman who had done the mischief, with many words of regret, had given the reins to his man and dismounted.


  ‘I will go to the waiting-room for a moment,’ whispered Viviette hurriedly; and, loosing her hand from his arm, she pulled down her veil and vanished inside the building.


  The stranger came forward and raised his hat. He was a slightly built and apparently town-bred man of twenty-eight or thirty; his manner of address was at once careless and conciliatory.


  ‘I am greatly concerned at what I have done,’ he said. ‘I sincerely trust that your wife’—but observing the youthfulness of Swithin, he withdrew the word suggested by the manner of Swithin towards Lady Constantine—‘I trust the lady was not seriously cut?’


  ‘I trust not,’ said Swithin, with some vexation.


  ‘Where did the lash touch her?’


  ‘Straight down her cheek.’


  ‘Do let me go to her, and learn how she is, and humbly apologize.’


  ‘I’ll inquire.’


  He went to the ladies’ room, in which Viviette had taken refuge. She met him at the door, her handkerchief to her cheek, and Swithin explained that the driver of the phaeton had sent to make inquiries.


  ‘I cannot see him!’ she whispered. ‘He is my brother Louis! He is, no doubt, going on by the train to my house. Don’t let him recognize me! We must wait till he is gone.’


  Swithin thereupon went out again, and told the young man that the cut on her face was not serious, but that she could not see him; after which they parted. St. Cleeve then heard him ask for a ticket for Warborne, which confirmed Lady Constantine’s view that he was going on to her house. When the branch train had moved off Swithin returned to his bride, who waited in a trembling state within.


  On being informed that he had departed she showed herself much relieved.


  ‘Where does your brother come from?’ said Swithin.


  ‘From London, immediately. Rio before that. He has a friend or two in this neighbourhood, and visits here occasionally. I have seldom or never spoken to you of him, because of his long absence.’


  ‘Is he going to settle near you?’


  ‘No, nor anywhere, I fear. He is, or rather was, in the diplomatic service. He was first a clerk in the Foreign Office, and was afterwards appointed attaché at Rio Janeiro. But he has resigned the appointment. I wish he had not.’


  Swithin asked why he resigned.


  ‘He complained of the banishment, and the climate, and everything that people complain of who are determined to be dissatisfied,—though, poor fellow, there is some ground for his complaints. Perhaps some people would say that he is idle. But he is scarcely that; he is rather restless than idle, so that he never persists in anything. Yet if a subject takes his fancy he will follow it up with exemplary patience till something diverts him.’


  ‘He is not kind to you, is he, dearest?’


  ‘Why do you think that?’


  ‘Your manner seems to say so.’


  ‘Well, he may not always be kind. But look at my face; does the mark show?’


  A streak, straight as a meridian, was visible down her cheek. The blood had been brought almost to the surface, but was not quite through, that which had originally appeared thereon having possibly come from the horse. It signified that to-morrow the red line would be a livid one.


  Swithin informed her that her brother had taken a ticket for Warborne, and she at once perceived that he was going on to visit her at Welland, though from his letter she had not expected him so soon by a few days. ‘Meanwhile,’ continued Swithin, ‘you can now get home only by the late train, having missed that one.’


  ‘But, Swithin, don’t you see my new trouble? If I go to Welland House to-night, and find my brother just arrived there, and he sees this cut on my face,—which I suppose you described to him——’


  ‘I did.’


  ‘He will know I was the lady with you!’


  ‘Whom he called my wife. I wonder why we look husband and wife already!’


  ‘Then what am I to do? For the ensuing three or four days I bear in my face a clue to his discovery of our secret.’


  ‘Then you must not be seen. We must stay at an inn here.’


  ‘O no!’ she said timidly. ‘It is too near home to be quite safe. We might not be known; but if we were!’


  ‘We can’t go back to Bath now. I’ll tell you, dear Viviette, what we must do. We’ll go on to Warborne in separate carriages; we’ll rejoin each other outside Warborne station; thence we’ll walk to the column in the dark, and I’ll keep you a captive in the cabin till the scar has disappeared.’


  As there was nothing which better recommended itself this course was decided on; and after taking from her trunk the articles that might be required for an incarceration of two or three days they left the said trunk at the cloak-room, and went on by the last train, which reached Warborne about ten o’clock.


  It was only necessary for Lady Constantine to cover her face with the thick veil that she had provided for this escapade, to walk out of the station without fear of recognition. St. Cleeve came forth from another compartment, and they did not rejoin each other till they had reached a shadowy bend in the old turnpike road, beyond the irradiation of the Warborne lamplight.


  The walk to Welland was long. It was the walk which Swithin had taken in the rain when he had learnt the fatal forestalment of his stellar discovery; but now he was moved by a less desperate mood, and blamed neither God nor man. They were not pressed for time, and passed along the silent, lonely way with that sense rather of predestination than of choice in their proceedings which the presence of night sometimes imparts. Reaching the park gate they found it open, and from this they inferred that her brother Louis had arrived.


  Leaving the house and park on their right they traced the highway yet a little further, and plunging through the stubble of the opposite field, drew near the isolated earthwork bearing the plantation and tower, which together rose like a flattened dome and lantern from the lighter-hued plain of stubble. It was far too dark to distinguish firs from other trees by the eye alone, but the peculiar dialect of sylvan language which the piny multitude used would have been enough to proclaim their class at any time. In the lovers’ stealthy progress up the slopes a dry stick here and there snapped beneath their feet, seeming like a shot of alarm.


  On being unlocked the hut was found precisely as Swithin had left it two days before. Lady Constantine was thoroughly wearied, and sat down, while he gathered a handful of twigs and spikelets from the masses strewn without and lit a small fire, first taking the precaution to blind the little window and relock the door.


  Lady Constantine looked curiously around by the light of the blaze. The hut was about the size of some Delia’s or Amanda’s powder-closet in Georgian times: in one corner stood the stove, with a little table and chair, a small cupboard hard by, a pitcher of water, a rack overhead, with various articles, including a kettle and a gridiron; while the remaining three or four feet at the other end of the room was curtained off as a dormitory, for Swithin’s use during late observations in the tower overhead.


  ‘It is not much of a palace to offer you,’ he remarked, smiling. ‘But at any rate, it is a refuge.’


  The cheerful firelight dispersed in some measure Lady Constantine’s anxieties. ‘If we only had something to eat!’ she said.


  ‘Dear me,’ cried St. Cleeve, blankly. ‘That’s a thing I never thought of.’


  ‘Nor I, till now,’ she replied.


  He reflected with misgiving.


  ‘Beyond a small loaf of bread in the cupboard I have nothing. However, just outside the door there are lots of those little rabbits, about the size of rats, that the keepers call runners. And they are as tame as possible. But I fear I could not catch one now. Yet, dear Viviette, wait a minute; I’ll try. You must not be starved.’


  He softly let himself out, and was gone some time. When he reappeared, he produced, not a rabbit, but four sparrows and a thrush.


  ‘I could do nothing in the way of a rabbit without setting a wire,’ he said. ‘But I have managed to get these by knowing where they roost.’


  He showed her how to prepare the birds, and, having set her to roast them by the fire, departed with the pitcher, to replenish it at the brook which flowed near the homestead in the neighbouring Bottom.


  ‘They are all asleep at my grandmother’s,’ he informed her when he re-entered, panting, with the dripping pitcher. ‘They imagine me to be a hundred miles off.’


  The birds were now ready, and the table was spread. With this fare, eked out by dry toast from the loaf, and moistened with cups of water from the pitcher, to which Swithin added a little wine from the flask he had carried on his journey, they were forced to be content for their supper.


  ♣
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  When Lady Constantine awoke the next morning Swithin was nowhere to be seen. Before she was quite ready for breakfast she heard the key turn in the door, and felt startled, till she remembered that the comer could hardly be anybody but he. He brought a basket with provisions, an extra cup-and-saucer, and so on. In a short space of time the kettle began singing on the stove, and the morning meal was ready.


  The sweet resinous air from the firs blew in upon them as they sat at breakfast; the birds hopped round the door (which, somewhat riskily, they ventured to keep open); and at their elbow rose the lank column into an upper realm of sunlight, which only reached the cabin in fitful darts and flashes through the trees.


  ‘I could be happy here for ever,’ said she, clasping his hand. ‘I wish I could never see my great gloomy house again, since I am not rich enough to throw it open, and live there as I ought to do. Poverty of this sort is not unpleasant at any rate. What are you thinking of?’


  ‘I am thinking about my outing this morning. On reaching my grandmother’s she was only a little surprised to see me. I was obliged to breakfast there, or appear to do so, to divert suspicion; and this food is supposed to be wanted for my dinner and supper. There will of course be no difficulty in my obtaining an ample supply for any length of time, as I can take what I like from the buttery without observation. But as I looked in my grandmother’s face this morning, and saw her looking affectionately in mine, and thought how she had never concealed anything from me, and had always had my welfare at heart, I felt—that I should like to tell her what we have done.’


  ‘O no,—please not, Swithin!’ she exclaimed piteously.


  ‘Very well,’ he answered. ‘On no consideration will I do so without your consent.’ And no more was said on the matter.


  The morning was passed in applying wet rag and other remedies to the purple line on Viviette’s cheek; and in the afternoon they set up the equatorial under the replaced dome, to have it in order for night observations.


  The evening was clear, dry, and remarkably cold by comparison with the daytime weather. After a frugal supper they replenished the stove with charcoal from the homestead, which they also burnt during the day,—an idea of Viviette’s, that the smoke from a wood fire might not be seen more frequently than was consistent with the occasional occupation of the cabin by Swithin, as heretofore.


  At eight o’clock she insisted upon his ascending the tower for observations, in strict pursuance of the idea on which their marriage had been based, namely, that of restoring regularity to his studies.


  The sky had a new and startling beauty that night. A broad, fluctuating, semicircular arch of vivid white light spanned the northern quarter of the heavens, reaching from the horizon to the star Eta in the Greater Bear. It was the Aurora Borealis, just risen up for the winter season out of the freezing seas of the north, where every autumn vapour was now undergoing rapid congelation.


  ‘O, let us sit and look at it!’ she said; and they turned their backs upon the equatorial and the southern glories of the heavens to this new beauty in a quarter which they seldom contemplated.


  The lustre of the fixed stars was diminished to a sort of blueness. Little by little the arch grew higher against the dark void, like the form of the Spirit-maiden in the shades of Glenfinlas, till its crown drew near the zenith, and threw a tissue over the whole waggon and horses of the great northern constellation. Brilliant shafts radiated from the convexity of the arch, coming and going silently. The temperature fell, and Lady Constantine drew her wrap more closely around her.


  ‘We’ll go down,’ said Swithin. ‘The cabin is beautifully warm. Why should we try to observe to-night? Indeed, we cannot; the Aurora light overpowers everything.’


  ‘Very well. To-morrow night there will be no interruption. I shall be gone.’


  ‘You leave me to-morrow, Viviette?’


  ‘Yes; to-morrow morning.’


  The truth was that, with the progress of the hours and days, the conviction had been borne in upon Viviette more and more forcibly that not for kingdoms and principalities could she afford to risk the discovery of her presence here by any living soul.


  ‘But let me see your face, dearest,’ he said. ‘I don’t think it will be safe for you to meet your brother yet.’


  As it was too dark to see her face on the summit where they sat they descended the winding staircase; and in the cabin Swithin examined the damaged cheek. The line, though so far attenuated as not to be observable by any one but a close observer, had not quite disappeared. But in consequence of her reiterated and almost tearful anxiety to go, and as there was a strong probability that her brother had left the house, Swithin decided to call at Welland next morning, and reconnoitre with a view to her return.


  Getting up and locking her in he crossed the dewy stubble into the park. The house was silent and deserted; and only one stalk of smoke ascended from the chimneys. Notwithstanding that the hour was nearly nine he knocked at the door.


  ‘Is Lady Constantine at home?’ asked Swithin, with a disingenuousness now habitual, yet unknown to him six months before.


  ‘No, Mr. St. Cleeve; my lady has not returned from Bath. We expect her every day.’


  ‘Nobody staying in the house?’


  ‘My lady’s brother has been here; but he is gone on to Budmouth. He will come again in two or three weeks, I understand.’


  This was enough. Swithin said he would call again, and returned to the cabin, where, waking Viviette, who was not by nature an early riser, he waited on the column till she was ready to breakfast. When this had been shared they prepared to start.


  A long walk was before them. Warborne station lay five miles distant, and the next station above that nine miles. They were bound for the latter; their plan being that she should there take the train to the junction where the whip accident had occurred, claim her luggage, and return with it to Warborne, as if from Bath.


  The morning was cool and the walk not wearisome. When once they had left behind the stubble-field of their environment and the parish of Welland, they sauntered on comfortably, Lady Constantine’s spirits rising as she withdrew further from danger.


  They parted by a little brook, about half a mile from the station; Swithin to return to Welland by the way he had come.


  Lady Constantine telegraphed from the junction to Warborne for a carriage to be in readiness to meet her on her arrival; and then, waiting for the down train, she travelled smoothly home, reaching Welland House about five minutes sooner than Swithin reached the column hard by, after footing it all the way from where they had parted.


  ♣
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  From that day forward their life resumed its old channel in general outward aspect.


  Perhaps the most remarkable feature in their exploit was its comparative effectiveness as an expedient for the end designed,—that of restoring calm assiduity to the study of astronomy. Swithin took up his old position as the lonely philosopher at the column, and Lady Constantine lapsed back to immured existence at the house, with apparently not a friend in the parish. The enforced narrowness of life which her limited resources necessitated was now an additional safeguard against the discovery of her relations with St. Cleeve. Her neighbours seldom troubled her; as much, it must be owned, from a tacit understanding that she was not in a position to return invitations as from any selfish coldness engendered by her want of wealth.


  At the first meeting of the secretly united pair after their short honeymoon they were compelled to behave as strangers to each other. It occurred in the only part of Welland which deserved the name of a village street, and all the labourers were returning to their midday meal, with those of their wives who assisted at outdoor work. Before the eyes of this innocent though quite untrustworthy group, Swithin and his Viviette could only shake hands in passing, though she contrived to say to him in an undertone, ‘My brother does not return yet for some time. He has gone to Paris. I will be on the lawn this evening, if you can come.’ It was a fluttered smile that she bestowed on him, and there was no doubt that every fibre of her heart vibrated afresh at meeting, with such reserve, one who stood in his close relation to her.


  The shades of night fell early now, and Swithin was at the spot of appointment about the time that he knew her dinner would be over. It was just where they had met at the beginning of the year, but many changes had resulted since then. The flower-beds that had used to be so neatly edged were now jagged and leafy; black stars appeared on the pale surface of the gravel walks, denoting tufts of grass that grew unmolested there. Lady Constantine’s external affairs wore just that aspect which suggests that new blood may be advantageously introduced into the line; and new blood had been introduced, in good sooth,—with what social result remained to be seen.


  She silently entered on the scene from the same window which had given her passage in months gone by. They met with a concerted embrace, and St. Cleeve spoke his greeting in whispers.


  ‘We are quite safe, dearest,’ said she.


  ‘But the servants?’


  ‘My meagre staff consists of only two women and the boy; and they are away in the other wing. I thought you would like to see the inside of my house, after showing me the inside of yours. So we will walk through it instead of staying out here.’


  She let him in through the casement, and they strolled forward softly, Swithin with some curiosity, never before having gone beyond the library and adjoining room. The whole western side of the house was at this time shut up, her life being confined to two or three small rooms in the south-east corner. The great apartments through which they now whisperingly walked wore already that funereal aspect that comes from disuse and inattention. Triangular cobwebs already formed little hammocks for the dust in corners of the wainscot, and a close smell of wood and leather, seasoned with mouse-droppings, pervaded the atmosphere. So seldom was the solitude of these chambers intruded on by human feet that more than once a mouse stood and looked the twain in the face from the arm of a sofa, or the top of a cabinet, without any great fear.


  Swithin had no residential ambition whatever, but he was interested in the place. ‘Will the house ever be thrown open to gaiety, as it was in old times?’ said he.


  ‘Not unless you make a fortune,’ she replied laughingly. ‘It is mine for my life, as you know; but the estate is so terribly saddled with annuities to Sir Blount’s distant relatives, one of whom will succeed me here, that I have practically no more than my own little private income to exist on.’


  ‘And are you bound to occupy the house?’


  ‘Not bound to. But I must not let it on lease.’


  ‘And was there any stipulation in the event of your re-marriage?’


  ‘It was not mentioned.’


  ‘It is satisfactory to find that you lose nothing by marrying me, at all events, dear Viviette.’


  ‘I hope you lose nothing either—at least, of consequence.’


  ‘What have I to lose?’


  ‘I meant your liberty. Suppose you become a popular physicist (popularity seems cooling towards art and coquetting with science now-a-days), and a better chance offers, and one who would make you a newer and brighter wife than I am comes in your way. Will you never regret this? Will you never despise me?’


  Swithin answered by a kiss, and they again went on; proceeding like a couple of burglars, lest they should draw the attention of the cook or Green.


  In one of the upper rooms his eyes were attracted by an old chamber organ, which had once been lent for use in the church. He mentioned his recollection of the same, which led her to say, ‘That reminds me of something. There is to be a confirmation in our parish in the spring, and you once told me that you had never been confirmed. What shocking neglect! Why was it?’


  ‘I hardly know. The confusion resulting from my father’s death caused it to be forgotten, I suppose.’


  ‘Now, dear Swithin, you will do this to please me,—be confirmed on the present occasion?’


  ‘Since I have done without the virtue of it so long, might I not do without it altogether?’


  ‘No, no!’ she said earnestly. ‘I do wish it, indeed. I am made unhappy when I think you don’t care about such serious matters. Without the Church to cling to, what have we?’


  ‘Each other. But seriously, I should be inverting the established order of spiritual things; people ought to be confirmed before they are married.’


  ‘That’s really of minor consequence. Now, don’t think slightingly of what so many good men have laid down as necessary to be done. And, dear Swithin, I somehow feel that a certain levity which has perhaps shown itself in our treatment of the sacrament of marriage—by making a clandestine adventure of what is, after all, a solemn rite—would be well atoned for by a due seriousness in other points of religious observance. This opportunity should therefore not be passed over. I thought of it all last night; and you are a parson’s son, remember, and he would have insisted on it if he had been alive. In short, Swithin, do be a good boy, and observe the Church’s ordinances.’


  Lady Constantine, by virtue of her temperament, was necessarily either lover or dévote, and she vibrated so gracefully between these two conditions that nobody who had known the circumstances could have condemned her inconsistencies. To be led into difficulties by those mastering emotions of hers, to aim at escape by turning round and seizing the apparatus of religion—which could only rightly be worked by the very emotions already bestowed elsewhere—it was, after all, but Convention’s palpitating attempt to preserve the comfort of her creature’s conscience in the trying quandary to which the conditions of sex had given rise. As Viviette could not be confirmed herself, and as Communion Sunday was a long way off, she urged Swithin thus.


  ‘And the new bishop is such a good man,’ she continued. ‘I used to have a slight acquaintance with him when he was a parish priest.’


  ‘Very well, dearest. To please you I’ll be confirmed. My grandmother, too, will be delighted, no doubt.’


  They continued their ramble: Lady Constantine first advancing into rooms with the candle, to assure herself that all was empty, and then calling him forward in a whisper. The stillness was broken only by these whispers, or by the occasional crack of a floor-board beneath their tread. At last they sat down, and, shading the candle with a screen, she showed him the faded contents of this and that drawer or cabinet, or the wardrobe of some member of the family who had died young early in the century, when muslin reigned supreme, when waists were close to arm-pits, and muffs as large as smugglers’ tubs.


  These researches among habilimental hulls and husks, whose human kernels had long ago perished, went on for about half an hour; when the companions were startled by a loud ringing at the front-door bell.


  ♣
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  Lady Constantine flung down the old-fashioned lacework, whose beauties she had been pointing out to Swithin, and exclaimed, ‘Who can it be? Not Louis, surely?’


  They listened. An arrival was such a phenomenon at this unfrequented mansion, and particularly a late arrival, that no servant was on the alert to respond to the call; and the visitor rang again, more loudly than before. Sounds of the tardy opening and shutting of a passage-door from the kitchen quarter then reached their ears, and Viviette went into the corridor to hearken more attentively. In a few minutes she returned to the wardrobe-room in which she had left Swithin.


  ‘Yes; it is my brother!’ she said with difficult composure. ‘I just caught his voice. He has no doubt come back from Paris to stay. This is a rather vexatious, indolent way he has, never to write to prepare me!’


  ‘I can easily go away,’ said Swithin.


  By this time, however, her brother had been shown into the house, and the footsteps of the page were audible, coming in search of Lady Constantine.


  ‘If you will wait there a moment,’ she said, directing St. Cleeve into her bedchamber which adjoined; ‘you will be quite safe from interruption, and I will quickly come back.’ Taking the light she left him.


  Swithin waited in darkness. Not more than ten minutes had passed when a whisper in her voice came through the keyhole. He opened the door.


  ‘Yes; he is come to stay!’ she said. ‘He is at supper now.’


  ‘Very well; don’t be flurried, dearest. Shall I stay too, as we planned?’


  ‘O, Swithin, I fear not!’ she replied anxiously. ‘You see how it is. To-night we have broken the arrangement that you should never come here; and this is the result. Will it offend you if—I ask you to leave?’


  ‘Not in the least. Upon the whole, I prefer the comfort of my little cabin and homestead to the gauntness and alarms of this place.’


  ‘There, now, I fear you are offended!’ she said, a tear collecting in her eye. ‘I wish I was going back with you to the cabin! How happy we were, those three days of our stay there! But it is better, perhaps, just now, that you should leave me. Yes, these rooms are oppressive. They require a large household to make them cheerful…. Yet, Swithin,’ she added, after reflection, ‘I will not request you to go. Do as you think best. I will light a night-light, and leave you here to consider. For myself, I must go downstairs to my brother at once, or he’ll wonder what I am doing.’


  She kindled the little light, and again retreated, closing the door upon him.


  Swithin sat and waited some time; till he considered that upon the whole it would be preferable to leave. With this intention he emerged and went softly along the dark passage towards the extreme end, where there was a little crooked staircase that would conduct him down to a disused side door. Descending this stair he duly arrived at the other side of the house, facing the quarter whence the wind blew, and here he was surprised to catch the noise of rain beating against the windows. It was a state of weather which fully accounted for the visitor’s impatient ringing.


  St. Cleeve was in a minor kind of dilemma. The rain reminded him that his hat and great-coat had been left downstairs, in the front part of the house; and though he might have gone home without either in ordinary weather it was not a pleasant feat in the pelting winter rain. Retracing his steps to Viviette’s room he took the light, and opened a closet-door that he had seen ajar on his way down. Within the closet hung various articles of apparel, upholstery lumber of all kinds filling the back part. Swithin thought he might find here a cloak of hers to throw round him, but finally took down from a peg a more suitable garment, the only one of the sort that was there. It was an old moth-eaten great-coat, heavily trimmed with fur; and in removing it a companion cap of sealskin was disclosed.


  ‘Whose can they be?’ he thought, and a gloomy answer suggested itself. ‘Pooh,’ he then said (summoning the scientific side of his nature), ‘matter is matter, and mental association only a delusion.’ Putting on the garments he returned the light to Lady Constantine’s bedroom, and again prepared to depart as before.


  Scarcely, however, had he regained the corridor a second time, when he heard a light footstep—seemingly Viviette’s—again on the front landing. Wondering what she wanted with him further he waited, taking the precaution to step into the closet till sure it was she.


  The figure came onward, bent to the keyhole of the bedroom door, and whispered (supposing him still inside), ‘Swithin, on second thoughts I think you may stay with safety.’


  Having no further doubt of her personality he came out with thoughtless abruptness from the closet behind her, and looking round suddenly she beheld his shadowy fur-clad outline. At once she raised her hands in horror, as if to protect herself from him; she uttered a shriek, and turned shudderingly to the wall, covering her face.


  Swithin would have picked her up in a moment, but by this time he could hear footsteps rushing upstairs, in response to her cry. In consternation, and with a view of not compromising her, he effected his retreat as fast as possible, reaching the bend of the corridor just as her brother Louis appeared with a light at the other extremity.


  ‘What’s the matter, for heaven’s sake, Viviette?’ said Louis.


  ‘My husband!’ she involuntarily exclaimed.


  ‘What nonsense!’


  ‘O yes, it is nonsense,’ she added, with an effort. ‘It was nothing.’


  ‘But what was the cause of your cry?’


  She had by this time recovered her reason and judgment. ‘O, it was a trick of the imagination,’ she said, with a faint laugh. ‘I live so much alone that I get superstitious—and—I thought for the moment I saw an apparition.’


  ‘Of your late husband?’


  ‘Yes. But it was nothing; it was the outline of the—tall clock and the chair behind. Would you mind going down, and leaving me to go into my room for a moment?’


  She entered the bedroom, and her brother went downstairs. Swithin thought it best to leave well alone, and going noiselessly out of the house plodded through the rain homeward. It was plain that agitations of one sort and another had so weakened Viviette’s nerves as to lay her open to every impression. That the clothes he had borrowed were some cast-off garments of the late Sir Blount had occurred to St. Cleeve in taking them; but in the moment of returning to her side he had forgotten this, and the shape they gave to his figure had obviously been a reminder of too sudden a sort for her. Musing thus he walked along as if he were still, as before, the lonely student, dissociated from all mankind, and with no shadow of right or interest in Welland House or its mistress.


  The great-coat and cap were unpleasant companions; but Swithin having been reared, or having reared himself, in the scientific school of thought, would not give way to his sense of their weirdness. To do so would have been treason to his own beliefs and aims.


  When nearly home, at a point where his track converged on another path, there approached him from the latter a group of indistinct forms. The tones of their speech revealed them to be Hezzy Biles, Nat Chapman, Fry, and other labourers. Swithin was about to say a word to them, till recollecting his disguise he deemed it advisable to hold his tongue, lest his attire should tell a too dangerous tale as to where he had come from. By degrees they drew closer, their walk being in the same direction.


  ‘Good-night, strainger,’ said Nat.


  The stranger did not reply.


  All of them paced on abreast of him, and he could perceive in the gloom that their faces were turned inquiringly upon his form. Then a whisper passed from one to another of them; then Chapman, who was the boldest, dropped immediately behind his heels, and followed there for some distance, taking close observations of his outline, after which the men grouped again and whispered. Thinking it best to let them pass on Swithin slackened his pace, and they went ahead of him, apparently without much reluctance.


  There was no doubt that they had been impressed by the clothes he wore; and having no wish to provoke similar comments from his grandmother and Hannah, Swithin took the precaution, on arriving at Welland Bottom, to enter the homestead by the outhouse. Here he deposited the cap and coat in secure hiding, afterwards going round to the front and opening the door in the usual way.


  In the entry he met Hannah, who said—


  ‘Only to hear what have been seed to-night, Mr. Swithin! The work-folk have dropped in to tell us!’


  In the kitchen were the men who had outstripped him on the road. Their countenances, instead of wearing the usual knotty irregularities, had a smoothed-out expression of blank concern. Swithin’s entrance was unobtrusive and quiet, as if he had merely come down from his study upstairs, and they only noticed him by enlarging their gaze, so as to include him in the audience.


  ‘We was in a deep talk at the moment,’ continued Blore, ‘and Natty had just brought up that story about old Jeremiah Paddock’s crossing the park one night at one o’clock in the morning, and seeing Sir Blount a-shutting my lady out-o’-doors; and we was saying that it seemed a true return that he should perish in a foreign land; when we happened to look up, and there was Sir Blount a-walking along.’


  ‘Did it overtake you, or did you overtake it?’ whispered Hannah sepulchrally.


  ‘I don’t say ’twas it,’ returned Sammy. ‘God forbid that I should drag in a resurrection word about what perhaps was still solid manhood, and has to die! But he, or it, closed in upon us, as ’twere.’


  ‘Yes, closed in upon us!’ said Haymoss.


  ‘And I said “Good-night, strainger,”’ added Chapman.


  ‘Yes, “Good-night, strainger,”—that wez yer words, Natty. I support ’ee in it.’


  ‘And then he closed in upon us still more.’


  ‘We closed in upon he, rather,’ said Chapman.


  ‘Well, well; ’tis the same thing in such matters! And the form was Sir Blount’s. My nostrils told me, for—there, ’a smelled. Yes, I could smell ’n, being to leeward.’


  ‘Lord, lord, what unwholesome scandal’s this about the ghost of a respectable gentleman?’ said Mrs. Martin, who had entered from the sitting-room.


  ‘Now, wait, ma’am. I don’t say ’twere a low smell, mind ye. ’Twere a high smell, a sort of gamey flaviour, calling to mind venison and hare, just as you’d expect of a great squire,—not like a poor man’s ’natomy, at all; and that was what strengthened my faith that ’twas Sir Blount.’


  (‘The skins that old coat was made of,’ ruminated Swithin.)


  ‘Well, well; I’ve not held out against the spectre o’ starvation these five-and-twenty year on nine shillings a week, to be afeard of a walking vapour, sweet or savoury,’ said Hezzy. ‘So here’s home-along.’


  ‘Bide a bit longer, and I’m going too,’ continued Fry. ‘Well, when I found ’twas Sir Blount my spet dried up within my mouth; for neither hedge nor bush were there for refuge against any foul spring ’a might have made at us.’


  ‘’Twas very curious; but we had likewise mentioned his name just afore, in talking of the confirmation that’s shortly coming on,’ said Hezzy.


  ‘Is there soon to be a confirmation?’


  ‘Yes. In this parish—the first time in Welland church for twenty years. As I say, I had told ’em that he was confirmed the same year that I went up to have it done, as I have very good cause to mind. When we went to be examined, the pa’son said to me, “Rehearse the articles of thy belief.” Mr. Blount (as he was then) was nighest me, and he whispered, “Women and wine.” “Women and wine,” says I to the pa’son: and for that I was sent back till next confirmation, Sir Blount never owning that he was the rascal.’


  ‘Confirmation was a sight different at that time,’ mused Biles. ‘The Bishops didn’t lay it on so strong then as they do now. Now-a-days, yer Bishop gives both hands to every Jack-rag and Tom-straw that drops the knee afore him; but ’twas six chaps to one blessing when we was boys. The Bishop o’ that time would stretch out his palms and run his fingers over our row of crowns as off-hand as a bank gentleman telling money or a thimble-rigger at a fair. The great lords of the Church in them days wasn’t particular to a soul or two more or less; and, for my part, I think living was easier for ’t.’


  ‘The new Bishop, I hear, is a bachelor-man; or a widow gentleman is it?’ asked Mrs. Martin.


  ‘Bachelor, I believe, ma’am. Mr. San Cleeve, making so bold, you’ve never faced him yet, I think?’


  Mrs. Martin shook her head.


  ‘No; it was a piece of neglect. I hardly know how it happened,’ she said.


  ‘I am going to, this time,’ said Swithin and turned the chat to other matters.


  ♣
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  Swithin could not sleep that night for thinking of his Viviette. Nothing told so significantly of the conduct of her first husband towards the poor lady as the abiding dread of him which was revealed in her by any sudden revival of his image or memory. But for that consideration her almost childlike terror at Swithin’s inadvertent disguise would have been ludicrous.


  He waited anxiously through several following days for an opportunity of seeing her, but none was afforded. Her brother’s presence in the house sufficiently accounted for this. At length he ventured to write a note, requesting her to signal to him in a way she had done once or twice before,—by pulling down a blind in a particular window of the house, one of the few visible from the top of the Rings-Hill column; this to be done on any evening when she could see him after dinner on the terrace.


  When he had levelled the glass at that window for five successive nights he beheld the blind in the position suggested. Three hours later, quite in the dusk, he repaired to the place of appointment.


  ‘My brother is away this evening,’ she explained, ‘and that’s why I can come out. He is only gone for a few hours, nor is he likely to go for longer just yet, for he’s no money. He keeps himself a good deal in my company, which has made it unsafe for me to venture near you.’


  ‘Has he any suspicion?’


  ‘None, apparently. But he rather depresses me.’


  ‘How, Viviette?’ Swithin feared, from her manner, that this was something serious.


  ‘I would rather not tell.’


  ‘But—Well, never mind.’


  ‘Yes, Swithin, I will tell you. There should be no secrets between us. He urges upon me the necessity of marrying, day after day.’


  ‘For money and position, of course.’


  ‘Yes. But I take no notice. I let him go on.’


  ‘Really, this is sad!’ said the young man. ‘I must work harder than ever, or you will never be able to own me.’


  ‘O yes, in good time!’ she cheeringly replied.


  ‘I shall be very glad to have you always near me. I felt the gloom of our position keenly when I was obliged to disappear that night, without assuring you it was only I who stood there. Why were you so frightened at those old clothes I borrowed?’


  ‘Don’t ask,—don’t ask!’ she said, burying her face on his shoulder. ‘I don’t want to speak of that. There was something so ghastly and so uncanny in your putting on such garments that I wish you had been more thoughtful, and had left them alone.’


  He assured her that he did not stop to consider whose they were. ‘By the way, they must be sent back,’ he said.


  ‘No; I never wish to see them again! I cannot help feeling that your putting them on was ominous.’


  ‘Nothing is ominous in serene philosophy,’ he said, kissing her. ‘Things are either causes, or they are not causes. When can you see me again?’


  In such wise the hour passed away. The evening was typical of others which followed it at irregular intervals through the winter. And during the intenser months of the season frequent falls of snow lengthened, even more than other difficulties had done, the periods of isolation between the pair. Swithin adhered with all the more strictness to the letter of his promise not to intrude into the house, from his sense of her powerlessness to compel him to keep out should he choose to rebel. A student of the greatest forces in nature, he had, like many others of his sort, no personal force to speak of in a social point of view, mainly because he took no interest in human ranks and formulas; and hence he was as docile as a child in her hands wherever matters of that kind were concerned.


  Her brother wintered at Welland; but whether because his experience of tropic climes had unfitted him for the brumal rigours of Britain, or for some other reason, he seldom showed himself out of doors, and Swithin caught but passing glimpses of him. Now and then Viviette managed to pay a hasty visit to the hut; and at other times her impulsive affection would overcome her sense of risk, and she would press Swithin to call on her at all costs. This he would by no means do. It was obvious to his more logical mind that the secrecy to which they had bound themselves must be kept in its fulness, or might as well be abandoned altogether.


  He was now sadly exercised on the subject of his uncle’s will. There had as yet been no pressing reasons for a full and candid reply to the solicitor who had communicated with him, owing to the fact that the payments were not to begin till Swithin was one-and-twenty; but time was going on, and something definite would have to be done soon. To own to his marriage and consequent disqualification for the bequest was easy in itself; but it involved telling at least one man what both Viviette and himself had great reluctance in telling anybody. Moreover he wished Viviette to know nothing of his loss in making her his wife. All he could think of doing for the present was to write a postponing letter to his uncle’s lawyer, and wait events.


  The one practical comfort of this dreary winter-time was his perception of a returning ability to work with the regularity and much of the spirit of earlier days.


  One bright night in April there was an eclipse of the moon, and Mr. Torkingham, by arrangement, brought to the observatory several labouring men and boys, to whom he had promised a sight of the phenomenon through the telescope. The coming confirmation, fixed for May, was again talked of; and St. Cleeve learnt from the parson that the Bishop had arranged to stay the night at the vicarage, and was to be invited to a grand luncheon at Welland House immediately after the ordinance.


  This seemed like a going back into life again as regarded the mistress of that house; and St. Cleeve was a little surprised that, in his communications with Viviette, she had mentioned no such probability. The next day he walked round the mansion, wondering how in its present state any entertainment could be given therein.


  He found that the shutters had been opened, which had restored an unexpected liveliness to the aspect of the windows. Two men were putting a chimney-pot on one of the chimney-stacks, and two more were scraping green mould from the front wall. He made no inquiries on that occasion. Three days later he strolled thitherward again. Now a great cleaning of window-panes was going on, Hezzy Biles and Sammy Blore being the operators, for which purpose their services must have been borrowed from the neighbouring farmer. Hezzy dashed water at the glass with a force that threatened to break it in, the broad face of Sammy being discernible inside, smiling at the onset. In addition to these, Anthony Green and another were weeding the gravel walks, and putting fresh plants into the flower-beds. Neither of these reasonable operations was a great undertaking, singly looked at; but the life Viviette had latterly led and the mood in which she had hitherto regarded the premises, rendered it somewhat significant. Swithin, however, was rather curious than concerned at the proceedings, and returned to his tower with feelings of interest not entirely confined to the worlds overhead.


  Lady Constantine may or may not have seen him from the house; but the same evening, which was fine and dry, while he was occupying himself in the observatory with cleaning the eye-pieces of the equatorial, skull-cap on head, observing-jacket on, and in other ways primed for sweeping, the customary stealthy step on the winding staircase brought her form in due course into the rays of the bull’s-eye lantern. The meeting was all the more pleasant to him from being unexpected, and he at once lit up a larger lamp in honour of the occasion.


  ‘It is but a hasty visit,’ she said when, after putting up her mouth to be kissed, she had seated herself in the low chair used for observations, panting a little with the labour of ascent. ‘But I hope to be able to come more freely soon. My brother is still living on with me. Yes, he is going to stay until the confirmation is over. After the confirmation he will certainly leave. So good it is of you, dear, to please me by agreeing to the ceremony. The Bishop, you know, is going to lunch with us. It is a wonder he has promised to come, for he is a man averse to society, and mostly keeps entirely with the clergy on these confirmation tours, or circuits, or whatever they call them. But Mr. Torkingham’s house is so very small, and mine is so close at hand, that this arrangement to relieve him of the fuss of one meal, at least, naturally suggested itself; and the Bishop has fallen in with it very readily. How are you getting on with your observations? Have you not wanted me dreadfully, to write down notes?’


  ‘Well, I have been obliged to do without you, whether or no. See here,—how much I have done.’ And he showed her a book ruled in columns, headed ‘Object,’ ‘Right Ascension,’ ‘Declination,’ ‘Features,’ ‘Remarks,’ and so on.


  She looked over this and other things, but her mind speedily winged its way back to the confirmation. ‘It is so new to me,’ she said, ‘to have persons coming to the house, that I feel rather anxious. I hope the luncheon will be a success.’


  ‘You know the Bishop?’ said Swithin.


  ‘I have not seen him for many years. I knew him when I was quite a girl, and he held the little living of Puddle-sub-Mixen, near us; but after that time, and ever since I have lived here, I have seen nothing of him. There has been no confirmation in this village, they say, for twenty years. The other bishop used to make the young men and women go to Warborne; he wouldn’t take the trouble to come to such an out-of-the-way parish as ours.’


  ‘This cleaning and preparation that I observe going on must be rather a tax upon you?’


  ‘My brother Louis sees to it, and, what is more, bears the expense.’


  ‘Your brother?’ said Swithin, with surprise.


  ‘Well, he insisted on doing so,’ she replied, in a hesitating, despondent tone. ‘Though he had to borrow the money for it. He has been active in the whole matter, and was the first to suggest the invitation. I should not have thought of it.’


  ‘Well, I will hold aloof till it is all over.’


  ‘Thanks, dearest, for your considerateness. I wish it was not still advisable! But I shall see you on the day, and watch my own philosopher all through the service from the corner of my pew! … I hope you are well prepared for the rite, Swithin?’ she added, turning tenderly to him. ‘It would perhaps be advisable for you to give up this astronomy till the confirmation is over, in order to devote your attention exclusively to that more serious matter.’


  ‘More serious! Well, I will do the best I can. I am sorry to see that you are less interested in astronomy than you used to be, Viviette.’


  ‘No; it is only that these preparations for the Bishop unsettle my mind from study. Now put on your other coat and hat, and come with me a little way.’


  ♣


  XXIV


  The morning of the confirmation was come. It was mid-May time, bringing with it weather not, perhaps, quite so blooming as that assumed to be natural to the month by the joyous poets of three hundred years ago; but a very tolerable, well-wearing May, that the average rustic would willingly have compounded for in lieu of Mays occasionally fairer, but usually more foul.


  Among the larger shrubs and flowers which composed the outworks of the Welland gardens, the lilac, the laburnum, and the guelder-rose hung out their respective colours of purple, yellow, and white; whilst within these, belted round from every disturbing gale, rose the columbine, the peony, the larkspur, and the Solomon’s seal. The animate things that moved amid this scene of colour were plodding bees, gadding butterflies, and numerous sauntering young feminine candidates for the impending confirmation, who, having gaily bedecked themselves for the ceremony, were enjoying their own appearance by walking about in twos and threes till it was time to start.


  Swithin St. Cleeve, whose preparations were somewhat simpler than those of the village belles, waited till his grandmother and Hannah had set out, and then, locking the door, followed towards the distant church. On reaching the churchyard gate he met Mr. Torkingham, who shook hands with him in the manner of a man with several irons in the fire, and telling Swithin where to sit, disappeared to hunt up some candidates who had not yet made themselves visible.


  Casting his eyes round for Viviette, and seeing nothing of her, Swithin went on to the church porch and looked in. From the north side of the nave smiled a host of girls, gaily uniform in dress, age, and a temporary repression of their natural tendency to ‘skip like a hare over the meshes of good counsel.’ Their white muslin dresses, their round white caps, from beneath whose borders hair-knots and curls of various shades of brown escaped upon their low shoulders, as if against their will, lighted up the dark pews and grey stone-work to an unwonted warmth and life. On the south side were the young men and boys,—heavy, angular, and massive, as indeed was rather necessary, considering what they would have to bear at the hands of wind and weather before they returned to that mouldy nave for the last time.


  Over the heads of all these he could see into the chancel to the square pew on the north side, which was attached to Welland House. There he discerned Lady Constantine already arrived, her brother Louis sitting by her side.


  Swithin entered and seated himself at the end of a bench, and she, who had been on the watch, at once showed by subtle signs her consciousness of the presence of the young man who had reversed the ordained sequence of the Church services on her account. She appeared in black attire, though not strictly in mourning, a touch of red in her bonnet setting off the richness of her complexion without making her gay. Handsomest woman in the church she decidedly was; and yet a disinterested spectator who had known all the circumstances would probably have felt that, the future considered, Swithin’s more natural mate would have been one of the muslin-clad maidens who were to be presented to the Bishop with him that day.


  When the Bishop had arrived and gone into the chancel, and blown his nose, the congregation were sufficiently impressed by his presence to leave off looking at one another.


  The Right Reverend Cuthbert Helmsdale, D.D., ninety-fourth occupant of the episcopal throne of the diocese, revealed himself to be a personage of dark complexion, whose darkness was thrown still further into prominence by the lawn protuberances that now rose upon his two shoulders like the Eastern and Western hemispheres. In stature he seemed to be tall and imposing, but something of this aspect may have been derived from his robes.


  The service was, as usual, of a length which severely tried the tarrying powers of the young people assembled; and it was not till the youth of all the other parishes had gone up that the turn came for the Welland bevy. Swithin and some older ones were nearly the last. When, at the heels of Mr. Torkingham, he passed Lady Constantine’s pew, he lifted his eyes from the red lining of that gentleman’s hood sufficiently high to catch hers. She was abstracted, tearful,—regarding him with all the rapt mingling of religion, love, fervour, and hope which such women can feel at such times, and which men know nothing of. How fervidly she watched the Bishop place his hand on her beloved youth’s head; how she saw the great episcopal ring glistening in the sun among Swithin’s brown curls; how she waited to hear if Dr. Helmsdale uttered the form ‘this thy child’ which he used for the younger ones, or ‘this thy servant’ which he used for those older; and how, when he said ‘this thy child,’ she felt a prick of conscience, like a person who had entrapped an innocent youth into marriage for her own gratification, till she remembered that she had raised his social position thereby,—all this could only have been told in its entirety by herself.


  As for Swithin, he felt ashamed of his own utter lack of the high enthusiasm which beamed so eloquently from her eyes. When he passed her again, on the return journey from the Bishop to his seat, her face was warm with a blush which her brother might have observed had he regarded her.


  Whether he had observed it or not, as soon as St. Cleeve had sat himself down again Louis Glanville turned and looked hard at the young astronomer. This was the first time that St. Cleeve and Viviette’s brother had been face to face in a distinct light, their first meeting having occurred in the dusk of a railway-station. Swithin was not in the habit of noticing people’s features; he scarcely ever observed any detail of physiognomy in his friends, a generalization from their whole aspect forming his idea of them; and he now only noted a man of perhaps thirty, who lolled a good deal, and in whose small dark eyes seemed to be concentrated the activity that the rest of his frame decidedly lacked. This gentleman’s eyes were henceforward, to the end of the service, continually fixed upon Swithin; but as this was their natural direction, from the position of his seat, there was no great strangeness in the circumstance.


  Swithin wanted to say to Viviette, ‘Now I hope you are pleased; I have conformed to your ideas of my duty, leaving my fitness out of consideration’; but as he could only see her bonnet and forehead it was not possible even to look the intelligence. He turned more to the left, where the organ stood, with Miss Tabitha Lark seated behind it.


  It being now sermon-time the youthful blower had fallen asleep over the handle of his bellows, and Tabitha pulled out her handkerchief intending to flap him awake with it. With the handkerchief tumbled out a whole family of unexpected articles: a silver thimble; a photograph; a little purse; a scent-bottle; some loose halfpence; nine green gooseberries; a key. They rolled to Swithin’s feet, and, passively obeying his first instinct, he picked up as many of the articles as he could find, and handed them to her amid the smiles of the neighbours.


  Tabitha was half-dead with humiliation at such an event happening under the very eyes of the Bishop on this glorious occasion; she turned pale as a sheet, and could hardly keep her seat. Fearing she might faint Swithin, who had genuinely sympathized, bent over and whispered encouragingly, ‘Don’t mind it, Tabitha. Shall I take you out into the air?’ She declined his offer, and presently the sermon came to an end.


  Swithin lingered behind the rest of the congregation sufficiently long to see Lady Constantine, accompanied by her brother, the Bishop, the Bishop’s chaplain, Mr. Torkingham, and several other clergy and ladies, cross the churchyard and enter to the luncheon in Welland House; the whole group talking with a vivacity all the more intense, as it seemed, from the recent two hours’ enforced repression of their social qualities within the adjacent building.


  The young man stood till he was left quite alone in the churchyard, and then went slowly homeward over the hill, perhaps a trifle depressed at the impossibility of being near Viviette in this her one day of gaiety, and joining in the conversation of those who surrounded her.


  Not that he felt much jealousy of her situation, as his wife, in comparison with his own. He had so clearly understood from the beginning that, in the event of marriage, their outward lives were to run on as before, that to rebel now would have been unmanly in himself and cruel to her, by adding to embarrassments that were great enough already. His momentary doubt was of his own strength to achieve sufficiently high things to render him, in relation to her, other than a patronized young favourite, whom she had married at an immense sacrifice of position. Now, at twenty, he was doomed to isolation even from a wife; could it be that at, say thirty, he would be welcomed everywhere?


  But with motion through the sun and air his mood assumed a lighter complexion, and on reaching home he remembered with interest that Venus was in a favourable aspect for observation that afternoon.


  ♣


  XXV


  Meanwhile the interior of Welland House was rattling with the progress of the ecclesiastical luncheon.


  The Bishop, who sat at Lady Constantine’s side, seemed enchanted with her company, and from the beginning she engrossed his attention almost entirely. The truth was that the circumstance of her not having her whole soul centred on the success of the repast and the pleasure of Bishop Helmsdale, imparted to her, in a great measure, the mood to ensure both. Her brother Louis it was who had laid out the plan of entertaining the Bishop, to which she had assented but indifferently. She was secretly bound to another, on whose career she had staked all her happiness. Having thus other interests she evinced to-day the ease of one who hazards nothing, and there was no sign of that preoccupation with housewifely contingencies which so often makes the hostess hardly recognizable as the charming woman who graced a friend’s home the day before. In marrying Swithin Lady Constantine had played her card,—recklessly, impulsively, ruinously, perhaps; but she had played it; it could not be withdrawn; and she took this morning’s luncheon as an episode that could result in nothing to her beyond the day’s entertainment.


  Hence, by that power of indirectness to accomplish in an hour what strenuous aiming will not effect in a lifetime, she fascinated the Bishop to an unprecedented degree. A bachelor, he rejoiced in the commanding period of life that stretches between the time of waning impulse and the time of incipient dotage, when a woman can reach the male heart neither by awakening a young man’s passion nor an old man’s infatuation. He must be made to admire, or he can be made to do nothing. Unintentionally that is how Viviette operated on her guest.


  Lady Constantine, to external view, was in a position to desire many things, and of a sort to desire them. She was obviously, by nature, impulsive to indiscretion. But instead of exhibiting activities to correspond, recently gratified affection lent to her manner just now a sweet serenity, a truly Christian contentment, which it puzzled the learned Bishop exceedingly to find in a warm young widow, and increased his interest in her every moment. Thus matters stood when the conversation veered round to the morning’s confirmation.


  ‘That was a singularly engaging young man who came up among Mr. Torkingham’s candidates,’ said the Bishop to her somewhat abruptly.


  But abruptness does not catch a woman without her wit. ‘Which one?’ she said innocently.


  ‘That youth with the “corn-coloured” hair, as a poet of the new school would call it, who sat just at the side of the organ. Do you know who he is?’


  In answering Viviette showed a little nervousness, for the first time that day.


  ‘O yes. He is the son of an unfortunate gentleman who was formerly curate here,—a Mr. St. Cleeve.’


  ‘I never saw a handsomer young man in my life,’ said the Bishop. Lady Constantine blushed. ‘There was a lack of self-consciousness, too, in his manner of presenting himself, which very much won me. A Mr. St. Cleeve, do you say? A curate’s son? His father must have been St. Cleeve of All Angels, whom I knew. How comes he to be staying on here? What is he doing?’


  Mr. Torkingham, who kept one ear on the Bishop all the lunch-time, finding that Lady Constantine was not ready with an answer, hastened to reply: ‘Your lordship is right. His father was an All Angels’ man. The youth is rather to be pitied.’


  ‘He was a man of talent,’ affirmed the Bishop. ‘But I quite lost sight of him.’


  ‘He was curate to the late vicar,’ resumed the parson, ‘and was much liked by the parish: but, being erratic in his tastes and tendencies, he rashly contracted a marriage with the daughter of a farmer, and then quarrelled with the local gentry for not taking up his wife. This lad was an only child. There was enough money to educate him, and he is sufficiently well provided for to be independent of the world so long as he is content to live here with great economy. But of course this gives him few opportunities of bettering himself.’


  ‘Yes, naturally,’ replied the Bishop of Melchester. ‘Better have been left entirely dependent on himself. These half-incomes do men little good, unless they happen to be either weaklings or geniuses.’


  Lady Constantine would have given the world to say, ‘He is a genius, and the hope of my life’; but it would have been decidedly risky, and in another moment was unnecessary, for Mr. Torkingham said, ‘There is a certain genius in this young man, I sometimes think.’


  ‘Well, he really looks quite out of the common,’ said the Bishop.


  ‘Youthful genius is sometimes disappointing,’ observed Viviette, not believing it in the least.


  ‘Yes,’ said the Bishop. ‘Though it depends, Lady Constantine, on what you understand by disappointing. It may produce nothing visible to the world’s eye, and yet may complete its development within to a very perfect degree. Objective achievements, though the only ones which are counted, are not the only ones that exist and have value; and I for one should be sorry to assert that, because a man of genius dies as unknown to the world as when he was born, he therefore was an instance of wasted material.’


  Objective achievements were, however, those that Lady Constantine had a weakness for in the present case, and she asked her more experienced guest if he thought early development of a special talent a good sign in youth.


  The Bishop thought it well that a particular bent should not show itself too early, lest disgust should result.


  ‘Still,’ argued Lady Constantine rather firmly (for she felt this opinion of the Bishop’s to be one throwing doubt on Swithin), ‘sustained fruition is compatible with early bias. Tycho Brahe showed quite a passion for the solar system when he was but a youth, and so did Kepler; and James Ferguson had a surprising knowledge of the stars by the time he was eleven or twelve.’


  ‘Yes; sustained fruition,’ conceded the Bishop (rather liking the words), ‘is certainly compatible with early bias. Fénelon preached at fourteen.’


  ‘He—Mr. St. Cleeve—is not in the church,’ said Lady Constantine.


  ‘He is a scientific young man, my lord,’ explained Mr. Torkingham.


  ‘An astronomer,’ she added, with suppressed pride.


  ‘An astronomer! Really, that makes him still more interesting than being handsome and the son of a man I knew. How and where does he study astronomy?’


  ‘He has a beautiful observatory. He has made use of an old column that was erected on this manor to the memory of one of the Constantines. It has been very ingeniously adapted for his purpose, and he does very good work there. I believe he occasionally sends up a paper to the Royal Society, or Greenwich, or somewhere, and to astronomical periodicals.’


  ‘I should have had no idea, from his boyish look, that he had advanced so far,’ the Bishop answered. ‘And yet I saw on his face that within there was a book worth studying. His is a career I should very much like to watch.’


  A thrill of pleasure chased through Lady Constantine’s heart at this praise of her chosen one. It was an unwitting compliment to her taste and discernment in singling him out for her own, despite its temporary inexpediency.


  Her brother Louis now spoke. ‘I fancy he is as interested in one of his fellow-creatures as in the science of astronomy,’ observed the cynic drily.


  ‘In whom?’ said Lady Constantine quickly.


  ‘In the fair maiden who sat at the organ,—a pretty girl, rather. I noticed a sort of by-play going on between them occasionally, during the sermon, which meant mating, if I am not mistaken.’


  ‘She!’ cried Lady Constantine. ‘She is only a village girl, a dairyman’s daughter,—Tabitha Lark, who used to come to read to me.’


  ‘She may be a savage, for all that I know: but there is something between those two young people, nevertheless.’


  The Bishop looked as if he had allowed his interest in a stranger to carry him too far, and Mr. Torkingham was horrified at the irreverent and easy familiarity of Louis Glanville’s talk in the presence of a consecrated bishop. As for Viviette, her tongue lost all its volubility. She felt quite faint at heart, and hardly knew how to control herself.


  ‘I have never noticed anything of the sort,’ said Mr. Torkingham.


  ‘It would be a matter for regret,’ said the Bishop, ‘if he should follow his father in forming an attachment that would be a hindrance to him in any honourable career; though perhaps an early marriage, intrinsically considered, would not be bad for him. A youth who looks as if he had come straight from old Greece may be exposed to many temptations, should he go out into the world without a friend or counsellor to guide him.’


  Despite her sudden jealousy Viviette’s eyes grew moist at the picture of her innocent Swithin going into the world without a friend or counsellor. But she was sick in soul and disquieted still by Louis’s dreadful remarks, who, unbeliever as he was in human virtue, could have no reason whatever for representing Swithin as engaged in a private love affair if such were not his honest impression.


  She was so absorbed during the remainder of the luncheon that she did not even observe the kindly light that her presence was shedding on the right reverend ecclesiastic by her side. He reflected it back in tones duly mellowed by his position; the minor clergy caught up the rays thereof, and so the gentle influence played down the table.


  The company soon departed when luncheon was over; and the remainder of the day passed in quietness, the Bishop being occupied in his room at the vicarage with writing letters or a sermon. Having a long journey before him the next day he had expressed a wish to be housed for the night without ceremony, and would have dined alone with Mr. Torkingham but that, by a happy thought, Lady Constantine and her brother were asked to join them.


  However, when Louis crossed the churchyard and entered the vicarage drawing-room at seven o’clock, his sister was not in his company. She was, he said, suffering from a headache, and much regretted that she was on that account unable to come. At this intelligence the social sparkle disappeared from the Bishop’s eye, and he sat down to table, endeavouring to mould into the form of episcopal serenity an expression which was really one of common human disappointment.


  In his simple statement Louis Glanville had by no means expressed all the circumstances which accompanied his sister’s refusal, at the last moment, to dine at her neighbour’s house. Louis had strongly urged her to bear up against her slight indisposition—if it were that, and not disinclination—and come along with him on just this one occasion, perhaps a more important episode in her life than she was aware of. Viviette thereupon knew quite well that he alluded to the favourable impression she was producing on the Bishop, notwithstanding that neither of them mentioned the Bishop’s name. But she did not give way, though the argument waxed strong between them; and Louis left her in no very amiable mood, saying, ‘I don’t believe you have any more headache than I have, Viviette. It is some provoking whim of yours—nothing more.’


  In this there was a substratum of truth. When her brother had left her, and she had seen him from the window entering the vicarage gate, Viviette seemed to be much relieved, and sat down in her bedroom till the evening grew dark, and only the lights shining through the trees from the parsonage dining-room revealed to the eye where that dwelling stood. Then she arose, and putting on the cloak she had used so many times before for the same purpose, she locked her bedroom door (to be supposed within, in case of the accidental approach of a servant), and let herself privately out of the house.


  Lady Constantine paused for a moment under the vicarage windows, till she could sufficiently well hear the voices of the diners to be sure that they were actually within, and then went on her way, which was towards the Rings-Hill column. She appeared a mere spot, hardly distinguishable from the sod, as she crossed the open ground, and soon became absorbed in the black mass of the fir plantation.


  Meanwhile the conversation at Mr. Torkingham’s dinner-table was not of a highly exhilarating quality. The parson, in long self-communing during the afternoon, had decided that the Diocesan Synod, whose annual session at Melchester had occurred in the month previous, would afford a solid and unimpeachable subject to launch during the meal, whenever conversation flagged; and that it would be one likely to win the respect of his spiritual chieftain for himself as the introducer. Accordingly, in the further belief that you could not have too much of a good thing, Mr. Torkingham not only acted upon his idea, but at every pause rallied to the synod point with unbroken firmness. Everything which had been discussed at that last session—such as the introduction of the lay element into the councils of the church, the reconstitution of the ecclesiastical courts, church patronage, the tithe question—was revived by Mr. Torkingham, and the excellent remarks which the Bishop had made in his addresses on those subjects were quoted back to him.


  As for Bishop Helmsdale himself, his instincts seemed to be to allude in a debonair spirit to the incidents of the past day—to the flowers in Lady Constantine’s beds, the date of her house—perhaps with a view of hearing a little more about their owner from Louis, who would very readily have followed the Bishop’s lead had the parson allowed him room. But this Mr. Torkingham seldom did, and about half-past nine they prepared to separate.


  Louis Glanville had risen from the table, and was standing by the window, looking out upon the sky, and privately yawning, the topics discussed having been hardly in his line.


  ‘A fine night,’ he said at last.


  ‘I suppose our young astronomer is hard at work now,’ said the Bishop, following the direction of Louis’s glance towards the clear sky.


  ‘Yes,’ said the parson; ‘he is very assiduous whenever the nights are good for observation. I have occasionally joined him in his tower, and looked through his telescope with great benefit to my ideas of celestial phenomena. I have not seen what he has been doing lately.’


  ‘Suppose we stroll that way?’ said Louis. ‘Would you be interested in seeing the observatory, Bishop?’


  ‘I am quite willing to go,’ said the Bishop, ‘if the distance is not too great. I should not be at all averse to making the acquaintance of so exceptional a young man as this Mr. St. Cleeve seems to be; and I have never seen the inside of an observatory in my life.’


  The intention was no sooner formed than it was carried out, Mr. Torkingham leading the way.


  ♣


  XXVI


  Half an hour before this time Swithin St. Cleeve had been sitting in his cabin at the base of the column, working out some figures from observations taken on preceding nights, with a view to a theory that he had in his head on the motions of certain so-called fixed stars.


  The evening being a little chilly a small fire was burning in the stove, and this and the shaded lamp before him lent a remarkably cosy air to the chamber. He was awakened from his reveries by a scratching at the window-pane like that of the point of an ivy leaf, which he knew to be really caused by the tip of his sweetheart-wife’s forefinger. He rose and opened the door to admit her, not without astonishment as to how she had been able to get away from her friends.


  ‘Dearest Viv, why, what’s the matter?’ he said, perceiving that her face, as the lamplight fell on it, was sad, and even stormy.


  ‘I thought I would run across to see you. I have heard something so—so—to your discredit, and I know it can’t be true! I know you are constancy itself; but your constancy produces strange effects in people’s eyes!’


  ‘Good heavens! Nobody has found us out——’


  ‘No, no—it is not that. You know, Swithin, that I am always sincere, and willing to own if I am to blame in anything. Now will you prove to me that you are the same by owning some fault to me?’


  ‘Yes, dear, indeed; directly I can think of one worth owning.’


  ‘I wonder one does not rush upon your tongue in a moment!’


  ‘I confess that I am sufficiently a Pharisee not to experience that spontaneity.’


  ‘Swithin, don’t speak so affectedly, when you know so well what I mean! Is it nothing to you that, after all our vows for life, you have thought it right to—flirt with a village girl?’


  ‘O Viviette!’ interrupted Swithin, taking her hand, which was hot and trembling. ‘You who are full of noble and generous feelings, and regard me with devoted tenderness that has never been surpassed by woman,—how can you be so greatly at fault? I flirt, Viviette? By thinking that you injure yourself in my eyes. Why, I am so far from doing so that I continually pull myself up for watching you too jealously, as to-day, when I have been dreading the effect upon you of other company in my absence, and thinking that you rather shut the gates against me when you have big-wigs to entertain.’


  ‘Do you, Swithin?’ she cried. It was evident that the honest tone of his words was having a great effect in clearing away the clouds. She added with an uncertain smile, ‘But how can I believe that, after what was seen to-day? My brother, not knowing in the least that I had an iota of interest in you, told me that he witnessed the signs of an attachment between you and Tabitha Lark in church, this morning.’


  ‘Ah!’ cried Swithin, with a burst of laughter. ‘Now I know what you mean, and what has caused this misunderstanding! How dear of you, Viviette, to come at once and have it out with me, instead of brooding over it with dark imaginings, and thinking bitter things of me, as many women would have done!’ He succinctly told the whole story of his little adventure with Tabitha that morning; and the sky was clear on both sides. ‘When shall I be able to claim you,’ he added, ‘and put an end to all such painful accidents as these?’


  She partially sighed. Her perception of what the outside world was made of, latterly somewhat obscured by solitude and her lover’s company, had been revived to-day by her entertainment of the Bishop, clergymen, and, more particularly, clergymen’s wives; and it did not diminish her sense of the difficulties in Swithin’s path to see anew how little was thought of the greatest gifts, mental and spiritual, if they were not backed up by substantial temporalities. However, the pair made the best of their future that circumstances permitted, and the interview was at length drawing to a close when there came, without the slightest forewarning, a smart rat-tat-tat upon the little door.


  ‘O I am lost!’ breathed Viviette, seizing his arm. ‘Why was I so incautious?’


  ‘It is nobody of consequence,’ whispered Swithin assuringly. ‘Somebody from my grandmother, probably, to know when I am coming home.’


  They were unperceived so far, for the only window which gave light to the hut was screened by a curtain. At that moment they heard the sound of their visitors’ voices, and, with a consternation as great as her own, Swithin discerned the tones of Mr. Torkingham and the Bishop of Melchester.


  ‘Where shall I get? What shall I do?’ said the poor lady, clasping her hands.


  Swithin looked around the cabin, and a very little look was required to take in all its resources. At the doorway end, as previously explained, were a table, stove, chair, cupboard, and so on; while the other was completely occupied by a diminutive Arabian bedstead, hung with curtains of pink-and-white chintz. On the inside of the bed there was a narrow channel, about a foot wide, between it and the wall of the hut. Into this cramped retreat Viviette slid herself, and stood trembling behind the curtains.


  By this time the knock had been repeated more loudly, the light through the window-blind unhappily revealing the presence of some inmate. Swithin smoothed the bed a little, threw open the door, and Mr. Torkingham introduced his visitors.


  The Bishop shook hands with the young man, told him he had known his father, and at Swithin’s invitation, weak as it was, entered the cabin, the vicar and Louis Glanville remaining on the threshold, not to inconveniently crowd the limited space within.


  Bishop Helmsdale looked benignantly around the apartment, and said, ‘Quite a settlement in the backwoods—quite: far enough from the world to afford the votary of science the seclusion he needs, and not so far as to limit his resources. A hermit might apparently live here in as much solitude as in a primeval forest.’


  ‘His lordship has been good enough to express an interest in your studies,’ said Mr. Torkingham to St. Cleeve. ‘And we have come to ask you to let us see the observatory.’


  ‘With great pleasure,’ stammered Swithin.


  ‘Where is the observatory?’ inquired the Bishop, peering round again.


  ‘The staircase is just outside this door,’ Swithin answered. ‘I am at your lordship’s service, and will show you up at once.’


  ‘And this is your little bed, for use when you work late,’ said the Bishop.


  ‘Yes; I am afraid it is rather untidy,’ Swithin apologized.


  ‘And here are your books,’ the Bishop continued, turning to the table and the shaded lamp. ‘You take an observation at the top, I presume, and come down here to record your observations.’


  The young man explained his precise processes as well as his state of mind would let him, and while he was doing so Mr. Torkingham and Louis waited patiently without, looking sometimes into the night, and sometimes through the door at the interlocutors, and listening to their scientific converse. When all had been exhibited here below Swithin lit his lantern, and, inviting his visitors to follow, led the way up the column, experiencing no small sense of relief as soon as he heard the footsteps of all three tramping on the stairs behind him. He knew very well that, once they were inside the spiral, Viviette was out of danger, her knowledge of the locality enabling her to find her way with perfect safety through the plantation, and into the park home.


  At the top he uncovered his equatorial, and, for the first time at ease, explained to them its beauties, and revealed by its help the glories of those stars that were eligible for inspection. The Bishop spoke as intelligently as could be expected on a topic not peculiarly his own; but, somehow, he seemed rather more abstracted in manner now than when he had arrived. Swithin thought that perhaps the long clamber up the stairs, coming after a hard day’s work, had taken his spontaneity out of him, and Mr. Torkingham was afraid that his lordship was getting bored. But this did not appear to be the case; for though he said little he stayed on some time longer, examining the construction of the dome after relinquishing the telescope; while occasionally Swithin caught the eyes of the Bishop fixed hard on him.


  ‘Perhaps he sees some likeness of my father in me,’ the young man thought; and the party making ready to leave at this time he conducted them to the bottom of the tower.


  Swithin was not prepared for what followed their descent. All were standing at the foot of the staircase. The astronomer, lantern in hand, offered to show them the way out of the plantation, to which Mr. Torkingham replied that he knew the way very well, and would not trouble his young friend. He strode forward with the words, and Louis followed him, after waiting a moment and finding that the Bishop would not take the precedence. The latter and Swithin were thus left together for one moment, whereupon the Bishop turned.


  ‘Mr. St. Cleeve,’ he said in a strange voice, ‘I should like to speak to you privately, before I leave to-morrow morning. Can you meet me—let me see—in the churchyard, at half-past ten o’clock?’


  ‘O yes, my lord, certainly,’ said Swithin. And before he had recovered from his surprise the Bishop had joined the others in the shades of the plantation.


  Swithin immediately opened the door of the hut, and scanned the nook behind the bed. As he had expected his bird had flown.


  ♣


  XXVII


  All night the astronomer’s mind was on the stretch with curiosity as to what the Bishop could wish to say to him. A dozen conjectures entered his brain, to be abandoned in turn as unlikely. That which finally seemed the most plausible was that the Bishop, having become interested in his pursuits, and entertaining friendly recollections of his father, was going to ask if he could do anything to help him on in the profession he had chosen. Should this be the case, thought the suddenly sanguine youth, it would seem like an encouragement to that spirit of firmness which had led him to reject his late uncle’s offer because it involved the renunciation of Lady Constantine.


  At last he fell asleep; and when he awoke it was so late that the hour was ready to solve what conjecture could not. After a hurried breakfast he paced across the fields, entering the churchyard by the south gate precisely at the appointed minute.


  The inclosure was well adapted for a private interview, being bounded by bushes of laurel and alder nearly on all sides. He looked round; the Bishop was not there, nor any living creature save himself. Swithin sat down upon a tombstone to await Bishop Helmsdale’s arrival.


  While he sat he fancied he could hear voices in conversation not far off, and further attention convinced him that they came from Lady Constantine’s lawn, which was divided from the churchyard by a high wall and shrubbery only. As the Bishop still delayed his coming, though the time was nearly eleven, and as the lady whose sweet voice mingled with those heard from the lawn was his personal property, Swithin became exceedingly curious to learn what was going on within that screened promenade. A way of doing so occurred to him. The key was in the church door; he opened it, entered, and ascended to the belfry in the west tower. At the back of this was a window commanding a full view of Viviette’s garden front.


  The flowers were all in gayest bloom, and the creepers on the walls of the house were bursting into tufts of young green. A broad gravel-walk ran from end to end of the façade, terminating in a large conservatory. In the walk were three people pacing up and down. Lady Constantine’s was the central figure, her brother being on one side of her, and on the other a stately form in a corded shovel-hat of glossy beaver and black breeches. This was the Bishop. Viviette carried over her shoulder a sunshade lined with red, which she twirled idly. They were laughing and chatting gaily, and when the group approached the churchyard many of their remarks entered the silence of the church tower through the ventilator of the window.


  The conversation was general, yet interesting enough to Swithin. At length Louis stepped upon the grass and picked up something that had lain there, which turned out to be a bowl: throwing it forward he took a second, and bowled it towards the first, or jack. The Bishop, who seemed to be in a sprightly mood, followed suit, and bowled one in a curve towards the jack, turning and speaking to Lady Constantine as he concluded the feat. As she had not left the gravelled terrace he raised his voice, so that the words reached Swithin distinctly.


  ‘Do you follow us?’ he asked gaily.


  ‘I am not skilful,’ she said. ‘I always bowl narrow.’


  The Bishop meditatively paused.


  ‘This moment reminds one of the scene in Richard the Second,’ he said. ‘I mean the Duke of York’s garden, where the queen and her two ladies play, and the queen says—


  
    “What sport shall we devise here in this garden,


    To drive away the heavy thought of care?”

  


  To which her lady answers, “Madam, we’ll play at bowls.”’


  ‘That’s an unfortunate quotation for you,’ said Lady Constantine; ‘for if I don’t forget, the queen declines, saying, “’Twill make me think the world is full of rubs, and that my fortune runs against the bias.”’


  ‘Then I cite mal à propos. But it is an interesting old game, and might have been played at that very date on this very green.’


  The Bishop lazily bowled another, and while he was doing it Viviette’s glance rose by accident to the belfry window, where she recognized Swithin’s face. Her surprise was only momentary; and waiting till both her companions’ backs were turned she smiled and blew him a kiss. In another minute she had another opportunity, and blew him another; afterwards blowing him one a third time.


  Her blowings were put a stop to by the Bishop and Louis throwing down the bowls and rejoining her in the path, the house clock at the moment striking half-past eleven.


  ‘This is a fine way of keeping an engagement,’ said Swithin to himself. ‘I have waited an hour while you indulge in those trifles!’


  He fumed, turned, and behold somebody was at his elbow: Tabitha Lark. Swithin started, and said, ‘How did you come here, Tabitha?’


  ‘In the course of my calling, Mr. St. Cleeve,’ said the smiling girl. ‘I come to practise on the organ. When I entered I saw you up here through the tower arch, and I crept up to see what you were looking at. The Bishop is a striking man, is he not?’


  ‘Yes, rather,’ said Swithin.


  ‘I think he is much devoted to Lady Constantine, and I am glad of it. Aren’t you?’


  ‘O yes—very,’ said Swithin, wondering if Tabitha had seen the tender little salutes between Lady Constantine and himself.


  ‘I don’t think she cares much for him,’ added Tabitha judicially. ‘Or, even if she does, she could be got away from him in no time by a younger man.’


  ‘Pooh, that’s nothing,’ said Swithin impatiently.


  Tabitha then remarked that her blower had not come to time, and that she must go to look for him; upon which she descended the stairs, and left Swithin again alone.


  A few minutes later the Bishop suddenly looked at his watch, Lady Constantine having withdrawn towards the house. Apparently apologizing to Louis the Bishop came down the terrace, and through the door into the churchyard. Swithin hastened downstairs and joined him in the path under the sunny wall of the aisle.


  Their glances met, and it was with some consternation that Swithin beheld the change that a few short minutes had wrought in that episcopal countenance. On the lawn with Lady Constantine the rays of an almost perpetual smile had brightened his dark aspect like flowers in a shady place: now the smile was gone as completely as yesterday; the lines of his face were firm; his dark eyes and whiskers were overspread with gravity; and as he gazed upon Swithin from the repose of his stable figure it was like an evangelized King of Spades come to have it out with the Knave of Hearts.


  To return for a moment to Louis Glanville. He had been somewhat struck with the abruptness of the Bishop’s departure, and more particularly by the circumstance that he had gone away by the private door into the churchyard instead of by the regular exit on the other side. True, great men were known to suffer from absence of mind, and Bishop Helmsdale, having a dim sense that he had entered by that door yesterday, might have unconsciously turned thitherward now. Louis, upon the whole, thought little of the matter, and being now left quite alone on the lawn, he seated himself in an arbour and began smoking.


  The arbour was situated against the churchyard wall. The atmosphere was as still as the air of a hot-house; only fourteen inches of brickwork divided Louis from the scene of the Bishop’s interview with St. Cleeve, and as voices on the lawn had been audible to Swithin in the churchyard, voices in the churchyard could be heard without difficulty from that close corner of the lawn. No sooner had Louis lit a cigar than the dialogue began.


  ‘Ah, you are here, St. Cleeve,’ said the Bishop gruffly, hardly replying to Swithin’s good morning. ‘I fear I am a little late. Well, my request to you to meet me may have seemed somewhat unusual, seeing that we were strangers till a few hours ago.’


  ‘I don’t mind that, if your lordship wishes to see me.’


  ‘I thought it best to see you regarding your confirmation yesterday; and my reason for taking a more active step with you than I should otherwise have done is that I have some interest in you through having known your father when we were undergraduates. His rooms were on the same staircase with mine at All Angels, and we were friendly till time and affairs separated us even more completely than usually happens. However, about your presenting yourself for confirmation.’ (The Bishop’s voice grew stern.) ‘If I had known yesterday morning what I knew twelve hours later, I wouldn’t have confirmed you at all.’


  ‘Indeed, my lord!’


  ‘Yes, I say it, and I mean it. I visited your observatory last night.’


  ‘You did, my lord.’


  ‘In inspecting it I noticed something which I may truly describe as extraordinary. I have had young men present themselves to me who turned out to be notoriously unfit, either from giddiness, from being profane or intemperate, or from some bad quality or other. But I never remember a case which equalled the cool culpability of this. While infringing the first principles of social decorum you might at least have respected the ordinance sufficiently to have stayed away from it altogether. Now I have sent for you here to see if a last entreaty and a direct appeal to your sense of manly uprightness will have any effect in inducing you to change your course of life.’


  The voice of Swithin in his next remark showed how tremendously this attack of the Bishop had told upon his feelings. Louis, of course, did not know the reason why the words should have affected him precisely as they did; to any one in the secret the double embarrassment arising from misapprehended ethics and inability to set matters right, because his word of secrecy to another was inviolable, would have accounted for the young man’s emotion sufficiently well.


  ‘I am very sorry your lordship should have seen anything objectionable,’ said Swithin. ‘May I ask what it was?’


  ‘You know what it was. Something in your chamber, which forced me to the above conclusions. I disguised my feelings of sorrow at the time for obvious reasons, but I never in my whole life was so shocked!’


  ‘At what, my lord?’


  ‘At what I saw.’


  ‘Pardon me, Bishop Helmsdale, but you said just now that we are strangers; so what you saw in my cabin concerns me only.’


  ‘There I contradict you. Twenty-four hours ago that remark would have been plausible enough; but by presenting yourself for confirmation at my hands you invited my investigation into your principles.’


  Swithin sighed. ‘I admit it,’ he said.


  ‘And what do I find them?’


  ‘You say reprehensible. But you might at least let me hear the proof!’


  ‘I can do more, sir. I can let you see it!’


  There was a pause. Louis Glanville was so highly interested that he stood upon the seat of the arbour, and looked through the leafage over the wall. The Bishop had produced an article from his pocket.


  ‘What is it?’ said Swithin, laboriously scrutinizing the thing as if he did not know what it was full well.


  ‘Why, don’t you see?’ said the Bishop, holding it out between his finger and thumb in Swithin’s face. ‘A bracelet,—a coral bracelet. I found the wanton object on the bed in your cabin! And of the sex of the owner there can be no doubt. More than that, she was concealed behind the curtains, for I saw them move.’ In the decision of his opinion the Bishop threw the coral bracelet down on a tombstone.


  ‘Nobody was in my room, my lord, who had not a perfect right to be there,’ said the younger man.


  ‘Well, well, that’s a matter of assertion. Now don’t get into a passion, and say to me in your haste what you’ll repent of saying afterwards.’


  ‘I am not in a passion, I assure your lordship. I am too sad for passion.’


  ‘Very well; that’s a hopeful sign. Now I would ask you, as one man of another, do you think that to come to me, the Bishop of this large and important diocese, as you came yesterday, and pretend to be something that you are not, is quite upright conduct, leave alone religious? Think it over. We may never meet again. But bear in mind what your Bishop and spiritual head says to you, and see if you cannot mend before it is too late.’


  Swithin was meek as Moses, but he tried to appear sturdy. ‘My lord, I am in a difficult position,’ he said mournfully; ‘how difficult, nobody but myself can tell. I cannot explain; there are insuperable reasons against it. But will you take my word of assurance that I am not so bad as I seem? Some day I will prove it. Till then I only ask you to suspend your judgment on me.’


  The Bishop shook his head incredulously and went towards the vicarage, as if he had lost his hearing. Swithin followed him with his eyes, and Louis followed the direction of Swithin’s. Before the Bishop had reached the vicarage entrance Lady Constantine crossed in front of him. She had a basket on her arm, and was, in fact, going to visit some of the poorer cottages. Who could believe the Bishop now to be the same man that he had been a moment before? The darkness left his face as if he had come out of a cave; his look was all sweetness, and shine, and gaiety, as he again greeted Viviette.


  ♣


  XXVIII


  The conversation which arose between the Bishop and Lady Constantine was of that lively and reproductive kind which cannot be ended during any reasonable halt of two people going in opposite directions. He turned, and walked with her along the laurel-screened lane that bordered the churchyard, till their voices died away in the distance. Swithin then aroused himself from his thoughtful regard of them, and went out of the churchyard by another gate.


  Seeing himself now to be left alone on the scene, Louis Glanville descended from his post of observation in the arbour. He came through the private doorway, and on to that spot among the graves where the Bishop and St. Cleeve had conversed. On the tombstone still lay the coral bracelet which Dr. Helmsdale had flung down there in his indignation; for the agitated, introspective mood into which Swithin had been thrown had banished from his mind all thought of securing the trinket and putting it in his pocket.


  Louis picked up the little red scandal-breeding thing, and while walking on with it in his hand he observed Tabitha Lark approaching the church, in company with the young blower whom she had gone in search of to inspire her organ-practising within. Louis immediately put together, with that rare diplomatic keenness of which he was proud, the little scene he had witnessed between Tabitha and Swithin during the confirmation, and the Bishop’s stern statement as to where he had found the bracelet. He had no longer any doubt that it belonged to her.


  ‘Poor girl!’ he said to himself, and sang in an undertone—


  
    ‘Tra deri, dera,


    L’histoire n’est pas nouvelle!’

  


  When she drew nearer Louis called her by name. She sent the boy into the church, and came forward, blushing at having been called by so fine a gentleman. Louis held out the bracelet.


  ‘Here is something I have found, or somebody else has found,’ he said to her. ‘I won’t state where. Put it away, and say no more about it. I will not mention it either. Now go on into the church where you are going, and may Heaven have mercy on your soul, my dear.’


  ‘Thank you, sir,’ said Tabitha, with some perplexity, yet inclined to be pleased, and only recognizing in the situation the fact that Lady Constantine’s humorous brother was making her a present.


  ‘You are much obliged to me?’


  ‘O yes!’


  ‘Well, Miss Lark, I’ve discovered a secret, you see.’


  ‘What may that be, Mr. Glanville?’


  ‘That you are in love.’


  ‘I don’t admit it, sir. Who told you so?’


  ‘Nobody. Only I put two and two together. Now take my advice. Beware of lovers! They are a bad lot, and bring young women to tears.’


  ‘Some do, I dare say. But some don’t.’


  ‘And you think that in your particular case the latter alternative will hold good? We generally think we shall be lucky ourselves, though all the world before us, in the same situation, have been otherwise.’


  ‘O yes, or we should die outright of despair.’


  ‘Well, I don’t think you will be lucky in your case.’


  ‘Please how do you know so much, since my case has not yet arrived?’ asked Tabitha, tossing her head a little disdainfully, but less than she might have done if he had not obtained a charter for his discourse by giving her the bracelet.


  ‘Fie, Tabitha!’


  ‘I tell you it has not arrived!’ she said, with some anger. ‘I have not got a lover, and everybody knows I haven’t, and it’s an insinuating thing for you to say so!’


  Louis laughed, thinking how natural it was that a girl should so emphatically deny circumstances that would not bear curious inquiry.


  ‘Why, of course I meant myself,’ he said soothingly. ‘So, then, you will not accept me?’


  ‘I didn’t know you meant yourself,’ she replied. ‘But I won’t accept you. And I think you ought not to jest on such subjects.’


  ‘Well, perhaps not. However, don’t let the Bishop see your bracelet, and all will be well. But mind, lovers are deceivers.’


  Tabitha laughed, and they parted, the girl entering the church. She had been feeling almost certain that, having accidentally found the bracelet somewhere, he had presented it in a whim to her as the first girl he met. Yet now she began to have momentary doubts whether he had not been labouring under a mistake, and had imagined her to be the owner. The bracelet was not valuable; it was, in fact, a mere toy,—the pair of which this was one being a little present made to Lady Constantine by Swithin on the day of their marriage; and she had not worn them with sufficient frequency out of doors for Tabitha to recognize either as positively her ladyship’s. But when, out of sight of the blower, the girl momentarily tried it on in a corner by the organ, it seemed to her that the ornament was possibly Lady Constantine’s. Now that the pink beads shone before her eyes on her own arm she remembered having seen a bracelet with just such an effect gracing the wrist of Lady Constantine upon one occasion. A temporary self-surrender to the sophism that if Mr. Louis Glanville chose to give away anything belonging to his sister, she, Tabitha, had a right to take it without question, was soon checked by a resolve to carry the tempting strings of coral to her ladyship that evening, and inquire the truth about them. This decided on she slipped the bracelet into her pocket, and played her voluntaries with a light heart.


  Bishop Helmsdale did not tear himself away from Welland till about two o’clock that afternoon, which was three hours later than he had intended to leave. It was with a feeling of relief that Swithin, looking from the top of the tower, saw the carriage drive out from the vicarage into the turnpike road, and whirl the right reverend gentleman again towards Warborne. The coast being now clear of him Swithin meditated how to see Viviette, and explain what had happened. With this in view he waited where he was till evening came on.


  Meanwhile Lady Constantine and her brother dined by themselves at Welland House. They had not met since the morning, and as soon as they were left alone Louis said, ‘You have done very well so far; but you might have been a little warmer.’


  ‘Done well?’ she asked, with surprise.


  ‘Yes, with the Bishop. The difficult question is how to follow up our advantage. How are you to keep yourself in sight of him?’


  ‘Heavens, Louis! You don’t seriously mean that the Bishop of Melchester has any feelings for me other than friendly?’


  ‘Viviette, this is affectation. You know he has as well as I do.’


  She sighed. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I own I had a suspicion of the same thing. What a misfortune!’


  ‘A misfortune? Surely the world is turned upside down! You will drive me to despair about our future if you see things so awry. Exert yourself to do something, so as to make of this accident a stepping-stone to higher things. The gentleman will give us the slip if we don’t pursue the friendship at once.’


  ‘I cannot have you talk like this,’ she cried impatiently. ‘I have no more thought of the Bishop than I have of the Pope. I would much rather not have had him here to lunch at all. You said it would be necessary to do it, and an opportunity, and I thought it my duty to show some hospitality when he was coming so near, Mr. Torkingham’s house being so small. But of course I understood that the opportunity would be one for you in getting to know him, your prospects being so indefinite at present; not one for me.’


  ‘If you don’t follow up this chance of being spiritual queen of Melchester, you will never have another of being anything. Mind this, Viviette: you are not so young as you were. You are getting on to be a middle-aged woman, and your black hair is precisely of the sort which time quickly turns grey. You must make up your mind to grizzled bachelors or widowers. Young marriageable men won’t look at you; or if they do just now, in a year or two more they’ll despise you as an antiquated party.’


  Lady Constantine perceptibly paled. ‘Young men what?’ she asked. ‘Say that again.’


  ‘I said it was no use to think of young men; they won’t look at you much longer; or if they do, it will be to look away again very quickly.’


  ‘You imply that if I were to marry a man younger than myself he would speedily acquire a contempt for me? How much younger must a man be than his wife—to get that feeling for her?’ She was resting her elbow on the chair as she faintly spoke the words, and covered her eyes with her hand.


  ‘An exceedingly small number of years,’ said Louis drily. ‘Now the Bishop is at least twenty years older than you, and on that account, no less than on others, is an excellent match. You would be head of the church in this diocese: what more can you require after these years of miserable obscurity? In addition, you would escape that minor thorn in the flesh of bishops’ wives, of being only “Mrs.” while their husbands are peers.’


  She was not listening; his previous observation still detained her thoughts.


  ‘Louis,’ she said, ‘in the case of a woman marrying a man much younger than herself, does he get to dislike her, even if there has been a social advantage to him in the union?’


  ‘Yes,—not a whit less. Ask any person of experience. But what of that? Let’s talk of our own affairs. You say you have no thought of the Bishop. And yet if he had stayed here another day or two he would have proposed to you straight off.’


  ‘Seriously, Louis, I could not accept him.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I don’t love him.’


  ‘Oh, oh, I like those words!’ cried Louis, throwing himself back in his chair and looking at the ceiling in satirical enjoyment. ‘A woman who at two-and-twenty married for convenience, at thirty talks of not marrying without love; the rule of inverse, that is, in which more requires less, and less requires more. As your only brother, older than yourself, and more experienced, I insist that you encourage the Bishop.’


  ‘Don’t quarrel with me, Louis!’ she said piteously. ‘We don’t know that he thinks anything of me,—we only guess.’


  ‘I know it,—and you shall hear how I know. I am of a curious and conjectural nature, as you are aware. Last night, when everybody had gone to bed, I stepped out for a five minutes’ smoke on the lawn, and walked down to where you get near the vicarage windows. While I was there in the dark one of them opened, and Bishop Helmsdale leant out. The illuminated oblong of your window shone him full in the face between the trees, and presently your shadow crossed it. He waved his hand, and murmured some tender words, though what they were exactly I could not hear.’


  ‘What a vague, imaginary story,—as if he could know my shadow! Besides, a man of the Bishop’s dignity wouldn’t have done such a thing. When I knew him as a younger man he was not at all romantic, and he’s not likely to have grown so now.’


  ‘That’s just what he is likely to have done. No lover is so extreme a specimen of the species as an old lover. Come, Viviette, no more of this fencing. I have entered into the project heart and soul—so much that I have postponed my departure till the matter is well under way.’


  ‘Louis—my dear Louis—you will bring me into some disagreeable position!’ said she, clasping her hands. ‘I do entreat you not to interfere or do anything rash about me. The step is impossible. I have something to tell you some day. I must live on, and endure——’


  ‘Everything except this penury,’ replied Louis, unmoved. ‘Come, I have begun the campaign by inviting Bishop Helmsdale, and I’ll take the responsibility of carrying it on. All I ask of you is not to make a ninny of yourself. Come, give me your promise!’


  ‘No, I cannot,—I don’t know how to! I only know one thing,—that I am in no hurry——’


  ‘“No hurry” be hanged! Agree, like a good sister, to charm the Bishop.’


  ‘I must consider!’ she replied, with perturbed evasiveness.


  It being a fine evening Louis went out of the house to enjoy his cigar in the shrubbery. On reaching his favourite seat he found he had left his cigar-case behind him; he immediately returned for it. When he approached the window by which he had emerged he saw Swithin St. Cleeve standing there in the dusk, talking to Viviette inside.


  St. Cleeve’s back was towards Louis, but, whether at a signal from her or by accident, he quickly turned and recognized Glanville; whereupon raising his hat to Lady Constantine the young man passed along the terrace-walk and out by the churchyard door.


  Louis rejoined his sister. ‘I didn’t know you allowed your lawn to be a public thoroughfare for the parish,’ he said.


  ‘I am not exclusive, especially since I have been so poor,’ replied she.


  ‘Then do you let everybody pass this way, or only that illustrious youth because he is so good-looking?’


  ‘I have no strict rule in the case. Mr. St. Cleeve is an acquaintance of mine, and he can certainly come here if he chooses.’ Her colour rose somewhat, and she spoke warmly.


  Louis was too cautious a bird to reveal to her what had suddenly dawned upon his mind—that his sister, in common with the (to his thinking) unhappy Tabitha Lark, had been foolish enough to get interested in this phenomenon of the parish, this scientific Adonis. But he resolved to cure at once her tender feeling, if it existed, by letting out a secret which would inflame her dignity against the weakness.


  ‘A good-looking young man,’ he said, with his eyes where Swithin had vanished. ‘But not so good as he looks. In fact a regular young sinner.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Oh, only a little feature I discovered in St. Cleeve’s history. But I suppose he has a right to sow his wild oats as well as other young men.’


  ‘Tell me what you allude to,—do, Louis.’


  ‘It is hardly fit that I should. However, the case is amusing enough. I was sitting in the arbour to-day, and was an unwilling listener to the oddest interview I ever heard of. Our friend the Bishop discovered, when we visited the observatory last night, that our astronomer was not alone in his seclusion. A lady shared his romantic cabin with him; and finding this, the Bishop naturally enough felt that the ordinance of confirmation had been profaned. So his lordship sent for Master Swithin this morning, and meeting him in the churchyard read him such an excommunicating lecture as I warrant he won’t forget in his lifetime. Ha-ha-ha! ’Twas very good,—very.’


  He watched her face narrowly while he spoke with such seeming carelessness. Instead of the agitation of jealousy that he had expected to be aroused by this hint of another woman in the case, there was a curious expression, more like embarrassment than anything else which might have been fairly attributed to the subject. ‘Can it be that I am mistaken?’ he asked himself.


  The possibility that he might be mistaken restored Louis to good-humour, and lights having been brought he sat with his sister for some time, talking with purpose of Swithin’s low rank on one side, and the sordid struggles that might be in store for him. St. Cleeve being in the unhappy case of deriving his existence through two channels of society, it resulted that he seemed to belong to either this or that according to the altitude of the beholder. Louis threw the light entirely on Swithin’s agricultural side, bringing out old Mrs. Martin and her connexions and her ways of life with luminous distinctness, till Lady Constantine became greatly depressed. She, in her hopefulness, had almost forgotten, latterly, that the bucolic element, so incisively represented by Messrs. Hezzy Biles, Haymoss Fry, Sammy Blore, and the rest entered into his condition at all; to her he had been the son of his academic father alone.


  But she would not reveal the depression to which she had been subjected by this resuscitation of the homely half of poor Swithin, presently putting an end to the subject by walking hither and thither about the room.


  ‘What have you lost?’ said Louis, observing her movements.


  ‘Nothing of consequence,—a bracelet.’


  ‘Coral?’ he inquired calmly.


  ‘Yes. How did you know it was coral? You have never seen it, have you?’


  He was about to make answer; but the amazed enlightenment which her announcement had produced in him through knowing where the Bishop had found such an article, led him to reconsider himself. Then, like an astute man, by no means sure of the dimensions of the intrigue he might be uncovering, he said carelessly, ‘I found such a one in the churchyard to-day. But I thought it appeared to be of no great rarity, and I gave it to one of the village girls who were passing by.’


  ‘Did she take it? Who was she?’ said the unsuspecting Viviette.


  ‘Really, I don’t remember. I suppose it is of no consequence?’


  ‘O no; its value is nothing, comparatively. It was only one of a pair such as young girls wear.’ Lady Constantine could not add that, in spite of this, she herself valued it as having been Swithin’s present, and the best he could afford.


  Panic-struck by his ruminations, although revealing nothing by his manner, Louis soon after went up to his room, professedly to write letters. He gave vent to a low whistle when he was out of hearing. He of course remembered perfectly well to whom he had given the corals, and resolved to seek out Tabitha the next morning to ascertain whether she could possibly have owned such a trinket as well as his sister,—which at present he very greatly doubted, though fervently hoping that she might.


  ♣


  XXIX


  The effect upon Swithin of the interview with the Bishop had been a very marked one. He felt that he had good ground for resenting that dignitary’s tone in haughtily assuming that all must be sinful which at the first blush appeared to be so, and in narrowly refusing a young man the benefit of a single doubt. Swithin’s assurance that he would be able to explain all some day had been taken in contemptuous incredulity.


  ‘He may be as virtuous as his prototype Timothy; but he’s an opinionated old fogey all the same,’ said St. Cleeve petulantly.


  Yet, on the other hand, Swithin’s nature was so fresh and ingenuous, notwithstanding that recent affairs had somewhat denaturalized him, that for a man in the Bishop’s position to think him immoral was almost as overwhelming as if he had actually been so, and at moments he could scarcely bear existence under so gross a suspicion. What was his union with Lady Constantine worth to him when, by reason of it, he was thought a reprobate by almost the only man who had professed to take an interest in him?


  Certainly, by contrast with his air-built image of himself as a worthy astronomer, received by all the world, and the envied husband of Viviette, the present imputation was humiliating. The glorious light of this tender and refined passion seemed to have become debased to burlesque hues by pure accident, and his æsthetic no less than his ethic taste was offended by such an anti-climax. He who had soared amid the remotest grandeurs of nature had been taken to task on a rudimentary question of morals, which had never been a question with him at all. This was what the exigencies of an awkward attachment had brought him to; but he blamed the circumstances, and not for one moment Lady Constantine.


  Having now set his heart against a longer concealment he was disposed to think that an excellent way of beginning a revelation of their marriage would be by writing a confidential letter to the Bishop, detailing the whole case. But it was impossible to do this on his own responsibility. He still recognized the understanding entered into with Viviette, before the marriage, to be as binding as ever,—that the initiative in disclosing their union should come from her. Yet he hardly doubted that she would take that initiative when he told her of his extraordinary reprimand in the churchyard.


  This was what he had come to do when Louis saw him standing at the window. But before he had said half-a-dozen words to Viviette she motioned him to go on, which he mechanically did, ere he could sufficiently collect his thoughts on its advisability or otherwise. He did not, however, go far. While Louis and his sister were discussing him in the drawing-room he lingered musing in the churchyard, hoping that she might be able to escape and join him in the consultation he so earnestly desired.


  She at last found opportunity to do this. As soon as Louis had left the room and shut himself in upstairs she ran out by the window in the direction Swithin had taken. When her footsteps began crunching on the gravel he came forward from the churchyard door.


  They embraced each other in haste, and then, in a few short panting words, she explained to him that her brother had heard and witnessed the interview on that spot between himself and the Bishop, and had told her the substance of the Bishop’s accusation, not knowing she was the woman in the cabin.


  ‘And what I cannot understand is this,’ she added; ‘how did the Bishop discover that the person behind the bed-curtains was a woman and not a man?’


  Swithin explained that the Bishop had found the bracelet on the bed, and had brought it to him in the churchyard.


  ‘O Swithin, what do you say? Found the coral bracelet? What did you do with it?’


  Swithin clapped his hand to his pocket.


  ‘Dear me! I recollect—I left it where it lay on Reuben Heath’s tombstone.’


  ‘O my dear, dear Swithin!’ she cried miserably. ‘You have compromised me by your forgetfulness. I have claimed the article as mine. My brother did not tell me that the Bishop brought it from the cabin. What can I, can I do, that neither the Bishop nor my brother may conclude I was the woman there?’


  ‘But if we announce our marriage——’


  ‘Even as your wife, the position was too undignified—too I don’t know what—for me ever to admit that I was there! Right or wrong, I must declare the bracelet was not mine. Such an escapade—why, it would make me ridiculous in the county; and anything rather than that!’


  ‘I was in hope that you would agree to let our marriage be known,’ said Swithin, with some disappointment. ‘I thought that these circumstances would make the reason for doing so doubly strong.’


  ‘Yes. But there are, alas, reasons against it still stronger! Let me have my way.’


  ‘Certainly, dearest. I promised that before you agreed to be mine. My reputation—what is it! Perhaps I shall be dead and forgotten before the next transit of Venus!’


  She soothed him tenderly, but could not tell him why she felt the reasons against any announcement as yet to be stronger than those in favour of it. How could she, when her feeling had been cautiously fed and developed by her brother Louis’s unvarnished exhibition of Swithin’s material position in the eyes of the world?—that of a young man, the scion of a family of farmers recently her tenants, living at the homestead with his grandmother, Mrs. Martin.


  To soften her refusal she said in declaring it, ‘One concession, Swithin, I certainly will make. I will see you oftener. I will come to the cabin and tower frequently; and will contrive, too, that you come to the house occasionally. During the last winter we passed whole weeks without meeting; don’t let us allow that to happen again.’


  ‘Very well, dearest,’ said Swithin good-humouredly. ‘I don’t care so terribly much for the old man’s opinion of me, after all. For the present, then, let things be as they are.’


  Nevertheless, the youth felt her refusal more than he owned; but the unequal temperament of Swithin’s age, so soon depressed on his own account, was also soon to recover on hers, and it was with almost a child’s forgetfulness of the past that he took her view of the case.


  When he was gone she hastily re-entered the house. Her brother had not reappeared from upstairs; but she was informed that Tabitha Lark was waiting to see her, if her ladyship would pardon the said Tabitha for coming so late. Lady Constantine made no objection, and saw the young girl at once.


  When Lady Constantine entered the waiting-room, behold, in Tabitha’s outstretched hand lay the coral ornament which had been causing Viviette so much anxiety.


  ‘I guessed, on second thoughts, that it was yours, my lady,’ said Tabitha, with rather a frightened face; ‘and so I have brought it back.’


  ‘But how did you come by it, Tabitha?’


  ‘Mr. Glanville gave it to me; he must have thought it was mine. I took it, fancying at the moment that he handed it to me because I happened to come by first after he had found it.’


  Lady Constantine saw how the situation might be improved so as to effect her deliverance from this troublesome little web of evidence.


  ‘O, you can keep it,’ she said brightly. ‘It was very good of you to bring it back. But keep it for your very own. Take Mr. Glanville at his word, and don’t explain. And, Tabitha, divide the strands into two bracelets; there are enough of them to make a pair.’


  The next morning, in pursuance of his resolution, Louis wandered round the grounds till he saw the girl for whom he was waiting enter the church. He accosted her over the wall. But, puzzling to view, a coral bracelet blushed on each of her young arms, for she had promptly carried out the suggestion of Lady Constantine.


  ‘You are wearing it, I see, Tabitha, with the other,’ he murmured. ‘Then you mean to keep it?’


  ‘Of course, I mean to keep what’s mine.’


  ‘You are sure it is not Lady Constantine’s? I find she has one like it.’


  ‘Quite sure. But if you doubt me you had better take it to her, sir, and ask her,’ said the saucy girl.


  ‘O no; that’s not necessary,’ replied Louis, considerably shaken in his convictions.


  When Louis met his sister, a short time after, he did not catch her, as he had intended to do, by saying suddenly, ‘I have found your bracelet. I know who has got it.’


  ‘You cannot have found it,’ she replied quietly, ‘for I have discovered that it was never lost,’ and stretching out both her hands she revealed one on each, Viviette having performed the same operation with her remaining bracelet that she had advised Tabitha to do with the other.


  Louis was mystified, but by no means convinced. In spite of this attempt to hoodwink him his mind returned to the subject every hour of the day. There was no doubt that either Tabitha or Viviette had been with Swithin in the cabin. He recapitulated every case that had occurred during his visit to Welland in which his sister’s manner had been of a colour to justify the suspicion that it was she. There was that strange incident in the corridor, when she had screamed at what she described to be a shadowy resemblance to her late husband; how very improbable that this fancy should have been the only cause of her agitation! Then he had noticed, during Swithin’s confirmation, a blush upon her cheek when he passed her on his way to the Bishop, and the fervour in her glance during the few moments of the imposition of hands. Then he suddenly recalled the night at the railway station, when the accident with the whip took place, and how, when he reached Welland House an hour later, he had found no Viviette there. Running thus from incident to incident he increased his suspicions without being able to cull from the circumstances anything amounting to evidence; but evidence he now determined to acquire without saying a word to any one.


  His plan was of a cruel kind: to set a trap into which the pair would blindly walk if any secret understanding existed between them of the nature he suspected.


  ♣


  XXX


  Louis began his stratagem by calling at the tower one afternoon, as if on the impulse of the moment.


  After a friendly chat with Swithin, whom he found there (having watched him enter), Louis invited the young man to dine the same evening at the House, that he might have an opportunity of showing him some interesting old scientific works in folio, which, according to Louis’s account, he had stumbled on in the library. Louis set no great bait for St. Cleeve in this statement, for old science was not old art which, having perfected itself, has died and left its secret hidden in its remains. But Swithin was a responsive fellow, and readily agreed to come; being, moreover, always glad of a chance of meeting Viviette en famille. He hoped to tell her of a scheme that had lately suggested itself to him as likely to benefit them both: that he should go away for a while, and endeavour to raise sufficient funds to visit the great observatories of Europe, with an eye to a post in one of them. Hitherto the only bar to the plan had been the exceeding narrowness of his income, which, though sufficient for his present life, was absolutely inadequate to the requirements of a travelling astronomer.


  Meanwhile Louis Glanville had returned to the House and told his sister in the most innocent manner that he had been in the company of St. Cleeve that afternoon, getting a few wrinkles on astronomy; that they had grown so friendly over the fascinating subject as to leave him no alternative but to invite St. Cleeve to dine at Welland the same evening, with a view to certain researches in the library afterwards.


  ‘I could quite make allowances for any youthful errors into which he may have been betrayed,’ Louis continued sententiously, ‘since, for a scientist, he is really admirable. No doubt the Bishop’s caution will not be lost upon him; and as for his birth and connexions—those he can’t help.’


  Lady Constantine showed such alacrity in adopting the idea of having Swithin to dinner, and she ignored his ‘youthful errors’ so completely, as almost to betray herself. In fulfilment of her promise to see him oftener she had been intending to run across to Swithin on that identical evening. Now the trouble would be saved in a very delightful way by the exercise of a little hospitality which Viviette herself would not have dared to suggest.


  Dinner-time came and with it Swithin, exhibiting rather a blushing and nervous manner that was, unfortunately, more likely to betray their cause than was Viviette’s own more practised bearing. Throughout the meal Louis sat like a spider in the corner of his web, observing them narrowly, and at moments flinging out an artful thread here and there, with a view to their entanglement. But they underwent the ordeal marvellously well. Perhaps the actual tie between them, through being so much closer and of so much more practical a nature than even their critic supposed it, was in itself a protection against their exhibiting that ultra-reciprocity of manner which, if they had been merely lovers, might have betrayed them.


  After dinner the trio duly adjourned to the library as had been planned, and the volumes were brought forth by Louis with the zest of a bibliophilist. Swithin had seen most of them before, and thought but little of them; but the pleasure of staying in the house made him welcome any reason for doing so, and he willingly looked at whatever was put before him, from Bertius’s Ptolemy to Rees’s Cyclopædia.


  The evening thus passed away, and it began to grow late. Swithin who, among other things, had planned to go to Greenwich next day to view the Royal Observatory, would every now and then start up and prepare to leave for home, when Glanville would unearth some other volume and so detain him yet another half-hour.


  ‘By George!’ he said, looking at the clock when Swithin was at last really about to depart. ‘I didn’t know it was so late. Why not stay here to-night, St. Cleeve? It is very dark, and the way to your place is an awkward cross-cut over the fields.’


  ‘It would not inconvenience us at all, Mr. St. Cleeve, if you would care to stay,’ said Lady Constantine.


  ‘I am afraid—the fact is, I wanted to take an observation at twenty minutes past two,’ began Swithin.


  ‘O, now, never mind your observation,’ said Louis. ‘That’s only an excuse. Do that to-morrow night. Now you will stay. It is settled. Viviette, say he must stay, and we’ll have another hour of these charming intellectual researches.’


  Viviette obeyed with delightful ease. ‘Do stay, Mr. St. Cleeve!’ she said sweetly.


  ‘Well, in truth I can do without the observation,’ replied the young man as he gave way. ‘It is not of the greatest consequence.’


  Thus it was arranged; but the researches among the tomes were not prolonged to the extent that Louis had suggested. In three-quarters of an hour from that time they had all retired to their respective rooms; Lady Constantine’s being on one side of the west corridor, Swithin’s opposite, and Louis’s at the further end.


  Had a person followed Louis when he withdrew, that watcher would have discovered, on peeping through the key-hole of his door, that he was engaged in one of the oddest of occupations for such a man,—sweeping down from the ceiling, by means of a walking-cane, a long cobweb which lingered on high in the corner. Keeping it stretched upon the cane he gently opened the door, and set the candle in such a position on the mat that the light shone down the corridor. Thus guided by its rays he passed out slipperless, till he reached the door of St. Cleeve’s room, where he applied the dangling spider’s thread in such a manner that it stretched across like a tight-rope from jamb to jamb, barring, in its fragile way, entrance and egress. The operation completed he retired again, and, extinguishing his light, went through his bedroom window out upon the flat roof of the portico to which it gave access.


  Here Louis made himself comfortable in his chair and smoking-cap, enjoying the fragrance of a cigar for something like half-an-hour. His position commanded a view of the two windows of Lady Constantine’s room, and from these a dim light shone continuously. Having the window partly open at his back, and the door of his room also scarcely closed, his ear retained a fair command of any noises that might be made.


  In due time faint movements became audible; whereupon, returning to his room, he re-entered the corridor and listened intently. All was silent again, and darkness reigned from end to end. Glanville, however, groped his way along the passage till he again reached Swithin’s door, where he examined, by the light of a wax-match he had brought, the condition of the spider’s thread. It was gone; somebody had carried it off bodily, as Samson carried off the pin and the web. In other words, a person had passed through the door.


  Still holding the faint wax-light in his hand Louis turned to the door of Lady Constantine’s chamber, where he observed first that, though it was pushed together so as to appear fastened to cursory view, the door was not really closed by about a quarter of an inch. He dropped his light and extinguished it with his foot. Listening he heard a voice within—Viviette’s voice, in a subdued murmur, though speaking earnestly.


  Without any hesitation Louis then returned to Swithin’s door, opened it, and walked in. The starlight from without was sufficient, now that his eyes had become accustomed to the darkness, to reveal that the room was unoccupied, and that nothing therein had been disturbed.


  With a heavy tread Louis came forth, walked loudly across the corridor, knocked at Lady Constantine’s door, and called ‘Viviette!’


  She heard him instantly, replying ‘Yes’ in startled tones. Immediately afterwards she opened her door, and confronted him in her dressing-gown, with a light in her hand. ‘What is the matter, Louis?’ she said.


  ‘I am greatly alarmed. Our visitor is missing.’


  ‘Missing? What, Mr. St. Cleeve?’


  ‘Yes. I was sitting up to finish a cigar, when I thought I heard a noise in this direction. On coming to his room I find he is not there.’


  ‘Good Heaven! I wonder what has happened!’ she exclaimed, in apparently intense alarm.


  ‘I wonder,’ said Glanville grimly.


  ‘Suppose he is a somnambulist! If so, he may have gone out and broken his neck. I have never heard that he is one, but they say that sleeping in strange places disturbs the minds of people who are given to that sort of thing, and provokes them to it.’


  ‘Unfortunately for your theory his bed has not been touched.’


  ‘O, what then can it be?’


  Her brother looked her full in the face. ‘Viviette!’ he said sternly.


  She seemed puzzled. ‘Well?’ she replied, in simple tones.


  ‘I heard voices in your room,’ he continued.


  ‘Voices?’


  ‘A voice,—yours.’


  ‘Yes, you may have done so. It was mine.’


  ‘A listener is required for a speaker.’


  ‘True, Louis.’


  ‘Well, to whom were you speaking?’


  ‘To God.’


  ‘Viviette! I am ashamed of you.’


  ‘I was saying my prayers.’


  ‘Prayers—to God! To St. Swithin, rather!’


  ‘What do you mean, Louis?’ she asked, flushing up warm, and drawing back from him. ‘It was a form of prayer I use, particularly when I am in trouble. It was recommended to me by the Bishop, and Mr. Torkingham commends it very highly.’


  ‘On your honour, if you have any,’ he said bitterly, ‘whom have you there in your room?’


  ‘No human being.’


  ‘Flatly, I don’t believe you.’


  She gave a dignified little bow, and, waving her hand into the apartment, said, ‘Very well; then search and see.’


  Louis entered, and glanced round the room, behind the curtains, under the bed, out of the window—a view from which showed that escape thence would have been impossible,—everywhere, in short, capable or incapable of affording a retreat to humanity; but discovered nobody. All he observed was that a light stood on the low table by her bedside; that on the bed lay an open Prayer-Book, the counterpane being unpressed, except into a little pit beside the Prayer-Book, apparently where her head had rested in kneeling.


  ‘But where is St. Cleeve?’ he said, turning in bewilderment from these evidences of innocent devotion.


  ‘Where can he be?’ she chimed in, with real distress. ‘I should so much like to know. Look about for him. I am quite uneasy!’


  ‘I will, on one condition: that you own that you love him.’


  ‘Why should you force me to that?’ she murmured. ‘It would be no such wonder if I did.’


  ‘Come, you do.’


  ‘Well, I do.’


  ‘Now I’ll look for him.’


  Louis took a light and turned away, astonished that she had not indignantly resented his intrusion and the nature of his questioning.


  At this moment a slight noise was heard on the staircase, and they could see a figure rising step by step, and coming forward against the long lights of the staircase window. It was Swithin, in his ordinary dress, and carrying his boots in his hand. When he beheld them standing there so motionless, he looked rather disconcerted, but came on towards his room.


  Lady Constantine was too agitated to speak, but Louis said, ‘I am glad to see you again. Hearing a noise a few minutes ago I came out to learn what it could be. I found you absent, and we have been very much alarmed.’


  ‘I am very sorry,’ said Swithin, with contrition. ‘I owe you a hundred apologies: but the truth is that on entering my bedroom I found the sky remarkably clear, and though I told you that the observation I was to make was of no great consequence, on thinking it over alone I felt it ought not to be allowed to pass; so I was tempted to run across to the observatory, and make it, as I had hoped, without disturbing anybody. If I had known that I should alarm you I would not have done it for the world.’


  Swithin spoke very earnestly to Louis, and did not observe the tender reproach in Viviette’s eyes when he showed by his tale his decided notion that the prime use of dark nights lay in applying them to the furtherance of practical astronomy.


  Everything being now satisfactorily explained the three retired to their several chambers, and Louis heard no more noises that night, or rather morning; his attempts to solve the mystery of Viviette’s life here and her relations with St. Cleeve having thus far resulted chiefly in perplexity. True, an admission had been wrung from her; and even without such an admission it was clear that she had a tender feeling for Swithin. How to extinguish that romantic folly it now became his object to consider.


  ♣


  XXXI


  Swithin’s midnight excursion to the tower in the cause of science led him to oversleep himself, and when the brother and sister met at breakfast in the morning he did not appear.


  ‘Don’t disturb him,—don’t disturb him,’ said Louis laconically. ‘Hullo, Viviette, what are you reading there that makes you flame up so?’


  She was glancing over a letter that she had just opened, and at his words looked up with misgiving.


  The incident of the previous night left her in great doubt as to what her bearing towards him ought to be. She had made no show of resenting his conduct at the time, from a momentary supposition that he must know all her secret; and afterwards, finding that he did not know it, it seemed too late to affect indignation at his suspicions. So she preserved a quiet neutrality. Even had she resolved on an artificial part she might have forgotten to play it at this instant, the letter being of a kind to banish previous considerations.


  ‘It is a letter from Bishop Helmsdale,’ she faltered.


  ‘Well done! I hope for your sake it is an offer.’


  ‘That’s just what it is.’


  ‘No,—surely?’ said Louis, beginning a laugh of surprise.


  ‘Yes,’ she returned indifferently. ‘You can read it, if you like.’


  ‘I don’t wish to pry into a communication of that sort.’


  ‘Oh, you may read it,’ she said, tossing the letter across to him.


  Louis thereupon read as under:—


  
    The Palace, Melchester,

    June 28, 18—.


    My dear Lady Constantine—During the two or three weeks that have elapsed since I experienced the great pleasure of renewing my acquaintance with you, the varied agitation of my feelings has clearly proved that my only course is to address you by letter, and at once. Whether the subject of my communication be acceptable to you or not, I can at least assure you that to suppress it would be far less natural, and upon the whole less advisable, than to speak out frankly, even if afterwards I hold my peace for ever.


    The great change in my experience during the past year or two—the change, that is, which has resulted from my advancement to a bishopric—has frequently suggested to me, of late, that a discontinuance in my domestic life of the solitude of past years was a question which ought to be seriously contemplated. But whether I should ever have contemplated it without the great good fortune of my meeting with you is doubtful. However, the thing has been considered at last, and without more ado I candidly ask if you would be willing to give up your life at Welland, and relieve my household loneliness here by becoming my wife.


    I am far from desiring to force a hurried decision on your part, and will wait your good pleasure patiently, should you feel any uncertainty at the moment as to the step. I am quite disqualified, by habits and experience, for the delightful procedure of urging my suit in the ardent terms which would be so appropriate towards such a lady, and so expressive of my inmost feeling. In truth, a prosy cleric of one-and-fifty wants encouragement to make him eloquent. Of this, however, I can assure you: that if admiration, esteem, and devotion can compensate in any way for the lack of those qualities which might be found to burn with more outward brightness in a younger man, those it is in my power to bestow for the term of my earthly life. Your steady adherence to church principles and your interest in ecclesiastical polity (as was shown by your bright questioning on those subjects during our morning walk round your grounds) have indicated strongly to me the grace and appropriateness with which you would fill the position of a bishop’s wife, and how greatly you would add to his reputation, should you be disposed to honour him with your hand. Formerly there have been times when I was of opinion—and you will rightly appreciate my candour in owning it—that a wife was an impediment to a bishop’s due activities; but constant observation has convinced me that, far from this being the truth, a meet consort infuses life into episcopal influence and teaching.


    Should you reply in the affirmative I will at once come to see you, and with your permission will, among other things, show you a few plain, practical rules which I have interested myself in drawing up for our future guidance. Should you refuse to change your condition on my account, your decision will, as I need hardly say, be a great blow to me. In any event, I could not do less than I have done, after giving the subject my full consideration. Even if there be a slight deficiency of warmth on your part, my earnest hope is that a mind comprehensive as yours will perceive the immense power for good that you might exercise in the position in which a union with me would place you, and allow that perception to weigh in determining your answer.


    I remain, my dear Lady Constantine, with the highest respect and affection,—Yours always,


    C. Melchester.

  


  ‘Well, you will not have the foolhardiness to decline, now that the question has actually been popped, I should hope,’ said Louis, when he had done reading.


  ‘Certainly I shall,’ she replied.


  ‘You will really be such a flat, Viviette?’


  ‘You speak without much compliment. I have not the least idea of accepting him.’


  ‘Surely you will not let your infatuation for that young fellow carry you so far, after my acquainting you with the shady side of his character? You call yourself a religious woman, say your prayers out loud, follow up the revived methods in church practice, and what not; and yet you can think with partiality of a person who, far from having any religion in him, breaks the most elementary commandments in the decalogue.’


  ‘I cannot agree with you,’ she said, turning her face askance, for she knew not how much of her brother’s language was sincere, and how much assumed, the extent of his discoveries with regard to her secret ties being a mystery. At moments she was disposed to declare the whole truth, and have done with it. But she hesitated, and left the words unsaid; and Louis continued his breakfast in silence.


  When he had finished, and she had eaten little or nothing, he asked once more, ‘How do you intend to answer that letter? Here you are, the poorest woman in the county, abandoned by people who used to be glad to know you, and leading a life as dismal and dreary as a nun’s, when an opportunity is offered you of leaping at once into a leading position in this part of England. Bishops are given to hospitality; you would be welcomed everywhere. In short, your answer must be yes.’


  ‘And yet it will be no,’ she said, in a low voice. She had at length learnt, from the tone of her brother’s latter remarks, that at any rate he had no knowledge of her actual marriage, whatever indirect ties he might suspect her guilty of.


  Louis could restrain himself no longer at her answer. ‘Then conduct your affairs your own way. I know you to be leading a life that won’t bear investigation, and I’m hanged if I’ll stay here any longer!’


  Saying which, Glanville jerked back his chair, and strode out of the room. In less than a quarter of an hour, and before she had moved a step from the table, she heard him leaving the house.


  ♣
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  What to do she could not tell. The step which Swithin had entreated her to take, objectionable and premature as it had seemed in a county aspect, would at all events have saved her from this dilemma. Had she allowed him to tell the Bishop his simple story in its fulness, who could say but that that divine might have generously bridled his own impulses, entered into the case with sympathy, and forwarded with zest their designs for the future, owing to his interest of old in Swithin’s father, and in the naturally attractive features of the young man’s career.


  A puff of wind from the open window, wafting the Bishop’s letter to the floor, aroused her from her reverie. With a sigh she stooped and picked it up, glanced at it again; then arose, and with the deliberateness of inevitable action wrote her reply:—


  
    Welland House, June 29, 18—


    My dear Bishop of Melchester—I confess to you that your letter, so gracious and flattering as it is, has taken your friend somewhat unawares. The least I can do in return for its contents is to reply as quickly as possible.


    There is no one in the world who esteems your high qualities more than myself, or who has greater faith in your ability to adorn the episcopal seat that you have been called on to fill. But to your question I can give only one reply, and that is an unqualified negative. To state this unavoidable decision distresses me, without affectation; and I trust you will believe that, though I decline the distinction of becoming your wife, I shall never cease to interest myself in all that pertains to you and your office; and shall feel the keenest regret if this refusal should operate to prevent a lifelong friendship between us.—I am, my dear Bishop of Melchester, ever sincerely yours,


    Viviette Constantine.

  


  A sudden revulsion from the subterfuge of writing as if she were still a widow, wrought in her mind a feeling of dissatisfaction with the whole scheme of concealment; and pushing aside the letter she allowed it to remain unfolded and unaddressed. In a few minutes she heard Swithin approaching, when she put the letter out of the way and turned to receive him.


  Swithin entered quietly, and looked round the room. Seeing with unexpected pleasure that she was there alone, he came over and kissed her. Her discomposure at some foregone event was soon obvious.


  ‘Has my staying caused you any trouble?’ he asked in a whisper. ‘Where is your brother this morning?’


  She smiled through her perplexity as she took his hand. ‘The oddest things happen to me, dear Swithin,’ she said. ‘Do you wish particularly to know what has happened now?’


  ‘Yes, if you don’t mind telling me.’


  ‘I do mind telling you. But I must. Among other things I am resolving to give way to your representations,—in part, at least. It will be best to tell the Bishop everything, and my brother, if not other people.’


  ‘I am truly glad to hear it, Viviette,’ said he cheerfully. ‘I have felt for a long time that honesty is the best policy.’


  ‘I at any rate feel it now. But it is a policy that requires a great deal of courage!’


  ‘It certainly requires some courage,—I should not say a great deal; and indeed, as far as I am concerned, it demands less courage to speak out than to hold my tongue.’


  ‘But, you silly boy, you don’t know what has happened. The Bishop has made me an offer of marriage.’


  ‘Good gracious, what an impertinent old man! What have you done about it, dearest?’


  ‘Well, I have hardly accepted him,’ she replied, laughing. ‘It is this event which has suggested to me that I should make my refusal a reason for confiding our situation to him.’


  ‘What would you have done if you had not been already appropriated?’


  ‘That’s an inscrutable mystery. He is a worthy man; but he has very pronounced views about his own position, and some other undesirable qualities. Still, who knows? You must bless your stars that you have secured me. Now let us consider how to draw up our confession to him. I wish I had listened to you at first, and allowed you to take him into our confidence before his declaration arrived. He may possibly resent the concealment now. However, this cannot be helped.’


  ‘I tell you what, Viviette,’ said Swithin, after a thoughtful pause, ‘if the Bishop is such an earthly sort of man as this, a man who goes falling in love, and wanting to marry you, and so on, I am not disposed to confess anything to him at all. I fancied him altogether different from that.’


  ‘But he’s none the worse for it, dear.’


  ‘I think he is—to lecture me and love you, all in one breath!’


  ‘Still, that’s only a passing phase; and you first proposed making a confidant of him.’


  ‘I did…. Very well. Then we are to tell nobody but the Bishop?’


  ‘And my brother Louis. I must tell him; it is unavoidable. He suspects me in a way I could never have credited of him!’


  Swithin, as was before stated, had arranged to start for Greenwich that morning, permission having been accorded him by the Astronomer-Royal to view the Observatory; and their final decision was that, as he could not afford time to sit down with her, and write to the Bishop in collaboration, each should, during the day, compose a well-considered letter, disclosing their position from his and her own point of view; Lady Constantine leading up to her confession by her refusal of the Bishop’s hand. It was necessary that she should know what Swithin contemplated saying, that her statements might precisely harmonize. He ultimately agreed to send her his letter by the next morning’s post, when, having read it, she would in due course despatch it with her own.


  As soon as he had breakfasted Swithin went his way, promising to return from Greenwich by the end of the week.


  Viviette passed the remainder of that long summer day, during which her young husband was receding towards the capital, in an almost motionless state. At some instants she felt exultant at the idea of announcing her marriage and defying general opinion. At another her heart misgave her, and she was tormented by a fear lest Swithin should some day accuse her of having hampered his deliberately-shaped plan of life by her intrusive romanticism. That was often the trick of men who had sealed by marriage, in their inexperienced youth, a love for those whom their maturer judgment would have rejected as too obviously disproportionate in years.


  However, it was now too late for these lugubrious thoughts; and, bracing herself, she began to frame the new reply to Bishop Helmsdale—the plain, unvarnished tale that was to supplant the undivulging answer first written. She was engaged on this difficult problem till daylight faded in the west, and the broad-faced moon edged upwards, like a plate of old gold, over the elms towards the village. By that time Swithin had reached Greenwich; her brother had gone she knew not whither; and she and loneliness dwelt solely, as before, within the walls of Welland House.


  At this hour of sunset and moonrise the new parlourmaid entered, to inform her that Mr. Cecil’s head clerk, from Warborne, particularly wished to see her.


  Mr. Cecil was her solicitor, and she knew of nothing whatever that required his intervention just at present. But he would not have sent at this time of day without excellent reasons, and she directed that the young man might be shown in where she was. On his entry the first thing she noticed was that in his hand he carried a newspaper.


  ‘In case you should not have seen this evening’s paper, Lady Constantine, Mr. Cecil has directed me to bring it to you at once, on account of what appears there in relation to your ladyship. He has only just seen it himself.’


  ‘What is it? How does it concern me?’


  ‘I will point it out.’


  ‘Read it yourself to me. Though I am afraid there’s not enough light.’


  ‘I can see very well here,’ said the lawyer’s clerk, stepping to the window. Folding back the paper he read:—


  
    ‘News from South Africa.


    ‘Cape Town, May 17 (viâ Plymouth).—A correspondent of the Cape Chronicle states that he has interviewed an Englishman just arrived from the interior, and learns from him that a considerable misapprehension exists in England concerning the death of the traveller and hunter, Sir Blount Constantine—’

  


  ‘O, he’s living! My husband is alive,’ she cried, sinking down in nearly a fainting condition.


  ‘No, my lady. Sir Blount is dead enough, I am sorry to say.’


  ‘Dead, did you say?’


  ‘Certainly, Lady Constantine; there is no doubt of it.’


  She sat up, and her intense relief almost made itself perceptible like a fresh atmosphere in the room. ‘Yes. Then what did you come for?’ she asked calmly.


  ‘That Sir Blount has died is unquestionable,’ replied the lawyer’s clerk gently. ‘But there has been some mistake about the date of his death.’


  ‘He died of malarious fever on the banks of the Zouga, October 24, 18—.’


  ‘No; he only lay ill there a long time, it seems. It was a companion who died at that date. But I’ll read the account to your ladyship, with your permission:—


  ‘The decease of this somewhat eccentric wanderer did not occur at the time hitherto supposed, but only in last December. The following is the account of the Englishman alluded to, given as nearly as possible in his own words: During the illness of Sir Blount and his friend by the Zouga, three of the servants went away, taking with them a portion of his clothing and effects; and it must be they who spread the report of his death at this time. After his companion’s death he mended, and when he was strong enough he and I travelled on to a healthier district. I urged him not to delay his return to England; but he was much against going back there again, and became so rough in his manner towards me that we parted company at the first opportunity I could find. I joined a party of white traders returning to the West Coast. I stayed here among the Portuguese for many months. I then found that an English travelling party were going to explore a district adjoining that which I had formerly traversed with Sir Blount. They said they would be glad of my services, and I joined them. When we had crossed the territory to the South of Ulunda, and drew near to Marzambo, I heard tidings of a man living there whom I suspected to be Sir Blount, although he was not known by that name. Being so near I was induced to seek him out, and found that he was indeed the same. He had dropped his old name altogether, and had married a native princess—’


  ‘Married a native princess!’ said Lady Constantine.


  ‘That’s what it says, my lady,—


  ‘married a native princess according to the rites of the tribe, and was living very happily with her. He told me he should never return to England again. He also told me that having seen this princess just after I had left him, he had been attracted by her, and had thereupon decided to reside with her in that country, as being a land which afforded him greater happiness than he could hope to attain elsewhere. He asked me to stay with him, instead of going on with my party, and not reveal his real title to any of them. After some hesitation I did stay, and was not uncomfortable at first. But I soon found that Sir Blount drank much harder now than when I had known him, and that he was at times very greatly depressed in mind at his position. One morning in the middle of December last I heard a shot from his dwelling. His wife rushed frantically past me as I hastened to the spot, and when I entered I found that he had put an end to himself with his revolver. His princess was broken-hearted all that day. When we had buried him I discovered in his house a little box directed to his solicitors at Warborne, in England, and a note for myself, saying that I had better get the first chance of returning that offered, and requesting me to take the box with me. It is supposed to contain papers and articles for friends in England who have deemed him dead for some time.’


  The clerk stopped his reading, and there was a silence. ‘The middle of last December,’ she at length said, in a whisper. ‘Has the box arrived yet?’


  ‘Not yet, my lady. We have no further proof of anything. As soon as the package comes to hand you shall know of it immediately.’


  Such was the clerk’s mission; and, leaving the paper with her, he withdrew. The intelligence amounted to thus much: that, Sir Blount having been alive till at least six weeks after her marriage with Swithin St. Cleeve, Swithin St. Cleeve was not her husband in the eyes of the law; that she would have to consider how her marriage with the latter might be instantly repeated, to establish herself legally as that young man’s wife.


  ♣
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  Next morning Viviette received a visit from Mr. Cecil himself. He informed her that the box spoken of by the servant had arrived quite unexpectedly just after the departure of his clerk on the previous evening. There had not been sufficient time for him to thoroughly examine it as yet, but he had seen enough to enable him to state that it contained letters, dated memoranda in Sir Blount’s handwriting, notes referring to events which had happened later than his supposed death, and other irrefragable proofs that the account in the newspapers was correct as to the main fact—the comparatively recent date of Sir Blount’s decease.


  She looked up, and spoke with the irresponsible helplessness of a child.


  ‘On reviewing the circumstances, I cannot think how I could have allowed myself to believe the first tidings!’ she said.


  ‘Everybody else believed them, and why should you not have done so?’ said the lawyer.


  ‘How came the will to be permitted to be proved, as there could, after all, have been no complete evidence?’ she asked. ‘If I had been the executrix I would not have attempted it! As I was not, I know very little about how the business was pushed through. In a very unseemly way, I think.’


  ‘Well, no,’ said Mr. Cecil, feeling himself morally called upon to defend legal procedure from such imputations. ‘It was done in the usual way in all cases where the proof of death is only presumptive. The evidence, such as it was, was laid before the court by the applicants, your husband’s cousins; and the servants who had been with him deposed to his death with a particularity that was deemed sufficient. Their error was, not that somebody died—for somebody did die at the time affirmed—but that they mistook one person for another; the person who died being not Sir Blount Constantine. The court was of opinion that the evidence led up to a reasonable inference that the deceased was actually Sir Blount, and probate was granted on the strength of it. As there was a doubt about the exact day of the month, the applicants were allowed to swear that he died on or after the date last given of his existence—which, in spite of their error then, has really come true, now, of course.’


  ‘They little think what they have done to me by being so ready to swear!’ she murmured.


  Mr. Cecil, supposing her to allude only to the pecuniary straits in which she had been prematurely placed by the will taking effect a year before its due time, said, ‘True. It has been to your ladyship’s loss, and to their gain. But they will make ample restitution, no doubt: and all will be wound up satisfactorily.’


  Lady Constantine was far from explaining that this was not her meaning; and, after some further conversation of a purely technical nature, Mr. Cecil left her presence.


  When she was again unencumbered with the necessity of exhibiting a proper bearing, the sense that she had greatly suffered in pocket by the undue haste of the executors weighed upon her mind with a pressure quite inappreciable beside the greater gravity of her personal position. What was her position as legatee to her situation as a woman? Her face crimsoned with a flush which she was almost ashamed to show to the daylight, as she hastily penned the following note to Swithin at Greenwich—certainly one of the most informal documents she had ever written.


  
    Welland, Thursday.


    O Swithin, my dear Swithin, what I have to tell you is so sad and so humiliating that I can hardly write it—and yet I must. Though we are dearer to each other than all the world besides, and as firmly united as if we were one, I am not legally your wife! Sir Blount did not die till some time after we in England supposed. The service must be repeated instantly. I have not been able to sleep all night. I feel so frightened and ashamed that I can scarcely arrange my thoughts. The newspapers sent with this will explain, if you have not seen particulars. Do come to me as soon as you can, that we may consult on what to do. Burn this at once.


    Your Viviette.

  


  When the note was despatched she remembered that there was another hardly less important question to be answered—the proposal of the Bishop for her hand. His communication had sunk into nothingness beside the momentous news that had so greatly distressed her. The two replies lay before her—the one she had first written, simply declining to become Dr. Helmsdale’s wife, without giving reasons; the second, which she had elaborated with so much care on the previous day, relating in confidential detail the history of her love for Swithin, their secret marriage, and their hopes for the future; asking his advice on what their procedure should be to escape the strictures of a censorious world. It was the letter she had barely finished writing when Mr. Cecil’s clerk announced news tantamount to a declaration that she was no wife at all.


  This epistle she now destroyed—and with the less reluctance in knowing that Swithin had been somewhat averse to the confession as soon as he found that Bishop Helmsdale was also a victim to tender sentiment concerning her. The first, in which, at the time of writing, the suppressio veri was too strong for her conscience, had now become an honest letter, and sadly folding it she sent the missive on its way.


  The sense of her undefinable position kept her from much repose on the second night also; but the following morning brought an unexpected letter from Swithin, written about the same hour as hers to him, and it comforted her much.


  He had seen the account in the papers almost as soon as it had come to her knowledge, and sent this line to reassure her in the perturbation she must naturally feel. She was not to be alarmed at all. They two were husband and wife in moral intent and antecedent belief, and the legal flaw which accident had so curiously uncovered could be mended in half-an-hour. He would return on Saturday night at latest, but as the hour would probably be far advanced, he would ask her to meet him by slipping out of the house to the tower any time during service on Sunday morning, when there would be few persons about likely to observe them. Meanwhile he might provisionally state that their best course in the emergency would be, instead of confessing to anybody that there had already been a solemnization of marriage between them, to arrange their re-marriage in as open a manner as possible—as if it were the just-reached climax of a sudden affection, instead of a harking back to an old departure—prefacing it by a public announcement in the usual way.


  This plan of approaching their second union with all the show and circumstance of a new thing, recommended itself to her strongly, but for one objection—that by such a course the wedding could not, without appearing like an act of unseemly haste, take place so quickly as she desired for her own moral satisfaction. It might take place somewhat early, say in the course of three or four months, without bringing down upon her the charge of levity; for Sir Blount, a notoriously unkind husband, had been out of her sight four years, and in his grave nearly one. But what she naturally desired was that there should be no more delay than was positively necessary for obtaining a new license—two or three days at longest; and in view of this celerity it was next to impossible to make due preparation for a wedding of ordinary publicity, performed in her own church, from her own house, with a feast and amusements for the villagers, a tea for the school children, a bonfire, and other of those proclamatory accessories which, by meeting wonder half-way, deprive it of much of its intensity. It must be admitted, too, that she even now shrank from the shock of surprise that would inevitably be caused by her openly taking for husband such a mere youth of no position as Swithin still appeared, notwithstanding that in years he was by this time within a trifle of one-and-twenty.


  The straightforward course had, nevertheless, so much to recommend it, so well avoided the disadvantage of future revelation which a private repetition of the ceremony would entail, that assuming she could depend upon Swithin, as she knew she could do, good sense counselled its serious consideration.


  She became more composed at her queer situation: hour after hour passed, and the first spasmodic impulse of womanly decorum—not to let the sun go down upon her present improper state—was quite controllable. She could regard the strange contingency that had arisen with something like philosophy. The day slipped by: she thought of the awkwardness of the accident rather than of its humiliation; and, loving Swithin now in a far calmer spirit than at that past date when they had rushed into each other’s arms and vowed to be one for the first time, she ever and anon caught herself reflecting, ‘Were it not that for my honour’s sake I must re-marry him, I should perhaps be a nobler woman in not allowing him to encumber his bright future by a union with me at all.’


  This thought, at first artificially raised, as little more than a mental exercise, became by stages a genuine conviction; and while her heart enforced her reason regretted the necessity of abstaining from self-sacrifice—the being obliged, despite his curious escape from the first attempt, to lime Swithin’s young wings again solely for her credit’s sake.


  However, the deed had to be done; Swithin was to be made legally hers. Selfishness in a conjuncture of this sort was excusable, and even obligatory. Taking brighter views, she hoped that upon the whole this yoking of the young fellow with her, a portionless woman and his senior, would not greatly endanger his career. In such a mood night overtook her, and she went to bed conjecturing that Swithin had by this time arrived in the parish, was perhaps even at that moment passing homeward beneath her walls, and that in less than twelve hours she would have met him, have ventilated the secret which oppressed her, and have satisfactorily arranged with him the details of their reunion.


  ♣
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  Sunday morning came, and complicated her previous emotions by bringing a new and unexpected shock to mingle with them. The postman had delivered among other things an illustrated newspaper, sent by a hand she did not recognize; and on opening the cover the sheet that met her eyes filled her with a horror which she could not express. The print was one which drew largely on its imagination for its engravings, and it already contained an illustration of the death of Sir Blount Constantine. In this work of art he was represented as standing with his pistol to his mouth, his brains being in process of flying up to the roof of his chamber, and his native princess rushing terror-stricken away to a remote position in the thicket of palms which neighboured the dwelling.


  The crude realism of the picture, possibly harmless enough in its effect upon others, overpowered and sickened her. By a curious fascination she would look at it again and again, till every line of the engraver’s performance seemed really a transcript from what had happened before his eyes. With such details fresh in her thoughts she was going out of the door to make arrangements for confirming, by repetition, her marriage with another. No interval was available for serious reflection on the tragedy, or for allowing the softening effects of time to operate in her mind. It was as though her first husband had died that moment, and she was keeping an appointment with another in the presence of his corpse.


  So revived was the actuality of Sir Blount’s recent life and death by this incident, that the distress of her personal relations with Swithin was the single force in the world which could have coerced her into abandoning to him the interval she would fain have set apart for getting over these new and painful impressions. Self-pity for ill-usage afforded her good reasons for ceasing to love Sir Blount; but he was yet too closely intertwined with her past life to be destructible on the instant as a memory.


  But there was no choice of occasions for her now, and she steadily waited for the church bells to cease chiming. At last all was silent; the surrounding cottagers had gathered themselves within the walls of the adjacent building. Tabitha Lark’s first voluntary then droned from the chancel, and Lady Constantine left the garden in which she had been loitering, and went towards Rings-Hill Speer.


  The sense of her situation obscured the morning prospect. The country was unusually silent under the intensifying sun, the songless season of birds having just set in. Choosing her path amid the efts that were basking upon the outer slopes of the plantation she wound her way up the tree-shrouded camp to the wooden cabin in the centre.


  The door was ajar, but on entering she found the place empty. The tower door was also partly open; and listening at the foot of the stairs she heard Swithin above, shifting the telescope and wheeling round the rumbling dome, apparently in preparation for the next nocturnal reconnoitre. There was no doubt that he would descend in a minute or two to look for her, and not wishing to interrupt him till he was ready she re-entered the cabin, where she patiently seated herself among the books and papers that lay scattered about.


  She did as she had often done before when waiting there for him; that is, she occupied her moments in turning over the papers and examining the progress of his labours. The notes were mostly astronomical, of course, and she had managed to keep sufficiently abreast of him to catch the meaning of a good many of these. The litter on the table, however, was somewhat more marked this morning than usual, as if it had been hurriedly overhauled. Among the rest of the sheets lay an open note, and, in the entire confidence that existed between them, she glanced over and read it as a matter of course.


  It was a most business-like communication, and beyond the address and date contained only the following words:—


  
    Dear Sir,—We beg leave to draw your attention to a letter we addressed to you on the 26th ult., to which we have not yet been favoured with a reply. As the time for payment of the first moiety of the six hundred pounds per annum settled on you by your late uncle is now at hand, we should be obliged by your giving directions as to where and in what manner the money is to be handed over to you, and shall also be glad to receive any other definite instructions from you with regard to the future.—We are, dear Sir, yours faithfully,


    Hanner & Rawles.


    Swithin St. Cleeve, Esq.

  


  An income of six hundred a year for Swithin, whom she had hitherto understood to be possessed of an annuity of eighty pounds at the outside, with no prospect of increasing the sum but by hard work! What could this communication mean? He whose custom and delight it was to tell her all his heart, had breathed not a syllable of this matter to her, though it met the very difficulty towards which their discussions invariably tended—how to secure for him a competency that should enable him to establish his pursuits on a wider basis, and throw himself into more direct communion with the scientific world. Quite bewildered by the lack of any explanation she rose from her seat, and with the note in her hand ascended the winding tower-steps.


  Reaching the upper aperture she perceived him under the dome, moving musingly about as if he had never been absent an hour, his light hair frilling out from under the edge of his velvet skull-cap as it was always wont to do. No question of marriage seemed to be disturbing the mind of this juvenile husband of hers. The primum mobile of his gravitation was apparently the equatorial telescope which she had given him, and which he was carefully adjusting by means of screws and clamps. Hearing her movements he turned his head.


  ‘O here you are, my dear Viviette! I was just beginning to expect you,’ he exclaimed, coming forward. ‘I ought to have been looking out for you, but I have found a little defect here in the instrument, and I wanted to set it right before evening comes on. As a rule it is not a good thing to tinker your glasses; but I have found that the diffraction-rings are not perfect circles. I learnt at Greenwich how to correct them—so kind they have been to me there!—and so I have been loosening the screws and gently shifting the glass, till I think that I have at last made the illumination equal all round. I have so much to tell you about my visit; one thing is, that the astronomical world is getting quite excited about the coming Transit of Venus. There is to be a regular expedition fitted out. How I should like to join it!’


  He spoke enthusiastically, and with eyes sparkling at the mental image of the said expedition; and as it was rather gloomy in the dome he rolled it round on its axis, till the shuttered slit for the telescope directly faced the morning sun, which thereupon flooded the concave interior, touching the bright metal-work of the equatorial, and lighting up her pale, troubled face.


  ‘But Swithin!’ she faltered; ‘my letter to you—our marriage!’


  ‘O yes, this marriage question,’ he added. ‘I had not forgotten it, dear Viviette—or at least only for a few minutes.’


  ‘Can you forget it, Swithin, for a moment? O how can you!’ she said reproachfully. ‘It is such a distressing thing. It drives away all my rest!’


  ‘Forgotten is not the word I should have used,’ he apologized. ‘Temporarily dismissed it from my mind, is all I meant. The simple fact is, that the vastness of the field of astronomy reduces every terrestrial thing to atomic dimensions. Do not trouble, dearest. The remedy is quite easy, as I stated in my letter. We can now be married in a prosy public way. Yes, early or late—next week, next month, six months hence—just as you choose. Say the word when, and I will obey.’


  The absence of all anxiety or consternation from his face contrasted strangely with hers, which at last he saw, and, looking at the writing she held, inquired—


  ‘But what paper have you in your hand?’


  ‘A letter which to me is actually inexplicable,’ said she, her curiosity returning to the letter, and overriding for the instant her immediate concerns. ‘What does this income of six hundred a year mean? Why have you never told me about it, dear Swithin? or does it not refer to you?’


  He looked at the note, flushed slightly, and was absolutely unable to begin his reply at once.


  ‘I did not mean you to see that, Viviette,’ he murmured.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I thought you had better not, as it does not concern me further now. The solicitors are labouring under a mistake in supposing that it does. I have to write at once and inform them that the annuity is not mine to receive.’


  ‘What a strange mystery in your life!’ she said, forcing a perplexed smile. ‘Something to balance the tragedy in mine. I am absolutely in the dark as to your past history, it seems. And yet I had thought you told me everything.’


  ‘I could not tell you that, Viviette, because it would have endangered our relations—though not in the way you may suppose. You would have reproved me. You, who are so generous and noble, would have forbidden me to do what I did; and I was determined not to be forbidden.’


  ‘To do what?’


  ‘To marry you.’


  ‘Why should I have forbidden?’


  ‘Must I tell—what I would not?’ he said, placing his hands upon her arms, and looking somewhat sadly at her. ‘Well, perhaps as it has come to this you ought to know all, since it can make no possible difference to my intentions now. We are one for ever—legal blunders notwithstanding; for happily they are quickly reparable—and this question of a devise from my uncle Jocelyn only concerned me when I was a single man.’


  Thereupon, with obviously no consideration of the possibilities that were reopened of the nullity of their marriage contract, he related in detail, and not without misgiving for having concealed them so long, the events that had occurred on the morning of their wedding-day; how he had met the postman on his way to Warborne after dressing in the cabin, and how he had received from him the letter his dead uncle had confided to his family lawyers, informing him of the annuity, and of the important provision attached—that he should be unmarried at his five-and-twentieth year; how in comparison with the possession of her dear self he had reckoned the income as nought, abandoned all idea of it there and then, and had come on to the wedding as if nothing had happened to interrupt for a moment the working out of their plan; how he had scarcely thought with any closeness of the circumstances of the case since, until reminded of them by this note she had seen, and a previous one of a like sort received from the same solicitors.


  ‘O Swithin! Swithin!’ she cried, bursting into tears as she realized it all, and sinking on the observing-chair; ‘I have ruined you! yes, I have ruined you!’


  The young man was dismayed by her unexpected grief, and endeavoured to soothe her; but she seemed touched by a poignant remorse which would not be comforted.


  ‘And now,’ she continued, as soon as she could speak, ‘when you are once more free, and in a position—actually in a position to claim the annuity that would be the making of you, I am compelled to come to you, and beseech you to undo yourself again, merely to save me!’


  ‘Not to save you, Viviette, but to bless me. You do not ask me to re-marry; it is not a question of alternatives at all; it is my straight course. I do not dream of doing otherwise. I should be wretched if you thought for one moment I could entertain the idea of doing otherwise.’


  But the more he said the worse he made the matter. It was a state of affairs that would not bear discussion at all, and the unsophisticated view he took of his course seemed to increase her responsibility.


  ‘Why did your uncle attach such a cruel condition to his bounty?’ she cried bitterly. ‘O, he little thinks how hard he hits me from the grave—me, who have never done him wrong; and you, too! Swithin, are you sure that he makes that condition indispensable? Perhaps he meant that you should not marry beneath you; perhaps he did not mean to object in such a case as your marrying (forgive me for saying it) a little above you.’


  ‘There is no doubt that he did not contemplate a case which has led to such happiness as this has done,’ the youth murmured with hesitation; for though he scarcely remembered a word of his uncle’s letter of advice, he had a dim apprehension that it was couched in terms alluding specifically to Lady Constantine.


  ‘Are you sure you cannot retain the money, and be my lawful husband too?’ she asked piteously. ‘O, what a wrong I am doing you! I did not dream that it could be as bad as this. I knew I was wasting your time by letting you have me, and hampering your projects; but I thought there were compensating advantages. This wrecking of your future at my hands I did not contemplate. You are sure there is no escape? Have you his letter with the conditions, or the will? Let me see the letter in which he expresses his wishes.’


  ‘I assure you it is all as I say,’ he pensively returned. ‘Even if I were not legally bound by the conditions I should be morally.’


  ‘But how does he put it? How does he justify himself in making such a harsh restriction? Do let me see the letter, Swithin. I shall think it a want of confidence if you do not. I may discover some way out of the difficulty if you let me look at the papers. Eccentric wills can be evaded in all sorts of ways.’


  Still he hesitated. ‘I would rather you did not see the papers,’ he said.


  But she persisted as only a fond woman can. Her conviction was that she who, as a woman many years his senior, should have shown her love for him by guiding him straight into the paths he aimed at, had blocked his attempted career for her own happiness. This made her more intent than ever to find out a device by which, while she still retained him, he might also retain the life-interest under his uncle’s will.


  Her entreaties were at length too potent for his resistance. Accompanying her downstairs to the cabin, he opened the desk from which the other papers had been taken, and against his better judgment handed her the ominous communication of Jocelyn St. Cleeve which lay in the envelope just as it had been received three-quarters of a year earlier.


  ‘Don’t read it now,’ he said. ‘Don’t spoil our meeting by entering into a subject which is virtually past and done with. Take it with you, and look it over at your leisure—merely as an old curiosity, remember, and not as a still operative document. I have almost forgotten what the contents are, beyond the general advice and stipulation that I was to remain a bachelor.’


  ‘At any rate,’ she rejoined, ‘do not reply to the note I have seen from the solicitors till I have read this also.’


  He promised. ‘But now about our public wedding,’ he said. ‘Like certain royal personages, we shall have had the religious rite and the civil contract performed on independent occasions. Will you fix the day? When is it to be? and shall it take place at a registrar’s office, since there is no necessity for having the sacred part over again?’


  ‘I’ll think,’ replied she. ‘I’ll think it over.’


  ‘And let me know as soon as you can how you decide to proceed.’


  ‘I will write to-morrow, or come. I do not know what to say now. I cannot forget how I am wronging you. This is almost more than I can bear!’


  To divert her mind he began talking about Greenwich Observatory, and the great instruments therein, and how he had been received by the astronomers, and the details of the expedition to observe the Transit of Venus, together with many other subjects of the sort, to which she had not power to lend her attention.


  ‘I must reach home before the people are out of church,’ she at length said wearily. ‘I wish nobody to know I have been out this morning.’ And forbidding Swithin to cross into the open in her company she left him on the edge of the isolated plantation, which had latterly known her tread so well.


  ♣


  XXXV


  Lady Constantine crossed the field and the park beyond, and found on passing the church that the congregation was still within. There was no hurry for getting indoors, the open windows enabling her to hear that Mr. Torkingham had only just given out his text. So instead of entering the house she went through the garden-door to the old bowling-green, and sat down in the arbour that Louis had occupied when he overheard the interview between Swithin and the Bishop. Not until then did she find courage to draw out the letter and papers relating to the bequest, which Swithin in a critical moment had handed to her.


  Had he been ever so little older he would not have placed that unconsidered confidence in Viviette which had led him to give way to her curiosity. But the influence over him which nearly ten outnumbering years lent her was immensely increased by her higher position and wider experiences, and he had yielded the point, as he yielded all social points; while the same conditions exempted him from any deep consciousness that it was his duty to protect her even from herself.


  The preamble of Dr. St. Cleeve’s letter, in which he referred to his pleasure at hearing of the young man’s promise as an astronomer, disturbed her not at all—indeed, somewhat prepossessed her in favour of the old gentleman who had written it. The first item of what he called ‘unfavourable news,’ namely, the allusion to the inadequacy of Swithin’s income to the wants of a scientific man, whose lines of work were not calculated to produce pecuniary emolument for many years, deepened the cast of her face to concern. She reached the second item of the so-called unfavourable news; and her face flushed as she read how the doctor had learnt ‘that there was something in your path worse than narrow means, and that something is a woman.’


  ‘To save you, if possible, from ruin on these heads,’ she read on, ‘I take the preventive measures entailed below.’


  And then followed the announcement of the £600 a year settled on the youth for life, on the single condition that he was found to be unmarried at the age of twenty-five—just as Swithin had explained to her. She next learnt that the bequest was for a definite object—that he might have resources sufficient to enable him to travel in an inexpensive way, and begin a study of the southern constellations, which, according to the shrewd old man’s judgment, were a mine not so thoroughly worked as the northern, and therefore to be recommended. This was followed by some sentences which hit her in the face like a switch:—


  The only other preventive step in my power is that of exhortation…. Swithin St. Cleeve, don’t make a fool of yourself, as your father did. If your studies are to be worth anything, believe me they must be carried on without the help of a woman. Avoid her, and every one of the sex, if you mean to achieve any worthy thing. Eschew all of that sort for many a year yet. Moreover, I say, the lady of your acquaintance avoid in particular…. She has, in addition to her original disqualification as a companion for you (that is, that of sex), these two special drawbacks: she is much older than yourself——


  Lady Constantine’s indignant flush forsook her, and pale despair succeeded in its stead. Alas, it was true. Handsome, and in her prime, she might be; but she was too old for Swithin!


  
    And she is so impoverished…. Beyond this, frankly, I don’t think well of her. I don’t think well of any woman who dotes upon a man younger than herself…. To care to be the first fancy of a young fellow like you shows no great common sense in her. If she were worth her salt she would have too much pride to be intimate with a youth in your unassured position, to say no more. (Viviette’s face by this time tingled hot again.) She is old enough to know that a liaison with her may, and almost certainly would, be your ruin; and, on the other hand, that a marriage would be preposterous—unless she is a complete fool; and in that case there is even more reason for avoiding her than if she were in her few senses.


    A woman of honourable feeling, nephew, would be careful to do nothing to hinder you in your career, as this putting of herself in your way most certainly will. Yet I hear that she professes a great anxiety on this same future of yours as a physicist. The best way in which she can show the reality of her anxiety is by leaving you to yourself.

  


  Leaving him to himself! She paled again, as if chilled by a conviction that in this the old man was right.


  
    She’ll blab your most secret plans and theories to every one of her acquaintance, and make you appear ridiculous by announcing them before they are matured. If you attempt to study with a woman, you’ll be ruled by her to entertain fancies instead of theories, air-castles instead of intentions, qualms instead of opinions, sickly prepossessions instead of reasoned conclusions….


    An experienced woman waking a young man’s passions just at a moment when he is endeavouring to shine intellectually, is doing little less than committing a crime.

  


  Thus much the letter; and it was enough for her, indeed. The flushes of indignation which had passed over her, as she gathered this man’s opinion of herself, combined with flushes of grief and shame when she considered that Swithin—her dear Swithin—was perfectly acquainted with this cynical view of her nature; that, reject it as he might, and as he unquestionably did, such thoughts of her had been implanted in him, and lay in him. Stifled as they were, they lay in him like seeds too deep for germination, which accident might some day bring near the surface and aerate into life.


  The humiliation of such a possibility was almost too much to endure; the mortification—she had known nothing like it till now. But this was not all. There succeeded a feeling in comparison with which resentment and mortification were happy moods—a miserable conviction that this old man who spoke from the grave was not altogether wrong in his speaking; that he was only half wrong; that he was, perhaps, virtually right. Only those persons who are by nature affected with that ready esteem for others’ positions which induces an undervaluing of their own, fully experience the deep smart of such convictions against self—the wish for annihilation that is engendered in the moment of despair, at feeling that at length we, our best and firmest friend, cease to believe in our cause.


  Viviette could hear the people coming out of church on the other side of the garden wall. Their footsteps and their cheerful voices died away; the bell rang for lunch; and she went in. But her life during that morning and afternoon was wholly introspective. Knowing the full circumstances of his situation as she knew them now—as she had never before known them—ought she to make herself the legal wife of Swithin St. Cleeve, and so secure her own honour at any price to him? such was the formidable question which Lady Constantine propounded to her startled understanding. As a subjectively honest woman alone, beginning her charity at home, there was no doubt that she ought. Save Thyself was sound Old Testament doctrine, and not altogether discountenanced in the New. But was there a line of conduct which transcended mere self-preservation? and would it not be an excellent thing to put it in practice now?


  That she had wronged St. Cleeve by marrying him—that she would wrong him infinitely more by completing the marriage—there was, in her opinion, no doubt. She in her experience had sought out him in his inexperience, and had led him like a child. She remembered—as if it had been her fault, though it was in fact only her misfortune—that she had been the one to go for the license and take up residence in the parish in which they were wedded. He was now just one-and-twenty. Without her, he had all the world before him, six hundred a year, and leave to cut as straight a road to fame as he should choose: with her, this story was negatived.


  No money from his uncle; no power of advancement; but a bondage with a woman whose disparity of years, though immaterial just now, would operate in the future as a wet blanket upon his social ambitions; and that content with life as it was which she had noticed more than once in him latterly, a content imperilling his scientific spirit by abstracting his zeal for progress.


  It was impossible, in short, to blind herself to the inference that marriage with her had not benefited him. Matters might improve in the future; but to take upon herself the whole liability of Swithin’s life, as she would do by depriving him of the help his uncle had offered, was a fearful responsibility. How could she, an unendowed woman, replace such assistance? His recent visit to Greenwich, which had momentarily revived that zest for his pursuit that was now less constant than heretofore, should by rights be supplemented by other such expeditions. It would be true benevolence not to deprive him of means to continue them, so as to keep his ardour alive, regardless of the cost to herself.


  It could be done. By the extraordinary favour of a unique accident she had now an opportunity of redeeming Swithin’s seriously compromised future, and restoring him to a state no worse than his first. His annuity could be enjoyed by him, his travels undertaken, his studies pursued, his high vocation initiated, by one little sacrifice—that of herself. She only had to refuse to legalize their marriage, to part from him for ever, and all would be well with him thenceforward. The pain to him would after all be but slight, whatever it might be to his wretched Viviette.


  The ineptness of retaining him at her side lay not only in the fact itself of injury to him, but in the likelihood of his living to see it as such, and reproaching her for selfishness in not letting him go in this unprecedented opportunity for correcting a move proved to be false. He wished to examine the southern heavens—perhaps his uncle’s letter was the father of the wish—and there was no telling what good might not result to mankind at large from his exploits there. Why should she, to save her narrow honour, waste the wide promise of his ability?


  That in immolating herself by refusing him, and leaving him free to work wonders for the good of his fellow-creatures, she would in all probability add to the sum of human felicity, consoled her by its breadth as an idea even while it tortured her by making herself the scapegoat or single unit on whom the evil would fall. Ought a possibly large number, Swithin included, to remain unbenefited because the one individual to whom his release would be an injury chanced to be herself? Love between man and woman, which in Homer, Moses, and other early exhibitors of life, is mere desire, had for centuries past so far broadened as to include sympathy and friendship; surely it should in this advanced stage of the world include benevolence also. If so, it was her duty to set her young man free.


  Thus she laboured, with a generosity more worthy even than its object, to sink her love for her own decorum in devotion to the world in general, and to Swithin in particular. To counsel her activities by her understanding, rather than by her emotions as usual, was hard work for a tender woman; but she strove hard, and made advance. The self-centred attitude natural to one in her situation was becoming displaced by the sympathetic attitude, which, though it had to be artificially fostered at first, gave her, by degrees, a certain sweet sense that she was rising above self-love. That maternal element which had from time to time evinced itself in her affection for the youth, and was imparted by her superior ripeness in experience and years, appeared now again, as she drew nearer the resolve not to secure propriety in her own social condition at the expense of this youth’s earthly utility.


  Unexpectedly grand fruits are sometimes forced forth by harsh pruning. The illiberal letter of Swithin’s uncle was suggesting to Lady Constantine an altruism whose thoroughness would probably have amazed that queer old gentleman into a withdrawal of the conditions that had induced it. To love St. Cleeve so far better than herself as this was to surpass the love of women as conventionally understood, and as mostly existing.


  Before, however, clinching her decision by any definite step she worried her little brain by devising every kind of ingenious scheme, in the hope of lighting on one that might show her how that decision could be avoided with the same good result. But to secure for him the advantages offered, and to retain him likewise; reflection only showed it to be impossible.


  Yet to let him go for ever was more than she could endure, and at length she jumped at an idea which promised some sort of improvement on that design. She would propose that reunion should not be entirely abandoned, but simply postponed—namely, till after his twenty-fifth birthday—when he might be her husband without, at any rate, the loss to him of the income. By this time he would approximate to a man’s full judgment, and that painful aspect of her as one who had deluded his raw immaturity would have passed for ever.


  The plan somewhat appeased her disquieted honour. To let a marriage sink into abeyance for four or five years was not to nullify it; and though she would leave it to him to move its substantiation at the end of that time, without present stipulations, she had not much doubt upon the issue.


  The clock struck five. This silent mental debate had occupied her whole afternoon. Perhaps it would not have ended now but for an unexpected incident—the entry of her brother Louis. He came into the room where she was sitting, or rather writhing, and after a few words to explain how he had got there and about the mistake in the date of Sir Blount’s death, he walked up close to her. His next remarks were apologetic in form, but in essence they were bitterness itself.


  ‘Viviette,’ he said, ‘I am sorry for my hasty words to you when I last left this house. I readily withdraw them. My suspicions took a wrong direction. I think now that I know the truth. You have been even madder than I supposed!’


  ‘In what way?’ she asked distantly.


  ‘I lately thought that unhappy young man was only your too-favoured lover.’


  ‘You thought wrong: he is not.’


  ‘He is not—I believe you—for he is more. I now am persuaded that he is your lawful husband. Can you deny it!’


  ‘I can.’


  ‘On your sacred word!’


  ‘On my sacred word he is not that either.’


  ‘Thank heaven for that assurance!’ said Louis, exhaling a breath of relief. ‘I was not so positive as I pretended to be—but I wanted to know the truth of this mystery. Since you are not fettered to him in that way I care nothing.’


  Louis turned away; and that afforded her an opportunity for leaving the room. Those few words were the last grains that had turned the balance, and settled her doom.


  She would let Swithin go. All the voices in her world seemed to clamour for that consummation. The morning’s mortification, the afternoon’s benevolence, and the evening’s instincts of evasion had joined to carry the point.


  Accordingly she sat down, and wrote to Swithin a summary of the thoughts above detailed.


  ‘We shall separate,’ she concluded. ‘You to obey your uncle’s orders and explore the southern skies; I to wait as one who can implicitly trust you. Do not see me again till the years have expired. You will find me still the same. I am your wife through all time; the letter of the law is not needed to reassert it at present; while the absence of the letter secures your fortune.’


  Nothing can express what it cost Lady Constantine to marshal her arguments; but she did it, and vanquished self-comfort by a sense of the general expediency. It may unhesitatingly be affirmed that the only ignoble reason which might have dictated such a step was non-existent; that is to say, a serious decline in her affection. Tenderly she had loved the youth at first, and tenderly she loved him now, as time and her after-conduct proved.


  Women the most delicate get used to strange moral situations. Eve probably regained her normal sweet composure about a week after the Fall. On first learning of her anomalous position Lady Constantine had blushed hot, and her pure instincts had prompted her to legalize her marriage without a moment’s delay. Heaven and earth were to be moved at once to effect it. Day after day had passed; her union had remained unsecured, and the idea of its nullity had gradually ceased to be strange to her; till it became of little account beside her bold resolve for the young man’s sake.


  ♣
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  The immediate effect upon St. Cleeve of the receipt of her well-reasoned argument for retrocession was, naturally, a bitter attack upon himself for having been guilty of such cruel carelessness as to leave in her way the lawyer’s letter that had first made her aware of his uncle’s provision for him. Immature as he was, he could realize Viviette’s position sufficiently well to perceive what the poor lady must suffer at having suddenly thrust upon her the responsibility of repairing her own situation as a wife by ruining his as a legatee. True, it was by the purest inadvertence that his pending sacrifice of means had been discovered; but he should have taken special pains to render such a mishap impossible. If on the first occasion, when a revelation might have been made with impunity, he would not put it in the power of her good nature to relieve his position by refusing him, he should have shown double care not to do so now, when she could not exercise that benevolence without the loss of honour.


  With a young man’s inattention to issues he had not considered how sharp her feelings as a woman must be in this contingency. It had seemed the easiest thing in the world to remedy the defect in their marriage, and therefore nothing to be anxious about. And in his innocence of any thought of appropriating the bequest by taking advantage of the loophole in his matrimonial bond, he undervalued the importance of concealing the existence of that bequest.


  The looming fear of unhappiness between them revived in Swithin the warm emotions of their earlier acquaintance. Almost before the sun had set he hastened to Welland House in search of her. The air was disturbed by stiff summer blasts, productive of windfalls and premature descents of leafage. It was an hour when unripe apples shower down in orchards, and unbrowned chestnuts descend in their husks upon the park glades. There was no help for it this afternoon but to call upon her in a direct manner, regardless of suspicions. He was thunderstruck when, while waiting in the full expectation of being admitted to her presence, the answer brought back to him was that she was unable to see him.


  This had never happened before in the whole course of their acquaintance. But he knew what it meant, and turned away with a vague disquietude. He did not know that Lady Constantine was just above his head, listening to his movements with the liveliest emotions, and, while praying for him to go, longing for him to insist on seeing her and spoil all. But the faintest symptom being always sufficient to convince him of having blundered, he unwittingly took her at her word, and went rapidly away.


  However, he called again the next day, and she, having gained strength by one victory over herself, was enabled to repeat her refusal with greater ease. Knowing this to be the only course by which her point could be maintained, she clung to it with strenuous and religious pertinacity.


  Thus immured and self-controlling she passed a week. Her brother, though he did not live in the house (preferring the nearest watering-place at this time of the year), was continually coming there; and one day he happened to be present when she denied herself to Swithin for the third time. Louis, who did not observe the tears in her eyes, was astonished and delighted: she was coming to her senses at last. Believing now that there had been nothing more between them than a too-plainly shown partiality on her part, he expressed his commendation of her conduct to her face. At this, instead of owning to its advantage also, her tears burst forth outright.


  Not knowing what to make of this, Louis said—


  ‘Well, I am simply upholding you in your course.’


  ‘Yes, yes; I know it!’ she cried. ‘And it is my deliberately chosen course. I wish he—Swithin St. Cleeve—would go on his travels at once, and leave the place! Six hundred a year has been left him for travel and study of the southern constellations; and I wish he would use it. You might represent the advantage to him of the course if you cared to.’


  Louis thought he could do no better than let Swithin know this as soon as possible. Accordingly when St. Cleeve was writing in the hut the next day he heard the crackle of footsteps over the fir-needles outside, and jumped up, supposing them to be hers; but, to his disappointment, it was her brother who appeared at the door.


  ‘Excuse my invading the hermitage, St. Cleeve,’ he said in his careless way, ‘but I have heard from my sister of your good fortune.’


  ‘My good fortune?’


  ‘Yes, in having an opportunity for roving; and with a traveller’s conceit I couldn’t help coming to give you the benefit of my experience. When do you start?’


  ‘I have not formed any plan as yet. Indeed, I had not quite been thinking of going.’


  Louis stared.


  ‘Not going? Then I may have been misinformed. What I have heard is that a good uncle has kindly bequeathed you a sufficient income to make a second Isaac Newton of you, if you only use it as he directs.’


  Swithin breathed quickly, but said nothing.


  ‘If you have not decided so to make use of it, let me implore you, as your friend, and one nearly old enough to be your father, to decide at once. Such a chance does not happen to a scientific youth once in a century.’


  ‘Thank you for your good advice—for it is good in itself, I know,’ said Swithin, in a low voice. ‘But has Lady Constantine spoken of it at all?’


  ‘She thinks as I do.’


  ‘She has spoken to you on the subject?’


  ‘Certainly. More than that; it is at her request—though I did not intend to say so—that I come to speak to you about it now.’


  ‘Frankly and plainly,’ said Swithin, his voice trembling with a compound of scientific and amatory emotion that defies definition, ‘does she say seriously that she wishes me to go?’


  ‘She does.’


  ‘Then go I will,’ replied Swithin firmly. ‘I have been fortunate enough to interest some leading astronomers, including the Astronomer Royal; and in a letter received this morning I learn that the use of the Cape Observatory has been offered me for any southern observations I may wish to make. This offer I will accept. Will you kindly let Lady Constantine know this, since she is interested in my welfare?’


  Louis promised, and when he was gone Swithin looked blankly at his own situation, as if he could scarcely believe in its reality. Her letter to him, then, had been deliberately written; she meant him to go.


  But he was determined that none of those misunderstandings which ruin the happiness of lovers should be allowed to operate in the present case. He would see her, if he slept under her walls all night to do it, and would hear the order to depart from her own lips. This unexpected stand she was making for his interests was winning his admiration to such a degree as to be in danger of defeating the very cause it was meant to subserve. A woman like this was not to be forsaken in a hurry. He wrote two lines, and left the note at the house with his own hand.


  
    The Cabin, Rings-Hill,

    July 7th.


    Dearest Viviette—If you insist, I will go. But letter-writing will not do. I must have the command from your own two lips, otherwise I shall not stir. I am here every evening at seven. Can you come?—S.

  


  This note, as fate would have it, reached her hands in the single hour of that week when she was in a mood to comply with his request, just when moved by a reactionary emotion after dismissing Swithin. She went upstairs to the window that had so long served purposes of this kind, and signalled ‘Yes.’


  St. Cleeve soon saw the answer she had given, and watched her approach from the tower as the sunset drew on. The vivid circumstances of his life at this date led him ever to remember the external scenes in which they were set. It was an evening of exceptional irradiations, and the west heaven gleamed like a foundry of all metals common and rare. The clouds were broken into a thousand fragments, and the margin of every fragment shone. Foreseeing the disadvantage and pain to her of maintaining a resolve under the pressure of a meeting, he vowed not to urge her by word or sign; to put the question plainly and calmly, and to discuss it on a reasonable basis only, like the philosophers they assumed themselves to be.


  But this intention was scarcely adhered to in all its integrity. She duly appeared on the edge of the field, flooded with the metallic radiance that marked the close of this day; whereupon he quickly descended the steps, and met her at the cabin door. They entered it together.


  As the evening grew darker and darker he listened to her reasoning, which was precisely a repetition of that already sent him by letter, and by degrees accepted her decision, since she would not revoke it. Time came for them to say good-bye, and then—


  
    He turn’d and saw the terror in her eyes,


    That yearn’d upon him shining in such wise


    As a star midway in the midnight fix’d.

  


  It was the misery of her own condition that showed forth, hitherto obscured by her ardour for ameliorating his. They closed together, and kissed each other as though the emotion of their whole year-and-half’s acquaintance had settled down upon that moment.


  ‘I won’t go away from you!’ said Swithin huskily. ‘Why did you propose it for an instant?’


  Thus the nearly ended interview was again prolonged, and Viviette yielded to all the passion of her first union with him. Time, however, was merciless, and the hour approached midnight, and she was compelled to depart. Swithin walked with her towards the house, as he had walked many times before, believing that all was now smooth again between them, and caring, it must be owned, very little for his fame as an expositor of the southern constellations just then.


  When they reached the silent house he said what he had not ventured to say before, ‘Fix the day—you have decided that it is to be soon, and that I am not to go?’


  But youthful Swithin was far, very far, from being up to the fond subtlety of Viviette this evening. ‘I cannot decide here,’ she said gently, releasing herself from his arm; ‘I will speak to you from the window. Wait for me.’


  She vanished; and he waited. It was a long time before the window opened, and he was not aware that, with her customary complication of feeling, she had knelt for some time inside the room before looking out.


  ‘Well?’ said he.


  ‘It cannot be,’ she answered. ‘I cannot ruin you. But the day after you are five-and-twenty our marriage shall be confirmed, if you choose.’


  ‘O, my Viviette, how is this!’ he cried.


  ‘Swithin, I have not altered. But I feared for my powers, and could not tell you whilst I stood by your side. I ought not to have given way as I did to-night. Take the bequest, and go. You are too young—to be fettered—I should have thought of it! Do not communicate with me for at least a year: it is imperative. Do not tell me your plans. If we part, we do part. I have vowed a vow not to further obstruct the course you had decided on before you knew me and my puling ways; and by Heaven’s help I’ll keep that vow…. Now go. These are the parting words of your own Viviette!’


  Swithin, who was stable as a giant in all that appertained to nature and life outside humanity, was a mere pupil in domestic matters. He was quite awed by her firmness, and looked vacantly at her for a time, till she closed the window. Then he mechanically turned, and went, as she had commanded.


  ♣


  XXXVII


  A week had passed away. It had been a time of cloudy mental weather to Swithin and Viviette, but the only noteworthy fact about it was that what had been planned to happen therein had actually taken place. Swithin had gone from Welland, and would shortly go from England.


  She became aware of it by a note that he posted to her on his way through Warborne. There was much evidence of haste in the note, and something of reserve. The latter she could not understand, but it might have been obvious enough if she had considered.


  On the morning of his departure he had sat on the edge of his bed, the sunlight streaming through the early mist, the house-martens scratching the back of the ceiling over his head as they scrambled out from the roof for their day’s gnat-chasing, the thrushes cracking snails on the garden stones outside with the noisiness of little smiths at work on little anvils. The sun, in sending its rods of yellow fire into his room, sent, as he suddenly thought, mental illumination with it. For the first time, as he sat there, it had crossed his mind that Viviette might have reasons for this separation which he knew not of. There might be family reasons—mysterious blood-necessities which are said to rule members of old musty-mansioned families, and are unknown to other classes of society—and they may have been just now brought before her by her brother Louis on the condition that they were religiously concealed.


  The idea that some family skeleton, like those he had read of in memoirs, had been unearthed by Louis, and held before her terrified understanding as a matter which rendered Swithin’s departure, and the neutralization of the marriage, no less indispensable to them than it was an advantage to himself, seemed a very plausible one to Swithin just now. Viviette might have taken Louis into her confidence at last, for the sake of his brotherly advice. Swithin knew that of her own heart she would never wish to get rid of him; but coerced by Louis, might she not have grown to entertain views of its expediency? Events made such a supposition on St. Cleeve’s part as natural as it was inaccurate, and, conjoined with his own excitement at the thought of seeing a new heaven overhead, influenced him to write but the briefest and most hurried final note to her, in which he fully obeyed her sensitive request that he would omit all reference to his plans. These at the last moment had been modified to fall in with the winter expedition formerly mentioned, to observe the Transit of Venus at a remote southern station.


  The business being done, and himself fairly plunged into the preliminaries of an important scientific pilgrimage, Swithin acquired that lightness of heart which most young men feel in forsaking old love for new adventure, no matter how charming may be the girl they leave behind them. Moreover, in the present case, the man was endowed with that schoolboy temperament which does not see, or at least consider with much curiosity, the effect of a given scheme upon others than himself. The bearing upon Lady Constantine of what was an undoubted predicament for any woman, was forgotten in his feeling that she had done a very handsome and noble thing for him, and that he was therefore bound in honour to make the most of it.


  His going had resulted in anything but lightness of heart for her. Her sad fancy could, indeed, indulge in dreams of her yellow-haired laddie without that formerly besetting fear that those dreams would prompt her to actions likely to distract and weight him. She was wretched on her own account, relieved on his. She no longer stood in the way of his advancement, and that was enough. For herself she could live in retirement, visit the wood, the old camp, the column, and, like Œnone, think of the life they had led there—


  
    Mournful Œnone, wandering forlorn


    Of Paris, once her playmate on the hills,

  


  leaving it entirely to his goodness whether he would come and claim her in the future, or desert her for ever.


  She was diverted for a time from these sad performances by a letter which reached her from Bishop Helmsdale. To see his handwriting again on an envelope, after thinking so anxiously of making a father-confessor of him, startled her out of her equanimity. She speedily regained it, however, when she read his note.


  
    The Palace, Melchester,

    July 30, 18—.


    My dear Lady Constantine—I am shocked and grieved that, in the strange dispensation of things here below, my offer of marriage should have reached you almost simultaneously with the intelligence that your widowhood had been of many months less duration than you and I, and the world, had supposed. I can quite understand that, viewed from any side, the news must have shaken and disturbed you; and your unequivocal refusal to entertain any thought of a new alliance at such a moment was, of course, intelligible, natural, and praiseworthy. At present I will say no more beyond expressing a hope that you will accept my assurances that I was quite ignorant of the news at the hour of writing, and a sincere desire that in due time, and as soon as you have recovered your equanimity, I may be allowed to renew my proposal.—I am, my dear Lady Constantine, yours ever sincerely,


    C. Melchester.

  


  She laid the letter aside, and thought no more about it, beyond a momentary meditation on the errors into which people fall in reasoning from actions back to motives. Louis, who was now again with her, became in due course acquainted with the contents of the letter, and was satisfied with the promising position in which matters seemingly stood all round.


  Lady Constantine went her mournful ways as she had planned to do, her chief resort being the familiar column, where she experienced the unutterable melancholy of seeing two carpenters dismantle the dome of its felt covering, detach its ribs, and clear away the enclosure at the top till everything stood as it had stood before Swithin had been known to the place. The equatorial had already been packed in a box, to be in readiness if he should send for it from abroad. The cabin, too, was in course of demolition, such having been his directions, acquiesced in by her, before he started. Yet she could not bear the idea that these structures, so germane to the events of their romance, should be removed as if removed for ever. Going to the men she bade them store up the materials intact, that they might be re-erected if desired. She had the junctions of the timbers marked with figures, the boards numbered, and the different sets of screws tied up in independent papers for identification. She did not hear the remarks of the workmen when she had gone, to the effect that the young man would as soon think of buying a halter for himself as come back and spy at the moon from Rings-Hill Speer, after seeing the glories of other nations and the gold and jewels that were found there, or she might have been more unhappy than she was.


  On returning from one of these walks to the column a curious circumstance occurred. It was evening, and she was coming as usual down through the sighing plantation, choosing her way between the ramparts of the camp towards the outlet giving upon the field, when suddenly in a dusky vista among the fir-trunks she saw, or thought she saw, a golden-haired, toddling child. The child moved a step or two, and vanished behind a tree. Lady Constantine, fearing it had lost its way, went quickly to the spot, searched, and called aloud. But no child could she perceive or hear anywhere around. She returned to where she had stood when first beholding it, and looked in the same direction, but nothing reappeared. The only object at all resembling a little boy or girl was the upper tuft of a bunch of fern, which had prematurely yellowed to about the colour of a fair child’s hair, and waved occasionally in the breeze. This, however, did not sufficiently explain the phenomenon, and she returned to make inquiries of the man whom she had left at work, removing the last traces of Swithin’s cabin. But he had gone with her departure and the approach of night. Feeling an indescribable dread she retraced her steps, and hastened homeward doubting, yet half believing, what she had seemed to see, and wondering if her imagination had played her some trick.


  The tranquil mournfulness of her night of solitude terminated in a most unexpected manner.


  The morning after the above-mentioned incident Lady Constantine, after meditating a while, arose with a strange personal conviction that bore curiously on the aforesaid hallucination. She realized a state of things that she had never anticipated, and for a moment the discovery of her condition so overwhelmed her that she thought she must die outright. In her terror she said she had sown the wind to reap the whirlwind. Then the instinct of self-preservation flamed up in her like a fire. Her altruism in subjecting her self-love to benevolence, and letting Swithin go away from her, was demolished by the new necessity, as if it had been a gossamer web.


  There was no resisting or evading the spontaneous plan of action which matured in her mind in five minutes. Where was Swithin? how could he be got at instantly?—that was her ruling thought. She searched about the room for his last short note, hoping, yet doubting, that its contents were more explicit on his intended movements than the few meagre syllables which alone she could call to mind. She could not find the letter in her room, and came downstairs to Louis as pale as a ghost.


  He looked up at her, and with some concern said, ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I am searching everywhere for a letter—a note from Mr. St. Cleeve—just a few words telling me when the Occidental sails, that I think he goes in.’


  ‘Why do you want that unimportant document?’


  ‘It is of the utmost importance that I should know whether he has actually sailed or not!’ said she in agonized tones. ‘Where can that letter be?’


  Louis knew where that letter was, for having seen it on her desk he had, without reading it, torn it up and thrown it into the waste-paper basket, thinking the less that remained to remind her of the young philosopher the better.


  ‘I destroyed it,’ he said.


  ‘O Louis! why did you?’ she cried. ‘I am going to follow him; I think it best to do so; and I want to know if he is gone—and now the date is lost!’


  ‘Going to run after St. Cleeve? Absurd!’


  ‘Yes, I am!’ she said with vehement firmness. ‘I must see him; I want to speak to him as soon as possible.’


  ‘Good Lord, Viviette! Are you mad?’


  ‘O what was the date of that ship! But it cannot be helped. I start at once for Southampton. I have made up my mind to do it. He was going to his uncle’s solicitors in the North first; then he was coming back to Southampton. He cannot have sailed yet.’


  ‘I believe he has sailed,’ muttered Louis sullenly.


  She did not wait to argue with him, but returned upstairs, where she rang to tell Green to be ready with the pony to drive her to Warborne station in a quarter of an hour.


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  Viviette’s determination to hamper Swithin no longer had led her, as has been shown, to balk any weak impulse to entreat his return, by forbidding him to furnish her with his foreign address. His ready disposition, his fear that there might be other reasons behind, made him obey her only too literally. Thus, to her terror and dismay, she had placed a gratuitous difficulty in the way of her present endeavour.


  She was ready before Green, and urged on that factotum so wildly as to leave him no time to change his corduroys and ‘skitty-boots’ in which he had been gardening; he therefore turned himself into a coachman as far down as his waist merely—clapping on his proper coat, hat, and waistcoat, and wrapping a rug over his horticultural half below. In this compromise he appeared at the door, mounted, and reins in hand.


  Seeing how sad and determined Viviette was, Louis pitied her so far as to put nothing in the way of her starting, though he forbore to help her. He thought her conduct sentimental foolery, the outcome of mistaken pity and ‘such a kind of gain-giving as would trouble a woman’; and he decided that it would be better to let this mood burn itself out than to keep it smouldering by obstruction.


  ‘Do you remember the date of his sailing?’ she said finally, as the pony-carriage turned to drive off.


  ‘He sails on the 25th, that is, to-day. But it may not be till late in the evening.’


  With this she started, and reached Warborne in time for the up-train. How much longer than it really is a long journey can seem to be, was fully learnt by the unhappy Viviette that day. The changeful procession of country seats past which she was dragged, the names and memories of their owners, had no points of interest for her now. She reached Southampton about midday, and drove straight to the docks.


  On approaching the gates she was met by a crowd of people and vehicles coming out—men, women, children, porters, police, cabs, and carts. The Occidental had just sailed.


  The adverse intelligence came upon her with such odds after her morning’s tension that she could scarcely crawl back to the cab which had brought her. But this was not a time to succumb. As she had no luggage she dismissed the man, and, without any real consciousness of what she was doing, crept away and sat down on a pile of merchandise.


  After long thinking her case assumed a more hopeful complexion. Much might probably be done towards communicating with him in the time at her command. The obvious step to this end, which she should have thought of sooner, would be to go to his grandmother in Welland Bottom, and there obtain his itinerary in detail—no doubt well known to Mrs. Martin. There was no leisure for her to consider longer if she would be home again that night; and returning to the railway she waited on a seat without eating or drinking till a train was ready to take her back.


  By the time she again stood in Warborne the sun rested his chin upon the meadows, and enveloped the distant outline of the Rings-Hill column in his humid rays. Hiring an empty fly that chanced to be at the station she was driven through the little town onward to Welland, which she approached about eight o’clock. At her request the man set her down at the entrance to the park, and when he was out of sight, instead of pursuing her way to the House, she went along the high road in the direction of Mrs. Martin’s.


  Dusk was drawing on, and the bats were wheeling over the green basin called Welland Bottom by the time she arrived; and had any other errand instigated her call she would have postponed it till the morrow. Nobody responded to her knock, but she could hear footsteps going hither and thither upstairs, and dull noises as of articles moved from their places. She knocked again and again, and ultimately the door was opened by Hannah as usual.


  ‘I could make nobody hear,’ said Lady Constantine, who was so weary she could scarcely stand.


  ‘I am very sorry, my lady,’ said Hannah, slightly awed on beholding her visitor. ‘But we was a putting poor Mr. Swithin’s room to rights, now that he is, as a woman may say, dead and buried to us; so we didn’t hear your ladyship. I’ll call Mrs. Martin at once. She is up in the room that used to be his work-room.’


  Here Hannah’s voice implied moist eyes, and Lady Constantine’s instantly overflowed.


  ‘No, I’ll go up to her,’ said Viviette; and almost in advance of Hannah she passed up the shrunken ash stairs.


  The ebbing light was not enough to reveal to Mrs. Martin’s aged gaze the personality of her visitor, till Hannah explained.


  ‘I’ll get a light, my lady,’ said she.


  ‘No, I would rather not. What are you doing, Mrs. Martin?’


  ‘Well, the poor misguided boy is gone—and he’s gone for good to me! I am a woman of over four-score years, my Lady Constantine: my junketing days are over, and whether ’tis feasting or whether ’tis sorrowing in the land will soon be nothing to me. But his life may be long and active, and for the sake of him I care for what I shall never see, and wish to make pleasant what I shall never enjoy. I am setting his room in order, as the place will be his own life-hold when I am gone, so that when he comes back he may find all his poor jim-cracks and trangleys as he left ’em, and not feel that I have betrayed his trust.’


  Mrs. Martin’s voice revealed that she had burst into such few tears as were left her, and then Hannah began crying likewise; whereupon Lady Constantine, whose heart had been bursting all day (and who, indeed, considering her coming trouble, had reason enough for tears), broke into bitterer sobs than either—sobs of absolute pain, that could no longer be concealed.


  Hannah was the first to discover that Lady Constantine was weeping with them; and her feelings being probably the least intense among the three she instantly controlled herself.


  ‘Refrain yourself, my dear woman, refrain!’ she said hastily to Mrs. Martin; ‘don’t ye see how it do raft my lady?’ And turning to Viviette she whispered, ‘Her years be so great, your ladyship, that perhaps ye’ll excuse her for busting out afore ’ee? We know when the mind is dim, my lady, there’s not the manners there should be; but decayed people can’t help it, poor old soul!’


  ‘Hannah, that will do now. Perhaps Lady Constantine would like to speak to me alone,’ said Mrs. Martin. And when Hannah had retreated Mrs. Martin continued: ‘Such a charge as she is, my lady, on account of her great age! You’ll pardon her biding here as if she were one of the family. I put up with such things because of her long service, and we know that years lead to childishness.’


  ‘What are you doing? Can I help you?’ Viviette asked, as Mrs. Martin, after speaking, turned to lift some large article.


  ‘Oh, ’tis only the skeleton of a telescope that’s got no works in his inside,’ said Swithin’s grandmother, seizing the huge pasteboard tube that Swithin had made, and abandoned because he could get no lenses to suit it. ‘I am going to hang it up to these hooks, and there it will bide till he comes again.’


  Lady Constantine took one end, and the tube was hung up against the whitewashed wall by strings that the old woman had tied round it.


  ‘Here’s all his equinoctial lines, and his topics of Capricorn, and I don’t know what besides,’ Mrs. Martin continued, pointing to some charcoal scratches on the wall. ‘I shall never rub ’em out; no, though ’tis such untidiness as I was never brought up to, I shall never rub ’em out.’


  ‘Where has Swithin gone to first?’ asked Viviette anxiously. ‘Where does he say you are to write to him?’


  ‘Nowhere yet, my lady. He’s gone traipsing all over Europe and America, and then to the South Pacific Ocean about this Transit of Venus that’s going to be done there. He is to write to us first—God knows when!—for he said that if we didn’t hear from him for six months we were not to be gallied at all.’


  At this intelligence, so much worse than she had expected, Lady Constantine stood mute, sank down, and would have fallen to the floor if there had not been a chair behind her. Controlling herself by a strenuous effort, she disguised her despair and asked vacantly: ‘From America to the South Pacific—Transit of Venus?’ (Swithin’s arrangement to accompany the expedition had been made at the last moment, and therefore she had not as yet been informed.)


  ‘Yes, to a lone island, I believe.’


  ‘Yes, a lone islant, my lady!’ echoed Hannah, who had crept in and made herself one of the family again, in spite of Mrs. Martin.


  ‘He is going to meet the English and American astronomers there at the end of the year. After that he will most likely go on to the Cape.’


  ‘But before the end of the year—what places did he tell you of visiting?’


  ‘Let me collect myself; he is going to the observatory of Cambridge, United States, to meet some gentlemen there, and spy through the great refractor. Then there’s the observatory of Chicago; and I think he has a letter to make him beknown to a gentleman in the observatory at Marseilles—and he wants to go to Vienna—and Poulkowa, too, he means to take in his way—there being great instruments and a lot of astronomers at each place.’


  ‘Does he take Europe or America first?’ she asked faintly, for the account seemed hopeless.


  Mrs. Martin could not tell till she had heard from Swithin. It depended upon what he had decided to do on the day of his leaving England.


  Lady Constantine bade the old people good-bye, and dragged her weary limbs homeward. The fatuousness of forethought had seldom been evinced more ironically. Had she done nothing to hinder him, he would have kept up an unreserved communication with her, and all might have been well.


  For that night she could undertake nothing further, and she waited for the next day. Then at once she wrote two letters to Swithin, directing one to Marseilles observatory, one to the observatory of Cambridge, U.S., as being the only two spots on the face of the globe at which they were likely to intercept him. Each letter stated to him the urgent reasons which existed for his return, and contained a passionately regretful intimation that the annuity on which his hopes depended must of necessity be sacrificed by the completion of their original contract without delay.


  But letter conveyance was too slow a process to satisfy her. To send an epitome of her epistles by telegraph was, after all, indispensable. Such an imploring sentence as she desired to address to him it would be hazardous to despatch from Warborne, and she took a dreary journey to a strange town on purpose to send it from an office at which she was unknown.


  There she handed in her message, addressing it to the port of arrival of the Occidental, and again returned home.


  She waited; and there being no return telegram, the inference was that he had somehow missed hers. For an answer to either of her letters she would have to wait long enough to allow him time to reach one of the observatories—a tedious while.


  Then she considered the weakness, the stultifying nature of her attempt at recall.


  Events mocked her on all sides. By the favour of an accident, and by her own immense exertions against her instincts, Swithin had been restored to the rightful heritage that he had nearly forfeited on her account. He had just started off to utilize it; when she, without a moment’s warning, was asking him again to cast it away. She had set a certain machinery in motion—to stop it before it had revolved once.


  A horrid apprehension possessed her. It had been easy for Swithin to give up what he had never known the advantages of keeping; but having once begun to enjoy his possession would he give it up now? Could he be depended on for such self-sacrifice? Before leaving, he would have done anything at her request; but the mollia tempora fandi had now passed. Suppose there arrived no reply from him for the next three months; and that when his answer came he were to inform her that, having now fully acquiesced in her original decision, he found the life he was leading so profitable as to be unable to abandon it, even to please her; that he was very sorry, but having embarked on this course by her advice he meant to adhere to it by his own.


  There was, indeed, every probability that, moving about as he was doing, and cautioned as he had been by her very self against listening to her too readily, she would receive no reply of any sort from him for three or perhaps four months. This would be on the eve of the Transit; and what likelihood was there that a young man, full of ardour for that spectacle, would forego it at the last moment to return to a humdrum domesticity with a woman who was no longer a novelty?


  If she could only leave him to his career, and save her own situation also! But at that moment the proposition seemed as impossible as to construct a triangle of two straight lines. O that last fatal evening with him!


  In her walk home, pervaded by these hopeless views, she passed near the dark and deserted tower. Night in that solitary place, which would have caused her some uneasiness in her years of blitheness, had no terrors for her now. She went up the winding-path, and, the door being unlocked, felt her way to the top. The open sky greeted her as in times previous to the dome-and-equatorial period; but there was not a star to suggest to her in which direction Swithin had gone. The absence of the dome suggested a way out of her difficulties. A leap in the dark, and all would be over. But she had not reached that stage of action as yet, and the thought was dismissed as quickly as it had come.


  The new consideration which at present occupied her mind was whether she could have the courage to leave Swithin to himself, as in the original plan, and singly meet her impending trial, despising the shame, till he should return at five-and-twenty and claim her? Yet was this assumption of his return so very safe? How altered things would be at that time! At twenty-five he would still be young and handsome; she would be five-and-thirty, fading to middle-age and homeliness, from a junior’s point of view. A fear sharp as a frost settled down upon her, that in any such scheme as this she would be building upon the sand.


  She hardly knew how she reached home that night. Entering by the lawn door she saw a red coal in the direction of the arbour. Louis was smoking there, and he came forward.


  He had not seen her since the morning and was naturally anxious about her. She blessed the chance which enveloped her in night and lessened the weight of the encounter one half by depriving him of vision.


  ‘Did you accomplish your object?’ he asked.


  ‘No,’ said she.


  ‘How was that?’


  ‘He has sailed.’


  ‘A very good thing for both, I say. I believe you would have married him, if you could have overtaken him.’


  ‘That would I!’ she said.


  ‘Good God!’


  ‘I would marry a tinker for that matter; I have physical reasons for being any man’s wife,’ she said recklessly, ‘only I should prefer to drown myself!’


  Louis held his breath, and stood rigid at the meaning her words conveyed.


  ‘But Louis, you don’t know all!’ cried Viviette. ‘I am not so bad as you think; mine has been folly—not vice. I thought I had married him—and then I found I had not; the marriage was invalid—Sir Blount was alive! And now Swithin has gone away, and will not come back for my calling! How can he? His fortune is left him on condition that he forms no legal tie. O will he—will he, come again?’


  ‘Never, if that’s the position of affairs,’ said Louis firmly, after a pause.


  ‘What then shall I do?’ said Viviette.


  Louis escaped the formidable difficulty of replying by pretending to continue his Havannah; and she, bowed down to dust by what she had revealed, crept from him into the house. Louis’s cigar went out in his hand as he stood looking intently at the ground.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  Louis got up the next morning with an idea in his head. He had dressed for a journey, and breakfasted hastily.


  Before he had started Viviette came downstairs. Louis, who was now greatly disturbed about her, went up to his sister and took her hand.


  ‘Aux grands maux les grands remèdes,’ he said gravely. ‘I have a plan.’


  ‘I have a dozen!’ said she.


  ‘You have?’


  ‘Yes. But what are they worth? And yet there must—there must be a way!’


  ‘Viviette,’ said Louis, ‘promise that you will wait till I come home to-night, before you do anything.’


  Her distracted eyes showed slight comprehension of his request as she said ‘Yes.’


  An hour after that time Louis entered the train at Warborne, and was speedily crossing a country of ragged woodland, which, though intruded on by the plough at places, remained largely intact from prehistoric times, and still abounded with yews of gigantic growth and oaks tufted with mistletoe. It was the route to Melchester.


  On setting foot in that city he took the cathedral spire as his guide, the place being strange to him; and went on till he reached the archway dividing Melchester sacred from Melchester secular. Thence he threaded his course into the precincts of the damp and venerable Close, level as a bowling-green, and beloved of rooks, who from their elm perches on high threatened any unwary gazer with the mishap of Tobit. At the corner of this reposeful spot stood the episcopal palace.


  Louis entered the gates, rang the bell, and looked around. Here the trees and rooks seemed older, if possible, than those in the Close behind him. Everything was dignified, and he felt himself like Punchinello in the king’s chambers. Verily in the present case Glanville was not a man to stick at trifles any more than his illustrious prototype; and on the servant bringing a message that his lordship would see him at once, Louis marched boldly in.


  Through an old dark corridor, roofed with old dark beams, the servant led the way to the heavily-moulded door of the Bishop’s room. Dr. Helmsdale was there, and welcomed Louis with considerable stateliness. But his condescension was tempered with a curious anxiety, and even with nervousness.


  He asked in pointed tones after the health of Lady Constantine; if Louis had brought an answer to the letter he had addressed to her a day or two earlier; and if the contents of the letter, or of the previous one, were known to him.


  ‘I have brought no answer from her,’ said Louis. ‘But the contents of your letter have been made known to me.’


  Since entering the building Louis had more than once felt some hesitation, and it might now, with a favouring manner from his entertainer, have operated to deter him from going further with his intention. But the Bishop had personal weaknesses that were fatal to sympathy for more than a moment.


  ‘Then I may speak in confidence to you as her nearest relative,’ said the prelate, ‘and explain that I am now in a position with regard to Lady Constantine which, in view of the important office I hold, I should not have cared to place myself in unless I had felt quite sure of not being refused by her. And hence it is a great grief, and some mortification to me, that I was refused—owing, of course, to the fact that I unwittingly risked making my proposal at the very moment when she was under the influence of those strange tidings, and therefore not herself, and scarcely able to judge what was best for her.’


  The Bishop’s words disclosed a mind whose sensitive fear of danger to its own dignity hindered it from criticism elsewhere. Things might have been worse for Louis’s Puck-like idea of mis-mating his Hermia with this Demetrius.


  Throwing a strong colour of earnestness into his mien he replied: ‘Bishop, Viviette is my only sister; I am her only brother and friend. I am alarmed for her health and state of mind. Hence I have come to consult you on this very matter that you have broached. I come absolutely without her knowledge, and I hope unconventionality may be excused in me on the score of my anxiety for her.’


  ‘Certainly. I trust that the prospect opened up by my proposal, combined with this other news, has not proved too much for her?’


  ‘My sister is distracted and distressed, Bishop Helmsdale. She wants comfort.’


  ‘Not distressed by my letter?’ said the Bishop, turning red. ‘Has it lowered me in her estimation?’


  ‘On the contrary; while your disinterested offer was uppermost in her mind she was a different woman. It is this other matter that oppresses her. The result upon her of the recent discovery with regard to the late Sir Blount Constantine is peculiar. To say that he ill-used her in his lifetime is to understate a truth. He has been dead now a considerable period; but this revival of his memory operates as a sort of terror upon her. Images of the manner of Sir Blount’s death are with her night and day, intensified by a hideous picture of the supposed scene, which was cruelly sent her. She dreads being alone. Nothing will restore my poor Viviette to her former cheerfulness but a distraction—a hope—a new prospect.’


  ‘That is precisely what acceptance of my offer would afford.’


  ‘Precisely,’ said Louis, with great respect. ‘But how to get her to avail herself of it, after once refusing you, is the difficulty, and my earnest problem.’


  ‘Then we are quite at one.’


  ‘We are. And it is to promote our wishes that I am come; since she will do nothing of herself.’


  ‘Then you can give me no hope of a reply to my second communication?’


  ‘None whatever—by letter,’ said Louis. ‘Her impression plainly is that she cannot encourage your lordship. Yet, in the face of all this reticence, the secret is that she loves you warmly.’


  ‘Can you indeed assure me of that? Indeed, indeed!’ said the good Bishop musingly. ‘Then I must try to see her, I begin to feel—to feel strongly—that a course which would seem premature and unbecoming in other cases would be true and proper conduct in this. Her unhappy dilemmas—her unwonted position—yes, yes—I see it all! I can afford to have some little misconstruction put upon my motives. I will go and see her immediately. Her past has been a cruel one; she wants sympathy; and with Heaven’s help I’ll give it.’


  ‘I think the remedy lies that way,’ said Louis gently. ‘Some words came from her one night which seemed to show it. I was standing on the terrace: I heard somebody sigh in the dark, and found that it was she. I asked her what was the matter, and gently pressed her on this subject of boldly and promptly contracting a new marriage as a means of dispersing the horrors of the old. Her answer implied that she would have no objection to do it, and to do it at once, provided she could remain externally passive in the matter, that she would tacitly yield, in fact, to pressure, but would not meet solicitation half-way. Now, Bishop Helmsdale, you see what has prompted me. On the one hand is a dignitary of high position and integrity, to say no more, who is anxious to save her from the gloom of her situation; on the other is this sister, who will not make known to you her willingness to be saved—partly from apathy, partly from a fear that she may be thought forward in responding favourably at so early a moment, partly also, perhaps, from a modest sense that there would be some sacrifice on your part in allying yourself with a woman of her secluded and sad experience.’


  ‘O, there is no sacrifice! Quite otherwise. I care greatly for this alliance, Mr. Glanville. Your sister is very dear to me. Moreover, the advantages her mind would derive from the enlarged field of activity that the position of a bishop’s wife would afford, are palpable. I am induced to think that an early settlement of the question—an immediate coming to the point—which might be called too early in the majority of cases, would be a right and considerate tenderness here. My only dread is that she should think an immediate following up of the subject premature. And the risk of a rebuff a second time is one which, as you must perceive, it would be highly unbecoming in me to run.’


  ‘I think the risk would be small, if your lordship would approach her frankly. Write she will not, I am assured; and knowing that, and having her interest at heart, I was induced to come to you and make this candid statement in reply to your communication. If she could be married in a month or so it would save her from chronic melancholia—possibly from death itself. And her late husband having been virtually dead these four or five years, believed dead two years, and actually dead nearly one, no reproach could attach to her if she were to contract another union to-morrow.’


  ‘I agree with you, Mr. Glanville,’ said the Bishop warmly. ‘I will think this over. Her motive in not replying I can quite understand: your motive in coming I can also understand and appreciate in a brother. If I feel convinced that it would be a seemly and expedient thing I will come to Welland to-morrow.’


  The point to which Louis had brought the Bishop being so satisfactory, he feared to endanger it by another word. He went away almost hurriedly, and at once left the precincts of the cathedral, lest another encounter with Dr. Helmsdale should lead the latter to take a new and slower view of his duties as Viviette’s suitor.


  He reached Welland by dinner-time, and came upon Viviette in the same pensive mood in which he had left her. It seemed she had hardly moved since.


  ‘Have you discovered Swithin St. Cleeve’s address?’ she said, without looking up at him.


  ‘No,’ said Louis.


  Then she broke out with indescribable anguish: ‘But you asked me to wait till this evening; and I have waited through the long day, in the belief that your words meant something, and that you would bring good tidings! And now I find your words meant nothing, and you have not brought good tidings!’


  Louis could not decide for a moment what to say to this. Should he venture to give her thoughts a new course by a revelation of his design? No: it would be better to prolong her despair yet another night, and spring relief upon her suddenly, that she might jump at it and commit herself without an interval for reflection on certain aspects of the proceeding.


  Nothing, accordingly, did he say; and conjecturing that she would be hardly likely to take any desperate step that night, he left her to herself.


  His anxiety at this crisis continued to be great. Everything depended on the result of the Bishop’s self-communion. Would he or would he not come the next day? Perhaps instead of his important presence there would appear a letter postponing the visit indefinitely. If so, all would be lost.


  Louis’s suspense kept him awake, and he was not alone in his sleeplessness. Through the night he heard his sister walking up and down, in a state which betokened that for every pang of grief she had disclosed, twice as many had remained unspoken. He almost feared that she might seek to end her existence by violence, so unreasonably sudden were her moods; and he lay and longed for the day.


  It was morning. She came down the same as usual, and asked if there had arrived any telegram or letter; but there was neither. Louis avoided her, knowing that nothing he could say just then would do her any good.


  No communication had reached him from the Bishop, and that looked well. By one ruse and another, as the day went on, he led her away from contemplating the remote possibility of hearing from Swithin, and induced her to look at the worst contingency as her probable fate. It seemed as if she really made up her mind to this, for by the afternoon she was apathetic, like a woman who neither hoped nor feared.


  And then a fly drove up to the door.


  Louis, who had been standing in the hall the greater part of that day, glanced out through a private window, and went to Viviette. ‘The Bishop has called,’ he said. ‘Be ready to see him.’


  ‘The Bishop of Melchester?’ said Viviette, bewildered.


  ‘Yes. I asked him to come. He comes for an answer to his letters.’


  ‘An answer—to—his—letters?’ she murmured.


  ‘An immediate reply of yes or no.’


  Her face showed the workings of her mind. How entirely an answer of assent, at once acted on for better or for worse, would clear the spectre from her path, there needed no tongue to tell. It would, moreover, accomplish that end without involving the impoverishment of Swithin—the inevitable result if she had adopted the legitimate road out of her trouble. Hitherto there had seemed to her dismayed mind, unenlightened as to any course save one of honesty, no possible achievement of both her desires—the saving of Swithin and the saving of herself. But behold, here was a way! A tempter had shown it to her. It involved a great wrong, which to her had quite obscured its feasibility. But she perceived now that it was indeed a way. Convention was forcing her hand at this game; and to what will not convention compel her weaker victims, in extremes?


  Louis left her to think it out. When he reached the drawing-room Dr. Helmsdale was standing there with the air of a man too good for his destiny—which, to be just to him, was not far from the truth this time.


  ‘Have you broken my message to her?’ asked the Bishop.


  ‘Not your message; your visit,’ said Louis. ‘I leave the rest in your Lordship’s hands. I have done all I can for her.’


  She was in her own small room to-day; and, feeling that it must be a bold stroke or none, he led the Bishop across the hall till he reached her apartment and opened the door; but instead of following he shut it behind his visitor.


  Then Glanville passed an anxious time. He walked from the foot of the staircase to the star of old swords and pikes on the wall; from these to the stags’ horns; thence down the corridor as far as the door, where he could hear murmuring inside, but not its import. The longer they remained closeted the more excited did he become. That she had not peremptorily negatived the proposal at the outset was a strong sign of its success. It showed that she had admitted argument; and the worthy Bishop had a pleader on his side whom he knew little of. The very weather seemed to favour Dr. Helmsdale in his suit. A blusterous wind had blown up from the west, howling in the smokeless chimneys, and suggesting to the feminine mind storms at sea, a tossing ocean, and the hopeless inaccessibility of all astronomers and men on the other side of the same.


  The Bishop had entered Viviette’s room at ten minutes past three. The long hand of the hall clock lay level at forty-five minutes past when the knob of the door moved, and he came out. Louis met him where the passage joined the hall.


  Dr. Helmsdale was decidedly in an emotional state, his face being slightly flushed. Louis looked his anxious inquiry without speaking it.


  ‘She accepts me,’ said the Bishop in a low voice. ‘And the wedding is to be soon—the first week in September. Her long solitude and sufferings justify haste. What you said was true. Sheer weariness and distraction have driven her to me. She was quite passive at last, and agreed to anything I proposed—such is the persuasive force of trained logical reasoning! A good and wise woman, she perceived what a true shelter from sadness was offered in this, and was not the one to despise Heaven’s gift.’


  ♣


  XL


  The silence of Swithin was to be accounted for by the fact that neither to the Mediterranean nor to America had he in the first place directed his steps. Feeling himself absolutely free he had, on arriving at Southampton, decided to make straight for the Cape, and hence had not gone aboard the Occidental at all. His object was to leave his heavier luggage there, examine the capabilities of the spot for his purpose, find out the necessity or otherwise of shipping over his own equatorial, and then cross to America as soon as there was a good opportunity. Here he might inquire the movements of the Transit expedition to the South Pacific, and join it at such a point as might be convenient.


  Thus, though wrong in her premisses, Viviette had intuitively decided with sad precision. There was, as a matter of fact, a great possibility of her not being able to communicate with him for several months, notwithstanding that he might possibly communicate with her.


  This excursive time was an awakening for Swithin. To altered circumstances inevitably followed altered views. That such changes should have a marked effect upon a young man who had made neither grand tour nor petty one—who had, in short, scarcely been away from home in his life—was nothing more than natural. New ideas struggled to disclose themselves; and with the addition of strange twinklers to his southern horizon came an absorbed attention that way, and a corresponding forgetfulness of what lay to the north behind his back, whether human or celestial. Whoever may deplore it few will wonder that Viviette, who till then had stood high in his heaven, if she had not dominated it, sank, like the North Star, lower and lower with his retreat southward. Master of a large advance of his first year’s income in circular notes, he perhaps too readily forgot that the mere act of honour, but for her self-suppression, would have rendered him penniless.


  Meanwhile, to come back and claim her at the specified time, four years thence, if she should not object to be claimed, was as much a part of his programme as were the exploits abroad and elsewhere that were to prelude it. The very thoroughness of his intention for that advanced date inclined him all the more readily to shelve the subject now. Her unhappy caution to him not to write too soon was a comfortable license in his present state of tension about sublime scientific things, which knew not woman, nor her sacrifices, nor her fears. In truth he was not only too young in years, but too literal, direct, and uncompromising in nature to understand such a woman as Lady Constantine; and she suffered for that limitation in him as it had been antecedently probable that she would do.


  He stayed but a little time at Cape Town on this his first reconnoitring journey; and on that account wrote to no one from the place. On leaving he found there remained some weeks on his hands before he wished to cross to America; and feeling an irrepressible desire for further studies in navigation on shipboard, and under clear skies, he took the steamer for Melbourne; returning thence in due time, and pursuing his journey to America, where he landed at Boston.


  Having at last had enough of great circles and other nautical reckonings, and taking no interest in men or cities, this indefatigable scrutineer of the universe went immediately on to Cambridge, U.S., and there, by the help of an introduction he had brought from England, he revelled for a time in the glories of the gigantic refractor (which he was permitted to use on occasion), and in the pleasures of intercourse with the scientific group around. This brought him on to the time of starting with the Transit expedition, when he and his kind became lost to the eye of civilization behind the horizon of the Pacific Ocean.


  To speak of their doings on this pilgrimage, of ingress and egress, of tangent and parallax, of external and internal contact, would avail nothing. Is it not all written in the chronicles of the Astronomical Society? More to the point will it be to mention that Viviette’s letter to Cambridge had been returned long before he reached that place, while her missive to Marseilles was, of course, misdirected altogether. On arriving in America, uncertain of an address in that country at which he would stay long, Swithin wrote his first letter to his grandmother; and in this he ordered that all communications should be sent to await him at Cape Town, as the only safe spot for finding him, sooner or later. The equatorial he also directed to be forwarded to the same place. At this time, too, he ventured to break Viviette’s commands, and address a letter to her, not knowing of the strange results that had followed his absence from home[.]


  It was February. The Transit was over, the scientific company had broken up, and Swithin had steamed towards the Cape to take up his permanent abode there, with a view to his great task of surveying, charting and theorizing on those exceptional features in the southern skies which had been but partially treated by the younger Herschel. Having entered Table Bay and landed on the quay, he called at once at the post-office.


  Two letters were handed him, and he found from the date that they had been waiting there for some time. One of these epistles, which had a weather-worn look as regarded the ink, and was in old-fashioned penmanship, he knew to be from his grandmother. He opened it before he had as much as glanced at the superscription of the second.


  Besides immaterial portions, it contained the following:—


  J reckon you know by now of our main news this fall, but lest you should not have heard of it J send the exact thing snipped out of the newspaper. Nobody expected her to do it quite so soon; but it is said hereabout that my lord bishop and my lady had been drawing nigh to an understanding before the glum tidings of Sir Blount’s taking of his own life reached her; and the account of this wicked deed was so sore afflicting to her mind, and made her poor heart so timid and low, that in charity to my lady her few friends agreed on urging her to let the bishop go on paying his court as before, notwithstanding she had not been a widow-woman near so long as was thought. This, as it turned out, she was willing to do; and when my lord asked her she told him she would marry him at once or never. That’s as J was told, and J had it from those that know.


  The cutting from the newspaper was an ordinary announcement of marriage between the Bishop of Melchester and Lady Constantine.


  Swithin was so astounded at the intelligence of what for the nonce seemed Viviette’s wanton fickleness that he quite omitted to look at the second letter; and remembered nothing about it till an hour afterwards, when sitting in his own room at the hotel.


  It was in her handwriting, but so altered that its superscription had not arrested his eye. It had no beginning, or date; but its contents soon acquainted him with her motive for the precipitate act. The few concluding sentences are all that it will be necessary to quote here:—


  
    There was no way out of it, even if I could have found you, without infringing one of the conditions I had previously laid down. The long desire of my heart has been not to impoverish you or mar your career. The new desire was to save myself and, still more, another yet unborn…. I have done a desperate thing. Yet for myself I could do no better, and for you no less. I would have sacrificed my single self to honesty, but I was not alone concerned. What woman has a right to blight a coming life to preserve her personal integrity? … The one bright spot is that it saves you and your endowment from further catastrophes, and preserves you to the pleasant paths of scientific fame. I no longer lie like a log across your path, which is now as open as on the day before you saw me, and ere I encouraged you to win me. Alas, Swithin, I ought to have known better. The folly was great, and the suffering be upon my head! I ought not to have consented to that last interview: all was well till then! … Well, I have borne much, and am not unprepared. As for you, Swithin, by simply pressing straight on your triumph is assured. Do not communicate with me in any way—not even in answer to this. Do not think of me. Do not see me ever any more.—Your unhappy


    Viviette.

  


  Swithin’s heart swelled within him in sudden pity for her, first; then he blanched with a horrified sense of what she had done, and at his own relation to the deed. He felt like an awakened somnambulist who should find that he had been accessory to a tragedy during his unconsciousness. She had loosened the knot of her difficulties by cutting it unscrupulously through and through.


  The big tidings rather dazed than crushed him, his predominant feeling being soon again one of keenest sorrow and sympathy. Yet one thing was obvious; he could do nothing—absolutely nothing. The event which he now heard of for the first time had taken place five long months ago. He reflected, and regretted—and mechanically went on with his preparations for settling down to work under the shadow of Table Mountain. He was as one who suddenly finds the world a stranger place than he thought; but is excluded by age, temperament, and situation from being much more than an astonished spectator of its strangeness.


  The Royal Observatory was about a mile out of the town, and hither he repaired as soon as he had established himself in lodgings. He had decided, on his first visit to the Cape, that it would be highly advantageous to him if he could supplement the occasional use of the large instruments here by the use at his own house of his own equatorial, and had accordingly given directions that it might be sent over from England. The precious possession now arrived; and although the sight of it—of the brasses on which her hand had often rested, of the eyepiece through which her dark eyes had beamed—engendered some decidedly bitter regrets in him for a time, he could not long afford to give to the past the days that were meant for the future.


  Unable to get a room convenient for a private observatory he resolved at last to fix the instrument on a solid pillar in the garden; and several days were spent in accommodating it to its new position. In this latitude there was no necessity for economizing clear nights as he had been obliged to do on the old tower at Welland. There it had happened more than once that, after waiting idle through days and nights of cloudy weather, Viviette would fix her time for meeting him at an hour when at last he had an opportunity of seeing the sky; so that in giving to her the golden moments of cloudlessness he was losing his chance with the orbs above.


  Those features which usually attract the eye of the visitor to a new latitude are the novel forms of human and vegetable life, and other such sublunary things. But the young man glanced slightingly at these; the changes overhead had all his attention. The old subject was imprinted there, but in a new type. Here was a heaven, fixed and ancient as the northern; yet much of it had never appeared above the Welland hills since they were heaved up from beneath. Here was an unalterable circumpolar region; but the polar patterns stereotyped in history and legend—without which it had almost seemed that a polar sky could not exist—had never been seen therein.


  St. Cleeve, as was natural, began by cursory surveys, which were not likely to be of much utility to the world or to himself. He wasted several weeks—indeed above two months—in a comparatively idle survey of southern novelties; in the mere luxury of looking at stellar objects whose wonders were known, recounted, and classified, long before his own personality had been heard of. With a child’s simple delight he allowed his instrument to rove, evening after evening, from the gorgeous glitter of Canopus to the hazy clouds of Magellan. Before he had well finished this optical prelude there floated over to him from the other side of the Equator the postscript to the epistle of his lost Viviette. It came in the vehicle of a common newspaper, under the head of ‘Births’:—


  April 10th, 18—, at the Palace, Melchester, the wife of the Bishop of Melchester, of a son.


  ♣


  XLI


  Three years passed away, and Swithin still remained at the Cape, quietly pursuing the work that had brought him there. His memoranda of observations had accumulated to a wheelbarrow load, and he was beginning to shape them into a treatise which should possess some scientific utility.


  He had gauged the southern skies with greater results than even he himself had anticipated. Those unfamiliar constellations which, to the casual beholder, are at most a new arrangement of ordinary points of light were, to this professed astronomer as to his brethren, a far greater matter.


  It was below the surface that his material lay. There, in regions revealed only to the instrumental observer, were suns of hybrid kind—fire-fogs, floating nuclei, globes that flew in groups like swarms of bees, and other extraordinary sights—which, when decomposed by Swithin’s equatorial, turned out to be the beginning of a new series of phenomena instead of the end of an old one.


  There were gloomy deserts in those southern skies such as the north shows scarcely an example of; sites set apart for the position of suns which for some unfathomable reason were left uncreated, their places remaining ever since conspicuous by their emptiness.


  The inspection of these chasms brought him a second pulsation of that old horror which he had used to describe to Viviette as produced in him by bottomlessness in the north heaven. The ghostly finger of limitless vacancy touched him now on the other side. Infinite deeps in the north stellar region had a homely familiarity about them, when compared with infinite deeps in the region of the south pole. This was an even more unknown tract of the unknown. Space here, being less the historic haunt of human thought than overhead at home, seemed to be pervaded with a more lonely loneliness.


  Were there given on paper to these astronomical exercitations of St. Cleeve a space proportionable to that occupied by his year with Viviette at Welland, this narrative would treble its length; but not a single additional glimpse would be afforded of Swithin in his relations with old emotions. In these experiments with tubes and glasses, important as they were to human intellect, there was little food for the sympathetic instincts which create the changes in a life. That which is the foreground and measuring base of one perspective draught may be the vanishing-point of another perspective draught, while yet they are both draughts of the same thing. Swithin’s doings and discoveries in the southern sidereal system were, no doubt, incidents of the highest importance to him; and yet from an intersocial point of view they served but the humble purpose of killing time, while other doings, more nearly allied to his heart than to his understanding, developed themselves at home.


  In the intervals between his professional occupations he took walks over the sand-flats near, or among the farms which were gradually overspreading the country in the vicinity of Cape Town. He grew familiar with the outline of Table Mountain, and the fleecy ‘Devil’s Table-Cloth’ which used to settle on its top when the wind was south-east. On these promenades he would more particularly think of Viviette, and of that curious pathetic chapter in his life with her which seemed to have wound itself up and ended for ever. Those scenes were rapidly receding into distance, and the intensity of his sentiment regarding them had proportionately abated. He felt that there had been something wrong therein, and yet he could not exactly define the boundary of the wrong. Viviette’s sad and amazing sequel to that chapter had still a fearful, catastrophic aspect in his eyes; but instead of musing over it and its bearings he shunned the subject, as we shun by night the shady scene of a disaster, and keep to the open road.


  He sometimes contemplated her apart from the past—leading her life in the Cathedral Close at Melchester; and wondered how often she looked south and thought of where he was.


  On one of these afternoon walks in the neighbourhood of the Royal Observatory he turned and gazed towards the signal-post on the Lion’s Rump. This was a high promontory to the north-west of Table Mountain, and overlooked Table Bay. Before his eyes had left the scene the signal was suddenly hoisted on the staff. It announced that a mail steamer had appeared in view over the sea. In the course of an hour he retraced his steps, as he had often done on such occasions, and strolled leisurely across the intervening mile and a half till he arrived at the post-office door.


  There was no letter from England for him; but there was a newspaper, addressed in the seventeenth-century handwriting of his grandmother, who, in spite of her great age, still retained a steady hold on life. He turned away disappointed, and resumed his walk into the country, opening the paper as he went along.


  A cross in black ink attracted his attention; and it was opposite a name among the ‘Deaths.’ His blood ran icily as he discerned the words ‘The Palace, Melchester.’ But it was not she. Her husband, the Bishop of Melchester, had, after a short illness, departed this life at the comparatively early age of fifty-four years.


  All the enactments of the bygone days at Welland now started up like an awakened army from the ground. But a few months were wanting to the time when he would be of an age to marry without sacrificing the annuity which formed his means of subsistence. It was a point in his life that had had no meaning or interest for him since his separation from Viviette, for women were now no more to him than the inhabitants of Jupiter. But the whirligig of time having again set Viviette free, the aspect of home altered, and conjecture as to her future found room to work anew.


  But beyond the simple fact that she was a widow he for some time gained not an atom of intelligence concerning her. There was no one of whom he could inquire but his grandmother, and she could tell him nothing about a lady who dwelt far away at Melchester.


  Several months slipped by thus; and no feeling within him rose to sufficient strength to force him out of a passive attitude. Then by the merest chance his granny stated in one of her rambling epistles that Lady Constantine was coming to live again at Welland in the old house, with her child, now a little boy between three and four years of age.


  Swithin, however, lived on as before.


  But by the following autumn a change became necessary for the young man himself. His work at the Cape was done. His uncle’s wishes that he should study there had been more than observed. The materials for his great treatise were collected, and it now only remained for him to arrange, digest, and publish them, for which purpose a return to England was indispensable.


  So the equatorial was unscrewed, and the stand taken down; the astronomer’s barrow-load of precious memoranda, and rolls upon rolls of diagrams, representing three years of continuous labour, were safely packed; and Swithin departed for good and all from the shores of Cape Town.


  He had long before informed his grandmother of the date at which she might expect him; and in a reply from her, which reached him just previous to sailing, she casually mentioned that she frequently saw Lady Constantine; that on the last occasion her ladyship had shown great interest in the information that Swithin was coming home, and had inquired the time of his return.


  On a late summer day Swithin stepped from the train at Warborne, and, directing his baggage to be sent on after him, set out on foot for old Welland once again.


  It seemed but the day after his departure, so little had the scene changed. True, there was that change which is always the first to arrest attention in places that are conventionally called unchanging—a higher and broader vegetation at every familiar corner than at the former time.


  He had not gone a mile when he saw walking before him a clergyman whose form, after consideration, he recognized, in spite of a novel whiteness in that part of his hair that showed below the brim of his hat. Swithin walked much faster than this gentleman, and soon was at his side.


  ‘Mr. Torkingham! I knew it was,’ said Swithin.


  Mr. Torkingham was slower in recognizing the astronomer, but in a moment had greeted him with a warm shake of the hand.


  ‘I have been to the station on purpose to meet you!’ cried Mr. Torkingham, ‘and was returning with the idea that you had not come. I am your grandmother’s emissary. She could not come herself, and as she was anxious, and nobody else could be spared, I came for her.’


  Then they walked on together. The parson told Swithin all about his grandmother, the parish, and his endeavours to enlighten it; and in due course said, ‘You are no doubt aware that Lady Constantine is living again at Welland?’


  Swithin said he had heard as much, and added, what was far within the truth, that the news of the Bishop’s death had been a great surprise to him.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mr. Torkingham, with nine thoughts to one word. ‘One might have prophesied, to look at him, that Melchester would not lack a bishop for the next forty years. Yes; pale death knocks at the cottages of the poor and the palaces of kings with an impartial foot!’


  ‘Was he a particularly good man?’ asked Swithin.


  ‘He was not a Ken or a Heber. To speak candidly, he had his faults, of which arrogance was not the least. But who is perfect?’


  Swithin, somehow, felt relieved to hear that the Bishop was not a perfect man.


  ‘His poor wife, I fear, had not a great deal more happiness with him than with her first husband. But one might almost have foreseen it; the marriage was hasty—the result of a red-hot caprice, hardly becoming in a man of his position; and it betokened a want of temperate discretion which soon showed itself in other ways. That’s all there was to be said against him; and now it’s all over, and things have settled again into their old course. But the Bishop’s widow is not the Lady Constantine of former days. No; put it as you will, she is not the same. There seems to be a nameless something on her mind—a trouble—a rooted melancholy, which no man’s ministry can reach. Formerly she was a woman whose confidence it was easy to gain; but neither religion nor philosophy avails with her now. Beyond that, her life is strangely like what it was when you were with us.’


  Conversing thus they pursued the turnpike road till their conversation was interrupted by a crying voice on their left. They looked, and perceived that a child, in getting over an adjoining stile, had fallen on his face.


  Mr. Torkingham and Swithin both hastened up to help the sufferer, who was a lovely little fellow with flaxen hair, which spread out in a frill of curls from beneath a quaint, close-fitting velvet cap that he wore. Swithin picked him up, while Mr. Torkingham wiped the sand from his lips and nose, and administered a few words of consolation, together with a few sweet-meats, which, somewhat to Swithin’s surprise, the parson produced as if by magic from his pocket. One half the comfort rendered would have sufficed to soothe such a disposition as the child’s. He ceased crying and ran away in delight to his unconscious nurse, who was reaching up for blackberries at a hedge some way off.


  ‘You know who he is, of course?’ said Mr. Torkingham, as they resumed their journey.


  ‘No,’ said Swithin.


  ‘O, I thought you did. Yet how should you? It is Lady Constantine’s boy—her only child. Remarkably fine boy, and yet he was a seven-months’ baby. His fond mother little thinks he is so far away from home.’


  ‘Dear me!—Lady Constantine’s—ah, how interesting!’ Swithin paused abstractedly for a moment, then stepped back again to the stile, while he stood watching the little boy out of sight.


  ‘I can never venture out of doors now without sweets in my pocket,’ continued the good-natured vicar: ‘and the result is that I meet that young man more frequently on my rounds than any other of my parishioners.’


  St. Cleeve was silent, and they turned into Welland Lane, where their paths presently diverged, and Swithin was left to pursue his way alone. He might have accompanied the vicar yet further, and gone straight to Welland House; but it would have been difficult to do so then without provoking inquiry. It was easy to go there now: by a cross path he could be at the mansion almost as soon as by the direct road. And yet Swithin did not turn; he felt an indescribable reluctance to see Viviette. He could not exactly say why. True, before he knew how the land lay it might be awkward to attempt to call: and this was a sufficient excuse for postponement.


  In this mood he went on, following the direct way to his grandmother’s homestead. He reached the garden-gate, and, looking into the bosky basin where the old house stood, saw a graceful female form moving before the porch, bidding adieu to some one within the door.


  He wondered what creature of that mould his grandmother could know, and went forward with some hesitation. At his approach the apparition turned, and he beheld, developed into blushing womanhood, one who had once been known to him as the village maiden Tabitha Lark. Seeing Swithin, and apparently from an instinct that her presence would not be desirable just then, she moved quickly round into the garden.


  The returned traveller entered the house, where he found awaiting him poor old Mrs. Martin, to whose earthly course death stood rather as the asymptote than as the end. She was perceptibly smaller in form than when he had left her, and she could see less distinctly.


  A rather affecting greeting followed, in which his grandmother murmured the words of Israel: ‘“Now let me die, since I have seen thy face, because thou art yet alive.”’


  The form of Hannah had disappeared from the kitchen, that ancient servant having been gathered to her fathers about six months before, her place being filled by a young girl who knew not Joseph. They presently chatted with much cheerfulness, and his grandmother said, ‘Have you heard what a wonderful young woman Miss Lark has become?—a mere fleet-footed, slittering maid when you were last home.’


  St. Cleeve had not heard, but he had partly seen, and he was informed that Tabitha had left Welland shortly after his own departure, and had studied music with great success in London, where she had resided ever since till quite recently; that she played at concerts, oratorios—had, in short, joined the phalanx of Wonderful Women who had resolved to eclipse masculine genius altogether, and humiliate the brutal sex to the dust.


  ‘She is only in the garden,’ added his grandmother. ‘Why don’t ye go out and speak to her?’


  Swithin was nothing loth, and strolled out under the apple-trees, where he arrived just in time to prevent Miss Lark from going off by the back gate. There was not much difficulty in breaking the ice between them, and they began to chat with vivacity.


  Now all these proceedings occupied time, for somehow it was very charming to talk to Miss Lark; and by degrees St. Cleeve informed Tabitha of his great undertaking, and of the voluminous notes he had amassed, which would require so much rearrangement and recopying by an amanuensis as to absolutely appal him. He greatly feared he should not get one careful enough for such scientific matter; whereupon Tabitha said she would be delighted to do it for him. Then blushing, and declaring suddenly that it had grown quite late, she left him and the garden for her relation’s house hard by.


  Swithin, no less than Tabitha, had been surprised by the disappearance of the sun behind the hill; and the question now arose whether it would be advisable to call upon Viviette that night. There was little doubt that she knew of his coming; but more than that he could not predicate; and being entirely ignorant of whom she had around her, entirely in the dark as to her present feelings towards him, he thought it would be better to defer his visit until the next day.


  Walking round to the front of the house he beheld the well-known agriculturists Hezzy Biles, Haymoss Fry, and some others of the same old school, passing the gate homeward from their work with bundles of wood at their backs. Swithin saluted them over the top rail.


  ‘Well! do my eyes and ears—’ began Hezzy; and then, balancing his faggot on end against the hedge, he came forward, the others following.


  ‘Says I to myself as soon as I heerd his voice,’ Hezzy continued (addressing Swithin as if he were a disinterested spectator and not himself), ‘please God I’ll pitch my nitch, and go across and speak to en.’


  ‘I knowed in a winking ’twas some great navigator that I see a standing there,’ said Haymoss. ‘But whe’r ’twere a sort of nabob, or a diment-digger, or a lion-hunter, I couldn’t so much as guess till I heerd en speak.’


  ‘And what changes have come over Welland since I was last at home?’ asked Swithin.


  ‘Well, Mr. San Cleeve,’ Hezzy replied, ‘when you’ve said that a few stripling boys and maidens have busted into blooth, and a few married women have plimmed and chimped (my lady among ’em), why, you’ve said anighst all, Mr. San Cleeve.’


  The conversation thus begun was continued on divers matters till they were all enveloped in total darkness, when his old acquaintances shouldered their faggots again and proceeded on their way.


  Now that he was actually within her coasts again Swithin felt a little more strongly the influence of the past and Viviette than he had been accustomed to do for the last two or three years. During the night he felt half sorry that he had not marched off to the Great House to see her, regardless of the time of day. If she really nourished for him any particle of her old affection it had been the cruellest thing not to call. A few questions that he put concerning her to his grandmother elicited that Lady Constantine had no friends about her—not even her brother—and that her health had not been so good since her return from Melchester as formerly. Still, this proved nothing as to the state of her heart, and as she had kept a dead silence since the Bishop’s death it was quite possible that she would meet him with that cold repressive tone and manner which experienced women know so well how to put on when they wish to intimate to the long-lost lover that past episodes are to be taken as forgotten.


  The next morning he prepared to call, if only on the ground of old acquaintance, for Swithin was too straightforward to ascertain anything indirectly. It was rather too early for this purpose when he went out from his grandmother’s garden-gate, after breakfast, and he waited in the garden. While he lingered his eye fell on Rings-Hill Speer.


  It appeared dark, for a moment, against the blue sky behind it; then the fleeting cloud which shadowed it passed on, and the face of the column brightened into such luminousness that the sky behind sank to the complexion of a dark foil.


  ‘Surely somebody is on the column,’ he said to himself, after gazing at it awhile.


  Instead of going straight to the Great House he deviated through the insulating field, now sown with turnips, which surrounded the plantation on Rings-Hill. By the time that he plunged under the trees he was still more certain that somebody was on the tower. He crept up to the base with proprietary curiosity, for the spot seemed again like his own.


  The path still remained much as formerly, but the nook in which the cabin had stood was covered with undergrowth. Swithin entered the door of the tower, ascended the staircase about half-way on tip-toe, and listened, for he did not wish to intrude on the top if any stranger were there. The hollow spiral, as he knew from old experience, would bring down to his ears the slightest sound from above; and it now revealed to him the words of a duologue in progress at the summit of the tower.


  ‘Mother, what shall I do?’ a child’s voice said. ‘Shall I sing?’


  The mother seemed to assent, for the child began—


  
    ‘The robin has fled from the wood,


    To the snug habitation of man.’

  


  This performance apparently attracted but little attention from the child’s companion, for the young voice suggested, as a new form of entertainment, ‘Shall I say my prayers?’


  ‘Yes,’ replied one whom Swithin had begun to recognize.


  ‘Who shall I pray for?’


  No answer.


  ‘Who shall I pray for?’


  ‘Pray for father.’


  ‘But he is gone to heaven?’


  A sigh from Viviette was distinctly audible.


  ‘You made a mistake, didn’t you, mother?’ continued the little one.


  ‘I must have. The strangest mistake a woman ever made!’


  Nothing more was said, and Swithin ascended, words from above indicating to him that his footsteps were heard. In another half-minute he rose through the hatchway. A lady in black was sitting in the sun, and the boy with the flaxen hair whom he had seen yesterday was at her feet.


  ‘Viviette!’ he said.


  ‘Swithin!—at last!’ she cried.


  The words died upon her lips, and from very faintness she bent her head. For instead of rushing forward to her he had stood still; and there appeared upon his face a look which there was no mistaking.


  Yes; he was shocked at her worn and faded aspect. The image he had mentally carried out with him to the Cape he had brought home again as that of the woman he was now to rejoin. But another woman sat before him, and not the original Viviette. Her cheeks had lost for ever that firm contour which had been drawn by the vigorous hand of youth, and the masses of hair that were once darkness visible had become touched here and there by a faint grey haze, like the Via Lactea in a midnight sky.


  Yet to those who had eyes to understand as well as to see, the chastened pensiveness of her once handsome features revealed more promising material beneath than ever her youth had done. But Swithin was hopelessly her junior. Unhappily for her he had now just arrived at an age whose canon of faith it is that the silly period of woman’s life is her only period of beauty. Viviette saw it all, and knew that Time had at last brought about his revenges. She had tremblingly watched and waited without sleep, ever since Swithin had re-entered Welland, and it was for this.


  Swithin came forward, and took her by the hand, which she passively allowed him to do.


  ‘Swithin, you don’t love me,’ she said simply.


  ‘O Viviette!’


  ‘You don’t love me,’ she repeated.


  ‘Don’t say it!’


  ‘Yes, but I will! you have a right not to love me. You did once. But now I am an old woman, and you are still a young man; so how can you love me? I do not expect it. It is kind and charitable of you to come and see me here.’


  ‘I have come all the way from the Cape,’ he faltered, for her insistence took all power out of him to deny in mere politeness what she said.


  ‘Yes; you have come from the Cape; but not for me,’ she answered. ‘It would be absurd if you had come for me. You have come because your work there is finished…. I like to sit here with my little boy—it is a pleasant spot. It was once something to us, was it not? but that was long ago. You scarcely knew me for the same woman, did you?’


  ‘Knew you—yes, of course I knew you!’


  ‘You looked as if you did not. But you must not be surprised at me. I belong to an earlier generation than you, remember.’


  Thus, in sheer bitterness of spirit did she inflict wounds on herself by exaggerating the difference in their years. But she had nevertheless spoken truly. Sympathize with her as he might, and as he unquestionably did, he loved her no longer. But why had she expected otherwise? ‘O woman,’ might a prophet have said to her, ‘great is thy faith if thou believest a junior lover’s love will last five years!’


  ‘I shall be glad to know through your grandmother how you are getting on,’ she said meekly. ‘But now I would much rather that we part. Yes; do not question me. I would rather that we part. Good-bye.’


  Hardly knowing what he did he touched her hand, and obeyed. He was a scientist, and took words literally. There is something in the inexorably simple logic of such men which partakes of the cruelty of the natural laws that are their study. He entered the tower-steps, and mechanically descended; and it was not till he got half-way down that he thought she could not mean what she had said.


  Before leaving Cape Town he had made up his mind on this one point; that if she were willing to marry him, marry her he would without let or hindrance. That much he morally owed her, and was not the man to demur. And though the Swithin who had returned was not quite the Swithin who had gone away, though he could not now love her with the sort of love he had once bestowed; he believed that all her conduct had been dictated by the purest benevolence to him, by that charity which ‘seeketh not her own.’ Hence he did not flinch from a wish to deal with loving-kindness towards her—a sentiment perhaps in the long-run more to be prized than lover’s love.


  Her manner had caught him unawares; but now recovering himself he turned back determinedly. Bursting out upon the roof he clasped her in his arms, and kissed her several times.


  ‘Viviette, Viviette,’ he said, ‘I came to marry you, and I will!’


  She uttered a shriek—a shriek of amazed joy—such as never was heard on that tower before or since—and fell in his arms, clasping his neck.


  There she lay heavily. Not to disturb her he sat down in her seat, still holding her fast. Their little son, who had stood with round conjectural eyes throughout the meeting, now came close; and presently looking up to Swithin said—


  ‘Mother has gone to sleep.’


  Swithin looked down, and started. Her tight clasp had loosened. A wave of whiteness, like that of marble which had never seen the sun, crept up from her neck, and travelled upwards and onwards over her cheek, lips, eyelids, forehead, temples, its margin banishing back the live pink till the latter had entirely disappeared.


  Seeing that something was wrong, yet not understanding what, the little boy began to cry; but in his concentration Swithin hardly heard it. ‘Viviette—Viviette!’ he said.


  The child cried with still deeper grief, and, after a momentary hesitation, pushed his hand into Swithin’s for protection.


  ‘Hush, hush! my child,’ said Swithin distractedly. ‘I’ll take care of you! O Viviette!’ he exclaimed again, pressing her face to his.


  But she did not reply.


  ‘What can this be?’ he asked himself. He would not then answer according to his fear.


  He looked up for help. Nobody appeared in sight but Tabitha Lark, who was skirting the field with a bounding tread—the single bright spot of colour and animation within the wide horizon. When he looked down again his fear deepened to certainty. It was no longer a mere surmise that help was vain. Sudden joy after despair had touched an over-strained heart too smartly. Viviette was dead. The Bishop was avenged.


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface


  Readers of the following story who have not yet arrived at middle age are asked to bear in mind that, in the days recalled by the tale, the home Corn Trade, on which so much of the action turns, had an importance that can hardly be realized by those accustomed to the sixpenny loaf of the present date, and to the present indifference of the public to harvest weather.


  The incidents narrated arise mainly out of three events, which chanced to range themselves in the order and at or about the intervals of time here given, in the real history of the town called Casterbridge and the neighbouring country. They were the sale of a wife by her husband, the uncertain harvests which immediately preceded the repeal of the Corn Laws, and the visit of a Royal personage to the aforesaid part of England.


  The present edition of the volume, like the previous one, contains nearly a chapter which did not at first appear in any English copy, though it was printed in the serial issue of the tale, and in the American edition. The restoration was made at the instance of some good judges across the Atlantic, who strongly represented that the home edition suffered from the omission. Some shorter passages and names, omitted or altered for reasons which no longer exist, in the original printing of both English and American editions, have also been replaced or inserted.


  The story is more particularly a study of one man’s deeds and character than, perhaps, any other of those included in my Exhibition of Wessex life. Objections have been raised to the Scotch language of Mr. Farfrae, the second character; and one of his fellow-countrymen went so far as to declare that men beyond the Tweed did not and never could say “warrld,” “cannet,” “advairrtisment,” and so on. As this gentleman’s pronunciation in correcting me seemed to my Southron ear an exact repetition of what my spelling implied, I was not struck with the truth of his remark, and somehow we did not get any forwarder in the matter. It must be remembered that the Scotchman of the tale is represented not as he would appear to other Scotchmen, but as he would appear to people of outer regions. Moreover, no attempt is made herein to reproduce his entire pronunciation phonetically, any more than that of the Wessex speakers. I should add, however, that this new edition of the book has had the accidental advantage of a critical overlooking by a professor of the tongue in question—one of undoubted authority:—in fact he is a gentleman who adopted it for urgent personal reasons in the first year of his existence.


  Furthermore, a charming non-Scottish lady, of strict veracity and admitted penetration, the wife of a well-known Caledonian, came to the writer shortly after the story was first published, and inquired if Farfrae were not drawn from her husband, for he seemed to her to be the living portrait of that (doubtless) happy man. It happened that I had never thought of her husband in constructing Farfrae. I trust therefore that Farfrae may be allowed to pass, if not as a Scotchman to Scotchmen, as a Scotchman to Southerners.


  The novel was first published complete, in two volumes, in May 1886.


  T. H.


  February 1895—May 1912.


  I


  One evening of late summer, before the nineteenth century had reached one-third of its span, a young man and woman, the latter carrying a child, were approaching the large village of Weydon-Priors, in Upper Wessex, on foot. They were plainly but not ill clad, though the thick hoar of dust which had accumulated on their shoes and garments from an obviously long journey lent a disadvantageous shabbiness to their appearance just now.


  The man was of fine figure, swarthy, and stern in aspect; and he showed in profile a facial angle so slightly inclined as to be almost perpendicular. He wore a short jacket of brown corduroy, newer than the remainder of his suit, which was a fustian waistcoat with white horn buttons, breeches of the same, tanned leggings, and a straw hat overlaid with black glazed canvas. At his back he carried by a looped strap a rush basket, from which protruded at one end the crutch of a hay-knife, a wimble for hay-bonds being also visible in the aperture. His measured, springless walk was the walk of the skilled countryman as distinct from the desultory shamble of the general labourer; while in the turn and plant of each foot there was, further, a dogged and cynical indifference personal to himself, showing its presence even in the regularly interchanging fustian folds, now in the left leg, now in the right, as he paced along.


  What was really peculiar, however, in this couple’s progress, and would have attracted the attention of any casual observer otherwise disposed to overlook them, was the perfect silence they preserved. They walked side by side in such a way as to suggest afar off the low, easy, confidential chat of people full of reciprocity; but on closer view it could be discerned that the man was reading, or pretending to read, a ballad sheet which he kept before his eyes with some difficulty by the hand that was passed through the basket strap. Whether this apparent cause were the real cause, or whether it were an assumed one to escape an intercourse that would have been irksome to him, nobody but himself could have said precisely; but his taciturnity was unbroken, and the woman enjoyed no society whatever from his presence. Virtually she walked the highway alone, save for the child she bore. Sometimes the man’s bent elbow almost touched her shoulder, for she kept as close to his side as was possible without actual contact; but she seemed to have no idea of taking his arm, nor he of offering it; and far from exhibiting surprise at his ignoring silence she appeared to receive it as a natural thing. If any word at all were uttered by the little group, it was an occasional whisper of the woman to the child—a tiny girl in short clothes and blue boots of knitted yarn—and the murmured babble of the child in reply.


  The chief—almost the only—attraction of the young woman’s face was its mobility. When she looked down sideways to the girl she became pretty, and even handsome, particularly that in the action her features caught slantwise the rays of the strongly coloured sun, which made transparencies of her eyelids and nostrils and set fire on her lips. When she plodded on in the shade of the hedge, silently thinking, she had the hard, half-apathetic expression of one who deems anything possible at the hands of Time and Chance except, perhaps, fair play. The first phase was the work of Nature, the second probably of civilization.


  That the man and woman were husband and wife, and the parents of the girl in arms, there could be little doubt. No other than such relationship would have accounted for the atmosphere of stale familiarity which the trio carried along with them like a nimbus as they moved down the road.


  The wife mostly kept her eyes fixed ahead, though with little interest—the scene for that matter being one that might have been matched at almost any spot in any county in England at this time of the year; a road neither straight nor crooked, neither level nor hilly, bordered by hedges, trees, and other vegetation, which had entered the blackened-green stage of colour that the doomed leaves pass through on their way to dingy, and yellow, and red. The grassy margin of the bank, and the nearest hedgerow boughs, were powdered by the dust that had been stirred over them by hasty vehicles, the same dust as it lay on the road deadening their footfalls like a carpet; and this, with the aforesaid total absence of conversation, allowed every extraneous sound to be heard.


  For a long time there was none, beyond the voice of a weak bird singing a trite old evening song that might doubtless have been heard on the hill at the same hour, and with the self-same trills, quavers, and breves, at any sunset of that season for centuries untold. But as they approached the village sundry distant shouts and rattles reached their ears from some elevated spot in that direction, as yet screened from view by foliage. When the outlying houses of Weydon-Priors could just be descried, [described,] the family group was met by a turnip-hoer with his hoe on his shoulder, and his dinner-bag suspended from it. The reader promptly glanced up.


  ‘Any trade doing here?’ he asked phlegmatically, designating the village in his van by a wave of the broadsheet. And thinking the labourer did not understand him, he added, ‘Anything in the hay-trussing line?’


  The turnip-hoer had already begun shaking his head. ‘Why, save the man, what wisdom’s in him that ’a should come to Weydon for a job of that sort this time o’ year?’


  ‘Then is there any house to let—a little small new cottage just a builded, or such like?’ asked the other.


  The pessimist still maintained a negative. ‘Pulling down is more the nater of Weydon. There were five houses cleared away last year, and three this; and the volk nowhere to go—no, not so much as a thatched hurdle; that’s the way o’ Weydon-Priors.’


  The hay-trusser, which he obviously was, nodded with some superciliousness. Looking towards the village, he continued, ‘There is something going on here, however, is there not?’


  ‘Ay. ’Tis Fair Day. Though what you hear now is little more than the clatter and scurry of getting away the money o’ children and fools, for the real business is done earlier than this. I’ve been working within sound o’t all day, but I didn’t go up—not I. ’Twas no business of mine.’


  The trusser and his family proceeded on their way, and soon entered the Fair-field, which showed standing-places and pens where many hundreds of horses and sheep had been exhibited and sold in the forenoon, but were now in great part taken away. At present, as their informant had observed, but little real business remained on hand, the chief being the sale by auction of a few inferior animals, that could not otherwise be disposed of, and had been absolutely refused by the better class of traders, who came and went early. Yet the crowd was denser now than during the morning hours, the frivolous contingent of visitors, including journeymen out for a holiday, a stray soldier or two come on furlough, village shopkeepers, and the like, having latterly flocked in; persons whose activities found a congenial field among the peep-shows, toy-stands, waxworks, inspired monsters, disinterested medical men who travelled for the public good, thimble-riggers, nick-nack vendors, and readers of Fate.


  Neither of our pedestrians had much heart for these things, and they looked around for a refreshment tent among the many which dotted the down. Two, which stood nearest to them in the ochreous haze of expiring sunlight, seemed almost equally inviting. One was formed of new, milk-hued canvas, and bore red flags on its summit; it announced ‘Good Home-brewed Beer, Ale, and Cyder.’ The other was less new; a little iron stove-pipe came out of it at the back, and in front appeared the placard, ‘Good Furmity Sold Hear.’ The man mentally weighed the two inscriptions, and inclined to the former tent.


  ‘No—no—the other one,’ said the woman. ‘I always like furmity; and so does Elizabeth-Jane; and so will you. It is nourishing after a long hard day.’


  ‘I’ve never tasted it,’ said the man. However, he gave way to her representations, and they entered the furmity booth forthwith.


  A rather numerous company appeared within, seated at the long narrow tables that ran down the tent on each side. At the upper end stood a stove, containing a charcoal fire, over which hung a large three-legged crock, sufficiently polished round the rim to show that it was made of bell-metal. A haggish creature of about fifty presided, in a white apron, which, as it threw an air of respectability over her as far as it extended, was made so wide as to reach nearly round her waist. She slowly stirred the contents of the pot. The dull scrape of her large spoon was audible throughout the tent as she thus kept from burning the mixture of corn in the grain, flour, milk, raisins, currants, and what not, that composed the antiquated slop in which she dealt. Vessels holding the separate ingredients stood on a white-clothed table of boards and trestles close by.


  The young man and woman ordered a basin each of the mixture, steaming hot, and sat down to consume it at leisure. This was very well so far, for furmity, as the woman had said, was nourishing, and as proper a food as could be obtained within the four seas; though, to those not accustomed to it, the grains of wheat swollen as large as lemon-pips, which floated on its surface, might have a deterrent effect at first.


  But there was more in that tent than met the cursory glance; and the man, with the instinct of a perverse character, scented it quickly. After a mincing attack on his bowl, he watched the hag’s proceedings from the corner of his eye, and saw the game she played. He winked to her, and passed up his basin in reply to her nod; when she took a bottle from under the table, slily measured out a quantity of its contents, and tipped the same into the man’s furmity. The liquor poured in was rum. The man as slily sent back money in payment.


  He found the concoction, thus strongly laced, much more to his satisfaction than it had been in its natural state. His wife had observed the proceeding with much uneasiness; but he persuaded her to have hers laced also, and she agreed to a milder allowance after some misgiving.


  The man finished his basin, and called for another, the rum being signalled for in yet stronger proportion. The effect of it was soon apparent in his manner, and his wife but too sadly perceived that in strenuously steering off the rocks of the licensed liquor-tent she had only got into maelstrom depths here amongst the smugglers.


  The child began to prattle impatiently, and the wife more than once said to her husband, ‘Michael, how about our lodging? You know we may have trouble in getting it if we don’t go soon.’


  But he turned a deaf ear to those bird-like chirpings. He talked loud to the company. The child’s black eyes, after slow, round, ruminating gazes at the candles when they were lighted, fell together; then they opened, then shut again, and she slept.


  At the end of the first basin the man had risen to serenity; at the second he was jovial; at the third, argumentative; at the fourth, the qualities signified by the shape of his face, the occasional clench of his mouth, and the fiery spark of his dark eye, began to tell in his conduct; he was overbearing—even brilliantly quarrelsome.


  The conversation took a high turn, as it often does on such occasions. The ruin of good men by bad wives, and, more particularly, the frustration of many a promising youth’s high aims and hopes and the extinction of his energies by an early imprudent marriage, was the theme.


  ‘I did for myself that way thoroughly,’ said the trusser, with a contemplative bitterness that was well-nigh resentful. ‘I married at eighteen, like the fool that I was; and this is the consequence o’t.’ He pointed at himself and family with a wave of the hand intended to bring out the penuriousness of the exhibition.


  The young woman his wife, who seemed accustomed to such remarks, acted as if she did not hear them, and continued her intermittent private words on tender trifles to the sleeping and waking child, who was just big enough to be placed for a moment on the bench beside her when she wished to ease her arms. The man continued—


  ‘I haven’t more than fifteen shillings in the world, and yet I am a good experienced hand in my line. I’d challenge England to beat me in the fodder business; and if I were a free man again I’d be worth a thousand pound before I’d done o’t. But a fellow never knows these little things till all chance of acting upon ’em is past.’


  The auctioneer selling the old horses in the field outside could be heard saying, ‘Now this is the last lot—now who’ll take the last lot for a song? Shall I say forty shillings? ’Tis a very promising broodmare, a trifle over five years old, and nothing the matter with the hoss at all, except that she’s a little holler in the back and had her left eye knocked out by the kick of another, her own sister, coming along the road.’


  ‘For my part I don’t see why men who have got wives and don’t want ’em, shouldn’t get rid of ’em as these gipsy fellows do their old horses,’ said the man in the tent. ‘Why shouldn’t they put ’em up and sell ’em by auction to men who are in need of such articles? Hey? Why, begad, I’d sell mine this minute if anybody would buy her!’


  ‘There’s them that would do that,’ some of the guests replied, looking at the woman, who was by no means ill-favoured.


  ‘True,’ said a smoking gentleman, whose coat had the fine polish about the collar, elbows, seams, and shoulder-blades that long-continued friction with grimy surfaces will produce, and which is usually more desired on furniture than on clothes. From his appearance he had possibly been in former time groom or coachman to some neighbouring county family. ‘I’ve had my breedings in as good circles, I may say, as any man,’ he added, ‘and I know true cultivation, or nobody do; and I can declare she’s got it—in the bone, mind ye, I say—as much as any female in the fair—though it may want a little bringing out.’ Then, crossing his legs, he resumed his pipe with a nicely-adjusted gaze at a point in the air.


  The fuddled young husband stared for a few seconds at this unexpected praise of his wife, half in doubt of the wisdom of his own attitude towards the possessor of such qualities. But he speedily lapsed into his former conviction, and said harshly—


  ‘Well, then, now is your chance; I am open to an offer for this gem o’ creation.’


  She turned to her husband and murmured, ‘Michael, you have talked this nonsense in public places before. A joke is a joke, but you may make it once too often, mind!’


  ‘I know I’ve said it before; I meant it. All I want is a buyer.’


  At the moment a swallow, one among the last of the season, which had by chance found its way through an opening into the upper part of the tent, flew to and fro in quick curves above their heads, causing all eyes to follow it absently. In watching the bird till it made its escape the assembled company neglected to respond to the workman’s offer, and the subject dropped.


  But a quarter of an hour later the man, who had gone on lacing his furmity more and more heavily, though he was either so strong-minded or such an intrepid toper that he still appeared fairly sober, recurred to the old strain, as in a musical fantasy the instrument fetches up the original theme. ‘Here—I am waiting to know about this offer of mine. The woman is no good to me. Who’ll have her?’


  The company had by this time decidedly degenerated, and the renewed inquiry was received with a laugh of appreciation. The woman whispered; she was imploring and anxious: ‘Come, come, it is getting dark, and this nonsense won’t do. If you don’t come along, I shall go without you. Come!’


  She waited and waited; yet he did not move. In ten minutes the man broke in upon the desultory conversation of the furmity drinkers with, ‘I asked this question, and nobody answered to ’t. Will any Jack Rag or Tom Straw among ye buy my goods?’


  The woman’s manner changed, and her face assumed the grim shape and colour of which mention has been made.


  ‘Mike, Mike,’ said she; ‘this is getting serious. O!—too serious!’


  ‘Will anybody buy her?’ said the man.


  ‘I wish somebody would,’ said she firmly. ‘Her present owner is not at all to her liking!’


  ‘Nor you to mine,’ said he. ‘So we are agreed about that. Gentlemen, you hear? It’s an agreement to part. She shall take the girl if she wants to, and go her ways. I’ll take my tools, and go my ways. ’Tis simple as Scripture history. Now then, stand up, Susan, and show yourself.’


  ‘Don’t, my chiel,’ whispered a buxom staylace dealer in voluminous petticoats, who sat near the woman; ‘yer good man don’t know what he’s saying.’


  The woman, however, did stand up. ‘Now, who’s auctioneer?’ cried the hay-trusser.


  ‘I be,’ promptly answered a short man, with a nose resembling a copper knob, a damp voice, and eyes like button-holes. ‘Who’ll make an offer for this lady?’


  The woman looked on the ground, as if she maintained her position by a supreme effort of will.


  ‘Five shillings,’ said some one, at which there was a laugh.


  ‘No insults,’ said the husband. ‘Who’ll say a guinea?’


  Nobody answered; and the female dealer in stay-laces interposed.


  ‘Behave yerself moral, good man, for Heaven’s love! Ah, what a cruelty is the poor soul married to! Bed and board is dear at some figures, ’pon my ’vation ’tis!’


  ‘Set it higher, auctioneer,’ said the trusser.


  ‘Two guineas!’ said the auctioneer; and no one replied.


  ‘If they don’t take her for that, in ten seconds they’ll have to give more,’ said the husband. ‘Very well. Now, auctioneer, add another.’


  ‘Three guineas—going for three guineas!’ said the rheumy man.


  ‘No bid?’ said the husband. ‘Good Lord, why she’s cost me fifty times the money, if a penny. Go on.’


  ‘Four guineas!’ cried the auctioneer.


  ‘I’ll tell ye what—I won’t sell her for less than five,’ said the husband, bringing down his fist so that the basins danced. ‘I’ll sell her for five guineas to any man that will pay me the money, and treat her well; and he shall have her for ever, and never hear aught o’ me. But she shan’t go for less. Now then—five guineas—and she’s yours. Susan, you agree?’


  She bowed her head with absolute indifference.


  ‘Five guineas,’ said the auctioneer, ‘or she’ll be withdrawn. Do anybody give it? The last time. Yes or no?’


  ‘Yes,’ said a loud voice from the doorway.


  All eyes were turned. Standing in the triangular opening which formed the door of the tent was a sailor, who, unobserved by the rest, had arrived there within the last two or three minutes. A dead silence followed his affirmation.


  ‘You say you do?’ asked the husband, staring at him.


  ‘I say so,’ replied the sailor.


  ‘Saying is one thing, and paying is another. Where’s the money?’


  The sailor hesitated a moment, looked anew at the woman, came in, unfolded five crisp pieces of paper, and threw them down upon the table-cloth. They were Bank-of-England notes for five pounds. Upon the face of this he chinked down the shillings severally—one, two, three, four, five.


  The sight of real money in full amount, in answer to a challenge for the same till then deemed slightly hypothetical, had a great effect upon the spectators. Their eyes became riveted upon the faces of the chief actors, and then upon the notes as they lay, weighted by the shillings, on the table.


  Up to this moment it could not positively have been asserted that the man, in spite of his tantalizing declaration, was really in earnest. The spectators had indeed taken the proceedings throughout as a piece of mirthful irony carried to extremes; and had assumed that, being out of work, he was, as a consequence, out of temper with the world, and society, and his nearest kin. But with the demand and response of real cash the jovial frivolity of the scene departed. A lurid colour seemed to fill the tent, and change the aspect of all therein. The mirth-wrinkles left the listeners’ faces, and they waited with parting lips.


  ‘Now,’ said the woman, breaking the silence, so that her low dry voice sounded quite loud, ‘before you go further, Michael, listen to me. If you touch that money, I and this girl go with the man. Mind, it is a joke no longer.’


  ‘A joke? Of course it is not a joke!’ shouted her husband, his resentment rising at her suggestion. ‘I take the money: the sailor takes you. That’s plain enough. It has been done elsewhere—and why not here?’


  ‘’Tis quite on the understanding that the young woman is willing,’ said the sailor blandly. ‘I wouldn’t hurt her feelings for the world.’


  ‘Faith, nor I,’ said her husband. ‘But she is willing, provided she can have the child. She said so only the other day when I talked o’t!’


  ‘That you swear?’ said the sailor to her.


  ‘I do,’ said she, after glancing at her husband’s face and seeing no repentance there.


  ‘Very well, she shall have the child, and the bargain’s complete,’ said the trusser. He took the sailor’s notes and deliberately folded them, and put them with the shillings in a high remote pocket, with an air of finality.


  The sailor looked at the woman and smiled. ‘Come along!’ he said kindly. ‘The little one too—the more the merrier!’ She paused for an instant, with a close glance at him. Then dropping her eyes again, and saying nothing, she took up the child and followed him as he made towards the door. On reaching it, she turned, and pulling off her wedding-ring, flung it across the booth in the hay-trusser’s face.


  ‘Mike,’ she said, ‘I’ve lived with thee a couple of years, and had nothing but temper! Now I’m no more to ’ee; I’ll try my luck elsewhere. ’Twill be better for me and Elizabeth-Jane, both. So good-bye!’


  Seizing the sailor’s arm with her right hand, and mounting the little girl on her left, she went out of the tent sobbing bitterly.


  A stolid look of concern filled the husband’s face, as if, after all, he had not quite anticipated this ending; and some of the guests laughed.


  ‘Is she gone?’ he said.


  ‘Faith, ay; she’s gone clane enough,’ said some rustics near the door.


  He rose and walked to the entrance with the careful tread of one conscious of his alcoholic load. Some others followed, and they stood looking into the twilight. The difference between the peacefulness of inferior nature and the wilful hostilities of mankind was very apparent at this place. In contrast with the harshness of the act just ended within the tent was the sight of several horses crossing their necks and rubbing each other lovingly as they waited in patience to be harnessed for the homeward journey. Outside the fair, in the valleys and woods, all was quiet. The sun had recently set, and the west heaven was hung with rosy cloud, which seemed permanent, yet slowly changed. To watch it was like looking at some grand feat of stagery from a darkened auditorium. In presence of this scene after the other there was a natural instinct to abjure man as the blot on an otherwise kindly universe; till it was remembered that all terrestrial conditions were intermittent, and that mankind might some night be innocently sleeping when these quiet objects were raging loud.


  ‘Where do the sailor live?’ asked a spectator, when they had vainly gazed around.


  ‘God knows that,’ replied the man who had seen high life. ‘He’s without doubt a stranger here.’


  ‘He came in about five minutes ago,’ said the furmity woman, joining the rest with her hands on her hips. ‘And then ’a stepped back, and then ’a looked in again. I’m not a penny the better for him.’


  ‘Serves the husband well be-right,’ said the stay-lace vendor. ‘A comely respectable body like her—what can a man want more? I glory in the woman’s sperrit. I’d ha’ done it myself—od send if I wouldn’t, if a husband had behaved so to me! I’d go, and ’a might call, and call, till his keacorn was raw; but I’d never come back—no, not till the great trumpet, would I!’


  ‘Well, the woman will be better off,’ said another of a more deliberative turn. ‘For seafaring natures be very good shelter for shorn lambs, and the man do seem to have plenty of money, which is what she’s not been used to lately, by all showings.’


  ‘Mark me—I’ll not go after her!’ said the trusser, returning doggedly to his seat. ‘Let her go! If she’s up to such vagaries she must suffer for ’em. She’d no business to take the maid—’tis my maid; and if it were the doing again she shouldn’t have her!’


  Perhaps from some little sense of having countenanced an indefensible proceeding, perhaps because it was late, the customers thinned away from the tent shortly after this episode. The man stretched his elbows forward on the table, leant his face upon his arms, and soon began to snore. The furmity seller decided to close for the night, and after seeing the rum-bottles, milk, corn, raisins, etc., that remained on hand, loaded into the cart, came to where the man reclined. She shook him, but could not wake him. As the tent was not to be struck that night, the fair continuing for two or three days, she decided to let the sleeper, who was obviously no tramp, stay where he was, and his basket with him. Extinguishing the last candle, and lowering the flap of the tent, she left it, and drove away.


  ♣


  II


  The morning sun was streaming through the crevices of the canvas when the man awoke. A warm glow pervaded the whole atmosphere of the marquee, and a single big blue fly buzzed musically round and round it. Besides the buzz of the fly there was not a sound. He looked about—at the benches—at the table supported by trestles—at his basket of tools—at the stove where the furmity had been boiled—at the empty basins—at some shed grains of wheat—at the corks which dotted the grassy floor. Among the odds and ends he discerned a little shining object, and picked it up. It was his wife’s ring.


  A confused picture of the events of the previous evening seemed to come back to him, and he thrust his hand into his breast-pocket. A rustling revealed the sailor’s bank-notes thrust carelessly in.


  This second verification of his dim memories was enough; he knew now they were not dreams. He remained seated, looking on the ground for some time. ‘I must get out of this as soon as I can,’ he said deliberately at last, with the air of one who could not catch his thoughts without pronouncing them. ‘She’s gone—to be sure she is—gone with that sailor who bought her, and little Elizabeth-Jane. We walked here, and I had the furmity, and rum in it—and sold her. Yes, that’s what’s happened, and here am I. Now, what am I to do—am I sober enough to walk, I wonder?’ He stood up, found that he was in fairly good condition for progress, unencumbered. Next he shouldered his tool basket, and found he could carry it. Then lifting the tent door he emerged into the open air.


  Here the man looked around with gloomy curiosity. The freshness of the September morning inspired and braced him as he stood. He and his family had been weary when they arrived the night before, and they had observed but little of the place; so that he now beheld it as a new thing. It exhibited itself as the top of an open down, bounded on one extreme by a plantation, and approached by a winding road. At the bottom stood the village which lent its name to the upland and the annual fair that was held thereon. The spot stretched downward into valleys, and onward to other uplands, dotted with barrows, and trenched with the remains of prehistoric forts. The whole scene lay under the rays of a newly risen sun, which had not as yet dried a single blade of the heavily dewed grass, whereon the shadows of the yellow and red vans were projected far away, those thrown by the felloe of each wheel being elongated in shape to the orbit of a comet. All the gipsies and showmen who had remained on the ground lay snug within their carts and tents, or wrapped in horse-cloths under them, and were silent and still as death, with the exception of an occasional snore that revealed their presence. But the Seven Sleepers had a dog; and dogs of the mysterious breeds that vagrants own, that are as much like cats as dogs and as much like foxes as cats, also lay about here. A little one started up under one of the carts, barked as a matter of principle, and quickly lay down again. He was the only positive spectator of the hay-trusser’s exit from the Weydon Fair-field.


  This seemed to accord with his desire. He went on in silent thought, unheeding the yellowhammers which flitted about the hedges with straws in their bills, the crowns of the mushrooms, and the tinkling of local sheep-bells, whose wearers had had the good fortune not to be included in the fair. When he reached a lane, a good mile from the scene of the previous evening, the man pitched his basket and leant upon a gate. A difficult problem or two occupied his mind.


  ‘Did I tell my name to anybody last night, or didn’t I tell my name?’ he said to himself; and at last concluded that he did not. His general demeanour was enough to show how he was surprised and nettled that his wife had taken him so literally—as much could be seen in his face, and in the way he nibbled a straw which he pulled from the hedge. He knew that she must have been somewhat excited to do this; moreover, she must have believed that there was some sort of binding force in the transaction. On this latter point he felt almost certain, knowing her freedom from levity of character, and the extreme simplicity of her intellect. There may, too, have been enough recklessness and resentment beneath her ordinary placidity to make her stifle any momentary doubts. On a previous occasion when he had declared during a fuddle that he would dispose of her as he had done, she had replied that she would not hear him say that many times more before it happened, in the resigned tones of a fatalist…. ‘Yet she knows I am not in my senses when I do that!’ he exclaimed. ‘Well, I must walk about till I find her…. Seize her, why didn’t she know better than bring me into this disgrace!’ he roared out. ‘She wasn’t queer if I was. ’Tis like Susan to show such idiotic simplicity. Meek—that meekness has done me more harm than the bitterest temper!’


  When he was calmer he turned to his original conviction that he must somehow find her and his little Elizabeth-Jane, and put up with the shame as best he could. It was of his own making, and he ought to bear it. But first he resolved to register an oath, a greater oath than he had ever sworn before: and to do it properly he required a fit place and imagery; for there was something fetichistic in this man’s beliefs.


  He shouldered his basket and moved on, casting his eyes inquisitively round upon the landscape as he walked, and at the distance of three or four miles perceived the roofs of a village and the tower of a church. He instantly made towards the latter object. The village was quite still, it being that motionless hour of rustic daily life which fills the interval between the departure of the field-labourers to their work, and the rising of their wives and daughters to prepare the breakfast for their return. Hence he reached the church without observation, and the door being only latched he entered. The hay-trusser deposited his basket by the font, went up the nave till he reached the altar-rails, and opening the gate entered the sacrarium, where he seemed to feel a sense of the strangeness for a moment; then he knelt upon the foot-pace. Dropping his head upon the clamped book which lay on the Communion-table, he said aloud—


  ‘I, Michael Henchard, on this morning of the sixteenth of September, do take an oath before God here in this solemn place that I will avoid all strong liquors for the space of twenty-one years to come, being a year for every year that I have lived. And this I swear upon the book before me; and may I be strook dumb, blind, and helpless, if I break this my oath!’


  When he had said it and kissed the big book, the hay-trusser arose, and seemed relieved at having made a start in a new direction. While standing in the porch a moment he saw a thick jet of wood smoke suddenly start up from the red chimney of a cottage near, and knew that the occupant had just lit her fire. He went round to the door, and the housewife agreed to prepare him some breakfast for a trifling payment, which was done. Then he started on the search for his wife and child.


  The perplexing nature of the undertaking became apparent soon enough. Though he examined and inquired, and walked hither and thither day after day, no such characters as those he described had anywhere been seen since the evening of the fair. To add to the difficulty he could gain no sound of the sailor’s name. As money was short with him he decided, after some hesitation, to spend the sailor’s money in the prosecution of this search; but it was equally in vain. The truth was that a certain shyness of revealing his conduct prevented Michael Henchard from following up the investigation with the loud hue-and-cry such a pursuit demanded to render it effectual; and it was probably for this reason that he obtained no clue, though everything was done by him that did not involve an explanation of the circumstances under which he had lost her.


  Weeks counted up to months, and still he searched on, maintaining himself by small jobs of work in the intervals. By this time he had arrived at a seaport, and there he derived intelligence that persons answering somewhat to his description had emigrated a little time before. Then he said he would search no longer, and that he would go and settle in the district which he had had for some time in his mind. Next day he started, journeying south-westward, and did not pause, except for nights’ lodgings, till he reached the town of Casterbridge, in a far distant part of Wessex.


  ♣


  III


  The highroad into the village of Weydon-Priors was again carpeted with dust. The trees had put on as of yore their aspect of dingy green, and where the Henchard family of three had once walked along, two persons not unconnected with that family walked now.


  The scene in its broad aspect had so much of its previous character, even to the voices and rattle from the neighbouring village down, that it might for that matter have been the afternoon following the previously recorded episode. Change was only to be observed in details; but here it was obvious that a long procession of years had passed by. One of the two who walked the road was she who had figured as the young wife of Henchard on the previous occasion; now her face had lost much of its rotundity; her skin had undergone a textural change; and though her hair had not lost colour it was considerably thinner than heretofore. She was dressed in the mourning clothes of a widow. Her companion, also in black, appeared as a well-formed young woman about eighteen, completely possessed of that ephemeral precious essence youth, which is itself beauty, irrespective of complexion or contour.


  A glance was sufficient to inform the eye that this was Susan Henchard’s grown-up daughter. While life’s middle summer had set its hardening mark on the mother’s face, her former spring-like specialities were transferred so dexterously by Time to the second figure, her child, that the absence of certain facts within her mother’s knowledge from the girl’s mind would have seemed for the moment, to one reflecting on those facts, to be a curious imperfection in Nature’s powers of continuity.


  They walked with joined hands, and it could be perceived that this was the act of simple affection. The daughter carried in her outer hand a withy basket of old-fashioned make; the mother a blue bundle, which contrasted oddly with her black stuff gown.


  Reaching the outskirts of the village they pursued the same track as formerly, and ascended to the fair. Here, too, it was evident that the years had told. Certain mechanical improvements might have been noticed in the roundabouts and highfliers, machines for testing rustic strength and weight, and in the erections devoted to shooting for nuts. But the real business of the fair had considerably dwindled. The new periodical great markets of neighbouring towns were beginning to interfere seriously with the trade carried on here for centuries. The pens for sheep, the tie-ropes for horses, were about half as long as they had been. The stalls of tailors, hosiers, coopers, linen-drapers, and other such trades had almost disappeared, and the vehicles were far less numerous. The mother and daughter threaded the crowd for some little distance, and then stood still.


  ‘Why did we hinder our time by coming in here? I thought you wished to get onward?’ said the maiden.


  ‘Yes, my dear Elizabeth-Jane,’ explained the other. ‘But I had a fancy for looking up here.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘It was here I first met with Newson—on such a day as this.’


  ‘First met with father here? Yes, you have told me so before. And now he’s drowned and gone from us!’ As she spoke the girl drew a card from her pocket and looked at it with a sigh. It was edged with black, and inscribed within a design resembling a mural tablet were the words, ‘In affectionate memory of Richard Newson, mariner, who was unfortunately lost at sea, in the month of November 184—, aged forty-one years.’


  ‘And it was here,’ continued her mother, with more hesitation, ‘that I last saw the relation we are going to look for—Mr. Michael Henchard.’


  ‘What is his exact kin to us, mother? I have never clearly had it told me.’


  ‘He is, or was—for he may be dead—a connection by marriage,’ said her mother deliberately.


  ‘That’s exactly what you have said a score of times before!’ replied the young woman, looking about her inattentively. ‘He’s not a near relation, I suppose?’


  ‘Not by any means.’


  ‘He was a hay-trusser, wasn’t he, when you last heard of him?’


  ‘He was.’


  ‘I suppose he never knew me?’ the girl innocently continued.


  Mrs. Henchard paused for a moment, and answered uneasily, ‘Of course not, Elizabeth-Jane. But come this way.’ She moved on to another part of the field.


  ‘It is not much use inquiring here for anybody, I should think,’ the daughter observed, as she gazed round about. ‘People at fairs change like the leaves of trees; and I daresay you are the only one here to-day who was here all those years ago.’


  ‘I am not so sure of that,’ said Mrs. Newson, as she now called herself, keenly eyeing something under a green bank a little way off. ‘See there.’


  The daughter looked in the direction signified. The object pointed out was a tripod of sticks stuck into the earth, from which hung a three-legged crock, kept hot by a smouldering wood fire beneath. Over the pot stooped an old woman, haggard, wrinkled, and almost in rags. She stirred the contents of the pot with a large spoon, and occasionally croaked in a broken voice, ‘Good furmity sold here!’


  It was indeed the former mistress of the furmity tent—once thriving, cleanly, white-aproned, and chinking with money—now tentless, dirty, owning no tables or benches, and having scarce any customers except two small whity-brown boys, who came up and asked for ‘A ha’p’orth, please—good measure,’ which she served in a couple of chipped yellow basins of commonest clay.


  ‘She was here at that time,’ resumed Mrs. Newson, making a step as if to draw nearer.


  ‘Don’t speak to her—it isn’t respectable!’ urged the other.


  ‘I will just say a word—you, Elizabeth-Jane, can stay here.’


  The girl was not loth, and turned to some stalls of coloured prints while her mother went forward. The old woman begged for the latter’s custom as soon as she saw her, and responded to Mrs. Henchard-Newson’s request for a pennyworth with more alacrity than she had shown in selling six-pennyworths in her younger days. When the soi-disant widow had taken the basin of thin poor slop that stood for the rich concoction of the former time, the hag opened a little basket behind the fire, and looking up slily, whispered, ‘Just a thought o’ rum in it?—smuggled, you know—say two penn’orth—’twill make it slip down like cordial!’


  Her customer smiled bitterly at this survival of the old trick, and shook her head with a meaning the old woman was far from translating. She pretended to eat a little of the furmity with the leaden spoon offered, and as she did so said blandly to the hag, ‘You’ve seen better days?’


  ‘Ah, ma’am—well ye may say it!’ responded the old woman, opening the sluices of her heart forthwith. ‘I’ve stood in this fair-ground, maid, wife, and widow, these nine-and-thirty year, and in that time have known what it was to do business with the richest stomachs in the land! Ma’am, you’d hardly believe that I was once the owner of a great pavilion-tent that was the attraction of the fair. Nobody could come, nobody could go, without having a dish of Mrs. Goodenough’s furmity. I knew the clergy’s taste, the dandy gent’s taste; I knew the town’s taste, the country’s taste. I even knowed the taste of the coarse shameless females. But Lord’s my life—the world’s no memory; straightforward dealings don’t bring profit—’tis the sly and the underhand that get on in these times!’


  Mrs. Newson glanced round—her daughter was still bending over the distant stalls. ‘Can you call to mind,’ she said cautiously to the old woman, ‘the sale of a wife by her husband in your tent eighteen years ago to-day?’


  The hag reflected, and half shook her head. ‘If it had been a big thing I should have minded it in a moment,’ she said. ‘I can mind every serious fight o’ married parties, every murder, every manslaughter, even every pocket-picking—leastwise large ones—that ’t has been my lot to witness. But a selling? Was it done quiet-like?’


  ‘Well, yes. I think so.[’]


  The furmity woman half shook her head again. ‘And yet,’ she said, ‘I do. At any rate, I can mind a man doing something o’ the sort—a man in a cord jacket, with a basket of tools; but, Lord bless ye, we don’t gi’e it head-room, we don’t, such as that. The only reason why I can mind the man is that he came back here to the next year’s fair, and told me quite private-like that if a woman ever asked for him I was to say he had gone to—where?—Casterbridge—yes—to Casterbridge, said he. But, Lord’s my life, I shouldn’t ha’ thought of it again!’


  Mrs. Newson would have rewarded the old woman as far as her small means afforded had she not discreetly borne in mind that it was by that unscrupulous person’s liquor her husband had been degraded. She briefly thanked her informant, and rejoined Elizabeth, who greeted her with, ‘Mother, do let’s go on—it was hardly respectable for you to buy refreshments there. I see none but the lowest do.’


  ‘I have learned what I wanted, however,’ said her mother quietly. ‘The last time our relative visited this fair he said he was living at Casterbridge. It is a long, long way from here, and it was many years ago that he said it; but there I think we’ll go.’


  With this they descended out of the fair, and went onward to the village, where they obtained a night’s lodging.


  ♣


  IV


  Henchard’s wife acted for the best, but she had involved herself in difficulties. A hundred times she had been upon the point of telling her daughter Elizabeth-Jane the true story of her life, the tragical crisis of which had been the transaction at Weydon Fair, when she was not much older than the girl now beside her. But she had refrained. An innocent maiden had thus grown up in the belief that the relations between the genial sailor and her mother were the ordinary ones that they had always appeared to be. The risk of endangering a child’s strong affection by disturbing ideas which had grown with her growth was to Mrs. Henchard too fearful a thing to contemplate. It had seemed, indeed, folly to think of making Elizabeth-Jane wise.


  But Susan Henchard’s fear of losing her dearly loved daughter’s heart by a revelation had little to do with any sense of wrong-doing on her own part. Her simplicity—the original ground of Henchard’s contempt for her—had allowed her to live on in the conviction that Newson had acquired a morally real and justifiable right to her by his purchase—though the exact bearings and legal limits of that right were vague. It may seem strange to sophisticated minds that a sane young matron could believe in the seriousness of such a transfer; and were there not numerous other instances of the same belief the thing might scarcely be credited. But she was by no means the first or last peasant woman who had religiously adhered to her purchaser, as too many rural records show.


  The history of Susan Henchard’s adventures in the interim can be told in two or three sentences. Absolutely helpless she had been taken off to Canada, where they had lived several years without any great worldly success, though she worked as hard as any woman could to keep their cottage cheerful and well-provided. When Elizabeth-Jane was about twelve years old the three returned to England, and settled at Falmouth, where Newson made a living for a few years as boatman and general handy shoreman.


  He then engaged in the Newfoundland trade, and it was during this period that Susan had an awakening. A friend to whom she confided her history ridiculed her grave acceptance of her position; and all was over with her peace of mind. When Newson came home at the end of one winter he saw that the delusion he had so carefully sustained had vanished for ever.


  There was then a time of sadness, in which she told him her doubts if she could live with him longer. Newson left home again on the Newfoundland trade when the season came round. The vague news of his loss at sea a little later on solved a problem which had become torture to her meek conscience. She saw him no more.


  Of Henchard they heard nothing. To the liege subjects of Labour, the England of those days was a continent, and a mile a geographical degree.


  Elizabeth-Jane developed early into womanliness. One day, a month or so after receiving intelligence of Newson’s death off the Bank of Newfoundland, when the girl was about eighteen, she was sitting on a willow chair in the cottage they still occupied, working twine nets for the fishermen. Her mother was in a back corner of the same room, engaged in the same labour; and dropping the heavy wood needle she was filling she surveyed her daughter thoughtfully. The sun shone in at the door upon the young woman’s head and hair, which was worn loose, so that the rays streamed into its depths as into a hazel copse. Her face, though somewhat wan and incomplete, possessed the raw materials of beauty in a promising degree. There was an under-handsomeness in it, struggling to reveal itself through the provisional curves of immaturity, and the casual disfigurements that resulted from the straitened circumstances of their lives. She was handsome in the bone, hardly as yet handsome in the flesh. She possibly might never be fully handsome, unless the carking accidents of her daily existence could be evaded before the mobile parts of her countenance had settled to their final mould.


  The sight of the girl made her mother sad—not vaguely, but by logical inference. They both were still in that strait-waistcoat of poverty from which she had tried so many times to be delivered for the girl’s sake. The woman had long perceived how zealously and constantly the young mind of her companion was struggling for enlargement; and yet now, in her eighteenth year, it still remained but little unfolded. The desire—sober and repressed—of Elizabeth-Jane’s heart was indeed to see, to hear, and to understand. How could she become a woman of wider knowledge, higher repute—‘better,’ as she termed it—this was her constant inquiry of her mother. She sought further into things than other girls in her position ever did, and her mother groaned as she felt she could not aid in the search.


  The sailor, drowned or no, was probably now lost to them; and Susan’s staunch, religious adherence to him as her husband in principle, till her views had been disturbed by enlightenment, was demanded no more. She asked herself whether the present moment, now that she was a free woman again, were not as opportune a one as she would find in a world where everything had been so inopportune, for making a desperate effort to advance Elizabeth. To pocket her pride and search for the first husband seemed, wisely or not, the best initiatory step. He had possibly drunk himself into his tomb. But he might, on the other hand, have had too much sense to do so; for in her time with him he had been given to bouts only, and was not a habitual drunkard.


  At any rate, the propriety of returning to him, if he lived, was unquestionable. The awkwardness of searching for him lay in enlightening Elizabeth, a proceeding which her mother could not endure to contemplate. She finally resolved to undertake the search without confiding to the girl her former relations with Henchard, leaving it to him if they found him to take what steps he might choose to that end. This will account for their conversation at the fair and the half-informed state in which Elizabeth was led onward.


  In this attitude they proceeded on their journey, trusting solely to the dim light afforded of Henchard’s whereabouts by the furmity woman. The strictest economy was indispensable. Sometimes they might have been seen on foot, sometimes on farmers’ waggons, sometimes in carriers’ vans; and thus they drew near to Casterbridge. Elizabeth-Jane discovered to her alarm that her mother’s health was not what it once had been, and there was ever and anon in her talk that renunciatory tone which showed that, but for the girl, she would not be very sorry to quit a life she was growing thoroughly weary of.


  It was on a Friday evening, near the middle of September, and just before dusk, that they reached the summit of a hill within a mile of the place they sought. There were high-banked hedges to the coach-road here, and they mounted upon the green turf within, and sat down. The spot commanded a full view of the town and its environs.


  ‘What an old-fashioned place it seems to be!’ said Elizabeth-Jane, while her silent mother mused on other things than topography. ‘It is huddled all together; and it is shut in by a square wall of trees, like a plot of garden ground by a box-edging.’


  Its squareness was, indeed, the characteristic which most struck the eye in this antiquated borough, the borough of Casterbridge—at that time, recent as it was, untouched by the faintest sprinkle of modernism. It was compact as a box of dominoes. It had no suburbs—in the ordinary sense. Country and town met at a mathematical line.


  To birds of the more soaring kind Casterbridge must have appeared on this fine evening as a mosaic-work of subdued reds, browns, greys, and crystals, held together by a rectangular frame of deep green. To the level eye of humanity it stood as an indistinct mass behind a dense stockade of limes and chestnuts, set in the midst of miles of rotund down and concave field. The mass became gradually dissected by the vision into towers, gables, chimneys, and casements, the highest glazings shining bleared and bloodshot with the coppery fire they caught from the belt of sunlit cloud in the west.


  From the centre of each side of this tree-bound square ran avenues east, west, and south into the wide expanse of corn-land and coomb to the distance of a mile or so. It was by one of these avenues that the pedestrians were about to enter. Before they had risen to proceed two men passed outside the hedge, engaged in argumentative conversation.


  ‘Why, surely,’ said Elizabeth, as they receded, ‘those men mentioned the name of Henchard in their talk—the name of our relative?’


  ‘I thought so too,’ said Mrs. Newson.


  ‘That seems a hint to us that he is still here.[’]


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Shall I run after them, and ask them about him——’


  ‘No, no, no! Not for the world just yet. He may be in the workhouse, or in the stocks, for all we know.’


  ‘Dear me—why should you think that, mother?’


  ‘’Twas just something to say—that’s all! But we must make private inquiries.’


  Having sufficiently rested they proceeded on their way at evenfall. The dense trees of the avenue rendered the road dark as a tunnel, though the open land on each side was still under a faint daylight; in other words, they passed down a midnight between two gloamings. The features of the town had a keen interest for Elizabeth’s mother, now that the human side came to the fore. As soon as they had wandered about they could see that the stockade of gnarled trees which framed in Casterbridge was itself an avenue, standing on a low green bank or escarpment, with a ditch yet visible without. Within the avenue and bank was a wall more or less discontinuous, and within the wall were packed the abodes of the burghers.


  Though the two women did not know it these external features were but the ancient defences of the town, planted as a promenade.


  The lamplights now glimmered through the engirdling trees, conveying a sense of great snugness and comfort inside, and rendering at the same time the unlighted country without strangely solitary and vacant in aspect, considering its nearness to life. The difference between burgh and champaign was increased, too, by sounds which now reached them above others—the notes of a brass band. The travellers returned into the High Street, where there were timber houses with overhanging stories, whose small-paned lattices were screened by dimity curtains on a drawing-string, and under whose barge-boards old cobwebs waved in the breeze. There were houses of brick-nogging, which derived their chief support from those adjoining. There were slate roofs patched with tiles, and tile roofs patched with slate, with occasionally a roof of thatch. (1)


  The agricultural and pastoral character of the people upon whom the town depended for its existence was shown by the class of objects displayed in the shop windows. Scythes, reap-hooks, sheep-shears, bill-hooks, spades, mattocks, and hoes at the iron-monger’s; bee-hives, butter-firkins, churns, milking stools and pails, hay-rakes, field-flagons, and seed-lips at the cooper’s; cart-ropes and plough-harness at the saddler’s; carts, wheel-barrows, and mill-gear at the wheelwright’s and machinist’s; horse-embrocations at the chemist’s; at the glover’s and leather-cutter’s, hedging-gloves, thatchers’ knee-caps, ploughmen’s leggings, villagers’ pattens and clogs.


  They came to a grizzled church, whose massive square tower rose unbroken into the darkening sky, the lower parts being illuminated by the nearest lamps sufficiently to show how completely the mortar from the joints of the stonework had been nibbled out by time and weather, which had planted in the crevices thus made little tufts of stone-crop and grass almost as far up as the very battlements. From this tower the clock struck eight, and thereupon a bell began to toll with a peremptory clang. The curfew was still rung in Casterbridge, and it was utilized by the inhabitants as a signal for shutting their shops. No sooner did the deep notes of the bell throb between the house-fronts than a clatter of shutters arose through the whole length of the High Street. In a few minutes business at Casterbridge was ended for the day.


  Other clocks struck eight from time to time—one gloomily from the gaol, another from the gable of an almshouse, with a preparative creak of machinery, more audible than the note of the bell; a row of tall, varnished case-clocks from the interior of a clock-maker’s shop joined in one after another just as the shutters were enclosing them, like a row of actors delivering their final speeches before the fall of the curtain; then chimes were heard stammering out the Sicilian Mariners’ Hymn; (2) so that chronologists of the advanced school were appreciably on their way to the next hour before the whole business of the old one was satisfactorily wound up.


  In an open space before the church walked a woman with her gown-sleeves rolled up so high that the edge of her under-linen was visible, and her skirt tucked up through her pocket hole. She carried a loaf under her arm from which she was pulling pieces of bread, and handing them to some other women who walked with her; which pieces they nibbled critically. The sight reminded Mrs. Henchard-Newson and her daughter that they had an appetite; and they inquired of the woman for the nearest baker’s.


  ‘Ye may as well look for manna-food as good bread in Casterbridge just now,’ she said, after directing them. ‘They can blare their trumpets and thump their drums, and have their roaring dinners’—waving her hand towards a point further along the street, where the brass band could be seen standing in front of an illuminated building—‘but we must needs be put-to for want of a wholesome crust. There’s less good bread than good beer in Casterbridge now.’


  ‘And less good beer than swipes,[’] said a man with his hands in his pockets.


  ‘How does it happen there’s no good bread?’ asked Mrs. Henchard.


  ‘Oh, ’tis the corn-factor—he’s the man that our millers and bakers all deal wi’, and he has sold ’em growed wheat, which they didn’t know was growed, so they say, till the dough ran all over the ovens like quicksilver; so that the loaves be as flat as toads, and like suet pudden inside. I’ve been a wife, and I’ve been a mother, and I never see such unprincipled bread in Casterbridge as this before.—But you must be a real stranger here not to know what’s made all the poor volks’ insides plim like blowed bladders this week?’


  ‘I am,’ said Elizabeth’s mother shyly.


  Not wishing to be observed further till she knew more of her future in this place, she withdrew with her daughter from the speaker’s side. Getting a couple of biscuits at the shop indicated as a temporary substitute for a meal, they next bent their steps instinctively to where the music was playing.


  ♣


  V


  A few score yards brought them to the spot where the town band was now shaking the window-panes with the strains of ‘The Roast Beef of Old England.’


  The building before whose doors they had pitched their music-stands was the chief hotel in Casterbridge—namely, the King’s Arms. A spacious bow-window projected into the street over the main portico, and from the open sashes came the babble of voices, the jingle of glasses, and the drawing of corks. The blinds, moreover, being left unclosed, the whole interior of this room could be surveyed from the top of a flight of stone steps to the road-waggon office opposite, for which reason a knot of idlers had gathered there.


  ‘We might, perhaps, after all, make a few inquiries about—our relation Mr. Henchard,’ whispered Mrs. Newson who, since her entry into Casterbridge, had seemed strangely weak and agitated, ‘And this, I think, would be a good place for trying it—just to ask, you know, how he stands in the town—if he is here, as I think he must be. You, Elizabeth-Jane, had better be the one to do it. I’m too worn out to do anything—pull down your fall first.’


  She sat down upon the lowest step, and Elizabeth-Jane obeyed her directions and stood among the idlers.


  ‘What’s going on to-night?’ asked the girl, after singling out an old man and standing by him long enough to acquire a neighbourly right of converse.


  ‘Well, ye must be a stranger sure,’ said the old man, without taking his eyes from the window. ‘Why, ’tis a great public dinner of the gentle-people and such like leading volk—wi’ the Mayor in the chair. As we plainer fellows bain’t invited, they leave the winder-shutters open that we may get jist a sense o’t out here. If you mount the steps you can see ’em. That’s Mr. Henchard, the Mayor, at the end of the table, a facing ye; and that’s the Council men right and left…. Ah, lots of them when they begun life were no more than I be now!’


  ‘Henchard!’ said Elizabeth-Jane, surprised, but by no means suspecting the whole force of the revelation. She ascended to the top of the steps.


  Her mother, though her head was bowed, had already caught from the inn-window tones that strangely riveted her attention, before the old man’s words, ‘Mr. Henchard, the Mayor,’ reached her ears. She arose, and stepped up to her daughter’s side as soon as she could do so without showing exceptional eagerness.


  The interior of the hotel dining-room was spread out before her, with its tables, and glass, and plate, and inmates. Facing the window, in the chair of dignity, sat a man about forty years of age; of heavy frame, large features, and commanding voice; his general build being rather coarse than compact. He had a rich complexion, which verged on swarthiness, a flashing black eye, and dark, bushy brows and hair. When he indulged in an occasional loud laugh at some remark among the guests, his large mouth parted so far back as to show to the rays of the chandelier a full score or more of the two-and-thirty sound white teeth that he obviously still could boast of.


  That laugh was not encouraging to strangers; and hence it may have been well that it was rarely heard. Many theories might have been built upon it. It fell in well with conjectures of a temperament which would have no pity for weakness, but would be ready to yield ungrudging admiration to greatness and strength. Its producer’s personal goodness, if he had any, would be of a very fitful cast—an occasional almost oppressive generosity rather than a mild and constant kindness.


  Susan Henchard’s husband—in law, at least—sat before them, matured in shape, stiffened in line, exaggerated in traits; disciplined, thought-marked—in a word, older. Elizabeth, encumbered with no recollections as her mother was, regarded him with nothing more than the keen curiosity and interest which the discovery of such unexpected social standing in the long-sought relative naturally begot. He was dressed in an old-fashioned evening suit, an expanse of frilled shirt showing on his broad breast; jewelled studs, and a heavy gold chain. Three glasses stood at his right hand; but, to his wife’s surprise, the two for wine were empty, while the third, a tumbler, was half full of water.


  When last she had seen him he was sitting in a corduroy jacket, fustian waistcoat and breeches, and tanned leather leggings, with a basin of hot furmity before him. Time, the magician, had wrought much here. Watching him, and thus thinking of past days, she became so moved that she shrank back against the jamb of the waggon-office doorway to which the steps gave access, the shadow from it conveniently hiding her features. She forgot her daughter till a touch from Elizabeth-Jane aroused her. ‘Have you seen him, mother?’ whispered the girl.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ answered her companion hastily. ‘I have seen him, and it is enough for me! Now I only want to go—pass away—die.’


  ‘Why—O what?’ She drew closer, and whispered in her mother’s ear, ‘Does he seem to you not likely to befriend us? I thought he looked a generous man. What a gentleman he is, isn’t he? and how his diamond studs shine! How strange that you should have said he might be in the stocks, or in the workhouse, or dead! Did ever anything go more by contraries! Why do you feel so afraid of him? I am not at all; I’ll call upon him—he can but say he don’t own such remote kin.’


  ‘I don’t know at all—I can’t tell what to set about. I feel so down.’


  ‘Don’t be that, mother, now we have got here and all! Rest there where you be a little while—I will look on and find out more about him.’


  ‘I don’t think I can ever meet Mr. Henchard. He is not how I thought he would be—he overpowers me! I don’t wish to see him any more.’


  ‘But wait a little time and consider.’


  Elizabeth-Jane had never been so much interested in anything in her life as in their present position, partly from the natural elation she felt at discovering herself akin to a coach; and she gazed again at the scene. The younger guests were talking and eating with animation; their elders were searching for titbits, and sniffing and grunting over their plates like sows nuzzling for acorns. Three drinks seemed to be sacred to the company—port, sherry, and rum; outside which old-established trinity few or no palates ranged.


  A row of ancient rummers with ground figures on their sides, and each primed with a spoon, was now placed down the table, and these were promptly filled with grog at such high temperatures as to raise serious considerations for the articles exposed to its vapours. But Elizabeth-Jane noticed that, though this filling went on with great promptness up and down the table, nobody filled the Mayor’s glass, who still drank large quantities of water from the tumbler behind the clump of crystal vessels intended for wine and spirits.


  ‘They don’t fill Mr. Henchard’s wine-glasses,’ she ventured to say to her elbow acquaintance, the old man.


  ‘Ah, no; don’t ye know him to be the celebrated abstaining worthy of that name? He scorns all tempting liquors; never touches nothing. O yes, he’ve strong qualities that way. I have heard tell that he sware a gospel oath in by-gone times, and has bode by it ever since. So they don’t press him, knowing it would be unbecoming in the face of that; for yer gospel oath is a serious thing.’


  Another elderly man, hearing this discourse, now joined in by inquiring, ‘How much longer have he got to suffer from it, Solomon Longways?’


  ‘Another two year, they say. I don’t know the why and the wherefore of his fixing such a time, for ’a never has told anybody. But ’tis exactly two calendar years longer, they say. A powerful mind to hold out so long!’


  ‘True…. But there’s great strength in hope. Knowing that in four-and-twenty months’ time ye’ll be out of your bondage, and able to make up for all you’ve suffered, by partaking without stint—why, it keeps a man up, no doubt.’


  ‘No doubt, Christopher Coney, no doubt. And ’a must need such reflections—a lonely widow man,’ said Longways.


  ‘When did he lose his wife?’ asked Elizabeth.


  ‘I never knowed her. ’Twas afore he came to Casterbridge,’ Solomon Longways replied with terminative emphasis, as if the fact of his ignorance of Mrs. Henchard were sufficient to deprive her history of all interest. ‘But I know that ’a’s a banded teetotaller, and that if any of his men be ever so little overtook by a drop he’s down upon ’em as stern as the Lord upon the jovial Jews.’


  ‘Has he many men, then?’ said Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘Many! Why, my good maid, he’s the powerfullest member of the Town Council, and quite a principal man in the country round besides. Never a big dealing in wheat, barley, oats, hay, roots, and such-like but Henchard’s got a hand in it. Ay, and he’ll go into other things too; and that’s where he makes his mistake. He worked his way up from nothing when ’a came here; and now he’s a pillar of the town. Not but what he’s been shaken a little to-year about this bad corn he has supplied in his contracts. I’ve seen the sun rise over Durnover Moor these nine-and-sixty year, and though Mr. Henchard has never cussed me unfairly ever since I’ve worked for’n, seeing I be but a little small man, I must say that I have never before tasted such rough bread as has been made from Henchard’s wheat lately. ’Tis that growed out that ye could a’most call it malt, and there’s a list at bottom o’ the loaf as thick as the sole of one’s shoe.’


  The band now struck up another melody, and by the time it was ended the dinner was over, and speeches began to be made. The evening being calm, and the windows still open, these orations could be distinctly heard. Henchard’s voice arose above the rest; he was telling a story of his hay-dealing experiences, in which he had outwitted a sharper who had been bent upon outwitting him.


  ‘Ha-ha-ha!’ responded his audience at the upshot of the story; and hilarity was general till a new voice arose with, ‘This is all very well; but how about the bad bread?’


  It came from the lower end of the table, where there sat a group of minor tradesmen who, although part of the company, appeared to be a little below the social level of the others; and who seemed to nourish a certain independence of opinion and carry on discussions not quite in harmony with those at the head; just as the west end of a church is sometimes persistently found to sing out of time and tune with the leading spirits in the chancel.


  This interruption about the bad bread afforded infinite satisfaction to the loungers outside, several of whom were in the mood which finds its pleasure in others’ discomfiture; and hence they echoed pretty freely, ‘Hey! How about the bad bread, Mr. Mayor?’ Moreover, feeling none of the restraints of those who shared the feast, they could afford to add, ‘You rather ought to tell the story o’ that, sir!’


  The interruption was sufficient to compel the Mayor to notice it.


  ‘Well, I admit that the wheat turned out badly,’ he said. ‘But I was taken in in buying it as much as the bakers who bought it o’ me.’


  ‘And the poor folk who had to eat it whether or no,’ said the inharmonious man outside the window.


  Henchard’s face darkened. There was temper under the thin bland surface—the temper which, artificially intensified, had banished a wife nearly a score of years before.


  ‘You must make allowances for the accidents of a large business,’ he said. ‘You must bear in mind that the weather just at the harvest of that corn was worse than we have known it for years. However, I have mended my arrangements on account o’t. Since I have found my business too large to be well looked after by myself alone, I have advertised for a thorough good man as manager of the corn department. When I’ve got him you will find these mistakes will no longer occur—matters will be better looked into.’


  ‘But what are you going to do to repay us for the past?’ inquired the man who had before spoken, and who seemed to be a baker or miller. ‘Will you replace the grown flour we’ve still got by sound grain?’


  Henchard’s face had become still more stern at these interruptions, and he drank from his tumbler of water as if to calm himself or gain time. Instead of vouchsafing a direct reply, he stiffly observed—


  ‘If anybody will tell me how to turn grown wheat into wholesome wheat I’ll take it back with pleasure. But it can’t be done.’


  Henchard was not to be drawn again. Having said this, he sat down.


  ♣


  VI


  Now the group outside the window had within the last few minutes been reinforced by new arrivals, some of them respectable shopkeepers and their assistants, who had come out for a whiff of air after putting up the shutters for the night; some of them of a lower class. Distinct from either there appeared a stranger—a young man of remarkably pleasant aspect—who carried in his hand a carpet-bag of the smart floral pattern prevalent in such articles at that time.


  He was ruddy and of a fair countenance, bright-eyed, and slight in build. He might possibly have passed by without stopping at all, or at most for half a minute to glance in at the scene, had not his advent coincided with the discussion on corn and bread; in which event this history had never been enacted. But the subject seemed to arrest him, and he whispered some inquiries of the other bystanders, and remained listening.


  When he heard Henchard’s closing words, ‘It can’t be done,’ he smiled impulsively, drew out his pocket-book, and wrote down a few words by the aid of the light in the window. He tore out the leaf, folded and directed it, and seemed about to throw it in through the open sash upon the dining-table; but, on second thoughts, edged himself through the loiterers, till he reached the door of the hotel, where one of the waiters who had been serving inside was now idly leaning against the door-post.


  ‘Give this to the Mayor at once,’ he said, handing in his hasty note.


  Elizabeth-Jane had seen his movements and heard the words, which attracted her both by their subject and by their accent—a strange one for those parts. It was quaint and northerly.


  The waiter took the note, while the young stranger continued—


  ‘And can ye tell me of a respectable hotel that’s a little more moderate than this?’


  The waiter glanced indifferently up and down the street.


  ‘They say the Three Mariners, just below here, is a very good place,’ he languidly answered; ‘but I have never stayed there myself.’


  The Scotchman, as he seemed to be, thanked him, and strolled on in the direction of the Three Mariners aforesaid, apparently more concerned about the question of an inn than about the fate of his note, now that the momentary impulse of writing it was over. While he was disappearing slowly down the street the waiter left the door, and Elizabeth-Jane saw with some interest the note brought into the dining-room and handed to the Mayor.


  Henchard looked at it carelessly, unfolded it with one hand, and glanced it through. Thereupon it was curious to note an unexpected effect. The nettled, clouded aspect which had held possession of his face since the subject of his corn-dealings had been broached, changed itself into one of arrested attention. He read the note slowly, and fell into thought, not moody, but fitfully intense, as that of a man who has been captured by an idea.


  By this time toasts and speeches had given place to songs, the wheat subject being quite forgotten. Men were putting their heads together in twos and threes, telling good stories, with pantomimic laughter which reached convulsive grimace. Some were beginning to look as if they did not know how they had come there, what they had come for, or how they were going to get home again; and provisionally sat on with a dazed smile. Square-built men showed a tendency to become hunchbacks; men with a dignified presence lost it in a curious obliquity of figure, in which their features grew disarranged and one-sided; whilst the heads of a few who had dined with extreme thoroughness were somehow sinking into their shoulders, the corners of their mouth and eyes being bent upwards by the subsidence. Only Henchard did not conform to these flexuous changes; he remained stately and vertical, silently thinking.


  The clock struck nine. Elizabeth-Jane turned to her companion. ‘The evening is drawing on, mother,’ she said. ‘What do you propose to do?’


  She was surprised to find how irresolute her mother had become. ‘We must get a place to lie down in,’ she murmured. ‘I have seen—Mr. Henchard; and that’s all I wanted to do.’


  ‘That’s enough for to-night, at any rate,’ Elizabeth-Jane replied soothingly. ‘We can think to-morrow what is best to do about him. The question now is—is it not?—how shall we find a lodging?’


  As her mother did not reply Elizabeth-Jane’s mind reverted to the words of the waiter, that the Three Mariners was an inn of moderate charges. A recommendation good for one person was probably good for another. ‘Let’s go where the young man has gone to,’ she said. ‘He is respectable. What do you say?’


  Her mother assented, and down the street they went.


  In the meantime the Mayor’s thoughtfulness, engendered by the note as stated, continued to hold him in abstraction; till, whispering to his neighbour to take his place, he found opportunity to leave the chair. This was just after the departure of his wife and Elizabeth.


  Outside the door of the assembly-room he saw the waiter, and beckoning to him asked who brought the note which had been handed in a quarter of an hour before.


  ‘A young man, sir—a sort of traveller. He was a Scotchman seemingly.’


  ‘Did he say how he had got it?’


  ‘He wrote it himself, sir, as he stood outside the window.’


  ‘Oh—wrote it himself…. Is the young man in the hotel?’


  ‘No, sir. He went to the Three Mariners, I believe.’


  The Mayor walked up and down the vestibule of the hotel with his hands under his coat tails, as if he were merely seeking a cooler atmosphere than that of the room he had quitted. But there could be no doubt that he was in reality still possessed to the full by the new idea, whatever that might be. At length he went back to the door of the dining-room, paused, and found that the songs, toasts, and conversation were proceeding quite satisfactorily without his presence. The Corporation, private residents, and major and minor tradesmen had, in fact, gone in for comforting beverages to such an extent that they had quite forgotten, not only the Mayor, but all those vast political, religious, and social differences which they felt necessary to maintain in the daytime, and which separated them like iron grills. Seeing this the Mayor took his hat, and when the waiter had helped him on with a thin holland overcoat, went out and stood under the portico.


  Very few persons were now in the street; and his eyes, by a sort of attraction, turned and dwelt upon a spot about a hundred yards further down. It was the house to which the writer of the note had gone—the Three Mariners—whose two prominent Elizabethan gables, bow-window, and passage-light could be seen from where he stood. Having kept his eyes on it for a while he strolled in that direction.


  This ancient house of accommodation for man and beast, now, unfortunately, pulled down, was built of mellow sandstone, with mullioned windows of the same material, markedly out of perpendicular from the settlement of foundations. The bay window projecting into the street, whose interior was so popular among the frequenters of the inn, was closed with shutters, in each of which appeared a heart-shaped aperture, somewhat more attenuated in the right and left ventricles than is seen in Nature. Inside these illuminated holes, at a distance of about three inches, were ranged at this hour, as every passer knew, the ruddy polls of Billy Wills the glazier, Smart the shoemaker, Buzzford the general dealer, and others of a secondary set of worthies, of a grade somewhat below that of the diners at the King’s Arms, each with his yard of clay.


  A four-centred Tudor arch was over the entrance, and over the arch the signboard, now visible in the rays of an opposite lamp. Hereon the Mariners, who had been represented by the artist as persons of two dimensions only—in other words, flat as a shadow—were standing in a row in paralyzed attitudes. Being on the sunny side of the street the three comrades had suffered largely from warping, splitting, fading, and shrinkage, so that they were but a half-invisible film upon the reality of the grain, and knots, and nails, which composed the signboard. As a matter of fact, this state of things was not so much owing to Stannidge the landlord’s neglect, as from the lack of a painter in Casterbridge who would undertake to reproduce the features of men so traditional.


  A long, narrow, dimly-lit passage gave access to the inn, within which passage the horses going to their stalls at the back, and the coming and departing human guests, rubbed shoulders indiscriminately, the latter running no slight risk of having their toes trodden upon by the animals. The good stabling and the good ale of the Mariners, though somewhat difficult to reach on account of there being but this narrow way to both, were nevertheless perseveringly sought out by the sagacious old heads who knew what was what in Casterbridge.


  Henchard stood without the inn for a few instants; then lowering the dignity of his presence as much as possible by buttoning the brown holland coat over his shirt-front, and in other ways toning himself down to his ordinary everyday appearance, he entered the inn door.


  ♣


  VII


  Elizabeth-Jane and her mother had arrived some twenty minutes earlier. Outside the house they had stood and considered whether even this homely place, though recommended as moderate, might not be too serious in its prices for their light pockets. Finally, however, they had found courage to enter, and duly met Stannidge the landlord; a silent man, who drew and carried frothing measures to this room and to that, shoulder to shoulder with his waiting-maids—a stately slowness, however, entering into his ministrations by contrast with theirs, as became one whose service was somewhat optional. It would have been altogether optional but for the orders of the landlady, a person who sat in the bar, corporeally motionless, but with a flitting eye and quick ear, with which she observed and heard through the open door and hatchway the pressing needs of customers whom her husband overlooked though close at hand. Elizabeth and her mother were passively accepted as sojourners, and shown to a small bedroom under one of the gables, where they sat down.


  The principle of the inn seemed to be to compensate for the antique awkwardness, crookedness, and obscurity of the passages, floors, and windows, by quantities of clean linen spread about everywhere, and this had a dazzling effect upon the travellers.


  ‘’Tis too good for us—we can’t meet it!’ said the elder woman, looking round the apartment with misgiving as soon as they were left alone.


  ‘I fear it is, too,’ said Elizabeth. ‘But we must be respectable.’


  ‘We must pay our way even before we must be respectable,’ replied her mother. ‘Mr. Henchard is too high for us to make ourselves known to him, I much fear; so we’ve only our own pockets to depend on.’


  ‘I know what I’ll do,’ said Elizabeth-Jane after an interval of waiting, during which their needs seemed quite forgotten under the press of business below. And leaving the room, she descended the stairs and penetrated to the bar.


  If there was one good thing more than another which characterized this single-hearted girl it was a willingness to sacrifice her personal comfort and dignity to the common weal.


  ‘As you seem busy here to-night, and mother’s not well off, might I take out part of our accommodation by helping?’ she asked of the landlady.


  The latter, who remained as fixed in the arm-chair as if she had been melted into it when in a liquid state, and could not now be unstuck, looked the girl up and down inquiringly, with her hands on the chair-arms. Such arrangements as the one Elizabeth proposed were not uncommon in country villages; but, though Casterbridge was old-fashioned, the custom was well-nigh obsolete here. The mistress of the house, however, was an easy woman to strangers, and she made no objection. Thereupon Elizabeth, being instructed by nods and motions from the taciturn landlord as to where she could find the different things, trotted up and down stairs with materials for her own and her parent’s meal.


  While she was doing this the wood partition in the centre of the house thrilled to its centre with the tugging of a bell-pull upstairs. A bell below tinkled a note that was feebler in sound than the twanging of wires and cranks that had produced it.


  ‘’Tis the Scotch gentleman,’ said the landlady omnisciently; and turning her eyes to Elizabeth, ‘Now then, can you go and see if his supper is on the tray? If it is you can take it up to him. The front room over this.’


  Elizabeth-Jane, though hungry, willingly postponed serving herself awhile, and applied to the cook in the kitchen, whence she brought forth the tray of supper viands, and proceeded with it upstairs to the apartment indicated. The accommodation of the Three Mariners was far from spacious, despite the fair area of ground it covered. The room demanded by intrusive beams and rafters, partitions, passages, staircases, disused ovens, settles, and four-posters, left comparatively small quarters for human beings. Moreover, this being at a time before home-brewing was abandoned by the smaller victuallers, and a house in which the twelve-bushel strength was still religiously adhered to by the landlord in his ale, the quality of the liquor was the chief attraction of the premises, so that everything had to make way for utensils and operations in connection therewith. Thus Elizabeth found that the Scotchman was located in a room quite close to the small one that had been allotted to herself and her mother.


  When she entered nobody was present but the young man himself—the same whom she had seen lingering without the windows of the King’s Arms Hotel. He was now idly reading a copy of the local paper, and was hardly conscious of her entry, so that she looked at him quite coolly, and saw how his forehead shone where the light caught it, and how nicely his hair was cut, and the sort of velvet-pile or down that was on the skin at the back of his neck, and how his cheek was so truly curved as to be part of a globe, and how clearly drawn were the lids and lashes which hid his bent eyes.


  She set down the tray, spread his supper, and went away without a word. On her arrival below the landlady, who was as kind as she was fat and lazy, saw that Elizabeth-Jane was rather tired, though in her earnestness to be useful she was waiving her own needs altogether. Mrs. Stannidge thereupon said with a considerate peremptoriness that she and her mother had better take their own suppers if they meant to have any.


  Elizabeth fetched their simple provisions, as she had fetched the Scotchman’s, and went up to the little chamber where she had left her mother, noiselessly pushing open the door with the edge of the tray. To her surprise her mother, instead of being reclined on the bed where she had left her, was in an erect position, with lips parted. At Elizabeth’s entry she lifted her finger.


  The meaning of this was soon apparent. The room allotted to the two women had at one time served as a dressing-room to the Scotchman’s chamber, as was evidenced by signs of a door of communication between them—now screwed up and pasted over with the wall paper. But, as is frequently the case with hotels of far higher pretensions than the Three Mariners, every word spoken in either of these rooms was distinctly audible in the other. Such sounds came through now.


  Thus silently conjured Elizabeth deposited the tray, and her mother whispered as she drew near, ‘’Tis he.’


  ‘Who?’ said the girl.


  ‘The Mayor.’


  The tremors in Susan Henchard’s tone might have led any person but one so perfectly unsuspicious of the truth as the girl was, to surmise some closer connection than the admitted simple kinship as a means of accounting for them.


  Two men were indeed talking in the adjoining chamber, the young Scotchman and Henchard, who, having entered the inn while Elizabeth-Jane was in the kitchen waiting for the supper, had been deferentially conducted upstairs by host Stannidge himself. The girl noiselessly laid out their little meal, and beckoned to her mother to join her, which Mrs. Henchard mechanically did, her attention being fixed on the conversation through the door.


  ‘I merely strolled in on my way home to ask you a question about something that has excited my curiosity,’ said the Mayor, with careless geniality. ‘But I see you have not finished supper.’


  ‘Ay, but I will be done in a little! Ye needn’t go, sir. Take a seat. I’ve almost done, and it makes no differrence [difference] at all.’


  Henchard seemed to take the seat offered, and in a moment he resumed: ‘Well, first I should ask, did you write this?’ A rustling of paper followed.


  ‘Yes, I did,’ said the Scotchman.


  ‘Then,’ said Henchard, ‘I am under the impression that we have met by accident while waiting for the morning to keep an appointment with each other? My name is Henchard; ha’n’t you replied to an advertisement for a corn-factor’s manager that I put into the paper—ha’n’t you come here to see me about it?’


  ‘No,’ said the Scotchman, with some surprise.


  ‘Surely you are the man,’ went on Henchard insistingly, ‘who arranged to come and see me? Joshua, Joshua, Jipp—Jopp—what was his name?’


  ‘You’re wrong!’ said the young man. ‘My name is Donald Farfrae. It is true I am in the corren trade—but I have replied to no advairrtisment, and arranged to see no one. I am on my way to Bristol—from there to the other side of the warrld, to try my fortune in the great wheat-growing districts of the West! I have some inventions useful to the trade, and there is no scope for developing them heere.’


  ‘To America—well, well,’ said Henchard, in a tone of disappointment, so strong as to make itself felt like a damp atmosphere. ‘And yet I could have sworn you were the man!’


  The Scotchman murmured another negative, and there was a silence, till Henchard resumed: ‘Then I am truly and sincerely obliged to you for the few words you wrote on that paper.’


  ‘It was nothing, sir.’


  ‘Well, it has a great importance for me just now. This row about my grown wheat, which I declare to Heaven I didn’t know to be bad till the people came complaining, has put me to my wits’ end. I’ve some hundreds of quarters of it on hand; and if your renovating process will make it wholesome, why, you can see what a quag ’twould get me out of. I saw in a moment there might be truth in it. But I should like to have it proved; and of course you don’t care to tell the steps of the process sufficiently for me to do that, without my paying ye well for’t first.’


  The young man reflected a moment or two. ‘I don’t know that I have any objection,’ he said. ‘I’m going to another country, and curing bad corn is not the line I’ll take up there. Yes, I’ll tell ye the whole of it—you’ll make more out of it heere than I will in a foreign country. Just look heere a minute, sir. I can show ye by a sample in my carpet-bag.’


  The click of a lock followed, and there was a sifting and rustling; then a discussion about so many ounces to the bushel, and drying, and refrigerating, and so on.


  ‘These few grains will be sufficient to show ye with,’ came in the young fellow’s voice; and after a pause, during which some operation seemed to be intently watched by them both, he exclaimed, ‘There, now, do you taste that.’


  ‘It’s complete!—quite restored, or—well—nearly.’


  ‘Quite enough restored to make good seconds out of it,’ said the Scotchman. ‘To fetch it back entirely is impossible; Nature won’t stand so much as that, but heere you go a great way towards it. Well, sir, that’s the process; I don’t value it, for it can be but of little use in countries where the weather is more settled than in ours; and I’ll be only too glad if it’s of service to you.’


  ‘But hearken to me,’ pleaded Henchard. ‘My business, you know, is in corn and in hay; but I was brought up as a hay-trusser simply, and hay is what I understand best, though I now do more in corn than in the other. If you’ll accept the place, you shall manage the corn branch entirely, and receive a commission in addition to salary.’


  ‘You’re liberal—very liberal; but no, no—I cannet!’ the young man still replied, with some distress in his accents.


  ‘So be it!’ said Henchard conclusively. ‘Now—to change the subject—one good turn deserves another; don’t stay to finish that miserable supper. Come to my house; I can find something better for ’ee than cold ham and ale.’


  Donald Farfrae was grateful—said he feared he must decline—that he wished to leave early next day.


  ‘Very well,’ said Henchard quickly, ‘please yourself. But I tell you, young man, if this holds good for the bulk, as it has done for the sample, you have saved my credit, stranger though you be. What shall I pay you for this knowledge?’


  ‘Nothing at all, nothing at all. It may not prove necessary to ye to use it often, and I don’t value it at all. I thought I might just as well let ye know, as you were in a difficulty, and they were harrd upon ye.’


  Henchard paused. ‘I shan’t soon forget this,’ he said. ‘And from a stranger! … I couldn’t believe you were not the man I had engaged! Says I to myself “He knows who I am, and recommends himself by this stroke.” And yet it turns out, after all, that you are not the man who answered my advertisement, but a stranger!’


  ‘Ay, ay; that’s so,’ said the young man.


  Henchard again suspended his words, and then his voice came thoughtfully: ‘Your forehead, Farfrae, is something like my poor brother’s—now dead and gone; and the nose, too, isn’t unlike his. You must be, what—five foot nine, I reckon? I am six foot one and a half out of my shoes. But what of that? In my business, ’tis true that strength and bustle build up a firm. But judgment and knowledge are what keep it established. Unluckily, I am bad at science, Farfrae; bad at figures—a rule o’ thumb sort of man. You are just the reverse—I can see that. I have been looking for such as you these two year, and yet you are not for me. Well, before I go, let me ask this: Though you are not the young man I thought you were, what’s the difference? Can’t ye stay just the same? Have you really made up your mind about this American notion? I won’t mince matters. I feel you would be invaluable to me—that needn’t be said—and if you will bide and be my manager, I will make it worth your while.’


  ‘My plans are fixed,’ said the young man, in negative tones. ‘I have formed a scheme, and so we need na say any more about it. But will you not drink with me, sir? I find this Casterbridge ale warreming to the stomach.’


  ‘No, no; I fain would, but I can’t,’ said Henchard gravely, the scraping of his chair informing the listeners that he was rising to leave. ‘When I was a young man I went in for that sort of thing too strong—far too strong—and was well-nigh ruined by it! I did a deed on account of it which I shall be ashamed of to my dying day. It made such an impression on me that I swore, there and then, that I’d drink nothing stronger than tea for as many years as I was old that day. I have kept my oath; and though, Farfrae, I am sometimes that dry in the dog days that I could drink a quarter-barrel to the pitching, I think o’ my oath, and touch no strong drink at all.’


  ‘I’ll no’ press ye, sir—I’ll no’ press ye. I respect your vow.’


  ‘Well, I shall get a manager somewhere, no doubt,’ said Henchard, with strong feeling in his tones. ‘But it will be long before I see one that would suit me so well!’


  The young man appeared much moved by Henchard’s warm convictions of his value. He was silent till they reached the door. ‘I wish I could stay—sincerely I would like to,’ he replied. ‘But no—it cannet be! it cannet! I want to see the warrld.’


  ♣


  VIII


  Thus they parted; and Elizabeth-Jane and her mother remained each in her thoughts over their meal, the mother’s face being strangely bright since Henchard’s avowal of shame for a past action. The quivering of the partition to its core presently denoted that Donald Farfrae had again rung his bell, no doubt to have his supper removed; for humming a tune, and walking up and down, he seemed to be attracted by the lively bursts of conversation and melody from the general company below. He sauntered out upon the landing, and descended the staircase.


  When Elizabeth-Jane had carried down his supper tray, and also that used by her mother and herself, she found the bustle of serving to be at its height below, as it always was at this hour. The young woman shrank from having anything to do with the ground-floor serving, and crept silently about observing the scene—so new to her, fresh from the seclusion of a seaside cottage. In the general sitting-room, which was large, she remarked the two or three dozen strong-backed chairs that stood round against the wall, each fitted with its genial occupant; the sanded floor; the black settle which, projecting endwise from the wall within the door, permitted Elizabeth to be a spectator of all that went on without herself being particularly seen.


  The young Scotchman had just joined the guests. These, in addition to the respectable master-tradesmen occupying the seats of privilege in the bow-window and its neighbourhood, included an inferior set at the unlighted end, whose seats were mere benches against the wall, and who drank from cups instead of from glasses. Among the latter she noticed some of those personages who had stood outside the windows of the King’s Arms.


  Behind their backs was a small window, with a wheel ventilator in one of the panes, which would suddenly start off spinning with a jingling sound, as suddenly stop, and as suddenly start again.


  While thus furtively making her survey the opening words of a song greeted her ears from the front of the settle, in a melody and accent of peculiar charm. There had been some singing before she came down; and now the Scotchman had made himself so soon at home that, at the request of some of the master-tradesmen, he, too, was favouring the room with a ditty.


  Elizabeth-Jane was fond of music; she could not help pausing to listen; and the longer she listened the more she was enraptured. She had never heard any singing like this; and it was evident that the majority of the audience had not heard such frequently, for they were attentive to a much greater degree than usual. They neither whispered, nor drank, nor dipped their pipe-stems in their ale to moisten them, nor pushed the mug to their neighbours. The singer himself grew emotional, till she could imagine a tear in his eye as the words went on:—


  
    ‘It’s hame, and it’s hame, hame fain would I be,


    O hame, hame, hame to my ain countree!


    There’s an eye that ever weeps, and a fair face will be fain,


    As I pass through Annan Water with my bonnie bands again;


    When the flower is in the bud, and the leaf upon the tree,


    The lark shall sing me hame to my ain countree!’

  


  There was a burst of applause, and a deep silence which was even more eloquent than the applause. It was of such a kind that the snapping of a pipe-stem too long for him by old Solomon Longways, who was one of those gathered at the shady end of the room, seemed a harsh and irreverent act. Then the ventilator in the window-pane spasmodically started off for a new spin, and the pathos of Donald’s song was temporarily effaced.


  ‘’Twas not amiss—not at all amiss!’ muttered Christopher Coney, who was also present. And removing his pipe a finger’s breadth from his lips, he said aloud, ‘Draw on with the next verse, young gentleman, please.’


  ‘Yes. Let’s have it again, stranger,’ said the glazier, a stout, bucket-headed man, with a white apron rolled up round his waist. ‘Folks don’t lift up their hearts like that in this part of the world.’ And turning aside, he said in undertones, ‘Who is the young man?—Scotch, d’ye say?’


  ‘Yes, straight from the mountains of Scotland, I believe,’ replied Coney.


  Young Farfrae repeated the last verse. It was plain that nothing so pathetic had been heard at the Three Mariners for a considerable time. The difference of accent, the excitability of the singer, the intense local feeling, and the seriousness with which he worked himself up to a climax, surprised this set of worthies, who were only too prone to shut up their emotions with caustic words.


  ‘Danged if our country down here is worth singing about like that!’ continued the glazier, as the Scotchman again melodized with a dying fall, ‘My ain countree!’ ‘When you take away from among us the fools and the rogues, and the lammigers, and the wanton hussies, and the slatterns, and such like, there’s cust few left to ornament a song with in Casterbridge, or the country round.’


  ‘True,’ said Buzzford, the dealer, looking at the grain of the table. ‘Casterbridge is a old, hoary place o’ wickedness, by all account. ’Tis recorded in history that we rebelled against the King one or two hundred years ago, in the time of the Romans, and that lots of us was hanged on Gallows Hill, and quartered, and our different jints sent about the country like butcher’s meat; and for my part I can well believe it.’


  ‘What did ye come away from yer own country for, young maister, if ye be so wownded about it?’ inquired Christopher Coney, from the background, with the tone of a man who preferred the original subject. ‘Faith, it wasn’t worth your while on our account, for, as Maister Billy Wills says, we be bruckle folk here—the best o’ us hardly honest sometimes, what with hard winters, and so many mouths to fill, and God-a’mighty sending his little taties so terrible small to fill ’em with. We don’t think about flowers and fair faces, not we—except in the shape o’ cauliflowers and pigs’ chaps.’


  ‘But, no!’ said Donald Farfrae, gazing round into their faces with earnest concern; ‘the best of ye hardly honest—not that surely? None of ye has been stealing what didn’t belong to him?’


  ‘Lord! no, no!’ said Solomon Longways, smiling grimly. ‘That’s only his random way o’ speaking. ’A was always such a man of under-thoughts.’ (And reprovingly towards Christopher): ‘Don’t ye be so over-familiar with a gentleman that ye know nothing of—and that’s travelled a’most from the North Pole.’


  Christopher Coney was silenced, and as he could get no public sympathy, he mumbled his feelings to himself: ‘Be dazed, if I loved my country half as well as the young feller do, I’d live by claning my neighbour’s pigsties afore I’d go away! For my part I’ve no more love for my country than I have for Botany Bay!’


  ‘Come,’ said Longways; ‘let the young man draw onward with his ballet, or we shall be here all night.’


  ‘That’s all of it,’ said the singer apologetically.


  ‘Soul of my body, then we’ll have another!’ said the general dealer.


  ‘Can you turn a strain to the ladies, sir?’ inquired a fat woman with a figured purple apron, the waist-string of which was overhung so far by her sides as to be invisible.


  ‘Let him breathe—let him breathe, Mother Cuxsom. He hain’t got his second wind yet,’ said the master glazier.


  ‘O yes, but I have!’ exclaimed the young man; and he at once rendered ‘O Nannie’ with faultless modulations, and another or two of the like sentiment, winding up at their earnest request with ‘Auld Lang Syne.’


  By this time he had completely taken possession of the hearts of the Three Mariners’ inmates, including even old Coney. Notwithstanding an occasional odd gravity which awoke their sense of the ludicrous for the moment, they began to view him through a golden haze which the tone of his mind seemed to raise around him. Casterbridge had sentiment—Casterbridge had romance; but this stranger’s sentiment was of differing quality. Or rather, perhaps, the difference was mainly superficial; he was to them like the poet of a new school who takes his contemporaries by storm; who is not really new, but is the first to articulate what all his listeners have felt, though but dumbly till then.


  The silent landlord came and leant over the settle while the young man sang; and even Mrs. Stannidge managed to unstick herself from the framework of her chair in the bar and get as far as the door-post, which movement she accomplished by rolling herself round, as a cask is trundled on the chine by a drayman without losing much of its perpendicular.


  ‘And are you going to bide in Casterbridge, sir?’ she asked.


  ‘Ah—no!’ said the Scotchman, with melancholy fatality in his voice, ‘I’m only passing thirrough! I am on my way to Bristol, and on frae there to foreign parts.’


  ‘We be truly sorry to hear it,’ said Solomon Longways. ‘We can ill afford to lose tuneful wynd-pipes like yours when they fall among us. And verily, to mak’ acquaintance with a man a-come from so far, from the land o’ perpetual snow, as we may say, where wolves and wild boars and other dangerous animalcules be as common as blackbirds hereabout—why, ’tis a thing we can’t do every day; and there’s good sound information for bide-at-homes like we when such a man opens his mouth.’


  ‘Nay, but ye mistake my country,’ said the young man, looking round upon them with tragic fixity, till his eye lighted up and his cheek kindled with a sudden enthusiasm to right their errors. ‘There are not perpetual snow and wolves at all in it!—except snow in winter, and—well—a little in summer just sometimes, and a “gaberlunzie” or two stalking about here and there, if ye may call them dangerous. Eh, but you should take a summer jarreny to Edinboro’, and Arthur’s Seat, and all round there, and then go on to the lochs, and all the Highland scenery—in May and June—and you would never say ’tis the land of wolves and perpetual snow!’


  ‘Of course not—it stands to reason,’ said Buzzford. ‘’Tis barren ignorance that leads to such words. He’s a simple home-spun man, that never was fit for good company—think nothing of him, sir.’


  ‘And do ye carry your flock bed, and your quilt, and your crock, and your bit of chiney? or do ye go in bare bones, as I may say?’ inquired Christopher Coney.


  ‘I’ve sent on my luggage—though it isn’t much; for the voyage is long.’ Donald’s eyes dropped into a remote gaze as he added: ‘But I said to myself, “Never a one of the prizes of life will I come by unless I undertake it!” and I decided to go.’


  A general sense of regret, in which Elizabeth-Jane shared not least, made itself apparent in the company. As she looked at Farfrae from the back of the settle she decided that his statements showed him to be no less thoughtful than his fascinating melodies revealed him to be cordial and impassioned. She admired the serious light in which he looked at serious things. He had seen no jest in ambiguities and roguery, as the Casterbridge toss-pots had done; and rightly not—there was none. She disliked those wretched humours of Christopher Coney and his tribe; and he did not appreciate them. He seemed to feel exactly as she felt about life and its surroundings—that they were a tragical rather than a comical thing; that though one could be gay on occasion, moments of gaiety were interludes, and no part of the actual drama. It was extraordinary how similar their views were.


  Though it was still early the young Scotchman expressed his wish to retire, whereupon the landlady whispered to Elizabeth to run upstairs and turn down his bed. She took a candlestick and proceeded on her mission, which was the act of a few moments only. When, candle in hand, she reached the top of the stairs on her way down again, Mr. Farfrae was at the foot coming up. She could not very well retreat; they met and passed in the turn of the staircase.


  She must have appeared interesting in some way—notwithstanding her plain dress—or rather, possibly, in consequence of it, for she was a girl characterized by earnestness and soberness of mien, with which simple drapery accorded well. Her face flushed, too, at the slight awkardness [awkwardness] of the meeting, and she passed him with her eyes bent on the candle-flame that she carried just below her nose. Thus it happened that when confronting her he smiled; and then, with the manner of a temporarily light-hearted man, who has started himself on a flight of song whose momentum he cannot readily check, he softly tuned an old ditty that she seemed to suggest—


  
    ‘As I came in by my bower door,


    As day was waxin’ wearie,


    Oh wha came tripping down the stair


    But bonnie Peg my dearie.’

  


  Elizabeth-Jane, rather disconcerted, hastened on; and the Scotchman’s voice died away, humming more of the same within the closed door of his room.


  Here the scene and sentiment ended for the present. When, soon after, the girl rejoined her mother, the latter was still in thought—on quite another matter than a young man’s song.


  ‘We’ve made a mistake,’ she whispered (that the Scotchman might not overhear). ‘On no account ought ye to have helped serve here to-night. Not because of ourselves, but for the sake of him. If he should befriend us, and take us up, and then find out what you did when staying here, ’twould grieve and wound his natural pride as Mayor of the town.’


  Elizabeth, who would perhaps have been more alarmed at this than her mother had she known the real relationship, was not much disturbed about it as things stood. Her ‘he’ was another man than her poor mother’s. ‘For myself,’ she said, ‘I didn’t at all mind waiting a little upon him. He’s so respectable, and educated—far above the rest of ’em in the inn. They thought him very simple not to know their grim broad way of talking about themselves here. But of course he didn’t know—he was too refined in his mind to know such things!’ Thus she earnestly pleaded.


  Meanwhile, the ‘he’ of her mother was not so far away as even they thought. After leaving the Three Mariners he had sauntered up and down the empty High Street, passing and repassing the inn in his promenade. When the Scotchman sang his voice had reached Henchard’s ears through the heart-shaped holes in the window-shutters, and had led him to pause outside them a long while.


  ‘To be sure, to be sure, how that fellow does draw me!’ he had said to himself. ‘I suppose ’tis because I’m so lonely. I’d have given him a third share in the business to have stayed!’


  ♣


  IX


  When Elizabeth-Jane opened the hinged casement next morning the mellow air brought in the feel of imminent autumn almost as distinctly as if she had been in the remotest hamlet. Casterbridge was the complement of the rural life around; not its urban opposite. Bees and butterflies in the cornfields at the top of the town, who desired to get to the meads at the bottom, took no circuitous course, but flew straight down High Street without any apparent consciousness that they were traversing strange latitudes. And in autumn airy spheres of thistledown floated into the same street, lodged upon the shop fronts, blew into drains; and innumerable tawny and yellow leaves skimmed along the pavement, and stole through people’s doorways into their passages with a hesitating scratch on the floor, like the skirts of timid visitors.


  Hearing voices, one of which was close at hand, she withdrew her head and glanced from behind the window-curtains. Mr. Henchard—now habited no longer as a great personage, but as a thriving man of business—was pausing on his way up the middle of the street, and the Scotchman was looking from the window adjoining her own. Henchard, it appeared, had gone a little way past the inn before he had noticed his acquaintance of the previous evening. He came back a few steps, Donald Farfrae opening the window further.


  ‘And you are off soon, I suppose?’ said Henchard upwards.


  ‘Yes—almost this moment, sir,’ said the other. ‘Maybe I’ll walk on till the coach makes up on me.’


  ‘Which way?’


  ‘The way ye are going.’


  ‘Then shall we walk together to the top o’ town?’


  ‘If ye’ll wait a minute,’ said the Scotchman.


  In a few minutes the latter emerged, bag in hand. Henchard looked at the bag as at an enemy. It showed there was no mistake about the young man’s departure. ‘Ah, my lad,’ he said, ‘you should have been a wise man, and have stayed with me.’


  ‘Yes, yes—it might have been wiser,’ said Donald, looking microscopically at the houses that were furthest off. ‘It is only telling ye the truth when I say my plans are vague.’


  They had by this time passed on from the precincts of the inn, and Elizabeth-Jane heard no more. She saw that they continued in conversation, Henchard turning to the other occasionally, and emphasizing some remark with a gesture. Thus they passed the King’s Arms Hotel, the Market House, St. Peter’s churchyard wall, ascending to the upper end of the long street till they were small as two grains of corn; when they bent suddenly to the right into the Bristol Road, and were out of view.


  ‘He was a good man—and he’s gone,’ she said to herself. ‘I was nothing to him, and there was no reason why he should have wished me good-bye.’


  The simple thought, with its latent sense of slight, had moulded itself out of the following little fact: when the Scotchman came out at the door he had by accident glanced up at her; and then he had looked away again without nodding, or smiling, or saying a word.


  ‘You are still thinking, mother,’ she said, when she turned inwards.


  ‘Yes; I am thinking of Mr. Henchard’s sudden liking for that young man. He was always so. Now, surely, if he takes so warmly to people who are not related to him at all, may he not take as warmly to his own kin?’


  While they debated this question a procession of five large waggons went past, laden with hay up to the bedroom windows. They came in from the country, and the steaming horses had probably been travelling a great part of the night. To the shaft of each hung a little board, on which was painted in white letters, ‘Henchard, corn-factor and hay-merchant.’ The spectacle renewed his wife’s conviction that, for her daughter’s sake, she should strain a point to rejoin him.


  The discussion was continued during breakfast, and the end of it was that Mrs. Henchard decided, for good or for ill, to send Elizabeth-Jane with a message to Henchard, to the effect that his relative Susan, a sailor’s widow, was in the town; leaving it to him to say whether or not he would recognize her. What had brought her to this determination were chiefly two things. He had been described as a lonely widower; and he had expressed shame for a past transaction of his life. There was promise in both.


  ‘If he says no,’ she enjoined, as Elizabeth-Jane stood, bonnet on, ready to depart; ‘if he thinks it does not become the good position he has reached to in the town, to own—to let us call on him as—his distant kinsfolk, say, “Then, sir, we would rather not intrude; we will leave Casterbridge as quietly as we have come, and go back to our own country.” … I almost feel that I would rather he did say so, as I have not seen him for so many years, and we are so—little allied to him!’


  ‘And if he say yes?’ inquired the more sanguine one.


  ‘In that case,’ answered Mrs. Henchard cautiously, ‘ask him to write me a note, saying when and how he will see us—or me.’


  Elizabeth-Jane went a few steps towards the landing. ‘And tell him,’ continued her mother, ‘that I fully know I have no claim upon him—that I am glad to find he is thriving; that I hope his life may be long and happy—there, go.’ Thus with a half-hearted willingness, a smothered reluctance, did the poor forgiving woman start her unconscious daughter on this errand.


  It was about ten o’clock, and market-day, when Elizabeth paced up the High Street, in no great hurry; for to herself her position was only that of a poor relation deputed to hunt up a rich one. The front doors of the private houses were mostly left open at this warm autumn time, no thought of umbrella stealers disturbing the minds of the placid burgesses. Hence, through the long, straight, entrance passages thus unclosed could be seen, as through tunnels, the mossy gardens at the back, glowing with nasturtiums, fuchsias, scarlet geraniums, ‘bloody warriors,’ snapdragons, and dahlias, this floral blaze being backed by crusted grey stone-work remaining from a yet remoter Casterbridge than the venerable one visible in the street. The old-fashioned fronts of these houses, which had older than old-fashioned backs, rose sheer from the pavement, into which the bow-windows protruded like bastions, necessitating a pleasing chassez-déchassez movement to the time-pressed pedestrian at every few yards. He was bound also to evolve other Terpsichorean figures in respect of door-steps, scrapers, cellar-hatches, church buttresses, and the overhanging angles of walls which, originally unobtrusive, had become bow-legged and knock-kneed.


  In addition to these fixed obstacles which spoke so cheerfully of individual unrestraint as to boundaries, movables occupied the path and roadway to a perplexing extent. First the vans of the carriers in and out of Casterbridge, who hailed from Mellstock, Weatherbury, The Hintocks, Sherton-Abbas, Kingsbere, Overcombe, and many other towns and villages round. Their owners were numerous enough to be regarded as a tribe, and had almost distinctiveness enough to be regarded as a race. Their vans had just arrived, and were drawn up on each side of the street in close file, so as to form at places a wall between the pavement and the roadway. Moreover every shop pitched out half its contents upon trestles and boxes on the kerb, extending the display each week a little further and further into the roadway, despite the expostulations of the two feeble old constables, until there remained but a tortuous defile for carriages down the centre of the street, which afforded fine opportunities for skill with the reins. Over the pavement on the sunny side of the way hung shopblinds so constructed as to give the passenger’s hat a smart buffet off his head, as from the unseen hands of Cranstoun’s Goblin Page, celebrated in romantic lore.


  Horses for sale were tied in rows, their forelegs on the pavement, their hind legs in the street, in which position they occasionally nipped little boys by the shoulder who were passing to school. And any inviting recess in front of a house that had been modestly kept back from the general line was utilized by pig-dealers as a pen for their stock. (3)


  The yeomen, farmers, dairymen, and townsfolk, who came to transact business in these ancient streets, spoke in other ways than by articulation. Not to hear the words of your interlocutor in metropolitan centres is to know nothing of his meaning. Here the face, the arms, the hat, the stick, the body throughout spoke equally with the tongue. To express satisfaction the Casterbridge market-man added to his utterance a broadening of the cheeks, a crevicing of the eyes, a throwing back of the shoulders, which was intelligible from the other end of the street. If he wondered, though all Henchard’s carts and waggons were rattling past him, you knew it from perceiving the inside of his crimson mouth, and a target-like circling of his eyes. Deliberation caused sundry attacks on the moss of adjoining walls with the end of his stick, a change of his hat from the horizontal to the less so; a sense of tediousness announced itself in a lowering of the person by spreading the knees to a lozenge-shaped aperture and contorting the arms. Chicanery, subterfuge, had hardly a place in the streets of this honest borough to all appearance; and it was said that the lawyers in the Court House hard by occasionally threw in strong arguments for the other side out of pure generosity (though apparently by mischance) when advancing their own.


  Thus Casterbridge was in most respects but the pole, focus, or nerve-knot of the surrounding country life; differing from the many manufacturing towns which are as foreign bodies set down, like boulders on a plain, in a green world with which they have nothing in common. Casterbridge lived by agriculture at one remove further from the fountain-head than the adjoining villages—no more. The townsfolk understood every fluctuation in the rustic’s condition, for it affected their receipts as much as the labourer’s; they entered into the troubles and joys which moved the aristocratic families ten miles round—for the same reason. And even at the dinner-parties of the professional families the subjects of discussion were corn, cattle-disease, sowing and reaping, fencing and planting; while politics were viewed by them less from their own standpoint of burgesses with rights and privileges than from the standpoint of their county neighbours.


  All the venerable contrivances and confusions which delighted the eye by their quaintness, and in a measure reasonableness, in this rare old market-town, were metropolitan novelties to the unpractised eyes of Elizabeth-Jane, fresh from netting fish-seines in a seaside cottage. Very little inquiry was necessary to guide her footsteps. Henchard’s house was one of the best, faced with dull red-and-grey old brick. The front door was open, and, as in other houses, she could see through the passage to the end of the garden—nearly a quarter of a mile off.


  Mr. Henchard was not in the house, but in the store-yard. She was conducted into the mossy garden, and through a door in the wall, which was studded with rusty nails speaking of generations of fruit-trees that had been trained there. The door opened upon the yard, and here she was left to find him as she could. It was a place flanked by hay-barns, into which tons of fodder, all in trusses, were being packed from the waggons she had seen pass the inn that morning. On other sides of the yard were wooden granaries on stone staddles, to which access was given by Flemish ladders, and a store-house several floors high. Wherever the doors of these places were open, a closely packed throng of bursting wheat-sacks could be seen standing inside, with the air of awaiting a famine that would not come.


  She wandered about this place, uncomfortably conscious of the impending interview, till she was quite weary of searching; she ventured to inquire of a boy in what quarter Mr. Henchard could be found. He directed her to an office which she had not seen before, and knocking at the door she was answered by a cry of ‘Come in.’


  Elizabeth turned the handle; and there stood before her, bending over some sample-bags on a table, not the corn-merchant, but the young Scotchman Mr. Farfrae—in the act of pouring some grains of wheat from one hand to the other. His hat hung on a peg behind him, and the roses of his carpet-bag glowed from the corner of the room.


  Having toned her feelings and arranged words on her lips for Mr. Henchard, and for him alone, she was for the moment confounded.


  ‘Yes, what is it?’ said the Scotchman, like a man who permanently ruled there.


  She said she wanted to see Mr. Henchard.


  ‘Ah, yes; will you wait a minute? He’s engaged just now,’ said the young man, apparently not recognizing her as the girl at the inn. He handed her a chair, bade her sit down, and turned to his sample-bags again. While Elizabeth-Jane sits waiting in great amaze at the young man’s presence we may briefly explain how he came there.


  When the two new acquaintances had passed out of sight that morning towards the Bath and Bristol road they went on silently, except for a few commonplaces, till they had gone down an avenue on the town walls called the Chalk Walk, leading to an angle where the North and West escarpments met. From this high corner of the square earthworks a vast extent of country could be seen. A footpath ran steeply down the green slope, conducting from the shady promenade on the walls to a road at the bottom of the scarp. It was by this path the Scotchman had to descend.


  ‘Well, here’s success to ’ee,’ said Henchard, holding out his right hand and leaning with his left upon the wicket which protected the descent. In the act there was the inelegance of one whose feelings are nipped and wishes defeated. ‘I shall often think of this time, and of how you came at the very moment to throw a light upon my difficulty.’


  Still holding the young man’s hand he paused, and then added deliberately: ‘Now I am not the man to let a cause be lost for want of a word. And before ye are gone for ever I’ll speak. Once more, will ye stay? There it is, flat and plain. You can see that it isn’t all selfishness that makes me press ’ee; for my business is not quite so scientific as to require an intellect entirely out of the common. Others would do for the place without doubt. Some selfishness perhaps there is, but there is more; it isn’t for me to repeat what. Come bide with me—and name your own terms. I’ll agree to ’em willingly and ’ithout a word of gainsaying; for, hang it, Farfrae, I like thee well!’


  The young man’s hand remained steady in Henchard’s for a moment or two. He looked over the fertile country that stretched beneath them, then backward along the shaded walk reaching to the top of the town. His face flushed.


  ‘I never expected this—I did not!’ he said. ‘It’s Providence! Should any one go against it? No; I’ll not go to America; I’ll stay and be your man!’


  His hand, which had lain lifeless in Henchard’s, returned the latter’s grasp.


  ‘Done,’ said Henchard.


  ‘Done,’ said Donald Farfrae.


  The face of Mr. Henchard beamed forth a satisfaction that was almost fierce in its strength. ‘Now you are my friend!’ he exclaimed. ‘Come back to my house; let’s clinch it at once by clear terms, so as to be comfortable in our minds.’ Farfrae caught up his bag and retraced the North-West Avenue in Henchard’s company as he had come. Henchard was all confidence now.


  ‘I am the most distant fellow in the world when I don’t care for a man,’ he said. ‘But when a man takes my fancy he takes it strong. Now I am sure you can eat another breakfast? You couldn’t have eaten much so early, even if they had anything at that place to gi’e thee, which they hadn’t; so come to my house and we will have a solid, staunch tuck-in, and settle terms in black-and-white if you like; though my word’s my bond. I can always make a good meal in the morning. I’ve got a splendid cold pigeon-pie going just now. You can have some home-brewed if you want to, you know.’


  ‘It is too airly in the morning for that,’ said Farfrae with a smile.


  ‘Well, of course, I didn’t know. I don’t drink it because of my oath; but I am obliged to brew for my work-people.’


  Thus talking they returned, and entered Henchard’s premises by the back way or traffic entrance. Here the matter was settled over the breakfast, at which Henchard heaped the young Scotchman’s plate to a prodigal fulness. He would not rest satisfied till Farfrae had written for his luggage from Bristol, and despatched the letter to the post-office. When it was done this man of strong impulses declared that his new friend should take up his abode in his house—at least till some suitable lodgings could be found.


  He then took Farfrae round and showed him the place, and the stores of grain, and other stock; and finally entered the offices where the younger of them has already been discovered by Elizabeth.


  ♣


  X


  While she still sat under the Scotchman’s eyes a man came up to the door, reaching it as Henchard opened the door of the inner office to admit Elizabeth. The new-comer stepped forward like the quicker cripple at Bethesda, and entered in her stead. She could hear his words to Henchard: ‘Joshua Jopp, sir—by appointment—the new manager.’


  ‘The new manager!—he’s in his office,’ said Henchard bluntly.


  ‘In his office!’ said the man, with a stultified air.


  ‘I mentioned Thursday,’ said Henchard; ‘and as you did not keep your appointment, I have engaged another manager. At first I thought he must be you. Do you think I can wait when business is in question?’


  ‘You said Thursday or Saturday, sir,’ said the new-comer, pulling out a letter.


  ‘Well, you are too late,’ said the corn-factor. ‘I can say no more.’


  ‘You as good as engaged me,’ murmured the man.


  ‘Subject to an interview,’ said Henchard. ‘I am sorry for you—very sorry indeed. But it can’t be helped.’


  There was no more to be said, and the man came out, encountering Elizabeth-Jane in his passage. She could see that his mouth twitched with anger, and that bitter disappointment was written in his face everywhere.


  Elizabeth-Jane now entered, and stood before the master of the premises. His dark pupils—which always seemed to have a red spark of light in them, though this could hardly be a physical fact—turned indifferently round under his dark brows until they rested on her figure. ‘Now then, what is it, my young woman?’ he said blandly.


  ‘Can I speak to you—not on business, sir?’ said she.


  ‘Yes—I suppose.’ He looked at her more thoughtfully.


  ‘I am sent to tell you, sir,’ she innocently went on, ‘that a distant relative of yours by marriage, Susan Newson, a sailor’s widow, is in the town; and to ask whether you would wish to see her.’


  The rich rouge-et-noir of his countenance underwent a slight change. ‘Oh—Susan is—still alive?’ he asked with difficulty.


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Are you her daughter?’


  ‘Yes, sir—her only daughter.’


  ‘What—do you call yourself—your Christian name?’


  ‘Elizabeth-Jane, sir.’


  ‘Newson?’


  ‘Elizabeth-Jane Newson.’


  This at once suggested to Henchard that the transaction of his early married life at Weydon Fair was unrecorded in the family history. It was more than he could have expected. His wife had behaved kindly to him in return for his unkindness, and had never proclaimed her wrong to her child or to the world.


  ‘I am—a good deal interested in your news,’ he said. ‘And as this is not a matter of business, but pleasure, suppose we go indoors.’


  It was with a gentle delicacy of manner, surprising to Elizabeth, that he showed her out of the office and through the outer room, where Donald Farfrae was overhauling bins and samples with the inquiring inspection of a beginner in charge. Henchard preceded her through the door in the wall to the suddenly changed scene of the garden and flowers, and onward into the house. The dining-room to which he introduced her still exhibited the remnants of the lavish breakfast laid for Farfrae. It was furnished to profusion with heavy mahogany furniture of the deepest red-Spanish hues. Pembroke tables, with leaves hanging so low that they well-nigh touched the floor, stood against the walls on legs and feet shaped like those of an elephant, and on one lay three huge folio volumes—a Family Bible, a ‘Josephus,’ and a ‘Whole Duty of Man.’ In the chimney corner was a fire-grate with a fluted semicircular back, having urns and festoons cast in relief thereon; and the chairs were of the kind which, since that day, has cast lustre upon the names of Chippendale and Sheraton, though, in point of fact, their patterns may have been such as those illustrious carpenters never saw or heard of.


  ‘Sit down—Elizabeth-Jane—sit down,’ he said, with a shake in his voice as he uttered her name; and sitting down himself he allowed his hands to hang between his knees, while he looked upon the carpet. ‘Your mother, then, is quite well?’


  ‘She is rather worn out, sir, with travelling.’


  ‘A sailor’s widow—when did he die?’


  ‘Father was lost last spring.’


  Henchard winced at the word ‘father,’ thus applied. ‘Do you and she come from abroad—America or Australia?’ he asked.


  ‘No. We have been in England some years. I was twelve when we came here from Canada.’


  ‘Ah; exactly.’ By such conversation he discovered the circumstances which had enveloped his wife and her child in such total obscurity that he had long ago believed them to be in their graves. These things being clear, he returned to the present. ‘And where is your mother staying?’


  ‘At the Three Mariners.’


  ‘And you are her daughter Elizabeth-Jane?’ repeated Henchard. He arose, came close to her, and glanced in her face. ‘I think,’ he said, suddenly turning away with a wet eye, ‘you shall take a note from me to your mother. I should like to see her…. She is not left very well off by her late husband?’ His eye fell on Elizabeth’s clothes, which, though a respectable suit of black, and her very best, were decidedly old-fashioned even to Casterbridge eyes.


  ‘Not very well,’ she said, glad that he had divined this without her being obliged to express it.


  He sat down at the table and wrote a few lines; next taking from his pocket-book a five-pound note, which he put in the envelope with the letter, adding to it, as by an after-thought, five shillings. Sealing the whole up carefully, he directed it to ‘Mrs. Newson, Three Mariners Inn,’ and handed the packet to Elizabeth.


  ‘Deliver it to her personally, please,’ said Henchard. ‘Well, I am glad to see you here, Elizabeth-Jane—very glad. We must have a long talk together—but not just now.’


  He took her hand at parting, and held it so warmly that she, who had known so little friendship, was much affected, and tears rose to her aerial-grey eyes. The instant that she was gone Henchard’s state showed itself more distinctly; having shut the door he sat in his dining-room stiffly erect, gazing at the opposite wall as if he read his history there.


  ‘Begad!’ he suddenly exclaimed, jumping up. ‘I didn’t think of that. Perhaps these are impostors—and Susan and the child dead after all!’


  However, a something in Elizabeth-Jane soon assured him that, as regarded her, at least, there could be little doubt. And a few hours would settle the question of her mother’s identity; for he had arranged in his note to see her that evening.


  ‘It never rains but it pours!’ said Henchard. His keenly excited interest in his new friend the Scotchman was now eclipsed by this event; and Donald Farfrae saw so little of him during the rest of the day that he wondered at the suddenness of his employer’s moods.


  In the meantime Elizabeth had reached the inn. Her mother, instead of taking the note with the curiosity of a poor woman expecting assistance, was much moved at sight of it. She did not read it at once, asking Elizabeth to describe her reception, and the very words Mr. Henchard used. Elizabeth’s back was turned when her mother opened the letter. It ran thus:—


  
    ‘Meet me at eight o’clock this evening, if you can, at the Ring on the Budmouth road. The place is easy to find. I can say no more now. The news upsets me almost. The girl seems to be in ignorance. Keep her so till I have seen you.


    M. H.’

  


  He said nothing about the enclosure of five guineas. The amount was significant; it may tacitly have said to her that he bought her back again. She waited restlessly for the close of the day, telling Elizabeth-Jane that she was invited to see Mr. Henchard; that she would go alone. But she said nothing to show that the place of meeting was not at his house, nor did she hand the note to Elizabeth.


  ♣


  XI


  The Ring at Casterbridge was merely the local name of one of the finest Roman Amphitheatres, if not the very finest, remaining in Britain.


  Casterbridge announced old Rome in every street, alley, and precinct. It looked Roman, bespoke the art of Rome, concealed dead men of Rome. It was impossible to dig more than a foot or two deep about the town fields and gardens without coming upon some tall soldier or other of the Empire, who had lain there in his silent unobtrusive rest for a space of fifteen hundred years. He was mostly found lying on his side, in an oval scoop in the chalk, like a chicken in its shell; his knees drawn up to his chest; sometimes with the remains of his spear against his arm; a fibula or brooch of bronze on his breast or forehead; an urn at his knees, a jar at his throat, a bottle at his mouth; and mystified conjecture pouring down upon him from the eyes of Casterbridge street boys and men, who had turned a moment to gaze at the familiar spectacle as they passed by.


  Imaginative inhabitants, who would have felt an unpleasantness at the discovery of a comparatively modern skeleton in their gardens, were quite unmoved by these hoary shapes. They had lived so long ago, their time was so unlike the present, their hopes and motives were so widely removed from ours, that between them and the living there seemed to stretch a gulf too wide for even a spirit to pass.


  The Amphitheatre was a huge circular enclosure, with a notch at opposite extremities of its diameter north and south. From its sloping internal form it might have been called the spittoon of the Jötuns. It was to Casterbridge what the ruined Coliseum is to modern Rome, and was nearly of the same magnitude. The dusk of evening was the proper hour at which a true impression of this suggestive place could be received. Standing in the middle of the arena at that time there by degrees became apparent its real vastness, which a cursory view from the summit at noon-day was apt to obscure. Melancholy, impressive, lonely, yet accessible from every part of the town, the historic circle was the frequent spot for appointments of a furtive kind. Intrigues were arranged there; tentative meetings were there experimented after divisions and feuds. But one kind of appointment—in itself the most common of any—seldom had place in the Amphitheatre: that of happy lovers.


  Why, seeing that it was pre-eminently an airy, accessible, and sequestered spot for interviews, the cheerfullest form of those occurrences never took kindly to the soil of the ruin, would be a curious inquiry. Perhaps it was because its associations had about them something sinister. Its history proved that. Apart from the sanguinary nature of the games originally played therein, such incidents attached to its past as these: that for scores of years the town-gallows had stood at one corner; that in 1705 a woman who had murdered her husband was half-strangled and then burnt there in the presence of ten thousand spectators. Tradition reports that at a certain stage of the burning her heart burst and leapt out of her body, to the terror of them all, and that not one of those ten thousand people ever cared particularly for hot roast after that. In addition to these old tragedies, pugilistic encounters almost to the death had come off down to recent dates in that secluded arena, entirely invisible to the outside world save by climbing to the top of the enclosure, which few towns-people in the daily round of their lives ever took the trouble to do. So that, though close to the turnpike-road, crimes might be perpetrated there unseen at mid-day.


  Some boys had latterly tried to impart gaiety to the ruin by using the central arena as a cricket-ground. But the game usually languished for the aforesaid reason—the dismal privacy which the earthen circle enforced, shutting out every appreciative passer’s vision, every commendatory remark from outsiders—everything, except the sky; and to play at games in such circumstances was like acting to an empty house. Possibly, too, the boys were timid, for some old people said that at certain moments in the summer time, in broad daylight, persons sitting with a book or dozing in the arena had, on lifting their eyes, beheld the slopes lined with a gazing legion of Hadrian’s soldiery as if watching the gladiatorial combat; and had heard the roar of their excited voices; that the scene would remain but a moment, like a lightning flash, and then disappear.


  It was related that there still remained under the south entrance excavated cells for the reception of the wild animals and athletes who took part in the games. The arena was still smooth and circular, as if used for its original purpose not so very long ago. The sloping pathways by which spectators had ascended to their seats were pathways yet. But the whole was grown over with grass, which now, at the end of summer, was bearded with withered bents that formed waves under the brush of the wind, returning to the attentive ear Æolian modulations, and detaining for moments the flying globes of thistledown.


  Henchard had chosen this spot as being the safest from observation which he could think of for meeting his long-lost wife, and at the same time as one easily to be found by a stranger after nightfall. As Mayor of the town, with a reputation to keep up, he could not invite her to come to his house till some definite course had been decided on.


  Just before eight he approached the deserted earth-work and entered by the south path which descended over the débris of the former dens. In a few moments he could discern a female figure creeping in by the great north gap, or public gateway. They met in the middle of the arena. Neither spoke just at first—there was no necessity for speech—and the poor woman leant against Henchard, who supported her in his arms.


  ‘I don’t drink,’ he said in a low, halting, apologetic voice. ‘You hear, Susan?—I don’t drink now—I haven’t since that night.’ Those were his first words.


  He felt her bow her head in acknowledgment that she understood. After a minute or two he again began:


  ‘If I had known you were living, Susan! But there was every reason to suppose you and the child were dead and gone. I took every possible step to find you—travelled—advertised. My opinion at last was that you had started for some colony with that man, and had been drowned on your voyage out. Why did you keep silent like this?’


  ‘O Michael! because of him—what other reason could there be? I thought I owed him faithfulness to the end of one of our lives—foolishly I believed there was something solemn and binding in the bargain; I thought that even in honour I dared not desert him when he had paid so much for me in good faith. I meet you now only as his widow—I consider myself that, and that I have no claim upon you. Had he not died I should never have come—never! Of that you may be sure.’


  ‘Ts-s-s! How could you be so simple?’


  ‘I don’t know. Yet it would have been very wicked—if I had not thought like that!’ said Susan, almost crying.


  ‘Yes—yes—so it would. It is only that which makes me feel ’ee an innocent woman. But—to lead me into this!’


  ‘What, Michael?’ she asked, alarmed.


  ‘Why, this difficulty about our living together again, and Elizabeth-Jane. She cannot be told all—she would so despise us both that—I could not bear it!’


  ‘That was why she was brought up in ignorance of you. I could not bear it either.’


  ‘Well—we must talk of a plan for keeping her in her present belief, and getting matters straight in spite of it. You have heard I am in a large way of business here—that I am Mayor of the town, and churchwarden, and I don’t know what all?’


  ‘Yes,’ she murmured.


  ‘These things, as well as the dread of the girl discovering our disgrace, make it necessary to act with extreme caution. So that I don’t see how you two can return openly to my house as the wife and daughter I once treated badly, and banished from me; and there’s the rub o’t.’


  ‘We’ll go away at once. I only came to see——’


  ‘No, no, Susan; you are not to go—you mistake me!’ he said, with kindly severity. ‘I have thought of this plan: that you and Elizabeth take a cottage in the town as the widow Mrs. Newson and her daughter; that I meet you, court you, and marry you, Elizabeth-Jane coming to my house as my step-daughter. The thing is so natural and easy that it is half done in thinking o’t. This would leave my shady, headstrong, disgraceful life as a young man absolutely unopened; the secret would be yours and mine only; and I should have the pleasure of seeing my own only child under my roof, as well as my wife.’


  ‘I am quite in your hands, Michael,’ she said meekly. ‘I came here for the sake of Elizabeth; for myself, if you tell me to leave again to-morrow morning, and never come near you more, I am content to go.’


  ‘Now, now; we don’t want to hear that,’ said Henchard gently. ‘Of course you won’t leave again. Think over the plan I have proposed for a few hours; and if you can’t hit upon a better one we’ll adopt it. I have to be away for a day or two on business, unfortunately; but during that time you can get lodgings—the only ones in the town fit for you are those over the china-shop in High Street—and you can also look for a cottage.’


  ‘If the lodgings are in High Street they are dear, I suppose?’


  ‘Never mind—you must start genteel if our plan is to be carried out. Look to me for money. Have you enough till I come back?’


  ‘Quite,’ said she.


  ‘And are you comfortable at the inn?’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘And the girl is quite safe from learning the shame of her case and ours?—that’s what makes me most anxious of all.’


  ‘You would be surprised to find how unlikely she is to dream of the truth. How could she ever suppose such a thing?’


  ‘True!’


  ‘I like the idea of repeating our marriage,’ said Mrs. Henchard, after a pause. ‘It seems the only right course, after all this. Now I think I must go back to Elizabeth-Jane, and tell her that our kinsman, Mr. Henchard, kindly wishes us to stay in the town.’


  ‘Very well—arrange that yourself. I’ll go some way with you.’


  ‘No, no. Don’t run any risk!’ said his wife anxiously. ‘I can find my way back—it is not late. Please let me go alone.’


  ‘Right,’ said Henchard. ‘But just one word. Do you forgive me, Susan?’


  She murmured something; but seemed to find it difficult to frame her answer.


  ‘Never mind—all in good time,’ said he. ‘Judge me by my future works—good-bye!’


  He retreated, and stood at the upper side of the Amphitheatre while his wife passed out through the lower way, and descended under the trees to the town. Then Henchard himself went homeward, going so fast that by the time he reached his door he was almost upon the heels of the unconscious woman from whom he had just parted. He watched her up the street, and turned into his house.


  ♣


  XII


  On entering his own door after watching his wife out of sight, the Mayor walked on through the tunnel-shaped passage into the garden, and thence by the back door towards the stores and granaries. A light shone from the office-window, and there being no blind to screen the interior Henchard could see Donald Farfrae still seated where he had left him, initiating himself into the managerial work of the house by overhauling the books. Henchard entered, merely observing, ‘Don’t let me interrupt you, if ye will stay so late.’


  He stood behind Farfrae’s chair, watching his dexterity in clearing up the numerical fogs which had been allowed to grow so thick in Henchard’s books as almost to baffle even the Scotchman’s perspicacity. The corn-factor’s mien was half admiring, and yet it was not without a dash of pity for the tastes of any one who could care to give his mind to such finnikin details. Henchard himself was mentally and physically unfit for grubbing subtleties from soiled paper; he had in a modern sense received the education of Achilles, and found penmanship a tantalizing art.


  ‘You shall do no more to-night,’ he said at length, spreading his great hand over the paper. ‘There’s time enough to-morrow. Come indoors with me and have some supper. Now you shall! I am determined on’t.’ He shut the account-books with friendly force.


  Donald had wished to get to his lodgings; but he already saw that his friend and employer was a man who knew no moderation in his requests and impulses, and he yielded gracefully. He liked Henchard’s warmth, even if it inconvenienced him; the great difference in their characters adding to the liking.


  They locked up the office, and the young man followed his companion through the private little door which, admitting directly into Henchard’s garden, permitted a passage from the utilitarian to the beautiful at one step. The garden was silent, dewy, and full of perfume. It extended a long way back from the house, first as lawn and flower-beds, then as fruit-garden, where the long-tied espaliers, as old as the old house itself, had grown so stout, and cramped, and gnarled that they had pulled their stakes out of the ground and stood distorted and writhing in vegetable agony, like leafy Laocoons. The flowers which smelt so sweetly were not discernible; and they passed through them into the house.


  The hospitalities of the morning were repeated, and when they were over Henchard said, ‘Pull your chair round to the fireplace, my dear fellow, and let’s make a blaze—there’s nothing I hate like a black grate, even in September.’ He applied a light to the laid-in fuel, and a cheerful radiance spread around.


  ‘It is odd,’ said Henchard, ‘that two men should meet as we have done on a purely business ground, and that at the end of the first day I should wish to speak to ’ee on a family matter. But, damn it all, I am a lonely man, Farfrae: I have nobody else to speak to; and why shouldn’t I tell it to ’ee?’


  ‘I’ll be glad to hear it, if I can be of any service,’ said Donald, allowing his eyes to travel over the intricate wood-carvings of the chimney-piece, representing garlanded lyres, shields, and quivers, on either side of a draped ox-skull, and flanked by heads of Apollo and Diana in low relief.


  ‘I’ve not been always what I am now,’ continued Henchard, his firm deep voice being ever so little shaken. He was plainly under that strange influence which sometimes prompts men to confide to the new-found friend what they will not tell to the old. ‘I began life as a working hay-trusser, and when I was eighteen I married on the strength o’ my calling. Would you think me a married man?’


  ‘I heard in the town that you were a widower.’


  ‘Ah, yes—you would naturally have heard that. Well, I lost my wife nineteen years ago or so—by my own fault…. This is how it came about. One summer evening I was travelling for employment, and she was walking at my side, carrying the baby, our only child. We came to a booth in a country fair. I was a drinking man at that time.’


  Henchard paused a moment, threw himself back so that his elbow rested on the table, his forehead being shaded by his hand, which, however, did not hide the marks of introspective inflexibility on his features as he narrated in fullest detail the incidents of the transaction with the sailor. The tinge of indifference which had at first been visible in the Scotchman now disappeared.


  Henchard went on to describe his attempts to find his wife; the oath he swore; the solitary life he led during the years which followed. ‘I have kept my oath for nineteen years,’ he went on; ‘I have risen to what you see me now.’


  ‘Ay!’


  ‘Well—no wife could I hear of in all that time; and being by nature something of a woman-hater, I have found it no hardship to keep mostly at a distance from the sex. No wife could I hear of, I say, till this very day. And now—she has come back.’


  ‘Come back, has she!’


  ‘This morning—this very morning. And what’s to be done?’


  ‘Can ye no’ take her and live with her, and make some amends?’


  ‘That’s what I’ve planned and proposed. But, Farfrae,’ said Henchard gloomily, ‘by doing right with Susan I wrong another innocent woman.’


  ‘Ye don’t say that?’


  ‘In the nature of things, Farfrae, it is almost impossible that a man of my sort should have the good fortune to tide through twenty years o’ life without making more blunders than one. It has been my custom for many years to run across to Jersey in the way of business, particularly in the potato and root season. I do a large trade wi’ them in that line. Well, one autumn when stopping there I fell quite ill, and in my illness I sank into one of those gloomy fits I sometimes suffer from, on account o’ the loneliness of my domestic life, when the world seems to have the blackness of hell, and, like Job, I could curse the day that gave me birth.’


  ‘Ah, now, I never feel like it,’ said Farfrae.


  ‘Then pray to God that you never may, young man. While in this state I was taken pity on by a woman—a young lady I should call her, for she was of good family, well bred, and well educated—the daughter of some harum-scarum military officer who had got into difficulties, and had his pay sequestrated. He was dead now, and her mother too, and she was as lonely as I. This young creature was staying at the boarding-house where I happened to have my lodging; and when I was pulled down she took upon herself to nurse me. From that she got to have a foolish liking for me. Heaven knows why, for I wasn’t worth it. But being together in the same house, and her feelings warm, we got naturally intimate. I won’t go into particulars of what our relations were. It is enough to say that we honestly meant to marry. There arose a scandal, which did me no harm, but was of course ruin to her. Though, Farfrae, between you and me, as man and man, I solemnly declare that philandering with womankind has neither been my vice nor my virtue. She was terribly careless of appearances, and I was perhaps more, because o’ my dreary state; and it was through this that the scandal arose. At last I was well, and came away. When I was gone she suffered much on my account, and didn’t forget to tell me so in letters one after another; till, latterly, I felt I owed her something, and thought that, as I had not heard of Susan for so long, I would make this other one the only return I could make, and ask her if she would run the risk of Susan being alive (very slight as I believed) and marry me, such as I was. She jumped for joy, and we should no doubt soon have been married—but, behold, Susan appears!’


  Donald showed his deep concern at a complication so far beyond the degree of his simple experiences.


  ‘Now see what injury a man may cause around him! Even after that wrong-doing at the fair when I was young, if I had never been so selfish as to let this giddy girl devote herself to me over at Jersey, to the injury of her name, all might now be well. Yet, as it stands, I must bitterly disappoint one of these women; and it is the second. My first duty is to Susan—there’s no doubt about that.’


  ‘They are both in a very melancholy position, and that’s true!’ murmured Donald.


  ‘They are! For myself I don’t care—’twill all end one way. But these two.’ Henchard paused in reverie. ‘I feel I should like to treat the second, no less than the first, as kindly as a man can in such a case.’


  ‘Ah, well, it cannet be helped!’ said the other, with philosophic woefulness. ‘You mun write to the young lady, and in your letter you must put it plain and honest that it turns out she cannet be your wife, the first having come back; that ye cannet see her more; and that—ye wish her weel.’


  ‘That won’t do. ’Od seize it, I must do a little more than that! I must—though she did always brag about her rich uncle or rich aunt, and her expectations from ’em—I must send a useful sum of money to her, I suppose—just as a little recompense, poor girl…. Now, will you help me in this, and draw up an explanation to her of all I’ve told ye, breaking it as gently as you can? I’m so bad at letters.’


  ‘And I will.’


  ‘Now, I haven’t told you quite all yet. My wife Susan has my daughter with her—the baby that was in her arms at the fair; and this girl knows nothing of me beyond that I am some sort of relation by marriage. She has grown up in the belief that the sailor to whom I made over her mother, and who is now dead, was her father, and her mother’s husband. What her mother has always felt, she and I together feel now—that we can’t proclaim our disgrace to the girl by letting her know the truth. Now what would you do?—I want your advice.’


  ‘I think I’d run the risk, and tell her the truth. She’ll forgive ye both.’


  ‘Never!’ said Henchard. ‘I am not going to let her know the truth. Her mother and I be going to marry again; and it will not only help us to keep our child’s respect, but it will be more proper. Susan looks upon herself as the sailor’s widow, and won’t think o’ living with me as formerly without another religious ceremony—and she’s right.’


  Farfrae thereupon said no more. The letter to the young Jersey woman was carefully framed by him, and the interview ended, Henchard saying, as the Scotchman left, ‘I feel it a great relief, Farfrae, to tell some friend o’ this! You see now that the Mayor of Casterbridge is not so thriving in his mind as it seems he might be from the state of his pocket.’


  ‘I do. And I’m sorry for ye!’ said Farfrae.


  When he was gone Henchard copied the letter, and, enclosing a cheque, took it to the post-office, from which he walked back thoughtfullly. [thoughtfully.]


  ‘Can it be that it will go off so easily!’ he said. ‘Poor thing—God knows! Now then, to make amends to Susan!’


  ♣


  XIII


  The cottage which Michael Henchard hired for his wife Susan under her name of Newson—in pursuance of their plan—was in the upper or western part of the town, near the Roman wall, and the avenue which overshadowed it. The evening sun seemed to shine more yellowly there than anywhere else this autumn—stretching its rays, as the hours grew later, under the lowest sycamore boughs, and steeping the ground-floor of the dwelling, with its green shutters, in a substratum of radiance which the foliage screened from the upper parts. Beneath these sycamores on the town walls could be seen from the sitting-room the tumuli and earth forts of the distant uplands; making it altogether a pleasant spot, with the usual touch of melancholy that a past-marked prospect lends.


  As soon as the mother and daughter were comfortably installed, with a white-aproned servant and all complete, Henchard paid them a visit, and remained to tea. During the entertainment Elizabeth was carefully hoodwinked by the very general tone of the conversation that prevailed—a proceeding which seemed to afford some humour to Henchard, though his wife was not particularly happy in it. The visit was repeated again and again with business-like determination by the Mayor, who seemed to have schooled himself into a course of strict mechanical rightness towards this woman of prior claim, at any expense to the later one and to his own sentiments.


  One afternoon the daughter was not indoors when Henchard came, and he said drily, ‘This is a very good opportunity for me to ask you to name the happy day, Susan.’


  The poor woman smiled faintly; she did not enjoy pleasantries on a situation into which she had entered solely for the sake of her girl’s reputation. She liked them so little, indeed, that there was room for wonder why she had countenanced deception at all, and had not bravely let the girl know her history. But the flesh is weak; and the true explanation came in due course.


  ‘O Michael!’ she said, ‘I am afraid all this is taking up your time and giving trouble—when I did not expect any such thing!’ And she looked at him and at his dress as a man of affluence, and at the furniture he had provided for the room—ornate and lavish to her eyes.


  ‘Not at all,’ said Henchard, in rough benignity. ‘This is only a cottage—it costs me next to nothing. And as to taking up my time’—here his red and black visage kindled with satisfaction—‘I’ve a splendid fellow to superintend my business now—a man whose like I’ve never been able to lay hands on before. I shall soon be able to leave everything to him, and have more time to call my own than I’ve had for these last twenty years.’


  Henchard’s visits here grew so frequent and so regular that it soon became whispered, and then openly discussed, in Casterbridge that the masterful, coercive Mayor of the town was captured and enervated by the genteel widow Mrs. Newson. His well-known haughty indifference to the society of womankind, his silent avoidance of converse with the sex, contributed a piquancy to what would otherwise have been an unromantic matter enough. That such a poor fragile woman should be his choice was inexplicable, except on the ground that the engagement was a family affair in which sentimental passion had no place; for it was known that they were related in some way. Mrs. Henchard was so pale that the boys called her ‘The Ghost.’ Sometimes Henchard overheard this epithet when they passed together along the Walks—as the avenues on the walls were named—at which his face would darken with an expression of destructiveness towards the speakers ominous to see; but he said nothing.


  He pressed on the preparations for his union, or rather reunion, with this pale creature in a dogged, unflinching spirit which did credit to his conscientiousness. Nobody would have conceived from his outward demeanour that there was no amatory fire or pulse of romance acting as stimulant to the bustle going on in his gaunt, great house; nothing but three large resolves—one, to make amends to his neglected Susan; another, to provide a comfortable home for Elizabeth-Jane under his paternal eye; and a third, to castigate himself with the thorns which these restitutory acts brought in their train; among them the lowering of his dignity in public opinion by marrying so comparatively humble a woman.


  Susan Henchard entered a carriage for the first time in her life when she stepped into the plain brougham which drew up at the door on the wedding-day to take her and Elizabeth-Jane to church. It was a windless morning of warm November rain, which floated down like meal, and lay in a powdery form on the nap of hats and coats. Few people had gathered round the church door though they were well packed within. The Scotchman, who assisted as groomsman, was of course the only one present, beyond the chief actors, who knew the true situation of the contracting parties. He, however, was too inexperienced, too thoughtful, too judicial, too strongly conscious of the serious side of the business, to enter into the scene in its dramatic aspect. That required the special genius of Christopher Coney, Solomon Longways, Buzzford, and their fellows. But they knew nothing of the secret; though, as the time for coming out of church drew on, they gathered on the pavement adjoining, and expounded the subject according to their lights.


  ‘’Tis five-and-forty years since I had my settlement in this here town,’ said Coney; ‘but daze me if ever I see a man wait so long before to take so little! There’s a chance even for thee after this, Nance Mockridge.’ The remark was addressed to a woman who stood behind his shoulder—the same who had exhibited Henchard’s bad bread in public when Elizabeth and her mother entered Casterbridge.


  ‘Be cust if I’d marry any such as he, or thee either,’ replied that lady. ‘As for thee, Christopher, we know what ye be, and the less said the better. And as for he—well, there—(lowering her voice) ’tis said ’a was a poor parish ’prentice—I wouldn’t say it for all the world—but ’a was a poor parish ’prentice, that began life wi’ no more belonging to ’en than a carrion crow.’


  ‘And now he’s worth ever so much a minute,’ murmured Longways. ‘When a man is said to be worth so much a minute, he’s a man to be considered!’


  Turning, he saw a circular disc reticulated with creases, and recognized the smiling countenance of the fat woman who had asked for another song at the Three Mariners. ‘Well, Mother Cuxsom,’ he said, ‘how’s this? Here’s Mrs. Newson, a mere skellinton, has got another husband to keep her, while a woman of your tonnage have not.’


  ‘I have not. Nor another to beat me…. Ah, yes, Cuxsom’s gone, and so shall leather breeches!’


  ‘Yes; with the blessing of God leather breeches shall go.’


  ‘’Tisn’t worth my old while to think of another husband,’ continued Mrs. Cuxsom. ‘And yet I’ll lay my life I’m as respectable born as she.’


  ‘True; your mother was a very good woman—I can mind her. She were rewarded by the Agricultural Society for having begot the greatest number of healthy children without parish assistance, and other virtuous marvels.’


  ‘’Twas that that kept us so low upon ground—that great hungry family.’


  ‘Ay. Where the pigs be many the wash runs thin.’


  ‘And dostn’t mind how mother would sing, Christopher?’ continued Mrs. Cuxsom, kindling at the retrospection; ‘and how we went with her to the party at Mellstock, do ye mind?—at old Dame Ledlow’s, farmer Shinar’s aunt, do ye mind?—she we used to call Toad-skin, because her face were so yaller and freckled, do ye mind?’


  ‘I do, hee-hee, I do!’ said Christopher Coney.


  ‘And well do I—for I was getting up husband-high at that time—one-half girl, and t’other half woman, as one may say. And canst mind’—she prodded Solomon’s shoulder with her finger-tip, while her eyes twinkled between the crevices of their lids—‘canst mind the sherry-wine, and the zilver-snuffers, and how Joan Dummett was took bad when we were coming home, and Jack Griggs was forced to carry her through the mud; and how ’a let her fall in Dairyman Sweet-apple’s cow-barton, and we had to clane her gown wi’ grass—never such a mess as ’a were in?’


  ‘Ay—that I do—hee-hee, such doggery as there was in them ancient days, to be sure! Ah, the miles I used to walk then; and now I can hardly step over a furrow!’


  Their reminiscences were cut short by the appearance of the reunited pair—Henchard looking round upon the idlers with that ambiguous gaze of his, which at one moment seemed to mean satisfaction, and at another fiery disdain.


  ‘Well—there’s a difference between ’em, though he do call himself a teetotaller,’ said Nance Mockridge. ‘She’ll wish her cake dough afore she’s done of him. There’s a bluebeardy look about ’en; and ’twill out in time.’


  ‘Stuff—he’s well enough! Some folk want their luck buttered. If I had a choice as wide as the ocean sea I wouldn’t wish for a better man. A poor twanking woman like her—’tis a godsend for her, and hardly a pair of jumps or night-rail to her name.’


  The plain little brougham drove off in the mist, and the idlers dispersed. ‘Well, we hardly know how to look at things in these times!’ said Solomon. ‘There was a man dropped down dead yesterday, not so very many miles from here; and what wi’ that, and this moist weather, ’tis scarce worth one’s while to begin any work o’ consequence to-day. I’m in such a low key with drinking nothing but small table ninepenny this last week or two that I shall call and warm up at the Mar’ners as I pass along.’


  ‘I don’t know but that I may as well go with ’ee, Solomon,’ said Christopher; ‘I’m as clammy as a cockle-snail.’


  ♣


  XIV


  A Martinmas summer of Mrs. Henchard’s life set in with her entry into her husband’s large house and respectable social orbit; and it was as bright as such summers well can be. Lest she should pine for deeper affection than he could give he made a point of showing some semblance of it in external action. Among other things he had the iron railings, that had smiled sadly in dull rust for the last eighty years, painted a bright green, and the heavy-barred, small-paned Georgian sash windows enlivened with three coats of white. He was as kind to her as a man, mayor, and churchwarden could possibly be. The house was large, the rooms lofty, and the landings wide; and the two unassuming women scarcely made a perceptible addition to its contents.


  To Elizabeth-Jane the time was a most triumphant one. The freedom she experienced, the indulgence with which she was treated, went beyond her expectations. The reposeful, easy, affluent life to which her mother’s marriage had introduced her was, in truth, the beginning of a great change in Elizabeth. She found she could have nice personal possessions and ornaments for the asking, and, as the mediæval saying puts it, ‘Take, have, and keep, are pleasant words.’ With peace of mind came development, and with development beauty. Knowledge—the result of great natural insight—she did not lack; learning, accomplishments—those, alas, she had not; but as the winter and spring passed by her thin face and figure filled out in rounder and softer curves; the lines and contractions upon her young brow went away; the muddiness of skin which she had looked upon as her lot by nature departed with a change to abundance of good things, and a bloom came upon her cheek. Perhaps, too, her grey, thoughtful eyes revealed an arch gaiety sometimes; but this was infrequent; the sort of wisdom which looked from their pupils did not readily keep company with these lighter moods. Like all people who have known rough times, light-heartedness seemed to her too irrational and inconsequent to be indulged in except as a reckless dram now and then; for she had been too early habituated to anxious reasoning to drop the habit suddenly. She felt none of those ups and downs of spirit which beset so many people without cause; never—to paraphrase a recent poet—never a gloom in Elizabeth-Jane’s soul but she well knew how it came there; and her present cheerfulness was fairly proportionate to her solid guarantees for the same.


  It might have been supposed that, given a girl rapidly becoming good-looking, comfortably circumstanced, and for the first time in her life commanding ready money, she would go and make a fool of herself by dress. But no. The reasonableness of almost everything that Elizabeth did was nowhere more conspicuous than in this question of clothes. To keep in the rear of opportunity in matters of indulgence is as valuable a habit as to keep abreast of opportunity in matters of enterprise. This unsophisticated girl did it by an innate perceptiveness that was almost genius. Thus she refrained from bursting out like a water-flower that spring, and clothing herself in puffings and knick-knacks, as most of the Casterbridge girls would have done in her circumstances. Her triumph was tempered by circumspection; she had still that field-mouse fear of the coulter of destiny despite fair promise, which is common among the thoughtful who have suffered early from poverty and oppression.


  ‘I won’t be too gay on any account,’ she would say to herself. ‘It would be tempting Providence to hurl mother and me down, and afflict us again as He used to do.’


  We now see her in a black silk bonnet, velvet mantle or silk spencer, dark dress, and carrying a sunshade. In this latter article she drew the line at fringe, and had it plain edged, with a little ivory ring for keeping it closed. It was odd about the necessity for that sunshade. She discovered that with the clarification of her complexion and the birth of pink cheeks her skin had grown more sensitive to the sun’s rays. She protected those cheeks forthwith, deeming spotlessness part of womanliness.


  Henchard had become very fond of her, and she went out with him more frequently than with her mother now. Her appearance one day was so attractive that he looked at her critically.


  ‘I happened to have the ribbon by me, so I made it up,’ she faltered, thinking him perhaps dissatisfied with some rather bright trimming she had donned for the first time.


  ‘Ay—of course—to be sure,’ he replied in his leonine way. ‘Do as you like—or rather as your mother advises ye. ’Od send—I’ve nothing to say to’t!’


  Indoors she appeared with her hair divided by a parting that arched like a white rainbow from ear to ear. All in front of this line was covered with a thick encampment of curls; all behind was dressed smoothly, and drawn to a knob.


  The three members of the family were sitting at breakfast one day, and Henchard was looking silently, as he often did, at this head of hair, which in colour was brown—rather light than dark. ‘I thought Elizabeth-Jane’s hair—didn’t you tell me that Elizabeth-Jane’s hair promised to be black when she was a baby?’ he said to his wife.


  She looked startled, jerked his foot warningly, and murmured, ‘Did I?’


  As soon as Elizabeth was gone to her own room Henchard resumed. ‘Begad, I nearly forgot myself just now! What I meant was that the girl’s hair certainly looked as if it would be darker, when she was a baby.’


  ‘It did; but they alter so,’ replied Susan.


  ‘Their hair gets darker, I know—but I wasn’t aware it lightened ever?’


  ‘O yes.’ And the same uneasy expression came out on her face, to which the future held the key. It passed as Henchard went on:


  ‘Well, so much the better. Now, Susan, I want to have her called Miss Henchard—not Miss Newson. Lot’s [Lots] o’ people do it already in carelessness—it is her legal name—so it may as well be made her usual name—I don’t like t’other name at all for my own flesh and blood. I’ll advertise it in the Casterbridge paper—that’s the way they do it. She won’t object.’


  ‘No. O no. But——’


  ‘Well, then, I shall do it,’ said he, peremptorily. ‘Surely, if she’s willing, you must wish it as much as I?’


  ‘O yes—if she agrees let us do it by all means,’ she replied.


  Then Mrs. Henchard acted somewhat inconsistently; it might have been called falsely, but that her manner was emotional and full of the earnestness of one who wishes to do right at great hazard. She went to Elizabeth-Jane, whom she found sewing in her own sitting-room upstairs, and told her what had been proposed about her surname. ‘Can you agree—is it not a slight upon Newson—now he’s dead and gone?’


  Elizabeth reflected. ‘I’ll think of it, mother,’ she answered.


  When, later in the day, she saw Henchard, she adverted to the matter at once, in a way which showed that the line of feeling started by her mother had been persevered in. ‘Do you wish this change so very much, sir?’ she asked.


  ‘Wish it? Why, my blessed fathers, what an ado you women make about a trifle! I proposed it—that’s all. Now, ’Lizabeth-Jane, just please yourself. Curse me if I care what you do. Now, you understand, don’t ’ee go agreeing to it to please me.’


  Here the subject dropped, and nothing more was said, and nothing was done, and Elizabeth still passed as Miss Newson, and not by her legal name.


  Meanwhile the great corn and hay traffic conducted by Henchard throve under the management of Donald Farfrae as it had never thriven before. It had formerly moved in jolts; now it went on oiled castors. The old crude vivâ voce system of Henchard, in which everything depended upon his memory, and bargains were made by the tongue alone, was swept away. Letters and ledgers took the place of ‘I’ll do’t,’ and ‘you shall hae’t’; and, as in all such cases of advance, the rugged picturesqueness of the old method disappeared with its inconveniences.


  The position of Elizabeth-Jane’s room—rather high in the house, so that it commanded a view of the hay-stores and granaries across the garden—afforded her opportunity for accurate observation of what went on there. She saw that Donald and Mr. Henchard were inseparables. When walking together Henchard would lay his arm familiarly on his manager’s shoulder, as if Farfrae were a younger brother, bearing so heavily that his slight figure bent under the weight. Occasionally she would hear a perfect cannonade of laughter from Henchard, arising from something Donald had said, the latter looking quite innocent and not laughing at all. In Henchard’s somewhat lonely life he evidently found the young man as desirable for comradeship as he was useful for consultations. Donald’s brightness of intellect maintained in the corn-factor the admiration it had won at the first hour of their meeting. The poor opinion, and but ill-concealed, that he entertained of the slim Farfrae’s physical girth, strength, and dash was more than counterbalanced by the immense respect he had for his brains.


  Her quiet eye discerned that Henchard’s tigerish affection for the younger man, his constant liking to have Farfrae near him, now and then resulted in a tendency to domineer, which, however, was checked in a moment when Donald exhibited marks of real offence. One day, looking down on their figures from on high, she heard the latter remark, as they stood in the doorway between the garden and yard, that their habit of walking and driving about together rather neutralized Farfrae’s value as a second pair of eyes, which should be used in places where the principal was not. ‘’Od damn it,’ cried Henchard, ‘what’s all the world! I like a fellow to talk to. Now come along and hae some supper, and don’t take too much thought about things, or ye’ll drive me crazy.’


  When she walked with her mother, on the other hand, she often beheld the Scotchman looking at them with a curious interest. The fact that he had met her at the Three Mariners was insufficient to account for it, since on the occasions on which she had entered his room he had never raised his eyes. Besides, it was at her mother more particularly than at herself that he looked, to Elizabeth-Jane’s half-conscious, simple-minded, perhaps pardonable, disappointment. Thus she could not account for this interest by her own attractiveness, and she decided that it might be apparent only—a way of turning his eyes that Mr. Farfrae had.


  She did not divine the ample explanation of his manner, without personal vanity, that was afforded by the fact of Donald being the depositary of Henchard’s confidence in respect of his past treatment of the pale, chastened mother who walked by her side. Her conjectures on that past never went further than faint ones based on things casually heard and seen—mere guesses that Henchard and her mother might have been lovers in their younger days, who had quarrelled and parted.


  Casterbridge, as has been hinted, was a place deposited in the block upon a corn-field. There was no suburb in the modern sense, or transitional intermixture of town and down. It stood, with regard to the wide fertile land adjoining, clean-cut and distinct, like a chess-board on a green table-cloth. The farmer’s boy could sit under his barley-mow and pitch a stone into the office-window of the town-clerk; reapers at work among the sheaves nodded to acquaintances standing on the pavement-corner; the red-robed judge, when he condemned a sheep-stealer, pronounced sentence to the tune of Baa, that floated in at the window from the remainder of the flock browsing hard by; and at executions the waiting crowd stood in a meadow immediately before the drop, out of which the cows had been temporarily driven to give the spectators room.


  The corn grown on the upland side of the borough was garnered by farmers who lived in an eastern purlieu called Durnover. Here wheat-ricks overhung the old Roman street, and thrust their eaves against the church tower; green-thatched barns, with doorways as high as the gates of Solomon’s temple, opened directly upon the main thoroughfare. Barns indeed were so numerous as to alternate with every half-dozen houses along the way. Here lived burgesses who daily walked the fallow; shepherds in an intra-mural squeeze. A street of farmers’ homesteads—a street ruled by a mayor and corporation, yet echoing with the thump of the flail, the flutter of the winnowing-fan, and the purr of the milk into the pails—a street which had nothing urban in it whatever—this was the Durnover end of Casterbridge.


  Henchard, as was natural, dealt largely with this nursery or bed of small farmers close at hand—and his waggons were often down that way. One day, when arrangements were in progress for getting home corn from one of the aforesaid farms, Elizabeth-Jane received a note by hand, asking her to oblige the writer by coming at once to a granary on Durnover Hill. As this was the granary whose contents Henchard was removing, she thought the request had something to do with his business, and proceeded thither as soon as she had put on her bonnet. The granary was just within the farm-yard, and stood on stone staddles, high enough for persons to walk under. The gates were open, but nobody was within. However, she entered and waited. Presently she saw a figure approaching the gate—that of Donald Farfrae. He looked up at the church clock, and came in. By some unaccountable shyness, some wish not to meet him there alone, she quickly ascended the step-ladder leading to the granary door, and entered it before he had seen her. Farfrae advanced, imagining himself in solitude; and a few drops of rain beginning to fall he moved and stood under the shelter where she had just been standing. Here he leant against one of the staddles, and gave himself up to patience. He, too, was plainly expecting some one; could it be herself? if so, why? In a few minutes he looked at his watch, and then pulled out a note, a duplicate of the one she had herself received.


  The situation began to be very awkward, and the longer she waited the more awkward it became. To emerge from a door just above his head and descend the ladder, and show she had been in hiding there, would look so very foolish that she still waited on. A winnowing machine stood close beside her, and to relieve her suspense she gently moved the handle; whereupon a cloud of wheat husks flew out into her face, and covered her clothes and bonnet, and stuck into the fur of her victorine. He must have heard the slight movement for he looked up, and then ascended the steps.


  ‘Ah—it’s Miss Newson,’ he said as soon as he could see into the granary. ‘I didn’t know you were there. I have kept the appointment, and am at your service.’


  ‘O Mr. Farfrae,’ she faltered; ‘so have I. But I didn’t know it was you who wished to see me, otherwise I——’


  ‘I wished to see you? O no—at least, that is, I am afraid there may be a mistake.’


  ‘Didn’t you ask me to come here? Didn’t you write this?’ Elizabeth held out her note.


  ‘No. Indeed, at no hand would I have thought of it! And for you—didn’t you ask me? This is not your writing?’ And he held up his.


  ‘By no means.’


  ‘And is that really so! Then it’s somebody wanting to see us both. Perhaps we would do well to wait a little longer.’


  Acting on this consideration they lingered, Elizabeth-Jane’s face being arranged to an expression of preternatural composure, and the young Scot, at every footstep in the street without, looking from under the granary to see if the passer were about to enter and declare himself their summoner. They watched individual drops of rain creeping down the thatch of the opposite rick—straw after straw—till they reached the bottom; but nobody came, and the granary roof began to drip.


  ‘The person is not likely to be coming,’ said Farfrae. ‘It’s a trick perhaps, and if so, it’s a great pity to waste our time like this, and so much to be done.’


  ‘’Tis a great liberty,’ said Elizabeth.


  ‘It’s true, Miss Newson. We’ll hear news of this some day, [day] depend on’t, and who it was that did it. I wouldn’t stand for it hindering myself; but you, Miss Newson’——


  ‘I don’t mind—much,’ she replied.


  ‘Neither do I.’


  They lapsed again into silence. ‘You are anxious to get back to Scotland, I suppose, Mr. Farfrae?’ she inquired.


  ‘O no, Miss Newson. Why would I be?’


  ‘I only supposed you might be from the song you sang at the Three Mariners—about Scotland and home, I mean—which you seemed to feel so deep down in your heart; so that we all felt for you.’


  ‘Ay—and I did sing there—I did—— But, Miss Newson’—and Donald’s voice musically undulated between two semitones, as it always did when he became earnest—‘it’s well you feel a song for a few minutes, and your eyes they get quite tearful; but you finish it, and for all you felt you don’t mind it or think of it again for a long while. O no, I don’t want to go back! Yet I’ll sing the song to you wi’ pleasure whenever you like. I could sing it now, and not mind at all?’


  ‘Thank you, indeed. But I fear I must go—rain or no.’


  ‘Ay! Then, Miss Newson, ye had better say nothing about this hoax, and take no heed of it. And if the person should say anything to you, be civil to him or her, as if you did not mind it—so you’ll take the clever person’s laugh away.’ In speaking his eyes became fixed upon her dress, still sown with wheat husks. ‘There’s husks and dust on you. Perhaps you don’t know it?’ he said, in tones of extreme delicacy. ‘And it’s very bad to let rain come upon clothes when there’s chaff on them. It washes in and spoils them. Let me help you—blowing is the best.’


  As Elizabeth neither assented nor dissented Donald Farfrae began blowing her back hair, and her side hair, and her neck, and the crown of her bonnet, and the fur of her victorine, Elizabeth saying, ‘O, thank you,’ at every puff. At last she was fairly clean, though Farfrae, having got over his first concern at the situation, seemed in no manner of hurry to be gone.


  ‘Ah—now I’ll go and get ye an umbrella,’ he said.


  She declined the offer, stepped out and was gone. Farfrae walked slowly after, looking thoughtfully at her diminishing figure, and whistling in undertones, ‘As I came down through Cannobie.’


  ♣


  XV


  At first Miss Newson’s budding beauty was not regarded with much interest by anybody in Casterbridge. Donald Farfrae’s gaze, it is true, was now attracted by the Mayor’s so-called step-daughter, but he was only one. The truth is that she was but a poor illustrative instance of the prophet Baruch’s sly definition: ‘The virgin that loveth to go gay.’


  When she walked abroad she seemed to be occupied with an inner chamber of ideas, and to have slight need for visible objects. She formed curious resolves on checking gay fancies in the matter of clothes, because it was inconsistent with her past life to blossom gaudily the moment she had become possessed of money. But nothing is more insidious than the evolution of wishes from mere fancies, and of wants from mere wishes. Henchard gave Elizabeth-Jane a box of delicately-tinted gloves one spring day. She wanted to wear them to show her appreciation of his kindness, but she had no bonnet that would harmonize. As an artistic indulgence she thought she would have such a bonnet. When she had a bonnet that would go with the gloves she had no dress that would go with the bonnet. It was now absolutely necessary to finish; she ordered the requisite article, and found that she had no sunshade to go with the dress. In for a penny in for a pound; she bought the sunshade, and the whole structure was at last complete.


  Everybody was attracted, and some said that her bygone simplicity was the art that conceals art, the ‘delicate imposition’ of Rochefoucauld; she had produced an effect, a contrast, and it had been done on purpose. As a matter of fact this was not true, but it had its result; for as soon as Casterbridge thought her artful it thought her worth notice. ‘It is the first time in my life that I have been so much admired,’ she said to herself; ‘though perhaps it is by those whose admiration is not worth having.’


  But Donald Farfrae admired her, too; and altogether the time was an exciting one; sex had never before asserted itself in her so strongly, for in former days she had perhaps been too impersonally human to be distinctively feminine. After an unprecedented success one day she came indoors, went upstairs, and leant upon her bed face downwards, quite forgetting the possible creasing and damage. ‘Good Heaven,’ she whispered, ‘can it be? Here am I setting up as the town beauty!’


  When she had thought it over, her usual fear of exaggerating appearances engendered a deep sadness. ‘There is something wrong in all this,’ she mused. ‘If they only knew what an unfinished girl I am—that I can’t talk Italian, or use globes, or show any of the accomplishments they learn at boarding-schools, how they would despise me! Better sell all this finery and buy myself grammar-books and dictionaries and a history of all the philosophies!’


  She looked from the window and saw Henchard and Farfrae in the hay-yard talking, with that impetuous cordiality on the Mayor’s part, and genial modesty on the younger man’s, that was now so generally observable in their intercourse. Friendship between man and man; what a rugged strength there was in it, as evinced by these two. And yet the seed that was to lift the foundation of this friendship was at that moment taking root in a chink of its structure.


  It was about six o’clock; the men were dropping off homeward one by one. The last to leave was a round-shouldered, blinking young man of nineteen or twenty, whose mouth fell ajar on the slightest provocation, seemingly because there was no chin to support it. Henchard called aloud to him as he went out of the gate. ‘Here—Abel Whittle!’


  Whittle turned, and ran back a few steps. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, in breathless deprecation, as if he knew what was coming next.


  ‘Once more—be in time to-morrow morning. You see what’s to be done, and you hear what I say, and you know I’m not going to be trifled with any longer.’


  ‘Yes, sir.’ Then Abel Whittle left, and Henchard and Farfrae; and Elizabeth saw no more of them.


  Now there was good reason for this command on Henchard’s part. Poor Abel, as he was called, had an inveterate habit of over-sleeping himself and coming late to his work. His anxious will was to be among the earliest; but if his comrades omitted to pull the string that he always tied round his great toe and left hanging out of the window for that purpose, his will was as wind. He did not arrive in time.


  As he was often second hand at the hay-weighing, or at the crane which lifted the sacks, or was one of those who had to accompany the waggons into the country to fetch away stacks that had been purchased, this affliction of Abel’s was productive of much inconvenience. For two mornings in the present week he had kept the others waiting nearly an hour; hence Henchard’s threat. It now remained to be seen what would happen to-morrow.


  Six o’clock struck, and there was no Whittle. At half-past six Henchard entered the yard; the waggon was horsed that Abel was to accompany; and the other man had been waiting twenty minutes. Then Henchard swore, and Whittle coming up breathless at that instant, the corn-factor turned on him, and declared with an oath that this was the last time; that if he were behind once more, by God, he would come and drag him out o’ bed.


  ‘There is sommit wrong in my make, your worshipful!’ said Abel, ‘especially in the inside, whereas my poor dumb brain gets as dead as a clot afore I’ve said my few scrags of prayers. Yes—it came on as a stripling, just afore I’d got man’s wages, whereas I never enjoy my bed at all, for no sooner do I lie down than I be asleep, and afore I be awake I be up. I’ve fretted my gizzard green about it, maister, but what can I do? Now last night, afore I went to bed, I only had a scantling o’ cheese and——’


  ‘I don’t want to hear it!’ roared Henchard. ‘To-morrow the waggons must start at four, and if you’re not here, stand clear. I’ll mortify thy flesh for thee!’


  ‘But let me clear up my points, your worshipful——’


  Henchard turned away.


  ‘He asked me and he questioned me, and then ’a wouldn’t hear my points!’ said Abel, to the yard in general. ‘Now, I shall twitch like a moment-hand all night to-night for fear o’ him!’


  The journey to be taken by the waggons next day was a long one into Blackmoor Vale, and at four o’clock lanterns were moving about the yard. But Abel was missing. Before either of the other men could run to Abel’s and warn him, Henchard appeared in the garden doorway. ‘Where’s Abel Whittle? Not come after all I’ve said? Now I’ll carry out my word, by my blessed fathers—nothing else will do him any good! I’m going up that way.’


  Henchard went off, entered Abel’s house, a little cottage in Back Street, the door of which was never locked because the inmates had nothing to lose. Reaching Whittle’s bedside the corn-factor shouted a bass note so vigorously that Abel started up instantly, and beholding Henchard standing over him, was galvanized into spasmodic movements which had not much relation to getting on his clothes.


  ‘Out of bed, sir, and off to the granary, or you leave my employ to-day! ’Tis to teach ye a lesson. March on; never mind your breeches!’


  The unhappy Whittle threw on his sleeve waistcoat, and managed to get into his boots at the bottom of the stairs, while Henchard thrust his hat over his head. Whittle then trotted on down Back Street, Henchard walking sternly behind.


  Just at this time Farfrae, who had been to Henchard’s house to look for him, came out of the back gate, and saw something white fluttering in the morning gloom, which he soon perceived to be the part of Abel’s shirt that showed below his waistcoat.


  ‘For maircy’s sake, what object’s this?’ said Farfrae, following Abel into the yard, Henchard being some way in the rear by this time.


  ‘Ye see, Mr. Farfrae,’ gibbered Abel with a resigned smile of terror, ‘he said he’d mortify my flesh if so be I didn’t get up sooner, and now he’s a-doing on’t! Ye see it can’t be helped, Mr. Farfrae; things do happen queer sometimes! Yes—I’ll go to Blackmoor Vale half naked as I be, since he do command; but I shall kill myself afterwards; I can’t outlive the disgrace; for the women-folk will be looking out of their winders at my mortification all the way along, and laughing me to scorn as a man ’ithout breeches! You know how I feel such things, Maister Farfrae, and how forlorn thoughts get hold upon me. Yes—I shall do myself harm—I feel it coming on!’


  ‘Get back home, and slip on your breeches, and come to wark like a man! If ye go not, you’ll ha’e your death standing there!’


  ‘I’m afeard I mustn’t! Mr. Henchard said——’


  ‘I don’t care what Mr. Henchard said, nor anybody else! ’Tis simple foolishness to do this. Go and dress yourself instantly, Whittle.’


  ‘Hullo, hullo!’ said Henchard, coming up behind. ‘Who’s sending him back?’


  All the men looked towards Farfrae.


  ‘I am,’ said Donald. ‘I say this joke has been carried far enough.’


  ‘And I say it hasn’t! Get up in the waggon, Whittle.’


  ‘Not if I am manager,’ said Farfrae. ‘He either goes home, or I march out of this yard for good.’


  Henchard looked at him with a face stern and red. But he paused for a moment, and their eyes met. Donald went up to him, for he saw in Henchard’s look that he began to regret this.


  ‘Come,’ said Donald quietly, ‘a man o’ your position should ken better, sir! It is tyrannical and no worthy of you.’


  ‘’Tis not tyrannical!’ murmured Henchard, like a sullen boy. ‘It is to make him remember!’ He presently added, in a tone of one bitterly hurt: ‘Why did you speak to me before them like that, Farfrae? You might have stopped till we were alone. Ah—I know why! I’ve told ye the secret o’ my life—fool that I was to do’t—and you take advantage of me!’


  ‘I had forgot it,’ said Farfrae simply.


  Henchard looked on the ground, said nothing more, and turned away. During the day Farfrae learnt from the men that Henchard had kept Abel’s old mother in coals and snuff all the previous winter, which made him less antagonistic to the corn-factor. But Henchard continued moody and silent, and when one of the men inquired of him if some oats should be hoisted to an upper floor or not, he said shortly, ‘Ask Mr. Farfrae. He’s master here!’


  Morally he was; there could be no doubt of it. Henchard, who had hitherto been the most admired man in his circle, was the most admired no longer. One day the daughters of a deceased farmer in Durnover wanted an opinion on the value of their haystack, and sent a messenger to ask Mr. Farfrae to oblige them with one. The messenger, who was a child, met in the yard not Farfrae, but Henchard.


  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I’ll come.’


  ‘But please will Mr. Farfrae come?’ said the child.


  ‘I am going that way…. Why Mr. Farfrae?’ said Henchard, with the fixed look of thought. ‘Why do people always want Mr. Farfrae?’


  ‘I suppose because they like him so—that’s what they say.’


  ‘Oh—I see—that’s what they say—hey? They like him because he’s cleverer than Mr. Henchard, and because he knows more; and, in short, Mr. Henchard can’t hold a candle to him—hey?’


  ‘Yes—that’s just it, sir—some of it.’


  ‘Oh, there’s more? Of course there’s more! What besides? Come, here’s sixpence for a fairing.’


  ‘“And he’s better-tempered, and Henchard’s a fool to him,” they say. And when some of the women were a-walking home they said, “He’s a diment—he’s a chap o’ wax—he’s the best—he’s the horse for my money,” says they. And they said, “He’s the most understanding man o’ them two by long chalks. I wish he was the master instead of Henchard,” they said.’


  ‘They’ll talk any nonsense,’ Henchard replied with covered gloom. ‘Well, you can go now. And I am coming to value the hay, d’ye hear?—I.’ The boy departed, and Henchard murmured, ‘Wish he were master here, do they?’


  He went towards Durnover. On his way he overtook Farfrae. They walked on together, Henchard looking mostly on the ground.


  ‘You’re no yoursel’ the day?’ Donald inquired.


  ‘Yes, I am very well,’ said Henchard.


  ‘But ye are a bit down—surely ye are down? Why, there’s nothing to be angry about! ’Tis splendid stuff that we’ve got from Blackmoor Vale. By the by, the people in Durnover want their hay valued.’


  ‘Yes. I am going there.’


  ‘I’ll go with ye.’


  As Henchard did not reply Donald practised a piece of music sotto voce, till, getting near the bereaved people’s door, he stopped himself with—


  ‘Ah, as their father is dead I won’t go on with such as that. How could I forget?’


  ‘Do you care so very much about hurting folks’ feelings?’ observed Henchard with a half sneer. ‘You do, I know—especially mine!’


  ‘I am sorry if I have hurt yours, sir,’ replied Donald, standing still, with a second expression of the same sentiment in the regretfulness of his face. ‘Why should you say it—think it?’


  The cloud lifted from Henchard’s brow, and as Donald finished the corn-merchant turned to him, regarding his breast rather than his face.


  ‘I have been hearing things that vexed me,’ he said. ‘’Twas that made me short in my manner—made me overlook what you really are. Now, I don’t want to go in here about this hay—Farfrae, you can do it better than I. They sent for ’ee, too. I have to attend a meeting of the Town Council at eleven, and ’tis drawing on for’t.’


  They parted thus in renewed friendship, Donald forbearing to ask Henchard for meanings that were not very plain to him. On Henchard’s part there was now again repose; and yet, whenever he thought of Farfrae, it was with a dim dread; and he often regretted that he had told the young man his whole heart, and confided to him the secrets of his life.


  ♣


  XVI


  On this account Henchard’s manner towards Farfrae insensibly became more reserved. He was courteous—too courteous—and Farfrae was quite surprised at the good breeding which now for the first time showed itself among the qualities of a man he had hitherto thought undisciplined, if warm and sincere. The corn-factor seldom or never again put his arm upon the young man’s shoulder so as to nearly weigh him down with the pressure of mechanized friendship. He left off coming to Donald’s lodgings and shouting into the passage, ‘Hoy, Farfrae, boy, come and have some dinner with us! Don’t sit here in solitary confinement!’ But in the daily routine of their business there was little change.


  Thus their lives rolled on till a day of public rejoicing was suggested to the country at large in celebration of a national event that had recently taken place.


  For some time Casterbridge, by nature slow, made no response. Then one day Donald Farfrae broached the subject to Henchard by asking if he would have any objection to lend some rick-cloths to himself and a few others, who contemplated getting up an entertainment of some sort on the day named, and required a shelter for the same, to which they might charge admission at the rate of so much a head.


  ‘Have as many cloths as you like,’ Henchard replied.


  When his manager had gone about the business Henchard was fired with emulation. It certainly had been very remiss of him, as Mayor, he thought, to call no meeting ere this, to discuss what should be done on this holiday. But Farfrae had been so cursed quick in his movements as to give old-fashioned people in authority no chance of the initiative. However, it was not too late; and on second thoughts he determined to take upon his own shoulders the responsibility of organizing some amusements, if the other Councilmen would leave the matter in his hands. To this they quite readily agreed, the majority being fine old crusted characters who had a decided taste for living without worry.


  So Henchard set about his preparations for a really brilliant thing—such as should be worthy of the venerable town. As for Farfrae’s little affair, Henchard nearly forgot it; except once now and then when, on it coming into his mind, he said to himself, ‘Charge admission at so much a head—just like a Scotchman!—who is going to pay anything a head?’ The diversions which the Mayor intended to provide were to be entirely free.


  He had grown so dependent upon Donald that he could scarcely resist calling him in to consult. But by sheer self-coercion he refrained. No, he thought, Farfrae would be suggesting such improvements in his damned luminous way that in spite of himself he, Henchard, would sink to the position of second fiddle, and only scrape harmonies to his manager’s talents.


  Everybody applauded the Mayor’s proposed entertainment, especially when it became known that he meant to pay for it all himself.


  Close to the town was an elevated green spot surrounded by an ancient square earthwork—earthworks square, and not square, were as common as blackberries hereabout—a spot whereon the Casterbridge people usually held any kind of merry-making, meeting, or sheep-fair that required more space than the streets would afford. On one side it sloped to the river Froom, and from any point a view was obtained of the country round for many miles. This pleasant upland was to be the scene of Henchard’s exploit.


  He advertised about the town, in long posters of a pink colour, that games of all sorts would take place here; and set to work a little battalion of men under his own eye. They erected greasy-poles for climbing, with smoked hams and local cheeses at the top. They placed hurdles in rows for jumping over; across the river they laid a slippery pole, with a live pig of the neighbourhood tied at the other end, to become the property of the man who could walk over and get it. There were also provided wheelbarrows for racing, donkeys for the same, a stage for boxing, wrestling, and drawing blood generally; sacks for jumping in. Moreover, not forgetting his principles, Henchard provided a mammoth tea, of which everybody who lived in the borough was invited to partake without payment. The tables were laid parallel with the inner slope of the rampart, and awnings were stretched overhead.


  Passing to and fro the Mayor beheld the unattractive exterior of Farfrae’s erection in the West Walk, rick-cloths of different sizes and colours being hung up to the arching trees without any regard to appearance. He was easy in his mind now, for his own preparations far transcended these.


  The morning came. The sky, which had been remarkably clear down to within a day or two, was overcast, and the weather threatening, the wind having an unmistakable hint of water in it. Henchard wished he had not been quite so sure about the continuance of a fair season. But it was too late to modify or postpone, and the proceedings went on. At twelve o’clock the rain began to fall, small and steady, commencing and increasing so insensibly that it was difficult to state exactly when dry weather ended or wet established itself. In an hour the slight moisture resolved itself into a monotonous smiting of earth by heaven, in torrents to which no end could be prognosticated.


  A number of people had heroically gathered in the field but by three o’clock Henchard discerned that his project was doomed to end in failure. The hams at the top of the poles dripped watered smoke in the form of a brown liquor, the pig shivered in the wind, the grain of the deal tables showed through the sticking tablecloths, for the awning allowed the rain to drift under at its will, and to enclose the sides at this hour seemed a useless undertaking. The landscape over the river disappeared; the wind played on the tent-cords in Æolian improvisations; and at length rose to such a pitch that the whole erection slanted to the ground, those who had taken shelter within it having to crawl out on their hands and knees.


  But towards six the storm abated, and a drier breeze shook the moisture from the grass bents. It seemed possible to carry out the programme after all. The awning was set up again; the band was called out from its shelter, and ordered to begin, and where the tables had stood a place was cleared for dancing.


  ‘But where are the folk?’ said Henchard, after the lapse of half-an-hour, during which time only two men and a woman had stood up to dance. ‘The shops are all shut. Why don’t they come?’


  ‘They are at Farfrae’s affair in the West Walk,’ answered a Councilman who stood in the field with the Mayor.


  ‘A few, I suppose. But where are the body o’ ’em?’


  ‘All out of doors are there.’


  ‘Then the more fools they!’


  Henchard walked away moodily. One or two young fellows gallantly came to climb the poles, to save the hams from being wasted; but as there were no spectators, and the whole scene presented the most melancholy appearance, Henchard gave orders that the proceedings were to be suspended, and the entertainment closed, the food to be distributed among the poor people of the town. In a short time nothing was left in the field but a few hurdles, the tents, and the poles.


  Henchard returned to his house, had tea with his wife and daughter, and then walked out. It was now dusk. He soon saw that the tendency of all promenaders was towards a particular spot in the Walks, and eventually proceeded thither himself. The notes of a stringed band came from the enclosure that Farfrae had erected—the pavilion as he called it—and when the Mayor reached it he perceived that a gigantic tent had been ingeniously constructed without poles or ropes. The densest point of the avenue of sycamores had been selected, where the boughs made a closely interlaced vault overhead; to these boughs the canvas had been hung, and a barrel roof was the result. The end towards the wind was enclosed, the other end was open. Henchard went round and saw the interior.


  In form it was like the nave of a cathedral with one gable removed, but the scene within was anything but devotional. A reel or fling of some sort was in progress; and the usually sedate Farfrae was in the midst of the other dancers in the costume of a wild Highlander, flinging himself about and spinning to the tune. For a moment Henchard could not help laughing. Then he perceived the immense admiration for the Scotchman that revealed itself in the women’s faces; and when this exhibition was over, and a new dance proposed, and Donald had disappeared for a time to return in his natural garments, he had an unlimited choice of partners, every girl being in a coming-on disposition towards one who so thoroughly understood the poetry of motion as he.


  All the town crowded to the Walk, such a delightful idea of a ballroom never having occurred to the inhabitants before. Among the rest of the onlookers were Elizabeth and her mother—the former thoughtful yet much interested, her eyes beaming with a longing lingering light, as if Nature had been advised by Correggio in their creation. The dancing progressed with unabated spirit, and Henchard walked and waited till his wife should be disposed to go home. He did not care to keep in the light, and when he went into the dark it was worse, for there he heard remarks of a kind which were becoming too frequent:


  ‘Mr. Henchard’s rejoicings couldn’t say good morning to this,’ said one. ‘A man must be a headstrong stunpoll to think folk would go up to that bleak place to-day.’


  The other answered that people said it was not only in such things as those that the Mayor was wanting. ‘Where would his business be if it were not for this young fellow? ’Twas verily Fortune sent him to Henchard. His accounts were like a bramblewood when Mr. Farfrae came. He used to reckon his sacks by chalk strokes all in a row like garden-palings, measure his ricks by stretching with his arms, weigh his trusses by a lift, judge his hay by a chaw, and settle the price with a curse. But now this accomplished young man does it all by ciphering and mensuration. Then the wheat—that sometimes used to taste so strong o’ mice when made into bread that people could fairly tell the breed—Farfrae has a plan for purifying, so that nobody would dream the smallest four-legged beast had walked over it once. O yes, everybody is full of him, and the care Mr. Henchard has to keep him, to be sure!’ concluded this gentleman.


  ‘But he won’t do it for long, good-now,’ said the other.


  ‘No!’ said Henchard to himself behind the tree. ‘Or if he do, he’ll be honeycombed clean out of all the character and standing that he’s built up in these eighteen year!’


  He went back to the dancing pavilion. Farfrae was footing a quaint little dance with Elizabeth-Jane——an old country thing, the only one she knew, and though he considerately toned down his movements to suit her demurer gait, the pattern of the shining little nails in the soles of his boots became familiar to the eyes of every bystander. The tune had enticed her into it; being a tune of a busy, vaulting, leaping sort—some low notes on the silver string of each fiddle, then a skipping on the small, like running up and down ladders—‘Miss M‘Leod of Ayr’ was its name, so Mr. Farfrae had said, and that it was very popular in his own country.


  It was soon over, and the girl looked at Henchard for approval; but he did not give it. He seemed not to see her. ‘Look here, Farfrae,’ he said, like one whose mind was elsewhere, ‘I’ll go to Port-Bredy Great Market to-morrow myself. You can stay and put things right in your clothes-box, and recover strength to your knees after your vagaries.’ He planted on Donald an antagonistic glare that had begun as a smile.


  Some other townsmen came up, and Donald drew aside. ‘What’s this, Henchard,’ said Alderman Tubber, applying his thumb to the corn-factor like a cheese-taster. ‘An opposition randy to yours, eh? Jack’s as good as his master, eh? Cut ye out quite, hasn’t he?’


  ‘You see, Mr. Henchard,’ said the lawyer, another good-natured friend, ‘where you made the mistake was in going so far afield. You should have taken a leaf out of his book, and have had your sports in a sheltered place like this. But you didn’t think of it, you see; and he did, and that’s where he’s beat you.’


  ‘He’ll be top-sawyer soon of you two, and carry all afore him,’ added jocular Mr. Tubber.


  ‘No,’ said Henchard gloomily. ‘He won’t be that, because he’s shortly going to leave me.’ He looked towards Donald, who had again come near. ‘Mr. Farfrae’s time as my manager is drawing to a close—isn’t it, Farfrae?’


  The young man, who could now read the lines and folds of Henchard’s strongly-traced face as if they were clear verbal inscriptions, quietly assented; and when people deplored the fact, and asked why it was, he simply replied that Mr. Henchard no longer required his help.


  Henchard went home, apparently satisfied. But in the morning, when his jealous temper had passed away, his heart sank within him at what he had said and done. He was the more disturbed when he found that this time Farfrae was determined to take him at his word.


  ♣


  XVII


  Elizabeth-Jane had perceived from Henchard’s manner that in assenting to dance she had made a mistake of some kind. In her simplicity she did not know what it was till a hint from a nodding acquaintance enlightened her. As the Mayor’s step-daughter, she learnt, she had not been quite in her place in treading a measure amid such a mixed throng as filled the dancing pavilion.


  Thereupon her ears, cheeks, and chin glowed like live coals at the dawning of the idea that her tastes were not good enough for her position, and would bring her into disgrace.


  This made her very miserable, and she looked about for her mother; but Mrs. Henchard, who had less idea of conventionality than Elizabeth herself, had gone away, leaving her daughter to return at her own pleasure. The latter moved on into the dark dense old avenues, or rather vaults of living woodwork, which ran along the town boundary, and stood reflecting.


  A man followed in a few minutes, and her face being towards the shine from the tent he recognized her. It was Farfrae—just come from the dialogue with Henchard which had signified his dismissal.


  ‘And it’s you, Miss Newson?—and I’ve been looking for ye everywhere!’ he said, overcoming a sadness imparted by the estrangement with the corn-merchant. ‘May I walk on with you as far as your street-corner?’


  She thought there might be something wrong in this, but did not utter any objection. So together they went on, first down the West Walk, and then into the Bowling Walk, till Farfrae said, ‘It’s like that I’m going to leave you soon.’


  She faltered ‘Why?’


  ‘Oh—as a mere matter of business—nothing more. But we’ll not concern ourselves about it—it is for the best. I hoped to have another dance with you.’


  She said she could not dance—in any proper way.


  ‘Nay, but you do! It’s the feeling for it rather than the learning of steps that makes pleasant dancers…. I fear I offended your father by getting up this! And now, perhaps, I’ll have to go to another part o’ the warrld altogether!’


  This seemed such a melancholy prospect that Elizabeth-Jane breathed a sigh—letting it off in fragments that he might not hear her. But darkness makes people truthful, and the Scotchman went on impulsively—perhaps he had heard her after all:


  ‘I wish I was richer, Miss Newson; and your stepfather had not been offended; I would ask you something in a short time—yes, I would ask you to-night. But that’s not for me!’


  What he would have asked her he did not say, and instead of encouraging him she remained incompetently silent. Thus afraid one of another they continued their promenade along the walls till they got near the bottom of the Bowling Walk; twenty steps further and the trees would end, and the street-corner and lamps appear. In consciousness of this they stopped.


  ‘I never found out who it was that sent us to Durnover granary on a fool’s errand that day,’ said Donald, in his undulating tones. ‘Did ye ever know yourself, Miss Newson?’


  ‘Never,’ said she.


  ‘I wonder why they did it!’


  ‘For fun, perhaps.’


  ‘Perhaps it was not for fun. It might have been that they thought they would like us to stay waiting there, talking to one another? Ay, well! I hope you Casterbridge folk will not forget me if I go.’


  ‘That I’m sure we won’t!’ she said earnestly. ‘I—wish you wouldn’t go at all.’


  They had got into the lamplight. ‘Now, I’ll think over that,’ said Donald Farfrae. ‘And I’ll not come up to your door; but part from you here; lest it make your father more angry still.’


  They parted, Farfrae returning into the dark Bowling Walk, and Elizabeth-Jane going up the street. Without any consciousness of what she was doing she started running with all her might till she reached her father’s door. ‘O dear me—what am I at?’ she thought, as she pulled up breathless.


  Indoors she fell to conjecturing the meaning of Farfrae’s enigmatic words about not daring to ask her what he fain would. Elizabeth, that silent observing woman, had long noted how he was rising in favour among the townspeople; and knowing Henchard’s nature now she had feared that Farfrae’s days as manager were numbered; so that the announcement gave her little surprise. Would Mr. Farfrae stay in Casterbridge despite his words and her father’s dismissal? His occult breathings to her might be solvable by his course in that respect.


  The next day was windy—so windy that walking in the garden she picked up a portion of the draft of a letter on business in Donald Farfrae’s writing, which had flown over the wall from the office. The useless scrap she took indoors, and began to copy the caligraphy, which she much admired. The letter began ‘Dear Sir,’ and presently writing on a loose slip ‘Elizabeth-Jane,’ she laid the latter over ‘Sir,’ making the phrase ‘Dear Elizabeth-Jane.’ When she saw the effect a quick red ran up her face and warmed her through, though nobody was there to see what she had done. She quickly tore up the slip, and threw it away. After this she grew cool and laughed at herself, walked about the room, and laughed again; not joyfully, but distressfully rather.


  It was quickly known in Casterbridge that Farfrae and Henchard had decided to dispense with each other. Elizabeth-Jane’s anxiety to know if Farfrae were going away from the town reached a pitch that disturbed her, for she could no longer conceal from herself the cause. At length the news reached her that he was not going to leave the place. A man following the same trade as Henchard, but on a very small scale, had sold his business to Farfrae, who was forthwith about to start as corn and hay merchant on his own account.


  Her heart fluttered when she heard of this step of Donald’s, proving that he meant to remain; and yet, would a man who cared one little bit for her have endangered his suit by setting up a business in opposition to Mr. Henchard’s? Surely not; and it must have been a passing impulse only which had led him to address her so softly.


  To solve the problem whether her appearance on the evening of the dance were such as to inspire a fleeting love at first sight, she dressed herself up exactly as she had dressed then—the muslin, the spencer, the sandals, the parasol—and looked in the mirror. The picture glassed back was, in her opinion, precisely of such a kind as to inspire that fleeting regard, and no more—‘just enough to make him silly, and not enough to keep him so,’ she said luminously; and Elizabeth thought, in a much lower key, that by this time he had discovered how plain and homely was the informing spirit of that pretty outside.


  Hence, when she felt her heart going out to him, she would say to herself with a mock pleasantry that carried an ache with it, ‘No, no, Elizabeth-Jane—such dreams are not for you!’ She tried to prevent herself from seeing him, and thinking of him; succeeding fairly well in the former attempt, in the latter not so completely.


  Henchard, who had been hurt at finding that Farfrae did not mean to put up with his temper any longer, was incensed beyond measure when he learnt what the young man had done as an alternative. It was in the town-hall, after a council meeting, that he first became aware of Farfrae’s coup for establishing himself independently in the town; and his voice might have been heard as far as the town-pump expressing his feelings to his fellow councilmen. Those tones showed that, though under a long reign of self-control he had become Mayor and churchwarden and what not, there was still the same unruly volcanic stuff beneath the rind of Michael Henchard as when he had sold his wife at Weydon Fair.


  ‘Well, he’s a friend of mine, and I’m a friend of his—or if we are not, what are we? ’Od send, if I’ve not been his friend, who has, I should like to know? Didn’t he come here without a sound shoe to his voot? Didn’t I keep him here—help him to a living? Didn’t I help him to money, or whatever he wanted? I stuck out for no terms—I said “Name your own price.” I’d have shared my last crust with that young fellow at one time, I liked him so well. And now he’s defied me! But damn him, I’ll have a tussle with him now—at fair buying and selling, mind—at fair buying and selling! And if I can’t overbid such a stripling as he, then I’m not wo’th a varden! We’ll show that we know our business as well as one here and there!’


  His friends of the Corporation did not specially respond. Henchard was less popular now than he had been when, nearly two years before, they had voted him to the chief magistracy on account of his amazing energy. While they had collectively profited by this quality of the corn-factor’s they had been made to wince individually on more than one occasion. So he went out of the hall and down the street alone.


  Reaching home he seemed to recollect something with a sour satisfaction. He called Elizabeth-Jane. Seeing how he looked when she entered she appeared alarmed.


  ‘Nothing to find fault with,’ he said, observing her concern. ‘Only I want to caution you, my dear. That man, Farfrae—it is about him. I’ve seen him talking to you two or three times—he danced with ’ee at the rejoicings, and came home with ’ee. Now, now, no blame to you. But just hearken: Have you made him any foolish promise? Gone the least bit beyond sniff and snaff at all?’


  ‘No. I have promised him nothing.’


  ‘Good. All’s well that ends well. I particularly wish you not to see him again.’


  ‘Very well, sir.’


  ‘You promise?’


  She hesitated for a moment, and then said—


  ‘Yes, if you much wish it.’


  ‘I do. He’s an enemy to our house!’


  When she had gone he sat down, and wrote in a heavy hand to Farfrae thus:—


  
    Sir,—I make request that henceforth you and my step-daughter be as strangers to each other. She on her part has promised to welcome no more addresses from you; and I trust, therefore, you will not attempt to force them upon her.


    M. Henchard.

  


  One would almost have supposed Henchard to have had policy to see that no better modus vivendi could be arrived at with Farfrae than by encouraging him to become his son-in-law. But such a scheme for buying over a rival had nothing to recommend it to the Mayor’s headstrong faculties. With all domestic finesse of that kind he was hopelessly at variance. Loving a man or hating him, his diplomacy was as wrongheaded as a buffalo’s; and his wife had not ventured to suggest the course which she, for many reasons, would have welcomed gladly.


  Meanwhile Donald Farfrae had opened the gates of commerce on his own account at a spot on Durnover Hill—as far as possible from Henchard’s stores, and with every intention of keeping clear of his former friend and employer’s customers. There was, it seemed to the younger man, room for both of them and to spare. The town was small, but the corn and hay-trade was proportionately large, and with his native sagacity he saw opportunity for a share of it.


  So determined was he to do nothing which should seem like trade-antagonism to the Mayor that he refused his first customer—a large farmer of good repute—because Henchard and this man had dealt together within the preceding three months.


  ‘He was once my friend,’ said Farfrae, ‘and it’s not for me to take business from him. I am sorry to disappoint you, but I cannot hurt the trade of a man who’s been so kind to me.’


  In spite of this praiseworthy course the Scotchman’s trade increased. Whether it were that his northern energy was an over-mastering force among the easy-going Wessex worthies, or whether it was sheer luck, the fact remained that whatever he touched he prospered in. Like Jacob in Padan-Aram, he would no sooner humbly limit himself to the ringstraked-and-spotted exceptions of trade than the ringstraked-and-spotted would multiply and prevail.


  But most probably luck had little to do with it. Character is Fate, said Novalis, and Farfrae’s character was just the reverse of Henchard’s, who might not inaptly be described as Faust has been described—as a vehement gloomy being who had quitted the ways of vulgar men without light to guide him on a better way.


  Farfrae duly received the request to discontinue attentions to Elizabeth-Jane. His acts of that kind had been so slight that the request was almost superfluous. Yet he had felt a considerable interest in her, and after some cogitation he decided that it would be as well to enact no Romeo part just then—for the young girl’s sake no less than his own. Thus the incipient attachment was stifled down.


  A time came when, avoid collision with his former friend as he might, Farfrae was compelled, in sheer self-defence, to close with Henchard in mortal commercial combat. He could no longer parry the fierce attacks of the latter by simple avoidance. As soon as their war of prices began everybody was interested, and some few guessed the end. It was, in some degree, Northern insight matched against Southron doggedness—the dirk against the cudgel—and Henchard’s weapon was one which, if it did not deal ruin at the first or second stroke, left him afterwards well-nigh at his antagonist’s mercy.


  Almost every Saturday they encountered each other amid the crowd of farmers which thronged about the market-place in the weekly course of their business. Donald was always ready, and even anxious, to say a few friendly words; but the Mayor invariably gazed stormfully past him, like one who had endured and lost on his account, and could in no sense forgive the wrong; nor did Farfrae’s snubbed manner of perplexity at all appease him. The large farmers, corn-merchants, millers, auctioneers, and others had each an official stall in the corn-market room, with their names painted thereon; and when to the familiar series of ‘Henchard,’ ‘Everdene,’ ‘Shiner,’ ‘Darton,’ and so on, was added one inscribed ‘Farfrae,’ in staring new letters, Henchard was stung into bitterness; like Bellerophon, he wandered away from the crowd, cankered in soul.


  From that day Donald Farfrae’s name was seldom mentioned in Henchard’s house. If at breakfast or dinner Elizabeth-Jane’s mother inadvertently alluded to her favourite’s movements, the girl would implore her by a look to be silent; and her husband would say, ‘What—are you, too, my enemy?’


  ♣


  XVIII


  There came a shock which had been foreseen for some time by Elizabeth, as the box passenger foresees the approaching jerk from some channel across the highway.


  Her mother was ill—too unwell to leave her room. Henchard, who treated her kindly, except in moments of irritation, sent at once for the richest, busiest doctor, whom he supposed to be the best. Bedtime came, and they burnt a light all night. In a day or two she rallied.


  Elizabeth, who had been staying up, did not appear at breakfast on the second morning, and Henchard sat down alone. He was startled to see a letter for him from Jersey in a writing he knew too well, and had expected least to behold again. He took it up in his hands and looked at it as at a picture, a vision, a vista of past enactments; and then he read it as an unimportant finale to conjecture.


  The writer said that she at length perceived how impossible it would be for any further communications to proceed between them now that his re-marriage had taken place. That such re-union had been the only straightforward course open to him she was bound to admit.


  
    ‘On calm reflection, therefore,’ she went on, ‘I quite forgive you for landing me in such a dilemma, remembering that you concealed nothing before our ill-advised acquaintance; and that you really did set before me in your grim way the fact of there being a certain risk in intimacy with you, slight as it seemed to be after fifteen or sixteen years of silence on your wife’s part. I thus look upon the whole as a misfortune of mine, and not a fault of yours.


    ‘So that, Michael, I must ask you to overlook those letters with which I pestered you day after day in the heat of my feelings. They were written whilst I thought your conduct to me cruel; but now I know more particulars of the position you were in I see how inconsiderate my reproaches were.


    ‘Now you will, I am sure, perceive that the one condition which will make any future happiness possible for me is that the past connection between our lives be kept secret outside this isle. Speak of it I know you will not; and I can trust you not to write of it. One safeguard more remains to be mentioned—that no writings of mine, or trifling articles belonging to me, should be left in your possession through neglect or forgetfulness. To this end may I request you to return to me any such you may have, particularly the letters written in the first abandonment of feeling.


    ‘For the handsome sum you forwarded to me as a plaster to the wound I heartily thank you.


    ‘I am now on my way to Bristol, to see my only relative. She is rich, and I hope will do something for me. I shall return through Casterbridge and Budmouth, where I shall take the packet-boat. Can you meet me with the letters and other trifles? I shall be in the coach which changes horses at the Antelope Hotel at half-past five Wednesday evening; I shall be wearing a Paisley shawl with a red centre, and thus may easily be found. I should prefer this plan of receiving them to having them sent.—I remain still, yours ever,


    ‘Lucetta.’

  


  Henchard breathed heavily. ‘Poor thing—better you had not known me! Upon my heart and soul, if ever I should be left in a position to carry out that marriage with thee, I ought to do it—I ought to do it, indeed!’


  The contingency that he had in his mind was, of course, the death of Mrs. Henchard.


  As requested, he sealed up Lucetta’s letters, and put the parcel aside till the day she had appointed; this plan of returning them by hand being apparently a little ruse of the young lady for exchanging a word or two with him on past times. He would have preferred not to see her; but deeming that there could be no great harm in acquiescing thus far, he went at dusk and stood opposite the coach-office.


  The evening was chilly, and the coach was late. Henchard crossed over to it while the horses were being changed; but there was no Lucetta inside or out. Concluding that something had happened to modify her arrangements he gave the matter up and went home, not without a sense of relief.


  Meanwhile Mrs. Henchard was weakening visibly. She could not go out of doors any more. One day, after much thinking which seemed to distress her, she said she wanted to write something. A desk was put upon her bed with pen and paper, and at her request she was left alone. She remained writing for a short time, folded her paper carefully, called Elizabeth-Jane to bring a taper and wax, and then, still refusing assistance, sealed up the sheet, directed it, and locked it in her desk. She had directed it in these words:—


  ‘Mr. Michael Henchard. Not to be opened till Elizabeth-Jane’s wedding-day.’


  The latter sat up with her mother to the utmost of her strength night after night. To learn to take the universe seriously there is no quicker way than to watch—to be a ‘waker,’ as the country-people call it. Between the hours at which the last toss-pot went by and the first sparrow shook himself, the silence in Casterbridge—barring the rare sound of the watchman—was broken in Elizabeth’s ear only by the time-piece in the bedroom ticking frantically against the clock on the stairs; ticking harder and harder till it seemed to clang like a gong; and all this while the subtle-souled girl asking herself why she was born, why sitting in a room, and blinking at the candle; why things around her had taken the shape they wore in preference to every other possible shape. Why they stared at her so helplessly, as if waiting for the touch of some wand that should release them from terrestrial constraint; what that chaos called consciousness, which spun in her at this moment like a top, tended to, and began in. Her eyes fell together; she was awake, yet she was asleep.


  A word from her mother roused her. Without preface, and as the continuation of a scene already progressing in her mind, Mrs. Henchard said: ‘You remember the note sent to you and Mr. Farfrae—asking you to meet some one in Durnover Barton—and that you thought it was a trick to make fools of you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘It was not to make fools of you—it was done to bring you together. ’Twas I did it.’


  ‘Why?’ said Elizabeth, with a start.


  ‘I—wanted you to marry Mr. Farfrae.’


  ‘O mother!’ Elizabeth-Jane bent down her head so much that she looked quite into her own lap. But as her mother did not go on, she said, ‘What reason?’


  ‘Well, I had a reason. ’Twill out one day. I wish it could have been in my time! But there—nothing is as you wish it! Henchard hates him.’


  ‘Perhaps they’ll be friends again,’ murmured the girl.


  ‘I don’t know—I don’t know.’ After this her mother was silent, and dozed; and she spoke on the subject no more.


  Some little time later on Farfrae was passing Henchard’s house on a Sunday morning, when he observed that the blinds were all down. He rang the bell so softly that it only sounded a single full note and a small one; and then he was informed that Mrs. Henchard was dead—just dead—that very hour.


  At the town-pump there were gathered when he passed a few old inhabitants, who came there for water whenever they had, as at present, spare time to fetch it, because it was purer from that original fount than from their own wells. Mrs. Cuxsom, who had been standing there for an indefinite time with her pitcher, was describing the incidents of Mrs. Henchard’s death, as she had learnt them from the nurse.


  ‘And she was as white as marble-stone,’ said Mrs. Cuxsom. ‘And likewise such a thoughtful woman, too—ah, poor soul—that a’ minded every little thing that wanted tending. “Yes,” says she, “when I’m gone, and my last breath’s blowed, look in the top drawer o’ the chest in the back room by the window, and you’ll find all my coffin clothes; a piece of flannel—that’s to put under me, and the little piece is to put under my head; and my new stockings for my feet—they are folded alongside, and all my other things. And there’s four ounce pennies, the heaviest I could find, a-tied up in bits of linen, for weights—two for my right eye and two for my left,” she said. “And when you’ve used ’em, and my eyes don’t open no more, bury the pennies, good souls, and don’t ye go spending ’em, for I shouldn’t like it. And open the windows as soon as I am carried out, and make it as cheerful as you can for Elizabeth-Jane.”’


  ‘Ah, poor heart!’


  ‘Well, and Martha did it, and buried the ounce pennies in the garden. But if ye’ll believe words, that man, Christopher Coney, went and dug ’em up, and spent ’em at the Three Mariners. “Faith,” he said, “why should death rob life o’ fourpence? Death’s not of such good report that we should respect ’en to that extent,” says he.’


  ‘’Twas a cannibal deed!’ deprecated her listeners.


  ‘Gad, then, I won’t quite ha’e it,’ said Solomon Longways. ‘I say it to-day, and ’tis a Sunday morning, and I wouldn’t speak wrongfully for a zilver zixpence at such a time. I don’t see noo harm in it. To respect the dead is sound doxology; and I wouldn’t sell skellintons—leastwise respectable skellintons—to be varnished for ’natomies, except I were out o’ work. But money is scarce, and throats get dry. Why should death rob life o’ fourpence? I say there was no treason in it.’


  ‘Well, poor soul; she’s helpless to hinder that or anything now,’ answered Mother Cuxsom. ‘And all her shining keys will be took from her, and her cupboards opened; and little things a’ didn’t wish seen, anybody will see; and her wishes and ways will all be as nothing!’


  ♣


  XIX


  Henchard and Elizabeth sat conversing by the fire. It was three weeks after Mrs. Henchard’s funeral; the candles were not lighted, and a restless, acrobatic flame, poised on a coal, called from the shady walls the smiles of all shapes that could respond—the old pier-glass, with gilt columns and huge entablature, the picture-frames, sundry knobs and handles, and the brass rosette at the bottom of each riband bell-pull on either side of the chimney-piece.


  ‘Elizabeth, do you think much of old times?’ said Henchard.


  ‘Yes, sir; often,’ said she.


  ‘Who do you put in your pictures of ’em?’


  ‘Mother and father—nobody else hardly.’


  Henchard always looked like one bent on resisting pain when Elizabeth-Jane spoke of Richard Newson as ‘father.’ ‘Ah! I am out of all that, am I not?’ he said…. ‘Was Newson a kind father?’


  ‘Yes, sir; very.’


  Henchard’s face settled into an expression of stolid loneliness which gradually modulated into something softer. ‘Suppose I had been your real father?’ he said. ‘Would you have cared for me as much as you cared for Richard Newson?’


  ‘I can’t think it,’ she said quickly. ‘I can think of no other as my father, except my father.’


  Henchard’s wife was dissevered from him by death; his friend and helper Farfrae by estrangement; Elizabeth-Jane by ignorance. It seemed to him that only one of them could possibly be recalled, and that was the girl. His mind began vibrating between the wish to reveal himself to her and the policy of leaving well alone, till he could no longer sit still. He walked up and down, and then he came and stood behind her chair, looking down upon the top of her head. He could no longer restrain his impulse. ‘What did your mother tell you about me—my history?’ he asked.


  ‘That you were related by marriage.’


  ‘She should have told more—before you knew me! Then my task would not have been such a hard one…. Elizabeth, it is I who am your father, and not Richard Newson. Shame alone prevented your wretched parents from owning this to you while both of ’em were alive.’


  The back of Elizabeth’s head remained still, and her shoulders did not denote even the movements of breathing. Henchard went on: ‘I’d rather have your scorn, your fear, anything than your ignorance; ’tis that I hate! Your mother and I were man and wife when we were young. What you saw was our second marriage. Your mother was too honest. We had thought each other dead—and—Newson became her husband.’


  This was the nearest approach Henchard could make to the full truth. As far as he personally was concerned he would have screened nothing; but he showed a respect for the young girl’s sex and years worthy of a better man.


  When he had gone on to give details which a whole series of slight and unregarded incidents in her past life strangely corroborated; when, in short, she believed his story to be true, she became greatly agitated, and turning round to the table flung her face upon it weeping.


  ‘Don’t cry—don’t cry!’ said Henchard, with vehement pathos, ‘I can’t bear it, I won’t bear it. I am your father; why should you cry? Am I so dreadful, so hateful to ’ee? Don’t take against me, Elizabeth-Jane!’ he cried, grasping her wet hand. ‘Don’t take against me—though I was a drinking man once, and used your mother roughly—I’ll be kinder to you than he was! I’ll do anything, if you will only look upon me as your father!’


  She tried to stand up and confront him trustfully; but she could not; she was troubled at his presence, like the brethren at the avowal of Joseph.


  ‘I don’t want you to come to me all of a sudden,’ said Henchard in jerks, and moving like a great tree in a wind. ‘No, Elizabeth, I don’t. I’ll go away and not see you till to-morrow, or when you like; and then I’ll show ’ee papers to prove my words. There, I am gone, and won’t disturb you any more…. ’Twas I that chose your name, my daughter; your mother wanted it Susan. There, don’t forget ’twas I gave you your name!’ He went out at the door and shut her softly in, and she heard him go away into the garden. But he had not done. Before she had moved, or in any way recovered from the effect of his disclosure, he reappeared.


  ‘One word more, Elizabeth,’ he said. ‘You’ll take my surname now—hey? Your mother was against it; but it will be much more pleasant to me. ’Tis legally yours, you know. But nobody need know that. You shall take it as if by choice. I’ll talk to my lawyer—I don’t know the law of it exactly; but will you do this—let me put a few lines into the newspaper that such is to be your name?’


  ‘If it is my name I must have it, mustn’t I?’ she asked.


  ‘Well, well; usage is everything in these matters.’


  ‘I wonder why mother didn’t wish it?’


  ‘Oh, some whim of the poor soul’s. Now get a bit of paper and draw up a paragraph as I shall tell you. But let’s have a light.’


  ‘I can see by the firelight,’ she answered. ‘Yes—I’d rather.’


  ‘Very well.’


  She got a piece of paper, and bending over the fender wrote at his dictation words which he had evidently got by heart from some advertisement or other—words to the effect that she, the writer, hitherto known as Elizabeth-Jane Newson, was going to call herself Elizabeth-Jane Henchard forthwith. It was done, and fastened up, and directed to the office of the Casterbridge Chronicle.


  ‘Now,’ said Henchard, with the blaze of satisfaction that he always emitted when he had carried his point—though tenderness softened it this time—‘I’ll go upstairs and hunt for some documents that will prove it all to you. But I won’t trouble you with them till to-morrow. Good-night, my Elizabeth-Jane!’


  He was gone before the bewildered girl could realize what it all meant, or adjust her filial sense to the new centre of gravity. She was thankful that he had left her to herself for the evening, and sat down over the fire. Here she remained in silence, and wept—not for her mother now, but for the genial sailor Richard Newson, to whom she seemed doing a wrong.


  Henchard in the meantime had gone upstairs. Papers of a domestic nature he kept in a drawer in his bedroom, and this he unlocked. Before turning them over he leant back and indulged in reposeful thought. Elizabeth was his at last, and she was a girl of such good sense and kind heart that she would be sure to like him. He was the kind of man to whom some human object for pouring out his heat [heart] upon—were it emotive or were it choleric—was almost a necessity. The craving of his heart for the re-establishment of this tenderest human tie had been great during his wife’s lifetime, and now he had submitted to its mastery without reluctance and without fear. He bent over the drawer again, and proceeded in his search.


  Among the other papers had been placed the contents of his wife’s little desk, the keys of which had been handed to him at her request. Here was the letter addressed to him with the restriction, ‘Not to be opened till Elizabeth-Jane’s wedding-day.’


  Mrs. Henchard, though more patient than her husband, had been no practical hand at anything. In sealing up the sheet, which was folded and tucked in without an envelope, in the old-fashioned way, she had overlaid the junction with a large mass of wax without the requisite under-touch of the same. The seal had cracked, and the letter was open. Henchard had no reason to suppose the restriction one of serious weight, and his feeling for his late wife had not been of the nature of deep respect. ‘Some trifling fancy or other of poor Susan’s, I suppose,’ he said; and without curiosity he allowed his eyes to scan the letter:—


  
    My dear Michael,—For the good of all three of us I have kept one thing a secret from you till now. I hope you will understand why; I think you will; though perhaps you may not forgive me. But, dear Michael, I have done it for the best. I shall be in my grave when you read this, and Elizabeth-Jane will have a home. Don’t curse me, Mike—think of how I was situated. I can hardly write it, but here it is. Elizabeth-Jane is not your Elizabeth-Jane—the child who was in my arms when you sold me. No; she died three months after that, and this living one is my other husband’s. I christened her by the same name we had given to the first, and she filled up the ache I felt at the other’s loss. Michael, I am dying, and I might have held my tongue; but I could not. Tell her husband of this or not, as you may judge; and forgive, if you can, a woman you once deeply wronged, as she forgives you.


    Susan Henchard.

  


  Her husband regarded the paper as if it were a window-pane through which he saw for miles. His lip twitched, and he seemed to compress his frame, as if to bear better. His usual habit was not to consider whether destiny were hard upon him or not—the shape of his ideas in cases of affliction being simply a moody ‘I am to suffer, I perceive.’ ‘This much scourging, then, is it for me.’ But now through his passionate head there stormed this thought—that the blasting disclosure was what he had deserved.


  His wife’s extreme reluctance to have the girl’s name altered from Newson to Henchard was now accounted for fully. It furnished another illustration of that honesty in dishonesty which had characterized her in other things.


  He remained unnerved and purposeless for near a couple of hours; till he suddenly said, ‘Ah—I wonder if it is true!’


  He jumped up in an impulse, kicked off his slippers, and went with a candle to the door of Elizabeth-Jane’s room, where he put his ear to the keyhole and listened. She was breathing profoundly. Henchard softly turned the handle, entered, and shading the light, approached the bedside. Gradually bringing the light from behind a screening curtain he held it in such a manner that it fell slantwise on her face without shining on her eyes. He steadfastly regarded her features.


  They were fair: his were dark. But this was an unimportant preliminary. In sleep there come to the surface buried genealogical facts, ancestral curves, dead men’s traits, which the mobility of daytime animation screens and overwhelms. In the present statuesque repose of the young girl’s countenance Richard Newson’s was unmistakably reflected. He could not endure the sight of her, and hastened away.


  Misery taught him nothing more than defiant endurance of it. His wife was dead, and the first impulse for revenge died with the thought that she was beyond him. He looked out at the night as at a fiend. Henchard, like all his kind, was superstitious, and he could not help thinking that the concatenation of events this evening had produced was the scheme of some sinister intelligence bent on punishing him. Yet they had developed naturally. If he had not revealed his past history to Elizabeth he would not have searched the drawer for papers, and so on. The mockery was, that he should have no sooner taught a girl to claim the shelter of his paternity than he discovered her to have no kinship with him.


  This ironical sequence of things angered him like an impish trick from a fellow-creature. Like Prester John’s, his table had been spread, and infernal harpies had snatched up the food. He went out of the house, and moved sullenly onward down the pavement till he came to the bridge at the bottom of the High Street. Here he turned in upon a bypath on the river bank, skirting the north-eastern limits of the town.


  These precincts embodied the mournful phases of Casterbridge life, as the south avenues embodied its cheerful moods. The whole way along here was sunless, even in summer time; in spring, white frosts lingered here when other places were steaming with warmth; while in winter it was the seed-field of all the aches, rheumatisms, and torturing cramps of the year. The Casterbridge doctors must have pined away for want of sufficient nourishment but for the configuration of the landscape on the north-eastern side.


  The river—slow, noiseless, and dark—the Schwarzwasser of Casterbridge—ran beneath a low cliff, the two together forming a defence which had rendered walls and artificial earthworks on this side unnecessary. Here were ruins of a Franciscan priory, and a mill attached to the same, the water of which roared down a back-hatch like the voice of desolation. Above the cliff, and behind the river, rose a pile of buildings, and in the front of the pile a square mass cut into the sky. It was like a pedestal lacking its statue. This missing feature, without which the design remained incomplete, was, in truth, the corpse of a man; for the square mass formed the base of the gallows, the extensive buildings at the back being the county gaol. In the meadow where Henchard now walked the mob were wont to gather whenever an execution took place, and there to the tune of the roaring weir they stood and watched the spectacle.


  The exaggeration which darkness imparted to the glooms of this region impressed Henchard more than he had expected. The lugubrious harmony of the spot with his domestic situation was too perfect for him, impatient of effects, scenes, and adumbrations. It reduced his heartburning to melancholy, and he exclaimed, ‘Why the deuce did I come here!’ He went on past the cottage in which the old local hangman had lived and died, in times before that calling was monopolized over all England by a single gentleman; and climbed up by a steep back lane into the town.


  For the sufferings of that night, engendered by his bitter disappointment, he might well have been pitied. He was like one who had half fainted, and could neither recover nor complete the swoon. In words he could blame his wife, but not in his heart; and had he obeyed the wise directions outside her letter this pain would have been spared him for long—possibly for ever, Elizabeth-Jane seeming to show no ambition to quit her safe and secluded maiden courses for the speculative path of matrimony.


  The morning came after this night of unrest, and with it the necessity for a plan. He was far too self-willed to recede from a position, especially as it would involve humiliation. His daughter he had asserted her to be, and his daughter she should always think herself, no matter what hypocrisy it involved.


  But he was ill-prepared for the first step in this new situation. The moment he came into the breakfast-room Elizabeth advanced with open confidence to him and took him by the arm.


  ‘I have thought and thought all night of it,’ she said frankly. ‘And I see that everything must be as you say. And I am going to look upon you as the father that you are, and not to call you Mr. Henchard any more. It is so plain to me now. Indeed, father, it is. For, of course, you would not have done half the things you have done for me, and let me have my own way so entirely, and bought me presents, if I had only been your stepdaughter! He—Mr. Newson—whom my poor mother married by such a strange mistake’ (Henchard was glad that he had disguised matters here), ‘was very kind—O so kind!’ (she spoke with tears in her eyes); ‘but that is not the same thing as being one’s real father after all. Now, father, breakfast is ready!’ said she cheerfully.


  Henchard bent and kissed her cheek. The moment and the act he had prefigured for weeks with a thrill of pleasure; yet it was no less than a miserable insipidity to him now that it had come. His reinstation of her mother had been chiefly for the girl’s sake, and the fruition of the whole scheme was such dust and ashes as this.


  ♣


  XX


  Of all the enigmas which ever confronted a girl there can have been seldom one like that which followed Henchard’s announcement of himself to Elizabeth as her father. He had done it in an ardour and an agitation which had half carried the point of affection with her; yet, behold, from the next morning onwards his manner was constrained as she had never seen it before.


  The coldness soon broke out into open chiding. One grievous failing of Elizabeth’s was her occasional pretty and picturesque use of dialect words—those terrible marks of the beast to the truly genteel.


  It was dinner-time—they never met except at meals—and she happened to say when he was rising from table, wishing to show him something, ‘If you’ll bide where you be a minute, father, I’ll get it.’


  ‘“Bide where you be,”’ he echoed sharply. ‘Good God, are you only fit to carry wash to a pig-trough, that ye use such words as those?’


  She reddened with shame and sadness.


  ‘I meant “Stay where you are,” father,’ she said, in a low, humble voice. ‘I ought to have been more careful.’


  He made no reply, and went out of the room.


  The sharp reprimand was not lost upon her, and in time it came to pass that for ‘fay’ she said ‘succeed’; that she no longer spoke of ‘dumbledores’ but of ‘humble bees’; no longer said of young men and women that they ‘walked together,’ but that they were ‘engaged’; that she grew to talk of ‘greggles’ as ‘wild hyacinths’; that when she had not slept she did not quaintly tell the servants next morning that she had been ‘hag-rid,’ but that she had ‘suffered from indigestion.’


  These improvements, however, are somewhat in advance of the story. Henchard, being uncultivated himself, was the bitterest critic the fair girl could possibly have had of her own lapses—really slight now, for she read omnivorously. A gratuitous ordeal was in store for her in the matter of her handwriting. She was passing the dining-room door one evening, and had occasion to go in for something. It was not till she had opened the door that she knew the Mayor was there in the company of a man with whom he transacted business.


  ‘Here, Elizabeth-Jane,’ he said, looking round at her, ‘just write down what I tell you—a few words of an agreement for me and this gentleman to sign. I am a poor tool with a pen.’


  ‘Be jowned, and so be I,’ said the gentleman.


  She brought forward blotting-book, paper, and ink, and sat down.


  ‘Now then—“An agreement entered into this sixteenth day of October”—write that first.’


  She started the pen in an elephantine march across the sheet. It was a splendid round, bold hand of her own conception, a style that would have stamped a woman as Minerva’s own in more recent days. But other ideas reigned then: Henchard’s creed was that proper young girls wrote ladies’-hand—nay, he believed that bristling characters were as innate and inseparable a part of refined womanhood as sex itself. Hence when, instead of scribbling, like the Princess Ida,—


  
    ‘In such a hand as when a field of corn


    Bows all its ears before the roaring East,’

  


  Elizabeth-Jane produced a line of chain-shot and sand-bags, he reddened in angry shame for her, and, peremptorily saying, ‘Never mind—I’ll finish it,’ dismissed her there and then.


  Her considerate disposition became a pitfall to her now. She was, it must be admitted, sometimes provokingly and unnecessarily willing to saddle herself with manual labours. She would go to the kitchen instead of ringing, ‘Not to make Phoebe come up twice.’ She went down on her knees, shovel in hand, when the cat overturned the coal-scuttle; moreover, she would persistently thank the parlour-maid for everything, till one day, as soon as the girl was gone from the room, Henchard broke out with, ‘Good God, why dostn’t leave off thanking that girl as if she were a goddess-born! Don’t I pay her a dozen pound a year to do things for ’ee?’ Elizabeth shrank so visibly at the exclamation that he became sorry a few minutes after, and said that he did not mean to be rough.


  These domestic exhibitions were the small protruding needle-rocks which suggested rather than revealed what was underneath. But his passion had less terror for her than his coldness. The increasing frequency of the latter mood told her the sad news that he disliked her with a growing dislike. The more interesting that her appearance and manners became under the softening influences which she could now command, and in her wisdom did command, the more she seemed to estrange him. Sometimes she caught him looking at her with a louring invidiousness that she could hardly bear. Not knowing his secret it was a cruel mockery that she should for the first time excite his animosity when she had taken his surname.


  But the most terrible ordeal was to come. Elizabeth had latterly been accustomed of an afternoon to present a cup of cider or ale and bread-and-cheese to Nance Mockridge, who worked in the yard wimbling hay-bonds. Nance accepted this offering thankfully at first; afterwards as a matter of course. On a day when Henchard was on the premises he saw his step-daughter enter the hay-barn on this errand; and, as there was no clear spot on which to deposit the provisions, she at once set to work arranging two trusses of hay as a table, Mockridge meanwhile standing with her hands on her hips, easefully looking at the preparations on her behalf.


  ‘Elizabeth, come here!’ said Henchard; and she obeyed.


  ‘Why do you lower yourself so confoundedly?’ he said with suppressed passion. ‘Haven’t I told you o’t fifty times? Hey? Making yourself a drudge for a common workwoman of such a character as hers! Why, ye’ll disgrace me to the dust!’


  Now these words were uttered loud enough to reach Nance inside the barn door, who fired up immediately at the slur upon her personal character. Coming to the door she cried, regardless of consequences, ‘Come to that, Mr. Michael Henchard, I can let ’ee know she’ve waited on worse!’


  ‘Then she must have had more charity than sense,’ said Henchard.


  ‘O no, she hadn’t. ’Twere not for charity but for hire; and at a public-house in this town!’


  ‘It is not true!’ cried Henchard indignantly.


  ‘Just ask her,’ said Nance, folding her naked arms in such a manner that she could comfortably scratch her elbows.


  Henchard glanced at Elizabeth-Jane, whose complexion, now pink and white from confinement, lost nearly all of the former colour. ‘What does this mean?’ he said to her. ‘Anything or nothing?’


  ‘It is true,’ said Elizabeth-Jane. ‘But it was only——’


  ‘Did you do it, or didn’t you? Where was it?’


  ‘At the Three Mariners; one evening for a little while, when we were staying there.’


  Nance glanced triumphantly at Henchard, and sailed into the barn; for assuming that she was to be discharged on the instant she had resolved to make the most of her victory. Henchard, however, said nothing about discharging her. Unduly sensitive on such points by reason of his own past, he had the look of one completely ground down to the last indignity. Elizabeth followed him to the house like a culprit; but when she got inside she could not see him. Nor did she see him again that day.


  Convinced of the scathing damage to his local repute and position that must have been caused by such a fact, though it had never before reached his own ears, Henchard showed a positive distaste for the presence of this girl not his own, whenever he encountered her. He mostly dined with the farmers at the market-room of one of the two chief hotels, leaving her in utter solitude. Could he have seen how she made use of those silent hours he might have found reason to reverse his judgment on her quality. She read and took notes incessantly, mastering facts with painful laboriousness, but never flinching from her self-imposed task. She began the study of Latin, incited by the Roman characteristics of the town she lived in. ‘If I am not well-informed it shall be by no fault of my own,’ she would say to herself through the tears that would occasionally glide down her peachy cheeks when she was fairly baffled by the portentous obscurity of many of these educational works.


  Thus she lived on, a dumb, deep-feeling, great-eyed creature, construed by not a single contiguous being; quenching with patient fortitude her incipient interest in Farfrae, because it seemed to be one-sided, unmaidenly, and unwise. True, that for reasons best known to herself, she had, since Farfrae’s dismissal, shifted her quarters from the back room affording a view of the yard (which she had occupied with such zest) to a front chamber overlooking the street; but as for the young man, whenever he passed the house he seldom or never turned his head.


  Winter had almost come, and unsettled weather made her still more dependent upon indoor resources. But there were certain early winter days in Casterbridge—days of firmamental exhaustion which followed angry south-westerly tempests—when, if the sun shone, the air was like velvet. She seized on these days for her periodical visits to the spot where her mother lay buried—the still-used burial-ground of the old Roman-British city, whose curious feature was this, its continuity as a place of sepulture. Mrs. Henchard’s dust mingled with the dust of women who lay ornamented with glass hair-pins and amber necklaces, and men who held in their mouths coins of Hadrian, Posthumus, and the Constantines.


  Half-past ten in the morning was about her hour for seeking this spot—a time when the town avenues were deserted as the avenues of Karnac. Business had long since passed down them into its daily cells, and Leisure had not arrived there. So Elizabeth-Jane walked and read, or looked over the edge of the book to think, and thus reached the churchyard.


  There, approaching her mother’s grave, she saw a solitary dark figure in the middle of the gravel-walk. This figure, too, was reading; but not from a book: the words which engrossed it being the inscription on Mrs. Henchard’s tombstone. The personage was in mourning like herself, was about her age and size, and might have been her wraith or double, but for the fact that it was a lady much more beautifully dressed than she. Indeed, comparatively indifferent as Elizabeth-Jane was to dress, unless for some temporary whim or purpose, her eyes were arrested by the artistic perfection of the lady’s appearance. Her gait, too, had a flexuousness about it, which seemed to avoid angularity of movement less from choice than from predisposition. It was a revelation to Elizabeth that human beings could reach this stage of external development—she had never suspected it. She felt all the freshness and grace to be stolen from herself on the instant by the neighbourhood of such a stranger. And this was in face of the fact that Elizabeth could now have been writ handsome, while the young lady was simply pretty.


  Had she been envious she might have hated the woman; but she did not do that—she allowed herself the pleasure of feeling fascinated. She wondered where the lady had come from. The stumpy and practical walk of honest homeliness which mostly prevailed there, the two styles of dress thereabout, the simple and the mistaken, equally avouched that this figure was no Casterbridge woman’s, even if a book in her hand resembling a guide-book had not also suggested it.


  The stranger presently moved from the tombstone of Mrs. Henchard, and vanished behind the corner of the wall. Elizabeth went to the tomb herself; beside it were two footprints distinct in the soil, signifying that the lady had stood there a long time. She returned homeward, musing on what she had seen, as she might have mused on a rainbow or the Northern Lights, a rare butterfly or a cameo.


  Interesting as things had been out of doors, at home it turned out to be one of her bad days. Henchard, whose two years’ mayoralty was ending, had been made aware that he was not to be chosen to fill a vacancy in the list of aldermen; and that Farfrae was likely to become one of the Council. This caused the unfortunate discovery that she had played the waiting-maid in the town of which he was Mayor to rankle in his mind yet more poisonously. He had learnt by personal inquiry at the time that it was to Donald Farfrae—that treacherous upstart—that she had thus humiliated herself. And though Mrs. Stannidge seemed to attach no great importance to the incident—the cheerful souls at the Three Mariners having exhausted its aspects long ago—such was Henchard’s haughty spirit that the simple thrifty deed was regarded as little less than a social catastrophe by him.


  Ever since the evening of his wife’s arrival with her daughter there had been something in the air which had changed his luck. That dinner at the King’s Arms with his friends had been Henchard’s Austerlitz: he had had his successes since, but his course had not been upward. He was not to be numbered among the aldermen—that Peerage of burghers—as he had expected to be, and the consciousness of this soured him to-day.


  ‘Well, where have you been?’ he said to her with off-hand laconism.


  ‘I’ve been strolling in the Walks and churchyard, father, till I feel quite leery.’ She clapped her hand to her mouth, but too late.


  This was just enough to incense Henchard after the other crosses of the day. ‘I won’t have you talk like that!’ he thundered. ‘“Leery,” indeed. One would think you worked upon a farm! One day I learn that you lend a hand in public-houses. Then I hear you talk like a clodhopper. I’m burned, if it goes on, this house can’t hold us two.’


  The only way of getting a single pleasant thought to go to sleep upon after this was by recalling the lady she had seen that day, and hoping she might see her again.


  Meanwhile Henchard was sitting up, thinking over his jealous folly in forbidding Farfrae to pay his addresses to this girl who did not belong to him, when if he had allowed them to go on he might not have been encumbered with her. At last he said to himself with satisfaction as he jumped up and went to the writing-table: ‘Ah! he’ll think it means peace, and a marriage portion—not that I don’t want my house to be troubled with her, and no portion at all!’ He wrote as follows:—


  
    Sir,—On consideration, I don’t wish to interfere with your courtship of Elizabeth-Jane, if you care for her. I therefore withdraw my objection; excepting in this—that the business be not carried on in my house.—Yours,


    M. Henchard.


    Mr. Farfrae.

  


  The morrow, being fairly fine, found Elizabeth-Jane again in the churchyard; but while looking for the lady she was startled by the apparition of Farfrae, who passed outside the gate. He glanced up for a moment from a pocket-book in which he appeared to be making figures as he went; whether or not he saw her he took no notice, and disappeared.


  Unduly depressed by a sense of her own superfluity she thought he probably scorned her; and quite broken in spirit sat down on a bench. She fell into painful thought on her position, which ended with her saying quite loud, ‘O, I wish I was dead with dear mother!’


  Behind the bench was a little promenade under the wall where people sometimes walked instead of on the gravel. The bench seemed to be touched by something; she looked round, and a face was bending over her, veiled, but still distinct, the face of the young woman she had seen yesterday.


  Elizabeth-Jane looked confounded for a moment, knowing she had been overheard, though there was pleasure in her confusion. ‘Yes, I heard you,’ said the lady, in a vivacious voice, answering her look. ‘What can have happened?’


  ‘I don’t—I can’t tell you,’ said Elizabeth, putting her hand to her face to hide a quick flush that had come.


  There was no movement or word for a few seconds; then the girl felt that the young lady was sitting down beside her.


  ‘I guess how it is with you,’ said the latter. ‘That was your mother.’ She waved her hand towards the tombstone. Elizabeth looked up at her as if inquiring of herself whether there should be confidence. The lady’s manner was so desirous, so anxious, that the girl decided there should be confidence. ‘It was my mother,’ she said, ‘my only friend.’


  ‘But your father, Mr. Henchard. He is living?’


  ‘Yes, he is living,’ said Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘Is he not kind to you?’


  ‘I’ve no wish to complain of him.’


  ‘There has been a disagreement?’


  ‘A little.’


  ‘Perhaps you were to blame,’ suggested the stranger.


  ‘I was—in many ways,’ sighed the meek Elizabeth. ‘I swept up the coals when the servant ought to have done it; and I said I was leery;—and he was angry with me.’


  The lady seemed to warm towards her for that reply. ‘Do you know the impression your words give me?’ she said ingenuously. ‘That he is a hot-tempered man—a little proud—perhaps ambitious; but not a bad man.’ Her anxiety not to condemn Henchard while siding with Elizabeth was curious.


  ‘O no; certainly not bad,’ agreed the honest girl. ‘And he has not even been unkind to me till lately—since mother died. But it has been very much to bear while it has lasted. All is owing to my defects, I daresay; and my defects are owing to my history.’


  ‘What is your history?’


  Elizabeth-Jane looked wistfully at her questioner. She found that her questioner was looking at her; turned her eyes down; and then seemed compelled to look back again. ‘My history is not gay or attractive,’ she said. ‘And yet I can tell it, if you really want to know.’


  The lady assured her that she did want to know; whereupon Elizabeth-Jane told the tale of her life as she understood it, which was in general the true one, except that the sale at the fair had no part therein.


  Contrary to the girl’s expectation her new friend was not shocked. This cheered her; and it was not till she thought of returning to that home in which she had been treated so roughly of late that her spirits fell.


  ‘I don’t know how to return,’ she murmured. ‘I think of going away. But what can I do? Where can I go?’


  ‘Perhaps it will be better soon,’ said her friend gently. ‘So I would not go far. Now what do you think of this: I shall soon want somebody to live in my house, partly as housekeeper, partly as companion; would you mind coming to me? But perhaps——’


  ‘O yes,’ cried Elizabeth, with tears in her eyes. ‘I would, indeed—I would do anything to be independent; for then perhaps my father might get to love me. But, ah!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I am no accomplished person. And a companion to you must be that.’


  ‘O, not necessarily.’


  ‘Not? But I can’t help using rural words sometimes, when I don’t mean to.’


  ‘Never mind, I shall like to know them.’


  ‘And—O, I know I shan’t do!’—she cried with a distressful laugh. ‘I accidentally learned to write round hand instead of ladies’-hand. And, of course, you want some one who can write that?’


  ‘Well, no.’


  ‘What, not necessary to write ladies’-hand?’ cried the joyous Elizabeth.


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘But where do you live?’


  ‘In Casterbridge, or rather I shall be living here after twelve o’clock to-day.’


  Elizabeth expressed her astonishment.


  ‘I have been staying at Budmouth for a few days while my house was getting ready. The house I am going into is that one they call High-Place Hall—the old stone one looking down the lane to the Market. Two or three rooms are fit for occupation, though not all: I sleep there to-night for the first time. Now will you think over my proposal, and meet me here the first fine day next week, and say if you are still in the same mind?’


  Elizabeth, her eyes shining at this prospect of a change from an unbearable position, joyfully assented; and the two parted at the gate of the churchyard.


  ♣


  XXI


  As a maxim glibly repeated from childhood remains practically unmarked till some mature experience enforces it, so did this High-Place Hall now for the first time really show itself to Elizabeth-Jane, though her ears had heard its name on a hundred occasions.


  Her mind dwelt upon nothing else but the stranger, and the house, and her own chance of living there, all the rest of the day. In the afternoon she had occasion to pay a few bills in the town and do a little shopping, when she learnt that what was a new discovery to herself had become a common topic about the streets. High-Place Hall was undergoing repair; a lady was coming there to live shortly; all the shop-people knew it, and had already discounted the chance of her being a customer.


  Elizabeth-Jane could, however, add a capping touch to information so new to her in the bulk. The lady, she said, had arrived that day.


  When the lamps were lighted, and it was yet not so dark as to render chimneys, attics, and roofs invisible, Elizabeth, almost with a lover’s feeling, thought she would like to look at the outside of High-Place Hall. She went up the street in that direction.


  The Hall, with its grey façade and parapet, was the only residence of its sort so near the centre of the town. It had, in the first place, the characteristics of a country mansion—birds’ nests in its chimneys, damp nooks where fungi grew, and irregularities of surface direct from Nature’s trowel. At night the forms of passengers were patterned by the lamps in black shadows upon the pale walls.


  This evening motes of straw lay around, and other signs of the premises having been in that lawless condition which accompanies the entry of a new tenant. The house was entirely of stone, and formed an example of dignity without great size. It was not altogether aristocratic, still less consequential, yet the old-fashioned stranger instinctively said, ‘Blood built it, and Wealth enjoys it,’ however vague his opinions of those accessories might be.


  Yet as regards the enjoying it the stranger would have been wrong, for until this very evening, when the new lady had arrived, the house had been empty for a year or two, while before that interval its occupancy had been irregular. The reason of its unpopularity was soon made manifest. Some of its rooms overlooked the market-place; and such a prospect from such a house was not considered desirable or seemly by its would-be occupiers.


  Elizabeth’s eyes sought the upper rooms, and saw lights there. The lady had obviously arrived. The impression that this woman of comparatively practised manner had made upon the studious girl’s mind was so deep that she enjoyed standing under an opposite archway merely to think that the charming lady was inside the confronting walls, and to wonder what she was doing. Her admiration for the architecture of that front was entirely on account of the inmate it screened. Though for that matter the architecture deserved admiration, or at least study, on its own account. It was Palladian, and like most architecture erected since the Gothic age was a compilation rather than a design. But its reasonableness made it impressive. It was not rich, but rich enough. A timely consciousness of the ultimate vanity of human architecture, no less than of other human things, had prevented artistic superfluity.


  Men had till quite recently been going in and out with parcels and packing-cases, rendering the door and hall within like a public thoroughfare. Elizabeth trotted through the open door in the dusk, but becoming alarmed at her own temerity she went quickly out again by another which stood open in the lofty wall of the back court. To her surprise she found herself in one of the little-used alleys of the town. Looking round at the door which had given her egress, by the light of the solitary lamp fixed in the alley, she saw that it was arched and old—older even than the house itself. The door was studded, and the keystone of the arch was a mask. Originally the mask had exhibited a comic leer, as could still be discerned; but generations of Casterbridge boys had thrown stones at the mask, aiming at its open mouth; and the blows thereon had chipped off the lips and jaws as if they had been eaten away by disease. The appearance was so ghastly by the weakly lamp-glimmer that she could not bear to look at it—the first unpleasant feature of her visit.


  The position of the queer old door and the odd presence of the leering mask suggested one thing above all others as appertaining to the mansion’s past history—intrigue. By the alley it had been possible to come unseen from all sorts of quarters in the town—the old play-house, the old bull-stake, the old cock-pit, the pool wherein nameless infants had been used to disappear. High-Place Hall could boast of its conveniences undoubtedly.


  She turned to come away in the nearest direction homeward, which was down the alley, but hearing footsteps approaching in that quarter, and having no great wish to be found in such a place at such a time she quickly retreated. There being no other way out she stood behind a brick pier till the intruder should have gone his ways.


  Had she watched she would have been surprised. She would have seen that the pedestrian on coming up made straight for the arched doorway: that as he paused with his hand upon the latch the lamplight fell upon the face of Henchard.


  But Elizabeth-Jane clung so closely to her nook that she discerned nothing of this. Henchard passed in, as ignorant of her presence as she was ignorant of his identity, and disappeared in the darkness. Elizabeth came out a second time into the alley, and made the best of her way home.


  Henchard’s chiding, by begetting in her a nervous fear of doing anything definable as unlady-like, had operated thus curiously in keeping them unknown to each other at a critical moment. Much might have resulted from recognition—at the least a query on either side in one and the self-same form: What could he or she possibly be doing there?


  Henchard, whatever his business at the lady’s house, reached his own home only a few minutes later than Elizabeth-Jane. Her plan was to broach the question of leaving his roof this evening; the events of the day had urged her to the course. But its execution depended upon his mood, and she anxiously awaited his manner towards her. She found that it had changed. He showed no further tendency to be angry; he showed something worse. Absolute indifference had taken the place of irritability; and his coldness was such that it encouraged her to departure, even more than hot temper could have done.


  ‘Father, have you any objection to my going away?’ she asked.


  ‘Going away! No—none whatever. Where are you going?’


  She thought it undesirable and unnecessary to say anything at present about her destination to one who took so little interest in her. He would know that soon enough. ‘I have heard of an opportunity of getting more cultivated and finished, and being less idle,’ she answered, with hesitation. ‘A chance of a place in a household where I can have advantages of study, and seeing refined life.’


  ‘Then make the best of it, in Heaven’s name—if you can’t get cultivated where you are.’


  ‘You don’t object?’


  ‘Object—I? Ho—no! Not at all.’ After a pause he said, ‘But you won’t have enough money for this lively scheme without help, you know? If you like I should be willing to make you an allowance, so that you be not bound to live upon the starvation wages refined folk are likely to pay ’ee.’


  She thanked him for this offer.


  ‘It had better be done properly,’ he added after a pause. ‘A small annuity is what I should like you to have—so as to be independent of me—and so that I may be independent of you. Would that please ye?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘Then I’ll see about it this very day.’ He seemed relieved to get her off his hands by this arrangement, and as far as they were concerned the matter was settled. She now simply waited to see the lady again.


  The day and the hour came; but a drizzling rain fell. Elizabeth-Jane, having now changed her orbit from one of gay independence to laborious self-help, thought the weather good enough for such declined glory as hers, if her friend would only face it—a matter of doubt. She went to the boot-room where her pattens had hung ever since her apotheosis; took them down, had their mildewed leathers blacked, and put them on as she had done in old times. Thus mounted, and with cloak and umbrella, she went off to the place of appointment—intending, if the lady were not there, to call at the house.


  One side of the churchyard—the side towards the weather—was sheltered by an ancient thatched mud wall whose eaves overhung as much as one or two feet. At the back of the wall was a corn-yard with its granary and barns—the place wherein she had met Farfrae many months earlier. Under the projection of the thatch she saw a figure. The young lady had come.


  Her presence so exceptionally substantiated the girl’s utmost hopes that she almost feared her good fortune. Fancies find room in the strongest minds. Here, in a churchyard old as civilization, in the worst of weathers, was a strange woman of curious fascinations never seen elsewhere: there might be some devilry about her presence. However, Elizabeth went on to the church tower, on whose summit the rope of a flag-staff rattled in the wind; and thus she came to the wall.


  The lady had such a cheerful aspect in the drizzle that Elizabeth forgot her fancy. ‘Well,’ said the lady, a little of the whiteness of her teeth appearing with the word through the black fleece that protected her face, ‘have you decided?’


  ‘Yes, quite,’ said the other eagerly.


  ‘Your father is willing?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then come along.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘Now—as soon as you like. I had a good mind to send to you to come to my house, thinking you might not venture up here in the wind. But as I like getting out of doors, I thought I would come and see first.’


  ‘It was my own thought.’


  ‘That shows we shall agree. Then can you come to-day? My house is so hollow and dismal that I want some living thing there.’


  ‘I think I might be able to,’ said the girl, reflecting.


  Voices were borne over to them at that instant on the wind and raindrops from the other side of the wall. There came such words as ‘sacks,’ ‘quarters,’ ‘threshing,’ ‘tailing,’ ‘next Saturday’s market,’ each sentence being disorganized by the gusts like a face in a cracked mirror. Both the women listened.


  ‘Who are those?’ said the lady.


  ‘One is my father. He rents that yard and barn.’


  The lady seemed to forget the immediate business in listening to the technicalities of the corn trade. At last she said suddenly, ‘Did you tell him where you were going to?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘O—how was that?’


  ‘I thought it safer to get away first—as he is so uncertain in his temper.’


  ‘Perhaps you are right…. Besides, I have never told you my name. It is Miss Templeman…. Are they gone—on the other side?’


  ‘No. They have only gone up into the granary.’


  ‘Well, it is getting damp here. I shall expect you to-day—this evening, say, at six.’


  ‘Which way shall I come, ma’am?’


  ‘The front way—round by the gate. There is no other that I have noticed.’


  Elizabeth-Jane had been thinking of the door in the alley.


  ‘Perhaps, as you have not mentioned your destination, you may as well keep silent upon it till you are clear off. Who knows but that he may alter his mind?’


  Elizabeth-Jane shook her head. ‘On consideration I don’t fear it,’ she said sadly. ‘He has grown quite cold to me.’


  ‘Very well. Six o’clock then.’


  When they had emerged upon the open road and parted, they found enough to do in holding their bowed umbrellas to the wind. Nevertheless the lady looked in at the corn-yard gates as she passed them, and paused on one foot for a moment. But nothing was visible there save the ricks, and the humpbacked barn cushioned with moss, and the granary rising against the church-tower behind, where the smacking of the rope against the flag-staff still went on.


  Now Henchard had not the slightest suspicion that Elizabeth-Jane’s movement was to be so prompt. Hence when, just before six, he reached home and saw a fly at the door from the King’s Arms, and his step-daughter, with all her little bags and boxes, getting into it, he was taken by surprise.


  ‘But you said I might go, father?’ she explained through the carriage window.


  ‘Said!—yes. But I thought you meant next month, or next year. ’Od, seize it—you take time by the forelock! This, then, is how you be going to treat me for all my trouble about ye?’


  ‘O father! how can you speak like that? It is unjust of you!’ she said with spirit.


  ‘Well, well, have your own way,’ he replied. He entered the house, and, seeing that all her things had not yet been brought down, went up to her room to look on. He had never been there since she had occupied it. Evidences of her care, of her endeavours for improvement, were visible all around, in the form of books, sketches, maps, and little arrangements for tasteful effects. Henchard had known nothing of these efforts. He gazed at them, turned suddenly about, and came down to the door.


  ‘Look here,’ he said, in an altered voice—he never called her by name now—‘don’t ’ee go away from me. It may be I’ve spoke roughly to you—but I’ve been grieved beyond everything by you—there’s something that caused it.’


  ‘By me?’ she said, with deep concern. ‘What have I done?’


  ‘I can’t tell you now. But if you’ll stop, and go on living as my daughter, I’ll tell you all in time.’


  But the proposal had come ten minutes too late. She was in the fly—was already, in imagination, at the house of the lady whose manner had such charms for her. ‘Father,’ she said, as considerately as she could, ‘I think it best for us that I go on now. I need not stay long; I shall not be far away; and if you want me badly I can soon come back again.’


  He nodded ever so slightly, as a receipt of her decision and no more. ‘You are not going far, you say. What will be your address, in case I wish to write to you? Or am I not to know?’


  ‘Oh yes—certainly. It is only in the town—High-Place Hall.’


  ‘Where?’ said Henchard, his face stilling.


  She repeated the words. He neither moved nor spoke, and waving her hand to him in utmost friendliness she signified to the flyman to drive up the street.


  ♣


  XXII


  We go back for a moment to the preceding night, to account for Henchard’s attitude.


  At the hour when Elizabeth-Jane was contemplating her stealthy reconnoitring excursion to the abode of the lady of her fancy, he had been not a little amazed at receiving a letter by hand in Lucetta’s well-known characters. The self-repression, the resignation of her previous communication had vanished from her mood; she wrote with some of the natural lightness which had marked her in their early acquaintance.


  
    High-Place Hall.


    My dear Mr. Henchard,—Don’t be surprised. It is for your good and mine, as I hope, that I have come to live at Casterbridge—for how long I cannot tell. That depends upon another; and he is a man, and a merchant, and a Mayor, and one who has the first right to my affections.


    Seriously, mon ami, I am not so light-hearted as I may seem to be from this. I have come here in consequence of hearing of the death of your wife—whom you used to think of as dead so many years before! Poor woman, she seems to have been a sufferer, though uncomplaining, and though weak in intellect not an imbecile. I am glad you acted fairly by her. As soon as I knew she was no more, it was brought home to me very forcibly by my conscience that I ought to endeavour to disperse the shade which my étourderie flung over my name, by asking you to carry out your promise to me. I hope you are of the same mind, and that you will take steps to this end. As, however, I did not know how you were situated, or what had happened since our separation, I decided to come and establish myself here before communicating with you.


    You probably feel as I do about this. I shall be able to see you in a day or two. Till then, farewell.—Yours,


    Lucetta .


    P.S.—I was unable to keep my appointment to meet you for a moment or two in passing through Casterbridge the other day. My plans were altered by a family event, which it will surprise you to hear of.

  


  Henchard had already heard that High-Place Hall was being prepared for a tenant. He said with a puzzled air to the first person he encountered, ‘Who is coming to live at the Hall?’


  ‘A lady of the name of Templeman, I believe, sir,’ said his informant.


  Henchard thought it over. ‘Lucetta is related to her, I suppose,’ he said to himself. ‘Yes, I must put her in her proper position, undoubtedly.’


  It was by no means with the oppression that would once have accompanied the thought that he regarded the moral necessity now; it was, indeed, with interest, if not warmth. His bitter disappointment at finding Elizabeth-Jane to be none of his, and himself a childless man, had left an emotional void in Henchard that he unconsciously craved to fill. In this frame of mind, though without strong feeling, he had strolled up the alley and into High-Place Hall by the postern at which Elizabeth had so nearly encountered him. He had gone on thence into the court, and inquired of a man whom he saw unpacking china from a crate if Miss Le Sueur was living there. Miss Le Sueur had been the name under which he had known Lucetta—or ‘Lucette,’ as she had called herself at that time.


  The man replied in the negative; that Miss Templeman only had come. Henchard went away, concluding that Lucetta had not as yet settled in.


  He was in this interested stage of the inquiry when he witnessed Elizabeth-Jane’s departure the next day. On hearing her announce the address there suddenly took possession of him the strange thought that Lucetta and Miss Templeman were one and the same person, for he could recall that in her season of intimacy with him the name of the rich relative whom he had deemed somewhat a mythical personage had been given as Templeman. Though he was not a fortune-hunter, the possibility that Lucetta had been sublimed into a lady of means by some munificent testament on the part of this relative lent a charm to her image which it might not otherwise have acquired. He was getting on towards the dead level of middle age, when material things increasingly possess the mind.


  But Henchard was not left long in suspense. Lucetta was rather addicted to scribbling, as had been shown by the torrent of letters after the fiasco in their marriage arrangements, and hardly had Elizabeth gone away when another note came to the Mayor’s house from High-Place Hall.


  
    ‘I am in residence,’ she said, ‘and comfortable, though getting here has been a wearisome undertaking. You probably know what I am going to tell you, or do you not? My good Aunt Templeman, the banker’s widow, whose very existence you used to doubt, much more her affluence, has lately died, and bequeathed some of her property to me. I will not enter into details except to say that I have taken her name—as a means of escape from mine, and its wrongs.


    ‘I am now my own mistress, and have chosen to reside in Casterbridge—to be tenant of High-Place Hall, that at least you may be put to no trouble if you wish to see me. My first intention was to keep you in ignorance of the changes in my life till you should meet me in the street; but I have thought better of this.


    ‘You probably are aware of my arrangement with your daughter, and have doubtless laughed at the—what shall I call it?—practical joke (in all affection) of my getting her to live with me. But my first meeting with her was purely an accident. Do you see, Michael, partly why I have done it?—why, to give you an excuse for coming here as if to visit her, and thus to form my acquaintance naturally. She is a dear, good girl, and she thinks you have treated her with undue severity. You may have done so in your haste, but not deliberately, I am sure. As the result has been to bring her to me I am not disposed to upbraid you.—In haste, yours always,


    Lucetta.’

  


  The excitement which these announcements produced in Henchard’s gloomy soul was to him most pleasurable. He sat over his dining-table long and dreamily, and by an almost mechanical transfer the sentiments which had run to waste since his estrangement from Elizabeth-Jane and Donald Farfrae gathered around Lucetta before they had grown dry. She was plainly in a very coming-on disposition for marriage. But what else could a poor woman be who had given her time and heart to him so thoughtlessly, at that former time, as to lose her credit by it? Probably conscience no less than affection had brought her here. On the whole he did not blame her.


  ‘The artful little woman!’ he said, smiling (with reference to Lucetta’s adroit and pleasant manœuvre with Elizabeth-Jane).


  To feel that he would like to see Lucetta was with Henchard to start for her house. He put on his hat and went. It was between eight and nine o’clock when he reached her door. The answer brought him was that Miss Templeman was engaged for that evening; but that she would be happy to see him the next day.


  ‘That’s rather like giving herself airs!’ he thought. ‘And considering what we——’ But after all, she plainly had not expected him, and he took the refusal quietly. Nevertheless he resolved not to go next day. ‘These cursed women—there’s not an inch of straight grain in ’em!’ he said.


  Let us follow the track of Mr. Henchard’s thought as if it were a clue line, and view the interior of High-Place Hall on this particular evening.


  On Elizabeth-Jane’s arrival she had been phlegmatically asked by an elderly woman to go upstairs and take off her things. She had replied with great earnestness that she would not think of giving that trouble, and on the instant divested herself of her bonnet and cloak in the passage. She was then conducted to the first door on the landing, and left to find her way further alone.


  The room disclosed was prettily furnished as a boudoir or small drawing-room, and on a sofa with two cylindrical pillows reclined a dark-haired, large-eyed, pretty woman, of unmistakably French extraction on one side or the other. She was probably some years older than Elizabeth, and had a sparkling light in her eye. In front of the sofa was a small table, with a pack of cards scattered upon it faces upward.


  The attitude had been so full of abandonment that she bounded up like a spring on hearing the door open.


  Perceiving that it was Elizabeth she lapsed into ease, and came across to her with a reckless skip that innate grace only prevented from being boisterous.


  ‘Why, you are late,’ she said, taking hold of Elizabeth-Jane’s hands.


  ‘There were so many little things to put up.’


  ‘And you seem dead-alive and tired. Let me try to enliven you by some wonderful tricks I have learnt, to kill time. Sit there and don’t move.’ She gathered up the pack of cards, pulled the table in front of her, and began to deal them rapidly, telling Elizabeth to choose some.


  ‘Well, have you chosen?’ she asked, flinging down the last card.


  ‘No,’ stammered Elizabeth, arousing herself from a reverie. ‘I quite forgot, I was thinking of—you, and me—and how strange it is that I am here.’


  Miss Templeman looked at Elizabeth-Jane with interest, and laid down the cards. ‘Ah! never mind,’ she said. ‘I’ll lie here while you sit by me; and we’ll talk.’


  Elizabeth drew up silently to the head of the sofa, but with obvious pleasure. It could be seen that though in years she was younger than her entertainer in manner and general vision she seemed more of the sage. Miss Templeman deposited herself on the sofa in her former flexuous position, and throwing her arm above her brow—somewhat in the pose of a well-known conception of Titian’s—talked up at Elizabeth-Jane invertedly across her forehead and arm.


  ‘I must tell you something,’ she said. ‘I wonder if you have suspected it. I have only been mistress of a large house and fortune a little while.’


  ‘Oh—only a little while?’ murmured Elizabeth-Jane, her countenance slightly falling.


  ‘As a girl I lived about in garrison towns and elsewhere with my father, till I was quite flighty and unsettled. He was an officer in the army. I should not have mentioned this had I not thought it best you should know the truth.’


  ‘Yes, yes.’ She looked thoughtfully round the room—at the little square piano with brass inlayings, at the window-curtains, at the lamp, at the fair and dark kings and queens on the card-table, and finally at the inverted face of Lucetta Templeman, whose large lustrous eyes had such an odd effect upside down.


  Elizabeth’s mind ran on acquirements to an almost morbid degree. ‘You speak French and Italian fluently, no doubt,’ she said. ‘I have not been able to get beyond a wretched bit of Latin yet.’


  ‘Well, for that matter, in my native isle speaking French does not go for much. It is rather the other way.’


  ‘Where is your native isle?’


  It was with rather more reluctance that Miss Templeman said, ‘Jersey. There they speak French on one side of the street and English on the other, and a mixed tongue in the middle of the road. But it is a long time since I was there. Bath is where my people really belong to, though my ancestors in Jersey were as good as anybody in England. They were the Le Sueurs, an old family who have done great things in their time. I went back and lived there after my father’s death. But I don’t value such past matters, and am quite an English person in my feelings and tastes.’


  Lucetta’s tongue had for a moment outrun her discretion. She had arrived at Casterbridge as a Bath lady, and there were obvious reasons why Jersey should drop out of her life. But Elizabeth had tempted her to make free, and a deliberately formed resolve had been broken.


  It could not, however, have been broken in safer company. Lucetta’s words went no further, and after this day she was so much upon her guard that there appeared no chance of her identification with the young Jersey woman who had been Henchard’s dear comrade at a critical time. Not the least amusing of her safeguards was her resolute avoidance of a French word if one by accident came to her tongue more readily than its English equivalent. She shirked it with the suddenness of the weak Apostle at the accusation, ‘Thy speech bewrayeth thee!’


  Expectancy sat visibly upon Lucetta the next morning. She dressed herself for Mr. Henchard, and restlessly awaited his call before mid-day; as he did not come she waited on through the afternoon. But she did not tell Elizabeth that the person expected was the girl’s stepfather.


  They sat in adjoining windows of the same room in Lucetta’s great stone mansion, netting, and looking out upon the market, which formed an animated scene. Elizabeth could see the crown of her stepfather’s hat among the rest beneath, and was not aware that Lucetta watched the same object with yet intenser interest. He moved about amid the throng, at this point lively as an ant-hill; elsewhere more reposeful, and broken up by stalls of fruit and vegetables. The farmers as a rule preferred the open carrefour for their transactions, despite its inconvenient jostlings and the danger from crossing vehicles, to the gloomy sheltered market-room provided for them. Here they surged on this one day of the week, forming a little world of leggings, switches, and sample-bags; men of extensive stomachs, sloping like mountain sides; men whose heads in walking swayed as the trees in November gales; who in conversing varied their attitudes much, lowering themselves by spreading their knees, and thrusting their hands into the pockets of remote inner jackets. Their faces radiated tropical warmth; for though when at home their countenances varied with the seasons, their market-faces all the year round were glowing little fires.


  All over-clothes here were worn as if they were an inconvenience, a hampering necessity. Some men were well-dressed; but the majority were careless in that respect, appearing in suits which were historical records of their wearer’s deeds, sun-scorchings, and daily struggles for many years past. Yet many carried ruffled cheque-books in their pockets which regulated at the bank hard by a balance of never less than four figures. In fact, what these gibbous human shapes specially represented was ready money—money insistently ready—not ready next year like a nobleman’s—often not merely ready at the bank like a professional man’s, but ready in their large plump hands.


  It happened that to-day there rose in the midst of them all two or three tall apple-trees standing as if they grew on the spot; till it was perceived that they were held by men from the cider-districts who came here to sell them, bringing the clay of their county on their boots. Elizabeth-Jane, who had often observed them, said, ‘I wonder if the same trees come every week?’


  ‘What trees?’ said Lucetta, absorbed in watching for Henchard.


  Elizabeth replied vaguely, for an incident checked her. Behind one of the trees stood Farfrae, briskly discussing a sample-bag with a farmer. Henchard had come up, accidentally encountering the young man, whose face seemed to inquire, ‘Do we speak to each other?’


  She saw her stepfather throw a shine into his eye which answered ‘No!’ Elizabeth-Jane sighed.


  ‘Are you particularly interested in anybody out there?’ said Lucetta.


  ‘O no,’ said her companion, a quick red shooting over her face.


  Luckily Farfrae’s figure was immediately covered by the apple-tree.


  Lucetta looked hard at her. ‘Quite sure?’ she said.


  ‘O yes,’ said Elizabeth-Jane.


  Again Lucetta looked out. ‘They are all farmers, I suppose?’ she said.


  ‘No. There’s Mr. Bulge—he’s a wine merchant; there’s Benjamin Brownlet—a horse dealer; and Kitson, the pig breeder; and Yopper, the auctioneer; besides maltsters, and millers—and so on.’ Farfrae stood out quite distinctly now; but she did not mention him.


  The Saturday afternoon slipped on thus desultorily. The market changed from the sample-showing hour to the idle hour before starting homewards, when tales were told. Henchard had not called on Lucetta though he had stood so near. He must have been too busy, she thought. He would come on Sunday or Monday.


  The days came but not the visitor, though Lucetta repeated her dressing with scrupulous care. She was disheartened. It may at once be declared that Lucetta no longer bore towards Henchard all that warm allegiance which had characterized her in their first acquaintance; the then unfortunate issue of things had chilled pure love considerably. But there remained a conscientious wish to bring about her union with him, now that there was nothing to hinder it—to right her position—which in itself was a happiness to sigh for. With strong social reasons on her side why their marriage should take place there had ceased to be any worldly reason on his why it should be postponed, since she had succeeded to fortune.


  Tuesday was the great Candlemas fair. At breakfast she said to Elizabeth-Jane quite coolly: ‘I imagine your father may call to see you to-day. I suppose he stands close by in the market-place with the rest of the corn-dealers?’


  She shook her head. ‘He won’t come.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘He has taken against me,’ she said in a husky voice.


  ‘You have quarrelled more deeply than I know of.’


  Elizabeth, wishing to shield the man she believed to be her father from any charge of unnatural dislike, said ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then where you are is, of all places, the one he will avoid?’


  Elizabeth nodded sadly.


  Lucetta looked blank, twitched up her lovely eyebrows and lip, and burst into hysterical sobs. Here was a disaster—her ingenious scheme completely stultified.


  ‘O, my dear Miss Templeman—what’s the matter?’ cried her companion.


  ‘I like your company much!’ said Lucetta, as soon as she could speak.


  ‘Yes, yes—and so do I yours!’ Elizabeth chimed in soothingly.


  ‘But—but——’ She could not finish the sentence, which was, naturally, that if Henchard had such a rooted dislike for the girl as now seemed to be the case, Elizabeth-Jane would have to be got rid of—a disagreeable necessity.


  A provisional resource suggested itself. ‘Miss Henchard—will you go on an errand for me as soon as breakfast is over?—Ah, that’s very good of you. Will you go and order——’ Here she enumerated several commissions at sundry shops, which would occupy Elizabeth’s time for the next hour or two, at least.


  ‘And have you ever seen the Museum?’


  Elizabeth-Jane had not.


  ‘Then you should do so at once. You can finish the morning by going there. It is an old house in a back street—I forget where—but you’ll find out—and there are crowds of interesting things—skeletons, teeth, old pots and pans, ancient boots and shoes, birds’ eggs—all charmingly instructive. You’ll be sure to stay till you get quite hungry.’


  Elizabeth hastily put on her things and departed. ‘I wonder why she wants to get rid of me to-day!’ she said sorrowfully as she went. That her absence, rather than her services or instruction, was in request, had been readily apparent to Elizabeth-Jane, simple as she seemed, and difficult as it was to attribute a motive for the desire.


  She had not been gone ten minutes when one of Lucetta’s servants was sent to Henchard’s with a note. The contents were briefly:—


  
    Dear Michael,—You will be standing in view of my house to-day for two or three hours in the course of your business, so do please call and see me. I am sadly disappointed that you have not come before, for can I help anxiety about my own equivocal relation to you?—especially now my aunt’s fortune has brought me more prominently before society? Your daughter’s presence here may be the cause of your neglect; and I have therefore sent her away for the morning. Say you come on business—I shall be quite alone.


    Lucetta.

  


  When the messenger returned her mistress gave directions that if a gentleman called he was to be admitted at once, and sat down to await results.


  Sentimentally she did not much care to see him—his delays had wearied her; but it was necessary; and with a sigh she arranged herself picturesquely in the chair; first this way, then that; next so that the light fell over her head. Next she flung herself on the couch in the cyma-recta curve which so became her, and with her arm over her brow looked towards the door. This, she decided, was the best position after all; and thus she remained till a man’s step was heard on the stairs. Whereupon Lucetta, forgetting her curve (for Nature was too strong for Art as yet), jumped up and ran and hid herself behind one of the window-curtains in a freak of timidity. In spite of the waning of passion the situation was an agitating one—she had not seen Henchard since his (supposed) temporary parting from her in Jersey.


  She could hear the servant showing the visitor into the room, shutting the door upon him, and leaving as if to go and look for her mistress. Lucetta flung back the curtain with a nervous greeting. The man before her was not Henchard.


  ♣


  XXIII


  A conjecture that her visitor might be some other person had, indeed, flashed through Lucetta’s mind when she was on the point of bursting out; but it was just too late to recede.


  He was years younger than the Mayor of Casterbridge; fair, fresh, and slenderly handsome. He wore genteel cloth leggings with white buttons, polished boots with infinite lace holes, light cord breeches under a black velveteen coat and waistcoat; and he had a silver-topped switch in his hand. Lucetta blushed, and said with a curious mixture of pout and laugh on her face—‘O, I’ve made a mistake!’


  The visitor, on the contrary, did not laugh half a wrinkle.


  ‘But I’m very sorry!’ he said, in deprecating tones. ‘I came and I inquired for Miss Henchard, and they showed me up heere, and in no case would I have caught ye so unmannerly if I had known!’


  ‘I was the unmannerly one,’ said she.


  ‘But is it that I have come to the wrong house, madam?’ said Mr. Farfrae, blinking a little in his bewilderment and nervously tapping his legging with his switch.


  ‘O no, sir,—sit down. You must come and sit down now you are here,’ replied Lucetta kindly, to relieve his embarrassment. ‘Miss Henchard will be here directly.[’]


  Now this was not strictly true; but that something about the young man—that hyperborean crispness, stringency, and charm, as of a well-braced musical instrument, which had awakened the interest of Henchard, and of Elizabeth-Jane, and of the Three Mariners’ jovial crew, at sight, made his unexpected presence here attractive to Lucetta. He hesitated, looked at the chair, thought there was no danger in it (though there was), and sat down.


  Farfrae’s sudden entry was simply the result of Henchard’s permission to him to see Elizabeth if he were minded to woo her. At first he had taken no notice of Henchard’s brusque letter; but an exceptionally fortunate business transaction put him on good terms with everybody, and revealed to him that he could undeniably marry if he chose. Then who so pleasing, thrifty, and satisfactory in every way as Elizabeth-Jane? Apart from her personal recommendations a reconciliation with his former friend Henchard would, in the natural course of things, flow from such a union. He therefore forgave the Mayor his curtness; and this morning on his way to the fair he had called at her house, where he learnt that she was staying at Miss Templeman’s. A little stimulated at not finding her ready and waiting—so fanciful are men!—he hastened on to High-Place Hall to encounter no Elizabeth but its mistress herself.


  ‘The fair to-day seems a large one,’ she said when, by a natural deviation, their eyes sought the busy scene without. ‘Your numerous fairs and markets keep me interested. How many things I think of while I watch from here!’


  He seemed in doubt how to answer, and the babble without reached them as they sat—voices as of wavelets on a lopping sea, one ever and anon rising above the rest. ‘Do you look out often?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes—very often.’


  ‘Do you look for any one you know?’


  Why should she have answered as she did?


  ‘I look as at a picture merely. But,’ she went on, turning pleasantly to him, ‘I may do so now—I may look for you. You are always there, are you not? Ah—I don’t mean it seriously! But it is amusing to look for somebody one knows in a crowd, even if one does not want him. It takes off the terrible oppressiveness of being surrounded by a throng, and having no point of junction with it through a single individual.’


  ‘Ay! Maybe you’ll be very lonely, ma’am?’


  ‘Nobody knows how lonely.’


  ‘But you are rich, they say?’


  ‘If so, I don’t know how to enjoy my riches. I came to Casterbridge thinking I should like to live here. But I wonder if I shall.’


  ‘Where did ye come from, ma’am?’


  ‘The neighbourhood of Bath.’


  ‘And I from near Edinboro’,’ he murmured. ‘It’s better to stay at home, and that’s true; but a man must live where his money is made. It is a great pity, but it’s always so! Yet I’ve done very well this year. O yes,’ he went on with ingenuous enthusiasm. ‘You see that man with the drab kerseymere coat? I bought largely of him in the autumn when wheat was down, and then afterwards when it rose a little I sold off all I had! It brought only a small profit to me; while the farmers kept theirs, expecting higher figures—yes, though the rats were gnawing the ricks hollow. Just when I sold the markets went lower, and I bought up the corn of those who had been holding back at less price than my first purchases. And then,’ cried Farfrae impetuously, his face alight, ‘I sold it a few weeks after, when it happened to go up again! And so, by contenting mysel’ with small profits frequently repeated, I soon made five hundred pounds—yes!’—(bringing down his hand upon the table, and quite forgetting where he was)—‘while the others by keeping theirs in hand made nothing at all!’


  Lucetta regarded him with a critical interest. He was quite a new type of person to her. At last his eye fell upon the lady’s and their glances met.


  ‘Ay, now, I’m wearying you!’ he exclaimed.


  She said, ‘No, indeed,’ colouring a shade.


  ‘What then?’


  ‘Quite otherwise. You are most interesting.’


  It was now Farfrae who showed the modest pink.


  ‘I mean all you Scotchmen,’ she added in hasty correction. ‘So free from Southern extremes. We common people are all one way or the other—warm or cold, passionate or frigid. You have both temperatures going on in you at the same time.’


  ‘But how do you mean that? Ye were best to explain clearly, ma’am.’


  ‘You are animated—then you are thinking of getting on. You are sad the next moment—then you are thinking of Scotland and friends.’


  ‘Yes. I think of home sometimes!’ he said simply.


  ‘So do I—as far as I can. But it was an old house where I was born, and they pulled it down for improvements, so I seem hardly to have any home to think of now.’


  Lucetta did not add, as she might have done, that the house was in St. Helier, and not in Bath.


  ‘But the mountains, and the mists and the rocks, they are there! And don’t they seem like home?’


  She shook her head.


  ‘They do to me—they do to me,’ he murmured. And his mind could be seen flying away northwards. Whether its origin were national or personal, it was quite true what Lucetta had said, that the curious double strands in Farfrae’s thread of life—the commercial and the romantic—were very distinct at times. Like the colours in a variegated cord those contrasts could be seen intertwisted, yet not mingling.


  ‘You are wishing you were back again,’ said she.


  ‘Ah, no, ma’am,’ said Farfrae, suddenly recalling himself.


  The fair without the windows was now raging thick and loud. It was the chief hiring fair of the year, and differed quite from the market of a few days earlier. In substance it was a whitey-brown crowd flecked with white—this being the body of labourers waiting for places. The long bonnets of the women, like waggon-tilts, their cotton gowns and checked shawls, mixed with the carters’ smockfrocks; for they, too, entered into the hiring. Among the rest, at the corner of the pavement, stood an old shepherd, who attracted the eyes of Lucetta and Farfrae by his stillness. He was evidently a chastened man. The battle of life had been a sharp one with him, for, to begin with, he was a man of small frame. He was now so bowed by hard work and years that, approaching from behind, a person could hardly see his head. He had planted the stem of his crook in the gutter and was resting upon the bow, which was polished to silver brightness by the long friction of his hands. He had quite forgotten where he was, and what he had come for, his eyes being bent on the ground. A little way off negotiations were proceeding which had reference to him; but he did not hear them, and there seemed to be passing through his mind pleasant visions of the hiring successes of his prime, when his skill laid open to him any farm for the asking.


  The negotiations were between a farmer from a distant county and the old man’s son. In these there was a difficulty. The farmer would not take the crust without the crumb of the bargain, in other words, the old man without the younger; and the son had a sweetheart on his present farm, who stood by, waiting the issue with pale lips.


  ‘I’m sorry to leave ye, Nelly,’ said the young man with emotion. ‘But, you see, I can’t starve father, and he’s out o’ work at Lady-day. ’Tis only thirty-five mile.’


  The girl’s lips quivered. ‘Thirty-five mile!’ she murmured. ‘Ah! ’tis enough! I shall never see ’ee again!’ It was, indeed, a hopeless length of traction for Dan Cupid’s magnet; for young men were young men at Casterbridge as elsewhere.


  ‘O! no, no—I never shall,’ she insisted, when he pressed her hand; and she turned her face to Lucetta’s wall to hide her weeping. The farmer said he would give the young man half-an-hour for his answer, and went away, leaving the group sorrowing.


  Lucetta’s eyes, full of tears, met Farfrae’s. His, too, to her surprise, were moist at the scene.


  ‘It is very hard,’ she said with strong feelings. ‘Lovers ought not to be parted like that! O, if I had my wish, I’d let people live and love at their pleasure!’


  ‘Maybe I can manage that they’ll not be parted,’ said Farfrae. ‘I want a young carter; and perhaps I’ll take the old man too—yes; he’ll not be very expensive, and doubtless he will answer my pairrpose somehow.’


  ‘O, you are so good!’ she cried, delighted. ‘Go and tell them, and let me know if you have succeeded!’


  Farfrae went out, and she saw him speak to the group. The eyes of all brightened; the bargain was soon struck. Farfrae returned to her immediately it was concluded.


  ‘It is kind-hearted of you, indeed,’ said Lucetta. ‘For my part, I have resolved that all my servants shall have lovers if they want them! Do make the same resolve!’


  Farfrae looked more serious, waving his head a half turn. ‘I must be a little stricter than that,’ he said.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You are a—a thriving woman; and I am a struggling hay-and-corn merchant.’


  ‘I am a very ambitious woman.’


  ‘Ah, well, I cannet explain. I don’t know how to talk to ladies, ambitious or no; and that’s true,’ said Donald with grave regret. ‘I try to be civil to a’ folk—no more!’


  ‘I see you are as you say,’ replied she, sensibly getting the upper hand in these exchanges of sentiment. Under this revelation of insight Farfrae again looked out of the window into the thick of the fair.


  Two farmers met and shook hands, and being quite near the window their remarks could be heard as others’ had been.


  ‘Have you seen young Mr. Farfrae this morning?’ asked one. ‘He promised to meet me here at the stroke of twelve; but I’ve gone athwart and about the fair half-a-dozen times, and never a sign of him: though he’s mostly a man to his word.’


  ‘I quite forgot the engagement,’ murmured Farfrae.


  ‘Now you must go,’ said she; ‘must you not?’


  ‘Yes,’ he replied. But he still remained.


  ‘You had better go,’ she urged. ‘You will lose a customer.’


  ‘Now, Miss Templeman, you will make me angry,’ exclaimed Farfrae.


  ‘Then suppose you don’t go; but stay a little longer?’


  He looked anxiously at the farmer who was seeking him, and who just then ominously walked across to where Henchard was standing, and he looked into the room and at her. ‘I like staying; but I fear I must go!’ he said. ‘Business ought not to be neglected, ought it?’


  ‘Not for a single minute.’


  ‘It’s true. I’ll come another time—if I may, ma’am?’


  ‘Certainly,’ she said. ‘What has happened to us to-day is very curious.’


  ‘Something to think over when we are alone, it’s like to be?’


  ‘Oh, I don’t know that. It is commonplace after all.’


  ‘No, I’ll not say that. O no!’


  ‘Well, whatever it has been, it is now over; and the market calls you to be gone.’


  ‘Yes, yes. Market—business! I wish there were no business in the warrld.’


  Lucetta almost laughed—she would quite have laughed—but that there was a little emotion going in her at the time. ‘How you change!’ she said. ‘You should not change like this.’


  ‘I have never wished such things before,’ said the Scotchman, with a simple, shamed, apologetic look for his weakness. ‘It is only since coming heere and seeing you!’


  ‘If that’s the case, you had better not look at me any longer. Dear me, I feel I have quite demoralized you!’


  ‘But look or look not, I will see you in my thoughts. Well, I’ll go—thank you for the pleasure of this visit.’


  ‘Thank you for staying.’


  ‘Maybe I’ll get into my market-mind when I’ve been out a few minutes,’ he murmured. ‘But I don’t know—I don’t know!’


  As he went she said eagerly, ‘You may hear them speak of me in Casterbridge as time goes on. If they tell you I’m a coquette, which some may, because of the incidents of my life, don’t believe it, for I am not.’


  ‘I swear I will not!’ he said fervidly.


  Thus the two. She had enkindled the young man’s enthusiasm till he was quite brimming with sentiment; while he, from merely affording her a new form of idleness had gone on to wake her serious solicitude. Why was this? They could not have told.


  Lucetta as a young girl would hardly have looked at a tradesman. But her ups and downs, capped by her indiscretions with Henchard, had made her uncritical as to station. In her poverty she had met with repulse from the society to which she had belonged, and she had no great zest for renewing an attempt upon it now. Her heart longed for some ark into which it could fly and be at rest. Rough or smooth she did not care so long as it was warm.


  Farfrae was shown out, it having entirely escaped him that he had called to see Elizabeth. Lucetta at the window watched him threading the maze of farmers and farmers’ men. She could see by his gait that he was conscious of her eyes, and her heart went out to him for his modesty—pleaded with her sense of his unfitness that he might be allowed to come again. He entered the market-house, and she could see him no more.


  Three minutes later, when she had left the window, knocks, not of multitude but of strength, sounded through the house, and the waiting-maid tripped up.


  ‘The Mayor,’ she said.


  Lucetta had reclined herself, and was looking dreamily through her fingers. She did not answer at once, and the maid repeated the information with the addition, ‘And he’s afraid he hasn’t much time to spare, he says.’


  ‘Oh! Then tell him that as I have a headache I won’t detain him to-day.’


  The message was taken down, and she heard the door close.


  Lucetta had come to Casterbridge to quicken Henchard’s feelings with regard to her. She had quickened them, and now she was indifferent to the achievement.


  Her morning view of Elizabeth-Jane as a disturbing element changed, and she no longer felt strongly the necessity of getting rid of the girl for her stepfather’s sake. When the young woman came in, sweetly unconscious of the turn in the tide, Lucetta went up to her, and said quite sincerely—


  ‘I’m so glad you’ve come. You’ll live with me a long time, won’t you?’


  Elizabeth as a watch-dog to keep her father off—what a new idea. Yet it was not unpleasing. Henchard had neglected her all these days, after compromising her indescribably in the past. The least he could have done when he found himself free, and herself affluent, would have been to respond heartily and promptly to her invitation.


  Her emotions rose, fell, undulated, filled her with wild surmise at their suddenness; and so passed Lucetta’s experiences of that day.


  ♣


  XXIV


  Poor Elizabeth-Jane, little thinking what her malignant star had done to blast the budding attentions she had won from Donald Farfrae, was glad to hear Lucetta’s words about remaining.


  For in addition to Lucetta’s house being a home, that raking view of the market-place which it afforded had as much attraction for her as for Lucetta. The carrefour was like the regulation Open Place in spectacular dramas, where the incidents that occur always happen to bear on the lives of the adjoining residents. Farmers, merchants, dairymen, quacks, hawkers, appeared there from week to week, and disappeared as the afternoon wasted away. It was the node of all orbits.


  From Saturday to Saturday was as from day to day with the two young women now. In an emotional sense they did not live at all during the intervals. Wherever they might go wandering on other days, on market-day they were sure to be at home. Both stole sly glances out of the window at Farfrae’s shoulders and poll. His face they seldom saw, for, either through shyness, or not to disturb his mercantile mood, he avoided looking towards their quarters.


  Thus things went on, till a certain market-morning brought a new sensation. Elizabeth and Lucetta were sitting at breakfast when a parcel containing two dresses arrived for the latter from London. She called Elizabeth from her breakfast, and entering her friend’s bedroom Elizabeth saw the gowns spread out on the bed, one of a deep cherry colour, the other lighter—a glove lying at the end of each sleeve, a bonnet at the top of each neck, and parasols across the gloves, Lucetta standing beside the suggested human figure in an attitude of contemplation.


  ‘I wouldn’t think so hard about it,’ said Elizabeth, marking the intensity with which Lucetta was alternating the question whether this or that would suit best.


  ‘But settling upon new clothes is so trying,’ said Lucetta. ‘You are that person’ (pointing to one of the arrangements), ‘or you are that totally different person’ (pointing to the other), ‘for the whole of the coming spring: and one of the two, you don’t know which, may turn out to be very objectionable.’


  It was finally decided by Miss Templeman that she would be the cherry-coloured person at all hazards. The dress was pronounced to be a fit, and Lucetta walked with it into the front room, Elizabeth following her.


  The morning was exceptionally bright for the time of year. The sun fell so flat on the houses and pavement opposite Lucetta’s residence that they poured their brightness into her rooms. Suddenly, after a rumbling of wheels, there were added to this steady light a fantastic series of circling irradiations upon the ceiling, and the companions turned to the window. Immediately opposite a vehicle of strange description had come to a standstill, as if it had been placed there for exhibition.


  It was the new-fashioned agricultural implement called a horse-drill, till then unknown, in its modern shape, in this part of the country, where the venerable seed-lip was still used for sowing as in the days of the Heptarchy. Its arrival created about as much sensation in the corn-market as a flying machine would create at Charing Cross. The farmers crowded round it, women drew near it, children crept under and into it. The machine was painted in bright hues of green, yellow, and red, and it resembled as a whole a compound of hornet, grasshopper, and shrimp, magnified enormously. Or it might have been likened to an upright musical instrument with the front gone. That was how it struck Lucetta. ‘Why, it is a sort of agricultural piano,’ she said.


  ‘It has something to do with corn,’ said Elizabeth.


  ‘I wonder who thought of introducing it here?’


  Donald Farfrae was in the minds of both as the innovator, for though not a farmer he was closely leagued with farming operations. And as if in response to their thought he came up at that moment, looked at the machine, walked round it, and handled it as if he knew something about its make. The two watchers had inwardly started at his coming, and Elizabeth left the window, went to the back of the room, and stood as if absorbed in the panelling of the wall. She hardly knew that she had done this till Lucetta, animated by the conjunction of her new attire with the sight of Farfrae, spoke out: ‘Let us go and look at the instrument, whatever it is.’


  Elizabeth-Jane’s bonnet and shawl were pitchforked on in a moment, and they went out. Among all the agriculturists gathering round the only appropriate possessor of the new machine seemed to be Lucetta, because she alone rivalled it in colour.


  They examined it curiously; observing the rows of trumpet-shaped tubes one within the other, the little scoops, like revolving salt-spoons, which tossed the seed into the upper ends of the tubes that conducted it to the ground; till somebody said, ‘Good morning, Elizabeth-Jane.’ She looked up, and there was her stepfather.


  His greeting had been somewhat dry and thunderous, and Elizabeth-Jane, embarrassed out of her equanimity, stammered at random, ‘This is the lady I live with, father—Miss Templeman.’


  Henchard put his hand to his hat, which he brought down with a great wave till it met his body at the knee. Miss Templeman bowed. ‘I am happy to become acquainted with you, Mr. Henchard,’ she said. ‘This is a curious machine.’


  ‘Yes,’ Henchard replied; and he proceeded to explain it, and still more forcibly to ridicule it.


  ‘Who brought it here?’ said Lucetta.


  ‘Oh, don’t ask me, ma’am!’ said Henchard. ‘The thing—why ’tis impossible it should act. ’Twas brought here by one of our machinists on the recommendation of a jumped-up jackanapes of a fellow who thinks——’ His eye caught Elizabeth-Jane’s imploring face, and he stopped, probably thinking that the suit might be progressing.


  He turned to go away. Then something seemed to occur which his stepdaughter fancied must really be a hallucination of hers. A murmur apparently came from Henchard’s lips in which she detected the words, ‘You refused to see me!’ reproachfully addressed to Lucetta. She could not believe that they had been uttered by her stepfather; unless, indeed, they might have been spoken to one of the yellow-gaitered farmers near them. Yet Lucetta seemed silent; and then all thought of the incident was dissipated by the humming of a song, which sounded as though from the interior of the machine. Henchard had by this time vanished into the market-house, and both the women glanced towards the corn-drill. They could see behind it the bent back of a man who was pushing his head into the internal works to master their simple secrets. The hummed song went on—


  
    ‘’Tw—s on a s—m—r aftern—n,


    A wee be—re the s—n w—nt d—n,


    When Kitty wi’ a braw n—w g—wn


    C—me ow’re the h—lls to Gowrie.’

  


  Elizabeth-Jane had apprehended the singer in a moment, and looked guilty of she did not know what. Lucetta next recognized him, and more mistress of herself said archly, ‘The “Lass of Gowrie” from the inside of a seed-drill—what a phenomenon!’


  Satisfied at last with his investigation the young man stood upright, and met their eyes across the summit.


  ‘We are looking at the wonderful new drill,’ Miss Templeman said. ‘But practically it is a stupid thing—is it not?’ she added, on the strength of Henchard’s information.


  ‘Stupid? O no!’ said Farfrae gravely. ‘It will revolutionize sowing heerabout! No more sowers flinging their seed about broadcast, so that some falls by the wayside and some among thorns, and all that. Each grain will go straight to its intended place, and nowhere else whatever!’


  ‘Then the romance of the sower is gone for good,’ observed Elizabeth-Jane, who felt herself at one with Farfrae in Bible-reading at least. ‘“He that observeth the wind shall not sow,” so the Preacher said; but his words will not be to the point any more. How things change!’


  ‘Ay; ay…. It must be so!’ Donald admitted, his gaze fixing itself on a blank point far away. ‘But the machines are already very common in the East and North of England,’ he added apologetically.


  Lucetta seemed to be outside this train of sentiment, her acquaintance with the Scriptures being somewhat limited. ‘Is the machine yours?’ she asked of Farfrae.


  ‘O no, madam,’ said he, becoming embarrassed and deferential at the sound of her voice, though with Elizabeth-Jane he was quite at his ease. ‘No, no—I merely recommended that it should be got.’


  In the silence which followed Farfrae appeared only conscious of her; to have passed from perception of Elizabeth into a brighter sphere of existence than she appertained to. Lucetta, discerning that he was much mixed that day, partly in his mercantile mood and partly in his romantic one, said gaily to him—


  ‘Well, don’t forsake the machine for us,’ and went indoors with her companion.


  The latter felt that she had been in the way, though why was unaccountable to her. Lucetta explained the matter somewhat by saying when they were again in the sitting-room—


  ‘I had occasion to speak to Mr. Farfrae the other day, and so I knew him this morning.’


  Lucetta was very kind towards Elizabeth that day. Together they saw the market thicken, and in course of time thin away with the slow decline of the sun towards the upper end of the town, its rays taking the street endways and enfilading the long thoroughfare from top to bottom. The gigs and vans disappeared one by one till there was not a vehicle in the street. The time of the riding world was over; the pedestrian world held sway. Field labourers and their wives and children trooped in from the villages for their weekly shopping, and instead of a rattle of wheels and a tramp of horses ruling the sound as earlier, there was nothing but the shuffle of many feet. All the implements were gone; all the farmers; all the moneyed class. The character of the town’s trading had changed from bulk to multiplicity, and pence were handled now as pounds had been handled earlier in the day.


  Lucetta and Elizabeth looked out upon this, for though it was night and the street lamps were lighted, they had kept their shutters unclosed. In the faint blink of the fire they spoke more freely.


  ‘Your father was distant with you,’ said Lucetta.


  ‘Yes.’ And having forgotten the momentary mystery of Henchard’s seeming speech to Lucetta she continued, ‘It is because he does not think I am respectable. I have tried to be so more than you can imagine, but in vain! My mother’s separation from my father was unfortunate for me. You don’t know what it is to have shadows like that upon your life.’


  Lucetta seemed to wince. ‘I do not—of that kind precisely,’ she said, ‘but you may feel a—sense of disgrace—shame—in other ways.’


  ‘Have you ever had any such feeling?’ said the younger innocently.


  ‘O no,’ said Lucetta quickly. ‘I was thinking of—what happens sometimes when women get themselves in strange positions in the eyes of the world from no fault of their own.’


  ‘It must make them very unhappy afterwards.’


  ‘It makes them anxious; for might not other women despise them?’


  ‘Not altogether despise them. Yet not quite like or respect them.’


  Lucetta winced again. Her past was by no means secure from investigation, even in Casterbridge. For one thing Henchard had never returned to her the cloud of letters she had written and sent him in her first excitement. Possibly they were destroyed; but she could have wished that they had never been written.


  The rencounter with Farfrae and his bearing towards Lucetta had made the reflective Elizabeth more observant of her brilliant and amiable companion. A few days afterwards, when her eyes met Lucetta’s as the latter was going out, she somehow knew that Miss Templeman was nourishing a hope of seeing the attractive Scotchman. The fact was printed large all over Lucetta’s cheeks and eyes to any one who could read her as Elizabeth-Jane was beginning to do. Lucetta passed on and closed the street door.


  A seer’s spirit took possession of Elizabeth, impelling her to sit down by the fire and divine events so surely from data already her own that they could be held as witnessed. She followed Lucetta thus mentally—saw her encounter Donald somewhere as if by chance—saw him wear his special look when meeting women, with an added intensity because this one was Lucetta. She depicted his impassioned manner; beheld the indecision of both between their lothness to separate and their desire not to be observed; depicted their shaking of hands; how they probably parted with frigidity in their general contour and movements, only in the smaller features showing the spark of passion, thus invisible to all but themselves. This discerning silent witch had not done thinking of these things when Lucetta came noiselessly behind her and made her start.


  It was all true as she had pictured—she could have sworn it. Lucetta had a heightened luminousness in her eye over and above the advanced colour of her cheeks.


  ‘You’ve seen Mr. Farfrae,’ said Elizabeth demurely.


  ‘Yes,’ said Lucetta. ‘How did you know?’


  She knelt down on the hearth and took her friend’s hands excitedly in her own. But after all she did not say when or how she had seen him or what he had said.


  That night she became restless; in the morning she was feverish; and at breakfast-time she told her companion that she had something on her mind—something which concerned a person in whom she was interested much. Elizabeth was earnest to listen and sympathize.


  ‘This person—a lady—once admired a man much—very much,’ she said tentatively.


  ‘Ah,’ said Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘They were intimate—rather. He did not think so deeply of her as she did of him. But in an impulsive moment, purely out of reparation, he proposed to make her his wife. She agreed. But there was an unexpected hitch in the proceedings; though she had been so far compromised with him that she felt she could never belong to another man, as a pure matter of conscience, even if she should wish to. After that they were much apart, heard nothing of each other for a long time, and she felt her life quite closed up for her.’


  ‘Ah—poor girl!’


  ‘She suffered much on account of him; though I should add that he could not altogether be blamed for what had happened. At last the obstacle which separated them was providentially removed; and he came to marry her.’


  ‘How delightful!’


  ‘But in the interval she—my poor friend—had seen a man she liked better than him. Now comes the point: Could she in honour dismiss the first?’


  ‘A new man she liked better—that’s bad!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Lucetta, looking pained at a boy who was swinging the town pump-handle. ‘It is bad! Though you must remember that she was forced into an equivocal position with the first man by an accident—that he was not so well educated or refined as the second, and that she had discovered some qualities in the first that rendered him less desirable as a husband than she had at first thought him to be.’


  ‘I cannot answer,’ said Elizabeth-Jane thoughtfully. ‘It is so difficult. It wants a Pope to settle that!’


  ‘You prefer not to, perhaps?’ Lucetta showed in her appealing tone how much she leant on Elizabeth’s judgment.


  ‘Yes, Miss Templeman,’ admitted Elizabeth. ‘I would rather not say.’


  Nevertheless, Lucetta seemed relieved by the simple fact of having opened out the situation a little, and was slowly convalescent of her headache. ‘Bring me a looking-glass. How do I appear to people?’ she said languidly.


  ‘Well—a little worn,’ answered Elizabeth, eyeing her as a critic eyes a doubtful painting; fetching the glass she enabled Lucetta to survey herself in it, which Lucetta anxiously did.


  ‘I wonder if I wear well, as times go!’ she observed after a while.


  ‘Yes—fairly.’


  ‘Where am I worst?’


  ‘Under your eyes—I notice a little brownness there.’


  ‘Yes. That is my worst place, I know. How many years more do you think I shall last before I get hopelessly plain?’


  There was something curious in the way in which Elizabeth, though the younger, had come to play the part of experienced sage in these discussions. ‘It may be five years,’ she said judicially. ‘Or, with a quiet life, as many as ten. With no love you might calculate on ten.’


  Lucetta seemed to reflect on this as on an unalterable, impartial verdict. She told Elizabeth-Jane no more of the past attachment she had roughly adumbrated as the experiences of a third person; and Elizabeth, who in spite of her philosophy was very tender-hearted, sighed that night in bed at the thought that her pretty, rich Lucetta did not treat her to the full confidence of names and dates in her confessions. For by the ‘she’ of Lucetta’s story Elizabeth had not been beguiled.


  ♣


  XXV


  The next phase of the supersession of Henchard in Lucetta’s heart was an experiment in calling on her performed by Farfrae with some apparent trepidation. Conventionally speaking he conversed with both Miss Templeman and her companion; but in fact it was rather that Elizabeth sat invisible in the room. Donald appeared not to see her at all, and answered her wise little remarks with curtly indifferent monosyllables, his looks and faculties hanging on the woman who could boast of a more Protean variety in her phases, moods, opinions, and also principles, than could Elizabeth. Lucetta had persisted in dragging her into the circle; but she had remained like an awkward third point which that circle would not touch.


  Susan Henchard’s daughter bore up against the frosty ache of the treatment, as she had borne up under worse things, and contrived as soon as possible to get out of the inharmonious room without being missed. The Scotchman seemed hardly the same Farfrae who had danced with her and walked with her in a delicate poise between love and friendship—that period in the history of a love when alone it can be said to be unalloyed with pain.


  She stoically looked from her bedroom window, and contemplated her fate as if it were written on the top of the church-tower hard by. ‘Yes,’ she said at last, bringing down her palm upon the sill with a pat: ‘He is the second man of that story she told me!’


  All this time Henchard’s smouldering sentiments towards Lucetta had been fanned into higher and higher inflammation by the circumstances of the case. He was discovering that the young woman for whom he once felt a pitying warmth which had been almost chilled out of him by reflection, was, when now qualified with a slight inaccessibility and a more matured beauty, the very being to make him satisfied with life. Day after day proved to him, by her silence, that it was no use to think of bringing her round by holding aloof; so he gave in, and called upon her again, Elizabeth-Jane being absent.


  He crossed the room to her with a heavy tread of some awkwardness, his strong, warm gaze upon her—like the sun beside the moon in comparison with Farfrae’s modest look—and with something of a hail-fellow bearing, as, indeed, was not unnatural. But she seemed so transubstantiated by her change of position, and held out her hand to him in such cool friendship, that he became deferential, and sat down with a perceptible loss of power. He understood but little of fashion in dress, yet enough to feel himself inadequate in appearance beside her whom he had hitherto been dreaming of as almost his property. She said something very polite about his being good enough to call. This caused him to recover balance. He looked her oddly in the face, losing his awe.


  ‘Why, of course I have called, Lucetta,’ he said. ‘What does that nonsense mean? You know I couldn’t have helped myself if I had wished—that is, if I had any kindness at all. I’ve called to say that I am ready, as soon as custom will permit, to give you my name in return for your devotion, and what you lost by it in thinking too little of yourself and too much of me; to say that you can fix the day or month, with my full consent, whenever in your opinion it would be seemly: you know more of these things than I.’


  ‘It is full early yet,’ she said evasively.


  ‘Yes, yes; I suppose it is. But you know, Lucetta, I felt directly my poor ill-used Susan died, and when I could not bear the idea of marrying again, that after what had happened between us it was my duty not to let any unnecessary delay occur before putting things to rights. Still, I wouldn’t call in a hurry, because—well, you can guess how this money you’ve come into made me feel.’ His voice slowly fell; he was conscious that in this room his accents and manner wore a roughness not observable in the street. He looked about the room at the novel hangings and ingenious furniture with which she had surrounded herself.


  ‘Upon my life I didn’t know such furniture as this could be bought in Casterbridge,’ he said.


  ‘Nor can it be,’ said she. ‘Nor will it till fifty years more of civilization have passed over the town. It took a waggon and four horses to get it here.’


  ‘H’m. It looks as if you were living on capital.’


  ‘O no, I am not.’


  ‘So much the better. But the fact is, your setting up like this makes my bearing towards you rather awkward.’


  ‘Why?’


  An answer was not really needed, and he did not furnish one. ‘Well,’ he went on, ‘there’s nobody in the world I would have wished to see enter into this wealth before you, Lucetta, and nobody, I am sure, who will become it more.’ He turned to her with congratulatory admiration so fervid that she shrank somewhat, notwithstanding that she knew him so well.


  ‘I am greatly obliged to you for all that,’ said she, rather with an air of speaking ritual. The stint of reciprocal feeling was perceived, and Henchard showed chagrin at once—nobody was more quick to show that than he.


  ‘You may be obliged or not for’t. Though the things I say may not have the polish of what you’ve lately learnt to expect for the first time in your life, they are real, my lady Lucetta.’


  ‘That’s rather a rude way of speaking to me,’ pouted Lucetta, with stormy eyes.


  ‘Not at all!’ replied Henchard hotly. ‘But there, there, I don’t wish to quarrel with ’ee. I come with an honest proposal for silencing your Jersey enemies, and you ought to be thankful.’


  ‘How can you speak so!’ she answered, firing quickly. ‘Knowing that my only crime was the indulging in a foolish girl’s passion for you with too little regard for correctness, and that I was what I call innocent all the time they called me guilty, you ought not to be so cutting! I suffered enough at that worrying time, when you wrote to tell me of your wife’s return and my consequent dismissal, and if I am a little independent now, surely the privilege is due to me!’


  ‘Yes, it is,’ he said. ‘But it is not by what is, in this life, but by what appears, that you are judged; and I therefore think you ought to accept me—for your own good name’s sake. What is known in your native Jersey may get known here.’


  ‘How you keep on about Jersey! I am English!’


  ‘Yes, yes. Well, what do you say to my proposal?’


  For the first time in their acquaintance Lucetta had the move; and yet she was backward. ‘For the present let things be,’ she said with some embarrassment. ‘Treat me as an acquaintance; and I’ll treat you as one. Time will——’ she stopped; and he said nothing to fill the gap for awhile, there being no pressure of half acquaintance to drive them into speech if they were not minded for it.


  ‘That’s the way the wind blows, is it?’ he said at last grimly, nodding an affirmative to his own thoughts.


  A yellow flood of reflected sunlight filled the room for a few instants. It was produced by the passing of a load of newly trussed hay from the country, in a waggon marked with Farfrae’s name. Beside it rode Farfrae himself on horseback. Lucetta’s face became—as a woman’s face becomes when the man she loves rises upon her gaze like an apparition.


  A turn of the eye by Henchard, a glance from the window, and the secret of her inaccessibility would have been revealed. But Henchard in estimating her tone was looking down so plumb-straight that he did not note the warm consciousness upon Lucetta’s face.


  ‘I shouldn’t have thought it—I shouldn’t have thought it of women!’ he said emphatically by-and-by, rising and shaking himself into activity; while Lucetta was so anxious to divert him from any suspicion of the truth that she asked him to be in no hurry. Bringing him some apples she insisted upon paring one for him.


  He would not take it. ‘No, no; such is not for me,’ he said drily, and moved to the door. At going out he turned his eye upon her.


  ‘You came to live in Casterbridge entirely on my account,’ he said. ‘Yet now you are here you won’t have anything to say to my offer!’


  He had hardly gone down the staircase when she dropped upon the sofa and jumped up again in a fit of desperation. ‘I will love him!’ she cried passionately; ‘as for him—he’s hot-tempered and stern, and it would be madness to bind myself to him knowing that. I won’t be a slave to the past—I’ll love where I choose!’


  Yet having decided to break away from Henchard one might have supposed her capable of aiming higher than Farfrae. But Lucetta reasoned nothing: she feared hard words from the people with whom she had been earlier associated; she had no relatives left; and with native lightness of heart took kindly to what fate offered.


  Elizabeth-Jane, surveying the position of Lucetta between her two lovers from the crystalline sphere of a straightforward mind, did not fail to perceive that her father, as she called him, and Donald Farfrae became more desperately enamoured of her friend every day. On Farfrae’s side it was the unforced passion of youth. On Henchard’s the artificially stimulated coveting of maturer age.


  The pain she experienced from the almost absolute obliviousness to her existence that was shown by the pair of them became at times half dissipated by her sense of its humorousness. When Lucetta had pricked her finger they were as deeply concerned as if she were dying; when she herself had been seriously sick or in danger they uttered a conventional word of sympathy at the news, and forgot all about it immediately. But, as regarded Henchard, this perception of hers also caused her some filial grief; she could not help asking what she had done to be neglected so, after the professions of solicitude he had made. As regarded Farfrae, she thought, after honest reflection, that it was quite natural. What was she beside Lucetta?—as one of the ‘meaner beauties of the night,’ when the moon had risen in the skies.


  She had learnt the lesson of renunciation, and was as familiar with the wreck of each day’s wishes as with the diurnal setting of the sun. If her earthly career had taught her few book philosophies it had at least well practised her in this. Yet her experience had consisted less in a series of pure disappointments than in a series of substitutions. Continually it had happened that what she had desired had not been granted her, and that what had been granted her she had not desired. So she viewed with an approach to equanimity the now cancelled days when Donald had been her undeclared lover, and wondered what unwished-for thing Heaven might send her in place of him.


  ♣


  XXVI


  It chanced that on a fine spring morning Henchard and Farfrae met in the chestnut-walk which ran along the south wall of the town. Each had just come out from his early breakfast, and there was not another soul near. Henchard was reading a letter from Lucetta, sent in answer to a note from him, in which she made some excuse for not immediately granting him a second interview that he had desired.


  Donald had no wish to enter into conversation with his former friend on their present constrained terms; neither would he pass him in scowling silence. He nodded, and Henchard did the same. They had receded from each other several paces when a voice cried ‘Farfrae!’ It was Henchard’s, who stood regarding him.


  ‘Do you remember,’ said Henchard, as if it were the presence of the thought and not of the man which made him speak, ‘do you remember my story of that second woman—who suffered for her thoughtless intimacy with me?’


  ‘I do,’ said Farfrae.


  ‘Do you remember my telling ’ee how it all began and how it ended?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I have offered to marry her now that I can; but she won’t marry me. Now what would you think of her—I put it to you?’


  ‘Well, ye owe her nothing more now,’ said Farfrae heartily.


  ‘It is true,’ said Henchard, and went on.


  That he had looked up from a letter to ask his questions completely shut out from Farfrae’s mind all vision of Lucetta as the culprit. Indeed, her present position was so different from that of the young woman of Henchard’s story as of itself to be sufficient to blind him absolutely to her identity. As for Henchard, he was reassured by Farfrae’s words and manner against a suspicion which had crossed his mind. They were not those of a conscious rival.


  Yet that there was rivalry by some one he was firmly persuaded. He could feel it in the air around Lucetta, see it in the turn of her pen. There was an antagonistic force in exercise, so that when he had tried to hang near her he seemed standing in a refluent current. That it was not innate caprice he was more and more certain. Her windows gleamed as if they did not want him; her curtains seemed to hang slily, as if they screened an ousting presence. To discover whose presence that was—whether really Farfrae’s after all, or another’s—he exerted himself to the utmost to see her again; and at length succeeded.


  At the interview, when she offered him tea, he made it a point to launch a cautious inquiry if she knew Mr. Farfrae.


  O yes, she knew him, she declared; she could not help knowing almost everybody in Casterbridge, living in such a gazebo over the centre and arena of the town.


  ‘Pleasant young fellow,’ said Henchard.


  ‘Yes,’ said Lucetta.


  ‘We both know him,’ said kind Elizabeth-Jane, to relieve her companion’s divined embarrassment.


  There was a knock at the door; literally, three full knocks and a little one at the end.


  ‘That kind of knock means half-and-half—somebody between gentle and simple,’ said the corn-merchant to himself. ‘I shouldn’t wonder therefore if it is he.’ In a few seconds surely enough Donald walked in.


  Lucetta was full of little fidgets and flutters, which increased Henchard’s suspicions without affording any special proof of their correctness. He was well-nigh ferocious at the sense of the queer situation in which he stood towards this woman. One who had reproached him for deserting her when calumniated, who had urged claims upon his consideration on that account, who had lived waiting for him, who at the first decent moment had come to ask him to rectify, by making her his, the false position into which she had placed herself for his sake; such she had been. And now he sat at her tea-table eager to gain her attention, and in his amatory rage feeling the other man present to be a villain, just as any young fool of a lover might feel.


  They sat stiffly side by side at the darkening table, like some Tuscan painting of the two disciples supping at Emmaus. Lucetta, forming the third and haloed figure, was opposite them; Elizabeth-Jane, being out of the game, and out of the group, could observe all from afar, like the evangelist who had to write it down: that there were long spaces of taciturnity, when all exterior circumstance was subdued to the touch of spoons and china, the click of a heel on the pavement under the window, the passing of a wheelbarrow or cart, the whistling of the carter, the gush of water into householders’ buckets at the town-pump opposite; the exchange of greetings among their neighbours, and the rattle of the yokes by which they carried off their evening supply.


  ‘More bread-and-butter?’ said Lucetta to Henchard and Farfrae equally, holding out between them a plateful of long slices. Henchard took a slice by one end and Donald by the other; each feeling certain he was the man meant; neither let go, and the slice came in two.


  ‘Oh—I am so sorry!’ cried Lucetta, with a nervous titter. Farfrae tried to laugh; but he was too much in love to see the incident in any but a tragic light.


  ‘How ridiculous of all three of them!’ said Elizabeth to herself.


  Henchard left the house with a ton of conjecture, though without a grain of proof, that the counter-attraction was Farfrae; and therefore he would not make up his mind. Yet to Elizabeth-Jane it was plain as the town-pump that Donald and Lucetta were incipient lovers. More than once, in spite of her care, Lucetta had been unable to restrain her glance from flitting across into Farfrae’s eyes like a bird to its nest. But Henchard was constructed upon too large a scale to discern such minutiæ as these by an evening light, which to him were as the notes of an insect that lie above the compass of the human ear.


  But he was disturbed. And the sense of occult rivalry in suitorship was so much superadded to the palpable rivalry of their business lives. To the coarse materiality of that rivalry it added an inflaming soul.


  The thus vitalized antagonism took the form of action by Henchard sending for Jopp, the manager originally displaced by Farfrae’s arrival. Henchard had frequently met this man about the streets, observed that his clothing spoke of neediness, heard that he lived in Mixen Lane—a back slum of the town, the pis aller of Casterbridge domiciliation—itself almost a proof that a man had reached a stage when he would not stick at trifles.


  Jopp came after dark, by the gates of the store-yard, and felt his way through the hay and straw to the office where Henchard sat in solitude awaiting him.


  ‘I am again out of a foreman,’ said the corn-factor. ‘Are you in a place?’


  ‘Not so much as a beggar’s, sir.’


  ‘How much do you ask?’


  Jopp named his price, which was very moderate.


  ‘When can you come?’


  ‘At this hour and moment, sir,’ said Jopp, who, standing hands-pocketed at the street corner till the sun had faded the shoulders of his coat to scarecrow green, had regularly watched Henchard in the market-place, measured him, and learnt him, by virtue of the power which the still man has in his stillness of knowing the busy one better than he knows himself. Jopp, too, had had a convenient experience; he was the only one in Casterbridge besides Henchard and the close-lipped Elizabeth who knew that Lucetta came truly from Jersey, and but proximately from Bath. ‘I know Jersey, too, sir,’ he said. ‘Was living there when you used to do business that way. O yes—have often seen ye there.’


  ‘Indeed! Very good. Then the thing is settled. The testimonials you showed me when you first tried for’t are sufficient.’


  That characters deteriorate in time of need possibly did not occur to Henchard. Jopp said, ‘Thank you,’ and stood more firmly, in the consciousness that at last he officially belonged to that spot.


  ‘Now,’ said Henchard, digging his strong eyes into Jopp’s face, ‘one thing is necessary to me, as the biggest corn-and-hay-dealer in these parts. The Scotchman, who’s taking the town trade so bold into his hands, must be cut out. D’ye hear? We two can’t live side by side—that’s clear and certain.’


  ‘I’ve seen it all,’ said Jopp.


  ‘By fair competition I mean, of course,’ Henchard continued. ‘But as hard, keen, and unflinching as fair—rather more so. By such a desperate bid against him for the farmers’ custom as will grind him into the ground—starve him out. I’ve capital, mind ye, and I can do it.’


  ‘I’m all that way of thinking,’ said the new foreman. Jopp’s dislike of Farfrae as the man who had once usurped his place, while it made him a willing tool, made him, at the same time, commercially as unsafe a colleague as Henchard could have chosen.


  ‘I sometimes think,’ he added, ‘that he must have some glass that he sees next year in. He has such a knack of making everything bring him fortune.’


  ‘He’s deep beyond all honest men’s discerning; but we must make him shallower. We’ll under-sell him, and over-buy him, and so snuff him out.’


  They then entered into specific details of the process by which this would be accomplished, and parted at a late hour.


  Elizabeth-Jane heard by accident that Jopp had been engaged by her stepfather. She was so fully convinced that he was not the right man for the place that, at the risk of making Henchard angry, she expressed her apprehension to him when they met. But it was done to no purpose. Henchard shut up her argument with a sharp rebuff.


  The season’s weather seemed to favour their scheme. The time was in the years immediately before foreign competition had revolutionized the trade in grain; when still, as from the earliest ages, the wheat quotations from month to month depended entirely upon the home harvest. A bad harvest, or the prospect of one, would double the price of corn in a few weeks; and the promise of a good yield would lower it as rapidly. Prices were like the roads of the period, steep in gradient, reflecting in their phases the local conditions, without engineering, levellings, or averages.


  The farmer’s income was ruled by the wheat-crop within his own horizon, and the wheat-crop by the weather. Thus, in person, he became a sort of flesh-barometer, with feelers always directed to the sky and wind around him. The local atmosphere was everything to him; the atmospheres of other countries a matter of indifference. The people, too, who were not farmers, the rural multitude, saw in the god of the weather a more important personage than they do now. Indeed, the feeling of the peasantry in this matter was so intense as to be almost unrealizable in these equable days. Their impulse was well-nigh to prostrate themselves in lamentation before untimely rains and tempests, which came as the Alastor of those households whose crime it was to be poor.


  After midsummer they watched the weather-cocks as men waiting in antechambers watch the lackey. Sun elated them; quiet rain sobered them; weeks of watery tempest stupefied them. That aspect of the sky which they now regard as disagreeable they then beheld as maleficent.


  It was June, and the weather was very unfavourable. Casterbridge, being as it were the bell-board on which all the adjacent hamlets and villages sounded their notes, was decidedly dull. Instead of new articles in the shop-windows those that had been rejected in the foregoing summer were brought out again; superseded reap-hooks, badly-shaped rakes, shop-worn leggings, and time-stiffened water-tights reappeared, furbished up as near to new as possible.


  Henchard, backed by Jopp, read a disastrous garnering, and resolved to base his strategy against Farfrae upon that reading. But before acting he wished—what so many have wished—that he could know for certain what was at present only strong probability. He was superstitious—as such head-strong natures often are—and he nourished in his mind an idea bearing on the matter; an idea he shrank from disclosing even to Jopp.


  In a lonely hamlet a few miles from the town—so lonely that what are called lonely villages were teeming by comparison—there lived a man of curious repute as a forecaster or weather-prophet. The way to his house was crooked and miry—even difficult in the present unpropitious season. One evening when it was raining so heavily that ivy and laurel resounded like distant musketry, and an out-door man could be excused for shrouding himself to his ears and eyes, such a shrouded figure on foot might have been perceived travelling in the direction of the hazel-copse which dripped over the prophet’s cot. The turnpike-road became a lane, the lane a cart-track, the cart-track a bridle-path, the bridle-path a foot-way, the foot-way overgrown. The solitary walker slipped here and there, and stumbled over the natural springes formed by the brambles, till at length he reached the house, which, with its garden, was surrounded with a high, dense hedge. The cottage, comparatively a large one, had been built of mud by the occupier’s own hands, and thatched also by himself. Here he had always lived, and here it was assumed he would die.


  He existed on unseen supplies; for it was an anomalous thing that while there was hardly a soul in the neighbourhood but affected to laugh at this man’s assertions, uttering the formula, ‘There’s nothing in ’em,’ with full assurance on the surface of their faces, very few of them were unbelievers in their secret hearts. Whenever they consulted him they did it ‘for a fancy.’ When they paid him they said, ‘Just a trifle for Christmas,’ or ‘Candlemas,’ as the case might be.


  He would have preferred more honesty in his clients, and less sham ridicule; but fundamental belief consoled him for superficial irony. As stated, he was enabled to live; people supported him with their backs turned. He was sometimes astonished that men could profess so little and believe so much at his house, when at church they professed so much and believed so little.


  Behind his back he was called ‘Wide-oh,’ on account of his reputation; to his face ‘Mr.’ Fall.


  The hedge of his garden formed an arch over the entrance, and a door was inserted as in a wall. Outside the door the tall traveller stopped, bandaged his face with a handkerchief as if he were suffering from toothache, and went up the path. The window shutters were not closed, and he could see the prophet within, preparing his supper.


  In answer to the knock Fall came to the door, candle in hand. The visitor stepped back a little from the light, and said, ‘Can I speak to ’ee?’ in significant tones. The other’s invitation to come in was responded to by the country formula, ‘This will do, thank ’ee,’ after which the householder has no alternative but to come out. He placed the candle on the corner of the dresser, took his hat from a nail, and joined the stranger in the porch, shutting the door behind him.


  ‘I’ve long heard that you can—do things of a sort?’ began the other, repressing his individuality as much as he could.


  ‘Maybe so, Mr. Henchard,’ said the weather-caster.


  ‘Ah—why do you call me that?’ asked the visitor with a start.


  ‘Because it’s your name. Feeling you’d come I’ve waited for ’ee; and thinking you might be leery from your walk I laid two supper plates—look ye here.’ He threw open the door and disclosed the supper-table, at which appeared a second chair, knife and fork, plate and mug, as he had declared.


  Henchard felt like Saul at his reception by Samuel; he remained in silence for a few moments, then throwing off the disguise of frigidity which he had hitherto preserved he said, ‘Then I have not come in vain…. Now, for instance, can ye charm away warts?’


  ‘Without trouble.’


  ‘Cure the evil?’


  ‘That I’ve done—with consideration—if they will wear the toad-bag by night as well as by day.’


  ‘Forecast the weather?’


  ‘With labour and time.’


  ‘Then take this,’ said Henchard. ‘’Tis a crown-piece. Now, what is the harvest fortnight to be? When can I know?’


  ‘I’ve worked it out already, and you can know at once.’ (The fact was that five farmers had already been there on the same errand from different parts of the country.) ‘By the sun, moon, and stars, by the clouds, the winds, the trees, and grass, the candle-flame and swallows, the smell of the herbs; likewise by the cats’ eyes, the ravens, the leeches, the spiders, and the dungmixen, the last fortnight in August will be—rain and tempest.’


  ‘You are not certain, of course?’


  ‘As one can be in a world where all’s unsure. ’Twill be more like living in Revelations this autumn than in England. Shall I sketch it out for ’ee in a scheme?’


  ‘O no, no,’ said Henchard. ‘I don’t altogether believe in forecasts, come to second thoughts on such. But I——’


  ‘You don’t—you don’t—’tis quite understood,’ said Wide-oh, without a sound of scorn. ‘You have given me a crown because you’ve one too many. But won’t you join me at supper, now ’tis waiting and all?’


  Henchard would gladly have joined; for the savour of the stew had floated from the cottage into the porch with such appetizing distinctness that the meat, the onions, the pepper, and the herbs could be severally recognized by his nose. But as sitting down to hob-and-nob there would have seemed to mark him too implicitly as the weather-caster’s apostle, he declined, and went his way.


  The next Saturday Henchard bought grain to such an enormous extent that there was quite a talk about his purchases among his neighbours the lawyer, the wine merchant, and the doctor; also on the next, and on all available days. When his granaries were full to choking, all the weathercocks of Casterbridge creaked and set their faces in another direction, as if tired of the south-west. The weather changed; the sunlight, which had been like tin for weeks, assumed the hues of topaz. The temperament of the welkin passed from the phlegmatic to the sanguine; an excellent harvest was almost a certainty; and as a consequence prices rushed down.


  All these transformations, lovely to the outsider, to the wrong-headed corn-dealer were terrible. He was reminded of what he had well known before, that a man might gamble upon the square green areas of fields as readily as upon those of a card-room.


  Henchard had backed bad weather, and apparently lost. He had mistaken the turn of the flood for the turn of the ebb. His dealings had been so extensive that settlement could not long be postponed, and to settle he was obliged to sell off corn that he had bought only a few weeks before at figures higher by many shillings a quarter. Much of the corn he had never seen; it had not even been moved from the ricks in which it lay stacked miles away. Thus he lost heavily.


  In the blaze of an early August day he met Farfrae in the market-place. Farfrae knew of his dealings (though he did not guess their intended bearing on himself) and commiserated him; for since their exchange of words in the South Walk they had been on stiffly speaking terms. Henchard for the moment appeared to resent the sympathy; but he suddenly took a careless turn.


  ‘Ho, no, no!—nothing serious, man!’ he cried with fierce gaiety. ‘These things always happen, don’t they? I know it has been said that figures have touched me tight lately; but is that anything rare? The case is not so bad as folk make out perhaps. And dammy, a man must be a fool to mind the common hazards of trade!’


  But he had to enter the Casterbridge Bank that day for reasons which had never before sent him there—and to sit a long time in the partners’ room with a constrained bearing. It was rumoured soon after that much real property as well as vast stores of produce, which had stood in Henchard’s name in the town and neighbourhood, was actually the possession of his bankers.


  Coming down the steps of the bank he encountered Jopp. The gloomy transactions just completed within had added fever to the original sting of Farfrae’s sympathy that morning, which Henchard fancied might be satire disguised, so that Jopp met with anything but a bland reception. The latter was in the act of taking off his hat to wipe his forehead, and saying, ‘A fine hot day,’ to an acquaintance.


  ‘You can wipe and wipe, and say, “A fine hot day,” can ye!’ cried Henchard in a savage undertone, imprisoning Jopp between himself and the bank wall. ‘If it hadn’t been for your blasted advice it might have been a fine day enough! Why did ye let me go on, hey?—when a word of doubt from you or anybody would have made me think twice! For you can never be sure of weather till ’tis past.’


  ‘My advice, sir, was to do what you thought best.’


  ‘A useful fellow! And the sooner you help somebody else in that way the better!’ Henchard continued his address to Jopp in similar terms till it ended in Jopp’s dismissal there and then, Henchard turning upon his heel and leaving him.


  ‘You shall be sorry for this, sir; sorry as a man can be!’ said Jopp, standing pale, and looking after the corn-merchant as he disappeared in the crowd of market-men hard by.


  ♣


  XXVII


  It was the eve of harvest. Prices being low Farfrae was buying. As was usual, after reckoning too surely on famine weather the local farmers had flown to the other extreme, and (in Farfrae’s opinion) were selling off too recklessly—calculating with just a trifle too much certainty upon an abundant yield. So he went on buying old corn at its comparatively ridiculous price: for the produce of the previous year, though not large, had been of excellent quality.


  When Henchard had squared his affairs in a disastrous way, and got rid of his burdensome purchases at a monstrous loss, the harvest began. There were three days of excellent weather, and then—‘What if that curst conjuror should be right after all!’ said Henchard.


  The fact was, that no sooner had the sickles begun to play than the atmosphere suddenly felt as if cress would grow in it without other nourishment. It rubbed people’s cheeks like damp flannel when they walked abroad. There was a gusty, high, warm wind; isolated raindrops starred the window-panes at remote distances: the sunlight would flap out like a quickly opened fan, throw the pattern of the window upon the floor of the room in a milky, colourless shine, and withdraw as suddenly as it had appeared.


  From that day and hour it was clear that there was not to be so successful an ingathering after all. If Henchard had only waited long enough he might at least have avoided loss though he had not made a profit. But the momentum of his character knew no patience. At this turn of the scales he remained silent. The movements of his mind seemed to tend to the thought that some power was working against him.


  ‘I wonder,’ he asked himself with eerie misgiving; ‘I wonder if it can be that somebody has been roasting a waxen image of me, or stirring an unholy brew to confound me! I don’t believe in such power; and yet—what if they should ha’ been doing it!’ Even he could not admit that the perpetrator, if any, might be Farfrae. These isolated hours of superstition came to Henchard in time of moody depression, when all his practical largeness of view had oozed out of him.


  Meanwhile Donald Farfrae prospered. He had purchased in so depressed a market that the present moderate stiffness of prices was sufficient to pile for him a large heap of gold where a little one had been.


  ‘Why, he’ll soon be Mayor!’ said Henchard. It was indeed hard that the speaker should, of all others, have to follow the triumphal chariot of this man to the Capitol.


  The rivalry of the masters was taken up by the men.


  September-night shades had fallen upon Casterbridge; the clocks had struck half-past eight, and the moon had risen. The streets of the town were curiously silent for such a comparatively early hour. A sound of jangling horse-bells and heavy wheels passed up the street. These were followed by angry voices outside Lucetta’s house, which led her and Elizabeth-Jane to run to the windows, and pull up the blinds.


  The neighbouring Market House and Town Hall abutted against its next neighbour the Church except in the lower storey, where an arched thoroughfare gave admittance to a large square called Bull Stake. A stone post rose in the midst, to which the oxen had formerly been tied for baiting with dogs to make them tender before they were killed in the adjoining shambles. In a corner stood the stocks.


  The thoroughfare leading to this spot was now blocked by two four-horse waggons and horses, one laden with hay-trusses, the leaders having already passed each other, and become entangled head to tail. The passage of the vehicles might have been practicable if empty; but built up with hay to the bedroom windows as one was, it was impossible.


  ‘You must have done it a’ purpose!’ said Farfrae’s waggoner. ‘You can hear my horses’ bells half-a-mile such a night as this!’


  ‘If ye’d been minding your business instead of zwailing along in such a gawk-hammer way, you would have zeed me!’ retorted the wroth representative of Henchard.


  However, according to the strict rule of the road it appeared that Henchard’s man was most in the wrong; he therefore attempted to back into the High Street. In doing this the near hind-wheel rose against the churchyard wall, and the whole mountainous load went over, two of the four wheels rising in the air, and the legs of the thill horse.


  Instead of considering how to gather up the load the two men closed in a fight with their fists. Before the first round was quite over Henchard came upon the spot, somebody having run for him.


  Henchard sent the two men staggering in contrary directions by collaring one with each hand, turned to the horse that was down, and extricated him after some trouble. He then inquired into the circumstances; and seeing the state of his waggon and its load began hotly rating Farfrae’s man.


  Lucetta and Elizabeth-Jane had by this time run down to the street corner, whence they watched the bright heap of new hay lying in the moon’s rays, and passed and re-passed by the forms of Henchard and the waggoners. The women had witnessed what nobody else had seen—the origin of the mishap; and Lucetta spoke.


  ‘I saw it all, Mr. Henchard,’ she cried; ‘and your man was most in the wrong!’


  Henchard paused in his harangue and turned. ‘Oh, I didn’t notice you, Miss Templeman,’ said he. ‘My man in the wrong? Ah, to be sure; to be sure! But I beg your pardon notwithstanding. The other’s is the empty waggon, and he must have been most to blame for coming on.’


  ‘No; I saw it, too,’ said Elizabeth-Jane. ‘And I can assure you he couldn’t help it.’


  ‘You can’t trust their senses!’ murmured Henchard’s man.


  ‘Why not?’ asked Henchard sharply.


  ‘Why, you see, sir, all the women side with Farfrae—being a damn young dand—of the sort that he is—one that creeps into a maid’s heart like the giddying worm into a sheep’s brain—making crooked seem straight to their eyes!’


  ‘But do you know who that lady is you talk about in such a fashion? Do you know that I pay my attentions to her, and have for some time? Just be careful!’


  ‘Not I. I know nothing, sir, outside eight shillings a week.’


  ‘And that Mr. Farfrae is well aware of it? He’s sharp in trade, but he wouldn’t do anything so underhand as what you hint at.’


  Whether because Lucetta heard this low dialogue, or not, her white figure disappeared from her doorway inward, and the door was shut before Henchard could reach it to converse with her further. This disappointed him, for he had been sufficiently disturbed by what the man had said to wish to speak to her more closely. While pausing the old constable came up.


  ‘Just see that nobody drives against that hay and waggon to-night, Stubberd,’ said the corn-merchant. ‘It must bide till the morning, for all hands are in the fields still. And if any coach or road-waggon wants to come along, tell ’em they must go round by the back street, and be hanged to ’em…. Any case tomorrow up in Hall?’


  ‘Yes, sir. One in number, sir.’


  ‘Oh, what’s that?’


  ‘An old flagrant female, sir, swearing and committing a nuisance in a horrible profane manner against the church wall, sir, as if ’twere no more than a pot-house! That’s all, sir.’


  ‘Oh. The Mayor’s out o’ town, isn’t he?’


  ‘He is, sir.’


  ‘Very well, then I’ll be there. Don’t forget to keep an eye on that hay. Good night t’ ’ee.’


  During those moments Henchard had determined to follow up Lucetta notwithstanding her elusiveness, and he knocked for admission.


  The answer he received was an expression of Miss Templeman’s sorrow at being unable to see him again that evening because she had an engagement to go out.


  Henchard walked away from the door to the opposite side of the street, and stood by his hay in a lonely reverie, the constable having strolled elsewhere, and the horses being removed. Though the moon was not bright as yet there were no lamps lighted, and he entered the shadow of one of the projecting jambs which formed the thoroughfare to Bull Stake; here he watched Lucetta’s door.


  Candle-lights were flitting in and out of her bedroom, and it was obvious that she was dressing for the appointment, whatever the nature of that might be at such an hour. The lights disappeared, the clock struck nine, and almost at the moment Farfrae came round the opposite corner and knocked. That she had been waiting just inside for him was certain, for she instantly opened the door herself. They went together by the way of a back lane westward, avoiding the front street; guessing where they were going he determined to follow.


  The harvest had been so delayed by the capricious weather that whenever a fine day occurred all sinews were strained to save what could be saved of the damaged crops. On account of the rapid shortening of the days the harvesters worked by moonlight. Hence to-night the wheat-fields abutting on the two sides of the square formed by Casterbridge town were animated by the gathering hands. Their shouts and laughter had reached Henchard at the Market House, while he stood there waiting, and he had little doubt from the turn which Farfrae and Lucetta had taken that they were bound for the spot.


  Nearly the whole town had gone into the fields. The Casterbridge populace still retained the primitive habit of helping one another in time of need; and thus, though the corn belonged to the farming section of the little community—that inhabiting the Durnover quarter—the remainder was no less interested in the labour of getting it home.


  Reaching the top of the lane Henchard crossed the shaded avenue on the walls, slid down the green rampart, and stood amongst the stubble. The ‘stitches’ or shocks rose like tents about the yellow expanse, those in the distance becoming lost in the moonlit hazes.


  He had entered at a point removed from the scene of immediate operations; but two others had entered at that place, and he could see them winding among the shocks. They were paying no regard to the direction of their walk, whose vague serpentining soon began to bear down towards Henchard. A meeting promised to be awkward, and he therefore stepped into the hollow of the nearest shock, and sat down.


  ‘You have my leave,’ Lucetta was saying gaily. ‘Speak what you like.’


  ‘Well, then,’ replied Farfrae, with the unmistakable inflection of the lover pure, which Henchard had never heard in full resonance on his lips before, ‘you are sure to be much sought after for your position, wealth, talents, and beauty. But will ye resist the temptation to be one of those ladies with lots of admirers—ay—and be content to have only a homely one?’


  ‘And he the speaker?’ said she, laughing. ‘Very well, sir, what next?’


  ‘Ah! I’m afraid that what I feel will make me forget my manners!’


  ‘Then I hope you’ll never have any, if you lack them only for that cause.’ After some broken words which Henchard lost she added, ‘Are you sure you won’t be jealous?’


  Farfrae seemed to assure her that he would not, by taking her hand.


  ‘You are convinced, Donald, that I love nobody else,’ she presently said. ‘But I should wish to have my own way in some things.’


  ‘In everything! What special thing did you mean?’


  ‘If I wished not to live always in Casterbridge, for instance, upon finding that I should not be happy here?’


  Henchard did not hear the reply; he might have done so and much more, but he did not care to play the eavesdropper. They went on towards the scene of activity, where the sheaves were being handed, a dozen a minute, upon the carts and waggons which carried them away.


  Lucetta insisted on parting from Farfrae when they drew near the workpeople. He had some business with them and, though he entreated her to wait a few minutes, she was inexorable, and tripped off homeward alone.


  Henchard thereupon left the field and followed her. His state of mind was such that on reaching Lucetta’s door he did not knock but opened it, and walked straight up to her sitting-room, expecting to find her there. But the room was empty, and he perceived that in his haste he had somehow passed her on the way hither. He had not to wait many minutes, however, for he soon heard her dress rustling in the hall, followed by a soft closing of the door. In a moment she appeared.


  The light was so low that she did not notice Henchard at first. As soon as she saw him she uttered a little cry, almost of terror.


  ‘How can you frighten me so?’ she exclaimed, with a flushed face. ‘It is past ten o’clock, and you have no right to surprise me here at such a time.’


  ‘I don’t know that I’ve not the right. At any rate I have the excuse. Is it so necessary that I should stop to think of manners and customs?’


  ‘It is too late for propriety, and might injure me.’


  ‘I called an hour ago, and you would not see me, and I thought you were in when I called now. It is you, Lucetta, who are doing wrong. It is not proper in ’ee to throw me over like this. I have a little matter to remind you of, which you seem to forget.’


  She sank into a chair, and turned pale.


  ‘I don’t want to hear it—I don’t want to hear it!’ she said through her hands, as he, standing close to the edge of her gown, began to allude to the Jersey days.


  ‘But you ought to hear it,’ said he.


  ‘It came to nothing; and through you. Then why not leave me the freedom that I gained with such sorrow! Had I found that you proposed to marry me for pure love I might have felt bound now. But I soon learnt that you had planned it out of mere charity—almost as an unpleasant duty—because I had nursed you, and compromised myself, and you thought you must repay me. After that I did not care for you so deeply as before.’


  ‘Why did you come here to find me, then?’


  ‘I thought I ought to marry you for conscience’ sake, since you were free, even though I—did not like you so well.’


  ‘And why then don’t you think so now?’


  She was silent. It was only too obvious that conscience had ruled well enough till new love had intervened and usurped that rule. In feeling this she herself forgot for the moment her partially justifying argument—that having discovered Henchard’s infirmities of temper, she had some excuse for not risking her happiness in his hands after once escaping them. The only thing she could say was, ‘I was a poor girl then; and now my circumstances have altered, so I am hardly the same person.’


  ‘That’s true. And it makes the case awkward for me. But I don’t want to touch your money. I am quite willing that every penny of your property shall remain to your personal use. Besides, that argument has nothing in it. The man you are thinking of is no better than I.’


  ‘If you were as good as he you would leave me!’ she cried passionately.


  This unluckily aroused Henchard. ‘You cannot in honour refuse me,’ he said. ‘And unless you give me your promise this very night to be my wife, before a witness, I’ll reveal our intimacy—in common fairness to other men!’


  A look of resignation settled upon her. Henchard saw its bitterness; and had Lucetta’s heart been given to any other man in the world than Farfrae he would probably have had pity upon her at that moment. But the supplanter was the upstart (as Henchard called him) who had mounted into prominence upon his shoulders, and he could bring himself to show no mercy.


  Without another word she rang the bell, and directed that Elizabeth-Jane should be fetched from her room. The latter appeared, surprised in the midst of her lucubrations. As soon as she saw Henchard she went across to him dutifully.


  ‘Elizabeth-Jane,’ he said, taking her hand, ‘I want you to hear this.’ And turning to Lucetta: ‘Will you, or will you not, marry me?’


  ‘If you—wish it, I must agree!’


  ‘You say yes?’


  ‘I do.’


  No sooner had she given the promise than she fell back in a fainting state.


  ‘What dreadful thing drives her to say this, father, when it is such a pain to her?’ asked Elizabeth, kneeling down by Lucetta. ‘Don’t compel her to do anything against her will! I have lived with her, and know that she cannot bear much.’


  ‘Don’t be a no’thern simpleton!’ said Henchard drily. ‘This promise will leave him free for you, if you want him, won’t it?’


  At this Lucetta seemed to wake from her swoon with a start.


  ‘Him? Who are you talking about?’ she said wildly.


  ‘Nobody, as far as I am concerned,’ said Elizabeth firmly.


  ‘Oh—well. Then it is my mistake,’ said Henchard. ‘But the business is between me and Miss Templeman. She agrees to be my wife.’


  ‘But don’t dwell on it just now,’ entreated Elizabeth, holding Lucetta’s hand.


  ‘I don’t wish to, if she promises,’ said Henchard.


  ‘I have, I have,’ groaned Lucetta, her limbs hanging like flails, from very misery and faintness. ‘Michael, please don’t argue it any more!’


  ‘I will not,’ he said. And taking up his hat he went away.


  Elizabeth-Jane continued to kneel by Lucetta. ‘What is this?’ she said. ‘You called my father “Michael” as if you knew him well? And how is it he has got this power over you, that you promise to marry him against your will? Ah—you have many many secrets from me!’


  ‘Perhaps you have some from me,’ Lucetta murmured with closed eyes, little thinking, however, so unsuspicious was she, that the secret of Elizabeth’s heart concerned the young man who had caused this damage to her own.


  ‘I would not—do anything against you at all!’ stammered Elizabeth, keeping in all signs of emotion till she was ready to burst. ‘I cannot understand how my father can command you so; I don’t sympathize with him in it at all. I’ll go to him and ask him to release you.’


  ‘No, no,’ said Lucetta. ‘Let it all be.’


  ♣


  XXVIII


  The next morning Henchard went to the Town Hall below Lucetta’s house, to attend Petty Sessions, being still a magistrate for the year by virtue of his late position as Mayor. In passing he looked up at her windows, but nothing of her was to be seen.


  Henchard as a Justice of the Peace may at first seem to be an even greater incongruity than Shallow and Silence themselves. But his rough and ready perceptions, his sledge-hammer directness, had often served him better than nice legal knowledge in despatching such simple business as fell to his hands in this Court. To-day Dr. Chalkfield, the Mayor for the year, being absent, the corn-merchant took the big chair, his eyes still abstractedly stretching out of the window to the ashlar front of High-Place Hall.


  There was one case only, and the offender stood before him. She was an old woman of mottled countenance, attired in a shawl of that nameless tertiary hue which comes, but cannot be made—a hue neither tawny, russet, hazel, nor ash; a sticky black bonnet that seemed to have been worn in the country of the Psalmist where the clouds drop fatness; and an apron that had been white in times so comparatively recent as still to contrast visibly with the rest of her clothes. The steeped aspect of the woman as a whole showed her to be no native of the country-side or even of a country-town.


  She looked cursorily at Henchard and the second magistrate, and Henchard looked at her, with a momentary pause, as if she had reminded him indistinctly of somebody or something which passed from his mind as quickly as it had come. ‘Well, and what has she been doing?’ he said, looking down at the charge-sheet.


  ‘She is charged, sir, with the offence of disorderly female and nuisance,’ whispered Stubberd.


  ‘Where did she do that?’ said the other magistrate.


  ‘By the church, sir, of all the horrible places in the world!—I caught her in the act, your worship.’


  ‘Stand back then,’ said Henchard, ‘and let’s hear what you’ve got to say.’


  Stubberd was sworn, the magistrate’s clerk dipped his pen, Henchard being no note-taker himself, and the constable began—


  ‘Hearing a’ illegal noise I went down the street at twenty-five minutes past eleven p.m. on the night of the fifth instinct, Hannah Dominy. When I had——’


  ‘Don’t go on so fast, Stubberd,’ said the clerk.


  The constable waited, with his eyes on the clerk’s pen, till the latter stopped scratching and said, ‘yes.’ Stubberd continued: ‘When I had proceeded to the spot I saw defendant at another spot, namely, the gutter.’ He paused, watching the point of the clerk’s pen again.


  ‘Gutter, yes, Stubberd.’


  ‘Spot measuring twelve feet nine inches or thereabouts, from where I——’ Still careful not to outrun the clerk’s penmanship Stubberd pulled up again; for having got his evidence by heart it was immaterial to him whereabouts he broke off.


  ‘I object to that,’ spoke up the old woman, ‘“spot measuring twelve feet nine or thereabouts from where I,” is not sound testimony!’


  The magistrates consulted, and the second one said that the bench was of opinion that twelve feet nine inches from a man on his oath was admissible.


  Stubberd, with a suppressed gaze of victorious rectitude at the old woman, continued: ‘Was standing myself. She was wambling about quite dangerous to the thoroughfare, and when I approached to draw near she committed the nuisance, and insulted me.’


  ‘“Insulted me.” … Yes, what did she say?’


  ‘She said, “Put away that dee lantern,” she says.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Says she, “Dost hear, old turmit-head? Put away that dee lantern. I have floored fellows a dee sight finer-looking than a dee fool like thee, you son of a bee, dee me if I haint,” she says.’


  ‘I object to that conversation!’ interposed the old woman. ‘I was not capable enough to hear what I said, and what is said out of my hearing is not evidence.’


  There was another stoppage for consultation, a book was referred to, and finally Stubberd was allowed to go on again. The truth was that the old woman had appeared in court so many more times than the magistrates themselves, that they were obliged to keep a sharp look-out upon their procedure. However, when Stubberd had rambled on a little further Henchard broke out impatiently, ‘Come—we don’t want to hear any more of them cust dees and bees! Say the words out like a man, and don’t be so modest, Stubberd; or else leave it alone!’ Turning to the woman, ‘Now then, have you any questions to ask him, or anything to say?’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied with a twinkle in her eye; and the clerk dipped his pen.


  ‘Twenty years ago or thereabout I was selling of furmity in a tent at Weydon Fair——’


  ‘“Twenty years ago”—well, that’s beginning at the beginning; suppose you go back to the Creation!’ said the clerk, not without satire.


  But Henchard stared, and quite forgot what was evidence and what was not.


  ‘A man and a woman with a little child came into my tent,’ the woman continued. ‘They sat down and had a basin apiece. Ah, Lord’s my life! I was of a more respectable station in the world then than I am now, being a land smuggler in a large way of business; and I used to season my furmity with rum for them who asked for’t. I did it for the man; and then he had more and more; till at last he quarrelled with his wife, and offered to sell her to the highest bidder. A sailor came in and bid five guineas, and paid the money, and led her away. And the man who sold his wife in that fashion is the man sitting there in the great big chair.’ The speaker concluded by nodding her head at Henchard and folding her arms.


  Everybody looked at Henchard. His face seemed strange, and in tint as if it had been powdered over with ashes. ‘We don’t want to hear your life and adventures,’ said the second magistrate sharply, filling the pause which followed. ‘You’ve been asked if you’ve anything to say bearing on the case.’


  ‘That bears on the case. It proves that he’s no better than I, and has no right to sit there in judgment upon me.’


  ‘’Tis a concocted story,’ said the clerk. ‘So hold your tongue!’


  ‘No—’tis true.’ The words came from Henchard. ‘’Tis as true as the light,’ he said slowly. ‘And upon my soul it does prove that I’m no better than she! And to keep out of any temptation to treat her hard for her revenge, I’ll leave her to you.’


  The sensation in the court was indescribably great. Henchard left the chair, and came out, passing through a group of people on the steps and outside that was much larger than usual; for it seemed that the old furmity dealer had mysteriously hinted to the denizens of the lane in which she had been lodging since her arrival, that she knew a queer thing or two about their great local man Mr. Henchard, if she chose to tell it. This had brought them hither.


  ‘Why are there so many idlers round the Town Hall to-day?’ said Lucetta to her servant when the case was over. She had risen late, and had just looked out of the window.


  ‘Oh, please, ma’am, ’tis this larry about Mr. Henchard. A woman has proved that before he became a gentleman he sold his wife for five guineas in a booth at a fair.’


  In all the accounts which Henchard had given her of the separation from his wife Susan for so many years, of his belief in her death, and so on, he had never clearly explained the actual and immediate cause of that separation. The story she now heard for the first time.


  A gradual misery overspread Lucetta’s face as she dwelt upon the promise wrung from her the night before. At bottom, then, Henchard was this. How terrible a contingency for a woman who should commit herself to his care.


  During the day she went out to the Ring and to other places, not coming in till nearly dusk. As soon as she saw Elizabeth-Jane after her return indoors she told her that she had resolved to go away from home to the seaside for a few days—to Port-Bredy; Casterbridge was so gloomy.


  Elizabeth, seeing that she looked wan and disturbed, encouraged her in the idea, thinking a change would afford her relief. She could not help suspecting that the gloom which seemed to have come over Casterbridge in Lucetta’s eyes might be partially owing to the fact that Farfrae was away from home.


  Elizabeth saw her friend depart for Port-Bredy, and took charge of High-Place Hall till her return. After two or three days of solitude and incessant rain Henchard called at the house. He seemed disappointed to hear of Lucetta’s absence, and though he nodded with outward indifference he went away handling his beard with a nettled mien.


  The next day he called again. ‘Is she come now?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes. She returned this morning,’ replied his step-daughter. ‘But she is not indoors. She has gone for a walk along the turnpike-road to Port-Bredy. She will be home by dusk.’


  After a few words, which only served to reveal his restless impatience, he left the house again.


  ♣


  XXIX


  At this hour Lucetta was bounding along the road to Port-Bredy just as Elizabeth had announced. That she had chosen for her afternoon walk the road along which she had returned to Casterbridge three hours earlier in a carriage was curious—if anything should be called curious in concatenations of phenomena wherein each is known to have its accounting cause. It was the day of the chief market—Saturday—and Farfrae for once had been missed from his corn-stand in the dealers’ room. Nevertheless, it was known that he would be home that night—‘for Sunday,’ as Casterbridge expressed it.


  Lucetta, in continuing her walk, had at length reached the end of the ranked trees which bordered the highway in this and other directions out of the town. This end marked a mile; and here she stopped.


  The spot was a vale between two gentle acclivities, and the road, still adhering to its Roman foundation, stretched onward straight as a surveyor’s line till lost to sight on the most distant ridge. There was neither hedge nor tree in the prospect now, the road clinging to the stubbly expanse of corn-land like a stripe to an undulating garment. Near her was a barn—the single building of any kind within her horizon.


  She strained her eyes up the lessening road, but nothing appeared thereon—not so much as a speck. She sighed one word—‘Donald!’ and turned her face to the town for retreat.


  Here the case was different. A single figure was approaching her—Elizabeth-Jane’s.


  Lucetta, in spite of her loneliness, seemed a little vexed. Elizabeth’s face, as soon as she recognized her friend, shaped itself into affectionate lines while yet beyond speaking distance. ‘I suddenly thought I would come and meet you,’ she said, smiling.


  Lucetta’s reply was taken from her lips by an unexpected diversion. A by-road on her right hand descended from the fields into the highway at the point where she stood, and down the track a bull was rambling uncertainly towards her and Elizabeth, who, facing the other way, did not observe him.


  In the latter quarter of each year cattle were at once the mainstay and the terror of families about Casterbridge and its neighbourhood, where breeding was carried on with Abrahamic success. The head of stock driven into and out of the town at this season to be sold by the local auctioneer was very large; and all these horned beasts, in travelling to and fro, sent women and children to shelter as nothing else could do. In the main the animals would have walked along quietly enough; but the Casterbridge tradition was that to drive stock it was indispensable that hideous cries, coupled with Yahoo antics and gestures, should be used, large sticks flourished, stray dogs called in, and in general everything done that was likely to infuriate the viciously disposed and terrify the mild. Nothing was commoner than for a householder on going out of his parlour to find his hall or passage full of little children, nursemaids, aged women, or a ladies’ school, who apologized for their presence by saying, ‘A bull passing down street from the sale.’


  Lucetta and Elizabeth regarded the animal in doubt, he meanwhile drawing vaguely towards them. It was a large specimen of the breed, in colour rich dun, though disfigured at present by splotches of mud about his seamy sides. His horns were thick and tipped with brass; his two nostrils like the Thames Tunnel as seen in the perspective toys of yore. Between them, through the gristle of his nose, was a stout copper ring, welded on, and irremovable as Gurth’s collar of brass. To the ring was attached an ash staff about a yard long, which the bull with the motions of his head flung about like a flail.


  It was not till they observed this dangling stick that the young women were really alarmed; for it revealed to them that the bull was an old one, too savage to be driven, which had in some way escaped, the staff being the means by which the drover controlled him and kept his horns at arms’ length.


  They looked round for some shelter or hiding-place, and thought of the barn hard by. As long as they had kept their eyes on the bull he had shown some deference in his manner of approach; but no sooner did they turn their backs to seek the barn than he tossed his head and decided to thoroughly terrify them. This caused the two helpless girls to run wildly, whereupon the bull advanced in a deliberate charge.


  The barn stood behind a green slimy pond, and it was closed save as to one of the usual pair of doors facing them, which had been propped open by a hurdle-stake, and for this opening they made. The interior had been cleared by a recent bout of threshing except at one end, where there was a stack of dry clover. Elizabeth-Jane took in the situation. ‘We must climb up there,’ she said.


  But before they had even approached it they heard the bull scampering through the pond without, and in a second he dashed into the barn, knocking down the hurdle-stake in passing; the heavy door slammed behind him; and all three were imprisoned in the barn together. The mistaken creature saw them, and stalked towards the end of the barn into which they had fled. The girls doubled so adroitly that their pursuer was against the wall when the fugitives were already half way to the other end. By the time that his length would allow him to turn and follow them thither they had crossed over; thus the pursuit went on, the hot air from his nostrils blowing over them like a sirocco, and not a moment being attainable by Elizabeth or Lucetta in which to open the door. What might have happened had their situation continued cannot be said; but in a few moments a rattling of the door distracted their adversary’s attention, and a man appeared. He ran forward towards the leading-staff, seized it, and wrenched the animal’s head as if he would snap it off. The wrench was in reality so violent that the thick neck seemed to have lost its stiffness and to become half-paralysed, whilst the nose dropped blood. The premeditated human contrivance of the nose-ring was too cunning for impulsive brute force, and the creature flinched.


  The man was seen in the partial gloom to be large-framed and unhesitating. He led the bull to the door, and the light revealed Henchard. He made the bull fast without, and re-entered to the succour of Lucetta; for he had not perceived Elizabeth, who had climbed on to the clover-heap. Lucetta was hysterical, and Henchard took her in his arms and carried her to the door.


  ‘You—have saved me!’ she cried, as soon as she could speak.


  ‘I have returned your kindness,’ he responded tenderly. ‘You once saved me.’


  ‘How—comes it to be you—you?’ she asked, not heeding his reply.


  ‘I came out here to look for you. I have been wanting to tell you something these two or three days; but you have been away, and I could not. Perhaps you cannot talk now?’


  ‘Oh—no! Where is Elizabeth?’


  ‘Here am I!’ cried the missing one cheerfully; and without waiting for the ladder to be placed she slid down the face of the clover-stack to the floor.


  Henchard supporting Lucetta on one side, and Elizabeth-Jane on the other, they went slowly along the rising road. They had reached the top and were descending again when Lucetta, now much recovered, recollected that she had dropped her muff in the barn.


  ‘I’ll run back,’ said Elizabeth-Jane. ‘I don’t mind it at all, as I am not tired as you are.’ She thereupon hastened down again to the barn, the others pursuing their way.


  Elizabeth soon found the muff, such an article being by no means small at that time. Coming out she paused to look for a moment at the bull, now rather to be pitied with his bleeding nose, having perhaps rather intended a practical joke than a murder. Henchard had secured him by jamming the staff into the hinge of the barn-door, and wedging it there with a stake. At length she turned to hasten onward after her contemplation, when she saw a green-and-black gig approaching from the contrary direction, the vehicle being driven by Farfrae.


  His presence here seemed to explain Lucetta’s walk that way. Donald saw her, drew up, and was hastily made acquainted with what had occurred. At Elizabeth-Jane mentioning how greatly Lucetta had been jeopardized, he exhibited an agitation different in kind no less than in intensity from any she had seen in him before. He became so absorbed in the circumstance that he scarcely had sufficient knowledge of what he was doing to think of helping her up beside him.


  ‘She has gone on with Mr. Henchard, you say?’ he inquired at last.


  ‘Yes. He is taking her home. They are almost there by this time.’


  ‘And you are sure she can get home?’


  Elizabeth-Jane was quite sure.


  ‘Your stepfather saved her?’


  ‘Entirely.’


  Farfrae checked his horse’s pace; she guessed why. He was thinking that it would be best not to intrude on the other two just now. Henchard had saved Lucetta, and to provoke a possible exhibition of her deeper affection for himself was as ungenerous as it was unwise.


  The immediate subject of their talk being exhausted she felt more embarrassed at sitting thus beside her past lover; but soon the two figures of the others were visible at the entrance to the town. The face of the woman was frequently turned back, but Farfrae did not whip on the horse. When these reached the town walls Henchard and his companion had disappeared down the street; Farfrae set down Elizabeth-Jane on her expressing a particular wish to alight there, and drove round to the stables at the back of his lodgings.


  On this account he entered the house through his garden, and going up to his apartments found them in a particularly disturbed state, his boxes being hauled out upon the landing, and his bookcase standing in three pieces. These phenomena, however, seemed to cause him not the least surprise. ‘When will everything be sent up?’ he said to the mistress of the house, who was superintending.


  ‘I am afraid not before eight, sir,’ said she. ‘You see we wasn’t aware till this morning that you were going to move, or we could have been forwarder.’


  ‘A—well, never mind, never mind!’ said Farfrae cheerily. ‘Eight o’clock will do well enough if it be not later. Now, don’t ye be standing here talking, or it will be twelve, I doubt.’ Thus speaking he went out by the front door and up the street.


  During this interval Henchard and Lucetta had had experiences of a different kind. After Elizabeth’s departure for the muff the corn-merchant opened himself frankly, holding her hand within his arm, though she would fain have withdrawn it. ‘Dear Lucetta, I have been very, very anxious to see you these two or three days,’ he said; ‘ever since I saw you last! I have thought over the way I got your promise that night. You said to me, “If I were a man I should not insist.” That cut me deep. I felt that there was some truth in it. I don’t want to make you wretched; and to marry me just now would do that as nothing else could—it is but too plain. Therefore I agree to an indefinite engagement—to put off all thought of marriage for a year or two.’


  ‘But—but—can I do nothing of a different kind?’ said Lucetta. ‘I am full of gratitude to you—you have saved my life. And your care of me is like coals of fire on my head! I am a monied person now. Surely I can do something in return for you [your] goodness—something practical?’


  Henchard remained in thought. He had evidently not expected this. ‘There is one thing you might do, Lucetta,’ he said. ‘But not exactly of that kind.’


  ‘Then of what kind is it?’ she asked with renewed misgiving.


  ‘I must tell you a secret to ask it.—— You may have heard that I have been unlucky this year? I did what I have never done before—speculated rashly; and I lost. That’s just put me in a strait.’


  ‘And you would wish me to advance some money?’


  ‘No, no!’ said Henchard, almost in anger. ‘I’m not the man to sponge on a woman, even though she may be so nearly my own as you. No, Lucetta; what you can do is this; and it would save me. My great creditor is Grower, and it is at his hands I shall suffer if at anybody’s; while a fortnight’s forbearance on his part would be enough to allow me to pull through. This may be got out of him in one way—that you would let it be known to him that you are my intended—that we are to be quietly married in the next fortnight.—— Now stop, you haven’t heard all! Let him have this story, without, of course, any prejudice to the fact that the actual engagement between us is to be a long one. Nobody else need know: you could go with me to Mr. Grower and just let me speak to ’ee before him as if we were on such terms. We’ll ask him to keep it secret. He will willingly wait then. At the fortnight’s end I shall be able to face him; and I can coolly tell him all is postponed between us for a year or two. Not a soul in the town need know how you’ve helped me. Since you wish to be of use, there’s your way.’


  It being now what the people called the ‘pinking in’ of the day, that is, the quarter-hour just before dusk, he did not at first observe the result of his own words upon her.


  ‘If it were anything else,’ she began, and the dryness of her lips was represented in her voice.


  ‘But it is such a little thing!’ he said, with a deep reproach. ‘Less than you have offered—just the beginning of what you have so lately promised! I could have told him as much myself, but he would not have believed me.’


  ‘It is not because I won’t—it is because I absolutely can’t,’ she said, with rising distress.


  ‘You are provoking!’ he burst out. ‘It is enough to make me force you to carry out at once what you have promised.’


  ‘I cannot!’ she insisted desperately.


  ‘Why? When I have only within these few minutes released you from your promise to do the thing offhand.’


  ‘Because——he was a witness!’


  ‘Witness? Of what?’


  ‘If I must tell you——. Don’t, don’t upbraid me!’


  ‘Well! Let’s hear what you mean?’


  ‘Witness of my marriage—Mr. Grower was!’


  ‘Marriage?’


  ‘Yes. With Mr. Farfrae. O Michael! I am already his wife. We were married this week at Port-Bredy. There were reasons against our doing it here. Mr. Grower was a witness because he happened to be at Port-Bredy at the time.’


  Henchard stood as if idiotized. She was so alarmed at his silence that she murmured something about lending him sufficient money to tide over the perilous fortnight.


  ‘Married him?’ said Henchard at length. ‘My good—what, married him whilst—bound to marry me?’


  ‘It was like this,’ she explained, with tears in her eyes and quavers in her voice; ‘don’t—don’t be cruel! I loved him so much, and I thought you might tell him of the past—and that grieved me! And then, when I had promised you, I learnt of the rumour that you had—sold your first wife at a fair like a horse or cow! How could I keep my promise after hearing that? I could not risk myself in your hands; it would have been letting myself down to take your name after such a scandal. But I knew I should lose Donald if I did not secure him at once—for you would carry out your threat of telling him of our former acquaintance, as long as there was a chance of keeping me for yourself by doing so. But you will not do so now, will you, Michael? for it is too late to separate us.’


  The notes of St. Peter’s bells in full peal had been wafted to them while he spoke; and now the genial thumping of the town band, renowned for its unstinted use of the drum-stick, throbbed down the street.


  ‘Then this racket they are making is on account of it, I suppose?’ said he.


  ‘Yes—I think he has told them, or else Mr. Grower has…. May I leave you now? My—he was detained at Port-Bredy to-day, and sent me on a few hours before him.’


  ‘Then it is his wife’s life I have saved this afternoon.’


  ‘Yes—and he will be for ever grateful to you.’


  ‘I am much obliged to him…. O you false woman!’ burst from Henchard. ‘You promised me!’


  ‘Yes, yes! But it was under compulsion, and I did not know all your past——’


  ‘And now I’ve a mind to punish you as you deserve! One word to this bran-new husband of how you courted me, and your precious happiness is blown to atoms!’


  ‘Michael—pity me, and be generous!’


  ‘You don’t deserve pity! You did; but you don’t now.’


  ‘I’ll help you to pay off your debt.’


  ‘A pensioner of Farfrae’s wife—not I! Don’t stay with me longer—I shall say something worse. Go home!’


  She disappeared under the trees of the south walk as the band came round the corner, awaking the echoes of every stock and stone in celebration of her happiness. Lucetta took no heed, but ran up the back street and reached her own home unperceived.


  ♣


  XXX


  Farfrae’s words to his landlady had referred to the removal of his boxes and other effects from his late lodgings to Lucetta’s house. The work was not heavy, but it had been much hindered on account of the frequent pauses necessitated by exclamations of surprise at the event, of which the good woman had been briefly informed by letter a few hours earlier.


  At the last moment of leaving Port-Bredy, Farfrae, like John Gilpin, had been detained by important customers, whom, even in the exceptional circumstances, he was not the man to neglect. Moreover, there was a convenience in Lucetta arriving first at her house. Nobody there as yet knew what had happened; and she was best in a position to break the news to the inmates, and give directions for her husband’s accommodation. He had, therefore, sent on his two-days’ bride in a hired brougham, whilst he went across the country to a certain group of wheat and barley ricks a few miles off, telling her the hour at which he might be expected the same evening. This accounted for her trotting out to meet him after their separation of four hours.


  By a strenuous effort, after leaving Henchard she calmed herself in readiness to receive Donald at High-Place Hall when he came on from his lodgings. One supreme fact empowered her to this, the sense that, come what would, she had secured him. Half-an-hour after her arrival he walked in, and she met him with a relieved gladness, which a month’s perilous absence could not have intensified.


  ‘There is one thing I have not done; and yet it is important,’ she said earnestly, when she had finished talking about the adventure with the bull. ‘That is, broken the news of our marriage to my dear Elizabeth-Jane.’


  ‘Ah, and you have not?’ he said thoughtfully. ‘I gave her a lift from the barn homewards; but I did not tell her either; for I thought she might have heard of it in the town, and was keeping back her congratulations from shyness, and all that.’


  ‘She can hardly have heard of it. But I’ll find out; I’ll go to her now. And, Donald, you don’t mind her living on with me just the same as before? She is so quiet and unassuming.’


  ‘O no, indeed I don’t,’ Farfrae answered with, perhaps, a faint awkwardness. ‘But I wonder if she would care to?’


  ‘O yes!’ said Lucetta eagerly. ‘I am sure she would like to. Besides, poor thing, she has no other home.’


  Farfrae looked at her and saw that she did not suspect the secret of her more reserved friend. He liked her all the better for the blindness. ‘Arrange as you like with her by all means,’ he said. ‘It is I who have come to your house, not you to mine.’


  ‘I’ll run and speak to her,’ said Lucetta.


  When she got upstairs to Elizabeth-Jane’s room the latter had taken off her out-door things, and was resting over a book. Lucetta found in a moment that she had not yet learnt the news.


  ‘I did not come down to you, Miss Templeman,’ she said simply. ‘I was coming to ask if you had quite recovered from your fright, but I found you had a visitor. What are the bells ringing for, I wonder? And the band, too, is playing. Somebody must be married; or else they are practising for Christmas.’


  Lucetta uttered a vague ‘Yes,’ and seating herself by the other young woman looked musingly at her. ‘What a lonely creature you are,’ she presently said; ‘never knowing what’s going on, or what people are talking about everywhere with keen interest. You should get out, and gossip about as other women do, and then you wouldn’t be obliged to ask me a question of that kind. Well, now, I have something to tell you.’


  Elizabeth-Jane said she was so glad, and made herself receptive.


  ‘I must go rather a long way back,’ said Lucetta, the difficulty of explaining herself satisfactorily to the pondering one beside her growing more apparent at each syllable. ‘You remember that trying case of conscience I told you of some time ago—about the first lover and the second lover?’ She let out in jerky phrases a leading word or two of the story she had told.


  ‘O yes—I remember; the story of your friend,’ said Elizabeth drily, regarding the irises of Lucetta’s eyes as though to catch their exact shade. ‘The two lovers—the old and the new: how she wanted to marry the second, but felt she ought to marry the first; so that she neglected the better course to follow the evil, like the poet Ovid I’ve just been construing: “Video meliora proboque, deteriora sequor.”’


  ‘O no; she didn’t follow evil exactly!’ said Lucetta hastily.


  ‘But you said that she—or as I may say you’—answered Elizabeth, dropping the mask, ‘were in honour and conscience bound to marry the first?’


  Lucetta’s blush at being seen through came and went again before she replied anxiously, ‘You will never breathe this, will you, Elizabeth-Jane?’


  ‘Certainly not, if you say not.’


  ‘Then I will tell you that the case is more complicated—worse, in fact—than it seemed in my story. I and the first man were thrown together in a strange way, and felt that we ought to be united, as the world had talked of us. He was a widower, as he supposed. He had not heard of his first wife for many years. But the wife returned, and we parted. She is now dead; and the husband comes paying me addresses again, saying, “Now we’ll complete our purpose.” But, Elizabeth-Jane, all this amounts to a new courtship of me by him; I was absolved from all vows by the return of the other woman.’


  ‘Have you not lately renewed your promise?’ said the younger with quiet surmise. She had divined Man Number One.


  ‘That was wrung from me by a threat.’


  ‘Yes, it was. But I think when any one gets coupled up with a man in the past so unfortunately as you have done, she ought to become his wife if she can, even if she were not the sinning party.’


  Lucetta’s countenance lost its sparkle. ‘He turned out to be a man I should be afraid to marry,’ she pleaded. ‘Really afraid! And it was not till after my renewed promise that I knew it.’


  ‘Then there is only one course left to honesty. You must remain a single woman.’


  ‘But think again! Do consider——’


  ‘I am certain,’ interrupted her companion hardily. ‘I have guessed very well who the man is. My father; and I say it is him or nobody for you.’


  Any suspicion of impropriety was to Elizabeth-Jane like a red rag to a bull. Her craving for correctness of procedure was, indeed, almost vicious. Owing to her early troubles with regard to her mother a semblance of irregularity had terrors for her which those whose names are safeguarded from suspicion know nothing of. ‘You ought to marry Mr. Henchard or nobody—certainly not another man!’ she went on with a quivering lip in whose movement two passions shared.


  ‘I don’t admit that!’ said Lucetta passionately.


  ‘Admit it or not, it is true!’


  Lucetta covered her eyes with her right hand, as if she could plead no more, holding out her left to Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘Why, you have married him!’ cried the latter, jumping up with pleasure after a glance at Lucetta’s fingers. ‘When did you do it? Why did you not tell me, instead of teasing me like this? How very honourable of you! He did treat my mother badly once, it seems, in a moment of intoxication. And it is true that he is stern sometimes. But you will rule him entirely, I am sure, with your beauty and wealth and accomplishments. You are the woman he will adore, and we shall all three be happy together now!’


  ‘O, my Elizabeth-Jane!’ cried Lucetta distressfully. ‘’Tis somebody else that I have married! I was so desperate—so afraid of being forced to anything else—so afraid of revelations that would quench his love for me, that I resolved to do it off-hand, come what might, and purchase a week of happiness at any cost!’


  ‘You—have—married Mr. Farfrae!’ cried Elizabeth-Jane, in Nathan tones.


  Lucetta bowed. She had recovered herself.


  ‘The bells are ringing on that account,’ she said. ‘My husband is downstairs. He will live here till a more suitable house is ready for us; and I have told him that I want you to stay with me just as before.’


  ‘Let me think of it alone,’ the girl quickly replied, corking up the turmoil of her feeling with grand control.


  ‘You shall. I am sure we shall be happy together.’


  Lucetta departed to join Donald below, a vague uneasiness floating over her joy at seeing him quite at home there. Not on account of her friend Elizabeth did she feel it: for of the bearings of Elizabeth-Jane’s emotions she had not the least suspicion; but on Henchard’s alone.


  Now the instant decision of Susan Henchard’s daughter was to dwell in that house no more. Apart from her estimate of the propriety of Lucetta’s conduct, Farfrae had been so nearly her avowed lover that she felt she could not abide there.


  It was still early in the evening when she hastily put on her things and went out. In a few minutes, knowing the ground, she had found a suitable lodging, and arranged to enter it that night. Returning and entering noiselessly she took off her pretty dress and arrayed herself in a plain one, packing up the other to keep as her best; for she would have to be very economical now. She wrote a note to leave for Lucetta, who was closely shut up in the drawing-room with Farfrae; and then Elizabeth-Jane called a man with a wheelbarrow; and seeing her boxes put into it she trotted off down the street to her rooms. They were in the street in which Henchard lived, and almost opposite his door.


  Here she sat down and considered the means of subsistence. The little annual sum settled on her by her stepfather would keep body and soul together. A wonderful skill in netting of all sorts—acquired in childhood by making seines in Newson’s home—might serve her in good stead; and her studies, which were pursued unremittingly, might serve her in still better.


  By this time the marriage that had taken place was known throughout Casterbridge; had been discussed noisily on kerbstones, confidentially behind counters, and jovially at the Three Mariners. Whether Farfrae would sell his business and set up for a gentleman on his wife’s money, or whether he would show independence enough to stick to his trade in spite of his brilliant alliance, was a great point of interest.


  ♣


  XXXI


  The retort of the furmity-woman before the magistrates had spread; and in four-and-twenty hours there was not a person in Casterbridge who remained unacquainted with the story of Henchard’s mad freak at Weydon-Priors Fair, long years before. The amends he had made in after life were lost sight of in the dramatic glare of the original act. Had the incident been well known of old and always, it might by this time have grown to be lightly regarded as the rather tall wild oat, but well-nigh the single one, of a young man with whom the steady and mature (if somewhat headstrong) burgher of to-day had scarcely a point in common. But the act having lain as dead and buried ever since, the interspace of years was unperceived; and the black spot of his youth wore the aspect of a recent crime.


  Small as the police-court incident had been in itself, it formed the edge or turn in the incline of Henchard’s fortunes. On that day—almost at that minute—he passed the ridge of prosperity and honour, and began to descend rapidly on the other side. It was strange how soon he sank in esteem. Socially he had received a startling fillip downwards; and, having already lost commercial buoyancy from rash transactions, the velocity of his descent in both aspects became accelerated every hour.


  He now gazed more at the pavements and less at the house-fronts when he walked about; more at the feet and leggings of men, and less into the pupils of their eyes with the blazing regard which formerly had made them blink.


  New events combined to undo him. It had been a bad year for others besides himself, and the heavy failure of a debtor whom he had trusted generously completed the overthrow of his tottering credit. And now, in his desperation, he failed to preserve that strict correspondence between bulk and sample which is the soul of commerce in grain. For this, one of his men was mainly to blame; that worthy, in his great unwisdom, having picked over the sample of an enormous quantity of second-rate corn which Henchard had in hand, and removed the pinched, blasted, and smutted grains in great numbers. The produce if honestly offered would have created no scandal; but the blunder of misrepresentation, coming at such a moment, dragged Henchard’s name into the ditch.


  The details of his failure were of the ordinary kind. One day Elizabeth-Jane was passing the King’s Arms, when she saw people bustling in and out more than usual when there was no market. A bystander informed her, with some surprise at her ignorance, that it was a meeting of the Commissioners under Mr. Henchard’s bankruptcy. She felt quite tearful, and when she heard that he was present in the hotel she wished to go in and see him, but was advised not to intrude that day.


  The room in which debtor and creditors had assembled was a front one, and Henchard, looking out of the window, had caught sight of Elizabeth-Jane through the wire blind. His examination had closed, and the creditors were leaving. The appearance of Elizabeth threw him into a reverie; till, turning his face from the window, and towering above all the rest, he called their attention for a moment more. His countenance had somewhat changed from its flush of prosperity; the black hair and whiskers were the same as ever, but a film of ash was over the rest.


  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said, ‘over and above the assets that we’ve been talking about, and that appear on the balance-sheet, there be these. It all belongs to ye, as much as everything else I’ve got, and I don’t wish to keep it from you, not I.’ Saying this, he took his gold watch from his pocket and laid it on the table; then his purse—the yellow canvas money-bag, such as was carried by all farmers and dealers—untying it, and shaking the money out upon the table beside the watch. The latter he drew back quickly for an instant, to remove the hair-guard made and given him by Lucetta. ‘There, now you have all I’ve got in the world,’ he said. ‘And I wish for your sakes ’twas more.’


  The creditors, farmers almost to a man, looked at the watch, and at the money, and into the street; when Farmer James Everdene of Weatherbury spoke.


  ‘No, no, Henchard,’ he said warmly. ‘We don’t want that. ’Tis honourable in ye; but keep it. What do you say, neighbours—do ye agree?’


  ‘Ay, sure: we don’t wish it at all,’ said Grower, another creditor.


  ‘Let him keep it, of course,’ murmured another in the background—a silent, reserved young man named Boldwood; and the rest responded unanimously.


  ‘Well,’ said the senior Commissioner, addressing Henchard, ‘though the case is a desperate one, I am bound to admit that I have never met a debtor who behaved more fairly. I’ve proved the balance-sheet to be as honestly made out as it could possibly be; we have had no trouble; there have been no evasions and no concealments. The rashness of dealing which led to this unhappy situation is obvious enough; but as far as I can see every attempt has been made to avoid wronging anybody.’


  Henchard was more affected by this than he cared to let them perceive, and he turned aside to the window again. A general murmur of agreement followed the Commissioner’s words; and the meeting dispersed. When they were gone Henchard regarded the watch they had returned to him. ‘’Tisn’t mine by rights,’ he said to himself. ‘Why the devil didn’t they take it?—I don’t want what don’t belong to me!’ Moved by a recollection he took the watch to the maker’s just opposite, sold it there and then for what the tradesman offered, and went with the proceeds to one among the smaller of his creditors, a cottager of Durnover in straitened circumstances, to whom he handed the money.


  When everything was ticketed that Henchard had owned, and the auctions were in progress, there was quite a sympathetic reaction in the town, which till then for some time past had done nothing but condemn him. Now that Henchard’s whole career was pictured distinctly to his neighbours, and they could see how admirably he had used his one talent of energy to create a position of affluence out of absolutely nothing—which was really all he could show when he came to the town as a journeyman hay-trusser, with his wimble and knife in his basket—they wondered and regretted his fall.


  Try as she might, Elizabeth could never meet with him. She believed in him still, though nobody else did; and she wanted to be allowed to forgive him for his roughness to her, and to help him in his trouble.


  She wrote to him; he did not reply. She then went to his house—the great house she had lived in so happily for a time—with its front of dun brick, vitrified here and there, and its heavy sash-bars—but Henchard was to be found there no more. The ex-Mayor had left the home of his prosperity, and gone into Jopp’s cottage by the Priory Mill—the sad purlieu to which he had wandered on the night of his discovery that she was not his daughter. Thither she went.


  Elizabeth thought it odd that he had fixed on this spot to retire to, but assumed that necessity had no choice. Trees which seemed old enough to have been planted by the friars still stood around, and the back hatch of the original mill yet formed a cascade which had raised its terrific roar for centuries. The cottage itself was built of old stones from the long dismantled Priory, scraps of tracery, moulded window-jambs, and arch-labels, being mixed in with the rubble of the walls.


  In this cottage he occupied a couple of rooms, Jopp, whom Henchard had employed, abused, cajoled, and dismissed by turns, being the householder. But even here her stepfather could not be seen.


  ‘Not by his daughter?’ pleaded Elizabeth.


  ‘By nobody—at present: that’s his order,’ she was informed.


  Afterwards she was passing by the corn-stores and hay-barns which had been the headquarters of his business. She knew that he ruled there no longer; but it was with amazement that she regarded the familiar gateway. A smear of decisive lead-coloured paint had been laid on to obliterate Henchard’s name, though its letters dimly loomed through like ships in a fog. Over these, in fresh white, spread the name of Farfrae.


  Abel Whittle was edging his skeleton in at the wicket, and she said, ‘Mr. Farfrae is master here?’


  ‘Yaas, Miss Henchet,’ he said, ‘Mr. Farfrae have bought the concern and all of we work-folk with it; and ’tis better for us than ’twas—though I shouldn’t say that to you as a daughter-law. We work harder, but we bain’t made afeard now. It was fear made my few poor hairs so thin! No busting out, no slamming of doors, no meddling with yer eternal soul and all that; and though ’tis a shilling a week less I’m the richer man; for what’s all the world if yer mind is always in a larry, Miss Henchet?’


  The intelligence was in a general sense true; and Henchard’s stores, which had remained in a paralyzed condition during the settlement of his bankruptcy, were stirred into activity again when the new tenant had possession. Thenceforward the full sacks, looped with the shining chain, went scurrying up and down under the cat-head, hairy arms were thrust out from the different door-ways, and the grain was hauled in; trusses of hay were tossed anew in and out of the barns, and the wimbles creaked; while the scales and steelyards began to be busy where guess-work had formerly been the rule.


  ♣


  XXXII


  Two bridges stood near the lower part of Casterbridge town. The first, of weather-stained brick, was immediately at the end of High Street, where a diverging branch from that thoroughfare ran round to the low-lying Durnover lanes; so that the precincts of the bridge formed the merging point of respectability and indigence. The second bridge, of stone, was further out on the highway—in fact, fairly in the meadows, though still within the town boundary.


  These bridges had speaking countenances. Every projection in each was worn down to obtuseness, partly by weather, more by friction from generations of loungers, whose toes and heels had from year to year made restless movements against these parapets, as they had stood there meditating on the aspect of affairs. In the case of the more friable bricks and stones even the flat faces were worn into hollows by the same mixed mechanism. The masonry of the top was clamped with iron at each joint; since it had been no uncommon thing for desperate men to wrench the coping off and throw it down the river, in reckless defiance of the magistrates.


  For to this pair of bridges gravitated all the failures of the town; those who had failed in business, in love, in sobriety, in crime. Why the unhappy hereabout usually chose the bridges for their meditations in preference to a railing, a gate, or a stile, was not so clear.


  There was a marked difference of quality between the personages who haunted the near bridge of brick and the personages who haunted the far one of stone. Those of lowest character preferred the former, adjoining the town; they did not mind the glare of the public eye. They had been of comparatively no account during their successes; and, though they might feel dispirited, they had no particular sense of shame in their ruin. Their hands were mostly kept in their pockets; they wore a leather strap round their hips or knees, and boots that required a great deal of lacing, but seemed never to get any. Instead of sighing at their adversities they spat, and instead of saying the iron had entered into their souls they said they were down on their luck. Jopp in his times of distress had often stood here; so had Mother Cuxsom, Christopher Coney, and poor Abel Whittle.


  The misérables who would pause on the remoter bridge were of a politer stamp. They included bankrupts, hypochondriacs, persons who were what is called ‘out of a situation’ from fault or lucklessness, the inefficient of the professional class—shabby-genteel men, who did not know how to get rid of the weary time between breakfast and dinner, and the yet more weary time between dinner and dark. The eyes of this species were mostly directed over the parapet upon the running water below. A man seen there looking thus fixedly into the river was pretty sure to be one whom the world did not treat kindly for some reason or other. While one in straits on the townward bridge did not mind who saw him so, and kept his back to the parapet to survey the passers-by, one in straits on this never faced the road, never turned his head at coming footsteps, but, sensitive to his own condition, watched the current whenever a stranger approached, as if some strange fish interested him, though every finned thing had been poached out of the river years before.


  There and thus they would muse; if their grief were the grief of oppression they would wish themselves kings; if their grief were poverty, wish themselves millionaires; if sin, they would wish they were saints or angels; if despised love, that they were some much-courted Adonis of county fame. Some had been known to stand and think so long with this fixed gaze downward that eventually they had allowed their poor carcases to follow that gaze; and they were discovered the next morning out of reach of their troubles, either here or in the deep pool called Blackwater, a little higher up the river.


  To this bridge came Henchard, as other unfortunates had come before him, his way thither being by the riverside path on the chilly edge of the town. Here he was standing one windy afternoon when Durnover church clock struck five. While the gusts were bringing the notes to his ears across the damp intervening flat a man passed behind him and greeted Henchard by name. Henchard turned slightly and saw that the comer was Jopp, his old foreman, now employed elsewhere, to whom, though he hated him, he had gone for lodgings because Jopp was the one man in Casterbridge whose observation and opinion the fallen corn-merchant despised to the point of indifference.


  Henchard returned him a scarcely perceptible nod, and Jopp stopped.


  ‘He and she are gone into their new house to-day,’ said Jopp.


  ‘Oh,’ said Henchard absently. ‘Which house is that?’


  ‘Your old one.’


  ‘Gone into my house?’ And starting up Henchard added, ‘My house of all others in the town!’


  ‘Well, as somebody was sure to live there, and you couldn’t, it can do ’ee no harm that he’s the man.’


  It was quite true: he felt that it was doing him no harm. Farfrae, who had already taken the yards and stores, had acquired possession of the house for the obvious convenience of its contiguity. And yet this act of his taking up residence within those roomy chambers while he, their former tenant, lived in a cottage, galled Henchard indescribably.


  Jopp continued: ‘And you heard of that fellow who bought all the best furniture at your sale? He was bidding for no other than Farfrae all the while! It has never been moved out of the house, as he’d already got the lease.’


  ‘My furniture too! Surely he’ll buy my body and soul likewise!’


  ‘There’s no saying he won’t, if you be willing to sell.’ And having planted these wounds in the heart of his once imperious master Jopp went on his way; while Henchard stared and stared into the racing river till the bridge seemed moving backward with him.


  The low land grew blacker, and the sky a deeper grey. When the landscape looked like a picture blotted in with ink, another traveller approached the great stone bridge. He was driving a gig, his direction being also townwards. On the round of the middle of the arch the gig stopped. ‘Mr. Henchard?’ came from it in the voice of Farfrae. Henchard turned his face.


  Finding that he had guessed rightly Farfrae told the man who accompanied him to drive home; while he alighted and went up to his former friend.


  ‘I have heard that you think of emigrating, Mr. Henchard,’ he said. ‘Is it true? I have a real reason for asking.’


  Henchard withheld his answer for several instants, and then said, ‘Yes; it is true. I am going where you were going to a few years ago, when I prevented you and got you to bide here. ’Tis turn and turn about, isn’t it! Do ye mind how we stood like this in the Chalk Walk when I persuaded ’ee to stay? You then stood without a chattel to your name, and I was the master of the house in Corn Street. But now I stand without a stick or a rag, and the master of that house is you.’


  ‘Yes, yes; that’s so! It’s the way o’ the warrld,’ said Farfrae.


  ‘Ha, ha, true!’ cried Henchard, throwing himself into a mood of jocularity. ‘Up and down! I’m used to it. What’s the odds after all!’


  ‘Now listen to me, if it’s no taking up your time,’ said Farfrae, ‘just as I listened to you. Don’t go. Stay at home.’


  ‘But I can do nothing else, man!’ said Henchard scornfully. ‘The little money I have will just keep body and soul together for a few weeks, and no more. I have not felt inclined to go back to journey-work yet; but I can’t stay doing nothing, and my best chance is elsewhere.’


  ‘No; but what I propose is this—if ye will listen. Come and live in your old house. We can spare some rooms very well—I am sure my wife would not mind it at all—until there’s an opening for ye.’


  Henchard started. Probably the picture drawn by the unsuspecting Donald of himself under the same roof with Lucetta was too striking to be received with equanimity. ‘No, no,’ he said gruffly; ‘we should quarrel.’


  ‘You should hae a part to yourself,’ said Farfrae; ‘and nobody to interfere wi’ you. It will be a deal healthier than down there by the river where you live now.’


  Still Henchard refused. ‘You don’t know what you ask,’ he said. ‘However, I can do no less than thank ’ee.’


  They walked into the town together side by side, as they had done when Henchard persuaded the young Scotchman to remain. ‘Will you come in and have some supper?’ said Farfrae when they reached the middle of the town, where their paths diverged right and left.


  ‘No, no.’


  ‘By-the-bye, I had nearly forgot. I bought a good deal of your furniture.’


  ‘So I have heard.’


  ‘Well, it was no that I wanted it so very much for myself; but I wish ye to pick out all that you care to have—such things as may be endeared to ye by associations, or particularly suited to your use. And take them to your own house—it will not be depriving me; we can do with less very well, and I will have plenty of opportunities of getting more.’


  ‘What—give it to me for nothing?’ said Henchard. ‘But you paid the creditors for it!’


  ‘Ah, yes; but maybe it’s worth more to you than it is to me.’


  Henchard was a little moved. ‘I—sometimes think I’ve wronged ’ee!’ he said, in tones which showed the disquietude that the night shades hid in his face. He shook Farfrae abruptly by the hand, and hastened away as if unwilling to betray himself further. Farfrae saw him turn through the thoroughfare into Bull Stake and vanish down towards the Priory Mill.


  Meanwhile Elizabeth-Jane, in an upper room no larger than the Prophet’s chamber, and with the silk attire of her palmy days packed away in a box, was netting with great industry between the hours which she devoted to studying such books as she could get hold of.


  Her lodgings being nearly opposite her stepfather’s former residence, now Farfrae’s, she could see Donald and Lucetta speeding in and out of their door with all the bounding enthusiasm of their situation. She avoided looking that way as much as possible, but it was hardly in human nature to keep the eyes averted when the door slammed.


  While living on thus quietly she heard the news that Henchard had caught cold and was confined to his room—possibly a result of standing about the meads in damp weather. She went off to his house at once. This time she was determined not to be denied admittance, and made her way upstairs. He was sitting up in the bed with a greatcoat round him, and at first resented her intrusion. ‘Go away—go away,’ he said. ‘I don’t like to see ’ee!’


  ‘But, father—’


  ‘I don’t like to see ’ee,’ he repeated.


  However, the ice was broken, and she remained. She made the room more comfortable, gave directions to the people below, and by the time she went away had reconciled her stepfather to her visiting him.


  The effect, either of her ministrations or of her mere presence, was a rapid recovery. He soon was well enough to go out; and now things seemed to wear a new colour in his eyes. He no longer thought of emigration, and thought more of Elizabeth. The having nothing to do made him more dreary than any other circumstance; and one day, with better views of Farfrae than he had held for some time, and a sense that honest work was not a thing to be ashamed of, he stoically went down to Farfrae’s yard and asked to be taken on as a journeyman hay-trusser. He was engaged at once. This hiring of Henchard was done through a foreman, Farfrae feeling that it was undesirable to come personally in contact with the ex-cornfactor more than was absolutely necessary. While anxious to help him he was well aware by this time of his uncertain temper, and thought reserved relations best. For the same reason his orders to Henchard to proceed to this and that country farm trussing in the usual way were always given through a third person.


  For a time these arrangements worked well, it being the custom to truss in the respective stack-yards, before bringing it away, the hay bought at the different farms about the neighbourhood; so that Henchard was often absent at such places the whole week long. When this was all done, and Henchard had become in a measure broken in, he came to work daily on the home premises like the rest. And thus the once flourishing merchant and Mayor and what not stood as a day-labourer in the barns and granaries he formerly had owned.


  ‘I have worked as a journeyman before now, ha’n’t I?’ he would say in his defiant way; ‘and why shouldn’t I do it again?’ But he looked a far different journeyman from the one he had been in his earlier days. Then he had worn clean, suitable clothes, light and cheerful in hue; leggings yellow as marigolds, corduroys immaculate as new flax, and a neckerchief like a flower-garden. Now he wore the remains of an old blue cloth suit of his gentlemanly times, a rusty silk hat, and a once black satin stock, soiled and shabby. Clad thus he went to and fro, still comparatively an active man—for he was not much over forty—and saw with the other men in the yard Donald Farfrae going in and out the green door that led to the garden, and the big house, and Lucetta.


  At the beginning of the winter it was rumoured about Casterbridge that Mr. Farfrae, already in the Town Council, was to be proposed for Mayor in a year or two.


  ‘Yes; she was wise, she was wise in her generation!’ said Henchard to himself when he heard of this one day on his way to Farfrae’s hay-barn. He thought it over as he wimbled his bonds, and the piece of news acted as a reviviscent breath to that old view of his—of Donald Farfrae as his triumphant rival who rode rough-shod over him.


  ‘A fellow of his age going to be Mayor, indeed!’ he murmured with a corner-drawn smile on his mouth. ‘But ’tis her money that floats en upward. Ha-ha—how cust odd it is! Here be I, his former master, working for him as man, and he the man standing as master, with my house and my furniture and my what-you-may-call wife all his own.’


  He repeated these things a hundred times a day. During the whole period of his acquaintance with Lucetta he had never wished to claim her as his own so desperately as he now regretted her loss. It was no mercenary hankering after her fortune that moved him; though that fortune had been the means of making her so much the more desired by giving her the air of independence and sauciness which attracts men of his composition. It had given her servants, house, and fine clothing—a setting that invested Lucetta with a startling novelty in the eyes of him who had known her in her narrow days.


  He accordingly lapsed into moodiness, and at every allusion to the possibility of Farfrae’s near election to the municipal chair his former hatred of the Scotchman returned. Concurrently with this he underwent a moral change. It resulted in his significantly saying every now and then, in tones of recklessness, ‘Only a fortnight more!’—‘Only a dozen days!’ and so forth, lessening his figures day by day.


  ‘Why d’ye say only a dozen days?’ asked Solomon Longways as he worked beside Henchard in the granary weighing oats.


  ‘Because in twelve days I shall be released from my oath.’


  ‘What oath?’


  ‘The oath to drink no spirituous liquid. In twelve days it will be twenty-one years since I swore it, and then I mean to enjoy myself, please God!’


  Elizabeth-Jane sat at her window one Sunday, and while there she heard in the street below a conversation which introduced Henchard’s name. She was wondering what was the matter, when a third person who was passing by asked the question in her mind.


  ‘Michael Henchard have busted out drinking after taking nothing for twenty-one years!’


  Elizabeth-Jane jumped up, put on her things, and went out.


  ♣
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  At this date there prevailed in Casterbridge a convivial custom—scarcely recognized as such, yet none the less established. On the afternoon of every Sunday a large contingent of the Casterbridge journeymen—steady church-goers and sedate characters—having attended service, filed from the church doors across the way to the Three Mariners Inn. The rear was usually brought up by the choir, with their bass-viols, fiddles, and flutes under their arms.


  The great point, the point of honour, on these sacred occasions was for each man to strictly limit himself to half-a-pint of liquor. This scrupulosity was so well understood by the landlord that the whole company was served in cups of that measure. They were all exactly alike—straight-sided, with two leafless lime-trees done in eel-brown on the sides—one towards the drinker’s lips, the other confronting his comrade. To wonder how many of these cups the landlord possessed altogether was a favourite exercise of children in the marvellous. Forty at least might have been seen at these times in the large room, forming a ring round the margin of the great sixteen-legged oak table, like the monolithic circle at Stonehenge in its pristine days. Outside and above the forty cups came a circle of forty smoke-jets from forty clay pipes; outside the pipes the countenances of the forty church-goers, supported at the back by a circle of forty chairs.


  The conversation was not the conversation of week-days, but a thing altogether finer in point and higher in tone. They invariably discussed the sermon, dissecting it, weighing it, as above or below the average—the general tendency being to regard it as a scientific feat or performance which had no relation to their own lives, except as between critics and the thing criticized. The bass-viol player and the clerk usually spoke with more authority than the rest on account of their official connection with the preacher.


  Now the Three Mariners was the inn chosen by Henchard as the place for closing his long term of dramless years. He had so timed his entry as to be well established in the large room by the time the forty church-goers entered to their customary cups. The flush upon his face proclaimed at once that the vow of twenty-one years had lapsed, and the era of recklessness begun anew. He was seated on a small table, drawn up to the side of the massive oak board reserved for the churchmen, a few of whom nodded to him as they took their places and said, ‘How be ye, Mr. Henchard? Quite a stranger here.’


  Henchard did not take the trouble to reply for a few moments, and his eyes rested on his stretched-out legs and boots. ‘Yes,’ he said at length; ‘that’s true. I’ve been down in spirit for weeks; some of ye know the cause. I am better now; but not quite serene. I want you fellows of the choir to strike up a tune; and what with that and this brew of Stannidge’s, I am in hopes of getting altogether out of my minor key.’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said the first fiddle. ‘We’ve let back our strings, that’s true; but we can soon pull ’em up again. Sound A, neighbours, and give the man a stave.’


  ‘I don’t care a curse what the words be,’ said Henchard. ‘Hymns, ballets, or rantipole rubbish; the Rogue’s March or the cherubim’s warble—’tis all the same to me if ’tis good harmony, and well put out.’


  ‘Well—heh, heh—it may be we can do that, and not a man among us that have sat in the gallery less than twenty year,’ said the leader of the band. ‘As ’tis Sunday, neighbours, suppose we raise the Fourth Psa’am, to Samuel Wakely’s tune, as improved by me?’


  ‘Hang Samuel Wakely’s tune, as improved by thee!’ said Henchard. ‘Chuck across one of your psalters—old Wiltshire is the only tune worth singing—the psalm-tune that would make my blood ebb and flow like the sea when I was a steady chap. I’ll find some words to fit en.’ He took one of the psalters and began turning over the leaves.


  Chancing to look out of the window at that moment he saw a flock of people passing by, and perceived them to be the congregation of the upper church, now just dismissed, their sermon having been a longer one than that the lower parish was favoured with. Among the rest of the leading inhabitants walked Mr. Councillor Farfrae with Lucetta upon his arm, the observed and imitated of all the smaller tradesmen’s womankind. Henchard’s mouth changed a little, and he continued to turn over the leaves.


  ‘Now then,’ he said, ‘Psalm the Hundred-and-Ninth, to the tune of Wiltshire: verses ten to fifteen. I gi’e ye the words:


  
    His seed shall orphans be, his wife


    A widow plunged in grief;


    His vagrant children beg their bread


    Where none can give relief.

  


  
    His ill-got riches shall be made


    To usurers a prey;


    The fruit of all his toil shall be


    By strangers borne away.

  


  
    None shall be found that to his wants


    Their mercy will extend,


    Or to his helpless orphan seed


    The least assistance lend.

  


  
    A swift destruction soon shall seize


    On his unhappy race;


    And the next age his hated name


    Shall utterly deface.’

  


  ‘I know the Psa’am—I know the Psa’am!’ said the leader hastily; ‘but I would as lief not sing it. ’Twasn’t made for singing. We chose it once when the gipsy stole the pa’son’s mare, thinking to please him, but pa’son were quite upset. Whatever Servant David were thinking about when he made a Psalm that nobody can sing without disgracing himself, I can’t fathom! Now then, the Fourth Psalm, to Samuel Wakely’s tune, as improved by me.’


  ‘’Od seize your sauce—I tell ye to sing the Hundred-and-Ninth to Wiltshire, and sing it you shall!’ roared Henchard. ‘Not a single one of all the droning crew of ye goes out of this room till that Psalm is sung!’ He slipped off the table, seized the poker, and going to the door placed his back against it. ‘Now then, go ahead, if you don’t wish to have your cust pates broke!’


  ‘Don’t ’ee, don’t ’ee take on so!—As ’tis the Sabbath-day, and ’tis Servant David’s words and not ours, perhaps we don’t mind for once, hey?’ said one of the terrified choir, looking round upon the rest. So the instruments were tuned and the comminatory verses sung.


  ‘Thank ye, thank ye,’ said Henchard in a softened voice, his eyes growing downcast, and his manner that of a man much moved by the strains. ‘Don’t you blame David,’ he went on in low tones, shaking his head without raising his eyes. ‘He knew what he was about when he wrote that! … If I could afford it, be hanged if I wouldn’t keep a church choir at my own expense to play and sing to me at these low, dark times of my life. But the bitter thing is, that when I was rich I didn’t need what I could have, and now I be poor I can’t have what I need!’


  While they paused, Lucetta and Farfrae passed again, this time homeward, it being their custom to take, like others, a short walk out on the highway and back, between church and tea-time. ‘There’s the man we’ve been singing about,’ said Henchard.


  The players and singers turned their heads and saw his meaning. ‘Heaven forbid!’ said the bass-player.


  ‘’Tis the man,’ repeated Henchard doggedly.


  ‘Then if I’d known,’ said the performer on the clarionet solemnly, ‘that ’twas meant for a living man, nothing should have drawn out of my wynd-pipe the breath for that Psalm, so help me!’


  ‘Nor from mine,’ said the first singer. ‘But, thought I, as it was made so long ago perhaps there isn’t much in it, so I’ll oblige a neighbour; for there’s nothing to be said against the tune.’


  ‘Ah, my boys, you’ve sung it,’ said Henchard triumphantly. ‘As for him, it was partly by his songs that he got over me, and heaved me out…. I could double him up like that—and yet I don’t.’ He laid the poker across his knee, bent it as if it were a twig, flung it down, and came away from the door.


  It was at this time that Elizabeth-Jane, having heard where her stepfather was, entered the room with a pale and agonized countenance. The choir and the rest of the company moved off, in accordance with their half-pint regulation. Elizabeth-Jane went up to Henchard, and entreated him to accompany her home.


  By this hour the volcanic fires of his nature had burnt down, and having drunk no great quantity as yet he was inclined to acquiesce. She took his arm, and together they went on. Henchard walked blankly, like a blind man, repeating to himself the last words of the singers—


  
    ‘And the next age his hated name


    Shall utterly deface.’

  


  At length he said to her, ‘I am a man to my word. I have kept my oath for twenty-one years; and now I can drink with a good conscience…. If I don’t do for him—well, I am a fearful practical joker when I choose! He has taken away everything from me, and by heavens, if I meet him I won’t answer for my deeds!’


  These half-uttered words alarmed Elizabeth—all the more by reason of the still determination of Henchard’s mien.


  ‘What will you do?’ she asked cautiously, while trembling with disquietude, and guessing Henchard’s allusion only too well.


  Henchard did not answer, and they went on till they had reached his cottage. ‘May I come in?’ she said.


  ‘No, no; not to-day,’ said Henchard; and she went away; feeling that to caution Farfrae was almost her duty, as it was certainly her strong desire.


  As on the Sunday, so on the week-days, Farfrae and Lucetta might have been seen flitting about the town like two butterflies—or rather like a bee and a butterfly in league for life. She seemed to take no pleasure in going anywhere except in her husband’s company; and hence when business would not permit him to waste an afternoon she remained indoors waiting for the time to pass till his return, her face being visible to Elizabeth-Jane from her window aloft. The latter, however, did not say to herself that Farfrae should be thankful for such devotion, but, full of her reading, she cited Rosalind’s exclamation: ‘Mistress, know yourself; down on your knees and thank Heaven fasting for a good man’s love.’


  She kept her eye upon Henchard also. One day he answered her inquiry for his health by saying that he could not endure Abel Whittle’s pitying eyes upon him while they worked together in the yard. ‘He is such a fool,’ said Henchard, ‘that he can never get out of his mind the time when I was master there.’


  ‘I’ll come and wimble for you instead of him, if you will allow me,’ said she. Her motive on going to the yard was to get an opportunity of observing the general position of affairs on Farfrae’s premises now that her stepfather was a workman there. Henchard’s threats had alarmed her so much that she wished to see his behaviour when the two were face to face.


  For two or three days after her arrival Donald did not make any appearance. Then one afternoon the green door opened, and through came, first Farfrae, and at his heels Lucetta. Donald brought his wife forward without hesitation, it being obvious that he had no suspicion whatever of any antecedents in common between her and the now journeyman hay-trusser.


  Henchard did not turn his eyes toward either of the pair, keeping them fixed on the bond he twisted, as if that alone absorbed him. A feeling of delicacy, which ever prompted Farfrae to avoid anything that might seem like triumphing over a fallen rival, led him to keep away from the hay-barn where Henchard and his daughter were working, and to go on to the corn department. Meanwhile Lucetta, never having been informed that Henchard had entered her husband’s service, rambled straight on to the barn, where she came suddenly upon Henchard, and gave vent to a little ‘Oh!’ which the happy and busy Donald was too far off to hear. Henchard, with withering humility of demeanour, touched the brim of his hat to her as Whittle and the rest had done, to which she breathed a dead-alive ‘Good afternoon.’


  ‘I beg your pardon, ma’am?’ said Henchard, as if he had not heard.


  ‘I said good afternoon,’ she faltered.


  ‘O yes, good afternoon, ma’am,’ he replied, touching his hat again. ‘I am glad to see you, ma’am.’ Lucetta looked embarrassed, and Henchard continued: ‘For we humble workmen here feel it a great honour that a lady should look in and take an interest in us.’


  She glanced at him entreatingly; the sarcasm was too bitter, too unendurable.


  ‘Can you tell me the time, ma’am?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ she said hastily; ‘half-past four.’


  ‘Thank ’ee. An hour and a half longer before we are released from work. Ah, ma’am, we of the lower classes know nothing of the gay leisure that such as you enjoy!’


  As soon as she could do so Lucetta left him, nodded and smiled to Elizabeth-Jane, and joined her husband at the other end of the enclosure, where she could be seen leading him away by the outer gates, so as to avoid passing Henchard again. That she had been taken by surprise was obvious. The result of this casual rencounter was that the next morning a note was put into Henchard’s hand by the postman.


  ‘Will you,’ said Lucetta, with as much bitterness as she could put into a small communication, ‘will you kindly undertake not to speak to me in the biting undertones you used to-day, if I walk through the yard at any time? I bear you no ill-will, and I am only too glad that you should have employment of my dear husband; but in common fairness treat me as his wife, and do not try to make me wretched by covert sneers. I have committed no crime, and done you no injury.’


  ‘Poor fool!’ said Henchard with fond savagery, holding out the note. ‘To know no better than commit herself in writing like this! Why, if I were to show that to her dear husband—pooh!’ He threw the letter into the fire.


  Lucetta took care not to come again among the hay and corn. She would rather have died than run the risk of encountering Henchard at such close quarters a second time. The gulf between them was growing wider every day. Farfrae was always considerate to his fallen acquaintance; but it was impossible that he should not, by degrees, cease to regard the ex-corn-merchant as more than one of his other workmen. Henchard saw this, and concealed his feelings under a cover of stolidity, fortifying his heart by drinking more freely at the Three Mariners every evening.


  Often did Elizabeth-Jane, in her endeavours to prevent his taking other liquor, carry tea to him in a little basket at five o’clock. Arriving one day on this errand she found her stepfather was measuring up clover-seed and rape-seed in the corn-stores on the top floor, and she ascended to him. Each floor had a door opening into the air under a cat-head, from which a chain dangled for hoisting the sacks.


  When Elizabeth’s head rose through the trap she perceived that the upper door was open, and that her stepfather and Farfrae stood just within it in conversation, Farfrae being nearest the dizzy edge, and Henchard a little way behind. Not to interrupt them she remained on the steps without raising her head any higher. While waiting thus she saw—or fancied she saw, for she had a terror of feeling certain—her stepfather slowly raise his hand to a level behind Farfrae’s shoulders, a curious expression taking possession of his face. The young man was quite unconscious of the action, which was so indirect that, if Farfrae had observed it, he might almost have regarded it as an idle outstretching of the arm. But it would have been possible, by a comparatively light touch, to push Farfrae off his balance, and send him head over heels into the air.


  Elizabeth felt quite sick at heart on thinking of what this might have meant. As soon as they turned she mechanically took the tea to Henchard, left it, and went away. Reflecting, she endeavoured to assure herself that the movement was an idle eccentricity, and no more. Yet, on the other hand, his subordinate position in an establishment where he once had been master might be acting on him like an irritant poison; and she finally resolved to caution Donald.


  ♣
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  Next morning, accordingly, she rose at five o’clock and went into the street. It was not yet light; a dense fog prevailed, and the town was as silent as it was dark, except that from the rectangular avenues which framed in the borough there came a chorus of tiny rappings, caused by the fall of water-drops condensed on the boughs; now it was wafted from the West Walk, now from the South Walk; and then from both quarters simultaneously. She moved on to the bottom of Corn Street, and, knowing his time well, waited only a few minutes before she heard the familiar bang of his door, and then his quick walk towards her. She met him at the point where the last tree of the engirding avenue flanked the last house in the street.


  He could hardly discern her till, glancing inquiringly, he said, ‘What—Miss Henchard—and are ye up so airly?’


  She asked him to pardon her for waylaying him at such an unseemly time. ‘But I am anxious to mention something,’ she said. ‘And I wished not to alarm Mrs. Farfrae by calling.’


  ‘Yes?’ said he, with the cheeriness of a superior. ‘And what may it be? It’s very kind of ye, I’m sure.’


  She now felt the difficulty of conveying to his mind the exact aspect of possibilities in her own. But she somehow began, and introduced Henchard’s name. ‘I sometimes fear,’ she said with an effort, ‘that he may be betrayed into some attempt to—insult you, sir.’


  ‘But we are the best of friends?’


  ‘Or to play some practical joke upon you, sir. Remember that he has been hardly used.’


  ‘But we are quite friendly?’


  ‘Or to do something—that would injure you—hurt you—wound you.’ Every word cost her twice its length of pain. And she could see that Farfrae was still incredulous. Henchard, a poor man in his employ, was not to Farfrae’s view the Henchard who had ruled him. Yet he was not only the same man, but that man with his sinister qualities, formerly latent, quickened into life by his buffetings.


  Farfrae, happy, and thinking no evil, persisted in making light of her fears. Thus they parted, and she went homeward, journeymen now being in the street, waggoners going to the harness-makers for articles left to be repaired, farm-horses going to the shoeing-smiths, and the sons of labour showing themselves generally on the move. Elizabeth entered her lodging unhappily, thinking she had done no good, and only made herself appear foolish by her weak note of warning.


  But Donald Farfrae was one of those men upon whom an incident is never absolutely lost. He revised impressions from a subsequent point of view, and the impulsive judgment of the moment was not always his permanent one. The vision of Elizabeth’s earnest face in the rimy dawn came back to him several times during the day. Knowing the solidity of her character he did not treat her hints altogether as idle sounds.


  But he did not desist from a kindly scheme on Henchard’s account that engaged him just then; and when he met Lawyer Joyce, the town-clerk, later in the day, he spoke of it as if nothing had occurred to damp it.


  ‘About that little seedsman’s shop,’ he said; ‘the shop overlooking the churchyard, which is to let. It is not for myself I want it, but for our unlucky fellow-townsman Henchard. It would be a new beginning for him, if a small one; and I have told the Council that I would head a private subscription among them to set him up in it—that I would be fifty pounds, if they would make up the other fifty among them.’


  ‘Yes, yes; so I’ve heard; and there’s nothing to say against it for that matter,’ the town-clerk replied, in his plain, frank way. ‘But, Farfrae, others see what you don’t. Henchard hates ’ee—ay, hates ’ee; and ’tis right that you should know it. To my knowlege he was at the Three Mariners last night, saying in public that about you which a man ought not to say about another.’


  ‘Is that so—ah, is that so?’ said Farfrae, looking down. ‘Why should he do it?’ added the young man bitterly; ‘what harm have I done him that he should try to wrong me?’


  ‘God only knows,’ said Joyce, lifting his eyebrows. ‘It shows much long-suffering in you to put up with him, and keep him in your employ.’


  ‘But I cannet discharge a man who was once a good friend to me? How can I forget that when I came here ’twas he enabled me to make a footing for mysel’? No, no. As long as I’ve a day’s wark to offer he shall do it if he chooses. ’Tis not I who will deny him such a little as that. But I’ll drop the idea of establishing him in a shop till I can think more about it.’


  It grieved Farfrae much to give up this scheme. But a damp having been thrown over it by these and other voices in the air, he went and countermanded his orders. The then occupier of the shop was in it when Farfrae spoke to him, and feeling it necessary to give some explanation of his withdrawal from the negotiation Donald mentioned Henchard’s name, and stated that the intentions of the Council had been changed.


  The occupier was much disappointed, and straight-way informed Henchard, as soon as he saw him, that a scheme of the Council for setting him up in a shop had been knocked on the head by Farfrae. And thus out of error enmity grew.


  When Farfrae got indoors that evening the tea-kettle was singing on the high hob of the semi-eggshaped grate. Lucetta, light as a sylph, ran forward and seized his hands, whereupon Farfrae duly kissed her.


  ‘Oh!’ she cried playfully, turning to the window. ‘See—the blinds are not drawn down, and the people can look in—what a scandal!’


  When the candles were lighted, the curtains drawn, and the twain sat at tea, she noticed that he looked serious. Without directly inquiring why she let her eyes linger solicitously on his face.


  ‘Who has called?’ he absently asked. ‘Any folk for me?’


  ‘No,’ said Lucetta. ‘What’s the matter, Donald?’


  ‘Well—nothing worth talking of,’ he responded sadly.


  ‘Then, never mind it. You will get through it. Scotchmen are always lucky.’


  ‘No—not always!’ he said, shaking his head gloomily as he contemplated a crumb on the table. ‘I know many who have not been so! There was Sandy Macfarlane, who started to America to try his fortune, and he was drowned; and Archibald Leith, he was murdered! And poor Willie Dunbleeze and Maitland Macfreeze—they fell into bad courses, and went the way of all such!’


  ‘Why—you old goosey—I was only speaking in a general sense, of course! You are always so literal. Now when we have finished tea, sing me that funny song about high-heeled shoon and siller tags, and the one-and-forty wooers.’


  ‘No, no. I couldna sing to-night! It’s Henchard—he hates me; so that I may not be his friend if I would. I would understand why there should be a wee bit envy; but I cannet see a reason for the whole intensity of what he feels. Now, can you, Lucetta? It is more like old-fashioned rivalry in love than just a bit of rivalry in trade.’


  Lucetta had grown somewhat wan. ‘No,’ she replied.


  ‘I give him employment—I cannet refuse it. But neither can I blind myself to the fact that with a man of passions such as his, there is no safeguard for conduct!’


  ‘What have you heard—O Donald, dearest?’ said Lucetta in alarm. The words on her lips were ‘anything about me?’—but she did not utter them. She could not, however, suppress her agitation, and her eyes filled with tears.


  ‘No, no—it is not so serious as ye fancy,’ declared Farfrae soothingly; though he did not know its seriousness so well as she.


  ‘I wish you would do what we have talked of,’ mournfully remarked Lucetta. ‘Give up business, and go away from here. We have plenty of money, and why should we stay?’


  Farfrae seemed seriously disposed to discuss this move, and they talked thereon till a visitor was announced. Their neighbour Alderman Vatt came in.


  ‘You’ve heard, I suppose, of poor Doctor Chalkfield’s death? Yes—died this afternoon at five,’ said Mr. Vatt. Chalkfield was the Councilman who had succeeded to the Mayoralty in the preceding November.


  Farfrae was sorry at the intelligence, and Mr. Vatt continued: ‘Well, we know he’s been going some days, and as his family is well provided for we must take it all as it is. Now I have called to ask ’ee this—quite privately. If I should nominate ’ee to succeed him, and there should be no particular opposition, will ’ee accept the chair?’


  ‘But there are folk whose turn is before mine; and I’m over young, and may be thought pushing!’ said Farfrae after a pause.


  ‘Not at all. I don’t speak for myself only, several have named it. You won’t refuse?’


  ‘We thought of going away,’ interposed Lucetta, looking at Farfrae anxiously.


  ‘It was only a fancy,’ Farfrae murmured. ‘I wouldna refuse if it is the wish of a respectable majority in the Council.’


  ‘Very well, then, look upon yourself as elected. We have had older men long enough.’


  When he was gone Farfrae said musingly, ‘See now how it’s ourselves that are ruled by the Powers above us! We plan this, but we do that. If they want to make me Mayor I will stay, and Henchard must rave as he will.’


  From this evening onward Lucetta was very uneasy. If she had not been imprudence incarnate she would not have acted as she did when she met Henchard by accident a day or two later. It was in the bustle of the market, when no one could readily notice their discourse.


  ‘Michael,’ said she, ‘I must again ask you what I asked you months ago—to return me any letters or papers of mine that you may have—unless you have destroyed them? You must see how desirable it is that the time at Jersey should be blotted out, for the good of all parties.’


  ‘Why, bless the woman!—I packed up every scrap of your handwriting to give you in the coach—but you never appeared.’


  She explained how the death of her aunt had prevented her taking the journey on that day. ‘And what became of the parcel then?’ she asked.


  He could not say—he would consider. When she was gone he recollected that he had left a heap of useless papers in his former dining-room safe—built up in the wall of his old house—now occupied by Farfrae. The letters might have been amongst them.


  A grotesque grin shaped itself on Henchard’s face. Had that safe been opened?


  On the very evening which followed this there was a great ringing of bells in Casterbridge, and the combined brass, wood, catgut, and leather bands played round the town with more prodigality of percussion-notes than ever. Farfrae was Mayor—the two-hundredth odd of a series forming an elective dynasty dating back to the days of Charles I.—and the fair Lucetta was the courted of the town…. But, ah! that worm i’ the bud—Henchard; what he could tell!


  He, in the meantime, festering with indignation at some erroneous intelligence of Farfrae’s opposition to the scheme for installing him in the little seed-shop, was greeted with the news of the municipal election (which, by reason of Farfrae’s comparative youth and his Scottish nativity—a thing unprecedented in the case—had an interest far beyond the ordinary). The bell-ringing and the band-playing, loud as Tamerlane’s trumpet, goaded the downfallen Henchard indescribably: the ousting now seemed to him to be complete.


  The next morning he went to the corn-yard as usual, and about eleven o’clock Donald entered through the green door, with no trace of the worshipful about him. The yet more emphatic change of places between him and Henchard which this election had established renewed a slight embarrassment in the manner of the modest younger man; but Henchard showed the front of one who had overlooked all this; and Farfrae met his amenities half-way at once.


  ‘I was going to ask you,’ said Henchard, ‘about a packet that I may possibly have left in my old safe in the dining-room.’ He added particulars.


  ‘If so, it is there now,’ said Farfrae. ‘I have never opened the safe at all as yet; for I keep ma papers at the bank, to sleep easy o’ nights.’


  ‘It was not of much consequence—to me,’ said Henchard. ‘But I’ll call for it this evening, if you don’t mind?’


  It was quite late when he fulfilled his promise. He had primed himself with grog, as he did very frequently now, and a curl of sardonic humour hung on his lip as he approached the house, as though he were contemplating some terrible form of amusement. Whatever it was, the incident of his entry did not diminish its force, this being his first visit to the house since he had lived there as owner. The ring of the bell spoke to him like the voice of a familiar drudge who had been bribed to forsake him; the movements of the doors were revivals of dead days.


  Farfrae invited him into the dining-room, where he at once unlocked the iron safe built into the wall, his, Henchard’s safe, made by an ingenious locksmith under his direction. Farfrae drew thence the parcel, and other papers, with apologies for not having returned them.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Henchard drily. ‘The fact is they are letters mostly…. Yes,’ he went on, sitting down and unfolding Lucetta’s passionate bundle, ‘here they be. That ever I should see ’em again! I hope Mrs. Farfrae is well after her exertions of yesterday?’


  ‘She has felt a bit weary; and has gone to bed airly on that account.’


  Henchard returned to the letters, sorting them over with interest, Farfrae being seated at the other end of the dining-table. ‘You don’t forget, of course,’ he resumed, ‘that curious chapter in the history of my past which I told you of, and that you gave me some assistance in? These letters are, in fact, related to that unhappy business. Though, thank God, it is all over now.’


  ‘What became of the poor woman?’ asked Farfrae.


  ‘Luckily she married, and married well,’ said Henchard. ‘So that these reproaches she poured out on me do not now cause me any twinges, as they might otherwise have done…. Just listen to what an angry woman will say!’


  Farfrae, willing to humour Henchard, though quite uninterested, and bursting with yawns, gave well-mannered attention.


  ‘“For me,”’ Henchard read, ‘“there is practically no future. A creature too unconventionally devoted to you—who feels it impossible that she can be wife of any other man; and who is yet no more to you than the first woman you meet in the street—such am I. I quite acquit you of any intention to wrong me, yet you are the door through which wrong has come to me. That in the event of your present wife’s death you will place me in her position is a consolation so far as it goes—but how far does it go? Thus I sit here, forsaken by my few acquaintance, and forsaken by you!”’


  ‘That’s how she went on to me,’ said Henchard, ‘acres of words like that, when what had happened was what I could not cure.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Farfrae absently, ‘it is the way wi’ women.’ But the fact was that he knew very little of the sex; yet detecting a sort of resemblance in style between the effusions of the woman he worshipped and those of the supposed stranger, he concluded that Aphrodite ever spoke thus, whosesoever the personality she assumed.


  Henchard unfolded another letter, and read it through likewise, stopping at the subscription as before. ‘Her name I don’t give,’ he said blandly. ‘As I didn’t marry her, and another man did, I can scarcely do that in fairness to her.’


  ‘Tr-rue, tr-rue,’ said Farfrae. ‘But why didn’t you marry her when your wife Susan died?’ Farfrae asked this and the other questions in the comfortably indifferent tone of one whom the matter very remotely concerned.


  ‘Ah—well you may ask that!’ said Henchard, the new-moon-shaped grin adumbrating itself again upon his mouth. ‘In spite of all her protestations, when I came forward to do so, as in generosity bound, she was not the woman for me.’


  ‘She had already married another—maybe?’


  Henchard seemed to think it would be sailing too near the wind to descend further into particulars, and he answered ‘Yes.’


  ‘The young lady must have had a heart that bore transplanting very readily!’


  ‘She had, she had,’ said Henchard emphatically.


  He opened a third and fourth letter, and read. This time he approached the conclusion as if the signature were indeed coming with the rest. But again he stopped short. The truth was that, as may be divined, he had quite intended to effect a grand catastrophe at the end of this drama by reading out the name; he had come to the house with no other thought. But sitting here in cold blood he could not do it. Such a wrecking of hearts appalled even him. His quality was such that he could have annihilated them both in the heat of action; but to accomplish the deed by oral poison was beyond the nerve of his enmity.


  ♣


  XXXV


  As Donald stated, Lucetta had retired early to her room because of fatigue. She had, however, not gone to rest, but sat in the bedside chair reading and thinking over the events of the day. At the ringing of the door-bell by Henchard she wondered who it should be that would call at that comparatively late hour. The dining-room was almost under her bed-room; she could hear that somebody was admitted there, and presently the indistinct murmur of a person reading became audible.


  The usual time for Donald’s arrival upstairs came and passed, yet still the reading and conversation went on. This was very singular. She could think of nothing but that some extraordinary crime had been committed, and that the visitor, whoever he might be, was reading an account of it from a special edition of the Casterbridge Chronicle. At last she left the room, and descended the stairs. The dining-room door was ajar, and in the silence of the resting household the voice and the words were recognizable before she reached the lower flight. She stood transfixed. Her own words greeted her in Henchard’s voice, like spirits from the grave.


  Lucetta leant upon the banister with her cheek against the smooth hand-rail, as if she would make a friend of it in her misery. Rigid in this position, more and more words fell successively upon her ear. But what amazed her most was the tone of her husband. He spoke merely in the accents of a man who made a present of his time.


  ‘One word,’ he was saying, as the crackling of paper denoted that Henchard was unfolding yet another sheet. ‘Is it quite fair to this young woman’s memory to read at such length to a stranger what was intended for your eye alone?’


  ‘Well, yes,’ said Henchard. ‘By not giving her name I make it an example of all womankind, and not a scandal to one.’


  ‘If I were you I would destroy them,’ said Farfrae, giving more thought to the letters than he had hitherto done. ‘As another man’s wife it would injure the woman if it were known.’


  ‘No, I shall not destroy them,’ murmured Henchard, putting the letters away. Then he arose, and Lucetta heard no more.


  She went back to her bedroom in a semi-paralyzed state. For very fear she could not undress, but sat on the edge of the bed, waiting. Would Henchard let out the secret in his parting words? Her suspense was terrible. Had she confessed all to Donald in their early acquaintance he might possibly have got over it, and married her just the same—unlikely as it had once seemed; but for her or any one else to tell him now would be fatal.


  The door slammed; she could hear her husband bolting it. After looking round in his customary way he came leisurely up the stairs. The spark in her eyes well-nigh went out when he appeared round the bedroom door. Her gaze hung doubtful for a moment, then to her joyous amazement she saw that he looked at her with the rallying smile of one who had just been relieved of a scene that was irksome. She could hold out no longer, and sobbed hysterically.


  When he had restored her Farfrae naturally enough spoke of Henchard. ‘Of all men he was the least desirable as a visitor,’ he said; ‘but it is my belief that he’s just a bit crazed. He has been reading to me a long lot of letters relating to his past life; and I could do no less than indulge him by listening.’


  This was sufficient. Henchard, then, had not told. Henchard’s last words to Farfrae, in short, as he stood on the door-step, had been these: ‘Well—I’m much obliged to ’ee for listening. I may tell more about her some day.’


  Finding this, she was much perplexed as to Henchard’s motives in opening the matter at all; for in such cases we attribute to an enemy a power of consistent action which we never find in ourselves or in our friends; and forget that abortive efforts from want of heart are as possible to revenge as to generosity.


  Next morning Lucetta remained in bed, meditating how to parry this incipient attack. The bold stroke of telling Donald the truth, dimly conceived, was yet too bold; for she dreaded lest in doing so he, like the rest of the world, should believe that the episode was rather her fault than her misfortune. She decided to employ persuasion—not with Donald, but with the enemy himself. It seemed the only practicable weapon left her as a woman. Having laid her plan she rose, and wrote to him who kept her on these tenterhooks:—


  ‘I overheard your interview with my husband last night, and saw the drift of your revenge. The very thought of it crushes me! Have pity on a distressed woman! If you could see me you would relent. You do not know how anxiety has told upon me lately. I will be at the Ring at the time you leave work—just before the sun goes down. Please come that way. I cannot rest till I have seen you face to face, and heard from your mouth that you will carry this horse-play no further.’


  To herself she said, on closing up this appeal: ‘If ever tears and pleadings have served the weak to fight the strong, let them do so now!’


  With this view she made a toilette which differed from all she had ever attempted before. To heighten her natural attractions had hitherto been the unvarying endeavour of her adult life, and one in which she was no novice. But now she neglected this, and even proceeded to impair the natural presentation. Beyond a natural reason for her slightly drawn look, she had not slept all the previous night, and this had produced upon her pretty though slightly worn features the aspect of a countenance ageing prematurely from extreme sorrow. She selected—as much from want of spirit as design—her poorest, plainest, and longest discarded attire.


  To avoid the contingency of being recognized she veiled herself, and slipped out of the house quickly. The sun was resting on the hill like a drop of blood on an eyelid by the time she had got up the road opposite the amphitheatre, which she speedily entered. The interior was shadowy, and emphatic of the absence of every living thing.


  She was not disappointed in the fearful hope with which she awaited him. Henchard came over the top, descended, and Lucetta waited breathlessly. But having reached the arena she saw a change in his bearing: he stood still at a little distance from her; she could not think why.


  Nor could any one else have known. The truth was that in appointing this spot, and this hour, for the rendezvous, Lucetta had unwittingly backed up her entreaty by the strongest argument she could have used outside words, with this man of moods, glooms, and superstitions. Her figure in the midst of the huge enclosure, the unusual plainness of her dress, her attitude of hope and appeal, so strongly revived in his soul the memory of another ill-used woman who had stood there and thus in bygone days, and had now passed away into her rest, that he was unmanned, and his heart smote him for having attempted reprisals on one of a sex so weak. When he approached her, and before she had spoken a word, her point was half gained.


  His manner as he had come down had been one of cynical carelessness; but he now put away his grim half-smile, and said in a kindly subdued tone, ‘Good-night t’ye. Of course I’m glad to come if you want me.’


  ‘O, thank you,’ she said apprehensively.


  ‘I am sorry to see ’ee looking so ill,’ he stammered with unconcealed compunction.


  She shook her head. ‘How can you be sorry,’ she asked, ‘when you deliberately cause it?’


  ‘What!’ said Henchard uneasily. ‘Is it anything I have done that has pulled you down like that?’


  ‘It is all your doing,’ said she. ‘I have no other grief. My happiness would be secure enough but for your threats. O Michael! don’t wreck me like this! You might think that you have done enough! When I came here I was a young woman; now I am rapidly becoming an old one. Neither my husband nor any other man will regard me with interest long.’


  Henchard was disarmed. His old feeling of supercilious pity for womankind in general was intensified by this suppliant appearing here as the double of the first. Moreover, that thoughtless want of foresight which had led to all her trouble remained with poor Lucetta still; she had come to meet him here in this compromising way without perceiving the risk. Such a woman was very small deer to hunt; he felt ashamed, lost all zest and desire to humiliate Lucetta there and then, and no longer envied Farfrae his bargain. He had married money, but nothing more. Henchard was anxious to wash his hands of the game.


  ‘Well, what do you want me to do?’ he said gently. ‘I am sure I shall be very willing. My reading of those letters was only a sort of practical joke, and I revealed nothing.’


  ‘To give me back the letters and any papers you may have that breathe of matrimony or worse.’


  ‘So be it. Every scrap shall be yours…. But, between you and me, Lucetta, he is sure to find out something of the matter, sooner or later.’


  ‘Ah!’ she said with eager tremulousness; ‘but not till I have proved myself a faithful and deserving wife to him, and then he may forgive me everything!’


  Henchard silently looked at her: he almost envied Farfrae such love as that, even now. ‘H’m—I hope so,’ he said. ‘But you shall have the letters without fail. And your secret shall be kept. I swear it.’


  ‘How good you are!—how shall I get them?’


  He reflected, and said he would send them the next morning. ‘Now don’t doubt me,’ he added. ‘I can keep my word.’


  ♣


  XXXVI


  Returning from her appointment Lucetta saw a man waiting by the lamp nearest to her own door. When she stopped to go in he came and spoke to her. It was Jopp.


  He begged her pardon for addressing her. But he had heard that Mr. Farfrae had been applied to by a neighbouring corn-merchant to recommend a working partner; if so, he wished to offer himself. He could give good security, and had stated as much to Mr. Farfrae in a letter; but he would feel much obliged if Lucetta would say a word in his favour to her husband.


  ‘It is a thing I know nothing about,’ said Lucetta coldly.


  ‘But you can testify to my trustworthiness better than anybody, ma’am,’ said Jopp. ‘I was in Jersey several years, and knew you there by sight.’


  ‘Indeed,’ she replied. ‘But I knew nothing of you.’


  ‘I think, ma’am, that a word or two from you would secure for me what I covet very much,’ he persisted.


  She steadily refused to have anything to do with the affair, and cutting him short, because of her anxiety to get indoors before her husband should miss her, left him on the pavement.


  He watched her till she had vanished, and then went home. When he got there he sat down in the fireless chimney corner looking at the iron dogs, and the wood laid across them for heating the morning kettle. A movement upstairs disturbed him, and Henchard came down from his bedroom, where he seemed to have been rummaging boxes.


  ‘I wish,’ said Henchard, ‘you would do me a service, Jopp, now—to-night, I mean, if you can. Leave this at Mrs. Farfrae’s for her. I should take it myself, of course, but I don’t wish to be seen there.’


  He handed a package in brown paper, sealed. Henchard had been as good as his word. Immediately on coming indoors he had searched over his few belongings; and every scrap of Lucetta’s writing that he possessed was here. Jopp indifferently expressed his willingness.


  ‘Well, how have ye got on to-day?’ his lodger asked. ‘Any prospect of an opening?’


  ‘I am afraid not,’ said Jopp, who had not told the other of his application to Farfrae.


  ‘There never will be in Casterbridge,’ declared Henchard decisively. ‘You must roam further afield.’ He said good-night to Jopp, and returned to his own part of the house.


  Jopp sat on till his eyes were attracted by the shadow of the candle-snuff on the wall, and looking at the original he found that it had formed itself into a head like a red-hot cauliflower. Henchard’s packet next met his gaze. He knew there had been something of the nature of wooing between Henchard and the now Mrs. Farfrae; and his vague ideas on the subject narrowed themselves down to these: Henchard had a parcel belonging to Mrs. Farfrae, and he had reasons for not returning that parcel to her in person. What could be inside it? So he went on and on till, animated by resentment at Lucetta’s haughtiness, as he thought it, and curiosity to learn if there were any weak sides to this transaction with Henchard, he examined the package. The pen and all its relations being awkward tools in Henchard’s hands he had affixed the seals without an impression, it never occurring to him that the efficacy of such a fastening depended on this. Jopp was far less of a tyro; he lifted one of the seals with his penknife, peeped in at the end thus opened, saw that the bundle consisted of letters; and, having satisfied himself thus far, sealed up the end again by simply softening the wax with the candle, and went off with the parcel as requested.


  His path was by the river-side at the foot of the town. Coming into the light at the bridge which stood at the end of High Street he beheld lounging thereon Mother Cuxsom and Nance Mockridge.


  ‘We be just going down Mixen Lane way, to look into Peter’s Finger afore creeping to bed,’ said Mrs. Cuxsom. ‘There’s a fiddle and tambourine going on there. Lord, what’s all the world—do ye come along too, Jopp—’twon’t hinder ye five minutes.’


  Jopp had mostly kept himself out of this company, but present circumstances made him somewhat more reckless than usual, and without many words he decided to go to his destination that way.


  Though the upper part of Durnover was mainly composed of a curious congeries of barns and farm-steads, there was a less picturesque side to the parish. This was Mixen Lane, now in great part pulled down.


  Mixen Lane was the Adullam of all the surrounding villages. It was the hiding-place of those who were in distress, and in debt, and trouble of every kind. Farm-labourers and other peasants, who combined a little poaching with their farming, and a little brawling and bibbing with their poaching, found themselves sooner or later in Mixen Lane. Rural mechanics too idle to mechanize, rural servants too rebellious to serve, drifted or were forced into Mixen Lane.


  The lane and its surrounding thicket of thatched cottages stretched out like a spit into the moist and misty lowland. Much that was sad, much that was low, some things that were baneful, could be seen in Mixen Lane. Vice ran freely in and out certain of the doors of the neighbourhood; recklessness dwelt under the roof with the crooked chimney; shame in some bow-windows; theft (in times of privation) in the thatched and mud-walled houses by the sallows. Even slaughter had not been altogether unknown here. In a block of cottages up an alley there might have been erected an altar to disease in years gone by. Such was Mixen Lane in the times when Henchard and Farfrae were Mayors.


  Yet this mildewed leaf in the sturdy and flourishing Casterbridge plant lay close to the open country; not a hundred yards from a row of noble elms, and commanding a view across the moor of airy uplands and corn-fields, and mansions of the great. A brook divided the moor from the tenements, and to outward view there was no way across it—no way to the houses but round about by the road. But under every householder’s stairs there was kept a mysterious plank nine inches wide; which plank was a secret bridge.


  If you, as one of those refugee householders, came in from business after dark—and this was the business time here—you stealthily crossed the moor, approached the border of the aforesaid brook, and whistled opposite the house to which you belonged. A shape thereupon made its appearance on the other side bearing the bridge on end against the sky; it was lowered; you crossed, and a hand helped you to land yourself, together with the pheasants and hares gathered from neighbouring manors. You sold them slily the next morning, and the day after you stood before the magistrates with the eyes of all your sympathizing neighbours concentrated on your back. You disappeared for a time; then you were again found quietly living in Mixen Lane.


  Walking along the lane at dusk the stranger was struck by two or three peculiar features therein. One was an intermittent rumbling from the back premises of the inn half-way up; this meant a skittle alley. Another was the extensive prevalence of whistling in the various domiciles—a piped note of some kind coming from nearly every open door. Another was the frequency of white aprons over dingy gowns among the women around the doorways. A white apron is a suspicious vesture in situations where spotlessness is difficult; moreover, the industry and cleanliness which the white apron expressed were belied by the postures and gaits of the women who wore it—their knuckles being mostly on their hips (an attitude which lent them the aspect of two-handled mugs), and their shoulders against door-posts; while there was a curious alacrity in the turn of each honest woman’s head upon her neck and in the twirl of her honest eyes, at any noise resembling a masculine footfall along the lane.


  Yet amid so much that was bad needy respectability also found a home. Under some of the roofs abode pure and virtuous souls whose presence there was due to the iron hand of necessity, and to that alone. Families from decayed villages—families of that once bulky, but now nearly extinct, section of village society called ‘liviers,’ or lifeholders—copyholders and others, whose roof-trees had fallen for some reason or other, compelling them to quit the rural spot that had been their home for generations—came here, unless they chose to lie under a hedge by the wayside.


  The inn called Peter’s Finger was the church of Mixen Lane.


  It was centrally situate, as such places should be, and bore about the same social relation to the Three Mariners as the latter bore to the King’s Arms. At first sight the inn was so respectable as to be puzzling. The front door was kept shut, and the step was so clean that evidently but few persons entered over its sanded surface. But at the corner of the public-house was an alley, a mere slit, dividing it from the next building. Half-way up the alley was a narrow door, shiny and paintless from the rub of infinite hands and shoulders. This was the actual entrance to the inn.


  A pedestrian would be seen abstractedly passing along Mixen Lane; and then, in a moment, he would vanish, causing the gazer to blink like Ashton at the disappearance of Ravenswood. That abstracted pedestrian had edged into the slit by the adroit fillip of his person sideways; from the slit he edged into the tavern by a similar exercise of skill.


  The company at the Three Mariners were persons of quality in comparison with the company which gathered here; though it must be admitted that the lowest fringe of the Mariner’s party touched the crest of Peter’s at points. Waifs and strays of all sorts loitered about here. The landlady was a virtuous woman who years ago had been unjustly sent to gaol as an accessary [accessory] to something or other after the fact. She underwent her twelvemonth, and had worn a martyr’s countenance ever since, except at times of meeting the constable who apprehended her, when she winked her eye.


  To this house Jopp and his acquaintances had arrived. The settles on which they sat down were thin and tall, their tops being guyed by pieces of twine to hooks in the ceiling; for when the guests grew boisterous the settles would rock and overturn without some such security. The thunder of bowls echoed from the backyard; swingels hung behind the blower of the chimney; and ex-poachers and ex-gamekeepers, whom squires had persecuted without a cause, sat elbowing each other—men who in past times had met in fights under the moon, till lapse of sentences on the one part, and loss of favour and expulsion from service on the other, brought them here together to a common level, where they sat calmly discussing old times.


  ‘Dos’t mind how you could jerk a trout ashore with a bramble, and not ruffle the stream, Charl?’ a deposed keeper was saying. ‘’Twas at that I caught ’ee once, if you can mind?’


  ‘That can I. But the worst larry for me was that pheasant business at Yalbury Wood. Your wife swore false that time, Joe—O, by Gad, she did—there’s no denying it.’


  ‘How was that?’ asked Jopp.


  ‘Why—Joe closed wi’ me, and we rolled down together, close to his garden hedge. Hearing the noise, out ran his wife with the oven pyle, and it being dark under the trees she couldn’t see which was uppermost. “Where beest thee, Joe, under or top?” she screeched. “O—under, by Gad!” says he. She then began to rap down upon my skull, back, and ribs with the pyle till we’d roll over again. “Where beest now, dear Joe, under or top?” she’d scream again. By George, ’twas through her I was took! And then when we got up in hall she sware that the cock pheasant was one of her rearing, when ’twas not your bird at all, Joe; ’twas Squire Brown’s bird—that’s whose ’twas—one that we’d picked off as we passed his wood, an hour afore. It did hurt my feelings to be so wronged! …. Ah well—’tis over now.’


  ‘I might have had ’ee days afore that,’ said the keeper. ‘I was within a few yards of ’ee dozens of times, with a sight more of birds than that poor one.’


  ‘Yes—’tis not our greatest doings that the world gets wind of,’ said the furmity-woman, who, lately settled in this purlieu, sat among the rest. Having travelled a great deal in her time she spoke with cosmopolitan largeness of idea. It was she who presently asked Jopp what was the parcel he kept so snugly under his arm.


  ‘Ah, therein lies a grand secret,’ said Jopp. ‘It is the passion of love. To think that a woman should love one man so well, and hate another so unmercifully.’


  ‘Who’s the object of your meditation, sir?’


  ‘One that stands high in this town. I’d like to shame her! Upon my life, ’twould be as good as a play to read her love-letters, the proud piece of silk and wax-work! For ’tis her love-letters that I’ve got here.’


  ‘Love-letters? then let’s hear ’em, good soul,’ said Mother Cuxsom. ‘Lord, do ye mind, Richard, what fools we used to be when we were younger? Getting a schoolboy to write ours for us; and giving him a penny, do ye mind, not to tell other folks what he’d put inside, do ye mind?’


  By this time Jopp had pushed his finger under the seals, and unfastened the letters, tumbling them over and picking up one here and there at random, which he read aloud. These passages soon began to uncover the secret which Lucetta had so earnestly hoped to keep buried, though the epistles, being allusive only, did not make it altogether plain.


  ‘Mrs. Farfrae wrote that!’ said Nance Mockridge. ‘’Tis a humbling thing for us, as respectable women, that one of the same sex could do it. And now she’s vowed herself to another man!’


  ‘So much the better for her,’ said the aged furmity-woman. ‘Ah, I saved her from a real bad marriage, and she’s never been the one to thank me.’


  ‘I say, what a good foundation for a skimmity-ride,’ said Nance.


  ‘True,’ said Mrs. Cuxsom, reflecting. ‘’Tis as good a ground for a skimmity-ride as ever I knowed; and it ought not to be wasted. The last one seen in Casterbridge must have been ten years ago, if a day.’


  At this moment there was a shrill whistle, and the landlady said to the man who had been called Charl, ‘’Tis Jim coming in. Would ye go and let down the bridge for me?’


  Without replying Charl and his comrade Joe rose, and receiving a lantern from her went out at the back door and down the garden-path, which ended abruptly at the edge of the stream already mentioned. Beyond the stream was the open moor, from which a clammy breeze smote upon their faces as they advanced. Taking up the board that had lain in readiness one of them lowered it across the water, and the instant its further end touched the ground footsteps entered upon it, and there appeared from the shade a stalwart man with straps round his knees, a double-barrelled gun under his arm and some birds slung up behind him. They asked him if he had had much luck.


  ‘Not much,’ he said indifferently. ‘All safe inside?’


  Receiving a reply in the affirmative he went on inwards, the others withdrawing the bridge and beginning to retreat in his rear. Before, however, they had entered the house a cry of ‘Ahoy’ from the moor led them to pause.


  The cry was repeated. They pushed the lantern into an outhouse, and went back to the brink of the stream.


  ‘Ahoy—is this the way to Casterbridge?’ said some one from the other side.


  ‘Not in particular,’ said Charl. ‘There’s a river afore ’ee.’


  ‘I don’t care—here’s for through it!’ said the man in the moor. ‘I’ve had travelling enough for to-day.’


  ‘Stop a minute, then,’ said Charl, finding that the man was no enemy. ‘Joe, bring the plank and lantern; here’s somebody that’s lost his way. You should have kept along the turnpike road, friend, and not have strook across here.’


  ‘I should—as I see now. But I saw a light here, and says I to myself, that’s an outlying house, depend on’t.’


  The plank was now lowered; and the stranger’s form shaped itself from the darkness. He was a middle-aged man, with hair and whiskers prematurely grey, and a broad and genial face. He had crossed on the plank without hesitation, and seemed to see nothing odd in the transit. He thanked them, and walked between them up the garden. ‘What place is this?’ he asked, when they reached the door.


  ‘A public-house.’


  ‘Ah. Perhaps it will suit me to put up at. Now then, come in and wet your whistle at my expense for the lift over you have given me.’


  They followed him into the inn, where the increased light exhibited him as one who would stand higher in an estimate by the eye than in one by the ear. He was dressed with a certain clumsy richness—his coat being furred, and his head covered by a cap of seal-skin, which, though the nights were chilly, must have been warm for the daytime, spring being somewhat advanced. In his hand he carried a small mahogany case, strapped, and clamped with brass.


  Apparently surprised at the kind of company which confronted him through the kitchen door, he at once abandoned his idea of putting up at the house; but taking the situation lightly, he called for glasses of the best, paid for them as he stood in the passage, and turned to proceed on his way by the front door. This was barred, and while the landlady was unfastening it the conversation about the skimmington was continued in the sitting-room, and reached his ears.


  ‘What do they mean by a “skimmity-ride”?’ he asked.


  ‘O, sir!’ said the landlady, swinging her long earrings with deprecating modesty; ‘’tis a’ old foolish thing they do in these parts when a man’s wife is—well, not too particularly his own. But as a respectable householder I don’t encourage it.’


  ‘Still, are they going to do it shortly? It is a good sight to see, I suppose?’


  ‘Well, sir!’ she simpered. And then, bursting into naturalness, and glancing from the corner of her eye, ‘’Tis the funniest thing under the sun! And it costs money.’


  ‘Ah! I remember hearing of some such thing. Now I shall be in Casterbridge for two or three weeks to come, and should not mind seeing the performance. Wait a moment.’ He turned back, entered the sitting-room, and said, ‘Here, good folks; I should like to see the old custom you are talking of, and I don’t mind being something towards it—take that.’ He threw a sovereign on the table and returned to the landlady at the door, of whom, having inquired the way into the town, he took his leave.


  ‘There were more where that one came from,’ said Charl, when the sovereign had been taken up and handed to the landlady for safe keeping. ‘By George! we ought to have got a few more while we had him here.’


  ‘No, no,’ answered the landlady, ‘This is a respectable house, thank God! And I’ll have nothing done but what’s honourable.’


  ‘Well,’ said Jopp; ‘now we’ll consider the business begun, and will soon get it in train.’


  ‘We will!’ said Nance. ‘A good laugh warms my heart more than a cordial, and that’s the truth on’t.’


  Jopp gathered up the letters, and it being now somewhat late he did not attempt to call at Farfrae’s with them that night. He reached home, sealed them up as before, and delivered the parcel at its address next morning. Within an hour its contents were reduced to ashes by Lucetta, who, poor soul! was inclined to fall down on her knees in thankfulness that at last no evidence remained of the unlucky episode with Henchard in her past. For though hers had been rather the laxity of inadvertence than of intention, that episode, if known, was not the less likely to operate fatally between herself and her husband.


  ♣


  XXXVII


  Such was the state of things when the current affairs of Casterbridge were interrupted by an event of such magnitude that its influence reached to the lowest social stratum there, stirring the depths of its society simultaneously with the preparations for the skimmington. It was one of those excitements which, when they move a country town, leave a permanent mark upon its chronicles, as a warm summer permanently marks the ring in the tree-trunk corresponding to its date.


  A Royal Personage was about to pass through the borough on his course further west, to inaugurate an immense engineering work out that way,[.] He had consented to halt half-an-hour or so in the town, and to receive an address from the corporation of Casterbridge, which, as a representative centre of husbandry, wished thus to express its sense of the great services he had rendered to agricultural science and economics, by his zealous promotion of designs for placing the art of farming on a more scientific footing.


  Royalty had not been seen in Casterbridge since the days of the third King George, and then only by candlelight for a few minutes, when that monarch, on a night-journey, had stopped to change horses at the King’s Arms. The inhabitants therefore decided to make a thorough fête carillonnée of the unwonted occasion. Half-an-hour’s pause was not long, it is true; but much might be done in it by a judicious grouping of incidents, above all, if the weather were fine.


  The address was prepared on parchment by an artist who was handy at ornamental lettering, and was laid on with the best gold-leaf and colours that the sign-painter had in his shop. The Council met on the Tuesday before the appointed day, to arrange the details of the procedure. While they were sitting, the door of the Council Chamber standing open, they heard a heavy footstep coming up the stairs. It advanced along the passage, and Henchard entered the room, in clothes of frayed and threadbare shabbiness, the very clothes which he had used to wear in the primal days when he had sat among them.


  ‘I have a feeling,’ he said, advancing to the table and laying his hand upon the green cloth, ‘that I should like to join ye in this reception of our illustrious visitor. I suppose I could walk with the rest?’


  Embarrassed glances were exchanged by the Council, and Grower nearly ate the end of his quill-pen off, so gnawed he it during the silence. Farfrae the young Mayor, who by virtue of his office sat in the large chair, intuitively caught the sense of the meeting, and as spokesman was obliged to utter it, glad as he would have been that the duty should have fallen to another tongue.


  ‘I hardly see that it would be proper, Mr. Henchard,’ said he. ‘The Council are the Council, and as ye are no longer one of the body, there would be an irregularity in the proceeding. If ye were included, why not others?’


  ‘I have a particular reason for wishing to assist at the ceremony.’


  Farfrae looked round. ‘I think I have expressed the feeling of the Council,’ he said.


  ‘Yes, yes,’ from Dr. Bath, Lawyer Long, Alderman Tubber, and several more.


  ‘Then I am not to be allowed to have anything to do with it officially?’


  ‘I am afraid so; it is out of the question, indeed. But of course you can see the doings full well, such as they are to be, like the rest of the spectators.’


  Henchard did not reply to that very obvious suggestion, and, turning on his heel, went away.


  It had been only a passing fancy of his, but opposition crystallized it into a determination. ‘I’ll welcome his Royal Highness, or nobody shall!’ he went about saying. ‘I am not going to be sat upon by Farfrae, or any of the rest of the paltry crew! You shall see.’


  The eventful morning was bright, a full-faced sun confronting early window-gazers eastward, and all perceived (for they were practised in weather-lore) that there was permanence in the glow. Visitors soon began to flock in from county houses, villages, remote copses, and lonely uplands, the latter in oiled boots and tilt bonnets, to see the reception, or if not to see it, at any rate to be near it. There was hardly a workman in the town who did not put a clean shirt on. Solomon Longways, Christopher Coney, Buzzford, and the rest of that fraternity, showed their sense of the occasion by advancing their customary eleven o’clock pint to half-past ten; from which they found a difficulty in getting back to the proper hour for several days.


  Henchard had determined to do no work that day,[.] He primed himself in the morning with a glass of rum, and walking down the street met Elizabeth-Jane, whom he had not seen for a week. ‘It was lucky,’ he said to her, ‘my twenty-one years had expired before this came on, or I should never have had the nerve to carry it out.’


  ‘Carry out what?’ said she, alarmed.


  ‘This welcome I am going to give our Royal visitor.’


  She was perplexed. ‘Shall we go and see it together?’ she said.


  ‘See it! I have other fish to fry. You see it. It will be worth seeing!’


  She could do nothing to elucidate this, and decked herself out with a heavy heart. As the appointed time drew near she got sight again of her stepfather. She thought he was going to the Three Mariners; but no, he elbowed his way through the gay throng to the shop of Woolfrey, the draper. She waited in the crowd without.


  In a few minutes he emerged, wearing, to her surprise, a brilliant rosette, while more surprising still, in his hand he carried a flag of somewhat homely construction, formed by tacking one of the small Union Jacks, which abounded in the town to-day, to the end of a deal wand—probably the roller from a piece of calico. Henchard rolled up his flag on the doorstep, put it under his arm, and went down the street.


  Suddenly the taller members of the crowd turned their heads, and the shorter stood on tiptoe. It was said that the Royal cortège approached. The railway had stretched out an arm towards Casterbridge at this time, but had not reached it by several miles as yet; so that the intervening distance, as well as the remainder of the journey, was to be traversed by road in the old fashion. People thus waited—the county families in their carriages, the masses on foot—and watched the far-stretching London highway to the ringing of bells and chatter of tongues.


  From the background Elizabeth-Jane watched the scene. Some seats had been arranged from which ladies could witness the spectacle, and the front seat was occupied by Lucetta, the Mayor’s wife, just at present. In the road under her eyes stood Henchard. She appeared so bright and pretty that, as it seemed, he was experiencing the momentary weakness of wishing for her notice. But he was far from attractive to a woman’s eye, ruled as that is so largely by the superficies of things. He was not only a journeyman, unable to appear as he formerly had appeared, but he disdained to appear as well as he might. Everybody else, from the Mayor to the washerwoman, shone in new vesture according to means; but Henchard had doggedly retained the fretted and weather-beaten garments of bygone years.


  Hence, alas, this occurred: Lucetta’s eyes slid over him to this side and to that without anchoring on his features—as gaily dressed women’s eyes will too often do on such occasions. Her manner signified quite plainly that she meant to know him in public no more.


  But she was never tired of watching Donald, as he stood in animated converse with his friends a few yards off, wearing round his young neck the official gold chain with great square links, like that round the Royal unicorn. Every trifling emotion that her husband showed as he talked had its reflex on her face and lips, which moved in little duplicates to his. She was living his part rather than her own, and cared for no one’s situation but Farfrae’s that day.


  At length a man stationed at the furthest turn of the high road, namely, on the second bridge of which mention has been made, gave a signal; and the Corporation in their robes proceeded from the front of the Town Hall to the archway erected at the entrance to the town. The carriages containing the Royal visitor and his suite arrived at the spot in a cloud of dust, a procession was formed, and the whole came on to the Town Hall at a walking pace.


  This spot was the centre of interest. There were a few clear yards in front of the Royal carriage, sanded; and into this space a man stepped before any one could prevent him. It was Henchard. He had unrolled his private flag, and removing his hat he staggered to the side of the slowing vehicle, waving the Union Jack to and fro with his left hand, while he blandly held out his right to the Illustrious Personage.


  All the ladies said with bated breath, ‘O, look there!’ and Lucetta was ready to faint. Elizabeth-Jane peeped through the shoulders of those in front, saw what it was, and was terrified; and then her interest in the spectacle as a strange phenomenon got the better of her fear.


  Farfrae, with Mayoral authority, immediately rose to the occasion. He seized Henchard by the shoulder, dragged him back, and told him roughly to be off. Henchard’s eyes met his, and Farfrae observed the fierce light in them despite his excitement and irritation. For a moment Henchard stood his ground rigidly; then by an unaccountable impulse gave way and retired. Farfrae glanced to the ladies’ gallery, and saw that his Calphurnia’s cheek was pale.


  ‘Why—it is your husband’s old patron!’ said Mrs. Blowbody, a lady of the neighbourhood who sat beside Lucetta.


  ‘Patron!’ said Donald’s wife with quick indignation.


  ‘Do you say the man is an acquaintance of Mr. Farfrae’s?’ observed Mrs. Bath, the physician’s wife, a new-comer to the town through her recent marriage with the doctor.


  ‘He works for my husband,’ said Lucetta.


  ‘Oh—is that all? They have been saying to me that it was through him your husband first got a footing in Casterbridge. What stories people will tell!’


  ‘They will indeed. It was not so at all. Donald’s genius would have enabled him to get a footing anywhere, without anybody’s help! He would have been just the same if there had been no Henchard in the world!’


  It was partly Lucetta’s ignorance of the circumstances of Donald’s arrival which led her to speak thus; partly the sensation that everybody seemed bent on snubbing her at this triumphant time. The incident had occupied but a few moments, but it was necessarily witnessed by the Royal Personage, who, however, with practised tact, affected not to have noticed anything unusual. He alighted, the Mayor advanced, the address was read; the Illustrious Personage replied, then said a few words to Farfrae, and shook hands with Lucetta as the Mayor’s wife. The ceremony occupied but a few minutes, and the carriages rattled heavily as Pharaoh’s chariots down Corn Street and out upon the Budmouth Road, in continuation of the journey coastward.


  In the crowd stood Coney, Buzzford, and Longways. ‘Some difference between him now and when he zung at the Dree Mariners,’ said the first. ‘’Tis wonderful how he could get a lady of her quality to go snacks wi’ en in such quick time.’


  ‘True. Yet how folk do worship fine clothes! Now there’s a better-looking woman than she that nobody notices at all, because she’s akin to that hontish fellow Henchard.’


  ‘I could worship ye, Buzz, for saying that,’ remarked Nance Mockridge. ‘I do like to see the trimming pulled off such Christmas candles. I am quite unequal to the part of villain myself, or I’d gi’e all my small silver to see that lady toppered…. And perhaps I shall soon,’ she added significantly.


  ‘That’s not a noble passiont for a ’oman to keep up,’ said Longways.


  Nance did not reply, but every one knew what she meant. The ideas diffused by the reading of Lucetta’s letters at Peter’s Finger had condensed into a scandal, which was spreading like a miasmatic fog through Mixen Lane, and thence up the back streets of Casterbridge.


  This mixed assemblage of idlers known to each other presently fell apart into two bands by a process of natural selection, the frequenters of Peter’s Finger going off Mixen Lane-wards, where most of them lived, while Coney, Buzzford, Longways, and that connection remained in the street.


  ‘You know what’s brewing down there, I suppose?’ said Buzzford mysteriously to the others.


  Coney looked at him. ‘Not the skimmity-ride?’


  Buzzford nodded.


  ‘I have my doubts if it will be carried out,’ said Longways. ‘If they are getting it up they are keeping it mighty close.’


  ‘I heard they were thinking of it a fortnight ago, at all events.’


  ‘If I were sure o’t I’d lay information,’ said Longways emphatically. ‘’Tis too rough a joke, and apt to wake riots in towns. We know that the Scotchman is a right enough man, and that his lady has been a right enough ’oman since she came here, and if there was anything wrong about her afore, that’s their business, not ours.’


  Coney reflected. Farfrae was still liked in the community; but it must be owned that, as the Mayor and man of money, engrossed with affairs and ambitions, he had lost in the eyes of the poorer inhabitants something of that wondrous charm which he had had for them as a light-hearted penniless young man, who sang ditties as readily as the birds in the trees. Hence the anxiety to keep him from annoyance showed not quite the ardour that would have animated it in former days.


  ‘Suppose we make inquiration into it, Christopher,’ continued Longways; ‘and if we find there’s really anything in it, drop a letter to them most concerned, and advise ’em to keep out of the way?’


  This course was decided on, and the group separated, Buzzford saying to Coney, ‘Come, my ancient friend; let’s move on. There’s nothing more to see here.’


  These well-intentioned ones would have been surprised had they known how ripe the great jocular plot really was. ‘Yes, to-night,’ Jopp had said to the Peter’s party at the corner of Mixen Lane. ‘As a wind-up to the Royal visit the hit will be all the more pat by reason of their great elevation to-day.’


  To him, at least, it was not a joke, but a retaliation.


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  The proceedings had been brief—too brief—to Lucetta, whom an intoxicating Weltlust had fairly mastered; but they had brought her a great triumph nevertheless. The shake of the Royal hand still lingered in her fingers; and the chit-chat she had overheard, that her husband might possibly receive the honour of knighthood, though idle to a degree, seemed not the wildest vision; stranger things had occurred to men so good and captivating as her Scotchman was.


  After the collision with the Mayor, Henchard had withdrawn behind the ladies’ stand; and there he stood, regarding with a stare of abstraction the spot on the lappel of his coat where Farfrae’s hand had seized it. He put his own hand there, as if he could hardly realize such an outrage from one whom it had once been his wont to treat with ardent generosity. While pausing in this half-stupefied state the conversation of Lucetta with the other ladies reached his ears; and he distinctly heard her deny him—deny that he had assisted Donald, that he was anything more than a common journeyman.


  He moved on homeward, and met Jopp in the archway to the Bull Stake. ‘So you’ve had a snub,’ said Jopp.


  ‘And what if I have?’ answered Henchard sternly.


  ‘Why, I’ve had one too, so we are both under the same cold shade.’ He briefly related his attempt to win Lucetta’s intercession.


  Henchard merely heard his story, without taking it deeply in. His own relation to Farfrae and Lucetta overshadowed all kindred ones. He went on saying brokenly to himself, ‘She has supplicated to me in her time; and now her tongue won’t own me nor her eyes see me! … And he—how angry he looked. He drove me back as if I were a bull breaking fence…. I took it like a lamb, for I saw it could not be settled there. He can rub brine on a green wound! … But he shall pay for it, and she shall be sorry. It must come to a tussle—face to face; and then we’ll see how a coxcomb can front a man!’


  Without further reflection the fallen merchant, bent on some wild purpose, ate a hasty dinner and went forth to find Farfrae. After being injured by him as a rival, and snubbed by him as a journeyman, the crowning degradation had been reserved for this day—that he should be shaken at the collar by him as a vagabond in the face of the whole town.


  The crowds had dispersed. But for the green arches which still stood as they were erected Casterbridge life had resumed its ordinary shape. Henchard went down Corn Street till he came to Farfrae’s house, where he knocked, and left a message that he would be glad to see his employer at the granaries as soon as he conveniently could come there. Having done this he proceeded round to the back and entered the yard.


  Nobody was present, for, as he had been aware, the labourers and carters were enjoying a half-holiday on account of the events of the morning—though the carters would have to return for a short time later on, to feed and litter down the horses. He had reached the granary steps and was about to ascend, when he said to himself aloud, ‘I’m stronger than he.’


  Henchard returned to a shed, where he selected a short piece of rope from several pieces that were lying about; hitching one end of this to a nail, he took the other in his right hand and turned himself bodily round, while keeping his arm against his side; by this contrivance he pinioned the arm effectively. He now went up the ladders to the top floor of the corn-stores.


  It was empty except of a few sacks, and at the further end was the door often mentioned, opening under the cathead and chain that hoisted the sacks. He fixed the door open and looked over the sill. There was a depth of thirty or forty feet to the ground; here was the spot on which he had been standing with Farfrae when Elizabeth-Jane had seen him lift his arm, with many misgivings as to what the movement portended.


  He retired a few steps into the loft and waited. From this elevated perch his eye could sweep the roofs round about, the upper parts of the luxurious chestnut trees, now delicate in leaves of a week’s age, and the drooping boughs of the limes; Farfrae’s garden and the green door leading therefrom. In course of time—he could not say how long—that green door opened and Farfrae came through. He was dressed as if for a journey. The low light of the nearing evening caught his head and face when he emerged from the shadow of the wall, warming them to a complexion of flame-colour. Henchard watched him with his mouth firmly set, the squareness of his jaw and the verticality of his profile being unduly marked.


  Farfrae came on with one hand in his pocket, and humming a tune in a way which told that the words were most in his mind. They were those of the song he had sung when he arrived years before at the Three Mariners, a poor young man, adventuring for life and fortune, and scarcely knowing whitherward:—


  
    ‘And here’s a hand, my trusty fiere,


    And gie’s a hand o’ thine.’

  


  Nothing moved Henchard like an old melody. He sank back. ‘No; I can’t do it!’ he gasped. ‘Why does the infernal fool begin that now!’


  At length Farfrae was silent, and Henchard looked out of the loft door. ‘Will ye come up here?’ he said.


  ‘Ay, man,’ said Farfrae. ‘I couldn’t see ye. What’s wrang?’


  A minute later Henchard heard his feet on the lowest ladder. He heard him land on the first floor, ascend and land on the second, begin the ascent to the third. And then his head rose through the trap behind.


  ‘What are you doing up here at this time?’ he asked, coming forward. ‘Why didn’t ye take your holiday like the rest of the men?’ He spoke in a tone which had just severity enough in it to show that he remembered the untoward event of the forenoon, and his conviction that Henchard had been drinking.


  Henchard said nothing; but going back he closed the stair hatchway, and stamped upon it so that it went tight into its frame; he next turned to the wondering young man, who by this time observed that one of Henchard’s arms was bound to his side.


  ‘Now,’ said Henchard quietly, ‘we stand face to face—man and man. Your money and your fine wife no longer lift ’ee above me as they did but now, and my poverty does not press me down.’


  ‘What does it all mean?’ asked Farfrae simply.


  ‘Wait a bit, my lad. You should ha’ thought twice before you affronted to extremes a man who had nothing to lose. I’ve stood your rivalry, which ruined me, and your snubbing, which humbled me; but your hustling, that disgraced me, I won’t stand!’


  Farfrae warmed a little at this. ‘Ye’d no business there,’ he said.


  ‘As much as any one among ye! What, you forward stripling, tell a man of my age he’d no business there!’ The anger-vein swelled in his forehead as he spoke.


  ‘You insulted Royalty, Henchard; and [’]twas my duty, as the chief magistrate, to stop you.’


  ‘Royalty be damned,’ said Henchard. ‘I am as loyal as you, come to that!’


  ‘I am not here to argue. Wait till you cool doon, wait till you cool; and you will see things the same way as I do.’


  ‘You may be the one to cool first,’ said Henchard grimly. ‘Now this is the case. Here be we, in this four-square loft, to finish out that little wrestle you began this morning. There’s the door, forty foot above ground. One of us two puts the other out by that door—the master stays inside. If he likes he may go down afterwards and give the alarm that the other has fallen out by accident—or he may tell the truth—that’s his business. As the strongest man I’ve tied one arm to take no advantage of ’ee. D’ye understand? Then here’s at ’ee!’


  There was no time for Farfrae to do aught but one thing, to close with Henchard, for the latter had come on at once. It was a wrestling match, the object of each being to give his antagonist a back fall; and on Henchard’s part, unquestionably, that it should be through the door.


  At the outset Henchard’s hold by his only free hand, the right, was on the left side of Farfrae’s collar, which he firmly grappled, the latter holding Henchard by his collar with the contrary hand. With his right he endeavoured to get hold of his antagonist’s left arm, which, however, he could not do, so adroitly did Henchard keep it in the rear as he gazed upon the lowered eyes of his fair and slim antagonist.


  Henchard planted the first toe forward, Farfrae crossing him with his; and thus far the struggle had very much the appearance of the ordinary wrestling of those parts. Several minutes were passed by them in this attitude, the pair rocking and writhing like trees in a gale, both preserving an absolute silence. By this time their breathing could be heard. Then Farfrae tried to get hold of the other side of Henchard’s collar, which was resisted by the larger man exerting all his force in a wrenching movement, and this part of the struggle ended by his forcing Farfrae down on his knees by sheer pressure of one of his muscular arms. Hampered as he was, however, he could not keep him there, and Farfrae finding his feet again the struggle proceeded as before.


  By a whirl Henchard brought Donald dangerously near the precipice; seeing his position the Scotchman for the first time locked himself to his adversary, and all the efforts of that infuriated Prince of Darkness—as he might have been called from his appearance just now—were inadequate to lift or loosen Farfrae for a time. By an extraordinary effort he succeeded at last, though not until they had got far back again from the fatal door. In doing so Henchard contrived to turn Farfrae a complete somersault. Had Henchard’s other arm been free it would have been all over with Farfrae then. But again he regained his feet, wrenching Henchard’s arm considerably, and causing him sharp pain, as could be seen from the twitching of his face. He instantly delivered the younger man an annihilating turn by the left fore-hip, as it used to be expressed, and following up his advantage thrust him towards the door, never loosening his hold till Farfrae’s fair head was hanging over the window-sill, and his arm dangling down outside the wall.


  ‘Now,’ said Henchard between his gasps, ‘this is the end of what you began this morning. Your life is in my hands.’


  ‘Then take it, take it!’ said Farfrae. ‘Ye’ve wished to long enough!’


  Henchard looked down upon him in silence, and their eyes met. ‘O Farfrae!—that’s not true!’ he said bitterly. ‘God is my witness that no man ever loved another as I did thee at one time…. And now—though I came here to kill ’ee, I cannot hurt thee! Go and give me in charge—do what you will—I care nothing for what comes of me!’


  He withdrew to the back part of the loft, loosened his arm, and flung himself into a corner upon some sacks, in the abandonment of remorse. Farfrae regarded him in silence; then went to the hatch and descended through it. Henchard would fain have recalled him; but his tongue failed in its task, and the young man’s steps died on his ear.


  Henchard took his full measure of shame and self-reproach. The scenes of his first acquaintance with Farfrae rushed back upon him—that time when the curious mixture of romance and thrift in the young man’s composition so commanded his heart that Farfrae could play upon him as on an instrument. So thoroughly subdued was he that he remained on the sacks in a crouching attitude, unusual for a man, and for such a man. Its womanliness sat tragically on the figure of so stern a piece of virility. He heard a conversation below, the opening of the coach-house door, and the putting in of a horse, but took no notice.


  Here he stayed till the thin shades thickened to opaque obscurity, and the loft-door became an oblong of gray light—the only visible shape around. At length he arose, shook the dust from his clothes wearily, felt his way to the hatch, and gropingly descended the steps till he stood in the yard.


  ‘He thought highly of me once,’ he murmured. ‘Now he’ll hate me and despise me for ever!’


  He became possessed by an overpowering wish to see Farfrae again that night, and by some desperate pleading to attempt the well-nigh impossible task of winning pardon for his late mad attack. But as he walked towards Farfrae’s door he recalled the unheeded doings in the yard while he had lain above in a sort of stupor. Farfrae he remembered had gone to the stable and put the horse into the gig; while doing so Whittle had brought him a letter; Farfrae had then said that he would not go towards Budmouth as he had intended—that he was unexpectedly summoned to Weatherbury, and meant to call at Mellstock on his way thither, that place lying but one or two miles out of his course.


  He must have come prepared for a journey when he first arrived in the yard, unsuspecting enmity; and he must have driven off (though in a changed direction) without saying a word to any one on what had occurred between themselves.


  It would therefore be useless to call at Farfrae’s house till very late.


  There was no help for it but to wait till his return, though waiting was almost torture to his restless and self-accusing soul. He walked about the streets and outskirts of the town, lingering here and there till he reached the stone bridge of which mention has been made, an accustomed halting-place with him now. Here he spent a long time, the purl of waters through the weirs meeting his ear, and the Casterbridge lights glimmering at no great distance off.


  While leaning thus upon the parapet his listless attention was awakened by sounds of an unaccustomed kind from the town quarter. They were a confusion of rhythmical noises, to which the streets added yet more confusion by encumbering them with echoes. His first incurious thought that the clangour arose from the town band, engaged in an attempt to round off a memorable day by a burst of evening harmony, was contradicted by certain peculiarities of reverberation. But inexplicability did not rouse him to more than a cursory heed; his sense of degradation was too strong for the admission of foreign ideas; and he leant against the parapet as before.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  When Farfrae descended out of the loft breathless from his encounter with Henchard, he paused at the bottom to recover himself. He arrived at the yard with the intention of putting the horse into the gig himself (all the men having a holiday), and driving to a village on the Budmouth Road. Despite the fearful struggle he decided still to persevere in his journey, so as to recover himself before going indoors and meeting the eyes of Lucetta. He wished to consider his course in a case so serious.


  When he was just on the point of driving off Whittle arrived with a note badly addressed, and bearing the word ‘immediate’ upon the outside. On opening it he was surprised to see that it was unsigned. It contained a brief request that he would go to Weatherbury that evening about some business which he was conducting there. Farfrae knew nothing that could make it pressing; but as he was bent upon going out he yielded to the anonymous request, particularly as he had a call to make at Mellstock which could be included in the same tour. Thereupon he told Whittle of his change of direction, in words which Henchard had overheard; and set out on his way. Farfrae had not directed his man to take the message indoors, and Whittle had not been supposed to do so on his own responsibility.


  Now the anonymous letter was a well-intentioned but clumsy contrivance of Longways and other of Farfrae’s men to get him out of the way for the evening, in order that the satirical mummery should fall flat, if it were attempted. By giving open information they would have brought down upon their heads the vengeance of those among their comrades who enjoyed these boisterous old games; and therefore the plan of sending a letter recommended itself by its indirectness.


  For poor Lucetta they took no protective measure, believing with the majority there was some truth in the scandal, which she would have to bear as she best might.


  It was about eight o’clock, and Lucetta was sitting in the drawing-room alone. Night had set in for more than half an hour, but she had not had the candles lighted, for when Farfrae was away she preferred waiting for him by the firelight, and, if it were not too cold, keeping one of the window-sashes a little way open that the sound of his wheels might reach her ears early. She was leaning back in her chair, in a more hopeful mood than she had enjoyed since her marriage. The day had been such a success; and the temporary uneasiness which Henchard’s show of effrontery had wrought in her disappeared with the quiet disappearance of Henchard himself under her husband’s reproof. The floating evidences of her absurd passion for him, and its consequences, had been destroyed, and she really seemed to have no cause for fear.


  The reverie in which these and other subjects mingled was disturbed by a hubbub in the distance, that increased moment by moment. It did not greatly surprise her, the afternoon having been given up to recreation by a majority of the populace since the passage of the Royal equipages. But her attention was at once riveted to the matter by the voice of a maid-servant next door, who spoke from an upper window across the street to some other maid even more elevated than she.


  ‘Which way be they going now?’ inquired the first with interest.


  ‘I can’t be sure for a moment,’ said the second, ‘because of the malter’s chimbley. O yes—I can see ’em. Well, I declare, I declare!’


  ‘What, what?’ from the first, more enthusiastically.


  ‘They are coming up Corn Street after all! They sit back to back!’


  ‘What—two of ’em—are there two figures?’


  ‘Yes. Two images on a donkey, back to back, their elbows tied to one another’s! She’s facing the head, and he’s facing the tail.’


  ‘Is it meant for anybody particular?’


  ‘Well—it mid be. The man has got on a blue coat and kerseymere leggings; he has black whiskers, and a reddish face. ’Tis a stuffed figure, with a falseface.’


  The din was increasing now—then it lessened a little.


  ‘There—I shan’t see, after all!’ cried the disappointed first maid.


  ‘They have gone into a back street—that’s all,’ said the one who occupied the enviable position in the attic. ‘There—now I have got ’em all endways nicely!’


  ‘What’s the woman like? Just say, and I can tell in a moment if ’tis meant for one I’ve in mind.’


  ‘My—why—’tis dressed just as she was dressed when she sat in the front seat at the time the play-actors came to the Town Hall!’


  Lucetta started to her feet; and almost at the instant the door of the room was quickly and softly opened. Elizabeth-Jane advanced into the firelight.


  ‘I have come to see you,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I did not stop to knock—forgive me! I see you have not shut your shutters, and the window is open.’


  Without waiting for Lucetta’s reply she crossed quickly to the window and pulled out one of the shutters. Lucetta glided to her side. ‘Let it be—hush!’ she said peremptorily, in a dry voice, while she seized Elizabeth-Jane by the hand, and held up her finger. Their intercourse had been so low and hurried that not a word had been lost of the conversation without; which had thus proceeded:—


  ‘Her neck is uncovered, and her hair in bands, and her back-comb in place; she’s got on a puce silk, and white stockings, and coloured shoes.’


  Again Elizabeth-Jane attempted to close the window, but Lucetta held her by main force.


  ‘’Tis me!’ she said, with a face pale as death. ‘A procession—a scandal—an effigy of me, and him!’


  The look of Elizabeth betrayed that the latter knew it already.


  ‘Let us shut it out,’ coaxed Elizabeth-Jane, noting that the rigid wildness of Lucetta’s features were growing yet more rigid and wild with the nearing of the noise and laughter. ‘Let us shut it out!’


  ‘It is of no use!’ she shrieked out. ‘He will see it, won’t he? Donald will see it! He is just coming home—and it will break his heart—he will never love me any more—and O, it will kill me—kill me!’


  Elizabeth-Jane was frantic now. ‘O, can’t something be done to stop it?’ she cried. ‘Is there nobody to do it—not one?’


  She relinquished Lucetta’s hands, and ran to the door. Lucetta herself, saying recklessly ‘I will see it!’ turned to the window, threw up the sash, and went out upon the balcony. Elizabeth immediately followed her, and put her arm round her to pull her in. Lucetta’s eyes were straight upon the spectacle of the uncanny revel, now advancing rapidly. The numerous lights around the two effigies threw them up into lurid distinctness; it was impossible to mistake the pair for other than the intended victims.


  ‘Come in, come in,’ implored Elizabeth; ‘and let me shut the window!’


  ‘She’s me—she’s me—even to the parasol—my green parasol!’ cried Lucetta with a wild laugh as she stepped in. She stood motionless for one second—then fell heavily to the floor.


  Almost at the instant of her fall the rude music of the skimmington ceased. The roars of sarcastic laughter went off in ripples, and the trampling died out like the rustle of a spent wind. Elizabeth was only indirectly conscious of this; she had rung the bell, and was bending over Lucetta, who remained convulsed on the carpet in the paroxysms of an epileptic seizure. She rang again and again, in vain; the probability being that the servants had all run out of the house to see more of the Daemonic Sabbath than they could see within.


  At last Farfrae’s man, who had been agape on the door-step, came up; then the cook. The shutters, hastily pushed to by Elizabeth, were quite closed, a light was obtained, Lucetta carried to her room, and the man sent off for a doctor. While Elizabeth was undressing her she recovered consciousness; but as soon as she remembered what had passed the fit returned.


  The doctor arrived with unhoped-for promptitude; he had been standing at his door, like others, wondering what the uproar meant. As soon as he saw the unhappy sufferer he said, in answer to Elizabeth’s mute appeal, ‘This is serious.’


  ‘It is a fit,’ Elizabeth said.


  ‘Yes. But a fit in the present state of her health means mischief. You must send at once for Mr. Farfrae. Where is he?’


  ‘He has driven into the country, sir,’ said the parlour-maid; ‘to some place on the Budmouth Road. He’s likely to be back soon.’


  ‘Never mind; he must be sent for, in case he should not hurry.’ The doctor returned to the bedside again. The man was despatched, and they soon heard him clattering out of the yard at the back.


  Meanwhile Mr. Benjamin Grower, that prominent burgess of whom mention has been already made, hearing the din of cleavers, tongs, tambourines, kits, crouds, humstrums, serpents, rams’-horns, and other historical kinds of music as he sat indoors in the High Street, had put on his hat and gone out to learn the cause. He came to the corner above Farfrae’s, and soon guessed the nature of the proceedings; for being a native of the town he had witnessed such rough jests before. His first move was to search hither and thither for the constables; there were two in the town, shrivelled men whom he ultimately found in hiding up an alley yet more shrivelled than usual, having some not ungrounded fears that they might be roughly handled if seen.


  ‘What can we two poor lammigers do against such a multitude!’ expostulated Stubberd, in answer to Mr. Grower’s chiding. ‘’Tis tempting ’em to commit felo de se upon us, and that would be the death of the perpetrator; and we wouldn’t be the cause of a fellow-creature’s death on no account, not we!’


  ‘Get some help, then! Here, I’ll come with you. We’ll see what a few words of authority can do. Quick now; have you got your staves?’


  ‘We didn’t want the folk to notice us as law officers, being so short-handed, sir; so we pushed our Gover’ment staves up this water-pipe.’


  ‘Out with ’em, and come along, for Heaven’s sake! Ah, here’s Mr. Blowbody; that’s lucky.’ (Blowbody was the third of the three borough magistrates.)


  ‘Well, what’s the row?’ said Blowbody. ‘Got their names—hey?’


  ‘No. Now,’ said Grower to one of the constables, ‘you go with Mr. Blowbody round by the Old Walk and come up the street; and I’ll go with Stubberd straight forward. By this plan we shall have ’em between us. Get their names only: no attack or interruption.’


  Thus they started. But as Stubberd with Mr. Grower advanced into Corn Street, whence the sounds had proceeded, they were surprised that no procession could be seen. They passed Farfrae’s, and looked to the end of the street. The lamp flames waved, the Walk trees soughed, a few loungers stood about with their hands in their pockets. Everything was as usual.


  ‘Have you seen a motley crowd making a disturbance?’ Grower said magisterially to one of these in a fustian jacket, who smoked a short pipe and wore straps round his knees.


  ‘Beg yer pardon, sir?’ blandly said the person addressed, who was no other than Charl, of Peter’s Finger. Mr. Grower repeated the words.


  Charl shook his head to the zero of childlike ignorance. ‘No; we haven’t seen anything; have we, Joe? And you was here afore I.’


  Joseph was quite as blank as the other in his reply.


  ‘H’m—that’s odd,’ said Mr. Grower. ‘Ah—here’s a respectable man coming that I know by sight. Have you,’ he inquired, addressing the nearing shape of Jopp, ‘have you seen any gang of fellows making a devil of a noise—skimmington riding, or something of the sort?’


  ‘O no—nothing, sir,’ Jopp replied, as if receiving the most singular news. ‘But I’ve not been far tonight, so perhaps——’


  ‘Oh, ’twas here—just here,’ said the magistrate.


  ‘Now I’ve noticed, come to think o’t, that the wind in the Walk trees makes a peculiar poetical-like murmur to-night, sir; more than common; so perhaps ’twas that?’ Jopp suggested, as he rearranged his hand in his greatcoat pocket (where it ingeniously supported a pair of kitchen tongs and a cow’s horn, thrust up under his waistcoat).


  ‘No, no, no,—d’ye think I’m a fool? Constable, come this way. They must have gone into the back street.’


  Neither in back street nor in front street, however, could the disturbers be perceived; and Blowbody and the second constable, who came up at this time, brought similar intelligence. Effigies, donkey, lanterns, band, all had disappeared like the crew of Comus.


  ‘Now’ said Mr. Grower, ‘there’s only one thing more we can do. Get ye half-a-dozen helpers, and go in a body to Mixen Lane, and into Peter’s Finger. I’m much mistaken if you don’t find a clue to the perpetrators there.’


  The rusty-jointed executors of the law mustered assistance as soon as they could, and the whole party marched off to the lane of notoriety. It was no rapid matter to get there at night, not a lamp or glimmer of any sort offering itself to light the way, except an occasional pale radiance through some window-curtain, or through the chink of some door which could not be closed because of the smoky chimney within. At last they entered the inn boldly, by the till then bolted front-door, after a prolonged knocking of loudness commensurate with the importance of their standing.


  In the settles of the large room, guyed to the ceiling by cords as usual for stability, an ordinary group sat drinking and smoking with statuesque quiet of demeanour. The landlady looked mildly at the invaders, saying in honest accents, ‘Good evening, gentlemen; there’s plenty of room. I hope there’s nothing amiss?’


  They looked round the room. ‘Surely,’ said Stubberd to one of the men, ‘I saw you by now in Corn Street—Mr. Grower spoke to ’ee?’


  The man, who was Charl, shook his head absently. ‘I’ve been here this last hour, hain’t I, Nance?’ he said to the woman who meditatively sipped her ale near him.


  ‘Faith, that you have. I came in for my quiet supper-time half-pint, and you was here then, as was all the rest.’


  The other constable was facing the clock-case, where he saw reflected in the glass a quick motion by the landlady. Turning sharply, he caught her closing the oven-door.


  ‘Something curious about that oven, ma’am!’ he observed advancing, opening it, and drawing out a tambourine.


  ‘Ah,’ she said apologetically, ‘that’s what we keep here to use when there’s a little quiet dancing. You see damp weather spoils it, so I put it there to keep it dry.’


  The constable nodded knowingly; but what he knew was nothing. Nohow could anything be elicited from this mute and inoffensive assembly. In a few minutes the investigators went out, and joining those of their auxiliaries who had been left at the door they pursued their way elsewhither.


  ♣


  XL


  Long before this time Henchard, weary of his ruminations on the bridge, had repaired towards the town. When he stood at the bottom of the street a procession burst upon his view, in the act of turning out of an alley just above him. The lanterns, horns, and multitude startled him; he saw the mounted images, and knew what it all meant.


  They crossed the way, entered another street, and disappeared. He turned back a few steps and was lost in grave reflection, finally wending his way homeward by the obscure river-side path. Unable to rest there he went to his stepdaughter’s lodging, and was told that Elizabeth-Jane had gone to Mrs. Farfrae’s. Like one acting in obedience to a charm, and with a nameless apprehension, he followed in the same direction in the hope of meeting her, the roysterers having vanished. Disappointed in this he gave the gentlest of pulls to the door-bell, and then learnt particulars of what had occurred, together with the doctor’s imperative orders that Farfrae should be brought home, and how they had set out to meet him on the Budmouth Road.


  ‘But he has gone to Mellstock and Weatherbury!’ exclaimed Henchard, now unspeakably grieved. ‘Not Budmouth way at all.’


  But, alas! for Henchard; he had lost his good name. They would not believe him, taking his words but as the frothy utterances of recklessness. Though Lucetta’s life seemed at that moment to depend upon her husband’s return (she being in great mental agony lest he should never know the unexaggerated truth of her past relations with Henchard), no messenger was despatched towards Weatherbury. Henchard, in a state of bitter anxiety and contrition, determined to seek Farfrae himself.


  To this end he hastened down the town, ran along the eastern road over Durnover moor, up the hill beyond, and thus onward in the moderate darkness of this spring night till he had reached a second and almost a third hill about three miles distant. In Yalbury Bottom, or Plain, at the foot of the hill, he listened. At first nothing, beyond his own heart-throbs, was to be heard but the slow wind making its moan among the masses of spruce and larch of Yalbury Wood which clothed the heights on either hand; but presently there came the sound of light wheels whetting their felloes against the newly stoned patches of road, accompanied by the distant glimmer of lights.


  He knew it was Farfrae’s gig descending the hill from an indescribable personality in its noise, the vehicle having been his own till bought by the Scotchman at the sale of his effects. Henchard thereupon retraced his steps along Yalbury Plain, the gig coming up with him as its driver slackened speed between two plantations.


  It was a point in the highway near which the road to Mellstock branched off from the homeward direction. By diverging to that village, as he had intended to do, Farfrae might probably delay his return by a couple of hours. It soon appeared that his intention was to do so still, the light swerving towards Cuckoo Lane, the by-road aforesaid. Farfrae’s off gig-lamp flashed in Henchard’s face. At the same time, Farfrae discerned his late antagonist.


  ‘Farfrae—Mr. Farfrae!’ cried the breathless Henchard, holding up his hand.


  Farfrae allowed the horse to turn several steps into the branch lane before he pulled up. He then drew rein, and said ‘Yes?’ over his shoulder, as one would towards a pronounced enemy.


  ‘Come back to Casterbridge at once!’ Henchard said. ‘There’s something wrong at your house—requiring your return. I’ve run all the way here on purpose to tell ye.’


  Farfrae was silent, and at his silence Henchard’s soul sank within him. Why had he not, before this, thought of what was only too obvious? He who, four hours earlier, had enticed Farfrae into a deadly wrestle stood now in the darkness of late night-time on a lonely road, inviting him to come a particular way, where an assailant might have confederates, instead of going his purposed way, where there might be a better opportunity of guarding himself from attack. Henchard could almost feel this view of things in course of passage through Farfrae’s mind.


  ‘I have to go to Mellstock,’ said Farfrae coldly, as he loosened his rein to move on.


  ‘But,’ implored Henchard, ‘the matter is more serious than your business at Mellstock. It is—your wife! She is ill. I can tell you particulars as we go along.’


  The very agitation and abruptness of Henchard increased Farfrae’s suspicion that this was a ruse to decoy him on to the next wood, where might be effectually compassed what, from policy or want of nerve, Henchard had failed to do earlier in the day. He started the horse.


  ‘I know what you think,’ deprecated Henchard running after, almost bowed down with despair as he perceived the image of unscrupulous villainy that he assumed in his former friend’s eyes. ‘But I am not what you think!’ he cried hoarsely. ‘Believe me, Farfrae; I have come entirely on your own and your wife’s account. She is in danger. I know no more; and they want you to come. Your man has gone the other way in a mistake. O Farfrae! don’t mistrust me—I am a wretched man; but my heart is true to you still!’


  Farfrae, however, did distrust him utterly. He knew his wife was with child, but he had left her not long ago in perfect health; and Henchard’s treachery was more credible than his story. He had in his time heard bitter ironies from Henchard’s lips, and there might be ironies now. He quickened the horse’s pace, and had soon risen into the high country lying between there and Mellstock, Henchard’s spasmodic run after him lending yet more substance to his thought of evil purposes.


  The gig and its driver lessened against the sky in Henchard’s eyes; his exertions for Farfrae’s good had been in vain. Over this repentant sinner, at least, there was to be no joy in heaven. He cursed himself like a less scrupulous Job, as a vehement man will do when he loses self-respect, the last mental prop under poverty. To this he had come after a time of emotional darkness of which the adjoining woodland shade afforded inadequate illustration. Presently he began to walk back again along the way by which he had arrived. Farfrae should at all events have no reason for delay upon the road by seeing him there when he took his journey homeward later on.


  Arriving at Casterbridge Henchard went again to Farfrae’s house to make inquiries. As soon as the door opened anxious faces confronted his from the staircase, hall, and landing; and they all said in grievous disappointment, ‘O—it is not he!’ The manservant, finding his mistake, had long since returned, and all hopes had been centred upon Henchard.


  ‘But haven’t you found him?’ said the doctor.


  ‘Yes…. I cannot tell ’ee!’ Henchard replied as he sank down on a chair within the entrance. ‘He can’t be home for two hours.’


  ‘H’m,’ said the surgeon, returning upstairs.


  ‘How is she?’ asked Henchard of Elizabeth, who formed one of the group.


  ‘In great danger, father. Her anxiety to see her husband makes her fearfully restless. Poor woman—I fear they have killed her!’


  Henchard regarded the sympathetic speaker for a few instants as if she struck him in a new light; then, without further remark, went out of the door and onward to his lonely cottage. So much for man’s rivalry, he thought. Death was to have the oyster, and Farfrae and himself the shells. But about Elizabeth-Jane; in the midst of his gloom she seemed to him as a pin-point of light. He had liked the look of her face as she answered him from the stairs. There had been affection in it, and above all things what he desired now was affection from anything that was good and pure. She was not his own; yet, for the first time, he had a faint dream that he might get to like her as his own,—if she would only continue to love him.


  Jopp was just going to bed when Henchard got home. As the latter entered the door Jopp said, ‘This is rather bad about Mrs. Farfrae’s illness.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Henchard shortly, though little dreaming of Jopp’s complicity in the night’s harlequinade, and raising his eyes just sufficiently to observe that Jopp’s face was lined with anxiety.


  ‘Somebody has called for you,’ continued Jopp, when Henchard was shutting himself into his own apartment. ‘A kind of traveller, or sea-captain of some sort.’


  ‘Oh?—who could he be?’


  ‘He seemed a well-be-doing man—had grey hair and a broadish face; but he gave no name, and no message.’


  ‘Nor do I gi’e him any attention.’ And, saying this, Henchard closed his door.


  The divergence to Mellstock delayed Farfrae’s return very nearly the two hours of Henchard’s estimate. Among the other urgent reasons for his presence had been the need of his authority to send to Budmouth for a second physician; and when at length Farfrae did come back he was in a state bordering on distraction at his misconception of Henchard’s motives.


  A messenger was despatched to Budmouth, late as it had grown; the night wore on, and the other doctor came in the small hours. Lucetta had been much soothed by Donald’s arrival; he seldom or never left her side; and when, immediately after his entry, she had tried to lisp out to him the secret which so oppressed her, he checked her feeble words, lest talking should be dangerous, assuring her there was plenty of time to tell him everything.


  Up to this time he knew nothing of the skimmington-ride. The dangerous illness and miscarriage of Mrs. Farfrae was soon rumoured through the town, and an apprehensive guess having been given as to its cause by the leaders in the exploit, compunction and fear threw a dead silence over all particulars of their orgie; while those immediately around Lucetta would not venture to add to her husband’s distress by alluding to the subject.


  What, and how much, Farfrae’s wife ultimately explained to him of her past entanglement with Henchard, when they were alone in the solitude of that sad night, cannot be told. That she informed him of the bare facts of her peculiar intimacy with the corn-merchant became plain from Farfrae’s own statements. But in respect of her subsequent conduct—her motive in coming to Casterbridge to unite herself with Henchard—her assumed justification in abandoning him when she discovered reasons for fearing him (though in truth her inconsequent passion for another man at first sight had most to do with that abandonment)—her method of reconciling to her conscience a marriage with the second when she was in a measure committed to the first: to what extent she spoke of these things remained Farfrae’s secret alone.


  Besides the watchman who called the hours and weather in Casterbridge that night there walked a figure up and down Corn Street hardly less frequently. It was Henchard’s, whose retiring to rest had proved itself a futility as soon as attempted; and he gave it up to go hither and thither, and make inquiries about the patient every now and then. He called as much on Farfrae’s account as on Lucetta’s, and on Elizabeth-Jane’s even more than on either’s. Shorn one by one of all other interests, his life seemed centring on the personality of the stepdaughter whose presence but recently he could not endure. To see her on each occasion of his inquiry at Lucetta’s was a comfort to him.


  The last of his calls was made about four o’clock in the morning, in the steely light of dawn. Lucifer was fading into day across Durnover Moor, the sparrows were just alighting into the street, and the hens had begun to cackle from the outhouses. When within a few yards of Farfrae’s he saw the door gently opened, and a servant raise her hand to the knocker, to untie the piece of cloth which had muffled it. He went across, the sparrows in his way scarcely flying up from the road-litter, so little did they believe in human aggression at so early a time.


  ‘Why do you take off that?’ said Henchard.


  She turned in some surprise at his presence, and did not answer for an instant or two. Recognizing him, she said, ‘Because they may knock as loud as they will; she will never hear it any more.’


  ♣


  XLI


  Henchard went home. The morning having now fully broke he lit his fire, and sat abstractedly beside it. He had not sat there long when a gentle footstep approached the house and entered the passage, a finger tapping lightly at the door. Henchard’s face brightened, for he knew the motions to be Elizabeth’s. She came into his room, looking wan and sad.


  ‘Have you heard?’ she asked. ‘Mrs. Farfrae! She is—dead! Yes, indeed—about an hour ago!’


  ‘I know it,’ said Henchard. ‘I have but lately come in from there. It is so very good of ’ee, Elizabeth, to come and tell me. You must be so tired out, too, with sitting up. Now do you bide here with me this morning. You can go and rest in the other room; and I will call ’ee when breakfast is ready.’


  To please him, and herself—for his recent kindliness was winning a surprised gratitude from the lonely girl—she did as he bade her, and lay down on a sort of couch which Henchard had rigged up out of a settle in the adjoining room. She could hear him moving about in his preparations; but her mind ran most strongly on Lucetta, whose death in such fulness of life and amid such cheerful hopes of maternity was appallingly unexpected. Presently she fell asleep.


  Meanwhile her stepfather in the outer room had set the breakfast in readiness; but finding that she dozed he would not call her; he waited on, looking into the fire and keeping the kettle boiling with house-wifely care, as if it were an honour to have her in his house. In truth, a great change had come over him with regard to her, and he was developing the dream of a future lit by her filial presence, as though that way alone could happiness lie.


  He was disturbed by another knock at the door, and rose to open it, rather deprecating a call from anybody just then. A stoutly built man stood on the doorstep, with an alien, unfamiliar air about his figure and bearing—an air which might have been called colonial by people of cosmopolitan experience. It was the man who had asked the way at Peter’s Finger. Henchard nodded, and looked inquiry.


  ‘Good morning, good morning,’ said the stranger with profuse heartiness. ‘Is it Mr. Henchard I am talking to?’


  ‘My name is Henchard.’


  ‘Then I’ve caught ’ee at home—that’s right. Morning’s the time for business, says I. Can I have a few words with you?’


  ‘By all means,’ Henchard answered, showing the way in.


  ‘You may remember me?’ said his visitor, seating himself.


  Henchard observed him indifferently, and shook his head.


  ‘Well—perhaps you may not. My name is Newson.’


  Henchard’s face and eyes seemed to die. The other did not notice it. ‘I know the name well,’ Henchard said at last, looking on the floor.


  ‘I make no doubt of that. Well, the fact is, I’ve been looking for ’ee this fortnight past. I landed at Havenpool and went through Casterbridge on my way to Falmouth, and when I got there, they told me you had some years before been living at Casterbridge. Back came I again, and by long and by late I got here by coach, ten minutes ago. “He lives down by the mill,” says they. So here I am. Now—that transaction between us some twenty years agone—’tis that I’ve called about. ’Twas a curious business. I was younger then than I am now, and perhaps the less said about it, in one sense, the better.’


  ‘Curious business! ’Twas worse than curious. I cannot even allow that I’m the man you met then. I was not in my senses, and a man’s senses are himself.’


  ‘We were young and thoughtless,’ said Newson. ‘However, I’ve come to mend matters rather than open arguments. Poor Susan—hers was a strange experience.’


  ‘It was.’


  ‘She was a warm-hearted, home-spun woman. She was not what they call shrewd or sharp at all—better she had been.’


  ‘She was not.’


  ‘As you in all likelihood know, she was simple-minded enough to think that the sale was in a way binding. She was as guiltless o’ wrong-doing in that particular as a saint in the clouds.’


  ‘I know it, I know it. I found it out directly,’ said Henchard, still with averted eyes. ‘There lay the sting o’t to me. If she had seen it as what it was she would never have left me. Never! But how should she be expected to know? What advantages had she? None. She could write her own name, and no more.’


  ‘Well, it was not in my heart to undeceive her when the deed was done,’ said the sailor of former days. ‘I thought, and there was not much vanity in thinking it, that she would be happier with me. She was fairly happy, and I never would have undeceived her till the day of her death. Your child died; she had another, and all went well. But a time came—mind me, a time always does come. A time came—it was some while after she and I and the child returned from America—when somebody she had confided her history to, told her my claim to her was a mockery, and made a jest of her belief in my right. After that she was never happy with me. She pined and pined, and socked and sighed. She said she must leave me, and then came the question of our child. Then a man advised me how to act, and I did it, for I thought it was best. I left her at Falmouth, and went off to sea. When I got to the other side of the Atlantic there was a storm, and it was supposed that a lot of us, including myself, had been washed overboard. I got ashore at Newfoundland, and then I asked myself what I should do. “Since I’m here, here I’ll bide,” I thought to myself; “’twill be most kindness to her, now she’s taken against me, to let her believe me lost; for,” I thought, “while she supposes us both alive she’ll be miserable; but if she thinks me dead she’ll go back to him, and the child will have a home.” I’ve never returned to this country till a month ago, and I found that, as I had supposed, she went to you, and my daughter with her. They told me in Falmouth that Susan was dead. But my Elizabeth-Jane—where is she?’


  ‘Dead likewise,’ said Henchard doggedly. ‘Surely you learnt that too?’


  The sailor started up, and took an enervated pace or two down the room. ‘Dead!’ he said, in a low voice. ‘Then what’s the use of my money to me?’


  Henchard, without answering, shook his head as if that were rather a question for Newson himself than for him.


  ‘Where is she buried?’ the traveller inquired.


  ‘Beside her mother,’ said Henchard, in the same stolid tones.


  ‘When did she die?’


  ‘A year ago and more,’ replied the other without hesitation.


  The sailor continued standing. Henchard never looked up from the floor. At last Newson said: ‘My journey hither has been for nothing! I may as well go as I came! It has served me right. I’ll trouble you no longer.’


  Henchard heard the retreating footsteps of Newson upon the sanded floor, the mechanical lifting of the latch, the slow opening and closing of the door that was natural to a baulked or dejected man; but he did not turn his head. Newson’s shadow passed the window. He was gone.


  Then Henchard, scarcely believing the evidence of his senses, rose from his seat amazed at what he had done. It had been the impulse of a moment. The regard he had lately acquired for Elizabeth, the new-sprung hope of his loneliness that she would be to him a daughter of whom he could feel as proud as of the actual daughter she still believed herself to be, had been stimulated by the unexpected coming of Newson to a greedy exclusiveness in relation to her; so that the sudden prospect of her loss had caused him to speak mad lies like a child, in pure mockery of consequences. He had expected questions to close in round him, and unmask his fabrication in five minutes; yet such questioning had not come. But surely they would come; Newson’s departure could be but momentary; he would learn all by inquiries in the town; and return to curse him, and carry his last treasure away!


  He hastily put on his hat, and went out in the direction that Newson had taken. Newson’s back was soon visible up the road, crossing Bull-stake. Henchard followed; and saw his visitor stop at the King’s Arms, where the morning coach which had brought him waited half-an-hour for another coach which crossed there. The coach Newson had come by was now about to move again. Newson mounted; his luggage was put in, and in a few minutes the vehicle disappeared with him.


  He had not so much as turned his head. It was an act of simple faith in Henchard’s words—faith so simple as to be almost sublime. The young sailor who had taken Susan Henchard on the spur of the moment and on the faith of a glance at her face, more than twenty years before, was still living and acting under the form of the grizzled traveller who had taken Henchard’s words on trust so absolute as to shame him as he stood.


  Was Elizabeth-Jane to remain his by virtue of this hardy invention of a moment? ‘Perhaps not for long,’ said he. Newson might converse with his fellow-travellers, some of whom might be Casterbridge people; and the trick would be discovered.


  This probability threw Henchard into a defensive attitude, and instead of considering how best to right the wrong, and acquaint Elizabeth’s father with the truth at once, he bethought himself of ways to keep the position he had accidentally won. Towards the young woman herself his affection grew more jealously strong with each new hazard to which his claim to her was exposed.


  He watched the distant highway expecting to see Newson return on foot, enlightened and indignant, to claim his child. But no figure appeared. Possibly he had spoken to nobody on the coach, but buried his grief in his own heart.


  His grief!—what was it, after all, to that which he, Henchard, would feel at the loss of her? Newson’s affection, cooled by years, could not equal his who had been constantly in her presence. And thus his jealous soul speciously argued to excuse the separation of father and child.


  He returned to the house half expecting that she would have vanished. No; there she was—just coming out from the inner room, the marks of sleep upon her eyelids, and exhibiting a generally refreshed air.


  ‘O father!’ she said, smiling. ‘I had no sooner lain down than I napped, though I did not mean to. I wonder I did not dream about poor Mrs. Farfrae, after thinking of her so; but I did not. How strange it is that we do not often dream of latest events, absorbing as they may be.’


  ‘I am glad you have been able to sleep,’ he said, taking her hand with anxious proprietorship—an act which gave her a pleasant surprise.


  They sat down to breakfast, and Elizabeth-Jane’s thoughts reverted to Lucetta. Their sadness added charm to a countenance whose beauty had ever lain in its meditative soberness.


  ‘Father,’ she said, as soon as she recalled herself to the outspread meal, ‘it is so kind of you to get this nice breakfast with your own hands, and I idly asleep the while.’


  ‘I do it every day,’ he replied. ‘You have left me; everybody has left me; how should I live but by my own hands.’


  ‘You are very lonely, are you not?’


  ‘Ay, child—to a degree that you know nothing of! It is my own fault. You are the only one who has been near me for weeks. And you will come no more.’


  ‘Why do you say that? Indeed I will, if you would like to see me.’


  Henchard signified dubiousness. Though he had so lately hoped that Elizabeth-Jane might again live in his house as daughter, he would not ask her to do so now. Newson might return at any moment, and what Elizabeth would think of him for his deception it were best to bear apart from her.


  When they had breakfasted his stepdaughter still lingered, till the moment arrived at which Henchard was accustomed to go to his daily work. Then she arose, and with assurances of coming again soon went up the hill in the morning sunlight.


  ‘At this moment her heart is as warm towards me as mine is towards her; she would live with me here in this humble cottage for the asking! Yet before the evening probably he will have come; and then she will scorn me!’


  This reflection, constantly repeated by Henchard to himself, accompanied him everywhere through the day,[.] His mood was no longer that of the rebellious, ironical, reckless misadventurer; but the leaden gloom of one who has lost all that can make life interesting, or even tolerable. There would remain nobody for him to be proud of, nobody to fortify him; for Elizabeth-Jane would soon be but as a stranger, and worse. Susan, Farfrae, Lucetta, Elizabeth—all had gone from him, one after one, either by his fault or by his misfortune.


  In place of them he had no interest, hobby, or desire. If he could have summoned music to his aid his existence might even now have been borne; for with Henchard music was of regal power. The merest trumpet or organ tone was enough to move him, and high harmonies transubstantiated him. But hard fate had ordained that he should be unable to call up this Divine spirit in his need.


  The whole land ahead of him was as darkness itself; there was nothing to come, nothing to wait for. Yet in the natural course of life he might possibly have to linger on earth another thirty or forty years—scoffed at; at best pitied.


  The thought of it was unendurable.


  To the east of Casterbridge lay moors and meadows through which much water flowed. The wanderer in this direction who should stand still for a few moments on a quiet night, might hear singular symphonies from these waters, as from a lampless orchestra, all playing in their sundry tones from near and far parts of the moor. At a hole in a rotten weir they executed a recitative; where a tributary brook fell over a stone breastwork they trilled cheerily; under an arch they performed a metallic cymballing; and at Durnover Hole they hissed. The spot at which their instrumentation rose loudest was a place called Ten Hatches, whence during high springs there proceeded a very fugue of sounds.


  The river here was deep and strong at all times, and the hatches on this account were raised and lowered by cogs and a winch. A path led from the second bridge over the highway (so often mentioned) to these Hatches, crossing the stream at their head by a narrow plank-bridge. But after night-fall human beings were seldom found going that way, the path leading only to a deep reach of the stream called Blackwater, and the passage being dangerous.


  Henchard, however, leaving the town by the east road, proceeded to the second, or stone bridge, and thence struck into this path of solitude, following its course beside the stream till the dark shapes of the Ten Hatches cut the sheen thrown upon the river by the weak lustre that still lingered in the west. In a second or two he stood beside the weir-hole where the water was at its deepest. He looked backwards and forwards, and no creature appeared in view. He then took off his coat and hat, and stood on the brink of the stream with his hands clasped in front of him.


  While his eyes were bent on the water beneath there slowly became visible a something floating in the circular pool formed by the wash of centuries; the pool he was intending to make his death-bed. At first it was indistinct by reason of the shadow from the bank; but it emerged thence and took shape, which was that of a human body, lying stiff and stark upon the surface of the stream.


  In the circular current imparted by the central flow the form was brought forward, till it passed under his eyes; and then he perceived with a sense of horror that it was himself. Not a man somewhat resembling him, but one in all respects his counterpart, his actual double, was floating as if dead in Ten Hatches Hole.


  The sense of the supernatural was strong in this unhappy man, and he turned away as one might have done in the actual presence of an appalling miracle. He covered his eyes and bowed his head. Without looking again into the stream he took his coat and hat, and went slowly away.


  Presently he found himself by the door of his own dwelling. To his surprise Elizabeth-Jane was standing there. She came forward, spoke, called him ‘father’ just as before. Newson, then, had not even yet returned.


  ‘I thought you seemed very sad this morning,’ she said, ‘so I have come again to see you. Not that I am anything but sad myself. But everybody and everything seem against you so; and I know you must be suffering.’


  How this woman divined things! Yet she had not divined their whole extremity.


  He said to her, ‘Are miracles still worked, do ye think, Elizabeth? I am not a read man. I don’t know so much as I could wish. I have tried to peruse and learn all my life; but the more I try to know the more ignorant I seem.’


  ‘I don’t quite think there are any miracles nowadays,’ she said.


  ‘No interference in the case of desperate intentions, for instance? Well, perhaps not, in a direct way. Perhaps not. But will you come and walk with me, and I will show ’ee what I mean?’


  She agreed willingly, and he took her over the highway, and by the lonely path to Ten Hatches. He walked restlessly, as if some haunting shade, unseen of her, hovered round him and troubled his glance. She would gladly have talked of Lucetta, but feared to disturb him. When they got near the weir he stood still, and asked her to go forward and look into the pool, and tell him what she saw.


  She went, and soon returned to him. ‘Nothing,’ she said.


  ‘Go again,’ said Henchard, ‘and look narrowly.’


  She proceeded to the river brink a second time. On her return, after some delay, she told him that she saw something floating round and round there; but what it was she could not discern. It seemed to be a bundle of old clothes.


  ‘Are they like mine?’ asked Henchard.


  ‘Well—they are. Dear me—I wonder if—— Father, let us go away!’


  ‘Go and look once more; and then we will get home.’


  She went back, and he could see her stoop till her head was close to the margin of the pool. She started up, and hastened back to his side.


  ‘Well,’ said Henchard; ‘what do you say now?’


  ‘Let us go home.’


  ‘But tell me—do—what is it floating there?’


  ‘The effigy,’ she answered hastily. ‘They must have thrown it into the river higher up amongst the willows at Blackwater, to get rid of it in their alarm at discovery by the magistrates; and it must have floated down here.’


  ‘Ah—to be sure—the image o’ me! But where is the other? Why that one only? … That performance of theirs killed her, but kept me alive!’


  Elizabeth-Jane thought and thought of these words ‘kept me alive,’ as they slowly retraced their way to the town, and at length guessed their meaning. ‘Father!—I will not leave you alone like this!’ she cried. ‘May I live with you, and tend upon you as I used to do? I do not mind your being poor. I would have agreed to come this morning, but you did not ask me.’


  ‘May you come to me?’ he cried bitterly. ‘Elizabeth, don’t mock me! If you only would come!’


  ‘I will,’ said she.


  ‘How will you forgive all my roughness in former days? You cannot!’


  ‘I have forgotten it. Talk of that no more.’


  Thus she assured him, and arranged their plans for reunion; and at length each went home. Then Henchard shaved for the first time during many days, and put on clean linen, and combed his hair; and was as a man resuscitated thenceforward.


  The next morning the fact turned out to be as Elizabeth-Jane had stated; the effigy was discovered by a cowherd, and that of Lucetta a little higher up in the same stream. But as little as possible was said of the matter, and the figures were privately destroyed.


  Despite this natural solution of the mystery Henchard no less regarded it as an intervention that the figure should have been floating there. Elizabeth-Jane heard him say, ‘Who is such a reprobate as I! And yet it seems that even I be in Somebody’s hand!’


  ♣
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  But the emotional conviction that he was in Somebody’s hand began to die out of Henchard’s breast as time slowly removed into distance the event which had given that feeling birth. The apparition of Newson haunted him. He would surely return.


  Yet Newson did not arrive. Lucetta had been borne along the churchyard path; Casterbridge had for the last time turned its regard upon her, before proceeding to its work as if she had never lived. But Elizabeth remained undisturbed in the belief of her relationship to Henchard, and now shared his home. Perhaps, after all, Newson was gone for ever.


  In due time the bereaved Farfrae had learnt the, at least, proximate cause of Lucetta’s illness and death; and his first impulse was naturally enough to wreak vengeance in the name of the law upon the perpetrators of the mischief. He resolved to wait till the funeral was over ere he moved in the matter. The time having come he reflected. Disastrous as the result had been, it was obviously in no way foreseen or intended by the thoughtless crew who arranged the motley procession. The tempting prospect of putting to the blush people who stand at the head of affairs—that supreme and piquant enjoyment of those who writhe under the heel of the same—had alone animated them, so far as he could see; for he knew nothing of Jopp’s incitements. Other considerations were also involved. Lucetta had confessed everything to him before her death, and it was not altogether desirable to make much ado about her history, alike for her sake, for Henchard’s, and for his own. To regard the event as an untoward accident seemed, to Farfrae, truest consideration for the dead one’s memory, as well as best philosophy.


  Henchard and himself mutually forbore to meet. For Elizabeth’s sake the former had fettered his pride sufficiently to accept the small seed and root business which some of the Town Council, headed by Farfrae, had purchased to afford him a new opening. Had he been only personally concerned Henchard, without doubt, would have declined assistance even remotely brought about by the man whom he had so fiercely assailed. But the sympathy of the girl seemed necessary to his very existence; and on her account pride itself wore the garments of humility.


  Here they settled themselves; and on each day of their lives Henchard anticipated her every wish with a watchfulness in which paternal regard was heightened by a burning jealous dread of rivalry. Yet that Newson would ever now return to Casterbridge to claim her as a daughter there was little reason to suppose. He was a wanderer and a stranger, almost an alien; he had not seen his daughter for several years; his affection for her could not in the nature of things be keen; other interests would probably soon obscure his recollections of her, and prevent any such renewal of inquiry into the past as would lead to a discovery that she was still a creature of the present. To satisfy his conscience somewhat Henchard repeated to himself that the lie which had retained for him the coveted treasure had not been deliberately told to that end, but had come from him as the last defiant word of a despair which took no thought of consequences. Furthermore he pleaded within himself that no Newson could love her as he loved her, or would tend her to his life’s extremity as he was prepared to do cheerfully.


  Thus they lived on in the shop overlooking the churchyard, and nothing occurred to mark their days during the remainder of the year. Going out but seldom, and never on a market-day, they saw Donald Farfrae only at rarest intervals, and then mostly as a transitory object in the distance of the street. Yet he was pursuing his ordinary avocations, smiling mechanically to fellow-tradesmen, and arguing with bargainers—as bereaved men do after a while.


  Time, ‘in his own grey style,’ taught Farfrae how to estimate his experience of Lucetta—all that it was, and all that it was not. There are men whose hearts insist upon a dogged fidelity to some image or cause thrown by chance into their keeping, long after their judgment has pronounced it no rarity—even the reverse, indeed; and without them the band of the worthy is incomplete. But Farfrae was not of those. It was inevitable that the insight, briskness, and rapidity of his nature should take him out of the dead blank which his loss threw about him. He could not but perceive that by the death of Lucetta he had exchanged a looming misery for a simple sorrow. After that revelation of her history, which must have come sooner or later in any circumstances, it was hard to believe that life with her would have been productive of further happiness.


  But as a memory, notwithstanding such conditions, Lucetta’s image still lived on with him, her weaknesses provoking only the gentlest criticism, and her sufferings attenuating wrath at her concealments to a momentary spark now and then.


  By the end of a year Henchard’s little retail seed and grain shop, not much larger than a cupboard, had developed its trade considerably, and the stepfather and daughter enjoyed much serenity in the pleasant, sunny corner in which it stood. The quiet bearing of one who brimmed with an inner activity characterized Elizabeth-Jane at this period. She took long walks into the country two or three times a week, mostly in the direction of Budmouth. Sometimes it occurred to him that when she sat with him in the evening after these invigorating walks she was civil rather than affectionate; and he was troubled; one more bitter regret being added to those he had already experienced at having, by his severe censorship, frozen up her precious affection when originally offered.


  She had her own way in everything now. In going and coming, in buying and selling, her word was law.


  ‘You have got a new muff, Elizabeth,’ he said to her one day quite humbly.


  ‘Yes; I bought it,’ she said.


  He looked at it again as it lay on an adjoining table. The fur was of a glossy brown, and, though he was no judge of such articles, he thought it seemed an unusually good one for her to possess.


  ‘Rather costly, I suppose, my dear, was it not?’ he hazarded.


  ‘It was rather above my figure,’ she said quietly. ‘But it is not showy.’


  ‘O no,’ said the netted lion, anxious not to pique her in the least.


  Some little time after, when the year had advanced into another spring, he paused opposite her empty bedroom in passing it. He thought of the time when she had cleared out of his then large and handsome house in Corn Street, in consequence of his dislike and harshness, and he had looked into her chamber in just the same way. The present room was much humbler, but what struck him about it was the abundance of books lying everywhere. Their number and quality made the meagre furniture that supported them seem absurdly disproportionate. Some, indeed many, must have been recently purchased; and though he encouraged her to buy in reason, he had no notion that she indulged her innate passion so extensively in proportion to the narrowness of their income. For the first time he felt a little hurt by what he thought her extravagance, and resolved to say a word to her about it. But, before he had found the courage to speak, an event happened which set his thoughts flying in quite another direction.


  The busy time of the seed trade was over; and the quiet weeks that preceded the hay-season had come—setting their special stamp upon Casterbridge by thronging the market with wood rakes, new waggons in yellow, green, and red, formidable scythes, and pitchforks of prong sufficient to skewer up a small family. Henchard, contrary to his wont, went out one Saturday afternoon towards the market-place, from a curious feeling that he would like to pass a few minutes on the spot of his former triumphs. Farfrae, to whom he was still a comparative stranger, stood a few steps below the Corn Exchange door—a usual position with him at this hour—and he appeared lost in thought about something he was looking at a little way off.


  Henchard’s eyes followed Farfrae’s, and he saw that the object of his gaze was no sample-showing farmer, but his own stepdaughter, who had just come out of a shop over the way. She, on her part, was quite unconscious of his attention, and in this was less fortunate than those young women whose very plumes, like those of Juno’s bird, are set with Argus eyes whenever possible admirers are within ken.


  Henchard went away, thinking that perhaps there was nothing significant after all in Farfrae’s look at Elizabeth-Jane at that juncture. Yet he could not forget that the Scotchman had once shown a tender interest in her, of a fleeting kind. Thereupon promptly came to the surface that idiosyncrasy of Henchard’s which had ruled his courses from the beginning and had mainly made him what he was. Instead of thinking that a union between his cherished stepdaughter and the energetic thriving Donald was a thing to be desired for her good and his own, he hated the very possibility.


  Time had been when such instinctive opposition would have taken shape in action. But he was not now the Henchard of former days. He schooled himself to accept her will, in this as in other matters, as absolute and unquestionable. He dreaded lest an antagonistic word should lose for him such regard as he had regained from her by his devotion, feeling that to retain this under separation was better than to incur her dislike by keeping her near.


  But the mere thought of such separation fevered his spirit much, and in the evening he said, with the stillness of suspense: ‘Have you seen Mr. Farfrae to-day, Elizabeth?’


  Elizabeth-Jane started at the question; and it was with some confusion that she replied ‘No.’


  ‘Oh—that’s right—that’s right…. It was only that I saw him in the street when we both were there.’ He was wondering if her embarrassment justified him in a new suspicion—that the long walks which she had latterly been taking, that the new books which had so surprised him, had anything to do with the young man. She did not enlighten him, and lest silence should allow her to shape thoughts unfavourable to their present friendly relations, he diverted the discourse into another channel.


  Henchard was, by original make, the last man to act stealthily, for good or for evil. But the solicitus timor of his love—the dependence upon Elizabeth’s regard into which he had declined (or, in another sense, to which he had advanced)—denaturalized him. He would often weigh and consider for hours together the meaning of such and such a deed or phrase of hers, when a blunt settling question would formerly have been his first instinct. And now, uneasy at the thought of a passion for Farfrae which should entirely displace her mild filial sympathy with himself, he observed her going and coming more narrowly.


  There was nothing secret in Elizabeth-Jane’s movements beyond what habitual reserve induced; and it may at once be owned on her account that she was guilty of occasional conversations with Donald when they chanced to meet. Whatever the origin of her walks on the Budmouth Road, her return from those walks was often coincident with Farfrae’s emergence from Corn Street for a twenty minutes’ blow on that rather windy highway—just to winnow the seeds and chaff out of him before sitting down to tea, as he said. Henchard became aware of this by going to the Ring, and, screened by its enclosure, keeping his eye upon the road till he saw them meet. His face assumed an expression of extreme anguish.


  ‘Of her, too, he means to rob me!’ he whispered. ‘But he has the right. I do not wish to interfere.’


  The meeting, in truth, was of a very innocent kind, and matters were by no means so far advanced between the young people as Henchard’s jealous grief inferred. Could he have heard such conversation as passed he would have been enlightened thus much:—


  He.—‘You like walking this way, Miss Henchard—and is it not so?’ (uttered in his undulatory accents, and with an appraising, pondering gaze at her).


  She.—‘O yes. I have chosen this road latterly. I have no great reason for it.’


  He.—‘But that may make a reason for others.’


  She (reddening).—‘I don’t know that. My reason, however, such as it is, is that I wish to get a glimpse of the sea every day.’


  He.—‘Is it a secret why?’


  She (reluctantly).—‘Yes.’


  He (with the pathos of one of his native ballads).—‘Ah, I doubt there will be any good in secrets! A secret cast a deep shadow over my life. And well you know what it was.’


  Elizabeth admitted that she did, but she refrained from confessing why the sea attracted her. She could not herself account for it fully, not knowing the secret possibly to be that, in addition to early marine associations, her blood was a sailor’s.


  ‘Thank you for those new books, Mr. Farfrae,[’] she added shyly. ‘I wonder if I ought to accept so many![’]


  ‘Ay! why not? It gives me more pleasure to get them for you, than you to have them!’


  ‘It cannot!’


  They proceeded along the road together till they reached the town, and their paths diverged.


  Henchard vowed that he would leave them to their own devices, put nothing in the way of their courses, whatever they might mean. If he were doomed to be bereft of her, so it must be. In the situation which their marriage would create he could see no locus standi for himself at all. Farfrae would never recognize him more than superciliously; his poverty ensured that, no less than his past conduct. And so Elizabeth would grow to be a stranger to him, and the end of his life would be friendless solitude.


  With such a possibility impending he could not help watchfulness. Indeed, within certain lines, he had the right to keep an eye upon her as his charge. The meetings seemed to become matters of course with them on special days of the week.


  At last full proof was given him. He was standing behind a wall close to the place at which Farfrae encountered her. He heard the young man address her as ‘Dearest Elizabeth-Jane,’ and then kiss her, the girl looking quickly round to assure herself that nobody was near.


  When they were gone their way Henchard came out from the wall, and mournfully followed them to Casterbridge. The chief looming trouble in this engagement had not decreased. Both Farfrae and Elizabeth-Jane, unlike the rest of the people, must suppose Elizabeth to be his actual daughter, from his own assertion while he himself had the same belief; and though Farfrae must have so far forgiven him as to have no objection to own him as a father-in-law, intimate they could never be. Thus would the girl, who was his only friend, be withdrawn from him by degrees through her husband’s influence, and learn to despise him.


  Had she lost her heart to any other man in the world than the one he had rivalled, cursed, wrestled with for life in days before his spirit was broken, Henchard would have said, ‘I am content.’ But content with the prospect as now depicted was hard to acquire.


  There is an outer chamber of the brain in which thoughts unowned, unsolicited, and of noxious kind, are sometimes allowed to wander for a moment prior to being sent off whence they came. One of these thoughts sailed into Henchard’s ken now.


  Suppose he were to communicate to Farfrae the fact that his betrothed was not the child of Michael Henchard at all—legally, nobody’s child; how would that correct and leading townsman receive the information? He might possibly forsake Elizabeth-Jane, and then she would be her stepsire’s own again.


  Henchard shuddered, and exclaimed, ‘God forbid such a thing! Why should I still be subject to these visitations of the devil, when I try so hard to keep him away?’


  ♣
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  What Henchard saw thus early was, naturally enough, seen at a little later date by other people. That Mr. Farfrae ‘walked with that bankrupt Henchard’s stepdaughter, of all women,’ became a common topic in the town, the simple perambulating term being used hereabout to signify a wooing; and the nineteen superior young ladies of Casterbridge, who had each looked upon herself as the only woman capable of making the merchant Councilman happy, indignantly left off going to the church Farfrae attended, left off conscious mannerisms, left off putting him in their prayers at night amongst their blood relations; in short, reverted to their natural courses.


  Perhaps the only inhabitants of the town to whom this looming choice of the Scotchman’s gave unmixed satisfaction were the members of the philosophic party, which included Longways, Christopher Coney, Billy Wills, Mr. Buzzford, and the like. The Three Mariners having been, years before, the house in which they had witnessed the young man and woman’s first and humble appearance on the Casterbridge stage, they took a kindly interest in their career, not unconnected, perhaps, with visions of festive treatment at their hands hereafter. Mrs. Stannidge, having rolled into the large parlour one evening and said that it was a wonder such a man as Mr. Farfrae, ‘a pillow of the town,’ who might have chosen one of the daughters of the professional men or private residents, should stoop so low, Coney ventured to disagree with her.


  ‘No, ma’am, no wonder at all. ’Tis she that’s a stooping to he—that’s my opinion. A widow man—whose first wife was no credit to him—what is it for a young perusing woman that’s her own mistress and well liked? But as a neat patching up of things I see much good in it. When a man have put up a tomb of best marble-stone to the other one, as he’ve done, and weeped his fill, and thought it all over, and said to hisself, “T’other took me in; I knowed this one first; she’s a sensible piece for a partner, and there’s no faithful woman in high life now;”—well, he may do worse than not to take her, if she’s tender-inclined.’


  Thus they talked at the Mariners. But we must guard against a too liberal use of the conventional declaration that a great sensation was caused by the prospective event, that all the gossips’ tongues were set wagging thereby, and so on, even though such a declaration might lend some éclat to the career of our poor only heroine. When all has been said about busy rumourers, a superficial and temporary thing is the interest of anybody in affairs which do not directly touch them. It would be a truer representation to say that Casterbridge (ever excepting the nineteen young ladies) looked up for a moment at the news, and withdrawing its attention, went on labouring and victualling, bringing up its children, and burying its dead, without caring a tittle for Farfrae’s domestic plans.


  Not a hint of the matter was thrown out to her stepfather by Elizabeth herself or by Farfrae either. Reasoning on the cause of their reticence he concluded that, estimating him by his past, the throbbing pair were afraid to broach the subject, and looked upon him as an irksome obstacle whom they would be heartily glad to get out of the way. Embittered as he was against society, this moody view of himself took deeper and deeper hold of Henchard, till the daily necessity of facing mankind, and of them particularly Elizabeth-Jane, became well-nigh more than he could endure. His health declined; he became morbidly sensitive. He wished he could escape those who did not want him, and hide his head for ever.


  But what if he were mistaken in his views, and there were no necessity that his own absolute separation from her should be involved in the incident of her marriage?


  He proceeded to draw a picture of the alternative—himself living like a fangless lion about the back rooms of a house in which his stepdaughter was mistress; an inoffensive old man, tenderly smiled on by Elizabeth, and good-naturedly tolerated by her husband. It was terrible to his pride to think of descending so low; and yet, for the girl’s sake he might put up with anything; even from Farfrae; even snubbings and masterful tongue-scourgings. The privilege of being in the house she occupied would almost outweigh the personal humiliation.


  Whether this were a dim possibility or the reverse, the courtship—which it evidently now was—had an absorbing interest for him.


  Elizabeth, as has been said, often took her walks on the Budmouth Road, and Farfrae as often made it convenient to create an accidental meeting with her there. Two miles out, a quarter of a mile from the highway, was the prehistoric fort called Mai Dun, of huge dimensions and many ramparts, within or upon whose enclosures a human being, as seen from the road, was but an insignificant speck. Hitherward Henchard often resorted, glass in hand, and scanned the hedgeless Via—for it was the original track laid out by the legions of the Empire—to a distance of two or three miles, his object being to read the progress of affairs between Farfrae and his charmer.


  One day Henchard was at this spot when a masculine figure came along the road from Budmouth, and lingered. Applying his telescope to his eye Henchard expected that Farfrae’s features would be disclosed as usual. But the lenses revealed that to-day the man was not Elizabeth-Jane’s lover.


  It was one clothed as a merchant captain; and as he turned in his scrutiny of the road he revealed his face. Henchard lived a lifetime the moment he saw it. The face was Newson’s.


  Henchard dropped the glass, and for some seconds made no other movement. Newson waited, and Henchard waited—if that could be called a waiting which was a transfixture. But Elizabeth-Jane did not come. Something or other had caused her to neglect her customary walk that day. Perhaps Farfrae and she had chosen another road for variety’s sake. But what did that amount to? She might be here to-morrow, and in any case Newson, if bent on a private meeting and a revelation of the truth to her, would soon make his opportunity.


  Then he would tell her not only of his paternity, but of the ruse by which he had been once sent away. Elizabeth’s strict nature would cause her for the first time to despise her stepfather, would root out his image as that of an arch-deceiver, and Newson would reign in her heart in his stead.


  But Newson did not see anything of her that morning. Having stood still awhile he at last retraced his steps, and Henchard felt like a condemned man who has a few hours’ respite. When he reached his own house he found her there.


  ‘O father!’ she said innocently, ‘I have had a letter—a strange one—not signed. Somebody has asked me to meet him, either on the Budmouth Road at noon to-day, or in the evening at Mr. Farfrae’s. He says he came to see me some time ago, but a trick was played him, so that he did not see me. I don’t understand it; but between you and me I think Donald is at the bottom of the mystery, and that it is a relation of his who wants to pass an opinion on his choice. But I did not like to go till I had seen you. Shall I go?’


  Henchard replied heavily, ‘Yes; go.’


  The question of his remaining in Casterbridge was for ever disposed of by this closing in of Newson on the scene. Henchard was not the man to stand the certainty of condemnation on a matter so near his heart. And being an old hand at bearing anguish in silence, and haughty withal, he resolved to make as light as he could of his intention, while immediately taking his measures.


  He surprised the young woman whom he had looked upon as his all in this world by saying to her, as if he did not care about her more: ‘I am going to leave Casterbridge, Elizabeth-Jane.’


  ‘Leave Casterbridge!’ she cried, ‘and leave—me?’


  ‘Yes, this little shop can be managed by you alone as well as by us both; I don’t care about shops and streets and folk—I would rather get into the country by myself, out of sight, and follow my own ways, and leave you to yours.’


  She looked down and her tears fell silently. It seemed to her that this resolve of his had come on account of her attachment and its probable result. She showed her devotion to Farfrae, however, by mastering her emotion and speaking out.


  ‘I am sorry you have decided on this,’ she said with difficult firmness. ‘For I thought it probable—possible—that I might marry Mr. Farfrae some little time hence, and I did not know that you disapproved of the step!’


  ‘I approve of anything you desire to do, Izzy,’ said Henchard huskily. ‘If I did not approve it would be no matter! I wish to go away. My presence might make things awkward in the future; and, in short, it is best that I go.’


  Nothing that her affection could urge would induce him to reconsider his determination; for she could not urge what she did not know—that when she should learn he was not related to her other than as a step-parent she would refrain from despising him, and that when she knew what he had done to keep her in ignorance she would refrain from hating him. It was his conviction that she would not so refrain; and there existed as yet neither word nor event which could argue it away.


  ‘Then,’ she said at last, ‘you will not be able to come to my wedding; and that is not as it ought to be.’


  ‘I don’t want to see it—I don’t want to see it!’ he exclaimed; adding more softly, ‘but think of me sometimes in your future life—you’ll do that, Izzy?—think of me when you are living as the wife of the richest, the foremost man in the town, and don’t let my sins, when you know them all, cause ’ee to quite forget that though I loved ’ee late I loved ’ee well.’


  ‘It is because of Donald!’ she sobbed.


  ‘I don’t forbid you to marry him,’ said Henchard. ‘Promise not to quite forget me when——’ He meant when Newson should come.


  She promised mechanically, in her agitation; and the same evening at dusk Henchard left the town, to whose development he had been one of the chief stimulants for many years. During the day he had bought a new tool-basket, cleaned up his old hay-knife and wimble, set himself up in fresh leggings, knee-naps and corduroys, and in other ways gone back to the working clothes of his young manhood, discarding for ever the shabby-genteel suit of cloth and rusty silk hat that since his decline had characterized him in the Casterbridge street as a man who had seen better days.


  He went secretly and alone, not a soul of the many who had known him being aware of his departure. Elizabeth-Jane accompanied him as far as the second bridge on the highway—for the hour of her appointment with the unguessed visitor at Farfrae’s had not yet arrived—and parted from him with unfeigned wonder and sorrow, keeping him back a minute or two before finally letting him go. She watched his form diminish across the moor, the yellow rush-basket at his back moving up and down with each tread, and the creases behind his knees coming and going alternately till she could no longer see them. Though she did not know it Henchard formed at this moment much the same picture as he had presented when entering Casterbridge for the first time nearly a quarter of a century before; except, to be sure, that the serious addition to his years had considerably lessened the spring of his stride, that his state of hopelessness had weakened him, and imparted to his shoulders, as weighted by the basket, a perceptible bend.


  He went on till he came to the first milestone, which stood in the bank, half way up a steep hill. He rested his basket on the top of the stone, placed his elbows on it, and gave way to a convulsive twitch, which was worse than a sob, because it was so hard and so dry.


  ‘If I had only got her with me—if I only had!’ he said. ‘Hard work would be nothing to me then! But that was not to be. I—Cain—go alone as I deserve—an outcast and a vagabond. But my punishment is not greater than I can bear!’


  He sternly subdued his anguish, shouldered his basket, and went on.


  Elizabeth, in the meantime, had breathed him a sigh, recovered her equanimity, and turned her face to Casterbridge. Before she had reached the first house she was met in her walk by Donald Farfrae. This was evidently not their first meeting that day; they joined hands without ceremony, and Farfrae anxiously asked, ‘And is he gone—and did you tell him?—I mean of the other matter—not of ours.’


  ‘He is gone; and I told him all I knew of your friend. Donald, who is he?’


  ‘Well, well, dearie; you will know soon about that. And Mr. Henchard will hear of it if he does not go far.’


  ‘He will go far—he’s bent upon getting out of sight and sound!’


  She walked beside her lover, and when they reached the Crossways, or Bow, turned with him into Corn Street instead of going straight on to her own door. At Farfrae’s house they stopped and went in.


  Farfrae flung open the door of the ground-floor sitting-room, saying, ‘There he is waiting for you,’ and Elizabeth entered. In the arm-chair sat the broad-faced genial man who had called on Henchard on a memorable morning between one and two years before this time, and whom the latter had seen mount the coach and depart within half-an-hour of his arrival. It was Richard Newson. The meeting with the light-hearted father from whom she had been separated half-a-dozen years, as if by death, need hardly be detailed. It was an affecting one, apart from the question of paternity. Henchard’s departure was in a moment explained. When the true facts came to be handled the difficulty of restoring her to her old belief in Newson was not so great as might have seemed likely, for Henchard’s conduct itself was a proof that those facts were true. Moreover, she had grown up under Newson’s paternal care; and even had Henchard been her father in nature, this father in early domiciliation might almost have carried the point against him, when the incidents of her parting with Henchard had a little worn off.


  Newson’s pride in what she had grown up to be was more than he could express. He kissed her again and again.


  ‘I’ve saved you the trouble to come and meet me—ha-ha!’ said Newson. ‘The fact is that Mr. Farfrae here, he said, “Come up and stop with me for a day or two, Captain Newson, and I’ll bring her round.” “Faith,” says I, “so I will;” and here I am.’


  ‘Well, Henchard is gone,’ said Farfrae, shutting the door. ‘He has done it all voluntarily, and, as I gather from Elizabeth, he has been very nice with her. I was got rather uneasy; but all is as it should be, and we will have no more deefficulties at all.’


  ‘Now, that’s very much as I thought,’ said Newson, looking into the face of each by turns. ‘I said to myself, ay, a hundred times, when I tried to get a peep at her unknown to herself—“Depend upon it, ’tis best that I should live on quiet for a few days like this till something turns up for the better.” I now know you are all right, and what can I wish for more?’


  ‘Well, Captain Newson, I will be glad to see ye here every day now, since it can do no harm,’ said Farfrae. ‘And what I’ve been thinking is that the wedding may as well be kept under my own roof, the house being large, and you being in lodgings by yourself—so that a great deal of trouble and expense would be saved ye?—and ’tis a convenience when a couple’s married not to hae far to go to get home!’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said Captain Newson; ‘since, as ye say, it can do no harm, now poor Henchard’s gone; though I wouldn’t have done it otherwise, or put myself in his way at all; for I’ve already in my lifetime been an intruder into his family quite as far as politeness can be expected to put up with. But what do the young woman say herself about it? Elizabeth, my child, come and hearken to what we be talking about, and not bide staring out o’ the window as if ye didn’t hear.[’]


  ‘Donald and you must settle it,’ murmured Elizabeth, still keeping up a scrutinizing gaze at some small object in the street.


  ‘Well, then,’ continued Newson, turning anew to Farfrae with a face expressing thorough entry into the subject, ‘that’s how we’ll have it. And, Mr. Farfrae, as you provide so much, and houseroom, and all that, I’ll do my part in the drinkables, and see to the rum and schiedam—maybe a dozen jars will be sufficient?—as many of the folk will be ladies, and perhaps they won’t drink hard enough to make a high average in the reckoning? But you know best. I’ve provided for men and shipmates times enough, but I’m as ignorant as a child how many glasses of grog a woman, that’s not a drinking woman, is expected to consume at these ceremonies?’


  ‘Oh, none—we’ll no want much of that—O no!’ said Farfrae, shaking his head with appalled gravity. ‘Do you leave all to me.’


  When they had gone a little further in these particulars Newson, leaning back in his chair and smiling reflectively at the ceiling, said, ‘I’ve never told ye, or have I, Mr. Farfrae, how Henchard put me off the scent that time?’


  He expressed ignorance of what the Captain alluded to.


  ‘Ah, I thought I hadn’t. I resolved that I would not, I remember, not to hurt the man’s name. But now he’s gone I can tell ye. Why, I came to Casterbridge nine or ten months before that day last week that I found ye out. I had been here twice before then. The first time I passed through the town on my way westward, not knowing Elizabeth lived here. Then hearing at some place—I forget where—that a man of the name of Henchard had been mayor here, I came back, and called at his house one morning. The old rascal!—he said Elizabeth-Jane had died years ago.’


  Elizabeth now gave earnest heed to his story.


  ‘Now, it never crossed my mind that the man was selling me a packet,’ continued Newson. ‘And, if you’ll believe me, I was that upset, that I went back to the coach that had brought me, and took passage onward without lying in the town half-an-hour. Ha-ha!—’twas a good joke, and well carried out, and I give the man credit for’t!’


  Elizabeth-Jane was amazed at the intelligence. ‘A joke?—O no!’ she cried. ‘Then he kept you from me, father, all those months, when you might have been here?’


  The father admitted that such was the case.


  ‘He ought not to have done it!’ said Farfrae.


  Elizabeth sighed. ‘I said I would never forget him. But O! I think I ought to forget him now!’


  Newson, like a good many rovers and sojourners among strange men and strange moralities, failed to perceive the enormity of Henchard’s crime, notwithstanding that he himself had been the chief sufferer therefrom. Indeed, the attack upon the absent culprit waxing serious, he began to take Henchard’s part.


  ‘Well, ’twas not ten words that he said, after all,’ Newson pleaded. ‘And how could he know that I should be such a simpleton as to believe him? ’Twas as much my fault as his, poor fellow!’


  ‘No,’ said Elizabeth-Jane firmly, in her revulsion of feeling. ‘He knew your disposition—you always were so trusting, father; I’ve heard my mother say so hundreds of times—and he did it to wrong you. After weaning me from you these five years by saying he was my father, he should not have done this.’


  Thus they conversed; and there was nobody to set before Elizabeth any extenuation of the absent one’s deceit. Even had he been present Henchard might scarce have pleaded it, so little did he value himself or his good name.


  ‘Well, well—never mind—it is all over and past,’ said Newson good-naturedly. ‘Now, about this wedding again.’


  ♣


  XLIV


  Meanwhile, the man of their talk had pursued his solitary way eastward till weariness overtook him, and he looked about for a place of rest. His heart was so exacerbated at parting from the girl that he could not face an inn, or even a household of the most humble kind; and entering a field he lay down under a wheatrick, feeling no want of food. The very heaviness of his soul caused him to sleep profoundly.


  The bright autumn sun shining into his eyes across the stubble awoke him the next morning early. He opened his basket and ate for his breakfast what he had packed for his supper; and in doing so overhauled the remainder of his kit. Although everything he brought necessitated carriage at his own back, he had secreted among his tools a few of Elizabeth-Jane’s cast-off belongings, in the shape of gloves, shoes, a scrap of her handwriting, and the like; and in his pocket he carried a curl of her hair. Having looked at these things he closed them up again, and went onward.


  During five consecutive days Henchard’s rush basket rode along upon his shoulder between the highway hedges, the new yellow of the rushes catching the eye of an occasional field-labourer as he glanced through the quickset, together with the wayfarer’s hat and head, and down-turned face, over which the twig shadows moved in endless procession. It now became apparent that the direction of his journey was Weydon Priors, which he reached on the afternoon of the sixth day.


  The renowned hill whereon the annual fair had been held for so many generations was now bare of human beings, and almost of aught besides. A few sheep grazed thereabout, but these ran off when Henchard halted upon the summit. He deposited his basket upon the turf, and looked about with sad curiosity; till he discovered the road by which his wife and himself had entered on the upland so memorable to both, five-and-twenty years before.


  ‘Yes, we came up that way,’ he said, after ascertaining his bearings. ‘She was carrying the baby, and I was reading a ballet-sheet. Then we crossed about here—she so sad and weary, and I speaking to her hardly at all, because of my cursed pride and mortification at being poor. Then we saw the tent—that must have stood more this way.’ He walked to another spot; it was not really where the tent had stood, but it seemed so to him. ‘Here we went in, and here we sat down. I faced this way. Then I drank, and committed my crime. It must have been just on that very pixy-ring that she was standing when she said her last words to me before going off with him; I can hear their sound now, and the sound of her sobs: “O Mike! I’ve lived with thee all this while, and had nothing but temper. Now I’m no more to ’ee—I’ll try my luck elsewhere.”’


  He experienced not only the bitterness of a man who finds, in looking back upon an ambitious course, that what he has sacrificed in sentiment was worth as much as what he has gained in substance; but the superadded bitterness of seeing his very recantation nullified. He had been sorry for all this long ago; but his attempts to replace ambition by love had been as fully foiled as his ambition itself. His wronged wife had foiled them by a fraud so grandly simple as to be almost a virtue. It was an odd sequence that out of all this tampering with social law came that flower of Nature, Elizabeth. Part of his wish to wash his hands of life arose from his perception of its contrarious inconsistencies—of Nature’s jaunty readiness to support unorthodox social principles.


  He intended to go on from this place—visited as an act of penance—into another part of the country altogether. But he could not help thinking of Elizabeth, and the quarter of the horizon in which she lived. Out of this it happened that the centrifugal tendency imparted by weariness of the world was counteracted by the centripetal influence of his love for his stepdaughter. As a consequence, instead of following a straight course yet further away from Casterbridge, Henchard gradually, almost unconsciously, deflected from that right line of his first intention; till, by degrees, his wandering, like that of the Canadian woodsman, became part of a circle of which Casterbridge formed the centre. In ascending any particular hill he ascertained the bearings as nearly as he could by means of the sun, moon, or stars, and settled in his mind the exact direction in which Casterbridge and Elizabeth-Jane lay. Sneering at himself for his weakness he yet every hour—nay, every few minutes—conjectured her actions for the time being—her sitting down and rising up, her goings and comings, till thought of Newson’s and Farfrae’s counter-influence would pass like a cold blast over a pool, and efface her image. And then he would say of himself, ‘O you fool! All this about a daughter who is no daughter of thine!’


  At length he obtained employment at his own occupation of hay-trusser, work of that sort being in demand at this autumn time. The scene of his hiring was a pastoral farm near the old western highway, whose course was the channel of all such communications as passed between the busy centres of novelty and the remote Wessex boroughs. He had chosen the neighbourhood of this artery from a sense that, situated here, though at a distance of fifty miles, he was virtually nearer to her whose welfare was so dear than he would be at a roadless spot only half as remote.


  And thus Henchard found himself again on the precise standing which he had occupied a quarter of a century before. Externally there was nothing to hinder his making another start on the upward slope, and by his new lights achieving higher things than his soul in its half-formed state had been able to accomplish. But the ingenious machinery contrived by the Gods for reducing human possibilities of amelioration to a minimum—which arranges that wisdom to do shall come pari passu with the departure of zest for doing—stood in the way of all that. He had no wish to make an arena a second time of a world that had become a mere painted scene to him.


  Very often, as his hay-knife crunched down among the sweet-smelling grassy stems, he would survey mankind and say to himself: ‘Here and everywhere be folk dying before their time like frosted leaves, though wanted by their families, the country, and the world; while I, an outcast, an encumberer of the ground, wanted by nobody, and despised by all, live on against my will!’


  He often kept an eager ear upon the conversation of those who passed along the road—not from a general curiosity by any means—but in the hope that among these travellers between Casterbridge and London some would, sooner or later, speak of the former place. The distance, however, was too great to lend much probability to his desire; and the highest result of his attention to wayside words was that he did indeed hear the name ‘Casterbridge’ uttered one day by the driver of a road-waggon. Henchard ran to the gate of the field he worked in, and hailed the speaker, who was a stranger.


  ‘Yes—I’ve come from there, maister,’ he said, in answer to Henchard’s inquiry. ‘I trade up and down, ye know; though, what with this travelling without horses that’s getting so common, my work will soon be done.’


  ‘Anything moving in the old place, mid I ask?’


  ‘All the same as usual.’


  ‘I’ve heard that Mr. Farfrae, the late mayor, is thinking of getting married. Now is that true or not?’


  ‘I couldn’t say for the life o’ me. O no, I should think not.’


  ‘But yes, John—you forget,’ said a woman inside the waggon-tilt. ‘What were them packages we carr’d there at the beginning o’ the week? Surely they said a wedding was coming off soon—on Martin’s Day?’


  The man declared he remembered nothing about it; and the waggon went on jangling over the hill.


  Henchard was convinced that the woman’s memory served her well. The date was an extremely probable one, there being no reason for delay on either side. He might, for that matter, write and inquire of Elizabeth; but his instinct for sequestration had made the course difficult. Yet before he left her she had said that for him to be absent from her wedding was not as she wished it to be.


  The remembrance would continually revive in him now that it was not Elizabeth and Farfrae who had driven him away from them, but his own haughty sense that his presence was no longer desired. He had assumed the return of Newson without absolute proof that the Captain meant to return; still less that Elizabeth-Jane would welcome him; and with no proof whatever that if he did return he would stay. What if he had been mistaken in his views; if there had been no necessity that his own absolute separation from her he loved should be involved in these untoward incidents? To make one more attempt to be near her: to go back; to see her, to plead his cause before her, to ask forgiveness for his fraud, to endeavour strenuously to hold his own in her love; it was worth the risk of repulse, ay, of life itself.


  But how to initiate this reversal of all his former resolves without causing husband and wife to despise him for his inconsistency was a question which made him tremble and brood.


  He cut and cut his trusses two days more, and then he concluded his hesitancies by a sudden reckless determination to go to the wedding festivity. Neither writing nor message would be expected of him. She had regretted his decision to be absent—his unanticipated presence would fill the little unsatisfied corner that would probably have place in her just heart without him.


  To intrude as little of his personality as possible upon a gay event with which that personality could show nothing in keeping, he decided not to make his appearance till evening—when stiffness would have worn off, and a gentle wish to let bygones be bygones would exercise its sway in all hearts.


  He started on foot, two mornings before St. Martin’s-tide, allowing himself about sixteen miles to perform for each of the three days’ journey, reckoning the wedding-day as one. There were only two towns, Melchester and Shottsford, of any importance along his course, and at the latter he stopped on the second night, not only to rest, but to prepare himself for the next evening.


  Possessing no clothes but the working suit he stood in—now stained and distorted by their two months of hard usage, he entered a shop to make some purchases which should put him, externally at any rate, a little in harmony with the prevailing tone of the morrow. A rough yet respectable coat and hat, a new shirt and neck-cloth, were the chief of these; and having satisfied himself that in appearance at least he would not now offend her, he proceeded to the more interesting particular of buying her some present.


  What should that present be? He walked up and down the street, regarding dubiously the display in the shop windows, from a gloomy sense that what he might most like to give her would be beyond his miserable pocket. At length a caged goldfinch met his eye. The cage was a plain and small one, the shop humble, and on inquiry he concluded he could afford the modest sum asked. A sheet of newspaper was tied round the little creature’s wire prison, and with the wrapped up cage in his hand Henchard sought a lodging for the night.


  Next day he set out upon the last stage, and was soon within the district which had been his dealing ground in bygone years. Part of the distance he travelled by carrier, seating himself in the darkest corner at the back of that trader’s van; and as the other passengers, mainly women going short journeys, mounted and alighted in front of Henchard, they talked over much local news, not the least portion of this being the wedding then in course of celebration at the town they were nearing. It appeared from their accounts that the town band had been hired for the evening party, and, lest the convivial instincts of that body should get the better of their skill, the further step had been taken of engaging the string band from Budmouth, so that there would be a reserve of harmony to fall back upon in case of need.


  He heard, however, but few particulars beyond those known to him already, the incident of the deepest interest on the journey being the soft pealing of the Casterbridge bells, which reached the travellers’ ears while the van paused on the top of Yalbury Hill to have the drag lowered. The time was just after twelve o’clock.


  Those notes were a signal that all had gone well; that there had been no slip ’twixt cup and lip in this case; that Elizabeth-Jane and Donald Farfrae were man and wife.


  Henchard did not care to ride any further with his chattering companions after hearing this sound. Indeed, it quite unmanned him; and in pursuance of his plan of not showing himself in Casterbridge street till evening, lest he should mortify Farfrae and his bride, he alighted here, with his bundle and bird-cage, and was soon left as a lonely figure on the broad white highway.


  It was the hill near which he had waited to meet Farfrae, almost two years earlier, to tell him of the serious illness of his wife Lucetta. The place was unchanged; the same larches sighed the same notes; but Farfrae had another wife—and, as Henchard knew, a better one. He only hoped that Elizabeth-Jane had obtained a better home than had been hers at the former time.


  He passed the remainder of the afternoon in a curious high-strung condition, unable to do much but think of the approaching meeting with her, and sadly satirize himself for his emotions thereon, as a Samson shorn. Such an innovation on Casterbridge customs as a flitting of bridegroom and bride from the town immediately after the ceremony, was not likely, but if it should have taken place he would wait till their return. To assure himself on this point he asked a market-man when near the borough if the newly-married couple had gone away, and was promptly informed that they had not; they were at that hour, according to all accounts, entertaining a houseful of guests at their home in Corn Street.


  Henchard dusted his boots, washed his hands at the river-side, and proceeded up the town under the feeble lamps. He need have made no inquiries beforehand, for on drawing near Farfrae’s residence it was plain to the least observant that festivity prevailed within, and that Donald himself shared it, his voice being distinctly audible in the street, giving strong expression to a song of his dear native country that he loved so well as never to have revisited it. Idlers were standing on the pavement in front; and wishing to escape the notice of these Henchard passed quickly on to the door.


  It was wide open; the hall was lighted extravagantly, and people were going up and down the stairs. His courage failed him; to enter footsore, laden, and poorly dressed into the midst of such resplendency was to bring needless humiliation upon her he loved, if not to court repulse from her husband. Accordingly he went round into the street at the back that he knew so well, entered the garden, and came quietly into the house through the kitchen, temporarily depositing the bird and cage under a bush outside, to lessen the awkwardness of his arrival.


  Solitude and sadness had so emolliated Henchard that he now feared circumstances he would formerly have scorned, and he began to wish that he had not taken upon himself to arrive at such a juncture. However, his progress was made unexpectedly easy by his discovering alone in the kitchen an elderly woman who seemed to be acting as provisional housekeeper during the convulsions from which Farfrae’s establishment was just then suffering. She was one of those people whom nothing surprises, and though to her, a total stranger, his request must have seemed odd, she willingly volunteered to go up and inform the master and mistress of the house that ‘a humble old friend’ had come.


  On second thoughts she said that he had better not wait in the kitchen, but come up into the little back-parlour, which was empty. He thereupon followed her thither, and she left him. Just as she had got across the landing to the door of the best parlour a dance was struck up, and she returned to say that she would wait till that was over before announcing him—Mr. and Mrs. Farfrae having both joined in the figure.


  The door of the front room had been taken off its hinges to give more space, and that of the room Henchard sat in being ajar, he could see fractional parts of the dancers whenever their gyrations brought them near the doorway, chiefly in the shape of the skirts of dresses and streaming curls of hair; together with about three-fifths of the band in profile, including the restless shadow of a fiddler’s elbow, and the tip of the bass-viol bow.


  The gaiety jarred upon Henchard’s spirits; and he could not quite understand why Farfrae, a much-sobered man, and a widower, who had had his trials, should have cared for it all, notwithstanding the fact that he was quite a young man still, and quickly kindled to enthusiasm by dance and song. That the quiet Elizabeth, who had long ago appraised life at a moderate value, and who knew in spite of her maidenhood that marriage was as a rule no dancing matter, should have had zest for this revelry surprised him still more. However, young people could not be quite old people, he concluded, and custom was omnipotent.


  With the progress of the dance the performers spread out somewhat, and then for the first time he caught a glimpse of the once despised daughter who had mastered him, and made his heart ache. She was in a dress of white silk or satin, he was not near enough to say which—snowy white, without a tinge of milk or cream; and the expression of her face was one of nervous pleasure rather than of gaiety. Presently Farfrae came round, his exuberant Scotch movement making him conspicuous in a moment. The pair were not dancing together, but Henchard could discern that whenever the changes of the figure made them the partners of a moment their emotions breathed a much subtler essence than at other times.


  By degrees Henchard became aware that the measure was trod by some one who out-Farfraed Farfrae in saltatory intenseness. This was strange, and it was stranger to find that the eclipsing personage was Elizabeth-Jane’s partner. The first time that Henchard saw him he was sweeping grandly round, his head quivering and low down, his legs in the form of an X and his back towards the door. The next time he came round in the other direction, his white waistcoat preceding his face, and his toes preceding his white waistcoat. That happy face—Henchard’s complete discomfiture lay in it. It was Newson’s, who had indeed come and supplanted him.


  Henchard pushed to the door, and for some seconds made no other movement. He rose to his feet, and stood like a dark ruin, obscured by ‘the shade from his own soul upthrown.’


  But he was no longer the man to stand these reverses unmoved. His agitation was great, and he would fain have been gone, but before he could leave the dance had ended, the housekeeper had informed Elizabeth-Jane of the stranger who awaited her, and she entered the room immediately.


  ‘Oh—it is—Mr. Henchard!’ she said, starting back.


  ‘What; Elizabeth?’ he cried, as he seized her hand. ‘What do you say?—Mr. Henchard? Don’t, don’t scourge me like that! Call me worthless old Henchard—anything—but don’t ’ee be so cold as this! O my maid—I see you have another—a real father in my place. Then you know all; but don’t give all your thought to him! Do ye save a little room for me!’


  She flushed up, and gently drew her hand away. ‘I could have loved you always—I would have, gladly,’ said she. ‘But how can I when I know you have deceived me so—so bitterly deceived me! You persuaded me that my father was not my father—allowed me to live on in ignorance of the truth for years; and then when he, my warm-hearted real father, came to find me, cruelly sent him away with a wicked invention of my death, which nearly broke his heart. O how can I love as I once did a man who has served us like this!’


  Henchard’s lips half parted to begin an explanation. But he shut them up like a vice, and uttered not a sound. How should he, there and then, set before her with any effect the palliatives of his great faults—that he had himself been deceived in her identity at first, till informed by her mother’s letter that his own child had died; that, in the second accusation, his lie had been the last desperate throw of a gamester who loved her affection better than his own honour? Among the many hindrances to such a pleading not the least was this, that he did not sufficiently value himself to lessen his sufferings by strenuous appeal or elaborate argument.


  Waiving, therefore, his privilege of self-defence, he regarded only her discomposure. ‘Don’t ye distress yourself on my account,’ he said, with proud superiority. ‘I would not wish it—at such a time, too, as this. I have done wrong in coming to ’ee—I see my error. But it is only for once, so forgive it. I’ll never trouble ’ee again, Elizabeth-Jane—no, not to my dying day! Good-night. Good-bye!’


  Then, before she could collect her thoughts, Henchard went out from her rooms, and departed from the house by the back way as he had come; and she saw him no more.


  ♣


  XLV


  It was about a month after the day which closed as in the last chapter. Elizabeth-Jane had grown accustomed to the novelty of her situation, and the only difference between Donald’s movements now and formerly was that he hastened indoors rather more quickly after business hours than he had been in the habit of doing for some time.


  Newson had stayed in Casterbridge three days after the wedding party (whose gaiety, as might have been surmised, was of his making rather than of the married couple’s), and was stared at and honoured as became the returned Crusoe of the hour. But whether or not because Casterbridge was difficult to excite by dramatic returns and disappearances, through having been for centuries an assize town, in which sensational exits from the world, antipodean absences, and such like, were half-yearly occurrences, the inhabitants did not altogether lose their equanimity on his account. On the fourth morning he was discovered disconsolately climbing a hill, in his craving to get a glimpse of the sea from somewhere or other. The contiguity of salt water proved to be such a necessity of his existence that he preferred Budmouth as a place of residence, notwithstanding the society of his daughter in the other town. Thither he went, and settled in lodgings in a green-shuttered cottage which had a bow-window, jutting out sufficiently to afford glimpses of a vertical strip of blue sea to any one opening the sash, and leaning forward far enough to look through a narrow lane of tall intervening houses.


  Elizabeth-Jane was standing in the middle of her upstairs parlour, critically surveying some re-arrangement of articles with her head to one side, when the housemaid came in with the announcement, ‘Oh, please ma’am, we know now how that bird-cage came there.’


  In exploring her new domain during the first week of residence, gazing with critical satisfaction on this cheerful room and that, penetrating cautiously into dark cellars, sallying forth with gingerly tread to the garden, now leaf-strewn by autumn winds, and thus, like a wise field-marshal, estimating the capabilities of the site whereon she was about to open her housekeeping campaign—Mrs. Donald Farfrae had discovered in a screened corner a new bird-cage, shrouded in newspaper, and at the bottom of the cage a little ball of feathers—the dead body of a goldfinch. Nobody could tell her how the bird and cage had come there; though that the poor little songster had been starved to death was evident. The sadness of the incident had made an impression on her. She had not been able to forget it for days, despite Farfrae’s tender banter; and now when the matter had been nearly forgotten it was again revived.


  ‘Oh, please ma’am, we know how that bird-cage came there. That farmer’s man who called on the evening of the wedding—he was seen wi’ it in his hand as he came up the street; and ’tis thoughted that he put it down while he came in with his message, and then went away forgetting where he had left it.’


  This was enough to set Elizabeth thinking, and in thinking she seized hold of the idea, at one feminine bound, that the caged bird had been brought by Henchard for her as a wedding gift and token of repentance. He had not expressed to her any regrets or excuses for what he had done in the past; but it was a part of his nature to extenuate nothing, and live on as one of his own worst accusers. She went out, looked at the cage, buried the starved little singer, and from that hour her heart softened towards the self-alienated man.


  When her husband came in she told him her solution of the bird-cage mystery; and begged Donald to help her in finding out, as soon as possible, whither Henchard had banished himself, that she might make her peace with him; try to do something to render his life less that of an outcast, and more tolerable to him. Although Farfrae had never so passionately liked Henchard as Henchard had liked him, he had, on the other hand, never so passionately hated in the same direction as his former friend had done; and he was therefore not the least indisposed to assist Elizabeth-Jane in her laudable plan.


  But it was by no means easy to set about discovering Henchard. He had apparently sunk into the earth on leaving Mr. and Mrs. Farfrae’s door. Elizabeth-Jane remembered what he had once attempted; and trembled.


  But though she did not know it Henchard had become a changed man since then—as far, that is, as change of emotional basis can justify such a radical phrase; and she needed not to fear. In a few days Farfrae’s inquiries elicited that Henchard had been seen by one who knew him walking steadily along the Melchester highway eastward, at twelve o’clock at night—in other words, retracing his steps on the road by which he had come.


  This was enough; and the next morning Farfrae might have been discovered driving his gig out of Casterbridge in that direction, Elizabeth-Jane sitting beside him, wrapped in a thick flat fur—the victorine of the period—her complexion somewhat richer than formerly, and an incipient matronly dignity, which the serene Minerva-eyes of one ‘whose gestures beamed with mind’ made becoming, settling on her face. Having herself arrived at a promising haven from at least the grosser troubles of her life, her object was to place Henchard in some similar quietude before he should sink into that lower stage of existence which was only too possible to him now.


  After driving along the highway for a few miles they made further inquiries, and learnt of a road-mender, who had been working thereabouts for weeks, that he had observed such a man at the time mentioned; he had left the Melchester coach-road at Weatherbury by a forking highway which skirted the north of Egdon Heath. Into this road they directed the horse’s head, and soon were bowling across that ancient country whose surface never had been stirred to a finger’s depth, save by the scratchings of rabbits, since brushed by the feet of the earliest tribes. The tumuli these had left behind, dun and shagged with heather, jutted roundly into the sky from the uplands, as though they were the full breasts of Diana Multimammia supinely extended there.


  They searched Egdon, but found no Henchard. Farfrae drove onward, and by the afternoon reached the neighbourhood of some extension of the heath to the north of Anglebury, a prominent feature of which, in the form of a blasted clump of firs on the summit of a hill, they soon passed under. That the road they were following had, up to this point, been Henchard’s track on foot they were pretty certain; but the ramifications which now began to reveal themselves in the route made further progress in the right direction a matter of pure guess-work, and Donald strongly advised his wife to give up the search in person, and trust to other means for obtaining news of her stepfather. They were now a score of miles at least from home, but, by resting the horse for a couple of hours at a village they had just traversed, it would be possible to get back to Casterbridge that same day; while to go much further afield would reduce them to the necessity of camping out for the night; ‘and that will make a hole in a sovereign,’ said Farfrae. She pondered the position, and agreed with him.


  He accordingly drew rein, but before reversing their direction paused a moment and looked vaguely round upon the wide country which the elevated position disclosed. While they looked a solitary human form came from under the clump of trees, and crossed ahead of them. The person was some labourer; his gait was shambling, his regard fixed in front of him as absolutely as if he wore blinkers; and in his hand he carried a few sticks. Having crossed the road he descended into a ravine, where a cottage revealed itself, which he entered.


  ‘If it were not so far away from Casterbridge I should say that must be poor Whittle. ’Tis just like him,’ observed Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘And it may be Whittle, for he’s never been to the yard these three weeks, going away without saying any word at all; and I owing him for two days’ work, without knowing who to pay it to.’


  The possibility led them to alight, and at least make an inquiry at the cottage. Farfrae hitched the reins to the gate-post, and they approached what was of humble dwellings surely the humblest. The walls, built of kneaded clay originally faced with a trowel, had been worn by years of rain-washings to a lumpy crumbling surface, channelled and sunken from its plane, its gray rents held together here and there by a leafy strap of ivy which could scarcely find substance enough for the purpose. The rafters were sunken, and the thatch of the roof in ragged holes. Leaves from the fence had been blown into the corners of the doorway, and lay there undisturbed. The door was ajar; Farfrae knocked; and he who stood before them was Whittle, as they had conjectured.


  His face showed marks of deep sadness, his eyes lighting on them with an unfocused gaze; and he still held in his hand the few sticks he had been out to gather. As soon as he recognized them he started.


  ‘What, Abel Whittle; is it that ye are heere?’ said Farfrae.


  ‘Ay, yes, sir! You see he was kind-like to mother when she wer here below, though ’a was rough to me.’


  ‘Who are you talking of?’


  ‘O sir—Mr. Henchet! Didn’t ye know it? He’s just gone—about half-an-hour ago, by the sun; for I’ve got no watch to my name.’


  ‘Not—dead?’ faltered Elizabeth-Jane.


  ‘Yes, ma’am, he’s gone! He was kind-like to mother when she wer here below, sending her the best ship-coal, and hardly any ashes from it at all; and taties, and such-like that were very needful to her. I seed en go down street on the night of your worshipful’s wedding to the lady at yer side, and I thought he looked low and faltering. And I followed en over Grey’s Bridge, and he turned and zeed me, and said, “You go back!” But I followed, and he turned again, and said, “Do you hear, sir? Go back!” But I zeed that he was low, and I followed on still. Then ’a said, “Whittle, what do ye follow me for when I’ve told ye to go back all these times?” And I said, “Because, sir, I see things be bad with ’ee, and ye wer kind-like to mother if ye were rough to me, and I would fain be kind-like to you.” Then he walked on, and I followed; and he never complained at me no more. We walked on like that all night; and in the blue o’ the morning, when ’twas hardly day, I looked ahead o’ me, and I zeed that he wambled, and could hardly drag along. By that time we had got past here, but I had seen that this house was empty as I went by, and I got him to come back; and I took down the boards from the windows, and helped him inside. “What, Whittle,” he said, “and can ye really be such a poor fond fool as to care for such a wretch as I!” Then I went on further, and some neighbourly woodmen lent me a bed, and a chair, and a few other traps, and we brought ’em here, and made him as comfortable as we could. But he didn’t gain strength, for you see, ma’am, he couldn’t eat—no, no appetite at all—and he got weaker; and to-day he died. One of the neighbours have gone to get a man to measure him.’


  ‘Dear me—is that so!’ said Farfrae.


  As for Elizabeth, she said nothing.


  ‘Upon the head of his bed he pinned a piece of paper, with some writing upon it,’ continued Abel Whittle. ‘But not being a man o’ letters, I can’t read writing; so I don’t know what it is. I can get it and show ye.’


  They stood in silence while he ran into the cottage; returning in a moment with a crumpled scrap of paper. On it there was pencilled as follows:—


  
    ‘Michael Henchard’s Will


    ‘That Elizabeth-Jane Farfrae be not told of my death, or made to grieve on account of me.


    ‘& that I be not bury’d in consecrated ground.


    ‘& that no sexton be asked to toll the bell.


    ‘& that nobody is wished to see my dead body.


    ‘& that no murners walk behind me at my funeral.


    ‘& that no flours be planted on my grave.


    ‘& that no man remember me.


    ‘To this I put my name.


    ‘Michael Henchard.’

  


  ‘What are we to do?’ said Donald, when he had handed the paper to her.


  She could not answer distinctly. ‘O Donald!’ she said at last through her tears, ‘what bitterness lies there! O I would not have minded so much if it had not been for my unkindness at that last parting! … But there’s no altering—so it must be.’


  What Henchard had written in the anguish of his dying was respected as far as practicable by Elizabeth-Jane, though less from a sense of the sacredness of last words, as such, than from her independent knowledge that the man who wrote them meant what he said. She knew the directions to be a piece of the same stuff that his whole life was made of, and hence were not to be tampered with to give herself a mournful pleasure, or her husband credit for large-heartedness.


  All was over at last, even her regrets for having misunderstood him on his last visit, for not having searched him out sooner, though these were deep and sharp for a good while. From this time forward Elizabeth-Jane found herself in a latitude of calm weather, kindly and grateful in itself, and doubly so after the Capharnaum in which some of her preceding years had been spent. As the lively and sparkling emotions of her early married life cohered into an equable serenity, the finer movements of her nature found scope in discovering to the narrow-lived ones around her the secret (as she had once learnt it) of making limited opportunities endurable; which she deemed to consist in the cunning enlargement, by a species of microscopic treatment, of those minute forms of satisfaction that offer themselves to everybody not in positive pain; which, thus handled, have much of the same inspiriting effect upon life as wider interests cursorily embraced.


  Her teaching had a reflex action upon herself, insomuch that she thought she could perceive no great personal difference between being respected in the nether parts of Casterbridge and glorified at the uppermost end of the social world. Her position was, indeed, to a marked degree one that, in the common phrase, afforded much to be thankful for. That she was not demonstratively thankful was no fault of hers. Her experience had been of a kind to teach her, rightly or wrongly, that the doubtful honour of a brief transit through a sorry world hardly called for effusiveness, even when the path was suddenly irradiated at some half-way point by daybeams rich as hers. But her strong sense that neither she nor any human being deserved less than was given, did not blind her to the fact that there were others receiving less who had deserved much more. And in being forced to class herself among the fortunate she did not cease to wonder at the persistence of the unforeseen, when the one to whom such unbroken tranquillity had been accorded in the adult stage was she whose youth had seemed to teach that happiness was but the occasional episode in a general drama of pain.


  the end


  ♣
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    ‘Not boskiest bow’r,


    When hearts are ill affin’d,


    Hath tree of pow’r


    To shelter from the wind!’

  


  [The text follows the 1920 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Preface


  In the present novel, as in one or two others of this series which involve the question of matrimonial divergence, the immortal puzzle—given the man and woman, how to find a basis for their sexual relation—is left where it stood; and it is tacitly assumed for the purposes of the story that no doubt of the depravity of the erratic heart who feels some second person to be better suited to his or her tastes than the one with whom he has contracted to live, enters the head of reader or writer for a moment. From the point of view of marriage as a distinct covenant or undertaking, decided on by two people fully cognizant of all its possible issues, and competent to carry them through, this assumption is, of course, logical. Yet no thinking person supposes that, on the broader ground of how to afford the greatest happiness to the units of human society during their brief transit through this sorry world, there is no more to be said on this covenant; and it is certainly not supposed by the writer of these pages. But, as Gibbon blandly remarks on the evidence for and against Christian miracles, ‘the duty of an historian does not call upon him to interpose his private judgment in this nice and important controversy.’


  The stretch of country visible from the heights adjoining the nook herein described under the name of Little Hintock, cannot be regarded as inferior to any inland scenery of the sort in the west of England, or perhaps anywhere in the kingdom. It is singular to find that a world-wide repute in some cases, and an absolute famelessness in others, attach to spots of equal beauty and equal accessibility. The neighbourhood of High-Stoy (I give, as elsewhere, the real names to natural features), Bubb-Down Hill, and the glades westward to Montacute; of Bulbarrow, Hambledon Hill, and the slopes eastward to Shaston, Windy Green, and Stour Head, teems with landscapes which, by a mere accident of iteration, might have been numbered among the scenic celebrities of the English shires.


  September 1895.


  I have been honoured by so many inquiries for the true name and exact locality of the hamlet ‘Little Hintock,’ in which the greater part of the action of this story goes on, that I may as well confess here once for all that I do not know myself where that hamlet is more precisely than as explained above and in the pages of the narrative. To oblige readers I once spent several hours on a bicycle with a friend in a serious attempt to discover the real spot; but the search ended in failure; though tourists assure me positively that they have found it without trouble, and that it answers in every particular to the description given in this volume. At all events, as stated elsewhere, the commanding heights called ‘High-Stoy’ and ‘Bubb-Down Hill’ overlook the landscape in which it is supposed to be hid.


  In respect of the occupations of the characters, the adoption of iron utensils and implements in agriculture, and the discontinuance of thatched roofs for cottages, have almost extinguished the handicrafts classed formerly as ‘copse work,’ and the type of men who engaged in them.


  The Woodlanders was first published complete, in three volumes, in the March of 1887.


  T. H.


  April 1912.


  ♣


  I


  The rambler who, for old association’s sake, should trace the forsaken coach-road running almost in a meridional line from Bristol to the south shore of England, would find himself during the latter half of his journey in the vicinity of some extensive woodlands, interspersed with apple-orchards. Here the trees, timber or fruit-bearing as the case may be, make the wayside hedges ragged by their drip and shade, their lower limbs stretching in level repose over the road, as though reclining on the insubstantial air. At one place, on the skirts of Blackmoor Vale, where the bold brow of High-Stoy Hill is seen two or three miles ahead, the leaves lie so thick in autumn as to completely bury the track. The spot is lonely, and when the days are darkening the many gay charioteers now perished who have rolled along the way, the blistered soles that have trodden it, and the tears that have wetted it, return upon the mind of the loiterer.


  The physiognomy of a deserted highway expresses solitude to a degree that is not reached by mere dales or downs, and bespeaks a tomb-like stillness more emphatic than that of glades and pools. The contrast of what is with what might be, probably accounts for this. To step, for instance, at the place under notice, from the edge of the plantation into the adjoining thoroughfare, and pause amid its emptiness for a moment, was to exchange by the act of a single stride the simple absence of human companionship for an incubus of the forlorn.


  At this spot, on the louring evening of a bygone winter’s day, there stood a man who had thus indirectly entered upon the scene from a stile hard by, and was temporarily influenced by some such feeling of being suddenly more alone than before he had emerged upon the highway.


  It could be seen by a glance at his rather finical style of dress that he did not belong to the country proper; and from his air, after a while, that though there might be a sombre beauty in the scenery, music in the breeze, and a wan procession of coaching ghosts in the sentiment of this old turnpike-road, he was mainly puzzled about the way.


  He looked north and south, and mechanically prodded the ground with his cane.


  At first not a soul appeared who could enlighten him as he desired, or seemed likely to appear that night. But presently a slight noise of labouring wheels, and the steady dig of a horse’s shoe-tips became audible; and there loomed in the notch of sky and plantation a carrier’s van drawn by a single horse.


  The vehicle was half full of passengers, mostly women. He held up his stick at its approach, and the woman who was driving drew rein.


  ‘I’ve been trying to find a short way to Little Hintock this last half-hour, Mrs. Dollery,’ he said. ‘But though I’ve been to Great Hintock and Hintock House half a dozen times, on business with the dashing lady there, I am at fault about the small village. You can help me, I dare say?’


  She assured him that she could—that as she went to Abbot’s Cernel her van passed near it—that it was only up the lane branching out of the road she followed. ‘Though,’ continued Mrs. Dollery, ‘’tis such a little small place that, as a town gentleman, you’d need have a candle and lantern to find it if ye don’t know where ’tis. Bedad! I wouldn’t live there if they’d pay me to. Now at Abbot’s Cernel you do see the world a bit.’


  He mounted and sat beside her, with his feet outwards, where they were ever and anon brushed over by the horse’s tail.


  This van was rather a movable attachment of the roadway than an extraneous object, to those who knew it well. The old horse, whose hair was of the roughness and colour of heather, whose leg-joints, shoulders, and hoofs were distorted by harness and drudgery from colthood—though if all had their rights he ought, symmetrical in outline, to have been picking the herbage of some Eastern plain instead of tugging here—had trodden this road almost daily for twenty years. Even his subjection was not made congruous throughout, for, the harness being too short, his tail was not drawn through the crupper, and the breeching slipped awkwardly to one side. He knew every subtle incline of the ten miles of ground between Abbot’s Cernel and Sherton—the market town to which he journeyed—as accurately as any surveyor could have learnt it by a Dumpy level.


  The vehicle had a square black tilt which nodded with the motion of the wheels, and at a point in it over the driver’s head was a hook to which the reins were hitched at times, forming a catenary curve from the horse’s shoulders. Somewhere about the axles was a loose chain, whose only known function was to clink as it went. Mrs. Dollery, having to hop up and down many times in the service of her passengers, wore, especially in windy weather, short leggings under her gown for modesty’s sake; and instead of a bonnet a felt hat tied down with a handkerchief, to guard against an ear-ache to which she was frequently subject. In the rear of the van was a glass window, which she cleaned with her pocket-handkerchief every market-day before starting. Looking at the van from the back the spectator could thus see, through its interior, a square piece of the same sky and landscape that he saw without, but intruded on by the profiles of the seated passengers, who, as they rumbled onward, their lips moving and heads nodding in animated private converse, remained in cheerful unconsciousness that their mannerisms and facial peculiarities were sharply defined to the public eye.


  This hour of coming home from market was the happy one, if not the happiest, of the week for them. Snugly ensconced under the tilt they could forget the sorrows of the world without, and survey life and discuss the incidents of the day with placid smiles.


  The passengers in the back part formed a group to themselves, and while the newcomer spoke to the proprietress they indulged in a confidential chat about him, which the noise of the van rendered inaudible to himself and Mrs. Dollery sitting forward.


  ‘’Tis Barber Percomb—he that’s got the waxen woman in his window,’ said one. ‘What business can bring him out here at this time, and not a journeyman haircutter, but a master-barber that’s left off his pole because ’tis not genteel?’


  The barber, though he had nodded and spoken genially, seemed indisposed to gratify the curiosity that he had aroused; and the unrestrained flow of ideas which had animated the inside of the van before his arrival was checked thenceforward.


  Thus they rode on, and High-Stoy Hill grew larger ahead. At length could be discerned in the dusk, about half a mile to one side, gardens and orchards sunk in a concave, and, as it were, snipped out of the woodland. From this self-contained place rose in stealthy silence tall stems of smoke, which the eye of imagination could trace downward to their root on quiet hearthstones, festooned overhead with hams and flitches. It was one of those sequestered spots outside the gates of the world where may usually be found more meditation than action, and more listlessness than meditation; where reasoning proceeds on narrow premisses, and results in inferences wildly imaginative; yet where, from time to time, dramas of a grandeur and unity truly Sophoclean are enacted in the real, by virtue of the concentrated passions and closely-knit interdependence of the lives therein.


  This place was the Little Hintock of the master-barber’s search. The coming night gradually obscured the smoke of the chimneys, but the position of the wood-environed community could still be distinguished by a few faint lights, winking more or less ineffectually through the leafless boughs and the undiscernible songsters they bore, in the form of balls of feathers, at roost among them.


  At the corner of the lane which branched to the hamlet the barber alighted, Mrs. Dollery’s van going onward to the larger place, whose superiority to the despised smaller one as an exemplar of the world’s movements was not particularly apparent in its means of approach.


  ‘A very clever and learned young doctor lives in the place you be going to—not because there’s anybody for’n to cure there, but because they say he is in league with the devil.’


  The observation was flung at the barber by one of the women at parting, as a last attempt to get at his errand that way.


  But he made no reply and without further pause plunged towards the umbrageous nook, and paced cautiously over the dead leaves which nearly buried the road or street of the hamlet. As very few people except themselves passed this way after dark, a majority of the denizens of Little Hintock deemed window curtains unnecessary; and on this account their visitor made it his business to stop opposite the casements of each cottage that he came to, with a demeanour which showed that he was endeavouring to conjecture, from the persons and things he observed within, the whereabouts of somebody or other who resided here.


  Only the smaller dwellings interested him; one or two houses whose size, antiquity, and rambling appurtenances signified that notwithstanding their remoteness they must formerly have been, if they were not still, inhabited by people of a certain social standing, being neglected by him entirely. Smells of pomace, and the hiss of fermenting cider, which reached him from the back quarters of other tenements, revealed the recent occupation of some of the inhabitants, and joined with the scent of decay from the perishing leaves underfoot.


  Half a dozen dwellings were passed without result. The next, which stood opposite a tall tree, was in an exceptional state of radiance, the flickering brightness from the inside shining up the chimney and making a luminous mist of the emerging smoke. The interior, as seen through the window, caused him to draw up with a terminative air and watch. The house was rather large for a cottage, and the door, which opened immediately into the living-room, stood ajar, so that a riband of light fell through the opening into the dark atmosphere without. Every now and then a moth, decrepit from the late season, would flit for a moment across the outcoming rays and disappear again into the night.


  ♣


  II


  In the room from which this cheerful blaze proceeded he beheld a girl seated on a willow chair, and busily working by the light of the fire, which was ample and of wood. With a bill-hook in one hand and a leather glove much too large for her on the other, she was making spars, such as are used by thatchers, with great rapidity. She wore a leather apron for this purpose, which was also much too large for her figure. On her left hand lay a bundle of the straight, smooth hazel rods called spar-gads—the raw material of her manufacture; on her right a heap of chips and ends—the refuse—with which the fire was maintained; in front a pile of the finished articles. To produce them she took up each gad, looked critically at it from end to end, cut it to length, split it into four, and sharpened each of the quarters with dexterous blows, which brought it to a triangular point precisely resembling that of a bayonet.


  Beside her, in case she might require more light, a brass candlestick stood on a little round table curiously formed of an old coffin-stool, with a deal top nailed on, the white surface of the latter contrasting oddly with the black carved oak of the sub-structure. The social position of the household in the past was almost as definitively shown by the presence of this article as that of an esquire or nobleman by his old helmets or shields. It had been customary for every well-to-do villager, whose tenure was by copy of court-roll, or in any way more permanent than that of the mere cotter, to keep a pair of these stools for the use of his own dead; but changes had led to the discontinuance of the custom, and the stools were frequently made use of in the manner described.


  The young woman laid down the bill-hook for a moment and examined the palm of her right hand which, unlike the other, was ungloved, and showed little hardness or roughness about it. The palm was red and blistering, as if her present occupation were as yet too recent to have subdued it to what it worked in. As with so many right hands born to manual labour, there was nothing in its fundamental shape to bear out the physiological conventionalism that gradations of birth show themselves primarily in the form of this member. Nothing but a cast of the die of destiny had decided that the girl should handle the tool; and the fingers which clasped the heavy ash haft might have skilfully guided the pencil or swept the string, had they only been set to do it in good time.


  Her face had the usual fulness of expression which is developed by a life of solitude. Where the eyes of a multitude continuously beat like waves upon a countenance they seem to wear away its mobile power; but in the still water of privacy every feeling and sentiment unfolds in visible luxuriance, to be interpreted as readily as a printed word by an intruder. In years she was no more than nineteen or twenty, but the necessity of taking thought at a too early period of life had forced the provisional curves of her childhood’s face to a premature finality. Thus she had but little pretension to beauty, save in one prominent particular—her hair.


  Its abundance made it almost unmanageable; its colour was, roughly speaking, and as seen here by firelight, brown; but careful notice, or an observation by day, would have revealed that its true shade was a rare and beautiful approximation to chestnut.


  On this one bright gift of Time to the particular victim of his now before us the newcomer’s eyes were fixed; meanwhile the fingers of his right hand mechanically played over something sticking up from his waistcoat pocket—the bows of a pair of scissors, whose polish made them feebly responsive to the light from within the house. In her present beholder’s mind the scene formed by the girlish spar-maker composed itself into an impression-picture of extremest type, wherein the girl’s hair alone, as the focus of observation, was depicted with intensity and distinctness, while her face, shoulders, hands, and figure in general were a blurred mass of unimportant detail lost in haze and obscurity.


  He hesitated no longer, but tapped at the door and entered. The young woman turned at the crunch of his boots on the sanded floor, and exclaiming, ‘O, Mr. Percomb, how you frightened me!’ quite lost her colour for a moment.


  He replied, ‘You should shut your door—then you’d hear folk open it.’


  ‘I can’t,’ she said; ‘the chimney smokes so. Mr. Percomb, you look as unnatural away from your wigs as a canary in a thorn hedge. Surely you have not come out here on my account—for——’


  ‘Yes—to have your answer about this.’ He touched her hair with his cane, and she winced. ‘Do you agree?’ he continued. ‘It is necessary that I should know at once, as the lady is soon going away, and it takes time to make up.’


  ‘Don’t press me—it worries me. I was in hopes you had thought no more of it. I can not part with it—so there!’


  ‘Now look here, Marty,’ said the other, sitting down on the coffin-stool table. ‘How much do you get for making these spars?’


  ‘Hush—father’s upstairs awake, and he don’t know that I am doing his work.’


  ‘Well, now tell me,’ said the man more softly. ‘How much do you get?’


  ‘Eighteenpence a thousand,’ she said reluctantly.


  ‘Who are you making them for?’


  ‘Mr. Melbury, the timber-dealer, just below here.’


  ‘And how many can you make in a day?’


  ‘In a day and half the night, three bundles—that’s a thousand and a half.’


  ‘Two and threepence.’ Her visitor paused. ‘Well, look here,’ he continued, with the remains of a computation in his tone, which reckoning had been to fix the probable sum of money necessary to outweigh her present resources and her woman’s love of comeliness; ‘here’s a sovereign—a gold sovereign, almost new.’ He held it out between his finger and thumb.


  ‘That’s as much as you’d earn in a week and a half at that rough man’s-work, and it’s yours for just letting me snip off what you’ve got too much of.’


  The girl’s bosom moved a very little. ‘Why can’t the lady send to some other girl who don’t value her hair—not to me?’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Why, simpleton, because yours is the exact shade of her own, and ’tis a shade you can’t match by dyeing. But you are not going to refuse me now I’ve come all the way from Sherton on purpose?’


  ‘I say I won’t sell it—to you or anybody.’


  ‘Now listen,’ and he drew up a little closer beside her. ‘The lady is very rich, and won’t be particular to a few shillings; so I will advance to this on my own responsibility—I’ll make the one sovereign two, rather than go back empty-handed.’


  ‘No, no, no!’ she cried, beginning to be much agitated. ‘You are tempting me. You go on like the Devil to Doctor Faustus in the penny book. But I don’t want your money, and won’t agree. Why did you come? I said when you got me into your shop and urged me so much that I didn’t mean to sell my hair!’


  ‘Marty, now hearken. The lady that wants it wants it badly. And, between you and me, you’d better let her have it. ’Twill be bad for you if you don’t.’


  ‘Bad for me? Who is she, then?’


  The wig-maker held his tongue, and the girl repeated the question.


  ‘I am not at liberty to tell you. And as she is going abroad soon it makes no difference who she is at all.’


  ‘She wants it to go abroad wi’?’


  He assented by a nod.


  The girl regarded him reflectively. ‘Now, Mr. Percomb,’ she said, ‘I know who ’tis. ’Tis she at the House—Mrs. Charmond!’


  ‘That’s my secret. However, if you agree to let me have it I’ll tell you in confidence.’


  ‘I’ll certainly not let you have it unless you tell me the truth. Is it Mrs. Charmond?’


  The man dropped his voice. ‘Well—it is. You sat in front of her in church the other day, and she noticed how exactly your hair matches her own. Ever since then she’s been hankering for it, to help out hers, and at last decided to get it. As she won’t wear it till she goes off abroad she knows nobody will recognize the change. I’m commissioned to get it for her, and then it is to be made up. I shouldn’t have vamped all these miles for any less important employer. Now, mind—’tis as much as my business with her is worth if it should be known that I’ve let out her name; but honour between us two, Marty, and you’ll say nothing that would injure me?’


  ‘I don’t wish to tell upon her,’ said Marty coolly. ‘But my hair is my own, and I’m going to keep it.’


  ‘Now that’s not fair, after what I’ve told you,’ said the nettled emissary. ‘You see, Marty, as you are in the same parish, and in one of this lady’s cottages, and your father is ill, and wouldn’t like to turn out, it would be as well to oblige her. I say that as a friend. But I won’t press you to make up your mind to-night. You’ll be coming to market to-morrow, I dare say, and you can call then. If you think it over you’ll be inclined to bring what I want, I know.’


  ‘I’ve nothing more to say,’ she answered.


  Her companion saw from her manner that it was useless to urge her further by speech. ‘As you are a trusty young woman,’ he said, ‘I’ll put these sovereigns up here for ornament, that you may see how handsome they are. Bring the article to-morrow, or return the sovereigns.’ He stuck them edgewise into the frame of a small mantel looking-glass. ‘I hope you’ll bring it; for your sake and mine. I should have thought she could have suited herself elsewhere; but as it’s her fancy it must be indulged if possible. If you cut it off yourself, mind how you do it so as to keep all the locks one way.’ He showed her how this was to be done.


  ‘But I shan’t,’ she replied with laconic indifference. ‘I value my looks too much to spoil ’em. She wants my curls to get another lover with; though if stories are true she’s broke the heart of many a noble gentleman already.’


  ‘Lord, it’s wonderful how you guess things, Marty,’ said the barber. ‘I’ve had it from those that know that there certainly is some foreign gentleman in her eye. However, mind what I ask.’


  ‘She’s not going to get him through me.[’]


  Percomb had retired as far as the door; he came back, planted his cane on the coffin-stool, and looked her in the face. ‘Marty South,’ he said with deliberate emphasis, ‘you’ve got a lover yourself, and that’s why you won’t let it go!’


  She reddened so intensely as to pass the mild blush that suffices to heighten beauty; she put the yellow leather glove on one hand, took up the hook with the other, and sat down doggedly to her work without turning her face to him again. He regarded her head for a moment, went to the door, and with one look back at her departed on his way homeward.


  Marty pursued her occupation for a few minutes, then suddenly laying down the bill-hook she jumped up and went to the back of the room, where she opened a door which disclosed a staircase so whitely scrubbed that the grain of the wood was wellnigh sodden away by cleansing. At the top she gently approached a bedroom, and without entering said, ‘Father, do you want anything?’


  A weak voice inside answered in the negative; adding, ‘I should be all right by to-morrow if it were not for the tree!’


  ‘The tree again—always the tree! O, father, don’t worry so about that. You know it can do you no harm.’


  ‘Who have ye had talking to ’ee downstairs?’


  ‘A Sherton man called—nothing to trouble about,’ she said soothingly. ‘Father,’ she went on, ‘can Mrs. Charmond turn us out of our house if she’s minded to?’


  ‘Turn us out? No. Nobody can turn us out till my poor soul is turned out of my body. ’Tis lifehold, like Giles Winterborne’s. But when my life drops ’twill be hers—not till then.’ His words on this subject so far had been rational and firm enough. But now he lapsed into his moaning strain: ‘And the tree will do it—that tree will soon be the death of me.’


  ‘Nonsense, you know better. How can it be?’ She refrained from further speech, and descended to the ground floor again.


  ‘Thank Heaven then,’ she said to herself, ‘what belongs to me I keep.’


  ♣


  III


  The lights in the village went out, house after house, till there only remained two in the darkness. One of these came from a residence on the hill-side—that of the young medical gentleman in league with the devil, of whom there is something to be said later on; the other shone from the window of Marty South. Precisely the same extinguished effect was produced here, however, by her rising when the clock struck ten and hanging up a thick cloth curtain. The door it was necessary to keep ajar in hers as in most cottages because of the smoke; but she obviated the effect of the riband of light through the chink by hanging a cloth over that also. She was one of these people who, if they have to work harder than their neighbours, prefer to keep the necessity a secret as far as possible; and, but for the slight sounds of wood-splintering which came from within, no wayfarer would have perceived that here the cottager did not sleep as elsewhere.


  Eleven, twelve, one o’clock struck; the heap of spars grew higher, and the pile of chips and ends more bulky. Even the light on the hill had now been extinguished; but still she worked on. When the temperature of the night without had fallen so low as to make her chilly she opened a large blue umbrella to ward off the draught from the door. The two sovereigns confronted her from the looking-glass in such a manner as to suggest a pair of jaundiced eyes on the watch for an opportunity. Whenever she sighed for weariness she lifted her gaze towards them, but withdrew it quickly, stroking her tresses for a moment as if to convince herself that they were still secure. When the clock struck three she arose and tied up the spars she had last made in a bundle resembling those that lay against the wall.


  She wrapped round her a long red woollen cravat and opened the door. The night in all its fulness met her flatly on the threshold, like the very brink of an absolute void, or the ante-mundane Ginnung-Gap believed in by her Teuton forefathers. For her eyes were fresh from the blaze, and here there was no street lamp or lantern to form a kindly transition between the inner glare and the outer dark. A lingering wind brought to her ear the creaking sound of two overcrowded branches in the neighbouring wood, which were rubbing each other into wounds, and other vocalized sorrows of the trees, together with the screech of owls, and the fluttering tumble of some awkward wood-pigeon ill-balanced on its roosting-bough.


  But the pupils of her young eyes soon expanded, and she could see well enough for her purpose. Taking a bundle of spars under each arm, and guided by the serrated line of tree-tops against the sky, she went some hundred yards or more down the lane till she reached a long open shed, carpeted around with the dead leaves that lay about everywhere. Night, that strange personality which within walls brings ominous introspectiveness and self-distrust, but under the open sky banishes such subjective anxieties as too trivial for thought, gave to Marty South a less perturbed and brisker manner now. She laid the spars on the ground within the shed and returned for more, going to and fro till her whole manufactured stock was deposited here.


  This erection was the waggon-house of the chief man of business hereabout, Mr. George Melbury, the timber, bark, and copse-ware merchant for whom Marty’s father did work of this sort by the piece. It formed one of the many rambling outhouses which surrounded his dwelling, an equally irregular block of building whose immense chimneys could just be discerned even now. The four huge waggons under the shed were built on those ancient lines whose proportions have been ousted by modern patterns, their shapes bulging and curving at the base and ends like Trafalgar line-of-battle ships, with which venerable hulks, indeed, these vehicles evidenced a constructive spirit curiously in harmony. One was laden with sheep-cribs, another with hurdles, another with ash poles, and the fourth, at the foot of which she had placed her thatching-spars, was half full of similar bundles.


  She was pausing a moment with that easeful sense of accomplishment which follows work done that has been a hard struggle in the doing, when she heard a woman’s voice on the other side of the hedge say anxiously, ‘George!’


  In a moment the name was repeated, with ‘Do come indoors! What are you doing there?’


  The cart-house adjoined the garden, and before Marty had moved she saw enter the latter from the timber-merchant’s back door an elderly woman sheltering a candle with her hand, the light from which cast a moving thorn-pattern of shade on Marty’s face. Its rays soon fell upon a man whose clothes were carelessly thrown on, standing in advance of the speaker. He was a thin, slightly stooping figure, with a small, nervous mouth, and a face cleanly shaven; and he walked along the path with his eyes bent on the ground. In the pair Marty South recognized her employer Melbury and his wife. She was the second Mrs. Melbury, the first having died shortly after the birth of the timber-merchant’s only child.


  ‘’Tis no use to stay in bed!’ he said, as soon as she came up to where he was pacing restlessly about. ‘I can’t sleep. I keep thinking of things.’


  ‘What things?’


  He did not answer.


  ‘The lady at the Great House?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘The turnpike bonds?’


  ‘No. Though I wish I hadn’t got ’em.’


  ‘The ghosts of the Two Brothers?’


  He shook his head.


  ‘Not about Grace again?’


  ‘Yes. ’Tis she.’


  (Grace was the speaker’s only daughter.)


  ‘Why worry about her always?’


  ‘First, I cannot think why she doesn’t answer my letter. She must be ill.’


  ‘No, no. Things only appear so gloomy in the night-time.’


  ‘Second, I have not invested any money specially for her, to put her out of the reach of poverty if my affairs fail.’


  ‘They are safe. Besides, she is sure to marry well.’


  ‘You are wrong. That’s my third trouble. I have, as I have hinted to you a dozen times, that plan in my head about her, and according to my plan she won’t marry well.’


  ‘Why won’t it be marrying well?’ said his wife.


  ‘Because it is a plan for her to marry that particular person, Giles Winterborne, and he is poor.’


  ‘Well, it is all right. Love will make up for his want of money. He adores the very ground she walks on.’


  (Marty South started, and could not tear herself away.)


  ‘Yes,’ said the timber-merchant; ‘I know that well. There will be no lack of that with him. But since I have educated her so well, and so long, and so far above the level of the daughters hereabout, it is wasting her to give her to a man of no higher standing than he.’


  ‘Then why do it?’ she asked.


  ‘Why, as you must surely see, it is in obedience to that solemn resolve I made…. I made it because I did his father a terrible wrong; and it has been a weight on my conscience ever since that time, till this scheme of making amends occurred to me through seeing that Giles liked her.’


  ‘Wronged his father?’ asked Mrs. Melbury.


  ‘Yes, grievously wronged him,’ said her husband. ‘I have spoken of it to you.’


  ‘Well, don’t think of it to-night,’ she urged. ‘Come indoors.’


  ‘No, no; the air cools my head. I shall not stay long.’


  He was silent awhile; then he reminded her that his first wife, his daughter’s mother, was first the promised of Winterborne’s father, who loved her tenderly, till he, the speaker, won her away from him by a trick, because he wanted to marry her himself. He went on to say that the other man’s happiness was ruined by it; that though he married Winterborne’s mother it was but a half-hearted business with him. Thus much Marty had heard before. Melbury added that he was afterwards very miserable at what he had done; but that as time went on, and the children grew up, and seemed to be attached to each other, he determined to do all he could to right the wrong by letting his daughter marry the lad; not only that, but to give her the best education he could afford, so as to make the gift as valuable a one as it lay in his power to bestow. ‘I still mean to do it,’ said Melbury.


  ‘Then do,’ said she.


  ‘But all these things trouble me,’ said he; ‘for I feel I am sacrificing her for my own sin; and I think of her, and often come down here to look at this. I have come to-night to do so once more.’


  He took the candle from her hand, held it to the ground, and removed a tile which lay in the garden-path. ‘’Tis the track of her shoe that she made when she ran down here the day before she went away all those months ago. I covered it up when she was gone; and when I come here to look at it, I ask myself again, why should she be sacrificed to a poor man?’


  ‘It is not altogether a sacrifice,’ said the woman. ‘He is in love with her, and he’s honest and upright. If she encourages him, what can you wish for more?’


  ‘I wish for nothing definite. But there’s a lot of things possible for her. Why, Mrs. Charmond is wanting some refined young lady, I hear, to go abroad with her—as companion or something of the kind. She’d jump at Grace.’


  ‘That’s all uncertain. Better stick to what’s sure.’


  ‘True, true,’ said Melbury; ‘and I hope it will be for the best. Yes, let me get ’em married up as soon as I can, so as to have it over and done with.’ He continued looking at the imprint while he added, ‘Suppose she should be dying, and never make a track on this path any more?’


  ‘She’ll write soon, depend upon’t. Come, ’tis wrong to stay here and brood so.’


  He admitted it, but said he could not help it. ‘Whether she write or no, I shall fetch her in a few days.’ And thus speaking he covered the shoe-track, and preceded his wife indoors.


  Melbury perhaps was an unlucky man in having the sentiment which could make him wander out in the night to regard the imprint of a daughter’s footstep. Nature does not carry on her government with a view to such feelings; and when advancing years render the opened hearts of those that possess them less dexterous than formerly in shutting against the blast, they must inevitably, like little celandines, suffer ‘buffeting at will by rain and storm.’


  But her own existence, and not Mr. Melbury’s, was the centre of Marty’s consciousness, and it was in relation to this that the matter struck her as she slowly withdrew.


  ‘That, then, is the secret of it all,’ she said. ‘I had half thought so. And Giles Winterborne is not for me!’


  She returned to her cottage. The sovereigns were staring at her from the looking-glass as she had left them. With a preoccupied countenance, and with tears in her eyes, she got a pair of scissors and began mercilessly cutting off the long locks of her hair, arranging and tying them with their points all one way as the barber had directed. Upon the pale scrubbed deal of the coffin-stool table they stretched like waving and ropy weeds over the washed white bed of a stream.


  She would not turn again to the little looking-glass out of humanity to herself, knowing what a deflowered visage would look back at her and almost break her heart; she dreaded it as much as did her own ancestral goddess the reflection in the pool after the rape of her locks by Loke the Malicious. She steadily stuck to business, wrapped the hair in a parcel, and sealed it up; after which she raked out the fire and went to bed, having first set up an alarum made of a candle and piece of thread with a stone attached.


  But such a reminder was unnecessary to-night. Having tossed about till five o’clock Marty heard the sparrows walking down their long holes in the thatch above her sloping ceiling to their exits at the eaves; whereupon she also arose and descended to the ground floor.


  It was still dark, but she began moving about the house in those automatic initiatory acts and touches which represent among housewives the installation of another day. While thus engaged she heard the rumbling of Mr. Melbury’s waggons, and knew that there, too, the day’s toil had begun.


  An armful of gads thrown on the still hot embers caused them to blaze up cheerfully, and bring her diminished headgear into sudden prominence as a shadow. At this a step approached the door.


  ‘Are folk astir here yet?’ inquired a voice she knew well.


  ‘Yes, Mr. Winterborne,’ said Marty, throwing on a tilt bonnet, which completely hid the recent ravages of the scissors. ‘Come in!’


  The door was flung back, and there stepped in upon the mat a man not particularly young for a lover, nor particularly mature for a person of affairs—each of which functions he in some degree discharged. There was reserve in his glance, and restraint upon his mouth. He carried a perforated lantern which hung upon a swivel and, wheeling as it dangled, marked grotesque shapes upon the shadier part of the walls and ceiling.


  He said that he had looked in on his way down to tell her that they did not expect her father to make up his contract if he was not well. Mr. Melbury would give him another week, and they would go their journey with a short load that day.


  ‘They are done,’ said Marty, ‘and lying in the cart-house.’


  ‘Done?’ he repeated. ‘Your father has not been too ill to work after all, then?’


  She made some evasive reply. ‘I’ll show you where they be, if you are going down,’ she added.


  They went out and walked together, the pattern of the air-holes in the top of the lantern rising now to the mist overhead, where they appeared of giant size, as if reaching the tent-shaped sky. They had no remarks to make to each other, and they uttered none. Hardly anything could be more isolated or more self-contained than the lives of these two walking here in the lonely hour before day, when grey shades, material and mental, are so very grey. And yet their lonely courses formed no detached design at all, but were part of the pattern in the great web of human doings then weaving in both hemispheres from the White Sea to Cape Horn.


  The shed was reached, and she pointed out the spars. Winterborne regarded them silently; then looked at her.


  ‘Now, Marty, I believe——’ he said, and shook his head.


  ‘What?’


  ‘That you’ve done the work yourself!’


  ‘Don’t you tell anybody, will you, Mr. Winterborne?’ she pleaded by way of answer. ‘Because I am afraid Mr. Melbury may refuse the work if he knows it is mine.’


  ‘But how could you learn to do it? ’Tis a trade!’


  ‘Trade!’ said she. ‘I’d be bound to learn it in two hours.’


  ‘O no, you wouldn’t, Miss Marty.’ Winterborne held down his lantern, and examined the cleanly split hazels as they lay. ‘Marty,’ he said with dry admiration, ‘your father with his forty years of practice never made a spar better than that. They are too good for the thatching of houses; they are good enough for the furniture. But I won’t tell. Let me look at your hands—your poor hands!’


  He had a kindly manner of quietly severe tone; and when she seemed reluctant to show her hands he took hold of one and examined it as if it were his own. Her fingers were blistered.


  ‘They’ll get harder in time,’ she said. ‘For if father continues ill I shall have to go on wi’ it. Now I’ll help put ’em up in waggon.’


  Winterborne without speaking set down his lantern, lifted her like a baby as she was about to stoop over the bundles, dumped her down behind him, and began throwing up the bundles himself. ‘Rather than you should do it I will,’ he said. ‘But the men will be here directly. Why, Marty—whatever has happened to your head? Lord, it has shrunk to nothing—it looks like an apple upon a gate-post!’


  Her heart swelled, and she could not speak. At length she managed to groan, looking on the ground, ‘I’ve made myself ugly—and hateful—that’s what I’ve done!’


  ‘No, no,’ he answered. ‘You’ve only cut your hair—I see now.’


  ‘Then why must you needs say that about apples and gate-posts?’


  ‘Let me see!’ He moved to lift her bonnet.


  But she ran off into the gloom of the sluggish dawn. He did not attempt to follow her. When she reached her father’s door she stood on the step and looked back. Mr. Melbury’s men had arrived and were loading up the spars; and their foggy lanterns appeared from the distance at which she stood to have wan circles round them, like eyes weary with watching. She observed them for a few seconds as they set about harnessing the horses, and then went indoors.


  ♣


  IV


  There was now a distinct manifestation of morning in the air, and presently the bleared white visage of a sunless winter day emerged like a dead-born child. The woodlanders everywhere had already bestirred themselves, rising this month of the year at the far less dreary time of absolute darkness. It had been above an hour earlier, before a single bird had untucked his head, that twenty lights were struck in as many bedrooms, twenty pairs of shutters opened, and twenty pairs of eyes stretched to the sky to forecast the weather for the day.


  Owls that had been catching mice in the outhouses, rabbits that had been eating the winter-greens in the gardens, and stoats that had been sucking the blood of the rabbits, discerning that their human neighbours were on the move discreetly withdrew from publicity, and were seen and heard no more till nightfall.


  The daylight revealed the whole of Mr. Melbury’s homestead, of which the waggon-sheds had been an outlying erection. It formed three sides of an open quadrangle, and consisted of all sorts of buildings, the largest and central one being the dwelling itself. The fourth side of the quadrangle was the public road.


  It was a dwelling-house of respectable, roomy, almost dignified aspect; which, taken with the fact that there were the remains of other such buildings hereabout, indicated that Little Hintock had at some time or other been of greater importance than now. The house was of no marked antiquity, yet of a well-advanced age; older than a stale novelty, but no canonized antique; faded, not hoary; looking at you from the still distinct middle-distance of the early Georgian time, and awakening on that account the instincts of reminiscence more decidedly than the remoter, and far grander, memorials which have to speak from the misty reaches of mediævalism. The faces, dress, passions, gratitudes, and revenges of the great-great-grandfathers and grandmothers who had been the first to gaze from those rectangular windows, and had stood under that keystoned doorway, could be divined and measured by homely standards of to-day. It was a house in whose reverberations queer old personal tales were yet audible if properly listened for; and not, as with those of the castle and cloister, silent beyond the possibility of echo.


  The garden-front remained much as it had always been, and there was a porch and entrance that way. But the principal house-door opened on the square yard or quadrangle towards the road, formerly a regular carriage entrance, though the middle of the area was now made use of for stacking timber, faggots, hurdles, and other products of the wood. It was divided from the lane by a lichen-coated wall, in which hung a pair of gates, flanked by piers out of the perpendicular, with a round white ball on the top of each.


  The building on the left of the inclosure was a long-backed erection, now used for spar-making, sawing, crib-framing, and copse-ware manufacture in general. Opposite were the waggon-sheds where Marty had deposited her spars.


  Here Winterborne had remained after the girl’s abrupt departure, to see that the loads were properly made up. Winterborne was connected with the Melbury family in various ways. In addition to the sentimental relationship which arose from his father having been the first Mrs. Melbury’s lover, Winterborne’s aunt had married and emigrated with the brother of the timber-merchant many years before—an alliance that was sufficient to place Winterborne, though the poorer, on a footing of social intimacy with the Melburys. As in most villages so secluded as this, intermarriages were of Hapsburgian frequency among the inhabitants, and there were hardly two houses in Little Hintock unrelated by some matrimonial tie or other.


  For this reason a curious kind of partnership existed between Melbury and the younger man—a partnership based upon an unwritten code, by which each acted in the way he thought fair towards the other, on a give-and-take principle. Melbury, with his timber and copse-ware business, found that the weight of his labour came in winter and spring. Winterborne was in the apple and cider trade, and his requirements in cartage and other work came in the autumn of each year. Hence horses, waggons, and in some degree men, were handed over to him when the apples began to fall; he, in return, lending his assistance to Melbury in the busiest wood-cutting season, as now.


  Before he had left the shed a boy came from the house to ask him to remain till Mr. Melbury had seen him. Winterborne thereupon crossed over to the spar-house where some journeymen were already at work, two of them being travelling spar-makers from Stagfoot Lane, who, when the fall of the leaf began, made their appearance regularly, and when winter was over disappeared in silence till the season came again.


  Firewood was the one thing abundant in Little Hintock; and a blaze of gad-ends made the outhouse gay with its light, which vied with that of the day as yet. In the hollow shades of the roof could be seen dangling and etiolated arms of ivy which had crept through the joints of the tiles and were groping in vain for some support, their leaves being dwarfed and sickly for want of sunlight; others were pushing in with such force at the eaves as to lift from their supports the shelves that were fixed there.


  Besides the itinerant journey-workers there were also present John Upjohn, Melbury’s regular man; a neighbour engaged in the hollow-turnery trade; old Timothy Tangs and young Timothy Tangs, top and bottom sawyers at work in Mr. Melbury’s pit outside; Farmer Cawtree, who kept the cider-house, and Robert Creedle, an old man who worked for Winterborne, and stood warming his hands; these latter having been enticed in by the ruddy blaze, though they had no particular business there. None of them calls for any remark, except perhaps Creedle. To have completely described him it would have been necessary to write a military memoir, for he wore under his smock-frock a cast-off soldier’s jacket that had seen hot service, its collar showing just above the flap of the frock; also a hunting memoir, to include the top-boots that he had picked up by chance; also chronicles of voyaging and shipwreck, for his pocket-knife had been given him by a weather-beaten sailor. But Creedle carried about with him on his uneventful rounds these silent testimonies of war, sport, and adventure, and thought nothing of their associations or their stories.


  Copse-work, as it was called, being an occupation which the secondary intelligence of the hands and arms could carry on without the sovereign attention of the head, allowed the minds of its professors to wander considerably from the objects before them; hence the tales, chronicles, and ramifications of family history which were recounted here were of a very exhaustive kind.


  Winterborne, seeing that Melbury had not arrived, stepped back again outside the door; and the conversation interrupted by his momentary presence flowed anew, reaching his ears as an accompaniment to the regular dripping of the fog from the plantation boughs around.


  The topic at present handled was a highly popular and frequent one—the personal character of Mrs. Charmond, the owner of the surrounding glades and groves.


  ‘My brother-in-law told me, and I have no reason to doubt it,’ said Creedle, ‘that she’ll sit down to her dinner with a gown hardly higher than her elbows. “O, you wicked woman!” he said to hisself when he first see her, “you go to the Table o’ Sundays, and kneel, as if your knee-jints were greased with very saint’s anointment, and tell off your hear-us-good-Lords as pat as a business-man counting money; and yet you can eat your victuals a-stript to such a wanton figure as that!” Whether she’s a reformed character by this time I can’t say; but I don’t care who the man is, that’s how she went on when my brother-in-law lived there.’


  ‘Did she do it in her husband’s time?[’]


  ‘That I don’t know—hardly, I should think, considering his temper. Ah——!’ Here Creedle threw grieved remembrances into physical form by resigning his head to obliquity and letting his eyes water. ‘That man! “Not if the angels of heaven come down, Creedle,” he said, “shall you do another day’s work for me!” Yes—he would as soon take a winged angel’s name in vain as yours or mine! Well, now I must get these spars home-along, and to-morrow, thank God, I must see about using ’em.’


  An old woman now entered upon the scene. She was Mr. Melbury’s servant, and passed a great part of her time in crossing the yard between the house-door and the spar-shed, whither she had come now for fuel. She had two facial aspects—one, of a soft and flexible kind, which she used indoors; the other, with stiff lines and corners, which she assumed when addressing the men outside.


  ‘Ah, Grammer Oliver,’ said John Upjohn, ‘it do do my heart good to see a old woman like you so dapper and stirring, when I bear in mind that, after fifty, one year counts as two did afore! But your smoke didn’t rise this morning till twenty minutes past seven by my beater; and that’s late, Grammer Oliver.’


  ‘If you was a full-sized man, John, I might take notice of your scornful meanings. But really a woman couldn’t feel hurt if such smallness were to spit fire and brimstone itself at her. Here,’ she added, holding out a spar-gad to one of the workmen, from which dangled a long black-pudding, ‘here’s something for thy breakfast, and if you want tea you must fetch it from indoors.’


  ‘Mr. Melbury is late this morning,’ said the bottom-sawyer.


  ‘Yes. ’Twas a dark dawn,’ said Mrs. Oliver. ‘Even when I opened the door, so late as I was, you couldn’t have told poor men from gentlemen, or John from a reasonable-sized object. And I don’t think maister’s slept at all well to-night. He’s anxious about his daughter; and I know what that is, for I’ve cried bucketfuls for my own.’


  When the old woman had gone Creedle said—


  ‘He’ll fret his gizzard green if he don’t soon hear from that maid of his. Well, learning is better than houses and lands. But to keep a maid at school till she is taller out of pattens than her mother was in ’em—’tis a tempting o’ Providence.’


  ‘It seems no time ago that she was a little playward girl,’ said young Timothy Tangs.


  ‘I can mind her mother,’ said the hollow-turner. ‘Alway a teuny, delicate piece; her touch upon your hand was like the passing of wind. She was inoculated for the small-pox and had it beautiful fine, just about the time that I was out of my apprenticeship—ay, and a long apprenticeship ’twas. I served that master of mine six years and three hundred and fourteen days.’


  The hollow-turner pronounced the days with emphasis, as if, considering their number, they were a rather more remarkable fact than the years.


  ‘Mr. Winterborne’s father walked with her at one time,’ said old Timothy Tangs; ‘but Mr. Melbury won her. She was a child of a woman, and would cry like rain if so be he huffed her. Whenever she and her husband came to a puddle in their walks together he’d take her up like a halfpenny doll and put her over without dirting her a speck. And if he keeps the daughter so long at boarding-school he’ll make her as nesh as her mother was. But here he comes.’


  Just before this moment Winterborne had seen Melbury crossing the court from his door. He was carrying an open letter in his hand, and came straight to Winterborne. His gloom of the preceding night had quite gone.


  ‘I’d no sooner made up my mind, Giles, to go and see why Grace didn’t come or write than I get a letter from her. “My dear father,” says she, “I’m coming home to-morrow (that’s to-day), but I didn’t think it worth while to write long beforehand.” The little rascal, and didn’t she! Now, Giles, as you are going to Sherton market to-day with your apple-trees, why not join me and Grace there, and we’ll drive home all together?’


  He made the proposal with cheerful energy; he was hardly the same man as the man of the small dark hours. Even among the moodiest the tendency to be cheered is stronger than the tendency to be cast down; and a soul’s specific gravity constantly re-asserts itself as less than that of the sea of troubles into which it is thrown.


  Winterborne, though not demonstrative, replied to this suggestion with alacrity. There was not much doubt that Marty’s grounds for cutting off her hair were substantial enough, if this man’s eyes had been a reason for keeping it on. As for the timber-merchant, his invitation had been given solely in pursuance of his scheme for uniting the pair. He had made up his mind to the course as a duty, and was strenuously bent upon following it out.


  Accompanied by Winterborne he now turned towards the door of the spar-house, when his footsteps were heard by the men as aforesaid.


  ‘Well, John, and Robert,’ he said, nodding as he entered. ‘A rimy morning.’


  ‘’Tis, sir!’ said Creedle energetically, for not having as yet been able to summon force sufficient to go away and begin work he felt the necessity of throwing some into his speech. ‘I don’t care who the man is, ’tis the rimiest morning we’ve had this fall.’


  ‘I heard you wondering why I’ve kept my daughter so long at boarding-school,’ said Mr. Melbury, looking up from the letter which he was reading anew by the fire, and turning to them with the suddenness that was a trait in him. ‘Hey?’ he asked with affected shrewdness. ‘But you did, you know. Well now, though it is my own business more than anybody else’s, I’ll tell ye. When I was a boy, another boy—the pa’son’s son—along with a lot of others, asked me “Who dragged Whom round the walls of What?” and I said, “Sam Barret, who dragged his wife in a wheeled chair round the tower when she went to be churched.” They laughed at me so much that I went home and couldn’t sleep for shame; and I cried that night till my pillow was wet; till I thought to myself—“They may laugh at me for my ignorance, but that was father’s fault, and none o’ my making, and I must bear it. But they shall never laugh at my children, if I have any; I’ll starve first!” Thank God I’ve been able to keep her at school at the figure of near a hundred a year; and her scholarship is such that she has stayed on as governess for a time. Let ’em laugh now if they can: Mrs. Charmond herself is not better informed than my girl Grace.’


  There was something between high indifference and humble emotion in his delivery, which made it difficult for them to reply. Winterborne’s interest was of a kind which did not show itself in words; listening, he stood by the fire, mechanically stirring the embers with a spar-gad.


  ‘You’ll be ready, then, Giles?’ Melbury continued, awaking from a reverie. ‘Well, what was the latest news at Shottsford yesterday, Mr. Cawtree?’


  ‘Oh, well, Shottsford is Shottsford still—you can’t victual your carcase there unless you’ve got money; and you can’t buy a cup of genuine there, whether or no…. But as the saying is, “Go abroad and you’ll hear news of home.” It seems that our new neighbour, this young Doctor What’s-his-name, is a strange, deep, perusing gentleman; and there’s good reason for supposing he has sold his soul to the wicked one.’


  ‘’Od name it all,’ murmured the timber-merchant, unimpressed by the news but reminded of other things by the subject of it; ‘I’ve got to meet a gentleman this very morning, and yet I’ve planned to go to Sherton Abbas for the maid.’


  ‘I won’t praise the doctor’s wisdom till I hear what sort of bargain he’s made,’ said the top-sawyer.


  ‘’Tis only an old woman’s tale,’ said Cawtree. ‘But it seems that he wanted certain books on some mysterious black art, and in order that the people hereabout should not know anything about them he ordered ’em direct from London, and not from the Sherton bookseller. The parcel was delivered by mistake at the pa’son’s, and as he wasn’t at home his wife opened it, and went into hysterics when she read ’em, thinking her husband had turned heathen, and ’twould be the ruin of the children. But when he came he knew no more about ’em than she; and found they were this Mr. Fitzpiers’s property. So he wrote “Beware!” outside, and sent ’em on by the sexton.’


  ‘He must be a curious young man,’ mused the hollow-turner.


  ‘He must,’ said Timothy Tangs.


  ‘Nonsense,’ said Mr. Melbury; ‘he’s only a gentleman fond of science and philosophy, and poetry, and, in fact, every kind of knowledge; and being lonely here he passes his time in making such matters his hobby.’


  ‘Well,’ said old Timothy, ‘’tis a strange thing about doctors that the worse they be the better they be. I mean that if you hear anything of this sort about ’em ten to one they can cure ’ee as nobody else can.’


  ‘True,[’] said Cawtree emphatically. ‘And for my part I shall take my custom from old Jones and go to this one directly I’ve anything the matter inside me. That last medicine old Jones gave me had no taste in it at all.’


  Mr. Melbury, as became a well-informed man, did not listen to these recitals, being moreover preoccupied with the business appointment which had come into his head. He walked up and down looking on the floor—his usual custom when undecided. That stiffness about the arm, hip, and knee-joint, which was apparent when he walked, was the net product of the divers sprains and over-exertions that had been required of him in handling trees and timber when a young man, for he was of the sort called self-made, and had worked hard. He knew the origin of every one of these cramps; that in his left shoulder had come of carrying a pollard, unassisted, from Tutcombe Bottom home; that in one leg was caused by the crash of an elm against it when they were felling; that in the other was from lifting a bole. On many a morrow, after wearying himself by these prodigious muscular efforts, he had risen from his bed fresh as usual; and confident in the recuperative power of his youth he had repeated the strains anew. But treacherous Time had been only hiding ill-results when they could be guarded against for greater effect when they could not. Now in his declining years the store had been unfolded in the form of rheumatisms, pricks, and spasms, in every one of which Melbury recognized some act which, had its consequences been contemporaneously made known, he would wisely have abstained from repeating.


  On a summons by Grammer Oliver to breakfast he went to the kitchen, where the family breakfasted in winter to save house-labour; and sitting down by the fire looked a long time at the pair of dancing shadows cast by each fire-iron and dog-knob on the whitewashed chimney corner—a yellow one from the window, and a blue one from the fire.


  ‘I don’t quite know what to do to-day,’ he said to his wife at last. ‘I’ve recollected that I promised to meet Mrs. Charmond’s steward in Round Wood at twelve o’clock, and yet I want to go for Grace.’


  ‘Why not let Giles fetch her by himself? ’Twill bring ’em together all the quicker.’


  ‘I could do that—but I always have gone, without fail, every time hitherto; and perhaps she’ll be disappointed if I stay away.’


  ‘You may be disappointed, but I don’t think she will, if you send Giles,’ said Mrs. Melbury dryly.


  ‘Very well—I’ll send him.’


  Melbury was often persuaded by the quiet of his wife’s words when strenuous argument would have had no effect. This second Mrs. Melbury was a placid woman who had been nurse to his child Grace after her mother’s death. Little Grace had clung to the nurse with much affection; and ultimately Melbury, in dread lest the only woman who cared for the girl should be induced to leave her, persuaded the mild Lucy to marry him. The arrangement—for it was little more—had worked satisfactorily enough; Grace had thriven, and Melbury had not repented.


  He returned to the spar-house and found Giles near at hand, to whom he explained the change of plan. ‘As she won’t arrive till five o’clock you can get your business very well over in time to receive her,’ said Melbury. ‘The green gig will do for her; you’ll spin along quicker with that, and won’t be late upon the road. Her boxes can be called for by one of the waggons.’


  Winterborne, knowing nothing of the timber-merchant’s restitutory aims, quietly thought this to be a kindly chance. Wishing, even more than her father, to despatch his apple-tree business in the market before Grace’s arrival, he prepared to start at once.


  Melbury was careful that the turn-out should be seemly. The gig-wheels, for instance, were not always washed during winter-time before a journey, the muddy roads rendering that labour useless; but they were washed to-day. The harness was polished, and when the grey horse had been put in, and Winterborne was in his seat ready to start, Mr. Melbury stepped out with a blacking-brush and with his own hands touched over the yellow hoofs of the animal.


  ‘You see, Giles,’ he said as he blacked, ‘coming from a fashionable school she might feel shocked at the homeliness of home; and ’tis these little things that catch a dainty woman’s eye if they are neglected. We, living here alone, don’t notice how the whitey-brown creeps out of the earth over us; but she, fresh from a city—why, she’ll notice everything!’


  ‘That she will,’ said Giles.


  ‘And scorn us if we don’t mind.’


  ‘Not scorn us.’


  ‘No, no, no—that’s only words. She’s too good a girl to do that. But when we consider what she knows, and what she has seen since she last saw us, ’tis as well to meet her views. Why, ’tis a year since she was in this old place, owing to her going abroad in the summer; and naturally we shall look small, just at first—I only say just at first.’


  Mr. Melbury’s tone evinced a certain exultation in the very sense of that inferiority he affected to deplore; for this advanced and refined being, was she not his own all the time? Not so Giles; he felt doubtful. He looked at his clothes with misgiving; but said nothing.


  It was his custom during the planting season to carry a specimen apple-tree to market with him as an advertisement of what he dealt in. This had been tied across the gig; and mounting in front he drove away, the twigs nodding with each step of the horse. Melbury went indoors. Before the gig had passed out of sight Mr. Melbury reappeared and shouted after—


  ‘Here, Giles,’ he said, breathlessly following with some wraps, ‘it may be very chilly to-night, and she may want something extra about her. And Giles,’ he added, when the young man put the horse in motion once more, ‘tell her that I should have come myself, but I had particular business with Mrs. Charmond’s agent which prevented me. Don’t forget.’


  He watched Winterborne out of sight under the boughs, where cobwebs glistened in the now clearing air, lengthening and shortening their shine like elastic needles; he saw the wood-pigeons rise as Giles drove past them; and said to himself with a jerk—a shape into which emotion with him often resolved itself—‘There now, I hope the two will bring it to a point, and have done with it! ’Tis a pity to let such a girl throw herself away upon him—a thousand pities! … And yet ’tis my duty, for his father’s sake.’


  ♣


  V


  Winterborne sped on his way to Sherton Abbas without elation and without discomposure. Had he regarded his inner self spectacularly, as lovers are now daily more wont to do, he might have felt pride in the discernment of a somewhat rare power in him—that of keeping not only judgment but emotion suspended in difficult cases. But he noted it not.


  Arrived at the entrance to a long flat lane, which had taken the spirit out of many a pedestrian in times when, with the majority, to travel meant to walk, he saw before him the trim figure of a young woman in pattens, journeying with that steadfast concentration which means purpose and not pleasure. He was soon near enough to see that she was Marty South. Click click, click went the pattens; and she did not turn her head.


  Yet she had seen him, and shrank from being overtaken by him thus; but as it was inevitable she braced herself up for his inspection by closing her lips so as to make her mouth quite unemotional, and by throwing an additional firmness into her tread.


  ‘Why do you wear pattens, Marty? The turnpike is clean enough although the lanes are muddy.’


  ‘They save my boots.’


  ‘But twelve miles in pattens—[’]twill twist your feet off. Come, get up and ride with me.[’]


  She hesitated, removed her pattens, knocked the gravel out of them against the wheel, and mounted in front of the nodding specimen apple-tree. She had so arranged her bonnet with a full border and trimmings that her lack of long hair did not much injure her appearance; though Giles of course saw that it was gone, and may have guessed her motive in parting with it; such sales, though infrequent, being not unheard-of in that locality.


  But nature’s adornment was still hard by—in fact, within two feet of him. In Marty’s basket was a brown-paper packet, and in the packet the chestnut locks which, by reason of the barber’s request for secrecy, she had not ventured to intrust to other hands.


  Giles asked, with some hesitation, how her father was getting on.


  He was better, she said; he would be able to work in a day or two; he would be quite well but for his craze about the tree falling on him.


  ‘You know why I don’t ask for him so often as I might, I suppose?’ said Winterborne. ‘Or don’t you know?’


  ‘I think I do.’


  ‘Because of the houses?’


  She nodded.


  ‘Yes. I am afraid it may seem that my anxiety is about those houses which I should lose by his death, more than about him. Marty, I do feel anxious about the houses, since half my income depends upon them; but I do likewise care for him; and it almost seems wrong that houses should be leased for lives, so as to lead to such mixed feelings.’


  ‘After father’s death they will be Mrs. Charmond’s?’


  ‘They’ll be hers.’


  ‘They are going to keep company with my hair,’ she thought.


  Thus talking they reached the ancient town of Sherton Abbas. By no pressure would she ride up the street with him. ‘That’s the right of another woman,’ she said with playful malice as she put on her pattens. ‘I wonder what you are thinking of! Thank you for the lift in that handsome gig. Good-bye.’


  He blushed a little, shook his head at her, and drove on ahead into the streets; the churches, the abbey, and other mediæval buildings on this clear bright morning having the linear distinctness of architectural drawings, as if the original dream and vision of the conceiving master-mason were for a brief hour flashed down through the centuries to an unappreciative age. Giles saw their eloquent look on this day of transparency, but could not construe it. He turned into the inn-yard.


  Marty, following the same track, marched promptly to the hairdresser’s. Percomb was the chief of his trade in Sherton Abbas. He had the patronage of such county off-shoots as had been obliged to seek the shelter of small houses in that venerable town, of the local clergy, and so on; for some of whom he had made wigs, while others among them had compensated for neglecting him in their lifetime by patronizing him when they were dead, and letting him shave their corpses. On the strength of all this he had taken down his pole and called himself ‘Perruquier to the aristocracy.’


  Nevertheless, this sort of support did not quite fill his children’s mouths, and they had to be filled. So behind his house there was a little yard, reached by a passage from the back street, and in that yard was a pole, and under the pole a shop of quite another description than the ornamental one in the front street. Here on Saturday nights from seven till ten he took an almost innumerable succession of twopences from the farm-labourers who flocked thither in crowds from the country. And thus he lived.


  Marty, of course, went to the front shop, and handed her packet to him silently.


  ‘Thank you,’ said the barber quite joyfully. ‘I hardly expected it after what you said last night.’


  She turned aside, while a tear welled up in each eye at this reminder.


  ‘Nothing of what I told you,’ he whispered. ‘But I can trust you, I see.[’]


  She had now reached the end of this distressing business, and went listlessly along the street to attend to other errands. These occupied her till four o’clock, at which time she recrossed the market-place. It was impossible to avoid rediscovering Winterborne every time she passed that way, for standing, as he always did at this season of the year, with his specimen apple-tree in the midst, the boughs rose above the heads of the farmers, and brought a delightful suggestion of orchards into the heart of the town.


  When her eye fell upon him for the last time he was standing somewhat apart, holding the tree like an ensign, and looking on the ground instead of pushing his produce as he ought to have been doing. He was, in fact, not a very successful seller either of his trees or of his cider, his habit of speaking his mind when he spoke at all militating against this branch of his business.


  While she regarded him he lifted his eyes in a direction away from Marty, and his face kindled with recognition and surprise. She followed his gaze and saw walking across to him a flexible young creature in whom she perceived the features of her she had known as Miss Grace Melbury, but now looking glorified and refined to much above her former level. Winterborne, being fixed to the spot by his apple-tree, could not advance to meet her: he held out his spare hand with his hat in it, and with some embarrassment beheld her coming on tip-toe through the mud to the middle of the square where he stood.


  Miss Melbury, as Marty could see, had not been expected by Giles so early. Indeed, her father had named five o’clock as her probable time, for which reason that hour had been looming out all the day in his forward perspective like an important edifice on a dull plain. Now here she was come, he knew not how, and his arranged welcome stultified.


  His face became gloomy at her necessity for stepping into the road, and more still at the little look of shamefacedness she showed at having to perform the meeting with him under an apple-tree ten feet high in the middle of the market-place. Having had occasion to take off the new gloves she had bought to come home in she held out to him a hand graduating from pink at the tips of the fingers to white at the palm; and the reception formed a scene, with the tree over their heads, which was not by any means an ordinary one in town streets.


  The greeting in her looks and on her lips had a restrained shape, which perhaps was not unnatural. For true it was that Giles Winterborne, though well-attired and well-mannered for a yeoman, looked rough beside her. It had sometimes dimly occurred to him, in his ruminating silences at Little Hintock, that external phenomena—such as the lowness or height or colour of a hat, the fold of a coat, the make of a boot, or the chance attitude of a limb at the instant of view—may have a great influence upon feminine opinion of a man’s worth, so frequently founded on non-essentials; but a certain causticity of mental tone towards himself and the world in general had prevented to-day, as always, any enthusiastic action on the strength of that reflection; and her momentary instinct of reserve at first sight of him was the penalty he paid for his laxness.


  He gave away the tree to a bystander as soon as he could find one who would accept the cumbersome gift, and the twain moved on towards the inn at which he had put up. Marty made as if to step forward for the pleasure of being recognized by Miss Melbury; but abruptly checking herself she glided behind a carrier’s van, saying dryly, ‘No; I bain’t wanted there;’ and critically regarded Winterborne’s companion.


  It would have been difficult to describe Grace Melbury with precision, either then or at any time. Nay, from the highest point of view, to precisely describe a human being, the focus of a universe, how impossible! But apart from transcendentalism, there never probably lived a person who was in herself more completely a reductio ad absurdum of attempts to appraise a woman, even externally, by items of face and figure.


  Speaking generally it may be said that she was sometimes beautiful, at other times not beautiful, according to the state of her health and spirits.


  In simple corporeal presentment she was of a fair and clear complexion, rather pale than pink, slim in build and elastic in movement. Her look expressed a tendency to wait for others’ thoughts before uttering her own; possibly also to wait for others’ deeds before her own doings. In her small, delicate mouth, which had hardly settled down to its matured curves, there was a gentleness that might hinder sufficient self-assertion for her own good. She had well-formed eyebrows which, had her portrait been painted, would probably have been done in Prouts’s or Vandyke brown.


  There was nothing remarkable in her dress just now beyond a natural fitness, and a style that was recent for the streets of Sherton. But had it been quite striking it would have meant just as little. For there can be hardly anything less connected with a woman’s personality than drapery which she has neither designed, manufactured, cut, sewed, nor even seen, except by a glance of approval when told that such and such a shape and colour must be had because it has been decided by others as imperative at that particular time.


  What people therefore saw of her in a cursory view was very little; in truth, mainly something that was not she. The woman herself was a conjectural creature who had little to do with the outlines presented to Sherton eyes; a shape in the gloom, whose true quality could only be approximated by putting together a movement now and a glance then, in that patient attention which nothing but watchful loving-kindness ever troubles itself to give.


  There was a little delay in their setting out from the town, and Marty South took advantage of it to hasten forward with the view of escaping them on the way, lest they should feel compelled to spoil their tête-à-tête by asking her to ride. She walked fast, and one-third of the journey was done, and the evening rapidly darkening, before she perceived any sign of them behind her. Then, while ascending a hill, she dimly saw their vehicle drawing near the lowest part of the incline, their heads slightly bent towards each other; drawn together, no doubt, by their souls; as the heads of a pair of horses well in hand are drawn in by the rein. She walked still faster.


  But between these and herself there was a carriage, apparently a brougham, coming in the same direction, with lighted lamps. When it overtook her—which was not soon on account of her pace—the scene was much darker, and the lights glared in her eyes sufficiently to hide the details of the equipage.


  It occurred to Marty that she might take hold behind this carriage and so keep along with it, to save herself from the patronage of being overtaken and picked up for pity’s sake by the coming pair. Accordingly, as the carriage drew abreast of her in climbing the long ascent, she walked close to the wheels, the rays of the nearest lamp penetrating her very pores. She had only just dropped behind when the carriage stopped, and to her surprise the coachman asked her, over his shoulder, if she would ride. What made the question more surprising was that it came in obedience to an order from the interior of the vehicle.


  Marty gladly assented, for she was weary, very weary, after working all night and keeping afoot all day. She mounted beside the coachman, wondering why this good fortune had happened to her. He was rather a great man in aspect, and she did not like to inquire of him for some time.


  At last she said, ‘Who has been so kind as to ask me to ride?’


  ‘Mrs. Charmond,’ replied her statuesque companion.


  Marty was stirred at the name, so closely connected with her last night’s experiences. ‘Is this her carriage?’ she whispered.


  ‘Yes; she’s inside.’


  Marty reflected, and perceived that Mrs. Charmond must have recognized her plodding up the hill under the blaze of the lamp: recognized, probably, her stubbly poll (since she had kept away her face), and thought that those stubbles were the result of her own desire.


  Marty South was not so very far wrong. Inside the carriage a pair of deep eyes looked from a ripely handsome face, and though behind those deep eyes was a mind of unfathomed mysteries, beneath them there beat a heart capable of quick, extempore warmth—a heart which could indeed be passionately and imprudently warm on certain occasions. At present, after recognizing the girl, she had acted on impulse, possibly feeling gratified at the denuded appearance which signified the success of her agent in obtaining what she had required.


  ‘’Tis wonderful that she should ask ’ee,’ observed the majestic coachman presently. ‘I have never known her do it before, for as a rule she takes no interest in the village folk at all.’


  Marty said no more, but occasionally turned her head to see if she could get a glimpse of the Olympian creature who, as the coachman had truly observed, hardly ever descended from her clouds into the Tempe-vale of the parishioners. But she could discern nothing of the lady. She also looked for Miss Melbury and Winterborne. The nose of their horse sometimes came quite near the back of Mrs. Charmond’s carriage. But they never attempted to pass it till the latter conveyance turned towards the park gate, when they sped by. Here the carriage drew up that the gate might be opened; and in the momentary silence Marty heard a gentle oral sound, soft as a breeze.


  ‘What’s that?’ she whispered.


  ‘Mis’ess yawning.’


  ‘Why should she yawn?’


  ‘Oh, because she’s been used to such wonderful good life, and finds it dull here. She’ll soon be off again on account of it.’


  ‘So rich and so powerful, and yet to yawn!’ the girl murmured. ‘Then things don’t fay with her any more than with we!’


  Marty now alighted; the lamp again shone upon her, and as the carriage rolled on a voice said to her from the interior, ‘Good night.’


  ‘Good night, ma’am,’ said Marty, dropping a curtsey. But she had not been able to see the woman who began so greatly to interest her—the second person of her own sex who had operated strongly on her mind that day.


  ♣


  VI


  Meanwhile Winterborne and Grace Melbury had also undergone their little experiences.


  As he drove off with her out of the town the glances of people fell upon them, the younger thinking that Mr. Winterborne was in a pleasant place, and wondering in what relation he stood towards her. Winterborne himself was unconscious of this. Occupied solely with the idea of having her in charge he did not notice much with outward eye.


  Their conversation was in briefest phrase for some time, Grace being somewhat disconcerted through not having understood till they were about to start that Giles was to be her sole conductor, in place of her father. When they had left Sherton Park and Castle nearly out of sight and were in the open country, he spoke.


  ‘Don’t Brownley’s farm-buildings look strange to you, now they have been moved bodily from the hollow where the old ones stood to the top of the hill?’


  She admitted that they did, though she should not have seen any difference in them if he had not pointed it out.


  ‘They had a good crop of bitter-sweets; they couldn’t grind them all.’ He nodded towards an orchard where some heaps of apples had been left lying ever since the ingathering.


  She said ‘Yes,’ but looking at another orchard.


  ‘Why, you are looking at John-apple trees! You know bitter-sweets—you used to well enough?’


  ‘I am afraid I have forgotten, and it is getting too dark to distinguish.’


  Winterborne did not continue. It seemed as if the knowledge and interests which had formerly moved Grace’s mind had quite died away from her. He wondered whether the special attributes of his image in the past had evaporated like these other things.


  However that might be, the fact at present was merely this, that where he was seeing John-apples and farm-buildings she was beholding a much contrasting scene: a broad lawn in the fashionable suburb of a fast city, the evergreen leaves shining in the evening sun, amid which bounding girls, gracefully clad in artistic arrangements of blue, brown, red, and white, were playing at games with laughter and chat in all the pride of life, the notes of piano and harp trembling in the air from the open windows adjoining. Moreover they were girls—and this was a fact which Grace Melbury’s delicate femininity could not lose sight of—whose parents Giles would have addressed with a deferential Sir or Madam. Beside this visioned scene the homely farmsteads did not quite hold their own from her present twenty-year point of survey. For all his woodland sequestration Giles knew the primitive simplicity of the subject he had started, and now sounded a deeper note.


  ‘’Twas very odd what we said to each other years ago; I often think of it. I mean our saying that if we still liked each other when you were twenty and I twenty-five, we’d——’


  ‘It was child’s tattle.’


  ‘H’m?’ said Giles suddenly.


  ‘I mean we were young,’ said she more considerately. That abrupt manner of his in making inquiries reminded her that he was unaltered.


  ‘Yes … I beg your pardon, Miss Melbury; your father sent me to meet you to-day.’


  ‘I know it, and I am glad of it.’ And she looked at him affectionately.


  He seemed satisfied with her and went on—‘At that time you were sitting beside me at the back of your father’s covered car when we were coming home from gipsying, all the party being squeezed in together as tight as sheep in an auction-pen. It got darker and darker and I said—I forget the exact words—but I put my arm round your waist, and there you let it stay till your father, sitting in front, suddenly stopped telling his story to Farmer Bollen, to light his pipe. The flash shone into the car, and showed us all up distinctly; my arm flew from your waist like lightning, yet not so quickly but that some of ’em had seen and laughed at us. Yet your father, to our amazement, instead of being angry, was mild as milk, and seemed quite pleased. Have you forgot all that, or haven’t you?’


  She owned that she remembered it very well, now that he mentioned the circumstances. ‘But I must have been in short frocks,’ she said slyly.


  ‘Come now, Miss Melbury, that won’t do! Short frocks indeed! You know better as well as I.’


  Grace thereupon declared that she would not argue with an old friend she valued so highly as she valued him, but if it were as he said, then she was virtually no less than an old woman now, so far did the time seem removed from her present.


  ‘But old feelings come to life again in some people,’ she added softly.


  ‘And in others they have never died!’ said he.


  ‘Ah—they are Love’s very ownest and best, I suppose! I don’t pretend to rank so high as they.’


  ‘It’s not a they—it’s a he.’


  Grace sighed. ‘Shall I tell you all about Brighton or Cheltenham, or places on the Continent that I visited last summer?’ she said.


  ‘With all my heart.’


  She then described places and persons, avoiding, however, what he most wished to hear—everything specially appertaining to her own inner existence. When she had done she said gaily, ‘Now do you tell me in return what has happened in Hintock since I have been away.’


  ‘Anything to keep the conversation away from her and me,’ said Giles within him.


  It was true; cultivation had so far advanced in the soil of Miss Melbury’s mind as to lead her to talk of anything save of that she knew well, and had the greatest interest in developing: herself. She had fallen from the good old Hintock ways.


  He had not proceeded far with his somewhat bald narration when they drew near a carriage that had been preceding them for some time in the dusk. Miss Melbury inquired if he knew whose carriage it was.


  Winterborne, although he had seen it, had not taken it into account. On examination he said it was Mrs. Charmond’s.


  Grace watched the vehicle and its easy roll, and seemed to feel more nearly akin to it than to the one she was in.


  ‘Pooh—we can polish off the mileage as well as they, come to that,’ said Winterborne, reading her mind; and rising to emulation at what it bespoke he whipped on the horse. This it was which had brought the nose of Mr. Melbury’s grey close to the back of Mrs. Charmond’s much eclipsing vehicle.


  ‘There’s Marty South sitting up with the coachman,’ said he, discerning her by her dress.


  ‘Ah, poor Marty! I must ask her to come to see me this very evening. How does she happen to be riding there?’


  ‘I don’t know. It is very singular.[’]


  Thus these people with converging destinies went along the road together, till the track of the carriage and that of Winterborne parted, and he turned into Little Hintock, where almost the first house was the timber-merchant’s. Pencils of light streamed out of the windows sufficiently to show the white laurustinus flowers, and glance against the polished leaves of laurel. The interior of the rooms could be seen distinctly, warmed up by the fire-flames, which in the parlour were reflected from picture and book-case, and in the kitchen from the utensils and ware.


  ‘Let us look at the dear place for a moment before we call them,’ she said.


  In the kitchen dinner was preparing; for though Melbury dined at one o’clock at other times to-day the meal had been kept back for Grace. A rickety old spit was in motion, its end being fixed in the fire-dog, and the whole kept going by means of a cord conveyed over pulleys along the ceiling to a large stone suspended in a corner of the room. Old Grammer Oliver came and wound it up with a rattle like that of a mill.


  In the parlour a colossal shade of Mrs. Melbury’s head fell on the wall and ceiling; but before the girl had regarded this room many moments their presence was discovered, and her father and stepmother came out to welcome her.


  The character of the Melbury family was of that kind which evinces some shyness in showing strong emotion among each other; a trait frequent in rural households, and one curiously inverse to most of the peculiarities distinguishing villagers from the people of towns. Thus hiding their warmer feelings under commonplace talk all round, Grace’s reception produced no extraordinary demonstrations. But that more was felt than was enacted appeared from the fact that her father, in taking her indoors, quite forgot the presence of Giles without, as did also Grace herself.


  He said nothing; but took the gig round to the yard and called out from the spar-house the man who attended to these matters when there was no conversation among the spar-makers to particularly engage him. Winterborne then returned to the door with the intention of entering the house.


  The family had gone into the parlour, and were still absorbed in themselves. The fire was as before the only light, and it irradiated Grace’s face and hands so as to make them look wondrously smooth and fair beside those of the two elders; shining also through the loose hair about her temples as sunlight through a brake. Her father was surveying her in a dazed conjecture, so much had she developed and progressed in manner and in stature since he last had set eyes on her.


  Observing these things Winterborne remained dubious by the door, mechanically tracing with his fingers certain timeworn letters carved in the jambs—initials of bygone generations of householders who had lived and died there.


  No, he declared to himself, he would not enter and join the family; they had forgotten him, and it was enough for to-day that he had brought her home. Still, he was a little surprised that her father’s eagerness to send him for Grace should have resulted in such indifference as this.


  He walked softly away into the lane towards his own house, looking back when he reached the turning from which he could get a last glimpse of the timber-merchant’s roof. He hazarded guesses as to what Grace was saying just at that moment, and murmured, with some self-derision, ‘nothing about me!’ He looked also in the other direction, and saw against the sky the thatched hip and solitary chimney of Marty’s cottage, and thought of her too, struggling bravely along under that humble shelter, among her spar-gads and pots and skimmers.


  At the timber-merchant’s, in the meantime, conversation flowed; and as Giles Winterborne had rightly enough deemed, on subjects in which he had no share. Among the excluding matters there was, as chief, the effect upon Mr. Melbury of the womanly mien and manners of his daughter, which took him so much unawares that it thrust back the image of her conductor homeward into quite the obscurest cellarage of his brain.


  Another was his interview with Mrs. Charmond’s agent that morning, at which the lady herself had been present for a few minutes. Melbury had purchased some standing timber from her a long time before, and now that the date had come for felling it he was left to pursue almost his own course. This is what the household were actually talking of during Giles’s cogitation without.


  ‘So thoroughly does she trust me,’ said Melbury, ‘that I might fell, top, or lop, on my own judgment, any stick o’ timber whatever in her wood, and fix the price o’t, and settle the matter. But name it all, I wouldn’t do such a thing. However, it may be useful to have this good understanding with her…. I wish she took more interest in the place and stayed here all the year round.’


  ‘I am afraid ’tis not her regard for you, but her dislike of Hintock, that makes her so easy about the trees,’ said Mrs. Melbury.


  When dinner was over Grace took a candle and began to ramble pleasurably through the rooms of her old home, from which she had latterly become well-nigh an alien. Each nook and each object revived a memory, and simultaneously modified it. The chambers seemed lower than they had appeared on any previous occasion of her return, the surfaces of both walls and ceilings standing in such near relations to the eye that it could not avoid taking microscopic note of their irregularities and old fashion. Her own bedroom wore at once a look more familiar than when she had left it, and yet a face estranged. The world of little things therein gazed at her in helpless stationariness, as though they had tried and been unable to make any progress without her presence. Over the place where her candle had been accustomed to stand, when she had used to read in bed till the midnight hour, there was still the brown spot of smoke. She did not know that her father had taken especial care to keep it from being cleaned off.


  Having concluded her perambulation of this now uselessly commodious edifice, Grace began to feel that she had come a long journey since the morning; and when her father had been up himself, as well as his wife, to see that her room was comfortable and the fire burning, she prepared to retire for the night.


  No sooner, however, had she extinguished her candle than her momentary sleepiness took itself off, and she wished she had stayed up longer. She amused herself by listening to the old familiar noises that she could hear to be still going on downstairs, and by looking towards the window as she lay. The blind had been drawn up as she used to have it when a girl, and she could just discern the dim tree-tops against the sky on the neighbouring hill. Beneath this meeting-line of light and shade nothing was visible save one solitary point of light, which blinked as the tree-twigs waved to and fro before its beams.


  From its position it seemed to radiate from the window of a house on the hill-side. The house had been empty when she was last at home, and she wondered who inhabited the place now.


  Her conjectures, however, were not intently carried on, and she was watching the light quite idly when it gradually changed colour, and at length shone blue as sapphire. Thus it remained several minutes, and then it passed through violet to red.


  Her curiosity was so widely awakened by the phenomenon that she sat up in bed, and stared steadily at the shine. An appearance of this sort, sufficient to excite attention anywhere, was no less than a marvel in Hintock, as Grace had known the hamlet. Almost every diurnal and nocturnal effect in that woodland place had hitherto been the direct result of the regular terrestrial roll which produced the season’s changes; but here was something dissociated from these normal sequences, and foreign to local knowledge.


  It was about this moment that Grace heard the household below preparing to retire, the most emphatic noise in the proceeding being that of her father bolting the doors. Then the stairs creaked, and her father and mother passed her chamber. The last to come was Grammer Oliver.


  Grace slid out of bed, ran across the room, and lifting the latch said, ‘I am not asleep, Grammer. Come in and talk to me.’


  Before the old woman had entered Grace was again under the bedclothes. Grammer set down her candlestick, and seated herself on the edge of Miss Melbury’s coverlet.


  ‘I want you to tell me what light that is I see on the hill-side,’ said Grace.


  Mrs. Oliver looked across. ‘Oh, that,’ she said, ‘is from the young doctor’s. He’s often doing things of that sort. Perhaps you don’t know that we’ve a doctor living here now—Mr. Fitzpiers by name?’


  Grace admitted that she had not heard of him.


  ‘Well, then, miss, he’s come here to get up a practice. Though he belongs to the oldest, ancientest family in the country, he’s stooped to make hisself useful like any common man. I know him very well, through going there to help ’em scrub sometimes, which your father said I might do if I wanted to in my spare time. Being a bachelor-man he’ve only lodgings. O yes, I know him very well. Sometimes he’ll talk to me as if I were his own mother.’


  ‘Indeed.’


  ‘Yes. “Grammer,” he said one day when I asked him why he came here where there’s hardly anybody living, “I’ll tell you why I came here. I took a map, and I marked on it where Dr. Jones’s practice ends to the north of this district, and where Mr. Taylor’s ends on the south, and little Jemmy Green’s on the east, and somebody else’s to the west. Then I took a pair of compasses, and found the exact middle of the country that was left between these bounds, and that middle was Little Hintock; so here I am.” … But, Lord, there: poor young man!’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘He said, “Grammer Oliver, I’ve been here three months, and although there are a good many people in the Hintocks and the villages round, and a scattered practice is often a very good one, I don’t seem to get many patients; and I’m not rich. And there’s no society at all; and I’m pretty near melancholy mad,” he said, with a great yawn. “I should be quite if it were not for my books, and my lab—laboratory, and what not. Grammer, I was made for higher things!” And then he’d yawn and yawn again.’


  ‘Was he really made for higher things, do you think? Is he clever?’


  ‘Well, no. How can he be clever? He may be able to jine up a broken man or woman after a fashion, and put his finger upon an ache if you tell him nearly where ’tis; but these young men—they should live to my time of life, and then they’d see how clever they were at five-and-twenty! And yet he’s a projick, a real projick, and says the oddest of rozums. “Ah, Grammer,” he said at another time, “let me tell you that Everything is Nothing. There’s only Me and Not Me in the whole world.” And he told me that no man’s hands could help what they did, any more than the hands of a clock…. Yes, he’s a man of strange meditations, and his eyes seem to see as far as the north star.’


  ‘He will soon go away, no doubt.’


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  Grace did not say ‘Why?’ and Grammer hesitated. At last she went on, ‘Don’t tell your father or mother, miss, if I let you know a secret?’


  Grace gave the required promise.


  ‘Well, he talks of buying me; so he won’t go away just yet.’


  ‘Buying you—how?’


  ‘Not my soul—my body, when I’m dead! One day when I was there cleaning, he said, “Grammer, you’ve a large brain—a very large organ of brain,” he said. “A woman’s is usually four ounces less than a man’s; but your’s [yours] is man’s size.” Well, then—hee, hee!—after he’d flattered me a bit like that, he said he’d give me ten pounds to have my head as a natomy after my death. Well, knowing I’d no chick nor chiel left, and nobody with any interest in me, I thought, faith if I can be of any use to my fellow-creatures after I’m gone they are welcome to me; so I said I’d think it over, and would most likely agree and take the ten pounds. Now this is a secret, miss, between us two. The money would be very useful to me; and I see no harm in it.’


  ‘Of course there’s no harm. But O, Grammer—how can you think to do it? I wish you hadn’t told me.’


  ‘I wish I hadn’t—if you don’t like to know it, miss. But you needn’t mind. Lord, hee! hee! I shall keep him waiting many a year yet, bless ye!’


  ‘I hope you will, I am sure.’


  The girl thereupon fell into such deep reflection that conversation languished, and Grammer Oliver taking her candle wished Miss Melbury good-night.


  The latter’s eyes rested on the distant glimmer, around which she allowed her reasoning fancy to play in vague eddies that shaped the doings of the philosopher behind that light on the lines of intelligence just received. It was strange to her to come back from the world to Little Hintock and find in one of its nooks, like a tropical plant in a hedgerow, a nucleus of advanced ideas and practices which had nothing in common with the life around. Chemical experiments, anatomical projects, and metaphysical conceptions had found a strange home here.


  Thus she remained thinking, the imagined pursuits of the man behind the light intermingling with conjectural sketches of his personality; till her eyelids fell together with their own heaviness, and she slept.


  ♣


  VII


  Kaleidoscopic dreams of a weird alchemist-surgeon, Grammer Oliver’s skeleton, and the face of Giles Winterborne, brought Grace Melbury to the morning of the next day. It was fine. A north wind was blowing—that not unacceptable compromise between the atmospheric cutlery of the eastern blast and the spongy gales of the west quarter. She looked from her window in the direction of the light of the previous evening, and could just discern through the trees the shape of the surgeon’s house. Somehow, in the broad, practical daylight, that unknown and lonely gentleman seemed to be shorn of much of the interest which had invested his personality and pursuits in the hours of darkness, and as Grace’s dressing proceeded he faded from her mind.


  Meanwhile Winterborne, though half-assured of her father’s favour, was rendered a little restless by Miss Melbury’s own behaviour. Despite his shy self-control he could not help looking continually from his own door towards the timber-merchant’s, in the probability of somebody’s emergence therefrom.


  His attention was at length justified by the appearance of two figures, that of Mr. Melbury himself, and Grace beside him. They stepped out in a direction towards the densest quarter of the wood, and Winterborne walked contemplatively behind them till all three were soon under the trees.


  Although the time of bare boughs had now set in there were sheltered hollows amid the Hintock plantations and copses in which a more tardy leave-taking than on windy summits was the rule with the foliage. This caused here and there an apparent mixture of the seasons; so that in some of the dells they passed by holly-berries in full red growing beside oak and hazel whose leaves were as yet not far removed from green, and brambles whose verdure was rich and deep as in the month of August. To Grace these well-known peculiarities were as an old painting restored.


  Now could be beheld that change from the handsome to the curious which the features of a wood undergo at the ingress of the winter months. Angles were taking the place of curves, and reticulations of surfaces—a change constituting a sudden lapse from the ornate to the primitive on Nature’s canvas, and comparable to a retrogressive step from the art of an advanced school of painting to that of the Pacific Islander.


  Winterborne followed and kept his eye upon the two figures as they threaded their way through these sylvan masses. Mr. Melbury’s long legs, his gaiters drawn in to the bone at the ankles, his slight stoop, his habit of getting lost in thought and arousing himself with an exclamation of ‘Hah!’ accompanied with an upward jerk of the head, composed a personage recognizable by his neighbours as far as he could be seen. It seemed as if the squirrels and birds knew him. One of the former would occasionally run from the path to hide behind the arm of some tree, which the little animal carefully edged round pari passu with Melbury and his daughter’s movement onward, assuming a mock manner as though he were saying, ‘Ho, ho! you are only a timber-merchant, and carry no gun!’


  They went noiselessly over mats of starry moss, rustled through interspersed tracts of leaves, skirted trunks with spreading roots whose mossed rinds made them like hands wearing green gloves; elbowed old elms and ashes with great forks, in which stood pools of water that overflowed on rainy days and ran down their stems in green cascades. On older trees still than these huge lobes of fungi grew like lungs. Here, as everywhere, the Unfulfilled Intention, which makes life what it is, was as obvious as it could be among the depraved crowds of a city slum. The leaf was deformed, the curve was crippled, the taper was interrupted; the lichen ate the vigour of the stalk, and the ivy slowly strangled to death the promising sapling.


  They dived amid beeches under which nothing grew, the younger boughs still retaining their hectic leaves, that rustled in the breeze with a sound almost metallic, like the sheet-iron foliage of the fabled Jarnvid wood. Some flecks of white in Grace’s drapery had enabled Giles to keep her and her father in view till this time; but now he lost sight of them and was obliged to follow by ear—no difficult matter, for on the line of their course every wood-pigeon rose from its perch with a continued clash, dashing its wings against the branches with well-nigh force enough to break every quill. By taking the track of this noise he soon came to a stile.


  Was it worth while to go further? He examined the doughy soil at the foot of the stile, and saw amongst the large sole-and-heel tracks an impression of a slighter kind from a boot that was obviously not local. The mud-picture was enough to make him swing himself over and proceed.


  The character of the woodland now changed. The bases of the smaller trees were nibbled bare by rabbits, and at divers points heaps of fresh-made chips, and the newly cut stool of a tree, stared white through the undergrowth. There had been a large fall of timber this year, which explained the meaning of some sounds that soon reached him.


  A voice was shouting intermittently in a sort of human bark, reminding Giles that there was a sale of trees and faggots that very day. Melbury would naturally be present. Winterborne decided that he himself wanted a few faggots, and entered upon the scene.


  A large group of buyers stood round the auctioneer, or followed him when, between his pauses, he wandered on from one lot of plantation-produce to another, like some philosopher of the Peripatetic school delivering his lectures in the shady groves of the Lyceum. His companions were timber-dealers, yeomen, farmers, villagers, and others; mostly woodland men, who on that account could afford to be curious in their walking-sticks, which consequently exhibited various monstrosities of vegetation, the chief being corkscrew shapes in black and white thorn, brought to that pattern by the slow torture of an encircling woodbine during their growth, as the Chinese have been said to mould human beings into grotesque toys by continued compression in infancy. Two women wearing men’s jackets on their gowns conducted in the rear of the halting procession a pony-cart containing bread and cheese, with a barrel of strong ale for the select, and cider in milking-pails into which anybody dipped who chose.


  The auctioneer adjusted himself to circumstances by using his walking-stick as a hammer, and knocked down the lot on any convenient object that took his fancy, such as the crown of a little boy’s head, or the shoulders of a bystander who had no business there except to taste the brew; a proceeding which would have been deemed humorous but for the air of stern rigidity which the auctioneer’s face preserved, tending to show that the eccentricity was a result of that absence of mind which is engendered by the press of affairs, and no freak of fancy at all.


  Mr. Melbury stood slightly apart from the rest of the Peripatetics, and Grace beside him, clinging closely to his arm; her modern attire looking almost odd where everything else was old-fashioned, and throwing over the familiar garniture of the trees a homeliness that seemed to demand improvement by the addition of a few contemporary novelties also. Grace seemed to regard the selling with the interest which attaches to memories revived after an interval of obliviousness.


  Winterborne went and stood close to them; the timber-merchant spoke, and continued his buying; Grace merely smiled. To justify his presence there Winterborne began bidding for timber and faggots that he did not want, pursuing the occupation in an abstracted mood in which the auctioneer’s voice seemed to become one of the natural sounds of the woodland.


  A few flakes of snow descended, at the sight of which a robin, alarmed at these signs of imminent winter, and seeing that no offence was meant by the human invasion, came and perched on the tip of the faggots that were being sold, and looked into the auctioneer’s face whilst waiting for some chance crumb from the bread-basket. Standing a little behind Grace, Winterborne observed how one flake would sail downward and settle on a curl of her hair, and how another would choose her shoulder, and another the edge of her bonnet, which took up so much of his attention that his biddings proceeded incoherently; and when the auctioneer said every now and then, with a nod towards him, ‘Yours, Mr. Winterborne,’ he had no idea whether he had bought faggots, poles, or log-wood.


  He regretted that her father should show such inequalities of temperament as to keep Grace tightly on his arm to-day, when he had quite lately seemed anxious to recognize their betrothal as a fact. And thus musing, and joining in no conversation with other buyers except when directly addressed, he followed the assemblage hither and thither till the end of the auction, when Giles for the first time realized what his purchases had been. Hundreds of faggots, and divers lots of timber, had been set down to him, when all he had required had been a few bundles of spray for his man Robert Creedle’s use in baking and lighting fires.


  Business being over, he turned to speak to the timber-merchant. But Melbury’s manner was short and distant; and Grace too looked vexed and reproachful. Winterborne then discovered that he had been unwittingly bidding against her father, and picking up his favourite lots in spite of him. With a very few words they left the spot, and pursued their way homeward.


  Giles was extremely blank at what he had done, and remained standing under the trees, all the other men having strayed silently away. He saw Melbury and his daughter pass down a glade without looking back. While they moved slowly through it a lady appeared on horseback in the middle distance, the line of her progress converging upon that of Melbury’s. They met, Melbury took off his hat, and she reined in her horse. A conversation was evidently in progress between Grace and her father and this equestrian, in whom he was almost sure that he recognized Mrs. Charmond, less by her outline than by the livery of the groom who had halted some yards off.


  The interlocutors did not part till after a prolonged pause, during which much seemed to be said. When Melbury and Grace resumed their walk it was with something of a lighter tread than before.


  Winterborne pursued his own course homeward. He was unwilling to let coldness grow up between himself and the Melburys for any trivial reason, and in the evening he went to their house. On drawing near the gate his attention was attracted by the sight of one of the bedrooms blinking into a state of illumination. In it stood Grace lighting several candles, her right hand elevating the taper, her left hand on her bosom, her face thoughtfully fixed on each wick as it kindled, as if she saw in every flame’s growth the rise of a life to maturity. He wondered what such unusual brilliancy could mean to-night.


  On getting indoors he found her father and stepmother in a state of suppressed excitement which he could not comprehend.


  ‘I am sorry about my biddings to-day,’ said Giles. ‘I don’t know what I was doing. I have come to say that any of the lots you may require are yours.’


  ‘Oh, never mind—never mind,’ replied the timber-merchant with a slight wave of his hand. ‘I have so much else to think of that I nearly had forgot it. Just now, too, there are matters of a different kind from trade to attend to, so don’t let it concern ’ee.’


  As the timber-merchant spoke, as it were, down to him from a higher plane than his own, Giles turned to Mrs. Melbury.


  ‘Grace is going to the House to-morrow,’ she said quietly. ‘She is looking out her things now. I dare say she is wanting me this minute to assist her.’ Thereupon Mrs. Melbury left the room.


  Nothing is more remarkable than the independent personality of the tongue now and then. Mr. Melbury knew that his words had been a sort of boast. He decried boasting, particularly to Giles; yet whenever the subject was Grace his judgment resigned the ministry of speech in spite of him.


  Winterborne felt surprise, pleasure, and also a little apprehension at the news. He repeated Mrs. Melbury’s words.


  ‘Yes,’ said paternal pride, not sorry to have dragged out of him what he could not in any circumstances have kept in. ‘Coming home from the woods this afternoon we met Mrs. Charmond out for a ride. She spoke to me on a little matter of business, and then got acquainted with Grace. ’Twas wonderful how she took to Grace in a few minutes; that freemasonry of education made ’em close at once. Naturally enough she was amazed that such an article—ha—ha!—could come out of my house. At last it led on to Mis’ess Grace being asked to the House. So she’s busy hunting up her frills and furbelows to go in.’ As Giles remained in thought without responding, Melbury continued: ‘But I’ll call her downstairs.’


  ‘No, no; don’t do that, since she’s busy,’ said Winterborne.


  Melbury, feeling from the young man’s manner that his own talk had been too much at Giles and too little to him, repented at once. His face changed, and he said, in lower tones, with an effort: ‘She’s yours, Giles, as far as I am concerned.’


  ‘Thanks—my best thanks, sir. But I think since it is all right between us about the biddings, that I’ll not interrupt her now. I’ll step homeward, and call another time.’


  On leaving the house he looked up at the bedroom again. Grace, surrounded by a sufficient number of candles to answer all purposes of self-criticism, was standing before a cheval glass that her father had lately bought expressly for her use; she was bonneted, cloaked, and gloved, and glanced over her shoulder into the mirror, estimating her aspect. Her face was lit with the natural elation of a young girl hoping to inaugurate on the morrow an intimate acquaintance with a new, interesting, and influential friend.


  ♣


  VIII


  The inspiriting appointment which had led Grace Melbury to indulge in a six-candle illumination for the arrangement of her attire carried her over the ground the next morning with a springy tread. Her sense of being properly appreciated on her own native soil charged her heart with expansive gratitude. She moved along, a vessel of emotion, going to empty itself on she knew not what.


  Twenty minutes’ walking through copses, over a stile, and along an upland lawn, brought her to the verge of a deep glen, in which Hintock House appeared immediately beneath her eye. To describe it as standing in a hollow would not express the situation of the manor-house; it stood in a hole. But the hole was full of beauty. From the spot which Grace had reached a stone could easily have been thrown over or into the birds’-nested chimneys of the mansion. Its walls were surmounted by a battle-mented parapet; but the grey lead roofs were quite visible behind it, with their gutters, laps, rolls, and skylights, together with letterings and shoe-patterns cut by idlers thereon.


  The front of the house was an ordinary manorial presentation of Elizabethan windows, mullioned and hooded, worked in rich snuff-coloured freestone from Ham-hill quarries. The ashlar of the walls, where not overgrown with ivy and other creepers, was coated with lichen of every shade, intensifying its luxuriance with its nearness to the ground till, below the plinth, it merged in moss.


  Above the house to the back was a dense plantation, the roots of whose trees were above the level of the chimneys. The corresponding high ground on which Grace stood was richly grassed, with only an old tree here and there. A few sheep lay about, which as they ruminated looked quietly into the bedroom windows.


  The situation of the house, prejudicial to humanity, was a stimulus to vegetation, on which account an endless shearing of the heavy-armed ivy went on, and a continual lopping of trees and shrubs. It was an edifice built in times when human constitutions were damp-roof, when shelter from the boisterous was all that men thought of in choosing a dwelling-place, the insidious being beneath their notice; and its hollow site was an ocular reminder by its unfitness for modern lives of the fragility to which these have declined.


  The highest architectural cunning could have done nothing to make Little Hintock House dry and salubrious; and ruthless ignorance could have done little to make it unpicturesque. It was vegetable nature’s own home; a spot to inspire the painter and poet of still life—if they did not suffer too much from the relaxing atmosphere—and to draw groans from the gregariously disposed.


  Grace descended the green escarpment by a zigzag path into the drive, which swept round beneath the slope. The exterior of the house had been familiar to her from her childhood, but she had never been inside, and the first step to knowing an old thing in a new way was a lively experience.


  It was with a little flutter that she was shown in; but she recollected that Mrs. Charmond would probably be alone. Up to a few days before this time that lady had been accompanied in her comings, stayings, and goings by a relative, believed to be her aunt; latterly, however, the two had separated, owing, it was supposed, to a quarrel; and Mrs. Charmond had been left desolate. Being presumably a woman who did not care for solitude this deprivation might account for her sudden interest in Grace.


  Mrs. Charmond was at the end of a gallery opening from the hall when Miss Melbury was announced, and saw her through the glass doors between them. She came forward with a smile on her face, and told the young girl it was good of her to come.


  ‘Ah! you have noticed those,’ she said, seeing that Grace’s eyes were attracted by some curious objects against the walls. ‘They are man-traps. My husband was a connoisseur in man-traps and spring-guns and such articles, collecting them from all his neighbours. He knew the histories of all these—which gin had broken a man’s leg, which gun had killed a man. I don’t like them here; but I’ve never yet given directions for them to be taken away.’ She added playfully, ‘Man-traps are of rather ominous significance where a person of our sex lives, are they not?’


  Grace was bound to smile; but that side of womanliness was one which her inexperience felt no great zest in contemplating.


  ‘They are interesting, no doubt, as relics of a barbarous time happily past,’ she said, looking thoughtfully at the varied designs of the instruments.


  ‘Well, we must not take them too seriously,’ said Mrs. Charmond with an indolent turn of her head, and they moved on inwards.


  When she had shown her visitor different articles in cabinets that she deemed likely to interest her, some tapestries, wood carvings, ivories, miniatures, and so on—always with a mien of listlessness which might either have been constitutional, or partly owing to the situation of the place—they sat down to an early cup of tea.


  ‘Will you pour it out, please? Do,’ she said, leaning back in her chair, and placing her hand above her forehead, while her almond eyes—those long eyes so common to the angelic legions of early Italian art—became longer, and her voice more languishing. She showed that oblique-mannered softness which is perhaps seen oftenest in women of darker complexion and more lymphatic temperament than Mrs. Charmond’s; women who lingeringly smile their meanings to men rather than speak them, who inveigle rather than prompt, and take advantage of currents rather than steer.


  ‘I am the most inactive woman when I am here,’ she said. ‘I think sometimes I was born to live and do nothing, nothing, nothing but float about, as we fancy we do sometimes in dreams. But that cannot be really my destiny, and I must struggle against such fancies.’


  ‘I am so sorry you do not enjoy exertion—it is quite sad! I wish I could tend you and make you very happy.’


  There was always something so sympathetic, so responsive in Grace’s voice, that it impelled people to overstep their customary reservations in talking to her. ‘It is tender and kind of you to feel that!’ said Mrs. Charmond. ‘Perhaps I have given you the notion that my languor is more than it really is. But this place oppresses me, and I have a plan of going abroad a good deal. I used to go with a relation, but that arrangement has dropped through.’


  Regarding Grace with a final glance of criticism she seemed to make up her mind to consider the young girl satisfactory, and continued:


  ‘Now, I am often impelled to record my impressions of times and places. I have often thought of writing a new Sentimental Journey. But I cannot find energy enough to do it alone. When I am at different places in the south of Europe I feel a crowd of ideas and fancies thronging upon me continually; but to unfold writing materials, take up a cold steel pen, and put these impressions down systematically on cold smooth paper—that I cannot do. So I have thought that if I always could have somebody at my elbow with whom I am in sympathy, I might dictate any ideas that come into my head. And directly I had made your acquaintance the other day it struck me that you would suit me so well. Would you like to undertake it? You might read to me, too, if desirable. Will you think it over, and ask your parents if they are willing?’


  ‘O yes,’ said Grace. ‘I am almost sure they would be very glad.’


  ‘You are so accomplished, I hear; I should be quite honoured by such intellectual company.’


  Grace, modestly blushing, deprecated any such idea.


  ‘Do you keep up your lucubrations at Little Hintock?’ the lady went on.


  ‘O no…. Lucubrations are not unknown at Little Hintock; but they are not carried on by me.’


  ‘What—another student in that retreat?’


  ‘There is a surgeon lately come, and I have heard that he reads a great deal—I see his light sometimes through the trees late at night.’


  ‘O yes—a doctor—I believe I was told of him. It is a strange place for him to settle in.’


  ‘It is a convenient centre for a practice, they say. But he does not confine his studies to medicine, it seems. He investigates theology, and metaphysics and all sorts of subjects.’


  ‘What is his name?’


  ‘Fitzpiers. He represents a very old family, I believe, the Fitzpierses of Oakbury-Fitzpiers—not a great many miles from here.’


  ‘I am not sufficiently local to know the history of the family. I was never in the county till my husband brought me here.’


  Mrs. Charmond did not care to pursue this line of investigation. Whatever mysterious merit might attach to family antiquity, it was one which her adaptable, wandering, weltbürgerliche nature had grown tired of caring about—a peculiarity that made her a piquant contrast to her neighbours.


  ‘It is of rather more importance to know what the man is himself than what his family is,’ she said, ‘if he is going to practise upon us as a surgeon. Heaven send him skill! Have you seen him?’


  Grace had not. ‘I think he is not a very old man,’ she added.


  ‘Has he a wife?’


  ‘I am not aware that he has.’


  ‘Well, I hope he will be useful here. I must get to know him when I come back. It will be very convenient to have a medical man—if he is clever—in one’s own parish. I get dreadfully nervous sometimes, living in such an outlandish place; and Sherton is so far to send to. No doubt you feel Little Hintock to be a great change after watering-place life.’


  ‘I do. But it is home. It has its advantages and its disadvantages.’ Grace was thinking less of the solitude than of the attendant circumstances.


  They chatted on for some time, Grace being set quite at her ease by her entertainer. Mrs. Charmond was far too well-practised a woman not to know that to show anything like patronage towards a sensitive young girl who would probably be very quick to discern it was to demolish her dignity rather than to establish it in that young girl’s eyes. So being violently possessed with her idea of making use of this gentle acquaintance, ready and waiting at her own door, she took great pains to win her confidence at starting.


  Just before Grace’s departure the two chanced to pause before a mirror which reflected their faces in immediate juxtaposition, bringing into prominence their resemblances and their contrasts. Both looked attractive as glassed back by the faithful reflector; but Grace’s countenance had the effect of making Mrs. Charmond appear more than her full age. There are complexions which set off each other to great advantage, and there are those which antagonize, one of such killing or damaging its neighbour unmercifully.


  This was unhappily the case here. Mrs. Charmond fell into a meditation, and replied abstractedly to a cursory remark of her companion’s. However, she parted from her young friend in the kindliest tones, promising to send and let her know as soon as her mind was made up on the arrangement she had suggested.


  When Grace had ascended nearly to the top of the adjoining slope she looked back, and saw that Mrs. Charmond still stood at the door meditatively regarding her.


  Often during the previous night, after his call on the Melburys, Winterborne’s thoughts had run upon Grace’s announced visit to Hintock House. Why had he not proposed to walk with her part of the way? Something told him that she might not, on such an occasion, have cared for his company.


  He was still more of that opinion when, standing in his garden next day, he saw her go past on the journey with such a pretty pride in the event. He questioned if her father’s ambition, which had purchased for her the means of intellectual light and culture far beyond those of any other native of the village, would not operate to the flight of her future interests above and away from the local life which was once to her the movement of the world.


  Nevertheless, he had her father’s permission to win her if he could; and to this end it became desirable to bring matters soon to a crisis. If she should think herself too good for him he must let her go, and make the best of his loss. The question was how to quicken events towards an issue.


  He thought and thought, and at last decided that as good a way as any would be to give a Christmas party, and ask Grace and her parents to come as chief guests.


  These ruminations were occupying him when there became audible a slight knocking at his front door. He descended the path, and looked out, and beheld Marty South, dressed for out-door work.


  ‘Why didn’t you come, Mr. Winterborne?’ she said; ‘I’ve been waiting there hours and hours, and at last I thought I must try to find you!’


  ‘Bless my soul, I’d quite forgot!’ said Giles.


  What he had forgotten was that there were a thousand young fir trees to be planted in a neighbouring spot which had been cleared by the woodcutters, and that he had arranged to plant them with his own hands. He had a marvellous power of making trees grow. Although he would seem to shovel in the earth quite carelessly there was a sort of sympathy between himself and the fir, oak, or beech that he was operating on; so that the roots took hold of the soil in a few days. When, on the other hand, any of the journeymen planted, although they seemed to go through an identically similar process, one quarter of the trees would die away during the ensuing August.


  Hence Winterborne found delight in the work even when, as at present, he contracted to do it on portions of the woodland in which he had no personal interest. Marty, who turned her hand to anything, was usually the one who performed the part of keeping the trees in a perpendicular position whilst he threw in the mould.


  He accompanied her towards the spot, being inclined yet further to proceed with the work by the knowledge that the ground was close to the roadside along which Grace must pass on her way from Hintock House.


  ‘You’ve a cold in the head, Marty,’ he said as they walked. ‘That comes of cutting off your hair.’


  ‘I suppose it do. Yes; I’ve three headaches going on in my head at the same time.’


  ‘Three headaches!’


  ‘Yes, Mr. Winterborne: a rheumatic headache in my poll, a sick headache over my eyes, and a misery headache in the middle of my brain. However, I came out, for I thought you might be waiting and grumbling like anything if I was not there.’


  The holes were already dug, and they set to work. Winterborne’s fingers were endowed with a gentle conjurer’s touch in spreading the roots of each little tree, resulting in a sort of caress under which the delicate fibres all laid themselves out in their proper directions for growth. He put most of these roots towards the south-west; for, he said, in forty years’ time, when some great gale is blowing from that quarter, the trees will require the strongest holdfast on that side to stand against it and not fall.


  ‘How they sigh directly we put ’em upright, though while they are lying down they don’t sigh at all,’ said Marty.


  ‘Do they?’ said Giles. ‘I’ve never noticed it.’


  She erected one of the young pines into its hole, and held up her finger; the soft musical breathing instantly set in which was not to cease night or day till the grown tree should be felled—probably long after the two planters had been felled themselves.


  ‘It seems to me,’ the girl continued, ‘as if they sigh because they are very sorry to begin life in earnest—just as we be.’


  ‘Just as we be?’ He looked critically at her. ‘You ought not to feel like that, Marty.’


  Her only reply was turning to take up the next tree; and they planted on through a great part of the day, almost without another word. Winterborne’s mind ran on his contemplated evening-party, his abstraction being such that he hardly was conscious of Marty’s presence beside him.


  From the nature of their employment, in which he handled the spade and she merely held the tree, it followed that he got good exercise and she got none. But she was a heroic girl, and though her outstretched hand was chill as a stone, and her cheeks blue, and her cold worse than ever, she would not complain whilst he was disposed to continue work. But when he paused she said, ‘Mr. Winterborne, can I run down the lane and back to warm my feet?’


  ‘Why, yes, of course,’ he said, awakening to her existence. ‘Though I was just thinking what a mild day it is for the season. Now I warrant that cold of yours is twice as bad as it was. You had no business to chop that hair off, Marty; it serves you almost right. Look here, cut off home at once.’


  ‘A run down the lane will be quite enough.’


  ‘No, it won’t. You ought not to have come out to-day at all.’


  ‘But I should like to finish the——’


  ‘Marty, I tell you to go home!’ said he peremptorily. ‘I can manage to keep the rest of them upright with a forked stick or something.’


  She went away without saying any more. When she had gone down the orchard a little distance she looked back. Giles suddenly went after her.


  ‘Marty, it was for your good that I was rough, you know. But warm yourself in your own way; I don’t care.’ He took her hand kindly a moment, and then let her go.


  When she had run off he fancied he discerned a woman’s dress through the holly bushes which divided the coppice from the road. It was Grace at last, on her way back from the interview with Mrs. Charmond. He threw down the tree he was planting, and was about to break through the belt of holly when he suddenly became aware of the presence of another man, who was looking over the hedge on the opposite side of the way upon the figure of the unconscious Grace.


  The stranger appeared as a handsome and gentlemanly personage of six or eight and twenty, and he was quizzing her through an eyeglass. Seeing that Winterborne was noticing him he let his glass drop with a click upon the rail which protected the hedge, and walked away in the opposite direction.


  Giles knew in a moment that this must be Mr. Fitzpiers. When he was gone Winterborne pushed through the holly, and emerged close beside the interesting object of their contemplation.


  ♣


  IX


  ‘I heard the bushes move long before I saw you,’ she began. ‘I said first, “It is some terrible beast”; next, “It is a poacher”; next, “It is a friend!”’


  He regarded her with a slight smile, weighing, not her speech, but the question whether he should tell her that she had been flatteringly watched by a gentleman. He decided in the negative.


  ‘You have been to the House?’ he said. ‘But I need not ask.’ The fact was that there shone upon Miss Melbury’s face a species of exaltation which saw no environing details; not even Giles’s occupation, only his bare presence.


  ‘Why need you not ask?’


  ‘Your face is like the face of Moses when he came down from the Mount.’


  She reddened a little and said, ‘How can you be so profane, Giles Winterborne!’


  ‘How can you think so much of that class of people! Well, I beg pardon, I didn’t mean to speak so freely. How do you like her house and her?’


  ‘Exceedingly. I had not been near the place since I was a child, when it used to be let to strangers, before Mrs. Charmond’s late husband bought the property. She is so nice!’ And Grace fell into such an abstracted gaze at the mental image of Mrs. Charmond and her niceness that it almost conjured up a vision of that lady to Giles himself.


  ‘She has only been here a month or two it seems, and cannot stay much longer, because she finds it so lonely and damp in winter. She is going abroad. Only think, she would like me to go with her!’


  Giles’s features stiffened a little at the news. ‘Indeed: what for? But I won’t keep you standing here. Hoi, Robert!’ he cried to a swaying collection of old clothes in the distance, which composed the figure of Creedle, his man, who was looking for him. ‘Go on filling in there till I come back.’


  ‘I’m a-coming, sir; I’m a-coming.’


  ‘Well, the reason is this,’ continued she as they went on together. ‘Mrs. Charmond has a delightful side to her character—a desire to record her impressions of travel, like Alexandre Dumas, and Méry, and Sterne, and others. But she cannot find energy enough to do it herself.’ And Grace proceeded to explain Mrs. Charmond’s proposal at large. ‘My notion is that Méry’s style will suit her best, because he writes in that soft, emotional, luxurious way she has,’ Grace said musingly.


  ‘Indeed!’ said Winterborne, sighing. ‘Suppose you talk over my head a little longer, Miss Grace Melbury.’


  ‘O, I didn’t mean it!’ she said repentantly, looking into his eyes. ‘And as for myself, I hate French books. And I love dear old Hintock, and the people in it, fifty times better than all the Continent! But the scheme; I think it an enchanting notion, don’t you, Giles?’


  ‘It is well enough in one sense, but it will take you away,’ said he, mollified.


  ‘Only for a short time; we should return in May.’


  ‘Well, Miss Melbury; it is a question for your father.’


  Winterborne walked with her nearly to her house. He had awaited her coming mainly with the view of mentioning to her his proposal to have a Christmas party; but homely Christmas gatherings in the jovial Hintock style seemed so primitive and uncouth beside the lofty matters of her conversation that he refrained.


  As soon as she was gone he turned back towards the scene of his planting, and could not help saying to himself as he walked that this engagement of his was a very unpromising business. Her outing to-day had not improved it. A woman who could go to Hintock House, and be friendly with its mistress; enter into the views of its mistress, talk like her, and dress not much unlike her: why, she would hardly be contented with him, a yeoman, immersed in tree planting, even though he planted them well. ‘And yet she’s a true-hearted girl,’ he said, thinking of her words about Hintock. ‘I must bring matters to a point, and there’s an end of it.’


  When he reached the place of work he found that Marty had come back, and dismissing Creedle he went on planting silently with the girl as before.


  ‘Suppose, Marty,’ he said after a while, looking at her extended arm, upon which old scratches from briars showed themselves purple in the cold wind, ‘suppose you know a person, and want to bring that person to a good understanding with you, do you think a Christmas party of some sort is a warming-up thing, and likely to be useful in hastening on the matter?’


  ‘Is there to be dancing?’


  ‘There might be, certainly.’


  ‘Will He dance with Her?’


  ‘Well, yes.’


  ‘Then it might bring things to a head, one way or the other, I won’t be the maid to say which.’


  ‘It shall be done,’ said Winterborne, not to her, though he spoke the words quite loudly. And as the day was nearly ended, he added, ‘Here, Marty, I’ll send up a man to plant the rest to-morrow. I’ve other things to think of just now.’


  She did not inquire what other things, for she had seen him walking with Grace Melbury. She looked towards the western sky, which was now aglow like some vast foundry wherein new worlds were being cast. Across it the bare bough of a tree stretched horizontally, revealing every twig against the evening fire, and showing in dark profile every beck and movement of three pheasants that were settling themselves down on it in a row to roost.


  ‘It will be fine to-morrow,’ said Marty, observing them with the vermilion light of the sun in the pupils of her eyes, ‘for they are a-croupied down nearly at the end of the bough. If it were going to be stormy they’d squeeze close to the trunk. The weather is almost all they have to think of, isn’t it, Mr. Winterborne? And so they must be lighter-hearted than we.’


  ‘I dare say they are,’ said Winterborne.


  Before taking a single step in the preparations, Winterborne, with no great hopes, went across that evening to the timber-merchant’s to ascertain if Grace and her parents would honour him with their presence. Having first to set his nightly gins in the garden to catch the rabbits that ate his winter-greens, his call was delayed till just after the rising of the moon, whose rays reached the Hintock houses but fitfully as yet, on account of the trees. Melbury was crossing his yard on his way to call on some one at the larger village, but he readily turned and walked up and down with the young man.


  Giles, in his self-deprecatory sense of living on a much smaller scale than the Melburys did, would not for the world imply that his invitation was to a gathering of any importance. So he put it in the mild form of ‘Can you come in for an hour when you have done business, the day after to-morrow; and Mrs. and Miss Melbury, if they have nothing more pressing to do?’


  Melbury would give no answer at once. ‘No, I can’t tell you to-day,’ he said. ‘I must talk it over with the women. As far as I am concerned, my dear Giles, you know I’ll come with pleasure. But how do I know what Grace’s notions may be? You see, she has been away amongst cultivated folks a good while; and now this acquaintance with Mrs. Charmond—well, I’ll ask her. I can say no more.’


  When Winterborne was gone the timber-merchant went on his way. He knew very well that Grace, whatever her own feelings, would either go or not go, according as he suggested; and his instinct was, for the moment, to suggest staying at home. His errand took him near the church, and the way to his destination was equally easy across the churchyard or outside it. For some reason or other he chose the former way.


  The moon was faintly lighting up the gravestones, and the path, and the front of the building. Suddenly Mr. Melbury paused, turned in upon the grass, and approached a particular headstone, where he read, ‘In memory of John Winterborne,’ with the subjoined date and age. It was the grave of Giles’s father.


  The timber-merchant laid his hand upon the stone, and was humanized. ‘Jack, my wronged friend!’ he said, ‘I’ll be faithful to my plan of making amends to thee.’


  When he reached home that evening he said to Grace and Mrs. Melbury, who were working at a little table by the fire, ‘Giles wants us to go down and spend an hour with him the day after to-morrow; and I’m thinking, that as ’tis Giles who asks us, we’ll go.’


  They assented without demur; and the timber-merchant sent Giles the next morning an answer in the affirmative.


  Winterborne, in his modesty, had mentioned no particular hour in his invitation to the Melburys, though he had to the inferior guests; therefore Mr. Melbury and his family, expecting no other people, chose their own time, which chanced to be rather early in the afternoon, by reason of the somewhat quicker despatch than usual of the timber-merchant’s business that day.


  They showed their sense of the unimportance of the occasion by walking quite slowly to the house, as if they were merely out for a ramble, and going to nothing special at all; or at most intending to pay a casual call and take a cup of tea.


  At this hour stir and bustle pervaded the interior of Winterborne’s domicile from cellar to apple-loft. He had planned an elaborate high tea for six o’clock or thereabouts, and a good roaring supper to come on about eleven. Being a bachelor of rather retiring habits the whole of the preparations devolved upon himself and his trusty man and familiar Robert Creedle, who did everything that required doing, from making Giles’s bed to catching moles in his field. He was a survival from the days when Giles’s father held the homestead and Giles was a playing boy.


  These two, with a certain dilatoriness which appertained to both, were now in the heat of preparation in the bakehouse, expecting nobody before six o’clock. Winterborne was standing in front of the brick oven in his shirt-sleeves, tossing in thorn-sprays, and stirring about the blazing mass with a long-handled, three-pronged Beelzebub kind of fork, the heat shining out upon his streaming face and making his eyes like furnaces; the thorns crackling and sputtering; while Creedle, having ranged the pastry dishes in a row on the table till the oven should be ready, was pressing out the crust of a final apple-pie with a rolling-pin. A great pot boiled on the fire; and through the open door of the back-kitchen a boy was seen seated on the fender, emptying the snuffers and scouring the candle-sticks, a row of the latter standing upside down on the hob to melt out the grease.


  Looking up from the rolling-pin Creedle saw passing the window first the timber-merchant, in his second best suit, next Mrs. Melbury in her best silk, and behind them Grace in the fashionable attire which, lately brought home with her from the Continent, she had worn on her visit to Mrs. Charmond’s. The eyes of the three had been attracted through the window to the proceedings within by the fierce illumination which the oven threw out upon the operators and their utensils.


  ‘Lord, lord! if they bain’t come a’ready!’ said Creedle.


  ‘No—hey?’ said Giles, looking round aghast; while the boy in the background waved a reeking candlestick in his delight.


  As there was no help for it Winterborne hastily rolled down his shirt-sleeves and went to meet them in the doorway.


  ‘My dear Giles, I see we have made a mistake in the time,’ said the timber-merchant’s wife, her face lengthening with concern.


  ‘Oh, it is not much difference. I hope you’ll come in.’


  ‘But this means a regular randyvoo!’ Mr. Melbury accusingly glanced round and pointed towards the viands in the bakehouse with his stick.


  ‘Well, yes,’ said Giles.


  ‘And—not Great Hintock band, and dancing, surely?’


  ‘I told three of ’em they might drop in if they’d nothing else to do,’ Giles mildly admitted.


  ‘Now why the name didn’t ye tell us afore that ’twas going to be a bouncing kind of thing? How should I know what folk mean if they don’t say? Now, shall we come in, or shall we go home, and come back-along in a couple of hours?’


  ‘I hope you’ll stay, if you’ll be so good as not to mind, now you are here! I shall have it all right and tidy in a very little time. I ought not to have been so backward; but Creedle is rather slow.’


  Giles spoke quite anxiously for one of his undemonstrative temperament; for he feared that if the Melburys once were back in their own house they would not be disposed to turn out again.


  ‘’Tis we ought not to have been so forward; that’s what ’tis,’ said Mr. Melbury testily. ‘Don’t keep us here in your best sitting-room; lead on to the bakehouse, man. Now we are here we’ll help ye get ready for the rest. Here, mis’ess, take off your things, and help him out in his baking, or he won’t get done to-night. I’ll finish heating the oven, and set you free to go and skiver up them ducks.’ His eye had passed with pitiless directness of criticism into yet remoter recesses of Winterborne’s awkwardly built premises, where the aforesaid birds were hanging.


  ‘And I’ll help finish the tarts,’ said Grace cheerfully.


  ‘I don’t know about that,’ said her father. ‘’Tisn’t quite so much in your line as it is in your step-mother’s and mine.’


  ‘Of course I couldn’t let you, Grace!’ said Giles, with distress.


  ‘I’ll do it, of course,’ said Mrs. Melbury, taking off her silk train, hanging it up to a nail, carefully rolling back her sleeves, pinning them to her shoulders, and stripping Giles of his apron for her own use.


  So Grace pottered idly about while her father and his wife helped on the preparations. A kindly pity of his household management, which Winterborne saw in her eyes whenever he caught them, depressed him much more than her contempt would have done.


  Creedle met Giles at the pump after a while, when each of the others was absorbed in the difficulties of a cuisine based on utensils, cupboards, and provisions that were strange to them. He groaned to the young man in a whisper, ‘This is a bruckle het, maister, I’m much afeard! Who’d ha’ thought they’d ha’ come so soon!’


  The bitter placidity of Winterborne’s look hinted the misgivings he did not care to express. ‘Have you got the celery ready?’ he asked quickly.


  ‘Now, that’s a thing I never could mind; no, not if you’d pay me in silver and gold!’ said Creedle. ‘And I don’t care who the man is, I says that a stick of celery that isn’t scrubbed with the scrubbing-brush is not clean.’


  ‘Very well, very well! I’ll attend to it. You go and get ’em comfortable indoors.’


  He hastened to the garden, and soon returned, tossing the stalks to Creedle, who was still in a tragic mood. ‘If ye’d ha’ married, d’ye see, maister,’ he murmured, ‘this calamity couldn’t have happened to us!’


  Everything being at last under way, the oven set, and all done that could insure the supper turning up ready at some time or other, Giles and his friends entered the parlour, where the Melburys again dropped into position as guests, though the room was not nearly so warm and cheerful as the blazing bakehouse. Others now arrived, among them Farmer Cawtree and the hollow-turner, and tea went off very well.


  Grace’s disposition to make the best of everything, and to wink at deficiencies in Winterborne’s way of living, was so uniform and persistent that he suspected her of seeing even more deficiencies than he was aware of. That suppressed sympathy which had showed in her face ever since her arrival told him as much too plainly.


  ‘This muddling style of housekeeping is what you’ve not lately been used to, I suppose?’ he said when they were a little apart.


  ‘No; but I like it; it reminds me so pleasantly that everything here in dear old Hintock is just as it used to be. The oil is—not quite nice; but everything else is.’


  ‘The oil?’


  ‘On the chairs, I mean; because it gets on one’s dress. Still, mine is not a new one.’


  Giles found that the boy, in his zeal to make things look bright, had smeared the chairs with some greasy furniture-polish, and refrained from rubbing it dry in order not to diminish the mirror-like effect that the mixture produced as laid on. Giles apologized and scolded the boy; but he felt that the fates were against him.


  ♣


  X


  Supper-time came, and with it the hot-baked meats from the oven, laid on a snowy cloth fresh from the press, and reticulated with folds as in Flemish Last-Suppers. Creedle and the boy fetched and carried with amazing alacrity; the latter, to mollify his superior, and make things pleasant, expressing his admiration of Creedle’s cleverness when they were alone.


  ‘I s’pose the time when you learnt all these knowing things, Mr. Creedle, was when you was in the militia?’


  ‘Well, yes. I seed the world that year somewhat, certainly, and mastered many arts of strange, dashing life. Not but that Giles has worked hard in helping me to bring things to such perfection to-day. “Giles,” says I, though he’s maister. Not that I should call ’n maister by rights, for his father growed up side by side with me, as if one mother had twinned us and been our nourishing.’


  ‘I s’pose your memory can reach a long way back into history, Mr. Creedle?’


  ‘O yes. Ancient days, when there was battles, and famines, and hang-fairs, and other pomps, seem to me as yesterday. Ah, many’s the patriarch I’ve seed come and go in this parish! There, he’s calling for more plates. Lord, why can’t ’em turn their plates bottom upward for pudding, as we bucks used to do in former days!’


  Meanwhile in the adjoining room Giles was presiding in a half-unconscious state. He could not get over the initial failures in his scheme for advancing his suit; and hence he did not know that he was eating mouthfuls of bread and nothing else, and continually snuffing the two candles next him till he had reduced them to mere glimmers drowned in their own grease. Creedle now appeared with a specially prepared stew, which he served by elevating the little three-legged crock that contained it and tilting the contents into a platter on the table, exclaiming simultaneously, ‘Draw back, gentlemen and ladies, please!’


  A splash followed. Grace gave a quick involuntary nod and blink, and put her handkerchief to her face.


  ‘Good heavens! what did you do that for, Creedle?’ said Giles sternly, jumping up.


  ‘’Tis how I do it when they bain’t here, maister,’ mildly expostulated Creedle, in an aside audible to all the company.


  ‘Well, yes—but—’ replied Giles. He went over to Grace, and hoped none of it had gone into her eye.


  ‘O no,’ she said. ‘Only a sprinkle on my face. It was nothing.’


  ‘Kiss it and make it well,’ gallantly observed Mr. Cawtree.


  Miss Melbury blushed.


  The timber-merchant replied quickly, ‘O, it is nothing! She must bear these little mishaps.’ But there could be discerned in his face something which said, ‘I ought to have foreseen all this, and kept her away.’


  Giles himself, since the untoward beginning of the feast, had not quite liked to see Grace present. He wished he had not asked such people as Cawtree and the hollow-turner. He had done it, in dearth of other friends, that the room might not appear empty. In his mind’s eye, before the event, they had been the mere background or padding of the scene; but somehow in the reality they were the most prominent personages there.


  After supper they sat down to cards; Cawtree and the hollow-turner monopolizing the new packs for an interminable game of langterloo, in which a lump of chalk was incessantly used—a game those two always played wherever they were, taking a solitary candle and going to a private table in a corner with the mien of persons bent on weighty matters. The rest of the company on this account were obliged to put up with old packs for their round game, that had been lying by in a drawer ever since the time that Giles’s grandmother was alive. Each card had a great stain in the middle of its back, produced by the touch of generations of damp and excited thumbs, now fleshless in the grave; and the kings and queens wore a decayed expression of feature, as if they were rather an impecunious dethroned dynasty hiding in obscure slums than real regal characters. Every now and then the comparatively few remarks of the players at the round game were harshly intruded on by the langterloo jingle of Farmer Cawtree and the hollow-turner from the back of the room:


  
    ‘And I' will hold' a wa'-ger with you'


    That all' these marks' are thirt'-y two!’

  


  accompanied by rapping strokes with the chalk on the table: then an exclamation, an argument, a dealing of the cards; then the commencement of the rhymes anew.


  The timber-merchant showed his feelings by talking with a reserved weight in his words, and by praising the party in a patronizing tone, when Winterborne expressed his fear that he and his were not enjoying themselves.


  ‘O yes, yes; pretty much. What handsome glasses those are! I didn’t know you had such glasses in the house. Now, Lucy [to his wife], you ought to get some like them for ourselves.’ And when they had abandoned cards, and Winterborne was talking to Melbury by the fire, it was the timber-merchant who stood with his back to the mantel in a proprietary attitude; from which post of vantage he critically regarded Giles’s person, rather as a superficies than as a solid with ideas and feelings inside it; saying, ‘What a splendid coat that one is you have on, Giles. I can’t get such coats. You dress better than I.’


  After supper there was a dance, the bandsmen from Great Hintock having arrived some time before. Grace had been away from home so long, and was so drilled in new dances, that she had forgotten the old figures, and hence did not join in the movement. Then Giles felt that all was over. As for her, she was thinking, as she watched the gyrations, of a very different measure that she had been accustomed to tread with a bevy of sylph-like creatures in muslin in the music-room of a large house, most of whom were now moving in scenes widely removed from this, both as regarded place and character.


  A woman she did not know came and offered to tell her fortune with the abandoned cards. Grace assented to the proposal, and the woman told her tale unskilfully, for want of practice, as she declared.


  Mr. Melbury was standing by, and exclaimed contemptuously, ‘Tell her fortune indeed! Her fortune has been told by men of science—what do you call ’em? Phrenologists. You can’t teach her anything new. She’s been too far among the wise ones to be astonished at anything she can hear among us folks in Hintock.’


  At last the time came for breaking up, Melbury and his family being the earliest to leave, the two card-players still pursuing their game doggedly in the corner, where they had completely covered Giles’s mahogany table with chalk scratches. The Melburys walked home, the distance being short and the night clear.


  ‘Well, Giles is a very good fellow,[’] said Mr. Melbury, as they struck down the lane under boughs which formed a black filigree in which the stars seemed set.


  ‘Certainly he is.’ Grace spoke quickly, and in such a tone as to show that he stood no lower, if no higher, in her regard than he had stood before.


  When they were opposite an opening through which, by day, the doctor’s house could be seen, they observed a light in one of his rooms, although it was now about two o’clock.


  ‘The doctor is not abed yet,’ said Mrs. Melbury.


  ‘Hard study, no doubt,’ said her husband.


  ‘One would think that, as he seems to have nothing to do about here by day, he could at least afford to go to bed early at night. ’Tis astonishing how little we see of him.’


  Melbury’s mind seemed to turn with much relief to the contemplation of Mr. Fitzpiers after the scenes of the evening. ‘It is natural enough,’ he replied. ‘What can a man of that sort find to interest him in Hintock? I don’t expect he’ll stay here long.’


  His thoughts then reverted to Giles’s party, and when they were nearly home he spoke again, his daughter being a few steps in advance: ‘It is hardly the line of life for a girl like Grace, after what she’s been accustomed to. I didn’t foresee that, in sending her to boarding-school and letting her travel and what not, to make her a good bargain for Giles, I should be really spoiling her for him. Ah, ’tis a thousand pities! But he ought to have her—he ought!’


  At this moment the two chalk-marking, langterloo men, having at last really finished their play, could be heard coming along in the rear, vociferously singing a song to march-time, and keeping vigorous step to the same in far-reaching strides—


  
    ‘…. said she,


    “A maid again I never shall be,


    Till apples grow on an orange tree!”’

  


  The timber-merchant turned indignantly to Mrs. Melbury. ‘That’s the sort of society we’ve been asked to meet!’ he said. ‘For us old folk it didn’t matter; but for Grace—Giles should have known better!’


  Meanwhile, in the empty house from which the guests had just cleared out, the subject of their discourse was walking from room to room surveying the general displacement of furniture with no ecstatic feeling; rather the reverse indeed. At last he entered the bakehouse, and found there Robert Creedle sitting over the embers, also lost in contemplation. Winterborne sat down beside him.


  ‘Well, Robert, you must be tired. You’d better get on to bed.’


  ‘Ay, ay, Giles—what do I call ye? Maister, I would say. But ’tis well to think the day is done, when ’tis done.’


  Winterborne had abstractedly taken the poker, and with a wrinkled forehead was ploughing abroad the wood-embers on the wide hearth, till it was like a vast scorching Sahara, with red-hot boulders lying about everywhere. ‘Do you think it went off well, Creedle?’ he asked.


  ‘The victuals did; that I know. And the drink did; that I steadfastly believe, from the holler sound of the barrels. Good honest drink ’twere, the headiest drink I ever brewed; and the best wine that berries could rise to; and the briskest Horner-and-Cleeves cider ever wrung down, leaving out the spice and sperrits I put into it, while that egg-flip would ha’ passed through muslin, so little criddled ’twere. ’Twas good enough to make any king’s heart merry—ay, to make his whole carcase smile! Still, I don’t deny I’m afeard some things didn’t go well with He and his.’ Creedle nodded in a direction which signified where the Melburys lived.


  ‘I’m afraid, too, that it was a failure there.’


  ‘If so, ’twere doomed to be so. Not but what that slug might as well have come upon anybody else’s plate as hers.’


  ‘What slug?’


  ‘Well, maister, there was a little small one upon the edge of her plate when I brought it out, and so it must have been in her few leaves of winter-green.’


  ‘How the deuce did a slug get there?’


  ‘That I don’t know no more than the dead; but there my gentleman was.’


  ‘But, Robert, of all places, that was where he shouldn’t have been!’


  ‘Well, ’twas his native home, come to that; and where else could we expect him to be? I don’t care who the man is, slugs and caterpillars always will lurk in close to the stump of cabbages in that tantalizing way.’


  ‘He wasn’t alive, I suppose?’ said Giles, with a shudder on Grace’s account.


  ‘O no. He was well boiled. I warrant him well boiled. God forbid that a live slug should be seed on any plate of victuals that’s served by Robert Creedle…. But Lord, there; I don’t mind ’em myself—them green ones; for they were born on cabbage, and they’ve lived on cabbage, so they must be made of cabbage. But she, the close-mouthed little lady, she didn’t say a word about it; though ’twould have made good small conversation as to the nater of such creatures; especially as wit ran short among us sometimes.’


  ‘O yes—’tis all over!’ murmured Giles to himself, shaking his head over the glooming plain of embers, and lining his forehead more than ever. ‘Do you know, Robert,’ he said, ‘that she’s been accustomed to servants and everything superfine these many years? How, then, could she stand our ways?’


  ‘Well, all I can say is, then, that she ought to hob-and-nob elsewhere. They shouldn’t have schooled her so monstrous high, or else bachelor-men shouldn’t give randys, or if they do give ’em, only to their own race.’


  ‘Perhaps that’s true,’ said Winterborne rising, and yawning a sigh.


  ♣


  XI


  ‘’Tis a pity—a thousand pities!’ her father kept saying next morning at breakfast, Grace being still in her bedroom.


  Here was the fact which could not be disguised: since seeing what an immense change her last twelve months of absence had produced in his daughter, after the heavy sum per annum that he had been spending for several years upon her education, he was reluctant to let her marry Giles Winterborne, indefinitely occupied as woodsman, cider-merchant, apple-farmer, and what not, even were she willing to marry him herself.


  But how could he, with any self-respect, obstruct Winterborne’s suit at this stage, and nullify a scheme he had laboured to promote—was, indeed, mechanically promoting at this moment? A crisis was approaching, mainly as a result of his contrivances; and it would have to be met.


  ‘She will be his wife, if you don’t upset her notion that she’s bound to accept him as an understood thing,’ said Mrs. Melbury. ‘Bless you, she’ll soon shake down here in Hintock, and be content with Giles’s way of living, which he’ll improve with what money she’ll have from you. ’Tis the strangeness after her genteel life that makes her feel uncomfortable at first. Why, when I saw Hintock the first time I thought I never could like it. But things gradually get familiar, and stone floors seem not so very cold and hard, and the hooting of owls not so very dreadful, and loneliness not so very lonely after a while.’


  ‘Yes, I believe ’ee. That’s just it. I know Grace will gradually sink down to our level again, and catch our manners and way of speaking, and feel a drowsy content in being Giles’s wife. But I can’t bear the thought of dragging down to that old level as promising a piece of maidenhood as ever lived—fit to ornament a palace wi,’ [wi’,] that I’ve taken so much trouble to lift up. Fancy her white hands getting redder every day, and her tongue losing its pretty up-country curl in talking, and her bounding walk becoming the regular Hintock shail-and-wamble!’


  ‘She may shail; but she’ll never wamble,’ replied his wife decisively.


  When Grace came downstairs he complained of her lying in bed so late; not so much moved by a particular objection to that form of indulgence as discomposed by these other reflections.


  The corners of her pretty mouth dropped a little down. ‘You used to complain with justice when I was a girl,’ she said. ‘But I am a woman now, and can judge for myself…. But it is not that: it is something else!’ Instead of sitting down she went outside the door.


  He was sorry. The petulance that relatives show towards each other is in truth directed against that intangible Cause which has shaped the situation no less for the offenders than the offended, but is too elusive to be discerned and cornered by poor humanity in irritated mood. Melbury followed her. She had rambled on to the paddock, where the white frost lay, making the grass rustle like paper-shavings under their feet, and where starlings in flocks of twenties and thirties were walking about, watched by a comfortable family of sparrows perched in a line along the string-course of the chimney, and preening themselves in the rays of the sun.


  ‘Come in to breakfast, my girl!’ he said. ‘And as to Giles, use your own mind. Whatever pleases you will please me.’


  ‘I am promised to him, father; and I cannot help thinking that in honour I ought to marry him, whenever I do marry.’


  He had a strong suspicion that somewhere in the bottom of her heart there pulsed an old simple indigenous feeling favourable to Giles, though it had become overlaid with implanted tastes. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘But I hope I shan’t lose you yet. Come in to breakfast. What did you think of the inside of Hintock House the other day?’


  ‘I liked it much.’


  ‘Different from friend Winterborne’s?’


  She said nothing; but he who knew her was aware that she meant by her silence to reproach him with drawing cruel comparisons.


  ‘Mrs. Charmond has asked you to come again—when, did you say?’


  ‘She thought Tuesday; but would send the day before to let me know if it suited her.’ And with this subject upon their lips they entered to breakfast.


  Tuesday came, but no message from Mrs. Charmond. Nor was there any on Wednesday. In brief, a fortnight slipped by without a sign, and it looked suspiciously as if Mrs. Charmond was not going further in the direction of ‘taking up’ Grace at present.


  Her father reasoned thereon. Immediately after his daughter’s two indubitable successes with Mrs. Charmond—the interview in the wood and the visit to the House—she had attended Winterborne’s party. No doubt the out-and-out joviality of that gathering had made it a topic in the neighbourhood, and that every one present as guests had been widely spoken of—Grace, with her exceptional qualities, above all. What then so natural as that Mrs. Charmond should have heard the village news, and become quite disappointed in her expectations of Grace at finding she kept such company?


  Full of this post hoc argument Mr. Melbury over-looked the infinite throng of other possible reasons and unreasons for a woman changing her mind. For instance, while knowing that his Grace was attractive he quite forgot that Mrs. Charmond had also great pretensions to beauty.


  So it was settled in his mind that her sudden mingling with the villagers at the unlucky Winterborne’s was the cause of her most grievous loss, as he deemed it, in the direction of Hintock House.


  ‘’Tis a great sacrifice!’ he would repeat to himself. ‘I am ruining her for conscience’ sake!’


  It was one morning later on, while these things were agitating his mind, that something darkened the window just as they finished breakfast. Looking up they saw Giles in person, mounted on horseback, and straining his neck forward, as he had been doing for some time, to catch their attention through the window. Grace had been the first to see him, and involuntarily exclaimed, ‘There he is—and a new horse!’


  On their faces, as they regarded Giles, were written their suspended thoughts and compound feelings concerning him, could he have read them through those old panes. But he saw nothing: his features just now were, for a wonder, lit up with a red smile at some other idea. So they rose from breakfast and went to the door, Grace with an anxious, wistful manner, her father in a reverie, Mrs. Melbury placid and inquiring.


  ‘We have come out to look at your horse,’ she said.


  It could be seen that he was pleased at their attention, and explained that he had ridden a mile or two to try the animal’s paces. ‘I bought her,’ he added, with warmth so severely repressed as to seem indifference, ‘because she has been used to carry a lady.’


  Still Mr. Melbury did not brighten. Mrs. Melbury said, ‘And is she quiet?’


  Winterborne assured her that there was no doubt of it. ‘I took care of that. She’s twenty-one, and very clever for her age.’


  ‘Well, get off and come in,’ said Melbury brusquely; and Giles dismounted accordingly.


  This event was the concrete result of Winterborne’s thoughts during the past week or two. The want of success with his evening party he had accepted in as philosophic a mood as he was capable of; but there had been enthusiasm enough left in him one day at Sherton Abbas market to purchase the mare, which had belonged to a neighbouring parson with several daughters, and was offered him to carry either a gentleman or a lady, and to do odd jobs of carting and agriculture at a pinch. This obliging quadruped seemed to furnish Giles with a means of reinstating himself in Melbury’s good opinion as a man of considerateness, by throwing out equestrian possibilities to Grace if she became his wife.


  The latter looked at him with intensified interest this morning, in the mood which is altogether peculiar to woman’s nature, and which, when reduced into plain words, seems as impossible as the penetrability of matter—that of entertaining a tender pity for the object of her own unnecessary coldness. The imperturbable poise which marked Winterborne in general was enlivened now by a freshness and animation that set a brightness in his eye and on his cheek. Mrs. Melbury asked him to have some breakfast, and he pleasurably replied that he would join them, not perceiving that they had all finished the meal, and that the tune piped by the kettle denoted it to be nearly empty; so that fresh water had to be brought in, and a general renovation of the table carried out. Neither did he know, so full was he of his tender ulterior object in buying that horse, how the morning was slipping away, nor how he was keeping the family from dispersing about their duties.


  Then he told throughout the humorous story of the horse’s purchase, looking particularly grim at some fixed object in the room, a way he always looked when he narrated anything that amused him. While he was still thinking of the scene he had described Grace rose and said, ‘I have to go and help my mother now, Mr. Winterborne.’


  ‘H’m?’ he ejaculated, turning his eyes suddenly upon her.


  She repeated her words with a slight blush of awkwardness; whereupon Giles, becoming suddenly conscious, too conscious, jumped up, saying, ‘To be sure, to be sure!’ and wished them quickly good-morning.


  Nevertheless he had upon the whole strengthened his position, with her at least. Time, too, was on his side, for (as her father saw with regret) already the homeliness of Hintock life was fast becoming lost to her observation as a singularity; as the momentary strangeness of a face from which we have for years been separated insensibly passes off with renewed intercourse, and tones itself down into identity with the lineaments of the past.


  Thus Mr. Melbury went out of the house still unreconciled to the sacrifice of the gem he had been at such pains in mounting. He fain could hope, in the secret nether chamber of his mind, that something would happen before the balance of her feeling had quite turned in Winterborne’s favour, to relieve his conscience and at the same time preserve her on her elevated plane.


  ♣


  XII


  It was a day of rather bright weather for the season. Miss Melbury went out for a morning walk, and her ever-regardful father, having an hour’s leisure, offered to walk with her.


  The breeze was fresh and quite steady, filtering itself through the denuded mass of twigs without swaying them, but making the point of each ivy-leaf on the trunks scratch its underlying neighbour restlessly. Grace’s lips sucked in this native air of hers like milk. They soon reached a place where the wood ran down into a corner, and they went outside it towards comparatively open ground. Having looked round they were intending to re-enter the copse when a panting fox emerged with a dragging brush, trotted past them tamely as a domestic cat, and disappeared amid some dead fern. They walked on, her father merely observing after watching the animal, ‘They are hunting somewhere near.’


  Further up they saw in the mid-distance the hounds running hither and thither, as if the scent lay cold that day. Soon members of the hunt appeared on the scene, and it was evident that the chase had been stultified by general puzzle-headedness as to the whereabouts of the intended victim. In a minute a gentleman-farmer, panting with Actæonic excitement, rode up to the two pedestrians, and Grace being a few steps in advance he asked her if she had seen the fox.


  ‘Yes,’ said she. ‘I saw him some time ago—just out there.’


  ‘Did you cry Halloo?’


  ‘I said nothing.’


  ‘Then why the devil didn’t you, or get the old buffer to do it for you?’ said the man as he cantered away.


  She looked rather disconcerted, and observing her father’s face saw that it was quite red.


  ‘He ought not to have spoken to ’ee like that!’ said the old man in the tone of one whose heart was bruised, though it was not by the epithet applied to himself. ‘And he wouldn’t if he had been a gentleman. ’Twas not the language to use to a woman of any niceness. You so well read and cultivated—how could he expect ye to go shouting a view-halloo like a farm tomboy! Hasn’t it cost me near a hundred a year to lift you out of all that, so as to show an example to the neighbourhood of what a woman can be? Grace, shall I tell you the secret of it? ’Twas because I was in your company. If a black-coated squire or pa’son had been walking with you instead of me he wouldn’t have spoken so.’


  ‘No, no, father; there’s nothing in you rough or ill-mannered!’


  ‘I tell you it is that! I’ve noticed, and I’ve noticed it many times, that a woman takes her colour from the man she’s walking with. The woman who looks an unquestionable lady when she’s with a polished-up fellow, looks a tawdry imitation article when she’s hobbing and nobbing with a homely blade. You shan’t be treated like that for long, or at least your children shan’t. You shall have somebody to walk with you who looks more of a dandy than I—please God you shall![’]


  ‘But, my dear father,’ she said much distressed, ‘I don’t mind at all. I don’t wish for more honour than I already have!’


  ‘A perplexing and ticklish possession is a daughter,’ according to the Greek poet, and to nobody was one ever more so than to Melbury. As for Grace, she began to feel troubled; she did not perhaps wish, there and then, to devote her life unambitiously to Giles Winterborne, but she was more and more uneasy at being the social hope of the family.


  ‘You would like to have more honour, if it pleases me?’ asked her father, in continuation of the subject.


  Despite her feeling she assented to this. His reasoning had not been without weight upon her.


  ‘Grace,’ he said, just before they had reached the house, ‘if it costs me my life you shall marry well! To-day has shown me that whatever a young woman’s niceness she stands for nothing alone. You shall marry well.’


  He breathed heavily, and his breathing was caught up by the breeze, which seemed to sigh a soft remonstrance.


  She looked calmly at him. ‘And how about Mr. Winterborne?’ she asked. ‘I mention it, father, not as a matter of sentiment, but as a question of keeping faith.’


  The timber-merchant’s eyes fell for a moment. ‘I don’t know—I don’t know,’ he said. ‘’Tis a trying strait. Well, well; there’s no hurry. We’ll wait and see how he gets on.’


  That evening he called her into his room, a snug little apartment behind the large parlour. It had at one time been part of the bakehouse, with the ordinary oval brick oven in the wall; but Mr. Melbury in turning it into an office had built into the cavity an iron safe, which he used for holding his private papers. The door of the safe was now open, and his keys were hanging from it.


  ‘Sit down, Grace, and keep me company,’ he said. ‘You may amuse yourself by looking over these.’ He threw out a heap of papers before her.


  ‘What are they?’ she asked.


  ‘Securities of various sorts.’ He unfolded them one by one. ‘Papers worth so much money each. Now here’s a lot of turnpike bonds, for one thing. Would you think that each of these pieces of paper is worth two hundred pounds?’


  ‘No, indeed, if you didn’t say so.’


  ‘’Tis so then. Now here are papers of another sort. They are for different sums in the three per cents. Now these are Port-Breedy Harbour bonds. We have a great stake in that harbour, you know, because I send off timber there. Open the rest at your pleasure. They’ll interest ’ee.’


  ‘Yes, I will, some day,’ said she rising.


  ‘Nonsense, open them now. You ought to learn a little of such matters. A young lady of education should not be ignorant of money affairs altogether. Suppose you should be left a widow some day, with your husband’s title-deeds and investments thrown upon your hands——’


  ‘Don’t say that, father. Title-deeds; it sounds so vain!’


  ‘It does not. Come to that, I have title-deeds myself. There, that piece of parchment represents houses in Sherton Abbas.’


  ‘Yes, but—’ She hesitated, looked at the fire, and went on in a low voice, ‘If what has been arranged about me should come to anything, my sphere will be quite a middling one.’


  ‘Your sphere ought not to be middling,’ he exclaimed. ‘You said you never felt more at home, more in your element, anywhere than you did that afternoon with Mrs. Charmond, when she showed you her house, and all her knick-knacks, and made you stay to tea so nicely in her drawing-room, surely you did!’


  ‘Yes, I did say so,’ admitted Grace.


  ‘Was it true?’


  ‘Yes, I felt so at the time. The feeling is less strong now, perhaps.’


  ‘Ah! Now, though you don’t see it, your feeling at the time was the right one, because your mind and body were just in full and fresh cultivation, so that going there with her was like meeting like. Since then you’ve been staying with us, and have fallen back a little, and so you don’t feel your place so strongly. Now, do as I tell you, and look over these papers, and see what you’ll be worth some day. For they’ll all be yours, you know; who have I got to leave ’em to but you? Perhaps when your education is backed up by what these papers represent, and that backed up by another such a set and their owner, men such as that fellow was this morning may think you a little more than a buffer’s girl.’


  So she did as commanded, and opened each of the folded representatives of hard cash that her father put before her. To sow in her heart cravings for social position was obviously his strong desire, though in direct antagonism to a better feeling which had hitherto prevailed with him, and had, indeed, only succumbed that morning during the ramble.


  She wished that she was not his worldly hope; the responsibility of such a position was too great. She had made it for herself mainly by her appearance and attractive behaviour to him since her return. ‘If I had only come home in a shabby dress, and tried to speak roughly, this might not have happened,’ she thought. She deplored less the fact, however, than the contingencies.


  Her father then insisted upon her looking over his cheque-book and reading the counterfoils. This also she obediently did, and at last came to two or three which had been drawn to defray some of the late expenses of her clothes, board, and education.


  ‘I, too, cost a good deal, like the horses and waggons and corn!’ she said, looking up sorrily.


  ‘I didn’t want you to look at those; I merely meant to give you an idea of my investment transactions. But if you do cost as much as they, never mind. You’ll yield a better return.’


  ‘Don’t think of me like that!’ she begged. ‘A mere chattel.’


  ‘A what? Oh, a dictionary word. Well, as that’s in your line I don’t forbid it, even if it tells against me,’ he said good-humouredly. And he looked her proudly up and down.


  A few minutes later Grammer Oliver came to tell them that supper was ready, and in giving the information she added incidentally, ‘So we shall soon lose the mistress of Hintock House for some time, I hear, Maister Melbury. Yes, she is going off to foreign parts to-morrow, for the rest of the winter months; and be-chok’d if I don’t wish I could do the same, for my wind-pipe is furred like a flue.’


  When the old woman had left the room Melbury turned to his daughter and said, ‘So, Grace, you’ve lost your new friend, and your chance of keeping her company and writing her travels is quite gone from ’ee!’


  Grace said nothing.


  ‘Now,’ he went on emphatically, ‘’tis Winterborne’s affair has done this. O yes, ’tis! So let me say one word. Promise me that you will not meet him again without my knowledge.’


  ‘I never do meet him, father, either without your knowledge or with it.’


  ‘So much the better. I don’t like the look of this at all. And I say it not out of harshness to him, poor fellow, but out of tenderness to you. For how could a woman, brought up delicately as you have been, bear the roughness of a life with him?’


  She sighed; it was a sigh of sympathy with Giles, complicated by a sense of the intractability of circumstances.


  At that same hour, and almost at that same minute, there was a conversation about Winterborne in progress in the village lane, opposite Mr. Melbury’s gates, where Timothy Tangs the elder and Robert Creedle had accidentally met.


  The sawyer was asking Creedle if he had heard what was all over the parish, the skin of his face being toned towards brightness in respect of it as news, and towards concern in respect of its bearings.


  ‘Why, that poor little lonesome thing, Marty South, is likely to lose her father. He was almost well, but is much worse again; a man all skin and grief he ever were; and if he leave Little Hintock for a better land, won’t it make some difference to your good man Winterborne, neighbour Creedle?’


  ‘Can I be a prophet in Hintock?’ said Creedle. ‘I was only shaping of such a thing yesterday in my poor long-seeing way! It is upon John South’s life that all Mr. Winterborne’s houses hang. If so be South die and so make his decease, thereupon the law ordains that the houses fall without the least chance of saving ’em into Her hands at the House. I told him so; but the words of the faithful be only as wind!’


  ♣


  XIII


  The news was true. The life—the one fragile life—that had been used as a measuring-tape of time by law, was in danger of being frayed away. It was the last of a group of lives which had served this purpose, at the end of whose breathings the small homestead occupied by South himself, the larger one of Giles Winterborne, and half a dozen others that had been in the possession of various Hintock village families for the previous hundred years, and were now Winterborne’s, would fall in and become part of the encompassing estate.


  Winterborne walked up and down his garden next day thinking of the contingency. The sense that the paths he was pacing, the cabbage-plots, the apple-trees, his dwelling, cider-cellar, wring-house, stables, weathercock, were all slipping away over his head and beneath his feet as if they were painted on a magic-lantern slide, was curious. In spite of John South’s late indisposition he had not anticipated danger.


  Whilst he was here in the garden somebody came to fetch him. It was Marty herself, and she showed her distress by her unconsciousness of a cropped poll.


  ‘Father is still so much troubled in his mind about that tree,’ she said. ‘You know the tree I mean, Mr. Winterborne? the tall one in front of the house that he thinks will blow down and kill us. Can you come and see if you can persuade him out of his notion? I can do nothing.’


  He accompanied her to the cottage, and she conducted him upstairs. John South was pillowed up in a chair between the bed and the window, exactly opposite the latter, towards which his face was turned.


  ‘Ah, neighbour Winterborne,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t have minded if my life had only been my own to lose; I don’t vallie it in much of itself, and can let it go if ’tis required of me. But to think what ’tis worth to you, a young man rising in life, that do trouble me! It seems a trick of dishonesty towards ye to go off at fifty-five! I could bear up, I know I could, if it were not for the tree—yes, the tree ’tis that’s killing me. There he stands, threatening my life every minute that the wind do blow. He’ll come down upon us, and squat us dead; and what will ye do when the life on your property is taken away!’


  ‘Never you mind me—that’s of no consequence,’ said Giles. ‘Think of yourself alone.’


  He looked out of the window in the direction of the woodman’s gaze. The tree was a tall elm, familiar to him from childhood, which stood at a distance of two-thirds its own height from the front of South’s dwelling. Whenever the wind blew, as it did now, the tree rocked, naturally enough; and the sight of its motion, and sound of its sighs, had gradually bred the terrifying illusion in the woodman’s mind. Thus he would sit all day, in spite of persuasion, watching its every sway, and listening to the melancholy Gregorian melodies which the air wrung out of it. This fear it apparently was, rather than any organic disease, which was eating away the health of John South.


  As the tree waved South waved his head, making it his fugleman with abject obedience. ‘Ah, when it was quite a small tree,’ he said, ‘and I was a little boy, I thought one day of chopping it off with my hook to make a clothes-line prop with. But I put off doing it, and then I again thought that I would; but I forgot it and didn’t. And at last it got too big, and now ’tis my enemy, and will be the death of me. Little did I think, when I let that sapling stay, that a time would come when it would torment me, and dash me into my grave.’


  ‘No, no,’ said Winterborne and Marty soothingly. But they thought it possible that it might hasten him into his grave, though in another way than by falling.


  ‘I tell you what,’ added Winterborne; ‘I’ll climb up this afternoon, and shroud off the lower boughs, and then it won’t be so heavy, and the wind won’t affect it so.’


  ‘She won’t allow it—a strange woman come from nobody knows where—she won’t have it done.’


  ‘You mean Mrs. Charmond? Oh, she doesn’t know there’s such a tree on her estate. Besides, shrouding is not felling, and I’ll risk that much.’


  He went out, and when afternoon came he returned, took a bill-hook from the shed, and with a ladder climbed into the lower part of the tree, where he began lopping off—‘shrouding’ as they called it at Hintock—the lowest boughs. Each of these quivered under his attack, bent, cracked, and fell into the hedge. Having cut away the lowest tier he stepped off the ladder, climbed a few steps higher, and attacked those at the next level. Thus he ascended with the progress of his work far above the top of the ladder, cutting away his perches as he went, and leaving nothing but a bare stem below him.


  The work was troublesome, for the tree was large. The afternoon wore on, turning dark and misty about four o’clock. From time to time Giles cast his eyes across towards the bedroom-window of South, where, by the flickering fire in the chamber, he could see the old man watching him, sitting motionless with a hand upon each arm of the chair. Beside him sat Marty, also straining her eyes towards the skyey field of his operations.


  A curious question suddenly occurred to Winterborne, and he stopped his chopping. He was operating on another person’s property to prolong the years of a lease by whose termination that person would considerably benefit. In that aspect of the case he doubted if he ought to go on. On the other hand he was working to save a man’s life, and this seemed to empower him to adopt arbitrary measures.


  The wind had died down to a calm, and while he was weighing the circumstances he saw coming along the road through the increasing mist a figure which, indistinct as it was, he knew well. Grace Melbury was on her way out from the house, probably for a short evening walk before dark. He arranged himself for a greeting from her, since she could hardly avoid passing immediately beneath the tree.


  But Grace, though she looked up and saw him, was just at that time too full of the words of her father to give him any encouragement. The years-long regard that she had had for him was not kindled by her return into a flame of sufficient brilliancy to make her rebellious. Thinking that she might not see him, he cried, ‘Miss Melbury, here I am.’


  She turned up her head again. She was near enough to see the expression of his face, and the nails in his soles, silver-bright with constant walking. But she did not reply; and dropping her glance anew went on.


  Winterborne’s face grew strange; he mused, and proceeded automatically with his work. Grace meanwhile had not gone far. She had reached a gate, whereon she had leant sadly and whispered to herself, ‘What shall I do?’


  A sudden fog came on, and she curtailed her walk, passing under the tree again on her return. Again he addressed her. ‘Grace,’ he said, when she was close to the trunk, ‘speak to me.’ She gazed straight up, shook her head without stopping, and went on to a little distance, where she stood observing him from behind the hedge.


  Her coldness had been kindly meant. If it was to be done, she had said to herself, it should be begun at once. While she stood out of observation Giles seemed to recognize her meaning; with a sudden start he worked on, climbing higher into the sky, and cutting himself off more and more from all intercourse with the sublunary world. At last he had worked himself so high up the elm, and the mist had so thickened, that he could only just be discerned as a dark grey spot on the light grey zenith; he would have been altogether out of notice but for the stroke of his bill-hook, and the flight of a bough downward, and its crash upon the hedge at intervals.


  It was not to be done thus, after all: plainness and candour were best. She went back a third time; he did not see her now, and she lingeringly gazed up at his unconscious figure, loth to put an end to any kind of hope that might live on in him still.


  ‘Giles—Mr. Winterborne,’ she said.


  His work so rustled the boughs that he did not hear.


  ‘Mr. Winterborne!’ she cried again, and this time he stopped, looked down, and replied.


  ‘My silence just now was not accident,’ she said in an unequal voice. ‘My father says it is better for us not to think too much of that—engagement, or understanding, between us, that you know of. I, too, think that upon the whole he is right. But we are friends, you know, Giles, and almost relations.’


  ‘Very well,’ he answered in an enfeebled voice which barely reached down the tree. ‘I have nothing to say, Grace—I cannot say anything till I’ve thought a while!’


  She added with emotion in her tone, ‘For myself I would have married you—some day—I think. But I give way, for I am assured it would be unwise.’


  He made no reply, but sat back upon a bough, placed his elbow in a fork, and rested his head upon his hand. Thus he remained till the fog and the night had completely inclosed him from her view.


  Grace heaved a divided sigh with a tense pause between, and moved onward, her heart feeling uncomfortably big and heavy, and her eyes wet. Had Giles, instead of remaining still, immediately come down from the tree to her, would she have continued in that filial, acquiescent frame of mind which she had announced to him as final? If it be true, as women themselves have declared, that one of their sex is never so much inclined to throw in her lot with a man for good and all as five minutes after she has told him such a thing cannot be, the probabilities are that something might have been done by the appearance of Winterborne on the ground beside Grace. But he continued motionless and silent in that gloomy Niflheim or fogland which involved him, and she proceeded on her way.


  The spot seemed now to be quite deserted. The light from South’s window made rays on the fog, but did not reach the tree. A quarter of an hour passed, and all was blackness overhead. Giles had not yet come down.


  Then the tree seemed to shiver, then to heave a sigh: a movement was audible, and Winterborne dropped almost noiselessly to the ground. He had thought the matter out; and having returned the ladder and bill-hook to their places pursued his way homeward. He would not allow this incident to affect his outer conduct any more than the danger to his leaseholds had done, and went to bed as usual.


  Two simultaneous troubles do not always make a double trouble; and thus it came to pass that Giles’s practical anxiety about his houses, which would have been enough to keep him awake half the night at any other time, was displaced and not reinforced by his sentimental trouble about Grace Melbury. This severance was in truth more like a burial of her than a rupture with her, but he did not realize so much at present; even when he arose in the morning he felt quite moody and stern; as yet the second note in the gamut of such emotions, a distracting regret for his loss, had not made itself heard.


  A load of oak timber was to be sent away before dawn that morning to a builder whose works were in a town many miles off. The trunks were chained down to a heavy timber carriage with enormous red wheels, and four of the most powerful of Melbury’s horses were harnessed in front to draw them.


  The horses wore their bells that day. There were sixteen to the team, carried on a frame above each animal’s shoulders, and tuned to scale, so as to form two octaves, running from the highest note on the right or off-side of the leader to the lowest on the left or near-side of the shaft-horse. Melbury was among the last to retain horse-bells in that neighbourhood; for living at Little Hintock, where the lanes yet remained as narrow as before the days of turnpike roads, these sound-signals were still as useful to him and his neighbours as they had ever been in former times. Much backing was saved in the course of a year by the warning notes they cast ahead; moreover, the tones of all the teams in the district being known to the carters of each, they could tell a long way off on a dark night whether they were about to encounter friends or strangers.


  The fog of the previous evening still lingered so heavily over the woods that the morning could not penetrate the trees. The load being a ponderous one, the lane crooked, and the air so thick, Winterborne set out, as he often did, to accompany the team as far as the corner, where it would turn into a wider road.


  So they rumbled on, shaking the foundations of the roadside cottages by the weight of their progress, the sixteen bells chiming harmoniously over all, till they had risen out of the valley, and were descending towards the more open route, sparks rising from their creaking skid as if they would set fire to the dead leaves alongside.


  Then occurred one of the very incidents against which the bells were an endeavour to guard. Suddenly there beamed into their eyes, quite close to them, the two lamps of a carriage, haloed by the fog. Its approach had been quite unheard by reason of their own noise. The carriage was a covered one, while behind it could be discerned another vehicle laden with luggage.


  Winterborne went to the head of the team, and heard the coachman telling the carter that he must turn back. The carter declared that this was impossible.


  ‘You can turn if you unhitch your string-horses,’ said the coachman.


  ‘It is much easier for you to turn than for us,’ said Winterborne. ‘We’ve five ton of timber on these wheels if we’ve an ounce.’


  ‘But I’ve another carriage with luggage at my back.’


  Winterborne admitted the strength of the argument. ‘But even with that,’ he said, ‘you can back better than we. And you ought to, for you could hear our bells half a mile off.’


  ‘And you could see our lights.’


  ‘We couldn’t, because of the fog.’


  ‘Well, our time’s precious,’ said the coachman haughtily. ‘You are only going to some trumpery little village or other in the neighbourhood, while we are going straight to Italy.’


  ‘Driving all the way, I suppose?’ said Winterborne sarcastically.


  The contention continued in these terms till a voice from the interior of the carriage inquired what was the matter. It was a lady’s.


  She was informed of the timber people’s obstinacy; and then Giles could hear her telling the footman to direct the timber people to turn their horses’ heads.


  The message was brought, and Winterborne sent the bearer back to say that he begged the lady’s pardon, but that he could not do as she requested; that though he would not assert it to be impossible, it was impossible by comparison with the slight difficulty to her party to back their light carriages. As fate would have it, the incident with Grace Melbury on the previous day made Giles less gentle than he might otherwise have shown himself, his confidence in the sex being rudely shaken.


  In fine, nothing could move him, and the carriages were compelled to back till they reached one of the sidings or turn-outs constructed in the bank for the purpose. Then the team came on ponderously, and the clanging of its sixteen bells as it passed the discomfited carriages tilted up against the bank, lent a particularly triumphant tone to the team’s progress—a tone which, in point of fact, did not at all attach to its conductor’s feelings.


  Giles walked behind the timber, and just as he had got past the yet stationary carriages he heard a lofty voice say, ‘Who is that rude man? Not Melbury?’ The sex of the speaker was so prominent in the tones that Winterborne felt a pang of regret.


  ‘No, ma’am. A younger man, in a smaller way of business in Little Hintock. Winterborne is his name.’


  Thus they parted company. ‘Why, Mr. Winterborne,’ said the waggoner when they were out of hearing, ‘that was she—Mrs. Charmond! Who’d ha’ thought it? What in the world can a woman that does nothing be cock-watching out here at this time o’ day for? Oh, going to Italy—yes, to be sure, I heard she was going abroad. She can’t endure the winter here.’


  Winterborne was vexed at the incident; the more so that he knew Mr. Melbury, in his adoration of Hintock House, would be the first to blame him if it became known. He accompanied the load to the end of the lane, and then turned back with an intention to call at South’s to learn the result of the experiment of the preceding evening.


  It chanced that a few minutes before this time Grace Melbury, who now rose soon enough to breakfast with her father, in spite of the unwontedness of the hour, had been commissioned by him to make the same inquiry at South’s. Marty had been standing at the door when Miss Melbury arrived. Almost before the latter had spoken Mrs. Charmond’s carriages, released from the obstruction up the lane, came bowling along, and the two girls turned to regard the spectacle.


  Mrs. Charmond did not see them, but there was sufficient light for them to discern her outline between the carriage windows. A noticeable feature in her tournure was a magnificent mass of braided locks.


  ‘How well she looks this morning!’ said Grace, forgetting Mrs. Charmond’s slight in her generous admiration. ‘Her hair so becomes her worn that way. I have never seen any more beautiful!’


  ‘Nor have I, miss,’ said Marty drily, and unconsciously stroking her crown.


  Grace watched the carriages with lingering regret till they were out of sight. She then learnt of Marty that South was no better. Before she had come away Winterborne approached the house, but seeing that one of the two girls standing on the doorstep was Grace he turned back again, and sought the shelter of his own home till she should have gone away.


  ♣


  XIV


  The encounter with the carriages forced Winterborne’s mind back again to the houses of his which would fall into Mrs. Charmond’s possession in the event of South’s death. He marvelled, as many have done since, what could have induced his ancestors at Hintock, and other village people, to exchange their old copyholds for life-leases. And he was much struck with his father’s negligence in not insuring South’s life.


  After breakfast he went upstairs, turned over his bed, and drew out a flat canvas bag which lay between the mattress and the sacking. In this he kept his leases, which had remained there unopened ever since his father’s death. It was the usual hiding-place among rural lifeholders for such documents. Winterborne sat down on the bed and looked them over. They were ordinary leases for three lives, which a member of the South family, some fifty years before this time, had accepted of the lord of the manor in lieu of certain copyholds and other rights, in consideration of having the dilapidated houses rebuilt by the said lord. They had come into his father’s possession chiefly through his mother, who was a South.


  Pinned to the corner of one of the indentures was a letter which Winterborne had never seen before. It bore a remote date, the handwriting being that of some solicitor or agent, and the signature the landholder’s. It was to the effect that, at any time before the last of the stated lives should drop, Mr. John Winterborne, or his representative, should have the privilege of adding his own and his son’s life to the life remaining on payment of a merely nominal fine; the concession being in consequence of the elder Winterborne’s consent to demolish one of the houses and relinquish its site, which stood at an awkward corner of the lane, and impeded the way.


  The house had been pulled down years before. Why Giles’s father had not taken advantage of his privilege to insert his own and his son’s lives it was impossible to say. In all likelihood death alone had hindered him in the execution of that project, the elder Winterborne having been a man who took much pleasure in dealing with house property in his small way.


  Since one of the Souths still survived there was not much doubt that Giles could do what his father had left undone, as far as his own life was concerned. This possibility cheered him much; for by those houses hung many things. Melbury’s doubt of the young man’s fitness to be the husband of Grace had been based not a little on the precariousness of his holdings in Little and Great Hintock. He resolved to attend to the business at once, the fine for renewal being a sum that he could easily muster.


  His scheme, however, could not be carried out in a day; and meanwhile he would run up to South’s as he had intended to do, to learn the result of the experiment with the tree.


  Marty met him at the door. ‘Well, Marty,’ he said; and was surprised to read in her face that the case was not so hopeful as he had imagined.


  ‘I am sorry for your labour,’ she said. ‘It is all lost. He says the tree seems taller than ever.’


  Winterborne looked around at it. Taller the tree certainly did seem, the gauntness of its now naked stem being more marked than before.


  ‘It quite terrified him when he first saw what you had done to it this morning,’ she added. ‘He declares it will come down upon us and cleave us, like “the sword of the Lord and of Gideon.”’


  ‘Well; can I do anything else?’ asked he.


  ‘The doctor says the tree ought to be cut down.’


  ‘O, you’ve had the doctor?’


  ‘I didn’t send for him. Mrs. Charmond before she left heard that father was ill, and told him to attend him at her expense.’


  ‘That was very good of her. And he says it ought to be cut down. We mustn’t cut it down without her knowledge, I suppose.’


  He went upstairs. There the old man sat, staring at the now gaunt tree as if his gaze were frozen on to its trunk. Unluckily the tree waved afresh by this time, a wind having sprung up and blown the fog away; and his eyes turned with its wavings.


  They heard footsteps—a man’s, but of a lighter weight than usual. ‘There is Dr. Fitzpiers again,’ she said, and descended. Presently his tread was heard on the naked stairs.


  Mr. Fitzpiers entered the sick chamber as a doctor is wont to do on such occasions, and preeminently when the room is that of the humble cottager; looking round towards the patient with a preoccupied gaze which so plainly reveals that he has well-nigh forgotten all about the case and the circumstances since he dismissed them from his mind at his last exit from the same apartment. He nodded to Winterborne, who had not seen him since his peep over the hedge at Grace, recalled the case to his thoughts, and went leisurely on to where South sat.


  Edred Fitzpiers was, on the whole, a finely formed, handsome man. His eyes were dark and impressive, and beamed with the light either of energy or of susceptivity—it was difficult to say which; it might have been chiefly the latter. That quick, glittering, empirical eye, sharp for the surface of things if for nothing beneath, he had not. But whether his apparent depth of vision were real, or only an artistic accident of his corporeal moulding, nothing but his deeds could reveal.


  His face was rather soft than stern, charming than grand, pale than flushed; his nose—if a sketch of his features be de rigueur for a person of his pretensions—was artistically beautiful enough to have been worth modelling by any sculptor not over busy, and was hence devoid of those knotty irregularities which often mean power; while the classical curve of his mouth was not without a looseness in its close. Either from his readily appreciative mien, or his reflective manner, his presence bespoke the philosopher rather than the dandy—an effect which was helped by the absence of trinkets or other trivialities from his attire, though this was more finished and up to date than is usually the case among rural practitioners.


  Strict people of the highly respectable class, knowing a little about him by report, said that he seemed likely to err rather in the possession of too many ideas than too few; to be a dreamy ’ist of some sort, or too deeply steeped in some false kind of ’ism. However this may be, it will be seen that he was undoubtedly a somewhat rare kind of gentleman and doctor to have descended, as from the clouds, upon Little Hintock.


  ‘This is an extraordinary case,’ he said at last to Winterborne, after examining South by conversation, look, and touch, and learning that the craze about the elm was stronger than ever. ‘Come downstairs, and I’ll tell you what I think.’


  They accordingly descended, and the doctor continued, ‘The tree must be cut down; or I won’t answer for his life.’


  ‘’Tis Mrs. Charmond’s tree; and I suppose we must get permission?’ said Giles.


  ‘O, never mind whose tree it is—what’s a tree beside a life! Cut it down. I have not the honour of knowing Mrs. Charmond as yet; but I am disposed to risk that much with her.’


  ‘’Tis timber,’ rejoined Giles. ‘They never fell a stick about here without its being marked first, either by her or the agent.’


  ‘Then we’ll inaugurate a new era forthwith. How long has he complained of the tree?’ asked the doctor of Marty.


  ‘Weeks and weeks, sir. The shape of it seems to haunt him like an evil spirit. He says that it is exactly his own age, that it has got human sense, and sprouted up when he was born on purpose to rule him, and keep him as its slave. Others have been like it afore in Hintock.’


  They could hear South’s voice upstairs. ‘O, he’s rocking this way; he must come! And then my poor life, that’s worth houses upon houses, will be squashed out o’ me. O! O!’


  ‘That’s how he goes on,’ she added. ‘And he’ll never look anywhere else but out of the window, and scarcely have the curtains drawn.’


  ‘Down with it, then, and hang Mrs. Charmond,’ said Mr. Fitzpiers. ‘The best plan will be to wait till the evening, when it is dark, or early in the morning before he is awake, so that he doesn’t see it fall, for that would terrify him worse than ever. Keep the blind down till I come, and then I’ll assure him, and show him that his trouble is over.’


  The doctor departed, and they waited till the evening. When it was dusk, and the curtains drawn, Winterborne directed a couple of woodmen to bring a cross-cut saw; and the tall threatening tree was soon nearly off at its base. Next morning, before South was awake, they went and lowered it cautiously, in a direction away from the cottage. It was a business difficult to do quite silently; but it was done at last, and the elm of the same birth-year as the woodman’s lay stretched upon the ground. The weakest idler that passed could now set foot on marks formerly made in the upper forks by the shoes of adventurous climbers only; once inaccessible nests could be examined microscopically; and on swaying extremities where birds alone had perched the bystanders sat down.


  As soon as it was broad daylight the doctor came, and Winterborne entered the house with him. Marty said that her father was wrapped up and ready, as usual, to be put into his chair. They ascended the stairs, and soon seated him. He began at once to complain of the tree, and the danger to his life and Winterborne’s house property in consequence.


  The doctor signalled to Giles, who went and drew back the dimity curtains. ‘It is gone, see,’ said Mr. Fitzpiers.


  As soon as the old man saw the vacant patch of sky in place of the branched column so familiar to his gaze, he sprang up, speechless; his eyes rose from their hollows till the whites showed all round, he fell back, and a bluish whiteness overspread him.


  Greatly alarmed they put him on the bed. As soon as he came a little out of his fit he gasped, ‘O, it is gone!—where—where?’


  His whole system seemed paralyzed by amazement. They were thunderstruck at the result of the experiment, and did all they could. Nothing seemed to avail. Giles and Fitzpiers went and came, but uselessly. He lingered through the day, and died that evening as the sun went down.


  ‘Damned if my remedy hasn’t killed him!’ murmured the doctor.


  Dismissing the subject he went downstairs. When going out of the house he turned suddenly to Giles and said, ‘Who was that young lady we looked at over the hedge the other day?’


  Giles shook his head, as if he did not remember.


  ♣


  XV


  When Melbury heard what had happened he seemed much moved, and walked thoughtfully about the premises. On South’s own account he was genuinely sorry; and on Winterborne’s he was the more grieved in that this catastrophe had so closely followed the somewhat harsh suggestion to Giles to draw off from his daughter.


  He was quite angry with circumstances for so heedlessly inflicting on Giles a second trouble when the needful one inflicted by himself was all that the proper order of events demanded. ‘I told Giles’s father when he came into those houses not to spend too much money on lifehold property held neither for his own life nor his son’s,’ he exclaimed; ‘but he wouldn’t listen to me. And now Giles has to suffer for it.’


  ‘Poor Giles!’ murmured Grace.


  ‘Now, Grace, between us two, it is very, very remarkable. It is almost as if I had foreseen this; and I am thankful for your escape, though I am sincerely sorry for Giles. Had we not dismissed him already we could hardly have found it in our hearts to dismiss him now. So I say, be thankful. I’ll do all I can for him as a friend; but as a pretender to the position of my son-in-law, that can never be thought of more.’


  And yet at that very moment the impracticability to which poor Winterborne’s suit had been reduced was touching Grace’s heart to a warmer sentiment on his behalf than she had felt for years concerning him.


  He, meanwhile, was sitting down alone in the familiar house which had ceased to be his; taking a calm if somewhat dismal survey of affairs. The pendulum of the clock bumped every now and then against one side of the case in which it swung, as the muffled drum to his worldly march. Looking out of the window he could perceive that a paralysis had come over Creedle’s occupation of manuring the garden, owing, obviously, to a conviction that they might not be living there long enough to profit by next season’s crop.


  He looked at the leases again and the letter attached. There was no doubt that he had lost his houses and was left practically penniless by an accident which might easily have been circumvented if he had known the true conditions of his holding. The time for performance had now lapsed in strict law; but why should not the intention be considered by the landholder when she became aware of the circumstances, and his moral right to retain the holdings for the term of his life be conceded?


  His heart sank within him when he perceived that, despite all the legal reciprocities and safeguards prepared and written, the upshot of the matter was that it depended upon the mere caprice of the woman he had met the day before, in such an unfortunate way, whether he was to possess his houses for life or no.


  While he was sitting and thinking a step came to the door, and Melbury appeared, looking very sorry for his position. Winterborne welcomed him by a word and a nod, and went on with his examination of the parchments. His visitor sat down.


  ‘Giles,’ he said, ‘this is very awkward, and I am sorry for it. What are you going to do?’


  Giles informed him of the real state of affairs, and how barely he had missed availing himself of his chance of renewal.


  ‘What a misfortune! Why was this neglected? Well, the best thing you can do is to write and tell her all about it, and throw yourself upon her generosity.’


  ‘I would rather not,’ murmured Giles.


  ‘But you must,’ said Melbury. ‘Much depends on it.’


  In short, he argued so cogently that Giles allowed himself to be persuaded, firmly believing it to be a last blow for Grace. The letter to Mrs. Charmond was written and sent to Hintock House, whence, as he knew, it would at once be forwarded to her.


  Melbury, feeling that he had done so good an action in coming as to extenuate his previous arbitrary conduct, went home; and Giles was left alone to the suspense of waiting for a reply from the divinity who shaped the ends of the Hintock population. By this time all the villagers knew of the circumstances, and being well-nigh like one family a keen interest was the result all round.


  Everybody thought of Giles; nobody thought of Marty. Had any of them looked in upon her during those moonlight nights which preceded the burial of her father they would have seen the girl absolutely alone in the house with the dead man. Her own chamber being nearest the stair-top, the coffin had been placed there for convenience; and at a certain hour of the night, when the moon arrived opposite the window, its beams streamed across the still profile of South, sublimed by the august presence of death, and onward a few feet further upon the face of his daughter, lying in her little bed in the silence of a repose almost as dignified as that of her companion—the repose of a guileless soul that had nothing more left on earth to lose, except a life which she did not over-value.


  South was buried, and a week passed, and Winterborne watched for a reply from Mrs. Charmond. Melbury was very sanguine as to its tenor; but Winterborne had not told him of the encounter with her carriage, when, if ever he had heard an affronted tone on a woman’s lips, he had heard it on hers.


  The postman’s time for passing was just after Melbury’s men had assembled in the spar-house; and Winterborne, who when not busy on his own account would lend assistance there, used to go out into the lane every morning and meet the postman at the end of one of the green rides through the hazel-copse, in the straight stretch of which his laden figure could be seen a long way off. Grace also was very anxious; more anxious than her father, more perhaps than Winterborne himself. This anxiety led her into the spar-house on some pretext or other almost every morning whilst they were awaiting the answer.


  Eleven times had Winterborne gone to that corner of the ride, and looked up its long straight slope through the wet greys of winter dawn. But though the postman’s bowed figure loomed in view pretty regularly, he brought nothing for Giles. On the twelfth day the man of missives, while yet in the extreme distance, held up his hand, and Winterborne saw a letter in it. He took it into the spar-house before he broke the seal, and those who were there gathered round him while he read, Grace looking in at the door.


  The letter was not from Mrs. Charmond herself, but from her agent at Sherton. Winterborne glanced it over and looked up.


  ‘It’s all over,’ he said.


  ‘Ah!’ said they all together.


  ‘Her lawyer is instructed to say that Mrs. Charmond sees no reason for disturbing the natural course of things, particularly as she contemplates pulling the houses down,’ he said quietly.


  ‘Only think of that!’ said several. ‘Pulling down is always the game.’


  Winterborne had turned away, and said vehemently to himself, ‘Then let her pull ’em down, and be damned to her!’


  Creedle looked at him with a face of seven sorrows, saying, ‘Ah ’twas that sperrit that lost ’em for ye, maister!’


  Winterborne subdued his feelings, and from that hour, whatever they were, kept them entirely to himself. Yet assuming the value of taciturnity to a man among strangers, it is apt to express more than talkativeness when he dwells among friends. The countryman who is obliged to judge the time of day from changes in external nature sees a thousand successive tints and traits in the landscape which are never discerned by him who hears the regular chime of a clock, because they are never in request. In like manner do we use our eyes on our taciturn comrade. The infinitesimal movement of muscle, curve, hair, and wrinkle, which when accompanied by a voice goes unregarded, is watched and translated in the lack of it, till virtually the whole surrounding circle of familiars is charged with the reserved one’s moods and meanings.


  So with Winterborne and his neighbours after his stroke of ill-luck. He held his tongue; and they observed him, and knew that he was discomposed.


  Encountering Melbury one day his manner was that of a man who abandoned all claims. ‘I am glad to meet ’ee, Mr. Melbury,’ he said in a low voice whose quality he endeavoured to make as practical as possible. ‘I am afraid I shall not after this be able to keep that mare I bought for the use of—a possible wife, and as I don’t care to sell her, I should like, if you don’t object, to give her to Miss Melbury. The horse is very quiet, and would be quite safe for her.’


  Mr. Melbury was rather affected at this. ‘You sha’n’t hurt your pocket like that on our account, Giles. Grace shall have the horse, but I’ll pay you what you gave for her, and any expense you may have been put to for her keep.’


  He would not hear of any other terms, and thus it was arranged. They were now opposite Melbury’s house, and the timber-merchant pressed Winterborne to enter, Grace being out of the way.


  ‘Pull round the settle, Giles,’ said the timber-merchant as soon as they were within. ‘I should like to have a serious talk with you.’


  Thereupon he put the case to Winterborne frankly, and in quite a friendly way. He declared that he did not like to be hard on a man when he was in difficulty; but he really did not see how Winterborne could marry his daughter now without even a house to take her to.


  Giles quite acquiesced in the awkwardness of his situation, but from a momentary gasp of hope—a feeling that he would like to know Grace’s mind from her own lips—he did not speak out positively even then. He accordingly departed somewhat abruptly, and went home to consider whether he would seek to bring about a meeting with her.


  In the evening while he sat pondering he fancied that he heard a scraping on the wall outside his house. The boughs of a monthly rose which grew there made such a noise sometimes, but as no wind was stirring he knew that it could not be the rose-tree. He took up the candle and went out. Nobody was near. As he turned the light flickered on the whitewashed rough-cast of the front, and he saw words written thereon in charcoal, which he read as follows:—


  
    ‘O Giles, you’ve lost your dwelling-place,


    And therefore, Giles, you’ll lose your Grace.’

  


  Giles went indoors. He had his suspicions as to the scrawler of those lines, but he could not be sure. What filled his heart far more than curiosity about their authorship was a terrible belief that they were turning out to be true, try to regain Grace as he might. They decided the question for him. He sat down and wrote a formal note to Melbury, stating that he shared to the full Melbury’s view of his own and his daughter’s promise made some years before; he wished that it should be considered as cancelled, and they themselves quite released from any obligation on account of it.


  Having fastened up this their plenary absolution he determined to get it out of his hands and have done with it; to which end he went off to Melbury’s at once. It was now so late that the family had all retired; he crept up to the house, thrust the note under the door, and stole away as silently as he had come.


  Melbury himself was the first to rise the next morning, and when he had read the letter his relief was great, for he knew that Giles could have made matters unpleasant if he had chosen to work upon Grace. ‘Very honourable of Giles, very honourable,’ he kept saying to himself. ‘I shall not forget him. Now to keep her up to her own true level.’


  It happened that Grace went out for an early ramble that morning, and to go in her customary direction she could not avoid passing Winterborne’s house. The morning sun was shining flat upon its white surface, and the words, which still remained, were immediately visible to her. She read them. Her face flushed to crimson. She could see Giles and Creedle talking together at the back; the charred spar-gad with which the lines had been written lay on the ground beneath the wall. Feeling pretty sure that Winterborne would observe her action she quickly went up to the wall, rubbed out ‘lose’ and inserted ‘keep’ in its stead. Then she made the best of her way home without looking behind her. Giles could draw an inference now if he chose.


  There could not be the least doubt that gentle Grace was warming to more sympathy with, and interest in, Winterborne than ever she had done while he was her promised lover; that since his misfortune those social shortcomings of his, which contrasted so awkwardly with her later experiences of life, had become obscured by the generous revival of an old romantic attachment to him. Though mentally trained and tilled into foreignness of view, as compared with her youthful time, Grace was not an ambitious girl, and might, if left to herself, have declined upon Winterborne without much discontent. Her feelings just now were so far from latent that the writing on the wall had quickened her to an unusual rashness.


  Having returned from her walk she sat at breakfast silently. When her stepmother had left the room she said to her father, ‘I have made up my mind that I should like my engagement to Giles to continue.’


  Melbury looked much surprised.


  ‘Nonsense,’ he said sharply. ‘You don’t know what you are talking about. Look here.’


  He handed across to her the letter received from Giles.


  She read it and said no more. Could he have seen her write on the wall? She did not know. Fate, it seemed, would have it this way, and there was nothing to do but to acquiesce.


  It was a few hours after this that Winterborne, who, curiously enough, had not perceived Grace writing, was clearing away the tree from the front of South’s late dwelling. He saw Marty standing in her doorway, a slim figure in meagre black, almost without womanly contours as yet. He went up to her and said.[:]


  ‘Marty, why did you write that on my wall last night? It was you, you know.’


  ‘Because it was the truth.’


  ‘Having prophesied one thing, why did you alter it to another? Your predictions can’t be worth much.’


  ‘I have not altered it.’


  ‘But you have.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘It is altered. Go and see.’


  She went, and read that in spite of losing his dwelling-place he would keep his Grace. Marty came back surprised.


  ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Who can have made such nonsense of it?’


  ‘Who indeed?’ said he.


  ‘I have rubbed it all out, as the point of it is quite gone.’


  ‘You’d no business to rub it out; I meant to let it stay a little longer.’


  ‘Some idle boy altered it, no doubt,’ she murmured.


  As this seemed very probable Winterborne said no more, and dismissed the matter from his mind.


  From this day of his life onward for a considerable time Winterborne, though not absolutely out of his house as yet, retired into the background of human life and action thereabout—a feat not particularly difficult of performance anywhere when the doer has the assistance of a lost prestige. Grace, thinking that Winterborne saw her write, made no further sign, and the frail barque of fidelity that she had thus timidly launched was stranded and lost.


  ♣


  XVI


  Dr. Fitzpiers lived on the slope of the hill, in a house of much less pretension both as to architecture and as to magnitude than the timber-merchant’s. The latter had without doubt been once the manorial residence appertaining to the snug and modest domain of Little Hintock, of which the boundaries were now lost by its absorption into the adjoining estate of Mrs. Charmond. Though the Melburys themselves were unaware of the fact there was every reason to believe—at least so the parson said—that the owners of that little manor had been Melbury’s own ancestors, the family name occurring in numerous documents relating to transfers of land about the time of the civil wars.


  Mr. Fitzpiers’s dwelling, on the contrary, was small, box-like, and comparatively modern. It had been occupied, and was in part occupied still, by a retired farmer and his wife, who, on the surgeon’s arrival in quest of a home, had accommodated him by receding from their front rooms into the kitchen quarter, whence they administered to his wants, and emerged at regular intervals to receive from him a not unwelcome addition to their income.


  The cottage and its garden were so regular in their plan that they might have been laid out by a Dutch designer of the time of William and Mary. In a low, dense hedge was a door, over which the hedge formed an arch, and from the inside of the door a straight path, bordered with clipped box, ran up the slope of the garden to the porch, which was exactly in the middle of the house-front, with two windows on each side. Right and left of the path were first a bed of gooseberry-bushes; next of currant; next of raspberry; next of strawberry; next of old-fashioned flowers; at the corners opposite the porch being spheres of box resembling a pair of school globes. Over the roof of the house could be seen the orchard on yet higher ground, and behind the orchard the forest-trees, reaching up to the crest of the hill.


  Opposite the garden door into the lane, and visible from the parlour window, was a swing-gate leading to a field, across which there ran a footpath. The swing-gate had just been repainted, and on one fine afternoon, before the paint was dry, and while gnats stuck dying thereon, the surgeon was standing in his room abstractedly looking out at an occasional pedestrian who passed along that route. Being of a philosophical stamp he perceived that the character of each of these travellers exhibited itself in a somewhat amusing manner by his or her method of handling the gate.


  In the men there was not much variety: they gave the gate a kick and passed through. The women were more contrasting. To them the sticky woodwork was a barricade, a disgust, a menace, a treachery, as the case might be.


  The first that he noticed was a bouncing young woman with her skirts tucked up and her hair wild. Fitzpiers knew her as Suke Damson. She grasped the gate without looking, giving it a supplementary push with her shoulder, when the white imprint drew from her an exclamation in language not too refined. She went to the green bank and sat down and rubbed herself in the grass, cursing the while.


  ‘Ha! ha! ha!’ laughed the docter. [doctor.]


  The next was a girl with her hair cropped short, in whom the surgeon recognized the daughter of his late patient, the woodman South. Moreover, a black gown that she wore by way of mourning unpleasantly reminded him that he had ordered a tree-felling which had caused her parent’s death. She walked in thought, and not recklessly; but her pre-occupation led her to grasp without suspicion the bar of the gate, and touch it with her arm. Fitzpiers felt sorry that she should have soiled that new black frock, poor as it was, for it was probably her only one. She looked at her hand and arm, seemed but little surprised, wiped off the disfigurement with an unmoved face and as if without abandoning her original thoughts. Thus she went on her way.


  Then there came over the green quite a different sort of personage. She walked as delicately as if she had been bred in town, and as firmly as if she had been bred in the country; she seemed one who dimly knew her appearance to be attractive, but who retained some of the charm of ignorance by forgetting self in a general pensiveness. She approached the gate.


  To let such a creature touch it even with the tip of her glove was to Fitzpiers almost like letting her proceed to tragical self-destruction. He jumped up and looked for his hat, but was unable to find the right one; glancing again out of the window he saw that his assistance was unnecessary. Having come up she looked at the gate, picked up a little stick, and using it as a bayonet pushed open the obstacle without touching it at all.


  He steadily watched her out of sight, recognizing her as the very young lady whom he had seen once before and been unable to identify. Whose could that emotional face be? All the others he had seen in Hintock as yet oppressed him with their crude rusticity; the contrast offered by this suggested that she hailed from elsewhere.


  Precisely these thoughts had occurred to him at the first time of seeing her; but he now went a little further with them, and considered that as there had been no carriage lately in that spot she could not have come a very long distance. She must be somebody staying at Hintock House—probably Mrs. Charmond, of whom he had heard so much; and this probability was sufficient to set a mild radiance in the surgeon’s somewhat dull sky.


  Fitzpiers sat down to the book he had been perusing. It happened to be that of a German metaphysician, for the doctor was not a practical man, except by fits, and much preferred the ideal world to the real, and the discovery of principles to their application. The young lady remained in his thoughts. He might have followed her; but he was not constitutionally active, and preferred a conjectural pursuit. However, when he went out for a ramble just before dusk he insensibly took the direction of Hintock House, which was the way Grace had been walking, her mind having run on Mrs. Charmond that day; though Grace had returned long since by another route.


  Fitzpiers reached the edge of the glen overlooking the manor-house. The shutters were shut, and only one chimney smoked. The mere aspect of the place was enough to inform him that Mrs. Charmond had gone away, and that nobody else was staying there. Fitzpiers felt a vague disappointment that the young lady was not Mrs. Charmond; and without pausing longer to gaze at a carcase from which the spirit had flown he bent his steps homeward.


  Later in the evening Fitzpiers was summoned to visit a cottage-patient about five miles distant. Like the majority of young practitioners in his vicinity he was far from having assumed the dignity of being driven his rounds by a servant in a brougham that flashed the sunlight like a mirror; his way of getting about was by means of a gig which he drove himself, hitching the rein of the horse to the gate-post, shutter-hook, or garden-paling of the domicile under visitation, or giving pennies to little boys to hold the animal during his stay—pennies which were well earned when the cases to be attended were of a certain cheerful kind that wore out the patience of the little boys.


  On this account of travelling alone the night-journeys which Fitzpiers had frequently to take were dismal enough, an apparent perversity in nature ruling that whenever there was to be a birth in a particularly inaccessible and lonely place that event should occur in the night. The surgeon, having been of late years a town man, hated the solitary midnight woodland. He was not altogether skilful with the reins, and it often occurred to his mind that if in some remote depths of the trees an accident were to happen, his being alone might be the death of him. Hence he made a practice of picking up any countryman or lad whom he chanced to pass by, and under the disguise of treating him to a nice drive obtained his companionship on the journey, and his convenient assistance in opening gates.


  The doctor had started on his way out of the village on the night in question when the light of his lamps fell upon the musing form of Winterborne, walking leisurely along as if he had no object in life. Winterborne was a better class of companion than the doctor usually could get, and he at once pulled up and asked him if he would like a drive through the wood that fine night.


  Giles seemed rather surprised at the doctor’s friendliness, but said that he had no objection, and accordingly mounted beside Mr. Fitzpiers.


  They drove along under the black boughs which formed a tracery upon the stars. Looking up as they passed under a horizontal limb they sometimes saw objects like large tadpoles lodged diametrically across it, which Giles explained to be pheasants at roost; and they sometimes heard the report of a gun, which reminded him that others knew what those tadpole shapes represented as well as he.


  Presently the doctor said what he had been going to say for some time:


  ‘Is there a young lady staying in this neighbourhood—a very attractive girl—with a little white boa round her neck, and white fur round her gloves?’


  Winterborne, of course, knew in a moment that Grace, whom he had caught the doctor peering at, was represented by these accessories. With a wary grimness induced by the circumstances he evaded an answer by saying, ‘I saw a young lady talking to Mrs. Charmond the other day; perhaps it was she.’


  ‘It might have been,’ said Fitzpiers. ‘She is quite a gentlewoman—the one I mean. She cannot be a permanent resident in Hintock, or I should have seen her before. Nor does she look like one.’


  ‘She is not staying at Hintock House?’


  ‘No; it is closed.’


  ‘Then perhaps she is staying at one of the cottages, or farmhouses?’


  ‘O no—you mistake. She was a different sort of woman altogether.’ As Giles was nobody Fitzpiers treated him accordingly, and rhapsodized to the night in continuation:


  
    ‘She moved upon this earth a shape of brightness,


    A power, that from its objects scarcely drew


    One impulse of her being—in her lightness


    Most like some radiant cloud of morning dew


    Which wanders through the waste air’s pathless blue


    To nourish some far desert: she did seem


    Beside me, gathering beauty as she grew,


    Like the bright shade of some immortal dream


    Which walks, when tempests sleep, the wave of life’s dark stream.

  


  The charm of the lines seemed to Winterborne to be somehow the result of his lost love’s charms upon Fitzpiers.


  ‘You seem to be mightily in love with her, sir,’ he said, with a sensation of heart-sickness, and more than ever resolved not to mention Grace by name.


  ‘O no—I am not that, Winterborne; people living insulated, as I do by the solitude of this place, get charged with emotive fluid like a Leyden jar with electric, for want of some conductor at hand to disperse it. Human love is a subjective thing—the essence itself of man, as that great thinker Spinoza says—ipsa hominis essentia—it is joy accompanied by an idea which we project against any suitable object in the line of our vision, just as the rainbow iris is projected against an oak, ash, or elm tree indifferently. So that if any other young lady had appeared instead of the one who did appear, I should have felt just the same interest in her, and have quoted precisely the same lines from Shelley about her, as about this one I saw. Such miserable creatures of circumstance are we all!’


  ‘Well, it is what we call being in love down in these parts, whether or no,’ said Winterborne.


  ‘You are right enough if you admit that I am in love with something in my own head, and no thing-in-itself outside it at all.’


  ‘Is it part of a country doctor’s duties to learn that view of things, may I ask, sir?’ said Winterborne, adopting the Socratic εἰρωνεία with such well-assumed simplicity that Fitzpiers answered readily—


  ‘O no. The real truth is, Winterborne, that medical practice in places like this is a very rule of thumb matter: a bottle of bitter stuff for this and that old woman—the bitterer the better—compounded from a few simple stereotyped prescriptions; occasional attendance at births, where mere presence is almost sufficient, so healthy and strong are the people; and a lance for an abscess now and then. Investigation and experiment cannot be carried on without more appliances than one has here—though I have attempted a little.’


  Giles did not enter into this view of the case; what he had been struck with was the curious parallelism between Mr. Fitzpiers’s manner and Grace’s, as shown by the fact of both of them straying into a subject of discourse so engrossing to themselves that it made them forget it was foreign to him.


  Nothing further passed between himself and the doctor in relation to Grace till they were on their way back. They had stopped at a wayside inn for a glass of brandy-and-cider hot, and when they were again in motion Fitzpiers, possibly a little warmed by the liquor, resumed the subject by saying, ‘I should like very much to know who that young lady was.’


  ‘What difference can it make, if she’s only the tree your rainbow falls on?’


  ‘Ha, ha! True.’


  ‘You have no wife, sir?’


  ‘I have no wife; and no idea of one. I hope to do better things than marry and settle in Hintock. Not but that it is well for a medical man to be married; and sometimes, begad, ’twould be pleasant enough in this place, with the wind roaring round the house, and the rain and the boughs beating against it. I hear that you lost your lifeholds by the death of South?’


  ‘I did. I lost by that in more ways than one.’


  They had reached the top of Hintock Lane or Street, if it could be called such where three-quarters of the roadside consisted of copse and orchard. One of the first houses to be passed was Melbury’s. A light was shining from a bedroom window facing lengthwise of the lane. Winterborne glanced at it, and saw what was coming. He had withheld an answer to the doctor’s inquiry, to hinder his knowledge of Grace. But ‘who hath gathered the wind in his fists? who hath bound the waters in a garment?’—he could not hinder what was doomed to arrive, and might just as well have been outspoken. As they came up to the house Grace’s figure was distinctly visible, drawing the two white curtains together which were used here instead of blinds.


  ‘Why, there she is!’ said Fitzpiers. ‘How in the name of Heaven does she come there?’


  ‘In the most natural way in the world. It is her home. Mr. Melbury is her father.’


  ‘Indeed—indeed—indeed! How comes he to have a daughter of that sort?’


  Winterborne laughed coldly. ‘Won’t money do anything,’ he said, ‘if you’ve promising material to work upon? Why shouldn’t a Hintock girl, taken early from home and put under proper instruction, become as finished as any other young lady if she’s got brains and good looks to begin with?’


  ‘No reason at all why she shouldn’t,’ murmured the surgeon with reflective disappointment. ‘Only I didn’t anticipate quite that kind of origin for her.’


  ‘And you think an inch or two less of her now.’ There was a little tremor in Winterborne’s voice as he spoke.


  ‘Well,’ said the doctor with recovered warmth, ‘I am not so sure that I think less of her. At first it was a sort of blow; but, dammy, I’ll stick up for her. She’s charming, every inch of her!’


  ‘So she is,’ said Winterborne…. ‘But not for me!’


  From this ambiguous expression of the reticent woodlander Dr. Fitzpiers inferred that Giles disliked Miss Melbury, possibly for some haughtiness in her bearing towards him, and had, on that account, withheld her name. The supposition did not tend to diminish his admiration for her.


  ♣


  XVII


  Grace’s exhibition of herself in the act of pulling-to the window curtains had been the result of an unfortunate incident in the house that day—nothing less than the illness of Grammer Oliver, a woman who had never, till now, lain down for such a reason in her life. Like others to whom an unbroken career of health has made the idea of keeping their bed almost as repugnant as death itself, she had continued on foot till she literally fell on the floor; and though she had, as yet, been scarcely a day off duty, she had sickened into quite a different personage from the independent Grammer of the yard and spar-house. Ill as she was, on one point she was firm. On no account would she see a doctor; in other words, Fitzpiers.


  The room in which Grace had been discerned was not her own but the old woman’s. On the girl’s way to bed she had received a message from Grammer to the effect that she would much like to speak to her that night.


  Grace entered and set the candle on a low chair beside the bed, so that the profile of Grammer, as she lay, cast itself in a coal-black shadow upon the whitened wall, her large head being still further magnified by an enormous turban, which was really her petticoat wound in a wreath round her temples. Grace put the room a little in order, and approaching the sick woman said—


  ‘I am come, Grammer, as you wish. Do let us send for the doctor before it gets later?’


  ‘’Ch woll not have him!’ said Grammer Oliver decisively.


  ‘Then somebody to sit up with you?’


  ‘Can’t abear it! No. I wanted to see you, Miss Grace, because ’ch have something on my mind. Dear Miss Grace, I took that money of the doctor, after all!’


  ‘What money?’


  ‘The ten pounds.’


  Grace did not quite understand.


  ‘The ten pounds er offered me for my head, because I’ve a large organ of brain. I signed a paper when I took the money, not feeling concerned about it at all. I have not liked to tell ’ee that it was really settled with him, because you showed such horror at the notion. Well, having thought it over more at length, I wish I hadn’t done it; and it weighs upon my mind. John South’s death of fear about the tree makes me think I shall die of this…. ’Ch have been going to ask him again to let me off, but I hadn’t the face.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I’ve spent some of the money—more’n two pounds o’t! It do wherrit me terribly; and I shall die o’ the thought of that paper I signed with my holy cross, as South died of his trouble!’


  ‘If you ask him to burn the paper he will, I’m sure, and think no more of it.’


  ‘’Ch have done it once already, miss. But er laughed cruel-like. “Yours is such a fine brain, Grammer,” er said, “that science couldn’t afford to lose you. Besides, you’ve taken my money.” … Don’t let your father know of this, please, on no account whatever!’


  ‘No, no. I will let you have the money to return to him.’


  Grammer rolled the head in question negatively upon the pillow. ‘Even if I should be well enough to take it to him he won’t like it. Though why he should so particular want to look into the works of a poor old woman’s headpiece like mine, when there’s so many other folks about, I don’t know. I know how he’ll answer me: “A lonely person like you, Grammer,” er woll say; “what difference is it to you what becomes of ’ee when the breath’s out of your body?” O, it do trouble me! If you only knew how he do chevy me round the chimmer in my dreams you’d pity me. How I could do it I can’t think! But ’ch was always so rackless! … If I only had anybody to plead for me!’


  ‘Mrs. Melbury would, I am sure.’


  ‘Ay; but he wouldn’t hearken to she! It wants a younger face than hers to work upon such as he.’


  Grace started with comprehension. ‘You don’t think he would do it for me?’ she said.


  ‘O, wouldn’t he!’


  ‘I couldn’t go to him, Grammer, on any account. I don’t know him at all.’


  ‘Ah, if I were a young lady,’ said the artful Grammer, ‘and could save a poor old woman’s skellington from a heathen’s chopper, to rest in a Christian grave, I would do it, and be glad to. But nobody will do anything for a poor old woman but push her out of the way!’


  ‘You are very ungrateful, Grammer, to say that. But you are ill, I know, and that’s why you speak so. Now believe me, you are not going to die yet. Remember you told me yourself that you meant to keep him waiting many a year.’


  ‘Ay, one can joke when one is well, even in old age; but in sickness one’s gaiety falters; and that which seemed small looks large; and the far-off seems near.’


  Grace’s eyes had tears in them. ‘I don’t like to go to him on such an errand, Grammer,’ she said. ‘But I will, if I must, to ease your mind!’


  It was with extreme reluctance that Grace cloaked herself next morning for the undertaking. She was all the more indisposed to the journey by reason of Grammer’s allusion to the effect of a pretty face upon Dr. Fitzpiers; and hence she most illogically did that which, had the doctor never seen her, would have operated to stultify the sole motive of her journey; that is to say, she put on a woollen veil which hid all her face except an occasional spark of her eyes.


  Her own wish that nothing should be known of this strange and gruesome proceeding, no less than Grammer Oliver’s own desire, led Grace to take every precaution against being discovered. She went out by the garden-door as the safest way, all the household having occupations at the other side. The morning looked forbidding enough when she stealthily edged forth. The battle between snow and thaw was continuing in mid-air: the trees dripped on the garden plots, where no vegetables would grow for the dripping, though they were planted year after year with that curious mechanical regularity of country people in the face of hopelessness; the moss which covered the once broad gravel terrace was swamped; and Grace stood irresolute. Then she thought of poor Grammer, and her dreams of the doctor running after her, scalpel in hand, and the possibility of a case so curiously similar to South’s ending in the same way; thereupon she stepped out into the drizzle.


  The nature of her errand, and Grammer Oliver’s account of the post-mortem compact she had made, lent a fascinating horror to Grace’s conception of Fitzpiers. She knew that he was a young man; but her single object in seeking an interview with him put all considerations of his age and social aspect from her mind. Standing as she stood in Grammer Oliver’s shoes, he was simply a remorseless Jehovah of the sciences, who would not have mercy, and would have sacrifice; a man whom, save for this, she would have preferred to avoid knowing. But since, in such a small village, it was improbable that any long time could pass without their meeting, there was not much to deplore in her having to meet him now.


  But, as need hardly be said, Miss Melbury’s view of the doctor as a merciless, unwavering, irresistible scientist was not quite in accordance with fact. The real Dr. Fitzpiers was a man of too many hobbies to show likelihood of rising to any great eminence in the profession he had chosen, or even to acquire any wide practice in the rural district he had marked out as his field of survey for the present. In the course of a year his mind was accustomed to pass in a grand solar sweep throughout the zodiac of the intellectual heaven. Sometimes it was in the Ram, sometimes in the Bull; one month he would be immersed in alchemy, another in poesy; one month in the Twins of astrology and astronomy; then in the Crab of German literature and metaphysics. In justice to him it must be stated that he took such studies as were immediately related to his own profession in turn with the rest, and it had been in a month of anatomical ardour without the possibility of a subject that he had proposed to Grammer Oliver the terms she had mentioned to her mistress.


  As may be inferred from the tone of his conversation with Winterborne he had lately plunged into abstract philosophy with much zest; perhaps his keenly appreciative, modern, unpractical mind found this a realm more in his taste than any other. Though his aims were desultory Fitzpiers’s mental constitution was not without its creditable side; a real inquirer he honestly was at times; even if the midnight rays of his lamp, visible so far through the trees of Hintock, lighted rank literatures of emotion and passion as often as, or oftener than, the books and matériel of science.


  But whether he meditated the Muses or the philosophers, the loneliness of Hintock life was beginning to tell upon his impressionable nature. Winter in a solitary house in the country, without society, is tolerable, nay, even enjoyable and delightful, given certain conditions; but these are not the conditions which attach to the life of a professional man who drops down into such a place by mere accident. They were present to the lives of Winterborne, Melbury, and Grace; but not to the doctor’s. They are old association—an almost exhaustive biographical or historical acquaintance with every object, animate and inanimate, within the observer’s horizon. He must know all about those invisible ones of the days gone by, whose feet have traversed the fields which look so grey from his windows; recall whose creaking plough has turned those sods from time to time; whose hands planted the trees that form a crest to the opposite hill; whose horses and hounds have torn through that underwood; what birds affect that particular brake; what bygone domestic dramas of love, jealousy, revenge, or disappointment have been enacted in the cottages, the mansion, the street or on the green. The spot may have beauty, grandeur, salubrity, convenience; but if it lack memories it will ultimately pall upon him who settles there without opportunity of intercourse with his kind.


  In such circumstances, maybe, an old man dreams of an ideal friend, till he throws himself into the arms of any impostor who chooses to wear that title on his face. A young man may dream of an ideal friend likewise, but some humour of the blood will probably lead him to think rather of an ideal mistress, and at length the rustle of a woman’s dress, the sound of her voice, or the transit of her form across the field of his vision, will enkindle his soul with a flame that blinds his eyes.


  The discovery of the attractive Grace’s name and family would have been enough in other circumstances to lead the doctor, if not to put her personality out of his head, to change the character of his interest in her. Instead of treasuring her image as a rarity he would at most have played with her as a toy. He was that kind of man. But situated here he could not go so far as amative cruelty. He dismissed all deferential thought about her, but he could not help taking her somewhat seriously.


  He went on to imagine the impossible. So far, indeed, did he go in this futile direction that, as others are wont to do, he constructed dialogues and scenes in which Grace had turned out to be the mistress of Hintock manor-house, the mysterious Mrs. Charmond, particularly ready and willing to be wooed by himself and nobody else.


  ‘Well, she isn’t that,’ he said finally. ‘But she’s a very sweet, nice, exceptional girl.’


  The next morning he breakfasted alone as usual. It was snowing with a fine-flaked desultoriness just sufficient to make the woodland grey without ever achieving whiteness. There was not a single letter for Fitzpiers, only a medical circular and a weekly newspaper.


  To sit before a large fire on such mornings and read, and gradually acquire energy till the evening came, and then, with lamp alight and feeling full of vigour, to pursue some engrossing subject or other till the small hours, had hitherto been his practice since arriving here. But to-day he could not settle into his chair. That self-contained position he had lately occupied, in which his whole attention was given to objects of the inner eye, all outer regard being quite disdainful, seemed to have been taken by insidious stratagem, and for the first time he had an interest without the house. He walked from one window to another, and became aware that the most irksome of solitudes is not the solitude of remoteness, but that which is just outside desirable company.


  The breakfast hour went by heavily enough, and the next followed in the same half-snowy, half-rainy style, the weather now being the inevitable relapse which sooner or later succeeds a time too radiant for the season, such as they had enjoyed in the late mid-winter at Hintock. To people at home there these changeful tricks had their interests; the strange mistakes that some of the more sanguine trees had made in budding before their month, to be incontinently glued up by frozen thawings now; the similar sanguine errors of impulsive birds in framing nests that were swamped by snow-water, and other such incidents, prevented any sense of wearisomeness in the minds of the natives. But these were features of a world not familiar to Fitzpiers, and the inner visions to which he had almost exclusively attended having suddenly failed in their power to absorb him, he felt unutterably dreary.


  He wondered how long Miss Melbury was going to stay in Hintock. The season was unpropitious for accidental encounters with her out of doors, and except by accident he saw not how they were to become acquainted. One thing was clear—any acquaintance with her could only, with a due regard to his future, be casual, at most of the nature of a mild flirtation; for he had high aims, and they would some day lead him into other spheres than this.


  Thus desultorily thinking he flung himself down upon the couch, which, as in many draughty old country houses, was constructed with a hood, being in fact a legitimate development from the settle. He tried to read as he reclined, but having sat up till three o’clock that morning the book slipped from his hand and he fell asleep.


  ♣


  XVIII


  Grace approached the house. Her knock, always soft in virtue of her nature, was softer to-day by reason of her strange errand. However, it was heard by the farmer’s wife who kept the house, and Grace was admitted. Opening the door of the doctor’s room the housewife glanced in, and imagining Fitzpiers absent asked Miss Melbury to enter and wait a few minutes whilst she should go and find him, believing him to be somewhere on the premises. Grace acquiesced, went in, and sat down close to the door.


  As soon as the door was shut upon her she looked round the room, and started at perceiving a handsome man snugly ensconced on the couch, like a recumbent figure within some canopied mural tomb of the fifteenth century, except that his hands were not exactly clasped in prayer. She had no doubt that this was the surgeon.


  Awaken him herself she could not, and her immediate impulse was to go and pull the broad riband with a brass rosette which hung at one side of the fireplace. But expecting the landlady to re-enter in a moment she abandoned this intention, and stood gazing in great embarrassment at the reclining philosopher.


  The windows of Fitzpiers’s soul being at present shuttered he probably appeared less impressive than in his hours of animation; but the light abstracted from his material features by sleep was more than counterbalanced by the mysterious influence of that state, in a stranger, upon the consciousness of a beholder so sensitive. So far as she could criticize at all she became aware that she had encountered a specimen of creation altogether unusual in that locality. The occasions on which Grace had observed men of this stamp were when she had been far away from Hintock, and even then such examples as had met her eye were at a distance, and mainly of commoner fibre than the one who now confronted her.


  She nervously wondered why the woman had not discovered her mistake and returned, and went again towards the bell-pull. Approaching the chimney her back was to Fitzpiers, but she could see him in the glass. An indescribable thrill passed through her as she perceived that the eyes of the reflected image were open, gazing wonderingly at her. Under the curious unexpectedness of the sight she became as if spell-bound, almost powerless to turn her head and regard the original. However, by an effort she did turn, when there he lay asleep the same as before.


  Her startled perplexity as to what he could be meaning was sufficient to lead her to abandon her errand precipitately. She crossed quickly to the door, opened and closed it noiselessly, and went out of the house unobserved. By the time that she had gone down the path and through the garden-door into the lane she had recovered her equanimity. Here, screened by the hedge, she stood and considered a while.


  Drip, drip, drip, fell the rain upon her umbrella and around; she had come out on such a morning because of the seriousness of the matter in hand; yet now she had allowed her mission to be stultified by a momentary tremulousness concerning an incident which perhaps had meant nothing after all.


  In the meantime her departure from the room, stealthy as it had been, had roused Fitzpiers; and he sat up. In the reflection from the mirror which Grace had beheld there was no mystery; he had opened his eyes for a few moments, but had immediately relapsed into unconsciousness, if indeed he had ever been positively awake. That somebody had just left the room he was certain, and that the lovely form which seemed to have visited him in a dream was no less than the real presentation of the person departed he could hardly doubt.


  Looking out of the window a few minutes later, down the box-edged gravel-path which led to the bottom, he saw the garden-door open and through it enter the young girl of his thoughts, Grace having just at this juncture determined to return and attempt the interview a second time. That he saw her coming instead of going made him ask himself if his first impression of her were not a dream indeed. She came hesitatingly along, carrying her umbrella so low over her head that he could hardly see her face. When she reached the point where the raspberry-bushes ended and the strawberry-bed began she made a little pause.


  Fitzpiers feared that she might not be coming to him even now, and hastily quitting the room he ran down the path to meet her. The nature of her errand he could not divine, but he was prepared to give her any amount of encouragement.


  ‘I beg pardon, Miss Melbury,’ he said. ‘I saw you from the window, and fancied you might imagine that I was not at home—if it is I you were coming for?’


  ‘I was coming to speak one word to you, nothing more,’ she replied. ‘And I can say it here.’


  ‘No, no. Please do come in. Well then, if you will not come into the house, come so far as the porch!’


  Thus pressed she went on to the porch, and they stood together inside it, Fitzpiers closing her umbrella for her.


  ‘I have merely a request or petition to make,’ she said. ‘My father’s servant is ill—a woman you know—and her illness is serious.’


  ‘I am sorry to hear it. I will come and see her at once.’


  ‘But I particularly wish you not to come.’


  ‘O indeed.’


  ‘Yes; and she wishes the same. It would make her seriously worse if you were to come. It would almost kill her…. My errand is of a peculiar and awkward nature. It is concerning a subject which weighs on her mind—that unfortunate arrangement she made with you, that you might have her skull after death.’


  ‘O, Grammer Oliver, the old woman with the fine head. Seriously ill, is she?’


  ‘And so disturbed by her rash compact! I have brought the money back—will you please return to her the agreement she signed?’ Grace held out to him a couple of five-pound notes which she had kept ready tucked in her glove.


  Without replying or considering the notes Fitzpiers allowed his thoughts to follow his eyes and dwell upon Grace’s personality, and the sudden close relation in which he stood to her. The porch was narrow; the rain increased. It ran off the porch and dripped on the creepers, and from the creepers upon the edge of Grace’s cloak and skirts.


  ‘The rain is wetting your dress; please do come in,’ he said. ‘It really makes my heart ache to let you stay here.’


  Immediately inside the front door was the door of his sitting-room; he flung it open, and stood in a coaxing attitude. Try how she would Grace could not resist the supplicatory mandate written in the face and manner of this man, and distressful resignation sat on her as she glided past him into the room—brushing his coat with her elbow because of the narrowness.


  He followed her, shut the door—which she somehow had hoped he would leave open—and placing a chair for her sat down.


  The concern which Grace felt at the development of these commonplace incidents was, of course, mainly owing to the strange effect upon her nerves of that view of him in the mirror gazing at her with open eyes when she had thought him sleeping, which made her fancy that his slumber might have been a feint based on inexplicable reasons.


  She again proffered the notes; he awoke from looking at her as at a piece of live statuary and listened deferentially as she said, ‘Will you then reconsider, and cancel the bond which poor Grammer Oliver so foolishly gave?’


  ‘I’ll cancel it without reconsideration. Though you will allow me to have my own opinion about her foolishness. Grammer is a very wise woman, and she was as wise in that as in other things. You think there was something very fiendish in the compact, do you not, Miss Melbury? But remember that the most eminent of our surgeons in past times have entered into such agreements.’


  ‘Not fiendish—strange.’


  ‘Yes, that may be, since strangeness is not in the nature of a thing, but in its relation to something extrinsic—in this case an unessential observer.’


  He went to his desk, and searching a while found a paper which he unfolded and brought to her. A thick cross appeared in ink at the bottom—evidently from the hand of Grammer. Grace put the paper in her pocket with a look of much relief.


  As Fitzpiers did not take up the money (half of which had come from Grace’s own purse) she pushed it a little nearer to him. ‘No, no. I shall not take it from the old woman,’ he said. ‘It is more strange than the fact of a surgeon arranging to obtain a subject for dissection that our acquaintance should be formed out of it.’


  ‘I am afraid you think me uncivil in showing my dislike to the notion. But I did not mean to be.’


  ‘O no, no.’


  He looked at her, as he had done before, with puzzled interest. ‘I cannot think, I cannot think,’ he murmured. ‘Something bewilders me greatly.’ He still reflected and hesitated. ‘Last night I sat up very late,’ he at last went on, ‘and on that account I fell into a little nap on that couch about half-an-hour ago. And during my few minutes of unconsciousness I dreamt—what do you think?—that you stood in the room.’


  Should she tell? She merely blushed.


  ‘You may imagine,’ Fitzpiers continued, now persuaded that it had indeed been a dream, ‘that I should not have dreamt of you without considerable thinking about you first.’


  He could not be acting; of that she felt assured.


  ‘I fancied in my vision that you stood there,’ he said, pointing to where she had paused. ‘I did not see you directly, but reflected in the glass. I thought, what a lovely creature! The design is for once carried out. Nature has at last recovered her lost union with the Idea! My thoughts ran in that direction because I had been reading the work of a transcendental philosopher last night; and I dare say it was the dose of Idealism that I received from it that made me scarcely able to distinguish between reality and fancy. I almost wept when I awoke, and found that you had appeared to me in Time, but not in Space, alas!’


  At moments there was something theatrical in the delivery of Fitzpiers’s effusion; yet it would have been inexact to say that it was intrinsically theatrical. It often happens that in situations of unrestraint, where there is no thought of the eye of criticism, real feeling glides into a mode of manifestation not easily distinguishable from rodomontade. A veneer of affectation overlies a bulk of truth, with the evil consequence, if perceived, that the substance is estimated by the superficies, and the whole rejected.


  Grace, however, was no specialist in men’s manners, and she admired the sentiment without thinking of the form. And she was embarrassed; ‘lovely creature’ made explanation awkward to her gentle modesty.


  ‘But can it be,’ said he suddenly, ‘that you really were here?’


  ‘I have to confess that I have been in the room once before,’ faltered she. ‘The woman showed me in, and went away to fetch you; but as she did not return, I left.’


  ‘And you saw me asleep,’ he murmured, with the faintest show of humiliation.


  ‘Yes—if you were asleep, and did not deceive me.’


  ‘Why do you say if?’


  ‘I saw your eyes open in the glass, but as they were closed when I looked round upon you I thought you were perhaps deceiving me.’


  ‘Never,’ said Fitzpiers fervently. ‘Never could I deceive you.’


  Foreknowledge to the distance of a year or so, in either of them, might have spoilt the effect of that pretty speech. Never deceive her! But they knew nothing, and the phrase had its day.


  Grace began now to be anxious to terminate the interview, but the compelling power of Fitzpiers’s atmosphere still held her there. She was like an inexperienced actress who, having at last taken up her position on the boards and spoken her speeches, does not know how to move off. The thought of Grammer occurred to her. ‘I’ll go at once and tell poor Grammer of your generosity,’ she said. ‘It will relieve her at once.’


  ‘Grammer’s is a nervous disease, too—how singular,’ he answered, accompanying her to the door. ‘One moment: look at this—it is something which may interest you.’


  He had thrown open the door on the other side of the passage, and she saw a microscope on the table of the confronting room. ‘Look into it, please; you’ll be interested,’ he repeated.


  She applied her eye, and saw the usual circle of light patterned all over with a cellular tissue of some indescribable sort. ‘What do you think that is?’ said Fitzpiers.


  She did not know.


  ‘That’s a fragment of old John South’s brain, which I am investigating.’


  She started back, not exactly with aversion, but with wonder as to how it should have got there. Fitzpiers laughed.


  ‘Here am I,’ he said, ‘endeavouring to carry on simultaneously the study of physiology and transcendental philosophy, the material world and the ideal, so as to discover if possible a point of contact between them; and your finer sense is quite offended!’


  ‘O no, Mr. Fitzpiers,’ said Grace earnestly; ‘it is not so at all. I know from seeing your light at night how deeply you meditate and work. Instead of condemning you for your studies I admire you very much!’


  Her face, upturned from the microscope, was so sweet, sincere, and self-forgetful in its aspect that the susceptible Fitzpiers more than wished to annihilate the lineal yard which separated it from his own. Whether anything of the kind showed in his eyes or not, Grace remained no longer at the microscope, but quickly went her way into the falling mixture of rain and snow.


  ♣


  XIX


  Instead of resuming his investigation of South’s brain Fitzpiers reclined and ruminated on the interview. Grace’s curious susceptibility to his presence—though it was as if the currents of her life were disturbed rather than attracted by him—added a special interest to her general charm.


  Fitzpiers was in a distinct degree scientific, being ready and zealous to interrogate all physical manifestations; but primarily he was an idealist. He believed that behind the imperfect lay the perfect; that rare things were to be discovered amidst a bulk of commonplace; that results in a new and untried case might be different from those in other cases where the material conditions had been precisely similar. Regarding his own personality as one of unbounded possibilities, because it was his own (notwithstanding that the factors of his life had worked out a sorry product for thousands), he saw a grand speciality in his discovery at Hintock of an altogether exceptional being of the other sex.


  One habit of Fitzpiers, commoner in dreamers of more advanced age than in men of his years, was that of talking to himself. He paced round his room with a selective tread upon the more prominent blooms of the carpet and murmured: ‘This phenomenal girl will be the light of my life while I am at Hintock; and the special beauty of the situation is that our attitude and relations to each other will be purely casual. Socially we can never be intimate. Anything like matrimonial intentions towards her, charming as she is, would be absurd. They would spoil the recreative character of such acquaintance. And, indeed, I have other aims on the practical side of my life.’


  Fitzpiers bestowed a regulation thought on the advantageous marriage he was bound to make with a woman of family as good as his own, and of purse much longer. But as an object of contemplation for the present Grace Melbury would serve to keep his soul alive, and to relieve the monotony of his days.


  His first lax notion (acquired from the mere sight of her without converse)—that of a vulgar intimacy with a timber-merchant’s pretty daughter, grated painfully upon him now that he had found what Grace intrinsically was. Personal intercourse with such as she could take no lower form than seemly communion, mutual explorations of the world of fancy. Since he could not call at her father’s, having no practical views, cursory encounters in the lane, in the wood, coming and going to and from church, or in passing her dwelling, were what the acquaintance would have to feed on.


  Such anticipated glimpses of her realized themselves in the event. Rencounters of not more than a minute’s duration, frequently repeated, will build up mutual interest, even warm confidence, in a lonely place. Theirs grew as imperceptibly as the twigs budded on the trees. There never was a particular moment at which it could be said they became friends; yet a delicate understanding now existed between two who in the winter had been strangers.


  Spring weather came on rather suddenly, the unsealing of buds that had long been swollen accomplishing itself in the space of one warm night. The rush of sap in the veins of the trees could almost be heard. The flowers of late April took up a position unseen, and looked as if they had been blooming a long while, though there had been no trace of them the day before yesterday; birds began not to mind getting wet. In-door people said they had heard the nightingale, to which out-door people replied contemptuously that they had heard him a fortnight before.


  The young doctor’s practice being scarcely so large as a London surgeon’s he frequently walked in the wood. Indeed, such practice as he had he did not follow up with the assiduity that would have been necessary for developing it to exceptional proportions.


  One day, book in hand, he went to a part of the wood where the trees were mainly oaks. It was a calm afternoon, and there was everywhere around that sign of great undertakings on the part of vegetable nature which is apt to fill reflective human beings who are not undertaking much themselves with a sudden uneasiness at the contrast. He heard in the distance a curious sound, something like the quack of ducks, which though it was common enough here about this time was not common to him.


  Looking through the trees Fitzpiers soon perceived the origin of the noise. The barking season had just commenced, and what he had heard was the tear of the ripping-tool as it ploughed its way along the sticky parting between the trunk and the rind. Melbury did a large business in bark, and as he was Grace’s father, and possibly might be found on the spot, Fitzpiers was attracted to the scene even more than he might have been by its intrinsic interest. When he got nearer he recognized among the workmen John Upjohn, the two Timothys, and Robert Creedle, who probably had been ‘lent’ by Winterborne; Marty South also assisted. A milking-pail of cider stood near, a half-pint cup floating on it, with which they dipped and drank whenever they passed the pail.


  Each tree doomed to the flaying process was first attacked by Upjohn. With a small bill-hook he carefully freed the collar of the tree from twigs and patches of moss which encrusted it to a height of a foot or two above the ground, an operation comparable to the ‘little toilette’ of the executioner’s victim. After this it was barked in its erect position to a point as high as a man could reach. If a fine product of vegetable nature could ever be said to look ridiculous it was the case now, when the oak stood naked-legged, and as if ashamed, till the axeman came and cut a ring round it, and the two Timothys finished the work with the cross-cut saw.


  As soon as it had fallen the barkers attacked it like locusts, and in a short time not a particle of rind was left on the trunk and larger limbs. Marty South was an adept at peeling the upper parts; and there she stood encaged amid the mass of twigs and buds like a great bird, running her ripping-tool into the smallest branches, beyond the furthest points to which the skill and patience of the men enabled them to proceed—branches which, in their lifetime, had swayed high above the bulk of the wood, and caught the earliest rays of the sun and moon while the lower part of the forest was still in darkness.


  ‘You seem to have a better instrument than they, Marty,’ said Fitzpiers.


  ‘No, sir,’ she said, holding up the tool, a horse’s leg-bone fitted into a handle and filed to an edge; ‘’tis only that they’ve less patience with the twigs, because their time is worth more than mine.’


  A little shed had been constructed on the spot, of thatched hurdles and boughs, and in front of it was a fire, over which a kettle sang. Fitzpiers sat down inside the shelter and went on with his reading, except when he looked up to observe the scene and the actors.


  The thought that he might settle here and become welded in with this sylvan life by marrying Grace Melbury crossed his mind for a moment. Why should he go further into the world than where he was? The secret of happiness lay in limiting the aspirations; these men’s thoughts were conterminous with the margin of the Hintock woodlands, and why should not his be likewise limited—a small practice among the people around him being the bound of his desires?


  Presently Marty South discontinued her operations upon the quivering boughs, came out from the reclining oak, and prepared tea. When it was ready the men were called; and Fitzpiers, being in a mood to join, sat down with them.


  The latent reason of his lingering here so long revealed itself when the faint creaking of the joints of a vehicle became audible, and one of the men said, ‘Here’s he.’ Turning their heads they saw Melbury’s gig approaching, the wheels muffled by the yielding moss.


  The timber-merchant was leading the horse past the tree-stumps, looking back at every few steps to warn his daughter, who kept her seat, where and how to duck her head so as to avoid overhanging branches. They stopped at the spot where the bark-ripping had been temporarily suspended; Melbury cursorily examined the heaps of bark, and drawing near to where the workmen were sitting down accepted their shouted invitation to have a dish of tea, for which purpose he hitched the horse to a bough.


  Grace declined to take any of their beverage, and remained in her place in the vehicle, looking dreamily at the sunlight that came in thin threads through the hollies with which the oaks were interspersed.


  When Melbury stepped up close to the shelter he for the first time perceived that the doctor was present, and warmly appreciated Fitzpiers’s invitation to sit down on the log beside him.


  ‘Bless my heart, who would have thought of finding you here,’ he said, obviously much pleased at the circumstance. ‘I wonder now if my daughter knows you are so nigh at hand? I don’t expect she do.’


  He looked out towards the gig wherein Grace sat, her face still turned sunward in the opposite direction.


  ‘She doesn’t see us,’ said Melbury. ‘Well, never mind; let her be.’


  Grace was indeed quite unconscious of Fitzpiers’s propinquity. She was thinking of something which had little connection with the scene before her—thinking of her friend, lost as soon as found, Mrs. Charmond; of her capricious conduct, and of the contrasting scenes she was possibly enjoying at that very moment in other climes, to which Grace herself had hoped to be introduced by her friend’s means. She wondered if this patronizing lady would return to Hintock during the summer, and whether the acquaintance which had been nipped on the last occasion of her residence there would develop on the next.


  Melbury told ancient timber-stories as he sat, relating them directly to Fitzpiers and obliquely to the men, who had heard them often before. Marty, who poured out tea, was just saying, ‘I think I’ll take out a cup to Miss Grace,’ when they heard a clashing of the gig-harness and turning round Melbury saw that the horse had become restless, and was jerking about the vehicle in a way which alarmed its occupant, though she refrained from screaming. Melbury jumped up immediately, but not more quickly than Fitzpiers; and while her father ran to the horse’s head and speedily began to control him, Fitzpiers was alongside the gig assisting Grace to descend.


  Her surprise at his appearance was so great that, far from making a calm and independent descent, she was very nearly lifted down in his arms. He relinquished her when she touched ground, and hoped she was not frightened.


  ‘O no, not much,’ she managed to say. ‘There was no danger—unless the horse had run under the trees where the boughs are low enough to hit my head.’


  ‘Which was by no means impossible, and justifies any amount of alarm.’


  He referred to what he thought he saw written in her face, and she could not tell him that this had little to do with the horse, but much with himself. His contiguity had, in fact, the same effect upon her as on those former occasions when he had come closer to her than usual—that of producing in her an unaccountable tendency to tearfulness. Melbury soon put the horse to rights, and seeing that Grace was safe turned again to the work-people.


  His daughter’s nervous distress had passed off in a few moments, and she said quite gaily to Fitzpiers as she walked with him towards the group, ‘There’s destiny in it, you see. I was doomed to join in your picnic, although I did not intend to do so.’


  Marty prepared her a comfortable place and she sat down in the circle, and listened to Fitzpiers while he drew from her father and the bark-rippers sundry narratives of their fathers’, their grandfathers’, and their own adventures in these woods; of the mysterious sights they had seen—only to be accounted for by supernatural agency; of white witches and black witches: and the standard story of the spirits of the Two Brothers who had fought and fallen, and had haunted King’s Hintock Court a few miles off till they were exorcised by the priest, and compelled to retreat to a swamp, whence they were returning to their old quarters at the Court at the rate of a cock’s stride every New Year’s Day, Old Style; hence the local saying, ‘On new-year’s tide, a cock’s stride.’


  It was a pleasant time. The smoke from the little fire of peeled sticks rose between the sitters and the sunlight, and behind its blue films stretched the naked arms of the prostrate trees. The smell of the uncovered sap mingled with the smell of the burning wood, and the sticky inner surface of the scattered bark glistened as it revealed its pale madder hues to the eye. Melbury was so highly satisfied at having Fitzpiers as a sort of guest that he would have sat on for any length of time, but Grace, on whom Fitzpiers’s eyes only too frequently alighted, seemed to think it incumbent upon her to make a show of going; and her father thereupon accompanied her to the gig.


  As the doctor had helped her out of it he appeared to think that he had excellent reasons for helping her in, and performed the attention lingeringly enough.


  ‘What were you almost in tears about just now?’ he asked softly.


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said; and the words were strictly true.


  Melbury mounted on the other side, and they drove on out of the grove, their wheels silently crushing delicate-patterned mosses, hyacinths, primroses, lords-and-ladies, and other strange and common plants, and cracking up little sticks that lay across the track. Their way homeward ran along the western flank of the Vale, whence afar they beheld a wide district differing somewhat in feature and atmosphere from the Hintock precincts. It was the cider country more especially, which met the woodland district some way off. There the air was blue as sapphire—such a blue as outside that apple-region was never seen. Under the blue the orchards were in a blaze of pink bloom, some of the richly flowered trees running almost up to where they drove along. At a gate, which opened down an incline, a man leant on his arms regarding this fair promise so intently that he did not observe their passing.


  ‘That was Giles,’ said Melbury, when they had gone by.


  ‘Was it? Poor Giles,’ said she.


  ‘All that apple-blooth means heavy autumn work for him and his hands. If no blight happens before the setting the cider yield will be such as we have not had for years.’


  Meanwhile, in the wood they had come from, the men had sat on so long that they were indisposed to begin work again that evening; they were paid by the ton, and their time for labour was as they chose. They placed the last gatherings of bark in rows for the curers, which led them further and further away from the shed; and thus they gradually withdrew homeward as the sun went down.


  Fitzpiers lingered yet. He had opened his book again, though he could hardly see a word in it, and sat before the dying fire scarcely knowing of the men’s departure. He dreamed and mused till his consciousness seemed to occupy the whole space of the woodland round, so little was there of jarring sight or sound to hinder perfect mental unity with the sentiment of the place. The idea returned upon him of sacrificing all practical aims to live in calm contentment here, and instead of going on elaborating new conceptions with infinite pains, to accept quiet domesticity according to oldest and homeliest notions. These reflections detained him till the wood was embrowned with the coming night, and the shy little bird of this dusky time had begun to pour out all the intensity of his eloquence from a bush not very far off.


  Fitzpiers’s eyes commanded as much of the ground in front as was open. Entering upon this he saw a figure whose direction of movement was towards the spot where he sat. The surgeon was quite shrouded from observation by the recessed shadow of the hurdle-screen, and there was no reason why he should move till the stranger had passed by.


  The shape resolved itself into a woman’s; she was looking on the ground and walking slowly, as if searching for something that had been lost, her course being precisely that of Mr. Melbury’s gig. Fitzpiers, by a sort of divination, jumped to the idea that the figure was Grace’s; her nearer approach made the guess a certainty.


  Yes, she was looking for something; and she came round by the prostrate trees that would have been invisible but for their white nakedness, which enabled her to avoid them easily. Thus she approached the heap of ashes, and acting upon what was suggested by a still shining ember or two she took a stick and stirred the heap, which thereupon burst into a flame. On looking around by the light thus obtained she for the first time saw the illumined face of Fitzpiers precisely in the spot where she had left him.


  Grace gave a start and a scream; she had not the least expected to find him there still. Fitzpiers lost not a moment in rising and going to her side.


  ‘I frightened you dreadfully, I know,’ he said. ‘I ought to have spoken; but I did not at first expect it to be you. I have been sitting here ever since.’


  He was actually supporting her with his arm as though under the impression that she was quite overcome and in danger of falling. As soon as she could collect her ideas she gently withdrew from his grasp and explained what she had returned for: in getting up or down from the gig, or when sitting by the hut fire, she had dropped her purse.


  ‘Now we will find it,’ said Fitzpiers.


  He threw an armful of last year’s leaves on to the fire, which made the flame leap higher, and the encompassing shades to weave themselves into a blacker contrast, turning eve into night in a moment. By this radiance they groped about on their hands and knees, till Fitzpiers rested on his elbow, and looked at Grace.


  ‘We almost always meet in odd circumstances,’ he said; ‘and this is one of the oddest. I wonder if it means anything?’


  ‘O no, I’m sure it doesn’t,’ said Grace in haste, quickly assuming an erect posture. ‘Pray don’t say it any more.’


  ‘I hope there was not much money in the purse,’ said Fitzpiers, rising to his feet more slowly, and brushing the leaves from his trousers.


  ‘Scarcely any. I cared most about the purse itself, because it was given me. Indeed, money is of little more use at Hintock than on Crusoe’s island: there’s hardly any way of spending it.’


  They had given up the search when Fitzpiers discerned something by his foot. ‘Here it is!’ he said. ‘So that your father, mother, friend, or admirer will not have his or her feelings hurt by a sense of your negligence after all.’


  ‘O, he knows nothing of what I do now.[’]


  ‘The admirer?’ said Fitzpiers slyly.


  ‘I don’t know if you would call him that,’ said Grace with simplicity. ‘The admirer is a superficial, conditional creature, and this person is quite different.’


  ‘He has all the cardinal virtues?’


  ‘Perhaps—though I don’t know them precisely.’


  ‘You unconsciously practise them, Miss Melbury, which is better. According to Schleiermacher they are Self-control, Perseverance, Wisdom, and Love; and his is the best list that I know.’


  ‘I am afraid poor—’ She was going to say that she feared Winterborne, the giver of the purse years before, had not much perseverance, though he had all the other three; but she determined to go no further in this direction, and was silent.


  These half-revelations made a perceptible difference in Fitzpiers. His sense of personal superiority wasted away, and Grace assumed in his eyes the true aspect of a mistress in her lover’s regard.


  ‘Miss Melbury,’ he said suddenly; ‘I divine that this virtuous man you mention has been refused by you?’


  She could do no otherwise than admit it.


  ‘I did not inquire without good reason. God forbid that I should kneel in another’s place at any shrine unfairly. But, my dear Miss Melbury, now that he is gone from the temple, may I draw near?’


  ‘I—I can’t say anything about that!’ she cried quickly. ‘Because when a man has been refused you feel pity for him, and like him more than you did before.’


  This increasing complication added still more value to Grace in the surgeon’s eyes: it rendered her adorable. ‘But cannot you say?’ he pleaded distractedly.


  ‘I’d rather not—I think I must go home at once.’


  ‘O yes,’ said Fitzpiers.


  But as he did not move she felt it awkward to walk straight away from him; and so they stood silently together. A diversion was created by the accident of two large birds, that had either been roosting above their heads or nesting there, tumbling one over the other into the hot ashes at their feet, apparently engrossed in a desperate quarrel that prevented the use of their wings. They speedily parted, however, and flew up with a singed smell, and were seen no more.


  ‘That’s the end of what is called love,’ said some one.


  The speaker was neither Grace nor Fitzpiers, but Marty South, who approached with her face turned up to the sky in her endeavour to trace the birds. Suddenly perceiving Grace she exclaimed, ‘O—Miss Melbury!—I have been looking at they pigeons, and didn’t see you. And here’s Mr. Winterborne!’ she continued shyly, as she looked towards Fitzpiers, who stood in the background.


  ‘Marty,’ Grace interrupted; ‘I want you to walk home with me—will you? Come along.’ And without lingering longer she took hold of Marty’s arm and led her away.


  They went between the spectral arms of the peeled trees as they lay, and onward among the growing ones by a path where there were no oaks, and no barking, and no Fitzpiers—nothing but copse-wood, between which the primroses could be discerned in pale bunches.


  ‘I—didn’t know Mr. Winterborne was there,’ said Marty, breaking the silence when they had nearly reached Grace’s door.


  ‘Nor was he,’ said Grace.


  ‘But, Miss Melbury—I saw him.’


  ‘No,’ said Grace. ‘It was somebody else. Giles Winterborne is nothing to me.’


  ♣


  XX


  The leaves over Hintock unrolled their creased tissues, and the woodland seemed to change from an open filigree to a solid opaque body of infinitely larger shape and importance. The boughs cast green shades, which disagreed with the complexion of the girls who walked there; and a fringe of the same boughs which overhung Mr. Melbury’s garden dripped on his seed-plots when it rained, pitting their surface all over as with pock-marks, till Melbury declared that gardens in such a place were no good at all. The two trees that had creaked all the winter left off creaking, the whirr of the night-hawk, however, forming a very satisfactory continuation of uncanny music from that quarter. Except at midday the sun was not seen complete by the Hintock people, but rather in the form of numerous little stars staring through the leaves.


  Such an appearance it had on Midsummer eve of this year, and as the hour grew later, and nine o’clock drew on, the irradiation of the day-time became broken up by the weird shadows and ghostly nooks of indistinctness. Imagination could trace amid the trunks and boughs swarthy faces and funereal figures. This was before the moon rose. Later on, when that planet was getting command of the upper heaven, and consequently shining with an unbroken face into such open glades as there were in the neighbourhood of the hamlet, it became apparent that the margin of the wood which approached the timber-merchant’s premises was not to be left to the customary stillness of that reposeful time.


  Fitzpiers having heard a voice or voices was looking over his garden gate (where he now looked more frequently than into his books) fancying that Grace might be abroad with some friends. He was irretrievably committed in heart to Grace Melbury, though he was by no means sure that she was so far committed to him. That the Idea had for once completely fulfilled itself in the objective substance (which he had hitherto deemed an impossibility) he was enchanted enough to fancy must be the case at last.


  It was not Grace who had passed, however, but several of the ordinary village girls in a group; some steadily walking, some in a mood of wild gaiety. He quietly asked his landlady, who was also in the garden, what these girls were intending, and she informed him that it being old Midsummer eve they were about to attempt some spell or enchantment which would afford them a glimpse of their future partners for life. She declared it to be an ungodly performance, and one that she for her part would never countenance; saying which she entered her house and retired to bed.


  The young man lit a cigar, and followed the bevy of maidens slowly up the road. They had turned into the wood at an opening between Melbury’s and Marty South’s; but Fitzpiers could easily track them by their voices, low as they endeavoured to keep their tones.


  In the meantime other inhabitants of Little Hintock had become aware of the nocturnal experiment about to be tried, and were also sauntering stealthily after the frisky maidens. Miss Melbury had been informed by Marty South during the day of the proposed peep into futurity, and, being only a girl like the rest, she was sufficiently interested to wish to see the issue. The moon was so bright and the night so calm that she had no difficulty in persuading Mrs. Melbury to accompany her; and thus, joined by Marty, these went onward in the same direction.


  Passing Winterborne’s house they heard a noise of hammering. Marty explained it. This was the last night on which his paternal roof would shelter him, the days of grace since it fell into hand having expired; and late as it was Giles was taking down his cupboards and bedsteads with a view to an early exit next morning. His encounter with Mrs. Charmond had cost him dearly.


  When they had proceeded a little further Marty was joined by Grammer Oliver (who was as young as the youngest in such matters), and Grace and Mrs. Melbury went on by themselves till they had arrived at the spot chosen by the village daughters, whose primary intention of keeping their expedition a secret had been quite defeated. Grace and her stepmother paused by a holly tree; and at a little distance stood Fitzpiers under the shade of a young oak, intently observing Grace, who was in the full rays of the moon.


  He watched her without speaking, and unperceived by any but Marty and Grammer, who had drawn up on the dark side of the same holly which sheltered Mrs. and Miss Melbury on its bright side. The two former conversed in low tones.


  ‘If they two come up in wood next Midsummer night they’ll come as one,’ said Grammer, signifying Fitzpiers and Grace. ‘Instead of my skellinton he’ll carry home her living carcase before long. But though she’s a lady in herself, and worthy of any such as he, it do seem to me that he ought to marry somebody more of the sort of Mrs. Charmond, and that Miss Grace should make the best of Winterborne.’


  Marty returned no comment; and at that minute the girls, some of whom were from Great Hintock, were seen advancing to work the incantation, it being now about midnight.


  ‘Directly we see anything we’ll run home as fast as we can,’ said one, whose courage had begun to fail her. To this the rest assented, not knowing that a dozen neighbours lurked in the bushes around.


  ‘I wish we had not thought of trying this,’ said another, ‘but had contented ourselves with the hole-digging to-morrow at twelve, and hearing our husbands’ trades. It is too much like having dealings with the evil one to try to raise their forms.’


  However, they had gone too far to recede, and slowly began to march forward in a skirmishing line through the trees, each intending to plunge alone into a deep recess of the wood. As far as the listeners could gather, the particular form of black art to be practised on this occasion was one connected with the sowing of hempseed, a handful of which was carried by each girl.


  At the moment of their advance they looked back, and discerned the figure of Miss Melbury who, alone of all the observers, stood in the full face of the moonlight, deeply engrossed in the proceedings. By contrast with her life of late years they made her feel as if she had receded a couple of centuries in the world’s history. She was rendered doubly conspicuous by her light dress, and after a few whispered words one of the girls (a bouncing maiden called Suke, plighted to young Timothy Tangs) asked her if she would join in. Grace with some excitement said that she would, and moved on a little in the rear of the rest.


  Soon the listeners could hear nothing of their proceedings beyond the faintest occasional rustle of leaves. Grammer whispered again to Marty: ‘Why didn’t ye go and try your luck with the rest of the maids?’


  ‘I don’t believe in it!’ said Marty shortly. ‘And they’ve spoilt it by letting people know.’


  ‘Yes, half the parish is here; the silly hussies should have kept it quiet. I see Mr. Winterborne through the leaves, just come up with Robert Creedle. Marty, we ought to act the part o’ Providence sometimes. Do go and tell him that if he stands just behind the bush at the bottom of the slope, Miss Grace must pass down it when she comes back, and she will most likely rush into his arms; for as soon as the clock strikes they’ll bundle back home-along like hares. I’ve seen such larries before.’


  ‘Do you think I’d better?’ said Marty reluctantly.


  ‘O yes, he’ll bless ye for it.’


  ‘I don’t want that kind of blessing!’


  But after a moment’s thought she went and delivered the information; and Grammer had the satisfaction of seeing Giles walk slowly to the bend in the leafy defile along which Grace would have to return.


  Meanwhile Mrs. Melbury, deserted by Grace, had perceived Fitzpiers and Winterborne, and also the move of the latter. An improvement on Grammer’s idea entered the mind of Mrs. Melbury, for she had lately discerned what her husband had not, that Grace was rapidly fascinating the surgeon. She therefore drew near to Fitzpiers.


  ‘You should be where Mr. Winterborne is standing,’ she said to him significantly. ‘She will run down through that opening much faster than she went up it, if she is like the rest of the girls.’


  Fitzpiers did not require to be told twice. He went across to Winterborne, and stood beside him. Each knew the probable purpose of the other in standing there, and neither spoke, Fitzpiers scorning to look upon Winterborne as a rival, and Winterborne adhering to the off-hand manner of indifference which had grown upon him since his dismissal.


  Neither Grammer nor Marty South had seen the surgeon’s manœuvre, and still to help Winterborne, as she supposed, the old woman suggested to the wood-girl that she should walk forward at the heels of Grace, and ‘tole’ her down the required way if she showed a tendency to run in another direction. Poor Marty, always doomed to sacrifice desire to obligation, walked forward accordingly, and waited as a beacon, still and silent, for the retreat of Grace and her giddy companions, now quite out of hearing.


  The first sound to break the silence was the distant note of Great Hintock clock striking the significant hour. About a minute later that quarter of the wood to which the girls had wandered resounded with the flapping of disturbed birds; then two or three hares and rabbits bounded down the glade from the same direction, and after these the rustling and crackling of leaves and dead twigs denoted the hurried approach of the adventurers, whose fluttering gowns soon became visible.


  Miss Melbury having gone forward quite in the rear of the rest was one of the first to return, and the excitement being contagious she ran laughing towards Marty, who still stood as a hand-post to guide her; then, passing on, she flew round the fatal bush where the undergrowth narrowed to a gorge. Marty arrived at her heels just in time to see the result. Fitzpiers had quickly stepped forward in front of Winterborne, who disdaining to shift his position had turned on his heel, and then the surgeon did what he would not have thought of doing but for Mrs. Melbury’s encouragement and the sentiment of an eve which effaced conventionality. Stretching out his arms as the white figure burst upon him he captured her in a moment, as if she had been a bird.


  ‘O!’ cried Grace in her fright.


  ‘You are in my arms, dearest,’ said Fitzpiers; ‘and I am going to claim you, and keep you there all our two lives!’


  She rested on him like one utterly mastered; and it was several seconds before she recovered from this helplessness. Subdued screams and struggles audible from neighbouring brakes revealed that there had been other lurkers thereabout for a similar purpose. Grace, unlike most of these companions of hers, instead of giggling and writhing, said in a trembling voice, ‘Mr. Fitzpiers, will you let me go?’


  ‘Certainly,’ he said, laughing; ‘as soon as you have recovered.’


  She waited another few moments, then quietly and firmly pushed him aside and glided on her path, the moon whitening her hot blush away. But it had been enough: new relations between them had begun.


  The case of the other girls was different, as has been said. They wrestled and tittered, only escaping after a desperate struggle. Fitzpiers could hear these enactments still going on after Grace had left him, and he remained on the spot where he had caught her, Winterborne having gone away. On a sudden another girl came bounding down the same descent that had been followed by Grace; a fine-framed young woman, with bare arms. Seeing Fitzpiers standing there she said with playful effrontery: ‘May’st kiss me if ’canst catch me, Tim!’


  Fitzpiers recognized her as Suke Damson, a hoy-denish maiden of the hamlet—the girl whom he had heard swear to herself when she got soiled by the newly painted gate. She was plainly mistaking him for her lover. He was impulsively disposed to profit by her error, and as soon as she began racing away he started in pursuit.


  On she went under the boughs, now in light, now in shade, looking over her shoulder at him every few moments and kissing her hand; but so cunningly dodging about among the trees and moon-shades that she never allowed him to get dangerously near her. Thus they ran and doubled, Fitzpiers warming with the chase, till the sound of their companions had quite died away.


  He began to lose hope of ever overtaking her, when all at once, by way of encouragement, she turned to a fence in which there was a stile, and leapt over it. Outside, the scene was a changed one; a meadow, where the half-made hay lay about in heaps, in the uninterrupted shine of the now high moon.


  Fitzpiers saw in a moment that having taken to open ground she had placed herself at his mercy, and he promptly vaulted over after her. She flitted a little way down the mead, when all at once her elusive form disappeared, as if it had sunk into the earth. She had buried herself in one of the hay-cocks.


  Fitzpiers, now thoroughly excited, was not going to let her escape him thus. He approached, and set about turning over the heaps one by one. As soon as he paused, tantalized and puzzled, he was directed anew by an imitative kiss which came from her hiding-place under the hay, and by snatches of a local ballad, in the smallest voice she could assume:—


  
    ‘O come in from the foggy, foggy dew.’

  


  In a minute or two he uncovered her.


  ‘O—’tis not Tim!’ said she with a laugh, and burying her face.


  Fitzpiers, however, disregarded her resistance by reason of its mildness, stooped, and imprinted the purposed kiss; then sank down on the same hay-cock, panting with his race.


  ‘Whom do you mean by Tim?’ he asked presently.


  ‘My young man, Tim Tangs,’ said she.


  ‘Now honour bright, did you really think it was he?’


  ‘I did at first.’


  ‘But you didn’t at last.’


  ‘No. I didn’t at last.’


  ‘Do you much mind that it is not?’


  ‘No,’ she answered slyly.


  Fitzpiers kissed her again, and pressed her close to him.


  He did not pursue his questioning. In the moonlight Suke looked very beautiful, the scratches and blemishes incidental to her outdoor occupation being invisible under these pale rays. While they remained silent on the hay the coarse whirr of the eternal night-hawk burst sarcastically from the top of a tree at the nearest corner of the wood. Besides this not a sound of any kind reached their ears, the time of nightingales being now past, and Hintock lying at a distance of two miles at least. In the opposite direction the hay-field stretched away into remoteness till it was lost to the eye in a soft mist.


  It was daybreak before Fitzpiers and Suke Damson re-entered Little Hintock.


  ♣


  XXI


  When the general stampede occurred Winterborne had also been looking on, and encountering one of the girls had asked her what caused them all to fly.


  She said with solemn breathlessness that they had seen something very different from what they had hoped to see, and that she for one would never attempt such unholy ceremonies again. ‘We saw Satan pursuing us with his hour-glass. It was terrible!’


  This account being a little mixed Giles went forward towards the spot whence the girls had retreated. After listening there a few minutes he heard slow footsteps rustling over the leaves, and, looking through a tangled screen of honeysuckle which hung from a bough, he saw in the open space beyond a short stout man in evening dress, carrying on one arm a light overcoat and also his hat, so awkwardly arranged as possibly to have suggested the ‘hour-glass’ to his timid observers—if this were the person whom the girls had seen. With the other hand he silently gesticulated, and the moonlight falling upon his bare brow showed him to have dark hair and a high forehead of the shape seen oftener in old prints and paintings than in real life. His curious and altogether alien aspect, his strange gestures, like those of one who is rehearsing a scene to himself, and the unusual place and hour, were sufficient to account for any trepidation among the Hintock daughters at encountering him.


  He paused and looked round, as if he had forgotten where he was; not observing Giles, who was of the colour of his environment. The latter advanced into the light. The gentleman held up his hand and came towards Giles, the two meeting half way.


  ‘I have lost my track,’ said the stranger. ‘Perhaps you can put me in the path again.’ He wiped his forehead with the air of one suffering under an agitation more than that of simple fatigue.


  ‘The turnpike-road is over there,’ said Giles.


  ‘I don’t want the turnpike-road,’ said the gentleman impatiently. ‘I came from that. I want Hintock House. Is there not a path to it across here?’


  ‘Well, yes, a sort of path. But it is hard to find from this point. I’ll show you the way, sir, with pleasure.’


  ‘Thanks, my good friend. The truth is that I decided to walk across the country after dinner from the hotel at Sherton, where I am staying for a day or two. But I did not know it was so far.’


  ‘It is about a mile to the house from here.’


  They walked on together. As there was no path Giles occasionally stepped in front and bent aside the under-boughs of the trees to give his companion a passage, saying every now and then when the twigs, on being released, flew back like whips, ‘Mind your eyes, sir.’ To which the stranger replied, ‘Yes, yes,’ in a preoccupied tone.


  So they went on, the leaf-shadows running in their usual quick succession over the forms of the pedestrians, till the stranger said—


  ‘Is it far?’


  ‘Not much further,’ said Winterborne. ‘The plantation runs up into a corner here, close behind the house.’ He added with hesitation, ‘You know, I suppose, sir, that Mrs. Charmond is not at home?’


  ‘You mistake,’ said the other shortly. ‘Mrs. Charmond has been away for some time, but she’s at home now.’


  Giles did not contradict him, though he felt sure that the gentleman was wrong.


  ‘You are a native of this place?’ the stranger said.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You are happy in having a home.’


  ‘I hope you are too, sir.’


  ‘It is what I don’t possess.’


  ‘You came from far, seemingly?’


  ‘I come now from the south of Europe.’


  ‘O indeed, sir. You are an Italian, or Spanish, or French gentleman, perhaps?’


  ‘I am not either.’


  Giles did not fill the pause which ensued, and the gentleman, who seemed of an emotional nature, unable to resist friendship, at length answered the question.


  ‘I am an Italianized American; a South Carolinian by birth,’ he said. ‘I left my native country on the failure of the Southern cause, and have never returned to it since.’


  He spoke no more about himself, and they came to the verge of the wood. Here, striding over the fence out upon the upland sward, they could at once see the chimneys of the house in the gorge immediately beneath their position, silent, still, and pale.


  ‘Can you tell me the time?’ the gentleman asked. ‘My watch has stopped.’


  ‘It is between twelve and one,’ said Giles.


  His companion expressed his astonishment. ‘I thought it between nine and ten at latest! My! My!’


  He now begged Giles to return and offered him a gold coin, which looked like a sovereign, for the assistance rendered. Giles declined to accept anything, to the surprise of the stranger, who on putting the money back into his pocket said awkwardly, ‘I thought it was the custom here. I offered it because I want you to utter no word about this meeting with me. Will you promise?’


  Winterborne promised readily. He stood still whilst the other descended the slope. At the bottom the stranger looked back mistrustfully. Giles would no longer remain when he was so evidently desired to leave, and returned through the boughs to Little Hintock.


  He suspected that this man, who seemed so distressed and melancholy, might be that lover and persistent wooer of Mrs. Charmond whom he had heard so frequently spoken of, and whom it was said she had treated cavalierly. But he received no confirmation of his suspicion beyond a report which reached him a few days later that a gentleman had called up the servants who were taking care of Hintock House at an hour past midnight; and on learning that Mrs. Charmond, though returned from abroad, was as yet in London, he had sworn bitterly, and gone away without leaving a card or any trace of himself.


  The girls who related the story added that he sighed three times before he swore, and seemed wandering in his mind, but this part of the narrative was not corborated. [corroborated.] Anyhow such a gentleman drove away from Sherton next day in a carriage hired at the inn.


  ♣
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  The sunny, leafy week which followed the tender doings of Midsummer Eve brought a visitor to Fitzpiers’s door; a voice that he knew sounded in the passage. Mr. Melbury had called.


  At first he had a particular objection to enter the parlour because his boots were dusty, but as the surgeon insisted he waived the point and came in.


  Looking neither to the right nor to the left, hardly at Fitzpiers himself, he put his hat under his chair and with a preoccupied gaze at the floor said, ‘I have called to ask you, doctor, quite privately, a question that troubles me. I’ve a daughter, Grace, an only daughter as you may have heard. Well, she’s been out in the dew; on Midsummer Eve in particular she went out in thin slippers to watch some vagary of the Hintock maids; and she’s got a cough, a distinct hemming and hacking, that makes me uneasy. Now I have decided to send her away to some seaside place for a change—’


  ‘Send her away!’ Fitzpiers’s countenance had fallen.


  ‘Yes. And the question is, where would you advise me to send her?’


  The timber-merchant had happened to call at a moment when Fitzpiers was at the spring-tide of a sentiment that Grace was a necessity of his existence. The sudden pressure of her form upon his breast as she came headlong round the bush had never ceased to linger with him since he adopted the manœuvre for which the hour and the moonlight and the occasion had been the only excuse. Now she was to be sent away.


  Ambition?—it could be postponed. Family?—a common culture and reciprocity of tastes had taken the place of family considerations nowadays. He allowed himself to be carried forward on the wave of his desire.


  ‘How strange, how very strange it is,’ he said, ‘that you should have come to me about her just now. I have been thinking every day of coming to you on the very same errand.’


  ‘Ah? You have noticed, too, that her health—’


  ‘I have noticed nothing the matter with her health, because there is nothing. But, Mr. Melbury, I have seen your daughter several times by accident. I have admired her infinitely, and I was coming to ask you if I may become better acquainted with her—pay my addresses to her?’


  Melbury was looking down as he listened, and did not see the air of half-misgiving at his own rashness that spread over Fitzpiers’s face as he made this declaration.


  ‘You have—got to know her?’ said Melbury, a spell of dead silence having preceded his utterance, during which his emotion rose with almost visible effect.


  ‘Yes,’ said Fitzpiers.


  ‘And you wish to become better acquainted with her? You mean with a view to marrying o’ her—is that what you mean?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the young man. ‘I mean, get acquainted with her, with a view to being her accepted lover; and if we suited each other, what would naturally follow.’


  The timber-dealer was much surprised, and fairly agitated; his hand trembled as he laid by his walking-stick.


  ‘This takes me unawares,’ said he, his voice well-nigh breaking down. ‘I don’t mean that there is anything unexpected in a gentleman being attracted by her; but it did not occur to me that it would be you. I always said,’ continued he, with a lump in his throat, ‘that my Grace would make a mark at her own level some day. That was why I educated her. I said to myself, “I’ll do it, cost what it may”; though her stepmother was pretty frightened at my paying out so much money year after year. I knew it would tell in the end. “Where you’ve not good material to work on, such doings would be waste and vanity,” I said. “But where you have that material, it is sure to be worth while.”’


  ‘I am glad you don’t object,’ said Fitzpiers, almost wishing that Grace had not been quite so cheap for him.


  ‘If she is willing I don’t object, certainly. Indeed,’ added the honest man, ‘it would be deceit if I were to pretend to feel anything else than highly honoured by your wish; and it is a great credit to her to have drawn to her a man of such good professional station and venerable old family. That huntsman-fellow little thought how wrong he was about her! Take her and welcome, sir.’


  ‘I’ll endeavour to ascertain her mind.’


  ‘Yes, yes. But she will be agreeable, I think. She ought to be.’


  ‘I hope she may. Well, now you’ll expect to see me frequently?’


  ‘O yes. But, name it all—about her cough, and her going away? I had quite forgot that that was what I came about.’


  ‘I assure you,’ said the surgeon, ‘that her cough can only be the result of a slight cold, and it is not necessary to banish her to any seaside place at all.’


  Melbury looked unconvinced, doubting whether he ought to take Fitzpiers’s professional opinion in circumstances which naturally led him to wish to keep her by him. The doctor saw this, and honestly dreading to lose sight of her he said eagerly, ‘Between ourselves, if I am successful with her I will take her away myself for a month or two, as soon as we are married, which I hope will be before the chilly weather comes on. This will be so very much better than letting her go now.’


  The proposal pleased Melbury much. There could be hardly any danger in postponing desirable change of air as long as the warm weather lasted, and for such a reason.


  Suddenly recollecting himself he said, ‘Your time must be precious, doctor. I’ll get home-along. I am much obliged to ’ee. As you will see her often you’ll discover for yourself if anything serious is the matter.’


  ‘I can assure you it is nothing,’ said Fitzpiers, who had seen Grace much oftener already than her father knew of.


  When he was gone Fitzpiers paused, silent, registering his sensations like a man who has made a plunge for a pearl into a medium of which he knows neither the density nor temperature. But he had done it, and Grace was the sweetest girl alive.


  As for the departed visitor, his own last words lingered in Melbury’s ears as he walked homeward; he felt that what he had said in the emotion of the moment was very stupid, ungenteel, and unsuited to a duologue with an educated gentleman, the smallness of whose practice was more than compensated by the former greatness of his family. He had uttered thoughts before they were weighed, and almost before they were shaped. They had expressed in a certain sense his feeling at Fitzpiers’s news, but yet they were not right. Looking on the ground, and planting his stick at each tread as if it were a flagstaff, he reached his own precincts where, as he passed through the court, he automatically stopped to look at the men working in the shed and around. One of them asked him a question about waggon-spokes.


  ‘Hey?’ said Melbury, looking hard at him. The man repeated the words.


  Melbury stood; then turning suddenly away without answering he went up the court and entered the house.


  As time was no concern with the journeymen, except as a thing to get passed, they leisurely surveyed the door through which he had disappeared.


  ‘What maggot has the gaffer got in his head now?’ said Tangs the elder. ‘Sommit to do with that chiel of his! When you’ve got a maid of yer own, John Upjohn, that costs ’ee what she costs him, that will take the squeak out of your Sunday shoes, John! But you’ll never be man enough to accomplish such as she; and ’tis a lucky thing for ’ee, John, as things be. Well, he ought to have a dozen—that would bring him to reason. I see ’em walking together last Sunday, and when they came to a puddle he lifted her over like a waxen figure. He ought to have a dozen; he’d let ’em walk through puddles for themselves then.’


  Meanwhile Melbury had entered the house with the eye of a man who sees a vision before him. His wife was in the room. Without taking off his hat he sat down at random.


  ‘Luce—we’ve done it!’ he said. ‘Yes—the thing is as I expected. The spell, that I foresaw might be worked, has worked. She’s done it, and done it well. Where is she—Grace, I mean?’


  ‘Up in her room: what has happened?’


  Mr. Melbury explained the circumstances as coherently as he could. ‘I told you so,’ he said. ‘A maid like her couldn’t stay hid long, even in a place like this. But where is Grace? Let’s have her down. Here—Gra-a-ce!’


  She appeared after a reasonable interval, for she was sufficiently spoilt by this father of hers not to put herself in a hurry, however impatient his tones. ‘What is it, father?’ said she, with a smile.


  ‘Why, you scamp, what’s this you’ve been doing? Not home here more than six months, yet instead of confining yourself to your father’s rank making havoc in the upper classes!’


  Though accustomed to show herself instantly appreciative of her father’s meanings Grace was fairly unable to look anyhow but at a loss now.


  ‘No, no; of course you don’t know what I mean, or you pretend you don’t. Though for my part I believe women can see these things through a double hedge. But I suppose I must tell ’ee. Why, you’ve flung your grapnel over the doctor, and he’s coming courting forthwith.’


  ‘Only think of that, my dear! Don’t you feel it a triumph?’ said Mrs. Melbury.


  ‘Coming courting—I’ve done nothing to make him!’ Grace exclaimed.


  ‘’Twasn’t necessary that you should; ’tis voluntary that rules in these things. Well, he has behaved very honourably, and asked my consent. You’ll know what to do when he gets here, I dare say. I needn’t tell you to make it all smooth for him.’


  ‘You mean, to lead him on to marry me?’


  ‘I do. Haven’t I educated you for it?’


  Grace looked out of the window, and at the fireplace, with no animation in her face. ‘Why is it settled off-hand in this way?’ said she pettishly. ‘You’ll wait till you hear what I think of him, I suppose?’


  ‘O yes, of course. But you see what a good thing it will be.’


  She weighed the statement without speaking.


  ‘You will be restored to the society you’ve been taken away from,’ continued her father; ‘for I don’t suppose he’ll stay here long.’


  She shyly admitted the advantage; but it was plain that though Fitzpiers when he was present exercised a certain fascination over her—or even more, an almost psychic influence, as it is called—and though his impulsive act in the wood had stirred her feelings indescribably, she had never regarded him in the light of a destined husband. ‘I don’t know what to answer,’ she said. ‘I have learnt that he is very clever.’


  ‘He’s all right, and he’s coming here to see you.’


  A premonition that she could not resist him if he came strangely moved her. ‘Of course, father, you remember that it is only lately that Giles——’


  ‘You know that you can’t think of him. He has given up all claim to you.’


  She could not explain the subtleties of her feeling as clearly as he could state his opinion, even though she had skill in speech, and her father had none. That Fitzpiers acted upon her like a dram, exciting her, throwing her into a novel atmosphere which biassed her doings until the influence was over, when she felt something of the nature of regret for the mood she had experienced—could not be told to this worthy couple in words.


  It so happened that on this very day Fitzpiers was called away from Hintock by an engagement to attend some medical meetings, and his visits therefore did not begin at once. A note, however, arrived from him addressed to Grace, deploring his enforced absence. As a material object this note was pretty and superfine, a note of a sort that she had been unaccustomed to see since her return to Hintock, except when a school friend wrote to her—a rare instance, for the girls were respecters of persons, and many cooled down towards the timber-dealer’s daughter when she was out of sight. Thus the receipt of it pleased her, and she afterwards walked about with a reflective air.


  In the evening her father, who knew that the note had come, said, ‘Why be ye not sitting down to answer your letter? That’s what young folks did in my time.’


  She replied that it did not require an answer.


  ‘O, you know best,’ he said. Nevertheless he went about his business doubting if she were right in not replying; possibly she might be so mismanaging matters as to risk the loss of an alliance which would bring her much happiness.


  Melbury’s respect for Fitzpiers was based less on his professional position, which was not much, than on the standing of his family in the county in bygone days. That touching faith in members of long-established families as such, irrespective of their personal condition or character, which is still found among old-fashioned people in the rural districts, reached its full perfection in Melbury. His daughter’s suitor was descended from a line he had heard of in his grandfather’s time as being once among the greatest, a family which had conferred its name upon a neighbouring village; how then could anything be amiss in this betrothal?


  ‘I must keep her up to this,’ he said to his wife. ‘She sees it is for her happiness; but still she’s young, and may want a little prompting from an older tongue.’


  ♣
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  With this in view Melbury took her out for a walk, a custom of his when he wished to say anything specially impressive. Their way was towards that lofty ridge bordering their woodland and the western extremity of the Vale of Blackmoor, the ridge culminating further on in Highstoy Hill. They could look back over the outskirts of the cider district, where they had in the spring beheld the miles of apple-trees in bloom. All was now deep green.


  The spot recalled to Grace’s mind the last occasion of her sight of it, and she said, ‘The promise of an enormous apple-crop is fulfilling itself, is it not? I suppose Giles is getting his mills and presses ready.’


  This was just what her father had not come there to talk about. Without replying he raised his arm and moved his finger till he fixed it at a point round to the right.


  ‘There,’ he said. ‘You see that hill rising out of the level like a great whale, and just behind the hill a particularly green sheltered bottom? That’s where Mr. Fitzpiers’s family were lords of the manor for I don’t know how many hundred years, and there stands the village of Oakbury Fitzpiers. A wonderful property ’twas—wonderful!’


  ‘But they are not lords of the manor there now.’


  ‘Why, no. But good and great folk fall as well as humble and foolish. The only ones representing the family now, I believe, are our doctor and a maiden lady living I don’t know where. You can’t help being happy, Grace, in allying yourself with such a romantical family. Why, on the mother’s side he’s connected with the long line of the Lords Baxby of Sherton. You’ll feel as if you’ve stepped into history.’


  ‘We’ve been at Hintock as long as they were at Oakbury; is it not so? You say our name occurs in old deeds continually.’


  ‘O yes—as yeomen, copyholders, and such like. But think how much better this will be for ’ee. You’ll be living a high, perusing life, such as has now become natural to you; and though the doctor’s practice is small here he’ll no doubt go to a dashing town when he’s got his hand in, and keep a stylish carriage, and you’ll be brought to know a good many ladies of excellent society. If you should ever meet me then, Grace, you can drive past me, looking the other way. I shouldn’t expect you to speak to me, or wish such a thing—unless it happened to be in some lonely private place where ’twouldn’t lower ’ee at all. Don’t think such men as neighbour Giles your equal. He and I shall be good friends enough, but he’s not for the like of you. He’s lived our rough and homely life here, and his wife’s life must be rough and homely likewise.’


  So much pressure could not but produce some displacement. As Grace was left very much to herself she took advantage of one fine day before Fitzpiers’s return to drive into the aforesaid vale where stood the village of Oakbury Fitzpiers. On another day she drove to the ruins of Sherton Castle, the original stronghold of the Lords Baxby, Fitzpiers’s maternal ancestors.


  The remains were few, and consisted mostly of remnants of the lower vaulting, supported on low stout columns surmounted by the crochet capital of the period. The two or three arches of these vaults that were still in position had been utilized by the adjoining farmer as shelter for his calves, the floor being spread with straw, amid which the young creatures rustled, cooling their thirsty tongues by licking the quaint Norman carving, which glistened with the moisture. It was a degradation of even such a rude form of art as this to be treated so grossly, she thought, and for the first time the aspect of Fitzpiers assumed in her imagination the hues of a melancholy romanticism.


  She traversed the distance home with a preoccupied mind. The idea of so modern a man in science and æsthetics as the young surgeon springing out of relics so ancient was a kind of novelty she had never before experienced. The combination lent him a social and intellectual interest which she dreaded, so much weight did it add to the strange influence he exercised upon her whenever he came near her.


  In an excitement which was not love, not ambition, rather a fearful consciousness of hazard in the air, she awaited his return.


  Meanwhile her father was awaiting him also. In his house there was an old work on medicine, published towards the end of the eighteenth century, and to put himself in harmony with events Melbury spread this work on his knees when he had done his day’s business, and read about Galen, Hippocrates, and Herophilus; of the dogmatic, the empiric, the hermetical, and other sects of practitioners that have arisen in history; and thence proceeded to study the classification of maladies and the rules for their treatment by copious bleeding, as laid down in this valuable book with absolute precision. Melbury regretted that the treatise was so old, fearing that he might in consequence be unable to hold as complete a conversation as he could wish with Mr. Fitzpiers, primed, no doubt, with more recent discoveries.


  The day of Fitzpiers’s return arrived, and he sent to say that he would call immediately. In the little time that was afforded for putting the house in order the sweeping of Melbury’s parlour was as the sweeping of the parlour at the Interpreter’s which well-nigh choked the Pilgrim. Motes stood in the sunbeams, which sloped visibly into the room. At the end of it Mrs. Melbury sat down, folded her hands and lips, and waited. Her husband restlessly walked in and out from the timber-yard, stared at the interior of the room, jerked out ‘Ay, ay,’ and retreated again.


  Between four and five Fitzpiers arrived, hitching his horse to the hook under the uppingstock outside the door.


  As soon as he had walked in and perceived that Grace was not in the parlour he seemed to have a misgiving. Nothing less than her actual presence could long keep him to the level of this impassioned enterprise; that lacking he appeared as one who wished to retrace his steps.


  He mechanically talked at what he considered a woodland matron’s level of thought till a rustling was heard on the stairs, and Grace came in. Fitzpiers was for once as agitated as she. Over and above the genuine emotion which she raised in his heart there hung the sense that he was casting a die by impulse which he might not have thrown by judgment.


  Mr. Melbury was not in the room at the moment. Having to attend to matters in the yard he had delayed putting on his afternoon coat and waistcoat till the doctor’s appearance, when, not wishing to be backward in receiving him, he entered the parlour hastily buttoning up those garments. Grace’s fastidiousness was a little distressed that Fitzpiers should see by this action the strain his visit was putting upon her father; and to make matters worse for her just then, old Grammer seemed to have a passion for incessantly pumping in the back kitchen, leaving the doors open so that the banging and splashing were distinct above the parlour conversation.


  Whenever the chat over the tea sank into pleasant desultoriness Mr. Melbury broke in with speeches of laboured precision on very remote topics, as if he feared to let Fitzpiers’s mind dwell critically on the subject nearest the hearts of all. In truth a constrained manner was natural enough in Melbury just now, for the greatest interest of his life was reaching its crisis. Could the real have been beheld instead of the corporeal merely, the corner of the room in which he sat would have been filled with a form typical of anxious suspense, large-eyed, tight-lipped, awaiting the issue. That paternal hopes and fears so intense should be bound up in the person of one child so peculiarly circumstanced, and not have dispersed themselves over the larger field of a whole family, involved dangerous risks to his own future happiness.


  Fitzpiers did not stay more than an hour, but that time had apparently advanced his sentiments towards Grace, once and for all, from a vaguely liquescent to an organic shape. She would not have accompanied him to the door, in response to his whispered ‘Come!’ if her mother had not said in a matter-of-fact way, ‘Of course, Grace; go to the door with Mr. Fitzpiers.’ Accordingly Grace went, both her parents remaining in the room.


  When the young pair were in the great brick-floored hall the lover took the girl’s hand in his, drew it under his arm, and thus led her on to the front door, where he stealthily put his lips to her own.


  She broke from him trembling, blushed, and turned aside, hardly knowing how things had advanced to this. Fitzpiers drove off kissing his hand to her, and waving it to Melbury, who was visible through the window. Her father returned the surgeon’s action with a great flourish of his own hand, and a satisfied smile.


  The intoxication that Fitzpiers had, as usual, produced in Grace’s brain during the visit passed off somewhat with his withdrawal. She felt like a woman who did not know what she had been doing for the previous hour; but supposed with trepidation that the afternoon’s proceedings, though vague, had amounted to an engagement between herself and the handsome, coercive, irresistible Fitzpiers.


  This visit was a type of many which followed it during the long summer days of that year. Grace was borne along upon a stream of reasonings, arguments, and persuasions, supplemented, it must be added, by inclinations of her own at times. No woman is without aspirations, which may be innocent enough within limits; and Grace had been so trained socially, and educated intellectually, as to see clearly enough a pleasure in the position of wife to such a man as Fitzpiers. His material standing of itself, either present or future, had little in it to feed her ambition, but the possibilities of a refined and cultivated inner life, of subtle psychological intercourse, had their charm. It was this rather than any vulgar idea of marrying well which caused her to float with the current, and to yield to the immense influence which Fitzpiers exercised over her whenever she shared his society.


  Any observer would shrewdly have prophesied that whether or not she loved him as yet in the ordinary sense, she was pretty sure to do so in time.


  One evening just before dusk they had taken a rather long walk together, and for a short cut homeward passed through the shrubberies of Hintock House—still deserted, and still blankly confronting with its sightless shuttered windows the surrounding foliage and slopes.


  Grace was tired, and they approached the wall, and sat together on one of the stone sills—still warm with the sun that had been pouring its rays upon them all the afternoon.


  ‘This place would just do for us, would it not, dearest?’ said her betrothed, as they sat, turning and looking idly at the old façade.


  ‘O yes,’ said Grace, plainly showing that no such fancy had ever crossed her mind. ‘She is away from home still,’ Grace added in a minute rather sadly, for she could not forget that she had somehow lost the valuable friendship of the lady of this bower.


  ‘Who is?—O, you mean Mrs. Charmond. Do you know, dear, that at one time I thought you lived here?’


  ‘Indeed,[’] said Grace. ‘How was that?’


  He explained, as far as he could do so without mentioning his disappointment at finding it was otherwise; and then went on: ‘Well, never mind that. Now I want to ask you something. There is one detail of our wedding which I am sure you will leave to me. My inclination is not to be married at the horrid little church here, with all the yokels staring round at us, and a droning parson reading.’


  ‘Where then can it be? At a church in town?’


  ‘No. Not at a church at all. At a registry office. It is a quieter, snugger, and more convenient place in every way.’


  ‘O,’ said she with real distress. ‘How can I be married except at church, and with all my dear friends round me!’


  ‘Yeoman Winterborne among them.’


  ‘Yes—why not? You know there was nothing serious between him and me.’


  ‘You see, dear, a noisy, bell-ringing marriage at church has this objection in our case: it would be a thing of report a long way round. Now I would gently, as gently as possible, indicate to you how inadvisable such publicity would be if we leave Hintock, and I purchase the practice that I contemplate purchasing at Budmouth—barely twenty miles off. Forgive my saying that it will be far better if nobody there knows much of where you come from, nor anything about your parents. Your beauty and knowledge and manners will carry you anywhere if you are not hampered by such retrospective criticism.’


  ‘But could it not be a quiet ceremony, even at church?’ she pleaded.


  ‘I don’t see the necessity of going there!’ he said, a trifle impatiently. ‘Marriage is a civil contract, and the shorter and simpler it is made the better. People don’t go to church when they take a house, or even when they make a will.’


  ‘O Edred—I don’t like to hear you speak like that.’


  ‘Well, well—I didn’t mean to. But I have mentioned as much to your father, who has made no objection; and why should you?’


  She deemed the point one on which she ought to allow sentiment to give way to policy—if there were indeed policy in his plan. But she was indefinably depressed as they walked homeward.


  ♣
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  He left her at the door of her father’s house. As he receded and was clasped out of sight by the filmy shades he impressed Grace as a man who hardly appertained to her existence at all. Cleverer, greater than herself, one outside her mental orbit, as she considered him, he seemed to be her ruler rather than her equal, protector, and dear familiar friend.


  The disappointment she had experienced at his wish, the shock given to her girlish sensibilities by his irreverent views of marriage, together with the sure and near approach of the day fixed for committing her future to his keeping, made her so restless that she could scarcely sleep at all that night. She rose when the sparrows began to creep out of the roof-holes, sat on the floor of her room in the dim light, and by and by peeped out behind the window curtains.


  It was even now day out of doors, though the tones of morning were feeble and wan, and it was long before the sun would be perceptible in this overshadowed vale. Not a sound came from any of the out-houses as yet. The tree-trunks, the road, the out-buildings, the garden, every object, wore that aspect of mesmeric passivity which the quietude of daybreak lends to such scenes. Helpless immobility seemed to be combined with intense consciousness; a meditative inertness possessed all things, oppressively contrasting with her own active emotions. Beyond the road were some cottage roofs and orchards; over these roofs and over the apple-trees behind, high up the slope, and backed by the plantation on the crest, was the house yet occupied by her future husband, the rough-cast front showing whitely through its creepers. The window-shutters were closed, the bedroom curtains closely drawn, and not the thinnest coil of smoke rose from the rugged chimneys.


  Something broke the stillness. The front-door of the house she was gazing at opened softly, and there came out into the porch a female figure, wrapped in a large cloak, beneath which was visible the white skirt of a long loose garment like a night-dress. A grey arm, stretching from within the porch, adjusted the cloak over the woman’s shoulders; it was withdrawn and disappeared, the door closing behind her.


  The woman went quickly down the box-edged path between the raspberries and currants, and as she walked her well-developed form and gait betrayed her individuality. It was Suke Damson, the affianced one of simple young Tim Tangs. At the bottom of the garden she entered the shelter of the tall hedge, and only the top of her head could be seen hastening in the direction of her own dwelling.


  Grace had recognized, or thought she recognized, in the grey arm stretching from the porch, the sleeve of a dressing-gown which Mr. Fitzpiers had been wearing on her own memorable visit to him. Her face fired red. She had just before thought of dressing herself and taking a lonely walk under the trees, so coolly green this early morning; but she now sat down on her bed and fell into reverie.


  It seemed as if hardly any time had passed when she heard the household moving briskly about, and breakfast preparing downstairs; though, on rousing herself to robe and descend, she found that the sun was throwing his rays completely over the tree-tops, a progress in the world’s diurnal turn denoting that at least three hours had elapsed since she last looked out of the window.


  When attired she searched about the house for her father; she found him at last in the garden, stooping to examine the potatoes for signs of disease. Hearing her rustle he stood up and stretched his back and arms, saying, ‘Morning t’ye, Gracie. I congratulate ’ee. It is only a month to-day to the time!’


  She did not answer, but, without lifting her dress, waded between the dewy rows of tall potato-green into the middle of the plot where he was.


  ‘I have been thinking very much about my position this morning—ever since it was light,’ she began excitedly, and trembling so that she could hardly stand. ‘And I feel it is a false one. I wish not to marry Mr. Fitzpiers. I wish not to marry anybody; but I’ll marry Giles Winterborne if you say I must as an alternative.’


  Her father’s face settled into rigidity, he turned pale, and came deliberately out of the plot before he answered her. She had never seen him look so incensed before.


  ‘Now, hearken to me,’ he said. ‘There’s a time for a woman to alter her mind; and there’s a time when she can no longer alter it, if she has any right eye to her parents’ honour and the seemliness of things. That time has come. I won’t say to ’ee, you shall marry him. But I will say, that if you refuse, I shall for ever be ashamed and aweary of ’ee as a daughter, and shall look upon you as the hope of my life no more. What do you know about life and what it can bring forth, and how you ought to act to lead up to best ends? O, you are an ungrateful maid, Grace; you’ve seen that fellow Giles, and he has got over ’ee; that’s where the secret lies, I’ll warrant me!’


  ‘No, father, no! It is not Giles—it is something I cannot tell you of——’


  ‘Well, make fools of us all; make us laughing-stocks; break it off; have your own way!’


  ‘But who knows of the engagement as yet; how can breaking it disgrace you?’


  Melbury then by degrees admitted that he had mentioned the engagement to this acquaintance and to that, till she perceived that in his restlessness and pride he had published it everywhere. She went dismally away to a bower of laurel at the top of the garden. Her father followed her.


  ‘It is that Giles Winterborne!’ he said with an upbraiding gaze at her.


  ‘No, it is not; though for that matter you encouraged him once!’ she said, troubled to the verge of despair. ‘It is not Giles, it is Mr. Fitzpiers.’


  ‘You’ve had a tiff—a lovers’ tiff—that’s all, I suppose?’


  ‘It is some woman——’


  ‘Ay, ay; you are jealous. The old story. Don’t tell me. Now do you bide here. I’ll send Fitzpiers to you. I saw him smoking in front of his house but a minute bygone.’


  He went off hastily out of the garden-gate and up the lane. But she would not stay where she was; and edging through a slit in the garden fence walked away into the wood.


  Just about here the trees were large and wide apart, and there was no undergrowth, so that she could be seen to some distance; a sylph-like greenish-white creature, as toned by the sunlight and leafage. She heard a footfall crushing dead leaves behind her, and turning hastily found herself reconnoitred by Fitzpiers himself, approaching gay and fresh as the morning around them.


  His remote gaze at her had been one of mild interest rather than of rapture. But she looked so lovely in the green world about her; her pink cheeks, her simple white dress, and the delicate flexibility of her movements acquired such rarity from their wild-wood setting that his eyes kindled as he drew near.


  ‘My darling, what is it? Your father says you are in the pouts, and jealous, and I don’t know what. Ha! ha! ha! as if there were any rival to you except vegetable nature, in this home of recluses. We know better.’


  ‘Jealous; O no, it is not so,’ said she gravely. ‘That’s a mistake of his and yours, sir. I spoke to him so closely about the question of marriage with you that he did not apprehend my state of mind.’


  ‘But there’s something wrong—eh?’ he asked, eyeing her narrowly, and bending to kiss her.


  She shrank away, and his purposed kiss miscarried.


  ‘What is it?’ he said, more seriously for this little defeat.


  She made no answer beyond, ‘Mr. Fitzpiers, I have had no breakfast, I must go in.’


  ‘Come,’ he insisted, fixing his eyes upon her. ‘Tell me at once, I say.’


  It was the greater strength against the smaller, but she was mastered less by his manner than by her own sense of the unfairness of silence.


  ‘I looked out of the window,’ she said with hesitation. ‘I’ll tell you by and by. I must go indoors. I have had no breakfast.’


  By a sort of divination his conjecture went straight to the fact. ‘Nor I,’ said he lightly. ‘Indeed, I rose late to-day. I have had a broken night, or rather morning. A girl of the village—I don’t know her name—came and rang at my bell as soon as it was light—between four and five I should think it was—perfectly maddened with an aching tooth. As nobody heard her ring she threw some gravel at my window, till at last I heard her and slipped on my dressing-gown and went down. The poor thing had come half-dressed to beg me, with tears in her eyes, to take out her tormentor if I dragged her head off. Down she sat and out it came; a lovely molar, not a speck upon it; and off she went with it in her handkerchief, much contented, though it would have done good work for her for fifty years to come.’


  It was all so plausible—so completely explained. Knowing nothing of the intimacy established in the hayfield on old Midsummer Eve, Grace felt that her suspicions were unworthy and absurd, and with the readiness of an honest heart she jumped at the opportunity of honouring his word. At the moment of her mental libration the bushes about the garden had moved, and her father emerged into the shady glade.


  ‘Well, I hope it is made up?’ he said cheerily.


  ‘O yes,’ said Fitzpiers, with his eyes fixed on Grace, whose eyes were shyly bent downwards.


  ‘Now,’ said her father, ‘tell me, the pair of ye, that you still mean to take one another for good and all; and on the strength o’t you shall have another couple of hundred paid down. I swear it by the name.’


  Fitzpiers took her hand. ‘We declare it, do we not, my dear Grace?’ said he.


  Relieved of her doubt, somewhat overawed, and ever anxious to please, she was disposed to settle the matter. Yet, woman-like, she would not relinquish her opportunity of asking a concession of some sort. ‘If our wedding can be at church, I say yes,’ she answered in a measured voice. ‘If not, I say no.’


  Fitzpiers was generous in his turn. ‘It shall be so,’ he rejoined gracefully. ‘To holy church we’ll go—and much good may it do us.’


  They returned through the bushes indoors, Grace walking full of thought between the other two, somewhat comforted both by Fitzpiers’s ingenious explanation and by the sense that she was not to be deprived of a religious ceremony. ‘So let it be,’ she said to herself. ‘Pray God it is for the best.’


  From this hour there was no serious recalcitration on her part. Fitzpiers kept himself continually near her, dominating any rebellious impulse, and shaping her will into passive concurrence with all his desires. Apart from his lover-like anxiety to possess her the few golden hundreds of the timber-dealer, ready to hand, formed a warm background to Grace’s lovely face, and went some way to remove his uneasiness at the prospect of endangering his professional and social chances by an alliance with the family of a simple countryman.


  The interim closed up its perspective surely and silently. Whenever Grace had any doubts of her position the sense of contracting time was like a shortening chamber: at other moments she was comparatively blithe.


  Day after day waxed and waned; the one or two woodmen who sawed, shaped, or spokeshaved on her father’s premises at this inactive season of the year, regularly came and unlocked the doors in the morning, locked them in the evening, supped, leant over their garden-gates for a whiff of evening air, and to catch any last and furthest throb of news from the outer world, which entered and expired at Little Hintock like the exhausted swell of a wave in some innermost cavern of some innermost creek of an embayed sea; yet no news interfered with the nuptial purpose at their neighbour’s house.


  The sappy green twig-tips of the season’s growth would not, she thought, be appreciably woodier on the day she became a wife, so near was the time; the tints of the foliage would hardly have changed. Everything was so much as usual that no itinerant stranger would have supposed a woman’s fate to be hanging in the balance at that summer’s decline.


  But there were preparations, imaginable enough by those who had special knowledge. In the remote and fashionable city of Exonbury something was growing up under the hands of several persons who had never seen Grace Melbury, never would see her, or care anything about her at all; though their creation had such interesting relation to her life that it would enclose her very heart at a moment when that heart would beat, if not with more emotional ardour, at least with more emotional turbulence than at any previous time.


  Why did Mrs. Dollery’s van on its return from Sherton, instead of passing along the highway to Abbot’s Cernel direct, turn one Saturday night into Little Hintock Lane, and never pull up till it reached Mr. Melbury’s gates? The gilding sheen of evening fell upon a large flat box, not less than a yard square and safely tied with cord, as it was handed out from under the tilt with a great deal of care. But it was not heavy for its size; Mrs. Dollery herself carried it into the house. Tim Tangs, the hollow-turner, Cawtree, Suke Damson, and others, looked knowing and made remarks to each other as they watched its entrance. Melbury stood at the door of the timber-shed in the attitude of a man to whom such an arrival was a trifling domestic detail with which he did not condescend to be concerned. Yet he well divined the contents of that box, and was in truth all the while in a pleasant exaltation at the proof that thus far, at any rate, no disappointment had supervened. While Mrs. Dollery remained—which was rather long, from her sense of the importance of her errand—he went into the outhouse; but as soon as she had had her say, been paid, and had rumbled away, he entered the dwelling, to find there what he knew he should find—his wife and daughter in a flutter of excitement over the wedding-gown, just arrived from the leading dressmaker of Exonbury city aforesaid.


  During these weeks Giles Winterborne was nowhere to be seen or heard of. At the close of his tenure in Hintock he had sold some of his furniture, packed up the rest—a few pieces endeared by associations, or necessary to his occupation—in the house of a friendly neighbour, and gone away. People said that a certain laxity had crept into his life; that he had never gone near a church latterly, and had been sometimes seen on Sundays with unblacked boots, lying on his elbow under a tree, with a cynical gaze at surrounding objects. He was likely to return to Hintock when the cider-making season came round, his apparatus being stored there, and travel with his mill and press from village to village.


  The narrow interval that stood before the day diminished yet. There was in Grace’s mind sometimes a certain anticipative satisfaction, the satisfaction of feeling that she would be the heroine of an hour; moreover, she was proud, as a cultivated woman, to be the wife of a cultivated man. It was an opportunity denied very frequently to young women in her position, nowadays not a few; those in whom parental discovery of the value of education has implanted tastes which parental circles fail to gratify. But what an attenuation this cold pride was of the dream of her youth, in which she had pictured herself walking in state towards the altar, flushed by the purple light and bloom of her own passion, without a single misgiving as to the sealing of the bond, and fervently receiving as her due


  
    ‘The homage of a thousand hearts; the fond deep love of one.’

  


  Everything had been clear then, in imagination; now something was undefined. She had little carking anxieties; a curious fatefulness seemed to rule her, and she experienced a mournful want of some one to confide in.


  The day loomed so big and nigh that her prophetic ear could in fancy catch the noise of it, hear the murmur of the villagers as she came out of church, imagine the jangle of the three thin-toned Hintock bells. The dialogues seemed to grow louder, and the ding-ding-dong of those three crazed bells more persistent. She awoke: the morning had come.


  Five hours later she was the wife of Fitzpiers.


  ♣


  XXV


  The chief hotel at Sherton Abbas was the ‘Earl of Wessex’—a substantial inn of Ham-hill stone with a yawning back yard into which vehicles were driven by coachmen to stabling of wonderful commodiousness. The windows to the street were mullioned into narrow lights, and only commanded a view of the opposite houses; hence, perhaps, it arose that the best and most luxurious private sitting-room that the inn could afford overlooked the lateral parts of the establishment, where beyond the yard were to be seen gardens and orchards now bossed, nay encrusted, with scarlet and gold fruit, stretching to infinite distance under a luminous lavender mist. The time was early autumn,


  
    ‘When the fair apples, red as evening sky,


    Do bend the tree unto the fruitful ground,


    When juicy pears, and berries of black dye


    Do dance in air, and call the eyes around.’

  


  The landscape confronting the window might indeed have been part of the identical stretch of country which the ‘marvellous boy’ had in his mind when he penned those lines.


  In this room sat she who had been the maiden Grace Melbury till the finger of fate touched her and turned her to a wife. It was two months after the wedding, and she was alone. Fitzpiers had walked out to see the abbey by the light of sunset, but she had been too fatigued to accompany him. They had reached the last stage of a long eight-weeks’ tour, and were going on to Little Hintock that night.


  In the yard between Grace and the orchards there progressed a scene natural to the locality at this time of the year. An apple-mill and press had been erected on the spot, to which some men were bringing fruit from divers points in mawn-baskets, while others were grinding them, and others wringing down the pomace, whose sweet juice gushed forth into tubs and pails. The superintendent of these proceedings, to whom the others spoke as master, was a young yeoman of prepossessing manner and aspect, whose form she recognized in a moment. He had hung his coat to a nail of the outhouse wall, and wore his shirt-sleeves rolled up beyond his elbows, to keep them unstained while he rammed the pomace into the bags of horsehair. Fragments of apple-rind had alighted upon the brim of his hat—probably from the bursting of a bag—while brown pips of the same fruit were sticking among the down upon his fine round arms, and in his beard.


  She realized in a moment how he had come there. Down in the heart of the apple-country nearly every farmer kept a cider-making apparatus and wring-house for his own use, building up the pomace in great straw ‘cheeses,’ as they were called; but here, on the margin of Pomona’s plain, was a debatable land neither orchard nor sylvan exclusively, where the apple-produce was hardly sufficient to warrant each proprietor in keeping a mill of his own. This was the field of the travelling cider-maker. His press and mill were fixed to wheels instead of being set up in a cider-house; and with a couple of horses, buckets, tubs, strainers, and an assistant or two, he wandered from place to place, deriving very satisfactory returns for his trouble in such a prolific season as the present.


  The outskirts of the town were just now abounding with apple-gatherings. They stood in the yards in carts, baskets, and loose heaps; and the blue stagnant air of autumn which hung over everything was heavy with a sweet cidery smell. Cakes of pomace lay against the walls in the yellow sun, where they were drying to be used as fuel. Yet it was not the great make of the year as yet; before the standard crop came in there accumulated, in abundant times like this, a large superfluity of early apples, and windfalls from the trees of later harvest, which would not keep long. Thus in the baskets, and quivering in the hopper of the mill, she saw specimens of mixed dates, including the mellow countenances of streaked-jacks, codlins, costards, stubbards, ratheripes, and other well-known friends of her ravenous youth.


  Grace watched the head man with interest. The slightest sigh escaped her. Perhaps she thought of the day—not so far distant—when that friend of her childhood had met her by her father’s arrangement in this same town, warm with hope, though diffident, and trusting in a promise rather implied than given. Or she might have thought of days earlier yet—days of childhood—when her mouth was somewhat more ready to receive a kiss from his than was his to bestow one. However, all that was over. She had felt superior to him then, and she felt superior to him now.


  She wondered why he never looked towards her open window. She did not know that in the slight commotion caused by their arrival at the inn that afternoon Winterborne had caught sight of her through the archway, had turned red, and was continuing his work with more concentrated attention on the very account of his discovery. Robert Creedle, too, who travelled with Giles, had been incidentally informed by the ostler that Dr. Fitzpiers and his young wife were in the hotel; after which news Creedle kept shaking his head and saying to himself, ‘Ah!’ very audibly, between his thrusts at the screw of the cider-press.


  ‘Why the deuce do you sigh like that, Robert?’ asked Winterborne at last.


  ‘Ah, maister,—’tis my thoughts—’tis my thoughts! … Yes, ye’ve lost a hundred load o’ timber well seasoned; ye’ve lost five hundred pound in good money; ye’ve lost the stone-windered house that’s big enough to hold a dozen families; ye’ve lost your share of half-a-dozen good waggons and their horses;—all lost!—through your letting slip she that was once yer own!’


  ‘Good God, Creedle! you’ll drive me mad!’ said Giles sternly. ‘Don’t speak of that any more!’


  Thus the subject had ended in the yard. Meanwhile the passive cause of all this loss still regarded the scene. She was beautifully dressed; she was seated in the most comfortable room that the inn afforded; her long journey had been full of variety, and almost luxuriously performed, for Fitzpiers did not study economy where pleasure was in question. Hence it perhaps arose that Giles and all his belongings seemed sorry and common to her for the moment—moving in a groove so far removed from her own of late that she could scarcely believe she had ever found congruity therein.


  ‘No—I could never have married him!’ she said, gently shaking her head. ‘Dear father was right. It would have been too rough a life for me.’ And she looked at the rings of sapphire and opal upon her white and slender fingers that had been gifts from Fitzpiers.


  Seeing that Giles still kept his back turned, and with a little of the above-described pride of life—easily to be understood, possibly excused, in a young inexperienced woman who thought she had married well—she opened the window wider and cried with a smile on her lips, ‘Mr. Winterborne!’


  He appeared to take no heed, and she said a second time, ‘Mr. Winterborne!’


  Even now he seemed not to hear, though a person close enough to him to see the expression of his face might have doubted it; and she said a third time, with a timid loudness, ‘Mr. Winterborne! What, have you forgotten my voice?’ She remained with her lips parted in a welcoming smile.


  He turned without surprise and came deliberately towards the window.


  ‘Why do you call me?’ he said, with a sternness that took her completely unawares, his face being now pale. ‘Is it not enough that you see me here moiling and muddling for my daily bread while you are sitting there in your success, that you can’t refrain from opening old wounds by calling out my name?’


  She flushed, and was struck dumb for some moments; but she forgave his unreasoning anger, knowing so well in what it had its root.


  ‘I am sorry I offended you by speaking, Giles,’ she replied. ‘Believe me, I did not intend to do that. I could hardly sit here so near you without a word of recognition.’


  Winterborne’s heart had swollen big and his eyes grown moist by this time, so much had the gentle answer of that familiar voice moved him. He assured her hurriedly, and without looking at her, that he was not angry. He then managed to ask her, in a clumsy constrained way, if she had had a pleasant journey, and seen many interesting sights. She spoke of a few places that she had visited, and so the time passed till he withdrew to take his place at one of the levers which pulled round the screw.


  Forgotten her voice! Indeed, he had not forgotten her voice, as his bitterness showed. But though in the heat of the moment he had reproached her keenly, his second mood was a far more tender one—that which could regard her renunciation of such as he as her glory and her privilege, his own fidelity notwithstanding. He could have declared with a contemporary poet—


  
    ‘If I forget,


    The salt creek may forget the ocean;


    If I forget


    The heart whence flowed my heart’s bright motion,


    May I sink meanlier than the worst,


    Abandoned, outcast, crushed, accurst,—


    If I forget.

  


  
    Though you forget,


    No word of mine shall mar your pleasure;


    Though you forget,—


    You filled my barren life with treasure;


    You may withdraw the gift you gave,


    You still are queen, I still am slave,


    Though you forget.’

  


  She had tears in her eyes at the thought that she could not remind him of what he ought to have remembered; that not herself but the pressure of events had dissipated the dreams of their early youth.


  Grace was thus unexpectedly worsted in her encounter with her old friend. She had opened the window with a faint sense of triumph, but he had turned it into sadness; she did not quite comprehend the reason why. In truth it was because she was not cruel enough in her cruelty. If you have to use the knife, use it, say the great surgeons; and for her own peace Grace should have handled Winterborne thoroughly or not at all. As it was, on closing the window an indescribable—some might have said dangerous—pity quavered in her bosom for him.


  Presently her husband entered the room and told her what a wonderful sunset there was to be seen.


  ‘I have not noticed it. But I have seen somebody out there that we know,’ she replied, looking into the court.


  Fitzpiers followed the direction of her eyes and said he did not recognize anybody.


  ‘Why, Mr. Winterborne—there he is cider-making. He combines that with his other business, you know.’


  ‘O—that fellow,’ said Fitzpiers, his curiosity becoming extinct.


  She, reproachfully: ‘What, call Mr. Winterborne a fellow, Edred! It is true I was just saying to myself that I never could have married him; but I have much regard for him, and always shall.’


  ‘Well, do by all means, my dear one. I dare say I am inhuman, and supercilious, and contemptibly proud of my poor old ramshackle family; but I do honestly confess to you that I feel as if I belonged to a different species from the people who are working in that yard.’


  ‘And from me, too, then. For my blood is no better than theirs.’


  He looked at her with a droll sort of awakening. It was, indeed, a startling anomaly that this woman of the tribe without should be standing there beside him as his wife, if his sentiments were as he had said. In their travels together she had ranged so unerringly at his level in ideas, tastes, and habits, that he had almost forgotten how his heart had played havoc with his ambition in taking her to him.


  ‘Ah, you—you are refined and educated into something quite different,’ he said self-assuringly.


  ‘I don’t quite like to think that,’ she murmured with regret. ‘And I think you under-estimate Giles Winterborne. Remember I was brought up with him till I was sent away to school, so I cannot be radically different. At any rate I don’t feel so. That is no doubt my fault, and a great blemish in me. But I hope you will put up with it, Edred.’


  Fitzpiers said that he would endeavour to do so, and as it was now getting on for dusk they prepared to perform the last stage of their journey, so as to arrive at Hintock before it grew very late.


  In less than half-an-hour they started, the cider-makers in the yard having ceased their labours and gone away, so that the only sounds audible there now were the trickling of the juice from the tightly screwed press, and the buzz of a single wasp, which had drunk itself so tipsy that it was unconscious of nightfall.


  Grace was very cheerful at the thought of being soon in her sylvan home; but Fitzpiers sat beside her almost silent. An indescribable oppressiveness had overtaken him with the near approach of the journey’s end and the realities of life that lay there. It was two months since he married her.


  ‘You don’t say a word, Edred,’ she observed. ‘Aren’t you glad to get back? I am.’


  ‘You have friends here. I have none.’


  ‘But my friends are yours.’


  ‘O yes—in that sense.’


  The conversation languished, and they drew near the end of Hintock Lane. It had been decided that they should, at least for a time, take up their abode in her father’s roomy house, one wing of which was quite at their service, being almost disused by the Melburys. Workmen had been painting, papering, and whitewashing this set of rooms in the wedded pair’s absence; and so scrupulous had been the timber-dealer that there should occur no hitch or disappointment on their arrival that not the smallest detail remained undone. To make it all complete a ground-floor room had been fitted up as a surgery, with an independent outer door, to which Fitzpiers’s brass plate was screwed—for mere ornament, such a sign being quite superfluous where everybody knew the latitude and longitude of his neighbours for miles round.


  Melbury and his wife welcomed the twain with affection, and all the house showed them deference. They went up to explore their rooms, that opened from a passage on the left hand of the staircase, the entrance to which could be shut off on the landing by a door that Melbury had hung for the purpose. A friendly fire was burning in the grate although it was not cold. Fitzpiers said it was too soon for any sort of meal, they having dined but shortly before leaving Sherton Abbas; he would walk across to his old lodging to learn how his deputy had got on in his absence.


  In leaving Melbury’s door he looked back at the house. There was economy in living under that roof—and economy was desirable; but in some way he was dissatisfied with the arrangement; it immersed him so deeply in son-in-lawship to Melbury. He went on to his former residence; his locum tenens was out, and Fitzpiers fell into conversation with his old landlady.


  ‘Well, Mrs. Cox, what’s the best news?’ he asked of her with cheery weariness.


  She was a little soured at losing by his marriage so profitable a tenant as the surgeon had proved to be during his residence under her roof; and the more so in there being hardly the remotest chance of her getting such another settler in the Hintock solitudes. ‘’Tis what I don’t wish to repeat, sir; least of all to you,’ she mumbled.


  ‘Never mind me, Mrs. Cox; go ahead.’


  ‘It is what people say about your hasty marrying, Dr. Fitzpiers. Whereas they won’t believe you know such clever doctrines in physic as they once supposed of ’ee, seeing as you could marry into Mr. Melbury’s family, which is only Hintock-born such as I be meself.’


  ‘They are kindly welcome to their opinion,’ said Fitzpiers, not allowing himself to recognize that he winced. ‘Anything else?’


  ‘Yes; she’s come home at last.’


  ‘Who’s she?’


  ‘Mrs. Charmond.’


  ‘O indeed,’ said Fitzpiers, with but slight interest. ‘I’ve never seen her.’


  ‘She has seen you, sir, whether or no.’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Yes. She saw you in some hotel or street for a minute or two whilst you were away travelling, and accidentally heard your name; and when she made some remark about you, Miss Ellis—that’s her maid—told her you was on your wedding-tour with Mr. Melbury’s daughter; and she said, “He ought to have done better than that. I fear he has spoilt his chances,” she says.’


  Fitzpiers did not talk much longer to this cheering housewife, and walked home with no very brisk step. He entered the door quietly, and went straight upstairs to the drawing-room extemporized for their use by Melbury in his and his bride’s absence, expecting to find her there as he had left her.


  The fire was burning still but there were no lights; he looked into the next apartment fitted up as a dining-room, but no supper was laid. He went to the top of the stairs and heard a chorus of voices in the timber-merchant’s parlour below, Grace’s being occasionally intermingled.


  Descending, and looking into the room from the doorway, he found quite a large gathering of neighbours and other acquaintances, praising and congratulating Mrs. Fitzpiers on her return, among them being the dairyman, Farmer Cawtree, and the relieving officer from Great Hintock; also the road-contractor, the master-tanner, the exciseman, and some others with their wives. Grace—girl that she was—had quite forgotten her new dignity and her husband’s; she was in the midst of them, blushing and receiving their compliments with all the pleasures of old comradeship.


  Fitzpiers experienced a profound distaste for the situation. Melbury was nowhere in the room, but Melbury’s wife, perceiving the doctor, came to him.


  ‘We thought, Grace and I,’ she said, ‘that as they have called, hearing you were come, we could do no less than ask them to supper; and then Grace proposed that we should all sup together as it is the first night of your return.’


  By this time Grace had come round to him. ‘Is it not good of them to welcome me so warmly?’ she exclaimed with tears of friendship in her eyes. ‘After so much good feeling I could not think of our shutting ourselves up away from them in our own dining-room.’


  ‘Certainly not—certainly not,’ said Fitzpiers. And he entered the room with the heroic smile of a martyr.


  As soon as they sat down to table Melbury came in, and seemed to see at once that Fitzpiers would much rather have received no such demonstrative reception. He thereupon privately chid his wife for her forwardness in the matter. Mrs. Melbury declared that it was as much Grace’s doing as hers, after which there was no more to be said by that young woman’s tender father.


  By this time Fitzpiers was making the best of his position among the wide-elbowed and genial company who sat eating and drinking, laughing and joking around him; and, getting warmed himself by the good cheer, he was obliged to admit that, after all, the supper was not the least enjoyable he had ever known.


  At times, however, the words about his having spoiled his opportunities, repeated to him as coming from Mrs. Charmond, haunted him like a handwriting on the wall. Then his manner would become suddenly abstracted. At one moment he would mentally put an indignant query why Mrs. Charmond or any other woman should make it her business to have opinions about his opportunities: at another he thought that he could hardly be angry with her for taking an interest in the doctor of her own parish. Then he would drink a glass of grog and so get rid of the misgiving.


  These hitches and quaffings were soon perceived by Grace as well as by her father; and hence both of them were much relieved when the first of the guests to discover that the hour was growing late rose and declared that he must think of moving homewards. At the words Melbury rose as alertly as if lifted by a spring; and in ten minutes they were gone.


  ‘Now, Grace,’ said her husband as soon as he found himself alone with her in their private apartments, ‘we’ve had a very pleasant evening, and everybody has been very kind. But we must come to an understanding about our way of living here. If we continue in these rooms there must be no mixing in with your people below. I can’t stand it, and that’s the truth.’


  She had been sadly surprised at the suddenness of his distaste for those old-fashioned woodland forms of life which in his courtship he had professed to regard with so much interest. But she assented in a moment.


  ‘We must be simply your father’s tenants,’ he continued, ‘and our goings and comings must be as independent as if we lived elsewhere.’


  ‘Certainly, Edred—I quite see that it must be so.’


  ‘But you joined in with all those people in my absence, without knowing whether I should approve or disapprove. When I came I couldn’t help myself at all.’


  She, sighing: ‘Yes—I see I ought to have waited; though they came unexpectedly, and I thought I had acted for the best.’


  Thus the discussion ended, and the next day Fitzpiers went on his old rounds as usual. But it was easy for so supersubtle an eye as his to discern, or to think he discerned, that he was no longer regarded as an extrinsic, unfathomed gentleman of limitless potentiality, scientific and social; but as Mr. Melbury’s compeer, and therefore in a degree only one of themselves. The Hintock woodlanders held with all the strength of inherited conviction to the aristocratic principle, and as soon as they had discovered that Fitzpiers was one of the old Oakbury Fitzpierses they had accorded to him for nothing a touching of hat-brims, promptness of service, and deference of approach, which Melbury had to do without though he paid for it over and over. But now, having proved a traitor to his own cause by this marriage, Fitzpiers was believed in no more as a superior hedged by his own divinity; while as doctor he began to be rated no higher than old Jones, whom they had so long despised.


  His few patients seemed in his two months’ absence to have dwindled considerably in number, and no sooner had he returned than there came to him from the Board of Guardians a complaint that a pauper had been neglected by his substitute. In a fit of pride Fitzpiers resigned his appointment as one of the surgeons to the Union, which had been the nucleus of his practice here.


  At the end of a fortnight he came indoors one evening to Grace more briskly than usual. ‘They have written to me again about that practice in Bud-mouth that I once negotiated for,’ he said to her. ‘The premium asked is eight hundred pounds, and I think that between your father and myself it ought to be raised. Then we can get away from this place for ever.’


  The question had been mooted between them before, and she was not unprepared to consider it. They had not proceeded far with the discussion when a knock came to the door, and in a minute Grammer ran up to say that a message had arrived from Hintock House requesting Dr. Fitzpiers to attend there at once. Mrs. Charmond had met with a slight accident through the overturning of her carriage.


  ‘This is something, anyhow,’ said Fitzpiers, rising with an interest which he could not have defined. ‘I have had a presentiment that this mysterious woman and I were to be better acquainted.’


  The latter words were murmured to himself alone.


  ‘Good-night,’ said Grace as soon as he was ready. ‘I shall be asleep probably when you return.’


  ‘Good-night,’ he replied inattentively, and went downstairs. It was the first time since their marriage that he had left her without a kiss.


  ♣


  XXVI


  Winterborne had given up his house. On this account his face was seen but fitfully in Hintock; and he would probably have disappeared from the place altogether but for his slight business connection with Melbury, on whose premises Giles kept his cider-making apparatus now that he had no place of his own to stow it in.


  Coming here one afternoon on his way to a hut beyond the wood, where he now slept, he noticed that the familiar brown-thatched pinion of his paternal roof had vanished from its site, and that the walls were levelled, according to the landlords’ principle at this date of getting rid of cottages whenever possible. In present circumstances he had a feeling for the spot that might have been called morbid, and when he had supped in the hut aforesaid he made use of the spare hour before bedtime to return to Little Hintock in the twilight, and ramble over the patch of ground on which he had first seen the day.


  He repeated this evening visit on several like occasions. Even in the gloom he could trace where the different rooms had stood; could mark the shape of the kitchen chimney-corner in which he had roasted apples and potatoes in his boyhood, cast his bullets, and burnt his initials on articles that did and did not belong to him. The apple-trees still remained to show where the garden had been, the oldest of them even now retaining the crippled slant to north-east given them by the great November gale of 1824, which carried a brig bodily over the Chesil Bank. They were at present bent to still greater obliquity by the heaviness of their produce. Apples bobbed against his head, and in the grass beneath he crunched scores of them as he walked. There was nobody to gather them now.


  It was on the evening under notice that, half-sitting, half-leaning against one of these inclined trunks, Winterborne became lost in his thoughts as usual, till one little star after another had taken up a position in the piece of sky which now confronted him where his walls and chimneys had formerly raised their outlines. The house had jutted awkwardly into the road and the opening caused by its absence was very distinct.


  In the silence the trot of horses and the spin of carriage wheels became audible; the vehicle soon shaped itself against the blank sky, bearing down upon him with the bend in the lane which here occurred, and of which the house had been the cause. He could discern the figure of a woman high up on the driving-seat of a phaeton, a groom being just visible behind.


  Presently there was a slight scrape, then a scream. Winterborne went across to the spot, and found the phaeton half overturned, its driver sitting on the heap of rubbish which had once been his dwelling, and the man seizing the horses’ heads. The equipage was Mrs. Charmond’s and the unseated charioteer that lady herself.


  To his inquiry if she were hurt she made some incoherent reply to the effect that she did not know. The damage in other respects was little or none; the phaeton was righted, Mrs. Charmond placed in it, and the reins given to the servant. It appeared that she had been deceived by the removal of the house, imagining the gap caused by the demolition to be the opening of the road, so that she turned in upon the ruins instead of at the bend, a few yards further on.


  ‘Drive home—drive home!’ she cried impatiently; and they started on their way.


  They had not however gone many paces when, the air being still, Winterborne heard her say, ‘Stop; tell that man to call the doctor—Mr. Fitzpiers—and send him on to the House. I find I am hurt more seriously than I thought.’


  The seriousness seemed ludicrous to Winterborne; but he took the message from the groom, and proceeded to the doctor’s at once. Having delivered it he stepped back into the darkness, and waited till he had seen Fitzpiers leave the door. He stood for a few minutes looking at the window which, by its light, revealed the room where Grace was sitting; and went away under the gloomy trees.


  Fitzpiers duly arrived at Hintock House, whose doors he now saw open for the first time. Contrary to his expectation there was visible no sign of that confusion or alarm which a grave accident to the mistress of the abode would have occasioned. He was shown into a room at the top of the staircase, cosily and femininely draped, where by the light of the shaded lamp he saw a woman of elegant figure reclining upon a couch in such a position as not to disturb a pile of magnificent hair on the crown of her head. A deep purple dressing-gown formed an admirable foil to the peculiarly rich brown of her hair-plaits; her left arm, which was naked nearly up to the shoulder, was thrown upwards, and between the fingers of her right hand she held a cigarette, while she idly breathed from her delicately curled lips a thin stream of smoke towards the ceiling.


  The doctor’s first feeling was a sense of his exaggerated prevision in having brought appliances for a serious case; the next, something more curious. While the scene and the moment were new to him and unanticipated, the sentiment and essence of the moment were indescribably familiar. What could be the cause of it? Probably a dream.


  Mrs. Charmond did not move more than to raise her eyes to him, and he came and stood by her. She glanced up at his face across her brows and forehead, and then he observed a blush creep slowly over her decidedly handsome cheeks. Her eyes, which had lingered upon him with an inquiring, conscious expression, were hastily withdrawn, and she mechanically applied the cigarette again to her lips.


  For a moment he forgot his errand, till suddenly arousing himself he addressed her, formally condoled with her, and made the usual professional inquiries about what had happened to her, and where she was hurt.


  ‘That’s what I want you to tell me,’ she murmured in tones of indefinable reserve. ‘I quite believe in you, for I know you are very accomplished, because you study so hard.’


  ‘I’ll do my best to justify your good opinion,’ said the young man, bowing. ‘And none the less that I am happy to find the accident has not been serious.’


  ‘I am very much shaken,’ she said.


  ‘O yes,’ he replied; and completed his examination, which convinced him that there was really nothing the matter with her, and more than ever puzzled him as to why he had been summoned, since she did not appear to be a timid woman. ‘You must rest a while; and I’ll send something,’ he said.


  ‘O, I forgot,’ she returned. ‘Look here.’ And she showed him a little scrape on her arm—the full round arm that was exposed. ‘Put some court-plaster on that, please.’


  He obeyed. ‘And now, doctor,’ she said, ‘before you go I want to put a question to you. Sit round there in front of me, on that low chair, and bring the candles, or one, to the little table. Do you smoke? Yes? That’s right—I am learning. Take one of these; and here’s a light.’ She threw a match-box across.


  Fitzpiers caught it, and having lit up regarded her from his new position, which, with the shifting of the candles, for the first time afforded him a full view of her face.


  ‘How many years have passed since first we met?’ she resumed, in a voice which she endeavoured to maintain at its former pitch of composure, and eyeing him with daring bashfulness.


  ‘We met, do you say?’


  She nodded. ‘I saw you recently at an hotel in London, when you were passing through, I suppose, with your bride, and I recognized you as one I had met in my girlhood. Do you remember, when you were studying at Heidelberg, an English family that was staying there, who used to walk——’


  ‘And the young lady who wore a long tail of rare-coloured hair—ah, I see it before my eyes!—who lost her handkerchief on the Great Terrace—who was going back in the dusk to find it—to whom I said, “I’ll go for it,” and who answered, “O, it is not worth coming all the way up again for.” I do remember, and how very long we stayed talking there: I went next morning, whilst the dew was on the grass: there it lay—a little morsel of damp lacework, with “Felice” marked in one corner. I see it now! I picked it up, and then …’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I kissed it,’ he rejoined, rather shamefacedly.


  ‘But you had hardly ever seen me except in the dusk?’


  ‘Never mind. I was young then, and I kissed it. I wondered how I could make the most of my trouvaille, and decided that I would call at your hotel with it that afternoon. It rained, and I waited till next day. I called, and you were gone.’


  ‘Yes,’ answered she with dry melancholy. ‘My mother, knowing my face was my only fortune, said she had no wish for such a chit as me to go falling in love with an impecunious student, and spirited me away to Baden. As it is all over and past I’ll tell you one thing; I should have sent you a line had I known your name. That name I never knew till my maid said as you passed up the hotel stairs a month ago, “There’s Dr. Fitzpiers.”’


  ‘Good God,’ said Fitzpiers musingly. ‘How the time comes back to me! The evening, the morning, the dew, the spot. When I found that you really were gone it was as if a cold iron had been passed down my back. I went up to where you had stood when I last saw you—I flung myself on the grass, and—being not much more than a boy—my eyes were literally blinded with tears. Nameless, unknown to me as you were, I couldn’t forget your voice!’


  ‘For how long?’


  ‘O—ever so long. Days and days.’


  ‘Days and days! Only days and days? O, the heart of a man! Days and days!’


  ‘But, my dear madam, I had not known you more than a day or two. It was not a full-blown love—it was the merest bud—red, fresh, vivid, but small. It was a colossal passion in embryo. It never matured.’


  ‘So much the better perhaps.’


  ‘Perhaps. But see how powerless is the human will against predestination! We were prevented meeting; we have met. One feature of the case remains the same amid many changes. While you have grown rich, I am still poor. Better than that, you have (judging by your last remark) outgrown the foolish impulsive passions of your early girlhood. I have not outgrown mine.’


  ‘I beg your pardon,’ said she with vibrations of feeling in her words. ‘I have been placed in a position which hinders such outgrowings. Besides, I don’t believe that the genuine subjects of emotion do outgrow them; I believe that the older such people get the worse they are. Possibly at ninety or a hundred they may feel they are cured: but a mere threescore and ten won’t do it—at least for me, if I live so long.’


  He gazed at her in undisguised admiration. Here was a soul of souls!


  ‘You speak truly,’ he exclaimed. ‘But you speak sadly as well. Why is that?’


  ‘I always am sad when I come here,’ she said, dropping to a low tone with a sense of having been too demonstrative.


  ‘Then may I inquire why you came?’


  ‘A man brought me. Women are always carried about like corks upon the waves of masculine desires…. I hope I have not alarmed you; but Hintock has the curious effect of bottling up the emotions till one can no longer hold them; I am often obliged to fly away and discharge my sentiments somewhere, or I should die outright.’


  ‘There is very good society in the county, I suppose, for those who have the privilege of entering it.’


  ‘Perhaps so. But the misery of remote country life is that your neighbours have no toleration for difference of opinion and habit. My neighbours think I am an atheist, except those who think I am a Roman Catholic; and when I speak disrespectfully of the weather or the crops they think I am a blasphemer.’


  ‘You don’t wish me to stay any longer?’ he inquired, when he found that she remained musing.


  ‘No—I think not.’


  ‘Then tell me that I am to be gone.’


  ‘Why? cannot you go without?’


  ‘I may consult my own feelings only, if left to myself.’


  ‘Well, if you do, what then? Do you suppose you’ll be in my way?’


  ‘I feared it might be so.’


  ‘Then fear no more. But good-night. Come to-morrow and see if I am going on right. This renewal of acquaintance touches me. I have already a friendship for you.’


  ‘If it depends upon myself it shall last for ever.’


  ‘My best hopes that it may!’


  Fitzpiers went down the stairs absolutely unable to decide whether she had sent for him in the natural alarm which might have followed her mishap, or with the single view of making herself known to him as she had done, for which the capsize had afforded excellent opportunity.


  Outside the house he mused over the spot under the light of the stars. It seemed very strange that he should have come there more than once when its inhabitant was absent, and observed the house with a nameless interest; that he should have assumed off-hand before he knew Grace that it was here she lived; that, in short, at sundry times and seasons the individuality of Hintock House should have forced itself upon him as appertaining to some existence with which he was concerned.


  The intersection of his temporal orbit with Mrs. Charmond’s for a day or two in the past had created a sentimental interest in her at the time, but it had been so evanescent that in the ordinary onward roll of affairs he would scarce ever have recalled it again. To find her here, however, in these somewhat romantic circumstances, magnified that bygone and transitory tenderness to indescribable proportions.


  On entering Little Hintock he found himself regarding that hamlet in a new way—from the Hintock House point of view rather than from his own and the Melburys’. The household had all gone to bed. As he went upstairs he heard the snore of the timber-merchant from his quarter of the building, and turned into the passage communicating with his own rooms in a strange access of sadness.


  A light was burning for him in the chamber; but Grace, though in bed, was not asleep. In a moment her sympathetic voice came from behind the curtains.


  ‘Edred, is she very seriously hurt?’


  Fitzpiers had so entirely lost sight of Mrs. Charmond as a patient that he was not on the instant ready with a reply.


  ‘O no,’ he said. ‘There are no bones broken, but she is shaken. I am going again to-morrow.’


  Another inquiry or two, and Grace said—


  ‘Did she ask for me?’


  ‘Well, I think she did—I don’t quite remember; but I am under the impression that she spoke of you.’


  ‘Cannot you recollect at all what she said?’


  ‘I cannot, just this minute.’


  ‘At any rate, she did not talk much about me?’ said Grace with disappointment.


  ‘O no.’


  ‘But you did, perhaps,’ she added, innocently fishing for a compliment.


  ‘O yes—you may depend upon that!’ replied he warmly, though scarcely thinking of what he was saying, so vividly was there present to his mind the personality of Mrs. Charmond.


  ♣


  XXVII


  The doctor’s professional visit to Hintock House was promptly repeated the next day and the next. He always found Mrs. Charmond reclining on a sofa, and behaving generally as became a patient who was in no great hurry to lose that title. On each occasion he looked gravely at the little scratch on her arm, as if it had been a serious wound.


  He had also, to his further satisfaction, found a slight scar on her temple, and it was very convenient to put a piece of black plaster on this conspicuous part of her person in preference to gold-beater’s skin, so that it might catch the eyes of the servants and make his presence appear decidedly necessary, in case there should be any doubt of the fact.


  ‘O—you hurt me!’ she exclaimed one day.


  He was peeling off the bit of plaster on her arm, under which the scrape had turned the colour of an unripe blackberry previous to vanishing altogether.


  ‘Wait a moment then—I’ll damp it,’ said Fitzpiers. He put his lips to the place and kept them there, without any objecting on her part, till the plaster came off easily. ‘It was at your request I put it on,’ said he.


  ‘I know it,’ she replied. ‘Is that blue vein still in my temple that used to show there? The scar must be just upon it. If the cut had been a little deeper it would have spilt my hot blood indeed!’


  Fitzpiers examined so closely that his breath touched her tenderly, at which their eyes rose to an encounter—hers showing themselves as deep and mysterious as interstellar space. She turned her face away.


  ‘Ah! none of that! none of that—I cannot coquet with you!’ she cried. ‘Don’t suppose I consent to for one moment. Our poor, brief, youthful hour of love-making was too long ago to bear continuing now. It is as well that we should understand each other on that point before we go further.’


  ‘Coquet! Nor I with you. As it was when I found the historic handkerchief, so it is now. I might have been and may be foolish; but I am no trifler. I naturally cannot forget that little space in which I flitted across the field of your vision in those days of the past, and the recollection opens up all sorts of imaginings.’


  ‘Suppose my mother had not taken me away?’ she murmured, her dreamy eyes resting on the swaying tip of a distant tree.


  ‘I should have seen you again.’


  ‘And then?’


  ‘Then the fire would have burnt higher and higher. What would have immediately followed I know not, but sorrow and sickness of heart at last.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well—that’s the end of all love, according to Nature’s law. I can give no other reason.’


  ‘O, don’t speak like that!’ she exclaimed. ‘Since we are only picturing the possibilities of that time, don’t for pity’s sake spoil the picture.’ Her voice sank almost to a whisper as she added with an incipient pout upon her lips, ‘Let me think at least that if you had really loved me at all seriously you would have loved me for ever and ever!’


  ‘You are right—think it with all your heart,’ said he. ‘It is a pleasant thought, and costs nothing.’


  She weighed that remark in silence a while. ‘Did you ever hear anything of me from then till now?’ she inquired.


  ‘Not a word.’


  ‘So much the better. I had to fight the battle of life as well as you. I may tell you about it some day. But don’t ever ask me to do it, and particularly do not press me to tell you now.’


  Thus the two or three days that they had spent in tender acquaintance on the romantic slopes above the Neckar were stretched out in retrospect to the length and importance of years; made to form a canvas for infinite fancies, idle dreams, luxurious melancholies, and pretty, alluring assertions which could neither be proved nor disproved.


  Grace was never mentioned between them, but a rumour of his contemplated removal from the neighbourhood somehow reached Mrs. Charmond’s ears.


  ‘Doctor, you are going away!’ she exclaimed, confronting him with accusatory reproach in her large dark eyes no less than in her cooing voice. ‘O yes, you are,’ she went on, springing to her feet with an air which might almost have been called passionate. ‘It is no use denying it! You have bought a practice at Budmouth. I don’t blame you. Nobody can live at Hintock—least of all a professional man who wants to keep abreast of recent discovery. And there is nobody here to induce such a one to stay for other reasons. That’s right, that’s right—go away!’


  ‘But no—I have not actually bought the practice as yet, though I am indeed in treaty for it. And, my dear friend, if I continue to feel about the business as I feel at this moment—perhaps I may conclude never to go at all.’


  ‘But you hate Hintock, and everything and everybody in it that you don’t mean to take away with you!’


  Fitzpiers contradicted this idea in his most vibratory tones, and she lapsed into the frivolous archness under which she hid passions of no mean strength—strange, smouldering, erratic passions, kept down like a stifled conflagration, but bursting out now here, now there—the only certain element in their direction being its unexpectedness.


  If one word could have expressed Felice Charmond it would have been Inconsequence. She was a woman of perversities, delighting in piquant contrasts. She liked mystery, in her life, in her love, in her history. To be fair to her, there was nothing in these which she had any great reason to be ashamed of, and many things of which she might have been proud; but her past had never been fathomed by the honest minds of Hintock, and she rarely volunteered her experiences. As for her capricious nature the people on her estates grew accustomed to it, and with that marvellous subtlety of contrivance in steering round odd tempers that is found in sons of the soil and dependents generally, they managed to get along under her government rather better than they would have done beneath a more equable rule.


  Now, with regard to the doctor’s notion of leaving Hintock, he had advanced further towards completing the purchase of the Budmouth surgeon’s goodwill than he had admitted to Mrs. Charmond. The whole matter hung upon what he might do in the ensuing twenty-four hours. The evening after leaving her he went out into the lane, and walked and pondered between the high hedges, now greenish-white with wild clematis—here called ‘old-man’s-beard’ from its aspect later in the year.


  The letter of acceptance was to be written that night, after which his departure from Hintock would be irrevocable. But could he go away, remembering what had just passed? The trees, the hills, the leaves, the grass—each had been endowed and quickened with a subtle light since he had discovered the person and history, and, above all, the mood of their owner. There was every temporal reason for leaving: it would be entering again into a world which he had only quitted in a passion for isolation, induced by a fit of Achillean moodiness after an imagined slight. His wife herself saw the awkwardness of their position here, and cheerfully welcomed the purposed change, towards which every step had been taken but the last. But could he find it in his heart—as he found it clearly enough in his conscience—to go away? No.


  He drew a troubled breath and went indoors. Here he rapidly penned a letter, wherein he withdrew, once for all, from the treaty for the Budmouth practice. As the postman had already left Little Hintock for that night he sent one of Melbury’s men to intercept a mail-cart on another turnpike-road, and so got the letter off.


  The man returned, met Fitzpiers in the lane, and told him the thing was done. Fitzpiers went back to his house musing. Why had he carried out this impulse—taken such wild trouble to effect a probable injury to his own and his young wife’s prospects? His motive was fantastic, glowing, shapeless as the fiery scenery about the western sky. Mrs. Charmond could overtly be nothing more to him than a patient, and to his wife, at the outside, a patron. Yet in the unattached bachelor days of his first sojourn here how highly proper an emotional reason for lingering on would have appeared to troublesome dubiousness. Matrimonial ambition is such an honourable thing!


  ‘My father has told me that you have sent off one of the men with a late letter to Budmouth,’ cried Grace, coming out vivaciously to meet him under the declining light of the sky, wherein hung, solitary, the folding star. ‘I said at once that you had finally agreed to pay the premium they ask, and that the tedious question had been settled. When do we go, Edred?’


  ‘I have changed my mind,’ said he. ‘They want too much—seven hundred and fifty is too large a sum,—and in short I have declined to go further. We must wait for another opportunity. I fear I am not a good business man.’


  He spoke the last words with a momentary faltering at the great foolishness of his act; and as he looked in her fair and honourable face his heart reproached him for what he had done.


  Her manner that evening showed her disappointment. Personally she liked the home of her childhood much, and she was not ambitious. But her husband had seemed so dissatisfied with the circumstances hereabout since their marriage that she had sincerely hoped to go for his sake.


  It was two or three days before he visited Mrs. Charmond again. The morning had been windy, and little showers had scattered themselves like grain against the walls and window-panes of the Hintock cottages. He went on foot across the wilder recesses of the park, where slimy streams of fresh moisture, exuding from decayed holes caused by old amputations, ran down the bark of the oaks and elms, the rind below being coated with a lichenous wash as green as emerald. They were stout-trunked trees, that never rocked their stems in the fiercest gale, responding to it only by crooking their limbs. Wrinkled like an old crone’s face, and antlered with dead branches that rose above the foliage of their summits, they were nevertheless still green—though yellow had invaded the leaves of other trees.


  She was in a little boudoir or writing-room on the first floor, and Fitzpiers was much surprised to find that the window curtains were closed and a red-shaded lamp and candles burning, though out of doors it was broad daylight. Moreover a large fire was burning in the grate, though it was not cold.


  ‘What does it all mean?’ he asked.


  She sat in an easy-chair, her face being turned away.


  ‘O,’ she murmured, ‘it is because the world is so dreary outside! Sorrow and bitterness in the sky, and floods of agonized tears beating against the panes. I lay awake last night, and I could hear the scrape of snails creeping up the window glass; it was so sad! My eyes were so heavy this morning that I could have wept my life away. I cannot bear you to see my face; I keep it away from you purposely. O! why were we given hungry hearts and wild desires if we have to live in a world like this? Why should Death alone lend what Life is compelled to borrow—rest? Answer that, Dr. Fitzpiers.’


  ‘You must eat of a second tree of knowledge before you can do it, Felice Charmond.’


  ‘Then, when my emotions have exhausted themselves, I become full of fears, till I think I shall die for very fear. The terrible insistencies of society—how severe they are, and cold, and inexorable—ghastly towards those who are made of wax and not of stone. O, I am afraid of them; a stab for this error, and a stab for that—correctives and regulations pretendedly framed that society may tend to perfection—an end which I don’t care for in the least. Yet for this all I do care for has to be stunted and starved.’


  Fitzpiers had seated himself near her. ‘What sets you in this mournful mood?’ he asked gently. In reality he thought that it was the result of a loss of tone from staying indoors so much, but he did not say so.


  ‘My reflections. Doctor, you must not come here any more. They begin to think it a farce already. I say you must come no more. There—don’t be angry with me! ’—and she jumped up, pressed his hand, and looked anxiously at him. ‘It is necessary. It is best for both you and me.’


  ‘But,’ said Fitzpiers gloomily, ‘what have we done?’


  ‘Done—we have done nothing. Perhaps we have thought the more. However, it is all vexation. I am going away to Middleton Abbey, near Shottsford, where a relative of my late husband lives, who is confined to her bed. The engagement was made in London, and I can’t get out of it. Perhaps it is for the best that I go there till all this is past. When are you going to enter on your new practice, and leave Hintock behind for ever, with your pretty wife on your arm?’


  ‘I have refused the opportunity. I love this place too well to depart.’


  ‘You have?’ she said, regarding him with wild uncertainty. ‘Why do you ruin yourself in that way? Great heaven, what have I done!’


  ‘Nothing. Besides, you are going away.’


  ‘O yes; but only to Middleton Abbey for a month or two. Yet perhaps I shall gain strength there—particularly strength of mind—I require it. And when I come back I shall be a new woman; and you can come and see me safely then, and bring your wife with you, and we’ll be friends—she and I. O, how this shutting up of one’s self does lead to indulgence in idle sentiments! I shall not wish you to give your attendance to me after to-day. But I am glad that you are not going away—if your remaining does not injure your prospects at all.’


  As soon as he had left the room the mild friendliness she had preserved in her tone at parting, the playful sadness with which she had conversed with him, equally departed from her. She became as heavy as lead—just as she had been before he arrived. Her whole being seemed to dissolve in a sad powerlessness to do anything, and the sense of it made her lips tremulous and her closed eyes wet.


  His footsteps again startled her, and she turned round.


  ‘I return for a moment to tell you that the evening is going to be fine. The sun is shining, so do open your curtains and put out those lights. Shall I do it for you?’


  ‘Please—if you don’t mind.’


  He drew back the window curtains, whereupon the red glow of the lamp and the two candle-flames became almost invisible under the flood of late autumn sunlight that poured in.


  ‘Shall I come round to you?’ he asked, her back being towards him.


  ‘No,’ she replied.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because I am crying, and I don’t want you to see my face in the full sun’s rays.’


  He stood a moment irresolute, and regretted that he had killed the rosy passionate lamplight by opening the curtains and letting in garish day.


  ‘Then I am going,’ he said.


  ‘Very well,’ she answered, stretching one hand round to him, and patting her eyes with a handkerchief held in the other.


  ‘Shall I write a line to you at——?[’]


  ‘No, no.’ A gentle reasonableness came into her tone as she added, ‘It must not be, you know. It won’t do.’


  ‘Very well. Good-bye.’ The next moment he was gone.


  In the evening with listless adroitness she encouraged the maid who dressed her for dinner to speak of Dr. Fitzpiers’s marriage.


  ‘Mrs. Fitzpiers was once supposed to favour Mr. Winterborne,’ said the young woman.


  ‘But why didn’t she marry him?’ said Mrs. Charmond.


  ‘Because you see, ma’am, he lost his houses.’


  ‘Lost his houses? How came he to do that?’


  ‘The houses were held on lives, and the lives dropped, and your agent wouldn’t renew them, though it is said that Mr. Winterborne had a very good claim. That’s as I’ve heard it, ma’am, and it was through it that the match was broke off.’


  Being just then distracted by a dozen emotions, Mrs. Charmond sank into a mood of dismal self-reproach. ‘In refusing that poor man his reasonable request,’ she said to herself, ‘my agent foredoomed my revived girlhood’s romance. Who would have thought such a business matter could have nettled my own heart like this! Now for a winter of regrets and agonies and useless wishes, till I forget him in the spring. O! I am glad I am going away!’


  She left her chamber, and went down to dine with a sigh. On the stairs she stood opposite the large window for a moment, and looked out upon the lawn. It was not yet quite dark. Half-way up the steep green slope confronting her stood old Timothy Tangs, who was shortening his way homeward by clambering here where there was no road, and in opposition to express orders that no path was to be made there. Tangs had momentarily stopped to take a pinch of snuff, but observing Mrs. Charmond gazing at him he hastened to get over the top out of hail. His precipitancy made him miss his footing, and he rolled like a barrel to the bottom, his snuff-box rolling in front of him.


  Her indefinite idle impossible passion for Fitzpiers, her constitutional cloud of misery, the sorrowful drops that still hung upon her eyelashes, all made way for the impulse started by the spectacle. She burst into an immoderate fit of laughter; her very gloom of the previous hour seeming to render it the more uncontrollable. It had not died out of her when she reached the dining-room; and even here, before the servants, her shoulders suddenly shook as the scene returned upon her; and the tears of her risibility mingled with the remnants of those engendered by her grief.


  She resolved to be sad no more. She drank two glasses of champagne, and a little more still after those; and amused herself in the evening with singing pretty amatory songs.


  ‘I must do something for that poor man Winterborne, however,’ she said.


  ♣


  XXVIII


  A week had passed, and Mrs. Charmond had left Hintock House. Middleton Abbey, the place of her sojourn, was about a dozen miles distant by road, a little less by bridle-paths and footways.


  Grace observed, for the first time, that her husband was restless, that at moments he even was disposed to avoid her. The scrupulous civility of mere acquaintanceship crept into his manner; yet when sitting at meals he seemed hardly to hear her remarks. Her little doings interested him no longer, whilst towards her father his bearing was not far from supercilious. It was plain that his mind was entirely outside her life, whereabouts outside it she could not tell; in some region of science possibly, or of psychological literature. But her hope that he was again immersing himself in those lucubrations which before her marriage had made his light a landmark in Hintock, was founded simply on the slender fact that he often sat up late.


  One day she discovered him leaning over a gate on High-Stoy Hill, some way from Little Hintock, which opened on the brink of a declivity, slanting down directly into White-Hart or Blackmoor Vale, extending beneath the eye at this point to a distance of many miles. His attention was fixed on the landscape far away eastward, and Grace’s approach was so noiseless that he did not hear her. When she came close she could see his lips moving unconsciously, as on some impassioned visionary theme.


  She spoke, and Fitzpiers started. ‘What are you looking at?’ she asked.


  ‘O! I was contemplating my mother’s people’s old place of Sherton Abbas, in my idle way,’ he said.


  It had seemed to her that he was looking much to the right of that cradle and tomb of his ancestral dignity; but she made no further observation, and taking his arm walked home beside him almost in silence. She did not know that Middleton Abbey lay in the direction of his gaze.


  ‘Are you going to have out Darling this afternoon?’ she asked presently.


  Darling, the aged light-grey mare which Winterborne had bought for Grace, Fitzpiers now constantly used, the animal having turned out a wonderful bargain in combining a perfect docility with an almost human intelligence; moreover, she was not too young. Fitzpiers was unfamiliar with horses, and he valued these qualities.


  ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘but not to drive. I am riding her. I practise crossing a horse as often as I can now, for I find that I can take much shorter cuts on horseback.’


  He had, in fact, taken these riding exercises for about a week, only since Mrs. Charmond’s absence; his universal practice hitherto having been to drive.


  Some few days later Fitzpiers started on the back of this horse to see a patient in the aforesaid Vale. It was about five o’clock in the evening when he went away, and at bedtime he had not reached home. There was nothing very singular in this, though she was not aware that he had any patient more than five or six miles distant in that direction. The clock had struck one before Fitzpiers entered the house, and he came to his room softly, as if anxious not to disturb her.


  The next morning she was stirring considerably earlier than he. In the yard there was a conversation going on about the mare; the man who attended to the horses, Darling included, insisted that the latter was ‘hag-rid’; for when he had arrived at the stable that morning she was in such a state as no horse could be in by honest riding. It was true that the doctor had stabled her himself when he got home, so that she was not looked after as she would have been if the speaker had groomed and fed her; but that did not account for the appearance she presented, if Mr. Fitzpiers’s journey had been only where he had stated. The unprecedented exhaustion of Darling, as thus related, was sufficient to develop a whole series of tales about equestrian witches and demons, the narration of which occupied a considerable time.


  Grace returned indoors. In passing through the outer room she picked up her husband’s overcoat which he had carelessly flung down across a chair. A turnpike ticket fell out of the breast-pocket, and she saw that it had been issued at Middleton Gate. He had therefore visited Middleton the previous night, a distance of at least four-and-twenty miles on horseback, there and back.


  During the day she made some inquiries, and learnt for the first time that Mrs. Charmond was staying at Middleton Abbey. She could not resist an inference—strange as that inference was.


  A few days later he prepared to start again, at the same time and in the same direction. She knew that the state of the cottager who lived that way was a mere pretext; she was quite sure he was going to Mrs. Charmond.


  Grace was amazed at the mildness of the anger which the suspicion engendered in her. She was but little excited, and her jealousy was languid even to death. It told tales of the nature of her affection for him. In truth, her ante-nuptial regard for Fitzpiers had been rather of the quality of awe towards a superior being than of tender solicitude for a lover. It had been based upon mystery and strangeness—the mystery of his past, of his knowledge, of his professional skill, of his beliefs. When this structure of ideals was demolished by the intimacy of common life, and she found him as merely human as the Hintock people themselves, a new foundation was in demand for an enduring and staunch affection—a sympathetic interdependence, wherein mutual weaknesses are made the grounds of a defensive alliance. Fitzpiers had furnished nothing of that single-minded confidence and truth out of which alone such a second union could spring; hence it was with a controllable emotion that she now watched the mare brought round.


  ‘I’ll walk with you to the hill if you are not in a great hurry,’ she said, rather loth, after all, to let him go.


  ‘Do; there’s plenty of time,’ replied her husband.


  Accordingly he led along the horse, and walked beside her, impatient enough nevertheless. Thus they proceeded to the turnpike road, and ascended towards the base of High-Stoy and Dogbury Hill, till they were just beneath the gate he had been leaning over when she surprised him ten days before. This was the end of her excursion. Fitzpiers bade her adieu with affection, even with tenderness, and she observed that he looked weary-eyed.


  ‘Why do you go to-night?’ she said. ‘You have been called up two nights in succession already.’


  ‘I must go,’ he answered, almost gloomily. ‘Don’t wait up for me.’ With these words he mounted his horse, turned into a branch road by the turnpike, and ambled down the incline to the valley.


  She ascended the slope of High-Stoy and watched his descent, and then his journey onward. His way was east, the evening sun which stood behind her back beaming full upon him as soon as he got out from the shade of the hill. Notwithstanding this untoward proceeding she was determined to be loyal if he proved true; and the determination to love one’s best will carry a heart a long way towards making that best an ever-growing thing.


  The conspicuous coat of the active though blanching mare made horse and rider easy objects for the vision. Though Darling had been chosen with such pains by Winterborne for Grace, she had never ridden the sleek creature; but her husband had found the animal exceedingly convenient, particularly now that he had taken to the saddle, plenty of staying power being left in Darling yet for journeys of moderate length. Fitzpiers, like others of his character, while despising Melbury and his station, did not at all disdain to spend Melbury’s money, or appropriate to his own use the horse which belonged to Melbury’s daughter.


  And so the infatuated surgeon went along through the gorgeous autumn landscape of White-Hart Vale, surrounded by orchards lustrous with the reds of apple-crops, berries, and foliage, the whole intensified by the gilding of the declining sun. The earth this year had been prodigally bountiful, and now was the supreme moment of her bounty. In the poorest spots the hedges were bowed with haws and blackberries; acorns cracked underfoot, and the burst husks of chestnuts lay exposing their auburn contents as if arranged by anxious sellers in a fruit-market. In all this proud show some kernels were unsound as her own situation, and she wondered if there were one world in the universe where the fruit had no worm, and marriage no sorrow.


  Her Tannhäuser still moved on, his plodding steed rendering him distinctly visible yet. Could she have heard Fitzpiers’s voice at that moment she would have found it murmuring—


  
    ‘—Towards the loadstar of my one desire


    I flitted, like a dizzy moth, whose flight


    Is as a dead leafs in the owlet light.’

  


  But he was a silent spectacle to her. Soon he rose out of the valley, and skirted a high plateau of the chalk formation on his right, which rested abruptly upon the fruity district of deep loam, the character and herbage of the two formations being so distinct that the calcareous upland appeared but as a deposit of a few years’ antiquity upon the level vale.


  He kept along the edge of this high, uninclosed country, and the sky behind him being deep violet she could still see white Darling in relief upon it—a mere speck now—a Wouvermans eccentricity reduced to microscopic dimensions. Upon this high ground he gradually disappeared.


  Thus she had beheld the pet animal purchased for her own use, in pure love of her, by one who had always been true, impressed to convey her husband away from her to the side of a new-found idol. While she was musing on the vicissitudes of horses and wives she discerned shapes moving up the valley towards her, quite near at hand, though till now hidden by the hedges. Surely they were Giles Winterborne, with two horses and a cider-apparatus, conducted by Robert Creedle. Up, upward they crept, a stray beam of the sun alighting every now and then like a star on the blades of the pomace-shovels, which had been converted to steel mirrors by the action of the malic acid. She descended to the road when he came close, and the panting horses rested as they achieved the ascent.


  ‘How do you do, Giles?’ said she, under a sudden impulse to be familiar with him.


  He replied with much more reserve. ‘You are going for a walk, Mrs. Fitzpiers?’ he added. ‘It is pleasant just now.’


  ‘No, I am returning,’ said she.


  The vehicles passed on, and Creedle with them, and Winterborne walked by her side in the rear of the apple-mill.


  He looked and smelt like Autumn’s very brother, his face being sunburnt to wheat-colour, his eyes blue as corn-flowers, his sleeves and leggings dyed with fruit-stains, his hands clammy with the sweet juice of apples, his hat sprinkled with pips, and everywhere about him that atmosphere of cider which at its first return each season has such an indescribable fascination for those who have been born and bred among the orchards. Her heart rose from its late sadness like a released bough; her senses revelled in the sudden lapse back to Nature unadorned. The consciousness of having to be genteel because of her husband’s profession, the veneer of artificiality which she had acquired at the fashionable schools, were thrown off, and she became the crude country girl of her latent early instincts.


  Nature was bountiful, she thought. No sooner had she been cast aside by Edred Fitzpiers than another being, impersonating chivalrous and undiluted manliness, had arisen out of the earth ready to her hand. This, however, was an excursion of the imagination which she did not wish to encourage, and she said suddenly, to disguise the confused regard which had followed her thoughts, ‘Did you meet my husband?’


  Winterborne, with some hesitation: ‘Yes.’


  ‘Where did you meet him?’


  ‘Near Reveller’s Inn. I come from Middleton Abbey; I have been making there for the last week.’


  ‘Haven’t they a mill of their own?’


  ‘Yes, but it’s out of repair.’


  ‘I think—I heard that Mrs. Charmond had gone there to stay?’


  ‘Yes, I have seen her at the windows once or twice.’


  Grace waited an interval before she went on; ‘Did Mr. Fitzpiers take the way to Middleton?’


  ‘Yes…. I met him on Darling.’ As she did not reply, he added with a gentler inflection, ‘You know why the mare was called that?’


  ‘O yes—of course,’ she answered quickly.


  With their minds on these things they passed so far round the hill that the whole west sky was revealed. Between the broken clouds they could see far into the recesses of heaven as they mused and walked, the eye journeying on under a species of golden arcades, and past fiery obstructions, fancied cairns, logan-stones, stalactites and stalagmite of topaz. Deeper than this their gaze passed thin flakes of incandescence, till it plunged into a bottomless medium of soft green fire.


  Her abandonment to the seductive hour and scene after her sense of ill-usage, her revolt for the nonce against social law, her passionate desire for primitive life may have showed in her face. Winterborne was looking at her, his eyes lingering on a flower that she wore in her bosom. Almost with the abstraction of a somnambulist he stretched out his hand and gently caressed the flower.


  She drew back. ‘What are you doing, Giles Winterborne?’ she exclaimed, with severe surprise.


  The evident absence of all premeditation from the act, however, speedily led her to think that it was not necessary to stand upon her dignity here and now. ‘You must bear in mind, Giles,’ she said kindly, ‘that we are not as we were; and some people might have said that what you did was taking a liberty.’


  It was more than she need have told him; his action of forgetfulness had made him so angry with himself that he flushed through his tan.


  ‘I don’t know what I am coming to!’ he exclaimed savagely. ‘Ah—I was not once like this!’ Tears of vexation were in his eyes.


  ‘No, now—it was nothing! I was too reproachful.’


  ‘It would not have occurred to me if I had not seen something like it done elsewhere—at Middleton lately,’ he said thoughtfully after a while.


  ‘By whom?’


  ‘Don’t ask it.’


  She scanned him narrowly. ‘I know quite well enough,’ she returned indifferently. ‘It was by my husband, and the woman was Mrs. Charmond. Association of ideas reminded you when you saw me…. Giles—tell me all you know about that—please do, Giles! But no—I won’t hear it. Let the subject cease. And as you are my friend say nothing to my father.’


  They had descended into the vale again to a place where their ways divided. Winterborne continued along the highway which kept outside the copse, and Grace opened a gate that entered it.


  ♣


  XXIX


  She walked up the soft grassy ride, screened on either hand by nut-bushes just now heavy with clusters of twos and threes and fours. A little way on the track she pursued was crossed by a similar one at right angles. Here Grace stopped; some few yards up the transverse ride the buxom Suke Damson was visible—her gown tucked up high through her pocket-hole, and no bonnet on her head—in the act of pulling down boughs from which she was gathering and eating nuts with great rapidity, her lover Tim Tangs standing near her engaged in the same pleasant meal.


  Crack, crack, went Suke’s jaws every second or two. By an automatic leap of thought Grace’s mind reverted to the tooth-drawing scene described by her husband; and for the first time she wondered if that narrative were really true, Susan’s jaws being so obviously sound and strong. Grace turned up towards the nut-gatherers, and conquered her reluctance to speak to the girl, who was a little in advance of Tim. ‘Good evening, Susan,’ she said.


  ‘Good evening, Miss Melbury ’—(crack).


  ‘Mrs. Fitzpiers.’


  ‘O yes, ma’am—Mrs. Fitzpiers,’ said Suke with a peculiar sniff and curtsey.


  Grace, not to be daunted, continued, ‘Take care of your teeth, Suke. That accounts for your toothache.’


  ‘O, I don’t know what an ache is, either in tooth, ear, or head, thank the Lord ’—(crack).


  ‘Nor the loss of one, either?’


  ‘See for yourself, ma’am.’ She parted her red lips and exhibited the whole double row, full up and unimpaired.


  ‘You have never had one drawn?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘So much the better for your stomach,’ said Mrs. Fitzpiers in an altered voice. And turning away quickly she went on thinking what gall she could drop into poor Tim Tangs’s honey if she chose.


  As her husband’s character thus shaped itself under the touch of time, Grace was almost startled to find how little she suffered from that jealous excitement which is conventionally attributed to all wives in such circumstances. But though possessed by none of the feline wildness which it was her moral duty to experience, she did not fail to suspect that she had made a frightful mistake in her marriage. Acquiescence in her father’s wishes had been degradation to herself. People are not given premonitions for nothing; she should have obeyed her impulse on that early morning when she peeped and saw the figure come from Fitzpiers’s door, and have steadfastly refused her hand.


  O that plausible tale which her then betrothed had told her about Suke—the dramatic account of her entreaties to him to draw the aching enemy, and the fine artistic finish he had given to the story by explaining that it was a lovely molar without a flaw!


  She traced the remainder of the woodland track, dazed by the complications of her position. If his protestations to her before their marriage could be believed, her husband had felt affection of some sort for herself and this woman simultaneously; and was now again spreading the same conjoint emotion over Mrs. Charmond and herself, his manner being still kind and fond at times. But surely, rather than that, he must have played the hypocrite towards her in each case with elaborate completeness; and the thought of this sickened her, for it involved the conjecture that if he had not loved her his only motive for making her his wife must have been her little fortune.


  Yet here Grace made a mistake, for the love of men like Fitzpiers is unquestionably of such quality as to bear division and transference. He had indeed once declared, though not to her, that on one occasion he had noticed himself to be possessed by five distinct infatuations at the same time. If this were true, his differed from the highest affection as the lower orders of the animal world differ from advanced organisms, partition causing not death but a multiplied existence. He had loved her sincerely in his selfish way, and had by no means ceased to love her now. But such double and treble-barrelled hearts were naturally beyond her conception.


  Of poor Suke Damson Grace thought no more. She had had her day.


  ‘If he does not love me I will not love him!’ said Grace proudly.


  And though these were mere words it was a somewhat formidable thing for Fitzpiers that her heart was approximating to a state in which it might be possible to carry them out. That very absence of hot jealousy in her which made his courses so easy, and on which, indeed, he congratulated himself, meant, unknown to either wife or husband, more mischief than the inconvenient watchfulness of a jaundiced eye.


  Her sleep that night was nervous. The wing allotted to her and her husband had never seemed so lonely. At last she got up, put on her dressing-gown, and went downstairs. Her father, who slept lightly, heard her descend, and came to the stair-head.


  ‘Is that you, Grace? What’s the matter?’ he said.


  ‘Nothing more than that I am restless. Edred is detained by a case in White-Hart Vale.’


  ‘But how’s that? I met the woman’s husband going to Great Hintock just afore bedtime; and she was going on well, and the doctor gone then.’


  ‘Then he’s detained somewhere else,’ said Grace. ‘Never mind me; he will soon be home. I expect him about one.’


  She went back to her room, and dozed and woke several times. One o’clock had been the hour of his return on the last occasion; but it had passed now by a long way, and still Fitzpiers did not come. Just before dawn she heard the men stirring in the yard, and the flashes of their lanterns spread every now and then through her window-blind. She remembered that her father had told her not to be disturbed if she noticed them, as they would be rising early to send off four loads of hurdles to a distant sheep-fair. Peeping out she saw them bustling about, the hollow-turner among the rest; he was loading his wares—wooden bowls, dishes, spigots, spoons, cheese-vats, funnels and so on—upon one of her father’s waggons, who carried them to the fair for him every year out of neighbourly kindness.


  The scene and the occasion would have enlivened her but that her husband was still absent, though it was now five o’clock. She could hardly suppose him, whatever his infatuation, to have prolonged to a later hour than ten an ostensibly professional call on Mrs. Charmond at Middleton; and he could have ridden home in two hours. What then had become of him? That he had been out the greater part of the two preceding nights added to her uneasiness.


  She dressed herself, descended, and went out, the weird twilight of advancing day chilling the rays from the lanterns, and making the men’s faces wan. As soon as Melbury saw her he came round, showing his alarm.


  ‘Edred is not come,’ she said. ‘And I have reason to know that he’s not attending anybody. He has had no rest for two nights before this. I was going to the top of the hill to look for him.’


  ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Melbury.


  She begged him not to hinder himself; but he insisted, for he saw a peculiar and rigid gloom in her face over and above her uneasiness, and did not like the look of it. Telling the men he would be with them again soon he walked beside her into the turnpike road, and partly up the way whence she had watched Fitzpiers the night before as he skirted the Great Blackmoor or White-Hart Valley.


  They halted beneath a half-dead oak, hollow and disfigured with white tumours, its roots spreading out like claws grasping the ground. A chilly wind circled round them, upon whose currents the seeds of a neighbouring lime-tree, supported parachute-wise by the wing attached, flew out of the boughs downward like fledglings from their nest. The vale was wrapped in a dim atmosphere of unnaturalness, and the east was like a livid curtain edged with pink. There was no sign nor sound of Fitzpiers.


  ‘It is no use standing here,’ said her father. ‘He may come home fifty ways…. Why, look here—here be Darling’s tracks—turned homeward and nearly blown dry and hard! He must have come in hours ago without your seeing him.’


  ‘He has not done that,’ said she.


  They went back hastily. On entering their own gates they perceived that the men had left the waggons, and were standing round the door of the stable which had been appropriated to the doctor’s use.


  ‘Is there anything the matter?’ cried Grace.


  ‘O no, ma’am. All’s well that ends well,’ said old Timothy Tangs. ‘I’ve heard of such things before—amongst workfolk, though not amongst your gentle-people—that’s true.’


  They entered the stable, and saw the pale shape of Darling standing in the middle of her stall, with Fitzpiers on her back, sound asleep. Darling was munching hay as well as she could with the bit in her mouth, and the reins, which had fallen from Fitzpiers’s hand, hung upon her neck.


  Grace went and touched his hand; shook it, before she could arouse him. He moved, started, opened his eyes, and exclaimed, ‘Ah, Felice…. O, it’s Grace. I could not see in the gloom. What—am I in the saddle!’


  ‘Yes,’ said she. ‘How do you come here?’


  He collected his thoughts, and in a few minutes stammered as he began dismounting: ‘I was riding along homeward through the Vale, very, very sleepy, having been up so much of late. When I came opposite Lydden Spring the mare turned her head that way as if she wanted to drink. I let her go in, and she drank; I thought she would never finish. While she was drinking the clock of Newland Buckton church struck twelve. I distinctly remember counting the strokes. From that moment I positively recollect nothing till I saw you here by my side.’


  ‘The name! If it had been any other horse you’d have had a broken neck!’ murmured Melbury.


  ‘’Tis wonderful, sure, how a quiet hoss will bring a man home at such times!’ said John Upjohn. ‘And—what’s more wonderful than keeping your seat in a deep slumbering sleep—I’ve knowed men drowze off walking home from randies where the beer and other liquors have gone round well, and keep walking for more than a mile on end without waking. Well, doctor, ’tis a mercy you wasn’t a-drownded, or a-splintered, or a-hanged up to a tree like Absalont—also a handsome gentleman like yerself, as the prophets say!’


  ‘True,’ murmured old Timothy piously, ‘from the sole of his boots to the crown of his hat there was no blemish in him!’


  ‘Or leastwise you might ha’ been a-wounded into tatters a’most, and no brother-tradesman to jine your few limbs together within seven mile!’


  Whilst this impressive address was proceeding Fitzpiers had dismounted, and taking Grace’s arm walked stiffly indoors with her. Melbury stood staring at the horse, which, in addition to being very weary, was spattered with mud. Whilst they were rubbing down the mare Melbury’s mind coupled with the mud, which was not local, the name he had heard unconsciously muttered by the surgeon when Grace took his hand—‘Felice.’ Who was Felice? Why, Mrs. Charmond; and she, as he knew, was staying at Middleton.


  Melbury had indeed pounced upon the image that filled Fitzpiers’s half-awakened soul—wherein there had been a retrospect of a recent interview on a starlit lawn with a capriciously passionate woman, who had begged him not to come there again in tones whose modulation incited him to disobey,[.] ‘What are you doing here? Why do you pursue me? Another belongs to you. If they were to see you getting over the fence they would seize you as a thief!’ And she had turbulently admitted to his wringing questions that her visit to Middleton had been undertaken less because of the invalid relative than in shamefaced fear of her own weakness if she remained near his home. A triumph then it was to Fitzpiers, poor and hampered as he had become, to recognize his real conquest of this beauty, delayed so many years. His was the passion of Congreve’s Millamant, whose delight lay in seeing ‘the heart which others bled for, bleed for me.’


  When the horse had been attended to Melbury stood uneasily here and there about his premises; he was rudely disturbed in the comfortable views which had lately possessed him on his domestic concerns. It is true that he had for some days discerned that Grace more and more sought his company, preferred supervising his kitchen and bakehouse with her stepmother to occupying herself with the lighter details of her own apartments. She seemed no longer able to find in her own hearth an adequate focus for her life, and hence, like a weak queen-bee after leading off to an independent home, had hovered again into the parent hive. But he had not construed these and other incidents of the kind till now.


  Something was wrong in the homestead. A ghastly sense beset him that he alone would be responsible for whatever unhappiness should be brought upon her for whom he almost solely lived; whom to retain under his roof he had faced the numerous inconveniences involved in giving up the best part of his house to Fitzpiers. There was no room for doubt that, had he allowed events to take their natural course she would have accepted Winterborne, and realized his old dream of restitution to that young man’s family.


  That Fitzpiers would allow himself to look for a moment on any other creature than Grace filled Melbury with grief and astonishment. In the simple life he had led it had scarcely occurred to him that after marriage a man might be faithless. That he could sweep to the heights of Mrs. Charmond’s position, lift the veil of Isis, so to speak, would have amazed Melbury by its audacity if he had not suspected encouragement from that quarter. What could he and his simple Grace do to countervail the passions of those two sophisticated beings—versed in the world’s ways, armed with every apparatus for victory? In such an encounter the homely timber-dealer felt as inferior as a savage with his bow and arrows to the precise weapons of modern warfare.


  Grace came out of the house as the morning drew on. The village was silent, most of the folk having gone to the fair. Fitzpiers had retired to bed, and was sleeping off his fatigue. She went to the stable and looked at poor Darling: in all probability Giles Winterborne, by obtaining for her a horse of such intelligence and docility, had been the means of saving her husband’s life. She paused over the strange thought; and then there appeared her father behind her.


  She saw that he knew things were not as they ought to be, from the troubled dulness of his eye, and from his face, different points of which had motions, twitchings, and tremblings, unknown to himself and involuntary.


  ‘He was detained, I suppose, last night?’ said Melbury.


  ‘O yes; a bad case in the Vale,’ she replied calmly.


  ‘Nevertheless he should have stayed at home.’


  ‘But he couldn’t, father.’


  Her father turned away. He could hardly bear to see his whilom truthful girl brought to the humiliation of having to talk like that.


  That night carking care sat beside Melbury’s pillow, and his stiff limbs tossed at its presence.


  ‘I can’t lie here any longer,’ he muttered. Striking a light he wandered about the room. ‘What have I done, what have I done for her!’ he said to his wife. ‘I had long planned that she should marry the son of the man I wanted to make amends to; do ye mind how I told you all about it, Lucy, the night before she came home? Ah! but I was not content with doing right, I wanted to do more!’


  ‘Don’t raft yourself without good need, George,’ she replied. ‘I won’t quite believe that things are so much amiss. I won’t believe that Mrs. Charmond has encouraged him. Even supposing she has encouraged a great many, she can have no motive to do it now. What so likely as that she is not yet quite well, and doesn’t care to let another doctor come near her?’


  He did not heed. ‘Grace used to be so busy every day with fixing a curtain here and driving a tin-tack there; but she cares for no employment now!’


  ‘Do you know anything of Mrs. Charmond’s past history? Perhaps that would throw some light upon things. Before she came here as the wife of old Charmond four or five years ago, not a soul seems to have heard aught of her. Why not make inquiries? And then do ye wait and see more; there’ll be plenty of opportunity. Time enough to cry when you know ’tis a crying matter; ’tis bad to meet troubles half way.’


  There was some good sense in the notion of seeing further. Melbury resolved to inquire and wait, hoping still, but oppressed between whiles with much fear.


  ♣


  XXX


  Examine Grace as her father might, she would admit nothing. For the present, therefore, he simply watched.


  The suspicion that his darling child was slighted wrought almost a miraculous change in Melbury’s nature. No man so furtive for the time as the ingenuous countryman who finds that his ingenuousness has been abused. Melbury’s heretofore confidential candour towards his gentlemanly son-in-law was displaced by a feline stealth that did injury to his every action, thought, and mood.


  He knew that a woman once given to a man for life took, as a rule, her lot as it came, and made the best of it, without external interference; but for the first time he asked himself why this so generally should be done. Besides, this case was not, he argued, like ordinary cases. Leaving out the question of Grace being anything but an ordinary woman, her peculiar situation, as it were in mid-air between two storeys of society, together with the loneliness of Hintock, made a husband’s neglect a far more tragical matter to her than it would be to one who had a large circle of friends to fall back upon. Wisely or unwisely, and whatever other fathers did, he resolved to fight his daughter’s battle still.


  Mrs. Charmond had returned. But Hintock House scarcely gave forth signs of life, so quietly had she re-entered it. Autumn drew shiveringly to its end. One day something seemed to be gone from the gardens; the tenderer leaves of vegetables had shrunk under the first smart frost, and hung like faded linen rags; the forest leaves, which had been descending at leisure, descended in haste and in multitudes, and all the golden colours that had hung overhead were now crowded together in a degraded mass underfoot, where the fallen myriads got redder and hornier, and curled themselves up to rot. The only suspicious features in Mrs. Charmond’s existence at this season were two; the first, that she lived with no companion or relative about her, which considering her age and attractions was somewhat unusual conduct for a young widow in a lonely country house; the other, that she did not, as in previous years, start from Hintock to winter abroad. In Fitzpiers, the only change from his last autumn’s habits lay in his abandonment of night study; his lamp never shone from his new dwelling as from his old.


  If the suspected ones met it was by such adroit contrivances that even Melbury’s vigilance could not encounter them together. A simple call at her house by the doctor had nothing irregular about it, and that he had paid two or three such calls was certain. What had passed at those interviews was known only to the parties themselves; but that Felice Charmond was under some one’s influence Melbury soon had opportunity of perceiving.


  Winter had come on. Owls began to be noisy in the mornings and evenings, and flocks of wood-pigeons made themselves prominent again. On a day in February, about six months after the marriage of Fitzpiers, Melbury was returning from Great Hintock on foot down to Little Hintock, when he saw before him the surgeon also walking. Melbury would have overtaken him, but at that moment Fitzpiers turned in through a gate to one of the rambling drives among the trees at this side of the wood, which led to nowhere in particular, and the beauty of whose serpentine curves was the only justification of their existence. Felice almost simultaneously trotted into the road ahead of the timber-dealer, in a little basket-carriage which she sometimes drove about the estate, unaccompanied by a servant. She turned in at the same gate without having seen either Melbury or, apparently, Fitzpiers.


  Melbury was soon at the spot, despite his aches and his sixty years. Mrs. Charmond had come up with the doctor, inside the gate, who was standing immediately behind the carriage. She had turned to him, her arm being thrown carelessly over the back of the seat.


  They looked in each other’s faces without uttering a word, an arch yet gloomy smile wreathing her lips. Fitzpiers clasped her hanging hand, and, while she still remained in the same listless attitude, looking volumes into his eyes, he stealthily unbuttoned her glove, and stripped her hand of it by rolling back the gauntlet over the fingers, so that it came off inside out. He then raised her hand to his mouth, she still reclining passively, watching him as she might have watched a fly upon her dress. At last she said, ‘Well, sir, what excuse for this disobedience?’


  ‘I make none.’


  ‘Then go your way, and let me go mine.’ She snatched away her hand, touched the pony with the whip, and left him standing there, holding the reversed glove.


  Melbury had not been seen, and his first impulse was to reveal his presence to Fitzpiers, and upbraid him bitterly. But a moment’s thought was sufficient to show him the futility of any such simple proceeding. There was not, after all, so much in what he had witnessed as in what that scene might be the surface and froth of—probably a state of mind which censure aggravates rather than cures. Moreover, he said to himself that the point of attack should be the woman, if either. He therefore kept out of sight, and musing sadly, even tearfully—for he was meek as a child in matters concerning his daughter—continued his way towards Hintock.


  The insight which is bred of deep sympathy was never more finely exemplified than in this instance. Through her guarded manner, her dignified speech, her placid countenance, he discerned the interior of Grace’s life only too truly, hidden as were its incidents from every outer eye.


  These incidents had become painful enough. Fitzpiers had latterly developed an irritable discontent which vented itself in monologues when Grace was present to hear them. The early morning of this day had been dull, after a night of wind, and on looking out of the window in the grey grim dawn Fitzpiers had observed some of Melbury’s men dragging away a large limb which had been snapped off a beech-tree. Everything was cold and colourless.


  ‘My good God!’ he said, as he stood in his dressing-gown. ‘This is life!’


  He did not know whether Grace was awake or not, and he would not turn his head to ascertain. ‘Ah, Edred,’ he went on to himself, ‘to clip your own wings when you were free to soar! … But I could not rest till I had done it. Why do I never recognize an opportunity till I have missed it, nor the good or ill of a step till it is irrevocable? … I fell in love!’


  Grace moved. He thought she had heard some part of his soliloquy. He was sorry—though he had not taken any precaution to prevent her.


  He expected a scene at breakfast, but she only exhibited an extreme reserve. It was enough, however, to make him repent that he should have done anything to produce discomfort; for he attributed her manner entirely to what he had said. But Grace’s manner had not its cause either in his sayings or in his doings. She had not heard a single word of his regrets. Something even nearer home than her husband’s blighted prospects—if blighted they were—was the origin of her mood.


  She had made a discovery—one which to a girl of her nature was almost appalling. She had looked into her heart, and found that her early interest in Giles Winterborne had become revitalized into growth by her widening perceptions of what was great and little in life. His homeliness no longer offended her acquired tastes; his comparative want of so-called culture did not now jar on her intellect; his country dress even pleased her eye; his exterior roughness fascinated her. Having discovered by marriage how much that was humanly not great could co-exist with attainments of an exceptional order, there was a revulsion in her sentiments from all that she had formerly clung to in this kind. Honesty, goodness, manliness, tenderness, devotion, for her only existed in their purity now in the breasts of unvarnished men; and here was one who had manifested such towards her from his youth up.


  There was, further, that never-ceasing pity in her soul for Giles as a man whom she had wronged—a man who had been unfortunate in his worldly transactions; who notwithstanding these things, had, like Hamlet’s friend, borne himself throughout his scathing


  
    ‘As one, in suffering all, that suffers nothing,’

  


  investing himself thereby with a real touch of sublimity. It was these perceptions, and no subtle catching of her husband’s murmurs, that had bred the abstraction visible in her.


  When her father approached the house after witnessing the interview between Fitzpiers and Mrs. Charmond, Grace was looking out of her sitting-room window, as if she had nothing to do, or think of, or care for. He stood still.


  ‘Ah, Grace,’ he said, regarding her fixedly.


  ‘Yes, father,’ she murmured.


  ‘Waiting for your dear husband?’ he inquired, speaking with the sarcasm of pitiful affection.


  ‘O no—not especially. He has a great many patients to see this afternoon.’


  Melbury came quite close. ‘Grace, what’s the use of talking like that when you know——? Here, come down and walk with me out in the garden, child.’


  He unfastened the door in the ivy-laced wall, and waited. This apparent indifference alarmed him. He would far rather that she had rushed in all the fire of jealousy to Hintock House regardless of conventionality, confronted and attacked Felice Charmond unguibus et rostro, and accused her even in exaggerated shape of stealing away her husband. Such a storm might have cleared the air.


  She emerged in a minute or two, and they went into the garden together. ‘You know as well as I do,’ he resumed, ‘that there is something threatening mischief to your life, and yet you pretend you do not. Do you suppose I don’t see the trouble in your face every day? I am very sure that this quietude is wrong conduct in you. You should look more into matters.’


  ‘I am quiet because my sadness is not of a nature to stir me to action.’


  Melbury wanted to ask her a dozen questions—did she not feel jealous? was she not indignant?—but a natural delicacy restrained him. [‘]You are very tame and let-alone, I am bound to say,’ he remarked pointedly.


  ‘I am what I feel, father,’ she repeated.


  He glanced at her, and there returned upon his mind the scene of her offering to wed Winterborne instead of Fitzpiers in the last days before her marriage; and he asked himself if it could be the fact that she loved Winterborne now that she had lost him more than she had ever done when she was comparatively free to choose him.


  ‘What would you have me do?’ she asked in a low voice.


  He recalled his mind from the retrospective pain to the practical matter before them. ‘I would have you go to Mrs. Charmond,’ he said.


  ‘Go to Mrs. Charmond—what for?’ said she.


  ‘Well—if I must speak plain, dear Grace—to ask her, appeal to her in the name of your common womanhood, and your many like sentiments on things, not to make unhappiness between you and your husband. It lies with her entirely to do one or the other—that I can see.’


  Grace’s face had heated at her father’s words, and the very rustle of her skirts upon the box-edging bespoke disdain. ‘I shall not think of going to her, father—of course, I could not!’ she answered.


  ‘Why—don’t ’ee want to be happier than you be at present?’ said Melbury, more moved on her account than she was herself.


  ‘I don’t wish to be more humiliated. If I have anything to bear I can bear it in silence.’


  ‘But, my dear maid, you are too young—you don’t know what the present state of things may lead to. Just see the harm done a’ready! Your husband would have gone away to Budmouth to a bigger practice if it had not been for this. Although it has gone such a little way it is poisoning your future even now. Mrs. Charmond is thoughtlessly bad, not bad by calculation; and just a word to her now might save ’ee a peck of woes.’


  ‘Ah, I loved her once,’ said Grace with a broken articulation, ‘and she would not care for me then! Now I no longer love her. Let her do her worst; I don’t care.’


  ‘You ought to care. You have got into a very good position to start with. You have been well educated, well tended, and you have become the wife of a professional man of unusually good family. Surely you ought to make the best of your position.’


  ‘I don’t see that I ought. I wish I had never got into it. I wish you had never, never thought of educating me. I wish I worked in the woods like Marty South! I hate genteel life, and I want to be no better than she!’


  ‘Why?’ said her amazed father.


  ‘Because cultivation has only brought me inconveniences and troubles. I say again, I wish you had never sent me to those fashionable schools you set your mind on. It all arose out of that, father. If I had stayed at home I should have married——’


  She closed up her mouth suddenly and was silent; and he saw that she was not far from crying.


  Melbury was much grieved. ‘What, and would you like to have grown up as we be here in Hintock—knowing no more, and with no more chance of seeing good life than we have here?’


  ‘Yes. I have never got any happiness outside Hintock that I know of, and I have suffered many a heartache at being sent away. O, the misery of those January days when I got back to school, and left you all here in the wood so happy! I used to wonder why I had to bear it. And I was always a little despised by the other girls at school, because they knew where I came from, and that my parents were not in so good a station as theirs.’


  Her poor father was much hurt at what he thought her ingratitude and intractability. He had admitted to himself bitterly enough that he should have let young hearts have their way, or rather should have helped on her affection for Winterborne, and given her to him according to his original plan; but he was not prepared for her deprecating those attainments whose completion had been a labour of years and a severe tax upon his purse.


  ‘Very well,’ he said with much heaviness of spirit. ‘If you don’t like to go to her I don’t wish to force you.’


  And so the question remained for him still: How should he remedy this perilous state of things? For days he sat in a moody attitude over the fire, a pitcher of cider standing on the hearth beside him, and his drinking-horn inverted upon the top of it. He spent a week and more thus, composing a letter to the chief offender, which he would every now and then attempt to complete and suddenly crumple up in his hand.


  ♣


  XXXI


  As February merged in March, and lighter evenings broke the gloom of the woodmen’s homeward journey, the Hintocks Great and Little began to have ears for a rumour of the events out of which had grown the timber-dealer’s troubles.


  It took the form of a wide sprinkling of conjecture, wherein no man knew the exact truth. Tantalizing phenomena, at once showing and concealing the real relationship of the persons concerned, caused a diffusion of excited surprise. Honest people as the woodlanders were, it was hardly to be expected that they could remain immersed in the study of their trees and gardens amid such circumstances, or sit with their backs turned like the good burghers of Coventry at the passage of the lady.


  Rumour, for a wonder, exaggerated little. There threatened, in fact, in Grace’s case as in thousands, the domestic disaster, old as the hills, which, with more or less variation, made a mourner of Ariadne, a by-word of Vashti, and a corpse of Amy Dudley. The incidents were rencounters accidental and contrived, stealthy correspondence, sudden misgivings on one side, sudden self-reproaches on the other. The inner state of the twain was one as of confused noise that would not allow the accents of politic reason to be heard. Determination to go in this direction, and headlong plunges in that; dignified safeguards, undignified collapses; not a single rash step by deliberate intention, and all against judgment.


  It was all that Melbury had expected and feared. It was more, for he had overlooked the publicity that would be likely to result, as it now had done. What should he do? Appeal to Mrs. Charmond himself, since Grace would not? He bethought himself of Winterborne, and resolved to consult him, feeling the strong need of some friend of his own sex to whom he might unburden his mind.


  He had entirely lost faith in his own judgment. That judgment on which he had relied for so many years seemed recently, like a false companion unmasked, to have disclosed unexpected depths of hypocrisy and speciousness where all had seemed solidity. He felt almost afraid to form a conjecture on the weather, or the time, or the fruit-promise, so great was his self-mistrust.


  He set out to look for Giles on a rimy evening when the woods seemed to be in a cold sweat; beads of perspiration hung from every bare twig; the sky had no colour, and the trees rose before him as haggard, grey phantoms whose days of substantiality were passed. Melbury seldom saw Winterborne now, but he believed him to be occupying a lonely hut just beyond the boundary of Mrs. Charmond’s estate, though still within the circuit of the woodland. The timber-merchant’s thin legs stalked on through the pale damp scenery, his eyes declining on the dead leaves of last year; while every now and then a hasty ‘ay!’ escaped his lips in reply to some bitter mental proposition.


  His notice was attracted by a thin blue haze of smoke, behind which arose sounds of voices and chopping; bending his steps that way he saw Winterborne just in front of him.


  Though few knew of it, Giles had had a serious illness during the winter; but it just now happened that after being for a long time apathetic and unemployed on that account he had become one of the busiest men in the neighbourhood. It is often thus; fallen friends lost sight of we expect to find starving; we discover them going on fairly well. Without any solicitation or desire to profit on his part, he had been asked to execute a very large order for hurdles and other copseware, for which purpose he had been obliged to buy several acres of hazel brushwood standing. He was now engaged in the cutting and manufacture of the same, proceeding with the work daily like an automaton.


  The hazel-tree did not belie its name to-day. The whole of the copsewood where the mist had cleared returned purest tints of that hue, amid which Winterborne himself was in the act of making a hurdle, the stakes being driven firmly into the ground in a row, over which he bent and wove the twigs. Beside him was a square, compact pile like the altar of Cain, formed of hurdles already finished, which bristled on all sides with the sharp points of their stakes. At a little distance the men in his employ were assisting him to carry out his contract. Rows of brushwood lay on the ground as it had fallen under the axe; and a shelter had been constructed near at hand, in front of which burnt the fire whose smoke had attracted Melbury. The air was so dank that the smoke hung heavily, and crept away amid the bushes without rising from the ground.


  After wistfully regarding the scene awhile Melbury drew nearer, and briefly inquired of Giles how he came to be so busily engaged, with an undertone of slight surprise that Winterborne could recommence thriving, even to this degree, after being deprived of Grace. Melbury was not without emotion at the meeting, for Grace’s affairs had divided them, and ended their intimacy of old times.


  Winterborne explained just as briefly, without raising his eyes from his occupation of chopping a bough that he held in front of him.


  ‘’Twill be up in April before you get it all cleared,’ said Melbury.


  ‘Yes, there or thereabouts,’ said Winterborne, a chop of the bill-hook jerking the last word into two pieces.


  There was another interval; Melbury still looked on, a chip from Winterborne’s hook occasionally flying against the waistcoat or legs of his visitor, who took no heed.


  ‘Ah, Giles, you should have been my partner. You should have been my son-in-law,’ the old man said at last. ‘It would have been far better for her and for me!’


  Winterborne saw that something had gone wrong with his former friend, and throwing down the switch he was about to interweave he responded only too readily to the mood of the timber-dealer. ‘Is she ill?’ he said hurriedly.


  ‘No, no.’ Melbury stood without speaking for some minutes, and then, as though he could not bring himself to proceed, turned to go away.


  Winterborne told one of his men to pack up the tools for the night, and walked after Melbury.


  ‘Heaven forbid that I should seem too inquisitive, sir,’ he said, ‘especially since we don’t stand as we used to stand to one another; but I hope it is well with them all over your way?’


  ‘No,’ said Melbury, ‘no.’


  He stopped, and struck the smooth trunk of a young ash-tree with the flat of his hand. ‘I would that his ear had been where that rind is!’ he exclaimed; ‘I should have treated him to little compared wi’ what he deserves.’


  ‘Now,’ said Winterborne, ‘don’t be in a hurry to go home. I’ve put some ale down to warm in my shelter here, and we’ll sit and drink it and talk this over.’


  Melbury turned unresistingly as Giles took his arm, and they went back to where the fire was, and sat down under the screen, the other woodmen having gone. He drew out the ale-cup from the ashes, and they drank together.


  ‘Giles, you ought to have had her, as I said just now,’ repeated Melbury. ‘I’ll tell you why for the first time.’


  He thereupon told Winterborne, as with great relief, the story of how he won away Giles’s father’s chosen one—by nothing worse than a lover’s cajoleries, it is true; but by means which, except in love, would certainly have been pronounced cruel and unfair. He explained how he had always intended to make reparation to Winterborne the father, by giving Grace to Winterborne the son; till the devil tempted him in the person of Fitzpiers, and he broke his virtuous vow.


  ‘How highly I thought of that man to be sure! Who’d have supposed he’d have been so weak and wrong-headed as this! You ought to have had her, Giles, and there’s an end on’t.’


  Winterborne knew how to preserve his calm under this unconsciously cruel tearing of a healing wound, to which Melbury’s concentration on the more vital subject had blinded him. The young man endeavoured to make the best of the case for Grace’s sake.


  ‘She would hardly have been happy with me,’ he said, in the dry, unimpassioned voice under which he hid his feelings. ‘I was not well enough educated: too rough in short. I couldn’t have surrounded her with the refinements she looked for, anyhow at all.’


  ‘Nonsense—you are quite wrong there,’ said the unwise old man doggedly. ‘She told me only this day that she hates refinements and such like. All that my trouble and money bought for her in that way is thrown away upon her quite. She’d fain be like Marty South—think o’ that! That’s the top of her ambition! Perhaps she’s right. Giles, she loved you—under the rind: and what’s more she loves ’ee still—worse luck for the poor maid!’


  If Melbury only had known what fires he was recklessly stirring up he might have held his peace. Winterborne was silent a long time. The darkness had closed in round them, and the monotonous drip of the fog from the branches quickened as it turned to fine rain.


  ‘O, she never cared much for me,’ Giles managed to say as he stirred the embers with a brand.


  ‘She did, and does, I tell ye,’ said the other obstinately. ‘However, all that’s vain talking now. What I come to ask you about is a more practical matter—how to make the best of things as they are. I am thinking of a desperate step—of calling on the woman Charmond. I am going to appeal to her since Grace will not. ’Tis she who holds the balance in her hands—not he. While she’s got the will to lead him astray he will follow—poor unpractical lofty-notioned dreamer—and how long she’ll do it depends upon her whim. Did ye ever hear anything about her character before she came to Hintock?’


  ‘She’s been a bit of a charmer in her time, I believe,’ replied Giles, with the same level quietude, as he regarded the red coals. ‘A body who has smiled where she has not loved, and loved where she has not married. Before Mr. Charmond made her his wife she was a play-actress a short while.’


  ‘Hey? But how close you have kept all this, Giles! What besides?’


  ‘Mr. Charmond was a rich man engaged in the iron trade in the north—twenty or thirty years older than she. He married her, and retired, and came down here and bought this property.’


  ‘Yes, yes—I know all about that. But the other I did not know. I fear it bodes no good. For how can I go and appeal to the forbearance of a woman who made cross-loves and crooked passions her study for years? I thank ye, Giles, for finding it out; but it makes my plan the harder that she should have belonged to that unstable tribe!’


  Another pause ensued, and they looked gloomily at the smoke that beat about the roof of hurdles through whose weavings a large drop of rain fell at intervals and spat smartly into the fire. Mrs. Charmond had been no friend to Winterborne, but he was manly, and it was not in his heart to let her be condemned without a trial.


  ‘She is said to be generous,’ he answered. ‘You might not appeal to her in vain.’


  ‘It shall be done,’ said Melbury, rising. ‘For good, or for evil, to Mrs. Charmond I’ll go.’


  ♣
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  At nine o’clock the next morning Melbury dressed himself up in shining broadcloth, creased with folding and smelling of camphor, and started for Hintock House. He was the more impelled to go at once by the absence of his son-in-law in London for a few days, to attend really or ostensibly some professional meetings.


  He said nothing of his destination either to his wife or to Grace, fearing that they might entreat him to abandon so risky a project; and went out unobserved. He had chosen his time with a view, he supposed, of conveniently catching Mrs. Charmond when she had just finished her breakfast, before any other business people should be about, if any came. Plodding thoughtfully onward he crossed a glade lying between Little Hintock woods and the plantation which abutted on the park. The spot being open he was discerned there by Winterborne from the copse on the next hill, where he and his men were working. Knowing his mission the younger man hastened down from the copse and managed to intercept the timber-merchant.


  ‘I have been thinking of this, sir,’ he said, ‘and I am of opinion that it would be best to put off your visit for the present.’


  But Melbury would not even stop to hear him. His mind was fixed, the appeal was to be made; and Winterborne stood and watched him sadly till he entered the second plantation and disappeared.


  Melbury rang at the tradesmen’s door of the manor-house, and was at once informed that the lady was not yet visible, as indeed he might have guessed had he been anybody but the man he was. Melbury said he would wait, whereupon the young page informed him in a neighbourly way that, between themselves, she was in bed and asleep.


  ‘Never mind,’ said Melbury, retreating into the court, ‘I’ll stand about here.’ Charged so fully with his mission he shrank from contact with anybody.


  But he walked about the paved court till he was tired, and nobody came to him. He entered the house and sat down in a small waiting-room, from which he got glimpses of the kitchen-corridor, and of the white-capped maids flitting jauntily hither and thither. They had heard of his arrival, but had not seen him enter, and imagining him still in the court discussed freely the possible reason of his calling. They marvelled at his temerity; for though most of the tongues which had been let loose attributed the chief blame to Fitzpiers, these of her household preferred to regard their mistress as the deeper sinner.


  Melbury sat with his hands resting on the familiar knobbed thorn walking-stick, whose growing he had seen before he enjoyed its use. The scene to him was not the material environment of his person, but a tragic vision that travelled with him like an envelope. Through this vision the incidents of the moment but gleamed confusedly here and there, as an outer landscape through the high-coloured scenes of a stained window.


  He waited thus an hour, an hour and a half, two hours. He began to look pale and ill, whereupon the butler, who came in, asked him to have a glass of wine.


  Melbury roused himself, and said, ‘No, no. Is she almost ready?’


  ‘She is just finishing breakfast, Mr. Melbury,’ said the butler. ‘She will soon see you now. I am just going up to tell her you are here.’


  ‘What, haven’t you told her before?’ said Melbury.


  ‘O no,’ said the other. ‘You see you came so very early.’


  At last the bell rang; Mrs. Charmond could see him. She was not in her private sitting-room when he reached it, but in a minute he heard her coming from the front staircase, and she entered where he stood.


  At this time of the morning Mrs. Charmond looked her full age and more. She might almost have been taken for the typical femme de trente ans, though she was really not more than seven or eight and twenty. But the édition définitive of her beauty had been reached, even if it were not a little worn.


  There being no fire in the room she came in with a shawl thrown loosely round her shoulders, and obviously without the least suspicion that Melbury had called upon any other errand than timber. Felice was, indeed, the only woman in the parish who had not heard the rumour of her own weaknesses; she was at this moment living in a fool’s paradise in respect of that rumour, though not in respect of the weaknesses themselves, which, if the truth be told, caused her grave misgivings.


  ‘Do sit down, Mr. Melbury. You have felled all the trees that were to be purchased by you this season, except the oaks, I believe?’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Melbury, in a reverie.


  He did not take a chair, and she also remained standing. Resting upon his stick he began: ‘Mrs. Charmond, I have called upon a more serious matter—at least to me—than tree-throwing. And whatever mistakes I make in my manner of speaking upon it to you, madam, do me the justice to set ’em down to my want of practice, and not to my want of care.’


  Mrs. Charmond looked ill at ease. She might have begun to guess his meaning; but apart from that she had such dread of contact with anything painful, harsh, or even earnest, that his preliminaries alone were enough to distress her.


  ‘Yes, what is it?’ she said quickly.


  ‘I am an old man,’ said Melbury, ‘that, somewhat late in life, God thought fit to bless with one child, and she a daughter. Her mother was a very dear wife to me; but she was taken away from us when the child was young; and the child became precious as the apple of my eye to me, for she was all I had left to love. For her sake entirely I married as second wife a homespun woman who had been kind as a mother to her. In due time the question of her education came on; and I said, “I will educate the maid well if I live upon bread to do it.” Of her possible marriage I could not bear to think, for it seemed like a death that she should cleave to another man, and grow to think his house her home rather than mine. But I saw it was the law of nature that this should be, and that it was for the maid’s happiness that she should have a home when I was gone; and I made up my mind without a murmur to help it on for her sake. In my youth I had wronged my dead friend, and to make amends I determined to give her, my most precious prize, to my friend’s son, seeing that they liked each other well. Things came about which made me doubt if it would be for my daughter’s happiness to do this, inasmuch as the young man was poor, and she was delicately reared. Another man came and paid court to her—one her equal in breeding and accomplishments; in every way it seemed to me that he only could give her the home which her training had made a necessity a’most. I urged her on, and she married him. But, ma’am, a fatal mistake was at the root of my reckoning; I found that this well-born gentleman I had calculated on so surely was not staunch of heart, and that therein lay a danger of great sorrow for my daughter. Madam, he saw you, and you know the rest…. I have come to make no demands—to utter no threats; I have come simply as a father in great grief about his only child, and I beseech you to deal kindly with my daughter and to do nothing which can turn her husband’s heart away from her for ever! Forbid him your presence, ma’am, and speak to him on his duty, as one with your power over him well can do: and I am hopeful that the rent between them may be patched up. For it is not as if you would lose by so doing; your course is far higher than the courses of a professional man; and the gratitude you would win from me and mine by your kindness is more than I can say!’


  Mrs. Charmond had first rushed into a mood of indignation, on comprehending Melbury’s story: hot and cold by turns she had murmured, ‘Leave me, leave me!’ But, as he seemed to take no notice of this, his words began to influence her, and when he ceased speaking she said with hurried breath, ‘What has led you to think this of me? Who says I have won your daughter’s husband away from her? Some monstrous calumnies are afloat—of which I have known nothing until now!’


  Melbury started, and looked at her simply: ‘But surely, ma’am, you know the truth better than I?’


  Her features became a little pinched, and the touches of powder on her handsome face for the first time showed themselves as an extrinsic film.


  ‘Will you leave me to myself?’ she said with a faintness which suggested a guilty conscience. ‘This is so utterly unexpected—you obtain admission to my presence by misrepresentation——’


  ‘As God’s in heaven, ma’am, that’s not true. I made no pretence; and I thought in reason you would know why I had come. This gossip——’


  ‘I have heard nothing of it. Tell me the gist of it, pray!’


  ‘Tell you, ma’am—not I. What the gossip is, no matter. What really is, you know. Set facts right, and the scandal will right itself. But pardon me—I speak rough; and I came to speak gentle, to coax you, beg you to be my daughter’s friend. She loved you once, ma’am; you began by loving her. Then you dropped her without a reason, and it hurt her warm heart more than I can tell ye. But you were within your right as the superior, no doubt. But if you would consider her position now—surely, surely, you would do her no harm!’


  ‘Certainly I would do her no harm—I——’


  Melbury’s eye met hers. It was curious, but the allusion to Grace’s former love for her seemed to touch her more than all Melbury’s other arguments. ‘O, Melbury,’ she burst out, ‘you have made me so unhappy! How could you come to me like this! It is too dreadful! Now go away—go, go!’


  ‘I will, and leave you to think,’ he said, in a husky tone.


  As soon as he was out of the room she went to a corner and there burst into tears, and writhed, under an emotion in which hurt pride and vexation mingled with better sentiments.


  Mrs. Charmond’s mobile spirit was subject to these fierce periods of high tide and storm. She had never so clearly perceived till now that her soul was being slowly invaded by a delirium which had brought about all this; that she was losing judgment and dignity under it, becoming an animated impulse only, a passion incarnate. A fascination had led her on; it was as if she had been seized by a hand of velvet; and this was where she found herself—overshadowed with sudden night, as if a tornado had passed.


  While she sat, or rather crouched, unhinged by the interview, lunch-time came, and then the early afternoon, almost without her consciousness. Then ‘a strange gentleman, who says it is not necessary to give his name,’ was suddenly announced.


  Felice knew who the strange gentleman was—that Continental follower on whom she had once smiled, among others too numerous to name. But to meet this lover now—the thought made her sick.


  ‘I cannot see him, whoever he may be! I am not at home to anybody.’


  She heard no more of her visitor: and shortly after, in an attempt to recover some mental serenity by violent physical exercise, she put on her hat and cloak and went out of doors, taking a path which led her up the slopes to the nearest spur of the wood. She disliked the woods, but they had the advantage of being a place in which she could walk comparatively unobserved.


  ♣


  XXXIII


  There was agitation that day in the lives of all whom these matters concerned. It was not till the Hintock dinner-time—one o’clock—that Grace discovered her father’s absence from the house after a departure in the morning under somewhat unusual conditions. By a little reasoning and inquiry she was able to divine his errand.


  Her husband, too, was away, and her father did not return. He had, in truth, gone on to Sherton after the interview, in the hope of calming himself by business; but this Grace did not know. In an indefinite dread that something serious would arise out of Melbury’s visit by reason of the inequalities of temper and nervous irritation to which he was subject, something possibly that would bring her much more misery than accompanied her present negative state of mind, she left the house about three o’clock, and took a loitering walk in the woodland track by which she imagined he would come home. This track under the bare trees and over the cracking sticks, screened and roofed in from the outer world of wind by a network of boughs, led her slowly on till in time she had left the larger trees behind her and swept round into the coppice where Winterborne and his men were clearing the undergrowth.


  Had Giles’s attention been concentrated on his hurdles he would not have seen her, but ever since Melbury’s passage across the opposite glade in the morning he had been as uneasy and unsettled as Grace herself; and her advent now was the one appearance which, since her father’s avowal, could arrest him more than Melbury’s return with his tidings. Fearing that something might be the matter he hastened up to her.


  She had not seen her old lover for a long time, and too conscious of the late pranks of her heart she could not behold him calmly. ‘I am only looking for my father,’ she said in an unnecessary tone of apology.


  ‘I was looking for him too,’ said Giles. ‘I think he may perhaps have gone on further.’


  ‘Then you knew he was going to the House, Giles?’ she said, turning her large tender eyes anxiously upon him. ‘Did he tell you what for?’


  Winterborne glanced doubtingly at her, and softly hinted that her father had visited him the evening before, and that their old friendship was quite restored; on which she guessed the rest.


  ‘O, I am glad indeed that you two are friends again!’ she cried.


  And then they stood facing each other, fearing each other, troubling each other’s souls. Grace experienced acute regret at the sight of these wood-cutting scenes, because she had estranged herself from them; craving, even to its defects and inconveniences, that homely sylvan life of her father which in the best probable succession of events would shortly be denied her.


  At a little distance, on the edge of the clearing, Marty South was shaping spar-gads to take home for manufacture during the evenings. Winterborne and Mrs. Fitzpiers stood looking at her in their mutual embarrassment at each other’s presence, and while doing so they beheld, approaching the girl, a lady in a dark fur mantle and black hat, having a white veil tied picturesquely round it. She spoke to Marty, who turned and curtsied, and the lady fell into conversation with her. It was Mrs. Charmond.


  After leaving her house Mrs. Charmond had walked on, under the fret and fever of her mind, with more vigour than she was accustomed to show in her normal moods—a fever which the solace of a cigarette did not entirely allay. Reaching the coppice she had listlessly observed Marty at work, when she threw away her cigarette and drew near. Chop, chop, chop, went Marty’s little bill-hook with never more assiduity, till Mrs. Charmond spoke.


  ‘Who is that young lady I see talking to the woodman yonder?’ she asked.


  ‘Mrs. Fitzpiers, ma’am,’ said Marty.


  ‘O,’ said Mrs. Charmond, with something like a start; for she had not recognized Grace at that distance. ‘And the man she is talking to?’


  ‘That’s Mr. Winterborne.’


  A redness stole into Marty’s face as she mentioned Giles’s name, which Mrs. Charmond did not fail to notice. ‘Are you engaged to him?’ she asked softly.


  ‘No, ma’am,’ said Marty. ‘She was once; and I think——’


  But Marty could not possibly explain the complications of her thought on this matter—a thought nothing less than one of extraordinary acuteness for a girl so young and inexperienced—namely, that she saw danger to two hearts, naturally honest, in Grace being thrown back into Winterborne’s society by the neglect of her husband. Mrs. Charmond, however, with the almost supersensory means to knowledge which women have on such occasions, quite understood what Marty had intended to convey; and the picture thus exhibited to her of lives drifting awry, involving the wreck of poor Marty’s hopes, prompted her yet further in those generous resolves which Melbury’s remonstrances had stimulated.


  Full of such feelings she bade the girl good-after-noon, and went on over the stumps of hazel to where Grace and Winterborne were standing. They saw her approach, and Winterborne said, ‘She is coming to you; it is a good omen. She dislikes me, so I’ll go away.’


  He accordingly retreated to where he had been working before Grace came, and Grace’s formidable rival approached her, each woman taking the other’s measure as she drew near.


  ‘Dear—Mrs. Fitzpiers!’ said Felice Charmond, with some inward turmoil which stopped her speech. ‘I have not seen you for a long time.’


  She held out her hand tentatively, while Grace stood like a wild animal on first confronting a mirror or other puzzling product of civilization. Was it really Mrs. Charmond speaking to her thus? If it was she could no longer form any guess as to what life signified.


  ‘I want to talk to you,’ said Mrs. Charmond sensitively, for the gaze of the young woman had chilled her through. ‘Can you walk on with me till we are quite alone?’


  Sick with distaste Grace nevertheless complied as by clockwork, and they moved evenly side by side into the deeper recesses of the woods. They went further, much further than Mrs. Charmond had meant to go; but mental indiscipline hindered her from beginning her conversation, and in default of it she kept walking.


  ‘I have seen your father,’ she at length observed. ‘And—I am much troubled by what he told me.’


  ‘What did he tell you? I have not been admitted to his confidence on anything he may have said to you.’


  ‘Nevertheless, why should I repeat to you what you can easily divine?’


  ‘True—true,’ returned Grace mournfully. ‘Why should you repeat what we both have in our minds already?’


  ‘Mrs. Fitzpiers, your husband——’


  The moment that the speaker’s tongue touched the dangerous subject a vivid look of self-consciousness flashed over her; in which her heart revealed, as by a lightning-gleam, what filled it to overflowing. So transitory was the expression that none but a quick-sensed woman, and she in Grace’s position, would have had the power to catch its meaning. Upon her the phase was not lost.


  ‘Then you do love him!’ she exclaimed in a tone of much surprise.


  ‘What do you mean, my young friend?’


  ‘Why,’ cried Grace, ‘I thought till now that you had only been cruelly flirting with my husband to amuse your idle moments—a rich lady with a poor professional gentleman whom in her heart she despised not much less than her who belongs to him. But I guess from your manner that you love him desperately; and I don’t hate you as I did before…. Yes, indeed,’ continued Mrs. Fitzpiers, with a trembling tongue, ‘since it is not sport in your case at all but real—O, I do pity you, more than I despise you! For you will suffer most!’


  Mrs. Charmond was now as much agitated as Grace. ‘I ought not to allow myself to argue about this!’ she exclaimed. ‘I demean myself by doing it. But I liked you once, and for the sake of that time I try to tell you how mistaken you are!’


  Much of her confusion resulted from her wonder and alarm at finding herself, in a sense, dominated mentally and emotionally by this simple school-girl. ‘I do not love him!’ she went on with insistent untruth. ‘It was a kindness—my making somewhat more of him than one usually does of one’s doctor. I was lonely; I talked—well, I trifled with him. I am very sorry if such child’s play, out of pure friendship, has been a serious matter to you. Who could have expected it? But the world is so simple here!’


  ‘O, that’s affectation,’ said Grace, shaking her head. ‘It is no use—you love him! I can see in your face that in this matter of my husband you have not let your acts belie your feelings. During these last four or six months you have been terribly indiscreet, but you have not been insincere; and that almost disarms me.’


  ‘I have been insincere—if you will have the word—I mean I have coquetted, and do not love him!’


  But Grace clung to her position like a limpet. ‘You may have trifled with others; but him you love as you never loved another man!’


  ‘O, well—I won’t argue,’ said Mrs. Charmond, laughing faintly. ‘And you come to reproach me for it, child?’


  ‘No,’ said Grace magnanimously. ‘You may go on loving him if you like—I don’t mind at all. You’ll find it, let me tell you, a bitterer business for yourself than for me in the end. He’ll get tired of you soon, as tired as can be—you don’t know him so well as I!—and then you may wish you had never seen him!’


  Mrs. Charmond had grown quite pale and weak under this prophecy. It was extraordinary that Grace, whom almost every one would have characterized as a gentle girl, should be of tougher fibre than her interlocutor.


  ‘You exaggerate—cruel, silly young woman,’ she reiterated, writhing with little agonies. ‘It is nothing but playful friendship—nothing! It will be proved by my future conduct. I shall at once refuse to see him more—since it will make no difference to my heart, and much to my name.’


  ‘I question if you will refuse to see him again,’ said Grace dryly, as she bent a sapling back. ‘But I am not incensed against you as you are against me,’ she added, abandoning the tree to its natural perpendicular. ‘Before I came I had been despising you for wanton cruelty; now I only pity your weakness for its misplaced affection. When Edred has gone out of the house in hope of seeing you, at seasonable hours and unseasonable; when I have found him riding miles and miles across the country at midnight, and risking his life, and getting covered with mud, to get a glimpse of you, I have called him a foolish man—the plaything of a finished coquette. I thought that what was getting to be a tragedy to me was a comedy to you. But now I see that tragedy lies on your side of the situation no less than on mine, and more; that if I have felt trouble at my position you have felt anguish at yours; that if I have had disappointments you have had despairs. Philosophy may fortify me—God help you!’


  ‘I cannot attempt to reply to your ravings,’ returned the other, struggling to restore a dignity which had completely collapsed. ‘My acts will be my proofs. In the world which you have seen nothing of, friendships between men and women are not unknown; and it would have been better both for you and your father if you had each judged me more respectfully, and left me alone. As it is, I wish never, never to see or speak to you, madam, any more!’


  Grace bowed, and Mrs. Charmond haughtily turned away. The two went apart in directly opposite courses, and were soon hidden from each other by their umbrageous surroundings and by the shadows of eve.


  In the excitement of their long argument they had walked onward and zigzagged about without regarding direction or distance. All sound of the woodcutters had long since faded into remoteness, and even had not the interval been too great for hearing them they would have been silent and homeward bound at this twilight hour.


  But Grace went on her course without any misgiving, though there was much underwood here with only the narrowest passages for walking, across which brambles hung. She had not, however, traversed this, the wildest, part of the wood since her childhood, and the transformation of outlines had been great; old trees which once were landmarks had been felled or blown down, and the bushes which then had been small and scrubby were now large and overhanging. She soon found that her ideas as to direction were vague—that she had indeed no ideas as to direction at all. If the evening had not been growing so dark, and the wind had not put on its night-moan so distinctly, Grace would not have minded; but she was rather frightened now, and began to strike across hither and thither in random courses.


  Denser grew the darkness, more developed the wind-voices, and still no recognizable spot or outlet of any kind appeared, nor any sound of the Hintocks floated near, though she had wandered probably between one and two hours, and began to be weary. She was vexed at her foolishness, since the ground she had covered, if in a straight line, must inevitably have taken her out of the wood to some remote village or other; but she had wasted her forces in countermarches; and now, in much alarm, wondered if she would have to pass the night here.


  She stood still to meditate, and fancied that between the soughing of the wind she heard shuffling footsteps on the leaves heavier than those of rabbits or other startled ‘beasts of beating heart’ who lived there. Though fearing at first to meet anybody on the chance of his being a friend, she decided that her fellow-noctambulist, even if a poacher, would not injure her, and that he might possibly be some one sent to search for her. She accordingly shouted a rather timid ‘Hoi!’


  The cry was immediately returned by the other person; and Grace running at once in the direction whence it came beheld an indistinct figure hastening up to her as rapidly. They were almost in each other’s arms before she recognized the outline and white veil of her whom she had parted from hours before—Mrs. Charmond.


  ‘I have lost my way, I have lost my way!’ cried the latter. ‘O—is it indeed you? I am so glad to meet you or anybody. I have been wandering up and down ever since we parted, and am nearly dead with terror and misery and fatigue!’


  ‘So am I,’ said Grace. ‘What shall we—shall we do!’


  ‘You won’t go away from me?’ asked her companion anxiously.


  ‘No, indeed. Are you very tired?’


  ‘I can scarcely move, and I am scratched dreadfully about the ankles.’


  Grace reflected. ‘Perhaps, as it is dry underfoot, the best thing for us to do would be to sit down for half-an-hour, and then start again when we have thoroughly rested. By walking straight we must come to a track leading somewhere, before the morning.’


  They found a clump of bushy hollies which afforded a shelter from the wind, and sat down under it, some tufts of dead fern, crisp and dry, that remained from the previous season, forming a sort of nest for them. But it was cold, nevertheless, on this March night, particularly for Grace, who, with the sanguine prematureness of youth in matters of dress, had considered it spring-time, and hence was not so warmly clad as Mrs. Charmond, who still wore her winter furs.


  But after sitting awhile the latter lady shivered no less than Grace as the warmth imparted by her hasty walking began to go off; and they felt the cold air drawing through the holly leaves which scratched their backs and shoulders. Moreover they could hear some drops of rain falling on the trees, though none reached the nook in which they had ensconced themselves.


  ‘If we were to cling close together,’ said Mrs. Charmond, ‘we should keep each other warm…. But,’ she added in an uneven voice, ‘I suppose you won’t come near me for the world!’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because—well, you know.’


  ‘Yes, I will—I don’t hate you at all.’


  They consequently crept up to one another, and being in the dark, lonely, and weary, did what neither had dreamed of doing beforehand—clasped each other closely. Mrs. Charmond’s furs consoled Grace’s cold face; and each one’s body, as she breathed, alternately heaved against that of her companion; while the funereal trees rocked and chanted dirges unceasingly.


  When a few minutes had been spent thus Mrs. Charmond said, ‘I am so wretched!’ in a heavy emotional whisper.


  ‘You are frightened,’ said Grace. ‘But there is nothing to fear; I know these woods well.’


  ‘I am not at all frightened at the wood; but I am at other things.’


  Mrs. Charmond embraced Grace more and more tightly, and put her face against that of her companion. The younger woman could feel her neighbour’s breathings grow deeper and more spasmodic, as though uncontrollable feelings were germinating.


  ‘After I had left you,’ Felice went on, ‘I regretted something I had said. I have to make a confession—I must make it!’ she whispered brokenly, the instinct to indulge in warmth of sentiment which had led this woman of passions to respond to Fitzpiers in the first place, leading her now to find luxurious comfort in opening her heart to his wife. ‘I said to you I could give him up without pain or deprivation—that he had only been my pastime. That was absolutely untrue—it was said to deceive you! I could not do it without much pain; and what is more dreadful I cannot give him up—even if I would—of myself alone.’


  ‘Why? Because you love him, you mean.’


  Felice Charmond denoted assent by a movement.


  ‘I knew I was right!’ said Grace exaltedly. ‘But that should not deter you,’ she presently added in a moral tone. ‘O, do struggle against it, and you will conquer!’


  ‘You are so simple, so simple!’ cried Felice. ‘You think, because you guessed my assumed indifference to him to be a sham, that you know the extremes that people are capable of going to! But a good deal more may have been going on than you have fathomed with all your insight. I cannot give him up until he chooses to give up me!’


  ‘But surely you are the superior in station and in every way, and the cut must come from you.’


  ‘Tchut! Must I tell verbatim, you simple child? O, I suppose I must! It will eat away my heart if I do not let out all, after meeting you like this and finding how guileless you are!’


  She thereupon whispered a few words in the girl’s ear, and burst into a violent fit of sobbing.


  Grace started roughly away from the shelter of the furs, and sprang to her feet.


  ‘O, my great God!’ she exclaimed, thunderstruck at a revelation transcending her utmost suspicion. ‘He’s had you! Can it be—can it be!’


  She turned as if to hasten away. But Felice Charmond’s sobs came to her ear: deep darkness circled her about, the cold lips of the wind kissed her where Mrs. Charmond’s warm fur had been, and she did not know which way to go. After the moment of energy she felt mild again, and turned to the motionless woman at her feet.


  ‘Are you rested?’ she asked, in what seemed her own voice grown ten years older.


  Without an answer Mrs. Charmond slowly rose. ‘You mean to betray me!’ she asked out of the bitterest depths of her soul. ‘O, fool, fool I!’


  ‘No,’ said Grace shortly. ‘I mean no such thing. But let us be quick now. We have a serious undertaking before us. Think of nothing but going straight on.’


  They walked on in profound silence, pulling back boughs now growing wet, and treading down woodbine, but still keeping a pretty straight course. Grace began to be thoroughly worn out, and her companion too, when, on a sudden, they broke into the deserted highway where the Sherton man had waited for Mrs. Dollery’s van. Grace recognized the spot as soon as she looked around her.


  ‘How we have got here I cannot tell,’ she said with cold civility. ‘We have made a complete circuit of Little Hintock. The hazel copse is quite on the other side. Now we have only to follow the road.’


  They dragged themselves onward, turned into the lane, passed the track to Little Hintock, and so reached the park.


  ‘Here I turn back,’ said Grace in the same passionless voice. ‘You are quite near home.’


  Mrs. Charmond stood inert, seeming appalled by her late admission.


  ‘I have told you something in a moment of irresistible desire to unburden my soul, which all but a fool would have kept silent as the grave,’ she said. ‘I cannot help it now. Is it to be a secret, or do you mean war?’


  ‘A secret certainly,’ said Grace mournfully. ‘How can you expect war from such a helpless, wretched being as me?’


  ‘And I’ll do my best not to see him. I am his slave; but I’ll try.’


  Grace was naturally kind, but she could not help using a small dagger now.


  ‘Pray don’t distress yourself,’ she said with fine scorn. ‘You may see him as much as you like—for me.’ Had she been wounded instead of mortified she could not have used the words; but Fitzpiers’s hold upon her heart just now was slight.


  They parted thus and there, kissing each other almost unintentionally, and Grace went moodily homeward. Passing Marty’s cottage she observed through the window that the girl was writing instead of chopping as usual, and wondered what her correspondence could be. Directly afterwards she met people in search of her, and reached the house to find all in serious alarm. She soon explained that she had lost her way, and her general depression was attributed to exhaustion on that account.


  Could she have known what Marty was writing she would have been surprised.


  The rumour which agitated the other folk of Hintock had reached the young girl, and she was penning a letter to Fitzpiers to tell him that Mrs. Charmond’s magnificent pile of hair was made up of the writer’s more largely than of her own. It was poor Marty’s only card, and she played it, knowing nothing of fashion, and thinking her revelation a fatal one for a lover.


  ♣


  XXXIV


  It was at the beginning of April, a few days after the meeting between Grace and Mrs. Charmond in the wood, that Fitzpiers, just returned from London, was travelling from Sherton Abbas to Hintock in a hired carriage. In his eye there was a doubtful light, and the lines of his fastidious face showed a vague disquietude. He appeared like one of those whose aspect seems to say to a beholder that they have suffered a certain wrong in being born.


  His position was in truth gloomy, and to his impressible mind it looked even gloomier than it was. His practice had been slowly dwindling of late, and now threatened to die out altogether, the undaunted old Dr. Jones capturing patients up to Fitzpiers’s very door. Fitzpiers knew only too well the latest and greatest cause of his unpopularity; and yet, so illogical is man, the second branch of his sadness grew out of a remedial measure proposed for the first—a letter from Felice Charmond imploring him not to see her again. To bring about their severance still more effectually, she added, she had decided upon almost immediate departure for the Continent.


  The time was that dull interval in a woodlander’s life which coincides with great activity in the life of the woodland itself—a period following the close of the winter tree-cutting and preceding the barking season, when the saps are just beginning to heave with the force of hydraulic lifts inside all the trunks of the forest.


  Winterborne’s contract was completed, and the plantations were deserted. It was dusk: there were no leaves as yet; the nightingales would not begin to sing for a fortnight; and the Mother of the Months was in her most attenuated phase—starved and bent to a mere bowed skeleton, which glided along behind the bare twigs in Fitzpiers’s company.


  When he reached home he went straight up to his wife’s sitting-room. He found it deserted and without a fire. He had mentioned no day for his return; nevertheless he wondered why she was not there waiting to receive him.


  On descending to the other wing of the house and inquiring of Mrs. Melbury he learnt with much surprise that Grace had gone on a visit to an acquaintance at Shottsford-Forum three days earlier: that tidings had on this morning reached her father of her being very unwell there, in consequence of which he had ridden over to see her.


  Fitzpiers went upstairs again, and the little drawing-room, now lighted by a solitary candle, was not rendered more cheerful by the entrance of Grammer Oliver with an apronful of wood which she threw on the hearth while she raked out the grate and rattled about the fire-irons with a view to making things comfortable. Fitzpiers, guessing nothing of the revelations in the wood, considered that Grace ought to have let him know her plans more accurately before leaving home in a freak like this. He went desultorily to the window, the blind of which had not been pulled down, and looked out at the thin, fast-sinking moon, and at the stalk of smoke rising from the top of Suke Damson’s chimney, signifying that the young woman had just lit her fire to prepare supper.


  He became conscious of a discussion in progress on the opposite side of the court. Somebody had looked over the wall to talk to the sawyers, and was telling them in a loud voice news in which the name of Mrs. Charmond soon arrested his ears.


  ‘Grammer, don’t make so much noise with that grate,’ said the surgeon; at which Grammer reared herself upon her knees and held the fuel suspended in her hand, while Fitzpiers half opened the window.


  ‘She is off to foreign lands again at last—have made up her mind quite sudden-like—and it is thoughted she’ll leave in a day or two. She’s been all as if her mind were low for some days past—with a sort of fret in her face, as if she chid her own soul. She’s the wrong sort of woman for Hintock—hardly knowing a beech from a woak. But I don’t care who the man is, she’s been a very kind friend to me.’


  ‘Well—the day after to-morrow is the Sabbath day, and without charity we be but tinkling simples; but this I do say, that her going will be a blessed thing for a certain married couple who remain.’


  The fire was lighted, and Fitzpiers sat down in front of it, restless as the last leaf upon a tree. ‘A sort of fret in her face, as if she chid her own soul. Poor, poor Felice!’


  How her frame must be pulsing under the conditions of which he had just heard the caricature; how her fair temples must ache; what a mood of wretchedness she must be in! But for this mixing up of his name with hers, and her determination to sunder their too close acquaintance on that account, she would probably have sent for him professionally. She was now sitting alone, suffering, perhaps wishing she had not forbidden him to come again.


  Unable to remain in this lonely room any longer, or to wait for the meal which was in course of preparation, he made himself ready for riding, descended to the yard, stood by the stable-door while Darling was saddled, and rode off down the lane. He would have preferred walking, but was weary with his day’s travel.


  As he approached the door of Marty South’s cottage, which it was necessary to pass on his way, she came from the porch as if she had been awaiting him, and met him in the middle of the road, holding up a letter. Fitzpiers took it without stopping, and asked over his shoulder from whom it came.


  Marty hesitated. ‘From me,’ she said with noticeable firmness.


  This letter contained, in fact, Marty’s declaration that she was the original owner of Mrs. Charmond’s supplementary locks, and inclosed a sample from the native stock, which had grown considerably by this time. It was her long contemplated apple of discord, and much her hand trembled as she handed the document up to him.


  But it was impossible, on account of the gloom, for Fitzpiers to read it then, while he had the curiosity to do so, and he put it in his pocket. His imagination having already centred itself on Hintock House, in his pocket the letter remained unopened and forgotten, all the while that Marty was hopefully picturing its excellent weaning effect upon him.


  He was not long in reaching the precincts of the manor-house. He drew rein under a group of oaks commanding a view of the front, and reflected awhile. His entry would not be altogether unnatural in the circumstances of her possible indisposition; but upon the whole he thought it best to avoid riding up to the door. By silently approaching he could retreat unobserved in the event of her not being alone. He dismounted, hitched Darling to a stray bough hanging a little below the general browsing line of the trees, and proceeded to the door on foot.


  In the meantime Melbury had returned from Shottsford-Forum. The great court or quadrangle of the timber-merchant’s house, divided from the shady lane by an ivy-covered wall, was entered by two white gates, one standing near each extremity of the wall. It had so happened that at the moment when Fitzpiers was riding out at the lower gate on his way to the manor-house, Melbury was approaching the upper gate to enter it. Fitzpiers, being in front of Melbury, was seen by the latter, but the surgeon, never turning his head, did not observe his father-in-law ambling up slowly and silently under the trees, though his horse, too, was a grey one.


  ‘How is Grace?’ said his wife, as soon as he entered.


  Melbury looked gloomy. ‘She is not at all well,’ he said. ‘I don’t like the looks of her at all. I couldn’t bear the notion of her staying away in a strange place any longer, and I begged her to let me get her home. At last she agreed to it, but not till after much persuading. I was then sorry that I rode over instead of driving; but I have hired a nice comfortable carriage—the easiest-going I could get—and she’ll be here in a couple of hours or less. I rode on ahead to tell you to get her room ready; but I see her husband has come back.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Melbury. She expressed her concern that her husband had hired a carriage all the way from Shottsford. ‘What it will cost!’ she said.


  ‘I don’t care what it costs!’ he exclaimed testily. ‘I was determined to get her home. Why she went away, I can’t think! She acts in a way that is not at all likely to mend matters as far as I can see.’


  Grace had not told her father of her interview with Mrs. Charmond and the disclosure that had been whispered in her startled ear.


  ‘Since Edred is come,’ he continued, ‘he might have waited in till I got back, to ask me how she was, if it was only for a compliment. I saw him go out; where is he gone?’


  Mrs. Melbury reminded her husband that there was not much doubt about the place of his first visit after an absence. She had, in fact, seen Fitzpiers take the direction of the manor-house.


  Melbury said no more. It was exasperating to him that just at this moment, when there was every reason for Fitzpiers to stay indoors, or, at any rate, to ride along the Shottsford road to meet his ailing wife, he should be doing despite to her by going elsewhere. The old man went out of doors again; and, his horse being hardly unsaddled as yet, he told Upjohn to re-tighten the girths; again mounting he rode off at the heels of the surgeon.


  By the time that Melbury reached the park he was prepared to go any lengths in combating this rank and reckless errantry of his daughter’s husband. He would fetch home Edred Fitzpiers to-night by some means, rough or fair; in his view there could come of his interference nothing worse than what existed at present. And yet to every bad there is a worse.


  He had entered by the bridle-gate which admitted to the park on this side, and cantered over the soft turf almost in the tracks of Fitzpiers’s horse, till he reached the clump of trees under which his precursor had halted. The whitish object that was indistinctly visible here in the gloom of the boughs he found to be Darling, as left by Fitzpiers.


  ‘Damn him! why did he not ride up to the house in an honest way?’ said Melbury.


  He profited by Fitzpiers’s example; dismounting, he tied his horse under an adjoining tree, and went on to the house on foot, as the other had done. He was no longer disposed to stick at trifles in his investigation, and did not hesitate to gently open the front door without ringing.


  The large square hall, with its oak floor, staircase, and wainscot, was lighted by a dim lamp hanging from a beam. Not a soul was visible. He went into the corridor and listened at a door which he knew to be that of the drawing-room; there was no sound, and on turning the handle he found the room empty. A fire burning low in the grate was the sole light of the apartment; its beams flashed mockingly on the somewhat showy Versaillese furniture and gilding here, in style as unlike that of the structural parts of the building as it was possible to be, and probably introduced by Felice to counteract the fine old English gloom of the place. Disappointed in his hope of confronting his son-in-law at once, he went on to the dining-room, which was without light or fire, and pervaded by a cold atmosphere signifying that she had not dined there that day.


  By this time Melbury’s mood had a little mollified. Everything here was so pacific, so unaggressive in its repose, that he was no longer incited to provoke a collision with Fitzpiers or with anybody. The comparative stateliness of the apartments influenced him to an emotion, rather than to a belief, that where all was outwardly so good and proper there could not be quite that delinquency within which he had suspected. It occurred to him, too, that even if his suspicion were justified his abrupt, if not unwarrantable, entry into the house might end in confounding its inhabitant at the expense of his daughter’s dignity and his own. Any ill result would be pretty sure to hit Grace hardest in the long run. He would, after all, adopt the more rational course and plead with Fitzpiers privately, as he had pleaded with Mrs. Charmond.


  He accordingly retreated as silently as he had come. Passing the door of the drawing-room anew he fancied that he heard a noise within which was not the crackling of the fire. Melbury gently re-opened the door to a distance of a few inches and saw at the opposite window two figures in the act of stepping out—a man and a woman—in whom he recognized the lady of the house and his son-in-law. In a moment they had disappeared amid the gloom of the lawn.


  He drew back into the hall and let himself out by the carriage-entrance door, coming round to the lawn-front in time to see the two figures parting at the railing which divided the precincts of the house from the open park.


  Mrs. Charmond turned to hasten back immediately that her lover had left her side; and Fitzpiers going onward was speedily absorbed into the duskiness of the trees.


  Melbury waited till Mrs. Charmond had re-entered the drawing-room window, and then followed after Fitzpiers. He would give that precious young man a piece of his mind to-night, even if he were not tempted to give him more.


  On plunging however into the thick shade of the clump of oaks he could not discover Fitzpiers; neither could he perceive his horse Blossom anywhere; but feeling his way carefully along he by and by discerned Fitzpiers’s mare Darling still standing as before under the tree adjoining that to which he had hitched Blossom. For a moment Melbury thought that his own horse, being young and strong, had broken away from her fastening; but on listening intently he could hear her ambling comfortably along a little way ahead, and a creaking of the saddle which showed that she had a rider. Walking on as far as the small gate in the corner of the park he met a labourer, who, in reply to Melbury’s inquiry if he had seen any person on a grey horse said that he had only met Dr. Fitzpiers.


  It was just what Melbury had begun to suspect; Fitzpiers had mounted the mare which did not belong to him in mistake for his own—an oversight easily explicable, in a man ever unwitting in horseflesh, by the gloom of the spot and the near similarity of the animals in appearance, though Melbury’s was readily enough seen to be the darker horse by day.


  He hastened back, and did what seemed best in the circumstances—got upon old Darling, and rode rapidly after Fitzpiers.


  Melbury had just entered the wood, and was winding along the cart-way which led through it, channelled deep in the leaf-mould with large ruts that were formed by the timber-waggons in fetching the spoil of the plantations, when all at once he descried in front, at a point where the road took a turning round a large chestnut tree, the form of his own horse Blossom. Melbury quickened Darling’s pace, thinking to come up with Fitzpiers.


  Nearer view revealed that the horse had no rider. At Melbury’s approach it galloped friskily away under the trees in a homeward direction. Thinking something was wrong the timber-merchant dismounted as soon as he reached the chestnut, and after feeling about for a minute or two discovered Fitzpiers lying on the ground.


  ‘Here—help!’ cried the latter as soon as he felt Melbury’s touch: ‘I have been thrown off…. But there’s not much harm done, I think.’


  Since Melbury could not now very well read the younger man the lecture he had intended, and as friendliness would be hypocrisy, his instinct was to speak not a single word to his son-in-law. He raised Fitzpiers into a sitting posture, and found that he was a little stunned and stupefied, but, as he had said, not otherwise hurt. How this fall had come about was readily conjecturable: Fitzpiers, imagining there was only old Darling under him, had been taken unawares by the younger horse, anxious for the stable.


  Melbury was a traveller of the old-fashioned sort: having just come from Shottsford-Forum he still had in his pocket the pilgrim’s flask of rum which he always carried on journeys exceeding a dozen miles, though he seldom drank much of it. He poured it down the surgeon’s throat with such effect that he quickly revived. Melbury got him on his legs; but the question was what to do with him. He could not walk more than a few steps, and the other horse had gone away.


  With great exertion Melbury contrived to get him astride Darling, mounting himself behind and holding Fitzpiers round his waist with one arm. Darling being broad, straight-backed, and high in the withers, was well able to carry double, at any rate the short distance to Hintock and at a gentle pace.


  ♣
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  The mare paced along with firm and cautious tread through the copse where Winterborne had worked, and into the heavier soil where the oaks grew: thence towards Marshcombe Bottom, intensely dark now with overgrowth, and popularly supposed to be haunted by spirits.


  By this time Fitzpiers had quite recovered his physical strength. But he had eaten nothing since making a hasty breakfast in London that morning, his anxiety about Felice having hurried him away from home before dining; as a consequence the old rum administered by his father-in-law flew to the young man’s head and loosened his tongue without his ever having recognized who it was that had lent him a kindly hand. He began to speak in desultory sentences, Melbury still supporting him.


  ‘I’ve come all the way from London to-day,’ said Fitzpiers. ‘Ah, that’s the place to meet your equals. I live at Hintock—worse, at Little Hintock!—and I am quite wasted there. There’s not a man within ten miles of Hintock who can comprehend me…. I tell you, Farmer What’s-your-name, that I’m a man of education. I know several languages: the poets and I are familiar friends: I used to read more in metaphysics than anybody within fifty miles; and since I gave that up there’s nobody can match me in the whole county of South Wessex as a scientist…. Yet I am doomed to live with tradespeople in a miserable little hole like Hintock!’


  ‘Indeed!’ muttered Melbury.


  Here Fitzpiers, with alcoholic energy, reared himself up suddenly from the bowed posture he had hitherto held, thrusting his shoulders so violently against Melbury’s breast as to make it difficult for the old man to keep a hold on the reins.


  ‘People don’t appreciate me here!’ the surgeon exclaimed; then, lowering his voice, he added softly and slowly, ‘except one—except one! … A passionate soul, as warm as she is clever, as beautiful as she is warm, and as rich as she is beautiful. I say, old fellow, those claws of yours clutch me rather tight—rather like the eagle’s, you know, that ate out the liver of Pro—Pre—, the man on Mount Caucasus…. People don’t appreciate me, I say, except her! … Ah, God, I am an unlucky man! She would have been mine, she would have taken my name; but unfortunately it cannot be so! I stooped to mate beneath me; and now I rue it.’


  The position was becoming a very trying one for Melbury, corporeally and mentally. He was obliged to steady Fitzpiers with his left arm, and he began to hate the contact. He hardly knew what to do. It was useless to remonstrate with Fitzpiers in his intellectual confusion from the rum and from the fall. He remained silent, his hold upon his companion, however, being stern rather than compassionate.


  ‘You hurt me a little, farmer!—though I am much obliged to you for your kindness…. People don’t appreciate me, I say. Between ourselves, I am losing my practice here; and why? Because I see matchless attraction where matchless attraction is, both in person and position.—I mention no names, so nobody will be the wiser…. But I have lost her,—in a legitimate sense, that is. If I were a free man now, things have come to such a pass between us that she could not refuse me; while with her fortune (which I don’t covet for itself) I should have a chance of satisfying an honourable ambition—a chance I have not had yet! … and now never, never shall have probably!’


  Melbury, his heart throbbing against the other’s backbone, and his brain on fire with indignation, ventured to mutter huskily, ‘Why?’


  The horse ambled on some steps before Fitzpiers replied. ‘Because I am tied and bound to another by law, as tightly as I am to you by your arm—not that I complain of your arm—I thank you for helping me. Well, where are we? Not nearly home yet? … Home, say I. It is a home! When I might have been at the other house over there.’ In a stupefied way he flung his hand in the direction of the park. ‘I was just two months too early in committing myself. Had I only seen the other first——’


  Here the old man’s arm gave Fitzpiers a convulsive shake.


  ‘What are you doing?’ continued the latter. ‘Keep still, please, or put me down…. I was saying that I lost her by a mere little two months! There is no chance for me now in this world, and it makes me reckless—reckless! Unless, indeed, anything should happen to the other one. She is amiable enough; but if anything should happen to her—and I hear she is ill at this moment—well, if it should, I should be free—and my fame, my happiness, would be insured!’


  These were the last words that Fitzpiers uttered in his seat in front of the timber-merchant. Unable longer to master himself Melbury whipped away his spare arm from Fitzpiers’s waist, and seized him by the collar.


  ‘You heartless villain—after all that we have done for ’ee!’ he cried with a quivering lip. ‘And the money of hers that you’ve had, and the roof we’ve provided to shelter ’ee!—It is to me, George Melbury, that you dare to talk like that!’ The exclamation was accompanied by a powerful swing from the shoulder, which flung the young man headlong into the road.


  Fitzpiers fell with a heavy thud upon the stumps of some brushwood which had been cut during the winter preceding. Darling continued her walk for a few paces further and stopped.


  ‘God forgive me!’ Melbury murmured, repenting of what he had done. ‘He tried me too sorely, and now perhaps I’ve murdered him!’


  He turned round in the saddle and looked towards the spot on which Fitzpiers had fallen. To his great surprise he beheld the surgeon rise to his feet as if scarcely hurt, and walk away rapidly under the trees.


  Melbury listened till the rustle of Fitzpiers’s footsteps died away. ‘It might have been a crime, but for the mercy of Providence in providing leaves for his fall,’ he said to himself. And then his mind reverted to the words of Fitzpiers, and his indignation so mounted within him that he almost wished the fall had put an end to the surgeon there and then.


  He had not ridden far when he discerned his own grey mare standing under some bushes. Leaving Darling for a moment, Melbury went forward and easily caught the younger animal, now disheartened at its freak. He made the pair of them fast to a tree, and turning back endeavoured to find some trace of Fitzpiers, feeling pitifully that, after all, he had gone further than he intended with the offender. But though he threaded the wood hither and thither, his toes ploughing layer after layer of the little horny scrolls that had once been leaves, he could not find him. He stood still, listening and looking round. The breeze was oozing through the network of boughs as through a strainer; the trunks and larger branches stood against the light of the sky in the forms of sentinels, gigantic candelabra, pikes, halberds, lances, and whatever else the fancy chose to make of them. Giving up the search Melbury came back to the horses, and walked slowly homeward leading one in each hand.


  It happened that on the selfsame evening a boy had been returning through Hintock Park to Little Hintock about the time of Fitzpiers’s passage home along that route. A horse-collar that had been left at the harness-mender’s to be repaired was required for use at five o’clock next morning, and in consequence the boy had to fetch it overnight. He put his head through the collar, and the way of the park being a short cut he took it, whistling the one tune he knew as an antidote to fear.


  The boy suddenly became aware of a horse brushing rather friskily along the track behind him. Not knowing whether to expect friend or foe, prudence suggested that he should cease his whistling and retreat among the trees till the horse and his rider had gone by, a course to which he was still more inclined when he found how noiselessly they approached, and saw that the horse looked pale, and remembered what he had read about Death in the Revelation. He therefore deposited the collar by a tree and hid himself behind it. The horseman came on, and the youth, whose eyes were as keen as telescopes, to his great relief recognized the doctor.


  As Melbury surmised, Fitzpiers had in the darkness taken Blossom for Darling, and he had not discovered his mistake when he came up opposite the boy, though he was somewhat surprised at the liveliness of his usually placid mare. The only other pair of eyes on the spot whose vision was keen as the young carter’s were those of the horse; and, with that strongly conservative objection to the unusual which animals show, Blossom, on eyeing the collar under the tree—quite invisible to Fitzpiers—exercised none of the patience of the older horse, but shied sufficiently to unseat so second-rate an equestrian as the surgeon.


  He fell and did not move, lying as Melbury afterwards found him. The boy ran away, salving his conscience for the desertion by thinking how vigorously he would spread the alarm of the accident when he got to Hintock—which he uncompromisingly did, incrusting the skeleton event with a load of dramatic horrors.


  Grace had returned, and the fly hired on her account, though not by her husband, at the Crown Hotel, Shottsford-Forum, had been paid for and dismissed. The long drive had somewhat revived her, her illness being a feverish intermittent nervousness which had more to do with mind than body, and she walked about her sitting-room in something of a hopeful mood. Mrs. Melbury had told her as soon as she arrived that her husband had returned from London. He had gone out, she said, to see a patient as she supposed, and he must soon be back, since he had had no dinner or tea. Grace would not allow her mind to harbour any suspicion of his whereabouts, and her stepmother said nothing of Mrs. Charmond’s rumoured sorrows and plans of departure.


  So the young wife sat by the fire, waiting silently. She had left Hintock in a turmoil of aversion from her husband, after the revelation of Mrs. Charmond, and had intended not to be at home when he returned. But she had thought the matter over, and had allowed her father’s influence to prevail and bring her back; and now somewhat regretted that Edred’s arrival had preceded hers.


  By and by Mrs. Melbury came upstairs with a slight air of flurry and abruptness.


  ‘I have something to tell—some bad news,’ she said. ‘But you must not be alarmed, as it is not so bad as it might have been. Edred has been thrown off his horse. We don’t think he is hurt much. It happened in the wood the other side of Marshcombe Bottom.’


  She went on to give a few of the particulars, but none of the invented horrors that had been communicated by the boy. ‘I thought it better to tell you at once,’ she added, ‘in case he should not—be very well able to walk home, and somebody should bring him.’


  Mrs. Melbury really thought matters much worse than she represented, and Grace knew that she thought so. She sat down dazed for a few minutes, returning a negative to her stepmother’s inquiry if she could do anything for her.


  ‘Ah—yes—please go into the bedroom,’ Grace said on second thoughts, ‘and see if all is ready there—in case it is serious.’ Mrs. Melbury thereupon called Grammer, and they did as directed, supplying the room with everything they could think of for the accommodation of an injured man.


  Nobody was left in the lower part of the house. Not many minutes had passed when Grace heard a knock at the door—a single knock, not loud enough to reach the ears of those in the bedroom.


  She went to the top of the stairs and said faintly, ‘Come up,’ knowing that the door stood, as usual in such houses, wide open. Retreating into the gloom of the broad landing she saw rise up the stairs a woman whom at first she did not recognize, till her voice revealed her to be Suke Damson in great fright and sorrow. A streak of light from the partially closed door of Grace’s room fell upon her face as she came forward, and it was drawn and pale.


  ‘O, Miss Melbury—I would say Mrs. Fitzpiers,’ she said, wringing her hands. ‘This terrible news—is he dead? Is he hurted very bad? Tell me; I couldn’t help coming—please forgive me, Miss Melbury—Mrs. Fitzpiers, I would say!’


  Grace sank down on the oak chest which stood on the landing, and put her hands to her now flushed face and head. Ought she not to order Suke Damson downstairs and out of the house? Her husband might be brought in at any moment, and what would happen? But could she order this genuinely grieved woman away?


  There was a dead silence of half a minute or so, till Suke said, ‘Why don’t ye speak? Is he here? Is he dead? If so, why can’t I see him—would it be so very wrong?’


  Before Grace had answered somebody else came to the door below—a footfall light as a roe’s. There was a hurried tapping upon the panel, as if with the impatient tips of fingers whose owner thought not whether a knocker were there or no. Without a pause, and possibly guided by the stray beam of light on the landing, the new-comer ascended the staircase as the first had done. Grace started; it was a lady. Grace was sufficiently visible, and the lady came to her side.


  ‘I could make nobody hear downstairs,’ said Felice Charmond with lips whose dryness could almost be heard, and panting as she stood ready to sink on the floor with distress. ‘What is—the matter—tell me the worst! Can he live?’


  She looked at Grace imploringly, without perceiving poor Suke who, dismayed at such a presence, had shrunk away into the shade. Mrs. Charmond’s little feet were covered with mud: she was quite unconscious of her appearance now.


  ‘I have heard such a dreadful report,’ she went on: ‘I came to ascertain the truth of it. Is he—killed?’


  ‘She won’t tell us—he’s dying—he’s in that room!’ burst out Suke, regardless of consequences, as she heard the distant movements of Mrs. Melbury and Grammer in the bedroom at the end of the passage.


  ‘Where?’ said Mrs. Charmond; and on Suke pointing out the direction she made as if to go thither.


  Grace barred the way.


  ‘He is not there,’ she said. ‘I have not seen him any more than you. I have heard a report only—not so bad as you think. It must have been exaggerated to you.’


  ‘Please do not conceal anything—let me know all!’ said Felice doubtingly.


  ‘You shall know all I know. Indeed, you have a perfect right to go into his bedroom; who can have a better than either of you?’ said Grace with a delicate sting which was lost upon them now as, ceasing to obstruct the way, she led on to the chamber door, and flung it open. ‘Wives all, let’s enter together! … I repeat, I have only heard a less alarming account than you have heard; how much it means, and how little, I cannot say. I pray God that it means not much—in common humanity. You probably pray the same—for other reasons.’


  Then she regarded them there in the dim light awhile, as, gathering with her round the empty bed of Fitzpiers, they stood dumb in their trouble, staring at it, and at his night-shirt lying on the pillow; not stinging back at her, not heeding her mood. A tenderness spread over Grace like a dew. It was well enough, conventionally, to address either one of them in the wife’s regulation terms of virtuous sarcasm, as woman, creature, or thing. But life, what was it, after all? She had, like the singer of the Psalm of Asaph, been plagued and chastened all the day long; but could she, by retributive words, in order to please herself, the individual, ‘offend against the generation,’ as that singer would not?


  ‘He is dying, perhaps!’ blubbered Suke Damson, putting her apron to her eyes.


  In their gestures and faces there were anxieties, affection, agony of heart—all for a man who had wronged them—had never really behaved towards either of them anyhow but selfishly. Neither one but would have well-nigh sacrificed half her life to him, even now. The tears which his possibly critical situation could not bring to her eyes surged over at the contemplation of these fellow-women whose relations with him were as close as her own without its conventionality. She went out to the balustrade, bent herself upon it, and wept.


  Thereupon Felice following began to cry also, without using her handkerchief, letting the tears run down silently. While the three stood together thus, pitying another though most to be pitied themselves, the pacing of a horse or horses became audible in the court, and in a moment Melbury’s voice was heard calling to his stableman.


  Grace at once started up, ran down the stairs, and out into the quadrangle as her father crossed it towards the door. ‘Father, what is the matter with him?’ she cried.


  ‘Who, Edred?’ said Melbury abruptly. ‘Matter? Nothing. What, my dear, and have you got home safe? Why, you are better already! But you ought not to be out in the air like this.’


  ‘But he has been thrown off his horse!’


  ‘I know; I know. I saw it. He got up again, and walked off as well as ever. A fall on the leaves didn’t hurt a spry fellow like him. He did not come this way,’ he added significantly. ‘I suppose he went to look for his horse. I tried to find him, but could not. But after seeing him go away under the trees I found the horse, and have led it home for safety. So he must walk. Now, don’t you stay out here in this night air.’


  She returned to the house with her father. When she had again ascended to the landing and to her own rooms beyond, it was a great relief to her to find that both Petticoat the First and Petticoat the Second of her Bien-aimé had silently disappeared. They had in all probability heard the words of her father, and departed with their anxieties relieved.


  Presently her parents came up to Grace, and busied themselves to see that she was comfortable. Perceiving soon that she would prefer to be left alone they went away.


  Grace waited on. The clock raised its voice now and then, but her husband did not return. At her father’s usual hour for retiring he again came in to see her. ‘Do not stay up,’ she said as soon as he entered. ‘I am not at all tired. I will sit up for him.’


  ‘I think it will be useless, Grace,’ said Melbury slowly.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I have had a bitter quarrel with him. And on that account I hardly think he will return to-night.’


  ‘A quarrel? Was that after the fall seen by the boy?’


  Melbury nodded an affirmative—without taking his eyes off the candle.


  ‘Yes; it was as we were coming home together,’ he said.


  Something had been swelling up in Grace while her father was speaking. ‘How could you want to quarrel with him?’ she cried suddenly. ‘Why could you not let him come home quietly, if he were inclined to? He is my husband; and now you have married me to him surely you need not provoke him unnecessarily? First you induce me to accept him, and then you do things that divide us more than we should naturally be divided!’


  ‘How can you speak so unjustly to me, Grace?’ said Melbury, with indignant sorrow. ‘I divide you from your husband, indeed! You little think——’


  He was inclined to say more—to tell her the whole story of the encounter, and that the provocation he had received had lain entirely in hearing her despised. But it would have greatly distressed her, and he forbore.


  ‘You had better lie down. You are tired,’ he said soothingly. ‘Good-night.’


  The household went to bed, and a silence fell upon the dwelling, broken only by the occasional skirr of a halter in Melbury’s stables. Despite her father’s advice Grace still waited up. But nobody came.


  It was a critical time in Grace’s emotional life, that night. She thought of her husband a good deal, and for the nonce forgot Winterborne.


  ‘How these unhappy women must have admired Edred!’ she said to herself. ‘How attractive he must be to everybody; and indeed, he is attractive.’ The possibility is that, piqued by rivalry, these ideas might have been transmuted into their corresponding emotions by a show of the least reciprocity in Fitzpiers. There was, in truth, a lovebird yearning to fly from her heart; and it wanted a lodging badly.


  But no husband came. The fact was that Melbury had been much mistaken about the condition of Fitzpiers. People do not fall headlong on stumps of underwood with impunity. Had the old man been able to watch Fitzpiers narrowly enough, he would have observed that, on rising and walking into the thicket, he dropped blood as he went; that he had not proceeded fifty yards before he showed signs of being dizzy, and, raising his hands to his head, reeled and fell.


  ♣
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  Grace was not the only one who watched and meditated in Hintock that night. Felice Charmond was in no mood to retire to rest at a customary hour; and over her drawing-room fire at the manor-house she sat as motionless and in as deep a reverie as Grace in her little chamber at the homestead.


  Having caught ear of Melbury’s intelligence while she had stood on the landing at his house, and been eased of much of her mental distress, her sense of personal decorum had returned upon her with a rush. She descended the stairs and left the door like a ghost, keeping close to the walls of the building till she got round to the gate of the quadrangle, through which she noiselessly passed almost before Grace and her father had finished their discourse. Suke Damson had thought it well to imitate her superior in this respect, and, descending the back stairs as Felice descended the front, went out at the side door and home to her cottage.


  Once outside Melbury’s gates Mrs. Charmond ran with all her speed to the manor-house without stopping or turning her head. She entered her own dwelling as she had emerged from it—by the drawing-room window. Everything was just as she had left it: she had been gone about three-quarters of an hour by the clock, and nobody seemed to have discovered her absence. Tired in body but tense in mind she sat down, palpitating, round-eyed, bewildered at what she had done.


  She had been betrayed by affrighted love into a visit which, now that the emotion instigating it had calmed down under her belief that Fitzpiers was in no danger, was the saddest surprise to her. This was how she had set about doing her best to escape her passionate bondage to him! Somehow, in declaring to Grace and to herself the unseemliness of her infatuation, she had grown a convert to its irresistibility.


  If Heaven would only give her strength; but Heaven never did! One thing was indispensable: she must go away from Hintock if she meant to withstand further temptation. The struggle was too wearying, too hopeless, while she remained. It was but a continual capitulation of conscience to what she dared not name.


  By degrees, as she sat on and on, Felice’s mind—helped perhaps by the anti-climax of supposing that her lover was unharmed after all her fright about him—grew wondrously strong in wise resolve. For the moment she was in a mood, in the words of Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu, ‘to run mad with discretion’; and was so persuaded that discretion lay in departure that she wished to set about going that very minute. Jumping up from her seat she began to gather together some small personal knick-knacks scattered about the room, to feel that preparations were really in train.


  While moving here and there she fancied that she heard a slight noise out of doors, and stood still. Surely it was a tapping at the window. A thought entered her mind, and burnt her cheek. He had come to that window before; yet was it possible that he should dare to do so now! All the servants were in bed, and in the ordinary course of affairs she would have retired also. Then she remembered that on stepping in by the casement and closing it she had not fastened the window-shutter, so that a streak of light from the interior of the room might have revealed her vigil to an observer on the lawn. How all things conspired against her keeping faith with Grace!


  The tapping recommenced, light as from the bill of a little bird: her illegitimate hope overcame her discretion: she went and pulled back the shutter, determining however to shake her head at him, and keep the casement securely closed.


  What she saw outside might have struck terror into a heart stouter than a helpless woman’s at midnight. In the centre of the lowest pane of the window, close to the glass, was a human face which she barely recognized as the face of Fitzpiers. It was surrounded with the darkness of the night without, corpse-like in its pallor, and covered with blood. As disclosed in the square area of the pane it met her frightened eyes like a replica of the Sudarium of St. Veronica.


  He moved his lips and looked at her imploringly. Her rapid mind pieced together in an instant a possible concatenation of events which might have led to this tragical issue. She unlatched the casement with a terrified hand, and bending down to where he was crouching pressed her face to his with passionate solicitude. She assisted him into the room without a word, to do which it was almost necessary to lift him bodily.


  Quickly closing the window and fastening the shutters she bent over him breathlessly.


  ‘Are you hurt much, much?’ she cried faintly. ‘O, O, how is this!’


  ‘Rather much—but don’t be frightened,’ he answered in a difficult whisper, and turning himself to obtain an easier position if possible. ‘A little water, please.’


  She ran across into the dining-room, and brought a bottle and glass, from which he eagerly drank. He could then speak much better, and with her help got upon the nearest couch.


  ‘Are you dying, Edred?’ she said. ‘Do speak to me!’


  ‘I am half dead,’ gasped Fitzpiers. ‘But perhaps I shall get over it…. It is chiefly loss of blood.’


  ‘But I thought your fall did not hurt you?’ said she. ‘Who did this?’


  ‘Felice—my father-in-law! … I have crawled to you more than a mile on my hands and knees—God, I thought I should never have got here! … I have come to you—because you are the only friend—I have in the world now…. I can never go back to Hintock—never—to the roof of the Melburys! Not poppy nor mandragora will ever medicine this bitter feud…. If I were only well again——’


  ‘Let me bind your head, now that you have rested.’


  ‘Yes—but wait a moment—it stopped bleeding, fortunately, or I should be a dead man before now! While in the wood I managed to make a tourniquet of some halfpence and my handkerchief, as well as I could in the dark…. But listen, dear Felice! Can you hide me till I am well? Whatever comes, I can be seen in Hintock no more. My practice is nearly gone, you know—and after this I would not care to recover it if I could.’


  By this time Felice’s tears began to blind her. Where were now her discreet plans for sundering their lives for ever? To administer to him in his pain, and trouble, and poverty, was her single thought. The first step was to hide him, and she asked herself where. A place occurred to her mind.


  She got him some wine from the dining-room, which strengthened him much. Then she managed to remove his boots, and, as he could now keep himself upright by leaning upon her on one side and a walking-stick on the other, they went thus in slow march out of the room and up the stairs. At the top she took him along a gallery, pausing whenever he required rest, and thence up a smaller staircase to the least used part of the house, where she unlocked a door. Within was a lumber-room, containing abandoned furniture of all descriptions, built up in piles which obscured the light of the windows, and formed between them nooks and lairs in which a person would not be discerned even should an eye gaze in at the door. The articles were mainly those that had belonged to the previous owner of the house, and had been bought in by the late Mr. Charmond at the auction; but changing fashion, and the tastes of a young wife, had caused them to be relegated to this dungeon.


  Here Fitzpiers sat on the floor against the wall till she had hauled out materials for a bed, which she spread on the floor in one of the aforesaid nooks. She obtained water and a basin, and washed the dried blood from his face and hands; and when he was comfortably reclining fetched food from the larder. While he ate her eyes lingered anxiously on his face, following its every movement with such lovingkindness as only a fond woman can show.


  He was now in better condition, and discussed his position with her.


  ‘What I fancy I said to Melbury must have been enough to enrage any man, if uttered in cold blood, and with knowledge of his presence. But I did not know him, and I was stupefied by what he had given me, so that I hardly was aware of what I said. Well—the veil of that temple is rent in twain! … As I am not going to be seen again in Hintock, my first efforts must be directed to allay any alarm that may be felt at my absence, before I am able to get clear away. Nobody must suspect that I have been hurt, or there will be a country talk about me. Felice, I must at once concoct a letter to check all search for me. I think if you can bring me a pen and paper I may be able to do it now. I could rest better if it were done. Poor thing! how I tire her with running up and down!’


  She fetched writing materials and held up the blotting-book as a support to his hand, while he penned a brief note to his nominal wife.


  ‘The animosity shown towards me by your father,’ he wrote in this coldest of marital epistles, ‘is such that I cannot return again to a roof which is his, even though it shelters you. A parting is unavoidable, as you are sure to be on his side in this division. I am starting on a journey which will take me a long way from Hintock, and you must not expect to see me there again for some time.’


  He then gave Grace a few directions bearing upon his professional engagements and other practical matters, concluding without a hint of his destination, or a notion of when she would see him again. He offered to read the note to Felice before he closed it up; but she would not hear or see it: that side of his obligations distressed her beyond endurance. She turned away from Fitzpiers and sobbed bitterly.


  ‘If you can get this posted at a place some miles away,’ he whispered, exhausted by the effort of writing, ‘at Sherton Abbas, or Port-Bredy, or still better, Budmouth, it will divert all suspicion from this house as the place of my refuge.’


  ‘I will drive to one or other of the places myself—anything to keep it unknown!’ she murmured, her voice weighted with vague foreboding now that the excitement of helping him had passed away.


  Fitzpiers told her that there was yet one thing more to be done. ‘In creeping over the fence on to the lawn,’ he said, ‘I made the rail bloody, and it shows rather too plainly on the white paint—I could see it in the dark. At all hazards it should be washed off. Could you do that also, Felice?’


  What will not women do on such devoted occasions? Weary as she was she went—all the way down the rambling staircases to the ground floor, then to search for a lantern, which she lighted and hid under her cloak; then for a wet sponge, and next forth into the night. The white railing stared out in the darkness at her approach, and a ray from the enshrouded lantern fell upon the blood—just where he had told her it would be found. She shuddered. It was almost too much to bear in one day; but with a shaking hand she sponged the rail clean, and returned to the house.


  The time occupied by these several proceedings was not much less than two hours. When all was done, and she had smoothed his extemporized bed, and kissed him, and placed everything within his reach that she could think of, she took her leave of him and locked him in.


  ♣


  XXXVII


  When her husband’s letter reached Grace’s hands, bearing upon it the postmark of a distant town, it never once crossed her mind that Fitzpiers was lying wounded within a mile or two of her still. She felt relieved that he did not write more bitterly of the quarrel with her father, whatever its nature might have been; but the general frigidity of his communication quenched in her the incipient spark that events had kindled so shortly before.


  From this centre of information it was made known in Hintock that the doctor had gone away, and as none but the Melbury household was aware that he did not return on the night of his accident, no excitement manifested itself in the village.


  Thus the early days of May passed by. None but the nocturnal birds and animals observed that late one evening, towards the middle of the month, a closely wrapped figure, with a crutch under one arm and a stick in his hand, crept out from Hintock House across the lawn to the shelter of the trees, taking thence a slow and laborious walk to the nearest point of the turnpike road.


  The mysterious personage was so disguised that his own wife would hardly have known him. Felice Charmond was a practised hand at such work, as well she might be; and she had done her utmost in padding and painting Fitzpiers with the old materials of her art in recesses of that lumber-room.


  In the highway he was met by a covered carriage which conveyed him to Sherton Abbas, whence he proceeded to the nearest port on the south coast, and immediately crossed the Channel.


  But it was known to everybody that three days after this time Mrs. Charmond executed her oft-deferred plan of setting out for a long term of travel and residence on the Continent. She went off one morning as unostentatiously as could be, and took no maid with her, having, she said, engaged one to meet her at a point further on in her route. After that, Hintock House, so frequently deserted, was to be let. Spring had not merged in summer when a clinching rumour, founded on the best of evidence, reached the parish and neighbourhood. Mrs. Charmond and Fitzpiers had been seen together in Baden, in relations which set at rest the question that had agitated the little community ever since the winter.


  Melbury had entered the Valley of Humiliation even further than Grace. His spirit seemed broken.


  But once a week he mechanically went to market as usual, and here, as he was passing by the conduit one day, his mental condition expressed largely by his gait, he heard his name spoken by a voice formerly familiar. He turned and saw a certain Fred Beaucock—once a promising lawyer’s clerk and local dandy, who had been called the cleverest fellow in Sherton, without whose brains the firm of solicitors employing him would be nowhere. But later on Beaucock had fallen into the mire. He was invited out a good deal, sang songs at agricultural meetings and burgesses’ dinners: in sum, victualled himself with spirits more frequently than was good for the clever brains or body either. He lost his post, and after an absence spent in trying his powers elsewhere came back to his native town, where, at the time of the foregoing events in Hintock, he gave legal advice for astonishingly small fees—mostly carrying on his profession in public-house settles, in whose recesses he might often have been overheard making country-people’s wills for half-a-crown, calling with a learned voice for pen and ink and a halfpenny sheet of paper, on which he drew up the testament while resting it in a little space wiped with his hand on the table amid the liquid circles formed by the cups and glasses. An idea implanted early in life is difficult to uproot, and many elderly tradespeople still clung to the notion that Fred Beaucock knew a great deal of law.


  It was he who had called Melbury by name.


  ‘You look very down, Mr. Melbury—very, if I may say as much,’ he observed, when the timber-merchant turned. ‘But I know—I know. A very sad case—very. I was bred to the law, as you are aware, and am professionally no stranger to such matters. Well, Mrs. Fitzpiers has her remedy.’


  ‘How—what—a remedy?’ said Melbury.


  ‘Under the new law, sir. A new court was established last year, and under the new statute, twenty and twenty-one Vic., cap. eighty-five, unmarrying is as easy as marrying. No more Acts of Parliament necessary: no longer one law for the rich and another for the poor. But come inside—I was just going to have a nipperkin of rum-hot—I’ll explain it all to you.’


  The intelligence amazed Melbury, who saw little of newspapers. And though he was a severely correct man in his habits, and had no taste for entering a tavern with Fred Beaucock—nay, would have been quite uninfluenced by such a character on any other matter in the world—such fascination lay in the idea of delivering his poor girl from bondage that it deprived him of the critical faculty. He could not resist the ex-lawyer’s clerk, and entered the inn.


  Here they sat down to the rum, which Melbury paid for as a matter of course, Beaucock leaning back on the settle with a legal gravity, that would hardly allow him to be conscious of the spirits before him; which nevertheless disappeared with mysterious quickness.


  How much of the exaggerated information on the then new divorce laws imparted by Beaucock to his listener was the result of ignorance, and how much of dupery, was never ascertained. But he related such a plausible story of the ease with which Grace could become a free woman that her father was irradiated with the project; and though he scarcely wetted his lips Melbury never knew how he came out of the inn, or when or where he mounted his gig to pursue his way homeward.


  But home he found himself, his brain having all the way seemed to ring sonorously as a gong in the intensity of its stir. Before he had seen Grace he was accidentally met by Winterborne, who found him as Stephen was beheld by the Council, with a face like the face of an angel.


  He relinquished his horse and took Winterborne by the arm to a heap of rendlewood—as barked oak was here called—which lay under a privet hedge.


  ‘Giles,’ he said, when they had sat down upon the logs, ‘there’s a new law in the land! Grace can be free quite easily. I only knew it by the merest accident. I might not have found it out for the next ten years. She can get rid of him—d’ye hear—get rid of him. Think of that, my friend Giles!’


  He related what he had learnt of the new legal remedy. A subdued tremulousness about the mouth was all the response that Winterborne made; and Melbury added, ‘My boy, you shall have her yet—if you want her.’ His feelings had gathered volume as he said this, and the articulate sound of the old idea drowned his sight in mist.


  ‘Are you sure—about this new law?’ asked Winterborne, so disquieted by a gigantic exultation which loomed alternately with fearful doubt that he evaded the full acceptance of Melbury’s last statement.


  Melbury said that he had no manner of doubt, for since his talk with Beaucock it had come into his mind that he had seen some time ago in the weekly paper an allusion to such a legal change; but, having no interest in those desperate remedies at the moment, he had passed it over.


  ‘But I’m not going to let the matter rest doubtful for a single day,’ he continued. ‘I am going to London. Beaucock will go with me, and we shall get the best advice as soon as we possibly can. Beaucock is a thorough lawyer—nothing the matter with him but a fiery palate. I knew him as the stay and refuge of Sherton in knots of law at one time.’


  Winterborne’s replies were of the vaguest. The new possibility was almost unthinkable at the moment. He was what was called at Hintock ‘a solid-going fellow’; he maintained his abeyant mood not from want of reciprocity, but from a taciturn hesitancy taught by life as he knew it.


  ‘But,’ continued the timber-merchant, a temporary crease or two of anxiety supplementing those already established in his forehead by time, ‘Grace is not at all well. Nothing constitutional, you know; but she has been in a low nervous state ever since that night of fright. I don’t doubt but that she will be all right soon…. I wonder how she is this evening?’ He rose with the words as if he had too long forgotten her personality in the excitement of her previsioned career.


  They had sat till evening was beginning to dye the garden brown, and now went towards Melbury’s house, Giles a few steps in the rear of his old friend, who was stimulated by the enthusiasm of the moment to outstep the more ordinary pace of Winterborne. He felt shy of entering Grace’s presence as her reconstituted lover—which was how her father’s manner would be sure to present him—before definite information as to her future state was forthcoming: it seemed too nearly like the act of those who rush in where angels fear to tread.


  A chill to counterbalance all the glowing promise of the day was prompt enough in coming. No sooner had he followed the timber-merchant in at the door than he heard Grammer inform him that Mrs. Fitzpiers was still more unwell than she had been in the morning. Old Dr. Jones being in the neighbourhood they had called him in, and he had instantly directed them to get her to bed. They were not, however, to consider her illness serious—a feverish, nervous attack, the result of recent events, was what she was suffering from—and she would doubtless be well in a few days.


  Winterborne therefore did not remain, and his hope of seeing her that evening was disappointed.


  Even this aggravation of her morning condition did not greatly depress Melbury. He knew, he said, that his daughter’s constitution was sound enough. It was only these domestic troubles that were pulling her down. Once free she would be blooming again. Melbury diagnosed rightly, as parents usually do.


  He set out for London the next morning, Jones having paid another visit and assured him that he might leave home without uneasiness, especially on an errand of that sort, which would the sooner put an end to her suspense.


  The timber-merchant had been away only a day or two when it was told in Hintock that Mr. Fitzpiers’s hat had been found in the wood. Later on in the afternoon the hat was brought to Melbury’s, and, by a piece of ill-fortune, into Grace’s presence. It had doubtless lain in the wood ever since his fall from the horse; but it looked so clean and uninjured—the summer weather and leafy shelter having much favoured its preservation—that Grace could not believe it had remained so long concealed. A very little fact was enough to set her fevered fancy at work at this juncture—she thought him still in the neighbourhood, she feared his sudden appearance; and her nervous malady developed consequences so grave that Dr. Jones began to look serious, and the household was alarmed.


  It was the beginning of June, and the cuckoo at this time of the summer scarcely ceased his cry for more than a couple of hours during the night. The bird’s note, so familiar to her ears from infancy, was now absolute torture to the poor girl. On the Friday following the Wednesday of Melbury’s departure, and the day after the discovery of Fitzpiers’s hat, the cuckoo began at two o’clock in the morning with a sudden cry from one of Melbury’s apple-trees, not three yards from the window of Grace’s room.


  ‘O—he is coming!’ she cried, and in her terror sprang clean out of the bed upon the floor.


  These starts and frights continued till noon; and when the doctor had arrived and had seen her, and had talked with Mrs. Melbury, he sat down and meditated. That ever-present terror it was indispensable to remove from her mind at all hazards; and he thought how this might be done.


  Without saying a word to anybody in the house, or to the disquieted Winterborne waiting in the lane below, Dr. Jones went home and wrote to Mr. Melbury at the address in London he had obtained from his wife. The gist of his communication was that Mrs. Fitzpiers should be assured as soon as possible that steps were taken to sever the bond which was becoming a torture to her; that she would soon be free; and was even then virtually so. ‘If you can say it at once it may be the means of averting much harm,’ he said. ‘Write to herself; not to me.’


  On Saturday he drove over to Hintock, and assured her with mysterious pacifications that in a day or two she might expect to receive some good news.


  So it turned out. When Sunday morning came there was a letter for Grace from her father. It arrived at seven o’clock, the usual time at which the toddling postman passed by Hintock; at eight Grace awoke, having slept an hour or two for a wonder, and Mrs. Melbury brought up the letter.


  ‘Can you open it yourself?’ said she.


  ‘O yes, yes!’ said Grace with feeble impatience. She tore the envelope, unfolded the sheet, and read; when a creeping blush tinctured her white neck and cheek.


  Her father had exercised a bold discretion. He informed her that she need have no further concern about Fitzpiers’s return; that she would shortly be a free woman; and therefore if she should desire to wed her old lover—which he trusted was the case, since it was his own deep wish—she would be in a position to do so. In this Melbury had not written beyond his belief. But he very much stretched the facts in adding that the legal formalities for dissolving her union were practically settled.


  The truth was that on the arrival of the doctor’s letter poor Melbury had been much agitated, and could with difficulty be prevented by Beaucock from returning to her bedside. What was the use of his rushing back to Hintock? Beaucock had asked him. The only thing that could do her any good was a breaking of the bond. Though he had not as yet had an interview with the eminent solicitor they were about to consult, he was on the point of seeing him; and the case was clear enough. Thus the simple Melbury, urged by his parental alarm at her danger, by the representations of his companion, and by the doctor’s letter, had yielded, and sat down to tell her roundly that she was virtually free.


  ‘And you’d better write also to the gentleman,’ suggested Beaucock, who, scenting fame and the germ of a large practice in the case, wished to commit Melbury to it irretrievably: to effect which he knew that nothing would be so potent as awakening the passion of Grace for Winterborne, so that her father might not have the heart to withdraw from his attempt to make her love legitimate when he discovered that there were difficulties in the way.


  The nervous, impatient Melbury was much pleased with the idea of ‘starting them at once,’ as he called it. To put his long-delayed reparative scheme in train had become a passion with him now. He added to the letter addressed to his daughter a passage hinting that she ought to begin to encourage Winterborne, lest she should lose him altogether; and he wrote to Giles that the path was virtually open for him at last. Life was short, he declared; he, her father, was getting old; there were slips betwixt the cup and the lip; her interest in him should be reawakened at once, that all might be ready when the good time came for uniting them.


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  At these warm words Winterborne was much moved. The novelty of the avowal rendered what it carried with it inapprehensible by him all at once. Only a few short months ago completely estranged from this family—beholding Grace going to and fro in the distance, clothed with the alienating radiance of obvious superiority, the wife of the then popular and fashionable Fitzpiers, hopelessly outside his social boundary down to so recent a time that flowers then folded were hardly faded yet—he was now asked by that jealously-guarding father of hers to take courage; to get himself ready for the day when he should be able to claim her.


  The old times came back to him in dim procession. How he had been snubbed; how Melbury had despised his Christmas party: how that sweet, coy Grace herself had looked down upon him and his household arrangements, and poor Creedle’s contrivances!


  Well, he could not believe it. Surely the adamantine barrier of marriage with another could not be pierced like this! It did violence to custom. Yet a new law might do anything. But was it at all within the bounds of probability that a woman who, over and above her own attainments, had been accustomed to those of a cultivated professional man, could ever be the wife of such as he?—that the ceorl Giles Winterborne would be able to make such a dainty girl happy now that she stood in a position further removed from his own than at first? He was full of doubt.


  Nevertheless, it was not in him to show backwardness. To act so promptly as Melbury desired him to act seemed, indeed, scarcely wise, because of the uncertainty of events. Giles knew nothing of legal procedure; but he did know that for him to step up to Grace as a lover before the bond which bound her was actually dissolved was simply an extravagant dream of her father’s overstrained mind. He pitied Melbury for his almost childish enthusiasm, and saw that the ageing man must have suffered acutely to be weakened to this unreasoning desire.


  Winterborne was far too magnanimous to harbour any cynical conjecture that the timber-merchant, in his intense affection for Grace, was courting him now because that young lady, when disunited, would be left in an anomalous position, to escape which a bad husband was better than none. He felt quite sure that his old friend was simply on tenterhooks of anxiety to repair the almost irreparable error of dividing two whom nature had striven to join together in earlier days, and that in his ardour to do this he was oblivious of formalities. The cautious supervision of his past years had overleapt itself at last. Hence Winterborne perceived that, in this new beginning, the necessary care not to compromise Grace by too early advances must be exercised by himself.


  There is no such thing as a stationary love: men are either loving more or loving less; but Giles recognized no decline in his sense of her dearness. He had been labouring ever since his rejection and her marriage to reduce his former passion to a docile friendship, out of pure regard to its expediency; but hitherto he had experienced no great success in his attempt.


  A week and more passed and there was no further news of Melbury. But the effect of the intelligence he had already transmitted upon the elastic-nerved daughter of the woods had been much as the old surgeon Jones had surmised. It had soothed her perturbed spirit better than all the opiates in the pharmacopoeia. She had slept unbrokenly a whole night and a day. The ‘new law’ was to her a mysterious, beneficent, god-like entity, lately descended upon earth, that would make her as she once had been without trouble or annoyance. Her position fretted her, its abstract features rousing an aversion which was greater than her aversion to the personality of him who had caused it. It was mortifying, productive of slights, undignified. Him she could forget: her circumstances she had always with her.


  She saw nothing of Winterborne during the days of her recovery; and perhaps on that account her fancy wove about him a more romantic tissue than it could have done if he had stood before her with all the specks and flaws inseparable from concrete humanity. He rose upon her memory as the fruit-god and the wood-god in alternation: sometimes leafy and smeared with green lichen, as she had seen him amongst the sappy boughs of the plantations: sometimes cider-stained and starred with apple-pips, as she had met him on his return from cider-making in Blackmoor Vale, with his vats and presses beside him. In her secret heart she approximated to her father’s enthusiasm in wishing to show Giles once for all how she still regarded him.


  The question whether the future would indeed bring them together for life was a standing wonder with her. She knew that it could not with any propriety do so just yet. But reverently believing in her father’s sound judgment and knowledge, as good girls are wont to do, she remembered what he had written about her giving a hint to Winterborne lest there should be risk in delay, and her feelings were not averse to such a step, so far as it could be done without danger at this early stage of the proceedings.


  From being but a frail phantom of her former self she returned in bounds to a condition of passable hopefulness. She bloomed again in the face in the course of a few days, and was well enough to go about as usual.


  One day Mrs. Melbury proposed that for a change she should be driven in the gig to Sherton market, whither Melbury’s man was going on other errands. Grace had no business whatever in Sherton; but it crossed her mind that Winterborne would probably be there, and this made the thought of such a drive interesting.


  On the way she saw nothing of him; but when the horse was walking slowly through the obstructions of Sheep Street she discerned the young man on the pavement. She thought of that time when he had been standing under his apple-tree on her return from school, and of the tender opportunity then missed through her fastidiousness. Her heart rose in her throat. She abjured all fastidiousness now. Nor did she forget the last occasion on which she had beheld him in that town, making cider in the courtyard of the Earl of Wessex Hotel, while she was figuring as a fine lady in the balcony above.


  Grace directed the man to set her down there in the midst, and immediately went up to her lover. Giles had not before observed her, and his eyes now suppressedly looked his pleasure, without, perhaps, quite so much embarrassment as had formerly marked him at such meetings.


  When a few words had been spoken she said invitingly, ‘I have nothing to do. Perhaps you are deeply engaged?’


  ‘I? Not a bit. My business now at the best of times is small, I am sorry to say.’


  ‘Well, then—I am going into the Abbey. Come along with me.’


  The proposition had suggested itself as a quick escape from publicity, for many eyes were regarding her. She had hoped that sufficient time had elapsed for the extinction of curiosity; but it was quite otherwise. The people looked at her with tender interest as the deserted girl-wife—without obtrusiveness, and without vulgarity; but she was ill prepared for scrutiny in any shape.


  They walked about the Abbey aisles, and presently sat down. Not a soul was in the building save themselves. She regarded a high marble tomb to the last representative of an extinct Earldom, without a thought that it was the family with which Fitzpiers was maternally connected; and with her head sideways tentatively asked her companion if he remembered the last time they were in that town alone.


  He remembered it perfectly, and remarked, ‘You were a proud damsel then, and as dainty as you were high. Perhaps you are now?’


  Grace slowly shook her head. ‘Affliction has taken all that out of me,’ she answered impressively. ‘Perhaps I am too far the other way now.’ As there was something lurking in this that she could not explain, she added so quickly as not to allow him time to think of it, ‘Has my father written to you at all?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Winterborne.


  She glanced ponderingly up at him. ‘Not about me?’


  ‘Yes.’


  She saw that he had been bidden to take the hint as to the future which she had been bidden to give, and the discovery sent a scarlet pulsation through her for the moment. However it was only Giles who sat there, of whom she had no fear; and her self-possession returned.


  ‘He said I was to sound you with a view to—what you will understand, if you care to,’ continued Winterborne in a low voice. Having been put on this track by herself he was not disposed to abandon it in a hurry.


  They had been children together, and there was between them that familiarity as to personal affairs which only such acquaintanceship can give. ‘You know, Giles,’ she answered, speaking in a very practical tone, ‘that that is all very well; but I am in a very anomalous position at present, and I cannot say anything to the point about such things as those.’


  ‘No?’ he said, with a stray air as regarded the subject. He was looking at her with a curious consciousness of discovery.


  He had not been imagining that their renewed intercourse would show her to him thus. For the first time he realized an unexpectedness in her, which after all should not have been unexpected. She before him was not the girl Grace Melbury, whom he had used to know. Of course, he might easily have prefigured as much; but it had never occurred to him. She was a woman who had been married; she had moved on; and without having lost her girlish modesty she had lost her girlish shyness. The inevitable change, though known to him, had not been heeded; and it struck him into a momentary fixity. The truth was that he had never come into close comradeship with her since her engagement to Fitzpiers, with the brief exception of the evening encounter under High-Stoy Hill, when she met him with his cider apparatus; and that interview had been of too cursory a kind for insight.


  Winterborne had advanced, too. Shy though he was he could criticize her somewhat. Times had been when to criticize a single trait in Grace Melbury would have lain as far beyond his powers as to criticize a deity. And this thing was sure as the result of his criticism: it was a new woman in many ways whom he had come out to see: a creature of more ideas, more dignity, and, above all, more assurance, than the original Grace had been capable of. He could not at first decide whether he were pleased or displeased at this. But upon the whole the novelty attracted him.


  She was so sweet and sensitive that she feared his silence betokened something in his brain of the nature of an enemy to her.


  ‘What are you thinking of that makes those lines come in your forehead?’ she asked. ‘I did not mean to offend you by speaking of the time being premature.’


  Touched by the genuine loving-kindness which had lain at the foundation of these words, and much moved, Winterborne turned his face aside as he took her by the hand. He was grieved that he had criticized her.


  ‘You are very good, dear Grace,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You are better, much better, than you used to be.’


  ‘How?’


  He could not very well tell her how, and said with an evasive smile, ‘You are prettier;’ which was not what he really had meant. He then remained still holding her right hand in his own right, so that they faced in opposite ways; and, as he did not let go she ventured upon a tender remonstrance.


  ‘I think we have gone as far as we ought to go at present—and far enough to satisfy my poor father that we are the same as ever. You see, Giles, my case is not settled yet, and if—O, suppose I never get free!—there should be any hitch or informality!’


  She drew a catching breath and turned pale. The duologue had been affectionate comedy up to this point. The gloomy atmosphere of the past, and the still gloomy horizon of the present, had been for the interval forgotten. Now the whole environment came back; the due balance of shade among the light was restored.


  ‘It is sure to be all right, I trust,’ she resumed in uneasy accents. ‘What did my father say the solicitor had told him?’


  ‘O—that all is sure enough. The case is so clear—nothing could be clearer. But the legal part is not yet quite done and finished, as is natural.’


  ‘O no,—of course not,’ she said, sunk in meek thought. ‘But father said it was almost—did he not? Do you know anything about the new law that makes these things so easy?’


  ‘Nothing—except the general fact that it enables ill-assorted husbands and wives to part in a way they could not formerly do without an Act of Parliament.’


  ‘Have you to sign a paper, or swear anything? Is it something like that?’


  ‘Yes, I believe so.’


  ‘How long has it been introduced?’


  ‘About six months or a year, the lawyer said, I think.’


  To hear these two Arcadian innocents talk of imperial law would have made a humane person weep who should have known what a dangerous structure they were building up on their supposed knowledge. They remained in thought, like children in the presence of the incomprehensible.


  ‘Giles,’ she said at last, ‘it makes me quite weary when I think how serious my situation is, or has been. Shall we not go out from here now, as it may seem rather fast of me—our being so long together, I mean—if anybody were to see us? I am almost sure,’ she added uncertainly, ‘that I ought not to let you hold my hand yet, knowing that the documents—or whatever it may be—have not been signed; so that I am still as married as ever—or almost. My dear father has forgotten himself. Not that I feel morally bound to any one else after what has taken place—no woman of spirit could—now, too, that several months have passed. But I wish to keep the proprieties as well as I can.’


  ‘Yes, yes. Still, your father reminds us that life is short. I myself feel that it is; that is why I wished to understand you in this that we have begun. At times, dear Grace, since receiving your father’s letter, I am as uneasy and fearful as a child at what he said. If one of us were to die before the formal signing and sealing that is to release you have been done—if we should drop out of the world and never have made the most of this little, short, but real opportunity, I should think to myself as I sank down dying, “Would to my God that I had spoken out my whole heart—given her one poor little kiss when I had the chance to give it! But I never did, although she had promised to be mine some day; and now I never can.” That’s what I should think.’


  She had begun by watching the words from his lips with a mournful regard, as though their passage were visible; but as he went on she dropped her glance.


  ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘I have thought that, too. And, because I have thought it, I by no means meant, in speaking of the proprieties, to be reserved and cold to you who loved me so long ago, or to hurt your heart as I used to at that thoughtless time. O, not at all, indeed! But—ought I to allow you—O, it is too quick—surely!’ Her eyes filled with tears of bewildered, alarmed emotion.


  Winterborne was too straightforward to influence her further against her better judgment. ‘Yes—I suppose it is,’ he said repentantly. ‘I’ll wait till all is settled. What has your father said in his letters to you?’


  He meant about his progress with the petition; but she, mistaking him, frankly spoke of the personal part. ‘He says—what I have implied. Should I tell more plainly?’


  ‘O no—don’t, if it is a secret.’


  ‘Not at all. I will tell every word, straight out, Giles, if you wish. He says I am to encourage you. There! But I cannot obey him further to-day. Come, let us go now.’ She gently slid her hand from his and went in front of him out of the Abbey.


  ‘I was thinking of getting some dinner,’ said Winterborne, changing to the prosaic as they walked. ‘And you, too, must require something. Do let me take you to a place I know.’


  Grace was almost without a friend in the world outside her father’s house; her life with Fitzpiers had brought her no society; had sometimes, indeed, brought her deeper solitude than any she had ever known before. Hence it was a treat to her to find herself again the object of thoughtful care. But she questioned if to go publicly to dine alone with Giles Winterborne were not a proposal due rather to his unsophistication than to his prudence. She said gently that she would much prefer his ordering her lunch at some place, and then coming to tell her it was ready, while she remained in the Abbey porch. Giles saw her secret reasoning, thought how hopelessly blind to propriety he was beside her, and went to do as she wished.


  He was not absent more than ten minutes, and found Grace where he had left her.


  ‘It will be quite ready by the time you get there,’ he said, and told her the name of the inn at which the meal had been ordered, which was one that she had never heard of.


  ‘I’ll find it by inquiry,’ said Grace, setting out.


  ‘And shall I see you again?’


  ‘O yes—come to me there. It will not be like going together. I shall want you to find my father’s man and the gig for me.’


  He waited on some ten minutes or a quarter of an hour, till he thought her lunch ended, and that he might fairly take advantage of her invitation to start her on her way home. He went straight to where he had sent her, an old commercial tavern, scrupulously clean, but humble and inexpensive. On his way he had an occasional misgiving as to whether the place had been elegant enough for her; and as soon as he entered it, and saw her ensconced there, he perceived that he had blundered.


  Grace was seated in the only dining-room that the simple old hostelry could boast of, which was also a general parlour on market days: a long, low apartment, with a sanded floor herring-boned with a broom, a wide, red-curtained window to the street, and another to the garden. Grace had retreated to the end of the room looking out upon the latter, the front part being full of a mixed company of dairymen and butchers which had, to be just to him, dropped in since he was there.


  She was in a mood of the greatest depression. On arriving and seeing what the tavern was like she had been taken by surprise; but having gone too far to retreat she had heroically entered and sat down on the well-scrubbed settle, opposite the narrow table with its knives and steel forks, tin pepper-boxes, blue salt-cellars, and posters advertising the sale of bullocks against the wall. The last time that she had taken any meal in a public place it had been with Fitzpiers at the dignified Earl of Wessex Hotel in that town, after a two months’ roaming and sojourning at the gigantic hotels of the Continent.


  How could she have expected any other kind of accommodation in present circumstances than such as Giles had provided? And yet how unprepared she was for this change! The tastes that she had acquired from Fitzpiers had been imbibed so subtly that she hardly knew she possessed them till confronted by this contrast. The elegant Fitzpiers, in fact, at that very moment owed a long bill at the above-mentioned hotel for the luxurious style in which he used to put her up there whenever they drove to Sherton. But such is social sentiment that she had been quite comfortable under those debt-impending conditions, whilst she felt humiliated by her present situation, which Winterborne had paid for honestly on the nail.


  He had noticed in a moment that she shrank from her position, and all his pleasure was gone. It was the same susceptibility over again which had spoiled his Christmas party long ago.


  But he did not know that this recrudescence was only the casual result of Grace’s apprenticeship to what she was determined to learn in spite of it—a consequence of one of those sudden surprises which confront everybody bent upon turning over a new leaf. She had finished her lunch, which he saw had been a very mincing performance; and he brought her out of the house as soon as he could.


  ‘Now,’ he said, with great sad eyes, ‘you have not finished at all well, I know! Come round to the Earl of Wessex. I’ll order a tea there. I did not remember that what was good enough for me was not good enough for you.’


  Her face faded into an aspect of deep distress when she saw what had happened. ‘O no, Giles!’ she said with extreme earnestness; ‘certainly not. Why do you—say that, when you know better? You ever will misunderstand me.’


  ‘Indeed, that’s not so, Mrs. Fitzpiers. Can you deny that you felt out of place at that tavern?’


  ‘I don’t know! … Well, since you make me speak, I do not deny it.’


  ‘And yet I have felt at home there these twenty years. Your husband used always to take you to the Earl of Wessex, did he not?’


  ‘Yes,’ she reluctantly admitted. How could she explain in the street of a market-town that it was her superficial and transitory taste which had been offended, and not her nature or her affection?


  Fortunately, or unfortunately, at that moment they saw Melbury’s man driving vacantly along the street in search of her, the hour having passed at which he had been told to take her up. Winterborne hailed him, and she was powerless then to prolong the discourse. She entered the vehicle sadly, and the horse trotted away.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  All night did Winterborne think over that unsatisfactory ending of a pleasant time, forgetting the pleasant time itself. He feared anew that they could never be happy together, even should she be free to choose him. She was accomplished: he was unrefined. It was the original difficulty, which he was too thoughtful to recklessly ignore as some men would have done in his place.


  He was one of those silent, unobtrusive beings who want little from others in the way of favour or condescension, and perhaps on that very account scrutinize those others’ behaviour too closely. He was not versatile, but one in whom a hope or belief which had once had its rise, meridian, and decline, seldom again exactly recurred, as in the breasts of more sanguine mortals. He had once worshipped her, laid out his life to suit her, wooed her, and lost her. Though it was with almost the same zest it was with not quite the same hope that he had begun to tread the old tracks again, and had allowed himself to be so charmed with her that day.


  Move another step towards her he would not. He would even repulse her—as a tribute to conscience. It would be sheer sin to let her prepare a pitfall for her happiness not much smaller than the first by inveigling her into a union with such as he. Her poor father was now blind to these subtleties, which he had formerly beheld as in noontide light. It was his own duty to declare them—for her dear sake.


  Grace, too, had a very uncomfortable night, and her solicitous embarrassment was not lessened the next morning when another letter from her father was put into her hands. Its tenor was an intenser strain of the one that had preceded it.


  After stating how extremely glad he was to hear that she was better, and able to get out of doors, he went on:


  ‘This is a wearisome business, the solicitor we have come to see being out of town. I do not know when I shall get home. My great anxiety in this delay is still lest you should lose Giles Winterborne. I cannot rest at night for thinking that while our business is hanging fire he may become estranged, or in his shyness go away from the neighbourhood. I have set my heart upon seeing him your husband, if you ever have another. Do then, Grace, give him some temporary encouragement, even though it is over-early. For when I consider the past I do think God will forgive me and you for being a little forward. I have another reason for this, my dear. I feel myself going rapidly down hill, and late affairs have still further helped me that way. And until this thing is done I cannot rest in peace.’


  He added a postscript:


  ‘I have just heard that the solicitor is to be seen to-morrow. Possibly, therefore, I shall return in the evening after you get this.’


  The paternal longing ran on all-fours with her own desire; and yet in forwarding it yesterday she had been on the brink of giving offence. While craving to be a country girl again, just as her father requested; to put off the old Eve, the fastidious miss—or rather madam—completely, her first attempt had been beaten by the unexpected vitality of that fastidiousness. Her father on returning and seeing the trifling coolness of Giles would be sure to say that the same perversity which had led her to make difficulties about marrying Fitzpiers was now prompting her to blow hot and cold with poor Winterborne.


  If the latter had been the most subtle hand at touching the stops of her delicate soul instead of one who had just bound himself to let her be mute on all that appertained to his personality, he could not have acted more seductively than he did that day. He chanced to be superintending some temporary work in a field opposite her windows. She could not discover what he was doing, but she read his mood keenly and truly: she could see in his coming and going an air of determined abandonment of the whole prospect that lay in her direction.


  O, how she longed to make it up with him! Her father coming in the evening—which meant, she supposed, that all formalities would be in train, her marriage virtually annulled, and she be free to be won again—how could she look him in the face if he should see them estranged thus?


  It being a fair green afternoon in June she seated herself in the garden, in the rustic chair which stood under the laurel-bushes, made of peeled oak branches that came to Melbury’s premises as refuse after barking-time. The mass of full-juiced leafage on the heights around her was just swayed into faint gestures by a nearly spent wind which, even in its enfeebled state, did not reach her shelter. She had expected Giles to call—to inquire how she had got home, or something or other; but he did not come. And he still tantalized her by going athwart and across that orchard opposite. She could see him as she sat.


  A slight diversion was presently created by Creedle bringing him a letter. She knew from this that Creedle had just come from Sherton, and had called as usual at the post-office for anything that had arrived by the afternoon post, of which there was no delivery at Hintock. She pondered on what the letter might contain—particularly whether it were a second refresher for Winterborne from her father, like her own of the morning.


  But it appeared to have no bearing upon herself whatever. Giles read its contents and almost immediately turned away to a gap in the hedge of the orchard—if that could be called a hedge which, owing to the drippings of the trees, was little more than a bank with a bush upon it here and there. He entered the plantation, and was no doubt going that way homeward to the mysterious hut he occupied on the other side of the woodland.


  The sad sands were running swiftly through Time’s glass; she had often felt it in these latter days; and, like Giles, she felt it doubly now after the solemn and pathetic reminder in her father’s communication. Her freshness would pass, the long-suffering devotion of Giles might suddenly end—might end that very hour. Men were so strange. The thought took away from her all her former reticence and made her action bold. She started from her seat. If the little breach, quarrel, or whatever it might be called, of yesterday, was to be healed up it must be done by her on the instant. She crossed into the orchard and clambered through the gap after Giles, just as he was diminishing to a faun-like figure under the green canopy and over the brown floor.


  Grace had been wrong—very far wrong—in assuming that the letter had no reference to herself because Giles had turned away into the wood after its perusal. It was, sad to say, because the missive had so much reference to herself that he had thus turned away. He feared that his grieved discomfiture might be observed.


  The letter was from Beaucock, written a few hours later than Melbury’s to his daughter. It announced failure.


  Giles had once done that thriftless man a good turn, and now was the moment when Beaucock had chosen to remember it, in his own way. During his absence in town with Melbury the lawyer’s clerk had naturally heard a great deal of the timber-merchant’s family scheme of justice to Giles, and his communication was to inform Winterborne at the earliest possible moment that their attempt had failed, in order that the young man should not place himself in a false position towards Grace in the belief of its coming success. The news was, in sum, that Fitzpiers’s conduct had not been sufficiently cruel to Grace to enable her to snap the bond. She was apparently doomed to be his wife till the end of the chapter.


  Winterborne quite forgot his superficial differences with the poor girl under the warm rush of deep and distracting love for her which the almost tragical information engendered.


  To renounce her for ever—that was then the end of it for him, after all. There was no longer any question about suitability, or room for tiffs on petty tastes. The curtain had fallen again between them. She could not be his. The cruelty of their late revived hope was now terrible. How could they all have been so simple as to suppose this thing could be done?


  It was at this moment that, hearing some one coming behind him, he turned and saw her hastening on between the thickets. He perceived in an instant that she did not know the blighting news.


  ‘Giles, why didn’t you come across to me?’ she asked with arch reproach. ‘Didn’t you see me sitting there ever so long?’


  ‘O yes,’ he said in unprepared, provisional tones, for her unexpected presence caught him without the slightest plan of behaviour in the conjuncture. His manner made her think that she had been too chiding in her speech; and a mild scarlet wave passed over her as she resolved to soften it.


  ‘I have had another letter from my father,’ she hastened to continue. ‘He thinks he may come home this evening. And—in view of his hopes—it will grieve him if there is any little difference between us, Giles.’


  ‘There is none,’ he said, sadly regarding her from the face downwards as he pondered how to lay the cruel truth bare.


  ‘Still—I fear you have not quite forgiven me about my being uncomfortable at the inn.’


  ‘I have, I’m sure.’


  ‘But you speak in quite an unhappy way,’ she returned, coming up quite close to him with the most winning of the many pretty airs that appertained to her. ‘Don’t you think you will ever be happy, Giles?’


  He did not reply for some instants. ‘When the sun shines flat on the north front of Sherton Abbey—that’s when my happiness will come to me!’ said he, staring as it were into the earth.


  ‘But—then that means that there is something more than my offending you in not liking the Sherton tavern? If it is because I—did not like to let you kiss me in the Abbey—well, you know, Giles, that it was not on account of my cold feelings, but because I did certainly, just then, think it was rather premature, in spite of my poor father. That was the true reason—the sole one. But I do not want to be hard—God knows I do not!’ she said, her voice fluctuating. ‘And perhaps—as I am on the verge of freedom—I am not right, after all, in thinking there is any harm in your kissing me.’


  ‘O Heaven!’ groaned Winterborne to himself. His head was turned askance as he still resolutely regarded the ground. For the last several minutes he had seen this great temptation approaching him in regular siege; and now it had come. The wrong, the social sin, of now taking advantage of the offer of her lips, had a magnitude in the eyes of one whose life had been so primitive, so ruled by household laws as Giles’s, which can hardly be explained.


  ‘Did you say anything?’ she asked timidly.


  ‘O no—only that——’


  ‘You mean that it must be already settled, since my father is coming home?’ she said gladly.


  ‘Ah—yes.’


  ‘Then why don’t you do what you want to?’ She was almost pouting at his hesitation.


  Winterborne, though fighting valiantly against himself all this while—though he would have protected Grace’s good repute as the apple of his eye, was a man; and, as Desdemona said, men are not gods. In face of the agonizing seductiveness shown by her, in her unenlightened school-girl simplicity about the laws and ordinances, he betrayed a man’s weakness. Since it was so—since it had come to this, that Grace, deeming herself free to do it, was virtually asking him to demonstrate that he loved her—since he could demonstrate it only too truly—since life was short and love was strong—he gave way to the temptation, notwithstanding that he perfectly well knew her to be wedded irrevocably to Fitzpiers. Indeed, he cared for nothing past or future, simply accepting the present and what it brought, deciding once in his life to clasp in his arms her he had watched over and loved so long.


  She looked up suddenly from his long embrace and passionate kiss, influenced by a sort of inspiration. ‘O, I suppose,’ she stammered, ‘that I am really free?—that this is right? Is there really a new law? Father cannot have been too sanguine in saying——’


  He did not answer, and a moment afterwards Grace burst into tears in spite of herself. ‘O, why does not my father come home and explain!’ she sobbed upon his breast, ‘and let me know clearly what I am! It is too trying, this, to ask me to—and then to leave me so long in so vague a state that I do not know what to do, and perhaps do wrong!’


  Winterborne felt like a very Cain, over and above his previous sorrow. How he had sinned against her in not telling her himself only knew. He lifted her up and turned aside: the feeling of his cruelty mounted higher and higher. How could he have dreamt of kissing her? He could hardly refrain from tears. Surely nothing more pitiable had ever been known than the condition of this poor young thing, now as heretofore the victim of her father’s well-meant but blundering policy.


  Even in the hour of Melbury’s greatest assurance Winterborne had harboured a suspicion that no law, new or old, could undo Grace’s marriage without her appearance in public; though he was not sufficiently sure of what might have been enacted to destroy by his own words her pleasing idea that a mere dash of the pen, on her father’s testimony, was going to be sufficient. But he had never suspected the sad fact that the position was irremediable.


  Poor Grace, perhaps feeling that she had indulged in too much fluster for a mere embrace, even though it had been prolonged an unconscionable time, calmed herself at finding how grave he was.


  ‘I am glad we are friends again anyhow,’ she said, smiling through her tears. ‘Giles, if you had only shown half the boldness before I married that you show now, you would have carried me off for your own, first instead of second. If we do marry I hope you will never think badly of me for encouraging you a little, but my father is so impatient, you know, as his years and infirmities increase, that he will wish to see us a little advanced when he comes. That is my only excuse.’


  To Winterborne all this was sadder than it was sweet. How could she so trust her father’s conjectures! He did not know how to tell her the truth and shame himself. And yet he felt that it must be done.


  To hasten the revelation, however, was beyond even him. The endearments that had been begun between them were repeated as they walked, and the afternoon was far advanced before he could actually set about opening her eyes.


  ‘We may have been wrong,’ he began almost fearfully, ‘in supposing that it can all be carried out whilst we stay here at Hintock. I am not sure but that people may have to appear in a public court even under the new Act; and if there should be any difficulty and we cannot marry after all——’


  Her cheeks became slowly bloodless. ‘O Giles,’ she said, grasping his arm, ‘you have heard something! What—cannot my father conclude it there and now? Surely, he has done it? O Giles, Giles, don’t deceive me! After letting you go on like this—what terrible position am I in?’


  He could not tell her, try as he would. The sense of her implicit trust in his honour disabled him. ‘I cannot inform you,’ he murmured, his voice as husky as that of the leaves under foot. ‘Your father will soon be here. Then we shall know. I will take you home.’


  Inexpressibly dear as she was to him he offered her his arm with the most reserved air as he added correctingly, ‘I will take you at any rate into the drive.’


  Thus they walked on together, Grace vibrating between happiness and misgiving. It was only a few minutes’ walk to where the drive ran, and they had hardly descended into it when they heard a voice behind them cry, ‘Take out that arm!’


  For a moment they did not heed, and the voice repeated more loudly and hoarsely:


  ‘Take out that arm!’


  It was Melbury’s. He had returned sooner than they expected, and now came up to them. Grace’s hand had been withdrawn like lightning on her hearing the second command.


  ‘I don’t blame you, I don’t blame you,’ he said, in the weary cadence of one broken down with scourgings. ‘But you two must walk together no more—I have been surprised—I have been cruelly deceived—Giles, don’t say anything to me, but go away!’


  He was evidently not aware that Winterborne had known the truth before he brought it; and Giles would not stay to discuss it with him then. When the younger man had gone Melbury took his daughter indoors to the room he used as his office. There he sat down and bent over the slope of the bureau, her bewildered gaze fixed upon him.


  When Melbury had recovered a little he said, ‘You are now as ever Fitzpiers’s wife. I was deluded. He has not done you enough harm! You are still subject to his beck and call.’


  ‘Then let it be, and never mind, father,’ she said with dignified sorrow. ‘I can bear it. It is your trouble that grieves me most!’ She stooped over him and put her arm round his neck, which distressed Melbury still more.


  ‘I don’t mind at all what comes to me,’ Grace continued; ‘whose wife I am, or whose I am not! I do love Giles: I cannot help that; and I have gone further with him than I should have done if I had known exactly how things were. But I do not reproach you.’


  ‘Then Giles did not tell you?’ said Melbury.


  ‘No,’ said she. ‘He could not have known it. His behaviour to me proved that he did not know.’


  Her father said nothing more, and Grace went away to the solitude of her chamber.


  Her heavy disquietude had many shapes; and for a time she put aside the dominant fact to think of her too free conduct towards Giles. His love-making had been brief as it was sweet; but would he on reflection contemn her for forwardness? How could she have been so simple as to suppose she was in a position to behave as she had done! Thus she mentally blamed her ignorance; and yet in the centre of her heart she blessed it a little for what it had momentarily brought her.


  ♣


  XL


  Life among the people involved in these events seemed to be suppressed and hide-bound for a while. Grace seldom showed herself outside the house, never outside the garden; for she feared she might encounter Giles Winterborne; and that she could not bear.


  This pensive intramural existence of the self-constituted nun appeared likely to continue for an indefinite time. She had learnt that there was one possibility in which her formerly imagined position might become real, and only one; that her husband’s absence should continue long enough to amount to positive desertion. But she never allowed her mind to dwell much upon the thought; still less did she deliberately hope for such a result. Her regard for Winterborne had been rarefied by the shock which followed its avowal into an ethereal emotion that had little to do with living and doing.


  As for Giles he was lying—or rather sitting—ill at his distant hut. A feverish indisposition which had been hanging about him for some time, the result of a chill caught the previous winter, seemed to acquire virulence with the prostration of his hopes. But not a soul knew of his languor, and he did not think the case serious enough to send for a medical man. After a few days he was better again, and crept about his home in a great-coat, attending to his simple wants as usual with his own hands.


  So matters stood when the inertion of Grace’s pool-like existence was disturbed as by a geyser. She received a letter from Fitzpiers.


  A startling letter it was in its import, though couched in the gentlest language. In his absence Grace had grown to regard him with toleration, and her relation to him with equanimity, till she had almost forgotten how trying his presence would be. He wrote briefly and unaffectedly: he made no excuses, but informed her that he was living quite alone, and had been led to think that they ought to be together, if she would make up her mind to forgive him. He therefore purported to cross the Channel to Budmouth by the steamer on a day he named, which she found to be three days after the time of her present reading.


  He said that he could not come to Hintock for obvious reasons, which her father would understand even better than herself. As the only alternative she was to be on the quay to meet the steamer when it arrived from the opposite coast, probably about half-an-hour before midnight, bringing with her any luggage she might require; join him there, and pass with him into the twin vessel, which left immediately the other entered the harbour: returning thus with him to his continental dwelling-place, which he did not name. He had no intention of showing himself on land at all.


  The troubled Grace took the letter to her father, who now continued for long hours by the fireless summer chimney-corner as if he thought it were winter, the pitcher of cider standing beside him, mostly untasted, and coated with a film of dust. After reading it he looked up.


  ‘You sha’n’t go,’ said he.


  ‘I had felt I would not,’ she answered. ‘But I did not know what you would say.’


  ‘If he comes and lives in England, not too near here, and in a respectable way, and wants you to come to him, I am not sure that I’ll oppose him in wishing it,’ muttered Melbury. ‘I’d stint myself to keep you both in a genteel and seemly style. But go abroad you never shall with my consent.’


  There the question rested that day. Grace was unable to reply to her husband in the absence of an address, and the morrow came, and next day, and the evening on which he had requested her to meet him. Throughout the whole of it she remained within the four walls of her room.


  The sense of her harassment, carking doubt of what might be impending, hung like a cowl of blackness over the Melbury household. They spoke almost in whispers, and wondered what Fitzpiers would do next. It was the hope of every one that, finding she did not arrive, he would return again to France; and as for Grace, she was willing to write to him on the most kindly terms if he would only keep away.


  The night passed, Grace lying tense and wide awake, and her relatives in great part likewise. When they met the next morning they were pale and anxious, though neither speaking of the subject which occupied all their thoughts. The day passed as quietly as the previous ones, and she began to think that in the rank caprice of his moods he had abandoned the idea of getting her to join him as quickly as it was formed.


  All on a sudden some person who had just come from Casterbridge entered the house with the news that Mr. Fitzpiers was on his way home to Hintock. He had been seen hiring a carriage at the King’s Arms Hotel.


  Her father and Grace were both present when the intelligence was announced.


  ‘Now,’ said Melbury, ‘we must make the best of what has been a very bad matter. The man is repenting: the partner of his folly, I hear, is gone away from him to Switzerland, so that chapter of his life is probably over. If he chooses to make a home for ’ee I think you should not say him nay, Grace. Certainly he cannot very well live at Hintock without a blow to his pride; but if he can bear that, and likes Hintock best, why, there’s the empty wing of the house as it was before.’


  ‘O father!’ said Grace, turning white with dismay.


  ‘Why not?’ said he, a little of his former doggedness returning. He was, in truth, disposed to somewhat more leniency towards her husband just now than he had shown formerly, from a conviction that he had treated him over roughly in his anger.


  ‘Surely it is the most respectable thing to do?’ he continued. ‘I don’t like this state that you are in—neither married nor single. It hurts me, and it hurts you, and it will always be remembered against us in Hintock. There has never been any scandal like it in the Melbury family before.’


  ‘He will be here in less than an hour,’ murmured Grace.


  The twilight of the room prevented her father seeing the despondent misery of her face. The one intolerable condition, the condition she had deprecated above all others, was that of Fitzpiers’s reinstatement there. ‘O, I won’t, I won’t see him!’ she said, sinking down. She was almost hysterical.


  ‘Try if you cannot,’ he returned moodily.


  ‘O yes, I will, I will!’ she went on inconsequently: ‘I’ll try;’ and jumping up suddenly she left the room.


  In the darkness of the apartment to which she flew nothing could have been seen during the next half-hour; but from a corner a quick breathing was audible from this impressionable creature, who combined modern nerves with primitive feelings, and was doomed by such co-existence to be numbered among the distressed, and to take her scourgings to their exquisite extremity.


  The window was open. On this quiet, late summer evening whatever sound arose in so secluded a district—the chirp of a bird, a call from a voice, the turning of a wheel—extended over bush and tree to unwonted distances. Very few sounds did arise. But as Grace invisibly breathed in the brown glooms of the chamber the small remote noise of light wheels came to her, accompanied by the trot of a horse on the turnpike road. There seemed to be a sudden hitch or pause in the progress of the vehicle, which was what first drew her attention to it. She knew the point whence the sound proceeded—the upper ground down which travellers came on their way hitherward from the south—the place at which she had emerged from the wood with Mrs. Charmond. Grace slid along the floor and bent her head over the window-sill, listening with open lips. The carriage had stopped, and she heard a man use exclamatory words. Then another said, ‘What the devil is the matter with the horse?’ She recognized the voice as her husband’s.


  The accident, such as it had been, was soon remedied, and the carriage could be heard resuming its descent, soon to turn into the lane leading out of the highway and then into the ‘drong’ which led to the house where she was.


  A spasm passed through Grace. A Daphnean instinct, exceptionally strong in her as a girl, had been revived by her widowed seclusion; and it was not lessened by her affronted sentiments towards the comer, and her regard for another man. She opened some little ivory tablets that lay on the dressing-table, scribbled in pencil on one of them, ‘I am gone to visit one of my school-friends,’ gathered a few toilet necessaries into a hand-bag, and, not three minutes after that voice had been heard, her slim form, hastily wrapped up from observation, might have been seen passing out of the back door of Melbury’s house. Thence she skimmed up the garden-path, through the gap in the hedge, and into the mossy cart-track under the trees which led into the depths of the woods.


  The leaves overhead were now in their latter green—so opaque, that it was darker at some of the densest spots than in winter time, scarce a crevice existing by which a ray could get down to the ground. But in open places she could see well enough. Summer was ending: in the daytime singing insects hung in every sunbeam: vegetation was heavy nightly with globes of dew; and after showers creeping damps and twilight chills came up from the hollows.


  The plantations were always weird at this hour of eve—more spectral far than in the leafless season, when there were fewer masses and more minute lineality. The smooth surfaces of glossy plants came out like weak, lidless eyes: there were strange faces and figures from expiring lights that had somehow wandered into the canopied obscurity; while now and then low peeps of the sky between the trunks were like sheeted shapes, and on the tips of boughs sat faint cloven tongues.


  But Grace’s fear just now was not imaginative or spiritual; and she heeded these impressions but little. She went on as silently as she could, avoiding the hollows wherein leaves had accumulated, and stepping upon soundless moss and grass-tufts. She paused breathlessly once or twice, and fancied that she could hear, above the sound of her strumming pulse, the vehicle containing Fitzpiers turning in at the gate of her father’s premises. She hastened on again.


  The Hintock woods owned by Mrs. Charmond were presently left behind, and those into which she next plunged were divided from the latter by a highway. It was with some caution that Grace now walked, though she was quite free from any of the commonplace timidities of her ordinary pilgrimages to such spots. She feared no lurking harms, but that her effort would be all in vain, and her return to the house rendered imperative.


  She had walked three or four miles westward when that prescriptive comfort and relief to wanderers in woods—a distant light—broke at last upon her searching eyes. It was so very small as to be almost sinister to a stranger, but to her it was what she sought. She pushed forward, and the dim outline of a dwelling was disclosed. It was the place she sought.


  The house was a square cot of one story only, sloping up on all sides to a chimney in the midst. It had formerly been the home of a charcoal-burner, in times when that fuel was still used in the county houses. Its only appurtenance was a paled inclosure, there being no garden, the shade of the trees preventing the growth of vegetables. She advanced to the window whence the rays of light proceeded, and the shutters being as yet unclosed she could survey the whole interior through the panes.


  The room within was kitchen, parlour, and bedchamber all in one: the natural sandstone floor was worn into hills and dales by long treading, so that none of the furniture stood level, and the table slanted like a desk. A fire burnt on the hearth, in front of which revolved the skinned carcase of a very small rabbit, suspended by a string from a nail. Leaning with one arm on the mantel-shelf stood Winterborne, his eyes on the roasting animal, his face so rapt that speculation could build nothing on it concerning his thoughts, more than that they were not with the scene before him. She thought his features had changed a little since she saw them last. The firelight did not enable her to perceive that they were positively haggard.


  Grace’s throat emitted a gasp of relief at finding the result so nearly as she had hoped. She went to the door and tapped lightly.


  He seemed to be accustomed to the noises of woodpeckers, squirrels and such small creatures, for he took no notice of her tiny signal, and she knocked again. This time he came and opened the door.


  When the light of the room fell upon her face he started; and, hardly knowing what he did, crossed the threshold to her, placing his hands upon her two arms, while surprise, joy, alarm, sadness, chased through him by turns. With Grace it was the same; even in this stress there was the fond fact that they had met again.


  Thus they stood,


  
    ‘Long tears upon their faces, waxen white


    With extreme sad delight,’

  


  till he broke the silence by saying in a whisper, ‘Come in.’


  ‘No, no, Giles!’ she answered hurriedly, stepping yet further back from the door. ‘I am passing by—and I have called on you, I won’t enter. Will you help me? I am afraid. I want to get by a roundabout way to Ivell, and so to Exonbury. I have a school-fellow there—but I cannot get to Ivell alone. O, if you will only accompany me a little way! Don’t condemn me, Giles, and be offended! I was obliged to come to you, because I have no other help here. Three months ago you were my lover; now you are only my friend. The law has stepped in and forbidden what we thought of. It must not be. But we can act honestly, and yet you can be my friend for one little hour! I have no other——’


  She could get no further. Covering her eyes with one hand, by an effort of repression she wept silent tears without a sigh or sob. Winterborne took her other hand in both his.


  ‘What has happened?’ he said.


  ‘He has come.’


  There was a stillness as of death till Winterborne asked, ‘You mean this, Grace—that I am to help you get away?’


  ‘Yes,’ said she. ‘Appearance is no matter, when the reality is right. I have said to myself, I can trust you.’


  Giles knew from this that she did not suspect his treachery—if it could be called such—earlier in the summer, when they met for the last time as lovers; and in the intensity of his contrition for that tender wrong he determined to deserve her faith now at least, and so wipe out that reproach from his conscience.


  ‘I’ll come at once,’ he said. ‘I’ll light a lantern.’


  He unhooked a dark lantern from a nail under the eaves, and she did not notice how his hand shook with the slight strain, or dream that in making this offer he was taxing a convalescence which could ill afford such self-sacrifice. The lantern was lit and they started.


  ♣


  XLI


  The first hundred yards of their course lay under motionless trees, whose upper foliage began to hiss with falling drops of rain. By the time that they emerged upon a glade it rained heavily.


  ‘This is awkward!’ said Grace, with a forced little laugh to hide her concern.


  Winterborne stopped. ‘Gracie,’ he said, preserving a strictly business manner which belied him; ‘you cannot go to Ivell to-night.’


  ‘But I must.’


  ‘Why? It is seven or eight miles from here. It is almost an impossibility in this rain.’


  ‘True—why,’ she replied mournfully at the end of a silence. ‘What is reputation to me?’


  ‘Now hearken,’ said Giles. ‘You won’t—go back to your——’


  ‘No, no, no! Don’t make me!’ she cried piteously.


  ‘Then let us turn.’ They slowly retraced their steps, and again stood before his door. ‘Now this house from this moment is yours, and not mine,’ he said deliberately. ‘I have a place near by where I can stay very well.’


  Her face had dropped. ‘O,’ she murmured as she saw the dilemma. ‘What have I done!’


  There was a smell of something burning within, and he looked through the window. The young rabbit that he had been cooking to coax a weak appetite was beginning to char. ‘Please go in and attend to it,’ he said. ‘Do what you like. Now I leave. You will find everything about the hut that is necessary.’


  ‘But, Giles—your supper!’ she exclaimed. ‘An outhouse would do for me—anything—till to-morrow at daybreak!’


  He signified a negative. ‘I tell you to go in—you may catch agues out here in your weakly state. You can give me my supper through the window, if you feel well enough. I’ll wait awhile.’


  He gently urged her to pass the doorway, and was relieved when he saw her within sitting down on his bed. Without so much as crossing the threshold himself he closed the door upon her, and turned the key in the lock. Tapping at the window he signified that she should open the casement, and when she had done this he handed in the key to her.


  ‘You are locked in,’ he said; ‘and your own mistress.’


  Even in her trouble she could not refrain from a faint smile at his scrupulousness, as she took the door-key.


  ‘Do you feel better?’ he went on. ‘If so, and you wish to give me some of your supper, please do. If not it is of no importance. I can get some elsewhere.’


  The grateful sense of his kindness stirred her to action, though she only knew half what that kindness really was. At the end of some ten minutes she again came to the window, pushed it open, and said in a whisper ‘Giles!’ He at once emerged from the shade, and saw that she was preparing to hand him his share of the meal upon a plate.


  ‘I don’t like to treat you so hardly,’ she murmured with deep regret in her words as she heard the rain pattering on the leaves. ‘But—I suppose it is best to arrange like this?’


  ‘O yes,’ he said quickly.


  ‘I feel that I could never have reached Ivell.’


  ‘It was impossible.’


  ‘Are you sure you have a snug place out there?’ (With renewed misgiving.)


  ‘Quite. Have you found everything you want? I am afraid it is rather rough accommodation.


  ‘Can I notice defects? I have long passed that stage, and you know it, Giles, or you ought to.’


  His eyes contemplated her face as its responsiveness modulated through a crowd of expressions that showed only too clearly to what a pitch she was strung. If ever Winterborne’s heart chafed his bosom it was at this sight of a perfectly defenceless creature conditioned by such harsh circumstances. He forgot his own agony in the satisfaction of having at least found her a shelter. He took his plate and cup from her hands, saying, ‘Now I’ll push the shutter to, and you will find an iron pin on the inside, which you must fix into the bolt. Do not stir in the morning till I come and call you.’


  She expressed an alarmed hope that he would not go very far away.


  ‘O no—I shall be quite within hail,’ said Winterborne.


  She bolted the window as directed, and he retreated. His ‘snug place’ without the hut proved to be a wretched little shelter of the roughest kind, formed of four hurdles thatched with brake-fern. Underneath were dry sacks, hay, and other litter of the sort, upon which he sat down; and there in the dark tried to eat his meal. But his appetite was quite gone. He pushed the plate aside, and shook up the hay and sacks, so as to form a rude couch, on which he flung himself down to sleep, for it was getting late.


  But sleep he could not for many reasons, of which not the least was thought of his charge. He sat up, and looked towards the cot through the damp obscurity. With all its external features the same as usual, he could scarcely believe that it contained the dear friend—he would not use a warmer name—who had come to him so unexpectedly and, he could not help admitting, so rashly.


  He had not ventured to ask her any particulars; but the position was pretty clear without them. Though social law had negatived for ever their opening paradise of the previous June, it was not without stoical pride that he accepted the present trying conjuncture. There was one man on earth in whom she believed absolutely, and he was that man. That this crisis could end in nothing but sorrow was a view for a moment effaced by his triumphant thought of her trust in him; and the purity of the affection with which he responded to that trust rendered him more than proof against any frailty that besieged him in relation to her.


  The rain, which had never ceased, now drew his attention by beginning to drop through the meagre screen that covered him. He rose to attempt some remedy for this discomfort, but the trembling of his knees and the throbbing of his pulse told him that in his weakness he was unable to fence against the storm, and he lay down to bear it as best he might. He was angry with himself for his feebleness—he who had been so strong. It was imperative that she should know nothing of his present state, and to do that she must not see his face by daylight, for its thinness would inevitably betray him.


  The next morning, accordingly, when it was hardly light, he rose and dragged his stiff limbs about the precincts, preparing for her everything she could require for getting breakfast within. On the bench outside the window-sill he placed water, wood, and other necessaries, writing with a piece of chalk beside them, ‘It is best that I should not see you. Put my breakfast on the bench.’


  At seven o’clock he tapped at her window as he had promised, retreating at once that she might not catch sight of him. But from his shelter under the boughs he could see her very well, when, in response to his signal, she opened the window and the light fell upon her face. The languid largeness of her eyes showed that her sleep had been little more than his own, and the pinkness of their lids that her waking hours had not been free from tears.


  She read the writing, seemed, he thought, disappointed, but took up the materials he had provided, evidently thinking him some way off. Giles waited on, assured that a girl who, in spite of her culture, knew what country life was, would find no difficulty in the simple preparation of their food.


  Within the cot it was all very much as he conjectured, though Grace had slept much longer than he. After the loneliness of the night she would have been glad to see him; but appreciating his feeling when she read the request she made no attempt to recall him. She found abundance of provisions laid in, his plan being to replenish his buttery weekly, and this being the day after the victualling-van had called from Ivell. When the meal was ready she put what he required outside, as she had done with the supper; and, notwithstanding her longing to see him, withdrew from the window promptly, and left him to himself.


  It had been a leaden dawn, and the rain now steadily renewed its fall. As she heard no more of Winterborne she concluded that he had gone away to his daily work, and forgotten that he had promised to accompany her to Ivell; an erroneous conclusion, for he remained all day, by force of his condition, within fifty yards of where she was.


  The morning wore on; and in her doubt when to start, and how to travel, she lingered yet; keeping the door carefully bolted lest an intruder should discover her. Locked in this place she was comparatively safe, at any rate, and doubted if she would be safe elsewhere.


  The humid gloom of an ordinary wet day was doubled by the shade and drip of the leafage. Autumn, this year, was coming in with rains. Gazing in her enforced idleness from the one window of the single room, she could see various small members of the animal community that lived unmolested there—creatures of hair, fluff, and scale; the toothed kind and the billed kind; underground creatures jointed and ringed—circumambulating the hut under the impression that, Giles having gone away, nobody was there; and eyeing it inquisitively with a view to winter quarters. Watching these neighbours who knew neither law nor sin distracted her a little from her trouble; and she managed to while away some portion of the afternoon by putting Giles’s home in order, and making little improvements which she deemed that he would value when she was gone.


  Once or twice she fancied that she heard a faint noise amid the trees resembling a cough; but as it never came any nearer she concluded that it was a squirrel or a bird.


  At last the daylight lessened and she made up a larger fire, for the evenings were chilly. As soon as it was too dark—which was comparatively early—to discern the human countenance in this place of shadows, there came to the window, to her great delight, a tapping which she knew from its method to be Giles’s.


  She opened the casement instantly, and put out her hand to him, though she could only just perceive his outline. He clasped her fingers, and she noticed the heat of his palm, and its shakiness.


  ‘He has been walking fast in order to get here quickly,’ she thought. How could she know that he had just crawled out from the straw of the shelter hard by: and that the heat of his hand was feverishness?


  ‘My dear, good Giles!’ she burst out impulsively.


  ‘Anybody would have done it for you,’ replied Winterborne, with as much matter-of-fact as he could summon.


  ‘About my getting to Ivell and Exonbury?’


  ‘I have been thinking,’ responded Giles, with tender deference, ‘that you had better stay where you are for the present, if you wish not to be caught. I need not tell you that the place is yours as long as you like; and perhaps in a day or two, finding you absent, he will go away. At any rate in two or three days I could do anything to assist—such as make inquiries, or go a great way towards Ivell with you; for the cider season will soon be coming on, and I want to run down that way to see how the crops are. But for a day or two I am busy here.’ He was hoping that by the time mentioned he would be strong enough to engage himself actively on her behalf. ‘I hope you do not feel over-much melancholy in being a prisoner?’


  She declared that she did not mind it; but she sighed.


  From long acquaintance they could read each other’s heart-symptoms like books of large type. ‘I fear you are sorry you came,’ said Giles, ‘and that you think I should have advised you more firmly than I did not to stay.’


  ‘O no! dear, dear friend,’ answered Grace with a heaving bosom. ‘Don’t think that that is what I regret. What I regret is my enforced treatment of you—dislodging you, excluding you from your own house. Why should I not speak out? You know what I feel for you—what I have felt for no other living man, what I shall never feel for a man again. But as I have vowed myself to somebody else than you, and cannot be released, I must behave as I do behave, and keep that vow. I am not bound to him by any divine law, after what he has done; but I have promised, and I will pay.’


  The rest of the evening was passed in his handing her such things as she would require the next day, and casual remarks thereupon, an occupation which diverted her mind to some degree from pathetic views of her attitude towards him and of her life in general. The only infringement—if infringement it could be called—of his predetermined bearing towards her was an involuntary pressing of her hand to his lips when she put it through the casement to bid him good-night. He knew she was weeping, though he could not see her tears.


  She again entreated his forgiveness for so selfishly appropriating the cottage. But it would only be for a day or two more, she thought, since go she must.


  He yearningly replied: ‘I—I don’t like you to go away!’


  ‘O Giles,’ said she, ‘I know—I know! But—I am a woman, and you are a man. I cannot speak more plainly. I yearn to let you in, but—you know what is in my mind, because you know me so well.’


  ‘Yes, Gracie, yes. I do not at all mean that the question between us has not been settled by your marriage turning out hopelessly unalterable. I merely meant—well, a feeling—no more.’


  ‘In a week, at the outside, I should be discovered if I stayed here; and I think that by law he could compel me to return to him.’


  ‘Yes; perhaps you are right. Go when you wish, dear Grace.’


  His last words that evening were a hopeful remark that all might be well with her yet: that Mr. Fitzpiers would not intrude upon her life, if he found that his presence cost her so much pain. Then the window was closed, the shutters folded, and the rustle of his footsteps died away.


  No sooner had she retired to rest that night than the wind began to rise, and after a few prefatory blasts to be accompanied by rain. The wind grew more violent, and as the storm went on it was difficult to believe that no opaque body, but only an invisible colourless thing, was trampling and climbing over the roof, making branches creak, springing out of the trees upon the chimney, popping its head into the flue, and shrieking and blaspheming at every corner of the walls. As in the grisly story, the assailant was a spectre which could be felt but not seen. She had never before been so struck with the devilry of a gusty night in a wood, because she had never been so entirely alone in spirit as she was now. She seemed almost to be apart from herself—a vacuous duplicate only. The recent self of physical animation and clear intentions was not there.


  Sometimes a bough from an adjoining tree was swayed so low as to smite the roof in the manner of a gigantic hand smiting the mouth of an adversary, to be followed by a trickle of rain, as blood from the wound. To all this weather Giles must be more or less exposed; how much, she did not know.


  At last Grace could hardly endure the idea of such a hardship in relation to him. Whatever he was suffering it was she who had caused it; he had vacated his single-roomed hut on account of her. She was not worth such self-sacrifice; she should not have accepted it of him. And then, as her anxiety increased with increasing thought, there returned upon her mind some incidents of her late intercourse with him, which she had heeded but little at the time. The look of his face—what had there been about his face which seemed different from its appearance of yore? Was it not thinner, less rich in hue, less like that of ripe Autumn’s brother to whom she had formerly compared him? And his voice; she had distinctly noticed a change in tone. And his gait; surely it had been feebler, stiffer, more like the gait of a weary man. That slight occasional noise she had heard in the day, and attributed to squirrels; it might have been his cough after all.


  Thus conviction took root in her perturbed mind that Winterborne was unwell, or had been so, and that he had carefully concealed his condition from her that she might have no scruples about accepting a hospitality which by the nature of the case expelled her entertainer.


  ‘My own, own, true love—my dear kind friend!’ she cried to herself. ‘O, it shall not be—it shall not be!’


  She hastily got out of bed, obtained a light, and partially dressed herself; and taking the key went at once to the door, which was close at hand, the cot possessing only one floor. Before turning the key in the lock she paused, her fingers still clutching it; and pressing her other hand to her forehead, she fell into agitating thought.


  A tattoo on the window, caused by the tree-droppings blowing against it, brought her indecision to a close. She turned the key, and opened the door.


  The darkness was intense, seeming to touch her pupils like a substance. She only now became aware how heavy the rainfall had been and was: the dripping of the eaves splashed like a fountain. She stood listening with parted lips, and holding the door in one hand, till her eyes growing accustomed to the obscurity she discerned the wild brandishing of their arms by the adjoining trees. At last she cried loudly with an effort: ‘Giles! you must come in!’


  There was no answer to her cry, and overpowered by her own temerity Grace retreated quickly, shut the door, and stood looking on the floor with flushed cheeks. Perhaps he was very well after all. But this mood was not for long. She again lifted the latch, and with far more determination than at first.


  ‘Giles, Giles!’ she cried, with the full strength of her voice, and without any of the shamefacedness that had characterized her first cry. ‘O, come in—come in! Where are you? I have been wicked—I have thought too much of myself! Do you hear? I don’t want to keep you out any longer. I cannot bear that you should suffer so. I want you here! Gi-i-iles!’


  A reply? It was a reply! Through the darkness and wind a feeble voice reached her, floating upon the weather as though a part of it.


  ‘Here I am—all right! Don’t trouble about me.’


  ‘Don’t you want to come in? Are you not wet? Come to me, dearest! I don’t mind what they say or what they think of us any more.’


  ‘I am all right,’ he repeated. ‘It is not necessary for me to come. Good night! good night!’


  Grace sighed, turned, and shut the door slowly. Could she have shocked him by her impulsive words? Perhaps, after all, she had perceived a change in him because she had not seen him for so long. Time sometimes did his ageing work in jerks, as she knew. Well, she had done all she could. He would not come in. She retired to rest again.


  ♣


  XLII


  The next morning Grace was at the window early. She felt determined to see him somehow that day, and prepared his breakfast eagerly. Eight o’clock struck, and she then remembered that he had not come to arouse her by a knocking as usual, her own anxiety having caused her to stir.


  His breakfast was set in its place without. But he did not appear to take it; and she waited on. Nine o’clock arrived, and the breakfast was cold; and still there was no Giles. A thrush who had been repeating himself a good deal on an opposite bush for some time, came and took a morsel from the plate, bolted it, waited, looked around, and took another. At ten o’clock she drew in the tray and sat down to her own solitary meal. He must have been called away on business early, the rain having cleared off.


  Yet she would have liked to assure herself, by thoroughly exploring the precincts of the hut, that he was nowhere in its vicinity; but as the day was comparatively fine the dread lest some stray passenger or woodman should encounter her in such a reconnoitre paralyzed her wish. The solitude was further accentuated to-day by the stopping of the clock for want of winding, and the fall into the chimney-corner of flakes of soot loosened by the rains. At noon she heard a slight rustling outside the window, and found that it was caused by an eft which had crept out of the leaves to bask in the last sun-rays that would be worth having till the following May.


  She continually peeped out through the lattice, but could see little. In front lay the brown leaves of last year, and upon them some yellowish green ones of this season that had been prematurely blown down by the gale. Above stretched an old beech, with vast arm-pits, and great pocket-holes in its sides where branches had been removed in past times; a black slug was trying to climb it. Dead boughs were scattered about like ichthyosauri in a museum, and beyond them were perishing woodbine stems resembling old ropes.


  From the other window all she could see were more trees, in jackets of lichen and stockings of moss. At their roots were stemless yellow fungi like lemons and apricots, and tall fungi with more stem than stool. Next were more trees close together, wrestling for existence, their branches disfigured with wounds resulting from their mutual rubbings and blows. It was the struggle between these neighbours that she had heard in the night. Beneath them were the rotting stumps of those of the group that had been vanquished long ago, rising from their mossy setting like black teeth from green gums. Further on were other tufts of moss in islands divided by the shed leaves—variety upon variety, dark green and pale green; moss like little fir-trees, like plush, like malachite stars; like nothing on earth except moss.


  The strain upon Grace’s mind in various ways was so great on this the most desolate day she had passed there that she felt it would be well-nigh impossible to spend another in such circumstances. The evening came at last; the sun, when its chin was on the earth, found an opening through which to pierce the shade, and stretched irradiated gauzes across the damp atmosphere, making the wet trunks shine, and throwing splotches of such ruddiness on the leaves beneath the beech that they were turned to gory hues. When night at last arrived, and with it the time for his return, she was nearly broken down with suspense.


  The simple evening meal, partly tea, partly supper, which Grace had prepared, stood waiting upon the hearth; and yet Giles did not come. It was now nearly twenty-four hours since she had seen him. As the room grew darker, and only the fire-light broke against the gloom of the walls, she was convinced that it would be beyond her staying power to pass the night without hearing from him or from somebody. Yet eight o’clock drew on, and his form at the window did not appear.


  The meal remained untasted. Suddenly rising from before the hearth of smouldering embers, where she had been crouching with her hands clasped over her knees, she crossed the room, unlocked the door, and listened. Every breath of wind had ceased with the decline of day, but the rain had resumed the steady dripping of the night before. Grace might have stood there five minutes when she fancied she heard that old sound, a cough, at no great distance; and it was presently repeated. If it were Winterborne’s he must be near her; why, then, had he not visited her?


  A horrid misgiving that he could not visit her took possession of Grace, and she looked up anxiously for the lantern, which was hanging above her head. To light it and go in the direction of the sound would be the obvious way to solve the dread problem; but the conditions made her hesitate, and in a moment a cold sweat pervaded her at further sounds from the same quarter.


  They were low mutterings; at first like persons in conversation, but gradually resolving themselves into varieties of one voice. It was an endless monologue, like that we sometimes hear from inanimate nature in deep secret places where water flows, or where ivy leaves flap against stones; but by degrees she was convinced that the voice was Winterborne’s. Yet who could be his listener, so mute, and so patient? for though he argued rapidly and persistently nobody replied.


  A dreadful enlightenment spread through the mind of Grace. ‘O,’ she cried in her anguish as she hastily prepared herself to go out; ‘how selfishly correct I am always—too, too correct! Can it be that cruel propriety is killing the dearest heart that ever woman clasped to her own!’


  While speaking thus to herself she had lit the lantern, and hastening out without further thought took the direction whence the mutterings had proceeded. The course was marked by a little path, which ended at a distance of about forty yards in a small erection of hurdles, not much larger than a shock of corn, such as were frequent in the woods and copses when the cutting season was going on. It was too slight even to be called a hovel, and was not high enough to stand upright in; appearing, in short, to be erected for the temporary shelter of fuel. The side towards Grace was open, and turning the light upon the interior she beheld what her prescient fear had pictured in snatches all the way thither.


  Upon the hay within her lover lay in his clothes, just as she had seen him during the whole of her stay here except that his hat was off, and his hair matted and wild.


  Both his clothes and the hay were saturated with rain. His arms were flung over his head; his face was flushed to an unnatural crimson. His eyes had a burning brightness, and, though they met her own, she perceived that he did not recognize her.


  ‘O, my Giles,’ she cried, ‘what have I done to you!’


  But she stopped no longer even to reproach herself. She saw that the first thing to be thought of was to get him indoors.


  How Grace performed that labour she never could have exactly explained. But by dint of clasping her arms around him, rearing him into a sitting posture and straining her strength to the uttermost, she put him on one of the hurdles that was loose alongside, and taking the end of it in both her hands, dragged him along the path to the entrance of the hut, and, after a pause for breath, in at the doorway.


  It was somewhat singular that Giles in his semiconscious state acquiesced unresistingly in all that she did. But he never for a moment recognized her, continuing his rapid conversation to himself and seeming to look upon her as some angel or other supernatural creature of the visionary world in which he was mentally living. The undertaking occupied her more than ten minutes; but by that time, to her great thankfulness, he was in the hut lying in her bed, his damp clothing removed.


  Then the unhappy Grace regarded him by the light of the candle. There was something in his look which agonized her, in the rush of his thoughts, accelerating their speed from minute to minute. His soul seemed to be passing through the universe of ideas like a comet; erratic, inapprehensible, untraceable.


  Grace’s distraction was almost as great as his. In a few moments she firmly believed he was dying. Unable to withstand her impulse she knelt down beside him, kissed his hands, and his face, and his hair, moaning in a low voice: ‘How could I! How could I!’


  Her timid morality had, indeed, underrated his chivalry till now, though she knew him so well. The purity of his nature, his freedom from the grosser passions, his scrupulous delicacy, had never been fully understood by Grace till this strange self-sacrifice in lonely juxtaposition to her own person was revealed. The perception of it added something that was little short of reverence to the deep affection for him of a woman who, herself, had more of Artemis than of Aphrodite in her constitution.


  All that a tender nurse could do Grace did; and the power to express her solicitude in action, unconscious though the sufferer was, brought her mournful satisfaction. She bathed his hot head, clasped his twitching hands, moistened his lips, cooled his fiery eyelids, sponged his heated skin, and administered whatever she could find in the house that the imagination could conceive as likely to be in any way alleviating. That she might have been the cause, or partially the cause, of all this, interfused misery with her sorrow.


  Six months before this date a scene, almost similar in its mechanical parts, had been enacted at Hintock House. It was between a pair of persons most intimately connected in their lives with these. Outwardly like as it had been, it was yet infinite in spiritual difference; though a woman’s devotion had been common to both.


  Grace rose from her attitude of affection and, bracing her energies, saw that something practical must immediately be done. Much as she would have liked, in the emotion of the moment, to keep him entirely to herself, medical assistance was necessary whilst there remained a possibility of preserving him alive. Such assistance was fatal to her own concealment; but even had the chance of benefiting him been less than it was she would have run the hazard for his sake. The question was, where should she get a medical man, competent and near?


  There was one such man, and only one, within accessible distance: a man who, if it were possible to save Winterborne’s life, had the brain most likely to do it. If human pressure could bring him that man ought to be brought to the sick Giles’s side. Though completely stultifying her flight the attempt should be made.


  Yet she dreaded to leave her patient, and the minutes raced past, and still she postponed her departure. At last, when it was after eleven o’clock, Winterborne fell into a fitful sleep, and it seemed to afford her an opportunity.


  She hastily made him as comfortable as she could, put on her things, cut a new candle from the bunch hanging in the cupboard, and having set it up, and placed it so that the light did not fall upon his eyes, she closed the door and started, there being now no rain.


  The spirit of Winterborne seemed to keep her company and banish all sense of darkness from her mind. The rains had imparted a phosphorescence to the pieces of touchwood and rotting leaves that lay about her path, which, as scattered by her feet, spread abroad like luminous milk. She would not run the hazard of losing her way by plunging into any short, unfrequented track through the woodland, but followed a more open course round by the highway. She went along with great speed, animated by a devoted purpose which had much about it that was stoical; and it was with scarcely any faltering of spirit that, after an hour’s progress, she saw High-Stoy Hill, and drew onwards towards that same Hintock and that same house out of which she had fled a few days before in irresistible alarm. But that had happened which, above all other things of chance and change, could make her deliberately frustrate her plan of flight, and sink all regard of personal consequences.


  One speciality of Fitzpiers was respected by Grace as much as ever: his professional skill. In this she was right. Had his persistence equalled his insight instead of being the spasmodic and fitful thing it was, fame and fortune need never have remained a wish with him. His freedom from conventional errors and crusted prejudices had indeed been such as to retard rather than accelerate his advance in Hintock and its neighbourhood, where people could not believe that Nature herself effected cures, and that the doctor’s business was only to smooth the way.


  It was past midnight when Grace arrived opposite her father’s house, now again temporarily occupied by her husband, unless he had already gone away. Ever since her emergence from the denser plantations about Winterborne’s residence a pervasive lightness had hung in the damp autumn sky in spite of the vault of cloud, signifying that a moon of some age was shining above its arch. The two white gates were distinct, and the white balls on the pillars: and the puddles and damp ruts left by the recent rain had a cold corpse-eyed luminousness. She entered by the lower gate and crossed the quadrangle to the wing wherein the apartments that had been hers since her marriage were situate, till she stood under a window, which, if her husband were in the house, gave light to his bed-chamber.


  She faltered, and paused with her hand on her heart, in spite of herself. Could she call to her presence the very cause of all her foregoing troubles? Alas!—old Jones was many miles off; Giles was possibly dying—what else could she do?


  It was in a perspiration, wrought even more by consciousness than by exercise, that she picked up some gravel, threw it at the panes, and waited to see the result. The night-bell which had been fixed when Fitzpiers first took up his residence there still remained; but as it had fallen into disuse with the collapse of his practice, and his elopement, she did not venture to pull it now.


  Whoever slept in the room had heard her signal, slight as it was. In half a minute the window was opened, and a voice said ‘Yes?’ inquiringly. Grace recognized her husband in the speaker at once. Her effort was now to disguise her own accents.


  ‘Doctor,’ she said, in as unusual a tone as she could command, ‘a man is dangerously ill in One-Chimney Hut, by Delborough, and you must go to him at once—in all mercy!’


  ‘I will, readily.’


  The alacrity, surprise, and even pleasure, expressed in his reply, amazed her for a moment. But, in truth, they denoted the sudden relief of a man who, having got back in a mood of contrition from erratic abandonment to doubtful joys, found the soothing routine of professional practice unexpectedly opening anew to him. The highest desire of his soul just now was for a respectable life of painstaking. If this, his first summons since his return, had been to attend upon a cat or dog, he would scarcely have refused it in the circumstances.


  ‘Do you know the way?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes, I think,’ said he.


  ‘One-Chimney Hut—in King’s-Hintock Wood, by Delborough,’ she repeated. ‘And—immediately!’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Fitzpiers.


  Grace remained no longer. She passed through the white gate without slamming it, and hastened on her way back. Her husband, then, had re-entered her father’s house. How he had been able to effect a reconciliation with the old man, what were the terms of the treaty between them, she could not so much as conjecture. Some sort of truce must have been entered into, that was all she could say. But close as the question lay to her own life there was a more urgent one which banished it; and she traced her steps quickly along the meandering trackways.


  Meanwhile Fitzpiers was preparing to leave the house. The state of his mind, over and above his professional zeal, was peculiar. At Grace’s first remark he had not recognized or suspected her presence; but as she went on he was awakened to the great resemblance of the speaker’s voice to his wife’s. He had taken in such good faith the statement of the household on his arrival, that she had gone on a visit for a time because she could not at once bring her mind to be reconciled to him, that he could not quite believe this neighbour to be she. It was one of the features of Fitzpiers’s repentant humour at this date that, on receiving the explanation of her absence, he had made no attempt to outrage her feelings by following her; though nobody had informed him how very shortly her departure had preceded his entry, and of all that might have been inferred from her precipitancy.


  Melbury, after much alarm and consideration, had decided not to follow her either. He sympathized with her flight, much as he deplored it; moreover, the tragic colour of the antecedent events that he had been a great means of creating checked his instinct to interfere. He prayed and trusted that she had got into no danger on her way (as he supposed) to Ivell, and thence to Exonbury, if that were the place she had gone to, forbearing all inquiry which the strangeness of her departure would have made natural. A few months before this time a performance by Grace of one-tenth the magnitude of this would have aroused him to unwonted investigation.


  It was in the same spirit that he had tacitly assented to Fitzpiers’s domiciliation there. The two men had not met face to face, but Mrs. Melbury had proposed herself as an intermediary who made the surgeon’s re-entrance comparatively easy to him. Everything was provisional, and nobody asked questions. Fitzpiers had come in the performance of a plan of penitence which had originated in circumstances hereafter to be explained; his self-humiliation to the very bass-string was deliberate; and as soon as a voice reached him from the bedside of a dying man his desire was to set to work and do as much good as he could with the least possible fuss or show. He therefore refrained from calling up a stableman to get ready any horse or gig, and set out for One-Chimney Hut on foot as Grace had done.


  ♣


  XLIII


  She re-entered the hut, flung off her bonnet and cloak, and approached the sufferer. He had begun anew those terrible mutterings, and his hands were cold. As soon as she saw him there returned to her that agony of mind which the stimulus of her journey had thrown off for a time.


  Could he really be dying? She bathed him, kissed him, forgot all things but the fact that lying there before her was he who had loved her more than the mere lover would have loved; had immolated himself for her comfort, cared more for her self-respect than she had thought of caring. This mood continued till she heard quick, smart footsteps without; she knew whose footsteps they were.


  Grace sat on the inside of the bed against the wall, holding her lover’s hand, so that when her husband entered the patient lay between herself and him. He stood transfixed at first, noticing Grace only. Slowly he dropped his glance and discerned who the prostrate man was. Strangely enough, though Grace’s distaste for her husband’s company had amounted almost to dread, and culminated in actual flight, at this moment her last and least feeling was personal. Sensitive femininity was eclipsed by devoted purpose; and that it was a husband who stood there was forgotten. The first look that possessed her face was relief; satisfaction at the presence of the physician obliterated the thought of the man, which only returned in the form of a sub-consciousness that did not interfere with her words.


  ‘Is he dying—is there any hope?’ she asked.


  ‘Grace!’ said Fitzpiers in an indescribable whisper—more than invocating—if not quite deprecatory.


  He was arrested by the spectacle, not so much in its intrinsic character—though that was striking enough to a man who called himself the husband of the sufferer’s friend and nurse—but in its character as the counterpart of one that had had its run many months before, in which he had figured as the patient, and the woman had been Felice Charmond.


  ‘Is he in great danger—can you save him?’ she asked again.


  Fitzpiers aroused himself, came a little nearer, and examined Winterborne as he stood. His inspection was concluded in a mere glance. Before he spoke he looked at her contemplatively as to the effect of his coming words.


  ‘He is dying,’ he said with dry precision.


  ‘What?’ said she.


  ‘Nothing can be done by me or any other man. It will soon be all over. The extremities are dead already.’ His eyes still remained fixed on her, the conclusion to which he had come seeming to end his interest, professional and otherwise, in Winterborne for ever.


  ‘But it cannot be! He was well a week ago.’


  ‘Not well, I suspect. This seems like what we call a sequel, which has followed some previous disorder—possibly typhoid—it may have been months ago, or recently.’


  ‘Ah—he was ill last year—you are right. And he must have been ill when I came!’


  There was nothing more to do or say. She crouched down at the side of the bed, and Fitzpiers took a seat. Thus they remained in silence, and long as it lasted she never turned her eyes, or apparently her thoughts, at all to her husband. He occasionally murmured, with automatic authority, some slight directions for alleviating the pain of the dying man, which she mechanically obeyed, bending over him during the intervals in silent tears.


  Winterborne never recovered consciousness of what was passing; and that he was going became soon perceptible also to her. In less than an hour the delirium ceased; then there was an interval of somnolent painlessness and soft breathing, at the end of which Winterborne passed quietly away.


  Then Fitzpiers broke the silence. ‘Have you lived here long?’ he said.


  Grace was wild with sorrow—bitter with all that had befallen her—with the cruelties that had attacked her—with life—with Heaven. She answered at random. ‘Yes. By what right do you ask?’


  ‘Don’t think I claim any right,’ said Fitzpiers. ‘It is for you to do and say what you choose. I admit, quite as much as you feel, that I am a vagabond—a brute—not worthy to possess the smallest fragment of you. But here I am, and I have happened to take sufficient interest in you to make that inquiry.’


  ‘He is everything to me!’ said Grace, hardly heeding her husband, and laying her hand reverently on the dead man’s eyelids, where she kept it a long time, pressing down their lashes with gentle touches, as if she were stroking a little bird.


  He watched her awhile, and then glanced round the chamber, where his eyes fell upon a few dressing necessaries that she had brought.


  ‘Grace—if I may call you so,’ he said, ‘I have been already humiliated almost to the depths. I have come back—since you refused to join me elsewhere—I have entered your father’s house—and borne all which that cost me without flinching, because I have felt I deserved humiliation. But is there a yet greater humiliation in store for me? You say you have been living here with him—that he was everything to you. Am I to draw from that the obvious, the extremest inference?’


  Triumph at any price is sweet to men and women—especially the latter. It was her first and last opportunity of repaying him for the slights which she had borne at his hands so docilely.


  ‘Yes,’ she answered; ‘the extremest inference’; and there was that in her subtly compounded nature which made her feel a thrill of pride as she did so.


  Yet the moment after she had so mightily belied her conduct she half repented. Her husband had turned as white as the wall behind him. It seemed as if all that remained to him of hope and spirit had been abstracted at a stroke. Yet he did not move, and in his efforts at self-control closed his mouth together as a vice. His determination was fairly successful, though she saw how very much greater than she had expected her triumph had been. Presently he looked across at Winterborne.


  ‘Would it startle you to hear,’ he said, as if he hardly had breath to utter words, ‘that she who was to me what he was to you is dead also?’


  ‘Dead—she dead?’ exclaimed Grace.


  ‘Yes. Felice Charmond is where this young man is.’


  ‘Never!’ said Grace vehemently.


  He went on without heeding the insinuation: ‘And I came back to try to make it up with you; but——’


  Fitzpiers rose and moved across the room to go away, looking downwards with the droop of a man whose hope was turned to apathy, if not despair. In going round the door his eye fell upon her once more. She was still bending over the body of Winterborne, her face close to his.


  ‘Have you been kissing him during his illness?’ asked her husband.


  ‘Yes.[’]


  ‘Since his fevered state set in?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘On his lips?’


  ‘Yes, a hundred times!’


  ‘Then you will do well to take a few drops of this in water as soon as possible.’


  He drew a small phial from his pocket, and returned to offer it to her.


  Grace shook her head.


  ‘If you don’t do as I tell you, you may soon be like him.’


  ‘I don’t care! I wish to die.’


  ‘I’ll put it here,’ said Fitzpiers, placing the bottle on a ledge beside him. ‘The sin of not having warned you will not be upon my head at any rate, amongst my other sins. I am now going, and I will send somebody to you. Your father does not know that you are here, so I suppose I shall be bound to tell him?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  Fitzpiers left the cot, and the stroke of his feet was soon immersed in the silence that pervaded the spot. Grace remained kneeling and weeping, she hardly knew how long, and then she sat up, covered Giles’s fixed statuesque features, and went towards the door where her husband had stood. No sign of any other comer greeted her ear, the only perceptible sounds being the tiny cracklings of the dead leaves which, like a feather bed, had not yet done rising to their normal level where indented by the pressure of her husband’s receding footsteps. It reminded her that she had been struck with the change in his aspect; the extremely intellectual look that had always been in his face was wrought to a finer phase by thinness, and a careworn dignity had been superadded. She returned to Winterborne’s side, and during her meditations another tread drew near the door, entered the room, and halted at the foot of the bed.


  ‘What—Marty!’ said Grace.


  ‘Yes. I have heard,’ said Marty, whose demeanour had lost all its girlishness under the stroke that seemed almost literally to have bruised her.


  ‘He died for me!’ murmured Grace heavily.


  Marty did not fully comprehend and she answered, ‘He belongs to neither of us now, and your beauty is no more powerful with him than my plainness. I have come to help you, ma’am. He never cared for me, and he cared much for you; but he cares for us both alike now.’


  ‘O don’t, don’t, Marty!’


  Marty said no more, but knelt over Winterborne from the other side.


  ‘Did you meet my hus—Mr. Fitzpiers?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then what brought you here?’


  ‘I come this way sometimes. I have got to go to the further side of the wood at this time o’ year, and am obliged to get there before four o’clock in the morning, to begin heating the oven for the early baking. I have passed by here often at this time.’


  Grace looked at her quickly. ‘Then did you know I was here?’


  ‘Yes, ma’am.’


  ‘Did you tell anybody?’


  ‘No. I knew you lived in the hut, that he had gi’ed it up to ’ee, and lodged out himself.’


  ‘Did you know where he lodged?’


  ‘No. That I couldn’t find out. Was it at Delborough?’


  ‘No. It was not there, Marty. Would it had been! It would have saved—saved——’ To check her tears she turned, and seeing a book in the window-bench, took it up. ‘Look, Marty, this is a Psalter. He was not an outwardly religious man; but he was pure and perfect in his heart. Shall we read a psalm over him?’


  ‘O yes, we will; with all my heart!’


  Grace opened the thin brown book, which poor Giles had kept at hand mainly for the convenience of whetting his penknife upon its leather covers. She began to read in that rich, devotional voice peculiar to women on such occasions. When it was over Marty said, ‘I should like to pray for his soul.’


  ‘So should I,’ said her companion. ‘But we must not.’


  ‘Why? Nobody would know.[’]


  Grace could not resist the argument, influenced as she was by the sense of making amends for having neglected him in the body; and their tender voices united and filled the narrow room with supplicatory murmurs that a Calvinist might have countenanced. They had hardly ended when new and more numerous footfalls were audible; also persons in conversation, one of whom Grace recognized as her father.


  She rose and went to the outside of the hut, where there was only such light as beamed from the doorway. Melbury and Mrs. Melbury were standing there.


  ‘I don’t reproach you, Grace,’ said her father, with an estranged manner and in a voice not at all like his old voice. ‘What has come upon you and us through you giving up yourself to him is beyond reproach, beyond weeping and beyond wailing. Perhaps I drove you to it. But I am hurt; I am scourged; I am astonished! In the face of this there is nothing to be said.’


  Without replying Grace turned and glided back to the chamber. ‘Marty,’ she said quickly, ‘I cannot look my father in the face until he knows the true circumstances of my life here. Go and tell him—what you have told me—what you saw—that he gave up his house to me.’


  She sat down, her face buried in her hands, and Marty went, and after a short absence returned. Then Grace rose, and going out, asked her father if he had talked to Marty.


  ‘Yes,’ said Melbury.


  ‘And you know all that has happened? I will let my husband think the utmost, but not you.’


  ‘I do. Forgive me, Grace, for suspecting ’ee of worse than rashness—I ought to know ’ee better. Are you coming with me to what was once your home?’


  ‘No. I stay here with him. Take no account of me any more.’


  The tender, perplexing, agitating relations in which she had stood to Winterborne quite lately—brought about by Melbury’s own contrivance—could not fail to soften the natural anger of a parent at her more recent doings. ‘My daughter, things are bad,’ he rejoined. ‘But why do you persevere to make ’em worse? What good can you do to Giles by staying here with him? Mind, I ask no questions. I don’t inquire why you decided to come here, or anything as to what your course would have been if he had not died, though I know there’s no deliberate harm in ’ee. As for me, I have lost all claim upon you; and I make no complaint. But I do say that by coming back with me now you will show no less kindness to him, and escape any sound of shame.’


  ‘But I don’t wish to escape it.’


  ‘If you don’t on your own account, cannot you wish to on mine and hers? Nobody except our household knows that you have left home. Then why should you by a piece of perverseness bring down my hairs with sorrow to the grave?’


  ‘If it were not for my husband——’ she began, moved by his words. ‘But how can I meet him there? How can any woman who is not a mere man’s creature live with him after what has taken place?’


  ‘He would go away again rather than keep you out of my house.’


  ‘How do you know that, father?’


  ‘We met him on our way here, and he told us so,’ said Mrs. Melbury. ‘He had said something like it before. He seems very much upset altogether.’


  ‘He declared to her when he came to our house that he would wait for time and devotion to bring about his forgiveness,’ said Melbury. ‘That was it, wasn’t it, Lucy?’


  ‘Yes. That he would not intrude upon you, Grace, till you gave him absolute permission,’ Mrs. Melbury added.


  This antecedent considerateness in Fitzpiers was as welcome to Grace as it was unexpected; and though she did not desire his presence, she was sorry that by her retaliatory fiction she had given him a different reason for avoiding her. She made no further objections to accompanying her parents, taking them into the hut to give Winterborne a last look, and gathering up the two or three things that belonged to her. While she was doing this the two women came who had been called by Melbury, and at their heels poor Creedle.


  ‘Forgive me, but I can’t rule my mourning nohow as a man should, Mr. Melbury,’ he said. ‘I ha’n’t seen him since Thursday se’night, and have wondered for days and days where he’s been keeping. There was I expecting him to come and tell me to wash out the cider-barrels against the making, and here was he…. Well, I’ve knowed him from table-high; I knowed his father—used to bide about upon two sticks in the sun afore he died!—and now I’ve seen the end of the family, which we can ill afford to lose, wi’ such a scanty lot of good folk in Hintock as we’ve got. And now Robert Creedle will be nailed up in parish boards ’a b’lieve; and nobody will glutch down a sigh for he!’


  They started for home, Marty and Creedle remaining behind. For a time Grace and her father walked side by side without speaking. It was just in the blue of the dawn, and the chilling tone of the sky was reflected in her cold, wet face. The whole wood seemed to be a house of death, pervaded by loss to its uttermost length and breadth. Winterborne was gone, and the copses seemed to show the want of him; those young trees, so many of which he had planted, and of which he had spoken so truly when he said that he should fall before they fell, were at that very moment sending out their roots in the direction that he had given them with his subtle hand.


  ‘One thing made it tolerable to us that your husband should come back to the house,’ said Melbury at last. ‘The death of Mrs. Charmond.’


  ‘Ah, yes,’ said Grace, arousing slightly to the recollection; ‘he told me so.’


  ‘Did he tell you how she died? It was no such death as Giles’s. She was shot—by a disappointed lover. It occurred in Germany. The unfortunate man shot himself afterwards. He was that South Carolina gentleman of very passionate nature, who used to haunt this place to force her to favour him, and followed her about everywhere. So ends the brilliant Felice Charmond—once a good friend to me—but no friend to you.’


  ‘I can forgive her,’ said Grace absently. ‘Did Edred tell you this?’


  ‘No; but he put a London newspaper, giving an account of it, on the hall-table, folded in such a way that we should see it. It will be in the Sherton paper this week, no doubt. To make the event more solemn still to him he had just before had sharp words with her, and left her. He told Lucy this, as nothing about him appears in the newspaper. And the cause of the quarrel was, of all people, she we’ve left behind us.’


  ‘Do you mean Marty?’ Grace spoke the words but perfunctorily. For, pertinent and pointed as Melbury’s story was, she had no care for it now.


  ‘Yes. Marty South.’ Melbury persisted in his narrative to divert her from her present grief if possible. ‘Before he went away she wrote him a letter, which he kept in his pocket a long while before reading. He chanced to pull it out in Mrs. Charmond’s presence, and read it out loud. It contained something which teased her very much, and that led to the rupture. She was following him to make it up when she met with her terrible death.’


  Melbury did not know enough to give the gist of the incident, which was that Marty South’s letter had been concerning a certain personal adornment common to herself and Mrs. Charmond. Her bullet reached its billet at last. The scene between Fitzpiers and Felice had been sharp, as only a scene can be which arises out of the mortification of one woman by another in the presence of a lover. True, Marty had not effected it by word of mouth; the charge about the locks of hair was made simply by Fitzpiers reading her letter to him aloud to Felice in the playfully ironical tones of one who had become a little weary of his situation, and was finding his friend, in the phrase of George Herbert, a ‘flat delight.’ He had stroked those false tresses with his hand many a time without knowing them to be transplanted, and it was impossible when the discovery was so abruptly made to avoid being finely satirical, despite his generous disposition.


  That was how it had begun, and tragedy had been its end. On his abrupt departure she had followed him to the station, but the train was gone; and in travelling to Homburg in search of him she had met his rival, whose reproaches led to an altercation, and the death of both. Of that precipitate scene of passion and crime Fitzpiers had known nothing till he saw an account of it in the papers, where, fortunately for himself, no mention was made of his prior acquaintance with the unhappy lady; nor was there any allusion to him in the subsequent inquiry, the double death being attributed to some gambling losses, though in point of fact neither one of them had visited the tables.


  Melbury and his daughter drew near their house, having seen but one living thing on their way, a squirrel, which did not run up its tree, but, dropping the sweet chestnut which it carried, cried chut-chut-chut and stamped with its hind-legs on the ground. When the roofs and chimneys of the homestead began to emerge from the screen of boughs Grace started, and checked herself in her abstracted advance.


  ‘You clearly understand,’ she said to her stepmother, some of her old misgiving returning, ‘that I am coming back only on condition of his leaving as he promised? Will you let him know this, that there may be no mistake?’


  Mrs. Melbury, who had had some long private talks with Fitzpiers, assured Grace that she need have no doubts on that point, and that he would probably be gone by the evening. Grace then entered with them into Melbury’s wing of the house, and sat down listlessly in the parlour while her stepmother went to Fitzpiers.


  The prompt obedience to her wishes which the doctor showed did honour to him, if anything could. Before Mrs. Melbury had returned to the room Grace, who was sitting on the parlour window-bench, saw her husband go from the door under the increasing light of morning, with a bag in his hand. While passing through the gate he turned his head. The firelight of the room she sat in threw her figure into dark relief against the window as she looked through the panes, and he must have seen her distinctly. In a moment he went on, the gate fell to, and he disappeared. At the hut she had declared that another had usurped his rights; now she had banished him.


  ♣


  XLIV


  Fitzpiers had hardly been gone an hour when Grace began to sicken. The next day she kept her room. Old Jones was called in: he murmured some statements in which the words ‘feverish symptoms’ occurred. Grace heard them, and guessed the means by which she had brought this visitation upon herself.


  One day while she still lay there with her head throbbing, wondering if she were really going to join him who had gone before, Grammer Oliver came to her bedside. ‘I don’t know whe’r this is meant for you to take, ma’am,’ she said. ‘But I have found it on the table. It was left by Marty, I think, when she came this morning.’


  Grace turned her hot eyes upon what Grammer held up. It was the phial left at the hut by her husband when he had begged her to take some drops of its contents, if she wished to preserve herself from falling a victim to the malady which had pulled down Winterborne. She examined it as well as she could. The liquid was of a brownish hue, and bore a label with an inscription in Italian. He had probably got it in his wanderings abroad. She knew but little Italian, but could understand that the cordial was a febrifuge of some sort. Her father, her mother, and all the household were anxious for her recovery, and she resolved to obey her husband’s directions. Whatever the risk, if any, she was prepared to run it. A glass of water was brought, and the drops dropped in.


  The effect, though not miraculous, was remarkable. In less than an hour she felt calmer, cooler, better able to reflect, less inclined to fret and chafe and wear herself away. She took a few drops more. From that time the fever retreated, and went out like a damped conflagration.


  ‘How clever he is!’ she said regretfully. ‘Why could he not have had more principle, so as to turn his great talents to good account! Perhaps he has saved my useless life. But he doesn’t know it, and doesn’t care whether he has saved it or not; and on that account will never be told by me. Probably he only gave it to me in the arrogance of his skill, to show the greatness of his resources beside mine, as Elijah drew down fire from Heaven!’


  As soon as she had quite recovered from this foiled attack upon her life Grace went to Marty South’s cottage. The current of her being had again set towards the lost Giles Winterborne.


  ‘Marty,’ she said, ‘we both loved him. We will go to his grave together.’


  The church stood somewhat outside the village, and could be reached without passing through the street. In the dusk of the late September day they went thither by secret ways, walking mostly in silence side by side, each busied with her own thoughts. Grace had a trouble exceeding Marty’s, that haunting sense of having put out the light of his life by her own hasty doings. She had tried to persuade herself that he might have died of his illness, even if she had not taken possession of his house. Sometimes she succeeded in her attempt; sometimes she did not.


  They stood by the grave together, and though the sun had gone down they could get glimpses over the woodland for miles, and along the vale in which he had been accustomed to descend every year with his portable mill and press to make cider about this time.


  Perhaps Grace’s first grief, the discovery that if he had lived he could never have claimed her, had some power in softening this, the second. On Marty’s part there was the same consideration; never would she have been his. As no anticipation of gratified affection had been in existence while he was with them there was none to be disappointed now that he had gone.


  Grace was abased when, by degrees, she found that she had never understood Giles as Marty had done. Marty South alone, of all the women in Hintock and the world, had approximated to Winterborne’s level of intelligent intercourse with Nature. In that respect she had formed his true complement in the other sex, had lived as his counterpart, had subjoined her thoughts to his as a corollary.


  The casual glimpses which the ordinary population bestowed upon that wondrous world of sap and leaves called the Hintock woods had been with these two, Giles and Marty, a clear gaze. They had been possessed of its finer mysteries as of commonplace knowledge; had been able to read its hieroglyphs as ordinary writing; to them the sights and sounds of night, winter, wind, storm, amid those dense boughs, which had to Grace a touch of the uncanny, and even of the supernatural, were simple occurrences whose origin, continuance, and laws they foreknew. They had planted together, and together they had felled; together they had, with the run of the years, mentally collected those remoter signs and symbols which seen in few were of runic obscurity, but all together made an alphabet. From the light lashing of the twigs upon their faces when brushing through them in the dark either could pronounce upon the species of the tree whence they stretched; from the quality of the wind’s murmur through a bough either could in like manner name its sort afar off. They knew by a glance at a trunk if its heart were sound, or tainted with incipient decay; and by the state of its upper twigs the stratum that had been reached by its roots. The artifices of the seasons were seen by them from the conjuror’s own point of view, and not from that of the spectator.


  ‘He ought to have married you, Marty, and nobody else in the world!’ said Grace with conviction, after thinking in the above strain.


  Marty shook her head. ‘In all our outdoor days and years together, ma’am,’ she replied, ‘the one thing he never spoke of to me was love; nor I to him.’


  ‘Yet you and he could speak in a tongue that nobody else knew—not even my father, though he came nearest knowing—the tongue of the trees and fruits and flowers themselves.’


  She could indulge in mournful fancies like this to Marty; but the hard core to her grief—which Marty’s had not—remained. Had she been sure that Giles’s death resulted entirely from his exposure, it would have driven her well-nigh to insanity; but there was always the bare possibility that his exposure had only precipitated what was inevitable. She longed to believe that it had not done even this.


  There was only one man whose opinion on the circumstances she would be at all disposed to trust. Her husband was that man. Yet to ask him it would be necessary to detail the true conditions in which she and Winterborne had lived during these three or four critical days that followed her flight; and in withdrawing her original defiant announcement on that point there seemed a weakness she did not care to show. She never doubted that Fitzpiers would believe her if she made a clean confession of the actual situation; but to volunteer the correction would seem like signalling for a truce, and that in her present frame of mind was what she did not feel the need of.


  It will probably not appear a surprising statement, after what has been already declared of Fitzpiers, that the man whom Grace’s matrimonial fidelity could not keep faithful was stung into passionate throbs of interest concerning her by her avowal of the contrary.


  He declared to himself that he had never known her dangerously full compass if she were capable of such a reprisal; and, melancholy as it may be to admit the fact, his own humiliation and regret engendered a smouldering admiration of her.


  He passed a month or two of nervous misery at some midland town—the place to which he had retired—quite as much misery indeed as Grace, could she have known of it, would have been inclined to inflict upon any living creature, how much soever he might have wronged her. Then a sudden hope dawned upon him; he wondered if her affirmation were true. He asked himself whether it were not the act of an innocent woman whose pique had for the moment blinded her to the contingencies of such an announcement. His wide experience of the sex had taught him that, in many cases, women who ventured on hazardous phrases did so because they lacked an imagination gross enough to feel their full force. In this light Grace’s bold avowal might merely have denoted the desperation of one who was a child to the realities of faithlessness.


  Fitzpiers’s mental sufferings and suspense led him at last to take a melancholy journey to the neighbourhood of Little Hintock; and here he hovered for hours around the scene of the purest emotional experiences that he had ever known in his life. He walked about the woods that surrounded Melbury’s house, keeping out of sight like a criminal. It was a fine evening, and on his way homeward he passed near Marty South’s cottage. As usual she had lighted her candle without closing her shutters; he saw her within as he had seen her many times before.


  She was polishing tools, and though he had not wished to show himself he could not resist speaking to her through the half-open door. ‘What are you doing that for, Marty?’


  ‘Because I want to clean them. They are not mine.’ He could see indeed that they were not hers, for one was a spade, large and heavy, and another was a bill-hook which she could only have used with both hands. The spade, though not a new one, had been so completely burnished that it was bright as silver.


  Fitzpiers somehow divined that they were Giles Winterborne’s, and he put the question to her.


  She replied in the affirmative. ‘I am going to keep ’em,’ she said, ‘but I can’t get his apple-mill and press. I wish I could; it is going to be sold, they say.’


  ‘Then I will buy it for you,’ said Fitzpiers. ‘That will be making you a return for a kindness you did me.’ His glance fell upon the girl’s rare-coloured hair, which had grown again. ‘O Marty, those locks of yours—and that letter! … But it was a kindness to send it, nevertheless,’ he added musingly.


  After this there was confidence between them—such confidence as there had never been before. Marty was shy, indeed, of speaking about the letter and her motives in writing it; but she thanked him warmly for his promise of the cider-press. She would travel with it in the autumn season as poor Giles had done, she said. She would be quite strong enough with old Creedle as an assistant.


  ‘Ah!—there was one nearer to him than you,’ said Fitzpiers, referring to Grace. ‘One who lived where he lived, and was with him when he died.’


  Then Marty, suspecting that he did not know the true circumstances, from the fact that Mrs. Fitzpiers and himself were living apart, told him of Giles’s generosity to Grace in giving up his house to her at the risk, and possibly the sacrifice, of his own life. When the surgeon heard it he almost envied Giles his chivalrous character. He expressed a wish to Marty that his visit to her should be kept secret, and went home thoughtful, feeling that in more than one sense his journey to Hintock had not been in vain.


  He would have given much to win Grace’s forgiveness then. But whatever he dared hope for in that kind from the future there was nothing to be done yet, while Giles Winterborne’s memory was green. To wait was imperative. A little time might melt her frozen thoughts, and lead her to look on him with toleration, if not with love.


  ♣


  XLV


  Weeks and months of mourning for Winterborne had been passed by Grace in the soothing monotony of the memorial act to which she and Marty had devoted themselves. Twice a week the pair went in the dusk to Hintock Churchyard, and, like the two mourners in Cymbeline, sweetened his sad grave with their flowers and their tears.


  Nothing ever had brought home to her with such force as this death how little acquirements and culture weigh beside sterling personal character. While her simple sorrow for his loss took a softer edge with the lapse of the autumn and winter seasons, her self-reproach at having had a possible hand in causing it knew slight abatement.


  Little occurred at Hintock during these months of the fall and decay of the leaf. Discussion of the almost contemporaneous death of Mrs. Charmond abroad had waxed and waned. There was a rumour that her death had resulted less from the shot than from the effect of fright upon her personal condition at the time; but this was never verified. Fitzpiers had had a fortunate escape from being dragged into the inquiry which followed the catastrophe, through the accident of having parted from his mistress just before it, under the influence of Marty South’s letter—the tiny instrument of a cause deep in nature.


  Her body was not brought home. It seemed to accord well with the fitful fever of that impassioned woman’s life that she should not have found an English grave. She had enjoyed but a life-interest in the estate, which after her death passed to a relative of her husband’s—one who knew not Felice, one whose purpose seemed to be to blot out every vestige of her.


  On a certain day in February—the cheerful day of St. Valentine—a letter reached Mrs. Fitzpiers, which had been mentally promised her for that particular day a long time before.


  Her husband announced that he was living at some midland town, where he had obtained a temporary practice as assistant to a local medical man, whose curative principles were all wrong, though he dared not set them right. He had thought fit to communicate with her on that day of tender traditions to inquire if, in the event of his obtaining a substantial practice that he had in view elsewhere, she could forget the past and bring herself to join him.


  There the practical part ended: he then went on:—


  
    My last year of experience has added ten years to my age, dear Grace, and dearest wife that ever erring man undervalued. You may be absolutely indifferent to what I say, but let me say it; I have never loved any woman alive or dead as I love, respect, and honour you at this present moment. What you told me in the pride and naughtiness of your heart I never believed [this, by the way, was not strictly true]; but even if I had believed it, it could never have estranged me from you. Is there any use in telling you—no, there is not—that I dream of your fresh lips more frequently than I say my prayers: that the old familiar rustle of your dress often returns upon my mind till it distracts me? If you could condescend even only to see me again you would be breathing life into a corpse. My pure, pure Grace, modest as a turtledove, how came I ever to possess you? For the sake of being present in your mind on this lovers’ day, I think I would almost rather have you hate me a little than not think of me at all. You may call my fancies whimsical; but remember, sweet, lost one, that ‘nature is fine in love, and where ’tis fine it sends some instance of itself.’—I will not intrude upon you further now. Make me a little bit happy by sending back one line to say that you will consent, at any rate, to a short interview. I will meet you and leave you as a mere acquaintance, if you will only afford me this slight means of making a few explanations, and of putting my position before you. Believe me, in spite of all you may do or feel, your lover always (once your husband),


    E. F.

  


  It was, oddly enough, the first occasion, or nearly the first, on which Grace had ever received a love-letter from him, his courtship having taken place under conditions which rendered letter-writing unnecessary. Its perusal, therefore, had a certain novelty for her. She thought that, upon the whole, he wrote love-letters very well. But the chief rational interest of the letter to the reflective Grace lay in the chance that such a meeting as he proposed would afford her of setting her doubts at rest one way or the other on her actual share in Winterborne’s death. The relief of consulting a skilled mind, the one professional man who had seen Giles at that time, would be immense. As for that statement that she had uttered in her disdainful grief, which at the time she had regarded as her triumph, she was quite prepared to admit to him that his belief was the true one; for in wronging herself as she did when she made it she had done what to her was a far more serious thing, wronged Winterborne’s memory.


  Without consulting her father, or any one in the house or out of it, Grace replied to the letter. She agreed to meet Fitzpiers on two conditions, of which the first was that the place of meeting should be the top of High-Stoy Hill, the second that he would not object to Marty South accompanying her.


  Whatever art, much or little, there may have been in Fitzpiers’s so-called valentine to his wife, he felt a delight as of the bursting of spring when her brief reply came. It was one of the few pleasures that he had experienced of late years at all resembling those of his early youth. He promptly replied that he accepted the conditions, and named the day and hour at which he would be on the spot she mentioned.


  A few minutes before three on the appointed day found him climbing the well-known hill, which had been the axis of so many critical movements in their lives during his residence at Hintock.


  The sight of each homely and well-remembered object swelled the regret that seldom left him now. Whatever paths might lie open to his future the soothing shades of Hintock were forbidden him for ever as a permanent dwelling-place.


  He longed for the society of Grace. But to lay offerings on her slighted altar was his first aim, and until her propitiation was complete he would constrain her in no way to return to him. The least reparation that he could make, in a case where he would gladly have made much, would be to let her feel herself absolutely free to choose between living with him and without him.


  Moreover, a subtlist in emotions, he cultivated as under glasses strange and mournful pleasures that he would not willingly let die just at present. To show any forwardness in suggesting a modus vivendi to Grace would be to put an end to these exotics. To be the vassal of her sweet will for a time—he demanded no more, and found solace in the contemplation of the soft miseries she caused him.


  Approaching the hill with a mind strung to these notions Fitzpiers discerned a gay procession of people coming down the way, and was not long in perceiving it to be a wedding-party. Though the wind was keen the women were in light attire, and the flowered waistcoats of the men had a pleasing vividness of pattern. Each of the gentler ones clung to the arm of her partner so tightly as to have with him one step, rise, swing, gait, almost one centre of gravity. In the buxom bride Fitzpiers recognized no other than Suke Damson, who in her light gown looked a giantess; the small husband beside her he saw to be Tim Tangs.


  Fitzpiers could not escape, for they had seen him; though of all the beauties of the world whom he did not wish to meet Suke was the chief. But he put the best face on the matter that he could and came on, the approaching company evidently discussing him and his separation from Mrs. Fitzpiers. As the couples closed upon him he expressed his congratulations.


  ‘We be just walking round the parishes to show ourselves a bit,’ said Tim. ‘First we het across to Great Hintock, then back to here, and from here we go to Revellers Inn and Marshwood, and then round by the cross roads home. Home, says I, but it won’t be that long. We be off in a couple of months.’


  ‘Indeed. Where to?’


  Tim informed him that they were going to New Zealand. Not but that he would have been contented with Hintock, but his wife was ambitious and wanted to leave; so he had given way.


  ‘Then good-bye,’ said Fitzpiers; ‘I may not see you again.’ He shook hands with Tim and turned to the bride. ‘Good-bye, Suke,’ he said, taking her hand also. ‘I wish you and your husband prosperity in the country you have chosen.’ With this he left them, and hastened on to his appointment.


  The wedding-party re-formed and resumed march likewise. But in restoring his arm to Suke, Tim noticed that her full and blooming countenance had undergone a change. ‘Hullo! me dear—what’s the matter?’ said Tim.


  ‘Nothing to speak o’,’ said she. But to give the lie to her assertion she was seized with lachrymose twitches, that soon produced a dribbling face.


  ‘How—what the devil’s this about?’ exclaimed the bridegroom.


  ‘She’s a little wee bit overcome, poor dear!’ said the first bridesmaid, unfolding her handkerchief and wiping Suke’s eyes.


  ‘I never did like parting from people!’ said Suke as soon as she could speak.


  ‘Why him in particular?’


  ‘Well—he’s such a clever doctor, that ’tis a thousand pities we sha’n’t see him any more! There’ll be no such clever doctor as he in New Zealand, if I should be wanting one in a few months; and the thought o’t got the better of my feelings!’


  They walked on, but Tim’s face had grown rigid and pale, for he recalled slight circumstances disregarded at the time of their occurrence. The former boisterous laughter of the wedding-party at the groomsman’s jokes was heard rising between the hedges no more.


  By this time Fitzpiers had advanced on his way to the hill, where he saw two figures emerging from the bank on the right hand. These were the expected ones, Grace and Marty South, who had evidently come there by a short and secret path through the wood. Grace was muffled up in her winter dress, and he thought that she had never looked so seductive as at this moment, in the noontide, bright, but heatless sun, and the keen wind, and the purplish-grey masses of brushwood around. Fitzpiers continued to regard the nearing picture, till at length their glances met for a moment, when she demurely sent off hers at a tangent and gave him the benefit of her three-quarter face, while with courteous completeness of conduct he lifted his hat in a large arc. Marty dropped behind; and when Fitzpiers held out his hand Grace touched it with her fingers.


  ‘I have agreed to be here mostly because I wanted to ask you something important,’ said Mrs. Fitzpiers, her intonation modulating in a direction that she had not quite wished it to take.


  ‘I am most attentive,’ said her husband. ‘Shall we take to the trees for privacy?’


  Grace demurred, and Fitzpiers gave in, and they kept outside by the gate.


  At any rate, she would take his arm? This also was gravely negatived, the refusal being audible to Marty.


  ‘Why not?’ he inquired.


  ‘O, Mr. Fitzpiers—how can you ask?’


  ‘Right, right,’ said he, his effusiveness shrivelled up.


  As they walked on she returned to her inquiry. ‘It is about a matter that may perhaps be unpleasant to you. But I think I need not consider that too carefully.’


  ‘Not at all,’ said Fitzpiers heroically.


  She then took him back to the time of poor Winterborne’s death, and related the precise circumstances amid which his fatal illness had come upon him, particularizing the dampness of the shelter to which he had betaken himself, his concealment from her of the hardships that he was undergoing, all that he had put up with, all that he had done for her in his scrupulous considerateness. The retrospect brought her to tears as she asked him if he thought that the sin of having driven him to his death was upon her.


  Fitzpiers could hardly help showing his satisfaction at what her narrative indirectly revealed, the actual harmlessness of an escapade with her lover which had at first, by her own showing, looked so grave, and he did not care to inquire whether that harmlessness had been the result of aim or of accident. With regard to her question he declared that in his judgment no human being could answer it. He thought that upon the whole the balance of probabilities turned in her favour. Winterborne’s apparent strength, during the last months of his life, must have been delusive. It had often occurred that after a first attack of that insidious disease a person’s apparent recovery was a physiological mendacity.


  The relief which came to Grace lay almost as much in sharing her knowledge of the particulars with an intelligent mind as in the assurances Fitzpiers gave her. ‘Well, then, to put this case before you and obtain your professional opinion was chiefly why I consented to come here to-day,’ said she, when he had reached the aforesaid conclusion.


  ‘For no other reason at all?’ he asked ruefully.


  ‘It was nearly the whole.’


  They stood and looked over a gate at twenty or thirty starlings feeding in the grass, and he started the talk again by saying in a low voice, ‘And yet I love you more than ever I loved you in my life.’


  Grace did not move her eyes from the birds, and folded her delicate lips as if to keep them in subjection.


  ‘It is a different kind of love altogether,’ said he. ‘Less passionate; more profound. It has nothing to do with the material conditions of the object at all; much to do with her character and goodness, as revealed by closer observation. “Love talks with better knowledge, and knowledge with dearer love.”’


  ‘That’s out of Measure for Measure,’ said she slily.


  ‘O yes—I meant it as a citation,’ blandly replied Fitzpiers. ‘Well then, why not give me a very little bit of your heart again?’


  The crash of a felled tree in the depths of the nearest wood recalled the past at that moment, and all the homely faithfulness of Winterborne. ‘Don’t ask it! My heart is in the grave with Giles,’ she replied staunchly.


  ‘Mine is with you—in no less deep a grave, I fear, according to that.’


  ‘I am very sorry; but it cannot be helped.’


  ‘How can you be sorry for me, when you wilfully keep open the grave?’


  ‘O no—that’s not so,’ returned Grace quickly; and moved to go away from him.


  ‘But dearest Grace!’ said he. ‘You have condescended to come; and I thought from it that perhaps when I had passed through a long state of probation you would be generous. But if there can be no hope of our getting completely reconciled, treat me gently—wretch though I am.’


  ‘I did not say you were a wretch, nor have I ever said so.’


  ‘But you have such a contemptuous way of looking at me that I fear you think so.’


  Grace’s heart struggled between the wish not to be harsh and the fear that she might mislead him. ‘I cannot look contemptuous unless I feel contempt,’ she said evasively, ‘and all I feel is lovelessness.’


  ‘I have been very bad I know,’ he returned. ‘But unless you can really love me again, Grace, I would rather go away from you for ever. I don’t want you to receive me again for duty’s sake, or anything of that sort. If I had not cared more for your affection and forgiveness than my own personal comfort I should never have come back here. I could have obtained a practice at a distance, and have lived my own life without coldness or reproach. But I have chosen to return to the one spot on earth where my name is tarnished—to enter the house of a man from whom I have had worse treatment than from any other man alive—all for you!’


  This was undeniably true, and it had its weight with Grace, who began to look as if she thought she had been shockingly severe.


  ‘Before you go,’ he continued, ‘I want to know your pleasure about me: what you wish me to do, or not to do.’


  ‘You are independent of me, and it seems a mockery to ask that. Far be it from me to advise. But I will think it over. I rather need advice myself than stand in a position to give it.’


  ‘You don’t need advice, wisest, dearest woman that ever lived. If you did …’


  ‘Would you give it to me?’


  ‘Would you act upon what I gave?’


  ‘That’s not a fair inquiry,’ said she, smiling despite her gravity. ‘I don’t mind hearing it—what you do really think the most correct and proper course for me.’


  ‘It is so easy for me to say, and yet I dare not, for it would be provoking you to remonstrances.’


  Knowing, of course, what the advice would be, she did not press him further, and was about to beckon Marty forward and leave him, when he interrupted her with, ‘O! one moment, dear Grace—you will meet me again?’


  She eventually agreed to see him that day fortnight. Fitzpiers expostulated at the interval, but the half-alarmed earnestness with which she entreated him not to come sooner made him say hastily that he submitted to her will—that he would regard her as a friend only, anxious for his reform and well-being, till such time as she might allow him to exceed that privilege.


  All this was to assure her; it was only too clear that he had not won her confidence yet. It amazed Fitzpiers, and overthrew all his deductions from previous experience, to find that this girl, though she had been married to him, could yet be so coy. Notwithstanding a certain fascination that it carried with it his reflections were sombre as he went homeward; he saw how deep had been his offence to produce so great a wariness in a gentle and once unsuspicious soul.


  He was himself too fastidious to care to coerce her. To be an object of misgiving or dislike to a woman who shared his home was what he could not endure the thought of. Life as it stood was more tolerable.


  When he was gone Marty joined Mrs. Fitzpiers. She would fain have consulted Marty on the question of Platonic relations with her former husband, as she preferred to regard him. But Marty showed no great interest in their affairs, so Grace said nothing. They came onward and saw Melbury standing at the scene of the felling which had been audible to them, when, telling Marty that she wished her meeting with Mr. Fitzpiers to be kept private, she left the girl to join her father. At any rate she would consult him on the expediency of occasionally seeing her husband.


  Her father was cheerful, and walked by her side as he had done in earlier days. ‘I was thinking of you when you came up,’ he said. ‘I have considered that what has happened is for the best. Since your husband is gone away, and seems not to wish to trouble you, why, let him go, and drop out of your life. Many women are worse off. You can live here comfortably enough, and he can emigrate, or do what he likes for his good. I wouldn’t mind sending him the further sum of money he might naturally expect to come to him, so that you may not be bothered with him any more. He could hardly have gone on living here without speaking to me, or meeting me; and that would have been very unpleasant on both sides.’


  These remarks checked her intentions. There was a sense of weakness in following them by saying that she had just met her husband by appointment. ‘Then you would advise me not to communicate with him?’ she observed.


  ‘I shall never advise ’ee again. You are your own mistress—do as you like. But my opinion is that if you don’t live with him you had better live without him, and not go shilly-shallying and playing bo-peep. You sent him away; and now he’s gone. Very well; trouble him no more.’


  Grace felt a guiltiness—she hardly knew why—and made no confession.


  ♣


  XLVI


  The woods were uninteresting, and Grace stayed indoors a great deal. She became quite a student, reading more than she had done since her marriage. But her seclusion was always broken for the periodical visit to Winterborne’s grave with Marty, which was kept up with pious strictness for the purpose of putting snowdrops, primroses, and other vernal flowers thereon as they came.


  One afternoon at sunset she was standing under the trees just at the back of her father’s garden which, like the rest of the Hintock inclosures, abutted into the wood. A slight footpath led along here, forming a secret way to either of the houses by getting through its boundary hedge. Grace was about to adopt this mode of entry when a figure approached along the path, and held up his hand to detain her. It was her husband.


  ‘I am delighted,’ he said, coming up out of breath; and there seemed no reason to doubt his words. ‘I saw you some way off—I was afraid you would go in before I could reach you.’


  ‘It is a week before the time,’ said she reproachfully. ‘I said a fortnight from the last meeting.’


  ‘My dear, you don’t suppose I could wait a fortnight without trying to get a glimpse of you, even though you had declined to meet me! Would it make you angry to know that I have been along this path at dusk three or four times since our last meeting? Well, how are you?’


  She did not refuse her hand, but when he showed a wish to retain it a moment longer than mere formality required she made it smaller, so that it slipped away from him, with again that same alarmed look which always followed his attempts in this direction. He saw that she was not yet out of the elusive mood; not yet to be treated presumingly; and he was correspondingly careful to tranquillize her.


  His assertion had seemed to impress her somewhat. ‘I had no idea you came so often,’ she said. ‘How far do you come from?’


  ‘From Sherton Abbas where I am temporarily staying. I always walk the distance here, for if I hire people will know that I come; and my success with you so far has not been great enough to justify such overtness. Now, my dear one—as I must call you—I put it to you: will you see me a little oftener as the spring advances?’


  Grace lapsed into unwonted sedateness and avoiding the question, said: ‘I wish you would concentrate on your profession, and give up those strange studies that used to distract you so much. I am sure you would get on.’


  ‘It is the very thing I am doing. I was going to ask you to burn—or, at least, get rid of—all my philosophical literature. It is in the bookcases in your rooms. The fact is I never cared much for abstruse studies.’


  ‘I am so glad to hear you say that. And those other books—those piles of old plays—what good are they to a medical man?’


  ‘None whatever!’ he replied cheerfully. ‘Sell them at Sherton for what they will fetch.’


  ‘And those dreadful old French romances with their horrid spellings of “filz” and “ung” and “ilz” and “mary” and “ma foy”?’


  ‘You haven’t been reading them, Grace?’


  ‘O no—I just looked into them, that was all.’


  ‘Make a bonfire of ’em directly you get home. I meant to do it myself. I can’t think what possessed me ever to collect them. I have only a few professional hand-books now, and am quite a practical man. I am in hopes of having some good news to tell you soon, and then do you think that you could—come to me again?’


  ‘I would rather you did not press me on that just now,’ she replied with some feeling. ‘You have said you mean to lead a new, useful, effectual life; but I should like to see you put it in practice for a little while before you address that query to me. Besides—I could not live with you!’


  ‘Why not?’


  Grace was silent a few instants. ‘I go with Marty to Giles’s grave. I almost worship him. We swore we would show him that devotion. And I mean to keep it up.’


  ‘Well, I wouldn’t mind that at all. I have no right to expect anything else, and I will not wish you to keep away. I liked the man as well as any I ever knew. In short, I would accompany you a part of the way to the grave, and smoke a cigar on the stile while I waited till you came back.’


  ‘Then you haven’t given up smoking?’


  ‘Well—ahem—no. I have thought of doing so, but——’


  His extreme complaisance had rather disconcerted Grace, and the question about smoking had been to effect a diversion. Presently she said firmly, and with a moisture in her eye that he could not see, as her mind returned to poor Giles’s ‘frustrate ghost’: ‘I don’t like you—to speak lightly on that subject, if you did speak lightly. To be frank with you—quite frank—I think of him as my betrothed lover still. I cannot help it. So that it would be wrong for me to join you.’


  Fitzpiers was now uneasy. ‘You say your betrothed lover still,’ he rejoined. ‘When, then, were you betrothed to him, or engaged, as we common people say?’


  ‘When you were away.’


  ‘How could that be?’


  Grace would have avoided this; but her natural candour led her on. ‘It was when I was under the impression that my marriage with you was about to be dissolved, and that he could then marry me. So I encouraged him to love me.’


  Fitzpiers winced visibly; and yet, upon the whole, she was right in telling it. Indeed, his perception that she was right in her absolute sincerity kept up his affectionate admiration for her under the pain of the rebuff. Time had been when the avowal that Grace had deliberately taken steps to replace him would have brought him no sorrow. But she so far dominated him now that he could not bear to hear her words, although the object of her high regard was no more.


  ‘It is rough upon me—that!’ he said bitterly. ‘O, Grace—I did not know you—tried to get rid of me! I suppose it is of no use, but I ask, cannot you hope to—find a little love in your heart for me again?’


  ‘If I could I would oblige you; but I fear I cannot!’ she replied, with illogical ruefulness. ‘And I don’t see why you should mind my having had one lover besides yourself in my life, when you have had so many.’


  ‘But I can tell you honestly that I love you better than all of them put together, and that’s what you will not tell me!’


  ‘I am sorry, but I fear I cannot,’ she said, sighing again.


  ‘I wonder if you ever will?’ He looked musingly into her indistinct face as if he would read the future there. ‘Now have pity, and tell me: will you try?’


  ‘To love you again?’


  ‘Yes; if you can.’


  ‘I don’t know how to reply,’ she answered, her embarrassment proving her truth. ‘Will you promise to leave me quite free as to seeing you or not seeing you?’


  ‘Certainly. Have I given any ground for you to doubt my first promise in that respect?’


  She was obliged to admit that he had not.


  ‘Then I think you might get your heart out of that grave,’ said he with playful sadness. ‘It has been there a long time.’


  She faintly shook her head, but said: ‘I’ll try to think of you more—if I can.’


  With this Fitzpiers was compelled to be satisfied, and he asked her when she would meet him again.


  ‘As we arranged—in a fortnight.’


  ‘If it must be a fortnight it must!’


  ‘This time at least. I’ll consider by the day I see you again if I can shorten the interval.’


  ‘Well, be that as it may, I shall come at least twice a week to look at your window.’


  ‘You must do as you like about that. Good-night.’


  ‘Say “husband.”’


  She seemed almost inclined to give him the word; but exclaiming, ‘No, no; I cannot,’ slipped through the garden hedge and disappeared.


  Fitzpiers did not exaggerate when he told her that he should haunt the precincts of the dwelling. But his persistence in this course did not result in his seeing her much oftener than at the fortnightly interval which she had herself marked out as proper. At these times, however, she punctually appeared, and as the spring wore on the meetings were kept up, though their character changed but little with the increase in their number.


  The small garden of the cottage occupied by the Tangs family—father, son, and now son’s wife—aligned with the larger one of the timber-dealer at its upper end; and when young Tim, after leaving work at Melbury’s, stood at dusk in the little bower at the corner of his inclosure to smoke a pipe, he frequently observed the surgeon pass along the outside track before-mentioned. Fitzpiers always walked loiteringly, pensively, looking with a sharp eye into the gardens one after another as he proceeded; for Fitzpiers did not wish to leave the now absorbing spot too quickly after travelling so far to reach it; hoping always for a glimpse of her whom he passionately desired to take to his arms anew.


  Now Tim began to be struck with these loitering progresses along the garden boundaries in the gloaming, and wondered what they boded. It was naturally quite out of his power to divine the singular sentimental revival in Fitzpiers’s heart: the fineness of tissue which could take a deep, emotional—almost also an artistic—pleasure in being the yearning innamorato of a woman he once had deserted would have seemed an absurdity to the young sawyer. Mr. and Mrs. Fitzpiers were separated; therefore the question of affection as between them was settled. But his Suke had, since that meeting on their marriage day, repentantly admitted, to the urgency of his questioning, a good deal concerning her past levities. Putting all things together he could hardly avoid connecting Fitzpiers’s mysterious visits to this spot with Suke’s residence under his roof. But he made himself fairly easy; the vessel in which they were about to emigrate sailed that month; and then Suke would be out of Fitzpiers’s way for ever.


  The interval at last expired, and the eve of their departure arrived. They were pausing in the room of the cottage allotted to them by Tim’s father, after a busy day of preparation which left them weary. In a corner stood their boxes, crammed and corded, their large case for the hold having already been sent away. The firelight shone upon Suke’s plump face and form as she stood looking into it, and upon the face of Tim seated in a corner, and upon the walls of his father’s house, which he was beholding that night almost for the last time.


  Tim Tangs was not happy. This scheme of emigration was dividing him from his father—for old Tangs would on no account leave Hintock—and had it not been for Suke’s reputation and his own dignity Tim would at the last moment have abandoned the project. As he sat in the back part of the room he regarded her moodily, and the fire, and the boxes. One thing he had particularly noticed this evening—she was very restless, fitful in her actions, unable to remain seated, and in a marked degree depressed.


  ‘Sorry that you be going, after all, Suke?’ he said.


  She sighed involuntarily. ‘I don’t know but that I be,’ she answered. ‘’Tis natural, isn’t it, when one is going away?’


  ‘But you wasn’t born here as I was.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘There’s folk left behind that you’d fain have with ’ee, I reckon?’


  ‘Why do you think that?’


  ‘I’ve seen things, and I’ve heard things; and Suke, I say ’twill be a good move for me to get ’ee away. I don’t mind his leavings abroad, but I do mind ’em at home.’


  Suke’s face was not changed from its aspect of listless indifference by the words. She answered nothing; and shortly after he went out for his customary pipe of tobacco at the top of the garden.


  The restlessness of Suke had indeed owed its presence to the gentleman of Tim’s suspicions, but in a different and—it must be added in justice to her—more innocent sense than he supposed, judging from former doings. She had accidentally discovered that Fitzpiers was in the habit of coming secretly once or twice a week to Hintock, and knew that this evening was a favourite one of the seven for his journey. As she was going next day to leave the country Suke thought there could be no great harm in giving way to a little sentimentality by obtaining a glimpse of him quite unknown to himself or to anybody, and thus taking a silent last farewell. Aware that Fitzpiers’s time for passing was at hand she thus betrayed her feeling. No sooner, therefore, had Tim left the room than she let herself noiselessly out of the house and hastened to the corner of the garden, whence she could witness the surgeon’s transit across the scene, if he had not already gone by.


  Her light cotton dress was visible to Tim lounging in the arbour of the opposite corner, though he was hidden from her. He saw her stealthily climb into the hedge, and so ensconce herself there that nobody could have the least doubt her purpose was to watch unseen for a passer-by.


  He went across to the spot and stood behind her. Suke started, having in her blundering way forgotten that he might be near. She at once descended from the hedge.


  ‘So he’s coming to-night,’ said Tim laconically. ‘And we be always anxious to see our dears.’


  ‘He is coming to-night,’ she replied with defiance. ‘And we be anxious for our dears!’


  ‘Then will you step indoors, where your dear will soon jine ’ee? We’ve to mouster by half-past three to-morrow, and if we don’t get to bed by eight at latest our faces will be as long as clock-cases all day.’


  She hesitated for a minute but ultimately obeyed, going slowly down the garden to the house, where he heard the door-latch click behind her.


  Tim was incensed beyond measure. His marriage had so far been a total failure, a source of bitter regret; and the only course for improving his case, that of leaving the country, was a sorry, and possibly might not be a very effectual one. Do what he would his domestic sky was likely to be overcast to the end of the day. Thus he brooded, and his resentment gathered force. He craved a means of striking one blow back at the cause of his cheerless plight while he was still on the scene of his discomfiture. For some minutes no method suggested itself, and then he had an idea.


  Coming to a sudden resolution he hastened along the garden, and entered the one attached to the next cottage, which had formerly been the dwelling of a gamekeeper. Tim descended the path to the back of the house, where only an old woman lived at present, and reaching the wall he stopped. Owing to the slope of the ground the roof-eaves of the linhay were here within touch, and he thrust his arm up under them, feeling about in the space on the top of the wall plate.


  ‘Ah, I thought my memory didn’t deceive me!’ he lipped silently.


  With some exertion he drew down a cobwebbed object curiously framed in iron, which clanked as he moved it. It was about three feet in length and half as wide. Tim contemplated it as well as he could in the dying light of day, and raked off the cobwebs with his hand.


  ‘That will spoil his pretty shins for’n, I reckon!’ he said.


  It was a man-trap.


  ♣


  XLVII


  Were the inventors of automatic machines to be ranged according to the excellence of their devices for producing sound artistic torture, the creator of the man-trap would occupy a very respectable, if not a very high, place.


  It should rather, however, be said, the inventor of the particular form of man-trap of which this found in the keeper’s outhouse was a specimen. For there were other shapes and other sizes, instruments which, if placed in a row beside one of the type disinterred by Tim, would have worn the subordinate aspect of the bears, wild boars, or wolves in a travelling menagerie as compared with the leading lion or tiger. In short, though many varieties had been in use during those centuries which we are accustomed to look back upon as the true and only period of merry England—in the rural districts more especially—and onward down to the third decade of the nineteenth century, this model had borne the palm, and had been most usually followed when the orchards and estates required new ones.


  There had been the toothless variety used by the softer-hearted landlords—quite contemptible in their clemency. The jaws of these resembled the jaws of an old woman to whom time has left nothing but gums. There were also the intermediate or half-toothed sorts, probably devised by the middle-natured squires, or those under the influence of their wives: two inches of mercy, two inches of cruelty, two inches of mere nip, two inches of probe, and so on, through the whole extent of the jaws. There were also, as a class apart, the bruisers, which did not lacerate the flesh, but only crushed the bone.


  The sight of one of these gins, when set, produced a vivid impression that it was endowed with life. It exhibited the combined aspects of a shark, a crocodile, and a scorpion. Each tooth was in the form of a tapering spine two and a quarter inches long, which, when the jaws were closed, stood in alternation from this side and from that. When they were open the two halves formed a complete circle between two and three feet in diameter, the plate or treading-place in the midst being about a foot square, while from beneath extended in opposite directions the soul of the apparatus, the pair of springs, each one having been in its prime of a stiffness to render necessary a lever or the whole weight of the body when forcing it down, though rust had weakened it somewhat now.


  There were men at this time still living at Hintock who remembered when the gin and others like it were in use. Tim Tangs’s great-uncle had endured a night of six hours in this very trap, which lamed him for life. Once a keeper of Hintock woods set it on the track of a poacher, and afterwards coming back that way forgetful of what he had done walked into it himself. The wound brought on lockjaw, of which he died. This event occurred during the thirties, and by the year 1840 the use of such implements was well-nigh discontinued in the neighbourhood. But being made entirely of iron they by no means disappeared, and in almost every village one could be found in some nook or corner as readily as this was found by Tim. It had indeed been a fearful amusement of Tim and other Hintock lads—especially those who had a dim sense of becoming renowned poachers when they reached their prime—to drag out this trap from its hiding, set it, and throw it with billets of wood, which were penetrated by the teeth to the depth of near an inch.


  As soon as he had examined the trap and found that the hinges and springs were fairly perfect, he shouldered it without more ado and returned with his burden to his own garden, passing on through the hedge to the path immediately outside the boundary. Here by the help of a stout stake he set the trap, and laid it carefully behind a bush while he went forward to reconnoitre. As has been stated, nobody passed this way for days together sometimes; but there was just a possibility that some other pedestrian than the one in request might arrive, and it behoved Tim to be careful as to the identity of his victim.


  Going about a hundred yards along the rising ground to the right he reached a ridge whereon a large and thick holly grew. Beyond this for some distance the wood was more open, and the course which Fitzpiers must pursue to reach the point, if he came to-night, was visible a long way forward.


  For some time there was no sign of him or of anybody. Then there shaped itself a spot out of the dim mid-distance, between the masses of brushwood on each hand. It enlarged, and Tim could hear the brushing of feet over the tufts of sour grass. The airy gait revealed Fitzpiers even before his exact outline could be seen.


  Tim Tangs turned about and ran down the opposite side of the hill till he was again at the head of his own garden. It was the work of a few moments to drag out the man-trap very gently—that the plate might not be disturbed sufficiently to throw it—to a space between a pair of young oaks which, rooted in contiguity, grew apart upward, forming a V-shaped opening between; and, being backed up by bushes, left this as the only course for a foot-passenger. In it he laid the trap with the same gentleness of handling, locked the chain round one of the trees, and finally slid back the guard which was placed to keep the gin from accidentally catching the arms of him who set it, or, to use the local and better word, ‘toiled’ it. Having completed these arrangements Tim sprang through the adjoining hedge of his father’s garden, ran down the path, and softly entered the house.


  Obedient to his order Suke had gone to bed; and as soon as he had bolted the door Tim unlaced and kicked off his boots at the foot of the stairs and retired likewise, without lighting a candle. His object seemed to be to undress as soon as possible. Before, however, he had completed the operation a long cry resounded without—penetrating, but indescribable.


  ‘What’s that?’ said Suke, starting up in bed.


  ‘Sounds as if somebody had caught a hare in his gin.’


  ‘O no,’ said she. ‘It was not a hare, ’twas louder. Hark!’


  ‘Do ’ee get to sleep,’ said Tim. ‘How be you going to wake at half-past three else?’


  She lay down and was silent. Tim stealthily opened the window and listened. Above the low harmonies produced by the instrumentation of the various species of tree around the premises he could hear the twitching of a chain from the spot whereon he had set the man-trap. But further human sound there was none.


  Tim was puzzled. In the haste of his project he had not calculated upon a cry; but if one, why not more? He soon ceased to essay an answer, for Hintock was dead to him already. In half-a-dozen hours he would be out of its precincts for life, on his way to the antipodes. He closed the window and lay down.


  The hour which had brought these movements of Tim to birth had been operating actively elsewhere. Awaiting in her father’s house the minute of her appointment with her husband, Grace Fitzpiers deliberated on many things. Should she inform her father before going out that the estrangement of herself and Edred was not so complete as he had imagined and deemed desirable for her happiness? If she did so she must in some measure become the apologist of her husband, and she was not prepared to go so far.


  As for him, he kept her in a mood of considerate gravity. He certainly had changed. He had at his worst times always been gentle in his manner towards her. Could it be that she might make of him a true and worthy husband yet? She had married him; there was no getting over that; and ought she any longer to keep him at a distance? His suave deference to her lightest whim on the question of his comings and goings, when as her lawful husband he might show a little insistence, was a trait in his character as unexpected as it was engaging. If she had been his empress, and he her thrall, he could not have exhibited a more sensitive care to avoid intruding upon her against her will.


  Impelled by a remembrance she took down a prayer-book and turned to the marriage-service. Reading it slowly through she became quite appalled at her recent off-handedness, when she rediscovered what awfully solemn promises she had made him at Hintock chancel steps not so very long ago. She became lost in long ponderings on how far a person’s conscience might be bound by vows made without at the time a full recognition of their force. That particular sentence, beginning, ‘Whom God hath joined together,’ was a staggerer for a gentle woman of strong devotional sentiment. She wondered whether God really did join them together. Before she had done deliberating the time of her engagement drew near, and she went out of the house almost at the moment that Tim Tangs retired to his own.


  The position of things at that critical juncture was as follows. Two hundred yards to the right of the upper end of Tangs’s garden Fitzpiers was still advancing, having now nearly reached the summit of the wood-clothed ridge, the path being the actual one which further on passed between the two young oaks. Thus far it was according to Tim’s conjecture. But about two hundred yards to the left, or rather less, was arising a condition which he had not divined, the emergence of Grace as aforesaid from the upper corner of her father’s garden with the view of meeting Tim’s intended victim. Midway between husband and wife was the diabolical trap, silent, open, ready.


  Fitzpiers’s walk that night had been cheerful, for he was convinced that the slow and gentle method he had adopted was promising success. The very restraint that he was obliged to exercise upon himself, so as not to kill the delicate bud of returning confidence, fed his flame. He walked so much more rapidly than Grace that if they continued advancing as they had begun, he would reach the trap a good half minute before she could reach the same spot. But here a new circumstance came in: to escape the unpleasantness of being watched or listened to by lurkers—naturally curious by reason of their strained relations—they had arranged that their meeting for to-night should be at the holm-tree on the ridge above-named. So soon, accordingly, as Fitzpiers reached the tree he stood still to await her.


  He had not paused under the prickly foliage more than two minutes when he thought he heard a scream from the other side of the ridge. Fitzpiers wondered what it could mean; but such wind as there was just now blew in an adverse direction, and his mood was light. He set down the origin of the sound to one of the superstitious freaks or frolicsome scrimmages between sweethearts that still survived in Hintock from old-English times; and waited on where he stood till ten minutes had passed. Feeling then a little uneasy his mind reverted to the scream; and he went forward over the summit and down the embowered incline till he reached the pair of sister oaks with the narrow opening between them.


  Fitzpiers stumbled and all but fell. Stretching down his hand to ascertain the obstruction it came in contact with a confused mass of silken drapery and ironwork that conveyed absolutely no explanatory idea to his mind at all. It was but the work of a moment to strike a match; and then he saw a sight which congealed his blood.


  The man-trap was thrown; and between its jaws was part of a woman’s clothing—a patterned silk skirt—gripped with such violence that the iron teeth had passed through it, skewering its tissue in a score of places. He immediately recognized the skirt as that of one of his wife’s gowns—the gown that she had worn when she met him on the very last occasion.


  Fitzpiers had often studied the effect of these instruments when examining the collection at Hintock House, and the conception instantly flashed through him that Grace had been caught, taken out mangled by some chance passer, and carried home, some of her clothes being left behind in the difficulty of getting her free. The shock of this conviction, striking into the very current of high hope, was so great that he cried out like one in corporal agony, and in his misery bowed himself down to the ground.


  Of all the degrees and qualities of punishment that Fitzpiers had undergone since his sins against Grace first began, not any even approximated in intensity to this. ‘O, my own—my darling! O, cruel Heaven—it is too much this!’ he cried, writhing and rocking himself over the sorry accessories of her he deplored.


  The voice of his distress was sufficiently loud to be audible to any one who might have been there to hear it; and one there was. Right and left of the narrow pass between the oaks were dense bushes; and now from behind these a female figure glided, whose appearance even in the gloom was, though graceful in outline, noticeably strange.


  She was white up to the waist, and figured above. She was, in short, Grace, his wife, lacking the portion of her dress which the gin retained.


  ‘Don’t be grieved about me—don’t, dear Edred!’ she exclaimed, rushing up and bending over him. ‘I am not hurt a bit! I was coming on to find you after I had released myself, but I heard footsteps; and I hid away because I was without some of my clothing, and I did not know who the person might be.’


  Fitzpiers had sprung to his feet, and his next act was no less unpremeditated by him than it was irresistible by her, and would have been so by any woman not of Amazonian strength. He clasped his arms completely round her, pressed her to his breast and kissed her passionately.


  ‘You are not dead!—you are not hurt! Thank God—thank God!’ he said, almost sobbing in his delight and relief from the horror of his apprehension. ‘Grace, my wife, my love, how is this—what has happened?’


  ‘I was coming on to you,’ she said as distinctly as she could in the half-smothered state of her face against his. ‘I was trying to be as punctual as possible, and as I had started a minute late I ran along the path very swiftly—fortunately for myself. Just when I had passed between these trees I felt something clutch at my dress from behind with a noise, and the next moment I was pulled backwards by it, and fell to the ground. I screamed with terror, thinking it was a man lying down there to murder me, but the next moment I discovered it was iron, and that my clothes were caught in a trap. I pulled this way and that, but the thing would not let go, drag it as I would, and I did not know what to do. I did not want to alarm my father or anybody, as I wished nobody to know of these meetings with you, so I could think of no other plan than slipping off my skirt, meaning to run on and tell you what a strange accident had happened to me. But when I had just freed myself by leaving the dress behind I heard steps, and not being sure it was you I did not like to be seen in such a pickle, so I hid away.’


  ‘It was only your speed that saved you! One or both of your legs would have been broken if you had come at ordinary walking pace.’


  ‘Or yours, if you had got here first,’ said she, beginning to realize the whole ghastliness of the possibility, or what seemed a possibility to them, though whether the old springs would have done quite so much mischief may be doubted. ‘O, Edred, there has been an Eye watching over us to-night, and we should be thankful indeed!’


  He continued to press his face to hers. ‘You are mine—mine again now!’


  She owned that she supposed she was. ‘I heard what you said when you thought I was injured,’ she went on shyly, ‘and I know that a man who could suffer as you were suffering must have a tender regard for me. But how does this awful thing come here?’


  ‘I suppose it has something to do with poachers.’ Fitzpiers was still so shaken by the sense of her danger that he was obliged to sit awhile, and it was not until Grace said, ‘If I could only get my skirt out nobody would know anything about it,’ that he bestirred himself.


  By their united efforts, each standing on one of the springs of the trap, they pressed them down sufficiently to insert across the jaws a billet which they dragged from a faggot near at hand, and it was then possible to extract the silk mouthful from the monster’s bite, creased and pierced with small holes, but not torn. Fitzpiers assisted her to put it on again; and when her customary contours were thus restored they walked on together, Grace taking his arm till he effected an improvement by passing it round her waist.


  The ice having been broken in this unexpected manner, she made no further attempt at reserve. ‘I would ask you to come into the house,’ she said, ‘but my meetings with you have been kept secret from my father, and I should like to prepare him.’


  ‘Never mind, dearest. I could not very well have accepted the invitation. I shall never live here again—as much for your sake as for mine. I have news to tell you on this very point, but my alarm had put it out of my head. I have bought a practice, or rather a partnership, in the Midlands, and I must go there in a week to take up permanent residence. My poor old great-aunt died about eight months ago, and left me enough to do this. I have taken a little furnished house for a time, till we can get one of our own.’


  He described the place, and the surroundings, and the view from the windows; and Grace became much interested. ‘But why are you not there now?’ she said.


  ‘Because I cannot tear myself away from here till I have your promise. Now, darling, you will accompany me there soon—will you not? To-night has settled that?’


  Grace’s tremblings had gone off, and she did not say nay. They went on together.


  The adventure, and the emotions consequent upon the reunion which that event had forced on, combined to render Grace oblivious of the direction of their desultory ramble, till she noticed they were in an encircled glade in the densest part of the wood. The moon, that had imperceptibly added her rays to the scene, shone almost vertically. It was an exceptionally soft, balmy evening for the time of year, which was just that transient period in the May month when beech trees have suddenly unfolded large limp young leaves of the softness of butterflies’ wings. Boughs bearing such leaves hung low around and completely inclosed them, so that it was as if they were in a great green vase, which had moss for its bottom and leaf sides. Here they sat down.


  The clouds having been packed in the west that evening so as to retain the departing glare a long while, the hour had seemed much earlier than it was. But suddenly the question of time occurred to her.


  ‘I must go back,’ she said, springing up; and without further delay they set their faces towards Hintock. As they walked he examined his watch by the aid of the now strong moonlight.


  ‘By the gods, I think I have lost my train!’ said Fitzpiers.


  ‘Dear me—whereabouts are we?’ said she.


  ‘Two miles in the direction of Sherton.’


  ‘Then do you hasten on, Edred. I am not in the least afraid. I recognize now the part of the wood we are in, and I can find my way back quite easily. I’ll tell my father that we have made it up. I wish I had not kept our meetings so private, for it may vex him a little to know I have been seeing you. He is getting old and irritable, that was why I did not. Good-bye.’


  ‘But, as I must stay at the Earl of Wessex to-night, for I cannot possibly catch the train, I think it would be safer for you to let me take care of you.’


  ‘But what will my father think has become of me! He does not know in the least where I am—he thinks I only went into the garden for a few minutes.’


  ‘He will surely guess—somebody has seen me for certain. I’ll go all the way back with you to-morrow.’


  ‘But that newly-done-up place—the Earl of Wessex!’


  ‘If you are so very particular about the publicity I will stay at a little quiet one.’


  ‘O no—it is not that I am particular—but I haven’t a brush or comb or anything!’


  ♣


  XLVIII


  All the evening Melbury had been coming to his door saying, ‘I wonder where in the world that girl is! Never in all my born days did I know her bide out like this! She surely said she was going into the garden to get some parsley.’


  Melbury searched the garden, the outbuildings, and the orchard, but could find no trace of her, and then he made inquiries at the cottages of such of his workmen as had not gone to bed, avoiding Tangs’s because he knew the young people were to rise early to leave. In these inquiries one of the men’s wives somewhat incautiously let out the fact that she had heard a scream in the wood, though from which direction she could not say.


  This set Melbury’s fears on end. He told the men to light lanterns, and headed by himself they started, Creedle following at the last moment with a bundle of grapnels and ropes which he could not be persuaded to leave behind, and the company being joined by the hollow-turner and Cawtree as they went along.


  They explored the precincts of the village, and in a short time lighted upon the man-trap. Its discovery simply added an item of fact without helping their conjectures; but Melbury’s indefinite alarm was greatly increased when, holding a candle to the ground, he saw in the teeth of the instrument some frayings from Grace’s clothing. No intelligence of any kind was gained till they met a woodman of Delborough, who said that he had seen a lady answering to the description her father gave of Grace, walking through the wood on a gentleman’s arm in the direction of Sherton.


  ‘Was he supporting her?’ said Melbury.


  ‘Well—rather,’ said the man.


  ‘Did she walk lame?’


  ‘Well, ’tis true her head hung over towards him a bit.’


  Creedle groaned tragically.


  Melbury, not suspecting the presence of Fitzpiers, coupled this account with the man-trap and the scream; he could not understand what it all meant, but the sinister event of the trap made him follow on. Accordingly, they bore away towards the town shouting as they went, and in due course emerged upon the highway.


  Nearing Sherton Abbas the previous information was confirmed by other strollers, though the gentleman’s supporting arm had disappeared from these later accounts. At last they were so near Sherton that Melbury informed his faithful followers that he did not wish to drag them further at so late an hour, since he could go on by himself and inquire if the woman who had been seen were really Grace. But they would not leave him alone in his anxiety, and trudged onward till the lamplight from the town began to illuminate their faces. At the entrance to the borough they got fresh scent of the pursued, but coupled with the new condition that the lady in the costume described had been going up the street alone.


  ‘Faith—I believe she’s mesmerized, or walking in her sleep!’ said Melbury.


  However, the identity of this woman with Grace was by no means certain; but they plodded along the street. Percomb the hairdresser, who had despoiled Marty of her tresses, was standing at his door, and they duly put inquiries to him.


  ‘Ah—how’s Little Hintock folk by now!’ he cried before replying. ‘Never have I been over there since one winter night some three year ago—and then I lost myself finding it. How can ye live in such a one-eyed place? Great Hintock is bad enough—but Little Hintock—the bats and owls would drive me melancholy-mad! It took two days to raise my sperrits to their true pitch again after that night I went there. Mr. Melbury, sir, as a man that’s put by money, why not retire and live here, and see something of the world?’


  The responses at last given by him to their queries guided them to the building that offered the best accommodation in Sherton—having been rebuilt contemporaneously with the construction of the railway—namely, the Earl of Wessex Hotel.


  Leaving the others without, Melbury made prompt inquiry here. His alarm was lessened, though his perplexity was increased, when he received a brief reply that such a lady was in the house.


  ‘Do you know if it is my daughter?’ asked Melbury.


  The waiter did not.


  ‘Do you know the lady’s name?’


  Of this, too, the household was ignorant, the hotel having been taken by brand-new people from a distance. They knew the gentleman very well by sight, and had not thought it necessary to ask him to enter his name.


  ‘Oh, the gentleman appears again now,’ said Melbury to himself. ‘Well, I want to see the lady,’ he declared.


  A message was taken up, and after some delay the shape of Grace appeared descending round the bend of the staircase, looking as if she lived there, but in other respects rather guilty and frightened.


  ‘Why—what the name—’ began her father. ‘I thought you went out to get parsley!’


  ‘O yes—I did—but it is all right,’ said Grace in a flurried whisper. ‘I am not alone here. I am here with Edred. It is entirely owing to an accident, father.’


  ‘Edred? An accident? How does he come here? I thought he was two hundred mile off.’


  ‘Yes—so he is—I mean he has got a beautiful practice two hundred miles off: he has bought it with his own money, some that came to him. But he travelled here, and I was nearly caught in a man-trap, and that’s how it is I am here. We were just thinking of sending a messenger to let you know.’


  Melbury did not seem to be particularly enlightened by this explanation.


  ‘You were caught in a man-trap?’


  ‘Yes; my dress was. That’s how it arose. Edred is upstairs in the sitting-room,’ she went on. ‘He would not mind seeing you, I am sure.’


  ‘O faith, I don’t want to see him! I have seen him too often a’ready. I’ll see him another time, perhaps, if ’tis to oblige ’ee.’


  ‘He came to see me; he wanted to consult me about this large partnership I speak of, as it is very promising.’


  ‘Oh; I am glad to hear it,’ said Melbury drily.


  A pause ensued, during which the inquiring faces and whity-brown clothes of Melbury’s companions appeared in the doorway.


  ‘Then bain’t you coming home with us?’ he asked.


  ‘I—I think not,’ said Grace, blushing.


  ‘H’m—very well—you are your own mistress,’ he returned, in tones which seemed to assert otherwise. ‘Good-night;’ and Melbury retreated towards the door.


  ‘Don’t be angry, father,’ she said, following him a few steps. ‘I have done it for the best!’


  ‘I am not angry, though it is true I have been a little misled in this! However, good-night. I must get home-along.’


  He left the hotel, not without relief, for to be under the eyes of strangers while he conversed with his lost child had embarrassed him much. His search-party, too, had looked awkward there, having rushed to the task of investigation some in their shirt-sleeves, others in their leather aprons, and all much stained—just as they had come from their work of barking, and not in their Sherton marketing attire; while Creedle, with his ropes and grapnels and air of impending tragedy had added melancholy to gawkiness.


  ‘Now, neighbours,’ said Melbury, on joining them, ‘as it is getting late we’ll leg it home again as fast as we can. I ought to tell you that there has been some mistake—some arrangement entered into between Mr. and Mrs. Fitzpiers which I didn’t quite understand—an important practice in the Midland counties has come to him, which made it necessary for her to join him to-night—so she says. That’s all it was—and I’m sorry I dragged you out.’


  ‘Well,’ said the hollow-turner, ‘here be we seven mile from home, and night-time, and not a hoss or four-footed creeping thing to our name. I say, we’ll have a mossel and a drop o’ summat to strengthen our nerves afore we vamp all the way back again! My throat’s as dry as a kex. What d’ye say, so’s?’


  They all concurred on the need for sustenance, and proceeded to the antique back street in which the red curtain of the tavern to which Winterborne had taken Grace was the only radiant object. As soon as they had stumbled down into the room Melbury ordered them to be served, when they made themselves comfortable by the long table, and stretched out their legs upon the herring-boned sand of the floor. Melbury himself, restless as usual, walked to the door while he waited for them, and looked up and down the street.


  ‘Well—he’s her husband,’ Melbury said to himself, ‘and let her take him back to her bed if she will! … But let her bear in mind that the woman walks and laughs somewhere at this very moment whose neck he’ll be coling next year as he does hers to-night; and as he did Felice Charmond’s last year; and Suke Damson’s the year afore! … It’s a forlorn hope for her; and God knows how it will end!’


  Inside the inn the talk was also of the reunited pair.


  ‘I’d gie her a good shaking if she were my maid; pretending to go out in garden, and leading folk a dozen-mile traipse that have got to get up at five o’clock to-morrow,’ said a bark-ripper; who, not working regularly for Melbury, could afford to indulge in strong opinions.


  ‘I don’t speak so warm as that,’ said the hollow-turner, ‘but if ’tis right for couples to make a country talk about their parting for ever, and excite the neighbours, and then make fools of ’em like this, why, I haven’t stood upon one leg for five-and-twenty year.’


  All his listeners knew that when he alluded to his foot-lathe in these enigmatic terms the speaker meant to be impressive; and Creedle chimed in with, ‘Ah, young women do wax wanton in these days! Why couldn’t she ha’ bode with her father, and been faithful!’ Poor Creedle was thinking of his old employer.


  ‘But this deceiving of folks is nothing unusual in matrimony,’ said Farmer Cawtree. ‘I know’d a man and wife—faith, I don’t mind owning, as there’s no strangers here, that the pair were my own relations—they’d be at it that hot one hour that you’d hear the poker, and the tongs, and the bellows, and the warming-pan, flee across the house with the movements of their vengeance; and the next hour you’d hear ’em singing “The Spotted Cow” together, as peaceable as two holy twins; yes—and very good voices they had, and would strike in like street ballet-singers to one another’s support in the high notes.’


  ‘’Tis so with couples: they do make up differences in all manner of queer ways,’ said the bark-ripper. ‘I knowed a woman; and the husband o’ her went away for four-and-twenty year. And one night he came home when she was sitting by the fire, and thereupon he sat down himself on the other side of the chimney-corner. “Well,” says she, “have ye got any news?” “Don’t know as I have,” says he; “have you?” “No,” says she, “except that my daughter by the husband that succeeded ’ee was married last month, which was a year after I was made a widow by him.” “Oh! Anything else?” he says. “No,” says she. And there they sat, one on each side of that chimney-corner, and were found by the neighbours sound asleep in their chairs, not having known what to talk about at all.’


  ‘Well, I don’t care who the man is,’ said Creedle, ‘it took a good deal to interest ’em, and that’s true. It won’t be the same with these.’


  ‘No. He is such a projick, you see. And she is a wonderful scholar too!’


  ‘What women do know nowadays!’ observed the hollow-turner. ‘You can’t deceive ’em as you could in my time.’


  ‘What they knowed then was not small,’ said John Upjohn. ‘Always a good deal more than the men! Why, when I went courting my wife that is now, the skilfulness that she would show in keeping me on her pretty side as she walked was beyond all belief. Perhaps you’ve noticed that she’s got a pretty side to her face as well as a plain one?’


  ‘I can’t say I’ve noticed it particular much,’ said the hollow-turner blandly.


  ‘Well,’ continued Upjohn, not disconcerted, ‘she has. All women under the sun be prettier one side than t’other. And, as I was saying, the pains she would take to make me walk on the pretty side were unending! I warrant that whether we were going with the sun or against the sun, uphill or downhill, in wind or in lewth, that wart of hers was always towards the hedge, and that dimple towards me. There was I, too simple to see her wheelings and turnings; and she so artful, though two years younger, that she could lead me with a cotton thread, like a blind ram; for that was in the third climate of our courtship…. No: I don’t think the women have got cleverer, for they was never otherwise.’


  ‘How many climates may there be in courtship, Mr. Upjohn?’ inquired a youth—the same who had assisted at Winterborne’s Christmas party.


  ‘Five—from the coolest to the hottest—leastwise there was five in mine.’


  ‘Can ye give us the chronicle of ’em, Mr. Upjohn?’


  ‘Yes—I could. I could certainly. But ’tis quite unnecessary. They’ll come to ye by nater, young man, too soon for your good.’


  ‘At present Mrs. Fitzpiers can lead the doctor as your mis’ess could lead you,’ the hollow-turner remarked. ‘She’s got him quite tame. But how long ’twill last I can’t say. I happened to be setting a wire on the top of my garden one night when he met her on the other side of the hedge; and the way she queened it, and fenced, and kept that poor feller at a distance was enough to freeze yer blood. I should never have supposed it of such a girl.’


  Melbury now returned to the room, and the men having declared themselves refreshed they all started on the homeward journey, which was by no means cheerless under the rays of the high moon. Having to walk the whole distance they came by a footpath rather shorter than the highway, though difficult except to those who knew the country well. This brought them by way of the church: and passing the graveyard they observed as they talked a motionless figure standing by the gate.


  ‘I think it was Marty South,’ said the hollow-turner parenthetically.


  ‘I think ’twas; ’a was always a lonely maid,’ said Upjohn. And they passed on homeward, and thought of the matter no more.


  It was Marty, as they had supposed. That evening had been the particular one of the week upon which Grace and herself had been accustomed to privately deposit flowers on Giles’s grave, and this was the first occasion since his death eight months earlier on which Grace had failed to keep her appointment. Marty had waited in the road just outside Melbury’s, where her fellow-pilgrim had been wont to join her, till she was weary; and at last, thinking that Grace had missed her, and gone on alone, she followed the way to the church, but saw no Grace in front of her. It got later, and Marty continued her walk till she reached the churchyard gate; but still no Grace. Yet her sense of comradeship would not allow her to go on to the grave alone, and still thinking the delay had been unavoidable she stood there with her little basket of flowers in her clasped hands, and her feet chilled by the damp ground, till more than two hours had passed. She then heard the footsteps of Melbury’s men, who presently passed on their return from the search. In the silence of the night Marty could not help hearing fragments of their conversation, from which she acquired a general idea of what had occurred, and that Mrs. Fitzpiers was by that time in the arms of another man than Giles.


  Immediately they had dropped down the hill she entered the churchyard, going to a secluded corner behind the bushes where rose the unadorned stone that marked the last bed of Giles Winterborne. As this solitary and silent girl stood there in the moonlight, a straight slim figure, clothed in a plaitless gown, the contours of womanhood so undeveloped as to be scarcely perceptible in her, the marks of poverty and toil effaced by the misty hour, she touched sublimity at points, and looked almost like a being who had rejected with indifference the attribute of sex for the loftier quality of abstract humanism. She stooped down and cleared away the withered flowers that Grace and herself had laid there the previous week, and put her fresh ones in their place.


  ‘Now, my own, own love,’ she whispered, ‘you are mine, and only mine; for she has forgot ’ee at last, although for her you died! But I—whenever I get up I’ll think of ’ee, and whenever I lie down I’ll think of ’ee again. Whenever I plant the young larches I’ll think that none can plant as you planted; and whenever I split a gad, and whenever I turn the cider wring, I’ll say none could do it like you. If ever I forget your name let me forget home and heaven! … But no, no, my love, I never can forget ’ee; for you was a good man, and did good things!’


  the end


  ♣
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  Explanatory Note to the First Edition


  The main portion of the following story appeared—with slight modifications—in the Graphic newspaper; other chapters, more especially addressed to adult readers, in the Fortnightly Review and the National Observer, as episodic sketches. My thanks are tendered to the editors and proprietors of those periodicals for enabling me now to piece the trunk and limbs of the novel together, and print it complete, as originally written two years ago.


  I will just add that the story is sent out in all sincerity of purpose, as an attempt to give artistic form to a true sequence of things; and in respect of the book’s opinions and sentiments, I would ask any too genteel reader, who cannot endure to have said what everybody nowadays thinks and feels, to remember a well-worn sentence of St. Jerome’s: If an offence come out of the truth, better is it that the offence come than that the truth be concealed.


  T. H.


  November 1891.


  ♣


  Preface to the Fifth and Later Editions


  This novel being one wherein the great campaign of the heroine begins after an event in her experience which has usually been treated as fatal to her part of protagonist, or at least as the virtual ending of her enterprises and hopes, it was quite contrary to avowed conventions that the public should welcome the book, and agree with me in holding that there was something more to be said in fiction than had been said about the shaded side of a well-known catastrophe. But the responsive spirit in which Tess of the d’Urbervilles has been received by the readers of England and America, would seem to prove that the plan of laying down a story on the lines of tacit opinion, instead of making it to square with the merely vocal formulæ of society, is not altogether a wrong one, even when exemplified in so unequal and partial an achievement as the present. For this responsiveness I cannot refrain from expressing my thanks; and my regret is that, in a world where one so often hungers in vain for friendship, where even not to be wilfully misunderstood is felt as a kindness, I shall never meet in person these appreciative readers, male and female, and shake them by the hand.


  I include amongst them the reviewers—by far the majority—who have so generously welcomed the tale. Their words show that they, like the others, have only too largely repaired my defects of narration by their own imaginative intuition.


  Nevertheless, though the novel was intended to be neither didactic nor aggressive, but in the scenic parts to be representative simply, and in the contemplative to be oftener charged with impressions than with convictions, there have been objectors both to the matter and to the rendering.


  The more austere of these maintain a conscientious difference of opinion concerning, among other things, subjects fit for art, and reveal an inability to associate the idea of the sub-title adjective with any but the artificial and derivative meaning which has resulted to it from the ordinances of civilization. They ignore the meaning of the word in Nature, together with all æsthetic claims upon it, not to mention the spiritual interpretation afforded by the finest side of their own Christianity. Others dissent on grounds which are intrinsically no more than an assertion that the novel embodies the views of life prevalent at the end of the nineteenth century, and not those of an earlier and simpler generation—an assertion which I can only hope may be well founded. Let me repeat that a novel is an impression, not an argument; and there the matter must rest; as one is reminded by a passage which occurs in the letters of Schiller to Goethe on judges of this class: ‘They are those who seek only their own ideas in a representation, and prize that which should be as higher than what is. The cause of the dispute, therefore, lies in the very first principles, and it would be utterly impossible to come to an understanding with them.’ And again: ‘As soon as I observe that any one, when judging of poetical representations, considers anything more important than the inner Necessity and Truth, I have done with him.’


  In the introductory words to the first edition I suggested the possible advent of the genteel person who would not be able to endure something or other in these pages. That person duly appeared among the aforesaid objectors. In one case he felt upset that it was not possible for him to read the book through three times, owing to my not having made that critical effort which ‘alone can prove the salvation of such an one.’ In another, he objected to such vulgar articles as the Devil’s pitchfork, a lodging-house carving-knife, and a shame-bought parasol, appearing in a respectable story. In another place he was a gentleman who turned Christian for half-an-hour the better to express his grief that a disrespectful phrase about the Immortals should have been used; though the same innate gentility compelled him to excuse the author in words of pity that one cannot be too thankful for: ‘He does but give us of his best.’ I can assure this great critic that to exclaim illogically against the gods, singular or plural, is not such an original sin of mine as he seems to imagine. True, it may have some local originality; though if Shakespeare were an authority on history, which perhaps he is not, I could show that the sin was introduced into Wessex as early as the Heptarchy itself. Says Glo’ster in Lear, otherwise Ina, king of that country:


  
    As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods;


    They kill us for their sport

  


  The remaining two or three manipulators of Tess were of the predetermined sort whom most writers and readers would gladly forget; professed literary boxers, who put on their convictions for the occasion; modern ‘Hammers of Heretics’; sworn Discouragers, ever on the watch to prevent the tentative half-success from becoming the whole success later on; who pervert plain meanings, and grow personal under the name of practising the great historical method. However, they may have causes to advance, privileges to guard, traditions to keep going; some of which a mere taleteller, who writes down how the things of the world strike him, without any ulterior intentions whatever, has overlooked, and may by pure inadvertence have run foul of when in the least aggressive mood. Perhaps some passing perception, the outcome of a dream hour, would, if generally acted on, cause such an assailant considerable inconvenience with respect to position, interests, family, servant, ox, ass, neighbour, or neighbour’s wife. He therefore valiantly hides his personality behind a publisher’s shutters, and cries ‘Shame!’ So densely is the world thronged that any shifting of positions, even the best warranted advance, galls somebody’s kibe. Such shiftings often begin in sentiment, and such sentiment sometimes begins in a novel.


  July 1892.


  The foregoing remarks were written during the early career of this story, when a spirited public and private criticism of its points was still fresh to the feelings. The pages are allowed to stand for what they are worth, as something once said; but probably they would not have been written now. Even in the short time which has elapsed since the book was first published, some of the critics who provoked the reply have ‘gone down into silence,’ as if to remind one of the infinite unimportance of both their say and mine.


  January 1895.


  The present edition of this novel contains a few pages that have never appeared in any previous edition. When the detached episodes were collected as stated in the preface of 1891, these pages were overlooked, though they were in the original manuscript. They occur in Chapter X.


  Respecting the sub-title, to which allusion was made above, I may add that it was appended at the last moment, after reading the final proofs, as being the estimate left in a candid mind of the heroine’s character—an estimate that nobody would be likely to dispute. It was disputed more than anything else in the book. Melius fuerat non scribere. But there it stands.


  The novel was first published complete, in three volumes, in November 1891.


  T. H.


  March 1912.


  ♣


  Phase the First


  The Maiden


  I


  On an evening in the latter part of May a middle-aged man was walking homeward from Shaston to the village of Marlott, in the adjoining Vale of Blakemore or Blackmoor. The pair of legs that carried him were rickety, and there was a bias in his gait which inclined him somewhat to the left of a straight line. He occasionally gave a smart nod, as if in confirmation of some opinion, though he was not thinking of anything in particular. An empty egg-basket was slung upon his arm, the nap of his hat was ruffled, a patch being quite worn away at its brim where his thumb came in taking it off. Presently he was met by an elderly parson astride on a gray mare, who, as he rode, hummed a wandering tune.


  ‘Good night t’ee,’ said the man with the basket.


  ‘Good night, Sir John,’ said the parson.


  The pedestrian, after another pace or two, halted, and turned round.


  ‘Now, sir, begging your pardon; we met last market-day on this road about this time, and I zaid “Good night,” and you made reply “Good nighty Sir John,” as now.’


  ‘I did,’ said the parson.


  ‘And once before that—near a month ago.[’]


  ‘I may have.’


  ‘Then what might your meaning be in calling me “Sir John” these different times, when I be plain Jack Durbeyfield, the haggler?’


  The parson rode a step or two nearer.


  ‘It was only my whim,’ he said; and, after a moment’s hesitation: ‘It was on account of a discovery I made some little time ago, whilst I was hunting up pedigrees for the new county history. I am Parson Tringham, the antiquary, of Stagfoot Lane. Don’t you really know, Durbeyfield, that you are the lineal representative of the ancient and knightly family of the d’Urbervilles, who derive their descent from Sir Pagan d’Urberville, that renowned knight who came from Normandy with William the Conqueror, as appears by Battle Abbey Roll?’


  ‘Never heard it before, sir!’


  ‘Well it’s true. Throw up your chin a moment, so that I may catch the profile of your face better. Yes, that’s the d’Urberville nose and chin—a little debased. Your ancestor was one of the twelve knights who assisted the Lord of Estremavilla in Normandy in his conquest of Glamorganshire. Branches of your family held manors over all this part of England; their names appear in the Pipe Rolls in the time of King Stephen. In the reign of King John one of them was rich enough to give a manor to the Knights Hospitallers; and in Edward the Second’s time your forefather Brian was summoned to Westminster to attend the great Council there. You declined a little in Oliver Cromwell’s time, but to no serious extent, and in Charles the Second’s reign you were made Knights of the Royal Oak for your loyalty. Aye, there have been generations of Sir Johns among you, and if knighthood were hereditary, like a baronetcy, as it practically was in old times, when men were knighted from father to son, you would be Sir John now.’


  ‘Ye don’t say so!’


  ‘In short,’ concluded the parson, decisively smacking his leg with his switch, ‘there’s hardly such another family in England.’


  ‘Daze my eyes, and isn’t there?’ said Durbeyfield. ‘And here have I been knocking about, year after year, from pillar to post, as if I was no more than the commonest feller in the parish…. And how long hev this news about me been knowed, Pa’son Tringham?’


  The clergyman explained that, as far as he was aware, it had quite died out of knowledge, and could hardly be said to be known at all. His own investigations had begun on a day in the preceding spring when, having been engaged in tracing the vicissitudes of the d’Urberville family, he had observed Durbeyfield’s name on his waggon, and had thereupon been led to make inquiries about his father and grandfather till he had no doubt on the subject.


  ‘At first I resolved not to disturb you with such a useless piece of information,’ said he. ‘However, our impulses are too strong for our judgment sometimes. I thought you might perhaps know something of it all the while.’


  ‘Well, I have heard once or twice, ’tis true, that my family had seen better days afore they came to Blackmoor. But I took no notice o’t, thinking it to mean that we had once kept two horses where we now keep only one. I’ve got a wold silver spoon, and a wold graven seal at home, too; but, Lord, what’s a spoon and seal? … And to think that I and these noble d’Urbervilles were one flesh all the time. ’Twas said that my gr’t-grandfer had secrets, and didn’t care to talk of where he came from… And where do we raise our smoke, now, parson, if I may make so bold; I mean, where do we d’Urbervilles live?’


  ‘You don’t live anywhere. You are extinct—as a county family.’


  ‘That’s bad.’


  ‘Yes—what the mendacious family chronicles call extinct in the male line—that is, gone down—gone under.’


  ‘Then where do we lie?’


  ‘At Kingsbere-sub-Greenhill: rows and rows of you in your vaults, with your effigies under Purbeck-marble canopies.’


  ‘And where be our family mansions and estates?’


  ‘You haven’t any.’


  ‘Oh? No lands neither?’


  ‘None; though you once had ’em in abundance, as I said, for your family consisted of numerous branches. In this county there was a seat of yours at Kingsbere, and another at Sherton, and another at Millpond, and another at Lullstead, and another at Wellbridge.’


  ‘And shall we ever come into our own again?[’]


  ‘Ah—that I can’t tell!’


  ‘And what had I better do about it, sir?’ asked Durbeyfield, after a pause.


  ‘Oh—nothing, nothing; except chasten yourself with the thought of “how are the mighty fallen.” It is a fact of some interest to the local historian and genealogist, nothing more. There are several families among the cottagers of this county of almost equal lustre. Good night.’


  ‘But you’ll turn back and have a quart of beer wi’ me on the strength o’t, Pa’son Tringham? There’s a very pretty brew in tap at The Pure Drop—though, to be sure, not so good as at Rolliver’s.’


  ‘No, thank you—not this evening, Durbeyfield. You’ve had enough already.’ Concluding thus the parson rode on his way, with doubts as to his discretion in retailing this curious bit of lore.


  When he was gone Durbeyfield walked a few steps in a profound reverie, and then sat down upon the grassy bank by the roadside, depositing his basket before him. In a few minutes a youth appeared in the distance, walking in the same direction as that which had been pursued by Durbeyfield. The latter, on seeing him, held up his hand, and the lad quickened his pace and came near.


  ‘Boy, take up that basket! I want ’ee to go on an errand for me.’


  The lath-like stripling frowned. ‘Who be you, then, John Durbeyfield, to order me about and call me “boy”? You know my name as well as I know yours!’


  ‘Do you, do you? That’s the secret—that’s the secret! Now obey my orders, and take the message I’m going to charge ’ee wi’…. Well, Fred, I don’t mind telling you that the secret is that I’m one of a noble race—it has been just found out by me this present afternoon, p.m.’ And as he made the announcement, Durbeyfield, declining from his sitting position, luxuriously stretched himself out upon the bank among the daisies.


  The lad stood before Durbeyfield, and contemplated his length from crown to toe.


  ‘Sir John d’Urberville—that’s who I am,’ continued the prostrate man. ‘That is if knights were baronets—which they be. ’Tis recorded in history all about me. Dost know of such a place, lad, as Kingsbere-sub-Greenhill?’


  ‘Ees. I’ve been there to Greenhill Fair.’


  ‘Well, under the church of that city there lie——’


  ‘’Tisn’t a city, the place I mean; leastwise ’twaddn’ when I was there—’twas a little one-eyed, blinking sort o’ place.’


  ‘Never you mind the place, boy, that’s not the question before us. Under the church of that there parish lie my ancestors—hundreds of ’em—in coats of mail and jewels, in gr’t lead coffins weighing tons and tons. There’s not a man in the county o’ South-Wessex that’s got grander and nobler skillentons in his family than I.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘Now take up that basket, and goo on to Marlott, and when you’ve come to The Pure Drop Inn, tell ’em to send a horse and carriage to me immed’ately, to carry me hwome. And in the bottom o’ the carriage they be to put a noggin o’ rum in a small bottle, and chalk it up to my account. And when you’ve done that goo on to my house with the basket, and tell my wife to put away that washing, because she needn’t finish it, and wait till I come hwome, as I’ve news to tell her.’


  As the lad stood in a dubious attitude, Durbeyfield put his hand in his pocket, and produced a shilling, one of the chronically few that he possessed.


  ‘Here’s for your labour, lad.’


  This made a difference in the young man’s estimate of the position.


  ‘Yes, Sir John. Thank ’ee. Anything else I can do for ’ee, Sir John?’


  ‘Tell ’em at hwome that I should like for supper,—well, lamb’s fry if they can get it; and if they can’t, black-pot; and if they can’t get that, well, chitterlings will do.’


  ‘Yes, Sir John.’


  The boy took up the basket, and as he set out the notes of a brass band were heard from the direction of the village.


  ‘What’s that?’ said Durbeyfield. ‘Not on account o’ I?’


  ‘’Tis the women’s club-walking, Sir John. Why, your da’ter is one o’ the members.’


  ‘To be sure—I’d quite forgot it in my thoughts of greater things! Well, vamp on to Marlott, will ye, and order that carriage, and maybe I’ll drive round and inspect the club.’


  The lad departed, and Durbeyfield lay waiting on the grass and daisies in the evening sun. Not a soul passed that way for a long while, and the faint notes of the band were the only human sounds audible within the rim of blue hills.


  ♣


  II


  The village of Marlott lay amid the north-eastern undulations of the beautiful Vale of Blakemore or Blackmoor aforesaid, an engirdled and secluded region, for the most part untrodden as yet by tourist or landscape-painter, though within a four hours’ journey from London.


  It is a vale whose acquaintance is best made by viewing it from the summits of the hills that surround it—except perhaps during the droughts of summer. An unguided ramble into its recesses in bad weather is apt to engender dissatisfaction with its narrow, tortuous, and miry ways.


  This fertile and sheltered tract of country, in which the fields are never brown and the springs never dry, is bounded on the south by the bold chalk ridge that embraces the prominences of Hambledon Hill, Bulbarrow, Nettlecombe-Tout, Dogbury, High Stoy, and Bubb Down. The traveller from the coast, who, after plodding northward for a score of miles over calcareous downs and corn-lands, suddenly reaches the verge of one of these escarpments, is surprised and delighted to behold, extended like a map beneath him, a country differing absolutely from that which he has passed through. Behind him the hills are open, the sun blazes down upon fields so large as to give an unenclosed character to the landscape, the lanes are white, the hedges low and plashed, the atmosphere colourless. Here, in the valley, the world seems to be constructed upon a smaller and more delicate scale; the fields are mere paddocks, so reduced that from this height their hedgerows appear a network of dark green threads overspreading the paler green of the grass. The atmosphere beneath is languorous, and is so tinged with azure that what artists call the middle distance partakes also of that hue, while the horizon beyond is of the deepest ultramarine. Arable lands are few and limited; with but slight exceptions the prospect is a broad rich mass of grass and trees, mantling minor hills and dales within the major. Such is the Vale of Blackmoor.


  The district is of historic, no less than of topographical interest. The Vale was known in former times as the Forest of White Hart, from a curious legend of King Henry III.’s reign, in which the killing by a certain Thomas de la Lynd of a beautiful white hart which the king had run down and spared, was made the occasion of a heavy fine. In those days, and till comparatively recent times, the country was densely wooded. Even now, traces of its earlier condition are to be found in the old oak copses and irregular belts of timber that yet survive upon its slopes, and the hollow-trunked trees that shade so many of its pastures.


  The forests have departed, but some old customs of their shades remain. Many, however, linger only in a metamorphosed or disguised form. The May-Day dance, for instance, was to be discerned on the afternoon under notice, in the guise of the club revel, or ‘club-walking,’ as it was there called.


  It was an interesting event to the younger inhabitants of Marlott, though its real interest was not observed by the participators in the ceremony. Its singularity lay less in the retention of a custom of walking in procession and dancing on each anniversary than in the members being solely women. In men’s clubs such celebrations were, though expiring, less uncommon; but either the natural shyness of the softer sex, or a sarcastic attitude on the part of male relatives, had denuded such women’s clubs as remained (if any other did) of this their glory and consummation. The club of Marlott alone lived to uphold the local Cerealia. It had walked for hundreds of years, if not as benefit-club, as votive sisterhood of some sort; and it walked still.


  The banded ones were all dressed in white gowns—a gay survival from Old Style days, when cheerfulness and May-time were synonyms—days before the habit of taking long views had reduced emotions to a monotonous average. Their first exhibition of themselves was in a processional march of two and two round the parish. Ideal and real clashed slightly as the sun lit up their figures against the green hedges and creeper-laced house-fronts; for, though the whole troop wore white garments, no two whites were alike among them. Some approached pure blanching; some had a bluish pallor; some worn by the older characters (which had possibly lain by folded for many a year) inclined to a cadaverous tint, and to a Georgian style.


  In addition to the distinction of a white frock, every woman and girl carried in her right hand a peeled willow wand, and in her left a bunch of white flowers. The peeling of the former, and the selection of the latter, had been an operation of personal care.


  There were a few middle-aged and even elderly women in the train, their silver-wiry hair and wrinkled faces, scourged by time and trouble, having almost a grotesque, certainly a pathetic, appearance in such a jaunty situation. In a true view, perhaps, there was more to be gathered and told of each anxious and experienced one, to whom the years were drawing nigh when she should say, ‘I have no pleasure in them,’ than of her juvenile comrades. But let the elder be passed over here for those under whose bodices the life throbbed quick and warm.


  The young girls formed, indeed, the majority of the band, and their heads of luxuriant hair reflected in the sunshine every tone of gold, and black, and brown. Some had beautiful eyes, others a beautiful nose, others a beautiful mouth and figure: few, if any, had all. A difficulty of arranging their lips in this crude exposure to public scrutiny, an inability to balance their heads, and to dissociate self-consciousness from their features, was apparent in them, and showed that they were genuine country girls, unaccustomed to many eyes.


  And as each and all of them were warmed without by the sun, so each had a private little sun for her soul to bask in; some dream, some affection, some hobby, at least some remote and distant hope which, though perhaps starving to nothing, still lived on, as hopes will. Thus they were all cheerful, and many of them merry.


  They came round by The Pure Drop Inn, and were turning out of the high road to pass through a wicket-gate into the meadows, when one of the women said—


  ‘The Lord-a-Lord! Why, Tess Durbeyfield, if there isn’t thy father riding hwome in a carriage!’


  A young member of the band turned her head at the exclamation. She was a fine and handsome girl—not handsomer than some others, possibly—but her mobile peony mouth and large innocent eyes added eloquence to colour and shape. She wore a red ribbon in her hair, and was the only one of the white company who could boast of such a pronounced adornment. As she looked round Durbeyfield was seen moving along the road in a chaise belonging to The Pure Drop, driven by a frizzle-headed brawny damsel with her gown-sleeves rolled above her elbows. This was the cheerful servant of that establishment, who, in her part of factotum, turned groom and ostler at times. Durbeyfield, leaning back, and with his eyes closed luxuriously, was waving his hand above his head, and singing in a slow recitative—


  ‘I’ve-got-a-gr’t-family-vault-at-Kingsbere—and knighted-forefathers-in-lead-coffins-there!’


  The clubbists tittered, except the girl called Tess—in whom a slow heat seemed to rise at the sense that her father was making himself foolish in their eyes.


  ‘He’s tired, that’s all,’ she said hastily, ‘and he has got a lift home, because our own horse has to rest to-day.’


  ‘Bless thy simplicity, Tess,’ said her companions. ‘He’s got his market-nitch. Haw-haw!’


  ‘Look here; I won’t walk another inch with you, if you say any jokes about him!’ Tess cried, and the colour upon her cheeks spread over her face and neck. In a moment her eyes grew moist, and her glance drooped to the ground. Perceiving that they had really pained her they said no more, and order again prevailed. Tess’s pride would not allow her to turn her head again, to learn what her father’s meaning was, if he had any; and thus she moved on with the whole body to the enclosure where there was to be dancing on the green. By the time the spot was reached she had recovered her equanimity, and tapped her neighbour with her wand and talked as usual.


  Tess Durbeyfield at this time of her life was a mere vessel of emotion untinctured by experience. The dialect was on her tongue to some extent, despite the village school: the characteristic intonation of that dialect for this district being the voicing approximately rendered by the syllable ur, probably as rich an utterance as any to be found in human speech. The pouted-up deep red mouth to which this syllable was native had hardly as yet settled into its definite shape, and her lower lip had a way of thrusting the middle of her top one upward, when they closed together after a word.


  Phases of her childhood lurked in her aspect still. As she walked along to-day, for all her bouncing handsome womanliness, you could sometimes see her twelfth year in her cheeks, or her ninth sparkling from her eyes; and even her fifth would flit over the curves of her mouth now and then.


  Yet few knew, and still fewer considered this. A small minority, mainly strangers, would look long at her in casually passing by, and grow momentarily fascinated by her freshness, and wonder if they would ever see her again: but to almost everybody she was a fine and picturesque country girl, and no more.


  Nothing was seen or heard further of Durbeyfield in his triumphal chariot under the conduct of the ostleress, and the club having entered the allotted space, dancing began. As there were no men in the company the girls danced at first with each other, but when the hour for the close of labour drew on, the masculine inhabitants of the village, together with other idlers and pedestrians, gathered round the spot, and appeared inclined to negotiate for a partner.


  Among these on-lookers were three young men of a superior class, carrying small knapsacks strapped to their shoulders, and stout sticks in their hands. Their general likeness to each other, and their consecutive ages, would almost have suggested that they might be, what in fact they were, brothers. The eldest wore the white tie, high waistcoat, and thin-brimmed hat of the regulation curate; the second was the normal undergraduate; the appearance of the third and youngest would hardly have been sufficient to characterize him; there was an uncribbed, uncabined aspect in his eyes and attire, implying that he had hardly as yet found the entrance to his professional groove. That he was a desultory tentative student of something and everything might only have been predicted of him.


  These three brethren told casual acquaintance that they were spending their Whitsun holidays in a walking tour through the Vale of Blackmoor, their course being south-westerly from the town of Shaston on the north-east.


  They leant over the gate by the highway, and inquired as to the meaning of the dance and the white-frocked maids. The two elder of the brothers were plainly not intending to linger more than a moment, but the spectacle of a bevy of girls dancing without male partners seemed to amuse the third, and make him in no hurry to move on. He unstrapped his knapsack, put it, with his stick, on the hedge-bank, and opened the gate.


  ‘What are you going to do, Angel?’ asked the eldest.


  ‘I am inclined to go and have a fling with them. Why not all of us—just for a minute or two—it will not detain us long?’


  ‘No—no; nonsense!’ said the first. ‘Dancing in public with a troop of country hoydens—suppose we should be seen! Come along, or it will be dark before we get to Stourcastle, and there’s no place we can sleep at nearer than that; besides, we must get through another chapter of A Counterblast to Agnosticism before we turn in, now I have taken the trouble to bring the book.’


  ‘All right—I’ll overtake you and Cuthbert in five minutes; don’t stop; I give my word that I will, Felix.’


  The two elder reluctantly left him and walked on, taking their brother’s knapsack to relieve him in following, and the youngest entered the field.


  ‘This is a thousand pities,’ he said gallantly, to two or three of the girls nearest him, as soon as there was a pause in the dance. ‘Where are your partners, my dears?’


  ‘They’ve not left off work yet,’ answered one of the boldest. ‘They’ll be here by and by. Till then, will you be one, sir?’


  ‘Certainly. But what’s one among so many!’


  ‘Better than none. ’Tis melancholy work facing and footing it to one of your own sort, and no clipsing and colling at all. Now, pick and choose.’


  ‘’Ssh—don’t be so for’ard!’ said a shyer girl.


  The young man, thus invited, glanced them over, and attempted some discrimination; but, as the group were all so new to him, he could not very well exercise it. He took almost the first that came to hand, which was not the speaker, as she had expected; nor did it happen to be Tess Durbeyfield. Pedigree, ancestral skeletons, monumental record, the d’Urberville lineaments, did not help Tess in her life’s battle as yet, even to the extent of attracting to her a dancing-partner over the heads of the commonest peasantry. So much for Norman blood unaided by Victorian lucre.


  The name of the eclipsing girl, whatever it was, has not been handed down; but she was envied by all as the first who enjoyed the luxury of a masculine partner that evening. Yet such was the force of example that the village young men, who had not hastened to enter the gate while no intruder was in the way, now dropped in quickly, and soon the couples became leavened with rustic youth to a marked extent, till at length the plainest woman in the club was no longer compelled to foot it on the masculine side of the figure.


  The church clock struck, when suddenly the student said that he must leave—he had been forgetting himself—he had to join his companions. As he fell out of the dance his eyes lighted on Tess Durbeyfield, whose own large orbs wore, to tell the truth, the faintest aspect of reproach that he had not chosen her. He, too, was sorry then that, owing to her backwardness, he had not observed her; and with that in his mind he left the pasture.


  On account of his long delay he started in a flying-run down the lane westward, and had soon passed the hollow and mounted the next rise. He had not yet overtaken his brothers, but he paused to get breath, and looked back. He could see the white figures of the girls in the green enclosure whirling about as they had whirled when he was among them. They seemed to have quite forgotten him already.


  All of them, except, perhaps, one. This white shape stood apart by the hedge alone. From her position he knew it to be the pretty maiden with whom he had not danced. Trifling as the matter was, he yet instinctively felt that she was hurt by his oversight. He wished that he had asked her; he wished that he had inquired her name. She was so modest, so expressive, she had looked so soft in her thin white gown that he felt he had acted stupidly.


  However, it could not be helped, and turning, and bending himself to a rapid walk, he dismissed the subject from his mind.


  ♣


  III


  As for Tess Durbeyfield, she did not so easily dislodge the incident from her consideration. She had no spirit to dance again for a long time, though she might have had plenty of partners; but, ah! they did not speak so nicely as the strange young man had done. It was not till the rays of the sun had absorbed the young stranger’s retreating figure on the hill that she shook off her temporary sadness and answered her would-be partner in the affirmative.


  She remained with her comrades till dusk, and participated with a certain zest in the dancing; though, being heart-whole as yet, she enjoyed treading a measure purely for its own sake; little divining when she saw ‘the soft torments, the bitter sweets, the pleasing pains, and the agreeable distresses’ of those girls who had been wooed and won, what she herself was capable of in that kind. The struggles and wrangles of the lads for her hand in a jig were an amusement to her—no more; and when they became fierce she rebuked them.


  She might have stayed even later, but the incident of her father’s odd appearance and manner returned upon the girl’s mind to make her anxious, and wondering what had become of him she dropped away from the dancers and bent her steps towards the end of the village at which the parental cottage lay.


  While yet many score yards off, other rhythmic sounds than those she had quitted became audible to her; sounds that she knew well—so well. They were a regular series of thumpings from the interior of the house, occasioned by the violent rocking of a cradle upon a stone floor, to which movement a feminine voice kept time by singing, in a vigorous gallopade, the favourite ditty of ‘The Spotted Cow’—


  
    I saw her lie do'—own in yon'—der green gro'—ove;


    Come, love!' and I’ll tell' you where!'

  


  The cradle-rocking and the song would cease simultaneously for a moment, and an exclamation at highest vocal pitch would take the place of the melody.


  ‘God bless thy diment eyes! And thy waxen cheeks! And thy cherry mouth! And thy Cubit’s thighs! And every bit o’ thy blessed body!’


  After this invocation the rocking and the singing would recommence, and the ‘Spotted Cow’ proceed as before. So matters stood when Tess opened the door, and paused upon the mat within it surveying the scene.


  The interior, in spite of the melody, struck upon the girl’s senses with an unspeakable dreariness. From the holiday gaieties of the field—the white gowns, the nosegays, the willow-wands, the whirling movements on the green, the flash of gentle sentiment towards the stranger—to the yellow melancholy of this one-candled spectacle, what a step! Besides the jar of contrast there came to her a chill self-reproach that she had not returned sooner, to help her mother in these domesticities, instead of indulging herself out-of-doors.


  There stood her mother amid the group of children, as Tess had left her, hanging over the Monday washing-tub, which had now, as always, lingered on to the end of the week. Out of that tub had come the day before—Tess felt it with a dreadful sting of remorse—the very white frock upon her back which she had so carelessly greened about the skirt on the damping grass—which had been wrung up and ironed by her mother’s own hands.


  As usual, Mrs. Durbeyfield was balanced on one foot beside the tub, the other being engaged in the aforesaid business of rocking her youngest child. The cradle-rockers had done hard duty for so many years, under the weight of so many children, on that flagstone floor, that they were worn nearly flat, in consequence of which a huge jerk accompanied each swing of the cot, flinging the baby from side to side like a weaver’s shuttle, as Mrs. Durbeyfield, excited by her song, trod the rocker with all the spring that was left in her after a long day’s seething in the suds.


  Nick-knock, nick-knock, went the cradle; the candle-flame stretched itself tall, and began jigging up and down; the water dribbled from the matron’s elbows, and the song galloped on to the end of the verse, Mrs. Durbeyfield regarding her daughter the while. Even now, when burdened with a young family, Joan Durbeyfield was a passionate lover of tune. No ditty floated into Blackmoor Vale from the outer world but Tess’s mother caught up its notation in a week.


  There still faintly beamed from the woman’s features something of the freshness, and even the prettiness, of her youth; rendering it probable that the personal charms which Tess could boast of were in main part her mother’s gift, and therefore unknightly, unhistorical.


  ‘I’ll rock the cradle for ’ee, mother,’ said the daughter gently. ‘Or I’ll take off my best frock and help you wring up? I thought you had finished long ago.’


  Her mother bore Tess no ill-will for leaving the house-work to her single-handed efforts for so long; indeed, Joan seldom upbraided her thereon at any time, feeling but slightly the lack of Tess’s assistance whilst her instinctive plan for relieving herself of her labours lay in postponing them. To-night, however, she was even in a blither mood than usual. There was a dreaminess, a preoccupation, an exaltation, in the maternal look which the girl could not understand.


  ‘Well, I’m glad you’ve come,’ her mother said, as soon as the last note had passed out of her. ‘I want to go and fetch your father; but what’s more’n that, I want to tell ’ee what have happened. Y’ll be fess enough, my poppet, when th’st know!’ (Mrs. Durbeyfield habitually spoke the dialect; her daughter, who had passed the Sixth Standard in the National School under a London-trained mistress, spoke two languages; the dialect at home, more or less; ordinary English abroad and to persons of quality.)


  ‘Since I’ve been away?’ Tess asked.


  ‘Ay!’


  ‘Had it anything to do with father’s making such a mommet of himself in thik carriage this afternoon? Why did ’er? I felt inclined to sink into the ground with shame!’


  ‘That wer all a part of the larry! We’ve been found to be the greatest gentlefolk in the whole county—reaching all back long before Oliver Grumble’s time—to the days of the Pagan Turks—with monuments, and vaults, and crests, and ’scutcheons, and the Lord knows what all. In Saint Charles’s days we was made Knights o’ the Royal Oak, our real name being d’Urberville! … Don’t that make your bosom plim? ’Twas on this account that your father rode home in the vlee; not because he’d been drinking, as people supposed.’


  ‘I’m glad of that. Will it do us any good, mother?’


  ‘O yes! ’Tis thoughted that great things may come o’t. No doubt a mampus of volk of our own rank will be down here in their carriages as soon as ’tis known. Your father learnt it on his way hwome from Shaston, and he has been telling me the whole pedigree of the matter.’


  ‘Where is father now?’ asked Tess suddenly.


  Her mother gave irrelevant information by way of answer: ‘He called to see the doctor to-day in Shaston. It is not consumption at all, it seems. It is fat round his heart, ’a says. There, it is like this.’ Joan Durbeyfield, as she spoke, curved a sodden thumb and forefinger to the shape of the letter C, and used the other forefinger as a pointer. ‘“At the present moment,” he says to your father, “your heart is enclosed all round there, and all round there; this space is still open,” ’a says. “As soon as it do meet, so,”’—Mrs. Durbeyfield closed her fingers into a circle complete—[‘]“off you will go like a shadder, Mr. Durbeyfield,” ’a says. “You mid last ten years; you mid go off in ten months, or ten days.”’


  Tess looked alarmed. Her father possibly to go behind the eternal cloud so soon, notwithstanding this sudden greatness!


  ‘But where is father?’ she asked again.


  Her mother put on a deprecating look. ‘Now don’t you be bursting out angry! The poor man—he felt so rafted after his uplifting by the pa’son’s news—that he went up to Rolliver’s half an hour ago. He do want to get up his strength for his journey to-morrow with that load of beehives, which must be delivered, family or no. He’ll have to start shortly after twelve to-night, as the distance is so long.’


  ‘Get up his strength!’ said Tess impetuously, the tears welling to her eyes. ‘O my God! Go to a public-house to get up his strength! And you as well agreed as he, mother!’


  Her rebuke and her mood seemed to fill the whole room, and to impart a cowed look to the furniture, and candle, and children playing about, and to her mother’s face.


  ‘No,’ said the latter touchily, ‘I be not agreed. I have been waiting for ’ee to bide and keep house while I go to fetch him.’


  ‘I’ll go.’


  ‘O no, Tess. You see, it would be no use.’


  Tess did not expostulate. She knew what her mother’s objection meant. Mrs. Durbeyfield’s jacket and bonnet were already hanging slily upon a chair by her side, in readiness for this contemplated jaunt, the reason for which the matron deplored more than its necessity.


  ‘And take the Compleat Fortune-Teller to the outhouse,’ Joan continued, rapidly wiping her hands, and donning the garments.


  The Compleat Fortune-Teller was an old thick volume, which lay on a table at her elbow, so worn by pocketing that the margins had reached the edge of the type. Tess took it up, and her mother started.


  This going to hunt up her shiftless husband at the inn was one of Mrs. Durbeyfield’s still extant enjoyments in the muck and muddle of rearing children. To discover him at Rolliver’s, to sit there for an hour or two by his side and dismiss all thought and care of the children during the interval, made her happy. A sort of halo, an occidental glow, came over life then. Troubles and other realities took on themselves a metaphysical impalpability, sinking to mere mental phenomena for serene contemplation, and no longer stood as pressing concretions which chafed body and soul. The youngsters, not immediately within sight, seemed rather bright and desirable appurtenances than otherwise; the incidents of daily life were not without humorousness and jollity in their aspect there. She felt a little as she had used to feel when she sat by her now wedded husband in the same spot during his wooing, shutting her eyes to his defects of character, and regarding him only in his ideal presentation as lover.


  Tess, being left alone with the younger children, went first to the outhouse with the fortune-telling book, and stuffed it into the thatch. A curious fetichistic fear of this grimy volume on the part of her mother prevented her ever allowing it to stay in the house all night, and hither it was brought back whenever it had been consulted. Between the mother, with her fast-perishing lumber of superstitions, folk-lore, dialect, and orally transmitted ballads, and the daughter, with her trained National teachings and Standard knowledge under an infinitely Revised Code, there was a gap of two hundred years as ordinarily understood. When they were together the Jacobean and the Victorian ages were juxtaposed.


  Returning along the garden path Tess mused on what the mother could have wished to ascertain from the book on this particular day. She guessed the recent ancestral discovery to bear upon it, but did not divine that it solely concerned herself. Dismissing this, however, she busied herself with sprinkling the linen dried during the daytime, in company with her nine-year-old brother Abraham, and her sister Eliza-Louisa of twelve and a half, called ‘’Liza-Lu,’ the youngest ones being put to bed. There was an interval of four years and more between Tess and the next of the family, the two who had filled the gap having died in their infancy, and this lent her a deputy-maternal attitude when she was alone with her juniors. Next in juvenility to Abraham came two more girls, Hope and Modesty; then a boy of three, and then the baby, who had just completed his first year.


  All these young souls were passengers in the Durbeyfield ship—entirely dependent on the judgment of the two Durbeyfield adults for their pleasures, their necessities, their health, even their existence. If the heads of the Durbeyfield household chose to sail into difficulty, disaster, starvation, disease, degradation, death, thither were these half-dozen little captives under hatches compelled to sail with them—six helpless creatures, who had never been asked if they wished for life on any terms, much less if they wished for it on such hard conditions as were involved in being of the shiftless house of Durbeyfield. Some people would like to know whence the poet whose philosophy is in these days deemed as profound and trustworthy as his song is breezy and pure, gets his authority for speaking of ‘Nature’s holy plan.’


  It grew later, and neither father nor mother reappeared. Tess looked out of the door, and took a mental journey through Marlott. The village was shutting its eyes. Candles and lamps were being put out everywhere: she could inwardly behold the extinguisher and the extended hand.


  Her mother’s fetching simply meant one more to fetch. Tess began to perceive that a man in indifferent health, who proposed to start on a journey before one in the morning, ought not to be at an inn at this late hour celebrating his ancient blood.


  ‘Abraham,’ she said to her little brother, ‘do you put on your hat—you bain’t afraid?—and go up to Rolliver’s, and see what has gone wi’ father and mother.’


  The boy jumped promptly from his seat, and opened the door, and the night swallowed him up. Half an hour passed yet again; neither man, woman, nor child returned. Abraham, like his parents, seemed to have been limed and caught by the ensnaring inn.


  ‘I must go myself,’ she said.


  ’Liza-Lu then went to bed, and Tess, locking them all in, started on her way up the dark and crooked lane or street not made for hasty progress; a street laid out before inches of land had value, and when one-handed clocks sufficiently subdivided the day.


  ♣


  IV


  Rolliver’s inn, the single alehouse at this end of the long and broken village, could only boast of an off-license; hence, as nobody could legally drink on the premises, the amount of overt accommodation for consumers was strictly limited to a little board about six inches wide and two yards long, fixed to the garden palings by pieces of wire, so as to form a ledge. On this board thirsty strangers deposited their cups as they stood in the road and drank, and threw the dregs on the dusty ground to the pattern of Polynesia, and wished they could have a restful seat inside.


  Thus the strangers. But there were also local customers who felt the same wish; and where there’s a will there’s a way.


  In a large bedroom upstairs, the window of which was thickly curtained with a great woollen shawl lately discarded by the landlady Mrs. Rolliver, were gathered on this evening nearly a dozen persons, all seeking beatitude; all old inhabitants of the nearer end of Marlott, and frequenters of this retreat. Not only did the distance to The Pure Drop, the fully-licensed tavern at the further part of the dispersed village, render its accommodation practically unavailable for dwellers at this end; but the far more serious question, the quality of the liquor, confirmed the prevalent opinion that it was better to drink with Rolliver in a corner of the housetop than with the other landlord in a wide house.


  A gaunt four-post bedstead which stood in the room afforded sitting-space for several persons gathered round three of its sides; a couple more men had elevated themselves on a chest of drawers; another rested on the oak-carved ‘cwoffer’; two on the wash-stand; another on the stool; and thus all were, somehow, seated at their ease. The stage of mental comfort to which they had arrived at this hour was one wherein their souls expanded beyond their skins, and spread their personalties [personalities] warmly through the room. In this process the chamber and its furniture grew more and more dignified and luxurious; the shawl hanging at the window took upon itself the richness of tapestry; the brass handles of the chest of drawers were as golden knockers; and the carved bed-posts seemed to have some kinship with the magnificent pillars of Solomon’s temple.


  Mrs. Durbeyfield, having quickly walked hitherward after parting from Tess, opened the front door, crossed the downstairs room, which was in deep gloom, and then unfastened the stair-door like one whose fingers knew the tricks of the latches well. Her ascent of the crooked staircase was a slower process, and her face, as it rose into the light above the last stair, encountered the gaze of all the party assembled in the bedroom.


  ‘——Being a few private friends I’ve asked in to keep up club-walking at my own expense,’ the landlady exclaimed at the sound of footsteps, as glibly as a child repeating the Catechism, while she peered over the stairs. ‘Oh, ’tis you, Mrs. Durbeyfield—Lard—how you frightened me!—I thought it might be some gaffer sent by Gover’ment.’


  Mrs. Durbeyfield was welcomed with glances and nods by the remainder of the conclave, and turned to where her husband sat. He was humming absently to himself, in a low tone: ‘I be as good as some folks here and there! I’ve got a great family vault at Kingsbere-sub-Greenhill, and finer skillentons than any man in Wessex!’


  ‘I’ve something to tell ’ee that’s come into my head about that—a grand projick!’ whispered his cheerful wife. ‘Here, John, don’t ’ee see me?’ She nudged him, while he, looking through her as through a window-pane, went on with his recitative.


  ‘Hush! Don’t ’ee sing so loud, my good man,’ said the landlady; ‘in case any member of the Gover’ment should be passing, and take away my licends.’


  ‘He’s told ’ee what’s happened to us, I suppose?’ asked Mrs. Durbeyfield.


  ‘Yes—in a way. D’ye think there’s any money hanging by it?’


  ‘Ah, that’s the secret,’ said Joan Durbeyfield sagely. ‘However, ’tis well to be kin to a coach, even if you don’t ride in ’en.’ She dropped her public voice, and continued in a low tone to her husband: ‘I’ve been thinking since you brought the news that there’s a great rich lady out by Trantridge, on the edge o’ The Chase, of the name of d’Urberville.’


  ‘Hey—what’s that?’ said Sir John.


  She repeated the information. ‘That lady must be our relation,’ she said. ‘And my projick is to send Tess to claim kin.’


  ‘There is a lady of the name, now you mention it,’ said Durbeyfield. ‘Pa’son Tringham didn’t think of that. But she’s nothing beside we—a junior branch of us, no doubt, hailing long since King Norman’s day.’


  While this question was being discussed neither of the pair noticed, in their preoccupation, that little Abraham had crept into the room, and was awaiting an opportunity of asking them to return.


  ‘She is rich, and she’d be sure to take notice o’ the maid,’ continued Mrs. Durbeyfield; ‘and ’twill be a very good thing. I don’t see why two branches o’ one family should not be on visiting terms.’


  ‘Yes; and we’ll all claim kin!’ said Abraham brightly from under the bedstead. ‘And we’ll all go and see her when Tess has gone to live with her; and we’ll ride in her coach and wear black clothes!’


  ‘How do you come here, child? What nonsense be ye talking! Go away, and play on the stairs till father and mother be ready! … Well, Tess ought to go to this other member of our family. She’d be sure to win the lady—Tess would; and likely enough ’twould lead to some noble gentleman marrying her. In short, I know it.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘I tried her fate in the Fortune-Teller, and it brought out that very thing! … You should ha’ seen how pretty she looked to-day; her skin is as sumple as a duchess’s.’


  ‘What says the maid herself to going?’


  ‘I’ve not asked her. She don’t know there is any such lady-relation yet. But it would certainly put her in the way of a grand marriage, and she won’t say nay to going.’


  ‘Tess is queer.’


  ‘But she’s tractable at bottom. Leave her to me.’


  Though this conversation had been private, sufficient of its import reached the understandings of those around to suggest to them that the Durbeyfields had weightier concerns to talk of now than common folks had, and that Tess, their pretty eldest daughter, had fine prospects in store.


  ‘Tess is a fine figure o’ fun, as I said to myself to-day when I zeed her vamping round parish with the rest,’ observed one of the elderly boozers in an undertone. ‘But Joan Durbeyfield must mind that she don’t get green malt in floor.’ It was a local phrase which had a peculiar meaning, and there was no reply.


  The conversation became inclusive, and presently other footsteps were heard crossing the room below.


  ‘——Being a few private friends asked in to-night to keep up club-walking at my own expense.’ The landlady had rapidly re-used the formula she kept on hand for intruders before she recognized that the newcomer was Tess.


  Even to her mother’s gaze the girl’s young features looked sadly out of place amid the alcoholic vapours which floated here as no unsuitable medium for wrinkled middle-age; and hardly was a reproachful flash from Tess’s dark eyes needed to make her father and mother rise from their seats, hastily finish their ale, and descend the stairs behind her, Mrs. Rolliver’s caution following their footsteps.


  ‘No noise, please, if ye’ll be so good, my dears; or I mid lose my licends, and be summons’d, and I don’t know what all! ’Night t’ye!’


  They went home together, Tess holding one arm of her father, and Mrs. Durbeyfield the other. He had, in truth, drunk very little—not a fourth of the quantity which a systematic tippler could carry to church on a Sunday afternoon without a hitch in his eastings or genuflections; but the weakness of Sir John’s constitution made mountains of his petty sins in this kind. On reaching the fresh air he was sufficiently unsteady to incline the row of three at one moment as if they were marching to London, and at another as if they were marching to Bath—which produced a comical effect, frequent enough in families on nocturnal homegoings; and, like most comical effects, not quite so comic after all. The two women valiantly disguised these forced excursions and countermarches as well as they could from Durbeyfield their cause, and from Abraham, and from themselves; and so they approached by degrees their own door, the head of the family bursting suddenly into his former refrain as he drew near, as if to fortify his soul at sight of the smallness of his present residence—


  ‘I’ve got a fam—ily vault at Kingsbere!’


  ‘Hush—don’t be so silly, Jacky,’ said his wife. ‘Yours is not the only family that was of ’count in wold days. Look at the Anktells, and Horseys, and the Tringhams themselves—gone to seed a’most as much as you—though you was bigger folks than they, that’s true. Thank God, I was never of no family, and have nothing to be ashamed of in that way!’


  ‘Don’t you be so sure o’ that. From your nater ’tis my belief you’ve disgraced yourselves more than any o’ us, and was kings and queens outright at one time.’


  Tess turned the subject by saying what was far more prominent in her own mind at the moment than thoughts of her ancestry—


  ‘I am afraid father won’t be able to take the journey with the beehives to-morrow so early.’


  ‘I? I shall be all right in an hour or two,’ said Durbeyfield.


  It was eleven o’clock before the family were all in bed, and two o’clock next morning was the latest hour for starting with the beehives if they were to be delivered to the retailers in Casterbridge before the Saturday market began, the way thither lying by bad roads over a distance of between twenty and thirty miles, and the horse and waggon being of the slowest. At half-past one Mrs. Durbeyfield came into the large bedroom where Tess and all her little brothers and sisters slept.


  ‘The poor man can’t go,’ she said to her eldest daughter, whose great eyes had opened the moment her mother’s hand touched the door.


  Tess sat up in bed, lost in a vague interspace between a dream and this information.


  ‘But somebody must go,’ she replied. ‘It is late for the hives already. Swarming will soon be over for the year; and if we put off taking ’em till next week’s market the call for ’em will be past, and they’ll be thrown on our hands.’


  Mrs. Durbeyfield looked unequal to the emergency. ‘Some young feller, perhaps, would go? One of them who were so much after dancing with ’ee yesterday,’ she presently suggested.


  ‘O no—I wouldn’t have it for the world!’ declared Tess proudly. ‘And letting everybody know the reason—such a thing to be ashamed of! I think I could go if Abraham could go with me to kip me company.’


  Her mother at length agreed to this arrangement. Little Abraham was aroused from his deep sleep in a corner of the same apartment, and made to put on his clothes while still mentally in the other world. Meanwhile Tess had hastily dressed herself; and the twain, lighting a lantern, went out to the stable. The rickety little waggon was already laden, and the girl led out the horse Prince, only a degree less rickety than the vehicle.


  The poor creature looked wonderingly round at the night, at the lantern, at their two figures, as if he could not believe that at that hour, when every living thing was intended to be in shelter and at rest, he was called upon to go out and labour. They put a stock of candle-ends into the lantern, hung the latter to the off-side of the load, and directed the horse onward, walking at his shoulder at first during the uphill parts of the way, in order not to overload an animal of so little vigour. To cheer themselves as well as they could, they made an artificial morning with the lantern, some bread and butter, and their own conversation, the real morning being far from come. Abraham, as he more fully awoke (for he had moved in a sort of trance so far), began to talk of the strange shapes assumed by the various dark objects against the sky; of this tree that looked like a raging tiger springing from a lair; of that which resembled a giant’s head.


  When they had passed the little town of Stourcastle, dumbly somnolent under its thick brown thatch, they reached higher ground. Still higher, on their left, the elevation called Bulbarrow or Bealbarrow, well-nigh the highest in South Wessex, swelled into the sky, engirdled by its earthen trenches. From hereabout the long road was fairly level for some distance onward. They mounted in front of the waggon, and Abraham grew reflective.


  ‘Tess!’ he said in a preparatory tone, after a silence.


  ‘Yes, Abraham.’


  ‘Bain’t you glad that we’ve become gentlefolk?’


  ‘Not particular glad.’


  ‘But you be glad that you ’m going to marry a gentleman?’


  ‘What?’ said Tess, lifting her face.


  ‘That our great relation will help ’ee to marry a gentleman.’


  ‘I? Our great relation? We have no such relation. What has put that into your head?’


  ‘I heard ’em talking about it up at Rolliver’s when I went to find father. There’s a rich lady of our family out at Trantridge, and mother said that if you claimed kin with the lady, she’d put ’ee in the way of marrying a gentleman.’


  His sister became abruptly still, and lapsed into a pondering silence. Abraham talked on, rather for the pleasure of utterance than for audition, so that his sister’s abstraction was of no account. He leant back against the hives, and with upturned face made observations on the stars, whose cold pulses were beating amid the black hollows above, in serene dissociation from these two wisps of human life. He asked how far away those twinklers were, and whether God was on the other side of them. But ever and anon his childish prattle recurred to what impressed his imagination even more deeply than the wonders of creation. If Tess were made rich by marrying a gentleman, would she have money enough to buy a spy-glass so large that it would draw the stars as near to her as Nettlecombe-Tout?


  The renewed subject, which seemed to have impregnated the whole family, filled Tess with impatience.


  ‘Never mind that now!’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Did you say the stars were worlds, Tess?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘All like ours?’


  ‘I don’t know; but I think so. They sometimes seem to be like the apples on our stubbard-tree. Most of them splendid and sound—a few blighted.’


  ‘Which do we live on—a splendid one or a blighted one?’


  ‘A blighted one.’


  ‘’Tis very unlucky that we didn’t pitch on a sound one, when there were so many more of ’em!’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is it like that really, Tess?’ said Abraham, turning to her much impressed, on reconsideration of this rare information. ‘How would it have been if we had pitched on a sound one?’


  ‘Well, father wouldn’t have coughed and creeped about as he does, and wouldn’t have got too tipsy to go this journey; and mother wouldn’t have been always washing, and never getting finished.’


  ‘And you would have been a rich lady ready-made, and not have had to be made rich by marrying a gentleman?’


  ‘O Aby, don’t—don’t talk of that any more!’


  Left to his reflections Abraham soon grew drowsy. Tess was not skilful in the management of a horse, but she thought that she could take upon herself the entire conduct of the load for the present, and allow Abraham to go to sleep if he wished to do so. She made him a sort of nest in front of the hives, in such a manner that he could not fall, and, taking the reins into her own hands, jogged on as before.


  Prince required but slight attention, lacking energy for superfluous movements of any sort. With no longer a companion to distract her, Tess fell more deeply into reverie than ever, her back leaning against the hives. The mute procession past her shoulders of trees and hedges became attached to fantastic scenes outside reality, and the occasional heave of the wind became the sigh of some immense sad soul, conterminous with the universe in space, and with history in time.


  Then, examining the mesh of events in her own life, she seemed to see the vanity of her father’s pride; the gentlemanly suitor awaiting herself in her mother’s fancy; to see him as a grimacing personage, laughing at her poverty, and her shrouded knightly ancestry. Everything grew more and more extravagant, and she no longer knew how time passed. A sudden jerk shook her in her seat, and Tess awoke from the sleep into which she, too, had fallen.


  They were a long way further on than when she had lost consciousness, and the waggon had stopped. A hollow groan, unlike anything she had ever heard in her life, came from the front, followed by a shout of ‘Hoi there!’


  The lantern hanging at her waggon had gone out, but another was shining in her face—much brighter than her own had been. Something terrible had happened. The harness was entangled with an object which blocked the way.


  In consternation Tess jumped down, and discovered the dreadful truth. The groan had proceeded from her father’s poor horse Prince. The morning mail-cart, with its two noiseless wheels, speeding along these lanes like an arrow, as it always did, had driven into her slow and unlighted equipage. The pointed shaft of the cart had entered the breast of the unhappy Prince like a sword, and from the wound his life’s blood was spouting in a stream, and falling with a hiss into the road.


  In her despair Tess sprang forward and put her hand upon the hole, with the only result that she became splashed from face to skirt with the crimson drops. Then she stood helplessly looking on. Prince also stood firm and motionless as long as he could; till he suddenly sank down in a heap.


  By this time the mail-cart man had joined her, and began dragging and unharnessing the hot form of Prince. But he was already dead, and, seeing that nothing more could be done immediately, the mail-cart man returned to his own animal, which was uninjured.


  ‘You was on the wrong side,’ he said. ‘I am bound to go on with the mail-bags, so that the best thing for you to do is to bide here with your load. I’ll send somebody to help you as soon as I can. It is getting daylight, and you have nothing to fear.’


  He mounted and sped on his way; while Tess stood and waited. The atmosphere turned pale, the birds shook themselves in the hedges, arose, and twittered; the lane showed all its white features, and Tess showed hers, still whiter. The huge pool of blood in front of her was already assuming the iridescence of coagulation; and when the sun rose a hundred prismatic hues were reflected from it. Prince lay alongside still and stark; his eyes half open, the hole in his chest looking scarcely large enough to have let out all that had animated him.


  ‘’Tis all my doing—all mine!’ the girl cried, gazing at the spectacle. ‘No excuse for me—none. What will mother and father live on now? Aby, Aby!’ She shook the child, who had slept soundly through the whole disaster. ‘We can’t go on with our load—Prince is killed!’


  When Abraham realized all, the furrows of fifty years were extemporized on his young face.


  ‘Why, I danced and laughed only yesterday!’ she went on to herself. ‘To think that I was such a fool!’


  ‘’Tis because we be on a blighted star, and not a sound one, isn’t it, Tess?’ murmured Abraham through his tears.


  In silence they waited through an interval which seemed endless. At length a sound, and an approaching object, proved to them that the driver of the mail-cart had been as good as his word. A farmer’s man from near Stourcastle came up, leading a strong cob. He was harnessed to the waggon of beehives in the place of Prince, and the load taken on towards Casterbridge.


  The evening of the same day saw the empty waggon reach again the spot of the accident. Prince had lain there in the ditch since the morning; but the place of the blood-pool was still visible in the middle of the road, though scratched and scraped over by passing vehicles. All that was left of Prince was now hoisted into the waggon he had formerly hauled, and with his hoofs in the air, and his shoes shining in the setting sunlight, he retraced the eight or nine miles to Marlott.


  Tess had gone back earlier. How to break the news was more than she could think. It was a relief to her tongue to find from the faces of her parents that they already knew of their loss, though this did not lessen the self-reproach which she continued to heap upon herself for her negligence.


  But the very shiftlessness of the household rendered the misfortune a less terrifying one to them than it would have been to a striving family, though in the present case it meant ruin, and in the other it would only have meant inconvenience. In the Durbeyfield countenances there was nothing of the red wrath that would have burnt upon the girl from parents more ambitious for her welfare. Nobody blamed Tess as she blamed herself.


  When it was discovered that the knacker and tanner would give only a very few shillings for Prince’s carcase because of his decrepitude, Durbeyfield rose to the occasion.


  ‘No,’ said he stoically, ‘I won’t sell his old body. When we d’Urbervilles was knights in the land, we didn’t sell our chargers for cat’s meat. Let ’em keep their shillings! He’ve served me well in his lifetime, and I won’t part from him now.’


  He worked harder the next day in digging a grave for Prince in the garden than he had worked for months to grow a crop for his family. When the hole was ready, Durbeyfield and his wife tied a rope round the horse and dragged him up the path towards it, the children following in funeral train. Abraham and ’Liza-Lu sobbed, Hope and Modesty discharged their griefs in loud blares which echoed from the walls; and when Prince was tumbled in they gathered round the grave. The bread-winner had been taken away from them; what would they do?


  ‘Is he gone to heaven?’ asked Abraham, between the sobs.


  Then Durbeyfield began to shovel in the earth, and the children cried anew. All except Tess. Her face was dry and pale, as though she regarded herself in the light of a murderess.


  ♣


  V


  The haggling business, which had mainly depended on the horse, became disorganized forthwith. Distress, if not penury, loomed in the distance. Durbeyfield was what was locally called a slack-twisted fellow; he had good strength to work at times; but the times could not be relied on to coincide with the hours of requirement; and, having been unaccustomed to the regular toil of the day-labourer, he was not particularly persistent when they did so coincide.


  Tess, meanwhile, as the one who had dragged her parents into this quagmire, was silently wondering what she could do to help them out of it; and then her mother broached her scheme.


  ‘We must take the ups wi’ the downs, Tess,’ said she; ‘and never could your high blood have been found out at a more called-for moment. You must try your friends. Do ye know that there is a very rich Mrs. d’Urberville living on the outskirts o’ The Chase, who must be our relation? You must go to her and claim kin, and ask for some help in our trouble.’


  ‘I shouldn’t care to do that,’ says Tess. ‘If there is such a lady, ’twould be enough for us if she were friendly—not to expect her to give us help.’


  ‘You could win her round to do anything, my dear. Besides, perhaps there’s more in it than you know of. I’ve heard what I’ve heard, good-now.’


  The oppressive sense of the harm she had done led Tess to be more deferential than she might otherwise have been to the maternal wish; but she could not understand why her mother should find such satisfaction in contemplating an enterprise of, to her, such doubtful profit. Her mother might have made inquiries, and have discovered that this Mrs. d’Urberville was a lady of unequalled virtues and charity. But Tess’s pride made the part of poor relation one of particular distaste to her.


  ‘I’d rather try to get work,[’] she murmured.


  ‘Durbeyfield, you can settle it,’ said his wife, turning to where he sat in the background. ‘If you say she ought to go, she will go.’


  ‘I don’t like my children going and making themselves beholden to strange kin,’ murmured he. ‘I’m the head of the noblest branch o’ the family, and I ought to live up to it.’


  His reasons for staying away were worse to Tess than her own objection to going. ‘Well, as I killed the horse, mother,’ she said mournfully, ‘I suppose I ought to do something. I don’t mind going and seeing her, but you must leave it to me about asking for help. And don’t go thinking about her making a match for me—it is silly.’


  ‘Very well said, Tess!’ observed her father sententiously.


  ‘Who said I had such a thought?’ asked Joan.


  ‘I fancy it is in your mind, mother. But I’ll go.’


  Rising early next day she walked to the hill-town called Shaston, and there took advantage of a van which twice in the week ran from Shaston eastward to Chaseborough, passing near Trantridge, the parish in which the vague and mysterious Mrs. d’Urberville had her residence.


  Tess Durbeyfield’s route on this memorable morning lay amid the north-eastern undulations of the Vale in which she had been born, and in which her life had unfolded. The Vale of Blackmoor was to her the world, and its inhabitants the races thereof. From the gates and stiles of Marlott she had looked down its length in the wondering days of infancy, and what had been mystery to her then was not much less than mystery to her now. She had seen daily from her chamber-window towers, villages, faint white mansions; above all the town of Shaston standing majestically on its height; its windows shining like lamps in the evening sun. She had hardly ever visited the place, only a small tract even of the Vale and its environs being known to her by close inspection. Much less had she been far outside the valley. Every contour of the surrounding hills was as personal to her as that of her relatives’ faces; but for what lay beyond her judgment was dependent on the teaching of the village school, where she had held a leading place at the time of her leaving, a year or two before this date.


  In those early days she had been much loved by others of her own sex and age, and had used to be seen about the village as one of three—all nearly of the same year—walking home from school side by side; Tess the middle one—in a pink print pinafore, of a finely reticulated pattern, worn over a stuff frock that had lost its original colour for a nondescript tertiary—marching on upon long stalky legs, in tight stockings which had little ladder-like holes at the knees, torn by kneeling in the roads and banks in search of vegetable and mineral treasures; her then earth-coloured hair hanging like pot-hooks; the arms of the two outside girls resting round the waist of Tess; her arms on the shoulders of the two supporters.


  As Tess grew older, and began to see how matters stood, she felt quite a Malthusian towards her mother for thoughtlessly giving her so many little sisters and brothers, when it was such a trouble to nurse and provide for them. Her mother’s intelligence was that of a happy child: Joan Durbeyfield was simply an additional one, and that not the eldest, to her own long family of waiters on Providence.


  However, Tess became humanely beneficent towards the small ones, and to help them as much as possible she used, as soon as she left school, to lend a hand at haymaking or harvesting on neighbouring farms; or, by preference, at milking or butter-making processes, which she had learnt when her father had owned cows; and being deft-fingered it was a kind of work in which she excelled.


  Every day seemed to throw upon her young shoulders more of the family burdens, and that Tess should be the representative of the Durbeyfields at the d’Urberville mansion came as a thing of course. In this instance it must be admitted that the Durbeyfields were putting their fairest side outward.


  She alighted from the van at Trantridge Cross, and ascended on foot a hill in the direction of the district known as The Chase, on the borders of which, as she had been informed, Mrs. d’Urberville’s seat, The Slopes, would be found. It was not a manorial home in the ordinary sense, with fields, and pastures, and a grumbling farmer, out of whom the owner had to squeeze an income for himself and his family by hook or by crook. It was more, far more; a country-house built for enjoyment pure and simple, with not an acre of troublesome land attached to it beyond what was required for residential purposes, and for a little fancy farm kept in hand by the owner, and tended by a bailiff.


  The crimson brick lodge came first in sight, up to its eaves in dense evergreens. Tess thought this was the mansion itself till, passing through the side wicket with some trepidation, and onward to a point at which the drive took a turn, the house proper stood in full view. It was of recent erection—indeed almost new—and of the same rich red colour that formed such a contrast with the evergreens of the lodge. Far behind the corner of the house—which rose like a geranium bloom against the subdued colours around—stretched the soft azure landscape of The Chase—a truly venerable tract of forest land, one of the few remaining woodlands in England of undoubted primaeval date, wherein Druidical mistletoe was still found on aged oaks, and where enormous yew-trees, not planted by the hand of man, grew as they had grown when they were pollarded for bows. All this sylvan antiquity, however, though visible from The Slopes, was outside the immediate boundaries of the estate.


  Everything on this snug property was bright, thriving, and well kept; acres of glass-houses stretched down the inclines to the copses at their feet. Everything looked like money—like the last coin issued from the Mint. The stables, partly screened by Austrian pines and evergreen oaks, and fitted with every late appliance, were as dignified as Chapels-of-Ease. On the extensive lawn stood an ornamental tent, its door being towards her.


  Simple Tess Durbeyfield stood at gaze, in a half-alarmed attitude, on the edge of the gravel sweep. Her feet had brought her onward to this point before she had quite realized where she was; and now all was contrary to her expectation.


  ‘I thought we were an old family; but this is all new!’ she said, in her artlessness. She wished that she had not fallen in so readily with her mother’s plans for ‘claiming kin,’ and had endeavoured to gain assistance nearer home.


  The d’Urbervilles—or Stoke-d’Urbervilles, as they at first called themselves—who owned all this, were a somewhat unusual family to find in such an old-fashioned part of the country. Parson Tringham had spoken truly when he said that our shambling John Durbeyfield was the only really lineal representative of the old d’Urberville family existing in the county, or near it; he might have added, what he knew very well, that the Stoke-d’Urbervilles were no more d’Urbervilles of the true tree than he was himself. Yet it must be admitted that this family formed a very good stock whereon to regraft a name which sadly wanted such renovation.


  When old Mr. Simon Stoke, latterly deceased, had made his fortune as an honest merchant (some said money-lender) in the North, he decided to settle as a county man in the South of England, out of hail of his business district; and in doing this he felt the necessity of recommencing with a name that would not too readily identify him with the smart tradesman of the past, and that would be less commonplace than the original bald stark words. Conning for an hour in the British Museum the pages of works devoted to extinct, half-extinct, obscured, and ruined families appertaining to the quarter of England in which he proposed to settle, he considered that d’Urberville looked and sounded as well as any of them: and d’Urberville accordingly was annexed to his own name for himself and his heirs eternally. Yet he was not an extravagant-minded man in this, and in constructing his family tree on the new basis was duly reasonable in framing his intermarriages and aristocratic links, never inserting a single title above a rank of strict moderation.


  Of this work of imagination poor Tess and her parents were naturally in ignorance—much to their discomfiture; indeed, the very possibility of such annexations was unknown to them; who supposed that, though to be well-favoured might be the gift of fortune, a family name came by nature.


  Tess still stood hesitating like a bather about to make his plunge, hardly knowing whether to retreat or to persevere, when a figure came forth from the dark triangular door of the tent. It was that of a tall young man, smoking.


  He had an almost swarthy complexion, with full lips, badly moulded, though red and smooth, above which was a well-groomed black moustache with curled points, though his age could not be more than three- or four-and-twenty. Despite the touches of barbarism in his contours, there was a singular force in the gentleman’s face, and in his bold rolling eye.


  ‘Well, my Beauty, what can I do for you?’ said he, coming forward. And perceiving that she stood quite confounded: ‘Never mind me. I am Mr. d’Urberville. Have you come to see me or my mother?’


  This embodiment of a d’Urberville and a namesake differed even more from what Tess had expected than the house and grounds had differed. She had dreamed of an aged and dignified face, the sublimation of all the d’Urberville lineaments, furrowed with incarnate memories representing in hieroglyphic the centuries of her family’s and England’s history. But she screwed herself up to the work in hand, since she could not get out of it, and answered—


  ‘I came to see your mother, sir.’


  ‘I am afraid you cannot see her—she is an invalid,’ replied the present representative of the spurious house; for this was Mr. Alec, the only son of the lately deceased gentleman. ‘Cannot I answer your purpose? What is the business you wish to see her about?’


  ‘It isn’t business—it is—I can hardly say what!’


  ‘Pleasure?’


  ‘Oh no. Why, sir, if I tell you, it will seem——’


  Tess’s sense of a certain ludicrousness in her errand was now so strong that, notwithstanding her awe of him, and her general discomfort at being here, her rosy lips curved towards a smile, much to the attraction of the swarthy Alexander.


  ‘It is so very foolish,’ she stammered; ‘I fear I can’t tell you!’


  ‘Never mind; I like foolish things. Try again, my dear,’ said he kindly.


  ‘Mother asked me to come,’ Tess continued; ‘and, indeed, I was in the mind to do so myself likewise. But I did not think it would be like this. I came, sir, to tell you that we are of the same family as you.’


  ‘Ho! Poor relations?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Stokes?’


  ‘No; d’Urbervilles.’


  ‘Ay, ay; I mean d’Urbervilles.’


  ‘Our names are worn away to Durbeyfield; but we have several proofs that we are d’Urbervilles. Antiquarians hold we are,—and—and we have an old seal, marked with a ramping lion on a shield, and a castle over him. And we have a very old silver spoon, round in the bowl like a little ladle, and marked with the same castle. But it is so worn that mother uses it to stir the pea-soup.’


  ‘A castle argent is certainly my crest,’ said he blandly. ‘And my arms a lion rampant.’


  ‘And so mother said we ought to make ourselves beknown to you—as we’ve lost our horse by a bad accident, and are the oldest branch o’ the family.’


  ‘Very kind of your mother, I’m sure. And I, for one, don’t regret her step.’ Alec looked at Tess as he spoke, in a way that made her blush a little. ‘And so, my pretty girl, you’ve come on a friendly visit to us, as relations?’


  ‘I suppose I have,’ faltered Tess, looking uncomfortable again.


  ‘Well—there’s no harm in it. Where do you live? What are you?’


  She gave him brief particulars; and responding to further inquiries told him that she was intending to go back by the same carrier who had brought her.


  ‘It is a long while before he returns past Trantridge Cross. Supposing we walk round the grounds to pass the time, my pretty Coz?’


  Tess wished to abridge her visit as much as possible; but the young man was pressing, and she consented to accompany him. He conducted her about the lawns, and flower-beds, and conservatories; and thence to the fruit-garden and green-houses, where he asked her if she liked strawberries.


  ‘Yes,’ said Tess, ‘when they come.’


  ‘They are already here.’ D’Urberville began gathering specimens of the fruit for her, handing them back to her as he stooped; and, presently, selecting a specially fine product of the ‘British Queen’ variety, he stood up and held it by the stem to her mouth.


  ‘No—no!’ she said quickly, putting her fingers between his hand and her lips. ‘I would rather take it in my own hand.’


  ‘Nonsense!’ he insisted; and in a slight distress she parted her lips and took it in.


  They had spent some time wandering desultorily thus, Tess eating in a half-pleased, half-reluctant state whatever d’Urberville offered her. When she could consume no more of the strawberries he filled her little basket with them; and then the two passed round to the rose trees, whence he gathered blossoms and gave her to put in her bosom. She obeyed like one in a dream, and when she could affix no more he himself tucked a bud or two into her hat, and heaped her basket with others in the prodigality of his bounty. At last, looking at his watch, he said, ‘Now, by the time you have had something to eat, it will be time for you to leave, if you want to catch the carrier to Shaston. Come here, and I’ll see what grub I can find.’


  Stoke-d’Urberville took her back to the lawn and into the tent, where he left her, soon reappearing with a basket of light luncheon, which he put before her himself. It was evidently the gentleman’s wish not to be disturbed in this pleasant tête-à-tête by the servantry.


  ‘Do you mind my smoking?’ he asked.


  ‘Oh, not at all, sir.’


  He watched her pretty and unconscious munching through the skeins of smoke that pervaded the tent, and Tess Durbeyfield did not divine, as she innocently looked down at the roses in her bosom, that there behind the blue narcotic haze was potentially the ‘tragic mischief’ of her drama—one who stood fair to be the blood-red ray in the spectrum of her young life. She had an attribute which amounted to a disadvantage just now; and it was this that caused Alec d’Urberville’s eyes to rivet themselves upon her. It was a luxuriance of aspect, a fulness of growth, which made her appear more of a woman than she really was. She had inherited the feature from her mother without the quality it denoted. It had troubled her mind occasionally, till her companions had said that it was a fault which time would cure.


  She soon had finished her lunch. ‘Now I am going home, sir,’ she said, rising.


  ‘And what do they call you?’ he asked, as he accompanied her along the drive till they were out of sight of the house.


  ‘Tess Durbeyfield, down at Marlott.’


  ‘And you say your people have lost their horse?’


  ‘I—killed him!’ she answered, her eyes filling with tears as she gave particulars of Prince’s death. ‘And I don’t know what to do for father on account of it!’


  ‘I must think if I cannot do something. My mother must find a berth for you. But, Tess, no nonsense about “d’Urberville”;—“Durbeyfield” only, you know—quite another name.’


  ‘I wish for no better, sir,’ said she with something of dignity.


  For a moment—only for a moment—when they were in the turning of the drive, between the tall rhododendrons and conifers, before the lodge became visible, he inclined his face towards her as if—but, no: he thought better of it, and let her go.


  Thus the thing began. Had she perceived this meeting’s import she might have asked why she was doomed to be seen and coveted that day by the wrong man, and not by some other man, the right and desired one in all respects—as nearly as humanity can supply the right and desired; yet to him who amongst her acquaintance might have approximated to this kind, she was but a transient impression, half forgotten.


  In the ill-judged execution of the well-judged plan of things the call seldom produces the comer, the man to love rarely coincides with the hour for loving. Nature does not often say ‘See!’ to her poor creature at a time when seeing can lead to happy doing; or reply ‘Here!’ to a body’s cry of ‘Where?’ till the hide-and-seek has become an irksome, outworn game. We may wonder whether at the acme and summit of the human progress these anachronisms will be corrected by a finer intuition, a closer interaction of the social machinery than that which now jolts us round and along; but such completeness is not to be prophesied, or even conceived as possible. Enough that in the present case, as in millions, it was not the two halves of a perfect whole that confronted each other at the perfect moment; a missing counterpart wandered independently about the earth waiting in crass obtuseness till the late time came. Out of which maladroit delay sprang anxieties, disappointments, shocks, catastrophes, and passing-strange destinies.


  When d’Urberville got back to the tent he sat down astride on a chair reflecting, with a pleased gleam in his face. Then he broke into a loud laugh.


  ‘Well, I’m damned! What a funny thing! Ha-ha-ha! And what a crumby girl!’


  ♣


  VI


  Tess went down the hill to Trantridge Cross, and inattentively waited to take her seat in the van returning from Chaseborough to Shaston. She did not know what the other occupants said to her as she entered, though she answered them; and when they had started anew she rode along with an inward and not an outward eye.


  One among her fellow-travellers addressed her more pointedly than any had spoken before: ‘Why, you be quite a posy! And such roses in early June!’


  Then she became aware of the spectacle she presented to their surprised vision: roses at her breast; roses in her hat; roses and strawberries in her basket to the brim. She blushed, and said confusedly that the flowers had been given to her. When the passengers were not looking she stealthily removed the more prominent blooms from her hat and placed them in the basket, where she covered them with her handkerchief. Then she fell to reflecting again, and in looking downwards a thorn of the rose remaining in her breast accidentally pricked her chin. Like all the cottagers in Blackmoor Vale, Tess was steeped in fancies and prefigurative superstitions; she thought this an ill omen—the first she had noticed that day.


  The van travelled only so far as Shaston, and there were several miles of pedestrian descent from that mountain-town into the vale to Marlott. Her mother had advised her to stay here for the night, at the house of a cottage-woman they knew, if she should feel too tired to come on; and this Tess did, not descending to her home till the following afternoon.


  When she entered the house she perceived in a moment from her mother’s triumphant manner that something had occurred in the interim.


  ‘Oh yes; I know all about it! I told ’ee it would be all right, and now ’tis proved!’


  ‘Since I’ve been away? What has?’ said Tess rather wearily.


  Her mother surveyed the girl up and down with arch approval, and went on banteringly: ‘So you’ve brought ’em round!’


  ‘How do you know, mother?’


  ‘I’ve had a letter.’


  Tess then remembered that there would have been time for this.


  ‘They say—Mrs. d’Urberville says—that she wants you to look after a little fowl-farm which is her hobby. But this is only her artful way of getting ’ee there without raising your hopes. She’s going to own ’ee as kin—that’s the meaning o’t.’


  ‘But I didn’t see her.’


  ‘You zid somebody, I suppose?’


  ‘I saw her son.’


  ‘And did he own ’ee?’


  ‘Well—he called me Coz.’


  ‘An’ I knew it! Jacky—he called her Coz!’ cried Joan to her husband. ‘Well, he spoke to his mother, of course, and she do want ’ee there.’


  ‘But I don’t know that I am apt at tending fowls,’ said the dubious Tess.


  ‘Then I don’t know who is apt. You’ve be’n born in the business, and brought up in it. They that be born in a business always know more about it than any ’prentice. Besides, that’s only just a show of something for you to do, that you midn’t feel beholden.’


  ‘I don’t altogether think I ought to go,’ said Tess thoughtfully. ‘Who wrote the letter? Will you let me look at it?’


  ‘Mrs. d’Urberville wrote it. Here it is.’


  The letter was in the third person, and briefly informed Mrs. Durbeyfield that her daughter’s services would be useful to that lady in the management of her poultry-farm, that a comfortable room would be provided for her if she could come, and that the wages would be on a liberal scale if they liked her.


  ‘Oh—that’s all!’ said Tess.


  ‘You couldn’t expect her to throw her arms round ’ee, an’ to kiss and to coll ’ee all at once.’


  Tess looked out of the window.


  ‘I would rather stay here with father and you,’ she said.


  ‘But why?’


  ‘I’d rather not tell you why, mother; indeed, I don’t quite know why.’


  A week afterwards she came in one evening from an unavailing search for some light occupation in the immediate neighbourhood. Her idea had been to get together sufficient money during the summer to purchase another horse. Hardly had she crossed the threshold before one of the children danced across the room, saying, ‘The gentleman ’s been here!’


  Her mother hastened to explain, smiles breaking from every inch of her person. Mrs. d’Urberville’s son had called on horseback, having been riding by chance in the direction of Marlott. He had wished to know, finally, in the name of his mother, if Tess could really come to manage the old lady’s fowl-farm or not; the lad who had hitherto superintended the birds having proved untrustworthy. ‘Mr. d’Urberville says you must be a good girl if you are at all as you appear; he knows you must be worth your weight in gold. He is very much interested in ’ee—truth to tell.’


  Tess seemed for the moment really pleased to hear that she had won such high opinion from a stranger when, in her own esteem, she had sunk so low.


  ‘It is very good of him to think that,’ she murmured; ‘and if I was quite sure how it would be living there, I would go any-when.’


  ‘He is a mighty handsome man!’


  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Tess coldly.


  ‘Well, there’s your chance, whether or no; and I’m sure he wears a beautiful diamond ring!’


  ‘Yes,’ said little Abraham, brightly, from the window-bench; ‘and I seed it! and it did twinkle when he put his hand up to his mistarshers. Mother, why did our grand relation keep on putting his hand up to his mistarshers?’


  ‘Hark at that child!’ cried Mrs. Durbeyfield, with parenthetic admiration.


  ‘Perhaps to show his diamond ring,’ murmured Sir John, dreamily, from his chair.


  ‘I’ll think it over,’ said Tess, leaving the room.


  ‘Well, she’s made a conquest o’ the younger branch of us, straight off,’ continued the matron to her husband, ‘and she’s a fool if she don’t follow it up.’


  ‘I don’t quite like my children going away from home,’ said the haggler. ‘As the head of the family, the rest ought to come to me.’


  ‘But do let her go, Jacky,’ coaxed his poor witless wife. ‘He’s struck wi’ her—you can see that. He called her Coz! He’ll marry her, most likely, and make a lady of her; and then she’ll be what her forefathers was.’


  John Durbeyfield had more conceit than energy or health, and this supposition was pleasant to him.


  ‘Well, perhaps, that’s what young Mr. d’Urberville means,’ he admitted; ‘and sure enough he mid have serious thoughts about improving his blood by linking on to the old line. Tess, the little rogue! And have she really paid ’em a visit to such an end as this?’


  Meanwhile Tess was walking thoughtfully among the gooseberry-bushes in the garden, and over Prince’s grave. When she came in her mother pursued her advantage.


  ‘Well, what be you going to do?’ she asked.


  ‘I wish I had seen Mrs. d’Urberville,’ said Tess.


  ‘I think you mid as well settle it. Then you’ll see her soon enough.’


  Her father coughed in his chair.


  ‘I don’t know what to say!’ answered the girl restlessly. ‘It is for you to decide. I killed the old horse, and I suppose I ought to do something to get ye a new one. But—but—I don’t quite like Mr. d’Urberville being there!’


  The children, who had made use of this idea of Tess being taken up by their wealthy kinsfolk (which they imagined the other family to be) as a species of dolorifuge after the death of the horse, began to cry at Tess’s reluctance, and teased and reproached her for hesitating.


  ‘Tess won’t go—o—o and be made a la—a—dy of!—no, she says she wo—o—on’t!’ they wailed, with square mouths. ‘And we shan’t have a nice new horse, and lots o’ golden money to buy fairlings! And Tess won’t look pretty in her best cloze no mo—o—ore!’


  Her mother chimed in to the same tune: a certain way she had of making her labours in the house seem heavier than they were by prolonging them indefinitely, also weighed in the argument. Her father alone preserved an attitude of neutrality.


  ‘I will go,’ said Tess at last.


  Her mother could not repress her consciousness of the nuptial Vision conjured up by the girl’s consent.


  ‘That’s right! For such a pretty maid as ’tis, this is a fine chance!’


  Tess smiled crossly.


  ‘I hope it is a chance for earning money. It is no other kind of chance. You had better say nothing of that silly sort about parish.’


  Mrs. Durbeyfield did not promise. She was not quite sure that she did not feel proud enough, after the visitor’s remarks, to say a good deal.


  Thus it was arranged; and the young girl wrote, agreeing to be ready to set out on any day on which she might be required. She was duly informed that Mrs. d’Urberville was glad of her decision, and that a spring-cart should be sent to meet her and her luggage at the top of the Vale on the day after the morrow, when she must hold herself prepared to start. Mrs. d’Urberville’s handwriting seemed rather masculine.


  ‘A cart?’ murmured Joan Durbeyfield doubtingly. ‘It might have been a carriage for her own kin!’


  Having at last taken her course Tess was less restless and abstracted, going about her business with some self-assurance in the thought of acquiring another horse for her father by an occupation which would not be onerous. She had hoped to be a teacher at the school, but the fates seemed to decide otherwise. Being mentally older than her mother she did not regard Mrs. Durbeyfield’s matrimonial hopes for her in a serious aspect for a moment. The light-minded woman had been discovering good matches for her daughter almost from the year of her birth.


  ♣


  VII


  On the morning appointed for her departure Tess was awake before dawn—at the marginal minute of the dark when the grove is still mute, save for one prophetic bird who sings with a clear-voiced conviction that he at least knows the correct time of day, the rest preserving silence as if equally convinced that he is mistaken. She remained upstairs packing till breakfast-time, and then came down in her ordinary week-day clothes, her Sunday apparel being carefully folded in her box.


  Her mother expostulated. ‘You will never set out to see your folks without dressing up more the dand than that?’


  ‘But I am going to work!’ said Tess.


  ‘Well, yes,’ said Mrs. Durbeyfield; and in a private tone, ‘at first there mid be a little pretence o’t…. But I think it will be wiser of ’ee to put your best side outward,’ she added.


  ‘Very well; I suppose you know best,’ replied Tess with calm abandonment.


  And to please her parent the girl put herself quite in Joan’s hands, saying serenely—‘Do what you like with me, mother.’


  Mrs. Durbeyfield was only too delighted at this tractability. First she fetched a great basin, and washed Tess’s hair with such thoroughness that when dried and brushed it looked twice as much as at other times. She tied it with a broader pink ribbon than usual. Then she put upon her the white frock that Tess had worn at the club-walking, the airy fulness of which, supplementing her enlarged coiffure, imparted to her developing figure an amplitude which belied her age, and might cause her to be estimated as a woman when she was not much more than a child.


  ‘I declare there’s a hole in my stocking-heel!’ said Tess.


  ‘Never mind holes in your stockings—they don’t speak! When I was a maid, so long as I had a pretty bonnet the devil might ha’ found me in heels.’


  Her mother’s pride in the girl’s appearance led her to step back, like a painter from his easel, and survey her work as a whole.


  ‘You must zee yourself!’ she cried. ‘It is much better than you was t’other day.’


  As the looking-glass was only large enough to reflect a very small portion of Tess’s person at one time, Mrs. Durbeyfield hung a black cloak outside the casement, and so made a large reflector of the panes, as it is the wont of bedecking cottagers to do. After this she went downstairs to her husband, who was sitting in the lower room.


  ‘I’ll tell ’ee what ’tis, Durbeyfield,’ said she exultingly; ‘he’ll never have the heart not to love her. But whatever you do, don’t zay too much to Tess of his fancy for her, and this chance she has got. She is such an odd maid that it mid zet her against him, or against going there, even now. If all goes well, I shall certainly be for making some return to that pa’son at Stagfoot Lane for telling us—dear, good man!’


  However, as the moment for the girl’s setting out drew nigh, when the first excitement of the dressing had passed off, a slight misgiving found place in Joan Durbeyfield’s mind. It prompted the matron to say that she would walk a little way—as far as to the point where the acclivity from the valley began its first steep ascent to the outer world. At the top Tess was going to be met with the spring-cart sent by the Stoke-d’Urbervilles, and her box had already been wheeled ahead towards this summit by a lad with trucks, to be in readiness.


  Seeing their mother put on her bonnet the younger children clamoured to go with her.


  ‘I do want to walk a little-ways wi’ Sissy, now she’s going to marry our gentleman-cousin, and wear fine cloze!’


  ‘Now,’ said Tess, flushing and turning quickly, ‘I’ll hear no more o’ that! Mother, how could you ever put such stuff into their heads?’


  ‘Going to work, my dears, for our rich relation, and help get enough money for a new horse,’ said Mrs. Durbeyfield pacifically.


  ‘Good-bye, father,’ said Tess, with a lumpy throat.


  ‘Good-bye, my maid,’ said Sir John, raising his head from his breast as he suspended his nap, induced by a slight excess this morning in honour of the occasion. ‘Well, I hope my young friend will like such a comely sample of his own blood. And tell’n, Tess, that being sunk, quite, from our former grandeur, I’ll sell him the title—yes, sell it—and at no onreasonable figure.’


  ‘Not for less than a thousand pound!’ cried Lady Durbeyfield.


  ‘Tell’n—I’ll take a thousand pound. Well, I’ll take less, when I come to think o’t. He’ll adorn it better than a poor lammicken feller like myself can. Tell’n he shall hae it for a hundred. But I won’t stand upon trifles—tell’n he shall hae it for fifty—for twenty pound! Yes, twenty pound—that’s the lowest. Dammy, family honour is family honour, and I won’t take a penny less!’


  Tess’s eyes were too full and her voice too choked to utter the sentiments that were in her. She turned quickly, and went out.


  So the girls and their mother all walked together, a child on each side of Tess, holding her hand, and looking at her meditatively from time to time, as at one who was about to do great things; her mother just behind with the smallest; the group forming a picture of honest beauty flanked by innocence, and backed by simple-souled vanity. They followed the way till they reached the beginning of the ascent, on the crest of which the vehicle from Trantridge was to receive her, this limit having been fixed to save the horse the labour of the last slope. Far away behind the first hills the cliff-like dwellings of Shaston broke the line of the ridge. Nobody was visible in the elevated road which skirted the ascent save the lad whom they had sent on before them, sitting on the handle of the barrow that contained all Tess’s worldly possessions.


  ‘Bide here a bit, and the cart will soon come, no doubt,’ said Mrs. Durbeyfield. ‘Yes, I see it yonder!’


  It had come—appearing suddenly from behind the forehead of the nearest upland, and stopping beside the boy with the barrow. Her mother and the children thereupon decided to go no farther, and bidding them a hasty good-bye Tess bent her steps up the hill.


  They saw her white shape draw near to the spring-cart, on which her box was already placed. But before she had quite reached it another vehicle shot out from a clump of trees on the summit, came round the bend of the road there, passed the luggage-cart, and halted beside Tess, who looked up as if in great surprise.


  Her mother perceived, for the first time, that the second vehicle was not a humble conveyance like the first, but a spick-and-span gig or dog-cart, highly varnished and equipped. The driver was a young man of three- or four-and-twenty, with a cigar between his teeth; wearing a dandy cap, drab jacket, breeches of the same hue, white neckcloth, stick-up collar, and brown driving-gloves—in short, he was the handsome, horsey young buck who had visited Joan a week or two before to get her answer about Tess.


  Mrs. Durbeyfield clapped her hands like a child. Then she looked down, then stared again. Could she be deceived as to the meaning of this?


  ‘Is dat the gentleman-kinsman who’ll make Sissy a lady?’ asked the youngest child.


  Meanwhile the muslined form of Tess could be seen standing still, undecided, beside this turn-out, whose owner was talking to her. Her seeming indecision was, in fact, more than indecision: it was misgiving. She would have preferred the humble cart. The young man dismounted, and appeared to urge her to ascend. She turned her face down the hill to her relatives, and regarded the little group. Something seemed to quicken her to a determination; possibly the thought that she had killed Prince. She suddenly stepped up; he mounted beside her, and immediately whipped on the horse. In a moment they had passed the slow cart with the box, and disappeared behind the shoulder of the hill.


  Directly Tess was out of sight, and the interest of the matter as a drama was at an end, the little ones’ eyes filled with tears. The youngest child said, ‘I wish poor, poor Tess wasn’t gone away to be a lady!’ and, lowering the corners of his lips, burst out crying. The new point of view was infectious, and the next child did likewise, and then the next, till the whole three of them wailed loud.


  There were tears also in Joan Durbeyfield’s eyes as she turned to go home. But by the time she had got back to the village she was passively trusting to the favour of accident. However, in bed that night she sighed, and her husband asked her what was the matter.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know exactly,’ she said. ‘I was thinking that perhaps it would ha’ been better if Tess had not gone.’


  ‘Oughtn’t ye to have thought of that before?’


  ‘Well, ’tis a chance for the maid—— Still, if ’twere the doing again, I wouldn’t let her go till I had found out whether the gentleman is really a good-hearted young man and choice over her as his kinswoman.’


  ‘Yes, you ought, perhaps, to ha’ done that,’ snored Sir John.


  Joan Durbeyfield always managed to find consolation somewhere: ‘Well, as one of the genuine stock, she ought to make her way with ’en, if she plays her trump card aright. And if he don’t marry her afore he will after. For that he’s all afire wi’ love for her any eye can see.’


  ‘What’s her trump card? Her d’Urberville blood, you mean?’


  ‘No, stupid; her face—as ’twas mine.’


  ♣


  VIII


  Having mounted beside her, Alec d’Urberville drove rapidly along the crest of the first hill, chatting compliments to Tess as they went, the cart with her box being left far behind. Rising still, an immense landscape stretched around them on every side; behind, the green valley of her birth, before, a gray country of which she knew nothing except from her first brief visit to Trantridge. Thus they reached the verge of an incline down which the road stretched in a long straight descent of nearly a mile.


  Ever since the accident with her father’s horse Tess Durbeyfield, courageous as she naturally was, had been exceedingly timid on wheels; the least irregularity of motion startled her. She began to get uneasy at a certain recklessness in her conductor’s driving.


  ‘You will go down slow, sir, I suppose?’ she said with attempted unconcern.


  D’Urberville looked round upon her, nipped his cigar with the tips of his large white centre-teeth, and allowed his lips to smile slowly of themselves.


  ‘Why, Tess,’ he answered, after another whiff or two, ‘it isn’t a brave bouncing girl like you who asks that? Why, I always go down at full gallop. There’s nothing like it for raising your spirits.’


  ‘But perhaps you need not now?’


  ‘Ah,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘there are two to be reckoned with. It is not me alone. Tib has to be considered, and she has a very queer temper.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Why, this mare. I fancy she looked round at me in a very grim way just then. Didn’t you notice it?’


  ‘Don’t try to frighten me, sir,’ said Tess stiffly.


  ‘Well, I don’t. If any living man can manage this horse I can:—I won’t say any living man can do it—but if such has the power, I am he.’


  ‘Why do you have such a horse?’


  ‘Ah, well may you ask it! It was my fate, I suppose. Tib has killed one chap; and just after I bought her she nearly killed me. And then, take my word for it, I nearly killed her. But she’s touchy still, very touchy; and one’s life is hardly safe behind her sometimes.’


  They were just beginning to descend; and it was evident that the horse, whether of her own will or of his (the latter being the more likely), knew so well the reckless performance expected of her that she hardly required a hint from behind.


  Down, down, they sped, the wheels humming like a top, the dog-cart rocking right and left, its axis acquiring a slightly oblique set in relation to the line of progress; the figure of the horse rising and falling in undulations before them. Sometimes a wheel was off the ground, it seemed, for many yards; sometimes a stone was sent spinning over the hedge, and flinty sparks from the horse’s hoofs outshone the daylight. The aspect of the straight road enlarged with their advance, the two banks dividing like a splitting stick; one rushing past at each shoulder.


  The wind blew through Tess’s white muslin to her very skin, and her washed hair flew out behind. She was determined to show no open fear, but she clutched d’Urberville’s rein-arm.


  ‘Don’t touch my arm! We shall be thrown out if you do! Hold on round my waist!’


  She grasped his waist, and so they reached the bottom.


  ‘Safe, thank God, in spite of your fooling!’ said she, her face on fire.


  ‘Tess—fie! that’s temper!’ said d’Urberville.


  ‘’Tis truth.’


  ‘Well, you need not let go your hold of me so thanklessly the moment you feel yourself out of danger.’


  She had not considered what she had been doing; whether he were man or woman, stick or stone, in her involuntary hold on him. Recovering her reserve she sat without replying, and thus they reached the summit of another declivity.


  ‘Now then, again!’ said d’Urberville.


  ‘No, no!’ said Tess. ‘Show more sense, do, please.’


  ‘But when people find themselves on one of the highest points in the county, they must get down again,’ he retorted.


  He loosened rein, and away they went a second time. D’Urberville turned his face to her as they rocked, and said, in playful raillery: ‘Now then, put your arms round my waist again, as you did before, my Beauty.’


  ‘Never!’ said Tess independently, holding on as well as she could without touching him.


  ‘Let me put one little kiss on those holmberry lips, Tess, or even on that warmed cheek, and I’ll stop—on my honour, I will!’


  Tess, surprised beyond measure, slid farther back still on her seat, at which he urged the horse anew, and rocked her the more.


  ‘Will nothing else do?’ she cried at length, in desperation, her large eyes staring at him like those of a wild animal. This dressing her up so prettily by her mother had apparently been to lamentable purpose.


  ‘Nothing, dear Tess,’ he replied.


  ‘Oh, I don’t know—very well; I don’t mind!’ she panted miserably.


  He drew rein, and as they slowed he was on the point of imprinting the desired salute, when, as if hardly yet aware of her own modesty, she dodged aside. His arms being occupied with the reins there was left him no power to prevent her manœuvre.


  ‘Now, damn it—I’ll break both our necks!’ swore her capriciously passionate companion. ‘So you can go from your word like that, you young witch, can you?’


  ‘Very well,’ said Tess, ‘I’ll not move since you be so determined! But I—thought you would be kind to me, and protect me, as my kinsman!’


  ‘Kinsman be hanged! Now!’


  ‘But I don’t want anybody to kiss me, sir!’ she implored, a big tear beginning to roll down her face, and the corners of her mouth trembling in her attempts not to cry. ‘And I wouldn’t ha’ come if I had known!’


  He was inexorable, and she sat still, and d’Urberville gave her the kiss of mastery. No sooner had he done so than she flushed with shame, took out her handkerchief, and wiped the spot on her cheek that had been touched by his lips. His ardour was nettled at the sight, for the act on her part had been unconsciously done.


  ‘You are mighty sensitive for a cottage girl!’ said the young man.


  Tess made no reply to this remark, of which, indeed, she did not quite comprehend the drift, unheeding the snub she had administered by her instinctive rub upon her cheek. She had, in fact, undone the kiss, as far as such a thing was physically possible. With a dim sense that he was vexed she looked steadily ahead as they trotted on near Melbury Down and Wingreen, till she saw, to her consternation, that there was yet another descent to be undergone.


  ‘You shall be made sorry for that!’ he resumed, his injured tone still remaining, as he flourished the whip anew. ‘Unless, that is, you agree willingly to let me do it again, and no handkerchief.’


  She sighed. ‘Very well, sir!’ she said. ‘Oh—let me get my hat!’


  At the moment of speaking her hat had blown off into the road, their present speed on the upland being by no means slow. D’Urberville pulled up, and said he would get it for her, but Tess was down on the other side.


  She turned back and picked up the article.


  ‘You look prettier with it off, upon my soul, if that’s possible,’ he said, contemplating her over the back of the vehicle. ‘Now then, up again! What’s the matter?’


  The hat was in place and tied, but Tess had not stepped forward.


  ‘No, sir,’ she said, revealing the red and ivory of her mouth as her eye lit in defiant triumph; ‘not again, if I know it!’


  ‘What—you won’t get up beside me?’


  ‘No; I shall walk.’


  ‘’Tis five or six miles yet to Trantridge.’


  ‘I don’t care if ’tis dozens. Besides, the cart is behind.’


  ‘You artful hussy! Now, tell me—didn’t you make that hat blow off on purpose? I’ll swear you did!’


  Her strategic silence confirmed his suspicion.


  Then d’Urberville cursed and swore at her, and called her everything he could think of for the trick. Turning the horse suddenly he tried to drive back upon her, and so hem her in between the gig and the hedge. But he could not do this short of injuring her.


  ‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself for using such wicked words!’ cried Tess with spirit, from the top of the hedge into which she had scrambled. ‘I don’t like ’ee at all! I hate and detest you! I’ll go back to mother, I will!’


  D’Urberville’s bad temper cleared up at sight of hers; and he laughed heartily.


  ‘Well, I like you all the better,’ he said. ‘Come, let there be peace. I’ll never do it any more against your will. My life upon it now!’


  Still Tess could not be induced to remount. She did not, however, object to his keeping his gig alongside her; and in this manner, at a slow pace, they advanced towards the village of Trantridge. From time to time d’Urberville exhibited a sort of fierce distress at the sight of the tramping he had driven her to undertake by his misdemeanour. She might in truth have safely trusted him now; but he had forfeited her confidence for the time, and she kept on the ground, progressing thoughtfully, as if wondering whether it would be wiser to return home. Her resolve, however, had been taken, and it seemed vacillating even to childishness to abandon it now, unless for graver reasons. How could she face her parents, get back her box, and disconcert the whole scheme for the rehabilitation of her family on such sentimental grounds?


  A few minutes later the chimneys of The Slopes appeared in view, and in a snug nook to the right the poultry-farm and cottage of Tess’s destination.


  ♣


  IX


  The community of fowls to which Tess had been appointed as supervisor, purveyor, nurse, surgeon, and friend, made its headquarters in an old thatched cottage standing in an enclosure that had once been a garden, but was now a trampled and sanded square. The house was overrun with ivy, its chimney being enlarged by the boughs of the parasite to the aspect of a ruined tower. The lower rooms were entirely given over to the birds, who walked about them with a proprietary air, as though the place had been built by themselves, and not by certain dusty copyholders who now lay east and west in the churchyard. The descendants of these bygone owners felt it almost as a slight to their family when the house which had so much of their affection, had cost so much of their forefathers’ money, and had been in their possession for several generations before the d’Urbervilles came and built here, was indifferently turned into a fowl-house by Mrs. Stoke-d’Urberville as soon as the property fell into hand according to law. ‘’Twas good enough for Christians in grandfather’s time,’ they said.


  The rooms wherein dozens of infants had wailed at their nursing now resounded with the tapping of nascent chicks. Distracted hens in coops occupied spots where formerly stood chairs supporting sedate agriculturists. The chimney-corner and once blazing hearth was now filled with inverted beehives, in which the hens laid their eggs; while out of doors the plots that each succeeding householder had carefully shaped with his spade were torn by the cocks in wildest fashion.


  The garden in which the cottage stood was surrounded by a wall, and could only be entered through a door.


  When Tess had occupied herself about an hour the next morning in altering and improving the arrangements, according to her skilled ideas as the daughter of a professed poulterer, the door in the wall opened and a servant in white cap and apron entered. She had come from the manor-house.


  ‘Mrs. d’Urberville wants the fowls as usual,’ she said; but perceiving that Tess did not quite understand, she explained, ‘Mis’ess is a old lady, and blind.’


  ‘Blind!’ said Tess.


  Almost before her misgiving at the news could find time to shape itself she took, under her companion’s direction, two of the most beautiful of the Hamburghs in her arms, and followed the maid-servant, who had likewise taken two, to the adjacent mansion, which, though ornate and imposing, showed traces everywhere on this side that some occupant of its chambers could bend to the love of dumb creatures—feathers floating within view of the front, and hen-coops standing on the grass.


  In a sitting-room on the ground-floor, ensconced in an armchair with her back to the light, was the owner and mistress of the estate, a white-haired woman of not more than sixty, or even less, wearing a large cap. She had the mobile face frequent in those whose sight has decayed by stages, has been laboriously striven after, and reluctantly let go, rather than the stagnant mien apparent in persons long sightless or born blind. Tess walked up to this lady with her feathered charges—one sitting on each arm.


  ‘Ah, you are the young woman come to look after my birds?’ said Mrs. d’Urberville, recognizing a new footstep. ‘I hope you will be kind to them. My bailiff tells me you are quite the proper person. Well, where are they? Ah, this is Strut! But he is hardly so lively to-day, is he? He is alarmed at being handled by a stranger, I suppose. And Phena too—yes, they are a little frightened—aren’t you, dears? But they will soon get used to you.’


  While the old lady had been speaking Tess and the other maid, in obedience to her gestures, had placed the fowls severally in her lap, and she had felt them over from head to tail, examining their beaks, their combs, the manes of the cocks, their wings, and their claws. Her touch enabled her to recognize them in a moment, and to discover if a single feather were crippled or draggled. She handled their crops, and knew what they had eaten, and if too little or too much; her face enacting a vivid pantomime of the criticisms passing in her mind.


  The birds that the two girls had brought in were duly returned to the yard, and the process was repeated till all the pet cocks and hens had been submitted to the old woman—Hamburghs, Bantams, Cochins, Brahmas, Dorkings, and such other sorts as were in fashion just then—her perception of each visitor being seldom at fault as she received the bird upon her knees.


  It reminded Tess of a Confirmation, in which Mrs. d’Urberville was the bishop, the fowls the young people presented, and herself and the maid-servant the parson and curate of the parish bringing them up. At the end of the ceremony Mrs. d’Urberville abruptly asked Tess, wrinkling and twitching her face into undulations, ‘Can you whistle?’


  ‘Whistle, Ma’am?’


  ‘Yes, whistle tunes.’


  Tess could whistle like most other country girls, though the accomplishment was one which she did not care to profess in genteel company. However, she blandly admitted that such was the fact.


  ‘Then you will have to practise it every day. I had a lad who did it very well, but he has left. I want you to whistle to my bullfinches; as I cannot see them I like to hear them, and we teach ’em airs that way. Tell her where the cages are, Elizabeth. You must begin to-morrow, or they will go back in their piping. They have been neglected these several days.’


  ‘Mr. d’Urberville whistled to ’em this morning, ma’am,’ said Elizabeth.


  ‘He! Pooh!’


  The old lady’s face creased into furrows of repugnance, and she made no further reply.


  Thus the reception of Tess by her fancied kinswoman terminated, and the birds were taken back to their quarters. The girl’s surprise at Mrs. d’Urberville’s manner was not great; for since seeing the size of the house she had expected no more. But she was far from being aware that the old lady had never heard a word of the so-called kinship. She gathered that no great affection flowed between the blind woman and her son. But in that, too, she was mistaken. Mrs. d’Urberville was not the first mother compelled to love her offspring resentfully, and to be bitterly fond.


  In spite of the unpleasant initiation of the day before, Tess inclined to the freedom and novelty of her new position in the morning when the sun shone, now that she was once installed there; and she was curious to test her powers in the unexpected direction asked of her, so as to ascertain her chance of retaining her post. As soon as she was alone within the walled garden she sat herself down on a coop, and seriously screwed up her mouth for the long-neglected practice. She found her former ability to have degenerated to the production of a hollow rush of wind through the lips, and no clear note at all.


  She remained fruitlessly blowing and blowing, wondering how she could have so grown out of the art which had come by nature, till she became aware of a movement among the ivy-boughs which cloaked the garden-wall no less than the cottage. Looking that way she beheld a form springing from the coping to the plot. It was Alec d’Urberville, whom she had not set eyes on since he had conducted her the day before to the door of the gardener’s cottage where she had lodgings.


  ‘Upon my honour!’ cried he, ‘there was never before such a beautiful thing in Nature or Art as you look, “Cousin” Tess [“Cousin” had a faint ring of mockery]. I have been watching you from over the wall—sitting like Im-patience on a monument, and pouting up that pretty red mouth to whistling shape, and whooing and whooing, and privately swearing, and never being able to produce a note. Why, you are quite cross because you can’t do it.[’]


  ‘I may be cross, but I didn’t swear.’


  ‘Ah! I understand why you are trying—those bullies! My mother wants you to carry on their musical education. How selfish of her! As if attending to these curst cocks and hens here were not enough work for any girl. I would flatly refuse, if I were you.’


  ‘But she wants me particularly to do it, and to be ready by to-morrow morning.’


  ‘Does she? Well then—I’ll give you a lesson or two.’


  ‘Oh no, you won’t!’ said Tess, withdrawing towards the door.


  ‘Nonsense; I don’t want to touch you. See—I’ll stand on this side of the wire-netting, and you can keep on the other; so you may feel quite safe. Now, look here; you screw up your lips too harshly. There ’tis—so.’


  He suited the action to the word, and whistled a line of ‘Take, O take those lips away.’ But the allusion was lost upon Tess.


  ‘Now try,’ said d’Urberville.


  She attempted to look reserved; her face put on a sculptural severity. But he persisted in his demand, and at last, to get rid of him, she did put up her lips as directed for producing a clear note; laughing distressfully, however, and then blushing with vexation that she had laughed.


  He encouraged her with ‘Try again!’


  Tess was quite serious, painfully serious by this time; and she tried—ultimately and unexpectedly emitting a real round sound. The momentary pleasure of success got the better of her; her eyes enlarged, and she involuntarily smiled in his face.


  ‘That’s it! Now I have started you—you’ll go on beautifully. There—I said I would not come near you; and, in spite of such temptation as never before fell to mortal man, I’ll keep my word…. Tess, do you think my mother a queer old soul?’


  ‘I don’t know much of her yet, sir.’


  ‘You’ll find her so; she must be, to make you learn to whistle to her bullfinches. I am rather out of her books just now, but you will be quite in favour if you treat her live-stock well. Good morning. If you meet with any difficulties and want help here, don’t go to the bailiff, come to me.’


  It was in the economy of this régime that Tess Durbeyfield had undertaken to fill a place. Her first day’s experiences were fairly typical of those which followed through many succeeding days. A familiarity with Alec d’Urberville’s presence—which that young man carefully cultivated in her by playful dialogue, and by jestingly calling her his cousin when they were alone—removed much of her original shyness of him, without, however, implanting any feeling which could engender shyness of a new and tenderer kind. But she was more pliable under his hands than a mere companionship would have made her, owing to her unavoidable dependence upon his mother, and, through that lady’s comparative helplessness, upon him.


  She soon found that whistling to the bullfinches in Mrs. d’Urberville’s room was no such onerous business when she had regained the art, for she had caught from her musical mother numerous airs that suited those songsters admirably. A far more satisfactory time than when she practised in the garden was this whistling by the cages each morning. Unrestrained by the young man’s presence she threw up her mouth, put her lips near the bars, and piped away in easeful grace to the attentive listeners.


  Mrs. d’Urberville slept in a large four-post bedstead hung with heavy damask curtains, and the bullfinches occupied the same apartment, where they flitted about freely at certain hours, and made little white spots on the furniture and upholstery. Once while Tess was at the window where the cages were ranged, giving her lesson us [as] usual, she thought she heard a rustling behind the bed. The old lady was not present, and turning round the girl had an impression that the toes of a pair of boots were visible below the fringe of the curtains. Thereupon her whistling became so disjointed that the listener, if such there were, must have discovered her suspicion of his presence. She searched the curtains every morning after that, but never found anybody within them. Alec d’Urberville had evidently thought better of his freak to terrify her by an ambush of that kind.


  ♣


  X


  Every village has its idiosyncrasy, its constitution, often its own code of morality. The levity of some of the younger women in and about Trantridge was marked, and was perhaps symptomatic of the choice spirit who ruled The Slopes in that vicinity. The place had also a more abiding defect; it drank hard. The staple conversation on the farms around was on the uselessness of saving money; and smockfrocked arithmeticians, leaning on their ploughs or hoes, would enter into calculations of great nicety to prove that parish relief was a fuller provision for a man in his old age than any which could result from savings out of their wages during a whole lifetime.


  The chief pleasure of these philosophers lay in going every Saturday night, when work was done, to Chaseborough, a decayed market-town two or three miles distant; and, returning in the small hours of the next morning, to spend Sunday in sleeping off the dyspeptic effects of the curious compounds sold to them as beer by the monopolizers of the once independent inns.


  For a long time Tess did not join in the weekly pilgrimages. But under pressure from matrons not much older than herself—for a field-man’s wages being as high at twenty-one as at forty, marriage was early here—Tess at length consented to go. Her first experience of the journey afforded her more enjoyment than she had expected, the hilariousness of the others being quite contagious after her monotonous attention to the poultry-farm all the week. She went again and again. Being graceful and interesting, standing moreover on the momentary threshold of womanhood, her appearance drew down upon her some sly regards from loungers in the streets of Chaseborough; hence, though sometimes her journey to the town was made independently, she always searched for her fellows at nightfall, to have the protection of their companionship homeward.


  This had gone on for a month or two when there came a Saturday in September, on which a fair and a market coincided; and the pilgrims from Trantridge sought double delights at the inns on that account. Tess’s occupations made her late in setting out, so that her comrades reached the town long before her. It was a fine September evening, just before sunset, when yellow lights struggle with blue shades in hairlike lines, and the atmosphere itself forms a prospect without aid from more solid objects, except the innumerable winged insects that dance in it. Through this low-lit mistiness Tess walked leisurely along.


  She did not discover the coincidence of the market with the fair till she had reached the place, by which time it was close upon dusk. Her limited marketing was soon completed; and then as usual she began to look about for some of the Trantridge cottagers.


  At first she could not find them, and she was informed that most of them had gone to what they called a private little jig at the house of a hay-trusser and peat-dealer who had transactions with their farm. He lived in an out-of-the-way nook of the townlet, and in trying to find her course thither her eyes fell upon Mr. d’Urberville standing at a street corner.


  ‘What—my Beauty? You here so late?’ he said.


  She told him that she was simply waiting for company homeward.


  ‘I’ll see you again,’ said he over her shoulder as she went on down the back lane.


  Approaching the hay-trussers she could hear the fiddled notes of a reel proceeding from some building in the rear; but no sound of dancing was audible—an exceptional state of things for these parts, where as a rule the stamping drowned the music. The front door being open she could see straight through the house into the garden at the back as far as the shades of night would allow; and nobody appearing to her knock she traversed the dwelling and went up the path to the outhouse whence the sound had attracted her.


  It was a windowless erection used for storage, and from the open door there floated into the obscurity a mist of yellow radiance, which at first Tess thought to be illuminated smoke. But on drawing nearer she perceived that it was a cloud of dust, lit by candles within the outhouse, whose beams upon the haze carried forward the outline of the doorway into the wide night of the garden.


  When she came close and looked in she beheld indistinct forms racing up and down to the figure of the dance, the silence of their footfalls arising from their being overshoe in ‘scroff’—that is to say, the powdery residuum from the storage of peat and other products, the stirring of which by their turbulent feet created the nebulosity that involved the scene. Through this floating, fusty débris of peat and hay, mixed with the perspirations and warmth of the dancers, and forming together a sort of vegeto-human pollen, the muted fiddles feebly pushed their notes, in marked contrast to the spirit with which the measure was trodden out. They coughed as they danced, and laughed as they coughed. Of the rushing couples there could barely be discerned more than the high lights—the indistinctness shaping them to satyrs clasping nymphs—a multiplicity of Pans whirling a multiplicity of Syrinxes; Lotis attempting to elude Priapus, and always failing.


  At intervals a couple would approach the doorway for air, and the haze no longer veiling their features, the demigods resolved themselves into the homely personalities of her own next-door neighbours. Could Trantridge in two or three short hours have metamorphosed itself thus madly!


  Some Sileni of the throng sat on benches and hay-trusses by the wall; and one of them recognized her.


  ‘The maids don’t think it respectable to dance at “The Flower-de-Luce,”’ he explained. ‘They don’t like to let everybody see which be their fancy-men. Besides, the house sometimes shuts up just when their jints begin to get greased. So we come here and send out for liquor.’


  ‘But when be any of you going home?’ asked Tess with some anxiety.


  ‘Now—a’most directly. This is all but the last jig.’


  She waited. The reel drew to a close, and some of the party were in the mind for starting. But others would not, and another dance was formed. This surely would end it, thought Tess. But it merged in yet another. She became restless and uneasy; yet, having waited so long, it was necessary to wait longer; on account of the fair the roads were dotted with roving characters of possibly ill intent; and, though not fearful of measurable dangers, she feared the unknown. Had she been near Marlott she would have had less dread.


  ‘Don’t ye be nervous, my dear good soul,’ expostulated, between his coughs, a young man with a wet face, and his straw hat so far back upon his head that the brim encircled it like the nimbus of a saint. ‘What’s yer hurry? To-morrow is Sunday, thank God, and we can sleep it off in church-time. Now, have a turn with me?’


  She did not abhor dancing, but she was not going to dance here. The movement grew more passionate: the fiddlers behind the luminous pillar of cloud now and then varied the air by playing on the wrong side of the bridge or with the back of the bow. But it did not matter; the panting shapes spun onwards.


  They did not vary their partners if their inclination were to stick to previous ones. Changing partners simply meant that a satisfactory choice had not as yet been arrived at by one or other of the pair, and by this time every couple had been suitably matched. It was then that the ecstasy and the dream began, in which emotion was the matter of the universe, and matter but an adventitious intrusion likely to hinder you from spinning where you wanted to spin.


  Suddenly there was a dull thump on the ground: a couple had fallen, and lay in a mixed heap. The next couple, unable to check its progress, came toppling over the obstacle. An inner cloud of dust rose around the prostrate figures amid the general one of the room, in which a twitching entanglement of arms and legs was discernible.


  ‘You shall catch it for this, my gentleman, when you get home!’ burst in female accents from the human heap—those of the unhappy partner of the man whose clumsiness had caused the mishap; she happened also to be his recently married wife, in which assortment there was nothing unusual at Trantridge as long as any affection remained between wedded couples; and, indeed, it was not uncustomary in their later lives, to avoid making odd lots of the single people between whom there might be a warm understanding.


  A loud laugh from behind Tess’s back, in the shade of the garden, united with the titter within the room. She looked round, and saw the red coal of a cigar: Alec d’Urberville was standing there alone. He beckoned to her, and she reluctantly retreated towards him.


  ‘Well, my Beauty, what are you doing here?’


  She was so tired after her long day and her walk that she confided her trouble to him—that she had been waiting ever since he saw her to have their company home, because the road at night was strange to her. ‘But it seems they will never leave off, and I really think I will wait no longer.’


  ‘Certainly do not. I have only a saddle-horse here to-day; but come to “The Flower-de-Luce,” and I’ll hire a trap, and drive you home with me.’


  Tess, though flattered, had never quite got over her original mistrust of him, and, despite their tardiness, she preferred to walk home with the work-folk. So she answered that she was much obliged to him, but would not trouble him. ‘I have said that I will wait for ’em, and they will expect me to now.’


  ‘Very well, Miss Independence. Please yourself…. Then I shall not hurry…. My good Lord, what a kick-up they are having there!’


  He had not put himself forward into the light, but some of them had perceived him, and his presence led to a slight pause and a consideration of how the time was flying. As soon as he had re-lit a cigar and walked away the Trantridge people began to collect themselves from amid those who had come in from other farms, and prepared to leave in a body. Their bundles and baskets were gathered up, and half an hour later, when the clock-chime sounded a quarter past eleven, they were straggling along the lane which led up the hill towards their homes.


  It was a three-mile walk, along a dry white road, made whiter to-night by the light of the moon.


  Tess soon perceived as she walked in the flock, sometimes with this one, sometimes with that, that the fresh night air was producing staggerings and serpentine courses among the men who had partaken too freely; some of the more careless women also were wandering in their gait—to wit, a dark virago, Car Darch, dubbed Queen of Spades, till lately a favourite of d’Urberville’s; Nancy, her sister, nicknamed the Queen of Diamonds; and the young married woman who had already tumbled down. Yet however terrestrial and lumpy their appearance just now to the mean unglamoured eye, to themselves the case was different. They followed the road with a sensation that they were soaring along in a supporting medium, possessed of original and profound thoughts, themselves and surrounding nature forming an organism of which all the parts harmoniously and joyously interpenetrated each other. They were as sublime as the moon and stars above them, and the moon and stars were as ardent as they.


  Tess, however, had undergone such painful experiences of this kind in her father’s house, that the discovery of their condition spoilt the pleasure she was beginning to feel in the moonlight journey. Yet she stuck to the party, for reasons above given.


  In the open highway they had progressed in scattered order; but now their route was through a field-gate, and the foremost finding a difficulty in opening it they closed up together.


  This leading pedestrian was Car the Queen of Spades, who carried a wicker-basket containing her mother’s groceries, her own draperies, and other purchases for the week. The basket being large and heavy, Car had placed it for convenience of porterage on the top of her head, where it rode on in jeopardized balance as she walked with arms akimbo.


  ‘Well—whatever is that a-creeping down thy back, Car Darch?’ said one of the group suddenly.


  All looked at Car. Her gown was a light cotton print, and from the back of her head a kind of rope could be seen descending to some distance below her waist, like a Chinaman’s queue.


  ‘’Tis her hair falling down,’ said another.


  No; it was not her hair: it was a black stream of something oozing from her basket, and it glistened like a slimy snake in the cold still rays of the moon.


  ‘’Tis treacle,’ said an observant matron.


  Treacle it was. Car’s poor old grandmother had a weakness for the sweet stuff. Honey she had in plenty out of her own hives, but treacle was what her soul desired, and Car had been about to give her a treat of surprise. Hastily lowering the basket the dark girl found that the vessel containing the syrup had been smashed within.


  By this time there had arisen a shout of laughter at the extraordinary appearance of Car’s back, which irritated the dark queen into getting rid of the disfigurement by the first sudden means available, and independently of the help of the scoffers. She rushed excitedly into the field they were about to cross, and flinging herself flat on her back upon the grass, began to wipe her gown as well as she could by spinning horizontally on the herbage and dragging herself over it upon her elbows.


  The laughter rang louder; they clung to the gate, to the posts, rested on their staves, in the weakness engendered by their convulsions at the spectacle of Car. Our heroine, who had hitherto held her peace, at this wild moment could not help joining in with the rest.


  It was a misfortune—in more ways than one. No sooner did the dark queen hear the soberer richer note of Tess among those of the other work-people than a long smouldering sense of rivalry inflamed her to madness. She sprang to her feet and closely faced the object of her dislike.


  ‘How darest th’ laugh at me, hussy!’ she cried.


  ‘I couldn’t really help it when t’others did,’ apologized Tess, still tittering.


  ‘Ah, th’st think th’ beest everybody, dostn’t, because th’ beest first favourite with He just now! But stop a bit, my lady, stop a bit! I’m as good as two of such! Look here—here’s at ’ee!’


  To Tess’s horror the dark queen began stripping off the bodice of her gown—which for the added reason of its ridiculed condition she was only too glad to be free of—till she had bared her plump neck, shoulders, and arms to the moonshine, under which they looked as luminous and beautiful as some Praxitelean creation, in their possession of the faultless rotundities of a lusty country girl. She closed her fists and squared up at Tess.


  ‘Indeed, then, I shall not fight!’ said the latter majestically; ‘and if I had known you was of that sort, I wouldn’t have so let myself down as to come with such a whorage as this is!’


  The rather too inclusive speech brought down a torrent of vituperation from other quarters upon fair Tess’s unlucky head, particularly from the Queen of Diamonds, who having stood in the relations to d’Urberville that Car had also been suspected of, united with the latter against the common enemy. Several other women also chimed in, with an animus which none of them would have been so fatuous as to show but for the rollicking evening they had passed. Thereupon, finding Tess unfairly browbeaten, the husbands and lovers tried to make peace by defending her; but the result of that attempt was directly to increase the war.


  Tess was indignant and ashamed. She no longer minded the loneliness of the way and the lateness of the hour; her one object was to get away from the whole crew as soon as possible. She knew well enough that the better among them would repent of their passion next day. They were all now inside the field, and she was edging back to rush off alone when a horseman emerged almost silently from the corner of the hedge that screened the road, and Alec d’Urberville looked round upon them.


  ‘What the devil is all this row about, work-folk?’ he asked.


  The explanation was not readily forthcoming; and, in truth, he did not require any. Having heard their voices while yet some way off he had ridden creepingly forward, and learnt enough to satisfy himself.


  Tess was standing apart from the rest, near the gate. He bent over towards her. ‘Jump up behind me,’ he whispered, ‘and we’ll get shot of the screaming cats in a jiffy!’


  She felt almost ready to faint, so vivid was her sense of the crisis. At almost any other moment of her life she would have refused such proffered aid and company, as she had refused them several times before; and now the loneliness would not of itself have forced her to do otherwise. But coming as the invitation did at the particular juncture when fear and indignation at these adversaries could be transformed by a spring of the foot into a triumph over them, she abandoned herself to her impulse, climbed the gate, put her toe upon his instep, and scrambled into the saddle behind him. The pair were speeding away into the distant gray by the time that the contentious revellers became aware of what had happened.


  The Queen of Spades forgot the stain on her bodice, and stood beside the Queen of Diamonds and the new-married, staggering young woman—all with a gaze of fixity in the direction in which the horse’s tramp was diminishing into silence on the road.


  ‘What be ye looking at?’ asked a man who had not observed the incident.


  ‘Ho-ho-ho!’ laughed dark Car.


  ‘Hee-hee-hee!’ laughed the tippling bride, as she steadied herself on the arm of her fond husband.


  ‘Heu-heu-heu!’ laughed dark Car’s mother, stroking her moustache as she explained laconically: ‘Out of the frying-pan into the fire!’


  Then these children of the open air, whom even excess of alcohol could scarce injure permanently, betook themselves to the field-path; and as they went there moved onward with them, around the shadow of each one’s head, a circle of opalized light, formed by the moon’s rays upon the glistening sheet of dew. Each pedestrian could see no halo but his or her own, which never deserted the head-shadow, whatever its vulgar unsteadiness might be; but adhered to it, and persistently beautified it; till the erratic motions seemed an inherent part of the irradiation, and the fumes of their breathing a component of the night’s mist; and the spirit of the scene, and of the moonlight, and of Nature, seemed harmoniously to mingle with the spirit of wine.


  ♣


  XI


  The twain cantered along for some time without speech, Tess as she clung to him still panting in her triumph, yet in other respects dubious. She had perceived that the horse was not the spirited one he sometimes rode, and felt no alarm on that score, though her seat was precarious enough despite her tight hold of him. She begged him to slow the animal to a walk, which Alec accordingly did.


  ‘Neatly done, was it not, dear Tess?’ he said by and by.


  ‘Yes!’ said she. ‘I am sure I ought to be much obliged to you.’


  ‘And are you?’


  She did not reply.


  ‘Tess, why do you always dislike my kissing you?’


  ‘I suppose——because I don’t love you.’


  ‘You are quite sure?’


  ‘I am angry with you sometimes!’


  ‘Ah, I half feared as much.’ Nevertheless, Alec did not object to that confession. He knew that anything was better than frigidity. ‘Why haven’t you told me when I have made you angry?’


  ‘You know very well why. Because I cannot help myself here.’


  ‘I haven’t offended you often by love-making?’


  ‘You have sometimes.’


  ‘How many times?’


  ‘You know as well as I—too many times.’


  ‘Every time I have tried?’


  She was silent, and the horse ambled along for a considerable distance, till a faint luminous fog, which had hung in the hollows all the evening, became general and enveloped them. It seemed to hold the moonlight in suspension, rendering it more pervasive than in clear air. Whether on this account, or from absent-mindedness, or from sleepiness, she did not perceive that they had long ago passed the point at which the lane to Trantridge branched from the highway, and that her conductor had not taken the Trantridge track.


  She was inexpressibly weary. She had risen at five o’clock every morning of that week, had been on foot the whole of each day, and on this evening had in addition walked the three miles to Chaseborough, waited three hours for her neighbours without eating or drinking, her impatience to start them preventing either; she had then walked a mile of the way home, and had undergone the excitement of the quarrel, till, with the slow progress of their steed, it was now nearly one o’clock. Only once, however, was she overcome by actual drowsiness. In that moment of oblivion her head sank gently against him.


  D’Urberville stopped the horse, withdrew his feet from the stirrups, turned sideways on the saddle, and enclosed her waist with his arm to support her.


  This immediately put her on the defensive, and with one of those sudden impulses of reprisal to which she was liable she gave him a little push from her. In his ticklish position he nearly lost his balance and only just avoided rolling over into the road, the horse, though a powerful one, being fortunately the quietest he rode.


  ‘That is devilish unkind!’ he said. ‘I mean no harm—only to keep you from falling.’


  She pondered suspiciously; till, thinking that this might after all be true, she relented, and said quite humbly, ‘I beg your pardon, sir.’


  ‘I won’t pardon you unless you show some confidence in me. Good God!’ he burst out, ‘what am I, to be repulsed so by a mere chit like you? For near three mortal months have you trifled with my feelings, eluded me, and snubbed me; and I won’t stand it!’


  ‘I’ll leave you to-morrow, sir.’


  ‘No, you will not leave me to-morrow! Will you, I ask once more, show your belief in me by letting me clasp you with my arm? Come, between us two and nobody else, now. We know each other well; and you know that I love you, and think you the prettiest girl in the world, which you are. Mayn’t I treat you as a lover?’


  She drew a quick pettish breath of objection, writhing uneasily on her seat, looked far ahead, and murmured, ‘I don’t know—I wish—how can I say yes or no when——’


  He settled the matter by clasping his arm round her as he desired, and Tess expressed no further negative. Thus they sidled slowly onward till it struck her they had been advancing for an unconscionable time—far longer than was usually occupied by the short journey from Chaseborough, even at this walking pace, and that they were no longer on hard road, but in a mere trackway.


  ‘Why, where be we?’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Passing by a wood.’


  ‘A wood—what wood? Surely we are quite out of the road?’


  ‘A bit of The Chase—the oldest wood in England. It is a lovely night, and why should we not prolong our ride a little?’


  ‘How could you be so treacherous!’ said Tess, between archness and real dismay, and getting rid of his arm by pulling open his fingers one by one, though at the risk of slipping off herself. ‘Just when I’ve been putting such trust in you, and obliging you to please you, because I thought I had wronged you by that push! Please set me down, and let me walk home.’


  ‘You cannot walk home, darling, even if the air were clear. We are miles away from Trantridge, if I must tell you, and in this growing fog you might wander for hours among these trees.’


  ‘Never mind that,’ she coaxed. ‘Put me down, I beg you. I don’t mind where it is; only let me get down, sir, please!’


  ‘Very well, then, I will—on one condition. Having brought you here to this out-of-the-way place, I feel myself responsible for your safe-conduct home, whatever you may yourself feel about it. As to your getting to Trantridge without assistance, it is quite impossible; for, to tell the truth, dear, owing to this fog, which so disguises everything, I don’t quite know where we are myself. Now, if you will promise to wait beside the horse while I walk through the bushes till I come to some road or house, and ascertain exactly our whereabouts, I’ll deposit you here willingly. When I come back I’ll give you full directions, and if you insist upon walking you may; or you may ride—at your pleasure.’


  She accepted these terms, and slid off on the near side, though not till he had stolen a cursory kiss. He sprang down on the other side.


  ‘I suppose I must hold the horse?’ said she.


  ‘Oh no; it’s not necessary,’ replied Alec, patting the panting creature. ‘He’s had enough of it for to-night.’


  He turned the horse’s head into the bushes, hitched him on to a bough, and made a sort of couch or nest for her in the deep mass of dead leaves.


  ‘Now, you sit there,’ he said. ‘The leaves have not got damp as yet. Just give an eye to the horse—it will be quite sufficient.’


  He took a few steps away from her, but, returning, said, ‘By the bye, Tess, your father has a new cob to-day. Somebody gave it to him.’


  ‘Somebody? You!’


  D’Urberville nodded.


  ‘O how very good of you that is!’ she exclaimed, with a painful sense of the awkwardness of having to thank him just then.


  ‘And the children have some toys.’


  ‘I didn’t know—you ever sent them anything!’ she murmured, much moved. ‘I almost wish you had not—yes, I almost wish it!’


  ‘Why, dear?’


  ‘It—hampers me so.’


  ‘Tessy—don’t you love me ever so little now?’


  ‘I’m grateful,’ she reluctantly admitted. ‘But I fear I do not——’ The sudden vision of his passion for herself as a factor in this result so distressed her that, beginning with one slow tear, and then following with another, she wept outright.


  ‘Don’t cry, dear, dear one! Now sit down here, and wait till I come.’ She passively sat down amid the leaves he had heaped, and shivered slightly. ‘Are you cold?’ he asked.


  ‘Not very—a little.’


  He touched her with his fingers, which sank into her as into down. ‘You have only that puffy muslin dress on—how’s that?’


  ‘It’s my best summer one. ’Twas very warm when I started, and I didn’t know I was going to ride, and that it would be night.’


  ‘Nights grow chilly in September. Let me see.’ He pulled off a light overcoat that he had worn, and put it round her tenderly. ‘That’s it—now you’ll feel warmer,’ he continued. ‘Now, my pretty, rest there; I shall soon be back again.’


  Having buttoned the overcoat round her shoulders he plunged into the webs of vapour which by this time formed veils between the trees. She could hear the rustling of the branches as he ascended the adjoining slope, till his movements were no louder than the hopping of a bird, and finally died away. With the setting of the moon the pale light lessened, and Tess became invisible as she fell into reverie upon the leaves where he had left her.


  In the meantime Alec d’Urberville had pushed on up the slope to clear his genuine doubt as to the quarter of The Chase they were in. He had, in fact, ridden quite at random for over an hour, taking any turning that came to hand in order to prolong companionship with her, and giving far more attention to Tess’s moonlit person than to any wayside object. A little rest for the jaded animal being desirable, he did not hasten his search for landmarks. A clamber over the hill into the adjoining vale brought him to the fence of a highway whose contours he recognized, which settled the question of their whereabouts. D’Urberville thereupon turned back; but by this time the moon had quite gone down, and partly on account of the fog The Chase was wrapped in thick darkness, although morning was not far off. He was obliged to advance with outstretched hands to avoid contact with the boughs, and discovered that to hit the exact spot from which he had started was at first entirely beyond him. Roaming up and down, round and round, he at length heard a slight movement of the horse close at hand; and the sleeve of his overcoat unexpectedly caught his foot.


  ‘Tess!’ said d’Urberville.


  There was no answer. The obscurity was now so great that he could see absolutely nothing but a pale nebulousness at his feet, which represented the white muslin figure he had left upon the dead leaves. Everything else was blackness alike. D’Urberville stooped; and heard a gentle regular breathing. He knelt and bent lower, till her breath warmed his face, and in a moment his cheek was in contact with hers. She was sleeping soundly, and upon her eyelashes there lingered tears.


  Darkness and silence ruled everywhere around. Above them rose the primeval yews and oaks of The Chase, in which were poised gentle roosting birds in their last nap; and about them stole the hopping rabbits and hares. But, might some say, where was Tess’s guardian angel? where was the providence of her simple faith? Perhaps, like that other god of whom the ironical Tishbite spoke, he was talking, or he was pursuing, or he was in a journey, or he was sleeping and not to be awaked.


  Why it was that upon this beautiful feminine tissue, sensitive as gossamer, and practically blank as snow as yet, there should have been traced such a coarse pattern as it was doomed to receive; why so often the coarse appropriates the finer thus, the wrong man the woman, the wrong woman the man, many thousand years of analytical philosophy have failed to explain to our sense of order. One may, indeed, admit the possibility of a retribution lurking in the present catastrophe. Doubtless some of Tess d’Urberville’s mailed ancestors rollicking home from a fray had dealt the same measure even more ruthlessly towards peasant girls of their time. But though to visit the sins of the fathers upon the children may be a morality good enough for divinities, it is scorned by average human nature; and it therefore does not mend the matter.


  As Tess’s own people down in those retreats are never tired of saying among each other in their fatalistic way: ‘It was to be.’ There lay the pity of it. An immeasurable social chasm was to divide our heroine’s personality thereafter from that previous self of hers who stepped from her mother’s door to try her fortune at Trantridge poultry-farm.


  end of phase the first


  ♣


  Phase the Second


  Maiden No More


  XII


  The basket was heavy and the bundle was large, but she lugged them along like a person who did not find her especial burden in material things. Occasionally she stopped to rest in a mechanical way by some gate or post; and then, giving the baggage another hitch upon her full round arm, went steadily on again.


  It was a Sunday morning in late October, about four months after Tess Durbeyfield’s arrival at Trantridge, and some few weeks subsequent to the night ride in The Chase. The time was not long past daybreak, and the yellow luminosity upon the horizon behind her back lighted the ridge towards which her face was set—the barrier of the vale wherein she had of late been a stranger—which she would have to climb over to reach her birthplace. The ascent was gradual on this side, and the soil and scenery differed much from those within Blakemore Vale. Even the character and accent of the two peoples had shades of difference, despite the amalgamating effects of a roundabout railway; so that, though less than twenty miles from the place of her sojourn at Trantridge, her native village had seemed a far-away spot. The field-folk shut in there traded northward and westward, travelled, courted, and married northward and westward, thought northward and westward; those on this side mainly directed their energies and attention to the east and south.


  The incline was the same down which d’Urberville had driven with her so wildly on that day in June. Tess went up the remainder of its length without stopping, and on reaching the edge of the escarpment gazed over the familiar green world beyond, now half-veiled in mist. It was always beautiful from here; it was terribly beautiful to Tess to-day, for since her eyes last fell upon it she had learnt that the serpent hisses where the sweet birds sing, and her views of life had been totally changed for her by the lesson. Verily another girl than the simple one she had been at home was she who, bowed by thought, stood still here, and turned to look behind her. She could not bear to look forward into the Vale.


  Ascending by the long white road that Tess herself had just laboured up, she saw a two-wheeled vehicle, beside which walked a man, who held up his hand to attract her attention.


  She obeyed the signal to wait for him with unspeculative repose, and in a few minutes man and horse stopped beside her.


  ‘Why did you slip away by stealth like this?’ said d’Urberville, with upbraiding breathlessness; ‘on a Sunday morning, too, when people were all in bed! I only discovered it by accident, and I have been driving like the deuce to overtake you. Just look at the mare. Why go off like this? You know that nobody wished to hinder your going. And how unnecessary it has been for you to toil along on foot, and encumber yourself with this heavy load! I have followed like a madman, simply to drive you the rest of the distance, if you won’t come back.’


  ‘I shan’t come back,’ said she.


  ‘I thought you wouldn’t—I said so! Well, then, put up your baskets, and let me help you on.’


  She listlessly placed her basket and bundle within the dog-cart, and stepped up, and they sat side by side. She had no fear of him now, and in the cause of her confidence her sorrow lay.


  D’Urberville mechanically lit a cigar, and the journey was continued with broken unemotional conversation on the commonplace objects by the wayside. He had quite forgotten his struggle to kiss her when, in the early summer, they had driven in the opposite direction along the same road. But she had not, and she sat now, like a puppet, replying to his remarks in monosyllables. After some miles they came in view of the clump of trees beyond which the village of Marlott stood. It was only then that her still face showed the least emotion, a tear or two beginning to trickle down.


  ‘What are you crying for?’ he coldly asked.


  ‘I was only thinking that I was born over there,’ murmured Tess.


  ‘Well—we must all be born somewhere.’


  ‘I wish I had never been born—there or anywhere else!’


  ‘Pooh! Well, if you didn’t wish to come to Trantridge why did you come?’


  She did not reply.


  ‘You didn’t come for love of me, that I’ll swear.’


  ‘’Tis quite true. If I had gone for love o’ you, if I had ever sincerely loved you, if I loved you still, I should not so loathe and hate myself for my weakness as I do now! … My eyes were dazed by you for a little, and that was all.’


  He shrugged his shoulders. She resumed—


  ‘I didn’t understand your meaning till it was too late.’


  ‘That’s what every woman says.[’]


  ‘How can you dare to use such words!’ she cried, turning impetuously upon him, her eyes flashing as the latent spirit (of which he was to see more some day) awoke in her. ‘My God! I could knock you out of the gig! Did it never strike your mind that what every woman says some women may feel?’


  ‘Very well,’ he said, laughing; ‘I am sorry to wound you. I did wrong—I admit it.’ He dropped into some little bitterness as he continued: ‘Only you needn’t be so everlastingly flinging it in my face. I am ready to pay to the uttermost farthing. You know you need not work in the fields or the dairies again. You know you may clothe yourself with the best, instead of in the bald plain way you have lately affected, as if you couldn’t get a ribbon more than you earn.’


  Her lip lifted slightly, though there was little scorn, as a rule, in her large and impulsive nature.


  ‘I have said I will not take anything more from you, and I will not—I cannot! I should be your creature to go on doing that, and I won’t!’


  ‘One would think you were a princess from your manner, in addition to a true and original d’Urberville—ha! ha! Well, Tess, dear, I can say no more. I suppose I am a bad fellow—a damn bad fellow. I was born bad, and I have lived bad, and I shall die bad in all probability. But, upon my lost soul, I won’t be bad towards you again, Tess. And if certain circumstances should arise—you understand—in which you are in the least need, the least difficulty, send me one line, and you shall have by return whatever you require. I may not be at Trantridge—I am going to London for a time—I can’t stand the old woman. But all letters will be forwarded.’


  She said that she did not wish him to drive her further, and they stopped just under the clump of trees. D’Urberville alighted, and lifted her down bodily in his arms, afterwards placing her articles on the ground beside her. She bowed to him slightly, her eye just lingering in his; and then she turned to take the parcels for departure.


  Alec d’Urberville removed his cigar, bent towards her, and said—


  ‘You are not going to turn away like that, dear? Come!’


  ‘If you wish,’ she answered indifferently. ‘See how you’ve mastered me!’


  She thereupon turned round and lifted her face to his, and remained like a marble term while he imprinted a kiss upon her cheek—half perfunctorily, half as if zest had not yet quite died out. Her eyes vaguely rested upon the remotest trees in the lane while the kiss was given, as though she were nearly unconscious of what he did.


  ‘Now the other side, for old acquaintance’ sake.’


  She turned her head in the same passive way, as one might turn at the request of a sketcher or hairdresser, and he kissed the other side, his lips touching cheeks that were damp and smoothly chill as the skin of the mushrooms in the fields around.


  ‘You don’t give me your mouth and kiss me back. You never willingly do that—you’ll never love me, I fear.’


  ‘I have said so, often. It is true. I have never really and truly loved you, and I think I never can.’ She added mournfully, ‘Perhaps, of all things, a lie on this thing would do the most good to me now; but I have honour enough left, little as ’tis, not to tell that lie. If I did love you I may have the best o’ causes for letting you know it. But I don’t.’


  He emitted a laboured breath, as if the scene were getting rather oppressive to his heart, or to his conscience, or to his gentility.


  ‘Well, you are absurdly melancholy, Tess. I have no reason for flattering you now, and I can say plainly that you need not be so sad. You can hold your own for beauty against any woman of these parts, gentle or simple; I say it to you as a practical man and well-wisher. If you are wise you will show it to the world more than you do before it fades…. And yet, Tess, will you come back to me? Upon my soul I don’t like to let you go like this!’


  ‘Never, never! I made up my mind as soon as I saw—what I ought to have seen sooner; and I won’t come.’


  ‘Then good morning, my four months’ cousin—good-bye!’


  He leapt up lightly, arranged the reins, and was gone between the tall red-berried hedges.


  Tess did not look after him, but slowly wound along the crooked lane. It was still early, and though the sun’s lower limb was just free of the hill, his rays, ungenial and peering, addressed the eye rather than the touch as yet. There was not a human soul near. Sad October and her sadder self seemed the only two existences haunting that lane.


  As she walked, however, some footsteps approached behind her, the footsteps of a man; and owing to the briskness of his advance he was close at her heels and had said ‘Good morning’ before she had been long aware of his propinquity. He appeared to be an artisan of some sort, and carried a tin pot of red paint in his hand. He asked in a business-like manner if he should take her basket, which she permitted him to do, walking beside him.


  ‘It is early to be astir this Sabbath morn!’ he said cheerfully.


  ‘Yes,’ said Tess.


  ‘When most people are at rest from their week’s work.’


  She also assented to this.


  ‘Though I do more real work to-day than all the week besides.’


  ‘Do you?’


  ‘All the week I work for the glory of man, and on Sunday for the glory of God. That’s more real than the other—hey? I have a little to do here at this stile.’ The man turned as he spoke to an opening at the roadside leading into a pasture. ‘If you’ll wait a moment,’ he added, ‘I shall not be long.’


  As he had her basket she could not well do otherwise; and she waited, observing him. He set down her basket and the tin pot, and stirring the paint with the brush that was in it began painting large square letters on the middle board of the three composing the stile, placing a comma after each word, as if to give pause while that word was driven well home to the reader’s heart—


  
    THY, DAMNATION, SLUMBERETH, NOT.


    2 Pet. ii. 3.

  


  Against the peaceful landscape, the pale, decaying tints of the copses, the blue air of the horizon, and the lichened stile-boards, these staring vermilion words shone forth. They seemed to shout themselves out and make the atmosphere ring. Some people might have cried ‘Alas, poor Theology!’ at the hideous defacement—the last grotesque phase of a creed which had served mankind well in its time. But the words entered Tess with accusatory horror. It was as if this man had known her recent history; yet he was a total stranger.


  Having finished his text he picked up her basket, and she mechanically resumed her walk beside him.


  ‘Do you believe what you paint?’ she asked in low tones.


  ‘Believe that tex? Do I believe in my own existence!’


  ‘But,’ said she tremulously, ‘suppose your sin was not of your own seeking?’


  He shook his head.


  ‘I cannot split hairs on that burning query,’ he said. ‘I have walked hundreds of miles this past summer, painting these texes on every wall, gate, and stile in the length and breadth of this district. I leave their application to the hearts of the people who read ’em.’


  ‘I think they are horrible,’ said Tess. ‘Crushing! killing!’


  ‘That’s what they are meant to be!’ he replied in a trade voice. ‘But you should read my hottest ones—them I kips for slums and seaports. They’d make ye wriggle! Not but what this is a very good tex for rural districts…. Ah—there’s a nice bit of blank wall up by that barn standing to waste. I must put one there—one that it will be good for dangerous young females like yerself to heed. Will ye wait, missy?’


  ‘No,’ said she; and taking her basket Tess trudged on. A little way forward she turned her head. The old gray wall began to advertise a similar fiery lettering to the first, with a strange and unwonted mien, as if distressed at duties it had never before been called upon to perform. It was with a sudden flush that she read and realized what was to be the inscription he was now half-way through—


  
    THOU, SHALT, NOT, COMMIT——

  


  Her cheerful friend saw her looking, stopped his brush, and shouted—


  ‘If you want to ask for edification on these things of moment, there’s a very earnest good man going to preach a charity-sermon to-day in the parish you are going to—Mr. Clare of Emminster. I’m not of his persuasion now, but he’s a good man, and he’ll expound as well as any parson I know. ’Twas he began the work in me.’


  But Tess did not answer; she throbbingly resumed her walk, her eyes fixed on the ground. ‘Pooh—I don’t believe God said such things!’ she murmured contemptuously when her flush had died away.


  A plume of smoke soared up suddenly from her father’s chimney, the sight of which made her heart ache. The aspect of the interior, when she reached it, made her heart ache more. Her mother, who had just come down stairs, turned to greet her from the fireplace, where she was kindling barked-oak twigs under the breakfast kettle. The young children were still above, as was also her father, it being Sunday morning, when he felt justified in lying an additional half-hour.


  ‘Well!—my dear Tess!’ exclaimed her surprised mother, jumping up and kissing the girl. ‘How be ye? I didn’t see you till you was in upon me! Have you come home to be married?’


  ‘No, I have not come for that, mother.’


  ‘Then for a holiday?’


  ‘Yes—for a holiday; for a long holiday,’ said Tess.


  ‘What, isn’t your cousin going to do the handsome thing?’


  ‘He’s not my cousin, and he’s not going to marry me.’


  Her mother eyed her narrowly.


  ‘Come, you have not told me all,’ she said.


  Then Tess went up to her mother, put her face upon Joan’s neck, and told.


  ‘And yet th’st not got him to marry ’ee!’ reiterated her mother. ‘Any woman would have done it but you, after that!’


  ‘Perhaps any woman would except me.’


  ‘It would have been something like a story to come back with, if you had!’ continued Mrs. Durbeyfield, ready to burst into tears of vexation. ‘After all the talk about you and him which has reached us here, who would have expected it to end like this! Why didn’t ye think of doing some good for your family instead o’ thinking only of yourself? See how I’ve got to teave and slave, and your poor weak father with his heart clogged like a dripping-pan. I did hope for something to come out o’ this! To see what a pretty pair you and he made that day when you drove away together four months ago! See what he has given us—all, as we thought, because we were his kin. But if he’s not, it must have been done because of his love for ’ee. And yet you’ve not got him to marry!’


  Get Alec d’Urberville in the mind to marry her! He marry her! On matrimony he had never once said a word. And what if he had? How a convulsive snatching at social salvation might have impelled her to answer him she could not say. But her poor foolish mother little knew her present feeling towards this man. Perhaps it was unusual in the circumstances, unlucky, unaccountable; but there it was; and this, as she had said, was what made her detest herself. She had never wholly cared for him, she did not at all care for him now. She had dreaded him, winced before him, succumbed to adroit advantages he took of her helplessness; then, temporarily blinded by his ardent manners, had been stirred to confused surrender awhile: had suddenly despised and disliked him, and had run away. That was all. Hate him she did not quite; but he was dust and ashes to her, and even for her name’s sake she scarcely wished to marry him.


  ‘You ought to have been more careful if you didn’t mean to get him to make you his wife!’


  ‘O mother, my mother!’ cried the agonized girl, turning passionately upon her parent as if her poor heart would break. ‘How could I be expected to know? I was a child when I left this house four months ago. Why didn’t you tell me there was danger in men-folk? Why didn’t you warn me? Ladies know what to fend hands against, because they read novels that tell them of these tricks; but I never had the chance o’ learning in that way, and you did not help me!’


  Her mother was subdued.


  ‘I thought if I spoke of his fond feelings and what they might lead to, you would be hontish wi’ him and lose your chance,’ she murmured, wiping her eyes with her apron. ‘Well, we must make the best of it, I suppose. ’Tis nater, after all, and what do please God!’


  ♣


  XIII


  The event of Tess Durbeyfield’s return from the manor of her bogus kinsfolk was rumoured abroad, if rumour be not too large a word for a space of a square mile. In the afternoon several young girls of Marlott, former schoolfellows and acquaintances of Tess, called to see her, arriving dressed in their best starched and ironed, as became visitors to a person who had made a transcendent conquest (as they supposed), and sat round the room looking at her with great curiosity. For the fact that it was this said thirty-first cousin, Mr. d’Urberville, who had fallen in love with her, a gentleman not altogether local, whose reputation as a reckless gallant and heart-breaker was beginning to spread beyond the immediate boundaries of Trantridge, lent Tess’s supposed position, by its fearsomeness, a far higher fascination than it would have exercised if unhazardous.


  Their interest was so deep that the younger ones whispered when her back was turned—


  ‘How pretty she is; and how that best frock do set her off! I believe it cost an immense deal, and that it was a gift from him.’


  Tess, who was reaching up to get the tea-things from the corner-cupboard, did not hear these commentaries. If she had heard them, she might soon have set her friends right on the matter. But her mother heard, and Joan’s simple vanity, having been denied the hope of a dashing marriage, fed itself as well as it could upon the sensation of a dashing flirtation. Upon the whole she felt gratified, even though such a limited and evanescent triumph should involve her daughter’s reputation; it might end in marriage yet, and in the warmth of her responsiveness to their admiration she invited her visitors to stay to tea.


  Their chatter, their laughter, their good-humoured innuendoes, above all, their flashes and flickerings of envy, revived Tess’s spirits also; and, as the evening wore on, she caught the infection of their excitement, and grew almost gay. The marble hardness left her face, she moved with something of her old bounding step, and flushed in all her young beauty.


  At moments, in spite of thought, she would reply to their inquiries with a manner of superiority, as if recognizing that her experiences in the field of courtship had, indeed, been slightly enviable. But so far was she from being, in the words of Robert South, ‘in love with her own ruin,’ that the illusion was transient as lightning; cold reason came back to mock her spasmodic weakness; the ghastliness of her momentary pride would convict her, and recall her to reserved listlessness again.


  And the despondency of the next morning’s dawn, when it was no longer Sunday, but Monday; and no best clothes; and the laughing visitors were gone, and she awoke alone in her old bed, the innocent younger children breathing softly around her. In place of the excitement of her return, and the interest it had inspired, she saw before her a long and stony highway which she had to tread, without aid, and with little sympathy. Her depression was then terrible, and she could have hidden herself in a tomb.


  In the course of a few weeks Tess revived sufficiently to show herself so far as was necessary to get to church one Sunday morning. She liked to hear the chanting—such as it was—and the old Psalms, and to join in the Morning Hymn. That innate love of melody, which she had inherited from her ballad-singing mother, gave the simplest music a power over her which could well-nigh drag her heart out of her bosom at times.


  To be as much out of observation as possible for reasons of her own, and to escape the gallantries of the young men, she set out before the chiming began, and took a back seat under the gallery, close to the lumber, where only old men and women came, and where the bier stood on end among the churchyard tools.


  Parishioners dropped in by twos and threes, deposited themselves in rows before her, rested three-quarters of a minute on their foreheads as if they were praying, though they were not; then sat up, and looked around. When the chants came on one of her favourites happened to be chosen among the rest—the old double chant ‘Langdon’—but she did not know what it was called, though she would much have liked to know. She thought, without exactly wording the thought, how strange and godlike was a composer’s power, who from the grave could lead through sequences of emotion, which he alone had felt at first, a girl like her who had never heard of his name, and never would have a clue to his personality.


  The people who had turned their heads turned them again as the service proceeded; and at last observing her they whispered to each other. She knew what their whispers were about, grew sick at heart, and felt that she could come to church no more.


  The bedroom which she shared with some of the children formed her retreat more continually than ever. Here, under her few square yards of thatch, she watched winds, and snows, and rains, gorgeous sunsets, and successive moons at their full. So close kept she that at length almost everybody thought she had gone away.


  The only exercise that Tess took at this time was after dark; and it was then, when out in the woods, that she seemed least solitary. She knew how to hit to a hair’s-breadth that moment of evening when the light and the darkness are so evenly balanced that the constraint of day and the suspense of night neutralize each other, leaving absolute mental liberty. It is then that the plight of being alive becomes attenuated to its least possible dimensions. She had no fear of the shadows; her sole idea seemed to be to shun mankind—or rather that cold accretion called the world, which, so terrible in the mass, is so unformidable, even pitiable, in its units.


  On these lonely hills and dales her quiescent glide was of a piece with the element she moved in. Her flexuous and stealthy figure became an integral part of the scene. At times her whimsical fancy would intensify natural processes around her till they seemed a part of her own story. Rather they became a part of it; for the world is only a psychological phenomenon, and what they seemed they were. The midnight airs and gusts, moaning amongst the tightly-wrapped buds and bark of the winter twigs, were formulæ of bitter reproach. A wet day was the expression of irremediable grief at her weakness in the mind of some vague ethical being whom she could not class definitely as the God of her childhood, and could not comprehend as any other.


  But this encompassment of her own characterization, based on shreds of convention, peopled by phantoms and voices antipathetic to her, was a sorry and mistaken creation of Tess’s fancy—a cloud of moral hobgoblins by which she was terrified without reason. It was they that were out of harmony with the actual world, not she. Walking among the sleeping birds in the hedges, watching the skipping rabbits on a moonlit warren, or standing under a pheasant-laden bough, she looked upon herself as a figure of Guilt intruding into the haunts of Innocence. But all the while she was making a distinction where there was no difference. Feeling herself in antagonism she was quite in accord. She had been made to break an accepted social law, but no law known to the environment in which she fancied herself such an anomaly.


  ♣


  XIV


  It was a hazy sunrise in August. The denser nocturnal vapours, attacked by the warm beams, were dividing and shrinking into isolated fleeces within hollows and coverts, where they waited till they should be dried away to nothing.


  The sun, on account of the mist, had a curious sentient, personal look, demanding the masculine pronoun for its adequate expression. His present aspect, coupled with the lack of all human forms in the scene, explained the old-time heliolatries in a moment. One could feel that a saner religion had never prevailed under the sky. The luminary was a golden-haired, beaming, mild-eyed, God-like creature, gazing down in the vigour and intentness of youth upon an earth that was brimming with interest for him.


  His light, a little later, broke through chinks of cottage shutters, throwing stripes like red-hot pokers upon cupboards, chests of drawers, and other furniture within; and awakening harvesters who were not already astir.


  But of all ruddy things that morning the brightest were two broad arms of painted wood, which rose from the margin of a yellow cornfield hard by Marlott village. They, with two others below, formed the revolving Maltese cross of the reaping-machine, which had been brought to the field on the previous evening to be ready for operations this day. The paint with which they were smeared, intensified in hue by the sunlight, imparted to them a look of having been dipped in liquid fire.


  The field had already been ‘opened’; that is to say, a lane a few feet wide had been hand-cut through the wheat along the whole circumference of the field, for the first passage of the horses and machine.


  Two groups, one of men and lads, the other of women, had come down the lane just at the hour when the shadows of the eastern hedge-top struck the west hedge midway, so that the heads of the groups were enjoying sunrise while their feet were still in the dawn. They disappeared from the lane between the two stone posts which flanked the nearest field-gate.


  Presently there arose from within a ticking like the love-making of the grasshopper. The machine had begun, and a moving concatenation of three horses and the aforesaid long rickety machine was visible over the gate, a driver sitting upon one of the hauling horses, and an attendant on the seat of the implement. Along one side of the field the whole wain went, the arms of the mechanical reaper revolving slowly, till it passed down the hill quite out of sight. In a minute it came up on the other side of the field at the same equable pace; the glistening brass star in the forehead of the fore horse first catching the eye as it rose into view over the stubble, then the bright arms, and then the whole machine.


  The narrow lane of stubble encompassing the field grew wider with each circuit, and the standing corn was reduced to smaller area as the morning wore on. Rabbits, hares, snakes, rats, mice, retreated inwards as into a fastness, unaware of the ephemeral nature of their refuge, and of the doom that awaited them later in the day when, their covert shrinking to a more and more horrible narrowness, they were huddled together, friends and foes, till the last few yards of upright wheat fell also under the teeth of the unerring reaper, and they were every one put to death by the sticks and stones of the harvesters.


  The reaping-machine left the fallen corn behind it in little heaps, each heap being of the quantity for a sheaf; and upon these the active binders in the rear laid their hands—mainly women, but some of them men in print shirts, and trousers supported round their waists by leather straps, rendering useless the two buttons behind, which twinkled and bristled with sunbeams at every movement of each wearer, as if they were a pair of eyes in the small of his back.


  But those of the other sex were the most interesting of this company of binders, by reason of the charm which is acquired by woman when she becomes part and parcel of outdoor nature, and is not merely an object set down therein as at ordinary times. A field-man is a personality afield; a field-woman is a portion of the field; she has somehow lost her own margin, imbibed the essence of her surrounding, and assimilated herself with it.


  The women—or rather girls, for they were mostly young—wore drawn cotton bonnets with great flapping curtains to keep off the sun, and gloves to prevent their hands being wounded by the stubble. There was one wearing a pale pink jacket, another in a cream-coloured tight-sleeved gown, another in a petticoat as red as the arms of the reaping-machine; and others, older, in the brown-rough ‘wropper’ or over-all—the old-established and most appropriate dress of the field-woman, which the young ones were abandoning. This morning the eye returns involuntarily to the girl in the pink cotton jacket, she being the most flexuous and finely-drawn figure of them all. But her bonnet is pulled so far over her brow that none of her face is disclosed while she binds, though her complexion may be guessed from a stray twine or two of dark brown hair which extends below the curtain of her bonnet. Perhaps one reason why she seduces casual attention is that she never courts it, though the other women often gaze around them.


  Her binding proceeds with clock-like monotony. From the sheaf last finished she draws a handful of ears, patting their tips with her left palm to bring them even. Then stooping low she moves forward, gathering the corn with both hands against her knees, and pushing her left gloved hand under the bundle to meet the right on the other side, holding the corn in an embrace like that of a lover. She brings the ends of the bond together, and kneels on the sheaf while she ties it, beating back her skirts now and then when lifted by the breeze. A bit of her naked arm is visible between the buff leather of the gauntlet and the sleeve of her gown; and as the day wears on its feminine smoothness becomes scarified by the stubble, and bleeds.


  At intervals she stands up to rest, and to retie her disarranged apron, or to pull her bonnet straight. Then one can see the oval face of a handsome young woman with deep dark eyes and long heavy clinging tresses, which seem to clasp in a beseeching way anything they fall against. The cheeks are paler, the teeth more regular, the red lips thinner than is usual in a country-bred girl.


  It is Tess Durbeyfield, otherwise d’Urberville, somewhat changed—the same, but not the same; at the present stage of her existence living as a stranger and an alien here, though it was no strange land that she was in. After a long seclusion she had come to a resolve to undertake outdoor work in her native village, the busiest season of the year in the agricultural world having arrived, and nothing that she could do within the house being so remunerative for the time as harvesting in the fields.


  The movements of the other women were more or less similar to Tess’s, the whole bevy of them drawing together like dancers in a quadrille at the completion of a sheaf by each, every one placing her sheaf on end against those of the rest, till a shock, or ‘stitch’ as it was here called, of ten or a dozen was formed.


  They went to breakfast, and came again, and the work proceeded as before. As the hour of eleven drew near a person watching her might have noticed that every now and then Tess’s glance flitted wistfully to the brow of the hill, though she did not pause in her sheafing. On the verge of the hour the heads of a group of children, of ages ranging from six to fourteen, rose above the stubbly convexity of the hill.


  The face of Tess flushed slightly, but still she did not pause.


  The eldest of the comers, a girl who wore a triangular shawl, its corner draggling on the stubble, carried in her arms what at first sight seemed to be a doll, but proved to be an infant in long clothes. Another brought some lunch. The harvesters ceased working, took their provisions, and sat down against one of the shocks. Here they fell to, the men plying a stone jar freely, and passing round a cup.


  Tess Durbeyfield had been one of the last to suspend her labours. She sat down at the end of the shock, her face turned somewhat away from her companions. When she had deposited herself a man in a rabbit-skin cap and with a red handkerchief tucked into his belt, held the cup of ale over the top of the shock for her to drink. But she did not accept his offer. As soon as her lunch was spread she called up the big girl her sister, and took the baby of [off] her, who, glad to be relieved of the burden, went away to the next shock and joined the other children playing there. Tess, with a curiously stealthy yet courageous movement, and with a still rising colour, unfastened her frock and began suckling the child.


  The men who sat nearest considerately turned their faces towards the other end of the field, some of them beginning to smoke; one, with absent-minded fondness, regretfully stroking the jar that would no longer yield a stream. All the women but Tess fell into animated talk, and adjusted the disarranged knots of their hair.


  When the infant had taken its fill the young mother sat it upright in her lap, and looking into the far distance dandled it with a gloomy indifference that was almost dislike; then all of a sudden she fell to violently kissing it some dozens of times, as if she could never leave off, the child crying at the vehemence of an onset which strangely combined passionateness with contempt.


  ‘She’s fond of that there child, though she mid pretend to hate en, and say she wishes the baby and her too were in the churchyard,’ observed the woman in the red petticoat.


  ‘She’ll soon leave off saying that,’ replied the one in buff. ‘Lord, ’tis wonderful what a body can get used to o’ that sort in time!’


  ‘A little more than persuading had to do wi’ the coming o’t, I reckon. There were they that heard a sobbing one night last year in The Chase; and it mid ha’ gone hard wi’ a certain party if folks had come along.’


  ‘Well, a little more, or a little less, ’twas a thousand pities that it should have happened to she, of all others. But ’tis always the comeliest! The plain ones be as safe as churches—hey, Jenny?’ The speaker turned to one of the group who certainly was not ill-defined as plain.


  It was a thousand pities, indeed; it was impossible for even an enemy to feel otherwise on looking at Tess as she sat there, with her flower-like mouth and large tender eyes, neither black nor blue nor gray nor violet; rather all those shades together, and a hundred others, which could be seen if one looked into their irises—shade behind shade—tint beyond tint—around pupils that had no bottom; an almost standard woman, but for the slight incautiousness of character inherited from her race.


  A resolution which had surprised herself had brought her into the fields this week for the first time during many months. After wearing and wasting her palpitating heart with every engine of regret that lonely inexperience could devise, common-sense had illumined her. She felt that she would do well to be useful again—to taste anew sweet independence at any price. The past was past; whatever it had been it was no more at hand. Whatever its consequences, time would close over them; they would all in a few years be as if they had never been, and she herself grassed down and forgotten. Meanwhile the trees were just as green as before; the birds sang and the sun shone as clearly now as ever. The familiar surroundings had not darkened because of her grief, nor sickened because of her pain.


  She might have seen that what had bowed her head so profoundly—the thought of the world’s concern at her situation—was founded on an illusion. She was not an existence, an experience, a passion, a structure of sensations, to anybody but herself. To all humankind besides Tess was only a passing thought. Even to friends she was no more than a frequently passing thought. If she made herself miserable the livelong night and day it was only this much to them—‘Ah, she makes herself unhappy.’ If she tried to be cheerful, to dismiss all care, to take pleasure in the daylight, the flowers, the baby, she could only be this idea to them—‘Ah, she bears it very well.’ Moreover, alone in a desert island would she have been wretched at what had happened to her? Not greatly. If she could have been but just created, to discover herself as a spouseless mother, with no experience of life except as the parent of a nameless child, would the position have caused her to despair? No, she would have taken it calmly, and found pleasures therein. Most of the misery had been generated by her conventional aspect, and not by her innate sensations.


  Whatever Tess’s reasoning, some spirit had induced her to dress herself up neatly as she had formerly done, and come out into the fields, harvest-hands being greatly in demand just then. This was why she had borne herself with dignity, and had looked people calmly in the face at times, even when holding the baby in her arms.


  The harvest-men rose from the shock of corn, and stretched their limbs, and extinguished their pipes. The horses, which had been unharnessed and fed, were again attached to the scarlet machine. Tess, having quickly eaten her own meal, beckoned to her eldest sister to come and take away the baby, fastened her dress, put on the buff gloves again, and stooped anew to draw a bond from the last completed sheaf for the tying of the next.


  In the afternoon and evening the proceedings of the morning were continued, Tess staying on till dusk with the body of harvesters. Then they all rode home in one of the largest wagons, in the company of a broad tarnished moon that had risen from the ground to the eastwards, its face resembling the outworn gold-leaf halo of some worm-eaten Tuscan saint. Tess’s female companions sang songs, and showed themselves very sympathetic and glad at her reappearance out of doors, though they could not refrain from mischievously throwing in a few verses of the ballad about the maid who went to the merry green wood and came back a changed state. There are counterpoises and compensations in life; and the event which had made of her a social warning had also for the moment made her the most interesting personage in the village to many. Their friendliness won her still farther away from herself, their lively spirits were contagious, and she became almost gay.


  But now that her moral sorrows were passing away a fresh one arose on the natural side of her which knew no social law. When she reached home it was to learn to her grief that the baby had been suddenly taken ill since the afternoon. Some such collapse had been probable, so tender and puny was its frame; but the event came as a shock nevertheless.


  The baby’s offence against society in coming into the world was forgotten by the girl-mother; her soul’s desire was to continue that offence by preserving the life of the child. However, it soon grew clear that the hour of emancipation for that little prisoner of the flesh was to arrive earlier than her worst misgivings had conjectured. And when she had discovered this she was plunged into a misery which transcended that of the child’s simple loss. Her baby had not been baptized.


  Tess had drifted into a frame of mind which accepted passively the consideration that if she should have to burn for what she had done, burn she must, and there was an end of it. Like all village girls she was well grounded in the Holy Scriptures, and had dutifully studied the histories of Aholah and Aholibah, and knew the inferences to be drawn therefrom. But when the same question arose with regard to the baby, it had a very different colour. Her darling was about to die, and no salvation.


  It was nearly bedtime, but she rushed downstairs and asked if she might send for the parson. The moment happened to be one at which her father’s sense of the antique nobility of his family was highest, and his sensitiveness to the smudge which Tess had set upon that nobility most pronounced, for he had just returned from his weekly booze at Rolliver’s Inn. No parson should come inside his door, he declared, prying into his affairs, just then, when, by her shame, it had become more necessary than ever to hide them. He locked the door and put the key in his pocket.


  The household went to bed, and, distressed beyond measure, Tess retired also. She was continually waking as she lay, and in the middle of the night found that the baby was still worse. It was obviously dying—quietly and painlessly, but none the less surely.


  In her misery she rocked herself upon the bed. The clock struck the solemn hour of one, that hour when fancy stalks outside reason, and malignant possibilities stand rock-firm as facts. She thought of the child consigned to the nethermost corner of hell, as its double doom for lack of baptism and lack of legitimacy; saw the arch-fiend tossing it with his three-pronged fork, like the one they used for heating the oven on baking days; to which picture she added many other quaint and curious details of torment sometimes taught the young in this Christian country. The lurid presentment so powerfully affected her imagination in the silence of the sleeping house that her nightgown became damp with perspiration, and the bedstead shook with each throb of her heart.


  The infant’s breathing grew more difficult, and the mother’s mental tension increased. It was useless to devour the little thing with kisses; she could stay in bed no longer, and walked feverishly about the room.


  ‘O merciful God, have pity; have pity upon my poor baby!’ she cried. ‘Heap as much anger as you want to upon me, and welcome; but pity the child!’


  She leant against the chest of drawers, and murmured incoherent supplications for a long while, till she suddenly started up.


  ‘Ah! perhaps baby can be saved! Perhaps it will be just the same!’


  She spoke so brightly that it seemed as though her face might have shone in the gloom surrounding her.


  She lit a candle, and went to a second and a third bed under the wall, where she awoke her young sisters and brothers, all of whom occupied the same room. Pulling out the washing-stand so that she could get behind it, she poured some water from a jug, and made them kneel around, putting their hands together with fingers exactly vertical. While the children, scarcely awake, awe-stricken at her manner, their eyes growing larger and larger, remained in this position, she took the baby from her bed—a child’s child—so immature as scarce to seem a sufficient personality to endow its producer with the maternal title. Tess then stood erect with the infant on her arm beside the basin, the next sister held the Prayer-Book open before her, as the clerk at church held it before the parson; and thus the girl set about baptizing her child.


  Her figure looked singularly tall and imposing as she stood in her long white nightgown, a thick cable of twisted dark hair hanging straight down her back to her waist. The kindly dimness of the weak candle abstracted from her form and features the little blemishes which sunlight might have revealed—the stubble scratches upon her wrists, and the weariness of her eyes—her high enthusiasm having a transfiguring effect upon the face which had been her undoing, showing it as a thing of immaculate beauty, with a touch of dignity which was almost regal. The little ones kneeling round, their sleepy eyes blinking and red, awaited her preparations full of a suspended wonder which their physical heaviness at that hour would not allow to become active.


  The most impressed of them said:


  ‘Be you really going to christen him, Tess?’


  The girl-mother replied in a grave affirmative.


  ‘What’s his name going to be?’


  She had not thought of that, but a name suggested by a phrase in the book of Genesis came into her head as she proceeded with the baptismal service, and now she pronounced it:


  ‘Sorrow, I baptize thee in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’


  She sprinkled the water, and there was silence.


  ‘Say “Amen,” children.’


  The tiny voices piped in obedient response ‘Amen!’


  Tess went on:


  ‘We receive this child’—and so forth—‘and do sign him with the sign of the Cross.’


  Here she dipped her hand into the basin, and fervently drew an immense cross upon the baby with her forefinger, continuing with the customary sentences as to his manfully fighting against sin, the world, and the devil, and being a faithful soldier and servant unto his life’s end. She duly went on with the Lord’s Prayer, the children lisping it after her in a thin gnat-like wail, till, at the conclusion, raising their voices to clerk’s pitch, they again piped into the silence, ‘Amen!’


  Then their sister, with much augmented confidence in the efficacy of this sacrament, poured forth from the bottom of her heart the thanksgiving that follows, uttering it boldly and triumphantly in the stopt-diapason note which her voice acquired when her heart was in her speech, and which will never be forgotten by those who knew her. The ecstasy of faith almost apotheosized her; it set upon her face a glowing irradiation, and brought a red spot into the middle of each cheek; while the miniature candle-flame inverted in her eye-pupils shone like a diamond. The children gazed up at her with more and more reverence, and no longer had a will for questioning. She did not look like Sissy to them now, but as a being large, towering, and awful—a divine personage with whom they had nothing in common.


  Poor Sorrow’s campaign against sin, the world, and the devil was doomed to be of limited brilliancy—luckily perhaps for himself, considering his beginnings. In the blue of the morning that fragile soldier and servant breathed his last, and when the other children awoke they cried bitterly, and begged Sissy to have another pretty baby.


  The calmness which had possessed Tess since the christening remained with her in the infant’s loss. In the daylight, indeed, she felt her terrors about his soul to have been somewhat exaggerated; whether well founded or not she had no uneasiness now, reasoning that if Providence would not ratify such an act of approximation she, for one, did not value the kind of heaven lost by the irregularity—either for herself or for her child.


  So passed away Sorrow the Undesired—that intrusive creature, that bastard gift of shameless Nature who respects not the social law; a waif to whom eternal Time had been a matter of days merely, who knew not that such things as years and centuries ever were; to whom the cottage interior was the universe, the week’s weather climate, new-born babyhood human existence, and the instinct to suck human knowledge.


  Tess, who mused on the christening a good deal, wondered if it were doctrinally sufficient to secure a Christian burial for the child. Nobody could tell this but the parson of the parish, and he was a new-comer, and did not know her. She went to his house after dusk, and stood by the gate, but could not summon courage to go in. The enterprise would have been abandoned if she had not by accident met him coming homeward as she turned away. In the gloom she did not mind speaking freely.


  ‘I should like to ask you something, sir.’


  He expressed his willingness to listen, and she told the story of the baby’s illness and the extemporized ordinance.


  ‘And now, sir,’ she added earnestly, ‘can you tell me this—will it be just the same for him as if you had baptized him?’


  Having the natural feelings of a tradesman at finding that a job he should have been called in for had been unskilfully botched by his customers among themselves, he was disposed to say no. Yet the dignity of the girl, the strange tenderness in her voice, combined to affect his nobler impulses—or rather those that he had left in him after ten years of endeavour to graft technical belief on actual scepticism. The man and the ecclesiastic fought within him, and the victory fell to the man.


  ‘My dear girl,’ he said, ‘it will be just the same.’


  ‘Then will you give him a Christian burial?’ she asked quickly.


  The Vicar felt himself cornered. Hearing of the baby’s illness, he had conscientiously gone to the house after nightfall to perform the rite, and, unaware that the refusal to admit him had come from Tess’s father and not from Tess, he could not allow the plea of necessity for its irregular administration.


  ‘Ah—that’s another matter,’ he said.


  ‘Another matter—why?’ asked Tess, rather warmly.


  ‘Well—I would willingly do so if only we two were concerned. But I must not—for certain reasons.’


  ‘Just for once, sir!’


  ‘Really I must not.’


  ‘O sir!’ She seized his hand as she spoke.


  He withdrew it, shaking his head.


  ‘Then I don’t like you!’ she burst out, ‘and I’ll never come to your church no more!’


  ‘Don’t talk so rashly.’


  ‘Perhaps it will be just the same to him if you don’t? … Will it be just the same? Don’t for God’s sake speak as saint to sinner, but as you yourself to me myself—poor me!’


  How the Vicar reconciled his answer with the strict notions he supposed himself to hold on these subjects it is beyond a layman’s power to tell, though not to excuse. Somewhat moved, he said in this case also—


  ‘It will be just the same.’


  So the baby was carried in a small deal box, under an ancient woman’s shawl, to the churchyard that night, and buried by lantern-light, at the cost of a shilling and a pint of beer to the sexton, in that shabby corner of God’s allotment where He lets the nettles grow, and where all unbaptized infants, notorious drunkards, suicides, and others of the conjecturally damned are laid. In spite of the untoward surroundings, however, Tess bravely made a little cross of two laths and a piece of string, and having bound it with flowers, she stuck it up at the head of the grave one evening when she could enter the churchyard without being seen, putting at the foot also a bunch of the same flowers in a little jar of water to keep them alive. What matter was it that on the outside of the jar the eye of mere observation noted the words ‘Keelwell’s Marmalade’? The eye of maternal affection did not see them in its vision of higher things.


  ♣


  XV


  ‘By experience,’ says Roger Ascham, ‘we find out a short way by a long wandering.’ Not seldom that long wandering unfits us for further travel, and of what use is our experience to us then? Tess Durbeyfield’s experience was of this incapacitating kind. At last she had learned what to do; but who would now accept her doing?


  If before going to the d’Urbervilles’ she had vigorously moved under the guidance of sundry gnomic texts and phrases known to her and to the world in general, no doubt she would never have been imposed on. But it had not been in Tess’s power—nor is it in anybody’s power—to feel the whole truth of golden opinions while it is possible to profit by them. She—and how many more—might have ironically said to God with Saint Augustine: ‘Thou hast counselled a better course than Thou hast permitted.’


  She remained in her father’s house during the winter months, plucking fowls, or cramming turkeys and geese, or making clothes for her sisters and brothers out of some finery which d’Urberville had given her, and she had put by with contempt. Apply to him she would not. But she would often clasp her hands behind her head and muse when she was supposed to be working hard.


  She philosophically noted dates as they came past in the revolution of the year; the disastrous night of her undoing at Trantridge with its dark background of The Chase; also the dates of the baby’s birth and death; also her own birthday; and every other day individualized by incidents in which she had taken some share. She suddenly thought one afternoon, when looking in the glass at her fairness, that there was yet another date, of greater importance to her than those; that of her own death, when all these charms would have disappeared; a day which lay sly and unseen among all the other days of the year, giving no sign or sound when she annually passed over it; but not the less surely there. When was it? Why did she not feel the chill of each yearly encounter with such a cold relation? She had Jeremy Taylor’s thought that some time in the future those who had known her would say: ‘It is the—th, the day that poor Tess Durbeyfield died;’ and there would be nothing singular to their minds in the statement. Of that day, doomed to be her terminus in time through all the ages, she did not know the place in month, week, season, or year.


  Almost at a leap Tess thus changed from simple girl to complex woman. Symbols of reflectiveness passed into her face, and a note of tragedy at times into her voice. Her eyes grew larger and more eloquent. She became what would have been called a fine creature; her aspect was fair and arresting; her soul that of a woman whom the turbulent experiences of the last year or two had quite failed to demoralize. But for the world’s opinion those experiences would have been simply a liberal education.


  She had held so aloof of late that her trouble, never generally known, was nearly forgotten in Marlott. But it became evident to her that she could never be really comfortable again in a place which had seen the collapse of her family’s attempt to ‘claim kin’—and, through her, even closer union—with the rich d’Urbervilles. At least she could not be comfortable there till long years should have obliterated her keen consciousness of it. Yet even now Tess felt the pulse of hopeful life still warm within her; she might be happy in some nook which had no memories. To escape the past and all that appertained thereto was to annihilate it, and to do that she would have to get away.


  Was once lost always lost really true of chastity? she would ask herself. She might prove it false if she could veil bygones. The recuperative power which pervaded organic nature was surely not denied to maidenhood alone.


  She waited a long time without finding opportunity for a new departure. A particularly fine spring came round, and the stir of germination was almost audible in the buds; it moved her, as it moved the wild animals, and made her passionate to go. At last, one day in early May, a letter reached her from a former friend of her mother’s, to whom she had addressed inquiries long before—a person whom she had never seen—that a skilful milkmaid was required at a dairy-house many miles to the southward, and that the dairyman would be glad to have her for the summer months.


  It was not quite so far off as could have been wished; but it was probably far enough, her radius of movement and repute having been so small. To persons of limited spheres, miles are as geographical degrees, parishes as counties, counties as provinces and kingdoms.


  On one point she was resolved: there should be no more d’Urberville air-castles in the dreams and deeds of her new life. She would be the dairymaid Tess, and nothing more. Her mother knew Tess’s feeling on this point so well, though no words had passed between them on the subject, that she never alluded to the knightly ancestry now.


  Yet such is human inconsistency that one of the interests of the new place to her was the accidental virtue of its lying near her forefathers’ country (for they were not Blakemore men, though her mother was Blakemore to the bone). The dairy called Talbothays, for which she was bound, stood not remotely from some of the former estates of the d’Urbervilles, near the great family vaults of her granddames and their powerful husbands. She would be able to look at them, and think not only that d’Urberville, like Babylon, had fallen, but that the individual innocence of a humble descendant could lapse as silently. All the while she wondered if any strange good thing might come of her being in her ancestral land; and some spirit within her rose automatically as the sap in the twigs. It was unexpended youth, surging up anew after its temporary check, and bringing with it hope, and the invincible instinct towards self-delight.


  end of phase the second


  ♣


  Phase the Third


  The Rally


  XVI


  On a thyme-scented, bird-hatching morning in May, between two and three years after the return from Trantridge—silent reconstructive years for Tess Durbeyfield—she left her home for the second time.


  Having packed up her luggage so that it could be sent to her later, she started in a hired trap for the little town of Stourcastle, through which it was necessary to pass on her journey, now in a direction almost opposite to that of her first adventuring. On the curve of the nearest hill she looked back regretfully at Marlott and her father’s house, although she had been so anxious to get away.


  Her kindred dwelling there would probably continue their daily lives as heretofore, with no great diminution of pleasure in their consciousness, although she would be far off, and they deprived of her smile. In a few days the children would engage in their games as merrily as ever without the sense of any gap left by her departure. This leaving of the younger children she had decided to be for the best; were she to remain they would probably gain less good by her precepts than harm by her example.


  She went through Stourcastle without pausing, and onward to a junction of highways, where she could await a carrier’s van that ran to the south-west; for the railways which engirdled this interior tract of country had never yet struck across it. While waiting, however, there came along a farmer in his spring cart, driving approximately in the direction that she wished to pursue. Though he was a stranger to her she accepted his offer of a seat beside him, ignoring that its motive was a mere tribute to her countenance. He was going to Weatherbury, and by accompanying him thither she could walk the remainder of the distance instead of travelling in the van by way of Casterbridge.


  Tess did not stop at Weatherbury, after this long drive, further than to make a slight nondescript meal at noon at a cottage to which the farmer recommended her. Thence she started on foot, basket in hand, to reach the wide upland of heath dividing this district from the low-lying meads of a further valley in which the dairy stood that was the aim and end of her day’s pilgrimage.


  Tess had never before visited this part of the country, and yet she felt akin to the landscape. Not so very far to the left of her she could discern a dark patch in the scenery, which inquiry confirmed her in supposing to be trees marking the environs of Kingsbere—in the church of which parish the bones of her ancestors—her useless ancestors—lay entombed.


  She had no admiration for them now; she almost hated them for the dance they had led her; not a thing of all that had been theirs did she retain but the old seal and spoon. ‘Pooh—I have as much of mother as father in me!’ she said. ‘All my prettiness comes from her, and she was only a dairymaid.’


  The journey over the intervening uplands and lowlands of Egdon, when she reached them, was a more troublesome walk than she had anticipated, the distance being actually but a few miles. It was two hours, owing to sundry wrong turnings, ere she found herself on a summit commanding the long-sought-for vale, the Valley of the Great Dairies, the valley in which milk and butter grew to rankness, and were produced more profusely, if less delicately, than at her home—the verdant plain so well watered by the river Var or Froom.


  It was intrinsically different from the Vale of Little Dairies, Blackmoor Vale, which, save during her disastrous sojourn at Trantridge, she had exclusively known till now. The world was drawn to a larger pattern here. The enclosures numbered fifty acres instead of ten, the farmsteads were more extended, the groups of cattle formed tribes hereabout; there only families. These myriads of cows stretching under her eyes from the far east to the far west outnumbered any she had ever seen at one glance before. The green lea was speckled as thickly with them as a canvas by Van Alsloot or Sallaert with burghers. The ripe hues of the red and dun kine absorbed the evening sunlight, which the white-coated animals returned to the eye in rays almost dazzling, even at the distant elevation on which she stood.


  The bird’s-eye perspective before her was not so luxuriantly beautiful, perhaps, as that other one which she knew so well; yet it was more cheering. It lacked the intensely blue atmosphere of the rival vale, and its heavy soils and scents; the new air was clear, bracing, ethereal. The river itself, which nourished the grass and cows of these renowned dairies, flowed not like the streams in Blackmoor. Those were slow, silent, often turbid; flowing over beds of mud into which the incautious wader might sink and vanish unawares. The Froom waters were clear as the pure River of Life shown to the Evangelist, rapid as the shadow of a cloud, with pebbly shallows that prattled to the sky all day long. There the water-flower was the lily; the crowfoot here.


  Either the change in the quality of the air from heavy to light, or the sense of being amid new scenes where there were no invidious eyes upon her, sent up her spirits wonderfully. Her hopes mingled with the sunshine in an ideal photosphere which surrounded her as she bounded along against the soft south wind. She heard a pleasant voice in every breeze, and in every bird’s note seemed to lurk a joy.


  Her face had latterly changed with changing states of mind, continually fluctuating between beauty and ordinariness, according as the thoughts were gay or grave. One day she was pink and flawless; another pale and tragical. When she was pink she was feeling less than when pale; her more perfect beauty accorded with her less elevated mood; her more intense mood with her less perfect beauty. It was her best face physically that was now set against the south wind.


  The irresistible, universal, automatic tendency to find sweet pleasure somewhere, which pervades all life, from the meanest to the highest, had at length mastered Tess. Being even now only a young woman of twenty, one who mentally and sentimentally had not finished growing, it was impossible that any event should have left upon her an impression that was not in time capable of transmutation.


  And thus her spirits, and her thankfulness, and her hopes, rose higher and higher. She tried several ballads, but found them inadequate; till, recollecting the psalter that her eyes had so often wandered over of a Sunday morning before she had eaten of the tree of knowledge, she chanted: ‘O ye Sun and Moon … O ye Stars … ye Green Things upon the Earth … ye Fowls of the Air … Beasts and Cattle … Children of Men … bless ye the Lord, praise Him and magnify Him for ever!’


  She suddenly stopped and murmured: ‘But perhaps I don’t quite know the Lord as yet.’


  And probably the half-unconscious rhapsody was a Fetichistic utterance in a Monotheistic setting; women whose chief companions are the forms and forces of outdoor Nature retain in their souls far more of the Pagan fantasy of their remote forefathers than of the systematized religion taught their race at later date. However, Tess found at least approximate expression for her feelings in the old Benedicite that she had lisped from infancy; and it was enough. Such high contentment with such a slight initial performance as that of having started towards a means of independent living was a part of the Durbeyfield temperament. Tess really wished to walk uprightly, while her father did nothing of the kind; but she resembled him in being content with immediate and small achievements, and in having no mind for laborious effort towards such petty social advancement as could alone be effected by a family so heavily handicapped as the once powerful d’Urbervilles were now.


  There was, it might be said, the energy of her mother’s unexpended family, as well as the natural energy of Tess’s years, rekindled after the experience which had so overwhelmed her for the time. Let the truth be told—women do as a rule live through such humiliations, and regain their spirits, and again look about them with an interested eye. While there’s life there’s hope is a conviction not so entirely unknown to the ‘betrayed’ as some amiable theorists would have us believe.


  Tess Durbeyfield, then, in good heart, and full of zest for life, descended the Egdon slopes lower and lower towards the dairy of her pilgrimage.


  The marked difference, in the final particular, between the rival vales now showed itself. The secret of Blackmoor was best discovered from the heights around; to read aright the valley before her it was necessary to descend into its midst. When Tess had accomplished this feat she found herself to be standing on a carpeted level, which stretched to the east and west as far as the eye could reach.


  The river had stolen from the higher tracts and brought in particles to the vale all this horizontal land; and now, exhausted, aged, and attenuated, lay serpentining along through the midst of its former spoils.


  Not quite sure of her direction Tess stood still upon the hemmed expanse of verdant flatness, like a fly on a billiard-table of indefinite length, and of no more consequence to the surroundings than that fly. The sole effect of her presence upon the placid valley so far had been to excite the mind of a solitary heron, which, after descending to the ground not far from her path, stood with neck erect, looking at her.


  Suddenly there arose from all parts of the lowland a prolonged and repeated call—


  ‘Waow! waow! waow!’


  From the furthest east to the furthest west the cries spread as if by contagion, accompanied in some cases by the barking of a dog. It was not the expression of the valley’s consciousness that beautiful Tess had arrived, but the ordinary announcement of milking-time—half-past four o’clock, when the dairymen set about getting in the cows.


  The red and white herd nearest at hand, which had been phlegmatically waiting for the call, now trooped towards the steading in the background, their great bags of milk swinging under them as they walked. Tess followed slowly in their rear, and entered the barton by the open gate through which they had entered before her. Long thatched sheds stretched round the enclosure, their slopes encrusted with vivid green moss, and their eaves supported by wooden posts rubbed to a glossy smoothness by the flanks of infinite cows and calves of bygone years, now passed to an oblivion almost inconceivable in its profundity. Between the posts were ranged the milchers, each exhibiting herself at the present moment to a whimsical eye in the rear as a circle on two stalks, down the centre of which a switch moved pendulum-wise; while the sun, lowering itself behind this patient row, threw their shadows accurately inwards upon the wall. Thus it threw shadows of these obscure and homely figures every evening with as much care over each contour as if it had been the profile of a Court beauty on a palace wall; copied them as diligently as it had copied Olympian shapes on marble façades long ago, or the outline of Alexander, Cæsar, and the Pharaohs.


  They were the less restful cows that were stalled. Those that would stand still of their own will were milked in the middle of the yard, where many of such better behaved ones stood waiting now—all prime milchers, such as were seldom seen out of this valley, and not always within it; nourished by the succulent feed which the water-meads supplied at this prime season of the year. Those of them that were spotted with white reflected the sunshine in dazzling brilliancy, and the polished brass knobs on their horns glittered with something of military display. Their large-veined udders hung ponderous as sandbags, the teats sticking out like the legs of a gipsy’s crock; and as each animal lingered for her turn to arrive the milk oozed forth and fell in drops to the ground.


  ♣


  XVII


  The dairymaids and men had flocked down from their cottages and out of the dairy-house with the arrival of the cows from the meads; the maids walking in pattens, not on account of the weather, but to keep their shoes above the mulch of the barton. Each girl sat down on her three-legged stool, her face sideways, her right cheek resting against the cow; and looked musingly along the animal’s flank at Tess as she approached. The male milkers, with hat-brims turned down, resting flat on their foreheads and gazing on the ground, did not observe her.


  One of these was a sturdy middle-aged man—whose long white ‘pinner’ was somewhat finer and cleaner than the wraps of the others, and whose jacket underneath had a presentable marketing aspect—the master-dairyman, of whom she was in quest, his double character as a working milker and butter-maker here during six days, and on the seventh as a man in shining broad-cloth in his family pew at church, being so marked as to have inspired a rhyme—


  
    Dairyman Dick


    All the week:—


    On Sundays Mister Richard Crick.

  


  Seeing Tess standing at gaze he went across to her.


  The majority of dairymen have a cross manner at milking-time, but it happened that Mr. Crick was glad to get a new hand—for the days were busy ones now—and he received her warmly; inquiring for her mother and the rest of the family—(though this as a matter of form merely, for in reality he had not been aware of Mrs. Durbeyfield’s existence till apprised of the fact by a brief business-letter about Tess).


  ‘Oh—ay, as a lad I knowed your part o’ the country very well,’ he said terminatively. ‘Though I’ve never been there since. And a aged woman of ninety that used to live nigh here, but is dead and gone long ago, told me that a family of some such name as yours in Blackmoor Vale came originally from these parts, and that ’twere a old ancient race that had all but perished off the earth—though the new generations didn’t know it. But, Lord, I took no notice of the old woman’s ramblings, not I.’


  ‘Oh no—it is nothing,’ said Tess.


  Then the talk was of business only.


  ‘You can milk ’em clean, my maidy? I don’t want my cows going azew at this time o’ year.’


  She reassured him on that point, and he surveyed her up and down. She had been staying indoors a good deal, and her complexion had grown delicate.


  ‘Quite sure you can stand it? ’Tis comfortable enough here for rough folk; but we don’t live in a cowcumber frame.’


  She declared that she could stand it, and her zest and willingness seemed to win him over.


  ‘Well, I suppose you’ll want a dish o’ tay, or victuals of some sort, hey? Not yet? Well, do as ye like about it. But faith, if ’twas I, I should be as dry as a kex wi’ travelling so far.’


  ‘I’ll begin milking now, to get my hand in,’ said Tess.


  She drank a little milk as temporary refreshment—to the surprise—indeed, slight contempt—of Dairyman Crick, to whose mind it had apparently never occurred that milk was good as a beverage.


  ‘Oh, if ye can swaller that, be it so,’ he said indifferently, while one held up the pail that she sipped from. ‘’Tis what I hain’t touched for years—not I. Rot the stuff; it would lie in my innerds like lead. You can try your hand upon she,’ he pursued, nodding to the nearest cow. ‘Not but what she do milk rather hard. We’ve hard ones and we’ve easy ones, like other folks. However, you’ll find out that soon enough.’


  When Tess had changed her bonnet for a hood, and was really on her stool under the cow, and the milk was squirting from her fists into the pail, she appeared to feel that she really had laid a new foundation for her future. The conviction bred serenity, her pulse slowed, and she was able to look about her.


  The milkers formed quite a little battalion of men and maids, the men operating on the hard-teated animals, the maids on the kindlier natures. It was a large dairy. There were nearly a hundred milchers under Crick’s management, all told; and of the herd the master-dairyman milked six or eight with his own hands, unless away from home. These were the cows that milked hardest of all; for his journey-milkmen being more or less casually hired, he would not entrust this half-dozen to their treatment, lest, from indifference, they should not milk them fully; nor to the maids, lest they should fail in the same way for lack of finger-grip; with the result that in course of time the cows would ‘go azew’—that is, dry up. It was not the loss for the moment that made slack milking so serious, but that with the decline of demand there came decline, and ultimately cessation, of supply.


  After Tess had settled down to her cow there was for a time no talk in the barton, and not a sound interfered with the purr of the milk-jets into the numerous pails, except a momentary exclamation to one or other of the beasts requesting her to turn round or stand still. The only movements were those of the milkers’ hands up and down, and the swing of the cows’ tails. Thus they all worked on, encompassed by the vast flat mead which extended to either slope of the valley—a level landscape compounded of old landscapes long forgotten, and, no doubt, differing in character very greatly from the landscape they composed now.


  ‘To my thinking,’ said the dairyman, rising suddenly from a cow he had just finished off, snatching up his three-legged stool in one hand and the pail in the other, and moving on to the next hard-yielder in his vicinity; ‘to my thinking, the cows don’t gie down their milk to-day as usual. Upon my life, if Winker do begin keeping back like this, she’ll not be worth going under by midsummer.’


  ‘’Tis because there’s a new hand come among us,’ said Jonathan Kail. ‘I’ve noticed such things afore.’


  ‘To be sure. It may be so. I didn’t think o’t.’


  ‘I’ve been told that it goes up into their horns at such times,’ said a dairymaid.


  ‘Well, as to going up into their horns,’ replied Dairyman Crick dubiously, as though even witchcraft might be limited by anatomical possibilities, ‘I couldn’t say; I certainly could not. But as nott cows will keep it back as well as the horned ones, I don’t quite agree to it. Do ye know that riddle about the nott cows, Jonathan? Why do nott cows give less milk in a year than horned?’


  ‘I don’t!’ interposed the milkmaid. ‘Why do they?’


  ‘Because there bain’t so many of ’em,’ said the dairyman. ‘Howsomever, these gam’sters do certainly keep back their milk to-day. Folks, we must lift up a stave or two—that’s the only cure for’t.’


  Songs were often resorted to in dairies hereabout as an enticement to the cows when they showed signs of withholding their usual yield; and the band of milkers at this request burst into melody—in purely business-like tones, it is true, and with no great spontaneity; the result, according to their own belief, being a decided improvement during the song’s continuance. When they had gone through fourteen or fifteen verses of a cheerful ballad about a murderer who was afraid to go to bed in the dark because he saw certain brimstone flames around him, one of the male milkers said—


  ‘I wish singing on the stoop didn’t use up so much of a man’s wind! You should get your harp, sir; not but what a fiddle is best.’


  Tess, who had given ear to this, thought the words were addressed to the dairyman, but she was wrong. A reply, in the shape of ‘Why?’ came as it were out of the belly of a dun cow in the stalls; it had been spoken by a milker behind the animal, whom she had not hitherto perceived.


  ‘Oh yes; there’s nothing like a fiddle,’ said the dairyman. ‘Though I do think that bulls are more moved by a tune than cows—at least that’s my experience. Once there was a [an] old aged man over at Mellstock—William Dewy by name—one of the family that used to do a good deal of business as tranters over there, Jonathan, do ye mind?—I knowed the man by sight as well as I know my own brother, in a manner of speaking. Well, this man was a coming home-along from a wedding where he had been playing his fiddle, one fine moonlight night, and for shortness’ sake he took a cut across Forty-acres, a field lying that way, where a bull was out to grass. The bull seed William, and took after him, horns aground, begad; and though William runned his best, and hadn’t much drink in him (considering ’twas a wedding, and the folks well off), he found he’d never reach the fence and get over in time to save himself. Well, as a last thought, he pulled out his fiddle as he runned, and struck up a jig, turning to the bull, and backing towards the corner. The bull softened down, and stood still, looking hard at William Dewy, who fiddled on and on; till a sort of a smile stole over the bull’s face. But no sooner did William stop his playing and turn to get over hedge than the bull would stop his smiling and lower his horns towards the seat of William’s breeches. Well, William had to turn about and play on, willy-nilly; and ’twas only three o’clock in the world, and ’a knowed that nobody would come that way for hours, and he so leery and tired that ’a didn’t know what to do. When he had scraped till about four o’clock he felt that he verily would have to give over soon, and he said to himself, “There’s only this last tune between me and eternal welfare! Heaven save me, or I’m a done man.” Well, then he called to mind how he’d seen the cattle kneel o’ Christmas Eves in the dead o’ night. It was not Christmas Eve then, but it came into his head to play a trick upon the bull. So he broke into the ’Tivity Hymn, just as at Christmas carol-singing; when, lo and behold, down went the bull on his bended knees, in his ignorance, just as if ’twere the true ’Tivity night and hour. As soon as his horned friend were down, William turned, clinked off like a long-dog, and jumped safe over hedge, before the praying bull had got on his feet again to take after him. William used to say that he’d seen a man look a fool a good many times, but never such a fool as that bull looked when he found his pious feelings had been played upon, and ’twas not Christmas Eve…. Yes, William Dewy, that was the man’s name; and I can tell you to a foot where’s he a-lying in Mellstock Churchyard at this very moment—just between the second yew-tree and the north aisle.’


  ‘It’s a curious story; it carries us back to mediæval times, when faith was a living thing!’


  The remark, singular for a dairy-yard, was murmured by the voice behind the dun cow; but as nobody understood the reference no notice was taken, except that the narrator seemed to think it might imply scepticism as to his tale.


  ‘Well, ’tis quite true, sir, whether or no. I knowed the man well.’


  ‘Oh yes; I have no doubt of it,’ said the person behind the dun cow.


  Tess’s attention was thus attracted to the dairyman’s interlocutor, of whom she could see but the merest patch, owing to his burying his head so persistently in the flank of the milcher. She could not understand why he should be addressed as ‘sir’ even by the dairyman himself. But no explanation was discernible; he remained under the cow long enough to have milked three, uttering a private ejaculation now and then, as if he could not get on.


  ‘Take it gentle, sir; take it gentle,’ said the dairyman. ‘’Tis knack, not strength that does it.’


  ‘So I find,’ said the other, standing up at last and stretching his arms. ‘I think I have finished her, however, though she made my fingers ache.’


  Tess could then see him at full length. He wore the ordinary white pinner and leather leggings of a dairy-farmer when milking, and his boots were clogged with the mulch of the yard; but this was all his local livery. Beneath it was something educated, reserved, subtle, sad, differing.


  But the details of his aspect were temporarily thrust aside by the discovery that he was one whom she had seen before. Such vicissitudes had Tess passed through since that time that for a moment she could not remember where she had met him; and then it flashed upon her that he was the pedestrian who had joined in the club-dance at Marlott—the passing stranger who had come she knew not whence, had danced with others but not with her, had slightingly left her, and gone on his way with his friends.


  The flood of memories brought back by this revival of an incident anterior to her troubles produced a momentary dismay lest, recognizing her also, he should by some means discover her story. But it passed away when she found no sign of remembrance in him. She saw by degrees that since their first and only encounter his mobile face had grown more thoughtful, and had acquired a young man’s shapely moustache and beard—the latter of the palest straw colour where it began upon his cheeks, and deepening to a warm brown farther from its root. Under his linen milking-pinner he wore a dark velveteen jacket, cord breeches and gaiters, and a starched white shirt. Without the milking-gear nobody could have guessed what he was. He might with equal probability have been an eccentric landowner or a gentlemanly ploughman. That he was but a novice at dairy-work she had realized in a moment, from the time he had spent upon the milking of one cow.


  Meanwhile many of the milkmaids had said to one another of the new-comer, ‘How pretty she is!’ with something of real generosity and admiration, though with a half hope that the auditors would qualify the assertion—which, strictly speaking, they might have done, prettiness being an inexact definition of what struck the eye in Tess. When the milking was finished for the evening they straggled indoors, where Mrs. Crick, the dairyman’s wife—who was too respectable to go out milking herself, and wore a hot stuff gown in warm weather because the dairymaids wore prints—was giving an eye to the leads and things.


  Only two or three of the maids, Tess learnt, slept in the dairy-house besides herself; most of the helpers going to their homes. She saw nothing at supper-time of the superior milker who had commented on the story, and asked no questions about him, the remainder of the evening being occupied in arranging her place in the bed-chamber. It was a large room over the milk-house, some thirty feet long; the sleeping-cots of the other three indoor milkmaids being in the same apartment. They were blooming young women, and, except one, rather older than herself. By bedtime Tess was thoroughly tired, and fell asleep immediately.


  But one of the girls who occupied an adjoining bed was more wakeful than Tess, and would insist upon relating to the latter various particulars of the homestead into which she had just entered. The girl’s whispered words mingled with the shades, and, to Tess’s drowsy mind, they seemed to be generated by the darkness in which they floated.


  ‘Mr. Angel Clare—he that is learning milking, and that plays the harp—never says much to us. He is a pa’son’s son, and is too much taken up wi’ his own thoughts to notice girls. He is the dairyman’s pupil—learning farming in all its branches. He has learnt sheep-farming at another place, and he’s now mastering dairy-work…. Yes, he is quite the gentleman-born. His father is the Reverent Mr. Clare at Emminster—a good many miles from here.’


  ‘Oh—I have heard of him,’ said her companion, now awake. ‘A very earnest clergyman, is he not?’


  ‘Yes—that he is—the earnestest man in all Wessex, they say—the last of the old Low Church sort, they tell me—for all about here be what they call High. All his sons, except our Mr. Clare, be made pa’sons too.’


  Tess had not at this hour the curiosity to ask why the present Mr. Clare was not made a parson like his brethren, and gradually fell asleep again, the words of her informant coming to her along with the smell of the cheeses in the adjoining cheese-loft, and the measured dripping of the whey from the wrings downstairs.


  ♣


  XVIII


  Angel Clare rises out of the past not altogether as a distinct figure, but as an appreciative voice, a long regard of fixed, abstracted eyes, and a mobility of mouth somewhat too small and delicately lined for a man’s, though with an unexpectedly firm close of the lower lip now and then; enough to do away with any inference of indecision. Nevertheless, something nebulous, preoccupied, vague, in his bearing and regard, marked him as one who probably had no very definite aim or concern about his material future. Yet as a lad people had said of him that he was one who might do anything if he tried.


  He was the youngest son of his father, a poor parson at the other end of the county, and had arrived at Talbothays Dairy as a six months’ pupil, after going the round of some other farms, his object being to acquire a practical skill in the various processes of farming, with a view either to the Colonies, or the tenure of a home-farm, as circumstances might decide.


  His entry into the ranks of the agriculturists and breeders was a step in the young man’s career which had been anticipated neither by himself nor by others.


  Mr. Clare the elder, whose first wife had died and left him a daughter, married a second late in life. This lady had somewhat unexpectedly brought him three sons, so that between Angel, the youngest, and his father the vicar there seemed to be almost a missing generation. Of these boys the aforesaid Angel, the child of his old age, was the only son who had not taken a University degree, though he was the single one of them whose early promise might have done full justice to an academical training.


  Some two or three years before Angel’s appearance at the Marlott dance, on a day when he had left school and was pursuing his studies at home, a parcel came to the vicarage from the local bookseller’s, directed to the Reverend James Clare. The vicar having opened it and found it to contain a book, read a few pages; whereupon he jumped up from his seat and went straight to the shop with the book under his arm.


  ‘Why has this been sent to my house?’ he asked peremptorily, holding up the volume.


  ‘It was ordered, sir.’


  ‘Not by me, or any one belonging to me, I am happy to say.’


  The shopkeeper looked into his order-book.


  ‘Oh, it has been misdirected, sir,’ he said. ‘It was ordered by Mr. Angel Clare, and should have been sent to him.’


  Mr. Clare winced as if he had been struck. He went home pale and dejected, and called Angel into his study.


  ‘Look into this book, my boy,’ he said. ‘What do you know about it?’


  ‘I ordered it,’ said Angel simply.


  ‘What for?’


  ‘To read.’


  ‘How can you think of reading it?’


  ‘How can I? Why—it is a system of philosophy. There is no more moral, or even religious, work published.’


  ‘Yes—moral enough; I don’t deny that. But religious!—and for you, who intend to be a minister of the Gospel!’


  ‘Since you have alluded to the matter, father,’ said the son, with anxious thought upon his face, ‘I should like to say, once for all, that I should prefer not to take Orders. I fear I could not conscientiously do so. I love the Church as one loves a parent. I shall always have the warmest affection for her. There is no institution for whose history I have a deeper admiration; but I cannot honestly be ordained her minister, as my brothers are, while she refuses to liberate her mind from an untenable redemptive theolatry.’


  It had never occurred to the straightforward and simple-minded Vicar that one of his own flesh and blood could come to this! He was stultified, shocked, paralyzed. And if Angel were not going to enter the Church, what was the use of sending him to Cambridge? The University as a step to anything but ordination seemed, to this man of fixed ideas, a preface without a volume. He was a man not merely religious, but devout; a firm believer—not as the phrase is now elusively construed by theological thimble-riggers in the Church and out of it, but in the old and ardent sense of the Evangelical school: one who could


  
    Indeed opine


    That the Eternal and Divine


    Did, eighteen centuries ago


    In very truth …

  


  Angel’s father tried argument, persuasion, entreaty.


  ‘No, father; I cannot underwrite Article Four (leave alone the rest), taking it “in the literal and grammatical sense” as required by the Declaration; and, therefore, I can’t be a parson in the present state of affairs,’ said Angel. ‘My whole instinct in matters of religion is towards reconstruction; to quote your favourite Epistle to the Hebrews, “the removing of those things that are shaken, as of things that are made, that those things which cannot be shaken may remain.”’


  His father grieved so deeply that it made Angel quite ill to see him.


  ‘What is the good of your mother and me economizing and stinting ourselves to give you a University education, if it is not to be used for the honour and glory of God?’ his father repeated.


  ‘Why, that it may be used for the honour and glory of man, father.’


  Perhaps if Angel had persevered he might have gone to Cambridge like his brothers. But the Vicar’s view of that seat of learning as a stepping-stone to Orders alone was quite a family tradition; and so rooted was the idea in his mind that perseverance began to appear to the sensitive son akin to an intent to misappropriate a trust, and wrong the pious heads of the household, who had been and were, as his father had hinted, compelled to exercise much thrift to carry out this uniform plan of education for the three young men.


  ‘I will do without Cambridge,’ said Angel at last. ‘I feel that I have no right to go there in the circumstances.’


  The effects of this decisive debate were not long in showing themselves. He spent years and years in desultory studies, undertakings, and meditations; he began to evince considerable indifference to social forms and observances. The material distinctions of rank and wealth he increasingly despised. Even the ‘good old family’ (to use a favourite phrase of a late local worthy) had no aroma for him unless there were good new resolutions in its representatives. As a balance to these austerities, when he went to live in London to see what the world was like, and with a view to practising a profession or business there, he was carried off his head, and nearly entrapped by a woman much older than himself, though luckily he escaped not greatly the worse for the experience.


  Early association with country solitudes had bred in him an unconquerable, and almost unreasonable, aversion to modern town life, and shut him out from such success as he might have aspired to by following a mundane calling in the impracticability of the spiritual one. But something had to be done; he had wasted many valuable years; and having an acquaintance who was starting on a thriving life as a Colonial farmer, it occurred to Angel that this might be a lead in the right direction. Farming, either in the Colonies, America, or at home—farming, at any rate, after becoming well qualified for the business by a careful apprenticeship—that was a vocation which would probably afford an independence without the sacrifice of what he valued even more than a competency—intellectual liberty.


  So we find Angel Clare at six-and-twenty here at Talbothays as a student of kine, and, as there were no houses near at hand in which he could get a comfortable lodging, a boarder at the dairyman’s.


  His room was an immense attic which ran the whole length of the dairy-house. It could only be reached by a ladder from the cheese-loft, and had been closed up for a long time till he arrived and selected it as his retreat. Here Clare had plenty of space, and could often be heard by the dairy-folk pacing up and down when the household had gone to rest. A portion was divided off at one end by a curtain, behind which was his bed, the outer part being furnished as a homely sitting-room.


  At first he lived up above entirely, reading a good deal, and strumming upon an old harp which he had bought at a sale, saying when in a bitter humour that he might have to get his living by it in the streets some day. But he soon preferred to read human nature by taking his meals downstairs in the general dining-kitchen, with the dairyman and his wife, and the maids and men, who all together formed a lively assembly; for though but few milking hands slept in the house, several joined the family at meals. The longer Clare resided here the less objection had he to his company, and the more did he like to share quarters with them in common.


  Much to his surprise he took, indeed, a real delight in their companionship. The conventional farm-folk of his imagination—personified in the newspaper-press by the pitiable dummy known as Hodge—were obliterated after a few days’ residence. At close quarters no Hodge was to be seen. At first, it is true, when Clare’s intelligence was fresh from a contrasting society, these friends with whom he now hobnobbed seemed a little strange. Sitting down as a level member of the dairyman’s household seemed at the outset an undignified proceeding. The ideas, the modes, the surroundings, appeared retrogressive and unmeaning. But with living on there, day after day, the acute sojourner became conscious of a new aspect in the spectacle. Without any objective change whatever, variety had taken the place of monotonousness. His host and his host’s household, his men and his maids, as they became intimately known to Clare, began to differentiate themselves as in a chemical process. The thought of Pascal’s was brought home to him: ‘A mesure qu’on a plus d’esprit, on trouve qu’il y a plus d’hommes originaux. Les gens du commun ne trouvent pas de différence entre les hommes.’ The typical and unvarying Hodge ceased to exist. He had been disintegrated into a number of varied fellow-creatures—beings of many minds, beings infinite in difference; some happy, many serene, a few depressed, one here and there bright even to genius, some stupid, others wanton, others austere; some mutely Miltonic, some potentially Cromwellian; into men who had private views of each other, as he had of his friends; who could applaud or condemn each other, amuse or sadden themselves by the contemplation of each other’s foibles or vices; men every one of whom walked in his own individual way the road to dusty death.


  Unexpectedly he began to like the outdoor life for its own sake, and for what it brought, apart from its bearing on his own proposed career. Considering his position he became wonderfully free from the chronic melancholy which is taking hold of the civilized races with the decline of belief in a beneficent Power. For the first time of late years he could read as his musings inclined him, without any eye to cramming for a profession, since the few farming handbooks which he deemed it desirable to master occupied him but little time.


  He grew away from old associations, and saw something new in life and humanity. Secondarily, he made close acquaintance with phenomena which he had before known but darkly—the seasons in their moods, morning and evening, night and noon, winds in their different tempers, trees, waters and mists, shades and silences, and the voices of inanimate things.


  The early mornings were still sufficiently cool to render a fire acceptable in the large room wherein they breakfasted; and, by Mrs. Crick’s orders, who held that he was too genteel to mess at their table, it was Angel Clare’s custom to sit in the yawning chimney-corner during the meal, his cup-and-saucer and plate being placed on a hinged flap at his elbow. The light from the long, wide, mullioned window opposite shone in upon his nook, and, assisted by a secondary light of cold blue quality which shone down the chimney, enabled him to read there easily whenever disposed to do so. Between Clare and the window was the table at which his companions sat, their munching profiles rising sharp against the panes; while to the side was the milk-house door, through which were visible the rectangular leads in rows, full to the brim with the morning’s milk. At the further end the great churn could be seen revolving, and its slip-slopping heard—the moving power being discernible through the window in the form of a spiritless horse walking in a circle and driven by a boy.


  For several days after Tess’s arrival Clare, sitting abstractedly reading from some book, periodical, or piece of music just come by post, hardly noticed that she was present at table. She talked so little, and the other maids talked so much, that the babble did not strike him as possessing a new note, and he was ever in the habit of neglecting the particulars of an outward scene for the general impression. One day, however, when he had been conning one of his music-scores, and by force of imagination was hearing the tune in his head, he lapsed into listlessness, and the music-sheet rolled to the hearth. He looked at the fire of logs, with its one flame pirouetting on the top in a dying dance after the breakfast-cooking and boiling, and it seemed to jig to his inward tune; also at the two chimney crooks dangling down from the cotterel or cross-bar, plumed with soot which quivered to the same melody; also at the half-empty kettle whining an accompaniment. The conversation at the table mixed in with his phantasmal orchestra till he thought: ‘What a fluty voice one of those milkmaids has! I suppose it is the new one.’


  Clare looked round upon her, seated with the others.


  She was not looking towards him. Indeed, owing to his long silence, his presence in the room was almost forgotten.


  ‘I don’t know about ghosts,’ she was saying; ‘but I do know that our souls can be made to go outside our bodies when we are alive.’


  The dairyman turned to her with his mouth full, his eyes charged with serious inquiry, and his great knife and fork (breakfasts were breakfasts here) planted erect on the table, like the beginning of a gallows.


  ‘What—really now? And is it so, maidy?’ he said.


  ‘A very easy way to feel ’em go,[’] continued Tess, ‘is to lie on the grass at night and look straight up at some big bright star; and, by fixing your mind upon it, you will soon find that you are hundreds and hundreds o’ miles away from your body, which you don’t seem to want at all.’


  The dairyman removed his hard gaze from Tess, and fixed it on his wife.


  ‘Now that’s a rum thing, Christianner—hey? To think o’ the miles I’ve vamped o’ starlight nights these last thirty year, courting, or trading, or for doctor, or for nurse, and yet never had the least notion o’ that till now, or feeled my soul rise so much as an inch above my shirt-collar.’


  The general attention being drawn to her, including that of the dairyman’s pupil, Tess flushed, and remarking evasively that it was only a fancy, resumed her breakfast.


  Clare continued to observe her. She soon finished her eating, and having a consciousness that Clare was regarding her, began to trace imaginary patterns on the tablecloth with her forefinger with the constraint of a domestic animal that perceives itself to be watched.


  ‘What a fresh and virginal daughter of Nature that milkmaid is!’ he said to himself.


  And then he seemed to discern in her something that was familiar, something which carried him back into a joyous and unforeseeing past, before the necessity of taking thought had made the heavens gray. He concluded that he had beheld her before; where he could not tell. A casual encounter during some country ramble it certainly had been, and he was not greatly curious about it. But the circumstance was sufficient to lead him to select Tess in preference to the other pretty milkmaids when he wished to contemplate contiguous womankind.


  ♣


  XIX


  In general the cows were milked as they presented themselves, without fancy or choice. But certain cows will show a fondness for a particular pair of hands, sometimes carrying this predilection so far as to refuse to stand at all except to their favourite, the pail of a stranger being unceremoniously kicked over.


  It was Dairyman Crick’s rule to insist on breaking down these partialities and aversions by constant interchange, since otherwise, in the event of a milkman or maid going away from the dairy, he was placed in a difficulty. The maids’ private aims, however, were the reverse of the dairyman’s rule, the daily selection by each damsel of the eight or ten cows to which she had grown accustomed rendering the operation on their willing udders surprisingly easy and effortless.


  Tess, like her compeers, soon discovered which of the cows had a preference for her style of manipulation, and her fingers having become delicate from the long domiciliary imprisonments to which she had subjected herself at intervals during the last two or three years, she would have been glad to meet the milchers’ views in this respect. Out of the whole ninety-five there were eight in particular—Dumpling, Fancy, Lofty, Mist, Old Pretty, Young Pretty, Tidy, and Loud—who, though the teats of one or two were as hard as carrots, gave down to her with a readiness that made her work on them a mere touch of the fingers. Knowing, however, the dairyman’s wish, she endeavoured conscientiously to take the animals just as they came, excepting the very hard yielders which she could not yet manage.


  But she soon found a curious correspondence between the ostensibly chance position of the cows and her wishes in this matter, till she felt that their order could not be the result of accident. The dairyman’s pupil had lent a hand in getting the cows together of late, and at the fifth or sixth time she turned her eyes, as she rested against the cow, full of sly inquiry upon him.


  ‘Mr. Clare, you have ranged the cows!’ she said, blushing; and in making the accusation symptoms of a smile gently lifted her upper lip in spite of her, so as to show the tips of her teeth, the lower lip remaining severely still.


  ‘Well, it makes no difference,’ said he. ‘You will always be here to milk them.’


  ‘Do you think so? I hope I shall! But I don’t know.’


  She was angry with herself afterwards, thinking that he, unaware of her grave reasons for liking this seclusion, might have mistaken her meaning. She had spoken so earnestly to him, as if his presence were somehow a factor in her wish. Her misgiving was such that at dusk, when the milking was over, she walked in the garden alone, to continue her regrets that she had disclosed to him her discovery of his considerateness.


  It was a typical summer evening in June, the atmosphere being in such delicate equilibrium and so transmissive that inanimate objects seemed endowed with two or three senses, if not five. There was no distinction between the near and the far, and an auditor felt close to everything within the horizon. The soundlessness impressed her as a positive entity rather than as the mere negation of noise. It was broken by the strumming of strings.


  Tess had heard those notes in the attic above her head. Dim, flattened, constrained by their confinement, they had never appealed to her as now, when they wandered in the still air with a stark quality like that of nudity. To speak absolutely, both instrument and execution were poor; but the relative is all, and as she listened Tess, like a fascinated bird, could not leave the spot. Far from leaving she drew up towards the performer, keeping behind the hedge that he might not guess her presence.


  The outskirt of the garden in which Tess found herself had been left uncultivated for some years, and was now damp and rank with juicy grass which sent up mists of pollen at a touch; and with tall blooming weeds emitting offensive smells—weeds whose red and yellow and purple hues formed a polychrome as dazzling as that of cultivated flowers. She went stealthily as a cat through this profusion of growth, gathering cuckoo-spittle on her skirts, cracking snails that were underfoot, staining her hands with thistle-milk and slug-slime, and rubbing off upon her naked arms sticky blights which, though snow-white on the apple-tree trunks, made madder stains on her skin; thus she drew quite near to Clare, still unobserved of him.


  Tess was conscious of neither time nor space. The exaltation which she had described as being producible at will by gazing at a star, came now without any determination of hers; she undulated upon the thin notes of the second-hand harp, and their harmonies passed like breezes through her, bringing tears into her eyes. The floating pollen seemed to be his notes made visible, and the dampness of the garden the weeping of the garden’s sensibility. Though near nightfall, the rank-smelling weed-flowers glowed as if they would not close for intentness, and the waves of colour mixed with the waves of sound.


  The light which still shone was derived mainly from a large hole in the western bank of cloud; it was like a piece of day left behind by accident, dusk having closed in elsewhere. He concluded his plaintive melody, a very simple performance, demanding no great skill; and she waited, thinking another might be begun. But, tired of playing, he had desultorily come round the fence, and was rambling up behind her. Tess, her cheeks on fire, moved away furtively, as if hardly moving at all.


  Angel, however, saw her light summer gown, and he spoke; his low tones reaching her, though he was some distance off.


  ‘What makes you draw off in that way, Tess?’ said he. ‘Are you afraid?’


  ‘Oh no, sir … not of outdoor things; especially just now when the apple-blooth is falling, and everything so green.’


  ‘But you have your indoor fears—eh?’


  ‘Well—yes, sir.’


  ‘What of?’


  ‘I couldn’t quite say.’


  ‘The milk turning sour?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Life in general?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Ah—so have I, very often. This hobble of being alive is rather serious, don’t you think so?’


  ‘It is—now you put it that way.’


  ‘All the same, I shouldn’t have expected a young girl like you to see it so just yet. How is it you do?’


  She maintained a hesitating silence.


  ‘Come, Tess, tell me in confidence.’


  She thought that he meant what were the aspects of things to her, and replied shyly—


  ‘The trees have inquisitive eyes, haven’t they?—that is, seem as if they had. And the river says,—“Why do ye trouble me with your looks?” And you seem to see numbers of to-morrows just all in a line, the first of them the biggest and clearest, the others getting smaller and smaller as they stand farther away; but they all seem very fierce and cruel and as if they said, “I’m coming! Beware of me! Beware of me!” … But you, sir, can raise up dreams with your music, and drive all such horrid fancies away!’


  He was surprised to find this young woman—who though but a milkmaid had just that touch of rarity about her which might make her the envied of her housemates—shaping such sad imaginings. She was expressing in her own native phrases—assisted a little by her Sixth Standard training—feelings which might almost have been called those of the age—the ache of modernism. The perception arrested him less when he reflected that what are called advanced ideas are really in great part but the latest fashion in definition—a more accurate expression, by words in logy and ism, of sensations which men and women have vaguely grasped for centuries.


  Still, it was strange that they should have come to her while yet so young; more than strange; it was impressive, interesting, pathetic. Not guessing the cause, there was nothing to remind him that experience is as to intensity, and not as to duration. Tess’s passing corporeal blight had been her mental harvest.


  Tess, on her part, could not understand why a man of clerical family and good education, and above physical want, should look upon it as a mishap to be alive. For the unhappy pilgrim herself there was very good reason. But how could this admirable and poetic man ever have descended into the Valley of Humiliation, have felt with the man of Uz—as she herself had felt two or three years ago—‘My soul chooseth strangling and death rather than my life. I loathe it; I would not live alway.’


  It was true that he was at present out of his class. But she knew that was only because, like Peter the Great in a shipwright’s yard, he was studying what he wanted to know. He did not milk cows because he was obliged to milk cows, but because he was learning how to be a rich and prosperous dairyman, landowner, agriculturist, and breeder of cattle. He would become an American or Australian Abraham, commanding like a monarch his flocks and his herds, his spotted and his ring-straked, his men-servants and his maids. At times, nevertheless, it did seem unaccountable to her that a decidedly bookish, musical, thinking young man should have chosen deliberately to be a farmer, and not a clergyman, like his father and brothers.


  Thus, neither having the clue to the other’s secret, they were respectively puzzled at what each revealed, and awaited new knowledge of each other’s character and moods without attempting to pry into each other’s history.


  Every day, every hour, brought to him one more little stroke of her nature, and to her one more of his. Tess was trying to lead a repressed life, but she little divined the strength of her own vitality.


  At first Tess seemed to regard Angel Clare as an intelligence rather than as a man. As such she compared him with herself; and at every discovery of the abundance of his illuminations, of the distance between her own modest mental standpoint and the unmeasurable, Andean altitude of his, she became quite dejected, disheartened from all further effort on her own part whatever.


  He observed her dejection one day, when he had casually mentioned something to her about pastoral life in ancient Greece. She was gathering the buds called ‘lords and ladies’ from the bank while he spoke.


  ‘Why do you look so woebegone all of a sudden?’ he asked.


  ‘Oh, ’tis only—about my own self,’ she said, with a frail laugh of sadness, fitfully beginning to peel ‘a lady’ meanwhile. ‘Just a sense of what might have been with me! My life looks as if it had been wasted for want of chances! When I see what you know, what you have read, and seen, and thought, I feel what a nothing I am! I’m like the poor Queen of Sheba who lived in the Bible. There is no more spirit in me.’


  ‘Bless my soul, don’t go troubling about that! Why,’ he said with some enthusiasm, ‘I should be only too glad, my dear Tess, to help you to anything in the way of history, or any line of reading you would like to take up——’


  ‘It is a lady again,’ interrupted she, holding out the bud she had peeled.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I meant that there are always more ladies than lords when you come to peel them.’


  ‘Never mind about the lords and ladies. Would you like to take up any course of study—history, for example?’


  ‘Sometimes I feel I don’t want to know anything more about it than I know already.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because what’s the use of learning that I am one of a long row only—finding out that there is set down in some old book somebody just like me, and to know that I shall only act her part; making me sad, that’s all. The best is not to remember that your nature and your past doings have been just like thousands’ and thousands’, and that your coming life and doings ’ll be like thousands’ and thousands’.’


  ‘What, really, then, you don’t want to learn anything?’


  ‘I shouldn’t mind learning why—why the sun do shine on the just and the unjust alike,’ she answered, with a slight quaver in her voice. ‘But that’s what books will not tell me.’


  ‘Tess, fie for such bitterness!’ Of course he spoke with a conventional sense of duty only, for that sort of wondering had not been unknown to himself in bygone days. And as he looked at the unpractised mouth and lips, he thought that such a daughter of the soil could only have caught up the sentiment by rote. She went on peeling the lords and ladies till Clare, regarding for a moment the wave-like curl of her lashes as they drooped with her bent gaze on her soft cheek, lingeringly went away. When he was gone she stood awhile, thoughtfully peeling the last bud; and then, awakening from her reverie, flung it and all the crowd of floral nobility impatiently on the ground, in an ebullition of displeasure with herself for her niaiseries, and with a quickening warmth in her heart of hearts.


  How stupid he must think her! In an access of hunger for his good opinion she bethought herself of what she had latterly endeavoured to forget, so unpleasant had been its issues—the identity of her family with that of the knightly d’Urbervilles. Barren attribute as it was, disastrous as its discovery had been in many ways to her, perhaps Mr. Clare, as a gentleman and a student of history, would respect her sufficiently to forget her childish conduct with the lords and ladies if he knew that those Purbeck-marble and alabaster people in Kingsbere Church really represented her own lineal forefathers; that she was no spurious d’Urberville, compounded of money and ambition like those at Trantridge, but true d’Urberville to the bone.


  But, before venturing to make the revelation, dubious Tess indirectly sounded the dairyman as to its possible effect upon Mr. Clare, by asking the former if Mr. Clare had any great respect for old county families when they had lost all their money and land.


  ‘Mr. Clare,’ said the dairyman emphatically, ‘is one of the most rebellest rozums you ever knowed—not a bit like the rest of his family; and if there’s one thing that he do hate more than another ’tis the notion of what’s called a’ old family. He says that it stands to reason that old families have done their spurt of work in past days, and can’t have anything left in ’em now. There’s the Billetts and the Drenkhards and the Greys and the St. Quintins and the Hardys and the Goulds, who used to own the lands for miles down this valley; you could buy ’em all up now for an old song a’most. Why, our little Retty Priddle here, you know, is one of the Paridelles—the old family that used to own lots o’ the lands out by King’s-Hintock now owned by the Earl o’ Wessex, afore even he or his was heard of. Well, Mr. Clare found this out, and spoke quite scornful to the poor girl for days. “Ah!” he says to her, “you’ll never make a good dairymaid! All your skill was used up ages ago in Palestine, and you must lie fallow for a thousand years to git strength for more deeds!” A boy came here t’other day asking for a job, and said his name was Matt, and when we asked him his surname he said he’d never heard that ’a had any surname, and when we asked why, he said he supposed his folks hadn’t been ’stablished long enough. “Ah! you’re the very boy I want!” says Mr. Clare, jumping up and shaking hands wi’en; “I’ve great hopes of you;” and gave him half-a-crown. O no! he can’t stomach old families!’


  After hearing this caricature of Clare’s opinions poor Tess was glad that she had not said a word in a weak moment about her family—even though it was so unusually old as almost to have gone round the circle and become a new one. Besides, another dairy-girl was as good as she, it seemed, in that respect. She held her tongue about the d’Urberville vault, and the Knight of the Conqueror whose name she bore. The insight afforded into Clare’s character suggested to her that it was largely owing to her supposed untraditional newness that she had won interest in his eyes.


  ♣


  XX


  The season developed and matured. Another year’s instalment of flowers, leaves, nightingales, thrushes, finches, and such ephemeral creatures, took up their positions where only a year ago others had stood in their place when these were nothing more than germs and inorganic particles. Rays from the sunrise drew forth the buds and stretched them into long stalks, lifted up sap in noiseless streams, opened petals, and sucked out scents in invisible jets and breathings.


  Dairyman Crick’s household of maids and men lived on comfortably, placidly, even merrily. Their position was perhaps the happiest of all positions in the social scale, being above the line at which neediness ends, and below the line at which the convenances begin to cramp natural feeling, and the stress of threadbare modishness makes too little of enough.


  Thus passed the leafy time when arborescence seems to be the one thing aimed at out of doors. Tess and Clare unconsciously studied each other, ever balanced on the edge of a passion, yet apparently keeping out of it. All the while they were converging, under an irresistible law, as surely as two streams in one vale.


  Tess had never in her recent life been so happy as she was now, possibly never would be so happy again. She was, for one thing, physically and mentally suited among these new surroundings. The sapling which had rooted down to a poisonous stratum on the spot of its sowing had been transplanted to a deeper soil. Moreover she, and Clare also, stood as yet on the debatable land between predilection and love; where no profundities have been reached; no reflections have set in, awkwardly inquiring, ‘Whither does this new current tend to carry me? What does it mean to my future? How does it stand towards my past?’


  Tess was the merest stray phenomenon to Angel Clare as yet—a rosy warming apparition which had only just acquired the attribute of persistence in his consciousness. So he allowed his mind to be occupied with her, deeming his preoccupation to be no more than a philosopher’s regard of an exceedingly novel, fresh, and interesting specimen of womankind.


  They met continually; they could not help it. They met daily in that strange and solemn interval, the twilight of the morning, in the violet or pink dawn; for it was necessary to rise early, so very early, here. Milking was done betimes; and before the milking came the skimming, which began at a little past three. It usually fell to the lot of some one or other of them to wake the rest, the first being aroused by an alarm-clock; and, as Tess was the latest arrival, and they soon discovered that she could be depended upon not to sleep through the alarm as the others did, this task was thrust most frequently upon her. No sooner had the hour of three struck and whizzed, than she left her room and ran to the dairyman’s door; then up the ladder to Angel’s, calling him in a loud whisper; then woke her fellow-milkmaids. By the time that Tess was dressed Clare was downstairs and out in the humid air. The remaining maids and the dairyman usually gave themselves another turn on the pillow, and did not appear till a quarter of an hour later.


  The gray half-tones of daybreak are not the gray half-tones of the day’s close, though the degree of their shade may be the same. In the twilight of the morning light seems active, darkness passive; in the twilight of evening it is the darkness which is active and crescent, and the light which is the drowsy reverse.


  Being so often—possibly not always by chance—the first two persons to get up at the dairy-house, they seemed to themselves the first persons up of all the world. In these early days of her residence here Tess did not skim, but went out of doors at once after rising, where he was generally awaiting her. The spectral, half-compounded, aqueous light which pervaded the open mead, impressed them with a feeling of isolation, as if they were Adam and Eve. At this dim inceptive stage of the day Tess seemed to Clare to exhibit a dignified largeness both of disposition and physique, an almost regnant power, possibly because he knew that at that preternatural time hardly any woman so well endowed in person as she was likely to be walking in the open air within the boundaries of his horizon; very few in all England. Fair women are usually asleep at midsummer dawns. She was close at hand, and the rest were nowhere.


  The mixed, singular, luminous gloom in which they walked along together to the spot where the cows lay, often made him think of the Resurrection hour. He little thought that the Magdalen might be at his side. Whilst all the landscape was in neutral shade his companion’s face, which was the focus of his eyes, rising above the mist stratum, seemed to have a sort of phosphorescence upon it. She looked ghostly, as if she were merely a soul at large. In reality her face, without appearing to do so, had caught the cold gleam of day from the north-east; his own face, though he did not think of it, wore the same aspect to her.


  It was then, as has been said, that she impressed him most deeply. She was no longer the milkmaid, but a visionary essence of woman—a whole sex condensed into one typical form. He called her Artemis, Demeter, and other fanciful names half teasingly, which she did not like because she did not understand them.


  ‘Call me Tess,’ she would say askance; and he did.


  Then it would grow lighter, and her features would become simply feminine; they had changed from those of a divinity who could confer bliss to those of a being who craved it.


  At these non-human hours they could get quite close to the waterfowl. Herons came, with a great bold noise as of opening doors and shutters, out of the boughs of a plantation which they frequented at the side of the mead; or, if already on the spot, hardily maintained their standing in the water as the pair walked by, watching them by moving their heads round in a slow, horizontal, passionless wheel, like the turn of puppets by clockwork.


  They could then see the faint summer fogs in layers, woolly, level, and apparently no thicker than counterpanes, spread about the meadows in detached remnants of small extent. On the gray moisture of the grass were marks where the cows had lain through the night—dark-green islands of dry herbage the size of their carcases, [carcasses,] in the general sea of dew. From each island proceeded a serpentine trail, by which the cow had rambled away to feed after getting up, at the end of which trail they found her; the snoring puff from her nostrils, when she recognized them, making an intenser little fog of her own amid the prevailing one. Then they drove the animals back to the barton, or sat down to milk them on the spot, as the case might require.


  Or perhaps the summer fog was more general, and the meadows lay like a white sea, out of which the scattered trees rose like dangerous rocks. Birds would soar through it into the upper radiance, and hang on the wing sunning themselves, or alight on the wet rails subdividing the mead, which now shone like glass rods. Minute diamonds of moisture from the mist hung, too, upon Tess’s eyelashes, and drops upon her hair, like seed pearls. When the day grew quite strong and commonplace these dried off her; moreover, Tess then lost her strange and ethereal beauty; her teeth, lips, and eyes scintillated in the sunbeams, and she was again the dazzlingly fair dairymaid only, who had to hold her own against the other women of the world.


  About this time they would hear Dairyman Crick’s voice, lecturing the non-resident milkers for arriving late, and speaking sharply to old Deborah Fyander for not washing her hands.


  ‘For Heaven’s sake, pop thy hands under the pump, Deb! Upon my soul, if the London folk only knowed of thee and thy slovenly ways, they’d swaller their milk and butter more mincing than they do a’ready; and that’s saying a good deal.’


  The milking progressed, till towards the end Tess and Clare, in common with the rest, could hear the heavy breakfast table dragged out from the wall in the kitchen by Mrs. Crick, this being the invariable preliminary to each meal; the same horrible scrape accompanying its return journey when the table had been cleared.


  ♣


  XXI


  There was a great stir in the milk-house just after breakfast. The churn revolved as usual, but the butter would not come. Whenever this happened the dairy was paralyzed. Squish, squash, echoed the milk in the great cylinder, but never arose the sound they waited for.


  Dairyman Crick and his wife, the milkmaids Tess, Marian, Retty Priddle, Izz Huett, and the married ones from the cottages; also Mr. Clare, Jonathan Kail, old Deborah, and the rest, stood gazing hopelessly at the churn; and the boy who kept the horse going outside put on moon-like eyes to show his sense of the situation. Even the melancholy horse himself seemed to look in at the window in inquiring despair at each walk round.


  ‘’Tis years since I went to Conjuror Trendle’s son in Egdon—years!’ said the dairyman bitterly. ‘And he was nothing to what his father had been. I have said fifty times, if I have said once, that I don’t believe in en. And I dont believe in en. But I shall have to go to ’n if he’s alive. O yes, I shall have to go to ’n, if this sort of thing continnys!’


  Even Mr. Clare began to feel tragical at the dairyman’s desperation.


  ‘Conjuror Fall, t’other side of Casterbridge, that they used to call “Wide-O,” was a very good man when I was a boy,’ said Jonathan Kail. ‘But he’s rotten as touchwood by now.’


  ‘My grandfather used to go to Conjuror Mynterne, out at Owlscombe, and a clever man a’ were, so I’ve heard grandf’er say,’ continued Mr. Crick. ‘But there’s no such genuine folk about nowadays!’


  Mrs. Crick’s mind kept nearer to the matter in hand.


  ‘Perhaps somebody in the house is in love,’ she said tentatively. ‘I’ve heard tell in my younger days that that will cause it. Why, Crick—that maid we had years ago, do ye mind, and how the butter didn’t come then——’


  ‘Ah yes, yes!—but that isn’t the rights o’t. It had nothing to do with the love-making. I can mind all about it—’twas the damage to the churn.’


  He turned to Clare.


  ‘Jack Dollop, a ’hore’s-bird of a fellow we had here as milker at one time, sir, courted a young woman over at Mellstock, and deceived her as he had deceived many afore. But he had another sort o’ woman to reckon wi’ this time, and it was not the girl herself. One Holy Thursday, of all days in the almanack, we was here as we mid be now, only there was no churning in hand, when we zid the girl’s mother coming up to the door, wi’ a great brass-mounted umbrella in her hand that would ha’ felled an ox, and saying “Do Jack Dollop work here?—because I want him! I have a big bone to pick with he, I can assure ’n!” And some way behind her mother walked Jack’s young woman, crying bitterly into her hand-kercher. “O Lard, here’s a time!” said Jack, looking out o’ winder at ’em. “She’ll murder me! Where shall I get—where shall I——? Don’t tell her where I be!” And with that he scrambled into the churn through the trap-door, and shut himself inside, just as the young woman’s mother busted into the milk-house. “The villain—where is he?” says she, “I’ll claw his face for’n, let me only catch him!” Well, she hunted about everywhere, ballyragging Jack by side and by seam, Jack lying a’most stifled inside the churn, and the poor maid—or young woman rather—standing at the door crying her eyes out. I shall never forget it, never! ’Twould have melted a marble stone! But she couldn’t find him nowhere at all.’


  The dairyman paused, and one or two words of comment came from the listeners.


  Dairyman Crick’s stories often seemed to be ended when they were not really so, and strangers were betrayed into premature interjections of finality; though old friends knew better. The narrator went on—


  ‘Well, how the old woman should have had the wit to guess it I could never tell, but she found out that he was inside that there churn. Without saying a word she took hold of the winch (it was turned by handpower then), and round she swung him, and Jack began to flop about inside. “O Lard! stop the churn! let me out!” says he, popping out his head, “I shall be churned into a pummy!” (he was a cowardly chap in his heart, as such men mostly be). “Not till ye make amends for ravaging her virgin innocence!” says the old woman. “Stop the churn, you old witch!” screams he. “You call me old witch, do ye, you deceiver!” says she, “when ye ought to ha’ been calling me mother-law these last five months!” And on went the churn, and Jack’s bones rattled round again. Well, none of us ventured to interfere; and at last ’a promised to make it right wi’ her. “Yes—I’ll be as good as my word!” he said. And so it ended that day.’


  While the listeners were smiling their comments there was a quick movement behind their backs, and they looked round. Tess, pale-faced, had gone to the door.


  ‘How warm ’tis to-day!’ she said, almost inaudibly.


  It was warm, and none of them connected her withdrawal with the reminiscences of the dairyman. He went forward, and opened the door for her, saying with tender raillery—


  ‘Why, maidy’ (he frequently, with unconscious irony, gave her this pet name), ‘the prettiest milker I’ve got in my dairy; you mustn’t get so fagged as this at the first breath of summer weather, or we shall be finely put to for want of ’ee by dog-days, shan’t we, Mr. Clare?’


  ‘I was faint—and—I think I am better out o’ doors,’ she said mechanically; and disappeared outside.


  Fortunately for her the milk in the revolving churn at that moment changed its squashing for a decided flick-flack.


  ‘’Tis coming!’ cried Mrs. Crick, and the attention of all was called off from Tess.


  That fair sufferer soon recovered herself externally; but she remained much depressed all the afternoon. When the evening milking was done she did not care to be with the rest of them, and went out of doors wandering along she knew not whither. She was wretched—O so wretched—at the perception that to her companions the dairyman’s story had been rather a humorous narration than otherwise; none of them but herself seemed to see the sorrow of it; to a certainty, not one knew how cruelly it touched the tender place in her experience. The evening sun was now ugly to her, like a great inflamed wound in the sky. Only a solitary cracked-voiced reed-sparrow greeted her from the bushes by the river, in a sad, machine-made tone, resembling that of a past friend whose friendship she had outworn.


  In these long June days the milkmaids, and, indeed, most of the household, went to bed at sunset or sooner, the morning work before milking being so early and heavy at a time of full pails. Tess usually accompanied her fellows upstairs. To-night, however, she was the first to go to their common chamber; and she had dozed when the other girls came in. She saw them undressing in the orange light of the vanished sun, which flushed their forms with its colour; she dozed again, but she was reawakened by their voices, and quietly turned her eyes towards them.


  Neither of her three chamber-companions had got into bed. They were standing in a group, in their nightgowns, barefooted, at the window, the last red rays of the west still warming their faces and necks, and the walls around them. All were watching somebody in the garden with deep interest, their three faces close together: a jovial and round one, a pale one with dark hair, and a fair one whose tresses were auburn.


  ‘Don’t push! You can see as well as I,’ said Retty, the auburn-haired and youngest girl, without removing her eyes from the window.


  ‘’Tis no use for you to be in love with him any more than me, Retty Priddle,’ said jolly-faced Marian, the eldest, slily. ‘His thoughts be of other cheeks than thine!’


  Retty Priddle still looked, and the others looked again.


  ‘There he is again!’ cried Izz Huett, the pale girl with dark damp hair and keenly cut lips.


  ‘You needn’t say anything, Izz,’ answered Retty. ‘For I zid you kissing his shade.’


  ‘What did you see her doing?’ asked Marian.


  ‘Why—he was standing over the whey-tub to let off the whey, and the shade of his face came upon the wall behind, close to Izz, who was standing there filling a vat. She put her mouth against the wall and kissed the shade of his mouth; I zid her, though he didn’t.’


  ‘O Izz Huett!’ said Marian.


  A rosy spot came into the middle of Izz Huett’s cheek.


  ‘Well, there was no harm in it,’ she declared, with attempted coolness. ‘And if I be in love wi’en, so is Retty, too; and so be you, Marian, come to that.’


  Marian’s full face could not blush past its chronic pinkness.


  ‘I!’ she said. ‘What a tale! Ah, there he is again! Dear eyes—dear face—dear Mr. Clare!’


  ‘There—you’ve owned it!’


  ‘So have you—so have we all,’ said Marian, with the dry frankness of complete indifference to opinion. ‘It is silly to pretend otherwise amongst ourselves, though we need not own it to other folks. I would just marry ’n to-morrow!’


  ‘So would I—and more,’ murmured Izz Huett.


  ‘And I too,’ whispered the more timid Retty.


  The listener grew warm.


  ‘We can’t all marry him,’ said Izz.


  ‘We shan’t, either of us; which is worse still,’ said the eldest. ‘There he is again!’


  They all three blew him a silent kiss.


  ‘Why?’ asked Retty quickly.


  ‘Because he likes Tess Durbeyfield best,’ said Marian, lowering her voice. ‘I have watched him every day, and have found it out.’


  There was a reflective silence.


  ‘But she don’t care anything for ’n?’ at length breathed Retty.


  ‘Well—I sometimes think that too.’


  ‘But how silly all this is!’ said Izz Huett impatiently. ‘Of course he won’t marry any one of us, or Tess either—a gentleman’s son, who’s going to be a great landowner and farmer abroad! More likely to ask us to come wi’en as farm-hands at so much a year!’


  One sighed, and another sighed, and Marian’s plump figure sighed biggest of all. Somebody in bed hard by sighed too. Tears came into the eyes of Retty Priddle, the pretty red-haired youngest—the last bud of the Paridelles, so important in the county annals. They watched silently a little longer, their three faces still close together as before, and the triple hues of their hair mingling. But the unconscious Mr. Clare had gone indoors, and they saw him no more; and, the shades beginning to deepen, they crept into their beds. In a few minutes they heard him ascend the ladder to his own room. Marian was soon snoring, but Izz did not drop into forgetfulness for a long time. Retty Priddle cried herself to sleep.


  The deeper-passioned Tess was very far from sleeping even then. This conversation was another of the bitter pills she had been obliged to swallow that day. Scarce the least feeling of jealousy arose in her breast. For that matter she knew herself to have the preference. Being more finely formed, better educated, and, though the youngest except Retty, more woman than either, she perceived that only the slightest ordinary care was necessary for holding her own in Angel Clare’s heart against these her candid friends. But the grave question was, ought she to do this? There was, to be sure, hardly a ghost of a chance for either of them, in a serious sense; but there was, or had been, a chance of one or the other inspiring him with a passing fancy for her, and enjoying the pleasure of his attentions while he stayed here. Such unequal attachments had led to marriage; and she had heard from Mrs. Crick that Mr. Clare had one day asked, in a laughing way, what would be the use of his marrying a fine lady, and all the while ten thousand acres of Colonial pasture to feed, and cattle to rear, and corn to reap. A farm-woman would be the only sensible kind of wife for him. But whether Mr. Clare had spoken seriously or not, why should she, who could never conscientiously allow any man to marry her now, and who had religiously determined that she never would be tempted to do so, draw off Mr. Clare’s attention from other women, for the brief happiness of sunning herself in his eyes while he remained at Talbothays?


  ♣


  XXII


  They came downstairs yawning next morning; but skimming and milking were proceeded with as usual, and they went indoors to breakfast. Dairyman Crick was discovered stamping about the house. He had received a letter, in which a customer had complained that the butter had a twang.


  ‘And begad, so ’t have!’ said the dairyman, who held in his left hand a wooden slice on which a lump of butter was stuck. ‘Yes—taste for yourself!’


  Several of them gathered round him; and Mr. Clare tasted, Tess tasted, also the other indoor milkmaids, one or two of the milking-men, and last of all Mrs. Crick, who came out from the waiting breakfast-table. There certainly was a twang.


  The dairyman, who had thrown himself into abstraction to better realize the taste, and so divine the particular species of noxious weed to which it appertained, suddenly exclaimed—


  ‘’Tis garlic! and I thought there wasn’t a blade left in that mead!’


  Then all the old hands remembered that a certain dry mead, into which a few of the cows had been admitted of late, had, in years gone by, spoilt the butter in the same way. The dairyman had not recognized the taste at that time, and thought the butter bewitched.


  ‘We must overhaul that mead,’ he resumed; ‘this mustn’t continny!’


  All having armed themselves with old pointed knives they went out together. As the inimical plant could only be present in very microscopic dimensions to have escaped ordinary observation, to find it seemed rather a hopeless attempt in the stretch of rich grass before them. However, they formed themselves into line, all assisting, owing to the importance of the search; the dairyman at the upper end with Mr. Clare, who had volunteered to help; then Tess, Marian, Izz Huett, and Retty; then Bill Lewell, Jonathan, and the married dairywomen—Beck Knibbs, with her woolly black hair and rolling eyes; and flaxen Frances, consumptive from the winter damps of the water-meads—who lived in their respective cottages.


  With eyes fixed upon the ground they crept slowly across a strip of the field, returning a little further down in such a manner that, when they should have finished, not a single inch of the pasture but would have fallen under the eye of some one of them. It was a most tedious business, not more than half a dozen shoots of garlic being discoverable in the whole field; yet such was the herb’s pungency that probably one bite of it by one cow had been sufficient to season the whole dairy’s produce for the day.


  Differing one from another in natures and moods so greatly as they did, they yet formed, bending, a curiously uniform row—automatic, noiseless; and an alien observer passing down the neighbouring lane might well have been excused for massing them as ‘Hodge.’ As they crept along, stooping low to discern the plant, a soft yellow gleam was reflected from the buttercups into their shaded faces, giving them an elfish, moonlit aspect, though the sun was pouring upon their backs in all the strength of noon.


  Angel Clare, who communistically stuck to his rule of taking part with the rest in everything, glanced up now and then. It was not, of course, by accident that he walked next to Tess.


  ‘Well, how are you?’ he murmured.


  ‘Very well, thank you, sir,’ she replied demurely.


  As they had been discussing a score of personal matters only half-an-hour before, the introductory style seemed a little superfluous. But they got no further in speech just then. They crept and crept, the hem of her petticoat just touching his gaiter, and his elbow sometimes brushing hers. At last the dairyman, who came next, could stand it no longer.


  ‘Upon my soul and body, this here stooping do fairly make my back open and shut!’ he exclaimed, straightening himself slowly with an excruciated look till quite upright. ‘And you, maidy Tess, you wasn’t well a day or two ago—this will make your head ache finely! Don’t do any more, if you feel fainty; leave the rest to finish it.’


  Dairyman Crick withdrew, and Tess dropped behind. Mr. Clare also stepped out of line, and began privateering about for the weed. When she found him near her, her very tension at what she had heard the night before made her the first to speak.


  ‘Don’t they look pretty?’ she said.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Izzy Huett and Retty.’


  Tess had moodily decided that either of these maidens would make a good farmer’s wife, and that she ought to recommend them, and obscure her own wretched charms.


  ‘Pretty? Well, yes—they are pretty girls—fresh looking. I have often thought so.’


  ‘Though, poor dears, prettiness won’t last long!’


  ‘O no, unfortunately.’


  ‘They are excellent dairywomen.’


  ‘Yes: though not better than you.’


  ‘They skim better than I.’


  ‘Do they?’


  Clare remained observing them—not without their observing him.


  ‘She is colouring up,’ continued Tess heroically.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Retty Priddle.’


  ‘Oh! Why is that?’


  ‘Because you are looking at her.’


  Self-sacrificing as her mood might be Tess could not well go further and cry, ‘Marry one of them, if you really do want a dairywoman and not a lady; and don’t think of marrying me!’ She followed Dairyman Crick, and had the mournful satisfaction of seeing that Clare remained behind.


  From this day she forced herself to take pains to avoid him—never allowing herself, as formerly, to remain long in his company, even if their juxtaposition were purely accidental. She gave the other three every chance.


  Tess was woman enough to realize from their avowals to herself that Angel Clare had the honour of all the dairymaids in his keeping, and her perception of his care to avoid compromising the happiness of either in the least degree bred a tender respect in Tess for what she deemed, rightly or wrongly, the self-controlling sense of duty shown by him, a quality which she had never expected to find in one of the opposite sex, and in the absence of which more than one of the simple hearts who were his housemates might have gone weeping on her pilgrimage.


  ♣


  XXIII


  The hot weather of July had crept upon them unawares, and the atmosphere of the flat vale hung heavy as an opiate over the dairy-folk, the cows, and the trees. Hot steaming rains fell frequently, making the grass where the cows fed yet more rank, and hindering the late haymaking in the other meads.


  It was Sunday morning; the milking was done; the outdoor milkers had gone home. Tess and the other three were dressing themselves rapidly, the whole bevy having agreed to go together to Mellstock Church, which lay some three or four miles distant from the dairy-house. She had now been two months at Talbothays, and this was her first excursion.


  All the preceding afternoon and night heavy thunderstorms had hissed down upon the meads, and washed some of the hay into the river; but this morning the sun shone out all the more brilliantly for the deluge, and the air was balmy and clear.


  The crooked lane leading from their own parish to Mellstock ran along the lowest levels in a portion of its length, and when the girls reached the most depressed spot they found that the result of the rain had been to flood the lane over-shoe to a distance of some fifty yards. This would have been no serious hindrance on a week-day; they would have clicked through it in their high pattens and boots quite unconcerned; but on this day of vanity, this Sun’s-day, when flesh went forth to coquet with flesh while hypocritically affecting business with spiritual things; on this occasion for wearing their white stockings and thin shoes, and their pink, white, and lilac gowns, on which every mud spot would be visible, the pool was an awkward impediment. They could hear the church-bell calling—as yet nearly a mile off.


  ‘Who would have expected such a rise in the river in summer-time!’ said Marian, from the top of the roadside-bank on which they had climbed, and were maintaining a precarious footing in the hope of creeping along its slope till they were past the pool.


  ‘We can’t get there anyhow, without walking right through it, or else going round the Turnpike way; and that would make us so very late!’ said Retty, pausing hopelessly.


  ‘And I do colour up so hot, walking into church late, and all the people staring round,’ said Marian, ‘that I hardly cool down again till we get into the That-it-may-please-Thees.’


  While they stood clinging to the bank they heard a splashing round the bend of the road, and presently appeared Angel Clare, advancing along the lane towards them through the water.


  Four hearts gave a big throb simultaneously.


  His aspect was probably as un-Sabbatarian a one as a dogmatic parson’s son often presented; his attire being his dairy clothes, long wading boots, a cabbage-leaf inside his hat to keep his head cool, with a thistle-spud to finish him off.


  ‘He’s not going to church,’ said Marian.


  ‘No—I wish he was!’ murmured Tess.


  Angel, in fact, rightly or wrongly (to adopt the safe phrase of evasive controversialists), preferred sermons in stones to sermons in churches and chapels on fine summer days. This morning, moreover, he had gone out to see if the damage to the hay by the flood was considerable or not. On his walk he observed the girls from a long distance, though they had been so occupied with their difficulties of passage as not to notice him. He knew that the water had risen at that spot, and that it would quite check their progress. So he had hastened on, with a dim idea of how he could help them—one of them in particular.


  The rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed quartet looked so charming in their light summer attire, clinging to the roadside bank like pigeons on a roof-slope, that he stopped a moment to regard them before coming close. Their gauzy skirts had brushed up from the grass innumerable flies and butterflies which, unable to escape, remained caged in the transparent tissue as in an aviary. Angel’s eye at last fell upon Tess, the hindmost of the four; she, being full of suppressed laughter at their dilemma, could not help meeting his glance radiantly.


  He came beneath them in the water, which did not rise over his long boots; and stood looking at the entrapped flies and butterflies.


  ‘Are you trying to get to church?’ he said to Marian, who was in front, including the next two in his remark, but avoiding Tess.


  ‘Yes, sir; and ’tis getting late; and my colour do come up so——’


  ‘I’ll carry you through the pool—every Jill of you.’


  The whole four flushed as if one heart beat through them.


  ‘I think you can’t, sir,’ said Marian.


  ‘It is the only way for you to get past. Stand still. Nonsense—you are not too heavy! I’d carry you all four together. Now, Marian, attend,’ he continued, ‘and put your arms round my shoulders, so. Now! Hold on. That’s well done.’


  Marian had lowered herself upon his arm and shoulder as directed, and Angel strode off with her, his slim figure, as viewed from behind, looking like the mere stem to the great nosegay suggested by hers. They disappeared round the curve of the road, and only his sousing footsteps and the top ribbon of Marian’s bonnet told where they were. In a few minutes he reappeared. Izz Huett was the next in order upon the bank.


  ‘Here he comes,’ she murmured, and they could hear that her lips were dry with emotion. ‘And I have to put my arms round his neck and look into his face as Marian did.’


  ‘There’s nothing in that,’ said Tess quickly.


  ‘There’s a time for everything,’ continued Izz, unheeding. ‘A time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing; the first is now going to be mine.’


  ‘Fie—it is Scripture, Izz!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Izz, ‘I’ve always a’ ear at church for pretty verses.’


  Angel Clare, to whom three-quarters of this performance was a commonplace act of kindness, now approached Izz. She quietly and dreamily lowered herself into his arms, and Angel methodically marched off with her. When he was heard returning for the third time Retty’s throbbing heart could be almost seen to shake her. He went up to the red-haired girl, and while he was seizing her he glanced at Tess. His lips could not have pronounced more plainly, ‘It will soon be you and I.’ Her comprehension appeared in her face; she could not help it. There was an understanding between them.


  Poor little Retty, though by far the lightest weight, was the most troublesome of Clare’s burdens. Marian had been like a sack of meal, a dead weight of plumpness under which he had literally staggered. Izz had ridden sensibly and calmly. Retty was a bunch of hysterics.


  However, he got through with the disquieted creature, deposited her, and returned. Tess could see over the hedge the distant three in a group, standing as he had placed them on the next rising ground. It was now her turn. She was embarrassed to discover that excitement at the proximity of Mr. Clare’s breath and eyes, which she had contemned in her companions, was intensified in herself; and as if fearful of betraying her secret she paltered with him at the last moment.


  ‘I may be able to clim’ along the bank perhaps—I can clim’ better than they. You must be so tired, Mr. Clare!’


  ‘No, no, Tess,’ said he quickly. And almost before she was aware she was seated in his arms and resting against his shoulder.


  ‘Three Leahs to get one Rachel,’ he whispered.


  ‘They are better women than I,’ she replied, magnanimously sticking to her resolve.


  ‘Not to me,’ said Angel.


  He saw her grow warm at this; and they went some steps in silence.


  ‘I hope I am not too heavy?’ she said timidly.


  ‘O no. You should lift Marian! Such a lump. You are like an undulating billow warmed by the sun. And all this fluff of muslin about you is the froth.’


  ‘It is very pretty—if I seem like that to you.’


  ‘Do you know that I have undergone three-quarters of this labour entirely for the sake of the fourth quarter?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I did not expect such an event to-day.’


  ‘Nor I…. The water came up so sudden.’


  That the rise in the water was what she understood him to refer to, the state of her breathing belied. Clare stood still and inclined his face towards hers.


  ‘O Tessy!’ he exclaimed.


  The girl’s cheeks burned to the breeze, and she could not look into his eyes for her emotion. It reminded Angel that he was somewhat unfairly taking advantage of an accidental position; and he went no further with it. No definite words of love had crossed their lips as yet, and suspension at this point was desirable now. However, he walked slowly, to make the remainder of the distance as long as possible; but at last they came to the bend, and the rest of their progress was in full view of the other three. The dry land was reached, and he set her down.


  Her friends were looking with round thoughtful eyes at her and him, and she could see that they had been talking of her. He hastily bade them farewell, and splashed back along the stretch of submerged road.


  The four moved on together as before, till Marian broke the silence by saying—


  ‘No—in all truth; we have no chance against her!’ She looked joylessly at Tess.


  ‘What do you mean?’ asked the latter.


  ‘He likes ’ee best—the very best! We could see it as he brought ’ee. He would have kissed ’ee, if you had encouraged him to do it, ever so little.’


  ‘No, no,’ said she.


  The gaiety with which they had set out had somehow vanished; and yet there was no enmity or malice between them. They were generous young souls; they had been reared in the lonely country nooks where fatalism is a strong sentiment, and they did not blame her. Such supplanting was to be.


  Tess’s heart ached. There was no concealing from herself the fact that she loved Angel Clare, perhaps all the more passionately from knowing that the others had also lost their hearts to him. There is contagion in this sentiment, especially among women. And yet that same hungry heart of hers compassionated her friends. Tess’s honest nature had fought against this, but too feebly, and the natural result had followed.


  ‘I will never stand in your way, nor in the way of either of you!’ she declared to Retty that night in the bedroom (her tears running down). ‘I can’t help this, my dear! I don’t think marrying is in his mind at all; but if he were even to ask me I should refuse him, as I should refuse any man.’


  ‘Oh! would you? Why?’ said wondering Retty.


  ‘It cannot be! But I will be plain. Putting myself quite on one side, I don’t think he will choose either of you.’


  ‘I have never expected it—thought of it!’ moaned Retty. ‘But O! I wish I was dead!’


  The poor child, torn by a feeling which she hardly understood, turned to the other two girls who came upstairs just then.


  ‘We be friends with her again,[’] she said to them. ‘She thinks no more of his choosing her than we do.’


  So the reserve went off, and they were confiding and warm.


  ‘I don’t seem to care what I do now,’ said Marian, whose mood was tuned to its lowest bass. ‘I was going to marry a dairyman at Stickleford, who’s asked me twice; but—my soul—I would put an end to myself rather’n be his wife now! Why don’t ye speak, Izz?’


  ‘To confess, then,’ murmured Izz, ‘I made sure to-day that he was going to kiss me as he held me; and I lay still against his breast, hoping and hoping, and never moved at all. But he did not. I don’t like biding here at Talbothays any longer! I shall go hwome.’


  The air of the sleeping-chamber seemed to palpitate with the hopeless passion of the girls. They writhed feverishly under the oppressiveness of an emotion thrust on them by cruel Nature’s law—an emotion which they had neither expected nor desired. The incident of the day had fanned the flame that was burning the inside of their hearts out, and the torture was almost more than they could endure. The differences which distinguished them as individuals were abstracted by this passion, and each was but portion of one organism called sex. There was so much frankness and so little jealousy because there was no hope. Each one was a girl of fair common sense, and she did not delude herself with any vain conceits, or deny her love, or give herself airs, in the idea of outshining the others. The full recognition of the futility of their infatuation, from a social point of view; its purposeless beginning; its self-bounded outlook; its lack of everything to justify its existence in the eye of civilization (while lacking nothing in the eye of Nature); the one fact that it did exist, ecstasizing them to a killing joy; all this imparted to them a resignation, a dignity, which a practical and sordid expectation of winning him as a husband would have destroyed.


  They tossed and turned on their little beds, and the cheese-wring dripped monotonously downstairs.


  ‘B’ you awake, Tess?’ whispered one, half-an-hour later.


  It was Izz Huett’s voice.


  Tess replied in the affirmative, whereupon also Retty and Marian suddenly flung the bedclothes off them, and sighed—


  ‘So be we!’


  ‘I wonder what she is like—the lady they say his family have looked out for him!’


  ‘I wonder,’ said Izz.


  ‘Some lady looked out for him?’ gasped Tess, starting. ‘I have never heard o’ that!’


  ‘O yes—’tis whispered; a young lady of his own rank, chosen by his family; a Doctor of Divinity’s daughter near his father’s parish of Emminster; he don’t much care for her, they say. But he is sure to marry her.’


  They had heard so very little of this; yet it was enough to build up wretched dolorous dreams upon, there in the shade of the night. They pictured all the details of his being won round to consent, of the wedding preparations, of the bride’s happiness, of her dress and veil, of her blissful home with him, when oblivion would have fallen upon themselves as far as he and their love were concerned. Thus they talked, and ached, and wept till sleep charmed their sorrow away.


  After this disclosure Tess nourished no further foolish thought that there lurked any grave and deliberate import in Clare’s attentions to her. It was a passing summer love of her face, for love’s own temporary sake—nothing more. And the thorny crown of this sad conception was that she whom he really did prefer in a cursory way to the rest, she who knew herself to be more impassioned in nature, cleverer, more beautiful than they, was in the eyes of propriety far less worthy of him than the homelier ones whom he ignored.


  ♣


  XXIV


  Amid the oozing fatness and warm ferments of the Froom Vale, at a season when the rush of juices could almost be heard below the hiss of fertilization, it was impossible that the most fanciful love should not grow passionate. The ready bosoms existing there were impregnated by their surroundings.


  July passed over their heads, and the Thermidorean weather which came in its wake seemed an effort on the part of Nature to match the state of hearts at Talbothays Dairy. The air of the place, so fresh in the spring and early summer, was stagnant and enervating now. Its heavy scents weighed upon them, and at mid-day the landscape seemed lying in a swoon. Ethiopic scorchings browned the upper slopes of the pastures, but there was still bright green herbage here where the watercourses purled. And as Clare was oppressed by the outward heats, so was he burdened inwardly by waxing fervour of passion for the soft and silent Tess.


  The rains having passed the uplands were dry. The wheels of the dairyman’s spring cart, as he sped home from market, licked up the pulverized surface of the highway, and were followed by white ribands of dust, as if they had set a thin powder-train on fire. The cows jumped wildly over the five-barred barton-gate, maddened by the gad-fly; Dairyman Crick kept his shirt-sleeves permanently rolled up from Monday to Saturday: open windows had no effect in ventilation without open doors, and in the dairy-garden the blackbirds and thrushes crept about under the currant-bushes, rather in the manner of quadrupeds than of winged creatures. The flies in the kitchen were lazy, teasing, and familiar, crawling about in unwonted places, on the floor, into drawers, and over the backs of the milkmaids’ hands. Conversations were concerning sunstroke; while butter-making, and still more butter-keeping, was a despair.


  They milked entirely in the meads for coolness and convenience, without driving in the cows. During the day the animals obsequiously followed the shadow of the smallest tree as it moved round the stem with the diurnal roll; and when the milkers came they could hardly stand still for the flies.


  On one of these afternoons four or five unmilked cows chanced to stand apart from the general herd, behind the corner of a hedge, among them being Dumpling and Old Pretty, who loved Tess’s hands above those of any other maid. When she rose from her stool under a finished cow Angel Clare, who had been observing her for some time, asked her if she would take the aforesaid creatures next. She silently assented, and with her stool at arm’s length, and the pail against her knee, went round to where they stood. Soon the sound of Old Pretty’s milk fizzing into the pail came through the hedge, and then Angel felt inclined to go round the corner also, to finish off a hard-yielding milcher who had strayed there, he being now as capable of this as the dairyman himself.


  All the men, and some of the women, when milking, dug their foreheads into the cows and gazed into the pail. But a few—mainly the younger ones—rested their heads sideways. This was Tess Durbeyfield’s habit, her temple pressing the milcher’s flank, her eyes fixed on the far end of the meadow with the quiet of one lost in meditation. She was milking Old Pretty thus, and the sun chancing to be on the milking-side it shone flat upon her pink-gowned form and her white curtain-bonnet, and upon her profile, rendering it keen as a cameo cut from the dun background of the cow.


  She did not know that Clare had followed her round, and that he sat under his cow watching her. The stillness of her head and features was remarkable: she might have been in a trance, her eyes open, yet unseeing. Nothing in the picture moved but Old Pretty’s tail and Tess’s pink hands, the latter so gently as to be a rhythmic pulsation only, as if they were obeying a reflex stimulus, like a beating heart.


  How very lovable her face was to him. Yet there was nothing ethereal about it; all was real vitality, real warmth, real incarnation. And it was in her mouth that this culminated. Eyes almost as deep and speaking he had seen before, and cheeks perhaps as fair; brows as arched, a chin and throat almost as shapely; her mouth he had seen nothing to equal on the face of the earth. To a young man with the least fire in him that little upward lift in the middle of her red top lip was distracting, infatuating, maddening. He had never before seen a woman’s lips and teeth which forced upon his mind with such persistent iteration the old Elizabethan simile of roses filled with snow. Perfect, he, as a lover, might have called them off-hand. But no—they were not perfect. And it was the touch of the imperfect upon the would-be perfect that gave the sweetness, because it was that which gave the humanity.


  Clare had studied the curves of those lips so many times that he could reproduce them mentally with ease: and now, as they again confronted him, clothed with colour and life, they sent an aura over his flesh, a breeze through his nerves, which wellnigh produced a qualm; and actually produced, by some mysterious physiological process, a prosaic sneeze.


  She then became conscious that he was observing her; but she would not show it by any change of position, though the curious dream-like fixity disappeared, and a close eye might easily have discerned that the rosiness of her face deepened, and then faded till only a tinge of it was left.


  The influence that had passed into Clare like an excitation from the sky did not die down. Resolutions, reticences, prudences, fears, fell back like a defeated battalion. He jumped up from his seat, and, leaving his pail to be kicked over if the milcher had such a mind, went quickly towards the desire of his eyes, and, kneeling down beside her, clasped her in his arms.


  Tess was taken completely by surprise, and she yielded to his embrace with unreflecting inevitableness. Having seen that it was really her lover who had advanced, and no one else, her lips parted, and she sank upon him in her momentary joy, with something very like an ecstatic cry.


  He had been on the point of kissing that too tempting mouth, but he checked himself, for tender conscience’ sake.


  ‘Forgive me, Tess dear!’ he whispered. ‘I ought to have asked. I—did not know what I was doing. I do not mean it as a liberty. I am devoted to you, Tessy, dearest, in all sincerity!’


  Old Pretty by this time had looked round, puzzled; and seeing two people crouching under her where, by immemorial custom, there should have been only one, lifted her hind leg crossly.


  ‘She is angry—she doesn’t know what we mean—she’ll kick over the milk!’ exclaimed Tess, gently striving to free herself, her eyes concerned with the quadruped’s actions, her heart more deeply concerned with herself and Clare.


  She slipped up from her seat, and they stood together, his arm still encircling her. Tess’s eyes, fixed on distance, began to fill.


  ‘Why do you cry, my darling?’ he said.


  ‘O—I don’t know!’ she murmured.


  As she saw and felt more clearly the position she was in she became agitated and tried to withdraw.


  ‘Well, I have betrayed my feeling, Tess, at last,’ said he, with a curious sigh of desperation, signifying unconsciously that his heart had outrun his judgment. ‘That I—love you dearly and truly I need not say. But I—it shall go no further now—it distresses you—I am as surprised as you are. You will not think I have presumed upon your defencelessness—been too quick and unreflecting, will you?’


  ‘N’—I can’t tell.’


  He had allowed her to free herself; and in a minute or two the milking of each was resumed. Nobody had beheld the gravitation of the two into one; and when the dairyman came round by that screened nook a few minutes later there was not a sign to reveal that the markedly sundered pair were more to each other than mere acquaintance. Yet in the interval since Crick’s last view of them something had occurred which changed the pivot of the universe for their two natures; something which, had he known its quality, the dairyman would have despised, as a practical man; yet which was based upon a more stubborn and resistless tendency than a whole heap of so-called practicalities. A veil had been whisked aside; the tract of each one’s outlook was to have a new horizon thenceforward—for a short time or for a long.


  end of phase the third


  ♣


  Phase the Fourth


  The Consequence


  XXV


  Clare, restless, went out into the dusk when evening drew on, she who had won him having retired to her chamber.


  The night was as sultry as the day. There was no coolness after dark unless on the grass. Roads, garden-paths, the house-fronts, the barton-walls were warm as hearths, and reflected the noontide temperature into the noctambulist’s face.


  He sat on the east gate of the dairy-yard, and knew not what to think of himself. Feeling had indeed smothered judgment that day.


  Since the sudden embrace, three hours before, the twain had kept apart. She seemed stilled, almost alarmed, at what had occurred, while the novelty, unpremeditation, mastery of circumstance disquieted him—palpitating, contemplative being that he was. He could hardly realize their true relations to each other as yet, and what their mutual bearing should be before third parties thenceforward.


  Angel had come as pupil to this dairy in the idea that his temporary existence here was to be the merest episode in his life, soon passed through and early forgotten; he had come as to a place from which as from a screened alcove he could calmly view the absorbing world without, and, apostrophizing it with Walt Whitman—


  
    Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes,


    How curious you are to me!—

  


  resolve upon a plan for plunging into that world anew. But, behold, the absorbing scene had been imported hither. What had been the engrossing world had dissolved into an uninteresting outer dumb-show; while here, in this apparently dim and unimpassioned place, novelty had volcanically started up, as it had never, for him, started up elsewhere.


  Every window of the house being open Clare could hear across the yard each trivial sound of the retiring household. That dairy-house, so humble, so insignificant, so purely to him a place of constrained sojourn that he had never hitherto deemed it of sufficient importance to be reconnoitred as an object of any quality whatever in the landscape; what was it now? The aged and lichened brick gables breathed forth ‘Stay!’ The windows smiled, the door coaxed and beckoned, the creeper blushed confederacy. A personality within it was so far-reaching in her influence as to spread into and make the bricks, mortar, and whole overhanging sky throb with a burning sensibility. Whose was this mighty personality? A milkmaid’s.


  It was amazing, indeed, to find how great a matter the life of the obscure dairy had become to him. And though new love was to be held partly responsible for this it was not solely so. Many besides Angel have learnt that the magnitude of lives is not as to their external displacements, but as to their subjective experiences. The impressionable peasant leads a larger, fuller, more dramatic life than the pachydermatous king. Looking at it thus he found that life was to be seen of the same magnitude here as elsewhere.


  Despite his heterodoxy, faults, and weaknesses, Clare was a man with a conscience. Tess was no insignificant creature to toy with and dismiss; but a woman living her precious life—a life which, to herself who endured or enjoyed it, possessed as great a dimension as the life of the mightiest to himself. Upon her sensations the whole world depended to Tess; through her existence all her fellow-creatures existed, to her. The universe itself only came into being for Tess on the particular day in the particular year in which she was born.


  This consciousness upon which he had intruded was the single opportunity of existence ever vouchsafed to Tess by an unsympathetic First Cause—her all; her every and only chance. How then should he look upon her as of less consequence than himself; as a pretty trifle to caress and grow weary of; and not deal in the greatest seriousness with the affection which he knew that he had awakened in her—so fervid and so impressionable as she was under her reserve; in order that it might not agonize and wreck her?


  To encounter her daily in the accustomed manner would be to develop what had begun. Living in such close relations, to meet meant to fall into endearment; flesh and blood could not resist it; and, having arrived at no conclusion as to the issue of such a tendency, he decided to hold aloof for the present from occupations in which they would be mutually engaged. As yet the harm done was small.


  But it was not easy to carry out the resolution never to approach her. He was driven towards her by every heave of his pulse.


  He thought he would go and see his friends. It might be possible to sound them upon this. In less than five months his term here would have ended, and after a few additional months spent upon other farms he would be fully equipped in agricultural knowledge, and in a position to start on his own account. Would not a farmer want a wife, and should a farmer’s wife be a drawing-room wax-figure, or a woman who understood farming? Notwithstanding the pleasing answer returned to him by the silence he resolved to go his journey.


  One morning when they sat down to breakfast at Talbothays Dairy some maid observed that she had not seen anything of Mr. Clare that day.


  ‘O no,’ said Dairyman Crick. ‘Mr. Clare has gone hwome to Emminster to spend a few days wi’ his kinsfolk.’


  For four impassioned ones around that table the sunshine of the morning went out at a stroke, and the birds muffled their song. But neither girl by word or gesture revealed her blankness.


  ‘He’s getting on towards the end of his time wi’ me,’ added the dairyman, with a phlegm which unconsciously was brutal; ‘and so I suppose he is beginning to see about his plans elsewhere.’


  ‘How much longer is he to bide here?’ asked Izz Huett, the only one of the gloom-stricken bevy who could trust her voice with the question.


  The others waited for the dairyman’s answer as if their lives hung upon it; Retty, with parted lips, gazing on the table-cloth, Marian with heat added to her redness, Tess throbbing and looking out at the meads.


  ‘Well, I can’t mind the exact day without looking at my memorandum-book,’ replied Crick, with the same intolerable unconcern. ‘And even that may be altered a bit. He’ll bide to get a little practice in the calving out at the straw-yard, for certain. He’ll hang on till the end of the year I should say.’


  Four months or so of torturing ecstasy in his society—of ‘pleasure girdled about with pain.’ After that the blackness of unutterable night.


  At this moment of the morning Angel Clare was riding along a narrow lane ten miles distant from the breakfasters, in the direction of his father’s vicarage at Emminster, carrying, as well as he could, a little basket which contained some black-puddings and a bottle of mead, sent by Mrs. Crick, with her kind respects, to his parents. The white lane stretched before him, and his eyes were upon it; but they were staring into next year, and not at the lane. He loved her; ought he to marry her? Dared he to marry her? What would his mother and his brothers say? What would he himself say a couple of years after the event? That would depend upon whether the germs of staunch comradeship underlay the temporary emotion, or whether it were a sensuous joy in her form only, with no substratum of everlastingness.


  His father’s hill-surrounded little town, the Tudor church-tower of red stone, the clump of trees near the vicarage, came at last into view beneath him, and he rode down towards the well-known gate. Casting a glance in the direction of the church before entering his home, he beheld standing by the vestry-door a group of girls, of ages between twelve and sixteen, apparently awaiting the arrival of some other one, who in a moment became visible; a figure somewhat older than the school-girls, wearing a broad-brimmed hat and highly-starched cambric morning-gown, with a couple of books in her hand.


  Clare knew her well. He could not be sure that she observed him; he hoped she did not, so as to render it unnecessary that he should go and speak to her, blameless creature that she was. An overpowering reluctance to greet her made him decide that she had not seen him. The young lady was Miss Mercy Chant, the only daughter of his father’s neighbour and friend, whom it was his parents’ quiet hope that he might wed some day. She was great at Antinomianism and Bible-classes, and was plainly going to hold a class now. Clare’s mind flew to the impassioned, summer-steeped heathens in the Var Vale, their rosy faces court-patched with cow-droppings; and to one the most impassioned of them all.


  It was on the impulse of the moment that he had resolved to trot over to Emminster, and hence had not written to apprise his mother and father, aiming, however, to arrive about the breakfast hour, before they should have gone out to their parish duties. He was a little late, and they had already sat down to the morning meal. The group at table jumped up to welcome him as soon as he entered. They were his father and mother, his brother the Reverend Felix—curate at a town in the adjoining county, home for the inside of a fortnight—and his other brother, the Reverend Cuthbert, the classical scholar, and Fellow and Dean of his College, down from Cambridge for the long vacation. His mother appeared in a cap and silver spectacles, and his father looked what in fact he was—an earnest, God-fearing man, somewhat gaunt, in years about sixty-five, his pale face lined with thought and purpose. Over their heads hung the picture of Angel’s sister, the eldest of the family, sixteen years his senior, who had married a missionary and gone out to Africa.


  Old Mr. Clare was a clergyman of a type which, within the last twenty years, has wellnigh dropped out of contemporary life. A spiritual descendant in the direct line from Wycliff, Huss, Luther, Calvin; an Evangelical of the Evangelicals, a Conversionist, a man of Apostolic simplicity in life and thought, he had in his raw youth made up his mind once for all on the deeper questions of existence, and admitted no further reasoning on them thenceforward. He was regarded even by those of his own date and school of thinking as extreme; while, on the other hand, those totally opposed to him were unwillingly won to admiration for his thoroughness, and for the remarkable power he showed in dismissing all question as to principles in his energy for applying them. He loved Paul of Tarsus, liked St. John, hated St. James as much as he dared, and regarded with mixed feelings Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. The New Testament was less a Christiad than a Pauliad to his intelligence—less an argument than an intoxication. His creed of determinism was such that it almost amounted to a vice, and quite amounted, on its negative side, to a renunciative philosophy which had cousinship with that of Schopenhauer and Leopardi. He despised the Canons and Rubric, swore by the Articles, and deemed himself consistent through the whole category—which in a way he might have been. One thing he certainly was—sincere.


  To the æsthetic, sensuous, pagan pleasure in natural life and lush womanhood which his son Angel had lately been experiencing in Var Vale, his temper would have been antipathetic in a high degree, had he either by inquiry or imagination been able to apprehend it. Once upon a time Angel had been so unlucky as to say to his father, in a moment of irritation, that it might have resulted far better for mankind if Greece had been the source of the religion of modern civilization, and not Palestine; and his father’s grief was of that blank description which could not realize that there might lurk a thousandth part of a truth, much less a half truth or a whole truth, in such a proposition. He had simply preached austerely at Angel for some time after. But the kindness of his heart was such that he never resented anything for long, and welcomed his son to-day with a smile which was as candidly sweet as a child’s.


  Angel sat down, and the place felt like home; yet he did not so much as formerly feel himself one of the family gathered there. Every time that he returned hither he was conscious of this divergence, and since he had last shared in the Vicarage life it had grown even more distinctly foreign to his own than usual. Its transcendental aspirations—still unconsciously based on the geocentric view of things, a zenithal paradise, a nadiral hell—were as foreign to his own as if they had been the dreams of people on another planet. Latterly he had seen only Life, felt only the great passionate pulse of existence, unwarped, uncontorted, untrammelled by those creeds which futilely attempt to check what wisdom would be content to regulate.


  On their part they saw a great difference in him, a growing divergence from the Angel Clare of former times. It was chiefly a difference in his manner that they noticed just now, particularly his brothers. He was getting to behave like a farmer; he flung his legs about; the muscles of his face had grown more expressive; his eyes looked as much information as his tongue spoke, and more. The manner of the scholar had nearly disappeared; still more the manner of the drawing-room young man. A prig would have said that he had lost culture, and a prude that he had become coarse. Such was the contagion of domiciliary fellowship with the Talbothays nymphs and swains.


  After breakfast he walked with his two brothers, non-evangelical, well-educated, hall-marked young men, correct to their remotest fibre; such unimpeachable models as are turned out yearly by the lathe of a systematic tuition. They were both somewhat short-sighted, and when it was the custom to wear a single eyeglass and string they wore a single eyeglass and string; when it was the custom to wear a double glass they wore a double glass; when it was the custom to wear spectacles they wore spectacles straightway, all without reference to the particular variety of defect in their own vision. When Wordsworth was enthroned they carried pocket copies; and when Shelley was belittled they allowed him to grow dusty on their shelves. When Correggio’s Holy Families were admired, they admired Correggio’s Holy Families; when he was decried in favour of Velasquez, they sedulously followed suit without any personal objection.


  If these two noticed Angel’s growing social ineptness, he noticed their growing mental limitations. Felix seemed to him all Church; Cuthbert all College. His Diocesan Synod and Visitations were the mainsprings of the world to the one; Cambridge to the other. Each brother candidly recognized that there were a few unimportant scores of millions of outsiders in civilized society, persons who were neither University men nor churchmen; but they were to be tolerated rather than reckoned with and respected.


  They were both dutiful and attentive sons, and were regular in their visits to their parents. Felix, though an offshoot from a far more recent point in the devolution of theology than his father, was less self-sacrificing and disinterested. More tolerant than his father of a contradictory opinion, in its aspect as a danger to its holder, he was less ready than his father to pardon it as a slight to his own teaching. Cuthbert was, upon the whole, the more liberal-minded, though, with greater subtlety, he had not so much heart.


  As they walked along the hillside Angel’s former feeling revived in him—that whatever their advantages by comparison with himself, neither saw or set forth life as it really was lived. Perhaps, as with many men, their opportunities of observation were not so good as their opportunities of expression. Neither had an adequate conception of the complicated forces at work outside the smooth and gentle current in which they and their associates floated. Neither saw the difference between local truth and universal truth; that what the inner world said in their clerical and academic hearing was quite a different thing from what the outer world was thinking.


  ‘I suppose it is farming or nothing for you now, my dear fellow,’ Felix was saying, among other things, to his youngest brother, as he looked through his spectacles at the distant fields with sad austerity. ‘And, therefore, we must make the best of it. But I do entreat you to endeavour to keep as much as possible in touch with moral ideals. Farming, of course, means roughing it externally; but high thinking may go with plain living, nevertheless.’


  ‘Of course it may,’ said Angel. ‘Was it not proved nineteen hundred years ago—if I may trespass upon your domain a little? Why should you think, Felix, that I am likely to drop my high thinking and my moral ideals?’


  ‘Well, I fancied, from the tone of your letters and our conversation—it may be fancy only—that you were somehow losing intellectual grasp. Hasn’t it struck you, Cuthbert?’


  ‘Now, Felix,’ said Angel drily, ‘we are very good friends, you know; each of us treading our allotted circles; but if it comes to intellectual grasp, I think you, as a contented dogmatist, had better leave mine alone, and inquire what has become of yours.’


  They returned down the hill to dinner, which was fixed at any time at which their father’s and mother’s morning work in the parish usually concluded. Convenience as regarded afternoon callers was the last thing to enter into the consideration of unselfish Mr. and Mrs. Clare; though the three sons were sufficiently in unison on this matter to wish that their parents would conform a little to modern notions.


  The walk had made them hungry, Angel in particular, who was now an outdoor man, accustomed to the profuse dapes inemptæ of the dairyman’s somewhat coarsely-laden table. But neither of the old people had arrived, and it was not till the sons were almost tired of waiting that their parents entered. The self-denying pair had been occupied in coaxing the appetites of some of their sick parishioners, whom they, somewhat inconsistently, tried to keep imprisoned in the flesh, their own appetites being quite forgotten.


  The family sat down to table, and a frugal meal of cold viands was deposited before them. Angel looked round for Mrs. Crick’s black-puddings, which he had directed to be nicely grilled, as they did them at the dairy, and of which he wished his father and mother to appreciate the marvellous herbal savours as highly as he did himself.


  ‘Ah! you are looking for the black-puddings, my dear boy,’ observed Clare’s mother. ‘But I am sure you will not mind doing without them, as I am sure your father and I shall not, when you know the reason. I suggested to him that we should take Mrs. Crick’s kind present to the children of the man who can earn nothing just now because of his attacks of delirium tremens; and he agreed that it would be a great pleasure to them; so we did.’


  ‘Of course,’ said Angel cheerfully, looking round for the mead.


  ‘I found the mead so extremely alcoholic,’ continued his mother, ‘that it was quite unfit for use as a beverage, but as valuable as rum or brandy in an emergency; so I have put it in my medicine-closet.’


  ‘We never drink spirits at this table, on principle,’ added his father.


  ‘But what shall I tell the dairyman’s wife?’ said Angel.


  ‘The truth, of course,’ said his father.


  ‘I rather wanted to say we enjoyed the mead and the black-puddings very much. She is a kind, jolly sort of body, and is sure to ask me directly I return.’


  ‘You cannot, if we did not,’ Mr. Clare answered lucidly.


  ‘Ah—no; though that mead was a drop of pretty tipple.’


  ‘A what?’ said Cuthbert and Felix both.


  ‘Oh—’tis an expression they use down at Talbothays,’ replied Angel, blushing. He felt that his parents were right in their practice if wrong in their want of sentiment, and said no more.


  ♣


  XXVI


  It was not till the evening, after family prayers, that Angel found opportunity of broaching to his father one or two subjects near his heart. He had strung himself up to the purpose while kneeling behind his brothers on the carpet, studying the little nails in the heels of their walking boots. When the service was over they went out of the room with their mother, and Mr. Clare and himself were left alone.


  The young man first discussed with the elder his plans for the attainment of his position as a farmer on an extensive scale—either in England or in the Colonies. His father then told him that, as he had not been put to the expense of sending Angel up to Cambridge, he had felt it his duty to set by a sum of money every year towards the purchase or lease of land for him some day, that he might not feel himself unduly slighted.


  ‘As far as worldly wealth goes,’ continued his father, ‘you will no doubt stand far superior to your brothers in a few years.’


  This considerateness on old Mr. Clare’s part led Angel onward to the other and dearer subject. He observed to his father that he was then six-and-twenty, and that when he should start in the farming business he would require eyes in the back of his head to see to all matters—some one would be necessary to superintend the domestic labours of his establishment whilst he was afield. Would it not be well, therefore, for him to marry?


  His father seemed to think this idea not unreasonable; and then Angel put the question—


  ‘What kind of wife do you think would be best for me as a thrifty hard-working farmer?’


  ‘A truly Christian woman, who will be a help and a comfort to you in your goings-out and your comings-in. Beyond that, it really matters little. Such an one can be found; indeed, my earnest-minded friend and neighbour, Dr. Chant——’


  ‘But ought she not primarily to be able to milk cows, churn good butter, make immense cheeses; know how to sit hens and turkeys, and rear chickens, to direct a field of labourers in an emergency, and estimate the value of sheep and calves?’


  ‘Yes; a farmer’s wife; yes, certainly. It would be desirable.’ Mr. Clare, the elder, had plainly never thought of these points before. ‘I was going to add,’ he said, ‘that for a pure and saintly woman you will not find one more to your true advantage, and certainly not more to your mother’s mind and my own, than your friend Mercy, whom you used to show a certain interest in. It is true that my neighbour Chant’s daughter has lately caught up the fashion of the younger clergy round about us for decorating the Communion-table—altar, as I was shocked to hear her call it one day—with flowers and other stuff on festival occasions. But her father, who is quite as opposed to such flummery as I, says that can be cured. It is a mere girlish outbreak which, I am sure, will not be permanent.’


  ‘Yes, yes; Mercy is good and devout, I know. But, father, don’t you think that a young woman equally pure and virtuous as Miss Chant, but one who, in place of that lady’s ecclesiastical accomplishments, understands the duties of farm life as well as a farmer himself, would suit me infinitely better?’


  His father persisted in his conviction that a knowledge of a farmer’s wife’s duties came second to a Pauline view of humanity; and the impulsive Angel, wishing to honour his father’s feelings and to advance the cause of his heart at the same time, grew specious. He said that fate or Providence had thrown in his way a woman who possessed every qualification to be the helpmate of an agriculturist, and was decidedly of a serious turn of mind. He would not say whether or not she had attached herself to the sound Low Church School of his father; but she would probably be open to conviction on that point; she was a regular church-goer of simple faith; honest-hearted, receptive, intelligent, graceful to a degree, chaste as a vestal, and, in personal appearance, exceptionally beautiful.


  ‘Is she of a family such as you would care to marry into—a lady, in short?’ asked his startled mother, who had come softly into the study during the conversation.


  ‘She is not what in common parlance is called a lady,’ said Angel, unflinchingly, ‘for she is a cottager’s daughter, as I am proud to say. But she is a lady, nevertheless—in feeling and nature.’


  ‘Mercy Chant is of a very good family.’


  ‘Pooh!—what’s the advantage of that, mother?’ said Angel quickly. ‘How is family to avail the wife of a man who has to rough it as I have, and shall have to do?’


  ‘Mercy is accomplished. And accomplishments have their charm,’ returned his mother, looking at him through her silver spectacles.


  ‘As to external accomplishments, what will be the use of them in the life I am going to lead?—while as to her reading, I can take that in hand. She’ll be apt pupil enough, as you would say if you knew her. She’s brim full of poetry—actualized poetry, if I may use the expression. She lives what paper-poets only write…. And she is an unimpeachable Christian, I am sure; perhaps of the very tribe, genus, and species you desire to propagate.’


  ‘O Angel, you are mocking!’


  ‘Mother, I beg pardon. But as she really does attend Church almost every Sunday morning, and is a good Christian girl, I am sure you will tolerate any social shortcomings for the sake of that quality, and feel that I may do worse than choose her.’ Angel waxed quite earnest on that rather automatic orthodoxy in his beloved Tess which (never dreaming that it might stand him in such good stead) he had been prone to slight when observing it practised by her and the other milkmaids, because of its obvious unreality amid beliefs essentially naturalistic.


  In their sad doubts as to whether their son had himself any right whatever to the title he claimed for the unknown young woman, Mr. and Mrs. Clare began to feel it as an advantage not to be overlooked that she at least was sound in her views; especially as the conjunction of the pair must have arisen by an act of Providence; for Angel never would have made orthodoxy a condition of his choice. They said finally that it was better not to act in a hurry, but that they would not object to see her.


  Angel therefore refrained from declaring more particulars now. He felt that, single-minded and self-sacrificing as his parents were, there yet existed certain latent prejudices of theirs, as middle-class people, which it would require some tact to overcome. For though legally at liberty to do as he chose, and though their daughter-in-law’s qualifications could make no practical difference to their lives, in the probability of her living far away from them, he wished for affection’s sake not to wound their sentiment in the most important decision of his life.


  He observed his own inconsistencies in dwelling upon accidents in Tess’s life as if they were vital features. It was for herself that he loved Tess; her soul, her heart, her substance—not for her skill in the dairy, her aptness as his scholar, and certainly not for her simple formal faith-professions. Her unsophisticated open-air existence required no varnish of conventionality to make it palatable to him. He held that education had as yet but little affected the beats of emotion and impulse on which domestic happiness depends. It was probable that, in the lapse of ages, improved systems of moral and intellectual training would appreciably, perhaps considerably, elevate the involuntary and even the unconscious instincts of human nature; but up to the present day culture, as far as he could see, might be said to have affected only the mental epiderm of those lives which had been brought under its influence. This belief was confirmed by his experience of women, which, having latterly been extended from the cultivated middle-class into the rural community, had taught him how much less was the intrinsic difference between the good and wise woman of one social stratum and the good and wise woman of another social stratum, than between the good and bad, the wise and the foolish, of the same stratum or class.


  It was the morning of his departure. His brothers had already left the vicarage to proceed on a walking tour in the north, whence one was to return to his college, and the other to his curacy. Angel might have accompanied them, but preferred to rejoin his sweetheart at Talbothays. He would have been an awkward member of the party; for, though the most appreciative humanist, the most ideal religionist, even the best-versed Christologist of the three, there was alienation in the standing consciousness that his squareness would not fit the round hole that had been prepared for him. To neither Felix nor Cuthbert had he ventured to mention Tess.


  His mother made him sandwiches, and his father accompanied him, on his own mare, a little way along the road. Having fairly well advanced his own affairs Angel listened in a willing silence, as they jogged on together through the shady lanes, to his father’s account of his parish difficulties, and the coldness of brother clergymen whom he loved, because of his strict interpretations of the New Testament by the light of what they deemed a pernicious Calvinistic doctrine.


  ‘Pernicious!’ said Mr. Clare, with genial scorn; and he proceeded to recount experiences which would show the absurdity of that idea. He told of wondrous conversions of evil livers of which he had been the instrument, not only amongst the poor, but amongst the rich and well-to-do; and he also candidly admitted many failures.


  As an instance of the latter, he mentioned the case of a young upstart squire named d’Urberville, living some forty miles off, in the neighbourhood of Trantridge.


  ‘Not one of the ancient d’Urbervilles of Kingsbere and other places?’ asked his son. ‘That curiously historic worn-out family with its ghostly legend of the coach-and-four?’


  ‘O no. The original d’Urbervilles decayed and disappeared sixty or eighty years ago—at least, I believe so. This seems to be a new family which has taken the name; for the credit of the former knightly line I hope they are spurious, I’m sure. But it is odd to hear you express interest in old families. I thought you set less store by them even than I.’


  ‘You misapprehend me, father; you often do,’ said Angel with a little impatience. ‘Politically I am sceptical as to the virtue of their being old. Some of the wise even among themselves “exclaim against their own succession,” as Hamlet puts it; but lyrically, dramatically, and even historically, I am tenderly attached to them.’


  This distinction, though by no means a subtle one, was yet too subtle for Mr. Clare the elder, and he went on with the story he had been about to relate; which was that after the death of the senior so-called d’Urberville the young man developed the most culpable passions, though he had a blind mother, whose condition should have made him know better. A knowledge of his career having come to the ears of Mr. Clare, when he was in that part of the country preaching missionary sermons, he boldly took occasion to speak to the delinquent on his spiritual state. Though he was a stranger, occupying another’s pulpit, he had felt this to be his duty, and took for his text the words from St. Luke: ‘Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee!’ The young man much resented this directness of attack, and in the war of words which followed when they met he did not scruple publicly to insult Mr. Clare, without respect for his gray hairs.


  Angel flushed with distress.


  ‘Dear father,’ he said sadly, ‘I wish you would not expose yourself to such gratuitous pain from scoundrels!’


  ‘Pain?’ said his father, his rugged face shining in the ardour of self-abnegation. ‘The only pain to me was pain on his account, poor, foolish young man. Do you suppose his incensed words could give me any pain, or even his blows? “Being reviled we bless; being persecuted we suffer it; being defamed we entreat; we are made as the filth of the world, and as the offscouring of all things unto this day.” Those ancient and noble words to the Corinthians are strictly true at this present hour.’


  ‘Not blows, father? He did not proceed to blows?’


  ‘No, he did not. Though I have borne blows from men in a mad state of intoxication.’


  ‘No!’


  ‘A dozen times, my boy. What then? I have saved them from the guilt of murdering their own flesh and blood thereby; and they have lived to thank me, and praise God.’


  ‘May this young man do the same!’ said Angel fervently. ‘But I fear otherwise, from what you say.’


  ‘We’ll hope, nevertheless,’ said Mr. Clare. ‘And I continue to pray for him, though on this side of the grave we shall probably never meet again. But, after all, one of those poor words of mine may spring up in his heart as a good seed some day.’


  Now, as always, Clare’s father was sanguine as a child; and though the younger could not accept his parent’s narrow dogma he revered his practice, and recognized the hero under the pietist. Perhaps he revered his father’s practice even more now than ever, seeing that, in the question of making Tessy his wife, his father had not once thought of inquiring whether she were well provided or penniless. The same unworldliness was what had necessitated Angel’s getting a living as a farmer, and would probably keep his brothers in the position of poor parsons for the term of their activities; yet Angel admired it none the less. Indeed, despite his own heterodoxy, Angel often felt that he was nearer to his father on the human side than was either of his brethren.


  ♣


  XXVII


  An up-hill and down-dale ride of twenty-odd miles through a garish mid-day atmosphere brought him in the afternoon to a detached knoll a mile or two west of Talbothays, whence he again looked into that green trough of sappiness and humidity, the valley of the Var or Froom. Immediately he began to descend from the upland to the fat alluvial soil below, the atmosphere grew heavier; the languid perfume of the summer fruits, the mists, the hay, the flowers, formed therein a vast pool of odour which at this hour seemed to make the animals, the very bees and butterflies, drowsy. Clare was now so familiar with the spot that he knew the individual cows by their names when, a long distance off, he saw them dotted about the meads. It was with a sense of luxury that he recognized his power of viewing life here from its inner side, in a way that had been quite foreign to him in his student-days; and, much as he loved his parents, he could not help being aware that to come here, as now, after an experience of home-life, affected him like throwing off splints and bandages; even the one customary curb on the humours of English rural societies being absent in this place, Talbothays having no resident landlord.


  Not a human being was out of doors at the dairy. The denizens were all enjoying the usual afternoon nap of an hour or so which the exceedingly early hours kept in summer-time rendered a necessity. At the door the wood-hooped pails, sodden and bleached by infinite scrubbings, hung like hats on a stand upon the forked and peeled limb of an oak fixed there for that purpose; all of them ready and dry for the evening milking. Angel entered, and went through the silent passages of the house to the back quarters, where he listened for a moment. Sustained snores came from the cart-house, where some of the men were lying down; the grunt and squeal of sweltering pigs arose from the still further distance. The large-leaved rhubarb and cabbage plants slept too, their broad limp surfaces hanging in the sun like half-closed umbrellas.


  He unbridled and fed his horse, and as he re-entered the house the clock struck three. Three was the afternoon skimming-hour; and, with the stroke, Clare heard the creaking of the floor-boards above, and then the touch of a descending foot on the stairs. It was Tess’s, who in another moment came down before his eyes.


  She had not heard him enter, and hardly realized his presence there. She was yawning, and he saw the red interior of her mouth as if it had been a snake’s. She had stretched one arm so high above her coiled-up cable of hair that he could see its satin delicacy above the sunburn; her face was flushed with sleep, and her eyelids hung heavy over their pupils. The brim-fulness of her nature breathed from her. It was a moment when a woman’s soul is more incarnate than at any other time; when the most spiritual beauty bespeaks itself flesh; and sex takes the outside place in the presentation.


  Then those eyes flashed brightly through their filmy heaviness, before the remainder of her face was well awake. With an oddly compounded look of gladness, shyness, and surprise, she exclaimed—


  ‘O Mr. Clare! How you frightened me—I——’


  There had not at first been time for her to think of the changed relations which his declaration had introduced; but the full sense of the matter rose up in her face when she encountered Clare’s tender look as he stepped forward to the bottom stair.


  ‘Dear, darling Tessy!’ he whispered, putting his arm round her, and his face to her flushed cheek. ‘Don’t, for Heaven’s sake, Mister me any more. I have hastened back so soon because of you!’


  Tess’s excitable heart beat against his by way of reply; and there they stood upon the red-brick floor of the entry, the sun slanting in by the window upon his back, as he held her tightly to his breast; upon her inclining face, upon the blue veins of her temple, upon her naked arm, and her neck, and into the depths of her hair. Having been lying down in her clothes she was warm as a sunned cat. At first she would not look straight up at him, but her eyes soon lifted, and his plumbed the deepness of the ever-varying pupils, with their radiating fibrils of blue, and black, and gray, and violet, while she regarded him as Eve at her second waking might have regarded Adam.


  ‘I’ve got to go a-skimming,’ she pleaded, ‘and I have on’y old Deb to help me to-day. Mrs. Crick is gone to market with Mr. Crick, and Retty is not well, and the others are gone out somewhere, and won’t be home till milking.’


  As they retreated to the milk-house Deborah Fyander appeared on the stairs.


  ‘I have come back, Deborah,’ said Mr. Clare, upwards. ‘So I can help Tess with the skimming; and, as you are very tired, I am sure, you needn’t come down till milking-time.’


  Possibly the Talbothays milk was not very thoroughly skimmed that afternoon. Tess was in a dream wherein familiar objects appeared as having light and shade and position, but no particular outline. Every time she held the skimmer under the pump to cool it for the work her hand trembled, the ardour of his affection being so palpable that she seemed to flinch under it like a plant in too burning a sun.


  Then he pressed her again to his side, and when she had done running her forefinger round the leads to cut off the cream-edge, he cleaned it in nature’s way; for the unconstrained manners of Talbothays dairy came convenient now.


  ‘I may as well say it now as later, dearest,’ he resumed gently. ‘I wish to ask you something of a very practical nature, which I have been thinking of ever since that day last week in the meads. I shall soon want to marry, and, being a farmer, you see I shall require for my wife a woman who knows all about the management of farms. Will you be that woman, Tessy?’


  He put it in that way that she might not think he had yielded to an impulse of which his head would disapprove.


  She turned quite careworn. She had bowed to the inevitable result of proximity, the necessity of loving him; but she had not calculated upon this sudden corollary, which, indeed, Clare had put before her without quite meaning himself to do it so soon. With pain that was like the bitterness of dissolution she murmured the words of her indispensable and sworn answer as an honourable woman.


  ‘O Mr. Clare—I cannot be your wife—I cannot be!’


  The sound of her own decision seemed to break Tess’s very heart, and she bowed her face in her grief.


  ‘But, Tess!’ he said, amazed at her reply, and holding her still more greedily close. ‘Do you say no? Surely you love me?’


  ‘O yes, yes! And I would rather be yours than anybody’s in the world,’ returned the sweet and honest voice of the distressed girl. ‘But I cannot marry you!’


  ‘Tess,’ he said, holding her at arm’s length, ‘you are engaged to marry some one else!’


  ‘No, no!’


  ‘Then why do you refuse me?’


  ‘I don’t want to marry! I have not thought o’ doing it. I cannot! I only want to love you.’


  ‘But why?’


  Driven to subterfuge, she stammered—


  ‘Your father is a parson, and your mother wouldn’ like you to marry such as me. She will want you to marry a lady.’


  ‘Nonsense—I have spoken to them both. That was partly why I went home.’


  ‘I feel I cannot—never, never!’ she echoed.


  ‘Is it too sudden to be asked thus, my Pretty?’


  ‘Yes—I did not expect it.’


  ‘If you will let it pass, please, Tessy, I will give you time,’ he said. ‘It was very abrupt to come home and speak to you all at once. I’ll not allude to it again for a while.’


  She again took up the shining skimmer, held it beneath the pump, and began anew. But she could not, as at other times, hit the exact under-surface of the cream with the delicate dexterity required, try as she might: sometimes she was cutting down into the milk, sometimes in the air. She could hardly see, her eyes having filled with two blurring tears drawn forth by a grief which, to this her best friend and dear advocate, she could never explain.


  ‘I can’t skim—I can’t!’ she said, turning away from him.


  Not to agitate and hinder her longer the considerate Clare began talking in a more general way:


  ‘You quite misapprehend my parents. They are the most simple-mannered people alive, and quite unambitious. They are two of the few remaining Evangelical school. Tessy, are you an Evangelical?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘You go to church very regularly, and our parson here is not very High, they tell me.’


  Tess’s ideas on the views of the parish clergyman, whom she heard every week, seemed to be rather more vague than Clare’s, who had never heard him at all.


  ‘I wish I could fix my mind on what I hear there more firmly than I do,’ she remarked as a safe generality. ‘It is often a great sorrow to me.’


  She spoke so unaffectedly that Angel was sure in his heart that his father could not object to her on religious grounds, even though she did not know whether her principles were High, Low, or Broad. He himself knew that, in reality, the confused beliefs which she held, apparently imbibed in childhood, were, if any thing, Tractarian as to phraseology, and Pantheistic as to essence. Confused or otherwise, to disturb them was his last desire:


  
    Leave thou thy sister, when she prays,


    Her early Heaven, her happy views;


    Nor thou with shadow’d hint confuse


    A life that leads melodious days.

  


  He had occasionally thought the counsel less honest than musical; but he gladly conformed to it now.


  He spoke further of the incidents of his visit, of his father’s mode of life, of his zeal for his principles; she grew serener, and the undulations disappeared from her skimming; as she finished one lead after another he followed her, and drew the plugs for letting down the milk.


  ‘I fancied you looked a little downcast when you came in,’ she ventured to observe, anxious to keep away from the subject of herself.


  ‘Yes—well, my father has been talking a good deal to me of his troubles and difficulties, and the subject always tends to depress me. He is so zealous that he gets many snubs and buffetings from people of a different way of thinking from himself, and I don’t like to hear of such humiliations to a man of his age, the more particularly as I don’t think earnestness does any good when carried so far. He has been telling me of a very unpleasant scene in which he took part quite recently. He went as the deputy of some missionary society to preach in the neighbourhood of Trantridge, a place forty miles from here, and made it his business to expostulate with a lax young cynic he met with somewhere about there—son of some landowner up that way—and who has a mother afflicted with blindness. My father addressed himself to the gentleman point-blank, and there was quite a disturbance. It was very foolish of my father, I must say, to intrude his conversation upon a stranger when the probabilities were so obvious that it would be useless. But whatever he thinks to be his duty, that he’ll do, in season or out of season; and, of course, he makes many enemies, not only among the absolutely vicious, but among the easy-going, who hate being bothered. He says he glories in what happened, and that good may be done indirectly; but I wish he would not so wear himself out now he is getting old, and would leave such pigs to their wallowing.’


  Tess’s look had grown hard and worn, and her ripe mouth tragical; but she no longer showed any tremulousness. Clare’s revived thoughts of his father prevented his noticing her particularly; and so they went on down the white row of liquid rectangles till they had finished and drained them off, when the other maids returned, and took their pails, and Deb came to scald out the leads for the new milk. As Tess withdrew to go afield to the cows he said to her softly—


  ‘And my question, Tessy?’


  ‘O no—no!’ replied she with grave hopelessness, as one who had heard anew the turmoil of her own past in the allusion to Alec d’Urberville. ‘It can’t be!’


  She went out towards the mead, joining the other milkmaids with a bound, as if trying to make the open air drive away her sad constraint. All the girls drew onward to the spot where the cows were grazing in the farther mead, the bevy advancing with the bold grace of wild animals—the reckless unchastened motion of women accustomed to unlimited space—in which they abandoned themselves to the air as a swimmer to the wave. It seemed natural enough to him now that Tess was again in sight to choose a mate from unconstrained Nature, and not from the abodes of Art.


  ♣


  XXVIII


  Her refusal, though unexpected, did not permanently daunt Clare. His experience of women was great enough for him to be aware that the negative often meant nothing more than the preface to the affirmative; and it was little enough for him not to know that in the manner of the present negative there lay a great exception to the dallyings of coyness. That she had already permitted him to make love to her he read as an additional assurance, not fully trowing that in the fields and pastures to ‘sigh gratis’ is by no means deemed waste; love-making being here more often accepted inconsiderately and for its own sweet sake than in the carking anxious homes of the ambitious, where a girl’s craving for an establishment paralyzes her healthy thought of a passion as an end.


  ‘Tess, why did you say “no” in such a positive way?’ he asked her in the course of a few days.


  She started.


  ‘Don’t ask me. I told you why—partly. I am not good enough—not worthy enough.’


  ‘How? Not fine lady enough?’


  ‘Yes—something like that,’ murmured she. ‘Your friends would scorn me.’


  ‘Indeed, you mistake them—my father and mother. As for my brothers, I don’t care——’ He clasped his fingers behind her back to keep her from slipping away. ‘Now—you did not mean it, sweet?—I am sure you did not! You have made me so restless that I cannot read, or play, or do anything. I am in no hurry, Tess, but I want to know—to hear from your own warm lips—that you will some day be mine—any time you may choose; but some day?’


  She could only shake her head and look away from him.


  Clare regarded her attentively, conned the characters of her face as if they had been hieroglyphics. The denial seemed real.


  ‘Then I ought not to hold you in this way—ought I? I have no right to you—no right to seek out where you are, or to walk with you! Honestly, Tess, do you love any other man?’


  ‘How can you ask?’ she said, with continued self-suppression.


  ‘I almost know that you do not. But then, why do you repulse me?’


  ‘I don’t repulse you. I like you to—tell me you love me; and you may always tell me so as you go about with me—and never offend me.’


  ‘But you will not accept me as a husband?’


  ‘Ah—that’s different—it is for your good, indeed my dearest! O, believe me, it is only for your sake! I don’t like to give myself the great happiness o’ promising to be yours in that way—because—because I am sure I ought not to do it.’


  ‘But you will make me happy!’


  ‘Ah—you think so, but you don’t know!’


  At such times as this, apprehending the grounds of her refusal to be her modest sense of incompetence in matters social and polite, he would say that she was wonderfully well-informed and versatile—which was certainly true, her natural quickness, and her admiration for him, having led her to pick up his vocabulary, his accent, and fragments of his knowledge, to a surprising extent. After these tender contests and her victory she would go away by herself under the remotest cow, if at milking-time, or into the sedge, or into her room, if at a leisure interval, and mourn silently, not a minute after an apparently phlegmatic negative.


  The struggle was so fearful; her own heart was so strongly on the side of his—two ardent hearts against one poor little conscience—that she tried to fortify her resolution by every means in her power. She had come to Talbothays with a made-up mind. On no account could she agree to a step which might afterwards cause bitter rueing to her husband for his blindness in wedding her. And she held that what her conscience had decided for her when her mind was unbiassed ought not to be overruled now.


  ‘Why don’t somebody tell him all about me?’ she said. ‘It was only forty miles off—why hasn’t it reached here? Somebody must know!’


  Yet nobody seemed to know; nobody told him.


  For two or three days no more was said. She guessed from the sad countenances of her chamber companions that they regarded her not only as the favourite, but as the chosen; but they could see for themselves that she did not put herself in his way.


  Tess had never before known a time in which the thread of her life was so distinctly twisted of two strands, positive pleasure and positive pain. At the next cheese-making the pair were again left alone together. The dairyman himself had been lending a hand; but Mr. Crick, as well as his wife, seemed latterly to have acquired a suspicion of mutual interest between these two; though they walked so circumspectly that suspicion was but of the faintest. Anyhow, the dairyman left them to themselves.


  They were breaking up the masses of curd before putting them into the vats. The operation resembled the act of crumbling bread on a large scale; and amid the immaculate whiteness of the curds Tess Durbeyfield’s hands showed themselves of the pinkness of the rose. Angel, who was filling the vats with his handfuls, suddenly ceased, and laid his hands flat upon hers. Her sleeves were rolled far above the elbow, and bending lower he kissed the inside vein of her soft arm.


  Although the early September weather was sultry, her arm, from her dabbling in the curds, was as cold and damp to his mouth as a new-gathered mushroom, and tasted of the whey. But she was such a sheaf of susceptibilities that her pulse was accelerated by the touch, her blood driven to her finger-ends, and the cool arms flushed hot. Then, as though her heart had said, ‘Is coyness longer necessary? Truth is truth between man and woman, as between man and man,’ she lifted her eyes, and they beamed devotedly into his, as her lip rose in a tender half-smile.


  ‘Do you know why I did that, Tess?’ he said.


  ‘Because you love me very much!’


  ‘Yes, and as a preliminary to a new entreaty.’


  ‘Not again!’


  She looked a sudden fear that her resistance might break down under her own desire.


  ‘O, Tessy!’ he went on, ‘I cannot think why you are so tantalizing. Why do you disappoint me so? You seem almost like a coquette, upon my life you do—a coquette of the first urban water! They blow hot and blow cold, just as you do; and it is the very last sort of thing to expect to find in a retreat like Talbothays…. And yet, dearest,’ he quickly added, observing how the remark had cut her, ‘I know you to be the most honest, spotless creature that ever lived. So how can I suppose you a flirt? Tess, why don’t you like the idea of being my wife, if you love me as you seem to do?’


  ‘I have never said I don’t like the idea, and I never could say it; because—it isn’t true!’


  The stress now getting beyond endurance her lip quivered, and she was obliged to go away. Clare was so pained and perplexed that he ran after and caught her in the passage.


  ‘Tell me, tell me!’ he said, passionately clasping her, in forgetfulness of his curdy hands: ‘do tell me that you won’t belong to anybody but me!’


  ‘I will, I will tell you!’ she exclaimed. ‘And I will give you a complete answer, if you will let me go now. I will tell you my experiences—all about myself—all!’


  ‘Your experiences, dear; yes, certainly; any number.’ He expressed assent in loving satire, looking into her face. ‘My Tess has, no doubt, almost as many experiences as that wild convolvulus out there on the garden hedge, that opened itself this morning for the first time. Tell me anything, but don’t use that wretched expression any more about not being worthy of me.’


  ‘I will try—not! And I’ll give you my reasons to-morrow—next week.’


  ‘Say on Sunday?’


  ‘Yes, on Sunday.’


  At last she got away, and did not stop in her retreat till she was in the thicket of pollard willows at the lower side of the barton, where she could be quite unseen. Here Tess flung herself down upon the rustling undergrowth of spear-grass, as upon a bed, and remained crouching in palpitating misery broken by momentary shoots of joy, which her fears about the ending could not altogether suppress.


  In reality, she was drifting into acquiescence. Every see-saw of her breath, every wave of her blood, every pulse singing in her ears, was a voice that joined with nature in revolt against her scrupulousness. Reckless, inconsiderate acceptance of him; to close with him at the altar, revealing nothing, and chancing discovery; to snatch ripe pleasure before the iron teeth of pain could have time to shut upon her: that was what love counselled; and in almost a terror of ecstasy Tess divined that, despite her many months of lonely self-chastisement, wrestlings, communings, schemes to lead a future of austere isolation, love’s counsel would prevail.


  The afternoon advanced, and still she remained among the willows. She heard the rattle of taking down the pails from the forked stands; the ‘waow-waow!’ which accompanied the getting together of the cows. But she did not go to the milking. They would see her agitation; and the dairyman, thinking the cause to be love alone, would good-naturedly tease her; and that harassment could not be borne.


  Her lover must have guessed her overwrought state, and invented some excuse for her non-appearance, for no inquiries were made or calls given. At half-past six the sun settled down upon the levels, with the aspect of a great forge in the heavens, and presently a monstrous pumpkin-like moon arose on the other hand. The pollard willows, tortured out of their natural shape by incessant choppings, became spiny-haired monsters as they stood up against it. She went in, and upstairs without a light.


  It was now Wednesday. Thursday came, and Angel looked thoughtfully at her from a distance, but intruded in no way upon her. The indoor milkmaids, Marian and the rest, seemed to guess that something definite was afoot, for they did not force any remarks upon her in the bedchamber. Friday passed; Saturday. To-morrow was the day.


  ‘I shall give way—I shall say yes—I shall let myself marry him—I cannot help it!’ she jealously panted, with her hot face to the pillow that night, on hearing one of the other girls sigh his name in her sleep. ‘I can’t bear to let anybody have him but me! Yet it is a wrong to him, and may kill him when he knows! O my heart—O—O—O!’


  ♣


  XXIX


  ‘Now, who mid ye think I’ve heard news o’ this morning?’ said Dairyman Crick, as he sat down to breakfast next day, with a riddling gaze round upon the munching men and maids. ‘Now, just who mid ye think?’


  One guessed, and another guessed. Mrs. Crick did not guess, because she knew already.


  ‘Well,’ said the dairyman, ‘’tis that slack-twisted ’hore’s-bird of a feller, Jack Dollop. He’s lately got married to a widow-woman.’


  ‘Not Jack Dollop? A villain—to think o’ that!’ said a milker.


  The name entered quickly into Tess Durbeyfield’s consciousness, for it was the name of the lover who had wronged his sweetheart, and had afterwards been so roughly used by the young woman’s mother in the butter-churn.


  ‘And has he married the valiant matron’s daughter, as he promised?’ asked Angel Clare absently, as he turned over the newspaper he was reading at the little table to which he was always banished by Mrs. Crick, in her sense of his gentility.


  ‘Not he, sir. Never meant to,’ replied the dairyman. ‘As I say, ’tis a widow-woman, and she had money, it seems—fifty poun’ a year or so; and that was all he was after. They were married in a great hurry; and then she told him that by marrying she had lost her fifty poun’ a year. Just fancy the state o’ my gentleman’s mind at that news! Never such a cat-and-dog life as they’ve been leading ever since! Serves him well beright. But onluckily the poor woman gets the worst o’t.’


  ‘Well, the silly body should have told en sooner that the ghost of her first man would trouble him,’ said Mrs. Crick.


  ‘Ay; ay,’ responded the dairyman indecisively. ‘Still, you can see exactly how ’twas. She wanted a home, and didn’t like to run the risk of losing him. Don’t ye think that was something like it, maidens?’


  He glanced towards the row of girls.


  ‘She ought to ha’ told him just before they went to church, when he could hardly have backed out,’ exclaimed Marian.


  ‘Yes, she ought,’ agreed Izz.


  ‘She must have seen what he was after, and should ha’ refused him,’ cried Retty spasmodically.


  ‘And what do you say, my dear?’ asked the dairyman of Tess.


  ‘I think she ought—to have told him the true state of things—or else refused him—I don’t know,’ replied Tess, the bread-and-butter choking her.


  ‘Be cust if I’d have done either o’t,’ said Beck Knibbs, a married helper from one of the cottages. ‘All’s fair in love and war. I’d ha’ married en just as she did, and if he’d said two words to me about not telling him beforehand anything whatsomdever about my first chap that I hadn’t chose to tell, I’d ha’ knocked him down wi’ the rolling-pin—a scram little feller like he! Any woman could do it.’


  The laughter which followed this sally was supplemented only by a sorry smile, for form’s sake, from Tess. What was comedy to them was tragedy to her; and she could hardly bear their mirth. She soon rose from table, and, with an impression that Clare would follow her, went along a little wriggling path, now stepping to one side of the irrigating channels, and now to the other, till she stood by the main stream of the Var. Men had been cutting the water-weeds higher up the river, and masses of them were floating past her—moving islands of green crow-foot, whereon she might almost have ridden; long locks of which weed had lodged against the piles driven to keep the cows from crossing.


  Yes, there was the pain of it. This question of a woman telling her story—the heaviest of crosses to herself—seemed but amusement to others. It was as if people should laugh at martyrdom.


  ‘Tessy!’ came from behind her, and Clare sprang across the gully, alighting beside her feet. ‘My wife—soon!’


  ‘No, no; I cannot. For your sake, O Mr. Clare; for your sake, I say no!’


  ‘Tess!’


  ‘Still I say no!’ she repeated.


  Not expecting this he had put his arm lightly round her waist the moment after speaking, beneath her hanging tail of hair. (The younger dairymaids, including Tess, breakfasted with their hair loose on Sunday mornings before building it up extra high for attending church, a style they could not adopt when milking with their heads against the cows.) If she had said ‘Yes’ instead of ‘No’ he would have kissed her; it had evidently been his intention; but her determined negative deterred his scrupulous heart. Their condition of domiciliary comradeship put her, as the woman, to such disadvantage by its enforced intercourse, that he felt it unfair to her to exercise any pressure of blandishment which he might have honestly employed had she been better able to avoid him. He released her momentarily-imprisoned waist, and withheld the kiss.


  It all turned on that release. What had given her strength to refuse him this time was solely the tale of the widow told by the dairyman; and that would have been overcome in another moment. But Angel said no more; his face was perplexed; he went away.


  Day after day they met—somewhat less constantly than before; and thus two or three weeks went by. The end of September drew near, and she could see in his eye that he might ask her again.


  His plan of procedure was different now—as though he had made up his mind that her negatives were, after all, only coyness and youth startled by the novelty of the proposal. The fitful evasiveness of her manner when the subject was under discussion countenanced the idea. So he played a more coaxing game; and while never going beyond words, or attempting the renewal of caresses, he did his utmost orally.


  In this way Clare persistently wooed her in undertones like that of the purling milk—at the cow’s side, at skimmings, at butter-makings, at cheese-makings, among broody poultry, and among farrowing pigs—as no milkmaid was ever wooed before by such a man.


  Tess knew that she must break down. Neither a religious sense of a certain moral validity in the previous union nor a conscientious wish for candour could hold out against it much longer. She loved him so passionately, and he was so godlike in her eyes; and being, though untrained, instinctively refined, her nature cried for his tutelary guidance. And thus, though Tess kept repeating to herself, ‘I can never be his wife,’ the words were vain. A proof of her weakness lay in the very utterance of what calm strength would not have taken the trouble to formulate. Every sound of his voice beginning on the old subject stirred her with a terrifying bliss, and she coveted the recantation she feared.


  His manner was—what man’s is not?—so much that of one who would love and cherish and defend her under any conditions, changes, charges, or revelations, that her gloom lessened as she basked in it. The season meanwhile was drawing onward to the equinox, and though it was still fine, the days were much shorter. The dairy had again worked by morning candle-light for a long time; and a fresh renewal of Clare’s pleading occurred one morning between three and four.


  She had run up in her bedgown to his door to call him as usual; then had gone back to dress and call the others; and in ten minutes was walking to the head of the stairs with the candle in her hand. At the same moment he came down his steps from above in his shirt-sleeves and put his arm across the stairway.


  ‘Now, Miss Flirt, before you go down,’ he said peremptorily. ‘It is a fortnight since I spoke, and this won’t do any longer. You must tell me what you mean, or I shall have to leave this house. My door was ajar just now, and I saw you. For your own safety I must go. You don’t know. Well? Is it to be yes at last?’


  ‘I am only just up, Mr. Clare, and it is too early to take me to task!’ she pouted. ‘You need not call me Flirt. ’Tis cruel and untrue. Wait till by and by. Please wait till by and by! I will really think seriously about it between now and then. Let me go downstairs!’


  She looked a little like what he said she was as, holding the candle sideways, she tried to smile away the seriousness of her words.


  ‘Call me Angel, then, and not Mr. Clare.’


  ‘Angel.’


  ‘Angel dearest—why not?’


  ‘’Twould mean that I agree, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘It would only mean that you love me, even if you cannot marry me; and you were so good as to own that long ago.’


  ‘Very well, then, “Angel dearest,” if I must,’ she murmured, looking at her candle, a roguish curl coming upon her mouth, notwithstanding her suspense.


  Clare had resolved never to kiss her until he had obtained her promise; but somehow, as Tess stood there in her prettily tucked-up milking gown, her hair carelessly heaped upon her head till there should be leisure to arrange it when skimming and milking were done, he broke his resolve, and brought his lips to her cheek for one moment. She passed downstairs very quickly, never looking back at him or saying another word. The other maids were already down, and the subject was not pursued. Except Marian they all looked wistfully and suspiciously at the pair, in the sad yellow rays which the morning candles emitted in contrast with the first cold signals of the dawn without.


  When skimming was done—which, as the milk diminished with the approach of autumn, was a lessening process day by day—Retty and the rest went out. The lovers followed them.


  ‘Our tremulous lives are so different from theirs, are they not?’ he musingly observed to her, as he regarded the three figures tripping before him through the frigid pallor of opening day.


  ‘Not so very different, I think,’ she said.


  ‘Why do you think that?’


  ‘There are very few women’s lives that are not—tremulous,’ Tess replied, pausing over the new word as if it impressed her. ‘There’s more in those three than you think.’


  ‘What is in them?’


  ‘Almost either of ’em,’ she began, ‘would make—perhaps would make—a properer wife than I. And perhaps they love you as well as I—almost.’


  ‘O, Tessy!’


  There were signs that it was an exquisite relief to her to hear the impatient exclamation, though she had resolved so intrepidly to let generosity make one bid against herself. That was now done, and she had not the power to attempt self-immolation a second time then. They were joined by a milker from one of the cottages, and no more was said on that which concerned them so deeply. But Tess knew that this day would decide it.


  In the afternoon several of the dairyman’s household and assistants went down to the meads as usual, a long way from the dairy, where many of the cows were milked without being driven home. The supply was getting less as the animals advanced in calf, and the supernumerary milkers of the lush green season had been dismissed.


  The work progressed leisurely. Each pailful was poured into tall cans that stood in a large spring-waggon which had been brought upon the scene; and when they were milked the cows trailed away.


  Dairyman Crick, who was there with the rest, his wrapper gleaming miraculously white against a leaden evening sky, suddenly looked at his heavy watch.


  ‘Why, ’tis later than I thought,’ he said. ‘Begad! We shan’t be soon enough with this milk at the station, if we don’t mind. There’s no time to-day to take it home and mix it with the bulk afore sending off. It must go to station straight from here. Who’ll drive it across?’


  Mr. Clare volunteered to do so, though it was none of his business, asking Tess to accompany him. The evening, though sunless, had been warm and muggy for the season, and Tess had come out with her milking-hood only, naked-armed and jacketless; certainly not dressed for a drive. She therefore replied by glancing over her scant habiliments; but Clare gently urged her. She assented by relinquishing her pail and stool to the dairyman to take home; and mounted the spring-waggon beside Clare.


  ♣


  XXX


  In the diminishing daylight they went along the level roadway through the meads, which stretched away into gray miles, and were backed in the extreme edge of distance by the swarthy and abrupt slopes of Egdon Heath. On its summit stood clumps and stretches of fir-trees, whose notched tips appeared like battlemented towers crowning black-fronted castles of enchantment.


  They were so absorbed in the sense of being close to each other that they did not begin talking for a long while, the silence being broken only by the clucking of the milk in the tall cans behind them. The lane they followed was so solitary that the hazel nuts had remained on the boughs till they slipped from their shells, and the blackberries hung in heavy clusters. Every now and then Angel would fling the lash of his whip round one of these, pluck it off, and give it to his companion.


  The dull sky soon began to tell its meaning by sending down herald-drops of rain, and the stagnant air of the day changed into a fitful breeze which played about their faces. The quicksilvery glaze on the rivers and pools vanished; from broad mirrors of light they changed to lustreless sheets of lead, with a surface like a rasp. But that spectacle did not affect her preoccupation. Her countenance, a natural carnation slightly embrowned by the season, had deepened its tinge with the beating of the rain-drops; and her hair, which the pressure of the cows’ flanks had, as usual, caused to tumble down from its fastenings and stray beyond the curtain of her calico bonnet, was made clammy by the moisture, till it hardly was better than seaweed.


  ‘I ought not to have come, I suppose,’ she murmured, looking at the sky.


  ‘I am sorry for the rain,’ said he. ‘But how glad I am to have you here!’


  Remote Egdon disappeared by degrees behind the liquid gauze. The evening grew darker, and the roads being crossed by gates it was not safe to drive faster than at a walking pace. The air was rather chill.


  ‘I am so afraid you will get cold, with nothing upon your arms and shoulders,’ he said. ‘Creep close to me, and perhaps the drizzle won’t hurt you much. I should be sorrier still if I did not think that the rain might be helping me.’


  She imperceptibly crept closer, and he wrapped round them both a large piece of sail-cloth, which was sometimes used to keep the sun off the milk-cans. Tess held it from slipping off him as well as herself, Clare’s hands being occupied.


  ‘Now we are all right again. Ah—no we are not! It runs down into my neck a little, and it must still more into yours. That’s better. Your arms are like wet marble, Tess. Wipe them in the cloth. Now, if you stay quiet, you will not get another drop. Well, dear—about that question of mine—that long-standing question?’


  The only reply that he could hear for a little while was the smack of the horse’s hoofs on the moistening road, and the cluck of the milk in the cans behind them.


  ‘Do you remember what you said?’


  ‘I do,’ she replied.


  ‘Before we get home, mind.’


  ‘I’ll try.’


  He said no more then. As they drove on the fragment of an old manor house of Caroline date rose against the sky, and was in due course passed and left behind.


  ‘That,’ he observed, to entertain her, ‘is an interesting old place—one of the several seats which belonged to an ancient Norman family formerly of great influence in this county, the d’Urbervilles. I never pass one of their residences without thinking of them. There is something very sad in the extinction of a family of renown, even if it was fierce, domineering, feudal renown.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Tess.


  They crept along towards a point in the expanse of shade just at hand at which a feeble light was beginning to assert its presence, a spot where, by day, a fitful white streak of steam at intervals upon the dark green background denoted intermittent moments of contact between their secluded world and modern life. Modern life stretched out its steam feeler to this point three or four times a day, touched the native existences, and quickly withdrew its feeler again, as if what it touched had been uncongenial.


  They reached the feeble light, which came from the smoky lamp of a little railway station; a poor enough terrestrial star, yet in one sense of more importance to Talbothays Dairy and mankind than the celestial ones to which it stood in such humiliating contrast. The cans of new milk were unladen in the rain, Tess getting a little shelter from a neighbouring holly tree.


  Then there was the hissing of a train, which drew up almost silently upon the wet rails, and the milk was rapidly swung can by can into the truck. The light of the engine flashed for a second upon Tess Durbeyfield’s figure, motionless under the great holly tree. No object could have looked more foreign to the gleaming cranks and wheels than this unsophisticated girl, with the round bare arms, the rainy face and hair, the suspended attitude of a friendly leopard at pause, the print gown of no date or fashion, and the cotton bonnet drooping on her brow.


  She mounted again beside her lover, with a mute obedience characteristic of impassioned natures at times, and when they had wrapped themselves up over head and ears in the sail-cloth again, they plunged back into the now thick night. Tess was so receptive that the few minutes of contact with the whirl of material progress lingered in her thought.


  ‘Londoners will drink it at their breakfasts to-morrow, won’t they?’ she asked. ‘Strange people that we have never seen.’


  ‘Yes—I suppose they will. Though not as we send it. When its strength has been lowered, so that it may not get up into their heads.’


  ‘Noble men and noble women, ambassadors and centurions, ladies and tradeswomen, and babies who have never seen a cow.’


  ‘Well, yes; perhaps; particularly centurions.’


  ‘Who don’t know anything of us, and where it comes from; or think how we two drove miles across the moor to-night in the rain that it might reach ’em in time?’


  ‘We did not drive entirely on account of these precious Londoners; we drove a little on our own—on account of that anxious matter which you will, I am sure, set at rest, dear Tess. Now, permit me to put it in this way. You belong to me already, you know; your heart, I mean. Does it not?’


  ‘You know as well as I. O yes—yes!’


  ‘Then, if your heart does, why not your hand?’


  ‘My only reason was on account of you—on account of a question. I have something to tell you—’


  ‘But suppose it to be entirely for my happiness, and my worldly convenience also?’


  ‘O yes; if it is for your happiness and worldly convenience. But my life before I came here—I want——’


  ‘Well, it is for my convenience as well as my happiness. If I have a very large farm, either English or colonial, you will be invaluable as a wife to me; better than a woman out of the largest mansion in the country. So please—please, dear Tessy, disabuse your mind of the feeling that you will stand in my way.’


  ‘But my history. I want you to know it—you must let me tell you—you will not like me so well!’


  ‘Tell it if you wish to, dearest. This precious history then. Yes, I was born at so and so, Anno Domini——’


  ‘I was born at Marlott,’ she said, catching at his words as a help, lightly as they were spoken. ‘And I grew up there. And I was in the Sixth Standard when I left school, and they said I had great aptness, and should make a good teacher, so it was settled that I should be one. But there was trouble in my family; father was not very industrious, and he drank a little.’


  ‘Yes, yes. Poor child! Nothing new.’ He pressed her more closely to his side.


  ‘And then—there is something very unusual about it—about me. I—I was——’


  Tess’s breath quickened.


  ‘Yes, dearest. Never mind.’


  ‘I—I—am not a Durbeyfield, but a d’Urberville—a descendant of the same family as those that owned the old house we passed. And—we are all gone to nothing!’


  ‘A d’Urberville!—Indeed! And is that all the trouble, dear Tess?’


  ‘Yes,’ she answered faintly.


  ‘Well—why should I love you less after knowing this?’


  ‘I was told by the dairyman that you hated old families.’


  He laughed.


  ‘Well, it is true, in one sense. I do hate the aristocratic principle of blood before everything, and do think that as reasoners the only pedigrees we ought to respect are those spiritual ones of the wise and virtuous, without regard to corporeal paternity. But I am extremely interested in this news—you can have no idea how interested I am! Are not you [you not] interested yourself in being one of that well-known line?’


  ‘No. I have thought it sad—especially since coming here, and knowing that many of the hills and fields I see once belonged to my father’s people. But other hills and fields belonged to Retty’s people, and perhaps others to Marian’s, so that I don’t value it particularly.’


  ‘Yes—it is surprising how many of the present tillers of the soil were once owners of it, and I sometimes wonder that a certain school of politicians don’t make capital of the circumstance; but they don’t seem to know it…. I wonder that I did not see the resemblance of your name to d’Urberville, and trace the manifest corruption. And this was the carking secret!’


  She had not told. At the last moment her courage had failed her, she feared his blame for not telling him sooner; and her instinct of self-preservation was stronger than her candour.


  ‘Of course,’ continued the unwitting Clare, ‘I should have been glad to know you to be descended exclusively from the long-suffering, dumb, unrecorded rank and file of the English nation, and not from the self-seeking few who made themselves powerful at the expense of the rest. But I am corrupted away from that by my affection for you, Tess [he laughed as he spoke], and made selfish likewise. For your own sake I rejoice in your descent. Society is hopelessly snobbish, and this fact of your extraction may make an appreciable difference to its acceptance of you as my wife, after I have made you the well-read woman that I mean to make you. My mother too, poor soul, will think so much better of you on account of it. Tess, you must spell your name correctly—d’Urberville—from this very day.’


  ‘I like the other way rather best.’


  ‘But you must, dearest! Good heavens, why dozens of mushroom millionaires would jump at such a possession! By the bye, there’s one of that kidney who has taken the name—where have I heard of him?—Up in the neighbourhood of The Chase, I think. Why, he is the very man who had that rumpus with my father I told you of. What an odd coincidence!’


  ‘Angel, I think I would rather not take the name! It is unlucky, perhaps!’


  She was agitated.


  ‘Now then, Mistress Teresa d’Urberville, I have you. Take my name, and so you will escape yours! The secret is out, so why should you any longer refuse me?’


  ‘If it is sure to make you happy to have me as your wife, and you feel that you do wish to marry me, very, very much——’


  ‘I do, dearest, of course!’


  ‘I mean, that it is only your wanting me very much, and being hardly able to keep alive without me, whatever my offences, that would make me feel I ought to say I will.’


  ‘You will—you do say it, I know! You will be mine for ever and ever.’


  He clasped her close and kissed her.


  ‘Yes!’


  She had no sooner said it than she burst into a dry hard sobbing, so violent that it seemed to rend her. Tess was not a hysterical girl by any means, and he was surprised.


  ‘Why do you cry, dearest?’


  ‘I can’t tell—quite!—I am so glad to think—of being yours, and making you happy!’


  ‘But this does not seem very much like gladness, my Tessy!’


  ‘I mean—I cry because I have broken down in my vow! I said I would die unmarried!’


  ‘But, if you love me you would like me to be your husband?’


  ‘Yes, yes, yes! But O, I sometimes wish I had never been born!’


  ‘Now, my dear Tess, if I did not know that you are very much excited, and very inexperienced, I should say that remark was not very complimentary. How came you to wish that if you care for me? Do you care for me? I wish you would prove it in some way.’


  ‘How can I prove it more than I have done?’ she cried, in a distraction of tenderness. ‘Will this prove it more?’


  She clasped his neck, and for the first time Clare learnt what an impassioned woman’s kisses were like upon the lips of one whom she loved with all her heart and soul, as Tess loved him.


  ‘There—now do you believe?’ she asked, flushed, and wiping her eyes.


  ‘Yes. I never really doubted—never, never!’


  So they drove on through the gloom, forming one bundle inside the sail-cloth, the horse going as he would, and the rain driving against them. She had consented. She might as well have agreed at first. The ‘appetite for joy’ which pervades all creation, that tremendous force which sways humanity to its purpose, as the tide sways the helpless weed, was not to be controlled by vague lucubrations over the social rubric.


  ‘I must write to my mother,’ she said. ‘You don’t mind my doing that?’


  ‘Of course not, dear child. You are a child to me, Tess, not to know how very proper it is to write to your mother at such a time, and how wrong it would be in me to object. Where does she live?’


  ‘At the same place—Marlott. On the further side of Blackmoor Vale.’


  ‘Ah, then I have seen you before this summer——’


  ‘Yes; at that dance on the green; but you would not dance with me. O, I hope that is of no ill-omen for us now!’


  ♣


  XXXI


  Tess wrote a most touching and urgent letter to her mother the very next day, and by the end of the week a response to her communication arrived in Joan Durbeyfield’s wandering last-century hand.


  
    Dear Tess,—J write these few lines Hoping they will find you well, as they leave me at Present, thank God for it. Dear Tess, we are all glad to Hear that you are going really to be married soon. But with respect to your question, Tess, J say between ourselves, quite private but very strong, that on no account do you say a word of your Bygone Trouble to him. J did not tell everything to your Father, he being so Proud on account of his Respectability, which, perhaps, your Intended is the same. Many a woman—some of the Highest in the Land—have had a Trouble in their time; and why should you Trumpet yours when others don’t Trumpet theirs? No girl would be such a Fool, specially as it is so long ago, and not your Fault at all. J shall answer the same if you ask me fifty times. Besides, you must bear in mind that, knowing it to be your Childish Nature to tell all that’s in your heart—so simple!—J made you promise me never to let it out by Word or Deed, having your Welfare in my Mind; and you most solemnly did promise it going from this Door. J have not named either that Question or your coming marriage to your Father, as he would blab it everywhere, poor Simple Man.


    Dear Tess, keep up your Spirits, and we mean to send you a Hogshead of Cyder for your Wedding, knowing there is not much in your parts, and thin Sour Stuff what there is. So no more at present, and with kind love to your Young Man.—From your affectte. Mother,


    J. Durbeyfield.

  


  ‘O mother, mother!’ murmured Tess.


  She was recognizing how light was the touch of events the most oppressive upon Mrs. Durbeyfield’s elastic spirit. Her mother did not see life as Tess saw it. That haunting episode of bygone days was to her mother but a passing accident. But perhaps her mother was right as to the course to be followed, whatever she might be in her reasons. Silence seemed, on the face of it, best for her adored one’s happiness: silence it should be.


  Thus steadied by a command from the only person in the world who had any shadow of right to control her action, Tess grew calmer. The responsibility was shifted, and her heart was lighter than it had been for weeks. The days of declining autumn which followed her assent, beginning with the month of October, formed a season through which she lived in spiritual altitudes more nearly approaching ecstasy than any other period of her life.


  There was hardly a touch of earth in her love for Clare. To her sublime trustfulness he was all that goodness could be—knew all that a guide, philosopher, and friend should know. She thought every line in the contour of his person the perfection of masculine beauty, his soul the soul of a saint, his intellect that of a seer. The wisdom of her love for him, as love, sustained her dignity; she seemed to be wearing a crown. The compassion of his love for her, as she saw it, made her lift up her heart to him in devotion. He would sometimes catch her large, worshipful eyes, that had no bottom to them, looking at him from their depths, as if she saw something immortal before her.


  She dismissed the past—trod upon it and put it out, as one treads on a coal that is smouldering and dangerous.


  She had not known that men could be so disinterested, chivalrous, protective, in their love for women as he. Angel Clare was far from all that she thought him in this respect; absurdly far, indeed; but he was, in truth, more spiritual than animal; he had himself well in hand, and was singularly free from grossness. Though not cold-natured, he was rather bright than hot—less Byronic than Shelleyan; could love desperately, but with a love more especially inclined to the imaginative and ethereal; it was a fastidious emotion which could jealously guard the loved one against his very self. This amazed and enraptured Tess, whose slight experiences had been so infelicitous till now; and in her reaction from indignation against the male sex she swerved to excess of honour for Clare.


  They unaffectedly sought each other’s company; in her honest faith she did not disguise her desire to be with him. The sum of her instincts on this matter, if clearly stated, would have been that the elusive quality in her sex which attracts men in general might be distasteful to so perfect a man after an avowal of love, since it must in its very nature carry with it a suspicion of art.


  The country custom of unreserved comradeship out of doors during betrothal was the only custom she knew, and to her it had no strangeness; though it seemed oddly anticipative to Clare till he saw how normal a thing she, in common with all the other dairy-folk, regarded it. Thus, during this October month of wonderful afternoons they roved along the meads by creeping paths which followed the brinks of trickling tributary brooks, hopping across by little wooden bridges to the other side, and back again. They were never out of the sound of some purling weir, whose buzz accompanied their own murmuring, while the beams of the sun, almost as horizontal as the mead itself, formed a pollen of radiance over the landscape. They saw tiny blue fogs in the shadows of trees and hedges, all the time that there was bright sunshine elsewhere. The sun was so near the ground, and the sward so flat, that the shadows of Clare and Tess would stretch a quarter of a mile ahead of them, like two long fingers pointing afar to where the green alluvial reaches abutted against the sloping sides of the vale.


  Men were at work here and there—for it was the season for ‘taking up’ the meadows, or digging the little waterways clear for the winter irrigation, and mending their banks where trodden down by the cows. The shovelfuls of loam, black as jet, brought there by the river when it was as wide as the whole valley, were an essence of soils, pounded champaigns [campaigns] of the past, steeped, refined, and subtilized to extraordinary richness, out of which came all the fertility of the mead, and of the cattle grazing there.


  Clare hardily kept his arm round her waist in sight of these watermen, with the air of a man who was accustomed to public dalliance, though actually as shy as she who, with lips parted and eyes askance on the labourers, wore the look of a wary animal the while.


  ‘You are not ashamed of owning me as yours before them!’ she said gladly.


  ‘O no!’


  ‘But if it should reach the ears of your friends at Emminster that you are walking about like this with me, a milkmaid——’


  ‘The most bewitching milkmaid ever seen.’


  ‘They might feel it a hurt to their dignity.’


  ‘My dear girl—a d’Urberville hurt the dignity of a Clare! It is a grand card to play—that of your belonging to such a family, and I am reserving it for a grand effect when we are married, and have the proofs of your descent from Parson Tringham. Apart from that, my future is to be totally foreign to my family—it will not affect even the surface of their lives. We shall leave this part of England—perhaps England itself—and what does it matter how people regard us here? You will like going, will you not?’


  She could answer no more than a bare affirmative, so great was the emotion aroused in her at the thought of going through the world with him as his own familiar friend. Her feelings almost filled her ears like a babble of waves, and surged up to her eyes. She put her hand in his, and thus they went on, to a place where the reflected sun glared up from the river, under a bridge, with a molten-metallic glow that dazzled their eyes, though the sun itself was hidden by the bridge. They stood still, whereupon little furred and feathered heads popped up from the smooth surface of the water; but, finding that the disturbing presences had paused, and not passed by, they disappeared again. Upon this river-brink they lingered till the fog began to close round them—which was very early in the evening at this time of the year—settling on the lashes of her eyes, where it rested like crystals, and on his brows and hair.


  They walked later on Sundays, when it was quite dark. Some of the dairy-people, who were also out of doors on the first Sunday evening after their engagement, heard her impulsive speeches, ecstasized to fragments, though they were too far off to hear the words discoursed; noted the spasmodic catch in her remarks, broken into syllables by the leapings of her heart, as she walked leaning on his arm; her contented pauses, the occasional little laugh upon which her soul seemed to ride—the laugh of a woman in company with the man she loves and has won from all other women—unlike anything else in nature. They marked the buoyancy of her tread, like the skim of a bird which has not quite alighted.


  Her affection for him was now the breath and life of Tess’s being; it enveloped her as a photosphere, irradiated her into forgetfulness of her past sorrows, keeping back the gloomy spectres that would persist in their attempts to touch her—doubt, fear, moodiness, care, shame. She knew that they were waiting like wolves just outside the circumscribing light, but she had long spells of power to keep them in hungry subjection there.


  A spiritual forgetfulness co-existed with an intellectual remembrance. She walked in brightness, but she knew that in the background those shapes of darkness were always spread. They might be receding, or they might be approaching, one or the other, a little every day.


  One evening Tess and Clare were obliged to sit indoors keeping house, all the other occupants of the domicile being away. As they talked she looked thoughtfully up at him, and met his two appreciative eyes.


  ‘I am not worthy of you—no, I am not!’ she burst out, jumping up from her low stool as though appalled at his homage, and the fulness of her own joy thereat.


  Clare, deeming the whole basis of her excitement to be that which was only the smaller part of it, said—


  ‘I won’t have you speak like it, dear Tess! Distinction does not consist in the facile use of a contemptible set of conventions, but in being numbered among those who are true, and honest, and just, and pure, and lovely, and of good report—as you are, my Tess.’


  She struggled with the sob in her throat. How often had that string of excellences made her young heart ache in church of late years, and how strange that he should have cited them now.


  ‘Why didn’t you stay and love me when I—was sixteen; living with my little sisters and brothers, and you danced on the green? O, why didn’t you, why didn’t you!’ she said, impetuously clasping her hands.


  Angel began to comfort and reassure her, thinking to himself, truly enough, what a creature of moods she was, and how careful he would have to be of her when she depended for her happiness entirely on him.


  ‘Ah—why didn’t I stay!’ he said. ‘That is just what I feel. If I had only known! But you must not be so bitter in your regret—why should you be?’


  With the woman’s instinct to hide she diverged hastily—


  ‘I should have had four years more of your heart than I can ever have now. Then I should not have wasted my time as I have done—I should have had so much longer happiness!’


  It was no mature woman with a long dark vista of intrigue behind her who was tormented thus; but a girl of simple life, not yet one-and-twenty, who had been caught during her days of immaturity like a bird in a springe. To calm herself the more completely she rose from her little stool and left the room, overturning the stool with her skirts as she went.


  He sat on by the cheerful firelight thrown from a bundle of green ash-sticks laid across the dogs; the sticks snapped pleasantly, and hissed out bubbles of sap from their ends. When she came back she was herself again.


  ‘Do you not think you are just a wee bit capricious, fitful, Tess?’ he said, good humouredly, as he spread a cushion for her on the stool, and seated himself in the settle beside her. ‘I wanted to ask you something, and just then you ran away.’


  ‘Yes, perhaps I am capricious,’ she murmured. She suddenly approached him, and put a hand upon each of his arms. ‘No, Angel, I am not really so—by Nature, I mean!’ The more particularly to assure him that she was not, she placed herself close to him in the settle, and allowed her head to find a resting-place against Clare’s shoulder. ‘What did you want to ask me—I am sure I will answer it,’ she continued humbly.


  ‘Well, you love me, and have agreed to marry me, and hence there follows a thirdly, “When shall the day be?”’


  ‘I like living like this.’


  ‘But I must think of starting in business on my own hook with the new year, or a little later. And before I get involved in the multifarious details of my new position, I should like to have secured my partner.’


  ‘But,’ she timidly answered, ‘to talk quite practically, wouldn’t it be best not to marry till after all that?—Though I can’t bear the thought o’ your going away and leaving me here!’


  ‘Of course you cannot—and it is not best in this case. I want you to help me in many ways in making my start. When shall it be? Why not a fortnight from now?’


  ‘No,’ she said, becoming grave; ‘I have so many things to think of first.’


  ‘But——’


  He drew her gently nearer to him.


  The reality of marriage was startling when it loomed so near. Before discussion of the question had proceeded further there walked round the corner of the settle into the full firelight of the apartment Mr. Dairyman Crick, Mrs. Crick, and two of the milkmaids.


  Tess sprang like an elastic ball from his side to her feet, while her face flushed and her eyes shone in the firelight.


  ‘I knew how it would be if I sat so close to him!’ she cried, with vexation. ‘I said to myself, they are sure to come and catch us! But I wasn’t really sitting on his knee, though it might ha’ seemed as if I was almost!’


  ‘Well—if so be you hadn’t told us, I am sure we shouldn’t ha’ noticed that ye had been sitting anywhere at all in this light,’ replied the dairyman. He continued to his wife, with the stolid mien of a man who understood nothing of the emotions relating to matrimony—‘Now, Christianer, that shows that folks should never fancy other folks be supposing things when they bain’t. O no, I should never ha’ thought a word of where she was a sitting to, if she hadn’t told me—not I.’


  ‘We are going to be married soon,’ said Clare, with improvised phlegm.


  ‘Ah—and be ye! Well, I am truly glad to hear it, sir. I’ve thought you mid do such a thing for some time. She’s too good for a dairymaid—I said so the very first day I zid her—and a prize for any man; and what’s more, a wonderful woman for a gentleman-farmer’s wife; he won’t be at the mercy of his baily wi’ her at his side.’


  Somehow Tess disappeared. She had been even more struck with the look of the girls who followed Crick than abashed by Crick’s blunt praise.


  After supper, when she reached her bedroom, they were all present. A light was burning, and each damsel was sitting up whitely in her bed, awaiting Tess, the whole like a row of avenging ghosts.


  But she saw in a few moments that there was no malice in their mood. They could scarcely feel as a loss what they had never expected to have. Their condition was objective, contemplative.


  ‘He’s going to marry her!’ murmured Retty, never taking eyes off Tess. ‘How her face do show it!’


  ‘You be going to marry him?’ asked Marian.


  ‘Yes,’ said Tess.


  ‘When?’


  ‘Some day.’


  They thought that this was evasiveness only.


  ‘Yes—going to marry him—a gentleman!’ repeated Izz Huett.


  And by a sort of fascination the three girls, one after another, crept out of their beds, and came and stood barefooted round Tess. Retty put her hands upon Tess’s shoulders, as if to realize her friend’s corporeality after such a miracle, and the other two laid their arms round her waist, all looking into her face.


  ‘How it do seem! Almost more than I can think of!’ said Izz Huett.


  Marian kissed Tess. ‘Yes,’ she murmured as she withdrew her lips.


  ‘Was that because of love for her, or because other lips have touched there by now?’ continued Izz drily to Marian.


  ‘I wasn’t thinking o’ that,’ said Marian simply. ‘I was on’y feeling all the strangeness o’t—that she is to be his wife, and nobody else. I don’t say nay to it, nor either of us, because we did not think of it—only loved him. Still, nobody else is to marry’n in the world—no fine lady, nobody in silks and satins; but she who do live like we.’


  ‘Are you sure you don’t dislike me for it?’ said Tess in a low voice.


  They hung about her in their white nightgowns before replying, as if they considered their answer might lie in her look.


  ‘I don’t know—I don’t know,’ murmured Retty Priddle. ‘I want to hate ’ee; but I cannot!’


  ‘That’s how I feel,’ echoed Izz and Marian. ‘I can’t hate her. Somehow she hinders me!’


  ‘He ought to marry one of you,’ murmured Tess.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You are all better than I.’


  ‘We better than you?’ said the girls in a low, slow whisper. ‘No, no, dear Tess!’


  ‘You are!’ she contradicted impetuously. And suddenly tearing away from their clinging arms she burst into a hysterical fit of tears, bowing herself on the chest of drawers and repeating incessantly, ‘O yes, yes, yes!’


  Having once given way she could not stop her weeping.


  ‘He ought to have had one of you!’ she cried. ‘I think I ought to make him even now! You would be better for him than—I don’t know what I’m saying! O! O!’


  They went up to her and clasped her round, but still her sobs tore her.


  ‘Get some water,’ said Marian. ‘She’s upset by us, poor thing, poor thing!’


  They gently led her back to the side of her bed, where they kissed her warmly.


  ‘You are best for’n,’ said Marian. ‘More ladylike, and a better scholar than we, especially since he has taught ’ee so much. But even you ought to be proud. You be proud, I’m sure!’


  ‘Yes, I am,’ she said; ‘and I am ashamed at so breaking down!’


  When they were all in bed, and the light was out, Marian whispered across to her—


  ‘You will think of us when you be his wife, Tess, and of how we told ’ee that we loved him, and how we tried not to hate you, and did not hate you, and could not hate you, because you were his choice, and we never hoped to be chose by him.’


  They were not aware that, at these words, salt, stinging tears trickled down upon Tess’s pillow anew, and how she resolved, with a bursting heart, to tell all her history to Angel Clare, despite her mother’s command—to let him for whom she lived and breathed despise her if he would, and her mother regard her as a fool, rather than preserve a silence which might be deemed a treachery to him, and which somehow seemed a wrong to these.


  ♣


  XXXII


  This penitential mood kept her from naming the wedding-day. The beginning of November found its date still in abeyance, though he asked her at the most tempting times. But Tess’s desire seemed to be for a perpetual betrothal in which everything should remain as it was then.


  The meads were changing now; but it was still warm enough in early afternoons before milking to idle there awhile, and the state of dairy-work at this time of year allowed a spare hour for idling. Looking over the damp sod in the direction of the sun, a glistening ripple of gossamer webs was visible to their eyes under the luminary, like the track of moonlight on the sea. Gnats, knowing nothing of their brief glorification, wandered across the shimmer of this pathway, irradiated as if they bore fire within them, then passed out of its line, and were quite extinct. In the presence of these things he would remind her that the date was still the question.


  Or he would ask her at night, when he accompanied her on some mission invented by Mrs. Crick to give him the opportunity. This was mostly a journey to the farmhouse on the slopes above the vale, to inquire how the advanced cows were getting on in the straw-barton to which they were relegated. For it was a time of the year that brought great changes to the world of kine. Batches of the animals were sent away daily to this lying-in hospital, where they lived on straw till their calves were born, after which event, and as soon as the calf could walk, mother and offspring were driven back to the dairy. In the interval which elapsed before the calves were sold there was, of course, little milking to be done, but as soon as the calf had been taken away the milkmaids would have to set to work as usual.


  Returning from one of these dark walks they reached a great gravel-cliff immediately over the levels, where they stood still and listened. The water was now high in the streams, squirting through the weirs, and tinkling under culverts; the smallest gullies were all full; there was no taking short cuts anywhere, and foot-passengers were compelled to follow the permanent ways. From the whole extent of the invisible vale came a multitudinous intonation; it forced upon their fancy that a great city lay below them, and that the murmur was the vociferation of its populace.


  ‘It seems like tens of thousands of them,’ said Tess; ‘holding public-meetings in their market-places, arguing, preaching, quarrelling, sobbing, groaning, praying, and cursing.’


  Clare was not particularly heeding.


  ‘Did Crick speak to you to-day, dear, about his not wanting much assistance during the winter months?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘The cows are going dry rapidly.’


  ‘Yes. Six or seven went to the straw-barton yesterday, and three the day before, making nearly twenty in the straw already. Ah—is it that the farmer don’t want my help for the calving? O, I am not wanted here any more! And I have tried so hard to——’


  ‘Crick didn’t exactly say that he would no longer require you. But, knowing what our relations were, he said in the most good-natured and respectful manner possible that he supposed on my leaving at Christmas I should take you with me, and on my asking what he would do without you he merely observed that, as a matter of fact, it was a time of year when he could do with a very little female help. I am afraid I was sinner enough to feel rather glad that he was in this way forcing your hand.’


  ‘I don’t think you ought to have felt glad, Angel. Because ’tis always mournful not to be wanted, even if at the same time ’tis convenient.’


  ‘Well, it is convenient—you have admitted that.’ He put his finger upon her cheek. ‘Ah!’ he said[.]


  ‘What?’


  ‘I feel the red rising up at her having been caught! But why should I trifle so! We will not trifle—life is too serious.’


  ‘It is. Perhaps I saw that before you did.’


  She was seeing it then. To decline to marry him after all—in obedience to her emotion of last night—and leave the dairy, meant to go to some strange place, not a dairy; for milkmaids were not in request now calving-time was coming on; to go to some arable farm where no divine being like Angel Clare was. She hated the thought, and she hated more the thought of going home.


  ‘So that, seriously, dearest Tess,’ he continued, ‘since you will probably have to leave at Christmas, it is in every way desirable and convenient that I should carry you off then as my property. Besides, if you were not the most uncalculating girl in the world you would know that we could not go on like this for ever.’


  ‘I wish we could. That it would always be summer and autumn, and you always courting me, and always thinking as much of me as you have done through the past summer-time!’


  ‘I always shall.’


  ‘O, I know you will!’ she cried, with a sudden fervour of faith in him. ‘Angel, I will fix the day when I will become yours for always!’


  Thus at last it was arranged between them, during that dark walk home, amid the myriads of liquid voices on the right and left.


  When they reached the dairy Mr. and Mrs. Crick were promptly told—with injunctions to secrecy; for each of the lovers was desirous that the marriage should be kept as private as possible. The dairyman, though he had thought of dismissing her soon, now made a great concern about losing her. What should he do about his skimming? Who would make the ornamental butter-pats for the Anglebury and Sandbourne ladies? Mrs. Crick congratulated Tess on the shilly-shallying having at last come to an end, and said that directly she set eyes on Tess she divined that she was to be the chosen one of somebody who was no common outdoor man; Tess had looked so superior as she walked across the barton on that afternoon of her arrival; that she was of a good family she could have sworn. In point of fact Mrs. Crick did remember thinking that Tess was graceful and good-looking as she approached; but the superiority might have been a growth of the imagination aided by subsequent knowledge.


  Tess was now carried along upon the wings of the hours, without the sense of a will. The word had been given; the number of the day written down. Her naturally bright intelligence had begun to admit the fatalistic convictions common to field-folk and those who associate more extensively with natural phenomena than with their fellow-creatures; and she accordingly drifted into that passive responsiveness to all things her lover suggested, characteristic of the frame of mind.


  But she wrote anew to her mother, ostensibly to notify the wedding-day; really to again implore her advice. It was a gentleman who had chosen her, which perhaps her mother had not sufficiently considered. A post-nuptial explanation, which might be accepted with a light heart by a rougher man, might not be received with the same feeling by him. But this communication brought no reply from Mrs. Durbeyfield.


  Despite Angel Clare’s plausible representations to himself and to Tess of the practical need for their immediate marriage, there was in truth an element of precipitancy in the step, as became apparent at a later date. He loved her dearly, though perhaps rather ideally and fancifully than with the impassioned thoroughness of her feeling for him. He had entertained no notion, when doomed as he had thought to an unintellectual bucolic life, that such charms as he beheld in this idyllic creature would be found behind the scenes. Unsophistication was a thing to talk of; but he had not known how it really struck one until he came here. Yet he was very far from seeing his future track clearly, and it might be a year or two before he would be able to consider himself fairly started in life. The secret lay in the tinge of recklessness imparted to his career and character by the sense that he had been made to miss his true destiny through the prejudices of his family.


  ‘Don’t you think ’twould have been better for us to wait till you were quite settled in your midland farm?’ she once asked timidly. (A midland farm was the idea just then.)


  ‘To tell the truth, my Tess, I don’t like you to be left anywhere away from my protection and sympathy.’


  The reason was a good one, so far as it went. His influence over her had been so marked that she had caught his manner and habits, his speech and phrases, his likings and his aversions. And to leave her in farmland would be to let her slip back again out of accord with him. He wished to have her under his charge for another reason. His parents had naturally desired to see her once at least before he carried her off to a distant settlement, English or colonial; and as no opinion of theirs was to be allowed to change his intention, he judged that a couple of months’ life with him in lodgings whilst seeking for an advantageous opening would be of some social assistance to her at what she might feel to be a trying ordeal—her presentation to his mother at the Vicarage.


  Next, he wished to see a little of the working of a flour-mill, having an idea that he might combine the use of one with corn-growing. The proprietor of a large old water-mill at Wellbridge—once the mill of an Abbey—had offered him the inspection of his time-honoured mode of procedure, and a hand in the operations for a few days, whenever he should choose to come. Clare paid a visit to the place, some few miles distant, one day at this time, to inquire particulars, and returned to Talbothays in the evening. She found him determined to spend a short time at the Wellbridge flour-mills. And what had determined him? Less the opportunity of an insight into grinding and bolting than the casual fact that lodgings were to be obtained in that very farmhouse which, before its mutilation, had been the mansion of a branch of the d’Urberville family. This was always how Clare settled practical questions; by a sentiment which had nothing to do with them. They decided to go immediately after the wedding, and remain for a fortnight, instead of journeying to towns and inns.


  ‘Then we will start off to examine some farms on the other side of London that I have heard of,’ he said, ‘and by March or April we will pay a visit to my father and mother.’


  Questions of procedure such as these arose and passed, and the day, the incredible day, on which she was to become his, loomed large in the near future. The thirty-first of December, New Year’s Eve, was the date. His wife, she said to herself. Could it ever be? Their two selves together, nothing to divide them, every incident shared by them; why not? And yet why?


  One Sunday morning Izz Huett returned from church, and spoke privately to Tess.


  ‘You was not called home (1) this morning.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘It should ha’ been the first time of asking to-day,’ she answered, looking quietly at Tess. ‘You meant to be married New Year’s Eve, deary?’


  The other returned a quick affirmative.


  ‘And there must be three times of asking. And now there be only two Sundays left between.’


  Tess felt her cheek paling; Izz was right; of course there must be three. Perhaps he had forgotten! If so, there must be a week’s postponement, and that was unlucky. How could she remind her lover? She who had been so backward was suddenly fired with impatience and alarm lest she should lose her dear prize.


  A natural incident relieved her anxiety. Izz mentioned the omission of the banns to Mrs. Crick, and Mrs. Crick assumed a matron’s privilege of speaking to Angel on the point.


  ‘Have ye forgot ’em, Mr. Clare? The banns, I mean.’


  ‘No, I have not forgot ’em,’ says Clare.


  As soon as he caught Tess alone he assured her:


  ‘Don’t let them tease you about the banns. A licence will be quieter for us, and I have decided on a licence without consulting you. So if you go to church on Sunday morning you will not hear your own name, if you wished to.’


  ‘I didn’t wish to hear it, dearest,’ she said proudly.


  But to know that things were in train was an immense relief to Tess notwithstanding, who had well-nigh feared that somebody would stand up and forbid the banns on the ground of her history. How events were favouring her!


  ‘I don’t quite feel easy,’ she said to herself. ‘All this good fortune may be scourged out of me afterwards by a lot of ill. That’s how Heaven mostly does. I wish I could have had common banns!’


  But everything went smoothly. She wondered whether he would like her to be married in her present best white frock, or if she ought to buy a new one. The question was set at rest by his forethought, disclosed by the arrival of some large packages addressed to her. Inside them she found a whole stock of clothing, from bonnet to shoes, including a perfect morning costume, such as would well suit the simple wedding they planned. He entered the house shortly after the arrival of the packages, and heard her upstairs undoing them.


  A minute later she came down with a flush on her face and tears in her eyes.


  ‘How thoughtful you’ve been!’ she murmured, her cheek upon his shoulder. ‘Even to the gloves and handkerchief! My own love—how good, how kind!’


  ‘No, no, Tess; just an order to a tradeswoman in London—nothing more.[’]


  And to divert her from thinking too highly of him he told her to go upstairs, and take her time, and see if it all fitted; and, if not, to get the village sempstress to make a few alterations.


  She did return upstairs, and put on the gown. Alone, she stood for a moment before the glass looking at the effect of her silk attire; and then there came into her head her mother’s ballad of the mystic robe—


  
    That never would become that wife


    That had once done amiss,

  


  which Mrs. Durbeyfield had used to sing to her as a child, so blithely and so archly, her foot on the cradle, which she rocked to the tune. Suppose this robe should betray her by changing colour, as her robe had betrayed Queen Guénever. Since she had been at the dairy she had not once thought of the lines till now.


  ♣
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  Angel felt that he would like to spend a day with her before the wedding, somewhere away from the dairy, as a last jaunt in her company while they were yet mere lover and mistress; a romantic day, in circumstances that would never be repeated; with that other and greater day beaming close ahead of them. During the preceding week, therefore, he suggested making a few purchases in the nearest town, and they started together.


  Clare’s life at the dairy had been that of a recluse in respect to the world of his own class. For months he had never gone near a town, and, requiring no vehicle, had never kept one, hiring the dairyman’s cob or gig if he rode or drove. They went in the gig that day.


  And then for the first time in their lives they shopped as partners in one concern. It was Christmas Eve, with its loads of holly and mistletoe, and the town was very full of strangers who had come in from all parts of the country on account of the day. Tess paid the penalty of walking about with happiness superadded to beauty on her countenance by being much stared at as she moved amid them on his arm.


  In the evening they returned to the inn at which they had put up, and Tess waited in the entry while Angel went to see the horse and gig brought to the door. The general sitting-room was full of guests, who were continually going in and out. As the door opened and shut each time for the passage of these, the light within the parlour fell full upon Tess’s face. Two men came out and passed by her among the rest. One of them had stared her up and down in surprise, and she fancied he was a Trantridge man, though that village lay so many miles off that Trantridge folk were rarities here.


  ‘A comely maid that,’ said the other.


  ‘True, comely enough. But unless I make a great mistake——’ And he negatived the remainder of the definition forthwith.


  Clare had just returned from the stable-yard, and, confronting the man on the threshold, heard the words, and saw the shrinking of Tess. The insult to her stung him to the quick, and before he had considered anything at all he struck the man on the chin with the full force of his fist, sending him staggering backwards into the passage.


  The man recovered himself, and seemed inclined to come on, and Clare, stepping outside the door, put himself in a posture of defence. But his opponent began to think better of the matter. He looked anew at Tess as he passed her, and said to Clare—


  ‘I beg pardon, sir; ’twas a complete mistake. I thought she was another woman, forty miles from here.’


  Clare, feeling then that he had been too hasty, and that he was, moreover, to blame for leaving her standing in an inn-passage, did what he usually did in such cases, gave the man five shillings to plaster the blow; and thus they parted, bidding each other a pacific good-night. As soon as Clare had taken the reins from the ostler, and the young couple had driven off, the two men went in the other direction.


  ‘And was it a mistake?’ said the second one.


  ‘Not a bit of it. But I didn’t want to hurt the gentleman’s feelings—not I.’


  In the meantime the lovers were driving onward.


  ‘Could we put off our wedding till a little later?’ Tess asked in a dry dull voice. ‘I mean if we wished?’


  ‘No, my love. Calm yourself. Do you mean that the fellow may have time to summon me for assault?’ he asked good-humouredly.


  ‘No—I only meant—if it should have to be put off.’


  What she meant was not very clear, and he directed her to dismiss such fancies from her mind, which she obediently did as well as she could. But she was grave, very grave, all the way home; till she thought, ‘We shall go away, a very long distance, hundreds of miles from these parts, and such as this can never happen again, and no ghost of the past reach there.’


  They parted tenderly that night on the landing, and Clare ascended to his attic. Tess sat up getting on with some little requisites, lest the few remaining days should not afford sufficient time. While she sat she heard a noise in Angel’s room overhead, a sound of thumping and struggling. Everybody else in the house was asleep, and in her anxiety lest Clare should be ill she ran up and knocked at his door, and asked him what was the matter.


  ‘Oh, nothing, dear,’ he said from within. ‘I am so sorry I disturbed you! But the reason is rather an amusing one: I fell asleep and dreamt that I was fighting that fellow again who insulted you and the noise you heard was my pummelling away with my fists at my portmanteau, which I pulled out to-day for packing. I am occasionally liable to these freaks in my sleep. Go to bed and think of it no more.’


  This was the last drachm required to turn the scale of her indecision. Declare the past to him by word of mouth she could not; but there was another way. She sat down and wrote on the four pages of a note-sheet a succinct narrative of those events of three or four years ago, put it into an envelope, and directed it to Clare. Then, lest the flesh should again be weak, she crept upstairs without any shoes and slipped the note under his door.


  Her night was a broken one, as it well might be, and she listened for the first faint noise overhead. It came, as usual; he descended, as usual. She descended. He met her at the bottom of the stairs and kissed her. Surely it was as warmly as ever!


  He looked a little disturbed and worn, she thought. But he said not a word to her about her revelation, even when they were alone. Could he have had it? Unless he began the subject she felt that she could say nothing. So the day passed, and it was evident that whatever he thought he meant to keep to himself. Yet he was frank and affectionate as before. Could it be that her doubts were childish? that he forgave her; that he loved her for what she was, just as she was, and smiled at her disquiet as at a foolish nightmare? Had he really received her note? She glanced into his room, and could see nothing of it. It might be that he forgave her. But even if he had not received it she had a sudden enthusiastic trust that he surely would forgive her.


  Every morning and night he was the same, and thus New Year’s Eve broke—the wedding-day.


  The lovers did not rise at milking-time, having through the whole of this last week of their sojourn at the dairy been accorded something of the position of guests, Tess being honoured with a room of her own. When they arrived downstairs at breakfast-time they were surprised to see what effects had been produced in the large kitchen for their glory since they had last beheld it. At some unnatural hour of the morning the dairyman had caused the yawning chimney-corner to be whitened, and the brick hearth reddened, and a blazing yellow damask blower to be hung across the arch in place of the old grimy blue cotton one with a black sprig pattern which had formerly done duty here. This renovated aspect of what was the focus indeed of the room on a dull winter morning, threw a smiling demeanour over the whole apartment.


  ‘I was determined to do summat in honour o’t,[’] said the dairyman. ‘And as you wouldn’t hear of my gieing a rattling good randy wi’ fiddles and bass-viols complete, as we should ha’ done in old times, this was all I could think o’ as a noiseless thing.’


  Tess’s friends lived so far off that none could conveniently have been present at the ceremony, even had any been asked; but as a fact nobody was invited from Marlott. As for Angel’s family, he had written and duly informed them of the time, and assured them that he would be glad to see one at least of them there for the day if he would like to come. His brothers had not replied at all, seeming to be indignant with him; while his father and mother had written a rather sad letter, deploring his precipitancy in rushing into marriage, but making the best of the matter by saying that, though a dairywoman was the last daughter-in-law they could have expected, their son had arrived at an age at which he might be supposed to be the best judge.


  This coolness in his relations distressed Clare less than it would have done had he been without the grand card with which he meant to surprise them ere long. To produce Tess, fresh from the dairy, as a d’Urberville and a lady, he had felt to be temerarious and risky; hence he had concealed her lineage till such time as, familiarized with worldly ways by a few months’ travel and reading with him, he could take her on a visit to his parents, and impart the knowledge while triumphantly producing her as worthy of such an ancient line. It was a pretty lover’s dream, if no more. Perhaps Tess’s lineage had more value for himself than for anybody in the world besides.


  Her perception that Angel’s bearing towards her still remained in no whit altered by her own communication rendered Tess guiltily doubtful if he could have received it. She rose from breakfast before he had finished, and hastened upstairs. It had occurred to her to look once more into the queer gaunt room which had been Clare’s den, or rather eyrie, for so long, and climbing the ladder she stood at the open door of the apartment, regarding and pondering. She stooped to the threshold of the doorway, where she had pushed in the note two or three days earlier in such excitement. The carpet reached close to the sill, and under the edge of the carpet she discerned the faint white margin of the envelope containing her letter to him, which he obviously had never seen, owing to her having in her haste thrust it beneath the carpet as well as beneath the door.


  With a feeling of faintness she withdrew the letter. There it was—sealed up, just as it had left her hands. The mountain had not yet been removed. She could not let him read it now, the house being in full bustle of preparation; and descending to her own room she destroyed the letter there.


  She was so pale when he saw her again that he felt quite anxious. The incident of the misplaced letter she had jumped at as if it prevented a confession; but she knew in her conscience that it need not; there was still time. Yet everything was in a stir; there was coming and going; all had to dress, the dairyman and Mrs. Crick having been asked to accompany them as witnesses; and reflection or deliberate talk was well-nigh impossible. The only minute Tess could get to be alone with Clare was when they met upon the landing.


  ‘I am so anxious to talk to you—I want to confess all my faults and blunders!’ she said with attempted lightness.


  ‘No, no—we can’t have faults talked of—you must be deemed perfect to-day at least, my Sweet!’ he cried. ‘We shall have plenty of time, hereafter, I hope, to talk over our failings. I will confess mine at the same time.’


  ‘But it would be better for me to do it now, I think, so that you could not say——’


  ‘Well, my quixotic one, you shall tell me anything—say, as soon as we are settled in our lodging; not now. I, too, will tell you my faults then. But do not let us spoil the day with them; they will be excellent matter for a dull time.’


  ‘Then you don’t wish me to, dearest?’


  ‘I do not, Tessy, really.’


  The hurry of dressing and starting left no time for more than this. Those words of his seemed to reassure her on further reflection. She was whirled onward through the next couple of critical hours by the mastering tide of her devotion to him, which closed up further meditation. Her one desire, so long resisted, to make herself his, to call him her lord, her own—then, if necessary, to die—had at last lifted her up from her plodding reflective pathway. In dressing, she moved about in a mental cloud of many-coloured idealities, which eclipsed all sinister contingencies by its brightness.


  The church was a long way off, and they were obliged to drive, particularly as it was winter. A close carriage was ordered from a roadside inn, a vehicle which had been kept there ever since the old days of post-chaise travelling. It had stout wheel-spokes, and heavy felloes, a great curved bed, immense straps and springs, and a pole like a battering-ram. The postilion was a venerable ‘boy’ of sixty—a martyr to rheumatic gout, the result of excessive exposure in youth, counter-acted by strong liquors—who had stood at inn-doors doing nothing for the whole five-and-twenty years that had elapsed since he had no longer been required to ride professionally, as if expecting the old times to come back again. He had a permanent running wound on the outside of his right leg, originated by the constant bruisings of aristocratic carriage-poles during the many years that he had been in regular employ at the King’s Arms, Casterbridge.


  Inside this cumbrous and creaking structure, and behind this decayed conductor, the partie carrée took their seats—the bride and bridegroom and Mr. and Mrs. Crick. Angel would have liked one at least of his brothers to be present as groomsman, but their silence after his gentle hint to that effect by letter had signified that they did not care to come. They disapproved of the marriage, and could not be expected to countenance it. Perhaps it was as well that they could not be present. They were not worldly young fellows, but fraternizing with dairy-folk would have struck unpleasantly upon their biassed niceness, apart from their views of the match.


  Upheld by the momentum of the time Tess knew nothing of this; did not see anything; did not know the road they were taking to the church. She knew that Angel was close to her; all the rest was a luminous mist. She was a sort of celestial person, who owed her being to poetry—one of those classical divinities Clare was accustomed to talk to her about when they took their walks together.


  The marriage being by licence there were only a dozen or so of people in the church; had there been a thousand they would have produced no more effect upon her. They were at stellar distances from her present world. In the ecstatic solemnity with which she swore her faith to him the ordinary sensibilities of sex seemed a flippancy. At a pause in the service, while they were kneeling together, she unconsciously inclined herself towards him, so that her shoulder touched his arm; she had been frightened by a passing thought, and the movement had been automatic, to assure herself that he was really there, and to fortify her belief that his fidelity would be proof against all things.


  Clare knew that she loved him—every curve of her form showed that—but he did not know at that time the full depth of her devotion, its single-mindedness, its meekness; what long-suffering it guaranteed, what honesty, what endurance, what good faith.


  As they came out of church the ringers swung the bells off their rests, and a modest peal of three notes broke forth—that limited amount of expression having been deemed sufficient by the church builders for the joys of such a small parish. Passing by the tower with her husband on the path to the gate she could feel the vibrant air humming round them from the louvred belfry in a circle of sound, and it matched the highly-charged mental atmosphere in which she was living.


  This condition of mind, wherein she felt glorified by an irradiation not her own, like the angel whom St. John saw in the sun, lasted till the sound of the church bells had died away, and the emotions of the wedding-service had calmed down. Her eyes could dwell upon details more clearly now, and Mr. and Mrs. Crick having directed their own gig to be sent for them, to leave the carriage to the young couple, she observed the build and character of that conveyance for the first time. Sitting in silence she regarded it long.


  ‘I fancy you seem oppressed, Tessy,’ said Clare.


  ‘Yes,’ she answered, putting her hand to her brow. ‘I tremble at many things. It is all so serious, Angel. Among other things I seem to have seen this carriage before, to be very well acquainted with it. It is very odd—I must have seen it in a dream.’


  ‘Oh—you have heard the legend of the d’Urberville Coach—that well-known superstition of this county about your family when they were very popular here; and this lumbering old thing reminds you of it.’


  ‘I have never heard of it to my knowledge,’ said she. ‘What is the legend—may I know it?’


  ‘Well—I would rather not tell it in detail just now. A certain d’Urberville of the sixteenth or seventeenth century committed a dreadful crime in his family coach; and since that time members of the family see or hear the old coach whenever—— But I’ll tell you another day—it is rather gloomy. Evidently some dim knowledge of it has been brought back to your mind by the sight of this venerable caravan.’


  ‘I don’t remember hearing it before,’ she murmured. ‘Is it when we are going to die, Angel, that members of my family see it, or is it when we have committed a crime?’


  ‘Now, Tess!’


  He silenced her by a kiss.


  By the time they reached home she was contrite and spiritless. She was Mrs. Angel Clare, indeed, but had she any moral right to the name? Was she not more truly Mrs. Alexander d’Urberville? Could intensity of love justify what might be considered in upright souls as culpable reticence? She knew not what was expected of women in such cases; and she had no counsellor.


  However, when she found herself alone in her room for a few minutes—the last day this on which she was ever to enter it—she knelt down and prayed. She tried to pray to God, but it was her husband who really had her supplication. Her idolatry of this man was such that she herself almost feared it to be ill-omened. She was conscious of the notion expressed by Friar Laurence: ‘These violent delights have violent ends.’ It might be too desperate for human conditions—too rank, too wild, too deadly.


  ‘O my love, my love, why do I love you so!’ she whispered there alone; ‘for she you love is not my real self, but one in my image; the one I might have been!’


  Afternoon came, and with it the hour for departure. They had decided to fulfil the plan of going for a few days to the lodgings in the old farmhouse near Wellbridge Mill, at which he meant to reside during his investigation of flour processes. At two o’clock there was nothing left to do but to start. All the servantry of the dairy were standing in the red-brick entry to see them go out, the dairyman and his wife following to the door. Tess saw her three chamber-mates in a row against the wall, pensively inclining their heads. She had much questioned if they would appear at the parting moment; but there they were, stoical and staunch to the last. She knew why the delicate Retty looked so fragile, and Izz so tragically sorrowful, and Marian so blank; and she forgot her own dogging shadow for a moment in contemplating theirs.


  She impulsively whispered to him—


  ‘Will you kiss ’em all, once, poor things, for the first and last time?’


  Clare had not the least objection to such a farewell formality—which was all that it was to him—and as he passed them he kissed them in succession where they stood, saying ‘Good-bye’ to each as he did so. When they reached the door Tess femininely glanced back to discern the effect of that kiss of charity; there was no triumph in her glance, as there might have been. If there had it would have disappeared when she saw how moved the girls all were. The kiss had obviously done harm by awakening feelings they were trying to subdue.


  Of all this Clare was unconscious. Passing on to the wicket-gate he shook hands with the dairyman and his wife, and expressed his last thanks to them for their attentions; after which there was a moment of silence before they had moved off. It was interrupted by the crowing of a cock. The white one with the rose comb had come and settled on the palings in front of the house, within a few yards of them, and his notes thrilled their ears through, dwindling away like echoes down a valley of rocks.


  ‘Oh?’ said Mrs. Crick. ‘An afternoon crow!’


  Two men were standing by the yard gate, holding it open.


  ‘That’s bad,’ one murmured to the other, not thinking that the words could be heard by the group at the door-wicket.


  The cock crew again—straight towards Clare.


  ‘Well!’ said the dairyman.


  ‘I don’t like to hear him![’] said Tess to her husband. ‘Tell the man to drive on. Good-bye, good-bye!’


  The cock crew again.


  ‘Hoosh! Just you be off, sir, or I’ll twist your neck!’ said the dairyman with some irritation, turning to the bird and driving him away. And to his wife as they went indoors: ‘Now, to think o’ that just to-day! I’ve not heard his crow of an afternoon all the year afore.’


  ‘It only means a change in the weather,’ said she; ‘not what you think: ’tis impossible!’


  ♣


  XXXIV


  They drove by the level road along the valley to a distance of a few miles, and, reaching Wellbridge, turned away from the village to the left, and over the great Elizabethan bridge which gives the place half its name. Immediately behind it stood the house wherein they had engaged lodgings, whose exterior features are so well known to all travellers through the Froom Valley; once portion of a fine manorial residence, and the property and seat of a d’Urberville, but since its partial demolition a farm-house.


  ‘Welcome to one of your ancestral mansions!’ said Clare as he handed her down. But he regretted the pleasantry; it was too near a satire.


  On entering they found that, though they had only engaged a couple of rooms, the farmer had taken advantage of their proposed presence during the coming days to pay a New Year’s visit to some friends, leaving a woman from a neighbouring cottage to minister to their few wants. The absoluteness of possession pleased them, and they realized it as the first moment of their experience under their own exclusive roof-tree.


  But he found that the mouldy old habitation somewhat depressed his bride. When the carriage was gone they ascended the stairs to wash their hands, the charwoman showing the way. On the landing Tess stopped and started.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said he.


  ‘Those horrid women!’ she answered, with a smile. ‘How they frightened me.’


  He looked up, and perceived two life-size portraits on panels built into the masonry. As all visitors to the mansion are aware, these paintings represent women of middle age, of a date some two hundred years ago, whose lineaments once seen can never be forgotten. The long pointed features, narrow eye, and smirk of the one, so suggestive of merciless treachery; the bill-hook nose, large teeth, and bold eye of the other, suggesting arrogance to the point of ferocity, haunt the beholder afterwards in his dreams.


  ‘Whose portraits are those?’ asked Clare of the charwoman.


  ‘I have been told by old folk that they were ladies of the d’Urberville family, the ancient lords of this manor,’ she said. ‘Owing to their being builded into the wall they can’t be moved away.’


  The unpleasantness of the matter was that, in addition to their effect upon Tess, her fine features were unquestionably traceable in these exaggerated forms. He said nothing of this, however, and, regretting that he had gone out of his way to choose the house for their bridal time, went on into the adjoining room. The place having been rather hastily prepared for them they washed their hands in one basin. Clare touched hers under the water.


  ‘Which are my fingers and which are yours?’ he said, looking up. ‘They are very much mixed.’


  ‘They are all yours,’ said she, very prettily, and endeavoured to be gayer than she was. He had not been displeased with her thoughtfulness on such an occasion; it was what every sensible woman would show: but Tess knew that she had been thoughtful to excess, and struggled against it.


  The sun was so low on that short last afternoon of the year that it shone in through a small opening and formed a golden staff which stretched across to her skirt, where it made a spot like a paint-mark set upon her. They went into the ancient parlour to tea, and here they shared their first common meal alone. Such was their childishness, or rather his, that he found it interesting to use the same bread-and-butter plate as herself, and to brush crumbs from her lips with his own. He wondered a little that she did not enter into these frivolities with his own zest.


  Looking at her silently for a long time; ‘She is a dear dear Tess,’ he thought to himself, as one deciding on the true construction of a difficult passage. ‘Do I realize solemnly enough how utterly and irretrievably this little womanly thing is the creature of my good or bad faith and fortune? I think not. I think I could not, unless I were a woman myself. What I am in worldly estate, she is. What I become, she must become. What I cannot be, she cannot be. And shall I ever neglect her, or hurt her, or even forget to consider her? God forbid such a crime!’


  They sat on over the tea-table waiting for their luggage, which the dairyman had promised to send before it grew dark. But evening began to close in, and the luggage did not arrive, and they had brought nothing more than they stood in. With the departure of the sun the calm mood of the winter day changed. Out of doors there began noises as of silk smartly rubbed; the restful dead leaves of the preceding autumn were stirred to irritated resurrection, and whirled about unwillingly, and tapped against the shutters. It soon began to rain.


  ‘That cock knew the weather was going to change,’ said Clare.


  The woman who had attended upon them had gone home for the night, but she had placed candles upon the table, and now they lit them. Each candle-flame drew towards the fireplace.


  ‘These old houses are so draughty,’ continued Angel, looking at the flames, and at the grease guttering down the sides. ‘I wonder where that luggage is. We haven’t even a brush and comb.’


  ‘I don’t know,’ she answered, absent-minded.


  ‘Tess, you are not a bit cheerful this evening—not at all as you used to be. Those harridans on the panels upstairs have unsettled you. I am sorry I brought you here. I wonder if you really love me, after all?’


  He knew that she did, and the words had no serious intent; but she was surcharged with emotion, and winced like a wounded animal. Though she tried not to shed tears she could not help showing one or two.


  ‘I did not mean it!’ said he, sorry. ‘You are worried at not having your things, I know. I cannot think why old Jonathan has not come with them. Why, it is seven o’clock? Ah, there he is!’


  A knock had come to the door, and, there being nobody else to answer it Clare went out. He returned to the room with a small package in his hand.


  ‘It is not Jonathan, after all,’ he said.


  ‘How vexing!’ said Tess.


  The packet had been brought by a special messenger, who had arrived at Talbothays from Emminster Vicarage immediately after the departure of the married couple, and had followed them hither, being under injunction to deliver it into nobody’s hands but theirs. Clare brought it to the light. It was less than a foot long, sewed up in canvas, sealed in red wax with his father’s seal, and directed in his father’s hand to ‘Mrs. Angel Clare.’


  ‘It is a little wedding-present for you, Tess,’ said he, handing it to her. ‘How thoughtful they are!’


  Tess looked a little flustered as she took it.


  ‘I think I would rather have you open it, dearest,’ said she, turning over the parcel. ‘I don’t like to break those great seals; they look so serious. Please open it for me!’


  He undid the parcel. Inside was a case of morocco leather, on the top of which lay a note and a key.


  The note was for Clare, in the following words:


  My Dear Son—Possibly you have forgotten that on the death of your godmother, Mrs. Pitney, when you were a lad, she—vain kind woman that she was—left to me a portion of the contents of her jewel-case in trust for your wife, if you should ever have one, as a mark of her affection for you and whomsoever you should choose. This trust I have fulfilled, and the diamonds have been locked up at my banker’s ever since. Though I feel it to be a somewhat incongruous act in the circumstances, I am, as you will see, bound to hand over the articles to the woman to whom the use of them for her lifetime will now rightly belong, and they are therefore promptly sent. They become, I believe, heirlooms, strictly speaking, according to the terms of your godmother’s will. The precise words of the clause that refers to this matter are enclosed.


  ‘I do remember,’ said Clare; ‘but I had quite forgotten.’


  Unlocking the case, they found it to contain a necklace, with pendant, bracelets, and ear-rings; and also some other small ornaments.


  Tess seemed afraid to touch them at first, but her eyes sparkled for a moment as much as the stones when Clare spread out the set.


  ‘Are they mine?’ she asked incredulously.


  ‘They are, certainly,’ said he.


  He looked into the fire. He remembered how, when he was a lad of fifteen, his godmother, the Squire’s wife—the only rich person with whom he had ever come in contact—had pinned her faith to his success; had prophesied a wondrous career for him. There had seemed nothing at all out of keeping with such a conjectured career in the storing up of these showy ornaments for his wife and the wives of her descendants. They gleamed somewhat ironically now. ‘Yet why?’ he asked himself. It was but a question of vanity throughout; and if that were admitted into one side of the equation it should be admitted into the other. His wife was a d’Urberville: whom could they become better than her?


  Suddenly he said with enthusiasm—


  ‘Tess, put them on—put them on!’ And he turned from the fire to help her.


  But as if by magic she had already donned them—necklace, ear-rings, bracelets, and all.


  ‘But the gown isn’t right, Tess,’ said Clare. ‘It ought to be a low one for a set of brilliants like that.’


  ‘Ought it?’ said Tess.


  ‘Yes,’ said he.


  He suggested to her how to tuck in the upper edge of her bodice, so as to make it roughly approximate to the cut for evening wear; and when she had done this, and the pendant to the necklace hung isolated amid the whiteness of her throat, as it was designed to do, he stepped back to survey her.


  ‘My heavens,’ said Clare, ‘how beautiful you are!’


  As everybody knows, fine feathers make fine birds; a peasant girl but very moderately prepossessing to the casual observer in her simple condition and attire, will bloom as an amazing beauty if clothed as a woman of fashion with the aids that Art can render; while the beauty of the midnight crush would often cut but a sorry figure if placed inside the field-woman’s wrapper upon a monotonous acreage of turnips on a dull day. He had never till now estimated the artistic excellence of Tess’s limbs and features.


  ‘If you were only to appear in a ball-room!’ he said. ‘But no—no, dearest; I think I love you best in the wing-bonnet and cotton-frock—yes, better than in this, well as you support these dignities.’


  Tess’s sense of her striking appearance had given her a flush of exitement, [excitement,] which was yet not happiness.


  ‘I’ll take them off,’ she said, ‘in case Jonathan should see me. They are not fit for me, are they? They must be sold, I suppose?’


  ‘Let them stay a few minutes longer. Sell them? Never. It would be a breach of faith.’


  Influenced by a second thought she readily obeyed. She had something to tell, and there might be help in these. She sat down with the jewels upon her; and they again indulged in conjectures as to where Jonathan could possibly be with their baggage. The ale they had poured out for his consumption when he came had gone flat with long standing.


  Shortly after this they began supper, which was already laid on a side-table. Ere they had finished there was a jerk in the fire-smoke, the rising skein of which bulged out into the room, as if some giant had laid his hand on the chimney-top for a moment. It had been caused by the opening of the outer door. A heavy step was now heard in the passage, and Angel went out.


  ‘I couldn’ make nobody hear at all by knocking,’ apologized Jonathan Kail, for it was he at last; ‘and as’t was raining out I opened the door. I’ve brought the things, sir.’


  ‘I am very glad to see them. But you are very late.’


  ‘Well, yes, sir.’


  There was something subdued in Jonathan Kail’s tone which had not been there in the day, and lines of concern were ploughed upon his forehead in addition to the lines of years. He continued—


  ‘We’ve all been gallied at the dairy at what might ha’ been a most terrible affliction since you and your Mis’ess—so to name her now—left us this a’ternoon. Perhaps you ha’nt forgot the cock’s afternoon crow?’


  ‘Dear me;—what——’


  ‘Well, some says it do mane one thing, and some another; but what’s happened is that poor little Retty Priddle hev tried to drown herself.’


  ‘No! Really! Why, she bade us good-bye with the rest——’


  ‘Yes. Well, sir, when you and your Mis’ess—so to name what she lawful is—when you two drove away, as I say, Retty and Marian put on their bonnets and went out; and as there is not much doing now, being New Year’s Eve, and folks mops and brooms from what’s inside ’em, nobody took much notice. They went on to Lew-Everard, where they had summut to drink, and then on they vamped to Dree-armed Cross, and there they seemed to have parted, Retty striking across the water-meads as if for home, and Marian going on to the next village, where there’s another public-house. Nothing more was zeed or heard o’ Retty till the waterman, on his way home, noticed something by the Great Pool; ’twas her bonnet and shawl packed up. In the water he found her. He and another man brought her home, thinking ’a was dead; but she fetched round by degrees.’


  Angel, suddenly recollecting that Tess was overhearing this gloomy tale, went to shut the door between the passage and the ante-room to the inner parlour where she was; but his wife, flinging a shawl round her, had come to the outer room and was listening to the man’s narrative, her eyes resting absently on the luggage and the drops of rain glistening upon it.


  ‘And, more than this, there’s Marian; she’s been found dead drunk by the withy-bed—a girl who hev never been known to touch anything before except shilling ale; though, to be sure, ’a was always a good trencher-woman, as her face showed. It seems as if the maids had all gone out o’ their minds!’


  ‘And Izz?’ asked Tess.


  ‘Izz is about house as usual; but ’a do say ’a can guess how it happened; and she seems to be very low in mind about it, poor maid, as well she mid be. And so you see, sir, as all this happened just when we was packing your few traps and your Mis’ess’s night-rail and dressing things into the cart, why, it belated me.’


  ‘Yes. Well, Jonathan, will you get the trunks upstairs, and drink a cup of ale, and hasten back as soon as you can, in case you should be wanted?’


  Tess had gone back to the inner parlour, and sat down by the fire, looking wistfully into it. She heard Jonathan Kail’s heavy footsteps up and down the stairs till he had done placing the luggage, and heard him express his thanks for the ale her husband took out to him, and for the gratuity he received. Jonathan’s footsteps then died from the door, and his cart creaked away.


  Angel slid forward the massive oak bar which secured the door, and coming in to where she sat over the hearth, pressed her cheeks between his hands from behind. He expected her to jump up gaily and unpack the toilet-gear that she had been so anxious about, but as she did not rise he sat down with her in the firelight, the candles on the supper-table being too thin and glimmering to interfere with its glow.


  ‘I am so sorry you should have heard this sad story about the girls,’ he said. ‘Still, don’t let it depress you. Retty was naturally morbid, you know.’


  ‘Without the least cause,’ said Tess. ‘While they who have cause to be, hide it, and pretend they are not.’


  This incident had turned the scale for her. They were simple and innocent girls on whom the unhappiness of unrequited love had fallen; they had deserved better at the hands of Fate. She had deserved worse—yet she was the chosen one. It was wicked of her to take all without paying. She would pay to the uttermost farthing; she would tell, there and then. This final determination she came to when she looked into the fire, he holding her hand.


  A steady glare from the now flameless embers painted the sides and back of the fireplace with its colour, and the well-polished andirons, and the old brass tongs that would not meet. The underside of the mantel-shelf was flushed with the high-coloured light, and the legs of the table nearest the fire. Tess’s face and neck reflected the same warmth, which each gem turned into an Aldebaran or a Sirius—a constellation of white, red, and green flashes, that interchanged their hues with her every pulsation.


  ‘Do you remember what we said to each other this morning about telling our faults?’ he asked abruptly, finding that she still remained immovable. ‘We spoke lightly perhaps, and you may well have done so. But for me it was no light promise. I want to make a confession to you, Love.’


  This, from him, so unexpectedly apposite, had the effect upon her of a Providential interposition.


  ‘You have to confess something?’ she said quickly, and even with gladness and relief.


  ‘You did not expect it? Ah—you thought too highly of me. Now listen. Put your head there, because I want you to forgive me, and not to be indignant with me for not telling you before, as perhaps I ought to have done.’


  How strange it was! He seemed to be her double. She did not speak, and Clare went on—


  ‘I did not mention it because I was afraid of endangering my chance of you, darling, the great prize of my life—my Fellowship I call you. My brother’s Fellowship was won at his college, mine at Talbothays Dairy. Well, I would not risk it. I was going to tell you a month ago—at the time you agreed to be mine, but I could not; I thought it might frighten you away from me. I put it off; then I thought I would tell you yesterday, to give you a chance at least of escaping me. But I did not. And I did not this morning, when you proposed our confessing our faults on the landing—the sinner that I was! But I must, now I see you sitting there so solemnly. I wonder if you will forgive me?’


  ‘O yes! I am sure that——’


  ‘Well, I hope so. But wait a minute. You don’t know. To begin at the beginning. Though I imagine my poor father fears that I am one of the eternally lost for my doctrines, I am of course, a believer in good morals, Tess, as much as you. I used to wish to be a teacher of men, and it was a great disappointment to me when I found I could not enter the Church. I admired spotlessness, even though I could lay no claim to it, and hated impurity, as I hope I do now. Whatever one may think of plenary inspiration, one must heartily subscribe to these words of Paul: “Be thou an example—in word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity.” It is the only safeguard for us poor human beings. “Integer vitae,” says a Roman poet, who is strange company for St. Paul—


  
    The man of upright life, from frailties free,


    Stands not in need of Moorish spear or bow.

  


  Well, a certain place is paved with good intentions, and having felt all that so strongly, you will see what a terrible remorse it bred in me when, in the midst of my fine aims for other people, I myself fell.’


  He then told her of that time of his life to which allusion has been made when, tossed about by doubts and difficulties in London, like a cork on the waves, he plunged into eight-and-forty hours’ dissipation with a stranger.


  ‘Happily I awoke almost immediately to a sense of my folly,’ he continued. ‘I would have no more to say to her, and I came home. I have never repeated the offence. But I felt I should like to treat you with perfect frankness and honour, and I could not do so without telling this. Do you forgive me?’


  She pressed his hand tightly for an answer.


  ‘Then we will dismiss it at once and for ever!—too painful as it is for the occasion—and talk of something lighter.’


  ‘O, Angel—I am almost glad—because now you can forgive me! I have not made my confession. I have a confession, too—remember, I said so.’


  ‘Ah, to be sure! Now then for it, wicked little one.’


  ‘Perhaps, although you smile, it is as serious as yours, or more so.’


  ‘It can hardly be more serious, dearest.’


  ‘It cannot—O no, it cannot!’ She jumped up joyfully at the hope. ‘No, it cannot be more serious, certainly,’ she cried, ‘because ’tis just the same! I will tell you now.’


  She sat down again.


  Their hands were still joined. The ashes under the grate were lit by the fire vertically, like a torrid waste. Imagination might have beheld a Last Day luridness in this red-coaled glow, which fell on his face and hand, and on hers, peering into the loose hair about her brow, and firing the delicate skin underneath. A large shadow of her shape rose upon the wall and ceiling. She bent forward, at which each diamond on her neck gave a sinister wink like a toad’s; and pressing her forehead against his temple she entered on her story of her acquaintance with Alec d’Urberville and its results, murmuring the words without flinching, and with her eyelids drooping down.


  end of phase the fourth


  ♣


  Phase the Fifth


  The Woman Pays


  XXXV


  Her narrative ended; even its re-assertions and secondary explanations were done. Tess’s voice throughout had hardly risen higher than its opening tone; there had been no exculpatory phrase of any kind, and she had not wept.


  But the complexion even of external things seemed to suffer transmutation as her announcement progressed. The fire in the grate looked impish—demoniacally funny, as if it did not care in the least about her strait. The fender grinned idly, as if it too did not care. The light from the water-bottle was merely engaged in a chromatic problem. All material objects around announced their irresponsibility with terrible iteration. And yet nothing had changed since the moments when he had been kissing her; or rather, nothing in the substance of things. But the essence of things had changed.


  When she ceased the auricular impressions from their previous endearments seemed to hustle away into the corners of their brains, repeating themselves as echoes from a time of supremely purblind foolishness.


  Clare performed the irrelevant act of stirring the fire; the intelligence had not even yet got to the bottom of him. After stirring the embers he rose to his feet; all the force of her disclosure had imparted itself now. His face had withered. In the strenuousness of his concentration he treadled fitfully on the floor. He could not, by any contrivance, think closely enough; that was the meaning of his vague movement. When he spoke it was in the most inadequate, commonplace voice of the many varied tones she had heard from him.


  ‘Tess!’


  ‘Yes, dearest.’


  ‘Am I to believe this? From your manner I am to take it as true. O you cannot be out of your mind! You ought to be! Yet you are not…. My wife, my Tess—nothing in you warrants such a supposition as that?’


  ‘I am not out of my mind,’ she said.


  ‘And yet——’ He looked vacantly at her, to resume with dazed senses: ‘Why didn’t you tell me before? Ah, yes, you would have told me, in a way—but I hindered you, I remember!’


  These and other of his words were nothing but the perfunctory babble of the surface while the depths remained paralyzed. He turned away, and bent over a chair. Tess followed him to the middle of the room where he was, and stood there staring at him with eyes that did not weep. Presently she slid down upon her knees beside his foot, and from this position she crouched in a heap.


  ‘In the name of our love, forgive me!’ she whispered with a dry mouth. ‘I have forgiven you for the same!’


  And, as he did not answer, she said again—


  ‘Forgive me as you are forgiven! I forgive you, Angel.’


  ‘You—yes, you do.’


  ‘But you do not forgive me?’


  ‘O Tess, forgiveness does not apply to the case! You were one person; now you are another. My God—how can forgiveness meet such a grotesque—prestidigitation as that!’


  He paused, contemplating this definition; then suddenly broke into horrible laughter—as unnatural and ghastly as a laugh in hell.


  ‘Don’t—don’t! It kills me quite, that!’ she shrieked. ‘O have mercy upon me—have mercy!’


  He did not answer; and, sickly white, she jumped up.


  ‘Angel, Angel! what do you mean by that laugh?’ she cried out. ‘Do you know what this is to me?’


  He shook his head.


  ‘I have been hoping, longing, praying, to make you happy! I have thought what joy it will be to do it, what an unworthy wife I shall be if I do not! That’s what I have felt, Angel!’


  ‘I know that.’


  ‘I thought, Angel, that you loved me—me, my very self! If it is I you do love, O how can it be that you look and speak so? It frightens me! Having begun to love you, I love you for ever—in all changes, in all disgraces, because you are yourself. I ask no more. Then how can you, O my own husband, stop loving me?’


  ‘I repeat, the woman I have been loving is not you.’


  ‘But who?’


  ‘Another woman in your shape.’


  She perceived in his words the realization of her own apprehensive foreboding in former times. He looked upon her as a species of impostor; a guilty woman in the guise of an innocent one. Terror was upon her white face as she saw it; her cheek was flaccid, and her mouth had almost the aspect of a round little hole. The horrible sense of his view of her so deadened her that she staggered; and he stepped forward, thinking she was going to fall.


  ‘Sit down, sit down,’ he said gently. ‘You are ill; and it is natural that you should be.’


  She did sit down, without knowing where she was, that strained look still upon her face, and her eyes such as to make his flesh creep.


  ‘I don’t belong to you any more, then; do I, Angel?’ she asked helplessly. ‘It is not me, but another woman like me that he loved, he says.’


  The image raised caused her to take pity upon herself as one who was ill-used. Her eyes filled as she regarded her position further; she turned round and burst into a flood of self-sympathetic tears.


  Clare was relieved at this change, for the effect on her of what had happened was beginning to be a trouble to him only less than the woe of the disclosure itself. He waited patiently, apathetically, till the violence of her grief had worn itself out, and her rush of weeping had lessened to a catching gasp at intervals.


  ‘Angel,’ she said suddenly, in her natural tones, the insane, dry voice of terror having left her now. ‘Angel, am I too wicked for you and me to live together?’


  ‘I have not been able to think what we can do.’


  ‘I shan’t ask you to let me live with you, Angel, because I have no right to! I shall not write to mother and sisters to say we be married, as I said I would do; and I shan’t finish the good-hussif’ I cut out and meant to make while we were in lodgings.’


  ‘Shan’t you?’


  ‘No, I shan’t do anything, unless you order me to; and if you go away from me I shall not follow ’ee; and if you never speak to me any more I shall not ask why, unless you tell me I may.’


  ‘And if I do order you to do anything?’


  ‘I will obey you like your wretched slave, even if it is to lie down and die.’


  ‘You are very good. But it strikes me that there is a want of harmony between your present mood of self-sacrifice and your past mood of self-preservation.’


  These were the first words of antagonism. To fling elaborate sarcasms at Tess, however, was much like flinging them at a dog or cat. The charms of their subtlety passed by her unappreciated, and she only received them as inimical sounds which meant that anger ruled. She remained mute, not knowing that he was smothering his affection for her. She hardly observed that a tear descended slowly upon his cheek, a tear so large that it magnified the pores of the skin over which it rolled, like the object lens of a microscope. Meanwhile reillumination as to the terrible and total change that her confession had wrought in his life, in his universe, returned to him, and he tried desperately to advance among the new conditions in which he stood. Some consequent action was necessary; yet what?


  ‘Tess,’ he said, as gently as he could speak, ‘I cannot stay—in this room—just now. I will walk out a little way.’


  He quietly left the room, and the two glasses of wine that he had poured out for their supper—one for her, one for him—remained on the table untasted. This was what their Agape had come to. At tea, two or three hours earlier, they had, in the freakishness of affection, drunk from one cup.


  The closing of the door behind him, gently as it had been pulled to, roused Tess from her stupor. He was gone; she could not stay. Hastily flinging her cloak around her she opened the door and followed, putting out the candles as if she were never coming back. The rain was over and the night was now clear.


  She was soon close at his heels, for Clare walked slowly and without purpose. His form beside her light gray figure looked black, sinister, and forbidding, and she felt as sarcasm the touch of the jewels of which she had been momentarily so proud. Clare turned at hearing her footsteps, but his recognition of her presence seemed to make no difference in him, and he went on over the five yawning arches of the great bridge in front of the house.


  The cow and horse tracks in the road were full of water, the rain having been enough to charge them, but not enough to wash them away. Across these minute pools the reflected stars flitted in a quick transit as she passed; she would not have known they were shining overhead if she had not seen them there—the vastest things of the universe imaged in objects so mean.


  The place to which they had travelled to-day was in the same valley as Talbothays, but some miles lower down the river; and the surroundings being open she kept easily in sight of him. Away from the house the road wound through the meads, and along these she followed Clare without any attempt to come up with him or to attract him, but with dumb and vacant fidelity.


  At last, however, her listless walk brought her up alongside him, and still he said nothing. The cruelty of fooled honesty is often great after enlightenment, and it was mighty in Clare now. The outdoor air had apparently taken away from him all tendency to act on impulse; she knew that he saw her without irradiation—in all her bareness; that Time was chanting his satiric psalm at her then—


  
    Behold, when thy face is made bare, he that loved thee shall hate;


    Thy face shall be no more fair at the fall of thy fate.


    For thy life shall fall as a leaf and be shed as the rain;


    And the veil of thine head shall be grief, and the crown shall be pain.

  


  He was still intently thinking, and her companionship had now insufficient power to break or divert the strain of thought. What a weak thing her presence must have become to him! She could not help addressing Clare.


  ‘What have I done—what have I done! I have not told of anything that interferes with or belies my love for you. You don’t think I planned it, do you? It is in your own mind what you are angry at, Angel; it is not in me. O, it is not in me, and I am not that deceitful woman you think me!’


  ‘H’m—well. Not deceitful, my wife; but not the same. No, not the same. But do not make me reproach you. I have sworn that I will not; and I will do everything to avoid it.’


  But she went on pleading in her distraction; and perhaps said things that would have been better left to silence.


  ‘Angel!—Angel! I was a child—a child when it happened! I knew nothing of men.’


  ‘You were more sinned against than sinning, that I admit.’


  ‘Then will you not forgive me?’


  ‘I do forgive you, but forgiveness is not all.’


  ‘And love me?’


  To this question he did not answer.


  ‘O Angel—my mother says that it sometimes happens so!—she knows several cases where they were worse than I, and the husband has not minded it much—has got over it at least. And yet the woman has not loved him as I do you!’


  ‘Don’t, Tess; don’t argue. Different societies, different manners. You almost make me say you are an unapprehending peasant woman, who have never been initiated into the proportions of social things. You don’t know what you say.’


  ‘I am only a peasant by position, not by nature!’


  She spoke with an impulse to anger, but it went as it came.


  ‘So much the worse for you. I think that parson who unearthed your pedigree would have done better if he had held his tongue. I cannot help associating your decline as a family with this other fact—of your want of firmness. Decrepit families imply decrepit wills, decrepit conduct. Heaven, why did you give me a handle for despising you more by informing me of your descent! Here was I thinking you a new-sprung child of nature; there were you, the belated seedling of an effete aristocracy!’


  ‘Lots of families are as bad as mine in that! Retty’s family were once large landowners, and so were Dairyman Billett’s. And the Debbyhouses, who now are carters, were once the De Bayeux family. You find such as I everywhere; ’tis a feature of our county, and I can’t help it.’


  ‘So much the worse for the county.’


  She took these reproaches in their bulk simply, not in their particulars; he did not love her as he had loved her hitherto, and to all else she was indifferent.


  They wandered on again in silence. It was said afterwards that a cottager of Wellbridge, who went out late that night for a doctor, met two lovers in the pastures, walking very slowly, without converse, one behind the other, as in a funeral procession, and the glimpse that he obtained of their faces seemed to denote that they were anxious and sad. Returning later, he passed them again in the same field, progressing just as slowly, and as regardless of the hour and of the cheerless night as before. It was only on account of his preoccupation with his own affairs, and the illness in his house, that he did not bear in mind the curious incident, which, however, he recalled a long while after.


  During the interval of the cottager’s going and coming, she had said to her husband—


  ‘I don’t see how I can help being the cause of much misery to you all your life. The river is down there. I can put an end to myself in it. I am not afraid.’


  ‘I don’t wish to add murder to my other follies,’ he said.


  ‘I will leave something to show that I did it myself—on account of my shame. They will not blame you then.’


  ‘Don’t speak so absurdly—I wish not to hear it. It is nonsense to have such thoughts in this kind of case, which is rather one for satirical laughter than for tragedy. You don’t in the least understand the quality of the mishap. It would be viewed in the light of a joke by nine-tenths of the world if it were known. Please oblige me by returning to the house, and going to bed.’


  ‘I will,’ said she dutifully.


  They had rambled round by a road which led to the well-known ruins of the Cistercian abbey behind the mill, the latter having, in centuries past, been attached to the monastic establishment. The mill still worked on, food being a perennial necessity; the abbey had perished, creeds being transient. One continually sees the ministration of the temporary outlasting the ministration of the eternal. Their walk having been circuitous they were still not far from the house, and in obeying his direction she only had to reach the large stone bridge across the main river, and follow the road for a few yards. When she got back everything remained as she had left it, the fire being still burning. She did not stay downstairs for more than a minute, but proceeded to her chamber, whither the luggage had been taken. Here she sat down on the edge of the bed, looking blankly around, and presently began to undress. In removing the light towards the bedstead its rays fell upon the tester of white dimity; something was hanging beneath it, and she lifted the candle to see what it was. A bough of mistletoe. Angel had put it there; she knew that in an instant. This was the explanation of that mysterious parcel which it had been so difficult to pack and bring; whose contents he would not explain to her, saying that time would soon show her the purpose thereof. In his zest and his gaiety he had hung it there. How foolish and inopportune that mistletoe looked now.


  Having nothing more to fear, having scarce anything to hope, for that he would relent there seemed no promise whatever, she lay down dully. When sorrow ceases to be speculative sleep sees her opportunity. Among so many happier moods which forbid repose this was a mood which welcomed it, and in a few minutes the lonely Tess forgot existence, surrounded by the aromatic stillness of the chamber that had once, possibly, been the bride-chamber of her own ancestry.


  Later on that night Clare also retraced his steps to the house. Entering softly to the sitting-room he obtained a light, and with the manner of one who had considered his course he spread his rugs upon the old horse-hair sofa which stood there, and roughly shaped it to a sleeping-couch. Before lying down he crept shoeless upstairs, and listened at the door of her apartment. Her measured breathing told that she was sleeping profoundly.


  ‘Thank God!’ murmured Clare; and yet he was conscious of a pang of bitterness at the thought—approximately true, though not wholly so—that having shifted the burden of her life to his shoulders she was now reposing without care.


  He turned away to descend; then, irresolute, faced round to her door again. In the act he caught sight of one of the d’Urberville dames, whose portrait was immediately over the entrance to Tess’s bedchamber. In the candlelight the painting was more than unpleasant. Sinister design lurked in the woman’s features, a concentrated purpose of revenge on the other sex—so it seemed to him then. The Caroline bodice of the portrait was low—precisely as Tess’s had been when he tucked it in to show the necklace; and again he experienced the distressing sensation of a resemblance between them.


  The check was sufficient. He resumed his retreat and descended.


  His air remained calm and cold, his small compressed mouth indexing his powers of self-control; his face wearing still that terribly sterile expression which had spread thereon since her disclosure. It was the face of a man who was no longer passion’s slave, yet who found no advantage in his enfranchisement. He was simply regarding the harrowing contingencies of human experience, the unexpectedness of things. Nothing so pure, so sweet, so virginal as Tess had seemed possible all the long while that he had adored her, up to an hour ago; but


  
    The little less, and what worlds away!

  


  He argued erroneously when he said to himself that her heart was not indexed in the honest freshness of her face; but Tess had no advocate to set him right. Could it be possible, he continued, that eyes which as they gazed never expressed any divergence from what the tongue was telling, were yet ever seeing another world behind her ostensible one, discordant and contrasting.


  He reclined on his couch in the sitting-room, and extinguished the light. The night came in, and took up its place there, unconcerned and indifferent; the night which had already swallowed up his happiness, and was now digesting it listlessly; and was ready to swallow up the happiness of a thousand other people with as little disturbance or change of mien.


  ♣


  XXXVI


  Clare arose in the light of a dawn that was ashy and furtive, as though associated with crime. The fireplace confronted him with its extinct embers; the spread supper-table, whereon stood the two full glasses of untasted wine, now flat and filmy; her vacated seat and his own; the other articles of furniture, with their eternal look of not being able to help it, their intolerable inquiry what was to be done? From above there was no sound; but in a few minutes there came a knock at the door. He remembered that it would be the neighbouring cottager’s wife, who was to minister to their wants while they remained here.


  The presence of a third person in the house would be extremely awkward just now, and, being already dressed, he opened the window and informed her that they could manage to shift for themselves that morning. She had a milk-can in her hand, which he told her to leave at the door. When the dame had gone away he searched in the back quarters of the house for fuel, and speedily lit a fire. There was plenty of eggs, butter, bread, and so on in the larder, and Clare soon had breakfast laid, his experiences at the dairy having rendered him facile in domestic preparations. The smoke of the kindled wood rose from the chimney without like a lotus-headed column; local people who were passing by saw it, and thought of the newly-married couple, and envied their happiness.


  Angel cast a final glance round, and then going to the foot of the stairs, called in a conventional voice—


  ‘Breakfast is ready!’


  He opened the front door, and took a few steps in the morning air. When, after a short space, he came back she was already in the sitting-room, mechanically readjusting the breakfast things. As she was fully attired, and the interval since his calling her had been but two or three minutes, she must have been dressed or nearly so before he went to summon her. Her hair was twisted up in a large round mass at the back of her head, and she had put on one of the new frocks—a pale blue woollen garment with neck-frillings of white. Her hands and face appeared to be cold, and she had possibly been sitting dressed in the bedroom a long time without any fire. The marked civility of Clare’s tone in calling her seemed to have inspired her, for the moment, with a new glimmer of hope. But it soon died when she looked at him.


  The pair were, in truth, but the ashes of their former fires. To the hot sorrow of the previous night had succeeded heaviness; it seemed as if nothing could kindle either of them to fervour of sensation any more.


  He spoke gently to her, and she replied with a like undemonstrativeness. At last she came up to him, looking in his sharply-defined face as one who had no consciousness that her own formed a visible object also.


  ‘Angel!’ she said, and paused, touching him with her fingers lightly as a breeze, as though she could hardly believe to be there in the flesh the man who was once her lover. Her eyes were bright, her pale cheek still showed its wonted roundness, though half-dried tears had left glistening traces thereon; and the usually ripe red mouth was almost as pale as her cheek. Throbbingly alive as she was still, under the stress of her mental grief the life beat so brokenly, that a little further pull upon it would cause real illness, dull her characteristic eyes, and make her mouth thin.


  She looked absolutely pure. Nature, in her fantastic trickery, had set such a seal of maidenhood upon Tess’s countenance that he gazed at her with a stupefied air.


  ‘Tess! Say it is not true! No, it is not true!’


  ‘It is true.’


  ‘Every word?’


  ‘Every word.’


  He looked at her imploringly, as if he would willingly have taken a lie from her lips, knowing it to be one, and have made of it, by some sort of sophistry, a valid denial. However, she only repeated—


  ‘It is true.’


  ‘Is he living?’ Angel then asked.


  ‘The baby died.’


  ‘But the man?’


  ‘He is alive.’


  A last despair passed over Clare’s face.


  ‘Is he in England?’


  ‘Yes.’


  He took a few vague steps.


  ‘My position—is this,’ he said abruptly. ‘I thought—any man would have thought—that by giving up all ambition to win a wife with social standing, with fortune, with knowledge of the world, I should secure rustic innocence as surely as I should secure pink cheeks; but—— However, I am no man to reproach you, and I will not.’


  Tess felt his position so entirely that the remainder had not been needed. Therein lay just the distress of it; she saw that he had lost all round.


  ‘Angel—I should not have let it go on to marriage with you if I had not known that, after all, there was a last way out of it for you; though I hoped you would never——’


  Her voice grew husky.


  ‘A last way?’


  ‘I mean, to get rid of me. You can get rid of me.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘By divorcing me.’


  ‘Good heavens—how can you be so simple! How can I divorce you?’


  ‘Can’t you—now I have told you? I thought my confession would give you grounds for that.’


  ‘O Tess—you are too, too—childish—unformed—crude, I suppose! I don’t know what you are. You don’t understand the law—you don’t understand!’


  ‘What—you cannot?’


  ‘Indeed I cannot.’


  A quick shame mixed with the misery upon his listener’s face.


  ‘I thought—I thought,’ she whispered. ‘O, now I see how wicked I seem to you! Believe me—believe me, on my soul, I never thought but that you could! I hoped you would not; yet I believed, without a doubt, that you could cast me off if you were determined, and didn’t love me at—at—all!’


  ‘You were mistaken,’ he said.


  ‘O, then I ought to have done it, to have done it last night! But I hadn’t the courage. That’s just like me!’


  ‘The courage to do what?’


  As she did not answer he took her by the hand.


  ‘What were you thinking of doing?’ he inquired.


  ‘Of putting an end to myself.’


  ‘When?’


  She writhed under this inquisitorial manner of his. ‘Last night,’ she answered.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Under your mistletoe.’


  ‘My good—! How?’ he asked sternly.


  ‘I’ll tell you, if you won’t be angry with me!’ she said, shrinking. ‘It was with the cord of my box. But I could not—do the last thing! I was afraid that it might cause a scandal to your name.’


  The unexpected quality of this confession, wrung from her, and not volunteered, shook him perceptibly. But he still held her, and, letting his glance fall from her face downwards, he said,


  ‘Now, listen to this. You must not dare to think of such a horrible thing! How could you! You will promise me as your husband to attempt that no more.’


  ‘I am ready to promise. I saw how wicked it was.’


  ‘Wicked! The idea was unworthy of you beyond description.’


  ‘But, Angel,’ she pleaded, enlarging her eyes in calm unconcern upon him, ‘it was thought of entirely on your account—to set you free without the scandal of the divorce that I thought you would have to get. I should never have dreamt of doing it on mine. However, to do it with my own hand is too good for me, after all. It is you, my ruined husband, who ought to strike the blow. I think I should love you more, if that were possible, if you could bring yourself to do it, since there’s no other way of escape for ’ee. I feel I am so utterly worthless! So very greatly in the way!’


  ‘Ssh!’


  ‘Well, since you say no, I won’t. I have no wish opposed to yours.’


  He knew this to be true enough. Since the desperation of the night her activities had dropped to zero, and there was no further rashness to be feared.


  Tess tried to busy herself again over the breakfast-table with more or less success, and they sat down both on the same side, so that their glances did not meet. There was at first something awkward in hearing each other eat and drink, but this could not be escaped; moreover, the amount of eating done was small on both sides. Breakfast over he rose, and telling her the hour at which he might be expected to dinner, went off to the miller’s in a mechanical pursuance of the plan of studying that business, which had been his only practical reason for coming here.


  When he was gone Tess stood at the window, and presently saw his form crossing the great stone bridge which conducted to the mill premises. He sank behind it, crossed the railway beyond, and disappeared. Then, without a sigh, she turned her attention to the room, and began clearing the table and setting it in order.


  The charwoman soon came. Her presence was at first a strain upon Tess, but afterwards an alleviation. At half-past twelve she left her assistant alone in the kitchen, and, returning to the sitting-room, waited for the reappearance of Angel’s form behind the bridge.


  About one he showed himself. Her face flushed, although he was a quarter of a mile off. She ran to the kitchen to get the dinner served by the time he should enter. He went first to the room where they had washed their hands together the day before, and as he entered the sitting-room the dish-covers rose from the dishes as if by his own motion.


  ‘How punctual!’ he said.


  ‘Yes. I saw you coming over the bridge,’ said she.


  The meal was passed in commonplace talk of what he had been doing during the morning at the Abbey Mill, of the methods of bolting and the old-fashioned machinery, which he feared would not enlighten him greatly on modern improved methods, some of it seeming to have been in use ever since the days it ground for the monks in the adjoining conventual buildings—now a heap of ruins. He left the house again in the course of an hour, coming home at dusk, and occupying himself through the evening with his papers. She feared she was in the way, and, when the old woman was gone, retired to the kitchen, where she made herself busy as well as she could for more than an hour.


  Clare’s shape appeared at the door.


  ‘You must not work like this,’ he said. ‘You are not my servant; you are my wife.’


  She raised her eyes, and brightened somewhat. ‘I may think myself that—indeed?’ she murmured, in piteous raillery. ‘You mean in name! Well, I don’t want to be anything more.’


  ‘You may think so, Tess! You are. What do you mean?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said hastily, with tears in her accents. ‘I thought I—because I am not respectable, I mean. I told you I thought I was not respectable enough long ago—and on that account I didn’t want to marry you, only—only you urged me!’


  She broke into sobs, and turned her back to him. It would almost have won round any man but Angel Clare. Within the remote depths of his constitution, so gentle and affectionate as he was in general, there lay hidden a hard logical deposit, like a vein of metal in a soft loam, which turned the edge of everything that attempted to traverse it. It had blocked his acceptance of the Church; it blocked his acceptance of Tess. Moreover, his affection itself was less fire than radiance, and, with regard to the other sex, when he ceased to believe he ceased to follow: contrasting in this with many impressionable natures, who remain sensuously infatuated with what they intellectually despise. He waited till her sobbing ceased.


  ‘I wish half the women in England were as respectable as you,’ he said, in an ebullition of bitterness against womankind in general. ‘It isn’t a question of respectability, but one of principle!’


  He spoke such things as these and more of a kindred sort to her, being still swayed by the antipathetic wave which warps direct souls with such persistence when once their vision finds itself mocked by appearances. There was, it is true, underneath, a back current of sympathy through which a woman of the world might have conquered him. But Tess did not think of this; she took everything as her deserts, and hardly opened her mouth. The firmness of her devotion to him was indeed almost pitiful; quick-tempered as she naturally was, nothing that he could say made her unseemly; she sought not her own; was not provoked; thought no evil of his treatment of her. She might just now have been Apostolic Charity herself returned to a self-seeking modern world.


  This evening, night, and morning were passed precisely as the preceding ones had been passed. On one, and only one, occasion did she—the formerly free and independent Tess—venture to make any advances. It was on the third occasion of his starting after a meal to go out to the flour-mill. As he was leaving the table he said ‘Good-bye,’ and she replied in the same words, at the same time inclining her mouth in the way of his. He did not avail himself of the invitation, saying, as he turned hastily aside—


  ‘I shall be home punctually.’


  Tess shrank into herself as if she had been struck. Often enough had he tried to reach those lips against her consent—often had he said gaily that her mouth and breath tasted of the butter and eggs and milk and honey on which she mainly lived, that he drew sustenance from them, and other follies of that sort. But he did not care for them now. He observed her sudden shrinking, and said gently—


  ‘You know, I have to think of a course. It was imperative that we should stay together a little while, to avoid the scandal to you that would have resulted from our immediate parting. But you must see it is only for form’s sake.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Tess absently.


  He went out, and on his way to the mill stood still, and wished for a moment that he had responded yet more kindly, and kissed her once at least.


  Thus they lived through this despairing day or two; in the same house, truly; but more widely apart than before they were lovers. It was evident to her that he was, as he had said, living with paralyzed activities, in his endeavour to think of a plan of procedure. She was awe-stricken to discover such determination under such apparent flexibility. His consistency was, indeed, too cruel. She no longer expected forgiveness now. More than once she thought of going away from him during his absence at the mill; but she feared that this, instead of benefiting him, might be the means of hampering and humiliating him yet more if it should become known.


  Meanwhile Clare was meditating, verily. His thought had been unsuspended; he was becoming ill with thinking; eaten out with thinking, withered by thinking; scourged out of all his former pulsating flexuous domesticity. He walked about saying to himself, ‘What’s to be done—what’s to be done?’ and by chance she overheard him. It caused her to break the reserve about their future which had hitherto prevailed.


  ‘I suppose—you are not going to live with me—long, are you, Angel?’ she asked, the sunk corners of her mouth betraying how purely mechanical were the means by which she retained that expression of chastened calm upon her face.


  ‘I cannot,’ he said, ‘without despising myself, and what is worse, perhaps, despising you. I mean, of course, cannot live with you in the ordinary sense. At present, whatever I feel, I do not despise you. And, let me speak plainly, or you may not see all my difficulties. How can we live together while that man lives?—he being your husband in Nature, and not I. If he were dead it might be different…. Besides, that’s not all the difficulty; it lies in another consideration—one bearing upon the future of other people than ourselves. Think of years to come, and children being born to us, and this past matter getting known—for it must get known. There is not an uttermost part of the earth but somebody comes from it or goes to it from elsewhere. Well, think of wretches of our flesh and blood growing up under a taunt which they will gradually get to feel the full force of with their expanding years. What an awakening for them! What a prospect! Can you honestly say Remain, after contemplating this contingency? Don’t you think we had better endure the ills we have than fly to others?’


  Her eyelids, weighted with trouble, continued drooping as before.


  ‘I cannot say Remain,’ she answered. ‘I cannot; I had not thought so far.’


  Tess’s feminine hope—shall we confess it—had been so obstinately recuperative as to revive in her surreptitious visions of a domiciliary intimacy continued long enough to break down his coldness even against his judgment. Though unsophisticated in the usual sense, she was not incomplete; and it would have denoted deficiency of womanhood if she had not instinctively known what an argument lies in propinquity. Nothing else would serve her, she knew, if this failed. It was wrong to hope in what was of the nature of strategy, she said to herself: yet that sort of hope she could not extinguish. His last representation had now been made, and it was, as she said, a new view. She had truly never thought so far as that, and his lucid picture of possible offspring who would scorn her was one that brought deadly conviction to an honest heart which was humanitarian to its centre. Sheer experience had already taught her that, in some circumstances, there was one thing better than to lead a good life, and that was to be saved from leading any life whatever. Like all who have been previsioned by suffering, she could, in the words of M. Sully-Prudhomme, hear a penal sentence in the fiat, ‘You shall be born,’ particularly if addressed to potential issue of hers.


  Yet such is the vulpine slyness of Dame Nature, that, till now, Tess had been hoodwinked by her love for Clare into forgetting it might result in vitalizations that would inflict upon others what she had bewailed as a misfortune to herself.


  She therefore could not withstand his argument. But with the self-combating proclivity of the supersensitive, an answer thereto arose in Clare’s own mind, and he almost feared it. It was based on her exceptional physical nature; and she might have used it promisingly. She might have added besides: ‘On an Australian upland or Texan plain, who is to know or care about my misfortunes, or to reproach me or you?’ Yet, like the majority of women, she accepted the momentary presentment as if it were the inevitable. And she may have been right. The intuitive heart of woman knoweth not only its own bitterness, but its husband’s, and even if these assumed reproaches were not likely to be addressed to him or to his by strangers, they might have reached his ears from his own fastidious brain.


  It was the third day of the estrangement. Some might risk the odd paradox that with more animalism he would have been the nobler man. We do not say it. Yet Clare’s love was doubtless ethereal to a fault, imaginative to impracticability. With these natures, corporeal presence is sometimes less appealing than corporeal absence; the latter creating an ideal presence that conveniently drops the defects of the real. She found that her personality did not plead her cause so forcibly as she had anticipated. The figurative phrase was true: she was another woman than the one who had excited his desire.


  ‘I have thought over what you say,’ she remarked to him, moving her forefinger over the tablecloth, her other hand, which bore the ring that mocked them both, supporting her forehead. ‘It is quite true all of it; it must be. You must go away from me.’


  ‘But what can you do?’


  ‘I can go home.’


  Clare had not thought of that.


  ‘Are you sure?’ he inquired.


  ‘Quite sure. We ought to part, and we may as well get it past and done. You once said that I was apt to win men against their better judgment; and if I am constantly before your eyes I may cause you to change your plans in opposition to your reason and wish; and afterwards your repentance and my sorrow will be terrible.’


  ‘And you would like to go home?’ he asked.


  ‘I want to leave you, and go home.’


  ‘Then it shall be so.’


  Though she did not look up at him, she started. There was a difference between the proposition and the covenant, which she had felt only too quickly.


  ‘I feared it would come to this,’ she murmured, her countenance meekly fixed. ‘I don’t complain, Angel. I—I think it best. What you said has quite convinced me. Yes, though nobody else should reproach me if we should stay together, yet somewhen, years hence, you might get angry with me for any ordinary matter, and knowing what you do of my bygones you yourself might be tempted to say words, and they might be overheard, perhaps by my own children. O, what only hurts me now would torture and kill me then! I will go—to-morrow.’


  ‘And I shall not stay here. Though I didn’t like to initiate it, I have seen that it was advisable we should part—at least for a while, till I can better see the shape that things have taken, and can write to you.’


  Tess stole a glance at her husband. He was pale, even tremulous; but, as before, she was appalled by the determination revealed in the depths of this gentle being she had married—the will to subdue the grosser to the subtler emotion, the substance to the conception, the flesh to the spirit. Propensities, tendencies, habits, were as dead leaves upon the tyrannous wind of his imaginative ascendency.


  He may have observed her look, for he explained—


  ‘I think of people more kindly when I am away from them;’ adding cynically, ‘God knows; perhaps we shall shake down together some day, for weariness; thousands have done it!’


  That day he began to pack up, and she went upstairs and began to pack also. Both knew that it was in their two minds that they might part the next morning for ever, despite the gloss of assuaging conjectures thrown over their proceeding because they were of the sort to whom any parting which has an air of finality is a torture. He knew, and she knew, that, though the fascination which each had exercised over the other—on her part independently of accomplishments—would probably in the first days of their separation be even more potent than ever, time must attenuate that effect; the practical arguments against accepting her as a housemate might pronounce themselves more strongly in the boreal light of a remoter view. Moreover, when two people are once parted—have abandoned a common domicile and a common environment—new growths insensibly bud upward to fill each vacated place; unforeseen accidents hinder intentions, and old plans are forgotten.


  ♣


  XXXVII


  Midnight came and passed silently, for there was nothing to announce it in the Valley of the Froom.


  Not long after one o’clock there was a slight creak in the darkened farmhouse once the mansion of the d’Urbervilles. Tess, who used the upper chamber, heard it and awoke. It had come from the corner step of the staircase, which, as usual, was loosely nailed. She saw the door of her bedroom open, and the figure of her husband crossed the stream of moonlight with a curiously careful tread. He was in his shirt and trousers only, and her first flush of joy died when she perceived that his eyes were fixed in an unnatural stare on vacancy. When he reached the middle of the room he stood still and murmured, in tones of indescribable sadness—


  ‘Dead! dead! dead!’


  Under the influence of any strongly-disturbing force Clare would occasionally walk in his sleep, and even perform strange feats, such as he had done on the night of their return from market just before their marriage, when he re-enacted in his bedroom his combat with the man who had insulted her. Tess saw that continued mental distress had wrought him into that somnambulistic state now.


  Her loyal confidence in him lay so deep down in her heart that, awake or asleep, he inspired her with no sort of personal fear. If he had entered with a pistol in his hand he would scarcely have disturbed her trust in his protectiveness.


  Clare came close, and bent over her. ‘Dead, dead, dead!’ he murmured.


  After fixedly regarding her for some moments with the same gaze of unmeasurable woe he bent lower, enclosed her in his arms, and rolled her in the sheet as in a shroud. Then lifting her from the bed with as much respect as one would show to a dead body, he carried her across the room, murmuring—


  ‘My poor, poor Tess—my dearest, darling Tess! So sweet, so good, so true!’


  The words of endearment, withheld so severely in his waking hours, were inexpressibly sweet to her forlorn and hungry heart. If it had been to save her weary life she would not, by moving or struggling, have put an end to the position she found herself in. Thus she lay in absolute stillness, scarcely venturing to breathe, and, wondering what he was going to do with her, suffered herself to be borne out upon the landing.


  ‘My wife—dead, dead!’ he said.


  He paused in his labours for a moment to lean with her against the banister. Was he going to throw her down? Self-solicitude was near extinction in her, and in the knowledge that he had planned to depart on the morrow, possibly for always, she lay in his arms in this precarious position with a sense rather of luxury than of terror. If they could only fall together, and both be dashed to pieces, how fit, how desirable.


  However, he did not let her fall, but took advantage of the support of the handrail to imprint a kiss upon her lips—lips in the daytime scorned. Then he clasped her with a renewed firmness of hold, and descended the staircase. The creak of the loose stair did not awaken him, and they reached the ground-floor safely. Freeing one of his hands from his grasp of her for a moment, he slid back the door-bar and passed out, slightly striking his stockinged toe against the edge of the door. But this he seemed not to mind, and, having room for extension in the open air, he lifted her against his shoulder, so that he could carry her with ease, the absence of clothes taking much from his burden. Thus he bore her off the premises in the direction of the river a few yards distant.


  His ultimate intention, if he had any, she had not yet divined; and she found herself conjecturing on the matter as a third person might have done. So easefully had she delivered her whole being up to him that it pleased her to think he was regarding her as his absolute possession, to dispose of as he should choose. It was consoling, under the hovering terror of to-morrow’s separation, to feel that he really recognized her now as his wife Tess, and did not cast her off, even if in that recognition he went so far as to arrogate to himself the right of harming her.


  Ah! now she knew what he was dreaming of—that Sunday morning when he had borne her along through the water with the other dairymaids, who had loved him nearly as much as she, if that were possible, which Tess could hardly admit. Clare did not cross the bridge with her, but proceeding several paces on the same side towards the adjoining mill, at length stood still on the brink of the river.


  Its waters, in creeping down these miles of meadow-land, frequently divided, serpentining in purposeless curves, looping themselves around little islands that had no name, returning and re-embodying themselves as a broad main stream further on. Opposite the spot to which he had brought her was such a general confluence, and the river was proportionately voluminous and deep. Across it was a narrow foot-bridge; but now the autumn flood had washed the handrail away, leaving the bare plank only, which, lying a few inches above the speeding current, formed a giddy pathway for even steady heads; and Tess had noticed from the window of the house in the daytime young men walking across upon it as a feat in balancing. Her husband had possibly observed the same performance; anyhow, he now mounted the plank, and, sliding one foot forward, advanced along it.


  Was he going to drown her? Probably he was. The spot was lonely, the river deep and wide enough to make such a purpose easy of accomplishment. He might drown her if he would; it would be better than parting to-morrow to lead severed lives.


  The swift stream raced and gyrated under them, tossing, distorting, and splitting the moon’s reflected face. Spots of froth travelled past, and intercepted weeds waved behind the piles. If they could both fall together into the current now, their arms would be so tightly clasped together that they could not be saved; they would go out of the world almost painlessly, and there would be no more reproach to her, or to him for marrying her. His last half-hour with her would have been a loving one, while if they lived till he awoke his daytime aversion would return, and this hour would remain to be contemplated only as a transient dream.


  The impulse stirred in her, yet she dared not indulge it, to make a movement that would have precipitated them both into the gulf. How she valued her own life had been proved; but his—she had no right to tamper with it. He reached the other side with her in safety.


  Here they were within a plantation which formed the Abbey grounds, and taking a new hold of her he went onward a few steps till they reached the ruined choir of the Abbey-church. Against the north wall was the empty stone coffin of an abbot, in which every tourist with a turn for grim humour was accustomed to stretch himself. In this Clare carefully laid Tess. Having kissed her lips a second time he breathed deeply, as if a greatly desired end were attained. Clare then lay down on the ground alongside, when he immediately fell into the deep dead slumber of exhaustion, and remained motionless as a log. The spurt of mental excitement which had produced the effort was now over.


  Tess sat up in the coffin. The night, though dry and mild for the season, was more than sufficiently cold to make it dangerous for him to remain here long, in his half-clothed state. If he were left to himself he would in all probability stay there till the morning, and be chilled to certain death. She had heard of such deaths after sleep-walking. But how could she dare to awaken him, and let him know what he had been doing, when it would mortify him to discover his folly in respect of her? Tess, however, stepping out of her stone confine, shook him slightly, but was unable to arouse him without being violent. It was indispensable to do something, for she was beginning to shiver, the sheet being but a poor protection. Her excitement had in a measure kept her warm during the few minutes’ adventure; but that beatific interval was over.


  It suddenly occurred to her to try persuasion; and accordingly she whispered in his ear, with as much firmness and decision as she could summon—


  ‘Let us walk on, darling,’ at the same time taking him suggestively by the arm. To her relief, he unresistingly acquiesced; her words had apparently thrown him back into his dream, which thenceforward seemed to enter on a new phase, wherein he fancied she had risen as a spirit, and was leading him to Heaven. Thus she conducted him by the arm to the stone bridge in front of their residence, crossing which they stood at the manor-house door. Tess’s feet were quite bare, and the stones hurt her, and chilled her to the bone; but Clare was in his woollen stockings, and appeared to feel no discomfort.


  There was no further difficulty. She induced him to lie down on his own sofa bed, and covered him up warmly, lighting a temporary fire of wood, to dry any dampness out of him. The noise of these attentions she thought might awaken him, and secretly wished that they might. But the exhaustion of his mind and body was such that he remained undisturbed.


  As soon as they met the next morning Tess divined that Angel knew little or nothing of how far she had been concerned in the night’s excursion, though, as regarded himself he may have been aware that he had not lain still. In truth, he had awakened that morning from a sleep deep as annihilation; and during those first few moments in which the brain, like a Samson shaking himself, is trying its strength, he had some dim notion of an unusual nocturnal proceeding. But the realities of his situation soon displaced conjecture on the other subject.


  He waited in expectancy to discern some mental pointing; he knew that if any intention of his, concluded over-night, did not vanish in the light of morning, it stood on a basis approximating to one of pure reason, even if initiated by impulse of feeling; that it was so far, therefore, to be trusted. He thus beheld in the pale morning light the resolve to separate from her; not as a hot and indignant instinct, but denuded of the passionateness which had made it scorch and burn; standing in its bones; nothing but a skeleton, but none the less there. Clare no longer hesitated.


  At breakfast, and while they were packing the few remaining articles, he showed his weariness from the night’s effort so unmistakably that Tess was on the point of revealing all that had happened; but the reflection that it would anger him, grieve him, stultify him, to know that he had instinctively manifested a fondness for her of which his common-sense did not approve; that his inclination had compromised his dignity when reason slept, again deterred her. It was too much like laughing at a man when sober for his erratic deeds during intoxication.


  It just crossed her mind, too, that he might have a faint recollection of his tender vagary, and was disinclined to allude to it from a conviction that she would take amatory advantage of the opportunity it gave her of appealing to him anew not to go.


  He had ordered by letter a vehicle from the nearest town, and soon after breakfast it arrived. She saw in it the beginning of the end—the temporary end, at least, for the revelation of his tenderness by the incident of the night raised dreams of a possible future with him. The luggage was put on the top, and the man drove them off, the miller and the old waiting-woman expressing some surprise at their precipitate departure, which Clare attributed to his discovery that the mill-work was not of the modern kind which he wished to investigate, a statement that was true so far as it went. Beyond this there was nothing in the manner of their leaving to suggest a fiasco, or that they were not going together to visit friends.


  Their route lay near the dairy from which they had started with such solemn joy in each other a few days back, and, as Clare wished to wind up his business with Mr. Crick, Tess could hardly avoid paying Mrs. Crick a call at the same time, unless she would excite suspicion of their unhappy state.


  To make the call as unobtrusive as possible they left the carriage by the wicket leading down from the high road to the dairy-house, and descended the track on foot, side by side. The withy-bed had been cut, and they could see over the stumps the spot to which Clare had followed her when he pressed her to be his wife; to the left the enclosure in which she had been fascinated by his harp; and far away behind the cowstalls the mead which had been the scene of their first embrace. The gold of the summer picture was now gray, the colours mean, the rich soil mud, and the river cold.


  Over the barton-gate the dairyman saw them, and came forward, throwing into his face the kind of jocularity deemed appropriate in Talbothays and its vicinity on the re-appearance of the newly-married. Then Mrs. Crick emerged from the house, and several others of their old acquaintance, though Marian and Retty did not seem to be there.


  Tess valiantly bore their sly attacks and friendly humours, which affected her far otherwise than they supposed. In the tacit agreement of husband and wife to keep their estrangement a secret they behaved as would have been ordinary. And then, although she would rather there had been no word spoken on the subject, Tess had to hear in detail the story of Marian and Retty. The latter had gone home to her father’s, and Marian had left to look for employment elsewhere. They feared she would come to no good.


  To dissipate the sadness of this recital Tess went and bade all her favourite cows good-bye, touching each of them with her hand, and as she and Clare stood side by side at leaving, as if united body and soul, there would have been something peculiarly sorry in their aspect to one who should have seen it truly; two limbs of one life, as they outwardly were, his arm touching hers, her skirts touching him, facing one way, as against all the dairy facing the other, speaking in their adieux as ‘we,’ and yet sundered like the poles. Perhaps something unusually stiff and embarrassed in their attitude, some awkwardness in acting up to their profession of unity, different from the natural shyness of young couples, may have been apparent, for when they were gone Mrs. Crick said to her husband—


  ‘How onnatural the brightness of her eyes did seem, and how they stood like waxen images and talked as if they were in a dream! Didn’t it strike ’ee that ’twas so? Tess had always sommat strange in her, and she’s not now quite like the proud young bride of a well-be-doing man.’


  They re-entered the vehicle, and were driven along the roads towards Weatherbury and Stagfoot Lane, till they reached the Lane inn, where Clare dismissed the fly and man. They rested here a while, and entering the Vale were next driven onward towards her home by a stranger who did not know their relations. At a midway point, when Nuttlebury had been passed, and where there were cross-roads, Clare stopped the conveyance and said to Tess that if she meant to return to her mother’s house it was here that he would leave her. As they could not talk with freedom in the driver’s presence he asked her to accompany him for a few steps on foot along one of the branch roads; she assented, and directing the man to wait a few minutes they strolled away.


  ‘Now, let us understand each other,’ he said gently. ‘There is no anger between us, though there is that which I cannot endure at present. I will try to bring myself to endure it. I will let you know where I go to as soon as I know myself. And if I can bring myself to bear it—if it is desirable, possible—I will come to you. But until I come to you it will be better that you should not try to come to me.’


  The severity of the decree seemed deadly to Tess; she saw his view of her clearly enough; he could regard her in no other light than that of one who had practised gross deceit upon him. Yet could a woman who had done even what she had done deserve all this? But she could contest the point with him no further. She simply repeated after him his own words.


  ‘Until you come to me I must not try to come to you?’


  ‘Just so.’


  ‘May I write to you?’


  ‘O yes—if you are ill, or want anything at all. I hope that will not be the case; so that it may happen that I write first to you.’


  ‘I agree to the conditions, Angel; because you know best what my punishment ought to be; only—only—don’t make it more than I can bear!’


  That was all she said on the matter. If Tess had been artful, had she made a scene, fainted, wept hysterically, in that lonely lane, notwithstanding the fury of fastidiousness with which he was possessed, he would probably not have withstood her. But her mood of long-suffering made his way easy for him, and she herself was his best advocate. Pride, too, entered into her submission—which perhaps was a symptom of that reckless acquiescence in chance too apparent in the whole d’Urberville family—and the many effective chords which she could have stirred by an appeal were left untouched.


  The remainder of their discourse was on practical matters only. He now handed her a packet containing a fairly good sum of money, which he had obtained from his bankers for the purpose. The brilliants, the interest in which seemed to be Tess’s for her life only (if he understood the wording of the will), he advised her to let him send to a bank for safety; and to this she readily agreed.


  These things arranged he walked with Tess back to the carriage, and handed her in. The coachman was paid and told where to drive her. Taking next his own bag and umbrella—the sole articles he had brought with him hitherwards—he bade her good-bye; and they parted there and then.


  The fly moved creepingly up a hill, and Clare watched it go with an unpremeditated hope that Tess would look out of the window for one moment. But that she never thought of doing, would not have ventured to do, lying in a half-dead faint inside. Thus he beheld her recede, and in the anguish of his heart quoted a line from a poet, with peculiar emendations of his own—


  
    God’s not in his heaven: all’s wrong with the world!

  


  When Tess had passed over the crest of the hill he turned to go his own way, and hardly knew that he loved her still.


  ♣


  XXXVIII


  As she drove on through Blackmoor Vale, and the landscape of her youth began to open around her, Tess aroused herself from her stupor. Her first thought was how would she be able to face her parents?


  She reached a turnpike-gate which stood upon the highway to the village. It was thrown open by a stranger, not by the old man who had kept it for many years, and to whom she had been known; he had probably left on New Year’s Day, the date when such changes were made. Having received no intelligence lately from her home, she asked the turnpike-keeper for news.


  ‘Oh—nothing, miss,’ he answered. ‘Marlott is Marlott still. Folks have died and that. John Durbeyfield, too, hev had a daughter married this week to a gentleman-farmer; not from John’s own house, you know; they was married elsewhere; the gentleman being of that high standing that John’s own folk was not considered well-be-doing enough to have any part in it, the bridegroom seeming not to know how’t have been discovered that John is a old and ancient nobleman himself by blood, with family skillentons in their own vaults to this day, but done out of his property in the time o’ the Romans. However, Sir John, as we call ’n now, kept up the wedding-day as well as he could, and stood treat to everybody in the parish; and John’s wife sung songs at The Pure Drop till past eleven o’clock.’


  Hearing this, Tess felt so sick at heart that she could not decide to go home publicly in the fly with her luggage and belongings. She asked the turnpike-keeper if she might deposit her things at his house for a while, and, on his offering no objection, she dismissed her carriage, and went on to the village alone by a back lane.


  At sight of her father’s chimney she asked herself how she could possibly enter the house? Inside that cottage her relations were calmly supposing her far away on a wedding-tour with a comparatively rich man, who was to conduct her to bouncing prosperity; while here she was, friendless, creeping up to the old door quite by herself, with no better place to go to in the world.


  She did not reach the house unobserved. Just by the garden-hedge she was met by a girl who knew her—one of the two or three with whom she had been intimate at school. After making a few inquiries as to how Tess came there, her friend, unheeding her tragic look, interrupted with—


  ‘But where’s thy gentleman, Tess?’


  Tess hastily explained that he had been called away on business, and, leaving her interlocutor, clambered over the garden-hedge, and thus made her way to the house.


  As she went up the garden-path she heard her mother singing by the back door, coming in sight of which she perceived Mrs. Durbeyfield on the doorstep in the act of wringing a sheet. Having performed this without observing Tess, she went indoors, and her daughter followed her.


  The washing-tub stood in the same old place on the same old quarter-hogshead, and her mother, having thrown the sheet aside, was about to plunge her arms in anew.


  ‘Why—Tess!—my chil’—I thought you was married!—married really and truly this time—we sent the cider——’


  ‘Yes, mother; so I am.’


  ‘Going to be?’


  ‘No—I am married.’


  ‘Married! Then where’s thy husband?’


  ‘Oh, he’s gone away for a time.’


  ‘Gone away! When was you married, then? The day you said?’


  ‘Yes, Tuesday, mother.’


  ‘And now ’tis on’y Saturday, and he gone away?’


  ‘Yes; he’s gone.’


  ‘What’s the meaning o’ that? ’Nation seize such husbands as you seem to get, say I!’


  ‘Mother!’ Tess went across to Joan Durbeyfield, laid her face upon the matron’s bosom, and burst into sobs. ‘I don’t know how to tell ’ee, mother! You said to me, and wrote to me, that I was not to tell him. But I did tell him—I couldn’t help it—and he went away!’


  ‘O you little fool—you little fool!’ burst out Mrs. Durbeyfield, splashing Tess and herself in her agitation. ‘My good God! that ever I should ha’ lived to say it, but I say it again, you little fool!’


  Tess was convulsed with weeping, the tension of so many days having relaxed at last.


  ‘I know it—I know—I know!’ she gasped through her sobs. ‘But, O my mother, I could not help it! He was so good—and I felt the wickedness of trying to blind him as to what had happened! If—if—it were to be done again—I should do the same. I could not—I dared not—so sin—against him!’


  ‘But you sinned enough to marry him first!’


  ‘Yes, yes; that’s where my misery do lie! But I thought he could get rid o’ me by law if he were determined not to overlook it. And O, if you knew—if you could only half know how I loved him—how anxious I was to have him—and how wrung I was between caring so much for him and my wish to be fair to him!’


  Tess was so shaken that she could get no further, and sank a helpless thing into a chair.


  ‘Well, well; what’s done can’t be undone! I’m sure I don’t know why children o’ my bringing forth should all be bigger simpletons than other people’s—not to know better than to blab such a thing as that, when he couldn’t ha’ found it out till too late!’ Here Mrs. Durbeyfield began shedding tears on her own account as a mother to be pitied. ‘What your father will say I don’t know,’ she continued; ‘for he’s been talking about the wedding up at Rolliver’s and The Pure Drop every day since, and about his family getting back to their rightful position through you—poor silly man!—and now you’ve made this mess of it! The Lord-a-Lord!’


  As if to bring matters to a focus, Tess’s father was heard approaching at that moment. He did not, however, enter immediately, and Mrs. Durbeyfield said that she would break the bad news to him herself, Tess keeping out of sight for the present. After her first burst of disappointment Joan began to take the mishap as she had taken Tess’s original trouble, as she would have taken a wet holiday or failure in the potato-crop; as a thing which had come upon them irrespective of desert or folly; a chance external impingement to be borne with; not a lesson.


  Tess retreated upstairs, and beheld casually that the beds had been shifted, and new arrangements made. Her old bed had been adapted for two younger children. There was no place here for her now.


  The room below being unceiled she could hear most of what went on there. Presently her father entered, apparently carrying a live hen. He was a foot-haggler now, having been obliged to sell his second horse, and he travelled with his basket on his arm. The hen had been carried about this morning as it was often carried, to show people that he was in his work, though it had lain, with its legs tied, under the table at Rolliver’s for more than an hour.


  ‘We’ve just had up a story about——’ Durbeyfield began, and thereupon related in detail to his wife a discussion which had arisen at the inn about the clergy, originated by the fact of his daughter having married into a clerical family. ‘They was formerly styled “sir,” like my own ancestry,’ he said, ‘though nowadays their true style, strictly speaking, is “clerk” only.’ As Tess had wished that no great publicity should be given to the event, he had mentioned no particulars. He hoped she would remove that prohibition soon. He proposed that the couple should take Tess’s own name, d’Urberville, as uncorrupted. It was better than her husband’s. He asked if any letter had come from her that day.


  Then Mrs. Durbeyfield informed him that no letter had come, but Tess unfortunately had come herself.


  When at length the collapse was explained to him a sullen mortification, not usual with Durbeyfield, overpowered the influence of the cheering glass. Yet the intrinsic quality of the event moved his touchy sensitiveness less than its conjectured effect upon the minds of others.


  ‘To think, now, that this was to be the end o’t!’ said Sir John. ‘And I with a family vault under that there church of Kingsbere as big as Squire Jollard’s ale-cellar, and my folk lying there in sixes and sevens, as genuine county bones and marrow as any recorded in history. And now to be sure what they fellers at Rolliver’s and The Pure Drop will say to me! How they’ll squint and glane, and say, “This is yer mighty match is it; this is yer getting back to the true level of yer forefathers in King Norman’s time!” I feel this is too much, Joan; I shall put an end to myself, title and all—I can bear it no longer! … But she can make him keep her if he’s married her?’


  ‘Why, yes. But she won’t think o’ doing that.’


  ‘D’ye think he really have married her?—or is it like the first——’


  Poor Tess, who had heard as far as this, could not bear to hear more. The perception that her word could be doubted even here, in her own parental house, set her mind against the spot as nothing else could have done. How unexpected were the attacks of destiny! And if her father doubted her a little, would not neighbours and acquaintance doubt her much? O, she could not live long at home!


  A few days, accordingly, were all that she allowed herself here, at the end of which time she received a short note from Clare, informing her that he had gone to the North of England to look at a farm. In her craving for the lustre of her true position as his wife, and to hide from her parents the vast extent of the division between them, she made use of this letter as her reason for again departing, leaving them under the impression that she was setting out to join him. Still further to screen her husband from any imputation of unkindness to her, she took twenty-five of the fifty pounds Clare had given her, and handed the sum over to her mother, as if the wife of a man like Angel Clare could well afford it, saying that it was a slight return for the trouble and humiliation she had brought upon them in years past. With this assertion of her dignity she bade them farewell; and after that there were lively doings in the Durbeyfield household for some time on the strength of Tess’s bounty, her mother saying, and, indeed, believing, that the rupture which had arisen between the young husband and wife had adjusted itself under their strong feeling that they could not live apart from each other.


  ♣


  XXXIX


  It was three weeks after the marriage that Clare found himself descending the hill which led to the well-known parsonage of his father. With his downward course the tower of the church rose into the evening sky in a manner of inquiry as to why he had come; and no living person in the twilighted town seemed to notice him, still less to expect him. He was arriving like a ghost, and the sound of his own footsteps was almost an encumbrance to be got rid of.


  The picture of life had changed for him. Before this time he had known it but speculatively; now he thought he knew it as a practical man; though perhaps he did not, even yet. Nevertheless humanity stood before him no longer in the pensive sweetness of Italian art, but in the staring and ghastly attitudes of a Wiertz Museum, and with the leer of a study by Van Beers.


  His conduct during these first weeks had been desultory beyond description. After mechanically attempting to pursue his agricultural plans as though nothing unusual had happened, in the manner recommended by the great and wise men of all ages, he concluded that very few of those great and wise men had ever gone so far outside themselves as to test the feasibility of their counsel. ‘This is the chief thing: be not perturbed,’ said the Pagan moralist. That was just Clare’s own opinion. But he was perturbed. ‘Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid,’ said the Nazarene. Clare chimed in cordially; but his heart was troubled all the same. How he would have liked to confront those two great thinkers, and earnestly appeal to them as fellow-man to fellow-men, and ask them to tell him their method!


  His mood transmuted itself into a dogged indifference till at length he fancied he was looking on his own existence with the passive interest of an outsider.


  He was embittered by the conviction that all this desolation had been brought about by the accident of her being a d’Urberville. When he found that Tess came of that exhausted ancient line, and was not of the new tribes from below, as he had fondly dreamed, why had he not stoically abandoned her, in fidelity to his principles? This was what he had got by apostasy, and his punishment was deserved.


  Then he became weary and anxious, and his anxiety increased. He wondered if he had treated her unfairly. He ate without knowing that he ate, and drank without tasting. As the hours dropped past, as the motive of each act in the long series of bygone days presented itself to his view, he perceived how intimately the notion of having Tess as a dear possession was mixed up with all his schemes and words and ways.


  In going hither and thither he observed in the outskirts of a small town a red-and-blue placard setting forth the great advantages of the Empire of Brazil as a field for the emigrating agriculturist. Land was offered there on exceptionally advantageous terms. Brazil somewhat attracted him as a new idea. Tess could eventually join him there, and perhaps in that country of contrasting scenes and notions and habits the conventions would not be so operative which made life with her seem impracticable to him here. In brief he was strongly inclined to try Brazil, especially as the season for going thither was just at hand.


  With this view he was returning to Emminster to disclose his plan to his parents, and to make the best explanation he could make of arriving without Tess, short of revealing what had actually separated them. As he reached the door the new moon shone upon his face, just as the old one had done in the small hours of that morning when he had carried his wife in his arms across the river to the graveyard of the monks; but his face was thinner now.


  Clare had given his parents no warning of his visit, and his arrival stirred the atmosphere of the Vicarage as the dive of the kingfisher stirs a quiet pool. His father and mother were both in the drawing-room, but neither of his brothers was now at home. Angel entered, and closed the door quietly behind him.


  ‘But—where’s your wife, dear Angel?’ cried his mother. ‘How you surprise us!’


  ‘She is at her mother’s—temporarily. I have come home rather in a hurry because I’ve decided to go to Brazil.’


  ‘Brazil! Why they are all Roman Catholics there surely!’


  ‘Are they? I hadn’t thought of that.’


  But even the novelty and painfulness of his going to a Papistical land could not displace for long Mr. and Mrs. Clare’s natural interest in their son’s marriage.


  ‘We had your brief note three weeks ago announcing that it had taken place,’ said Mrs. Clare, ‘and your father sent your godmother’s gift to her, as you know. Of course it was best that none of us should be present, especially as you preferred to marry her from the dairy, and not at her home, wherever that may be. It would have embarrassed you, and given us no pleasure. Your brothers felt that very strongly. Now it is done we do not complain, particularly if she suits you for the business you have chosen to follow instead of the ministry of the Gospel…. Yet I wish I could have seen her first, Angel, or have known a little more about her. We sent her no present of our own, not knowing what would best give her pleasure, but you must suppose it only delayed. Angel, there is no irritation in my mind or your father’s against you for this marriage; but we have thought it much better to reserve our liking for your wife till we could see her. And now you have not brought her. It seems strange. What has happened?’


  He replied that it had been thought best by them that she should go to her parents’ home for the present, whilst he came there.


  ‘I don’t mind telling you, dear mother,’ he said, ‘that I always meant to keep her away from this house till I should feel she could come with credit to you. But this idea of Brazil is quite a recent one. If I do go it will be unadvisable for me to take her on this my first journey. She will remain at her mother’s till I come back.’


  ‘And I shall not see her before you start?’


  He was afraid they would not. His original plan had been, as he had said, to refrain from bringing her there for some little while—not to wound their prejudices—feelings—in any way; and for other reasons he had adhered to it. He would have to visit home in the course of a year, if he went out at once; and it would be possible for them to see her before he started a second time—with her.


  A hastily prepared supper was brought in, and Clare made further exposition of his plans. His mother’s disappointment at not seeing the bride still remained with her. Clare’s late enthusiasm for Tess had infected her through her maternal sympathies, till she had almost fancied that a good thing could come out of Nazareth—a charming woman out of Talbothays Dairy. She watched her son as he ate.


  ‘Cannot you describe her? I am sure she is very pretty, Angel.’


  ‘Of that there can be no question!’ he said, with a zest which covered its bitterness.


  ‘And that she is pure and virtuous goes without question?’


  ‘Pure and virtuous, of course, she is.’


  ‘I can see her quite distinctly. You said the other day that she was fine in figure; roundly built; had deep red lips like Cupid’s bow; dark eyelashes and brows, an immense rope of hair like a ship’s cable; and large eyes violety-bluey-blackish.’


  ‘I did, mother.’


  ‘I quite see her. And living in such seclusion she naturally had scarce ever seen any young man from the world without till she saw you.’


  ‘Scarcely.’


  ‘You were her first love?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘There are worse wives than these simple, rosy-mouthed, robust girls of the farm. Certainly I could have wished—well, since my son is to be an agriculturist, it is perhaps but proper that his wife should have been accustomed to an outdoor life.’


  His father was less inquisitive; but when the time came for the chapter from the Bible which was always read before evening prayers, the Vicar observed to Mrs. Clare—


  ‘I think, since Angel has come, that it will be more appropriate to read the thirty-first of Proverbs than the chapter which we should have had in the usual course of our reading?’


  ‘Yes, certainly,’ said Mrs. Clare. ‘The words of King Lemuel’ (she could cite chapter and verse as well as her husband). ‘My dear son, your father has decided to read us the chapter in Proverbs in praise of a virtuous wife. We shall not need to be reminded to apply the words to the absent one. May Heaven shield her in all her ways!’


  A lump rose in Clare’s throat. The portable lectern was taken out from the corner and set in the middle of the fireplace, the two old servants came in, and Angel’s father began to read at the tenth verse of the aforesaid chapter—


  ‘“Who can find a virtuous woman? for her price is far above rubies. She riseth while it is yet night, and giveth meat to her household. She girdeth her loins with strength and strengtheneth her arms. She perceiveth that her merchandise is good; her candle goeth not out by night. She looketh well to the ways of her household, and eateth not the bread of idleness. Her children arise up and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her. Many daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all.”’


  When prayers were over, his mother said—


  ‘I could not help thinking how very aptly that chapter your dear father read applied, in some of its particulars, to the woman you have chosen. The perfect woman, you see, was a working woman; not an idler; not a fine lady; but one who used her hands and her head and her heart for the good of others. “Her children arise up and call her blessed; her husband also, and he praiseth her. Many daughters have done virtuously, but she excelleth them all.” Well, I wish I could have seen her, Angel. Since she is pure and chaste she would have been refined enough for me.’


  Clare could bear this no longer. His eyes were full of tears, which seemed like drops of molten lead. He bade a quick good-night to these sincere and simple souls whom he loved so well; who knew neither the world, the flesh, nor the devil in their own hearts; only as something vague and external to themselves. He went to his own chamber.


  His mother followed him, and tapped at his door. Clare opened it to discover her standing without, with anxious eyes.


  ‘Angel,’ she asked, ‘is there something wrong that you go away so soon? I am quite sure you are not yourself.’


  ‘I am not, quite, mother,’ said he.


  ‘About her? Now, my son, I know it is that—I know it is about her! Have you quarrelled in these three weeks?’


  ‘We have not exactly quarrelled,’ he said. ‘But we have had a difference——’


  ‘Angel—is she a young woman whose history will bear investigation?’


  With a mother’s instinct Mrs. Clare had put her finger on the kind of trouble that would cause such a disquiet as seemed to agitate her son.


  ‘She is spotless!’ he replied; and felt that if it had sent him to eternal hell there and then he would have told that lie.


  ‘Then never mind the rest. After all, there are few purer things in nature than an unsullied country maid. Any crudeness of manner which may offend your more educated sense at first, will, I am sure, disappear under the influence of your companionship and tuition.’


  Such terrible sarcasm of blind magnanimity brought home to Clare the secondary perception that he had utterly wrecked his career by this marriage, which had not been among his early thoughts after the disclosure. True, on his own account he cared very little about his career; but he had wished to make it at least a respectable one on account of his parents and brothers. And now as he looked into the candle its flame dumbly expressed to him that it was made to shine on sensible people, and that it abhorred lighting the face of a dupe and a failure.


  When his agitation had cooled he would be at moments incensed with his poor wife for causing a situation in which he was obliged to practise deception on his parents. He almost talked to her in his anger, as if she had been in the room. And then her cooing voice, plaintive in expostulation, disturbed the darkness, the velvet touch of her lips passed over his brow, and he could distinguish in the air the warmth of her breath.


  This night the woman of his belittling deprecations was thinking how great and good her husband was. But over them both there hung a deeper shade than the shade which Angel Clare perceived, namely, the shade of his own limitations. With all his attempted independence of judgment this advanced and well-meaning young man, a sample product of the last five-and-twenty years, was yet the slave to custom and conventionality when surprised back into his early teachings. No prophet had told him, and he was not prophet enough to tell himself, that essentially this young wife of his was as deserving of the praise of King Lemuel as any other woman endowed with the same dislike of evil, her moral value having to be reckoned not by achievement but by tendency. Moreover, the figure near at hand suffers on such occasions, because it shows up its sorriness without shade; while vague figures afar off are honoured, in that their distance makes artistic virtues of their stains. In considering what Tess was not, he overlooked what she was, and forgot that the defective can be more than the entire.


  ♣


  XL


  At breakfast Brazil was the topic, and all endeavoured to take a hopeful view of Clare’s proposed experiment with that country’s soil, notwithstanding the discouraging reports of some farm-labourers who had emigrated thither and returned home within the twelve months. After breakfast Clare went into the little town to wind up such trifling matters as he was concerned with there, and to get from the local bank all the money he possessed. On his way back he encountered Miss Mercy Chant by the church, from whose walls she seemed to be a sort of emanation. She was carrying an armful of Bibles for her class, and such was her view of life that events which produced heartache in others wrought beatific smiles upon her—an enviable result, although, in the opinion of Angel, it was obtained by a curiously unnatural sacrifice of humanity to mysticism.


  She had learnt that he was about to leave England, and observed what an excellent and promising scheme it seemed to be.


  ‘Yes; it is a likely scheme enough in a commercial sense, no doubt,’ he replied. ‘But, my dear Mercy, it snaps the continuity of existence. Perhaps a cloister would be preferable.’


  ‘A cloister! O, Angel Clare!’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘Why, you wicked man, a cloister implies a monk, and a monk Roman Catholicism.’


  ‘And Roman Catholicism sin, and sin damnation. Thou art in a parlous state, Angel Clare.’


  ‘I glory in my Protestantism!’ she said severely.


  Then Clare, thrown by sheer misery into one of the demoniacal moods in which a man does despite to his true principles, called her close to him, and fiendishly whispered in her ear the most heterodox ideas he could think of. His momentary laughter at the horror which appeared on her fair face ceased when it merged in pain and anxiety for his welfare.


  ‘Dear Mercy,’ he said, ‘you must forgive me. I think I am going crazy!’


  She thought that he was; and thus the interview ended, and Clare re-entered the Vicarage. With the local banker he deposited the jewels till happier days should arise. He also paid into the bank thirty pounds—to be sent to Tess in a few months, as she might require; and wrote to her at her parents’ home in Blackmoor Vale to inform her of what he had done. This amount, with the sum he had already placed in her hands—about fifty pounds—he hoped would be amply sufficient for her wants just at present, particularly as in an emergency she had been directed to apply to his father.


  He deemed it best not to put his parents into communication with her by informing them of her address; and, being unaware of what had really happened to estrange the two, neither his father nor his mother suggested that he should do so. During the day he left the parsonage, for what he had to complete he wished to get done quickly.


  As the last duty before leaving this part of England it was necessary for him to call at the Wellbridge farmhouse, in which he had spent with Tess the first three days of their marriage, the trifle of rent having to be paid, the key given up of the rooms they had occupied, and two or three small articles fetched away that they had left behind. It was under this roof that the deepest shadow ever thrown upon his life had stretched its gloom over him. Yet when he had unlocked the door of the sitting-room and looked into it, the memory which returned first upon him was that of their happy arrival on a similar afternoon, the first fresh sense of sharing a habitation conjointly, the first meal together, the chatting by the fire with joined hands.


  The farmer and his wife were in the fields at the moment of his visit, and Clare was in the rooms alone for some time. Inwardly swollen with a renewal of sentiments that he had not quite reckoned with, he went upstairs to her chamber, which had never been his. The bed was smooth as she had made it with her own hands on the morning of leaving. The mistletoe hung under the tester just as he had placed it. Having been there three or four weeks it was turning colour, and the leaves and berries were wrinkled. Angel took it down and crushed it into the grate. Standing there he for the first time doubted whether his course in this conjuncture had been a wise, much less a generous, one. But had he not been cruelly blinded? In the incoherent multitude of his emotions he knelt down at the bedside wet-eyed. ‘O Tess! If you had only told me sooner, I would have forgiven you!’ he mourned.


  Hearing a footstep below he rose and went to the top of the stairs. At the bottom of the flight he saw a woman standing, and on her turning up her face recognised the pale, dark-eyed Izz Huett.


  ‘Mr. Clare,’ she said, ‘I’ve called to see you and Mrs. Clare, and to inquire if ye be well. I thought you might be back here again.’


  This was a girl whose secret he had guessed, but who had not yet guessed his; an honest girl who loved him—one who would have made as good, or nearly as good, a practical farmer’s wife as Tess.


  ‘I am here alone,’ he said; ‘we are not living here now.’ Explaining why he had come, he asked, ‘Which way are you going home, Izz?’


  ‘I have no home at Talbothays Dairy now, sir,’ she said.


  ‘Why is that?’


  Izz looked down.


  ‘It was so dismal there that I left! I am staying out this way.’ She pointed in a contrary direction, the direction in which he was journeying.


  ‘Well—are you going there now? I can take you if you wish for a lift.[’]


  Her olive complexion grew richer in hue.


  ‘Thank ’ee, Mr. Clare,’ she said.


  He soon found the farmer, and settled the account for his rent and the few other items which had to be considered by reason of the sudden abandonment of the lodgings. On Clare’s return to his horse and gig Izz jumped up beside him.


  ‘I am going to leave England, Izz,’ he said, as they drove on. ‘Going to Brazil.’


  ‘And do Mrs. Clare like the notion of such a journey?’ she asked.


  ‘She is not going at present—say for a year or so. I am going out to reconnoitre—to see what life there is like.’


  They sped along eastward for some considerable distance, Izz making no observation.


  ‘How are the others?’ he inquired. ‘How is Retty?’


  ‘She was in a sort of nervous state when I zid her last; and so thin and hollow-cheeked that ’a do seem in a decline. Nobody will ever fall in love wi’ her any more,’ said Izz absently.


  ‘And Marian?’


  Izz lowered her voice.


  ‘Marian drinks.’


  ‘Indeed!’


  ‘Yes. The dairyman has got rid of her.’


  ‘And you!’


  ‘I don’t drink, and I bain’t in a decline. But—I am no great things at singing afore breakfast now!’


  ‘How is that? Do you remember how neatly you used to turn “’Twas down in Cupid’s Gardens” and “The Tailor’s Breeches” at morning milking?’


  ‘Ah, yes! When you first came, sir, that was. Not when you had been there a bit.’


  ‘Why was that falling-off?’


  Her black eyes flashed up to his face for one moment by way of answer.


  ‘Izz!—how weak of you—for such as I!’ he said, and fell into reverie. ‘Then—suppose I had asked you to marry me?’


  ‘If you had I should have said “Yes,” and you would have married a woman who loved ’ee!’


  ‘Really!’


  ‘Down to the ground!’ she whispered vehemently. ‘O my God! did you never guess it till now!’


  By-and-by they reached a branch road to a village.


  ‘I must get down. I live out there,’ said Izz abruptly, never having spoken since her avowal.


  Clare slowed the horse. He was incensed against his fate, bitterly disposed towards social ordinances; for they had cooped him up in a corner, out of which there was no legitimate pathway. Why not be revenged on society by shaping his future domesticities loosely, instead of kissing the pedagogic rod of convention in this ensnaring manner.


  ‘I am going to Brazil alone, Izz,’ said he. ‘I have separated from my wife for personal, not voyaging, reasons. I may never live with her again. I may not be able to love you; but—will you go with me instead of her?’


  ‘You truly wish me to go?’


  ‘I do. I have been badly used enough to wish for relief. And you at least love me disinterestedly.’


  ‘Yes—I will go,’ said Izz, after a pause.


  ‘You will? You know what it means, Izz?’


  ‘It means that I shall live with you for the time you are over there—that’s good enough for me.’


  ‘Remember, you are not to trust me in morals now. But I ought to remind you that it will be wrong-doing in the eyes of civilization—Western civilization, that is to say.’


  ‘I don’t mind that; no woman do when it comes to agony-point, and there’s no other way!’


  ‘Then don’t get down, but sit where you are.’


  ‘He [He] drove past the cross-roads, one mile, two miles, without showing any signs of affection.


  ‘You love me very, very much, Izz?’ he suddenly asked.


  ‘I do—I have said I do! I loved you all the time we was at the dairy together!’


  ‘More than Tess?’


  She shook her head.


  ‘No,’ she murmured, ‘not more than she.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘Because nobody could love ’ee more than Tess did! … She would have laid down her life for ’ee. I could do no more.’


  Like the prophet on the top of Peor Izz Huett would fain have spoken perversely at such a moment, but the fascination exercised over her rougher nature by Tess’s character compelled her to grace.


  Clare was silent; his heart had risen at these straightforward words from such an unexpected unimpeachable quarter. In his throat was something as if a sob had solidified there. His ears repeated, ‘She would have laid down her life for ’ee. I could do no more!’


  ‘Forget our idle talk, Izz,’ he said, turning the horse’s head suddenly. ‘I don’t know what I’ve been saying! I will now drive you back to where your lane branches off.’


  ‘So much for honesty towards ’ee! O—how can I bear it—how can I—how can I!’


  Izz Huett burst into wild tears, and beat her forehead as she saw what she had done.


  ‘Do you regret that poor little act of justice to an absent one? O, Izz, don’t spoil it by regret!’


  She stilled herself by degrees.


  ‘Very well, sir. Perhaps I didn’t know what I was saying, either, wh—when I agreed to go! I wish—what cannot be!’


  ‘Because I have a loving wife already.’


  ‘Yes, yes! You have.’


  They reached the corner of the lane which they had passed half an hour earlier, and she hopped down.


  ‘Izz—please, please forget my momentary levity!’ he cried. ‘It was so ill-considered, so ill-advised!’


  ‘Forget it? Never, never! O, it was no levity to me!’


  He felt how richly he deserved the reproach that the wounded cry conveyed, and, in a sorrow that was inexpressible, leapt down and took her hand.


  ‘Well, but, Izz, we’ll part friends, anyhow? You don’t know what I’ve had to bear!’


  She was a really generous girl, and allowed no further bitterness to mar their adieux.


  ‘I forgive ’ee, sir!’ she said.


  ‘Now Izz,’ he said, while she stood beside him there, forcing himself to the mentor’s part he was far from feeling; ‘I want you to tell Marian when you see her that she is to be a good woman, and not to give way to folly. Promise that, and tell Retty that there are more worthy men than I in the world, that for my sake she is to act wisely and well—remember the words—wisely and well—for my sake. I send this message to them as a dying man to the dying; for I shall never see them again. And you, Izzy, you have saved me by your honest words about my wife from an incredible impulse towards folly and treachery. Women may be bad, but they are not so bad as men in these things! On that one account I can never forget you. Be always the good and sincere girl you have hitherto been; and think of me as a worthless lover, but a faithful friend. Promise.’


  She gave the promise.


  ‘Heaven bless and keep you, sir. Good-bye!’


  He drove on; but no sooner had Izz turned into the lane, and Clare was out of sight, than she flung herself down on the bank in a fit of racking anguish; and it was with a strained unnatural face that she entered her mother’s cottage late that night. Nobody ever was told how Izz spent the dark hours that intervened between Angel Clare’s parting from her and her arrival home.


  Clare, too, after bidding the girl farewell, was wrought to aching thoughts and quivering lips. But his sorrow was not for Izz. That evening he was within a feather-weight’s turn of abandoning his road to the nearest station, and driving across that elevated dorsal line of South Wessex which divided him from his Tess’s home. It was neither a contempt for her nature, nor the probable state of her heart, which deterred him.


  No; it was a sense that, despite her love, as corroborated by Izz’s admission, the facts had not changed. If he was right at first, he was right now. And the momentum of the course on which he had embarked tended to keep him going in it, unless diverted by a stronger, more sustained force than had played upon him this afternoon. He could soon come back to her. He took the train that night for London, and five days after shook hands in farewell of his brothers at the port of embarkation.


  ♣


  XLI


  From the foregoing events of the winter-time let us press on to an October day, more than eight months subsequent to the parting of Clare and Tess. We discover the latter in changed conditions; instead of a bride with boxes and trunks which others bore, we see her a lonely woman with a basket and a bundle in her own porterage, as at an earlier time when she was no bride; instead of the ample means that were projected by her husband for her comfort through this probationary period, she can produce only a flattened purse.


  After again leaving Marlott, her home, she had got through the spring and summer without any great stress upon her physical powers, the time being mainly spent in rendering light irregular service at dairy-work near Port-Bredy to the west of the Blackmoor Valley, equally remote from her native place and from Talbothays. She preferred this to living on his allowance. Mentally she remained in utter stagnation, a condition which the mechanical occupation rather fostered than checked. Her consciousness was at that other dairy, at that other season, in the presence of the tender lover who had confronted her there—he who, the moment she had grasped him to keep for her own, had disappeared like a shape in a vision.


  The dairy-work lasted only till the milk began to lessen, for she had not met with a second regular engagement as at Talbothays, but had done duty as a supernumerary only. However, as harvest was now beginning, she had simply to remove from the pasture to the stubble to find plenty of further occupation, and this continued till harvest was done.


  Of the five-and-twenty pounds which had remained to her of Clare’s allowance, after deducting the other half of the fifty as a contribution to her parents for the trouble and expense to which she had put them, she had as yet spent but little. But there now followed an unfortunate interval of wet weather, during which she was obliged to fall back upon her sovereigns.


  She could not bear to let them go. Angel had put them into her hand, had obtained them bright and new from his bank for her; his touch had consecrated them to souvenirs of himself—they appeared to have had as yet no other history than such as was created by his and her own experiences—and to disperse them was like giving away relics. But she had to do it, and one by one they left her hands.


  She had been compelled to send her mother her address from time to time, but she concealed her circumstances. When her money had almost gone a letter from her mother reached her. Joan stated that they were in dreadful difficulty; the autumn rains had gone through the thatch of the house, which required entire renewal; but this could not be done because the previous thatching had never been paid for. New rafters and a new ceiling upstairs also were required, which, with the previous bill, would amount to a sum of twenty pounds. As her husband was a man of means, and had doubtless returned by this time, could she not send them the money?


  Tess had thirty pounds coming to her almost immediately from Angel’s bankers, and, the case being so deplorable, as soon as the sum was received she sent the twenty as requested. Part of the remainder she was obliged to expend in winter clothing, leaving only a nominal sum for the whole inclement season at hand. When the last pound had gone, a remark of Angel’s that whenever she required further resources she was to apply to his father, remained to be considered.


  But the more Tess thought of the step the more reluctant was she to take it. The same delicacy, pride, false shame, whatever it may be called, on Clare’s account, which had led her to hide from her own parents the prolongation of the estrangement, hindered her in owning to his that she was in want after the fair allowance he had left her. They probably despised her already; how much more they would despise her in the character of a mendicant! The consequence was that by no effort could the parson’s daughter-in-law bring herself to let him know her state.


  Her reluctance to communicate with her husband’s parents might, she thought, lessen with the lapse of time; but with her own the reverse obtained. On her leaving their house after the short visit subsequent to her marriage they were under the impression that she was ultimately going to join her husband; and from that time to the present she had done nothing to disturb their belief that she was awaiting his return in comfort, hoping against hope that his journey to Brazil would result in a short stay only, after which he would come to fetch her, or that he would write for her to join him; in any case that they would soon present a united front to their families and the world. This hope she still fostered. To let her parents know that she was a deserted wife, dependent, now that she had relieved their necessities, on her own hands for a living, after the éclat of a marriage which was to nullify the collapse of the first attempt, would be too much indeed.


  The set of brilliants returned to her mind. Where Clare had deposited them she did not know, and it mattered little, if it were true that she could only use and not sell them. Even were they absolutely hers it would be passing mean to enrich herself by a legal title to them which was not essentially hers at all.


  Meanwhile her husband’s days had been by no means free from trial. At this moment he was lying ill of fever in the clay lands near Curitiba in Brazil, having been drenched with thunder-storms and persecuted by other hardships, in common with all the English farmers and farm-labourers who, just at this time, were deluded into going thither by the promises of the Brazilian Government, and by the baseless assumption that those frames which, ploughing and sowing on English uplands, had resisted all the weathers to whose moods they had been born, could resist equally well all the weathers by which they were surprised on Brazilian plains.


  To return. Thus it happened that when the last of Tess’s sovereigns had been spent she was unprovided with others to take their place, while on account of the season she found it increasingly difficult to get employment. Not being aware of the rarity of intelligence, energy, health, and willingness in any sphere of life, she refrained from seeking an indoor occupation; fearing towns, large houses, people of means and social sophistication, and of manners other than rural. From that direction of gentility Black Care had come. Society might be better than she supposed from her slight experience of it. But she had no proof of this, and her instinct in the circumstances was to avoid its purlieus.


  The small dairies to the west, beyond Port-Bredy, in which she had served as supernumerary milkmaid during the spring and summer required no further aid. Room would probably have been made for her at Talbothays, if only out of sheer compassion; but comfortable as her life had been there she could not go back. The anti-climax would be too intolerable; and her return might bring reproach upon her idolized husband. She could not have borne their pity, and their whispered remarks to one another upon her strange situation; though she would almost have faced a knowledge of her circumstances by every individual there, so long as her story had remained isolated in the mind of each. It was the interchange of ideas about her that made her sensitiveness wince. Tess could not account for this distinction; she simply knew that she felt it.


  She was now on her way to an upland farm in the centre of the county, to which she had been recommended by a wandering letter which had reached her from Marian. Marian had somehow heard that Tess was separated from her husband—probably through Izz Huett—and the good-natured and now tippling girl, deeming Tess in trouble, had hastened to notify to her former friend that she herself had gone to this upland spot after leaving the dairy, and would like to see her there, where there was room for other hands, if it was really true that she worked again as of old.


  With the shortening of the days all hope of obtaining her husband’s forgiveness began to leave her; and there was something of the habitude of the wild animal in the unreflecting instinct with which she rambled on—disconnecting herself by littles from her eventful past at every step, obliterating her identity, giving no thought to accidents or contingencies which might make a quick discovery of her whereabouts by others of importance to her own happiness, if not to theirs.


  Among the difficulties of her lonely position not the least was the attention she excited by her appearance, a certain bearing of distinction, which she had caught from Clare, being superadded to her natural attractiveness. Whilst the clothes lasted which had been prepared for her marriage, these casual glances of interest caused her no inconvenience, but as soon as she was compelled to don the wrapper of a fieldwoman, rude words were addressed to her more than once; but nothing occurred to cause her bodily fear till a particular November afternoon.


  She had preferred the country west of the River Brit to the upland farm for which she was now bound, because, for one thing, it was nearer to the home of her husband’s father; and to hover about that region unrecognized, with the notion that she might decide to call at the Vicarage some day, gave her pleasure. But having once decided to try the higher and drier levels, she pressed back eastward, marching afoot towards the village of Chalk-Newton, where she meant to pass the night.


  The lane was long and unvaried, and, owing to the rapid shortening of the days, dusk came upon her before she was aware. She had reached the top of a hill down which the lane stretched its serpentine length in glimpses, when she heard footsteps behind her back, and in a few moments she was overtaken by a man. He stepped up alongside Tess and said—


  ‘Good-night, my pretty maid:’ to which she civilly replied.


  The light still remaining in the sky lit up her face, though the landscape was nearly dark. The man turned and stared hard at her.


  ‘Why, surely, it is the young wench who was at Trantridge awhile—young Squire d’Urberville’s friend? I was there at that time, though I don’t live there now.’


  She recognized in him the well-to-do boor whom Angel had knocked down at the inn for addressing her coarsely. A spasm of anguish shot through her, and she returned him no answer.


  ‘Be honest enough to own it, and that what I said in the town was true, though your fancy-man was so up about it—hey, my sly one? You ought to beg my pardon for that blow of his, considering.’


  Still no answer came from Tess. There seemed only one escape for her hunted soul. She suddenly took to her heels with the speed of the wind, and, without looking behind her, ran along the road till she came to a gate which opened directly into a plantation. Into this she plunged, and did not pause till she was deep enough in its shade to be safe against any possibility of discovery.


  Under foot the leaves were dry, and the foliage of some holly bushes which grew among the deciduous trees was dense enough to keep off draughts. She scraped together the dead leaves till she had formed them into a large heap, making a sort of nest in the middle. Into this Tess crept.


  Such sleep as she got was naturally fitful; she fancied she heard strange noises, but persuaded herself that they were caused by the breeze. She thought of her husband in some vague warm clime on the other side of the globe, while she was here in the cold. Was there another such a wretched being as she in the world? Tess asked herself; and, thinking of her wasted life, said, ‘All is vanity.’ She repeated the words mechanically, till she reflected that this was a most inadequate thought for modern days. Solomon had thought as far as that more than two thousand years ago; she herself, though not in the van of thinkers, had got much further. If all were only vanity, who would mind it? All was, alas, worse than vanity—injustice, punishment, exaction, death. The wife of Angel Clare put her hand to her brow, and felt its curve, and the edges of her eye-sockets perceptible under the soft skin, and thought as she did so that a time would come when that bone would be bare. ‘I wish it were now,’ she said.


  In the midst of these whimsical fancies she heard a new strange sound among the leaves. It might be the wind; yet there was scarcely any wind. Sometimes it was a palpitation, sometimes a flutter; sometimes it was a sort of gasp or gurgle. Soon she was certain that the noises came from wild creatures of some kind, the more so when, originating in the boughs overhead, they were followed by the fall of a heavy body upon the ground. Had she been ensconced here under other and more pleasant conditions she would have become alarmed; but, outside humanity, she had at present no fear.


  Day at length broke in the sky. When it had been day aloft for some little while it became day in the wood.


  Directly the assuring and prosaic light of the world’s active hours had grown strong she crept from under her hillock of leaves, and looked around boldly. Then she perceived what had been going on to disturb her. The plantation wherein she had taken shelter ran down at this spot into a peak, which ended it hitherward, outside the hedge being arable ground. Under the trees several pheasants lay about, their rich plumage dabbled with blood; some were dead, some feebly twitching a wing, some staring up at the sky, some pulsating quickly, some contorted, some stretched out—all of them writhing in agony, except the fortunate ones whose tortures had ended during the night by the inability of nature to bear more.


  Tess guessed at once the meaning of this. The birds had been driven down into this corner the day before by some shooting-party; and while those that had dropped dead under the shot, or had died before nightfall, had been searched for and carried off, many badly wounded birds had escaped and hidden themselves away, or risen among the thick boughs, where they had maintained their position till they grew weaker with loss of blood in the night-time, when they had fallen one by one as she had heard them.


  She had occasionally caught glimpses of these men in girlhood, looking over hedges, or peering [peeping] through bushes, and pointing their guns, strangely accoutred, a bloodthirsty light in their eyes. She had been told that, rough and brutal as they seemed just then, they were not like this all the year round, but were, in fact, quite civil persons save during certain weeks of autumn and winter, when, like the inhabitants of the Malay Peninsula, they ran amuck, and made it their purpose to destroy life—in this case harmless feathered creatures, brought into being by artificial means solely to gratify these propensities—at once so unmannerly and so unchivalrous towards their weaker fellows in Nature’s teeming family.


  With the impulse of a soul who could feel for kindred sufferers as much as for herself, Tess’s first thought was to put the still living birds out of their torture, and to this end with her own hands she broke the necks of as many as she could find, leaving them to lie where she had found them till the gamekeepers should come—as they probably would come—to look for them a second time.


  ‘Poor darlings—to suppose myself the most miserable being on earth in the sight o’ such misery as yours!’ she exclaimed, her tears running down as she killed the birds tenderly. ‘And not a twinge of bodily pain about me! I be not mangled, and I be not bleeding, and I have two hands to feed and clothe me.’ She was ashamed of herself for her gloom of the night, based on nothing more tangible than a sense of condemnation under an arbitrary law of society which had no foundation in Nature.


  ♣


  XLII


  It was now broad day, and she started again, emerging cautiously upon the highway. But there was no need for caution; not a soul was at hand, and Tess went onward with fortitude, her recollection of the birds’ silent endurance of their night of agony impressing upon her the relativity of sorrows and the tolerable nature of her own, if she could once rise high enough to despise opinion. But that she could not do so long as it was held by Clare.


  She reached Chalk-Newton, and breakfasted at an inn, where several young men were troublesomely complimentary to her good looks. Somehow she felt hopeful, for was it not possible that her husband also might say these same things to her even yet? She was bound to take care of herself on the chance of it, and keep off these casual lovers. To this end Tess resolved to run no further risks from her appearance. As soon as she got out of the village she entered a thicket and took from her basket one of the oldest field-gowns, which she had never put on even at the dairy—never since she had worked among the stubble at Marlott. She also, by a felicitous thought, took a handkerchief from her bundle and tied it round her face under her bonnet, covering her chin and half her cheeks and temples, as if she were suffering from toothache. Then with her little scissors, by the aid of a pocket looking-glass, she mercilessly nipped her eyebrows off, and thus insured against aggressive admiration she went on her uneven way.


  ‘What a mommet of a maid!’ said the next man who met her to a companion.


  Tears came into her eyes for very pity of herself as she heard him.


  ‘But I don’t care!’ she said. ‘O no—I don’t care! I’ll always be ugly now, because Angel is not here, and I have nobody to take care of me. My husband that was is gone away, and never will love me any more; but I love him just the same, and hate all other men, and like to make ’em think scornfully of me!’


  Thus Tess walks on; a figure which is part of the landscape; a fieldwoman pure and simple, in winter guise; a gray serge cape, a red woollen cravat, a stuff skirt covered by a whitey-brown rough wrapper, and buff-leather gloves. Every thread of that old attire has become faded and thin under the stroke of raindrops, the burn of sunbeams, and the stress of winds. There is no sign of young passion in her now—


  
    The maiden’s mouth is cold


    .  .  .  .  .


    Fold over simple fold


    Binding her head.

  


  Inside this exterior, over which the eye might have roved as over a thing scarcely percipient, almost inorganic, there was the record of a pulsing life which had learnt too well, for its years, of the dust and ashes of things, of the cruelty of lust and the fragility of love.


  Next day the weather was bad, but she trudged on, the honesty, directness, and impartiality of elemental enmity disconcerting her but little. Her object being a winter’s occupation and a winter’s home, there was no time to lose. Her experience of short hirings had been such that she was determined to accept no more.


  Thus she went forward from farm to farm in the direction of the place whence Marian had written to her, which she determined to make use of as a last shift only, its rumoured stringencies being the reverse of tempting. First she inquired for the lighter kinds of employment, and, as acceptance in any variety of these grew hopeless, applied next for the less light, till, beginning with the dairy and poultry tendance that she liked best, she ended with the heavy and coarse pursuits which she liked least—work on arable land: work of such roughness, indeed, as she would never have deliberately volunteered for.


  Towards the second evening she reached the irregular chalk table-land or plateau, bosomed with semi-globular tumuli—as if Cybele the Many-breasted were supinely extended there—which stretched between the valley of her birth and the valley of her love.


  Here the air was dry and cold, and the long cart-roads were blown white and dusty within a few hours after rain. There were few trees, or none, those that would have grown in the hedges being mercilessly plashed down with the quickset by the tenant-farmers, the natural enemies of tree, bush, and brake. In the middle distance ahead of her she could see the summits of Bulbarrow and of Nettlecombe Tout, and they seemed friendly. They had a low and unassuming aspect from this upland, though as approached on the other side from Blackmoor in her childhood they were as lofty bastions against the sky. Southerly, at many miles’ distance, and over the hills and ridges coastward, she could discern a surface like polished steel: it was the English Channel at a point far out towards France.


  Before her, in a slight depression, were the remains of a village. She had, in fact, reached Flintcomb-Ash, the place of Marian’s sojourn. There seemed to be no help for it; hither she was doomed to come. The stubborn soil around her showed plainly enough that the kind of labour in demand here was of the roughest kind; but it was time to rest from searching, and she resolved to stay, particularly as it began to rain. At the entrance to the village was a cottage whose gable jutted into the road, and before applying for a lodging she stood under its shelter, and watched the evening close in.


  ‘Who would think I was Mrs. Angel Clare!’ she said.


  The wall felt warm to her back and shoulders, and she found that immediately within the gable was the cottage fireplace, the heat of which came through the bricks. She warmed her hands upon them, and also put her cheek—red and moist with the drizzle—against their comforting surface. The wall seemed to be the only friend she had. She had so little wish to leave it that she could have stayed there all night.


  Tess could hear the occupants of the cottage—gathered together after their day’s labour—talking to each other within, and the rattle of their supper-plates was also audible. But in the village-street she had seen no soul as yet. The solitude was at last broken by the approach of one feminine figure, who, though the evening was cold, wore the print gown and the tilt-bonnet of summer time. Tess instinctively thought it might be Marian, and when she came near enough to be distinguishable in the gloom surely enough it was she. Marian was even stouter and redder in the face than formerly, and decidedly shabbier in attire. At any previous period of her existence Tess would hardly have cared to renew the acquaintance in such conditions; but her loneliness was excessive, and she responded readily to Marian’s greeting.


  Marian was quite respectful in her inquiries, but seemed much moved by the fact that Tess should still continue in no better condition than at first; though she had dimly heard of the separation.


  ‘Tess—Mrs. Clare—the dear wife of dear he! And is it really so bad as this, my child? Why is your cwomely face tied up in such a way? Anybody been beating ’ee? Not he?’


  ‘No, no, no! I merely did it not to be clipsed or colled, Marian.’


  She pulled off in disgust a bandage which could suggest such wild thoughts.


  ‘And you’ve got no collar on’ (Tess had been accustomed to wear a little white collar at the dairy).


  ‘I know it, Marian.’


  ‘You’ve lost it travelling.’


  ‘I’ve not lost it. The truth is, I don’t care anything about my looks; and so I didn’t put it on.’


  ‘And you don’t wear your wedding-ring?’


  ‘Yes, I do; but not in public. I wear it round my neck on a ribbon. I don’t wish people to think who I am by marriage, or that I am married at all; it would be so awkward while I lead my present life.’


  Marian paused.


  ‘But you be a gentleman’s wife; and it seems hardly fair that you should live like this!’


  ‘O yes it is, quite fair; though I am very unhappy.’


  ‘Well, well. He married you—and you can be unhappy!’


  ‘Wives are unhappy sometimes; from no fault of their husbands—from their own.’


  ‘You’ve no faults, deary; that I’m sure of. And he’s none. So it must be something outside ye both.’


  ‘Marian, dear Marian, will you do me a good turn without asking questions? My husband has gone abroad, and somehow I have overrun my allowance, so that I have to fall back upon my old work for a time. Do not call me Mrs. Clare, but Tess, as before. Do they want a hand here?’


  ‘O yes; they’ll take one always, because few care to come. ’Tis a starve-acre place. Corn and swedes are all they grow. Though I be here myself, I feel ’tis a pity for such as you to come.’


  ‘But you used to be as good a dairywoman as I.’


  ‘Yes; but I’ve got out o’ that since I took to drink. Lord, that’s the only comfort I’ve got now! If you engage, you’ll be set swede-hacking. That’s what I be doing; but you won’t like it.’


  ‘O—anything! Will you speak for me?’


  ‘You will do better by speaking for yourself.’


  ‘Very well. Now, Marian, remember—nothing about him, if I get the place. I don’t wish to bring his name down to the dirt.’


  Marian, who was really a trustworthy girl though of coarser grain than Tess, promised anything she asked.


  ‘This is pay-night,’ she said, ‘and if you were to come with me you would know at once. I be real sorry that you are not happy; but ’tis because he’s away, I know. You couldn’t be unhappy if he were here, even if he gie’d ye no money—even if he used you like a drudge.’


  ‘That’s true; I could not!’


  They walked on together, and soon reached the farmhouse, which was almost sublime in its dreariness. There was not a tree within sight; there was not, at this season, a green pasture—nothing but fallow and turnips everywhere; in large fields divided by hedges plashed to unrelieved levels.


  Tess waited outside the door of the farmhouse till the group of workfolk had received their wages, and then Marian introduced her. The farmer himself, it appeared, was not at home, but his wife, who represented him this evening, made no objection to hiring Tess, on her agreeing to remain till Old Lady-Day. Female field-labour was seldom offered now, and its cheapness made it profitable for tasks which women could perform as readily as men.


  Having signed the agreement, there was nothing more for Tess to do at present than to get a lodging, and she found one in the house at whose gable-wall she had warmed herself. It was a poor subsistence that she had ensured, but it would afford a shelter for the winter at any rate.


  That night she wrote to inform her parents of her new address, in case a letter should arrive at Marlott from her husband. But she did not tell them of the sorriness of her situation: it might have brought reproach upon him.


  ♣


  XLIII


  There was no exaggeration in Marian’s definition of Flintcomb-Ash farm as a starve-acre place. The single fat thing on the soil was Marian herself; and she was an importation. Of the three classes of village, the village cared for by its lord, the village cared for by itself, and the village uncared for either by itself or by its lord (in other words, the village of a resident squire’s tenantry, the village of free or copy-holders, and the absentee-owner’s village, farmed with the land) this place, Flintcomb-Ash, was the third.


  But Tess set to work. Patience, that blending of moral courage with physical timidity, was now no longer a minor feature in Mrs. Angel Clare; and it sustained her.


  The swede-field in which she and her companion were set hacking was a stretch of a hundred odd acres, in one patch, on the highest ground of the farm, rising above stony lanchets or lynchets—the outcrop of siliceous veins in the chalk formation, composed of myriads of loose white flints in bulbous, cusped, and phallic shapes. The upper half of each turnip had been eaten off by the live-stock, and it was the business of the two women to grub up the lower or earthy half of the root with a hooked fork called a hacker, that it might be eaten also. Every leaf of the vegetable having already been consumed, the whole field was in colour a desolate drab; it was a complexion without features, as if a face, from chin to brow, should be only an expanse of skin. The sky wore, in another colour, the same likeness; a white vacuity of countenance with the lineaments gone. So these two upper and nether visages confronted each other all day long, the white face looking down on the brown face, and the brown face looking up at the white face, without anything standing between them but the two girls crawling over the surface of the former like flies.


  Nobody came near them, and their movements showed a mechanical regularity; their forms standing enshrouded in Hessian ‘wroppers’—sleeved brown pinafores, tied behind to the bottom, to keep their gowns from blowing about—scant skirts revealing boots that reached high up the ankles, and yellow sheepskin gloves with gauntlets. The pensive character which the curtained hood lent to their bent heads would have reminded the observer of some early Italian conception of the two Marys.


  They worked on hour after hour, unconscious of the forlorn aspect they bore in the landscape, not thinking of the justice or injustice of their lot. Even in such a position as theirs it was possible to exist in a dream. In the afternoon the rain came on again, and Marian said that they need not work any more. But if they did not work they would not be paid; so they worked on. It was so high a situation, this field, that the rain had no occasion to fall, but raced along horizontally upon the yelling wind, sticking into them like glass splinters till they were wet through. Tess had not known till now what was really meant by that. There are degrees of dampness, and a very little is called being wet through in common talk. But to stand working slowly in a field, and feel the creep of rain-water, first in legs and shoulders, then on hips and head, then at back, front, and sides, and yet to work on till the leaden light diminishes and marks that the sun is down, demands a distinct modicum of stoicism, even of valour.


  Yet they did not feel the wetness so much as might be supposed. They were both young, and they were talking of the time when they lived and loved together at Talbothays Dairy, that happy green tract of land where summer had been liberal in her gifts; in substance to all, emotionally to these. Tess would fain not have conversed with Marian of the man who was legally, if not actually, her husband; but the irresistible fascination of the subject betrayed her into reciprocating Marian’s remarks. And thus, as has been said, though the damp curtains of their bonnets flapped smartly into their faces, and their wrappers clung about them to wearisomeness, they lived all this afternoon in memories of green, sunny, romantic Talbothays.


  ‘You can see a gleam of a hill within a few miles o’ Froom Valley from here when ’tis fine,’ said Marian.


  ‘Ah! Can you?’ said Tess, awake to the new value of this locality.


  So the two forces were at work here as everywhere, the inherent will to enjoy, and the circumstantial will against enjoyment. Marian’s will had a method of assisting itself by taking from her pocket as the afternoon wore on a pint bottle corked with white rag, from which she invited Tess to drink. Tess’s unassisted power of dreaming, however, being enough for her sublimation at present, she declined except the merest sip, and then Marian took a pull herself from the spirits.


  ‘I’ve got used to it,’ she said, ‘and can’t leave it off now. ’Tis my only comfort—— You see I lost him: you didn’t; and you can do without it perhaps.’


  Tess thought her loss as great as Marian’s, but upheld by the dignity of being Angel’s wife, in the letter at least, she accepted Marian’s differentiation.


  Amid this scene Tess slaved in the morning frosts and in the afternoon rains. When it was not swede-grubbing it was swede-trimming, in which process they sliced off the earth and the fibres with a bill-hook before storing the roots for future use. At this occupation they could shelter themselves by a thatched hurdle if it rained; but if it was frosty even their thick leather gloves could not prevent the frozen masses they handled from biting their fingers. Still Tess hoped. She had a conviction that sooner or later the magnanimity which she persisted in reckoning as a chief ingredient of Clare’s character would lead him to rejoin her.


  Marian, primed to a humorous mood, would discover the queer-shaped flints aforesaid, and shriek with laughter, Tess remaining severely obtuse. They often looked across the country to where the Var or Froom was known to stretch, even though they might not be able to see it; and, fixing their eyes on the cloaking gray mist, imagined the old times they had spent out there.


  ‘Ah,’ said Marian, ‘how I should like another or two of our old set to come here! Then we could bring up Talbothays every day here afield, and talk of he, and of what nice times we had there, and o’ the old things we used to know, and make it all come back again a’most, in seeming!’ Marian’s eyes softened, and her voice grew vague as the visions returned. ‘I’ll write to Izz Huett,’ she said. ‘She’s biding at home doing nothing now, I know, and I’ll tell her we be here, and ask her to come; and perhaps Retty is well enough now.’


  Tess had nothing to say against the proposal, and the next she heard of this plan for importing old Talbothays’ joys was two or three days later, when Marian informed her that Izz had replied to her inquiry, and had promised to come if she could.


  There had not been such a winter for years. It came on in stealthy and measured glides, like the moves of a chess-player. One morning the few lonely trees and the thorns of the hedgerows appeared as if they had put off a vegetable for an animal integument. Every twig was covered with a white nap as of fur grown from the rind during the night, giving it four times its usual stoutness; the whole bush or tree forming a staring sketch in white lines on the mournful gray of the sky and horizon. Cobwebs revealed their presence on sheds and walls where none had ever been observed till brought out into visibility by the crystallizing atmosphere, hanging like loops of white worsted from salient points of the out-houses, posts, and gates.


  After this season of congealed dampness came a spell of dry frost, when strange birds from behind the North Pole began to arrive silently on the upland of Flintcomb-Ash; gaunt spectral creatures with tragical eyes—eyes which had witnessed scenes of cataclysmal horror in inaccessible polar regions of a magnitude such as no human being had ever conceived, in curdling temperatures that no man could endure; which had beheld the crash of icebergs and the slide of snow-hills by the shooting light of the Aurora; been half blinded by the whirl of colossal storms and terraqueous distortions; and retained the expression of feature that such scenes had engendered. These nameless birds came quite near to Tess and Marian, but of all they had seen which humanity would never see, they brought no account. The traveller’s ambition to tell was not theirs, and, with dumb impassivity, they dismissed experiences which they did not value for the immediate incidents of this homely upland—the trivial movements of the two girls in disturbing the clods with their hackers so as to uncover something or other that these visitants relished as food.


  Then one day a peculiar quality invaded the air of this open country. There came a moisture which was not of rain, and a cold which was not of frost. It chilled the eyeballs of the twain, made their brows ache, penetrated to their skeletons, affecting the surface of the body less than its core. They knew that it meant snow, and in the night the snow came. Tess, who continued to live at the cottage with the warm gable that cheered any lonely pedestrian who paused beside it, awoke in the night, and heard above the thatch noises which seemed to signify that the roof had turned itself into a gymnasium of all the winds. When she lit her lamp to get up in the morning she found that the snow had blown through a chink in the casement, forming a white cone of the finest powder against the inside, and had also come down the chimney, so that it lay sole-deep upon the floor, on which her shoes left tracks when she moved about. Without, the storm drove so fast as to create a snow-mist in the kitchen; but as yet it was too dark out-of-doors to see anything.


  Tess knew that it was impossible to go on with the swedes; and by the time she had finished breakfast beside the solitary little lamp, Marian arrived to tell her that they were to join the rest of the women at reed-drawing in the barn till the weather changed. As soon, therefore, as the uniform cloak of darkness without began to turn to a disordered medley of grays, they blew out the lamp, wrapped themselves up in their thickest pinners, tied their woollen cravats round their necks and across their chests, and started for the barn. The snow had followed the birds from the polar basin as a white pillar of a cloud, and individual flakes could not be seen. The blast smelt of icebergs, arctic seas, whales, and white bears, carrying the snow so that it licked the land but did not deepen on it. They trudged onwards with slanted bodies through the flossy fields, keeping as well as they could in the shelter of hedges, which, however, acted as strainers rather than screens. The air, afflicted to pallor with the hoary multitudes that infested it, twisted and spun them eccentrically, suggesting an achromatic chaos of things. But both the young women were fairly cheerful; such weather on a dry upland is not in itself dispiriting.


  ‘Ha-ha! the cunning northern birds knew this was coming,’ said Marian. ‘Depend upon’t, they keep just in front o’t all the way from the North Star. Your husband, my dear, is, I make no doubt, having scorching weather all this time. Lord, if he could only see his pretty wife now! Not that this weather hurts your beauty at all—in fact, it rather does it good.’


  ‘You mustn’t talk about him to me, Marian,’ said Tess severely.


  ‘Well, but—surely you care for ’n! Do you?’


  Instead of answering, Tess, with tears in her eyes, impulsively faced in the direction in which she imagined South America to lie, and, putting up her lips, blew out a passionate kiss upon the snowy wind.


  ‘Well, well, I know you do. But ’pon my body, it is a rum life for a married couple! There—I won’t say another word! Well, as for the weather, it won’t hurt us in the wheat-barn; but reed-drawing is fearful hard work—worse than swede-hacking. I can stand it because I’m stout; but you be slimmer than I. I can’t think why maister should have set ’ee at it.’


  They reached the wheat-barn and entered it. One end of the long structure was full of corn; the middle was where the reed-drawing was carried on, and there had already been placed in the reed-press the evening before as many sheaves of wheat as would be sufficient for the women to draw from during the day.


  ‘Why, here’s Izz!’ said Marian.


  Izz it was, and she came forward. She had walked all the way from her mother’s home on the previous afternoon, and, not deeming the distance so great, had been belated, arriving, however, just before the snow began, and sleeping at the ale-house. The farmer had agreed with her mother at market to take her on if she came to-day, and she had been afraid to disappoint him by delay.


  In addition to Tess, Marian, and Izz, there were two women from a neighbouring village; two Amazonian sisters, whom Tess with a start remembered as Dark Car the Queen of Spades and her junior the Queen of Diamonds—those who had tried to fight with her in the midnight quarrel at Trantridge. They showed no recognition of her, and possibly had none, for they had been under the influence of liquor on that occasion, and were only temporary sojourners there as here. They did all kinds of men’s work by preference, including well-sinking, hedging, ditching, and excavating, without any sense of fatigue. Noted reed-drawers were they too, and looked round upon the other three with some superciliousness.


  Putting on their gloves all set to work in a row in front of the press, an erection formed of two posts connected by a cross-beam, under which the sheaves to be drawn from were laid ears outward, the beam being pegged down by pins in the uprights, and lowered as the sheaves diminished.


  The day hardened in colour, the light coming in at the barn-doors upwards from the snow instead of downwards from the sky. The girls pulled handful after handful from the press; but by reason of the presence of the strange women, who were recounting scandals, Marian and Izz could not at first talk of old times as they wished to do. Presently they heard the muffled tread of a horse, and the farmer rode up to the barn-door. When he had dismounted he came close to Tess, and remained looking musingly at the side of her face. She had not turned at first, but his fixed attitude led her to look round, when she perceived that her employer was the native of Trantridge from whom she had taken flight on the high-road because of his allusion to her history.


  He waited till she had carried the drawn bundles to the pile outside, when he said, ‘So you be the young woman who took my civility in such ill part? Be drowned if I didn’t think you might be as soon as I heard of your being hired! Well, you thought you had got the better of me the first time at the inn with your fancy-man, and the second time on the road, when you bolted; but now I think I’ve got the better of you.’ He concluded with a hard laugh.


  Tess, between the Amazons and the farmer like a bird caught in a clap-net, returned no answer, continuing to pull the straw. She could read character sufficiently well to know by this time that she had nothing to fear from her employer’s gallantry; it was rather the tyranny induced by his mortification at Clare’s treatment of him. Upon the whole she preferred that sentiment in man and felt brave enough to endure it.


  ‘You thought I was in love with ’ee I suppose? Some women are such fools, to take every look as serious earnest. But there’s nothing like a winter afield for taking that nonsense out o’ young wenches’ heads; and you’ve signed and agreed till Lady-Day. Now, are you going to beg my pardon?’


  ‘I think you ought to beg mine.’


  ‘Very well—as you like. But we’ll see which is master here. Be they all the sheaves you’ve done to-day?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘’Tis a very poor show. Just see what they’ve done over there’ (pointing to the two stalwart women). ‘The rest, too, have done better than you.’


  ‘They’ve all practised it before, and I have not. And I thought it made no difference to you as it is task work, and we are only paid for what we do.’


  ‘Oh, but it does. I want the barn cleared.’


  ‘I am going to work all the afternoon instead of leaving at two as the others will do.’


  He looked sullenly at her and went away. Tess felt that she could not have come to a much worse place; but anything was better than gallantry. When two o’clock arrived the professional reed-drawers tossed off the last half-pint in their flagon, put down their hooks, tied their last sheaves, and went away. Marian and Izz would have done likewise, but on hearing that Tess meant to stay, to make up by longer hours for her lack of skill, they would not leave her. Looking out at the snow, which still fell, Marian exclaimed, ‘Now, we’ve got it all to ourselves.’ And so at last the conversation turned to their old experiences at the dairy; and, of course, the incidents of their affection for Angel Clare.


  ‘Izz and Marian,’ said Mrs. Angel Clare, with a dignity which was extremely touching, seeing how very little of a wife she was: ‘I can’t join in talk with you now, as I used to do, about Mr. Clare; you will see that I cannot; because, although he is gone away from me for the present, he is my husband.’


  Izz was by nature the sauciest and most caustic of all the four girls who had loved Clare. ‘He was a very splendid lover, no doubt,’ she said; ‘but I don’t think he is a too fond husband to go away from you so soon.’


  ‘He had to go—he was obliged to go, to see about the land over there!’ pleaded Tess.


  ‘He might have tided ’ee over the winter.’


  ‘Ah—that’s owing to an accident—a misunderstanding; and we won’t argue it,’ Tess answered, with tearfulness in her words. ‘Perhaps there’s a good deal to be said for him! He did not go away, like some husbands, without telling me; and I can always find out where he is.’


  After this they continued for some long time in a reverie, as they went on seizing the ears of corn, drawing out the straw, gathering it under their arms, and cutting off the ears with their bill-hooks, nothing sounding in the barn but the swish of the straw and the crunch of the hook. Then Tess suddenly flagged, and sank down upon the heap of wheat-ears at her feet.


  ‘I knew you wouldn’t be able to stand it!’ cried Marian. ‘It wants harder flesh than yours for this work.’


  Just then the farmer entered. ‘Oh, that’s how you get on when I am away,’ he said to her.


  ‘But it is my own loss,’ she pleaded. ‘Not yours.’


  ‘I want it finished,’ he said doggedly, as he crossed the barn and went out at the other door.


  ‘Don’t ’ee mind him, there’s a dear,’ said Marian. ‘I’ve worked here before. Now you go and lie down there, and Izz and I will make up your number.’


  ‘I don’t like to let you do that. I’m taller than you, too.’


  However, she was so overcome that she consented to lie down awhile, and reclined on a heap of pull-tails—the refuse after the straight straw had been drawn—thrown up at the further side of the barn. Her succumbing had been as largely owing to agitation at re-opening the subject of her separation from her husband as to the hard work. She lay in a state of percipience without volition, and the rustle of the straw and the cutting of the ears by the others had the weight of bodily touches.


  She could hear from her corner, in addition to these noises, the murmur of their voices. She felt certain that they were continuing the subject already broached, but their voices were so low that she could not catch the words. At last Tess grew more and more anxious to know what they were saying, and, persuading herself that she felt better, she got up and resumed work.


  Then Izz Huett broke down. She had walked more than a dozen miles the previous evening, had gone to bed at midnight, and had risen again at five o’clock. Marian alone, thanks to her bottle of liquor and her stoutness of build, stood the strain upon back and arms without suffering. Tess urged Izz to leave off, agreeing, as she felt better, to finish the day without her, and make equal division of the number of sheaves.


  Izz accepted the offer gratefully, and disappeared through the great door into the snowy track to her lodging. Marian, as was the case every afternoon at this time on account of the bottle, began to feel in a romantic vein.


  ‘I should not have thought it of him—never!’ she said in a dreamy tone. ‘And I loved him so! I didn’t mind his having you. But this about Izz is too bad!’


  Tess, in her start at the words, narrowly missed cutting off a finger with the bill-hook.


  ‘Is it about my husband?’ she stammered.


  ‘Well, yes. Izz said, “Don’t ’ee tell her;” but I am sure I can’t help it! It was what he wanted Izz to do. He wanted her to go off to Brazil with him.’


  Tess’s face faded as white as the scene without, and its curves straightened. ‘And did Izz refuse to go?’ she asked.


  ‘I don’t know. Anyhow he changed his mind.’


  ‘Pooh—then he didn’t mean it! ’Twas just a man’s jest!’


  ‘Yes he did; for he drove her a good-ways towards the station.’


  ‘He didn’t take her!’


  They pulled on in silence till Tess, without any premonitory symptoms, burst out crying.


  ‘There!’ said Marian. ‘Now I wish I hadn’t told ’ee!’


  ‘No. It is a very good thing that you have done! I have been living on in a thirtover, lackaday way, and have not seen what it may lead to! I ought to have sent him a letter oftener. He said I could not go to him, but he didn’t say I was not to write as often as I liked. I won’t dally like this any longer! I have been very wrong and neglectful in leaving everything to be done by him!’


  The dim light in the barn grew dimmer, and they could see to work no longer. When Tess had reached home that evening, and had entered into the privacy of her little white-washed chamber, she began impetuously writing a letter to Clare. But falling into doubt she could not finish it. Afterwards she took the ring from the ribbon on which she wore it next her heart, and retained it on her finger all night, as if to fortify herself in the sensation that she was really the wife of this elusive lover of hers, who could propose that Izz should go with him abroad, so shortly after he had left her. Knowing that, how could she write entreaties to him, or show that she cared for him any more?


  ♣
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  By the disclosure in the barn her thoughts were led anew in the direction which they had taken more than once of late—to the distant Emminster Vicarage. It was through her husband’s parents that she had been charged to send a letter to Clare if she desired; and to write to them direct if in difficulty. But that sense of her having morally no claim upon him had always led Tess to suspend her impulse to send these notes; and to the family at the Vicarage, therefore, as to her own parents since her marriage, she was virtually non-existent. This self-effacement in both directions had been quite in consonance with her independent character of desiring nothing by way of favour or pity to which she was not entitled on a fair consideration of her deserts. She had set herself to stand or fall by her qualities, and to waive such merely technical claims upon a strange family as had been established for her by the flimsy fact of a member of that family, in a season of impulse, writing his name in a church-book beside hers.


  But now that she was stung to a fever by Izz’s tale there was a limit to her powers of renunciation. Why had her husband not written to her? He had distinctly implied that he would at least let her know of the locality to which he had journeyed; but he had not sent a line to notify his address. Was he really indifferent? But was he ill? Was it for her to make some advance? Surely she might summon the courage of solicitude, call at the Vicarage for intelligence, and express her grief at his silence. If Angel’s father were the good man she had heard him represented to be, he would be able to enter into her heart-starved situation. Her social hardships she could conceal.


  To leave the farm on a week-day was not in her power; Sunday was the only possible opportunity. Flintcomb-Ash being in the middle of the cretaceous tableland over which no railway had climbed as yet, it would be necessary to walk. And the distance being fifteen miles each way she would have to allow herself a long day for the undertaking by rising early.


  A fortnight later, when the snow had gone, and had been followed by a hard black frost, she took advantage of the state of the roads to try the experiment. At four o’clock that Sunday morning she came downstairs and stepped out into the starlight. The weather was still favourable, the ground ringing under her feet like an anvil.


  Marian and Izz were much interested in her excursion, knowing that the journey concerned her husband. Their lodgings were in a cottage a little further along the lane, but they came and assisted Tess in her departure, and argued that she should dress up in her very prettiest guise to captivate the hearts of her parents-in-law; though she, knowing of the austere and Calvinistic tenets of old Mr. Clare, was indifferent, and even doubtful. A year had now elapsed since her sad marriage, but she had preserved sufficient draperies from the wreck of her then full wardrobe to clothe her very charmingly as a simple country girl with no pretensions to recent fashion; a soft gray woollen gown, with white crape quilling against the pink skin of her face and neck, and a black velvet jacket and hat.


  ‘’Tis a thousand pities your husband can’t see ’ee now—you do look a real beauty!’ said Izz Huett, regarding Tess as she stood on the threshold between the steely starlight without and the yellow candlelight within. Izz spoke with a magnanimous abandonment of herself to the situation; she could not be—no woman with a heart bigger than a hazel-nut could be—antagonistic to Tess in her presence, the influence which she exercised over those of her own sex being of a warmth and strength quite unusual, curiously overpowering the less worthy feminine feelings of spite and rivalry.


  With a final tug and touch here, and a slight brush there, they let her go; and she was absorbed into the pearly air of the fore-dawn. They heard her footsteps tap along the hard road as she stepped out to her full pace. Even Izz hoped she would win, and, though without any particular respect for her own virtue, felt glad that she had been prevented wronging her friend when momentarily tempted by Clare.


  It was a year ago, all but a day, that Clare had married Tess, and only a few days less than a year that he had been absent from her. Still, to start on a brisk walk, and on such an errand as hers, on a dry clear wintry morning, through the rarefied air of these chalky hogs’-backs, was not depressing; and there is no doubt that her dream at starting was to win the heart of her mother-in-law, tell her whole history to that lady, enlist her on her side, and so gain back the truant.


  In time she reached the edge of the vast escarpment below which stretched the loamy Vale of Blackmoor, now lying misty and still in the dawn. Instead of the colourless air of the uplands the atmosphere down there was a deep blue. Instead of the great enclosures of a hundred acres in which she was now accustomed to toil there were little fields below her of less than half-a-dozen acres, so numerous that they looked from this height like the meshes of a net. Here the landscape was whitey-brown; down there, as in Froom Valley, it was always green. Yet it was in that vale that her sorrow had taken shape, and she did not love it as formerly. Beauty to her, as to all who have felt, lay not in the thing, but in what the thing symbolized.


  Keeping the Vale on her right she steered steadily westward; passing above the Hintocks, crossing at right-angles the high-road from Sherton-Abbas to Casterbridge, and skirting Dogbury Hill and High-Stoy, with the dell between them called ‘The Devil’s Kitchen.’ Still following the elevated way she reached Cross-in-Hand, where the stone pillar stands desolate and silent, to mark the site of a miracle, or murder, or both. Three miles further she cut across the straight and deserted Roman road called Long-Ash Lane; leaving which as soon as she reached it she dipped down a hill by a transverse lane into the small town or village of Evershead, being now about half-way over the distance. She made a halt here, and breakfasted a second time, heartily enough—not at the Sow-and-Acorn, for she avoided inns, but at a cottage by the church.


  The second half of her journey was through a more gentle country, by way of Benvill Lane. But as the mileage lessened between her and the spot of her pilgrimage, so did Tess’s confidence decrease, and her enterprise loom out more formidably. She saw her purpose in such staring lines, and the landscape so faintly, that she was sometimes in danger of losing her way. However, about noon she paused by a gate on the edge of the basin in which Emminster and its Vicarage lay.


  The square tower, beneath which she knew that at that moment the Vicar and his congregation were gathered, had a severe look in her eyes. She wished that she had somehow contrived to come on a week-day. Such a good man might be prejudiced against a woman who had chosen Sunday, never realizing the necessities of her case. But it was incumbent upon her to go on now. She took off the thick boots in which she had walked thus far, put on her pretty thin ones of patent leather, and, stuffing the former into the hedge by the gate-post where she might readily find them again, descended the hill; the freshness of colour she had derived from the keen air thinning away in spite of her as she drew near the parsonage.


  Tess hoped for some accident that might favour her, but nothing favoured her. The shrubs on the Vicarage lawn rustled uncomfortably in the frosty breeze; she could not feel by any stretch of imagination, dressed to her highest as she was, that the house was the residence of near relations; and yet nothing essential, in nature or emotion, divided her from them: in pains, pleasures, thoughts, birth, death, and after-death, they were the same.


  She nerved herself by an effort, entered the swing-gate, and rang the door-bell. The thing was done; there could be no retreat. No; the thing was not done. Nobody answered to her ringing. The effort had to be risen to and made again. She rang a second time, and the agitation of the act, coupled with her weariness after the fifteen miles’ walk, led her to support herself while she waited by resting her hand on her hip, and her elbow against the wall of the porch. The wind was so nipping that the ivy-leaves had become wizened and gray, each tapping incessantly upon its neighbour with a disquieting stir of her nerves. A piece of blood-stained paper, caught up from some meat-buyer’s dust-heap, beat up and down the road without the gate; too flimsy to rest, too heavy to fly away; and a few straws kept it company.


  The second peal had been louder, and still nobody came. Then she walked out of the porch, opened the gate, and passed through. And though she looked dubiously at the house-front as if inclined to return, it was with a breath of relief that she closed the gate. A feeling haunted her that she might have been recognized (though how she could not tell), and orders been given not to admit her.


  Tess went as far as the corner. She had done all she could do; but determined not to escape present trepidation at the expense of future distress, she walked back again quite past the house, looking up at all the windows.


  Ah—the explanation was that they were all at church, every one. She remembered her husband saying that his father always insisted upon the household, servants included, going to morning-service, and, as a consequence, eating cold food when they came home. It was, therefore, only necessary to wait till the service was over. She would not make herself conspicuous by waiting on the spot, and she started to get past the church into the lane. But as she reached the churchyard-gate the people began pouring out, and Tess found herself in the midst of them.


  The Emminster congregation looked at her as only a congregation of small country-townsfolk walking home at its leisure can look at a woman out of the common whom it perceives to be a stranger. She quickened her pace, and ascended the road by which she had come, to find a retreat between its hedges till the Vicar’s family should have lunched, and it might be convenient for them to receive her. She soon distanced the churchgoers, except two youngish men, who, linked arm-in-arm, were beating up behind her at a quick step.


  As they drew nearer she could hear their voices engaged in earnest discourse, and, with the natural quickness of a woman in her situation, did not fail to recognize in those voices the quality of her husband’s tones. The pedestrians were his two brothers. Forgetting all her plans, Tess’s one dread was lest they should overtake her now, in her disorganized condition, before she was prepared to confront them; for though she felt that they could not identify her she instinctively dreaded their scrutiny. The more briskly they walked the more briskly walked she. They were plainly bent upon taking a short quick stroll before going indoors to lunch or dinner, to restore warmth to limbs chilled with sitting through a long service.


  Only one person had preceded Tess up the hill—a ladylike young woman, somewhat interesting, though, perhaps, a trifle guindée and prudish. Tess had nearly overtaken her when the speed of her brothers-in-law brought them so nearly behind her back that she could hear every word of their conversation. They said nothing, however, which particularly interested her till, observing the young lady still further in front, one of them remarked, ‘There is Mercy Chant. Let us overtake her.’


  Tess knew the name. It was the woman who had been destined for Angel’s life-companion by his and her parents, and whom he probably would have married but for her intrusive self. She would have known as much without previous information if she had waited a moment, for one of the brothers proceeded to say: ‘Ah! poor Angel, poor Angel! I never see that nice girl without more and more regretting his precipitancy in throwing himself away upon a dairymaid, or whatever she may be. It is a queer business, apparently. Whether she has joined him yet or not I don’t know; but she had not done so some months ago when I heard from him.’


  ‘I can’t say. He never tells me anything nowadays. His ill-considered marriage seems to have completed that estrangement from me which was begun by his extraordinary opinions.’


  Tess beat up the long hill still faster; but she could not outwalk them without exciting notice. At last they outsped her altogether, and passed her by. The young lady still further ahead heard their footsteps and turned. Then there was a greeting and a shaking of hands, and the three went on together.


  They soon reached the summit of the hill, and, evidently intending this point to be the limit of their promenade, slackened pace and turned all three aside to the gate whereat Tess had paused an hour before that time to reconnoitre the town before descending into it. During their discourse one of the clerical brothers probed the hedge carefully with his umbrella, and dragged something to light.


  ‘Here’s a pair of old boots,’ he said. ‘Thrown away, I suppose, by some tramp or other.’


  ‘Some impostor who wished to come into the town barefoot, perhaps, and so excite our sympathies,’ said Miss Chant. ‘Yes, it must have been, for they are excellent walking-boots—by no means worn out. What a wicked thing to do! I’ll carry them home for some poor person.’


  Cuthbert Clare, who had been the one to find them, picked them up for her with the crook of his stick; and Tess’s boots were appropriated.


  She, who had heard this, walked past under the screen of her woollen veil, till, presently looking back, she perceived that the church party had left the gate with her boots and retreated down the hill.


  Thereupon our heroine resumed her walk. Tears, blinding tears, were running down her face. She knew that it was all sentiment, all baseless impressibility, which had caused her to read the scene as her own condemnation; nevertheless she could not get over it; she could not contravene in her own defenceless person all these untoward omens. It was impossible to think of returning to the Vicarage. Angel’s wife felt almost as if she had been hounded up that hill like a scorned thing by those—to her—superfine clerics. Innocently as the slight had been inflicted, it was somewhat unfortunate that she had encountered the sons and not the father, who, despite his narrowness, was far less starched and ironed than they, and had to the full the gift of charity. As she again thought of her dusty boots she almost pitied those habiliments for the quizzing to which they had been subjected, and felt how hopeless life was for their owner.


  ‘Ah!’ she said, still sighing in pity of herself, ‘they didn’t know that I wore those over the roughest part of the road to save these pretty ones he bought for me—no—they did not know it! And they didn’t think that he chose the colour o’ my pretty frock—no—how could they? If they had known perhaps they would not have cared, for they don’t care much for him, poor thing!’


  Then she grieved for the beloved man whose conventional standard of judgment had caused her all these latter sorrows; and she went her way without knowing that the greatest misfortune of her life was this feminine loss of courage at the last and critical moment through her estimating her father-in-law by his sons. Her present condition was precisely one which would have enlisted the sympathies of old Mr. and Mrs. Clare. Their hearts went out of them at a bound towards extreme cases, when the subtle mental troubles of the less desperate among mankind failed to win their interest or regard. In jumping at Publicans and Sinners they would forget that a word might be said for the worries of Scribes and Pharisees; and this defect or limitation might have recommended their own daughter-in-law to them at this moment as a fairly choice sort of lost person for their love.


  Thereupon she began to plod back along the road by which she had come not altogether full of hope, but full of a conviction that a crisis in her life was approaching. No crisis, apparently, had supervened; and there was nothing left for her to do but to continue upon that starve-acre farm till she could again summon courage to face the vicarage. She did, indeed, take sufficient interest in herself to throw up her veil on this return journey, as if to let the world see that she could at least exhibit a face such as Mercy Chant could not show. But it was done with a sorry shake of the head. ‘It is nothing—it is nothing!’ she said. ‘Nobody loves it; nobody sees it. Who cares about the looks of a castaway like me!’


  Her journey back was rather a meander than a march. It had no sprightliness, no purpose; only a tendency. Along the tedious length of Benvill Lane she began to grow tired, and she leant upon gates and paused by milestones.


  She did not enter any house till, at the seventh or eighth mile, she descended the steep long hill below which lay the village or townlet of Evershead, where in the morning she had breakfasted with such contrasting expectations. The cottage by the church, in which she again sat down, was almost the first at that end of the village, and while the woman fetched her some milk from the pantry, Tess, looking down the street, perceived that the place seemed quite deserted.


  ‘The people are gone to afternoon service, I suppose?’ she said.


  ‘No, my dear,’ said the old woman. ‘’Tis too soon for that; the bells hain’t strook out yet. They be all gone to hear the preaching in yonder barn. A ranter preaches there between the services—an excellent, fiery, Christian man, they say. But, Lord, I don’t go to hear’n! What comes in the regular way over the pulpit is hot enough for I.’


  Tess soon went onward into the village, her footsteps echoing against the houses as though it were a place of the dead. Nearing the central part her echoes were intruded on by other sounds; and seeing the barn not far off the road, she guessed these to be the utterances of the preacher.


  His voice became so distinct in the still clear air that she could soon catch his sentences, though she was on the closed side of the barn. The sermon, as might be expected, was of the extremest antinomian type; on justification by faith, as expounded in the theology of St. Paul. This fixed idea of the rhapsodist was delivered with animated enthusiasm, in a manner entirely declamatory, for he had plainly no skill as a dialectician. Although Tess had not heard the beginning of the address, she learnt what the text had been from its constant iteration—


  ‘O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you?’


  Tess was all the more interested, as she stood listening behind, in finding that the preacher’s doctrine was a vehement form of the views of Angel’s father, and her interest intensified when the speaker began to detail his own spiritual experiences of how he had come by those views. He had, he said, been the greatest of sinners. He had scoffed; he had wantonly associated with the reckless and the lewd. But a day of awakening had come, and, in a human sense, it had been brought about mainly by the influence of a certain clergyman, whom he had at first grossly insulted; but whose parting words had sunk into his heart, and had remained there, till by the grace of Heaven they had worked this change in him, and made him what they saw him.


  But more startling to Tess than the doctrine had been the voice, which, impossible as it seemed, was precisely that of Alec d’Urberville. Her face fixed in painful suspense she came round to the front of the barn, and passed before it. The low winter sun beamed directly upon the great double-doored entrance on this side; one of the doors being open, so that the rays stretched far in over the threshing-floor to the preacher and his audience, all snugly sheltered from the northern breeze. The listeners were entirely villagers, among them being the man whom she had seen carrying the red paint-pot on a former memorable occasion. But her attention was given to the central figure, who stood upon some sacks of corn, facing the people and the door. The three o’clock sun shone full upon him, and the strange enervating conviction that her seducer confronted her, which had been gaining ground in Tess ever since she had heard his words distinctly, was at last established as a fact indeed.


  end of phase the fifth


  ♣


  Phase the Sixth


  The Convert


  XLV


  Till this moment she had never seen or heard from d’Urberville since her departure from Trantridge.


  The rencounter came at a heavy moment, one of all moments calculated to permit its impact with the least emotional shock. But such was unreasoning memory that, though he stood there openly and palpably a converted man, who was sorrowing for his past irregularities, a fear overcame her, paralyzing her movement so that she neither retreated nor advanced.


  To think of what emanated from that countenance when she saw it last, and to behold it now! … There was the same handsome unpleasantness of mien, but now he wore neatly trimmed, old-fashioned whiskers, the sable moustache having disappeared; and his dress was half-clerical, a modification which had changed his expression sufficiently to abstract the dandyism from his features, and to hinder for a second her belief in his identity.


  To Tess’s sense there was, just at first, a ghastly bizarrerie, a grim incongruity, in the march of these solemn words of Scripture out of such a mouth. This too familiar intonation, less than four years earlier, had brought to her ears expressions of such divergent purpose that her heart became quite sick at the irony of the contrast.


  It was less a reform than a transfiguration. The former curves of sensuousness were now modulated to lines of devotional passion. The lip-shapes that had meant seductiveness were now made to express supplication; the glow on the cheek that yesterday could be translated as riotousness was evangelized to-day into the splendour of pious rhetoric; animalism had become fanaticism; Paganism Paulinism; the bold rolling eye that had flashed upon her form in the old time with such mastery now beamed with the rude energy of a theolatry that was almost ferocious. Those black angularities which his face had used to put on when his wishes were thwarted now did duty in picturing the incorrigible backslider who would insist upon turning again to his wallowing in the mire.


  The lineaments, as such, seemed to complain. They had been diverted from their hereditary connotation to signify impressions for which nature did not intend them. Strange that their very elevation was a misapplication, that to raise seemed to falsify.


  Yet could it be so? She would admit the ungenerous sentiment no longer. D’Urberville was not the first wicked man who had turned away from his wickedness to save his soul alive, and why should she deem it unnatural in him? It was but the usage of thought which had been jarred in her at hearing good new words in bad old notes. The greater the sinner the greater the saint; it was not necessary to dive far into Christian history to discover that.


  Such impressions as these moved her vaguely, and without strict definiteness. As soon as the nerveless pause of her surprise would allow her to stir, her impulse was to pass on out of his sight. He had obviously not discerned her yet in her position against the sun.


  But the moment that she moved again he recognized her. The effect upon her old lover was electric, far stronger than the effect of his presence upon her. His fire, the tumultuous ring of his eloquence, seemed to go out of him. His lip struggled and trembled under the words that lay upon it; but deliver them it could not as long as she faced him. His eyes, after their first glance upon her face, hung confusedly in every other direction but hers, but came back in a desperate leap every few seconds. This paralysis lasted, however, but a short time; for Tess’s energies returned with the atrophy of his, and she walked as fast as she was able past the barn and onward.


  As soon as she could reflect it appalled her, this change in their relative platforms. He who had wrought her undoing was now on the side of the Spirit, while she remained unregenerate. And, as in the legend, it had resulted that her Cyprian image had suddenly appeared upon his altar, whereby the fire of the priest had been wellnigh extinguished.


  She went on without turning her head. Her back seemed to be endowed with a sensitiveness to ocular beams—even her clothing—so alive was she to a fancied gaze which might be resting upon her from the outside of that barn. All the way along to this point her heart had been heavy with an inactive sorrow; now there was a change in the quality of its trouble. That hunger for affection too long withheld was for the time displaced by an almost physical sense of an implacable past which still engirdled her. It intensified her consciousness of error to a practical despair; the break of continuity between her earlier and present existence, which she had hoped for, had not, after all, taken place. Bygones would never be complete bygones till she was a bygone herself.


  Thus absorbed she recrossed the northern part of Long-Ash Lane at right angles, and presently saw before her the road ascending whitely to the upland along whose margin the remainder of her journey lay. Its dry pale surface stretched severely onward, unbroken by a single figure, vehicle, or mark, save some occasional brown horse-droppings which dotted its cold aridity here and there. While slowly breasting this ascent Tess became conscious of footsteps behind her, and turning she saw approaching that well-known form—so strangely accoutred as the Methodist—the one personage in all the world she wished not to encounter alone on this side of the grave.


  There was not much time, however, for thought or elusion, and she yielded as calmly as she could to the necessity of letting him overtake her. She saw that he was excited, less by the speed of his walk than by the feelings within him.


  ‘Tess!’ he said.


  She slackened speed without looking round.


  ‘Tess!’ he repeated. ‘It is I—Alec d’Urberville.[’]


  She then looked back at him, and he came up.


  ‘I see it is,’ she answered coldly.


  ‘Well—is that all? Yet I deserve no more! Of course,’ he added, with a slight laugh, ‘there is something of the ridiculous to your eyes in seeing me like this. But—I must put up with that…. I heard you had gone away, nobody knew where. Tess, you wonder why I have followed you?’


  ‘I do, rather; and I would that you had not, with all my heart!’


  ‘Yes—you may well say it,’ he returned grimly, as they moved onward together, she with unwilling tread. ‘But don’t mistake me; I beg this because you may have been led to do so in noticing—if you did notice it—how your sudden appearance unnerved me down there. It was but a momentary faltering; and considering what you had been to me, it was natural enough. But will helped me through it—though perhaps you think me a humbug for saying it—and immediately afterwards I felt that, of all persons in the world whom it was my duty and desire to save from the wrath to come—sneer if you like—the woman whom I had so grievously wronged was that person. I have come with that sole purpose in view—nothing more.’


  There was the smallest vein of scorn in her words of rejoinder: ‘Have you saved yourself? Charity begins at home, they say.’


  ‘I have done nothing!’ said he indifferently. ‘Heaven, as I have been telling my hearers, has done all. No amount of contempt that you can pour upon me, Tess, will equal what I have poured upon myself—the old Adam of my former years! Well, it is a strange story; believe it or not; but I can tell you the means by which my conversion was brought about, and I hope you will be interested enough at least to listen. Have you ever heard the name of the parson of Emminster—you must have done so?—old Mr. Clare; one of the most earnest of his school; one of the few intense men left in the Church; not so intense as the extreme wing of Christian believers with which I have thrown in my lot, but quite an exception among the Established clergy, the younger of whom are gradually attenuating the true doctrines by their sophistries, till they are but the shadow of what they were. I only differ from him on the question of Church and State—the interpretation of the text, “Come out from among them and be ye separate, saith the Lord”—that’s all. He is one who, I firmly believe, has been the humble means of saving more souls in this country than any other man you can name. You have heard of him?’


  ‘I have,’ she said.


  ‘He came to Trantridge two or three years ago to preach on behalf of some missionary society; and I, wretched fellow that I was, insulted him when, in his disinterestedness, he tried to reason with me and show me the way. He did not resent my conduct, he simply said that some day I should receive the first-fruits of the Spirit—that those who came to scoff sometimes remained to pray. There was a strange magic in his words. They sank into my mind. But the loss of my mother hit me most; and by degrees I was brought to see daylight. Since then my one desire has been to hand on the true view to others, and that is what I was trying to do to-day; though it is only lately that I have preached hereabout. The first months of my ministry have been spent in the North of England among strangers, where I preferred to make my earliest clumsy attempts, so as to acquire courage before undergoing that severest of all tests of one’s sincerity, addressing those who have known one, and have been one’s companions in the days of darkness. If you could only know, Tess, the pleasure of having a good slap at yourself, I am sure——’


  ‘Don’t go on with it!’ she cried passionately, as she turned away from him to a stile by the wayside, on which she bent herself. ‘I can’t believe in such sudden things! I feel indignant with you for talking to me like this, when you know—when you know what harm you’ve done me! You, and those like you, take your fill of pleasure on earth by making the life of such as me bitter and black with sorrow; and then it is a fine thing, when you have had enough of that, to think of securing your pleasure in heaven by becoming converted! Out upon such—I don’t believe in you—I hate it!’


  ‘Tess,’ he insisted; ‘don’t speak so! It came to me like a jolly new idea! And you don’t believe me? What don’t you believe?’


  ‘Your conversion. Your scheme of religion.’


  ‘Why?’


  She dropped her voice. ‘Because a better man than you does not believe in such.’


  ‘What a woman’s reason! Who is this better man?’


  ‘I cannot tell you.’


  ‘Well,’ he declared, a resentment beneath his words seeming ready to spring out at a moment’s notice, ‘God forbid that I should say I am a good man—and you know I don’t say any such thing. I am new to goodness, truly; but new comers see furthest sometimes.’


  ‘Yes,’ she replied sadly. ‘But I cannot believe in your conversion to a new spirit. Such flashes as you feel, Alec, I fear don’t last!’


  Thus speaking she turned from the stile over which she had been leaning, and faced him; whereupon his eyes, falling casually upon the familiar countenance and form, remained contemplating her. The inferior man was quiet in him now; but it was surely not extracted, nor even entirely subdued.


  ‘Don’t look at me like that!’ he said abruptly.


  Tess, who had been quite unconscious of her action and mien, instantly withdrew the large dark gaze of her eyes, stammering with a flush, ‘I beg your pardon!’ And there was revived in her the wretched sentiment which had often come to her before, that in inhabiting the fleshly tabernacle with which nature had endowed her she was somehow doing wrong.


  ‘No, no! Don’t beg my pardon. But since you wear a veil to hide your good looks, why don’t you keep it down?’


  She pulled down the veil, saying hastily, ‘It was mostly to keep off the wind.’


  ‘It may seem harsh of me to dictate like this,’ he went on; ‘but it is better that I should not look too often on you. It might be dangerous.’


  ‘Ssh!’ said Tess.


  ‘Well, women’s faces have had too much power over me already for me not to fear them! An evangelist has nothing to do with such as they; and it reminds me of the old times that I would forget!’


  After this their conversation dwindled to a casual remark now and then as they rambled onward, Tess inwardly wondering how far he was going with her, and not liking to send him back by positive mandate. Frequently when they came to a gate or stile they found painted thereon in red or blue letters some text of Scripture, and she asked him if he knew who had been at the pains to blazon these announcements. He told her that the man was employed by himself and others who were working with him in that district, to paint these reminders that no means might be left untried which might move the hearts of a wicked generation.


  At length the road touched the spot called ‘Cross-in-Hand.’ Of all spots on the bleached and desolate upland this was the most forlorn. It was so far removed from the charm which is sought in landscape by artists and view-lovers as to reach a new kind of beauty, a negative beauty of tragic tone. The place took its name from a stone pillar which stood there, a strange rude monolith, from a stratum unknown in any local quarry, on which was roughly carved a human hand. Differing accounts were given of its history and purport. Some authorities stated that a devotional cross had once formed the complete erection thereon, of which the present relic was but the stump; others that the stone as it stood was entire, and that it had been fixed there to mark a boundary or place of meeting. Anyhow, whatever the origin of the relic, there was and is something sinister, or solemn, according to mood, in the scene amid which it stands; something tending to impress the most phlegmatic passer-by.


  ‘I think I must leave you now,’ he remarked, as they drew near to this spot. ‘I have to preach at Abbot’s-Cernel at six this evening, and my way lies across to the right from here. And you upset me somewhat too, Tessy—I cannot, will not, say why. I must go away and get strength…. How is it that you speak so fluently now? Who has taught you such good English?’


  ‘I have learnt things in my troubles,’ she said evasively.


  ‘What troubles have you had?[’]


  She told him of the first one—the only one that related to him.


  D’Urberville was struck mute. ‘I knew nothing of this till now!’ he next murmured. ‘Why didn’t you write to me when you felt your trouble coming on?’


  She did not reply; and he broke the silence by adding: ‘Well—you will see me again.’


  ‘No,’ she answered. ‘Do not again come near me!’


  ‘I will think. But before we part come here.’ He stepped up to the pillar. ‘This was once a Holy Cross. Relics are not in my creed; but I fear you at moments—far more than you need fear me at present; and to lessen my fear, put your hand upon that stone hand, and swear that you will never tempt me—by your charms or ways.’


  ‘Good God—how can you ask what is so unnecessary! All that is furthest from my thought!’


  ‘Yes—but swear it.’


  Tess, half frightened, gave way to his importunity; placed her hand upon the stone and swore.


  ‘I am sorry you are not a believer,’ he continued; ‘that some unbeliever should have got hold of you and unsettled your mind. But no more now. At home at least I can pray for you; and I will; and who knows what may not happen? I’m off. Good-bye!’


  He turned to a hunting-gate in the hedge, and without letting his eyes again rest upon her leapt over, and struck out across the down in the direction of Abbot’s-Cernel. As he walked his pace showed perturbation, and by-and-by, as if instigated by a former thought, he drew from his pocket a small book, between the leaves of which was folded a letter, worn and soiled, as from much re-reading. D’Urberville opened the letter. It was dated several months before this time, and was signed by Parson Clare.


  The letter began by expressing the writer’s unfeigned joy at d’Urberville’s conversion, and thanked him for his kindness in communicating with the parson on the subject. It expressed Mr. Clare’s warm assurance of forgiveness for d’Urberville’s former conduct, and his interest in the young man’s plans for the future. He, Mr. Clare, would much have liked to see d’Urberville in the Church to whose ministry he had devoted so many years of his own life, and would have helped him to enter a theological college to that end; but since his correspondent had possibly not cared to do this on account of the delay it would have entailed, he was not the man to insist upon its paramount importance. Every man must work as he could best work, and in the method towards which he felt impelled by the Spirit.


  D’Urberville read and re-read this letter, and seemed to quiz himself cynically. He also read some passages from memoranda as he walked till his face assumed a calm, and apparently the image of Tess no longer troubled his mind.


  She meanwhile had kept along the edge of the hill by which lay her nearest way home. Within the distance of a mile she met a solitary shepherd.


  ‘What is the meaning of that old stone I have passed?’ she asked of him. ‘Was it ever a Holy Cross?’


  ‘Cross—no; ’twer not a cross! ’Tis a thing of ill-omen, Miss. It was put up in wuld times by the relations of a malefactor who was tortured there by nailing his hand to a post and afterwards hung. The bones lie underneath. They say he sold his soul to the devil, and that he walks at times.’


  She felt the petite mort at this unexpectedly gruesome information, and left the solitary man behind her. It was dusk when she drew near to Flintcomb-Ash, and in the lane at the entrance to the hamlet she approached a girl and her lover without their observing her. They were talking no secrets, and the clear unconcerned voice of the young woman, in response to the warmer accents of the man, spread into the chilly air as the one soothing thing within the dusky horizon, full of a stagnant obscurity upon which nothing else intruded. For a moment the voices cheered the heart of Tess, till she reasoned that this interview had its origin, on one side or the other, in the same attraction which had been the prelude to her own tribulation. When she came close the girl turned serenely and recognized her, the young man walking off in embarrassment. The woman was Izz Huett, whose interest in Tess’s excursion immediately superseded her own proceedings. Tess did not explain very clearly its results, and Izz, who was a girl of tact, began to speak of her own little affair, a phase of which Tess had just witnessed.


  ‘He is Amby Seedling, the chap who used to sometimes come and help at Talbothays,’ she explained indifferently. ‘He actually inquired and found out that I had come here, and has followed me. He says he’s been in love wi’ me these two years. But I’ve hardly answered him.’


  ♣


  XLVI


  Several days had passed since her futile journey, and Tess was afield. The dry winter wind still blew, but a screen of thatched hurdles erected in the eye of the blast kept its force away from her. On the sheltered side was a turnip-slicing machine, whose bright blue hue of new paint seemed almost vocal in the otherwise subdued scene. Opposite its front was a long mound or ‘grave,’ in which the roots had been preserved since early winter. Tess was standing at the uncovered end, chopping off with a bill-hook the fibres and earth from each root, and throwing it after the operation into the slicer. A man was turning the handle of the machine, and from its trough came the newly-cut swedes, the fresh smell of whose yellow chips was accompanied by the sounds of the snuffling wind, the smart swish of the slicing-blades, and the choppings of the hook in Tess’s leather-gloved hand.


  The wide acreage of blank agricultural brownness, apparent where the swedes had been pulled, was beginning to be striped in wales of darker brown, gradually broadening to ribands. Along the edge of each of these something crept upon ten legs, moving without haste and without rest up and down the whole length of the field; it was two horses and a man, the plough going between them, turning up the cleared ground for a spring sowing.


  For hours nothing relieved the joyless monotony of things. Then, far beyond the ploughing-teams, a black speck was seen. It had come from the corner of a fence, where there was a gap, and its tendency was up the incline, towards the swede-cutters. From the proportions of a mere point it advanced to the shape of a ninepin, and was soon perceived to be a man in black, arriving from the direction of Flintcomb-Ash. The man at the slicer, having nothing else to do with his eyes, continually observed the comer, but Tess, who was occupied, did not perceive him till her companion directed her attention to his approach.


  It was not her hard taskmaster, Farmer Groby; it was one in a semi-clerical costume, who now represented what had once been the free-and-easy Alec d’Urberville. Not being hot at his preaching there was less enthusiasm about him now, and the presence of the grinder seemed to embarrass him. A pale distress was already on Tess’s face, and she pulled her curtained hood further over it.


  D’Urberville came up and said quietly—


  ‘I want to speak to you, Tess.’


  ‘You have refused my last request, not to come near me!’ said she.


  ‘Yes, but I have a good reason.’


  ‘Well, tell it.’


  ‘It is more serious than you may think.’


  He glanced round to see if he were overheard. They were at some distance from the man who turned the slicer, and the movement of the machine, too, sufficiently prevented Alec’s words reaching other ears. D’Urberville placed himself so as to screen Tess from the labourer, turning his back to the latter.


  ‘It is this,’ he continued, with capricious compunction. ‘In thinking of your soul and mine when we last met, I neglected to inquire as to your worldly condition. You were well dressed, and I did not think of it. But I see now that it is hard—harder than it used to be when I—knew you—harder than you deserve. Perhaps a good deal of it is owing to me!’


  She did not answer, and he watched her inquiringly, as, with bent head, her face completely screened by the hood, she resumed her trimming of the swedes. By going on with her work she felt better able to keep him outside her emotions.


  ‘Tess,’ he added, with a sigh of discontent,—‘yours was the very worst case I ever was concerned in! I had no idea of what had resulted till you told me. Scamp that I was to foul that innocent life! The whole blame was mine—the whole unconventional business of our time at Trantridge. You, too, the real blood of which I am but the base imitation, what a blind young thing you were as to possibilities! I say in all earnestness that it is a shame for parents to bring up their girls in such dangerous ignorance of the gins and nets that the wicked may set for them, whether their motive be a good one or the result of simple indifference.’


  Tess still did no more than listen, throwing down one globular root and taking up another with automatic regularity, the pensive contour of the mere fieldwoman alone marking her.


  ‘But it is not that I came to say,’ d’Urberville went on. ‘My circumstances are these. I have lost my mother since you were at Trantridge, and the place is my own. But I intend to sell it, and devote myself to missionary work in Africa. A devil of a poor hand I shall make at the trade, no doubt. However, what I want to ask you is, will you put it in my power to do my duty—to make the only reparation I can make for the trick played you: that is, will you be my wife, and go with me? … I have already obtained this precious document. It was my old mother’s dying wish.’


  He drew a piece of parchment from his pocket, with a slight fumbling of embarrassment.


  ‘What is it?’ said she.


  ‘A marriage licence.’


  ‘O no, sir—no!’ she said quickly, starting back.


  ‘You will not? Why is that?’


  And as he asked the question a disappointment which was not entirely the disappointment of thwarted duty crossed d’Urberville’s face. It was unmistakably a symptom that something of his old passion for her had been revived; duty and desire ran hand-in-hand.


  ‘Surely,’ he began again, in more impetuous tones, and then looked round at the labourer who turned the slicer.


  Tess, too, felt that the argument could not be ended there. Informing the man that a gentleman had come to see her, with whom she wished to walk a little way, she moved off with d’Urberville across the zebra-striped field. When they reached the first newly-ploughed section he held out his hand to help her over it; but she stepped forward on the summits of the earth-rolls as if she did not see him.


  ‘You will not marry me, Tess, and make me a self-respecting man?’ he repeated, as soon as they were over the furrows.


  ‘I cannot.’


  ‘But why?’


  ‘You know I have no affection for you.’


  ‘But you would get to feel that in time, perhaps—as soon as you really could forgive me?’


  ‘Never!’


  ‘Why so positive?’


  ‘I love somebody else.’


  The words seemed to astonish him.


  ‘You do?’ he cried. ‘Somebody else? But has not a sense of what is morally right and proper any weight with you?’


  ‘No, no, no—don’t say that!’


  ‘Anyhow, then, your love for this other man may be only a passing feeling which you will overcome——’


  ‘No—no.’


  ‘Yes, yes! Why not?’


  ‘I cannot tell you.’


  ‘You must in honour!’


  ‘Well then … I have married him.’


  ‘Ah!’ he exclaimed; and he stopped dead and gazed at her.


  ‘I did not wish to tell—I did not mean to!’ she pleaded. ‘It is a secret here, or at any rate but dimly known. So will you, please will you, keep from questioning me? You must remember that we are now strangers.’


  ‘Strangers—are we? Strangers!’


  For a moment a flash of his old irony marked his face; but he determinedly chastened it down.


  ‘Is that man your husband?’ he asked mechanically, denoting by a sign the labourer who turned the machine.


  ‘That man!’ she said proudly. ‘I should think not!’


  ‘Who, then?’


  ‘Do not ask what I do not wish to tell!’ she begged, and flashed her appeal to him from her upturned face and lash-shadowed eyes.


  D’Urberville was disturbed.


  ‘But I only asked for your sake!’ he retorted hotly. ‘Angels of heaven!—God forgive me for such an expression—I came here, I swear, as I thought for your good. Tess—don’t look at me so—I cannot stand your looks! There never were such eyes, surely, before Christianity or since! There—I won’t lose my head; I dare not. I own that the sight of you has waked up my love for you, which, I believed, was extinguished with all such feelings. But I thought that our marriage might be a sanctification for us both. “The unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband,” I said to myself. But my plan is dashed from me; and I must bear the disappointment!’


  He moodily reflected with his eyes on the ground.


  ‘Married. Married! … Well, that being so,’ he added, quite calmly, tearing the licence slowly into halves and putting them in his pocket; ‘that being prevented, I should like to do some good to you and your husband, whoever he may be. There are many questions that I am tempted to ask, but I will not do so, of course, in opposition to your wishes. Though, if I could know your husband, I might more easily benefit him and you. Is he on this farm?’


  ‘No,’ she murmured. ‘He is far away.’


  ‘Far away? From you? What sort of husband can he be?’


  ‘O, do not speak against him! It was through you! He found out——’


  ‘Ah, is it so! … That’s sad, Tess!’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But to stay away from you—to leave you to work like this!’


  ‘He does not leave me to work!’ she cried, springing to the defence of the absent one with all her fervour. ‘He don’t know it! It is by my own arrangement.’


  ‘Then, does he write?’


  ‘I—I cannot tell you. There are things which are private to ourselves.’


  ‘Of course that means that he does not. You are a deserted wife, my fair Tess!’


  In an impulse he turned suddenly to take her hand; the buff-glove was on it, and he seized only the rough leather fingers which did not express the life or shape of those within.


  ‘You must not—you must not!’ she cried fearfully, slipping her hand from the glove as from a pocket, and leaving it in his grasp. ‘O, will you go away—for the sake of me and my husband—go, in the name of your own Christianity!’


  ‘Yes, yes; I will,’ he said abruptly, and thrusting the glove back to her turned to leave. Facing round, however, he said, ‘Tess, as God is my judge, I meant no humbug in taking your hand!’


  A pattering of hoofs on the soil of the field, which they had not noticed in their pre-occupation, ceased close behind them; and a voice reached her ear:


  ‘What the devil are you doing away from your work at this time o’ day?’


  Farmer Groby had espied the two figures from the distance, and had inquisitively ridden across, to learn what was their business in his field.


  ‘Don’t speak like that to her!’ said d’Urberville, his face blackening with something that was not Christianity.


  ‘Indeed, Mister! And what mid Methodist pa’sons have to do with she?’


  ‘Who is the fellow?’ asked d’Urberville, turning to Tess.


  She went close up to him.


  ‘Go—I do beg you!’ she said.


  ‘What! And leave you to that tyrant? I can see in his face what a churl he is.’


  ‘He won’t hurt me. He’s not in love with me. I can leave at Lady-Day.’


  ‘Well, I have no right but to obey, I suppose. But—well, good-bye!’


  Her defender, whom she dreaded more than her assailant, having reluctantly disappeared, the farmer continued his reprimand, which Tess took with the greatest coolness, that sort of attack being independent of sex. To have as a master this man of stone, who would have cuffed her if he had dared, was almost a relief after her former experiences. She silently walked back towards the summit of the field that was the scene of her labour, so absorbed in the interview which had just taken place that she was hardly aware that the nose of Groby’s horse almost touched her shoulders.


  ‘If so be you make an agreement to work for me till Lady-Day, I’ll see that you carry it out,’ he growled. ‘’Od rot the women—now ’tis one thing, and then ’tis another. But I’ll put up with it no longer!’


  Knowing very well that he did not harass the other women of the farm as he harassed her out of spite for the flooring he had once received, she did for one moment picture what might have been the result if she had been free to accept the offer just made her of being the monied Alec’s wife. It would have lifted her completely out of subjection, not only to her present oppressive employer, but to a whole world who seemed to despise her. ‘But no, no!’ she said breathlessly; ‘I could not have married him now! He is so unpleasant to me.’


  That very night she began an appealing letter to Clare, concealing from him her hardships, and assuring him of her undying affection. Any one who had been in a position to read between the lines would have seen that at the back of her great love was some monstrous fear—almost a desperation—as to some secret contingencies which were not disclosed. But again she did not finish her effusion; he had asked Izz to go with him, and perhaps he did not care for her at all. She put the letter in her box, and wondered if it would ever reach Angel’s hands.


  After this her daily tasks were gone through heavily enough, and brought on the day which was of great import to agriculturists—the day of the Candlemas Fair. It was at this fair that new engagements were entered into for the twelve months following the ensuing Lady-Day, and those of the farming population who thought of changing their places duly attended at the county-town where the fair was held. Nearly all the labourers on Flintcomb-Ash Farm intended flight, and early in the morning there was a general exodus in the direction of the town, which lay at a distance of from ten to a dozen miles over hilly country. Though Tess also meant to leave at the quarter-day she was one of the few who did not go to the fair, having a vaguely-shaped hope that something would happen to render another outdoor engagement unnecessary.


  It was a peaceful February day, of wonderful softness for the time, and one would almost have thought that winter was over. She had hardly finished her dinner when d’Urberville’s figure darkened the window of the cottage wherein she was a lodger, which she had all to herself to-day.


  Tess jumped up, but her visitor had knocked at the door, and she could hardly in reason run away. D’Urberville’s knock, his walk up to the door, had some indescribable quality of difference from his air when she last saw him. They seemed to be acts of which the doer was ashamed. She thought that she would not open the door; but, as there was no sense in that either, she arose, and having lifted the latch stepped back quickly. He came in, saw her, and flung himself down into a chair before speaking.


  ‘Tess—I couldn’t help it!’ he began desperately, as he wiped his heated face, which had also a superimposed flush of excitement. ‘I felt that I must call at least to ask how you are. I assure you I had not been thinking of you at all till I saw you that Sunday; now I cannot get rid of your image, try how I may! It is hard that a good woman should do harm to a bad man; yet so it is. If you would only pray for me, Tess!’


  The suppressed discontent of his manner was almost pitiable, and yet Tess did not pity him.


  ‘How can I pray for you,’ she said, ‘when I am forbidden to believe that the great Power who moves the world would alter His plans on my account?’


  ‘You really think that?’


  ‘Yes. I have been cured of the presumption of thinking otherwise.’


  ‘Cured? By whom?’


  ‘By my husband, if I must tell.’


  ‘Ah—your husband—your husband! How strange it seems! I remember you hinted something of the sort the other day. What do you really believe in these matters, Tess?’ he asked. ‘You seem to have no religion—perhaps owing to me.’


  ‘But I have. Though I don’t believe in anything supernatural.’


  D’Urberville looked at her with misgiving.


  ‘Then do you think that the line I take is all wrong?’


  ‘A good deal of it.’


  ‘H’m—and yet I’ve felt so sure about it,’ he said uneasily.


  ‘I believe in the spirit of the Sermon on the Mount, and so did my dear husband…. But I don’t believe—’


  Here she gave her negations.


  ‘The fact is,’ said d’Urberville drily, ‘whatever your dear husband believed you accept, and whatever he rejected you reject, without the least inquiry or reasoning on your own part. That’s just like you women. Your mind is enslaved to his.’


  ‘Ah, because he knew everything!’ said she, with a triumphant simplicity of faith in Angel Clare that the most perfect man could hardly have deserved, much less her husband.


  ‘Yes, but you should not take negative opinions wholesale from another person like that. A pretty fellow he must be to teach you such scepticism!’


  ‘He never forced my judgment! He would never argue on the subject with me! But I looked at it in this way; what he believed, after inquiring deep into doctrines, was much more likely to be right than what I might believe, who hadn’t looked into doctrines at all.’


  ‘What used he to say? He must have said something?’


  She reflected; and with her acute memory for the letter of Angel Clare’s remarks, even when she did not comprehend their spirit, she recalled a merciless polemical syllogism that she had heard him use when, as it occasionally happened, he indulged in a species of thinking aloud with her at his side. In delivering it she gave also Clare’s accent and manner with reverential faithfulness.


  ‘Say that again,’ asked d’Urberville, who had listened with the greatest attention.


  She repeated the argument, and d’Urberville thoughtfully murmured the words after her.


  ‘Anything else?’ he presently asked.


  ‘He said at another time something like this;’ and she gave another, which might possibly have been paralleled in many a work of the pedigree ranging from the Dictionnaire Philosophique to Huxley’s Essays.


  ‘Ah—ha! How do you remember them?’


  ‘I wanted to believe what he believed, though he didn’t wish me to; and I managed to coax him to tell me a few of his thoughts. I can’t say I quite understand that one; but I know it is right.’


  ‘H’m. Fancy your being able to teach me what you don’t know yourself!’


  He fell into thought.


  ‘And so I threw in my spiritual lot with his,’ she resumed. ‘I didn’t wish it to be different. What’s good enough for him is good enough for me.’


  ‘Does he know that you are as big an infidel as he?’


  ‘No—I never told him—if I am an infidel.’


  ‘Well—you are better off to-day than I am, Tess, after all! You don’t believe that you ought to preach my doctrine, and, therefore, do no despite to your conscience in abstaining. I do believe I ought to preach it, but like the devils I believe and tremble, for I suddenly leave off preaching it, and give way to my passion for you.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Why,’ he said aridly; ‘I have come all the way here to see you to-day! But I started from home to go to Casterbridge Fair, where I have undertaken to preach the Word from a waggon at half-past two this afternoon, and where all the brethren are expecting me this minute. Here’s the announcement.’


  He drew from his breast-pocket a poster whereon was printed the day, hour, and place of meeting, at which he, d’Urberville, would preach the Gospel as aforesaid.


  ‘But how can you get there?’ said Tess, looking at the clock.


  ‘I cannot get there! I have come here.’


  ‘What, you have really arranged to preach, and——’


  ‘I have arranged to preach, and I shall not be there—by reason of my burning desire to see a woman whom I once despised!—No, by my word and truth, I never despised you; if I had I should not love you now! Why I did not despise you was on account of your being unsmirched in spite of all; you withdrew yourself from me so quickly and resolutely when you saw the situation; you did not remain at my pleasure; so there was one petticoat in the world for whom I had no contempt, and you are she. But you may well despise me now! I thought I worshipped on the mountains, but I find I still serve in the groves! Ha! ha!’


  ‘O Alec d’Urberville! what does this mean? What have I done!’


  ‘Done?’ he said, with a soulless sneer in the word. ‘Nothing intentionally. But you have been the means—the innocent means—of my backsliding, as they call it. I ask myself, am I, indeed, one of those “servants of corruption” who, “after they have escaped the pollutions of the world, are again entangled therein and overcome”—whose latter end is worse than their beginning?’ He laid his hand on her shoulder. ‘Tess, my girl, I was on the way to, at least, social salvation till I saw you again!’ he said freakishly shaking her, as if she were a child. ‘And why then have you tempted me? I was firm as a man could be till I saw those eyes and that mouth again—surely there never was such a maddening mouth since Eve’s!’ His voice sank, and a hot archness shot from his own black eyes. ‘You temptress, Tess; you dear damned witch of Babylon—I could not resist you as soon as I met you again!’


  ‘I couldn’t help your seeing me again!’ said Tess, recoiling.


  ‘I know it—I repeat that I do not blame you. But the fact remains. When I saw you ill-used on the farm that day I was nearly mad to think that I had no legal right to protect you—that I could not have it; whilst he who has it seems to neglect you utterly!’


  ‘Don’t speak against him—he is absent!’ she cried in much excitement. ‘Treat him honourably—he has never wronged you! O leave his wife before any scandal spreads that may do harm to his honest name!’


  ‘I will—I will,’ he said, like a man awakening from a luring dream. ‘I have broken my engagement to preach to those poor drunken boobies at the fair—it is the first time I have played such a practical joke. A month ago I should have been horrified at such a possibility. I’ll go away—to swear—and—ah, can I! to keep away.’ Then, suddenly: ‘One clasp, Tessy—one! Only for old friendship——’


  ‘I am without defence, Alec! A good man’s honour is in my keeping—think—be ashamed!’


  ‘Pooh! Well yes—yes!’


  He clenched his lips, mortified with himself for his weakness. His eyes were equally barren of worldly and religious faith. The corpses of those old fitful passions which had lain inanimate amid the lines of his face ever since his reformation seemed to wake and come together as in a resurrection. He went out indeterminately.


  Though d’Urberville had declared that this breach of his engagement to-day was the simple backsliding of a believer, Tess’s words, as echoed from Angel Clare, had made a deep impression upon him, and continued to do so after he had left her. He moved on in silence, as if his energies were benumbed by the hitherto undreamt-of possibility that his position was untenable. Reason had had nothing to do with his whimsical conversion, which was perhaps the mere freak of a careless man in search of a new sensation, and temporarily impressed by his mother’s death.


  The drops of logic Tess had let fall into the sea of his enthusiasm served to chill its effervescence to stagnation. He said to himself, as he pondered again and again over the crystallized phrases that she had handed on to him, ‘That clever fellow little thought that, by telling her those things, he might be paving my way back to her!’


  ♣


  XLVII


  It is the threshing of the last wheat-rick at Flintcomb-Ash Farm. The dawn of the March morning is singularly inexpressive, and there is nothing to show where the eastern horizon lies. Against the twilight rises the trapezoidal top of the stack, which has stood forlornly here through the washing and bleaching of the wintry weather.


  When Izz Huett and Tess arrived at the scene of operations only a rustling denoted that others had preceded them; to which, as the light increased, there were presently added the silhouettes of two men on the summit. They were busily ‘unhaling’ the rick, that is, stripping off the thatch before beginning to throw down the sheaves; and while this was in progress Izz and Tess, with the other women-workers, in their whitey-brown pinners, stood waiting and shivering, Farmer Groby having insisted upon their being on the spot thus early to get the job over if possible by the end of the day. Close under the eaves of the stack, and as yet barely visible, was the red tyrant that the women had come to serve—a timber-framed construction, with straps and wheels appertaining—the threshing-machine which, whilst it was going, kept up a despotic demand upon the endurance of their muscles and nerves.


  A little way off there was another indistinct figure; this one black, with a sustained hiss that spoke of strength very much in reserve. The long chimney running up beside an ash-tree, and the warmth which radiated from the spot, explained without the necessity of much daylight that here was the engine which was to act as the primum mobile of this little world. By the engine stood a dark motionless being, a sooty and grimy embodiment of tallness, in a sort of trance, with a heap of coals by his side: it was the engine-man. The isolation of his manner and colour lent him the appearance of a creature from Tophet, who had strayed into the pellucid smokelessness of this region of yellow grain and pale soil, with which he had nothing in common, to amaze and to discompose its aborigines.


  What he looked he felt. He was in the agricultural world, but not of it. He served fire and smoke; these denizens of the fields served vegetation, weather, frost, and sun. He travelled with his engine from farm to farm, from county to county, for as yet the steam threshing-machine was itinerant in this part of Wessex. He spoke in a strange northern accent; his thoughts being turned inwards upon himself, his eye on his iron charge, hardly perceiving the scenes around him, and caring for them not at all: holding only strictly necessary intercourse with the natives, as if some ancient doom compelled him to wander here against his will in the service of his Plutonic master. The long strap which ran from the driving-wheel of his engine to the red thresher under the rick was the sole tie-line between agriculture and him.


  While they uncovered the sheaves he stood apathetic beside his portable repository of force, round whose hot blackness the morning air quivered. He had nothing to do with preparatory labour. His fire was waiting incandescent, his steam was at high pressure, in a few seconds he could make the long strap move at an invisible velocity. Beyond its extent the environment might be corn, straw, or chaos; it was all the same to him. If any of the autochthonous idlers asked him what he called himself, he replied shortly, ‘an engineer.’


  The rick was unhaled by full daylight; the men then took their places, the women mounted, and the work began. Farmer Groby—or, as they called him, ‘he’—had arrived ere this, and by his orders Tess was placed on the platform of the machine, close to the man who fed it, her business being to untie every sheaf of corn handed on to her by Izz Huett, who stood next, but on the rick; so that the feeder could seize it and spread it over the revolving drum, which whisked out every grain in one moment.


  They were soon in full progress, after a preparatory hitch or two, which rejoiced the hearts of those who hated machinery. The work sped on till breakfast-time, when the thresher was stopped for half an hour; and on starting again after the meal the whole supplementary strength of the farm was thrown into the labour of constructing the straw-rick, which began to grow beside the stack of corn. A hasty lunch was eaten as they stood, without leaving their positions, and then another couple of hours brought them near to dinner-time; the inexorable wheels continuing to spin, and the penetrating hum of the thresher to thrill to the very marrow all who were near the revolving wire-cage.


  The old men on the rising straw-rick talked of the past days when they had been accustomed to thresh with flails on the oaken barn-floor; when everything, even to winnowing, was effected by hand-labour, which, to their thinking, though slow, produced better results. Those, too, on the corn-rick talked a little; but the perspiring ones at the machine, including Tess, could not lighten their duties by the exchange of many words. It was the ceaselessness of the work which tried her so severely, and began to make her wish that she had never come to Flintcomb-Ash. The women on the corn-rick—Marian, who was one of them, in particular—could stop to drink ale or cold tea from the flagon now and then, or to exchange a few gossiping remarks while they wiped their faces or cleared the fragments of straw and husk from their clothing; but for Tess there was no respite; for, as the drum never stopped, the man who fed it could not stop, and she, who had to supply the man with untied sheaves, could not stop either, unless Marian changed places with her, which she sometimes did for half an hour in spite of Groby’s objection that she was too slow-handed for a feeder.


  For some probably economical reason it was usually a woman who was chosen for this particular duty, and Groby gave as his motive in selecting Tess that she was one of those who best combined strength with quickness in untying, and both with staying power, and this may have been true. The hum of the thresher, which prevented speech, increased to a raving whenever the supply of corn fell short of the regular quantity. As Tess and the man who fed could never turn their heads she did not know that just before the dinner-hour a person had come silently into the field by the gate, and had been standing under a second rick watching the scene, and Tess in particular. He was dressed in a tweed suit of fashionable pattern, and he twirled a gay walking-cane.


  ‘Who is that?’ said Izz Huett to Marian. She had at first addressed the inquiry to Tess, but the latter could not hear it.


  ‘Somebody’s fancy-man, I s’pose,’ said Marian laconically.


  ‘I’ll lay a guinea he’s after Tess.’


  ‘O no. ’Tis a ranter pa’son who’s been sniffing after her lately; not a dandy like this.’


  ‘Well—this is the same man.’


  ‘The same man as the preacher? But he’s quite different!’


  ‘He hev left off his black coat and white necker-cher, and hev cut off his whiskers; but he’s the same man for all that.’


  ‘D’ye really think so? Then I’ll tell her,’ said Marian.


  ‘Don’t. She’ll see him soon enough, good-now.’


  ‘Well, I don’t think it at all right for him to join his preaching to courting a married woman, even though her husband mid be abroad, and she, in a sense, a widow.’


  ‘Oh—he can do her no harm,’ said Izz drily. ‘Her mind can no more be heaved from that one place where it do bide than a stooded waggon from the hole he’s in. Lord love ’ee, neither court-paying, nor preaching, nor the seven thunders themselves, can wean a woman when ’twould be better for her that she should be weaned.’


  Dinner-time came, and the whirling ceased; whereupon Tess left her post, her knees trembling so wretchedly with the shaking of the machine that she could scarcely walk.


  ‘You ought to het a quart o’ drink into ’ee, as I’ve done,’ said Marian. ‘You wouldn’t look so white then. Why, souls above us, your face is as if you’d been hagrode!’


  It occurred to the good-natured Marian that, as Tess was so tired, her discovery of her visitor’s presence might have the bad effect of taking away her appetite; and Marian was thinking of inducing Tess to descend by a ladder on the further side of the stack when the gentleman came forward and looked up.


  Tess uttered a short little ‘Oh!’ And a moment after she said, quickly, ‘I shall eat my dinner here—right on the rick.’


  Sometimes, when they were so far from their cottages, they all did this; but as there was rather a keen wind going to-day, Marian and the rest descended, and sat under the straw-stack.


  The new-comer was, indeed, Alec d’Urberville, the late Evangelist, despite his changed attire and aspect. It was obvious at a glance that the original Weltlust had come back; that he had restored himself, as nearly as a man could do who had grown three or four years older, to the old jaunty, slap-dash guise under which Tess had first known her admirer, and cousin so-called. Having decided to remain where she was, Tess sat down among the bundles, out of sight of the ground, and began her meal; till, by-and-by, she heard footsteps on the ladder, and immediately after Alec appeared upon the stack—now an oblong and level platform of sheaves. He strode across them, and sat down opposite to her without a word.


  Tess continued to eat her modest dinner, a slice of thick pancake which she had brought with her. The other workfolk were by this time all gathered under the rick, where the loose straw formed a comfortable retreat.


  ‘I am here again, as you see,’ said d’Urberville.


  ‘Why do you trouble me so!’ she cried, reproach flashing from her very finger-ends.


  ‘I trouble you? I think I may ask, why do you trouble me?’


  ‘Sure, I don’t trouble you any-when!’


  ‘You say you don’t? But you do! You haunt me. Those very eyes that you turned upon me with such a bitter flash a moment ago, they come to me just as you showed them then, in the night and in the day! Tess, ever since you told me of that child of ours, it is just as if my feelings, which have been flowing in a strong puritanical stream, had suddenly found a way open in the direction of you, and had all at once gushed through. The religious channel is left dry forthwith; and it is you who have done it!’


  She gazed in silence.


  ‘What—you have given up your preaching entirely?’ she asked.


  She had gathered from Angel sufficient of the incredulity of modern thought to despise flash enthusiasms; but, as a woman, she was somewhat appalled.


  In affected severity d’Urberville continued—


  ‘Entirely. I have broken every engagement since that afternoon I was to address the drunkards at Casterbridge Fair. The deuce only knows what I am thought of by the brethren. Ah-ha! The brethren! No doubt they pray for me—weep for me; for they are kind people in their way. But what do I care? How could I go on with the thing when I had lost my faith in it?—it would have been hypocrisy of the basest kind! Among them I should have stood like Hymenaeus and Alexander, who were delivered over to Satan that they might learn not to blaspheme. What a grand revenge you have taken! I saw you innocent, and I deceived you. Four years after, you find me a Christian enthusiast; you then work upon me, perhaps to my complete perdition! But Tess, my coz, as I used to call you, this is only my way of talking, and you must not look so horribly concerned. Of course you have done nothing except retain your pretty face and shapely figure. I saw it on the rick before you saw me—that tight pinafore-thing sets it off, and that wing-bonnet—you field-girls should never wear those bonnets if you wish to keep out of danger.’ He regarded her silently for a few moments, and with a short cynical laugh resumed: ‘I believe that if the bachelor-apostle, whose deputy I thought I was, had been tempted by such a pretty face, he would have let go the plough for her sake as I do!’


  Tess attempted to expostulate, but at this juncture all her fluency failed her, and without heeding he added:


  ‘Well, this paradise that you supply is perhaps as good as any other, after all. But to speak seriously, Tess.’ D’Urberville rose and came nearer, reclining sideways amid the sheaves, and resting upon his elbow. ‘Since I last saw you, I have been thinking of what you said that he said. I have come to the conclusion that there does seem rather a want of common-sense in these threadbare old propositions; how I could have been so fired by poor Parson Clare’s enthusiasm, and have gone so madly to work, transcending even him, I cannot make out! As for what you said last time, on the strength of your wonderful husband’s intelligence—whose name you have never told me—about having what they call an ethical system without any dogma, I don’t see my way to that at all.’


  ‘Why, you can have the religion of loving-kindness and purity at least, if you can’t have—what do you call it—dogma.’


  ‘O no! I’m a different sort of fellow from that! If there’s nobody to say, “Do this, and it will be a good thing for you after you are dead; do that, and it will be a bad thing for you,” I can’t warm up. Hang it, I am not going to feel responsible for my deeds and passions if there’s nobody to be responsible to; and if I were you, my dear, I wouldn’t either!’


  She tried to argue, and tell him that he had mixed in his dull brain two matters, theology and morals, which in the primitive days of mankind had been quite distinct. But owing to Angel Clare’s reticence, to her absolute want of training, and to her being a vessel of emotions rather than reasons, she could not get on.


  ‘Well, never mind,’ he resumed. ‘Here I am, my love, as in the old times!’


  ‘Not as then—never as then—’tis different!’ she entreated. ‘And there was never warmth with me! O why didn’t you keep your faith, if the loss of it has brought you to speak to me like this!’


  ‘Because you’ve knocked it out of me; so the evil be upon your sweet head! Your husband little thought how his teaching would recoil upon him! Ha-ha—I’m awfully glad you have made an apostate of me all the same! Tess, I am more taken with you than ever, and I pity you too. For all your closeness, I see you are in a bad way—neglected by one who ought to cherish you.’


  She could not get her morsels of food down her throat; her lips were dry, and she was ready to choke. The voices and laughs of the workfolk eating and drinking under the rick came to her as if they were a quarter of a mile off.


  ‘It is cruelty to me!’ she said. ‘How—how can you treat me to this talk, if you care ever so little for me?’


  ‘True, true,’ he said, wincing a little. ‘I did not come to reproach you for my deeds. I came, Tess, to say that I don’t like you to be working like this, and I have come on purpose for you. You say you have a husband who is not I. Well, perhaps you have; but I’ve never seen him, and you’ve not told me his name; and altogether he seems rather a mythological personage. However, even if you have one, I think I am nearer to you than he is. I, at any rate, try to help you out of trouble, but he does not, bless his invisible face! The words of the stern prophet Hosea that I used to read come back to me. Don’t you know them, Tess?—“And she shall follow after her lover, but she shall not overtake him; and she shall seek him, but shall not find him; then shall she say, I will go and return to my first husband; for then was it better with me than now!” … Tess, my trap is waiting just under the hill, and—darling mine, not his!—you know the rest.’


  Her face had been rising to a dull crimson fire while he spoke; but she did not answer.


  ‘You have been the cause of my backsliding,’ he continued, stretching his arm towards her waist; ‘you should be willing to share it, and leave that mule you call husband for ever.’


  One of her leather gloves, which she had taken off to eat her skimmer-cake, lay in her lap, and without the slightest warning she passionately swung the glove by the gauntlet directly in his face. It was heavy and thick as a warrior’s, and it struck him flat on the mouth. Fancy might have regarded the act as the recrudescence of a trick in which her armed progenitors were not unpractised. Alec fiercely started up from his reclining position. A scarlet oozing appeared where her blow had alighted, and in a moment the blood began dropping from his mouth upon the straw. But he soon controlled himself, calmly drew his handkerchief from his pocket, and mopped his bleeding lips.


  She too had sprung up, but she sank down again.


  ‘Now, punish me!’ she said, turning up her eyes to him with the hopeless defiance of the sparrow’s gaze before its captor twists its neck. ‘Whip me, crush me; you need not mind those people under the rick! I shall not cry out. Once victim, always victim—that’s the law!’


  ‘O no, no, Tess,’ he said blandly. ‘I can make full allowance for this. Yet you most unjustly forget one thing, that I would have married you if you had not put it out of my power to do so. Did I not ask you flatly to be my wife—hey? Answer me.’


  ‘You did.’


  ‘And you cannot be. But remember one thing!’ His voice hardened as his temper got the better of him with the recollection of his sincerity in asking her and her present ingratitude, and he stepped across to her side and held her by the shoulders, so that she shook under his grasp. ‘Remember, my lady, I was your master once! I will be your master again. If you are any man’s wife you are mine!’


  The threshers now began to stir below.


  ‘So much for our quarrel,’ he said, letting her go. ‘Now I shall leave you, and shall come again for your answer during the afternoon. You don’t know me yet! But I know you.’


  She had not spoken again, remaining as if stunned. D’Urberville retreated over the sheaves, and descended the ladder, while the workers below rose and stretched their arms, and shook down the beer they had drunk. Then the threshing-machine started afresh; and amid the renewed rustle of the straw Tess resumed her position by the buzzing drum as one in a dream, untying sheaf after sheaf in endless succession.


  ♣


  XLVIII


  In the afternoon the farmer made it known that the rick was to be finished that night, since there was a moon by which they could see to work, and the man with the engine was engaged for another farm on the morrow. Hence the twanging and humming and rustling proceeded with even less intermission than usual.


  It was not till ‘nammet’-time, about three o’clock, that Tess raised her eyes and gave a momentary glance round. She felt but little surprise at seeing that Alec d’Urberville had come back, and was standing under the hedge by the gate. He had seen her lift her eyes, and waved his hand urbanely to her, while he blew her a kiss. It meant that their quarrel was over. Tess looked down again, and carefully abstained from gazing in that direction.


  Thus the afternoon dragged on. The wheat-rick shrank lower, and the straw-rick grew higher, and the corn-sacks were carted away. At six o’clock the wheat-rick was about shoulder-high from the ground. But the unthreshed sheaves remaining untouched seemed countless still, notwithstanding the enormous numbers that had been gulped down by the insatiable swallower, fed by the man and Tess, through whose two young hands the greater part of them had passed. And the immense stack of straw where in the morning there had been nothing, appeared as the faeces of the same buzzing red glutton. From the west sky a wrathful shine—all that wild March could afford in the way of sunset—had burst forth after the cloudy day, flooding the tired and sticky faces of the threshers, and dyeing them with a coppery light, as also the flapping garments of the women, which clung to them like dull flames.


  A panting ache ran through the rick. The man who fed was weary, and Tess could see that the red nape of his neck was encrusted with dirt and husks. She still stood at her post, her flushed and perspiring face coated with the corn-dust, and her white bonnet embrowned by it. She was the only woman whose place was upon the machine so as to be shaken bodily by its spinning, and the decrease of the stack now separated her from Marian and Izz, and prevented their changing duties with her as they had done. The incessant quivering, in which every fibre of her frame participated, had thrown her into a stupefied reverie in which her arms worked on independently of her consciousness. She hardly knew where she was, and did not hear Izz Huett tell her from below that her hair was tumbling down.


  By degrees the freshest among them began to grow cadaverous and saucer-eyed. Whenever Tess lifted her head she beheld always the great upgrown straw-stack, with the men in shirt-sleeves upon it, against the gray north sky; in front of it the long red elevator like a Jacob’s ladder, on which a perpetual stream of threshed straw ascended, a yellow river running up-hill, and spouting out on the top of the rick.


  She knew that Alec d’Urberville was still on the scene, observing her from some point or other, though she could not say where. There was an excuse for his remaining, for when the threshed rick drew near its final sheaves a little ratting was always done, and men unconnected with the threshing sometimes dropped in for that performance—sporting characters of all descriptions, gents with terriers and facetious pipes, roughs with sticks and stones.


  But there was another hour’s work before the layer of live rats at the base of the stack would be reached; and as the evening light in the direction of the Giant’s Hill by Abbot’s-Cernel dissolved away, the white-faced moon of the season arose from the horizon that lay towards Middleton Abbey and Shottsford on the other side. For the last hour or two Marian had felt uneasy about Tess, whom she could not get near enough to speak to, the other women having kept up their strength by drinking ale, and Tess having done without it through traditionary dread, owing to its results at her home in childhood. But Tess still kept going: if she could not fill her part she would have to leave; and this contingency, which she would have regarded with equanimity and even with relief a month or two earlier, had become a terror since d’Urberville had begun to hover round her.


  The sheaf-pitchers and feeders had now worked the rick so low that people on the ground could talk to them. To Tess’s surprise Farmer Groby came up on the machine to her, and said that if she desired to join her friend he did not wish her to keep on any longer, and would send somebody else to take her place. The ‘friend’ was d’Urberville, she knew, and also that this concession had been granted in obedience to the request of that friend, or enemy. She shook her head and toiled on.


  The time for the rat-catching arrived at last, and the hunt began. The creatures had crept downwards with the subsidence of the rick till they were all together at the bottom, and being now uncovered from their last refuge they ran across the open ground in all directions, a loud shriek from the by-this-time half-tipsy Marian informing her companions that one of the rats had invaded her person—a terror which the rest of the women had guarded against by various schemes of skirt-tucking and self-elevation. The rat was at last dislodged, and, amid the barking of dogs, masculine shouts, feminine screams, oaths, stampings, and confusion as of Pandemonium, Tess untied her last sheaf; the drum slowed, the whizzing ceased, and she stepped from the machine to the ground.


  Her lover, who had only looked on at the rat-catching, was promptly at her side.


  ‘What—after all—my insulting slap, too!’ said she in an underbreath. She was so utterly exhausted that she had not strength to speak louder.


  ‘I should indeed be foolish to feel offended at anything you say or do,’ he answered, in the seductive voice of the Trantridge time. ‘How the little limbs tremble! You are as weak as a bled calf, you know you are; and yet you need have done nothing since I arrived. How could you be so obstinate? However, I have told the farmer that he has no right to employ women at steam-threshing. It is not proper work for them; and on all the better class of farms it has been given up, as he knows very well. I will walk with you as far as your home.’


  ‘O yes,’ she answered with a jaded gait. ‘Walk wi’ me if you will! I do bear in mind that you came to marry me before you knew o’ my state. Perhaps—perhaps you are a little better and kinder than I have been thinking you were. Whatever is meant as kindness I am grateful for; whatever is meant in any other way I am angered at. I cannot sense your meaning sometimes.’


  ‘If I cannot legitimize our former relations at least I can assist you. And I will do it with much more regard for your feelings than I formerly showed. My religious mania, or whatever it was, is over. But I retain a little good nature; I hope I do. Now Tess, by all that’s tender and strong between man and woman, trust me! I have enough and more than enough to put you out of anxiety, both for yourself and your parents and sisters. I can make them all comfortable if you will only show confidence in me.’


  ‘Have you seen ’em lately?’ she quickly inquired.


  ‘Yes. They didn’t know where you were. It was only by chance that I found you here.’


  The cold moon looked aslant upon Tess’s fagged face between the twigs of the garden-hedge as she paused outside the cottage which was her temporary home, d’Urberville pausing beside her.


  ‘Don’t mention my little brothers and sisters—don’t make me break down quite!’ she said. ‘If you want to help them—God knows they need it—do it without telling me. But no, no!’ she cried. ‘I will take nothing from you, either for them or for me!’


  He did not accompany her further, since, as she lived with the household, all was public indoors. No sooner had she herself entered, laved herself in a washing-tub, and shared supper with the family than she fell into thought, and withdrawing to the table under the wall, by the light of her own little lamp wrote in a passionate mood—


  
    My own Husband,—Let me call you so—I must—even if it makes you angry to think of such an unworthy wife as I. I must cry to you in my trouble—I have no one else! I am so exposed to temptation, Angel. I fear to say who it is, and I do not like to write about it at all. But I cling to you in a way you cannot think! Can you not come to me now, at once, before anything terrible happens? O, I know you cannot, because you are so far away! I think I must die if you do not come soon, or tell me to come to you. The punishment you have measured out to me is deserved—I do know that—well deserved—and you are right and just to be angry with me. But, Angel, please, please, not to be just—only a little kind to me, even if I do not deserve it, and come to me! If you would come, I could die in your arms! I would be well content to do that if so be you had forgiven me!


    Angel, I live entirely for you. I love you too much to blame you for going away, and I know it was necessary you should find a farm. Do not think I shall say a word of sting or bitterness. Only come back to me. I am desolate without you, my darling, O, so desolate! I do not mind having to work: but if you will send me one little line, and say, ‘I am coming soon,’ I will bide on, Angel—O, so cheerfully!


    It has been so much my religion ever since we were married to be faithful to you in every thought and look, that even when a man speaks a compliment to me before I am aware, it seems wronging you. Have you never felt one little bit of what you used to feel when we were at the dairy? If you have, how can you keep away from me? I am the same woman, Angel, as you fell in love with; yes, the very same!—not the one you disliked but never saw. What was the past to me as soon as I met you? It was a dead thing altogether. I became another woman, filled full of new life from you. How could I be the early one? Why do you not see this? Dear, if you would only be a little more conceited, and believe in yourself so far as to see that you were strong enough to work this change in me, you would perhaps be in a mind to come to me, your poor wife.


    How silly I was in my happiness when I thought I could trust you always to love me! I ought to have known that such as that was not for poor me. But I am sick at heart, not only for old times, but for the present. Think—think how it do hurt my heart not to see you ever—ever! Ah, if I could only make your dear heart ache one little minute of each day as mine does every day and all day long, it might lead you to show pity to your poor lonely one.


    People still say that I am rather pretty, Angel (handsome is the word they use, since I wish to be truthful). Perhaps I am what they say. But I do not value my good looks; I only like to have them because they belong to you, my dear, and that there may be at least one thing about me worth your having. So much have I felt this, that when I met with annoyance on account of the same I tied up my face in a bandage as long as people would believe in it. O Angel, I tell you all this not from vanity—you will certainly know I do not—but only that you may come to me!


    If you really cannot come to me will you let me come to you! I am, as I say, worried, pressed to do what I will not do. It cannot be that I shall yield one inch, yet I am in terror as to what an accident might lead to, and I so defenceless on account of my first error. I cannot say more about this—it makes me too miserable. But if I break down by falling into some fearful snare, my last state will be worse than my first. O God, I cannot think of it! Let me come at once, or at once come to me!


    I would be content, ay, glad, to live with you as your servant, if I may not as your wife; so that I could only be near you, and get glimpses of you, and think of you as mine.


    The daylight has nothing to show me, since you are not here, and I don’t like to see the rooks and starlings in the fields, because I grieve and grieve to miss you who used to see them with me. I long for only one thing in heaven or earth or under the earth, to meet you, my own dear! Come to me—come to me, and save me from what threatens me!—Your faithful heartbroken


    Tess

  


  ♣


  XLIX


  The appeal duly found its way to the breakfast-table of the quiet Vicarage to the westward, in that valley where the air is so soft and the soil so rich that the effort of growth requires but superficial aid by comparison with the tillage at Flintcomb-Ash, and where to Tess the human world seemed so different (though it was much the same). It was purely for security that she had been requested by Angel to send her communications through his father, whom he kept pretty well informed of his changing addresses in the country he had gone to exploit for himself with a heavy heart.


  ‘Now,’ said old Mr. Clare to his wife, when he had read the envelope, ‘if Angel proposes leaving Rio for a visit home at the end of next month, as he told us that he hoped to do, I think this may hasten his plans; for I believe it to be from his wife.’ He breathed deeply at the thought of her; and the letter was redirected to be promptly sent on to Angel.


  ‘Dear fellow, I hope he will get home safely,’ murmured Mrs. Clare. ‘To my dying day I shall feel that he has been ill-used. You should have sent him to Cambridge in spite of his want of faith, and given him the same chance as the other boys had. He would have grown out of it under proper influence, and perhaps would have taken Orders after all. Church or no Church, it would have been fairer to him.’


  This was the only wail with which Mrs. Clare ever disturbed her husband’s peace in respect of their sons. And she did not vent this often; for she was as considerate as she was devout, and knew that his mind too was troubled by doubts as to his justice in this matter. Only too often had she heard him lying awake at night, stifling sighs for Angel with prayers. But the uncompromising Evangelical did not even now hold that he would have been justified in giving his son, an unbeliever, the same academic advantages that he had given to the two others, when it was possible, if not probable, that those very advantages might have been used to decry the doctrines which he had made it his life’s mission and desire to propagate, and the mission of his ordained sons likewise. To put with one hand a pedestal under the feet of the two faithful ones, and with the other to exalt the unfaithful by the same artificial means, he deemed to be alike inconsistent with his convictions, his position, and his hopes. Nevertheless, he loved his misnamed Angel, and in secret mourned over this treatment of him as Abraham might have mourned over the doomed Isaac while they went up the hill together. His silent self-generated regrets were far bitterer than the reproaches which his wife rendered audible.


  They blamed themselves for this unlucky marriage. If Angel had never been destined for a farmer he would never have been thrown with agricultural girls. They did not distinctly know what had separated him and his wife, nor the date on which the separation had taken place. At first they had supposed it must be something of the nature of a serious aversion. But in his later letters he occasionally alluded to the intention of coming home to fetch her; from which expressions they hoped the division might not owe its origin to anything so hopelessly permanent as that. He had told them that she was with her relatives, and in their doubts they had decided not to intrude into a situation which they knew no way of bettering.


  The eyes for which Tess’s letter was intended were gazing at this time on a limitless expanse of country from the back of a mule which was bearing him from the interior of the South-American Continent towards the coast. His experiences of this strange land had been sad. The severe illness from which he had suffered shortly after his arrival had never wholly left him, and he had by degrees almost decided to relinquish his hope of farming here, though, as long as the bare possibility existed of his remaining, he kept this change of view a secret from his parents.


  The crowds of agricultural labourers who had come out to the country in his wake, dazzled by representations of easy independence, had suffered, died, and wasted away. He would see mothers from English farms trudging along with their infants in their arms, when the child would be stricken with fever and would die; the mother would pause to dig a hole in the loose earth with her bare hands, would bury the babe therein with the same natural grave-tools, shed one tear, and again trudge on.


  Angel’s original intention had not been emigration to Brazil, but a northern or eastern farm in his own country. He had come to this place in a fit of desperation, the Brazil movement among the English agriculturists having by chance coincided with his desire to escape from his past existence.


  During this time of absence he had mentally aged a dozen years. What arrested him now as of value in life was less its beauty than its pathos. Having long discredited the old systems of mysticism, he now began to discredit the old appraisements of morality. He thought they wanted readjusting. Who was the moral man? Still more pertinently, who was the moral woman? The beauty or ugliness of a character lay not only in its achievements, but in its aims and impulses; its true history lay, not among things done, but among things willed.


  How, then, about Tess?


  Viewing her in these lights, a regret for his hasty judgment began to oppress him. Did he reject her eternally, or did he not? He could no longer say that he would always reject her, and not to say that was in spirit to accept her now.


  This growing fondness for her memory coincided in point of time with her residence at Flintcomb-Ash, but it was before she had felt herself at liberty to trouble him with a word about her circumstances or her feelings. He was greatly perplexed; and in his perplexity as to her motives in withholding intelligence he did not inquire. Thus her silence of docility was misinterpreted. How much it really said if he had understood!—that she adhered with literal exactness to orders which he had given and forgotten; that despite her natural fearlessness she asserted no rights, admitted his judgment to be in every respect the true one, and bent her head dumbly thereto.


  In the before-mentioned journey by mules through the interior of the country, another man rode beside him. Angel’s companion was also an Englishman, bent on the same errand, though he came from another part of the island. They were both in a state of mental depression, and they spoke of home affairs. Confidence begat confidence. With that curious tendency evinced by men, more especially when in distant lands, to entrust to strangers details of their lives which they would on no account mention to friends, Angel admitted to this man as they rode along the sorrowful facts of his marriage.


  The stranger had sojourned in many more lands and among many more peoples than Angel; to his cosmopolitan mind such deviations from the social norm, so immense to domesticity, were no more than are the irregularities of vale and mountain-chain to the whole terrestrial curve. He viewed the matter in quite a different light from Angel; thought that what Tess had been was of no importance beside what she would be, and plainly told Clare that he was wrong in coming away from her.


  The next day they were drenched in a thunder-storm. Angel’s companion was struck down with fever, and died by the week’s end. Clare waited a few hours to bury him, and then went on his way.


  The cursory remarks of the large-minded stranger, of whom he knew absolutely nothing beyond a commonplace name, were sublimed by his death, and influenced Clare more than all the reasoned ethics of the philosophers. His own parochialism made him ashamed by its contrast. His inconsistencies rushed upon him in a flood. He had persistently elevated Hellenic Paganism at the expense of Christianity; yet in that civilization an illegal surrender was not certain disesteem. Surely then he might have regarded that abhorrence of the un-intact state, which he had inherited with the creed of mysticism, as at least open to correction when the result was due to treachery. A remorse struck into him. The words of Izz Huett, never quite stilled in his memory, came back to him. He had asked Izz if she loved him, and she had replied in the affirmative. Did she love him more than Tess did? No, she had replied; Tess would lay down her life for him, and she herself could do no more.


  He thought of Tess as she had appeared on the day of the wedding. How her eyes had lingered upon him; how she had hung upon his words as if they were a god’s! And during the terrible evening over the hearth, when her simple soul uncovered itself to his, how pitiful her face had looked by the rays of the fire, in her inability to realize that his love and protection could possibly be withdrawn.


  Thus from being her critic he grew to be her advocate. Cynical things he had uttered to himself about her; but no man can be always a cynic and live; and he withdrew them. The mistake of expressing them had arisen from his allowing himself to be influenced by general principles to the disregard of the particular instance.


  But the reasoning is somewhat musty; lovers and husbands have gone over the ground before to-day. Clare had been harsh towards her; there is no doubt of it. Men are too often harsh with women they love or have loved; women with men. And yet these harshnesses are tenderness itself when compared with the universal harshness out of which they grow; the harshness of the position towards the temperament, of the means towards the aims, of to-day towards yesterday, of hereafter towards to-day.


  The historic interest of her family—that masterful line of d’Urbervilles—whom he had despised as a spent force, touched his sentiments now. Why had he not known the difference between the political value and the imaginative value of these things? In the latter aspect her d’Urberville descent was a fact of great dimensions; worthless to economics, it was a most useful ingredient to the dreamer, to the moralizer on declines and falls. It was a fact that would soon be forgotten—that bit of distinction in poor Tess’s blood and name, and oblivion would fall upon her hereditary link with the marble monuments and leaded skeletons at Kingsbere. So does Time ruthlessly destroy his own romances. In recalling her face again and again, he thought now that he could see therein a flash of the dignity which must have graced her grand-dames; and the vision sent that aura through his veins which he had formerly felt, and which left behind it a sense of sickness.


  Despite her not inviolate past, what still abode in such a woman as Tess outvalued the freshness of her fellows. Was not the gleaning of the grapes of Ephraim better than the vintage of Abi-ezer?


  So spoke love renascent, preparing the way for Tess’s devoted outpouring, which was then just being forwarded to him by his father; though owing to his distance inland it was to be a long time in reaching him.


  Meanwhile the writer’s expectation that Angel would come in response to the entreaty was alternately great and small. What lessened it was that the facts of her life which had led to the parting had not changed—could never change; and that, if her presence had not attenuated them, her absence could not. Nevertheless she addressed her mind to the tender question of what she could do to please him best if he should arrive. Sighs were expended on the wish that she had taken more notice of the tunes he played on his harp, that she had inquired more curiously of him which were his favourite ballads among those the country-girls sang. She indirectly inquired of Amby Seedling, who had followed Izz from Talbothays, and by chance Amby remembered that, amongst the snatches of melody in which they had indulged at the dairyman’s, to induce the cows to let down their milk, Clare had seemed to like ‘Cupid’s Gardens,’ ‘I have parks, I have hounds,’ and ‘The break o’ the day;’ and had seemed not to care for ‘The Tailor’s Breeches,’ and ‘Such a beauty I did grow,’ excellent ditties as they were.


  To perfect the ballads was now her whimsical desire. She practised them privately at odd moments, especially ‘The break o’ the day:’


  
    Arise, arise, arise!


    And pick your love a posy,


    All o’ the sweetest flowers


    That in the garden grow.


    The turtle doves and sma’ birds


    In every bough a-building,


    So early in the May-time


    At the break o’ the day!

  


  It would have melted the heart of a stone to hear her singing these ditties, whenever she worked apart from the rest of the girls in this cold dry time; the tears running down her cheeks all the while at the thought that perhaps he would not, after all, come to hear her, and the simple silly words of the songs resounding in painful mockery of the aching heart of the singer.


  Tess was so wrapt up in this fanciful dream that she seemed not to know how the season was advancing; that the days had lengthened, that Lady-Day was at hand, and would soon be followed by Old Lady-Day, the end of her term here.


  But before the quarter-day had quite come something happened which made Tess think of far different matters. She was at her lodging as usual one evening, sitting in the downstairs room with the rest of the family, when somebody knocked at the door and inquired for Tess. Through the doorway she saw against the declining light a figure with the height of a woman and the breadth of a child, a tall, thin, girlish creature whom she did not recognize in the twilight till the girl said ‘Tess!’


  ‘What—is it ’Liza-Lu?’ asked Tess, in startled accents. Her sister, whom a little over a year ago she had left at home as a child, had sprung up by a sudden shoot to a form of this presentation, of which as yet Lu seemed herself scarce able to understand the meaning. Her thin legs, visible below her once long frock, now short by her growing, and her uncomfortable hands and arms, revealed her youth and inexperience.


  ‘Yes, I have been traipsing about all day, Tess,’ said Lu, with unemotional gravity, ‘a-trying to find ’ee; and I’m very tired.’


  ‘What is the matter at home?’


  ‘Mother is took very bad, and the doctor says she’s dying, and as father is not very well neither, and says ’tis wrong for a man of such a high family as his to slave and drave at common labouring work, we don’t know what to do.’


  Tess stood in reverie a long time before she thought of asking ’Liza-Lu to come in and sit down. When she had done so, and ’Liza-Lu was having some tea, she came to a decision. It was imperative that she should go home. Her agreement did not end till Old Lady-Day, the sixth of April, but as the interval thereto was not a long one she resolved to run the risk of starting at once.


  To go that night would be a gain of twelve hours; but her sister was too tired to undertake such a distance till the morrow. Tess ran down to where Marian and Izz lived, informed them of what had happened, and begged them to make the best of her case to the farmer. Returning, she got Lu a supper, and after that, having tucked the younger into her own bed, packed up as many of her belongings as would go into a withy basket, and started, directing Lu to follow her next morning.


  ♣


  L


  She plunged into the chilly equinoctial darkness as the clock struck ten, for her fifteen miles’ walk under the steely stars. In lonely districts night is a protection rather than a danger to a noiseless pedestrian, and knowing this Tess pursued the nearest course along by-lanes that she would almost have feared in the day time; but marauders were wanting now, and spectral fears were driven out of her mind by thoughts of her mother. Thus she proceeded mile after mile, ascending and descending till she came to Bulbarrow, and about midnight looked from that height into the abyss of chaotic shade which was all that revealed itself of the vale on whose further side she was born. Having already traversed about five miles on the upland she had now some ten or eleven in the lowland before her journey would be finished. The winding road downwards became just visible to her under the wan starlight as she followed it, and soon she paced a soil so contrasting with that above it that the difference was perceptible to the tread and to the smell. It was the heavy clay land of Blackmoor Vale, and a part of the Vale to which turnpike-roads had never penetrated. Superstitions linger longest on these heavy soils. Having once been forest, at this shadowy time it seemed to assert something of its old character, the far and the near being blended, and every tree and tall hedge making the most of its presence. The harts that had been hunted here, the witches that had been pricked and ducked, the green-spangled fairies that ‘whickered’ at you as you passed;—the place teemed with beliefs in them still, and they formed an impish multitude now.


  At Nuttlebury she passed the village inn, whose sign creaked in response to the greeting of her footsteps, which not a human soul heard but herself. Under the thatched roofs her mind’s eye beheld relaxed tendons and flaccid muscles, spread out in the darkness beneath coverlets made of little purple patchwork squares, and undergoing a bracing process at the hands of sleep for renewed labour on the morrow, as soon as a hint of pink nebulosity appeared on Hambledon Hill.


  At three she turned the last corner of the maze of lanes she had threaded, and entered Marlott, passing the field in which, as a club-girl, she had first seen Angel Clare, when he had not danced with her; the sense of disappointment remained with her yet. In the direction of her mother’s house she saw a light. It came from the bedroom window, and a branch waved in front of it and made it wink at her. As soon as she could discern the outline of the house—newly thatched with her money—it had all its old effect upon Tess’s imagination. Part of her body and life it ever seemed to be; the slope of its dormers, the finish of its gables, the broken courses of brick which topped the chimney, all had something in common with her personal character. A stupefaction had come into these features, to her regard; it meant the illness of her mother.


  She opened the door so softly as to disturb nobody; the lower room was vacant, but the neighbour who was sitting up with her mother came to the top of the stairs, and whispered that Mrs. Durbeyfield was no better, though she was sleeping just then. Tess prepared herself a breakfast, and then took her place as nurse in her mother’s chamber.


  In the morning, when she contemplated the children, they had all a curiously elongated look; although she had been away little more than a year their growth was astounding; and the necessity of applying herself heart and soul to their needs took her out of her own cares.


  Her father’s ill-health was of the same indefinite kind, and he sat in his chair as usual. But the day after her arrival he was unusually bright. He had a rational scheme for living, and Tess asked him what it was.


  ‘I’m thinking of sending round to all the old anti-queerians in this part of England,’ he said, ‘asking them to subscribe to a fund to maintain me. I’m sure they’d see it as a romantical, artistical, and proper thing to do. They spend lots o’ money in keeping up old ruins, and finding the bones o’ things, and such like; and living remains must be more interesting to ’em still, if they only knowed of me. Would that somebody would go round and tell ’em what there is living among ’em, and they thinking nothing of him! If Pa’son Tringham, who discovered me, had lived, he’d ha’ done it, I’m sure.’


  Tess postponed her arguments on this high project till she had grappled with pressing matters in hand, which seemed little improved by her remittances. When indoor necessities had been eased she turned her attention to external things. It was now the season for planting and sowing; many gardens and allotments of the villagers had already received their spring tillage; but the garden and the allotment of the Durbeyfields were behindhand. She found, to her dismay, that this was owing to their having eaten all the seed potatoes,—that last lapse of the improvident. At the earliest moment she obtained what others she could procure, and in a few days her father was well enough to see to the garden, under Tess’s persuasive efforts: while she herself undertook the allotment-plot which they rented in a field a couple of hundred yards out of the village.


  She liked doing it after the confinement of the sick chamber, where she was not now required by reason of her mother’s improvement. Violent motion relieved thought. The plot of ground was in a high, dry, open enclosure, where there were forty or fifty such pieces, and where labour was at its briskest when the hired labour of the day had ended. Digging began usually at six o’clock, and extended indefinitely into the dusk or moonlight. Just now heaps of dead weeds and refuse were burning on many of the plots, the dry weather favouring their combustion.


  One fine day Tess and ’Liza-Lu worked on here with their neighbours till the last rays of the sun smote flat upon the white pegs that divided the plots. As soon as twilight succeeded to sunset the flare of the couch-grass and cabbage-stalk fires began to light up the allotments fitfully, their outlines appearing and disappearing under the dense smoke as wafted by the wind. When a fire glowed, banks of smoke, blown level along the ground, would themselves become illuminated to an opaque lustre, screening the workpeople from one another; and the meaning of the ‘pillar of a cloud,’ which was a wall by day and a light by night, could be understood.


  As evening thickened some of the gardening men and women gave over for the night, but the greater number remained to get their planting done, Tess being among them, though she sent her sister home. It was on one of the couch-burning plots that she laboured with her fork, its four shining prongs resounding against the stones and dry clods in little clicks. Sometimes she was completely involved in the smoke of her fire; then it would leave her figure free, irradiated by the brassy glare from the heap. She was oddly dressed to-night, and presented a somewhat staring aspect, her attire being a gown bleached by many washings, with a short black jacket over it, the effect of the whole being that of a wedding and funeral guest in one. The women further back wore white aprons, which, with their pale faces, were all that could be seen of them in the gloom, except when at moments they caught a flash from the flames.


  Westward, the wiry boughs of the bare thorn hedge which formed the boundary of the field rose against the pale opalescence of the lower sky. Above, Jupiter hung like a full-blown jonquil, so bright as almost to throw a shade. A few small nondescript stars were appearing elsewhere. In the distance a dog barked, and wheels occasionally rattled along the dry road.


  Still the prongs continued to click assiduously, for it was not late; and though the air was fresh and keen there was a whisper of spring in it that cheered the workers on. Something in the place, the hour, the crackling fires, the fantastic mysteries of light and shade, made others as well as Tess enjoy being there. Nightfall, which in the frost of winter comes as a fiend and in the warmth of summer as a lover, came as a tranquillizer on this March day.


  Nobody looked at his or her companions. The eyes of all were on the soil as its turned surface was revealed by the fires. Hence as Tess stirred the clods, and sang her foolish little songs with scarce now a hope that Clare would ever hear them, she did not for a long time notice the person who worked nearest to her—a man in a long smockfrock who, she found, was forking the same plot as herself, and whom she supposed her father had sent there to advance the work. She became more conscious of him when the direction of his digging brought him closer. Sometimes the smoke divided them; then it swerved, and the two were visible to each other but divided from all the rest.


  Tess did not speak to her fellow-worker, nor did he speak to her. Nor did she think of him further than to recollect that he had not been there when it was broad daylight, and that she did not know him as any one of the Marlott labourers, which was no wonder, her absences having been so long and frequent of late years. By-and-by he dug so close to her that the fire-beams were reflected as distinctly from the steel prongs of his fork as from her own. On going up to the fire to throw a pitch of dead weeds upon it, she found that he did the same on the other side. The fire flared up, and she beheld the face of d’Urberville.


  The unexpectedness of his presence, the grotesqueness of his appearance in a gathered smockfrock, such as was now worn only by the most old-fashioned of the labourers, had a ghastly comicality that chilled her as to its bearing. D’Urberville emitted a low long laugh.


  ‘If I were inclined to joke I should say, How much this seems like Paradise!’ he remarked whimsically, looking at her with an inclined head.


  ‘What do you say?’ she weakly asked.


  ‘A jester might say this is just like Paradise. You are Eve, and I am the old Other One come to tempt you in the disguise of an inferior animal. I used to be quite up in that scene of Milton’s when I was theological. Some of it goes—


  
    “Empress, the way is ready, and not long,


    Beyond a row of myrtles….


    … If thou accept


    My conduct, I can bring thee thither soon.”


    “Lead then,” said Eve.

  


  And so on. My dear, dear Tess, I am only putting this to you as a thing that you might have supposed or said quite untruly, because you think so badly of me.’


  ‘I never said you were Satan, or thought it. I don’t think of you in that way at all. My thoughts of you are quite cold, except when you affront me. What, did you come digging here entirely because of me?’


  ‘Entirely. To see you; nothing more. The smockfrock, which I saw hanging for sale as I came along, was an after-thought, that I mightn’t be noticed. I come to protest against your working like this.’


  ‘But I like doing it—it is for my father.’


  ‘Your engagement at the other place is ended?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Where are you going to next? To join your dear husband?’


  She could not bear the humiliating reminder.


  ‘O—I don’t know!’ she said bitterly. ‘I have no husband!’


  ‘It is quite true—in the sense you mean. But you have a friend, and I have determined that you shall be comfortable in spite of yourself. When you get down to your house you will see what I have sent there for you.’


  ‘O, Alec, I wish you wouldn’t give me anything at all! I cannot take it from you! I don’t like—it is not right!’


  ‘It is right!’ he cried lightly. ‘I am not going to see a woman whom I feel so tenderly for as I do for you, in trouble without trying to help her.’


  ‘But I am very well off! I am only in trouble about—about—not about living at all!’


  She turned, and desperately resumed her digging, tears dripping upon the fork-handle and upon the clods.


  ‘About the children—your brothers and sisters,’ he resumed. ‘I’ve been thinking of them.’


  Tess’s heart quivered—he was touching her in a weak place. He had divined her chief anxiety. Since returning home her soul had gone out to those children with an affection that was passionate.


  ‘If your mother does not recover, somebody ought to do something for them; since your father will not be able to do much, I suppose?’


  ‘He can with my assistance. He must!’


  ‘And with mine.’


  ‘No, sir!’


  ‘How damned foolish this is!’ burst out d’Urberville. ‘Why, he thinks we are the same family; and will be quite satisfied!’


  ‘He don’t. I’ve undeceived him.’


  ‘The more fool you!’


  D’Urberville in anger retreated from her to the hedge, where he pulled off the long smockfrock which had disguised him; and rolling it up and pushing it into the couch-fire, went away.


  Tess could not get on with her digging after this; she felt restless; she wondered if he had gone back to her father’s house; and taking the fork in her hand proceeded homewards.


  Some twenty yards from the house she was met by one of her sisters.


  ‘O, Tessy—what do you think! ’Liza-Lu is a-crying, and there’s a lot of folk in the house, and mother is a good deal better, but they think father is dead!’


  The child realized the grandeur of the news; but not as yet its sadness; and stood looking at Tess with round-eyed importance, till, beholding the effect produced upon her, she said—


  ‘What, Tess, shan’t we talk to father never no more?’


  ‘But father was only a little bit ill!’ exclaimed Tess distractedly.


  ’Liza-Lu came up.


  ‘He dropped down just now, and the doctor who was there for mother said there was no chance for him, because his heart was growed in.’


  Yes; the Durbeyfield couple had changed places; the dying one was out of danger, and the indisposed one was dead. The news meant even more than it sounded. Her father’s life had a value apart from his personal achievements, or perhaps it would not have had much. It was the last of the three lives for whose duration the house and premises were held under a lease; and it had long been coveted by the tenant-farmer for his regular labourers, who were stinted in cottage accommodation. Moreover, ‘liviers’ were disapproved of in villages almost as much as little freeholders, because of their independence of manner, and when a lease determined it was never renewed.


  Thus the Durbeyfields, once d’Urbervilles, saw descending upon them the destiny which, no doubt, when they were among the Olympians of the county, they had caused to descend many a time, and severely enough, upon the heads of such landless ones as they themselves were now. So do flux and reflux—the rhythm of change—alternate and persist in everything under the sky.


  ♣
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  At length it was the eve of Old Lady-Day, and the agricultural world was in a fever of mobility such as only occurs at that particular date of the year. It is a day of fulfilment; agreements for outdoor service during the ensuing year, entered into at Candlemas, are to be now carried out. The labourers—or ‘work-folk,’ as they used to call themselves immemorially till the other word was introduced from without—who wish to remain no longer in old places are removing to the new farms.


  These annual migrations from farm to farm were on the increase here. When Tess’s mother was a child the majority of the field-folk about Marlott had remained all their lives on one farm, which had been the home also of their fathers and grandfathers; but latterly the desire for yearly removal had risen to a high pitch. With the younger families it was a pleasant excitement which might possibly be an advantage. The Egypt of one family was the Land of Promise to the family who saw it from a distance, till by residence there it became in turn their Egypt also; and so they changed and changed.


  However, all the mutations so increasingly discernible in village life did not originate entirely in the agricultural unrest. A depopulation was also going on. The village had formerly contained, side by side with the agricultural labourers, an interesting and better-informed class, ranking distinctly above the former—the class to which Tess’s father and mother had belonged—and including the carpenter, the smith, the shoemaker, the huckster, together with nondescript workers other than farm-labourers; a set of people who owed a certain stability of aim and conduct to the fact of their being life-holders like Tess’s father, or copyholders, or, occasionally, small freeholders. But as the long holdings fell in they were seldom again let to similar tenants, and were mostly pulled down, if not absolutely required by the farmer for his hands. Cottagers who were not directly employed on the land were looked upon with disfavour, and the banishment of some starved the trade of others, who were thus obliged to follow. These families, who had formed the backbone of the village life in the past, who were the depositaries of the village traditions, had to seek refuge in the large centres; the process, humorously designated by statisticians as ‘the tendency of the rural population towards the large towns,’ being really the tendency of water to flow uphill when forced by machinery.


  The cottage accommodation at Marlott having been in this manner considerably curtailed by demolitions, every house which remained standing was required by the agriculturist for his work-people. Ever since the occurrence of the event which had cast such a shadow over Tess’s life, the Durbeyfield family (whose descent was not credited) had been tacitly looked on as one which would have to go when their lease ended, if only in the interests of morality. It was, indeed, quite true that the household had not been shining examples either of temperance, soberness, or chastity. The father, and even the mother, had got drunk at times, the younger children seldom had gone to church, and the eldest daughter had made queer unions. By some means the village had to be kept pure. So on this, the first Lady-Day on which the Durbeyfields were expellable, the house, being roomy, was required for a carter with a large family; and Widow Joan, her daughters Tess and ’Liza-Lu, the boy Abraham and the younger children, had to go elsewhere.


  On the evening preceding their removal it was getting dark betimes by reason of a drizzling rain which blurred the sky. As it was the last night they would spend in the village which had been their home and birthplace, Mrs. Durbeyfield, ’Liza-Lu, and Abraham had gone out to bid some friends good-bye, and Tess was keeping house till they should return.


  She was kneeling in the window-bench, her face close to the casement, where an outer pane of rain-water was sliding down the inner pane of glass. Her eyes rested on the web of a spider, probably starved long ago, which had been mistakenly placed in a corner where no flies ever came, and shivered in the slight draught through the casement. Tess was reflecting on the position of the household, in which she perceived her own evil influence. Had she not come home her mother and the children might probably have been allowed to stay on as weekly tenants. But she had been observed almost immediately on her return by some people of scrupulous character and great influence: they had seen her idling in the churchyard, restoring as well as she could with a little trowel a baby’s obliterated grave. By this means they had found that she was living here again; her mother was scolded for ‘harbouring’ her; sharp retorts had ensued from Joan, who had independently offered to leave at once; she had been taken at her word; and here was the result.


  ‘I ought never to have come home,’ said Tess to herself, bitterly.


  She was so intent upon these thoughts that she hardly at first took note of a man in a white mackintosh whom she saw riding down the street. Possibly it was owing to her face being near to the pane that he saw her so quickly, and directed his horse so close to the cottage-front that his hoofs were almost upon the narrow border for plants growing under the wall. It was not till he touched the window with his riding-crop that she observed him. The rain had nearly ceased, and she opened the casement in obedience to his gesture.


  ‘Didn’t you see me?’ asked d’Urberville.


  ‘I was not attending,’ she said. ‘I heard you, I believe, though I fancied it was a carriage and horses. I was in a sort of dream.’


  ‘Ah! you heard the d’Urberville Coach, perhaps. You know the legend, I suppose?’


  ‘No. My—somebody was going to tell it me once, but didn’t.’


  ‘If you are a genuine d’Urberville I ought not to tell you either, I suppose. As for me, I’m a sham one, so it doesn’t matter. It is rather dismal. It is that this sound of a non-existent coach can only be heard by one of d’Urberville blood, and it is held to be of ill-omen to the one who hears it. It has to do with a murder, committed by one of the family, centuries ago.’


  ‘Now you have begun it, finish it.’


  ‘Very well. One of the family is said to have abducted some beautiful woman, who tried to escape from the coach in which he was carrying her off, and in the struggle he killed her—or she killed him—I forget which. Such is one version of the tale…. I see that your tubs and buckets are packed. Going away, aren’t you?’


  ‘Yes, to-morrow—Old Lady-Day.’


  ‘I heard you were, but could hardly believe it; it seems so sudden. Why is it?’


  ‘Father’s was the last life on the property, and when that dropped we had no further right to stay. Though we might, perhaps, have stayed as weekly tenants—if it had not been for me.’


  ‘What about you?’


  ‘I am not a—proper woman.’


  D’Urberville’s face flushed.


  ‘What a blasted shame! Miserable snobs! May their dirty souls be burnt to cinders!’ he exclaimed in tones of ironic resentment. ‘That’s why you are going, is it? Turned out?’


  ‘We are not turned out exactly; but as they said we should have to go soon, it was best to go now everybody was moving, because there are better chances.’


  ‘Where are you going to?’


  ‘Kingsbere. We have taken rooms there. Mother is so foolish about father’s people that she will go there.’


  ‘But your mother’s family are not fit for lodgings, and in a little hole of a town like that. Now why not come to my garden-house at Trantridge? There are hardly any poultry now, since my mother’s death; but there’s the house, as you know it, and the garden. It can be whitewashed in a day, and your mother can live there quite comfortably; and I will put the children to a good school. Really I ought to do something for you!’


  ‘But we have already taken the rooms at Kingsbere!’ she declared. ‘And we can wait there——’


  ‘Wait—what for? For that nice husband, no doubt. Now look here, Tess, I know what men are, and, bearing in mind the grounds of your separation, I am quite positive he will never make it up with you. Now, though I have been your enemy, I am your friend, even if you won’t believe it. Come to this cottage of mine. We’ll get up a regular colony of fowls, and your mother can attend to them excellently; and the children can go to school.’


  Tess breathed more and more quickly, and at length she said—


  ‘How do I know that you would do all this? Your views may change—and then—we should be—my mother would be—homeless again.’


  ‘O no—no. I would guarantee you against such as that in writing, if necessary. Think it over.’


  Tess shook her head. But d’Urberville persisted; she had seldom seen him so determined; he would not take a negative.


  ‘Please just tell your mother,’ he said, in emphatic tones. ‘It is her business to judge—not yours. I shall get the house swept out and whitened to-morrow morning, and fires lit; and it will be dry by the evening, so that you can come straight there. Now mind, I shall expect you.’


  Tess again shook her head; her throat swelling with complicated emotion. She could not look up at d’Urberville.


  ‘I owe you something for the past, you know,’ he resumed. ‘And you cured me, too, of that craze; so I am glad——’


  ‘I would rather you had kept the craze, so that you had kept the practice which went with it!’


  ‘I am glad of this opportunity of repaying you a little. To-morrow I shall expect to hear your mother’s goods unloading…. Give me your hand on it now—dear, beautiful Tess!’


  With the last sentence he had dropped his voice to a murmur, and put his hand in at the half-open casement. With stormy eyes she pulled the stay-bar quickly, and, in doing so, caught his arm between the casement and the stone mullion.


  ‘Damnation—you are very cruel!’ he said, snatching out his arm. ‘No, no!—I know you didn’t do it on purpose. Well, I shall expect you, or your mother and the children at least.’


  ‘I shall not come—I have plenty of money!’ she cried.


  ‘Where?’


  ‘At my father-in-law’s, if I ask for it.’


  ‘If you ask for it. But you won’t, Tess; I know you; you’ll never ask for it—you’ll starve first!’


  With these words he rode off. Just at the corner of the street he met the man with the paint-pot, who asked him if he had deserted the brethren.


  ‘You go to the devil!’ said d’Urberville.


  Tess remained where she was a long while, till a sudden rebellious sense of injustice caused the region of her eyes to swell with the rush of hot tears thither. Her husband, Angel Clare himself, had, like others, dealt out hard measure to her, surely he had! She had never before admitted such a thought; but he had surely! Never in her life—she could swear it from the bottom of her soul—had she ever intended to do wrong; yet these hard judgments had come. Whatever her sins, they were not sins of intention, but of inadvertence, and why should she have been punished so persistently?


  She passionately seized the first piece of paper that came to hand, and scribbled the following lines:


  
    O why have you treated me so monstrously, Angel! I do not deserve it. I have thought it all over carefully, and I can never, never forgive you! You know that I did not intend to wrong you—why have you so wronged me? You are cruel, cruel indeed! I will try to forget you. It is all injustice I have received at your hands!


    T.

  


  She watched till the postman passed by, ran out to him with her epistle, and then again took her listless place inside the window-panes.


  It was just as well to write like that as to write tenderly. How could he give way to entreaty? The facts had not changed: there was no new event to alter his opinion.


  It grew darker, the fire-light shining over the room. The two biggest of the younger children had gone out with their mother; the four smallest, their ages ranging from three-and-a-half years to eleven, all in black frocks, were gathered round the hearth babbling their own little subjects. Tess at length joined them, without lighting a candle.


  ‘This is the last night that we shall sleep here, dears, in the house where we were born,’ she said quickly. ‘We ought to think of it, oughtn’t we?’


  They all became silent; with the impressibility of their age they were ready to burst into tears at the picture of finality she had conjured up, though all the day hitherto they had been rejoicing in the idea of a new place. Tess changed the subject.


  ‘Sing to me, dears,’ she said.


  ‘What shall we sing?’


  ‘Anything you know; I don’t mind.’


  There was a momentary pause; it was broken, first, by one little tentative note; then a second voice strengthened it, and a third and a fourth chimed in in [in] unison, with words they had learnt at the Sunday-school—


  
    Here we suffer grief and pain,


    Here we meet to part again;


    In Heaven we part no more.

  


  The four sang on with the phlegmatic passivity of persons who had long ago settled the question, and there being no mistake about it, felt that further thought was not required. With features strained hard to enunciate the syllables they continued to regard the centre of the flickering fire, the notes of the youngest straying over into the pauses of the rest.


  Tess turned from them, and went to the window again. Darkness had now fallen without, but she put her face to the pane as though to peer into the gloom. It was really to hide her tears. If she could only believe what the children were singing; if she were only sure, how different all would now be; how confidently she would leave them to Providence and their future kingdom! But, in default of that, it behoved her to do something; to be their Providence; for to Tess, as to not a few millions of others, there was ghastly satire in the poet’s lines—


  
    Not in utter nakedness


    But trailing clouds of glory do we come.

  


  To her and her like, birth itself was an ordeal of degrading personal compulsion, whose gratuitousness nothing in the result seemed to justify, and at best could only palliate.


  In the shades of the wet road she soon discerned her mother with tall ’Liza-Lu and Abraham. Mrs. Durbeyfield’s pattens clicked up to the door, and Tess opened it.


  ‘I see the tracks of a horse outside the window,’ said Joan. ‘Hev somebody called?’


  ‘No,’ said Tess.


  The children by the fire looked gravely at her, and one murmured—


  ‘Why, Tess, the gentleman a-horseback![’]


  ‘He didn’t call,’ said Tess. ‘He spoke to me in passing.’


  ‘Who was the gentleman?’ asked her mother. ‘Your husband?’


  ‘No. He’ll never, never come,’ answered Tess in stony hopelessness.


  ‘Then who was it?’


  ‘Oh, you needn’t ask. You’ve seen him before, and so have I.’


  ‘Ah! What did he say?’ said Joan curiously.


  ‘I will tell you when we are settled in our lodgings at Kingsbere to-morrow—every word.’


  It was not her husband, she had said. Yet a consciousness that in a physical sense this man alone was her husband seemed to weigh on her more and more.


  ♣
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  During the small hours of the next morning, while it was still dark, dwellers near the highways were conscious of a disturbance of their night’s rest by rumbling noises, intermittently continuing till daylight—noises as certain to recur in this particular first week of the month as the voice of the cuckoo in the third week of the same. They were the preliminaries of the general removal, the passing of the empty waggons and teams to fetch the goods of the migrating families; for it was always by the vehicle of the farmer who required his services that the hired man was conveyed to his destination. That this might be accomplished within the day was the explanation of the reverberation occurring so soon after midnight, the aim of the carters being to reach the door of the outgoing households by six o’clock, when the loading of their movables at once began.


  But to Tess and her mother’s household no such anxious farmer sent his team. They were only women; they were not regular labourers; they were not particularly required anywhere; hence they had to hire a waggon at their own expense, and got nothing sent gratuitously.


  It was a relief to Tess, when she looked out of the window that morning, to find that though the weather was windy and louring, it did not rain, and that the waggon had come. A wet Lady-Day was a spectre which removing families never forgot; damp furniture, damp bedding, damp clothing accompanied it, and left a train of ills.


  Her mother, ’Liza-Lu, and Abraham were also awake, but the younger children were let sleep on. The four breakfasted by the thin light, and the ‘house-ridding’ was taken in hand.


  It proceeded with some cheerfulness, a friendly neighbour or two assisting. When the large articles of furniture had been packed in position a circular nest was made of the beds and bedding, in which Joan Durbeyfield and the young children were to sit through the journey. After loading there was a long delay before the horses were brought, these having been unharnessed during the ridding; but at length, about two o’clock, the whole was under way, the cooking-pot swinging from the axle of the waggon, Mrs. Durbeyfield and family at the top, the matron having in her lap, to prevent injury to its works, the head of the clock, which, at any exceptional lurch of the waggon, struck one, or one-and-a-half, in hurt tones. Tess and the next eldest girl walked alongside till they were out of the village.


  They had called on a few neighbours that morning and the previous evening, and some came to see them off, all wishing them well, though, in their secret hearts, hardly expecting welfare possible to such a family, harmless as the Durbeyfields were to all except themselves. Soon the equipage began to ascend to higher ground, and the wind grew keener with the change of level and soil.


  The day being the sixth of April, the Durbeyfield waggon met many other waggons with families on the summit of the load, which was built on a wellnigh unvarying principle, as peculiar, probably, to the rural labourer as the hexagon to the bee. The groundwork of the arrangement was the family dresser, which, with its shining handles, and finger-marks, and domestic evidences thick upon it, stood importantly in front, over the tails of the shaft-horses, in its erect and natural position, like some Ark of the Covenant that they were bound to carry reverently.


  Some of the households were lively, some mournful; some were stopping at the doors of wayside inns; where, in due time, the Durbeyfield menagerie also drew up to bait horses and refresh the travellers.


  During the halt Tess’s eyes fell upon a three-pint blue mug, which was ascending and descending through the air to and from the feminine section of a household, sitting on the summit of a load that had also drawn up at a little distance from the same inn. She followed one of the mug’s journeys upward, and perceived it to be clasped by hands whose owner she well knew. Tess went towards the waggon.


  ‘Marian and Izz!’ she cried to the girls, for it was they, sitting with the moving family at whose house they had lodged. ‘Are you house-ridding to-day, like everybody else?’


  They were, they said. It had been too rough a life for them at Flintcomb-Ash, and they had come away, almost without notice, leaving Groby to prosecute them if he chose. They told Tess their destination, and Tess told them hers.


  Marian leant over the load, and lowered her voice. ‘Do you know that the gentleman who follows ’ee—you’ll guess who I mean—came to ask for ’ee at Flintcomb after you had gone? We didn’t tell’n where you was, knowing you wouldn’t wish to see him.’


  ‘Ah—but I did see him!’ Tess murmured. ‘He found me.’


  ‘And do he know where you be going?’


  ‘I think so.’


  ‘Husband come back?’


  ‘No.’


  She bade her acquaintance good-bye—for the respective carters had now come out from the inn—and the two waggons resumed their journey in opposite directions; the vehicle whereon sat Marian, Izz, and the ploughman’s family with whom they had thrown in their lot, being brightly painted, and drawn by three powerful horses with shining brass ornaments on their harness; while the waggon on which Mrs. Durbeyfield and her family rode was a creaking erection that would scarcely bear the weight of the superincumbent load; one which had known no paint since it was made, and drawn by two horses only. The contrast well marked the difference between being fetched by a thriving farmer and conveying oneself whither no hirer waited one’s coming.


  The distance was great—too great for a day’s journey—and it was with the utmost difficulty that the horses performed it. Though they had started so early it was quite late in the afternoon when they turned the flank of an eminence which formed part of the upland called Greenhill. While the horses stood to stale and breathe themselves Tess looked around. Under the hill, and just ahead of them, was the half-dead townlet of their pilgrimage, Kingsbere, where lay those ancestors of whom her father had spoken and sung to painfulness: Kingsbere, the spot of all spots in the world which could be considered the d’Urbervilles’ home, since they had resided there for full five hundred years.


  A man could be seen advancing from the outskirts towards them, and when he beheld the nature of their waggon-load he quickened his steps.


  ‘You be the woman they call Mrs. Durbeyfield, I reckon?’ he said to Tess’s mother, who had descended to walk the remainder of the way.


  She nodded. ‘Though widow of the late Sir John d’Urberville, poor nobleman, if I cared for my rights; and returning to the domain of his forefathers.’


  ‘Oh? Well, I know nothing about that; but if you be Mrs. Durbeyfield, I am sent to tell ’ee that the rooms you wanted be let. We didn’t know you was coming till we got your letter this morning—when ’twas too late. But no doubt you can get other lodgings somewhere.’


  The man had noticed the face of Tess, which had become ash-pale at his intelligence. Her mother looked hopelessly at fault. ‘What shall we do now, Tess?’ she said bitterly. ‘Here’s a welcome to your ancestors’ lands! However, let’s try further.’


  They moved on into the town, and tried with all their might, Tess remaining with the waggon to take care of the children whilst her mother and ’Liza-Lu made inquiries. At the last return of Joan to the vehicle, an hour later, when her search for accommodation had still been fruitless, the driver of the waggon said the goods must be unloaded, as the horses were half-dead, and he was bound to return part of the way at least that night.


  ‘Very well—unload it here,’ said Joan recklessly. ‘I’ll get shelter somewhere.’


  The waggon had drawn up under the churchyard wall, in a spot screened from view, and the driver, nothing loth, soon hauled down the poor heap of household goods. This done she paid him, reducing herself to almost her last shilling thereby, and he moved off and left them, only too glad to get out of further dealings with such a family. It was a dry night, and he guessed that they would come to no harm.


  Tess gazed desperately at the pile of furniture. The cold sunlight of this spring evening peered invidiously upon the crocks and kettles, upon the bunches of dried herbs shivering in the breeze, upon the brass handles of the dresser, upon the wicker-cradle they had all been rocked in, and upon the well-rubbed clock-case, all of which gave out the reproachful gleam of indoor articles abandoned to the vicissitudes of a roofless exposure for which they were never made. Round about were deparked hills and slopes—now cut up into little paddocks—and the green foundations that showed where the d’Urberville mansion once had stood; also an outlying stretch of Egdon Heath that had always belonged to the estate. Hard by, the aisle of the church called the d’Urberville Aisle looked on imperturbably.


  ‘Isn’t your family vault your own freehold?’ said Tess’s mother, as she returned from a reconnoitre of the church and graveyard. ‘Why of course ’tis, and that’s where we will camp, girls, till the place of your ancestors finds us a roof! Now Tess and ’Liza and Abraham, you help me. We’ll make a nest for these children, and then we’ll have another look round.’


  Tess listlessly lent a hand, and in a quarter of an hour the old four-post bedstead was dissociated from the heap of goods, and erected under the south wall of the church, the part of the building known as the d’Urberville Aisle, beneath which the huge vaults lay. Over the tester of the bedstead was a beautifully traceried window, of many lights, its date being the fifteenth century. It was called the d’Urberville Window, and in the upper part could be discerned heraldic emblems like those on Durbeyfield’s old seal and spoon.


  Joan drew the curtains round the bed so as to make an excellent tent of it, and put the smaller children inside. ‘If it comes to the worst we can sleep there too, for one night,’ she said. ‘But let us try further on, and get something for the dears to eat! O, Tess, what’s the use of your playing at marrying gentlemen, if it leaves us like this!’


  Accompanied by ’Liza-Lu and the boy she again ascended the little lane which secluded the church from the townlet. As soon as they got into the street they beheld a man on horseback gazing up and down. ‘Ah—I’m looking for you!’ he said, riding up to them. ‘This is indeed a family gathering on the historic spot!’


  It was Alec d’Urberville. ‘Where is Tess?’ he asked.


  Personally Joan had no liking for Alec. She cursorily signified the direction of the church, and went on, d’Urberville saying that he would see them again, in case they should be still unsuccessful in their search for shelter, of which he had just heard. When they had gone d’Urberville rode to the inn, and shortly after came out on foot.


  In the interim Tess, left with the children inside the bedstead, remained talking with them awhile, till, seeing that no more could be done to make them comfortable just then, she walked about the churchyard, now beginning to be embrowned by the shades of nightfall. The door of the church was unfastened, and she entered it for the first time in her life.


  Within the window under which the bedstead stood were the tombs of the family, covering in their dates several centuries. They were canopied, altar-shaped, and plain; their carvings being defaced and broken; their brasses torn from the matrices, the rivet-holes remaining like martin-holes in a sand-cliff. Of all the reminders that she had ever received that her people were socially extinct there was none so forcible as this spoliation.


  She drew near to a dark stone on which was inscribed:


  Ostium sepulchri antiquae familiae d’Urberville.


  Tess did not read Church-Latin like a Cardinal, but she knew that this was the door of her ancestral sepulchre, and that the tall knights of whom her father had chanted in his cups lay inside.


  She musingly turned to withdraw, passing near an altar-tomb, the oldest of them all, on which was a recumbent figure. In the dusk she had not noticed it before, and would hardly have noticed it now but for an odd fancy that the effigy moved. As soon as she drew close to it she discovered all in a moment that the figure was a living person; and the shock to her sense of not having been alone was so violent that she was quite overcome, and sank down nigh to fainting, not however till she had recognized Alec d’Urberville in the form.


  He leapt off the slab and supported her.


  ‘I saw you come in,’ he said smiling, ‘and got up there not to interrupt your meditations. A family gathering, is it not, with these old fellows under us here? Listen.’


  He stamped with his heel heavily on the floor; whereupon there arose a hollow echo from below.


  ‘That shook them a bit, I’ll warrant!’ he continued. ‘And you thought I was the mere stone reproduction of one of them. But no. The old order changeth. The little finger of the sham d’Urberville can do more for you than the whole dynasty of the real underneath…. Now command me. What shall I do?’


  ‘Go away!’ she murmured.


  ‘I will—I’ll look for your mother,’ said he blandly. But in passing her he whispered: ‘Mind this; you’ll be civil yet!’


  When he was gone she bent down upon the entrance to the vaults, and said—


  ‘Why am I on the wrong side of this door!’


  In the meantime Marian and Izz Huett had journeyed onward with the chattels of the ploughman in the direction of their land of Canaan—the Egypt of some other family who had left it only that morning. But the girls did not for a long time think of where they were going. Their talk was of Angel Clare and Tess, and Tess’s persistent lover, whose connection with her previous history they had partly heard and partly guessed ere this.


  ‘’Tisn’t as though she had never known him afore,’ said Marian. ‘His having won her once makes all the difference in the world. ’Twould be a thousand pities if he were to tole her away again. Mr. Clare can never be anything to us, Izz; and why should we grudge him to her, and not try to mend this quarrel? If he could on’y know what straits she’s put to, and what’s hovering round, he might come to take care of his own.’


  ‘Could we let him know?’


  They thought of this all the way to their destination; but the bustle of re-establishment in their new place took up all their attention then. But when they were settled, a month later, they heard of Clare’s approaching return, though they had learnt nothing more of Tess. Upon that, agitated anew by their attachment to him, yet honourably disposed to her, Marian uncorked the penny ink-bottle they shared, and a few lines were concocted between the two girls.


  
    Honour’d Sir—Look to your Wife if you do love her as much as she do love you. For she is sore put to by an Enemy in the shape of a Friend. Sir, there is one near her who ought to be Away. A woman should not be try’d beyond her Strength, and continual dropping will wear away a Stone—ay, more—a Diamond.


    From Two Well-Wishers.

  


  This they addressed to Angel Clare at the only place they had ever heard him to be connected with, Emminster Vicarage; after which they continued in a mood of emotional exaltation at their own generosity, which made them sing in hysterical snatches and weep at the same time.


  end of phase the sixth


  ♣


  Phase the Seventh


  Fulfilment


  LIII


  It was evening at Emminster Vicarage. The two customary candles were burning under their green shades in the Vicar’s study, but he had not been sitting there. Occasionally he came in, stirred the small fire which sufficed for the increasing mildness of the spring, and went out again; sometimes pausing at the front door, going on to the drawing-room, then returning again to the front door.


  It faced westward, and though gloom prevailed inside, there was still light enough without to see with distinctness. Mrs. Clare, who had been sitting in the drawing-room, followed him hither.


  ‘Plenty of time yet,’ said the Vicar. ‘He doesn’t reach Chalk-Newton till six, even if the train should be punctual, and ten miles of country-road, five of them in Crimmercrock Lane, are not jogged over in a hurry by our old horse.’


  ‘But he has done it in an hour with us, my dear.’


  ‘Years ago.’


  Thus they passed the minutes, each well knowing that this was only waste of breath, the one essential being simply to wait.


  At length there was a slight noise in the lane, and the old pony-chaise appeared indeed outside the railings. They saw alight therefrom a form which they affected to recognize, but would actually have passed by in the street without identifying had he not got out of their carriage at the particular moment when a particular person was due.


  Mrs. Clare rushed through the dark passage to the door, and her husband came more slowly after her.


  The new arrival, who was just about to enter, saw their anxious faces in the doorway and the gleam of the west in their spectacles because they confronted the last rays of day; but they could only see his shape against the light.


  ‘O, my boy, my boy—home again at last!’ cried Mrs. Clare, who cared no more at that moment for the stains of heterodoxy which had caused all this separation than for the dust upon his clothes. What woman, indeed, among the most faithful adherents of the truth, believes the promises and threats of the Word in the sense in which she believes in her own children, or would not throw her theology to the wind if weighed against their happiness? As soon as they reached the room where the candles were lighted she looked at his face.


  ‘O, it is not Angel—not my son—the Angel who went away!’ she cried in all the irony of sorrow, as she turned herself aside.


  His father, too, was shocked to see him, so reduced was that figure from its former contours by worry and the bad season that Clare had experienced, in the climate to which he had so rashly hurried in his first aversion to the mockery of events at home. You could see the skeleton behind the man, and almost the ghost behind the skeleton. He matched Crivelli’s dead Christus. His sunken eye-pits were of morbid hue, and the light in his eyes had waned. The angular hollows and lines of his aged ancestors had succeeded to their reign in his face twenty years before their time.


  ‘I was ill over there, you know,’ he said. ‘I am all right now.’


  As if, however, to falsify this assertion, his legs seemed to give way, and he suddenly sat down to save himself from falling. It was only a slight attack of faintness, resulting from the tedious day’s journey, and the excitement of arrival.


  ‘Has any letter come for me lately?’ he asked. ‘I received the last you sent on by the merest chance, and after considerable delay through being inland; or I might have come sooner.’


  ‘It was from your wife, we supposed?’


  ‘It was.’


  Only one other had recently come. They had not sent it on to him, knowing he would start for home so soon.


  He hastily opened the letter produced, and was much disturbed to read in Tess’s handwriting the sentiments expressed in her last hurried scrawl to him.


  
    O why have you treated me so monstrously, Angel! I do not deserve it. I have thought it all over carefully, and I can never, never forgive you! You know that I did not intend to wrong you—why have you so wronged me? You are cruel, cruel indeed! I will try to forget you. It is all injustice I have received at your hands.


    T.

  


  ‘It is quite true![’] said Angel, throwing down the letter. ‘Perhaps she will never be reconciled to me!’


  ‘Don’t, Angel, be so anxious about a mere child of the soil!’ said his mother.


  ‘Child of the soil! Well, we all are children of the soil. I wish she were so in the sense you mean; but let me now explain to you what I have never explained before, that her father is a descendant in the male line of one of the oldest Norman houses, like a good many others who lead obscure agricultural lives in our villages, and are dubbed “sons of the soil.”’


  He soon retired to bed; and the next morning, feeling exceedingly unwell, he remained in his room pondering. The circumstances amid which he had left Tess were such that though, while on the south of the Equator and just in receipt of her loving epistle, it had seemed the easiest thing in the world to rush back into her arms the moment he chose to forgive her, now that he had arrived it was not so easy as it had seemed. She was passionate, and her present letter, showing that her estimate of him had changed under his delay—too justly changed, he sadly owned,—made him ask himself if it would be wise to confront her unannounced in the presence of her parents. Supposing that her love had indeed turned to dislike during the last weeks of separation, a sudden meeting might lead to bitter words.


  Clare therefore thought it would be best to prepare Tess and her family by sending a line to Marlott announcing his return, and his hope that she was still living with them there, as he had arranged for her to do when he left England. He despatched the inquiry that very day, and before the week was out there came a short reply from Mrs. Durbeyfield which did not remove his embarrassment, for it bore no address, though to his surprise it was not written from Marlott.


  
    Sir—J write these few lines to say that my Daughter is away from me at present, and J am not sure when she will return, but J will let you know as Soon as she do. J do not feel at liberty to tell you Where she is temperly biding. J should say that me and my Family have left Marlott for some Time.—Yours,


    J. Durbeyfield

  


  It was such a relief to Clare to learn that Tess was at least apparently well that her mother’s stiff reticence as to her whereabouts did not long distress him. They were all angry with him, evidently. He would wait till Mrs. Durbeyfield could inform him of Tess’s return, which her letter implied to be soon. He deserved no more. His had been a love ‘which alters when it alteration finds.’ He had undergone some strange experiences in his absence; he had seen the virtual Faustina in the literal Cornelia, a spiritual Lucretia in a corporeal Phryne; he had thought of the woman taken and set in the midst as one deserving to be stoned, and of the wife of Uriah being made a queen; and he had asked himself why he had not judged Tess constructively rather than biographically, by the will rather than by the deed?


  A day or two passed while he waited at his father’s house for the promised second note from Joan Durbeyfield, and indirectly to recover a little more strength. The strength showed signs of coming back, but there was no sign of Joan’s letter. Then he hunted up the old letter sent on to him in Brazil, which Tess had written from Flintcomb-Ash, and re-read it. The sentences touched him now as much as when he had first perused them.


  I must cry to you in my trouble—I have no one else…. I think I must die if you do not come soon, or tell me to come to you…. Please, please not to be just; only a little kind to me! … If you would come I could die in your arms! I would be well content to do that if so be you had forgiven me! … If you will send me one little line and say, I am coming soon, I will bide on, Angel, O so cheerfully! … Think how it do hurt my heart not to see you ever, ever! Ah, if I could only make your dear heart ache one little minute of each day as mine does every day and all day long, it might lead you to show pity to your poor lonely one…. I would be content, ay, glad, to live with you as your servant, if I may not as your wife; so that I could only be near you, and get glimpses of you, and think of you as mine…. I long for only one thing in heaven, or earth, or under the earth, to meet you, my own dear! Come to me, come to me, and save me from what threatens me.


  Clare determined that he would no longer believe in her more recent and severer regard of him; but would go and find her immediately. He asked his father if she had applied for any money during his absence. His father returned a negative, and then for the first time it occurred to Angel that her pride had stood in her way, and that she had suffered privation. From his remarks his parents now gathered the real reason of the separation; and their Christianity was such that, reprobates being their especial care, the tenderness towards Tess which her blood, her simplicity, even her poverty, had not engendered, was instantly excited by her sin.


  Whilst he was hastily packing together a few articles for his journey he glanced over a poor plain missive also lately come to hand—the one from Marian and Izz Huett, beginning—


  ‘Honour’d Sir—Look to your wife if you do love her as much as she do you,’ and signed, ‘From Two Well-Wishers.’


  ♣


  LIV


  In a quarter of an hour Clare was leaving the house, whence his mother watched his thin figure as it disappeared into the street. He had declined to borrow his father’s old mare, well knowing of its necessity to the household. He went to the inn, where he hired a trap, and could hardly wait during the harnessing. In a very few minutes after he was driving up the hill out of the town which, three or four months earlier in the year, Tess had descended with such hopes and ascended with such shattered purposes.


  Benvill Lane soon stretched before him, its hedges and trees purple with buds; but he was looking at other things, and only recalled himself to the scene sufficiently to enable him to keep the way. In something less than an hour-and-a-half he had skirted the south of the King’s Hintock estates and ascended to the untoward solitude of Cross-in-Hand, the unholy stone whereon Tess had been compelled by Alec d’Urberville, in his whim of reformation, to swear the strange oath that she would never wilfully tempt him again. The pale and blasted nettle-stems of the preceding year even now lingered nakedly in the banks, young green nettles of the present spring growing from their roots.


  Thence he went along the verge of the upland overhanging the other Hintocks, and, turning to the right, plunged into the bracing calcareous region of Flintcomb-Ash, the address from which she had written to him in one of the letters, and which he supposed to be the place of sojourn referred to by her mother. Here, of course, he did not find her; and what added to his depression was the discovery that no ‘Mrs. Clare’ had ever been heard of by the cottagers or by the farmer himself, though Tess was remembered well enough by her Christian name. His name she had obviously never used during their separation, and her dignified sense of their total severance was shown not much less by this abstention than by the hardships she had chosen to undergo (of which he now learnt for the first time) rather than apply to his father for more funds.


  From this place they told him Tess Durbeyfield had gone, without due notice, to the home of her parents on the other side of Blackmoor, and it therefore became necessary to find Mrs. Durbeyfield. She had told him she was not now at Marlott, but had been curiously reticent as to her actual address, and the only course was to go to Marlott and inquire for it. The farmer who had been so churlish with Tess was quite smooth-tongued to Clare, and lent him a horse and man to drive him towards Marlott, the gig he had arrived in being sent back to Emminster; for the limit of a day’s journey with that horse was reached.


  Clare would not accept the loan of the farmer’s vehicle for a further distance than to the outskirts of the Vale, and, sending it back with the man who had driven him, he put up at an inn, and next day entered on foot the region wherein was the spot of his dear Tess’s birth. It was as yet too early in the year for much colour to appear in the gardens and foliage; the so-called spring was but winter overlaid with a thin coat of greenness, and it was of a parcel with his expectations.


  The house in which Tess had passed the years of her childhood was now inhabited by another family who had never known her. The new residents were in the garden, taking as much interest in their own doings as if the homestead had never passed its primal time in conjunction with the histories of others, beside which the histories of these were but as a tale told by an idiot. They walked about the garden paths with thoughts of their own concerns entirely uppermost, bringing their actions at every moment into jarring collision with the dim ghosts behind them, talking as though the time when Tess lived there were not one whit intenser in story than now. Even the spring birds sang over their heads as if they thought there was nobody missing in particular.


  On inquiry of these precious innocents, to whom even the name of their predecessors was a failing memory, Clare learned that John Durbeyfield was dead; that his widow and children had left Marlott, declaring that they were going to live at Kingsbere, but instead of doing so had gone on to another place they mentioned. By this time Clare abhorred the house for ceasing to contain Tess, and hastened away from its hated presence without once looking back.


  His way was by the field in which he had first beheld her at the dance. It was as bad as the house—even worse. He passed on through the churchyard, where, amongst the new headstones, he saw one of a somewhat superior design to the rest. The inscription ran thus:


  
    In memory of John Durbeyfield, rightly d’Urberville, of the once powerful family of that Name, and Direct Descendant through an Illustrious Line from Sir Pagan d’Urberville, one of the Knights of the Conqueror. Died March 10th, 18——

  


  How are the Mighty Fallen.


  Some man, apparently the sexton, had observed Clare standing there, and drew nigh. ‘Ah, sir, now that’s a man who didn’t want to lie here, but wished to be carried to Kingsbere, where his ancestors be.’


  ‘And why didn’t they respect his wish?’


  ‘Oh—no money. Bless your soul, sir, why—there, I wouldn’t wish to say it everywhere, but—even this headstone, for all the flourish wrote upon en, is not paid for.’


  ‘Ah, who put it up?’


  The man told the name of a mason in the village, and, on leaving the churchyard, Clare called at the mason’s house. He found that the statement was true, and paid the bill. This done he turned in the direction of the migrants.


  The distance was too long for a walk, but Clare felt such a strong desire for isolation that at first he would neither hire a conveyance nor go to a circuitous line of railway by which he might eventually reach the place. At Shaston, however, he found he must hire; but the way was such that he did not enter Joan’s place till about seven o’clock in the evening, having traversed a distance of over twenty miles since leaving Marlott.


  The village being small he had little difficulty in finding Mrs. Durbeyfield’s tenement, which was a house in a walled garden, remote from the main road, where she had stowed away her clumsy old furniture as best she could. It was plain that for some reason or other she had not wished him to visit her, and he felt his call to be somewhat of an intrusion. She came to the door herself, and the light from the evening sky fell upon her face.


  This was the first time that Clare had ever met her, but he was too preoccupied to observe more than that she was still a handsome woman, in the garb of a respectable widow. He was obliged to explain that he was Tess’s husband, and his object in coming there, and he did it awkwardly enough. ‘I want to see her at once,’ he added. ‘You said you would write to me again, but you have not done so.’


  ‘Because she’ve not come home,’ said Joan.


  ‘Do you know if she is well?’


  ‘I don’t. But you ought to, sir,’ said she.


  ‘I admit it. Where is she staying?’


  From the beginning of the interview Joan had disclosed her embarrassment by keeping her hand to the side of her cheek.


  ‘I—don’t know exactly where she is staying,’ she answered. ‘She was—but——’


  ‘Where was she?’


  ‘Well, she is not there now.’


  In her evasiveness she paused again, and the younger children had by this time crept to the door, where, pulling at his mother’s skirts, the youngest murmured—


  ‘Is this the gentleman who is going to marry Tess?’


  ‘He has married her,’ Joan whispered. ‘Go inside.’


  Clare saw her efforts for reticence, and asked—


  ‘Do you think Tess would wish me to try and find her? If not, of course——’


  ‘I don’t think she would.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘I am sure she wouldn’t.’


  He was turning away; and then he thought of Tess’s tender letter.


  ‘I am sure she would!’ he retorted passionately. ‘I know her better than you do.’


  ‘That’s very likely, sir; for I have never really known her.’


  ‘Please tell me her address, Mrs. Durbeyfield, in kindness to a lonely wretched man!’


  Tess’s mother again restlessly swept her cheek with her vertical hand, and seeing that he suffered, she at last said, in a low voice—


  ‘She is at Sandbourne.’


  ‘Ah—where there? Sandbourne has become a large place, they say.’


  ‘I don’t know more particularly than I have said—Sandbourne. For myself, I was never there.’


  It was apparent that Joan spoke the truth in this, and he pressed her no further.


  ‘Are you in want of anything?’ he said gently.


  ‘No, sir,’ she replied. ‘We are fairly well provided for.’


  Without entering the house Clare turned away. There was a station three miles ahead, and paying off his coachman, he walked thither. The last train to Sandbourne left shortly after, and it bore Clare on its wheels.


  ♣


  LV


  At eleven o’clock that night, having secured a bed at one of the hotels and telegraphed his address to his father immediately on his arrival, he walked out into the streets of Sandbourne. It was too late to call on or inquire for any one, and he reluctantly postponed his purpose till the morning. But he could not retire to rest just yet.


  This fashionable watering-place, with its eastern and its western stations, its piers, its groves of pines, its promenades, and its covered gardens, was, to Angel Clare, like a fairy place suddenly created by the stroke of a wand, and allowed to get a little dusty. An out-lying eastern tract of the enormous Egdon Waste was close at hand, yet on the very verge of that tawny piece of antiquity such a glittering novelty as this pleasure city had chosen to spring up. Within the space of a mile from its outskirts every irregularity of the soil was prehistoric, every channel an undisturbed British trackway; not a sod having been turned there since the days of the Cæsars. Yet the exotic had grown here, suddenly as the prophet’s gourd; and had drawn hither Tess.


  By the midnight lamps he went up and down the winding ways of this new world in an old one, and could discern between the trees and against the stars the lofty roofs, chimneys, gazebos, and towers of the numerous fanciful residences of which the place was composed. It was a city of detached mansions; a Mediterranean lounging-place on the English Channel; and as seen now by night it seemed even more imposing than it was.


  The sea was near at hand, but not intrusive: it murmured, and he thought it was the pines; the pines murmured in precisely the same tones, and he thought they were the sea.


  Where could Tess possibly be, a cottage-girl, his young wife, amidst all this wealth and fashion? The more he pondered the more was he puzzled. Were there any cows to milk here? There certainly were no fields to till. She was most probably engaged to do something in one of these large houses; and he sauntered along, looking at the chamber-windows and their lights going out one by one; and wondered which of them might be hers.


  Conjecture was useless, and just after twelve o’clock he entered and went to bed. Before putting out his light he re-read Tess’s impassioned letter. Sleep, however, he could not,—so near her, yet so far from her—and he continually lifted the window-blind and regarded the backs of the opposite houses, and wondered behind which of the sashes she reposed at that moment.


  He might almost as well have sat up all night. In the morning he arose at seven, and shortly after went out, taking the direction of the chief post-office. At the door he met an intelligent postman coming out with letters for the morning delivery.


  ‘Do you know the address of a Mrs. Clare?’ asked Angel.


  The postman shook his head.


  Then, remembering that she would have been likely to continue the use of her maiden name, Clare said—


  ‘Or a Miss Durbeyfield?[’]


  ‘Durbeyfield?’


  This also was strange to the postman addressed.


  ‘There’s visitors coming and going every day, as you know, sir,’ he said; ‘and without the name of the house ’tis impossible to find ’em.’


  One of his comrades hastening out at that moment, the name was repeated to him.


  ‘I know no name of Durbeyfield; but there is the name of d’Urberville at The Herons,’ said the second.


  ‘That’s it!’ cried Clare, pleased to think that she had reverted to the real pronunciation. ‘What place is The Herons?’


  ‘A stylish lodging-house. ’Tis all lodging-houses here, bless ’ee.’


  Clare received directions how to find the house, and hastened thither, arriving with the milkman. The Herons, though an ordinary villa, stood in its own grounds, and was certainly the last place in which one would have expected to find lodgings, so private was its appearance. If poor Tess was a servant here, as he feared, she would go to the back-door to that milkman, and he was inclined to go thither also. However, in his doubts he turned to the front, and rang.


  The hour being early the landlady herself opened the door. Clare inquired for Teresa d’Urberville or Durbeyfield.


  ‘Mrs. d’Urberville?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Tess, then, passed as a married woman, and he felt glad, even though she had not adopted his name.


  ‘Will you kindly tell her that a relative is anxious to see her?’


  ‘It is rather early. What name shall I give, sir?’


  ‘Angel.’


  ‘Mr. Angel?’


  ‘No; Angel. It is my Christian name. She’ll understand.’


  ‘I’ll see if she is awake.’


  He was shown into the front room—the dining-room—and looked out through the spring curtains at the little lawn, and the rhododendrons and other shrubs upon it. Obviously her position was by no means so bad as he had feared, and it crossed his mind that she must somehow have claimed and sold the jewels to attain it. He did not blame her for one moment. Soon his sharpened ear detected footsteps upon the stairs, at which his heart thumped so painfully that he could hardly stand firm. ‘Dear me! what will she think of me, so altered as I am!’ he said to himself; and the door opened.


  Tess appeared on the threshold—not at all as he had expected to see her—bewilderingly otherwise, indeed. Her great natural beauty was, if not heightened, rendered more obvious by her attire. She was loosely wrapped in a cashmere dressing-gown of gray-white, embroidered in half-mourning tints, and she wore slippers of the same hue. Her neck rose out of a frill of down, and her well-remembered cable of dark-brown hair was partially coiled up in a mass at the back of her head and partly hanging on her shoulder—the evident result of haste.


  He had held out his arms, but they had fallen again to his side; for she had not come forward, remaining still in the opening of the doorway. Mere yellow skeleton that he was now he felt the contrast between them, and thought his appearance distasteful to her.


  ‘Tess!’ he said huskily, ‘can you forgive me for going away? Can’t you—come to me? How do you get to be—like this?’


  ‘It is too late,’ said she, her voice sounding hard through the room, her eyes shining unnaturally.


  ‘I did not think rightly of you—I did not see you as you were!’ he continued to plead. ‘I have learnt to since, dearest Tessy mine!’


  ‘Too late, too late!’ she said, waving her hand in the impatience of a person whose tortures cause every instant to seem an hour. ‘Don’t come close to me, Angel! No—you must not. Keep away.’


  ‘But don’t you love me, my dear wife, because I have been so pulled down by illness? You are not so fickle—I am come on purpose for you—my mother and father will welcome you now!’


  ‘Yes—O, yes, yes! But I say, I say it is too late.’


  She seemed to feel like a fugitive in a dream, who tries to move away, but cannot. ‘Don’t you know all—don’t you know it? Yet how do you come here if you do not know?’


  ‘I inquired here and there, and I found the way.’


  ‘I waited and waited for you,’ she went on, her tones suddenly resuming their old fluty pathos. ‘But you did not come! And I wrote to you, and you did not come! He kept on saying you would never come any more, and that I was a foolish woman. He was very kind to me, and to mother, and to all of us after father’s death. He——’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘He has won me back to him.’


  Clare looked at her keenly, then, gathering her meaning, flagged like one plague-stricken, and his glance sank; it fell on her hands, which, once rosy, were now white and more delicate.


  She continued—


  ‘He is upstairs. I hate him now, because he told me a lie—that you would not come again; and you have come! These clothes are what he’s put upon me: I didn’t care what he did wi’ me! But—will you go away, Angel, please, and never come any more?’


  They stood fixed, their baffled hearts looking out of their eyes with a joylessness pitiful to see. Both seemed to implore something to shelter them from reality.


  ‘Ah—it is my fault!’ said Clare.


  But he could not get on. Speech was as inexpressive as silence. But he had a vague consciousness of one thing, though it was not clear to him till later; that his original Tess had spiritually ceased to recognize the body before him as hers—allowing it to drift, like a corpse upon the current, in a direction dissociated from its living will.


  A few instants passed, and he found that Tess was gone. His face grew colder and more shrunken as he stood concentrated on the moment, and a minute or two after he found himself in the street, walking along he did not know whither.


  ♣


  LVI


  Mrs. Brooks, the lady who was the householder at The Herons, and owner of all the handsome furniture, was not a person of an unusually curious turn of mind. She was too deeply materialized, poor woman, by her long and enforced bondage to that arithmetical demon Profit-and-Loss, to retain much curiosity for its own sake, and apart from possible lodgers’ pockets. Nevertheless, the visit of Angel Clare to her well-paying tenants, Mr. and Mrs. d’Urberville, as she deemed them, was sufficiently exceptional in point of time and manner to reinvigorate the feminine proclivity which had been stifled down as useless save in its bearings on the letting trade.


  Tess had spoken to her husband from the doorway, without entering the dining-room, and Mrs. Brooks, who stood within the partly-closed door of her own sitting-room at the back of the passage, could hear fragments of the conversation—if conversation it could be called—between those two wretched souls. She heard Tess re-ascend the stairs to the first floor, and the departure of Clare, and the closing of the front door behind him. Then the door of the room above was shut, and Mrs. Brooks knew that Tess had re-entered her apartment. As the young lady was not fully dressed Mrs. Brooks knew that she would not emerge again for some time.


  She accordingly ascended the stairs softly, and stood at the door of the front room—a drawing-room, connected with the room immediately behind it (which was a bedroom) by folding-doors in the common manner. This first floor, containing Mrs. Brooks’s best apartments, had been taken by the week by the d’Urbervilles. The back room was now in silence; but from the drawing-room there came sounds.


  All that she could at first distinguish of them was one syllable, continually repeated in a low note of moaning, as if it came from a soul bound to some Ixionian wheel—


  ‘O—O—O!’


  Then a silence, then a heavy sigh, and again—


  ‘O—O—O!’


  The landlady looked through the keyhole. Only a small space of the room inside was visible, but within that space came a corner of the breakfast table, which was already spread for the meal, and also a chair beside. Over the seat of the chair Tess’s face was bowed, her posture being a kneeling one in front of it; her hands were clasped over her head, the skirts of her dressing-gown and the embroidery of her night-gown flowed upon the floor behind her, and her stockingless feet, from which the slippers had fallen, protruded upon the carpet. It was from her lips that came the murmur of unspeakable despair.


  Then a man’s voice from the adjoining bedroom—


  ‘What’s the matter?’


  She did not answer, but went on, in a tone which was a soliloquy rather than an exclamation, and a dirge rather than a soliloquy. Mrs. Brooks could only catch a portion:


  ‘And then my dear, dear husband came home to me … and I did not know it! … And you had used your cruel persuasion upon me … you did not stop using it—no—you did not stop! My little sisters and brothers and my mother’s needs—they were the things you moved me by … and you said my husband would never come back—never; and you taunted me, and said what a simpleton I was to expect him! … And at last I believed you and gave way! … And then he came back! Now he is gone. Gone a second time, and I have lost him now for ever … and he will not love me the littlest bit ever any more—only hate me! … O yes, I have lost him now—again because of—you!’ In writhing, with her head on the chair, she turned her face towards the door, and Mrs. Brooks could see the pain upon it; and that her lips were bleeding from the clench of her teeth upon them, and that the long lashes of her closed eyes stuck in wet tags to her cheeks. She continued: ‘And he is dying—he looks as if he is dying! … And my sin will kill him and not kill me! … O, you have torn my life all to pieces … made me be what I prayed you in pity not to make me be again! … My own true husband will never, never—O God—I can’t bear this!—I cannot!’


  There were more and sharper words from the man; then a sudden rustle; she had sprung to her feet. Mrs. Brooks, thinking that the speaker was coming to rush out of the door, hastily retreated down the stairs.


  She need not have done so, however, for the door of the sitting-room was not opened. But Mrs. Brooks felt it unsafe to watch on the landing again, and entered her own parlour below.


  She could hear nothing through the floor, although she listened intently, and thereupon went to the kitchen to finish her interrupted breakfast. Coming up presently to the front room on the ground floor she took up some sewing, waiting for her lodgers to ring that she might take away the breakfast, which she meant to do herself, to discover what was the matter if possible. Overhead, as she sat, she could now hear the floorboards slightly creak, as if some one were walking about, and presently the movement was explained by the rustle of garments against the banisters, the opening and the closing of the front door, and the form of Tess passing to the gate on her way into the street. She was fully dressed now in the walking costume of a well-to-do young lady in which she had arrived, with the sole addition that over her hat and black feathers a veil was drawn.


  Mrs. Brooks had not been able to catch any word of farewell, temporary or otherwise, between her tenants at the door above. They might have quarrelled, or Mr. d’Urberville might still be asleep, for he was not an early riser.


  She went into the back room which was more especially her own apartment, and continued her sewing there. The lady lodger did not return, nor did the gentleman ring his bell. Mrs. Brooks pondered on the delay, and on what probable relation the visitor who had called so early bore to the couple upstairs. In reflecting she leant back in her chair.


  As she did so her eyes glanced casually over the ceiling till they were arrested by a spot in the middle of its white surface which she had never noticed there before. It was about the size of a wafer when she first observed it, but it speedily grew as large as the palm of her hand, and then she could perceive that it was red. The oblong white ceiling, with this scarlet blot in the midst, had the appearance of a gigantic ace of hearts.


  Mrs. Brooks had strange qualms of misgiving. She got upon the table, and touched the spot in the ceiling with her fingers. It was damp, and she fancied that it was a blood stain.


  Descending from the table, she left the parlour, and went upstairs, intending to enter the room overhead, which was the bedchamber at the back of the drawing-room. But, nerveless woman as she had now become, she could not bring herself to attempt the handle. She listened. The dead silence within was broken only by a regular beat.


  Drip, drip, drip.


  Mrs. Brooks hastened downstairs, opened the front door, and ran into the street. A man she knew, one of the workmen employed at an adjoining villa, was passing by, and she begged him to come in and go upstairs with her; she feared something had happened to one of her lodgers. The workman assented, and followed her to the landing.


  She opened the door of the drawing-room, and stood back for him to pass in, entering herself behind him. The room was empty; the breakfast—a substantial repast of coffee, eggs, and a cold ham—lay spread upon the table untouched, as when she had taken it up, excepting that the carving knife was missing. She asked the man to go through the folding-doors into the adjoining room.


  He opened the doors, entered a step or two, and came back almost instantly with a rigid face. ‘My good God, the gentleman in bed is dead! I think he has been hurt with a knife—a lot of blood has run down upon the floor!’


  The alarm was soon given, and the house which had lately been so quiet resounded with the tramp of many footsteps, a surgeon among the rest. The wound was small, but the point of the blade had touched the heart of the victim, who lay on his back, pale, fixed, dead, as if he had scarcely moved after the infliction of the blow. In a quarter of an hour the news that a gentleman who was a temporary visitor to the town had been stabbed in his bed, spread through every street and villa of the popular watering-place.


  ♣


  LVII


  Meanwhile Angel Clare had walked automatically along the way by which he had come, and, entering his hotel, sat down over the breakfast, staring at nothingness. He went on eating and drinking unconsciously till on a sudden he demanded his bill; having paid which he took his dressing-bag in his hand, the only luggage he had brought with him, and went out.


  At the moment of his departure a telegram was handed to him—a few words from his mother, stating that they were glad to know his address, and informing him that his brother Cuthbert had proposed to and been accepted by Mercy Chant.


  Clare crumpled up the paper, and followed the route to the station; reaching it, he found that there would be no train leaving for an hour and more. He sat down to wait, and having waited a quarter of an hour felt that he could wait there no longer. Broken in heart and numbed, he had nothing to hurry for; but he wished to get out of a town which had been the scene of such an experience, and turned to walk to the first station onward, and let the train pick him up there.


  The highway that he followed was open, and at a little distance dipped into a valley, across which it could be seen running from edge to edge. He had traversed the greater part of this depression, and was climbing the western acclivity, when, pausing for breath, he unconsciously looked back. Why he did so he could not say, but something seemed to impel him to the act. The tape-like surface of the road diminished in his rear as far as he could see, and as he gazed a moving spot intruded on the white vacuity of its perspective.


  It was a human figure running. Clare waited, with a dim sense that somebody was trying to overtake him.


  The form descending the incline was a woman’s, yet so entirely was his mind blinded to the idea of his wife’s following him that even when she came nearer he did not recognize her under the totally changed attire in which he now beheld her. It was not till she was quite close that he could believe her to be Tess.


  ‘I saw you—turn away from the station—just before I got there—and I have been following you all this way!’


  She was so pale, so breathless, so quivering in every muscle, that he did not ask her a single question, but seizing her hand, and pulling it within his arm, he led her along. To avoid meeting any possible wayfarers he left the high road, and took a footpath under some fir-trees. When they were deep among the moaning boughs he stopped and looked at her inquiringly.


  ‘Angel,’ she said, as if waiting for this, ‘do you know what I have been running after you for? To tell you that I have killed him!’ A pitiful white smile lit her face as she spoke.


  ‘What!’ said he, thinking from the strangeness of her manner that she was in some delirium.


  ‘I have done it—I don’t know how,’ she continued. ‘Still, I owed it to you, and to myself, Angel. I feared long ago, when I struck him on the mouth with my glove, that I might do it some day for the trap he set for me in my simple youth, and his wrong to you through me. He has come between us and ruined us, and now he can never do it any more. I never loved him at all, Angel, as I loved you. You know it, don’t you? You believe it? You didn’t come back to me, and I was obliged to go back to him. Why did you go away—why did you—when I loved you so? I can’t think why you did it. But I don’t blame you; only, Angel, will you forgive me my sin against you, now I have killed him? I thought as I ran along that you would be sure to forgive me now I have done that. It came to me as a shining light that I should get you back that way. I could not bear the loss of you any longer—you don’t know how entirely I was unable to bear your not loving me! Say you do now, dear, dear husband; say you do, now I have killed him!’


  ‘I do love you, Tess—O, I do—it is all come back!’ he said, tightening his arms round her with fervid pressure. ‘But how do you mean—you have killed him?’


  ‘I mean that I have,’ she murmured in a reverie.


  ‘What, bodily? Is he dead?’


  ‘Yes. He heard me crying about you, and he bitterly taunted me; and called you by a foul name; and then I did it. My heart could not bear it. He had nagged me about you before. And then I dressed myself and came away to find you.’


  By degrees he was inclined to believe that she had faintly attempted, at least, what she said she had done; and his horror at her impulse was mixed with amazement at the strength of her affection for himself, and at the strangeness of its quality, which had apparently extinguished her moral sense altogether. Unable to realize the gravity of her conduct she seemed at last content; and he looked at her as she lay upon his shoulder, weeping with happiness, and wondered what obscure strain in the d’Urberville blood had led to this aberration—if it were an aberration. There momentarily flashed through his mind that the family tradition of the coach and murder might have arisen because the d’Urbervilles had been known to do these things. As well as his confused and excited ideas could reason, he supposed that in the moment of mad grief of which she spoke her mind had lost its balance, and plunged her into this abyss.


  It was very terrible if true; if a temporary hallucination, sad. But, anyhow, here was this deserted wife of his, this passionately-fond woman, clinging to him without a suspicion that he would be anything to her but a protector. He saw that for him to be otherwise was not, in her mind, within the region of the possible. Tenderness was absolutely dominant in Clare at last. He kissed her endlessly with his white lips, and held her hand, and said—


  ‘I will not desert you! I will protect you by every means in my power, dearest love, whatever you may have done or not have done!’


  They then walked on under the trees, Tess turning her head every now and then to look at him. Worn and unhandsome as he had become, it was plain that she did not discern the least fault in his appearance. To her he was, as of old, all that was perfection, personally and mentally. He was still her Antinous, her Apollo even; his sickly face was beautiful as the morning to her affectionate regard on this day no less than when she first beheld him; for was it not the face of the one man on earth who had loved her purely, and who had believed in her as pure.


  With an instinct as to possibilities he did not now, as he had intended, make for the first station beyond the town, but plunged still farther under the firs, which here abounded for miles. Each clasping the other round the waist they promenaded over the dry bed of fir-needles, thrown into a vague intoxicating atmosphere at the consciousness of being together at last, with no living soul between them; ignoring that there was a corpse. Thus they proceeded for several miles till Tess, arousing herself, looked about her, and said, timidly—


  ‘Are we going anywhere in particular?’


  ‘I don’t know, dearest. Why?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Well, we might walk a few miles further, and when it is evening find lodgings somewhere or other—in a lonely cottage, perhaps. Can you walk well, Tessy?’


  ‘O yes! I could walk for ever and ever with your arm round me!’


  Upon the whole it seemed a good thing to do. Thereupon they quickened their pace, avoiding high roads, and following obscure paths tending more or less northward. But there was an unpractical vagueness in their movements throughout the day; neither one of them seemed to consider any question of effectual escape, disguise, or long concealment. Their every idea was temporary and unforefending, like the plans of two children.


  At mid-day they drew near to a roadside inn, and Tess would have entered it with him to get something to eat, but he persuaded her to remain among the trees and bushes of this half-woodland, half-moorland part of the country, till he should come back. Her clothes were of recent fashion; even the ivory-handled parasol that she carried was of a shape unknown in the retired spot to which they had now wandered; and the cut of such articles would have attracted attention in the settle of a tavern. He soon returned, with food enough for half-a-dozen people and two bottles of wine—enough to last them for a day or more, should any emergency arise.


  They sat down upon some dead boughs and shared their meal. Between one and two o’clock they packed up the remainder and went on again.


  ‘I feel strong enough to walk any distance,’ said she.


  ‘I think we may as well steer in a general way towards the interior of the country, where we can hide for a time, and are less likely to be looked for than anywhere near the coast,’ Clare remarked. ‘Later on, when they have forgotten us, we can make for some port.’


  She made no reply to this beyond that of grasping him more tightly, and straight inland they went. Though the season was an English May the weather was serenely bright, and during the afternoon it was quite warm. Through the latter miles of their walk their footpath had taken them into the depths of the New Forest, and towards evening, turning the corner of a lane, they perceived behind a brook and bridge a large board on which was painted in white letters, ‘This desirable Mansion to be Let Furnished;’ particulars following, with directions to apply to some London agents. Passing through the gate they could see the house, an old brick building of regular design and large accommodation.


  ‘I know it,’ said Clare. ‘It is Bramshurst Court. You can see that it is shut up, and grass is growing on the drive.’


  ‘Some of the windows are open,’ said Tess.


  ‘Just to air the rooms, I suppose.’


  ‘All these rooms empty, and we without a roof to our heads!’


  ‘You are getting tired, my Tess!’ he said. ‘We’ll stop soon.’ And kissing her sad mouth he again led her onwards.


  He was growing weary likewise, for they had wandered a dozen or fifteen miles, and it became necessary to consider what they should do for rest. They looked from afar at isolated cottages and little inns, and were inclined to approach one of the latter, when their hearts failed them, and they sheered off. At length their gait dragged, and they stood still.


  ‘Could we sleep under the trees?’ she asked.


  He thought the season insufficiently advanced.


  ‘I have been thinking of that empty mansion we passed,’ he said. ‘Let us go back towards it again.’


  They retraced their steps, but it was half an hour before they stood without the entrance-gate as earlier. He then requested her to stay where she was, whilst he went to see who was within.


  She sat down among the bushes within the gate, and Clare crept towards the house. His absence lasted some considerable time, and when he returned Tess was wildly anxious, not for herself, but for him. He had found out from a boy that there was only an old woman in charge as caretaker, and she only came there on fine days, from the hamlet near, to open and shut the windows. She would come to shut them at sunset. ‘Now, we can get in through one of the lower windows, and rest there,’ said he.


  Under his escort she went tardily forward to the main front, whose shuttered windows, like sightless eyeballs, excluded the possibility of watchers. The door was reached a few steps further, and one of the windows beside it was open. Clare clambered in, and pulled Tess in after him.


  Except the hall the rooms were all in darkness, and they ascended the staircase. Up here also the shutters were tightly closed, the ventilation being perfunctorily done, for this day at least, by opening the hall-window in front and an upper window behind. Clare unlatched the door of a large chamber, felt his way across it, and parted the shutters to the width of two or three inches. A shaft of dazzling sunlight glanced into the room, revealing heavy, old-fashioned furniture, crimson damask hangings, and an enormous four-post bedstead, along the head of which were carved running figures, apparently Atalanta’s race.


  ‘Rest at last!’ said he, setting down his bag and the parcel of viands.


  They remained in great quietness till the caretaker should have come to shut the windows: as a precaution, putting themselves in total darkness by barring the shutters as before, lest the woman should open the door of their chamber for any casual reason. Between six and seven o’clock she came, but did not approach the wing they were in. They heard her close the windows, fasten them, lock the door, and go away. Then Clare again stole a chink of light from the window, and they shared another meal, till by-and-by they were enveloped in the shades of night which they had no candle to disperse.


  ♣


  LVIII


  The night was strangely solemn and still. In the small hours she whispered to him the whole story of how he had walked in his sleep with her in his arms across the Froom stream, at the imminent risk of both their lives, and laid her down in the stone coffin at the ruined abbey. He had never known of that till now.


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me next day?’ he said. ‘It might have prevented much misunderstanding and woe.’


  ‘Don’t think of what’s past!’ said she. ‘I am not going to think outside of now. Why should we! Who knows what to-morrow has in store?’


  But it apparently had no sorrow. The morning was wet and foggy, and Clare, rightly informed that the caretaker only opened the windows on fine days, ventured to creep out of their chamber, and explore the house, leaving Tess asleep. There was no food on the premises, but there was water, and he took advantage of the fog to emerge from the mansion, and fetch tea, bread, and butter from a shop in a little place two miles beyond, as also a small tin kettle and spirit-lamp, that they might get fire without smoke. His re-entry awoke her; and they breakfasted on what he had brought.


  They were indisposed to stir abroad, and the day passed, and the night following, and the next, and next; till, almost without their being aware, five days had slipped by in absolute seclusion, not a sight or sound of a human being disturbing their peacefulness, such as it was. The changes of the weather were their only events, the birds of the New Forest their only company. By tacit consent they hardly once spoke of any incident of the past subsequent to their wedding-day. The gloomy intervening time seemed to sink into chaos, over which the present and prior times closed as if it never had been. Whenever he suggested that they should leave their shelter, and go forwards towards Southampton or London, she showed a strange unwillingness to move.


  ‘Why should we put an end to all that’s sweet and lovely!’ she deprecated. ‘What must come will come.’ And, looking through the shutter-chink: ‘All is trouble outside there; inside here content.’


  He peeped out also. It was quite true; within was affection, union, error forgiven: outside was the inexorable.


  ‘And—and,’ she said, pressing her cheek against his; ‘I fear that what you think of me now may not last. I do not wish to outlive your present feeling for me. I would rather not. I would rather be dead and buried when the time comes for you to despise me, so that it may never be known to me that you despised me.’


  ‘I cannot ever despise you.[’]


  ‘I also hope that. But considering what my life has been I cannot see why any man should, sooner or later, be able to help despising me…. How wickedly mad I was! Yet formerly I never could bear to hurt a fly or a worm, and the sight of a bird in a cage used often to make me cry.’


  They remained yet another day. In the night the dull sky cleared, and the result was that the old caretaker at the cottage awoke early. The brilliant sunrise made her unusually brisk; she decided to open the contiguous mansion immediately, and to air it thoroughly on such a day. Thus it occurred that, having arrived and opened the lower rooms before six o’clock, she ascended to the bedchambers, and was about to turn the handle of the one wherein they lay. At that moment she fancied she could hear the breathing of persons within. Her slippers and her antiquity had rendered her progress a noiseless one so far, and she made for instant retreat; then, deeming that her hearing might have deceived her, she turned anew to the door and softly tried the handle. The lock was out of order, but a piece of furniture had been moved forward on the inside, which prevented her opening the door more than an inch or two. A stream of morning light through the shutter-chink fell upon the faces of the pair, wrapped in profound slumber, Tess’s lips being parted like a half-opened flower near his cheek. The caretaker was so struck with their innocent appearance, and with the elegance of Tess’s gown hanging across a chair, her silk stockings beside it, the pretty parasol, and the other habits in which she had arrived because she had none else, that her first indignation at the effrontery of tramps and vagabonds gave way to a momentary sentimentality over this genteel elopement, as it seemed. She closed the door, and withdrew as softly as she had come, to go and consult with her neighbours on the odd discovery.


  Not more than a minute had elapsed after her withdrawal when Tess woke, and then Clare. Both had a sense that something had disturbed them, though they could not say what; and the uneasy feeling which it engendered grew stronger. As soon as he was dressed he narrowly scanned the lawn through the two or three inches of shutter-chink.


  ‘I think we will leave at once,’ said he. ‘It is a fine day. And I cannot help fancying somebody is about the house. At any rate, the woman will be sure to come to-day.’


  She passively assented, and putting the room in order they took up the few articles that belonged to them, and departed noiselessly. When they had got into the Forest she turned to take a last look at the house.


  ‘Ah, happy house—good-bye!’ she said. ‘My life can only be a question of a few weeks. Why should we not have stayed there?’


  ‘Don’t say it, Tess! We shall soon get out of this district altogether. We’ll continue our course as we’ve begun it, and keep straight north. Nobody will think of looking for us there. We shall be looked for at the Wessex ports if we are sought at all. When we are in the north we will get to a port and away.’


  Having thus persuaded her the plan was pursued, and they kept a bee line northward. Their long repose at the manor-house lent them walking power now; and towards mid-day they found that they were approaching the steepled city of Melchester, which lay directly in their way. He decided to rest her in a clump of trees during the afternoon, and push onward under cover of darkness. At dusk Clare purchased food as usual, and their night march began, the boundary between Upper and Mid-Wessex being crossed about eight o’clock.


  To walk across country without much regard to roads was not new to Tess, and she showed her old agility in the performance. The intercepting city, ancient Melchester, they were obliged to pass through in order to take advantage of the town bridge for crossing a large river that obstructed them. It was about midnight when they went along the deserted streets, lighted fitfully by the few lamps, keeping off the pavement that it might not echo their footsteps. The graceful pile of cathedral architecture rose dimly on their left hand, but it was lost upon them now. Once out of the town they followed the turnpike-road, which after a few miles plunged across an open plain.


  Though the sky was dense with cloud a diffused light from some fragment of a moon had hitherto helped them a little. But the moon had now sunk, the clouds seemed to settle almost on their heads, and the night grew as dark as a cave. However, they found their way along, keeping as much on the turf as possible that their tread might not resound, which it was easy to do, there being no hedge or fence of any kind. All around was open loneliness and black solitude, over which a stiff breeze blew.


  They had proceeded thus gropingly two or three miles further when on a sudden Clare became conscious of some vast erection close in his front, rising sheer from the grass. They had almost struck themselves against it.


  ‘What monstrous place is this?’ said Angel.


  ‘It hums,’ said she. ‘Hearken!’


  He listened. The wind, playing upon the edifice, produced a booming tune, like the note of some gigantic one-stringed harp. No other sound came from it, and lifting his hand and advancing a step or two, Clare felt the vertical surface of the structure. It seemed to be of solid stone, without joint or moulding. Carrying his fingers onward he found that what he had come in contact with was a colossal rectangular pillar; by stretching out his left hand he could feel a similar one adjoining. At an indefinite height overhead something made the black sky blacker, which had the semblance of a vast architrave uniting the pillars horizontally. They carefully entered beneath and between; the surfaces echoed their soft rustle; but they seemed to be still out of doors. The place was roofless. Tess drew her breath fearfully, and Angel, perplexed, said—


  ‘What can it be?’


  Feeling sideways they encountered another tower-like pillar, square and uncompromising as the first; beyond it another and another. The place was all doors and pillars, some connected above by continuous architraves.


  ‘A very Temple of the Winds,’ he said.


  The next pillar was isolated; others composed a trilithon; others were prostrate, their flanks forming a causeway wide enough for a carriage; and it was soon obvious that they made up a forest of monoliths grouped upon the grassy expanse of the plain. The couple advanced further into this pavilion of the night till they stood in its midst.


  ‘It is Stonehenge!’ said Clare.


  ‘The heathen temple, you mean?’


  ‘Yes. Older than the centuries; older than the d’Urbervilles! Well, what shall we do, darling? We may find shelter further on.’


  But Tess, really tired by this time, flung herself upon an oblong slab that lay close at hand, and was sheltered from the wind by a pillar. Owing to the action of the sun during the preceding day the stone was warm and dry, in comforting contrast to the rough and chill grass around, which had damped her skirts and shoes.


  ‘I don’t want to go any further, Angel,’ she said stretching out her hand for his. ‘Can’t we bide here?’


  ‘I fear not. This spot is visible for miles by day, although it does not seem so now.’


  ‘One of my mother’s people was a shepherd hereabouts, now I think of it. And you used to say at Talbothays that I was a heathen. So now I am at home.’


  He knelt down beside her outstretched form, and put his lips upon hers.


  ‘Sleepy are you, dear? I think you are lying on an altar.’


  ‘I like very much to be here,’ she murmured. ‘It is so solemn and lonely—after my great happiness—with nothing but the sky above my face. It seems as if there were no folk in the world but we two; and I wish there were not—except ’Liza-Lu.’


  Clare thought she might as well rest here till it should get a little lighter, and he flung his overcoat upon her, and sat down by her side.


  ‘Angel, if anything happens to me, will you watch over ’Liza-Lu for my sake?’ she asked, when they had listened a long time to the wind among the pillars.


  ‘I will.’


  ‘She is so good and simple and pure. O, Angel—I wish you would marry her if you lose me, as you will do shortly. O, if you would!’


  ‘If I lose you I lose all! And she is my sister-in-law.’


  ‘That’s nothing, dearest. People marry sister-laws continually about Marlott; and ’Liza-Lu is so gentle and sweet, and she is growing so beautiful. O I could share you with her willingly when we are spirits! If you would train her and teach her, Angel, and bring her up for your own self! … She has all the best of me without the bad of me; and if she were to become yours it would almost seem as if death had not divided us…. Well, I have said it. I won’t mention it again.’


  She ceased, and he fell into thought. In the far north-east sky he could see between the pillars a level streak of light. The uniform concavity of black cloud was lifting bodily like the lid of a pot, letting in at the earth’s edge the coming day, against which the towering monoliths and trilithons began to be blackly defined.


  ‘Did they sacrifice to God here?’ asked she.


  ‘No,’ said he.


  ‘Who to?’


  ‘I believe to the sun. That lofty stone set away by itself is in the direction of the sun, which will presently rise behind it.’


  ‘This reminds me, dear,’ she said. ‘You remember you never would interfere with any belief of mine before we were married? But I knew your mind all the same, and I thought as you thought—not from any reasons of my own, but because you thought so. Tell me now, Angel, do you think we shall meet again after we are dead? I want to know.’


  He kissed her to avoid a reply at such a time.


  ‘O, Angel—I fear that means no!’ said she, with a suppressed sob. ‘And I wanted so to see you again—so much, so much! What—not even you and I, Angel, who love each other so well?’


  Like a greater than himself, to the critical question at the critical time he did not answer; and they were again silent. In a minute or two her breathing became more regular, her clasp of his hand relaxed, and she fell asleep. The band of silver paleness along the east horizon made even the distant parts of the Great Plain appear dark and near; and the whole enormous landscape bore that impress of reserve, taciturnity, and hesitation which is usual just before day. The eastward pillars and their architraves stood up blackly against the light, and the great flame-shaped Sun-stone beyond them; and the Stone of Sacrifice midway. Presently the night wind died out, and the quivering little pools in the cup-like hollows of the stones lay still. At the same time something seemed to move on the verge of the dip eastward—a mere dot. It was the head of a man approaching them from the hollow beyond the Sun-stone. Clare wished they had gone onward, but in the circumstances decided to remain quiet. The figure came straight towards the circle of pillars in which they were.


  He heard something behind him, the brush of feet. Turning, he saw over the prostrate columns another figure; then before he was aware, another was at hand on the right, under a trilithon, and another on the left. The dawn shone full on the front of the man westward, and Clare could discern from this that he was tall, and walked as if trained. They all closed in with evident purpose. Her story then was true! Springing to his feet, he looked around for a weapon, loose stone, means of escape, anything. By this time the nearest man was upon him.


  ‘It is no use, sir,’ he said. ‘There are sixteen of us on the Plain, and the whole country is reared.’


  ‘Let her finish her sleep!’ he implored in a whisper of the men as they gathered round.


  When they saw where she lay, which they had not done till then, they showed no objection, and stood watching her, as still as the pillars around. He went to the stone and bent over her, holding one poor little hand; her breathing now was quick and small, like that of a lesser creature than a woman. All waited in the growing light, their faces and hands as if they were silvered, the remainder of their figures dark, the stones glistening green-gray, the Plain still a mass of shade. Soon the light was strong, and a ray shone upon her unconscious form, peering under her eyelids and waking her.


  ‘What is it, Angel?’ she said, starting up. ‘Have they come for me?’


  ‘Yes, dearest,’ he said. ‘They have come.’


  ‘It is as it should be,’ she murmured. ‘Angel, I am almost glad—yes, glad! This happiness could not have lasted. It was too much. I have had enough; and now I shall not live for you to despise me!’


  She stood up, shook herself, and went forward, neither of the men having moved.


  ‘I am ready,’ she said quietly.


  ♣


  LIX


  The city of Wintoncester, that fine old city, aforetime capital of Wessex, lay amidst its convex and concave downlands in all the brightness and warmth of a July morning. The gabled brick, tile, and freestone houses had almost dried off for the season their integument of lichen, the streams in the meadows were low, and in the sloping High Street, from the West Gateway to the mediæval cross, and from the mediæval cross to the bridge, that leisurely dusting and sweeping was in progress which usually ushers in an old-fashioned market-day.


  From the western gate aforesaid the highway, as every Wintoncestrian knows, ascends a long and regular incline of the exact length of a measured mile, leaving the houses gradually behind. Up this road from the precincts of the city two persons were walking rapidly, as if unconscious of the trying ascent—unconscious through preoccupation and not through buoyancy. They had emerged upon this road through a narrow barred wicket in a high wall a little lower down. They seemed anxious to get out of the sight of the houses and of their kind, and this road appeared to offer the quickest means of doing so. Though they were young they walked with bowed heads, which gait of grief the sun’s rays smiled on pitilessly.


  One of the pair was Angel Clare, the other a tall budding creature—half girl, half woman—a spiritualized image of Tess, slighter than she, but with the same beautiful eyes—Clare’s sister-in-law, ’Liza-Lu. Their pale faces seemed to have shrunk to half their natural size. They moved on hand in hand, and never spoke a word, the drooping of their heads being that of Giotto’s ‘Two Apostles.’


  When they had nearly reached the top of the great West Hill the clocks in the town struck eight. Each gave a start at the notes, and, walking onward yet a few steps, they reached the first milestone, standing whitely on the green margin of the grass, and backed by the down, which here was open to the road. They entered upon the turf, and, impelled by a force that seemed to overrule their will, suddenly stood still, turned, and waited in paralyzed suspense beside the stone.


  The prospect from this summit was almost unlimited. In the valley beneath lay the city they had just left, its more prominent buildings showing as in an isometric drawing—among them the broad cathedral tower, with its Norman windows and immense length of aisle and nave, the spires of St. Thomas’s, the pinnacled tower of the College, and, more to the right, the tower and gables of the ancient hospice, where to this day the pilgrim may receive his dole of bread and ale. Behind the city swept the rotund upland of St. Catherine’s Hill; further off, landscape beyond landscape, till the horizon was lost in the radiance of the sun hanging above it.


  Against these far stretches of country rose, in front of the other city edifices, a large red-brick building, with level gray roofs, and rows of short barred windows bespeaking captivity, the whole contrasting greatly by its formalism with the quaint irregularities of the Gothic erections. It was somewhat disguised from the road in passing it by yews and evergreen oaks, but it was visible enough up here. The wicket from which the pair had lately emerged was in the wall of this structure. From the middle of the building an ugly flat-topped octagonal tower ascended against the east horizon, and viewed from this spot, on its shady side and against the light, it seemed the one blot on the city’s beauty. Yet it was with this blot, and not with the beauty, that the two gazers were concerned.


  Upon the cornice of the tower a tall staff was fixed. Their eyes were riveted on it. A few minutes after the hour had struck something moved slowly up the staff, and extended itself upon the breeze. It was a black flag.


  ‘Justice’ was done, and the President of the Immortals, in Æschylean phrase, had ended his sport with Tess. And the d’Urberville knights and dames slept on in their tombs unknowing. The two speechless gazers bent themselves down to the earth, as if in prayer, and remained thus a long time, absolutely motionless: the flag continued to wave silently. As soon as they had strength they arose, joined hands again, and went on.


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface to the First Edition


  The history of this novel (whose birth in its present shape has been much retarded by the necessities of periodical publication) is briefly as follows. The scheme was jotted down in 1890, from notes made in 1887 and onwards, some of the circumstances being suggested by the death of a woman in the former year. The scenes were revisited in October 1892; the narrative was written in outline in 1892 and the spring of 1893, and at full length, as it now appears, from August 1893 onwards into the next year; the whole, with the exception of a few chapters, being in the hands of the publisher by the end of 1894. It was begun as a serial story in Harper’s Magazine at the end of November 1894, and was continued in monthly parts.


  But, as in the case of Tess of the d’Urbervilles, the magazine version was for various reasons an abridged and modified one, the present edition being the first in which the whole appears as originally written. And in the difficulty of coming to an early decision in the matter of a title, the tale was issued under a provisional name, two such titles having, in fact, been successively adopted. The present and final title, deemed on the whole the best, was one of the earliest thought of.


  For a novel addressed by a man to men and women of full age; which attempts to deal unaffectedly with the fret and fever, derision and disaster, that may press in the wake of the strongest passion known to humanity; to tell, without a mincing of words, of a deadly war waged between flesh and spirit; and to point the tragedy of unfulfilled aims, I am not aware that there is anything in the handling to which exception can be taken.


  Like former productions of this pen, Jude the Obscure is simply an endeavour to give shape and coherence to a series of seemings, or personal impressions, the question of their consistency or their discordance, of their permanence or their transitoriness, being regarded as not of the first moment.


  August 1895.


  Postscript


  The issue of this book sixteen years ago, with the explanatory Preface given above, was followed by unexpected incidents, and one can now look back for a moment at what happened. Within a day or two of its publication the reviewers pronounced upon it in tones to which the reception of Tess of the d’Urbervilles bore no comparison, though there were two or three dissentients from the chorus. This salutation of the story in England was instantly cabled to America, and the music was reinforced on that side of the Atlantic in a shrill crescendo.


  In my own eyes the sad feature of the attack was that the greater part of the story—that which presented the shattered ideals of the two chief characters, and had been more especially, and indeed almost exclusively, the part of interest to myself—was practically ignored by the adverse press of the two countries; the while that some twenty or thirty pages of sorry detail deemed necessary to complete the narrative, and show the antitheses in Jude’s life, were almost the sole portions read and regarded. And curiously enough, a reprint the next year of a fantastic tale that had been published in a family paper some time before, drew down upon my head a continuation of the same sort of invective from several quarters.


  So much for the unhappy beginning of Jude’s career as a book. After these verdicts from the press its next misfortune was to be burnt by a bishop—probably in his despair at not being able to burn me.


  Then somebody discovered that Jude was a moral work—austere in its treatment of a difficult subject—as if the writer had not all the time said in the Preface that it was meant to be so. Thereupon many uncursed me, and the matter ended, the only effect of it on human conduct that I could discover being its effect on myself—the experience completely curing me of further interest in novel-writing.


  One incident among many arising from the storm of words was that an American man of letters, who did not whitewash his own morals, informed me that, having bought a copy of the book on the strength of the shocked criticisms, he read on and on, wondering when the harmfulness was going to begin, and at last flung it across the room with execrations at having been induced by the rascally reviewers to waste a dollar-and-half on what he was pleased to call ‘a religious and ethical treatise.’


  I sympathized with him, and assured him honestly that the misrepresentations had been no collusive trick of mine to increase my circulation among the subscribers to the papers in question.


  Then there was the case of the lady who having shuddered at the book in an influential article bearing intermediate headlines of horror, and printed in a world-read journal, wrote to me shortly afterwards that it was her desire to make my acquaintance.


  To return, however, to the book itself. The marriage laws being used in great part as the tragic machinery of the tale, and its general drift on the domestic side tending to show that, in Diderot’s words, the civil law should be only the enunciation of the law of nature (a statement that requires some qualification, by the way), I have been charged since 1895 with a large responsibility in this country for the present ‘shop-soiled’ condition of the marriage theme (as a learned writer characterized it the other day). I do not know. My opinion at that time, if I remember rightly, was what it is now, that a marriage should be dissolvable as soon as it becomes a cruelty to either of the parties—being then essentially and morally no marriage—and it seemed a good foundation for the fable of a tragedy, told for its own sake as a presentation of particulars containing a good deal that was universal, and not without a hope that certain cathartic, Aristotelian qualities might be found therein.


  The difficulties down to twenty or thirty years back of acquiring knowledge in letters without pecuniary means were used in the same way; though I was informed that some readers thought these episodes an attack on venerable institutions, and that when Ruskin College was subsequently founded it should have been called the College of Jude the Obscure.


  Artistic effort always pays heavily for finding its tragedies in the forced adaptation of human instincts to rusty and irksome moulds that do not fit them. To do Bludyer and the conflagratory bishop justice, what they meant seems to have been only this: ‘We Britons hate ideas, and we are going to live up to that privilege of our native country. Your picture may not show the untrue, or the uncommon, or even be contrary to the canons of art; but it is not the view of life that we who thrive on conventions can permit to be painted.’


  But what did it matter. As for the matrimonial scenes, in spite of their ‘touching the spot,’ and the screaming of a poor lady in Blackwood that there was an unholy anti-marriage league afoot, the famous contract—sacrament I mean—is doing fairly well still, and people marry and give in what may or may not be true marriage as light-heartedly as ever. The author has even been reproached by some earnest correspondents that he has left the question where he found it, and has not pointed the way to a much-needed reform.


  After the issue of Jude the Obscure as a serial story in Germany, an experienced reviewer of that country informed the writer that Sue Bridehead, the heroine, was the first delineation in fiction of the woman who was coming into notice in her thousands every year—the woman of the feminist movement—the slight, pale ‘bachelor’ girl—the intellectualized, emancipated bundle of nerves that modern conditions were producing, mainly in cities as yet; who does not recognize the necessity for most of her sex to follow marriage as a profession, and boast themselves as superior people because they are licensed to be loved on the premises. The regret of this critic was that the portrait of the newcomer had been left to be drawn by a man, and was not done by one of her own sex, who would never have allowed her to break down at the end.


  Whether this assurance is borne out by dates I cannot say. Nor am I able, across the gap of years since the production of the novel, to exercise more criticism upon it of a general kind than extends to a few verbal corrections, whatever, good or bad, it may contain. And no doubt there can be more in a book than the author consciously puts there, which will help either to its profit or to its disadvantage as the case may be.


  T. H.


  April 1912.


  ♣


  Part First


  At Marygreen


  ‘Yea, many there be that have run out of their wits for women, and become servants for their sakes. Many also have perished, have erred, and sinned, for women…. O ye men, how can it be but women should be strong, seeing they do thus?’—Esdras.


  ♣


  I.–i.


  The schoolmaster was leaving the village, and everybody seemed sorry. The miller at Cresscombe lent him the small white tilted cart and horse to carry his goods to the city of his destination, about twenty miles off, such a vehicle proving of quite sufficient size for the departing teacher’s effects. For the school-house had been partly furnished by the managers, and the only cumbersome article possessed by the master, in addition to the packing-case of books, was a cottage piano that he had bought at an auction during the year in which he thought of learning instrumental music. But the enthusiasm having waned he had never acquired any skill in playing, and the purchased article had been a perpetual trouble to him ever since in moving house.


  The rector had gone away for the day, being a man who disliked the sight of changes. He did not mean to return till the evening, when the new school-teacher would have arrived and settled in, and everything would be smooth again.


  The blacksmith, the farm bailiff, and the schoolmaster himself were standing in perplexed attitudes in the parlour before the instrument. The master had remarked that even if he got it into the cart he should not know what to do with it on his arrival at Christminster, the city he was bound for, since he was only going into temporary lodgings just at first.


  A little boy of eleven, who had been thoughtfully assisting in the packing, joined the group of men, and as they rubbed their chins he spoke up, blushing at the sound of his own voice: ‘Aunt have got a great fuel-house, and it could be put there, perhaps, till you’ve found a place to settle in, sir.’


  ‘A proper good notion,’ said the blacksmith.


  It was decided that a deputation should wait on the boy’s aunt—an old maiden resident—and ask her if she would house the piano till Mr. Phillotson should send for it. The smith and the bailiff started to see the practicability of the suggested shelter, and the boy and the schoolmaster were left standing alone.


  ‘Sorry I am going, Jude?’ asked the latter kindly.


  Tears rose into the boy’s eyes, for he was not among the regular day scholars, who came unromantically close to the schoolmaster’s life, but one who had attended the night school only during the present teacher’s term of office. The regular scholars, if the truth must be told, stood at the present moment afar off, like certain historic disciples, indisposed to any enthusiastic volunteering of aid.


  The boy awkwardly opened the book he held in his hand, which Mr. Phillotson had bestowed on him as a parting gift, and admitted that he was sorry.


  ‘So am I,’ said Mr. Phillotson.


  ‘Why do you go, sir?’ asked the boy.


  ‘Ah—that would be a long story. You wouldn’t understand my reasons, Jude. You will, perhaps, when you are older.’


  ‘I think I should now, sir.’


  ‘Well—don’t speak of this everywhere. You know what a university is, and a university degree? It is the necessary hall-mark of a man who wants to do anything in teaching. My scheme, or dream, is to be a university graduate, and then to be ordained. By going to live at Christminster, or near it, I shall be at headquarters, so to speak, and if my scheme is practicable at all, I consider that being on the spot will afford me a better chance of carrying it out than I should have elsewhere.’


  The smith and his companion returned. Old Miss Fawley’s fuel-house was dry, and eminently practicable; and she seemed willing to give the instrument standing-room there. It was accordingly left in the school till the evening, when more hands would be available for removing it; and the schoolmaster gave a final glance round.


  The boy Jude assisted in loading some small articles, and at nine o’clock Mr. Phillotson mounted beside his box of books and other impedimenta, and bade his friends good-bye.


  ‘I shan’t forget you, Jude,’ he said, smiling, as the cart moved off. ‘Be a good boy, remember; and be kind to animals and birds, and read all you can. And if ever you come to Christminster remember you hunt me out for old acquaintance’ sake.’


  The cart creaked across the green, and disappeared round the corner by the rectory-house. The boy returned to the draw-well at the edge of the greensward, where he had left his buckets when he went to help his patron and teacher in the loading. There was a quiver in his lip now, and after opening the well-cover to begin lowering the bucket he paused and leant with his forehead and arms against the frame-work, his face wearing the fixity of a thoughtful child’s who has felt the pricks of life somewhat before his time. The well into which he was looking was as ancient as the village itself, and from his present position appeared as a long circular perspective ending in a shining disk of quivering water at a distance of a hundred feet down. There was a lining of green moss near the top, and nearer still the hart’s-tongue fern.


  He said to himself, in the melodramatic tones of a whimsical boy, that the schoolmaster had drawn at that well scores of times on a morning like this, and would never draw there any more. ‘I’ve seen him look down into it, when he was tired with his drawing, just as I do now, and when he rested a bit before carrying the buckets home! But he was too clever to bide here any longer—a small sleepy place like this!’


  A tear rolled from his eye into the depths of the well. The morning was a little foggy, and the boy’s breathing unfurled itself as a thicker fog upon the still and heavy air. His thoughts were interrupted by a sudden outcry:


  ‘Bring on that water, will ye, you idle young harlican!’


  It came from an old woman who had emerged from her door towards the garden gate of a green-thatched cottage not far off. The boy quickly waved a signal of assent, drew the water with what was a great effort for one of his stature, landed and emptied the big bucket into his own pair of smaller ones, and pausing a moment for breath, started with them across the patch of clammy greensward whereon the well stood—nearly in the centre of the little village, or rather hamlet of Marygreen.


  It was as old-fashioned as it was small, and it rested in the lap of an undulating upland adjoining the North Wessex downs. Old as it was, however, the well-shaft was probably the only relic of the local history that remained absolutely unchanged. Many of the thatched and dormered dwelling-houses had been pulled down of late years, and many trees felled on the green. Above all, the original church, hump-backed, wood-turreted, and quaintly hipped, had been taken down, and either cracked up into heaps of road-metal in the lane, or utilized as pig-sty walls, garden seats, guard-stones to fences, and rockeries in the flower-beds of the neighbourhood. In place of it a tall new building of modern Gothic design, unfamiliar to English eyes, had been erected on a new piece of ground by a certain obliterator of historic records who had run down from London and back in a day. The site whereon so long had stood the ancient temple to the Christian divinities was not even recorded on the green and level grass-plot that had immemorially been the churchyard, the obliterated graves being commemorated by eighteenpenny cast-iron crosses warranted to last five years.


  ♣


  I.–ii.


  Slender as was Jude Fawley’s frame he bore the two brimming house-buckets of water to the cottage without resting. Over the door was a little rectangular piece of blue board, on which was painted in yellow letters, ‘Drusilla Fawley, Baker.’ Within the little lead panes of the window—this being one of the few old houses left—were five bottles of sweets, and three buns on a plate of the willow pattern.


  While emptying the buckets at the back of the house he could hear an animated conversation in progress within-doors between his great-aunt, the Drusilla of the signboard, and some other villagers. Having seen the schoolmaster depart, they were summing up particulars of the event, and indulging in predictions of his future.


  ‘And who’s he?’ asked one, comparatively a stranger, when the boy entered.


  ‘Well ye med ask it, Mrs. Williams. He’s my great-nephew—come since you was last this way.’ The old inhabitant who answered was a tall, gaunt woman, who spoke tragically on the most trivial subject, and gave a phrase of her conversation to each auditor in turn. ‘He come from Mellstock, down in South Wessex, about a year ago—worse luck for ’n, Belinda’ (turning to the right) ‘where his father was living, and was took wi’ the shakings for death, and died in two days, as you know, Caroline’ (turning to the left). ‘It would ha’ been a blessing if Goddy-mighty had took thee too, wi’ thy mother and father, poor useless boy! But I’ve got him here to stay with me till I can see what’s to be done with un, though I am obliged to let him earn any penny he can. Just now he’s a-scaring of birds for Farmer Troutham. It keeps him out of mischty. Why do ye turn away, Jude?’ she continued, as the boy, feeling the impact of their glances like slaps upon his face, moved aside.


  The local washerwoman replied that it was perhaps a very good plan of Miss or Mrs. Fawley’s (as they called her indifferently) to have him with her—‘to kip ’ee company in your loneliness, fetch water, shet the winder-shetters o’ nights, and help in the bit o’ baking.’


  Miss Fawley doubted it…. ‘Why didn’t ye get the schoolmaster to take ’ee to Christminster wi’ un, and make a scholar of ’ee,’ she continued, in frowning pleasantry. ‘I’m sure he couldn’t ha’ took a better one. The boy is crazy for books, that he is. It runs in our family rather. His cousin Sue is just the same—so I’ve heard; but I have not seen the child for years, though she was born in this place, within these four walls, as it happened. My niece and her husband, after they were married, didn’ get a house of their own for some year or more; and then they only had one till—Well, I won’t go into that. Jude, my child, don’t you ever marry. ’Tisn’t for the Fawleys to take that step any more. She, their only one, was like a child o’ my own, Belinda, till the split come! Ah, that a little maid should know such changes!’


  Jude, finding the general attention again centering on himself, went out to the bakehouse, where he ate the cake provided for his breakfast. The end of his spare time had now arrived, and emerging from the garden by getting over the hedge at the back he pursued a path northward, till he came to a wide and lonely depression in the general level of the upland, which was sown as a corn-field. This vast concave was the scene of his labours for Mr. Troutham the farmer, and he descended into the midst of it.


  The brown surface of the field went right up towards the sky all round, where it was lost by degrees in the mist that shut out the actual verge and accentuated the solitude. The only marks on the uniformity of the scene were a rick of last year’s produce standing in the midst of the arable, the rooks that rose at his approach, and the path athwart the fallow by which he had come, trodden now by he hardly knew whom, though once by many of his own dead family.


  ‘How ugly it is here!’ he murmured.


  The fresh harrow-lines seemed to stretch like the channellings in a piece of new corduroy, lending a meanly utilitarian air to the expanse, taking away its gradations, and depriving it of all history beyond that of the few recent months, though to every clod and stone there really attached associations enough and to spare—echoes of songs from ancient harvest-days, of spoken words, and of sturdy deeds. Every inch of ground had been the site, first or last, of energy, gaiety, horse-play, bickerings, weariness. Groups of gleaners had squatted in the sun on every square yard. Love-matches that had populated the adjoining hamlet had been made up there between reaping and carrying. Under the hedge which divided the field from a distant plantation girls had given themselves to lovers who would not turn their heads to look at them by the next harvest; and in that ancient cornfield many a man had made love-promises to a woman at whose voice he had trembled by the next seed-time after fulfilling them in the church adjoining. But this neither Jude nor the rooks around him considered. For them it was a lonely place, possessing, in the one view, only the quality of a work-ground, and in the other that of a granary good to feed in.


  The boy stood under the rick before mentioned, and every few seconds used his clacker or rattle briskly. At each clack the rooks left off pecking, and rose and went away on their leisurely wings, burnished like tassets of mail, afterwards wheeling back and regarding him warily, and descending to feed at a more respectful distance.


  He sounded the clacker till his arm ached, and at length his heart grew sympathetic with the birds’ thwarted desires. They seemed, like himself, to be living in a world which did not want them. Why should he frighten them away? They took upon them more and more the aspect of gentle friends and pensioners—the only friends he could claim as being in the least degree interested in him, for his aunt had often told him that she was not. He ceased his rattling, and they alighted anew.


  ‘Poor little dears!’ said Jude, aloud. ‘You shall have some dinner—you shall. There is enough for us all. Farmer Troutham can afford to let you have some. Eat, then, my dear little birdies, and make a good meal!’


  They stayed and ate, inky spots on the nut-brown soil, and Jude enjoyed their appetite. A magic thread of fellow-feeling united his own life with theirs. Puny and sorry as those lives were, they much resembled his own.


  His clacker he had by this time thrown away from him, as being a mean and sordid instrument, offensive both to the birds and to himself as their friend. All at once he became conscious of a smart blow upon his buttocks, followed by a loud clack, which announced to his surprised senses that the clacker had been the instrument of offence used. The birds and Jude started up simultaneously, and the dazed eyes of the latter beheld the farmer in person, the great Troutham himself, his red face glaring down upon Jude’s cowering frame, the clacker swinging in his hand.


  ‘So it’s “Eat, my dear birdies,” is it, young man? “Eat, dear birdies,” indeed! I’ll tickle your breeches, and see if you say, “Eat, dear birdies,” again in a hurry! And you’ve been idling at the schoolmaster’s too, instead of coming here, ha’n’t ye, hey? That’s how you earn your sixpence a day for keeping the rooks off my corn!’


  Whilst saluting Jude’s ears with this impassioned rhetoric, Troutham had seized his left hand with his own left, and swinging his slim frame round him at arm’s-length, again struck Jude on the hind parts with the flat side of Jude’s own rattle, till the field echoed with the blows, which were delivered once or twice at each revolution.


  ‘Don’t ’ee, sir—please don’t ’ee!’ cried the whirling child, as helpless under the centrifugal tendency of his person as a hooked fish swinging to land, and beholding the hill, the rick, the plantation, the path, and the rooks going round and round him in an amazing circular race. ‘I—I—sir—only meant that—there was a good crop in the ground—I saw ’em sow it—and the rooks could have a little bit for dinner—and you wouldn’t miss it, sir—and Mr. Phillotson said I was to be kind to ’em—O, O, O!’


  This truthful explanation seemed to exasperate the farmer even more than if Jude had stoutly denied saying anything at all; and he still smacked the whirling urchin, the clacks of the instrument continuing to resound all across the field and as far as the ears of distant workers—who gathered thereupon that Jude was pursuing his business of clacking with great assiduity—and echoing from the brand-new church tower just behind the mist, towards the building of which structure the farmer had largely subscribed, to testify his love for God and man.


  Presently Troutham grew tired of his punitive task, and depositing the quivering boy on his legs, took a sixpence from his pocket and gave it him in payment for his day’s work, telling him to go home and never let him see him in one of those fields again.


  Jude leaped out of arm’s reach, and walked along the trackway weeping—not from the pain, though that was keen enough; not from the perception of the flaw in the terrestrial scheme, by which what was good for God’s birds was bad for God’s gardener; but with the awful sense that he had wholly disgraced himself before he had been a year in the parish, and hence might be a burden to his great-aunt for life.


  With this shadow on his mind he did not care to show himself in the village, and went homeward by a roundabout track behind a high hedge and across a pasture. Here he beheld scores of coupled earthworms lying half their length on the surface of the damp ground, as they always did in such weather at that time of the year. It was impossible to advance in regular steps without crushing some of them at each tread.


  Though Farmer Troutham had just hurt him, he was a boy who could not himself bear to hurt anything. He had never brought home a nest of young birds without lying awake in misery half the night after, and often reinstating them and the nest in their original place the next morning. He could scarcely bear to see trees cut down or lopped, from a fancy that it hurt them; and late pruning, when the sap was up and the tree bled profusely, had been a positive grief to him in his infancy. This weakness of character, as it may be called, suggested that he was the sort of man who was born to ache a good deal before the fall of the curtain upon his unnecessary life should signify that all was well with him again. He carefully picked his way on tiptoe among the earthworms, without killing a single one.


  On entering the cottage he found his aunt selling a penny loaf to a little girl, and when the customer was gone she said, ‘Well, how do you come to be back here in the middle of the morning like this?’


  ‘I’m turned away.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Mr. Troutham have turned me away because I let the rooks have a few peckings of corn. And there’s my wages—the last I shall ever hae!’


  He threw the sixpence tragically on the table.


  ‘Ah!’ said his aunt, suspending her breath. And she opened upon him a lecture on how she would now have him all the spring upon her hands doing nothing. ‘If you can’t skeer birds, what can ye do? There! don’t ye look so deedy! Farmer Troutham is not so much better than myself, come to that. But ’tis as Job said, “Now they that are younger than I have me in derision, whose fathers I would have disdained to have set with the dogs of my flock.” His father was my father’s journeyman, anyhow, and I must have been a fool to let ’ee go to work for ’n, which I shouldn’t ha’ done but to keep ’ee out of mischty.’


  More angry with Jude for demeaning her by coming there than for dereliction of duty, she rated him primarily from that point of view, and only secondarily from a moral one.


  ‘Not that you should have let the birds eat what Farmer Troutham planted. Of course you was wrong in that. Jude, Jude, why didstn’t go off with that schoolmaster of thine to Christminster or somewhere? But, O no—poor or’nary child—there never was any sprawl on thy side of the family, and never will be!’


  ‘Where is this beautiful city, aunt—this place where Mr. Phillotson is gone to?’ asked the boy, after meditating in silence.


  ‘Lord! you ought to know where the city of Christminster is. Near a score of miles from here. It is a place much too good for you ever to have much to do with, poor boy, I’m a-thinking.’


  ‘And will Mr. Phillotson always be there?’


  ‘How can I tell?’


  ‘Couldn’t I go to see him?’


  ‘Lord, no! You didn’t grow up hereabout, or you wouldn’t ask such as that. We’ve never had anything to do with folk in Christminster, nor folk in Christminster with we.’


  Jude went out, and, feeling more than ever his existence to be an undemanded one, he lay down upon his back on a heap of litter near the pig-sty. The fog had by this time become more translucent, and the position of the sun could be seen through it. He pulled his straw hat over his face, and peered through the interstices of the plaiting at the white brightness, vaguely reflecting. Growing up brought responsibilities, he found. Events did not rhyme quite as he had thought. Nature’s logic was too horrid for him to care for. That mercy towards one set of creatures was cruelty towards another sickened his sense of harmony. As you got older, and felt yourself to be at the centre of your time, and not at a point in its circumference, as you had felt when you were little, you were seized with a sort of shuddering, he perceived. All around you there seemed to be something glaring, garish, rattling, and the noises and glares hit upon the little cell called your life, and shook it, and warped it.


  If he could only prevent himself growing up! He did not want to be a man.


  Then, like the natural boy, he forgot his despondency, and sprang up. During the remainder of the morning he helped his aunt, and in the afternoon, when there was nothing more to be done, he went into the village. Here he asked a man whereabouts Christminster lay.


  ‘Christminster? O, well, out by there yonder; though I’ve never bin there—not I. I’ve never had any business at such a place.’


  The man pointed north-eastward, in the very direction where lay that field in which Jude had so disgraced himself. There was something unpleasant about the coincidence for the moment, but the fearsomeness of this fact rather increased his curiosity about the city. The farmer had said he was never to be seen in that field again; yet Christminster lay across it, and the path was a public one. So, stealing out of the hamlet he descended into the same hollow which had witnessed his punishment in the morning, never swerving an inch from the path, and climbing up the long and tedious ascent on the other side, till the track joined the highway by a little clump of trees. Here the ploughed land ended, and all before him was bleak open down.


  ♣


  I.–iii.


  Not a soul was visible on the hedgeless highway, or on either side of it, and the white road seemed to ascend and diminish till it joined the sky. At the very top it was crossed at right angles by a green ‘ridgeway’—the Icknield Street and original Roman road through the district. This ancient track ran east and west for many miles, and down almost to within living memory had been used for driving flocks and herds to fairs and markets. But it was now neglected and overgrown.


  The boy had never before strayed so far north as this from the nestling hamlet in which he had been deposited by the carrier from a railway station southward, one dark evening some few months earlier, and till now he had had no suspicion that such a wide, flat, low-lying country lay so near at hand, under the very verge of his upland world. The whole northern semicircle between east and west, to a distance of forty or fifty miles, spread itself before him; a bluer, moister atmosphere, evidently, than that he breathed up here.


  Not far from the road stood a weather-beaten old barn of reddish-gray brick and tile. It was known as the Brown House by the people of the locality. He was about to pass it when he perceived a ladder against the eaves; and the reflection that the higher he got, the further he could see, led Jude to stand and regard it. On the slope of the roof two men were repairing the tiling. He turned into the ridgeway and drew towards the barn.


  When he had wistfully watched the workmen for some time he took courage, and ascended the ladder till he stood beside them.


  ‘Well, my lad, and what may you want up here?’


  ‘I wanted to know where the city of Christminster is, if you please.’


  ‘Christminster is out across there, by that clump. You can see it—at least you can on a clear day. Ah, no, you can’t now.’


  The other tiler, glad of any kind of diversion from the monotony of his labour, had also turned to look towards the quarter designated. ‘You can’t often see it in weather like this,’ he said. ‘The time I’ve noticed it is when the sun is going down in a blaze of flame, and it looks like—I don’t know what.’


  ‘The heavenly Jerusalem,’ suggested the serious urchin.


  ‘Ay—though I should never ha’ thought of it myself…. But I can’t see no Christminster to-day.’


  The boy strained his eyes also; yet neither could he see the far-off city. He descended from the barn, and abandoning Christminster with the versatility of his age he walked along the ridge-track, looking for any natural objects of interest that might lie in the banks thereabout. When he repassed the barn to go back to Marygreen he observed that the ladder was still in its place, but that the men had finished their day’s work and gone away.


  It was waning towards evening; there was still a faint mist, but it had cleared a little except in the damper tracts of subjacent country and along the river-courses. He thought again of Christminster, and wished, since he had come two or three miles from his aunt’s house on purpose, that he could have seen for once this attractive city of which he had been told. But even if he waited here it was hardly likely that the air would clear before night. Yet he was loth to leave the spot, for the northern expanse became lost to view on retreating towards the village only a few hundred yards.


  He ascended the ladder to have one more look at the point the men had designated, and perched himself on the highest rung, overlying the tiles. He might not be able to come so far as this for many days. Perhaps if he prayed, the wish to see Christminster might be forwarded. People said that, if you prayed, things sometimes came to you, even though they sometimes did not. He had read in a tract that a man who had begun to build a church, and had no money to finish it, knelt down and prayed, and the money came in by the next post. Another man tried the same experiment, and the money did not come; but he found afterwards that the breeches he knelt in were made by a wicked Jew. This was not discouraging, and turning on the ladder Jude knelt on the third rung, where, resting against those above it, he prayed that the mist might rise.


  He then seated himself again, and waited. In the course of ten or fifteen minutes the thinning mist dissolved altogether from the northern horizon, as it had already done elsewhere, and about a quarter of an hour before the time of sunset the westward clouds parted, the sun’s position being partially uncovered, and the beams streaming out in visible lines between two bars of slaty cloud. The boy immediately looked back in the old direction.


  Some way within the limits of the stretch of landscape, points of light like the topaz gleamed. The air increased in transparency with the lapse of minutes, till the topaz points showed themselves to be the vanes, windows, wet roof slates, and other shining spots upon the spires, domes, freestone-work, and varied outlines that were faintly revealed. It was Christminster, unquestionably; either directly seen, or miraged in the peculiar atmosphere.


  The spectator gazed on and on till the windows and vanes lost their shine, going out almost suddenly like extinguished candles. The vague city became veiled in mist. Turning to the west, he saw that the sun had disappeared. The foreground of the scene had grown funereally dark, and near objects put on the hues and shapes of chimæras.


  He anxiously descended the ladder, and started homewards at a run, trying not to think of giants, Herne the Hunter, Apollyon lying in wait for Christian, or of the captain with the bleeding hole in his forehead and the corpses round him that remutinied every night on board the bewitched ship. He knew that he had grown out of belief in these horrors, yet he was glad when he saw the church tower and the lights in the cottage windows, even though this was not the home of his birth, and his great-aunt did not care much about him.


  Inside and round about that old woman’s ‘shop’ window, with its twenty-four little panes set in lead-work, the glass of some of them oxidized with age, so that you could hardly see the poor penny articles exhibited within, and forming part of a stock which a strong man could have carried, Jude had his outer being for some long tideless time. But his dreams were as gigantic as his surroundings were small.


  Through the solid barrier of cold cretaceous upland to the northward he was always beholding a gorgeous city—the fancied place he had likened to the new Jerusalem, though there was perhaps more of the painter’s imagination and less of the diamond merchant’s in his dreams thereof than in those of the Apocalyptic writer. And the city acquired a tangibility, a permanence, a hold on his life, mainly from the one nucleus of fact that the man for whose knowledge and purposes he had so much reverence was actually living there; not only so, but living among the more thoughtful and mentally shining ones therein.


  In sad wet seasons, though he knew it must rain at Christminster too, he could hardly believe that it rained so drearily there. Whenever he could get away from the confines of the hamlet for an hour or two, which was not often, he would steal off to the Brown House on the hill and strain his eyes persistently; sometimes to be rewarded by the sight of a dome or spire, at other times by a little smoke, which in his estimate had some of the mysticism of incense.


  Then the day came when it suddenly occurred to him that if he ascended to the point of view after dark, or possibly went a mile or two further, he would see the night lights of the city. It would be necessary to come back alone, but even that consideration did not deter him, for he could throw a little manliness into his mood, no doubt.


  The project was duly executed. It was not late when he arrived at the place of outlook, only just after dusk; but a black north-east sky, accompanied by a wind from the same quarter, made the occasion dark enough. He was rewarded; but what he saw was not the lamps in rows, as he had half expected. No individual light was visible, only a halo or glow-fog over-arching the place against the black heavens behind it, making the light and the city seem distant but a mile or so.


  He set himself to wonder on the exact point in the glow where the schoolmaster might be—he who never communicated with anybody at Marygreen now; who was as if dead to them here. In the glow he seemed to see Phillotson promenading at ease, like one of the forms in Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace.


  He had heard that breezes travelled at the rate of ten miles an hour, and the fact now came into his mind. He parted his lips as he faced the north-east, and drew in the wind as if it were a sweet liquor.


  ‘You,’ he said, addressing the breeze caressingly, ‘were in Christminster city between one and two hours ago, floating along the streets, pulling round the weather-cocks, touching Mr. Phillotson’s face, being breathed by him; and now you are here, breathed by me—you, the very same.’


  Suddenly there came along this wind something towards him—a message from the place—from some soul residing there, it seemed. Surely it was the sound of bells, the voice of the city, faint and musical, calling to him, ‘We are happy here!’


  He had become entirely lost to his bodily situation during this mental leap, and only got back to it by a rough recalling. A few yards below the brow of the hill on which he paused a team of horses made its appearance, having reached the place by dint of half an hour’s serpentine progress from the bottom of the immense declivity. They had a load of coals behind them—a fuel that could only be got into the upland by this particular route. They were accompanied by a carter, a second man, and a boy, who now kicked a large stone behind one of the wheels, and allowed the panting animals to have a long rest, while those in charge took a flagon off the load and indulged in a drink round.


  They were elderly men, and had genial voices. Jude addressed them, inquiring if they had come from Christminster.


  ‘Heaven forbid, with this load!’ said they.


  ‘The place I mean is that one yonder.’ He was getting so romantically attached to Christminster that, like a young lover alluding to his mistress, he felt bashful at mentioning its name again. He pointed to the light in the sky—hardly perceptible to their older eyes.


  ‘Yes. There do seem a spot a bit brighter in the nor’-east than elsewhere, though I shouldn’t ha’ noticed it myself, and no doubt it med be Christminster.’


  Here a little book of tales which Jude had tucked up under his arm, having brought them to read on his way hither before it grew dark, slipped and fell into the road. The carter eyed him while he picked it up and straightened the leaves.


  ‘Ah, young man,’ he observed, ‘you’d have to get your head screwed on t’other way before you could read what they read there.’


  ‘Why?’ asked the boy.


  ‘O, they never look at anything that folks like we can understand,’ the carter continued, by way of passing the time. ‘On’y foreign tongues used in the days of the Tower of Babel, when no two families spoke alike. They read that sort of thing as fast as a night-hawk will whir. ’Tis all learning there—nothing but learning, except religion. And that’s learning too, for I never could understand it. Yes, ’tis a serious-minded place. Not but there’s wenches in the streets o’ nights…. You know, I suppose, that they raise pa’sons there like radishes in a bed? And though it do take—how many years, Bob?—five years to turn a lirruping hobble-de-hoy chap into a solemn preaching man with no corrupt passions, they’ll do it, if it can be done, and polish un off like the workmen they be, and turn un out wi’ a long face, and a long black coat and waistcoat, and a religious collar and hat, same as they used to wear in the Scriptures, so that his own mother wouldn’t know un sometimes…. There, ’tis their business, like anybody else’s.’


  ‘But how should you know——’


  ‘Now don’t you interrupt, my boy. Never interrupt your senyers. Move the fore hoss aside, Bobby; here’s som’at coming…. You must mind that I be a-talking of the college life. ’Em lives on a lofty level; there’s no gainsaying it, though I myself med not think much of ’em. As we be here in our bodies on this high ground, so be they in their minds—noble-minded men enough, no doubt—some on ’em—able to earn hundreds by thinking out loud. And some on ’em be strong young fellows that can earn a’most as much in silver cups. As for music, there’s beautiful music everywhere in Christminster. You med be religious, or you med not, but you can’t help striking in your homely note with the rest. And there’s a street in the place—the main street—that ha’n’t another like it in the world. I should think I did know a little about Christminster!’


  By this time the horses had recovered breath and bent to their collars again. Jude, throwing a last adoring look at the distant halo, turned and walked beside his remarkably well-informed friend, who had no objection to tell him as they moved on more yet of the city—its towers and halls and churches. The waggon turned into a cross-road, whereupon Jude thanked the carter warmly for his information, and said he only wished he could talk half as well about Christminster as he.


  ‘Well, ’tis oonly what has come in my way,’ said the carter unboastfully. ‘I’ve never been there, no more than you; but I’ve picked up the knowledge here and there, and you be welcome to it. A-getting about the world as I do, and mixing with all classes of society, one can’t help hearing of things. A friend o’ mine, that used to clane the boots at the Crozier Hotel in Christminster when he was in his prime, why, I knowed un as well as my own brother in his later years.’


  Jude continued his walk homeward alone, pondering so deeply that he forgot to feel timid. He suddenly grew older. It had been the yearning of his heart to find something to anchor on, to cling to—for some place which he could call admirable. Should he find that place in this city if he could get there? Would it be a spot in which, without fear of farmers, or hindrance, or ridicule, he could watch and wait, and set himself to some mighty undertaking like the men of old of whom he had heard? As the halo had been to his eyes when gazing at it a quarter of an hour earlier, so was the spot mentally to him as he pursued his dark way.


  ‘It is a city of light,’ he said to himself.


  ‘The tree of knowledge grows there,’ he added a few steps further on.


  ‘It is a place that teachers of men spring from and go to.’


  ‘It is what you may call a castle, manned by scholarship and religion.’


  After this figure he was silent a long while, till he added:


  ‘It would just suit me.’


  ♣


  I.–iv.


  Walking somewhat slowly by reason of his concentration, the boy—an ancient man in some phases of thought, much younger than his years in others—was overtaken by a light-footed pedestrian, whom, notwithstanding the gloom, he could perceive to be wearing an extraordinarily tall hat, a swallow-tailed coat, and a watch-chain that danced madly and threw around scintillations of sky-light as its owner swung along upon a pair of thin legs and noiseless boots. Jude, beginning to feel lonely, endeavoured to keep up with him.


  ‘Well, my man! I’m in a hurry, so you’ll have to walk pretty fast if you keep alongside of me. Do you know who I am?’


  ‘Yes, I think. Physician Vilbert?’


  ‘Ah—I’m known everywhere, I see! That comes of being a public benefactor.’


  Vilbert was an itinerant quack-doctor, well known to the rustic population, and absolutely unknown to anybody else, as he, indeed, took care to be, to avoid inconvenient investigations. Cottagers formed his only patients, and his Wessex-wide repute was among them alone. His position was humbler and his field more obscure than those of the quacks with capital and an organized system of advertising. He was, in fact, a survival. The distances he traversed on foot were enormous, and extended nearly the whole length and breadth of Wessex. Jude had one day seen him selling a pot of coloured lard to an old woman as a certain cure for a bad leg, the woman arranging to pay a guinea, in instalments of a shilling a fortnight, for the precious salve, which, according to the physician, could only be obtained from a particular animal which grazed on Mount Sinai, and was to be captured only at great risk to life and limb. Jude, though he already had his doubts about this gentleman’s medicines, felt him to be unquestionably a travelled personage, and one who might be a trustworthy source of information on matters not strictly professional.


  ‘I s’pose you’ve been to Christminster, Physician?’


  ‘I have—many times,’ replied the long thin man. ‘That’s one of my centres.’


  ‘It’s a wonderful city for scholarship and religion?’


  ‘You’d say so, my boy, if you’d seen it. Why, the very sons of the old women who do the washing of the colleges can talk in Latin—not good Latin, that I admit, as a critic: dog-Latin—cat-Latin, as we used to call it in my undergraduate days.’


  ‘And Greek?’


  ‘Well—that’s more for the men who are in training for bishops, that they may be able to read the New Testament in the original.’


  ‘I want to learn Latin and Greek myself.’


  ‘A lofty desire. You must get a grammar of each tongue.’


  ‘I mean to go to Christminster some day.’


  ‘Whenever you do, you say that Physician Vilbert is the only proprietor of those celebrated pills that infallibly cure all disorders of the alimentary system, as well as asthma and shortness of breath. Two and threepence a box—specially licensed by the government stamp.’


  ‘Can you get me the grammars if I promise to say it hereabout?’


  ‘I’ll sell you mine with pleasure—those I used as a student.’


  ‘O, thank you, sir!’ said Jude gratefully, but in gasps, for the amazing speed of the physician’s walk kept him in a dog-trot which was giving him a stitch in the side.


  ‘I think you’d better drop behind, my young man. Now I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I’ll get you the grammars, and give you a first lesson, if you’ll remember, at every house in the village, to recommend Physician Vilbert’s golden ointment, life-drops, and female pills.’


  ‘Where will you be with the grammars?’


  ‘I shall be passing here this day fortnight at precisely this hour of five-and-twenty minutes past seven. My movements are as truly timed as those of the planets in their courses.’


  ‘Here I’ll be to meet you,’ said Jude.


  ‘With orders for my medicines?’


  ‘Yes, Physician.’


  Jude then dropped behind, waited a few minutes to recover breath, and went home with a consciousness of having struck a blow for Christminster.


  Through the intervening fortnight he ran about and smiled outwardly at his inward thoughts, as if they were people meeting and nodding to him—smiled with that singularly beautiful irradiation which is seen to spread on young faces at the inception of some glorious idea, as if a supernatural lamp were held inside their transparent natures, giving rise to the flattering fancy that heaven lies about them then.


  He honestly performed his promise to the man of many cures, in whom he now sincerely believed, walking miles hither and thither among the surrounding hamlets as the physician’s agent in advance. On the evening appointed he stood motionless on the plateau, at the place where he had parted from Vilbert, and there awaited his approach. The road-physician was fairly up to time; but, to the surprise of Jude on striking into his pace, which the pedestrian did not diminish by a single unit of force, the latter seemed hardly to recognize his young companion, though with the lapse of the fortnight the evenings had grown light. Jude thought it might perhaps be owing to his wearing another hat, and he saluted the physician with dignity.


  ‘Well, my boy?’ said the latter abstractedly.


  ‘I’ve come,’ said Jude.


  ‘You? who are you? O yes—to be sure? Got any orders, lad?’


  ‘Yes.’ And Jude told him the names and addresses of the cottagers who were willing to test the virtues of the world-renowned pills and salve. The quack mentally registered these with great care.


  ‘And the Latin and Greek grammars?’ Jude’s voice trembled with anxiety.


  ‘What about them?’


  ‘You were to bring me yours, that you used before you took your degree.’


  ‘Ah, yes, yes! Forgot all about it—all! So many lives depending on my attention, you see, my man, that I can’t give so much thought as I would like to other things.’


  Jude controlled himself sufficiently long to make sure of the truth; and he repeated, in a voice of dry misery, ‘You haven’t brought ’em!’


  ‘No. But you must get me some more orders from sick people, and I’ll bring the grammars next time.’


  Jude dropped behind. He was an unsophisticated boy, but the gift of sudden insight which is sometimes vouchsafed to children showed him all at once what shoddy humanity the quack was made of. There was to be no intellectual light from this source. The leaves dropped from his imaginary crown of laurel; he turned to a gate, leant against it, and cried bitterly.


  The disappointment was followed by an interval of blankness. He might, perhaps, have obtained grammars from Alfredston, but to do that required money, and a knowledge of what books to order; and though physically comfortable, he was in such absolute dependence as to be without a farthing of his own.


  At this date Mr. Phillotson sent for his pianoforte, and it gave Jude a lead. Why should he not write to the schoolmaster, and ask him to be so kind as to get him the grammars in Christminster? He might slip a letter inside the case of the instrument, and it would be sure to reach the desired eyes. Why not ask him to send any old second-hand copies, which would have the charm of being mellowed by the university atmosphere?


  To tell his aunt of his intention would be to defeat it. It was necessary to act alone.


  After a further consideration of a few days he did act, and on the day of the piano’s departure, which happened to be his next birthday, clandestinely placed the letter inside the packing-case, directed to his much-admired friend; being afraid to reveal the operation to his aunt Drusilla, lest she should discover his motive, and compel him to abandon his scheme.


  The piano was despatched, and Jude waited days and weeks, calling every morning at the cottage post-office before his great-aunt was stirring. At last a packet did indeed arrive at the village, and he saw from the ends of it that it contained two thin books. He took it away into a lonely place, and sat down on a felled elm to open it.


  Ever since his first ecstasy or vision of Christminster and its possibilities, Jude had meditated much and curiously on the probable sort of process that was involved in turning the expressions of one language into those of another. He concluded that a grammar of the required tongue would contain, primarily, a rule, prescription, or clue of the nature of a secret cipher, which, once known, would enable him, by merely applying it, to change at will all words of his own speech into those of the foreign one. His childish idea was, in fact, a pushing to the extremity of mathematical precision what is everywhere known as Grimm’s Law—an aggrandizement of rough rules to ideal completeness. Thus he assumed that the words of the required language were always to be found somewhere latent in the words of the given language by those who had the art to uncover them, such art being furnished by the books aforesaid.


  When, therefore, having noted that the packet bore the postmark of Christminster, he cut the string, opened the volumes, and turned to the Latin grammar, which chanced to come uppermost, he could scarcely believe his eyes.


  The book was an old one—thirty years old, soiled, scribbled wantonly over with a strange name in every variety of enmity to the letterpress, and marked at random with dates twenty years earlier than his own day. But this was not the cause of Jude’s amazement. He learnt for the first time that there was no law of transmutation, as in his innocence he had supposed (there was, in some degree, but the grammarian did not recognize it), but that every word in both Latin and Greek was to be individually committed to memory at the cost of years of plodding.


  Jude flung down the books, lay backward along the broad trunk of the elm, and was an utterly miserable boy for the space of a quarter of an hour. As he had often done before, he pulled his hat over his face and watched the sun peering insidiously at him through the interstices of the straw. This was Latin and Greek, then, was it, this grand delusion! The charm he had supposed in store for him was really a labour like that of Israel in Egypt.


  What brains they must have in Christminster and the great schools, he presently thought, to learn words one by one up to tens of thousands! There were no brains in his head equal to this business; and as the little sun-rays continued to stream in through his hat at him, he wished he had never seen a book, that he might never see another, that he had never been born.


  Somebody might have come along that way who would have asked him his trouble, and might have cheered him by saying that his notions were further advanced than those of his grammarian. But nobody did come, because nobody does; and under the crushing recognition of his gigantic error Jude continued to wish himself out of the world.


  ♣


  I.–v.


  During the three or four succeeding years a quaint and singular vehicle might have been discerned moving along the lanes and by-roads near Marygreen, driven in a quaint and singular way.


  In the course of a month or two after the receipt of the books Jude had grown callous to the shabby trick played him by the dead languages. In fact, his disappointment at the nature of those tongues had, after a while, been the means of still further glorifying the erudition of Christminster. To acquire languages, departed or living, in spite of such obstinacies as he now knew them inherently to possess, was a herculean performance which gradually led him on to a greater interest in it than in the presupposed patent process. The mountain-weight of material under which the ideas lay in those dusty volumes called the classics piqued him into a dogged, mouselike subtlety of attempt to move it piecemeal.


  He had endeavoured to make his presence tolerable to his crusty maiden aunt by assisting her to the best of his ability, and the business of the little cottage bakery had grown in consequence. An aged horse with a hanging head had been purchased for eight pounds at a sale, a creaking cart with a whity-brown tilt obtained for a few pounds more, and in this turn-out it became Jude’s business thrice a week to carry loaves of bread to the villagers and solitary cotters immediately around Marygreen.


  The singularity aforesaid lay, after all, less in the conveyance itself than in Jude’s manner of conducting it along its route. Its interior was the scene of most of Jude’s education by “private study.” As soon as the horse had learnt the road and the houses at which he was to pause awhile, the boy, seated in front, would slip the reins over his arm, ingeniously fix open, by means of a strap attached to the tilt, the volume he was reading, spread the dictionary on his knees, and plunge into the simpler passages from Cæsar, Virgil, or Horace, as the case might be, in his purblind stumbling way, and with an expenditure of labour that would have made a tender-hearted pedagogue shed tears; yet somehow getting at the meaning of what he read, and divining rather than beholding the spirit of the original, which often to his mind was something else than that which he was taught to look for.


  The only copies he had been able to lay hands on were old Delphin editions, because they were superseded, and therefore cheap. But, bad for idle schoolboys, it did so happen that they were passably good for him. The hampered and lonely itinerant conscientiously covered up the marginal readings, and used them merely on points of construction, as he would have used a comrade or tutor who should have happened to be passing by. And though Jude may have had little chance of becoming a scholar by these rough and ready means, he was in the way of getting into the groove he wished to follow.


  While he was busied with these ancient pages, which had already been thumbed by hands possibly in the grave, digging out the thoughts of these minds so remote yet so near, the bony old horse pursued his rounds, and Jude would be aroused from the woes of Dido by the stoppage of his cart and the voice of some old woman crying, ‘Two to-day, baker, and I return this stale one.’


  He was frequently met in the lanes by pedestrians and others without his seeing them, and by degrees the people of the neighbourhood began to talk about his method of combining work and play (such they considered his reading to be), which, though probably convenient enough to himself, was not altogether a safe proceeding for other travellers along the same roads. There were murmurs. Then a private resident of an adjoining place informed the local policeman that the baker’s boy should not be allowed to read while driving, and insisted that it was the constable’s duty to catch him in the act, and take him to the police court at Alfredston, and get him fined for dangerous practices on the highway. The policeman thereupon lay in wait for Jude, and one day accosted him and cautioned him.


  As Jude had to get up at three o’clock in the morning to heat the oven, and mix and set in the bread that he distributed later in the day, he was obliged to go to bed at night immediately after laying the sponge; so that if he could not read his classics on the highways he could hardly study at all. The only thing to be done was, therefore, to keep a sharp eye ahead and around him as well as he could in the circumstances, and slip away his books as soon as anybody loomed in the distance, the policeman in particular. To do that official justice, he did not put himself much in the way of Jude’s bread-cart, considering that in such a lonely district the chief danger was to Jude himself, and often on seeing the white tilt over the hedges he would move in another direction.


  On a day when Fawley was getting quite advanced, being now about sixteen, and had been stumbling through the ‘Carmen Sæculare,’ on his way home, he found himself to be passing over the high edge of the plateau by the Brown House. The light had changed, and it was the sense of this which had caused him to look up. The sun was going down, and the full moon was rising simultaneously behind the woods in the opposite quarter. His mind had become so impregnated with the poem that, in a moment of the same impulsive emotion which years before had caused him to kneel on the ladder, he stopped the horse, alighted, and glancing round to see that nobody was in sight, knelt down on the roadside bank with open book. He turned first to the shiny goddess, who seemed to look so softly and critically at his doings, then to the disappearing luminary on the other hand, as he began:


  
    ‘Phoebe silvarumque potens Diana!’

  


  The horse stood still till he had finished the hymn, which Jude repeated under the sway of a polytheistic fancy that he would never have thought of humouring in broad daylight.


  Reaching home, he mused over his curious superstition, innate or acquired, in doing this, and the strange forgetfulness which had led to such a lapse from common-sense and custom in one who wished, next to being a scholar, to be a Christian divine. It had all come of reading heathen works exclusively. The more he thought of it the more convinced he was of his inconsistency. He began to wonder whether he could be reading quite the right books for his object in life. Certainly there seemed little harmony between this pagan literature and the mediæval colleges at Christminster, that ecclesiastical romance in stone.


  Ultimately he decided that in his sheer love of reading he had taken up a wrong emotion for a Christian young man. He had dabbled in Clarke’s Homer, but had never yet worked much at the New Testament in the Greek, though he possessed a copy, obtained by post from a second-hand bookseller. He abandoned the now familiar Ionic for a new dialect, and for a long time onward limited his reading almost entirely to the Gospels and Epistles in Griesbach’s text. Moreover, on going into Alfredston one day, he was introduced to patristic literature by finding at the bookseller’s some volumes of the Fathers which had been left behind by an insolvent clergyman of the neighbourhood.


  As another outcome of this change of groove he visited on Sundays all the churches within a walk, and deciphered the Latin inscriptions on fifteenth-century brasses and tombs. On one of these pilgrimages he met with a hunchbacked old woman of great intelligence, who read everything she could lay her hands on, and she told him more yet of the romantic charms of the city of light and lore. Thither he resolved as firmly as ever to go.


  But how live in that city? At present he had no income at all. He had no trade or calling of any dignity or stability whatever on which he could subsist while carrying out an intellectual labour which might spread over many years.


  What was most required by citizens? Food, clothing, and shelter. An income from any work in preparing the first would be too meagre; for making the second he felt a distaste; the preparation of the third requisite he inclined to. They built in a city; therefore he would learn to build. He thought of his unknown uncle, his cousin Susanna’s father, an ecclesiastical worker in metal, and somehow mediæval art in any material was a trade for which he had rather a fancy. He could not go far wrong in following his uncle’s footsteps, and engaging himself awhile with the carcases that contained the scholar souls.


  As a preliminary he obtained some small blocks of freestone, metal not being available, and suspending his studies awhile, occupied his spare half-hours in copying the heads and capitals in his parish church.


  There was a stone-mason of a humble kind in Alfredston, and as soon as he had found a substitute for himself in his aunt’s little business, he offered his services to this man for a trifling wage. Here Jude had the opportunity of learning at least the rudiments of freestone-working. Some time later he went to a church-builder in the same place, and under the architect’s direction became handy at restoring the dilapidated masonries of several village churches round about.


  Not forgetting that he was only following up this handicraft as a prop to lean on while he prepared those greater engines which he flattered himself would be better fitted for him, he yet was interested in his pursuit on its own account. He now had lodgings during the week in the little town, whence he returned to Marygreen village every Saturday evening. And thus he reached and passed his nineteenth year.


  ♣


  I.–vi.


  At this memorable date of his life he was, one Saturday, returning from Alfredston to Marygreen about three o’clock in the afternoon. It was fine, warm, and soft summer weather, and he walked with his tools at his back, his little chisels clinking faintly against the larger ones in his basket. It being the end of the week he had left work early, and had come out of the town by a roundabout route which he did not usually frequent, having promised to call at a flour-mill near Cresscombe to execute a commission for his aunt.


  He was in an enthusiastic mood. He seemed to see his way to living comfortably in Christminster in the course of a year or two, and knocking at the doors of one of those strongholds of learning of which he had dreamed so much. He might, of course, have gone there now, in some capacity or other, but he preferred to enter the city with a little more assurance as to means than he could be said to feel at present. A warm self-content suffused him when he considered what he had already done. Now and then as he went along he turned to face the peeps of country on either side of him. But he hardly saw them; the act was an automatic repetition of what he had been accustomed to do when less occupied; and the one matter which really engaged him was the mental estimate of his progress thus far.


  ‘I have acquired quite an average student’s power to read the common ancient classics, Latin in particular.’ This was true, Jude possessing a facility in that language which enabled him with great ease to himself to beguile his lonely walks by imaginary conversations therein.


  ‘I have read two books of the Iliad, besides being pretty familiar with passages such as the speech of Phœnix in the ninth book, the fight of Hector and Ajax in the fourteenth, the appearance of Achilles unarmed and his heavenly armour in the eighteenth, and the funeral games in the twenty-third. I have also done some Hesiod, a little scrap of Thucydides, and a lot of the Greek Testament…. I wish there was only one dialect, all the same.


  ‘I have done some mathematics, including the first six and the eleventh and twelfth books of Euclid; and algebra as far as simple equations.


  ‘I know something of the Fathers, and something of Roman and English history.


  ‘These things are only a beginning. But I shall not make much further advance here, from the difficulty of getting books. Hence I must next concentrate all my energies on settling in Christminster. Once there I shall so advance, with the assistance I shall there get, that my present knowledge will appear to me but as childish ignorance. I must save money, and I will; and one of those colleges shall open its doors to me—shall welcome whom now it would spurn, if I wait twenty years for the welcome.


  ‘I’ll be D.D. before I have done!’


  And then he continued to dream, and thought he might become even a bishop by leading a pure, energetic, wise, Christian life. And what an example he would set! If his income were £5000 a year, he would give away £4500 in one form and another, and live sumptuously (for him) on the remainder. Well, on second thoughts, a bishop was absurd. He would draw the line at an archdeacon. Perhaps a man could be as good and as learned and as useful in the capacity of archdeacon as in that of bishop. Yet he thought of the bishop again.


  ‘Meanwhile I will read, as soon as I am settled in Christminster, the books I have not been able to get hold of here: Livy, Tacitus, Herodotus, Æschylus, Sophocles, Aristophanes—’


  ‘Ha, ha, ha! Hoity-toity!’ The sounds were expressed in light voices on the other side of the hedge, but he did not notice them. His thoughts went on:


  ‘—Euripides, Plato, Aristotle, Lucretius, Epictetus, Seneca, Antoninus. Then I must master other things: the Fathers thoroughly; Bede and ecclesiastical history generally; a smattering of Hebrew—I only know the letters as yet—’


  ‘Hoity-toity!’


  ‘—but I can work hard. I have staying power in abundance, thank God! and it is that which tells…. Yes, Christminster shall be my Alma Mater; and I’ll be her beloved son, in whom she shall be well pleased.’


  In his deep concentration on these transactions of the future Jude’s walk had slackened, and he was now standing quite still, looking at the ground as though the future were thrown thereon by a magic lantern. On a sudden something smacked him sharply in the ear, and he became aware that a soft cold substance had been flung at him, and had fallen at his feet.


  A glance told him what it was—a piece of flesh, the characteristic part of a barrow-pig, which the countrymen used for greasing their boots, as it was useless for any other purpose. Pigs were rather plentiful hereabout, being bred and fattened in large numbers in certain parts of North Wessex.


  On the other side of the hedge was a stream, whence, as he now for the first time realized, had come the slight sounds of voices and laughter that had mingled with his dreams. He mounted the bank and looked over the fence. On the further side of the stream stood a small homestead, having a garden and pig-sties attached; in front of it, beside the brook, three young women were kneeling, with buckets and platters beside them containing heaps of pigs’ chitterlings, which they were washing in the running water. One or two pairs of eyes slyly glanced up, and perceiving that his attention had at last been attracted, and that he was watching them, they braced themselves for inspection by putting their mouths demurely into shape and recommencing their rinsing operations with assiduity.


  ‘Thank you!’ said Jude severely.


  ‘I didn’t throw it, I tell you!’ asserted one girl to her neighbour, as if unconscious of the young man’s presence.


  ‘Nor I,’ the second answered.


  ‘O, Anny, how can you!’ said the third.


  ‘If I had thrown anything at all, it shouldn’t have been that!’


  ‘Pooh! I don’t care for him!’ And they laughed and continued their work, without looking up, still ostentatiously accusing each other.


  Jude grew sarcastic as he wiped his face, and caught their remarks.


  ‘You didn’t do it—O no!’ he said to the up-stream one of the three.


  She whom he addressed was a fine dark-eyed girl, not exactly handsome, but capable of passing as such at a little distance, despite some coarseness of skin and fibre. She had a round and prominent bosom, full lips, perfect teeth, and the rich complexion of a Cochin hen’s egg. She was a complete and substantial female animal—no more, no less; and Jude was almost certain that to her was attributable the enterprise of attracting his attention from dreams of the humaner letters to what was simmering in the minds around him.


  ‘That you’ll never be told,’ said she deedily.


  ‘Whoever did it was wasteful of other people’s property.’


  ‘O, that’s nothing.’


  ‘But you want to speak to me, I suppose?’


  ‘O yes; if you like to.’


  ‘Shall I clamber across, or will you come to the plank above here?’


  Perhaps she foresaw an opportunity; for somehow or other the eyes of the brown girl rested in his own when he had said the words, and there was a momentary flash of intelligence, a dumb announcement of affinity in posse, between herself and him, which, so far as Jude Fawley was concerned, had no sort of premeditation in it. She saw that he had singled her out from the three, as a woman is singled out in such cases, for no reasoned purpose of further acquaintance, but in commonplace obedience to conjunctive orders from headquarters, unconsciously received by unfortunate men when the last intention of their lives is to be occupied with the feminine.


  Springing to her feet, she said: ‘Bring back what is lying there.’


  Jude was now aware that no message on any matter connected with her father’s business had prompted her signal to him. He set down his basket of tools, picked up the scrap of offal, beat a pathway for himself with his stick, and got over the hedge. They walked in parallel lines, one on each bank of the stream, towards the small plank bridge. As the girl drew nearer to it, she gave, without Jude perceiving it, an adroit little suck to the interior of each of her cheeks in succession, by which curious and original manœuvre she brought as by magic upon its smooth and rotund surface a perfect dimple, which she was able to retain there as long as she continued to smile. This production of dimples at will was a not unknown operation, which many attempted, but only a few succeeded in accomplishing.


  They met in the middle of the plank, and Jude, tossing back her missile, seemed to expect her to explain why she had audaciously stopped him by this novel artillery instead of by hailing him.


  But she, slyly looking in another direction, swayed herself backwards and forwards on her hand as it clutched the rail of the bridge; till, moved by amatory curiosity, she turned her eyes critically upon him.


  ‘You don’t think I would shy things at you?’


  ‘O no.’


  ‘We are doing this for my father, who naturally doesn’t want anything thrown away. He makes that into dubbin.’ She nodded towards the fragment on the grass.


  ‘What made either of the others throw it, I wonder?’ Jude asked, politely accepting her assertion, though he had very large doubts as to its truth.


  ‘Impudence. Don’t tell folk it was I, mind!’


  ‘How can I? I don’t know your name.’


  ‘Ah, no. Shall I tell it to you?’


  ‘Do!’


  ‘Arabella Donn. I’m living here.’


  ‘I must have known it if I had often come this way. But I mostly go straight along the high-road.’


  ‘My father is a pig-breeder, and these girls are helping me wash the innerds for black-puddings and such like.’


  They talked a little more and a little more, as they stood regarding each other and leaning against the hand-rail of the bridge. The unvoiced call of woman to man, which was uttered very distinctly by Arabella’s personality, held Jude to the spot against his intention—almost against his will, and in a way new to his experience. It is scarcely an exaggeration to say that till this moment Jude had never looked at a woman to consider her as such, but had vaguely regarded the sex as beings outside his life and purposes. He gazed from her eyes to her mouth, thence to her bosom, and to her full round naked arms, wet, mottled with the chill of the water, and firm as marble.


  ‘What a nice-looking girl you are!’ he murmured, though the words had not been necessary to express his sense of her magnetism.


  ‘Ah, you should see me Sundays!’ she said piquantly.


  ‘I don’t suppose I could?’ he answered.


  ‘That’s for you to think on. There’s nobody after me just now, though there med be in a week or two.’ She had spoken this without a smile, and the dimples disappeared.


  Jude felt himself drifting strangely, but could not help it. ‘Will you let me?’


  ‘I don’t mind.’


  By this time she had managed to get back one dimple by turning her face aside for a moment and repeating the odd little sucking operation before mentioned, Jude being still unconscious of more than a general impression of her appearance. ‘Next Sunday?’ he hazarded. ‘To-morrow, that is?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Shall I call?’


  ‘Yes.’


  She brightened with a little glow of triumph, swept him almost tenderly with her eyes in turning, and retracing her steps down the brookside grass rejoined her companions.


  Jude Fawley shouldered his tool-basket and resumed his lonely way, filled with an ardour at which he mentally stood at gaze. He had just inhaled a single breath from a new atmosphere, which had evidently been hanging round him everywhere he went, for he knew not how long, but had somehow been divided from his actual breathing as by a sheet of glass. The intentions as to reading, working, and learning, which he had so precisely formulated only a few minutes earlier, were suffering a curious collapse into a corner, he knew not how.


  ‘Well, it’s only a bit of fun,’ he said to himself, faintly conscious that to common-sense there was something lacking, and still more obviously something redundant, in the nature of this girl who had drawn him to her, which made it necessary that he should assert mere sportiveness on his part as his reason in seeking her—something in her quite antipathetic to that side of him which had been occupied with literary study and the magnificent Christminster dream. It had been no vestal who chose that missile for opening her attack on him. He saw this with his intellectual eye, just for a short fleeting while, as by the light of a falling lamp one might momentarily see an inscription on a wall before being enshrouded in darkness. And then this passing discriminative power was withdrawn, and Jude was lost to all conditions of things in the advent of a fresh and wild pleasure, that of having found a new channel for emotional interest hitherto unsuspected, though it had lain close beside him. He was to meet this enkindling one of the other sex on the following Sunday.


  Meanwhile the girl had joined her companions, and she silently resumed her flicking and sousing of the chitterlings in the pellucid stream.


  ‘Catched un, my dear?’ laconically asked the girl called Anny.


  ‘I don’t know. I wish I had thrown something else than that!’ regretfully murmured Arabella.


  ‘Lord! he’s nobody, though you med think so. He used to drive old Drusilla Fawley’s bread-cart out at Marygreen, till he ’prenticed himself at Alfredston. Since then he’s been very stuck up, and always reading. He wants to be a scholar, they say.’


  ‘O, I don’t care what he is, or anything about ’n. Don’t you think it, my child!’


  ‘O, don’t ye! You needn’t try to deceive us! What did you stay talking to him for, if you didn’t want un? Whether you do or whether you don’t, he’s as simple as a child. I could see it as you courted on the bridge, when he looked at ’ee as if he had never seen a woman before in his born days. Well, he’s to be had by any woman who can get him to care for her a bit, if she likes to set herself to catch him the right way.’


  ♣


  I.–vii.


  The next day Jude Fawley was pausing in his bedroom with the sloping ceiling, looking at the books on the table, and then at the black mark on the plaster above them, made by the smoke of his lamp in past months.


  It was Sunday afternoon, four-and-twenty hours after his meeting with Arabella Donn. During the whole bygone week he had been resolving to set this afternoon apart for a special purpose,—the re-reading of his Greek Testament—his new one, with better type than his old copy, following Griesbach’s text as amended by numerous correctors, and with variorum readings in the margin. He was proud of the book, having obtained it by boldly writing to its London publisher, a thing he had never done before.


  He had anticipated much pleasure in this afternoon’s reading, under the quiet roof of his great-aunt’s house as formerly, where he now slept only two nights a week. But a new thing, a great hitch, had happened yesterday in the gliding and noiseless current of his life, and he felt as a snake must feel who has sloughed off its winter skin, and cannot understand the brightness and sensitiveness of its new one.


  He would not go out to meet her, after all. He sat down, opened the book, and with his elbows firmly planted on the table, and his hands to his temples, began at the beginning:


  Η ΚΑΙΝΗ ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Had he promised to call for her? Surely he had! She would wait indoors, poor girl, and waste all her afternoon on account of him. There was a something in her, too, which was very winning, apart from promises. He ought not to break faith with her. Even though he had only Sundays and week-day evenings for reading he could afford one afternoon, seeing that other young men afforded so many. After to-day he would never probably see her again. Indeed, it would be impossible, considering what his plans were.


  In short, as if materially, a compelling arm of extraordinary muscular power seized hold of him—something which had nothing in common with the spirits and influences that had moved him hitherto. This seemed to care little for his reason and his will, nothing for his so-called elevated intentions, and moved him along, as a violent schoolmaster a schoolboy he has seized by the collar, in a direction which tended towards the embrace of a woman for whom he had no respect, and whose life had nothing in common with his own except locality.


  Η ΚΑΙΝΗ ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ was no more heeded, and the predestinate Jude sprang up and across the room. Foreseeing such an event he had already arrayed himself in his best clothes. In three minutes he was out of the house and descending by the path across the wide vacant hollow of corn-ground which lay between the village and the isolated house of Arabella in the dip beyond the upland.


  As he walked he looked at his watch. He could be back in two hours, easily, and a good long time would still remain to him for reading after tea.


  Passing the few unhealthy fir-trees and cottage where the path joined the highway he hastened along, and struck away to the left, descending the steep side of the country to the west of the Brown House. Here at the base of the chalk formation he neared the brook that oozed from it, and followed the stream till he reached her dwelling. A smell of piggeries came from the back, and the grunting of the originators of that smell. He entered the garden, and knocked at the door with the knob of his stick.


  Somebody had seen him through the window, for a male voice on the inside said:


  ‘Arabella! Here’s your young man come coorting! Mizzel, my girl!’


  Jude winced at the words. Courting in such a business-like aspect as it evidently wore to the speaker was the last thing he was thinking of. He was going to walk with her, perhaps kiss her; but ‘courting’ was too coolly purposeful to be anything but repugnant to his ideas. The door was opened and he entered, just as Arabella came downstairs in radiant walking attire.


  ‘Take a chair, Mr. What’s-your-name?’ said her father, an energetic, black-whiskered man, in the same business-like tones Jude had heard from outside.


  ‘I’d rather go out at once, wouldn’t you?’ she whispered to Jude.


  ‘Yes,’ said he. ‘We’ll walk up to the Brown House and back, we can do it in half-an-hour.’


  Arabella looked so handsome amid her untidy surroundings that he felt glad he had come, and all the misgivings vanished that had hitherto haunted him.


  First they clambered to the top of the great down, during which ascent he had occasionally to take her hand to assist her. Then they bore off to the left along the crest into the ridgeway, which they followed till it intersected the high-road at the Brown House aforesaid, the spot of his former fervid desires to behold Christminster. But he forgot them now. He talked the commonest local twaddle to Arabella with greater zest than he would have felt in discussing all the philosophies with all the Dons in the recently adored University, and passed the spot where he had knelt to Diana and Phœbus without remembering that there were any such people in the mythology, or that the Sun was anything else than a useful lamp for illuminating Arabella’s face. An indescribable lightness of heel served to lift him along; and Jude, the incipient scholar, prospective D.D., Professor, Bishop, or what not, felt himself honoured and glorified by the condescension of this handsome country wench in agreeing to take a walk with him in her Sunday frock and ribbons.


  They reached the Brown House barn—the point at which he had planned to turn back. While looking over the vast northern landscape from this spot they were struck by the rising of a dense volume of smoke from the neighbourhood of the little town which lay beneath them at a distance of a couple of miles.


  ‘It is a fire,’ said Arabella. ‘Let’s run and see it—do! It is not far!’


  The tenderness which had grown up in Jude’s bosom left him no will to thwart her inclination now—which pleased him in affording him excuse for a longer time with her. They started off down the hill almost at a trot; but on gaining level ground at the bottom, and walking a mile, they found that the spot of the fire was much further off than it had seemed.


  Having begun their journey, however, they pushed on; but it was not till five o’clock that they found themselves on the scene,—the distance being altogether about half-a-dozen miles from Marygreen, and three from Arabella’s. The conflagration had been got under by the time they reached it, and after a short inspection of the melancholy ruins they retraced their steps—their course lying through the town of Alfredston.


  Arabella said she would like some tea, and they entered an inn of an inferior class, and gave their order. As it was not for beer they had a long time to wait. The maid-servant recognized Jude, and whispered her surprise to her mistress in the background, that he, the student, ‘who kept hisself up so particular,’ should have suddenly descended so low as to keep company with Arabella. The latter guessed what was being said, and laughed as she met the serious and tender gaze of her lover—the low and triumphant laugh of a careless woman who sees she is winning her game.


  They sat and looked round the room, and at the picture of Samson and Delilah which hung on the wall, and at the circular beer-stains on the table, and at the spittoons underfoot filled with sawdust. The whole aspect of the scene had that depressing effect on Jude which few places can produce like a tap-room on a Sunday evening when the setting sun is slanting in, and no liquor is going, and the unfortunate wayfarer finds himself with no other haven of rest.


  It began to grow dusk. They could not wait longer, really, for the tea, they said. ‘Yet what else can we do?’ asked Jude. ‘It is a three-mile walk for you.’


  ‘I suppose we can have some beer,’ said Arabella.


  ‘Beer, O yes. I had forgotten that. Somehow it seems odd to come to a public-house for beer on a Sunday evening.’


  ‘But we didn’t.’


  ‘No, we didn’t.’ Jude by this time wished he was out of such an uncongenial atmosphere; but he ordered the beer, which was promptly brought.


  Arabella tasted it. ‘Ugh!’ she said.


  Jude tasted. ‘What’s the matter with it?’ he asked. ‘I don’t understand beer very much now, it is true. I like it well enough, but it is bad to read on, and I find coffee better. But this seems all right.’


  ‘Adulterated—I can’t touch it!’ She mentioned three or four ingredients that she detected in the liquor beyond malt and hops, much to Jude’s surprise.


  ‘How much you know!’ he said good-humouredly.


  Nevertheless she returned to the beer and drank her share, and they went on their way. It was now nearly dark, and as soon as they had withdrawn from the lights of the town they walked closer together, till they touched each other. She wondered why he did not put his arm round her waist, but he did not; he merely said what to himself seemed a quite bold enough thing: ‘Take my arm.’


  She took it, thoroughly, up to the shoulder. He felt the warmth of her body against his, and putting his stick under his other arm held with his right hand her right as it rested in its place.


  ‘Now we are well together, dear, aren’t we?’ he observed.


  ‘Yes,’ said she; adding to herself: ‘Rather mild!’


  ‘How fast I have become!’ he was thinking.


  Thus they walked till they reached the foot of the upland, where they could see the white highway ascending before them in the gloom. From this point the only way of getting to Arabella’s was by going up the incline, and dipping again into her valley on the right. Before they had climbed far they were nearly run into by two men who had been walking on the grass unseen.


  ‘These lovers—you find ’em out o’ doors in all seasons and weathers—lovers and homeless dogs only,’ said one of the men as they vanished down the hill.


  Arabella tittered lightly.


  ‘Are we lovers?’ asked Jude.


  ‘You know best.’


  ‘But you can tell me?’


  For answer she inclined her head upon his shoulder. Jude took the hint, and encircling her waist with his arm, pulled her to him and kissed her.


  They walked now no longer arm in arm but, as she had desired, clasped together. After all, what did it matter since it was dark, said Jude to himself. When they were half way up the long hill they paused as by arrangement, and he kissed her again. They reached the top, and he kissed her once more.


  ‘You can keep your arm there, if you would like to,’ she said gently.


  He did so, thinking how trusting she was.


  Thus they slowly went towards her home. He had left his cottage at half-past three, intending to be sitting down again to the New Testament by half-past five. It was nine o’clock when, with another embrace, he stood to deliver her up at her father’s door.


  She asked him to come in, if only for a minute, as it would seem so odd otherwise, and as if she had been out alone in the dark. He gave way, and followed her in. Immediately that the door was opened he found, in addition to her parents, several neighbours sitting round. They all spoke in a congratulatory manner, and took him seriously as Arabella’s intended partner.


  They did not belong to his set or circle, and he felt out of place and embarrassed. He had not meant this: a mere afternoon of pleasant walking with Arabella, that was all he had meant. He did not stay longer than to speak to her stepmother, a simple, quiet woman without features or character; and bidding them all good night plunged with a sense of relief into the track over the down.


  But that sense was only temporary: Arabella soon reasserted her sway in his soul. He walked as if he felt himself to be another man from the Jude of yesterday. What were his books to him? what were his intentions, hitherto adhered to so strictly, as to not wasting a single minute of time day by day? ‘Wasting!’ It depended on your point of view to define that: he was just living for the first time: not wasting life. It was better to love a woman than to be a graduate, or a parson; ay, or a pope!


  When he got back to the house his aunt had gone to bed, and a general consciousness of his neglect seemed written on the face of all things confronting him. He went upstairs without a light, and the dim interior of his room accosted him with sad inquiry. There lay his book open, just as he had left it, and the capital letters on the title-page regarded him with fixed reproach in the grey starlight, like the unclosed eyes of a dead man:


  Η ΚΑΙΝΗ ΔΙΑΘΗΚΗ.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Jude had to leave early next morning for his usual week of absence at lodgings; and it was with a sense of futility that he threw into his basket upon his tools and other necessaries the unread book he had brought with him.


  He kept his impassioned doings a secret almost from himself. Arabella, on the contrary, made them public among all her friends and acquaintance.


  Retracing by the light of dawn the road he had followed a few hours earlier under cover of darkness, with his sweetheart by his side, he reached the bottom of the hill, where he walked slowly, and stood still. He was on the spot where he had given her the first kiss. As the sun had only just risen it was possible that nobody had passed there since. Jude looked on the ground and sighed. He looked closely, and could just discern in the damp dust the imprints of their feet as they had stood locked in each other’s arms. She was not there now, and ‘the embroidery of imagination upon the stuff of nature’ so depicted her past presence that a void was in his heart which nothing could fill. A pollard willow stood close to the place, and that willow was different from all other willows in the world. Utter annihilation of the six days which must elapse before he could see her again as he had promised would have been his intensest wish if he had had only the week to live.


  An hour and half later Arabella came along the same way with her two companions of the Saturday. She passed unheedingly the scene of the kiss, and the willow that marked it, though chattering freely on the subject to the other two.


  ‘And what did he tell ’ee next?’


  ‘Then he said—’ And she related almost word for word some of his tenderest speeches. If Jude had been behind the fence he would have felt not a little surprised at learning how very few of his sayings and doings on the previous evening were private.


  ‘You’ve got him to care for ’ee a bit, ’nation if you han’t!’ murmured Anny judicially. ‘It’s well to be you!’


  In a few moments Arabella replied in a curiously low, hungry tone of latent sensuousness: ‘I’ve got him to care for me: yes! But I want him to more than care for me; I want him to have me—to marry me! I must have him. I can’t do without him. He’s the sort of man I long for. I shall go mad if I can’t give myself to him altogether! I felt I should when I first saw him!’


  ‘As he is a romancing, straightfor’ard, honest chap, he’s to be had, and as a husband, if you set about catching him in the right way.’


  Arabella remained thinking awhile. ‘What med be the right way?’ she asked.


  ‘O you don’t know—you don’t!’ said Sarah, the third girl.


  ‘On my word I don’t!—No further, that is, than by plain courting, and taking care he don’t go too far!’


  The third girl looked at the second. ‘She don’t know!’


  ‘’Tis clear she don’t!’ said Anny.


  ‘And having lived in a town, too, as one may say! Well, we can teach ’ee som’at then, as well as you us.’


  ‘Yes. And how do you mean—a sure way to gain a man? Take me for an innocent, and have done wi’ it!’


  ‘As a husband.’


  ‘As a husband.’


  ‘A countryman that’s honourable and serious-minded such as he; God forbid that I should say a sojer, or sailor, or commercial gent from the towns, or any of them that be slippery with poor women! I’d do no friend that harm!’


  ‘Well, such as he, of course!’


  Arabella’s companions looked at each other, and turning up their eyes in drollery began smirking. Then one went up close to Arabella, and, although nobody was near, imparted some information in a low tone, the other observing curiously the effect upon Arabella.


  ‘Ah!’ said the last-named slowly. ‘I own I didn’t think of that way! … But suppose he isn’t honourable? A woman had better not have tried it!’


  ‘Nothing venture nothing have! Besides, you make sure that he’s honourable before you begin. You’d be safe enough with yours. I wish I had the chance! Lots of girls do it; or do you think they’d get married at all?’


  Arabella pursued her way in silent thought. ‘I’ll try it!’ she whispered; but not to them.


  ♣


  I.–viii.


  One week’s end Jude was as usual walking out to his aunt’s at Marygreen from his lodging in Alfredston, a walk which now had large attractions for him quite other than his desire to see his aged and morose relative. He diverged to the right before ascending the hill with the single purpose of gaining, on his way, a glimpse of Arabella that should not come into the reckoning of regular appointments. Before quite reaching the homestead his alert eye perceived the top of her head moving quickly hither and thither over the garden hedge. Entering the gate he found that three young unfattened pigs had escaped from their sty by leaping clean over the top, and that she was endeavouring unassisted to drive them in through the door which she had set open. The lines of her countenance changed from the rigidity of business to the softness of love when she saw Jude, and she bent her eyes languishingly upon him. The animals took advantage of the pause by doubling and bolting out of the way.


  ‘They were only put in this morning!’ she cried, stimulated to pursue in spite of her lover’s presence. ‘They were drove from Spaddleholt Farm only yesterday, where father bought ’em at a stiff price enough. They are wanting to get home again, the stupid toads! Will you shut the garden gate, dear, and help me to get ’em in? There are no men-folk at home, only mother, and they’ll be lost if we don’t mind.’


  He set himself to assist, and dodged this way and that over the potato rows and the cabbages. Every now and then they ran together, when he caught her for a moment and kissed her. The first pig was got back promptly; the second with some difficulty; the third, a long-legged creature, was more obstinate and agile. He plunged through a hole in the garden hedge, and into the lane.


  ‘He’ll be lost if I don’t follow ’n!’ said she. ‘Come along with me!’


  She rushed in full pursuit out of the garden, Jude alongside her, barely contriving to keep the fugitive in sight. Occasionally they would shout to some boy to stop the animal, but he always wriggled past and ran on as before.


  ‘Let me take your hand, darling,’ said Jude. ‘You are getting out of breath.’ She gave him her now hot hand with apparent willingness, and they trotted along together.


  ‘This comes of driving ’em home,’ she remarked. ‘They always know the way back if you do that. They ought to have been carted over.’


  By this time the pig had reached an unfastened gate admitting to the open down, across which he sped with all the agility his little legs afforded. As soon as the pursuers had entered and ascended to the top of the high ground it became apparent that they would have to run all the way to the farmer’s if they wished to get at him. From this summit he could be seen as a minute speck, following an unerring line towards his old home.


  ‘It is no good!’ cried Arabella. ‘He’ll be there long before we get there. It don’t matter now we know he’s not lost or stolen on the way. They’ll see it is ours, and send un back. O dear, how hot I be!’


  Without relinquishing her hold of Jude’s hand she swerved aside and flung herself down on the sod under a stunted thorn, precipitately pulling Jude on to his knees at the same time.


  ‘O, I ask pardon—I nearly threw you down, didn’t I! But I am so tired!’


  She lay supine, and straight as an arrow, on the sloping sod of this hill-top, gazing up into the blue miles of sky, and still retaining her warm hold of Jude’s hand. He reclined on his elbow near her.


  ‘We’ve run all this way for nothing,’ she went on, her form heaving and falling in quick pants, her face flushed, her full red lips parted, and a fine dew of perspiration on her skin. ‘Well—why don’t you speak, deary?’


  ‘I’m blown too. It was all up hill.’


  They were in absolute solitude—the most apparent of all solitudes, that of empty surrounding space. Nobody could be nearer than a mile to them without their seeing him. They were, in fact, on one of the summits of the county, and the distant landscape around Christminster could be discerned from where they lay. But Jude did not think of that then.


  ‘O, I can see such a pretty thing up this tree,’ said Arabella. ‘A sort of a—caterpillar, of the most loveliest green and yellow you ever came across!’


  ‘Where?’ said Jude, sitting up.


  ‘You can’t see him there—you must come here,’ said she.


  He bent nearer and put his head in front of hers. ‘No—I can’t see it,’ he said.


  ‘Why, on the limb there where it branches off—close to the moving leaf—there!’ She gently pulled him down beside her.


  ‘I don’t see it,’ he repeated, the back of his head against her cheek. ‘But I can, perhaps, standing up.’ He stood accordingly, placing himself in the direct line of her gaze.


  ‘How stupid you are!’ she said crossly, turning away her face.


  ‘I don’t care to see it, dear: why should I?’ he replied, looking down upon her. ‘Get up, Abby.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I want you to let me kiss you. I’ve been waiting to ever so long!’


  She rolled round her face, remained a moment looking deedily aslant at him; then with a slight curl of the lip sprang to her feet, and exclaiming abruptly ‘I must mizzel!’ walked off quickly homeward. Jude followed and rejoined her.


  ‘Just one!’ he coaxed.


  ‘Shan’t!’ she said.


  He, surprised: ‘What’s the matter?’


  She kept her two lips resentfully together, and Jude followed her like a pet lamb till she slackened her pace and walked beside him, talking calmly on indifferent subjects, and always checking him if he tried to take her hand or clasp her waist. Thus they descended to the precincts of her father’s homestead, and Arabella went in, nodding good-bye to him with a supercilious, affronted air.


  ‘I expect I took too much liberty with her, somehow,’ Jude said to himself, as he withdrew with a sigh and went on to Marygreen.


  On Sunday morning the interior of Arabella’s home was, as usual, the scene of a grand weekly cooking, the preparation of the special Sunday dinner. Her father was shaving before a little glass hung on the mullion of the window, and her mother and Arabella herself were shelling beans hard by. A neighbour passed on her way home from morning service at the nearest church, and seeing Donn engaged at the window with the razor, nodded and came in.


  She at once spoke playfully to Arabella: ‘I zeed ’ee running with ’un—hee-hee! I hope ’tis coming to something?’


  Arabella merely threw a look of consciousness into her face without raising her eyes.


  ‘He’s for Christminster, I hear, as soon as he can get there.’


  ‘Have you heard that lately—quite lately?’ asked Arabella with a jealous, tigerish indrawing of breath.


  ‘O no! But it has been known a long time that it is his plan. He’s on’y waiting here for an opening. Ah well: he must walk about with somebody I s’pose. Young men don’t mean much now-a-days. ’Tis a sip here and a sip there with ’em. ’Twas different in my time.’


  When the gossip had departed Arabella said suddenly to her mother: ‘I want you and father to go and inquire how the Edlins be, this evening after tea. Or no—there’s evening service at Fensworth—you can walk to that.’


  ‘Oh? What’s up to-night, then?’


  ‘Nothing. Only I want the house to myself. He’s shy; and I can’t get un to come in when you are here. I shall let him slip through my fingers if I don’t mind, much as I care for ’n!’


  ‘If it is fine we med as well go, since you wish.’


  In the afternoon Arabella met and walked with Jude, who had now for weeks ceased to look into a book of Greek, Latin, or any other tongue. They wandered up the slopes till they reached the green track along the ridge, which they followed to the circular British earth-bank adjoining, Jude thinking of the great age of the trackway, and of the drovers who had frequented it, probably before the Romans knew the country. Up from the level lands below them floated the chime of church bells. Presently they were reduced to one note, which quickened, and stopped.


  ‘Now we’ll go back,’ said Arabella, who had attended to the sounds.


  Jude assented. So long as he was near her he minded little where he was. When they arrived at her house he said lingeringly: ‘I won’t come in. Why are you in such a hurry to go in to-night? It is not near dark.’


  ‘Wait a moment,’ said she. She tried the handle of the door and found it locked.


  ‘Ah—they are gone to church,’ she added. And searching behind the scraper she found the key and unlocked the door. ‘Now, you’ll come in a moment?’ she asked lightly. ‘We shall be all alone.’


  ‘Certainly,’ said Jude with alacrity, the case being unexpectedly altered.


  Indoors they went. Did he want any tea? No, it was too late: he would rather sit and talk to her. She took off her jacket and hat, and they sat down—naturally enough close together.


  ‘Don’t touch me, please,’ she said softly. ‘I am part egg-shell. Or perhaps I had better put it in a safe place.’ She began unfastening the collar of her gown.


  ‘What is it?’ said her lover.


  ‘An egg—a cochin’s egg. I am hatching a very rare sort. I carry it about everywhere with me, and it will get hatched in less than three weeks.’


  ‘Where do you carry it?’


  ‘Just here.’ She put her hand into her bosom and drew out the egg, which was wrapped in wool, outside it being a piece of pig’s bladder, in case of accidents. Having exhibited it to him she put it back, ‘Now mind you don’t come near me. I don’t want to get it broke, and have to begin another.’


  ‘Why do you do such a strange thing?’


  ‘It’s an old custom. I suppose it is natural for a woman to want to bring live things into the world.’


  ‘It is very awkward for me just now,’ he said, laughing.


  ‘It serves you right. There—that’s all you can have of me.’


  She had turned round her chair, and, reaching over the back of it, presented her cheek to him gingerly.


  ‘That’s very shabby of you!’


  ‘You should have catched me a minute ago when I had put the egg down! There!’ she said defiantly, ‘I am without it now!’ She had quickly withdrawn the egg a second time; but before he could quite reach her she had put it back as quickly, laughing with the excitement of her strategy. Then there was a little struggle, Jude making a plunge for it and capturing it triumphantly. Her face flushed; and becoming suddenly conscious he flushed also.


  They looked at each other, panting; till he rose and said: ‘One kiss, now I can do it without damage to property; and I’ll go!’


  But she had jumped up too. ‘You must find me first!’ she cried.


  Her lover followed her as she withdrew. It was now dark inside the room, and the window being small he could not discover for a long time what had become of her, till a laugh revealed her to have rushed up the stairs, whither Jude rushed at her heels.


  ♣


  I.–ix.


  It was some two months later in the year, and the pair had met constantly during the interval. Arabella seemed dissatisfied; she was always imagining, and waiting, and wondering.


  One day she met the itinerant Vilbert. She, like all the cottagers thereabout, knew the quack well, and she began telling him of her experiences. Arabella had been gloomy, but before he left her she had grown brighter. That evening she kept an appointment with Jude, who seemed sad.


  ‘I am going away,’ he said to her. ‘I think I ought to go. I think it will be better both for you and for me. I wish some things had never begun! I was much to blame, I know. But it is never too late to mend.’


  Arabella began to cry. ‘How do you know it is not too late?’ she said. ‘That’s all very well to say! I haven’t told you yet!’ and she looked into his face with streaming eyes.


  ‘What?’ he asked, turning pale. ‘Not …?’


  ‘Yes! And what shall I do if you desert me?’


  ‘O Arabella—how can you say that, my dear! You know I wouldn’t desert you!’


  ‘Well then——’


  ‘I have next to no wages as yet, you know; or perhaps I should have thought of this before…. But, of course, if that’s the case, we must marry! What other thing do you think I could dream of doing?’


  ‘I thought—I thought, deary, perhaps you would go away all the more for that, and leave me to face it alone!’


  ‘You knew better! Of course I never dreamt six months ago, or even three, of marrying. It is a complete smashing up of my plans—I mean my plans before I knew you, my dear. But what are they, after all! Dreams about books, and degrees, and impossible fellowships, and all that. Certainly we’ll marry: we must!’


  That night he went out alone, and walked in the dark, self-communing. He knew well, too well, in the secret centre of his brain, that Arabella was not worth a great deal as a specimen of womankind. Yet, such being the custom of the rural districts among honourable young men who had drifted so far into intimacy with a woman as he unfortunately had done, he was ready to abide by what he had said, and take the consequences. For his own soothing he kept up a factitious belief in her. His idea of her was the thing of most consequence, not Arabella herself, he sometimes said laconically.


  The banns were put in and published the very next Sunday. The people of the parish all said what a simple fool young Fawley was. All his reading had only come to this, that he would have to sell his books to buy saucepans. Those who guessed the probable state of affairs, Arabella’s parents being among them, declared that it was the sort of conduct they would have expected of such an honest young man as Jude in reparation of the wrong he had done his innocent sweetheart. The parson who married them seemed to think it satisfactory too.


  And so, standing before the aforesaid officiator, the two swore that at every other time of their lives till death took them, they would assuredly believe, feel, and desire precisely as they had believed, felt, and desired during the few preceding weeks. What was as remarkable as the undertaking itself was the fact that nobody seemed at all surprised at what they swore.


  Fawley’s aunt being a baker she made him a bride-cake, saying bitterly that it was the last thing she could do for him, poor silly fellow; and that it would have been far better if, instead of his living to trouble her, he had gone underground years before with his father and mother. Of this cake Arabella took some slices, wrapped them up in white note-paper, and sent them to her companions in the pork-dressing business, Anny and Sarah, labelling each packet ‘In remembrance of good advice.’


  The prospects of the newly married couple were certainly not very brilliant even to the most sanguine mind. He, a stone-mason’s apprentice, nineteen years of age, was working for half wages till he should be out of his time. His wife was absolutely useless in a town-lodging, where he at first had considered it would be necessary for them to live. But the urgent need of adding to income in ever so little a degree caused him to take a lonely roadside cottage between the Brown House and Marygreen, that he might have the profits of a vegetable garden, and utilize her past experiences by letting her keep a pig. But it was not the sort of life he had bargained for, and it was a long way to walk to and from Alfredston every day. Arabella, however, felt that all these makeshifts were temporary; she had gained a husband; that was the thing—a husband with a lot of earning power in him for buying her frocks and hats when he should begin to get frightened a bit, and stick to his trade, and throw aside those stupid books for practical undertakings.


  So to the cottage he took her on the evening of the marriage, giving up his old room at his aunt’s—where so much of the hard labour at Greek and Latin had been carried on.


  A little chill overspread him at her first unrobing. A long tail of hair, which Arabella wore twisted up in an enormous knob at the back of her head, was deliberately unfastened, stroked out, and hung upon the looking-glass which he had bought her.


  ‘What—it wasn’t your own?’ he said, with a sudden distaste for her.


  ‘O no—it never is nowadays with the better class.’


  ‘Nonsense! Perhaps not in towns. But in the country it is supposed to be different. Besides, you’ve enough of your own, surely?’


  ‘Yes, enough as country notions go. But in towns the men expect more, and when I was barmaid at Aldbrickham——’


  ‘Barmaid at Aldbrickham?[’]


  ‘Well, not exactly barmaid—I used to draw the drink at a public-house there—just for a little time; that was all. Some people put me up to getting this, and I bought it just for a fancy. The more you have the better in Aldbrickham, which is a finer town than all your Christminsters. Every lady of position wears false hair—the barber’s assistant told me so.’


  Jude thought with a feeling of sickness that though this might be true to some extent, for all that he knew, many unsophisticated girls would and did go to towns and remain there for years without losing their simplicity of life and embellishments. Others, alas, had an instinct towards artificiality in their very blood, and became adepts in counterfeiting at the first glimpse of it. However, perhaps there was no great sin in a woman adding to her hair, and he resolved to think no more of it.


  A new-made wife can usually manage to excite interest for a few weeks, even though the prospects of the household ways and means are cloudy. There is a certain piquancy about her situation, and her manner to her acquaintance at the sense of it, which carries off the gloom of facts, and renders even the humblest bride independent awhile of the real. Mrs. Jude Fawley was walking in the streets of Alfredston one market-day with this quality in her carriage when she met Anny her former friend, whom she had not seen since the wedding.


  As usual they laughed before talking; the world seemed funny to them without saying it.


  ‘So it turned out a good plan you see!’ remarked the girl to the wife. ‘I knew it would with such as him. He’s a dear good fellow, and you ought to be proud of un.’


  ‘I am,’ said Mrs. Fawley quietly.


  ‘And when do you expect——?’


  ‘Ssh! Not at all.’


  ‘What!’


  ‘I was mistaken.’


  ‘O Arabella, Arabella; you be a deep one! Mistaken! well, that’s clever—it’s a real stroke of genius! It is a thing I never thought o’, wi’ all my experience! I never thought beyond bringing about the real thing—not that one could sham it!’


  ‘Don’t you be too quick to cry sham! ’Twasn’t sham. I didn’t know.’


  ‘My word—won’t he be in a taking! He’ll give it to ’ee o’ Saturday nights! Whatever it was, he’ll say it was a trick—a double one, by the Lord!’


  ‘I’ll own to the first, but not to the second…. Pooh—he won’t care! He’ll be glad I was wrong in what I said. He’ll shake down, bless ’ee—men always do. What can ’em do otherwise? Married is married.’


  Nevertheless it was with a little uneasiness that Arabella approached the time when in the natural course of things she would have to reveal that the alarm she had raised had been without foundation. The occasion was one evening at bed-time, and they were in their chamber in the lonely cottage by the wayside to which Jude walked home from his work every day. He had worked hard the whole twelve hours, and had retired to rest before his wife. When she came into the room he was between sleeping and waking, and was barely conscious of her undressing before the little looking-glass as he lay.


  One action of hers, however, brought him to full cognition. Her face being reflected towards him as she sat, he could perceive that she was amusing herself by artificially producing in each cheek the dimple before alluded to, a curious accomplishment of which she was mistress, effecting it by a momentary suction. It seemed to him for the first time that the dimples were far oftener absent from her face during his intercourse with her nowadays than they had been in the earlier weeks of their acquaintance.


  ‘Don’t do that, Arabella!’ he said suddenly. ‘There is no harm in it, but—I don’t like to see you.’


  She turned and laughed. ‘Lord, I didn’t know you were awake!’ she said. ‘How countrified you are! That’s nothing.’


  ‘Where did you learn it?’


  ‘Nowhere that I know of. They used to stay without any trouble when I was at the public-house; but now they won’t. My face was fatter then.’


  ‘I don’t care about dimples. I don’t think they improve a woman—particularly a married woman, and of full-sized figure like you.’


  ‘Most men think otherwise.’


  ‘I don’t care what most men think, if they do. How do you know?’


  ‘I used to be told so when I was serving in the tap-room.’


  ‘Ah—that public-house experience accounts for your knowing about the adulteration of the ale when we went and had some that Sunday evening. I thought when I married you that you had always lived in your father’s house.’


  ‘You ought to have known better than that, and seen I was a little more finished than I could have been by staying where I was born. There was not much to do at home, and I was eating my head off, so I went away for three months.’


  ‘You’ll soon have plenty to do now, dear, won’t you?’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘Why, of course—little things to make.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘When will it be? Can’t you tell me exactly, instead of in such general terms as you have used?’


  ‘Tell you?’


  ‘Yes—the date.’


  ‘There’s nothing to tell. I made a mistake.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘It was a mistake.’


  He sat bolt upright in bed and looked at her. ‘How can that be?’


  ‘Women fancy wrong things sometimes.’


  ‘But——! Why, of course, so unprepared as I was, without a stick of furniture, and hardly a shilling, I shouldn’t have hurried on our affair, and brought you to a half-furnished hut before I was ready, if it had not been for the news you gave me, which made it necessary to save you, ready or no…. Good God!’


  ‘Don’t take on, dear. What’s done can’t be undone.’


  ‘I have no more to say!’


  He gave the answer simply, and lay down; and there was silence between them.


  When Jude awoke the next morning he seemed to see the world with a different eye. As to the point in question he was compelled to accept her word; in the circumstances he could not have acted otherwise while ordinary notions prevailed. But how came they to prevail?


  There seemed to him, vaguely and dimly, something wrong in a social ritual which made necessary a cancelling of well-formed schemes involving years of thought and labour, of foregoing a man’s one opportunity of showing himself superior to the lower animals, and of contributing his units of work to the general progress of his generation, because of a momentary surprise by a new and transitory instinct which had nothing in it of the nature of vice, and could be only at the most called weakness. He was inclined to inquire what he had done, or she lost, for that matter, that he deserved to be caught in a gin which would cripple him, if not her also, for the rest of a lifetime? There was perhaps something fortunate in the fact that the immediate reason of his marriage had proved to be non-existent. But the marriage remained.


  ♣


  I.–x.


  The time arrived for killing the pig which Jude and his wife had fattened in their sty during the autumn months, and the butchering was timed to take place as soon as it was light in the morning, so that Jude might get to Alfredston without losing more than a quarter of a day.


  The night had seemed strangely silent. Jude looked out of the window long before dawn, and perceived that the ground was covered with snow—snow rather deep for the season, it seemed, a few flakes still falling.


  ‘I’m afraid the pig-killer won’t be able to come,’ he said to Arabella.


  ‘O, he’ll come. You must get up and make the water hot, if you want Challow to scald him. Though I like singeing best.’


  ‘I’ll get up,’ said Jude. ‘I like the way of my own county.’


  He went downstairs, lit the fire under the copper, and began feeding it with bean-stalks, all the time without a candle, the blaze flinging a cheerful shine into the room; though for him the sense of cheerfulness was lessened by thoughts on the reason of that blaze—to heat water to scald the bristles from the body of an animal that as yet lived, and whose voice could be continually heard from a corner of the garden. At half-past six, the time of appointment with the butcher, the water boiled, and Jude’s wife came downstairs.


  ‘Is Challow come?’ she asked.


  ‘No.’


  They waited, and it grew lighter, with the dreary light of a snowy dawn. She went out, gazed along the road, and returning said, ‘He’s not coming. Drunk last night, I expect. The snow is not enough to hinder him, surely!’


  ‘Then we must put it off. It is only the water boiled for nothing. The snow may be deep in the valley.’


  ‘Can’t be put off. There’s no more victuals for the pig. He ate the last mixing o’ barleymeal yesterday morning.’


  ‘Yesterday morning? What has he lived on since?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘What—he has been starving?’


  ‘Yes. We always do it the last day or two, to save bother with the innerds. What ignorance, not to know that!’


  ‘That accounts for his crying so. Poor creature!’


  ‘Well—you must do the sticking—there’s no help for it. I’ll show you how. Or I’ll do it myself—I think I could. Though as it is such a big pig I had rather Challow had done it. However, his basket o’ knives and things have been already sent on here, and we can use ’em.’


  ‘Of course you shan’t do it,’ said Jude. ‘I’ll do it, since it must be done.’


  He went out to the sty, shovelled away the snow for the space of a couple of yards or more, and placed the stool in front, with the knives and ropes at hand. A robin peered down at the preparations from the nearest tree, and, not liking the sinister look of the scene, flew away, though hungry. By this time Arabella had joined her husband, and Jude, rope in hand, got into the sty, and noosed the affrighted animal, who, beginning with a squeak of surprise, rose to repeated cries of rage. Arabella opened the sty-door, and together they hoisted the victim on to the stool, legs upward, and while Jude held him Arabella bound him down, looping the cord over his legs to keep him from struggling.


  The animal’s note changed its quality. It was not now rage, but the cry of despair; long-drawn, slow and hopeless.


  ‘Upon my soul I would sooner have gone without the pig than have had this to do!’ said Jude. ‘A creature I have fed with my own hands.’


  ‘Don’t be such a tender-hearted fool! There’s the sticking-knife—the one with the point. Now whatever you do, don’t stick un too deep.’


  ‘I’ll stick him effectually, so as to make short work of it. That’s the chief thing.’


  ‘You must not!’ she cried. ‘The meat must be well bled, and to do that he must die slow. We shall lose a shilling a score if the meat is red and bloody! Just touch the vein, that’s all. I was brought up to it, and I know. Every good butcher keeps un bleeding long. He ought to be eight or ten minutes dying, at least.’


  ‘He shall not be half a minute if I can help it, however the meat may look,’ said Jude determinedly. Scraping the bristles from the pig’s upturned throat, as he had seen the butchers do, he slit the fat; then plunged in the knife with all his might.


  ‘’Od damn it all!’ she cried, ‘that ever I should say it! You’ve over-stuck un! And I telling you all the time——’


  ‘Do be quiet, Arabella, and have a little pity on the creature!’


  ‘Hold up the pail to catch the blood, and don’t talk!’


  However unworkmanlike the deed, it had been mercifully done. The blood flowed out in a torrent instead of in the trickling stream she had desired. The dying animal’s cry assumed its third and final tone, the shriek of agony; his glazing eyes riveting themselves on Arabella with the eloquently keen reproach of a creature recognizing at last the treachery of those who had seemed his only friends.


  ‘Make un stop that!’ said Arabella. ‘Such a noise will bring somebody or other up here, and I don’t want people to know we are doing it ourselves.’ Picking up the knife from the ground whereon Jude had flung it, she slipped it into the gash, and slit the windpipe. The pig was instantly silent, his dying breath coming through the hole.


  ‘That’s better,’ she said.


  ‘It is a hateful business!’ said he.


  ‘Pigs must be killed.’


  The animal heaved in a final convulsion, and, despite the rope, kicked out with all his last strength. A tablespoonful of black clot came forth, the trickling of red blood having ceased for some seconds.


  ‘That’s it; now he’ll go,’ said she. ‘Artful creatures—they always keep back a drop like that as long as they can!’


  The last plunge had come so unexpectedly as to make Jude stagger, and in recovering himself he kicked over the vessel in which the blood had been caught.


  ‘There!’ she cried, thoroughly in a passion. ‘Now I can’t make any blackpot. There’s a waste, all through you!’


  Jude put the pail upright, but only about a third of the whole steaming liquid was left in it, the main part being splashed over the snow, and forming a dismal, sordid, ugly spectacle—to those who saw it as other than an ordinary obtaining of meat. The lips and nostrils of the animal turned livid, then white, and the muscles of his limbs relaxed.


  ‘Thank God!’ Jude said. ‘He’s dead.’


  ‘What’s God got to do with such a messy job as a pig-killing, I should like to know!’ she said scornfully. ‘Poor folks must live.’


  ‘I know, I know,’ said he. [‘]I don’t scold you.’


  Suddenly they became aware of a voice at hand.


  ‘Well done, young married volk! I couldn’t have carried it out much better myself, cuss me if I could!’ The voice, which was husky, came from the garden-gate, and looking up from the scene of slaughter they saw the burly form of Mr. Challow leaning over the gate, critically surveying their performance.


  ‘’Tis well for ’ee to stand there and glane!’ said Arabella. ‘Owing to your being late the meat is blooded and half spoiled! ’Twon’t fetch so much by a shilling a score!’


  Challow expressed his contrition. ‘You should have waited a bit,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘and not have done this—in the delicate state, too, that you be in at present, ma’am. ’Tis risking yourself too much.’


  ‘You needn’t be concerned about that,’ said Arabella, laughing. Jude too laughed, but there was a strong flavour of bitterness in his amusement.


  Challow made up for his neglect of the killing by zeal in the scalding and scraping. Jude felt dissatisfied with himself as a man at what he had done, though aware of his lack of common sense, and that the deed would have amounted to the same thing if carried out by deputy. The white snow, stained with the blood of his fellow-mortal, wore an illogical look to him as a lover of justice, not to say a Christian; but he could not see how the matter was to be mended. No doubt he was, as his wife had called him, a tender-hearted fool.


  He did not like the road to Alfredston now. It stared him cynically in the face. The wayside objects reminded him so much of his courtship of his wife that, to keep them out of his eyes, he read whenever he could as he walked to and from his work. Yet he sometimes felt that by caring for books he was not escaping commonplace nor gaining rare ideas, every working-man being of that taste now. When passing near the spot by the stream on which he had first made her acquaintance he one day heard voices just as he had done at that earlier time. One of the girls who had been Arabella’s companions was talking to a friend in a shed, himself being the subject of discourse, possibly because they had seen him in the distance. They were quite unaware that the shed-walls were so thin that he could hear their words as he passed.


  ‘Howsomever, ’twas I put her up to it! “Nothing venture nothing have,” I said. If I hadn’t she’d no more have been his mis’ess than I.’


  ‘’Tis my belief she knew there was nothing the matter when she told him she was …’


  What had Arabella been put up to by this woman, so that he should make her his ‘mis’ess,’ otherwise wife? The suggestion was horridly unpleasant, and it rankled in his mind so much that instead of entering his own cottage when he reached it he flung his basket inside the garden-gate and passed on, determined to go and see his old aunt and get some supper there.


  This made his arrival home rather late. Arabella, however, was busy melting down lard from fat of the deceased pig, for she had been out on a jaunt all day, and so delayed her work. Dreading lest what he had heard should lead him to say something regrettable to her he spoke little. But Arabella was very talkative, and said among other things that she wanted some money. Seeing the book sticking out of his pocket she added that he ought to earn more.


  ‘An apprentice’s wages are not meant to be enough to keep a wife on, as a rule, my dear.’


  ‘Then you shouldn’t have had one.’


  ‘Come, Arabella! That’s too bad, when you know how it came about.’


  ‘I’ll declare afore Heaven that I thought what I told you was true. Doctor Vilbert thought so. It was a good job for you that it wasn’t so!’


  ‘I don’t mean that,’ he said hastily. ‘I mean before that time. I know it was not your fault; but those women friends of yours gave you bad advice. If they hadn’t, or you hadn’t taken it, we should at this moment have been free from a bond which, not to mince matters, galls both of us devilishly. It may be very sad, but it is true.’


  ‘Who’s been telling you about my friends? What advice? I insist upon your telling me.’


  ‘Pooh—I’d rather not.’


  ‘But you shall—you ought to. It is mean of ’ee not to!’


  ‘Very well.’ And he hinted gently what had been revealed to him. ‘But I don’t wish to dwell upon it. Let us say no more about it.’


  Her defensive manner collapsed. ‘That was nothing,’ she said, laughing coldly. ‘Every woman has a right to do such as that. The risk is hers.’


  ‘I quite deny it, Bella. She might if no life-long penalty attached to it for the man, or, in his default, for herself; if the weakness of the moment could end with the moment, or even with the year. But when effects stretch so far she should not go and do that which entraps a man if he is honest, or herself if he is otherwise.’


  ‘What ought I to have done?’


  ‘Given me time…. Why do you fuss yourself about melting down that pig’s fat to-night? Please put it away!’


  ‘Then I must do it to-morrow morning. It won’t keep.’


  ‘Very well—do.’


  ♣


  I.–xi.


  Next morning, which was Sunday, she resumed operations about ten o’clock; and the renewed work recalled the conversation which had accompanied it the night before, and put her back into the same intractable temper.


  ‘That’s the story about me in Marygreen, is it—that I entrapped ’ee? Much of a catch you were, Lord send!’ As she warmed she saw some of Jude’s dear ancient classics on a table where they ought not to have been laid. ‘I won’t have them books here in the way!’ she cried petulantly; and seizing them one by one she began throwing them upon the floor.


  ‘Leave my books alone!’ he said. ‘You might have thrown them aside if you had liked, but as to soiling them like that, it is disgusting!’ In the operation of making lard Arabella’s hands had become smeared with the hot grease, and her fingers consequently left very perceptible imprints on the book-covers. She continued deliberately to toss the books severally upon the floor, till Jude, incensed beyond bearing, caught her by the arms to make her leave off. Somehow, in doing so, he loosened the fastening of her hair, and it rolled about her ears.


  ‘Let me go!’ she said.


  ‘Promise to leave the books alone.’


  She hesitated. ‘Let me go!’ she repeated.


  ‘Promise!’


  After a pause: ‘I do.’


  Jude relinquished his hold, and she crossed the room to the door, out of which she went with a set face, and into the highway. Here she began to saunter up and down, perversely pulling her hair into a worse disorder than he had caused, and unfastening several buttons of her gown. It was a fine Sunday morning, dry, clear and frosty, and the bells of Alfredston Church could be heard on the breeze from the north. People were going along the road, dressed in their holiday clothes; they were mainly lovers—such pairs as Jude and Arabella had been when they sported along the same track some months earlier. These pedestrians turned to stare at the extraordinary spectacle she now presented, bonnetless, her dishevelled hair blowing in the wind, her bodice apart, her sleeves rolled above her elbows for her work, and her hands reeking with melted fat. One of the passers said in mock terror: ‘Good Lord deliver us!’


  ‘See how he’s served me!’ she cried. ‘Making me work Sunday mornings when I ought to be going to my church, and tearing my hair off my head, and my gown off my back!’


  Jude was exasperated, and went out to drag her in by main force. Then he suddenly lost his heat. Illuminated with the sense that all was over between them, and that it mattered not what she did, or he, her husband stood still, regarding her. Their lives were ruined, he thought; ruined by the fundamental error of their matrimonial union: that of having based a permanent contract on a temporary feeling which had no necessary connection with affinities that alone render a life-long comradeship tolerable.


  ‘Going to ill-use me on principle, as your father ill-used your mother, and your father’s sister ill-used her husband?’ she asked. ‘All you be a queer lot as husbands and wives!’


  Jude fixed an arrested, surprised look on her. But she said no more, and continued her saunter till she was tired. He left the spot, and, after wandering vaguely a little while, walked in the direction of Marygreen. Here he called upon his great-aunt, whose infirmities daily increased.


  ‘Aunt—did my father ill-use my mother, and my aunt her husband?’ said Jude abruptly, sitting down by the fire.


  She raised her ancient eyes under the rim of the bygone bonnet that she always wore. ‘Who’s been telling you that?’ she said.


  ‘I have heard it spoken of, and want to know all.’


  ‘You med so well, I s’pose; though your wife—I reckon ’twas she—must have been a fool to open up that! There isn’t much to know after all. Your father and mother couldn’t get on together, and they parted. It was coming home from Alfredston market, when you were a baby—on the hill by the Brown House barn—that they had their last difference, and took leave of one another for the last time. Your mother soon afterwards died—she drowned herself, in short, and your father went away with you to South Wessex, and never came here any more.’


  Jude recalled his father’s silence about North Wessex and Jude’s mother, never speaking of either till his dying day.


  ‘It was the same with your father’s sister. Her husband offended her, and she so disliked living with him afterwards that she went away to London with her little maid. The Fawleys were not made for wedlock: it never seemed to sit well upon us. There’s sommat in our blood that won’t take kindly to the notion of being bound to do what we do readily enough if not bound. That’s why you ought to have hearkened to me, and not ha’ married.’


  ‘Where did father and mother part—by the Brown House, did you say?’


  ‘A little further on—where the road to Fenworth branches off, and the handpost stands. A gibbet once stood there not onconnected with our history. But let that be.’


  In the dusk of that evening Jude walked away from his old aunt’s as if to go home. But as soon as he reached the open down he struck out upon it till he came to a large round pond. The frost continued, though it was not particularly sharp, and the larger stars overhead came out slow and flickering. Jude put one foot on the edge of the ice, and then the other: it cracked under his weight; but this did not deter him. He ploughed his way inward to the centre, the ice making sharp noises as he went. When just about the middle he looked around him and gave a jump. The cracking repeated itself; but he did not go down. He jumped again, but the cracking had ceased. Jude went back to the edge, and stepped upon the ground.


  It was curious, he thought. What was he reserved for? He supposed he was not a sufficiently dignified person for suicide. Peaceful death abhorred him as a subject, and would not take him.


  What could he do of a lower kind than self-extermination; what was there less noble, more in keeping with his present degraded position? He could get drunk. Of course that was it; he had forgotten. Drinking was the regular, stereotyped resource of the despairing worthless. He began to see now why some men boozed at inns. He struck down the hill northwards and came to an obscure public-house. On entering and sitting down the sight of the picture of Samson and Delilah on the wall caused him to recognize the place as that he had visited with Arabella on that first Sunday evening of their courtship. He called for liquor and drank briskly for an hour or more.


  Staggering homeward late that night, with all his sense of depression gone, and his head fairly clear still, he began to laugh boisterously, and to wonder how Arabella would receive him in his new aspect. The house was in darkness when he entered, and in his stumbling state it was some time before he could get a light. Then he found that, though the marks of pig-dressing, of fats and scallops, were visible, the materials themselves had been taken away. A line written by his wife on the inside of an old envelope was pinned to the cotton blower of the fireplace:


  ‘Have gone to my friends. Shall not return.’


  All the next day he remained at home, and sent off the carcase of the pig to Alfredston. He then cleaned up the premises, locked the door, put the key in a place she would know if she came back, and returned to his masonry at Alfredston.


  At night when he again plodded home he found she had not visited the house. The next day went in the same way, and the next. Then there came a letter from her.


  That she had grown tired of him she frankly admitted. He was such a slow old coach, and she did not care for the sort of life he led. There was no prospect of his ever bettering himself or her. She further went on to say that her parents had, as he knew, for some time considered the question of emigrating to Australia, the pig-jobbing business being a poor one nowadays. They had at last decided to go, and she proposed to go with them, if he had no objection. A woman of her sort would have more chance over there than in this stupid country.


  Jude replied that he had not the least objection to her going. He thought it a wise course, since she wished to go, and one that might be to the advantage of both. He enclosed in the packet containing the letter the money that had been realized by the sale of the pig, with all he had besides, which was not much.


  From that day he heard no more of her except indirectly, though her father and his household did not immediately leave, but waited till his goods and other effects had been sold off. When Jude learnt that there was to be an auction at the house of the Donns he packed his own household goods into a waggon, and sent them to her at the aforesaid homestead, that she might sell them with the rest, or as many of them as she should choose.


  He then went into lodgings at Alfredston, and saw in a shop-window the little handbill announcing the sale of his father-in-law’s furniture. He noted its date, which came and passed without Jude’s going near the place, or perceiving that the traffic out of Alfredston by the southern road was materially increased by the auction. A few days later he entered a dingy broker’s shop in the main street of the town, and amid a heterogeneous collection of saucepans, a clothes-horse, rolling pin, brass candlestick, swing looking-glass, and other things at the back of the shop, evidently just brought in from a sale, he perceived a framed photograph, which turned out to be his own portrait.


  It was one which he had had specially taken and framed by a local man in bird’s-eye maple, as a present for Arabella, and had duly given her on their wedding-day. On the back was still to be read, ‘Jude to Arabella,’ with the date. She must have thrown it in with the rest of her property at the auction.


  ‘Oh,’ said the broker, seeing him look at this and the other articles in the heap, and not perceiving that the portrait was of himself: ‘It is a small lot of stuff that was knocked down to me at a cottage sale out on the road to Marygreen. The frame is a very useful one, if you take out the likeness. You shall have it for a shilling.’


  The utter death of every tender sentiment in his wife, as brought home to him by this mute and undesigned evidence of her sale of his portrait and gift, was the conclusive little stroke required to demolish all sentiment in him. He paid the shilling, took the photograph away with him, and burnt it, frame and all, when he reached his lodging.


  Two or three days later he heard that Arabella and her parents had departed. He had sent a message offering to see her for a formal leave-taking, but she had said that it would be better otherwise, since she was bent on going, which perhaps was true. On the evening following their emigration, when his day’s work was done, he came out of doors after supper, and strolled in the starlight along the too familiar road towards the upland whereon had been experienced the chief emotions of his life. It seemed to be his own again.


  He could not realize himself. On the old track he seemed to be a boy still, hardly a day older than when he had stood dreaming at the top of that hill, inwardly fired for the first time with ardours for Christminster and scholarship. ‘Yet I am a man,’ he said. ‘I have a wife. More, I have arrived at the still riper stage of having disagreed with her, disliked her, had a scuffle with her, and parted from her.’


  He remembered then that he was standing not far from the spot at which the parting between his father and his mother was said to have occurred.


  A little further on was the summit whence Christminster, or what he had taken for that city, had seemed to be visible. A milestone, now as always, stood at the roadside hard by. Jude drew near it, and felt rather than read the mileage to the city. He remembered that once on his way home he had proudly cut with his keen new chisel an inscription on the back of that milestone, embodying his aspirations. It had been done in the first week of his apprenticeship, before he had been diverted from his purposes by an unsuitable woman. He wondered if the inscription were legible still, and going to the back of the milestone brushed away the nettles. By the light of a match he could still discern what he had cut so enthusiastically so long ago:


  Thither ☞

  J. F.


  The sight of it, unimpaired, within its screen of grass and nettles, lit in his soul a spark of the old fire. Surely his plan should be to move onward through good and ill—to avoid morbid sorrow even though he did see uglinesses in the world? Bene agere et lætari—to do good cheerfully—which he had heard to be the philosophy of one Spinoza, might be his own even now.


  He might battle with his evil star, and follow out his original intention.


  By moving to a spot a little way off he uncovered the horizon in a north-easterly direction. There actually rose the faint halo, a small dim nebulousness, hardly recognizable save by the eye of faith. It was enough for him. He would go to Christminster as soon as the term of his apprenticeship expired.


  He returned to his lodgings in a better mood, and said his prayers.


  ♣


  Part Second


  At Christminster


  
    ‘Save his own soul he hath no star.’—Swinburne.

  


  
    ‘Notitiam primosque gradus vicinia fecit;


    Tempore crevit amor.’—Ovid.

  


  II.–i.


  The next noteworthy move in Jude’s life was that in which he appeared gliding steadily onward through a dusky landscape of some three years’ later leafage than had graced his courtship of Arabella, and the disruption of his coarse conjugal life with her. He was walking towards Christminster City, at a point a mile or two to the south-west of it.


  He had at last found himself clear of Marygreen and Alfredston: he was out of his apprenticeship, and with his tools at his back seemed to be in the way of making a new start—the start to which, barring the interruption involved in his intimacy and married experience with Arabella, he had been looking forward for about ten years.


  Jude would now have been described as a young man with a forcible, meditative, and earnest rather than handsome cast of countenance. He was of dark complexion, with dark harmonizing eyes, and he wore a closely trimmed black beard of more advanced growth than is usual at his age; this, with his great mass of black curly hair, was some trouble to him in combing and washing out the stone-dust that settled on it in the pursuit of his trade. His capabilities in the latter, having been acquired in the country, were of an all-round sort, including monumental stone-cutting, gothic free-stone work for the restoration of churches, and carving of a general kind. In London he would probably have become specialized and have made himself a ‘moulding mason,’ a ‘foliage sculptor’—perhaps a ‘statuary.’


  He had that afternoon driven in a cart from Alfredston to the village nearest the city in this direction, and was now walking the remaining four miles rather from choice than from necessity, having always fancied himself arriving thus.


  The ultimate impulse to come had had a curious origin—one more nearly related to the emotional side of him than to the intellectual, as is often the case with young men. One day while in lodgings at Alfredston he had gone to Marygreen to see his old aunt, and had observed between the brass candlesticks on her mantelpiece the photograph of a pretty girlish face, in a broad hat with radiating folds under the brim like the rays of a halo. He had asked who she was. His grand-aunt had gruffly replied that she was his cousin Sue Bridehead, of the inimical branch of the family; and on further questioning the old woman had replied that the girl lived in Christminster, though she did not know where, or what she was doing.


  His aunt would not give him the photograph. But it haunted him; and ultimately formed a quickening ingredient in his latent intent of following his friend the schoolmaster thither.


  He now paused at the top of a crooked and gentle declivity, and obtained his first near view of the city. Grey stoned [Grey-stoned] and dun-roofed, it stood within hail of the Wessex border, and almost with the tip of one small toe within it, at the northernmost point of the crinkled line along which the leisurely Thames strokes the fields of that ancient kingdom. The buildings now lay quiet in the sunset, a vane here and there on their many spires and domes giving sparkle to a picture of sober secondary and tertiary hues.


  Reaching the bottom he moved along the level way between pollard willows growing indistinct in the twilight, and soon confronted the outmost lamps of the town—some of those lamps which had sent into the sky the gleam and glory that caught his strained gaze in his days of dreaming, so many years ago. They winked their yellow eyes at him dubiously, and as if, though they had been awaiting him all these years in disappointment at his tarrying, they did not much want him now.


  He was a species of Dick Whittington whose spirit was touched to finer issues than a mere material gain. He went along the outlying streets with the cautious tread of an explorer. He saw nothing of the real city in the suburbs on this side. His first want being a lodging he scrutinized carefully such localities as seemed to offer on inexpensive terms the modest type of accommodation he demanded; and after inquiry took a room in a suburb nick-named ‘Beersheba,’ though he did not know this at the time. Here he installed himself, and having had some tea sallied forth.


  It was a windy, whispering, moonless night. To guide himself he opened under a lamp a map he had brought. The breeze ruffled and fluttered it, but he could see enough to decide on the direction he should take to reach the heart of the place.


  After many turnings he came up to the first ancient mediæval pile that he had encountered. It was a college, as he could see by the gateway. He entered it, walked round, and penetrated to dark corners which no lamplight reached. Close to this college was another; and a little further on another; and then he began to be encircled as it were with the breath and sentiment of the venerable city. When he passed objects out of harmony with its general expression he allowed his eyes to slip over them as if he did not see them.


  A bell began clanging, and he listened till a hundred-and-one strokes had sounded. He must have made a mistake, he thought: it was meant for a hundred.


  When the gates were shut, and he could no longer get into the quadrangles, he rambled under the walls and doorways, feeling with his fingers the contours of their mouldings and carving. The minutes passed, fewer and fewer people were visible, and still he serpentined among the shadows, for had he not imagined these scenes through ten bygone years, and what mattered a night’s rest for once? High against the black sky the flash of a lamp would show crocketed pinnacles and indented battlements. Down obscure alleys, apparently never trodden now by the foot of man, and whose very existence seemed to be forgotten, there would jut into the path porticoes, oriels, doorways of enriched and florid middle-age design, their extinct air being accentuated by the rottenness of the stones. It seemed impossible that modern thought could house itself in such decrepit and superseded chambers.


  Knowing not a human being here, Jude began to be impressed with the isolation of his own personality, as with a self-spectre, the sensation being that of one who walked but could not make himself seen or heard. He drew his breath pensively, and, seeming thus almost his own ghost, gave his thoughts to the other ghostly presences with which the nooks were haunted.


  During the interval of preparation for this venture, since his wife and furniture’s uncompromising disappearance into space, he had read and learnt almost all that could be read and learnt by one in his position, of the worthies who had spent their youth within these reverend walls, and whose souls had haunted them in their maturer age. Some of them, by the accidents of his reading, loomed out in his fancy disproportionately large by comparison with the rest. The brushing of the wind against the angles, buttresses, and door-jambs were as the passing of these only other inhabitants, the tappings of each ivy leaf on its neighbour were as the mutterings of their mournful souls, the shadows as their thin shapes in nervous movement, making him comrades in his solitude. In the gloom it was as if he ran against them without feeling their bodily frames.


  The streets were now deserted, but on account of these things he could not go in. There were poets abroad, of early date and of late, from the friend and eulogist of Shakespeare down to him who has recently passed into silence, and that musical one of the tribe who is still among us. Speculative philosophers drew along, not always with wrinkled foreheads and hoary hair as in framed portraits, but pink-faced, slim, and active as in youth; modern divines sheeted in their surplices, among whom the most real to Jude Fawley were the founders of the religious school called Tractarian; the well-known three, the enthusiast, the poet, and the formularist, the echoes of whose teachings had influenced him even in his obscure home. A start of aversion appeared in his fancy to move them at sight of those other sons of the place, the form in the full-bottomed wig, statesman, rake, reasoner, and sceptic; the smoothly shaven historian so ironically civil to Christianity; with others of the same incredulous temper, who knew each quad as well as the faithful, and took equal freedom in haunting its cloisters.


  He regarded the statesmen in their various types, men of firmer movement and less dreamy air; the scholar, the speaker, the plodder; the man whose mind grew with his growth in years, and the man whose mind contracted with the same.


  The scientists and philologists followed on in his mind-sight in an odd impossible combination, men of meditative faces, strained foreheads, and weak-eyed as bats with constant research; then official characters—such men as Governor-Generals and Lord-Lieutenants, in whom he took little interest; Chief-Justices and Lord Chancellors, silent thin-lipped figures of whom he knew barely the names. A keener regard attached to the prelates, by reason of his own former hopes. Of them he had an ample band—some men of heart, others rather men of head; he who apologized for the Church in Latin; the saintly author of the Evening Hymn; and near them the great itinerant preacher, hymn-writer, and zealot, shadowed like Jude by his matrimonial difficulties.


  Jude found himself speaking out loud, holding conversations with them as it were, like an actor in a melodrama who apostrophizes the audience on the other side of the footlights; till he suddenly ceased with a start at his absurdity. Perhaps those incoherent words of the wanderer were heard within the walls by some student or thinker over his lamp; and he may have raised his head, and wondered what voice it was, and what it betokened. Jude now perceived that, so far as solid flesh went, he had the whole aged city to himself with the exception of a belated townsman here and there, and that he seemed to be catching a cold.


  A voice reached him out of the shade; a real and local voice:


  ‘You’ve been a-settin’ a long time on that plinth-stone, young man. What med you be up to?’


  It came from a policeman who had been observing Jude without the latter observing him.


  Jude went home and to bed, after reading up a little about these men and their several messages to the world from a book or two that he had brought with him concerning the sons of the University. As he drew towards sleep various memorable words of theirs that he had just been conning seemed spoken by them in muttering utterances; some audible, some unintelligible to him. One of the spectres (who afterwards mourned Christminster as ‘the home of lost causes,’ though Jude did not remember this) was now apostrophizing her thus:


  ‘Beautiful city! so venerable, so lovely, so unravaged by the fierce intellectual life of our century, so serene! … Her ineffable charm keeps ever calling us to the true goal of all of us, to the ideal, to perfection.’


  Another voice was that of the Corn Law convert, whose phantom he had just seen in the quadrangle with a great bell. Jude thought his soul might have been shaping the historic words of his master-speech:


  ‘Sir, I may be wrong, but my impression is that my duty towards a country threatened with famine requires that that which has been the ordinary remedy under all similar circumstances should be resorted to now, namely, that there should be free access to the food of man from whatever quarter it may come…. Deprive me of office to-morrow, you can never deprive me of the consciousness that I have exercised the powers committed to me from no corrupt or interested motives, from no desire to gratify ambition, for no personal gain.’


  Then the sly author of the immortal Chapter on Christianity: “How [‘How] shall we excuse the supine inattention of the Pagan and philosophic world, to those evidences [miracles] which were presented by Omnipotence? … The sages of Greece and Rome turned aside from the awful spectacle, and appeared unconscious of any alterations in the moral or physical government of the world.’


  Then the shade of the poet, the last of the optimists:


  
    ‘How the world is made for each of us!


    .  .  .  .  .


    And each of the Many helps to recruit


    The life of the race by a general plan.’

  


  Then one of the three enthusiasts he had seen just now, the author of the Apologia:


  ‘My argument was … that absolute certitude as to the truths of natural theology was the result of an assemblage of concurring and converging probabilities … that probabilities which did not reach to logical certainty might create a mental certitude.’


  The second of them, no polemic, murmured quieter things:


  
    ‘Why should we faint, and fear to live alone,


    Since all alone, so Heaven has will’d, we die?’

  


  He likewise heard some phrases spoken by the phantom with the short face, the genial Spectator:


  ‘When I look upon the tombs of the great, every motion of envy dies in me; when I read the epitaphs of the beautiful, every inordinate desire goes out; when I meet with the grief of parents upon a tombstone, my heart melts with compassion; when I see the tombs of the parents themselves, I consider the vanity of grieving for those whom we must quickly follow.’


  And lastly a gentle-voiced prelate spoke, during whose meek, familiar rhyme, endeared to him from earliest childhood, Jude fell asleep:


  
    ‘Teach me to live, that I may dread


    The grave as little as my bed.


    Teach me to die …’

  


  He did not wake till morning. The ghostly past seemed to have gone, and everything spoke of to-day. He started up in bed, thinking he had overslept himself, and then said:


  ‘By Jove—I had quite forgotten my sweet-faced cousin, and that she’s here all the time! … and my old schoolmaster, too.’ His words about his schoolmaster had, perhaps, less zest in them than his words concerning his cousin.


  ♣


  II.–ii.


  Necessary meditations on the actual, including the mean bread-and-cheese question, dissipated the phantasmal for a while, and compelled Jude to smother high thinkings under immediate needs. He had to get up, and seek for work, manual work; the only kind deemed by many of its professors to be work at all.


  Passing out into the streets on this errand he found that the colleges had treacherously changed their sympathetic countenances: some were pompous; some had put on the look of family vaults above ground; something barbaric loomed in the masonries of all. The spirits of the great men had disappeared.


  The numberless architectural pages around him he read, naturally, less as an artist-critic of their forms than as an artizan and comrade of the dead handicraftsmen whose muscles had actually executed those forms. He examined the mouldings, stroked them as one who knew their beginning, said they were difficult or easy in the working, had taken little or much time, were trying to the arm, or convenient to the tool.


  What at night had been perfect and ideal was by day the more or less defective real. Cruelties, insults, had, he perceived, been inflicted on the aged erections. The condition of several moved him as he would have been moved by maimed sentient beings. They were wounded, broken, sloughing off their outer shape in the deadly struggle against years, weather, and man.


  The rottenness of these historical documents reminded him that he was not, after all, hastening on to begin the morning practically as he had intended. He had come to work, and to live by work, and the morning had nearly gone. It was, in one sense, encouraging to think that in a place of crumbling stones there must be plenty for one of his trade to do in the business of renovation. He asked his way to the workyard of the stone-mason whose name had been given him at Alfredston; and soon heard the familiar sound of the rubbers and chisels.


  The yard was a little centre of regeneration. Here, with keen edges and smooth curves, were forms in the exact likeness of those he had seen abraded and time-eaten on the walls. These were the ideas in modern prose which the lichened colleges presented in old poetry. Even some of those antiques might have been called prose when they were new. They had done nothing but wait, and had become poetical. How easy to the smallest building; how impossible to most men.


  He asked for the foreman, and looked round among the new traceries, mullions, transoms, shafts, pinnacles, and battlements standing on the bankers half worked, or waiting to be removed. They were marked by precision, mathematical straightness, smoothness, exactitude: there in the old walls were the broken lines of the original idea; jagged curves, disdain of precision, irregularity, disarray.


  For a moment there fell on Jude a true illumination; that here in the stone yard was a centre of effort as worthy as that dignified by the name of scholarly study within the noblest of the colleges. But he lost it under stress of his old idea. He would accept any employment which might be offered him on the strength of his late employer’s recommendation; but he would accept it as a provisional thing only. This was his form of the modern vice of unrest.


  Moreover he perceived that at best only copying, patching and imitating went on here; which he fancied to be owing to some temporary and local cause. He did not at that time see that mediævalism was as dead as a fern-leaf in a lump of coal; that other developments were shaping in the world around him, in which Gothic architecture and its associations had no place. The deadly animosity of contemporary logic and vision towards so much of what he held in reverence was not yet revealed to him.


  Having failed to obtain work here as yet he went away, and thought again of his cousin, whose presence somewhere at hand he seemed to feel in wavelets of interest, if not of emotion. How he wished he had that pretty portrait of her! At last he wrote to his aunt to send it. She did so, with a request, however, that he was not to bring disturbance into the family by going to see the girl or her relations. Jude, a ridiculously affectionate fellow, promised nothing, put the photograph on the mantelpiece, kissed it—he did not know why—and felt more at home. She seemed to look down and preside over his tea. It was cheering—the one thing uniting him to the emotions of the living city.


  There remained the schoolmaster—probably now a reverend parson. But he could not possibly hunt up such a respectable man just yet; so raw and unpolished was his condition, so precarious were his fortunes. Thus he still remained in loneliness. Although people moved round him he virtually saw none. Not as yet having mingled with the active life of the place it was largely non-existent to him. But the saints and prophets in the window-tracery, the paintings in the galleries, the statues, the busts, the gurgoyles, the corbel-heads—these seemed to breathe his atmosphere. Like all new comers to a spot on which the past is deeply graven he heard that past announcing itself with an emphasis altogether unsuspected by, and even incredible to, the habitual residents.


  For many days he haunted the cloisters and quadrangles of the colleges at odd minutes in passing them, surprised by impish echoes of his own footsteps, smart as the blows of a mallet. The Christminster ‘sentiment,’ as it had been called, ate further and further into him; till he probably knew more about those buildings materially, artistically, and historically, than any one of their inmates.


  It was not till now, when he found himself actually on the spot of his enthusiasm, that Jude perceived how far away from the object of that enthusiasm he really was. Only a wall divided him from those happy young contemporaries of his with whom he shared a common mental life; men who had nothing to do from morning till night but to read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest. Only a wall—but what a wall!


  Every day, every hour, as he went in search of labour, he saw them going and coming also, rubbed shoulders with them, heard their voices, marked their movements. The conversation of some of the more thoughtful among them seemed oftentimes, owing to his long and persistent preparation for this place, to be peculiarly akin to his own thoughts. Yet he was as far from them as if he had been at the antipodes. Of course he was. He was a young workman in a white blouse, and with stone-dust in the creases of his clothes; and in passing him they did not even see him, or hear him, rather saw through him as through a pane of glass at their familiars beyond. Whatever they were to him, he to them was not on the spot at all; and yet he had fancied he would be close to their lives by coming there.


  But the future lay ahead after all; and if he could only be so fortunate as to get into good employment he would put up with the inevitable. So he thanked God for his health and strength, and took courage. For the present he was outside the gates of everything, colleges included: perhaps some day he would be inside. Those palaces of light and leading; he might some day look down on the world through their panes.


  At length he did receive a message from the stonemason’s yard—that a job was waiting for him. It was his first encouragement, and he closed with the offer promptly.


  He was young and strong, or he never could have executed with such zest the undertakings to which he now applied himself, since they involved reading most of the night after working all the day. First he bought a shaded lamp for four and sixpence, and obtained a good light. Then he got pens, paper, and such other necessary books as he had been unable to obtain elsewhere. Then, to the consternation of his landlady, he shifted all the furniture of his room—a single one for living and sleeping—rigged up a curtain on a rope across the middle, to make a double chamber out of one, hung up a thick blind that nobody should know how he was curtailing the hours of sleep, laid out his books, and sat down.


  Having been deeply encumbered by marrying, getting a cottage, and buying the furniture which had disappeared in the wake of his wife, he had never been able to save any money since the time of those disastrous ventures, and till his wages began to come in he was obliged to live in the narrowest way. After buying a book or two he could not even afford himself a fire; and when the nights reeked with the raw and cold air from the Meadows he sat over his lamp in a great-coat, hat, and woollen gloves.


  From his window he could perceive the spire of the Cathedral, and the ogee dome under which resounded the great bell of the city. The tall tower, tall belfry windows, and tall pinnacles of the college by the bridge he could also get a glimpse of by going to the staircase. These objects he used as stimulants when his faith in the future was dim.


  Like enthusiasts in general he made no inquiries into details of procedure. Picking up general notions from casual acquaintance, he never dwelt upon them. For the present, he said to himself, the one thing necessary was to get ready by accumulating money and knowledge, and await whatever chances were afforded to such an one of becoming a son of the University. ‘For wisdom is a defence, and money is a defence; but the excellency of knowledge is, that wisdom giveth life to them that have it.’ His desire absorbed him, and left no part of him to weigh its practicability.


  At this time he received a nervously anxious letter from his poor old aunt, on the subject which had previously distressed her—a fear that Jude would not be strong-minded enough to keep away from his cousin Sue Bridehead and her relations. Sue’s father, his aunt believed, had gone back to London, but the girl remained at Christminster. To make her still more objectionable she was an artist or designer of some sort in what was called an ecclesiastical warehouse, which was a perfect seed-bed of idolatry, and she was no doubt abandoned to mummeries on that account—if not quite a Papist. (Miss Drusilla Fawley was of her date, Evangelical.)


  As Jude was rather on an intellectual track than a theological, this news of Sue’s probable opinions did not much influence him one way or the other, but the clue to her whereabouts was decidedly interesting. With an altogether singular pleasure he walked at his earliest spare minutes past the shops answering to his great-aunt’s description; and beheld in one of them a young girl sitting behind a desk, who was suspiciously like the original of the portrait. He ventured to enter on a trivial errand, and having made his purchase lingered on the scene. The shop seemed to be kept entirely by women. It contained Anglican books, stationery, texts, and fancy goods: little plaster angels on brackets, Gothic-framed pictures of saints, ebony crosses that were almost crucifixes, prayer-books that were almost missals. He felt very shy of looking at the girl in the desk; she was so pretty that he could not believe it possible that she should belong to him. Then she spoke to one of the two older women behind the counter; and he recognized in the accents certain qualities of his own voice; softened and sweetened, but his own. What was she doing? He stole a glance round. Before her lay a piece of zinc, cut to the shape of a scroll three or four feet long, and coated with a dead-surface paint on one side. Hereon she was designing or illuminating, in characters of Church text, the single word


  A L L E L U J A


  ‘A sweet, saintly, Christian business, hers!’ thought he.


  Her presence here was now fairly enough explained, her skill in work of this sort having no doubt been acquired from her father’s occupation as an ecclesiastical worker in metal. The lettering on which she was engaged was clearly intended to be fixed up in some chancel to assist devotion.


  He came out. It would have been easy to speak to her there and then, but it seemed scarcely honourable towards his aunt to disregard her request so incontinently. She had used him roughly, but she had brought him up: and the fact of her being powerless to control him lent a pathetic force to a wish that would have been inoperative as an argument.


  So Jude gave no sign. He would not call upon Sue just yet. He had other reasons against doing so when he had walked away. She seemed so dainty beside himself in his rough working-jacket and dusty trousers that he felt he was as yet unready to encounter her, as he had felt about Mr. Phillotson. And how possible it was that she had inherited the antipathies of her family, and would scorn him, as far as a Christian could, particularly when he had told her that unpleasant part of his history which had resulted in his becoming enchained to one of her own sex whom she would certainly not admire.


  Thus he kept watch over her, and liked to feel she was there. The consciousness of her living presence stimulated him. But she remained more or less an ideal character, about whose form he began to weave curious and fantastic day-dreams.


  Between two and three weeks afterwards Jude was engaged with some more men, outside Crozier College in Old-time Street, in getting a block of worked freestone from a waggon across the pavement, before hoisting it to the parapet which they were repairing. Standing in position the head man said, ‘Spaik when ye heave! He-ho!’ And they heaved.


  All of a sudden, as he lifted, his cousin stood close to his elbow, pausing a moment on the bend of her foot till the obstructing object should have been removed. She looked right into his face with liquid, untranslatable eyes, that combined, or seemed to him to combine, keenness with tenderness, and mystery with both, their expression, as well as that of her lips, taking its life from some words just spoken to a companion, and being carried on into his face quite unconsciously. She no more observed his presence than that of the dust-motes which his manipulations raised into the sunbeams.


  His closeness to her was so suggestive that he trembled, and turned his face away with a shy instinct to prevent her recognizing him, though as she had never once seen him she could not possibly do so; and might very well never have heard even his name. He could perceive that though she was a country-girl at bottom, a latter girlhood of some years in London, and a womanhood here, had taken all rawness out of her.


  When she was gone he continued his work, reflecting on her. He had been so caught by her influence that he had taken no count of her general mould and build. He remembered now that she was not a large figure, that she was light and slight, of the type dubbed elegant. That was about all he had seen. There was nothing statuesque in her; all was nervous motion. She was mobile, living, yet a painter might not have called her handsome or beautiful. But the much that she was surprised him. She was quite a long way removed from the rusticity that was his. How could one of his cross-grained, unfortunate, almost accursed stock, have contrived to reach this pitch of niceness? London had done it, he supposed.


  From this moment the emotion which had been accumulating in his breast as the bottled-up effect of solitude and the poetized locality he dwelt in, insensibly began to precipitate itself on this half-visionary form; and he perceived that, whatever his obedient wish in a contrary direction, he would soon be unable to resist the desire to make himself known to her.


  He affected to think of her quite in a family way, since there were crushing reasons why he should not and could not think of her in any other.


  The first reason was that he was married, and it would be wrong. The second was that they were cousins. It was not well for cousins to fall in love even when circumstances seemed to favour the passion. The third: even were he free, in a family like his own where marriage usually meant a tragic sadness, marriage with a blood-relation would duplicate the adverse conditions, and a tragic sadness might be intensified to a tragic horror.


  Therefore, again, he would have to think of Sue with only a relation’s mutual interest in one belonging to him; regard her in a practical way as some one to be proud of; to talk and nod to; later on, to be invited to tea by, the emotion spent on her being rigorously that of a kinsman and well-wisher. So would she be to him a kindly star, an elevating power, a companion in Anglican worship, a tender friend.


  ♣


  II.–iii.


  But under the various deterrent influences Jude’s instinct was to approach her timidly, and the next Sunday he went to the morning service in the Cathedral-church of Cardinal College to gain a further view of her, for he had found that she frequently attended there.


  She did not come, and he awaited her in the afternoon, which was finer. He knew that if she came at all she would approach the building along the eastern side of the great green quadrangle from which it was accessible, and he stood in a corner while the bell was going. A few minutes before the hour for service she appeared as one of the figures walking along under the College walls, and at sight of her he advanced up the side opposite, and followed her into the building, more than ever glad that he had not as yet revealed himself. To see her, and to be himself unseen and unknown, was enough for him at present.


  He lingered awhile in the vestibule, and the service was some way advanced when he was put into a seat. It was a louring, mournful, still afternoon, when a religion of some sort seems a necessity to ordinary practical men, and not only a luxury of the emotional and leisured classes. In the dim light and the baffling glare of the clerestory windows he could discern the opposite worshippers indistinctly only, but he saw that Sue was among them. He had not long discovered the exact seat that she occupied when the chanting of the 119th Psalm in which the choir was engaged reached its second part, In quo corriget, the organ changing to a pathetic Gregorian tune as the singers gave forth:


  
    ‘Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way?’

  


  It was the very question that was engaging Jude’s attention at this moment. What a wicked worthless fellow he had been to give vent as he had done to an animal passion for a woman, and allow it to lead to such disastrous consequences; then to think of putting an end to himself; then to go recklessly and get drunk. The great waves of pedal music tumbled round the choir, and, nursed on the supernatural as he had been, it is not wonderful that he could hardly believe that the psalm was not specially set by some regardful Providence for this moment of his first entry into the solemn building. And yet it was the ordinary psalm for the twenty-fourth evening of the month.


  The girl for whom he was beginning to nourish an extraordinary tenderness, was at this time ensphered by the same harmonies as those which floated into his ears; and the thought was a delight to him. She was probably a frequenter of this place, and, steeped body and soul in church sentiment as she must be by occupation and habit, had, no doubt, much in common with him. To an impressionable and lonely young man the consciousness of having at last found anchorage for his thoughts, which promised to supply both social and spiritual possibilities, was like the dew of Hermon, and he remained throughout the service in a sustaining atmosphere of ecstasy.


  Though he was loth to suspect it, some people might have said to him that the atmosphere blew as distinctly from Cyprus as from Galilee.


  Jude waited till she had left her seat and passed under the screen before he himself moved. She did not look towards him, and by the time he reached the door she was half way down the broad path. Being dressed up in his Sunday suit he was inclined to follow her and reveal himself. But he was not quite ready; and, alas, ought he to do so with the kind of feeling that was awakening in him?


  For though it had seemed to have an ecclesiastical basis during the service, and he had persuaded himself that such was the case, he could not altogether be blind to the real nature of the magnetism. She was such a stranger that the kinship was affectation, and he said, ‘It can’t be! I, a man with a wife, must not know her!’ Still Sue was his own kin, and the fact of his having a wife, even though she was not in evidence in this hemisphere, might be a help in one sense. It would put all thought of a tender wish on his part out of Sue’s mind, and make her intercourse with him free and fearless. It was with some heartache that he saw how little he cared for the freedom and fearlessness that would result in her from such knowledge.


  Some little time before the date of this service in the cathedral the pretty, liquid-eyed, light-footed young woman Sue Bridehead had an afternoon’s holiday, and leaving the ecclesiastical establishment in which she not only assisted but lodged, took a walk into the country with a book in her hand. It was one of those cloudless days which sometimes occur in Wessex and elsewhere between days of cold and wet, as if intercalated by caprice of the weather-god. She went along for a mile or two until she came to much higher ground than that of the city she had left behind her. The road passed between green fields, and coming to a stile Sue paused there, to finish the page she was reading, and then looked back at the towers and domes and pinnacles new and old.


  On the other side of the stile, in the footpath, she beheld a foreigner with black hair and a sallow face, sitting on the grass beside a large square board whereon were fixed, as closely as they could stand, a number of plaster statuettes, some of them bronzed, which he was re-arranging before proceeding with them on his way. They were in the main reduced copies of ancient marbles, and comprised divinities of a very different character from those the girl was accustomed to see portrayed, among them being a Venus of standard pattern, a Diana, and, of the other sex, Apollo, Bacchus, and Mars. Though the figures were many yards away from her the south-west sun brought them out so brilliantly against the green herbage that she could discern their contours with luminous distinctness; and being almost in a line between herself and the church towers of the city they awoke in her an oddly foreign and contrasting set of ideas by comparison. The man rose, and, seeing her, politely took off his cap, and cried ‘I-i-i-mages!’ in an accent that agreed with his appearance. In a moment he dexterously lifted upon his knee the great board with its assembled notabilities divine and human, and raised it to the top of his head, bringing them on to her and resting the board on the stile. First he offered her his smaller wares—the busts of kings and queens, then a minstrel, then a winged Cupid. She shook her head.


  ‘How much are these two?’ she said, touching with her finger the Venus and the Apollo—the largest figures on the tray.


  He said she should have them for ten shillings.


  ‘I cannot afford that,’ said Sue. She offered considerably less, and to her surprise the image-man drew them from their wire stay and handed them over the stile. She clasped them as treasures.


  When they were paid for, and the man had gone, she began to be concerned as to what she should do with them. They seemed so very large now that they were in her possession, and so very naked. Being of a nervous temperament she trembled at her enterprise. When she handled them the white pipeclay came off on her gloves and jacket. After carrying them along a little way openly an idea came to her, and, pulling some huge burdock leaves, parsley, and other rank growths from the hedge, she wrapped up her burden as well as she could in these, so that what she carried appeared to be an enormous armful of green stuff gathered by a zealous lover of nature.


  ‘Well, anything is better than those everlasting church fal-lals!’ she said. But she was still in a trembling state, and seemed almost to wish she had not bought the figures.


  Occasionally peeping inside the leaves to see that Venus’s arm was not broken, she entered with her heathen load into the most Christian city in the country by an obscure street running parallel to the main one, and round a corner to the side door of the establishment to which she was attached. Her purchases were taken straight up to her own chamber, and she at once attempted to lock them in a box that was her very own property; but finding them too cumbersome she wrapped them in large sheets of brown paper, and stood them on the floor in a corner.


  The mistress of the house, Miss Fontover, was an elderly lady in spectacles, dressed almost like an abbess; a dab at Ritual, as became one of her business, and a worshipper at the ceremonial church of St. Silas, in the suburb of Beersheba before-mentioned, which Jude also had begun to attend. She was the daughter of a clergyman in reduced circumstances, and at his death, which had occurred several years before this date, she boldly avoided penury by taking over a little shop of church requisites and developing it to its present creditable proportions. She wore a cross and beads round her neck as her only ornament, and knew the Christian Year by heart.


  She now came to call Sue to tea, and, finding that the girl did not respond for a moment, entered the room just as the other was hastily putting a string round each parcel.


  ‘Something you have been buying, Miss Bridehead?’ she asked, regarding the enwrapped objects.


  ‘Yes—just something to ornament my room,’ said Sue.


  ‘Well, I should have thought I had put enough here already,’ said Miss Fontover, looking round at the Gothic-framed prints of saints, the Church-text scrolls, and other articles which, having become too stale to sell, had been used to furnish this obscure chamber. ‘What is it? How bulky!’ She tore a little hole, about as big as a wafer, in the brown paper, and tried to peep in. ‘Why, statuary? Two figures? Where did you get them?’


  ‘O—I bought them of a travelling man who sells casts——’


  ‘Two saints?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What ones?’


  ‘St. Peter and St.—St. Mary Magdalen.’


  ‘Well—now come down to tea, and go and finish that organ-text, if there’s light enough afterwards.’


  These little obstacles to the indulgence of what had been the merest passing fancy, created in Sue a great zest for unpacking her objects and looking at them; and at bedtime, when she was sure of being undisturbed, she unrobed the divinities in comfort. Placing the pair of figures on the chest of drawers, a candle on each side of them, she withdrew to the bed, flung herself down thereon, and began reading a book she had taken from her box, which Miss Fontover knew nothing of. It was a volume of Gibbon, and she read the chapter dealing with the reign of Julian the Apostate. Occasionally she looked up at the statuettes, which appeared strange and out of place, there happening to be a Calvary print hanging between them, and, as if the scene suggested the action, she at length jumped up and withdrew another book from her box—a volume of verse—and turned to the familiar poem—


  
    ‘Thou hast conquered, O pale Galilean:


    The world has grown grey from thy breath!’

  


  which she read to the end. Presently she put out the candles, undressed, and finally extinguished her own light.


  She was of an age which usually sleeps soundly, yet to-night she kept waking up, and every time she opened her eyes there was enough diffused light from the street to show her the white plaster figures, standing on the chest of drawers in odd contrast to their environment of text and martyr, and the Gothic-framed Crucifix-picture that was only discernible now as a Latin cross, the figure thereon being obscured by the shades.


  On one of these occasions the church clocks struck some small hour. It fell upon the ears of another person who sat bending over his books at a not very distant spot in the same city. Being Saturday night the morrow was one on which Jude had not set his alarm-clock to call him at his usually early time, and hence he had stayed up, as was his custom, two or three hours later than he could afford to do on any other day of the week. Just then he was earnestly reading from his Griesbach’s text. At the very time that Sue was tossing and staring at her figures, the policeman and belated citizens passing along under his window might have heard, if they had stood still, strange syllables mumbled with fervour within—words that had for Jude an indescribable enchantment: inexplicable sounds something like these:—


  ‘All hemin heis Theos ho Pater, ex hou ta panta, kai hemeis eis auton:’


  Till the sounds rolled with reverent loudness, as a book was heard to close:—


  ‘Kai heis Kurios Iesous Christos, di hou ta panta kai hemeis di autou!’


  ♣


  II.–iv.


  He was a handy man at his trade, an all-round man, as artizans in country-towns are apt to be. In London the man who carves the boss or knob of leafage declines to cut the fragment of moulding which merges in that leafage, as if it were a degradation to do the second half of one whole. When there was not much Gothic moulding for Jude to run, or much window-tracery on the bankers, he would go out lettering monuments or tombstones, and take a pleasure in the change of handiwork.


  The next time that he saw her was when he was on a ladder executing a job of this sort inside one of the churches. There was a short morning service, and when the parson entered Jude came down from his ladder, and sat with the half-dozen people forming the congregation, till the prayers should be ended, and he could resume his tapping. He did not observe till the service was half over that one of the women was Sue, who had perforce accompanied the elderly Miss Fontover thither.


  Jude sat watching her pretty shoulders, her easy, curiously nonchalant risings and sittings, and her perfunctory genuflexions, and thought what a help such an Anglican would have been to him in happier circumstances. It was not so much his anxiety to get on with his work that made him go up to it immediately the worshippers began to take their leave: it was that he dared not, in this holy spot, confront the woman who was beginning to influence him in such an indescribable manner. Those three enormous reasons why he must not attempt intimate acquaintance with Sue Bridehead now that his interest in her had shown itself to be unmistakably of a sexual kind, loomed as stubbornly as ever. But it was also obvious that man could not live by work alone; that the particular man Jude, at any rate, wanted something to love. Some men would have rushed incontinently to her, snatched the pleasure of easy friendship which she could hardly refuse, and have left the rest to chance. Not so Jude—at first.


  But as the days, and still more particularly the lonely evenings, dragged along, he found himself, to his moral consternation, to be thinking more of her instead of thinking less of her, and experiencing a fearful bliss in doing what was erratic, informal, and unexpected. Surrounded by her influence all day, walking past the spots she frequented, he was always thinking of her, and was obliged to own to himself that his conscience was likely to be the loser in this battle.


  To be sure she was almost an ideality to him still. Perhaps to know her would be to cure himself of this unexpected and unauthorized passion. A voice whispered that, though he desired to know her, he did not desire to be cured.


  There was not the least doubt that from his own orthodox point of view the situation was growing immoral. For Sue to be the loved one of a man who was licensed by the laws of his country to love Arabella and none other unto his life’s end, was a pretty bad second beginning when the man was bent on such a course as Jude purposed. This conviction was so real with him that one day when, as was frequent, he was at work in a neighbouring village church alone, he felt it to be his duty to pray against his weakness. But much as he wished to be an exemplar in these things he could not get on. It was quite impossible, he found, to ask to be delivered from temptation when your heart’s desire was to be tempted unto seventy times seven. So he excused himself. ‘After all,’ he said, ‘it is not altogether an erotolepsy that is the matter with me, as at that first time. I can see that she is exceptionally bright; and it is partly a wish for intellectual sympathy, and a craving for loving-kindness in my solitude.’ Thus he went on adoring her, fearing to realize that it was human perversity. For whatever Sue’s virtues, talents, or ecclesiastical saturation, it was certain that those items were not at all the cause of his affection for her.


  On an afternoon at this time a young girl entered the stone-mason’s yard with some hesitation, and, lifting her skirts to avoid draggling them in the white dust, crossed towards the office.


  ‘That’s a nice girl,’ said one of the men known as Uncle Joe.


  ‘Who is she?’ asked another.


  ‘I don’t know—I’ve seen her about here and there. Why, yes, she’s the daughter of that clever chap Bridehead who did all the wrought ironwork at St. Silas’ ten years ago, and went away to London afterwards. I don’t know what he’s doing now—not much I fancy—as she’s come back here.’


  Meanwhile the young woman had knocked at the office door and asked if Mr. Jude Fawley was at work in the yard. It so happened that Jude had gone out somewhere or other that afternoon, which information she received with a look of disappointment, and went away immediately. When Jude returned they told him, and described her, whereupon he exclaimed, ‘Why—that’s my cousin Sue!’


  He looked along the street after her, but she was out of sight. He had no longer any thought of a conscientious avoidance of her, and resolved to call upon her that very evening. And when he reached his lodging he found a note from her—a first note—one of those documents which, simple and commonplace in themselves, are seen retrospectively to have been pregnant with impassioned consequences. The very unconsciousness of a looming drama which is shown in such innocent first epistles from women to men, or vice versa, makes them, when such a drama follows, and they are read over by the purple or lurid light of it, all the more impressive, solemn, and in cases, terrible.


  Sue’s was of the most artless and natural kind. She addressed him as her dear cousin Jude; said she had only just learnt by the merest accident that he was living in Christminster, and reproached him with not letting her know. They might have had such nice times together, she said, for she was thrown much upon herself, and had hardly any congenial friend. But now there was every probability of her soon going away, so that the chance of companionship would be lost perhaps for ever.


  A cold sweat overspread Jude at the news that she was going away. That was a contingency he had never thought of, and it spurred him to write all the more quickly to her. He would meet her that very evening, he said, one hour from the time of writing, at the cross in the pavement which marked the spot of the Martyrdoms.


  When he had despatched the note by a boy he regretted that in his hurry he should have suggested to her to meet him out of doors, when he might have said he would call upon her. It was, in fact, the country custom to meet thus, and nothing else had occurred to him. Arabella had been met in the same way, unfortunately, and it might not seem respectable to a dear girl like Sue. However, it could not be helped now, and he moved towards the point a few minutes before the hour, under the glimmer of the newly lighted lamps.


  The broad street was silent, and almost deserted, although it was not late. He saw a figure on the other side, which turned out to be hers, and they both converged towards the cross-mark at the same moment. Before either had reached it she called out to him:


  ‘I am not going to meet you just there, for the first time in my life! Come further on.’


  The voice, though positive and silvery, had been tremulous. They walked on in parallel lines, and, waiting her pleasure, Jude watched till she showed signs of closing in, when he did likewise, the place being where the carriers’ carts stood in the daytime, though there was none on the spot then.


  ‘I am sorry that I asked you to meet me, and didn’t call,’ began Jude with the bashfulness of a lover. ‘But I thought it would save time if we were going to walk.’


  ‘O—I don’t mind that,’ she said with the freedom of a friend. ‘I have really no place to ask anybody in to. What I meant was that the place you chose was so horrid—I suppose I ought not to say horrid,—I mean gloomy and inauspicious in its associations…. But isn’t it funny to begin like this, when I don’t know you yet?’ She looked him up and down curiously, though Jude did not look much at her.


  ‘You seem to know me more than I know you,’ she added.


  ‘Yes—I have seen you now and then.’


  ‘And you knew who I was, and didn’t speak? And now I am going away!’


  ‘Yes. That’s unfortunate. I have hardly any other friend. I have, indeed, one very old friend here somewhere, but I don’t quite like to call on him just yet. I wonder if you know anything of him—Mr. Phillotson? A parson somewhere about the county I think he is.’


  ‘No—I only know of one Mr. Phillotson. He lives a little way out in the country, at Lumsdon. He’s a village schoolmaster.’


  ‘Ah! I wonder if he’s the same. Surely it is impossible! Only a schoolmaster still! Do you know his Christian name—is it Richard?’


  ‘Yes—it is; I’ve directed books to him, though I’ve never seen him.’


  ‘Then he couldn’t do it!’


  Jude’s countenance fell, for how could he succeed in an enterprise wherein the great Phillotson had failed? He would have had a day of despair if the news had not arrived during his sweet Sue’s presence, but even at this moment he had visions of how Phillotson’s failure in the grand University scheme would depress him when she had gone.


  ‘As we are going to take a walk, suppose we go and call upon him?’ said Jude suddenly. ‘It is not late.’


  She agreed, and they went along up a hill, and through some prettily wooded country. Presently the embattled tower and square turret of the church rose into the sky, and then the schoolhouse. They inquired of a person in the street if Mr. Phillotson was likely to be at home, and were informed that he was always at home. A knock brought him to the schoolhouse door, with a candle in his hand and a look of inquiry on his face, which had grown thin and careworn since Jude last set eyes on him.


  That after all these years the meeting with Mr. Phillotson should be of this homely complexion destroyed at one stroke the halo which had surrounded the schoolmaster’s figure in Jude’s imagination ever since their parting. It created in him at the same time a sympathy with Phillotson as an obviously much chastened and disappointed man. Jude told him his name, and said he had come to see him as an old friend who had been kind to him in his youthful days.


  ‘I don’t remember you in the least,’ said the schoolmaster thoughtfully. ‘You were one of my pupils you say? Yes, no doubt; but they number so many thousands by this time of my life, and have naturally changed so much, that I remember very few except the quite recent ones.’


  ‘It was out at Marygreen,’ said Jude, wishing he had not come.


  ‘Yes. I was there a short time. And is this an old pupil, too?’


  ‘No—that’s my cousin…. I wrote to you for some grammars, if you recollect, and you sent them?[’]


  ‘Ah—yes!—I do dimly recall that incident.’


  ‘It was very kind of you to do it. And it was you who first started me on that course. On the morning you left Marygreen, when your goods were on the waggon, you wished me good-bye, and said your scheme was to be a University man and enter the church—that a degree was the necessary hall-mark of one who wanted to do anything as a theologian or teacher.’


  ‘I remember I thought all that privately; but I wonder I did not keep my own counsel. The idea was given up years ago.’


  ‘I have never forgotten it. It was that which brought me to this part of the country, and out here to see you to-night.’


  ‘Come in,’ said Phillotson. ‘And your cousin, too.’


  They entered the parlour of the schoolhouse, where there was a lamp with a paper shade, which threw the light down on three or four books. Phillotson took it off, so that they could see each other better, and the rays fell on the nervous little face and vivacious dark eyes and hair of Sue, on the earnest features of her cousin, and on the schoolmaster’s own maturer face and figure, showing him to be a spare and thoughtful personage of five-and-forty, with a thin-lipped, somewhat refined mouth, a slightly stooping habit, and a black frock coat, which from continued frictions shone a little at the shoulder-blades, the middle of the back, and the elbows.


  The old friendship was imperceptibly renewed, the schoolmaster speaking of his experiences, and the cousins of theirs. He told them that he still thought of the church sometimes, and that though he could not enter it as he had intended to do in former years he might enter it as a licentiate. Meanwhile, he said, he was comfortable in his present position, though he was in want of a pupil-teacher.


  They did not stay to supper, Sue having to be indoors before it grew late, and the road was retraced to Christminster. Though they had talked of nothing more than general subjects Jude was surprised to find what a revelation of woman his cousin was to him. She was so vibrant that everything she did seemed to have its source in feeling. An exciting thought would make her walk ahead so fast that he could hardly keep up with her; and her sensitiveness on some points was such that it might have been misread as vanity. It was with heart-sickness he perceived that, while her sentiments towards him were those of the frankest friendliness only, he loved her more than before becoming acquainted with her; and the gloom of the walk home lay not in the night overhead, but in the thought of her departure.


  ‘Why must you leave Christminster?’ he said regretfully. ‘How can you do otherwise than cling to a city in whose history such men as Newman, Pusey, Ward, Keble, loom so large!’


  ‘Yes—they do. Though how large do they loom in the history of the world? … What a funny reason for caring to stay! I should never have thought of it!’ She laughed.


  ‘Well—I must go,’ she continued. ‘Miss Fontover, one of the partners whom I serve, is offended with me, and I with her; and it is best to go.’


  ‘How did that happen?’


  ‘She broke some statuary of mine.’


  ‘Oh? Wilfully?’


  ‘Yes. She found it in my room, and though it was my property she threw it on the floor and stamped on it, because it was not according to her taste, and ground the arms and the head of one of the figures all to bits with her heel—a horrid thing!’


  ‘Too Catholic-Apostolic for her, I suppose? No doubt she called them Popish images and talked of the invocation of saints.’


  ‘No…. No, she didn’t do that. She saw the matter quite differently.’


  ‘Ah! Then I am surprised!’


  ‘Yes. It was for quite some other reason that she didn’t like my patron-saints. So I was led to retort upon her; and the end of it was that I resolved not to stay, but to get into an occupation in which I shall be more independent.’


  ‘Why don’t you try teaching again? You once did, I heard.’


  ‘I never thought of resuming it; for I was getting on as an art-designer.’


  ‘Do let me ask Mr. Phillotson to let you try your hand in his school? If you like it, and go to a Training College, and become a first-class certificated mistress, you get twice as large an income as any designer or church artist, and twice as much freedom.’


  ‘Well—ask him. Now I must go in. Good-bye, dear Jude! I am so glad we have met at last. We needn’t quarrel because our parents did, need we?’


  Jude did not like to let her see quite how much he agreed with her, and went his way to the remote street in which he had his lodging.


  To keep Sue Bridehead near him was now a desire which operated without regard of consequences, and the next evening he again set out for Lumsdon, fearing to trust to the persuasive effects of a note only. The schoolmaster was unprepared for such a proposal.


  ‘What I rather wanted was a second year’s transfer, as it is called,’ he said. ‘Of course your cousin would do, personally; but she has had no experience. O—she has, has she? Does she really think of adopting teaching as a profession?’


  Jude said she was disposed to do so, he thought, and his ingenious arguments on her natural fitness for assisting Mr. Phillotson, of which Jude knew nothing whatever, so influenced the schoolmaster that he said he would engage her, assuring Jude as a friend that unless his cousin really meant to follow on in the same course, and regarded this step as the first stage of an apprenticeship, of which her training in a normal school would be the second stage, her time would be wasted quite, the salary being merely nominal.


  The day after this visit Phillotson received a letter from Jude, containing the information that he had again consulted his cousin, who took more and more warmly to the idea of tuition; and that she had agreed to come. It did not occur for a moment to the schoolmaster and recluse that Jude’s ardour in promoting the arrangement arose from any other feelings towards Sue than the instinct of co-operation common among members of the same family.


  ♣


  II.–v.


  The schoolmaster sat in his homely dwelling attached to the school, both being modern erections; and he looked across the way at the old house in which his teacher Sue had a lodging. The arrangement had been concluded very quickly. A pupil-teacher who was to have been transferred to Mr. Phillotson’s school had failed him, and Sue had been taken as stop-gap. All such provisional arrangements as these could only last till the next annual visit of H.M. Inspector, whose approval was necessary to make them permanent. Having taught for some two years in London, though she had abandoned that vocation of late, Miss Bridehead was not exactly a novice, and Phillotson thought there would be no difficulty in retaining her services, which he already wished to do, though she had only been with him three or four weeks. He had found her quite as bright as Jude had described her; and what master-tradesman does not wish to keep an apprentice who saves him half his labour?


  It was a little over half-past eight o’clock in the morning, and he was waiting to see her cross the road to the school, when he would follow. At twenty minutes to nine she did cross, a light hat tossed on her head; and he watched her as a curiosity. A new emanation, which had nothing to do with her skill as a teacher, seemed to surround her this morning. He went to the school also, and Sue remained governing her class at the other end of the room, all day under his eye. She certainly was an excellent teacher.


  It was part of his duty to give her private lessons in the evening, and some article in the Code made it necessary that a respectable, elderly woman should be present at these lessons when the teacher and the taught were of different sexes. Richard Phillotson thought of the absurdity of the regulation in this case, when he was old enough to be the girl’s father; but he faithfully acted up to it; and sat down with her in a room where Mrs. Hawes, the widow at whose house Sue lodged, occupied herself with sewing. The regulation was, indeed, not easy to evade, for there was no other sitting-room in the dwelling.


  Sometimes as she figured—it was arithmetic that they were working at—she would involuntarily glance up with a little inquiring smile at him, as if she assumed that, being the master, he must perceive all that was passing in her brain, as right or wrong. Phillotson was not really thinking of the arithmetic at all, but of her, in a novel way which somehow seemed strange to him as preceptor. Perhaps she knew that he was thinking of her thus.


  For a few weeks their work had gone on with a monotony which in itself was a delight to him. Then it happened that the children were to be taken to Christminster to see an itinerant exhibition, in the shape of a model of Jerusalem, to which schools were admitted at a penny a head in the interests of education. They marched along the road two and two, she beside her class with her simple cotton sunshade, her little thumb cocked up against its stem; and Phillotson behind in his long dangling coat, handling his walking-stick genteelly, in the musing mood which had come over him since her arrival. The afternoon was one of sun and dust, and when they entered the exhibition room few people were present but themselves.


  The model of the ancient city stood in the middle of the apartment, and the proprietor, with a fine religious philanthropy written on his features, walked round it with a pointer in his hand, showing the young people the various quarters and places known to them by name from reading their Bibles; Mount Moriah, the Valley of Jehoshaphat, the City of Zion, the walls and the gates, outside one of which there was a large mound like a tumulus, and on the mound a little white cross. The spot, he said, was Calvary.


  ‘I think,’ said Sue to the schoolmaster, as she stood with him a little in the background, ‘that this model, elaborate as it is, is a very imaginary production. How does anybody know that Jerusalem was like this in the time of Christ? I am sure this man doesn’t.’


  ‘It is made after the best conjectural maps, based on actual visits to the city as it now exists.’


  ‘I fancy we have had enough of Jerusalem,’ she said, ‘considering we are not descended from the Jews. There was nothing first-rate about the place, or people, after all—as there was about Athens, Rome, Alexandria, and other old cities.’


  ‘But my dear girl, consider what it is to us!’


  She was silent, for she was easily repressed; and then perceived behind the group of children clustered round the model a young man in a white flannel jacket, his form being bent so low in his intent inspection of the Valley of Jehoshaphat that his face was almost hidden from view by the Mount of Olives. ‘Look at your cousin Jude,’ continued the schoolmaster. ‘He doesn’t think we have had enough of Jerusalem!’


  ‘Ah—I didn’t see him!’ she cried in her quick light voice. ‘Jude—how seriously you are going into it!’


  Jude started up from his reverie, and saw her. ‘O—Sue!’ he said, with a glad flush of embarrassment. ‘These are your school-children, of course! I saw that schools were admitted in the afternoons, and thought you might come; but I got so deeply interested that I didn’t remember where I was. How it carries one back, doesn’t it! I could examine it for hours, but I have only a few minutes, unfortunately; for I am in the middle of a job out here.’


  ‘Your cousin is so terribly clever that she criticizes it unmercifully,’ said Phillotson, with good-humoured satire. ‘She is quite sceptical as to its correctness.’


  ‘No, Mr. Phillotson, I am not—altogether! I hate to be what is called a clever girl—there are too many of that sort now!’ answered Sue sensitively. ‘I only meant—I don’t know what I meant—except that it was what you don’t understand!’


  ‘I know your meaning,’ said Jude ardently (although he did not). ‘And I think you are quite right.’


  ‘That’s a good Jude—I know you believe in me!’ She impulsively seized his hand, and leaving a reproachful look on the schoolmaster turned away to Jude, her voice revealing a tremor which she herself felt to be absurdly uncalled for by sarcasm so gentle. She had not the least conception how the hearts of the twain went out to her at this momentary revelation of feeling, and what a complication she was building up thereby in the futures of both.


  The model wore too much of an educational aspect for the children not to tire of it soon, and a little later in the afternoon they were all marched back to Lumsdon, Jude returning to his work. He watched the juvenile flock in their clean frocks and pinafores, filing down the street towards the country beside Phillotson and Sue, and a sad, dissatisfied sense of being out of the scheme of the latters’ lives had possession of him. Phillotson had invited him to walk out and see them on Friday evening, when there would be no lessons to give to Sue, and Jude had eagerly promised to avail himself of the opportunity.


  Meanwhile the scholars and teachers moved homewards, and the next day, on looking on the black-board in Sue’s class, Phillotson was surprised to find upon it, skilfully drawn in chalk, a perspective view of Jerusalem, with every building shown in its place.


  ‘I thought you took no interest in the model, and hardly looked at it?’ he said.


  ‘I hardly did,’ said she, ‘but I remembered that much of it.’


  ‘It is more than I had remembered myself.’


  Her Majesty’s school-inspector was at that time paying ‘surprise-visits’ in this neighbourhood to test the teaching unawares; and two days later, in the middle of the morning lessons, the latch of the door was softly lifted, and in walked my gentleman, the king of terrors—to pupil-teachers.


  To Mr. Phillotson the surprise was not great; like the lady in the story he had been played that trick too many times to be unprepared. But Sue’s class was at the further end of the room, and her back was towards the entrance; the inspector therefore came and stood behind her and watched her teaching some half-minute before she became aware of his presence. She turned, and realized that an oft-dreaded moment had come. The effect upon her timidity was such that she uttered a cry of fright. Phillotson, with a strange instinct of solicitude quite beyond his control, was at her side just in time to prevent her falling from faintness. She soon recovered herself, and laughed; but when the inspector had gone there was a reaction, and she was so white that Phillotson took her into his room, and gave her some brandy to bring her round. She found him holding her hand.


  ‘You ought to have told me,’ she gasped petulantly, ‘that one of the Inspector’s surprise-visits was imminent! O what shall I do! Now he’ll write and tell the managers that I am no good, and I shall be disgraced for ever!’


  ‘He won’t do that, my dear little girl. You are the best teacher ever I had!’


  He looked so gently at her that she was moved, and regretted that she had upbraided him. When she was better she went home.


  Jude in the meantime had been waiting impatiently for Friday. On both Wednesday and Thursday he had been so much under the influence of his desire to see her that he walked after dark some distance along the road in the direction of the village, and, on returning to his room to read, found himself quite unable to concentrate his mind on the page. On Friday, as soon as he had got himself up as he thought Sue would like to see him, and made a hasty tea, he set out, notwithstanding that the evening was wet. The trees overhead deepened the gloom of the hour, and they dripped sadly upon him, impressing him with forebodings—illogical forebodings; for though he knew that he loved her he also knew that he could not be more to her than he was.


  On turning the corner and entering the village the first sight that greeted his eyes was that of two figures under one umbrella coming out of the vicarage gate. He was too far back for them to notice him, but he knew in a moment that they were Sue and Phillotson. The latter was holding the umbrella over her head, and they had evidently been paying a visit to the vicar—probably on some business connected with the school work. And as they walked along the wet and deserted lane Jude saw Phillotson place his arm round the girl’s waist; whereupon she gently removed it; but he replaced it; and she let it remain, looking quickly round her with an air of misgiving. She did not look absolutely behind her, and therefore did not see Jude, who sank into the hedge like one struck with a blight. There he remained hidden till they had reached Sue’s cottage and she had passed in, Phillotson going on to the school hard by.


  ‘O, he’s too old for her—too old!’ cried Jude in all the terrible sickness of hopeless, handicapped love.


  He could not interfere. Was he not Arabella’s? He was unable to go on further, and retraced his steps towards Christminster. Every tread of his feet seemed to say to him that he must on no account stand in the schoolmaster’s way with Sue. Phillotson was perhaps twenty years her senior, but many a happy marriage had been made in such conditions of age. The ironical clinch to his sorrow was given by the thought that the intimacy between his cousin and the schoolmaster had been brought about entirely by himself.


  ♣


  II.–vi.


  Jude’s old and embittered aunt lay unwell at Marygreen, and on the following Sunday he went to see her—a visit which was the result of a victorious struggle against his inclination to turn aside to the village of Lumsdon and obtain a miserable interview with his cousin, in which the word nearest his heart could not be spoken, and the sight which had tortured him could not be revealed.


  His aunt was now unable to leave her bed, and a great part of Jude’s short day was occupied in making arrangements for her comfort. The little bakery business had been sold to a neighbour, and with the proceeds of this and her savings she was comfortably supplied with necessaries and more, a widow of the same village living with her and ministering to her wants. It was not till the time had nearly come for him to leave that he obtained a quiet talk with her, and his words tended insensibly towards his cousin.


  ‘Was Sue born here?[’]


  ‘She was—in this room. They were living here at th at [that] time. What made ’ee ask that?’


  ‘O—I wanted to know.’


  ‘Now you’ve been seeing her!’ said the harsh old woman. ‘And what did I tell ’ee?’


  ‘Well—that I was not to see her.’


  ‘Have you gossiped with her?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then don’t keep it up. She was brought up by her father to hate her mother’s family; and she’ll look with no favour upon a working chap like you—a townish girl as she’s become by now. I never cared much about her. A pert little thing, that’s what she was too often, with her tight-strained nerves. Many’s the time I’ve smacked her for her impertinence. Why, one day when she was walking into the pond with her shoes and stockings off, and her petticoats pulled above her knees, afore I could cry out for shame, she said: ‘Move [“Move] on, aunty! This is no sight for modest eyes!’ [eyes!”’]


  ‘She was a little child then.’


  ‘She was twelve if a day.’


  ‘Well—of course. But now she’s older she’s of a thoughtful, quivering, tender nature, and as sensitive as——’


  ‘Jude!’ cried his aunt, springing up in bed. ‘Don’t you be a fool about her!’


  ‘No, no, of course not.’


  ‘Your marrying that woman Arabella was about as bad a thing as a man could possibly do for himself by trying hard. But she’s gone to the other side of the world, and med never trouble you again. And there’ll be a worse thing if you, tied and bound as you be, should have a fancy for Sue. If your cousin is civil to you, take her civility for what it is worth. But anything more than a relation’s good wishes it is stark madness for ’ee to give her. If she’s townish and wanton it med bring ’ee to ruin.’


  ‘Don’t say anything against her, aunt! Don’t, please!’


  A relief was afforded to him by the entry of the companion and nurse of his aunt, who must have been listening to the conversation, for she began a commentary on past years, introducing Sue Bridehead as a character in her recollections. She described what an odd little maid Sue had been when a pupil at the village school across the green opposite, before her father went to London—how, when the vicar arranged readings and recitations, she appeared on the platform, the smallest of them all, ‘in her little white frock, and shoes, and pink sash’; how she recited ‘Excelsior,’ ‘There was a sound of revelry by night,’ and ‘The Raven’; how during the delivery she would knit her little brows and glare round tragically, and say to the empty air, as if some real creature stood there—


  
    ‘Ghastly, grim, and ancient Raven, wandering from the Nightly shore,


    Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night’s Plutonian shore!’

  


  ‘She’d bring up the nasty carrion bird that clear,’ corroborated the sick woman reluctantly, ‘as she stood there in her little sash and things, that you could see un a’most before your very eyes. You too, Jude, had the same trick as a child of seeming to see things in the air.’


  The neighbour told also of Sue’s accomplishments in other kinds:


  ‘She was not exactly a tomboy, you know; but she could do things that only boys do, as a rule. I’ve seen her hit in and steer down the long slide on yonder pond, with her little curls blowing, one of a file of twenty moving along against the sky like shapes painted on glass, and up the back slide without stopping. All boys except herself; and then they’d cheer her, and then she’d say, “Don’t be saucy, boys,” and suddenly run indoors. They’d try to coax her out again. But ’a wouldn’t come.’


  These retrospective visions of Sue only made Jude the more miserable that he was unable to woo her, and he left the cottage of his aunt that day with a heavy heart. He would fain have glanced into the school to see the room in which Sue’s little figure had so glorified itself; but he checked his desire and went on.


  It being Sunday evening some villagers who had known him during his residence here were standing in a group in their best clothes. Jude was startled by a salute from one of them:


  ‘Ye’ve got there right enough, then!’


  Jude showed that he did not understand.


  ‘Why, to the seat of l’arning—the “City of Light” you used to talk to us about as a little boy! Is it all you expected of it?’


  ‘Yes; more!’ cried Jude.


  ‘When I was there once for an hour I didn’t see much in it for my part; auld crumbling buildings, half church, half almshouse, and not much going on at that.’


  ‘You are wrong, John; there is more going on than meets the eye of a man walking through the streets. It is a unique centre of thought and religion—the intellectual and spiritual granary of this country. All that silence and absence of goings-on is the stillness of infinite motion—the sleep of the spinning-top, to borrow the simile of a well-known writer.’


  ‘O, well, it med be all that, or it med not. As I say, I didn’t see nothing of it the hour or two I was there; so I went in and had a pot o’ beer, and a penny loaf, and a ha’porth o’ cheese, and waited till it was time to come along home. You’ve j’ined a College by this time, I suppose?’


  ‘Ah, no!’ said Jude. ‘I am almost as far off that as ever.’


  ‘How so?’


  Jude slapped his pocket.


  ‘Just what we thought! Such places be not for such as you—only for them with plenty o’ money.’


  ‘There you are wrong,’ said Jude, with some bitterness. ‘They are for such ones!’


  Still, the remark was sufficient to withdraw Jude’s attention from the imaginative world he had lately inhabited, in which an abstract figure, more or less himself, was steeping his mind in a sublimation of the arts and sciences, and making his calling and election sure to a seat in the paradise of the learned. He was set regarding his prospects in a cold northern light. He had lately felt that he could not quite satisfy himself in his Greek—in the Greek of the dramatists particularly. So fatigued was he sometimes after his day’s work that he could not maintain the critical attention necessary for thorough application. He felt that he wanted a coach—a friend at his elbow to tell him in a moment what sometimes would occupy him a weary month in extracting from unanticipative, clumsy books.


  It was decidedly necessary to consider facts a little more closely than he had done of late. What was the good, after all, of using up his spare hours in a vague labour called ‘private study’ without giving an outlook on practicabilities?


  ‘I ought to have thought of this before,’ he said, as he journeyed back. ‘It would have been better never to have embarked in the scheme at all than to do it without seeing clearly where I am going, or what I am aiming at…. This hovering outside the walls of the colleges, as if expecting some arm to be stretched out from them to lift me inside, won’t do! I must get special information.’


  The next week accordingly he sought it. What at first seemed an opportunity occurred one afternoon when he saw an elderly gentleman, who had been pointed out as the Head of a particular College, walking in the public path of a parklike enclosure near the spot at which Jude chanced to be sitting. The gentleman came nearer, and Jude looked anxiously at his face. It seemed benign, considerate, yet rather reserved. On second thoughts Jude felt that he could not go up and address him; but he was sufficiently influenced by the incident to think what a wise thing it would be for him to state his difficulties by letter to some of the best and most judicious of these old masters, and obtain their advice.


  During the next week or two he accordingly placed himself in such positions about the city as would afford him glimpses of several of the most distinguished among the Provosts, Wardens, and other Heads of Houses; and from those he ultimately selected five whose physiognomies seemed to say to him that they were appreciative and far-seeing men. To these five he addressed letters, briefly stating his difficulties, and asking their opinion on his stranded situation.


  When the letters were posted Jude mentally began to criticize them; he wished they had not been sent. ‘It is just one of those intrusive, vulgar, pushing, applications which are so common in these days,’ he thought. ‘Why couldn’t I know better than address utter strangers in such a way? I may be an impostor, an idle scamp, a man with a bad character, for all that they know to the contrary…. Perhaps that’s what I am!’


  Nevertheless, he found himself clinging to the hope of some reply as to his one last chance of redemption. He waited day after day, saying that it was perfectly absurd to expect, yet expecting. While he waited he was suddenly stirred by news about Phillotson. Phillotson was giving up the school near Christminster, for a larger one further south, in Mid-Wessex. What this meant; how it would affect his cousin; whether, as seemed possible, it was a practical move of the schoolmaster’s towards a larger income, in view of a provision for two instead of one, he would not allow himself to say. And the tender relations between Phillotson and the young girl of whom Jude was passionately enamoured effectually made it repugnant to Jude’s tastes to apply to Phillotson for advice on his own scheme.


  Meanwhile the academic dignitaries to whom Jude had written vouchsafed no answer, and the young man was thus thrown back entirely on himself, as formerly, with the added gloom of a weakened hope. By indirect inquiries he soon perceived clearly, what he had long uneasily suspected, that to qualify himself for certain open scholarships and exhibitions was the only brilliant course. But to do this a good deal of coaching would be necessary, and much natural ability. It was next to impossible that a man reading on his own system, however widely and thoroughly, even over the prolonged period of ten years, should be able to compete with those who had passed their lives under trained teachers and had worked to ordained lines.


  The other course, that of buying himself in, so to speak, seemed the only one really open to men like him, the difficulty being simply of a material kind. With the help of his information he began to reckon the extent of this material obstacle, and ascertained, to his dismay, that, at the rate at which, with the best of fortune, he would be able to save money, fifteen years must elapse before he could be in a position to forward testimonials to the Head of a College and advance to a matriculation examination. The undertaking was hopeless.


  He saw what a curious and cunning glamour the neighbourhood of the place had exercised over him. To get there and live there, to move among the churches and halls and become imbued with the genius loci, had seemed to his dreaming youth, as the spot shaped its charms to him from its halo on the horizon, the obvious and ideal thing to do. ‘Let me only get there,[’] he had said with the fatuousness of Crusoe over his big boat, ‘and the rest is but a matter of time and energy.’ It would have been far better for him in every way if he had never come within sight and sound of the delusive precincts, had gone to some busy commercial town with the sole object of making money by his wits, and thence surveyed his plan in true perspective. Well, all that was clear to him amounted to this, that the whole scheme had burst up, like an iridescent soap-bubble, under the touch of a reasoned inquiry. He looked back at himself along the vista of his past years, and his thought was akin to Heine’s:


  
    ‘Above the youth’s inspired and flashing eyes


    I see the motley mocking fool’s-cap rise!’

  


  Fortunately he had not been allowed to bring his disappointment into his dear Sue’s life by involving her in this collapse. And the painful details of his awakening to a sense of his limitations should now be spared her as far as possible. After all, she had only known a little part of the miserable struggle in which he had been engaged thus unequipped, poor, and unforeseeing.


  He always remembered the appearance of the afternoon on which he awoke from his dream. Not quite knowing what to do with himself, he went up to an octagonal chamber in the lantern of a singularly built theatre that was set amidst this quaint and singular city. It had windows all round, from which an outlook over the whole town and its edifices could be gained. Jude’s eyes swept all the views in succession, meditatively, mournfully, yet sturdily. Those buildings and their associations and privileges were not for him. From the looming roof of the great library, into which he hardly ever had time to enter, his gaze travelled on to the varied spires, halls, gables, streets, chapels, gardens, quadrangles, which composed the ensemble of this unrivalled panorama. He saw that his destiny lay not with these, but among the manual toilers in the shabby purlieu which he himself occupied, unrecognized as part of the city at all by its visitors and panegyrists, yet without whose denizens the hard readers could not read nor the high thinkers live.


  He looked over the town into the country beyond, to the trees which screened her whose presence had at first been the support of his heart, and whose loss was now a maddening torture. But for this blow he might have borne with his fate. With Sue as companion he could have renounced his ambitions with a smile. Without her it was inevitable that the reaction from the long strain to which he had subjected himself should affect him disastrously. Phillotson had no doubt passed through a similar intellectual disappointment to that which now enveloped him. But the schoolmaster had been since blest with the consolation of sweet Sue, while for him there was no consoler.


  Descending to the streets, he went listlessly along till he arrived at an inn, and entered it. Here he drank several glasses of beer in rapid succession, and when he came out it was night. By the light of the flickering lamps he rambled home to supper, and had not long been sitting at table when his landlady brought up a letter that had just arrived for him. She laid it down as if impressed with a sense of its possible importance, and on looking at it Jude perceived that it bore the embossed stamp of one of the Colleges whose heads he had addressed. ‘One—at last!’ cried Jude.


  The communication was brief, and not exactly what he had expected; though it really was from the Master in person. It ran thus:


  
    ‘Biblioll College.


    ‘Sir,—I have read your letter with interest; and, judging from your description of yourself as a working-man, I venture to think that you will have a much better chance of success in life by remaining in your own sphere and sticking to your trade than by adopting any other course. That, therefore, is what I advise you to do. Yours faithfully,


    ‘T. Tetuphenay.


    ‘To Mr. J. Fawley, Stone-mason.’

  


  This terribly sensible advice exasperated Jude. He had known all that before. He knew it was true. Yet it seemed a hard slap after ten years of labour, and its effect upon him just now was to make him rise recklessly from the table, and, instead of reading as usual, to go downstairs and into the street. He stood at a bar and tossed off two or three glasses, then unconsciously sauntered along till he came to a spot called The Fourways in the middle of the city, gazing abstractedly at the groups of people like one in a trance, till, coming to himself, he began talking to the policeman fixed there.


  That officer yawned, stretched out his elbows, elevated himself an inch and a half on the balls of his toes, smiled, and looking humorously at Jude, said, ‘You’ve had a wet, young man.’


  ‘No; I’ve only begun,’ he replied cynically.


  Whatever his wetness, his brains were dry enough. He only heard in part the policeman’s further remarks, having fallen into thought on what struggling people like himself had stood at that Crossway, whom nobody ever thought of now. It had more history than the oldest college in the city. It was literally teeming, stratified, with the shades of human groups, who had met there for tragedy, comedy, farce; real enactments of the intensest kind. At Fourways men had stood and talked of Napoleon, the loss of America, the execution of King Charles, the burning of the Martyrs, the Crusades, the Norman Conquest, possibly of the arrival of Caesar. Here the two sexes had met for loving, hating, coupling, parting; had waited, had suffered, for each other; had triumphed over each other; cursed each other in jealousy, blessed each other in forgiveness.


  He began to see that the town life was a book of humanity infinitely more palpitating, varied, and compendious than the gown life. These struggling men and women before him were the reality of Christminster, though they knew little of Christ or Minster. That was one of the humours of things. The floating population of students and teachers, who did know both in a way, were not Christminster in a local sense at all.


  He looked at his watch, and, in pursuit of this idea, he went on till he came to a public hall, where a promenade concert was in progress. Jude entered, and found the room full of shop youths and girls, soldiers, apprentices, boys of eleven smoking cigarettes, and light women of the more respectable and amateur class. He had tapped the real Christminster life. A band was playing, and the crowd walked about and jostled each other, and every now and then a man got upon a platform and sang a comic song.


  The spirit of Sue seemed to hover round him and prevent his flirting and drinking with the frolicsome girls who made advances—wistful to gain a little joy. At ten o’clock he came away, choosing a circuitous route homeward to pass the gates of the College whose Head had just sent him the note.


  The gates were shut, and, by an impulse, he took from his pocket the lump of chalk which as a workman he usually carried there, and wrote along the wall:


  ‘I have understanding as well as you; I am not inferior to you: yea, who knoweth not such things as these?’—Job xii. 3.


  ♣


  II.–vii.


  The stroke of scorn relieved his mind, and the next morning he laughed at his self-conceit. But the laugh was not a healthy one. He re-read the letter from the Master, and the wisdom in its lines, which had at first exasperated him, chilled and depressed him now. He saw himself as a fool indeed.


  Deprived of the objects of both intellect and emotion, he could not proceed to his work. Whenever he felt reconciled to his fate as a student, there came to disturb his calm his hopeless relations with Sue. That the one affined soul he had ever met was lost to him through his marriage returned upon him with cruel persistency, till, unable to bear it longer, he again rushed for distraction to the real Christminster life. He now sought it out in an obscure and low-ceiled tavern up a court which was well known to certain worthies of the place, and in brighter times would have interested him simply by its quaintness. Here he sat more or less all the day, convinced that he was at bottom a vicious character, of whom it was hopeless to expect anything.


  In the evening the frequenters of the house dropped in one by one, Jude still retaining his seat in the corner, though his money was all spent, and he had not eaten anything the whole day except a biscuit. He surveyed his gathering companions with all the equanimity and philosophy of a man who has been drinking long and slowly, and made friends with several: to wit, Tinker Taylor, a decayed church-ironmonger who appeared to have been of a religious turn in earlier years, but was somewhat blasphemous now; also a red-nosed auctioneer; also two Gothic masons like himself, called Uncle Jim and Uncle Joe. There were present, too, some clerks, and a gown- and surplice-maker’s assistant; two ladies who sported moral characters of various depths of shade, according to their company, nicknamed ‘Bower o’ Bliss’ and ‘Freckles’; some horsey men ‘in the know’ of betting circles; a travelling actor from the theatre, and two devil-may-care young men who proved to be gownless undergraduates; they had slipped in by stealth to meet a man about bull-pups, and stayed to drink and smoke short pipes with the racing gents aforesaid, looking at their watches every now and then.


  The conversation waxed general. Christminster society was criticized, the Dons, magistrates, and other people in authority being sincerely pitied for their shortcomings, while opinions on how they ought to conduct themselves and their affairs to be properly respected, were exchanged in a large-minded and disinterested manner.


  Jude Fawley, with the self-conceit, effrontery, and aplomb of a strong-brained fellow in liquor, threw in his remarks somewhat peremptorily; and his aims having been what they were for so many years, everything the others said turned upon his tongue, by a sort of mechanical craze, to the subject of scholarship and study, the extent of his own learning being dwelt upon with an insistence that would have appeared pitiable to himself in his sane hours.


  ‘I don’t care a damn,’ he was saying, ‘for any Provost, Warden, Principal, Fellow, or cursed Master of Arts in the University! What I know is that I’d lick ’em on their own ground if they’d give me a chance, and show ’em a few things they are not up to yet!’


  ‘Hear, hear!’ said the undergraduates from the corner, where they were talking privately about the pups.


  ‘You always was fond o’ books, I’ve heard,’ said Tinker Taylor, ‘and I don’t doubt what you state. Now with me ’twas different. I always saw there was more to be learnt outside a book than in; and I took my steps accordingly, or I shouldn’t have been the man I am.’


  ‘You aim at the Church, I believe?’ said Uncle Joe. ‘If you are such a scholar as to pitch yer hopes so high as that, why not give us a specimen of your scholarship? Canst say the Creed in Latin, man? That was how they once put it to a chap down in my country.’


  ‘I should think so!’ said Jude haughtily.


  ‘Not he! Like his conceit!’ screamed one of the ladies.


  ‘Just you shut up, Bower o’ Bliss!’ said one of the undergraduates. ‘Silence!’ He drank off the spirits in his tumbler, rapped with it on the counter, and announced, ‘The gentleman in the corner is going to rehearse the Articles of his Belief, in the Latin tongue, for the edification of the company.’


  ‘I won’t!’ said Jude.


  ‘Yes—have a try!’ said the surplice-maker.


  ‘You can’t!’ said Uncle Joe.


  ‘Yes, he can!’ said Tinker Taylor.


  ‘I’ll swear I can!’ said Jude. ‘Well, come now, stand me a small Scotch cold, and I’ll do it straight off.’


  ‘That’s a fair offer,’ said the undergraduate, throwing down the money for the whisky.


  The barmaid concocted the mixture with the bearing of a person compelled to live amongst animals of an inferior species, and the glass was handed across to Jude, who, having drunk the contents, stood up and began rhetorically, without hesitation:


  ‘Credo in unum Deum, Patrem omnipotentem, Factorem coeli et terrae, visibilium omnium et invisibilium.’


  ‘Good! Excellent Latin!’ cried one of the undergraduates, who, however, had not the slightest conception of a single word.


  A silence reigned among the rest in the bar, and the maid stood still, Jude’s voice echoing sonorously into the inner parlour, where the landlord was dozing, and bringing him out to see what was going on. Jude had declaimed steadily ahead, and was continuing:


  ‘Crucifixus etiam pro nobis: sub Pontio Pilato passus, et sepultus est. Et resurrexit tertia die, secundum Scripturas.’


  ‘That’s the Nicene,’ sneered the second undergraduate. ‘And we wanted the Apostles’!’


  ‘You didn’t say so! And every fool knows, except you, that the Nicene is the most historic creed!’


  ‘Let un go on, let un go on!’ said the auctioneer.


  But Jude’s mind seemed to grow confused soon, and he could not get on. He put his hand to his forehead, and his face assumed an expression of pain.


  ‘Give him another glass—then he’ll fetch up and get through it,’ said Tinker Taylor.


  Somebody threw down threepence, the glass was handed, Jude stretched out his arm for it without looking, and having swallowed the liquor, went on in a moment in a revived voice, raising it as he neared the end with the manner of a priest leading a congregation:


  ‘Et in Spiritum Sanctum, Dominum et vivificantem, qui ex Patre Filioque procedit. Qui cum Patre et Filio simul adoratur et conglorificatur. Qui locutus est per prophetas.


  ‘Et unam Catholicam et Apostolicam Ecclesiam. Confiteor unum Baptisma in remissionem peccatorum. Et expecto Resurrectionem mortuorum. Et vitam venturi saeculi. Amen.’


  ‘Well done!’ said several, enjoying the last word, as being the first and only one they had recognized.


  Then Jude seemed to shake the fumes from his brain, as he stared round upon them.


  ‘You pack of fools!’ he cried. ‘Which one of you knows whether I have said it or no? It might have been the Ratcatcher’s Daughter in double Dutch for all that your besotted heads can tell! See what I have brought myself to—the crew I have come among!’


  The landlord, who had already had his license endorsed for harbouring queer characters, feared a riot, and came outside the counter; but Jude, in his sudden flash of reason, had turned in disgust and left the scene, the door slamming with a dull thud behind him.


  He hastened down the lane and round into the straight broad street, which he followed till it merged in the highway, and all sound of his late companions had been left behind. Onward he still went, under the influence of a childlike yearning for the one being in the world to whom it seemed possible to fly—an unreasoning desire, whose ill judgment was not apparent to him now. In the course of an hour, when it was between ten and eleven o’clock, he entered the village of Lumsdon, and reaching the cottage, saw that a light was burning in a downstairs room, which he assumed, rightly as it happened, to be hers.


  Jude stepped close to the wall, and tapped with his finger on the pane, saying impatiently, ‘Sue, Sue!’


  She must have recognized his voice, for the light disappeared from the apartment, and in a second or two the door was unlocked and opened, and Sue appeared with a candle in her hand.


  ‘Is it Jude? Yes, it is! My dear, dear cousin, what’s the matter?’


  ‘O, I am—I couldn’t help coming, Sue!’ said he, sinking down upon the doorstep. ‘I am so wicked, Sue—my heart is nearly broken, and I could not bear my life as it was! So I have been drinking, and blaspheming, or next door to it, and saying holy things in disreputable quarters—repeating in idle bravado words which ought never to be uttered but reverently! O, do anything with me, Sue—kill me—I don’t care! Only don’t hate me and despise me like all the rest of the world!’


  ‘You are ill, poor dear! No, I won’t despise you; of course I won’t! Come in and rest, and let me see what I can do for you. Now lean on me, and don’t mind.’ With one hand holding the candle and the other supporting him, she led him indoors, and placed him in the only easy-chair the meagrely furnished house afforded, stretching his feet upon another, and pulling off his boots. Jude, now getting towards his sober senses, could only say, ‘Dear, dear Sue!’ in a voice broken by grief and contrition.


  She asked him if he wanted anything to eat, but he shook his head. Then telling him to go to sleep, and that she would come down early in the morning and get him some breakfast, she bade him good-night and ascended the stairs.


  Almost immediately he fell into a heavy slumber, and did not wake till dawn. At first he did not know where he was, but by degrees his situation cleared to him, and he beheld it in all the ghastliness of a right mind. She knew the worst of him—the very worst. How could he face her now? She would soon be coming down to see about breakfast, as she had said, and there would he be in all his shame confronting her. He could not bear the thought, and softly drawing on his boots, and taking his hat from the nail on which she had hung it, he slipped noiselessly out of the house.


  His fixed idea was to get away to some obscure spot and hide, and perhaps pray; and the only spot which occurred to him was Marygreen. He called at his lodging in Christminster, where he found awaiting him a note of dismissal from his employer; and having packed up he turned his back upon the city that had been such a thorn in his side, and struck southward into Wessex. He had no money left in his pocket, his small savings, deposited at one of the banks in Christminster, having fortunately been left untouched. To get to Marygreen, therefore, his only course was walking; and the distance being nearly twenty miles, he had ample time to complete on the way the sobering process begun in him.


  At some hour of the evening he reached Alfredston. Here he pawned his waistcoat, and having gone out of the town a mile or two, slept under a rick that night. At dawn he rose, shook off the hayseeds and stems from his clothes, and started again, breasting the long white road up the hill to the downs, which had been visible to him a long way off, and passing the milestone at the top, whereon he had carved his hopes years ago.


  He reached the ancient hamlet while the people were at breakfast. Weary and mud-bespattered, but quite possessed of his ordinary clearness of brain, he sat down by the well, thinking as he did so what a poor Christ he made. Seeing a trough of water near he bathed his face, and went on to the cottage of his great-aunt, whom he found breakfasting in bed, attended by the woman who lived with her.


  ‘What—out o’ work?’ asked his relative, regarding him through eyes sunken deep, under lids heavy as pot-covers, no other cause for his tumbled appearance suggesting itself to one whose whole life had been a struggle with material things.


  ‘Yes,’ said Jude heavily. ‘I think I must have a little rest.’


  Refreshed by some breakfast, he went up to his old room and lay down in his shirt-sleeves, after the manner of the artizan. He fell asleep for a short while, and when he awoke it was as if he had awakened in hell. It was hell—‘the hell of conscious failure,’ both in ambition and in love. He thought of that previous abyss into which he had fallen before leaving this part of the country; the deepest deep he had supposed it then; but it was not so deep as this. That had been the breaking in of the outer bulwarks of his hope: this was of his second line.


  If he had been a woman he must have screamed under the nervous tension which he was now undergoing. But that relief being denied to his virility, he clenched his teeth in misery, bringing lines about his mouth like those in the Laocoon, and corrugations between his brows.


  A mournful wind blew through the trees, and sounded in the chimney like the pedal notes of an organ. Each ivy leaf overgrowing the wall of the churchless churchyard hard by, now abandoned, pecked its neighbour smartly, and the vane on the new Victorian-Gothic church in the new spot had already begun to creak. Yet apparently it was not always the outdoor wind that made the deep murmurs; it was a voice. He guessed its origin in a moment or two; the curate was praying with his aunt in the adjoining room. He remembered her speaking of him. Presently the sounds ceased, and a step seemed to cross the landing. Jude sat up, and shouted ‘Hoi!’


  The step made for his door, which was open, and a man looked in. It was a young clergyman.


  ‘I think you are Mr. Highridge,’ said Jude. ‘My aunt has mentioned you more than once. Well, here I am, just come home; a fellow gone to the bad; though I had the best intentions in the world at one time. Now I am melancholy mad, what with drinking and one thing and another.’


  Slowly Jude unfolded to the curate his late plans and movements, by an unconscious bias dwelling less upon the intellectual and ambitious side of his dream, and more upon the theological, though this had, up till now, been merely a portion of the general plan of advancement.


  ‘Now I know I have been a fool, and that folly is with me,’ added Jude in conclusion. ‘And I don’t regret the collapse of my University hopes one jot. I wouldn’t begin again if I were sure to succeed. I don’t care for social success any more at all. But I do feel I should like to do some good thing; and I bitterly regret the Church, and the loss of my chance of being her ordained minister.’


  The curate, who was a new man to this neighbourhood, had grown deeply interested, and at last he said: ‘If you feel a real call to the ministry, and I won’t say from your conversation that you do not, for it is that of a thoughtful and educated man, you might enter the Church as a licentiate. Only you must make up your mind to avoid strong drink.’


  ‘I could avoid that easily enough, if I had any kind of hope to support me![’]


  ♣


  Part Third


  At Melchester


  
    ‘For there was no other girl, O bridegroom, like her!’


    —Sappho (H. T. Wharton)

  


  III.–i.


  It was a new idea—the ecclesiastical and altruistic life as distinct from the intellectual and emulative life. A man could preach and do good to his fellow-creatures without taking double-firsts in the schools of Christminster, or having anything but ordinary knowledge. The old fancy which had led on to the culminating vision of the bishopric had not been an ethical or theological enthusiasm at all, but a mundane ambition masquerading in a surplice. He feared that his whole scheme had degenerated to, even though it might not have originated in, a social unrest which had no foundation in the nobler instincts; which was purely an artificial product of civilization. There were thousands of young men on the same self-seeking track at the present moment. The sensual hind who ate, drank, and lived carelessly with his wife through the days of his vanity was a more likable being than he.


  But to enter the Church in such an unscholarly way that he could not in any probability rise to a higher grade through all his career than that of the humble curate wearing his life out in an obscure village or city slum—that might have a touch of goodness and greatness in it; that might be true religion, and a purgatorial course worthy of being followed by a remorseful man.


  The favourable light in which this new thought showed itself by contrast with his foregone intentions cheered Jude, as he sat there, shabby and lonely; and it may be said to have given, during the next few days, the coup de grâce to his intellectual career—a career which had extended over the greater part of a dozen years. He did nothing, however, for some long stagnant time to advance his new desire, occupying himself with little local jobs in putting up and lettering headstones about the neighbouring villages, and submitting to be regarded as a social failure, a returned purchase, by the half-dozen or so of farmers and other country-people who condescended to nod to him.


  The human interest of the new intention—and a human interest is indispensable to the most spiritual and self-sacrificing—was created by a letter from Sue, bearing a fresh postmark. She evidently wrote with anxiety, and told very little about her own doings, more than that she had passed some sort of examination for a Queen’s Scholarship, and was going to enter a Training College at Melchester to complete herself for the vocation she had chosen, partly by his influence. There was a Theological College at Melchester; Melchester was a quiet and soothing place, almost entirely ecclesiastical in its tone; a spot where worldly learning and intellectual smartness had no establishment; where the altruistic feeling that he did possess would perhaps be more highly estimated than a brilliancy which he did not.


  As it would be necessary that he should continue for a time to work at his trade while reading up Divinity, which he had neglected at Christminster for the ordinary classical grind, what better course for him than to get employment at the further city, and pursue this plan of reading? That his excessive human interest in the new place was entirely of Sue’s making, while at the same time Sue was to be regarded even less than formerly as proper to create it, had an ethical contradictoriness to which he was not blind. But that much he conceded to human frailty, and hoped to learn to love her only as a friend and kinswoman.


  He considered that he might so mark out his coming years as to begin his ministry at the age of thirty—an age which much attracted him as being that of his exemplar when he first began to teach in Galilee. This would allow him plenty of time for deliberate study, and for acquiring capital by his trade to help his aftercourse of keeping the necessary terms at a Theological College.


  Christmas had come and passed, and Sue had gone to the Melchester Normal School. The time was just the worst in the year for Jude to get into new employment, and he had written suggesting to her that he should postpone his arrival for a month or so, till the days had lengthened. She had acquiesced so readily that he wished he had not proposed it—she evidently did not much care about him, though she had never once reproached him for his strange conduct in coming to her that night, and his silent disappearance. Neither had she ever said a word about her relations with Mr. Phillotson.


  Suddenly, however, quite a passionate letter arrived from Sue. She was quite lonely and miserable, she told him. She hated the place she was in; it was worse than the ecclesiastical designer’s; worse than anywhere. She felt utterly friendless; could he come immediately?—though when he did come she would only be able to see him at limited times, the rules of the establishment she found herself in being strict to a degree. It was Mr. Phillotson who had advised her to come there, and she wished she had never listened to him.


  Phillotson’s suit was not exactly prospering, evidently; and Jude felt unreasonably glad. He packed up his things and went to Melchester with a lighter heart than he had known for months.


  This being the turning over a new leaf he duly looked about for a temperance hotel, and found a little establishment of that description in the street leading from the station. When he had had something to eat he walked out into the dull winter light over the town bridge, and turned the corner towards the Close. The day was foggy, and standing under the walls of the most graceful architectural pile in England he paused and looked up. The lofty building was visible as far as the roof-ridge; above, the dwindling spire rose more and more remotely, till its apex was quite lost in the mist drifting across it.


  The lamps now began to be lighted, and turning to the west front he walked round. He took it as a good omen that numerous blocks of stone were lying about, which signified that the cathedral was undergoing restoration or repair to a considerable extent. It seemed to him, full of the superstitions of his beliefs, that this was an exercise of forethought on the part of a ruling Power, that he might find plenty to do in the art he practised while waiting for a call to higher labours.


  Then a wave of warmth came over him as he thought how near he now stood to the bright-eyed vivacious girl with the broad forehead and pile of dark hair above it; the girl with the kindling glance, daringly soft at times—something like that of the girls he had seen in engravings from paintings of the Spanish school. She was here—actually in this Close—in one of the houses confronting this very west façade.


  He went down the broad gravel path towards the building. It was an ancient edifice of the fifteenth century, once a palace, now a training-school, with mullioned and transomed windows, and a courtyard in front shut in from the road by a wall. Jude opened the gate and went up to the door through which, on inquiring for his cousin, he was gingerly admitted to a waiting-room, and in a few minutes she came.


  Though she had been here such a short while, she was not as he had seen her last. All her bounding manner was gone; her curves of motion had become subdued lines. The screens and subtleties of convention had likewise disappeared. Yet neither was she quite the woman who had written the letter that summoned him. That had plainly been dashed off in an impulse which second thoughts had somewhat regretted; thoughts that were possibly of his recent self-disgrace. Jude was quite overcome with emotion.


  ‘You don’t—think me a demoralized wretch—for coming to you as I was—and going so shamefully, Sue?’


  ‘O, I have tried not to! You said enough to let me know what had caused it. I hope I shall never have any doubt of your worthiness, my poor Jude! And I am glad you have come!’


  She wore a murrey-coloured gown with a little lace collar. It was made quite plain, and hung about her slight figure with clinging gracefulness. Her hair, which formerly she had worn according to the custom of the day, was now twisted up tightly, and she had altogether the air of a woman clipped and pruned by severe discipline, an under-brightness shining through from the depths which that discipline had not yet been able to reach.


  She had come forward prettily; but Jude felt that she had hardly expected him to kiss her, as he was burning to do, under other colours than those of cousinship. He could not perceive the least sign that Sue regarded him as a lover, or ever would do so, now that she knew the worst of him, even if he had the right to behave as one; and this helped on his growing resolve to tell her of his matrimonial entanglement, which he had put off doing from time to time in sheer dread of losing the bliss of her company.


  Sue came out into the town with him, and they walked and talked with tongues centred only on the passing moments. Jude said he would like to buy her a little present of some sort, and then she confessed, with something of shame, that she was dreadfully hungry. They were kept on very short allowances in the College, and a dinner, tea, and supper all in one was the present she most desired in the world. Jude thereupon took her to an inn and ordered whatever the house afforded, which was not much. The place, however, gave them a delightful opportunity for a tête-à-tête, nobody else being in the room, and they talked freely.


  She told him about the school as it was at that date, and the rough living, and the mixed character of her fellow-students, gathered together from all parts of the diocese, and how she had to get up and work by gas-light in the early morning, with all the bitterness of a young person to whom restraint was new. To all this he listened; but it was not what he wanted especially to know—her relations with Phillotson. That was what she did not tell. When they had sat and eaten, Jude impulsively placed his hand upon hers; she looked up and smiled, and took his quite freely into her own little soft one, dividing his fingers and coolly examining them, as if they were the fingers of a glove she was purchasing.


  ‘Your hands are rather rough, Jude, aren’t they?’ she said.


  ‘Yes. So would yours be if they held a mallet and chisel all day.’


  ‘I don’t dislike it, you know. I think it is noble to see a man’s hands subdued to what he works in…. Well, I’m rather glad I came to this Training-School, after all. See how independent I shall be after the two years’ training! I shall pass pretty high, I expect, and Mr. Phillotson will use his influence to get me a big school.’


  She had touched the subject at last. ‘I had a suspicion, a fear,’ said Jude, ‘that he—cared about you rather warmly, and perhaps wanted to marry you.’


  ‘Now don’t be such a silly boy!’


  ‘He has said something about it, I expect.’


  ‘If he had, what would it matter? An old man like him!’


  ‘O, come, Sue; he’s not so very old. And I know what I saw him doing——’


  ‘Not kissing me—that I’m certain!’


  ‘No. But putting his arm round your waist.’


  ‘Ah—I remember. But I didn’t know he was going to.’


  ‘You are wriggling out of it, Sue, and it isn’t quite kind!’


  Her ever-sensitive lip began to quiver, and her eye to blink, at something this reproof was deciding her to say.


  ‘I know you’ll be angry if I tell you everything, and that’s why I don’t want to!’


  ‘Very well, then, dear,’ he said soothingly. ‘I have no real right to ask you, and I don’t wish to know.’


  ‘I shall tell you!’ said she, with the perverseness that was part of her. ‘This is what I have done: I have promised—I have promised—that I will marry him when I come out of the Training-School two years hence, and have got my Certificate; his plan being that we shall then take a large double school in a great town—he the boys’ and I the girls’—as married school-teachers often do, and make a good income between us.’


  ‘O, Sue! …. But of course it is right—you couldn’t have done better!’


  He glanced at her and their eyes met, the reproach in his own belying his words. Then he drew his hand quite away from hers, and turned his face in estrangement from her to the window. Sue regarded him passively without moving.


  ‘I knew you would be angry!’ she said with an air of no emotion whatever. ‘Very well—I am wrong, I suppose! I ought not to have let you come to see me! We had better not meet again; and we’ll only correspond at long intervals, on purely business matters!’


  This was just the one thing he would not be able to bear, as she probably knew, and it brought him round at once. ‘O yes, we will,’ he said quickly. ‘Your being engaged can make no difference to me whatever. I have a perfect right to see you when I want to; and I shall!’


  ‘Then don’t let us talk of it any more. It is quite spoiling our evening together. What does it matter about what one is going to do two years hence!’


  She was something of a riddle to him, and he let the subject drift away. ‘Shall we go and sit in the Cathedral?’ he asked, when their meal was finished.


  ‘Cathedral? Yes. Though I think I’d rather sit in the railway station,’ she answered, a remnant of vexation still in her voice. ‘That’s the centre of the town life now. The Cathedral has had its day!’


  ‘How modern you are!’


  ‘So would you be if you had lived so much in the Middle Ages as I have done these last few years! The Cathedral was a very good place four or five centuries ago; but it is played out now … I am not modern, either. I am more ancient than mediævalism, if you only knew.’


  Jude looked distressed.


  ‘There—I won’t say any more of that!’ she cried. ‘Only you don’t know how bad I am, from your point of view, or you wouldn’t think so much of me, or care whether I was engaged or not. Now there’s just time for us to walk round the Close, then I must go in, or I shall be locked out for the night.’


  He took her to the gate and they parted. Jude had a conviction that his unhappy visit to her on that sad night had precipitated this marriage engagement, and it did anything but add to his happiness. Her reproach had taken that shape, then, and not the shape of words. However, next day he set about seeking employment, which it was not so easy to get as at Christminster, there being, as a rule, less stone-cutting in progress in this quiet city, and hands being mostly permanent. But he edged himself in by degrees. His first work was some carving at the cemetery on the hill; and ultimately he became engaged on the labour he most desired—the Cathedral repairs, which were very extensive, the whole interior stonework having been overhauled, to be largely replaced by new.


  It might be a labour of years to get it all done, and he had confidence enough in his own skill with the mallet and chisel to feel that it would be a matter of choice with himself how long he would stay.


  The lodgings he took near the Close Gate would not have disgraced a curate, the rent representing a higher percentage on his wages than mechanics of any sort usually care to pay. His combined bed and sitting room was furnished with framed photographs of the rectories and deaneries at which his landlady had lived as trusted servant in her time, and the parlour downstairs bore a clock on the mantelpiece inscribed to the effect that it was presented to the same serious-minded woman by her fellow-servants on the occasion of her marriage. Jude added to the furniture of his room by unpacking photographs of the ecclesiastical carvings and monuments that he had executed with his own hands; and he was deemed a satisfactory acquisition as tenant of the vacant apartment.


  He found an ample supply of theological books in the city book-shops, and with these his studies were recommenced in a different spirit and direction from his former course. As a relaxation from the Fathers, and such stock works as Paley and Butler, he read Newman, Pusey, and many other modern lights. He hired a harmonium, set it up in his lodging, and practised chants thereon, single and double.


  ♣


  III.–ii.


  ‘To-morrow is our grand day, you know. Where shall we go?’


  ‘I have leave from three till nine. Wherever we can get to and come back from in that time. Not ruins, Jude—I don’t care for them.’


  ‘Well—Wardour Castle. And then we can do Fonthill if we like—all in the same afternoon.’


  ‘Wardour is Gothic ruins—and I hate Gothic!’


  ‘No. Quite otherwise. It is a classic building—Corinthian, I think; with a lot of pictures.’


  ‘Ah—that will do. I like the sound of Corinthian. We’ll go.’


  Their conversation had run thus some few weeks later, and next morning they prepared to start. Every detail of the outing was a facet reflecting a sparkle to Jude, and he did not venture to meditate on the life of inconsistency he was leading. His Sue’s conduct was one lovely conundrum to him; he could say no more.


  There duly came the charm of calling at the College door for her; her emergence in a nunlike simplicity of costume that was rather enforced than desired; the traipsing along to the station, the porters’ ‘B’your leave!’ the screaming of the trains—everything formed the basis of a beautiful crystallization. Nobody stared at Sue, because she was so plainly dressed, which comforted Jude in the thought that only himself knew the charms those habiliments subdued. A matter of ten pounds spent in a drapery-shop, which had no connection with her real life or her real self, would have set all Melchester staring. The guard of the train thought they were lovers, and put them into a compartment all by themselves.


  ‘That’s a good intention wasted!’ said she.


  Jude did not respond. He thought the remark unnecessarily cruel, and partly untrue.


  They reached the Park and Castle and wandered through the picture-galleries, Jude stopping by preference in front of the devotional pictures by Del Sarto, Guido Reni, Spagnoletto, Sassoferrato, Carlo Dolci, and others. Sue paused patiently beside him, and stole critical looks into his face as, regarding the Virgins, Holy Families, and Saints, it grew reverent and abstracted. When she had thoroughly estimated him at this, she would move on and wait for him before a Lely or Reynolds. It was evident that her cousin deeply interested her, as one might be interested in a man puzzling out his way along a labyrinth from which one had one’s self escaped.


  When they came out a long time still remained to them, and Jude proposed that as soon as they had had something to eat they should walk across the high country to the north of their present position, and intercept the train of another railway leading back to Melchester, at a station about seven miles off. Sue, who was inclined for any adventure that would intensify the sense of her day’s freedom, readily agreed; and away they went, leaving the adjoining station behind them.


  It was indeed open country, wide and high. They talked and bounded on, Jude cutting from a little covert a long walking-stick for Sue as tall as herself, with a great crook, which made her look like a shepherdess. About half-way on their journey they crossed a main road running due east and west—the old road from London to Land’s End. They paused, and looked up and down it for a moment, and remarked upon the desolation which had come over this once lively thoroughfare, while the wind dipped to earth and scooped straws and hay-stems from the ground.


  They crossed the road and passed on, but during the next half-mile Sue seemed to grow tired, and Jude began to be distressed for her. They had walked a good distance altogether, and if they could not reach the other station it would be rather awkward. For a long time there was no cottage visible on the wide expanse of down and turnip-land; but presently they came to a sheepfold, and next to the shepherd, pitching hurdles. He told them that the only house near was his mother’s and his, pointing to a little dip ahead from which a faint blue smoke arose, and recommended them to go on and rest there.


  This they did, and entered the house, admitted by an old woman without a single tooth, to whom they were as civil as strangers can be when their only chance of rest and shelter lies in the favour of the householder.


  ‘A nice little cottage,’ said Jude.


  ‘O, I don’t know about the niceness. I shall have to thatch it soon, and where the thatch is to come from I can’t tell, for straw do get that dear, that ’twill soon be cheaper to cover your house wi’ chainey plates than thatch.’


  They sat resting, and the shepherd came in. ‘Don’t ’ee mind I,’ he said with a deprecating wave of the hand; ‘bide here as long as ye will. But mid you be thinking o’ getting back to Melchester to-night by train? Because you’ll never do it in this world, since you don’t know the lie of the country. I don’t mind going with ye some o’ the ways, but even then the train mid be gone.’


  They started up.


  ‘You can bide here, you know, over the night—can’t ’em, mother? The place is welcome to ye. ’Tis hard lying, rather, but volk may do worse.’ He turned to Jude and asked privately: ‘Be you a married couple?’


  ‘Hsh—no!’ said Jude.


  ‘O—I meant nothing ba’dy—not I! Well then, she can go into mother’s room, and you and I can lie in the outer chimmer after they’ve gone through. I can call ye soon enough to catch the first train back. You’ve lost this one now.’


  On consideration they decided to close with this offer, and drew up and shared with the shepherd and his mother the boiled bacon and greens for supper.


  ‘I rather like this,’ said Sue, while their entertainers were clearing away the dishes. ‘Outside all laws except gravitation and germination.’


  ‘You only think you like it; you don’t: you are quite a product of civilization,’ said Jude, a recollection of her engagement reviving his soreness a little.


  ‘Indeed I am not, Jude. I like reading and all that, but I crave to get back to the life of my infancy and its freedom.’


  ‘Do you remember it so well? You seem to me to have nothing unconventional at all about you.’


  ‘O, haven’t I! You don’t know what’s inside me.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘The Ishmaelite.’


  ‘An urban miss is what you are.’


  She looked severe disagreement, and turned away.


  The shepherd aroused them the next morning, as he had said. It was bright and clear, and the four miles to the train were accomplished pleasantly. When they had reached Melchester, and walked to the Close, and the gables of the old building in which she was again to be immured rose before Sue’s eyes, she looked a little scared. ‘I expect I shall catch it!’ she murmured.


  They rang the great bell and waited.


  ‘O, I bought something for you, which I had nearly forgotten,’ she said quickly, searching her pocket. ‘It is a new little photograph of me. Would you like it?’


  ‘Would I!’ He took it gladly, and the porter came. There seemed to be an ominous glance on his face when he opened the gate. She passed in, looking back at Jude, and waving her hand.


  ♣


  III.–iii.


  The seventy young women, of ages varying in the main from nineteen to one-and-twenty, though several were older, who at this date filled the species of nunnery known as the Training-School at Melchester, formed a very mixed community, which included the daughters of mechanics, curates, surgeons, shopkeepers, farmers, dairymen, soldiers, sailors, and villagers. They sat in the large school-room of the establishment on the evening previously described, and word was passed round that Sue Bridehead had not come in at closing-time.


  ‘She went out with her young man,’ said a second-year’s student, who knew about young men. ‘And Miss Traceley saw her at the station with him. She’ll have it hot when she does come.’


  ‘She said he was her cousin,’ observed a youthful new girl.


  ‘That excuse has been made a little too often in this school to be effectual in saving our souls,’ said the head girl of the year, drily.


  The fact was that, only twelve months before, there had occurred a lamentable seduction of one of the pupils, who had made the same statement in order to gain meetings with her lover. The affair had created a scandal, and the management had consequently been rough on cousins ever since.


  At nine o’clock the names were called, Sue’s being pronounced three times sonorously by Miss Traceley without eliciting an answer.


  At a quarter past nine the seventy stood up to sing the ‘Evening Hymn,’ and then knelt down to prayers. After prayers they went in to supper, and every girl’s thought was, Where is Sue Bridehead? Some of the students, who had seen Jude from the window, felt that they would not mind risking her punishment for the pleasure of being kissed by such a kindly-faced young man. Hardly one among them believed in the cousinship.


  Half-an-hour later they all lay in their cubicles, their tender feminine faces upturned to the flaring gas-jets which at intervals stretched down the long dormitories, every face bearing the legend ‘The Weaker’ upon it, as the penalty of the sex wherein they were moulded, which by no possible exertion of their willing hearts and abilities could be made strong while the inexorable laws of nature remain what they are. They formed a pretty, suggestive, pathetic sight, of whose pathos and beauty they were themselves unconscious, and would not discover till, amid the storms and strains of after-years, with their injustice, loneliness, child-bearing, and bereavement, their minds would revert to this experience as to something which had been allowed to slip past them insufficiently regarded.


  One of the mistresses came in to turn out the lights, and before doing so gave a final glance at Sue’s cot, which remained empty, and at her little dressing-table at the foot, which, like all the rest, was ornamented with various girlish trifles, framed photographs being not the least conspicuous among them. Sue’s table had a moderate show, two men in their filigree and velvet frames standing together beside her looking-glass.


  ‘Who are these men—did she ever say?’ asked the mistress. ‘Strictly speaking, relations’ portraits only are allowed on these tables, you know.’


  ‘One—the middle-aged man,’ said a student in the next bed—‘is the schoolmaster she served under—Mr. Phillotson.’


  ‘And the other—this undergraduate in cap and gown—who is he?’


  ‘He is a friend, or was. She has never told his name.’


  ‘Was it either of these two who came for her?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You are sure ’twas not the undergraduate?’


  ‘Quite. He was a young man with a black beard.’


  The lights were promptly extinguished, and till they fell asleep the girls indulged in conjectures about Sue, and wondered what games she had carried on in London and at Christminster before she came here, some of the more restless ones getting out of bed and looking from the mullioned windows at the vast west front of the Cathedral opposite, and the spire rising behind it.


  When they awoke the next morning they glanced into Sue’s nook, to find it still without a tenant. After the early lessons by gas-light, in half-toilet, and when they had come up to dress for breakfast, the bell of the entrance gate was heard to ring loudly. The mistress of the dormitory went away, and presently came back to say that the Principal’s orders were that nobody was to speak to Bridehead without permission.


  When, accordingly, Sue came into the dormitory to hastily tidy herself, looking flushed and tired, she went to her cubicle in silence, none of them coming out to greet her or to make inquiry. When they had gone downstairs they found that she did not follow them into the dining-hall to breakfast, and they then learnt that she had been severely reprimanded, and ordered to a solitary room for a week, there to be confined, and take her meals, and do all her reading.


  At this the seventy murmured, the sentence being, they thought, too severe. A round robin was prepared and sent in to the Principal, asking for a remission of Sue’s punishment. No notice was taken. Towards evening, when the geography mistress began dictating her subject, the girls in the class sat with folded arms.


  ‘You mean that you are not going to work?’ said the mistress at last. ‘I may as well tell you that it has been ascertained that the young man Bridehead stayed out with was not her cousin, for the very good reason that she has no such relative. We have written to Christminster to ascertain.’


  ‘We are willing to take her word,’ said the head girl.


  ‘This young man was discharged from his work at Christminster for drunkenness and blasphemy in public-houses, and he has come here to live, entirely to be near her.’


  However, they remained stolid and motionless, and the mistress left the room to inquire from her superiors what was to be done.


  Presently, towards dusk, the pupils, as they sat, heard exclamations from the first-year’s girls in an adjoining class-room, and one rushed in to say that Sue Bridehead had got out of the back window of the room in which she had been confined, escaped in the dark across the lawn, and disappeared. How she had managed to get out of the garden nobody could tell, as it was bounded by the river at the bottom, and the side door was locked.


  They went and looked at the empty room, the casement between the middle mullions of which stood open. The lawn was again searched with a lantern, every bush and shrub being examined, but she was nowhere hidden. Then the porter of the front gate was interrogated, and on reflection he said that he remembered hearing a sort of splashing in the stream at the back, but he had taken no notice, thinking some ducks had come down the river from above.


  ‘She must have walked through the river!’ said a mistress.


  ‘Or drounded herself,’ said the porter.


  The mind of the matron was horrified—not so much at the possible death of Sue as at the possible half-column detailing that event in all the newspapers, which, added to the scandal of the year before, would give the College an unenviable notoriety for many months to come.


  More lanterns were procured, and the river examined; and then, at last, on the opposite shore, which was open to the fields, some little boot-tracks were discerned in the mud, which left no doubt that the too excitable girl had waded through a depth of water reaching nearly to her shoulders—for this was the chief river of the county, and was mentioned in all the geography books with respect. As Sue had not brought disgrace upon the school by drowning herself, the matron began to speak superciliously of her, and to express gladness that she was gone.


  On the self-same evening Jude sat in his lodgings by the Close Gate. Often at this hour after dusk he would enter the silent Close, and stand opposite the house that contained Sue, and watch the shadows of the girls’ heads passing to and fro upon the blinds, and wish he had nothing else to do but to sit reading and learning all day what many of the thoughtless inmates despised. But to-night, having finished tea and brushed himself up, he was deep in the perusal of the Twenty-ninth Volume of Pusey’s Library of the Fathers, a set of books which he had purchased of a second-hand dealer at a price that seemed to him to be one of miraculous cheapness for that invaluable work. He fancied he heard something rattle lightly against his window; then he heard it again. Certainly somebody had thrown gravel. He rose and gently lifted the sash.


  ‘Jude!’ (from below).


  ‘Sue!’


  ‘Yes—it is! Can I come up without being seen?’


  ‘O yes!’


  ‘Then don’t come down. Shut the window.’


  Jude waited, knowing that she could enter easily enough, the front door being opened merely by a knob which anybody could turn, as in most old country towns. He palpitated at the thought that she had fled to him in her trouble as he had fled to her in his. What counterparts they were! He unlatched the door of his room, heard a stealthy rustle on the dark stairs, and in a moment she appeared in the light of his lamp. He went up to seize her hand, and found she was clammy as a marine deity, and that her clothes clung to her like the robes upon the figures in the Parthenon frieze.


  ‘I’m so cold!’ she said through her chattering teeth. ‘Can I come by your fire, Jude?’


  She crossed to his little grate and very little fire, but as the water dripped from her as she moved, the idea of drying herself was absurd. ‘Whatever have you done, darling?’ he asked, with alarm, the tender epithet slipping out unawares.


  ‘Walked through the largest river in the county—that’s what I’ve done! They locked me up for being out with you; and it seemed so unjust that I couldn’t bear it, so I got out of the window and escaped across the stream!’ She had begun the explanation in her usual slightly independent tones, but before she had finished the thin pink lips trembled, and she could hardly refrain from crying.


  ‘Dear Sue!’ he said. ‘You must take off all your things! And let me see—you must borrow some from the landlady. I’ll ask her.’


  ‘No, no! Don’t let her know, for God’s sake! We are so near the school that they’ll come after me!’


  ‘Then you must put on mine. You don’t mind?’


  ‘O no.’


  ‘My Sunday suit, you know. It is close here.’ In fact, everything was close and handy in Jude’s single chamber, because there was not room for it to be otherwise. He opened a drawer, took out his best dark suit, and giving the garments a shake, said, ‘Now, how long shall I give you?’


  ‘Ten minutes.’


  Jude left the room and went into the street, where he walked up and down. A clock struck half-past seven, and he returned. Sitting in his only arm-chair he saw a slim and fragile being masquerading as himself on a Sunday, so pathetic in her defencelessness that his heart felt big with the sense of it. On two other chairs before the fire were her wet garments. She blushed as he sat down beside her, but only for a moment.


  ‘I suppose, Jude, it is odd that you should see me like this and all my things hanging there? Yet what nonsense! They are only a woman’s clothes—sexless cloth and linen…. I wish I didn’t feel so ill and sick! Will you dry my clothes now? Please do, Jude, and I’ll get a lodging by and by. It is not late yet.’


  ‘No, you shan’t, if you are ill. You must stay here. Dear, dear Sue, what can I get for you?’


  ‘I don’t know! I can’t help shivering. I wish I could get warm.’ Jude put on her his great-coat in addition, and then ran out to the nearest public-house, whence he returned with a little bottle in his hand. ‘Here’s six of best brandy,’ he said. ‘Now you drink it, dear; all of it.’


  ‘I can’t out of the bottle, can I?’ Jude fetched the glass from the dressing-table, and administered the spirit in some water. She gasped a little, but gulped it down, and lay back in the arm-chair.


  She then began to relate circumstantially her experiences since they had parted; but in the middle of her story her voice faltered, her head nodded, and she ceased. She was in a sound sleep. Jude, dying of anxiety lest she should have caught a chill which might permanently injure her, was glad to hear the regular breathing. He softly went nearer to her, and observed that a warm flush now rosed her hitherto blue cheeks, and felt that her hanging hand was no longer cold. Then he stood with his back to the fire regarding her, and saw in her almost a divinity.


  ♣


  III.–iv.


  Jude’s reverie was interrupted by the creak of footsteps ascending the stairs.


  He whisked Sue’s clothing from the chair where it was drying, thrust it under the bed, and sat down to his book. Somebody knocked and opened the door immediately. It was the landlady.


  ‘O, I didn’t know whether you was in or not, Mr. Fawley. I wanted to know if you would require supper. I see you’ve a young gentleman——’


  ‘Yes, ma’am. But I think I won’t come down to-night. Will you bring supper up on a tray, and I’ll have a cup of tea as well.’


  It was Jude’s custom to go downstairs to the kitchen, and eat his meals with the family, to save trouble. His landlady brought up the supper, however, on this occasion, and he took it from her at the door.


  When she had descended he set the teapot on the hob, and drew out Sue’s clothes anew; but they were far from dry. A thick woollen gown, he found, held a deal of water. So he hung them up again, and enlarged his fire and mused as the steam from the garments went up the chimney.


  Suddenly she said, ‘Jude!’


  ‘Yes. All right. How do you feel now?’


  ‘Better. Quite well. Why, I fell asleep, didn’t I? What time is it? Not late surely?’


  ‘It is past ten.’


  ‘Is it really? What shall I do!’ she said, starting up.


  ‘Stay where you are.’


  ‘Yes; that’s what I want to do. But I don’t know what they would say! And what will you do?’


  ‘I am going to sit here by the fire all night, and read. To-morrow is Sunday, and I haven’t to go out anywhere. Perhaps you will be saved a severe illness by resting there. Don’t be frightened. I’m all right. Look here, what I have got for you. Some supper.’


  When she had sat upright she breathed plaintively and said, ‘I do feel rather weak still. I thought I was well; and I ought not to be here, ought I?’ But the supper fortified her somewhat, and when she had had some tea and had lain back again she was bright and cheerful.


  The tea must have been green, or too long drawn, for she seemed preternaturally wakeful afterwards, though Jude, who had not taken any, began to feel heavy; till her conversation fixed his attention.


  ‘You called me a creature of civilization, or something, didn’t you?’ she said, breaking a silence. ‘It was very odd you should have done that.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, because it is provokingly wrong. I am a sort of negation of it.’


  ‘You are very philosophical. “A negation” is profound talking.’


  ‘Is it? Do I strike you as being learned?’ she asked, with a touch of raillery.


  ‘No—not learned. Only you don’t talk quite like a girl—well, a girl who has had no advantages.’


  ‘I have had advantages. I don’t know Latin and Greek, though I know the grammars of those tongues. But I know most of the Greek and Latin classics through translations, and other books too. I read Lemprière, Catullus, Martial, Juvenal, Lucian, Beaumont and Fletcher, Boccaccio, Scarron, De Brantôme, Sterne, De Foe, Smollett, Fielding, Shakespeare, the Bible, and other such; and found that all interest in the unwholesome part of those books ended with its mystery.’


  ‘You have read more than I,’ he said with a sigh. ‘How came you to read some of those queerer ones?’


  ‘Well,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘it was by accident. My life has been entirely shaped by what people call a peculiarity in me. I have no fear of men, as such, nor of their books. I have mixed with them—one or two of them particularly—almost as one of their own sex. I mean I have not felt about them as most women are taught to feel—to be on their guard against attacks on their virtue; for no average man—no man short of a sensual savage—will molest a woman by day or night, at home or abroad, unless she invites him. Until she says by a look “Come on” he is always afraid to, and if you never say it, or look it, he never comes. However, what I was going to say is that when I was eighteen I formed a friendly intimacy with an undergraduate at Christminster, and he taught me a great deal, and lent me books which I should never have got hold of otherwise.’


  ‘Is your friendship broken off?’


  ‘O yes. He died, poor fellow, two or three years after he had taken his degree and left Christminster.’


  ‘You saw a good deal of him, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes. We used to go about together—on walking tours, reading tours, and things of that sort—like two men almost. He asked me to live with him, and I agreed to by letter. But when I joined him in London I found he meant a different thing from what I meant. He wanted me to be his mistress, in fact, but I wasn’t in love with him—and on my saying I should go away if he didn’t agree to my plan, he did so. We shared a sitting-room for fifteen months; and he became a leader-writer for one of the great London dailies; till he was taken ill, and had to go abroad. He said I was breaking his heart by holding out against him so long at such close quarters; he could never have believed it of woman. I might play that game once too often, he said. He came home merely to die. His death caused a terrible remorse in me for my cruelty—though I hope he died of consumption and not of me entirely. I went down to Sandbourne to his funeral, and was his only mourner. He left me a little money—because I broke his heart, I suppose. That’s how men are—so much better than women!’


  ‘Good heavens!—what did you do then?’


  ‘Ah—now you are angry with me!’ she said, a contralto note of tragedy coming suddenly into her silvery voice. ‘I wouldn’t have told you if I had known!’


  ‘No, I am not. Tell me all.’


  ‘Well, I invested his money, poor fellow, in a bubble scheme, and lost it. I lived about London by myself for some time, and then I returned to Christminster, as my father—who was also in London, and had started as an art metal-worker near Long-Acre—wouldn’t have me back; and I got that occupation in the artist-shop where you found me…. I said you didn’t know how bad I was!’


  Jude looked round upon the arm-chair and its occupant, as if to read more carefully the creature he had given shelter to. His voice trembled as he said: ‘However you have lived.[,] Sue, I believe you are as innocent as you are unconventional!’


  ‘I am not particularly innocent, as you see, now that I have


  
    “twitched the robe


    From that blank lay-figure your fancy draped,”’

  


  said she, with an ostensible sneer, though he could hear that she was brimming with tears. ‘But I have never yielded myself to any lover, if that’s what you mean! I have remained as I began.’


  ‘I quite believe you. But some women would not have remained as they began.’


  ‘Perhaps not. Better women would not. People say I must be cold-natured,—sexless—on account of it. But I won’t have it! Some of the most passionately erotic poets have been the most self-contained in their daily lives.’


  ‘Have you told Mr. Phillotson about this University-scholar-friend?’


  ‘Yes—long ago. I have never made any secret of it to anybody.’


  ‘What did he say?’


  ‘He did not pass any criticism—only said I was everything to him, whatever I did; and things like that.’


  Jude felt much depressed; she seemed to get further and further away from him with her strange ways and curious unconsciousness of gender.


  ‘Aren’t you really vexed with me, dear Jude?’ she suddenly asked, in a voice of such extraordinary tenderness that it hardly seemed to come from the same woman who had just told her story so lightly. ‘I would rather offend anybody in the world than you, I think!’


  ‘I don’t know whether I am vexed or not. I know I care very much about you![’]


  ‘I care as much for you as for anybody I ever met.’


  ‘You don’t care more! There, I ought not to say that. Don’t answer it!’


  There was another long silence. He felt that she was treating him cruelly, though he could not quite say in what way. Her very helplessness seemed to make her so much stronger than he.


  ‘I am awfully ignorant on general matters, although I have worked so hard,’ he said, to turn the subject. ‘I am absorbed in Theology, you know. And what do you think I should be doing just about now, if you weren’t here? I should be saying my evening prayers. I suppose you wouldn’t like——’


  ‘O no, no,’ she answered, ‘I would rather not, if you don’t mind. I should seem so—such a hypocrite.’


  ‘I thought you wouldn’t join, so I didn’t propose it. You must remember that I hope to be a useful minister some day.’


  ‘To be ordained, I think you said?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then you haven’t given up the idea?—I thought that perhaps you had by this time.’


  ‘Of course not. I fondly thought at first that you felt as I do about that, as you were so mixed up in Christminster Anglicanism. And Mr. Phillotson——’


  ‘I have no respect for Christminster whatever, except, in a qualified degree, on its intellectual side,’ said Sue Bridehead earnestly. ‘My friend I spoke of took that out of me. He was the most irreligious man I ever knew, and the most moral. And intellect at Christminster is new wine in old bottles. The mediævalism of Christminster must go, be sloughed off, or Christminster itself will have to go. To be sure, at times one couldn’t help having a sneaking liking for the traditions of the old faith, as preserved by a section of the thinkers there in touching and simple sincerity; but when I was in my saddest, rightest mind I always felt,


  
    “O ghastly glories of saints, dead limbs of gibbeted Gods!”’ …

  


  ‘Sue, you are not a good friend of mine to talk like that!’


  ‘Then I won’t, dear Jude!’ The emotional throat-note had come back, and she turned her face away.


  ‘I still think Christminster has much that is glorious; though I was resentful because I couldn’t get there.’ He spoke gently, and resisted his impulse to pique her on to tears.


  ‘It is an ignorant place, except as to the townspeople, artizans, drunkards, and paupers,’ she said, perverse still at his differing from her. ‘They see life as it is, of course; but few of the people in the colleges do. You prove it in your own person. You are one of the very men Christminster was intended for when the colleges were founded; a man with a passion for learning, but no money, or opportunities, or friends. But you were elbowed off the pavement by the millionaires’ sons.’


  ‘Well, I can do without what it confers. I care for something higher.’


  ‘And I for something broader, truer,’ she insisted. ‘At present intellect in Christminster is pushing one way, and religion the other; and so they stand stock-still, like two rams butting each other.’


  ‘What would Mr. Phillotson——’


  ‘It is a place full of fetichists [fetishists] and ghost-seers!’


  He noticed that whenever he tried to speak of the schoolmaster she turned the conversation to some generalizations about the offending University. Jude was extremely, morbidly, curious about her life as Phillotson’s protégée and betrothed; yet she would not enlighten him.


  ‘Well, that’s just what I am, too,’ he said. ‘I am fearful of life, spectre-seeing always.’


  ‘But you are good and dear!’ she murmured.


  His heart bumped, and he made no reply.


  ‘You are in the Tractarian stage just now, are you not?’ she added, putting on flippancy to hide real feeling, a common trick with her. ‘Let me see—when was I there?—In the year eighteen hundred and——’


  ‘There’s a sarcasm in that which is rather unpleasant to me, Sue. Now will you do what I want you to? At this time I read a chapter, and then say prayers, as I told you. Now will you concentrate your attention on any book of these you like, and sit with your back to me, and leave me to my custom? You are sure you won’t join me?’


  ‘I’ll look at you.’


  ‘No. Don’t tease, Sue!’


  ‘Very well—I’ll do just as you bid me, and I won’t vex you, Jude,’ she replied, in the tone of a child who was going to be good for ever after, turning her back upon him accordingly. A small Bible other than the one he was using lay near her, and during his retreat she took it up, and turned over the leaves.


  ‘Jude,’ she said brightly, when he had finished and come back to her; ‘will you let me make you a new New Testament, like the one I made for myself at Christminster?’


  ‘O yes. How was that made?’


  ‘I altered my old one by cutting up all the Epistles and Gospels into separate brochures, and re-arranging them in chronological order as written, beginning the book with Thessalonians, following on with the Epistles, and putting the Gospels much further on. Then I had the volume rebound. My University friend Mr.—— —but never mind his name, poor boy—said it was an excellent idea. I know that reading it afterwards made it twice as interesting as before, and twice as understandable.’


  ‘H’m!’ said Jude, with a sense of sacrilege.


  ‘And what a literary enormity this is,’ she said, as she glanced into the pages of Solomon’s Song. ‘I mean the synopsis at the head of each chapter, explaining away the real nature of that rhapsody. You needn’t be alarmed: nobody claims inspiration for the chapter headings. Indeed, many divines treat them with contempt. It seems the drollest thing to think of the four-and-twenty elders, or bishops, or whatever number they were, sitting with long faces and writing down such stuff.’


  Jude looked pained. ‘You are quite Voltairean!’ he murmured.


  ‘Indeed? Then I won’t say any more, except that people have no right to falsify the Bible! I hate such humbug as could attempt to plaster over with ecclesiastical abstractions such ecstatic, natural, human love as lies in that great and passionate song!’ Her speech had grown spirited, and almost petulant at his rebuke, and her eyes moist. ‘I wish I had a friend here to support me; but nobody is ever on my side!’


  ‘But, my dear Sue, my very dear Sue, I am not against you!’ he said, taking her hand, and surprised at her introducing personal feeling into mere argument.


  ‘Yes you are, yes you are!’ she cried, turning away her face that he might not see her brimming eyes. ‘You are on the side of the people in the Training School—at least you seem almost to be! What I insist on is, that to explain such verses as this: “Whither is thy beloved gone, O thou fairest among women?” by the note: “The Church professeth her faith” is supremely ridiculous!’


  ‘Well then, let it be! You make such a personal matter of everything! I am—only too inclined just now to apply the words profanely. You know you are fairest among women to me, come to that!’


  ‘But you are not to say it now!’ Sue replied, her voice changing to its softest note of severity. Then their eyes met, and they shook hands like cronies in a tavern, and Jude saw the absurdity of quarrelling on such a hypothetical subject, and she the silliness of crying about what was written in an old book like the Bible.


  ‘I won’t disturb your convictions—I really won’t!’ she went on soothingly, for now he was rather more ruffled than she. ‘But I did want and long to ennoble some man to high aims; and when I saw you, and knew you wanted to be my comrade, I—shall I confess it?—thought that man might be you. But you take so much tradition on trust that I don’t know what to say.’


  ‘Well, dear; I suppose one must take some things on trust. Life isn’t long enough to work out everything in Euclid problems before you believe it. I take Christianity.’


  ‘Well, perhaps you might take something worse.’


  ‘Indeed I might. Perhaps I have done so!’ He thought of Arabella.


  ‘I won’t ask what, because we are going to be very nice with each other, aren’t we, and never, never, vex each other any more?’ She looked up trustfully, and her voice seemed trying to nestle in his breast.


  ‘I shall always care for you!’ said Jude.


  ‘And I for you. Because you are single-hearted, and forgiving to your faulty and tiresome little Sue!’


  He looked away, for that epicene tenderness of hers was too harrowing. Was it that which had broken the heart of the poor leader-writer; and was he to be the next one? … But Sue was so dear! … If he could only get over the sense of her sex, as she seemed to be able to do so easily of his, what a comrade she would make; for their difference of opinion on conjectural subjects only drew them closer together on matters of daily human experience. She was nearer to him than any other woman he had ever met, and he could scarcely believe that time, creed, or absence, would ever divide him from her.


  But his grief at her incredulities returned. They sat on till she fell asleep again, and he nodded in his chair likewise. Whenever he aroused himself he turned her things, and made up the fire anew. About six o’clock he awoke completely, and lighting a candle, found that her clothes were dry. Her chair being a far more comfortable one than his she still slept on inside his great-coat, looking warm as a new bun and boyish as a Ganymedes. Placing the garments by her and touching her on the shoulder he went downstairs, and washed himself by starlight in the yard.


  ♣


  III.–v.


  When he returned she was dressed as usual.


  ‘Now could I get out without anybody seeing me?’ she asked. ‘The town is not yet astir.’


  ‘But you have had no breakfast.’


  ‘O, I don’t want any! I fear I ought not to have run away from that school! Things seem so different in the cold light of morning, don’t they? What Mr. Phillotson will say I don’t know! It was quite by his wish that I went there. He is the only man in the world for whom I have any respect or fear. I hope he’ll forgive me; but he’ll scold me dreadfully, I expect!’


  ‘I’ll go to him and explain—’ began Jude.


  ‘O no, you shan’t. I don’t care for him! He may think what he likes—I shall do just as I choose!’


  ‘But you just this moment said——’


  ‘Well, if I did, I shall do as I like for all him! I have thought of what I shall do—go to the sister of one of my fellow-students in the Training School, who has asked me to visit her. She has a school near Shaston, about eighteen miles from here—and I shall stay there till this has blown over, and I get back to the Training School again.’


  At the last moment he persuaded her to let him make her a cup of coffee, in a portable apparatus he kept in his room for use on rising to go to his work every day before the household was astir.


  ‘Now a dew-bit to eat with it,’ he said; ‘and off we go. You can have a regular breakfast when you get there.’


  They went quietly out of the house, Jude accompanying her to the station. As they departed along the street a head was thrust out of an upper window of his lodging and quickly withdrawn. Sue still seemed sorry for her rashness, and to wish she had not rebelled; telling him at parting that she would let him know as soon as she got re-admitted to the Training School. They stood rather miserably together on the platform; and it was apparent that he wanted to say more.


  ‘I want to tell you something—two things,’ he said hurriedly as the train came up. ‘One is a warm one, the other a cold one!’


  ‘Jude,’ she said. ‘I know one of them. And you mustn’t!’


  ‘What?’


  ‘You mustn’t love me. You are to like me—that’s all!’


  Jude’s face became so full of complicated glooms that hers was agitated in sympathy as she bade him adieu through the carriage window. And then the train moved on, and waving her pretty hand to him she vanished away.


  Melchester was a dismal place enough for Jude that Sunday of her departure, and the Close so hateful that he did not go once to the Cathedral services. The next morning there came a letter from her, which, with her usual promptitude, she had written directly she had reached her friend’s house. She told him of her safe arrival and comfortable quarters, and then added:—


  
    ‘What I really write about, dear Jude, is something I said to you at parting. You had been so very good and kind to me that when you were out of sight I felt what a cruel and ungrateful woman I was to say it, and it has reproached me ever since. If you want to love me, Jude, you may: I don’t mind at all; and I’ll never say again that you mustn’t!


    ‘Now I won’t write any more about that. You do forgive your thoughtless friend for her cruelty? and won’t make her miserable by saying you don’t?—Ever,


    Sue.’

  


  It would be superfluous to say what his answer was; and how he thought what he would have done had he been free, which should have rendered a long residence with a female friend quite unnecessary for Sue. He felt he might have been pretty sure of his own victory if it had come to a conflict between Phillotson and himself for the possession of her.


  Yet Jude was in danger of attaching more meaning to Sue’s impulsive note than it really was intended to bear.


  After the lapse of a few days he found himself hoping that she would write again. But he received no further communication; and in the intensity of his solicitude he sent another note, suggesting that he should pay her a visit some Sunday, the distance being under eighteen miles.


  He expected a reply on the second morning after despatching his missive; but none came. The third morning arrived; the postman did not stop. This was Saturday, and in a feverish state of anxiety about her he sent off three brief lines stating that he was coming the following day, for he felt sure something had happened.


  His first and natural thought had been that she was ill from her immersion; but it soon occurred to him that somebody would have written for her in such a case. Conjectures were put an end to by his arrival at the village school-house near Shaston on the bright morning of Sunday, between eleven and twelve o’clock, when the parish was as vacant as a desert, most of the inhabitants having gathered inside the church, whence their voices could occasionally be heard in unison.


  A little girl opened the door. ‘Miss Bridehead is upstairs,’ she said. ‘And will you please walk up to her?’


  ‘Is she ill?’ asked Jude hastily.


  ‘Only a little—not very.’


  Jude entered and ascended. On reaching the landing a voice told him which way to turn—the voice of Sue calling his name. He passed the doorway, and found her lying in a little bed in a room a dozen feet square.


  ‘O Sue!’ he cried, sitting down beside her and taking her hand. ‘How is this! You couldn’t write?’


  ‘No—it wasn’t that!’ she answered. ‘I did catch a bad cold—but I could have written. Only I wouldn’t!’


  ‘Why not?—frightening me like this!’


  ‘Yes—that was what I was afraid of! But I had decided not to write to you any more. They won’t have me back at the school—that’s why I couldn’t write. Not the fact, but the reason!’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘They not only won’t have me, but they gave me a parting piece of advice——’


  ‘What?’


  She did not answer directly. ‘I vowed I never would tell you, Jude—it is so vulgar and distressing!’


  ‘Is it about us?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But do tell me!’


  ‘Well—somebody has sent them baseless reports about us, and they say you and I ought to marry as soon as possible, for the sake of my reputation! … There—now I have told you, and I wish I hadn’t!’


  ‘O poor Sue!’


  ‘I don’t think of you like that means! It did just occur to me to regard you in the way they think I do, but I hadn’t begun to. I have recognized that the cousinship was merely nominal, since we met as total strangers. But my marrying you, dear Jude—why, of course, if I had reckoned upon marrying you I shouldn’t have come to you so often! And I never supposed you thought of such a thing as marrying me till the other evening; when I began to fancy you did love me a little. Perhaps I ought not to have been so intimate with you. It is all my fault. Everything is my fault always!’


  The speech seemed a little forced and unreal, and they regarded each other with a mutual distress.


  ‘I was so blind at first!’ she went on. ‘I didn’t see what you felt at all. O you have been unkind to me—you have—to look upon me as a sweetheart without saying a word, and leaving me to discover it myself! Your attitude to me has become known; and naturally they think we’ve been doing wrong! I’ll never trust you again!’


  ‘Yes, Sue,’ he said simply; ‘I am to blame—more than you think. I was quite aware that you did not suspect till within the last meeting or two what I was feeling about you. I admit that our meeting as strangers prevented a sense of relationship, and that it was a sort of subterfuge to avail myself of it. But don’t you think I deserve a little consideration for concealing my wrong, very wrong, sentiments, since I couldn’t help having them?’


  She turned her eyes doubtfully towards him, and then looked away as if afraid she might forgive him.


  By every law of nature and sex a kiss was the only rejoinder that fitted the mood and the moment, under the suasion of which Sue’s undemonstrative regard of him might not inconceivably have changed its temperature. Some men would have cast scruples to the winds, and ventured it, oblivious both of Sue’s declaration of her neutral feelings, and of the pair of autographs in the vestry chest of Arabella’s parish church. Jude did not. He had, in fact, come in part to tell his own fatal story. It was upon his lips; yet at the hour of this distress he could not disclose it. He preferred to dwell upon the recognized barriers between them.


  ‘Of course—I know you don’t—care about me in any particular way,’ he sorrowed. ‘You ought not, and you are right. You belong to—Mr. Phillotson. I suppose he has been to see you?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said shortly, her face changing a little. ‘Though I didn’t ask him to come. You are glad, of course, that he has been! But I shouldn’t care if he didn’t come any more!’


  It was very perplexing to her lover that she should be piqued at his honest acquiescence in his rival, if Jude’s feelings of love were deprecated by her. He went on to something else.


  ‘This will blow over, dear Sue,’ he said. ‘The Training School authorities are not all the world. You can get to be a student in some other, no doubt.’


  ‘I’ll ask Mr. Phillotson,’ she said decisively.


  Sue’s kind hostess now returned from church, and there was no more intimate conversation. Jude left in the afternoon, hopelessly unhappy. But he had seen her, and sat with her. Such intercourse as that would have to content him for the remainder of his life. The lesson of renunciation it was necessary and proper that he, as a parish priest, should learn.


  But the next morning when he awoke he felt rather vexed with her, and decided that she was rather unreasonable, not to say capricious. Then, in illustration of what he had begun to discern as one of her redeeming characteristics there came promptly a note, which she must have written almost immediately he had gone from her:


  
    ‘Forgive me for my petulance yesterday! I was horrid to you; I know it, and I feel perfectly miserable at my horridness. It was so dear of you not to be angry! Jude, please still keep me as your friend and associate, with all my faults. I’ll try not to be like it again.


    ‘I am coming to Melchester on Saturday, to get my things away from the T. S., &c. I could walk with you for half-an-hour, if you would like?—Your repentant


    Sue.’

  


  Jude forgave her straightway, and asked her to call for him at the Cathedral works when she came.


  ♣


  III.–vi.


  Meanwhile a middle-aged man was dreaming a dream of great beauty concerning the writer of the above letter. He was Richard Phillotson, who had recently removed from the mixed village school at Lumsdon near Christminster, to undertake a large boys’ school in his native town of Shaston, which stood on a hill sixty miles to the south-west as the crow flies.


  A glance at the place and its accessories was almost enough to reveal that the schoolmaster’s plans and dreams so long indulged in had been abandoned for some new dream with which neither the Church nor literature had much in common. Essentially an unpractical man, he was now bent on making and saving money for a practical purpose—that of keeping a wife, who, if she chose, might conduct one of the girls’ schools adjoining his own; for which purpose he had advised her to go into training, since she would not marry him off-hand.


  About the time that Jude was removing from Marygreen to Melchester, and entering on adventures at the latter place with Sue, the schoolmaster was settling down in the new schoolhouse at Shaston. All the furniture being fixed, the books shelved, and the nails driven, he had begun to sit in his parlour during the dark winter nights and re-attempt some of his old studies—one branch of which had included Roman-Britannic antiquities—an unremunerative labour for a National schoolmaster but a subject, that, after his abandonment of the University scheme, had interested him as being a comparatively unworked mine; practicable to those who, like himself, had lived in lonely spots where these remains were abundant, and were seen to compel inferences in startling contrast to accepted views on the civilization of that time.


  A resumption of this investigation was the outward and apparent hobby of Phillotson at present—his ostensible reason for going alone into fields where causeways, dykes, and tumuli abounded, or shutting himself up in his house with a few urns, tiles, and mosaics he had collected, instead of calling round upon his new neighbours, who for their part had showed themselves willing enough to be friendly with him. But it was not the real, or the whole, reason, after all. Thus on a particular evening in the month, when it had grown quite late—to near midnight, indeed—and the light of his lamp, shining from his window at a salient angle of the hill-top town over infinite miles of valley westward, announced as by words a place and person given over to study, he was not exactly studying.


  The interior of the room—the books, the furniture, the schoolmaster’s loose coat, his attitude at the table, even the flickering of the fire, bespoke the same dignified tale of undistracted research—more than creditable to a man who had had no advantages beyond those of his own making. And yet the tale, true enough till latterly, was not true now. What he was regarding was not history. They were historic notes, written in a bold womanly hand at his dictation some months before, and it was the clerical rendering of word after word that absorbed him.


  He presently took from a drawer a carefully tied bundle of letters, few, very few, as correspondence counts nowadays. Each was in its envelope just as it had arrived, and the handwriting was of the same womanly character as the historic notes. He unfolded them one by one and read them musingly. At first sight there seemed in these small documents to be absolutely nothing to muse over. They were straightforward, frank letters, signed ‘Sue B—’; just such ones as would be written during short absences, with no other thought than their speedy destruction, and chiefly concerning books in reading and other experiences of a Training School, forgotten doubtless by the writer with the passing of the day of their inditing. In one of them—quite a recent note—the young woman said that she had received his considerate letter, and that it was honourable and generous of him to say he would not come to see her oftener than she desired (the school being such an awkward place for callers, and because of her strong wish that her engagement to him should not be known, which it would infallibly be if he visited her often). Over these phrases the schoolmaster pored. What precise shade of satisfaction was to be gathered from a woman’s gratitude that the man who loved her had not been often to see her? The problem occupied him, distracted him.


  He opened another drawer, and found therein an envelope, from which he drew a photograph of Sue as a child, long before he had known her, standing under trellis-work with a little basket in her hand. There was another of her as a young woman, her dark eyes and hair making a very distinct and attractive picture of her, which just disclosed, too, the thoughtfulness that lay behind her lighter moods. It was a duplicate of the one she had given Jude, and would have given to any man. Phillotson brought it half-way to his lips, but withdrew it in doubt at her perplexing phrases: ultimately kissing the dead pasteboard with all the passionateness, and more than all the devotion, of a young man of eighteen.


  The schoolmaster’s was an unhealthy-looking, old-fashioned face, rendered more old-fashioned by his style of shaving. A certain gentlemanliness had been imparted to it by nature, suggesting an inherent wish to do rightly by all. His speech was a little slow, but his tones were sincere enough to make his hesitation no defect. His greying hair was curly, and radiated from a point in the middle of his crown. There were four lines across his forehead, and he only wore spectacles when reading at night. It was almost certainly a renunciation forced upon him by his academic purpose, rather than a distaste for women, which had hitherto kept him from closing with one of the sex in matrimony.


  Such silent proceedings as those of this evening were repeated many and oft times when he was not under the eye of the boys, whose quick and penetrating regard would frequently become almost intolerable to the self-conscious master in his present anxious care for Sue, making him, in the grey hours of morning, dread to meet anew the gimlet glances, lest they should read what the dream within him was.


  He had honourably acquiesced in Sue’s announced wish that he was not often to visit her at the Training School; but at length, his patience being sorely tried, he set out one Saturday afternoon to pay her an unexpected call. There the news of her departure—expulsion as it might almost have been considered—was flashed upon him without warning or mitigation as he stood at the door expecting in a few minutes to behold her face; and when he turned away he could hardly see the road before him.


  Sue had, in fact, never written a line to her suitor on the subject, although it was fourteen days old. A short reflection told him that this proved nothing, a natural delicacy being as ample a reason for silence as any degree of blameworthiness.


  They had informed him at the school where she was living, and having no immediate anxiety about her comfort his thoughts took the direction of a burning indignation against the Training School Committee. In his bewilderment Phillotson entered the adjacent cathedral, just now in a direly dismantled state by reason of the repairs. He sat down on a block of freestone, regardless of the dusty imprint it made on his breeches; and his listless eyes following the movements of the workmen he presently became aware that the reputed culprit, Sue’s lover Jude, was one amongst them.


  Jude had never spoken to his former hero since the meeting by the model of Jerusalem. Having inadvertently witnessed Phillotson’s tentative courtship of Sue in the lane there had grown up in the younger man’s mind a curious dislike to think of the elder, to meet him, to communicate in any way with him; and since Phillotson’s success in obtaining at least her promise had become known to Jude, he had frankly recognized that he did not wish to see or hear of his senior any more, learn anything of his pursuits, or even imagine again what excellencies might appertain to his character. On this very day of the schoolmaster’s visit Jude was expecting Sue, as she had promised; and when therefore he saw the schoolmaster in the nave of the building, saw, moreover, that he was coming to speak to him, he felt no little embarrassment; which Phillotson’s own embarrassment prevented his observing.


  Jude joined him, and they both withdrew from the other workmen to the spot where Phillotson had been sitting. Jude offered him a piece of sackcloth for a cushion, and told him it was dangerous to sit on the bare block.


  ‘Yes; yes,’ said Phillotson abstractedly, as he reseated himself, his eyes resting on the ground as if he were trying to remember where he was. ‘I won’t keep you long. It was merely that I have heard that you have seen my little friend Sue recently. It occurred to me to speak to you on that account. I merely want to ask—about her.’


  ‘I think I know what!’ Jude hurriedly said. ‘About her escaping from the Training School, and her coming to me?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well’—Jude for a moment felt an unprincipled and fiendish wish to annihilate his rival at all cost. By the exercise of that treachery which love for the same woman renders possible to men the most honourable in every other relation of life, he could send off Phillotson in agony and defeat by saying that the scandal was true, and that Sue had irretrievably committed herself with him. But his action did not respond for a moment to his animal instinct; and what he said was, ‘I am glad of your kindness in coming to talk plainly to me about it. You know what they say?—that I ought to marry her.’


  ‘What!’


  ‘And I wish with all my soul I could!’


  Phillotson trembled, and his naturally pale face acquired a corpse-like sharpness in its lines. ‘I had no idea that it was of this nature! God forbid!’


  ‘No, no!’ said Jude aghast. ‘I thought you understood? I mean that were I in a position to marry her, or some one, and settle down, instead of living in lodgings here and there, I should be glad!’


  What he had really meant was simply that he loved her.


  ‘But—since this painful matter has been opened up—what really happened?’ asked Phillotson, with the firmness of a man who felt that a sharp smart now was better than a long agony of suspense hereafter. ‘Cases arise, and this is one, when even ungenerous questions must be put to make false assumptions impossible, and to kill scandal.’


  Jude explained readily; giving the whole series of adventures, including the night at the shepherd’s, her wet arrival at his lodging, her indisposition from her immersion, their vigil of discussion, and his seeing her off next morning.


  ‘Well now,’ said Phillotson at the conclusion, ‘I take it as your final word, and I know I can believe you, that the suspicion which led to her rustication is an absolutely baseless one?’


  ‘It is,’ said Jude solemnly. ‘Absolutely. So help me God!’


  The schoolmaster rose. Each of the twain felt that the interview could not comfortably merge in a friendly discussion of their recent experiences, after the manner of friends; and when Jude had taken him round, and shown him some features of the renovation which the old cathedral was undergoing, Phillotson bade the young man good-day and went away.


  This visit took place about eleven o’clock in the morning; but no Sue appeared. When Jude went to his dinner at one he saw his beloved ahead of him in the street leading up from the North Gate, walking as if in no way looking for him. Speedily overtaking her he remarked that he had asked her to come to him at the Cathedral, and she had promised.


  ‘I have been to get my things from the College,’ she said—an observation which he was expected to take as an answer, though it was not one. Finding her to be in this evasive mood he felt inclined to give her the information so long withheld.


  ‘You have not seen Mr. Phillotson to-day?’ he ventured to inquire.


  ‘I have not. But I am not going to be cross-examined about him; and if you ask anything more I won’t answer!’


  ‘It is very odd that—’ He stopped, regarding her.


  ‘What?’


  ‘That you are often not so nice in your real presence as you are in your letters!’


  ‘Does it really seem so to you?’ said she, smiling with quick curiosity. ‘Well, that’s strange; but I feel just the same about you, Jude. When you are gone away I seem such a cold-hearted——’


  As she knew his sentiment towards her Jude saw that they were getting upon dangerous ground. It was now, he thought, that he must speak as an honest man.


  But he did not speak, and she continued: ‘It was that which made me write and say—I didn’t mind your loving me,—if you wanted to, much!’


  The exultation he might have felt at what that implied, or seemed to imply, was nullified by his intention, and he rested rigid till he began: ‘I have never told you——’


  ‘Yes you have,’ murmured she.


  ‘I mean, I have never told you my history—all of it.’


  ‘But I guess it. I know nearly.’


  Jude looked up. Could she possibly know of that morning performance of his with Arabella; which in a few months had ceased to be a marriage more completely than by death? He saw that she did not.


  ‘I can’t quite tell you here in the street,’ he went on with a gloomy tongue. ‘And you had better not come to my lodgings. Let us go in here.’


  The building by which they stood was the market-house; it was the only place available; and they entered, the market being over, and the stalls and areas empty. He would have preferred a more congenial spot, but, as usually happens, in place of a romantic field or solemn aisle for his tale, it was told while they walked up and down over a floor littered with rotten cabbage-leaves, and amid all the usual squalors of decayed vegetable matter and unsaleable refuse. He began and finished his brief narrative, which merely led up to the information that he had married a wife some years earlier, and that his wife was living still. Almost before her countenance had time to change she hurried out the words,


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me before!’


  ‘I couldn’t. It seemed so cruel to tell it.’


  ‘To yourself, Jude. So it was better to be cruel to me!’


  ‘No, dear darling!’ cried Jude passionately. He tried to take her hand, but she withdrew it. Their old relations of confidence seemed suddenly to have ended, and the antagonisms of sex to sex were left without any counterpoising predilections. She was his comrade, friend, unconscious sweetheart no longer; and her eyes regarded him in estranged silence.


  ‘I was ashamed of the episode in my life which brought about the marriage,’ he continued. ‘I can’t explain it precisely now. I could have done it if you had taken it differently!’


  ‘But how can I?’ she burst out. ‘Here I have been saying, or writing, that—that you might love me, or something of the sort!—just out of charity—and all the time—O it is perfectly damnable how things are!’ she said, stamping her foot in a nervous quiver.


  ‘You take me wrong, Sue! I never thought you cared for me at all, till quite lately; so I felt it did not matter! Do you care for me, Sue?—you know how I mean?—I don’t like “out of charity” at all!’


  It was a question which in the circumstances Sue did not choose to answer.


  ‘I suppose she—your wife—is—a very pretty woman, even if she’s wicked?’ she asked quickly.


  ‘She’s pretty enough, as far as that goes.’


  ‘Prettier than I am, no doubt!’


  ‘You are not the least alike. And I have never seen her for years…. But she’s sure to come back—they always do!’


  ‘How strange of you to stay apart from her like this!’ said Sue, her trembling lip and lumpy throat belying her irony. ‘You, such a religious man. How will the demi-gods in your Pantheon—I mean those legendary persons you call Saints—intercede for you after this? Now if I had done such a thing it would have been different, and not remarkable, for I at least don’t regard marriage as a Sacrament. Your theories are not so advanced as your practice!’


  ‘Sue, you are terribly cutting when you like to be—a perfect Voltaire! But you must treat me as you will!’


  When she saw how wretched he was she softened, and trying to blink away her sympathetic tears said with all the winning reproachfulness of a heart-hurt woman: ‘Ah—you should have told me before you gave me that idea that you wanted to be allowed to love me! I had no feeling before that moment at the railway-station, except—’ For once Sue was as miserable as he, in her attempts to keep herself free from emotion, and her less than half-success.


  ‘Don’t cry, dear!’ he implored.


  ‘I am—not crying—because I meant to—love you; but because of your want of—confidence!’


  They were quite screened from the Market-square without, and he could not help putting out his arm towards her waist. His momentary desire was the means of her rallying. ‘No, no!’ she said, drawing back stringently, and wiping her eyes. ‘Of course not! It would be hypocrisy to pretend that it would be meant as from my cousin; and it can’t be in any other way.’


  They moved on a dozen paces, and she showed herself recovered. It was distracting to Jude, and his heart would have ached less had she appeared anyhow but as she did appear; essentially large-minded and generous on reflection, despite a previous exercise of those narrow womanly humours on impulse that were necessary to give her sex.


  ‘I don’t blame you for what you couldn’t help,’ she said smiling. ‘How should I be so foolish! I do blame you a little bit for not telling me before. But after all it doesn’t matter. We should have had to keep apart, you see, even if this had not been in your life.’


  ‘No, we shouldn’t, Sue! This is the only obstacle!’


  ‘You forget that I must have loved you, and wanted to be your wife, even if there had been no obstacle,’ said Sue, with a gentle seriousness which did not reveal her mind. ‘And then we are cousins, and it is bad for cousins to marry. And—I am engaged to somebody else. As to our going on together as we were going, in a sort of friendly way, the people round us would have made it unable to continue. Their views of the relations of man and woman are limited, as is proved by their expelling me from the school. Their philosophy only recognizes relations based on animal desire. The wide field of strong attachment where desire plays, at least, only a secondary part, is ignored by them—the part of—who is it?—Venus Urania.’


  Her being able to talk learnedly showed that she was mistress of herself again; and before they parted she had almost regained her vivacious glance, her reciprocity of tone, her gay manner, and her second-thought attitude of critical largeness towards others of her age and sex.


  He could speak more freely now. ‘There were several reasons against my telling you rashly. One was what I have said; another, that it was always impressed upon me that I ought not to marry—that I belonged to an odd and peculiar family—the wrong breed for marriage.’


  ‘Ah—who used to say that to you?’


  ‘My great-aunt. She said it always ended badly with us Fawleys.’


  ‘That’s strange. My father used to say the same to me!’


  They stood possessed by the same thought, ugly enough, even as an assumption: that a union between them, had such been possible, would have meant a terrible intensification of unfitness—two bitters in one dish.


  ‘O but there can’t be anything in it!’ she said with nervous lightness. ‘Our family have been unlucky of late years in choosing mates—that’s all.’


  And then they pretended to persuade themselves that all that had happened was of no consequence, and that they could still be cousins and friends and warm correspondents, and have happy genial times when they met, even if they met less frequently than before. Their parting was in good friendship, and yet Jude’s last look into her eyes was tinged with inquiry, for he felt that he did not even now quite know her mind.


  ♣


  III.–vii.


  Tidings from Sue a day or two after passed across Jude like a withering blast.


  Before reading the letter he was led to suspect that its contents were of a somewhat serious kind by catching sight of the signature—which was in her full name, never used in her correspondence with him since her first note:


  
    ‘My dear Jude,—I have something to tell you which perhaps you will not be surprised to hear, though certainly it may strike you as being accelerated (as the railway companies say of their trains). Mr. Phillotson and I are to be married quite soon—in three or four weeks. We had intended, as you know, to wait till I had gone through my course of training and obtained my certificate, so as to assist him, if necessary, in the teaching. But he generously says he does not see any object in waiting, now I am not at the Training School. It is so good of him, because the awkwardness of my situation has really come about by my fault in getting expelled.


    ‘Wish me joy. Remember I say you are to, and you mustn’t refuse!—Your affectionate cousin,


    ‘Susanna Florence Mary Bridehead.’

  


  Jude staggered under the news; could eat no breakfast; and kept on drinking tea because his mouth was so dry. Then presently he went back to his work and laughed the usual bitter laugh of a man so confronted. Everything seemed turning to satire. And yet, what could the poor girl do? he asked himself: and felt worse than shedding tears.


  ‘O Susanna Florence Mary!’ he said as he worked. ‘You don’t know what marriage means!’


  Could it be possible that his announcement of his own marriage had pricked her on to this, just as his visit to her when in liquor may have pricked her on to her engagement? To be sure, there seemed to exist these other and sufficient reasons, practical and social, for her decision; but Sue was not a very practical or calculating person; and he was compelled to think that a pique at having his secret sprung upon her had moved her to give way to Phillotson’s probable representations, that the best course to prove how unfounded were the suspicions of the school authorities would be to marry him off-hand, as in fulfilment of an ordinary engagement. Sue had, in fact, been placed in an awkward corner. Poor Sue!


  He determined to play the Spartan; to make the best of it, and support her; but he could not write the requested good wishes for a day or two. Meanwhile there came another note from his impatient little dear:


  
    ‘Jude, will you give me away? I have nobody else who could do it so conveniently as you, being the only married relation I have here on the spot, even if my father were friendly enough to be willing, which he isn’t. I hope you won’t think it a trouble? I have been looking at the marriage service in the Prayer-book, and it seems to me very humiliating that a giver-away should be required at all. According to the ceremony as there printed, my bridegroom chooses me of his own will and pleasure; but I don’t choose him. Somebody gives me to him, like a she-ass or she-goat, or any other domestic animal. Bless your exalted views of woman, O Churchman! But I forget: I am no longer privileged to tease you.—Ever,


    ‘Susanna Florence Mary Bridehead.’

  


  Jude screwed himself up to heroic key; and replied:


  
    ‘My dear Sue,—Of course I wish you joy! And also of course I will give you away. What I suggest is that, as you have no house of your own, you do not marry from your school friend’s, but from mine. It would be more proper, I think, since I am, as you say, the person nearest related to you in this part of the world.


    ‘I don’t see why you sign your letter in such a new and terribly formal way? Surely you care a bit about me still!—Ever your affectionate,


    Jude.’

  


  What had jarred on him even more than the signature was a little sting he had been silent on—the phrase ‘married relation’—What an idiot it made him seem as her lover! If Sue had written that in satire, he could hardly forgive her; if in suffering—ah, that was another thing!


  His offer of his lodging must have commended itself to Phillotson at any rate, for the schoolmaster sent him a line of warm thanks, accepting the convenience. Sue also thanked him. Jude immediately moved into more commodious quarters, as much to escape the espionage of the suspicious landlady who had been one cause of Sue’s unpleasant experience as for the sake of room.


  Then Sue wrote to tell him the day fixed for the wedding; and Jude decided, after inquiry, that she should come into residence on the following Saturday, which would allow of a ten days’ stay in the city prior to the ceremony, sufficiently representing a nominal residence of fifteen.


  She arrived by the ten o’clock train on the day aforesaid, Jude not going to meet her at the station, by her special request, that he should not lose a morning’s work and pay, she said (if this were her true reason). But so well by this time did he know Sue that the remembrance of their mutual sensitiveness at emotional crises might, he thought, have weighed with her in this. When he came home to dinner she had taken possession of her apartment.


  She lived in the same house with him, but on a different floor, and they saw each other little, an occasional supper being the only meal they took together, when Sue’s manner was something that of a scared child. What she felt he did not know; their conversation was mechanical, though she did not look pale or ill. Phillotson came frequently, but mostly when Jude was absent. On the morning of the wedding, when Jude had given himself a holiday, Sue and her cousin had breakfast together for the first and last time during this curious interval; in his room—the parlour—which he had hired for the period of Sue’s residence. Seeing, as women do, how helpless he was in making the place comfortable, she bustled about.


  ‘What’s the matter, Jude?’ she said suddenly.


  He was leaning with his elbows on the table and his chin on his hands, looking into a futurity which seemed to be sketched out on the tablecloth.


  ‘O—nothing!’


  ‘You are “father,” you know. That’s what they call the man who gives you away.’


  Jude could have said ‘Phillotson’s age entitles him to be called that!’ But he would not annoy her by such a cheap retort.


  She talked incessantly, as if she dreaded his indulgence in reflection, and before the meal was over both he and she wished they had not put such confidence in their new view of things, and had taken breakfast apart. What oppressed Jude was the thought that, having done a wrong thing of this sort himself, he was aiding and abetting the woman he loved in doing a like wrong thing, instead of imploring and warning her against it. It was on his tongue to say, ‘You have quite made up your mind?’


  After breakfast they went out on an errand together moved by a mutual thought that it was the last opportunity they would have of indulging in unceremonious companionship. By the irony of fate, and the curious trick in Sue’s nature of tempting Providence at critical times, she took his arm as they walked through the muddy street—a thing she had never done before in her life—and on turning the corner they found themselves close to a grey Perpendicular church with a low-pitched roof—the church of St. Thomas.


  ‘That’s the church,’ said Jude.


  ‘Where I am going to be married?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Indeed!’ she exclaimed with curiosity. ‘How I should like to go in and see what the spot is like where I am so soon to kneel and do it.’


  Again he said to himself, ‘She does not realize what marriage means!’


  He passively acquiesced in her wish to go in, and they entered by the western door. The only person inside the gloomy building was a charwoman cleaning. Sue still held Jude’s arm, almost as if she loved him. Cruelly sweet, indeed, she had been to him that morning; but his thoughts of a penance in store for her were tempered by an ache:


  
    ‘… I can find no way


    How a blow should fall, such as falls on men,


    Nor prove too much for your womanhood!’

  


  They strolled undemonstratively up the nave towards the altar railing, which they stood against in silence, turning then and walking down the nave again, her hand still on his arm, precisely like a couple just married. The too suggestive incident, entirely of her making, nearly broke down Jude.


  ‘I like to do things like this,’ she said in the delicate voice of an epicure in emotions, which left no doubt that she spoke the truth.


  ‘I know you do!’ said Jude.


  ‘They are interesting, because they have probably never been done before. I shall walk down the church like this with my husband in about two hours, shan’t I!’


  ‘No doubt you will!’


  ‘Was it like this when you were married?’


  ‘Good God, Sue—don’t be so awfully merciless! … There, dear one, I didn’t mean it!’


  ‘Ah—you are vexed!’ she said regretfully, as she blinked away an access of eye moisture. ‘And I promised never to vex you! … I suppose I ought not to have asked you to bring me in here. O I oughtn’t! I see it now. My curiosity to hunt up a new sensation always leads me into these scrapes. Forgive me! … You will, won’t you, Jude?’


  The appeal was so remorseful that Jude’s eyes were even wetter than hers as he pressed her hand for Yes.


  ‘Now we’ll hurry away, and I won’t do it any more!’ she continued humbly; and they came out of the building, Sue intending to go on to the station to meet Phillotson. But the first person they encountered on entering the main street was the schoolmaster himself, whose train had arrived sooner than Sue expected. There was nothing really to demur to in her leaning on Jude’s arm; but she withdrew her hand; and Jude thought that Phillotson had looked surprised.


  ‘We have been doing such a funny thing!’ said she, smiling candidly. ‘We’ve been to the church, rehearsing as it were. Haven’t we, Jude?’


  ‘How?’ said Phillotson curiously.


  Jude inwardly deplored what he thought to be unnecessary frankness; but she had gone too far not to explain all, which she accordingly did, telling him how they had marched up to the altar.


  Seeing how puzzled Phillotson seemed, Jude said as cheerfully as he could, ‘I am going to buy her another little present. Will you both come to the shop with me?’


  ‘No,’ said Sue, ‘I’ll go on to the house with him;’ and requesting her lover not to be a long time she departed with the schoolmaster.


  Jude soon joined them at his rooms, and shortly after they prepared for the ceremony. Phillotson’s hair was brushed to a painful extent, and his shirt collar appeared stiffer than it had been for the previous twenty years. Beyond this he looked dignified and thoughtful, and altogether a man of whom it was not unsafe to predict that he would make a kind and considerate husband. That he adored Sue was obvious; and she could almost be seen to feel that she was undeserving his adoration.


  Although the distance was so short he had hired a fly from the Red Lion, and six or seven women and children had gathered by the door when they came out. The schoolmaster and Sue were unknown, though Jude was getting to be recognized as a citizen; and the couple were judged to be some relations of his from a distance, nobody supposing Sue to have been a recent pupil at the Training School.


  In the carriage Jude took from his pocket his extra little wedding-present, which turned out to be two or three yards of white tulle, which he threw over her bonnet and all, as a veil.


  ‘It looks so odd over a bonnet,’ she said. ‘I’ll take the bonnet off.’


  ‘O no—let it stay,’ said Phillotson. And she obeyed.


  When they had passed up the church and were standing in their places Jude found that the antecedent visit had certainly taken off the edge of this performance, but by the time they were half way on with the service he wished from his heart that he had not undertaken the business of giving her away. How could Sue have had the temerity to ask him to do it—a cruelty possibly to herself as well as to him? Women were different from men in such matters. Was it that they were, instead of more sensitive, as reputed, more callous, and less romantic; or were they more heroic? Or was Sue simply so perverse that she wilfully gave herself and him pain for the odd and mournful luxury of practising long-suffering in her own person, and of being touched with tender pity for him at having made him practise it? He could perceive that her face was nervously set, and when they reached the trying ordeal of Jude giving her to Phillotson she could hardly command herself; rather, however, as it seemed, from her knowledge of what her cousin must feel, whom she need not have had there at all, than from self-consideration. Possibly she would go on inflicting such pains again and again, and grieving for the sufferer again and again, in all her colossal inconsistency.


  Phillotson seemed not to notice, to be surrounded by a mist which prevented his seeing the emotions of others. As soon as they had signed their names and come away, and the suspense was over, Jude felt relieved.


  The meal at his lodging was a very simple affair, and at two o’clock they went off. In crossing the pavement to the fly she looked back; and there was a frightened light in her eyes. Could it be that Sue had acted with such unusual foolishness as to plunge into she knew not what for the sake of asserting her independence of him, of retaliating on him for his secrecy? Perhaps Sue was thus venturesome with men because she was childishly ignorant of that side of their natures which wore out women’s hearts and lives.


  When her foot was on the carriage-step she turned round, saying that she had forgotten something. Jude and the landlady offered to get it.


  ‘No,’ she said, running back. ‘It is my handkerchief. I know where I left it.’


  Jude followed her back. She had found it, and came holding it in her hand. She looked into his eyes with her own tearful ones, and her lips suddenly parted as if she were going to avow something. But she went on; and whatever she had meant to say remained unspoken.


  ♣


  III.–viii.


  Jude wondered if she had really left her handkerchief behind; or whether it were that she had miserably wished to tell him of a love that at the last moment she could not bring herself to express.


  He could not stay in his silent lodging when they were gone, and fearing that he might be tempted to drown his misery in alcohol he went upstairs, changed his dark clothes for his white, his thin boots for his thick, and proceeded to his customary work for the afternoon.


  But in the cathedral he seemed to hear a voice behind him, and to be possessed with an idea that she would come back. She could not possibly go home with Phillotson, he fancied. The feeling grew and stirred. The moment that the clock struck the last of his working hours he threw down his tools and rushed homeward. ‘Has anybody been for me?’ he asked.


  Nobody had been there.


  As he could claim the downstairs sitting-room till twelve o’clock that night he sat in it all the evening; and even when the clock had struck eleven, and the family had retired, he could not shake off the feeling that she would come back and sleep in the little room adjoining his own, in which she had slept so many previous days. Her actions were always unpredictable: why should she not come? Gladly would he have compounded for the denial of her as a sweetheart and wife by having her live thus as a fellow-lodger and friend, even on the most distant terms. His supper still remained spread; and going to the front door, and softly setting it open, he returned to the room and sat as watchers sit on Old-Midsummer eves, expecting the phantom of the Beloved. But she did not come.


  Having indulged in this wild hope he went upstairs, and looked out of the window, and pictured her through the evening journey to London, whither she and Phillotson had gone for their holiday; their rattling along through the damp night to their hotel, under the same sky of ribbed cloud as that he beheld, through which the moon showed its position rather than its shape, and one or two of the larger stars made themselves visible as faint nebulae only. It was a new beginning of Sue’s history. He projected his mind into the future, and saw her with children more or less in her own likeness around her. But the consolation of regarding them as a continuation of her identity was denied to him, as to all such dreamers, by the wilfulness of Nature in not allowing issue from one parent alone. Every desired renewal of an existence is debased by being half alloy. ‘If at the estrangement or death of my lost love, I could go and see her child—hers solely—there would be comfort in it!’ said Jude. And then he again uneasily saw, as he had latterly seen with more and more frequency, the scorn of Nature for man’s finer emotions, and her lack of interest in his aspirations.


  The oppressive strength of his affection for Sue showed itself on the morrow and following days yet more clearly. He could no longer endure the light of the Melchester lamps; the sunshine was as drab paint; and the blue sky as zinc. Then he received news that his old aunt was dangerously ill at Marygreen, which intelligence almost coincided with a letter from his former employer at Christminster, who offered him permanent work of a good class if he would come back. The letters were almost a relief to him. He started to visit Aunt Drusilla, and resolved to go onward to Christminster to see what worth there might be in the builder’s offer.


  Jude found his aunt even worse than the communication from the Widow Edlin had led him to expect. There was every possibility of her lingering on for weeks or months, though little likelihood. He wrote to Sue informing her of the state of her aunt, and suggesting that she might like to see her aged relative alive. He would meet her at Alfredston Road, the following evening, Monday, on his way back from Christminster, if she could come by the up-train which crossed his down-train at that station. Next morning, accordingly, he went on to Christminster, intending to return to Alfredston soon enough to keep the suggested appointment with Sue.


  The City of learning wore an estranged look, and he had lost all feeling for its associations. Yet as the sun made vivid lights and shades of the mullioned architecture of the façades, and drew patterns of the crinkled battlements on the young turf of the quadrangles, Jude thought he had never seen the place look more beautiful. He came to the street in which he had first beheld Sue. The chair she had occupied when, leaning over her ecclesiastical scrolls, a hog-hair brush in her hand, her girlish figure had arrested the gaze of his inquiring eyes, stood precisely in its former spot, empty. It was as if she were dead, and nobody had been found capable of succeeding her in that artistic pursuit. Hers was now the City phantom, while those of the intellectual and devotional worthies who had once moved him to emotion were no longer able to assert their presence there.


  However, here he was; and in fulfilment of his intention he went on to his former lodging in ‘Beersheba,’ near the ritualistic church of St. Silas. The old landlady who opened the door seemed glad to see him again, and bringing some lunch informed him that the builder who had employed him had called to inquire his address.


  Jude went on to the stone-yard where he had worked. But the old sheds and bankers were distasteful to him; he felt it impossible to engage himself to return and stay in this place of vanished dreams. He longed for the hour of the homeward train to Alfredston, where he might probably meet Sue.


  Then, for one ghastly half-hour of depression caused by these scenes, there returned upon him that feeling which had been his undoing more than once—that he was not worth the trouble of being taken care of either by himself or others; and during this half-hour he met Tinker Taylor, the bankrupt ecclesiastical ironmonger, at Fourways, who proposed that they should adjourn to a bar and drink together. They walked along the street till they stood before one of the great palpitating centres of Christminster life, the inn wherein he formerly had responded to the challenge to rehearse the Creed in Latin—now a popular tavern with a spacious and inviting entrance, which gave admittance to a bar that had been entirely renovated and refitted in modern style since Jude’s residence here.


  Tinker Taylor drank off his glass and departed, saying it was too stylish a place now for him to feel at home in, unless he was drunker than he had money to be just then. Jude was longer finishing his, and stood abstractedly silent in the, for the minute, almost empty place. The bar had been gutted and newly arranged throughout, mahogany fixtures having taken the place of the old painted ones, while at the back of the standing-space there were stuffed sofa-benches. The room was divided into compartments in the approved manner, between which were screens of ground glass in mahogany framing, to prevent topers in one compartment being put to the blush by the recognitions of those in the next. On the inside of the counter two barmaids leant over the white-handled beer-engines, and the row of little silvered taps inside, dripping into a pewter trough.


  Feeling tired, and having nothing more to do till the train left, Jude sat down on one of the sofas. At the back of the barmaids rose bevel-edged mirrors, with glass shelves running along their front, on which stood precious liquids that Jude did not know the name of, in bottles of topaz, sapphire, ruby and amethyst. The moment was enlivened by the entrance of some customers into the next compartment, and the starting of the mechanical tell-tale of monies received, which emitted a ting-ting every time a coin was put in.


  The barmaid attending to this compartment was invisible to Jude’s direct glance, though a reflection of her back in the glass behind her was occasionally caught by his eyes. He had only observed this listlessly, when she turned her face for a moment to the glass to set her hair tidy. Then he was amazed to discover that the face was Arabella’s.


  If she had come on to his compartment she would have seen him. But she did not, this being presided over by the maiden on the other side. Abby was in a black gown, with white linen cuffs and a broad white collar, and her figure, more developed than formerly, was accentuated by a bunch of daffodils that she wore on her left bosom. In the compartment she served stood an electro-plated fountain of water over a spirit-lamp, whose blue flame sent a steam from the top, all this being visible to him only in the mirror behind her; which also reflected the faces of the men she was attending to—one of them a handsome, dissipated young fellow, possibly an undergraduate, who had been relating to her an experience of some humorous sort.


  ‘O, Mr. Cockman, now! How can you tell such a tale to me in my innocence!’ she cried gaily. ‘Mr. Cockman, what do you use to make your moustache curl so beautiful?’ As the young man was clean shaven the retort provoked a laugh at his expense.


  ‘Come!’ said he, ‘I’ll have a Curaçoa; and a light, please.’


  She served the liqueur from one of the lovely bottles, and striking a match held it to his cigarette with ministering archness while he whiffed.


  ‘Well, have you heard from your husband lately, my dear?’ he asked.


  ‘Not a sound,’ said she.


  ‘Where is he?’


  ‘I left him in Australia; and I suppose he’s there still.’


  Jude’s eyes grew rounder.


  ‘What made you part from him?’


  ‘Don’t you ask questions, and you won’t hear lies.’


  ‘Come then, give me my change, which you’ve been keeping from me for the last quarter of an hour; and I’ll romantically vanish up the street of this picturesque city.’


  She handed the change over the counter, in taking which he caught her fingers and held them. There was a slight struggle and titter, and he bade her good-bye and left.


  Jude had looked on with the eye of a dazed philosopher. It was extraordinary how far removed from his life Arabella now seemed to be. He could not realize their nominal closeness. And, this being the case, in his present frame of mind he was indifferent to the fact that Arabella was his wife indeed.


  The compartment that she served emptied itself of visitors, and after a brief thought he entered it, and went forward to the counter. Arabella did not recognize him for a moment. Then their glances met. She started; till a humorous impudence sparkled in her eyes, and she spoke.


  ‘Well, I’m blest! I thought you were underground years ago!’


  ‘Oh!’


  ‘I never heard anything of you, or I don’t know that I should have come here. But never mind! What shall I treat you to this afternoon? A Scotch and soda? Come, anything that the house will afford, for old acquaintance’ sake!’


  ‘Thanks, Arabella,’ said Jude without a smile. ‘But I don’t want anything more than I’ve had.’ The fact was that her unexpected presence there had destroyed at a stroke his momentary taste for strong liquor as completely as if it had whisked him back to his milk-fed infancy.


  ‘That’s a pity, now you could get it for nothing.’


  ‘How long have you been here?’


  ‘About six weeks. I returned from Sydney three months ago. I always liked this business, you know.’


  ‘I wonder you came to this place!’


  ‘Well, as I say, I thought you were gone to glory, and being in London I saw the situation in an advertisement. Nobody was likely to know me here, even if I had minded, for I was never in Christminster in my growing up.’


  ‘Why did you return from Australia?’


  ‘Oh, I had my reasons…. Then you are not a Don yet?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Not even a Reverend?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Nor so much as a Rather Reverend dissenting gentleman?’


  ‘I am as I was.’


  ‘True—you look so.’ She idly allowed her fingers to rest on the pull of the beer-engine as she inspected him critically. He observed that her hands were smaller and whiter than when he had lived with her, and that on the hand which pulled the engine she wore an ornamental ring set with what seemed to be real sapphires—which they were, indeed, and were much admired as such by the young men who frequented the bar.


  ‘So you pass as having a living husband,’ he continued.


  ‘Yes. I thought it might be awkward if I called myself a widow, as I should have liked.’


  ‘True. I am known here a little.’


  ‘I didn’t mean on that account—for as I said I didn’t expect you. It was for other reasons.’


  ‘What were they?’


  ‘I don’t care to go into them,’ she replied evasively. ‘I make a very good living, and I don’t know that I want your company.’


  Here a chappie with no chin, and a moustache like a lady’s eyebrow, came and asked for a curiously compounded drink, and Arabella was obliged to go and attend to him. ‘We can’t talk here,’ she said, stepping back a moment. ‘Can’t you wait till nine? Say yes, and don’t be a fool. I can get off duty two hours sooner than usual, if I ask. I am not living in the house at present.’


  He reflected and said gloomily, ‘I’ll come back. I suppose we’d better arrange something.’


  ‘O bother arranging! I’m not going to arrange anything!’


  ‘But I must know a thing or two; and, as you say, we can’t talk here. Very well; I’ll call for you.’


  Depositing his unemptied glass he went out and walked up and down the street. Here was a rude flounce into the pellucid sentimentality of his sad attachment to Sue. Though Arabella’s word was absolutely untrustworthy, he thought there might be some truth in her implication that she had not wished to disturb him, and had really supposed him dead. However, there was only one thing now to be done, and that was to play a straightforward part, the law being the law, and the woman between whom and himself there was no more unity than between east and west being in the eye of the Church one person with him.


  Having to meet Arabella here, it was impossible to meet Sue at Alfredston as he had promised. At every thought of this a pang had gone through him; but the conjuncture could not be helped. Arabella was perhaps an intended intervention to punish him for his unauthorized love. Passing the evening, therefore, in a desultory waiting about the town wherein he avoided the precincts of every Cloister and Hall, because he could not bear to behold them, he repaired to the tavern bar while the hundred and one strokes were resounding from the Great Bell of Cardinal College, a coincidence which seemed to him gratuitous irony. The inn was now brilliantly lighted up, and the scene was altogether more brisk and gay. The faces of the barmaidens had risen in colour, each having a pink flush on her cheek; their manners were still more vivacious than before—more abandoned, more excited, more sensuous, and they expressed their sentiments and desires less euphemistically, laughing in a lackadaisical tone, without reserve.


  The bar had been crowded with men of all sorts during the previous hour, and he had heard from without the hubbub of their voices; but the customers were fewer at last. He nodded to Arabella, and told her that she would find him outside the door when she came away.


  ‘But you must have something with me first,’ she said with great good-humour. ‘Just an early night-cap: I always do. Then you can go out and wait a minute, as it is best we should not be seen going together.’ She drew a couple of liqueur glasses of brandy; and though she had evidently, from her countenance, already taken in enough alcohol either by drinking or, more probably, from the atmosphere she had breathed for so many hours, she finished hers quickly. He also drank his, and went outside the house.


  In a few minutes she came, in a thick jacket and a hat with a black feather. ‘I live quite near,’ she said, taking his arm, ‘and can let myself in by a latch-key at any time. What arrangement do you want to come to?’


  ‘O—none in particular,’ he answered, thoroughly sick and tired, his thoughts again reverting to Alfredston, and the train he did not go by; the probable disappointment of Sue that he was not there when she arrived, and the missed pleasure of her company on the long and lonely climb by starlight up the hills to Marygreen. ‘I ought to have gone back really! My aunt is on her deathbed, I fear.’


  ‘I’ll go over with you to-morrow morning. I think I could get a day off.’


  There was something particularly uncongenial in the idea of Arabella, who had no more sympathy than a tigress with his relations or him, coming to the bedside of his dying aunt, and meeting Sue. Yet he said, ‘Of course, if you’d like to, you can.’


  ‘Well, that we’ll consider…. Now, until we have come to some agreement it is awkward our being together here—where you are known, and I am getting known, though without any suspicion that I have anything to do with you. As we are going towards the station suppose we take the nine-forty train to Aldbrickham? We shall be there in little more than half-an-hour, and nobody will know us for one night, and we shall be quite free to act as we choose till we have made up our minds whether we’ll make anything public or not.’


  ‘As you like.’


  ‘Then wait till I get two or three things. This is my lodging. Sometimes when late I sleep at the hotel where I am engaged, so nobody will think anything of my staying out.’


  She speedily returned, and they went on to the railway, and made the half-hour’s journey to Aldbrickham, where they entered a third-rate inn near the station in time for a late supper.


  ♣


  III.–ix.


  On the morrow between nine and half-past they were journeying back to Christminster, the only two occupants of a compartment in a third-class railway-carriage. Having, like Jude, made rather a hasty toilet to catch the train, Arabella looked a little frowsy, and her face was very far from possessing the animation which had characterized it at the bar the night before. When they came out of the station she found that she still had half-an-hour to spare before she was due at the bar. They walked in silence a little way out of the town in the direction of Alfredston. Jude looked up the far highway.


  ‘Ah … poor feeble me!’ he murmured at last.


  ‘What?’ said she.


  ‘This is the very road by which I came into Christminster years ago full of plans!’


  ‘Well, whatever the road is I think my time is nearly up, as I have to be in the bar by eleven o’clock. And as I said, I shan’t ask for the day to go with you to see your aunt. So perhaps we had better part here. I’d sooner not walk up Chief Street with you, since we’ve come to no conclusion at all.’


  ‘Very well. But you said when we were getting up this morning that you had something you wished to tell me before I left?’


  ‘So I had—two things—one in particular. But you wouldn’t promise to keep it a secret. I’ll tell you now if you promise? As an honest woman I wish you to know it…. It was what I began telling you in the night—about that gentleman who managed the Sydney hotel.’ Arabella spoke somewhat hurriedly for her. ‘You’ll keep it close?’


  ‘Yes—yes—I promise!’ said Jude impatiently. ‘Of course I don’t want to reveal your secrets.’


  ‘Whenever I met him out for a walk, he used to say that he was much taken with my looks, and he kept pressing me to marry him. I never thought of coming back to England again; and being out there in Australia, with no home of my own after leaving my father, I at last agreed, and did.’


  ‘What—marry him?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Regularly—legally—in church?’


  ‘Yes. And lived with him till shortly before I left. It was stupid, I know; but I did! There, now I’ve told you. Don’t round upon me! He talks of coming back to England, poor old chap. But if he does, he won’t be likely to find me.’


  Jude stood pale and fixed.


  ‘Why the devil didn’t you tell me last night!’ he said.


  ‘Well—I didn’t…. Won’t you make it up with me, then?’


  ‘So in talking of “your husband” to the bar gentlemen you meant him, of course—not me!’


  ‘Of course…. Come, don’t fuss about it.’


  ‘I have nothing more to say!’ replied Jude. ‘I have nothing at all to say about the—crime—you’ve confessed to!’


  ‘Crime! Pooh. They don’t think much of such as that over there! Lots of ’em do it…. Well, if you take it like that I shall go back to him! He was very fond of me, and we lived honourable enough, and as respectable as any married couple in the Colony! How did I know where you were?’


  ‘I won’t go blaming you. I could say a good deal; but perhaps it would be misplaced. What do you wish me to do?’


  ‘Nothing. There was one thing more I wanted to tell you; but I fancy we’ve seen enough of one another for the present! I shall think over what you said about your circumstances, and let you know.’


  Thus they parted. Jude watched her disappear in the direction of the hotel, and entered the railway station close by. Finding that it wanted three-quarters of an hour of the time at which he could get a train back to Alfredston, he strolled mechanically into the city as far as to the Fourways, where he stood as he had so often stood before, and surveyed Chief Street stretching ahead, with its college after college, in picturesqueness unrivalled except by such Continental vistas as the Street of Palaces in Genoa; the lines of the buildings being as distinct in the morning air as in an architectural drawing. But Jude was far from seeing or criticizing these things; they were hidden by an indescribable consciousness of Arabella’s midnight contiguity, a sense of degradation at his revived experiences with her, of her appearance as she lay asleep at dawn, which set upon his motionless face a look as of one accurst. If he could only have felt resentment towards her he would have been less unhappy; but he pitied while he contemned her.


  Jude turned and retraced his steps. Drawing again towards the station he started at hearing his name pronounced—less at the name than at the voice. To his great surprise no other than Sue stood like a vision before him—her look bodeful and anxious as in a dream, her little mouth nervous, and her strained eyes speaking reproachful inquiry.


  ‘O Jude—I am so glad—to meet you like this!’ she said in quick, uneven accents not far from a sob. Then she flushed as she observed his thought that they had not met since her marriage.


  They looked away from each other to hide their emotion, took each other’s hand without further speech, and went on together awhile, till she glanced at him with furtive solicitude. ‘I arrived at Alfredston station last night, as you asked me to, and there was nobody to meet me! But I reached Marygreen alone, and they told me aunt was a trifle better. I sat up with her, and as you did not come all night I was frightened about you—I thought that perhaps, when you found yourself back in the old city, you were upset at—at thinking I was—married, and not there as I used to be; and that you had nobody to speak to; so you had tried to drown your gloom!—as you did at that former time when you were disappointed about entering as a student, and had forgotten your promise to me that you never would again. And this, I thought, was why you hadn’t come to meet me!’


  ‘And you came to hunt me up, and deliver me, like a good angel!’


  ‘I thought I would come by the morning train and try to find you—in case—in case——’


  ‘I did think of my promise to you, dear, continually! I shall never break out again as I did, I am sure. I may have been doing nothing better, but I was not doing that—I loathe the thought of it.’


  ‘I am glad your staying had nothing to do with that. But,’ she said, the faintest pout entering into her tone, ‘you didn’t come back last night and meet me, as you engaged to!’


  ‘I didn’t—I am sorry to say. I had an appointment at nine o’clock—too late for me to catch the train that would have met yours, or to get home at all.’


  Looking at his loved one as she appeared to him now, in his tender thought the sweetest and most disinterested comrade that he had ever had, living largely in vivid imaginings, so ethereal a creature that her spirit could be seen trembling through her limbs, he felt heartily ashamed of his earthliness in spending the hours he had spent in Arabella’s company. There was something rude and immoral in thrusting these recent facts of his life upon the mind of one who, to him, was so uncarnate as to seem at times impossible as a human wife to any average man. And yet she was Phillotson’s. How she had become such, how she lived as such, passed his comprehension as he regarded her to-day.


  ‘You’ll go back with me?’ he said. ‘There’s a train just now. I wonder how my aunt is by this time…. And so, Sue, you really came on my account all this way! At what an early time you must have started, poor thing!’


  ‘Yes. Sitting up watching alone made me all nerves for you, and instead of going to bed when it got light I started. And now you won’t frighten me like this again about your morals for nothing?’


  He was not so sure that she had been frightened about his morals for nothing. He released her hand till they had entered the train,—it seemed the same carriage he had lately got out of with another—where they sat down side by side, Sue between him and the window. He regarded the delicate lines of her profile, and the small, tight, apple-like convexities of her bodice, so different from Arabella’s amplitudes. Though she knew he was looking at her she did not turn to him, but kept her eyes forward, as if afraid that by meeting his own some troublous discussion would be initiated.


  ‘Sue—you are married now, you know, like me; and yet we have been in such a hurry that we have not said a word about it!’


  ‘There’s no necessity,’ she quickly returned.


  ‘O well—perhaps not…. But I wish——’


  ‘Jude—don’t talk about me—I wish you wouldn’t!’ she entreated. ‘It distresses me, rather. Forgive my saying it! … Where did you stay last night?’


  She had asked the question in perfect innocence, to change the topic. He knew that, and said merely, ‘At an inn,’ though it would have been a relief to tell her of his meeting with an unexpected one. But the latter’s final announcement of her marriage in Australia bewildered him lest what he might say should do his ignorant wife an injury.


  Their talk proceeded but awkwardly till they reached Alfredston. That Sue was not as she had been, but was labelled ‘Phillotson,’ paralyzed Jude whenever he wanted to commune with her as an individual. Yet she seemed unaltered—he could not say why. There remained the five-mile extra journey into the country, which it was just as easy to walk as to drive, the greater part of it being uphill. Jude had never before in his life gone that road with Sue, though he had with another. It was now as if he carried a bright light which temporarily banished the shady associations of the earlier time.


  Sue talked; but Jude noticed that she still kept the conversation from herself. At length he inquired if her husband were well.


  ‘O yes,’ she said. ‘He is obliged to be in the school all the day, or he would have come with me. He is so good and kind that to accompany me he would have dismissed the school for once, even against his principles—for he is strongly opposed to giving casual holidays—only I wouldn’t let him. I felt it would be better to come alone. Aunt Drusilla, I knew, was so very eccentric; and his being almost a stranger to her now would have made it irksome to both. Since it turns out that she is hardly conscious I am glad I did not ask him.’


  Jude had walked moodily while this praise of Phillotson was being expressed. ‘Mr. Phillotson obliges you in everything, as he ought,’ he said.


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘You ought to be a happy wife.’


  ‘And of course I am.’


  ‘Bride, I might almost have said, as yet. It is not so many weeks since I gave you to him, and——


  ‘Yes, I know! I know!’ There was something in her face which belied her late assuring words, so strictly proper and so lifelessly spoken that they might have been taken from a list of model speeches in ‘The Wife’s Guide to Conduct.’ Jude knew the quality of every vibration in Sue’s voice, could read every symptom of her mental condition; and he was convinced that she was unhappy, although she had not been a month married. But her rushing away thus from home, to see the last of a relative whom she had hardly known in her life, proved nothing; for Sue naturally did such things as those.


  ‘Well, you have my good wishes now as always, Mrs. Phillotson.’


  She reproached him by a glance.


  ‘No, you are not Mrs. Phillotson,’ murmured Jude. ‘You are dear, free Sue Bridehead, only you don’t know it! Wifedom has not yet squashed up and digested you in its vast maw as an atom which has no further individuality.’


  Sue put on a look of being offended, till she answered, ‘Nor has husbandom you, so far as I can see!’


  ‘But it has!’ he said, shaking his head sadly.


  When they reached the lone cottage under the firs, between the Brown House and Marygreen, in which Jude and Arabella had lived and quarrelled, he turned to look at it. A squalid family lived there now. He could not help saying to Sue: ‘That’s the house my wife and I occupied the whole of the time we lived together. I brought her home to that house.’


  She looked at it. ‘That to you was what the school-house at Shaston is to me.’


  ‘Yes; but I was not very happy there, as you are in yours.’


  She closed her lips in retortive silence, and they walked some way till she glanced at him to see how he was taking it. ‘Of course I may have exaggerated your happiness—one never knows,’ he continued blandly.


  ‘Don’t think that, Jude, for a moment, even though you may have said it to sting me! He’s as good to me as a man can be, and gives me perfect liberty—which elderly husbands don’t do in general…. If you think I am not happy because he’s too old for me, you are wrong.’


  ‘I don’t think anything against him—to you, dear.’


  ‘And you won’t say things to distress me, will you?’


  ‘I will not.’


  He said no more, but he knew that, from some cause or other, in taking Phillotson as a husband, Sue felt that she had done what she ought not to have done.


  They plunged into the concave field on the other side of which rose the village—the field wherein Jude had received a thrashing from the farmer many years earlier. On ascending to the village and approaching the house they found Mrs. Edlin standing at the door, who at sight of them lifted her hands deprecatingly. ‘She’s downstairs, if you’ll believe me!’ cried the widow. ‘Out o’ bed she got, and nothing could turn her. What will come o’t I do not know!’


  On entering, there indeed by the fireplace sat the old woman, wrapped in blankets, and turning upon them a countenance like that of Sebastiano’s Lazarus. They must have looked their amazement, for she said in a hollow voice:


  ‘Ah—sceered ye, have I! I wasn’t going to bide up there no longer, to please nobody! ’Tis more than flesh and blood can bear, to be ordered to do this and that by a feller that don’t know half as well as you do yourself! … Ah—you’ll rue this marrying as well as he!’ she added, turning to Sue. ‘All our family do,—and nearly all everybody else’s. You should have done as I did, you simpleton! And Phillotson the schoolmaster, of all men! What made ’ee marry him?’


  ‘What makes most women marry, aunt?’


  ‘Ah! You mean to say you loved the man!’


  ‘I don’t mean to say anything definite.’


  ‘Do ye love un?’


  ‘Don’t ask me, aunt.’


  ‘I can mind the man very well. A very civil, honourable liver; but Lord!—I don’t want to wownd your feelings, but—there be certain men here and there that no woman of any niceness can stomach. I should have said he was one. I don’t say so now, since you must ha’ known better than I,—but that’s what I should have said!’


  Sue jumped up and went out. Jude followed her, and found her in the outhouse, crying.


  ‘Don’t cry, dear!’ said Jude in distress. ‘She means well, but is very crusty and queer now, you know.’


  ‘O no—it isn’t that!’ said Sue, trying to dry her eyes. ‘I don’t mind her roughness one bit.’


  ‘What is it, then?’


  ‘It is that what she says is—is true!’


  ‘God—what—you don’t like him?’ asked Jude.


  ‘I don’t mean that!’ she said hastily. ‘That I ought—perhaps I ought not to have married!’


  He wondered if she had really been going to say that at first. They went back, and the subject was smoothed over, and her aunt took rather kindly to Sue, telling her that not many young women newly married would have come so far to see a sick old crone like her. In the afternoon Sue prepared to depart, Jude hiring a neighbour to drive her to Alfredston.


  ‘I’ll go with you to the station, if you’d like?’ he said.


  She would not let him. The man came round with the trap, and Jude helped her into it, perhaps with unnecessary attention, for she looked at him prohibitively.


  ‘I suppose—I may come to see you some day, when I am back again at Melchester?’ he half-crossly observed.


  She bent down and said softly: ‘No, dear—you are not to come yet. I don’t think you are in a good mood.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Jude. ‘Good-bye!’


  ‘Good-bye!’ She waved her hand and was gone.


  ‘She’s right! I won’t go!’ he murmured.


  He passed the evening and following days in mortifying by every possible means his wish to see her, nearly starving himself in attempts to extinguish by fasting his passionate tendency to love her. He read sermons on discipline; and hunted up passages in Church history that treated of the Ascetics of the second century. Before he had returned from Marygreen to Melchester there arrived a letter from Arabella. The sight of it revived a stronger feeling of self-condemnation for his brief return to her society than for his attachment to Sue.


  The letter, he perceived, bore a London postmark instead of the Christminster one. Arabella informed him that a few days after their parting in the morning at Christminster, she had been surprised by an affectionate letter from her Australian husband, formerly manager of the hotel in Sydney. He had come to England on purpose to find her; and had taken a free, fully-licensed public, in Lambeth, where he wished her to join him in conducting the business, which was likely to be a very thriving one, the house being situated in an excellent, densely populated, gin-drinking neighbourhood, and already doing a trade of £200 a month, which could be easily doubled.


  As he had said that he loved her very much still, and implored her to tell him where she was, and as they had only parted in a slight tiff, and as her engagement in Christminster was only temporary, she had just gone to join him as he urged. She could not help feeling that she belonged to him more than to Jude, since she had properly married him, and had lived with him much longer than with her first husband. In thus wishing Jude good-bye she bore him no ill-will, and trusted he would not turn upon her, a weak woman, and inform against her, and bring her to ruin now that she had a chance of improving her circumstances and leading a genteel life.


  ♣


  III.–x.


  Jude returned to Melchester, which had the questionable recommendation of being only a dozen and a half miles from his Sue’s now permanent residence. At first he felt that this nearness was a distinct reason for not going southward at all; but Christminster was too sad a place to bear, while the proximity of Shaston to Melchester might afford him the glory of worsting the Enemy in a close engagement, such as was deliberately sought by the priests and virgins of the early Church, who, disdaining an ignominious flight from temptation, became even chamber-partners with impunity. Jude did not pause to remember that, in the laconic words of the historian, ‘insulted Nature sometimes vindicated her rights’ in such circumstances.


  He now returned with feverish desperation to his study for the priesthood—in the recognition that the single-mindedness of his aims, and his fidelity to the cause, had been more than questionable of late. His passion for Sue troubled his soul; yet his lawful abandonment to the society of Arabella for twelve hours seemed instinctively a worse thing—even though she had not told him of her Sydney husband till afterwards. He had, he verily believed, overcome all tendency to fly to liquor—which, indeed, he had never done from taste, but merely as an escape from intolerable misery of mind. Yet he perceived with despondency that, taken all round, he was a man of too many passions to make a good clergyman; the utmost he could hope for was that in a life of constant internal warfare between flesh and spirit the former might not always be victorious.


  As a hobby, auxiliary to his readings in Divinity, he developed his slight skill in church-music and thorough-bass, till he could join in part-singing from notation with some accuracy. A mile or two from Melchester there was a restored village church, to which Jude had originally gone to fix the new columns and capitals. By this means he had become acquainted with the organist, and the ultimate result was that he joined the choir as a bass voice.


  He walked out to this parish twice every Sunday, and sometimes in the week. One evening about Easter the choir met for practice, and a new hymn which Jude had heard of as being by a Wessex composer was to be tried and prepared for the following week. It turned out to be a strangely emotional composition. As they all sang it over and over again its harmonies grew upon Jude, and moved him exceedingly.


  When they had finished he went round to the organist to make inquiries. The score was in manuscript, the name of the composer being at the head, together with the title of the hymn: ‘The Foot of the Cross.’


  ‘Yes,’ said the organist. ‘He is a local man. He is a professional musician at Kennetbridge—between here and Christminster. The vicar knows him. He was brought up and educated in Christminster traditions, which accounts for the quality of the piece. I think he plays in the large church there, and has a surpliced choir. He comes to Melchester sometimes, and once tried to get the Cathedral organ when the post was vacant. The hymn is getting about everywhere this Easter.’


  As he walked humming the air on his way home, Jude fell to musing on its composer, and the reasons why he composed it. What a man of sympathies he must be! Perplexed and harassed as he himself was about Sue and Arabella, and troubled as was his conscience by the complication of his position, how he would like to know that man! ‘He of all men would understand my difficulties,’ said the impulsive Jude. If there were any person in the world to choose as a confidant, this composer would be the one, for he must have suffered, and throbbed, and yearned.


  In brief, ill as he could afford the time and money for the journey, Fawley resolved, like the child that he was, to go to Kennetbridge the very next Sunday. He duly started, early in the morning, for it was only by a series of crooked railways that he could get to the town. About mid-day he reached it, and crossing the bridge into the quaint old borough he inquired for the house of the composer.


  They told him it was a red brick building some little way further on. Also that the gentleman himself had just passed along the street not five minutes before.


  ‘Which way?’ asked Jude with alacrity.


  ‘Straight along homeward from church.’


  Jude hastened on, and soon had the pleasure of observing a man in a black coat and a black slouched felt hat no considerable distance ahead. Stretching out his legs yet more widely he stalked after. ‘A hungry soul in pursuit of a full soul!’ he said. ‘I must speak to that man!’


  He could not, however, overtake the musician before he had entered his own house, and then arose the question if this were an expedient time to call. Whether or not he decided to do so there and then, now that he had got here, the distance home being too great for him to wait till late in the afternoon. This man of soul would understand scant ceremony, and might be quite a perfect adviser in a case in which an earthly and illegitimate passion had cunningly obtained entrance into his heart through the opening afforded for religion.


  Jude accordingly rang the bell, and was admitted.


  The musician came to him in a moment, and being respectably dressed, good-looking, and frank in manner, Jude obtained a favourable reception. He was nevertheless conscious that there would be a certain awkwardness in explaining his errand.


  ‘I have been singing in the choir of a little church near Melchester,’ he said. ‘And we have this week practised “The Foot of the Cross,” which I understand, sir, that you composed?’


  ‘I did—a year or so ago.’


  ‘I—like it. I think it supremely beautiful!’


  ‘Ah well—other people have said so too. Yes, there’s money in it, if I could only see about getting it published. I have other compositions to go with it, too; I wish I could bring them out; for I haven’t made a five-pound note out of any of them yet. These publishing people—they want the copyright of an obscure composer’s work, such as mine is, for almost less than I should have to pay a person for making a fair manuscript copy of the score. The one you speak of I have lent to various friends about here and Melchester, and so it has got to be sung a little. But music is a poor staff to lean on—I am giving it up entirely. You must go into trade if you want to make money nowadays. The wine business is what I am thinking of. This is my forthcoming list—it is not issued yet—but you can take one.’


  He handed Jude an advertisement list of several pages in booklet shape, ornamentally margined with a red line, in which were set forth the various clarets, champagnes, ports, sherries, and other wines with which he purposed to initiate his new venture. It took Jude more than by surprise that the man with the soul was thus and thus; and he felt that he could not open up his confidences.


  They talked a little longer, but constrainedly, for when the musician found that Jude was a poor man his manner changed from what it had been while Jude’s appearance and address deceived him as to his position and pursuits. Jude stammered out something about his feelings in wishing to congratulate the author on such an exalted composition, and took an embarrassed leave.


  All the way home by the slow Sunday train, sitting in the fireless waiting-rooms on this cold spring day, he was depressed enough at his simplicity in taking such a journey. But no sooner did he reach his Melchester lodging than he found awaiting him a letter which had arrived that morning a few minutes after he had left the house. It was a contrite little note from Sue, in which she said, with sweet humility, that she felt she had been horrid in telling him he was not to come to see her; that she despised herself for having been so conventional; and that he was to be sure to come by the eleven-forty-five train that very Sunday, and have dinner with them at half-past one.


  Jude almost tore his hair at having missed this letter till it was too late to act upon its contents; but he had chastened himself considerably of late, and at last his chimerical expedition to Kennetbridge really did seem to have been another special intervention of Providence to keep him away from temptation. But a growing impatience of faith, which he had noticed in himself more than once of late, made him pass over in ridicule the idea that God sent people on fools’ errands. He longed to see her; he was angry at having missed her: and he wrote instantly, telling her what had happened, and saying he had not enough patience to wait till the following Sunday, but would come any day in the week that she liked to name.


  Since he wrote a little over-ardently, Sue, as her manner was, delayed her reply till Thursday before Good Friday, when she said he might come that afternoon if he wished, this being the earliest day on which she could welcome him, for she was now assistant-teacher in her husband’s school. Jude therefore got leave from the Cathedral works at the trifling expense of a stoppage of pay, and went.


  ♣


  Part Fourth


  At Shaston


  ‘Whoso [‘Who so] prefers either Matrimony or other Ordinance before the Good of Man and the plain Exigence of Charity, let him profess Papist, or Protestant, or what he will, he is no better than a Pharisee.’—J. Milton.


  ♣


  IV.–i.


  Shaston, the ancient British Palladour,


  
    ‘From whose foundation first such strange reports arise,’

  


  (as Drayton sang it), was, and is, in itself the city of a dream. Vague imaginings of its castle, its three mints, its magnificent apsidal Abbey, the chief glory of South Wessex, its twelve churches, its shrines, chantries, hospitals, its gabled freestone mansions—all now ruthlessly swept away—throw the visitor, even against his will, into a pensive melancholy, which the stimulating atmosphere and limitless landscape around him can scarcely dispel. The spot was the burial-place of a king and a queen, of abbots and abbesses, saints and bishops, knights and squires. The bones of King Edward ‘the Martyr,’ carefully removed hither for holy preservation, brought Shaston a renown which made it the resort of pilgrims from every part of Europe, and enabled it to maintain a reputation extending far beyond English shores. To this fair creation of the great Middle-Age the Dissolution was, as historians tell us, the death-knell. With the destruction of the enormous abbey the whole place collapsed in a general ruin: the Martyr’s bones met with the fate of the sacred pile that held them, and not a stone is now left to tell where they lie.


  The natural picturesqueness and singularity of the town still remain; but strange to say these qualities, which were noted by many writers in ages when scenic beauty is said to have been unappreciated, are passed over in this, and one of the queerest and quaintest spots in England stands virtually unvisited to-day.


  It has a unique position on the summit of a steep and imposing scarp, rising on the north, south, and west sides of the borough out of the deep alluvial Vale of Blackmoor, the view from the Castle Green over three counties of verdant pasture—South, Mid, and Nether Wessex—being as sudden a surprise to the unexpectant traveller’s eyes as the medicinal air is to his lungs. Impossible to a railway, it can best be reached on foot, next best by light vehicles; and it is hardly accessible to these but by a sort of isthmus on the north-east, that connects it with the high chalk table-land on that side.


  Such is, and such was, the now world-forgotten Shaston or Palladour. Its situation rendered water the great want of the town; and within living memory, horses, donkeys and men may have been seen toiling up the winding ways to the top of the height, laden with tubs and barrels filled from the wells beneath the mountain, and hawkers retailing their contents at the price of a halfpenny a bucketful.


  This difficulty in the water supply, together with two other odd facts, namely, that the chief graveyard slopes up as steeply as a roof behind the church, and that in former times the town passed through a curious period of corruption, conventual and domestic, gave rise to the saying that Shaston was remarkable for three consolations to man, such as the world afforded not elsewhere. It was a place where the churchyard lay nearer heaven than the church steeple, where beer was more plentiful than water, and where there were more wanton women than honest wives and maids. It is also said that after the middle ages the inhabitants were too poor to pay their priests, and hence were compelled to pull down their churches, and refrain altogether from the public worship of God; a necessity which they bemoaned over their cups in the settles of their inns on Sunday afternoons. In those days the Shastonians were apparently not without a sense of humour.


  There was another peculiarity—this a modern one—which Shaston appeared to owe to its site. It was the resting-place and headquarters of the proprietors of wandering vans, shows, shooting-galleries, and other itinerant concerns, whose business lay largely at fairs and markets. As strange wild birds are seen assembled on some lofty promontory, meditatively pausing for longer flights, or to return by the course they followed thither, so here, in this cliff-town, stood in stultified silence the yellow and green caravans bearing names not local, as if surprised by a change in the landscape so violent as to hinder their further progress; and here they usually remained all the winter till they turned to seek again their old tracks in the following spring.


  It was to this breezy and whimsical spot that Jude ascended from the nearest station for the first time in his life about four o’clock one afternoon, and entering on the summit of the peak after a toilsome climb, passed the first houses of the aerial town; and drew towards the school-house. The hour was too early; the pupils were still in school, humming small, like a swarm of gnats; and he withdrew a few steps along Abbey Walk, whence he regarded the spot which fate had made the home of all he loved best in the world. In front of the schools, which were extensive and stone-built, grew two enormous beeches with smooth mouse-coloured trunks, as such trees will only grow on chalk uplands. Within the mullioned and transomed windows he could see the black, brown, and flaxen crowns of the scholars over the sills, and to pass the time away he walked down to the level terrace where the Abbey gardens once had spread, his heart throbbing in spite of him.


  Unwilling to enter till the children were dismissed he remained here till young voices could be heard in the open air, and girls in white pinafores over red and blue frocks appeared dancing along the paths which the abbess, prioress, sub-prioress, and fifty nuns had demurely paced three centuries earlier. Retracing his steps he found that he had waited too long, and that Sue had gone out into the town at the heels of the last scholar, Mr. Phillotson having been absent all the afternoon at a teachers’ meeting at Shottsford.


  Jude went into the empty schoolroom and sat down, the girl who was sweeping the floor having informed him that Mrs. Phillotson would be back again in a few minutes. A piano stood near—actually the old piano that Phillotson had possessed at Marygreen—and though the dark afternoon almost prevented him seeing the notes Jude touched them in his humble way, and could not help modulating into the hymn which had so affected him in the previous week.


  A figure moved behind him, and thinking it was still the girl with the broom Jude took no notice, till the person came close and laid her fingers lightly upon his bass hand. The imposed hand was a little one he seemed to know, and he turned.


  ‘Don’t stop,’ said Sue. ‘I like it. I learnt it before I left Melchester. They used to play it in the Training School.’


  ‘I can’t strum before you! Play it for me.’


  ‘O well—I don’t mind.’


  Sue sat down, and her rendering of the piece, though not remarkable, seemed divine as compared with his own. She, like him, was evidently touched—to her own surprise—by the recalled air; and when she had finished, and he moved his hand towards hers, it met his own half-way. Jude grasped it—just as he had done before her marriage.


  ‘It is odd,’ she said, in a voice quite changed, ‘that I should care about that air; because——’


  ‘Because what?’


  ‘I am not that sort—quite.’


  ‘Not easily moved?’


  ‘I didn’t quite mean that.’


  ‘O, but you are one of that sort, for you are just like me at heart!’


  ‘But not at head.’


  She played on, and suddenly turned round; and by an unpremeditated instinct each clasped the other’s hand again.


  She uttered a forced little laugh as she relinquished his quickly. ‘How funny!’ she said. ‘I wonder what we both did that for?’


  ‘I suppose because we are both alike, as I said before.’


  ‘Not in our thoughts! Perhaps a little in our feelings.’


  ‘And they rule thoughts…. Isn’t it enough to make one blaspheme that the composer of that hymn is one of the most commonplace men I ever met!’


  ‘What—you know him?’


  ‘I went to see him.’


  ‘O you goose—to do just what I should have done! Why did you?’


  ‘Because we are not alike,’ he said drily.


  ‘Now we’ll have some tea,’ said Sue. ‘Shall we have it here instead of in my house? It is no trouble to get the kettle and things brought in. We don’t live at the school, you know, but in that ancient dwelling across the way called Old-Grove Place. It is so antique and dismal that it depresses me dreadfully. Such houses are very well to visit, but not to live in—I feel crushed into the earth by the weight of so many previous lives there spent. In a new place like these schools there is only your own life to support. Sit down, and I’ll tell Ada to bring the tea-things across.’


  He waited in the light of the stove, the door of which she flung open before going out, and when she returned, followed by the maiden with tea, they sat down by the same light, assisted by the blue rays of a spirit-lamp under the brass kettle on the stand.


  ‘This is one of your wedding-presents to me,’ she said, signifying the latter.


  ‘Yes,’ said Jude.


  The kettle of his gift sang with some satire in its note, to his mind; and to change the subject he said, ‘Do you know of any good readable edition of the uncanonical books of the New Testament? You don’t read them in the school, I suppose?’


  ‘O dear no!—’twould alarm the neighbourhood…. Yes, there is one. I am not familiar with it now, though I was interested in it when my former friend was alive. Cowper’s Apocryphal Gospels.’


  ‘That sounds like what I want.’ His thoughts, however, reverted with a twinge to the ‘former friend’—by whom she meant, as he knew, the University comrade of her earlier days. He wondered if she talked of him to Phillotson.


  ‘The Gospel of Nicodemus is very nice,’ she went on, to keep him from his jealous thoughts, which she read clearly, as she always did. Indeed when they talked on an indifferent subject, as now, there was ever a second silent conversation passing between their emotions, so perfect was the reciprocity between them. ‘It is quite like the genuine article. All cut up into verses, too; so that it is like one of the other evangelists read in a dream, when things are the same, yet not the same. But, Jude, do you take an interest in those questions still? Are you getting up Apologetica?’


  ‘Yes. I am reading Divinity harder than ever.’


  She regarded him curiously.


  ‘Why do you look at me like that?’ said Jude.


  ‘Oh—why do you want to know?’


  ‘I am sure you can tell me anything I may be ignorant of in that subject. You must have learnt a lot of everything from your dear dead friend!’


  ‘We won’t get on to that now!’ she coaxed. ‘Will you be carving out at that church again next week, where you learnt the pretty hymn?’


  ‘Yes, perhaps.’


  ‘That will be very nice. Shall I come and see you there? It is in this direction, and I could come any afternoon by train for half-an-hour?’


  ‘No. Don’t come!’


  ‘What—aren’t we going to be friends, then, any longer, as we used to be?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I didn’t know that. I thought you were always going to be kind to me!’


  ‘No, I am not.’


  ‘What have I done, then? I am sure I thought we two——’ The tremolo in her voice caused her to break off.


  ‘Sue, I sometimes think you are a flirt,’ said he abruptly.


  There was a momentary pause, till she suddenly jumped up; and to his surprise he saw by the kettle-flame that her face was flushed[.]


  ‘I can’t talk to you any longer, Jude!’ she said, the tragic contralto note having come back as of old. ‘It is getting too dark to stay together like this, after playing morbid Good Friday tunes that make one feel what one shouldn’t! … We mustn’t sit and talk in this way any more. Yes—you must go away, for you mistake me! I am very much the reverse of what you say so cruelly—O Jude, it was cruel to say that! Yet I can’t tell you the truth—I should shock you by letting you know how I give way to my impulses, and how much I feel that I shouldn’t have been provided with attractiveness unless it were meant to be exercised! Some women’s love of being loved is insatiable; and so, often, is their love of loving; and in the last case they may find that they can’t give it continuously to the chamber-officer appointed by the bishop’s licence to receive it. But you are so straightforward, Jude, that you can’t understand me! … Now you must go. I am sorry my husband is not at home.’


  ‘Are you?’


  ‘I perceive I have said that in mere convention! Honestly I don’t think I am sorry. It does not matter, either way, sad to say!’


  As they had overdone the grasp of hands some time sooner, she touched his fingers but lightly when he went out now. He had hardly gone from the door when, with a dissatisfied look, she jumped on a form and opened the iron casement of a window beneath which he was passing in the path without. ‘When do you leave here to catch your train, Jude?’ she asked.


  He looked up in some surprise. ‘The coach that runs to meet it goes in three-quarters of an hour or so.’


  ‘What will you do with yourself for the time?’


  ‘O—wander about, I suppose. Perhaps I shall go and sit in the old church.’


  ‘It does seem hard of me to pack you off so! You have thought enough of churches, Heaven knows, without going into one in the dark. Stay there.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Where you are. I can talk to you better like this than when you were inside…. It was so kind and tender of you to give up half a day’s work to come to see me! … You are Joseph the dreamer of dreams, dear Jude. And a tragic Don Quixote. And sometimes you are St. Stephen, who, while they were stoning him, could see Heaven opened. O my poor friend and comrade, you’ll suffer yet!’


  Now that the high window-sill was between them, so that he could not get at her, she seemed not to mind indulging in a frankness she had feared at close quarters. ‘I have been thinking,’ she continued, still in the tone of one brimful of feeling, ‘that the social moulds civilization fits us into have no more relation to our actual shapes than the conventional shapes of the constellations have to the real star-patterns. I am called Mrs. Richard Phillotson, living a calm wedded life with my counterpart of that name. But I am not really Mrs. Richard Phillotson, but a woman tossed about, all alone, with aberrant passions, and unaccountable antipathies…. Now you mustn’t wait longer, or you will lose the coach. Come and see me again. You must come to the house then.’


  ‘Yes!’ said Jude. ‘When shall it be?’


  ‘To-morrow week. Good-bye—good-bye!’ She stretched out her hand and stroked his forehead pitifully—just once. Jude said good-bye, and went away into the darkness.


  Passing along Bimport Street he thought he heard the wheels of the coach departing, and, truly enough, when he reached the Duke’s Arms in the Market Place the coach had gone. It was impossible for him to get to the station on foot in time for this train, and he settled himself perforce to wait for the next—the last to Melchester that night.


  He wandered about awhile, obtained something to eat; and then, having another half-hour on his hands, his feet involuntarily took him through the venerable graveyard of Trinity Church, with its avenues of limes, in the direction of the schools again. They were entirely in darkness. She had said she lived over the way at Old-Grove Place, a house which he soon discovered from her description of its antiquity.


  A glimmering candle-light shone from a front window, the shutters being yet unclosed. He could see the interior clearly—the floor sinking a couple of steps below the road without, which had become raised during the centuries since the house was built. Sue, evidently just come in, was standing with her hat on in this front parlour or sitting-room, whose walls were lined with wainscoting of panelled oak reaching from floor to ceiling, the latter being crossed by huge moulded beams only a little way above her head. The mantelpiece was of the same heavy description, carved with Jacobean pilasters and scroll-work. The centuries did, indeed, ponderously overhang a young wife who passed her time here.


  She had opened a rosewood work-box, and was looking at a photograph. Having contemplated it a little while she pressed it against her bosom, and put it again in its place.


  Then becoming aware that she had not obscured the windows she came forward to do so, candle in hand. It was too dark for her to see Jude without, but he could see her face distinctly, and there was an unmistakable tearfulness about the dark, long-lashed eyes.


  She closed the shutters, and Jude turned away to pursue his solitary journey home. ‘Whose photograph was she looking at?’ he said. He had once given her his; but she had others, he knew. Yet it was his, surely?


  He knew he should go to see her again, according to her invitation. Those earnest men he read of, the saints, whom Sue, with gentle irreverence, called his demi-gods, would have shunned such encounters if they doubted their own strength. But he could not. He might fast and pray during the whole interval, but the human was more powerful in him than the Divine.


  ♣


  IV.–ii.


  However, if God disposed not, woman did. The next morning but one brought him this note from her:


  
    ‘Don’t come next week. On your own account don’t! We were too free, under the influence of that morbid hymn and the twilight. Think no more than you can help of


    Susanna Florence Mary.’

  


  The disappointment was keen. He knew her mood, the look of her face, when she subscribed herself at length thus. But whatever her mood he could not say she was wrong in her view. He replied:


  
    ‘I acquiesce. You are right. It is a lesson in renunciation which I suppose I ought to learn at this season.


    Jude.’

  


  He despatched the note on Easter Eve, and there seemed a finality in their decisions. But other forces and laws than theirs were in operation. On Easter Monday morning he received a message from the Widow Edlin, whom he had directed to telegraph if anything serious happened:


  
    ‘Your aunt is sinking. Come at once.’

  


  He threw down his tools and went. Three and a half hours later he was crossing the downs about Marygreen, and presently plunged into the concave field across which the short cut was made to the village. As he ascended on the other side a labouring man, who had been watching his approach from a gate across the path, moved uneasily, and prepared to speak. ‘I can see in his face that she is dead,’ said Jude. ‘Poor Aunt Drusilla!’


  It was as he had supposed, and Mrs. Edlin had sent out the man to break the news to him.


  ‘She wouldn’t have knowed ’ee. She lay like a doll wi’ glass eyes; so it didn’t matter that you wasn’t here,’ said he.


  Jude went on to the house, and in the afternoon, when everything was done, and the layers-out had finished their beer, and gone, he sat down alone in the silent place. It was absolutely necessary to communicate with Sue, though two or three days earlier they had agreed to mutual severance. He wrote in the briefest terms:


  
    ‘Aunt Drusilla is dead, having been taken almost suddenly. The funeral is on Friday afternoon.’

  


  He remained in and about Marygreen through the intervening days, went out on Friday morning to see that the grave was finished, and wondered if Sue would come. She had not written, and that seemed to signify rather that she would come than that she would not. Having timed her by her only possible train, he locked the door about mid-day, and crossed the hollow field to the verge of the upland by the Brown House, where he stood and looked over the vast prospect northwards, and over the nearer landscape in which Alfredston stood. Two miles behind it a jet of white steam was travelling from the left to the right of the picture.


  There was a long time to wait, even now, till he would know if she had arrived. He did wait, however, and at last a small hired vehicle pulled up at the bottom of the hill, and a person alighted, the conveyance going back, while the passenger began ascending the hill. He knew her; and she looked so slender to-day that it seemed as if she might be crushed in the intensity of a too passionate embrace—such as it was not for him to give. Two-thirds of the way up her head suddenly took a solicitous poise, and he knew that she had at that moment recognized him. Her face soon began a pensive smile, which lasted till, having descended a little way, he met her.


  ‘I thought,’ she began with nervous quickness, ‘that it would be so sad to let you attend the funeral alone! And so—at the last moment—I came.’


  ‘Dear faithful Sue!’ murmured Jude.


  With the elusiveness of her curious double nature, however, Sue did not stand still for any further greeting, though it wanted some time to the burial. A pathos so unusually compounded as that which attached to this hour was unlikely to repeat itself for years, if ever, and Jude would have paused, and meditated, and conversed. But Sue either saw it not at all, or, seeing it more than he, would not allow herself to feel it.


  The sad and simple ceremony was soon over, their progress to the church being almost at a trot, the bustling undertaker having a more important funeral an hour later, three miles off. Drusilla was put into the new ground, quite away from her ancestors. Sue and Jude had gone side by side to the grave, and now sat down to tea in the familiar house; their lives united at least in this last attention to the dead.


  ‘She was opposed to marriage, from first to last, you say?’ murmured Sue.


  ‘Yes. Particularly for members of our family.’


  Her eyes met his, and remained on him awhile.


  ‘We are rather a sad family, don’t you think, Jude?’


  ‘She said we made bad husbands and wives. Certainly we make unhappy ones. At all events, I do, for one!’


  Sue was silent. ‘Is it wrong, Jude,’ she said with a tentative tremor, ‘for a husband or wife to tell a third person that they are unhappy in their marriage? If a marriage ceremony is a religious thing, it is possibly wrong; but if it is only a sordid contract, based on material convenience in householding, rating, and taxing, and the inheritance of land and money by children, making it necessary that the male parent should be known—which it seems to be—why surely a person may say, even proclaim upon the housetops, that it hurts and grieves him or her?’


  ‘I have said so, anyhow, to you.’


  Presently she went on: ‘Are there many couples, do you think, where one dislikes the other for no definite fault?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose. If either cares for another person, for instance.’


  ‘But even apart from that? Wouldn’t the woman, for example, be very bad-natured if she didn’t like to live with her husband; merely’—her voice undulated, and he guessed things—‘merely because she had a personal feeling against it—a physical objection—a fastidiousness, or whatever it may be called—although she might respect and be grateful to him? I am merely putting a case. Ought she to try to overcome her pruderies?’


  Jude threw a troubled look at her. He said, looking away: ‘It would be just one of those cases in which my experiences go contrary to my dogmas. Speaking as an order-loving man—which I hope I am, though I fear I am not—I should say, yes. Speaking from experience and unbiased nature, I should say, no…. Sue, I believe you are not happy!’


  ‘Of course I am!’ she contradicted. ‘How can a woman be unhappy who has only been married eight weeks to a man she chose freely?’


  ‘“Chose freely!”’


  ‘Why do you repeat it? … But I have to go back by the six o’clock train. You will be staying on here, I suppose?’


  ‘For a few days to wind up aunt’s affairs. This house is gone now. Shall I go to the train with you?’


  A little laugh of objection came from Sue. ‘I think not. You may come part of the way.’


  ‘But stop—you can’t go to-night! That train won’t take you to Shaston. You must stay and go back to-morrow. Mrs. Edlin has plenty of room, if you don’t like to stay here?’


  ‘Very well,’ she said dubiously. ‘I didn’t tell him I would come for certain.’


  Jude went to the widow’s house adjoining, to let her know; and returning in a few minutes sat down again.


  ‘It is horrible how we are circumstanced, Sue—horrible!’ he said abruptly, with his eyes bent to the floor.


  ‘No! Why?’


  ‘I can’t tell you all my part of the gloom. Your part is that you ought not to have married him. I saw it before you had done it, but I thought I mustn’t interfere. I was wrong. I ought to have!’


  ‘But what makes you assume all this, dear?’


  ‘Because—I can see you through your feathers, my poor little bird!’


  Her hand lay on the table, and Jude put his upon it. Sue drew hers away.


  ‘That’s absurd, Sue,’ cried he, ‘after what we’ve been talking about! I am more strict and formal than you, if it comes to that; and that you should object to such an innocent action shows that you are ridiculously inconsistent!’


  ‘Perhaps it was too prudish,’ she said repentantly. ‘Only I have fancied it was a sort of trick of ours—too frequent perhaps. There, you may hold it as much as you like. Is that good of me?’


  ‘Yes; very.’


  ‘But I must tell him.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Richard.’


  ‘O—of course, if you think it necessary. But as it means nothing it may be bothering him needlessly.’


  ‘Well—are you sure you mean it only as my cousin?’


  ‘Absolutely sure. I have no feelings of love left in me.’


  ‘That’s news. How has it come to be?’


  ‘I’ve seen Arabella.’


  She winced at the hit; then said curiously, ‘When did you see her?’


  ‘When I was at Christminster.’


  ‘So she’s come back; and you never told me! I suppose you will live with her now?’


  ‘Of course—just as you live with your husband.’


  She looked at the window pots with the geraniums and cactuses, withered for want of attention, and through them at the outer distance, till her eyes began to grow moist. ‘What is it?’ said Jude, in a softened tone.


  ‘Why should you be so glad to go back to her if—if—what you used to say to me is still true—I mean if it were true then! Of course it is not now! How could your heart go back to Arabella so soon?’


  ‘A special Providence, I suppose, helped it on its way.’


  ‘Ah—it isn’t true!’ she said with gentle resentment. ‘You are teasing me—that’s all—because you think I am not happy!’


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t wish to know.’


  ‘If I were unhappy it would be my fault, my wickedness; not that I should have a right to dislike him! He is considerate to me in everything; and he is very interesting, from the amount of general knowledge he has acquired by reading everything that comes in his way…. Do you think, Jude, that a man ought to marry a woman his own age, or one younger than himself—eighteen years—as I am than he?’


  ‘It depends upon what they feel for each other.’


  He gave her no opportunity of self-satisfaction, and she had to go on unaided, which she did in a vanquished tone, verging on tears:


  ‘I—I think I must be equally honest with you as you have been with me. Perhaps you have seen what it is I want to say?—that though I like Mr. Phillotson as a friend, I don’t like him—it is a torture to me to—live with him as a husband!—There, now I have let it out—I couldn’t help it, although I have been—pretending I am happy.—Now you’ll have a contempt for me for ever, I suppose!’ She bent down her face upon her hands as they lay upon the cloth, and silently sobbed in little jerks that made the fragile three-legged table quiver.


  ‘I have only been married a month or two!’ she went on, still remaining bent upon the table, and sobbing into her hands. ‘And it is said that what a woman shrinks from—in the early days of her marriage—she shakes down to with comfortable indifference in half-a-dozen years. But that is much like saying that the amputation of a limb is no affliction, since a person gets comfortably accustomed to the use of a wooden leg or arm in the course of time!’


  Jude could hardly speak, but he said, ‘I thought there was something wrong, Sue! O, I thought there was!’


  ‘But it is not as you think!—there is nothing wrong except my own wickedness, I suppose you’d call it—a repugnance on my part, for a reason I cannot disclose, and what would not be admitted as one by the world in general! … What tortures me so much is the necessity of being responsive to this man whenever he wishes, good as he is morally!—the dreadful contract to feel in a particular way in a matter whose essence is its voluntariness! … I wish he would beat me, or be faithless to me, or do some open thing that I could talk about as a justification for feeling as I do! But he does nothing, except that he has grown a little cold since he has found out how I feel. That’s why he didn’t come to the funeral…. O, I am very miserable—I don’t know what to do! … Don’t come near me, Jude, because you mustn’t. Don’t—don’t!’


  But he had jumped up and put his face against hers—or rather against her ear, her face being inaccessible.


  ‘I told you not to, Jude!’


  ‘I know you did—I only wish to—console you! It all arose through my being married before we met, didn’t it? You would have been my wife, Sue, wouldn’t you, if it hadn’t been for that?’


  Instead of replying she rose quickly, and saying she was going to walk to her aunt’s grave in the churchyard to recover herself, went out of the house. Jude did not follow her. Twenty minutes later he saw her cross the village green towards Mrs. Edlin’s, and soon she sent a little girl to fetch her bag, and tell him she was too tired to see him again that night.


  In the lonely room of his aunt’s house Jude sat watching the cottage of the Widow Edlin as it disappeared behind the night shade. He knew that Sue was sitting within its walls equally lonely and disheartened; and again questioned his devotional motto that all was for the best.


  He retired to rest early, but his sleep was fitful from the sense that Sue was so near at hand. At some time near two o’clock, when he was beginning to sleep more soundly, he was aroused by a shrill squeak that had been familiar enough to him when he lived regularly at Marygreen. It was the cry of a rabbit caught in a gin. As was the little creature’s habit, it did not soon repeat its cry; and probably would not do so more than once or twice; but would remain bearing its torture till the morrow, when the trapper would come and knock it on the head.


  He who in his childhood had saved the lives of the earthworms now began to picture the agonies of the rabbit from its lacerated leg. If it were a ‘bad catch’ by the hind-leg, the animal would tug during the ensuing six hours till the iron teeth of the trap had stripped the leg-bone of its flesh, when, should a weak-springed instrument enable it to escape, it would die in the fields from the mortification of the limb. If it were a ‘good catch,’ namely, by the fore-leg, the bone would be broken, and the limb nearly torn in two in attempts at an impossible escape.


  Almost half-an-hour passed, and the rabbit repeated its cry. Jude could rest no longer till he had put it out of its pain, so dressing himself quickly he descended, and by the light of the moon went across the green in the direction of the sound. He reached the hedge bordering the widow’s garden, when he stood still. The faint click of the trap as dragged about by the writhing animal guided him now, and reaching the spot he struck the rabbit on the back of the neck with the side of his palm, and it stretched itself out dead.


  He was turning away when he saw a woman looking out of the open casement at a window on the ground floor of the adjacent cottage. ‘Jude!’ said a voice timidly—Sue’s voice. ‘It is you—is it not?’


  ‘Yes, dear!’


  ‘I haven’t been able to sleep at all, and then I heard the rabbit, and couldn’t help thinking of what it suffered, till I felt I must come down and kill it! But I am so glad you got there first…. They ought not to be allowed to set these steel traps, ought they!’


  Jude had reached the window, which was quite a low one, so that she was visible down to her waist. She let go the casement-stay and put her hand upon his, her moonlit face regarding him wistfully.


  ‘Did it keep you awake?’ he said.


  ‘No—I was awake.’


  ‘How was that?’


  ‘O, you know—now! I know you, with your religious doctrines, think that a married woman in trouble of a kind like mine commits a mortal sin in making a man the confidant of it, as I did you. I wish I hadn’t, now!’


  ‘Don’t wish it, dear,’ he said. ‘That may have been my view; but my doctrines and I begin to part company.’


  ‘I knew it—I knew it! And that’s why I vowed I wouldn’t disturb your beliefs. But—I am so glad to see you!—and, O, I didn’t mean to see you again, now the last tie between us, Aunt Drusilla, is dead!’


  Jude seized her hand and kissed it. ‘There is a stronger one left!’ he said. ‘I’ll never care about my doctrines or my religion any more! Let them go! Let me help you, even if I do love you, and even if you …’


  ‘Don’t say it!—I know what you mean; but I can’t admit so much as that. There! Guess what you like, but don’t press me to answer questions!’


  ‘I wish you were happy, whatever I may be!’


  ‘I can’t be! So few could enter into my feeling—they would say ’twas my fanciful fastidiousness, or something of that sort, and condemn me…. It is none of the natural tragedies of love that’s love’s usual tragedy in civilized life, but a tragedy artificially manufactured for people who in a natural state would find relief in parting! … It would have been wrong, perhaps, for me to tell my distress to you, if I had been able to tell it to anybody else. But I have nobody. And I must tell somebody! Jude, before I married him I had never thought out fully what marriage meant, even though I knew. It was idiotic of me—there is no excuse. I was old enough, and I thought I was very experienced. So I rushed on, when I had got into that Training School scrape, with all the cock-sureness of the fool that I was! … I am certain one ought to be allowed to undo what one has done so ignorantly! I daresay it happens to lots of women; only they submit, and I kick…. When people of a later age look back upon the barbarous customs and superstitions of the times that we have the unhappiness to live in, what will they say!’


  ‘You are very bitter, darling Sue! How I wish—I wish——’


  ‘You must go in now!’


  In a moment of impulse she bent over the sill, and laid her face upon his hair, weeping, and then imprinting a scarcely perceptible little kiss upon the top of his head, withdrawing quickly, so that he could not put his arms round her, as otherwise he unquestionably would have done. She shut the casement, and he returned to his cottage.


  ♣


  IV.–iii.


  Sue’s distressful confession recurred to Jude’s mind all the night as being a sorrow indeed.


  The morning after, when it was time for her to go, the neighbours saw her companion and herself disappearing on foot down the hill path which led into the lonely road to Alfredston. An hour passed before he returned along the same route, and in his face there was a look of exaltation not unmixed with recklessness. An incident had occurred.


  They had stood parting in the silent highway, and their tense and passionate moods had led to bewildered inquiries of each other on how far their intimacy ought to go; till they had almost quarrelled, and she had said tearfully that it was hardly proper of him as a parson in embryo to think of such a thing as kissing her even in farewell, as he now wished to do. Then she had conceded that the fact of the kiss would be nothing: all would depend upon the spirit of it. If given in the spirit of a cousin and a friend she saw no objection: if in the spirit of a lover she could not permit it. ‘Will you swear that it will not be in that spirit?’ she had said.


  No: he would not. And then they had turned from each other in estrangement, and gone their several ways, till at a distance of twenty or thirty yards both had looked round simultaneously. That look behind was fatal to the reserve hitherto more or less maintained. They had quickly run back, and met, and embracing most unpremeditatedly, kissed close and long. When they parted for good it was with flushed cheeks on her side, and a beating heart on his.


  The kiss was a turning-point in Jude’s career. Back again in the cottage, and left to reflection, he saw one thing: that though his kiss of that aerial being had seemed the purest moment of his faultful life, as long as he nourished this unlicensed tenderness it was glaringly inconsistent for him to pursue the idea of becoming the soldier and servant of a religion in which sexual love was regarded as at its best a frailty, and at its worst damnation. What Sue had said in warmth was really the cold truth. When to defend his affection tooth and nail, to persist with headlong force in impassioned attentions to her, was all he thought of, he was condemned ipso facto as a professor of the accepted school of morals. He was as unfit, obviously, by nature, as he had been by social position, to fill the part of a propounder of accredited dogma.


  Strange that his first aspiration—towards academical proficiency—had been checked by a woman, and that his second aspiration—towards apostleship—had also been checked by a woman. ‘Is it,’ he said, ‘that the women are to blame; or is it the artificial system of things, under which the normal sex-impulses are turned into devilish domestic gins and springes [springs] to noose and hold back those who want to progress?’


  It had been his standing desire to become a prophet, however humble, to his struggling fellow-creatures, without any thought of personal gain. Yet with a wife living away from him with another husband, and himself in love erratically, the loved one’s revolt against her state being possibly on his account, he had sunk to be barely respectable according to regulation views.


  It was not for him to consider further: he had only to confront the obvious, which was that he had made himself quite an impostor as a law-abiding religious teacher.


  At dusk that evening he went into the garden and dug a shallow hole, to which he brought out all the theological and ethical works that he possessed, and had stored here. He knew that, in this country of true believers, most of them were not saleable at a much higher price than waste-paper value, and preferred to get rid of them in his own way, even if he should sacrifice a little money to the sentiment of thus destroying them. Lighting some loose pamphlets to begin with, he cut the volumes into pieces as well as he could, and with a three-pronged fork shook them over the flames. They kindled, and lighted up the back of the house, the pigsty, and his own face, till they were more or less consumed.


  Though he was almost a stranger here now, passing cottagers talked to him over the garden hedge.


  ‘Burning up your awld aunt’s rubbidge, I suppose? Ay; a lot gets heaped up in nooks and corners when you’ve lived eighty years in one house.’


  It was nearly one o’clock in the morning before the leaves, covers, and binding of Jeremy Taylor, Butler, Doddridge, Paley, Pusey, Newman and the rest had gone to ashes; but the night was quiet, and as he turned and turned the paper shreds with the fork, the sense of being no longer a hypocrite to himself afforded his mind a relief which gave him calm. He might go on believing as before, but he professed nothing, and no longer owned and exhibited engines of faith which, as their proprietor, he might naturally be supposed to exercise on himself first of all. In his passion for Sue he could now stand as an ordinary sinner, and not as a whited sepulchre.


  Meanwhile Sue, after parting from him earlier in the day, had gone along to the station, with tears in her eyes for having run back and let him kiss her. Jude ought not to have pretended that he was not a lover, and made her give way to an impulse to act unconventionally, if not wrongly. She was inclined to call it the latter; for Sue’s logic was extraordinarily compounded, and seemed to maintain that before a thing was done it might be right to do, but that being done it became wrong; or, in other words, that things which were right in theory were wrong in practice.


  ‘I have been too weak, I think!’ she jerked out as she pranced on, shaking down tear-drops now and then. ‘It was burning, like a lover’s—O it was! And I won’t write to him any more, or at least for a long time, to impress him with my dignity! And I hope it will hurt him very much—expecting a letter to-morrow morning, and the next, and the next, and no letter coming. He’ll suffer then with suspense—won’t he, that’s all!—and I am very glad of it!’—Tears of pity for Jude’s approaching sufferings at her hands mingled with those which had surged up in pity for herself.


  Then the slim little wife of a husband whose person was disagreeable to her, the ethereal, fine-nerved, sensitive girl, quite unfitted by temperament and instinct to fulfil the conditions of the matrimonial relation with Phillotson, possibly with scarce any man, walked fitfully along, and panted, and brought weariness into her eyes by gazing and worrying hopelessly.


  Phillotson met her at the arrival station, and, seeing that she was troubled, thought it must be owing to the depressing effect of her aunt’s death and funeral. He began telling her of his day’s doings, and how his friend Gillingham, a neighbouring schoolmaster whom he had not seen for years, had called upon him. While ascending to the town, seated on the top of the omnibus beside him, she said suddenly and with an air of self-chastisement, regarding the white road and its bordering bushes of hazel:


  ‘Richard—I let Mr. Fawley hold my hand a long while. I don’t know whether you think it wrong?’


  He, waking apparently from thoughts of far different mould, said vaguely, ‘O, did you? What did you do that for?’


  ‘I don’t know. He wanted to, and I let him.’


  ‘I hope it pleased him. I should think it was hardly a novelty.’


  They lapsed into silence. Had this been a case in the court of an omniscient judge he might have entered on his notes the curious fact that Sue had placed the minor for the major indiscretion, and had not said a word about the kiss.


  After tea that evening Phillotson sat balancing the school registers. She remained in an unusually silent, tense, and restless condition, and at last, saying she was tired, went to bed early. When Phillotson arrived upstairs, weary with the drudgery of the attendance-numbers, it was a quarter to twelve o’clock. Entering their chamber, which by day commanded a view of some thirty or forty miles over the Vale of Blackmoor, and even into Outer Wessex, he went to the window, and, pressing his face against the pane, gazed with hard-breathing fixity into the mysterious darkness which now covered the far-reaching scene. He was musing. ‘I think,’ he said at last, without turning his head, ‘that I must get the Committee to change the school-stationer. All the copybooks are sent wrong this time.’


  There was no reply. Thinking Sue was dozing he went on:


  ‘And there must be a re-arrangement of that ventilator in the class-room. The wind blows down upon my head unmercifully, and gives me the earache.’


  As the silence seemed more absolute than ordinarily he turned round. The heavy, gloomy oak wainscot, which extended over the walls upstairs and down in the dilapidated ‘Old-Grove House,’ and the massive chimney-piece reaching to the ceiling, stood in odd contrast to the new and shining brass bedstead, and the new suite of birch furniture that he had bought for her, the two styles seeming to nod to each other across three centuries upon the shaking floor.


  ‘Soo!’ he said (this being the way in which he pronounced her name).


  She was not in the bed, though she had apparently been there—the clothes on her side being flung back. Thinking she might have forgotten some kitchen detail and gone downstairs for a moment to see to it, he pulled off his coat and idled quietly enough for a few minutes, when, finding she did not come, he went out upon the landing, candle in hand, and said again ‘Soo!’


  ‘Yes!’ came back to him in her voice, from the distant kitchen quarter.


  ‘What are you doing down there at midnight—tiring yourself out for nothing!’


  ‘I am not sleepy; I am reading; and there is a larger fire here.’


  He went to bed. Some time in the night he awoke. She was not there, even now. Lighting a candle he hastily stepped out upon the landing, and again called her name.


  She answered ‘Yes!’ as before; but the tones were small and confined, and whence they came he could not at first understand. Under the staircase was a large clothes-closet, without a window; they seemed to come from it. The door was shut, but there was no lock or other fastening. Phillotson, alarmed, went towards it, wondering if she had suddenly become deranged.


  ‘What are you doing in there?’ he asked.


  ‘Not to disturb you I came here, as it was so late.’


  ‘But there’s no bed, is there? And no ventilation! Why, you’ll be suffocated if you stay all night!’


  ‘O no, I think not. Don’t trouble about me.’


  ‘But—’ Phillotson seized the knob and pulled at the door. She had fastened it inside with a piece of string, which broke at his pull. There being no bedstead she had flung down some rugs and made a little nest for herself in the very cramped quarters the closet afforded.


  When he looked in upon her she sprang out of her lair, great-eyed and trembling.


  ‘You ought not to have pulled open the door!’ she cried excitedly. ‘It is not becoming in you! O, will you go away; please will you!’


  She looked so pitiful and pleading in her white night-gown against the shadowy lumber-hole that he was quite worried. She continued to beseech him not to disturb her.


  He said: ‘I’ve been kind to you, and given you every liberty; and it is monstrous that you should feel in this way!’


  ‘Yes,’ said she, weeping. ‘I know that! It is wrong and wicked of me, I suppose! I am very sorry. But it is not I altogether that am to blame!’


  ‘Who is then? Am I?’


  ‘No—I don’t know! The universe, I suppose—things in general, because they are so horrid and cruel!’


  ‘Well, it is no use talking like that. Making a man’s house so unseemly at this time o’ night! Eliza will hear, if we don’t mind.’ (He meant the servant.) ‘Just think if either of the parsons in this town was to see us now! I hate such eccentricities, Sue. There’s no order or regularity in your sentiments! … But I won’t intrude on you further; only I would advise you not to shut the door too tight, or I shall find you stifled to-morrow.’


  On rising the next morning he immediately looked into the closet, but Sue had already gone downstairs. There was a little nest where she had lain, and spiders’ webs hung overhead. ‘What must a woman’s aversion be when it is stronger than her fear of spiders!’ he said bitterly.


  He found her sitting at the breakfast-table, and the meal began almost in silence, the burghers walking past upon the pavement—or rather roadway, pavements being scarce here—which was two or three feet above the level of the parlour floor. They nodded down to the happy couple their morning greetings, as they went on.


  ‘Richard,’ she said all at once; ‘would you mind my living away from you?’


  ‘Away from me? Why, that’s what you were doing when I married you. What then was the meaning of marrying at all?’


  ‘You wouldn’t like me any the better for telling you.’


  ‘I don’t object to know.’


  ‘Because I thought I could do nothing else. You had got my promise a long time before that, remember. Then, as time went on, I regretted I had promised you, and was trying to see an honourable way to break it off. But as I couldn’t I became rather reckless and careless about the conventions. Then you know what scandals were spread, and how I was turned out of the Training School you had taken such time and trouble to prepare me for and get me into; and this frightened me, and it seemed then that the one thing I could do would be to let the engagement stand. Of course I, of all people, ought not to have cared what was said, for it was just what I fancied I never did care for. But I was a coward—as so many women are—and my theoretic unconventionality broke down. If that had not entered into the case it would have been better to have hurt your feelings once for all then, than to marry you and hurt them all my life after…. And you were so generous in never giving credit for a moment to the rumour.’


  ‘I am bound in honesty to tell you that I weighed its probability, and inquired of your cousin about it.’


  ‘Ah!’ she said with pained surprise.


  ‘I didn’t doubt you.’


  ‘But you inquired!’


  ‘I took his word.’


  Her eyes had filled. ‘He wouldn’t have inquired!’ she said. ‘But you haven’t answered me. Will you let me go away? I know how irregular it is of me to ask it——’


  ‘It is irregular.’


  ‘But I do ask it! Domestic laws should be made according to temperaments, which should be classified. If people are at all peculiar in character they have to suffer from the very rules that produce comfort in others! … Will you let me?’


  ‘But we married——’


  ‘What is the use of thinking of laws and ordinances,’ she burst out, ‘if they make you miserable when you know you are committing no sin?’


  ‘But you are committing a sin in not liking me.’


  ‘I do like you! But I didn’t reflect it would be—that it would be so much more than that…. For a man and woman to live on intimate terms when one feels as I do is adultery, in any circumstances, however legal. There—I’ve said it! … Will you let me, Richard?’


  ‘You distress me, Susanna, by such importunity!’


  ‘Why can’t we agree to free each other? We made the compact, and surely we can cancel it—not legally, of course; but we can morally, especially as no new interests, in the shape of children, have arisen to be looked after. Then we might be friends, and meet without pain to either. O Richard, be my friend and have pity! We shall both be dead in a few years, and then what will it matter to anybody that you relieved me from constraint for a little while? I daresay you think me eccentric, or super-sensitive, or something absurd. Well—why should I suffer for what I was born to be, if it doesn’t hurt other people?’


  ‘But it does—it hurts me! And you vowed to love me.’


  ‘Yes—that’s it! I am in the wrong. I always am! It is as culpable to bind yourself to love always as to believe a creed always, and as silly as to vow always to like a particular food or drink!’


  ‘And do you mean, by living away from me, living by yourself?’


  ‘Well, if you insisted, yes. But I meant living with Jude.’


  ‘As his wife?’


  ‘As I choose.’


  Phillotson writhed.


  Sue continued: ‘She, or he, “who lets the world, or his own portion of it, choose his plan of life for him, has no need of any other faculty than the ape-like one of imitation.” J. S. Mill’s words, those are. I have been reading it up. Why can’t you act upon them? I wish to, always.’


  ‘What do I care about J. S. Mill!’ moaned he. ‘I only want to lead a quiet life! Do you mind my saying that I have guessed what never once occurred to me before our marriage—that you were in love, and are in love, with Jude Fawley!’


  ‘You may go on guessing that I am, since you have begun. But do you suppose that if I had been I should have asked you to let me go and live with him?’


  The ringing of the school bell saved Phillotson from the necessity of replying at present to what apparently did not strike him as being such a convincing argumentum ad verecundiam as she, in her loss of courage at the last moment, meant it to appear. She was beginning to be so puzzling and unstateable that he was ready to throw in with her other little peculiarities the extremest request which a wife could make.


  They proceeded to the schools that morning as usual, Sue entering the class-room, where he could see the back of her head through the glass partition whenever he turned his eyes that way. As he went on giving and hearing lessons his forehead and eyebrows twitched from concentrated agitation of thought; till at length he tore a scrap from a sheet of scribbling paper and wrote:


  
    ‘Your request prevents my attending to work at all. I don’t know what I am doing! Was it seriously made?’

  


  He folded the piece of paper very small, and gave it to a little boy to take to Sue. The child toddled off into the class-room. Phillotson saw his wife turn and take the note, and the bend of her pretty head as she read it, her lips slightly crisped, to prevent undue expression under fire of so many young eyes. He could not see her hands, but she changed her position, and soon the child returned, bringing nothing in reply. In a few minutes, however, one of Sue’s class appeared, with a little note similar to his own. These words only were pencilled therein:


  
    ‘I am sincerely sorry to say that it was seriously made.’

  


  Phillotson looked more disturbed than before, and the meeting-place of his brows twitched again. In ten minutes he called up the child he had just sent to her, and despatched another missive:


  
    ‘God knows I don’t want to thwart you in any reasonable way. My whole thought is to make you comfortable and happy. But I cannot agree to such a preposterous notion as your going to live with your lover. You would lose everybody’s respect and regard; and so should I!’

  


  After an interval a similar part was enacted in the class-room, and an answer came:


  
    ‘I know you mean my good. But I don’t want to be respectable! To produce “Human development in its richest diversity” (to quote your Humboldt) is to my mind far above respectability. No doubt my tastes are low—in your view—hopelessly low! If you won’t let me go to him, will you grant me this one request—allow me to live in your house in a separate way?’

  


  To this he returned no answer.


  She wrote again:


  
    ‘I know what you think. But cannot you have pity on me? I beg you to; I implore you to be merciful! I would not ask if I were not almost compelled by what I can’t bear! No poor woman has ever wished more than I that Eve had not fallen, so that (as the primitive Christians believed) some harmless mode of vegetation might have peopled Paradise. But I won’t trifle! Be kind to me—even though I have not been kind to you! I will go away, go abroad, anywhere, and never trouble you.’

  


  Nearly an hour passed, and then he returned an answer:


  
    ‘I do not wish to pain you. How well you know I don’t! Give me a little time. I am disposed to agree to your last request.’

  


  One line from her:


  
    ‘Thank you from my heart, Richard. I do not deserve your kindness.’

  


  All day Phillotson bent a dazed regard upon her through the glazed partition; and he felt as lonely as when he had not known her.


  But he was as good as his word, and consented to her living apart in the house. At first, when they met at meals, she had seemed more composed under the new arrangement; but the irksomeness of their position worked on her temperament, and the fibres of her nature seemed strained like harp-strings. She talked vaguely and indiscriminately to prevent his talking pertinently.


  ♣


  IV.–iv.


  Phillotson was sitting up late, as was often his custom, trying to get together the materials for his long-neglected hobby of Roman antiquities. For the first time since reviving the subject he felt a return of his old interest in it. He forgot time and place, and when he remembered himself and ascended to rest it was nearly two o’clock.


  His preoccupation was such that, though he now slept on the other side of the house, he mechanically went to the room that he and his wife had occupied when he first became a tenant of Old-Grove Place, which since his differences with Sue had been hers exclusively. He entered, and unconsciously began to undress.


  There was a cry from the bed, and a quick movement. Before the schoolmaster had realized where he was he perceived Sue starting up half-awake, staring wildly, and springing out upon the floor on the side away from him, which was towards the window. This was somewhat hidden by the canopy of the bedstead, and in a moment he heard her flinging up the sash. Before he had thought that she meant to do more than get air she had mounted upon the sill and leapt out. She disappeared in the darkness, and he heard her fall below.


  Phillotson, horrified, ran downstairs, striking himself sharply against the newel in his haste. Opening the heavy door he ascended the two or three steps to the level of the ground, and there on the gravel before him lay a white heap. Phillotson seized it in his arms, and bringing Sue into the hall seated her on a chair, where he gazed at her by the flapping light of the candle which he had set down in the draught on the bottom stair.


  She had certainly not broken her neck. She looked at him with eyes that seemed not to take him in; and though not particularly large in general they appeared so now. She pressed her side and rubbed her arm, as if conscious of pain; then stood up, averting her face, in evident distress at his gaze.


  ‘Thank God—you are not killed! Though it’s not for want of trying—not much hurt I hope?’


  Her fall, in fact, had not been a serious one, probably owing to the lowness of the old rooms and to the high level of the ground without. Beyond a scraped elbow and a blow in the side she had apparently incurred little harm.


  ‘I was asleep, I think!’ she began, her pale face still turned away from him. ‘And something frightened me—a terrible dream—I thought I saw you—’ The actual circumstances seemed to come back to her, and she was silent.


  Her cloak was hanging at the back of the door, and the wretched Phillotson flung it round her. ‘Shall I help you upstairs?’ he asked drearily; for the significance of all this sickened him of himself and of everything.


  ‘No thank you, Richard. I am very little hurt. I can walk.’


  ‘You ought to lock your door,’ he mechanically said, as if lecturing in school. ‘Then no one could intrude even by accident.’


  ‘I have tried—it won’t lock. All the doors are out of order.’


  The aspect of things was not improved by her admission. She ascended the staircase slowly, the waving light of the candle shining on her. Phillotson did not approach her, or attempt to ascend himself till he heard her enter her room. Then he fastened up the front door, and returning sat down on the lower stairs, holding the newel with one hand, and bowing his face into the other. Thus he remained for a long long time—a pitiable object enough to one who had seen him; till, raising his head and sighing a sigh which seemed to say that the business of his life must be carried on, whether he had a wife or no, he took the candle and went upstairs to his lonely room on the other side of the landing.


  No further incident touching the matter between them occurred till the following evening, when, immediately school was over, Phillotson walked out of Shaston, saying he required no tea, and not informing Sue where he was going. He descended from the town level by a steep road in a north-westerly direction, [direction,] and continued to move downwards till the soil changed from its white dryness to a tough brown clay. He was now on the low alluvial beds


  
    [‘]Where Duncliffe is the traveller’s mark,


    And cloty Stour’s a-rolling dark.’

  


  More than once he looked back in the increasing obscurity of evening. Against the sky was Shaston, dimly visible


  
    ‘On the grey-topp’d height


    Of Paladore, as pale day wore


    Away …’ (1)

  


  The new-lit lights from its windows burnt with a steady shine as if watching him, one of which windows was his own. Above it he could just discern the pinnacled tower of Trinity Church. The air down here, tempered by the thick damp bed of tenacious clay, was not as it had been above, but soft and relaxing, so that when he had walked a mile or two he was obliged to wipe his face with his handkerchief.


  Leaving Duncliffe Hill on the left he proceeded without hesitation through the shade, as a man goes on, night or day, in a district over which he has played as a boy. He had walked altogether about four and a half miles


  
    ‘Where Stour receives her strength,


    From six cleere fountains fed,’ (2)

  


  when he crossed a tributary of the Stour, and reached Leddenton—a little town of three or four thousand inhabitants—where he went on to the boys’ school, and knocked at the door of the master’s residence.


  A boy pupil-teacher opened it, and to Phillotson’s inquiry if Mr. Gillingham was at home replied that he was, going at once off to his own house, and leaving Phillotson to find his way in as he could. He discovered his friend putting away some books from which he had been giving evening lessons. The light of the paraffin lamp fell on Phillotson’s face—pale and wretched by contrast with his friend’s, who had a cool, practical look. They had been schoolmates in boyhood, and fellow-students at Wintoncester Training College, many years before this time.


  ‘Glad to see you, Dick! But you don’t look well? Nothing the matter?’


  Phillotson advanced without replying, and Gillingham closed the cupboard and pulled up beside his visitor.


  ‘Why you haven’t been here—let me see—since you were married? I called, you know, but you were out; and upon my word it is such a climb after dark that I have been waiting till the days are longer before lumpering up again. I am glad you didn’t wait, however.’


  Though well-trained and even proficient masters, they occasionally used a dialect-word of their boyhood to each other in private.


  ‘I’ve come, George, to explain to you my reasons for taking a step that I am about to take, so that you, at least, will understand my motives if other people question them anywhen—as they may, indeed certainly will…. But anything is better than the present condition of things. God forbid that you should ever have such an experience as mine!’


  ‘Sit down. You don’t mean—anything wrong between you and Mrs. Phillotson?’


  ‘I do…. My wretched state is that I’ve a wife I love, who not only does not love me, but—but—— Well, I won’t say. I know her feeling! I should prefer hatred from her!’


  ‘Ssh!’


  ‘And the sad part of it is that she is not so much to blame as I. She was a pupil-teacher under me, as you know, and I took advantage of her inexperience, and toled her out for walks, and got her to agree to a long engagement before she well knew her own mind. Afterwards she saw somebody else, but she blindly fulfilled her engagement.’


  ‘Loving the other?’


  ‘Yes; with a curious tender solicitude seemingly; though her exact feeling for him is a riddle to me—and to him too, I think—possibly to herself. She is one of the oddest creatures I ever met. However, I have been struck with these two facts; the extraordinary sympathy, or similarity, between the pair. He is her cousin, which perhaps accounts for some of it. They seem to be one person split in two! And with her unconquerable aversion to myself as a husband, even though she may like me as a friend, ’tis too much to bear longer. She has conscientiously struggled against it, but to no purpose. I cannot bear it—I cannot! I can’t answer her arguments—she has read ten times as much as I. Her intellect sparkles like diamonds, while mine smoulders like brown paper…. She’s one too many for me!’


  ‘She’ll get over it, good-now?’


  ‘Never! It is—but I won’t go into it—there are reasons why she never will. At last she calmly and firmly asked if she might leave me and go to him. The climax came last night, when, owing to my entering her room by accident, she jumped out of window—so strong was her dread of me! She pretended it was a dream, but that was to soothe me. Now when a woman jumps out of window without caring whether she breaks her neck or no, she’s not to be mistaken; and this being the case I have come to a conclusion: that it is wrong to so torture a fellow-creature any longer; and I won’t be the inhuman wretch to do it, cost what it may!’


  ‘What—you’ll let her go? And with her lover?’


  ‘Whom with is her matter. I shall let her go; with him certainly, if she wishes. I know I may be wrong—I know I can’t logically, or religiously, defend my concession to such a wish of hers; or harmonize it with the doctrines I was brought up in. Only I know one thing: something within me tells me I am doing wrong in refusing her. I, like other men, profess to hold that if a husband gets such a so-called preposterous request from his wife, the only course that can possibly be regarded as right and proper and honourable in him is to refuse it, and put her virtuously under lock and key, and murder her lover perhaps. But is that essentially right, and proper, and honourable, or is it contemptibly mean and selfish? I don’t profess to decide. I simply am going to act by instinct, and let principles take care of themselves. If a person who has blindly walked into a quagmire cries for help, I am inclined to give it, if possible.’


  ‘But—you see, there’s the question of neighbours and society—what will happen if everybody——’


  ‘O, I am not going to be a philosopher any longer! I only see what’s under my eyes.’


  ‘Well—I don’t agree with your instinct, Dick!’ said Gillingham gravely. ‘I am quite amazed, to tell the truth, that such a sedate, plodding fellow as you should have entertained such a craze for a moment. You said when I called that she was puzzling and peculiar: I think you are!’


  ‘Have you ever stood before a woman whom you know to be intrinsically a good woman, while she has pleaded for release—been the man she has knelt to and implored indulgence of?’


  ‘I am thankful to say I haven’t.’


  ‘Then I don’t think you are in a position to give an opinion. I have been that man, and it makes all the difference in the world, if one has any manliness or chivalry in him. I had not the remotest idea—living apart from women as I have done for so many years—that merely taking a woman to church and putting a ring upon her finger could by any possibility involve one in such a daily, continuous tragedy as that now shared by her and me!’


  ‘Well, I could admit some excuse for letting her leave you, provided she kept to herself. But to go attended by a cavalier—that makes a difference.’


  ‘Not a bit. Suppose, as I believe, she would rather endure her present misery than be made to promise to keep apart from him? All that is a question for herself. It is not the same thing at all as the treachery of living on with a husband and playing him false…. However, she has not distinctly implied living with him as wife, though I think she means to…. And to the best of my understanding it is not an ignoble, merely animal, feeling between the two: that is the worst of it; because it makes me think their affection will be enduring. I did not mean to confess to you that in the first jealous weeks of my marriage, before I had come to my right mind, I hid myself in the school one evening when they were together there, and I heard what they said. I am ashamed of it now, though I suppose I was only exercising a legal right. I found from their manner that an extraordinary affinity, or sympathy, entered into their attachment, which somehow took away all flavour of grossness. Their supreme desire is to be together—to share each other’s emotions, and fancies, and dreams.’


  ‘Platonic!’


  ‘Well no. Shelleyan would be nearer to it. They remind me of—what are their names—Laon and Cythna. Also of Paul and Virginia a little. The more I reflect, the more entirely I am on their side!’


  ‘But if people did as you want to do, there’d be a general domestic disintegration. The family would no longer be the social unit.’


  ‘Yes—I am all abroad, I suppose!’ said Phillotson sadly. ‘I was never a very bright reasoner, you remember…. And yet, I don’t see why the woman and the children should not be the unit without the man.’


  ‘By the Lord Harry!—Matriarchy! … Does she say all this too?’


  ‘O no. She little thinks I have out-Sued Sue in this—all in the last twelve hours!’


  ‘It will upset all received opinion hereabout. Good God—what will Shaston say!’


  ‘I don’t say that it won’t. I don’t know—I don’t know! … As I say, I am only a feeler, not a reasoner.’


  ‘Now,’ said Gillingham, ‘let us take it quietly, and have something to drink over it.’ He went under the stairs, and produced a bottle of cider-wine, of which they drank a rummer each. ‘I think you are rafted, and not yourself,’ he continued. ‘Do go back and make up your mind to put up with a few whims. But keep her. I hear on all sides that she’s a charming young thing.’


  ‘Ah yes! That’s the bitterness of it! Well, I won’t stay. I have a long walk before me.’


  Gillingham accompanied his friend a mile on his way, and at parting expressed his hope that this consultation, singular as its subject was, would be the renewal of their old comradeship. ‘Stick to her!’ were his last words, flung into the darkness after Phillotson; from which his friend answered ‘Ay, ay!’


  But when Phillotson was alone under the clouds of night, and no sound was audible but that of the purling tributaries of the Stour, he said, ‘So Gillingham, my friend, you had no stronger arguments against it than those!’


  ‘I think she ought to be smacked, and brought to her senses—that’s what I think!’ murmured Gillingham, as he walked back alone.


  The next morning came, and at breakfast Phillotson told Sue:


  ‘You may go—with whom you will. I absolutely and unconditionally agree.’


  Having once come to this conclusion it seemed to Phillotson more and more indubitably the true one. His mild serenity at the sense that he was doing his duty by a woman who was at his mercy almost overpowered his grief at relinquishing her.


  Some days passed, and the evening of their last meal together had come—a cloudy evening with wind—which indeed was very seldom absent in this elevated place. How permanently it was imprinted upon his vision; that look of her as she glided into the parlour to tea; a slim flexible figure; a face, strained from its roundness, and marked by the pallors of restless days and nights, suggesting tragic possibilities quite at variance with her times of buoyancy; a trying of this morsel and that, and an inability to eat either. Her nervous manner, begotten of a fear lest he should be injured by her course, might have been interpreted by a stranger as displeasure that Phillotson intruded his presence on her for the few brief minutes that remained.


  ‘You had better have a slice of ham, or an egg, or something with your tea? You can’t travel on a mouthful of bread and butter.’


  She took the slice he helped her to; and they discussed as they sat trivial questions of housekeeping, such as where he would find the key of this or that cupboard, what little bills were paid, and what not.


  ‘I am a bachelor by nature, as you know, Sue,’ he said, in a heroic attempt to put her at her ease. ‘So that being without a wife will not really be irksome to me, as it might be to other men who have had one a little while. I have, too, this grand hobby in my head of writing “The Roman Antiquities of Wessex,” which will occupy all my spare hours.’


  ‘If you will send me some of the manuscript to copy at any time, as you used to, I will do it with so much pleasure!’ she said with amenable gentleness. ‘I should much like to be some help to you still—as a—friend.’


  Phillotson mused, and said: ‘No, I think we ought to be really separate, if we are to be at all. And for this reason, that I don’t wish to ask you any questions, and particularly wish you not to give me information as to your movements, or even your address…. Now, what money do you want? You must have some, you know.’


  ‘O, of course, Richard, I couldn’t think of having any of your money to go away from you with! I don’t want any either. I have enough of my own to last me for a long while, and Jude will let me have——’


  ‘I would rather not know anything about him, if you don’t mind. You are free, absolutely; and your course is your own.’


  ‘Very well. But I’ll just say that I have packed only a change or two of my own personal clothing, and one or two little things besides that are my very own. I wish you would look into my trunk before it is closed. Besides that I have only a small parcel that will go into Jude’s portmanteau.’


  ‘Of course I shall do no such thing as examine your luggage! I wish you would take three-quarters of the household furniture. I don’t want to be bothered with it. I have a sort of affection for a little of it that belonged to my poor mother and father. But the rest you are welcome to whenever you like to send for it.’


  ‘That I shall never do.’


  ‘You go by the six-thirty train, don’t you? It is now a quarter to six.’


  ‘You … You don’t seem very sorry I am going, Richard!’


  ‘O no—perhaps not.’


  ‘I like you much for how you have behaved. It is a curious thing that directly I have begun to regard you as not my husband, but as my old teacher, I like you. I won’t be so affected as to say I love you, because you know I don’t, except as a friend. But you do seem that to me!’


  Sue was for a few moments a little tearful at these reflections, and then the station omnibus came round to take her up. Phillotson saw her things put on the top, handed her in, and was obliged to make an appearance of kissing her as he wished her good-bye, which she quite understood and imitated. From the cheerful manner in which they parted the omnibus-man had no other idea than that she was going for a short visit.


  When Phillotson got back into the house he went upstairs and opened the window in the direction the omnibus had taken. Soon the noise of its wheels died away. He came down then, his face compressed like that of one bearing pain; he put on his hat and went out, following by the same route for nearly a mile. Suddenly turning round he came home.


  He had no sooner entered than the voice of his friend Gillingham greeted him from the front room.


  ‘I could make nobody hear; so finding your door open I walked in, and made myself comfortable. I said I would call, you remember.’


  ‘Yes. I am much obliged to you, Gillingham, particularly for coming to-night.’


  ‘How is Mrs.——’


  ‘She is quite well. She is gone—just gone. That’s her tea-cup, that she drank out of only an hour ago. And that’s the plate she—’ Phillotson’s throat got choked up, and he could not go on. He turned and pushed the tea-things aside.


  ‘Have you had any tea, by-the-bye?’ he asked presently in a renewed voice.


  ‘No—yes—never mind,’ said Gillingham, preoccupied. ‘Gone, you say she is?’


  ‘Yes…. I would have died for her; but I wouldn’t be cruel to her in the name of the law. She is, as I understand, gone to join her lover. What they are going to do I cannot say. Whatever it may be she has my full consent to.’


  There was a stability, a ballast, in Phillotson’s pronouncement which restrained his friend’s comment. ‘Shall I—leave you?’ he asked.


  ‘No, no. It is a mercy to me that you have come. I have some articles to arrange and clear away. Would you help me?’


  Gillingham assented; and having gone to the upper rooms the schoolmaster opened drawers, and began taking out all Sue’s things that she had left behind, and laying them in a large box. ‘She wouldn’t take all I wanted her to,’ he continued. ‘But when I made up my mind to her going to live in her own way I did make up my mind.’


  ‘Some men would have stopped at an agreement to separate.’


  ‘I’ve gone into all that, and don’t wish to argue it. I was, and am, the most old-fashioned man in the world on the question of marriage—in fact I had never thought critically about its ethics at all. But certain facts stared me in the face, and I couldn’t go against them.’


  They went on with the packing silently. When it was done Phillotson closed the box and turned the key.


  ‘There,’ he said. ‘To adorn her in somebody’s eyes; never again in mine!’


  ♣


  IV.–v.


  Four-and-twenty hours before this time Sue had written the following note to Jude:


  
    ‘It is as I told you; and I am leaving to-morrow evening. Richard and I thought it could be done with less obtrusiveness after dark. I feel rather frightened, and therefore ask you to be sure you are on the Melchester platform to meet me. I arrive at a little to seven. I know you will, of course, dear Jude; but I feel so timid that I can’t help begging you to be punctual. He has been so very kind to me through it all!


    ‘Now to our meeting!


    S.’

  


  As she was carried by the omnibus further and further down from the mountain town—the single passenger that evening—she regarded the receding road with a sad face. But no hesitation was apparent therein.


  The up-train by which she was departing stopped by signal only. To Sue it seemed strange that such a powerful organization as a railway-train should be brought to a standstill on purpose for her—a fugitive from her lawful home.


  The twenty minutes’ journey drew towards its close, and Sue began gathering her things together to alight. At the moment that the train came to a standstill by the Melchester platform a hand was laid on the door and she beheld Jude. He entered the compartment promptly. He had a black bag in his hand, and was dressed in the dark suit he wore on Sundays and in the evening after work. Altogether he looked a very handsome young fellow, his ardent affection for her burning in his eyes.


  ‘O Jude!’ She clasped his hand with both hers, and her tense state caused her to simmer over in a little succession of dry sobs. ‘I—I am so glad! I get out here?’


  ‘No. I get in, dear one! I’ve packed. Besides this bag I’ve only a big box which is labelled.’


  ‘But don’t I get out? Aren’t we going to stay here?’


  ‘We couldn’t possibly, don’t you see. We are known here—I, at any rate, am well known. I’ve booked for Aldbrickham; and here’s your ticket for the same place, as you have only one to here.’


  ‘I thought we should have stayed here,’ she repeated.


  ‘It wouldn’t have done at all.’


  ‘Ah!—Perhaps not.’


  ‘There wasn’t time for me to write and say the place I had decided on. Aldbrickham is a much bigger town—sixty or seventy thousand inhabitants—and nobody knows anything about us there.’


  ‘And you have given up your Cathedral work here?’


  ‘Yes. It was rather sudden—your message coming unexpectedly. Strictly, I might have been made to finish out the week. But I pleaded urgency and I was let off. I would have deserted any day at your command, dear Sue. I have deserted more than that for you!’


  ‘I fear I am doing you a lot of harm. Ruining your prospects of the Church; ruining your progress in your trade; everything!’


  ‘The Church is no more to me. Let it lie! I am not to be one of


  
    “The soldier-saints who, row on row,


    Burn upward each to his point of bliss,”

  


  if any such there be! My point of bliss is not upward, but here.’


  ‘O I seem so bad—upsetting men’s courses like this!’ said she, taking up in her voice the emotion that had begun in his. But she recovered her equanimity by the time they had travelled a dozen miles.


  ‘He has been so good in letting me go,’ she resumed. ‘And here’s a note I found on my dressing-table, addressed to you.’


  ‘Yes. He’s not an unworthy fellow,’ said Jude, glancing at the note. ‘And I am ashamed of myself for hating him because he married you.’


  ‘According to the rule of women’s whims I suppose I ought to suddenly love him, because he has let me go so generously and unexpectedly,’ she answered smiling. ‘But I am so cold, or devoid of gratitude, or so something, that even this generosity hasn’t made me love him, or repent, or want to stay with him as his wife; although I do feel I like his large-mindedness, and respect him more than ever.’


  ‘It may not work so well for us as if he had been less kind, and you had run away against his will,’ murmured Jude.


  ‘That I never would have done.’


  Jude’s eyes rested musingly on her face. Then he suddenly kissed her; and was going to kiss her again. ‘No—only once now—please, Jude!’


  ‘That’s rather cruel,’ he answered; but acquiesced. ‘Such a strange thing has happened to me,’ Jude continued after a silence. ‘Arabella has actually written to ask me to get a divorce from her—in kindness to her, she says. She wants to honestly and legally marry that man she has already married virtually; and begs me to enable her to do it.’


  ‘What have you done?’


  ‘I have agreed. I thought at first I couldn’t do it without getting her into trouble about that second marriage, and I don’t want to injure her in any way. Perhaps she’s no worse than I am, after all! But nobody knows about it over here, and I find it will not be a difficult proceeding at all. If she wants to start afresh I have only too obvious reasons for not hindering her.’


  ‘Then you’ll be free?’


  ‘Yes, I shall be free.’


  ‘Where are we booked for?’ she asked, with the discontinuity that marked her to-night.


  ‘Aldbrickham, as I said.’


  ‘But it will be very late when we get there?’


  ‘Yes. I thought of that, and I wired for a room for us at the Temperance Hotel there.’


  ‘One?’


  ‘Yes—one.’


  She looked at him. ‘O Jude!’ Sue bent her forehead against the corner of the compartment. ‘I thought you might do it; and that I was deceiving you. But I didn’t mean that!’


  In the pause which followed, Jude’s eyes fixed themselves with a stultified expression on the opposite seat. ‘Well!’ he said…. ‘Well!’


  He remained in silence; and seeing how discomfited he was she put her face against his cheek, murmuring, ‘Don’t be vexed, dear!’


  ‘Oh—there’s no harm done,’ he said. ‘But—I understood it like that…. Is this a sudden change of mind?’


  ‘You have no right to ask me such a question; and I shan’t answer!’ she said, smiling.


  ‘My dear one, your happiness is more to me than anything—although we seem to verge on quarrelling so often!—and your will is law to me. I am something more than a mere—selfish fellow, I hope. Have it as you wish!’ On reflection his brow showed perplexity. ‘But perhaps it is that you don’t love me—not that you have become conventional! Much as, under your teaching, I hate convention, I hope it is that, not the other terrible alternative!’


  Even at this obvious moment for candour Sue could not be quite candid as to the state of that mystery, her heart. ‘Put it down to my timidity,’ she said with hurried evasiveness; ‘to a woman’s natural timidity when the crisis comes. I may feel as well as you that I have a perfect right to live with you as you thought—from this moment. I may hold the opinion that, in a proper state of society, the father of a woman’s child will be as much a private matter of hers as the cut of her under-linen, on whom nobody will have any right to question her. But partly, perhaps, because it is by his generosity that I am now free, I would rather not be other than a little rigid. If there had been a rope-ladder, and he had run after us with pistols, it would have seemed different, and I may have acted otherwise. But don’t press me and criticize me, Jude! Assume that I haven’t the courage of my opinions. I know I am a poor miserable creature. My nature is not so passionate as yours!’


  He repeated simply: ‘I thought—what I naturally thought. But if we are not lovers, we are not. Phillotson thought so, I am sure. See, here is what he has written to me.’ He opened the letter she had brought, and read:


  ‘I make only one condition—that you are tender and kind to her. I know you love her. But even love may be cruel at times. You are made for each other: it is obvious, palpable, to any unbiased older person. You were all along “the shadowy third” in my short life with her. I repeat, take care of Sue.’


  ‘He’s a good fellow, isn’t he!’ she said with latent tears. On reconsideration she added, ‘He was very resigned to letting me go—too resigned almost! I never was so near being in love with him as when he made such thoughtful arrangements for my being comfortable on my journey, and offering to provide money. Yet I was not. If I loved him ever so little as a wife, I’d go back to him even now.’


  ‘But you don’t, do you?’


  ‘It is true—O so terribly true!—I don’t.’


  ‘Nor me neither, I half fear!’ he said pettishly. ‘Nor anybody perhaps!—Sue, sometimes, when I am vexed with you, I think you are incapable of real love.’


  ‘That’s not good and loyal of you!’ she said, and drawing away from him as far as she could, looked severely out into the darkness. She added in hurt tones, without turning round: ‘My liking for you is not as some women’s perhaps. But it is a delight in being with you, of a supremely delicate kind, and I don’t want to go further and risk it by—an attempt to intensify it! I quite realized that, as woman with man, it was a risk to come. But, as me with you, I resolved to trust you to set my wishes above your gratification. Don’t discuss it further, dear Jude!’


  ‘Of course, if it would make you reproach yourself … but you do like me very much, Sue? say you do! Say that you do a quarter, a tenth, as much as I do you; and I’ll be content!’


  ‘I’ve let you kiss me, and that tells enough.’


  ‘Just once or so!’


  ‘Well—don’t be a greedy boy.’


  He leant back, and did not look at her for a long time. That episode in her past history of which she had told him—of the poor Christminster graduate whom she had handled thus, returned to Jude’s mind; and he saw himself as a possible second in such a torturing destiny.


  ‘This is a queer elopement!’ he murmured. ‘Perhaps you are making a cat’s-paw of me with Phillotson all this time. Upon my word it almost seems so—to see you sitting up there so prim!’


  ‘Now you mustn’t be angry—I won’t let you!’ she coaxed, turning and moving nearer to him. ‘You did kiss me just now, you know; and I didn’t dislike you to, I own it, Jude. Only I don’t want to let you do it again, just yet—considering how we are circumstanced, don’t you see!’


  He could never resist her when she pleaded (as she well knew). And they sat side by side with joined hands, till she aroused herself at some thought.


  ‘I can’t possibly go to that Temperance Inn, after your telegraphing that message!’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘You can see well enough!’


  ‘Very well; there’ll be some other one open, no doubt. I have sometimes thought, since your marrying Phillotson because of a stupid scandal, that under the affectation of independent views you are as enslaved to the social code as any woman I know!’


  ‘Not mentally. But I haven’t the courage of my views, as I said before. I didn’t marry him altogether because of the scandal. But sometimes a woman’s love of being loved gets the better of her conscience, and though she is agonized at the thought of treating a man cruelly, she encourages him to love her while she doesn’t love him at all. Then, when she sees him suffering, her remorse sets in, and she does what she can to repair the wrong.’


  ‘You simply mean that you flirted outrageously with him, poor old chap, and then repented, and to make reparation, married him, though you tortured yourself to death by doing it.’


  ‘Well—if you will put it brutally!—it was a little like that—that and the scandal together—and your concealing from me what you ought to have told me before!’


  He could see that she was distressed and tearful at his criticisms, and soothed her, saying: ‘There, dear; don’t mind! Crucify me, if you will! You know you are all the world to me, whatever you do!’


  ‘I am very bad and unprincipled—I know you think that!’ she said, trying to blink away her tears.


  ‘I think and know you are my dear Sue, from whom neither length nor breadth, nor things present nor things to come, can divide me!’


  Though so sophisticated in many things she was such a child in others that this satisfied her, and they reached the end of their journey on the best of terms. It was about ten o’clock when they arrived at Aldbrickham, the county town of North Wessex. As she would not go to the Temperance Hotel because of the form of his telegram, Jude inquired for another; and a youth who volunteered to find one wheeled their luggage to The George further on, which proved to be the inn at which Jude had stayed with Arabella on that one occasion of their meeting after their division for years.


  Owing, however, to their now entering it by another door, and to his preoccupation, he did not at first recognize the place. When they had engaged their respective rooms they went down to a late supper. During Jude’s temporary absence the waiting-maid spoke to Sue.


  ‘I think, ma’am, I remember your relation, or friend, or whatever he is, coming here once before—late, just like this, with his wife—a lady, at any rate, that wasn’t you by no manner of means—jest as med be with you now.’


  ‘O do you?’ said Sue, with a certain sickness of heart. ‘Though I think you must be mistaken! How long ago was it?’


  ‘About a month or two. A handsome, full-figured woman. They had this room.’


  When Jude came back and sat down to supper Sue seemed moping and miserable. ‘Jude,’ she said to him plaintively, at their parting that night upon the landing, ‘it is not so nice and pleasant as it used to be with us! I don’t like it here—I can’t bear the place! And I don’t like you so well as I did!’


  ‘How fidgeted you seem, dear! Why do you change like this?’


  ‘Because it was cruel to bring me here!’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You were lately here with Arabella. There, now I have said it!’


  ‘Dear me, why—’ said Jude looking round him. ‘Yes—it is the same! I really didn’t know it, Sue. Well—it is not cruel, since we have come as we have—two relations staying together.’


  ‘How long ago was it you were here? Tell me, tell me!’


  ‘The day before I met you in Christminster, when we went back to Marygreen together. I told you I had met her.’


  ‘Yes, you said you had met her, but you didn’t tell me all. Your story was that you had met as estranged people, who were not husband and wife at all in Heaven’s sight—not that you had made it up with her.’


  ‘We didn’t make it up,’ he said sadly. ‘I can’t explain, Sue.’


  ‘You’ve been false to me; you, my last hope! And I shall never forget it, never!’


  ‘But by your own wish, dear Sue, we are only to be friends, not lovers! It is so very inconsistent of you to——’


  ‘Friends can be jealous!’


  ‘I don’t see that. You concede nothing to me and I have to concede everything to you. After all, you were on good terms with your husband at that time.’


  ‘No, I wasn’t, Jude. O how can you think so! And you have taken me in, even if you didn’t intend to.’ She was so mortified that he was obliged to take her into her room and close the door lest the people should hear. ‘Was it this room? Yes it was—I see by your look it was! I won’t have it for mine! O it was treacherous of you to have her again! I jumped out of the window!’


  ‘But Sue, she was, after all, my legal wife, if not——’


  Slipping down on her knees Sue buried her face in the bed and wept.


  ‘I never knew such an unreasonable—such a dog-in-the-manger feeling,’ said Jude. ‘I am not to approach you, nor anybody else!’


  ‘O don’t you understand my feeling! Why don’t you! Why are you so gross! I jumped out of the window!’


  ‘Jumped out of window?[’]


  ‘I can’t explain!’


  It was true that he did not understand her feeling very well. But he did a little; and began to love her none the less.


  ‘I—I thought you cared for nobody—desired nobody in the world but me at that time—and ever since!’ continued Sue.


  ‘It is true. I did not, and don’t now!’ said Jude, as distressed as she.


  ‘But you must have thought much of her! Or——’


  ‘No—I need not—you don’t understand me either—women never do! Why should you get into such a tantrum about nothing?’


  Looking up from the quilt she pouted provokingly: ‘If it hadn’t been for that, perhaps I would have gone on to the Temperance Hotel, after all, as you proposed; for I was beginning to think I did belong to you!’


  ‘O, it is of no consequence!’ said Jude distantly.


  ‘I thought, of course, that she had never been really your wife since she left you of her own accord years and years ago! My sense of it was, that a parting such as yours from her, and mine from him, ended the marriage.’


  ‘I can’t say more without speaking against her, and I don’t want to do that,’ said he. ‘Yet I must tell you one thing, which would settle the matter in any case. She has married another man—really married him! I knew nothing about it till after the visit we made here.’


  ‘Married another? … It is a crime—as the world treats it, but does not believe.’


  ‘There—now you are yourself again. Yes, it is a crime—as you don’t hold, but would fearfully concede. But I shall never inform against her! and it is evidently a prick of conscience in her that has led her to urge me to get a divorce, that she may re-marry this man legally. So you perceive I shall not be likely to see her again.’


  ‘And you didn’t really know anything of this when you saw her?’ said Sue more gently, as she rose.


  ‘I did not. Considering all things, I don’t think you ought to be angry, darling!’


  ‘I am not. But I shan’t go to the Temperance Hotel!’


  He laughed. ‘Never mind!’ he said. ‘So that I am near you, I am comparatively happy. It is more than this earthly wretch called Me deserves—you spirit, you disembodied creature, you dear, sweet, tantalizing phantom—hardly flesh at all; so that when I put my arms round you I almost expect them to pass through you as through air! Forgive me for being gross, as you call it! Remember that our calling cousins when really strangers was a snare. The enmity of our parents gave a piquancy to you in my eyes that was intenser even than the novelty of ordinary new acquaintance.’


  ‘Say those pretty lines, then, from Shelley’s “Epipsychidion” as if they meant me!’ she solicited, slanting up closer to him as they stood. ‘Don’t you know them?’


  ‘I know hardly any poetry,’ he replied mournfully.


  ‘Don’t you? These are some of them:


  
    “There was a Being whom my spirit oft


    Met on its visioned wanderings far aloft.


    ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


    A seraph of Heaven, too gentle to be human,


    Veiling beneath that radiant form of woman….”

  


  O it is too flattering, so I won’t go on! But say it’s me!—say it’s me!’


  ‘It is you, dear; exactly like you!’


  ‘Now I forgive you! And you shall kiss me just once there—not very long.’ She put the tip of her finger gingerly to her cheek; and he did as commanded. ‘You do care for me very much, don’t you, in spite of my not—you know?’


  ‘Yes, sweet!’ he said with a sigh; and bade her good-night.


  ♣


  IV.–vi.


  In returning to his native town of Shaston as schoolmaster Phillotson had won the interest and awakened the memories of the inhabitants, who, though they did not honour him for his miscellaneous acquirements as he would have been honoured elsewhere, retained for him a sincere regard. When, shortly after his arrival, he brought home a pretty wife—awkwardly pretty for him, if he did not take care, they said—they were glad to have her settle among them.


  For some time after her flight from that home Sue’s absence did not excite comment. Her place as monitor in the school was taken by another young woman within a few days of her vacating it, which substitution also passed without remark, Sue’s services having been of a provisional nature only. When, however, a month had passed, and Phillotson casually admitted to acquaintance that he did not know where his wife was staying, curiosity began to be aroused; till, jumping to conclusions, people ventured to affirm that Sue had played him false and run away from him. The schoolmaster’s growing languor and listlessness over his work gave countenance to the idea.


  Though Phillotson had held his tongue as long as he could, except to his friend Gillingham, his honesty and directness would not allow him to do so when misapprehensions as to Sue’s conduct spread abroad. On a Monday morning the chairman of the School Committee called, and after attending to the business of the school drew Phillotson aside out of earshot of the children.


  ‘You’ll excuse my asking, Phillotson, since everybody is talking of it: is this true as to your domestic affairs—that your wife’s going away was on no visit, but a secret elopement with a lover? If so, I condole with you.’


  ‘Don’t,’ said Phillotson. ‘There was no secret about it.’


  ‘She has gone to visit friends?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then what has happened?’


  ‘She has gone away under circumstances that usually call for condolence with the husband. But I gave my consent.’


  The chairman looked as if he had not apprehended the remark.


  ‘What I say is quite true,’ Phillotson continued testily. ‘She asked leave to go away with her lover, and I let her. Why shouldn’t I? A woman of full age, it was a question for her own conscience—not for me. I was not her gaoler. I can’t explain any further. I don’t wish to be questioned.’


  The children observed that much seriousness marked the faces of the two men, and went home and told their parents that something new had happened about Mrs. Phillotson. Then Phillotson’s little maidservant, who was a schoolgirl just out of her standards, said that Mr. Phillotson had helped in his wife’s packing, had offered her what money she required, and had written a friendly letter to her young man, telling him to take care of her. The chairman of committee thought the matter over, and talked to the other managers of the school, till a request came to Phillotson to meet them privately. The meeting lasted a long time, and at the end the schoolmaster came home, looking as usual pale and worn. Gillingham was sitting in his house awaiting him.


  ‘Well; it is as you said,’ observed Phillotson, flinging himself down wearily in a chair. ‘They have requested me to send in my resignation on account of my scandalous conduct in giving my tortured wife her liberty—or, as they call it, condoning her adultery. But I shan’t resign!’


  ‘I think I would.[’]


  ‘I won’t. It is no business of theirs. It doesn’t affect me in my public capacity at all. They may expel me if they like.’


  ‘If you make a fuss it will get into the papers, and you’ll never get appointed to another school. You see, they have to consider what you did as done by a teacher of youth—and its effects as such upon the morals of the town; and, to ordinary opinion, your position is indefensible. You must let me say that.’


  To this good advice, however, Phillotson would not listen.


  ‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘I don’t go unless I am turned out. And for this reason; that by resigning I acknowledge I have acted wrongly by her; when I am more and more convinced every day that in the sight of Heaven and by all natural, straightforward humanity, I have acted rightly.’


  Gillingham saw that his rather headstrong friend would not be able to maintain such a position as this; but he said nothing further, and in due time—indeed, in a quarter of an hour—the formal letter of dismissal arrived, the managers having remained behind to write it after Phillotson’s withdrawal. The latter replied that he should not accept dismissal; and called a public meeting, which he attended, although he looked so weak and ill that his friend implored him to stay at home. When he stood up to give his reasons for contesting the decision of the managers he advanced them firmly, as he had done to his friend, and contended, moreover, that the matter was a domestic theory which did not concern them. This they over-ruled, insisting that the private eccentricities of a teacher came quite within their sphere of control, as it touched the morals of those he taught. Phillotson replied that he did not see how an act of natural charity could injure morals.


  All the respectable inhabitants and well-to-do fellow-natives of the town were against Phillotson to a man. But, somewhat to his surprise, some dozen or more champions rose up in his defence as from the ground.


  It has been stated that Shaston was the anchorage of a curious and interesting group of itinerants, who frequented the numerous fairs and markets held up and down Wessex during the summer and autumn months. Although Phillotson had never spoken to one of these gentlemen they now nobly led the forlorn hope in his defence. The body included two cheap-jacks, a shooting-gallery proprietor and the ladies who loaded the guns, a pair of boxing-masters, a steam-roundabout manager, two travelling broom-makers, who called themselves widows, a gingerbread-stall keeper, a swing-boat owner, and a ‘test-your-strength’ man.


  This generous phalanx of supporters, and a few others of independent judgment, whose own domestic experiences had been not without vicissitude, came up and warmly shook hands with Phillotson; after which they expressed their thoughts so strongly to the meeting that issue was joined, the result being a general scuffle, wherein a blackboard was split, three panes of the school-windows were broken, an inkbottle was spilled over a town-councillor’s shirt-front, a churchwarden was dealt such a topper with the map of Palestine that his head went right through Samaria, and many black eyes and bleeding noses were given, one of which, to everybody’s horror, was the venerable incumbent’s, owing to the zeal of an emancipated chimney-sweep, who took the side of Phillotson’s party. When Phillotson saw the blood running down the rector’s face he deplored almost in groans the untoward and degrading circumstances, regretted that he had not resigned when called upon, and went home so ill that next morning he could not leave his bed.


  The farcical yet melancholy event was the beginning of a serious illness for him; and he lay in his lonely bed in the pathetic state of mind of a middle-aged man who perceives at length that his life, intellectual and domestic, is tending to failure and gloom. Gillingham came to see him in the evenings, and on one occasion mentioned Sue’s name.


  ‘She doesn’t care anything about me!’ said Phillotson. ‘Why should she?’


  ‘She doesn’t know you are ill.’


  ‘So much the better for both of us.’


  ‘Where are her lover and she living?’


  ‘At Melchester—I suppose; at least he was living there some time ago.’


  When Gillingham reached home he sat and reflected, and at last wrote an anonymous line to Sue, on the bare chance of its reaching her, the letter being enclosed in an envelope addressed to Jude at the diocesan capital. Arriving at that place it was forwarded to Marygreen in North Wessex, and thence to Aldbrickham by the only person who knew his present address—the widow who had nursed his aunt.


  Three days later, in the evening, when the sun was going down in splendour over the lowlands of Blackmoor, and making the Shaston windows like tongues of fire to the eyes of the rustics in that Vale, the sick man fancied that he heard somebody come to the house, and a few minutes after there was a tap at the bedroom door. Phillotson did not speak; the door was hesitatingly opened, and there entered—Sue.


  She was in light spring clothing, and her advent seemed ghostly—like the flitting in of a moth. He turned his eyes upon her, and flushed; but appeared to check his primary impulse to speak.


  ‘I have no business here,’ she said, bending her frightened face to him. ‘But I heard you were ill—very ill; and—and as I know that you recognize other feelings between man and woman than physical love, I have come.’


  ‘I am not very ill, my dear friend. Only unwell.’


  ‘I didn’t know that; and I am afraid that only a severe illness would have justified my coming!’


  ‘Yes … yes. And I almost wish you had not come! It is a little too soon—that’s all I mean. Still, let us make the best of it. You haven’t heard about the school, I suppose?’


  ‘No—what about it?’


  ‘Only that I am going away from here to another place. The managers and I don’t agree, and we are going to part—that’s all.’


  Sue did not for a moment, either now or later, suspect what troubles had resulted to him from letting her go; it never once seemed to cross her mind, and she had received no news whatever from Shaston. They talked on slight and ephemeral subjects, and when his tea was brought up he told the amazed little servant that a cup was to be set for Sue. That young person was much more interested in their history than they supposed, and as she descended the stairs she lifted her eyes and hands in grotesque amazement. While they sipped Sue went to the window and thoughtfully said, ‘It is such a beautiful sunset, Richard.’


  ‘They are mostly beautiful from here, owing to the rays crossing the mist of the Vale. But I lose them all, as they don’t shine into this gloomy corner where I lie.’


  ‘Wouldn’t you like to see this particular one? It is like heaven opened.’


  ‘Ah yes! But I can’t.’


  ‘I’ll help you to.’


  ‘No—the bedstead can’t be shifted.’


  ‘But see how I mean.’


  She went to where a swing-glass stood, and taking it in her hands carried it to a spot by the window where it could catch the sunshine, moving the glass till the beams were reflected into Phillotson’s face.


  ‘There—you can see the great red sun now!’ she said. ‘And I am sure it will cheer you—I do so hope it will!’ She spoke with a child-like, repentant kindness, as if she could not do too much for him.


  Phillotson smiled sadly. ‘You are an odd creature!’ he murmured as the sun glowed in his eyes. ‘The idea of your coming to see me after what has passed!’


  ‘Don’t let us go back upon that!’ she said quickly. ‘I have to catch the omnibus for the train, as Jude doesn’t know I have come; he was out when I started; so I must return home almost directly. Richard, I am so very glad you are better. You don’t hate me, do you? You have been such a kind friend to me!’


  ‘I am glad to know you think so,’ said Phillotson huskily. ‘No. I don’t hate you!’


  It grew dusk quickly in the gloomy room during their intermittent chat, and when candles were brought and it was time to leave she put her hand in his—or rather allowed it to flit through his; for she was significantly light in touch. She had nearly closed the door when he said, ‘Sue!’ He had noticed that, in turning away from him, tears were on her face and a quiver in her lip.


  It was bad policy to recall her—he knew it while he pursued it. But he could not help it. She came back.


  ‘Sue,’ he murmured, ‘do you wish to make it up, and stay? I’ll forgive you and condone everything!’


  ‘O you can’t, you can’t!’ she said hastily. ‘You can’t condone it now!’


  ‘He is your husband now, in effect, you mean, of course?’


  ‘You may assume it. He is obtaining a divorce from his wife Arabella.’


  ‘His wife! It is altogether news to me that he has a wife.’


  ‘It was a bad marriage.’


  ‘Like yours.’


  ‘Like mine. He is not doing it so much on his own account as on hers. She wrote and told him it would be a kindness to her, since then she could marry and live respectably. And Jude has agreed.’


  ‘A wife…. A kindness to her. Ah, yes; a kindness to her to release her altogether…. But I don’t like the sound of it. I can forgive, Sue.’


  ‘No, no! You can’t have me back now I have been so wicked—as to do what I have done!’


  There had arisen in Sue’s face that incipient fright which showed itself whenever he changed from friend to husband, and which made her adopt any line of defence against marital feeling in him. ‘I must go now. I’ll come again—may I?’


  ‘I don’t ask you to go, even now. I ask you to stay.’


  ‘I thank you, Richard; but I must. As you are not so ill as I thought, I cannot stay!’


  ‘She’s his—his from lips to heel!’ said Phillotson; but so faintly that in closing the door she did not hear it. The dread of a reactionary change in the schoolmaster’s sentiments, coupled, perhaps, with a faint shamefacedness at letting even him know what a slipshod lack of thoroughness, from a man’s point of view, characterized her transferred allegiance, prevented her telling him of her, thus far, incomplete relations with Jude; and Phillotson lay writhing like a man in hell as he pictured the prettily dressed, maddening compound of sympathy and averseness who bore his name, returning impatiently to the home of her lover.


  Gillingham was so interested in Phillotson’s affairs, and so seriously concerned about him, that he walked up the hillside to Shaston two or three times a week, although, there and back, it was a journey of nine miles, which had to be performed between tea and supper, after a hard day’s work in school. When he called on the next occasion after Sue’s visit his friend was downstairs, and Gillingham noticed that his restless mood had been supplanted by a more fixed and composed one.


  ‘She’s been here since you called last,’ said Phillotson.


  ‘Not Mrs. Phillotson?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Ah! You have made it up?’


  ‘No…. She just came, patted my pillow with her little white hand, played the thoughtful nurse for half-an-hour, and went away.’


  ‘Well—I’m hanged! A little hussy!’


  ‘What do you say?’


  ‘O—nothing!’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘I mean, what a tantalizing, capricious little woman! If she were not your wife——’


  ‘She is not; she’s another man’s except in name and law. And I have been thinking—it was suggested to me by a conversation I had with her—that, in kindness to her, I ought to dissolve the legal tie altogether; which, singularly enough, I think I can do, now she has been back, and refused my request to stay after I said I had forgiven her. I believe that fact would afford me opportunity of doing it, though I did not see it at the moment. What’s the use of keeping her chained on to me if she doesn’t belong to me? I know—I feel absolutely certain—that she would welcome my taking such a step as the greatest charity to her. For though as a fellow-creature she sympathizes with, and pities me, and even weeps for me, as a husband she cannot endure me—she loathes me—there’s no use in mincing words—she loathes me, and my only manly, and dignified, and merciful course is to complete what I have begun…. And for worldly reasons, too, it will be better for her to be independent. I have hopelessly ruined my prospects because of my decision as to what was best for us, though she does not know it; I see only dire poverty ahead from my feet to the grave; for I can be accepted as teacher no more. I shall probably have enough to do to make both ends meet during the remainder of my life, now my occupation’s gone; and I shall be better able to bear it alone. I may as well tell you that what has suggested my letting her go is some news she brought me—the news that Fawley is doing the same.’


  ‘O—he had a spouse, too? A queer couple, these lovers!’


  ‘Well—I don’t want your opinion on that. What I was going to say is that my liberating her can do her no possible harm, and will open up a chance of happiness for her which she has never dreamt of hitherto. For then they’ll be able to marry, as they ought to have done at first.’


  Gillingham did not hurry to reply. ‘I may disagree with your motive,’ he said gently, for he respected views he could not share. ‘But I think you are right in your determination—if you can carry it out. I doubt, however, if you can.’


  ♣


  Part Fifth


  At Aldbrickham and Elsewhere


  ‘Thy aerial part, and all the fiery parts which are mingled in thee, though by nature they have an upward tendency, still in obedience to the disposition of the universe they are overpowered here in the compound mass [mass of] the body.’—M. Antoninus (Long).


  V.–i.


  How Gillingham’s doubts were disposed of will most quickly appear by passing over the series of dreary months and incidents that followed the events of the last chapter, and coming on to a Sunday in the February of the year following.


  Sue and Jude were living in Aldbrickham, in precisely the same relations that they had established between themselves when she left Shaston to join him the year before. The proceedings in the Law-Courts had reached their consciousness but as a distant sound, and an occasional missive which they hardly understood.


  They had met, as usual, to breakfast together in the little house with Jude’s name on it, that he had taken at fifteen pounds a year, with three-pounds-ten extra for rates and taxes, and furnished with his aunt’s ancient and lumbering goods, which had cost him about their full value to bring all the way from Marygreen. Sue kept house, and managed everything.


  As he entered the room this morning Sue held up a letter she had just received.


  ‘Well; and what is it about?’ he said after kissing her.


  ‘That the decree nisi in the case of Phillotson versus Phillotson and Fawley, pronounced six months ago, has just been made absolute.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Jude, as he sat down.


  The same concluding incident in Jude’s suit against Arabella had occurred about a month or two earlier. Both cases had been too insignificant to be reported in the papers, further than by name in a long list of other undefended cases.


  ‘Now then, Sue, at any rate, you can do what you like!’ He looked at his sweetheart curiously.


  ‘Are we—you and I—just as free now as if we had never married at all?’


  ‘Just as free—except, I believe, that a clergyman may object personally to re-marry you, and hand the job on to somebody else.’


  ‘But I wonder—do you think it is really so with us? I know it is generally. But I have an uncomfortable feeling that my freedom has been obtained under false pretences!’


  ‘How?’


  ‘Well—if the truth about us had been known, the decree wouldn’t have been pronounced. It is only, is it, because we have made no defence, and have led them into a false supposition? Therefore is my freedom lawful, however proper it may be?’


  ‘Well—why did you let it be under false pretences? You have only yourself to blame,’ he said mischievously.


  ‘Jude—don’t! You ought not to be touchy about that still. You must take me as I am.’


  ‘Very well, darling: so I will. Perhaps you were right. As to your question, we were not obliged to prove anything. That was their business. Anyhow we are living together.’


  ‘Yes. Though not in their sense.’


  ‘One thing is certain, that however the decree may be brought about, a marriage is dissolved when it is dissolved. There is this advantage in being poor obscure people like us—that these things are done for us in a rough and ready fashion. It was the same with me and Arabella. I was afraid her criminal second marriage would have been discovered, and she punished; but nobody took any interest in her—nobody inquired, nobody suspected it. If we’d been patented nobilities we should have had infinite trouble, and days and weeks would have been spent in investigations.’


  By degrees Sue acquired her lover’s cheerfulness at the sense of freedom, and proposed that they should take a walk in the fields, even if they had to put up with a cold dinner on account of it. Jude agreed, and Sue went upstairs and prepared to start, putting on a joyful coloured gown in observance of her liberty; seeing which Jude put on a lighter tie.


  ‘Now we’ll strut arm and arm,’ he said, ‘like any other engaged couple. We’ve a legal right to.’


  They rambled out of the town, and along a path over the low-lying lands that bordered it, though these were frosty now, and the extensive seed-fields were bare of colour and produce. The pair, however, were so absorbed in their own situation that their surroundings were little in their consciousness.


  ‘Well, my dearest, the result of all this is that we can marry after a decent interval.’


  ‘Yes; I suppose we can,’ said Sue, without enthusiasm.


  ‘And aren’t we going to?’


  ‘I don’t like to say no, dear Jude; but I feel just the same about it now as I have done all along. I have just the same dread lest an iron contract should extinguish your tenderness for me, and mine for you, as it did between our unfortunate parents.’


  ‘Still, what can we do? I do love you, as you know, Sue.’


  ‘I know it abundantly. But I think I would much rather go on living always as lovers, as we are living now, and only meeting by day. It is so much sweeter—for the woman at least, and when she is sure of the man. And henceforward we needn’t be so particular as we have been about appearances.’


  ‘Our experiences of matrimony with others have not been encouraging, I own,’ said he with some gloom; ‘either owing to our own dissatisfied, unpractical natures, or by our misfortune. But we two——’


  ‘Should be two dissatisfied ones linked together, which would be twice as bad as before…. I think I should begin to be afraid of you, Jude, the moment you had contracted to cherish me under a Government stamp, and I was licensed to be loved on the premises by you—Ugh, how horrible and sordid! Although, as you are, free, I trust you more than any other man in the world.’


  ‘No, no—don’t say I should change!’ he expostulated; yet there was misgiving in his own voice also.


  ‘Apart from ourselves, and our unhappy peculiarities, it is foreign to a man’s nature to go on loving a person when he is told that he must and shall be that person’s lover. There would be a much likelier chance of his doing it if he were told not to love. If the marriage ceremony consisted in an oath and signed contract between the parties to cease loving from that day forward, in consideration of personal possession being given, and to avoid each other’s society as much as possible in public, there would be more loving couples than there are now. Fancy the secret meetings between the perjuring husband and wife, the denials of having seen each other, the clambering in at bedroom windows, and the hiding in closets! There’d be little cooling then.’


  ‘Yes; but admitting this, or something like it, to be true, you are not the only one in the world to see it, dear little Sue. People go on marrying because they can’t resist natural forces, although many of them may know perfectly well that they are possibly buying a month’s pleasure with a life’s discomfort. No doubt my father and mother, and your father and mother, saw it, if they at all resembled us in habits of observation. But then they went and married just the same, because they had ordinary passions. But you, Sue, are such a phantasmal, bodiless creature, one who—if you’ll allow me to say it—has so little animal passion in you, that you can act upon reason in the matter, when we poor unfortunate wretches of grosser substance can’t.’


  ‘Well,’ she sighed, ‘you’ve owned that it would probably end in misery for us. And I am not so exceptional a woman as you think. Fewer women like marriage than you suppose, only they enter into it for the dignity it is assumed to confer, and the social advantages it gains them sometimes—a dignity and an advantage that I am quite willing to do without.’


  Jude fell back upon his old complaint—that, intimate as they were, he had never once had from her an honest, candid declaration that she loved or could love him. ‘I really fear sometimes that you cannot,’ he said, with a dubiousness approaching anger. ‘And you are so reticent. I know that women are taught by other women that they must never admit the full truth to a man. But the highest form of affection is based on full sincerity on both sides. Not being men, these women don’t know that in looking back on those he has had tender relations with, a man’s heart returns closest to her who was the soul of truth in her conduct. The better class of man, even if caught by airy affectations of dodging and parrying, is not retained by them. A Nemesis attends the woman who plays the game of elusiveness too often, in the utter contempt for her that, sooner or later, her old admirers feel; under which they allow her to go unlamented to her grave.’


  Sue, who was regarding the distance, had acquired a guilty look; and she suddenly replied in a tragic voice: ‘I don’t think I like you to-day so well as I did, Jude!’


  ‘Don’t you? Why?’


  ‘O, well—you are not nice—too sermony. Though I suppose I am so bad and worthless that I deserve the utmost rigour of lecturing!’


  ‘No, you are not bad. You are a dear. But as slippery as an eel when I want to get a confession from you.’


  ‘O yes I am bad, and obstinate, and all sorts! It is no use your pretending I am not! People who are good don’t want scolding as I do…. But now that I have nobody but you, and nobody to defend me, it is very hard that I mustn’t have my own way in deciding how I’ll live with you, and whether I’ll be married or no!’


  ‘Sue, my own comrade and sweetheart, I don’t want to force you either to marry or to do the other thing—of course I don’t! It is too wicked of you to be so pettish! Now we won’t say any more about it, and go on just the same as we have done; and during the rest of our walk we’ll talk of the meadows only, and the floods, and the prospect of the farmers this coming year.’


  After this the subject of marriage was not mentioned by them for several days, though living as they were with only a landing between them it was constantly in their minds. Sue was assisting Jude very materially now: he had latterly occupied himself on his own account in working and lettering headstones, which he kept in a little yard at the back of his little house, where in the intervals of domestic duties she marked out the letters full size for him, and blacked them in after he had cut them. It was a lower class of handicraft than were his former performances as a cathedral mason, and his only patrons were the poor people who lived in his own neighbourhood, and knew what a cheap man this ‘Jude Fawley: Monumental Mason’ (as he called himself on his front door) was to employ for the simple memorials they required for their dead. But he seemed more independent than before, and it was the only arrangement under which Sue, who particularly wished to be no burden on him, could render any assistance.


  ♣


  V.–ii.


  It was an evening at the end of the month, and Jude had just returned home from hearing a lecture on ancient history in the public hall not far off. When he entered Sue, who had been keeping indoors during his absence, laid out supper for him. Contrary to custom she did not speak. Jude had taken up some illustrated paper, which he perused till, raising his eyes, he saw that her face was troubled.


  ‘Are you depressed, Sue?’ he said.


  She paused a moment. ‘I have a message for you,’ she answered.


  ‘Somebody has called?’


  ‘Yes. A woman.’ Sue’s voice quavered as she spoke, and she suddenly sat down from her preparations, laid her hands in her lap, and looked into the fire. ‘I don’t know whether I did right or not!’ she continued. ‘I said you were not at home, and when she said she would wait, I said I thought you might not be able to see her.’


  ‘Why did you say that, dear? I suppose she wanted a headstone. Was she in mourning?’


  ‘No. She wasn’t in mourning, and she didn’t want a headstone; and I thought you couldn’t see her.’ Sue looked critically and imploringly at him.


  ‘But who was she? Didn’t she say?’


  ‘No. She wouldn’t give her name. But I know who she was—I think I do! It was Arabella!’


  ‘Heaven save us! What should Arabella come for? What made you think it was she?’


  ‘O, I can hardly tell. But I know it was! I feel perfectly certain it was—by the light in her eyes as she looked at me. She was a fleshy, coarse woman.’


  ‘Well—I should not have called Arabella coarse exactly, except in speech, though she may be getting so by this time under the duties of the public-house. She was rather handsome when I knew her.’


  ‘Handsome! But yes!—so she is!’


  ‘I think I heard a quiver in your little mouth. Well, waiving that, as she is nothing to me, and virtuously married to another man, why should she come troubling us?’


  ‘Are you sure she’s married? Have you definite news of it?’


  ‘No—not definite news. But that was why she asked me to release her. She and the man both wanted to lead a proper life, as I understood.’


  ‘O Jude—it was, it was Arabella!’ cried Sue, covering her eyes with her hand. ‘And I am so miserable! It seems such an ill-omen, whatever she may have come for. You could not possibly see her, could you?’


  ‘I don’t really think I could. It would be so very painful to talk to her now—for her as much as for me. However, she’s gone. Did she say she would come again?’


  ‘No. But she went away very reluctantly.’


  Sue, whom the least thing upset, could not eat any supper, and when Jude had finished his he prepared to go to bed. He had no sooner raked out the fire, fastened the doors, and got to the top of the stairs than there came a knock. Sue instantly emerged from her room, which she had but just entered.


  ‘There she is again!’ Sue whispered in appalled accents.


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘She knocked like that last time.’


  They listened, and the knocking came again. No servant was kept in the house, and if the summons were to be responded to one of them would have to do it in person. ‘I’ll open a window,’ said Jude. ‘Whoever it is cannot be expected to be let in at this time.’


  He accordingly went into his bedroom and lifted the sash. The lonely street of early retiring workpeople was empty from end to end save of one figure—that of a woman walking up and down by the lamp a few yards off.


  ‘Who’s there?’ he asked.


  ‘Is that Mr. Fawley?’ came up from the woman, in a voice which was unmistakably Arabella’s.


  Jude replied that it was.


  ‘Is it she?’ asked Sue from the door, with lips apart.


  ‘Yes, dear,’ said Jude. ‘What do you want, Arabella?’ he inquired.


  ‘I beg your pardon, Jude, for disturbing you,’ said Arabella humbly. ‘But I called earlier—I wanted particularly to see you to-night, if I could. I am in trouble, and have nobody to help me!’


  ‘In trouble, are you?’


  ‘Yes.’


  There was a silence. An inconvenient sympathy seemed to be rising in Jude’s breast at the appeal. ‘But aren’t you married?’ he said.


  Arabella hesitated. ‘No, Jude, I am not,’ she returned. ‘He wouldn’t, after all. And I am in great difficulty. I hope to get another situation as barmaid soon. But it takes time, and I really am in great distress, because of a sudden responsibility that’s been sprung upon me from Australia; or I wouldn’t trouble you—believe me I wouldn’t. I want to tell you about it.’


  Sue remained at gaze, in painful tension, hearing every word, but speaking none.


  ‘You are not really in want of money, Arabella?’ he asked, in a distinctly softened tone.


  ‘I have enough to pay for the night’s lodging I have obtained, but barely enough to take me back again.’


  ‘Where are you living?’


  ‘In London still.’ She was about to give the address, but she said, ‘I am afraid somebody may hear, so I don’t like to call out particulars of myself so loud. If you could come down and walk a little way with me towards the Prince Inn, where I am staying to-night, I would explain all. You may as well, for old time’s sake!’


  ‘Poor thing!—I must do her the kindness of hearing what’s the matter, I suppose,’ said Jude in much perplexity. ‘As she’s going back to-morrow it can’t make much difference.’


  ‘But you can go and see her to-morrow, Jude! Don’t go now, Jude!’ came in plaintive accents from the doorway. ‘O, it is only to entrap you, I know it is, as she did before! Don’t, don’t go, dear! She is such a low-passioned woman—I can see it in her shape, and hear it in her voice!’


  ‘But I shall go,’ said Jude. ‘Don’t attempt to detain me, Sue. God knows I love her little enough now, but I don’t want to be cruel to her.’ He turned to the stairs.


  ‘But she’s not your wife!’ cried Sue distractedly. ‘And I——’


  ‘And you are not either, dear, yet,’ said Jude.


  ‘O, but are you going to her? Don’t! Stay at home! Please, please stay at home, Jude, and not go to her, now she’s not your wife any more than I!’


  ‘Well, she is, rather more than you, come to that,’ he said, taking his hat determinedly. ‘I’ve wanted you to be, and I’ve waited with the patience of Job, and I don’t see that I’ve got anything by my self-denial. I shall certainly give her something, and hear what it is she is so anxious to tell me; no man could do less!’


  There was that in his manner which she knew it would be futile to oppose. She said no more, but, turning to her room as meekly as a martyr, heard him go downstairs, unbolt the door, and close it behind him. With a woman’s disregard of her dignity when in the presence of nobody but herself, she also trotted down, sobbing articulately as she went. She listened. She knew exactly how far it was to the inn that Arabella had named as her lodging. It would occupy about seven minutes to get there at an ordinary walking pace; seven to come back again. If he did not return in fourteen minutes he would have lingered. She looked at the clock. It was twenty-five minutes to eleven. He might enter the inn with Arabella, as they would reach it before closing time; she might get him to drink with her; and Heaven only knew what disasters would befall him then.


  In a still suspense she waited on. It seemed as if the whole time had nearly elapsed when the door was opened again, and Jude appeared.


  Sue gave a little ecstatic cry. ‘O, I knew I could trust you!—how good you are!’—she began.


  ‘I can’t find her anywhere in this street, and I went out in my slippers only. She has walked on, thinking I’ve been so hard-hearted as to refuse her requests entirely, poor woman. I’ve come back for my boots, as it is beginning to rain.’


  ‘O, but why should you take such trouble for a woman who has served you so badly!’ said Sue in a jealous burst of disappointment.


  ‘But, Sue, she’s a woman, and I once cared for her; and one can’t be a brute in such circumstances.’


  ‘She isn’t your wife any longer!’ exclaimed Sue, passionately excited. ‘You mustn’t go out to find her! It isn’t right! You can’t join her, now she’s a stranger to you. How can you forget such a thing, my dear, dear one!’


  ‘She seems much the same as ever—an erring, careless, unreflecting fellow-creature,’ he said, continuing to pull on his boots. ‘What those legal fellows have been playing at in London makes no difference in my real relations to her. If she was my wife while she was away in Australia with another husband she’s my wife now.’


  ‘But she wasn’t! That’s just what I hold! There’s the absurdity!——Well—you’ll come straight back, after a few minutes, won’t you, dear? She is too low, too coarse for you to talk to long, Jude, and was always!’


  ‘Perhaps I am coarse too, worse luck! I have the germs of every human infirmity in me, I verily believe—that was why I saw it was so preposterous of me to think of being a curate. I have cured myself of drunkenness I think; but I never know in what new form a suppressed vice will break out in me! I do love you, Sue, though I have danced attendance on you so long for such poor returns! All that’s best and noblest in me loves you, and your freedom from everything that’s gross has elevated me, and enabled me to do what I should never have dreamt myself capable of, or any man, a year or two ago. It is all very well to preach about self-control, and the wickedness of coercing a woman. But I should just like a few virtuous people who have condemned me in the past, about Arabella and other things, to have been in my tantalizing position with you through these late weeks!—they’d believe, I think, that I have exercised some little restraint in always giving in to your wishes—living here in one house, and not a soul between us.’


  ‘Yes, you have been good to me, Jude; I know you have, my dear protector.’


  ‘Well—Arabella has appealed to me for help. I must go out and speak to her, Sue, at least!’


  ‘I can’t say any more!—O, if you must, you must!’ she said, bursting out into sobs that seemed to tear her heart. ‘I have nobody but you, Jude, and you are deserting me! I didn’t know you were like this—I can’t bear it, I can’t! If she were yours it would be different!’


  ‘Or if you were.’


  ‘Very well then—if I must I must. Since you will have it so, I agree! I will be. Only I didn’t mean to! And I didn’t want to marry again, either! … But, yes—I agree, I agree! I do love you. I ought to have known that you would conquer in the long run, living like this!’


  She ran across and flung her arms round his neck. ‘I am not a cold-natured, sexless creature, am I, for keeping you at such a distance? I am sure you don’t think so! Wait and see! I do belong to you, don’t I? I give in!’


  ‘And I’ll arrange for our marriage to-morrow, or as soon as ever you wish.’


  ‘Yes, Jude.’


  ‘Then I’ll let her go,’ said he, embracing Sue softly. ‘I do feel that it would be unfair to you to see her, and perhaps unfair to her. She is not like you, my darling, and never was: it is only bare justice to say that. Don’t cry any more. There; and there; and there!’ He kissed her on one side, and on the other, and in the middle, and rebolted the front door.


  The next morning it was wet.


  ‘Now, dear,’ said Jude gaily at breakfast; ‘as this is Saturday I mean to call about the banns at once, so as to get the first publishing done to-morrow, or we shall lose a week. Banns will do? We shall save a pound or two.’


  Sue absently agreed to banns. But her mind for the moment was running on something else. A glow had passed away from her, and depression sat upon her features.


  ‘I feel I was wickedly selfish last night!’ she murmured. ‘It was sheer unkindness in me—or worse—to treat Arabella as I did. I didn’t care about her being in trouble, and what she wished to tell you! Perhaps it was really something she was justified in telling you. That’s some more of my badness, I suppose! Love has its own dark morality when rivalry enters in—at least, mine has, if other people’s hasn’t…. I wonder how she got on? I hope she reached the inn all right, poor woman.’


  ‘O yes: she got on all right,’ said Jude placidly.


  ‘I hope she wasn’t shut out, and that she hadn’t to walk the streets in the rain. Do you mind my putting on my waterproof and going to see if she got in? I’ve been thinking of her all the morning.’


  ‘Well—is it necessary? You haven’t the least idea how Arabella is able to shift for herself. Still, darling, if you want to go and inquire you can.’


  There was no limit to the strange and unnecessary penances which Sue would meekly undertake when in a contrite mood; and this going to see all sorts of extraordinary persons whose relation to her was precisely of a kind that would have made other people shun them, was her instinct ever, so that the request did not surprise him.


  ‘And when you come back,’ he added, ‘I’ll be ready to go about the banns. You’ll come with me?’


  Sue agreed, and went off under cloak and umbrella, letting Jude kiss her freely, and returning his kisses in a way she had never done before. Times had decidedly changed. ‘The little bird is caught at last!’ she said, a sadness showing in her smile.


  ‘No—only nested,’ he assured her.


  She walked along the muddy street till she reached the public-house mentioned by Arabella, which was not so very far off. She was informed that Arabella had not yet left, and in doubt how to announce herself so that her predecessor in Jude’s affections would recognize her, she sent up word that a friend from Spring Street had called, naming the place of Jude’s residence. She was asked to step upstairs, and on being shown into a room found that it was Arabella’s bedroom, and that the latter had not yet risen. She halted on the turn of her toe till Arabella cried from the bed, ‘Come in and shut the door,’ which Sue accordingly did.


  Arabella lay facing the window, and did not at once turn her head: and Sue was wicked enough, despite her penitence, to wish for a moment that Jude could behold her forerunner now, with the daylight full upon her. She may have seemed handsome enough in profile under the lamps, but a frowsiness was apparent this morning; and the sight of her own fresh charms in the looking-glass made Sue’s manner bright, till she reflected what a meanly sexual emotion this was in her, and hated herself for it.


  ‘I’ve just looked in to see if you got back comfortably last night, that’s all,’ she said gently. ‘I was afraid afterwards that you might have met with any mishap?’


  ‘O—how stupid this is! I thought my visitor was—your friend—your husband—Mrs. Fawley, as I suppose you call yourself?’ said Arabella, flinging her head back upon the pillows with a disappointed toss, and ceasing to retain the dimple she had just taken the trouble to produce.


  ‘Indeed I don’t,’ said Sue.


  ‘O, I thought you might have, even if he’s not really yours. Decency is decency, any hour of the twenty-four.’


  ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Sue stiffly. ‘He is mine, if you come to that!’


  ‘He wasn’t yesterday.’


  Sue coloured roseate, and said ‘How do you know?’


  ‘From your manner when you talked to me at the door. Well, my dear, you’ve been quick about it, and I expect my visit last night helped it on—ha-ha! But I don’t want to get him away from you.’


  Sue looked out at the rain, and at the dirty toilet-cover, and at the detached tail of Arabella’s hair hanging on the looking-glass, just as it had done in Jude’s time; and wished she had not come. In the pause there was a knock at the door, and the chambermaid brought in a telegram for ‘Mrs. Cartlett.’


  Arabella opened it as she lay, and her ruffled look disappeared.


  ‘I am much obliged to you for your anxiety about me,’ she said blandly when the maid had gone; ‘but it is not necessary you should feel it. My man finds he can’t do without me after all, and agrees to stand by the promise to marry again over here that he has made me all along. See here! This is in answer to one from me.’ She held out the telegram for Sue to read, but Sue did not take it. ‘He asks me to come back. His little corner public in Lambeth would go to pieces without me, he says. But he isn’t going to knock me about when he has had a drop, any more after we are spliced by English law than before! … As for you, I should coax Jude to take me before the parson straight off, and have done with it, if I were in your place. I say it as a friend, my dear.’


  ‘He’s waiting to, any day,’ returned Sue, with frigid pride.


  ‘Then let him, in Heaven’s name. Life with a man is more business-like after it, and money matters work better. And then, you see, if you have rows, and he turns you out of doors, you can get the law to protect you, which you can’t otherwise, unless he half runs you through with a knife, or cracks your noddle with a poker. And if he bolts away from you—I say it friendly, as woman to woman, for there’s never any knowing what a man med do—you’ll have the sticks o’ furniture, and won’t be looked upon as a thief. I shall marry my man over again, now he’s willing, as there was a little flaw in the first ceremony. In my telegram last night which this is an answer to, I told him I had almost made it up with Jude; and that frightened him, I expect! Perhaps I should quite have done it if it hadn’t been for you,’ she said laughing; ‘and then how different our histories might have been from to-day! Never such a tender fool as Jude is if a woman seems in trouble, and coaxes him a bit! Just as he used to be about birds and things. However, as it happens, it is just as well as if I had made it up, and I forgive you. And, as I say, I’d advise you to get the business legally done as soon as possible. You’ll find it an awful bother later on if you don’t.’


  ‘I have told you he is asking me to marry him—to make our natural marriage a legal one,’ said Sue, with yet more dignity. ‘It was quite by my wish that he didn’t the moment I was free.’


  ‘Ah, yes—you are a oneyer too, like myself,’ said Arabella, eyeing her visitor with humorous criticism. ‘Bolted from your first, didn’t you, like me?’


  ‘Good morning!—I must go,’ said Sue hastily.


  ‘And I, too, must up and off!’ replied the other, springing out of bed so suddenly that the soft parts of her person shook. Sue jumped aside in trepidation. ‘Lord, I am only a woman—not a six-foot sojer! … Just a moment, dear,’ she continued, putting her hand on Sue’s arm. ‘I really did want to consult Jude on a little matter of business, as I told him. I came about that more than anything else. Would he run up to speak to me at the station as I am going? You think not. Well, I’ll write to him about it. I didn’t want to write it, but never mind—I will.’


  ♣


  V.–iii.


  When Sue reached home Jude was awaiting her at the door to take the initial step towards their marriage. She clasped his arm, and they went along silently together, as true comrades ofttimes do. He saw that she was preoccupied, and forbore to question her.


  ‘O Jude—I’ve been talking to her,’ she said at last. ‘I wish I hadn’t! And yet it is best to be reminded of things.’


  ‘I hope she was civil.’


  ‘Yes. I—I can’t help liking her—just a little bit! She’s not an ungenerous nature; and I am so glad her difficulties have all suddenly ended.’ She explained how Arabella had been summoned back, and would be enabled to retrieve her position. ‘I was referring to our old question. What Arabella has been saying to me has made me feel more than ever how hopelessly vulgar an institution legal marriage is—a sort of trap to catch a man—I can’t bear to think of it. I wish I hadn’t promised to let you put up the banns this morning!’


  ‘O, don’t mind me. Any time will do for me. I thought you might like to get it over quickly, now.’


  ‘Indeed, I don’t feel any more anxious now than I did before. Perhaps with any other man I might be a little anxious; but among the very few virtues possessed by your family and mine, dear, I think I may set staunchness. So I am not a bit frightened about losing you, now I really am yours and you really are mine. In fact, I am easier in my mind than I was, for my conscience is clear about Richard, who now has a right to his freedom. I felt we were deceiving him before.’


  ‘Sue, you seem when you are like this to be one of the women of some grand old civilization, whom I used to read about in my bygone, wasted, classical days, rather than a denizen of a mere Christian country. I almost expect you to say at these times that you have just been talking to some friend whom you met in the Via Sacra, about the latest news of Octavia or Livia; or have been listening to Aspasia’s eloquence, or have been watching Praxiteles chiselling away at his latest Venus, while Phryne made complaint that she was tired of posing.’


  They had now reached the house of the parish-clerk. Sue stood back, while her lover went up to the door. His hand was raised to knock when she said: ‘Jude!’


  He looked round.


  ‘Wait a minute, would you mind?’


  He came back to her.


  ‘Just let us think,’ she said timidly. ‘I had such a horrid dream one night! … And Arabella——’


  ‘What did Arabella say to you?’ he asked.


  ‘O, she said that when people were tied up you could get the law of a man better if he beat you—and how when couples quarrelled…. Jude, do you think that when you must have me with you by law, we shall be so happy as we are now? The men and women of our family are very generous when everything depends upon their good-will, but they always kick against compulsion. Don’t you dread the attitude that insensibly arises out of legal obligation? Don’t you think it is destructive to a passion whose essence is its gratuitousness?’


  ‘Upon my word, love, you are beginning to frighten me, too, with all this foreboding! Well, let’s go back and think it over.’


  Her face brightened. ‘Yes—so we will!’ said she. And they turned from the clerk’s door, Sue taking his arm and murmuring as they walked on homeward:


  
    “Can you keep the bee from ranging,


    Or the ring-dove’s neck from changing?


    No! Nor fetter’d love …”

  


  They thought it over, or postponed thinking. Certainly they postponed action, and seemed to live on in a dreamy paradise. At the end of a fortnight or three weeks matters remained unadvanced, and no banns were announced to the ears of any Aldbrickham congregation.


  Whilst they were postponing and postponing thus a letter and a newspaper arrived before breakfast one morning from Arabella. Seeing the handwriting Jude went up to Sue’s room and told her, and as soon as she was dressed she hastened down. Sue opened the newspaper; Jude the letter. After glancing at the paper she held across the first page to him with her finger on a paragraph; but he was so absorbed in his letter that he did not turn awhile.


  ‘Look!’ said she.


  He looked and read. The paper was one that circulated in South London only, and the marked advertisement was simply the announcement of a marriage at St. John’s Church, Waterloo Road, under the names, ‘Cartlett—Donn’; the united pair being Arabella and the innkeeper.


  ‘Well, it is satisfactory,’ said Sue complacently. ‘Though, after this, it seems rather low to do likewise, and I am glad— However, she is provided for now in a way, I suppose, whatever her faults, poor thing. It is nicer that we are able to think that, than to be uneasy about her. I ought, too, to write to Richard and ask him how he is getting on, perhaps?’


  But Jude’s attention was still absorbed. Having merely glanced at the announcement he said in a disturbed voice: ‘Listen to this letter. What shall I say or do?[’]


  
    “The Three Horns, Lambeth.


    “Dear Jude (I won’t be so distant as to call you Mr. Fawley),—I send to-day a newspaper, from which useful document you will learn that I was married over again to Cartlett last Tuesday. So that business is settled right and tight at last. But what I write about more particular is that private affair I wanted to speak to you on when I came down to Aldbrickham. I couldn’t very well tell it to your lady friend, and should much have liked to let you know it by word of mouth, as I could have explained better than by letter. The fact is, Jude, that, though I have never informed you before, there was a boy born of our marriage, eight months after I left you, when I was at Sydney, living with my father and mother. All that is easily provable. As I had separated from you before I thought such a thing was going to happen, and I was over there, and our quarrel had been sharp, I did not think it convenient to write about the birth. I was then looking out for a good situation, so my parents took the child, and he has been with them ever since. That was why I did not mention it when I met you in Christminster, nor at the law proceedings. He is now of an intelligent age, of course, and my mother and father have lately written to say that, as they have rather a hard struggle over there, and I am settled comfortably here, they don’t see why they should be encumbered with the child any longer, his parents being alive. I would have him with me here in a moment, but he is not old enough to be of any use in the bar, nor will be for years and years, and naturally Cartlett might think him in the way. They have, however, packed him off to me in charge of some friends who happened to be coming home, and I must ask you to take him when he arrives, for I don’t know what to do with him. He is lawfully yours, that I solemnly swear. If anybody says he isn’t, call them brimstone liars, for my sake. Whatever I may have done before or afterwards, I was honest to you from the time we were married till I went away, and I remain, yours, &c.,


    Arabella Cartlett.”

  


  Sue’s look was one of dismay. ‘What will you do, dear?’ she asked faintly.


  Jude did not reply, and Sue watched him anxiously, with heavy breaths.


  ‘It hits me hard!’ said he in an under-voice. ‘It may be true! I can’t make it out. Certainly, if his birth was exactly when she says, he’s mine. I cannot think why she didn’t tell me when I met her at Christminster, and came on here that evening with her! … Ah—I do remember now that she said something about having a thing on her mind that she would like me to know, if ever we lived together again.’


  ‘The poor child seems to be wanted by nobody!’ Sue replied, and her eyes filled.


  Jude had by this time come to himself. ‘What a view of life he must have, mine or not mine!’ he said. ‘I must say that, if I were better off, I should not stop for a moment to think whose he might be. I would take him and bring him up. The beggarly question of parentage—what is it, after all? What does it matter, when you come to think of it, whether a child is yours by blood or not? All the little ones of our time are collectively the children of us adults of the time, and entitled to our general care. That excessive regard of parents for their own children, and their dislike of other people’s, is, like class-feeling, patriotism, save-your-own-soul-ism, and other virtues, a mean exclusiveness at bottom.’


  Sue jumped up and kissed Jude with passionate devotion. ‘Yes—so it is, dearest! And we’ll have him here! And if he isn’t yours it makes it all the better. I do hope he isn’t—though perhaps I ought not to feel quite that! If he isn’t, I should like so much for us to have him as an adopted child!’


  ‘Well, you must assume about him what is most pleasing to you, my curious little comrade!’ he said. ‘I feel that, anyhow, I don’t like to leave the unfortunate little fellow to neglect. Just think of his life in a Lambeth pothouse, and all its evil influences, with a parent who doesn’t want him, and has, indeed, hardly seen him, and a stepfather who doesn’t know him. “Let the day perish wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, There is a man child conceived!” That’s what the boy—my boy, perhaps, will find himself saying before long!’


  ‘O no!’


  ‘As I was the petitioner, I am really entitled to his custody, I suppose.’


  ‘Whether or no, we must have him. I see that. I’ll do the best I can to be a mother to him, and we can afford to keep him somehow. I’ll work harder. I wonder when he’ll arrive?’


  ‘In the course of a few weeks, I suppose.’


  ‘I wish—When shall we have courage to marry, Jude?’


  ‘Whenever you have it, I think I shall. It remains with you entirely, dear. Only say the word, and it’s done.’


  ‘Before the boy comes?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘It would make a more natural home for him, perhaps,’ she murmured.


  Jude thereupon wrote in purely formal terms to request that the boy should be sent on to them as soon as he arrived, making no remark whatever on the surprising nature of Arabella’s information, nor vouchsafing a single word of opinion on the boy’s paternity, nor on whether, had he known all this, his conduct towards her would have been quite the same.


  In the down train that was timed to reach Aldbrickham station about ten o’clock the next evening, a small, pale child’s face could be seen in the gloom of a third-class carriage. He had large, frightened eyes, and wore a white woollen cravat, over which a key was suspended round his neck by a piece of common string: the key attracting attention by its occasional shine in the lamplight. In the band of his hat his half-ticket was stuck. His eyes remained mostly fixed on the back of the seat opposite, and never turned to the window even when a station was reached and called. On the other seat were two or three passengers, one of them a working woman who held a basket on her lap, in which was a tabby kitten. The woman opened the cover now and then, whereupon the kitten would put out its head, and indulge in playful antics. At these the fellow-passengers laughed, except the solitary boy bearing the key and ticket, who, regarding the kitten with his saucer eyes, seemed mutely to say: ‘All laughing comes from misapprehension. Rightly looked at there is no laughable thing under the sun.’


  Occasionally at a stoppage the guard would look into the compartment and say to the boy, ‘All right, my man. Your box is safe in the van.’ The boy would say, ‘Yes,’ without animation, would try to smile, and fail.


  He was Age masquerading as Juvenility, and doing it so badly that his real self showed through crevices. A ground swell from ancient years of night seemed now and then to lift the child in this his morning-life, when his face took a back view over some great Atlantic of Time, and appeared not to care about what it saw.


  When the other travellers closed their eyes, which they did one by one—even the kitten curling itself up in the basket, weary of its too circumscribed play—the boy remained just as before. He then seemed to be doubly awake, like an enslaved and dwarfed Divinity, sitting passive and regarding his companions as if he saw their whole rounded lives rather than their immediate figures.


  This was Arabella’s boy. With her usual carelessness she had postponed writing to Jude about him till the eve of his landing, when she could absolutely postpone no longer, though she had known for weeks of his approaching arrival, and had, as she truly said, visited Aldbrickham mainly to reveal the boy’s existence and his near home-coming to Jude. This very day on which she had received her former husband’s answer at some time in the afternoon, the child reached the London Docks, and the family in whose charge he had come, having put him into a cab for Lambeth, and directed the cabman to his mother’s house, bade him good-bye, and went their way.


  On his arrival at the Three Horns, Arabella had looked him over with an expression that was as good as saying, ‘You are very much what I expected you to be,’ had given him a good meal, a little money, and, late as it was getting, despatched him to Jude by the next train, wishing her husband Cartlett, who was out, not to see him.


  The train reached Aldbrickham, and the boy was deposited on the lonely platform beside his box. The collector took his ticket and, with a meditative sense of the unfitness of things, asked him where he was going by himself at that time of night.


  ‘Going to Spring Street,’ said the little one impassively.


  ‘Why, that’s a long way from here; a’most out in the country; and the folks will be gone to bed.’


  ‘I’ve got to go there.’


  ‘You must have a fly for your box.’


  ‘No. I must walk.’


  ‘O well: you’d better leave your box here and send for it. There’s a ’bus goes half-way, but you’ll have to walk the rest.’


  ‘I am not afraid.’


  ‘Why didn’t your friends come to meet ’ee?’


  ‘I suppose they didn’t know I was coming.’


  ‘Who is your friends?’


  ‘Mother didn’t wish me to say.’


  ‘All I can do, then, is to take charge of this. Now walk as fast as you can.’


  Saying nothing further the boy came out into the street, looking round to see that nobody followed or observed him. When he had walked some little distance he asked for the street of his destination. He was told to go straight on quite into the outskirts of the place.


  The child fell into a steady mechanical creep which had in it an impersonal quality—the movement of the wave, or of the breeze, or of the cloud. He followed his directions literally, without an inquiring gaze at anything. It could have been seen that the boy’s ideas of life were different from those of the local boys. Children begin with detail, and learn up to the general; they begin with the contiguous, and gradually comprehend the universal. The boy seemed to have begun with the generals of life, and never to have concerned himself with the particulars. To him the houses, the willows, the obscure fields beyond, were apparently regarded not as brick residences, pollards, meadows; but as human dwellings in the abstract, vegetation, and the wide dark world.


  He found the way to the little lane, and knocked at the door of Jude’s house. Jude had just retired to bed, and Sue was about to enter her chamber adjoining when she heard the knock and came down.


  ‘Is this where father lives?’ asked the child.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Mr. Fawley, that’s his name.’


  Sue ran up to Jude’s room and told him, and he hurried down as soon as he could, though to her impatience he seemed long.


  ‘What—is it he—so soon?’ she asked as Jude came.


  She scrutinized the child’s features, and suddenly went away into the little sitting-room adjoining. Jude lifted the boy to a level with himself, keenly regarded him with gloomy tenderness, and telling him he would have been met if they had known of his coming so soon, set him provisionally in a chair whilst he went to look for Sue, whose super-sensitiveness was disturbed, as he knew. He found her in the dark, bending over an arm-chair. He enclosed her with his arm, and putting his face by hers, whispered, ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘What Arabella says is true—true! I see you in him!’


  ‘Well: that’s one thing in my life as it should be, at any rate.’


  ‘But the other half of him is—she! And that’s what I can’t bear! But I ought to—I’ll try to get used to it; yes, I ought!’


  ‘Jealous little Sue! I withdraw all remarks about your sexlessness. Never mind! Time may right things…. And Sue, darling; I have an idea! We’ll educate and train him with a view to the University. What I couldn’t accomplish in my own person perhaps I can carry out through him? They are making it easier for poor students now, you know.’


  ‘O you dreamer!’ said she, and holding his hand returned to the child with him. The boy looked at her as she had looked at him. ‘Is it you who’s my real mother at last?’ he inquired.


  ‘Why? Do I look like your father’s wife?’


  ‘Well, yes; ’cept he seems fond of you, and you of him. Can I call you mother?’


  Then a yearning look came over the child and he began to cry. Sue thereupon could not refrain from instantly doing likewise, being a harp which the least wind of emotion from another’s heart could make to vibrate as readily as a radical stir in her own.


  ‘You may call me mother, if you wish to, my poor dear!’ she said, bending her cheek against his to hide her tears.


  ‘What’s this round your neck?’ asked Jude with affected calmness.


  ‘The key of my box that’s at the station.’


  They bustled about and got him some supper, and made him up a temporary bed, where he soon fell asleep. Both went and looked at him as he lay.


  ‘He called you mother two or three times before he dropped off,’ murmured Jude. ‘Wasn’t it odd that he should have wanted to!’


  ‘Well—it was significant,’ said Sue. ‘There’s more for us to think about in that one little hungry heart than in all the stars of the sky…. I suppose, dear, we must pluck up courage, and get that ceremony over? It is no use struggling against the current, and I feel myself getting intertwined with my kind. O Jude, you’ll love me dearly, won’t you, afterwards! I do want to be kind to this child, and to be a mother to him; and our adding the legal form to our marriage might make it easier for me.’


  ♣


  V.–iv.


  Their next and second attempt thereat was more deliberately made, though it was begun on the morning following the singular child’s arrival at their home.


  Him they found to be in the habit of sitting silent, his quaint and weird face set, and his eyes resting on things they did not see in the substantial world.


  ‘His face is like the tragic mask of Melpomene,’ said Sue. ‘What is your name, dear? Did you tell us?’


  ‘Little Father Time is what they always called me. It is a nickname; because I look so aged, they say.’


  ‘And you talk so, too,’ said Sue tenderly. ‘It is strange, Jude, that these preternaturally old boys almost always come from new countries. But what were you christened?’


  ‘I never was.’


  ‘Why was that?’


  ‘Because, if I died in damnation, ’twould save the expense of a Christian funeral.’


  ‘O—your name is not Jude, then?’ said his father with some disappointment.


  The boy shook his head. ‘Never heerd on it.’


  ‘Of course not,’ said Sue quickly; ‘since she was hating you all the time!’


  ‘We’ll have him christened,’ said Jude; and privately to Sue: ‘The day we are married.’ Yet the advent of the child disturbed him.


  Their position lent them shyness, and having an impression that a marriage at a Superintendent Registrar’s office was more private than an ecclesiastical one, they decided to avoid a church this time. Both Sue and Jude together went to the office of the district to give notice: they had become such companions that they could hardly do anything of importance except in each other’s company.


  Jude Fawley signed the form of notice, Sue looking over his shoulder and watching his hand as it traced the words. As she read the four-square undertaking, never before seen by her, into which her own and Jude’s names were inserted, and by which that very volatile essence, their love for each other, was supposed to be made permanent, her face seemed to grow painfully apprehensive. ‘Names and Surnames of the Parties’—(they were to be parties now, not lovers, she thought). ‘Condition’—(a horrid idea)—‘Rank or Occupation’—‘Age’—‘Dwelling at’—‘Length of Residence’—‘Church or Building in which the Marriage is to be solemnized’—‘District and County in which the Parties respectively dwell.’


  ‘It spoils the sentiment, doesn’t it!’ she said on their way home. ‘It seems making a more sordid business of it even than signing the contract in a vestry. There is a little poetry in a church. But we’ll try to get through with it, dearest, now.’


  ‘We will. “For what man is he that hath betrothed a wife and hath not taken her? Let him go and return unto his house, lest he die in the battle, and another man take her.” So said the Jewish law-giver.’


  ‘How you know the Scriptures, Jude! You really ought to have been a parson. I can only quote profane writers!’


  During the interval before the issuing of the certificate Sue, in her housekeeping errands, sometimes walked past the office, and furtively glancing in saw affixed to the wall the notice of the purposed clinch to their union. She could not bear its aspect. Coming after her previous experience of matrimony, all the romance of their attachment seemed to be starved away by placing her present case in the same category. She was usually leading little Father Time by the hand, and fancied that people thought him hers, and regarded the intended ceremony as the patching up of an old error.


  Meanwhile Jude decided to link his present with his past in some slight degree by inviting to the wedding the only person remaining on earth who was associated with his early life at Marygreen—the aged widow Mrs. Edlin, who had been his great-aunt’s friend and nurse in her last illness. He hardly expected that she would come; but she did, bringing singular presents, in the form of apples, jam, brass snuffers, an ancient pewter dish, a warming-pan, and an enormous bag of goose feathers towards a bed. She was allotted the spare room in Jude’s house, whither she retired early, and where they could hear her through the ceiling below, honestly saying the Lord’s Prayer in a loud voice, as the Rubric directed.


  As, however, she could not sleep, and discovered that Sue and Jude were still sitting up—it being in fact only ten o’clock—she dressed herself again, and came down; and they all sat by the fire till a late hour—Father Time included; though, as he never spoke, they were hardly conscious of him.


  ‘Well, I bain’t set against marrying as your great-aunt was,’ said the widow. ‘And I hope ’twill be a jocund wedding for ye in all respects this time. Nobody can hope it more, knowing what I do of your families, which is more, I suppose, than anybody else now living. For they have been unlucky that way, God knows.’


  Sue breathed uneasily.


  ‘They was always good-hearted people, too—wouldn’t kill a fly if they knowed it,’ continued the wedding guest. ‘But things happened to thwart ’em, and if everything wasn’t vitty they were upset. No doubt that’s how he that the tale is told of came to do what ’a did—if he were one of your family.’


  ‘What was that?’ said Jude.


  ‘Well—that tale, ye know; he that was gibbeted just on the brow of the hill by the Brown House—not far from the milestone between Marygreen and Alfredston, where the other road branches off. But Lord, ’twas in my grandfather’s time; and it medn’ have been one of your folk at all.’


  ‘I know where the gibbet is said to have stood, very well,’ murmured Jude. ‘But I never heard of this. What—did this man—my ancestor and Sue’s—kill his wife?’


  ‘’Twer not that exactly. She ran away from him, with their child, to her friends; and while she was there the child died. He wanted the body, to bury it where his people lay, but she wouldn’t give it up. Her husband then came in the night with a cart, and broke into the house to steal the coffin away; but he was catched, and being obstinate, wouldn’t tell what he broke in for. They brought it in burglary, and that’s why he was hanged and gibbeted on Brown House Hill. His wife went mad after he was dead. But it medn’ be true that he belonged to ye more than to me.’


  A small slow voice rose from the shade of the fireside, as if out of the earth: ‘If I was you, mother, I wouldn’t marry father!’ It came from little Time, and they started, for they had forgotten him.


  ‘O, it is only a tale,’ said Sue cheeringly.


  After this exhilarating tradition from the widow on the eve of the solemnization they rose, and, wishing their guest good-night, retired.


  The next morning Sue, whose nervousness intensified with the hours, took Jude privately into the sitting-room before starting. ‘Jude, I want you to kiss me, as a lover, incorporeally,’ she said, tremulously nestling up to him, with damp lashes. ‘It won’t be ever like this any more, will it! I wish we hadn’t begun the business. But I suppose we must go on. How horrid that story was last night! It spoilt my thoughts of to-day. It makes me feel as if a tragic doom overhung our family, as it did the house of Atreus.’


  ‘Or the house of Jeroboam,’ said the quondam theologian.


  ‘Yes. And it seems awful temerity in us two to go marrying! I am going to vow to you in the same words I vowed in to my other husband, and you to me in the same as you used to your other wife; regardless of the deterrent lesson we were taught by those experiments!’


  ‘If you are uneasy I am made unhappy,’ said he. ‘I had hoped you would feel quite joyful. But if you don’t, you don’t. It is no use pretending. It is a dismal business to you, and that makes it so to me!’


  ‘It is unpleasantly like that other morning—that’s all,’ she murmured. ‘Let us go on now.’


  They started arm in arm for the office aforesaid, no witness accompanying them except the Widow Edlin. The day was chilly and dull, and a clammy fog blew through the town from ‘Royal-tower’d Thame.’ On the steps of the office there were the muddy footmarks of people who had entered, and in the entry were damp umbrellas. Within the office several persons were gathered, and our couple perceived that a marriage between a soldier and a young woman was just in progress. Sue, Jude, and the widow stood in the background while this was going on, Sue reading the notices of marriage on the wall. The room was a dreary place to two of their temperament, though to its usual frequenters it doubtless seemed ordinary enough. Law-books in musty calf covered one wall, and elsewhere were Post-Office Directories, and other books of reference. Papers in packets tied with red tape were pigeon-holed around, and some iron safes filled a recess; while the bare wood floor was, like the doorstep, stained by previous visitors.


  The soldier was sullen and reluctant: the bride sad and timid; she was soon, obviously, to become a mother, and she had a black eye. Their little business was soon done, and the twain and their friends straggled out, one of the witnesses saying casually to Jude and Sue in passing, as if he had known them before: ‘See the couple just come in? Ha, ha! That fellow is just out of gaol this morning. She met him at the gaol gates, and brought him straight here. She’s paying for everything.’


  Sue turned her head and saw an ill-favoured man, closely cropped, with a broad-faced, pock-marked woman on his arm, ruddy with liquor and the satisfaction of being on the brink of a gratified desire. They jocosely saluted the outgoing couple, and went forward in front of Jude and Sue, whose diffidence was increasing. The latter drew back and turned to her lover, her mouth shaping itself like that of a child about to give way to grief:


  ‘Jude—I don’t like it here! I wish we hadn’t come! The place gives me the horrors: it seems so unnatural as the climax of our love! I wish it had been at church, if it had to be at all. It is not so vulgar there!’


  ‘Dear little girl,’ said Jude. ‘How troubled and pale you look!’


  ‘It must be performed here now, I suppose?’


  ‘No—perhaps not necessarily.’


  He spoke to the clerk, and came back. ‘No—we need not marry here or anywhere, unless we like, even now,’ he said. ‘We can be married in a church, if not with the same certificate with another he’ll give us, I think. Anyhow, let us go out till you are calmer, dear, and I too, and talk it over.’


  They went out stealthily and guiltily, as if they had committed a misdemeanour, closing the door without noise, and telling the widow, who had remained in the entry, to go home and await them; that they would call in any casual passers as witnesses, if necessary. When in the street they turned into an unfrequented side alley, where they walked up and down as they had done long ago in the Market-house at Melchester.


  ‘Now, darling, what shall be [we] do? We are making a mess of it, it strikes me. Still, anything that pleases you will please me.’


  ‘But Jude, dearest, I am worrying you! You wanted it to be there, didn’t you?’


  ‘Well, to tell the truth, when I got inside I felt as if I didn’t care much about it. The place depressed me almost as much as it did you—it was ugly. And then I thought of what you had said this morning as to whether we ought.’


  They walked on vaguely, till she paused, and her little voice began anew: ‘It seems so weak, too, to vacillate like this! And yet how much better than to act rashly a second time…. How terrible that scene was to me! The expression in that flabby woman’s face, leading her on to give herself to that gaol-bird, not for a few hours, as she would, but for a lifetime, as she must. And the other poor soul—to escape a nominal shame which was owing to the weakness of her character, degrading herself to the real shame of bondage to a tyrant who scorned her—a man whom to avoid for ever was her only chance of salvation…. This is our parish church, isn’t it? This is where it would have to be, if we did it in the usual way? A service or something seems to be going on.’


  Jude went up and looked in at the door. ‘Why—it is a wedding here too,’ he said. ‘Everybody seems to be on our tack to-day.’


  Sue said she supposed it was because Lent was just over, when there was always a crowd of marriages. ‘Let us listen,’ she said, ‘and find how it feels to us when performed in a church.’


  They stepped in, and entered a back seat, and watched the proceedings at the altar. The contracting couple appeared to belong to the well-to-do middle class, and the wedding altogether was of ordinary prettiness and interest. They could see the flowers tremble in the bride’s hand, even at that distance, and could hear her mechanical murmur of words whose meaning her brain seemed to gather not at all under the pressure of her self-consciousness. Sue and Jude listened, and severally saw themselves in time past going through the same form of self-committal.


  ‘It is not the same to her, poor thing, as it would be to me doing it over again with my present knowledge,’ Sue whispered. ‘You see, they are fresh to it, and take the proceedings as a matter of course. But having been awakened to its awful solemnity as we have, or at least as I have, by experience, and to my own too squeamish feelings perhaps sometimes, it really does seem immoral in me to go and undertake the same thing again with open eyes. Coming in here and seeing this has frightened me from a church wedding as much as the other did from a registry one…. We are a weak, tremulous pair, Jude, and what others may feel confident in I feel doubts of—my being proof against the sordid conditions of a business contract again!’


  Then they tried to laugh, and went on debating in whispers the object-lesson before them. And Jude said he also thought they were both too thin-skinned—that they ought never to have been born—much less have come together for the most preposterous of all joint-ventures for them—matrimony.


  His betrothed shuddered; and asked him earnestly if he indeed felt that they ought not to go in cold blood and sign that life-undertaking again? ‘It is awful if you think we have found ourselves not strong enough for it, and knowing this, are proposing to perjure ourselves,’ she said.


  ‘I fancy I do think it—since you ask me,’ said Jude. ‘Remember I’ll do it if you wish, own darling.’ While she hesitated he went on to confess that, though he thought they ought to be able to do it, he felt checked by the dread of incompetency just as she did—from their peculiarities, perhaps, because they were unlike other people. ‘We are horribly sensitive; that’s really what’s the matter with us, Sue!’ he declared.


  ‘I fancy more are like us than we think!’


  ‘Well, I don’t know. The intention of the contract is good, and right for many, no doubt; but in our case it may defeat its own ends because we are the queer sort of people we are—folk in whom domestic ties of a forced kind snuff out cordiality and spontaneousness.’


  Sue still held that there was not much queer or exceptional in them: that all were so. ‘Everybody is getting to feel as we do. We are a little beforehand, that’s all. In fifty, a hundred, years the descendants of these two will act and feel worse than we. They will see weltering humanity still more vividly than we do now, as


  
    Shapes like our own selves hideously multiplied,

  


  and will be afraid to reproduce them.’


  ‘What a terrible line of poetry! … though I have felt it myself about my fellow-creatures, at morbid times.’


  Thus they murmured on, till Sue said more brightly:


  ‘Well—the general question is not our business, and why should we plague ourselves about it? However different our reasons are we come to the same conclusion; that for us particular two, an irrevocable oath is risky. Then, Jude, let us go home without killing our dream! Yes? How good you are, my friend: you give way to all my whims!’


  ‘They accord very much with my own.’


  He gave her a little kiss behind a pillar while the attention of everybody present was taken up in observing the bridal procession entering the vestry; and then they came outside the building. By the door they waited till two or three carriages, which had gone away for a while, returned, and the new husband and wife came into the open daylight. Sue sighed.


  ‘The flowers in the bride’s hand are sadly like the garland which decked the heifers of sacrifice in old times!’


  ‘Still, Sue, it is no worse for the woman than for the man. That’s what some women fail to see, and instead of protesting against the conditions they protest against the man, the other victim; just as a woman in a crowd will abuse the man who crushes against her, when he is only the helpless transmitter of the pressure put upon him.’


  ‘Yes—some are like that, instead of uniting with the man against the common enemy, coercion.’ The bride and bridegroom had by this time driven off, and the two moved away with the rest of the idlers. ‘No—don’t let’s do it,’ she continued. ‘At least just now.’


  They reached home, and passing the window arm in arm saw the widow looking out at them. ‘Well,’ cried their guest when they entered, ‘I said to myself when I zeed ye coming so loving up to the door, “They made up their minds at last, then!”’


  They briefly hinted that they had not.


  ‘What—and ha’n’t ye really done it? Chok’ it all, that I should have lived to see a good old saying like “marry in haste and repent at leisure” spoiled like this by you two! ’Tis time I got back again to Marygreen—sakes if tidden—if this is what the new notions be leading us to! Nobody thought o’ being afeard o’ matrimony in my time, nor of much else but a cannon-ball or empty cupboard! Why when I and my poor man were married we thought no more o’t than of a game o’ dibs!’


  ‘Don’t tell the child when he comes in,’ whispered Sue nervously. ‘He’ll think it has all gone on right, and it will be better that he should not be surprised and puzzled. Of course it is only put off for reconsideration. If we are happy as we are, what does it matter to anybody?’


  ♣


  V.–v.


  The purpose of a chronicler of moods and deeds does not require him to express his personal views upon the grave controversy above given. That the twain were happy—between their times of sadness—was indubitable. And when the unexpected apparition of Jude’s child in the house had shown itself to be no such disturbing event as it had looked, but one that brought into their lives a new and tender interest of an ennobling and unselfish kind, it rather helped than injured their happiness.


  To be sure, with such pleasing anxious beings as they were, the boy’s coming also brought with it much thought for the future, particularly as he seemed at present to be singularly deficient in all the usual hopes of childhood. But the pair tried to dismiss, for a while at least, a too strenuously forward view.


  There is in Upper Wessex an old town of nine or ten thousand souls; the town may be called Stoke-Barehills. It stands with its gaunt, unattractive, ancient church, and its new red brick suburb, amid the open, chalk-soiled cornlands, near the middle of an imaginary triangle which has for its three corners the towns of Aldbrickham and Wintoncester, and the important military station of Quartershot. The great western highway from London passes through it, near a point where the road branches into two, merely to unite again some twenty miles further westward. Out of this bifurcation and reunion there used to arise among wheeled travellers, before railway days, endless questions of choice between the respective ways. But the question is now as dead as the scot-and-lot freeholder, the road waggoner, and the mail coachman who disputed it; and probably not a single inhabitant of Stoke-Barehills is now even aware that the two roads which part in his town ever meet again; for nobody now drives up and down the great western highway daily.


  The most familiar object in Stoke-Barehills nowadays is its cemetery, standing among some picturesque mediæval ruins beside the railway; the modern chapels, modern tombs, and modern shrubs, having a look of intrusiveness amid the crumbling and ivy-covered decay of the ancient walls.


  On a certain day, however, in the particular year which has now been reached by this narrative—the month being early June—the features of the town excite little interest, though many visitors arrive by the trains; some down trains, in especial, nearly emptying themselves here. It is the week of the Great Wessex Agricultural Show, whose vast encampment spreads over the open outskirts of the town like the tents of an investing army. Rows of marquees, huts, booths, pavilions, arcades, porticoes—every kind of structure short of a permanent one—cover the green field for the space of a square half-mile, and the crowds of arrivals walk through the town in a mass, and make straight for the exhibition ground. The way thereto is lined with shows, stalls, and hawkers on foot, who make a market-place of the whole roadway to the show proper, and lead some of the improvident to lighten their pockets appreciably before they reach the gates of the exhibition they came expressly to see.


  It is the popular day, the shilling day, and of the fast arriving excursion trains two from different directions enter the two contiguous railway-stations at almost the same minute. One, like several which have preceded it, comes from London: the other by a cross-line from Aldbrickham; and from the London train alights a couple; a short, rather bloated man, with a globular stomach and small legs, resembling a top on two pegs, accompanied by a woman of rather fine figure and rather red face, dressed in black material, and covered with beads from bonnet to skirt, that made her glisten as if clad in chain-mail.


  They cast their eyes around. The man was about to hire a fly as some others had done, when the woman said, ‘Don’t be in such a hurry, Cartlett. It isn’t so very far to the show-yard. Let us walk down the street into the place. Perhaps I can pick up a cheap bit of furniture or old china. It is years since I was here—never since I lived as a girl at Aldbrickham, and used to come across for a trip sometimes with my young man.’


  ‘You can’t carry home furniture by excursion train,’ said, in a thick voice, her husband, the landlord of The Three Horns, Lambeth; for they had both come down from the tavern in that ‘excellent, densely populated, gin-drinking neighbourhood,’ which they had occupied ever since the advertisement in those words had attracted them thither. The configuration of the landlord showed that he, too, like his customers, was becoming affected by the liquors he retailed.


  ‘Then I’ll get it sent, if I see any worth having,’ said his wife.


  They sauntered on, but had barely entered the town when her attention was attracted by a young couple leading a child, who had come out from the second platform, into which the train from Aldbrickham had steamed. They were walking just in front of the innkeepers.


  ‘Sakes alive!’ said Arabella.


  ‘What’s that?’ said Cartlett.


  ‘Who do you think that couple is? Don’t you recognize the man?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Not from the photos I have showed you?’


  ‘Is it Fawley?’


  ‘Yes—of course.’


  ‘Oh, well. I suppose he was inclined for a little sight-seeing like the rest of us.’ Cartlett’s interest in Jude, whatever it might have been when Arabella was new to him, had plainly flagged since her charms and her idiosyncrasies, her supernumerary hair-coils, and her optional dimples, were becoming as a tale that is told.


  Arabella so regulated her pace and her husband’s as to keep just in the rear of the other three, which it was easy to do without notice in such a stream of pedestrians. Her answers to Cartlett’s remarks were vague and slight, for the group in front interested her more than all the rest of the spectacle.


  ‘They are rather fond of one another and of their child, seemingly,’ continued the publican.


  ‘Their child! ’Tisn’t their child,’ said Arabella with a curious, sudden covetousness. ‘They haven’t been married long enough for it to be theirs!’


  But although the smouldering maternal instinct was strong enough in her to lead her to quash her husband’s conjecture, she was not disposed on second thoughts to be more candid than necessary. Mr. Cartlett had no other idea than that his wife’s child by her first husband was with his grandparents at the Antipodes.


  ‘O I suppose not. She looks quite a girl.’


  ‘They are only lovers, or lately married, and have the child in charge, as anybody can see.’


  All continued to move ahead. The unwitting Sue and Jude, the couple in question, had determined to make this Agricultural Exhibition within twenty miles of their own town the occasion of a day’s excursion which should combine exercise and amusement with instruction, at small expense. Not regardful of themselves alone, they had taken care to bring Father Time, to try every means of making him kindle and laugh like other boys, though he was to some extent a hindrance to the delightfully unreserved intercourse in their pilgrimages which they so much enjoyed. But they soon ceased to consider him an observer, and went along with that tender attention to each other which the shyest can scarcely disguise, and which these, among entire strangers as they imagined, took less trouble to disguise than they might have done at home. Sue, in her new summer clothes, flexible and light as a bird, her little thumb stuck up by the stem of her white cotton sunshade, went along as if she hardly touched ground, and as if a moderately strong puff of wind would float her over the hedge into the next field. Jude, in his light grey holiday-suit, was really proud of her companionship, not more for her external attractiveness than for her sympathetic words and ways. That complete mutual understanding, in which every glance and movement was as effectual as speech for conveying intelligence between them, made them almost the two parts of a single whole.


  The pair with their charge passed through the turnstiles, Arabella and her husband not far behind them. When inside the enclosure the publican’s wife could see that the two ahead began to take trouble with the youngster, pointing out and explaining the many objects of interest, alive and dead; and a passing sadness would touch their faces at their every failure to disturb his indifference.


  ‘How she sticks to him!’ said Arabella. ‘O no—I fancy they are not married, or they wouldn’t be so much to one another as that…. I wonder!’


  ‘But I thought you said he did marry her?’


  ‘I heard he was going to—that’s all, going to make another attempt, after putting it off once or twice …. As far as they themselves are concerned they are the only two in the show. I should be ashamed of making myself so silly if I were he!’


  ‘I don’t see as how there’s anything remarkable in their behaviour. I should never have noticed their being in love, if you hadn’t said so.’


  ‘You never see anything,’ she rejoined. Nevertheless Cartlett’s view of the lovers’ or married pair’s conduct was undoubtedly that of the general crowd, whose attention seemed to be in no way attracted by what Arabella’s sharpened vision discerned.


  ‘He’s charmed by her as if she were some fairy!’ continued Arabella. ‘See how he looks round at her, and lets his eyes rest on her. I am inclined to think that she don’t care for him quite so much as he does for her. She’s not a particular warm-hearted creature to my thinking, though she cares for him pretty middling much—as much as she’s able to; and he could make her heart ache a bit if he liked to try—which he’s too simple to do. There—now they are going across to the cart-horse sheds. Come along.’


  ‘I don’t want to see the cart-horses. It is no business of ours to follow these two. If we have come to see the show let us see it in our own way, as they do in theirs.’


  ‘Well—suppose we agree to meet somewhere in an hour’s time—say at that refreshment tent over there, and go about independent? Then you can look at what you choose to, and so can I.’


  Cartlett was not loth to agree to this, and they parted—he proceeding to the shed where malting processes were being exhibited, and Arabella in the direction taken by Jude and Sue. Before, however, she had regained their wake a laughing face met her own, and she was confronted by Anny, the friend of her girlhood.


  Anny had burst out in hearty laughter at the mere fact of the chance rencounter. ‘I am still living down there,’ she said, as soon as she was composed. ‘I am soon going to be married, but my intended couldn’t come up here to-day. But there’s lots of us come by excursion, though I’ve lost the rest of ’em for the present.’


  ‘Have you met Jude and his young woman, or wife, or whatever she is? I saw ’em by now.’


  ‘No. Not a glimpse of un for years!’


  ‘Well, they are close by here somewhere. Yes—there they are—by that grey horse!’


  ‘O, that’s his present young woman—wife did you say? Has he married again?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘She’s pretty, isn’t she!’


  ‘Yes—nothing to complain of; or jump at. Not much to depend on, though; a slim, fidgety little thing like that.’


  ‘He’s a nice-looking chap, too! You ought to ha’ stuck to un, Arabella.’


  ‘I don’t know but I ought,’ murmured she.


  Anny laughed. ‘That’s you, Arabella! Always wanting another man than your own.’


  ‘Well, and what woman don’t I should like to know? As for that body with him—she don’t know what love is—at least what I call love! I can see in her face she don’t.’


  ‘And perhaps, Abby dear, you don’t know what she calls love.’


  ‘I’m sure I don’t wish to! … Ah—they are making for the Art Department. I should like to see some pictures myself. Suppose we go that way?—Why, if all Wessex isn’t here, I verily believe! There’s Dr. Vilbert. Haven’t seen him for years, and he’s not looking a day older than when I used to know him. How do you do, Physician? I was just saying that you don’t look a day older than when you knew me as a girl.’


  ‘Simply the result of taking my own pills regular, ma’am. Only two and threepence a box—warranted efficacious by the Government stamp. Now let me advise you to purchase the same immunity from the ravages of Time by following my example? Only two-and-three.’


  The physician had produced a box from his waistcoat pocket, and Arabella was induced to make the purchase.


  ‘At the same time,’ continued he, when the pills were paid for, ‘you have the advantage of me, Mrs.—Surely not Mrs. Fawley, once Miss Donn, of the vicinity of Marygreen?’


  ‘Yes. But Mrs. Cartlett now.’


  ‘Ah—you lost him, then? Promising young fellow! A pupil of mine, you know. I taught him the dead languages. And believe me, he soon knew nearly as much as I.’


  ‘I lost him; but not as you think,’ said Arabella drily. ‘The lawyers untied us. There he is, look, alive and lusty; along with that young woman, entering the Art exhibition.’


  ‘Ah—dear me! Fond of her, apparently.’


  ‘They say they are cousins.’


  ‘Cousinship is a great convenience to their feelings, I should say?’


  ‘Yes. So her husband thought, no doubt, when he divorced her…. Shall we look at the pictures, too?’


  The trio followed across the green and entered. Jude and Sue, with the child, unaware of the interest they were exciting, had gone up to a model at one end of the building, which they regarded with considerable attention for a long while before they went on. Arabella and her friends came to it in due course, and the inscription it bore was: ‘Model of Cardinal College, Christminster; by J. Fawley and S. F. M. Bridehead.’


  ‘Admiring their own work,’ said Arabella. ‘How like Jude—always thinking of Colleges and Christminster, instead of attending to his business!’


  They glanced cursorily at the pictures, and proceeded to the band-stand. When they had stood a little while listening to the music of the military performers, Jude, Sue, and the child came up on the other side. Arabella did not care if they should recognize her; but they were too deeply absorbed in their own lives, as translated into emotion by the military band, to perceive her under her beaded veil. She walked round the outside of the listening throng, passing behind the lovers, whose movements had an unexpected fascination for her to-day. Scrutinizing them narrowly from the rear she noticed that Jude’s hand sought Sue’s as they stood, the two standing close together so as to conceal, as they supposed, this tacit expression of their mutual responsiveness.


  ‘Silly fools—like two children!’ Arabella whispered to herself morosely, as she rejoined her companions, with whom she preserved a preoccupied silence.


  Anny meanwhile had jokingly remarked to Vilbert on Arabella’s hankering interest in her first husband.


  ‘Now,’ said the physician to Arabella, apart; ‘do you want anything such as this, Mrs. Cartlett? It is not compounded out of my regular pharmacopoeia, but I am sometimes asked for such a thing.’ He produced a small phial of clear liquid. ‘A love-philtre, such as was used by the Ancients with great effect. I found it out by study of their writings, and have never known it to fail.’


  ‘What is it made of?’ asked Arabella curiously.


  ‘Well—a distillation of the juices of doves’ hearts—otherwise pigeons’—is one of the ingredients. It took nearly a hundred hearts to produce that small bottle full.’


  ‘How do you get pigeons enough?’


  ‘To tell a secret, I get a piece of rock-salt, of which pigeons are inordinately fond, and place it in a dovecote on my roof. In a few hours the birds come to it from all points of the compass—east, west, north, and south—and thus I secure as many as I require. You use the liquid by contriving that the desired man shall take about ten drops of it in his drink. But remember, all this is told you because I gather from your questions that you mean to be a purchaser. You must keep faith with me?’


  ‘Very well—I don’t mind a bottle—to give some friend or other to try it on her young man.’ She produced five shillings, the price asked, and slipped the phial in her capacious bosom. Saying presently that she was due at an appointment with her husband she sauntered away towards the refreshment bar, Jude, his companion, and the child having gone on to the horticultural tent, where Arabella caught a glimpse of them standing before a group of roses in bloom.


  She waited a few minutes observing them, and then proceeded to join her spouse with no very amiable sentiments. She found him seated on a stool by the bar, talking to one of the gaily dressed maids who had served him with spirits.


  ‘I should think you had enough of this business at home!’ Arabella remarked gloomily. ‘Surely you didn’t come fifty miles from your own bar to stick in another? Come, take me round the show, as other men do their wives! Dammy, one would think you were a young bachelor, with nobody to look after but yourself!’


  ‘But we agreed to meet here; and what could I do but wait?’


  ‘Well, now we have met, come along,’ she returned, ready to quarrel with the sun for shining on her. And they left the tent together, this pot-bellied man and florid woman, in the antipathetic, recriminatory mood of the average husband and wife of Christendom.


  In the meantime the more exceptional couple and the boy still lingered in the pavilion of flowers—an enchanted palace to their appreciative taste—Sue’s usually pale cheeks reflecting the pink of the tinted roses at which she gazed; for the gay sights, the air, the music, and the excitement of a day’s outing with Jude, had quickened her blood and made her eyes sparkle with vivacity. She adored roses, and what Arabella had witnessed was Sue detaining Jude almost against his will while she learnt the names of this variety and that, and put her face within an inch of their blooms to smell them.


  ‘I should like to push my face quite into them—the dears!’ she had said. ‘But I suppose it is against the rules to touch them—isn’t it, Jude?’


  ‘Yes, you baby,’ said he: and then playfully gave her a little push, so that her nose went among the petals.


  ‘The policeman will be down on us, and I shall say it was my husband’s fault!’


  Then she looked up at him, and smiled in a way that told so much to Arabella.


  ‘Happy?’ he murmured.


  She nodded.


  ‘Why? Because you have come to the great Wessex Agricultural Show—or because we have come?’


  ‘You are always trying to make me confess to all sorts of absurdities. Because I am improving my mind, of course, by seeing all these steam-ploughs, and threshing-machines, and chaff-cutters, and cows, and pigs, and sheep.’


  Jude was quite content with a baffle from his ever evasive companion. But when he had forgotten that he had put the question, and because he no longer wished for an answer, she went on: ‘I feel that we have returned to Greek joyousness, and have blinded ourselves to sickness and sorrow, and have forgotten what twenty-five centuries have taught the race since their time, as one of your Christminster luminaries says…. There is one immediate shadow, however,—only one.’ And she looked at the aged child, whom, though they had taken him to everything likely to attract a young intelligence, they had utterly failed to interest.


  He knew what they were saying and thinking. ‘I am very, very sorry, father and mother,’ he said. ‘But please don’t mind!—I can’t help it. I should like the flowers very very much, if I didn’t keep on thinking they’d be all withered in a few days!’


  ♣


  V.–vi.


  The unnoticed lives that the pair had hitherto led began, from the day of the suspended wedding onwards, to be observed and discussed by other persons than Arabella. The society of Spring Street and the neighbourhood generally did not understand, and probably could not have been made to understand, Sue and Jude’s private minds, emotions, positions, and fears. The curious facts of a child coming to them unexpectedly, who called Jude father, and Sue mother, and a hitch in a marriage ceremony intended for quietness to be performed at a registrar’s office, together with rumours of the undefended cases in the law-courts, bore only one translation to plain minds.


  Little Time—for though he was formally turned into ‘Jude,’ the apt nickname stuck to him—would come home from school in the evening, and repeat inquiries and remarks that had been made to him by the other boys; and cause Sue, and Jude when he heard them, a great deal of pain and sadness.


  The result was that shortly after the attempt at the registrar’s the pair went off—to London it was believed—for several days, hiring somebody to look to the boy. When they came back they let it be understood indirectly, and with total indifference and weariness of mien, that they were legally married at last. Sue, who had previously been called Mrs. Bridehead, now openly adopted the name of Mrs. Fawley. Her dull, cowed, and listless manner for days seemed to substantiate all this.


  But the mistake (as it was called) of their going away so secretly to do the business, kept up much of the mystery of their lives; and they found that they made not such advances with their neighbours as they had expected to do thereby. A living mystery was not much less interesting than a dead scandal.


  The baker’s lad and the grocer’s boy, who at first had used to lift their hats gallantly to Sue when they came to execute their errands, in these days no longer took the trouble to render her that homage, and the neighbouring artizans’ wives looked straight along the pavement when they encountered her.


  Nobody molested them, it is true; but an oppressive atmosphere began to encircle their souls, particularly after their excursion to the Show, as if that visit had brought some evil influence to bear on them. And their temperaments were precisely of a kind to suffer from this atmosphere, and to be indisposed to lighten it by vigorous and open statements. Their apparent attempt at reparation had come too late to be effective.


  The headstone and epitaph orders fell off: and two or three months later, when autumn came, Jude perceived that he would have to return to journey-work again, a course all the more unfortunate just now, in that he had not as yet cleared off the debt he had unavoidably incurred in the payment of the law-costs of the previous year.


  One evening he sat down to share the common meal with Sue and the child as usual. ‘I am thinking,’ he said to her, ‘that I’ll hold on here no longer. The life suits us, certainly; but if we could get away to a place where we are unknown, we should be lighter hearted, and have a better chance. And so I am afraid we must break it up here, however awkward for you, poor dear!’


  Sue was always much affected at a picture of herself as an object of pity, and she saddened.


  ‘Well—I am not sorry,’ said she presently. ‘I am much depressed by the way they look at me here. And you have been keeping on this house and furniture entirely for me and the boy! You don’t want it yourself, and the expense is unnecessary. But whatever we do, wherever we go, you won’t take him away from me, Jude dear? I could not let him go now! The cloud upon his young mind makes him so pathetic to me; I do hope to lift it some day! And he loves me so. You won’t take him away from me?’


  ‘Certainly I won’t, dear little girl! We’ll get nice lodgings, wherever we go. I shall be moving about probably—getting a job here and a job there.’


  ‘I shall do something too, of course, till—till—— Well, now I can’t be useful in the lettering it behoves me to turn my hand to something else.’


  ‘Don’t hurry about getting employment,’ he said regretfully. ‘I don’t want you to do that. I wish you wouldn’t, Sue. The boy and yourself are enough for you to attend to.’


  There was a knock at the door, and Jude answered it. Sue could hear the conversation:


  ‘Is Mr. Fawley at home? …. Biles and Willis the building contractors sent me to know if you’ll undertake the relettering of the Ten Commandments in a little church they’ve been restoring lately in the country near here.’


  Jude reflected, and said he could undertake it.


  ‘It is not a very artistic job,’ continued the messenger. ‘The clergyman is a very old-fashioned chap, and he has refused to let anything more be done to the church than cleaning and repairing.’


  ‘Excellent old man!’ said Sue to herself, who was sentimentally opposed to the horrors of over-restoration.


  ‘The Ten Commandments are fixed to the east end,’ the messenger went on, ‘and they want doing up with the rest of the wall there, since he won’t have them carted off as old materials belonging to the contractor, in the usual way of the trade.’


  A bargain as to terms was struck, and Jude came indoors. ‘There, you see,’ he said cheerfully. ‘One more job yet, at any rate, and you can help in it—at least you can try. We shall have all the church to ourselves, as the rest of the work is finished.’


  Next day Jude went out to the church, which was only two miles off. He found that what the contractor’s clerk had said was true. The tables of the Jewish law towered sternly over the utensils of Christian grace, as the chief ornament of the chancel end, in the fine dry style of the last century. And as their framework was constructed of ornamental plaster they could not be taken down for repair. A portion, crumbled by damp, required renewal; and when this had been done, and the whole cleansed, he began to renew the lettering. On the second morning Sue came to see what assistance she could render, and also because they liked to be together.


  The silence and emptiness of the building gave her confidence, and, standing on a safe low platform erected by Jude, which she was nevertheless timid at mounting, she began painting in the letters of the first Table while he set about mending a portion of the second. She was quite pleased at her powers; she had acquired them in the days she painted illumined texts for the church-fitting shop at Christminster. Nobody seemed likely to disturb them; and the pleasant twitter of birds, and rustle of October leafage, came in through an open window, and mingled with their talk.


  They were not, however, to be left thus snug and peaceful for long. About half-past twelve there came footsteps on the gravel without. The old vicar and his churchwarden entered, and, coming up to see what was being done, seemed surprised to discover that a young woman was assisting. They passed on into an aisle, at which time the door again opened, and another figure entered—a small one, that of little Time, who was crying. Sue had told him where he might find her between school-hours, if he wished. She came down from her perch, and said, ‘What’s the matter, my dear?’


  ‘I couldn’t stay to eat my dinner in school, because they said—’ He described how some boys had taunted him about his nominal mother, and Sue, grieved, expressed her indignation to Jude aloft. The child went into the churchyard, and Sue returned to her work. Meanwhile the door had opened again, and there shuffled in with a business-like air the white-aproned woman who cleaned the church. Sue recognized her as one who had friends in Spring Street, whom she visited. The church-cleaner looked at Sue, gaped, and lifted her hands; she had evidently recognized Jude’s companion as the latter had recognized her. Next came two ladies, and after talking to the charwoman they also moved forward, and as Sue stood reaching upward, watched her hand tracing the letters, and critically regarded her person in relief against the white wall, till she grew so nervous that she trembled visibly.


  They went back to where the others were standing, talking in undertones: and one said—Sue could not hear which—‘She’s his wife, I suppose?’


  ‘Some say Yes: some say No,’ was the reply from the charwoman.


  ‘Not? Then she ought to be, or somebody’s—that’s very clear!’


  ‘They’ve only been married a very few weeks, whether or no.’


  ‘A strange pair to be painting the Two Tables! I wonder Biles and Willis could think of such a thing as hiring those!’


  The churchwarden supposed that Biles and Willis knew of nothing wrong, and then the other, who had been talking to the old woman, explained what she meant by calling them strange people.


  The probable drift of the subdued conversation which followed was made plain by the churchwarden breaking into an anecdote, in a voice that everybody in the church could hear, though obviously suggested by the present situation:


  ‘Well, now, it is a curious thing, but my grandfather told me a strange tale of a most immoral case that happened at the painting of the Commandments in a church out by Gaymead—which is quite within a walk of this one. In them days Commandments were mostly done in gilt letters on a black ground, and that’s how they were out where I say, before the owld church was rebuilded. It must have been somewhere about a hundred years ago that them Commandments wanted doing up, just as ours do here, and they had to get men from Aldbrickham to do ’em. Now they wished to get the job finished by a particular Sunday, so the men had to work late Saturday night, against their will, for over-time was not paid then as ’tis now. There was no true religion in the country at that date, neither among pa’sons, clerks, nor people, and to keep the men up to their work the vicar had to let ’em have plenty of drink during the afternoon. As evening drawed on they sent for some more themselves; rum, by all account. It got later and later, and they got more and more fuddled, till at last they went a putting [a-putting] their rum-bottle and rummers upon the Communion table, and drawed up a trestle or two, and sate round comfortable, and poured out again right hearty bumpers. No sooner had they tossed off their glasses than, so the story goes, they fell down senseless, one and all. How long they bode so they didn’t know, but when they came to themselves there was a terrible thunderstorm a-raging, and they seemed to see in the gloom a dark figure with very thin legs and a curious voot, a-standing on the ladder, and finishing their work. When it got daylight they could see that the work was really finished, and couldn’t at all mind finishing it themselves. They went home, and the next thing they heard was that a great scandal had been caused in the church that Sunday morning, for when the people came and service began, all saw that the Ten Commandments wez painted with the “Nots” left out. Decent people wouldn’t attend service there for a long time, and the Bishop had to be sent for to re-consecrate the church. That’s the tradition as I used to hear it as a child. You must take it for what it is wo’th, but this case to-day has reminded me o’t, as I say.’


  The visitors gave one more glance, as if to see whether Jude and Sue had left the Nots out likewise, and then severally left the church, even the old woman at last. Sue and Jude, who had not stopped working, sent back the child to school, and remained without speaking; till, looking at her narrowly, he found she had been crying silently.


  ‘Never mind, comrade!’ he said. ‘I know what it is!’


  ‘I can’t bear that they, and everybody, should think people wicked because they may have chosen to live their own way! It is really these opinions that make the best intentioned people reckless, and actually become immoral!’


  ‘Never be cast down! It was only a funny story.’


  ‘Ah, but we suggested it! I am afraid I have done you mischief, Jude, instead of helping you by coming!’


  To have suggested such a story was certainly not very exhilarating, in a serious view of their position. However, in a few minutes Sue seemed to see that their position this morning had a ludicrous side, and wiping her eyes she laughed.


  ‘It is droll, after all,’ she said, ‘that we two, of all people, with our queer history, should happen to be here painting the Ten Commandments! You a reprobate, and I—in my condition…. O dear!’ … And with her hand over her eyes she laughed again silently and intermittently, till she was quite weak.


  ‘That’s better,’ said Jude gaily. ‘Now we are right again, aren’t we, little girl!’


  ‘O but it is serious, all the same!’ she sighed as she took up the brush and righted herself. ‘But do you see they don’t think we are married? They won’t believe it! It is extraordinary!’


  ‘I don’t care whether they think so or not,’ said Jude. ‘I shan’t take any more trouble to make them.’


  They sat down to lunch—which they had brought with them not to hinder time—and having eaten it were about to set to work anew when a man entered the church, and Jude recognized in him the contractor Willis. He beckoned to Jude, and spoke to him apart.


  ‘Here—I’ve just had a complaint about this,’ he said, with rather breathless awkwardness. ‘I don’t wish to go into the matter—as of course I didn’t know what was going on—but I am afraid I must ask you and her to leave off, and let somebody else finish this! It is best, to avoid all unpleasantness. I’ll pay you for the week, all the same.’


  Jude was too independent to make any fuss; and the contractor paid him, and left. Jude picked up his tools, and Sue cleansed her brush. Then their eyes met.


  ‘How could we be so simple as to suppose we might do this!’ said she, dropping to her tragic note. ‘Of course we ought not—I ought not—to have come!’


  ‘I had no idea that anybody was going to intrude into such a lonely place and see us!’ Jude returned. ‘Well, it can’t be helped, dear; and of course I wouldn’t wish to injure Willis’s trade-connection by staying.’ They sat down passively for a few minutes, proceeded out of the church, and overtaking the boy pursued their thoughtful way to Aldbrickham.


  Fawley had still a pretty zeal in the cause of education, and, as was natural with his experiences, he was active in furthering ‘equality of opportunity’ by any humble means open to him. He had joined an Artizans’ Mutual Improvement Society established in the town about the time of his arrival there; its members being young men of all creeds and denominations, including Churchmen, Congregationalists, Baptists, Unitarians, Positivists, and others—Agnostics had scarcely been heard of at this time—their one common wish to enlarge their minds forming a sufficiently close bond of union. The subscription was small, and the room homely; and Jude’s activity, uncustomary acquirements, and above all, singular intuition on what to read and how to set about it—begotten of his years of struggle against malignant stars—had led to his being placed on the committee.


  A few evenings after his dismissal from the church repairs, and before he had obtained any more work to do, he went to attend a meeting of the aforesaid committee. It was late when he arrived: all the others had come, and as he entered they looked dubiously at him, and hardly uttered a word of greeting. He guessed that something bearing on himself had been either discussed or mooted. Some ordinary business was transacted, and it was disclosed that the number of subscriptions had shown a sudden falling off for that quarter. One member—a really well-meaning and upright man—began speaking in enigmas about certain possible causes: that it behoved them to look well into their constitution; for if the committee were not respected, and had not at least, in their differences, a common standard of conduct, they would bring the institution to the ground. Nothing further was said in Jude’s presence, but he knew what this meant; and turning to the table wrote a note resigning his office there and then.


  Thus the supersensitive couple were more and more impelled to go away. And then bills were sent in, and the question arose, what could Jude do with his great-aunt’s heavy old furniture, if he left the town to travel he knew not whither? This, and the necessity of ready money, compelled him to decide on an auction, much as he would have preferred to keep the venerable goods.


  The day of the sale came on; and Sue for the last time cooked her own, the child’s, and Jude’s breakfast in the little house he had furnished. It chanced to be a wet day; moreover Sue was unwell, and not wishing to desert her poor Jude in such gloomy circumstances, for he was compelled to stay awhile, she acted on the suggestion of the auctioneer’s man, and ensconced herself in an upper room, which could be emptied of its effects, and so kept closed to the bidders. Here Jude discovered her; and with the child, and their few trunks, baskets, and bundles, and two chairs and a table that were not in the sale, the two sat in meditative talk.


  Footsteps began stamping up and down the bare stairs, the comers inspecting the goods, some of which were of so quaint and ancient a make as to acquire an adventitious value as art. Their door was tried once or twice, and to guard themselves against intrusion Jude wrote ‘Private’ on a scrap of paper, and stuck it upon the panel.


  They soon found that, instead of the furniture, their own personal histories and past conduct began to be discussed to an unexpected and intolerable extent by the intending bidders. It was not till now that they really discovered what a fools’ paradise of supposed unrecognition they had been living in of late. Sue silently took her companion’s hand, and with eyes on each other they heard these passing remarks—the quaint and mysterious personality of Father Time being a subject which formed a large ingredient in the hints and innuendoes. At length the auction began in the room below, whence they could hear each familiar article knocked down, the highly prized ones cheaply, the unconsidered at an unexpected price.


  ‘People don’t understand us,’ he sighed heavily. ‘I am glad we have decided to go.’


  ‘The question is, where to?’


  ‘It ought to be to London. There one can live as one chooses.’


  ‘No—not London, dear! I know it well. We should be unhappy there.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Can’t you think?’


  ‘Because Arabella is there?’


  ‘That’s the chief reason.’


  ‘But in the country I shall always be uneasy lest there should be some more of our late experience. And I don’t care to lessen it by explaining, for one thing, all about the boy’s history. To cut him off from his past I have determined to keep silence. I am sickened of ecclesiastical work now; and I shouldn’t like to accept it, if offered me!’


  ‘You ought to have learnt Classic. Gothic is barbaric art, after all. Pugin was wrong, and Wren was right. Remember the interior of Christminster Cathedral—almost the first place in which we looked in each other’s faces. Under the picturesqueness of those Norman details one can see the grotesque childishness of uncouth people trying to imitate the vanished Roman forms, remembered by dim tradition only.’


  ‘Yes—you have half converted me to that view by what you have said before. But one can work, and despise what one does. I must do something, if not church-gothic.’


  ‘I wish we could both follow an occupation in which personal circumstances don’t count,’ she said, smiling up wistfully. ‘I am as disqualified for teaching as you are for ecclesiastical art. You must fall back upon railway stations, bridges, theatres, music-halls, hotels—everything that has no connection with conduct.’


  ‘I am not skilled in those…. I ought to take to bread-baking. I grew up in the baking business with aunt, you know. But even a baker must be conventional, to get customers.’


  ‘Unless he keeps a cake and gingerbread stall at markets and fairs, where people are gloriously indifferent to everything except the quality of the goods.’


  Their thoughts were diverted by the voice of the auctioneer: ‘Now this antique oak settle—a unique example of old English furniture, worthy the attention of all collectors!’


  ‘That was my great-grandfather’s,’ said Jude. ‘I wish we could have kept the poor old thing!’


  One by one the articles went, and the afternoon passed away. Jude and the other two were getting tired and hungry, but after the conversation they had heard they were shy of going out while the purchasers were in their line of retreat. However, the later lots drew on, and it became necessary to emerge into the rain soon, to take on Sue’s things to their temporary lodging.


  ‘Now the next lot: two pairs of pigeons, all alive and plump—a nice pie for somebody for next Sunday’s dinner!’


  The impending sale of these birds had been the most trying suspense of the whole afternoon. They were Sue’s pets, and when it was found that they could not possibly be kept, more sadness was caused than by parting from all the furniture. Sue tried to think away her tears as she heard the trifling sum that her dears were deemed to be worth advanced by small stages to the price at which they were finally knocked down. The purchaser was a neighbouring poulterer, and they were unquestionably doomed to die before the next market day.


  Noting her dissembled distress Jude kissed her, and said it was time to go and see if the lodgings were ready. He would go on with the boy, and fetch her soon.


  When she was left alone she waited patiently, but Jude did not come back. At last she started, the coast being clear, and on passing the poulterer’s shop, not far off, she saw her pigeons in a hamper by the door. An emotion at sight of them, assisted by the growing dusk of evening, caused her to act on impulse, and first looking around her quickly, she pulled out the peg which fastened down the cover, and went on. The cover was lifted from within, and the pigeons flew away with a clatter that brought the chagrined poulterer cursing and swearing to the door.


  Sue reached the lodging trembling, and found Jude and the boy making it comfortable for her. ‘Do the buyers pay before they bring away the things?’ she asked breathlessly.


  ‘Yes, I think. Why?’


  ‘Because, then, I’ve done such a wicked thing!’ And she explained, in bitter contrition.


  ‘I shall have to pay the poulterer for them, if he doesn’t catch them,’ said Jude. ‘But never mind. Don’t fret about it, dear.’


  ‘It was so foolish of me! O why should Nature’s law be mutual butchery!’


  ‘Is it so, mother?’ asked the boy intently.


  ‘Yes!’ said Sue vehemently.


  ‘Well, they must take their chance, now, poor things,’ said Jude. ‘As soon as the sale-account is wound up, and our bills paid, we go.’


  ‘Where do we go to?’ asked Time, in suspense.


  ‘We must sail under sealed orders, that nobody may trace us…. We mustn’t go to Alfredston, or to Melchester, or to Shaston, or to Christminster. Apart from those we may go anywhere.’


  ‘Why mustn’t we go there, father?’


  ‘Because of a cloud that has gathered over us; though “we have wronged no man, corrupted no man, defrauded no man!” Though perhaps we have “done that which was right in our own eyes.”’


  ♣


  V.–vii.


  From that week Jude Fawley and Sue walked no more in the town of Aldbrickham.


  Whither they had gone nobody knew, chiefly because nobody cared to know. Any one sufficiently curious to trace the steps of such an obscure pair might have discovered without great trouble that they had taken advantage of his adaptive craftsmanship to enter on a shifting, almost nomadic, life, which was not without its pleasantness for a time.


  Wherever Jude heard of freestone work to be done, thither he went, choosing by preference places remote from his old haunts and Sue’s. He laboured at a job, long or briefly, till it was finished; and then moved on.


  Two whole years and a half passed thus. Sometimes he might have been found shaping the mullions of a country mansion, sometimes setting the parapet of a town-hall, sometimes ashlaring an hotel at Sandbourne, sometimes a museum at Casterbridge, sometimes as far down as Exonbury, sometimes at Stoke-Barehills. Later still he was at Kennetbridge, a thriving town not more than a dozen miles south of Marygreen, this being his nearest approach to the village where he was known; for he had a sensitive dread of being questioned as to his life and fortunes by those who had been acquainted with him during his ardent young manhood of study and promise, and his brief and unhappy married life at that time.


  At some of these places he would be detained for months, at others only a few weeks. His curious and sudden antipathy to ecclesiastical work, both episcopal and nonconformist, which had risen in him when suffering under a smarting sense of misconception, remained with him in cold blood, less from any fear of renewed censure than from an ultra-conscientiousness which would not allow him to seek a living out of those who would disapprove of his ways; also, too, from a sense of inconsistency between his former dogmas and his present practice, hardly a shred of the beliefs with which he had first gone up to Christminster now remaining with him. He was mentally approaching the position which Sue had occupied when he first met her.


  On a Saturday evening in May, nearly three years after Arabella’s recognition of Sue and himself at the Agricultural Show, some of those who there encountered each other met again.


  It was the spring fair at Kennetbridge, and, though this ancient trade-meeting had much dwindled from its dimensions of former times, the long straight street of the borough presented a lively scene about midday. At this hour a light trap, among other vehicles, was driven into the town by the north road, and up to the door of a temperance inn. There alighted two women, one the driver, an ordinary country person, the other a finely built figure in the deep mourning of a widow. Her sombre suit, of pronounced cut, caused her to appear a little out of place in the medley and bustle of a provincial fair.


  ‘I will just find out where it is, Anny,’ said the widow-lady to her companion, when the horse and cart had been taken by a man who came forward: ‘and then I’ll come back, and meet you here; and we’ll go in and have something to eat and drink. I begin to feel quite a sinking.’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said the other. ‘Though I would sooner have put up at the Chequers or The Jack. You can’t get much at these temperance houses.’


  ‘Now, don’t you give way to gluttonous desires, my child,’ said the woman in weeds reprovingly. ‘This is the proper place. Very well: we’ll meet in half-an-hour, unless you come with me to find out where the site of the new chapel is?’


  ‘I don’t care to. You can tell me.’


  The companions then went their several ways, the one in crape walking firmly along with a mien of disconnection from her miscellaneous surroundings. Making inquiries she came to a hoarding, within which were excavations denoting the foundations of a building; and on the boards without one or two large posters announcing that the foundation-stone of the chapel about to be erected would be laid that afternoon at three o’clock by a London preacher of great popularity among his body.


  Having ascertained thus much the immensely weeded widow retraced her steps, and gave herself leisure to observe the movements of the fair. By and by her attention was arrested by a little stall of cakes and gingerbreads, standing between the more pretentious erections of trestles and canvas. It was covered with an immaculate cloth, and tended by a young woman apparently unused to the business, she being accompanied by a boy with an octogenarian face, who assisted her.


  ‘Upon my—senses!’ murmured the widow to herself. ‘His wife Sue—if she is so!’ She drew nearer to the stall. ‘How do you do, Mrs. Fawley?’ she said blandly.


  Sue changed colour and recognized Arabella through the crape veil.


  ‘How are you, Mrs. Cartlett?’ she said stiffly. And then perceiving Arabella’s garb her voice grew sympathetic in spite of herself. ‘What?—you have lost——’


  ‘My poor husband. Yes. He died suddenly, six weeks ago, leaving me none too well off, though he was a kind husband to me. But whatever profit there is in public-house keeping goes to them that brew the liquors, and not to them that retail ’em…. And you, my little old man! You don’t know me, I expect?’


  ‘Yes, I do. You be the woman I thought wer my mother for a bit, till I found you wasn’t,’ replied Father Time, who had learned to use the Wessex tongue quite naturally by now.


  ‘All right. Never mind. I am a friend.’


  ‘Juey,’ said Sue suddenly, ‘go down to the station platform with this tray—there’s another train coming in, I think.’


  When he was gone Arabella continued: ‘He’ll never be a beauty, will he, poor chap! Does he know I am his mother really?’


  ‘No. He thinks there is some mystery about his parentage—that’s all. Jude is going to tell him when he is a little older.’


  ‘But how do you come to be doing this? I am surprised.’


  ‘It is only a temporary occupation—a fancy of ours while we are in a difficulty.’


  ‘Then you are living with him still?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Married?’


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Any children?’


  ‘Two.’


  ‘And another coming soon, I see.’


  Sue writhed under the hard and direct questioning, and her tender little mouth began to quiver.


  ‘Lord—I mean goodness gracious—what is there to cry about? Some folks would be proud enough!’


  ‘It is not that I am ashamed—not as you think! But it seems such a terribly tragic thing to bring beings into the world—so presumptuous—that I question my right to do it sometimes!’


  ‘Take it easy, my dear…. But you don’t tell me why you do such a thing as this? Jude used to be a proud sort of chap—above any business almost, leave alone keeping a standing.’


  ‘Perhaps my husband has altered a little since then. I am sure he is not proud now!’ And Sue’s lips quivered again. ‘I am doing this because he caught a chill early in the year while putting up some stone-work of a music-hall, at Quartershot, which he had to do in the rain, the work having to be executed by a fixed day. He is better than he was; but it has been a long, weary time! We have had an old widow friend with us to help us through it; but she’s leaving soon.’


  ‘Well, I am respectable too, thank God, and of a serious way of thinking since my loss. Why did you choose to sell gingerbreads?’


  ‘That’s a pure accident. He was brought up to the baking business, and it occurred to him to try his hand at these, which he can make without coming out of doors. We call them Christminster cakes. They are a great success.’


  ‘I never saw any like ’em. Why, they are windows and towers, and pinnacles! And upon my word they are very nice.’ She had helped herself, and was unceremoniously munching one of the cakes.


  ‘Yes. They are reminiscences of the Christminster Colleges. Traceried windows, and cloisters, you see. It was a whim of his to do them in pastry.’


  ‘Still harping on Christminster—even in his cakes!’ laughed Arabella. ‘Just like Jude. A ruling passion. What a queer fellow he is, and always will be!’


  Sue sighed, and she looked her distress at hearing him criticized.


  ‘Don’t you think he is? Come now; you do, though you are so fond of him!’


  ‘Of course Christminster is a sort of fixed vision with him, which I suppose he’ll never be cured of believing in. He still thinks it a great centre of high and fearless thought, instead of what it is, a nest of commonplace schoolmasters whose characteristic is timid obsequiousness to tradition.’


  Arabella was quizzing Sue with more regard of how she was speaking than of what she was saying. ‘How odd to hear a woman selling cakes talk like that!’ she said. ‘Why don’t you go back to school-keeping?’


  Sue shook her head. ‘They won’t have me.’


  ‘Because of the divorce, I suppose?’


  ‘That and other things. And there is no reason to wish it. We gave up all ambition, and were never so happy in our lives till his illness came.’


  ‘Where are you living?’


  ‘I don’t care to say.’


  ‘Here in Kennetbridge?’


  Sue’s manner showed Arabella that her random guess was right.


  ‘Here comes the boy back again,’ continued Arabella. ‘My boy and Jude’s!’


  Sue’s eyes darted a spark. ‘You needn’t throw that in my face!’ she cried.


  ‘Very well—though I half feel as if I should like to have him with me! … But Lord, I don’t want to take him from ’ee—ever I should sin to speak so profane—though I should think you must have enough of your own! He’s in very good hands, that I know; and I am not the woman to find fault with what the Lord has ordained. I’ve reached a more resigned frame of mind.’


  ‘Indeed! I wish I had been able to do so.’


  ‘You should try,’ replied the widow, from the serene heights of a soul conscious not only of spiritual but of social superiority. ‘I make no boast of my awakening, but I’m not what I was. After Cartlett’s death I was passing the chapel in the street next ours, and went into it for shelter from a shower of rain. I felt a need of some sort of support under my loss, and, as ’twas righter than gin, I took to going there regular, and found it a great comfort. But I’ve left London now, you know, and at present I am living at Alfredston, with my friend Anny, to be near my own old country. I’m not come here to the fair to-day. There’s to be the foundation-stone of a new chapel laid this afternoon by a popular London preacher, and I drove over with Anny. Now I must go back to meet her.’


  Then Arabella wished Sue good-bye, and went on.


  ♣


  V.–viii.


  In the afternoon Sue and the other people bustling about Kennetbridge fair could hear singing inside the placarded hoarding further down the street. Those who peeped through the opening saw a crowd of persons in broadcloth, with hymn-books in their hands, standing round the excavations for the new chapel-walls. Arabella Cartlett and her weeds stood among them. She had a clear, powerful voice, which could be distinctly heard with the rest, rising and falling to the tune, her inflated bosom being also seen doing likewise.


  It was two hours later on the same day that Anny and Mrs. Cartlett, having had tea at the Temperance hotel, started on their return journey across the high and open country which stretches between Kennetbridge and Alfredston. Arabella was in a thoughtful mood; but her thoughts were not of the new chapel, as Anny at first surmised.


  ‘No—it is something else,’ at last said Arabella sullenly. ‘I came here to-day never thinking of anybody but poor Cartlett, or of anything but spreading the Gospel by means of this new tabernacle they’ve begun this afternoon. But something has happened to turn my mind another way quite. Anny, I’ve heard of un again, and I’ve seen her!’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I’ve heard of Jude, and I’ve seen his wife. And ever since, do what I will, and though I sung the hymns wi’ all my strength, I have not been able to help thinking about ’n; which I’ve no right to do as a chapel member.’


  ‘Can’t ye fix your mind upon what was said by the London preacher to-day, and try to get rid of your wandering fancies that way?’


  ‘I do. But my wicked heart will ramble off in spite of myself!’


  ‘Well—I know what it is to have a wanton mind o’ my own, too! If you on’y knew what I do dream sometimes o’ nights quite against my wishes, you’d say I had my struggles!’ (Anny, too, had grown rather serious of late, her lover having jilted her.)


  ‘What shall I do about it?’ urged Arabella morbidly.


  ‘You could take a lock of your late-lost husband’s hair, and have it made into a mourning brooch, and look at it every hour of the day.’


  ‘I haven’t a morsel!—and if I had ’twould be no good…. After all that’s said about the comforts of this religion, I wish I had Jude back again!’


  ‘You must fight valiant against the feeling, since he’s another’s. And I’ve heard that another good thing for it, when it afflicts volupshious widows, is to go to your husband’s grave in the dusk of evening, and stand a long while a-bowed down.’


  ‘Pooh! I know as well as you what I should do; only I don’t do it!’


  They drove in silence along the straight road till they were within the horizon of Marygreen, which lay not far to the left of their route. They came to the junction of the highway and the cross-lane leading to that village, whose church-tower could be seen athwart the hollow. When they got yet further on, and were passing the lonely house in which Arabella and Jude had lived during the first months of their marriage, and where the pig-killing had taken place, she could control herself no longer.


  ‘He’s more mine than hers!’ she burst out. ‘What right has she to him, I should like to know! I’d take him from her if I could!’


  ‘Fie, Abby! And your husband only six weeks gone! Pray against it!’


  ‘Be damned if I do! Feelings are feelings! I won’t be a creeping hypocrite any longer—so there!’


  Arabella had hastily drawn from her pocket a bundle of tracts which she had brought with her to distribute at the fair, and of which she had given away several. As she spoke she flung the whole remainder of the packet into the hedge. ‘I’ve tried that sort o’ physic and have failed wi’ it. I must be as I was born!’


  ‘Hush! You be excited, dear! Now you come along home quiet, and have a cup of tea, and don’t let us talk about un no more. We won’t come out this road again, as it leads to where he is, because it inflames ’ee so. You’ll be all right again soon.’


  Arabella did calm herself down by degrees; and they crossed the Ridge-way. When they began to descend the long, straight hill, they saw plodding along in front of them an elderly man of spare stature and thoughtful gait. In his hand he carried a basket; and there was a touch of slovenliness in his attire, together with that indefinable something in his whole appearance which suggested one who was his own housekeeper, purveyor, confidant, and friend, through possessing nobody else at all in the world to act in those capacities for him. The remainder of the journey was down-hill, and guessing him to be going to Alfredston they offered him a lift, which he accepted.


  Arabella looked at him, and looked again, till at length she spoke. ‘If I don’t mistake I am talking to Mr. Phillotson?’


  The wayfarer faced round and regarded her in turn. ‘Yes; my name is Phillotson,’ he said. ‘But I don’t recognize you, ma’am.’


  ‘I remember you well enough when you used to be schoolmaster out at Marygreen, and I one of your scholars. I used to walk up there from Cresscombe every day, because we had only a mistress down at our place, and you taught better. But you wouldn’t remember me as I should you?—Arabella Donn.’


  He shook his head. ‘No,’ he said politely, ‘I don’t recall the name. And I should hardly recognize in your present portly self the slim school child no doubt you were then.’


  ‘Well, I always had plenty of flesh on my bones. However, I am staying down here with some friends at present. You know, I suppose, who I married?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Jude Fawley—also a scholar of yours—at least a night scholar—for some little time I think? And known to you afterwards, if I am not mistaken.’


  ‘Dear me, dear me,’ said Phillotson, starting out of his stiffness. ‘You Fawley’s wife? To be sure—he had a wife! And he—I understood——’


  ‘Divorced her—as you did yours—perhaps for better reasons.’


  ‘Indeed?’


  ‘Well—he med have been right in doing it—right for both; for I soon married again, and all went pretty straight till my husband died lately. But you—you were decidedly wrong!’


  ‘No,’ said Phillotson, with sudden testiness. ‘I would rather not talk of this, but—I am convinced I did only what was right, and just, and moral. I have suffered for my act and opinions, but I hold to them; though her loss was a loss to me in more ways than one!’


  ‘You lost your school and good income through her, did you not?’


  ‘I don’t care to talk of it. I have recently come back here—to Marygreen, I mean.’


  ‘You are keeping the school there again, just as formerly?’


  The pressure of a sadness that would out unsealed him. ‘I am there,’ he replied. ‘Just as formerly, no. Merely on sufferance. It was a last resource—a small thing to return to after my move upwards, and my long indulged hopes—a returning to zero, with all its humiliations. But it is a refuge. I like the seclusion of the place, and the vicar having known me before my so-called eccentric conduct towards my wife had ruined my reputation as a schoolmaster, he accepted my services when all other schools were closed against me. However, although I take fifty pounds a year here after taking above two hundred elsewhere, I prefer it to running the risk of having my old domestic experiences raked up against me, as I should do if I tried to make a move.’


  ‘Right you are. A contented mind is a continual feast. She has done no better.’


  ‘She is not doing well, you mean?’


  ‘I met her by accident at Kennetbridge this very day, and she is anything but thriving. Her husband is ill, and she anxious. You made a fool of a mistake about her, I tell ’ee again, and the harm you did yourself by dirting your own nest serves you right, excusing the liberty.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘She was innocent.’


  ‘But nonsense! They did not even defend the case!’


  ‘That was because they didn’t care to. She was quite innocent of what obtained you your freedom, at the time you obtained it. I saw her just afterwards, and proved it to myself completely by talking to her.’


  Phillotson grasped the edge of the spring-cart, and appeared to be much stressed and worried by the information. ‘Still—she wanted to go,’ he said.


  ‘Yes. But you shouldn’t have let her. That’s the only way with these fanciful women that chaw high—innocent or guilty. She’d have come round in time. We all do! Custom does it! it’s all the same in the end! However, I think she’s fond of her man still—whatever he med be of her. You were too quick about her. I shouldn’t have let her go! I should have kept her chained on—her spirit for kicking would have been broke soon enough! There’s nothing like bondage and a stone-deaf taskmaster for taming us women. Besides, you’ve got the laws on your side. Moses knew. Don’t you call to mind what he says?’


  ‘Not for the moment, ma’am, I regret to say.’


  ‘Call yourself a schoolmaster! I used to think o’t when they read it in church, and I was carrying on a bit. “Then shall the man be guiltless; but the woman shall bear her iniquity.” Damn rough on us women; but we must grin and put up wi’ it!—Haw haw!—Well; she’s got her deserts now.’


  ‘Yes,’ said Phillotson, with biting sadness. ‘Cruelty is the law pervading all nature and society; and we can’t get out of it if we would!’


  ‘Well—don’t you forget to try it next time, old man.’


  ‘I cannot answer you, madam. I have never known much of womankind.’


  They had now reached the low levels bordering Alfredston, and passing through the outskirts approached a mill, to which Phillotson said his errand led him; whereupon they drew up, and he alighted, bidding them good-night in a preoccupied mood.


  In the meantime Sue, though remarkably successful in her cake-selling experiment at Kennetbridge fair, had lost the temporary brightness which had begun to sit upon her sadness on account of that success. When all her ‘Christminster’ cakes had been disposed of she took upon her arm the empty basket, and the cloth which had covered the standing she had hired, and giving the other things to the boy left the street with him. They followed a lane to a distance of half a mile, till they met an old woman carrying a child in short clothes, and leading a toddler in the other hand.


  Sue kissed the children, and said, ‘How is he now?’


  ‘Still better!’ returned Mrs. Edlin cheerfully. ‘Before you are upstairs again your husband will be well enough—don’t ’ee trouble.’


  They turned, and came to some old, dun-tiled cottages with gardens and fruit-trees. Into one of these they entered by lifting the latch without knocking, and were at once in the general living-room. Here they greeted Jude, who was sitting in an arm-chair, the increased delicacy of his normally delicate features, and the childishly expectant look in his eyes, being alone sufficient to show that he had been passing through a severe illness.


  ‘What—you have sold them all?’ he said, a gleam of interest lighting up his face.


  ‘Yes. Arcades, gables, east windows and all.’ She told him the pecuniary results, and then hesitated. At last, when they were left alone, she informed him of the unexpected meeting with Arabella, and the latter’s widowhood.


  Jude was discomposed. ‘What—is she living here?’ he said.


  ‘No; at Alfredston,’ said Sue.


  Jude’s countenance remained clouded. ‘I thought I had better tell you?’ she continued, kissing him anxiously.


  ‘Yes…. Dear me! Arabella not in the depths of London, but down here! It is only a little over a dozen miles across the country to Alfredston. What is she doing there?’


  She told him all she knew. ‘She has taken to chapel-going,’ Sue added; ‘and talks accordingly.’


  ‘Well,’ said Jude, ‘perhaps it is for the best that we have almost decided to move on. I feel much better to-day, and shall be well enough to leave in a week or two. Then Mrs. Edlin can go home again—dear faithful old soul—the only friend we have in the world!’


  ‘Where do you think to go to?’ Sue asked, a troublousness in her tones.


  Then Jude confessed what was in his mind. He said it would surprise her, perhaps, after his having resolutely avoided all the old places for so long. But one thing and another had made him think a great deal of Christminster lately, and, if she didn’t mind, he would like to go back there. Why should they care if they were known? It was over-sensitive of them to mind so much. They could go on selling cakes there, for that matter, if he couldn’t work. He had no sense of shame at mere poverty; and perhaps he would be as strong as ever soon, and able to set up stone-cutting for himself there.


  ‘Why should you care so much for Christminster?’ she said pensively. ‘Christminster cares nothing for you, poor dear!’


  ‘Well, I do, I can’t help it. I love the place—although I know how it hates all men like me—the so-called Self-taught,—how it scorns our laboured acquisitions, when it should be the first to respect them; how it sneers at our false quantities and mispronunciations, when it should say, I see you want help, my poor friend! … Nevertheless, it is the centre of the universe to me, because of my early dream: and nothing can alter it. Perhaps it will soon wake up, and be generous. I pray so! … I should like to go back to live there—perhaps to die there! In two or three weeks I might, I think. It will then be June, and I should like to be there by a particular day.’


  His hope that he was recovering proved so far well grounded that in three weeks they had arrived in the city of many memories; were actually treading its pavements, receiving the reflection of the sunshine from its wasting walls.


  ♣


  Part Sixth


  At Christminster Again


  
    ‘… And she humbled her body greatly, and all the places of her joy she filled with her torn hair.’—Esther (Apoc.).

  


  
    ‘There are two who decline, a woman and I,


    And enjoy our death in the darkness here.’


    —R. Browning.

  


  VI.–i.


  On their arrival the station was lively with straw-hatted young men, welcoming young girls who bore a remarkable family likeness to their welcomers, and who were dressed up in the brightest and lightest of raiment.


  ‘The place seems gay,’ said Sue. ‘Why—it is Remembrance Day!—Jude—how sly of you—you came to-day on purpose!’


  ‘Yes,’ said Jude quietly, as he took charge of the small child, and told Arabella’s boy to keep close to them, Sue attending to their own eldest. ‘I thought we might as well come to-day as on any other.’


  ‘But I am afraid it will depress you!’ she said, looking anxiously at him up and down.


  ‘O, I mustn’t let it interfere with our business; and we have a good deal to do before we shall be settled here. The first thing is lodgings.’


  Having left their luggage and his tools at the station they proceeded on foot up the familiar street, the holiday people all drifting in the same direction. Reaching the Fourways they were about to turn off to where accommodation was likely to be found when, looking at the clock and the hurrying crowd, Jude said: ‘Let us go and see the procession, and never mind the lodgings just now? We can get them afterwards.’


  ‘Oughtn’t we to get a house over our heads first’ [first?’] she asked.


  But his soul seemed full of the anniversary, and together they went down Chief Street, their smallest child in Jude’s arms, Sue leading her little girl, and Arabella’s boy walking thoughtfully and silently beside them. Crowds of pretty sisters in airy costumes, and meekly ignorant parents who had known no College in their youth, were under convoy in the same direction by brothers and sons bearing the opinion written large on them, that no properly qualified human beings had lived on earth till they came to grace it here and now.


  ‘My failure is reflected on me by every one of those young fellows,’ said Jude. ‘A lesson on presumption is awaiting me to-day!—Humiliation Day for me! … If you, my dear darling, hadn’t come to my rescue, I should have gone to the dogs with despair!’


  She saw from his face that he was getting into one of his tempestuous, self-harrowing moods. ‘It would have been better if we had gone at once about our own affairs, dear,’ she answered. ‘I am sure this sight will awaken old sorrows in you, and do no good!’


  ‘Well—we are near; we will see it now,’ said he.


  They turned in on the left by the church with the Italian porch, whose helical columns were heavily draped with creepers, and pursued the lane till there arose on Jude’s sight the circular theatre with that well-known lantern above it, which stood in his mind as the sad symbol of his abandoned hopes; for it was from that outlook that he had finally surveyed the City of Colleges on the afternoon of his great meditation, which convinced him at last of the futility of his attempt to be a son of the University.


  To-day, in the open space stretching between this building and the nearest college, stood a crowd of expectant people. A passage was kept clear through their midst by two barriers of timber, extending from the door of the college to the door of the large building between it and the theatre.


  ‘Here is the place—they are just going to pass!’ cried Jude in sudden excitement. And pushing his way to the front he took up a position close to the barrier, still hugging the youngest child in his arms, while Sue and the others kept immediately behind him. The crowd filled in at their back, and fell to talking, joking, and laughing as carriage after carriage drew up at the lower door of the college, and solemn stately figures in blood-red robes began to alight. The sky had grown overcast and livid, and thunder rumbled now and then.


  Father Time shuddered. ‘It do seem like the Judgment Day!’ he whispered.


  ‘They are only learned Doctors,’ said Sue.


  While they waited big drops of rain fell on their heads and shoulders, and the delay grew tedious. Sue again wished not to stay.


  ‘They won’t be long now,’ said Jude, without turning his head.


  But the procession did not come forth, and somebody in the crowd, to pass the time, looked at the façade of the nearest college, and said he wondered what was meant by the Latin inscription in its midst. Jude, who stood near the inquirer, explained it, and finding that the people all round him were listening with interest, went on to describe the carving of the frieze (which he had studied years before), and to criticize some details of masonry in other college fronts about the city.


  The idle crowd, including the two policemen at the doors, stared like the Lycaonians at Paul, for Jude was apt to get too enthusiastic over any subject in hand, and they seemed to wonder how the stranger should know more about the buildings of their town than they themselves did; till one of them said: ‘Why, I know that man; he used to work here years ago—Jude Fawley, that’s his name! Don’t you mind he used to be nicknamed Tutor of St. Slums, d’ye mind?—because he aimed at that line o’ business? He’s married, I suppose, then, and that’s his child he’s carrying. Taylor would know him, as he knows everybody.’


  The speaker was a man named Jack Stagg, with whom Jude had formerly worked in repairing the college masonries; Tinker Taylor was seen to be standing near. Having his attention called the latter cried across the barriers to Jude: ‘You’ve honoured us by coming back again, my friend!’


  Jude nodded.


  ‘An’ you don’t seem to have done any great things for yourself by going away?’


  Jude assented to this also.


  ‘Except found more mouths to fill!’ This came in a new voice, and Jude recognized its owner to be Uncle Joe, another mason whom he had known.


  Jude replied good-humouredly that he could not dispute it; and from remark to remark something like a general conversation arose between him and the crowd of idlers, during which Tinker Taylor asked Jude if he remembered the Apostles’ Creed in Latin still, and the night of the challenge in the public-house.


  ‘But Fortune didn’t lie that way?’ threw in Joe. ‘Yer powers wasn’t enough to carry ’ee through?’


  ‘Don’t answer them any more!’ entreated Sue.


  ‘I don’t think I like Christminster!’ murmured little Time mournfully, as he stood submerged and invisible in the crowd.


  But finding himself the centre of curiosity, quizzing, and comment, Jude was not inclined to shrink from open declarations of what he had no great reason to be ashamed of; and in a little while was stimulated to say in a loud voice to the listening throng generally:


  ‘It is a difficult question, my friends, for any young man—that question I had to grapple with, and which thousands are weighing at the present moment in these uprising times—whether to follow uncritically the track he finds himself in, without considering his aptness for it, or to consider what his aptness or bent may be, and re-shape his course accordingly. I tried to do the latter, and I failed. But I don’t admit that my failure proved my view to be a wrong one, or that my success would have made it a right one; though that’s how we appraise such attempts nowadays—I mean, not by their essential soundness, but by their accidental outcomes. If I had ended by becoming like one of these gentlemen in red and black that we saw dropping in here by now, everybody would have said: “See how wise that young man was, to follow the bent of his nature!” But having ended no better than I began they say: “See what a fool that fellow was in following a freak of his fancy!”


  ‘However it was my poverty and not my will that consented to be beaten. It takes two or three generations to do what I tried to do in one; and my impulses—affections—vices perhaps they should be called—were too strong not to hamper a man without advantages; who should be as cold-blooded as a fish and as selfish as a pig to have a really good chance of being one of his country’s worthies. You may ridicule me—I am quite willing that you should—I am a fit subject, no doubt. But I think if you knew what I have gone through these last few years you would rather pity me. And if they knew’—he nodded towards the college at which the Dons were severally arriving—‘it is just possible they would do the same.’


  ‘He do look ill and worn-out, it is true!’ said a woman.


  Sue’s face grew more emotional; but though she stood close to Jude she was screened.


  ‘I may do some good before I am dead—be a sort of success as a frightful example of what not to do; and so illustrate a moral story,’ continued Jude, beginning to grow bitter, though he had opened serenely enough. ‘I was, perhaps, after all, a paltry victim to the spirit of mental and social restlessness, that makes so many unhappy in these days!’


  ‘Don’t tell them that!’ whispered Sue with tears, at perceiving Jude’s state of mind. ‘You weren’t that. You struggled nobly to acquire knowledge, and only the meanest souls in the world would blame you!’


  Jude shifted the child into a more easy position on his arm, and concluded: ‘And what I appear, a sick and poor man, is not the worst of me. I am in a chaos of principles—groping in the dark—acting by instinct and not after example. Eight or nine years ago when I came here first, I had a neat stock of fixed opinions, but they dropped away one by one; and the further I get the less sure I am. I doubt if I have anything more for my present rule of life than following inclinations which do me and nobody else any harm, and actually give pleasure to those I love best. There, gentlemen, since you wanted to know how I was getting on, I have told you. Much good may it do you! I cannot explain further here. I perceive there is something wrong somewhere in our social formulas: what it is can only be discovered by men or women with greater insight than mine,—if, indeed, they ever discover it—at least in our time. “For who knoweth what is good for man in this life?—and who can tell a man what shall be after him under the sun?”’


  ‘Hear, hear,’ said the populace.


  ‘Well preached!’ said Tinker Taylor. And privately to his neighbours: ‘Why, one of them jobbing pa’sons swarming about here, that takes the services when our head Reverends want a holiday, wouldn’t ha’ discoursed such doctrine for less than a guinea down? Hey? I’ll take my oath not one o’ ’em would! And then he must have had it wrote down for ’n. And this only a working man!’


  As a sort of objective commentary on Jude’s remarks there drove up at this moment with a belated Doctor, robed and panting, a cab whose horse failed to stop at the exact point required for setting down the hirer, who jumped out and entered the door. The driver, alighting, began to kick the animal in the belly.


  ‘If that can be done,’ said Jude, ‘at college gates in the most religious and educational city in the world, what shall we say as to how far we’ve got?’


  ‘Order!’ said one of the policemen, who had been engaged with a comrade in opening the large doors opposite the college. ‘Keep yer tongue quiet, my man, while the procession passes.’ The rain came on more heavily, and all who had umbrellas opened them. Jude was not one of these, and Sue only possessed a small one, half sunshade. She had grown pale, though Jude did not notice it then.


  ‘Let us go on, dear,’ she whispered, endeavouring to shelter him. ‘We haven’t any lodgings yet, remember, and all our things are at the station; and you are by no means well yet. I am afraid this wet will hurt you!’


  ‘They are coming now. Just a moment, and I’ll go!’ said he.


  A peal of six bells struck out, human faces began to crowd the windows around, and the procession of Heads of Houses and new Doctors emerged, their red and black gowned forms passing across the field of Jude’s vision like inaccessible planets across an object glass.


  As they went their names were called by knowing informants; and when they reached the old round theatre of Wren a cheer rose high.


  ‘Let’s go that way!’ cried Jude, and though it now rained steadily he seemed not to know it, and took them round to the Theatre. Here they stood upon the straw that was laid to drown the discordant noise of wheels, where the quaint and frost-eaten stone busts encircling the building looked with pallid grimness on the proceedings, and in particular at the bedraggled Jude, Sue, and their children, as at ludicrous persons who had no business there.


  ‘I wish I could get in!’ he said to her fervidly. ‘Listen—I may catch a few words of the Latin speech by staying here; the windows are open.’


  However, beyond the peals of the organ, and the shouts and hurrahs between each piece of oratory, Jude’s standing in the wet did not bring much Latin to his intelligence more than, now and then, a sonorous word in um or ibus.


  ‘Well—I’m an outsider to the end of my days!’ he sighed after a while. ‘Now I’ll go, my patient Sue. How good of you to wait in the rain all this time—to gratify my infatuation! I’ll never care any more about the infernal cursed place, upon my soul I won’t! But what made you tremble so when we were at the barrier? And how pale you are, Sue!’


  ‘I saw Richard amongst the people on the other side.’


  ‘Ah—did you!’


  ‘He is evidently come up to Jerusalem to see the festival like the rest of us: and on that account is probably living not so very far away. He had the same hankering for the University that you had, in a milder form. I don’t think he saw me, though he must have heard you speaking to the crowd. But he seemed not to notice.’


  ‘Well—suppose he did. Your mind is free from worries about him now, my Sue?’


  ‘Yes, I suppose so. But I am weak. Although I know it is all right with our plans, I felt a curious dread of him; an awe, or terror, of conventions I don’t believe in. It comes over me at times like a sort of creeping paralysis, and makes me so sad!’


  ‘You are getting tired, Sue. O—I forgot, darling! Yes, we’ll go on at once.’


  They started in quest of the lodging, and at last found something that seemed to promise well, in Mildew Lane—a spot which to Jude was irresistible—though to Sue it was not so fascinating—a narrow lane close to the back of a college, but having no communication with it. The little houses were darkened to gloom by the high collegiate buildings, within which life was so far removed from that of the people in the lane as if it had been on opposite sides of the globe; yet only a thickness of wall divided them. Two or three of the houses had notices of rooms to let, and the newcomers knocked at the door of one, which a woman opened.


  ‘Ah—listen!’ said Jude suddenly, instead of addressing her.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Why the bells—what church can that be? The tones are familiar.’


  Another peal of bells had begun to sound out at some distance off.


  ‘I don’t know!’ said the landlady tartly. ‘Did you knock to ask that?’


  ‘No; for lodgings,’ said Jude, coming to himself.


  The householder scrutinized Sue’s figure a moment. ‘We haven’t any to let,’ said she, shutting the door.


  Jude looked discomfited, and the boy distressed. ‘Now, Jude,’ said Sue, ‘let me try. You don’t know the way.’


  They found a second place hard by; but here the occupier, observing not only Sue, but the boy and the small children, said civilly, ‘I am sorry to say we don’t let where there are children;’ and also closed the door.


  The small child squared its mouth and cried silently, with an instinct that trouble loomed. The boy sighed. ‘I don’t like Christminster!’ he said. ‘Are the great old houses gaols?’


  ‘No; colleges,’ said Jude; ‘which perhaps you’ll study in some day.’


  ‘I’d rather not!’ the boy rejoined.


  ‘Now we’ll try again,’ said Sue. ‘I’ll pull my cloak more round me…. Leaving Kennetbridge for this place is like coming from Caiaphas to Pilate! … How do I look now, dear?’


  ‘Nobody would notice it now,’ said Jude.


  There was one other house, and they tried a third time. The woman here was more amiable; but she had little room to spare, and could only agree to take in Sue and the children if her husband could go elsewhere. This arrangement they perforce adopted, in the stress from delaying their search till so late. They came to terms with her, though her price was rather high for their pockets. But they could not afford to be critical till Jude had time to get a more permanent abode; and in this house Sue took possession of a back room on the second floor with an inner closet-room for the children. Jude stayed and had a cup of tea; and was pleased to find that the window commanded the back of another of the colleges. Kissing all four he went to get a few necessaries and look for lodgings for himself.


  When he was gone the landlady came up to talk a little with Sue, and gather something of the circumstances of the family she had taken in. Sue had not the art of prevarication, and, after admitting several facts as to their late difficulties and wanderings, she was startled by the landlady saying suddenly:


  ‘Are you really a married woman?’


  Sue hesitated; and then impulsively told the woman that her husband and herself had each been unhappy in their first marriages, after which, terrified at the thought of a second irrevocable union, and lest the conditions of the contract should kill their love, yet wishing to be together, they had literally not found the courage to repeat it, though they had attempted it two or three times. Therefore, though in her own sense of the words she was a married woman, in the landlady’s sense she was not.


  The housewife looked embarrassed, and went downstairs. Sue sat by the window in a reverie, watching the rain. Her quiet was broken by the noise of some one entering the house, and then the voices of a man and woman in conversation in the passage below. The landlady’s husband had arrived, and she was explaining to him the incoming of the lodgers during his absence.


  His voice rose in sudden anger. ‘Now who wants such a woman here? and perhaps a confinement! … Besides, didn’t I say I wouldn’t have children? The hall and stairs fresh painted, to be kicked about by them! You must have known all was not straight with ’em—coming like that. Taking in a family when I said a single man.’


  The wife expostulated, but, as it seemed, the husband insisted on his point; for presently a tap came to Sue’s door, and the woman appeared.


  ‘I am sorry to tell you, ma’am,’ she said, ‘that I can’t let you have the room for the week after all. My husband objects; and therefore I must ask you to go. I don’t mind your staying over to-night, as it is getting late in the afternoon; but I shall be glad if you can leave early in the morning.’


  Though she knew that she was entitled to the lodging for a week, Sue did not wish to create a disturbance between the wife and husband, and she said she would leave as requested. When the landlady had gone Sue looked out of the window again. Finding that the rain had ceased she proposed to the boy that, after putting the little ones to bed, they should go out and search about for another place, and bespeak it for the morrow, so as not to be so hard driven then as they had been that day.


  Therefore, instead of unpacking her boxes, which had just been sent on from the station by Jude, they sallied out into the damp though not unpleasant streets, Sue resolving not to disturb her husband with the news of her notice to quit while he was perhaps worried in obtaining a lodging for himself. In the company of the boy she wandered into this street and into that; but though she tried a dozen different houses she fared far worse alone than she had fared in Jude’s company, and could get nobody to promise her a room for the following day. Every householder looked askance at such a woman and child inquiring for accommodation in the gloom.


  ‘I ought not to be born, ought I?’ said the boy with misgiving.


  Thoroughly tired at last Sue returned to the place where she was not welcome, but where at least she had temporary shelter. In her absence Jude had left his address; but knowing how weak he still was she adhered to her determination not to disturb him till the next day.


  ♣


  VI.–ii.


  Sue sat looking at the bare floor of the room, the house being little more than an old intramural cottage, and then she regarded the scene outside the uncurtained window. At some distance opposite, the outer walls of Sarcophagus College—silent, black and windowless—threw their four centuries of gloom, bigotry, and decay into the little room she occupied, shutting out the moonlight by night and the sun by day. The outlines of Rubric College also were discernible beyond the other, and the tower of a third further off still. She thought of the strange operation of a simple-minded man’s ruling passion, that it should have led Jude, who loved her and the children so tenderly, to place them here in this depressing purlieu, because he was still haunted by his dream. Even now he did not distinctly hear the freezing negative that those scholared walls had echoed to his desire.


  The failure to find another lodging, and the lack of room in this house for his father, had made a deep impression on the boy;—a brooding undemonstrative horror seemed to have seized him. The silence was broken by his saying: ‘Mother, what shall we do to-morrow!’


  ‘I don’t know!’ said Sue despondently. ‘I am afraid this will trouble your father.’


  ‘I wish father was quite well, and there had been room for him! Then it wouldn’t matter so much! Poor father!’


  ‘It wouldn’t!’


  ‘Can I do anything?’


  ‘No! All is trouble, adversity and suffering!’


  ‘Father went away to give us children room, didn’t he?’


  ‘Partly.’


  ‘It would be better to be out o’ the world than in it, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘It would almost, dear.’


  ‘’Tis because of us children, too, isn’t it, that you can’t get a good lodging?’


  ‘Well—people do object to children sometimes.’


  ‘Then if children make so much trouble, why do people have ’em?’


  ‘O—because it is a law of nature.’


  ‘But we don’t ask to be born?’


  ‘No indeed.’


  ‘And what makes it worse with me is that you are not my real mother, and you needn’t have had me unless you liked. I oughtn’t to have come to ’ee—that’s the real truth! I troubled ’em in Australia, and I trouble folk here. I wish I hadn’t been born!’


  ‘You couldn’t help it, my dear.’


  ‘I think that whenever children be born that are not wanted they should be killed directly, before their souls come to ’em, and not allowed to grow big and walk about!’


  Sue did not reply. She was doubtfully pondering how to treat this too reflective child.


  She at last concluded that, so far as circumstances permitted, she would be honest and candid with one who entered into her difficulties like an aged friend.


  ‘There is going to be another in our family soon,’ she hesitatingly remarked.


  ‘How?’


  ‘There is going to be another baby.’


  ‘What!’ The boy jumped up wildly. ‘O God, mother, you’ve never a-sent for another; and such trouble with what you’ve got!’


  ‘Yes, I have, I am sorry to say!’ murmured Sue, her eyes glistening with suspended tears.


  The boy burst out weeping. ‘O you don’t care, you don’t care!’ he cried in bitter reproach. ‘How ever could you, mother, be so wicked and cruel as this, when you needn’t have done it till we was better off, and father well!—To bring us all into more trouble! No room for us, and father a-forced to go away, and we turned out to-morrow; and yet you be going to have another of us soon! … ’Tis done o’ purpose!—’tis—’tis!’ He walked up and down sobbing.


  ‘Y-you must forgive me, little Jude!’ she pleaded, her bosom heaving now as much as the boy’s. ‘I can’t explain—I will when you are older. It does seem—as if I had done it on purpose, now we are in these difficulties! I can’t explain, dear! But it—is not quite on purpose—I can’t help it!’


  ‘Yes it is—it must be! For nobody would interfere with us, like that, unless you agreed! I won’t forgive you, ever, ever! I’ll never believe you care for me, or father, or any of us any more!’


  He got up, and went away into the closet adjoining her room, in which a bed had been spread on the floor. There she heard him say: ‘If we children was gone there’d be no trouble at all!’


  ‘Don’t think that, dear,’ she cried, rather peremptorily. ‘But go to sleep!’


  The following morning she awoke at a little past six, and decided to get up and run across before breakfast to the inn which Jude had informed her to be his quarters, to tell him what had happened before he went out. She arose softly, to avoid disturbing the children, who, as she knew, must be fatigued by their exertions of yesterday.


  She found Jude at breakfast in the obscure tavern he had chosen as a counterpoise to the expense of her lodging: and she explained to him her homelessness. He had been so anxious about her all night, he said. Somehow, now it was morning, the request to leave the lodgings did not seem such a depressing incident as it had seemed the night before, nor did even her failure to find another place affect her so deeply as at first. Jude agreed with her that it would not be worth while to insist upon her right to stay a week, but to take immediate steps for removal.


  ‘You must all come to this inn for a day or two,’ he said. ‘It is a rough place, and it will not be so nice for the children, but we shall have more time to look round. There are plenty of lodgings in the suburbs—in my old quarter of Beersheba. Have breakfast with me now you are here, my bird. You are sure you are well? There will be plenty of time to get back and prepare the children’s meal before they wake. In fact, I’ll go with you.’


  She joined Jude in a hasty meal, and in a quarter of an hour they started together, resolving to clear out from Sue’s too respectable lodging immediately. On reaching the place and going upstairs she found that all was quiet in the children’s room, and called to the landlady in timorous tones to please bring up the tea-kettle and something for their breakfast. This was perfunctorily done, and producing a couple of eggs which she had brought with her she put them into the boiling kettle, and summoned Jude to watch them for the youngsters, while she went to call them, it being now about half-past eight o’clock.


  Jude stood bending over the kettle, with his watch in his hand, timing the eggs, so that his back was turned to the little inner chamber where the children lay. A shriek from Sue suddenly caused him to start round. He saw that the door of the room, or rather closet—which had seemed to go heavily upon its hinges as she pushed it back—was open, and that Sue had sunk to the floor just within it. Hastening forward to pick her up he turned his eyes to the little bed spread on the boards; no children were there. He looked in bewilderment round the room. At the back of the door were fixed two hooks for hanging garments, and from these the forms of the two youngest children were suspended, by a piece of box-cord round each of their necks, while from a nail a few yards off the body of little Jude was hanging in a similar manner. An overturned chair was near the elder boy, and his glazed eyes were slanted into the room; but those of the girl and the baby boy were closed.


  Half paralyzed by the strange and consummate horror of the scene he let Sue lie, cut the cords with his pocket-knife and threw the three children on the bed; but the feel of their bodies in the momentary handling seemed to say that they were dead. He caught up Sue, who was in fainting fits, and put her on the bed in the other room, after which he breathlessly summoned the landlady and ran out for a doctor.


  When he got back Sue had come to herself, and the two helpless women, bending over the children in wild efforts to restore them, and the triplet of little corpses, formed a sight which overthrew his self-command. The nearest surgeon came in, but, as Jude had inferred, his presence was superfluous. The children were past saving, for though their bodies were still barely cold it was conjectured that they had been hanging more than an hour. The probability held by the parents later on, when they were able to reason on the case, was that the elder boy, on waking, looked into the outer room for Sue, and, finding her absent, was thrown into a fit of aggravated despondency that the events and information of the evening before had induced in his morbid temperament. Moreover a piece of paper was found upon the floor, on which was written, in the boy’s hand, with the bit of lead pencil that he carrried: [carried:]


  
    ‘Done because we are too menny.’

  


  At sight of this Sue’s nerves utterly gave way, an awful conviction that her discourse with the boy had been the main cause of the tragedy, throwing her into a convulsive agony which knew no abatement. They carried her away against her wish to a room on the lower floor; and there she lay, her slight figure shaken with her gasps, and her eyes staring at the ceiling, the woman of the house vainly trying to soothe her.


  They could hear from this chamber the people moving about above, and she implored to be allowed to go back, and was only kept from doing so by the assurance that, if there were any hope, her presence might do harm, and the reminder that it was necessary to take care of herself lest she should endanger a coming life. Her inquiries were incessant, and at last Jude came down and told her there was no hope. As soon as she could speak she informed him what she had said to the boy, and how she thought herself the cause of this.


  ‘No,’ said Jude. ‘It was in his nature to do it. The doctor says there are such boys springing up amongst us—boys of a sort unknown in the last generation—the outcome of new views of life. They seem to see all its terrors before they are old enough to have staying power to resist them. He says it is the beginning of the coming universal wish not to live. He’s an advanced man, the doctor: but he can give no consolation to—’


  Jude had kept back his own grief on account of her; but he now broke down; and this stimulated Sue to efforts of sympathy which in some degree distracted her from her poignant self-reproach. When everybody was gone, she was allowed to see the children.


  The boy’s face expressed the whole tale of their situation. On that little shape had converged all the inauspiciousness and shadow which had darkened the first union of Jude, and all the accidents, mistakes, fears, errors of the last. He was their nodal point, their focus, their expression in a single term. For the rashness of those parents he had groaned, for their ill-assortment he had quaked, and for the misfortunes of these he had died.


  When the house was silent, and they could do nothing but await the coroner’s inquest, a subdued, large, low voice spread into the air of the room from behind the heavy walls at the back.


  ‘What is it?’ said Sue, her spasmodic breathing suspended.


  ‘The organ of the College chapel. The organist practising I suppose. It’s the anthem from the seventy-third Psalm; “Truly God is loving unto Israel.”’


  She sobbed again. ‘O, O my babies! They had done no harm! Why should they have been taken away, and not I!’


  There was another stillness—broken at last by two persons in conversation somewhere without.


  ‘They are talking about us, no doubt!’ moaned Sue. ‘“We are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels, and to men!”’


  Jude listened—‘No—they are not talking of us,’ he said. ‘They are two clergymen of different views, arguing about the eastward position. Good God—the eastward position, and all creation groaning![’]


  Then another silence, till she was seized with another uncontrollable fit of grief. ‘There is something external to us which says, “You shan’t!” First it said, “You shan’t learn!” Then it said, “You shan’t labour!” Now it says, “You shan’t love!”’


  He tried to soothe her by saying, ‘That’s bitter of you, darling.’


  ‘But it’s true!’


  Thus they waited, and she went back again to her room. The baby’s frock, shoes, and socks, which had been lying on a chair at the time of his death, she would not now have removed, though Jude would fain have got them out of her sight. But whenever he touched them she implored him to let them lie, and burst out almost savagely at the woman of the house when she also attempted to put them away.


  Jude dreaded her dull apathetic silences almost more than her paroxysms. ‘Why don’t you speak to me, Jude?’ she cried out, after one of these. ‘Don’t turn away from me! I can’t bear the loneliness of being out of your looks!’


  ‘There, dear; here I am,’ he said, putting his face close to hers.


  ‘Yes…. O my comrade, our perfect union—our two-in-oneness—is now stained with blood!’


  ‘Shadowed by death—that’s all.’


  ‘Ah; but it was I who incited him really, though I didn’t know I was doing it! I talked to the child as one should only talk to people of mature age. I said the world was against us, that it was better to be out of life than in it at this price; and he took it literally. And I told him I was going to have another child. It upset him. O how bitterly he upbraided me!’


  ‘Why did you do it, Sue?’


  ‘I can’t tell. It was that I wanted to be truthful. I couldn’t bear deceiving him as to the facts of life. And yet I wasn’t truthful, for with a false delicacy I told him too obscurely.—Why was I half wiser than my fellow-women? and not entirely wiser! Why didn’t I tell him pleasant untruths, instead of half realities? It was my want of self-control, so that I could neither conceal things nor reveal them!’


  ‘Your plan might have been a good one for the majority of cases; only in our peculiar case it chanced to work badly perhaps. He must have known sooner or later.’


  ‘And I was just making my baby darling a new frock; and now I shall never see him in it, and never talk to him any more! … My eyes are so swollen that I can scarcely see; and yet little more than a year ago I called myself happy! We went about loving each other too much—indulging ourselves to utter selfishness with each other! We said—do you remember?—that we would make a virtue of joy. I said it was Nature’s intention, Nature’s law and raison d’être that we should be joyful in what instincts she afforded us—instincts which civilization had taken upon itself to thwart. What dreadful things I said! And now Fate has given us this stab in the back for being such fools as to take Nature at her word!’


  She sank into a quiet contemplation, till she said, ‘It is best, perhaps, that they should be gone.—Yes—I see it is! Better that they should be plucked fresh than stay to wither away miserably!’


  ‘Yes,’ replied Jude. ‘Some say that the elders should rejoice when their children die in infancy.’


  ‘But they don’t know! … O my babies, my babies, could you be alive now! You may say the boy wished to be out of life, or he wouldn’t have done it. It was not unreasonable for him to die: it was part of his incurably sad nature, poor little fellow! But then the others—my own children and yours!’


  Again Sue looked at the hanging little frock, and at the socks and shoes; and her figure quivered like a string. ‘I am a pitiable creature,’ she said, ‘good neither for earth nor heaven any more! I am driven out of my mind by things! What ought to be done?’ She stared at Jude, and tightly held his hand.


  ‘Nothing can be done,’ he replied. ‘Things are as they are, and will be brought to their destined issue.’


  She paused. ‘Yes! Who said that?’ she asked heavily.


  ‘It comes in the chorus of the Agamemnon. It has been in my mind continually since this happened.’


  ‘My poor Jude—how you’ve missed everything!—you more than I, for I did get you! To think you should know that by your unassisted reading, and yet be in poverty and despair!’


  After such momentary diversions her grief would return in a wave.


  The jury duly came and viewed the bodies, the inquest was held; and next arrived the melancholy morning of the funeral. Accounts in the newspapers had brought to the spot curious idlers, who stood apparently counting the window-panes and the stones of the walls. Doubt of the real relations of the couple added zest to their curiosity. Sue had declared that she would follow the two little ones to the grave, but at the last moment she gave way, and the coffins were quietly carried out of the house while she was lying down. Jude got into the vehicle, and it drove away, much to the relief of the landlord, who now had only Sue and her luggage remaining on his hands, which he hoped to be also clear of later on in the day, and so to have freed his house from the exasperating notoriety it had acquired during the week through his wife’s unlucky admission of these strangers. In the afternoon he privately consulted with the owner of the house, and they agreed that if any objection to it arose from the tragedy which had occurred there they would try to get its number changed.


  When Jude had seen the two little boxes—one containing little Jude, and the other the two smallest—deposited in the earth he hastened back to Sue, who was still in her room, and he therefore did not disturb her just then. Feeling anxious, however, he went again about four o’clock. The woman thought she was still lying down, but returned to him to say that she was not in her bedroom after all. Her hat and jacket, too, were missing: she had gone out. Jude hurried off to the public-house where he was sleeping. She had not been there. Then bethinking himself of possibilities he went along the road to the cemetery, which he entered, and crossed to where the interments had recently taken place. The idlers who had followed to the spot by reason of the tragedy were all gone now. A man with a shovel in his hands was attempting to earth in the common grave of the three children, but his arm was held back by an expostulating woman who stood in the half-filled hole. It was Sue, whose coloured clothing, which she had never thought of changing for the mourning he had bought, suggested to the eye a deeper grief than the conventional garb of bereavement could express.


  ‘He’s filling them in, and he shan’t till I’ve seen my little ones again!’ she cried wildly when she saw Jude. ‘I want to see them once more. O Jude—please Jude—I want to see them! I didn’t know you would let them be taken away while I was asleep! You said perhaps I should see them once more before they were screwed down; and then you didn’t, but took them away! O Jude, you are cruel to me too!’


  ‘She’s been wanting me to dig out the grave again, and let her get to the coffins,’ said the man with the spade. ‘She ought to be took home, by the look o’ her. She is hardly responsible, poor thing, seemingly. Can’t dig ’em up again now, ma’am. Do ye go home with your husband, and take it quiet, and thank God that there’ll be another soon to swage yer grief.’


  But Sue kept asking piteously: ‘Can’t I see them once more—just once! Can’t I? Only just one little minute, Jude? It would not take long! And I should be so glad, Jude! I will be so good, and not disobey you ever any more, Jude, if you will let me? I would go home quietly afterwards, and not want to see them any more! Can’t I? Why can’t I?’


  Thus she went on. Jude was thrown into such acute sorrow that he almost felt he would try to get the man to accede. But it could do no good, and might make her still worse; and he saw that it was imperative to get her home at once. So he coaxed her, and whispered tenderly, and put his arm round her to support her; till she helplessly gave in, and was induced to leave the cemetery.


  He wished to obtain a fly to take her back in, but economy being so imperative she deprecated his doing so, and they walked along slowly, Jude in black crape, she in brown and red clothing. They were to have gone to a new lodging that afternoon, but Jude saw that it was not practicable, and in course of time they entered the now hated house. Sue was at once got to bed, and the doctor sent for.


  Jude waited all the evening downstairs. At a very late hour the intelligence was brought to him that a child had been prematurely born, and that it, like the others, was a corpse.


  ♣


  VI.–iii.


  Sue was convalescent, though she had hoped for death, and Jude had again obtained work at his old trade. They were in other lodgings now, in the direction of Beersheba, and not far from the Church of Ceremonies—Saint Silas.


  They would sit silent, more bodeful of the direct antagonism of things than of their insensate and stolid obstructiveness. Vague and quaint imaginings had haunted Sue in the days when her intellect scintillated like a star, that the world resembled a stanza or melody composed in a dream; it was wonderfully excellent to the half-aroused intelligence, but hopelessly absurd at the full waking; that the First Cause worked automatically like a somnambulist, and not reflectively like a sage; that at the framing of the terrestrial conditions there seemed never to have been contemplated such a development of emotional perceptiveness among the creatures subject to those conditions as that reached by thinking and educated humanity. But affliction makes opposing forces loom anthropomorphous; and those ideas were now exchanged for a sense of Jude and herself fleeing from a persecutor.


  ‘We must conform!’ she said mournfully. ‘All the ancient wrath of the Power above us has been vented upon us, His poor creatures, and we must submit. There is no choice. We must. It is no use fighting against God!’


  ‘It is only against man and senseless circumstance,’ said Jude.


  ‘True!’ she murmured. ‘What have I been thinking of! I am getting as superstitious as a savage! … But whoever or whatever our foe may be, I am cowed into submission. I have no more fighting strength left; no more enterprize. [enterprise.] I am beaten, beaten! … “We are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels, and to men!” I am always saying that now.’


  ‘I feel the same!’


  ‘What shall we do? You are in work now; but remember, it may only be because our history and relations are not absolutely known…. Possibly, if they knew our marriage had not been formalized they would turn you out of your job as they did at Aldbrickham!’


  ‘I hardly know. Perhaps they would hardly do that. However, I think that we ought to make it legal now—as soon as you are able to go out.’


  ‘You think we ought?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  And Jude fell into thought. ‘I have seemed to myself lately,’ he said, ‘to belong to that vast band of men shunned by the virtuous—the men called seducers. It amazes me when I think of it! I have not been conscious of it, or of any wrong-doing towards you, whom I love more than myself. Yet I am one of those men! I wonder if any other of them are the same purblind, simple creatures as I? … Yes, Sue—that’s what I am. I seduced you…. You were a distinct type—a refined creature, intended by Nature to be left intact. But I couldn’t leave you alone!’


  ‘No, no, Jude!’ she said quickly. ‘Don’t reproach yourself with being what you are not. If anybody is to blame it is I.’


  ‘I supported you in your resolve to leave Phillotson; and without me perhaps you wouldn’t have urged him to let you go.’


  ‘I should have, just the same. As to ourselves, the fact of our not having entered into a legal contract is the saving feature in our union. We have thereby avoided insulting, as it were, the solemnity of our first marriages.’


  ‘Solemnity?’ Jude looked at her with some surprise, and grew conscious that she was not the Sue of their earlier time.


  ‘Yes,’ she said, with a little quiver in her words, ‘I have had dreadful fears, a dreadful sense of my own insolence of action. I have thought—that I am still his wife!’


  ‘Whose?’


  ‘Richard’s.’


  ‘Good God, dearest!—why?’


  ‘O I can’t explain! Only the thought comes to me.’


  ‘It is your weakness—a sick fancy, without reason or meaning! Don’t let it trouble you.’


  Sue sighed uneasily.


  As a set-off against such discussions as these there had come an improvement in their pecuniary position, which earlier in their experience would have made them cheerful. Jude had quite unexpectedly found good employment at his old trade almost directly he arrived, the summer weather suiting his fragile constitution; and outwardly his days went on with that monotonous uniformity which is in itself so grateful after vicissitude. People seemed to have forgotten that he had ever shown any awkward aberrancies: and he daily mounted to the parapets and copings of colleges he could never enter, and renewed the crumbling freestones of mullioned windows he would never look from, as if he had known no wish to do otherwise.


  There was this change in him; that he did not often go to any service at the churches now. One thing troubled him more than any other; that Sue and himself had mentally travelled in opposite directions since the tragedy: events which had enlarged his own views of life, laws, customs, and dogmas, had not operated in the same manner on Sue’s. She was no longer the same as in the independent days, when her intellect played like lambent lightning over conventions and formalities which he at that time respected, though he did not now.


  On a particular Sunday evening he came in rather late. She was not at home, but she soon returned, when he found her silent and meditative.


  ‘What are you thinking of, little woman?’ he asked curiously.


  ‘O I can’t tell clearly! I have thought that we have been selfish, careless, even impious, in our courses, you and I. Our life has been a vain attempt at self-delight. But self-abnegation is the higher road. We should mortify the flesh—the terrible flesh—the curse of Adam!’


  ‘Sue!’ he murmured. ‘What has come over you?’


  ‘We ought to be continually sacrificing ourselves on the altar of duty! But I have always striven to do what has pleased me. I well deserved the scourging I have got! I wish something would take the evil right out of me, and all my monstrous errors, and all my sinful ways!’


  ‘Sue—my own too suffering dear!—there’s no evil woman in you. Your natural instincts are perfectly healthy; not quite so impassioned, perhaps, as I could wish; but good, and dear, and pure. And as I have often said, you are absolutely the most ethereal, least sensual woman I ever knew to exist without inhuman sexlessness. Why do you talk in such a changed way? We have not been selfish, except when no one could profit by our being otherwise. You used to say that human nature was noble and long-suffering, not vile and corrupt, and at last I thought you spoke truly. And now you seem to take such a much lower view!’


  ‘I want a humble heart; and a chastened mind; and I have never had them yet!’


  ‘You have been fearless, both as a thinker and as a feeler, and you deserved more admiration than I gave. I was too full of narrow dogmas at that time to see it.’


  ‘Don’t say that, Jude! I wish my every fearless word and thought could be rooted out of my history. Self-renunciation—that’s everything! I cannot humiliate myself too much. I should like to prick myself all over with pins and bleed out the badness that’s in me!’


  ‘Hush!’ he said, pressing her little face against his breast as if she were an infant. ‘It is bereavement that has brought you to this! Such remorse is not for you, my sensitive plant, but for the wicked ones of the earth—who never feel it!’


  ‘I ought not to stay like this,’ she murmured, when she had remained in the position a long while.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘It is indulgence.’


  ‘Still on the same tack! But is there anything better on earth than that we should love one another?’


  ‘Yes. It depends on the sort of love; and yours—ours—is the wrong.’


  ‘I won’t have it, Sue! Come, when do you wish our marriage to be signed in a vestry?’


  She paused, and looked up uneasily. ‘Never,’ she whispered.


  Not knowing the whole of her meaning he took the objection serenely, and said nothing. Several minutes elapsed, and he thought she had fallen asleep; but he spoke softly, and found that she was wide awake all the time. She sat upright and sighed.


  ‘There is a strange, indescribable perfume or atmosphere about you to-night, Sue,’ he said. ‘I mean not only mentally, but about your clothes, also. A sort of vegetable scent, which I seem to know, yet cannot remember.’


  ‘It is incense.’


  ‘Incense?’


  ‘I have been to the service at St. Silas’, and I was in the fumes of it.’


  ‘Oh—St. Silas’.’


  ‘Yes. I go there sometimes.’


  ‘Indeed. You go there!’


  ‘You see, Jude, it is lonely here in the week-day mornings, when you are at work, and I think and think of—of my—’ She stopped till she could control the lumpiness of her throat. ‘And I have taken to go in there, as it is so near.’


  ‘O well—of course, I say nothing against it. Only it is odd, for you. They little think what sort of chiel is amang them!’


  ‘What do you mean, Jude?’


  ‘Well—a sceptic, to be plain.’


  ‘How can you pain me so, dear Jude, in my trouble! Yet I know you didn’t mean it. But you ought not to say that.’


  ‘I won’t. But I am much surprised!’


  ‘Well—I want to tell you something else, Jude. You won’t be angry, will you? I have thought of it a good deal since my babies died. I don’t think I ought to be your wife—or as your wife—any longer.’


  ‘What? … But you are!’


  ‘From your point of view; but——’


  ‘Of course we were afraid of the ceremony, and a good many others would have been in our places, with such strong reasons for fears. But experience has proved how we misjudged ourselves, and overrated our infirmities; and if you are beginning to respect rites and ceremonies, as you seem to be, I wonder you don’t say it shall be carried out instantly? You certainly are my wife, Sue, in all but law. What do you mean by what you said?’


  ‘I don’t think I am!’


  ‘Not? But suppose we had gone through the ceremony? Would you feel that you were then?’


  ‘No. I should not feel even then that I was. I should feel worse than I do now.’


  ‘Why so—in the name of all that’s perverse, my dear?’


  ‘Because I am Richard’s.’


  ‘Ah—you hinted that absurd fancy to me before!’


  ‘It was only an impression with me then; I feel more and more convinced as time goes on that—I belong to him, or to nobody.’


  ‘My good heavens—how we are changing places!’


  ‘Yes. Perhaps so.’


  Some few days later, in the dusk of the summer evening, they were sitting in the same small room downstairs, when a knock came to the front door of the carpenter’s house where they were lodging, and in a few moments there was a tap at the door of their room. Before they could open it the comer did so, and a woman’s form appeared.


  ‘Is Mr. Fawley here?’


  Jude and Sue started as he mechanically replied in the affirmative, for the voice was Arabella’s.


  He formally requested her to come in, and she sat down in the window bench, where they could distinctly see her outline against the light; but no characteristic that enabled them to estimate her general aspect and air. Yet something seemed to denote that she was not quite so comfortably circumstanced, nor so bouncingly attired, as she had been during Cartlett’s lifetime.


  The three attempted an awkward conversation about the tragedy, of which Jude had felt it to be his duty to inform her immediately, though she had never replied to his letter.


  ‘I have just come from the cemetery,’ she said. ‘I inquired and found the child’s grave. I couldn’t come to the funeral—thank you for inviting me all the same. I read all about it in the papers, and I felt I wasn’t wanted…. No—I couldn’t come to the funeral,’ repeated Arabella, who, seeming utterly unable to reach the ideal of a catastrophic manner, fumbled with iterations. ‘But I am glad I found the grave. As ’tis your trade, Jude, you’ll be able to put up a handsome stone to ’em.’


  ‘I shall put up a headstone,’ said Jude drearily.


  ‘He was my child, and naturally I feel for him.’


  ‘I hope so. We all did.’


  ‘The others that weren’t mine I didn’t feel so much for, as was natural.’


  ‘Of course.’


  A sigh came from the dark corner where Sue sat.


  ‘I had often wished I had mine with me,’ continued Mrs. Cartlett. ‘Perhaps ’twouldn’t have happened then! But of course I didn’t wish to take him away from your wife.’


  ‘I am not his wife,’ came from Sue.


  The unexpectedness of her words struck Jude silent.


  ‘O I beg your pardon, I’m sure,’ said Arabella. ‘I thought you were!’


  Jude had known from the quality of Sue’s tone that her new and transcendental views lurked in her words; but all except their obvious meaning was, naturally, missed by Arabella. The latter, after evincing that she was struck by Sue’s avowal, recovered herself, and went on to talk with placid bluntness about ‘her’ boy, for whom, though in his lifetime she had shown no care at all, she now exhibited a ceremonial mournfulness that was apparently sustaining to the conscience. She alluded to the past, and in making some remark appealed again to Sue. There was no answer: Sue had invisibly left the room.


  ‘She said she was not your wife?’ resumed Arabella in another voice. ‘Why should she do that?’


  ‘I cannot inform you,’ said Jude shortly.


  ‘She is, isn’t she? She once told me so.’


  ‘I don’t criticize what she says.’


  ‘Ah—I see! Well, my time is up. I am staying here to-night, and thought I could do no less than call, after our mutual affliction. I am sleeping at the place where I used to be barmaid, and to-morrow I go back to Alfredston. Father is come home again, and I am living with him.’


  ‘He has returned from Australia?’ said Jude with languid curiosity.


  ‘Yes. Couldn’t get on there. Had a rough time of it. Mother died of dys—what do you call it—in the hot weather, and father and two of the young ones have just got back. He has got a cottage near the old place, and for the present I am keeping house for him.’


  Jude’s former wife had maintained a stereotyped manner of strict good breeding even now that Sue was gone, and limited her stay to a number of minutes that should accord with the highest respectability. When she had departed Jude, much relieved, went to the stairs and called Sue—feeling anxious as to what had become of her.


  There was no answer, and the carpenter who kept the lodgings said she had not come in. Jude was puzzled, and became quite alarmed at her absence, for the hour was growing late. The carpenter called his wife, who conjectured that Sue might have gone to St. Silas’ church, as she often went there.


  ‘Surely not at this time o’ night?’ said Jude. ‘It is shut.’


  ‘She knows somebody who keeps the key, and she has it whenever she wants it.’


  ‘How long has she been going on with this?’


  ‘Oh, some few weeks, I think.’


  Jude went vaguely in the direction of the church, which he had never once approached since he lived out that way years before, when his young opinions were more mystical than they were now. The spot was deserted, but the door was certainly unfastened; he lifted the latch without noise, and pushing to the door behind him, stood absolutely still inside. The prevalent silence seemed to contain a faint sound, explicable as a breathing, or a sobbing, which came from the other end of the building. The floor-cloth deadened his footsteps as he moved in that direction through the obscurity, which was broken only by the faintest reflected night-light from without.


  High overhead, above the chancel steps, Jude could discern a huge, solidly constructed Latin cross—as large, probably, as the original it was designed to commemorate. It seemed to be suspended in the air by invisible wires; it was set with large jewels, which faintly glimmered in some weak ray caught from outside, as the cross swayed to and fro in a silent and scarcely perceptible motion. Underneath, upon the floor, lay what appeared to be a heap of black clothes, and from this was repeated the sobbing that he had heard before. It was his Sue’s form, prostrate on the paving.


  ‘Sue!’ he whispered.


  Something white disclosed itself; she had turned up her face.


  ‘What—do you want with me here, Jude?’ she said almost sharply. ‘You shouldn’t come! I wanted to be alone! Why did you intrude here?’


  ‘How can you ask!’ he retorted in quick reproach, for his full heart was wounded to its centre at this attitude of hers towards him. ‘Why do I come? Who has a right to come, I should like to know, if I have not! I, who love you better than my own self—better—O far better—than you have loved me! What made you leave me to come here alone?’


  ‘Don’t criticize me, Jude—I can’t bear it!—I have often told you so. You must take me as I am. I am a wretch—broken by my distractions! I couldn’t bear it when Arabella came—I felt so utterly miserable I had to come away. She seems to be your wife still, and Richard to be my husband!’


  ‘But they are nothing to us!’


  ‘Yes, dear friend, they are. I see marriage differently now. My babies have been taken from me to show me this! Arabella’s child killing mine was a judgment—the right slaying the wrong. What, what shall I do! I am such a vile creature—too worthless to mix with ordinary human beings!’


  ‘This is terrible!’ said Jude, verging on tears. ‘It is monstrous and unnatural for you to be so remorseful when you have done no wrong!’


  ‘Ah—you don’t know my badness!’


  He returned vehemently: ‘I do! Every atom and dreg of it! You make me hate Christianity, or mysticism, or Sacerdotalism, or whatever it may be called, if it’s that which has caused this deterioration in you. That a woman-poet, a woman-seer, a woman whose soul shone like a diamond—whom all the wise of the world would have been proud of, if they could have known you—should degrade herself like this! I am glad I had nothing to do with Divinity—damn glad—if it’s going to ruin you in this way!’


  ‘You are angry, Jude, and unkind to me, and don’t see how things are.’


  ‘Then come along home with me, dearest, and perhaps I shall. I am over-burdened—and you, too, are unhinged just now.’ He put his arm round her and lifted her; but though she came, she preferred to walk without his support.


  ‘I don’t dislike you, Jude,’ she said in a sweet and imploring voice. ‘I love you as much as ever! Only—I ought not to love you—any more. O I must not any more!’


  ‘I can’t own it.’


  ‘But I have made up my mind that I am not your wife! I belong to him—I sacramentally joined myself to him for life. Nothing can alter it!’


  ‘But surely we are man and wife, if ever two people were in this world? Nature’s own marriage it is, unquestionably!’


  ‘But not Heaven’s. Another was made for me there, and ratified eternally in the church at Melchester.’


  ‘Sue, Sue—affliction has brought you to this unreasonable state! After converting me to your views on so many things, to find you suddenly turn to the right-about like this—for no reason whatever, confounding all you have formerly said through sentiment merely! You root out of me what little affection and reverence I had left in me for the Church as an old acquaintance…. What I can’t understand in you is your extraordinary blindness now to your old logic. Is it peculiar to you, or is it common to woman? Is a woman a thinking unit at all, or a fraction always wanting its integer? How you argued that marriage was only a clumsy contract—which it is—how you showed all the objections to it—all the absurdities! If two and two made four when we were happy together, surely they make four now? I can’t understand it, I repeat!’


  ‘Ah, dear Jude; that’s because you are like a totally deaf man observing people listening to music. You say “What are they regarding? Nothing is there.” But something is.’


  ‘That is a hard saying from you; and not a true parallel! You threw off old husks of prejudices, and taught me to do it; and now you go back upon yourself. I confess I am utterly stultified in my estimate of you.’


  ‘Dear friend, my only friend, don’t be hard with me! I can’t help being as I am, I am convinced I am right—that I see the light at last. But O, how to profit by it!’


  They walked along a few more steps till they were outside the building, and she had returned the key. ‘Can this be the girl,’ said Jude when she came back, feeling a slight renewal of elasticity now that he was in the open street; ‘can this be the girl who brought the Pagan deities into this most Christian city?—who mimicked Miss Fontover when she crushed them with her heel?—quoted Gibbon, and Shelley, and Mill? Where are dear Apollo, and dear Venus now!’


  ‘O don’t, don’t be so cruel to me, Jude, and I so unhappy!’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t bear it! I was in error—I cannot reason with you. I was wrong—proud in my own conceit! Arabella’s coming was the finish. Don’t satirize me: it cuts like a knife!’


  He flung his arms round her and kissed her passionately there in the silent street, before she could hinder him. They went on till they came to a little coffee-house. ‘Jude,’ she said with suppressed tears, ‘would you mind getting a lodging here?’


  ‘I will—if, if you really wish? But do you? Let me go to our door and understand you.’


  He went and conducted her in. She said she wanted no supper, and went in the dark upstairs and struck a light. Turning she found that Jude had followed her, and was standing at the chamber door. She went to him, put her hand in his, and said ‘Good-night.’


  ‘But Sue! Don’t we live here?’


  ‘You said you would do as I wished!’


  ‘Yes. Very well! … Perhaps it was wrong of me to argue distastefully as I have done! Perhaps as we couldn’t conscientiously marry at first in the old-fashioned way, we ought to have parted. Perhaps the world is not illuminated enough for such experiments as ours! Who were we, to think we could act as pioneers!’


  ‘I am so glad you see that much, at any rate. I never deliberately meant to do as I did. I slipped into my false position through jealousy and agitation!’


  ‘But surely through love—you loved me?’


  ‘Yes. But I wanted to let it stop there, and go on always as mere lovers; until——’


  ‘But people in love couldn’t live for ever like that!’


  ‘Women could: men can’t, because they—won’t. An average woman is in this superior to an average man—that she never instigates, only responds. We ought to have lived in mental communion, and no more.’


  ‘I was the unhappy cause of the change, as I have said before! … Well, as you will! … But human nature can’t help being itself.’


  ‘O yes—that’s just what it has to learn—self-mastery.’


  ‘I repeat—if either were to blame it was not you but I.’


  ‘No—it was I. Your wickedness was only the natural man’s desire to possess the woman. Mine was not the reciprocal wish till envy stimulated me to oust Arabella. I had thought I ought in charity to let you approach me—that it was damnably selfish to torture you as I did my other friend. But I shouldn’t have given way if you hadn’t broken me down by making me fear you would go back to her…. But don’t let us say any more about it! Jude, will you leave me to myself now?’


  ‘Yes…. But Sue—my wife, as you are!’ he burst out; ‘my old reproach to you was, after all, a true one. You have never loved me as I love you—never—never! Yours is not a passionate heart—your heart does not burn in a flame! You are, upon the whole, a sort of fay, or sprite—not a woman!’


  ‘At first I did not love you, Jude; that I own. When I first knew you I merely wanted you to love me. I did not exactly flirt with you; but that inborn craving which undermines some women’s morals almost more than unbridled passion—the craving to attract and captivate, regardless of the injury it may do the man—was in me; and when I found I had caught you, I was frightened. And then—I don’t know how it was—I couldn’t bear to let you go—possibly to Arabella again—and so I got to love you, Jude. But you see, however fondly it ended, it began in the selfish and cruel wish to make your heart ache for me without letting mine ache for you.’


  ‘And now you add to your cruelty by leaving me!’


  ‘Ah—yes! The further I flounder, the more harm I do!’


  ‘O Sue!’ said he with a sudden sense of his own danger. ‘Do not do an immoral thing for moral reasons! You have been my social salvation. Stay with me for humanity’s sake! You know what a weak fellow I am. My two Arch Enemies you know—my weakness for womankind and my impulse to strong liquor. Don’t abandon me to them, Sue, to save your own soul only! They have been kept entirely at a distance since you became my guardian-angel! Since I have had you I have been able to go into any temptations of the sort, without risk. Isn’t my safety worth a little sacrifice of dogmatic principle? I am in terror lest, if you leave me, it will be with me another case of the pig that was washed turning back to his wallowing in the mire!’


  Sue burst out weeping. ‘O but you must not. Jude! You won’t! I’ll pray for you night and day!’


  ‘Well—never mind; don’t grieve,’ said Jude generously. ‘I did suffer, God knows, about you at that time; and now I suffer again. But perhaps not so much as you. The woman mostly gets the worst of it in the long run!’


  ‘She does.’


  ‘Unless she is absolutely worthless and contemptible. And this one is not that, anyhow!’


  Sue drew a nervous breath or two. ‘She is—I fear! … Now Jude—good-night,—please!’


  ‘I mustn’t stay?—Not just once more? As it has been so many times—O Sue, my wife, why not!’


  ‘No—no—not wife! … I am in your hands, Jude—don’t tempt me back now I have advanced so far!’


  ‘Very well. I do your bidding. I owe that to you, darling, in penance for how I over-ruled it at the first time. My God, how selfish I was! Perhaps—perhaps I spoilt one of the highest and purest loves that ever existed between man and woman! … Then let the veil of our temple be rent in two from this hour!’


  He went to the bed, removed one of the pair of pillows thereon, and flung it to the floor.


  Sue looked at him, and bending over the bed-rail wept silently. ‘You don’t see that it is a matter of conscience with me, and not of dislike to you!’ she brokenly murmured. ‘Dislike to you! But I can’t say any more—it breaks my heart—it will be undoing all I have begun! Jude—good-night!’


  ‘Good-night,’ he said, and turned to go.


  ‘O but you shall kiss me!’ said she, starting up. ‘I can’t—bear——!’


  He clasped her, and kissed her weeping face as he had scarcely ever done before, and they remained in silence till she said, ‘Good-bye, good-bye!’ And then gently pressing him away she got free, trying to mitigate the sadness by saying: ‘We’ll be dear friends just the same, Jude, won’t we? And we’ll see each other sometimes—Yes!—and forget all this, and try to be as we were long ago?’


  Jude did not permit himself to speak, but turned and descended the stairs.


  ♣


  VI.–iv.


  The man whom Sue, in her mental volte-face, was now regarding as her inseparable husband, lived still at Marygreen.


  On the day before the tragedy of the children, Phillotson had seen both her and Jude as they stood in the rain at Christminster watching the procession to the Theatre. But he had said nothing of it at the moment to his companion Gillingham, who, being an old friend, was staying with him at the village aforesaid, and had, indeed, suggested the day’s trip to Christminster.


  ‘What are you thinking of?’ said Gillingham, as they went home. ‘The University degree you never obtained?’


  ‘No, no,’ said Phillotson gruffly. ‘Of somebody I saw to-day.’ In a moment he added, ‘Susanna.’


  ‘I saw her, too.’


  ‘You said nothing.’


  ‘I didn’t wish to draw your attention to her. But, as you did see her, you should have said: “How d’ye do, my dear-that-was?”’


  ‘Ah, well. I might have. But what do you think of this: I have good reason for supposing that she was innocent when I divorced her—that I was all wrong. Yes, indeed! Awkward, isn’t it?’


  ‘She has taken care to set you right since, anyhow, apparently.’


  ‘H’m. That’s a cheap sneer. I ought to have waited, unquestionably.’


  At the end of the week, when Gillingham had gone back to his school near Shaston, Phillotson, as was his custom, went to Alfredston market; ruminating again on Arabella’s intelligence as he walked down the long hill which he had known before Jude knew it, though his history had not beaten so intensely upon its incline. Arrived in the town he bought his usual weekly local paper; and when he had sat down in an inn to refresh himself for the five miles’ walk back, he pulled the paper from his pocket and read awhile. The account of the ‘Strange suicide of a stone-mason’s children’ met his eye.


  Unimpassioned as he was, it impressed him painfully, and puzzled him not a little, for he could not understand the age of the elder child being what it was stated to be. However, there was no doubt that the newspaper report was in some way true.


  ‘Their cup of sorrow is now full!’ he said: and thought and thought of Sue, and what she had gained by leaving him.


  Arabella having made her home at Alfredston, and the schoolmaster coming to market there every Saturday, it was not wonderful that in a few weeks they met again—the precise time being just after her return from Christminster, where she had stayed much longer than she had at first intended, keeping an interested eye on Jude, though Jude had seen no more of her. Phillotson was on his way homeward when he encountered Arabella, and she was approaching the town.


  ‘You like walking out this way, Mrs. Cartlett?’ he said.


  ‘I’ve just begun to again,’ she replied. ‘It is where I lived as maid and wife, and all the past things of my life that are interesting to my feelings are mixed up with this road. And they have been stirred up in me too, lately; for I’ve been visiting at Christminster. Yes; I’ve seen Jude.’


  ‘Ah! How do they bear their terrible affliction?’


  ‘In a ve-ry strange way—ve-ry strange! She don’t live with him any longer. I only heard of it as a certainty just before I left; though I had thought things were drifting that way from their manner when I called on them.’


  ‘Not live with her husband? Why, I should have thought ’twould have united them more.’


  ‘He’s not her husband, after all. She has never really married him although they have passed as man and wife so long. And now, instead of this sad event making ’em hurry up, and get the thing done legally, she’s took in a queer religious way, just as I was in my affliction at losing Cartlett, only hers is of a more ’sterical sort than mine. And she says, so I was told, that she’s your wife in the eye of Heaven and the Church—yours only; and can’t be anybody else’s by any act of man.’


  ‘Ah—indeed? … Separated, have they!’


  ‘You see, the eldest boy was mine——’


  ‘O—yours!’


  ‘Yes, poor little fellow—born in lawful wedlock, thank God. And perhaps she feels, over and above other things, that I ought to have been in her place. I can’t say. However, as for me, I am soon off from here. I’ve got father to look after now, and we can’t live in such a humdrum place as this. I hope soon to be in a bar again at Christminster, or some other big town.’


  They parted. When Phillotson had ascended the hill a few steps he stopped, hastened back, and called her.


  ‘What is, or was, their address?’


  Arabella gave it.


  ‘Thank you. Good afternoon.’


  Arabella smiled grimly as she resumed her way, and practised dimple-making all along the road from where the pollard willows begin to the old almshouses in the first street of the town.


  Meanwhile Phillotson ascended to Marygreen, and for the first time during a lengthened period he lived with a forward eye. On crossing under the large trees of the green to the humble schoolhouse to which he had been reduced he stood a moment, and pictured Sue coming out of the door to meet him. No man had ever suffered more inconvenience from his own charity, Christian or heathen, than Phillotson had done in letting Sue go. He had been knocked about from pillar to post at the hands of the virtuous almost beyond endurance; he had been nearly starved, and was now dependent entirely upon the very small stipend from the school of this village (where the parson had got ill-spoken of for befriending him). He had often thought of Arabella’s remarks that he should have been more severe with Sue, that her recalcitrant spirit would soon have been broken. Yet such was his obstinate and illogical disregard of opinion, and of the principles in which he had been trained, that his convictions on the rightness of his course with his wife had not been disturbed.


  Principles which could be subverted by feeling in one direction were liable to the same catastrophe in another. The instincts which had allowed him to give Sue her liberty now enabled him to regard her as none the worse for her life with Jude. He wished for her still, in his curious way, if he did not love her, and, apart from policy, soon felt that he would be gratified to have her again as his, always provided that she came willingly.


  But artifice was necessary, he had found, for stemming the cold and inhumane blast of the world’s contempt. And here were the materials ready made. By getting Sue back and re-marrying her on the respectable plea of having entertained erroneous views of her, and gained his divorce wrongfully, he might acquire some comfort, resume his old courses, perhaps return to the Shaston school, if not even to the Church as a licentiate.


  He thought he would write to Gillingham to inquire his views, and what he thought of his, Phillotson’s, sending a letter to her. Gillingham replied, naturally, that now she was gone it were best to let her be; and considered that if she were anybody’s wife she was the wife of the man to whom she had borne three children and owed such tragical adventures. Probably, as his attachment to her seemed unusually strong, the singular pair would make their union legal in course of time, and all would be well, and decent, and in order.


  ‘But they won’t—Sue won’t!’ exclaimed Phillotson to himself. ‘Gillingham is so matter-of-fact. She’s affected by Christminster sentiment and teaching. I can see her views on the indissolubility of marriage well enough, and I know where she got them. They are not mine; but I shall make use of them to further mine.’


  He wrote a brief reply to Gillingham. ‘I know I am entirely wrong, but I don’t agree with you. As to her having lived with and had three children by him, my feeling is (though I can advance no logical or moral defence of it, on the old lines) that it has done little more than finish her education. I shall write to her, and learn whether what that woman said is true or no.’


  As he had made up his mind to do this before he had written to his friend, there had not been much reason for writing to the latter at all. However, it was Phillotson’s way to act thus.


  He accordingly addressed a carefully considered epistle to Sue, and, knowing her emotional temperament, threw a Rhadamanthine strictness into the lines here and there, carefully hiding his heterodox feelings, not to frighten her. He stated that, it having come to his knowledge that her views had considerably changed, he felt compelled to say that his own, too, were largely modified by events subsequent to their parting. He would not conceal from her that passionate love had little to do with his communication. It arose from a wish to make their lives, if not a success, at least no such disastrous failure as they threatened to become, through his acting on what he had considered at the time a principle of justice, charity, and reason.


  To indulge one’s instinctive and uncontrolled sense of justice and right, was not, he had found, permitted with impunity in an old civilization like ours. It was necessary to act under an acquired and cultivated sense of the same, if you wished to enjoy an average share of comfort and honour; and to let crude loving-kindness take care of itself.


  He suggested that she should come to him there at Marygreen.


  On second thoughts he took out the last paragraph but one; and having re-written the letter he despatched it immediately, and in some excitement awaited the issue.


  A few days after a figure moved through the white fog which enveloped the Beersheba suburb of Christminster, towards the quarter in which Jude Fawley had taken up his lodging since his division from Sue. A timid knock sounded upon the door of his abode.


  It was evening—so he was at home; and by a species of divination he jumped up and rushed to the door himself.


  ‘Will you come out with me? I would rather not come in. I want to—to talk with you—and to go with you to the cemetery.’


  It had been in the trembling accents of Sue that these words came. Jude put on his hat. ‘It is dreary for you to be out,’ he said. ‘But if you prefer not to come in, I don’t mind.’


  ‘Yes—I do. I shall not keep you long.’


  Jude was too much affected to go on talking at first; she, too, was now such a mere cluster of nerves that all initiatory power seemed to have left her, and they proceeded through the fog like Acherontic shades for a long while, without sound or gesture.


  ‘I want to tell you,’ she presently said, her voice now quick, now slow, ‘so that you may not hear of it by chance. I am going back to Richard. He has—so magnanimously—agreed to forgive all.’


  ‘Going back? How can you go——’


  ‘He is going to marry me again. That is for form’s sake, and to satisfy the world, which does not see things as they are. But of course I am his wife already. Nothing has changed that.’


  He turned upon her with an anguish that was well-nigh fierce[.]


  ‘But you are my wife! Yes, you are. You know it. I have always regretted that feint of ours in going away and pretending to come back legally married, to save appearances. I loved you, and you loved me; and we closed with each other; and that made the marriage. We still love—you as well as I—I know it, Sue! Therefore our marriage is not cancelled.’


  ‘Yes; I know how you see it,’ she answered with despairing self-suppression. ‘But I am going to marry him again, as it would be called by you. Strictly speaking you, too,—don’t mind my saying it, Jude!—you should take back—Arabella.’


  ‘I should? Good God—what next! But how if you and I had married legally, as we were on the point of doing?’


  ‘I should have felt just the same—that ours was not a marriage. And I would go back to Richard without repeating the sacrament, if he asked me. But “the world and its ways have a certain worth” (I suppose): therefore I concede a repetition of the ceremony…. Don’t crush all the life out of me by satire and argument, I implore you! I was strongest once, I know, and perhaps I treated you cruelly. But Jude, return good for evil! I am the weaker now. Don’t retaliate upon me, but be kind. O be kind to me—a poor wicked woman who is trying to mend!’


  He shook his head hopelessly, his eyes wet. The blow of her bereavement seemed to have destroyed her reasoning faculty. The once keen vision was dimmed. ‘All wrong, all wrong!’ he said huskily. ‘Error—perversity! It drives me out of my senses. Do you care for him? Do you love him? You know you don’t! It will be a fanatic prostitution—God forgive me, yes—that’s what it will be!’


  ‘I don’t love him—I must, must, own it, in deepest remorse! But I shall try to learn to love him by obeying him.’


  Jude argued, urged, implored; but her conviction was proof against all. It seemed to be the one thing on earth on which she was firm, and that her firmness in this had left her tottering in every other impulse and wish she possessed.


  ‘I have been considerate enough to let you know the whole truth, and to tell it you myself,’ she said in cut tones; ‘that you might not consider yourself slighted by hearing of it at second-hand. I have even owned the extreme fact that I do not love him. I did not think you would be so rough with me for doing so! I was going to ask you …’


  ‘To give you away?’


  ‘No. To send—my boxes to me—if you would. But I suppose you won’t.’


  ‘Why, of course I will. What—isn’t he coming to fetch you—to marry you from here? He won’t condescend to do that?’


  ‘No—I won’t let him. I go to him voluntarily, just as I went away from him. We are to be married at his little church at Marygreen.’


  She was so sadly sweet in what he called her wrongheadedness that Jude could not help being moved to tears more than once for pity of her. ‘I never knew such a woman for doing impulsive penances as you, Sue! No sooner does one expect you to go straight on, as the one rational proceeding, than you double round the corner!’


  ‘Ah, well; let that go! … Jude, I must say good-bye! But I wanted you to go to the cemetery with me. Let our farewell be there—beside the graves of those who died to bring home to me the error of my views.’


  They turned in the direction of the place, and the gate was opened to them on application. Sue had been there often, and she knew the way to the spot in the dark. They reached it, and stood still.


  ‘It is here—I should like to part,’ said she.


  ‘So be it!’


  ‘Don’t think me hard because I have acted on conviction. Your generous devotion to me is unparalleled, Jude! Your worldly failure, if you have failed, is to your credit rather than to your blame. Remember that the best and greatest among mankind are those who do themselves no worldly good. Every successful man is more or less a selfish man. The devoted fail…. “Charity seeketh not her own.”’


  ‘In that chapter we are at one, ever beloved darling, and on it we’ll part friends. Its verses will stand fast when all the rest that you call religion has passed away!’


  ‘Well—don’t discuss it. Good-bye, Jude; my fellow-sinner, and kindest friend!’


  ‘Good-bye, my mistaken wife. Good-bye!’


  ♣


  VI.–v.


  The next afternoon the familiar Christminster fog still hung over all things. Sue’s slim shape was only just discernible going towards the station.


  Jude had no heart to go to his work that day. Neither could he go anywhere in the direction by which she would be likely to pass. He went in an opposite one, to a dreary, strange, flat scene, where boughs dripped, and coughs and consumption lurked, and where he had never been before.


  ‘Sue’s gone from me—gone!’ he murmured miserably.


  She in the meantime had left by the train, and reached Alfredston Road, where she entered the steam-tram and was conveyed into the town. It had been her request to Phillotson that he should not meet her. She wished, she said, to come to him voluntarily, to his very house and hearthstone.


  It was Friday evening, which had been chosen because the schoolmaster was disengaged at four o’clock that day till the Monday morning following. The little car she hired at The Bear to drive her to Marygreen set her down at the end of the lane, half-a-mile from the village, by her desire, and preceded her to the school-house with such portion of her luggage as she had brought. On its return she encountered it, and asked the driver if he had found the master’s house open. The man informed her that he had, and that her things had been taken in by the schoolmaster himself.


  She could now enter Marygreen without exciting much observation. She crossed by the well and under the trees to the pretty new school on the other side, and lifted the latch of the dwelling without knocking. Phillotson stood in the middle of the room, awaiting her, as requested.


  ‘I’ve come, Richard,’ said she, looking pale and shaken, and sinking into a chair. ‘I cannot believe—you forgive your—wife!’


  ‘Everything, darling Susanna,’ said Phillotson.


  She started at the endearment, though it had been spoken advisedly without fervour. Then she nerved herself again.


  ‘My children—are dead—and it is right that they should be! I am glad—almost. They were sin-begotten. They were sacrificed to teach me how to live!—their death was the first stage of my purification. That’s why they have not died in vain! … You will take me back?’


  He was so stirred by her pitiful words and tone that he did more than he had meant to do. He bent and kissed her cheek.


  Sue imperceptibly shrank away, her flesh quivering under the touch of his lips.


  Phillotson’s heart sank, for desire was renascent in him. ‘You still have an aversion to me!’


  ‘O no, dear—I—have been driving through the damp, and I was chilly!’ she said, with a hurried smile of apprehension. ‘When are we going to have the marriage? Soon?’


  ‘To-morrow morning, early, I thought—if you really wish. I am sending round to the vicar to let him know you are come. I have told him all, and he highly approves—he says it will bring our lives to a triumphant and satisfactory issue. But—are you sure of yourself? It is not too late to refuse now if—you think you can’t bring yourself to it, you know?’


  ‘Yes, yes, I can! I want it done quick. Tell him, tell him at once! My strength is tried by the undertaking—I can’t wait long!’


  ‘Have something to eat and drink then, and go over to your room at Mrs. Edlin’s. I’ll tell the vicar half-past eight to-morrow, before anybody is about—if that’s not too soon for you? My friend Gillingham is here to help us in the ceremony. He’s been good enough to come all the way from Shaston at great inconvenience to himself.’


  Unlike a woman in ordinary, whose eye is so keen for material things, Sue seemed to see nothing of the room they were in, or any detail of her environment. But on moving across the parlour to put down her muff she uttered a little ‘O!’ and grew paler than before. Her look was that of the condemned criminal who catches sight of his coffin.


  ‘What?’ said Phillotson.


  The flap of the bureau chanced to be open, and in placing her muff upon it her eye had caught a document which lay there. ‘O—only a—funny surprise!’ she said, trying to laugh away her cry as she came back to the table.


  ‘Ah! yes,’ said Phillotson. ‘The license…. It has just come.’


  Gillingham now joined them from his room above, and Sue nervously made herself agreeable to him by talking on whatever she thought likely to interest him, except herself, though that interested him most of all. She obediently eat [ate] some supper, and prepared to leave for her lodging hard by. Phillotson crossed the green with her, bidding her good-night at Mrs. Edlin’s door.


  The old woman accompanied Sue to her temporary quarters, and helped her to unpack. Among other things she laid out a nightgown tastefully embroidered.


  ‘O—I didn’t know that was put in!’ said Sue quickly. ‘I didn’t mean it to be. Here is a different one.’ She handed a new and absolutely plain garment, of coarse and unbleached calico.


  ‘But this is the prettiest,’ said Mrs. Edlin. ‘That one is no better than very sackcloth o’ Scripture!’


  ‘Yes—I meant it to be. Give me the other.’


  She took it, and began rending it with all her might, the tears resounding through the house like a screech-owl.


  ‘But my dear, dear!—whatever …’


  ‘It is adulterous! It signifies what I don’t feel—I bought it long ago—to please Jude. It must be destroyed!’


  Mrs. Edlin lifted her hands, and Sue excitedly continued to tear the linen into strips, laying the pieces in the fire.


  ‘You med ha’ give it to me!’ said the widow. ‘It do make my heart ache to see such pretty open-work as that a-burned by the flames—not that ornamental night-rails can be much use to a’ ould ’ooman like I. My days for such be all past and gone!’


  ‘It is an accursed thing—it reminds me of what I want to forget!’ Sue repeated. ‘It is only fit for the fire.’


  ‘Lord, you be too strict! What do ye use such words for, and condemn to hell your dear little innocent children that’s lost to ’ee! Upon my life I don’t call that religion!’


  Sue flung her face upon the bed, sobbing. ‘O, don’t, don’t! That kills me!’ She remained shaken with her grief, and slipped down upon her knees.


  ‘I’ll tell ’ee what—you ought not to marry this man again!’ said Mrs. Edlin indignantly. ‘You are in love wi’ t’ other still!’


  ‘Yes I must—I am his already!’


  ‘Pshoo! You be t’ other man’s. If you didn’t like to commit yourselves to the binding vow again, just at first, ’twas all the more credit to your consciences, considering your reasons, and you med ha’ lived on, and made it all right at last. After all, it concerned nobody but your own two selves.’


  ‘Richard says he’ll have me back, and I’m bound to go! If he had refused, it might not have been so much my duty to—give up Jude. But—’ She remained with her face in the bedclothes, and Mrs. Edlin left the room.


  Phillotson in the interval had gone back to his friend Gillingham, who still sat over the supper-table. They soon rose, and walked out on the green to smoke awhile. A light was burning in Sue’s room, a shadow moving now and then across the blind.


  Gillingham had evidently been impressed with the indefinable charm of Sue, and after a silence he said, ‘Well: you’ve all but got her again at last. She can’t very well go a second time. The pear has dropped into your hand.’


  ‘Yes! … I suppose I am right in taking her at her word. I confess there seems a touch of selfishness in it. Apart from her being what she is, of course, a luxury for a fogey like me, it will set me right in the eyes of the clergy and orthodox laity, who have never forgiven me for letting her go. So I may get back in some degree into my old track.’


  ‘Well—if you’ve got any sound reason for marrying her again, do it now in God’s name! I was always against your opening the cage-door and letting the bird go in such an obviously suicidal way. You might have been a school inspector by this time, or a reverend, if you hadn’t been so weak about her.’


  ‘I did myself irreparable damage—I know it.’


  ‘Once you’ve got her housed again, stick to her.’


  Phillotson was more evasive to-night. He did not care to admit clearly that his taking Sue to him again had at bottom nothing to do with repentance of letting her go, but was, primarily, a human instinct flying in the face of custom and profession. He said, ‘Yes—I shall do that. I know woman better now. Whatever justice there was in releasing her, there was little logic, for one holding my views on other subjects.’


  Gillingham looked at him, and wondered whether it would ever happen that the reactionary spirit induced by the world’s sneers and his own physical wishes would make Phillotson more orthodoxly cruel to her than he had erstwhile been informally and perversely kind.


  ‘I perceive it won’t do to give way to impulse,’ Phillotson resumed, feeling more and more every minute the necessity of acting up to his position. ‘I flew in the face of the Church’s teaching; but I did it without malice prepense. Women are so strange in their influence, that they tempt you to misplaced kindness. However, I know myself better now. A little judicious severity, perhaps….’


  ‘Yes; but you must tighten the reins by degrees only. Don’t be too strenuous at first. She’ll come to any terms in time.’


  The caution was unnecessary, though Phillotson did not say so. ‘I remember what my vicar at Shaston said, when I left after the row that was made about my agreeing to her elopement. “The only thing you can do to retrieve your position and hers is to admit your error in not restraining her with a wise and strong hand, and to get her back again if she’ll come, and be firm in the future.” But I was so headstrong at that time that I paid no heed. And that after the divorce she should have thought of doing so I did not dream.’


  The gate of Mrs. Edlin’s cottage clicked, and somebody began crossing in the direction of the school. Phillotson said ‘Good-night.’


  ‘O, is that Mr. Phillotson,’ said Mrs. Edlin. ‘I was going over to see ’ee. I’ve been upstairs with her, helping her to unpack her things; and upon my word, sir, I don’t think this ought to be!’


  ‘What—the wedding?’


  ‘Yes. She’s forcing herself to it, poor dear little thing; and you’ve no notion what she’s suffering. I was never much for religion nor against it, but it can’t be right to let her do this, and you ought to persuade her out of it. Of course everybody will say it was very good and forgiving of ’ee to take her to ’ee again. But for my part I don’t.’


  ‘It’s her wish, and I am willing,’ said Phillotson with grave reserve, opposition making him illogically tenacious now. ‘A great piece of laxity will be rectified.’


  ‘I don’t believe it. She’s his wife if anybody’s. She’s had three children by him, and he loves her dearly; and it’s a wicked shame to egg her on to this, poor little quivering thing! She’s got nobody on her side. The one man who’d be her friend the obstinate creature won’t allow to come near her. What first put her into this mood o’ mind, I wonder!’


  ‘I can’t tell. Not I certainly. It is all voluntary on her part. Now that’s all I have to say.’ Phillotson spoke stiffly. ‘You’ve turned round, Mrs. Edlin. It is unseemly of you!’


  ‘Well. I knowed you’d be affronted at what I had to say; but I don’t mind that. The truth’s the truth.’


  ‘I’m not affronted, Mrs. Edlin. You’ve been too kind a neighbour for that. But I must be allowed to know what’s best for myself and Susanna. I suppose you won’t go to church with us, then?’


  ‘No. Be hanged if I can…. I don’t know what the times be coming to! Matrimony have growed to be that serious in these days that one really do feel afeard to move in it at all. In my time we took it more careless; and I don’t know that we was any the worse for it! When I and my poor man were jined in it we kept up the junketing all the week, and drunk the parish dry, and had to borrow half-a-crown to begin housekeeping!’


  When Mrs. Edlin had gone back to her cottage Phillotson spoke moodily. ‘I don’t know whether I ought to do it—at any rate quite so rapidly.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘If she is really compelling herself to this against her instincts—merely from this new sense of duty or religion—I ought perhaps to let her wait a bit.’


  ‘Now you’ve got so far you ought not to back out of it. That’s my opinion.’


  ‘I can’t very well put it off now; that’s true. But I had a qualm when she gave that little cry at sight of the license.’


  ‘Now, never you have qualms, old boy. I mean to give her away to-morrow morning, and you mean to take her. It has always been on my conscience that I didn’t urge more objections to your letting her go, and now we’ve got to this stage I shan’t be content if I don’t help you to set the matter right.’


  Phillotson nodded, and seeing how staunch his friend was, became more frank. ‘No doubt when it gets known what I’ve done I shall be thought a soft fool by many. But they don’t know Sue as I do. Though so elusive, hers is such an honest nature at bottom that I don’t think she has ever done anything against her conscience. The fact of her having lived with Fawley goes for nothing. At the time she left me for him she thought she was quite within her right. Now she thinks otherwise.’


  The next morning came, and the self-sacrifice of the woman on the altar of what she was pleased to call her principles was acquiesced in by these two friends, each from his own point of view. Phillotson went across to the Widow Edlin’s to fetch Sue a few minutes after eight o’clock. The fog of the previous day or two on the lowlands had travelled up here by now, and the trees on the green caught armfuls, and turned them into showers of big drops. The bride was waiting, ready; bonnet and all on. She had never in her life looked so much like the lily her name connoted as she did in that pallid morning light. Chastened, world-weary, remorseful, the strain on her nerves had preyed upon her flesh and bones, and she appeared smaller in outline than she had formerly done, though Sue had not been a large woman in her days of rudest health.


  ‘Prompt,’ said the schoolmaster, magnanimously taking her hand. But he checked his impulse to kiss her, remembering her start of yesterday, which unpleasantly lingered in his mind.


  Gillingham joined them, and they left the house, Widow Edlin continuing steadfast in her refusal to assist in the ceremony.


  ‘Where is the church?’ said Sue. She had not lived there for any length of time since the old church was pulled down, and in her preoccupation forgot the new one.


  ‘Up here,’ said Phillotson; and presently the tower loomed large and solemn in the fog. The vicar had already crossed to the building, and when they entered he said pleasantly: ‘We almost want candles.’


  ‘You do—wish me to be yours, Richard?’ gasped Sue in a whisper.


  ‘Certainly, dear: above all things in the world.’


  Sue said no more; and for the second or third time he felt he was not quite following out the humane instinct which had induced him to let her go.


  There they stood, five altogether: the parson, the clerk, the couple and Gillingham; and the holy ordinance was re-solemnized forthwith. In the nave of the edifice were two or three villagers, and when the clergyman came to the words, ‘What God hath joined,’ a woman’s voice from among these was heard to utter audibly:


  ‘God hath jined indeed!’


  It was like a re-enactment by the ghosts of their former selves of the similar scene which had taken place at Melchester years before. When the books were signed the vicar congratulated the husband and wife on having performed a noble, and righteous, and mutually forgiving act. ‘All’s well that ends well,’ he said smiling. ‘May you long be happy together, after thus having been “saved as by fire.”’


  They came down the nearly empty building, and crossed to the schoolhouse. Gillingham wanted to get home that night, and left early. He, too, congratulated the couple. ‘Now,’ he said in parting from Phillotson, who walked out a little way, ‘I shall be able to tell the people in your native place a good round tale; and they’ll all say “Well done,” depend on it.’


  When the schoolmaster got back Sue was making a pretence of doing some housewifery as if she lived there. But she seemed timid at his approach, and compunction wrought on him at sight of it.


  ‘Of course, my dear, I shan’t expect to intrude upon your personal privacy any more than I did before,’ he said gravely. ‘It is for our good socially to do this, and that’s its justification, if it was not my reason.’


  Sue brightened a little.


  ♣


  VI.–vi.


  The place was the door of Jude’s lodging in the outskirts of Christminster—far from the precincts of St. Silas’ where he had formerly lived, which saddened him to sickness. The rain was coming down. A woman in shabby black stood on the doorstep talking to Jude, who held the door in his hand.


  ‘I am lonely, destitute, and houseless—that’s what I am! Father has turned me out of doors after borrowing every penny I’d got, to put it into his business, and then accusing me of laziness when I was only waiting for a situation. I am at the mercy of the world! If you can’t take me and help me, Jude, I must go to the workhouse, or to something worse. Only just now two undergraduates winked at me as I came along. ’Tis hard for a woman to keep virtuous where there’s so many young men!’


  The woman in the rain who spoke thus was Arabella, the evening being that of the day after Sue’s re-marriage with Phillotson.


  ‘I am sorry for you, but I am only in lodgings,’ said Jude coldly.


  ‘Then you turn me away?’


  ‘I’ll give you enough to get food and lodging for a few days.’


  ‘O, but can’t you have the kindness to take me in? I cannot endure going to a public-house to lodge; and I am so lonely. Please, Jude, for old times’ sake!’


  ‘No, no,’ said Jude hastily. ‘I don’t want to be reminded of those things; and if you talk about them I shall not help you.’


  ‘Then I suppose I must go!’ said Arabella. She bent her head against the doorpost and began sobbing.


  ‘The house is full,’ said Jude. ‘And I have only a little extra room to my own—not much more than a closet—where I keep my tools, and templates, and the few books I have left!’


  ‘That would be a palace for me!’


  ‘There is no bedstead in it.’


  ‘A bit of a bed could be made on the floor. It would be good enough for me.’


  Unable to be harsh with her, and not knowing what to do, Jude called the man who let the lodgings, and said this was an acquaintance of his in great distress for want of temporary shelter.


  ‘You may remember me as barmaid at the Lamb and Flag formerly?’ spoke up Arabella. ‘My father has insulted me this afternoon, and I’ve left him, though without a penny!’


  The householder said he could not recall her features. ‘But still, if you are a friend of Mr. Fawley’s we’ll do what we can for a day or two—if he’ll make himself answerable?’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ said Jude. ‘She has really taken me quite unawares; but I should wish to help her out of her difficulty.’ And an arrangement was ultimately come to under which a bed was to be thrown down in Jude’s lumber-room, to make it comfortable for Arabella till she could get out of the strait she was in—not by her own fault, as she declared—and return to her father’s again.


  While they were waiting for this to be done Arabella said: ‘You know the news, I suppose?’


  ‘I guess what you mean; but I know nothing.’


  ‘I had a letter from Anny at Alfredston to-day. She had just heard that the wedding was to be yesterday: but she didn’t know if it had come off.’


  ‘I don’t wish to talk of it.’


  ‘No, no: of course you don’t. Only it shows what kind of woman——’


  ‘Don’t speak of her I say! She’s a fool!—And she’s an angel, too, poor dear!’


  ‘If it’s done, he’ll have a chance of getting back to his old position, by everybody’s account, so Anny says. All his well-wishers will be pleased, including the bishop himself.’


  ‘Do spare me, Arabella.’


  Arabella was duly installed in the little attic, and at first she did not come near Jude at all. She went to and fro about her own business, which, when they met for a moment on the stairs or in the passage, she informed him was that of obtaining another place in the occupation she understood best. When Jude suggested London as affording the most likely opening in the liquor trade, she shook her head. ‘No—the temptations are too many,’ she said. ‘Any humble tavern in the country before that for me.’


  On the Sunday morning following, when he breakfasted later than on other days, she meekly asked him if she might come in to breakfast with him, as she had broken her teapot, and could not replace it immediately, the shops being shut.


  ‘Yes, if you like,’ he said indifferently.


  While they sat without speaking she suddenly observed: ‘You seem all in a brood, old man. I’m sorry for you.’


  ‘I am all in a brood.’


  ‘It is about her, I know. It’s no business of mine, but I could find out all about the wedding—if it really did take place—if you wanted to know.’


  ‘How could you?’


  ‘I wanted to go to Alfredston to get a few things I left there. And I could see Anny, who’ll be sure to have heard all about it, as she has friends at Marygreen.’


  Jude could not bear to acquiesce in this proposal; but his suspense pitted itself against his discretion, and won in the struggle. ‘You can ask about it if you like,’ he said. ‘I’ve not heard a sound from there. It must have been very private, if—they have married.’


  ‘I am afraid I haven’t enough cash to take me there and back, or I should have gone before. I must wait till I have earned some.’


  ‘O—I can pay the journey for you,’ he said impatiently. And thus his suspense as to Sue’s welfare, and the possible marriage, moved him to despatch for intelligence the last emissary he would have thought of choosing deliberately.


  Arabella went, Jude requesting her to be home not later than by the seven o’clock train. When she had gone he said: ‘Why should I have charged her to be back by a particular time! She’s nothing to me:—nor the other neither!’


  But having finished work he could not help going to the station to meet Arabella, dragged thither by feverish haste to get the news she might bring, and know the worst. Arabella had made dimples most successfully all the way home, and when she stepped out of the railway carriage she smiled. He merely said ‘Well?’ with the very reverse of a smile.


  ‘They are married.’


  ‘Yes—of course they are!’ he returned. She observed, however, the hard strain upon his lip as he spoke.


  ‘Anny says she has heard from Belinda, her relation out at Marygreen, that it was very sad, and curious!’


  ‘How do you mean sad? She wanted to marry him again, didn’t she?—and he her!’


  ‘Yes—that was it. She wanted to in one sense, but not in the other. Mrs. Edlin was much upset by it all, and spoke out her mind at Phillotson. But Sue was that excited about it that she burnt her best embroidery that she’d worn with you, to blot you out entirely. Well—if a woman feels like it, she ought to do it. I commend her for it, though others don’t.’ Arabella sighed. ‘She felt he was her only husband, and that she belonged to nobody else in the sight of God A’mighty while he lived. Perhaps another woman feels the same about herself, too!’ Arabella sighed again.


  ‘I don’t want any cant!’ exclaimed Jude.


  ‘It isn’t cant,’ said Arabella. ‘I feel exactly the same as she!’


  He closed that issue by remarking abruptly: ‘Well—now I know all I wanted to know. Many thanks for your information. I am not going back to my lodgings just yet.’ And he left her straightway.


  In his misery and depression Jude walked to well-nigh every spot in the city that he had visited with Sue; thence he did not know whither, and then thought of going home to his usual evening meal. But having all the vices of his virtues, and some to spare, he turned into a public-house, for the first time during many months. Among the possible consequences of her marriage Sue had not dwelt on this.


  Arabella, meanwhile, had gone back. The evening passed, and Jude did not return. At half-past nine Arabella herself went out, first proceeding to an outlying district near the river where her father lived, and had opened a small and precarious pork-shop lately.


  ‘Well,’ she said to him, ‘for all your rowing me that night, I’ve called in, for I have something to tell you. I think I shall get married and settled again. Only you must help me: and you can do no less, after what I’ve stood ’ee.’


  ‘I’ll do anything to get thee off my hands!’


  ‘Very well. I am now going to look for my young man. He’s on the loose I’m afraid, and I must get him home. All I want you to do to-night is not to fasten the door, in case I should want to sleep here, and should be late.’


  ‘I thought you’d soon get tired of giving yourself airs and keeping away!’


  ‘Well—don’t do the door. That’s all I say.’


  She then sallied out again, and first hastening back to Jude’s to make sure that he had not returned, began her search for him. A shrewd guess as to his probable course took her straight to the tavern which Jude had formerly frequented, and where she had been barmaid for a brief term. She had no sooner opened the door of the ‘Private Bar’ than her eyes fell upon him—sitting in the shade at the back of the compartment, with his eyes fixed on the floor in a blank stare. He was drinking nothing stronger than ale just then. He did not observe her, and she entered and sat beside him.


  Jude looked up, and said without surprise: ‘You’ve come to have something, Arabella? … I’m trying to forget her: that’s all! But I can’t; and I am going home.’ She saw that he was a little way on in liquor, but only a little as yet.


  ‘I’ve come entirely to look for you, dear boy. You are not well. Now you must have something better than that.’ Arabella held up her finger to the barmaid. ‘You shall have a liqueur—that’s better fit for a man of education than beer. You shall have maraschino, or curaçoa dry or sweet, or cherry brandy. I’ll treat you, poor chap!’


  ‘I don’t care which! Say cherry brandy…. Sue has served me badly, very badly. I didn’t expect it of Sue! I stuck to her, and she ought to have stuck to me. I’d have sold my soul for her sake, but she wouldn’t risk hers a jot for me. To save her own soul she lets mine go damn! … But it isn’t her fault, poor little girl—I am sure it isn’t!’


  How Arabella had obtained money did not appear, but she ordered a liqueur each, and paid for them. When they had drunk these Arabella suggested another; and Jude had the pleasure of being, as it were, personally conducted through the varieties of spirituous delectation by one who knew the landmarks well. Arabella kept very considerably in the rear of Jude; but though she only sipped where he drank, she took as much as she could safely take without losing her head—which was not a little, as the crimson upon her countenance showed.


  Her tone towards him to-night was uniformly soothing and cajoling; and whenever he said ‘I don’t care what happens to me,’ a thing he did continually, she replied, ‘But I do very much!’ The closing hour came, and they were compelled to turn out; whereupon Arabella put her arm round his waist, and guided his unsteady footsteps.


  When they were in the streets she said: ‘I don’t know what our landlord will say to my bringing you home in this state. I expect we are fastened out, so that he’ll have to come down and let us in.’


  ‘I don’t know—I don’t know.’


  ‘That’s the worst of not having a home of your own. I tell you, Jude, what we had best do. Come round to my father’s—I made it up with him a bit to-day. I can let you in, and nobody will see you at all; and by to-morrow morning you’ll be all right.’


  ‘Anything—anywhere,’ replied Jude. ‘What the devil does it matter to me?’


  They went along together, like any other fuddling couple, her arm still round his waist, and his, at last, round hers; though with no amatory intent; but merely because he was weary, unstable, and in need of support.


  ‘This—is th’ Martyrs’—burning-place,’ he stammered as they dragged across a broad street. ‘I remember—in old Fuller’s Holy State—and I am reminded of it—by our passing by here—old Fuller in his Holy State says, that at the burning of Ridley, Doctor Smith—preached sermon, and took as his text “Though I give my body to be burned, and have not charity, it profiteth me nothing.”—Often think of it as I pass here. Ridley was a——’


  ‘Yes. Exactly. Very thoughtful of you, deary, even though it hasn’t much to do with our present business.’


  ‘Why, yes it has! I’m giving my body to be burned! But—ah—you don’t understand!—it wants Sue to understand such things! And I was her seducer—poor little girl! And she’s gone—and I don’t care about myself! Do what you like with me! … And yet she did it for conscience’ sake, poor little Sue!’


  ‘Hang her!—I mean, I think she was right,’ hiccupped Arabella. ‘I’ve my feelings too, like her; and I feel I belong to you in Heaven’s eye, and to nobody else, till death us do part! It is—hic—never too late—hic—to mend!’


  They had reached her father’s house, and she softly unfastened the door, groping about for a light within.


  The circumstances were not altogether unlike those of their entry into the cottage at Cresscombe, such a long time before. Nor were perhaps Arabella’s motives. But Jude did not think of that, though she did.


  ‘I can’t find the matches, dear,’ she said when she had fastened up the door. ‘But never mind—this way. As quiet as you can, please.’


  ‘It is as dark as pitch,’ said Jude.


  ‘Give me your hand, and I’ll lead you. That’s it. Just sit down here, and I’ll pull off your boots. I don’t want to wake him.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Father. He’d make a row, perhaps.’


  She pulled off his boots. ‘Now,’ she whispered, ‘take hold of me—never mind your weight. Now—first stair, second stair——’


  ‘But,—are we out in our old house by Marygreen?’ asked the stupefied Jude. ‘I haven’t been inside it for years till now! Hey? And where are my books? That’s what I want to know?’


  ‘We are at my house, dear, where there’s nobody to spy out how ill you are. Now—third stair, fourth stair—that’s it. Now we shall get on.’


  ♣


  VI.–vii.


  Arabella was preparing breakfast in the downstairs back room of this small, recently hired tenement of her father’s. She put her head into the little pork-shop in front, and told Mr. Donn it was ready. Donn, endeavouring to look like a master pork-butcher, in a greasy blue blouse, and with a strap round his waist from which a steel dangled, came in promptly.


  ‘You must mind the shop this morning,’ he said casually. ‘I’ve to go and get some inwards and half a pig from Lumsdon, and to call elsewhere. If you live here you must put your shoulder to the wheel, at least till I get the business started!’


  ‘Well, for to-day I can’t say.’ She looked deedily into his face. ‘I’ve got a prize upstairs.’


  ‘Oh?—What’s that?’


  ‘A husband—almost.’


  ‘No!’


  ‘Yes. It’s Jude. He’s come back to me.’


  ‘Your old original one? Well, I’m damned!’


  ‘Well, I always did like him, that I will say.’


  ‘But how does he come to be up there?’ said Donn, humour-struck, and nodding to the ceiling.


  ‘Don’t ask inconvenient questions, father. What we’ve to do is to keep him here till he and I are—as we were.’


  ‘How was that?’


  ‘Married.’


  ‘Ah…. Well it is the rummest thing I ever heard of—marrying an old husband again, and so much new blood in the world! He’s no catch, to my thinking. I’d have had a new one while I was about it.’


  ‘It isn’t rum for a woman to want her old husband back for respectability, though for a man to want his old wife back—well, perhaps it is funny, rather!’ And Arabella was suddenly seized with a fit of loud laughter, in which her father joined more moderately.


  ‘Be civil to him, and I’ll do the rest,’ she said when she had recovered seriousness. ‘He told me this morning that his head ached fit to burst, and he hardly seemed to know where he was. And no wonder, considering how he mixed his drink last night. We must keep him jolly and cheerful here for a day or two, and not let him go back to his lodging. Whatever you advance I’ll pay back to you again. But I must go up and see how he is now, poor deary.’


  Arabella ascended the stairs, softly opened the door of the first bedroom, and peeped in. Finding that her shorn Samson was asleep she entered to the bedside and stood regarding him. The fevered flush on his face from the debauch of the previous evening lessened the fragility of his ordinary appearance, and his long lashes, dark brows, and curly black hair and beard against the white pillow, completed the physiognomy of one whom Arabella, as a woman of rank passions, still felt it worth while to recapture, highly important to recapture as a woman straitened both in means and in reputation. Her ardent gaze seemed to affect him; his quick breathing became suspended, and he opened his eyes.


  ‘How are you now, dear?’ said she. ‘It is I—Arabella.’


  ‘Ah!—where—O yes, I remember! You gave me shelter…. I am stranded—ill—demoralized—damn bad! That’s what I am!’


  ‘Then do stay there. There’s nobody in the house but father and me, and you can rest till you are thoroughly well. I’ll tell them at the stone-works that you are knocked up.’


  ‘I wonder what they are thinking at the lodgings!’


  ‘I’ll go round and explain. Perhaps you had better let me pay up, or they’ll think we’ve run away?’


  ‘Yes. You’ll find enough money in my pocket there.’


  Quite indifferent, and shutting his eyes because he could not bear the daylight in his throbbing eyeballs, Jude seemed to doze again. Arabella took his purse, softly left the room, and putting on her outdoor things went off to the lodgings she and he had quitted the evening before.


  Scarcely half-an-hour had elapsed ere she reappeared round the corner, walking beside a lad wheeling a truck on which were piled all Jude’s household possessions, and also the few of Arabella’s things which she had taken to the lodging for her short sojourn there. Jude was in such physical pain from his unfortunate breakdown of the previous night, and in such mental pain from the loss of Sue and from having yielded in his half-somnolent state to Arabella, that when he saw his few chattels unpacked and standing before his eyes in this strange bedroom, intermixed with woman’s apparel, he scarcely considered how they had come there, or what their coming signalized.


  ‘Now,’ said Arabella to her father downstairs, ‘we must keep plenty of good liquor going in the house these next few days. I know his nature, and if he once gets into that fearfully low state that he does get into sometimes, he’ll never do the honourable thing by me in this world, and I shall be left in the lurch. He must be kept cheerful. He has a little money in the savings-bank, and he has given me his purse to pay for anything necessary. Well, that will be the license; for I must have that ready at hand, to catch him the moment he’s in the humour. You must pay for the liquor. A few friends, and a quiet convivial party would be the thing, if we could get it up. It would advertise the shop, and help me too.’


  ‘That can be got up easy enough by anybody who’ll afford victuals and drink…. Well yes—it would advertise the shop—that’s true.’


  Three days later, when Jude had recovered somewhat from the fearful throbbing of his eyes and brain, but was still considerably confused in his mind by what had been supplied to him by Arabella during the interval—to keep him jolly, as she expressed it—the quiet convivial gathering suggested by her, to wind Jude up to the striking point, took place.


  Donn had only just opened his miserable little pork and sausage shop, which had as yet scarce any customers; nevertheless that party advertised it well, and the Donns acquired a real notoriety among a certain class in Christminster who knew not the colleges, nor their works, nor their ways. Jude was asked if he could suggest any guest in addition to those named by Arabella and her father, and in a saturnine humour of perfect recklessness mentioned Uncle Joe, and Stagg, and the decayed auctioneer, and others whom he remembered as having been frequenters of the well-known tavern during his bout therein years before. He also suggested Freckles and Bower o’ Bliss. Arabella took him at his word so far as the men went, but drew the line at the ladies.


  Another man they knew, Tinker Taylor, though he lived in the same street, was not invited; but as he went homeward from a late job on the evening of the party, he had occasion to call at the shop for trotters. There were none in, but he was promised some the next morning. While making his inquiry Taylor glanced into the back room, and saw the guests sitting round, card-playing, and drinking, and otherwise enjoying themselves at Donn’s expense. He went home to bed, and on his way out next morning wondered how the party went off. He thought it hardly worth while to call at the shop for his provisions at that hour, Donn and his daughter being probably not up, if they caroused late the night before. However, he found in passing that the door was open, and he could hear voices within, though the shutters of the meat-stall were not down. He went and tapped at the sitting-room door, and opened it.


  ‘Well—to be sure!’ he said, astonished.


  Hosts and guests were sitting card-playing, smoking, and talking, precisely as he had left them eleven hours earlier; the gas was burning and the curtains drawn, though it had been broad daylight for two hours out of doors.


  ‘Yes!’ cried Arabella, laughing. ‘Here we are, just the same. We ought to be ashamed of ourselves, oughtn’t we! But it is a sort of housewarming, you see; and our friends are in no hurry. Come in, Mr. Taylor, and sit down.’


  The tinker, or rather reduced ironmonger, was nothing loth, and entered and took a seat. ‘I shall lose a quarter, but never mind,’ he said. ‘Well, really, I could hardly believe my eyes when I looked in! It seemed as if I was flung back again into last night, all of a sudden.’


  ‘So you are. Pour out for Mr. Taylor.’


  He now perceived that she was sitting beside Jude, her arm being round his waist. Jude, like the rest of the company, bore on his face the signs of how deeply he had been indulging.


  ‘Well, we’ve been waiting for certain legal hours to arrive, to tell the truth,’ she continued bashfully, and making her spirituous crimson look as much like a maiden blush as possible. ‘Jude and I have decided to make up matters between us by tying the knot again, as we find we can’t do without one another after all. So, as a bright notion, we agreed to sit on till it was late enough, and go and do it off-hand.’


  Jude seemed to pay no great heed to what she was announcing, or indeed to anything whatever. The entrance of Taylor infused fresh spirit into the company, and they remained sitting, till Arabella whispered to her father: ‘Now we may as well go.’


  ‘But the parson don’t know?’


  ‘Yes, I told him last night that we might come between eight and nine, as there were reasons of decency for doing it as early and quiet as possible; on account of it being our second marriage, which might make people curious to look on if they knew. He highly approved.’


  ‘O very well: I’m ready,’ said her father, getting up and shaking himself.


  ‘Now, old darling,’ she said to Jude. ‘Come along, as you promised.’


  ‘When did I promise anything?’ asked he, whom she had made so tipsy by her special knowledge of that line of business as almost to have made him sober again—or to seem so to those who did not know him.


  ‘Why!’ said Arabella, affecting dismay. ‘You’ve promised to marry me several times as we’ve sat here to-night. These gentlemen have heard you.’


  ‘I don’t remember it,’ said Jude doggedly. ‘There’s only one woman—but I won’t mention her in this Capharnaum!’


  Arabella looked towards her father. ‘Now, Mr. Fawley, be honourable,’ said Donn. ‘You and my daughter have been living here together these three or four days, quite on the understanding that you were going to marry her. Of course I shouldn’t have had such goings on in my house if I hadn’t understood that. As a point of honour you must do it now.’


  ‘Don’t say anything against my honour!’ enjoined Jude hotly, standing up. ‘I’d marry the W—— of Babylon rather than do anything dishonourable! No reflection on you, my dear. It is a mere rhetorical figure—what they call in the books, hyperbole.’


  ‘Keep your figures for your debts to friends who shelter you,’ said Donn.


  ‘If I am bound in honour to marry her—as I suppose I am—though how I came to be here with her I know no more than a dead man—marry her I will, so help me God! I have never behaved dishonourably to a woman or to any living thing. I am not a man who wants to save himself at the expense of the weaker among us!’


  ‘There—never mind him, deary,’ said she, putting her cheek against Jude’s. ‘Come up and wash your face, and just put yourself tidy, and off we’ll go. Make it up with father.’


  They shook hands. Jude went upstairs with her, and soon came down looking tidy and calm. Arabella, too, had hastily arranged herself, and accompanied by Donn away they went.


  ‘Don’t go,’ she said to the guests at parting. ‘I’ve told the little maid to get the breakfast while we are gone; and when we come back we’ll all have some. A good strong cup of tea will set everybody right for going home.’


  When Arabella, Jude and Donn had disappeared on their matrimonial errand the assembled guests yawned themselves wider awake, and discussed the situation with great interest. Tinker Taylor, being the most sober, reasoned the most lucidly.


  ‘I don’t wish to speak against friends,’ he said. ‘But it do seem a rare curiosity for a couple to marry over again! If they couldn’t get on the first time when their minds were limp, they won’t the second, by my reckoning.’


  ‘Do you think he’ll do it?’


  ‘He’s been put upon his honour by the woman, so he med.’


  ‘He’d hardly do it straight off like this. He’s got no license nor anything.’


  ‘She’s got that, bless you. Didn’t you hear her say so to her father?’


  ‘Well,’ said Tinker Taylor, re-lighting his pipe at the gas-jet. ‘Take her all together, limb by limb, she’s not such a bad-looking piece—particular by candlelight. To be sure, halfpence that have been in circulation can’t be expected to look like new ones from the Mint. But for a woman that’s been knocking about the four hemispheres for some time, she’s passable enough. A little bit thick in the flitch perhaps: but I like a woman that a puff o’ wind won’t blow down.’


  Their eyes followed the movements of the little girl as she spread the breakfast-cloth on the table they had been using, without wiping up the slops of the liquor. The curtains were undrawn, and the expression of the house made to look like morning. Some of the guests, however, fell asleep in their chairs. One or two went to the door, and gazed along the street more than once. Tinker Taylor was the chief of these, and after a time he came in with a leer on his face.


  ‘By Gad, they are coming! I think the deed’s done!’


  ‘No,’ said Uncle Joe, following him in. ‘Take my word, he turned rusty at the last minute. They are walking in a very onusual [unusual] way; and that’s the meaning of it!’


  They waited in silence till the wedding party could be heard entering the house. First into the room came Arabella boisterously; and her face was enough to show that her strategy had succeeded.


  ‘Mrs. Fawley, I presume?’ said Tinker Taylor with mock courtesy.


  ‘Certainly. Mrs. Fawley again,’ replied Arabella blandly, pulling off her glove and holding out her left hand. ‘There’s the padlock, see…. Well, he was a very, nice, gentlemanly man indeed. I mean the clergyman. He said to me as gentle as a babe when all was done: “Mrs. Fawley, I congratulate you heartily,” he says. “For having heard your history, and that of your husband, I think you have both done the right and proper thing. And for your past errors as a wife, and his as a husband, I think you ought now to be forgiven by the world, as you have forgiven each other,” says he. Yes: he was a very, nice, gentlemanly man. “The Church don’t recognize divorce in her dogma, strictly speaking,” he says: “and bear in mind the words of the Service in your goings out and your comings in: What God hath joined together let no man put asunder.” Yes: he was a very nice, gentlemanly man….. But, Jude, my dear, you were enough to make a cat laugh! You walked that straight, and held yourself that steady, that one would have thought you were going ’prentice to a judge; though I knew you were seeing double all the time, from the way you fumbled with my finger.’


  ‘I said I’d do anything to—save a woman’s honour,’ muttered Jude. ‘And I’ve done it!’


  ‘Well now, old deary, come along and have some breakfast.’


  ‘I want—some—more whisky,’ said Jude stolidly.


  ‘Nonsense, dear. Not now! There’s no more left. The tea will take the muddle out of our heads, and we shall be as fresh as larks.’


  ‘All right. I’ve—married you. She said I ought to marry you again, and I have straightway. It is true religion! Ha—ha—ha!’


  ♣


  VI.–viii.


  Michaelmas came and passed, and Jude and his wife, who had lived but a short time in her father’s house after their re-marriage, were in lodgings on the top floor of a dwelling nearer to the centre of the city.


  He had done a few days’ work during the two or three months since the event, but his health had been indifferent, and it was now precarious. He was sitting in an arm-chair before the fire, and coughed a good deal.


  ‘I’ve got a bargain for my trouble in marrying thee over again!’ Arabella was saying to him. ‘I shall have to keep ’ee entirely,—that’s what ’twill come to! I shall have to make black-pot and sausages, and hawk ’em about the street, all to support an invalid husband I’d no business to be saddled with at all. Why didn’t you keep your health, deceiving one like this? You were well enough when the wedding was!’


  ‘Ah, yes!’ said he, laughing acridly. ‘I have been thinking of my foolish feeling about the pig you and I killed during our first marriage. I feel now that the greatest mercy that could be vouchsafed to me would be that something should serve me as I served that animal.’


  This was the sort of discourse that went on between them every day now. The landlord of the lodging, who had heard that they were a queer couple, had doubted if they were married at all, especially as he had seen Arabella kiss Jude one evening when she had taken a little cordial; and he was about to give them notice to quit, till by chance overhearing her one night haranguing Jude in rattling terms, and ultimately flinging a shoe at his head, he recognized the note of genuine wedlock; and concluding that they must be respectable, said no more.


  Jude did not get any better, and one day he requested Arabella, with considerable hesitation, to execute a commission for him. She asked him indifferently what it was.


  ‘To write to Sue.’


  ‘What in the name—do you want me to write to her for?’


  ‘To ask how she is, and if she’ll come to see me, because I’m ill, and should like to see her—once again.’


  ‘It is like you to insult a lawful wife by asking such a thing!’


  ‘It is just in order not to insult you that I ask you to do it. You know I love Sue. I don’t wish to mince the matter—there stands the fact: I love her. I could find a dozen ways of sending a letter to her without your knowledge. But I wish to be quite above-board with you, and with her husband. A message through you asking her to come is at least free from any odour of intrigue. If she retains any of her old nature at all, she’ll come.’


  ‘You’ve no respect for marriage whatever, or its rights and duties!’


  ‘What does it matter what my opinions are—a wretch like me! Can it matter to anybody in the world who comes to see me for half-an-hour—here with one foot in the grave! … Come, please write, Arabella!’ he pleaded. ‘Repay my candour by a little generosity!’


  ‘I should think not!’


  ‘Not just once?—O do!’ He felt that his physical weakness had taken away all his dignity.


  ‘What do you want her to know how you are for? She don’t want to see ’ee. She’s the rat that forsook the sinking ship!’


  ‘Don’t, don’t!’


  ‘And I stuck to un—the more fool I! Have that strumpet in the house indeed!’


  Almost as soon as the words were spoken Jude sprang from the chair, and before Arabella knew where she was he had her on her back upon a little couch which stood there, he kneeling above her.


  ‘Say another word of that sort,’ he whispered, ‘and I’ll kill you—here and now! I’ve everything to gain by it—my own death not being the least part. So don’t think there’s no meaning in what I say!’


  ‘What do you want me to do?’ gasped Arabella.


  ‘Promise never to speak of her.’


  ‘Very well. I do.’


  ‘I take your word,’ he said scornfully as he loosened her. ‘But what it is worth I can’t say.’


  ‘You couldn’t kill the pig, but you could kill me!’


  ‘Ah—there you have me! No—I couldn’t kill you—even in a passion. Taunt away!’


  He then began coughing very much, and she estimated his life with an appraiser’s eye as he sank back ghastly pale. ‘I’ll send for her,’ Arabella murmured, ‘if you’ll agree to my being in the room with you all the time she’s here.’


  The softer side of his nature, the desire to see Sue, made him unable to resist the offer even now, provoked as he had been; and he replied breathlessly: ‘Yes, I agree. Only send for her!’


  In the evening he inquired if she had written.


  ‘Yes,’ she said; ‘I wrote a note telling her you were ill, and asking her to come to-morrow or the day after. I haven’t posted it yet.’


  The next day Jude wondered if she really did post it, but would not ask her; and foolish Hope, that lives on a drop and a crumb, made him restless with expectation. He knew the times of the possible trains, and listened on each occasion for sounds of her.


  She did not come; but Jude would not address Arabella again thereon. He hoped and expected all the next day; but no Sue appeared; neither was there any note of reply. Then Jude decided in the privacy of his mind that Arabella had never posted hers, although she had written it. There was something in her manner which told it. His physical weakness was such that he shed tears at the disappointment when she was not there to see. His suspicions were, in fact, well founded. Arabella, like some other nurses, thought that your duty towards your invalid was to pacify him by any means short of really acting upon his fancies.


  He never said another word to her about his wish or his conjecture. A silent, undiscerned resolve grew up in him, which gave him, if not strength, stability and calm. One midday when, after an absence of two hours, she came into the room, she beheld the chair empty.


  Down she flopped on the bed, and sitting, meditated. ‘Now where the devil is my man gone to!’ she said.


  A driving rain from the north-east had been falling with more or less intermission all the morning, and looking from the window at the dripping spouts it seemed impossible to believe that any sick man would have ventured out to almost certain death. Yet a conviction possessed Arabella that he had gone out, and it became a certainty when she had searched the house. ‘If he’s such a fool, let him be!’ she said. ‘I can do no more.’


  Jude was at that moment in a railway train that was drawing near to Alfredston, oddly swathed, pale as a monumental figure in alabaster, and much stared at by other passengers. An hour later his thin form, in the long great-coat and blanket he had come with, but without an umbrella, could have been seen walking along the five-mile road to Marygreen. On his face showed the determined purpose that alone sustained him, but to which his weakness afforded a sorry foundation. By the uphill walk he was quite blown, but he pressed on; and at half-past three o’clock stood by the familiar well at Marygreen. The rain was keeping everybody indoors; Jude crossed the green to the church without observation, and found the building open. Here he stood, looking forth at the school, whence he could hear the usual sing-song tones of the little voices that had not learnt Creation’s groan.


  He waited till a small boy came from the school—one evidently allowed out before hours for some reason or other. Jude held up his hand, and the child came.


  ‘Please call at the schoolhouse and ask Mrs. Phillotson if she will be kind enough to come to the church for a few minutes.’


  The child departed, and Jude heard him knock at the door of the dwelling. He himself went further into the church. Everything was new, except a few pieces of carving preserved from the wrecked old fabric, now fixed against the new walls. He stood by these: they seemed akin to the perished people of that place who were his ancestors and Sue’s.


  A light footstep, which might have been accounted no more than an added drip to the rainfall, sounded in the porch, and he looked round.


  ‘O—I didn’t think it was you! I didn’t—O Jude!’ A hysterical catch in her breath ended in a succession of them. He advanced, but she quickly recovered and went back.


  ‘Don’t go—don’t go!’ he implored. ‘This is my last time! I thought it would be less intrusive than to enter your house. And I shall never come again. Don’t then be unmerciful. Sue, Sue! we are acting by the letter; and “the letter killeth”!’


  ‘I’ll stay—I won’t be unkind!’ she said, her mouth quivering and her tears flowing as she allowed him to come closer. ‘But why did you come, and do this wrong thing, after doing such a right thing as you have done?’


  ‘What right thing?’


  ‘Marrying Arabella again. It was in the Alfredston paper. She has never been other than yours, Jude—in a proper sense. And therefore you did so well—O so well!—in recognizing it—and taking her to you again.’


  ‘God above—and is that all I’ve come to hear? If there is anything more degrading, immoral, unnatural, than another in my life, it is this meretricious contract with Arabella which has been called doing the right thing! And you too—you call yourself Phillotson’s wife! His wife! You are mine.’


  ‘Don’t make me rush away from you—I can’t bear much! But on this point I am decided.’


  ‘I cannot understand how you did it—how you think it—I cannot!’


  ‘Never mind that. He is a kind husband to me—And I—I’ve wrestled and struggled, and fasted, and prayed. I have nearly brought my body into complete subjection. And you mustn’t—will you—wake——’


  ‘O you darling little fool; where is your reason? You seem to have suffered the loss of your faculties! I would argue with you if I didn’t know that a woman in your state of feeling is quite beyond all appeals to her brains. Or is it that you are humbugging yourself, as so many women do about these things; and don’t actually believe what you pretend to, and only are indulging in the luxury of the emotion raised by an affected belief?’


  ‘Luxury! How can you be so cruel!’


  ‘You dear, sad, soft, most melancholy wreck of a promising human intellect that it has ever been my lot to behold! Where is your scorn of convention gone? I would have died game!’


  ‘You crush, almost insult me, Jude! Go away from me!’ She turned off quickly.


  ‘I will. I would never come to see you again, even if I had the strength to come, which I shall not have any more. Sue, Sue, you are not worth a man’s love!’


  Her bosom began to go up and down. ‘I can’t endure you to say that!’ she burst out, and her eye resting on him a moment, she turned back impulsively. ‘Don’t, don’t scorn me! Kiss me, O kiss me lots of times, and say I am not a coward and a contemptible humbug—I can’t bear it!’ She rushed up to him and, with her mouth on his, continued: ‘I must tell you—O I must—my darling Love! It has been—only a church marriage—an apparent marriage I mean! He suggested it at the very first!’


  ‘How?’


  ‘I mean it is a nominal marriage only. It hasn’t been more than that at all since I came back to him!’


  ‘Sue!’ he said. Pressing her to him in his arms he bruised her lips with kisses: ‘If misery can know happiness, I have a moment’s happiness now! Now, in the name of all you hold holy, tell me the truth, and no lie. You do love me still?’


  ‘I do! You know it too well! … But I mustn’t do this!—I mustn’t kiss you back as I would!’


  ‘But do!’


  ‘And yet you are so dear!—and you look so ill——’


  ‘And so do you! There’s one more, in memory of our dead little children—yours and mine!’


  The words struck her like a blow, and she bent her head. ‘I mustn’t—I can’t go on with this!’ she gasped presently. ‘But there, there, darling; I give you back your kisses; I do, I do! … And now I’ll hate myself for ever for my sin!’


  ‘No—let me make my last appeal. Listen to this! We’ve both re-married out of our senses. I was made drunk to do it. You were the same. I was gin-drunk; you were creed-drunk. Either form of intoxication takes away the nobler vision…. Let us then shake off our mistakes, and run away together!’


  ‘No; again no! … Why do you tempt me so far, Jude! It is too merciless! … But I’ve got over myself now. Don’t follow me—don’t look at me. Leave me, for pity’s sake!’


  She ran up the church to the east end, and Jude did as she requested. He did not turn his head, but took up his blanket, which she had not seen, and went straight out. As he passed the end of the church she heard his coughs mingling with the rain on the windows, and in a last instinct of human affection, even now unsubdued by her fetters, she sprang up as if to go and succour him. But she knelt down again, and stopped her ears with her hands till all possible sound of him had passed away.


  He was by this time at the corner of the green, from which the path ran across the fields in which he had scared rooks as a boy. He turned and looked back, once, at the building which still contained Sue; and then went on, knowing that his eyes would light on that scene no more.


  There are cold spots up and down Wessex in autumn and winter weather; but the coldest of all when a north or east wind is blowing is the crest of the down by the Brown House, where the road to Alfredston crosses the old Ridgeway. Here the first winter sleets and snows fall and lie, and here the spring frost lingers last unthawed. Here in the teeth of the north-east wind and rain Jude now pursued his way, wet through, the necessary slowness of his walk from lack of his former strength being insufficient to maintain his heat. He came to the milestone, and, raining as it was, spread his blanket and lay down there to rest. Before moving on he went and felt at the back of the stone for his own carving. It was still there; but nearly obliterated by moss. He passed the spot where the gibbet of his ancestor and Sue’s had stood, and descended the hill.


  It was dark when he reached Alfredston, where he had a cup of tea, the deadly chill that began to creep into his bones being too much for him to endure fasting. To get home he had to travel by a steam tramcar, and two branches of railway, with much waiting at a junction. He did not reach Christminster till ten o’clock.


  ♣


  VI.–ix.


  On the platform stood Arabella. She looked him up and down.


  ‘You’ve been to see her?’ she asked.


  ‘I have,’ said Jude, literally tottering with cold and lassitude.


  ‘Well, now you’d best march along home.’


  The water ran out of him as he went, and he was compelled to lean against the wall to support himself while coughing.


  ‘You’ve done for yourself by this, young man,’ said she. ‘I don’t know whether you know it.’


  ‘Of course I do. I meant to do for myself.’


  ‘What—to commit suicide?’


  ‘Certainly.’


  ‘Well, I’m blest! Kill yourself for a woman.’


  ‘Listen to me, Arabella. You think you are the stronger; and so you are, in a physical sense, now. You could push me over like a ninepin. You did not send that letter the other day, and I could not resent your conduct. But I am not so weak in another way as you think. I made up my mind that a man confined to his room by inflammation of the lungs, a fellow who had only two wishes left in the world, to see a particular woman, and then to die, could neatly accomplish those two wishes at one stroke by taking this journey in the rain. That I’ve done. I have seen her for the last time, and I’ve finished myself—put an end to a feverish life which ought never to have been begun!’


  ‘Lord—you do talk lofty! Won’t you have something warm to drink?’


  ‘No thank you. Let’s get home.’


  They went along by the silent colleges, and Jude kept stopping.


  ‘What are you looking at?’


  ‘Stupid fancies. I see, in a way, those spirits of the dead again, on this my last walk, that I saw when I first walked here!’


  ‘What a curious chap you are!’


  ‘I seem to see them, and almost hear them rustling. But I don’t revere all of them as I did then. I don’t believe in half of them. The theologians, the apologists, and their kin the metaphysicians, the high-handed statesmen, and others, no longer interest me. All that has been spoilt for me by the grind of stern reality!’


  The expression of Jude’s corpse-like face in the watery lamplight was indeed as if he saw people where there was nobody. At moments he stood still by an archway, like one watching a figure walk out; then he would look at a window like one discerning a familiar face behind it. He seemed to hear voices, whose words he repeated as if to gather their meaning.


  ‘They seem laughing at me!’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘O—I was talking to myself! The phantoms all about here, in the college archways, and windows. They used to look friendly in the old days, particularly Addison, and Gibbon, and Johnson, and Dr. Browne, and Bishop Ken——’


  ‘Come along do! Phantoms! There’s neither living nor dead hereabouts except a damn policeman! I never saw the streets emptier.’


  ‘Fancy! The Poet of Liberty used to walk here, and the great Dissector of Melancholy there!’


  ‘I don’t want to hear about ’em! They bore me.’


  ‘Walter Raleigh is beckoning to me from that lane—Wycliffe—Harvey—Hooker—Arnold—and a whole crowd of Tractarian Shades——’


  ‘I don’t want to know their names, I tell you! What do I care about folk dead and gone? Upon my soul you are more sober when you’ve been drinking than when you have not!’


  ‘I must rest a moment,’ he said; and as he paused, holding to the railings, he measured with his eye the height of a college front. ‘This is old Rubric. And that Sarcophagus; and up that lane Crozier and Tudor: and all down there is Cardinal with its long front, and its windows with lifted eyebrows, representing the polite surprise of the University at the efforts of such as I.’


  ‘Come along, and I’ll treat you!’


  ‘Very well. It will help me home, for I feel the chilly fog from the meadows of Cardinal as if death-claws were grabbing me through and through. As Antigone said, I am neither a dweller among men nor ghosts. But, Arabella, when I am dead, you’ll see my spirit flitting up and down here among these!’


  ‘Pooh! You mayn’t die after all. You are tough enough yet, old man.’


  It was night at Marygreen, and the rain of the afternoon showed no sign of abatement. About the time at which Jude and Arabella were walking the streets of Christminster homeward, the Widow Edlin crossed the green, and opened the back door of the schoolmaster’s dwelling, which she often did now before bedtime, to assist Sue in putting things away.


  Sue was muddling helplessly in the kitchen, for she was not a good housewife, though she tried to be, and grew impatient of domestic details.


  ‘Lord love ’ee, what do ye do that yourself for, when I’ve come o’ purpose! You knew I should come.’


  ‘O—I don’t know—I forgot! No, I didn’t forget. I did it to discipline myself. I have scrubbed the stairs since eight o’clock. I must practise myself in my household duties. I’ve shamefully neglected them!’


  ‘Why should ye? He’ll get a better school, perhaps be a parson, in time, and you’ll keep two servants. ’Tis a pity to spoil them pretty hands.’


  ‘Don’t talk of my pretty hands, Mrs. Edlin. This pretty body of mine has been the ruin of me already!’


  ‘Pshoo—you’ve got no body to speak of! You put me more in mind of a sperrit. But there seems something wrong to-night, my dear. Husband cross?’


  ‘No. He never is. He’s gone to bed early.’


  ‘Then what is it?’


  ‘I cannot tell you. I have done wrong to-day. And I want to eradicate it…. Well—I will tell you this—Jude has been here this afternoon, and I find I still love him—O, grossly! I cannot tell you more.’


  ‘Ah![’] said the widow. ‘I told ’ee how ’twould be!’


  ‘But it shan’t be! I have not told my husband of his visit; it is not necessary to trouble him about it, as I never mean to see Jude any more. But I am going to make my conscience right on my duty to Richard—by doing a penance—the ultimate thing. I must!’


  ‘I wouldn’t—since he agrees to it being otherwise, and it has gone on three months very well as it is.’


  ‘Yes—he agrees to my living as I choose; but I feel it is an indulgence I ought not to exact from him. It ought not to have been accepted by me. To reverse it will be terrible—but I must be more just to him. O why was I so unheroic!’


  ‘What is it you don’t like in him?’ asked Mrs. Edlin curiously.


  ‘I cannot tell you. It is something … I cannot say. The mournful thing is, that nobody would admit it as a reason for feeling as I do; so that no excuse is left me.’


  ‘Did you ever tell Jude what it was?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘I’ve heard strange tales o’ husbands in my time,’ observed the widow in a lowered voice. ‘They say that when the saints were upon the earth devils used to take husbands’ forms o’ nights, and get poor women into all sorts of trouble. But I don’t know why that should come into my head, for it is only a tale…. What a wind and rain it is to-night! Well—don’t be in a hurry to alter things, my dear. Think it over.’


  ‘No, no! I’ve screwed my weak soul up to treating him more courteously—and it must be now—at once—before I break down!’


  ‘I don’t think you ought to force your nature. No woman ought to be expected to.’


  ‘It is my duty. I will drink my cup to the dregs!’


  Half-an-hour later when Mrs. Edlin put on her bonnet and shawl to leave, Sue seemed to be seized with vague terror.


  ‘No, no—don’t go, Mrs. Edlin,’ she implored, her eyes enlarged, and with a quick nervous look over her shoulder.


  ‘But it is bed-time, child.’


  ‘Yes, but—there’s the little spare room—my room that was. It is quite ready. Please stay, Mrs. Edlin!—I shall want you in the morning.’


  ‘O well—I don’t mind, if you wish. Nothing will happen to my four old walls, whether I be there or no.’


  She then fastened up the doors, and they ascended the stairs together.


  ‘Wait here, Mrs. Edlin,’ said Sue. ‘I’ll go into my old room a moment by myself.’


  Leaving the widow on the landing Sue turned to the chamber which had been hers exclusively since her arrival at Marygreen, and pushing to the door knelt down by the bed for a minute or two. She then arose, and taking her nightgown from the pillow undressed and came out to Mrs. Edlin. A man could be heard snoring in the room opposite. She wished Mrs. Edlin good-night, and the widow entered the room that Sue had just vacated.


  Sue unlatched the other chamber door, and, as if seized with faintness, sank down outside it. Getting up again she half opened the door, and said ‘Richard.’ As the word came out of her mouth she visibly shuddered.


  The snoring had quite ceased for some time, but he did not reply. Sue seemed relieved, and hurried back to Mrs. Edlin’s chamber. ‘Are you in bed, Mrs. Edlin?’ she asked.


  ‘No, dear,’ said the widow, opening the door. ‘I be old and slow, and it takes me a long while to un-ray. I han’t unlaced my jumps yet.’


  ‘I—don’t hear him! And perhaps—perhaps——’


  ‘What, child?’


  ‘Perhaps he’s dead!’ she gasped. ‘And then—I should be free, and I could go to Jude! … Ah—no—I forgot her—and God!’


  ‘Let’s go and hearken. No—he’s snoring again. But the rain and the wind is so loud that you can hardly hear anything but between whiles.’


  Sue had dragged herself back. ‘Mrs. Edlin, good night again! I am sorry I called you out.’ The widow retreated a second time.


  The strained, resigned look returned to Sue’s face when she was alone. ‘I must do it—I must! I must drink to the dregs!’ she whispered. ‘Richard!’ she said again.


  ‘Hey—what? Is that you, Susanna?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What do you want? Anything the matter? Wait a moment.’ He pulled on some articles of clothing, and came to the door. ‘Yes?’


  ‘When we were at Shaston I jumped out of the window rather than that you should come near me. I have never reversed that treatment till now—when I have come to beg your pardon for it, and ask you to let me in.’


  ‘Perhaps you only think you ought to do this? I don’t wish you to come against your impulses, as I have said.’


  ‘But I beg to be admitted.’ She waited a moment, and repeated, ‘I beg to be admitted! I have been in error—even to-day. I have exceeded my rights. I did not mean to tell you, but perhaps I ought. I sinned against you this afternoon.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘I met Jude! I didn’t know he was coming. And——’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I kissed him, and let him kiss me.’


  ‘O—the old story!’


  ‘Richard, I didn’t know we were going to kiss each other till we did!’


  ‘How many times?’


  ‘A good many. I don’t know. I am horrified to look back on it, and the least I can do after it is to come to you like this.’


  ‘Come—this is pretty bad, after what I’ve done! Anything else to confess?’


  ‘No.’ She had been intending to say: ‘I called him my darling Love.’ But, as a contrite woman always keeps back a little, that portion of the scene remained untold. She went on: ‘I am never going to see him any more. He spoke of some things of the past: and it overcame me. He spoke of—the children.—But, as I have said, I am glad—almost glad I mean—that they are dead, Richard. It blots out all that life of mine!’


  ‘Well—about not seeing him again any more. Come—you really mean this?’ There was something in Phillotson’s tone now which seemed to show that his three months of re-marriage with Sue had somehow not been so satisfactory as his magnanimity or amative patience had anticipated.


  ‘Yes, yes!’


  ‘Perhaps you’ll swear it on the New Testament?’


  ‘I will.’


  He went back to the room and brought out a little brown Testament. ‘Now then: So help you God!’


  She swore.


  ‘Very good!’


  ‘Now I supplicate you, Richard, to whom I belong, and whom I wish to honour and obey, as I vowed, to let me in.’


  ‘Think it over well. You know what it means. Having you back in the house was one thing—this another. So think again.’


  ‘I have thought—I wish this!’


  ‘That’s a complaisant spirit—and perhaps you are right. With a lover hanging about, a half-marriage should be completed. But I repeat my reminder this third and last time.’


  ‘It is my wish! … O God!’


  ‘What did you say O God for?’


  ‘I don’t know!’


  ‘Yes you do! But …’ He gloomily considered her thin and fragile form a moment longer as she crouched before him in her night-clothes. ‘Well, I thought it might end like this,’ he said presently. ‘I owe you nothing, after these signs; but I’ll take you in at your word, and forgive you.’


  He put his arm round her to lift her up. Sue started back.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked, speaking for the first time sternly. ‘You shrink from me again?—just as formerly!’


  ‘No, Richard—I—I—was not thinking——’


  ‘You wish to come in here?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You still bear in mind what it means?’


  ‘Yes. It is my duty!’


  Placing the candlestick on the chest of drawers he led her through the doorway, and lifting her bodily, kissed her. A quick look of aversion passed over her face, but clenching her teeth she uttered no cry.


  Mrs. Edlin had by this time undressed, and was about to get into bed when she said to herself: ‘Ah—perhaps I’d better go and see if the little thing is all right. How it do blow and rain!’


  The widow went out on the landing, and saw that Sue had disappeared. ‘Ah! Poor soul! Weddings be funerals ’a b’lieve nowadays. Fifty-five years ago, come Fall, since my man and I married! Times have changed since then!’


  ♣


  VI.–x.


  Despite himself Jude recovered somewhat, and worked at his trade for several weeks. After Christmas, however, he broke down again.


  With the money he had earned he shifted his lodgings to a yet more central part of the town. But Arabella saw that he was not likely to do much work for a long while, and was cross enough at the turn affairs had taken since her re-marriage to him. ‘I’m hanged if you haven’t been clever in this last stroke!’ she would say, ‘to get a nurse for nothing by marrying me!’


  Jude was absolutely indifferent to what she said, and, indeed, often regarded her abuse in a humorous light. Sometimes his mood was more earnest, and as he lay he often rambled on upon the defeat of his early aims.


  ‘Every man has some little power in some one direction,’ he would say. ‘I was never really stout enough for the stone trade, particularly the fixing. Moving the blocks always used to strain me, and standing the trying draughts in buildings before the windows are in, always gave me colds, and I think that began the mischief inside. But I felt I could do one thing if I had the opportunity. I could accumulate ideas, and impart them to others. I wonder if the Founders had such as I in their minds—a fellow good for nothing else but that particular thing? … I hear that soon there is going to be a better chance for such helpless students as I was. There are schemes afoot for making the University less exclusive, and extending its influence. I don’t know much about it. And it is too late, too late for me! Ah—and for how many worthier ones before me!’


  ‘How you keep a-mumbling!’ said Arabella. ‘I should have thought you’d have got over all that craze about books by this time. And so you would, if you’d had any sense to begin with. You are as bad now as when we were first married.’


  On one occasion while soliloquizing thus he called her ‘Sue’ unconsciously.


  ‘I wish you’d mind who you are talking to!’ said Arabella indignantly. ‘Calling a respectable married woman by the name of that—’ She remembered herself and he did not catch the word.


  But in the course of time, when she saw how things were going, and how very little she had to fear from Sue’s rivalry, she had a fit of generosity. ‘I suppose you want to see your—Sue?’ she said. ‘Well, I don’t mind her coming. You can have her here if you like.[’]


  ‘I don’t wish to see her again.’


  ‘O—that’s a change!’


  ‘And don’t tell her anything about me—that I’m ill, or anything. She has chosen her course. Let her go!’


  One day he received a surprise. Mrs. Edlin came to see him, quite on her own account. Jude’s wife, whose feelings as to where his affections were centred had reached absolute indifference by this time, went out, leaving the old woman alone with Jude. He impulsively asked how Sue was, and then said bluntly, remembering what Sue had told him: ‘I suppose they are still only husband and wife in name?’


  Mrs. Edlin hesitated. ‘Well, no—it’s different now. She’s begun it quite lately—all of her own free will.’


  ‘When did she begin?’ he asked quickly.


  ‘The night after you came. But as a punishment to her poor self. He didn’t wish it, but she insisted.’


  ‘Sue, my Sue—you darling fool—this is almost more than I can endure! … Mrs. Edlin—don’t be frightened at my rambling—I’ve got to talk to myself lying here so many hours alone—she was once a woman whose intellect was to mine like a star to a benzoline lamp: who saw all my superstitions as cobwebs that she could brush away with a word. Then bitter affliction came to us, and her intellect broke, and she veered round to darkness. Strange difference of sex, that time and circumstance, which enlarge the views of most men, narrow the views of women almost invariably. And now the ultimate horror has come—her giving herself like this to what she loathes, in her enslavement to forms!—she, so sensitive, so shrinking, that the very wind seemed to blow on her with a touch of deference…. As for Sue and me when we were at our own best, long ago—when our minds were clear, and our love of truth fearless—the time was not ripe for us! Our ideas were fifty years too soon to be any good to us. And so the resistance they met with brought reaction in her, and recklessness and ruin on me! … There—this, Mrs. Edlin, is how I go on to myself continually, as I lie here. I must be boring you awfully.’


  ‘Not at all, my dear boy. I could hearken to ’ee all day.’


  As Jude reflected more and more on her news, and grew more restless, he began in his mental agony to use terribly profane language about social conventions, which started a fit of coughing. Presently there came a knock at the door downstairs. As nobody answered it Mrs. Edlin herself went down.


  The visitor said blandly: ‘The doctor.’ The lanky form was that of Physician Vilbert, who had been called in by Arabella.


  ‘How is my patient at present?’ asked the physician.


  ‘O bad—very bad! Poor chap, he got excited, and do blaspeam terribly, since I let out some gossip by accident—the more to my blame. But there—you must excuse a man in suffering for what he says, and I hope God will forgive him.’


  ‘Ah. I’ll go up and see him. Mrs. Fawley at home?’


  ‘She’s not in at present, but she’ll be here soon.’


  Vilbert went; but though Jude had hitherto taken the medicines of that skilful practitioner with the greatest indifference whenever poured down his throat by Arabella, he was now so brought to bay by events that he vented his opinion of Vilbert in the physician’s face, and so forcibly, and with such striking epithets, that Vilbert soon scurried downstairs again. At the door he met Arabella, Mrs. Edlin having left. Arabella inquired how he thought her husband was now, and seeing that the doctor looked ruffled, asked him to take something. He assented.


  ‘I’ll bring it to you here in the passage,’ she said. ‘There’s nobody but me about the house to-day.’


  She brought him a bottle and a glass, and he drank. Arabella began shaking with suppressed laughter. ‘What is this, my dear?’ he asked, smacking his lips.


  ‘O—a drop of wine—and something in it.’ Laughing again she said: ‘I poured your own love-philter into it, that you sold me at the Agricultural Show, don’t you remember?’


  ‘I do, I do! Clever woman! But you must be prepared for the consequences.’ Putting his arm round her shoulders he kissed her there and then.


  ‘Don’t, don’t,’ she whispered, laughing good-humouredly. ‘My man will hear.’


  She let him out of the house, and as she went back she said to herself: ‘Well! Weak women must provide for a rainy day. And if my poor fellow upstairs do go off—as I suppose he will soon—it’s well to keep chances open. And I can’t pick and choose now as I could when I was younger. And one must take the old if one can’t get the young.’


  ♣


  VI.–xi.


  The last pages to which the chronicler of these lives would ask the reader’s attention are concerned with the scene in and out of Jude’s bedroom when leafy summer came round again.


  His face was now so thin that his old friends would hardly have known him. It was afternoon, and Arabella was at the looking-glass curling her hair, which operation she performed by heating an umbrella-stay in the flame of a candle she had lighted, and using it upon the flowing lock. When she had finished this, practised a dimple, and put on her things, she cast her eyes round upon Jude. He seemed to be sleeping, though his position was an elevated one, his malady preventing him lying down.


  Arabella, hatted, gloved, and ready, sat down and waited, as if expecting some one to come and take her place as nurse.


  Certain sounds from without revealed that the town was in festivity, though little of the festival, whatever it might have been, could be seen here. Bells began to ring, and the notes came into the room through the open window, and travelled round Jude’s head in a hum. They made her restless, and at last she said to herself: ‘Why ever doesn’t father come!’


  She looked again at Jude, critically gauged his ebbing life, as she had done so many times during the late months, and glancing at his watch, which was hung up by way of timepiece, rose impatiently. Still he slept, and coming to a resolution she slipped from the room, closed the door noiselessly, and descended the stairs. The house was empty. The attraction which moved Arabella to go abroad had evidently drawn away the other inmates long before.


  It was a warm, cloudless, enticing day. She shut the front door, and hastened round into Chief Street, and when near the Theatre could hear the notes of the organ, a rehearsal for a coming concert being in progress. She entered under the archway of Oldgate College, where men were putting up awnings round the quadrangle for a ball in the Hall that evening. People who had come up from the country for the day were picnicking on the grass, and Arabella walked along the gravel paths and under the aged limes. But finding this place rather dull she returned to the streets, and watched the carriages drawing up for the concert, numerous Dons and their wives, and undergraduates with gay female companions, crowding up likewise. When the doors were closed, and the concert began, she moved on.


  The powerful notes of that concert rolled forth through the swinging yellow blinds of the open windows, over the house-tops, and into the still air of the lanes. They reached so far as to the room in which Jude lay; and it was about this time that his cough began again and awakened him.


  As soon as he could speak he murmured, his eyes still closed: ‘A little water, please.’


  Nothing but the deserted room received his appeal, and he coughed to exhaustion again—saying still more feebly: ‘Water—some water—Sue—Arabella!’


  The room remained still as before. Presently he gasped again: ‘Throat—water—Sue—darling—drop of water—please—O please!’


  No water came, and the organ notes, faint as a bee’s hum, rolled in as before.


  While he remained, his face changing, shouts and hurrahs came from somewhere in the direction of the river.


  ‘Ah—yes! The Remembrance games,’ he murmured. ‘And I here. And Sue defiled!’


  The hurrahs were repeated, drowning the faint organ notes. Jude’s face changed more: he whispered slowly, his parched lips scarcely moving:


  ‘Let the day perish wherein I was born, and the night in which it was said, There is a man child conceived’


  (‘Hurrah!’)


  ‘Let that day be darkness; let not God regard it from above, neither let the light shine upon it. Lo, let that night be solitary, let no joyful voice come therein.’


  (‘Hurrah!’)


  ‘Why died I not from the womb? Why did I not give up the ghost when I came out of the belly? … For now should I have lain still and been quiet. I should have slept: then had I been at rest!’


  (‘Hurrah!’)


  ‘There the prisoners rest together; they hear not the voice of the oppressor…. The small and the great are there; and the servant is free from his master. Wherefore is light given to him that is in misery, and life unto the bitter in soul?’


  Meanwhile Arabella, in her journey to discover what was going on, took a short cut down a narrow street and through an obscure nook into the quad of Cardinal. It was full of bustle, and brilliant in the sunlight with flowers and other preparations for a ball here also. A carpenter nodded to her, one who had formerly been a fellow-workman of Jude’s. A corridor was in course of erection from the entrance to the Hall staircase, of gay red and buff bunting. Waggon-loads of boxes containing bright plants in full bloom were being placed about, and the great staircase was covered with red cloth. She nodded to one workman and another, and ascended to the Hall on the strength of their acquaintance, where they were putting down a new floor and decorating for the dance. The cathedral bell close at hand was sounding for five o’clock service.


  ‘I should not mind having a spin there with a fellow’s arm round my waist,’ she said to one of the men. ‘But Lord, I must be getting home again—there’s a lot to do. No dancing for me!’


  When she reached home she was met at the door by Stagg, and one or two other of Jude’s fellow stone-workers. ‘We are just going down to the river,’ said the former, ‘to see the boat-bumping. But we’ve called round on our way to ask how your husband is.’


  ‘He’s sleeping nicely, thank you,’ said Arabella.


  ‘That’s right. Well now, can’t you give yourself half-an-hour’s relaxation, Mrs. Fawley, and come along with us? ’Twould do you good.’


  ‘I should like to go,’ said she. ‘I’ve never seen the boat-racing, and I hear it is good fun.’


  ‘Come along!’


  ‘How I wish I could!’ She looked longingly down the street. ‘Wait a minute, then. I’ll just run up and see how he is now. Father is with him, I believe; so I can most likely come.’


  They waited, and she entered. Downstairs the inmates were absent as before, having, in fact, gone in a body to the river where the procession of boats was to pass. When she reached the bedroom she found that her father had not even now come.


  ‘Why couldn’t he have been here!’ she said impatiently. ‘He wants to see the boats himself—that’s what it is!’


  However, on looking round to the bed she brightened, for she saw that Jude was apparently sleeping, though he was not in the usual half-elevated posture necessitated by his cough. He had slipped down, and lay flat. A second glance caused her to start, and she went to the bed. His face was quite white, and gradually becoming rigid. She touched his fingers; they were cold, though his body was still warm. She listened at his chest. All was still within. The bumping of near thirty years had ceased.


  After her first appalled sense of what had happened the faint notes of a military or other brass band from the river reached her ears; and in a provoked tone she exclaimed, ‘To think he should die just now! Why did he die just now!’ Then meditating another moment or two she went to the door, softly closed it as before, and again descended the stairs.


  ‘Here she is!’ said one of the workmen. ‘We wondered if you were coming after all. Come along; we must be quick to get a good place…. Well, how is he? Sleeping well still? Of course, we don’t want to drag ’ee away if——’


  ‘O yes—sleeping quite sound. He won’t wake yet,’ she said hurriedly.


  They went with the crowd down Cardinal Street, where they presently reached the bridge, and the gay barges burst upon their view. Thence they passed by a narrow slit down to the riverside path—now dusty, hot, and thronged. Almost as soon as they had arrived the grand procession of boats began; the oars smacking with a loud kiss on the face of the stream, as they were lowered from the perpendicular.


  ‘O, I say—how jolly! I’m glad I’ve come,’ said Arabella. ‘And—it can’t hurt my husband—my being away.’


  On the opposite side of the river, on the crowded barges, were gorgeous nosegays of feminine beauty, fashionably arrayed in green, pink, blue, and white. The blue flag of the Boat Club denoted the centre of interest, beneath which a band in red uniform gave out the notes she had already heard in the death-chamber. Collegians of all sorts, in canoes with ladies, watching keenly for ‘our’ boat, darted up and down. While she regarded the lively scene somebody touched Arabella in the ribs, and looking round she saw Vilbert.


  ‘That philter is operating, you know!’ he said with a leer. ‘Shame on ’ee to wreck a heart so!’


  ‘I shan’t talk of love to-day.’


  ‘Why not? It is a general holiday.’


  She did not reply. Vilbert’s arm stole round her waist, which act could be performed unobserved in the crowd. An arch expression overspread Arabella’s face at the feel of the arm, but she kept her eyes on the river as if she did not know of the embrace.


  The crowd surged, pushing Arabella and her friends sometimes nearly into the river, and she would have laughed heartily at the horse-play that succeeded, if the imprint on her mind’s eye of a pale, statuesque countenance she had lately gazed upon had not sobered her a little.


  The fun on the water reached the acme of excitement; there were immersions, there were shouts: the race was lost and won, the pink and blue and yellow ladies retired from the barges, and the people who had watched began to move.


  ‘Well—it’s been awfully good,’ cried Arabella. ‘But I think I must get back to my poor man. Father is there, so far as I know; but I had better get back.’


  ‘What’s your hurry?’


  ‘Well, I must go…. Dear, dear, this is awkward!’


  At the narrow gangway where the people ascended from the riverside path to the bridge the crowd was literally jammed into one hot mass—Arabella and Vilbert with the rest; and here they remained motionless, Arabella exclaiming, ‘Dear, dear!’ more and more impatiently; for it had just occurred to her mind that if Jude were discovered to have died alone an inquest might be deemed necessary.


  ‘What a fidget you are, my love,’ said the physician, who, being pressed close against her by the throng, had no need of personal effort for contact. ‘Just as well have patience: there’s no getting away yet!’


  It was nearly ten minutes before the wedged multitude moved sufficiently to let them pass through. As soon as she got up into the street Arabella hastened on, forbidding the physician to accompany her further that day. She did not go straight to her house; but to the abode of a woman who performed the last necessary offices for the poorer dead; where she knocked.


  ‘My husband has just gone, poor soul,’ she said. ‘Can you come and lay him out?’


  Arabella waited a few minutes; and the two women went along, elbowing their way through the stream of fashionable people pouring out of Cardinal meadow, and being nearly knocked down by the carriages.


  ‘I must call at the sexton’s about the bell, too,’ said Arabella. ‘It is just round here, isn’t it? I’ll meet you at my door.’


  By ten o’clock that night Jude was lying on the bedstead at his lodging covered with a sheet, and straight as an arrow. Through the partly opened window the joyous throb of a waltz entered from the ball-room at Cardinal.


  Two days later, when the sky was equally cloudless, and the air equally still, two persons stood beside Jude’s open coffin in the same little bedroom. On one side was Arabella, on the other the Widow Edlin. They were both looking at Jude’s face, the worn old eyelids of Mrs. Edlin being red.


  ‘How beautiful he is!’ said she.


  ‘Yes. He’s a ’andsome corpse,’ said Arabella.


  The window was still open to ventilate the room, and it being about noontide the clear air was motionless and quiet without. From a distance came voices; and an apparent noise of persons stamping.


  ‘What’s that?’ murmured the old woman.


  ‘Oh, that’s the doctors in the Theatre, conferring Honorary degrees on the Duke of Hamptonshire and a lot more illustrious gents of that sort. It’s Remembrance Week, you know. The cheers come from the young men.’


  ‘Ay; young and strong-lunged! Not like our poor boy here.’


  An occasional word, as from some one making a speech, floated from the open windows of the Theatre across to this quiet corner, at which there seemed to be a smile of some sort upon the marble features of Jude; while the old, superseded, Delphin editions of Virgil and Horace, and the dog-eared Greek Testament on the neighbouring shelf, and the few other volumes of the sort that he had not parted with, roughened with stone-dust where he had been in the habit of catching them up for a few minutes between his labours, seemed to pale to a sickly cast at the sounds. The bells struck out joyously; and their reverberations travelled round the bedroom.


  Arabella’s eyes removed from Jude to Mrs. Edlin. ‘D’ye think she will come?’ she asked.


  ‘I could not say. She swore not to see him again.’


  ‘How is she looking?’


  ‘Tired and miserable, poor heart. Years and years older than when you saw her last. Quite a staid, worn woman now. ’Tis the man;—she can’t stomach un, even now!’


  ‘If Jude had been alive to see her, he would hardly have cared for her any more, perhaps.’


  ‘That’s what we don’t know…. Didn’t he ever ask you to send for her, since he came to see her in that strange way?’


  ‘No. Quite the contrary. I offered to send, and he said I was not to let her know how ill he was.’


  ‘Did he forgive her?’


  ‘Not as I know.’


  ‘Well—poor little thing, ’tis to be believed she’s found forgiveness somewhere! She said she had found peace!’


  ‘She may swear that on her knees to the holy cross upon her necklace till she’s hoarse, but it won’t be true!’ said Arabella. ‘She’s never found peace since she left his arms, and never will again till she’s as he is now!’


  the end


  ♣
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  Preface


  The peninsula carved by Time out of a single stone, whereon most of the following scenes are laid, has been for centuries immemorial the home of a curious and well-nigh distinct people, cherishing strange beliefs and singular customs, now for the most part obsolescent. Fancies, like certain soft-wooded plants which cannot bear the silent inland frosts, but thrive by the sea in the roughest of weather, seem to grow up naturally here, in particular amongst those natives who have no active concern in the labours of the ‘Isle.’ Hence it is a spot apt to generate a type of personage like the character imperfectly sketched in these pages—a native of natives—whom some may choose to call a fantast (if they honour him with their consideration so far), but whom others may see only as one that gave objective continuity and a name to a delicate dream which in a vaguer form is more or less common to all men, and is by no means new to Platonic philosophers.


  To those who know the rocky coign of England here depicted—overlooking the great Channel Highway with all its suggestiveness, and standing out so far into mid-sea that touches of the Gulf Stream soften the air till February—it is matter of surprise that the place has not been more frequently chosen as the retreat of artists and poets in search of inspiration—for at least a month or two in the year, the tempestuous rather than the fine seasons by preference. To be sure, one nook therein is the retreat, at their country’s expense, of other geniuses from a distance; but their presence is hardly discoverable. Yet perhaps it is as well that the artistic visitors do not come, or no more would be heard of little freehold houses being bought and sold there for a couple of hundred pounds—built of solid stone, and dating from the sixteenth century and earlier, with mullions, copings, and corbels complete. These transactions, by the way, are carried out and covenanted, or were till lately, in the parish church, in the face of the congregation, such being the ancient custom of the Isle.


  As for the story itself, it may be worth while to remark that, differing from all or most others of the series in that the interest aimed at is of an ideal or subjective nature, and frankly imaginative, verisimilitude in the sequence of events has been subordinated to the said aim.


  The first publication of this tale in an independent form was in 1897; but it had appeared in the periodical press in 1892, under the title of ‘The Pursuit of the Well-Beloved.’ A few chapters of that experimental issue were rewritten for the present and final form of the narrative.


  T. H.


  August 1912.


  ♣


  Part First


  A Young Man of Twenty


  
    ——‘Now, if Time knows


    That Her, whose radiant brows


    Weave them a garland of my vows;

  


  
    Her that dares be


    What these lines wish to see:


    I seek no further, it is She.’


    —R. Crashaw.

  


  I.–i.


  A Supposititious Presentment of Her


  A person who differed from the local wayfarers was climbing the steep road which leads through the sea-skirted townlet definable as the Street of Wells, and forms a pass into that Gibraltar of Wessex, the singular peninsula once an island, and still called such, that stretches out like the head of a bird into the English Channel. It is connected with the mainland by a long thin neck of pebbles ‘cast up by rages of the se,’ and unparalleled in its kind in Europe.


  The pedestrian was what he looked like—a young man from London and the cities of the Continent. Nobody could see at present that his urbanism sat upon him only as a garment. He was just recollecting with something of self-reproach that a whole three years and eight months had flown since he paid his last visit to his father at this lonely rock of his birthplace, the intervening time having been spent amid many contrasting societies, peoples, manners, and scenes.


  What had seemed usual in the isle when he lived there always looked quaint and odd after his later impressions. More than ever the spot seemed what it was said once to have been, the ancient Vindilia Island, and the Home of the Slingers. The towering rock, the houses above houses, one man’s doorstep rising behind his neighbour’s chimney, the gardens hung up by one edge to the sky, the vegetables growing on apparently almost vertical planes, the unity of the whole island as a solid and single block of limestone four miles long, were no longer familiar and commonplace ideas. All now stood dazzlingly unique and white against the tinted sea, and the sun flashed on infinitely stratified walls of oolite,


  
    The melancholy ruins


    Of cancelled cycles, …

  


  with a distinctiveness that called the eyes to it as strongly as any spectacle he had beheld afar.


  After a laborious clamber he reached the top, and walked along the plateau towards the eastern village. The time being about two o’clock, in the middle of the summer season, the road was glaring and dusty, and drawing near to his father’s house he sat down in the sun.


  He stretched out his hand upon the rock beside him. It felt warm. That was the island’s personal temperature when in its afternoon sleep as now. He listened, and heard sounds: whirr-whirr, saw-saw-saw. Those were the island’s snores—the noises of the quarrymen and stone-sawyers.


  Opposite to the spot on which he sat was a roomy cottage or homestead. Like the island it was all of stone, not only in walls but in window-frames, roof, chimneys, fence, stile, pigsty and stable, almost door.


  He remembered who had used to live there—and probably lived there now—the Caro family; the ‘roan-mare’ Caros, as they were called to distinguish them from other branches of the same pedigree, there being but half-a-dozen Christian and surnames in the whole island. He crossed the road and looked in at the open doorway. Yes, there they were still.


  Mrs. Caro, who had seen him from the window, met him in the entry, and an old-fashioned greeting took place between them. A moment after a door leading from the back rooms was thrown open, and a young girl about seventeen or eighteen came bounding in.


  ‘Why, ’tis dear Joce!’ she burst out joyfully. And running up to the young man she kissed him.


  The demonstration was sweet enough from the owner of such an affectionate pair of bright hazel eyes and brown tresses of hair. But it was so sudden, so unexpected by a man fresh from towns, that he winced for a moment quite involuntarily; and there was some constraint in the manner in which he returned her kiss, and said, ‘My pretty little Avice, how do you do after so long?’


  For a few seconds her impulsive innocence hardly noticed his start of surprise; but Mrs. Caro, the girl’s mother, had observed it instantly. With a pained flush she turned to her daughter.


  ‘Avice—my dear Avice! Why—what are you doing? Don’t you know that you’ve grown up to be a woman since Jocelyn—Mr. Pierston—was last down here? Of course you mustn’t do now as you used to do three or four years ago!’


  The awkwardness which had arisen was hardly removed by Pierston’s assurance that he quite expected her to keep up the practice of her childhood, followed by several minutes of conversation on general subjects. He was vexed from his soul that his unaware movement should so have betrayed him. At his leaving he repeated that if Avice regarded him otherwise than as she used to do he would never forgive her; but though they parted good friends her regret at the incident was visible in her face. Jocelyn passed out into the road and onward to his father’s house hard by. The mother and daughter were left alone.


  ‘I was quite amazed at ’ee, my child!’ exclaimed the elder. ‘A young man from London and foreign cities, used now to the strictest company manners, and ladies who almost think it vulgar to smile broad! How could ye do it, Avice?’


  ‘I—I didn’t think about how I was altered!’ said the conscience-stricken girl. ‘I used to kiss him, and he used to kiss me before he went away.’


  ‘But that was years ago, my dear!’


  ‘O yes, and for the moment I forgot! He seemed just the same to me as he used to be.’


  ‘Well, it can’t be helped now. You must be careful in the future. He’s got lots of young women, I’ll warrant, and has few thoughts left for you. He’s what they call a sculptor, and he means to be a great genius in that line some day, they do say.’


  ‘Well, I’ve done it; and it can’t be mended!’ moaned the girl.


  Meanwhile Jocelyn Pierston, the sculptor of budding fame, had gone onward to the house of his father, an inartistic man of trade and commerce merely, from whom, nevertheless, Jocelyn condescended to accept a yearly allowance pending the famous days to come. But the elder, having received no warning of his son’s intended visit, was not at home to receive him. Jocelyn looked round the familiar premises, glanced across the Common at the great yards within which eternal saws were going to and fro upon eternal blocks of stone—the very same saws and the very same blocks that he had seen there when last in the island, so it seemed to him—and then passed through the dwelling into the back garden.


  Like all the gardens in the isle it was surrounded by a wall of dry-jointed spawls, and at its further extremity it ran out into a corner, which adjoined the garden of the Caros. He had no sooner reached this spot than he became aware of a murmuring and sobbing on the other side of the wall. The voice he recognized in a moment as Avice’s, and she seemed to be confiding her trouble to some young friend of her own sex.


  ‘O, what shall I do! what shall I do!’ she was saying bitterly. ‘So bold as it was—so shameless! How could I think of such a thing! He will never forgive me—never, never like me again! He’ll think me a forward hussy, and yet—and yet I quite forgot how much I had grown. But that he’ll never believe!’ The accents were those of one who had for the first time become conscious of her womanhood, as an unwonted possession which shamed and frightened her.


  ‘Did he seem angry at it?’ inquired the friend.


  ‘O no—not angry! Worse. Cold and haughty. O, he’s such a fashionable person now—not at all an island man. But there’s no use in talking of it. I wish I was dead!’


  Pierston retreated as quickly as he could. He grieved at the incident which had brought such pain to this innocent soul; and yet it was beginning to be a source of vague pleasure to him. He returned to the house, and when his father had come back and welcomed him, and they had shared a meal together, Jocelyn again went out, full of an earnest desire to soothe his young neighbour’s sorrow in a way she little expected; though, to tell the truth, his affection for her was rather that of a friend than of a lover, and he felt by no means sure that the migratory, elusive idealization he called his Love who, ever since his boyhood, had flitted from human shell to human shell an indefinite number of times, was going to take up her abode in the body of Avice Caro.


  ♣


  I.–ii.


  The Incarnation is Assumed to be True


  It was difficult to meet her again, even though on this lump of rock the difficulty lay as a rule rather in avoidance than in meeting. But Avice had been transformed into a very different kind of young woman by the self-consciousness engendered of her impulsive greeting, and, notwithstanding their near neighbourhood, he could not encounter her, try as he would. No sooner did he appear an inch beyond his father’s door than she was to earth like a fox; she bolted upstairs to her room.


  Anxious to soothe her after his unintentional slight he could not stand these evasions long. The manners of the isle were primitive and straightforward, even among the well-to-do, and noting her disappearance one day he followed her into the house and onward to the foot of the stairs.


  ‘Avice!’ he called.


  ‘Yes, Mr. Pierston.’


  ‘Why do you run upstairs like that?’


  ‘Oh—only because I wanted to come up for something.’


  ‘Well, if you’ve got it, can’t you come down again?’


  ‘No, I can’t very well.’


  ‘Come, dear Avice. That’s what you are, you know.’


  There was no response.


  ‘Well, if you won’t, you won’t!’ he continued. ‘I don’t want to bother you.’ And Pierston went away.


  He was stopping to look at the old-fashioned flowers under the garden walls when he heard a voice behind him.


  ‘Mr. Pierston—I wasn’t angry with you. When you were gone I thought—you might mistake me, and I felt I could do no less than come and assure you of my friendship still.’


  Turning he saw the blushing Avice immediately behind him.


  ‘You are a good, dear girl!’ said he, and, seizing her hand, set upon her cheek the kind of kiss that should have been the response to hers on the day of his coming.


  ‘Darling Avice, forgive me for the slight that day! Say you do. Come, now! And then I’ll say to you what I have never said to any other woman, living or dead: “Will you have me as your husband?”’


  ‘Ah!—mother says I am only one of many!’


  ‘You are not, dear. You knew me when I was young, and others didn’t.’


  Somehow or other her objections were got over, and though she did not give an immediate assent, she agreed to meet him later in the afternoon, when she walked with him to the southern point of the island called the Beal, or, by strangers, the Bill, pausing over the treacherous cavern known as Cave Hole, into which the sea roared and splashed now as it had done when they visited it together as children. To steady herself while looking in he offered her his arm, and she took it, for the first time as a woman, for the hundredth time as his companion.


  They rambled on to the lighthouse, where they would have lingered longer if Avice had not suddenly remembered an engagement to recite poetry from a platform that very evening at the Street of Wells, the village commanding the entrance to the island—the village that has now advanced to be a town.


  ‘Recite!’ said he. ‘Who’d have thought anybody or anything could recite down here except the reciter we hear away there—the never speechless sea.’


  ‘O but we are quite intellectual now. In the winter particularly. But, Jocelyn—don’t come to the recitation, will you? It would spoil my performance if you were there, and I want to be as good as the rest.’


  ‘I won’t if you really wish me not to. But I shall meet you at the door and bring you home.’


  ‘Yes!’ she said, looking up into his face. Avice was perfectly happy now; she could never have believed on that mortifying day of his coming that she would be so happy with him. When they reached the east side of the isle they parted, that she might be soon enough to take her place on the platform. Pierston went home, and after dark, when it was about the hour for accompanying her back, he went along the middle road northward to the Street of Wells.


  He was full of misgiving. He had known Avice Caro so well of old that his feeling for her now was rather comradeship than love; and what he had said to her in a moment of impulse that morning rather appalled him in its consequences. Not that any of the more sophisticated and accomplished women who had attracted him successively would be likely to rise inconveniently between them. For he had quite disabused his mind of the assumption that the idol of his fancy was an integral part of the personality in which it had sojourned for a long or a short while.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  To his Well-Beloved he had always been faithful; but she had had many embodiments. Each individuality known as Lucy, Jane, Flora, Evangeline, or what-not, had been merely a transient condition of her. He did not recognize this as an excuse or as a defence, but as a fact simply. Essentially she was perhaps of no tangible substance; a spirit, a dream, a frenzy, a conception, an aroma, an epitomized sex, a light of the eye, a parting of the lips. God only knew what she really was; Pierston did not. She was indescribable.


  Never much considering that she was a subjective phenomenon vivified by the weird influences of his descent and birthplace, the discovery of her ghostliness, of her independence of physical laws and failings, had occasionally given him a sense of fear. He never knew where she next would be, whither she would lead him, having herself instant access to all ranks and classes, to every abode of men. Sometimes at night he dreamt that she was ‘the wile-weaving Daughter of high Zeus’ in person, bent on tormenting him for his sins against her beauty in his art—the implacable Aphrodite herself indeed. He knew that he loved the masquerading creature wherever he found her, whether with blue eyes, black eyes, or brown; whether presenting herself as tall, fragile, or plump. She was never in two places at once; but hitherto she had never been in one place long.


  By making this clear to his mind some time before to-day, he had escaped a good deal of ugly self-reproach. It was simply that she who always attracted him, and led him whither she would as by a silken thread, had not remained the occupant of the same fleshly tabernacle in her career so far. Whether she would ultimately settle down to one he could not say.


  Had he felt that she was becoming manifest in Avice, he would have tried to believe that this was the terminal spot of her migrations, and have been content to abide by his words. But did he see the Well-Beloved in Avice at all? The question was somewhat disturbing.


  He had reached the brow of the hill, and descended towards the village, where in the long straight Roman street he soon found the lighted hall. The performance was not yet over; and by going round to the side of the building and standing on a mound he could see the interior as far down as the platform level. Avice’s turn, or second turn, came on almost immediately. Her pretty embarrassment on facing the audience rather won him away from his doubts. She was, in truth, what is called a ‘nice’ girl; attractive, certainly, but above all things nice—one of the class with whom the risks of matrimony approximate most nearly to zero. Her intelligent eyes, her broad forehead, her thoughtful carriage, ensured one thing, that of all the girls he had known he had never met one with more charming and solid qualities than Avice Caro’s. This was not a mere conjecture—he had known her long and thoroughly; her every mood and temper.


  A heavy wagon passing without drowned her small soft voice for him; but the audience were pleased, and she blushed at their applause. He now took his station at the door, and when the people had done pouring out he found her within awaiting him.


  They climbed homeward slowly by the Old Road, Pierston dragging himself up the steep by the wayside hand-rail and pulling Avice after him upon his arm. At the top they turned and stood still. To the left of them the sky was streaked like a fan with the lighthouse rays, and under their front, at periods of a quarter of a minute, there arose a deep, hollow stroke like the single beat of a drum, the intervals being filled with a long-drawn rattling, as of bones between huge canine jaws. It came from the vast concave of Deadman’s Bay, rising and falling against the pebble dyke.


  The evening and night winds here were, to Pierston’s mind, charged with a something that did not burden them elsewhere. They brought it up from that sinister Bay to the west, whose movement she and he were hearing now. It was a presence—an imaginary shape or essence from the human multitude lying below: those who had gone down in vessels of war, East Indiamen, barges, brigs, and ships of the Armada—select people, common, and debased, whose interests and hopes had been as wide asunder as the poles, but who had rolled each other to oneness on that restless sea-bed. There could almost be felt the brush of their huge composite ghost as it ran a shapeless figure over the isle, shrieking for some good god who would disunite it again.


  The twain wandered a long way that night amid these influences—so far as to the old Hope Churchyard, which lay in a ravine formed by a landslip ages ago. The church had slipped down with the rest of the cliff, and had long been a ruin. It seemed to say that in this last local stronghold of the Pagan divinities, where Pagan customs lingered yet, Christianity had established itself precariously at best. In that solemn spot Pierston kissed her.


  The kiss was by no means on Avice’s initiative this time. Her former demonstrativeness seemed to have increased her present reserve.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  That day was the beginning of a pleasant month passed mainly in each other’s society. He found that she could not only recite poetry at intellectual gatherings, but play the piano fairly, and sing to her own accompaniment.


  He observed that every aim of those who had brought her up had been to get her away mentally as far as possible from her natural and individual life as an inhabitant of a peculiar island: to make her an exact copy of tens of thousands of other people, in whose circumstances there was nothing special, distinctive, or picturesque; to teach her to forget all the experiences of her ancestors; to drown the local ballads by songs purchased at the Budmouth fashionable music-sellers’, and the local vocabulary by a governess-tongue of no country at all. She lived in a house that would have been the fortune of an artist, and learnt to draw London suburban villas from printed copies.


  Avice had seen all this before he pointed it out, but, with a girl’s tractability, had acquiesced. By constitution she was local to the bone, but she could not escape the tendency of the age.


  The time for Jocelyn’s departure drew near, and she looked forward to it sadly, but serenely, their engagement being now a settled thing. Pierston thought of the native custom on such occasions, which had prevailed in his and her family for centuries, both being of the old stock of the isle. The influx of ‘kimberlins,’ or ‘foreigners’ (as strangers from the mainland of Wessex were called), had led in a large measure to its discontinuance; but underneath the veneer of Avice’s education many an old-fashioned idea lay slumbering, and he wondered if, in her natural melancholy at his leaving, she regretted the changing manners which made unpopular the formal ratification of a betrothal, according to the precedent of their sires and grandsires.


  ♣


  I.–iii.


  The Appointment


  ‘Well,’ said he, ‘here we are, arrived at the fag-end of my holiday. What a pleasant surprise my old home, which I have not thought worth coming to see for three or four years, had in store for me!’


  ‘You must go to-morrow?’ she asked uneasily.


  ‘Yes.’


  Something seemed to overweigh them; something more than the natural sadness of a parting which was not to be long; and he decided that instead of leaving in the daytime as he had intended, he would defer his departure till night, and go by the mail-train from Budmouth. This would give him time to look into his father’s quarries, and enable her, if she chose, to walk with him along the beach as far as to Henry the Eighth’s Castle above the sands, where they could linger and watch the moon rise over the sea. She said she thought she could come.


  So after spending the next day with his father in the quarries Jocelyn prepared to leave, and at the time appointed set out from the stone house of his birth in this stone isle to walk to Budmouth-Regis by the path along the beach, Avice having some time earlier gone down to see some friends in the Street of Wells, which was halfway towards the spot of their tryst. The descent soon brought him to the pebble bank, and leaving behind him the last houses of the isle, and the ruins of the village destroyed by the November gale of 1824, he struck out along the narrow thread of land. When he had walked a hundred yards he stopped, turned aside to the pebble ridge which walled out the sea, and sat down to wait for her.


  Between him and the lights of the ships riding at anchor in the roadstead two men passed slowly in the direction he intended to pursue. One of them recognized Jocelyn, and bade him good-night, adding, ‘Wish you joy, sir, of your choice, and hope the wedden will be soon!’


  ‘Thank you, Seaborn. Well—we shall see what Christmas will do towards bringing it about.’


  ‘My wife opened upon it this mornen: “Please God, I’ll up and see that there wedden,” says she, “knowing ’em both from their crawling days.”’


  The men moved on, and when they were out of Pierston’s hearing the one who had not spoken said to his friend, ‘Who was that young kimberlin? He don’t seem one o’ we.’


  ‘O, he is, though, every inch o’ en. He’s Mr. Jocelyn Pierston, the stwone-merchant’s only son up at East Quarriers. He’s to be married to a stylish young body; her mother, a widow woman, carries on the same business as well as she can; but their trade is not a twentieth part of Pierston’s. He’s worth thousands and thousands, they say, though ’a do live on in the same wold way up in the same wold house. This son is doen great things in London as a’ image-carver; and I can mind when, as a boy, ’a first took to carving soldiers out o’ bits o’ stwone from the soft-bed of his father’s quarries; and then ’a made a set o’ stwonen chess-men, and so ’a got on. He’s quite the gent in London, they tell me; and the wonder is that ’a cared to come back here and pick up little Avice Caro—nice maid as she is notwithstanding…. Hullo! there’s to be a change in the weather soon.’


  Meanwhile the subject of their remarks waited at the appointed place till seven o’clock, the hour named between himself and his affianced, had struck. Almost at the moment he saw a figure coming forward from the last lamp at the bottom of the hill. But the figure speedily resolved itself into that of a boy, who, advancing to Jocelyn, inquired if he were Mr. Pierston, and handed him a note.


  ♣


  I.–iv.


  A Lonely Pedestrian


  When the boy had gone Jocelyn retraced his steps to the last lamp, and read, in Avice’s hand:


  
    My Dearest,—I shall be sorry if I grieve you at all in what I am going to say about our arrangement to meet to-night in the Sandsfoot ruin. But I have fancied that my seeing you again and again lately is inclining your father to insist, and you as his heir to feel, that we ought to carry out Island Custom in our courting—your people being such old inhabitants in an unbroken line. Truth to say, mother supposes that your father, for natural reasons, may have hinted to you that we ought. Now, the thing is contrary to my feelings: it is nearly left off; and I do not think it good, even where there is property, as in your case, to justify it, in a measure. I would rather trust in Providence.


    On the whole, therefore, it is best that I should not come—if only for appearances—and meet you at a time and place suggesting the custom, to others than ourselves, at least, if known.


    I am sure that this decision will not disturb you much; that you will understand my modern feelings, and think no worse of me for them. And dear, if it were to be done, and we were unfortunate in it, we might both have enough old family feeling to think, like our forefathers, and possibly your father, that we could not marry honourably; and hence we might be made unhappy.


    However, you will come again shortly, will you not, dear Jocelyn?—and then the time will soon draw on when no more good-byes will be required.—Always and ever yours,


    Avice.

  


  Jocelyn, having read the letter, was surprised at the naïveté it showed, and at Avice and her mother’s antiquated simplicity in supposing that to be still a grave and operating principle which was a bygone barbarism to himself and other absentees from the island. His father, as a money-maker, might have practical wishes on the matter of descendants which lent plausibility to the conjecture of Avice and her mother; but to Jocelyn he had never expressed himself in favour of the ancient ways, old-fashioned as he was.


  Amused therefore at her regard of herself as modern, Jocelyn was disappointed, and a little vexed, that such an unforeseen reason should have deprived him of her company. How the old ideas survived under the new education!


  The reader is asked to remember that the date, though recent in the history of the Isle of Slingers, was more than forty years ago.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Finding that the evening seemed louring, yet indisposed to go back and hire a vehicle, he went on quickly alone. In such an exposed spot the night wind was gusty, and the sea behind the pebble barrier kicked and flounced in complex rhythms, which could be translated equally well as shocks of battle or shouts of thanksgiving.


  Presently on the pale road before him he discerned a figure, the figure of a woman. He remembered that a woman passed him while he was reading Avice’s letter by the last lamp, and now he was overtaking her.


  He did hope for a moment that it might be Avice, with a changed mind. But it was not she, nor anybody like her. It was a taller, squarer form than that of his betrothed, and although the season was only autumn she was wrapped in furs, or in thick and heavy clothing of some kind.


  He soon advanced abreast of her, and could get glimpses of her profile against the roadstead lights. It was dignified, arresting, that of a very Juno. Nothing more classical had he ever seen. She walked at a swinging pace, yet with such ease and power that there was but little difference in their rate of speed for several minutes; and during this time he regarded and conjectured. However, he was about to pass her by when she suddenly turned and addressed him.


  ‘Mr. Pierston, I think, of East Quarriers?’


  He assented, and could just discern what a handsome, commanding, imperious face it was—quite of a piece with the proud tones of her voice. She was a new type altogether in his experience; and her accent was not so local as Avice’s.


  ‘Can you tell me the time, please?’


  He looked at his watch by the aid of a light, and in telling her that it was a quarter past seven observed, by the momentary gleam of his match, that her eyes looked a little red and chafed, as if with weeping.


  ‘Mr. Pierston, will you forgive what will appear very strange to you, I dare say? That is, may I ask you to lend me some money for a day or two? I have been so foolish as to leave my purse on the dressing-table.’


  It did appear strange: and yet there were features in the young lady’s personality which assured him in a moment that she was not an impostor. He yielded to her request, and put his hand in his pocket. Here it remained for a moment. How much did she mean by the words ‘some money’? The Junonian quality of her form and manner made him throw himself by an impulse into harmony with her, and he responded regally. He scented a romance. He handed her five pounds.


  His munificence caused her no apparent surprise. ‘It is quite enough, thank you,’ she remarked quietly, as he announced the sum, lest she should be unable to see it for herself.


  While overtaking and conversing with her he had not observed that the rising wind, which had proceeded from puffing to growling, and from growling to screeching, with the accustomed suddenness of its changes here, had at length brought what it promised by these vagaries—rain. The drops, which had at first hit their left cheeks like the pellets of a popgun, soon assumed the character of a raking fusillade from the bank adjoining, one shot of which was sufficiently smart to go through Jocelyn’s sleeve. The tall girl turned, and seemed to be somewhat concerned at an onset which she had plainly not foreseen before her starting.


  ‘We must take shelter,’ said Jocelyn.


  ‘But where?’ said she.


  To windward was the long, monotonous bank, too obtusely piled to afford a screen, over which they could hear the canine crunching of pebbles by the sea without; on their right stretched the inner bay or roadstead, the distant riding-lights of the ships now dim and glimmering; behind them a faint spark here and there in the lower sky showed where the island rose; before there was nothing definite, and could be nothing, till they reached a precarious wood bridge, a mile further on, Henry the Eighth’s Castle being a little further still.


  But just within the summit of the bank, whither it had apparently been hauled to be out of the way of the waves, was one of the local boats called lerrets, bottom upwards. As soon as they saw it the pair ran up the pebbly slope towards it by a simultaneous impulse. They then perceived that it had lain there a long time, and were comforted to find it capable of affording more protection than anybody would have expected from a distant view. It formed a shelter or store for the fishermen, the bottom of the lerret being tarred as a roof. By creeping under the bows, which overhung the bank on props to leeward, they made their way within, where, upon some thwarts, oars, and other fragmentary woodwork, lay a mass of dry netting—a whole sein. Upon this they scrambled and sat down, through inability to stand upright.


  ♣


  I.–v.


  A Charge


  The rain fell upon the keel of the old lerret like corn thrown in handfuls by some colossal sower, and darkness set in to its full shade.


  They crouched so close to each other that he could feel her furs against him. Neither had spoken since they left the roadway till she said, with attempted unconcern: ‘This is unfortunate.’


  He admitted that it was, and found, after a few further remarks had passed, that she certainly had been weeping, there being a suppressed gasp of passionateness in her utterance now and then.


  ‘It is more unfortunate for you, perhaps, than for me,’ he said, ‘and I am very sorry that it should be so.’


  She replied nothing to this, and he added that it was rather a desolate place for a woman, alone and afoot. He hoped nothing serious had happened to drag her out at such an untoward time.


  At first she seemed not at all disposed to show any candour on her own affairs, and he was left to conjecture as to her history and name, and how she could possibly have known him. But, as the rain gave not the least sign of cessation, he observed: ‘I think we shall have to go back.’


  ‘Never!’ said she, and the firmness with which she closed her lips was audible in the word.


  ‘Why not?’ he inquired.


  ‘There are good reasons.’


  ‘I cannot understand how you should know me, while I have no knowledge of you.’


  ‘O but you know me—about me, at least.’


  ‘Indeed I don’t. How should I? You are a kimberlin.’


  ‘I am not. I am a real islander—or was, rather…. Haven’t you heard of the Best-Bed Stone Company?’


  ‘I should think so! They tried to ruin my father by getting away his trade—or, at least, the founder of the company did—old Bencomb.’


  ‘He’s my father!’


  ‘Indeed. I am sorry I should have spoken so disrespectfully of him, for I never knew him personally. After making over his large business to the company, he retired, I believe, to London?’


  ‘Yes. Our house, or rather his, not mine, is at South Kensington. We have lived there for years. But we have been tenants of Sylvania Castle, on the island here, this season. We took it for a month or two of the owner, who is away.’


  ‘Then I have been staying quite near you, Miss Bencomb. My father’s is a comparatively humble residence hard by.’


  ‘But he could afford a much bigger one if he chose.’


  ‘You have heard so? I don’t know. He doesn’t tell me much of his affairs.’


  ‘My father,’ she burst out suddenly, ‘is always scolding me for my extravagance! And he has been doing it to-day more than ever. He said I go shopping in town to simply a diabolical extent, and exceed my allowance!’


  ‘Was that this evening?’


  ‘Yes. And then it reached such a storm of passion between us that I pretended to retire to my room for the rest of the evening, but I slipped out; and I am never going back home again.’


  ‘What will you do?’


  ‘I shall go first to my aunt in London; and if she won’t have me, I’ll work for a living. I have left my father for ever! What I should have done if I had not met you I cannot tell—I must have walked all the way to London, I suppose. Now I shall take the train as soon as I reach the mainland.’


  ‘If you ever do in this hurricane.’


  ‘I must sit here till it stops.’


  And there on the nets they sat. Pierston knew of old Bencomb as his father’s bitterest enemy, who had made a great fortune by swallowing up the small stone-merchants, but had found Jocelyn’s sire a trifle too big to digest—the latter being, in fact, the chief rival of the Best-Bed Company to that day. Jocelyn thought it strange that he should be thrown by fate into a position to play the son of the Montagues to this daughter of the Capulets.


  As they talked there was a mutual instinct to drop their voices, and on this account the roar of the storm necessitated their drawing quite close together. Something tender came into their tones as quarter-hour after quarter-hour went on, and they forgot the lapse of time. It was quite late when she started up, alarmed at her position.


  ‘Rain or no rain, I can stay no longer,’ she said.


  ‘Do come back,’ said he, taking her hand. ‘I’ll return with you. My train has gone.’


  ‘No; I shall go on, and get a lodging in Budmouth town, if ever I reach it.’


  ‘It is so late that there will be no house open, except a little place near the station where you won’t care to stay. However, if you are determined I will show you the way. I cannot leave you. It would be too awkward for you to go there alone.’


  She persisted, and they started through the twanging and spinning storm. The sea rolled and rose so high on their left, and was so near them on their right, that it seemed as if they were traversing its bottom like the Children of Israel. Nothing but the frail bank of pebbles divided them from the raging gulf without, and at every bang of the tide against it the ground shook, the shingle clashed, the spray rose vertically, and was blown over their heads. Quantities of sea-water trickled through the pebble wall, and ran in rivulets across their path to join the sea within. The ‘Island’ was an island still.


  They had not realized the force of the elements till now. Pedestrians had often been blown into the sea hereabout, and drowned, owing to a sudden breach in the bank; which, however, had something of a supernatural power in being able to close up and join itself together again after such disruption, like Satan’s form when, cut in two by the sword of Michael,


  
    ‘The ethereal substance closed,


    Not long divisible.’

  


  Her clothing offered more resistance to the wind than his, and she was consequently in the greater danger. It was impossible to refuse his proffered aid. First he gave his arm, but the wind tore them apart as easily as coupled cherries. He steadied her bodily by encircling her waist with his arm; and she made no objection.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Somewhere about this time—it might have been sooner, it might have been later—he became conscious of a sensation which, in its incipient and unrecognized form, had lurked within him from some unnoticed moment when he was sitting close to his new friend under the lerret. Though a young man, he was too old a hand not to know what this was, and felt alarmed—even dismayed. It meant a possible migration of the Well-Beloved. The thing had not, however, taken place; and he went on thinking how soft and warm the lady was in her fur covering, as he held her so tightly; the only dry spots in the clothing of either being her left side and his right, where they excluded the rain by their mutual pressure.


  As soon as they had crossed the ferry-bridge there was a little more shelter, but he did not relinquish his hold till she requested him. They passed the ruined castle, and having left the island far behind them trod mile after mile till they drew near to the outskirts of the neighbouring watering-place. Into it they plodded without pause, crossing the harbour bridge about midnight, wet to the skin.


  He pitied her, and, while he wondered at it, admired her determination. The houses facing the bay now sheltered them completely, and they reached the vicinity of the new railway terminus (which the station was at this date) without difficulty. As he had said, there was only one house open hereabout, a little temperance inn, where the people stayed up for the arrival of the morning mail and passengers from the Channel boats. Their application for admission led to the withdrawal of a bolt, and they stood within the gaslight of the passage.


  He could see now that though she was such a fine figure, quite as tall as himself, she was but in the bloom of young womanhood. Her face was certainly striking, though rather by its imperiousness than its beauty; and the beating of the wind and rain and spray had inflamed her cheeks to peony hues.


  She persisted in the determination to go on to London by an early morning train, and he therefore offered advice on lesser matters only. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘you must go up to your room and send down your things, that they may be dried by the fire immediately, or they will not be ready. I will tell the servant to do this, and send you up something to eat.’


  She assented to his proposal, without, however, showing any marks of gratitude; and when she had gone Pierston despatched her the light supper promised by the sleepy girl who was ‘night porter’ at this establishment. He felt ravenously hungry himself, and set about drying his clothes as well as he could, and eating at the same time.


  At first he was in doubt what to do, but soon decided to stay where he was till the morrow. By the aid of some temporary wraps, and some slippers from the cupboard, he was contriving to make himself comfortable when the maid-servant came downstairs with a damp armful of woman’s raiment.


  Pierston withdrew from the fire. The maid-servant knelt down before the blaze and held up with extended arms one of the habiliments of the Juno upstairs, from which a cloud of steam began to rise. As she knelt, the girl nodded forward, recovered herself, and nodded again.


  ‘You are sleepy, my girl,’ said Pierston.


  ‘Yes, sir; I have been up a long time. When nobody comes I lie down on the couch in the other room.’


  ‘Then I’ll relieve you of that; go and lie down in the other room, just as if we were not here. I’ll dry the clothing and put the articles here in a heap, which you can take up to the young lady in the morning.’


  The ‘night porter’ thanked him and left the room, and he soon heard her snoring from the adjoining apartment. Then Jocelyn opened proceedings, overhauling the robes and extending them one by one. As the steam went up he fell into a reverie. He again became conscious of the change which had been initiated during the walk. The Well-Beloved was moving house—had gone over to the wearer of this attire.


  In the course of ten minutes he adored her.


  And how about little Avice Caro? He did not think of her as before.


  He was not sure that he had ever seen the real Beloved in that friend of his youth, solicitous as he was for her welfare. But, loving her or not, he perceived that the spirit, emanation, idealism, which called itself his Love was flitting stealthily from some remoter figure to the near one in the chamber overhead.


  Avice had not kept her engagement to meet him in the lonely ruin, fearing her own imaginings. But he, in fact, more than she, had been educated out of the island innocence that had upheld old manners; and this was the strange consequence of Avice’s misapprehension.


  ♣


  I.–vi.


  On the Brink


  Miss Bencomb was leaving the hotel for the railway, which was quite near at hand, and had only recently been opened, as if on purpose for this event. At Jocelyn’s suggestion she wrote a message to inform her father that she had gone to her aunt’s, with a view to allaying anxiety and deterring pursuit. They walked together to the platform and bade each other good-bye; each obtained a ticket independently, and Jocelyn got his luggage from the cloak-room.


  On the platform they encountered each other again, and there was a light in their glances at each other which said, as by a flash-telegraph: ‘We are bound for the same town, why not enter the same compartment?’


  They did.


  She took a corner seat, with her back to the engine; he sat opposite. The guard looked in, thought they were lovers, and did not show other travellers into that compartment. They talked on strictly ordinary matters; what she thought he did not know, but at every stopping station he dreaded intrusion. Before they were halfway to London the event he had just begun to realize was a patent fact. The Beloved was again embodied; she filled every fibre and curve of this woman’s form.


  Drawing near the great London station was like drawing near Doomsday. How should he leave her in the turmoil of a crowded city street? She seemed quite unprepared for the rattle of the scene. He asked her where her aunt lived.


  ‘Bayswater,’ said Miss Bencomb.


  He called a cab, and proposed that she should share it till they arrived at her aunt’s, whose residence lay not much out of the way to his own. Try as he would he could not ascertain if she understood his feelings, but she assented to his offer and entered the vehicle.


  ‘We are old friends,’ he said, as they drove onward.


  ‘Indeed, we are,’ she answered, without smiling.


  ‘But hereditarily we are mortal enemies, dear Juliet.’


  ‘Yes—— What did you say?’


  ‘I said Juliet.’


  She laughed in a half-proud way, and murmured: ‘Your father is my father’s enemy, and my father is mine. Yes, it is so.’ And then their eyes caught each other’s glance. ‘My queenly darling!’ he burst out; ‘instead of going to your aunt’s, will you come and marry me?’


  A flush covered her over, which seemed akin to a flush of rage. It was not exactly that, but she was excited. She did not answer, and he feared he had mortally offended her dignity. Perhaps she had only made use of him as a convenient aid to her intentions. However, he went on—


  ‘Your father would not be able to reclaim you then! After all, this is not so precipitate as it seems. You know all about me, my history, my prospects. I know all about you. Our families have been neighbours on that isle for hundreds of years, though you are now such a London product.’


  ‘Will you ever be a Royal Academician?’ she asked musingly, her excitement having calmed down.


  ‘I hope to be—I will be, if you will be my wife.’


  His companion looked at him long.


  ‘Think what a short way out of your difficulty this would be,’ he continued. ‘No bother about aunts, no fetching home by an angry father.’


  It seemed to decide her. She yielded to his embrace.


  ‘How long will it take to marry?’ Miss Bencomb asked by-and-by, with obvious self-repression.


  ‘We could do it to-morrow. I could get to Doctors’ Commons by noon to-day, and the licence would be ready by to-morrow morning.’


  ‘I won’t go to my aunt’s: I will be an independent woman! I have been reprimanded as if I were a child of six. I’ll be your wife if it is as easy as you say.’


  They stopped the cab while they held a consultation. Pierston had rooms and a studio in the neighbourhood of Campden Hill; but it would be hardly desirable to take her thither till they were married. They decided to go to an hotel.


  Changing their direction, therefore, they went back to the Strand, and soon ensconced themselves in one of the venerable old taverns of Covent Garden, a precinct which in those days was frequented by West-country people. Jocelyn then left her and proceeded on his errand eastward.


  It was about three o’clock when, having arranged all preliminaries necessitated by this sudden change of front, he began strolling slowly back; he felt bewildered, and to walk was a relief. Gazing occasionally into this shop window and that, he called a hansom as by an inspiration, and directed the driver to ‘Mellstock Gardens.’ Arrived here he rang the bell of a studio, and in a minute or two it was answered by a young man in shirt-sleeves, about his own age, with a great smeared palette on his left thumb.


  ‘O, you, Pierston! I thought you were in the country. Come in. I’m awfully glad of this. I am here in town finishing off a painting for an American, who wants to take it back with him.’


  Pierston followed his friend into the painting-room, where a pretty young woman was sitting sewing. At a signal from the painter she disappeared without speaking.


  ‘I can see from your face you have something to say; so we’ll have it all to ourselves. You are in some trouble? What’ll you drink?’


  ‘Oh! it doesn’t matter what, so that it is alcohol in some shape or form…. Now, Somers, you must just listen to me, for I have something to tell.’


  Pierston had sat down in an arm-chair, and Somers had resumed his painting. When a servant had brought in brandy to soothe Pierston’s nerves, and soda to take off the injurious effects of the brandy, and milk to take off the depleting effects of the soda, Jocelyn began his narrative, addressing it rather to Somers’s Gothic chimney-piece, and Somers’s Gothic clock, and Somers’s Gothic rugs, than to Somers himself, who stood at his picture a little behind his friend.


  ‘Before I tell you what has happened to me,’ Pierston said, ‘I want to let you know the manner of man I am.’


  ‘Lord—I know already.’


  ‘No, you don’t. It is a sort of thing one doesn’t like to talk of. I lie awake at night thinking about it.’


  ‘No!’ said Somers, with more sympathy, seeing that his friend was really troubled.


  ‘I am under a curious curse, or influence. I am posed, puzzled and perplexed by the legerdemain of a creature—a deity rather; by Aphrodite, as a poet would put it, as I should put it myself in marble…. But I forget—this is not to be a deprecatory wail, but a defence—a sort of Apologia pro vitâ meâ.’


  ‘That’s better. Fire away!’


  ♣


  I.–vii.


  Her Earlier Incarnations


  ‘You, Somers, are not, I know, one of those who continue to indulge in the world-wide, fond superstition that the Beloved One of any man always, or even usually, cares to remain in one corporeal nook or shell for any great length of time, however much he may wish her to do so. If I am wrong, and you do still hold to that ancient error—well, my story will seem rather queer.’


  ‘Suppose you say the Beloved of some men, not of any man.’


  ‘All right—I’ll say one man, this man only, if you are so particular. We are a strange, visionary race down where I come from, and perhaps that accounts for it. The Beloved of this one man, then, has had many incarnations—too many to describe in detail. Each shape, or embodiment, has been a temporary residence only, which she has entered, lived in awhile, and made her exit from, leaving the substance, so far as I have been concerned, a corpse, worse luck! Now, there is no spiritualistic nonsense in this—it is simple fact, put in the plain form that the conventional public are afraid of. So much for the principle.’


  ‘Good. Go on.’


  ‘Well; the first embodiment of her occurred, so nearly as I can recollect, when I was about the age of nine. Her vehicle was a little blue-eyed girl of eight or so, one of a family of eleven, with flaxen hair about her shoulders, which attempted to curl, but ignominiously failed, hanging like chimney-crooks only. This defect used rather to trouble me; and was, I believe, one of the main reasons of my Beloved’s departure from that tenement. I cannot remember with any exactness when the departure occurred. I know it was after I had kissed my little friend in a garden-seat on a hot noontide, under a blue gingham umbrella, which we had opened over us as we sat, that passers through East Quarriers might not observe our marks of affection, forgetting that our screen must attract more attention than our persons.


  ‘When the whole dream came to an end through her father leaving the island, I thought my Well-Beloved had gone for ever (being then in the unpractised condition of Adam at sight of the first sunset). But she had not. Laura had gone for ever, but not my Beloved.


  ‘For some months after I had done crying for the flaxen-haired edition of her, my Love did not reappear. Then she came suddenly, unexpectedly, in a situation I should never have predicted. I was standing on the kerbstone of the pavement in Budmouth-Regis, outside the Preparatory School, looking across towards the sea, when a middle-aged gentleman on horseback, and beside him a young lady, also mounted, passed down the street. The girl turned her head, and—possibly because I was gaping at her in awkward admiration, or smiling myself—smiled at me. Having ridden a few paces, she looked round again and smiled.


  ‘It was enough, more than enough, to set me on fire. I understood in a moment the information conveyed to me by my emotion—the Well-Beloved had reappeared. This second form in which it had pleased her to take up her abode was quite a grown young woman’s, darker in complexion than the first. Her hair, also worn in a knot, was of an ordinary brown, and so, I think, were her eyes, but the niceties of her features were not to be gathered so cursorily. However, there sat my coveted one, re-embodied; and, bidding my schoolmates a hasty farewell as soon as I could do so without suspicion, I hurried along the Esplanade in the direction she and her father had ridden. But they had put their horses to a canter, and I could not see which way they had gone. In the greatest misery I turned down a side street, but was soon elevated to a state of excitement by seeing the same pair galloping towards me. Flushing up to my hair, I stopped and heroically faced her as she passed. She smiled again, but, alas! upon my Love’s cheek there was no blush of passion for me.’


  Pierston paused, and drank from his glass, as he lived for a brief moment in the scene he had conjured up. Somers reserved his comments, and Jocelyn continued—


  ‘That afternoon I idled about the streets, looking for her in vain. When I next saw one of the boys who had been with me at her first passing I stealthily reminded him of the incident, and asked if he knew the riders.


  ‘“O yes,” he said. “That was Colonel Targe and his daughter Elsie.”


  ‘“How old do you think she is?” said I, a sense of disparity in our ages disturbing my mind.


  ‘“O—nineteen, I think they say. She’s going to be married the day after to-morrow to Captain Popp, of the 501st, and they are ordered off to India at once.”


  ‘The grief which I experienced at this intelligence was such that at dusk I went away to the edge of the harbour, intending to put an end to myself there and then. But I had been told that crabs had been found clinging to the dead faces of persons who had fallen in thereabout, leisurely eating them, and the idea of such an unpleasant contingency deterred me. I should state that the marriage of my Beloved concerned me little; it was her departure that broke my heart. I never saw her again.


  ‘Though I had already learnt that the absence of the corporeal matter did not involve the absence of the informing spirit, I could scarce bring myself to believe that in this case it was possible for her to return to my view without the form she had last inhabited.


  ‘But she did.


  ‘It was not, however, till after a good space of time, during which I passed through that bearish age in boys, their middle teens, when girls are their especial contempt. I was about seventeen, and was sitting one evening over a cup of tea in a confectioner’s at the very same watering-place, when opposite me a lady took her seat with a little girl. We looked at each other awhile, the child made advances, till I said: “She’s a good little thing.”


  ‘The lady assented, and made a further remark.


  ‘“She has the soft fine eyes of her mother,” said I.


  ‘“Do you think her eyes are good?” asks the lady, as if she had not heard what she had heard most—the last three words of my opinion.


  ‘“Yes—for copies,” said I, regarding her.


  ‘After this we got on very well. She informed me that her husband had gone out in a yacht, and I said it was a pity he didn’t take her with him for the airing. She gradually disclosed herself in the character of a deserted young wife, and later on I met her in the street without the child. She was going to the landing-stage to meet her husband, so she told me; but she did not know the way.


  ‘I offered to show her, and did so. I will not go into particulars, but I afterwards saw her several times, and soon discovered that the Beloved (as to whose whereabouts I had been at fault so long) lurked here. Though why she had chosen this tantalizing situation of an inaccessible matron’s form when so many others offered, it was beyond me to discover. The whole affair ended innocently enough, when the lady left the town with her husband and child: she seemed to regard our acquaintance as a flirtation; yet it was anything but a flirtation for me!


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  ‘Why should I tell the rest of the tantalizing tale! After this, the Well-Beloved put herself in evidence with greater and greater frequency, and it would be impossible for me to give you details of her various incarnations. She came nine times in the course of the two or three ensuing years. Four times she masqueraded as a brunette, twice as a pale-haired creature, and two or three times under a complexion neither light nor dark. Sometimes she was a tall, fine girl, but more often, I think, she preferred to slip into the skin of a lithe airy being, of no great stature. I grew so accustomed to these exits and entrances that I resigned myself to them quite passively, talked to her, kissed her, corresponded with her, ached for her, in each of her several guises. So it went on until a month ago. And then for the first time I was puzzled. She either had, or she had not, entered the person of Avice Caro, a young girl I had known from infancy. Upon the whole, I have decided that, after all, she did not enter the form of Avice Caro, because I retain so great a respect for her still.’


  Pierston here gave in brief the history of his revived comradeship with Avice, the verge of the engagement to which they had reached, and its unexpected rupture by him, merely through his meeting with a woman into whom the Well-Beloved unmistakably moved under his very eyes—by name Miss Marcia Bencomb. He described their spontaneous decision to marry off-hand; and then he put it to Somers whether he ought to marry or not—her or anybody else—in such circumstances.


  ‘Certainly not,’ said Somers. ‘Though, if anybody, little Avice. But not even her. You are like other men, only rather worse. Essentially, all men are fickle, like you; but not with such perceptiveness.’


  ‘Surely fickle is not the word? Fickleness means getting weary of a thing while the thing remains the same. But I have always been faithful to the elusive creature whom I have never been able to get a firm hold of, unless I have done so now. And let me tell you that her flitting from each to each individual has been anything but a pleasure for me—certainly not a wanton game of my instigation. To see the creature who has hitherto been perfect, divine, lose under your very gaze the divinity which has informed her, grow commonplace, turn from flame to ashes, from a radiant vitality to a relic, is anything but a pleasure for any man, and has been nothing less than a racking spectacle to my sight. Each mournful emptied shape stands ever after like the nest of some beautiful bird from which the inhabitant has departed and left it to fill with snow. I have been absolutely miserable when I have looked in a face for her I used to see there, and could see her there no more.’


  ‘You ought not to marry,’ repeated Somers.


  ‘Perhaps I oughtn’t to! Though poor Marcia will be compromised, I’m afraid, if I don’t…. Was I not right in saying I am accursed in this thing? Fortunately nobody but myself has suffered on account of it till now. Knowing what to expect, I have seldom ventured on a close acquaintance with any woman, in fear of prematurely driving away the dear one in her; who, however, has in time gone off just the same.’


  Pierston soon after took his leave. A friend’s advice on such a subject weighs little. He quickly returned to Miss Bencomb.


  She was different now. Anxiety had visibly brought her down a notch or two, undone a few degrees of that haughty curl which her lip could occasionally assume. ‘How long you have been away!’ she said with a show of impatience.


  ‘Never mind, darling. It is all arranged,’ said he. ‘We shall be able to marry in a few days.’


  ‘Not to-morrow?’


  ‘We can’t to-morrow. We have not been here quite long enough.’


  ‘But how did the people at Doctors’ Commons know that?’


  ‘Well—I forgot that residence, real or assumed, was necessary, and unfortunately admitted that we had only just arrived.’


  ‘O how stupid! But it can’t be helped now. I think, dear, I should have known better, however!’


  ♣


  I.–viii.


  ‘Too like the Lightning’


  They lived on at the hotel some days longer, eyed curiously by the chambermaids, and burst in upon every now and then by the waiters as if accidentally. When they were walking together, mostly in back streets for fear of being recognized, Marcia was often silent, and her imperious face looked gloomy.


  ‘Dummy!’ he said playfully, on one of these occasions.


  ‘I am vexed that by your admissions at Doctors’ Commons you prevented them giving you the licence at once! It is not nice, my living on with you like this!’


  ‘But we are going to marry, dear!’


  ‘Yes,’ she murmured, and fell into reverie again. ‘What a sudden resolve it was of ours!’ she continued. ‘I wish I could get my father and mother’s consent to our marriage…. As we can’t complete it for another day or two, a letter might be sent to them and their answer received? I have a mind to write.’


  Pierston expressed his doubts of the wisdom of this course, which seemed to make her desire it the more, and the result was a tiff between them. ‘Since we are obliged to delay it, I won’t marry without their consent!’ she cried at last passionately.


  ‘Very well then, dear. Write,’ he said.


  When they were again indoors she sat down to a note, but after a while threw aside her pen despairingly. ‘No: I cannot do it!’ she said. ‘I can’t bend my pride to such a job. Will you write for me, Jocelyn?’


  ‘I? I don’t see why I should be the one, particularly as I think it premature.’


  ‘But you have not quarrelled with my father as I have done.’


  ‘Well no. But there is a long-standing antagonism, which would make it odd in me to be the writer. Wait till we are married, and then I will write. Not till then.’


  ‘Then I suppose I must. You don’t know my father. He might forgive me marrying into any other family without his knowledge, but he thinks yours such a mean one, and so resents the trade rivalry, that he would never pardon till the day of his death my becoming a Pierston secretly. I didn’t see it at first.’


  This remark caused an unpleasant jar on the mind of Pierston. Despite his independent artistic position in London, he was staunch to the simple old parent who had stubbornly held out for so many years against Bencomb’s encroaching trade, and whose money had educated and maintained Jocelyn as an art-student in the best schools. So he begged her to say no more about his mean family, and she silently resumed her letter, giving an address at a post-office that their quarters might not be discovered, at least just yet.


  No reply came by return of post; but, rather ominously, some letters for Marcia that had arrived at her father’s since her departure were sent on in silence to the address given. She opened them one by one, till on reading the last, she exclaimed, ‘Good gracious!’ and burst into laughter.


  ‘What is it?’ asked Pierston.


  Marcia began to read the letter aloud. It came from a faithful lover of hers, a youthful Jersey gentleman, who stated that he was soon going to start for England to claim his darling, according to her plighted word.


  She was half risible, half concerned. ‘What shall I do?’ she said.


  ‘Do? My dear girl, it seems to me that there is only one thing to do, and that a very obvious thing. Tell him as soon as possible that you are just on the point of marriage.’


  Marcia thereupon wrote out a reply to that effect, Jocelyn helping her to shape the phrases as gently as possible.


  ‘I repeat’ (her letter concluded) ‘that I had quite forgotten! I am deeply sorry; but that is the truth. I have told my intended husband everything, and he is looking over my shoulder as I write.’


  Said Jocelyn when he saw this set down: ‘You might leave out the last few words. They are rather an extra stab for the poor boy.’


  ‘Stab? It is not that, dear. Why does he want to come bothering me? Jocelyn, you ought to be very proud that I have put you in my letter at all. You said yesterday that I was conceited in declaring I might have married that science-man I told you of. But now you see there was yet another available.’


  He, gloomily: ‘Well, I don’t care to hear about that. To my mind this sort of thing is decidedly unpleasant, though you treat it so lightly.’


  ‘Well,’ she pouted, ‘I have only done half what you have done!’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘I have only proved false through forgetfulness, but you have while remembering!’


  ‘O yes; of course you can use Avice Caro as a retort. But don’t vex me about her, and make me do such an unexpected thing as regret the falseness.’


  She shut her mouth tight, and her face flushed.


  The next morning there did come an answer to the letter asking her parents’ consent to her union with him; but to Marcia’s amazement her father took a line quite other than the one she had expected him to take. Whether she had compromised herself or whether she had not seemed a question for the future rather than the present with him, a native islander, born when old island marriage views prevailed in families; he was fixed in his disapproval of her marriage with a hated Pierston. He did not consent; he would not say more till he could see her: if she had any sense at all she would, if still unmarried, return to the home from which she had evidently been enticed. He would then see what he could do for her in the desperate circumstances she had made for herself; otherwise he would do nothing.


  Pierston could not help being sarcastic at her father’s evidently low estimate of him and his belongings; and Marcia took umbrage at his sarcasms.


  ‘I am the one deserving of satire if anybody!’ she said. ‘I begin to feel I was a foolish girl to run away from a father for such a trumpery reason as a little scolding because I had exceeded my allowance.’


  ‘I advised you to go back, Marcie.’


  ‘In a sort of way: not in the right tone. You spoke most contemptuously of my father’s honesty as a merchant.’


  ‘I couldn’t speak otherwise of him than I did, I’m afraid, knowing what——’


  ‘What have you to say against him?’


  ‘Nothing—to you, Marcie, beyond what is matter of common notoriety. Everybody knows that at one time he made it the business of his life to ruin my father; and the way he alludes to me in that letter shows that his enmity still continues.’


  ‘That miser ruined by an open-handed man like my father!’ said she. ‘It is like your people’s misrepresentations to say that!’


  Marcia’s eyes flashed, and her face burnt with an angry heat, the enhanced beauty which this warmth might have brought being killed by the rectilinear sternness of countenance that came therewith.


  ‘Marcia—this temper is too exasperating! I could give you every step of the proceeding in detail—anybody could—the getting the quarries one by one, and everything, my father only holding his own by the most desperate courage. There is no blinking facts. Our parents’ relations are an ugly fact in the circumstances of us two people who want to marry, and we are just beginning to perceive it; and how we are going to get over it I cannot tell.’


  She said steadily: ‘I don’t think we shall get over it at all!’


  ‘We may not—we may not—altogether,’ Pierston murmured, as he gazed at the fine picture of scorn presented by his Juno’s classical face and dark eyes.


  ‘Unless you beg my pardon for having behaved so!’


  Pierston could not quite bring himself to see that he had behaved badly to his too imperious lady, and declined to ask forgiveness for what he had not done.


  She thereupon left the room. Later in the day she re-entered and broke a silence by saying bitterly: ‘I showed temper just now, as you told me. But things have causes, and it is perhaps a mistake that you should have deserted Avice for me. Instead of wedding Rosaline, Romeo must needs go eloping with Juliet. It was a fortunate thing for the affections of those two Veronese lovers that they died when they did. In a short time the enmity of their families would have proved a fruitful source of dissension; Juliet would have gone back to her people, he to his; the subject would have split them as much as it splits us.’


  Pierston laughed a little. But Marcia was painfully serious, as he found at tea-time, when she said that since his refusal to beg her pardon she had been thinking over the matter, and had resolved to go to her aunt’s after all—at any rate till her father could be induced to agree to their union. Pierston was as chilled by this resolve of hers as he was surprised at her independence in circumstances which usually make women the reverse. But he put no obstacles in her way, and, with a kiss strangely cold after their recent ardour, the Romeo of the freestone Montagues went out of the hotel, to avoid even the appearance of coercing his Juliet of the rival house. When he returned she was gone.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  A correspondence began between these too-hastily pledged ones; and it was carried on in terms of serious reasoning upon their awkward situation on account of the family feud. They saw their recent love as what it was:


  
    ‘Too rash, too unadvised, too sudden;


    Too like the lightning …’

  


  They saw it with an eye whose calmness, coldness, and, it must be added, wisdom, did not promise well for their reunion.


  Their debates were clinched by a final letter from Marcia, sent from no other place than her recently left home in the Isle. She informed him that her father had appeared suddenly at her aunt’s, and had induced her to go home with him. She had told her father all the circumstances of their elopement, and what mere accidents had caused it: he had persuaded her on what she had almost been convinced of by their disagreement; that all thought of their marriage should be at least postponed for the present; any awkwardness and even scandal being better than that they should immediately unite themselves for life on the strength of a two or three days’ resultless passion, and be the wretched victims of a situation they could never change.


  Pierston saw plainly enough that he owed it to her father being a born islander, with all the ancient island notions of matrimony lying underneath his acquired conventions, that the stone-merchant did not immediately insist upon the usual remedy for a daughter’s precipitancy in such cases, but preferred to await issues.


  But the young man still thought that Marcia herself, when her temper had quite cooled, and she was more conscious of her real position, would return to him, in spite of the family hostility. There was no social reason against such a step. In birth the pair were about on one plane; and though Marcia’s family had gained a start in the accumulation of wealth, and in the beginnings of social distinction, which lent colour to the feeling that the advantages of the match would be mainly on one side, Pierston was a sculptor who might rise to fame; so that potentially their marriage could not be considered inauspicious for a woman who, beyond being the probable heiress to a considerable fortune, had no exceptional opportunities.


  Thus, though disillusioned, he felt bound in honour to remain on call at his London address as long as there was the slightest chance of Marcia’s reappearance, or of the arrival of some message requesting him to join her, that they might, after all, go to the altar together. Yet in the night he seemed to hear sardonic voices, and laughter in the wind at this development of his little romance, and during the slow and colourless days he had to sit and behold the mournful departure of his Well-Beloved from the form he had lately cherished, till she had almost vanished away. The exact moment of her complete withdrawal Pierston knew not, but not many lines of her were longer discernible in Marcia’s remembered contours, nor many sounds of her in Marcia’s recalled accents. Their acquaintance, though so fervid, had been too brief for such lingering.


  There came a time when he learnt, through a trustworthy channel, two pieces of news affecting himself. One was the marriage of Avice Caro with her cousin, the other that the Bencombs had started on a tour round the world, which was to include a visit to a relation of Mr. Bencomb’s who was a banker in San Francisco. Since retiring from his former large business the stone-merchant had not known what to do with his leisure, and finding that travel benefited his health he had decided to indulge himself thus. Although he was not so informed, Pierston concluded that Marcia had discovered that nothing was likely to happen as a consequence of their elopement, and that she had accompanied her parents. He was more than ever struck with what this signified—her father’s obstinate antagonism to her union with one of his blood and name.


  ♣


  I.–ix.


  Familiar Phenomena in the Distance


  By degrees Pierston began to trace again the customary lines of his existence; and his profession occupied him much as of old. The next year or two only once brought him tidings, through some residents at his former home, of the movements of the Bencombs. The extended voyage of Marcia’s parents had given them quite a zest for other scenes and countries; and it was said that her father, a man still in vigorous health except at brief intervals, was utilizing the outlook which his cosmopolitanism afforded him by investing capital in foreign undertakings. What he had supposed turned out to be true; Marcia was with them; no necessity for joining him had arisen; and thus the separation of himself and his nearly married wife by common consent was likely to be a permanent one.


  It seemed as if he would scarce ever again discover the carnate dwelling-place of the haunting minion of his imagination. Having gone so near to matrimony with Marcia as to apply for a licence, he had felt for a long while morally bound to her by the incipient contract, and would not intentionally look about him in search of the vanished Ideality. Thus during the first year of Miss Bencomb’s absence, when absolutely bound to keep faith with the elusive one’s late incarnation if she should return to claim him, this man of the odd fancy would sometimes tremble at the thought of what would become of his solemn intention if the Phantom were suddenly to disclose herself in an unexpected quarter, and seduce him before he was aware. Once or twice he imagined that he saw her in the distance—at the end of a street, on the far sands of a shore, in a window, in a meadow, at the opposite side of a railway station; but he determinedly turned on his heel, and walked the other way.


  During the many uneventful seasons that followed Marcia’s stroke of independence (for which he was not without a secret admiration at times), Jocelyn threw into plastic creations that ever-bubbling spring of emotion which, without some conduit into space, will surge upwards and ruin all but the greatest men. It was probably owing to this, certainly not on account of any care or anxiety for such a result, that he was successful in his art, successful by a seemingly sudden spurt, which carried him at one bound over the hindrances of years.


  He prospered without effort. He was A.R.A.


  But recognitions of this sort, social distinctions, which he had once coveted so keenly, seemed to have no utility for him now. By the accident of being a bachelor, he was floating in society without any soul-anchorage or shrine that he could call his own; and, for want of a domestic centre round which honours might crystallize, they dispersed impalpably without accumulating and adding weight to his material well-being.


  He would have gone on working with his chisel with just as much zest if his creations had been doomed to meet no mortal eye but his own. This indifference to the popular reception of his dream-figures lent him a curious artistic aplomb that carried him through the gusts of opinion without suffering them to disturb his inherent bias.


  The study of beauty was his only joy for years onward. In the streets he would observe a face, or a fraction of a face, which seemed to express to a hair’s-breadth in mutable flesh what he was at that moment wishing to express in durable shape. He would dodge and follow the owner like a detective; in omnibus, in cab, in steam-boat, through crowds, into shops, churches, theatres, public-houses, and slums—mostly, when at close quarters, to be disappointed for his pains.


  In these professional beauty-chases he sometimes cast his eye across the Thames to the wharves on the south side, and to that particular one whereat his father’s tons of freestone were daily landed from the ketches of the south coast. He could occasionally discern the white blocks lying there, vast cubes so persistently nibbled by his parent from his island rock in the English Channel that it seemed as if in time it would be nibbled all away.


  One thing it passed him to understand: on what field of observation the poets and philosophers based their assumption that the passion of love was intensest in youth and burnt lower as maturity advanced. It was possibly because of his utter domestic loneliness that, during the productive interval which followed the first years of Marcia’s departure, when he was drifting along from five-and-twenty to eight-and-thirty, Pierston occasionally loved with an ardour—though, it is true, also with a self-control—unknown to him when he was green in judgment.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  His whimsical isle-bred fancy had grown to be such an emotion that the Well-Beloved—now again visible—was always existing somewhere near him. For months he would find her on the stage of a theatre: then she would flit away, leaving the poor, empty carcase that had lodged her to mumm on as best it could without her—a sorry lay figure to his eyes, heaped with imperfections and sullied with commonplace. She would reappear, it might be, in an at first unnoticed lady, met at some fashionable evening-party, exhibition, bazaar, or dinner; to flit from her, in turn, after a few months, and stand as a graceful shop-girl at some large drapery warehouse into which he had strayed on an unaccustomed errand. Then she would forsake this figure and redisclose herself in the guise of some popular authoress, piano-player, or fiddleress, at whose shrine he would worship for perhaps a twelvemonth. Once she was a dancing-girl at the Royal Moorish Palace of Varieties, though during her whole continuance at that establishment he never once exchanged a word with her, nor did she first or last ever dream of his existence. He knew that a ten-minutes’ conversation in the wings with the substance would send the elusive haunter scurrying fearfully away into some other even less accessible mask-figure.


  She was a blonde, a brunette, tall, petite, svelte, straight-featured, full, curvilinear. Only one quality remained unalterable: her instability of tenure. In Börne’s phrase, nothing was permanent in her but change.


  ‘It is odd,’ he said to himself, ‘that this experience of mine, or idiosyncrasy, or whatever it is, which would be sheer waste of time for other men, creates sober business for me.’ For all these dreams he translated into plaster, and found that by them he was hitting a public taste he had never deliberately aimed at, and mostly despised. He was, in short, in danger of drifting away from a solid artistic reputation to a popularity which might possibly be as brief as it would be brilliant and exciting.


  ‘You will be caught some day, my friend,’ Somers would occasionally observe to him. ‘I don’t mean to say entangled in anything discreditable, for I admit that you are in practice as ideal as in theory. I mean the process will be reversed. Some woman, whose Well-Beloved flits about as yours does now, will catch your eye, and you’ll stick to her like a limpet, while she follows her Phantom and leaves you to ache as you will.’


  ‘You may be right; but I think you are wrong,’ said Pierston. ‘As flesh she dies daily, like the Apostle’s corporeal self; because when I grapple with the reality she’s no longer in it, so that I cannot stick to one incarnation if I would.’


  ‘Wait till you are older,’ said Somers.


  ♣


  Part Second


  A Young Man of Forty


  
    ‘Since Love will needs that I shall love,


    Of very force I must agree:


    And since no chance may it remove,


    In wealth and in adversity


    I shall alway myself apply


    To serve and suffer patiently.’


    —Sir T. Wyatt.

  


  II.–i.


  The Old Phantom Becomes Distinct


  In the course of these long years Pierston’s artistic emotions were abruptly suspended by the news of his father’s sudden death at Sandbourne, whither the stone-merchant had gone for a change of air by the advice of his physician.


  Mr. Pierston, senior, it must be admitted, had been something miserly in his home life, as Marcia had so rashly reminded his son. But he had never stinted Jocelyn. He had been rather a hard taskmaster, though as a paymaster trustworthy; a ready-money man, just and ungenerous. To every one’s surprise, the capital he had accumulated in the stone trade was of large amount for a business so unostentatiously carried on—much larger than Jocelyn had ever regarded as possible. While the son had been modelling and chipping his ephemeral fancies into perennial shapes, the father had been persistently chiselling for half a century at the crude original matter of those shapes, the stern, isolated rock in the Channel; and by the aid of his cranes and pulleys, his trolleys and his boats, had sent off his spoil to all parts of Great Britain. When Jocelyn had wound up everything and disposed of the business, as recommended by his father’s will, he found himself enabled to add about eighty thousand pounds to the twelve thousand which he already possessed from professional and other sources.


  After arranging for the sale of some freehold properties in the island other than quarries—for he did not intend to reside there—he returned to town. He often wondered what had become of Marcia. He had promised never to trouble her; nor for a whole twenty years had he done so; though he had often sighed for her as a friend of sterling common sense in practical difficulties.


  Her parents were, he believed, dead; and she, he knew, had never gone back to the isle. Possibly she had formed some new tie abroad, and had made it next to impossible to discover her by her old name.


  A reposeful time ensued. Almost his first entry into society after his father’s death occurred one evening, when, for want of knowing what better to do, he responded to an invitation sent by one of the few ladies of rank whom he numbered among his friends, and set out in a cab for the square wherein she lived during three or four months of the year.


  The hansom turned the corner, and he obtained a raking view of the houses along the north side, of which hers was one, with the familiar linkman at the door. There were Chinese lanterns, too, on the balcony. He perceived in a moment that the customary ‘small and early’ reception had resolved itself on this occasion into something very like great and late. He remembered that there had just been a political crisis, which accounted for the enlargement of the Countess of Channelcliffe’s assembly; for hers was one of the neutral or non-political houses at which party politics are more freely agitated than at the professedly party gatherings.


  There was such a string of carriages that Pierston did not wait to take his turn at the door, but unobtrusively alighted some yards off and walked forward. He had to pause a moment behind the wall of spectators which barred his way, and as he paused some ladies in white cloaks crossed from their carriages to the door on the carpet laid for the purpose. He had not seen their faces, nothing of them but vague forms, and yet he was suddenly seized with a presentiment. Its gist was that he might be going to re-encounter the Well-Beloved that night: after her recent long hiding she meant to reappear and intoxicate him. That liquid sparkle of her eye, that lingual music, that turn of the head, how well he knew it all, despite the many superficial changes, and how instantly he would recognize it under whatever complexion, contour, accent, height, or carriage that it might choose to masquerade!


  Pierston’s other conjecture, that the night was to be a lively political one, received confirmation as soon as he reached the hall, where a simmer of excitement was perceptible as surplus or overflow from above down the staircase—a feature which he had always noticed to be present when any climax or sensation had been reached in the world of party and faction.


  ‘And where have you been keeping yourself so long, young man?’ said his hostess archly, when he had shaken hands with her. (Pierston was always regarded as a young man, though he was now about forty.) ‘O yes, of course, I remember,’ she added, looking serious in a moment at thought of his loss. The Countess was a woman with a good-natured manner verging on that oft-claimed feminine quality, humour, and was quickly sympathetic.


  She then began to tell him of a scandal in the political side to which she nominally belonged, one that had come out of the present crisis; and that, as for herself, she had sworn to abjure politics for ever on account of it, so that he was to regard her forthwith as a more neutral householder than ever. By this time some more people had surged upstairs, and Pierston prepared to move on.


  ‘You are looking for somebody—I can see that,’ said she.


  ‘Yes—a lady,’ said Pierston.


  ‘Tell me her name, and I’ll try to think if she’s here.’


  ‘I cannot; I don’t know it,’ he said.


  ‘Indeed! What is she like?’


  ‘I cannot describe her, not even her complexion or dress.’


  Lady Channelcliffe looked a pout, as if she thought he were teasing her, and he moved on in the current. The fact was that, for a moment, Pierston fancied he had made the sensational discovery that the One he was in search of lurked in the person of the very hostess he had conversed with, who was charming always, and particularly charming to-night; he was just feeling an incipient consternation at the possibility of such a jade’s trick in his Beloved, who had once before chosen to embody herself as a married woman, though, happily, at that time with no serious results. However, he felt that he had been mistaken, and that the fancy had been solely owing to the highly charged electric condition in which he had arrived by reason of his recent isolation.


  The whole set of rooms formed one great utterance of the opinions of the hour. The gods of party were present with their embattled seraphim, but the brilliancy of manner and form in the handling of public questions was only less conspicuous than the paucity of original ideas. No principles of wise government had place in any mind, a blunt and jolly personalism as to the Ins and Outs animating all. But Jocelyn’s interest did not run in this stream: he was like a stone in a purling brook, waiting for some peculiar floating object to be brought towards him and to stick upon his mental surface.


  Thus looking for the next new version of the fair figure, he did not consider at the moment, though he had done so at other times, that this presentiment of meeting her was, of all presentiments, just the sort of one to work out its own fulfilment.


  He looked for her in the knot of persons gathered round a past Prime Minister who was standing in the middle of the largest room discoursing in the genial, almost jovial, manner natural to him at these times. The two or three ladies forming his audience had been joined by another in black and white, and it was on her that Pierston’s attention was directed, as well as the great statesman’s, whose first sheer gaze at her, expressing ‘Who are you?’ almost audibly, changed into an interested, listening look as the few words she spoke were uttered—for the Minister differed from many of his standing in being extremely careful not to interrupt a timid speaker, giving way in an instant if anybody else began with him. Nobody knew better than himself that all may learn, and his manner was that of an unconceited man who could catch an idea readily, even if he could not undertake to create one.


  The lady told her little story—whatever it was Jocelyn could not hear it—the statesman laughed: ‘Haugh-haugh-haugh!’


  The lady blushed. Jocelyn, wrought up to a high tension by the aforesaid presentiment that his Shelleyan ‘One-shape-of-many-names’ was about to reappear, paid little heed to the others, watching for a full view of the lady who had won his attention.


  That lady remained for the present partially screened by her neighbours. A diversion was caused by Lady Channelcliffe bringing up somebody to present to the ex-Minister; the ladies got mixed, and Jocelyn lost sight of the one whom he was beginning to suspect as the stealthily returned absentee.


  He looked for her in a kindly young lady of the house, his hostess’s relation, who appeared to more advantage that night than she had ever done before—in a sky-blue dress, which had nothing between it and the fair skin of her neck, lending her an unusually soft and sylph-like aspect. She saw him, and they converged. Her look of ‘What do you think of me now?’ was suggested, he knew, by the thought that the last time they met she had appeared under the disadvantage of mourning clothes, on a wet day in a country-house, where everybody was cross.


  ‘I have some new photographs, and I want you to tell me whether they are good,’ she said. ‘Mind you are to tell me truly, and no favour.’


  She produced the pictures from an adjoining drawer, and they sat down together upon an ottoman for the purpose of examination. The portraits, taken by the last fashionable photographer, were very good, and he told her so; but as he spoke and compared them his mind was fixed on something else than the mere judgment. He wondered whether the elusive one were indeed in the frame of this girl.


  He looked up at her. To his surprise, her mind, too, was on other things bent than on the pictures. Her eyes were glancing away to distant people, she was apparently considering the effect she was producing upon them by this cosy tête-à-tête with Pierston, and upon one in particular, a man of thirty, of military appearance, whom Pierston did not know. Quite convinced now that no phantom belonging to him was contained in the outlines of the present young lady, he could coolly survey her as he responded. They were both doing the same thing—each was pretending to be deeply interested in what the other was talking about, the attention of the two alike flitting away to other corners of the room even when the very point of their discourse was pending.


  No, he had not seen Her yet. He was not going to see her, apparently, to-night; she was scared away by the twanging political atmosphere. But he still moved on searchingly, hardly heeding certain spectral imps other than Aphroditean, who always haunted these places, and jeeringly pointed out that under the white hair of this or that ribanded old man, with a forehead grown wrinkled over treaties which had swayed the fortunes of Europe, with a voice which had numbered sovereigns among its respectful listeners, might be a heart that would go inside a nut-shell; that beneath this or that white rope of pearl and pink bosom, might lie the half-lung which had, by hook or by crook, to sustain its possessor above-ground till the wedding-day.


  At that moment he encountered his amiable host, and almost simultaneously caught sight of the lady who had at first attracted him and then had disappeared. Their eyes met, far off as they were from each other. Pierston laughed inwardly: it was only in ticklish excitement as to whether this was to prove a true trouvaille, and with no instinct to mirth; for when under the eyes of his Jill-o’-the-Wisp he was more inclined to palpitate like a sheep in a fair.


  However, for the minute he had to converse with his host, Lord Channelcliffe, and almost the first thing that friend said to him was: ‘Who is that pretty woman in the black dress with the white fluff about it and the pearl necklace?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Jocelyn, with incipient jealousy: ‘I was just going to ask the same thing.’


  ‘O, we shall find out presently, I suppose. I daresay my wife knows.’ They had parted, when a hand came upon his shoulder. Lord Channelcliffe had turned back for an instant: ‘I find she is the granddaughter of my father’s old friend, the last Lord Hengistbury. Her name is Mrs.——Mrs. Pine-Avon; she lost her husband two or three years ago, very shortly after their marriage.’


  Lord Channelcliffe became absorbed into some adjoining dignitary of the Church, and Pierston was left to pursue his quest alone. A young friend of his—the Lady Mabella Buttermead, who appeared in a cloud of muslin and was going on to a ball—had been brought against him by the tide. A warm-hearted, emotional girl was Lady Mabella, who laughed at the humorousness of being alive. She asked him whither he was bent, and he told her.


  ‘O yes, I know her very well!’ said Lady Mabella eagerly. ‘She told me one day that she particularly wished to meet you. Poor thing—so sad—she lost her husband. Well, it was a long time ago now, certainly. Women ought not to marry and lay themselves open to such catastrophes, ought they, Mr. Pierston? I never shall. I am determined never to run such a risk! Now, do you think I shall?’


  ‘Marry? O no; never,’ said Pierston drily.


  ‘That’s very satisfying.’ But Mabella was scarcely comfortable under his answer, even though jestingly returned, and she added: ‘But sometimes I think I may, just for the fun of it…. Now we’ll steer across to her, and catch her, and I’ll introduce you. But we shall never get to her at this rate!’


  ‘Never, unless we adopt “the ugly rush,” like the citizens who follow the Lord Mayor’s Show.’


  They talked, and inched towards the desired one, who, as she discoursed with a neighbour, seemed to be of those—


  
    ‘Female forms, whose gestures beam with mind,’

  


  seen by the poet in his Vision of the Golden City of Islam.


  Their progress was continually checked. Pierston was as he had sometimes seemed to be in a dream, unable to advance towards the object of pursuit unless he could have gathered up his feet into the air. After ten minutes given to a preoccupied regard of shoulder-blades, back hair, glittering headgear, neck-napes, moles, hairpins, pearl-powder, pimples, minerals cut into facets of many-coloured rays, necklace-clasps, fans, stays, the seven styles of elbow and arm, the thirteen varieties of ear; and by using the toes of his dress-boots as coulters with which he ploughed his way and that of Lady Mabella in the direction they were aiming at, he drew near to Mrs. Pine-Avon, who was drinking a cup of tea in the back drawing-room.


  ‘My dear Nichola, we thought we should never get to you, because it is worse to-night, owing to these dreadful politics! But we’ve done it.’ And she proceeded to tell her friend of Pierston’s existence hard by.


  It seemed that the widow really did wish to know him, and that Lady Mabella Buttermead had not indulged in one of the too frequent inventions in that kind. When the youngest of the trio had made the pair acquainted with each other she left them to talk to a younger man than the sculptor.


  Mrs. Pine-Avon’s black velvets and silks, with their white accompaniments, finely set off the exceeding fairness of her neck and shoulders, which, though unwhitened artificially, were without a speck or blemish of the least degree. The gentle, thoughtful creature she had looked from a distance she now proved herself to be; she held also sound rather than current opinions on the plastic arts, and was the first intellectual woman he had seen there that night, except one or two as aforesaid.


  They soon became well acquainted, and at a pause in their conversation noticed the fresh excitement caused by the arrival of some late comers with more news. The latter had been brought by a rippling, bright-eyed lady in black, who made the men listen to her, whether they would or no.


  ‘I am glad I am an outsider,’ said Jocelyn’s acquaintance, now seated on a sofa beside which he was standing. ‘I wouldn’t be like my cousin, over there, for the world. She thinks her husband will be turned out at the next election, and she’s quite wild.’


  ‘Yes; it is mostly the women who are the gamesters; the men only the cards. The pity is that politics are looked on as being a game for politicians, just as cricket is a game for cricketers; not as the serious duties of political trustees.’


  ‘How few of us ever think or feel that “the nation of every country dwells in the cottage,” as somebody says!’


  ‘Yes. Though I wonder to hear you quote that.’


  ‘O—I am of no party, though my relations are. There can be only one best course at all times, and the wisdom of the nation should be directed to finding it, instead of zigzagging in two courses, according to the will of the party which happens to have the upper hand.’


  Having started thus, they found no difficulty in agreeing on many points. When Pierston went downstairs from that assembly at a quarter to one, and passed under the steaming nostrils of an ambassador’s horses to a hansom which waited for him against the railing of the square, he had an impression that the Beloved had re-emerged from the shadows, without any hint or initiative from him—to whom, indeed, such re-emergence was an unquestionably awkward thing.


  In this he was aware, however, that though it might be now, as heretofore, the Loved who danced before him, it was the Goddess behind her who pulled the string of that Jumping Jill. He had lately been trying his artist hand again on the Dea’s form in every conceivable phase and mood. He had become a one-part man—a presenter of her only. But his efforts had resulted in failures. In her implacable vanity she might be punishing him anew for presenting her so deplorably.


  ♣


  II.–ii.


  She Draws close and Satisfies


  He could not forget Mrs. Pine-Avon’s eyes, though he remembered nothing of her other facial details. They were round, inquiring, luminous. How that chestnut hair of hers had shone: it required no tiara to set it off, like that of the dowager he had seen there, who had put ten thousand pounds upon her head to make herself look worse than she would have appeared with the ninepenny muslin cap of a servant woman.


  Now the question was, ought he to see her again? He had his doubts. But, unfortunately for discretion, just when he was coming out of the rooms he had encountered an old lady of seventy, his friend Mrs. Brightwalton—the Honourable Mrs. Brightwalton—and she had hastily asked him to dinner for the day after the morrow, stating in the honest way he knew so well that she had heard he was out of town, or she would have asked him two or three weeks ago. Now, of all social things that Pierston liked it was to be asked to dinner off-hand, as a stopgap in place of some bishop, earl, or Under-Secretary who couldn’t come, and when the invitation was supplemented by the tidings that the lady who had so impressed him was to be one of the guests, he had promised instantly.


  At the dinner he took down Mrs. Pine-Avon upon his arm, and talked to nobody else during the meal. Afterwards they kept apart awhile in the drawing-room for form’s sake; but eventually gravitated together again, and finished the evening in each other’s company. When, shortly after eleven, he came away, he felt almost certain that within those luminous grey eyes the One of his eternal fidelity had verily taken lodgings—and for a long lease. But this was not all. At parting, he had, almost involuntarily, given her hand a pressure of a peculiar and indescribable kind; a little response from her, like a mere pulsation, of the same sort, told him that the impression she had made upon him was reciprocated. She was, in a word, willing to go on.


  But was he able?


  There had not been much harm in the flirtation thus far; but did she know his history, the curse upon his nature?—that he was the Wandering Jew of the love-world, how restlessly ideal his fancies were, how the artist in him had consumed the wooer, how he was in constant dread lest he should wrong some woman twice as good as himself by seeming to mean what he fain would mean but could not, how useless he was likely to be for practical steps towards house-holding, though he was all the while pining for domestic life. He was now over forty, she was probably thirty; and he dared not make unmeaning love with the careless selfishness of a younger man. It was unfair to go further without telling her, even though, hitherto, such explicitness had not been absolutely demanded.


  He determined to call immediately on the New Incarnation.


  She lived not far from the long, fashionable Hamptonshire Square, and he went thither with expectations of having a highly emotional time, at least. But somehow the very bell-pull seemed cold, although she had so earnestly asked him to come.


  As the house spoke, so spoke the occupant, much to the astonishment of the sculptor. The doors he passed through seemed as if they had not been opened for a month; and, entering the large drawing-room, he beheld, in an arm-chair, in the far distance, a lady whom he journeyed across the carpet to reach, and ultimately did reach. To be sure it was Mrs. Nichola Pine-Avon, but frosted over indescribably. Raising her eyes in a slightly inquiring manner from the book she was reading, she leant back in the chair, as if soaking herself in luxurious sensations which had nothing to do with him, and replied to his greeting with a few commonplace words.


  The unfortunate Jocelyn, though recuperative to a degree, was at first terribly upset by this reception. He had distinctly begun to love Nichola, and he felt sick and almost resentful. But happily his affection was incipient as yet, and a sudden sense of the ridiculous in his own position carried him to the verge of risibility during the scene. She signified a chair, and began the critical study of some rings she wore.


  They talked over the day’s news, and then an organ began to grind outside. The tune was a rollicking air he had heard at some music-hall; and, by way of a diversion, he asked her if she knew the composition.


  ‘No, I don’t!’ she replied.


  ‘Now, I’ll tell you all about it,’ said he gravely. ‘It is based on a sound old melody called “The Jilt’s Hornpipe.” Just as they turn Madeira into port in the space of a single night, so this old air has been taken and doctored, and twisted about, and brought out as a new popular ditty.’


  ‘Indeed!’


  ‘If you are in the habit of going much to the music-halls or the burlesque theatres——’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘You would find this is often done, with excellent effect.’


  She thawed a little, and then they went on to talk about her house, which had been newly painted, and decorated with greenish-blue satin up to the height of a person’s head—an arrangement that somewhat improved her slightly faded, though still pretty, face, and was helped by the awnings over the windows.


  ‘Yes; I have had my house some years,’ she observed complacently, ‘and I like it better every year.’


  ‘Don’t you feel lonely in it sometimes?’


  ‘O never!’


  However, before he rose she grew friendly to some degree, and when he left, just after the arrival of three opportune young ladies, she seemed regretful. She asked him to come again; and he thought he would tell the truth. ‘No: I shall not care to come again,’ he answered, in a tone inaudible to the young ladies.


  She followed him to the door. ‘What an uncivil thing to say!’ she murmured in surprise.


  ‘It is rather uncivil. Good-bye,’ said Pierston.


  As a punishment she did not ring the bell, but left him to find his way out as he could. ‘Now what the devil this means I cannot tell,’ he said to himself, reflecting stock-still for a moment on the stairs. And yet the meaning was staring him in the face.


  Meanwhile one of the three young ladies had said, ‘What interesting man was that, with his lovely head of hair? I saw him at Lady Channelcliffe’s the other night.’


  ‘Jocelyn Pierston.’


  ‘O, Nichola, that is too bad! To let him go in that shabby way, when I would have given anything to know him! I have wanted to know him ever since I found out how much his experiences had dictated his statuary, and I discovered them by seeing in a Jersey paper of the marriage of a person supposed to be his wife, who ran off with him many years ago, don’t you know, and then wouldn’t marry him, in obedience to some novel social principles she had invented for herself.’


  ‘O! didn’t he marry her?’ said Mrs. Pine-Avon, with a start. ‘Why, I heard only yesterday that he did, though they have lived apart ever since.’


  ‘Quite a mistake,’ said the young lady. ‘How I wish I could run after him!’


  But Jocelyn was receding from the pretty widow’s house with long strides. He went out very little during the next few days, but about a week later he kept an engagement to dine with Lady Iris Speedwell, whom he never neglected, because she was the brightest hostess in London.


  By some accident he arrived rather early. Lady Iris had left the drawing-room for a moment to see that all was right in the dining-room, and when he was shown in there stood alone in the lamplight Nichola Pine-Avon. She had been the first arrival. He had not in the least expected to meet her there, further than that, in a general sense, at Lady Iris’s you expected to meet everybody.


  She had just come out of the cloak-room, and was so tender and even apologetic that he had not the heart to be other than friendly. As the other guests dropped in, the pair retreated into a shady corner, and she talked beside him till all moved off for the eating and drinking.


  He had not been appointed to take her across to the dining-room, but at the table found her exactly opposite. She looked very charming between the candles, and then suddenly it dawned upon him that her previous manner must have originated in some false report about Marcia, of whose existence he had not heard for years. Anyhow, he was not disposed to resent an inexplicability in womankind, having found that it usually arose independently of fact, reason, probability, or his own deserts.


  So he dined on, catching her eyes and the few pretty words she made opportunity to project across the table to him now and then. He was courteously responsive only, but Mrs. Pine-Avon herself distinctly made advances. He re-admired her, while at the same time her conduct in her own house had been enough to check his confidence—enough even to make him doubt if the Well-Beloved really resided within those contours, or had ever been more than the most transitory passenger through that interesting and accomplished soul.


  He was pondering this question, yet growing decidedly moved by the playful pathos of her attitude when, by chance, searching his pocket for his handkerchief, something crackled, and he felt there an unopened letter, which had arrived at the moment he was leaving his house, and he had slipped into his coat to read in the cab as he drove along. Pierston drew it sufficiently forth to observe by the post-mark that it came from his natal isle. Having hardly a correspondent in that part of the world now he began to conjecture on the possible sender.


  The lady on his right, whom he had brought in, was a leading actress of the town—indeed, of the United Kingdom and America, for that matter—a creature in airy clothing, translucent, like a balsam or sea-anemone, without shadows, and in movement as responsive as some highly lubricated, many-wired machine, which, if one presses a particular spring, flies open and reveals its works. The spring in the present case was the artistic commendation she deserved—and craved. At this particular moment she was engaged with the man on her own right, a representative of Family, who talked positively and hollowly, as if shouting down a vista of five hundred years from the Feudal past. The lady on Jocelyn’s left, wife of a Lord Justice of Appeal, was in like manner talking to her companion on the outer side; so that, for the time, he was left to himself. He took advantage of the opportunity, drew out his letter, and read it as it lay upon his napkin, nobody observing him, so far as he was aware.


  It came from the wife of one of his father’s former workmen, and was concerning her son, whom she begged Jocelyn to recommend as candidate for some post in town that she wished him to fill. But the end of the letter was what arrested him—


  You will be sorry to hear, Sir, that dear little Avice Caro, as we used to call her in her maiden days, is dead. She married her cousin, if you do mind, and went away from here for a good-few years, but was left a widow, and came back a twelvemonth ago; since when she faltered and faltered, and now she is gone.


  ♣


  II.–iii.


  She Becomes an Inaccessible Ghost


  By imperceptible and slow degrees the scene at the dinner-table receded into the background, behind the vivid presentment of Avice Caro, and the old, old scenes on Isle Vindilia which were inseparable from her personality. The dining-room was real no more, dissolving under the bold stony promontory and the incoming West Sea. The handsome marchioness in geranium-red and diamonds, who was visible to him on his host’s right hand opposite, became one of the glowing vermilion sunsets that he had watched so many times over Deadman’s Bay, with the form of Avice in the foreground. Between his eyes and the judge who sat next to Nichola, with a chin so raw that he must have shaved every quarter of an hour during the day, intruded the face of Avice, as she had glanced at him in their last parting. The crannied features of the evergreen society lady, who, if she had been a few years older, would have been as old-fashioned as her daughter, shaped themselves to the dusty quarries of his and Avice’s parents, down which he had clambered with Avice hundreds of times. The ivy trailing about the table-cloth, the lights in the tall candlesticks, and the bunches of flowers, were transmuted into the ivies of the cliff-built Castle, the tufts of seaweed, and the lighthouses on the isle. The salt airs of the ocean killed the smell of the viands, and instead of the clatter of voices came the monologue of the tide off the Beal.


  More than all, Nichola Pine-Avon lost the blooming radiance which she had latterly acquired; she became a woman of his acquaintance with no distinctive traits; she seemed to grow material, a superficies of flesh and bone merely, a person of lines and surfaces; she was a language in living cipher no more.


  When the ladies had withdrawn it was just the same. The soul of Avice—the only woman he had never loved of those who had loved him—surrounded him like a firmament. Art drew near to him in the person of one of the most distinguished of portrait painters; but there was only one painter for Jocelyn—his own memory. All that was eminent in European surgery addressed him in the person of that harmless and unassuming fogey whose hands had been inside the bodies of hundreds of living men; but the lily-white corpse of an obscure country-girl chilled the interest of discourse with such a king of operators.


  Reaching the drawing-room he talked to his hostess. Though she had entertained three-and-twenty guests at her table that night she had known not only what every one of them was saying and doing throughout the repast, but what every one was thinking. So, being an old friend, she said quietly, ‘What has been troubling you? Something has, I know. I have been travelling over your face and have seen it there.’


  Nothing could less express the meaning his recent news had for him than a statement of its facts. He told of the opening of the letter and the discovery of the death of an old acquaintance.


  ‘The only woman whom I never rightly valued, I may almost say!’ he added; ‘and therefore the only one I shall ever regret!’


  Whether she considered it a sufficient explanation or not the woman of experiences accepted it as such. She was the single lady of his circle whom nothing erratic in his doings could surprise, and he often gave her stray ends of his confidence thus with perfect safety.


  He did not go near Mrs. Pine-Avon again; he could not: and on leaving the house walked abstractedly along the streets till he found himself at his own door. In his room he sat down, and placing his hands behind his head thought his thoughts anew.


  At one side of the room stood an escritoire, and from a lower drawer therein he took out a small box tightly nailed down. He forced the cover with the poker. The box contained a variety of odds and ends, which Pierston had thrown into it from time to time in past years for future sorting—an intention that he had never carried out. From the melancholy mass of papers, faded photographs, seals, diaries, withered flowers, and such like, Jocelyn drew a little portrait, one taken on glass in the primitive days of photography, and framed with tinsel in the commonest way.


  It was Avice Caro, as she had appeared during the summer month or two which he had spent with her on the island twenty years before this time, her young lips pursed up, her hands meekly folded. The effect of the glass was to lend to the picture much of the softness characteristic of the original. He remembered when it was taken—during one afternoon they had spent together at a neighbouring watering-place, when he had suggested her sitting to a touting artist on the sands, there being nothing else for them to do. A long contemplation of the likeness completed in his emotions what the letter had begun. He loved the woman dead and inaccessible as he had never loved her in life. He had thought of her but at distant intervals during the twenty years since that parting occurred, and only as somebody he could have wedded. Yet now the times of youthful friendship with her, in which he had learnt every note of her innocent nature, flamed up into a yearning and passionate attachment, embittered by regret beyond words.


  That kiss which had offended his dignity, which she had so childishly given him before her consciousness of womanhood had been awakened; what he would have offered to have a quarter of it now!


  Pierston was almost angry with himself for his feelings of this night, so unreasonably, motivelessly strong were they towards the lost young playmate. ‘How senseless of me!’ he said, as he lay in his lonely bed. She had been another man’s wife almost the whole time since he was estranged from her, and now she was a corpse. Yet the absurdity did not make his grief the less: and the consciousness of the intrinsic, almost radiant, purity of this new-sprung affection for a flown spirit forbade him to check it. The flesh was absent altogether; it was love rarefied and refined to its highest attar. He had felt nothing like it before.


  The next afternoon he went down to the club; not his large club, where the men hardly spoke to each other, but the homely one where they told stories of an afternoon, and were not ashamed to confess among themselves to personal weaknesses and follies, knowing well that such secrets would go no further. But he could not tell this. So volatile and intangible was the story that to convey it in words would have been as hard as to cage a perfume.


  They observed his altered manner, and said he was in love. Pierston admitted that he was; and there it ended. When he reached home he looked out of his bedroom window, and began to consider in what direction from where he stood that darling little figure lay. It was straight across there, under the young pale moon. The symbol signified well. The divinity of the silver bow was not more excellently pure than she, the lost, had been. Under that moon was the island of Ancient Slingers, and on the island a house, framed from mullions to chimney-top like the isle itself, of stone. Inside the window, the moonlight irradiating her winding-sheet, lay Avice, reached only by the faint noises inherent in the isle; the tink-tink of the chisels in the quarries, the surging of the tides in the Bay, and the muffled grumbling of the currents in the never-pacified Race.


  He began to divine the truth. Avice, the departed one, though she had come short of inspiring a passion, had yet possessed a ground-quality absent from her rivals, without which it seemed that a fixed and full-rounded constancy to a woman could not flourish in him. Like his own, her family had been islanders for centuries—from Norman, Anglian, Roman, Balearic-British times. Hence in her nature, as in his, was some mysterious ingredient sucked from the isle; otherwise a racial instinct necessary to the absolute unison of a pair. Thus, though he might never love a woman of the island race, for lack in her of the desired refinement, he could not love long a kimberlin—a woman other than of the island race, for her lack of this groundwork of character.


  Such was Pierston’s view of things. Another fancy of his, an artist’s superstition merely, may be mentioned. The Caros, like some other local families, suggested a Roman lineage, more or less grafted on the stock of the Slingers. Their features recalled those of the Italian peasantry to any one as familiar as he was with them; and there were evidences that the Roman colonists had been populous and long-abiding in and near this corner of Britain. Tradition urged that a temple to Venus once stood at the top of the Roman road leading up into the isle; and possibly one to the love-goddess of the Slingers antedated this. What so natural as that the true star of his soul would be found nowhere but in one of the old island breed?


  After dinner his old friend Somers came in to smoke, and when they had talked a little while Somers alluded casually to some place at which they would meet on the morrow.


  ‘I shan’t be there,’ said Pierston.


  ‘But you promised?’


  ‘Yes. But I shall be at the island—looking at a dead woman’s grave.’ As he spoke his eyes turned, and remained fixed on a table near. Somers followed the direction of his glance to a photograph on a stand.


  ‘Is that she?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Rather a bygone affair, then?’


  Pierston acknowledged it. ‘She’s the only sweetheart I ever slighted, Alfred,’ he said. ‘Because she’s the only one I ought to have cared for. That’s just the fool I have always been.’


  ‘But if she’s dead and buried, you can go to her grave at any time as well as now, to keep up the sentiment.’


  ‘I don’t know that she’s buried.’


  ‘But to-morrow—the Academy night! Of all days why go then?’


  ‘I don’t care about the Academy.’


  ‘Pierston—you are our only inspired sculptor. You are our Praxiteles, or rather our Lysippus. You are almost the only man of this generation who has been able to mould and chisel forms living enough to draw the idle public away from the popular paintings into the usually deserted Lecture-room, and people who have seen your last pieces of stuff say there has been nothing like them since sixteen hundred and——since the sculptors “of the great race” lived and died—whenever that was. Well, then, for the sake of others you ought not to rush off to that God-forgotten sea-rock just when you are wanted in town, all for a woman you last saw a hundred years ago.’


  ‘No—it was only nineteen and three quarters,’ replied his friend, with abstracted literalness. He went the next morning.


  Since the days of his youth a railway had been constructed along the pebble bank, so that, except when the rails were washed away by the tides, which was rather often, the peninsula was quickly accessible. At two o’clock in the afternoon he was rattled along by this new means of locomotion, under the familiar monotonous line of bran-coloured stones, and he soon emerged from the station, which stood as a strange exotic among the black lerrets, the ruins of the washed-away village, and the white cubes of oolite, just come to view after burial through unreckonable geologic years.


  In entering upon the pebble beach the train had passed close to the ruins of Henry the Eighth’s or Sandsfoot Castle, whither Avice was to have accompanied him on the night of his departure. Had she appeared the primitive betrothal, with its natural result, would probably have taken place; and, as no islander had ever been known to break that compact, she would have become his wife.


  Ascending the steep incline to where the quarrymen were chipping just as they had formerly done, and within sound of the great stone saws, he looked southward towards the Beal.


  The level line of the sea horizon rose above the surface of the isle, a ruffled patch in mid-distance as usual marking the Race, whence many a Lycidas had gone


  
    ‘Visiting the bottom of the monstrous world’;

  


  but had not been blest with a poet as a friend. Against the stretch of water, where a school of mackerel twinkled in the afternoon light, was defined, in addition to the distant lighthouse, a church with its tower, standing about a quarter of a mile off, near the edge of the cliff. The churchyard gravestones could be seen in profile against the same vast spread of watery babble and unrest.


  Among the graves moved the form of a man clothed in a white sheet, which the wind blew and flapped coldly every now and then. Near him moved six men bearing a long box, and two or three persons in black followed. The coffin, with its twelve legs, crawled across the isle, while around and beneath it the flashing lights from the sea and the school of mackerel were reflected; a fishing-boat, far out in the Channel, being momentarily discernible under the coffin also.


  The procession wandered round to a particular corner, and halted, and paused there a long while in the wind, the sea behind them, the surplice of the priest still blowing. Jocelyn stood with his hat off: he was present, though he was a quarter of a mile off; and he seemed to hear the words that were being said, though nothing but the wind was audible.


  He instinctively knew that it was none other than Avice whom he was seeing interred; his Avice, as he now began presumptuously to call her. Presently the little group withdrew from before the sea-shine, and disappeared.


  He felt himself unable to go further in that direction, and turning aside went aimlessly across the open land, visiting the various spots that he had formerly visited with her. But, as if tethered to the churchyard by a cord, he was still conscious of being at the end of a radius whose pivot was the grave of Avice Caro; and as the dusk thickened he closed upon his centre and entered the churchyard gate.


  Not a soul was now within the precincts. The grave, newly shaped, was easily discoverable behind the church, and when the same young moon arose which he had observed the previous evening from his window in London he could see the yet fresh foot-marks of the mourners and bearers. The breeze had fallen to a calm with the setting of the sun: the lighthouse had opened its glaring eye, and, disinclined to leave a spot sublimed both by early association and present regret, he moved back to the church-wall, warm from the afternoon sun, and sat down upon a window-sill facing the grave.


  ♣


  II.–iv.


  She Threatens to Resume Corporeal Substance


  The lispings of the sea beneath the cliffs were all the sounds that reached him, for the quarries were silent now. How long he sat here lonely and thinking he did not know. Neither did he know, though he felt drowsy, whether inexpectant sadness—that gentle soporific—lulled him into a short sleep, so that he lost count of time and consciousness of incident. But during some minute or minutes he seemed to see Avice Caro herself, bending over and then withdrawing from her grave in the light of the moon.


  She seemed not a year older, not a digit less slender, not a line more angular than when he had parted from her twenty years earlier, in the lane hard by. A renascent reasoning on the impossibility of such a phenomenon as this being more than a dream-fancy roused him with a start from his heaviness.


  ‘I must have been asleep,’ he said.


  Yet she had seemed so real. Pierston however dismissed the strange impression, arguing that even if the information sent him of Avice’s death should be false—a thing incredible—that sweet friend of his youth, despite the transfiguring effects of moonlight, would not now look the same as she had appeared nineteen or twenty years ago. Were what he saw substantial flesh, it must have been some other person than Avice Caro.


  Having satisfied his sentiment by coming to the graveside there was nothing more for him to do in the island, and he decided to return to London that night. But some time remaining still on his hands Jocelyn by a natural instinct turned his feet in the direction of East Quarriers, the village of his birth and of hers. Passing the market-square he pursued the arm of road to ‘Sylvania Castle,’ a private mansion of comparatively modern date, in whose grounds stood the single plantation of trees of which the isle could boast. The cottages extended close to the walls of the enclosure, and one of the last of these dwellings had been Avice’s, in which, as it was her freehold, she possibly had died.


  To reach it he passed the gates of ‘Sylvania,’ and observed above the lawn wall a board announcing that the house was to be let furnished. A few steps further revealed the cottage which, with its quaint and massive stone features of two or three centuries’ antiquity, was capable even now of longer resistance to the rasp of Time than ordinary new erections. His attention was drawn to the window, still unblinded, though a lamp lit the room. He stepped back against the wall opposite, and gazed in.


  At a table covered with a white cloth a young woman stood putting tea-things away into a corner-cupboard. She was in all respects the Avice he had lost, the girl he had seen in the churchyard and had fancied to be the illusion of a dream. And though there was this time no doubt about her reality, the isolation of her position in the silent house lent her a curiously startling aspect. Divining the explanation he waited for footsteps, and in a few moments a quarryman passed him on his journey home. Pierston inquired of the man concerning the spectacle.


  ‘O yes, sir; that’s poor Mrs. Caro’s only daughter, and it must be lonely for her there to-night, poor maid! Yes, good-now; she’s the very daps of her mother—that’s what everybody says.’


  ‘But how does she come to be so lonely?’


  ‘One of her brothers went to sea and was drowned, and t’other is in America.’


  ‘They were quarryowners at one time?’


  The quarryman ‘pitched his nitch,’ and explained to the seeming stranger that there had been three families thereabouts in the stone trade, who had got much involved with each other in the last generation. They were the Bencombs, the Pierstons, and the Caros. The Bencombs strained their utmost to out-lift the other two, and partially succeeded. They grew enormously rich, sold out, and disappeared altogether from the island which had been their making. The Pierstons kept a dogged middle course, throve without show or noise, and also retired in their turn. The Caros were pulled completely down in the competition with the other two, and when Widow Caro’s daughter married her cousin Jim Caro, he tried to regain for the family its original place in the three-cornered struggle. He took contracts at less than he could profit by, speculated more and more, till at last the crash came; he was sold up, went away, and later on came back to live in this little cottage, which was his wife’s by inheritance. There he remained till his death; and now his widow was gone. Hardships had helped on her end.


  The quarryman proceeded on his way, and Pierston, deeply remorseful, knocked at the door of the minute freehold. The girl herself opened it, lamp in hand.


  ‘Avice!’ he said tenderly; ‘Avice Caro!’ even now unable to get over the strange feeling that he was twenty years younger, addressing Avice the forsaken.


  ‘Ann, sir,’ said she.


  ‘Ah, your name is not the same as your mother’s!’


  ‘My second name is. And my surname. Poor mother married her cousin.’


  ‘As everybody does here…. Well, Ann or otherwise, you are Avice to me. And you have lost her now?’


  ‘I have, sir.’


  She spoke in the very same sweet voice that he had listened to a score of years before, and bent eyes of the same familiar hazel inquiringly upon him.


  ‘I knew your mother at one time,’ he said; ‘and learning of her death and burial I took the liberty of calling upon you. You will forgive a stranger doing that?’


  ‘Yes,’ she said dispassionately, and glancing round the room. ‘This was mother’s own house, and now it is mine. I am sorry not to be in mourning on the night of her funeral, but I have just been to put some flowers on her grave, and I took it off afore going that the damp mid not spoil the crape. You see, she was bad a long time, and I have to be careful, and do washing and ironing for a living. She hurt her side with wringing up the large sheets she had to wash for the Castle folks here.’


  ‘I hope you won’t hurt yourself doing it, my dear.’


  ‘O no, that I shan’t! There’s Charl Woollat, and Sammy Scribben, and Ted Gibsey, and lots o’ young chaps; they’ll wring anything for me if they happen to come along. But I can hardly trust ’em. Sam Scribben t’other day twisted a linen tablecloth into two pieces, for all the world as if it had been a pipe-light. They never know when to stop in their wringing.’


  The voice truly was his Avice’s; but Avice the Second was clearly more matter-of-fact, unreflecting, less cultivated than her mother had been. This Avice would never recite poetry from any platform, local or other, with enthusiastic appreciation of its fire. There was a disappointment in his recognition of this; yet she touched him as few had done: he could not bear to go away. ‘How old are you?’ he asked.


  ‘Going in nineteen.’


  It was about the age of her double, Avice the First, when he and she had strolled together over the cliffs during the engagement. But he was now forty, if a day. She before him was an uneducated laundress, and he was a sculptor and a Royal Academician, with a fortune and a reputation. Yet why was it an unpleasant sensation to him just then to recollect that he was two score?


  He could find no further excuse for remaining, and having still half-an-hour to spare he went round by the road to the other or west side of the last-century ‘Sylvania Castle,’ and came to the furthest house out there on the cliff. It was his early home. Used in the summer as a lodging-house for visitors, it now stood empty and silent, the evening wind swaying the euonymus and tamarisk boughs in the front—the only evergreen shrubs that could weather the whipping salt gales which sped past the walls. Opposite the house, far out at sea, the familiar lightship winked from the sandbank, and all at once there came to him a wild wish—that, instead of having an artist’s reputation, he could be living here an illiterate and unknown man, wooing, and in a fair way of winning, the pretty laundress in the cottage hard by.


  ♣


  II.–v.


  The Resumption Takes Place


  Having returned to London he mechanically resumed his customary life; but he was not really living there. The phantom of Avice, now grown to be warm flesh and blood, held his mind afar. He thought of nothing but the isle, and Avice the Second dwelling therein—inhaling its salt breath, stroked by its singing rains and by the haunted atmosphere of Roman Venus about and around the site of her perished temple there. The very defects in the country girl became charms as viewed from town.


  Nothing now pleased him so much as to spend that portion of the afternoon which he devoted to out-door exercise, in haunting the purlieus of the wharves along the Thames, where the stone of his native rock was unshipped from the coasting-craft that had brought it thither. He would pass inside the great gates of these landing-places on the right or left bank, contemplate the white cubes and oblongs, imbibe their associations, call up the genius loci whence they came, and almost forget that he was in London.


  One afternoon he was walking away from the mud-splashed entrance to one of the wharves, when his attention was drawn to a female form on the opposite side of the way, going towards the spot he had just left. She was somewhat small, slight, and graceful; her attire alone would have been enough to attract him, being simple and countrified to picturesqueness; but he was more than attracted by her strong resemblance to Avice Caro the younger—Ann Avice, as she had said she was called.


  Before she had receded a hundred yards he felt certain that it was Avice indeed; and his unifying mood of the afternoon was now so intense that the lost and the found Avice seemed essentially the same person. Their external likeness to each other—probably owing to the cousinship between the elder and her husband—went far to nourish the fantasy. He hastily turned, and rediscovered the girl among the pedestrians. She kept on her way to the wharf, where, looking inquiringly around her for a few seconds, with the manner of one unaccustomed to the locality, she opened the gate and disappeared.


  Pierston also went up to the gate and entered. She had crossed to the landing-place, beyond which a lumpy craft lay moored. Drawing nearer, he discovered her to be engaged in conversation with the skipper and an elderly woman—both come straight from the oolitic isle, as was apparent in a moment from their accent. Pierston felt no hesitation in making himself known as a native, the ruptured engagement between Avice’s mother and himself twenty years before having been known to few or none now living.


  The present embodiment of Avice recognized him, and with the artless candour of her race and years explained the situation, though that was rather his duty as an intruder than hers.


  ‘This is Cap’n Kibbs, sir, a distant relation of father’s,’ she said. ‘And this is Mrs. Kibbs. We’ve come up from the island wi’en just for a trip, and are going to sail back wi’en Wednesday.’


  ‘O, I see. And where are you staying?’


  ‘Here—on board.’


  ‘What, you live on board entirely?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Lord, sir,’ broke in Mrs. Kibbs, ‘I should be afeard o’ my life to tine my eyes among these here kimberlins at night-time; and even by day, if so be I venture into the streets, I nowhen forget how many turnings to the right and to the left ’tis to get back to Job’s vessel—do I, Job?’


  The skipper nodded confirmation.


  ‘You are safer ashore than afloat,’ said Pierston, ‘especially in the Channel, with these winds and those heavy blocks of stone.’


  ‘Well,’ said Cap’n Kibbs, after privately clearing something from his mouth, ‘as to the winds, there idden much danger in them at this time o’ year. ’Tis the ocean-bound steamers that make the risk to craft like ours. If you happen to be in their course, under you go—cut clane in two pieces, and they never lying-to to haul in your carcases, and nobody to tell the tale.’


  Pierston turned to Avice, wanting to say much to her, yet not knowing what to say. He lamely remarked at last: ‘You go back the same way, Avice?’


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Well, take care of yourself afloat.’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘I hope—I may see you again soon—and talk to you.’


  ‘I hope so, sir.’


  He could not get further, and after a while Pierston left them, and went away thinking of Avice more than ever.


  The next day he mentally timed them down the river, allowing for the pause to take in ballast, and on the Wednesday pictured the sail down the open sea. That night he thought of the little craft under the bows of the huge steam-vessels, powerless to make itself seen or heard, and Avice, now growing inexpressibly dear, sleeping in her little berth at the mercy of a thousand chance catastrophes.


  Honest perception had told him that this Avice, fairer than her mother in face and form, was her inferior in soul and understanding. Yet the fervour which the first could never kindle in him was, almost to his alarm, burning up now. He began to have misgivings as to some queer trick that his migratory Beloved was about to play him, or rather the capricious Divinity behind that ideal lady.


  A gigantic satire upon the mutations of his nymph during the past twenty years seemed looming in the distance. A forsaking of the accomplished and well-connected Mrs. Pine-Avon for the little laundress, under the traction of some mystic magnet which had nothing to do with reason—surely that was the form of the satire.


  But it was recklessly pleasant to leave the suspicion unrecognized as yet, and follow the lead.


  In thinking how best to do this Pierston recollected that, as was customary when the summer-time approached, Sylvania Castle had been advertised for letting furnished. A solitary dreamer like himself, whose wants all lay in an artistic and ideal direction, did not require such gaunt accommodation as the aforesaid residence offered; but the spot was all, and the expenses of a few months of tenancy therein he could well afford. A letter to the agent was dispatched that night, and in a few days Jocelyn found himself the temporary possessor of a place which he had never seen the inside of since his childhood, and had then deemed the abode of unpleasant ghosts.


  ♣


  II.–vi.


  The Past Shines in the Present


  It was the evening of Pierston’s arrival at Sylvania Castle, a dignified manor-house in a nook by the cliffs, with modern castellations and battlements; and he had walked through the rooms, about the lawn, and into the surrounding plantation of elms, which on this island of treeless rock lent a unique character to the enclosure. In name, nature, and accessories the property within the girdling wall formed a complete antithesis to everything in its precincts. To find other trees between Pebble-bank and Beal, it was necessary to recede a little in time—to dig down to a loose stratum of the underlying stone-beds, where a forest of conifers lay as petrifactions, their heads all in one direction, as blown down by a gale in the Secondary geologic epoch.


  Dusk had closed in, and he now proceeded with what was, after all, the real business of his sojourn. The two servants who had been left to take care of the house were in their own quarters, and he went out unobserved. Crossing a hollow overhung by the budding boughs he approached an empty garden-house of Elizabethan design, which stood on the outer wall of the grounds, and commanded by a window the fronts of the nearest cottages. Among them was the home of the resuscitated Avice.


  He had chosen this moment for his outlook through knowing that the villagers were in no hurry to pull down their blinds at nightfall. And, as he had divined, the inside of the young woman’s living-room was visible to him as formerly, illuminated by the rays of its own lamp.


  A subdued thumping came every now and then from the apartment. She was ironing linen on a flannel table-cloth, a row of such apparel hanging on a clothes-horse by the fire. Her face had been pale when he encountered her, but now it was warm and pink with her exertions and the heat of the stove. Yet it was in perfect and passionless repose, which imparted a Minerva cast to the profile. When she glanced up, her lineaments seemed to have all the soul and heart that had characterized her mother’s, and had been with her a true index of the spirit within. Could it be possible that in this case the manifestation was fictitious? He had met with many such examples of hereditary persistence without the qualities signified by the traits. He unconsciously hoped that it was at least not entirely so here.


  The room was less furnished than when he had last beheld it. The ‘bo-fet,’ or double corner-cupboard, where the china was formerly kept, had disappeared, its place being taken by a plain board. The tall old clock, with its ancient oak carcase, arched brow, and humorous mouth, was also not to be seen, a cheap, white-dialled specimen doing its work. What these displacements might betoken saddened his humanity less than it cheered his primitive instinct in pointing out how her necessities might bring them together.


  Having fixed his residence near her for some lengthy time he felt in no hurry to obtrude his presence just now, and went indoors. That this girl’s frame was doomed to be a real embodiment of that olden seductive one—that Protean dream-creature, who had never seen fit to irradiate the mother’s image till it became a mere memory after dissolution—he doubted less every moment.


  There was an uneasiness in recognizing such. There was something abnormal in his present proclivity. A certain sanity had, after all, accompanied his former idealizing passions: the Beloved had seldom informed a personality which, while enrapturing his soul, simultaneously shocked his intellect. A change, perhaps, had come.


  It was a fine morning on the morrow. Walking in the grounds towards the gate he saw Avice entering his hired castle with a broad oval wicker-basket covered with a white cloth, which burden she bore round to the back door. Of course, she washed for his own household: he had not thought of that. In the morning sunlight she appeared rather as a sylph than as a washerwoman; and he could not but think that the slightness of her figure was as ill adapted to this occupation as her mother’s had been.


  But, after all, it was not the washerwoman that he saw now. In front of her, on the surface of her, was shining out that more real, more inter-penetrating being whom he knew so well! The occupation of the subserving minion, the blemishes of the temporary creature who formed the background, were of the same account in the presentation of the indispensable one as the supporting posts and framework in a pyrotechnic display.


  She left the house and went homeward by a path of which he was not aware, having probably changed her course because she had seen him standing there. It meant nothing, for she had hardly become acquainted with him; yet that she should have avoided him was a new experience. He had no opportunity for a further study of her by distant observation, and hit upon a pretext for bringing her face to face with him. He found fault with his linen, and directed that the laundress should be sent for.


  ‘She is rather young, poor little thing,’ said the housemaid apologetically. ‘But since her mother’s death she has enough to do to keep above water, and we make shift with her. But I’ll tell her, sir.’


  ‘I will see her myself. Send her in when she comes,’ said Pierston.


  One morning, accordingly, when he was answering a spiteful criticism of a late work of his, he was told that she waited his pleasure in the hall. He went out.


  ‘About the washing,’ said the sculptor stiffly. ‘I am a very particular person, and I wish no preparation of lime to be used.’


  ‘I didn’t know folks used it,’ replied the maiden, in a scared and reserved tone, without looking at him.


  ‘That’s all right. And then, the mangling smashes the buttons.’


  ‘I haven’t got a mangle, sir,’ she murmured.


  ‘Ah! that’s satisfactory. And I object to so much borax in the starch.’


  ‘I don’t put any,’ Avice returned in the same close way; ‘never heard the name o’t afore!’


  ‘O I see.’


  All this time Pierston was thinking of the girl—or as the scientific might say, Nature was working her plans for the next generation under the cloak of a dialogue on linen. He could not read her individual character, owing to the confusing effect of her likeness to a woman whom he had valued too late. He could not help seeing in her all that he knew of another, and veiling in her all that did not harmonize with his sense of metempsychosis.


  The girl seemed to think of nothing but the business in hand. She had answered to the point, and was hardly aware of his sex or of his shape.


  ‘I knew your mother, Avice,’ he said. ‘You remember my telling you so?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well—I have taken this house for two or three months, and you will be very useful to me. You still live just outside the wall?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said the self-contained girl.


  Demurely and dispassionately she turned to leave—this pretty creature with features so still. There was something strange in seeing move off thus that form which he knew passing well, she who was once so throbbingly alive to his presence that, not many yards from this spot, she had flung her arms round him and given him a kiss which, despised in its freshness, had revived in him latterly as the dearest kiss of all his life. And now this ‘daps’ of her mother (as they called her in the dialect here), this perfect copy, why did she turn away?


  ‘Your mother was a refined and well-informed woman, I think I remember?’


  ‘She was, sir; everybody said so.’


  ‘I hope you resemble her.’


  She archly shook her head, and drew warily away.


  ‘O! one thing more, Avice. I have not brought much linen, so you must come to the house every day.’


  ‘Very good, sir.’


  ‘You won’t forget that?’


  ‘O no.’


  Then he let her go. He was a town man, and she an artless islander, yet he had opened himself out like a sea-anemone, without disturbing the epiderm of her nature. It was monstrous that a maiden who had assumed the personality of her of his tenderest memory should be so impervious. Perhaps it was he who was wanting. Avice might be Passion masking as Indifference, because he was so many years older in outward show.


  This brought him to the root of it. In his heart he was not a day older than when he had wooed the mother at the daughter’s present age. His record moved on with the years, his sentiments stood still.


  When he beheld those of his fellows who were defined as buffers and fogeys—imperturbable, matter-of-fact, slightly ridiculous beings, past masters in the art of populating homes, schools, and colleges, and present adepts in the science of giving away brides—how he envied them, assuming them to feel as they appeared to feel, with their commerce and their politics, their glasses and their pipes. They had got past the distracting currents of passionateness, and were in the calm waters of middle-aged philosophy. But he, their contemporary, was tossed like a cork hither and thither upon the crest of every fancy, precisely as he had been tossed when he was half his present age, with the burden now of double pain to himself in his growing vision of all as vanity.


  Avice had gone, and he saw her no more that day. Since he could not again call upon her, she was as inaccessible as if she had entered the military citadel on the hill-top beyond them.


  In the evening he went out and paced down the lane to the Red King’s castle overhanging the cliff, beside whose age the castle he occupied was but a thing of yesterday. Below the castle precipice lay enormous blocks, which had fallen from it, and several of them were carved over with names and initials. He knew the spot and the old trick well, and by searching in the faint moon-rays he found a pair of names which, as a boy, he himself had cut. They were ‘Avice’ and ‘Jocelyn’—Avice Caro’s and his own. The letters were now nearly worn away by the weather and the brine. But close by, in quite fresh letters, stood ‘Ann Avice,’ coupled with the name ‘Isaac.’ They could not have been there more than two or three years, and the ‘Ann Avice’ was probably Avice the Second. Who was Isaac? Some boy admirer of her child-time doubtless.


  He retraced his steps, and passed the Caros’ house towards his own. The revivified Avice animated the dwelling, and the light within the room fell upon the window. She was just inside that blind.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Whenever she unexpectedly came to the castle he started, and lost placidity. It was not at her presence as such, but at the new condition, which seemed to have something sinister in it. On the other hand, the most abrupt encounter with him moved her to no emotion as it had moved her prototype in the old days. She was indifferent to, almost unconscious of, his propinquity. He was no more than a statue to her; she was a growing fire to him.


  A sudden Sapphic terror of love would ever and anon come upon the sculptor, when his matured reflecting powers would insist upon informing him of the fearful lapse from reasonableness that lay in this infatuation. It threw him into a sweat. What if now, at last, he were doomed to do penance for his past emotional wanderings (in a material sense) by being chained in fatal fidelity to an object that his intellect despised? One night he dreamt that he saw dimly masking behind that young countenance ‘the Weaver of Wiles’ herself, ‘with all her subtle face laughing aloud.’


  However, the Well-Beloved was alive again; had been lost and was found. He was amazed at the change of front in himself. She had worn the guise of strange women; she had been a woman of every class, from the dignified daughter of some ecclesiastic or peer to a Nubian Almeh with her handkerchief, undulating to the beats of the tom-tom; but all these embodiments had been endowed with a certain smartness, either of the flesh or spirit: some with wit, a few with talent, and even genius. But the new impersonation had apparently nothing beyond sex and prettiness. She knew not how to sport a fan or handkerchief, hardly how to pull on a glove.


  But her limited life was innocent, and that went far. Poor little Avice! her mother’s image: there it all lay. After all, her parentage was as good as his own; it was misfortune that had sent her down to this. Odd as it seemed to him, her limitations were largely what he loved her for. Her rejuvenating power over him had ineffable charm. He felt as he had felt when standing beside her predecessor; but, alas! he was twenty years further on towards the shade.


  ♣


  II.–vii.


  The New Becomes Established


  A few mornings later he was looking through an upper back window over a screened part of the garden. The door beneath him opened, and a figure appeared tripping forth. She went round out of sight to where the gardener was at work, and presently returned with a bunch of green stuff fluttering in each hand. It was Avice, her dark hair now braided up snugly under a cap. She sailed on with a rapt and unconscious face, her thoughts a thousand removes from him.


  How she had suddenly come to be an inmate of his own house he could not understand, till he recalled the fact that he had given the castle servants a whole holiday to attend a review of the yeomanry in the watering-place over the bay, on their stating that they could provide a temporary substitute to stay in the house. They had evidently called in Avice. To his great pleasure he discovered their opinion of his requirements to be such a mean one that they had called in no one else.


  The Spirit, as she seemed to him, brought his lunch into the room where he was writing, and he beheld her uncover it. She went to the window to adjust a blind which had slipped, and he had a good view of her profile. It was not unlike that of one of the three goddesses in Rubens’s ‘Judgment of Paris,’ and in contour was nigh perfection. But it was in her full face that the vision of her mother was most apparent.


  ‘Did you cook all this, Avice?’ he asked, arousing himself.


  She turned and half-smiled, merely murmuring, ‘Yes, sir.’


  Well he knew the arrangement of those white teeth. In the junction of two of the upper ones there was a slight irregularity; no stranger would have noticed it, nor would he, but that he knew of the same mark in her mother’s mouth, and looked for it here. Till Avice the Second had revealed it this moment by her smile, he had never beheld that mark since the parting from Avice the First, when she had smiled under his kiss as the copy had done now.


  Next morning, when dressing, he heard her through the ricketty floor of the building engaged in conversation with the other servants. Having by this time regularly installed herself as the exponent of the Long-pursued—as one who, by no initiative of his own, had been chosen by some superior Power as the vehicle of her next début, she attracted him by the cadences of her voice; she would suddenly drop it to a rich whisper of roguishness, when the slight rural monotony of its narrative speech disappeared, and soul and heart—or what seemed soul and heart—resounded. The charm lay in the intervals, using that word in its musical sense. She would say a few syllables in one note, and end her sentence in a soft modulation upwards, then downwards, then into her own note again. The curve of sound was as artistic as any line of beauty ever struck by his pencil—as satisfying as the curves of her who was the World’s Desire.


  The subject of her discourse he cared nothing about—it was no more his interest than his concern. He took special pains that in catching her voice he might not comprehend her words. To the tones he had a right, none to the articulations. By degrees he could not exist long without this sound.


  On Sunday evening he found that she went to church. He followed behind her over the open road, keeping his eye on the little hat with its bunch of cock’s feathers as on a star. When she had passed in Pierston observed her position and took a seat behind her.


  Engaged in the study of her ear and the nape of her white neck, he suddenly became aware of the presence of a lady still further ahead in the aisle, whose attire, though of black materials in the quietest form, was of a cut which rather suggested London than this Ultima Thule. For the minute he forgot, in his curiosity, that Avice intervened. The lady turned her head somewhat, and, though she was veiled with unusual thickness for the season, he seemed to recognize Nichola Pine-Avon in the form.


  Why should Mrs. Pine-Avon be there? Pierston asked himself, if it should, indeed, be she.


  The end of the service saw his attention again concentrated on Avice to such a degree that at the critical moment of moving out he forgot the mysterious lady in front of her, and found that she had left the church by the side-door. Supposing it to have been Mrs. Pine-Avon, she would probably be discovered staying at one of the hotels at the watering-place over the bay, and to have come along the Pebble-bank to the island as so many did, for an evening drive. For the present, however, the explanation was not forthcoming; and he did not seek it.


  When he emerged from the church the great placid eye of the lighthouse at the Beal Point was open, and he moved thitherward a few steps to escape Nichola, or her double, and the rest of the congregation. Turning at length, he hastened homeward along the now deserted trackway, intending to overtake the revitalized Avice. But he could see nothing of her, and concluded that she had walked too fast for him. Arrived at his own gate he paused a moment, and perceived that Avice’s little freehold was still in darkness. She had not come.


  He retraced his steps, but could not find her, the only persons on the road being a man and his wife, as he knew them to be though he could not see them, from the words of the man—


  ‘If you had not a’ready married me, you’d cut my acquaintance! That’s a pretty thing for a wife to say!’


  The remark struck his ear unpleasantly, and by-and-by he went back again. Avice’s cottage was now lighted: she must have come round by the other road. Satisfied that she was safely domiciled for the night he opened the gate of Sylvania Castle and retired to his room also.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Eastward from the grounds the cliffs were rugged and the view of the opposite coast picturesque in the extreme. A little door from the lawn gave him immediate access to the rocks and shore on this side. Without the door was a dip-well of pure water, which possibly had supplied the inmates of the adjoining and now ruinous Red King’s castle at the time of its erection. On a sunny morning he was meditating here when he discerned a figure on the shore below spreading white linen upon the pebbly strand.


  Jocelyn descended. Avice, as he had supposed, had now returned to her own occupation. Her shapely pink arms, though slight, were plump enough to show dimples at the elbows, and were set off by her purple cotton print, which the shore-breeze licked and tantalized. He stood near, without speaking. The wind dragged a shirt-sleeve from the ‘popple’ or pebble which held it down. Pierston stooped and put a heavier one in its place.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly. She turned up her hazel eyes, and seemed gratified to perceive that her assistant was Pierston. She had plainly been so wrapped in her own thoughts—gloomy thoughts, by their signs—that she had not considered him till then.


  The young girl continued to converse with him in friendly frankness, showing neither ardour nor shyness. As for love—it was evidently further from her mind than even death and dissolution.


  When one of the sheets became intractable Jocelyn said, ‘Do you hold it down, and I’ll put the popples.’


  She acquiesced, and in placing a pebble his hand touched hers.


  It was a young hand, rather long and thin, a little damp and coddled from her slopping. In setting down the last stone he laid it, by a pure accident, rather heavily on her fingers.


  ‘I am very, very sorry!’ Jocelyn exclaimed. ‘O, I have bruised the skin, Avice!’ He seized her fingers to examine the damage done.


  ‘No, sir, you haven’t!’ she cried luminously, allowing him to retain her hand without the least objection. ‘Why—that’s where I scratched it this morning with a pin. You didn’t hurt me a bit with the popple-stone!’


  Although her gown was purple, there was a little black crape bow upon each arm. He knew what it meant, and it saddened him. ‘Do you ever visit your mother’s grave?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes, sir, sometimes. I am going there to-night to water the daisies.’


  She had now finished here, and they parted. That evening, when the sky was red, he emerged by the garden-door and passed her house. The blinds were not down, and he could see her sewing within. While he paused she sprang up as if she had forgotten the hour, and tossed on her hat. Jocelyn strode ahead and round the corner, and was halfway up the straggling street before he discerned her little figure behind him.


  He hastened past the lads and young women with clinking buckets who were drawing water from the fountains by the wayside, and took the direction of the church. With the disappearance of the sun the lighthouse had again set up its flame against the sky, the dark church rising in the foreground. Here he allowed her to overtake him.


  ‘You loved your mother much?’ said Jocelyn.


  ‘I did, sir; of course I did,’ said the girl, who tripped so lightly that it seemed he might have carried her on his hand.


  Pierston wished to say, ‘So did I,’ but did not like to disclose events which she, apparently, never guessed. Avice fell into thought, and continued—


  ‘Mother had a very sad life for some time when she was about as old as I. I should not like mine to be as hers. Her young man proved false to her because she wouldn’t agree to meet him one night, and it grieved mother almost all her life. I wouldn’t ha’ fretted about him, if I’d been she. She would never name his name, but I know he was a wicked, cruel man; and I hate to think of him.’


  After this he could not go into the churchyard with her, and walked onward alone to the south of the isle. He was wretched for hours. Yet he would not have stood where he did stand in the ranks of an imaginative profession if he had not been at the mercy of every haunting of the fancy that can beset man. It was in his weaknesses as a citizen and a national-unit that his strength lay as an artist, and he felt it childish to complain of susceptibilities not only innate but cultivated.


  But he was paying dearly enough for his Liliths. He saw a terrible vengeance ahead. What had he done to be tormented like this? The Beloved, after flitting from Nichola Pine-Avon to the phantom of a dead woman whom he never adored in her lifetime, had taken up her abode in the living representative of the dead, with a permanence of hold which the absolute indifference of that little brown-eyed representative only seemed to intensify.


  Did he really wish to proceed to marriage with this chit of a girl? He did: the wish had come at last. It was true that as he studied her he saw defects in addition to her social insufficiencies. Judgment, hoodwinked as it was, told him that she was colder in nature, commoner in character, than that well-read, bright little woman Avice the First. But twenty years make a difference in ideals, and the added demands of middle-age in physical form are more than balanced by its concessions as to the spiritual content. He looked at himself in the glass, and felt glad at those inner deficiencies in Avice which formerly would have impelled him to reject her.


  There was a strange difference in his regard of his present folly and of his love in his youthful time. Now he could be mad with method, knowing it to be madness: then he was compelled to make believe his madness wisdom. In those days any flash of reason upon his loved one’s imperfections was blurred over hastily and with fear. Such penetrative vision now did not cool him. He knew he was the creature of a tendency; and passively acquiesced.


  To use a practical eye, it appeared that, as he had once thought, this Caro family—though it might not for centuries, or ever, furbish up an individual nature which would exactly, ideally, supplement his own imperfect one and round with it the perfect whole—was yet the only family he had ever met, or was likely to meet, which possessed the materials for her making. It was as if the Caros had found the clay but not the potter, while other families whose daughters might attract him had found the potter but not the clay.


  ♣


  II.–viii.


  His own Soul Confronts him


  From his roomy castle and its grounds and the cliffs hard by he could command every move and aspect of her who was the rejuvenated Spirit of the Past to him—in the effulgence of whom all sordid details were disregarded.


  Among other things he observed that she was often anxious when it rained. If, after a wet day, a golden streak appeared in the sky over Deadman’s Bay, under a lid of cloud, her manner was joyous and her tread light.


  This puzzled him; and he found that if he endeavoured to encounter her at these times she shunned him—stealthily and subtly, but unmistakably. One evening, when she had left her cottage and tripped off in the direction of the under-hill townlet, he set out by the same route, resolved to await her return along the high roadway which stretched between that place and East Quarriers.


  He reached the top of the old road where it makes a sudden descent to the townlet, but she did not appear. Turning back, he sauntered along till he had nearly reached his own house again. Then he retraced his steps, and in the dim night he walked backwards and forwards on the bare and lofty convex of the isle; the stars above and around him, the lighthouse on duty at the distant point, the lightship winking from the sandbank, the combing of the pebble-beach by the tide beneath, the church away south-westward, where the island fathers lay.


  He walked the wild summit till his legs ached, and his heart ached—till he seemed to hear on the upper wind the stones of the slingers whizzing past, and the voices of the invaders who annihilated them, and married their wives and daughters, and produced Avice as the ultimate flower of the combined stocks. Still she did not come. It was more than foolish to wait, yet he could not help waiting. At length he discerned a dot of a figure, which he knew to be hers rather by its motion than by its shape.


  How incomparably the immaterial dream dwarfed the grandest of substantial things, when here, between those three sublimities—the sky, the rock, and the ocean—the minute personality of this washer-girl filled his consciousness to its extremest boundary, and the stupendous inanimate scene shrank to a corner therein.


  But all at once the approaching figure had disappeared. He looked about; she had certainly vanished. At one side of the road was a low wall, but she could not have gone behind that without considerable trouble and singular conduct. He looked behind him; she had reappeared further on the road.


  Jocelyn Pierston hurried after; and, discerning his movement, Avice stood still. When he came up, she was slily shaking with restrained laughter.


  ‘Well, what does this mean, my dear girl?’ he asked.


  Her inner mirth escaping in spite of her she turned askance and said: ‘When you was following me to Street o’ Wells, two hours ago, I looked round and saw you, and huddied behind a stone! You passed and brushed my frock without seeing me. And when, on my way backalong, I saw you waiting hereabout again, I slipped over the wall, and ran past you! If I had not stopped and looked round at ’ee, you would never have catched me!’


  ‘What did you do that for, you elf!’


  ‘That you shouldn’t find me.’


  ‘That’s not exactly a reason. Give another, dear Avice,’ he said, as he turned and walked beside her homeward.


  She hesitated. ‘Come!’ he urged again.


  ‘’Twas because I thought you wanted to be my young man,’ she answered.


  ‘What a wild thought of yours! Supposing I did, wouldn’t you have me?’


  ‘Not now…. And not for long, even if it had been sooner than now.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘If I tell you, you won’t laugh at me or let anybody else know?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Then I will tell you,’ she said quite seriously. ‘’Tis because I get tired of my lovers as soon as I get to know them well. What I see in one young man for a while soon leaves him and goes into another yonder, and I follow, and then what I admire fades out of him and springs up somewhere else; and so I follow on, and never fix to one. I have loved fifteen a’ready! Yes, fifteen, I am almost ashamed to say,’ she repeated, laughing. ‘I can’t help it, sir, I assure you. Of course it is really, to me, the same one all through, only I can’t catch him!’ She added anxiously, ‘You won’t tell anybody o’ this in me, will you, sir? Because if it were known I am afraid no man would like me.’


  Pierston was surprised into stillness. Here was this obscure and almost illiterate girl engaged in the pursuit of the impossible ideal, just as he had been himself doing for the last twenty years. She was doing it quite involuntarily, by sheer necessity of her organization, puzzled all the while at her own instinct. He suddenly thought of its bearing upon himself, and said, with a sinking heart—


  ‘Am I—one of them?’


  She pondered critically.


  ‘You was; for a week; when I first saw you.’


  ‘Only a week?’


  ‘About that.’


  ‘What made the being of your fancy forsake my form and go elsewhere?’


  ‘Well—though you seemed handsome and gentlemanly at first——’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I found you too old soon after.’


  ‘You are a candid young person.’


  ‘But you asked me, sir!’ she expostulated.


  ‘I did; and, having been answered, I won’t intrude upon you longer. So cut along home as fast as you can. It is getting late.’


  When she had passed out of earshot he also followed homewards. This seeking of the Well-Beloved was, then, of the nature of a knife which could cut two ways. To be the seeker was one thing: to be one of the corpses from which the ideal inhabitant had departed was another; and this was what he had become now, in the mockery of new days.


  The startling parallel in the idiosyncrasies of Avice and himself—evinced by the elusiveness of the Beloved with her as with him—meant probably that there had been some remote ancestor common to both families, from whom the trait had latently descended and recrudesced. But the result was none the less disconcerting.


  Drawing near his own gate he smelt tobacco, and could discern two figures in the side lane leading past Avice’s door. They did not, however, enter her house, but strolled onward to the narrow pass conducting to Red-King Castle and the sea. He was in momentary heaviness at the thought that they might be Avice with a worthless lover, but a faintly argumentative tone from the man informed him that they were the same married couple going homeward whom he had encountered on a previous occasion.


  The next day he gave the servants a half-holiday to get the pretty Avice into the castle again for a few hours, the better to observe her. While she was pulling down the blinds at sunset a whistle of peculiar quality came from some point on the cliffs outside the lawn. He observed that her colour rose slightly, though she bustled about as if she had noticed nothing.


  Pierston suddenly suspected that she had not only fifteen past admirers but a current one. Still, he might be mistaken. Stimulated now by ancient memories and present tenderness to use every effort to make her his wife, despite her conventional unfitness, he strung himself up to sift this mystery. If he could only win her—and how could a country girl refuse such an opportunity?—he could pack her off to school for two or three years, marry her, enlarge her mind by a little travel, and take his chance of the rest. As to her want of ardour for him—so sadly in contrast with her sainted mother’s affection—a man twenty years older than his bride could expect no better, and he would be well content to put up with it in the pleasure of possessing one in whom seemed to linger as an aroma all the charm of his youth and his early home.


  ♣


  II.–ix.


  Juxtapositions


  It was a sad and leaden afternoon, and Pierston paced up the long, steep pass or Street of the Wells. On either side of the road young girls stood with pitchers at the fountains which bubbled there, and behind the houses forming the propylæa of the rock rose the massive forehead of the Isle—crested at this part with its enormous ramparts as with a mural crown.


  As you approach the upper end of the street all progress seems about to be checked by the almost vertical face of the escarpment. Into it your track apparently runs point-blank: a confronting mass which, if it were to slip down, would overwhelm the whole town. But in a moment you find that the road, the old Roman highway into the peninsula, turns at a sharp angle when it reaches the base of the scarp, and ascends in the stiffest of inclines to the right. To the left there is also another ascending road, modern, almost as steep as the first, and perfectly straight. This is the road to the forts.


  Pierston arrived at the forking of the ways, and paused for breath. Before turning to the right, his proper and picturesque course, he looked up the uninteresting left road to the fortifications. It was new, long, white, regular, tapering to a vanishing point, like a lesson in perspective. About a quarter of the way up a girl was resting beside a basket of white linen: and by the shape of her hat and the nature of her burden he recognized her.


  She did not see him, and abandoning the right-hand course he slowly ascended the incline she had taken. He observed that her attention was absorbed by something aloft. He followed the direction of her gaze. Above them towered the green-grey mountain of grassy stone, here levelled at the top by military art. The skyline was broken every now and then by a little peg-like object—a sentry-box; and near one of these a small red spot kept creeping backwards and forwards monotonously against the heavy sky.


  Then he divined that she had a soldier-lover.


  She turned her head, saw him, and took up her clothes-basket to continue the ascent. The steepness was such that to climb it unencumbered was a breathless business; the linen made her task a cruelty to her. ‘You’ll never get to the forts with that weight,’ he said. ‘Give it to me.’


  But she would not, and he stood still, watching her as she panted up the way; for the moment an irradiated being, the epitome of a whole sex: by the beams of his own infatuation


  
    ‘… robed in such exceeding glory


    That he beheld her not’;

  


  beheld her not as she really was, as she was even to himself sometimes. But to the soldier what was she? Smaller and smaller she waned up the rigid mathematical road, still gazing at the soldier aloft, as Pierston gazed at her. He could just discern sentinels springing up at the different coigns of vantage that she passed, but seeing who she was they did not intercept her; and presently she crossed the drawbridge over the enormous chasm surrounding the forts, passed the sentries there also, and disappeared through the arch into the interior. Pierston could not see the sentry now, and there occurred to him the hateful idea that this scarlet rival was meeting and talking freely to her, the unprotected orphan girl of his sweet original Avice; perhaps, relieved of duty, escorting her across the interior, carrying her basket, her tender body encircled by his arm.


  ‘What the devil are you staring at, as if you were in a trance?’


  Pierston turned his head: and there stood his old friend Somers—still looking the long-leased bachelor that he was.


  ‘I might say what the devil do you do here? if I weren’t so glad to see you.’


  Somers said that he had come to see what was detaining his friend in such an out-of-the-way place at that time of year, and incidentally to get some fresh air into his own lungs. Pierston made him welcome, and they went towards Sylvania Castle.


  ‘You were staring, as far as I could see, at a pretty little washerwoman with a basket of clothes?’ resumed the painter.


  ‘Yes; it was that to you, but not to me. Behind the mere pretty island-girl (to the world) is, in my eye, the Idea, in Platonic phraseology—the essence and epitome of all that is desirable in this existence…. I am under a doom, Somers. Yes, I am under a doom. To have been always following a phantom whom I saw in woman after woman while she was at a distance, but vanishing away on close approach, was bad enough; but now the terrible thing is that the phantom does not vanish, but stays to tantalize me even when I am near enough to see what it is! That girl holds me, though my eyes are open, and though I see that I am a fool!’


  Somers regarded the visionary look of his friend, which rather intensified than decreased as his years wore on, but made no further remark. When they reached the castle Somers gazed round upon the scenery, and Pierston, signifying the quaint little Elizabethan cottage, said: ‘That’s where she lives.’


  ‘What a romantic place!—and this island altogether. A man might love a scarecrow or turnip-lantern here.’


  ‘But a woman mightn’t. Scenery doesn’t impress them, though they pretend it does. This girl is as fickle as——’


  ‘You once were.’


  ‘Exactly—from your point of view. She has told me so—candidly. And it hits me hard.’


  Somers stood still in sudden thought. ‘Well—that is a strange turning of the tables!’ he said. ‘But you wouldn’t really marry her, Pierston?’


  ‘I would—to-morrow. Why shouldn’t I? What are fame and name and society to me—a descendant of wreckers and smugglers, like her. Besides, I know what she’s made of, my boy, to her innermost fibre; I know the perfect and pure quarry she was dug from: and that gives a man confidence.’


  ‘Then you’ll win.’


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  While they were sitting after dinner that evening their quiet discourse was interrupted by the long low whistle from the cliffs without. Somers took no notice, but Pierston marked it. That whistle always occurred at the same time in the evening when Avice was helping in the house. He excused himself for a moment to his visitor and went out upon the dark lawn. A crunching of feet upon the gravel mixed in with the articulation of the sea—steps light as if they were winged. And he supposed, two minutes later, that the mouth of some hulking fellow was upon hers, which he himself hardly ventured to look at, so touching was its young beauty.


  Hearing people about—among others the before-mentioned married couple quarrelling, the woman’s tones having a kinship to Avice’s own—he returned to the house. Next day Somers roamed abroad to look for scenery for a marine painting, and, going out to seek him, Pierston met Avice.


  ‘So you have a lover, my lady!’ he said severely. She admitted that it was the fact. ‘You won’t stick to him,’ he continued.


  ‘I think I may to this one,’ said she, in a meaning tone that he failed to fathom then. ‘He deserted me once, but he won’t again.’


  ‘I suppose he’s a wonderful sort of fellow?’


  ‘He’s good enough for me.’


  ‘So handsome, no doubt.’


  ‘Handsome enough for me.’


  ‘So refined and respectable.’


  ‘Refined and respectable enough for me.’


  He could not disturb her equanimity, and let her pass. The next day was Sunday, and Somers having chosen his view at the other end of the island, Pierston determined in the afternoon to see Avice’s lover. He found that she had left her cottage stronghold, and went on towards the lighthouses at the Beal. Turning back when he had reached the nearest, he saw on the lonely road between the quarries a young man evidently connected with the stone trade, with Avice the Second upon his arm.


  She looked prettily guilty and blushed a little under his glance. The man’s was one of the typical island physiognomies—his features energetic and wary in their expression, and half covered with a close, crisp black beard. Pierston fancied that out of his keen dark eyes there glimmered a dry sense of humour at the situation.


  If so, Avice must have told him of Pierston’s symptoms of tenderness. This girl, whom, for her dear mother’s sake more than for her own unquestionable attractiveness, he would have guarded as the apple of his eye, how could she estimate him so flippantly!


  The mortification of having brought himself to this position with the antitype, by his early slight of the type, blinded him for the moment to what struck him a short time after. The man upon whose arm she hung was not a soldier. What, then, became of her entranced gaze at the sentinel? She could hardly have transferred her affections so promptly; or, to give her the benefit of his own theory, her Beloved could scarcely have flitted from frame to frame in so very brief an interval. And which of them had been he who whistled softly in the dusk to her?


  Without further attempt to find Alfred Somers Pierston walked homeward, moodily thinking that the desire to make reparation to the original woman by wedding and enriching the copy—which lent such an unprecedented permanence to his new love—was thwarted, as if by set intention of his destiny.


  At the door of the grounds about the castle there stood a carriage. He observed that it was not one of the homely flys from the under-hill town, but apparently from the popular resort across the bay. Wondering why the visitor had not driven in he entered, to find in the drawing-room Nichola Pine-Avon.


  At his first glance upon her, fashionably dressed and graceful in movement, she seemed beautiful; at the second, when he observed that her face was pale and agitated, she seemed pathetic likewise. Altogether, she was now a very different figure from her who, sitting in her chair with such finished composure, had snubbed him in her drawing-room in Hamptonshire Square.


  ‘You are surprised at this? Of course you are!’ she said, in a low, pleading voice, languidly lifting her heavy eyelids, while he was holding her hand. ‘But I couldn’t help it! I know I have done something to offend you—have I not? O! what can it be, that you have come away to this outlandish rock, to live with barbarians in the midst of the London season?’


  ‘You have not offended me, dear Mrs. Pine-Avon,’ he said. ‘How sorry I am that you should have supposed it! Yet I am glad, too, that your fancy should have done me the good turn of bringing you here to see me.’


  ‘I am staying at Budmouth-Regis,’ she explained.


  ‘Then I did see you at a church-service here a little while back?’


  She blushed faintly upon her pallor, and she sighed. Their eyes met. ‘Well,’ she said at last, ‘I don’t know why I shouldn’t show the virtue of candour. You know what it means. I was the stronger once; now I am the weaker. Whatever pain I may have given you in the ups and downs of our acquaintance I am sorry for, and would willingly repair all errors of the past by—being amenable to reason in the future.’


  It was impossible that Jocelyn should not feel a tender impulsion towards this attractive and once independent woman, who from every worldly point of view was an excellent match for him—a superior match, indeed, except in money. He took her hand again and held it awhile, and a faint wave of gladness seemed to flow through her. But no—he could go no further. That island girl, in her coquettish Sunday frock and little hat with its bunch of cock’s feathers held him as by strands of Manila rope. He dropped Nichola’s hand.


  ‘I am leaving Budmouth to-morrow,’ she said. ‘That was why I felt I must call. You did not know I had been there all through the Whitsun holidays?’


  ‘I did not, indeed; or I should have come to see you.’


  ‘I didn’t like to write. I wish I had, now!’


  ‘I wish you had, too, dear Mrs. Pine-Avon.’


  But it was ‘Nichola’ that she wanted to be. As they reached the landau he told her that he should be back in town himself again soon, and would call immediately. At the moment of his words Avice Caro, now alone, passed close along by the carriage on the other side, towards her house hard at hand. She did not turn head or eye to the pair: they seemed to be in her view objects of indifference.


  Pierston became cold as a stone. The chill towards Nichola that the presence of the girl,—sprite, witch, troll that she was—brought with it came like a doom. He knew what a fool he was, as he had said. But he was powerless in the grasp of the idealizing passion. He cared more for Avice’s finger-tips than for Mrs. Pine-Avon’s whole personality.


  Perhaps Nichola saw it, for she said mournfully: ‘Now I have done all I could! I felt that the only counterpoise to my cruelty to you in my drawing-room would be to come as a suppliant to yours.’


  ‘It is most handsome and noble of you, my very dear friend!’ said he, with an emotion of courtesy rather than of enthusiasm.


  Then adieux were spoken, and she drove away. But Pierston saw only the retreating Avice, and knew that he was helpless in her hands. The church of the island had risen near the foundations of the Pagan temple, and a Christian emanation from the former might be wrathfully torturing him through the very false gods to whom he had devoted himself both in his craft, like Demetrius of Ephesus, and in his heart. Perhaps Divine punishment for his idolatries had come.


  ♣


  II.–x.


  She Fails to Vanish still


  Pierston had not turned far back towards the castle when he was overtaken by Somers and the man who carried his painting lumber. They paced together to the door; the man deposited the articles and went away, and the two walked up and down before entering.


  ‘I met an extremely interesting woman in the road out there,’ said the painter.


  ‘Ah, she is! A sprite, a sylph; Psyche indeed!’


  ‘I was struck with her.’


  ‘It shows how beauty will out through the homeliest guise.’


  ‘Yes, it will; though not always. And this case doesn’t prove it, for the lady’s attire was in the latest and most approved taste.’


  ‘Oh, you mean the lady who was driving?’


  ‘Of course. What, were you thinking of the pretty little cottage-girl outside here? I did meet her, but what’s she? Very well for one’s picture, though hardly for one’s fireside. This lady——’


  ‘Is Mrs. Pine-Avon. A kind, proud woman, who’ll do what people with no pride would not condescend to think of. She is leaving Budmouth to-morrow, and she drove across to see me. You know how things seemed to be going with us at one time? But I am no good to any woman. She’s been very generous towards me, which I’ve not been to her…. She’ll ultimately throw herself away upon some wretch unworthy of her, no doubt.’


  ‘Do you think so?’ murmured Somers. After a while he said abruptly, ‘I’ll marry her myself, if she’ll have me. I like the look of her.’


  ‘I wish you would, Alfred, or rather could! She has long had an idea of slipping out of the world of fashion into the world of art. She is a woman of individuality and earnest instincts. I am in real trouble about her. I won’t say she can be won—it would be ungenerous of me to say that. But try. I can bring you together easily.’


  ‘I’ll marry her, if she’s willing!’ With the phlegmatic dogmatism that was part of him, Somers added: ‘When you have decided to marry, take the first nice woman you meet. They are all alike.’


  ‘Well—you don’t know her yet,’ replied Jocelyn, who could give praise where he could not give love.


  ‘But you do, and I’ll take her on the strength of your judgment. Is she really handsome?—I had but the merest glance. But I know she is, or she wouldn’t have caught your discriminating eye.’


  ‘You may take my word for it; she looks as well at hand as afar.’


  ‘What colour are her eyes?’


  ‘Her eyes? I don’t go much in for colour, being professionally sworn to form. But, let me see—grey; and her hair rather light than dark brown.’


  ‘I wanted something darker,’ said Somers airily. ‘There are so many fair models among native Englishwomen. Still, blondes are useful property! … Well, well; this is flippancy. But I liked the look of her.’


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Somers had gone back to town. It was a wet day on the little peninsula: but Pierston walked out as far as the garden-house of his hired castle, where he sat down and smoked. This erection being on the boundary-wall of his property his ear could now and then catch the tones of Avice’s voice from her open-doored cottage in the lane which skirted his fence; and he noticed that there were no modulations in it. He knew why that was. She wished to go out, and could not. He had observed before that when she was planning an outing a particular note would come into her voice during the preceding hours: a dove’s roundness of sound; no doubt the effect upon her voice of her thoughts of her lover, or lovers. Yet the latter it could not be. She was pure and single-hearted: half an eye could see that. Whence, then, the two men? Possibly the quarrier was a relation.


  There seemed reason in this when, going out into the lane he encountered one of the red-jackets he had been thinking of. Soldiers were seldom seen in this outer part of the isle: their beat from the forts, when on pleasure, was in the opposite direction, and this man must have had a special reason for coming hither. Pierston surveyed him. He was a round-faced, good-humoured fellow to look at, having two little pieces of moustache on his upper lip, like a pair of minnows rampant, and small black eyes, over which the Glengarry cap straddled flat. It was a hateful idea that her tender cheek should be kissed by the lips of this heavy young man who had never been sublimed by a single battle, even with defenceless savages.


  The soldier went before her house, looked at the door, and moved on down the crooked way to the cliffs, where there was a path back to the forts. But he did not adopt it, returning by the way he had come. This showed his wish to pass the house again. She gave no sign, however, and the soldier disappeared.


  Pierston could not be satisfied that Avice was in the house, and he crossed over to the front of her little freehold and tapped at the door, which stood ajar.


  Nobody came: hearing a slight movement within he crossed the threshold. Avice was there alone, sitting on a low stool in a dark corner, as though she wished to be unobserved by any casual passer-by. She looked up at him without emotion or apparent surprise; but he could then see that she was crying. The view, for the first time, of distress in an unprotected young girl towards whom he felt drawn by ties of extraordinary delicacy and tenderness, moved Pierston beyond measure. He entered without ceremony.


  ‘Avice, my dear girl!’ he said. ‘Something is the matter!’


  She looked assent, and he went on: ‘Now tell me all about it. Perhaps I can help you. Come, tell me.’


  ‘I can’t!’ she murmured. ‘Grammer Stockwool is upstairs, and she’ll hear!’ Mrs. Stockwool was the old woman who had come to live with the girl for company since her mother’s death.


  ‘Then come into my garden opposite. There we shall be quite private.’


  She rose, put on her hat, and accompanied him to the door. Here she asked him if the lane were empty, and on his assuring her that it was she crossed over and entered with him through the garden-wall.


  The place was a shady and secluded one, though through the boughs the sea could be seen quite near at hand, its moanings being distinctly audible. A water-drop from a tree fell here and there, but the rain was not enough to hurt them.


  ‘Now let me hear it,’ he said soothingly. ‘You may tell me with the greatest freedom. I was a friend of your mother’s, you know. That is, I knew her; and I’ll be a friend of yours.’


  The statement was risky, if he wished her not to suspect him of being her mother’s false one. But that lover’s name appeared to be unknown to the present Avice.


  ‘I can’t tell you, sir,’ she replied unwillingly; ‘except that it has to do with my own changeableness. The rest is the secret of somebody else.’


  ‘I am sorry for that,’ said he.


  ‘I am getting to care for one I ought not to think of, and it means ruin. I ought to get away!’


  ‘You mean from the island?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Pierston reflected. His presence in London had been desired for some time; yet he had delayed going because of his new solicitudes here. But to go and take her with him would afford him opportunity of watching over her, tending her mind, and developing it; while it might remove her from some looming danger. It was a somewhat awkward guardianship for him, as a lonely man, to carry out; still, it could be done. He asked her abruptly if she would really like to go away for a while.


  ‘I like best to stay here,’ she answered. ‘Still, I should not mind going somewhere, because I think I ought to.’


  ‘Would you like London?’


  Avice’s face lost its weeping shape. ‘How could that be?’ she said.


  ‘I have been thinking that you could come to my house and make yourself useful in some way. I rent just now one of those new places called flats, which you may have heard of; and I have a studio at the back.’


  ‘I haven’t heard of ’em,’ she said without interest.


  ‘Well, I have two servants there, and as my man has a holiday you can help them for a month or two.’


  ‘Would polishing furniture be any good? I can do that.’


  ‘I haven’t much furniture that requires polishing. But you can clear away plaster and clay messes in the studio, and chippings of stone, and help me in modelling, and dust all my Venus failures, and hands and heads and feet and bones, and other objects.’


  She was startled, yet attracted by the novelty of the proposal.


  ‘Only for a time?’ she said.


  ‘Only for a time. As short as you like, and as long.’


  The deliberate manner in which, after the first surprise, Avice discussed the arrangements that he suggested, might have told him how far was any feeling for himself beyond friendship, and possibly gratitude, from agitating her breast. Yet there was nothing extravagant in the discrepancy between their ages, and he hoped, after shaping her to himself, to win her. What had grieved her to tears she would not more particularly tell.


  She had naturally not much need of preparation, but she made even less preparation than he would have expected her to require. She seemed eager to be off immediately, and not a soul was to know of her departure. Why, if she were in love and at first averse to leave the island, she should be so precipitate now he failed to understand.


  But he took great care to compromise in no way a girl in whom his interest was as protective as it was passionate. He accordingly left her to get out of the island alone, awaiting her at a station a few miles up the railway, where, discovering himself to her through the carriage-window, he entered the next compartment, his frame pervaded by a glow which was almost joy at having for the first time in his charge one who inherited the flesh and bore the name so early associated with his own, and at the prospect of putting things right which had been wrong through many years.


  ♣


  II.–xi.


  The Image Persists


  It was dark when the four-wheeled cab wherein he had brought Avice from the station stood at the entrance to the pile of flats of which Pierston occupied one floor—rarer then as residences in London than they are now. Leaving Avice to alight and get the luggage taken in by the porter Pierston went upstairs. To his surprise his floor was silent, and on entering with a latchkey the rooms were all in darkness. He descended to the hall, where Avice was standing helpless beside the luggage, while the porter was outside with the cabman.


  ‘Do you know what has become of my servants?’ asked Jocelyn.


  ‘What—and ain’t they there, saur? Ah, then my belief is that what I suspected is thrue! You didn’t leave your wine-cellar unlocked, did you, saur, by no mistake?’


  Pierston considered. He thought he might have left the key with his elder servant, whom he had believed he could trust, especially as the cellar was not well stocked.


  ‘Ah, then it was so! She’s been very queer, saur, this last week or two. O yes, sending messages down the spakin’-tube which were like madness itself, and ordering us this and that, till we would take no notice at all. I see them both go out last night, and possibly they went for a holiday not expecting ye, or maybe for good! Shure, if ye’d written, saur, I’d ha’ got the place ready, ye being out of a man, too, though it’s not me duty at all!’


  When Pierston got to his floor again he found that the cellar door was open; some bottles were standing empty that had been full, and many abstracted altogether. All other articles in the house, however, appeared to be intact. His letter to his housekeeper lay in the box as the postman had left it.


  By this time the luggage had been sent up in the lift; and Avice, like so much more luggage, stood at the door, the hall-porter behind offering his assistance.


  ‘Come here, Avice,’ said the sculptor. ‘What shall we do now? Here’s a pretty state of affairs!’


  Avice could suggest nothing, till she was struck with the bright thought that she should light a fire.


  ‘Light a fire?—ah, yes…. I wonder if we could manage. This is an odd coincidence—and awkward!’ he murmured. ‘Very well, light a fire.’


  ‘Is this the kitchen, sir, all mixed up with the parlours?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then I think I can do all that’s wanted here for a bit; at any rate, till you can get help, sir. At least, I could if I could find the fuel-house. ’Tis no such big place as I thought!’


  ‘That’s right: take courage!’ said he with a tender smile. ‘Now, I’ll dine out this evening, and leave the place for you to arrange as best you can with the help of the porter’s wife downstairs.’


  This Pierston accordingly did, and so their common residence began. Feeling more and more strongly that some danger awaited her in her native island he determined not to send her back till the lover or lovers who seemed to trouble her should have cooled off. He was quite willing to take the risk of his action thus far in his solicitous regard for her.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  It was a dual solitude, indeed; for, though Pierston and Avice were the only two people in the flat, they did not keep each other company, the former being as scrupulously fearful of going near her now that he had the opportunity as he had been prompt to seek her when he had none. They lived in silence, his messages to her being frequently written on scraps of paper deposited where she could see them. It was not without a pang that he noted her unconsciousness of their isolated position—a position to which, had she experienced any reciprocity of sentiment, she would readily have been alive.


  Considering that, though not profound, she was hardly a matter-of-fact girl as that phrase is commonly understood, she was exasperating in the matter-of-fact quality of her responses to the friendly remarks which would escape him in spite of himself, as well as in her general conduct. Whenever he formed some culinary excuse for walking across the few yards of tessellated hall which separated his room from the kitchen, and spoke through the doorway to her, she answered, ‘Yes, sir,’ or ‘No, sir,’ without turning her eyes from the particular work that she was engaged in.


  In the usual course he would have obtained a couple of properly qualified servants immediately; but he lived on with the one, or rather the less than one, that this cottage-girl afforded. It had been his almost invariable custom to dine at one of his clubs. Now he sat at home over the miserable chop or steak to which he limited himself in dread lest she should complain of there being too much work for one person, and demand to be sent home. A charwoman came every two or three days, effecting an extraordinary consumption of food and alcoholic liquids: yet it was not for this that Pierston dreaded her presence, but lest, in conversing with Avice, she should open the girl’s eyes to the oddity of her situation. Avice could see for herself that there must have been two or three servants in the flat during his former residence there: but his reasons for doing without them seemed never to strike her.


  His intention had been to keep her occupied exclusively at the studio, but accident had modified this. However, he sent her round one morning, and entering himself shortly after found her engaged in wiping the layers of dust from the casts and models.


  The colour of the dust never ceased to amaze her. ‘It is like the hold of a Budmouth collier,’ she said, ‘and the beautiful faces of these clay people are quite spoilt by it.’


  ‘I suppose you’ll marry some day, Avice?’ remarked Pierston, as he regarded her thoughtfully.


  ‘Some do and some don’t,’ she said, with a reserved smile, still attending to the casts.


  ‘You are very off-hand,’ said he.


  She archly weighed that remark without further speech. It was tantalizing conduct in the face of his instinct to cherish her; especially when he regarded the charm of her bending profile; the well-characterized though softly lined nose, the round chin with, as it were, a second leap in its curve to the throat, and the sweep of the eye-lashes over the rosy cheek during the sedulously lowered glance. How futilely he had laboured to express the character of that face in clay, and, while catching it in substance, had yet lost something that was essential!


  That evening after dusk, in the stress of writing letters, he sent her out for stamps. She had been absent some quarter of an hour when, suddenly drawing himself up from over his writing-table, it flashed upon him that he had absolutely forgotten her total ignorance of London.


  The head post-office, to which he had sent her because it was late, was two or three streets off, and he had made his request in the most general manner, which she had acceded to with alacrity enough. How could he have done such an unreflecting thing?


  Pierston went to the window. It was half-past nine o’clock, and owing to her absence the blinds were not down. He opened the casement and stepped out upon the balcony. The green shade of his lamp screened its rays from the gloom without. Over the opposite square the moon hung, and to the right there stretched a long street, filled with a diminishing array of lamps, some single, some in clusters, among them an occasional blue or red one. From a corner came the notes of a piano-organ strumming out a stirring march of Rossini’s. The shadowy black figures of pedestrians moved up, down, and across the embrowned roadway. Above the roofs was a bank of livid mist, and higher a greenish-blue sky, in which stars were visible, though its lower part was still pale with daylight, against which rose chimney-pots in the form of elbows, prongs, and fists.


  From the whole scene proceeded a ground rumble, miles in extent, upon which individual rattles, voices, a tin whistle, the bark of a dog, rode like bubbles on a sea. The whole noise impressed him with the sense that no one in its enormous mass ever required rest.


  In this illimitable ocean of humanity there was a unit of existence, his Avice, wandering alone.


  Pierston looked at his watch. She had been gone half an hour. It was impossible to distinguish her at this distance, even if she approached. He came inside, and putting on his hat determined to go out and seek her. He reached the end of the street, and there was nothing of her to be seen. She had the option of two or three routes from this point to the post-office; yet he plunged at random into one, till he reached the office to find it quite deserted. Almost distracted now by his anxiety for her he retreated as rapidly as he had come, regaining home only to find that she had not returned.


  He recollected telling her that if she should ever lose her way she must call a cab and drive home. It occurred to him that this was what she would do now. He again went out upon the balcony; the dignified street in which he lived was almost vacant, and the lamps stood like placed sentinels awaiting some procession which tarried long. At a point under him where the road was torn up there stood a red light, and at the corner two men were talking in leisurely repose, as if sunning themselves at noonday. Lovers of a feline disposition, who were never seen by daylight, joked and darted at each other in and out of area gates.


  His attention was fixed on the cabs, and he held his breath as the hollow clap of each horse’s hoofs drew near the front of the house, only to go onward into the square. The two lamps of each vehicle afar dilated with its near approach, and seemed to swerve towards him. It was Avice surely? No, it passed by.


  Almost frantic he again descended and let himself out of the house, moving towards a more central part, where the roar still continued. Before emerging into the noisy thoroughfare he observed a small figure approaching leisurely along the opposite side, and hastened across to find it was she.


  ♣


  II.–xii.


  A Grille Descends between


  ‘O Avice!’ he cried, with the tenderly subdued scolding of a mother. ‘What is this you have done to alarm me so!’


  She seemed unconscious of having done anything, and was altogether surprised at his anxiety. In his relief he did not speak further till he asked her suddenly if she would take his arm since she must be tired.


  ‘O no, sir!’ she assured him, ‘I am not a bit tired, and I don’t require any help at all, thank you.’


  They went upstairs without using the lift, and he let her and himself in with his latchkey. She entered the kitchen, and he, following, sat down in a chair there.


  ‘Where have you been?’ he said, with almost angered concern on his face. ‘You ought not to have been absent more than ten minutes.’


  ‘I knew there was nothing for me to do, and thought I should like to see a little of London,’ she replied naïvely. ‘So when I had got the stamps I went on into the fashionable streets, where ladies are all walking about just as if it were daytime! ’Twas for all the world like coming home by night from Martinmas Fair at the Street o’ Wells, only more genteel.’


  ‘O Avice, Avice, you must not go out like this! Don’t you know that I am responsible for your safety? I am your—well, guardian, in fact, and am bound by law and morals, and I don’t know what-all, to deliver you up to your native island without a scratch or blemish. And yet you indulge in such a midnight vagary as this!’


  ‘But I am sure, sir, the gentlemen in the street were more respectable than they are anywhere at home! They were dressed in the latest fashion, and would have scorned to do me any harm; and as to their love-making, I never heard anything so polite before.’


  ‘Well, you must not do it again. I’ll tell you some day why. What’s that you have in your hand?’


  ‘A mouse-trap. There are lots of mice in this kitchen—sooty mice, not clean like ours—and I thought I’d try to catch them. That was what I went so far to buy, as there were no shops open just about here. I’ll set it now.’


  She proceeded at once to do so, and Pierston remained in his seat regarding the operation, which seemed entirely to engross her. It was extraordinary, indeed, to observe how she wilfully limited her interests; with what content she received the ordinary things that life offered, and persistently refused to behold what an infinitely extended life lay open to her through him. If she had only said the word he would have got a licence and married her the next morning. Was it possible that she did not perceive this tendency in him? She could hardly be a woman if she did not; and in her airy, elusive, off-hand demeanour she was very much of a woman indeed.


  ‘It only holds one mouse,’ he said absently.


  ‘But I shall hear it throw in the night, and set it again.’


  He sighed, and left her to her own resources and retired to rest, though he felt no tendency to sleep. At some small hour of the darkness, owing, possibly, to some intervening door being left open, he heard the mouse-trap click. Another light sleeper must have heard it too, for almost immediately after the pit-pat of naked feet, accompanied by the brushing of drapery, was audible along the passage towards the kitchen. After her absence in that apartment long enough to reset the trap, he was startled by a scream from the same quarter. Pierston sprang out of bed, jumped into his dressing-gown, and hastened in the direction of the cry.


  Avice, barefooted and wrapped in a shawl, was standing in a chair; the mouse-trap lay on the floor, the mouse running round and round in its neighbourhood.


  ‘I was trying to take en out,’ said she excitedly, ‘and he got away from me!’


  Pierston secured the mouse while she remained standing on the chair. Then, having set the trap anew, his feeling burst out petulantly—


  ‘A girl like you to throw yourself away upon such a commonplace fellow as that quarryman! Why do you do it?’


  Her mind was so intently fixed upon the matter in hand that it was some moments before she caught his irrelevant subject. ‘Because I am a foolish girl,’ she said quietly.


  ‘What! Don’t you love him?’ said Jocelyn, with a surprised stare up at her as she stood, in her concern appearing the very Avice who had kissed him twenty years earlier.


  ‘It is not much use to talk about that,’ said she.


  ‘Then, is it the soldier?’


  ‘Yes, though I have never spoken to him.’


  ‘Never spoken to the soldier?’


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Has either one treated you badly—deceived you?’


  ‘No. Certainly not.’


  ‘Well, I can’t make you out; and I don’t wish to know more than you choose to tell me. Come, Avice, why not tell me exactly how things are?’


  ‘Not now, sir!’ she said, her pretty pink face and brown eyes turned in simple appeal to him from her pedestal. ‘I will tell you all to-morrow; an that I will!’


  He retreated to his own room and lay down meditating. Some quarter of an hour after she had retreated to hers the mouse-trap clicked again, and Pierston raised himself on his elbow to listen. The place was so still and the jerry-built door-panels so thin that he could hear the mouse jumping about inside the wires of the trap. But he heard no footstep this time. As he was wakeful and restless he again arose, proceeded to the kitchen with a light, and removing the mouse reset the trap. Returning he listened once more. He could see in the far distance the door of Avice’s room; but that thoughtful housewife had not heard the second capture. From the room came a soft breathing like that of an infant.


  He entered his own chamber and reclined himself gloomily enough. Her lack of all consciousness of him, the aspect of the deserted kitchen, the cold grate, impressed him with a deeper sense of loneliness than he had ever felt before.


  Foolish he was, indeed, to be so devoted to this young woman. Her defencelessness, her freedom from the least thought that there lurked a danger in their propinquity, were in fact secondary safeguards, not much less strong than that of her being her mother’s image, against risk to her from him. Yet it was out of this that his depression came.


  At sight of her the next morning Pierston felt that he must put an end to such a state of things. He sent Avice off to the studio, wrote to an agent for a couple of servants, and then went round to his work. Avice was busy righting all that she was allowed to touch. It was the girl’s delight to be occupied among the models and casts, which for the first time she regarded with the wistful interest of a soul struggling to receive ideas of beauty vaguely discerned yet ever eluding her. That brightness in her mother’s mind which might have descended to the second Avice with the maternal face and form, had been dimmed by admixture with the mediocrity of her father’s, and by one who remembered like Pierston the dual organization the opposites could be often seen wrestling internally.


  They were alone in the studio, and his feelings found vent. Putting his arms round her he said, ‘My darling, sweet little Avice! I want to ask you something—surely you guess what? I want to know this: will you be married to me, and live here with me always and ever?’


  ‘O, Mr. Pierston, what nonsense!’


  ‘Nonsense?’ said he, shrinking somewhat.


  ‘Yes, sir.’


  ‘Well, why? Am I too old? Surely there’s no serious difference?’


  ‘O no—I should not mind that if it came to marrying. The difference is not much for husband and wife, though it is rather much for keeping company.’


  She struggled to get free, and when in the movement she knocked down the Empress Faustina’s head he did not try to retain her. He saw that she was not only surprised but a little alarmed.


  ‘You haven’t said why it is nonsense!’ he remarked tartly.


  ‘Why, I didn’t know you was thinking of me like that. I hadn’t any thought of it! And all alone here! What shall I do?’


  ‘Say yes, my pretty Avice! We’ll then go out and be married at once, and nobody be any the wiser.’


  She shook her head. ‘I couldn’t, sir.’


  ‘It would be well for you. You don’t like me, perhaps?’


  ‘Yes I do—very much. But not in that sort of way—quite. Still, I might have got to love you in time, if——’


  ‘Well, then, try,’ he said warmly. ‘Your mother did!’


  No sooner had the words slipped out than Pierston would have recalled them. He had felt in a moment that they jeopardized his cause.


  ‘Mother loved you?’ said Avice, incredulously gazing at him.


  ‘Yes,’ he murmured.


  ‘You were not her false young man, surely? That one who——’


  ‘Yes, yes! Say no more about it.’


  ‘Who ran away from her?’


  ‘Almost.’


  ‘Then I can never, never like you again! I didn’t know it was a gentleman—I—I thought——’


  ‘It wasn’t a gentleman, then.’


  ‘O, sir, please go away! I can’t bear the sight of ’ee at this moment! Perhaps I shall get to—to like you as I did; but——’


  ‘No; I’m d——d if I’ll go away!’ said Pierston, thoroughly irritated. ‘I have been candid with you; you ought to be the same with me!’


  ‘What do you want me to tell?’


  ‘Enough to make it clear to me why you don’t accept this offer. Everything you have said yet is a reason for the reverse. Now, my dear, I am not angry.’


  ‘Yes you are.’


  ‘No I’m not. Now what is your reason?’


  ‘The name of it is Isaac Pierston, down home.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘I mean he courted me, and led me on to island custom, and then I went to chapel one morning and married him in secret, because mother didn’t care about him; and I didn’t either by that time. And then he quarrelled with me; and just before you and I came to London he went away to Guernsey. Then I saw a soldier; I never knew his name, but I fell in love with him because I am so quick at that! Still, as it was wrong, I tried not to think of him, and wouldn’t look at him when he passed. But it made me cry very much that I mustn’t. I was then very miserable, and you asked me to come to London. I didn’t care what I did with myself, and I came.’


  ‘Heaven above us!’ said Pierston, his pale and distressed face showing with what a shock this announcement had come. ‘Why have you done such extraordinary things? Or, rather, why didn’t you tell me of this before? Then, at the present moment you are the wife of a man who is in Guernsey, whom you do not love at all; but instead of him love a soldier whom you have never spoken to; while I have nearly brought scandal upon us both by your letting me love you. Really, you are a very wicked woman!’


  ‘No, I am not!’ she pouted.


  Still, Avice looked pale and rather frightened, and did not lift her eyes from the floor. ‘I said it was nonsense in you to want to have me!’ she went on, ‘and, even if I hadn’t been married to that horrid Isaac Pierston, I couldn’t have married you after you told me that you was the man who ran away from my mother.’


  ‘I have paid the penalty!’ he said sadly. ‘Men of my sort always get the worst of it somehow. Though I never did your mother any harm. Now, Avice—I’ll call you dear Avice for your mother’s sake and not for your own—I must see what I can do to help you out of the difficulty that unquestionably you are in. Why can’t you love your husband now you have married him?’


  Avice looked aside at the statuary as if the subtleties of her organization were not very easy to define.


  ‘Was he that black-bearded typical local character I saw you walking with one Sunday? The same surname as mine; though, of course, you don’t notice that in a place where there are only half-a-dozen surnames?’


  ‘Yes, that was Ike. It was that evening we disagreed. He scolded me, and I answered him (you must have heard us); and the next day he went away.’


  ‘Well, as I say, I must consider what it will be best to do for you in this. The first thing, it seems to me, will be to get your husband home.’


  She impatiently shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t like him!’


  ‘Then why did you marry him?’


  ‘I was obliged to, after we’d proved each other by island custom.’


  ‘You shouldn’t have thought of such a thing. It is ridiculous and out of date nowadays.’


  ‘Ah, he’s so old-fashioned in his notions that he doesn’t think like that. However, he’s gone.’


  ‘Ah—it is only a tiff between you, I dare say. I’ll start him in business if he’ll come…. Is the cottage at home still in your hands?’


  ‘Yes, it is my freehold. Grammer Stockwool is taking care o’ it for me.’


  ‘Good. And back there you go straightway, my pretty madam, and wait till your husband comes to make it up with you.’


  ‘I won’t go!—I don’t want him to come!’ she sobbed. ‘I want to stay here with you, or anywhere, except where he can come!’


  ‘You will get over that. Now, go back to the flat, there’s a dear Avice, and be ready in one hour, waiting in the hall for me.’


  ‘I don’t want to!’


  ‘But I say you shall!’


  She found it was no use to disobey. Precisely at the moment appointed he met her there himself, burdened only with a valise and umbrella, she with a box and other things. Directing the porter to put Avice and her belongings into a four-wheeled cab for the railway-station, he walked onward from the door, and kept looking behind till he saw the cab approaching. He then entered beside the astonished girl, and onward they went together.


  They sat opposite each other in an empty compartment, and the tedious railway journey began. Regarding her closely now by the light of her revelation he wondered at himself for never divining her secret. Whenever he looked at her the girl’s eyes grew rebellious, and at last she wept.


  ‘I don’t want to go to him!’ she sobbed in a miserable voice.


  Pierston was almost as much distressed as she. ‘Why did you put yourself and me in such a position?’ he said bitterly. ‘It is no use to regret it now! And I can’t say that I do. It affords me a way out of a trying position. Even if you had not been married to him you would not have married me!’


  ‘Yes, I would, sir.’


  ‘What! You would? You said you wouldn’t not long ago.’


  ‘I like you better now! I like you more and more!’


  Pierston sighed, for emotionally he was not much older than she. That hitch in his development, rendering him the most lopsided of God’s creatures, was his standing misfortune. A proposal to her which crossed his mind was dismissed as disloyalty, particularly to an inexperienced fellow-islander and one who was by race and traditions almost a kinswoman.


  Little more passed between the twain on that wretched, never-to-be-forgotten day. Aphrodite, Ashtaroth, Freyja, or whoever the love-queen of his isle might have been, was punishing him sharply, as she knew but too well how to punish her votaries when they reverted from the ephemeral to the stable mood. When was it to end—this curse of his heart not ageing while his frame moved naturally onward? Perhaps only with life.


  His first act the day after depositing her in her own house was to go to the chapel where, by her statement, the marriage had been solemnized, and make sure of the fact. Perhaps he felt an illogical hope that she might be free, even then, in the tarnished condition which such freedom would have involved. However, there stood the words distinctly: Isaac Pierston, Ann Avice Caro, son and daughter of So-and-so, married on such a day, signed by the contracting parties, the officiating minister, and the two witnesses.


  ♣


  II.–xiii.


  She is Enshrouded from Sight


  One evening in early winter, when the air was dry and gusty, the dark little lane which divided the grounds of Sylvania Castle from the cottage of Avice, and led down to the adjoining ruin of Red-King Castle, was paced by a solitary man. The cottage was the centre of his beat; its western limit being the gates of the former residence, its eastern the drawbridge of the ruin. The few other cottages thereabout—all as if carved from the solid rock—were in darkness, but from the upper window of Avice’s tiny freehold glimmered a light. Its rays were repeated from the far-distant sea by the lightship lying moored over the mysterious Shambles quicksand, which brought tamelessness and domesticity into due position as balanced opposites.


  The sea moaned—more than moaned—among the boulders below the ruins, a throe of its tide being timed to regular intervals. These sounds were accompanied by an equally periodic moan from the interior of the cottage chamber; so that the articulate heave of water and the articulate heave of life seemed but differing utterances of the selfsame troubled terrestrial Being—which in one sense they were.


  Pierston—for the man in the lane was he—would look from lightship to cottage window; then back again, as he waited there between the travail of the sea without, and the travail of the woman within. Soon an infant’s wail of the very feeblest was also audible in the house. He started from his easy pacing, and went again westward, standing at the elbow of the lane a long time. Then the peace of the sleeping village which lay that way was broken by light wheels and the trot of a horse. Pierston went back to the cottage gate and awaited the arrival of the vehicle.


  It was a light cart, and a man jumped down as it stopped. He was in a broad-brimmed hat, under which no more of him could be perceived than that he wore a black beard clipped like a yew fence—a typical aspect in the island.


  ‘You are Avice’s husband?’ asked the sculptor quickly.


  The man replied that he was, in the local accent. ‘I’ve just come in by to-day’s boat,’ he added. ‘I couldn’t git here avore. I had contracted for the job at Peter-Port, and had to see to’t to the end.’


  ‘Well,’ said Pierston, ‘your coming means that you are willing to make it up with her?’


  ‘Ay, I don’t know but I be,’ said the man. ‘Mid so well do that as anything else!’


  ‘If you do, thoroughly, a good business in your old line awaits you here in the island.’


  ‘Wi’ all my heart, then,’ said the man. His voice was energetic, and, though slightly touchy, it showed, on the whole, a disposition to set things right.


  The driver of the trap was paid off, and Jocelyn and Isaac Pierston—undoubtedly scions of a common stock in this isle of intermarriages, though they had no proof of it—entered the house. Nobody was in the ground-floor room, in the centre of which stood a square table, in the centre of the table a little wool mat, and in the centre of the mat a lamp, the apartment having the appearance of being rigidly swept and set in order for an event of interest.


  The woman who lived in the house with Avice now came downstairs, and to the inquiry of the comers she replied that matters were progressing favourably, but that nobody could be allowed to go upstairs just then. After placing chairs and viands for them she retreated, and they sat down, the lamp between them—the lover of the sufferer above, who had no right to her, and the man who had every right to her, but did not love her. Engaging in desultory and fragmentary conversation they listened to the trampling of feet on the floor-boards overhead—Pierston full of anxiety and attentiveness, Ike awaiting the course of nature calmly.


  Soon they heard the feeble bleats repeated, and then the local practitioner descended and entered the room.


  ‘How is she now?’ said Pierston, the more taciturn Ike looking up with him for the answer that he felt would serve for two as well as for one.


  ‘Doing well, remarkably well,’ replied the professional gentleman, with a manner of having said it in other places; and his vehicle not being at the door he sat down and shared some refreshment with the others. When he had departed Mrs. Stockwool again stepped down, and informed them that Ike’s presence had been made known to his wife.


  The truant quarrier seemed rather inclined to stay where he was and finish the mug of ale, but Pierston quickened him, and he ascended the staircase. As soon as the lower room was empty Pierston leant with his elbows on the table, and covered his face with his hands.


  Ike was absent no great time. Descending with a proprietary mien that had been lacking before, he invited Jocelyn to ascend likewise, since she had stated that she would like to see him. Jocelyn went up the crooked old steps, the husband remaining below.


  Avice, though white as the sheets, looked brighter and happier than he had expected to find her, and was apparently very much fortified by the pink little lump at her side. She held out her hand to him.


  ‘I just wanted to tell ’ee,’ she said, striving against her feebleness, ‘I thought it would be no harm to see you, though ’tis rather soon—to tell ’ee how very much I thank you for getting me settled again with Ike. He is very glad to come home again, too, he says. Yes, you’ve done a good many kind things for me, sir.’


  Whether she were really glad, or whether the words were expressed as a matter of duty, Pierston did not attempt to learn.


  He merely said that he valued her thanks. ‘Now, Avice,’ he added tenderly, ‘I resign my guardianship of you. I hope to see your husband in a sound little business here in a very short time.’


  ‘I hope so—for baby’s sake,’ she said, with a bright sigh. ‘Would you—like to see her, sir?’


  ‘The baby? O yes … your baby! You must christen her Avice.’


  ‘Yes—so I will!’ she murmured readily, and disclosed the infant with some timidity. ‘I hope you forgive me, sir, for concealing my thoughtless marriage!’


  ‘If you forgive me for making love to you.’


  ‘Yes. How were you to know! I wish——’


  Pierston bade her good-bye, kissing her hand; turned from her and the incipient being whom he was to meet again under very altered conditions, and left the bed-chamber with a tear in his eye.


  ‘Here endeth that dream!’ said he.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Hymen, in secret or overt guise, seemed to haunt Pierston just at this time with undignified mockery which savoured rather of Harlequin than of the torch-bearer. Two days after parting in a lone island from the girl he had so disinterestedly loved he met in Piccadilly his friend Somers, wonderfully spruced up, and hastening along with a preoccupied face.


  ‘My dear fellow,’ said Somers, ‘what do you think! I was charged not to tell you, but, hang it! I may just as well make a clean breast of it now as later.’


  ‘What—you are not going to …’ began Pierston, with divination.


  ‘Yes. What I said on impulse six months back I am about to carry out in cold blood. Nichola and I began in jest and ended in earnest. We are going to take one another next month for good and all.’


  ♣


  Part Third


  A Young Man of Sixty


  
    ‘In me thou seest the glowing of such fire,


    That on the ashes of his youth doth lie


    As the death-bed whereon it must expire,


    Consumed with that which it was nourished by.’


    —W. Shakespeare.

  


  III.–i.


  She Returns for the New Season


  Twenty years had spread their films over the events which wound up with the reunion of the second Avice and her husband; and the hoary peninsula called an island looked just the same as before; though many who had formerly projected their daily shadows upon its unrelieved summer whiteness ceased now to disturb the colourless sunlight there.


  The general change, nevertheless, was small. The silent ships came and went from the wharf, the chisels clinked in the quarries; file after file of whitey-brown horses, in strings of eight or ten, painfully dragged down the hill the square blocks of stone on the antediluvian wooden wheels just as usual. The lightship winked every night from the quicksands to the Beal Lantern, and the Beal Lantern glared through its eye-glass on the ship. The canine gnawing audible on the Pebble-bank had been repeated ever since at each tide, but the pebbles remained undevoured.


  Men drank, smoked, and spat in the inns with only a little more adulteration in their refreshments and a trifle less dialect in their speech than of yore. But one figure had never been seen on the Channel rock in the interval, the form of Pierston the sculptor, whose first use of the chisel that rock had instigated.


  He had lived abroad a great deal, and, in fact, at this very date he was staying at an hotel in Rome. Though he had not once set eyes on Avice since parting from her in the room with her firstborn, he had managed to obtain tidings of her from time to time during the interval. In this way Pierston learnt that, shortly after their resumption of a common life in her house, Ike had ill-used her, till fortunately, the business to which Jocelyn had assisted him chancing to prosper, he became immersed in its details, and allowed Avice to pursue her household courses without interference, initiating that kind of domestic reconciliation which is so calm and durable, having as its chief ingredient neither hate nor love, but an all embracing [all-embracing] indifference.


  At first Pierston had sent her sums of money privately, fearing lest her husband should deny her material comforts; but he soon found, to his great relief, that such help was unnecessary, social ambition prompting Ike to set up as quite a gentleman-islander, and to allow Avice a scope for show which he would never have allowed in mere kindness.


  Being in Rome, as aforesaid, Pierston returned one evening to his hotel to dine, after spending the afternoon among the busts in the long gallery of the Vatican. The unconscious habit, common to so many people, of tracing likes in unlikes had often led him to discern, or to fancy he discerned, in the Roman atmosphere, in its lights and shades, and particularly in its reflected or secondary lights, something resembling the atmosphere of his native promontory. Perhaps it was that in each case the eye was mostly resting on stone—that the quarries of ruins in the Eternal City reminded him of the quarries of maiden rock at home.


  This being in his mind when he sat down to dinner at the common table, he was surprised to hear an American gentleman, who sat opposite, mention the name of Pierston’s birthplace. The American was talking to a friend about a lady—an English widow, whose acquaintance they had renewed somewhere in the Channel Islands during a recent tour, after having known her as a young woman who came to San Francisco with her father and mother many years before. Her father was then a rich man just retired from the business of a stone-merchant in the Isle of Slingers; but he had engaged in large speculations, and had lost nearly all his fortune. Jocelyn further gathered that the widowed daughter’s name was Mrs. Leverre; that she had a step-son, her husband having been a Jersey gentleman, a widower; and that the step-son seemed to be a promising and interesting young man.


  Pierston was instantly struck with the perception that these and other allusions, though general, were in accord with the history of his long-lost Marcia. He hardly felt any desire to hunt her up after nearly two score years of separation, but he was impressed enough to resolve to exchange a word with the strangers as soon as he could get opportunity.


  He could not well attract their attention through the plants upon the wide table, and even if he had been able he was disinclined to ask questions in public. He waited on till dinner was over, and when the strangers withdrew Pierston withdrew in their rear.


  They were not in the drawing-room, and he found that they had gone out. There was no chance of overtaking them, but Pierston, waked to restlessness by their remarks, wandered up and down the adjoining Piazza di Spagna, thinking they might return. The streets below were immersed in shade, the front of the church of the Trinità de’ Monti at the top was flooded with orange light, the gloom of evening gradually intensifying upon the broad, long flight of steps, which foot-passengers incessantly ascended and descended with the insignificance of ants; the dusk wrapped up the house to the left, in which Shelley had lived, and that to the right, in which Keats had died.


  Getting back to the hotel he learnt that the Americans had only dropped in to dine, and were staying elsewhere. He saw no more of them; and on reflection he was not deeply concerned, for what earthly woman, going off in a freak as Marcia had done, and keeping silence so long, would care for a belated friendship with him now in the sere, even if he were to take the trouble to discover her.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Thus much Marcia. The other thread of his connection with the ancient Isle of Slingers was stirred by a letter he received from Avice a little after this date, in which she stated that her husband Ike had been killed in his own quarry by an accident within the past year; that she herself had been ill, and though well again, and left amply provided for, she would like to see him if he ever came that way.


  As she had not communicated for several long years, her expressed wish to see him now was likely to be prompted by something more, something newer, than memories of him. Yet the manner of her writing precluded all suspicion that she was thinking of him as an old lover whose suit events had now made practicable. He told her he was sorry to hear that she had been ill, and that he would certainly take an early opportunity of going down to her home on his next visit to England.


  He did more. Her request had revived thoughts of his old home and its associations, and instead of awaiting other reasons for a return he made her the operating one. About a week later he stood once again at the foot of the familiar steep whereon the houses at the entrance to the Isle were perched like grey pigeons on a roof-side.


  At Top-o’-Hill—as the summit of the rock was mostly called—he stood looking at the busy doings in the quarries beyond, where the numerous black hoisting-cranes scattered over the central plateau had the appearance of a swarm of crane-flies resting there. He went a little further, made some general inquiries about the accident which had carried off Avice’s husband in the previous year, and learnt that though now a widow, she had plenty of friends and sympathizers about her, which rendered any immediate attention to her on his part unnecessary. Considering, therefore, that there was no great reason why he should call on her so soon, and without warning, he turned back. Perhaps after all her request had been dictated by a momentary feeling only, and a considerable strangeness to each other must naturally be the result of a score of dividing years. Descending to the bottom he took his seat in the train on the shore, which soon carried him along the Bank, and round to the watering-place five miles off, at which he had taken up his quarters for a few days.


  Here, as he stayed on, his local interests revived. Whenever he went out he could see the island that was once his home lying like a great snail upon the sea across the bay. It was the spring of the year; local steamers had begun to run, and he was never tired of standing on the thinly occupied deck of one of these as it skirted the island and revealed to him on the cliffs far up its height the ruins of Red-King Castle, behind which the little village of East Quarriers lay.


  Thus matters went on, if they did not rather stand still, for several days before Pierston redeemed his vague promise to seek Avice out. And in the meantime he was surprised by the arrival of another letter from her by a roundabout route. She had heard, she said, that he had been on the island, and imagined him therefore to be staying somewhere near. Why did he not call as he had told her he would do? She was always thinking of him, and wishing to see him.


  Her tone was anxious, and there was no doubt that she really had something to say which she did not want to write. He wondered what it could be, and started the same afternoon.


  Avice, who had been little in his mind of late years, began to renew for herself a distinct position therein. He was fully aware that since his earlier manhood a change had come over his regard of womankind. Once the individual had been nothing more to him than the temporary abiding-place of the typical or ideal; now his heart showed its bent to be a growing fidelity to the specimen, with all her pathetic flaws of detail; which flaws, so far from sending him further, increased his tenderness. This maturer feeling, if finer and higher, was less convenient than the old. Ardours of passion could be felt as in youth without the recuperative intervals which had accompanied evanescence.


  The first sensation was to find that she had long ceased to live in the little freehold cottage she had occupied of old. In answer to his inquiries he was directed along the road to the west of the modern castle, past the entrance on that side, and onward to the very house that had once been his own home. There it stood as of yore, facing up the Channel, a comfortable roomy structure, euonymus and other shrubs, which alone would stand in the teeth of the salt wind, living on at about the same stature in front of it; but the paint-work much renewed. A thriving man had resided there of late, evidently.


  The widow in mourning who received him in the front parlour was, alas! but the sorry shadow of Avice the Second. How could he have fancied otherwise after twenty years? Yet he had been led to fancy otherwise, almost without knowing it, by feeling himself unaltered. Indeed, curiously enough, nearly the first words she said to him were: ‘Why—you are just the same!’


  ‘Just the same. Yes, I am, Avice,’ he answered sadly; for this inability to ossify with the rest of his generation threw him out of proportion with the time. Moreover, while wearing the aspect of comedy, it was of the nature of tragedy.


  ‘It is well to be you, sir,’ she went on. ‘I have had troubles to take the bloom off me!’


  ‘Yes; I have been sorry for you.’


  She continued to regard him curiously, with humorous interest; and he knew what was passing in her mind: that this man, to whom she had formerly looked up as to a person far in advance of her along the lane of life, seemed now to be a well-adjusted contemporary, the pair of them observing the world with fairly level eyes.


  He had come to her with warmth for a vision which, on reaching her, he found to have departed; and, though fairly weaned by the natural reality, he was so far staunch as to linger hankeringly. They talked of past days, his old attachment, which she had then despised, being now far more absorbing and present to her than to himself.


  She unmistakably won upon him as he sat on. A curious closeness between them had been produced in his imagination by the discovery that she was passing her life within the house of his own childhood. Her similar surname meant little here; but it was also his, and, added to the identity of domicile, lent a strong suggestiveness to the accident.


  ‘This is where I used to sit when my parents occupied the house,’ he said, placing himself beside that corner of the fireplace which commanded a view through the window. ‘I could see a bough of tamarisk wave outside at that time, and, beyond the bough, the same abrupt grassy waste towards the sea, and at night the same old lightship blinking far out there. Place yourself on the spot to please me.’


  She set her chair where he indicated, and Pierston stood close beside her, directing her gaze to the familiar objects he had regarded thence as a boy. Her head and face—the latter thoughtful and worn enough, poor thing, to suggest a married life none too comfortable—were close to his breast, and, with a few inches further incline, would have touched it.


  ‘And now you are the inhabitant; I the visitor,’ he said. ‘I am glad to see you here—so glad, Avice! You are fairly well provided for—I think I may assume that?’ He looked round the room at the solid mahogany furniture, and at the modern piano and show bookcase.


  ‘Yes, Ike left me comfortable. ’Twas he who thought of moving from my cottage to this larger house. He bought it, and I can live here as long as I choose to.’


  Apart from the decline of his adoration to friendship, there seemed to be a general convergence of positions which suggested that he might make amends for the desertion of Avice the First by proposing to this Avice when a meet time should arrive. If he did not love her as he had done when she was a slim thing catching mice in his rooms in London, he could surely be content at his age with comradeship. After all she was only forty to his sixty. The feeling that he really could be thus content was so convincing that he almost believed the luxury of getting old and reposeful was coming to his restless, wandering heart at last.


  ‘Well, you have come at last, sir,’ she went on; ‘and I am grateful to you. I did not like writing, and yet I wanted to be straightforward. Have you guessed at all why I wished to see you so much that I could not help sending twice to you?’


  ‘I have tried, but cannot.’


  ‘Try again. It is a pretty reason, which I hope you’ll forgive.’


  ‘I am sure I sha’n’t unriddle it. But I’ll say this on my own account before you tell me. I have always taken a lingering interest in you, which you must value for what it is worth. It originated, so far as it concerns you personally, with the sight of you in that cottage round the corner, nineteen or twenty years ago, when I became tenant of the castle opposite. But that was not the very beginning. The very beginning was a score of years before that, when I, a young fellow of one-and-twenty, coming home here, from London, to see my father, encountered a tender woman as like you as your double; was much attracted by her as I saw her day after day flit past this window; till I made it my business to accompany her in her walks awhile. I, as you know, was not a staunch fellow, and it all ended badly. But, at any rate you, her daughter, and I are friends.’


  ‘Ah! there she is!’ suddenly exclaimed Avice, whose attention had wandered somewhat from his retrospective discourse. She was looking from the window towards the cliffs, where, upon the open ground quite near at hand, a slender female form was seen rambling along. ‘She is out for a walk,’ Avice continued. ‘I wonder if she is going to call here this afternoon? She is living at the castle opposite as governess.’


  ‘O, she’s——’


  ‘Yes. Her education was very thorough—better even than her grandmother’s. I was the neglected one, and her father and myself both vowed that there should be no complaint on that score about her. We christened her Avice, to keep up the name, as you requested. I wish you could speak to her—I am sure you would like her.’


  ‘Is that the baby?’ faltered Jocelyn.


  ‘Yes, the baby.’


  The person signified, now much nearer, was a still more modernized, up-to-date edition of the two Avices of that blood with whom he had been involved more or less for the last forty years. A ladylike creature was she—almost elegant. She was altogether finer in figure than her mother or grandmother had ever been, which made her more of a woman in appearance than in years. She wore a large-disked sun-hat, with a brim like a wheel whose spokes were radiating folds of muslin lining the brim, a black margin beyond the muslin being the felloe. Beneath this brim her hair was massed low upon her brow, the colour of the thick tresses being probably, from her complexion, repeated in the irises of her large, deep eyes. Her rather nervous lips were thin and closed, so that they only appeared as a delicate red line. A changeable temperament was shown by that mouth—quick transitions from affection to aversion, from a pout to a smile.


  It was Avice the Third.


  Jocelyn and the second Avice continued to gaze ardently at her.


  ‘Ah! she is not coming in now; she hasn’t time,’ murmured the mother, with some disappointment. ‘Perhaps she means to run across in the evening.’


  The tall girl, in fact, went past and on till she was out of sight. Pierston stood as in a dream. It was the very she, in all essential particulars, and with an intensification of general charm, who had kissed him forty years before. When he turned his head from the window his eyes fell again upon the intermediate Avice at his side. Before but the relic of the Well-Beloved, she had now become its empty shrine. Warm friendship, indeed, he felt for her; but whatever that might have done towards the instauration of a former dream was now hopelessly barred by the rivalry of the thing itself in the guise of a lineal successor.


  ♣


  III.–ii.


  Misgivings on the Re-embodiment


  Pierston had been about to leave, but he sat down again on being asked if he would stay and have a cup of tea. He hardly knew for a moment what he did; a dim thought that Avice—the renewed Avice—might come into the house made his reseating himself an act of spontaneity.


  He forgot that twenty years earlier he had called the now Mrs. Pierston an elf, a witch; and that lapse of time had probably not diminished the subtleties implied by those epithets. He did not know that she had noted every impression that her daughter had made upon him.


  How he contrived to attenuate and disperse the rather tender personalities he had opened up with the new Avice’s mother, Pierston never exactly defined. Perhaps she saw more than he thought she saw—read something in his face—knew that about his nature which he gave her no credit for knowing. Anyhow, the conversation took the form of a friendly gossip from that minute, his remarks being often given while his mind was turned elsewhere.


  But a chill passed through Jocelyn when there had been time for reflection. The renewed study of his art in Rome without any counterbalancing practical pursuit had nourished and developed his natural responsiveness to impressions; he now felt that his old trouble, his doom—his curse, indeed, he had sometimes called it—was come back again. His divinity was not yet propitiated for that original sin against her image in the person of Avice the First, and now, at the age of one-and-sixty, he was urged on and on like the Jew Ahasuerus—or, in the phrase of the islanders themselves, like a blind ram.


  The Goddess, an abstraction to the general, was a fairly real personage to Pierston. He had watched the marble images of her which stood in his working-room, under all changes of light and shade—in the brightening of morning, in the blackening of eve, in moonlight, in lamplight. Every line and curve of her body none, naturally, knew better than he; and, though not a belief, it was, as has been stated, a formula, a superstition, that the three Avices were interpenetrated with her essence.


  ‘And the next Avice—your daughter,’ he said stumblingly; ‘she is, you say, a governess at the castle opposite?’


  Mrs. Pierston reaffirmed the fact, adding that the girl often slept at home because she, her mother, was so lonely. She often thought she would like to keep her daughter at home altogether.


  ‘She plays that instrument, I suppose?’ said Pierston, regarding the piano.


  ‘Yes, she plays beautifully; she had the best instruction that masters could give her. She was educated at Sandbourne.’


  ‘Which room does she call hers when at home?’ he asked curiously.


  ‘The little one over this.’


  It had been his own. ‘Strange,’ he murmured.


  He finished tea, and sat after tea, but the youthful Avice did not arrive. With the Avice present he conversed as the old friend—no more. At last it grew dusk, and Pierston could not find an excuse for staying longer.


  ‘I hope to make the acquaintance—of your daughter,’ he said in leaving, knowing that he might have added with predestinate truth, ‘of my new tenderly-beloved.’


  ‘I hope you will,’ she answered. ‘This evening she evidently has gone for a walk instead of coming here.’


  ‘And, by-the-bye, you have not told me what you specially wanted to see me for?’


  ‘Ah, no. I will put it off.’


  ‘Very well. I don’t pretend to guess.’


  ‘I must tell you another time.’


  ‘If it is any little business in connection with your late husband’s affairs, do command me. I’ll do anything I can.’


  ‘Thank you. And I shall see you again soon?’


  ‘Certainly. Quite soon.’


  When he was gone she looked reflectively at the spot where he had been standing, and said: ‘Best hold my tongue. It will work of itself, without my telling.’


  Jocelyn went from the house, but as the white road passed under his feet he felt in no mood to get back to his lodgings in the town on the mainland. He lingered about upon the rugged ground for a long while, thinking of the extraordinary reproduction of the original girl in this new form he had seen, and of himself as of a foolish dreamer in being so suddenly fascinated by the renewed image in a personality not one-third of his age. As a physical fact, no doubt, the preservation of the likeness was no uncommon thing here, but it helped the dream.


  Passing round the walls of the new castle he deviated from his homeward track by turning down the familiar little lane which led to the ruined castle of the Red King. It took him past the cottage in which the new Avice was born, from whose precincts he had heard her first infantine cry. Pausing he saw near the west behind him the new moon growing distinct upon the glow.


  He was subject to gigantic fantasies still. In spite of himself, the sight of the new moon, as representing one who, by her so-called inconstancy, acted up to his own idea of a migratory Well-Beloved, made him feel as if his wraith in a changed sex had suddenly looked over the horizon at him. In a crowd secretly, or in solitude boldly, he had often bowed the knee three times to this sisterly divinity on her first appearance monthly, and directed a kiss towards her shining shape. The curse of his qualities (if it were not a blessing) was far from having spent itself yet.


  In the other direction the castle ruins rose square and dusky against the sea. He went on towards these, around which he had played as a boy, and stood by the walls at the edge of the cliff pondering. There was no wind and but little tide, and he thought he could hear from years ago a voice that he knew. It certainly was a voice, but it came from the rocks beneath the castle ruin.


  ‘Mrs. Atway!’


  A silence followed, and nobody came. The voice spoke again; ‘John Stoney!’


  Neither was this summons attended to. The cry continued, with more entreaty: ‘William Scribben!’


  The voice was that of a Pierston—there could be no doubt of it—young Avice’s, surely? Something or other seemed to be detaining her down there against her will. A sloping path beneath the beetling cliff and the castle walls rising sheer from its summit, led down to the lower level whence the voice proceeded. Pierston followed the pathway, and soon beheld a girl in light clothing—the same he had seen through the window—standing upon one of the rocks, apparently unable to move. Pierston hastened across to her.


  ‘O, thank you for coming!’ she murmured with some timidity. ‘I have met with an awkward mishap. I live near here, and am not frightened really. My foot has become jammed in a crevice of the rock, and I cannot get it out, try how I will. What shall I do?’


  Jocelyn stooped and examined the cause of discomfiture. ‘I think if you can take your boot off,’ he said, ‘your foot might slip out, leaving the boot behind.’


  She tried to act upon this advice, but could not do so effectually. Pierston then experimented by slipping his hand into the crevice till he could just reach the buttons of her boot, which, however, he could not unfasten any more than she. Taking his penknife from his pocket he tried again, and cut off the buttons one by one. The boot unfastened, and out slipped the foot.


  ‘O, how glad I am!’ she cried joyfully. ‘I was fearing I should have to stay here all night. How can I thank you enough?’


  He was tugging to withdraw the boot, but no skill that he could exercise would move it without tearing. At last she said: ‘Don’t try any longer. It is not far to the house. I can walk in my stocking.’


  ‘I’ll assist you in,’ he said.


  She said she did not want help, nevertheless allowed him to help her on the unshod side. As they moved on she explained that she had come out through the garden door; had been standing on the boulders to look at something out at sea just discernible in the evening light as assisted by the moon, and, in jumping down, had wedged her foot as he had found it.


  Whatever Pierston’s years might have made him look by day, in the dusk of evening he was fairly presentable as a pleasing man of no marked antiquity, his outline differing but little from what it had been when he was half his years. He was well preserved, still upright, trimly shaven, agile in movement; wore a tightly buttoned suit which set off a naturally slight figure; in brief, he might have been of any age as he appeared to her at this moment. She talked to him with the co-equality of one who assumed him to be not far ahead of her own generation; and, as the growing darkness obscured him more and more, he adopted her assumption of his age with increasing boldness of tone.


  The flippant, harmless freedom of the watering-place Miss, which Avice had plainly acquired during her sojourn at the Sandbourne school, helped Pierston greatly in this rôle of jeune premier which he was not unready to play. Not a word did he say about being a native of the island; still more carefully did he conceal the fact of his having courted her grandmother, and engaged himself to marry that attractive lady.


  He found that she had come out upon the rocks through the same little private door from the lawn of the modern castle which had frequently afforded him egress to the same spot in years long past. Pierston accompanied her across the grounds almost to the entrance of the mansion—the place being now far better kept and planted than when he had rented it as a lonely tenant; almost, indeed, restored to the order and neatness which had characterized it when he was a boy.


  Like her granny she was too inexperienced to be reserved, and during this little climb, leaning upon his arm, there was time for a great deal of confidence. When he had bidden her farewell, and she had entered, leaving him in the dark, a rush of sadness through Pierston’s soul swept down all the temporary pleasure he had found in the charming girl’s company. Had Mephistopheles sprung from the ground there and then with an offer to Jocelyn of restoration to youth on the usual terms of his firm, the sculptor might have consented to sell a part of himself which he felt less immediate need of than of a ruddy lip and cheek and of an unploughed brow.


  But what could only have been treated as a folly by outsiders was almost a sorrow for him. Why was he born with such a temperament? And this concatenated interest could hardly have arisen, even with Pierston, but for a conflux of circumstances only possible here. The three Avices, the second something like the first, the third a glorification of the first, at all events externally, were the outcome of the immemorial island customs of intermarriage and of prenuptial union, under which conditions the type of feature was almost uniform from parent to child through generations: so that, till quite latterly, to have seen one native man and woman was to have seen the whole population of that isolated rock, so nearly cut off from the mainland. His own predisposition and the sense of his early faithlessness did all the rest.


  He turned gloomily away, and let himself out of the precincts. Before walking along the couple of miles of road which would conduct him to the little station on the shore, he redescended to the rocks whereon he had found her, and searched about for the fissure which had made a prisoner of this terribly belated edition of the Beloved. Kneeling down beside the spot he inserted his hand, and ultimately, by much wriggling, withdrew the pretty boot. He mused over it for a moment, put it in his pocket, and followed the stony route to the Street of Wells.


  ♣


  III.–iii.


  The Renewed Image Burns itself in


  There was nothing to hinder Pierston in calling upon the new Avice’s mother as often as he should choose, beyond the five miles of intervening railway and additional mile or two of clambering over the heights of the island. Two days later, therefore, he repeated his journey and knocked about tea-time at the widow’s door.


  As he had feared, the daughter was not at home. He sat down beside the old sweetheart who, having eclipsed her mother in past days, had now eclipsed herself in her child. Jocelyn produced the girl’s boot from his pocket.


  ‘Then, ’tis you who helped Avice out of her predicament?’ said Mrs. Pierston, with surprise.


  ‘Yes, my dear friend; and perhaps I shall ask you to help me out of mine before I have done. But never mind that now. What did she tell you about the adventure?’


  Mrs. Pierston was looking thoughtfully upon him. ‘Well, ’tis rather strange it should have been you, sir,’ she replied. She seemed to be a good deal interested. ‘I thought it might have been a younger man—a much younger man.’


  ‘It might have been as far as feelings were concerned…. Now, Avice, I’ll to the point at once. Virtually I have known your daughter any number of years. When I talk to her I can anticipate every turn of her thought, every sentiment, every act, so long did I study those things in your mother and in you. Therefore I do not require to learn her; she was learnt by me in her previous existences. Now, don’t be shocked: I am willing to marry her—I should be overjoyed to do it, if there would be nothing preposterous about it, or that would seem like a man making himself too much of a fool, and so degrading her in consenting. I can make her comparatively rich, as you know, and I would indulge her every whim. There is the idea, bluntly put. It would set right something in my mind that has been wrong for forty years. After my death she would have plenty of freedom and plenty of means to enjoy it.’


  Mrs. Isaac Pierston seemed only a little surprised; certainly not shocked.


  ‘Well, if I didn’t think you might be a bit taken with her!’ she said with an arch simplicity which could hardly be called unaffected. ‘Knowing the set of your mind, from my little time with you years ago, nothing you could do in this way would astonish me.’


  ‘But you don’t think badly of me for it?’


  ‘Not at all…. By-the-bye, did you ever guess why I asked you to come? … But never mind it now: the matter is past…. Of course, it would depend upon what Avice felt…. Perhaps she would rather marry a younger man.’


  ‘And suppose a satisfactory younger man should not appear?’


  Mrs. Pierston showed in her face that she fully recognized the difference between a rich bird in hand and a young bird in the bush. She looked him curiously up and down.


  ‘I know you would make anybody a very nice husband,’ she said. ‘I know that you would be nicer than many men half your age; and, though there is a great deal of difference between you and her, there have been more unequal marriages, that’s true. Speaking as her mother, I can say that I shouldn’t object to you, sir, for her, provided she liked you. That is where the difficulty will lie.’


  ‘I wish you would help me to get over that difficulty,’ he said gently. ‘Remember, I brought back a truant husband to you twenty years ago.’


  ‘Yes, you did,’ she assented; ‘and, though I may say no great things as to happiness came of it, I’ve always seen that your intentions towards me were none the less noble on that account. I would do for you what I would do for no other man, and there is one reason in particular which inclines me to help you with Avice—that I should feel absolutely certain I was helping her to a kind husband.’


  ‘Well, that would remain to be seen. I would, at any rate, try to be worthy of your opinion. Come, Avice, for old times’ sake, you must help me. You never felt anything but friendship in those days, you know, and that makes it easy and proper for you to do me a good turn now.’


  After a little more conversation his old friend promised that she really would do everything that lay in her power. She did not say how simple she thought him not to perceive that she had already, by writing to him, been doing everything that lay in her power; had created the feeling which prompted his entreaty. And to show her good faith in this promise she asked him to wait till later in the evening, when Avice might possibly run across to see her.


  Pierston, who fancied he had won the younger Avice’s interest, at least, by the part he had played upon the rocks the week before, had a dread of encountering her in full light till he should have advanced a little further in her regard. He accordingly was perplexed at this proposal, and, seeing his hesitation, Mrs. Pierston suggested that they should walk together in the direction whence Avice would come, if she came at all.


  He welcomed the idea, and in a few minutes they started, strolling along under the now strong moonlight, and when they reached the gates of Sylvania Castle turning back again towards the house. After two or three such walks up and down the gate of the castle grounds clicked, and a form came forth which proved to be the expected one.


  As soon as they met the girl recognized in her mother’s companion the gentleman who had helped her on the shore; and she seemed really glad to find that her chivalrous assistant was claimed by her parent as an old friend. She remembered hearing at divers times about this worthy London man of talent and position, whose ancestry were people of her own isle, and possibly, from the name, of a common stock with her own.


  ‘And you have actually lived in Sylvania Castle yourself, Mr. Pierston?’ asked Avice the daughter, with her innocent young voice. ‘Was it long ago?’


  ‘Yes, it was some time ago,’ replied the sculptor, with a sinking at his heart lest she should ask how long.


  ‘It must have been when I was away—or when I was very little?’


  ‘I don’t think you were away.’


  ‘But I don’t think I could have been here?’


  ‘No, perhaps you couldn’t have been here.’


  ‘I think she was hiding herself in the parsley-bed,’ said Avice’s mother blandly.


  They talked in this general way till they reached Mrs. Pierston’s house; but Jocelyn resisted both the widow’s invitation and the desire of his own heart, and went away without entering. To risk, by visibly confronting her, the advantage that he had already gained, or fancied he had gained, with the re-incarnate Avice required more courage than he could claim in his present mood.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Such evening promenades as these were frequent during the waxing of that summer moon. On one occasion, as they were all good walkers, it was arranged that they should meet halfway between the island and the town in which Pierston had lodgings. It was impossible that by this time the pretty young governess should not have guessed the ultimate reason of these rambles to be a matrimonial intention; but she inclined to the belief that the widow rather than herself was the object of Pierston’s regard; though why this educated and apparently wealthy man should be attracted by her mother—whose homeliness was apparent enough to the girl’s more modern training—she could not comprehend.


  They met accordingly in the middle of the Pebble-bank, Pierston coming from the mainland, and the women from the peninsular rock. Crossing the wooden bridge which connected the bank with the shore proper they moved in the direction of Henry the Eighth’s Castle, on the verge of the rag-stone cliff. Like the Red King’s Castle on the island, the interior was open to the sky, and when they entered and the full moon streamed down upon them over the edge of the enclosing masonry, the whole present reality faded from Jocelyn’s mind under the press of memories. Neither of his companions guessed what Pierston was thinking of. It was in this very spot that he was to have met the grandmother of the girl at his side, and in which he would have met her had she chosen to keep the appointment, a meeting which might—nay, must—have changed the whole current of his life.


  Instead of that, forty years had passed—forty years of severance from Avice, till a secondly renewed copy of his sweetheart had arisen to fill her place. But he, alas, was not renewed. And of all this the pretty young thing at his side knew nothing.


  Taking advantage of the younger woman’s retreat to view the sea through an opening of the walls, Pierston appealed to her mother in a whisper: ‘Have you ever given her a hint of what my meaning is? No? Then I think you might, if you really have no objection.[’]


  Mrs. Pierston, as the widow, was far from being so coldly disposed in her own person towards her friend as in the days when he wanted to marry her. Had she now been the object of his wishes he would not have needed to ask her twice. But like a good mother she stifled all this, and said she would sound Avice there and then.


  ‘Avice, my dear,’ she said, advancing to where the girl mused in the window-gap, ‘what do you think of Mr. Pierston paying his addresses to you—coming courting, as I call it in my old-fashioned way. Supposing he were to, would you encourage him?’


  ‘To me, mother?’ said Avice, with an inquiring laugh. ‘I thought—he meant you!’


  ‘O no, he doesn’t mean me,’ said her mother hastily. ‘He is nothing more than my friend.’


  ‘I don’t want any addresses,’ said the daughter.


  ‘He is a man in society, and would take you to an elegant house in London suited to your education, instead of leaving you to mope here.’


  ‘I should like that well enough,’ replied Avice carelessly.


  ‘Then give him some encouragement.’


  ‘I don’t care enough about him to do any encouraging. It is his business, I should think, to do all.’


  She spoke in her lightest vein; but the result was that when Pierston, who had discreetly withdrawn, returned to them, she walked docilely, though perhaps gloomily, beside him, her mother dropping to the rear. They came to a rugged descent, and Pierston took her hand to help her. She allowed him to retain it when they arrived on level ground.


  Altogether it was not an unsuccessful evening for the man with the unanchored heart, though possibly initial success meant worse for him in the long run than initial failure. There was nothing marvellous in the fact of her tractability thus far. In his modern dress and style, under the rays of the moon, he looked a very presentable gentleman indeed, while his knowledge of art and his travelled manners were not without their attractions for a girl who with one hand touched the educated middle-class and with the other the rude and simple inhabitants of the isle. Her intensely modern sympathies were quickened by her peculiar outlook.


  Pierston would have regarded his interest in her as overmuch selfish if there had not existed a redeeming quality in the substratum of old pathetic memory by which such love had been created—which still permeated it, rendering it the tenderest, most anxious, most protective instinct he had ever known. It may have had in its composition too much of the boyish fervour that had characterized such affection when he was cherry-cheeked, and light in the foot as a girl; but, if it was all this feeling of youth, it was more.


  Mrs. Pierston, in fearing to be frank, lest she might seem to be angling for his fortune, did not fully divine his cheerful readiness to offer it, if by so doing he could make amends for his infidelity to her family forty years back in the past. Time had not made him mercenary, and it had quenched his ambitions; and though his wish to wed Avice was not entirely a wish to enrich her, the knowledge that she would be enriched beyond anything that she could have anticipated was what allowed him to indulge his love.


  He was not exactly old he said to himself the next morning as he beheld his face in the glass. And he looked considerably younger than he was. But there was history in his face—distinct chapters of it; his brow was not that blank page it once had been. He knew the origin of that line in his forehead; it had been traced in the course of a month or two by past troubles. He remembered the coming of this pale wiry hair; it had been brought by the illness in Rome, when he had wished each night that he might never wake again. This wrinkled corner, that drawn bit of skin, they had resulted from those months of despondency when all seemed going against his art, his strength, his happiness. ‘You cannot live your life and keep it, Jocelyn,’ he said. Time was against him and love, and time would probably win.


  ‘When I went away from the first Avice,’ he continued with whimsical misery, ‘I had a presentiment that I should ache for it some day. And I am aching—have ached ever since this jade of an Ideal learnt the unconscionable trick of inhabiting one image only.’


  Upon the whole he was not without a bodement that it would be folly to press on.


  ♣


  III.–iv.


  A Dash for the Last Incarnation


  This desultory courtship of a young girl which had been brought about by her mother’s contrivance was interrupted by the appearance of Somers and his wife and family on the Budmouth Esplanade. Alfred Somers, once the youthful, picturesque as his own paintings, was now a middle-aged family man with spectacles—spectacles worn, too, with the single object of seeing through them—and a row of daughters tailing off to infancy, who at present added appreciably to the income of the bathing-machine women established along the sands.


  Mrs. Somers—once the intellectual, emancipated Mrs. Pine-Avon—had now retrograded to the petty and timid mental position of her mother and grandmother, giving sharp, strict regard to the current literature and art that reached the innocent presence of her long perspective of girls, with the view of hiding every skull and skeleton of life from their dear eyes. She was another illustration of the rule that succeeding generations of women are seldom marked by cumulative progress, their advance as girls being lost in their recession as matrons; so that they move up and down the stream of intellectual development like flotsam in a tidal estuary. And this perhaps not by reason of their faults as individuals, but of their misfortune as child-rearers.


  The landscape-painter, now an Academician like Pierston himself—rather popular than distinguished—had given up that peculiar and personal taste in subjects which had marked him in times past, executing instead many pleasing aspects of nature addressed to the furnishing householder through the middling critic, and really very good of their kind. In this way he received many large cheques from persons of wealth in England and America, out of which he built himself a sumptuous studio and an awkward house around it, and paid for the education of the growing maidens.


  The vision of Somers’s humble position as jackal to this lion of a family and house and studio and social reputation—Somers, to whom strange conceits and wild imaginings were departed joys never to return—led Pierston, as the painter’s contemporary, to feel that he ought to be one of the bygones likewise, and to put on an air of unromantic bufferism. He refrained from entering Avice’s peninsula for the whole fortnight of Somers’s stay in the neighbouring town, although its grey poetical outline—‘throned along the sea’—greeted his eyes every morn and eve across the roadstead.


  When the painter and his family had gone back from their bathing holiday, he thought that he, too, would leave the neighbourhood. To do so, however, without wishing at least the elder Avice good-bye would be unfriendly, considering the extent of their acquaintance. One evening, knowing this time of day to suit her best, he took the few-minutes’ journey to the rock along the thin connecting string of junction, and arrived at Mrs. Pierston’s door just after dark.


  A light shone from an upper chamber. On asking for his widowed acquaintance he was informed that she was ill, seriously, though not dangerously. While learning that her daughter was with her, and further particulars, and doubting if he should go in, a message was sent down to ask him to enter. His voice had been heard, and Mrs. Pierston would like to see him.


  He could not with any humanity refuse, but there flashed across his mind the recollection that Avice the youngest had never yet really seen him, had seen nothing more of him than an outline, which might have appertained as easily to a man thirty years his junior as to himself, and a countenance so renovated by faint moonlight as fairly to correspond. It was with misgiving, therefore, that the sculptor ascended the staircase and entered the little upper sitting-room, now arranged as a sick-chamber.


  Mrs. Pierston reclined on a sofa, her face emaciated to a surprising thinness for the comparatively short interval since her attack. ‘Come in, sir,’ she said, as soon as she saw him, holding out her hand. ‘Don’t let me frighten you.’


  Avice was seated beside her, reading. The girl jumped up, hardly seeming to recognize him. ‘O! it’s Mr. Pierston,’ she said in a moment, adding quickly, with evident surprise and off her guard: ‘I thought Mr. Pierston was——’


  What she had thought he was did not pass her lips, and it remained a riddle for Jocelyn until a new departure in her manner towards him showed that the words ‘much younger’ would have accurately ended the sentence. Had Pierston not now confronted her anew, he might have endured philosophically her changed opinion of him. But he was seeing her again, and a rooted feeling was revived.


  Pierston now learnt for the first time that the widow had been visited by sudden attacks of this sort not infrequently of late years. They were said to be due to angina pectoris, the latter paroxysms having been the most severe. She was at the present moment out of pain, though weak, exhausted, and nervous. She would not, however, converse about herself, but took advantage of her daughter’s absence from the room to broach the subject most in her thoughts.


  No compunctions had stirred her as they had her visitor on the expediency of his suit in view of his years. Her fever of anxiety lest after all he should not come to see Avice again had been not without an effect upon her health; and it made her more candid than she had intended to be.


  ‘Troubles and sickness raise all sorts of fears, Mr. Pierston,’ she said. ‘What I felt only a wish for, when you first named it, I have hoped for a good deal since; and I have been so anxious that—that it should come to something! I am glad indeed that you are come.’


  ‘My wanting to marry Avice, you mean, dear Mrs. Pierston?’


  ‘Yes—that’s it. I wonder if you are still in the same mind? You are? Then I wish something could be done—to make her agree to it—so as to get it settled. I dread otherwise what will become of her. She is not a practical girl as I was—she would hardly like now to settle down as an islander’s wife; and to leave her living here alone would trouble me.’


  ‘Nothing will happen to you yet, I hope, my dear old friend.’


  ‘Well, it is a risky complaint; and the attacks, when they come, are so agonizing that to endure them I ought to get rid of all outside anxieties, folk say. Now—do you want her, sir?’


  ‘With all my soul! But she doesn’t want me.’


  ‘I don’t think she is so against you as you imagine. I fancy if it were put to her plainly, now I am in this state, it might be done.’


  They lapsed into conversation on the early days of their acquaintance, until Mrs. Pierston’s daughter re-entered the room.


  ‘Avice,’ said her mother, when the girl had been with them a few minutes. ‘About this matter that I have talked over with you so many times since my attack. Here is Mr. Pierston, and he wishes to be your husband. He is much older than you; but, in spite of it, that you will ever get a better husband I don’t believe. Now, will you take him, seeing the state I am in, and how naturally anxious I am to see you settled before I die?’


  ‘But you won’t die, mother! You are getting better!’


  ‘Just for the present only. Come, he is a good man and a clever man, and a rich man. I want you, O so much, to be his wife! I can say no more.’


  Avice looked appealingly at the sculptor, and then on the floor. ‘Does he really wish me to?’ she asked almost inaudibly, turning as she spoke to Pierston. ‘He has never quite said so to me.’


  ‘My dear one, how can you doubt it?’ said Jocelyn quickly. ‘But I won’t press you to marry me as a favour, against your feelings.’


  ‘I thought Mr. Pierston was younger!’ she murmured to her mother.


  ‘That counts for little, when you think how much there is on the other side. Think of our position, and of his—a sculptor, with a mansion, and a studio full of busts and statues that I have dusted in my time, and of the beautiful studies you would be able to take up. Surely the life would just suit you? Your expensive education is wasted down here!’


  Avice did not care to argue. She was outwardly gentle as her grandmother had been, and it seemed just a question with her of whether she must or must not. ‘Very well—I feel I ought to agree to marry him, since you tell me to,’ she answered quietly, after some thought. ‘I see that it would be a wise thing to do, and that you wish it, and that Mr. Pierston really does—like me. So—so that——’


  Pierston was not backward at this critical juncture, despite unpleasant sensations. But it was the historic ingredient in this genealogical passion—if its continuity through three generations may be so described—which appealed to his perseverance at the expense of his wisdom. The mother was holding the daughter’s hand; she took Pierston’s, and laid Avice’s in it.


  No more was said in argument, and the thing was regarded as determined. Afterwards a noise was heard upon the window-panes, as of fine sand thrown; and, lifting the blind, Pierston saw that the distant lightship winked with a bleared and indistinct eye. A drizzling rain had come on with the dark, and it was striking the window in handfuls. He had intended to walk the two miles back to the station, but it meant a drenching to do it now. He waited and had supper; and, finding the weather no better, accepted Mrs. Pierston’s invitation to stay over the night.


  Thus it fell out that again he lodged in the house he had been accustomed to live in as a boy, before his father had made his fortune, and before his own name had been heard of outside the boundaries of the isle.


  He slept but little, and in the first movement of the dawn sat up in bed. Why should he ever live in London or any other fashionable city if this plan of marriage could be carried out? Surely, with this young wife, the island would be the best place for him. It might be possible to rent Sylvania Castle as he had formerly done—better still to buy it. If life could offer him anything worth having it would be a home with Avice there on his native cliffs to the end of his days.


  As he sat thus thinking, and the daylight increased, he discerned, a short distance before him, a movement of something ghostly. His position was facing the window, and he found that by chance the looking-glass had swung itself vertical, so that what he saw was his own shape. The recognition startled him. The person he appeared was too grievously far, chronologically, in advance of the person he felt himself to be. Pierston did not care to regard the figure confronting him so mockingly. Its voice seemed to say ‘There’s tragedy hanging on to this!’ But the question of age being pertinent he could not give the spectre up, and ultimately got out of bed under the weird fascination of the reflection. Whether he had overwalked himself lately, or what he had done, he knew not; but never had he seemed so aged by a score of years as he was represented in the glass in that cold grey morning light. While his soul was what it was, why should he have been encumbered with that withering carcase, without the ability to shift it off for another, as his ideal Beloved had so frequently done?


  By reason of her mother’s illness Avice was now living in the house, and, on going downstairs, he found that they were to breakfast en tête-à-tête. She was not then in the room, but she entered in the course of a few minutes. Pierston had already heard that the widow felt better this morning, and elated by the prospect of sitting with Avice at this meal he went forward to her joyously. As soon as she saw him in the full stroke of day from the window she started; and he then remembered that it was their first meeting under the solar rays.


  She was so overcome that she turned and left the room as if she had forgotten something; when she re-entered she was visibly pale. She recovered herself, and apologized. She had been sitting up the night before the last, she said, and was not quite so well as usual.


  There may have been some truth in this; but Pierston could not get over that first scared look of hers. It was enough to give daytime stability to his night views of a possible tragedy lurking in this wedding project. He determined that, at any cost to his heart, there should be no misapprehension about him from this moment.


  ‘Miss Pierston,’ he said as they sat down, ‘since it is well you should know all the truth before we go any further, that there may be no awkward discoveries afterwards, I am going to tell you something about myself—if you are not too distressed to hear it?’


  ‘No—let me hear it.’


  ‘I was once the lover of your mother, and wanted to marry her; only she wouldn’t, or rather couldn’t, marry me.’


  ‘O how strange!’ said the girl, looking from him to the breakfast things, and from the breakfast things to him. ‘Mother has never told me that. Yet of course, you might have been. I mean, you are old enough.’


  He took the remark as a satire she had not intended. ‘O yes—quite old enough,’ he said grimly. ‘Almost too old.’


  ‘Too old for mother? How’s that?’


  ‘Because I belonged to your grandmother.’


  ‘No? How can that be?’


  ‘I was her lover likewise. I should have married her if I had gone straight on instead of round the corner.’


  ‘But you couldn’t have been, Mr. Pierston! You are not old enough? Why, how old are you?—you have never told me.’


  ‘I am very old.’


  ‘My mother’s, and my grandmother’s,’ said she, looking at him no longer as at a possible husband, but as a strange fossilized relic in human form. Pierston saw it, but meaning to give up the game he did not care to spare himself.


  ‘Your mother’s and your grandmother’s young man,’ he repeated.


  ‘And were you my great-grandmother’s too?’ she asked, with an expectant interest in his case as a drama that overcame her personal considerations for a moment.


  ‘No—not your great-grandmother’s. Your imagination beats even my confessions! … But I am very old, as you see.’


  ‘I did not know it!’ said she in an appalled murmur. ‘You do not look so; and I thought that what you looked you were.’


  ‘And you—you are very young,’ he continued.


  A stillness followed, during which she sat in a troubled constraint, regarding him now and then with something in her open eyes and large pupils that might have been sympathy or nervousness. Pierston ate scarce any breakfast, and rising abruptly from the table said he would take a walk on the cliffs as the morning was fine.


  He did so, proceeding along the north-east heights for nearly a mile. He had virtually given Avice up, but not formally. His intention had been to go back to the house in half-an-hour and pay a morning visit to the invalid; but by not returning the plans of the previous evening might be allowed to lapse silently, as mere pourparlers that had come to nothing in the face of Avice’s want of love for him. Pierston accordingly went straight along, and in the course of an hour was at his Budmouth lodgings.


  Nothing occurred till the evening to inform him how his absence had been taken. Then a note arrived from Mrs. Pierston; it was written in pencil, evidently as she lay.


  ‘I am alarmed,’ she said, ‘at your going so suddenly. Avice seems to think she has offended you. She did not mean to do that, I am sure. It makes me dreadfully anxious! Will you send a line? Surely you will not desert us now—my heart is so set on my child’s welfare!’


  ‘Desert you I won’t,’ said Jocelyn. ‘It is too much like the original case. But I must let her desert me!’


  On his return, with no other object than that of wishing Mrs. Pierston good-bye, he found her painfully agitated. She clasped his hand and wetted it with her tears.


  ‘O don’t be offended with her!’ she cried. ‘She’s young. We are one people—don’t marry a kimberlin! It will break my heart if you forsake her now! Avice!’


  The girl came. ‘My manner was hasty and thoughtless this morning,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Please pardon me. I wish to abide by my promise.’


  Her mother, still tearful, again joined their hands; and the engagement stood as before.


  Pierston went back to Budmouth, but dimly seeing how curiously, through his being a rich suitor, ideas of beneficence and reparation were retaining him in the course arranged by her mother, and urged by his own desire in the face of his understanding.


  ♣


  III.–v.


  On the Verge of Possession


  In anticipation of his marriage Pierston had taken a new red house of the approved Kensington pattern, with a new studio at the back as large as a mediæval barn. Hither, in collusion with the elder Avice—whose health had mended somewhat—he invited mother and daughter to spend a week or two with him, thinking thereby to exercise on the latter’s imagination an influence which was not practicable while he was a guest at their house; and by interesting his betrothed in the fitting and furnishing of this residence to create in her an ambition to be its mistress.


  It was a pleasant, reposeful time to be in town. There was nobody to interrupt them in their proceedings, and, it being out of the season, the largest tradesmen were as attentive to their wants as if those firms had never before been honoured with a single customer whom they really liked. Pierston and his guests, almost equally inexperienced—for the sculptor had nearly forgotten what knowledge of householding he had acquired earlier in life—could consider and practise thoroughly a species of skeleton-drill in receiving visitors when the pair should announce themselves as married and at home in the coming winter season.


  Avice was charming, even if a little cold. He congratulated himself yet again that time should have reserved for him this final chance for one of the line. She was somewhat like her mother, whom he had loved in the flesh, but she had the soul of her grandmother, whom he had loved in the spirit—and, for that matter, loved now. Only one criticism had he to pass upon his choice: though in outward semblance her grandam idealized, she had not the first Avice’s candour, but rather her mother’s closeness. He never knew exactly what she was thinking and feeling. Yet he seemed to have such prescriptive rights in women of her blood that her occasional want of confidence did not deeply trouble him.


  It was one of those ripe and mellow afternoons that sometimes colour London with their golden light at this time of the year, and produce those marvellous sunset effects which, if they were not known to be made up of kitchen coal-smoke and animal exhalations, would be rapturously applauded. Behind the perpendicular, oblique, zigzagged, and curved zinc ‘tall-boys,’ that formed a grey pattern not unlike early Gothic numerals against the sky, the men and women on the tops of the omnibuses saw an irradiation of topaz hues, darkened here and there into richest russet.


  There had been a sharp shower during the afternoon, and Pierston—who had to take care of himself—had worn a pair of goloshes on his short walk in the street. He noiselessly entered the studio, inside which some gleams of the same mellow light had managed to creep, and where he guessed he should find his prospective wife and mother-in-law awaiting him with tea. But only Avice was there, seated beside the teapot of brown delf, which, as artists, they affected, her back being toward him. She was holding her handkerchief to her eyes, and he saw that she was weeping silently.


  In another moment he perceived that she was weeping over a book. By this time she had heard him, and came forward. He made it appear that he had not noticed her distress, and they discussed some arrangements of furniture. When he had taken a cup of tea she went away, leaving the book behind her.


  Pierston took it up. The volume was an old school-book; Stièvenard’s ‘Lectures Françaises,’ with her name in it as a pupil at Sandbourne High School, and date-markings denoting lessons taken at a comparatively recent time, for Avice had been but a novice as governess when he discovered her.


  For a school-girl—which she virtually was—to weep over a school-book was strange. Could she have been affected by some subject in the readings? Impossible. Pierston fell to thinking, and zest died for the process of furnishing, which he had undertaken so gaily. Somehow, the bloom was again disappearing from his approaching marriage. Yet he loved Avice more and more tenderly; he feared sometimes that in the solicitousness of his affection he was spoiling her by indulging her every whim.


  He looked round the large and ambitious apartment, now becoming clouded with shades, out of which the white and cadaverous countenances of his studies, casts, and other lumber peered meditatively at him, as if they were saying, ‘What are you going to do now, old boy?’ They had never looked like that while standing in his past homely workshop, where all the real labours of his life had been carried out. What should a man of his age, who had not for years done anything to speak of—certainly not to add to his reputation as an artist—want with a new place like this? It was all because of the elect lady, and she apparently did not want him.


  Pierston did not observe anything further in Avice to cause him misgiving till one dinner-time, a week later, towards the end of the visit. Then, as he sat himself between her and her mother at their limited table, he was struck with her nervousness, and was tempted to say, ‘Why are you troubled, my little dearest?’ in tones which disclosed that he was as troubled as she.


  ‘Am I troubled?’ she said with a start, turning her gentle hazel eyes upon him. ‘Yes, I suppose I am. It is because I have received a letter—from an old friend.’


  ‘You didn’t show it to me,’ said her mother.


  ‘No—I tore it up.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘It was not necessary to keep it, so I destroyed it.’


  Mrs. Pierston did not press her further on the subject, and Avice showed no disposition to continue it. They retired rather early, as they always did, but Pierston remained pacing about his studio a long while, musing on many things, not the least being the perception that to wed a woman may be by no means the same thing as to be united with her. The ‘old friend’ of Avice’s remark had sounded very much like ‘lover.’ Otherwise why should the letter have so greatly disturbed her?


  There seemed to be something uncanny, after all, about London, in its relation to his contemplated marriage. When she had first come up she was easier with him than now. And yet his bringing her there had helped his cause; the house had decidedly impressed her—almost overawed her, and though he owned that by no law of nature or reason had her mother or himself any right to urge on Avice partnership with him against her inclination, he resolved to make the most of having her under his influence by getting the wedding details settled before she and her mother left.


  The next morning he proceeded to do this. When he encountered Avice there was a trace of apprehension on her face; but he set that down to a fear that she had offended him the night before by her taciturnity. Directly he requested her mother, in Avice’s presence, to get her to fix the day quite early, Mrs. Pierston became brighter and brisker. She, too, plainly had doubts about the wisdom of delay, and turning to her daughter said, ‘Now, my dear, do you hear?’


  It was ultimately agreed that the widow and her daughter should go back in a day or two, to await Pierston’s arrival on the wedding-eve, immediately after their return.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  In pursuance of the arrangement Pierston found himself on the south shore of England in the gloom of the aforesaid evening, the isle, as he looked across at it with his approach, being just discernible as a moping countenance, a creature sullen with a sense that he was about to withdraw from its keeping the rarest object it had ever owned. He had come alone, not to embarrass them, and had intended to halt a couple of hours in the neighbouring seaport to give some orders relating to the wedding, but the little railway train being in waiting to take him on, he proceeded with a natural impatience, resolving to do his business here by messenger from the isle.


  He passed the ruins of the Tudor castle and the long featureless rib of grinding pebbles that screened off the outer sea, which could be heard lifting and dipping rhythmically in the wide vagueness of the Bay. At the under-hill island townlet of the Wells there were no flys, and leaving his things to be brought on, as he often did, he climbed the eminence on foot.


  Half-way up the steepest part of the pass he saw in the dusk a figure pausing—the single person on the incline. Though it was too dark to identify faces, Pierston gathered from the way in which the halting stranger was supporting himself by the handrail, which here bordered the road to assist climbers, that the person was exhausted.


  ‘Anything the matter?’ he said.


  ‘O no—not much,’ was returned by the other. ‘But it is steep just here.’


  The accent was not quite that of an Englishman, and struck him as hailing from one of the Channel Islands. ‘Can’t I help you up to the top?’ he said, for the voice, though that of a young man, seemed faint and shaken.


  ‘No, thank you. I have been ill; but I thought I was all right again; and as the night was fine I walked into the island by the road. It turned out to be rather too much for me, as there is some weakness left still; and this stiff incline brought it out.’


  ‘Naturally. You’d better take hold of my arm—at any rate to the brow here.’


  Thus pressed the stranger did so, and they went on towards the ridge, till, reaching the lime-kiln standing there the stranger abandoned his hold, saying: ‘Thank you for your assistance, sir. Good-night.’


  ‘I don’t think I recognize your voice as a native’s?’


  ‘No, it is not. I am a Jersey man. Good-night, sir.’


  ‘Good-night, if you are sure you can get on. Here, take this stick—it is no use to me.’ Saying which, Pierston put his walking-stick into the young man’s hand.


  ‘Thank you again. I shall be quite recovered when I have rested a minute or two. Don’t let me detain you, please.’


  The stranger as he spoke turned his face towards the south, where the Beal light had just come into view, and stood regarding it with an obstinate fixity. As he evidently wished to be left to himself Jocelyn went on, and troubled no more about him, though the desire of the young man to be rid of his company, after accepting his walking-stick and his arm, had come with a suddenness that was almost emotional; and impressionable as Jocelyn was, no less now than in youth, he was saddened for a minute by the sense that there were people in the world who did not like even his sympathy.


  However, a pleasure which obliterated all this arose when Pierston drew near to the house that was likely to be his dear home on all future visits to the isle, perhaps even his permanent home as he grew older and the associations of his youth re-asserted themselves. It had been, too, his father’s house, the house in which he was born, and he amused his fancy with plans for its enlargement under the supervision of Avice and himself. It was a still greater pleasure to behold a tall and shapely figure standing against the light of the open door and presumably awaiting him.


  Avice, who it was, gave a little jump when she recognized him, but dutifully allowed him to kiss her when he reached her side; though her nervousness was only too apparent, and was like a child’s towards a parent who may prove stern.


  ‘How dear of you to guess that I might come on at once instead of later!’ says Jocelyn. ‘Well, if I had stayed in the town to go to the shops and so on, I could not have got here till the last train. How is mother?—our mother, as I shall call her soon.’


  Avice said that her mother had not been so well—she feared not nearly so well since her return from London, so that she was obliged to keep her room. The visit had perhaps been too much for her. ‘But she will not acknowledge that she is much weaker, because she will not disturb my happiness.’


  Jocelyn was in a mood to let trifles of manner pass, and he took no notice of the effort which had accompanied the last word. They went upstairs to Mrs. Pierston, whose obvious relief and thankfulness at sight of him was grateful to her visitor.


  ‘I am so, O so glad you are come!’ she said huskily, as she held out her thin hand and stifled a sob. ‘I have been so——’


  She could get no further for a moment, and Avice turned away weeping, and abruptly left the room.


  ‘I have so set my heart on this,’ Mrs. Pierston went on, ‘that I have not been able to sleep of late, for I have feared I might drop off suddenly before she is yours, and lose the comfort of seeing you actually united. Your being so kind to me in old times has made me so sure that she will find a good husband in you, that I am over anxious, I know. Indeed, I have not liked to let her know quite how anxious I am.’


  Thus they talked till Jocelyn bade her good-night, it being noticeable that Mrs. Pierston, chastened by her illnesses, maintained no longer any reserve on her gladness to acquire him as her son-in-law; and her feelings destroyed any remaining scruples he might have had from perceiving that Avice’s consent was rather an obedience than a desire. As he went downstairs, and found Avice awaiting his descent, he wondered if anything had occurred here during his absence to give Mrs. Pierston new uneasiness about the marriage, but it was an inquiry he could not address to a girl whose actions could alone be the cause of such uneasiness.


  He looked round for her as he supped, but though she had come into the room with him she was not there now. He remembered her telling him that she had had supper with her mother, and Jocelyn sat on quietly musing and sipping his wine for something near half-an-hour. Wondering then for the first time what had become of her, he rose and went to the door. Avice was quite near him after all—only standing at the front door as she had been doing when he came, looking into the light of the full moon, which had risen since his arrival. His sudden opening of the dining-room door seemed to agitate her.


  ‘What is it, dear?’ he asked.


  ‘As mother is much better and doesn’t want me, I ought to go and see somebody I promised to take a parcel to—I feel I ought. And yet, as you have just come to see me—I suppose you don’t approve of my going out while you are here?’


  ‘Who is the person?’


  ‘Somebody down that way,’ she said indefinitely. ‘It is not very far off. I am not afraid—I go out often by myself at night hereabout.’


  He reassured her good-humouredly. ‘If you really wish to go, my dear, of course I don’t object. I have no authority to do that till to-morrow, and you know that if I had it I shouldn’t use it.’


  ‘O but you have! Mother being an invalid, you are in her place, apart from—to-morrow.’


  ‘Nonsense, darling. Run across to your friend’s house by all means if you want to.’


  ‘And you’ll be here when I come in?’


  ‘No, I am going down to the inn to see if my things are brought up.’


  ‘But hasn’t mother asked you to stay here? The spare room was got ready for you…. Dear me, I am afraid I ought to have told you.’


  ‘She did ask me. But I have some things coming, directed to the inn, and I had better be there. So I’ll wish you good-night, though it is not late. I will come in quite early to-morrow, to inquire how your mother is going on, and to wish you good-morning. You will be back again quickly this evening?’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘And I needn’t go with you for company?’


  ‘O no, thank you. It is no distance.’


  Pierston then departed, thinking how entirely her manner was that of one to whom a question of doing anything was a question of permission and not of judgment. He had no sooner gone than Avice took a parcel from a cupboard, put on her hat and cloak, and following by the way he had taken till she reached the entrance to Sylvania Castle, there stood still. She could hear Pierston’s footsteps passing down East Quarriers to the inn; but she went no further in that direction. Turning into the lane on the right, of which mention has so often been made, she went quickly past the last cottage, and having entered the gorge beyond she clambered into the ruin of the Red King’s or Bow-and-Arrow Castle, standing as a square black mass against the moonlit, indefinite sea.


  ♣


  III.–vi.


  The Well-Beloved Is—Where?


  Mrs. Pierston passed a restless night, but this she let nobody know; nor, what was painfully evident to herself, that her prostration was increased by anxiety and suspense about the wedding on which she had too much set her heart.


  During the very brief space in which she dozed Avice came into her room. As it was not infrequent for her daughter to look in upon her thus she took little notice, merely saying to assure the girl: ‘I am better, dear. Don’t come in again. Get to sleep yourself.’


  The mother, however, went thinking anew. She had no apprehensions about this marriage. She felt perfectly sure that it was the best thing she could do for her girl. Not a young woman on the island but was envying Avice at that moment; for Jocelyn was absurdly young for three score, a good-looking man, one whose history was generally known here; as also were the exact figures of the fortune he had inherited from his father, and the social standing he could claim—a standing, however, which that fortune would not have been large enough to procure unassisted by his reputation in his art.


  But Avice had been weak enough, as her mother knew, to indulge in fancies for local youths from time to time, and Mrs. Pierston could not help congratulating herself that her daughter had been so docile in the circumstances. Yet to every one except, perhaps, Avice herself, Jocelyn was the most romantic of lovers. Indeed was there ever such a romance as that man embodied in his relations to her house? Rejecting the first Avice, the second had rejected him, and to rally to the third with final achievement was an artistic and tender finish to which it was ungrateful in anybody to be blind.


  The widow thought that the second Avice might probably not have rejected Pierston on that occasion in the London studio so many years ago if destiny had not arranged that she should have been secretly united to another when the proposing moment came.


  But what had come was best. ‘My God,’ she said at times that night, ‘to think my aim in writing to him should be fulfilling itself like this!’


  When all was right and done, what a success upon the whole her life would have been. She who had begun her career as a cottage-girl, a small quarry-owner’s daughter, had sunk so low as to the position of laundress, had engaged in various menial occupations, had made an unhappy marriage for love which had, however, in the long run, thanks to Jocelyn’s management, much improved her position, was at last to see her daughter secure what she herself had just missed securing, and established in a home of affluence and refinement.


  Thus the sick woman excited herself as the hours went on. At last, in her tenseness it seemed to her that the time had already come at which the household was stirring, and she fancied she heard conversation in her daughter’s room. But she found that it was only five o’clock, and not yet daylight. Her state was such that she could see the hangings of the bed tremble with her tremors. She had declared overnight that she did not require any one to sit up with her, but she now rang a little hand-bell, and in a few minutes a nurse appeared; Ruth Stockwool, an island woman and neighbour, whom Mrs. Pierston knew well, and who knew all Mrs. Pierston’s history.


  ‘I am so nervous that I can’t stay by myself,’ said the widow. ‘And I thought I heard Becky dressing Miss Avice in her wedding things.’


  ‘O no—not yet, ma’am. There’s nobody up. But I’ll get you something.’


  When Mrs. Pierston had taken a little nourishment she went on: ‘I can’t help frightening myself with thoughts that she won’t marry him. You see he is older than Avice.’


  ‘Yes, he is,’ said her neighbour. ‘But I don’t see how anything can hender the wedden now.’


  ‘Avice, you know, had fancies; at least one fancy for another man; a young fellow of five-and-twenty. And she’s been very secret and odd about it. I wish she had raved and cried and had it out; but she’s been quite the other way. I know she’s fond of him still.’


  ‘What—that young Frenchman, Mr. Leverre o’ Sandbourne? I’ve heard a little of it. But I should say there wadden much between ’em.’


  ‘I don’t think there was. But I’ve a sort of conviction that she saw him last night. I believe it was only to bid him good-bye, and return him some books he had given her; but I wish she had never known him; he is rather an excitable, impulsive young man, and he might make mischief. He isn’t a Frenchman, though he has lived in France. His father was a Jersey gentleman, and on his becoming a widower he married as his second wife a native of this very island. That’s mainly why the young man is so at home in these parts.’


  ‘Ah—now I follow ’ee. She was a Bencomb, his stepmother: I heard something about her years ago.’


  ‘Yes; her father had the biggest stone-trade on the island at one time; but the name is forgotten here now. He retired years before I was born. However, mother used to tell me that she was a handsome young woman, who tried to catch Mr. Pierston when he was a young man, and scandalized herself a bit with him. She went off abroad with her father, who had made a fortune here; but when he got over there he lost it nearly all in some way. Years after she married this Jerseyman, Mr. Leverre, who had been fond of her as a girl, and she brought up his child as her own.’


  Mrs. Pierston paused, but as Ruth did not ask any question she presently resumed her self-relieving murmur:


  ‘How Miss Avice got to know the young man was in this way. When Mrs. Leverre’s husband died she came from Jersey to live at Sandbourne; and made it her business one day to cross over to this place to make inquiries about Mr. Jocelyn Pierston. As my name was Pierston she called upon me with her son, and so Avice and he got acquainted. When Avice went back to Sandbourne to the finishing school they kept up the acquaintance in secret. He taught French somewhere there, and does still, I believe.’


  ‘Well, I hope she’ll forget en. He idden good enough.’


  ‘I hope so—I hope so…. Now I’ll try to get a little nap.’


  Ruth Stockwool went back to her room, where, finding it would not be necessary to get up for another hour, she lay down again and soon slept. Her bed was close to the staircase, from which it was divided by a lath partition only, and her consciousness either was or seemed to be aroused by light brushing touches on the outside of the partition, as of fingers feeling the way downstairs in the dark. The slight noise passed, and in a few seconds she dreamt or fancied she could hear the unfastening of the back door.


  She had nearly sunk into another sound sleep when precisely the same phenomena were repeated; fingers brushing along the wall close to her head, down, downward, the soft opening of the door, its close, and silence again.


  She now became clearly awake. The repetition of the process had made the whole matter a singular one. Early as it was the first sounds might have been those of the housemaid descending, though why she should have come down so stealthily and in the dark did not make itself clear. But the second performance was inexplicable. Ruth got out of bed and lifted her blind. The dawn was hardly yet pink, and the light from the sandbank was not yet extinguished. But the bushes of euonymus against the white palings of the front garden could be seen, also the light surface of the road winding away like a riband to the north entrance of Sylvania Castle, thence round to the village, the cliffs, and the Cove behind. Upon the road two dark figures could just be discerned, one a little way behind the other, but overtaking and joining the foremost as Ruth looked. After all they might be quarriers or lighthouse-keepers from the south of the island, or fishermen just landed from a night’s work. There being nothing to connect them with the noises she had heard indoors she dismissed the whole subject, and went to bed again.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  Jocelyn had promised to pay an early visit to ascertain the state of Mrs. Pierston’s health after her night’s rest, her precarious condition being more obvious to him than to Avice, and making him a little anxious. Subsequent events caused him to remember that while he was dressing he casually observed two or three boatmen standing near the cliff beyond the village, and apparently watching with deep interest what seemed to be a boat far away towards the opposite shore of South Wessex. At half-past eight he came from the door of the inn and went straight to Mrs. Pierston’s. On approaching he discovered that a strange expression which seemed to hang about the house-front that morning was more than a fancy, the gate, door, and two windows being open, though the blinds of other windows were not drawn up, the whole lending a vacant, dazed look to the domicile, as of a person gaping in sudden stultification. Nobody answered his knock, and walking into the dining-room he found that no breakfast had been laid. His flashing thought was, ‘Mrs. Pierston is dead.’


  While standing in the room somebody came downstairs, and Jocelyn encountered Ruth Stockwool, an open letter fluttering in her hand.


  ‘O Mr. Pierston, Mr. Pierston! The Lord-a-Lord!’


  ‘What? Mrs. Pierston——’


  ‘No, no! Miss Avice! She is gone!—yes—gone! Read ye this, sir. It was left in her bedroom, and we be fairly gallied out of our senses!’


  He took the letter and confusedly beheld that it was in two handwritings, the first section being in Avice’s:


  
    My dear Mother,—How ever will you forgive me for what I have done! So deceitful as it seems. And yet till this night I had no idea of deceiving either you or Mr. Pierston.


    Last night at ten o’clock I went out, as you may have guessed, to see Mr. Leverre for the last time, and to give him back his books, letters, and little presents to me. I went only a few steps—to Bow-and-Arrow Castle, where we met as we had agreed to do, since he could not call. When I reached the place I found him there waiting, but quite ill. He had been unwell at his mother’s house for some days, and had been obliged to stay in bed, but he had got up on purpose to come and bid me good-bye. The over-exertion of the journey upset him, and though we stayed and stayed till twelve o’clock he felt quite unable to go back home—unable, indeed, to move more than a few yards. I had tried so hard not to love him any longer, but I loved him so now that I could not desert him and leave him out there to catch his death. So I helped him—nearly carrying him—on and on to our door, and then round to the back. Here he got a little better, and as he could not stay there, and everybody was now asleep, I helped him upstairs into the room we had prepared for Mr. Pierston if he should have wanted one. I got him into bed, and then fetched some brandy and a little of your tonic. Did you see me come into your room for it, or were you asleep?


    I sat by him all night. He improved slowly, and we talked over what we had better do. I felt that, though I had intended to give him up, I could not now becomingly marry any other man, and that I ought to marry him. We decided to do it at once, before anybody could hinder us. So we came down before it was light, and have gone away to get the ceremony solemnized.


    Tell Mr. Pierston it was not premeditated, but the result of an accident. I am sincerely sorry to have treated him with what he will think unfairness, but though I did not love him I meant to obey you and marry him. But God sent this necessity of my having to give shelter to my Love, to prevent, I think, my doing what I am now convinced would have been wrong.—Ever your loving daughter,


    Avice.

  


  The second was in a man’s hand:


  
    Dear Mother (as you will soon be to me),—Avice has clearly explained above how it happened that I have not been able to give her up to Mr. Pierston. I think I should have died if I had not accepted the hospitality of a room in your house this night, and your daughter’s tender nursing through the dark dreary hours. We love each other beyond expression, and it is obvious that, if we are human, we cannot resist marrying now, in spite of friends’ wishes. Will you please send the note lying beside this to my mother. It is merely to explain what I have done.—Yours with warmest regard,


    Henri Leverre.

  


  Jocelyn turned away and looked out of the window.


  ‘Mrs. Pierston thought she heard some talking in the night, but of course she put it down to fancy. And she remembers Miss Avice coming into her room at one o’clock in the morning, and going to the table where the medicine was standing. A sly girl—all the time her young man within a yard or two, in the very room, and a using the very clean sheets that you, sir, were to have used! They are our best linen ones, got up beautiful, and a kept wi’ rosemary. Really, sir, one would say you stayed out o’ your chammer o’ purpose to oblige the young man with a bed!’


  ‘Don’t blame them, don’t blame them!’ said Jocelyn in an even and characterless voice. ‘Don’t blame her, particularly. She didn’t make the circumstances. I did…. It was how I served her grandmother…. Well, she’s gone! You needn’t make a mystery of it. Tell it to all the island: say that a man came to marry a wife, and didn’t find her at home. Tell everybody that she’s run away. It must be known sooner or later.’


  One of the servants said, after waiting a few moments: ‘We shan’t do that, sir.’


  ‘Oh—why won’t you?’


  ‘We liked her too well, with all her faults.’


  ‘Ah—did you,’ said he; and he sighed. He perceived that the younger maids were secretly on Avice’s side.


  ‘How does her mother bear it?’ Jocelyn asked. ‘Is she awake?’


  Mrs. Pierston had hardly slept, and, having learnt the tidings inadvertently, became so distracted and incoherent as to be like a person in a delirium; till, a few moments before he arrived, all her excitement ceased, and she lay in a weak, quiet silence.


  ‘Let me go up,’ Pierston said. ‘And send for the doctor.’


  Passing Avice’s chamber he perceived that the little bed had not been slept on. At the door of the spare room he looked in. In one corner stood a walking-stick—his own.


  ‘Where did that come from?’


  ‘We found it there, sir.’


  ‘Ah yes—I gave it to him. ’Tis like me to play another’s game!’


  It was the last spurt of bitterness that Jocelyn let escape him. He went on towards Mrs. Pierston’s room, preceded by the servant.


  ‘Mr. Pierston has come, ma’am,’ he heard her say to the invalid. But as the latter took no notice the woman rushed forward to the bed, ‘What has happened to her, Mr. Pierston? O what do it mean?’


  Avice the Second was lying placidly in the position in which the nurse had left her; but no breath came from her lips, and a rigidity of feature was accompanied by the precise expression which had characterized her face when Pierston had her as a girl in his studio. He saw that it was death, though she appeared to have breathed her last only a few moments before.


  Ruth Stockwool’s composure deserted her. ‘’Tis the shock of finding Miss Avice gone that has done it!’ she cried. ‘She has killed her mother!’


  ‘Don’t say such a terrible thing!’ exclaimed Jocelyn.


  ‘But she ought to have obeyed her mother—a good mother as she was! How she had set her heart upon the wedding, poor soul; and we couldn’t help her knowing what had happened! O how ungrateful young folk be! That girl will rue this morning’s work!’


  ‘We must get the doctor,’ said Pierston, mechanically, hastening from the room.


  When the local practitioner came he merely confirmed their own verdict, and thought her death had undoubtedly been hastened by the shock of the ill news upon a feeble heart, following a long strain of anxiety about the wedding. He did not consider that an inquest would be necessary.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  The two shadowy figures seen through the grey gauzes of the morning by Ruth, five hours before this time, had gone on to the open place by the north entrance of Sylvania Castle, where the lane to the ruins of the old castle branched off. A listener would not have gathered that a single word passed between them. The man walked with difficulty, supported by the woman. At this spot they stopped and kissed each other a long while.


  ‘We ought to walk all the way to Budmouth, if we wish not to be discovered,’ he said sadly. ‘And I can’t even get across the island, even by your help, darling. It is two miles to the foot of the hill.’


  She, who was trembling, tried to speak consolingly:


  ‘If you could walk we should have to go down the Street of Wells, where perhaps somebody would know me. Now if we get below here to the Cove, can’t we push off one of the little boats I saw there last night, and paddle along close to the shore till we get to the north side? Then we can walk across to the station very well. It is quite calm, and as the tide sets in that direction, it will take us along of itself, without much rowing. I’ve often got round in a boat that way.’


  This seemed to be the only plan that offered, and abandoning the straight road they wound down the defile spanned further on by the old castle arch, and forming the original fosse of the fortress.


  The stroke of their own footsteps, lightly as these fell, was flapped back to them with impertinent gratuitousness by the vertical faces of the rock, so still was everything around. A little further, and they emerged upon the open ledge of the lower tier of cliffs, to the right being the sloping pathway leading down to the secluded creek at their base—the single practicable spot of exit from or entrance to the isle on this side by a seagoing craft; once an active wharf, whence many a fine public building had sailed—including Saint Paul’s Cathedral.


  The timorous shadowy shapes descended the footway, one at least of them knowing the place so well that she found it scarcely necessary to guide herself down by touching the natural wall of stone on her right hand, as her companion did. Thus, with quick suspensive breathings they arrived at the bottom, and trod the few yards of shingle which, on the forbidding shore hereabout, could be found at this spot alone. It was so solitary as to be unvisited often for four-and-twenty hours by a living soul. Upon the confined beach were drawn up two or three fishing-lerrets, and a couple of smaller ones, beside them being a rough slipway for launching, and a boathouse of tarred boards. The two lovers united their strength to push the smallest of the boats down the slope, and floating it they scrambled in.


  The girl broke the silence by asking, ‘Where are the oars?’


  He felt about the boat, but could find none. ‘I forgot to look for the oars!’ he said.


  ‘They are locked in the boathouse, I suppose. Now we can only steer and trust to the current!’


  The currents here were of a complicated kind. It was true, as the girl had said, that the tide ran round to the north, but at a special moment in every flood there set in along the shore a narrow reflux contrary to the general outer flow, called ‘The Southern’ by the local sailors. It was produced by the peculiar curves of coast lying east and west of the Beal; these bent southward in two back streams the up-Channel flow on each side of the peninsula, which two streams united outside the Beal, and there met the direct tidal flow, the confluence of the three currents making the surface of the sea at this point to boil like a pot, even in calmest weather. The disturbed area, as is well known, is called the Race.


  Thus although the outer sea was now running northward to the roadstead and the mainland of Wessex, ‘The Southern’ ran in full force towards the Beal and the Race beyond. It caught the lovers’ hapless boat in a few moments, and, unable to row across it—mere river’s width that it was—they beheld the grey rocks near them, and the grim wrinkled forehead of the isle above, sliding away northwards.


  They gazed helplessly at each other, though, in the long-living faith of youth, without distinct fear. The undulations increased in magnitude, and swung them higher and lower. The boat rocked, received a smart slap of the waves now and then, and wheeled round, so that the lightship which stolidly winked at them from the quicksand, the single object which told them of their bearings, was sometimes on their right hand and sometimes on their left. Nevertheless they could always discern from it that their course, whether stemwards or sternwards, was steadily south.


  A bright idea occured [occurred] to the young man. He pulled out his handkerchief and, striking a light, set it on fire. She gave him hers, and he made that flare up also. The only available fuel left was the small umbrella the girl had brought; this was also kindled in an opened state, and he held it up by the stem till it was consumed.


  The lightship had loomed quite large by this time, and a few minutes after they had burnt the handkerchiefs and umbrella a coloured flame replied to them from the vessel. They flung their arms round each other.


  ‘I knew we shouldn’t be drowned!’ said Avice hysterically.


  ‘I thought we shouldn’t too,’ said he.


  With the appearance of day a boat put off to their assistance, and they were towed towards the heavy red hulk with the large white letters on its side.


  ♣


  III.–vii.


  An Old Tabernacle in a New Aspect


  The October day thickened into dusk, and Jocelyn sat musing beside the corpse of Mrs. Pierston. Avice having gone away nobody knew whither, he had acted as the nearest friend of the family, and attended as well as he could to the sombre duties necessitated by her mother’s decease. It was doubtful, indeed, if anybody else were in a position to do so. Of Avice the Second’s two brothers, one had been drowned at sea, and the other had emigrated, while her only child besides the present Avice had died in infancy. As for her friends, she had become so absorbed in her ambitious and nearly accomplished design of marrying her daughter to Jocelyn, that she had gradually completed that estrangement between herself and the other islanders which had been begun so long ago as when, a young woman, she had herself been asked by Pierston to marry him. On her tantalizing inability to accept the honour offered, she and her husband had been set up in a matter-of-fact business in the stone trade by her patron, but that unforgettable request in the London studio had made her feel ever since a refined kinship with sculpture, and a proportionate aloofness from mere quarrying, which was, perhaps, no more than a venial weakness in Avice the Second. Her daughter’s objection to Jocelyn she could never understand. To her own eye he was no older than when he had proposed to her.


  As he sat darkling here the ghostly outlines of former shapes taken by his Love came round their sister the unconscious corpse, confronting him from the wall in sad array, like the pictured Trojan women beheld by Æneas on the walls of Carthage. Many of them he had idealized in bust and in figure from time to time, but it was not as such that he remembered and reanimated them now; rather was it in all their natural circumstances, weaknesses, and stains. And then as he came to himself their voices grew fainter; they had all gone off on their different careers, and he was left here alone.


  The probable ridicule that would result to him from the events of the day he did not mind in itself at all. But he would fain have removed the misapprehensions on which it would be based. That, however, was impossible. Nobody would ever know the truth about him; what it was he had sought that had so eluded, tantalized, and escaped him; what it was that had led him such a dance, and had at last, as he believed just now in the freshness of his loss, been discovered in the girl who had left him. It was not the flesh; he had never knelt low to that. Not a woman in the world had been wrecked by him, though he had been impassioned by so many. Nobody would guess the further sentiment—the cordial loving-kindness—which had lain behind what had seemed to him the enraptured fulfilment of a pleasing destiny postponed for forty years. His attraction to the third Avice would be regarded by the world as the selfish designs of an elderly man on a maid.


  His life seemed no longer a professional man’s experience, but a ghost story; and he would fain have vanished from his haunts on this critical afternoon, as the rest had done. He desired to sleep away his tendencies, to make something happen which would put an end to his bondage to beauty in the ideal.


  So he sat on till it was quite dark, and a light was brought. There was a chilly wind blowing outside, and the lightship on the quicksand afar looked harassed and forlorn. The haggard solitude was broken by a ring at the door.


  Pierston heard a voice below, the accents of a woman. They had a ground quality of familiarity, a superficial articulation of strangeness. Only one person in all his experience had ever possesssed [possessed] precisely those tones; rich, as if they had once been powerful. Explanations seemed to be asked for and given, and in a minute he was informed that a lady was downstairs whom perhaps he would like to see.


  ‘Who is the lady?’ Jocelyn asked.


  The servant hesitated a little. ‘Mrs. Leverre—the mother of the—young gentleman Miss Avice has run off with.’


  ‘Yes—I’ll see her,’ said Pierston.


  He covered the face of the dead Avice, and descended. ‘Leverre,’ he said to himself. His ears had known that name before to-day. It was the name those travelling Americans he had met in Rome gave the woman he supposed might be Marcia Bencomb.


  A sudden adjusting light burst upon many familiar things at that moment. He found the visitor in the drawing-room, standing up veiled, the carriage which had brought her being in waiting at the door. By the dim light he could see nothing of her features in such circumstances.


  ‘Mr. Pierston?’


  ‘I am Mr. Pierston.’


  ‘You represent the late Mrs. Pierston?’


  ‘I do—though I am not one of the family.’


  ‘I know it…. I am Marcia—after forty years.’


  ‘I was divining as much, Marcia. May the lines have fallen to you in pleasant places since we last met! But, of all moments of my life, why do you choose to hunt me up now?’


  ‘Why—I am the step-mother and only relation of the young man your bride eloped with this morning.’


  ‘I was just guessing that, too, as I came downstairs. But——’


  ‘And I am naturally making inquiries.’


  ‘Yes. Let us take it quietly, and shut the door.’


  Marcia sat down. And he learnt that the conjunction of old things and new was no accident. What Mrs. Pierston had discussed with her nurse and neighbour as vague intelligence, was now revealed to Jocelyn at first hand by Marcia herself; how, many years after their separation, and when she was left poor by the death of her impoverished father, she had become the wife of that bygone Jersey lover of hers, who wanted a tender nurse and mother for the infant left him by his first wife recently deceased; how he had died a few years later, leaving her with the boy, whom she had brought up at St. Heliers and in Paris, educating him as well as she could with her limited means, till he became the French master at a school in Sandbourne; and how, a year ago, she and her son had got to know Mrs. Pierston and her daughter on their visit to the island, ‘to ascertain,’ she added, more deliberately, ‘not entirely for sentimental reasons, what had become of the man with whom I eloped in the first flush of my young womanhood, and only missed marrying by my own will.’


  Pierston bowed.


  ‘Well, that was how the acquaintance between the children began, and their passionate attachment to each other.’ She detailed how Avice had induced her mother to let her take lessons in French of young Leverre, rendering their meetings easy. Marcia had never thought of hindering their intimacy, for in her recent years of affliction she had acquired a new interest in the name she had refused to take in her purse-proud young womanhood; and it was not until she knew how determined Mrs. Pierston was to make her daughter Jocelyn’s wife that she had objected to her son’s acquaintance with Avice. But it was too late to hinder what had been begun. He had lately been ill, and she had been frightened by his not returning home the night before. The note she had received from him that day had only informed her that Avice and himself had gone to be married immediately—whither she did not know.


  ‘What do you mean to do?’ she asked.


  ‘I do nothing: there is nothing to be done…. It is how I served her grandmother—one of Time’s revenges.’


  ‘Served her so for me.’


  ‘Yes. Now she me for your son.’


  Marcia paused a long while thinking that over, till arousing herself she resumed: ‘But can’t we inquire which way they went out of the island, or gather some particulars about them?’


  ‘Aye—yes. We will.’


  And Pierston found himself as in a dream walking beside Marcia along the road in their common quest. He discovered that almost every one of the neighbouring inhabitants knew more about the lovers than he did himself.


  At the corner some men were engaged in conversation on the occurrence. It was allusive only, but knowing the dialect, Pierston and Marcia gathered its import easily. As soon as it had got light that morning one of the boats was discovered missing from the creek below, and when the flight of the lovers was made known it was inferred that they were the culprits.


  Unconsciously Pierston turned in the direction of the creek, without regarding whether Marcia followed him, and though it was darker than when Avice and Leverre had descended in the morning he pursued his way down the incline till he reached the water-side.


  ‘Is that you, Jocelyn?’


  The inquiry came from Marcia. She was behind him, about half-way down.


  ‘Yes,’ he said, noticing that it was the first time she had called him by his Christian name.


  ‘I can’t see where you are, and I am afraid to follow.’


  Afraid to follow. How strangely that altered his conception of her. Till this moment she had stood in his mind as the imperious, invincible Marcia of old. There was a strange pathos in this revelation. He went back and felt for her hand. ‘I’ll lead you down,’ he said. And he did so.


  They looked out upon the sea, and the lightship shining as if it had quite forgotten all about the fugitives. ‘I am so uneasy,’ said Marcia. ‘Do you think they got safely to land?’


  ‘Yes,’ replied some one other than Jocelyn. It was a boatman smoking in the shadow of the boathouse. He informed her that they were picked up by the lightship men, and afterwards, at their request, taken across to the opposite shore, where they landed, proceeding thence on foot to the nearest railway station and entering the train for London. This intelligence had reached the island about an hour before.


  ‘They’ll be married to-morrow morning!’ said Marcia.


  ‘So much the better. Don’t regret it, Marcia. He shall not lose by it. I have no relation in the world except some twentieth cousins in this isle, of whom her father was one, and I’ll take steps at once to make her a good match for him. As for me … I have lived a day too long.’


  ♣


  III.–viii.


  ‘Alas for this Grey Shadow, once a Man!’


  In the month of November which followed, Pierston was lying dangerously ill of a fever at his house in London.


  The funeral of the second Avice had happened to be on one of those drenching afternoons of the autumn, when the raw rain flies level as the missiles of the ancient inhabitants across the beaked promontory which has formed the scene of this narrative, scarcely alighting except against the upright sides of things sturdy enough to stand erect. One person only followed the corpse into the church as chief mourner, Jocelyn Pierston—fickle lover in the brief, faithful friend in the long run. No means had been found of communicating with Avice before the interment, though the death had been advertised in the local and other papers in the hope that it might catch her eye.


  So, when the pathetic procession came out of the church and moved round into the graveyard, a hired vehicle from Budmouth was seen coming at great speed along the open road from Top-o’-Hill. It stopped at the churchyard gate, and a young man and woman alighted and entered, the vehicle waiting. They glided along the path and reached Pierston’s side just as the body was deposited by the grave.


  He did not turn his head. He knew it was Avice, with Henri Leverre—by this time, he supposed, her husband. Her remorseful grief, though silent, seemed to impregnate the atmosphere with its heaviness. Perceiving that they had not expected him to be there Pierston edged back; and when the service was over he kept still further aloof, an act of considerateness which she seemed to appreciate.


  Thus, by his own contrivance, neither Avice nor the young man held communication with Jocelyn by word or by sign. After the burial they returned as they had come.


  It was supposed that his exposure that day in the bleakest churchyard in Wessex, telling upon a distracted mental and bodily condition, had thrown Pierston into the chill and fever which held him swaying for weeks between life and death shortly after his return to town. When he had passed the crisis, and began to know again that there was such a state as mental equilibrium and physical calm, he heard a whispered conversation going on around him, and the touch of footsteps on the carpet. The light in the chamber was so subdued that nothing around him could be seen with any distinctness. Two living figures were present, a nurse moving about softly, and a visitor. He discerned that the latter was feminine, and for the time this was all.


  He was recalled to his surroundings by a voice murmuring the inquiry: ‘Does the light try your eyes?’


  The tones seemed familiar; they were spoken by the woman who was visiting him. He recollected them to be Marcia’s, and everything that had happened before he fell ill came back to his mind.


  ‘Are you helping to nurse me, Marcia?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes. I have come up to stay here till you are better, as you seem to have no other woman friend who cares whether you are dead or alive. I am living quite near. I am glad you have got round the corner. We have been very anxious.’


  ‘How good you are! … And—have you heard of the others?’


  ‘They are married. They have been here to see you, and are very sorry. She sat by you, but you did not know her. She was broken down when she discovered her mother’s death, which had never once occurred to her as being imminent. They have gone away again. I thought it best she should leave, now that you are out of danger. Now you must be quiet till I come and talk again.’


  Pierston was conscious of a singular change in himself, which had been revealed by this slight discourse. He was no longer the same man that he had hitherto been. The malignant fever, or his experiences, or both, had taken away something from him, and put something else in its place.


  During the next days, with further intellectual expansion, he became clearly aware of what this was. The artistic sense had left him, and he could no longer attach a definite sentiment to images of beauty recalled from the past. His appreciativeness was capable of exercising itself only on utilitarian matters, and recollection of Avice’s good qualities alone had any effect on his mind; of her appearance none at all.


  At first he was appalled; and then he said ‘Thank God!’


  Marcia, who, with something of her old absolutism, came to his house continually to inquire and give orders, and to his room to see him every afternoon, found out for herself in the course of his convalescence this strange death of the sensuous side of Jocelyn’s nature. She had said that Avice was getting extraordinarily handsome, and that she did not wonder her stepson lost his heart to her—an inadvertent remark which she immediately regretted, in fear lest it should agitate him. He merely answered, however, ‘Yes; I suppose she is handsome. She’s more—a wise girl who will make a good housewife in time…. I wish you were not handsome, Marcia.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I don’t quite know why. Well—it seems a stupid quality to me. I can’t understand what it is good for any more.’


  ‘O—I as a woman think there’s good in it.’


  ‘Is there? Then I have lost all conception of it. I don’t know what has happened to me. I only know I don’t regret it. Robinson Crusoe lost a day in his illness: I have lost a faculty, for which loss Heaven be praised!’


  There was something pathetic in this announcement, and Marcia sighed as she said, ‘Perhaps when you get strong it will come back to you.[’]


  Pierston shook his head. It then occurred to him that never since the reappearance of Marcia had he seen her in full daylight, or without a bonnet and thick veil, which she always retained on these frequent visits, and that he had been unconsciously regarding her as the Marcia of their early time, a fancy which the small change in her voice well sustained. The stately figure, the good colour, the classical profile, the rather large handsome nose and somewhat prominent, regular teeth, the full dark eye, formed still the Marcia of his imagination; the queenly creature who had infatuated him when the first Avice was despised and her successors unknown. It was this old idea which, in his revolt from beauty, had led to his regret at her assumed handsomeness. He began wondering now how much remained of that presentation after forty years.


  ‘Why don’t you ever let me see you, Marcia?’ he asked.


  ‘O, I don’t know. You mean without my bonnet? You have never asked me to, and I am obliged to wrap up my face with this wool veil because I suffer so from aches in these cold winter winds, though a thick veil is awkward for any one whose sight is not so good as it was.’


  The impregnable Marcia’s sight not so good as it was, and her face in the aching stage of life: these simple things came as sermons to Jocelyn.


  ‘But certainly I will gratify your curiosity,’ she resumed good-naturedly. ‘It is really a compliment that you should still take that sort of interest in me.’


  She had moved round from the dark side of the room to the lamp—for the daylight had gone—and she now suddenly took off the bonnet, veil and all. She stood revealed to his eyes as remarkably good-looking, considering the lapse of years.


  ‘I am—vexed!’ he said, turning his head aside impatiently. ‘You are fair and five-and-thirty—not a day more. You still suggest beauty. You won’t do as a chastisement, Marcia!’


  ‘Ah, but I may! To think that you know woman no better after all this time!’


  ‘How?’


  ‘To be so easily deceived. Think: it is lamplight; and your sight is weak at present; and … Well, I have no reason for being anything but candid now, God knows! So I will tell you…. My husband was younger than myself; and he had an absurd wish to make people think he had married a young and fresh-looking woman. To fall in with his vanity I tried to look it. We were often in Paris, and I became as skilled in beautifying artifices as any passée wife of the Faubourg St. Germain. Since his death I have kept up the practice, partly because the vice is almost ineradicable, and partly because I found that it helped me with men in bringing up his boy on small means. At this moment I am frightfully made up. But I can cure that. I’ll come in to-morrow morning, if it is bright, just as I really am; you’ll find that Time has not disappointed you. Remember I am as old as yourself; and I look it.’


  The morrow came and with it Marcia, quite early, as she had promised. It happened to be sunny, and shutting the bedroom door she went round to the window, where she uncovered immediately, in his full view, and said, ‘See if I am satisfactory now—to you who think beauty vain. The rest of me—and it is a good deal—lies on my dressing-table at home. I shall never put it on again—never!’


  But she was a woman; and her lips quivered, and there was a tear in her eye, as she exposed the ruthless treatment to which she had subjected herself. The cruel morning rays—as with Jocelyn under Avice’s scrutiny—showed in their full bareness, unenriched by addition, undisguised by the arts of colour and shade, the thin remains of what had once been Marcia’s majestic bloom. She stood the image and superscription of Age—an old woman, pale and shrivelled, her forehead ploughed, her cheek hollow, her hair white as snow. To this the face he once kissed had been brought by the raspings, chisellings, scourgings, bakings, freezings of forty invidious years—by the thinkings of more than half a lifetime.


  ‘I am sorry if I shock you,’ she went on huskily but firmly, as he did not speak. ‘But the moth frets the garment somewhat in such an interval.’


  ‘Yes—yes! … Marcia, you are a brave woman. You have the courage of the great women of history. I can no longer love; but I admire you from my soul!’


  ‘Don’t say I am great. Say I have begun to be passably honest. It is more than enough.’


  ‘Well—I’ll say nothing then, more than how wonderful it is that a woman should have been able to put back the clock of Time thirty years!’


  ‘It shames me now, Jocelyn. I shall never do it any more!’


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  As soon as he was strong enough he got her to take him round to his studio in a carriage. The place had been kept aired, but the shutters were shut, and they opened them themselves. He looked round upon the familiar objects—some complete and matured, the main of them seedlings, grafts, and scions of beauty, waiting for a mind to grow to perfection in.


  ‘No—I don’t like them!’ he said, turning away. ‘They are as ugliness to me! I don’t feel a single touch of kin with or interest in any one of them whatever.’


  ‘Jocelyn—this is sad.’


  ‘No—not at all.’ He went again towards the door. ‘Now let me look round.’ He looked back, Marcia remaining silent. ‘The Aphrodites—how I insulted her fair form by those failures!—the Freyjas, the Nymphs and Fauns, Eves, Avices, and other innumerable Well-Beloveds—I want to see them never any more! … “Instead of sweet smell there shall be stink, and there shall be burning instead of beauty,” said the prophet.’


  And they came away. On another afternoon they went to the National Gallery, to test his taste in paintings, which had formerly been good. As she had expected, it was just the same with him there. He saw no more to move him, he declared, in the time-defying presentations of Perugino, Titian, Sebastiano, and other statuesque creators than in the work of the pavement artist they had passed on their way.


  ‘It is strange!’ said she.


  ‘I don’t regret it. That fever has killed a faculty which has, after all, brought me my greatest sorrows, if a few little pleasures. Let us be gone.’


  He was now so well advanced in convalescence that it was deemed a most desirable thing to take him down into his native air. Marcia agreed to accompany him. ‘I don’t see why I shouldn’t,’ said she. ‘An old friendless woman like me, and you an old friendless man.’


  ‘Yes. Thank Heaven I am old at last. The curse is removed.’


  It may be shortly stated here that after his departure for the isle Pierston never again saw his studio or its contents. He had been down there but a brief while when, finding his sense of beauty in art and nature absolutely extinct, he directed his agent in town to disperse the whole collection; which was done. His lease of the building was sold, and in the course of time another sculptor won admiration there from those who knew not Joseph. The next year his name figured on the retired list of Academicians.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  As time went on he grew as well as one of his age could expect to be after such a blasting illness, but remained on the isle, in the only house he now possessed, a comparatively small one at the top of the Street of Wells. A growing sense of friendship which it would be foolish to interrupt led him to take a somewhat similar house for Marcia quite near, and remove her furniture thither from Sandbourne. Whenever the afternoon was fine he would call for her, and they would take a stroll together towards the Beal, or the ancient Castle, seldom going the whole way, his sciatica and her rheumatism effectually preventing them, except in the driest atmospheres. He had now changed his style of dress entirely, appearing always in a homely suit of local make, and of the fashion of thirty years before, the achievement of a tailoress at East Quarriers. He also let his iron-grey beard grow as it would, and what little hair he had left from the baldness which had followed the fever. And thus, numbering in years but two-and-sixty, he might have passed for seventy-five.


  Though their early adventure as lovers had happened so long ago, its history had become known in the isle with mysterious rapidity and fulness of detail. The gossip to which its bearings on their present friendship gave rise was the subject of their conversation on one of these walks along the cliffs.


  ‘It is extraordinary what an interest our neighbours take in our affairs,’ he observed. ‘They say “those old folk ought to marry; better late than never.” That’s how people are—wanting to round off other people’s histories in the best machine-made conventional manner.’


  ‘Yes. They keep on about it to me, too, indirectly.’


  ‘Do they! I believe a deputation will wait upon us some morning, requesting in the interests of matchmaking that we will please to get married as soon as possible…. How near we were to doing it forty years ago, only you were so independent! I thought you would have come back, and was much surprised that you didn’t.’


  ‘My independent ideas were not blameworthy in me, as an islander, though as a kimberlin young lady perhaps they would have been. There was simply no reason from an islander’s point of view why I should come back, since no result threatened from our union; and I didn’t. My father kept that view before me, and I bowed to his judgment.’


  ‘And so the island ruled our destinies, though we were not on it. Yes—we are in hands not our own…. Did you ever tell your husband?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Did he ever hear anything?’


  ‘Not that I am aware.’


  Calling upon her one day, he found her in a state of great discomfort. In certain gusty winds the chimneys of the little house she had taken here smoked intolerably, and one of these winds was blowing then. Her drawing-room fire could not be kept burning, and rather than let a woman who suffered from rheumatism shiver fireless he asked her to come round and lunch with him as she had often done before. As they went he thought, not for the first time, how needless it was that she should be put to this inconvenience by their occupying two houses, when one would better suit their now constant companionship, and disembarrass her of the objectionable chimneys. Moreover, by marrying Marcia, and establishing a parental relation with the young people, the rather delicate business of his making them a regular allowance would become a natural proceeding.


  And so the zealous wishes of the neighbours to give a geometrical shape to their story were fulfilled almost in spite of the chief parties themselves. When he put the question to her distinctly, Marcia admitted that she had always regretted the imperious decision of her youth; and she made no ado about accepting him.


  ‘I have no love to give, you know, Marcia,’ he said. ‘But such friendship as I am capable of is yours till the end.’


  ‘It is nearly the same with me—perhaps not quite. But, like the other people, I have somehow felt, and you will understand why, that I ought to be your wife before I die.’


  It chanced that a day or two before the ceremony, which was fixed to take place very shortly after the foregoing conversation, Marcia’s rheumatism suddenly became acute. The attack promised, however, to be only temporary, owing to some accidental exposure of herself in making preparations for removal, and as they thought it undesirable to postpone their union for such a reason, Marcia, after being well wrapped up, was wheeled into the church in a chair.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  A month thereafter, when they were sitting at breakfast one morning, Marcia exclaimed ‘Well—good heavens!’ while reading a letter she had just received from Avice, who was living with her husband in a house Pierston had bought for them at Sandbourne.


  Jocelyn looked up.


  ‘Why—Avice says she wants to be separated from Henri! Did you ever hear of such a thing! She’s coming here about it to-day.’


  ‘Separated? What does the child mean!’ Pierston read the letter. ‘Ridiculous nonsense!’ he continued. ‘She doesn’t know what she wants. I say she sha’n’t be separated! Tell her so, and there’s an end of it. Why—how long have they been married? Not twelve months. What will she say when they have been married twenty years!’


  Marcia remained reflecting. ‘I think that remorseful feeling she unluckily has at times, of having disobeyed her mother, and caused her death, makes her irritable,’ she murmured. ‘Poor child!’


  Lunch-time had hardly come when Avice arrived, looking very tearful and excited. Marcia took her into an inner room, had a conversation with her, and they came out together.


  ‘O it’s nothing,’ said Marcia. ‘I tell her she must go back directly she has had some luncheon.’


  ‘Ah, that’s all very well!’ sobbed Avice. ‘B-b-but if you had been m-married so long as I have, y-you wouldn’t say go back like that.’


  ‘What is it all about?’ inquired Pierston.


  ‘He said that if he were to die I—I—should be looking out for somebody with fair hair and grey eyes, just—just to spite him in his grave, because he’s dark, and he’s quite sure I don’t like dark people! And then he said——But I won’t be so treacherous as to tell any more about him! I wish——’


  ‘Avice, your mother did this very thing. And she went back to her husband. Now you are to do the same. Let me see; there is a train——’


  ‘She must have something to eat first. Sit down, dear.’


  The question was settled by the arrival of Henri himself at the end of luncheon, with a very anxious and pale face. Pierston went off to a business meeting, and left the young couple to adjust their differences in their own way.


  His business was, among kindred undertakings which followed the extinction of the Well-Beloved and other ideals, to advance a scheme for the closing of the old natural fountains in the Street of Wells, because of their possible contamination, and supplying the townlet with water from pipes, a scheme that was carried out at his expense, as is well known. He was also engaged in acquiring some old moss-grown, mullioned Elizabethan cottages, for the purpose of pulling them down because they were damp; which he afterwards did, and built new ones with hollow walls, and full of ventilators.


  At present he is sometimes mentioned as ‘the late Mr. Pierston’ by gourd-like young art-critics and journalists; and his productions are alluded to as those of a man not without genius, whose powers were insufficiently recognized in his lifetime.


  the end


  ♣


  Wessex Tales


  by thomas hardy


  [Macmillan and Co., 1888]


  [The text follows the 1920 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]


  [image: ]

  The Hangman’s Cottage at Casterbridge


  
    wessex tales


    ♣


    Preface


    The Three Strangers


    A Tradition of Eighteen Hundred and Four


    The Melancholy Hussar of the German Legion


    I  II  III  IV  V


    The Withered Arm


    I. A Lorn Milkmaid


    II. The Young Wife


    III. A Vision


    IV. A Suggestion


    V. Conjuror Trendle


    VI. A Second Attempt


    VII. A Ride


    VIII. A Water-Side Hermit


    IX. A rencounter


    Fellow-Townsmen


    I  II  III  IV  V  VI  VII  VIII  IX


    Interlopers at the Knap


    I  II  III  IV  V


    The Distracted Preacher


    I. How his Cold was Cured


    II. How He Saw Two Other Men


    III. The Mysterious Greatcoat


    IV. At the Time of the New Moon


    V. How They Went to Lulwind Cove


    VI. The Great Search at Nether-Moynton


    VII. The Walk to Warm’ell Cross and afterwards

  


  Preface


  An apology is perhaps needed for the neglect of contrast which is shown by presenting two stories of hangmen and one of a military execution in such a small collection as the following. But as to the former, in the neighbourhood of county-towns hanging matters used to form a large proportion of the local tradition; and though never personally acquainted with any chief operator at such scenes, the writer of these pages had as a boy the privilege of being on speaking terms with a man who applied for the office, and who sank into an incurable melancholy because he failed to get it, some slight mitigation of his grief being to dwell upon striking episodes in the lives of those happier ones who had held it with success and renown. His tale of disappointment used to cause his listener some wonder why his ambition should have taken such an unfortunate form, by limiting itself to a profession of which there could be only one practitioner in England at one time, when it might have aimed at something more commonplace—that would have afforded him more chances—such as the office of a judge, a bishop, or even a member of Parliament—but its nobleness was never questioned. In those days, too, there was still living an old woman who, for the cure of some eating disease, had been taken in her youth to have her ‘blood turned’ by a convict’s corpse, in the manner described in ‘The Withered Arm.’


  Since writing this story some years ago I have been reminded by an aged friend who knew ‘Rhoda Brook’ that, in relating her dream, my forgetfulness has weakened the facts out of which the tale grew. In reality it was while lying down on a hot afternoon that the incubus oppressed her and she flung it off, with the results upon the body of the original as described. To my mind the occurrence of such a vision in the daytime is more impressive than if it had happened in a midnight dream. Readers are therefore asked to correct the misrelation, which affords an instance of how our imperfect memories insensibly formalize the fresh originality of living fact—from whose shape they slowly depart, as machine-made castings depart by degrees from the sharp hand-work of the mould.


  Among the many devices for concealing smuggled goods in caves and pits of the earth, that of planting an apple-tree in a tray or box which was placed over the mouth of the pit is, I believe, unique, and it is detailed in ‘The Distracted Preacher’ precisely as described by an old carrier of ‘tubs’—a man who was afterwards in my father’s employ for over thirty years. I never gathered from his reminiscences what means were adopted for lifting the tree, which, with its roots, earth, and receptacle, must have been of considerable weight. There is no doubt, however, that the thing was done through many years. My informant often spoke, too, of the horribly suffocating sensation produced by the pair of spirit-tubs slung upon the chest and back, after stumbling with the burden of them for several miles inland over a rough country and in darkness. He said that though years of his youth and young manhood were spent in this irregular business, his profits from the same, taken all together, did not average the wages he might have earned in a steady employment, whilst the fatigues and risks were excessive.


  I may add that the action of this story is founded on certain smuggling exploits that occurred between 1825 and 1830, and were brought to a close in the latter year by the trial of the chief actors at the Assizes before Baron Bolland for their desperate armed resistance to the Custom-house officers during the landing of a cargo of spirits. This happened only a little time after the doings recorded in the narrative, in which some incidents that came out at the trial are also embodied.


  In the culminating affray the character called Owlett was badly wounded, and several of the Preventive-men would have lost their lives through being overpowered by the far more numerous body of smugglers, but for the forbearance and manly conduct of the latter. This served them in good stead at their trial, in which the younger Erskine prosecuted, their defence being entrusted to Erle. Baron Bolland’s summing up was strongly in their favour; they were merely ordered to enter into their own recognizances for good behaviour and discharged. (See also as to facts the note at the end of the tale.)


  However, the stories are but dreams, and not records. They were first collected and published under their present title, in two volumes, in 1888.


  April 1896—May 1912.


  An experience of the writer in respect of the tale called ‘A Tradition of Eighteen Hundred and Four’ is curious enough to be mentioned here. The incident of Napoleon’s visit to the English coast by night, with a view to discovering a convenient spot for landing his army of invasion, was an invention of the author’s on which he had some doubts because of its improbability. This was in 1882, when it was first published. Great was his surprise several years later to be told that it was a real tradition. How far this is true he is unaware.


  T. H.


  June 1919.


  ♣


  The Three Strangers


  Among the few features of agricultural England which retain an appearance but little modified by the lapse of centuries, may be reckoned the long, grassy and furzy downs, coombs, or ewe-leases, as they are called according to their kind, that fill a large area of certain counties in the south and south-west. If any mark of human occupation is met with hereon, it usually takes the form of the solitary cottage of some shepherd.


  Fifty years ago such a lonely cottage stood on such a down, and may possibly be standing there now. In spite of its loneliness, however, the spot, by actual measurement, was not three miles from a county-town. Yet that affected it little. Three miles of irregular upland, during the long inimical seasons, with their sleets, snows, rains, and mists, afford withdrawing space enough to isolate a Timon or a Nebuchadnezzar; much less, in fair weather, to please that less repellent tribe, the poets, philosophers, artists, and others who ‘conceive and meditate of pleasant things.’


  Some old earthen camp or barrow, some clump of trees, at least some starved fragment of ancient hedge is usually taken advantage of in the erection of these forlorn dwellings. But, in the present case, such a kind of shelter had been disregarded. Higher Crowstairs, as the house was called, stood quite detached and undefended. The only reason for its precise situation seemed to be the crossing of two footpaths at right angles hard by, which may have crossed there and thus for a good five hundred years. Hence the house was exposed to the elements on all sides. But, though the wind up here blew unmistakably when it did blow, and the rain hit hard whenever it fell, the various weathers of the winter season were not quite so formidable on the down as they were imagined to be by dwellers on low ground. The raw rimes were not so pernicious as in the hollows, and the frosts were scarcely so severe. When the shepherd and his family who tenanted the house were pitied for their sufferings from the exposure, they said that upon the whole they were less inconvenienced by ‘wuzzes and flames’ (hoarses and phlegms) than when they had lived by the stream of a snug neighbouring valley.


  The night of March 28, 182-, was precisely one of the nights that were wont to call forth these expressions of commiseration. The level rainstorm smote walls, slopes, and hedges like the clothyard shafts of Senlac and Crecy. Such sheep and outdoor animals as had no shelter stood with their buttocks to the winds; while the tails of little birds trying to roost on some scraggy thorn were blown inside-out like umbrellas. The gable-end of the cottage was stained with wet, and the eavesdroppings flapped against the wall. Yet never was commiseration for the shepherd more misplaced. For that cheerful rustic was entertaining a large party in glorification of the christening of his second girl.


  The guests had arrived before the rain began to fall, and they were all now assembled in the chief or living room of the dwelling. A glance into the apartment at eight o’clock on this eventful evening would have resulted in the opinion that it was as cosy and comfortable a nook as could be wished for in boisterous weather. The calling of its inhabitant was proclaimed by a number of highly-polished sheep-crooks without stems that were hung ornamentally over the fireplace, the curl of each shining crook varying from the antiquated type engraved in the patriarchal pictures of old family Bibles to the most approved fashion of the last local sheep-fair. The room was lighted by half-a-dozen candles, having wicks only a trifle smaller than the grease which enveloped them, in candlesticks that were never used but at high-days, holy-days, and family feasts. The lights were scattered about the room, two of them standing on the chimney-piece. This position of candles was in itself significant. Candles on the chimney-piece always meant a party.


  On the hearth, in front of a back-brand to give substance, blazed a fire of thorns, that crackled ‘like the laughter of the fool.’


  Nineteen persons were gathered here. Of these, five women, wearing gowns of various bright hues, sat in chairs along the wall; girls shy and not shy filled the window-bench; four men, including Charley Jake the hedge-carpenter, Elijah New the parish-clerk, and John Pitcher, a neighbouring dairyman, the shepherd’s father-in-law, lolled in the settle; a young man and maid, who were blushing over tentative pourparlers on a life-companionship, sat beneath the corner-cupboard; and an elderly engaged man of fifty or upward moved restlessly about from spots where his betrothed was not to the spot where she was. Enjoyment was pretty general, and so much the more prevailed in being unhampered by conventional restrictions. Absolute confidence in each other’s good opinion begat perfect ease, while the finishing stroke of manner, amounting to a truly princely serenity, was lent to the majority by the absence of any expression or trait denoting that they wished to get on in the world, enlarge their minds, or do any eclipsing thing whatever—which nowadays so generally nips the bloom and bonhomie of all except the two extremes of the social scale.


  Shepherd Fennel had married well, his wife being a dairyman’s daughter from a vale at a distance, who brought fifty guineas in her pocket—and kept them there, till they should be required for ministering to the needs of a coming family. This frugal woman had been somewhat exercised as to the character that should be given to the gathering. A sit-still party had its advantages; but an undisturbed position of ease in chairs and settles was apt to lead on the men to such an unconscionable deal of toping that they would sometimes fairly drink the house dry. A dancing-party was the alternative; but this, while avoiding the foregoing objection on the score of good drink, had a counterbalancing disadvantage in the matter of good victuals, the ravenous appetites engendered by the exercise causing immense havoc in the buttery. Shepherdess Fennel fell back upon the intermediate plan of mingling short dances with short periods of talk and singing, so as to hinder any ungovernable rage in either. But this scheme was entirely confined to her own gentle mind: the shepherd himself was in the mood to exhibit the most reckless phases of hospitality.


  The fiddler was a boy of those parts, about twelve years of age, who had a wonderful dexterity in jigs and reels, though his fingers were so small and short as to necessitate a constant shifting for the high notes, from which he scrambled back to the first position with sounds not of unmixed purity of tone. At seven the shrill tweedle-dee of this youngster had begun, accompanied by a booming ground-bass from Elijah New, the parish-clerk, who had thoughtfully brought with him his favourite musical instrument, the serpent. Dancing was instantaneous, Mrs. Fennel privately enjoining the players on no account to let the dance exceed the length of a quarter of an hour.


  But Elijah and the boy in the excitement of their position quite forgot the injunction. Moreover, Oliver Giles, a man of seventeen, one of the dancers, who was enamoured of his partner, a fair girl of thirty-three rolling years, had recklessly handed a new crown-piece to the musicians, as a bribe to keep going as long as they had muscle and wind. Mrs. Fennel, seeing the steam begin to generate on the countenances of her guests, crossed over and touched the fiddler’s elbow and put her hand on the serpent’s mouth. But they took no notice, and fearing she might lose her character of genial hostess if she were to interfere too markedly, she retired and sat down helpless. And so the dance whizzed on with cumulative fury, the performers moving in their planet-like courses, direct and retrograde, from apogee to perigee, till the hand of the well-kicked clock at the bottom of the room had travelled over the circumference of an hour.


  While these cheerful events were in course of enactment within Fennel’s pastoral dwelling an incident having considerable bearing on the party had occurred in the gloomy night without. Mrs. Fennel’s concern about the growing fierceness of the dance corresponded in point of time with the ascent of a human figure to the solitary hill of Higher Crowstairs from the direction of the distant town. This personage strode on through the rain without a pause, following the little-worn path which, further on in its course, skirted the shepherd’s cottage.


  It was nearly the time of full moon, and on this account, though the sky was lined with a uniform sheet of dripping cloud, ordinary objects out of doors were readily visible. The sad wan light revealed the lonely pedestrian to be a man of supple frame; his gait suggested that he had somewhat passed the period of perfect and instinctive agility, though not so far as to be otherwise than rapid of motion when occasion required. At a rough guess, he might have been about forty years of age. He appeared tall, but a recruiting sergeant, or other person accustomed to the judging of men’s heights by the eye, would have discerned that this was chiefly owing to his gauntness, and that he was not more than five-feet-eight or nine.


  Notwithstanding the regularity of his tread there was caution in it, as in that of one who mentally feels his way; and despite the fact that it was not a black coat nor a dark garment of any sort that he wore, there was something about him which suggested that he naturally belonged to the black-coated tribes of men. His clothes were of fustian, and his boots hobnailed, yet in his progress he showed not the mud-accustomed bearing of hobnailed and fustianed peasantry.


  By the time that he had arrived abreast of the shepherd’s premises the rain came down, or rather came along, with yet more determined violence. The outskirts of the little settlement partially broke the force of wind and rain, and this induced him to stand still. The most salient of the shepherd’s domestic erections was an empty sty at the forward corner of his hedgeless garden, for in these latitudes the principle of masking the homelier features of your establishment by a conventional frontage was unknown. The traveller’s eye was attracted to this small building by the pallid shine of the wet slates that covered it. He turned aside, and, finding it empty, stood under the pent-roof for shelter.


  While he stood the boom of the serpent within the adjacent house, and the lesser strains of the fiddler, reached the spot as an accompaniment to the surging hiss of the flying rain on the sod, its louder beating on the cabbage-leaves of the garden, on the straw hackles of eight or ten beehives just discernible by the path, and its dripping from the eaves into a row of buckets and pans that had been placed under the walls of the cottage. For at Higher Crowstairs, as at all such elevated domiciles, the grand difficulty of housekeeping was an insufficiency of water; and a casual rainfall was utilized by turning out, as catchers, every utensil that the house contained. Some queer stories might be told of the contrivances for economy in suds and dish-waters that are absolutely necessitated in upland habitations during the droughts of summer. But at this season there were no such exigencies; a mere acceptance of what the skies bestowed was sufficient for an abundant store.


  At last the notes of the serpent ceased and the house was silent. This cessation of activity aroused the solitary pedestrian from the reverie into which he had lapsed, and, emerging from the shed, with an apparently new intention, he walked up the path to the house-door. Arrived here, his first act was to kneel down on a large stone beside the row of vessels, and to drink a copious draught from one of them. Having quenched his thirst he rose and lifted his hand to knock, but paused with his eye upon the panel. Since the dark surface of the wood revealed absolutely nothing, it was evident that he must be mentally looking through the door, as if he wished to measure thereby all the possibilities that a house of this sort might include, and how they might bear upon the question of his entry.


  In his indecision he turned and surveyed the scene around. Not a soul was anywhere visible. The garden-path stretched downward from his feet, gleaming like the track of a snail; the roof of the little well (mostly dry), the well-cover, the top rail of the garden-gate, were varnished with the same dull liquid glaze; while, far away in the vale, a faint whiteness of more than usual extent showed that the rivers were high in the meads. Beyond all this winked a few bleared lamplights through the beating drops—lights that denoted the situation of the county-town from which he had appeared to come. The absence of all notes of life in that direction seemed to clinch his intentions, and he knocked at the door.


  Within, a desultory chat had taken the place of movement and musical sound. The hedge-carpenter was suggesting a song to the company, which nobody just then was inclined to undertake, so that the knock afforded a not unwelcome diversion.


  ‘Walk in!’ said the shepherd promptly.


  The latch clicked upward, and out of the night our pedestrian appeared upon the door-mat. The shepherd arose, snuffed two of the nearest candles, and turned to look at him.


  Their light disclosed that the stranger was dark in complexion and not unprepossessing as to feature. His hat, which for a moment he did not remove, hung low over his eyes, without concealing that they were large, open, and determined, moving with a flash rather than a glance round the room. He seemed pleased with his survey, and, baring his shaggy head, said, in a rich deep voice, ‘The rain is so heavy, friends, that I ask leave to come in and rest awhile.’


  ‘To be sure, stranger,’ said the shepherd. ‘And faith, you’ve been lucky in choosing your time, for we are having a bit of a fling for a glad cause—though, to be sure, a man could hardly wish that glad cause to happen more than once a year.’


  ‘Nor less,’ spoke up a woman. ‘For ’tis best to get your family over and done with, as soon as you can, so as to be all the earlier out of the fag o’t.’


  ‘And what may be this glad cause?’ asked the stranger.


  ‘A birth and christening,’ said the shepherd.


  The stranger hoped his host might not be made unhappy either by too many or too few of such episodes, and being invited by a gesture to a pull at the mug, he readily acquiesced. His manner, which, before entering, had been so dubious, was now altogether that of a careless and candid man.


  ‘Late to be traipsing athwart this coomb—hey?’ said the engaged man of fifty.


  ‘Late it is, master, as you say.—I’ll take a seat in the chimney-corner, if you have nothing to urge against it, ma’am; for I am a little moist on the side that was next the rain.’


  Mrs. Shepherd Fennel assented, and made room for the self-invited comer, who, having got completely inside the chimney-corner, stretched out his legs and his arms with the expansiveness of a person quite at home.


  ‘Yes, I am rather cracked in the vamp,’ he said freely, seeing that the eyes of the shepherd’s wife fell upon his boots, ‘and I am not well fitted either. I have had some rough times lately, and have been forced to pick up what I can get in the way of wearing, but I must find a suit better fit for working-days when I reach home.’


  ‘One of hereabouts?’ she inquired.


  ‘Not quite that—further up the country.’


  ‘I thought so. And so be I; and by your tongue you come from my neighbourhood.’


  ‘But you would hardly have heard of me,’ he said quickly. ‘My time would be long before yours, ma’am, you see.’


  This testimony to the youthfulness of his hostess had the effect of stopping her cross-examination.


  ‘There is only one thing more wanted to make me happy,’ continued the new-comer. ‘And that is a little baccy, which I am sorry to say I am out of.’


  ‘I’ll fill your pipe,’ said the shepherd.


  ‘I must ask you to lend me a pipe likewise.’


  ‘A smoker, and no pipe about ’ee?’


  ‘I have dropped it somewhere on the road.[’]


  The shepherd filled and handed him a new clay pipe, saying, as he did so, ‘Hand me your baccy-box—I’ll fill that too, now I am about it.’


  The man went through the movement of searching his pockets.


  ‘Lost that too?’ said his entertainer, with some surprise.


  ‘I am afraid so,’ said the man with some confusion. ‘Give it to me in a screw of paper.’ Lighting his pipe at the candle with a suction that drew the whole flame into the bowl, he resettled himself in the corner and bent his looks upon the faint steam from his damp legs, as if he wished to say no more.


  Meanwhile the general body of guests had been taking little notice of this visitor by reason of an absorbing discussion in which they were engaged with the band about a tune for the next dance. The matter being settled, they were about to stand up when an interruption came in the shape of another knock at the door.


  At sound of the same the man in the chimney-corner took up the poker and began stirring the brands as if doing it thoroughly were the one aim of his existence; and a second time the shepherd said, ‘Walk in!’ In a moment another man stood upon the straw-woven door-mat. He too was a stranger.


  This individual was one of a type radically different from the first. There was more of the commonplace in his manner, and a certain jovial cosmopolitanism sat upon his features. He was several years older than the first arrival, his hair being slightly frosted, his eyebrows bristly, and his whiskers cut back from his cheeks. His face was rather full and flabby, and yet it was not altogether a face without power. A few grog-blossoms marked the neighbourhood of his nose. He flung back his long drab greatcoat, revealing that beneath it he wore a suit of cinder-gray shade throughout, large heavy seals, of some metal or other that would take a polish, dangling from his fob as his only personal ornament. Shaking the water-drops from his low-crowned glazed hat, he said, ‘I must ask for a few minutes’ shelter, comrades, or I shall be wetted to my skin before I get to Casterbridge.’


  ‘Make yourself at home, master,’ said the shepherd, perhaps a trifle less heartily than on the first occasion. Not that Fennel had the least tinge of niggardliness in his composition; but the room was far from large, spare chairs were not numerous, and damp companions were not altogether desirable at close quarters for the women and girls in their bright-coloured gowns.


  However, the second comer, after taking off his greatcoat, and hanging his hat on a nail in one of the ceiling-beams as if he had been specially invited to put it there, advanced and sat down at the table. This had been pushed so closely into the chimney-corner, to give all available room to the dancers, that its inner edge grazed the elbow of the man who had ensconced himself by the fire; and thus the two strangers were brought into close companionship. They nodded to each other by way of breaking the ice of unacquaintance, and the first stranger handed his neighbour the family mug—a huge vessel of brown ware, having its upper edge worn away like a threshold by the rub of whole generations of thirsty lips that had gone the way of all flesh, and bearing the following inscription burnt upon its rotund side in yellow letters:—


  there is no fun

  untill i cum.


  The other man, nothing loth, raised the mug to his lips, and drank on, and on, and on—till a curious blueness overspread the countenance of the shepherd’s wife, who had regarded with no little surprise the first stranger’s free offer to the second of what did not belong to him to dispense.


  ‘I knew it!’ said the toper to the shepherd with much satisfaction. ‘When I walked up your garden before coming in, and saw the hives all of a row, I said to myself, “Where there’s bees there’s honey, and where there’s honey there’s mead.” But mead of such a truly comfortable sort as this I really didn’t expect to meet in my older days.’ He took yet another pull at the mug, till it assumed an ominous elevation.


  ‘Glad you enjoy it!’ said the shepherd warmly.


  ‘It is goodish mead,’ assented Mrs. Fennel, with an absence of enthusiasm which seemed to say that it was possible to buy praise for one’s cellar at too heavy a price. ‘It is trouble enough to make—and really I hardly think we shall make any more. For honey sells well, and we ourselves can make shift with a drop o’ small mead and metheglin for common use from the comb-washings.’


  ‘O, but you’ll never have the heart!’ reproachfully cried the stranger in cinder-gray, after taking up the mug a third time and setting it down empty. ‘I love mead, when ’tis old like this, as I love to go to church o’ Sundays, or to relieve the needy any day of the week.’


  ‘Ha, ha, ha!’ said the man in the chimney-corner, who, in spite of the taciturnity induced by the pipe of tobacco, could not or would not refrain from this slight testimony to his comrade’s humour.


  Now the old mead of those days, brewed of the purest first-year or maiden honey, four pounds to the gallon—with its due complement of white of eggs, cinnamon, ginger, cloves, mace, rosemary, yeast, and processes of working, bottling, and cellaring—tasted remarkably strong; but it did not taste so strong as it actually was. Hence, presently, the stranger in cinder-gray at the table, moved by its creeping influence, unbuttoned his waistcoat, threw himself back in his chair, spread his legs, and made his presence felt in various ways.


  ‘Well, well, as I say,’ he resumed, ‘I am going to Casterbridge, and to Casterbridge I must go. I should have been almost there by this time; but the rain drove me into your dwelling, and I’m not sorry for it.’


  ‘You don’t live in Casterbridge?’ said the shepherd.


  ‘Not as yet; though I shortly mean to move there.’


  ‘Going to set up in trade, perhaps?’


  ‘No, no,’ said the shepherd’s wife. ‘It is easy to see that the gentleman is rich, and don’t want to work at anything.’


  The cinder-gray stranger paused, as if to consider whether he would accept that definition of himself. He presently rejected it by answering, ‘Rich is not quite the word for me, dame. I do work, and I must work. And even if I only get to Casterbridge by midnight I must begin work there at eight to-morrow morning. Yes, het or wet, blow or snow, famine or sword, my day’s work to-morrow must be done.’


  ‘Poor man! Then, in spite o’ seeming, you be worse off than we?’ replied the shepherd’s wife.


  ‘’Tis the nature of my trade, men and maidens. ’Tis the nature of my trade more than my poverty…. But really and truly I must up and off, or I shan’t get a lodging in the town.’ However, the speaker did not move, and directly added, ‘There’s time for one more draught of friendship before I go; and I’d perform it at once if the mug were not dry.’


  ‘Here’s a mug o’ small,’ said Mrs. Fennel. ‘Small, we call it, though to be sure ’tis only the first wash o’ the combs.’


  ‘No,’ said the stranger disdainfully. ‘I won’t spoil your first kindness by partaking o’ your second.’


  ‘Certainly not,’ broke in Fennel. ‘We don’t increase and multiply every day, and I’ll fill the mug again.’ He went away to the dark place under the stairs where the barrel stood. The shepherdess followed him.


  ‘Why should you do this?’ she said reproachfully, as soon as they were alone. ‘He’s emptied it once, though it held enough for ten people; and now he’s not contented wi’ the small, but must needs call for more o’ the strong! And a stranger unbeknown to any of us. For my part, I don’t like the look o’ the man at all.’


  ‘But he’s in the house, my honey; and ’tis a wet night, and a christening. Daze it, what’s a cup of mead more or less? There’ll be plenty more next bee-burning.’


  ‘Very well—this time, then,’ she answered, looking wistfully at the barrel. ‘But what is the man’s calling, and where is he one of, that he should come in and join us like this?’


  ‘I don’t know. I’ll ask him again.’


  The catastrophe of having the mug drained dry at one pull by the stranger in cinder-gray was effectually guarded against this time by Mrs. Fennel. She poured out his allowance in a small cup, keeping the large one at a discreet distance from him. When he had tossed off his portion the shepherd renewed his inquiry about the stranger’s occupation.


  The latter did not immediately reply, and the man in the chimney-corner, with sudden demonstrativeness, said, ‘Anybody may know my trade—I’m a wheelwright.’


  ‘A very good trade for these parts,’ said the shepherd.


  ‘And anybody may know mine—if they’ve the sense to find it out,’ said the stranger in cinder-gray.


  ‘You may generally tell what a man is by his claws,’ observed the hedge-carpenter, looking at his own hands. ‘My fingers be as full of thorns as an old pin-cushion is of pins.’


  The hands of the man in the chimney-corner instinctively sought the shade, and he gazed into the fire as he resumed his pipe. The man at the table took up the hedge-carpenter’s remark, and added smartly, ‘True; but the oddity of my trade is that, instead of setting a mark upon me, it sets a mark upon my customers.’


  No observation being offered by anybody in elucidation of this enigma the shepherd’s wife once more called for a song. The same obstacles presented themselves as at the former time—one had no voice, another had forgotten the first verse. The stranger at the table, whose soul had now risen to a good working temperature, relieved the difficulty by exclaiming that, to start the company, he would sing himself. Thrusting one thumb into the arm-hole of his waistcoat, he waved the other hand in the air, and, with an extemporizing gaze at the shining sheep-crooks above the mantelpiece, began:—


  
    ‘O my trade it is the rarest one,


    Simple shepherds all—


    My trade is a sight to see;


    For my customers I tie, and take them up on high,


    And waft ’em to a far countree!’

  


  The room was silent when he had finished the verse—with one exception, that of the man in the chimney-corner, who, at the singer’s word, ‘Chorus!’ joined him in a deep bass voice of musical relish—


  
    ‘And waft ’em to a far countree!’

  


  Oliver Giles, John Pitcher the dairyman, the parish-clerk, the engaged man of fifty, the row of young women against the wall, seemed lost in thought not of the gayest kind. The shepherd looked meditatively on the ground, the shepherdess gazed keenly at the singer, and with some suspicion; she was doubting whether this stranger were merely singing an old song from recollection, or was composing one there and then for the occasion. All were as perplexed at the obscure revelation as the guests at Belshazzar’s Feast, except the man in the chimney-corner, who quietly said, ‘Second verse, stranger,’ and smoked on.


  The singer thoroughly moistened himself from his lips inwards, and went on with the next stanza as requested:—


  
    ‘My tools are but common ones,


    Simple shepherds all—


    My tools are no sight to see:


    A little hempen string, and a post whereon to swing,


    Are implements enough for me!’

  


  Shepherd Fennel glanced round. There was no longer any doubt that the stranger was answering his question rhythmically. The guests one and all started back with suppressed exclamations. The young woman engaged to the man of fifty fainted half-way, and would have proceeded, but finding him wanting in alacrity for catching her she sat down trembling.


  ‘O, he’s the ——!’ whispered the people in the background, mentioning the name of an ominous public officer. ‘He’s come to do it! ’Tis to be at Casterbridge jail to-morrow—the man for sheep-stealing—the poor clock-maker we heard of, who used to live away at Shottsford and had no work to do—Timothy Summers, whose family were a-starving, and so he went out of Shottsford by the high-road, and took a sheep in open daylight, defying the farmer and the farmer’s wife and the farmer’s lad, and every man jack among ’em. He’ (and they nodded towards the stranger of the deadly trade) ‘is come from up the country to do it because there’s not enough to do in his own county-town, and he’s got the place here now our own county man’s dead; he’s going to live in the same cottage under the prison wall.’


  The stranger in cinder-gray took no notice of this whispered string of observations, but again wetted his lips. Seeing that his friend in the chimney-corner was the only one who reciprocated his joviality in any way, he held out his cup towards that appreciative comrade, who also held out his own. They clinked together, the eyes of the rest of the room hanging upon the singer’s actions. He parted his lips for the third verse; but at that moment another knock was audible upon the door. This time the knock was faint and hesitating.


  The company seemed scared; the shepherd looked with consternation towards the entrance, and it was with some effort that he resisted his alarmed wife’s deprecatory glance, and uttered for the third time the welcoming words, ‘Walk in!’


  The door was gently opened, and another man stood upon the mat. He, like those who had preceded him, was a stranger. This time it was a short, small personage, of fair complexion, and dressed in a decent suit of dark clothes.


  ‘Can you tell me the way to ——?’ he began: when, gazing round the room to observe the nature of the company amongst whom he had fallen, his eyes lighted on the stranger in cinder-gray. It was just at the instant when the latter, who had thrown his mind into his song with such a will that he scarcely heeded the interruption, silenced all whispers and inquiries by bursting into his third verse:—


  
    ‘To-morrow is my working day,


    Simple shepherds all—


    To-morrow is a working day for me:


    For the farmer’s sheep is slain, and the lad who did it ta’en,


    And on his soul may God ha’ merc-y!’

  


  The stranger in the chimney-corner, waving cups with the singer so heartily that his mead splashed over on the hearth, repeated in his bass voice as before:—


  
    ‘And on his soul may God ha’ merc-y!’

  


  All this time the third stranger had been standing in the doorway. Finding now that he did not come forward or go on speaking, the guests particularly regarded him. They noticed to their surprise that he stood before them the picture of abject terror—his knees trembling, his hand shaking so violently that the door-latch by which he supported himself rattled audibly: his white lips were parted, and his eyes fixed on the merry officer of justice in the middle of the room. A moment more and he had turned, closed the door, and fled.


  ‘What a man can it be?’ said the shepherd.


  The rest, between the awfulness of their late discovery and the odd conduct of this third visitor, looked as if they knew not what to think, and said nothing. Instinctively they withdrew further and further from the grim gentleman in their midst, whom some of them seemed to take for the Prince of Darkness himself, till they formed a remote circle, an empty space of floor being left between them and him—


  
    ‘… circulus, cujus centrum diabolus.’

  


  The room was so silent—though there were more than twenty people in it—that nothing could be heard but the patter of the rain against the window-shutters, accompanied by the occasional hiss of a stray drop that fell down the chimney into the fire, and the steady puffing of the man in the corner, who had now resumed his pipe of long clay.


  The stillness was unexpectedly broken. The distant sound of a gun reverberated through the air—apparently from the direction of the county-town.


  ‘Be jiggered!’ cried the stranger who had sung the song, jumping up.


  ‘What does that mean?’ asked several.


  ‘A prisoner escaped from the jail—that’s what it means.’


  All listened. The sound was repeated, and none of them spoke but the man in the chimney-corner, who said quietly, ‘I’ve often been told that in this county they fire a gun at such times; but I never heard it till now.’


  ‘I wonder if it is my man?’ murmured the personage in cinder-gray.


  ‘Surely it is!’ said the shepherd involuntarily. ‘And surely we’ve zeed him! That little man who looked in at the door by now, and quivered like a leaf when he zeed ye and heard your song!’


  ‘His teeth chattered, and the breath went out of his body,’ said the dairyman.


  ‘And his heart seemed to sink within him like a stone,’ said Oliver Giles.


  ‘And he bolted as if he’d been shot at,’ said the hedge-carpenter.


  ‘True—his teeth chattered, and his heart seemed to sink; and he bolted as if he’d been shot at,’ slowly summed up the man in the chimney-corner.


  ‘I didn’t notice it,’ remarked the hangman.


  ‘We were all a-wondering what made him run off in such a fright,’ faltered one of the women against the wall, ‘and now ’tis explained!’


  The firing of the alarm-gun went on at intervals, low and sullenly, and their suspicions became a certainty. The sinister gentleman in cinder-gray roused himself. ‘Is there a constable here?’ he asked, in thick tones. ‘If so, let him step forward.’


  The engaged man of fifty stepped quavering out from the wall, his betrothed beginning to sob on the back of the chair.


  ‘You are a sworn constable?’


  ‘I be, sir.’


  ‘Then pursue the criminal at once, with assistance, and bring him back here. He can’t have gone far.’


  ‘I will, sir, I will—when I’ve got my staff. I’ll go home and get it, and come sharp here, and start in a body.’


  ‘Staff!—never mind your staff; the man’ll be gone!’


  ‘But I can’t do nothing without my staff—can I, William, and John, and Charles Jake? No; for there’s the king’s royal crown a painted on en in yaller and gold, and the lion and the unicorn, so as when I raise en up and hit my prisoner, ’tis made a lawful blow thereby. I wouldn’t ’tempt to take up a man without my staff—no, not I. If I hadn’t the law to gie me courage, why, instead o’ my taking up him he might take up me!’


  ‘Now, I’m a king’s man myself, and can give you authority enough for this,’ said the formidable officer in gray. ‘Now then, all of ye, be ready. Have ye any lanterns?’


  ‘Yes—have ye any lanterns?—I demand it!’ said the constable.


  ‘And the rest of you able-bodied——[’]


  ‘Able-bodied men—yes—the rest of ye!’ said the constable.


  ‘Have you some good stout staves and pitchforks——’


  ‘Staves and pitchforks—in the name o’ the law! And take ’em in yer hands and go in quest, and do as we in authority tell ye!’


  Thus aroused, the men prepared to give chase. The evidence was, indeed, though circumstantial, so convincing, that but little argument was needed to show the shepherd’s guests that after what they had seen it would look very much like connivance if they did not instantly pursue the unhappy third stranger, who could not as yet have gone more than a few hundred yards over such uneven country.


  A shepherd is always well provided with lanterns; and, lighting these hastily, and with hurdle-staves in their hands, they poured out of the door, taking a direction along the crest of the hill, away from the town, the rain having fortunately a little abated.


  Disturbed by the noise, or possibly by unpleasant dreams of her baptism, the child who had been christened began to cry heart-brokenly in the room overhead. These notes of grief came down through the chinks of the floor to the ears of the women below, who jumped up one by one, and seemed glad of the excuse to ascend and comfort the baby, for the incidents of the last half-hour greatly oppressed them. Thus in the space of two or three minutes the room on the ground-floor was deserted quite.


  But it was not for long. Hardly had the sound of footsteps died away when a man returned round the corner of the house from the direction the pursuers had taken. Peeping in at the door, and seeing nobody there, he entered leisurely. It was the stranger of the chimney-corner, who had gone out with the rest. The motive of his return was shown by his helping himself to a cut piece of skimmer-cake that lay on a ledge beside where he had sat, and which he had apparently forgotten to take with him. He also poured out half a cup more mead from the quantity that remained, ravenously eating and drinking these as he stood. He had not finished when another figure came in just as quietly—his friend in cinder-gray.


  ‘O—you here?’ said the latter, smiling. ‘I thought you had gone to help in the capture.’ And this speaker also revealed the object of his return by looking solicitously round for the fascinating mug of old mead.


  ‘And I thought you had gone,’ said the other, continuing his skimmer-cake with some effort.


  ‘Well, on second thoughts, I felt there were enough without me,’ said the first confidentially, ‘and such a night as it is, too. Besides, ’tis the business o’ the Government to take care of its criminals—not mine.’


  ‘True; so it is. And I felt as you did, that there were enough without me.’


  ‘I don’t want to break my limbs running over the humps and hollows of this wild country.’


  ‘Nor I neither, between you and me.’


  ‘These shepherd-people are used to it—simple-minded souls, you know, stirred up to anything in a moment. They’ll have him ready for me before the morning, and no trouble to me at all.’


  ‘They’ll have him, and we shall have saved ourselves all labour in the matter.’


  ‘True, true. Well, my way is to Casterbridge; and ’tis as much as my legs will do to take me that far. Going the same way?’


  ‘No, I am sorry to say! I have to get home over there’ (he nodded indefinitely to the right), ‘and I feel as you do, that it is quite enough for my legs to do before bedtime.’


  The other had by this time finished the mead in the mug, after which, shaking hands heartily at the door, and wishing each other well, they went their several ways.


  In the meantime the company of pursuers had reached the end of the hog’s-back elevation which dominated this part of the down. They had decided on no particular plan of action; and, finding that the man of the baleful trade was no longer in their company, they seemed quite unable to form any such plan now. They descended in all directions down the hill, and straightway several of the party fell into the snare set by Nature for all misguided midnight ramblers over this part of the cretaceous formation. The ‘lanchets,’ or flint slopes, which belted the escarpment at intervals of a dozen yards, took the less cautious ones unawares, and losing their footing on the rubbly steep they slid sharply downwards, the lanterns rolling from their hands to the bottom, and there lying on their sides till the horn was scorched through.


  When they had again gathered themselves together the shepherd, as the man who knew the country best, took the lead, and guided them round these treacherous inclines. The lanterns, which seemed rather to dazzle their eyes and warn the fugitive than to assist them in the exploration, were extinguished, due silence was observed; and in this more rational order they plunged into the vale. It was a grassy, briery, moist defile, affording some shelter to any person who had sought it; but the party perambulated it in vain, and ascended on the other side. Here they wandered apart, and after an interval closed together again to report progress. At the second time of closing in they found themselves near a lonely ash, the single tree on this part of the coomb, probably sown there by a passing bird some fifty years before. And here, standing a little to one side of the trunk, as motionless as the trunk itself, appeared the man they were in quest of, his outline being well defined against the sky beyond. The band noiselessly drew up and faced him.


  ‘Your money or your life!’ said the constable sternly to the still figure.


  ‘No, no,’ whispered John Pitcher. ‘’Tisn’t our side ought to say that. That’s the doctrine of vagabonds like him, and we be on the side of the law.’


  ‘Well, well,’ replied the constable impatiently; ‘I must say something, mustn’t I? and if you had all the weight o’ this undertaking upon your mind, perhaps you’d say the wrong thing too!—Prisoner at the bar, surrender, in the name of the Father—the Crown, I mane!’


  The man under the tree seemed now to notice them for the first time, and, giving them no opportunity whatever for exhibiting their courage, he strolled slowly towards them. He was, indeed, the little man, the third stranger; but his trepidation had in a great measure gone.


  ‘Well, travellers,’ he said, ‘did I hear ye speak to me?’


  ‘You did: you’ve got to come and be our prisoner at once!’ said the constable. ‘We arrest ’ee on the charge of not biding in Casterbridge jail in a decent proper manner to be hung to-morrow morning. Neighbours, do your duty, and seize the culpet!’


  On hearing the charge the man seemed enlightened, and, saying not another word, resigned himself with preternatural civility to the search-party, who, with their staves in their hands, surrounded him on all sides, and marched him back towards the shepherd’s cottage.


  It was eleven o’clock by the time they arrived. The light shining from the open door, a sound of men’s voices within, proclaimed to them as they approached the house that some new events had arisen in their absence. On entering they discovered the shepherd’s living room to be invaded by two officers from Casterbridge jail, and a well-known magistrate who lived at the nearest country-seat, intelligence of the escape having become generally circulated.


  ‘Gentlemen,’ said the constable, ‘I have brought back your man—not without risk and danger; but every one must do his duty! He is inside this circle of able-bodied persons, who have lent me useful aid, considering their ignorance of Crown work. Men, bring forward your prisoner!’ And the third stranger was led to the light.


  ‘Who is this?’ said one of the officials.


  ‘The man,’ said the constable.


  ‘Certainly not,’ said the turnkey; and the first corroborated his statement.


  ‘But how can it be otherwise?’ asked the constable. ‘Or why was he so terrified at sight o’ the singing instrument of the law who sat there?’ Here he related the strange behaviour of the third stranger on entering the house during the hangman’s song.


  ‘Can’t understand it,’ said the officer coolly. ‘All I know is that it is not the condemned man. He’s quite a different character from this one; a gauntish fellow, with dark hair and eyes, rather good-looking, and with a musical bass voice that if you heard it once you’d never mistake as long as you lived.’


  ‘Why, souls—’twas the man in the chimney-corner!’


  ‘Hey—what?’ said the magistrate, coming forward after inquiring particulars from the shepherd in the background. ‘Haven’t you got the man after all?’


  ‘Well, sir,’ said the constable, ‘he’s the man we were in search of, that’s true; and yet he’s not the man we were in search of. For the man we were in search of was not the man we wanted, sir, if you understand my every-day way; for ’twas the man in the chimney-corner!’


  ‘A pretty kettle of fish altogether!’ said the magistrate. ‘You had better start for the other man at once.’


  The prisoner now spoke for the first time. The mention of the man in the chimney-corner seemed to have moved him as nothing else could do. ‘Sir,’ he said, stepping forward to the magistrate, ‘take no more trouble about me. The time is come when I may as well speak. I have done nothing; my crime is that the condemned man is my brother. Early this afternoon I left home at Shottsford to tramp it all the way to Casterbridge jail to bid him farewell. I was benighted, and called here to rest and ask the way. When I opened the door I saw before me the very man, my brother, that I thought to see in the condemned cell at Casterbridge. He was in this chimney-corner; and jammed close to him, so that he could not have got out if he had tried, was the executioner who’d come to take his life, singing a song about it and not knowing that it was his victim who was close by, joining in to save appearances. My brother threw a glance of agony at me, and I knew he meant, “Don’t reveal what you see; my life depends on it.” I was so terror-struck that I could hardly stand, and, not knowing what I did, I turned and hurried away.’


  The narrator’s manner and tone had the stamp of truth, and his story made a great impression on all around. ‘And do you know where your brother is at the present time?’ asked the magistrate.


  ‘I do not. I have never seen him since I closed this door.’


  ‘I can testify to that, for we’ve been between ye ever since,’ said the constable.


  ‘Where does he think to fly to?—what is his occupation?’


  ‘He’s a watch-and-clock-maker, sir.[’]


  ‘’A said ’a was a wheelwright—a wicked rogue,’ said the constable.


  ‘The wheels of clocks and watches he meant, no doubt,’ said Shepherd Fennel. ‘I thought his hands were palish for’s trade.’


  ‘Well, it appears to me that nothing can be gained by retaining this poor man in custody,’ said the magistrate; ‘your business lies with the other, unquestionably.’


  And so the little man was released off-hand; but he looked nothing the less sad on that account, it being beyond the power of magistrate or constable to raze out the written troubles in his brain, for they concerned another whom he regarded with more solicitude than himself. When this was done, and the man had gone his way, the night was found to be so far advanced that it was deemed useless to renew the search before the next morning.


  Next day, accordingly, the quest for the clever sheep-stealer became general and keen, to all appearance at least. But the intended punishment was cruelly disproportioned to the transgression, and the sympathy of a great many country-folk in that district was strongly on the side of the fugitive. Moreover, his marvellous coolness and daring in hob-and-nobbing with the hangman, under the unprecedented circumstances of the shepherd’s party, won their admiration. So that it may be questioned if all those who ostensibly made themselves so busy in exploring woods and fields and lanes were quite so thorough when it came to the private examination of their own lofts and outhouses. Stories were afloat of a mysterious figure being occasionally seen in some old overgrown trackway or other, remote from turnpike roads; but when a search was instituted in any of these suspected quarters nobody was found. Thus the days and weeks passed without tidings.


  In brief, the bass-voiced man of the chimney-corner was never recaptured. Some said that he went across the sea, others that he did not, but buried himself in the depths of a populous city. At any rate, the gentleman in cinder-gray never did his morning’s work at Casterbridge, nor met anywhere at all, for business purposes, the genial comrade with whom he had passed an hour of relaxation in the lonely house on the slope of the coomb.


  The grass has long been green on the graves of Shepherd Fennel and his frugal wife; the guests who made up the christening party have mainly followed their entertainers to the tomb; the baby in whose honour they all had met is a matron in the sere and yellow leaf. But the arrival of the three strangers at the shepherd’s that night, and the details connected therewith, is a story as well known as ever in the country about Higher Crowstairs.


  March 1883.


  ♣


  A Tradition of Eighteen Hundred and Four


  The widely discussed possibility of an invasion of England through a Channel tunnel has more than once recalled old Solomon Selby’s story to my mind.


  The occasion on which I numbered myself among his audience was one evening when he was sitting in the yawning chimney-corner of the inn-kitchen, with some others who had gathered there, and I entered for shelter from the rain. Withdrawing the stem of his pipe from the dental notch in which it habitually rested, he leaned back in the recess behind him and smiled into the fire. The smile was neither mirthful nor sad, not precisely humorous nor altogether thoughtful. We who knew him recognized it in a moment: it was his narrative smile. Breaking off our few desultory remarks we drew up closer, and he thus began:—


  ‘My father, as you mid know, was a shepherd all his life, and lived out by the Cove four miles yonder, where I was born and lived likewise, till I moved here shortly afore I was married. The cottage that first knew me stood on the top of the down, near the sea; there was no house within a mile and a half of it; it was built o’ purpose for the farm-shepherd, and had no other use. They tell me that it is now pulled down, but that you can see where it stood by the mounds of earth and a few broken bricks that are still lying about. It was a bleak and dreary place in winter-time, but in summer it was well enough, though the garden never came to much, because we could not get up a good shelter for the vegetables and currant bushes; and where there is much wind they don’t thrive.


  ‘Of all the years of my growing up the ones that bide clearest in my mind were eighteen hundred and three, four, and five. This was for two reasons: I had just then grown to an age when a child’s eyes and ears take in and note down everything about him, and there was more at that date to bear in mind than there ever has been since with me. It was, as I need hardly tell ye, the time after the first peace, when Bonaparte was scheming his descent upon England. He had crossed the great Alp mountains, fought in Egypt, drubbed the Turks, the Austrians, and the Proossians, and now thought he’d have a slap at us. On the other side of the Channel, scarce out of sight and hail of a man standing on our English shore, the French army of a hundred and sixty thousand men and fifteen thousand horses had been brought together from all parts, and were drilling every day. Bonaparte had been three years a-making his preparations; and to ferry these soldiers and cannon and horses across he had contrived a couple of thousand flat-bottomed boats. These boats were small things, but wonderfully built. A good few of ’em were so made as to have a little stable on board each for the two horses that were to haul the cannon carried at the stern. To get in order all these, and other things required, he had assembled there five or six thousand fellows that worked at trades—carpenters, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, saddlers, and what not. O ’twas a curious time!


  ‘Every morning Neighbour Boney would muster his multitude of soldiers on the beach, draw ’em up in line, practise ’em in the manœuvre of embarking, horses and all, till they could do it without a single hitch. My father drove a flock of ewes up into Sussex that year, and as he went along the drover’s track over the high downs thereabout he could see this drilling actually going on—the accoutrements of the rank and file glittering in the sun like silver. It was thought and always said by my uncle Job, sergeant of foot (who used to know all about these matters), that Bonaparte meant to cross with oars on a calm night. The grand query with us was, Where would my gentleman land? Many of the common people thought it would be at Dover; others, who knew how unlikely it was that any skilful general would make a business of landing just where he was expected, said he’d go either east into the River Thames, or west’ard to some convenient place, most likely one of the little bays inside the Isle of Portland, between the Beal and St. Alban’s Head—and for choice the three-quarter-round Cove, screened from every mortal eye, that seemed made o’ purpose, out by where we lived, and which I’ve climmed up with two tubs of brandy across my shoulders on scores o’ dark nights in my younger days. Some had heard that a part o’ the French fleet would sail right round Scotland, and come up the Channel to a suitable haven. However, there was much doubt upon the matter; and no wonder, for after-years proved that Bonaparte himself could hardly make up his mind upon that great and very particular point, where to land. His uncertainty came about in this wise, that he could get no news as to where and how our troops lay in waiting, and that his knowledge of possible places where flat-bottomed boats might be quietly run ashore, and the men they brought marshalled in order, was dim to the last degree. Being flat-bottomed, they didn’t require a harbour for unshipping their cargo of men, but a good shelving beach away from sight, and with a fair open road toward London. How the question posed that great Corsican tyrant (as we used to call him), what pains he took to settle it, and, above all, what a risk he ran on one particular night in trying to do so, were known only to one man here and there; and certainly to no maker of newspapers or printer of books, or my account o’t would not have had so many heads shaken over it as it has by gentry who only believe what they see in printed lines.


  ‘The flocks my father had charge of fed all about the downs near our house, overlooking the sea and shore each way for miles. In winter and early spring father was up a deal at nights, watching and tending the lambing. Often he’d go to bed early, and turn out at twelve or one; and on the other hand, he’d sometimes stay up till twelve or one, and then turn in to bed. As soon as I was old enough I used to help him, mostly in the way of keeping an eye upon the ewes while he was gone home to rest. This is what I was doing in a particular month in either the year four or five—I can’t certainly fix which, but it was long before I was took away from the sheepkeeping to be bound prentice to a trade. Every night at that time I was at the fold, about half a mile, or it may be a little more, from our cottage, and no living thing at all with me but the ewes and young lambs. Afeard? No; I was never afeard of being alone at these times; for I had been reared in such an out-step place that the lack o’ human beings at night made me less fearful than the sight of ’em. Directly I saw a man’s shape after dark in a lonely place I was frightened out of my senses.


  ‘One day in that month we were surprised by a visit from my uncle Job, the sergeant in the Sixty-first foot, then in camp on the downs above King George’s watering-place, several miles to the west yonder. Uncle Job dropped in about dusk, and went up with my father to the fold for an hour or two. Then he came home, had a drop to drink from the tub of sperrits that the smugglers kept us in for housing their liquor when they’d made a run, and for burning ’em off when there was danger. After that he stretched himself out on the settle to sleep. I went to bed: at one o’clock father came home, and waking me to go and take his place, according to custom, went to bed himself. On my way out of the house I passed Uncle Job on the settle. He opened his eyes, and upon my telling him where I was going he said it was a shame that such a youngster as I should go up there all alone; and when he had fastened up his stock and waist-belt he set off along with me, taking a drop from the sperrit-tub in a little flat bottle that stood in the corner-cupboard.


  ‘By and by we drew up to the fold, saw that all was right, and then, to keep ourselves warm, curled up in a heap of straw that lay inside the thatched hurdles we had set up to break the stroke of the wind when there was any. To-night, however, there was none. It was one of those very still nights when, if you stand on the high hills anywhere within two or three miles of the sea, you can hear the rise and fall of the tide along the shore, coming and going every few moments like a sort of great snore of the sleeping world. Over the lower ground there was a bit of a mist, but on the hill where we lay the air was clear, and the moon, then in her last quarter, flung a fairly good light on the grass and scattered straw.


  ‘While we lay there Uncle Job amused me by telling me strange stories of the wars he had served in and the wownds he had got. He had already fought the French in the Low Countries, and hoped to fight ’em again. His stories lasted so long that at last I was hardly sure that I was not a soldier myself, and had seen such service as he told of. The wonders of his tales quite bewildered my mind, till I fell asleep and dreamed of battle, smoke, and flying soldiers, all of a kind with the doings he had been bringing up to me.


  ‘How long my nap lasted I am not prepared to say. But some faint sounds over and above the rustle of the ewes in the straw, the bleat of the lambs, and the tinkle of the sheep-bell brought me to my waking senses. Uncle Job was still beside me; but he too had fallen asleep. I looked out from the straw, and saw what it was that had aroused me. Two men, in boat-cloaks, cocked hats, and swords, stood by the hurdles about twenty yards off.


  ‘I turned my ear thitherward to catch what they were saying, but though I heard every word o’t, not one did I understand. They spoke in a tongue that was not ours—in French, as I afterward found. But if I could not gain the meaning of a word, I was shrewd boy enough to find out a deal of the talkers’ business. By the light o’ the moon I could see that one of ’em carried a roll of paper in his hand, while every moment he spoke quick to his comrade, and pointed right and left with the other hand to spots along the shore. There was no doubt that he was explaining to the second gentleman the shapes and features of the coast. What happened soon after made this still clearer to me.


  ‘All this time I had not waked Uncle Job, but now I began to be afeared that they might light upon us, because uncle breathed so heavily through’s nose. I put my mouth to his ear and whispered, “Uncle Job.”


  ‘“What is it, my boy?” he said, just as if he hadn’t been asleep at all.


  ‘“Hush!” says I. “Two French generals—”


  ‘“French?” says he.


  ‘“Yes,” says I. “Come to see where to land their army!”


  ‘I pointed ’em out; but I could say no more, for the pair were coming at that moment much nearer to where we lay. As soon as they got as near as eight or ten yards, the officer with a roll in his hand stooped down to a slanting hurdle, unfastened his roll upon it, and spread it out. Then suddenly he sprung a dark lantern open on the paper, and showed it to be a map.


  ‘“What be they looking at?” I whispered to Uncle Job.


  ‘“A chart of the Channel,” says the sergeant (knowing about such things).


  ‘The other French officer now stooped likewise, and over the map they had a long consultation, as they pointed here and there on the paper, and then hither and thither at places along the shore beneath us. I noticed that the manner of one officer was very respectful toward the other, who seemed much his superior, the second in rank calling him by a sort of title that I did not know the sense of. The head one, on the other hand, was quite familiar with his friend, and more than once clapped him on the shoulder.


  ‘Uncle Job had watched as well as I, but though the map had been in the lantern-light, their faces had always been in shade. But when they rose from stooping over the chart the light flashed upward, and fell smart upon one of ’em’s features. No sooner had this happened than Uncle Job gasped, and sank down as if he’d been in a fit.


  ‘“What is it—what is it, Uncle Job?” said I.


  ‘“O good God!” says he, under the straw.


  ‘“What?” says I.


  ‘“Boney!” he groaned out.


  ‘“Who?” says I.


  ‘“Bonaparty,” he said. “The Corsican ogre. O that I had got but my new-flinted firelock, that there man should die! But I haven’t got my new-flinted firelock, and that there man must live. So lie low, as you value your life!”


  ‘I did lie low, as you mid suppose. But I couldn’t help peeping. And then I too, lad as I was, knew that it was the face of Bonaparte. Not know Boney? I should think I did know Boney. I should have known him by half the light o’ that lantern. If I had seen a picture of his features once, I had seen it a hundred times. There was his bullet head, his short neck, his round yaller cheeks and chin, his gloomy face, and his great glowing eyes. He took off his hat to blow himself a bit, and there was the forelock in the middle of his forehead, as in all the draughts of him. In moving, his cloak fell a little open, and I could see for a moment his white-fronted jacket and one of his epaulets.


  ‘But none of this lasted long. In a minute he and his general had rolled up the map, shut the lantern, and turned to go down toward the shore.


  ‘Then Uncle Job came to himself a bit. “Slipped across in the night-time to see how to put his men ashore,” he said. “The like o’ that man’s coolness eyes will never again see! Nephew, I must act in this, and immediate, or England’s lost!”


  ‘When they were over the brow, we crope out, and went some little way to look after them. Half-way down they were joined by two others, and six or seven minutes brought them to the shore. Then, from behind a rock, a boat came out into the weak moonlight of the Cove, and they jumped in; it put off instantly, and vanished in a few minutes between the two rocks that stand at the mouth of the Cove as we all know. We climmed back to where we had been before, and I could see, a short way out, a larger vessel, though still not very large. The little boat drew up alongside, was made fast at the stern as I suppose, for the largest sailed away, and we saw no more.


  ‘My uncle Job told his officers as soon as he got back to camp; but what they thought of it I never heard—neither did he. Boney’s army never came, and a good job for me; for the Cove below my father’s house was where he meant to land, as this secret visit showed. We coast-folk should have been cut down one and all, and I should not have sat here to tell this tale.’


  We who listened to old Selby that night have been familiar with his simple grave-stone for these ten years past. Thanks to the incredulity of the age his tale has been seldom repeated. But if anything short of the direct testimony of his own eyes could persuade an auditor that Bonaparte had examined these shores for himself with a view to a practicable landing-place, it would have been Solomon Selby’s manner of narrating the adventure which befell him on the down.


  Christmas 1882.


  ♣


  The Melancholy Hussar of the German Legion


  I


  Here stretch the downs, high and breezy and green, absolutely unchanged since those eventful days. A plough has never disturbed the turf, and the sod that was uppermost then is uppermost now. Here stood the camp; here are distinct traces of the banks thrown up for the horses of the cavalry, and spots where the midden-heaps lay are still to be observed. At night, when I walk across the lonely place, it is impossible to avoid hearing, amid the scourings of the wind over the grass-bents and thistles, the old trumpet and bugle calls, the rattle of the halters; to help seeing rows of spectral tents and the impedimenta of the soldiery. From within the canvases come guttural syllables of foreign tongues, and broken songs of the fatherland; for they were mainly regiments of the King’s German Legion that slept round the tent-poles hereabout at that time.


  It was nearly ninety years ago. The British uniform of the period, with its immense epaulettes, queer cocked-hat, breeches, gaiters, ponderous cartridge-box, buckled shoes, and what not, would look strange and barbarous now. Ideas have changed; invention has followed invention. Soldiers were monumental objects then. A divinity still hedged kings here and there; and war was considered a glorious thing.


  Secluded old manor-houses and hamlets lie in the ravines and hollows among these hills, where a stranger had hardly ever been seen till the King chose to take the baths yearly at the sea-side watering-place a few miles to the south; as a consequence of which battalions descended in a cloud upon the open country around. Is it necessary to add that the echoes of many characteristic tales, dating from that picturesque time, still linger about here in more or less fragmentary form, to be caught by the attentive ear? Some of them I have repeated; most of them I have forgotten; one I have never repeated, and assuredly can never forget.


  Phyllis told me the story with her own lips. She was then an old lady of seventy-five, and her auditor a lad of fifteen. She enjoined silence as to her share in the incident, till she should be ‘dead, buried, and forgotten.’ Her life was prolonged twelve years after the day of her narration, and she has now been dead nearly twenty. The oblivion which in her modesty and humility she courted for herself has only partially fallen on her, with the unfortunate result of inflicting an injustice upon her memory; since such fragments of her story as got abroad at the time, and have been kept alive ever since, are precisely those which are most unfavourable to her character.


  It all began with the arrival of the York Hussars, one of the foreign regiments above alluded to. Before that day scarcely a soul had been seen near her father’s house for weeks. When a noise like the brushing skirt of a visitor was heard on the doorstep, it proved to be a scudding leaf; when a carriage seemed to be nearing the door, it was her father grinding his sickle on the stone in the garden for his favourite relaxation of trimming the box-tree borders to the plots. A sound like luggage thrown down from the coach was a gun far away at sea; and what looked like a tall man by the gate at dusk was a yew bush cut into a quaint and attenuated shape. There is no such solitude in country places now as there was in those old days.


  Yet all the while King George and his court were at his favourite sea-side resort, not more than five miles off.


  The daughter’s seclusion was great, but beyond the seclusion of the girl lay the seclusion of the father. If her social condition was twilight, his was darkness. Yet he enjoyed his darkness, while her twilight oppressed her. Dr. Grove had been a professional man whose taste for lonely meditation over metaphysical questions had diminished his practice till it no longer paid him to keep it going; after which he had relinquished it and hired at a nominal rent the small, dilapidated, half farm half manor-house of this obscure inland nook, to make a sufficiency of an income which in a town would have been inadequate for their maintenance. He stayed in his garden the greater part of the day, growing more and more irritable with the lapse of time, and the increasing perception that he had wasted his life in the pursuit of illusions. He saw his friends less and less frequently. Phyllis became so shy that if she met a stranger anywhere in her short rambles she felt ashamed at his gaze, walked awkwardly, and blushed to her shoulders.


  Yet Phyllis was discovered even here by an admirer, and her hand most unexpectedly asked in marriage.


  The King, as aforesaid, was at the neighbouring town, where he had taken up his abode at Gloucester Lodge; and his presence in the town naturally brought many county people thither. Among these idlers—many of whom professed to have connections and interests with the Court—was one Humphrey Gould, a bachelor; a personage neither young nor old; neither good-looking nor positively plain. Too steady-going to be ‘a buck’ (as fast and unmarried men were then called), he was an approximately fashionable man of a mild type. This bachelor of thirty found his way to the village on the down: beheld Phyllis; made her father’s acquaintance in order to make hers; and by some means or other she sufficiently inflamed his heart to lead him in that direction almost daily; till he became engaged to marry her.


  As he was of an old local family, some of whose members were held in respect in the county, Phyllis, in bringing him to her feet, had accomplished what was considered a brilliant move for one in her constrained position. How she had done it was not quite known to Phyllis herself. In those days unequal marriages were regarded rather as a violation of the laws of nature than as a mere infringement of convention, the more modern view, and hence when Phyllis, of the watering-place bourgeoisie, was chosen by such a gentlemanly fellow, it was as if she were going to be taken to heaven, though perhaps the uninformed would have seen no great difference in the respective positions of the pair, the said Gould being as poor as a crow.


  This pecuniary condition was his excuse—probably a true one—for postponing their union, and as the winter drew nearer, and the King departed for the season, Mr. Humphrey Gould set out for Bath, promising to return to Phyllis in a few weeks. The winter arrived, the date of his promise passed, yet Gould postponed his coming, on the ground that he could not very easily leave his father in the city of their sojourn, the elder having no other relative near him. Phyllis, though lonely in the extreme, was content. The man who had asked her in marriage was a desirable husband for her in many ways; her father highly approved of his suit; but this neglect of her was awkward, if not painful, for Phyllis. Love him in the true sense of the word she assured me she never did, but she had a genuine regard for him; admired a certain methodical and dogged way in which he sometimes took his pleasure; valued his knowledge of what the Court was doing, had done, or was about to do; and she was not without a feeling of pride that he had chosen her when he might have exercised a more ambitious choice.


  But he did not come; and the spring developed. His letters were regular though formal; and it is not to be wondered that the uncertainty of her position, linked with the fact that there was not much passion in her thoughts of Humphrey, bred an indescribable dreariness in the heart of Phyllis Grove. The spring was soon summer, and the summer brought the King; but still no Humphrey Gould. All this while the engagement by letter was maintained intact.


  At this point of time a golden radiance flashed in upon the lives of people here, and charged all youthful thought with emotional interest. This radiance was the aforesaid York Hussars.


  II


  The present generation has probably but a very dim notion of the celebrated York Hussars of ninety years ago. They were one of the regiments of the King’s German Legion, and (though they somewhat degenerated later on) their brilliant uniform, their splendid horses, and above all, their foreign air and mustachios (rare appendages then), drew crowds of admirers of both sexes wherever they went. These with other regiments had come to encamp on the downs and pastures, because of the presence of the King in the neighbouring town.


  The spot was high and airy, and the view extensive, commanding Portland—the Isle of Slingers—in front, and reaching to St. Aldhelm’s Head eastward, and almost to the Start on the west.


  Phyllis, though not precisely a girl of the village, was as interested as any of them in this military investment. Her father’s home stood somewhat apart, and on the highest point of ground to which the lane ascended, so that it was almost level with the top of the church tower in the lower part of the parish. Immediately from the outside of the garden-wall the grass spread away to a great distance, and it was crossed by a path which came close to the wall. Ever since her childhood it had been Phyllis’s pleasure to clamber up this fence and sit on the top—a feat not so difficult as it may seem, the walls in this district being built of rubble, without mortar, so that there were plenty of crevices for small toes.


  She was sitting up here one day, listlessly surveying the pasture without, when her attention was arrested by a solitary figure walking along the path. It was one of the renowned German Hussars, and he moved onward with his eyes on the ground, and with the manner of one who wished to escape company. His head would probably have been bent like his eyes but for his stiff neck-gear. On nearer view she perceived that his face was marked with deep sadness. Without observing her, he advanced by the footpath till it brought him almost immediately under the wall.


  Phyllis was much surprised to see a fine, tall soldier in such a mood as this. Her theory of the military, and of the York Hussars in particular (derived entirely from hearsay, for she had never talked to a soldier in her life), was that their hearts were as gay as their accoutrements.


  At this moment the Hussar lifted his eyes and noticed her on her perch, the white muslin neckerchief which covered her shoulders and neck where left bare by her low gown, and her white raiment in general, showing conspicuously in the bright sunlight of this summer day. He blushed a little at the suddenness of the encounter, and without halting a moment from his pace passed on.


  All that day the foreigner’s face haunted Phyllis; its aspect was so striking, so handsome, and his eyes were so blue, and sad, and abstracted. It was perhaps only natural that on some following day at the same hour she should look over that wall again, and wait till he had passed a second time. On this occasion he was reading a letter, and at the sight of her his manner was that of one who had half expected or hoped to discover her. He almost stopped, smiled, and made a courteous salute. The end of the meeting was that they exchanged a few words. She asked him what he was reading, and he readily informed her that he was re-perusing letters from his mother in Germany; he did not get them often, he said, and was forced to read the old ones a great many times. This was all that passed at the present interview, but others of the same kind followed.


  Phyllis used to say that his English, though not good, was quite intelligible to her, so that their acquaintance was never hindered by difficulties of speech. Whenever the subject became too delicate, subtle, or tender, for such words of English as were at his command, the eyes no doubt helped out the tongue, and—though this was later on—the lips helped out the eyes. In short this acquaintance, unguardedly made, and rash enough on her part, developed and ripened. Like Desdemona, she pitied him, and learnt his history.


  His name was Matthäus Tina, and Saarbrück his native town, where his mother was still living. His age was twenty-two, and he had already risen to the grade of corporal, though he had not long been in the army. Phyllis used to assert that no such refined or well-educated young man could have been found in the ranks of the purely English regiments, some of these foreign soldiers having rather the graceful manner and presence of our native officers than of our rank and file.


  She by degrees learnt from her foreign friend a circumstance about himself and his comrades which Phyllis would least have expected of the York Hussars. So far from being as gay as its uniform, the regiment was pervaded by a dreadful melancholy, a chronic home-sickness, which depressed many of the men to such an extent that they could hardly attend to their drill. The worst sufferers were the younger soldiers who had not been over here long. They hated England and English life; they took no interest whatever in King George and his island kingdom, and they only wished to be out of it and never to see it any more. Their bodies were here, but their hearts and minds were always far away in their dear fatherland, of which—brave men and stoical as they were in many ways—they would speak with tears in their eyes. One of the worst of the sufferers from this home-woe, as he called it in his own tongue, was Matthäus Tina, whose dreamy musing nature felt the gloom of exile still more intensely from the fact that he had left a lonely mother at home with nobody to cheer her.


  Though Phyllis, touched by all this, and interested in his history, did not disdain her soldier’s acquaintance, she declined (according to her own account, at least) to permit the young man to overstep the line of mere friendship for a long while—as long, indeed, as she considered herself likely to become the possession of another; though it is probable that she had lost her heart to Matthäus before she was herself aware. The stone wall of necessity made anything like intimacy difficult; and he had never ventured to come, or to ask to come, inside the garden, so that all their conversation had been overtly conducted across this boundary.


  III


  But news reached the village from a friend of Phyllis’s father concerning Mr. Humphrey Gould, her remarkably cool and patient betrothed. This gentleman had been heard to say in Bath that he considered his overtures to Miss Phyllis Grove to have reached only the stage of a half-understanding; and in view of his enforced absence on his father’s account, who was too great an invalid now to attend to his affairs, he thought it best that there should be no definite promise as yet on either side. He was not sure, indeed, that he might not cast his eyes elsewhere.


  This account—though only a piece of hearsay, and as such entitled to no absolute credit—tallied so well with the infrequency of his letters and their lack of warmth, that Phyllis did not doubt its truth for one moment; and from that hour she felt herself free to bestow her heart as she should choose. Not so her father; he declared the whole story to be a fabrication. He had known Mr. Gould’s family from his boyhood; and if there was one proverb which expressed the matrimonial aspect of that family well, it was ‘Love me little, love me long.’ Humphrey was an honourable man, who would not think of treating his engagement so lightly. ‘Do you wait in patience,’ he said; ‘all will be right enough in time.’


  From these words Phyllis at first imagined that her father was in correspondence with Mr. Gould; and her heart sank within her; for in spite of her original intentions she had been relieved to hear that her engagement had come to nothing. But she presently learnt that her father had heard no more of Humphrey Gould than she herself had done; while he would not write and address her affianced directly on the subject, lest it should be deemed an imputation on that bachelor’s honour.


  ‘You want an excuse for encouraging one or other of those foreign fellows to flatter you with his unmeaning attentions,’ her father exclaimed, his mood having of late been a very unkind one towards her. ‘I see more than I say. Don’t you ever set foot outside that garden-fence without my permission. If you want to see the camp I’ll take you myself some Sunday afternoon.’


  Phyllis had not the smallest intention of disobeying him in her actions, but she assumed herself to be independent with respect to her feelings. She no longer checked her fancy for the Hussar, though she was far from regarding him as her lover in the serious sense in which an Englishman might have been regarded as such. The young foreign soldier was almost an ideal being to her, with none of the appurtenances of an ordinary house-dweller; one who had descended she knew not whence, and would disappear she knew not whither; the subject of a fascinating dream—no more.


  They met continually now—mostly at dusk—during the brief interval between the going down of the sun and the minute at which the last trumpet-call summoned him to his tent. Perhaps her manner had become less restrained latterly; at any rate that of the Hussar was so; he had grown more tender every day, and at parting after these hurried interviews she reached down her hand from the top of the wall that he might press it. One evening he held it such a while that she exclaimed, ‘The wall is white, and somebody in the field may see your shape against it!’


  He lingered so long that night that it was with the greatest difficulty that he could run across the intervening stretch of ground and enter the camp in time. On the next occasion of his awaiting her she did not appear in her usual place at the usual hour. His disappointment was unspeakably keen; he remained staring blankly at the spot, like a man in a trance. The trumpets and tattoo sounded, and still he did not go.


  She had been delayed purely by an accident. When she arrived she was anxious because of the lateness of the hour, having heard as well as he the sounds denoting the closing of the camp. She implored him to leave immediately.


  ‘No,’ he said gloomily. ‘I shall not go in yet—the moment you come—I have thought of your coming all day.’


  ‘But you may be disgraced at being after time?’


  ‘I don’t mind that. I should have disappeared from the world some time ago if it had not been for two persons—my beloved, here, and my mother in Saarbrück. I hate the army. I care more for a minute of your company than for all the promotion in the world.’


  Thus he stayed and talked to her, and told her interesting details of his native place, and incidents of his childhood, till she was in a simmer of distress at his recklessness in remaining. It was only because she insisted on bidding him good-night and leaving the wall that he returned to his quarters.


  The next time that she saw him he was without the stripes that had adorned his sleeve. He had been broken to the level of private for his lateness that night; and as Phyllis considered herself to be the cause of his disgrace her sorrow was great. But the position was now reversed; it was his turn to cheer her.


  ‘Don’t grieve, meine Liebliche!’ he said. ‘I have got a remedy for whatever comes. First, even supposing I regain my stripes, would your father allow you to marry a non-commissioned officer in the York Hussars?’


  She flushed. This practical step had not been in her mind in relation to such an unrealistic person as he was; and a moment’s reflection was enough for it. ‘My father would not—certainly would not,’ she answered unflinchingly. ‘It cannot be thought of! My dear friend, please do forget me: I fear I am ruining you and your prospects!’


  ‘Not at all!’ said he. ‘You are giving this country of yours just sufficient interest to me to make me care to keep alive in it. If my dear land were here also, and my old parent, with you, I could be happy as I am, and would do my best as a soldier. But it is not so. And now listen. This is my plan. That you go with me to my own country, and be my wife there, and live there with my mother and me. I am not a Hanoverian, as you know, though I entered the army as such; my country is by the Saar, and is at peace with France, and if I were once in it I should be free.’


  ‘But how get there?’ she asked. Phyllis had been rather amazed than shocked at his proposition. Her position in her father’s house was growing irksome and painful in the extreme; his parental affection seemed to be quite dried up. She was not a native of the village, like all the joyous girls around her; and in some way Matthäus Tina had infected her with his own passionate longing for his country, and mother, and home.


  ‘But how?’ she repeated, finding that he did not answer. ‘Will you buy your discharge?’


  ‘Ah, no,’ he said. ‘That’s impossible in these times. No; I came here against my will; why should I not escape? Now is the time, as we shall soon be striking camp, and I might see you no more. This is my scheme. I will ask you to meet me on the highway two miles off, on some calm night next week that may be appointed. There will be nothing unbecoming in it, or to cause you shame; you will not fly alone with me, for I will bring with me my devoted young friend Christoph, an Alsatian, who has lately joined the regiment, and who has agreed to assist in this enterprise. We shall have come from yonder harbour, where we shall have examined the boats, and found one suited to our purpose. Christoph has already a chart of the Channel, and we will then go to the harbour, and at midnight cut the boat from her moorings, and row away round the point out of sight; and by the next morning we are on the coast of France, near Cherbourg. The rest is easy, for I have saved money for the land journey, and can get a change of clothes. I will write to my mother, who will meet us on the way.’


  He added details in reply to her inquiries, which left no doubt in Phyllis’s mind of the feasibility of the undertaking. But its magnitude almost appalled her; and it is questionable if she would ever have gone further in the wild adventure if, on entering the house that night, her father had not accosted her in the most significant terms.


  ‘How about the York Hussars?’ he said.


  ‘They are still at the camp; but they are soon going away, I believe.’


  ‘It is useless for you to attempt to cloak your actions in that way. You have been meeting one of those fellows; you have been seen walking with him—foreign barbarians, not much better than the French themselves! I have made up my mind—don’t speak a word till I have done, please!—I have made up my mind that you shall stay here no longer while they are on the spot. You shall go to your aunt’s.’


  It was useless for her to protest that she had never taken a walk with any soldier or man under the sun except himself. Her protestations were feeble, too, for though he was not literally correct in his assertion, he was virtually only half in error.


  The house of her father’s sister was a prison to Phyllis. She had quite recently undergone experience of its gloom; and when her father went on to direct her to pack what would be necessary for her to take, her heart died within her. In after years she never attempted to excuse her conduct during this week of agitation; but the result of her self-communing was that she decided to join in the scheme of her lover and his friend, and fly to the country which he had coloured with such lovely hues in her imagination. She always said that the one feature in his proposal which overcame her hesitation was the obvious purity and straightforwardness of his intentions. He showed himself to be so virtuous and kind; he treated her with a respect to which she had never before been accustomed; and she was braced to the obvious risks of the voyage by her confidence in him.


  IV


  It was on a soft, dark evening of the following week that they engaged in the adventure. Tina was to meet her at a point in the highway at which the lane to the village branched off. Christoph was to go ahead of them to the harbour where the boat lay, row it round the Nothe—or Look-out as it was called in those days—and pick them up on the other side of the promontory, which they were to reach by crossing the harbour-bridge on foot, and climbing over the Look-out hill.


  As soon as her father had ascended to his room she left the house, and, bundle in hand, proceeded at a trot along the lane. At such an hour not a soul was afoot anywhere in the village, and she reached the junction of the lane with the highway unobserved. Here she took up her position in the obscurity formed by the angle of a fence, whence she could discern every one who approached along the turnpike-road, without being herself seen.


  She had not remained thus waiting for her lover longer than a minute—though from the tension of her nerves the lapse of even that short time was trying—when, instead of the expected footsteps, the stage-coach could be heard descending the hill. She knew that Tina would not show himself till the road was clear, and waited impatiently for the coach to pass. Nearing the corner where she was it slackened speed, and, instead of going by as usual, drew up within a few yards of her. A passenger alighted, and she heard his voice. It was Humphrey Gould’s.


  He had brought a friend with him, and luggage. The luggage was deposited on the grass, and the coach went on its route to the royal watering-place.


  ‘I wonder where that young man is with the horse and trap?’ said her former admirer to his companion. ‘I hope we shan’t have to wait here long. I told him half-past nine o’clock precisely.’


  ‘Have you got her present safe?’


  ‘Phyllis’s? O, yes. It is in this trunk. I hope it will please her.’


  ‘Of course it will. What woman would not be pleased with such a handsome peace-offering?’


  ‘Well—she deserves it. I’ve treated her rather badly. But she has been in my mind these last two days much more than I should care to confess to everybody. Ah, well; I’ll say no more about that. It cannot be that she is so bad as they make out. I am quite sure that a girl of her good wit would know better than to get entangled with any of those Hanoverian soldiers. I won’t believe it of her, and there’s an end on’t.’


  More words in the same strain were casually dropped as the two men waited; words which revealed to her, as by a sudden illumination, the enormity of her conduct. The conversation was at length cut off by the arrival of the man with the vehicle. The luggage was placed in it, and they mounted, and were driven on in the direction from which she had just come.


  Phyllis was so conscious-stricken that she was at first inclined to follow them; but a moment’s reflection led her to feel that it would only be bare justice to Matthäus to wait till he arrived, and explain candidly that she had changed her mind—difficult as the struggle would be when she stood face to face with him. She bitterly reproached herself for having believed reports which represented Humphrey Gould as false to his engagement, when, from what she now heard from his own lips, she gathered that he had been living full of trust in her. But she knew well enough who had won her love. Without him her life seemed a dreary prospect, yet the more she looked at his proposal the more she feared to accept it—so wild as it was, so vague, so venturesome. She had promised Humphrey Gould, and it was only his assumed faithlessness which had led her to treat that promise as nought. His solicitude in bringing her these gifts touched her; her promise must be kept, and esteem must take the place of love. She would preserve her self-respect. She would stay at home, and marry him, and suffer.


  Phyllis had thus braced herself to an exceptional fortitude when, a few minutes later, the outline of Matthäus Tina appeared behind a field-gate, over which he lightly leapt as she stepped forward. There was no evading it, he pressed her to his breast.


  ‘It is the first and last time!’ she wildly thought as she stood encircled by his arms.


  How Phyllis got through the terrible ordeal of that night she could never clearly recollect. She always attributed her success in carrying out her resolve to her lover’s honour, for as soon as she declared to him in feeble words that she had changed her mind, and felt that she could not, dared not, fly with him, he forbore to urge her, grieved as he was at her decision. Unscrupulous pressure on his part, seeing how romantically she had become attached to him, would no doubt have turned the balance in his favour. But he did nothing to tempt her unduly or unfairly.


  On her side, fearing for his safety, she begged him to remain. This, he declared, could not be. ‘I cannot break faith with my friend,’ said he. Had he stood alone he would have abandoned his plan. But Christoph, with the boat and compass and chart, was waiting on the shore; the tide would soon turn; his mother had been warned of his coming; go he must.


  Many precious minutes were lost while he tarried, unable to tear himself away,[.] Phyllis held to her resolve, though it cost her many a bitter pang. At last they parted, and he went down the hill. Before his footsteps had quite died away she felt a desire to behold at least his outline once more, and running noiselessly after him regained view of his diminishing figure. For one moment she was sufficiently excited to be on the point of rushing forward and linking her fate with his. But she could not. The courage which at the critical instant failed Cleopatra of Egypt could scarcely be expected of Phyllis Grove.


  A dark shape, similar to his own, joined him in the highway. It was Christoph, his friend. She could see no more; they had hastened on in the direction of the town and harbour, four miles ahead. With a feeling akin to despair she turned and slowly pursued her way homeward.


  Tattoo sounded in the camp; but there was no camp for her now. It was as dead as the camp of the Assyrians after the passage of the Destroying Angel.


  She noiselessly entered the house, seeing nobody, and went to bed. Grief, which kept her awake at first, ultimately wrapped her in a heavy sleep. The next morning her father met her at the foot of the stairs.


  ‘Mr. Goold [Gould] is come!’ he said triumphantly.


  Humphrey was staying at the inn, and had already called to inquire for her. He had brought her a present of a very handsome looking-glass in a frame of repoussé silverwork, which her father held in his hand. He had promised to call again in the course of an hour, to ask Phyllis to walk with him.


  Pretty mirrors were rarer in country-houses at that day than they are now, and the one before her won Phyllis’s admiration. She looked into it, saw how heavy her eyes were, and endeavoured to brighten them. She was in that wretched state of mind which leads a woman to move mechanically onward in what she conceives to be her allotted path. Mr. Humphrey had, in his undemonstrative way, been adhering all along to the old understanding; it was for her to do the same, and to say not a word of her own lapse. She put on her bonnet and tippet, and when he arrived at the hour named she was at the door awaiting him.


  V


  Phyllis thanked him for his beautiful gift; but the talking was soon entirely on Humphrey’s side as they walked along. He told her of the latest movements of the world of fashion—a subject which she willingly discussed to the exclusion of anything more personal—and his measured language helped to still her disquieted heart and brain. Had not her own sadness been what it was she must have observed his embarrassment. At last he abruptly changed the subject.


  ‘I am glad you are pleased with my little present,’ he said. ‘The truth is that I brought it to propitiate ’ee, and to get you to help me out of a mighty difficulty.’


  It was inconceivable to Phyllis that this independent bachelor—whom she admired in some respects—could have a difficulty.


  ‘Phyllis—I’ll tell you my secret at once; for I have a monstrous secret to confide before I can ask your counsel. The case is, then, that I am married: yes, I have privately married a dear young belle; and if you knew her, and I hope you will, you would say everything in her praise. But she is not quite the one that my father would have chose for me—you know the paternal idea as well as I—and I have kept it secret. There will be a terrible noise, no doubt; but I think that with your help I may get over it. If you would only do me this good turn—when I have told my father, I mean—say that you never could have married me, you know, or something of that sort—’pon my life it will help to smooth the way vastly. I am so anxious to win him round to my point of view, and not to cause any estrangement.’


  What Phyllis replied she scarcely knew, or how she counselled him as to his unexpected situation. Yet the relief that his announcement brought her was perceptible. To have confided her trouble in return was what her aching heart longed to do; and had Humphrey been a woman she would instantly have poured out her tale. But to him she feared to confess; and there was a real reason for silence, till a sufficient time had elapsed to allow her lover and his comrade to get out of harm’s way.


  As soon as she reached home again she sought a solitary place, and spent the time in half regretting that she had not gone away, and in dreaming over the meetings with Matthäus Tina from their beginning to their end. In his own country, amongst his own countrywomen, he would possibly soon forget her, even to her very name.


  Her listlessness was such that she did not go out of the house for several days. There came a morning which broke in fog and mist, behind which the dawn could be discerned in greenish grey; and the outlines of the tents, and the rows of horses at the ropes. The smoke from the canteen fires drooped heavily.


  The spot at the bottom of the garden where she had been accustomed to climb the wall to meet Matthäus, was the only inch of English ground in which she took any interest; and in spite of the disagreeable haze prevailing she walked out there till she reached the well-known corner. Every blade of grass was weighted with little liquid globes, and slugs and snails had crept out upon the plots. She could hear the usual faint noises from the camp, and in the other direction the trot of farmers on the road to the town, for it was market-day. She observed that her frequent visits to this corner had quite trodden down the grass in the angle of the wall, and left marks of garden soil on the stepping-stones by which she had mounted to look over the top. Seldom having gone there till dusk, she had not considered that her traces might be visible by day. Perhaps it was these which had revealed her trysts to her father.


  While she paused in melancholy regard, she fancied that the customary sounds from the tents were changing their character. Indifferent as Phyllis was to camp doings now, she mounted by the steps to the old place. What she beheld at first awed and perplexed her; then she stood rigid, her fingers hooked to the wall, her eyes staring out of her head, and her face as if hardened to stone.


  On the open green stretching before her all the regiments in the camp were drawn up in line, in the mid-front of which two empty coffins lay on the ground. The unwonted sounds which she had noticed came from an advancing procession. It consisted of the band of the York Hussars playing a dead march; next two soldiers of that regiment in a mourning coach, guarded on each side, and accompanied by two priests. Behind came a crowd of rustics who had been attracted by the event. The melancholy procession marched along the front of the line, returned to the centre, and halted beside the coffins, where the two condemned men were blindfolded, and each placed kneeling on his coffin; a few minutes’ pause was now given, while they prayed.


  A firing-party of twenty-four men stood ready with levelled carbines. The commanding officer, who had his sword drawn, waved it through some cuts of the sword-exercise till he reached the downward stroke, whereat the firing party discharged their volley. The two victims fell, one upon his face across his coffin, the other backwards.


  As the volley resounded there arose a shriek from the wall of Dr. Grove’s garden, and some one fell down inside; but nobody among the spectators without noticed it at the time. The two executed Hussars were Matthäus Tina and his friend Christoph. The soldiers on guard placed the bodies in the coffins almost instantly; but the colonel of the regiment, an Englishman, rode up and exclaimed in a stern voice: ‘Turn them out—as an example to the men!’


  The coffins were lifted endwise, and the dead Germans flung out upon their faces on the grass. Then all the regiments wheeled in sections, and marched past the spot in slow time. When the survey was over the corpses were again coffined, and borne away.


  Meanwhile Dr. Grove, attracted by the noise of the volley, had rushed out into his garden, where he saw his wretched daughter lying motionless against the wall. She was taken indoors, but it was long before she recovered consciousness; and for weeks they despaired of her reason.


  It transpired that the luckless deserters from the York Hussars had cut the boat from her moorings in the adjacent harbour, according to their plan, and, with two other comrades who were smarting under ill-treatment from their colonel, had sailed in safety across the Channel. But mistaking their bearings they steered into Jersey, thinking that island the French coast. Here they were perceived to be deserters, and delivered up to the authorities. Matthäus and Christoph interceded for the other two at the court-martial, saying that it was entirely by the former’s representations that these were induced to go. Their sentence was accordingly commuted to flogging, the death punishment being reserved for their leaders.


  The visitor to the well-known old Georgian watering-place, who may care to ramble to the neighbouring village under the hills, and examine the register of burials, will there find two entries in these words:—


  
    ‘Matth: Tina (Corpl.) in His Majesty’s Regmt. of York Hussars, and Shot for Desertion, was Buried June 30th, 1801, aged 22 years. Born in the town of Sarrbruk, Germany.


    ‘Christoph Bless, belonging to His Majesty’s Regmt. of York Hussars, who was Shot for Desertion, was Buried June 30th, 1801, aged 22 years. Born at Lothaargen, Alsatia.’

  


  Their graves were dug at the back of the little church, near the wall. There is no memorial to mark the spot, but Phyllis pointed it out to me. While she lived she used to keep their mounds neat; but now they are overgrown with nettles, and sunk nearly flat. The older villagers, however, who know of the episode from their parents, still recollect the place where the soldiers lie. Phyllis lies near.


  October 1889.


  ♣


  The Withered Arm


  I


  A Lorn Milkmaid


  It was an eighty-cow dairy, and the troop of milkers, regular and supernumerary, were all at work; for, though the time of year was as yet but early April, the feed lay entirely in water-meadows, and the cows were ‘in full pail.’ The hour was about six in the evening, and three-fourths of the large, red, rectangular animals having been finished off, there was opportunity for a little conversation.


  ‘He do bring home his bride to-morrow, I hear. They’ve come as far as Anglebury to-day.’


  The voice seemed to proceed from the belly of the cow called Cherry, but the speaker was a milking-woman, whose face was buried in the flank of that motionless beast.


  ‘Hav’ anybody seen her?’ said another.


  There was a negative response from the first. ‘Though they say she’s a rosy-cheeked, tisty-tosty little body enough,’ she added; and as the milkmaid spoke she turned her face so that she could glance past her cow’s tail to the other side of the barton, where a thin, fading woman of thirty milked somewhat apart from the rest.


  ‘Years younger than he, they say,’ continued the second, with also a glance of reflectiveness in the same direction.


  ‘How old do you call him, then?’


  ‘Thirty or so.’


  ‘More like forty,’ broke in an old milkman near, in a long white pinafore or ‘wropper,’ and with the brim of his hat tied down, so that he looked like a woman. ‘’A was born before our Great Weir was builded, and I hadn’t man’s wages when I laved water there.’


  The discussion waxed so warm that the purr of the milk streams became jerky, till a voice from another cow’s belly cried with authority, ‘Now then, what the Turk do it matter to us about Farmer Lodge’s age, or Farmer Lodge’s new mis’ess? I shall have to pay him nine pound a year for the rent of every one of these milchers, whatever his age or hers. Get on with your work, or ’twill be dark afore we have done. The evening is pinking in a’ready.’ This speaker was the dairyman himself, by whom the milkmaids and men were employed.


  Nothing more was said publicly about Farmer Lodge’s wedding, but the first woman murmured under her cow to her next neighbour, ‘’Tis hard for she,’ signifying the thin worn milkmaid aforesaid.


  ‘O no,’ said the second. ‘He ha’n’t spoke to Rhoda Brook for years.’


  When the milking was done they washed their pails and hung them on a many-forked stand made as usual of the peeled limb of an oak-tree, set upright in the earth, and resembling a colossal antlered horn. The majority then dispersed in various directions homeward. The thin woman who had not spoken was joined by a boy of twelve or thereabout, and the twain went away up the field also.


  Their course lay apart from that of the others, to a lonely spot high above the water-meads, and not far from the border of Egdon Heath, whose dark countenance was visible in the distance as they drew nigh to their home.


  ‘They’ve just been saying down in barton that your father brings his young wife home from Anglebury to-morrow,’ the woman observed. ‘I shall want to send you for a few things to market, and you’ll be pretty sure to meet ’em.’


  ‘Yes, mother,’ said the boy. ‘Is father married then?’


  ‘Yes…. You can give her a look, and tell me what she’s like, if you do see her.’


  ‘Yes, mother.’


  ‘If she’s dark or fair, and if she’s tall—as tall as I. And if she seems like a woman who has ever worked for a living, or one that has been always well off, and has never done anything, and shows marks of the lady on her, as I expect she do.’


  ‘Yes.’


  They crept up the hill in the twilight and entered the cottage. It was built of mud-walls, the surface of which had been washed by many rains into channels and depressions that left none of the original flat face visible; while here and there in the thatch above a rafter showed like a bone protruding through the skin.


  She was kneeling down in the chimney-corner, before two pieces of turf laid together with the heather inwards, blowing at the red-hot ashes with her breath till the turves flamed. The radiance lit her pale cheek, and made her dark eyes, that had once been handsome, seem handsome anew. ‘Yes,’ she resumed, ‘see if she is dark or fair, and if you can, notice if her hands be white; if not, see if they look as though she had ever done housework, or are milker’s hands like mine.’


  The boy again promised, inattentively this time, his mother not observing that he was cutting a notch with his pocket-knife in the beech-backed chair.


  II


  The Young Wife


  The road from Anglebury to Holmstoke is in general level; but there is one place where a sharp ascent breaks its monotony. Farmers homeward-bound from the former market-town, who trot all the rest of the way, walk their horses up this short incline.


  The next evening while the sun was yet bright a handsome new gig, with a lemon-coloured body and red wheels, was spinning westward along the level highway at the heels of a powerful mare. The driver was a yeoman in the prime of life, cleanly shaven like an actor, his faced [face] being toned to that bluish-vermilion hue which so often graces a thriving farmer’s features when returning home after successful dealings in the town. Beside him sat a woman, many years his junior—almost, indeed, a girl. Her face too was fresh in colour, but it was of a totally different quality—soft and evanescent, like the light under a heap of rose-petals.


  Few people travelled this way, for it was not a main road; and the long white riband of gravel that stretched before them was empty, save of one small scarce-moving speck, which presently resolved itself into the figure of a boy, who was creeping on at a snail’s pace, and continually looking behind him—the heavy bundle he carried being some excuse for, if not the reason of, his dilatoriness. When the bouncing gig-party slowed at the bottom of the incline above mentioned, the pedestrian was only a few yards in front. Supporting the large bundle by putting one hand on his hip, he turned and looked straight at the farmer’s wife as though he would read her through and through, pacing along abreast of the horse.


  The low sun was full in her face, rendering every feature, shade, and contour distinct, from the curve of her little nostril to the colour of her eyes. The farmer, though he seemed annoyed at the boy’s persistent presence, did not order him to get out of the way; and thus the lad preceded them, his hard gaze never leaving her, till they reached the top of the ascent, when the farmer trotted on with relief in his lineaments—having taken no outward notice of the boy whatever.


  ‘How that poor lad stared at me!’ said the young wife.


  ‘Yes, dear; I saw that he did.’


  ‘He is one of the village, I suppose?’


  ‘One of the neighbourhood. I think he lives with his mother a mile or two off.’


  ‘He knows who we are, no doubt?’


  ‘O yes. You must expect to be stared at just at first, my pretty Gertrude.’


  ‘I do,—though I think the poor boy may have looked at us in the hope we might relieve him of his heavy load, rather than from curiosity.’


  ‘O no,’ said her husband off-handedly. ‘These country lads will carry a hundredweight once they get it on their backs; besides his pack had more size than weight in it. Now, then, another mile and I shall be able to show you our house in the distance—if it is not too dark before we get there.’ The wheels spun round, and particles flew from their periphery as before, till a white house of ample dimensions revealed itself, with farm-buildings and ricks at the back.


  Meanwhile the boy had quickened his pace, and turning up a by-lane some mile and half short of the white farmstead, ascended towards the leaner pastures, and so on to the cottage of his mother.


  She had reached home after her day’s milking at the outlying dairy, and was washing cabbage at the doorway in the declining light. ‘Hold up the net a moment,’ she said, without preface, as the boy came up.


  He flung down his bundle, held the edge of the cabbage-net, and as she filled its meshes with the dripping leaves she went on, ‘Well, did you see her?’


  ‘Yes; quite plain.’


  ‘Is she ladylike?’


  ‘Yes; and more. A lady complete.’


  ‘Is she young?’


  ‘Well, she’s growed up, and her ways be quite a woman’s.’


  ‘Of course. What colour is her hair and face?’


  ‘Her hair is lightish, and her face as comely as a live doll’s.’


  ‘Her eyes, then, are not dark like mine?’


  ‘No—of a bluish turn, and her mouth is very nice and red; and when she smiles, her teeth show white.’


  ‘Is she tall?’ said the woman sharply.


  ‘I couldn’t see. She was sitting down.’


  ‘Then do you go to Holmstoke church to-morrow morning: she’s sure to be there. Go early and notice her walking in, and come home and tell me if she’s taller than I.’


  ‘Very well, mother. But why don’t you go and see for yourself?’


  ‘I go to see her! I wouldn’t look up at her if she were to pass my window this instant. She was with Mr. Lodge, of course. What did he say or do?’


  ‘Just the same as usual.’


  ‘Took no notice of you?’


  ‘None.’


  Next day the mother put a clean shirt on the boy, and started him off for Holmstoke church. He reached the ancient little pile when the door was just being opened, and he was the first to enter. Taking his seat by the font, he watched all the parishioners file in. The well-to-do Farmer Lodge came nearly last; and his young wife, who accompanied him, walked up the aisle with the shyness natural to a modest woman who had appeared thus for the first time. As all other eyes were fixed upon her, the youth’s stare was not noticed now.


  When he reached home his mother said, ‘Well?’ before he had entered the room.


  ‘She is not tall. She is rather short,’ he replied.


  ‘Ah!’ said his mother, with satisfaction.


  ‘But she’s very pretty—very. In fact, she’s lovely.’ The youthful freshness of the yeoman’s wife had evidently made an impression even on the somewhat hard nature of the boy.


  ‘That’s all I want to hear,’ said his mother quickly. ‘Now, spread the table-cloth. The hare you wired is very tender; but mind that nobody catches you.—You’ve never told me what sort of hands she had.’


  ‘I have never seen ’em. She never took off her gloves.’


  ‘What did she wear this morning?’


  ‘A white bonnet and a silver-coloured gownd. It whewed and whistled so loud when it rubbed against the pews that the lady coloured up more than ever for very shame at the noise, and pulled it in to keep it from touching; but when she pushed into her seat, it whewed more than ever. Mr. Lodge, he seemed pleased, and his waistcoat stuck out, and his great golden seals hung like a lord’s; but she seemed to wish her noisy gownd anywhere but on her.’


  ‘Not she! However, that will do now.’


  These descriptions of the newly-married couple were continued from time to time by the boy at his mother’s request, after any chance encounter he had had with them. But Rhoda Brook, though she might easily have seen young Mrs. Lodge for herself by walking a couple of miles, would never attempt an excursion towards the quarter where the farmhouse lay. Neither did she, at the daily milking in the dairyman’s yard on Lodge’s outlying second farm, ever speak on the subject of the recent marriage. The dairyman, who rented the cows of Lodge, and knew perfectly the tall milkmaid’s history, with manly kindliness always kept the gossip in the cow-barton from annoying Rhoda. But the atmosphere thereabout was full of the subject during the first days of Mrs. Lodge’s arrival; and from her boy’s description and the casual words of the other milkers, Rhoda Brook could raise a mental image of the unconscious Mrs. Lodge that was realistic as a photograph.


  III


  A Vision


  One night, two or three weeks after the bridal return, when the boy was gone to bed, Rhoda sat a long time over the turf ashes that she had raked out in front of her to extinguish them. She contemplated so intently the new wife, as presented to her in her mind’s eye over the embers, that she forgot the lapse of time. At last, wearied with her day’s work, she too retired.


  But the figure which had occupied her so much during this and the previous days was not to be banished at night. For the first time Gertrude Lodge visited the supplanted woman in her dreams. Rhoda Brook dreamed—since her assertion that she really saw, before falling asleep, was not to be believed—that the young wife, in the pale silk dress and white bonnet, but with features shockingly distorted, and wrinkled as by age, was sitting upon her chest as she lay. The pressure of Mrs. Lodge’s person grew heavier; the blue eyes peered cruelly into her face; and then the figure thrust forward its left hand mockingly, so as to make the wedding-ring it wore glitter in Rhoda’s eyes. Maddened mentally, and nearly suffocated by pressure, the sleeper struggled; the incubus, still regarding her, withdrew to the foot of the bed, only, however, to come forward by degrees, resume her seat, and flash her left hand as before.


  Gasping for breath, Rhoda, in a last desperate effort, swung out her right hand, seized the confronting spectre by its obtrusive left arm, and whirled it backward to the floor, starting up herself as she did so with a low cry.


  ‘O, merciful heaven!’ she cried, sitting on the edge of the bed in a cold sweat; ‘that was not a dream—she was here!’


  She could feel her antagonist’s arm within her grasp even now—the very flesh and bone of it, as it seemed. She looked on the floor whither she had whirled the spectre, but there was nothing to be seen.


  Rhoda Brook slept no more that night, and when she went milking at the next dawn they noticed how pale and haggard she looked. The milk that she drew quivered into the pail; her hand had not calmed even yet, and still retained the feel of the arm. She came home to breakfast as wearily as if it had been supper-time.


  ‘What was that noise in your chimmer, mother, last night?’ said her son. ‘You fell off the bed, surely?’


  ‘Did you hear anything fall? At what time?’


  ‘Just when the clock struck two.’


  She could not explain, and when the meal was done went silently about her household work, the boy assisting her, for he hated going afield on the farms, and she indulged his reluctance. Between eleven and twelve the garden-gate clicked, and she lifted her eyes to the window. At the bottom of the garden, within the gate, stood the woman of her vision. Rhoda seemed transfixed.


  ‘Ah, she said she would come!’ exclaimed the boy, also observing her.


  ‘Said so—when? How does she know us?’


  ‘I have seen and spoken to her. I talked to her yesterday.’


  ‘I told you,[’] said the mother, flushing indignantly, ‘never to speak to anybody in that house, or go near the place.’


  ‘I did not speak to her till she spoke to me. And I did not go near the place. I met her in the road.’


  ‘What did you tell her?’


  ‘Nothing. She said, “Are you the poor boy who had to bring the heavy load from market?” And she looked at my boots, and said they would not keep my feet dry if it came on wet, because they were so cracked. I told her I lived with my mother, and we had enough to do to keep ourselves, and that’s how it was; and she said then, “I’ll come and bring you some better boots, and see your mother.” She gives away things to other folks in the meads besides us.’


  Mrs. Lodge was by this time close to the door—not in her silk, as Rhoda had dreamt of in the bed-chamber, but in a morning hat, and gown of common light material, which became her better than silk. On her arm she carried a basket.


  The impression remaining from the night’s experience was still strong. Brook had almost expected to see the wrinkles, the scorn, and the cruelty on her visitor’s face. She would have escaped an interview, had escape been possible. There was, however, no backdoor to the cottage, and in an instant the boy had lifted the latch to Mrs. Lodge’s gentle knock.


  ‘I see I have come to the right house,’ said she, glancing at the lad, and smiling. ‘But I was not sure till you opened the door.’


  The figure and action were those of the phantom; but her voice was so indescribably sweet, her glance so winning, her smile so tender, so unlike that of Rhoda’s midnight visitant, that the latter could hardly believe the evidence of her senses. She was truly glad that she had not hidden away in sheer aversion, as she had been inclined to do. In her basket Mrs. Lodge brought the pair of boots that she had promised to the boy, and other useful articles.


  At these proofs of a kindly feeling towards her and hers Rhoda’s heart reproached her bitterly. This innocent young thing should have her blessing and not her curse. When she left them a light seemed gone from the dwelling. Two days later she came again to know if the boots fitted; and less than a fortnight after that paid Rhoda another call. On this occasion the boy was absent.


  ‘I walk a good deal,’ said Mrs. Lodge, ‘and your house is the nearest outside our own parish. I hope you are well. You don’t look quite well.’


  Rhoda said she was well enough; and, indeed, though the paler of the two, there was more of the strength that endures in her well-defined features and large frame than in the soft-cheeked young woman before her. The conversation became quite confidential as regarded their powers and weaknesses; and when Mrs. Lodge was leaving, Rhoda said, ‘I hope you will find this air agree with you, ma’am, and not suffer from the damp of the water meads.’


  The younger one replied that there was not much doubt of it, her general health being usually good. ‘Though, now you remind me,’ she added, ‘I have one little ailment which puzzles me. It is nothing serious, but I cannot make it out.’


  She uncovered her left hand and arm; and their outline confronted Rhoda’s gaze as the exact original of the limb she had beheld and seized in her dream. Upon the pink round surface of the arm were faint marks of an unhealthy colour, as if produced by a rough grasp. Rhoda’s eyes became riveted on the discolorations; she fancied that she discerned in them the shape of her own four fingers.


  ‘How did it happen?’ she said mechanically.


  ‘I cannot tell,’ replied Mrs. Lodge, shaking her head. ‘One night when I was sound asleep, dreaming I was away in some strange place, a pain suddenly shot into my arm there, and was so keen as to awaken me. I must have struck it in the daytime, I suppose, though I don’t remember doing so.’ She added, laughing, ‘I tell my dear husband that it looks just as if he had flown into a rage and struck me there. O, I daresay it will soon disappear.’


  ‘Ha, ha! Yes…. On what night did it come?’


  Mrs. Lodge considered, and said it would be a fortnight ago on the morrow. ‘When I awoke I could not remember where I was,’ she added, ‘till the clock striking two reminded me.’


  She had named the night and the hour of Rhoda’s spectral encounter, and Brook felt like a guilty thing. The artless disclosure startled her; she did not reason on the freaks of coincidence; and all the scenery of that ghastly night returned with double vividness to her mind.


  ‘O, can it be,’ she said to herself, when her visitor had departed, ‘that I exercise a malignant power over people against my own will?’ She knew that she had been slily called a witch since her fall; but never having understood why that particular stigma had been attached to her, it had passed disregarded. Could this be the explanation, and had such things as this ever happened before?


  IV


  A Suggestion


  The summer drew on, and Rhoda Brook almost dreaded to meet Mrs. Lodge again, notwithstanding that her feeling for the young wife amounted well-nigh to affection. Something in her own individuality seemed to convict Rhoda of crime. Yet a fatality sometimes would direct the steps of the latter to the outskirts of Holmstoke whenever she left her house for any other purpose than her daily work; and hence it happened that their next encounter was out of doors. Rhoda could not avoid the subject which had so mystified her, and after the first few words she stammered, ‘I hope your—arm is well again, ma’am?’ She had perceived with consternation that Gertrude Lodge carried her left arm stiffly.


  ‘No; it is not quite well. Indeed it is no better at all; it is rather worse. It pains me dreadfully sometimes.’


  ‘Perhaps you had better go to a doctor, ma’am.’


  She replied that she had already seen a doctor. Her husband had insisted upon her going to one. But the surgeon had not seemed to understand the afflicted limb at all; he had told her to bathe it in hot water, and she had bathed it, but the treatment had done no good.


  ‘Will you let me see it?’ said the milkwoman.


  Mrs. Lodge pushed up her sleeve and disclosed the place, which was a few inches above the wrist. As soon as Rhoda Brook saw it, she could hardly preserve her composure. There was nothing of the nature of a wound, but the arm at that point had a shrivelled look, and the outline of the four fingers appeared more distinct than at the former time. Moreover, she fancied that they were imprinted in precisely the relative position of her clutch upon the arm in the trance; the first finger towards Gertrude’s wrist, and the fourth towards her elbow.


  What the impress resembled seemed to have struck Gertrude herself since their last meeting. ‘It looks almost like finger-marks,’ she said; adding with a faint laugh, ‘my husband says it is as if some witch, or the devil himself, had taken hold of me there, and blasted the flesh.’


  Rhoda shivered. ‘That’s fancy,’ she said hurriedly. ‘I wouldn’t mind it, if I were you.’


  ‘I shouldn’t so much mind it,’ said the younger, with hesitation, ‘if—if I hadn’t a notion that it makes my husband—dislike me—no, love me less. Men think so much of personal appearance.’


  ‘Some do—he for one.’


  ‘Yes; and he was very proud of mine, at first.’


  ‘Keep your arm covered from his sight.’


  ‘Ah—he knows the disfigurement is there!’ She tried to hide the tears that filled her eyes.


  ‘Well, ma’am, I earnestly hope it will go away soon.’


  And so the milkwoman’s mind was chained anew to the subject by a horrid sort of spell as she returned home. The sense of having been guilty of an act of malignity increased, affect as she might to ridicule her superstition. In her secret heart Rhoda did not altogether object to a slight diminution of her successor’s beauty, by whatever means it had come about; but she did not wish to inflict upon her physical pain. For though this pretty young woman had rendered impossible any reparation which Lodge might have made Rhoda for his past conduct, everything like resentment at the unconscious usurpation had quite passed away from the elder’s mind[.]


  If the sweet and kindly Gertrude Lodge only knew of the dream-scene in the bed-chamber, what would she think? Not to inform her of it seemed treachery in the presence of her friendliness; but tell she could not of her own accord—neither could she devise a remedy.


  She mused upon the matter the greater part of the night; and the next day, after the morning milking, set out to obtain another glimpse of Gertrude Lodge if she could, being held to her by a gruesome fascination. By watching the house from a distance the milkmaid was presently able to discern the farmer’s wife in a ride she was taking alone—probably to join her husband in some distant field. Mrs. Lodge perceived her, and cantered in her direction.


  ‘Good morning, Rhoda!’ Gertrude said, when she had come up. ‘I was going to call.’


  Rhoda noticed that Mrs. Lodge held the reins with some difficulty.


  ‘I hope—the bad arm,’ said Rhoda.


  ‘They tell me there is possibly one way by which I might be able to find out the cause, and so perhaps the cure, of it,’ replied the other anxiously. ‘It is by going to some clever man over in Egdon Heath. They did not know if he was still alive—and I cannot remember his name at this moment; but they said that you knew more of his movements than anybody else hereabout, and could tell me if he were still to be consulted. Dear me—what was his name? But you know.’


  ‘Not Conjuror Trendle?’ said her thin companion, turning pale.


  ‘Trendle—yes. Is he alive?’


  ‘I believe so,’ said Rhoda, with reluctance.


  ‘Why do you call him conjuror?’


  ‘Well—they say—they used to say he was a—he had powers other folks have not.’


  ‘O, how could my people be so superstitious as to recommend a man of that sort! I thought they meant some medical man. I shall think no more of him.’


  Rhoda looked relieved, and Mrs. Lodge rode on. The milkwoman had inwardly seen, from the moment she heard of her having been mentioned as a reference for this man, that there must exist a sarcastic feeling among the work-folk that a sorceress would know the whereabouts of the exorcist. They suspected her, then. A short time ago this would have given no concern to a woman of her common-sense. But she had a haunting reason to be superstitious now; and she had been seized with sudden dread that this Conjuror Trendle might name her as the malignant influence which was blasting the fair person of Gertrude, and so lead her friend to hate her for ever, and to treat her as some fiend in human shape.


  But all was not over. Two days after, a shadow intruded into the window-pattern thrown on Rhoda Brook’s floor by the afternoon sun. The woman opened the door at once, almost breathlessly.


  ‘Are you alone?’ said Gertrude. She seemed to be no less harassed and anxious than Brook herself.


  ‘Yes,’ said Rhoda.


  ‘The place on my arm seems worse, and troubles me!’ the young farmer’s wife went on. ‘It is so mysterious! I do hope it will not be an incurable wound. I have again been thinking of what they said about Conjuror Trendle. I don’t really believe in such men, but I should not mind just visiting him, from curiosity—though on no account must my husband know. Is it far to where he lives?’


  ‘Yes—five miles,’ said Rhoda backwardly. ‘In the heart of Egdon.’


  ‘Well, I should have to walk. Could not you go with me to show me the way—say to-morrow afternoon?’


  ‘O, not I; that is——,’ the milkwoman murmured, with a start of dismay. Again the dread seized her that something to do with her fierce act in the dream might be revealed, and her character in the eyes of the most useful friend she had ever had be ruined irretrievably.


  Mrs. Lodge urged, and Rhoda finally assented, though with much misgiving. Sad as the journey would be to her, she could not conscientiously stand in the way of a possible remedy for her patron’s strange affliction. It was agreed that, to escape suspicion of their mystic intent, they should meet at the edge of the heath at the corner of a plantation which was visible from the spot where they now stood.


  V


  Conjuror Trendle


  By the next afternoon Rhoda would have done anything to escape this inquiry. But she had promised to go. Moreover, there was a horrid fascination at times in becoming instrumental in throwing such possible light on her own character as would reveal her to be something greater in the occult world than she had ever herself suspected.


  She started just before the time of day mentioned between them, and half-an-hour’s brisk walking brought her to the south-eastern extension of the Egdon tract of country, where the fir plantation was. A slight figure, cloaked and veiled, was already there. Rhoda recognized, almost with a shudder, that Mrs. Lodge bore her left arm in a sling.


  They hardly spoke to each other, and immediately set out on their climb into the interior of this solemn country, which stood high above the rich alluvial soil they had left half-an-hour before. It was a long walk; thick clouds made the atmosphere dark, though it was as yet only early afternoon; and the wind howled dismally over the slopes of the heath—not improbably the same heath which had witnessed the agony of the Wessex King Ina, presented to after-ages as Lear. Gertrude Lodge talked most, Rhoda replying with monosyllabic preoccupation. She had a strange dislike to walking on the side of her companion where hung the afflicted arm, moving round to the other when inadvertently near it. Much heather had been brushed by their feet when they descended upon a cart-track, beside which stood the house of the man they sought.


  He did not profess his remedial practices openly, or care anything about their continuance, his direct interests being those of a dealer in furze, turf, ‘sharp sand,’ and other local products. Indeed, he affected not to believe largely in his own powers, and when warts that had been shown him for cure miraculously disappeared—which it must be owned they infallibly did—he would say lightly, ‘O, I only drink a glass of grog upon ’em at your expense—perhaps it’s all chance,’ and immediately turn the subject.


  He was at home when they arrived, having in fact seen them descending into his valley. He was a gray-bearded man, with a reddish face, and he looked singularly at Rhoda the first moment he beheld her. Mrs. Lodge told him her errand; and then with words of self-disparagement he examined her arm.


  ‘Medicine can’t cure it,’ he said promptly. ‘’Tis the work of an enemy.’


  Rhoda shrank into herself, and drew back.


  ‘An enemy? What enemy?’ asked Mrs. Lodge.


  He shook his head. ‘That’s best known to yourself,’ he said. ‘If you like, I can show the person to you, though I shall not myself know who it is. I can do no more; and don’t wish to do that.’


  She pressed him; on which he told Rhoda to wait outside where she stood, and took Mrs. Lodge into the room. It opened immediately from the door; and, as the latter remained ajar, Rhoda Brook could see the proceedings without taking part in them. He brought a tumbler from the dresser, nearly filled it with water, and fetching an egg, prepared it in some private way; after which he broke it on the edge of the glass, so that the white went in and the yolk remained. As it was getting gloomy, he took the glass and its contents to the window, and told Gertrude to watch the mixture closely. They leant over the table together, and the milkwoman could see the opaline hue of the egg-fluid changing form as it sank in the water, but she was not near enough to define the shape that it assumed.


  ‘Do you catch the likeness of any face or figure as you look?’ demanded the conjuror of the young woman.


  She murmured a reply, in tones so low as to be inaudible to Rhoda, and continued to gaze intently into the glass. Rhoda turned, and walked a few steps away.


  When Mrs. Lodge came out, and her face was met by the light, it appeared exceedingly pale—as pale as Rhoda’s—against the sad dun shades of the upland’s garniture. Trendle shut the door behind her, and they at once started homeward together. But Rhoda perceived that her companion had quite changed.


  ‘Did he charge much?’ she asked tentatively.


  ‘O no—nothing. He would not take a farthing,’ said Gertrude.


  ‘And what did you see?’ inquired Rhoda.


  ‘Nothing I—care to speak of.’ The constraint in her manner was remarkable; her face was so rigid as to wear an oldened aspect, faintly suggestive of the face in Rhoda’s bed-chamber.


  ‘Was it you who first proposed coming here?’ Mrs. Lodge suddenly inquired, after a long pause. ‘How very odd, if you did!’


  ‘No. But I am not sorry we have come, all things considered,’ she replied. For the first time a sense of triumph possessed her, and she did not altogether deplore that the young thing at her side should learn that their lives had been antagonized by other influences than their own.


  The subject was no more alluded to during the long and dreary walk home. But in some way or other a story was whispered about the many-dairied lowland that winter that Mrs. Lodge’s gradual loss of the use of her left arm was owing to her being ‘overlooked’ by Rhoda Brook. The latter kept her own counsel about the incubus, but her face grew sadder and thinner; and in the spring she and her boy disappeared from the neighbourhood of Holmstoke.


  VI


  A Second Attempt


  Half a dozen years passed away, and Mr. and Mrs. Lodge’s married experience sank into prosiness, and worse. The farmer was usually gloomy and silent: the woman whom he had wooed for her grace and beauty was contorted and disfigured in the left limb; moreover, she had brought him no child, which rendered it likely that he would be the last of a family who had occupied that valley for some two hundred years. He thought of Rhoda Brook and her son; and feared this might be a judgment from heaven upon him.


  The once blithe-hearted and enlightened Gertrude was changing into an irritable, superstitious woman, whose whole time was given to experimenting upon her ailment with every quack remedy she came across. She was honestly attached to her husband, and was ever secretly hoping against hope to win back his heart again by regaining some at least of her personal beauty. Hence it arose that her closet was lined with bottles, packets, and ointment-pots of every description—nay, bunches of mystic herbs, charms, and books of necromancy, which in her schoolgirl time she would have ridiculed as folly.


  ‘Damned if you won’t poison yourself with these apothecary messes and witch mixtures some time or other,’ said her husband, when his eye chanced to fall upon the multitudinous array.


  She did not reply, but turned her sad, soft glance upon him in such heart-swollen reproach that he looked sorry for his words, and added, ‘I only meant it for your good, you know, Gertrude.’


  ‘I’ll clear out the whole lot, and destroy them,’ said she huskily, ‘and try such remedies no more!’


  ‘You want somebody to cheer you,’ he observed. ‘I once thought of adopting a boy; but he is too old now. And he is gone away I don’t know where.’


  She guessed to whom he alluded; for Rhoda Brook’s story had in the course of years become known to her; though not a word had ever passed between her husband and herself on the subject. Neither had she ever spoken to him of her visit to Conjuror Trendle, and of what was revealed to her, or she thought was revealed to her, by that solitary heath-man.


  She was now five-and-twenty; but she seemed older. ‘Six years of marriage, and only a few months of love,’ she sometimes whispered to herself. And then she thought of the apparent cause, and said, with a tragic glance at her withering limb, ‘If I could only again be as I was when he first saw me!’


  She obediently destroyed her nostrums and charms; but there remained a hankering wish to try something else—some other sort of cure altogether. She had never revisited Trendle since she had been conducted to the house of the solitary by Rhoda against her will; but it now suddenly occurred to Gertrude that she would, in a last desperate effort at deliverance from this seeming curse, again seek out the man, if he yet lived. He was entitled to a certain credence, for the indistinct form he had raised in the glass had undoubtedly resembled the only woman in the world who—as she now knew, though not then—could have a reason for bearing her ill-will. The visit should be paid.


  This time she went alone, though she nearly got lost on the heath, and roamed a considerable distance out of her way. Trendle’s house was reached at last, however: he was not indoors, and instead of waiting at the cottage, she went to where his bent figure was pointed out to her at work a long way off. Trendle remembered her, and laying down the handful of furze-roots which he was gathering and throwing into a heap, he offered to accompany her in her homeward direction, as the distance was considerable and the days were short. So they walked together, his head bowed nearly to the earth, and his form of a colour with it.


  ‘You can send away warts and other excrescences, I know,’ she said; ‘why can’t you send away this?’ And the arm was uncovered.


  ‘You think too much of my powers!’ said Trendle; ‘and I am old and weak now, too. No, no; it is too much for me to attempt in my own person. What have ye tried?’


  She named to him some of the hundred medicaments and counterspells which she had adopted from time to time. He shook his head.


  ‘Some were good enough,’ he said approvingly; ‘but not many of them for such as this. This is of the nature of a blight, not of the nature of a wound; and if you ever do throw it off, it will be all at once.’


  ‘If I only could!’


  ‘There is only one chance of doing it known to me. It has never failed in kindred afflictions,—that I can declare. But it is hard to carry out, and especially for a woman.’


  ‘Tell me!’ said she.


  ‘You must touch with the limb the neck of a man who’s been hanged.’


  She started a little at the image he had raised.


  ‘Before he’s cold—just after he’s cut down,’ continued the conjuror impassively.


  ‘How can that do good?’


  ‘It will turn the blood and change the constitution. But, as I say, to do it is hard. You must go to the jail when there’s a hanging, and wait for him when he’s brought off the gallows. Lots have done it, though perhaps not such pretty women as you. I used to send dozens for skin complaints. But that was in former times. The last I sent was in ’13—near twelve years ago.’


  He had no more to tell her; and, when he had put her into a straight track homeward, turned and left her, refusing all money as at first.


  VII


  A Ride


  The communication sank deep into Gertrude’s mind. Her nature was rather a timid one; and probably of all remedies that the white wizard could have suggested there was not one which would have filled her with so much aversion as this, not to speak of the immense obstacles in the way of its adoption.


  Casterbridge, the county-town, was a dozen or fifteen miles off; and though in those days, when men were executed for horse-stealing, arson, and burglary, an assize seldom passed without a hanging, it was not likely that she could get access to the body of the criminal unaided. And the fear of her husband’s anger made her reluctant to breathe a word of Trendle’s suggestion to him or to anybody about him.


  She did nothing for months, and patiently bore her disfigurement as before. But her woman’s nature, craving for renewed love, through the medium of renewed beauty (she was but twenty-five), was ever stimulating her to try what, at any rate, could hardly do her any harm. ‘What came by a spell will go by a spell surely,’ she would say. Whenever her imagination pictured the act she shrank in terror from the possibility of it: then the words of the conjuror, ‘It will turn your blood,’ were seen to be capable of a scientific no less than a ghastly interpretation; the mastering desire returned, and urged her on again.


  There was at this time but one county paper, and that her husband only occasionally borrowed. But old-fashioned days had old-fashioned means, and news was extensively conveyed by word of mouth from market to market, or from fair to fair, so that, whenever such an event as an execution was about to take place, few within a radius of twenty miles were ignorant of the coming sight; and, so far as Holmstoke was concerned, some enthusiasts had been known to walk all the way to Casterbridge and back in one day, solely to witness the spectacle. The next assizes were in March; and when Gertrude Lodge heard that they had been held, she inquired stealthily at the inn as to the result, as soon as she could find opportunity.


  She was, however, too late. The time at which the sentences were to be carried out had arrived, and to make the journey and obtain admission at such short notice required at least her husband’s assistance. She dared not tell him, for she had found by delicate experiment that these smouldering village beliefs made him furious if mentioned, partly because he half entertained them himself. It was therefore necessary to wait for another opportunity.


  Her determination received a fillip from learning that two epileptic children had attended from this very village of Holmstoke many years before with beneficial results, though the experiment had been strongly condemned by the neighbouring clergy. April, May, June, passed; and it is no overstatement to say that by the end of the last-named month Gertrude well-nigh longed for the death of a fellow-creature. Instead of her formal prayers each night, her unconscious prayer was, ‘O Lord, hang some guilty or innocent person soon!’


  This time she made earlier inquiries, and was altogether more systematic in her proceedings. Moreover, the season was summer, between the haymaking and the harvest, and in the leisure thus afforded him her husband had been holiday-taking away from home.


  The assizes were in July, and she went to the inn as before. There was to be one execution—only one—for arson.


  Her greatest problem was not how to get to Casterbridge, but what means she should adopt for obtaining admission to the jail. Though access for such purposes had formerly never been denied, the custom had fallen into desuetude; and in contemplating her possible difficulties, she was again almost driven to fall back upon her husband. But, on sounding him about the assizes, he was so uncommunicative, so more than usually cold, that she did not proceed, and decided that whatever she did she would do alone.


  Fortune, obdurate hitherto, showed her unexpected favour. On the Thursday before the Saturday fixed for the execution, Lodge remarked to her that he was going away from home for another day or two on business at a fair, and that he was sorry he could not take her with him.


  She exhibited on this occasion so much readiness to stay at home that he looked at her in surprise. Time had been when she would have shown deep disappointment at the loss of such a jaunt. However, he lapsed into his usual taciturnity, and on the day named left Holmstoke.


  It was now her turn. She at first had thought of driving, but on reflection held that driving would not do, since it would necessitate her keeping to the turnpike-road, and so increase by tenfold the risk of her ghastly errand being found out. She decided to ride, and avoid the beaten track, notwithstanding that in her husband’s stables there was no animal just at present which by any stretch of imagination could be considered a lady’s mount, in spite of his promise before marriage to always keep a mare for her. He had, however, many cart-horses, fine ones of their kind; and among the rest was a serviceable creature, an equine Amazon, with a back as broad as a sofa, on which Gertrude had occasionally taken an airing when unwell. This horse she chose.


  On Friday afternoon one of the men brought it round. She was dressed, and before going down looked at her shrivelled arm. ‘Ah!’ she said to it, ‘if it had not been for you this terrible ordeal would have been saved me!’


  When strapping up the bundle in which she carried a few articles of clothing, she took occasion to say to the servant, ‘I take these in case I should not get back to-night from the person I am going to visit. Don’t be alarmed if I am not in by ten, and close up the house as usual. I shall be at home to-morrow for certain.’ She meant then to tell her husband privately: the deed accomplished was not like the deed projected. He would almost certainly forgive her.


  And then the pretty palpitating Gertrude Lodge went from her husband’s homestead; but though her goal was Casterbridge she did not take the direct route thither through Stickleford. Her cunning course at first was in precisely the opposite direction. As soon as she was out of sight, however, she turned to the left, by a road which led into Egdon, and on entering the heath wheeled round, and set out in the true course, due westerly. A more private way down the county could not be imagined; and as to direction, she had merely to keep her horse’s head to a point a little to the right of the sun. She knew that she would light upon a furze-cutter or cottager of some sort from time to time, from whom she might correct her bearing.


  Though the date was comparatively recent, Egdon was much less fragmentary in character than now. The attempts—successful and otherwise—at cultivation on the lower slopes, which intrude and break up the original heath into small detached heaths, had not been carried far; Enclosure Acts had not taken effect, and the banks and fences which now exclude the cattle of those villagers who formerly enjoyed rights of commonage thereon, and the carts of those who had turbary privileges which kept them in firing all the year round, were not erected. Gertrude, therefore, rode along with no other obstacles than the prickly furze-bushes, the mats of heather, the white water-courses, and the natural steeps and declivities of the ground.


  Her horse was sure, if heavy-footed and slow, and though a draught animal, was easy-paced; had it been otherwise, she was not a woman who could have ventured to ride over such a bit of country with a half-dead arm. It was therefore nearly eight o’clock when she drew rein to breathe her bearer on the last outlying high point of heath-land towards Casterbridge, previous to leaving Egdon for the cultivated valleys.


  She halted before a pool called Rushy-pond, flanked by the ends of two hedges; a railing ran through the centre of the pond, dividing it in half. Over the railing she saw the low green country; over the green trees the roofs of the town; over the roofs a white flat façade, denoting the entrance to the county jail. On the roof of this front specks were moving about; they seemed to be workmen erecting something. Her flesh crept. She descended slowly, and was soon amid corn-fields and pastures. In another half-hour, when it was almost dusk, Gertrude reached the White Hart, the first inn of the town on that side.


  Little surprise was excited by her arrival; farmers’ wives rode on horseback then more than they do now; though, for that matter, Mrs. Lodge was not imagined to be a wife at all; the innkeeper supposed her some harum-skarum young woman who had come to attend ‘hang-fair’ next day. Neither her husband nor herself ever dealt in Casterbridge market, so that she was unknown. While dismounting she beheld a crowd of boys standing at the door of a harness-maker’s shop just above the inn, looking inside it with deep interest.


  ‘What is going on there?’ she asked of the ostler.


  ‘Making the rope for to-morrow.’


  She throbbed responsively, and contracted her arm.


  ‘’Tis sold by the inch afterwards,’ the man continued. ‘I could get you a bit, miss, for nothing, if you’d like?’


  She hastily repudiated any such wish, all the more from a curious creeping feeling that the condemned wretch’s destiny was becoming interwoven with her own; and having engaged a room for the night, sat down to think.


  Up to this time she had formed but the vaguest notions about her means of obtaining access to the prison. The words of the cunning-man returned to her mind. He had implied that she should use her beauty, impaired though it was, as a pass-key. In her inexperience she knew little about jail functionaries; she had heard of a high-sheriff and an under-sheriff, but dimly only. She knew, however, that there must be a hangman, and to the hangman she determined to apply.


  VIII


  A Water-Side Hermit


  At this date, and for several years after, there was a hangman to almost every jail. Gertrude found, on inquiry, that the Casterbridge official dwelt in a lonely cottage by a deep slow river flowing under the cliff on which the prison buildings were situate—the stream being the self-same one, though she did not know it, which watered the Stickleford and Holmstoke meads lower down in its course.


  Having changed her dress, and before she had eaten or drunk—for she could not take her ease till she had ascertained some particulars—Gertrude pursued her way by a path along the water-side to the cottage indicated. Passing thus the outskirts of the jail, she discerned on the level roof over the gateway three rectangular lines against the sky, where the specks had been moving in her distant view; she recognized what the erection was, and passed quickly on. Another hundred yards brought her to the executioner’s house, which a boy pointed out It stood close to the same stream, and was hard by a weir, the waters of which emitted a steady roar.


  While she stood hesitating the door opened, and an old man came forth shading a candle with one hand. Locking the door on the outside, he turned to a flight of wooden steps fixed against the end of the cottage, and began to ascend them, this being evidently the staircase to his bedroom. Gertrude hastened forward, but by the time she reached the foot of the ladder he was at the top. She called to him loudly enough to be heard above the roar of the weir; he looked down and said, ‘What d’ye want here?’


  ‘To speak to you a minute.’


  The candle-light, such as it was, fell upon her imploring, pale, upturned face, and Davies (as the hangman was called) backed down the ladder. ‘I was just going to bed,’ he said; ‘“Early to bed and early to rise,” but I don’t mind stopping a minute for such a one as you. Come into house.’ He reopened the door, and preceded her to the room within.


  The implements of his daily work, which was that of a jobbing gardener, stood in a corner, and seeing probably that she looked rural, he said, ‘If you want me to undertake country work I can’t come, for I never leave Casterbridge for gentle nor simple—not I. My real calling is officer of justice,’ he added formally.


  ‘Yes, yes! That’s it. To-morrow!’


  ‘Ah! I thought so. Well, what’s the matter about that? ’Tis no use to come here about the knot—folks do come continually, but I tell ’em one knot is as merciful as another if ye keep it under the ear. Is the unfortunate man a relation; or, I should say, perhaps’ (looking at her dress) ‘a person who’s been in your employ?’


  ‘No. What time is the execution?’


  ‘The same as usual—twelve o’clock, or as soon after as the London mail-coach gets in. We always wait for that, in case of a reprieve.’


  ‘O—a reprieve—I hope not!’ she said involuntarily.


  ‘Well,—hee, hee!—as a matter of business, so do I! But still, if ever a young fellow deserved to be let off, this one does; only just turned eighteen, and only present by chance when the rick was fired. Howsomever, there’s not much risk of it, as they are obliged to make an example of him, there having been so much destruction of property that way lately.’


  ‘I mean,’ she explained, ‘that I want to touch him for a charm, a cure of an affliction, by the advice of a man who has proved the virtue of the remedy.’


  ‘O yes, miss! Now I understand. I’ve had such people come in past years. But it didn’t strike me that you looked of a sort to require blood-turning. What’s the complaint? The wrong kind for this, I’ll be bound.’


  ‘My arm.’ She reluctantly showed the withered skin.


  ‘Ah!—’tis all a-scram!’ said the hangman, examining it.


  ‘Yes,’ said she.


  ‘Well,’ he continued, with interest, ‘that is the class o’ subject, I’m bound to admit! I like the look of the wownd;[[?]] it is truly as suitable for the cure as any I ever saw. ’Twas a knowing-man that sent ’ee, whoever he was.’


  ‘You can contrive for me all that’s necessary?’ she said breathlessly.


  ‘You should really have gone to the governor of the jail, and your doctor with ’ee, and given your name and address—that’s how it used to be done, if I recollect. Still, perhaps, I can manage it for a trifling fee.’


  ‘O, thank you! I would rather do it this way, as I should like it kept private.’


  ‘Lover not to know, eh?’


  ‘No—husband.’


  ‘Aha! Very well. I’ll get ’ee a touch of the corpse.’


  ‘Where is it now?’ she said, shuddering.


  ‘It?—he, you mean; he’s living yet. Just inside that little small winder up there in the glum.’ He signified the jail on the cliff above.


  She thought of her husband and her friends. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said; ‘and how am I to proceed?’


  He took her to the door. ‘Now, do you be waiting at the little wicket in the wall, that you’ll find up there in the lane, not later than one o’clock. I will open it from the inside, as I shan’t come home to dinner till he’s cut down. Good-night. Be punctual; and if you don’t want anybody to know ’ee, wear a veil. Ah—once I had such a daughter as you!’


  She went away, and climbed the path above, to assure herself that she would be able to find the wicket next day. Its outline was soon visible to her—a narrow opening in the outer wall of the prison precincts. The steep was so great that, having reached the wicket, she stopped a moment to breathe; and, looking back upon the water-side cot, saw the hangman again ascending his outdoor staircase. He entered the loft or chamber to which it led, and in a few minutes extinguished his light.


  The town clock struck ten, and she returned to the White Hart as she had come.


  IX


  A Rencounter


  It was one o’clock on Saturday. Gertrude Lodge, having been admitted to the jail as above described, was sitting in a waiting-room within the second gate, which stood under a classic archway of ashlar, then comparatively modern, and bearing the inscription, ‘covnty jail: 1793.’ This had been the façade she saw from the heath the day before. Near at hand was a passage to the roof on which the gallows stood.


  The town was thronged, and the market suspended; but Gertrude had seen scarcely a soul. Having kept her room till the hour of the appointment, she had proceeded to the spot by a way which avoided the open space below the cliff where the spectators had gathered; but she could, even now, hear the multitudinous babble of their voices, out of which rose at intervals the hoarse croak of a single voice uttering the words, ‘Last dying speech and confession!’ There had been no reprieve, and the execution was over; but the crowd still waited to see the body taken down.


  Soon the persistent woman heard a trampling overhead, then a hand beckoned to her, and, following directions, she went out and crossed the inner paved court beyond the gatehouse, her knees trembling so that she could scarcely walk. One of her arms was out of its sleeve, and only covered by her shawl.


  On the spot at which she had now arrived were two trestles, and before she could think of their purpose she heard heavy feet descending stairs somewhere at her back. Turn her head she would not, or could not, and, rigid in this position, she was conscious of a rough coffin passing her shoulder, borne by four men. It was open, and in it lay the body of a young man, wearing the smockfrock of a rustic, and fustian breeches. The corpse had been thrown into the coffin so hastily that the skirt of the smockfrock was hanging over. The burden was temporarily deposited on the trestles.


  By this time the young woman’s state was such that a gray mist seemed to float before her eyes, on account of which, and the veil she wore, she could scarcely discern anything: it was as though she had nearly died, but was held up by a sort of galvanism.


  ‘Now!’ said a voice close at hand, and she was just conscious that the word had been addressed to her.


  By a last strenuous effort she advanced, at the same time hearing persons approaching behind her. She bared her poor curst arm; and Davies, uncovering the face of the corpse, took Gertrude’s hand, and held it so that her arm lay across the dead man’s neck, upon a line the colour of an unripe blackberry, which surrounded it.


  Gertrude shrieked: ‘the turn o’ the blood,’ predicted by the conjuror, had taken place. But at that moment a second shriek rent the air of the enclosure: it was not Gertrude’s, and its effect upon her was to make her start round.


  Immediately behind her stood Rhoda Brook, her face drawn, and her eyes red with weeping. Behind Rhoda stood Gertrude’s own husband; his countenance lined, his eyes dim, but without a tear.


  ‘D—n you! what are you doing here?’ he said hoarsely.


  ‘Hussy—to come between us and our child now!’ cried Rhoda. ‘This is the meaning of what Satan showed me in the vision! You are like her at last!’ And clutching the bare arm of the younger woman, she pulled her unresistingly back against the wall. Immediately Brook had loosened her hold the fragile young Gertrude slid down against the feet of her husband. When he lifted her up she was unconscious.


  The mere sight of the twain had been enough to suggest to her that the dead young man was Rhoda’s son. At that time the relatives of an executed convict had the privilege of claiming the body for burial, if they chose to do so; and it was for this purpose that Lodge was awaiting the inquest with Rhoda. He had been summoned by her as soon as the young man was taken in the crime, and at different times since; and he had attended in court during the trial. This was the ‘holiday’ he had been indulging in of late. The two wretched parents had wished to avoid exposure; and hence had come themselves for the body, a waggon and sheet for its conveyance and covering being in waiting outside.


  Gertrude’s case was so serious that it was deemed advisable to call to her the surgeon who was at hand. She was taken out of the jail into the town; but she never reached home alive. Her delicate vitality, sapped perhaps by the paralyzed arm, collapsed under the double shock that followed the severe strain, physical and mental, to which she had subjected herself during the previous twenty-four hours. Her blood had been ‘turned’ indeed—too far. Her death took place in the town three days after.


  Her husband was never seen in Casterbridge again; once only in the old market-place at Anglebury, which he had so much frequented, and very seldom in public anywhere. Burdened at first with moodiness and remorse, he eventually changed for the better, and appeared as a chastened and thoughtful man. Soon after attending the funeral of his poor young wife he took steps towards giving up the farms in Holmstoke and the adjoining parish, and, having sold every head of his stock, he went away to Port-Bredy, at the other end of the county, living there in solitary lodgings till his death two years later of a painless decline. It was then found that he had bequeathed the whole of his not inconsiderable property to a reformatory for boys, subject to the payment of a small annuity to Rhoda Brook, if she could be found to claim it.


  For some time she could not be found; but eventually she reappeared in her old parish,—absolutely refusing, however, to have anything to do with the provision made for her. Her monotonous milking at the dairy was resumed, and followed for many long years, till her form became bent, and her once abundant dark hair white and worn away at the forehead—perhaps by long pressure against the cows. Here, sometimes, those who knew her experiences would stand and observe her, and wonder what sombre thoughts were beating inside that impassive, wrinkled brow, to the rhythm of the alternating milk-streams.


  ‘Blackwood’s Magazine,’ January 1888.


  ♣


  Fellow-Townsmen


  I


  The shepherd on the east hill could shout out lambing intelligence to the shepherd on the west hill, over the intervening town chimneys, without great inconvenience to his voice, so nearly did the steep pastures encroach upon the burghers’ backyards. And at night it was possible to stand in the very midst of the town and hear from their native paddocks on the lower levels of greensward the mild lowing of the farmer’s heifers, and the profound, warm blowings of breath in which those creatures indulge. But the community which had jammed itself in the valley thus flanked formed a veritable town, with a real mayor and corporation, and a staple manufacture.


  During a certain damp evening five-and-thirty years ago, before the twilight was far advanced, a pedestrian of professional appearance, carrying a small bag in his hand and an elevated umbrella, was descending one of these hills by the turnpike road when he was overtaken by a phaeton.


  ‘Hullo, Downe—is that you?’ said the driver of the vehicle, a young man of pale and refined appearance. ‘Jump up here with me, and ride down to your door.’


  The other turned a plump, cheery, rather self-indulgent face over his shoulder towards the hailer.


  ‘O, good evening, Mr. Barnet—thanks,’ he said, and mounted beside his acquaintance.


  They were fellow-burgesses of the town which lay beneath them, but though old and very good friends they were differently circumstanced. Barnet was a richer man than the struggling young lawyer Downe, a fact which was to some extent perceptible in Downe’s manner towards his companion, though nothing of it ever showed in Barnet’s manner towards the solicitor. Barnet’s position in the town was none of his own making; his father had been a very successful flax-merchant in the same place, where the trade was still carried on as briskly as the small capacities of its quarters would allow. Having acquired a fair fortune, old Mr. Barnet had retired from business, bringing up his son as a gentleman-burgher, and, it must be added, as a well-educated, liberal-minded young man.


  ‘How is Mrs. Barnet?’ asked Downe.


  ‘Mrs. Barnet was very well when I left home,’ the other answered constrainedly, exchanging his meditative regard of the horse for one of self-consciousness.


  Mr. Downe seemed to regret his inquiry, and immediately took up another thread of conversation. He congratulated his friend on his election as a councilman; he thought he had not seen him since that event took place; Mrs. Downe had meant to call and congratulate Mrs. Barnet, but he feared that she had failed to do so as yet.


  Barnet seemed hampered in his replies. ‘We should have been glad to see you. I—my wife would welcome Mrs. Downe at any time, as you know…. Yes, I am a member of the corporation—rather an inexperienced member, some of them say. It is quite true; and I should have declined the honour as premature—having other things on my hands just now, too—if it had not been pressed upon me so very heartily.’


  ‘There is one thing you have on your hands which I can never quite see the necessity for,’ said Downe, with good-humoured freedom. ‘What the deuce do you want to build that new mansion for, when you have already got such an excellent house as the one you live in?’


  Barnet’s face acquired a warmer shade of colour; but as the question had been idly asked by the solicitor while regarding the surrounding flocks and fields, he answered after a moment with no apparent embarrassment—


  ‘Well, we wanted to get out of the town, you know; the house I am living in is rather old and inconvenient.’


  Mr. Downe declared that he had chosen a pretty site for the new building. They would be able to see for miles and miles from the windows. Was he going to give it a name? He supposed so.


  Barnet thought not. There was no other house near that was likely to be mistaken for it. And he did not care for a name.


  ‘But I think it has a name!’ Downe observed: ‘I went past—when was it?—this morning; and I saw something,—“Château Ringdale,” I think it was, stuck up on a board!’


  ‘It was an idea she—we had for a short time,’ said Barnet hastily. ‘But we have decided finally to do without a name—at any rate such a name as that. It must have been a week ago that you saw it. It was taken down last Saturday…. Upon that matter I am firm!’ he added grimly.


  Downe murmured in an unconvinced tone that he thought he had seen it yesterday.


  Talking thus they drove into the town. The street was unusually still for the hour of seven in the evening; an increasing drizzle from the sea had prevailed since the afternoon, and now formed a gauze across the yellow lamps, and trickled with a gentle rattle down the heavy roofs of stone tile, that bent the house-ridges hollow-backed with its weight, and in some instances caused the walls to bulge outwards in the upper story. Their route took them past the little town-hall, the Black-Bull Hotel, and onward to the junction of a small street on the right, consisting of a row of those two-and-two windowed brick residences of no particular age, which are exactly alike wherever found, except in the people they contain.


  ‘Wait—I’ll drive you up to your door,’ said Barnet, when Downe prepared to alight at the corner. He thereupon turned into the narrow street, when the faces of three little girls could be discerned close to the panes of a lighted window a few yards ahead, surmounted by that of a young matron, the gaze of all four being directed eagerly up the empty street. ‘You are a fortunate fellow, Downe,’ Barnet continued, as mother and children disappeared from the window to run to the door. ‘You must be happy if any man is. I would give a hundred such houses as my new one to have a home like yours.’


  ‘Well—yes, we get along pretty comfortably,’ replied Downe complacently.


  ‘That house, Downe, is none of my ordering,’ Barnet broke out, revealing a bitterness hitherto suppressed, and checking the horse a moment to finish his speech before delivering up his passenger. ‘The house I have already is good enough for me, as you supposed. It is my own freehold; it was built by my grandfather, and is stout enough for a castle. My father was born there, lived there, and died there. I was born there, and have always lived there; yet I must needs build a new one.’


  ‘Why do you?’ said Downe.


  ‘Why do I? To preserve peace in the household. I do anything for that; but I don’t succeed. I was firm in resisting “Château Ringdale,” however; not that I would not have put up with the absurdity of the name, but it was too much to have your house christened after Lord Ringdale, because your wife once had a fancy for him. If you only knew everything, you would think all attempt at reconciliation hopeless. In your happy home you have had no such experiences; and God forbid that you ever should. See, here they are all ready to receive you!’


  ‘Of course! And so will your wife be waiting to receive you,’ said Downe. ‘Take my word for it she will! And with a dinner prepared for you far better than mine.’


  ‘I hope so,’ Barnet replied dubiously.


  He moved on to Downe’s door, which the solicitor’s family had already opened. Downe descended, but being encumbered with his bag and umbrella, his foot slipped, and he fell upon his knees in the gutter.


  ‘O, my dear Charles!’ said his wife, running down the steps; and, quite ignoring the presence of Barnet, she seized hold of her husband, pulled him to his feet, and kissed him, exclaiming, ‘I hope you are not hurt, darling!’ The children crowded round, chiming in piteously, ‘Poor papa!’


  ‘He’s all right,’ said Barnet, perceiving that Downe was only a little muddy, and looking more at the wife than at the husband. Almost at any other time—certainly during his fastidious bachelor years—he would have thought her a too demonstrative woman; but those recent circumstances of his own life to which he had just alluded made Mrs. Downe’s solicitude so affecting that his eye grew damp as he witnessed it. Bidding the lawyer and his family good-night he left them, and drove slowly into the main street towards his own house.


  The heart of Barnet was sufficiently impressionable to be influenced by Downe’s parting prophecy that he might not be so unwelcome home as he imagined: the dreary night might, at least on this one occasion, make Downe’s forecast true. Hence it was in a suspense that he could hardly have believed possible that he halted at his door. On entering his wife was nowhere to be seen, and he inquired for her. The servant informed him that her mistress had the dressmaker with her, and would be engaged for some time.


  ‘Dressmaker at this time of day!’


  ‘She dined early, sir, and hopes you will excuse her joining you this evening.’


  ‘But she knew I was coming to-night?’


  ‘O yes, sir.’


  ‘Go up and tell her I am come.’


  The servant did so; but the mistress of the house merely transmitted her former words.


  Barnet said nothing more, and presently sat down to his lonely meal, which was eaten abstractedly, the domestic scene he had lately witnessed still impressing him by its contrast with the situation here. His mind fell back into past years upon a certain pleasing and gentle being whose face would loom out of their shades at such times as these. Barnet turned in his chair, and looked with unfocused eyes in a direction southward from where he sat, as if he saw not the room but a long way beyond. ‘I wonder if she lives there still!’ he said.


  II


  He rose with a sudden rebelliousness, put on his hat and coat, and went out of the house, pursuing his way along the glistening pavement while eight o’clock was striking from St. Mary’s tower, and the apprentices and shopmen were slamming up the shutters from end to end of the town. In two minutes only those shops which could boast of no attendant save the master or the mistress remained with open eyes. These were ever somewhat less prompt to exclude customers than the others: for their owners’ ears the closing hour had scarcely the cheerfulness that it possessed for the hired servants of the rest. Yet the night being dreary the delay was not for long, and their windows, too, blinked together one by one.


  During this time Barnet had proceeded with decided step in a direction at right angles to the broad main thoroughfare of the town, by a long street leading due southward. Here, though his family had no more to do with the flax manufacture, his own name occasionally greeted him on gates and warehouses, being used allusively by small rising tradesmen as a recommendation, in such words as ‘Smith, from Barnet & Co.’—‘Robinson, late manager at Barnet’s.’ The sight led him to reflect upon his father’s busy life, and he questioned if it had not been far happier than his own.


  The houses along the road became fewer, and presently open ground appeared between them on either side, the track on the right hand rising to a higher level till it merged in a knoll. On the summit a row of builders’ scaffold-poles probed the indistinct sky like spears, and at their bases could be discerned the lower courses of a building lately begun. Barnet slackened his pace and stood for a few moments without leaving the centre of the road, apparently not much interested in the sight, till suddenly his eye was caught by a post in the fore part of the ground bearing a white board at the top. He went to the rails, vaulted over, and walked in far enough to discern painted upon the board ‘Château Ringdale.’


  A dismal irony seemed to lie in the words, and its effect was to irritate him. Downe, then, had spoken truly. He stuck his umbrella into the sod, and seized the post with both hands, as if intending to loosen and throw it down. Then, like one bewildered by an opposition which would exist none the less though its manifestations were removed, he allowed his arms to sink to his side.


  ‘Let it be,’ he said to himself. ‘I have declared there shall be peace—if possible.’


  Taking up his umbrella he quietly left the enclosure, and went on his way, still keeping his back to the town. He had advanced with more decision since passing the new building, and soon a hoarse murmur rose upon the gloom; it was the sound of the sea. The road led to the harbour, at a distance of a mile from the town, from which the trade of the district was fed. After seeing the obnoxious name-board Barnet had forgotten to open his umbrella, and the rain tapped smartly on his hat, and occasionally stroked his face as he went on.


  Though the lamps were still continued at the roadside they stood at wider intervals than before, and the pavement had given place to rough gravel. Every time he came to a lamp an increasing shine made itself visible upon his shoulders, till at last they quite glistened with wet. The murmur from the shore grew stronger, but it was still some distance off when he paused before one of the smallest of the detached houses by the wayside, standing in its own garden, the latter being divided from the road by a row of wooden palings. Scrutinizing the spot to ensure that he was not mistaken, he opened the gate and gently knocked at the cottage door.


  When he had patiently waited minutes enough to lead any man in ordinary cases to knock again, the door was heard to open, though it was impossible to see by whose hand, there being no light in the passage. Barnet said at random, ‘Does Miss Savile live here?’


  A youthful voice assured him that she did live there, and by a sudden afterthought asked him to come in. It would soon get a light, it said: but the night being wet, mother had not thought it worth while to trim the passage lamp.


  ‘Don’t trouble yourself to get a light for me,’ said Barnet hastily; ‘it is not necessary at all. Which is Miss Savile’s sitting-room?’


  The young person, whose white pinafore could just be discerned, signified a door in the side of the passage, and Barnet went forward at the same moment, so that no light should fall upon his face. On entering the room he closed the door behind him, pausing till he heard the retreating footsteps of the child.


  He found himself in an apartment which was simply and neatly, though not poorly furnished; everything, from the miniature chiffonnier to the shining little daguerreotype which formed the central ornament of the mantelpiece, being in scrupulous order. The picture was enclosed by a frame of embroidered card-board—evidently the work of feminine hands—and it was the portrait of a thin faced, elderly lieutenant in the navy. From behind the lamp on the table a female form now rose into view, that of a young girl, and a resemblance between her and the portrait was early discoverable. She had been so absorbed in some occupation on the other side of the lamp as to have barely found time to realize her visitor’s presence.


  They both remained standing for a few seconds without speaking. The face that confronted Barnet had a beautiful outline; the Raffaelesque oval of its contour was remarkable for an English countenance, and that countenance housed in a remote country-road to an unheard-of harbour. But her features did not do justice to this splendid beginning: Nature had recollected that she was not in Italy; and the young lady’s lineaments, though not so inconsistent as to make her plain, would have been accepted rather as pleasing than as correct. The preoccupied expression which, like images on the retina, remained with her for a moment after the state that caused it had ceased, now changed into a reserved, half-proud, and slightly indignant look, in which the blood diffused itself quickly across her cheek, and additional brightness broke the shade of her rather heavy eyes.


  ‘I know I have no business here,’ he said, answering the look. ‘But I had a great wish to see you, and inquire how you were. You can give your hand to me, seeing how often I have held it in past days?’


  ‘I would rather forget than remember all that, Mr. Barnet,’ she answered, as she coldly complied with the request. ‘When I think of the circumstances of our last meeting, I can hardly consider it kind of you to allude to such a thing as our past—or, indeed, to come here at all.’


  ‘There was no harm in it surely? I don’t trouble you often, Lucy.’


  ‘I have not had the honour of a visit from you for a very long time, certainly, and I did not expect it now,’ she said, with the same stiffness in her air. ‘I hope Mrs. Barnet is very well?’


  ‘Yes, yes!’ he impatiently returned. ‘At least I suppose so—though I only speak from inference![’]


  ‘But she is your wife, sir,[’] said the young girl tremulously.


  The unwonted tones of a man’s voice in that feminine chamber had startled a canary that was roosting in its cage by the window; the bird awoke hastily, and fluttered against the bars. She went and stilled it by laying her face against the cage and murmuring a coaxing sound. It might partly have been done to still herself.


  ‘I didn’t come to talk of Mrs. Barnet,’ he pursued; ‘I came to talk of you, of yourself alone; to inquire how you are getting on since your great loss.’ And he turned towards the portrait of her father.


  ‘I am getting on fairly well, thank you.’


  The force of her utterance was scarcely borne out by her look; but Barnet courteously reproached himself for not having guessed a thing so natural; and to dissipate all embarrassment added, as he bent over the table, ‘What were you doing when I came?—painting flowers, and by candlelight?’


  ‘O no,’ she said, ‘not painting them—only sketching the outlines. I do that at night to save time—I have to get three dozen done by the end of the month.’


  Barnet looked as if he regretted it deeply. ‘You will wear your poor eyes out,’ he said, with more sentiment than he had hitherto shown. ‘You ought not to do it. There was a time when I should have said you must not. Well—I almost wish I had never seen light with my own eyes when I think of that!’


  ‘Is this a time or place for recalling such matters?’ she asked, with dignity. ‘You used to have a gentlemanly respect for me, and for yourself. Don’t speak any more as you have spoken, and don’t come again. I cannot think that this visit is serious, or was closely considered by you.’


  ‘Considered: well, I came to see you as an old and good friend—not to mince matters, to visit a woman I loved. Don’t be angry! I could not help doing it, so many things brought you into my mind…. This evening I fell in with an acquaintance, and when I saw how happy he was with his wife and family welcoming him home, though with only one-tenth of my income and chances, and thought what might have been in my case, it fairly broke down my discretion, and off I came here. Now I am here I feel that I am wrong to some extent. But the feeling that I should like to see you, and talk of those we used to know in common, was very strong.’


  ‘Before that can be the case a little more time must pass,’ said Miss Savile quietly; ‘a time long enough for me to regard with some calmness what at present I remember far too impatiently—though it may be you almost forget it. Indeed you must have forgotten it long before you acted as you did.’ Her voice grew stronger and more vivacious as she added: ‘But I am doing my best to forget it too, and I know I shall succeed from the progress I have made already!’


  She had remained standing till now, when she turned and sat down, facing half away from him.


  Barnet watched her moodily. ‘Yes, it is only what I deserve,’ he said. ‘Ambition pricked me on—no, it was not ambition, it was wrongheadedness! Had I but reflected….’ He broke out vehemently: ‘But always remember this, Lucy: if you had written to me only one little line after that misunderstanding, I declare I should have come back to you. That ruined me!’ He slowly walked as far as the little room would allow him to go, and remained with his eyes on the skirting.


  ‘But, Mr. Barnet, how could I write to you? There was no opening for my doing so.’


  ‘Then there ought to have been,’ said Barnet, turning. ‘That was my fault!’


  ‘Well, I don’t know anything about that; but as there had been nothing said by me which required any explanation by letter, I did not send one. Everything was so indefinite, and feeling your position to be so much wealthier than mine, I fancied I might have mistaken your meaning. And when I heard of the other lady—a woman of whose family even you might be proud—I thought how foolish I had been, and said nothing.’


  ‘Then I suppose it was destiny—accident—I don’t know what, that separated us, dear Lucy. Anyhow you were the woman I ought to have made my wife—and I let you slip, like the foolish man that I was!’


  ‘O, Mr. Barnet,’ she said, almost in tears, ‘don’t revive the subject to me; I am the wrong one to console you—think, sir,—you should not be here—it would be so bad for me if it were known!’


  ‘It would—it would, indeed,’ he said hastily. ‘I am not right in doing this, and I won’t do it again.’


  ‘It is a very common folly of human nature, you know, to think the course you did not adopt must have been the best,’ she continued, with gentle solicitude, as she followed him to the door of the room. ‘And you don’t know that I should have accepted you, even if you had asked me to be your wife.’ At this his eye met hers, and she dropped her gaze. She knew that her voice belied her. There was a silence till she looked up to add, in a voice of soothing playfulness, ‘My family was so much poorer than yours, even before I lost my dear father, that—perhaps your companions would have made it unpleasant for us on account of my deficiencies.’


  ‘Your disposition would soon have won them round,’ said Barnet.


  She archly expostulated: ‘Now, never mind my disposition; try to make it up with your wife! Those are my commands to you. And now you are to leave me at once.’


  ‘I will. I must make the best of it all, I suppose,’ he replied, more cheerfully than he had as yet spoken. ‘But I shall never again meet with such a dear girl as you!’ And he suddenly opened the door, and left her alone. When his glance again fell on the lamps that were sparsely ranged along the dreary level road, his eyes were in a state which showed straw-like motes of light radiating from each flame into the surrounding air.


  On the other side of the way Barnet observed a man under an umbrella, walking parallel with himself. Presently this man left the footway, and gradually converged on Barnet’s course. The latter then saw that it was Charlson, a surgeon of the town, who owed him money. Charlson was a man not without ability; yet he did not prosper. Sundry circumstances stood in his way as a medical practitioner: he was needy; he was not a coddle; he gossiped with men instead of with women; he had married a stranger instead of one of the town young ladies; and he was given to conversational buffoonery. Moreover, his look was quite erroneous. Those only proper features in the family doctor, the quiet eye, and the thin straight passionless lips which never curl in public either for laughter or for scorn, were not his; he had a full-curved mouth, and a bold black eye that made timid people nervous. His companions were what in old times would have been called boon companions—an expression which, though of irreproachable root, suggests fraternization carried to the point of unscrupulousness. All this was against him in the little town of his adoption.


  Charlson had been in difficulties, and to oblige him Barnet had put his name to a bill; and, as he had expected, was called upon to meet it when it fell due. It had been only a matter of fifty pounds, which Barnet could well afford to lose, and he bore no ill-will to the thriftless surgeon on account of it. But Charlson had a little too much brazen indifferentism in his composition to be altogether a desirable acquaintance.


  ‘I hope to be able to make that little bill-business right with you in the course of three weeks, Mr. Barnet,’ said Charlson with hail-fellow friendliness.


  Barnet replied good-naturedly that there was no hurry.


  This particular three weeks had moved on in advance of Charlson’s present with the precision of a shadow for some considerable time.


  ‘I’ve had a dream,’ Charlson continued. Barnet knew from his tone that the surgeon was going to begin his characteristic nonsense, and did not encourage him. ‘I’ve had a dream,’ repeated Charlson, who required no encouragement. ‘I dreamed that a gentleman, who has been very kind to me, married a haughty lady in haste, before he had quite forgotten a nice little girl he knew before, and that one wet evening, like the present, as I was walking up the harbour-road, I saw him come out of that dear little girl’s present abode.’


  Barnet glanced towards the speaker. The rays from a neighbouring lamp struck through the drizzle under Charlson’s umbrella, so as just to illumine his face against the shade behind, and show that his eye was turned up under the outer corner of its lid, whence it leered with impish jocoseness as he thrust his tongue into his cheek.


  ‘Come,’ said Barnet gravely, ‘we’ll have no more of that.’


  ‘No, no—of course not,’ Charlson hastily answered, seeing that his humour had carried him too far, as it had done many times before. He was profuse in his apologies, but Barnet did not reply. Of one thing he was certain—that scandal was a plant of quick root, and that he was bound to obey Lucy’s injunction for Lucy’s own sake.


  III


  He did so, to the letter; and though, as the crocus followed the snowdrop and the daffodil the crocus in Lucy’s garden, the harbour-road was a not unpleasant place to walk in, Barnet’s feet never trod its stones, much less approached her door. He avoided a saunter that way as he would have avoided a dangerous dram, and took his airings a long distance northward, among severely square and brown ploughed fields, where no other townsman came. Sometimes he went round by the lower lanes of the borough, where the rope-walks stretched in which his family formerly had share, and looked at the rope-makers walking backwards, overhung by apple-trees and bushes, and intruded on by cows and calves, as if trade had established itself there at considerable inconvenience to Nature.


  One morning, when the sun was so warm as to raise a steam from the south-eastern slopes of those flanking hills that looked so lovely above the old roofs, but made every low-chimneyed house in the town as smoky as Tophet, Barnet glanced from the windows of the town-council room for lack of interest in what was proceeding within. Several members of the corporation were present, but there was not much business doing, and in a few minutes Downe came leisurely across to him, saying that he seldom saw Barnet now.


  Barnet owned that he was not often present.


  Downe looked at the crimson curtain which hung down beside the panes, reflecting its hot hues into their faces, and then out of the window. At that moment there passed along the street a tall commanding lady, in whom the solicitor recognized Barnet’s wife. Barnet had done the same thing, and turned away.


  ‘It will be all right some day,’ said Downe, with cheering sympathy.


  ‘You have heard, then, of her last outbreak?’


  Downe depressed his cheerfulness to its very reverse in a moment. ‘No, I have not heard of anything serious,’ he said, with as long a face as one naturally round could be turned into at short notice. ‘I only hear vague reports of such things.’


  ‘You may think it will be all right,’ said Barnet drily. ‘But I have a different opinion…. No, Downe, we must look the thing in the face. Not poppy nor mandragora—however, how are your wife and children?’


  Downe said that they were all well, thanks; they were out that morning somewhere; he was just looking to see if they were walking that way. Ah, there they were, just coming down the street; and Downe pointed to the figures of two children with a nursemaid, and a lady walking behind them.


  ‘You will come out and speak to her?’ he asked.


  ‘Not this morning. The fact is I don’t care to speak to anybody just now.’


  ‘You are too sensitive, Mr. Barnet. At school I remember you used to get as red as a rose if anybody uttered a word that hurt your feelings.’


  Barnet mused. ‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘there is a grain of truth in that. It is because of that I often try to make peace at home. Life would be tolerable then at any rate, even if not particularly bright.’


  ‘I have thought more than once of proposing a little plan to you,’ said Downe with some hesitation. ‘I don’t know whether it will meet your views, but take it or leave it, as you choose. In fact, it was my wife who suggested it: that she would be very glad to call on Mrs. Barnet and get into her confidence. She seems to think that Mrs. Barnet is rather alone in the town, and without advisers. Her impression is that your wife will listen to reason. Emily has a wonderful way of winning the hearts of people of her own sex.[’]


  ‘And of the other sex too, I think. She is a charming woman, and you were a lucky fellow to find her.’


  ‘Well, perhaps I was,’ simpered Downe, trying to wear an aspect of being the last man in the world to feel pride. ‘However, she will be likely to find out what ruffles Mrs. Barnet. Perhaps it is some misunderstanding, you know—something that she is too proud to ask you to explain, or some little thing in your conduct that irritates her because she does not fully comprehend you. The truth is, Emily would have been more ready to make advances if she had been quite sure of her fitness for Mrs. Barnet’s society, who has of course been accustomed to London people of good position, which made Emily fearful of intruding.’


  Barnet expressed his warmest thanks for the well-intentioned proposition. There was reason in Mrs. Downe’s fear—that he owned. ‘But do let her call,’ he said. ‘There is no woman in England I would so soon trust on such an errand. I am afraid there will not be any brilliant result; still I shall take it as the kindest and nicest thing if she will try it, and not be frightened at a repulse.’


  When Barnet and Downe had parted, the former went to the Town Savings-Bank, of which he was a trustee, and endeavoured to forget his troubles in the contemplation of low sums of money, and figures in a network of red and blue lines. He sat and watched the working-people making their deposits, to which at intervals he signed his name. Before he left in the afternoon Downe put his head inside the door.


  ‘Emily has seen Mrs. Barnet,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘She has got Mrs. Barnet’s promise to take her for a drive down to the shore to-morrow, if it is fine. Good afternoon!’


  Barnet shook Downe by the hand without speaking, and Downe went away.


  IV


  The next day was as fine as the arrangement could possibly require. As the sun passed the meridian and declined westward, the tall shadows from the scaffold-poles of Barnet’s rising residence streaked the ground as far as to the middle of the highway. Barnet himself was there inspecting the progress of the works for the first time during several weeks. A building in an old-fashioned town five-and-thirty years ago did not, as in the modern fashion, rise from the sod like a booth at a fair. The foundations and lower courses were put in and allowed to settle for many weeks before the superstructure was built up, and a whole summer of drying was hardly sufficient to do justice to the important issues involved. Barnet stood within a window-niche which had as yet received no frame, and thence looked down a slope into the road. The wheels of a chaise were heard, and then his handsome Xantippe, in the company of Mrs. Downe, drove past on their way to the shore. They were driving slowly; there was a pleasing light in Mrs. Downe’s face, which seemed faintly to reflect itself upon the countenance of her companion—that politesse du cœur which was so natural to her having possibly begun already to work results. But whatever the situation, Barnet resolved not to interfere, or do anything to hazard the promise of the day. He might well afford to trust the issue to another when he could never direct it but to ill himself. His wife’s clenched rein-hand in its lemon-coloured glove, her stiff erect figure, clad in velvet and lace, and her boldly-outlined face, passed on, exhibiting their owner as one fixed for ever above the level of her companion—socially by her early breeding, and materially by her higher cushion.


  Barnet decided to allow them a proper time to themselves, and then stroll down to the shore and drive them home. After lingering on at the house for another hour he started with this intention. A few hundred yards below ‘Château Ringdale’ stood the cottage in which the late lieutenant’s daughter had her lodging. Barnet had not been so far that way for a long time, and as he approached the forbidden ground a curious warmth passed into him, which led him to perceive that, unless he were careful, he might have to fight the battle with himself about Lucy over again. A tenth of his present excuse would, however, have justified him in travelling by that road to-day.


  He came opposite the dwelling, and turned his eyes for a momentary glance into the little garden that stretched from the palings to the door. Lucy was in the enclosure; she was walking and stooping to gather some flowers, possibly for the purpose of painting them, for she moved about quickly, as if anxious to save time. She did not see him; he might have passed unnoticed; but a sensation which was not in strict unison with his previous sentiments that day led him to pause in his walk and watch her. She went nimbly round and round the beds of anemones, tulips, jonquils, polyanthuses, and other old-fashioned flowers, looking a very charming figure in her half-mourning bonnet, and with an incomplete nosegay in her left hand. Raising herself to pull down a lilac blossom she observed him.


  ‘Mr. Barnet!’ she said, innocently smiling. ‘Why, I have been thinking of you many times since Mrs. Barnet went by in the pony-carriage, and now here you are!’


  ‘Yes, Lucy,’ he said.


  Then she seemed to recall particulars of their last meeting, and he believed that she flushed, though it might have been only the fancy of his own supersensitiveness.


  ‘I am going to the harbour,’ he added.


  ‘Are you?’ Lucy remarked simply. ‘A great many people begin to go there now the summer is drawing on.’


  Her face had come more into his view as she spoke, and he noticed how much thinner and paler it was than when he had seen it last. ‘Lucy, how weary you look! tell me, can I help you?’ he was going to cry out.—‘If I do,’ he thought, ‘it will be the ruin of us both!’ He merely said that the afternoon was fine, and went on his way.


  As he went a sudden blast of air came over the hill as if in contradiction to his words, and spoilt the previous quiet of the scene. The wind had already shifted violently, and now smelt of the sea.


  The harbour-road soon began to justify its name. A gap appeared in the rampart of hills which shut out the sea, and on the left of the opening rose a vertical cliff, coloured a burning orange by the sunlight, the companion cliff on the right being livid in shade. Between these cliffs, like the Libyan bay which sheltered the shipwrecked Trojans, was a little haven, seemingly a beginning made by Nature herself of a perfect harbour, which appealed to the passer-by as only requiring a little human industry to finish it and make it famous, the ground on each side as far back as the daisied slopes that bounded the interior valley being a mere layer of blown sand. But the Port-Bredy burgesses a mile inland had, in the course of ten centuries, responded many times to that mute appeal, with the result that the tides had invariably choked up their works with sand and shingle as soon as completed. There were but few houses here: a rough pier, a few boats, some stores, an inn, a residence or two, a ketch unloading in the harbour, were the chief features of the settlement. On the open ground by the shore stood his wife’s pony-carriage, empty, the boy in attendance holding the horse.


  When Barnet drew nearer, he saw an indigo-coloured spot moving swiftly along beneath the radiant base of the eastern cliff, which proved to be a man in a jersey, running with all his might. He held up his hand to Barnet, as it seemed, and they approached each other. The man was local, but a stranger to him.


  ‘What is it, my man?’ said Barnet.


  ‘A terrible calamity!’ the boatman hastily explained. Two ladies had been capsized in a boat—they were Mrs. Downe and Mrs. Barnet of the old town; they had driven down there that afternoon—they had alighted, and it was so fine, that, after walking about a little while, they had been tempted to go out for a short sail round the cliff. Just as they were putting in to the shore, the wind shifted with a sudden gust, the boat listed over, and it was thought they were both drowned. How it could have happened was beyond his mind to fathom, for John Green knew how to sail a boat as well as any man there.


  ‘Which is the way to the place?’ said Barnet.


  It was just round the cliff.


  ‘Run to the carriage and tell the boy to bring it to the place as soon as you can. Then go to the Harbour Inn and tell them to ride to town for a doctor. Have they been got out of the water?’


  ‘One lady has.’


  ‘Which?’


  ‘Mrs. Barnet. Mrs. Downe, it is feared, has fleeted out to sea.’


  Barnet ran on to that part of the shore which the cliff had hitherto obscured from his view, and there discerned, a long way ahead, a group of fishermen standing. As soon as he came up one or two recognized him, and, not liking to meet his eye, turned aside with misgiving. He went amidst them and saw a small sailing-boat lying draggled at the water’s edge; and, on the sloping shingle beside it, a soaked and sandy woman’s form in the velvet dress and yellow gloves of his wife.


  V


  All had been done that could be done. Mrs. Barnet was in her own house under medical hands, but the result was still uncertain. Barnet had acted as if devotion to his wife were the dominant passion of his existence. There had been much to decide—whether to attempt restoration of the apparently lifeless body as it lay on the shore—whether to carry her to the Harbour Inn—whether to drive with her at once to his own house. The first course, with no skilled help or appliances near at hand, had seemed hopeless. The second course would have occupied nearly as much time as a drive to the town, owing to the intervening ridges of shingle, and the necessity of crossing the harbour by boat to get to the house, added to which much time must have elapsed before a doctor could have arrived down there. By bringing her home in the carriage some precious moments had slipped by; but she had been laid in her own bed in seven minutes, a doctor called to her side, and every possible restorative brought to bear upon her.


  At what a tearing pace he had driven up that road, through the yellow evening sunlight, the shadows flapping irksomely into his eyes as each wayside object rushed past between him and the west! Tired workmen with their baskets at their backs had turned on their homeward journey to wonder at his speed. Half-way between the shore and Port-Bredy town he had met Charlson, who had been the first surgeon to hear of the accident. He was accompanied by his assistant in a gig. Barnet had sent on the latter to the coast in case that Downe’s poor wife should by that time have been reclaimed from the waves, and had brought Charlson back with him to the house.


  Barnet’s presence was not needed here, and he felt it to be his next duty to set off at once and find Downe, that no other than himself might break the news to him.


  He was quite sure that no chance had been lost for Mrs. Downe by his leaving the shore. By the time that Mrs. Barnet had been laid in the carriage a much larger group had assembled to lend assistance in finding her friend, rendering his own help superfluous. But the duty of breaking the news was made doubly painful by the circumstance that the catastrophe which had befallen Mrs. Downe was solely the result of her own and her husband’s loving-kindness towards himself.


  He found Downe in his office. When the solicitor comprehended the intelligence he turned pale, stood up, and remained for a moment perfectly still, as if bereft of his faculties; then his shoulders heaved, he pulled out his handkerchief and began to cry like a child. His sobs might have been heard in the next room. He seemed to have no idea of going to the shore, or of doing anything; but when Barnet took him gently by the hand and proposed to start at once, he quietly acquiesced, neither uttering any further word nor making any effort to repress his tears.


  Barnet accompanied him to the shore, where, finding that no trace had as yet been seen of Mrs. Downe, and that his stay would be of no avail, he left Downe with his friends and the young doctor, and once more hastened back to his own house.


  At the door he met Charlson. ‘Well!’ Barnet said.


  ‘I have just come down,’ said the doctor; ‘we have done everything, but without result. I sympathize with you in your bereavement.’


  Barnet did not much appreciate Charlson’s sympathy, which sounded to his ears as something of a mockery from the lips of a man who knew what Charlson knew about his domestic relations. Indeed there seemed an odd spark in Charlson’s full black eye as he said the words; but that might have been imaginary.


  ‘And, Mr. Barnet,’ Charlson resumed, ‘that little matter between us—I hope to settle it finally in three weeks at least.’


  ‘Never mind that now,’ said Barnet abruptly. He directed the surgeon to go to the harbour in case his services might even now be necessary there: and himself entered the house.


  The servants were coming from his wife’s chamber, looking helplessly at each other and at him. He passed them by and entered the room, where he stood regarding the shape on the bed for a few minutes, after which he walked into his own dressing-room adjoining, and there paced up and down. In a minute or two he noticed what a strange and total silence had come over the upper part of the house; his own movements, muffled as they were by the carpet, seemed noisy, and his thoughts to disturb the air like articulate utterances. His eye glanced through the window. Far down the road to the harbour a roof detained his gaze: out of it rose a red chimney, and out of the red chimney a curl of smoke, as from a fire newly kindled. He had often seen such a sight before. In that house lived Lucy Savile; and the smoke was from the fire which was regularly lighted at this time to make her tea.


  After that he went back to the bedroom, and stood there some time regarding his wife’s silent form. She was a woman some years older than himself, but had not by any means overpassed the maturity of good looks and vigour. Her passionate features, well-defined, firm, and statuesque in life, were doubly so now: her mouth and brow, beneath her purplish black hair, showed only too clearly that the turbulency of character which had made a bear-garden of his house had been no temporary phase of her existence. While he reflected, he suddenly said to himself, I wonder if all has been done?


  The thought was led up to by his having fancied that his wife’s features lacked in its completeness the expression which he had been accustomed to associate with the faces of those whose spirits have fled for ever. The effacement of life was not so marked but that, entering uninformed, he might have supposed her sleeping. Her complexion was that seen in the numerous faded portraits by Sir Joshua Reynolds; it was pallid in comparison with life, but there was visible on a close inspection the remnant of what had once been a flush; the keeping between the cheeks and the hollows of the face being thus preserved, although positive colour was gone. Long orange rays of evening sun stole in through chinks in the blind, striking on the large mirror, and being thence reflected upon the crimson hangings and woodwork of the heavy bedstead, so that the general tone of light was remarkably warm; and it was probable that something might be due to this circumstance. Still the fact impressed him as strange. Charlson had been gone more than a quarter of an hour: could it be possible that he had left too soon, and that his attempts to restore her had operated so sluggishly as only now to have made themselves felt? Barnet laid his hand upon her chest, and fancied that ever and anon a faint flutter of palpitation, gentle as that of a butterfly’s wing, disturbed the stillness there—ceasing for a time, then struggling to go on, then breaking down in weakness and ceasing again.


  Barnet’s mother had been an active practitioner of the healing art among her poorer neighbours, and her inspirations had all been derived from an octavo volume of Domestic Medicine, which at this moment was lying, as it had lain for many years, on a shelf in Barnet’s dressing-room. He hastily fetched it, and there read under the head ‘Drowning:’—


  
    ‘Exertions for the recovery of any person who has not been immersed for a longer period than half-an-hour should be continued for at least four hours, as there have been many cases in which returning life has made itself visible even after a longer interval.


    ‘Should, however, a weak action of any of the organs show itself when the case seems almost hopeless, our efforts must be redoubled; the feeble spark in this case requires to be solicited; it will certainly disappear under a relaxation of labour.’

  


  Barnet looked at his watch; it was now barely two hours and a half from the time when he had first heard of the accident. He threw aside the book and turned quickly to reach a stimulant which had previously been used. Pulling up the blind for more light, his eye glanced out of the window. There he saw that red chimney still smoking cheerily, and that roof, and through the roof that somebody. His mechanical movements stopped, his hand remained on the blind-cord, and he seemed to become breathless, as if he had suddenly found himself treading a high rope.


  While he stood a sparrow lighted on the windowsill, saw him, and flew away. Next a man and a dog walked over one of the green hills which bulged above the roofs of the town. But Barnet took no notice.


  We may wonder what were the exact images that passed through his mind during those minutes of gazing upon Lucy Savile’s house, the sparrow, the man and the dog, and Lucy Savile’s house again. There are honest men who will not admit to their thoughts, even as idle hypotheses, views of the future that assume as done a deed which they would recoil from doing; and there are other honest men for whom morality ends at the surface of their own heads, who will deliberate what the first will not so much as suppose. Barnet had a wife whose presence distracted his home; she now lay as in death; by merely doing nothing—by letting the intelligence which had gone forth to the world lie undisturbed—he would effect such a deliverance for himself as he had never hoped for, and open up an opportunity of which till now he had never dreamed. Whether the conjuncture had arisen through any unscrupulous, ill-considered impulse of Charlson to help out of a strait the friend who was so kind as never to press him for what was due could not be told; there was nothing to prove it; and it was a question which could never be asked. The triangular situation—himself—his wife—Lucy Savile—was the one clear thing.


  From Barnet’s actions we may infer that he supposed such and such a result, for a moment, but did not deliberate. He withdrew his hazel eyes from the scene without, calmly turned, rang the bell for assistance, and vigorously exerted himself to learn if life still lingered in that motionless frame. In a short time another surgeon was in attendance; and then Barnet’s surmise proved to be true. The slow life timidly heaved again; but much care and patience were needed to catch and retain it, and a considerable period elapsed before it could be said with certainty that Mrs. Barnet lived. When this was the case, and there was no further room for doubt, Barnet left the chamber. The blue evening smoke from Lucy’s chimney had died down to an imperceptible stream, and as he walked about downstairs he murmured to himself, ‘My wife was dead, and she is alive again.’


  It was not so with Downe. After three hours’ immersion his wife’s body had been recovered, life, of course, being quite extinct. Barnet on descending, went straight to his friend’s house, and there learned the result. Downe was helpless in his wild grief, occasionally even hysterical. Barnet said little, but finding that some guiding hand was necessary in the sorrow-stricken household, took upon him to supervise and manage till Downe should be in a state of mind to do so for himself.


  VI


  One September evening, four months later, when Mrs. Barnet was in perfect health, and Mrs. Downe but a weakening memory, an errand-boy paused to rest himself in front of Mr. Barnet’s old house, depositing his basket on one of the window-sills. The street was not yet lighted, but there were lights in the house, and at intervals a flitting shadow fell upon the blind at his elbow. Words also were audible from the same apartment, and they seemed to be those of persons in violent altercation. But the boy could not gather their purport, and he went on his way.


  Ten minutes afterwards the door of Barnet’s house opened, and a tall closely-veiled lady in a travelling-dress came out and descended the freestone steps. The servant stood in the doorway watching her as she went with a measured tread down the street. When she had been out of sight for some minutes Barnet appeared at the door from within.


  ‘Did your mistress leave word where she was going?’ he asked.


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Is the carriage ordered to meet her anywhere?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Did she take a latch-key?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  Barnet went in again, sat down in his chair, and leaned back. Then in solitude and silence he brooded over the bitter emotions that filled his heart. It was for this that he had gratuitously restored her to life, and made his union with another impossible! The evening drew on, and nobody came to disturb him. At bedtime he told the servants to retire, that he would sit up for Mrs. Barnet himself; and when they were gone he leaned his head upon his hand and mused for hours.


  The clock struck one, two; still his wife came not, and, with impatience added to depression, he went from room to room till another weary hour had passed. This was not altogether a new experience for Barnet; but she had never before so prolonged her absence. At last he sat down again and fell asleep.


  He awoke at six o’clock to find that she had not returned. In searching about the rooms he discovered that she had taken a case of jewels which had been hers before her marriage. At eight a note was brought him; it was from his wife, in which she stated that she had gone by the coach to the house of a distant relative near London, and expressed a wish that certain boxes, articles of clothing, and so on, might be sent to her forthwith. The note was brought to him by a waiter at the Black-Bull Hotel, and had been written by Mrs. Barnet immediately before she took her place in the stage.


  By the evening this order was carried out, and Barnet, with a sense of relief, walked out into the town. A fair had been held during the day, and the large clear moon which rose over the most prominent hill flung its light upon the booths and standings that still remained in the street, mixing its rays curiously with those from the flaring naphtha lamps. The town was full of country-people who had come in to enjoy themselves, and on this account Barnet strolled through the streets unobserved. With a certain recklessness he made for the harbour-road, and presently found himself by the shore, where he walked on till he came to the spot near which his friend the kindly Mrs. Downe had lost her life, and his own wife’s life had been preserved. A tremulous pathway of bright moonshine now stretched over the water which had engulfed them, and not a living soul was near.


  Here he ruminated on their characters, and next on the young girl in whom he now took a more sensitive interest than at the time when he had been free to marry her. Nothing, so far as he was aware, had ever appeared in his own conduct to show that such an interest existed. He had made it a point of the utmost strictness to hinder that feeling from influencing in the faintest degree his attitude towards his wife; and this was made all the more easy for him by the small demand Mrs. Barnet made upon his attentions, for which she ever evinced the greatest contempt; thus unwittingly giving him the satisfaction of knowing that their severance owed nothing to jealousy, or, indeed, to any personal behaviour of his at all. Her concern was not with him or his feelings, as she frequently told him; but that she had, in a moment of weakness, thrown herself away upon a common burgher when she might have aimed at, and possibly brought down, a peer of the realm. Her frequent depreciation of Barnet in these terms had at times been so intense that he was sorely tempted to retaliate on her egotism by owning that he loved at the same low level on which he lived; but prudence had prevailed, for which he was now thankful.


  Something seemed to sound upon the shingle behind him over and above the raking of the wave. He looked round, and a slight girlish shape appeared quite close to him. He could not see her face because it was in the direction of the moon.


  ‘Mr. Barnet?’ the rambler said, in timid surprise. The voice was the voice of Lucy Savile.


  ‘Yes,’ said Barnet. ‘How can I repay you for this pleasure?’


  ‘I only came because the night was so clear. I am now on my way home.’


  ‘I am glad we have met. I want to know if you will let me do something for you, to give me an occupation, as an idle man? I am sure I ought to help you, for I know you are almost without friends.’


  She hesitated. ‘Why should you tell me that?’ she said.


  ‘In the hope that you will be frank with me.’


  ‘I am not altogether without friends here. But I am going to make a little change in my life—to go out as a teacher of freehand drawing and practical perspective, of course I mean on a comparatively humble scale, because I have not been specially educated for that profession. But I am sure I shall like it much.’


  ‘You have an opening?’


  ‘I have not exactly got it, but I have advertised for one.’


  ‘Lucy, you must let me help you!’


  ‘Not at all.’


  ‘You need not think it would compromise you, or that I am indifferent to delicacy. I bear in mind how we stand. It is very unlikely that you will succeed as teacher of the class you mention, so let me do something of a different kind for you. Say what you would like, and it shall be done.’


  ‘No; if I can’t be a drawing-mistress or governess, or something of that sort, I shall go to India and join my brother.’


  ‘I wish I could go abroad, anywhere, everywhere with you, Lucy, and leave this place and its associations for ever!’


  She played with the end of her bonnet-string, and hastily turned aside. ‘Don’t ever touch upon that kind of topic again,’ she said, with a quick severity not free from anger. ‘It simply makes it impossible for me to see you, much less receive any guidance from you. No, thank you, Mr. Barnet; you can do nothing for me at present; and as I suppose my uncertainty will end in my leaving for India, I fear you never will. If ever I think you can do anything, I will take the trouble to ask you. Till then, good-bye.’


  The tone of her latter words was equivocal, and while he remained in doubt whether a gentle irony was or was not inwrought with their sound, she swept lightly round and left him alone. He saw her form get smaller and smaller along the damp belt of sea-sand between ebb and flood; and when she had vanished round the cliff into the harbour-road he himself followed in the same direction.


  That her hopes from an advertisement should be the single thread which held Lucy Savile in England was too much for Barnet. On reaching the town he went straight to the residence of Downe, now a widower with four children. The young motherless brood had been sent to bed about a quarter of an hour earlier, and when Barnet entered he found Downe sitting alone. It was the same room as that from which the family had been looking out for Downe at the beginning of the year, when Downe had slipped into the gutter and his wife had been so enviably tender towards him. The old neatness had gone from the house; articles lay in places which could show no reason for their presence, as if momentarily deposited there some months ago, and forgotten ever since; there were no flowers; things were jumbled together on the furniture which should have been in cupboards; and the place in general had that stagnant, unrenovated air which usually pervades the maimed home of the widower.


  Downe soon renewed his customary full-worded lament over his wife, and even when he had worked himself up to tears, went on volubly, as if a listener were a luxury to be enjoyed whenever he could be caught.


  ‘She was a treasure beyond compare, Mr. Barnet! I shall never see such another. Nobody now to nurse me—nobody to console me in those daily troubles, you know, Barnet, which makes consolation so necessary to a nature like mine. It would be unbecoming to repine, for her spirit’s home was elsewhere—the tender light in her eyes always showed it; but it is a long dreary time that I have before me, and nobody else can ever fill the void left in my heart by her loss—nobody—nobody!’ And Downe wiped his eyes again.


  ‘She was a good woman in the highest sense,’ gravely answered Barnet, who, though Downe’s words drew genuine compassion from his heart, could not help feeling that a tender reticence would have been a finer tribute to Mrs. Downe’s really sterling virtues than such a second-class lament as this.


  ‘I have something to show you,’ Downe resumed, producing from a drawer a sheet of paper on which was an elaborate design for a canopied tomb. ‘This has been sent me by the architect, but it is not exactly what I want.’


  ‘You have got Jones to do it, I see, the man who is carrying out my house,’ said Barnet, as he glanced at the signature to the drawing.


  ‘Yes, but it is not quite what I want. I want something more striking—more like a tomb I have seen in St. Paul’s Cathedral. Nothing less will do justice to my feelings, and how far short of them that will fall!’


  Barnet privately thought the design a sufficiently imposing one as it stood, even extravagantly ornate; but, feeling that he had no right to criticize, he said gently, ‘Downe, should you not live more in your children’s lives at the present time, and soften the sharpness of regret for your own past by thinking of their future?’


  ‘Yes, yes; but what can I do more?’ asked Downe, wrinkling his forehead hopelessly.


  It was with anxious slowness that Barnet produced his reply—the secret object of his visit to-night. ‘Did you not say one day that you ought by rights to get a governess for the children?’


  Downe admitted that he had said so, but that he could not see his way to it. ‘The kind of woman I should like to have,’ he said, ‘would be rather beyond my means. No; I think I shall send them to school in the town when they are old enough to go out alone.’


  ‘Now, I know of something better than that. The late Lieutenant Savile’s daughter, Lucy, wants to do something for herself in the way of teaching. She would be inexpensive, and would answer your purpose as well as anybody for six or twelve months. She would probably come daily if you were to ask her, and so your housekeeping arrangements would not be much affected.’


  ‘I thought she had gone away,’ said the solicitor, musing. ‘Where does she live?’


  Barnet told him, and added that, if Downe should think of her as suitable, he would do well to call as soon as possible, or she might be on the wing. ‘If you do see her,’ he said, ‘it would be advisable not to mention my name. She is rather stiff in her ideas of me, and it might prejudice her against a course if she knew that I recommended it.’


  Downe promised to give the subject his consideration, and nothing more was said about it just then. But when Barnet rose to go, which was not till nearly bedtime, he reminded Downe of the suggestion and went up the street to his own solitary home with a sense of satisfaction at his promising diplomacy in a charitable cause.


  VII


  The walls of his new house were carried up nearly to their full height. By a curious though not infrequent reaction, Barnet’s feelings about that unnecessary structure had undergone a change; he took considerable interest in its progress as a long-neglected thing, his wife before her departure having grown quite weary of it as a hobby. Moreover, it was an excellent distraction for a man in the unhappy position of having to live in a provincial town with nothing to do. He was probably the first of his line who had ever passed a day without toil, and perhaps something like an inherited instinct disqualifies such men for a life of pleasant inaction, such as lies in the power of those whose leisure is not a personal accident, but a vast historical accretion which has become part of their natures.


  Thus Barnet got into a way of spending many of his leisure hours on the site of the new building, and he might have been seen on most days at this time trying the temper of the mortar by punching the joints with his stick, looking at the grain of a floor-board, and meditating where it grew, or picturing under what circumstances the last fire would be kindled in the at present sootless chimneys. One day when thus occupied he saw three children pass by in the company of a fair young woman, whose sudden appearance caused him to flush perceptibly.


  ‘Ah, she is there,’ he thought. ‘That’s a blessed thing.’


  Casting an interested glance over the rising building and the busy workmen, Lucy Savile and the little Downes passed by; and after that time it became a regular though almost unconscious custom of Barnet to stand in the half-completed house and look from the ungarnished windows at the governess as she tripped towards the sea-shore with her young charges, which she was in the habit of doing on most fine afternoons. It was on one of these occasions, when he had been loitering on the first-floor landing, near the hole left for the staircase, not yet erected, that there appeared above the edge of the floor a little hat, followed by a little head.


  Barnet withdrew through a doorway, and the child came to the top of the ladder, stepping on to the floor and crying to her sisters and Miss Savile to follow. Another head rose above the floor, and another, and then Lucy herself came into view. The troop ran hither and thither through the empty, shaving-strewn rooms, and Barnet came forward.


  Lucy uttered a small exclamation: she was very sorry that she had intruded; she had not the least idea that Mr. Barnet was there: the children had come up, and she had followed.


  Barnet replied that he was only too glad to see them there. ‘And now, let me show you the rooms,’ he said.


  She passively assented, and he took her round. There was not much to show in such a bare skeleton of a house, but he made the most of it, and explained the different ornamental fittings that were soon to be fixed here and there. Lucy made but few remarks in reply, though she seemed pleased with her visit, and stole away down the ladder, followed by her companions.


  After this the new residence became yet more of a hobby for Barnet. Downe’s children did not forget their first visit, and when the windows were glazed, and the handsome staircase spread its broad low steps into the hall, they came again, prancing in unwearied succession through every room from ground-floor to attics, while Lucy stood waiting for them at the door. Barnet, who rarely missed a day in coming to inspect progress, stepped out from the drawing-room.


  ‘I could not keep them out,’ she said, with an apologetic blush. ‘I tried to do so very much: but they are rather wilful, and we are directed to walk this way for the sea air.’


  ‘Do let them make the house their regular playground, and you yours,’ said Barnet. ‘There is no better place for children to romp and take their exercise in than an empty house, particularly in muddy or damp weather such as we shall get a good deal of now; and this place will not be furnished for a long long time—perhaps never. I am not at all decided about it.’


  ‘O, but it must!’ replied Lucy, looking round at the hall. ‘The rooms are excellent, twice as high as ours; and the views from the windows are so lovely.’


  ‘I daresay, I daresay,’ he said absently.


  ‘Will all the furniture be new?’ she asked.


  ‘All the furniture be new—that’s a thing I have not thought of. In fact I only come here and look on. My father’s house would have been large enough for me, but another person had a voice in the matter, and it was settled that we should build. However, the place grows upon me; its recent associations are cheerful, and I am getting to like it fast.’


  A certain uneasiness in Lucy’s manner showed that the conversation was taking too personal a turn for her. ‘Still, as modern tastes develop, people require more room to gratify them in,’ she said, withdrawing to call the children; and serenely bidding him good afternoon she went on her way.


  Barnet’s life at this period was singularly lonely, and yet he was happier than he could have expected. His wife’s estrangement and absence, which promised to be permanent, left him free as a boy in his movements, and the solitary walks that he took gave him ample opportunity for chastened reflection on what might have been his lot if he had only shown wisdom enough to claim Lucy Savile when there was no bar between their lives, and she was to be had for the asking. He would occasionally call at the house of his friend Downe; but there was scarcely enough in common between their two natures to make them more than friends of that excellent sort whose personal knowledge of each other’s history and character is always in excess of intimacy, whereby they are not so likely to be severed by a clash of sentiment as in cases where intimacy springs up in excess of knowledge. Lucy was never visible at these times, being either engaged in the school-room, or in taking an airing out of doors; but, knowing that she was now comfortable, and had given up the, to him, depressing idea of going off to the other side of the globe, he was quite content.


  The new house had so far progressed that the gardeners were beginning to grass down the front. During an afternoon which he was passing in marking the curve for the carriage-drive, he beheld her coming in boldly towards him from the road. Hitherto Barnet had only caught her on the premises by stealth; and this advance seemed to show that at last her reserve had broken down.


  A smile gained strength upon her face as she approached, and it was quite radiant when she came up, and said, without a trace of embarrassment, ‘I find I owe you a hundred thanks—and it comes to me quite as a surprise! It was through your kindness that I was engaged by Mr. Downe. Believe me, Mr. Barnet, I did not know it until yesterday, or I should have thanked you long and long ago!’


  ‘I had offended you—just a trifle—at the time, I think?’ said Barnet, smiling, ‘and it was best that you should not know.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ she returned hastily. ‘Don’t allude to that; it is past and over, and we will let it be. The house is finished almost, is it not? How beautiful it will look when the evergreens are grown! Do you call the style Palladian, Mr. Barnet?’


  ‘I—really don’t quite know what it is. Yes, it must be Palladian, certainly. But I’ll ask Jones, the architect; for, to tell the truth, I had not thought much about the style: I had nothing to do with choosing it, I am sorry to say.’


  She would not let him harp on this gloomy refrain, and talked on bright matters till she said, producing a small roll of paper which he had noticed in her hand all the while, ‘Mr. Downe wished me to bring you this revised drawing of the late Mrs. Downe’s tomb, which the architect has just sent him. He would like you to look it over.’


  The children came up with their hoops, and she went off with them down the harbour-road as usual. Barnet had been glad to get those words of thanks; he had been thinking for many months that he would like her to know of his share in finding her a home such as it was; and what he could not do for himself, Downe had now kindly done for him. He returned to his desolate house with a lighter tread; though in reason he hardly knew why his tread should be light.


  On examining the drawing, Barnet found that, instead of the vast altar-tomb and canopy Downe had determined on at their last meeting, it was to be a more modest memorial even than had been suggested by the architect; a coped tomb of good solid construction, with no useless elaboration at all. Barnet was truly glad to see that Downe had come to reason of his own accord; and he returned the drawing with a note of approval.


  He followed up the house-work as before, and as he walked up and down the rooms, occasionally gazing from the windows over the bulging green hills and the quiet harbour that lay between them, he murmured words and fragments of words, which, if listened to, would have revealed all the secrets of his existence. Whatever his reason in going there, Lucy did not call again: the walk to the shore seemed to be abandoned: he must have thought it as well for both that it should be so, for he did not go anywhere out of his accustomed ways to endeavour to discover her.


  VIII


  The winter and the spring had passed, and the house was complete. It was a fine morning in the early part of June, and Barnet, though not in the habit of rising early, had taken a long walk before breakfast; returning by way of the new building. A sufficiently exciting cause of his restlessness to-day might have been the intelligence which had reached him the night before, that Lucy Savile was going to India after all, and notwithstanding the representations of her friends that such a journey was unadvisable in many ways for an unpractised girl, unless some more definite advantage lay at the end of it than she could show to be the case. Barnet’s walk up the slope to the building betrayed that he was in a dissatisfied mood. He hardly saw that the dewy time of day lent an unusual freshness to the bushes and trees which had so recently put on their summer habit of heavy leafage, and made his newly-laid lawn look as well established as an old manorial meadow. The house had been so adroitly placed between six tall elms which were growing on the site beforehand, that they seemed like real ancestral trees; and the rooks, young and old, cawed melodiously to their visitor.


  The door was not locked, and he entered. No workmen appeared to be present, and he walked from sunny window to sunny window of the empty rooms, with a sense of seclusion which might have been very pleasant but for the antecedent knowledge that his almost paternal care of Lucy Savile was to be thrown away by her wilfulness. Footsteps echoed through an adjoining room; and bending his eyes in that direction, he perceived Mr. Jones, the architect. He had come to look over the building before giving the contractor his final certificate. They walked over the house together. Everything was finished except the papering: there were the latest improvements of the period in bell-hanging, ventilating, smoke-jacks, fire-grates, and French windows. The business was soon ended, and Jones, having directed Barnet’s attention to a book of wall-paper patterns which lay on a bench for his choice, was leaving to keep another engagement, when Barnet said, ‘Is the tomb finished yet for Mrs. Downe?’


  ‘Well—yes: it is at last,’ said the architect, coming back and speaking as if he were in a mood to make a confidence. ‘I have had no end of trouble in the matter, and, to tell the truth, I am heartily glad it is over.’


  Barnet expressed his surprise. ‘I thought poor Downe had given up those extravagant notions of his? Then he has gone back to the altar and canopy after all? Well, he is to be excused, poor fellow!’


  ‘O no—he has not at all gone back to them—quite the reverse,’ Jones hastened to say. ‘He has so reduced design after design, that the whole thing has been nothing but waste labour for me; till in the end it has become a common headstone, which a mason put up in half a day.’


  ‘A common headstone?’ said Barnet.


  ‘Yes. I held out for some time for the addition of a footstone at least. But he said, “O no—he couldn’t afford it.”’


  ‘Ah, well—his family is growing up, poor fellow, and his expenses are getting serious.’


  ‘Yes, exactly,’ said Jones, as if the subject were none of his. And again directing Barnet’s attention to the wall-papers, the bustling architect left him to keep some other engagement.


  ‘A common headstone,’ murmured Barnet, left again to himself. He mused a minute or two, and next began looking over and selecting from the patterns; but had not long been engaged in the work when he heard another footstep on the gravel without, and somebody enter the open porch.


  Barnet went to the door—it was his manservant in search of him.


  ‘I have been trying for some time to find you, sir,’ he said. ‘This letter has come by the post, and it is marked immediate. And there’s this one from Mr. Downe, who called just now wanting to see you.’ He searched his pocket for the second.


  Barnet took the first letter—it had a black border, and bore the London postmark. It was not in his wife’s handwriting, or in that of any person he knew; but conjecture soon ceased as he read the page, wherein he was briefly informed that Mrs. Barnet had died suddenly on the previous day, at the furnished villa she had occupied near London.


  Barnet looked vaguely round the empty hall, at the blank walls, out of the doorway. Drawing a long palpitating breath, and with eyes downcast, he turned and climbed the stairs slowly, like a man who doubted their stability. The fact of his wife having, as it were, died once already, and lived on again, had entirely dislodged the possibility of her actual death from his conjecture. He went to the landing, leant over the balusters, and after a reverie, of whose duration he had but the faintest notion, turned to the window and stretched his gaze to the cottage further down the road, which was visible from his landing, and from which Lucy still walked to the solicitor’s house by a cross path. The faint words that came from his moving lips were simply, ‘At last!’


  Then, almost involuntarily, Barnet fell down on his knees and murmured some incoherent words of thanksgiving. Surely his virtue in restoring his wife to life had been rewarded! But, as if the impulse struck uneasily on his conscience, he quickly rose, brushed the dust from his trousers, and set himself to think of his next movements. He could not start for London for some hours; and as he had no preparations to make that could not be made in half-an-hour, he mechanically descended and resumed his occupation of turning over the wall-papers. They had all got brighter for him, those papers. It was all changed—who would sit in the rooms that they were to line? He went on to muse upon Lucy’s conduct in so frequently coming to the house with the children; her occasional blush in speaking to him; her evident interest in him. What woman can in the long run avoid being interested in a man whom she knows to be devoted to her? If human solicitation could ever effect anything, there should be no going to India for Lucy now. All the papers previously chosen seemed wrong in their shades, and he began from the beginning to choose again.


  While entering on the task he heard a forced ‘Ahem!’ from without the porch, evidently uttered to attract his attention, and footsteps again advancing to the door. His man, whom he had quite forgotten in his mental turmoil, was still waiting there.


  ‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ the man said from round the doorway; ‘but here’s the note from Mr. Downe that you didn’t take. He called just after you went out, and as he couldn’t wait, he wrote this on your study-table.’


  He handed in the letter—no black-bordered one now, but a practical-looking note in the well-known writing of the solicitor.


  
    ‘Dear Barnet’—it ran—‘Perhaps you will be prepared for the information I am about to give—that Lucy Savile and myself are going to be married this morning. I have hitherto said nothing as to my intention to any of my friends, for reasons which I am sure you will fully appreciate. The crisis has been brought about by her expressing her intention to join her brother in India. I then discovered that I could not do without her.


    ‘It is to be quite a private wedding; but it is my particular wish that you come down here quietly at ten, and go to church with us; it will add greatly to the pleasure I shall experience in the ceremony, and, I believe, to Lucy’s also. I have called on you very early to make the request, in the belief that I should find you at home; but you are beforehand with me in your early rising.—Yours sincerely,


    ‘C. Downe.’

  


  ‘Need I wait, sir?’ said the servant after a dead silence.


  ‘That will do, William. No answer,’ said Barnet calmly.


  When the man had gone Barnet re-read the letter. Turning eventually to the wall-papers, which he had been at such pains to select, he deliberately tore them into halves and quarters, and threw them into the empty fireplace. Then he went out of the house, locked the door, and stood in the front awhile. Instead of returning into the town he went down the harbour-road and thoughtfully lingered about by the sea, near the spot where the body of Downe’s late wife had been found and brought ashore.


  Barnet was a man with a rich capacity for misery, and there is no doubt that he exercised it to its fullest extent now. The events that had, as it were, dashed themselves together into one half-hour of this day showed that curious refinement of cruelty in their arrangement which often proceeds from the bosom of the whimsical god at other times known as blind Circumstance. That his few minutes of hope, between the reading of the first and second letters, had carried him to extraordinary heights of rapture was proved by the immensity of his suffering now. The sun blazing into his face would have shown a close watcher that a horizontal line, which had never been seen before, but which was never to be gone thereafter, was somehow gradually forming itself in the smooth of his forehead. His eyes, of a light hazel, had a curious look which can only be described by the word bruised; the sorrow that looked from them being largely mixed with the surprise of a man taken unawares.


  The secondary particulars of his present position, too, were odd enough, though for some time they appeared to engage little of his attention. Not a soul in the town knew, as yet, of his wife’s death; and he almost owed Downe the kindness of not publishing it till the day was over: the conjuncture, taken with that which had accompanied the death of Mrs. Downe, being so singular as to be quite sufficient to darken the pleasure of the impressionable solicitor to a cruel extent, if made known to him. But as Barnet could not set out on his journey to London, where his wife lay, for some hours (there being at this date no railway within a distance of many miles), no great reason existed why he should leave the town.


  Impulse in all its forms characterized Barnet, and when he heard the distant clock strike the hour of ten his feet began to carry him up the harbour-road with the manner of a man who must do something to bring himself to life. He passed Lucy Savile’s old house, his own new one, and came in view of the church. Now he gave a perceptible start, and his mechanical condition went away. Before the church-gate were a couple of carriages, and Barnet then could perceive that the marriage between Downe and Lucy was at that moment being solemnized within. A feeling of sudden, proud self-confidence, an indocile wish to walk unmoved in spite of grim environments, plainly possessed him, and when he reached the wicket-gate he turned in without apparent effort. Pacing up the paved footway he entered the church and stood for a while in the nave passage. A group of people was standing round the vestry door; Barnet advanced through these and stepped into the vestry.


  There they were, busily signing their names. Seeing Downe about to look round Barnet averted his somewhat disturbed face for a second or two; when he turned again front to front he was calm and quite smiling; it was a creditable triumph over himself, and deserved to be remembered in his native town. He greeted Downe heartily, offering his congratulations.


  It seemed as if Barnet expected a half-guilty look upon Lucy’s face; but no; save the natural flush and flurry engendered by the service just performed, there was nothing whatever in her bearing which showed a disturbed mind: her gray-brown eyes carried in them now as at other times the well-known expression of common-sensed rectitude which never went so far as to touch on hardness. She shook hands with him, and Downe said warmly, ‘I wish you could have come sooner: I called on purpose to ask you. You’ll drive back with us now?’


  ‘No, no,’ said Barnet; ‘I am not at all prepared; but I thought I would look in upon you for a moment, even though I had not time to go home and dress. I’ll stand back and see you pass out, and observe the effect of the spectacle upon myself as one of the public.’


  Then Lucy and her husband laughed, and Barnet laughed and retired; and the quiet little party went gliding down the nave and towards the porch, Lucy’s new silk dress sweeping with a smart rustle round the base-mouldings of the ancient font, and Downe’s little daughters following in a state of round-eyed interest in their position, and that of Lucy, their teacher and friend.


  So Downe was comforted after his Emily’s death, which had taken place twelve months, two weeks, and three days before that time.


  When the two flys had driven off and the spectators had vanished, Barnet followed to the door, and went out into the sun. He took no more trouble to preserve a spruce exterior; his step was unequal, hesitating, almost convulsive; and the slight changes of colour which went on in his face seemed refracted from some inward flame. In the churchyard he became pale as a summer cloud, and finding it not easy to proceed he sat down on one of the tombstones and supported his head with his hand.


  Hard by was a sexton filling up a grave which he had not found time to finish on the previous evening. Observing Barnet, he went up to him, and recognizing him, said, ‘Shall I help you home, sir?’


  ‘O no, thank you,’ said Barnet, rousing himself and standing up. The sexton returned to his grave, followed by Barnet, who, after watching him awhile, stepped into the grave, now nearly filled, and helped to tread in the earth.


  The sexton apparently thought his conduct a little singular, but he made no observation, and when the grave was full, Barnet suddenly stopped, looked far away, and with a decided step proceeded to the gate and vanished. The sexton rested on his shovel and looked after him for a few moments, and then began banking up the mound.


  In those short minutes of treading in the dead man Barnet had formed a design, but what it was the inhabitants of that town did not for some long time imagine. He went home, wrote several letters of business, called on his lawyer, an old man of the same place who had been the legal adviser of Barnet’s father before him, and during the evening overhauled a large quantity of letters and other documents in his possession. By eleven o’clock the heap of papers in and before Barnet’s grate had reached formidable dimensions, and he began to burn them. This, owing to their quantity, it was not so easy to do as he had expected, and he sat long into the night to complete the task.


  The next morning Barnet departed for London, leaving a note for Downe to inform him of Mrs. Barnet’s sudden death, and that he was gone to bury her; but when a thrice-sufficient time for that purpose had elapsed, he was not seen again in his accustomed walks, or in his new house, or in his old one. He was gone for good, nobody knew whither. It was soon discovered that he had empowered his lawyer to dispose of all his property, real and personal, in the borough, and pay in the proceeds to the account of an unknown person at one of the large London banks. The person was by some supposed to be himself under an assumed name; but few, if any, had certain knowledge of that fact.


  The elegant new residence was sold with the rest of his possessions; and its purchaser was no other than Downe, now a thriving man in the borough, and one whose growing family and new wife required more roomy accommodation than was afforded by the little house up the narrow side street. Barnet’s old habitation was bought by the trustees of the Congregational Baptist body in that town, who pulled down the time-honoured dwelling and built a new chapel on its site. By the time the last hour of that, to Barnet, eventful year had chimed, every vestige of him had disappeared from the precincts of his native place, and the name became extinct in the borough of Port-Bredy, after having been a living force therein for more than two hundred years.


  IX


  Twenty-one years and six months do not pass without setting a mark even upon durable stone and triple brass; upon humanity such a period works nothing less than transformation. In Barnet’s old birthplace vivacious young children with bones like india-rubber had grown up to be stable men and women, men and women had dried in the skin, stiffened, withered, and sunk into decrepitude; while selections from every class had been consigned to the outlying cemetery. Of inorganic differences the greatest was that a railway had invaded the town, tying it on to a main line at a junction a dozen miles off. Barnet’s house on the harbour-road, once so insistently new, had acquired a respectable mellowness, with ivy, Virginia creepers, lichens, damp patches, and even constitutional infirmities of its own like its elder fellows. Its architecture, once so very improved and modern, had already become stale in style, without having reached the dignity of being old-fashioned. Trees about the harbour-road had increased in circumference or disappeared under the saw; while the church had had such a tremendous practical joke played upon it by some facetious restorer or other as to be scarce recognizable by its dearest old friends.


  During this long interval George Barnet had never once been seen or heard of in the town of his fathers.


  It was the evening of a market-day, and some half-dozen middle-aged farmers and dairymen were lounging round the bar of the Black-Bull Hotel, occasionally dropping a remark to each other, and less frequently to the two barmaids who stood within the pewter-topped counter in a perfunctory attitude of attention, these latter sighing and making a private observation to one another at odd intervals, on more interesting experiences than the present.


  ‘Days get shorter,’ said one of the dairymen, as he looked towards the street, and noticed that the lamplighter was passing by.


  The farmers merely acknowledged by their countenances the propriety of this remark, and finding that nobody else spoke, one of the barmaids said ‘yes,’ in a tone of painful duty.


  ‘Come fair-day we shall have to light up before we start for home-along.’


  ‘That’s true,’ his neighbour conceded, with a gaze of blankness.


  ‘And after that we shan’t see much further difference all’s winter.’


  The rest were not unwilling to go even so far as this.


  The barmaid sighed again, and raised one of her hands from the counter on which they rested to scratch the smallest surface of her face with the smallest of her fingers. She looked towards the door, and presently remarked, ‘I think I hear the ’bus coming in from station.’


  The eyes of the dairymen and farmers turned to the glass door dividing the hall from the porch, and in a minute or two the omnibus drew up outside. Then there was a lumbering down of luggage, and then a man came into the hall, followed by a porter with a portmanteau on his poll, which he deposited on a bench.


  The stranger was an elderly person, with curly ashen-white hair, a deeply-creviced outer corner to each eyelid, and a countenance baked by innumerable suns to the colour of terra-cotta, its hue and that of his hair contrasting like heat and cold respectively. He walked meditatively and gently, like one who was fearful of disturbing his own mental equilibrium. But whatever lay at the bottom of his breast had evidently made him so accustomed to its situation there that it caused him little practical inconvenience.


  He paused in silence while, with his dubious eyes fixed on the barmaids, he seemed to consider himself. In a moment or two he addressed them, and asked to be accommodated for the night. As he waited he looked curiously round the hall, but said nothing. As soon as invited he disappeared up the staircase, preceded by a chambermaid and candle, and followed by a lad with his trunk. Not a soul had recognized him.


  A quarter of an hour later, when the farmers and dairymen had driven off to their homesteads in the country, he came downstairs, took a biscuit and one glass of wine, and walked out into the town, where the radiance from the shop-windows had grown so in volume of late years as to flood with cheerfulness every standing cart, barrow, stall, and idler that occupied the wayside, whether shabby or genteel. His chief interest at present seemed to lie in the names painted over the shop-fronts and on door-ways, as far as they were visible; these now differed to an ominous extent from what they had been one-and-twenty years before.


  The traveller passed on till he came to the bookseller’s, where he looked in through the glass door. A fresh-faced young man was standing behind the counter, otherwise the shop was empty. The gray-haired observer entered, asked for some periodical by way of paying for admission, and with his elbow on the counter began to turn over the pages he had bought, though that he read nothing was obvious.


  At length he said, ‘Is old Mr. Watkins still alive?’ in a voice which had a curious youthful cadence in it even now.


  ‘My father is dead, sir,’ said the young man.


  ‘Ah, I am sorry to hear it,’ said the stranger. ‘But it is so many years since I last visited this town that I could hardly expect it should be otherwise.’ After a short silence he continued—‘And is the firm of Barnet, Browse, and Company still in existence?—they used to be large flax-merchants and twine-spinners here?’


  ‘The firm is still going on, sir, but they have dropped the name of Barnet. I believe that was a sort of fancy name—at least, I never knew of any living Barnet. ’Tis now Browse and Co.’


  ‘And does Andrew Jones still keep on as architect?’


  ‘He’s dead, sir.’


  ‘And the vicar of St. Mary’s—Mr. Melrose?’


  ‘He’s been dead a great many years.’


  ‘Dear me!’ He paused yet longer, and cleared his voice. ‘Is Mr. Downe, the solicitor, still in practice?’


  ‘No, sir, he’s dead. He died about seven years ago.’


  Here it was a longer silence still; and an attentive observer would have noticed that the paper in the stranger’s hand increased its imperceptible tremor to a visible shake. That gray-haired gentleman noticed it himself, and rested the paper on the counter. ‘Is Mrs. Downe still alive?’ he asked, closing his lips firmly as soon as the words were out of his mouth, and dropping his eyes.


  ‘Yes, sir, she’s alive and well. She’s living at the old place.’


  ‘In East Street?’


  ‘O no; at Château Ringdale. I believe it has been in the family for some generations.’


  ‘She lives with her children, perhaps?’


  ‘No; she has no children of her own. There were some Miss Downes; I think they were Mr. Downe’s daughters by a former wife; but they are married and living in other parts of the town. Mrs. Downe lives alone.’


  ‘Quite alone?’


  ‘Yes, sir; quite alone.’


  The newly-arrived gentleman went back to the hotel and dined; after which he made some change in his dress, shaved back his beard to the fashion that had prevailed twenty years earlier, when he was young and interesting, and once more emerging, bent his steps in the direction of the harbour-road. Just before getting to the point where the pavement ceased and the houses isolated themselves, he overtook a shambling, stooping, unshaven man, who at first sight appeared like a professional tramp, his shoulders having a perceptible greasiness as they passed under the gaslight. Each pedestrian momentarily turned and regarded the other, and the tramp-like gentleman started back.


  ‘Good—why—is that Mr. Barnet? ’Tis Mr. Barnet, surely!’


  ‘Yes; and you are Charlson?’


  ‘Yes—ah—you notice my appearance. The Fates have rather ill-used me. By-the-bye, that fifty pounds. I never paid it, did I? … But I was not ungrateful!’ Here the stooping man laid one hand emphatically on the palm of the other. ‘I gave you a chance, Mr. George Barnet, which many men would have thought full value received—the chance to marry your Lucy. As far as the world was concerned, your wife was a drowned woman, hey?’


  ‘Heaven forbid all that, Charlson![’]


  ‘Well, well, ’twas a wrong way of showing gratitude, I suppose. And now a drop of something to drink for old acquaintance’ sake! And Mr. Barnet, she’s again free—there’s a chance now if you care for it—ha, ha!’ And the speaker pushed his tongue into his hollow cheek and slanted his eye in the old fashion.


  ‘I know all,’ said Barnet quickly; and slipping a small present into the hands of the needy, saddening man, he stepped ahead and was soon in the outskirts of the town.


  He reached the harbour-road, and paused before the entrance to a well-known house. It was so highly bosomed in trees and shrubs planted since the erection of the building that one would scarcely have recognized the spot as that which had been a mere neglected slope till chosen as a site for a dwelling. He opened the swing-gate, closed it noiselessly, and gently moved into the semicircular drive, which remained exactly as it had been marked out by Barnet on the morning when Lucy Savile ran in to thank him for procuring her the post of governess to Downe’s children. But the growth of trees and bushes which revealed itself at every step was beyond all expectation; sun-proof and moon-proof bowers vaulted the walks, and the walls of the house were uniformly bearded with creeping plants as high as the first-floor windows.


  After lingering for a few minutes in the dusk of the bending boughs, the visitor rang the door-bell, and on the servant appearing, he announced himself as ‘an old friend of Mrs. Downe’s.’


  The hall was lighted, but not brightly, the gas being turned low, as if visitors were rare. There was a stagnation in the dwelling; it seemed to be waiting. Could it really be waiting for him? The partitions which had been probed by Barnet’s walking-stick when the mortar was green, were now quite brown with the antiquity of their varnish, and the ornamental woodwork of the staircase, which had glistened with a pale yellow newness when first erected, was now of a rich wine-colour. During the servant’s absence the following colloquy could be dimly heard through the nearly closed door of the drawing-room.


  ‘He didn’t give his name?’


  ‘He only said “an old friend,” ma’am.’


  ‘What kind of gentleman is he?’


  ‘A staidish gentleman, with gray hair.’


  The voice of the second speaker seemed to affect the listener greatly. After a pause, the lady said, ‘Very well, I will see him.’


  And the stranger was shown in face to face with the Lucy who had once been Lucy Savile. The round cheek of that formerly young lady had, of course, alarmingly flattened its curve in her modern representative; a pervasive grayness overspread her once dark brown hair, like morning rime on heather. The parting down the middle was wide and jagged; once it had been a thin white line, a narrow crevice between two high banks of shade. But there was still enough left to form a handsome knob behind, and some curls beneath inwrought with a few hairs like silver wires were very becoming. In her eyes the only modification was that their originally mild rectitude of expression had become a little more stringent than heretofore. Yet she was still girlish—a girl who had been gratuitously weighted by destiny with a burden of five-and-forty years instead of her proper twenty.


  ‘Lucy, don’t you know me?’ he said, when the servant had closed the door.


  ‘I knew you the instant I saw you!’ she returned cheerfully. ‘I don’t know why, but I always thought you would come back to your old town again.’


  She gave him her hand, and then they sat down. ‘They said you were dead,’ continued Lucy, ‘but I never thought so. We should have heard of it for certain if you had been.’


  ‘It is a very long time since we met.’


  ‘Yes; what you must have seen, Mr. Barnet, in all these roving years, in comparison with what I have seen in this quiet place!’ Her face grew more serious. ‘You know my husband has been dead a long time? I am a lonely old woman now, considering what I have been; though Mr. Downe’s daughters—all married—manage to keep me pretty cheerful.’


  ‘And I am a lonely old man, and have been any time these twenty years.’


  ‘But where have you kept yourself? And why did you go off so mysteriously?’


  ‘Well, Lucy, I have kept myself a little in America, and a little in Australia, a little in India, a little at the Cape, and so on; I have not stayed in any place for a long time, as it seems to me, and yet more than twenty years have flown. But when people get to my age two years go like one!—Your second question, why did I go away so mysteriously, is surely not necessary. You guessed why, didn’t you?’


  ‘No, I never once guessed,’ she said simply; ‘nor did Charles, nor did anybody as far as I know.’


  ‘Well, indeed! Now think it over again, and then look at me, and say if you can’t guess?’


  She looked him in the face with an inquiring smile. ‘Surely not because of me?’ she said, pausing at the commencement of surprise.


  Barnet nodded, and smiled again; but his smile was sadder than hers.


  ‘Because I married Charles?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes; solely because you married him on the day I was free to ask you to marry me. My wife died four-and-twenty hours before you went to church with Downe. The fixing of my journey at that particular moment was because of her funeral; but once away I knew I should have no inducement to come back, and took my steps accordingly.’


  Her face assumed an aspect of gentle reflection, and she looked up and down his form with great interest in her eyes. ‘I never thought of it!’ she said. ‘I knew, of course, that you had once implied some warmth of feeling towards me, but I concluded that it passed off. And I have always been under the impression that your wife was alive at the time of my marriage. Was it not stupid of me!—But you will have some tea or something? I have never dined late, you know, since my husband’s death. I have got into the way of making a regular meal of tea. You will have some tea with me, will you not?’


  The travelled man assented quite readily, and tea was brought in. They sat and chatted over the tray, regardless of the flying hour. ‘Well, well!’ said Barnet presently, as for the first time he leisurely surveyed the room; ‘how like it all is, and yet how different! Just where your piano stands was a board on a couple of trestles, bearing the patterns of wall-papers, when I was last here. I was choosing them—standing in this way, as it might be. Then my servant came in at the door, and handed me a note, so. It was from Downe, and announced that you were just going to be married to him. I chose no more wall-papers—tore up all those I had selected, and left the house. I never entered it again till now.’


  ‘Ah, at last I understand it all,’ she murmured.


  They had both risen and gone to the fireplace. The mantel came almost on a level with her shoulder, which gently rested against it, and Barnet laid his hand upon the shelf close beside her shoulder. ‘Lucy,’ he said, ‘better late than never. Will you marry me now?’


  She started back, and the surprise which was so obvious in her wrought even greater surprise in him that it should be so. It was difficult to believe that she had been quite blind to the situation, and yet all reason and common sense went to prove that she was not acting.


  ‘You take me quite unawares by such a question!’ she said, with a forced laugh of uneasiness. It was the first time she had shown any embarrassment at all. ‘Why,’ she added, ‘I couldn’t marry you for the world.’


  ‘Not after all this! Why not?’


  ‘It is—I would—I really think I may say it—I would upon the whole rather marry you, Mr. Barnet, than any other man I have ever met, if I ever dreamed of marriage again. But I don’t dream of it—it is quite out of my thoughts; I have not the least intention of marrying again.’


  ‘But—on my account—couldn’t you alter your plans a little? Come!’


  ‘Dear Mr. Barnet,’ she said with a little flutter, ‘I would on your account if on anybody’s in existence. But you don’t know in the least what it is you are asking—such an impracticable thing—I won’t say ridiculous, of course, because I see that you are really in earnest, and earnestness is never ridiculous to my mind.’


  ‘Well, yes,’ said Barnet more slowly, dropping her hand, which he had taken at the moment of pleading, ‘I am in earnest. The resolve, two months ago, at the Cape, to come back once more was, it is true, rather sudden, and as I see now, not well considered. But I am in earnest in asking.’


  ‘And I in declining. With all good feeling and all kindness, let me say that I am quite opposed to the idea of marrying a second time.’


  ‘Well, no harm has been done,’ he answered, with the same subdued and tender humorousness that he had shown on such occasions in early life. ‘If you really won’t accept me, I must put up with it, I suppose.’ His eye fell on the clock as he spoke. ‘Had you any notion that it was so late?’ he asked. ‘How absorbed I have been!’


  She accompanied him to the hall, helped him to put on his overcoat, and let him out of the house herself.


  ‘Good-night,[’] said Barnet, on the doorstep, as the lamp shone in his face. ‘You are not offended with me?’


  ‘Certainly not. Nor you with me?’


  ‘I’ll consider whether I am or not,’ he pleasantly replied. ‘Good-night.’


  She watched him safely through the gate; and when his footsteps had died away upon the road, closed the door softly and returned to the room. Here the modest widow long pondered his speeches, with eyes dropped to an unusually low level. Barnet’s urbanity under the blow of her refusal greatly impressed her. After having his long period of probation rendered useless by her decision, he had shown no anger, and had philosophically taken her words as if he deserved no better ones. It was very gentlemanly of him, certainly; it was more than gentlemanly; it was heroic and grand. The more she meditated, the more she questioned the virtue of her conduct in checking him so peremptorily; and went to her bedroom in a mood of dissatisfaction. On looking in the glass she was reminded that there was not so much remaining of her former beauty as to make his frank declaration an impulsive natural homage to her cheeks and eyes; it must undoubtedly have arisen from an old staunch feeling of his, deserving tenderest consideration. She recalled to her mind with much pleasure that he had told her he was staying at the Black-Bull Hotel; so that if, after waiting a day or two, he should not, in his modesty, call again, she might then send him a nice little note. To alter her views for the present was far from her intention; but she would allow herself to be induced to reconsider the case, as any generous woman ought to do.


  The morrow came and passed, and Mr. Barnet did not drop in. At every knock, light youthful hues flew across her cheek; and she was abstracted in the presence of her other visitors. In the evening she walked about the house, not knowing what to do with herself; the conditions of existence seemed totally different from those which ruled only four-and-twenty short hours ago. What had been at first a tantalizing elusive sentiment was getting acclimatized within her as a definite hope, and her person was so informed by that emotion that she might almost have stood as its emblematical representative by the time the clock struck ten. In short, an interest in Barnet precisely resembling that of her early youth led her present heart to belie her yesterday’s words to him, and she longed to see him again.


  The next day she walked out early, thinking she might meet him in the street. The growing beauty of her romance absorbed her, and she went from the street to the fields, and from the fields to the shore, without any consciousness of distance, till reminded by her weariness that she could go no further. He had nowhere appeared. In the evening she took a step which under the circumstances seemed justifiable; she wrote a note to him at the hotel, inviting him to tea with her at six precisely, and signing her note ‘Lucy.’


  In a quarter of an hour the messenger came back. Mr. Barnet had left the hotel early in the morning of the day before, but he had stated that he would probably return in the course of the week.


  The note was sent back, to be given to him immediately on his arrival.


  There was no sign from the inn that this desired event had occurred, either on the next day or the day following. On both nights she had been restless, and had scarcely slept half-an-hour.


  On the Saturday, putting off all diffidence, Lucy went herself to the Black-Bull, and questioned the staff closely.


  Mr. Barnet had cursorily remarked when leaving that he might return on the Thursday or Friday, but they were directed not to reserve a room for him unless he should write.


  He had left no address.


  Lucy sorrowfully took back her note, went home, and resolved to wait.


  She did wait—years and years—but Barnet never reappeared.


  April 1880.


  ♣


  Interlopers at the Knap


  I


  The north road from Casterbridge is tedious and lonely, especially in winter-time. Along a part of its course it connects with Long-Ash Lane, a monotonous track without a village or hamlet for many miles, and with very seldom a turning. Unapprized wayfarers who are too old, or too young, or in other respects too weak for the distance to be traversed, but who, nevertheless, have to walk it, say, as they look wistfully ahead, ‘Once at the top of that hill, and I must surely see the end of Long-Ash Lane!’ But they reach the hilltop, and Long-Ash Lane stretches in front as mercilessly as before.


  Some few years ago a certain farmer was riding through this lane in the gloom of a winter evening. The farmer’s friend, a dairyman, was riding beside him. A few paces in the rear rode the farmer’s man. All three were well horsed on strong, round-barrelled cobs; and to be well horsed was to be in better spirits about Long-Ash Lane than poor pedestrians could attain to during its passage.


  But the farmer did not talk much to his friend as he rode along. The enterprise which had brought him there filled his mind; for in truth it was important. Not altogether so important was it, perhaps, when estimated by its value to society at large; but if the true measure of a deed be proportionate to the space it occupies in the heart of him who undertakes it, Farmer Charles Darton’s business to-night could hold its own with the business of kings.


  He was a large farmer. His turnover, as it is called, was probably thirty thousand pounds a year. He had a great many draught horses, a great many milch cows, and of sheep a multitude. This comfortable position was, however, none of his own making. It had been created by his father, a man of a very different stamp from the present representative of the line.


  Darton, the father, had been a one-idea’d character, with a buttoned-up pocket and a chink-like eye brimming with commercial subtlety. In Darton the son, this trade subtlety had become transmuted into emotional, and the harshness had disappeared; he would have been called a sad man but for his constant care not to divide himself from lively friends by piping notes out of harmony with theirs. Contemplative, he allowed his mind to be a quiet meeting-place for memories and hopes. So that, naturally enough, since succeeding to the agricultural calling, and up to his present age of thirty-two, he had neither advanced nor receded as a capitalist—a stationary result which did not agitate one of his unambitious, unstrategic nature, since he had all that he desired. The motive of his expedition to-night showed the same absence of anxious regard for Number One.


  The party rode on in the slow, safe trot proper to night-time and bad roads, Farmer Darton’s head jigging rather unromantically up and down against the sky, and his motions being repeated with bolder emphasis by his friend Japheth Johns; while those of the latter were travestied in jerks still less softened by art in the person of the lad who attended them. A pair of whitish objects hung one on each side of the latter, bumping against him at each step, and still further spoiling the grace of his seat. On close inspection they might have been perceived to be open rush baskets—one containing a turkey, and the other some bottles of wine.


  ‘D’ye feel ye can meet your fate like a man, neighbour Darton?’ asked Johns, breaking a silence which had lasted while five-and-twenty hedgerow trees had glided by.


  Mr. Darton with a half-laugh murmured, ‘Ay—call it my fate! Hanging and wiving go by destiny.’ And then they were silent again.


  The darkness thickened rapidly, at intervals shutting down on the land in a perceptible flap, like the wave of a wing. The customary close of day was accelerated by a simultaneous blurring of the air. With the fall of night had come a mist just damp enough to incommode, but not sufficient to saturate them. Countrymen as they were—born, as may be said, with only an open door between them and the four seasons—they regarded the mist but as an added obscuration, and ignored its humid quality.


  They were travelling in a direction that was enlivened by no modern current of traffic, the place of Darton’s pilgrimage being an old-fashioned village—one of the Hintocks (several villages of that name, with a distinctive prefix or affix, lying thereabout)—where the people make the best cider and cider-wine in all Wessex, and where the dunghills smell of pomace instead of stable refuse as elsewhere. The lane was sometimes so narrow that the brambles of the hedge, which hung forward like anglers’ rods over a stream, scratched their hats and hooked their whiskers as they passed. Yet this neglected lane had been a highway to Queen Elizabeth’s subjects and the cavalcades of the past. Its day was over now, and its history as a national artery done for ever.


  ‘Why I have decided to marry her,’ resumed Darton (in a measured musical voice of confidence which revealed a good deal of his composition), as he glanced round to see that the lad was not too near, ‘is not only that I like her, but that I can do no better, even from a fairly practical point of view. That I might ha’ looked higher is possibly true, though it is really all nonsense. I have had experience enough in looking above me. “No more superior women for me,” said I—you know when. Sally is a comely, independent, simple character, with no make-up about her, who’ll think me as much a superior to her as I used to think—you know who I mean—was to me.’


  ‘Ay,’ said Johns. ‘However, I shouldn’t call Sally Hall simple. Primary, because no Sally is; secondary, because if some could be, this one wouldn’t. ’Tis a wrong denomination to apply to a woman, Charles, and affects me, as your best man, like cold water. ’Tis like recommending a stage play by saying there’s neither murder, villainy, nor harm of any sort in it, when that’s what you’ve paid your half-crown to see.’


  ‘Well; may your opinion do you good. Mine’s a different one.’ And turning the conversation from the philosophical to the practical, Darton expressed a hope that the said Sally had received what he’d sent on by the carrier that day.


  Johns wanted to know what that was.


  ‘It is a dress,’ said Darton. ‘Not exactly a wedding-dress; though she may use it as one if she likes. It is rather serviceable than showy—suitable for the winter weather.’


  ‘Good,’ said Johns. ‘Serviceable is a wise word in a bridegroom. I commend ’ee, Charles.’


  ‘For,’ said Darton, ‘why should a woman dress up like a rope-dancer because she’s going to do the most solemn deed of her life except dying?’


  ‘Faith, why? But she will, because she will, I suppose,’ said Dairyman Johns.


  ‘H’m,’ said Darton.


  The lane they followed had been nearly straight for several miles, but they now left it for a smaller one which after winding uncertainly for some distance forked into two. By night country roads are apt to reveal ungainly qualities which pass without observation during day; and though Darton had travelled this way before, he had not done so frequently, Sally having been wooed at the house of a relative near his own. He never remembered seeing at this spot a pair of alternative ways looking so equally probable as these two did now. Johns rode on a few steps.


  ‘Don’t be out of heart, sonny,’ he cried. ‘Here’s a handpost. Ezra—come and climm this post, and tell us the way.’


  The lad dismounted, and jumped into the hedge where the post stood under a tree.


  ‘Unstrap the baskets, or you’ll smash up that wine!’ cried Darton, as the young man began spasmodically to climb the post, baskets and all.


  ‘Was there ever less head in a brainless world?’ said Johns. ‘Here, simple Ezzy, I’ll do it.’ He leapt off, and with much puffing climbed the post, striking a match when he reached the top, and moving the light along the arm, the lad standing and gazing at the spectacle.


  ‘I have faced tantalization these twenty years with a temper as mild as milk!’ said Japheth; ‘but such things as this don’t come short of devilry!’ And flinging the match away, he slipped down to the ground.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ asked Darton.


  ‘Not a letter, sacred or heathen—not so much as would tell us the way to the town of Smokeyhole—ever I should sin to say it! Either the moss and mildew have eat away the words, or we have arrived in a land where the natyves have lost the art o’ writing, and should ha’ brought our compass like Christopher Columbus.’


  ‘Let us take the straightest road,’ said Darton placidly; ‘I shan’t be sorry to get there—’tis a tiresome ride. I would have driven if I had known.’


  ‘Nor I neither, sir,’ said Ezra. ‘These straps plough my shoulder like a zull. If ’tis much further to your lady’s home, Maister Darton, I shall ask to be let carry half of these good things in my innerds—hee, hee!’


  ‘Don’t you be such a reforming radical, Ezra,’ said Johns sternly. ‘Here, I’ll take the turkey.’


  This being done, they went forward by the right-hand lane, which ascended a hill, the left winding away under a plantation. The pit-a-pat of their horses’ hoofs lessened up the slope; and the ironical directing-post stood in solitude as before, holding out its blank arms to the raw breeze, which brought a snore from the wood as if Skrymir the Giant were sleeping there.


  II


  Three miles to the left of the travellers, along the road they had not followed, rose an old house with mullioned windows of Ham-hill stone, and chimneys of lavish solidity. It stood at the top of a slope beside King’s-Hintock village-street, only a mile or two from King’s-Hintock Court, yet quite shut away from that mansion and its precincts. Immediately in front of it grew a large sycamore tree, whose bared roots formed a convenient staircase from the road below to the front door of the dwelling. Its situation gave the house what little distinctive name it possessed, namely, ‘The Knap.’ Some forty yards off a brook dribbled past, which, for its size, made a great deal of noise. At the back was a dairy barton, accessible for vehicles and live-stock by a side ‘drong.’ Thus much only of the character of the homestead could be divined out of doors at this shady evening-time.


  But within there was plenty of light to see by, as plenty was construed at Hintock. Beside a Tudor fireplace, whose moulded four-centred arch was nearly hidden by a figured blue-cloth blower, were seated two women—mother and daughter—Mrs. Hall, and Sarah, or Sally; for this was a part of the world where the latter modification had not as yet been effaced as a vulgarity by the march of intellect. The owner of the name was the young woman by whose means Mr. Darton proposed to put an end to his bachelor condition on the approaching day.


  The mother’s bereavement had been so long ago as not to leave much mark of its occurrence upon her now, either in face or clothes. She had resumed the mob-cap of her early married life, enlivening its whiteness by a few rose-du-Barry ribbons. Sally required no such aids to pinkness. Roseate good-nature lit up her gaze; her features showed curves of decision and judgment; and she might have been regarded without much mistake as a warm-hearted, quick-spirited, handsome girl.


  She did most of the talking, her mother listening with a half-absent air, as she picked up fragments of red-hot wood ember with the tongs, and piled them upon the brands. But the number of speeches that passed was very small in proportion to the meanings exchanged. Long experience together often enabled them to see the course of thought in each other’s minds without a word being spoken. Behind them, in the centre of the room, the table was spread for supper, certain whiffs of air laden with fat vapours, which ever and anon entered from the kitchen, denoting its preparation there.


  ‘The new gown he was going to send you stays about on the way like himself,’ Sally’s mother was saying.


  ‘Yes, not finished, I daresay,’ cried Sally independently. ‘Lord, I shouldn’t be amazed if it didn’t come at all! Young men make such kind promises when they are near you, and forget ’em when they go away. But he doesn’t intend it as a wedding-gown—he gives it to me merely as a gown to wear when I like—a travelling-dress is what it would be called by some. Come rathe or come late it don’t much matter, as I have a dress of my own to fall back upon. But what time is it?’


  She went to the family clock and opened the glass, for the hour was not otherwise discernible by night, and indeed at all times was rather a thing to be investigated than beheld, so much more wall than window was there in the apartment. ‘It is nearly eight,’ said she.


  ‘Eight o’clock, and neither dress nor man,’ said Mrs. Hall.


  ‘Mother, if you think to tantalize me by talking like that, you are much mistaken! Let him be as late as he will—or stay away altogether—I don’t care,’ said Sally. But a tender, minute quaver in the negation showed that there was something forced in that statement.


  Mrs. Hall perceived it, and drily observed that she was not so sure about Sally not caring. ‘But perhaps you don’t care so much as I do, after all,’ she said. ‘For I see what you don’t, that it is a good and flourishing match for you; a very honourable offer in Mr. Darton. And I think I see a kind husband in him. So pray God ’twill go smooth, and wind up well.’


  Sally would not listen to misgivings. Of course it would go smoothly, she asserted. ‘How you are up and down, mother!’ she went on. ‘At this moment, whatever hinders him, we are not so anxious to see him as he is to be here, and his thought runs on before him, and settles down upon us like the star in the east. Hark!’ she exclaimed, with a breath of relief, her eyes sparkling. ‘I heard something. Yes—here they are!’


  The next moment her mother’s slower ear also distinguished the familiar reverberation occasioned by footsteps clambering up the roots of the sycamore.


  ‘Yes it sounds like them at last,’ she said. ‘Well, it is not so very late after all, considering the distance.’


  The footfall ceased, and they arose, expecting a knock. They began to think it might have been, after all, some neighbouring villager under Bacchic influence, giving the centre of the road a wide berth, when their doubts were dispelled by the new-comer’s entry into the passage. The door of the room was gently opened, and there appeared, not the pair of travellers with whom we have already made acquaintance, but a pale-faced man in the garb of extreme poverty—almost in rags.


  ‘O, it’s a tramp—gracious me!’ said Sally, starting back.


  His cheeks and eye-orbits were deep concaves—rather, it might be, from natural weakness of constitution than irregular living, though there were indications that he had led no careful life. He gazed at the two women fixedly for a moment: then with an abashed, humiliated demeanour, dropped his glance to the floor, and sank into a chair without uttering a word.


  Sally was in advance of her mother, who had remained standing by the fire. She now tried to discern the visitor across the candles.


  ‘Why—mother,’ said Sally faintly, turning back to Mrs. Hall. ‘It is Phil, from Australia!’


  Mrs. Hall started, and grew pale, and a fit of coughing seized the man with the ragged clothes. ‘To come home like this!’ she said. ‘O, Philip—are you ill?’


  ‘No, no, mother,’ replied he impatiently, as soon as he could speak.


  ‘But for God’s sake how do you come here—and just now too?’


  ‘Well, I am here,’ said the man. ‘How it is I hardly know. I’ve come home, mother, because I was driven to it. Things were against me out there, and went from bad to worse.’


  ‘Then why didn’t you let us know?—you’ve not writ a line for the last two or three years.’


  The son admitted sadly that he had not. He said that he had hoped and thought he might fetch up again, and be able to send good news. Then he had been obliged to abandon that hope, and had finally come home from sheer necessity—previously to making a new start. ‘Yes, things are very bad with me,’ he repeated, perceiving their commiserating glances at his clothes.


  They brought him nearer the fire, took his hat from his thin hand, which was so small and smooth as to show that his attempts to fetch up again had not been in a manual direction. His mother resumed her inquiries, and dubiously asked if he had chosen to come that particular night for any special reason.


  For no reason, he told her. His arrival had been quite at random. Then Philip Hall looked round the room, and saw for the first time that the table was laid somewhat luxuriously, and for a larger number than themselves; and that an air of festivity pervaded their dress. He asked quickly what was going on.


  ‘Sally is going to be married in a day or two,’ replied the mother; and she explained how Mr. Darton, Sally’s intended husband, was coming there that night with the groomsman, Mr. Johns, and other details. ‘We thought it must be their step when we heard you,’ said Mrs. Hall.


  The needy wanderer looked again on the floor. ‘I see—I see,’ he murmured. ‘Why, indeed, should I have come to-night? Such folk as I are not wanted here at these times, naturally. And I have no business here—spoiling other people’s happiness.’


  ‘Phil,’ said his mother, with a tear in her eye, but with a thinness of lip and severity of manner which were presumably not more than past events justified; ‘since you speak like that to me, I’ll speak honestly to you. For these three years you have taken no thought for us. You left home with a good supply of money, and strength and education, and you ought to have made good use of it all. But you come back like a beggar; and that you come in a very awkward time for us cannot be denied. Your return to-night may do us much harm. But mind—you are welcome to this home as long as it is mine. I don’t wish to turn you adrift. We will make the best of a bad job; and I hope you are not seriously ill?’


  ‘O no. I have only this infernal cough.’


  She looked at him anxiously. ‘I think you had better go to bed at once,’ she said.


  ‘Well—I shall be out of the way there,’ said the son wearily. ‘Having ruined myself, don’t let me ruin you by being seen in these togs, for Heaven’s sake. Who do you say Sally is going to be married to—a Farmer Darton?’


  ‘Yes—a gentleman-farmer—quite a wealthy man. Far better in station than she could have expected. It is a good thing, altogether.’


  ‘Well done, little Sal!’ said her brother, brightening and looking up at her with a smile. ‘I ought to have written; but perhaps I have thought of you all the more. But let me get out of sight. I would rather go and jump into the river than be seen here. But have you anything I can drink? I am confoundedly thirsty with my long tramp.’


  ‘Yes, yes, we will bring something upstairs to you,’ said Sally, with grief in her face.


  ‘Ay, that will do nicely. But, Sally and mother—’ He stopped, and they waited. ‘Mother, I have not told you all,’ he resumed slowly, still looking on the floor between his knees. ‘Sad as what you see of me is, there’s worse behind.’


  His mother gazed upon him in grieved suspense, and Sally went and leant upon the bureau, listening for every sound, and sighing. Suddenly she turned round, saying, ‘Let them come, I don’t care! Philip, tell the worst, and take your time.’


  ‘Well, then,’ said the unhappy Phil, ‘I am not the only one in this mess. Would to Heaven I were! But——’


  ‘O, Phil!’


  ‘I have a wife as destitute as I.’


  ‘A wife?’ said his mother.


  ‘Unhappily!’


  ‘A wife! Yes, that is the way with sons!’


  ‘And besides——’ said he.


  ‘Besides! O, Philip, surely——’


  ‘I have two little children.’


  ‘Wife and children!’ whispered Mrs. Hall, sinking down confounded.


  ‘Poor little things!’ said Sally involuntarily.


  His mother turned again to him. ‘I suppose these helpless beings are left in Australia?’


  ‘No. They are in England.’


  ‘Well, I can only hope you’ve left them in a respectable place.’


  ‘I have not left them at all. They are here—within a few yards of us. In short, they are in the stable.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘In the stable. I did not like to bring them indoors till I had seen you, mother, and broken the bad news a bit to you. They were very tired, and are resting out there on some straw.’


  Mrs. Hall’s fortitude visibly broke down. She had been brought up not without refinement, and was even more moved by such a collapse of genteel aims as this than a substantial dairyman’s widow would in ordinary have been moved. ‘Well, it must be borne,’ she said, in a low voice, with her hands tightly joined. ‘A starving son, a starving wife, starving children! Let it be. But why is this come to us now, to-day, to-night? Could no other misfortune happen to helpless women than this, which will quite upset my poor girl’s chance of a happy life? Why have you done us this wrong, Philip? What respectable man will come here, and marry open-eyed into a family of vagabonds?’


  ‘Nonsense, mother!’ said Sally vehemently, while her face flushed. ‘Charley isn’t the man to desert me. But if he should be, and won’t marry me because Phil’s come, let him go and marry elsewhere. I won’t be ashamed of my own flesh and blood for any man in England—not I!’ And then Sally turned away and burst into tears.


  ‘Wait till you are twenty years older and you will tell a different tale,’ replied her mother.


  The son stood up. ‘Mother,’ he said bitterly, ‘as I have come, so I will go. All I ask of you is that you will allow me and mine to lie in your stable to-night. I give you my word that we’ll be gone by break of day, and trouble you no further!’


  Mrs. Hall, the mother, changed at that. ‘O no,’ she answered hastily; ‘never shall it be said that I sent any of my own family from my door. Bring ’em in, Philip, or take me out to them.’


  ‘We will put ’em all into the large bedroom,’ said Sally, brightening, ‘and make up a large fire. Let’s go and help them in, and call Rebekah.’ (Rebekah was the woman who assisted at the dairy and housework; she lived in a cottage hard by with her husband, who attended to the cows.)


  Sally went to fetch a lantern from the back-kitchen, but her brother said, ‘You won’t want a light. I lit the lantern that was hanging there.’


  ‘What must we call your wife?’ asked Mrs. Hall.


  ‘Helena,’ said Philip.


  With shawls over their heads they proceeded towards the back door.


  ‘One minute before you go,’ interrupted Philip. ‘I—I haven’t confessed all.’


  ‘Then Heaven help us!’ said Mrs. Hall, pushing to the door and clasping her hands in calm despair.


  ‘We passed through Evershead as we came,’ he continued, ‘and I just looked in at the “Sow-and-Acorn” to see if old Mike still kept on there as usual. The carrier had come in from Sherton Abbas at that moment, and guessing that I was bound for this place—for I think he knew me—he asked me to bring on a dressmaker’s parcel for Sally that was marked “immediate.” My wife had walked on with the children. ’Twas a flimsy parcel, and the paper was torn, and I found on looking at it that it was a thick warm gown. I didn’t wish you to see poor Helena in a shabby state. I was ashamed that you should—’twas not what she was born to. I untied the parcel in the road, took it on to her where she was waiting in the Lower Barn, and told her I had managed to get it for her, and that she was to ask no question. She, poor thing, must have supposed I obtained it on trust, through having reached a place where I was known, for she put it on gladly enough. She has it on now. Sally has other gowns, I daresay.’


  Sally looked at her mother, speechless.


  ‘You have others, I daresay!’ repeated Phil, with a sick man’s impatience. ‘I thought to myself, “Better Sally cry than Helena freeze.” Well, is the dress of great consequence? ’Twas nothing very ornamental, as far as I could see.’


  ‘No—no; not of consequence,’ returned Sally sadly, adding in a gentle voice, ‘You will not mind if I lend her another instead of that one, will you?’


  Philip’s agitation at the confession had brought on another attack of the cough, which seemed to shake him to pieces. He was so obviously unfit to sit in a chair that they helped him upstairs at once; and having hastily given him a cordial and kindled the bedroom fire, they descended to fetch their unhappy new relations.


  III


  It was with strange feelings that the girl and her mother, lately so cheerful, passed out of the back door into the open air of the barton, laden with hay scents and the herby breath of cows. A fine sleet had begun to fall, and they trotted across the yard quickly. The stable-door was open; a light shone from it—from the lantern which always hung there, and which Philip had lighted, as he said. Softly nearing the door, Mrs. Hall pronounced the name ‘Helena!’


  There was no answer for the moment. Looking in she was taken by surprise. Two people appeared before her. For one, instead of the drabbish woman she had expected, Mrs. Hall saw a pale, dark-eyed, ladylike creature, whose personality ruled her attire rather than was ruled by it. She was in a new and handsome gown, Sally’s own, and an old bonnet. She was standing up, agitated; her hand was held by her companion—none else than Sally’s affianced, Farmer Charles Darton, upon whose fine figure the pale stranger’s eyes were fixed, as his were fixed upon her. His other hand held the rein of his horse, which was standing saddled as if just led in.


  At sight of Mrs. Hall they both turned, looking at her in a way neither quite conscious nor unconscious, and without seeming to recollect that words were necessary as a solution to the scene. In another moment Sally entered also, when Mr. Darton dropped his companion’s hand, led the horse aside, and came to greet his betrothed and Mrs. Hall.


  ‘Ah!’ he said, smiling—with something like forced composure—‘this is a roundabout way of arriving, you will say, my dear Mrs. Hall. But we lost our way, which made us late. I saw a light here, and led in my horse at once—my friend Johns and my man have gone onward to the little inn with theirs, not to crowd you too much. No sooner had I entered than I saw that this lady had taken temporary shelter here—and found I was intruding.’


  ‘She is my daughter-in-law,’ said Mrs. Hall calmly. ‘My son, too, is in the house, but he has gone to bed unwell.’


  Sally had stood staring wonderingly at the scene until this moment, hardly recognizing Darton’s shake of the hand. The spell that bound her was broken by her perceiving the two little children seated on a heap of hay. She suddenly went forward, spoke to them, and took one on her arm and the other in her hand.


  ‘And two children?’ said Mr. Darton, showing thus that he had not been there long enough as yet to understand the situation.


  ‘My grandchildren,’ said Mrs. Hall, with as much affected ease as before.


  Philip Hall’s wife, in spite of this interruption to her first rencounter, seemed scarcely so much affected by it as to feel any one’s presence in addition to Mr. Darton’s. However, arousing herself by a quick reflection, she threw a sudden critical glance of her sad eyes upon Mrs. Hall; and, apparently finding her satisfactory, advanced to her in a meek initiative. Then Sally and the stranger spoke some friendly words to each other, and Sally went on with the children into the house. Mrs. Hall and Helena followed, and Mr. Darton followed these, looking at Helena’s dress and outline, and listening to her voice like a man in a dream.


  By the time the others reached the house Sally had already gone upstairs with the tired children. She rapped against the wall for Rebekah to come in and help to attend to them, Rebekah’s house being a little ‘spit-and-daub’ cabin leaning against the substantial stonework of Mrs. Hall’s taller erection. When she came a bed was made up for the little ones, and some supper given to them. On descending the stairs after seeing this done Sally went to the sitting-room. Young Mrs. Hall entered it just in advance of her, having in the interim retired with her mother-in-law to take off her bonnet, and otherwise make herself presentable. Hence it was evident that no further communication could have passed between her and Mr. Darton since their brief interview in the stable.


  Mr. Japheth Johns now opportunely arrived, and broke up the restraint of the company, after a few orthodox meteorological commentaries had passed between him and Mrs. Hall by way of introduction. They at once sat down to supper, the present of wine and turkey not being produced for consumption to-night, lest the premature display of those gifts should seem to throw doubt on Mrs. Hall’s capacities as a provider.


  ‘Drink hearty, Mr. Johns—drink hearty,’ said that matron magnanimously. ‘Such as it is there’s plenty of. But perhaps cider-wine is not to your taste?—though there’s body in it.’


  ‘Quite the contrairy, ma’am—quite the contrairy,’ said the dairyman. ‘For though I inherit the malt-liquor principle from my father, I am a cider-drinker on my mother’s side. She came from these parts, you know. And there’s this to be said for’t—’tis a more peaceful liquor, and don’t lie about a man like your hotter drinks. With care, one may live on it a twelvemonth without knocking down a neighbour, or getting a black eye from an old acquaintance.’


  The general conversation thus begun was continued briskly, though it was in the main restricted to Mrs. Hall and Japheth, who in truth required but little help from anybody. There being slight call upon Sally’s tongue, she had ample leisure to do what her heart most desired, namely, watch her intended husband and her sister-in-law with a view of elucidating the strange momentary scene in which her mother and herself had surprised them in the stable. If that scene meant anything, it meant, at least, that they had met before. That there had been no time for explanations Sally could see, for their manner was still one of suppressed amazement at each other’s presence there. Darton’s eyes, too, fell continually on the gown worn by Helena as if this were an added riddle to his perplexity; though to Sally it was the one feature in the case which was no mystery. He seemed to feel that fate had impishly changed his vis-à-vis in the lover’s jig he was about to foot; that while the gown had been expected to enclose a Sally, a Helena’s face looked out from the bodice; that some long-lost hand met his own from the sleeves.


  Sally could see that whatever Helena might know of Darton, she knew nothing of how the dress entered into his embarrassment. And at moments the young girl would have persuaded herself that Darton’s looks at her sister-in-law were entirely the fruit of the clothes query. But surely at other times a more extensive range of speculation and sentiment was expressed by her lover’s eye than that which the changed dress would account for.


  Sally’s independence made her one of the least jealous of women. But there was something in the relations of these two visitors which ought to be explained.


  Japheth Johns continued to converse in his well-known style, interspersing his talk with some private reflections on the position of Darton and Sally, which, though the sparkle in his eye showed them to be highly entertaining to himself, were apparently not quite communicable to the company. At last he withdrew for the night, going off to the roadside inn half-a-mile ahead, whither Darton promised to follow him in a few minutes.


  Half-an-hour passed, and then Mr. Darton also rose to leave, Sally and her sister-in-law simultaneously wishing him good-night as they retired upstairs to their rooms. But on his arriving at the front door with Mrs. Hall a sharp shower of rain began to come down, when the widow suggested that he should return to the fireside till the storm ceased.


  Darton accepted her proposal, but insisted that, as it was getting late, and she was obviously tired, she should not sit up on his account, since he could let himself out of the house, and would quite enjoy smoking a pipe by the hearth alone. Mrs. Hall assented; and Darton was left by himself. He spread his knees to the brands, lit up his tobacco as he had said, and sat gazing into the fire, and at the notches of the chimney-crook which hung above.


  An occasional drop of rain rolled down the chimney with a hiss, and still he smoked on; but not like a man whose mind was at rest. In the long run, however, despite his meditations, early hours afield and a long ride in the open air produced their natural result. He began to doze.


  How long he remained in this half-unconscious state he did not know. He suddenly opened his eyes. The back-brand had burnt itself in two, and ceased to flame; the light which he had placed on the mantelpiece had nearly gone out. But in spite of these deficiencies there was a light in the apartment, and it came from elsewhere. Turning his head he saw Philip Hall’s wife standing at the entrance of the room with a bed-candle in one hand, a small brass tea-kettle in the other, and his gown, as it certainly seemed, still upon her.


  ‘Helena!’ said Darton, starting up.


  Her countenance expressed dismay, and her first words were an apology. ‘I—did not know you were here, Mr. Darton,’ she said, while a blush flashed to her cheek. ‘I thought every one had retired—I was coming to make a little water boil; my husband seems to be worse. But perhaps the kitchen fire can be lighted up again.’


  ‘Don’t go on my account. By all means put it on here as you intended,[’] said Darton. ‘Allow me to help you.’ He went forward to take the kettle from her hand, but she did not allow him, and placed it on the fire herself.


  They stood some way apart, one on each side of the fireplace, waiting till the water should boil, the candle on the mantel between them, and Helena with her eyes on the kettle. Darton was the first to break the silence. ‘Shall I call Sally?’ he said.


  ‘O no,’ she quickly returned. ‘We have given trouble enough already. We have no right here. But we are the sport of fate, and were obliged to come.’


  ‘No right here!’ said he in surprise.


  ‘None. I can’t explain it now,’ answered Helena. ‘This kettle is very slow.’


  There was another pause; the proverbial dilatoriness of watched pots was never more clearly exemplified.


  Helena’s face was of that sort which seems to ask for assistance without the owner’s knowledge—the very antipodes of Sally’s, which was self-reliance expressed. Darton’s eyes travelled from the kettle to Helena’s face, then back to the kettle, then to the face for rather a longer time. ‘So I am not to know anything of the mystery that has distracted me all the evening?’ he said. ‘How is it that a woman, who refused me because (as I supposed) my position was not good enough for her taste, is found to be the wife of a man who certainly seems to be worse off than I?’


  ‘He had the prior claim,’ said she.


  ‘What! you knew him at that time?’


  ‘Yes, yes! And he went to Australia, and sent for me, and I joined him out there!’


  ‘Ah—that was the mystery!’


  ‘Please say no more,’ she implored. ‘Whatever my errors, I have paid for them during the last five years!’


  The heart of Darton was subject to sudden overflowings. He was kind to a fault. ‘I am sorry from my soul,’ he said, involuntarily approaching her. Helena withdrew a step or two, at which he became conscious of his movement, and quickly took his former place. Here he stood without speaking, and the little kettle began to sing.


  ‘Well, you might have been my wife if you had chosen,’ he said at last. ‘But that’s all past and gone. However, if you are in any trouble or poverty I shall be glad to be of service, and as your relation by marriage I shall have a right to be. Does your uncle know of your distress?’


  ‘My uncle is dead. He left me without a farthing. And now we have two children to maintain.’


  ‘What, left you nothing? How could he be so cruel as that?’


  ‘I disgraced myself in his eyes.’


  ‘Now,’ said Darton earnestly, ‘let me take care of the children, at least while you are so unsettled. You belong to another, so I cannot take care of you.’


  ‘Yes you can,’ said a voice; and suddenly a third figure stood beside them. It was Sally. ‘You can, since you seem to wish to?’ she repeated. ‘She no longer belongs to another…. My poor brother is dead![’]


  Her face was red, her eyes sparkled, and all the woman came to the front. ‘I have heard it!’ she went on to him passionately. ‘You can protect her now as well as the children!’ She turned then to her agitated sister-in-law. ‘I heard something,’ said Sally (in a gentle murmur, differing much from her previous passionate words), ‘and I went into his room. It must have been the moment you left. He went off so quickly, and weakly, and it was so unexpected, that I couldn’t leave even to call you.’


  Darton was just able to gather from the confused discourse which followed that, during his sleep by the fire, Sally’s brother whom he had never seen had become worse; and that during Helena’s absence for water the end had unexpectedly come. The two young women hastened upstairs, and he was again left alone.


  After standing there a short time he went to the front door and looked out; till, softly closing it behind him, he advanced and stood under the large sycamore-tree. The stars were flickering coldly, and the dampness which had just descended upon the earth in rain now sent up a chill from it. Darton was in a strange position, and he felt it. The unexpected appearance, in deep poverty, of Helena—a young lady, daughter of a deceased naval officer, who had been brought up by her uncle, a solicitor, and had refused Darton in marriage years ago—the passionate, almost angry demeanour of Sally at discovering them, the abrupt announcement that Helena was a widow; all this coming together was a conjuncture difficult to cope with in a moment, and made him question whether he ought to leave the house or offer assistance. But for Sally’s manner he would unhesitatingly have done the latter.


  He was still standing under the tree when the door in front of him opened, and Mrs. Hall came out. She went round to the garden-gate at the side without seeing him. Darton followed her, intending to speak. Pausing outside, as if in thought, she proceeded to a spot where the sun came earliest in spring-time, and where the north wind never blew; it was where the row of beehives stood under the wall. Discerning her object, he waited till she had accomplished it.


  It was the universal custom thereabout to wake the bees by tapping at their hives whenever a death occurred in the household, under the belief that if this were not done the bees themselves would pine away and perish during the ensuing year. As soon as an interior buzzing responded to her tap at the first hive Mrs. Hall went on to the second, and thus passed down the row. As soon as she came back he met her.


  ‘What can I do in this trouble, Mrs. Hall?’ he said.


  ‘O—nothing, thank you, nothing,’ she said in a tearful voice, now just perceiving him. ‘We have called Rebekah and her husband, and they will do everything necessary.’ She told him in a few words the particulars of her son’s arrival, broken in health—indeed, at death’s very door, though they did not suspect it—and suggested, as the result of a conversation between her and her daughter, that the wedding should be postponed.


  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Darton. ‘I think now to go straight to the inn and tell Johns what has happened.’ It was not till after he had shaken hands with her that he turned hesitatingly and added, ‘Will you tell the mother of his children that, as they are now left fatherless, I shall be glad to take the eldest of them, if it would be any convenience to her and to you?’


  Mrs. Hall promised that her son’s widow should be told of the offer, and they parted. He retired down the rooty slope and disappeared in the direction of the inn, where he informed Johns of the circumstances. Meanwhile Mrs. Hall had entered the house. Sally was downstairs in the sitting-room alone, and her mother explained to her that Darton had readily assented to the postponement.


  ‘No doubt he has,’ said Sally, with sad emphasis. ‘It is not put off for a week, or a month, or a year. I shall never marry him, and she will!’


  IV


  Time passed, and the household on the Knap became again serene under the composing influences of daily routine. A desultory, very desultory correspondence, dragged on between Sally Hall and Darton, who, not quite knowing how to take her petulant words on the night of her brother’s death, had continued passive thus long. Helena and her children remained at the dairy-house, almost of necessity, and Darton therefore deemed it advisable to stay away.


  One day, seven months later on, when Mr. Darton was as usual at his farm, twenty miles from King’s-Hintock, a note reached him from Helena. She thanked him for his kind offer about her children, which her mother-in-law had duly communicated, and stated that she would be glad to accept it as regarded the eldest, the boy. Helena had, in truth, good need to do so, for her uncle had left her penniless, and all application to some relatives in the north had failed. There was, besides, as she said, no good school near Hintock to which she could send the child.


  On a fine summer day the boy came. He was accompanied half-way by Sally and his mother—to the ‘White Horse,’ the fine old Elizabethan inn at Chalk Newton, (1) where he was handed over to Darton’s bailiff in a shining spring-cart, who met them there.


  He was entered as a day-scholar at a popular school at Casterbridge, three or four miles from Darton’s, having first been taught by Darton to ride a forest-pony, on which he cantered to and from the aforesaid fount of knowledge, and (as Darton hoped) brought away a promising headful of the same at each diurnal expedition. The thoughtful taciturnity into which Darton had latterly fallen was quite dissipated by the presence of this boy.


  When the Christmas holidays came it was arranged that he should spend them with his mother. The journey was, for some reason or other, performed in two stages, as at his coming, except that Darton in person took the place of the bailiff, and that the boy and himself rode on horseback.


  Reaching the renowned ‘White Horse,’ Darton inquired if Miss and young Mrs. Hall were there to meet little Philip (as they had agreed to be). He was answered by the appearance of Helena alone at the door.


  ‘At the last moment Sally would not come,’ she faltered.


  That meeting practically settled the point towards which these long-severed persons were converging. But nothing was broached about it for some time yet. Sally Hall had, in fact, imparted the first decisive motion to events by refusing to accompany Helena. She soon gave them a second move by writing the following note:—


  
    ‘[Private.]


    ‘Dear Charles,—Living here so long and intimately with Helena, I have naturally learnt her history, especially that of it which refers to you. I am sure she would accept you as a husband at the proper time, and I think you ought to give her the opportunity. You inquire in an old note if I am sorry that I showed temper (which it wasn’t) that night when I heard you talking to her. No, Charles, I am not sorry at all for what I said then.—Yours sincerely,


    ‘Sally Hall.’

  


  Thus set in train, the transfer of Darton’s heart back to its original quarters proceeded by mere lapse of time. In the following July, Darton went to his friend Japheth to ask him at last to fulfil the bridal office which had been in abeyance since the previous January twelvemonths.


  ‘With all my heart, man o’ constancy!’ said Dairyman Johns warmly. ‘I’ve lost most of my genteel fair complexion haymaking this hot weather, ’tis true, but I’ll do your business as well as them that look better. There be scents and good hair-oil in the world yet, thank God, and they’ll take off the roughest o’ my edge. I’ll compliment her. “Better late than never, Sally Hall,” I’ll say.’


  ‘It is not Sally,’ said Darton hurriedly. ‘It is young Mrs. Hall.’


  Japheth’s face, as soon as he really comprehended, became a picture of reproachful dismay. ‘Not Sally?’ he said. ‘Why not Sally? I can’t believe it! Young Mrs. Hall! Well, well—where’s your wisdom?’


  Darton shortly explained particulars; but Johns would not be reconciled. ‘She was a woman worth having if ever woman was,’ he cried. ‘And now to let her go!’


  ‘But I suppose I can marry where I like,’ said Darton.


  ‘H’m,’ replied the dairyman, lifting his eyebrows expressively. ‘This don’t become you, Charles—it really do not. If I had done such a thing you would have sworn I was a curst no’thern fool to be drawn off the scent by such a red-herring doll-oll-oll.’


  Farmer Darton responded in such sharp terms to this laconic opinion that the two friends finally parted in a way they had never parted before. Johns was to be no groomsman to Darton after all. He had flatly declined. Darton went off sorry, and even unhappy, particularly as Japheth was about to leave that side of the county, so that the words which had divided them were not likely to be explained away or softened down.


  A short time after the interview Darton was united to Helena at a simple matter-of-fact wedding; and she and her little girl joined the boy who had already grown to look on Darton’s house as home.


  For some months the farmer experienced an unprecedented happiness and satisfaction. There had been a flaw in his life, and it was as neatly mended as was humanly possible. But after a season the stream of events followed less clearly, and there were shades in his reveries. Helena was a fragile woman, of little staying power, physically or morally, and since the time that he had originally known her—eight or ten years before—she had been severely tried. She had loved herself out, in short, and was now occasionally given to moping. Sometimes she spoke regretfully of the gentilities of her early life, and instead of comparing her present state with her condition as the wife of the unlucky Hall, she mused rather on what it had been before she took the first fatal step of clandestinely marrying him. She did not care to please such people as those with whom she was thrown as a thriving farmer’s wife. She allowed the pretty trifles of agricultural domesticity to glide by her as sorry details, and had it not been for the children Darton’s house would have seemed but little brighter than it had been before.


  This led to occasional unpleasantness, until Darton sometimes declared to himself that such endeavours as his to rectify early deviations of the heart by harking back to the old point mostly failed of success. ‘Perhaps Johns was right,’ he would say. ‘I should have gone on with Sally. Better go with the tide and make the best of its course than stem it at the risk of a capsize.’ But he kept these unmelodious thoughts to himself, and was outwardly considerate and kind.


  This somewhat barren tract of his life had extended to less than a year and a half when his ponderings were cut short by the loss of the woman they concerned. When she was in her grave he thought better of her than when she had been alive; the farm was a worse place without her than with her, after all. No woman short of divine could have gone through such an experience as hers with her first husband without becoming a little soured. Her stagnant sympathies, her sometimes unreasonable manner, had covered a heart frank and well meaning, and originally hopeful and warm. She left him a tiny red infant in white wrappings. To make life as easy as possible to this touching object became at once his care.


  As this child learnt to walk and talk Darton learnt to see feasibility in a scheme which pleased him. Revolving the experiment which he had hitherto made upon life, he fancied he had gained wisdom from his mistakes and caution from his miscarriages.


  What the scheme was needs no penetration to discover. Once more he had opportunity to recast and rectify his ill-wrought situations by returning to Sally Hall, who still lived quietly on under her mother’s roof at Hintock. Helena had been a woman to lend pathos and refinement to a home; Sally was the woman to brighten it. She would not, as Helena did, despise the rural simplicities of a farmer’s fireside. Moreover, she had a pre-eminent qualification for Darton’s household; no other woman could make so desirable a mother to her brother’s two children and Darton’s one as Sally—while Darton, now that Helena had gone, was a more promising husband for Sally than he had ever been when liable to reminders from an uncured sentimental wound.


  Darton was not a man to act rapidly, and the working out of his reparative designs might have been delayed for some time. But there came a winter evening precisely like the one which had darkened over that former ride to Hintock, and he asked himself why he should postpone longer, when the very landscape called for a repetition of that attempt.


  He told his man to saddle the mare, booted and spurred himself with a younger horseman’s nicety, kissed the two youngest children, and rode off. To make the journey a complete parallel to the first, he would fain have had his old acquaintance Japheth Johns with him. But Johns, alas! was missing. His removal to the other side of the county had left unrepaired the breach which had arisen between him and Darton; and though Darton had forgiven him a hundred times, as Johns had probably forgiven Darton, the effort of reunion in present circumstances was one not likely to be made.


  He screwed himself up to as cheerful a pitch as he could without his former crony, and became content with his own thoughts as he rode, instead of the words of a companion. The sun went down; the boughs appeared scratched in like an etching against the sky; old crooked men with faggots at their backs said ‘Good-night, sir,’ and Darton replied ‘Good-night’ right heartily.


  By the time he reached the forking roads it was getting as dark as it had been on the occasion when Johns climbed the directing-post. Darton made no mistake this time. ‘Nor shall I be able to mistake, thank Heaven, when I arrive,’ he murmured. It gave him peculiar satisfaction to think that the proposed marriage, like his first, was of the nature of setting in order things long awry, and not a momentary freak of fancy.


  Nothing hindered the smoothness of his journey, which seemed not half its former length. Though dark, it was only between five and six o’clock when the bulky chimneys of Mrs. Hall’s residence appeared in view behind the sycamore-tree. On second thoughts he retreated and put up at the ale-house as in former time; and when he had plumed himself before the inn mirror, called for something to drink, and smoothed out the incipient wrinkles of care, he walked on to the Knap with a quick step.


  V


  That evening Sally was making ‘pinners’ for the milkers, who were now increased by two, for her mother and herself no longer joined in milking the cows themselves. But upon the whole there was little change in the household economy, and not much in its appearance, beyond such minor particulars as that the crack over the window, which had been a hundred years coming, was a trifle wider; that the beams were a shade blacker; that the influence of modernism had supplanted the open chimney corner by a grate; that Rebekah, who had worn a cap when she had plenty of hair, had left it off now she had scarce any, because it was reported that caps were not fashionable; and that Sally’s face had naturally assumed a more womanly and experienced cast.


  Mrs. Hall was actually lifting coals with the tongs, as she had used to do.


  ‘Five years ago this very night, if I am not mistaken——’ she said, laying on an ember.


  ‘Not this very night—though ’twas one night this week,’ said the correct Sally.


  ‘Well, ’tis near enough. Five years ago Mr. Darton came to marry you, and my poor boy Phil came home to die.’ She sighed. ‘Ah, Sally,’ she presently said, ‘if you had managed well Mr. Darton would have had you, Helena or none.’


  ‘Don’t be sentimental about that, mother,’ begged Sally. ‘I didn’t care to manage well in such a case. Though I liked him, I wasn’t so anxious. I would never have married the man in the midst of such a hitch as that was,’ she added with decision; ‘and I don’t think I would if he were to ask me now.’


  ‘I am not sure about that, unless you have another in your eye.’


  ‘I wouldn’t; and I’ll tell you why. I could hardly marry him for love at this time o’ day. And as we’ve quite enough to live on if we give up the dairy to-morrow, I should have no need to marry for any meaner reason…. I am quite happy enough as I am, and there’s an end of it.’


  Now it was not long after this dialogue that there came a mild rap at the door, and in a moment there entered Rebekah, looking as though a ghost had arrived. The fact was that that accomplished skimmer and churner (now a resident in the house) had overheard the desultory observations between mother and daughter, and on opening the door to Mr. Darton thought the coincidence must have a grisly meaning in it. Mrs. Hall welcomed the farmer with warm surprise, as did Sally, and for a moment they rather wanted words.


  ‘Can you push up the chimney-crook for me, Mr. Darton? the notches hitch,’ said the matron. He did it, and the homely little act bridged over the awkward consciousness that he had been a stranger for four years.


  Mrs. Hall soon saw what he had come for, and left the principals together while she went to prepare him a late tea, smiling at Sally’s recent hasty assertions of indifference, when she saw how civil Sally was. When tea was ready she joined them. She fancied that Darton did not look so confident as when he had arrived; but Sally was quite light-hearted, and the meal passed pleasantly.


  About seven he took his leave of them. Mrs. Hall went as far as the door to light him down the slope. On the doorstep he said frankly—


  ‘I came to ask your daughter to marry me; chose the night and everything, with an eye to a favourable answer. But she won’t.’


  ‘Then she’s a very ungrateful girl!’ emphatically said Mrs. Hall.


  Darton paused to shape his sentence, and asked, ‘I—I suppose there’s nobody else more favoured?’


  ‘I can’t say that there is, or that there isn’t,’ answered Mrs. Hall. ‘She’s private in some things. I’m on your side, however, Mr. Darton, and I’ll talk to her.’


  ‘Thank ’ee, thank ’ee!’ said the farmer in a gayer accent; and with this assurance the not very satisfactory visit came to an end. Darton descended the roots of the sycamore, the light was withdrawn, and the door closed. At the bottom of the slope he nearly ran against a man about to ascend.


  ‘Can a jack-o’-lent believe his few senses on such a dark night, or can’t he?’ exclaimed one whose utterance Darton recognized in a moment, despite its unexpectedness. ‘I dare not swear he can, though I fain would!’ The speaker was Johns.


  Darton said he was glad of this opportunity, bad as it was, of putting an end to the silence of years, and asked the dairyman what he was travelling that way for.


  Japheth showed the old jovial confidence in a moment. ‘I’m going to see your—relations—as they always seem to me,’ he said—‘Mrs. Hall and Sally. Well, Charles, the fact is I find the natural barbarousness of man is much increased by a bachelor life, and, as your leavings were always good enough for me, I’m trying civilisation here.’ He nodded towards the house.


  ‘Not with Sally—to marry her?’ said Darton, feeling something like a rill of ice water between his shoulders.


  ‘Yes, by the help of Providence and my personal charms. And I think I shall get her. I am this road every week—my present dairy is only four miles off, you know, and I see her through the window. ’Tis rather odd that I was going to speak practical to-night to her for the first time. You’ve just called?’


  ‘Yes, for a short while. But she didn’t say a word about you.’


  ‘A good sign, a good sign. Now that decides me. I’ll swing the mallet and get her answer this very night as I planned.’


  A few more remarks, and Darton, wishing his friend joy of Sally in a slightly hollow tone of jocularity, bade him good-bye. Johns promised to write particulars, and ascended, and was lost in the shade of the house and tree. A rectangle of light appeared when Johns was admitted, and all was dark again.


  ‘Happy Japheth!’ said Darton. ‘This then is the explanation!’


  He determined to return home that night. In a quarter of an hour he passed out of the village, and the next day went about his swede-lifting and storing as if nothing had occurred.


  He waited and waited to hear from Johns whether the wedding-day was fixed: but no letter came. He learnt not a single particular till, meeting Johns one day at a horse-auction, Darton exclaimed genially—rather more genially than he felt—‘When is the joyful day to be?’


  To his great surprise a reciprocity of gladness was not conspicuous in Johns. ‘Not at all,’ he said, in a very subdued tone. ‘’Tis a bad job; she won’t have me.’


  Darton held his breath till he said with treacherous solicitude, ‘Try again—’tis coyness.’


  ‘O no,[’] said Johns decisively. ‘There’s been none of that. We talked it over dozens of times in the most fair and square way. She tells me plainly, I don’t suit her. ’Twould be simply annoying her to ask her again. Ah, Charles, you threw a prize away when you let her slip five years ago.’


  ‘I did—I did,’ said Darton.


  He returned from that auction with a new set of feelings in play. He had certainly made a surprising mistake in thinking Johns his successful rival. It really seemed as if he might hope for Sally after all.


  This time, being rather pressed by business, Darton had recourse to pen-and-ink, and wrote her as manly and straightforward a proposal as any woman could wish to receive. The reply came promptly:—


  
    ‘Dear Mr. Darton,—I am as sensible as any woman can be of the goodness that leads you to make me this offer a second time. Better women than I would be proud of the honour, for when I read your nice long speeches on mangold-wurzel, and such like topics, at the Casterbridge Farmers’ Club, I do feel it an honour, I assure you. But my answer is just the same as before. I will not try to explain what, in truth, I cannot explain—my reasons; I will simply say that I must decline to be married to you. With good wishes as in former times, I am, your faithful friend,


    ‘Sally Hall.’

  


  Darton dropped the letter hopelessly. Beyond the negative, there was just a possibility of sarcasm in it—‘nice long speeches on mangold-wurzel’ had a suspicious sound. However, sarcasm or none, there was the answer, and he had to be content.


  He proceeded to seek relief in a business which at this time engrossed much of his attention—that of clearing up a curious mistake just current in the county, that he had been nearly ruined by the recent failure of a local bank. A farmer named Darton had lost heavily, and the similarity of name had probably led to the error. Belief in it was so persistent that it demanded several days of letter-writing to set matters straight, and persuade the world that he was as solvent as ever he had been in his life. He had hardly concluded this worrying task when, to his delight, another letter arrived in the handwriting of Sally.


  Darton tore it open; it was very short.


  
    ‘Dear Mr. Darton,—We have been so alarmed these last few days by the report that you were ruined by the stoppage of ——’s Bank, that, now it is contradicted, I hasten, by my mother’s wish, to say how truly glad we are to find there is no foundation for the report. After your kindness to my poor brother’s children, I can do no less than write at such a moment. We had a letter from each of them a few days ago.—Your faithful friend,


    ‘Sally Hall.’

  


  ‘Mercenary little woman!’ said Darton to himself with a smile. ‘Then that was the secret of her refusal this time—she thought I was ruined.’


  Now, such was Darton, that as hours went on he could not help feeling too generously towards Sally to condemn her in this. What did he want in a wife? he asked himself. Love and integrity. What next? Worldly wisdom. And was there really more than worldly wisdom in her refusal to go aboard a sinking ship? She now knew it was otherwise. ‘Begad,’ he said, ‘I’ll try her again.’


  The fact was he had so set his heart upon Sally, and Sally alone, that nothing was to be allowed to baulk him; and his reasoning was purely formal.


  Anniversaries having been unpropitious, he waited on till a bright day late in May—a day when all animate nature was fancying, in its trusting, foolish way, that it was going to bask under blue sky for evermore. As he rode through Long-Ash Lane it was scarce recognizable as the track of his two winter journeys. No mistake could be made now, even with his eyes shut. The cuckoo’s note was at its best, between April tentativeness and midsummer decrepitude, and the reptiles in the sun behaved as winningly as kittens on a hearth. Though afternoon, and about the same time as on the last occasion, it was broad day and sunshine when he entered Hintock, and the details of the Knap dairy-house were visible far up the road. He saw Sally in the garden, and was set vibrating. He had first intended to go on to the inn; but ‘No,’ he said; ‘I’ll tie my horse to the garden-gate. If all goes well it can soon be taken round: if not, I mount and ride away.’


  The tall shade of the horseman darkened the room in which Mrs. Hall sat, and made her start, for he had ridden by a side path to the top of the slope, where riders seldom came. In a few seconds he was in the garden with Sally.


  Five—ay, three minutes—did the business at the back of that row of bees. Though spring had come, and heavenly blue consecrated the scene, Darton succeeded not. ‘No,’ said Sally firmly. ‘I will never, never marry you, Mr. Darton. I would have done it once; but now I never can.’


  ‘But!’—implored Mr. Darton. And with a burst of real eloquence he went on to declare all sorts of things that he would do for her. He would drive her to see her mother every week—take her to London—settle so much money upon her—Heaven knows what he did not promise, suggest, and tempt her with. But it availed nothing. She interposed with a stout negative which closed the course of his argument like an iron gate across a highway. Darton paused.


  ‘Then,’ said he simply, ‘you hadn’t heard of my supposed failure when you declined last time?’


  ‘I had not,’ she said. ‘That you believed me capable of refusing you for such a reason does not help your cause.’


  ‘And ’tis not because of any soreness from my slighting you years ago?’


  ‘No. That soreness is long past.’


  ‘Ah—then you despise me, Sally!’


  ‘No,’ she slowly answered. ‘I don’t altogether despise you. ‘I [I] don’t think you quite such a hero as I once did—that’s all. The truth is, I am happy enough as I am; and I don’t mean to marry at all. Now, may I ask a favour, sir?’ She spoke with an ineffable charm, which, whenever he thought of it, made him curse his loss of her as long as he lived.


  ‘To any extent.’


  ‘Please do not put this question to me any more. Friends as long as you like, but lovers and married never.’


  ‘I never will,’ said Darton. ‘Not if I live a hundred years.’


  And he never did. That he had worn out his welcome in her heart was only too plain.


  When his step-children had grown up and were placed out in life all communication between Darton and the Hall family ceased. It was only by chance that, years after, he learnt that Sally, notwithstanding the solicitations her attractions drew down upon her, had refused several offers of marriage, and steadily adhered to her purpose of leading a single life.


  May 1884.


  ♣


  The Distracted Preacher


  I


  How his Cold was Cured


  Something delayed the arrival of the Wesleyan minister, and a young man came temporarily in his stead. It was on the thirteenth of January 183– that Mr. Stockdale, the young man in question, made his humble entry into the village, unknown, and almost unseen. But when those of the inhabitants who styled themselves of his connection became acquainted with him, they were rather pleased with the substitute than otherwise, though he had scarcely as yet acquired ballast of character sufficient to steady the consciences of the hundred-and-forty Methodists of pure blood who, at this time, lived in Nether-Moynton, and to give in addition supplementary support to the mixed race which went to church in the morning and chapel in the evening, or when there was a tea—as many as a hundred-and-ten people more, all told, and including the parish-clerk in the winter-time, when it was too dark for the vicar to observe who passed up the street at seven o’clock—which, to be just to him, he was never anxious to do.


  It was owing to this overlapping of creeds that the celebrated population-puzzle arose among the denser gentry of the district around Nether-Moynton: how could it be that a parish containing fifteen score of strong full-grown Episcopalians, and nearly thirteen score of well-matured Dissenters, numbered barely two-and-twenty score adults in all?


  The young man being personally interesting, those with whom he came in contact were content to waive for a while the graver question of his sufficiency. It is said that at this time of his life his eyes were affectionate, though without a ray of levity; that his hair was curly, and his figure tall; that he was, in short, a very lovable youth, who won upon his female hearers as soon as they saw and heard him, and caused them to say, ‘Why didn’t we know of this before he came, that we might have gi’ed him a warmer welcome!’


  The fact was that, knowing him to be only provisionally selected, and expecting nothing remarkable in his person or doctrine, they and the rest of his flock in Nether-Moynton had felt almost as indifferent about his advent as if they had been the soundest church-going parishioners in the country, and he their true and appointed parson. Thus when Stockdale set foot in the place nobody had secured a lodging for him, and though his journey had given him a bad cold in the head he was forced to attend to that business himself. On inquiry he learnt that the only possible accommodation in the village would be found at the house of one Mrs. Lizzy Newberry, at the upper end of the street.


  It was a youth who gave this information, and Stockdale asked him who Mrs. Newberry might be.


  The boy said that she was a widow-woman, who had got no husband, because he was dead. Mr. Newberry, he added, had been a well-to-do man enough, as the saying was, and a farmer; but he had gone off in a decline. As regarded Mrs. Newberry’s serious side, Stockdale gathered that she was one of the trimmers who went to church and chapel both.


  ‘I’ll go there,’ said Stockdale, feeling that, in the absence of purely sectarian lodgings, he could do no better.


  ‘She’s a little particular, and won’t hae gover’ment folks, or curates, or the pa’son’s friends, or such like,’ said the lad dubiously.


  ‘Ah, that may be a promising sign: I’ll call. Or no; just you go up and ask first if she can find room for me. I have to see one or two persons on another matter. You will find me down at the carrier’s.’


  In a quarter of an hour the lad came back, and said that Mrs. Newberry would have no objection to accommodate him, whereupon Stockdale called at the house. It stood within a garden-hedge, and seemed to be roomy and comfortable. He saw an elderly woman, with whom he made arrangements to come the same night, since there was no inn in the place, and he wished to house himself as soon as possible; the village being a local centre from which he was to radiate at once to the different small chapels in the neighbourhood. He forthwith sent his luggage to Mrs. Newberry’s from the carrier’s, where he had taken shelter, and in the evening walked up to his temporary home.


  As he now lived there, Stockdale felt it unnecessary to knock at the door; and entering quietly he had the pleasure of hearing footsteps scudding away like mice into the back quarters. He advanced to the parlour, as the front room was called, though its stone floor was scarcely disguised by the carpet, which only over-laid the trodden areas, leaving sandy deserts under the furniture. But the room looked snug and cheerful. The firelight shone out brightly, trembling on the bulging mouldings of the table-legs, playing with brass knobs and handles, and lurking in great strength on the under surface of the chimney-piece. A deep arm-chair, covered with horsehair, and studded with a countless throng of brass nails, was pulled up on one side of the fireplace. The tea-things were on the table, the teapot cover was open, and a little handbell had been laid at that precise point towards which a person seated in the great chair might be expected instinctively to stretch his hand.


  Stockdale sat down, not objecting to his experience of the room thus far, and began his residence by tinkling the bell. A little girl crept in at the summons, and made tea for him. Her name, she said, was Marther Sarer, and she lived out there, nodding towards the road and village generally. Before Stockdale had got far with his meal a tap sounded on the door behind him, and on his telling the inquirer to come in, a rustle of garments caused him to turn his head. He saw before him a fine and extremely well-made young woman, with dark hair, a wide, sensible, beautiful forehead, eyes that warmed him before he knew it, and a mouth that was in itself a picture to all appreciative souls.


  ‘Can I get you anything else for tea?’ she said, coming forward a step or two, an expression of liveliness on her features, and her hand waving the door by its edge.


  ‘Nothing, thank you,’ said Stockdale, thinking less of what he replied than of what might be her relation to the household.


  ‘You are quite sure?’ said the young woman, apparently aware that he had not considered his answer.


  He conscientiously examined the tea-things, and found them all there. ‘Quite sure, Miss Newberry,’ he said.


  ‘It is Mrs. Newberry,’ she said. ‘Lizzy Newberry, I used to be Lizzy Simpkins.’


  ‘O, I beg your pardon, Mrs. Newberry.’ And before he had occasion to say more she left the room.


  Stockdale remained in some doubt till Martha Sarah came to clear the table. ‘Whose house is this, my little woman?’ said he.


  ‘Mrs. Lizzy Newberry’s, sir.’


  ‘Then Mrs. Newberry is not the old lady I saw this afternoon?’


  ‘No. That’s Mrs. Newberry’s mother. It was Mrs. Newberry who comed in to you just by now, because she wanted to see if you was good-looking.’


  Later in the evening, when Stockdale was about to begin supper, she came again. ‘I have come myself, Mr. Stockdale,’ she said. The minister stood up in acknowledgment of the honour. ‘I am afraid little Marther might not make you understand. What will you have for supper?—there’s cold rabbit, and there’s a ham uncut.’


  Stockdale said he could get on nicely with those viands, and supper was laid. He had no more than cut a slice when tap-tap came to the door again. The minister had already learnt that this particular rhythm in taps denoted the fingers of his enkindling landlady, and the doomed young fellow buried his first mouthful under a look of receptive blandness.


  ‘We have a chicken in the house, Mr. Stockdale—I quite forgot to mention it just now. Perhaps you would like Marther Sarer to bring it up?’


  Stockdale had advanced far enough in the art of being a young man to say that he did not want the chicken, unless she brought it up herself; but when it was uttered he blushed at the daring gallantry of the speech, perhaps a shade too strong for a serious man and a minister. In three minutes the chicken appeared, but, to his great surprise, only in the hands of Martha Sarah. Stockdale was disappointed, which perhaps it was intended that he should be.


  He had finished supper, and was not in the least anticipating Mrs. Newberry again that night, when she tapped and entered as before. Stockdale’s gratified look told that she had lost nothing by not appearing when expected. It happened that the cold in the head from which the young man suffered had increased with the approach of night, and before she had spoken he was seized with a violent fit of sneezing which he could not anyhow repress.


  Mrs. Newberry looked full of pity. ‘Your cold is very bad to-night, Mr. Stockdale.’


  Stockdale replied that it was rather troublesome.


  ‘And I’ve a good mind—’ she added archly, looking at the cheerless glass of water on the table, which the abstemious minister was going to drink.


  ‘Yes, Mrs. Newberry?’


  ‘I’ve a good mind that you should have something more likely to cure it than that cold stuff.’


  ‘Well,’ said Stockdale, looking down at the glass, ‘as there is no inn here, and nothing better to be got in the village, of course it will do.’


  To this she replied, ‘There is something better, not far off, though not in the house. I really think you must try it, or you may be ill. Yes, Mr. Stockdale, you shall.’ She held up her finger, seeing that he was about to speak. ‘Don’t ask what it is; wait, and you shall see.’


  Lizzy went away, and Stockdale waited in a pleasant mood. Presently she returned with her bonnet and cloak on, saying, ‘I am so sorry, but you must help me to get it. Mother has gone to bed. Will you wrap yourself up, and come this way, and please bring that cup with you?’


  Stockdale, a lonely young fellow, who had for weeks felt a great craving for somebody on whom to throw away superfluous interest, and even tenderness, was not sorry to join her; and followed his guide through the back door, across the garden, to the bottom, where the boundary was a wall. This wall was low, and beyond it Stockdale discerned in the night shades several grey headstones, and the outlines of the church roof and tower.


  ‘It is easy to get up this way,’ she said, stepping upon a bank which abutted on the wall; then putting her foot on the top of the stonework, and descending by a spring inside, where the ground was much higher, as is the manner of graveyards to be. Stockdale did the same, and followed her in the dusk across the irregular ground till they came to the tower door, which, when they had entered, she softly closed behind them.


  ‘You can keep a secret?’ she said, in a musical voice.


  ‘Like an iron chest!’ said he fervently.


  Then from under her cloak she produced a small lighted lantern, which the minister had not noticed that she carried at all. The light showed them to be close to the singing-gallery stairs, under which lay a heap of lumber of all sorts, but consisting mostly of decayed framework, pews, panels, and pieces of flooring, that from time to time had been removed from their original fixings in the body of the edifice and replaced by new.


  ‘Perhaps you will drag some of those boards aside?’ she said, holding the lantern over her head to light him better. ‘Or will you take the lantern while I move them?’


  ‘I can manage it,’ said the young man, and acting as she ordered, he uncovered, to his surprise, a row of little barrels bound with wood hoops, each barrel being about as large as the nave of a heavy waggon-wheel. When they were laid open Lizzy fixed her eyes on him, as if she wondered what he would say.


  ‘You know what they are?’ she asked, finding that he did not speak.


  ‘Yes, barrels,’ said Stockdale simply. He was an inland man, the son of highly respectable parents, and brought up with a single eye to the ministry; and the sight suggested nothing beyond the fact that such articles were there.


  ‘You are quite right, they are barrels,’ she said, in an emphatic tone of candour that was not without a touch of irony.


  Stockdale looked at her with an eye of sudden misgiving. ‘Not smugglers’ liquor?’ he said.


  ‘Yes,’ said she. ‘They are tubs of spirit that have accidentally floated over in the dark from France.’


  In Nether-Moynton and its vicinity at this date people always smiled at the sort of sin called in the outside world illicit trading; and these little kegs of gin and brandy were as well known to the inhabitants as turnips. So that Stockdale’s innocent ignorance, and his look of alarm when he guessed the sinister mystery, seemed to strike Lizzy first as ludicrous, and then as very awkward for the good impression that she wished to produce upon him.


  ‘Smuggling is carried on here by some of the people,’ she said in a gentle, apologetic voice. ‘It has been their practice for generations, and they think it no harm. Now, will you roll out one of the tubs?’


  ‘What to do with it?’ said the minister.


  ‘To draw a little from it to cure your cold,’ she answered. ‘It is so ’nation strong that it drives away that sort of thing in a jiffy. O, it is all right about our taking it. I may have what I like; the owner of the tubs says so. I ought to have had some in the house, and then I shouldn’t ha’ been put to this trouble; but I drink none myself, and so I often forget to keep it indoors.’


  ‘You are allowed to help yourself, I suppose, that you may not inform where their hiding-place is?’


  ‘Well, no; not that particularly; but I may take any if I want it. So help yourself.’


  ‘I will, to oblige you, since you have a right to it,’ murmured the minister; and though he was not quite satisfied with his part in the performance, he rolled one of the ‘tubs’ out from the corner into the middle of the tower floor. ‘How do you wish me to get it out—with a gimlet, I suppose?’


  ‘No, I’ll show you,’ said his interesting companion; and she held up with her other hand a shoemaker’s awl and a hammer. ‘You must never do these things with a gimlet, because the wood-dust gets in; and when the buyers pour out the brandy that would tell them that the tub had been broached. An awl makes no dust, and the hole nearly closes up again. Now tap one of the hoops forward.’


  Stockdale took the hammer and did so.


  ‘Now make the hole in the part that was covered by the hoop.’


  He made the hole as directed. ‘It won’t run out,’ he said.


  ‘O yes it will,’ said she. ‘Take the tub between your knees, and squeeze the heads; and I’ll hold the cup.’


  Stockdale obeyed; and the pressure taking effect upon the tub, which seemed to be thin, the spirit spirted out in a stream. When the cup was full he ceased pressing, and the flow immediately stopped. ‘Now we must fill up the keg with water,’ said Lizzy, ‘or it will cluck like forty hens when it is handled, and show that ’tis not full.’


  ‘But they tell you you may take it?’


  ‘Yes, the smugglers; but the buyers must not know that the smugglers have been kind to me at their expense.’


  ‘I see,’ said Stockdale doubtfully. ‘I much question the honesty of this proceeding.’


  By her direction he held the tub with the hole upwards, and while he went through the process of alternately pressing and ceasing to press, she produced a bottle of water, from which she took mouthfuls, conveying each to the keg by putting her pretty lips to the hole, where it was sucked in at each recovery of the cask from pressure. When it was again full he plugged the hole, knocked the hoop down to its place, and buried the tub in the lumber as before.


  ‘Aren’t the smugglers afraid that you will tell?’ he asked, as they recrossed the churchyard.


  ‘O no; they are not afraid of that. I couldn’t do such a thing.’


  ‘They have put you into a very awkward corner,’ said Stockdale emphatically. ‘You must, of course, as an honest person, sometimes feel that it is your duty to inform—really you must.’


  ‘Well, I have never particularly felt it as a duty; and, besides, my first husband——’ She stopped, and there was some confusion in her voice. Stockdale was so honest and unsophisticated that he did not at once discern why she paused: but at last he did perceive that the words were a slip, and that no woman would have uttered ‘first husband’ by accident unless she had thought pretty frequently of a second. He felt for her confusion, and allowed her time to recover and proceed. ‘My husband,’ she said, in a self-corrected tone, ‘used to know of their doings, and so did my father, and kept the secret. I cannot inform, in fact, against anybody.’


  ‘I see the hardness of it,’ he continued, like a man who looked far into the moral of things. ‘And it is very cruel that you should be tossed and tantalized between your memories and your conscience. I do hope, Mrs. Newberry, that you will soon see your way out of this unpleasant position.’


  ‘Well, I don’t just now,’ she murmured.


  By this time they had passed over the wall and entered the house, where she brought him a glass and hot water, and left him to his own reflections. He looked after her vanishing form, asking himself whether he, as a respectable man, and a minister, and a shining light, even though as yet only of the halfpenny-candle sort, were quite justified in doing this thing. A sneeze settled the question; and he found that when the fiery liquor was lowered by the addition of twice or thrice the quantity of water, it was one of the prettiest cures for a cold in the head that he had ever known, particularly at this chilly time of the year.


  Stockdale sat in the deep chair about twenty minutes sipping and meditating, till he at length took warmer views of things, and longed for the morrow, when he would see Mrs. Newberry again. He then felt that, though chronologically at a short distance, it would in an emotional sense be very long before to-morrow came, and walked restlessly round the room. His eye was attracted by a framed and glazed sampler in which a running ornament of fir-trees and peacocks surrounded the following pretty bit of sentiment:—


  
    ‘Rose-leaves smell when roses thrive,


    Here’s my work while I’m alive;


    Rose-leaves smell when shrunk and shed,


    Here’s my work when I am dead.

  


  ‘Lizzy Simpkins. Fear God. Honour the King.

  ‘Aged 11 years.’


  ‘’Tis hers,’ he said to himself. ‘Heavens, how I like that name!’


  Before he had done thinking that no other name from Abigail to Zenobia would have suited his young landlady so well, tap-tap came again upon the door; and the minister started as her face appeared yet another time, looking so disinterested that the most ingenious would have refrained from asserting that she had come to affect his feelings by her seductive eyes.


  ‘Would you like a fire in your room, Mr. Stockdale, on account of your cold?’


  The minister, being still a little pricked in the conscience for countenancing her in watering the spirits, saw here a way to self-chastisement. ‘No, I thank you,’ he said firmly; ‘it is not necessary. I have never been used to one in my life, and it would be giving way to luxury too far.’


  ‘Then I won’t insist,’ she said, and disconcerted him by vanishing instantly.


  Wondering if she was vexed by his refusal, he wished that he had chosen to have a fire, even though it should have scorched him out of bed and endangered his self-discipline for a dozen days. However, he consoled himself with what was in truth a rare consolation for a budding lover, that he was under the same roof with Lizzy; her guest, in fact, to take a poetical view of the term lodger; and that he would certainly see her on the morrow.


  The morrow came, and Stockdale rose early, his cold quite gone. He had never in his life so longed for the breakfast hour as he did that day, and punctually at eight o’clock, after a short walk to reconnoitre the premises, he re-entered the door of his dwelling. Breakfast passed, and Martha Sarah attended, but nobody came voluntarily as on the night before to inquire if there were other wants which he had not mentioned, and which she would attempt to gratify. He was disappointed, and went out, hoping to see her at dinner. Dinner time came; he sat down to the meal, finished it, lingered on for a whole hour, although two new teachers were at that moment waiting at the chapel-door to speak to him by appointment. It was useless to wait longer, and he slowly went his way down the lane, cheered by the thought that, after all, he would see her in the evening, and perhaps engage again in the delightful tub-broaching in the neighbouring church tower, which proceeding he resolved to render more moral by steadfastly insisting that no water should be introduced to fill up, though the tub should cluck like all the hens in Christendom. But nothing could disguise the fact that it was a queer business; and his countenance fell when he thought how much more his mind was interested in that matter than in his serious duties.


  However, compunction vanished with the decline of day. Night came, and his tea and supper; but no Lizzy Newberry, and no sweet temptations. At last the minister could bear it no longer, and said to his quaint little attendant, ‘Where is Mrs. Newberry to-day?’ judiciously handing a penny as he spoke.


  ‘She’s busy,’ said Martha.


  ‘Anything serious happened?’ he asked, handing another penny, and revealing yet additional pennies in the background.


  ‘O no—nothing at all!’ said she, with breathless confidence. ‘Nothing ever happens to her. She’s only biding upstairs in bed because ’tis her way sometimes.’


  Being a young man of some honour he would not question further, and assuming that Lizzy must have a bad headache, or other slight ailment, in spite of what the girl had said, he went to bed dissatisfied, not even setting eyes on old Mrs. Simpkins. ‘I said last night that I should see her to-morrow,’ he reflected; ‘but that was not to be!’


  Next day he had better fortune, or worse, meeting her at the foot of the stairs in the morning, and being favoured by a visit or two from her during the day—once for the purpose of making kindly inquiries about his comfort, as on the first evening, and at another time to place a bunch of winter-violets on his table, with a promise to renew them when they drooped. On these occasions there was something in her smile which showed how conscious she was of the effect she produced, though it must be said that it was rather a humorous than a designing consciousness, and savoured more of pride than of vanity.


  As for Stockdale, he clearly perceived that he possessed unlimited capacity for backsliding, and wished that tutelary saints were not denied to Dissenters. He set a watch upon his tongue and eyes for the space of one hour and a half, after which he found it was useless to struggle further, and gave himself up to the situation. ‘The other minister will be here in a month,’ he said to himself when sitting over the fire. ‘Then I shall be off, and she will distract my mind no more! … And then, shall I go on living by myself for ever? No; when my two years of probation are finished, I shall have a furnished house to live in, with a varnished door and a brass knocker; and I’ll march straight back to her, and ask her flat, as soon as the last plate is on the dresser!’


  Thus a titillating fortnight was passed by young Stockdale, during which time things proceeded much as such matters have done ever since the beginning of history. He saw the object of attachment several times one day, did not see her at all the next, met her when he least expected to do so, missed her when hints and signs as to where she should be at a given hour almost amounted to an appointment. This mild coquetry was perhaps fair enough under the circumstances of their being so closely lodged, and Stockdale put up with it as philosophically as he was able. Being in her own house she could, after vexing him or disappointing him of her presence, easily win him back by suddenly surrounding him with those little attentions which her position as his landlady put it in her power to bestow. When he had waited indoors half the day to see her, and on finding that she would not be seen, had gone off in a huff to the dreariest and dampest walk he could discover, she would restore equilibrium in the evening with ‘Mr. Stockdale, I have fancied you must feel draught o’ nights from your bedroom window, and so I have been putting up thicker curtains this afternoon while you were out’; or, ‘I noticed that you sneezed twice again this morning, Mr. Stockdale. Depend upon it that cold is hanging about you yet; I am sure it is—I have thought of it continually; and you must let me make a posset for you.’


  Sometimes in coming home he found his sitting-room rearranged, chairs placed where the table had stood, and the table ornamented with the few fresh flowers and leaves that could be obtained at this season, so as to add a novelty to the room. At times she would be standing on a chair outside the house, trying to nail up a branch of the monthly rose which the winter wind had blown down; and of course he stepped forward to assist her, when their hands got mixed in passing the shreds and nails. Thus they became friends again after a disagreement. She would utter on these occasions some pretty and deprecatory remark on the necessity of her troubling him anew; and he would straightway say that he would do a hundred times as much for her if she should so require.


  II


  How He Saw Two Other Men


  Matters being in this advancing state, Stockdale was rather surprised one cloudy evening, while sitting in his room, at hearing her speak in low tones of expostulation to some one at the door. It was nearly dark, but the shutters were not yet closed, nor the candles lighted; and Stockdale was tempted to stretch his head towards the window. He saw outside the door a young man in clothes of a whitish colour, and upon reflection judged their wearer to be the well-built and rather handsome miller who lived below. The miller’s voice was alternately low and firm, and sometimes it reached the level of positive entreaty; but what the words were Stockdale could in no way hear.


  Before the colloquy had ended, the minister’s attention was attracted by a second incident. Opposite Lizzy’s home grew a clump of laurels, forming a thick and permanent shade. One of the laurel boughs now quivered against the light background of sky, and in a moment the head of a man peered out, and remained still. He seemed to be also much interested in the conversation at the door, and was plainly lingering there to watch and listen. Had Stockdale stood in any other relation to Lizzy than that of a lover, he might have gone out and investigated the meaning of this: but being as yet but an unprivileged ally, he did nothing more than stand up and show himself against the firelight, whereupon the listener disappeared, and Lizzy and the miller spoke in lower tones.


  Stockdale was made so uneasy by the circumstance, that as soon as the miller was gone, he said, ‘Mrs. Newberry, are you aware that you were watched just now, and your conversation heard?’


  ‘When?’ she said.


  ‘When you were talking to that miller. A man was looking from the laurel-tree as jealously as if he could have eaten you.’


  She showed more concern than the trifling event seemed to demand, and he added, ‘Perhaps you were talking of things you did not wish to be overheard?’


  ‘I was talking only on business,[’] she said.


  ‘Lizzy, be frank!’ said the young man. ‘If it was only on business, why should anybody wish to listen to you?’


  She looked curiously at him. ‘What else do you think it could be, then?’


  ‘Well—the only talk between a young woman and man that is likely to amuse an eavesdropper.’


  ‘Ah yes,’ she said, smiling in spite of her preoccupation. ‘Well, my cousin Owlett has spoken to me about matrimony, every now and then, that’s true; but he was not speaking of it then. I wish he had been speaking of it, with all my heart. It would have been much less serious for me.’


  ‘O Mrs. Newberry!’


  ‘It would. Not that I should ha’ chimed in with him, of course. I wish it for other reasons. I am glad, Mr. Stockdale, that you have told me of that listener. It is a timely warning, and I must see my cousin again.’


  ‘But don’t go away till I have spoken,’ said the minister. ‘I’ll out with it at once, and make no more ado. Let it be Yes or No between us, Lizzy; please do!’ And he held out his hand, in which she freely allowed her own to rest, but without speaking.


  ‘You mean Yes by that?’ he asked, after waiting a while.


  ‘You may be my sweetheart, if you will.’


  ‘Why not say at once you will wait for me until I have a house and can come back to marry you.’


  ‘Because I am thinking—thinking of something else,[’] she said with embarrassment. ‘It all comes upon me at once, and I must settle one thing at a time.’


  ‘At any rate, dear Lizzy, you can assure me that the miller shall not be allowed to speak to you except on business? You have never directly encouraged him?’


  She parried the question by saying, ‘You see, he and his party have been in the habit of leaving things on my premises sometimes, and as I have not denied him, it makes him rather forward.’


  ‘Things—what things?’


  ‘Tubs—they are called Things here.’


  ‘But why don’t you deny him, my dear Lizzy?’


  ‘I cannot well.’


  ‘You are too timid. It is unfair of him to impose so upon you, and get your good name into danger by his smuggling tricks. Promise me that the next time he wants to leave his tubs here you will let me roll them into the street?’


  She shook her head. ‘I would not venture to offend the neighbours so much as that,’ said she, ‘or do anything that would be so likely to put poor Owlett into the hands of the Customs-men.’


  Stockdale sighed, and said that he thought hers a mistaken generosity when it extended to assisting those who cheated the king of his dues. ‘At any rate, you will let me make him keep his distance as your lover, and tell him flatly that you are not for him?’


  ‘Please not, at present,’ she said. ‘I don’t wish to offend my old neighbours. It is not only Mr. Owlett who is concerned.’


  ‘This is too bad,’ said Stockdale impatiently.


  ‘On my honour, I won’t encourage him as my lover,’ Lizzy answered earnestly. ‘A reasonable man will be satisfied with that.’


  ‘Well, so I am,’ said Stockdale, his countenance clearing.


  III


  The Mysterious Greatcoat


  Stockdale now began to notice more particularly a feature in the life of his fair landlady, which he had casually observed but scarcely ever thought of before. It was that she was markedly irregular in her hours of rising. For a week or two she would be tolerably punctual, reaching the ground-floor within a few minutes of half-past seven. Then suddenly she would not be visible till twelve at noon, perhaps for three or four days in succession; and twice he had certain proof that she did not leave her room till half-past three in the afternoon. The second time that this extreme lateness came under his notice was on a day when he had particularly wished to consult with her about his future movements; and he concluded, as he always had done, that she had a cold, headache, or other ailment, unless she had kept herself invisible to avoid meeting and talking to him, which he could hardly believe. The former supposition was disproved, however, by her innocently saying, some days later, when they were speaking on a question of health, that she had never had a moment’s heaviness, headache, or illness of any kind since the previous January twelvemonth.


  ‘I am glad to hear it,’ said he. ‘I thought quite otherwise.’


  ‘What, do I look sickly?’ she asked, turning up her face to show the impossibility of his gazing on it and holding such a belief for a moment.


  ‘Not at all; I merely thought so from your being sometimes obliged to keep your room through the best part of the day.’


  ‘O, as for that—it means nothing,’ she murmured, with a look which some might have called cold, and which was the worst look that he liked to see upon her. ‘It is pure sleepiness, Mr. Stockdale.’


  ‘Never!’


  ‘It is, I tell you. When I stay in my room till half-past three in the afternoon, you may always be sure that I slept soundly till three, or I shouldn’t have stayed there.’


  ‘It is dreadful,’ said Stockdale, thinking of the disastrous effects of such indulgence upon the household of a minister, should it become a habit of everyday occurrence.


  ‘But then,’ she said, divining his good and prescient thoughts, ‘it only happens when I stay awake all night. I don’t go to sleep till five or six in the morning sometimes.’


  ‘Ah, that’s another matter,’ said Stockdale. ‘Sleeplessness to such an alarming extent is real illness. Have you spoken to a doctor?’


  ‘O no—there is no need for doing that—it is all natural to me.’ And she went away without further remark.


  Stockdale might have waited a long time to know the real cause of her sleeplessness, had it not happened that one dark night he was sitting in his bedroom jotting down notes for a sermon, which occupied him perfunctorily for a considerable time after the other members of the household had retired. He did not get to bed till one o’clock. Before he had fallen asleep he heard a knocking at the front door, first rather timidly performed, and then louder. Nobody answered it, and the person knocked again. As the house still remained undisturbed, Stockdale got out of bed, went to his window, which overlooked the door, and opening it, asked who was there.


  A young woman’s voice replied that Susan Wallis was there, and that she had come to ask if Mrs. Newberry could give her some mustard to make a plaster with, as her father was taken very ill on the chest.


  The minister, having neither bell nor servant, was compelled to act in person. ‘I will call Mrs. Newberry,’ he said. Partly dressing himself, he went along the passage and tapped at Lizzy’s door. She did not answer, and, thinking of her erratic habits in the matter of sleep, he thumped the door persistently, when he discovered, by its moving ajar under his knocking, that it had only been gently pushed to. As there was now a sufficient entry for the voice, he knocked no longer, but said in firm tones, ‘Mrs. Newberry, you are wanted.’


  The room was quite silent; not a breathing, not a rustle, came from any part of it. Stockdale now sent a positive shout through the open space of the door: ‘Mrs. Newberry!’—still no answer, or movement of any kind within. Then he heard sounds from the opposite room, that of Lizzy’s mother, as if she had been aroused by his uproar though Lizzy had not, and was dressing herself hastily. Stockdale softly closed the younger woman’s door and went on to the other, which was opened by Mrs. Simpkins before he could reach it. She was in her ordinary clothes, and had a light in her hand.


  ‘What’s the person calling about?’ she said in alarm.


  Stockdale told the girl’s errand, adding seriously, ‘I cannot wake Mrs. Newberry.’


  ‘It is no matter,’ said her mother. ‘I can let the girl have what she wants as well as my daughter.’ And she came out of the room and went downstairs.


  Stockdale retired towards his own apartment, saying, however, to Mrs. Simpkins from the landing, as if on second thoughts, ‘I suppose there is nothing the matter with Mrs. Newberry, that I could not wake her?’


  ‘O no,’ said the old lady hastily. ‘Nothing at all.’


  Still the minister was not satisfied. ‘Will you go in and see?’ he said. ‘I should be much more at ease.’


  Mrs. Simpkins returned up the staircase, went to her daughter’s room, and came out again almost instantly. ‘There is nothing at all the matter with Lizzy,’ she said; and descended again to attend to the applicant, who, having seen the light, had remained quiet during this interval.


  Stockdale went into his room and lay down as before. He heard Lizzy’s mother open the front door, admit the girl, and then the murmured discourse of both as they went to the store-cupboard for the medicament required. The girl departed, the door was fastened, Mrs. Simpkins came upstairs, and the house was again in silence. Still the minister did not fall asleep. He could not get rid of a singular suspicion, which was all the more harassing in being, if true, the most unaccountable thing within his experience. That Lizzy Newberry was in her bedroom when he made such a clamour at the door he could not possibly convince himself, notwithstanding that he had heard her come upstairs at the usual time, go into her chamber, and shut herself up in the usual way. Yet all reason was so much against her being elsewhere, that he was constrained to go back again to the unlikely theory of a heavy sleep, though he had heard neither breath nor movement during a shouting and knocking loud enough to rouse the Seven Sleepers.


  Before coming to any positive conclusion he fell asleep himself, and did not awake till day. He saw nothing of Mrs. Newberry in the morning, before he went out to meet the rising sun, as he liked to do when the weather was fine; but as this was by no means unusual, he took no notice of it. At breakfast-time he knew that she was not far off by hearing her in the kitchen, and though he saw nothing of her person, that back apartment being rigorously closed against his eyes, she seemed to be talking, ordering, and bustling about among the pots and skimmers in so ordinary a manner, that there was no reason for his wasting more time in fruitless surmise.


  The minister suffered from these distractions, and his extemporized sermons were not improved thereby. Already he often said Romans for Corinthians in the pulpit, and gave out hymns in strange cramped metres, that hitherto had always been skipped, because the congregation could not raise a tune to fit them. He fully resolved that as soon as his few weeks of stay approached their end he would cut the matter short, and commit himself by proposing a definite engagement, repenting at leisure if necessary.


  With this end in view, he suggested to her on the evening after her mysterious sleep that they should take a walk together just before dark, the latter part of the proposition being introduced that they might return home unseen. She consented to go; and away they went over a stile, to a shrouded footpath suited for the occasion. But, in spite of attempts on both sides, they were unable to infuse much spirit into the ramble. She looked rather paler than usual, and sometimes turned her head away.


  ‘Lizzy,’ said Stockdale reproachfully, when they had walked in silence a long distance.


  ‘Yes,’ said she.


  ‘You yawned—much my company is to you!’ He put it in that way, but he was really wondering whether her yawn could possibly have more to do with physical weariness from the night before than mental weariness of that present moment. Lizzy apologized, and owned that she was rather tired, which gave him an opening for a direct question on the point; but his modesty would not allow him to put it to her; and he uncomfortably resolved to wait.


  The month of February passed with alternations of mud and frost, rain and sleet, east winds and north-westerly gales. The hollow places in the ploughed fields showed themselves as pools of water, which had settled there from the higher levels, and had not yet found time to soak away. The birds began to get lively, and a single thrush came just before sunset each evening, and sang hopefully on the large elm-tree which stood nearest to Mrs. Newberry’s house. Cold blasts and brittle earth had given place to an oozing dampness more unpleasant in itself than frost; but it suggested coming spring, and its unpleasantness was of a bearable kind.


  Stockdale had been going to bring about a practical understanding with Lizzy at least half a dozen times; but, what with the mystery of her apparent absence on the night of the neighbour’s call, and her curious way of lying in bed at unaccountable times, he felt a check within him whenever he wanted to speak out. Thus they still lived on as indefinitely affianced lovers, each of whom hardly acknowledged the other’s claim to the name of chosen one. Stockdale persuaded himself that his hesitation was owing to the postponement of the ordained minister’s arrival, and the consequent delay in his own departure, which did away with all necessity for haste in his courtship; but perhaps it was only that his discretion was reasserting itself, and telling him that he had better get clearer ideas of Lizzy before arranging for the grand contract of his life with her. She, on her part, always seemed ready to be urged further on that question than he had hitherto attempted to go; but she was none the less independent, and to a degree which would have kept from flagging the passion of a far more mutable man.


  On the evening of the first of March he went casually into his bedroom about dusk, and noticed lying on a chair a greatcoat, hat, and breeches. Having no recollection of leaving any clothes of his own in that spot, he went and examined them as well as he could in the twilight, and found that they did not belong to him. He paused for a moment to consider how they might have got there. He was the only man living in the house; and yet these were not his garments, unless he had made a mistake. No, they were not his. He called up Martha Sarah.


  ‘How did these things come in my room?’ he said, flinging the objectionable articles to the floor.


  Martha said that Mrs. Newberry had given them to her to brush, and that she had brought them up there thinking they must be Mr. Stockdale’s, as there was no other gentleman a-lodging there.


  ‘Of course you did,’ said Stockdale. ‘Now take them down to your mis’ess, and say they are some clothes I have found here and know nothing about.’


  As the door was left open he heard the conversation downstairs. ‘How stupid!’ said Mrs. Newberry, in a tone of confusion. ‘Why, Marther Sarer, I did not tell you to take ’em to Mr. Stockdale’s room?’


  ‘I thought they must be his as they was so muddy,’ said Martha humbly.


  ‘You should have left ’em on the clothes-horse,’ said the young mistress severely; and she came upstairs with the garments on her arm, quickly passed Stockdale’s room, and threw them forcibly into a closet at the end of a passage. With this the incident ended, and the house was silent again.


  There would have been nothing remarkable in finding such clothes in a widow’s house had they been clean; or moth-eaten, or creased, or mouldy from long lying by; but that they should be splashed with recent mud bothered Stockdale a good deal. When a young pastor is in the aspen stage of attachment, and open to agitation at the merest trifles, a really substantial incongruity of this complexion is a disturbing thing. However, nothing further occurred at that time; but he became watchful, and given to conjecture, and was unable to forget the circumstance.


  One morning, on looking from his window, he saw Mrs. Newberry herself brushing the tails of a long drab greatcoat, which, if he mistook not, was the very same garment as the one that had adorned the chair of his room. It was densely splashed up to the hollow of the back with neighbouring Nether-Moynton mud, to judge by its colour, the spots being distinctly visible to him in the sunlight. The previous day or two having been wet, the inference was irresistible that the wearer had quite recently been walking some considerable distance about the lanes and fields. Stockdale opened the window and looked out, and Mrs. Newberry turned her head. Her face became slowly red; she never had looked prettier, or more incomprehensible. He waved his hand affectionately, and said good-morning; she answered with embarrassment, having ceased her occupation on the instant that she saw him, and rolled up the coat half-cleaned.


  Stockdale shut the window. Some simple explanation of her proceeding was doubtless within the bounds of possibility; but he himself could not think of one; and he wished that she had placed the matter beyond conjecture by voluntarily saying something about it there and then.


  But, though Lizzy had not offered an explanation at the moment, the subject was brought forward by her at the next time of their meeting. She was chatting to him concerning some other event, and remarked that it happened about the time when she was dusting some old clothes that had belonged to her poor husband.


  ‘You keep them clean out of respect to his memory?’ said Stockdale tentatively.


  ‘I air and dust them sometimes,’ she said, with the most charming innocence in the world.


  ‘Do dead men come out of their graves and walk in mud?’ murmured the minister, in a cold sweat at the deception that she was practising.


  ‘What did you say?’ asked Lizzy.


  ‘Nothing, nothing,’ said he mournfully. ‘Mere words—a phrase that will do for my sermon next Sunday.’ It was too plain that Lizzy was unaware that he had seen fresh pedestrian splashes upon the skirts of the tell-tale overcoat, and that she imagined him to believe it had come direct from some chest or drawer.


  The aspect of the case was now considerably darker. Stockdale was so much depressed by it that he did not challenge her explanation, or threaten to go off as a missionary to benighted islanders, or reproach her in any way whatever. He simply parted from her when she had done talking, and lived on in perplexity, till by degrees his natural manner became sad and constrained.


  IV


  At the Time of the New Moon


  The following Thursday was changeable, damp, and gloomy; and the night threatened to be windy and unpleasant. Stockdale had gone away to Knollsea in the morning, to be present at some commemoration service there, and on his return he was met by the attractive Lizzy in the passage. Whether influenced by the tide of cheerfulness which had attended him that day, or by the drive through the open air, or whether from a natural disposition to let bygones alone, he allowed himself to be fascinated into forgetfulness of the greatcoat incident, and upon the whole passed a pleasant evening; not so much in her society as within sound of her voice, as she sat talking in the back parlour to her mother, till the latter went to bed. Shortly after this Mrs. Newberry retired, and then Stockdale prepared to go upstairs himself. But before he left the room he remained standing by the dying embers awhile, thinking long of one thing and another; and was only aroused by the flickering of his candle in the socket as it suddenly declined and went out. Knowing that there were a tinder-box, matches, and another candle in his bedroom, he felt his way upstairs without a light. On reaching his chamber he laid his hand on every possible ledge and corner for the tinder-box, but for a long time in vain. Discovering it at length, Stockdale produced a spark, and was kindling the brimstone, when he fancied that he heard a movement in the passage. He blew harder at the lint, the match flared up, and looking by aid of the blue light through the door, which had been standing open all this time, he was surprised to see a male figure vanishing round the top of the staircase with the evident intention of escaping unobserved. The personage wore the clothes which Lizzy had been brushing, and something in the outline and gait suggested to the minister that the wearer was Lizzy herself.


  But he was not sure of this; and, greatly excited, Stockdale determined to investigate the mystery, and to adopt his own way for doing it. He blew out the match without lighting the candle, went into the passage, and proceeded on tiptoe towards Lizzy’s room. A faint grey square of light in the direction of the chamber-window as he approached told him that the door was open, and at once suggested that the occupant was gone. He turned and brought down his fist upon the handrail of the staircase: ‘It was she; in her late husband’s coat and hat!’


  Somewhat relieved to find that there was no intruder in the case, yet none the less surprised, the minister crept down the stairs, softly put on his boots, overcoat, and hat, and tried the front door. It was fastened as usual: he went to the back door, found this unlocked, and emerged into the garden. The night was mild and moonless, and rain had lately been falling, though for the present it had ceased. There was a sudden dropping from the trees and bushes every now and then, as each passing wind shook their boughs. Among these sounds Stockdale heard the faint fall of feet upon the road outside, and he guessed from the step that it was Lizzy’s. He followed the sound, and, helped by the circumstance of the wind blowing from the direction in which the pedestrian moved, he got nearly close to her, and kept there, without risk of being overheard. While he thus followed her up the street or lane, as it might indifferently be called, there being more hedge than houses on either side, a figure came forward to her from one of the cottage doors. Lizzy stopped; the minister stepped upon the grass and stopped also.


  ‘Is that Mrs. Newberry?’ said the man who had come out, whose voice Stockdale recognized as that of one of the most devout members of his congregation.


  ‘It is,’ said Lizzy.


  ‘I be quite ready—I’ve been here this quarter-hour.’


  ‘Ah, John,’ said she, ‘I have bad news; there is danger to-night for our venture.’


  ‘And d’ye tell o’t! I dreamed there might be.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said hurriedly; ‘and you must go at once round to where the chaps are waiting, and tell them they will not be wanted till to-morrow night at the same time. I go to burn the lugger off.’


  ‘I will,’ he said; and instantly went off through a gate, Lizzy continuing her way.


  On she tripped at a quickening pace till the lane turned into the turnpike-road, which she crossed, and got into the track for Ringsworth. Here she ascended the hill without the least hesitation, passed the lonely hamlet of Holworth, and went down the vale on the other side. Stockdale had never taken any extensive walks in this direction, but he was aware that if she persisted in her course much longer she would draw near to the coast, which was here between two and three miles distant from Nether-Moynton; and as it had been about a quarter-past eleven o’clock when they set out, her intention seemed to be to reach the shore about midnight.


  Lizzy soon ascended a small mound, which Stockdale at the same time adroitly skirted on the left; and a dull monotonous roar burst upon his ear. The hillock was about fifty yards from the top of the cliffs, and by day it apparently commanded a full view of the bay. There was light enough in the sky to show her disguised figure against it when she reached the top, where she paused, and afterwards sat down. Stockdale, not wishing on any account to alarm her at this moment, yet desirous of being near her, sank upon his hands and knees, crept a little higher up, and there stayed still.


  The wind was chilly, the ground damp, and his position one in which he did not care to remain long. However, before he had decided to leave it, the young man heard voices behind him. What they signified he did not know; but, fearing that Lizzy was in danger, he was about to run forward and warn her that she might be seen, when she crept to the shelter of a little bush which maintained a precarious existence in that exposed spot; and her form was absorbed in its dark and stunted outline as if she had become part of it. She had evidently heard the men as well as he. They passed near him, talking in loud and careless tones, which could be heard above the uninterrupted washings of the sea, and which suggested that they were not engaged in any business at their own risk. This proved to be the fact: some of their words floated across to him, and caused him to forget at once the coldness of his situation.


  ‘What’s the vessel?’


  ‘A lugger, about fifty tons.’


  ‘From Cherbourg, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes, ’a b’lieve.’


  ‘But it don’t all belong to Owlett?’


  ‘O no. He’s only got a share. There’s another or two in it—a farmer and such like, but the names I don’t know.’


  The voices died away, and the heads and shoulders of the men diminished towards the cliff, and dropped out of sight.


  ‘My darling has been tempted to buy a share by that unbeliever Owlett,’ groaned the minister, his honest affection for Lizzy having quickened to its intensest point during these moments of risk to her person and name. ‘That’s why she’s here,’ he said to himself. ‘O, it will be the ruin of her!’


  His perturbation was interrupted by the sudden bursting out of a bright and increasing light from the spot where Lizzy was in hiding. A few seconds later, and before it had reached the height of a blaze, he heard her rush past him down the hollow like a stone from a sling, in the direction of home. The light now flared high and wide, and showed its position clearly. She had kindled a bough of furze and stuck it into the bush under which she had been crouching; the wind fanned the flame, which crackled fiercely, and threatened to consume the bush as well as the bough. Stockdale paused just long enough to notice thus much, and then followed rapidly the route taken by the young woman. His intention was to overtake her, and reveal himself as a friend; but run as he would he could see nothing of her. Thus he flew across the open country about Holworth, twisting his legs and ankles in unexpected fissures and descents, till, on coming to the gate between the downs and the road, he was forced to pause to get breath. There was no audible movement either in front or behind him, and he now concluded that she had not outrun him, but that, hearing him at her heels, and believing him one of the excise party, she had hidden herself somewhere on the way, and let him pass by.


  He went on at a more leisurely pace towards the village. On reaching the house he found his surmise to be correct, for the gate was on the latch, and the door unfastened, just as he had left them. Stockdale closed the door behind him, and waited silently in the passage. In about ten minutes he heard the same light footstep that he had heard in going out; it paused at the gate, which opened and shut softly, and then the door-latch was lifted, and Lizzy came in.


  Stockdale went forward and said at once, ‘Lizzy, don’t be frightened. I have been waiting up for you.’


  She started, though she had recognized the voice. ‘It is Mr. Stockdale, isn’t it?’ she said.


  ‘Yes,’ he answered, becoming angry now that she was safe indoors, and not alarmed. ‘And a nice game I’ve found you out in to-night. You are in man’s clothes, and I am ashamed of you!’


  Lizzie [Lizzy] could hardly find a voice to answer this unexpected reproach.


  ‘I am only partly in man’s clothes,’ she faltered, shrinking back to the wall. ‘It is only his greatcoat and hat and breeches that I’ve got on, which is no harm, as he was my own husband; and I do it only because a cloak blows about so, and you can’t use your arms. I have got my own dress under just the same—it is only tucked in! Will you go away upstairs and let me pass? I didn’t want you to see me at such a time as this!’


  ‘But I have a right to see you! How do you think there can be anything between us now?’ Lizzy was silent. ‘You are a smuggler,’ he continued sadly.


  ‘I have only a share in the run,’ she said.


  ‘That makes no difference. Whatever did you engage in such a trade as that for, and keep it such a secret from me all this time?’


  ‘I don’t do it always. I only do it in winter-time when ’tis new moon.’


  ‘Well, I suppose that’s because it can’t be done anywhen else…. You have regularly upset me, Lizzy.’


  ‘I am sorry for that,’ Lizzy meekly replied.


  ‘Well now,’ said he more tenderly, ‘no harm is done as yet. Won’t you for the sake of me give up this blamable and dangerous practice altogether?’


  ‘I must do my best to save this run,’ said she, getting rather husky in the throat. ‘I don’t want to give you up—you know that; but I don’t want to lose my venture. I don’t know what to do now! Why I have kept it so secret from you is that I was afraid you would be angry if you knew.’


  ‘I should think so! I suppose if I had married you without finding this out you’d have gone on with it just the same?’


  ‘I don’t know. I did not think so far ahead. I only went to-night to burn the folks off, because we found that the preventive-men knew where the tubs were to be landed.’


  ‘It is a pretty mess to be in altogether, is this,’ said the distracted young minister. ‘Well, what will you do now?’


  Lizzy slowly murmured the particulars of their plan, the chief of which were that they meant to try their luck at some other point of the shore the next night; that three landing-places were always agreed upon before the run was attempted, with the understanding that, if the vessel was ‘burnt off’ from the first point, which was Ringsworth, as it had been by her to-night, the crew should attempt to make the second, which was Lulwind Cove, on the second night; and if there, too, danger threatened, they should on the third night try the third place, which was behind a headland further west.


  ‘Suppose the officers hinder them landing there too?’ he said, his attention to this interesting programme displacing for a moment his concern at her share in it.


  ‘Then we shan’t try anywhere else all this dark—that’s what we call the time between moon and moon—and perhaps they’ll string the tubs to a stray-line, and sink ’em a little-ways from shore, and take the bearings; and then when they have a chance they’ll go to creep for ’em.’


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘O, they’ll go out in a boat and drag a creeper—that’s a grapnel—along the bottom till it catch hold of the stray-line.’


  The minister stood thinking; and there was no sound within doors but the tick of the clock on the stairs, and the quick breathing of Lizzy, partly from her walk and partly from agitation, as she stood close to the wall, not in such complete darkness but that he could discern against its whitewashed surface the greatcoat, breeches, and broad hat which covered her.


  ‘Lizzy, all this is very wrong,’ he said. ‘Don’t you remember the lesson of the tribute-money? “Render unto Cæsar the things that are Cæsar’s.” Surely you have heard that read times enough in your growing up?’


  ‘He’s dead,’ she pouted.


  ‘But the spirit of the text is in force just the same.’


  ‘My father did it, and so did my grandfather, and almost everybody in Nether-Moynton lives by it, and life would be so dull if it wasn’t for that, that I should not care to live at all.’


  ‘I am nothing to live for, of course,’ he replied bitterly. ‘You would not think it worth while to give up this wild business and live for me alone?’


  ‘I have never looked at it like that.’


  ‘And you won’t promise and wait till I am ready?’


  ‘I cannot give you my word to-night.’ And, looking thoughtfully down, she gradually moved and moved away, going into the adjoining room, and closing the door between them. She remained there in the dark till he was tired of waiting, and had gone up to his own chamber.


  Poor Stockdale was dreadfully depressed all the next day by the discoveries of the night before. Lizzy was unmistakably a fascinating young woman, but as a minister’s wife she was hardly to be contemplated. ‘If I had only stuck to father’s little grocery business, instead of going in for the ministry, she would have suited me beautifully!’ he said sadly, until he remembered that in that case he would never have come from his distant home to Nether-Moynton, and never have known her.


  The estrangement between them was not complete, but it was sufficient to keep them out of each other’s company. Once during the day he met her in the garden-path, and said, turning a reproachful eye upon her, ‘Do you promise, Lizzy?’ But she did not reply. The evening drew on, and he knew well enough that Lizzy would repeat her excursion at night—her half offended manner had shown that she had not the slightest intention of altering her plans at present. He did not wish to repeat his own share of the adventure; but, act as he would, his uneasiness on her account increased with the decline of day. Supposing that an accident should befall her, he would never forgive himself for not being there to help, much as he disliked the idea of seeming to countenance such unlawful escapades.


  V


  How They Went to Lulwind Cove


  As he had expected, she left the house at the same hour at night, this time passing his door without stealth, as if she knew very well that he would be watching, and were resolved to brave his displeasure. He was quite ready, opened the door quickly, and reached the back door almost as soon as she.


  ‘Then you will go, Lizzy?’ he said as he stood on the step beside her, who now again appeared as a little man with a face altogether unsuited to his clothes.


  ‘I must,’ she said, repressed by his stern manner.


  ‘Then I shall go too,’ said he.


  ‘And I am sure you will enjoy it!’ she exclaimed in more buoyant tones. ‘Everybody does who tries it.’


  ‘God forbid that I should!’ he said. ‘But I must look after you.’


  They opened the wicket and went up the road abreast of each other, but at some distance apart, scarcely a word passing between them. The evening was rather less favourable to smuggling enterprise than the last had been, the wind being lower, and the sky somewhat clear towards the north.


  ‘It is rather lighter,’ said Stockdale.


  ‘’Tis, unfortunately,’ said she. ‘But it is only from those few stars over there. The moon was new to-day at four o’clock, and I expected clouds. I hope we shall be able to do it this dark, for when we have to sink ’em for long it makes the stuff taste bleachy, and folks don’t like it so well.’


  Her course was different from that of the preceding night, branching off to the left over Lord’s Barrow as soon as they had got out of the lane and crossed the highway. By the time they reached Shaldon Down, Stockdale, who had been in perplexed thought as to what he should say to her, decided that he would not attempt expostulation now, while she was excited by the adventure, but wait till it was over, and endeavour to keep her from such practices in future. It occurred to him once or twice, as they rambled on, that should they be surprised by the Preventive-guard, his situation would be more awkward than hers, for it would be difficult to prove his true motive in coming to the spot; but the risk was a slight consideration beside his wish to be with her.


  They now arrived at a ravine which lay on the outskirts of Shaldon, a village two miles on their way towards the point of the shore they sought. Lizzy broke the silence this time: ‘I have to wait here to meet the carriers. I don’t know if they have come yet. As I told you, we go to Lulwind Cove to-night, and it is two miles further than Ringsworth.’


  It turned out that the men had already come; for while she spoke two or three dozen heads broke the line of the slope, and a company of them at once descended from the bushes where they had been lying in wait. These carriers were men whom Lizzy and other proprietors regularly employed to bring the tubs from the boat to a hiding-place inland. They were all young fellows of Nether-Moynton, Shaldon, and the neighbourhood, quiet and inoffensive persons, even though some held heavy sticks, who simply engaged to carry the cargo for Lizzy and her cousin Owlett, as they would have engaged in any other labour for which they were fairly well paid.


  At a word from her they closed in together. ‘You had better take it now,’ she said to them; and handed to each a packet. It contained six shillings, their remuneration for the night’s undertaking, which was paid beforehand without reference to success or failure; but, besides this, they had the privilege of selling as agents when the run was successfully made. As soon as it was done, she said to them, ‘The place is the old one, Dagger’s Grave, near Lulwind Cove’; the men till that moment not having been told whither they were bound, for obvious reasons. ‘Mr. Owlett will meet you there,’ added Lizzy. ‘I shall follow behind, to see that we are not watched.’


  The carriers went on, and Stockdale and Mrs. Newberry followed at a distance of a stone’s throw. ‘What do these men do by day?’ he said.


  ‘Twelve or fourteen of them are labouring men. Some are brickmakers, some carpenters, some shoe-makers, some thatchers. They are all known to me very well. Nine of ’em are of your own congregation.’


  ‘I can’t help that,’ said Stockdale.


  ‘O, I know you can’t. I only told you. The others are more church-inclined, because they supply the pa’son with all the spirits he requires, and they don’t wish to show unfriendliness to a customer.’


  ‘How do you choose ’em?’ said Stockdale.


  ‘We choose ’em for their closeness, and because they are strong and surefooted, and able to carry a heavy load a long way without being tired.’


  Stockdale sighed as she enumerated each particular, for it proved how far involved in the business a woman must be who was so well acquainted with its conditions and needs. And yet he felt more tenderly towards her at this moment than he had felt all the foregoing day. Perhaps it was that her experienced manner and bold indifference stirred his admiration in spite of himself.


  ‘Take my arm, Lizzy,’ he murmured.


  ‘I don’t want it,’ she said. ‘Besides, we may never be to each other again what we once have been.’


  ‘That depends upon you,’ said he, and they went on again as before.


  The hired carriers paced along over Shaldon Down with as little hesitation as if it had been day, avoiding the cart-way, and leaving the village of East Shaldon on the left, so as to reach the crest of the hill at a lonely trackless place not far from the ancient earthwork called Round Pound. A quarter-hour more of brisk walking brought them within sound of the sea, to the place called Dagger’s Grave, not many hundred yards from Lulwind Cove. Here they paused, and Lizzy and Stockdale came up with them, when they went on together to the verge of the cliff. One of the men now produced an iron bar, which he drove firmly into the soil a yard from the edge, and attached to it a rope that he had uncoiled from his body. They all began to descend, partly stepping, partly sliding down the incline, as the rope slipped through their hands.


  ‘You will not go to the bottom, Lizzy?’ said Stockdale anxiously.


  ‘No. I stay here to watch,’ she said. ‘Mr. Owlett is down there.’


  The men remained quite silent when they reached the shore; and the next thing audible to the two at the top was the dip of heavy oars, and the dashing of waves against a boat’s bow. In a moment the keel gently touched the shingle, and Stockdale heard the footsteps of the thirty-six carriers running forwards over the pebbles towards the point of landing.


  There was a sousing in the water as of a brood of ducks plunging in, showing that the men had not been particular about keeping their legs, or even their waists, dry from the brine: but it was impossible to see what they were doing, and in a few minutes the shingle was trampled again. The iron bar sustaining the rope, on which Stockdale’s hand rested, began to swerve a little, and the carriers one by one appeared climbing up the sloping cliff, dripping audibly as they came, and sustaining themselves by the guide-rope. Each man on reaching the top was seen to be carrying a pair of tubs, one on his back and one on his chest, the two being slung together by cords passing round the chine hoops, and resting on the carrier’s shoulders. Some of the stronger men carried three by putting an extra one on the top behind, but the customary load was a pair, these being quite weighty enough to give their bearer the sensation of having chest and backbone in contact after a walk of four or five miles.


  ‘Where is Mr. Owlett?’ said Lizzy to one of them.


  ‘He will not come up this way,’ said the carrier. ‘He’s to bide on shore till we be safe off.’ Then, without waiting for the rest, the foremost men plunged across the down; and, when the last had ascended, Lizzy pulled up the rope, wound it round her arm, wriggled the bar from the sod, and turned to follow the carriers.


  ‘You are very anxious about Owlett’s safety,’ said the minister.


  ‘Was there ever such a man![’] said Lizzy. ‘Why, isn’t he my cousin?’


  ‘Yes. Well, it is a bad night’s work,’ said Stockdale heavily. ‘But I’ll carry the bar and rope for you.’


  ‘Thank God, the tubs have got so far all right,’ said she.


  Stockdale shook his head, and, taking the bar, walked by her side towards the downs; and the moan of the sea was heard no more.


  ‘Is this what you meant the other day when you spoke of having business with Owlett?’ the young man asked.


  ‘This is it,’ she replied. ‘I never see him on any other matter.’


  ‘A partnership of that kind with a young man is very odd.’


  ‘It was begun by my father and his, who were brother-laws.’


  Her companion could not blind himself to the fact that where tastes and pursuits were so akin as Lizzy’s and Owlett’s, and where risks were shared, as with them, in every undertaking, there would be a peculiar appropriateness in her answering Owlett’s standing question on matrimony in the affirmative. This did not soothe Stockdale, its tendency being rather to stimulate in him an effort to make the pair as inappropriate as possible, and win her away from this nocturnal crew to correctness of conduct and a minister’s parlour in some far-removed inland county.


  They had been walking near enough to the file of carriers for Stockdale to perceive that, when they got into the road to the village, they split up into two companies of unequal size, each of which made off in a direction of its own. One company, the smaller of the two, went towards the church, and by the time that Lizzy and Stockdale reached their own house these men had scaled the churchyard wall, and were proceeding noiselessly over the grass within.


  ‘I see that Mr. Owlett has arranged for one batch to be put in the church again,’ observed Lizzy. ‘Do you remember my taking you there the first night you came?’


  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Stockdale. ‘No wonder you had permission to broach the tubs—they were his, I suppose?’


  ‘No, they were not—they were mine; I had permission from myself. The day after that they went several miles inland in a waggon-load of manure, and sold very well.’


  At this moment the group of men who had made off to the left some time before began leaping one by one from the hedge opposite Lizzy’s house, and the first man, who had no tubs upon his shoulders, came forward.


  ‘Mrs. Newberry, isn’t it?’ he said hastily.


  ‘Yes, Jim,’ said she. ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I find that we can’t put any in Badger’s Clump to-night, Lizzy,’ said Owlett. ‘The place is watched. We must sling the apple-tree in the orchet if there’s time. We can’t put any more under the church lumber than I have sent on there, and my mixen hev already more in en than is safe.’


  ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Be quick about it—that’s all. What can I do?’


  ‘Nothing at all, please. Ah, it is the minister!—you two that can’t do anything had better get indoors and not be zeed.’


  While Owlett thus conversed, in a tone so full of contraband anxiety and so free from lover’s jealousy, the men who followed him had been descending one by one from the hedge; and it unfortunately happened that when the hindmost took his leap, the cord slipped which sustained his tubs: the result was that both the kegs fell into the road, one of them being stove in by the blow.


  ‘’Od drown it all!’ said Owlett, rushing back.


  ‘It is worth a good deal, I suppose?’ said Stockdale.


  ‘O no—about two guineas and half to us now,’ said Lizzy excitedly. ‘It isn’t that—it is the smell! It is so blazing strong before it has been lowered by water, that it smells dreadfully when spilt in the road like that! I do hope Latimer won’t pass by till it is gone off.’


  Owlett and one or two others picked up the burst tub and began to scrape and trample over the spot, to disperse the liquor as much as possible; and then they all entered the gate of Owlett’s orchard, which adjoined Lizzy’s garden on the right. Stockdale did not care to follow them, for several on recognizing him had looked wonderingly at his presence, though they said nothing. Lizzy left his side and went to the bottom of the garden, looking over the hedge into the orchard, where the men could be dimly seen bustling about, and apparently hiding the tubs. All was done noiselessly, and without a light; and when it was over they dispersed in different directions, those who had taken their cargoes to the church having already gone off to their homes.


  Lizzy returned to the garden-gate, over which Stockdale was still abstractedly leaning. ‘It is all finished: I am going indoors now,’ she said gently. ‘I will leave the door ajar for you.’


  ‘O no—you needn’t,’ said Stockdale; ‘I am coming too.’


  But before either of them had moved, the faint clatter of horses’ hoofs broke upon the ear, and it seemed to come from the point where the track across the down joined the hard road.


  ‘They are just too late!’ cried Lizzy exultingly.


  ‘Who?’ said Stockdale.


  ‘Latimer, the riding-officer, and some assistant of his. We had better go indoors.’


  They entered the house, and Lizzy bolted the door. ‘Please don’t get a light, Mr. Stockdale,’ she said.


  ‘Of course I will not,’ said he.


  ‘I thought you might be on the side of the king,’ said Lizzy, with faintest sarcasm.


  ‘I am,’ said Stockdale. ‘But, Lizzy Newberry, I love you, and you know it perfectly well; and you ought to know, if you do not, what I have suffered in my conscience on your account these last few days!’


  ‘I guess very well,’ she said hurriedly. ‘Yet I don’t see why. Ah, you are better than I!’


  The trotting of the horses seemed to have again died away, and the pair of listeners touched each other’s fingers in the cold ‘Good-night’ of those whom something seriously divided. They were on the landing, but before they had taken three steps apart, the tramp of the horsemen suddenly revived, almost close to the house. Lizzy turned to the staircase window, opened the casement about an inch, and put her face close to the aperture. ‘Yes, one of ’em is Latimer,’ she whispered. ‘He always rides a white horse. One would think it was the last colour for a man in that line.’


  Stockdale looked, and saw the white shape of the animal as it passed by; but before the riders had gone another ten yards Latimer reined in his horse, and said something to his companion which neither Stockdale nor Lizzy could hear. Its drift was, however, soon made evident, for the other man stopped also; and sharply turning the horses’ heads they cautiously retraced their steps. When they were again opposite Mrs. Newberry’s garden, Latimer dismounted, and the man on the dark horse did the same.


  Lizzy and Stockdale, intently listening and observing the proceedings, naturally put their heads as close as possible to the slit formed by the slightly opened casement; and thus it occurred that at last their cheeks came positively into contact. They went on listening, as if they did not know of the singular incident which had happened to their faces, and the pressure of each to each rather increased than lessened with the lapse of time.


  They could hear the Customs-men sniffing the air like hounds as they paced slowly along. When they reached the spot where the tub had burst, both stopped on the instant.


  ‘Ay, ay, ’tis quite strong here,’ said the second officer. ‘Shall we knock at the door?’


  ‘Well, no,’ said Latimer. ‘Maybe this is only a trick to put us off the scent. They wouldn’t kick up this stink anywhere near their hiding-place. I have known such things before.’


  ‘Anyhow, the things, or some of ’em, must have been brought this way,’ said the other.


  ‘Yes,’ said Latimer musingly. ‘Unless ’tis all done to tole us the wrong way. I have a mind that we go home for to-night without saying a word, and come the first thing in the morning with more hands. I know they have storages about here, but we can do nothing by this owl’s light. We will look round the parish and see if everybody is in bed, John; and if all is quiet, we will do as I say.’


  They went on, and the two inside the window could hear them passing leisurely through the whole village, the street of which curved round at the bottom and entered the turnpike road at another junction. This way the officers followed, and the amble of their horses died quite away.


  ‘What will you do?’ said Stockdale, withdrawing from his position.


  She knew that he alluded to the coming search by the officers, to divert her attention from their own tender incident by the casement, which he wished to be passed over as a thing rather dreamt of than done. ‘O, nothing,’ she replied, with as much coolness as she could command under her disappointment at his manner. ‘We often have such storms as this. You would not be frightened if you knew what fools they are. Fancy riding o’ horseback through the place; of course they will hear and see nobody while they make that noise; but they are always afraid to get off, in case some of our fellows should burst out upon ’em, and tie them up to the gate-post, as they have done before now. Good-night, Mr. Stockdale.’


  She closed the window and went to her room, where a tear fell from her eyes; and that not because of the alertness of the riding-officers.


  VI


  The Great Search at Nether-Moynton


  Stockdale was so excited by the events of the evening, and the dilemma that he was placed in between conscience and love, that he did not sleep, or even doze, but remained as broadly awake as at noonday. As soon as the grey light began to touch ever so faintly the whiter objects in his bedroom he arose, dressed himself, and went downstairs into the road.


  The village was already astir. Several of the carriers had heard the well-known canter of Latimer’s horse while they were undressing in the dark that night, and had already communicated with each other and Owlett on the subject. The only doubt seemed to be about the safety of those tubs which had been left under the church gallery-stairs, and after a short discussion at the corner of the mill, it was agreed that these should be removed before it got lighter, and hidden in the middle of a double hedge bordering the adjoining field. However, before anything could be carried into effect, the footsteps of many men were heard coming down the lane from the highway.


  ‘Damn it, here they be,’ said Owlett, who, having already drawn the hatch and started his mill for the day, stood stolidly at the mill-door covered with flour, as if the interest of his whole soul was bound up in the shaking walls around him.


  The two or three with whom he had been talking dispersed to their usual work, and when the Customs-officers, and the formidable body of men they had hired, reached the village cross, between the mill and Mrs. Newberry’s house, the village wore the natural aspect of a place beginning its morning labours.


  ‘Now,’ said Latimer to his associates, who numbered thirteen men in all, ‘what I know is that the things are somewhere in this here place. We have got the day before us, and ’tis hard if we can’t light upon ’em and get ’em to Budmouth Custom-house before night. First we will try the fuel-houses, and then we’ll work our way into the chimmers, and then to the ricks and stables, and so creep round. You have nothing but your noses to guide ye, mind, so use ’em to-day if you never did in your lives before.’


  Then the search began. Owlett, during the early part, watched from his mill-window, Lizzy from the door of her house, with the greatest self-possession. A farmer down below, who also had a share in the run, rode about with one eye on his fields and the other on Latimer and his myrmidons, prepared to put them off the scent if he should be asked a question. Stockdale, who was no smuggler at all, felt more anxiety than the worst of them, and went about his studies with a heavy heart, coming frequently to the door to ask Lizzy some question or other on the consequences to her of the tubs being found.


  ‘The consequences,’ she said quietly, ‘are simply that I shall lose ’em. As I have none in the house or garden, they can’t touch me personally.’


  ‘But you have some in the orchard?’


  ‘Mr. Owlett rents that of me, and he lends it to others. So it will be hard to say who put any tubs there if they should be found.’


  There was never such a tremendous sniffing known as that which took place in Nether-Moynton parish and its vicinity this day. All was done methodically, and mostly on hands and knees. At different hours of the day they had different plans. From daybreak to breakfast-time the officers used their sense of smell in a direct and straightforward manner only, pausing nowhere but at such places as the tubs might be supposed to be secreted in at that very moment, pending their removal on the following night. Among the places tested and examined were:—


  
    
      	
        Hollow trees

      

      	
        Cupboards

      

      	
        Culverts

      
    


    
      	
        Potato-graves

      

      	
        Clock-cases

      

      	
        Hedgerows

      
    


    
      	
        Fuel-houses

      

      	
        Chimney-flues

      

      	
        Faggot-ricks

      
    


    
      	
        Bedrooms

      

      	
        Rainwater-butts

      

      	
        Haystacks

      
    


    
      	
        Apple-lofts

      

      	
        Pigsties

      

      	
        Coppers and ovens.

      
    

  


  After breakfast they recommenced with renewed vigour, taking a new line; that is to say, directing their attention to clothes that might be supposed to have come in contact with the tubs in their removal from the shore, such garments being usually tainted with the spirit, owing to its oozing between the staves. They now sniffed at—


  
    
      	
        Smock-frocks

      

      	
        Smiths’ and shoemakers’ aprons

      
    


    
      	
        Old shirts and waistcoats

      

      	
        Knee-naps and hedging-gloves

      
    


    
      	
        Coats and hats

      

      	
        Tarpaulins

      
    


    
      	
        Breeches and leggings

      

      	
        Market-cloaks

      
    


    
      	
        Women’s shawls and gowns

      

      	
        Scarecrows.

      
    

  


  And as soon as the mid-day meal was over, they pushed their search into places where the spirits might have been thrown away in alarm:—


  
    
      	
        Horse-ponds

      

      	
        Mixens

      

      	
        Sinks in yards

      
    


    
      	
        Stable-drains

      

      	
        Wet ditches

      

      	
        Road-scrapings, and

      
    


    
      	
        Cinder-heaps

      

      	
        Cesspools

      

      	
        Back-door gutters.

      
    

  


  But still these indefatigable Custom-house men discovered nothing more than the original tell-tale smell in the road opposite Lizzy’s house, which even yet had not passed off.


  ‘I’ll tell ye what it is, men,’ said Latimer, about three o’clock in the afternoon, ‘we must begin over again. Find them tubs I will.’


  The men, who had been hired for the day, looked at their hands and knees, muddy with creeping on all fours so frequently, and rubbed their noses, as if they had almost had enough of it; for the quantity of bad air which had passed into each one’s nostril had rendered it nearly as insensible as a flue. However, after a moment’s hesitation, they prepared to start anew, except three, whose power of smell had quite succumbed under the excessive wear and tear of the day.


  By this time not a male villager was to be seen in the parish. Owlett was not at his mill, the farmers were not in their fields, the parson was not in his garden, the smith had left his forge, and the wheelwright’s shop was silent.


  ‘Where the divil are the folk gone?’ said Latimer, waking up to the fact of their absence, and looking round. ‘I’ll have ’em up for this! Why don’t they come and help us? There’s not a man about the place but the Methodist parson, and he’s an old woman. I demand assistance in the king’s name!’


  ‘We must find the jineral public afore we can demand that,’ said his lieutenant.


  ‘Well, well, we shall do better without ’em,’ said Latimer, who changed his moods at a moment’s notice. ‘But there’s great cause of suspicion in this silence and this keeping out of sight, and I’ll bear it in mind. Now we will go across to Owlett’s orchard and see what we can find there.’


  Stockdale, who heard this discussion from the garden-gate, over which he had been leaning, was rather alarmed, and thought it a mistake of the villagers to keep so completely out of the way. He himself, like the Preventives, had been wondering for the last half-hour what could have become of them. Some labourers were of necessity engaged in distant fields, but the master-workmen should have been at home; though one and all, after just showing themselves at their shops, had apparently gone off for the day. He went in to Lizzy, who sat at a back window sewing, and said, ‘Lizzy, where are the men?’


  Lizzy laughed. ‘Where they mostly are when they’re run so hard as this.’ She cast her eyes to heaven. ‘Up there,’ she said.


  Stockdale looked up. ‘What—on the top of the church tower?’ he asked, seeing the direction of her glance.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, I expect they will soon have to come down,’ said he gravely. ‘I have been listening to the officers, and they are going to search the orchard over again, and then every nook in the church.’


  Lizzy looked alarmed for the first time. ‘Will you go and tell our folk?’ she said. ‘They ought to be let know.’ Seeing his conscience struggling within him like a boiling pot, she added, ‘No, never mind, I’ll go myself.’


  She went out, descended the garden, and climbed over the churchyard wall at the same time that the preventive-men were ascending the road to the orchard. Stockdale could do no less than follow her. By the time that she reached the tower entrance he was at her side, and they entered together.


  Nether-Moynton church-tower was, as in many villages, without a turret, and the only way to the top was by going up to the singers’ gallery, and thence ascending by a ladder to a square trap-door in the floor of the bell-loft, above which a permanent ladder was fixed, passing through the bells to a hole in the roof. When Lizzy and Stockdale reached the gallery and looked up, nothing but the trap-door and the five holes for the bell-ropes appeared. The ladder was gone.


  ‘There’s no getting up,’ said Stockdale.


  ‘O yes, there is,’ said she. ‘There’s an eye looking at us at this moment through a knot-hole in that trap-door.’


  And as she spoke the trap opened, and the dark line of the ladder was seen descending against the white-washed wall. When it touched the bottom Lizzy dragged it to its place, and said, ‘If you’ll go up, I’ll follow.’


  The young man ascended, and presently found himself among consecrated bells for the first time in his life, nonconformity having been in the Stockdale blood for some generations. He eyed them uneasily, and looked round for Lizzy. Owlett stood here, holding the top of the ladder.


  ‘What, be you really one of us?’ said the miller.


  ‘It seems so,’ said Stockdale sadly.


  ‘He’s not,’ said Lizzy, who overheard. ‘He’s neither for nor against us. He’ll do us no harm.’


  She stepped up beside them, and then they went on to the next stage, which, when they had clambered over the dusty bell-carriages, was of easy ascent, leading towards the hole through which the pale sky appeared, and into the open air. Owlett remained behind for a moment, to pull up the lower ladder.


  ‘Keep down your heads,’ said a voice, as soon as they set foot on the flat.


  Stockdale here beheld all the missing parishioners, lying on their stomachs on the tower roof, except a few who, elevated on their hands and knees, were peeping through the embrasures of the parapet. Stockdale did the same, and saw the village lying like a map below him, over which moved the figures of the Customs-men, each foreshortened to a crablike object, the crown of his hat forming a circular disc in the centre of him. Some of the men had turned their heads when the young preacher’s figure arose among them.


  ‘What, Mr. Stockdale?’ said Matt Grey, in a tone of surprise.


  ‘I’d as lief that it hadn’t been,’ said Jim Clarke. ‘If the pa’son should see him a trespassing here in his tower, ’twould be none the better for we, seeing how ’a do hate chapel-members. He’d never buy a tub of us again, and he’s as good a customer as we have got this side o’ Warm’ll.’


  ‘Where is the pa’son?’ said Lizzy.


  ‘In his house, to be sure, that he mid see nothing of what’s going on—where all good folks ought to be, and this young man likewise.’


  ‘Well, he has brought some news,’ said Lizzy. ‘They are going to search the orchard and church; can we do anything if they should find?’


  ‘Yes,’ said her cousin Owlett. ‘That’s what we’ve been talking o’, and we have settled our line. Well, be dazed!’


  The exclamation was caused by his perceiving that some of the searchers, having got into the orchard, and begun stooping and creeping hither and thither, were pausing in the middle, where a tree smaller than the rest was growing. They drew closer, and bent lower than ever upon the ground.


  ‘O, my tubs!’ said Lizzy faintly, as she peered through the parapet at them.


  ‘They have got ’em, ’a b’lieve,’ said Owlett.


  The interest in the movements of the officers was so keen that not a single eye was looking in any other direction; but at that moment a shout from the church beneath them attracted the attention of the smugglers, as it did also of the party in the orchard, who sprang to their feet and went towards the churchyard wall. At the same time those of the Government men who had entered the church unperceived by the smugglers cried aloud, ‘Here be some of ’em at last.’


  The smugglers remained in a blank silence, uncertain whether ‘some of ’em’ meant tubs or men; but again peeping cautiously over the edge of the tower they learnt that tubs were the things descried; and soon these fated articles were brought one by one into the middle of the churchyard from their hiding-place under the gallery-stairs.


  ‘They are going to put ’em on Hinton’s vault till they find the rest!’ said Lizzy hopelessly. The Customs-men had, in fact, begun to pile up the tubs on a large stone slab which was fixed there; and when all were brought out from the tower, two or three of the men were left standing by them, the rest of the party again proceeding to the orchard.


  The interest of the smugglers in the next manœuvres of their enemies became painfully intense. Only about thirty tubs had been secreted in the lumber of the tower, but seventy were hidden in the orchard, making up all that they had brought ashore as yet, the remainder of the cargo having been tied to a sinker and dropped overboard for another night’s operations. The Preventives, having re-entered the orchard, acted as if they were positive that here lay hidden the rest of the tubs, which they were determined to find before nightfall. They spread themselves out round the field, and advancing on all fours as before, went anew round every apple-tree in the enclosure. The young tree in the middle again led them to pause, and at length the whole company gathered there in a way which signified that a second chain of reasoning had led to the same results as the first.


  When they had examined the sod hereabouts for some minutes, one of the men rose, ran to a disused part of the church where tools were kept, and returned with the sexton’s pickaxe and shovel, with which they set to work.


  ‘Are they really buried there?’ said the minister, for the grass was so green and uninjured that it was difficult to believe it had been disturbed. The smugglers were too interested to reply, and presently they saw, to their chagrin, the officers stand several on each side of the tree; and, stooping and applying their hands to the soil, they bodily lifted the tree and the turf around it. The apple-tree now showed itself to be growing in a shallow box, with handles for lifting at each of the four sides. Under the site of the tree a square hole was revealed, and an officer went and looked down.


  ‘It is all up now,’ said Owlett quietly. ‘And now all of ye get down before they notice we are here; and be ready for our next move. I had better bide here till dark, or they may take me on suspicion, as ’tis on my ground. I’ll be with ye as soon as daylight begins to pink in.’


  ‘And I?’ said Lizzy.


  ‘You please look to the linch-pins and screws; then go indoors and know nothing at all. The chaps will do the rest.’


  The ladder was replaced, and all but Owlett descended, the men passing off one by one at the back of the church, and vanishing on their respective errands. Lizzy walked boldly along the street, followed closely by the minister.


  ‘You are going indoors, Mrs. Newberry?’ he said.


  She knew from the words ‘Mrs. Newberry’ that the division between them had widened yet another degree.


  ‘I am not going home,’ she said. ‘I have a little thing to do before I go in. Martha Sarah will get your tea.’


  ‘O, I don’t mean on that account,’ said Stockdale. ‘What can you have to do further in this unhallowed affair?’


  ‘Only a little,’ she said.


  ‘What is that? I’ll go with you.[’]


  ‘No, I shall go by myself. Will you please go indoors? I shall be there in less than an hour.’


  ‘You are not going to run any danger, Lizzy?’ said the young man, his tenderness reasserting itself.


  ‘None whatever—worth mentioning,’ answered she, and went down towards the Cross.


  Stockdale entered the garden gate, and stood behind it looking on. The Preventive-men were still busy in the orchard, and at last he was tempted to enter and watch their proceedings. When he came closer he found that the secret cellar, of whose existence he had been totally unaware, was formed by timbers placed across from side to side about a foot under the ground, and grassed over.


  The officers looked up at Stockdale’s fair and downy countenance, and evidently thinking him above suspicion, went on with their work again. As soon as all the tubs were taken out they began tearing up the turf, pulling out the timbers, and breaking in the sides, till the cellar was wholly dismantled and shapeless, the apple-tree lying with its roots high to the air. But the hole which had in its time held so much contraband merchandize was never completely filled up, either then or afterwards, a depression in the greensward marking the spot to this day.


  VII


  The Walk to Warm’ell Cross and afterwards


  As the goods had all to be carried to Budmouth that night, the next object of the Custom-house officers was to find horses and carts for the journey, and they went about the village for that purpose. Latimer strode hither and thither with a lump of chalk in his hand, marking broad-arrows so vigorously on every vehicle and set of harness that he came across, that it seemed as if he would chalk broad-arrows on the very hedges and roads. The owner of every conveyance so marked was bound to give it up for Government purposes. Stockdale, who had had enough of the scene, turned indoors thoughtful and depressed. Lizzy was already there, having come in at the back, though she had not yet taken off her bonnet. She looked tired, and her mood was not much brighter than his own. They had but little to say to each other; and the minister went away and attempted to read; but at this he could not succeed, and he shook the little bell for tea.


  Lizzy herself brought in the tray, the girl having run off into the village during the afternoon, too full of excitement at the proceedings to remember her state of life. However, almost before the sad lovers had said anything to each other, Martha came in in a steaming state.


  ‘O, there’s such a stoor, Mrs. Newberry and Mr. Stockdale! The king’s officers can’t get the carts ready nohow at all! They pulled Thomas Artnell’s, and William Rogers’s, and Stephen Sprake’s carts into the road, and off came the wheels, and down fell the carts; and they found there was no linch-pins in the arms; and then they tried Samuel Shane’s waggon, and found that the screws were gone from he, and at last they looked at the dairyman’s cart, and he’s got none neither! They have gone now to the blacksmith’s to get some made, but he’s nowhere to be found!’


  Stockdale looked at Lizzy, who blushed very slightly, and went out of the room, followed by Martha Sarah. But before they had got through the passage there was a rap at the front door, and Stockdale recognized Latimer’s voice addressing Mrs. Newberry, who had turned back.


  ‘For God’s sake, Mrs. Newberry, have you seen Hardman the blacksmith up this way? If we could get hold of him, we’d e’en a’most drag him by the hair of his head to his anvil, where he ought to be.’


  ‘He’s an idle man, Mr. Latimer,’ said Lizzy archly. ‘What do you want him for?’


  ‘Why, there isn’t a horse in the place that has got more than three shoes on, and some have only two. The waggon-wheels be without strakes, and there’s no linch-pins to the carts. What with that, and the bother about every set of harness being out of order, we shan’t be off before nightfall—upon my soul we shan’t. ’Tis a rough lot, Mrs. Newberry, that you’ve got about you here; but they’ll play at this game once too often, mark my words they will! There’s not a man in the parish that don’t deserve to be whipped.’


  It happened that Hardman was at that moment a little further up the lane, smoking his pipe behind a holly-bush. When Latimer had done speaking he went on in this direction, and Hardman, hearing the riding-officer’s steps, found curiosity too strong for prudence. He peeped out from the bush at the very moment that Latimer’s glance was on it. There was nothing left for him to do but to come forward with unconcern.


  ‘I’ve been looking for you for the last hour!’ said Latimer with a glare in his eye.


  ‘Sorry to hear that,’ said Hardman. ‘I’ve been out for a stroll, to look for more hid tubs, to deliver ’em up to Gover’ment.’


  ‘O yes, Hardman, we know it,’ said Latimer, with withering sarcasm. ‘We know that you’ll deliver ’em up to Gover’ment. We know that all the parish is helping us, and have been all day! Now you please walk along with me down to your shop, and kindly let me hire ye in the king’s name.’


  They went down the lane together; and presently there resounded from the smithy the ring of a hammer not very briskly swung. However, the carts and horses were got into some sort of travelling condition, but it was not until after the clock had struck six, when the muddy roads were glistening under the horizontal light of the fading day. The smuggled tubs were soon packed into the vehicles, and Latimer, with three of his assistants, drove slowly out of the village in the direction of the port of Budmouth, some considerable number of miles distant, the other men of the Preventive-guard being left to watch for the remainder of the cargo, which they knew to have been sunk somewhere between Ringsworth and Lulwind Cove, and to unearth Owlett, the only person clearly implicated by the discovery of the cave.


  Women and children stood at the doors as the carts, each chalked with the Government pitchfork, passed in the increasing twilight; and as they stood they looked at the confiscated property with a melancholy expression that told only too plainly the relation which they bore to the trade.


  ‘Well, Lizzy,’ said Stockdale, when the crackle of the wheels had nearly died away. ‘This is a fit finish to your adventure. I am truly thankful that you have got off without suspicion, and the loss only of the liquor. Will you sit down and let me talk to you?’


  ‘By and by,’ she said. ‘But I must go out now.’


  ‘Not to that horrid shore again?’ he said blankly.


  ‘No, not there. I am only going to see the end of this day’s business.’


  He did not answer to this, and she moved towards the door slowly, as if waiting for him to say something more.


  ‘You don’t offer to come with me,’ she added at last. ‘I suppose that’s because you hate me after all this!’


  ‘Can you say it, Lizzy, when you know I only want to save you from such practices? Come with you!—of course I will, if it is only to take care of you. But why will you go out again?’


  ‘Because I cannot rest indoors. Something is happening, and I must know what. Now, come!’ And they went into the dusk together.


  When they reached the turnpike-road she turned to the right, and he soon perceived that they were following the direction of the Preventive-men and their load. He had given her his arm, and every now and then she suddenly pulled it back, to signify that he was to halt a moment and listen. They had walked rather quickly along the first quarter of a mile, and on the second or third time of standing still she said, ‘I hear them ahead—don’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ he said; ‘I hear the wheels. But what of that?’


  ‘I only want to know if they get clear away from the neighbourhood.’


  ‘Ah,’ said he, a light breaking upon him. ‘Something desperate is to be attempted!—and now I remember there was not a man about the village when we left.’


  ‘Hark!’ she murmured. The noise of the cartwheels had stopped, and given place to another sort of sound.


  ‘’Tis a scuffle!’ said Stockdale. ‘There’ll be murder! Lizzy, let go my arm; I am going on. On my conscience, I must not stay here and do nothing!’


  ‘There’ll be no murder, and not even a broken head,’ she said. ‘Our men are thirty to four of them: no harm will be done at all.’


  ‘Then there is an attack!’ exclaimed Stockdale; ‘and you knew it was to be. Why should you side with men who break the laws like this?’


  ‘Why should you side with men who take from country traders what they have honestly bought wi’ their own money in France?’ said she firmly.


  ‘They are not honestly bought,’ said he.


  ‘They are,’ she contradicted. ‘I and Mr. Owlett and the others paid thirty shillings for every one of the tubs before they were put on board at Cherbourg, and if a king who is nothing to us sends his people to steal our property, we have a right to steal it back again.’


  Stockdale did not stop to argue the matter but went quickly in the direction of the noise, Lizzy keeping at his side. ‘Don’t you interfere, will you, dear Richard?’ she said anxiously, as they drew near. ‘Don’t let us go any closer: ’tis at Warm’ell Cross where they are seizing ’em. You can do no good, and you may meet with a hard blow!’


  ‘Let us see first what is going on,’ he said. But before they had got much further the noise of the cartwheels began again; and Stockdale soon found that they were coming towards him. In another minute the three carts came up, and Stockdale and Lizzy stood in the ditch to let them pass.


  Instead of being conducted by four men, as had happened when they went out of the village, the horses and carts were now accompanied by a body of from twenty to thirty, all of whom, as Stockdale perceived to his astonishment, had blackened faces. Among them walked six or eight huge female figures, whom, from their wide strides, Stockdale guessed to be men in disguise. As soon as the party discerned Lizzy and her companion four or five fell back, and when the carts had passed, came close to the pair.


  ‘There is no walking up this way for the present,’ said one of the gaunt women, who wore curls a foot long, dangling down the sides of her face, in the fashion of the time. Stockdale recognized this lady’s voice as Owlett’s.


  ‘Why not?’ said Stockdale. ‘This is the public highway.’


  ‘Now look here, youngster,’ said Owlett. ‘O, ’tis the Methodist parson!—what, and Mrs. Newberry! Well, you’d better not go up that way, Lizzy. They’ve all run off, and folks have got their own again.’


  The miller then hastened on and joined his comrades. Stockdale and Lizzy also turned back. ‘I wish all this hadn’t been forced upon us,’ she said regretfully. ‘But if those Coast-men had got off with the tubs, half the people in the parish would have been in want for the next month or two.’


  Stockdale was not paying much attention to her words, and he said, ‘I don’t think I can go back like this. Those four poor Preventives may be murdered for all I know.’


  ‘Murdered!’ said Lizzy impatiently. ‘We don’t do murder here.’


  ‘Well, I shall go as far as Warm’ell Cross to see,’ said Stockdale decisively; and, without wishing her safe home or anything else, the minister turned back. Lizzy stood looking at him till his form was absorbed in the shades; and then, with sadness, she went in the direction of Nether-Moynton.


  The road was lonely, and after nightfall at this time of the year there was often not a passer for hours. Stockdale pursued his way without hearing a sound beyond that of his own footsteps; and in due time he passed beneath the trees of the plantation which surrounded the Warm’ell Cross-road. Before he had reached the point of intersection he heard voices from the thicket.


  ‘Hoi-hoi-hoi! Help, help!’


  The voices were not at all feeble or despairing, but they were unmistakably anxious. Stockdale had no weapon, and before plunging into the pitchy darkness of the plantation he pulled a stake from the hedge, to use in case of need. When he got among the trees he shouted—‘What’s the matter—where are you?’


  ‘Here,’ answered the voices; and, pushing through the brambles in that direction, he came near the objects of his search.


  ‘Why don’t you come forward?’ said Stockdale.


  ‘We be tied to the trees!’


  ‘Who are you?’


  ‘Poor Will Latimer the Customs-officer!’ said one plaintively. ‘Just come and cut these cords, there’s a good man. We were afraid nobody would pass by to-night.’


  Stockdale soon loosened them, upon which they stretched their limbs and stood at their ease.


  ‘The rascals!’ said Latimer, getting now into a rage, though he had seemed quite meek when Stockdale first came up. ‘’Tis the same set of fellows. I know they were Moynton chaps to a man.’


  ‘But we can’t swear to ’em,’ said another. ‘Not one of ’em spoke.’


  ‘What are you going to do?’ said Stockdale.


  ‘I’d fain go back to Moynton, and have at ’em again!’ said Latimer.


  ‘So would we!’ said his comrades.


  ‘Fight till we die!’ said Latimer.


  ‘We will, we will!’ said his men.


  ‘But,’ said Latimer, more frigidly, as they came out of the plantation, ‘we don’t know that these chaps with black faces were Moynton men? And proof is a hard thing.’


  ‘So it is,’ said the rest.


  ‘And therefore we won’t do nothing at all,’ said Latimer, with complete dispassionateness. ‘For my part, I’d sooner be them than we. The clitches of my arms are burning like fire from the cords those two strapping women tied round ’em. My opinion is, now I have had time to think o’t, that you may serve your Gover’ment at too high a price. For these two nights and days I have not had an hour’s rest; and, please God, here’s for home-along.’


  The other officers agreed heartily to this course; and, thanking Stockdale for his timely assistance, they parted from him at the Cross, taking themselves the western road, and Stockdale going back to Nether-Moynton.


  During that walk the minister was lost in reverie of the most painful kind. As soon as he got into the house, and before entering his own rooms, he advanced to the door of the little back parlour in which Lizzy usually sat with her mother. He found her there alone. Stockdale went forward, and, like a man in a dream, looked down upon the table that stood between him and the young woman, who had her bonnet and cloak still on. As he did not speak, she looked up from her chair at him, with misgiving in her eye.


  ‘Where are they gone?’ he then said listlessly.


  ‘Who?—I don’t know. I have seen nothing of them since. I came straight in here.’


  ‘If your men can manage to get off with those tubs, it will be a great profit to you, I suppose?’


  ‘A share will be mine, a share my cousin Owlett’s, a share to each of the two farmers, and a share divided amongst the men who helped us.’


  ‘And you still think,’ he went on slowly, ‘that you will not give this business up?’


  Lizzy rose, and put her hand upon his shoulder. ‘Don’t ask that,’ she whispered. ‘You don’t know what you are asking. I must tell you, though I meant not to do it. What I make by that trade is all I have to keep my mother and myself with.’


  He was astonished. ‘I did not dream of such a thing,’ he said. ‘I would rather have scraped the roads, had I been you. What is money compared with a clear conscience?’


  ‘My conscience is clear. I know my mother, but the king I have never seen. His dues are nothing to me. But it is a great deal to me that my mother and I should live.’


  ‘Marry me, and promise to give it up. I will keep your mother.’


  ‘It is good of you,’ she said, moved a little. ‘Let me think of it by myself. I would rather not answer now.’


  She reserved her answer till the next day, and came into his room with a solemn face. ‘I cannot do what you wished!’ she said passionately. ‘It is too much to ask. My whole life ha’ been passed in this way.’ Her words and manner showed that before entering she had been struggling with herself in private, and that the contention had been strong.


  Stockdale turned pale, but he spoke quietly. ‘Then, Lizzy, we must part. I cannot go against my principles in this matter, and I cannot make my profession a mockery. You know how I love you, and what I would do for you; but this one thing I cannot do.’


  ‘But why should you belong to that profession?’ she burst out. ‘I have got this large house; why can’t you marry me, and live here with us, and not be a Methodist preacher any more? I assure you, Richard, it is no harm, and I wish you could only see it as I do! We only carry it on in winter: in summer it is never done at all. It stirs up one’s dull life at this time o’ the year, and gives excitement, which I have got so used to now that I should hardly know how to do ’ithout it. At nights, when the wind blows, instead of being dull and stupid, and not noticing whether it do blow or not, your mind is afield, even if you are not afield yourself; and you are wondering how the chaps are getting on; and you walk up and down the room, and look out o’ window, and then you go out yourself, and know your way about as well by night as by day, and have hairbreadth escapes from old Latimer and his fellows, who are too stupid ever to really frighten us, and only make us a bit nimble.’


  ‘He frightened you a little last night, anyhow: and I would advise you to drop it before it is worse.’


  She shook her head. ‘No, I must go on as I have begun. I was born to it. It is in my blood, and I can’t be cured. O, Richard, you cannot think what a hard thing you have asked, and how sharp you try me when you put me between this and my love for ’ee!’


  Stockdale was leaning with his elbow on the mantelpiece, his hands over his eyes. ‘We ought never to have met, Lizzy,’ he said. ‘It was an ill day for us! I little thought there was anything so hopeless and impossible in our engagement as this. Well, it is too late now to regret consequences in this way. I have had the happiness of seeing you and knowing you at least.’


  ‘You dissent from Church, and I dissent from State,’ she said. ‘And I don’t see why we are not well matched.’


  He smiled sadly, while Lizzy remained looking down, her eyes beginning to overflow.


  That was an unhappy evening for both of them, and the days that followed were unhappy days. Both she and he went mechanically about their employments, and his depression was marked in the village by more than one of his denomination with whom he came in contact. But Lizzy, who passed her days indoors, was unsuspected of being the cause: for it was generally understood that a quiet engagement to marry existed between her and her cousin Owlett, and had existed for some time.


  Thus uncertainly the week passed on; till one morning Stockdale said to her: ‘I have had a letter, Lizzy. I must call you that till I am gone.’


  ‘Gone?’ said she blankly.


  ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I am going from this place. I felt it would be better for us both that I should not stay after what has happened. In fact, I couldn’t stay here, and look on you from day to day, without becoming weak and faltering in my course. I have just heard of an arrangement by which the other minister can arrive here in about a week; and let me go elsewhere.’


  That he had all this time continued so firmly fixed in his resolution came upon her as a grievous surprise. ‘You never loved me!’ she said bitterly.


  ‘I might say the same,’ he returned; ‘but I will not. Grant me one favour. Come and hear my last sermon on the day before I go.’


  Lizzy, who was a church-goer on Sunday mornings, frequently attended Stockdale’s chapel in the evening with the rest of the double-minded; and she promised.


  It became known that Stockdale was going to leave, and a good many people outside his own sect were sorry to hear it. The intervening days flew rapidly away, and on the evening of the Sunday which preceded the morning of his departure Lizzy sat in the chapel to hear him for the last time. The little building was full to overflowing, and he took up the subject which all had expected, that of the contraband trade so extensively practised among them. His hearers, in laying his words to their own hearts, did not perceive that they were most particularly directed against Lizzy, till the sermon waxed warm, and Stockdale nearly broke down with emotion. In truth his own earnestness, and her sad eyes looking up at him, were too much for the young man’s equanimity. He hardly knew how he ended. He saw Lizzy, as through a mist, turn and go away with the rest of the congregation; and shortly afterwards followed her home.


  She invited him to supper, and they sat down alone, her mother having, as was usual with her on Sunday nights, gone to bed early.


  ‘We will part friends, won’t we?’ said Lizzy, with forced gaiety, and never alluding to the sermon: a reticence which rather disappointed him.


  ‘We will,’ he said, with a forced smile on his part; and they sat down.


  It was the first meal that they had ever shared together in their lives, and probably the last that they would so share. When it was over, and the indifferent conversation could no longer be continued, he arose and took her hand. ‘Lizzy,’ he said, ‘do you say we must part—do you?’


  ‘You do,’ she said solemnly. ‘I can say no more.’


  ‘Nor I,’ said he. ‘If that is your answer, good-bye!’


  Stockdale bent over her and kissed her, and she involuntarily returned his kiss. ‘I shall go early,’ he said hurriedly. ‘I shall not see you again.’


  And he did leave early. He fancied, when stepping forth into the grey morning light, to mount the van which was to carry him away, that he saw a face between the parted curtains of Lizzy’s window, but the light was faint, and the panes glistened with wet; so he could not be sure. Stockdale mounted the vehicle, and was gone; and on the following Sunday the new minister preached in the chapel of the Moynton Wesleyans.


  One day, two years after the parting, Stockdale, now settled in a midland town, came into Nether-Moynton by carrier in the original way. Jogging along in the van that afternoon he had put questions to the driver, and the answers that he received interested the minister deeply. The result of them was that he went without the least hesitation to the door of his former lodging. It was about six o’clock in the evening, and the same time of year as when he had left; now, too, the ground was damp and glistening, the west was bright, and Lizzy’s snowdrops were raising their heads in the border under the wall.


  Lizzy must have caught sight of him from the window, for by the time that he reached the door she was there holding it open: and then, as if she had not sufficiently considered her act of coming out, she drew herself back, saying with some constraint, ‘Mr. Stockdale!’


  ‘You knew it was,’ said Stockdale, taking her hand. ‘I wrote to say I should call.’


  ‘Yes, but you did not say when,’ she answered.


  ‘I did not. I was not quite sure when my business would lead me to these parts.’


  ‘You only came because business brought you near?’


  ‘Well, that is the fact; but I have often thought I should like to come on purpose to see you…. But what’s all this that has happened? I told you how it would be, Lizzy, and you would not listen to me.’


  ‘I would not,’ she said sadly. ‘But I had been brought up to that life; and it was second nature to me. However, it is all over now. The officers have blood-money for taking a man dead or alive, and the trade is going to nothing. We were hunted down like rats.’


  ‘Owlett is quite gone, I hear.’


  ‘Yes. He is in America. We had a dreadful struggle that last time, when they tried to take him. It is a perfect miracle that he lived through it; and it is a wonder that I was not killed. I was shot in the hand. It was not by aim; the shot was really meant for my cousin; but I was behind, looking on as usual, and the bullet came to me. It bled terribly, but I got home without fainting; and it healed after a time. You know how he suffered?’


  ‘No,’ said Stockdale. ‘I only heard that he just escaped with his life.’


  ‘He was shot in the back; but a rib turned the ball. He was badly hurt. We would not let him be took. The men carried him all night across the meads to Kingsbere, and hid him in a barn, dressing his wound as well as they could, till he was so far recovered as to be able to get about. Then he was caught, and tried with the others at the assizes; but they all got off.(2) He had given up his mill for some time; and at last he went to Bristol, and took a passage to America, where he’s settled.’


  ‘What do you think of smuggling now?’ said the minister gravely.


  ‘I own that we were wrong,’ said she. ‘But I have suffered for it. I am very poor now, and my mother has been dead these twelve months…. But won’t you come in, Mr. Stockdale?’


  Stockdale went in; and it is to be supposed that they came to an understanding; for a fortnight later there was a sale of Lizzy’s furniture, and after that a wedding at a chapel in a neighbouring town.


  He took her away from her old haunts to the home that he had made for himself in his native county, where she studied her duties as a minister’s wife with praiseworthy assiduity. It is said that in after years she wrote an excellent tract called Render unto Cæsar; or, The Repentant Villagers, in which her own experience was anonymously used as the introductory story. Stockdale got it printed, after making some corrections, and putting in a few powerful sentences of his own; and many hundreds of copies were distributed by the couple in the course of their married life.


  April 1879.


  Note.—The ending of this story with the marriage of Lizzy and the minister was almost de rigueur in an English magazine at the time of writing. But at this late date, thirty years after, it may not be amiss to give the ending that would have been preferred by the writer to the convention used above. Moreover it corresponds more closely with the true incidents of which the tale is a vague and flickering shadow. Lizzy did not, in fact, marry the minister, but—much to her credit in the author’s opinion—stuck to Jim the smuggler, and emigrated with him after their marriage, an expatrial step rather forced upon him by his adventurous antecedents. They both died in Wisconsin between 1850 and 1860. (May 1912.)


  the end
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  Preface


  The pedigrees of our county families, arranged in diagrams on the pages of county histories, mostly appear at first sight to be as barren of any touch of nature as a table of logarithms. But given a clue—the faintest tradition of what went on behind the scenes, and this dryness as of dust may be transformed into a palpitating drama. More, the careful comparison of dates alone—that of birth with marriage, of marriage with death, of one marriage, birth, or death with a kindred marriage, birth, or death—will often effect the same transformation, and anybody practised in raising images from such genealogies finds himself unconsciously filling into the framework the motives, passions, and personal qualities which would appear to be the single explanation possible of some extraordinary conjunction in times, events, and personages that occasionally marks these reticent family records.


  Out of such pedigrees and supplementary material most of the following stories have arisen and taken shape.


  I would make this preface an opportunity of expressing my sense of the courtesy and kindness of several bright-eyed Noble Dames yet in the flesh, who, since the first publication of these tales in periodicals, six or seven years ago, have given me interesting comments and conjectures on such of the narratives as they have recognized to be connected with their own families, residences, or traditions; in which they have shown a truly philosophic absence of prejudice in their regard of those incidents whose relation has tended more distinctly to dramatize than to eulogize their ancestors. The outlines they have also given of other singular events in their family histories for use in a second ‘Group of Noble Dames’ will, I fear, never reach the printing-press through me; but I shall store them up in memory of my informants’ good nature.


  The tales were first collected and published in their present form in 1891.


  T. H.


  June 1896.


  ♣


  Part I


  Before Dinner


  Dame the First


  The First Countess of Wessex


  By the Local Historian.


  King’s-Hintock Court (said the narrator, turning over his memoranda for reference)—King’s-Hintock Court is, as we know, one of the most imposing of the mansions that overlook our beautiful Blackmoor or Blakemore Vale. On the particular occasion of which I have to speak this building stood, as it had often stood before, in the perfect silence of a calm clear night, lighted only by the cold shine of the stars. The season was winter, in days long ago, the eighteenth century having run but little more than a third of its length. North, south, and west, not a casement was unfastened, not a curtain undrawn; eastward, one window on the upper floor was open, and a girl of twelve or thirteen was leaning over the sill. That she had not taken up the position for purposes of observation was apparent at a glance, for she kept her eyes covered with her hands.


  The room occupied by the girl was an inner one of a suite, to be reached only by passing through a large bed-chamber adjoining. From this apartment voices in altercation were audible, everything else in the building being so still. It was to avoid listening to these voices that the girl had left her little cot, thrown a cloak round her head and shoulders, and stretched into the night air.


  But she could not escape the conversation, try as she would. The words reached her in all their painfulness, one sentence in masculine tones, those of her father, being repeated many times.


  ‘I tell ’ee there shall be no such betrothal! I tell ’ee there sha’n’t! A child like her!’


  She knew the subject of dispute to be herself. A cool feminine voice, her mother’s, replied:


  ‘Have done with you, and be wise. He is willing to wait a good five or six years before the marriage takes place, and there’s not a man in the county to compare with him.’


  ‘It shall not be! He is over thirty. It is wickedness.’


  ‘He is just thirty, and the best and finest man alive—a perfect match for her.’


  ‘He is poor!’


  ‘But his father and elder brothers are made much of at Court—none so constantly at the palace as they; and with her fortune, who knows? He may be able to get a barony.’


  ‘I believe you are in love with en yourself!’


  ‘How can you insult me so, Thomas! And is it not monstrous for you to talk of my wickedness when you have a like scheme in your own head? You know you have. Some bumpkin of your own choosing—some petty gentleman who lives down at that outlandish place of yours, Falls-Park—one of your pot-companions’ sons——’


  There was an outburst of imprecation on the part of her husband in lieu of further argument. As soon as he could utter a connected sentence he said: ‘You crow and you domineer, mistress, because you are heiress-general here. You are in your own house; you are on your own land. But let me tell ’ee that if I did come here to you instead of taking you to me, it was done at the dictates of convenience merely. Hell! I’m no beggar! Ha’n’t I a place of my own? Ha’n’t I an avenue as long as thine? Ha’n’t I beeches that will more than match thy oaks? I should have lived in my own quiet house and land, contented, if you had not called me off with your airs and graces. Faith, I’ll go back there; I’ll not stay with thee longer! If it had not been for our Betty I should have gone long ago!’


  After this there were no more words; but presently, hearing the sound of a door opening and shutting below, the girl again looked from the window. Footsteps crunched on the gravel-walk, and a shape in a drab greatcoat, easily distinguishable as her father, withdrew from the house. He moved to the left, and she watched him diminish down the long east front till he had turned the corner and vanished. He must have gone round to the stables.


  She closed the window and shrank into bed, where she cried herself to sleep. This child, their only one, Betty, beloved ambitiously by her mother, and with uncalculating passionateness by her father, was frequently made wretched by such episodes as this; though she was too young to care very deeply, for her own sake, whether her mother betrothed her to the gentleman discussed or not.


  The Squire had often gone out of the house in this manner, declaring that he would never return, but he had always reappeared in the morning. The present occasion, however, was different in the issue: next day she was told that her father had ridden to his estate at Falls-Park early in the morning on business with his agent, and might not come back for some days.


  Falls-Park was over twenty miles from King’s-Hintock Court, and was altogether a more modest centre-piece to a more modest possession than the latter. But as Squire Dornell came in view of it that February morning, he thought that he had been a fool ever to leave it, though it was for the sake of the greatest heiress in Wessex. Its Palladian front, of the period of the first Charles, derived from its regular features a dignity which the great, many gabled, heterogeneous mansion of his wife could not eclipse. Altogether he was sick at heart, and the gloom which the densely-timbered park threw over the scene did not tend to remove the depression of this rubicund man of eight-and-forty, who sat so heavily upon his gelding. The child, his darling Betty: there lay the root of his trouble. He was unhappy when near his wife, he was unhappy when away from his little girl; and from this dilemma there was no practicable escape. As a consequence he indulged rather freely in the pleasures of the table, became what was called a three-bottle man, and, in his wife’s estimation, less and less presentable to her polite friends from town.


  He was received by the two or three old servants who were in charge of the lonely place, where a few rooms only were kept habitable for his use or that of his friends when hunting; and during the morning he was made more comfortable by the arrival of his faithful servant Tupcombe from King’s-Hintock. But after a day or two spent here in solitude he began to feel that he had made a mistake in coming. By leaving King’s-Hintock in his anger he had thrown away his best opportunity of counteracting his wife’s preposterous notion of promising his poor little Betty’s hand to a man she had hardly seen. To protect her from such a repugnant bargain he should have remained on the spot. He felt it almost as a misfortune that the child would inherit so much wealth. She would be a mark for all the adventurers in the kingdom. Had she been only the heiress to his own unassuming little place at Falls, how much better would have been her chances of happiness!


  His wife had divined truly when she insinuated that he himself had a lover in view for this pet child. The son of a dear deceased friend of his, who lived not two miles from where the Squire now was, a lad a couple of years his daughter’s senior, seemed in her father’s opinion the one person in the world likely to make her happy. But as to breathing such a scheme to either of the young people with the indecent haste that his wife had shown, he would not dream of it; years hence would be soon enough for that. They had already seen each other, and the Squire fancied that he noticed a tenderness on the youth’s part which promised well. He was strongly tempted to profit by his wife’s example, and forestall her match-making by throwing the two young people together there at Falls. The girl, though marriageable in the views of those days, was too young to be in love, but the lad was fifteen, and already felt an interest in her.


  Still better than keeping watch over her at King’s-Hintock, where she was necessarily much under her mother’s influence, would it be to get the child to stay with him at Falls for a time, under his exclusive control. But how accomplish this without using main force? The only possible chance was that his wife might, for appearance’ sake, as she had done before, consent to Betty paying him a day’s visit, when he might find means of detaining her till Reynard, the suitor whom his wife favoured, had gone abroad, which he was expected to do the following week. Squire Dornell determined to return to King’s-Hintock and attempt the enterprise. If he were refused, it was almost in him to pick up Betty bodily and carry her off.


  The journey back, vague and Quixotic as were his intentions, was performed with a far lighter heart than his setting forth. He would see Betty, and talk to her, come what might of his plan.


  So he rode along the dead level which stretches between the hills skirting Falls-Park and those bounding the town of Ivell, trotted through that borough, and out by the King’s-Hintock highway, till, passing the village, he entered the mile-long drive through the park to the Court. The drive being open, without an avenue, the Squire could discern the north front and door of the Court a long way off, and was himself visible from the windows on that side; for which reason he hoped that Betty might perceive him coming, as she sometimes did on his return from an outing, and run to the door or wave her handkerchief.


  But there was no sign. He inquired for his wife as soon as he set foot to earth.


  ‘Mistress is away. She was called to London, sir.’


  ‘And Mistress Betty?’ said the Squire blankly.


  ‘Gone likewise, sir, for a little change. Mistress has left a letter for you.’


  The note explained nothing, merely stating that she had posted to London on her own affairs, and had taken the child to give her a holiday. On the fly-leaf were some words from Betty herself to the same effect, evidently written in a state of high jubilation at the idea of her jaunt. Squire Dornell murmured a few expletives, and submitted to his disappointment. How long his wife meant to stay in town she did not say; but on investigation he found that the carriage had been packed with sufficient luggage for a sojourn of two or three weeks[.]


  King’s-Hintock Court was in consequence as gloomy as Falls-Park had been. He had lost all zest for hunting of late, and had hardly attended a meet that season. Dornell read and re-read Betty’s scrawl, and hunted up some other such notes of hers to look over, this seeming to be the only pleasure there was left for him. That they were really in London he learnt in a few days by another letter from Mrs. Dornell, in which she explained that they hoped to be home in about a week, and that she had had no idea he was coming back to King’s-Hintock so soon, or she would not have gone away without telling him.


  Squire Dornell wondered if, in going or returning, it had been her plan to call at the Reynards’ place near Melchester, through which city their journey lay. It was possible that she might do this in furtherance of her project, and the sense that his own might become the losing game was harassing.


  He did not know how to dispose of himself, till it occurred to him that, to get rid of his intolerable heaviness, he would invite some friends to dinner and drown his cares in grog and wine. No sooner was the carouse decided upon than he put it in hand; those invited being mostly neighbouring landholders, all smaller men than himself, members of the hunt; also the doctor from Evershead, and the like—some of them rollicking blades whose presence his wife would not have countenanced had she been at home. ‘When the cat’s away—!’ said the Squire.


  They arrived, and there were indications in their manner that they meant to make a night of it. Baxby of Sherton Castle was late, and they waited a quarter of an hour for him, he being one of the liveliest of Dornell’s friends; without whose presence no such dinner as this would be considered complete, and, it may be added, with whose presence no dinner which included both sexes could be conducted with strict propriety. He had just returned from London, and the Squire was anxious to talk to him—for no definite reason; but he had lately breathed the atmosphere in which Betty was.


  At length they heard Baxby driving up to the door, whereupon the host and the rest of his guests crossed over to the dining-room. In a moment Baxby came hastily in at their heels, apologizing for his lateness.


  ‘I only came back last night, you know,’ he said; ‘and the truth o’t is, I had as much as I could carry.’ He turned to the Squire. ‘Well, Dornell—so cunning reynard has stolen your little ewe lamb? Ha, ha!’


  ‘What?’ said Squire Dornell vacantly, across the dining-table, round which they were all standing, the cold March sunlight streaming in upon his full, clean-shaven face.


  ‘Surely th’st know what all the town knows?—you’ve had a letter by this time?—that Stephen Reynard has married your Betty? Yes, as I’m a living man. It was a carefully-arranged thing: they parted at once, and are not to meet for five or six years. But, Lord, you must know!’


  A thud on the floor was the only reply of the Squire. They quickly turned. He had fallen down like a log behind the table, and lay motionless on the oak boards.


  Those at hand hastily bent over him, and the whole group were in confusion. They found him to be quite unconscious, though puffing and panting like a blacksmith’s bellows. His face was livid, his veins swollen, and beads of perspiration stood upon his brow.


  ‘What’s happened to him?’ said several.


  ‘An apoplectic fit,’ said the doctor from Evershead, gravely.


  He was only called in at the Court for small ailments, as a rule, and felt the importance of the situation. He lifted the Squire’s head, loosened his cravat and clothing, and rang for the servants, who took the Squire upstairs.


  There he lay as if in a drugged sleep. The surgeon drew a basin-full of blood from him, but it was nearly six o’clock before he came to himself. The dinner was completely disorganized, and some had gone home long ago; but two or three remained.


  ‘Bless my soul,’ Baxby kept repeating, ‘I didn’t know things had come to this pass between Dornell and his lady! I thought the feast he was spreading to-day was in honour of the event, though privately kept for the present! His little maid married without his knowledge!’


  As soon as the Squire recovered consciousness he gasped: ‘’Tis abduction! ’Tis a capital felony! He can be hung! Where is Baxby? I am very well now. What items have ye heard, Baxby?’


  The bearer of the untoward news was extremely unwilling to agitate Dornell further, and would say little more at first. But an hour after, when the Squire had partially recovered and was sitting up, Baxby told as much as he knew, the most important particular being that Betty’s mother was present at the marriage, and showed every mark of approval. ‘Everything appeared to have been done so regularly that I, of course, thought you knew all about it,’ he said.


  ‘I knew no more than the underground dead that such a step was in the wind! A child just gone thirteen! How Sue hath outwitted me! Did Reynard go up to Lon’on with ’em, d’ye know?’


  ‘I can’t say. All I know is that your lady and daughter were walking along the street, with the footman behind ’em; that they entered a jeweller’s shop, where Reynard was standing; and that there, in the presence o’ the shopkeeper and your man, who was called in on purpose, your Betty said to Reynard—so the story goes: ’pon my soul I don’t vouch for the truth of it—she said, “Will you marry me?” or, “I want to marry you: will you have me—now or never?” she said.’


  ‘What she said means nothing,’ murmured the Squire, with wet eyes. ‘Her mother put the words into her mouth to avoid the serious consequences that would attach to any suspicion of force. The words be not the child’s—she didn’t dream of marriage—how should she, poor little maid! Go on.’


  ‘Well, be that as it will, they were all agreed apparently. They bought the ring on the spot, and the marriage took place at the nearest church within half-an-hour.’


  A day or two later there came a letter from Mrs. Dornell to her husband, written before she knew of his stroke. She related the circumstances of the marriage in the gentlest manner, and gave cogent reasons and excuses for consenting to the premature union, which was now an accomplished fact indeed. She had no idea, till sudden pressure was put upon her, that the contract was expected to be carried out so soon, but being taken half unawares she had consented, having learned that Stephen Reynard, now their son-in-law, was becoming a great favourite at Court, and that he would in all likelihood have a peerage granted him before long. No harm could come to their dear daughter by this early marriage-contract, seeing that her life would be continued under their own eyes, exactly as before, for some years. In fine, she had felt that no other such fair opportunity for a good marriage with a shrewd courtier and wise man of the world, who was at the same time noted for his excellent personal qualities, was within the range of probability, owing to the rusticated lives they led at King’s-Hintock. Hence she had yielded to Stephen’s solicitation, and hoped her husband would forgive her. She wrote, in short, like a woman who, having had her way as to the deed, is prepared to make any concession as to words and subsequent behaviour.


  All this Dornell took at its true value, or rather, perhaps, at less than its true value. As his life depended upon his not getting into a passion, he controlled his perturbed emotions as well as he was able, going about the house sadly and utterly unlike his former self. He took every precaution to prevent his wife knowing of the incidents of his sudden illness, from a sense of shame at having a heart so tender; a ridiculous quality, no doubt, in her eyes, now that she had become so imbued with town ideas. But rumours of his seizure somehow reached her, and she let him know that she was about to return to nurse him. He thereupon packed up and went off to his own place at Falls-Park.


  Here he lived the life of a recluse for some time. He was still too unwell to entertain company, or to ride to hounds or elsewhither; but more than this, his aversion to the faces of strangers and acquaintances who knew by that time of the trick his wife had played him, operated to hold him aloof.


  Nothing could influence him to censure Betty for her share in the exploit. He never once believed that she had acted voluntarily. Anxious to know how she was getting on, he despatched the trusty servant Tupcombe to Evershead village, close to King’s-Hintock, timing his journey so that he should reach the place under cover of dark. The emissary arrived without notice, being out of livery, and took a seat in the chimney-corner of the Sow-and-Acorn.


  The conversation of the droppers-in was always of the nine days’ wonder—the recent marriage. The smoking listener learnt that Mrs. Dornell and the girl had returned to King’s-Hintock for a day or two, that Reynard had set out for the Continent, and that Betty had since been packed off to school. She did not realize her position as Reynard’s child-wife—so the story went—and though somewhat awe-stricken at first by the ceremony, she had soon recovered her spirits on finding that her freedom was in no way to be interfered with.


  After that, formal messages began to pass between Dornell and his wife, the latter being now as persistently conciliating as she was formerly masterful. But her rustic, simple, blustering husband still held personally aloof. Her wish to be reconciled—to win his forgiveness for her stratagem—moreover, a genuine tenderness and desire to soothe his sorrow, which welled up in her at times, brought her at last to his door at Falls-Park one day.


  They had not met since that night of altercation, before her departure for London and his subsequent illness. She was shocked at the change in him. His face had become expressionless, as blank as that of a puppet, and what troubled her still more was that she found him living in one room, and indulging freely in stimulants, in absolute disobedience to the physician’s order. The fact was obvious that he could no longer be allowed to live thus uncouthly.


  So she sympathized, and begged his pardon, and coaxed. But though after this date there was no longer such a complete estrangement as before, they only occasionally saw each other, Dornell for the most part making Falls his headquarters still.


  Three or four years passed thus. Then she came one day, with more animation in her manner, and at once moved him by the simple statement that Betty’s schooling had ended; she had returned, and was grieved because he was away. She had sent a message to him in these words: ‘Ask father to come home to his dear Betty.’


  ‘Ah! Then she is very unhappy!’ said Squire Dornell.


  His wife was silent.


  ‘’Tis that accursed marriage!’ continued the Squire.


  Still his wife would not dispute with him. ‘She is outside in the carriage,’ said Mrs. Dornell gently.


  ‘What—Betty?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Dornell rushed out, and there was the girl awaiting his forgiveness, for she supposed herself, no less than her mother, to be under his displeasure.


  Yes, Betty had left school, and had returned to King’s-Hintock. She was nearly seventeen, and had developed to quite a young woman. She looked not less a member of the household for her early marriage-contract, which she seemed, indeed, to have almost forgotten. It was like a dream to her; that clear cold March day, the London church, with its gorgeous pews, and green-baize linings, and the great organ in the west gallery—so different from their own little church in the shrubbery of King’s-Hintock Court—the man of thirty, to whose face she had looked up with so much awe, and with a sense that he was rather ugly and formidable; the man whom, though they corresponded politely, she had never seen since; one to whose existence she was now so indifferent that if informed of his death, and that she would never see him more, she would merely have replied, ‘Indeed!’ Betty’s passions as yet still slept.


  ‘Hast heard from thy husband lately?’ said Squire Dornell, when they were indoors, with an ironical laugh of fondness which demanded no answer.


  The girl winced, and he noticed that his wife looked appealingly at him. As the conversation went on, and there were signs that Dornell would express sentiments that might do harm to a position which they could not alter, Mrs. Dornell suggested that Betty should leave the room till her father and herself had finished their private conversation; and this Betty obediently did.


  Dornell renewed his animadversions freely. ‘Did you see how the sound of his name frightened her?’ he presently added. ‘If you didn’t, I did. Zounds! what a future is in store for that poor little unfortunate wench o’ mine! I tell ’ee, Sue, ’twas not a marriage at all, in morality, and if I were a woman in such a position, I shouldn’t feel it as one. She might, without a sign of sin, love a man of her choice as well now as if she were chained up to no other at all. There, that’s my mind, and I can’t help it. Ah, Sue, my man was best! He’d ha’ suited her.’


  ‘I don’t believe it,’ she replied incredulously.


  ‘You should see him; then you would. He’s growing up a fine fellow, I can tell ’ee.’


  ‘Hush! not so loud!’ she answered, rising from her seat and going to the door of the next room, whither her daughter had betaken herself. To Mrs. Dornell’s alarm, there sat Betty in a reverie, her round eyes fixed on vacancy, musing so deeply that she did not perceive her mother’s entrance. She had heard every word, and was digesting the new knowledge.


  Her mother felt that Falls-Park was dangerous ground for a young girl of the susceptible age, and in Betty’s peculiar position, while Dornell talked and reasoned thus. She called Betty to her, and they took leave. The Squire would not clearly promise to return and make King’s-Hintock Court his permanent abode; but Betty’s presence there, as at former times, was sufficient to make him agree to pay them a visit soon.


  All the way home Betty remained preoccupied and silent. It was too plain to her anxious mother that Squire Dornell’s free views had been a sort of awakening to the girl.


  The interval before Dornell redeemed his pledge to come and see them was unexpectedly short. He arrived one morning about twelve o’clock, driving his own pair of black-bays in the curricle-phaeton with yellow panels and red wheels, just as he had used to do, and his faithful old Tupcombe on horseback behind. A young man sat beside the Squire in the carriage, and Mrs. Dornell’s consternation could scarcely be concealed when, abruptly entering with his companion, the Squire announced him as his friend Phelipson of Elm-Cranlynch.


  Dornell passed on to Betty in the background and tenderly kissed her. ‘Sting your mother’s conscience, my maid!’ he whispered. ‘Sting her conscience by pretending you are struck with Phelipson, and would ha’ loved him, as your old father’s choice, much more than him she has forced upon ’ee.’


  The simple-souled speaker fondly imagined that it was entirely in obedience to this direction that Betty’s eyes stole interested glances at the frank and impulsive Phelipson that day at dinner, and he laughed grimly within himself to see how this joke of his, as he imagined it to be, was disturbing the peace of mind of the lady of the house. ‘Now Sue sees what a mistake she has made!’ said he.


  Mrs. Dornell was verily greatly alarmed, and as soon as she could speak a word with him alone she upbraided him. ‘You ought not to have brought him here. O Thomas, how could you be so thoughtless! Lord, don’t you see, dear, that what is done cannot be undone, and how all this foolery jeopardizes her happiness with her husband? Until you interfered, and spoke in her hearing about this Phelipson, she was as patient and as willing as a lamb, and looked forward to Mr. Reynard’s return with real pleasure. Since her visit to Falls-Park she has been monstrous close-mouthed and busy with her own thoughts. What mischief will you do? How will it end?’


  ‘Own, then, that my man was best suited to her. I only brought him to convince you.’


  ‘Yes, yes; I do admit it. But O! do take him back again at once! Don’t keep him here! I fear she is even attracted by him already.’


  ‘Nonsense, Sue. ’Tis only a little trick to tease ’ee!’


  Nevertheless her motherly eye was not so likely to be deceived as his, and if Betty were really only playing at being love-struck that day, she played at it with the perfection of a Rosalind, and would have deceived the best professors into a belief that it was no counterfeit. The Squire, having obtained his victory, was quite ready to take back the too attractive youth, and early in the afternoon they set out on their return journey.


  A silent figure who rode behind them was as interested as Dornell in that day’s experiment. It was the staunch Tupcombe, who, with his eyes on the Squire’s and young Phelipson’s backs, thought how well the latter would have suited Betty, and how greatly the former had changed for the worse during these last two or three years. He cursed his mistress as the cause of the change.


  After this memorable visit to prove his point, the lives of the Dornell couple flowed on quietly enough for the space of a twelvemonth, the Squire for the most part remaining at Falls, and Betty passing and repassing between them now and then, once or twice alarming her mother by not driving home from her father’s house till midnight.


  The repose of King’s-Hintock was broken by the arrival of a special messenger. Squire Dornell had had an access of gout so violent as to be serious. He wished to see Betty again: why had she not come for so long?


  Mrs. Dornell was extremely reluctant to take Betty in that direction too frequently; but the girl was so anxious to go, her interests latterly seeming to be so entirely bound up in Falls-Park and its neighbourhood, that there was nothing to be done but to let her set out and accompany her mother.


  Squire Dornell had been impatiently awaiting her arrival. They found him very ill and irritable. It had been his habit to take powerful medicines to drive away his enemy, and they had failed in their effect on this occasion.


  The presence of his daughter, as usual, calmed him much, even while, as usual too, it saddened him; for he could never forget that she had disposed of herself for life in opposition to his wishes, though she had secretly assured him that she would never have consented had she been as old as she was now.


  As on a former occasion, his wife wished to speak to him alone about the girl’s future, the time now drawing nigh at which Reynard was expected to come and claim her. He would have done so already, but he had been put off by the earnest request of the young woman herself, which accorded with that of her parents, on the score of her youth. Reynard had deferentially submitted to their wishes in this respect, the understanding between them having been that he would not visit her before she was eighteen, except by the mutual consent of all parties. But this could not go on much longer, and there was no doubt, from the tenor of his last letter, that he would soon take possession of her whether or no.


  To be out of the sound of this delicate discussion Betty was accordingly sent downstairs, and they soon saw her walking away into the shrubberies, looking very pretty in her sweeping green gown, and flapping broad-brimmed hat overhung with a feather.


  On returning to the subject, Mrs. Dornell found her husband’s reluctance to reply in the affirmative to Reynard’s letter to be as great as ever.


  ‘She is three months short of eighteen!’ he exclaimed. ‘’Tis too soon. I won’t hear of it! If I have to keep him off sword in hand, he shall not have her yet.’


  ‘But, my dear Thomas,’ she expostulated, ‘consider if anything should happen to you or to me, how much better it would be that she should be settled in her home with him!’


  ‘I say it is too soon!’ he argued, the veins of his forehead beginning to swell. ‘If he gets her this side o’ Candlemas I’ll challenge en—I’ll take my oath on’t! I’ll be back to King’s-Hintock in two or three days, and I’ll not lose sight of her day or night!’


  She feared to agitate him further, and gave way, assuring him, in obedience to his demand, that if Reynard should write again before he got back, to fix a time for joining Betty, she would put the letter in her husband’s hands, and he should do as he chose. This was all that required discussion privately, and Mrs. Dornell went to call in Betty, hoping that she had not heard her father’s loud tones.


  She had certainly not done so this time. Mrs. Dornell followed the path along which she had seen Betty wandering, but went a considerable distance without perceiving anything of her. The Squire’s wife then turned round to proceed to the other side of the house by a short cut across the grass, when, to her surprise and consternation, she beheld the object of her search sitting on the horizontal bough of a cedar, beside her being a young man, whose arm was round her waist. He moved a little, and she recognized him as young Phelipson.


  Alas, then, she was right. The so-called counterfeit love was real. What Mrs. Dornell called her husband at that moment, for his folly in originally throwing the young people together, it is not necessary to mention. She decided in a moment not to let the lovers know that she had seen them. She accordingly retreated, reached the front of the house by another route, and called at the top of her voice from a window, ‘Betty!’


  For the first time since her strategic marriage of the child, Susan Dornell doubted the wisdom of that step. Her husband had, as it were, been assisted by destiny to make his objection, originally trivial, a valid one. She saw the outlines of trouble in the future. Why had Dornell interfered? Why had he insisted upon producing his man? This, then, accounted for Betty’s pleading for postponement whenever the subject of her husband’s return was broached; this accounted for her attachment to Falls-Park. Possibly this very meeting that she had witnessed had been arranged by letter.


  Perhaps the girl’s thoughts would never have strayed for a moment if her father had not filled her head with ideas of repugnance to her early union, on the ground that she had been coerced into it before she knew her own mind; and she might have rushed to meet her husband with open arms on the appointed day.


  Betty at length appeared in the distance in answer to the call, and came up pale, but looking innocent of having seen a living soul. Mrs. Dornell groaned in spirit at such duplicity in the child of her bosom. This was the simple creature for whose development into womanhood they had all been so tenderly waiting—a forward minx, old enough not only to have a lover, but to conceal his existence as adroitly as any woman of the world! Bitterly did the Squire’s lady regret that Stephen Reynard had not been allowed to come to claim her at the time he first proposed.


  The two sat beside each other almost in silence on their journey back to King’s-Hintock. Such words as were spoken came mainly from Betty, and their formality indicated how much her mind and heart were occupied with other things.


  Mrs. Dornell was far too astute a mother to openly attack Betty on the matter. That would be only fanning flame. The indispensable course seemed to her to be that of keeping the treacherous girl under lock and key till her husband came to take her off her mother’s hands. That he would disregard Dornell’s opposition, and come soon, was her devout wish.


  It seemed, therefore, a fortunate coincidence that on her arrival at King’s-Hintock a letter from Reynard was put into Mrs. Dornell’s hands. It was addressed to both her and her husband, and courteously informed them that the writer had landed at Bristol, and proposed to come on to King’s-Hintock in a few days, at last to meet and carry off his darling Betty, if she and her parents saw no objection.


  Betty had also received a letter of the same tenor. Her mother had only to look at her face to see how the girl received the information. She was as pale as a sheet.


  ‘You must do your best to welcome him this time, my dear Betty,’ her mother said gently.


  ‘But—but—I——’


  ‘You are a woman now,’ added her mother severely, ‘and these postponements must come to an end.’


  ‘But my father—O, I am sure he will not allow this! I am not ready. If he could only wait a year longer—if he could only wait a few months longer! O, I wish—I wish my dear father were here! I will send to him instantly.’ She broke off abruptly, and falling upon her mother’s neck, burst into tears, saying, ‘O my mother, have mercy upon me—I do not love this man, my husband!’


  The agonized appeal went too straight to Mrs. Dornell’s heart for her to hear it unmoved. Yet, things having come to this pass, what could she do? She was distracted, and for a moment was on Betty’s side. Her original thought had been to write an affirmative reply to Reynard, allow him to come on to King’s-Hintock, and keep her husband in ignorance of the whole proceeding till he should arrive from Falls on some fine day after his recovery, and find everything settled, and Reynard and Betty living together in harmony. But the events of the day, and her daughter’s sudden outburst of feeling, had overthrown this intention. Betty was sure to do as she had threatened, and communicate instantly with her father, possibly attempt to fly to him. Moreover, Reynard’s letter was addressed to Mr. Dornell and herself conjointly, and she could not in conscience keep it from her husband.


  ‘I will send the letter on to your father speedily,’ she replied soothingly. ‘He shall act entirely as he chooses, and you know that will not be in opposition to your wishes. He would ruin you rather than thwart you. I only hope he may be well enough to bear the agitation of this news. Do you agree to this?’


  Poor Betty agreed, on condition that she should actually witness the despatch of the letter. Her mother had no objection to offer to this; but as soon as the horseman had cantered down the drive toward the highway, Mrs. Dornell’s sympathy with Betty’s recalcitration began to die out. The girl’s secret affection for young Phelipson could not possibly be condoned. Betty might communicate with him, might even try to reach him. Ruin lay that way. Stephen Reynard must be speedily installed in his proper place by Betty’s side.


  She sat down and penned a private letter to Reynard, which threw light upon her plan.


  ‘It is Necessary that I should now tell you,’ she said, ‘what I have never Mentioned before—indeed I may have signified the Contrary—that her Father’s Objection to your joining her has not as yet been overcome. As I personally Wish to delay you no longer—am indeed as anxious for your Arrival as you can be yourself, having the good of my Daughter at Heart—no course is left open to me but to assist your Cause without my Husband’s Knowledge. He, I am sorry to say, is at present ill at Falls-Park, but I felt it my Duty to forward him your Letter. He will therefore be like to reply with a peremptory Command to you to go back again, for some Months, whence you came, till the Time he originally stipulated has expir’d. My Advice is, if you get such a Letter, to take no Notice of it, but to come on hither as you had proposed, letting me know the Day and Hour (after dark, if possible) at which we may expect you. Dear Betty is with me, and I warrant ye that she shall be in the House when you arrive.’


  Mrs. Dornell, having sent away this epistle unsuspected of anybody, next took steps to prevent her daughter leaving the Court, avoiding if possible to excite the girl’s suspicions that she was under restraint. But, as if by divination, Betty had seemed to read the husband’s approach in the aspect of her mother’s face.


  ‘He is coming!’ exclaimed the maiden.


  ‘Not for a week,’ her mother assured her.


  ‘He is then—for certain?’


  ‘Well, yes.’


  Betty hastily retired to her room, and would not be seen.


  To lock her up, and hand over the key to Reynard when he should appear in the hall, was a plan charming in its simplicity, till her mother found, on trying the door of the girl’s chamber softly, that Betty had already locked and bolted it on the inside, and had given directions to have her meals served where she was, by leaving them on a dumb-waiter outside the door.


  Thereupon Mrs. Dornell noiselessly sat down in her boudoir, which, as well as her bed-chamber, was a passage-room to the girl’s apartment, and she resolved not to vacate her post night or day till her daughter’s husband should appear, to which end she too arranged to breakfast, dine, and sup on the spot. It was impossible now that Betty should escape without her knowledge, even if she had wished, there being no other door to the chamber, except one admitting to a small inner dressing-room inaccessible by any second way.


  But it was plain that the young girl had no thought of escape. Her ideas ran rather in the direction of intrenchment: she was prepared to stand a siege, but scorned flight. This, at any rate, rendered her secure. As to how Reynard would contrive a meeting with her coy daughter while in such a defensive humour, that, thought her mother, must be left to his own ingenuity to discover.


  Betty had looked so wild and pale at the announcement of her husband’s approaching visit that Mrs. Dornell, somewhat uneasy, could not leave her to herself. She peeped through the keyhole an hour later. Betty lay on the sofa, staring listlessly at the ceiling.


  ‘You are looking ill, child,’ cried her mother. ‘You’ve not taken the air lately. Come with me for a drive.’


  Betty made no objection. Soon they drove through the park towards the village, the daughter still in the strained, strung-up silence that had fallen upon her. They left the park to return by another route, and on the open road passed a cottage.


  Betty’s eye fell upon the cottage-window. Within it she saw a young girl about her own age, whom she knew by sight, sitting in a chair and propped by a pillow. The girl’s face was covered with scales, which glistened in the sun. She was a convalescent from smallpox—a disease whose prevalence at that period was a terror of which we at present can hardly form a conception.


  An idea suddenly energized Betty’s apathetic features. She glanced at her mother; Mrs. Dornell had been looking in the opposite direction. Betty said that she wished to go back to the cottage for a moment to speak to a girl in whom she took an interest. Mrs. Dornell appeared suspicious, but observing that the cottage had no back-door, and that Betty could not escape without being seen, she allowed the carriage to be stopped. Betty ran back and entered the cottage, emerging again in about a minute, and resuming her seat in the carriage. As they drove on she fixed her eyes upon her mother and said, ‘There, I have done it now!’ Her pale face was stormy, and her eyes full of waiting tears.


  ‘What have you done?’ said Mrs. Dornell.


  ‘Nanny Priddle is sick of the smallpox, and I saw her at the window, and I went in and kissed her, so that I might take it; and now I shall have it, and he won’t be able to come near me!’


  ‘Wicked girl!’ cries her mother. ‘O, what am I to do! What—bring a distemper on yourself, and usurp the sacred prerogative of God, because you can’t palate the man you’ve wedded!’


  The alarmed woman gave orders to drive home as rapidly as possible, and on arriving, Betty, who was by this time also somewhat frightened at her own enormity, was put into a bath, and fumigated, and treated in every way that could be thought of to ward off the dreadful malady that in a rash moment she had tried to acquire.


  There was now a double reason for isolating the rebellious daughter and wife in her own chamber, and there she accordingly remained for the rest of the day and the days that followed; till no ill results seemed likely to arise from her wilfulness.


  Meanwhile the first letter from Reynard, announcing to Mrs. Dornell and her husband jointly that he was coming in a few days, had sped on its way to Falls-Park. It was directed under cover to Tupcombe, the confidential servant, with instructions not to put it into his master’s hands till he had been refreshed by a good long sleep. Tupcombe much regretted this commission, letters sent in this way always disturbing the Squire; but guessing that it would be infinitely worse in the end to withhold the news than to reveal it, he chose his time, which was early the next morning, and delivered the missive.


  The utmost effect that Mrs. Dornell had anticipated from the message was a peremptory order from her husband to Reynard to hold aloof a few months longer. What the Squire really did was to declare that he would go himself and confront Reynard at Bristol, and have it out with him there by word of mouth.


  ‘But, master,’ said Tupcombe, ‘you can’t. You cannot get out of bed.’


  ‘You leave the room, Tupcombe, and don’t say “can’t” before me! Have Jerry saddled in an hour.’


  The long-tried Tupcombe thought his employer demented, so utterly helpless was his appearance just then, and he went out reluctantly. No sooner was he gone than the Squire, with great difficulty, stretched himself over to a cabinet by the bedside, unlocked it, and took out a small bottle. It contained a gout specific, against whose use he had been repeatedly warned by his regular physician, but whose warning he now cast to the winds.


  He took a double dose, and waited half an hour. It seemed to produce no effect. He then poured out a treble doze, swallowed it, leant back upon his pillow, and waited. The miracle he anticipated had been worked at last. It seemed as though the second draught had not only operated with its own strength, but had kindled into power the latent forces of the first. He put away the bottle, and rang up Tupcombe.


  Less than an hour later one of the housemaids, who of course was quite aware that the Squire’s illness was serious, was surprised to hear a bold and decided step descending the stairs from the direction of Mr. Dornell’s room, accompanied by the humming of a tune. She knew that the doctor had not paid a visit that morning, and that it was too heavy to be the valet or any other man-servant. Looking up, she saw Squire Dornell fully dressed, descending toward her in his drab caped riding-coat and boots, with the swinging easy movement of his prime. Her face expressed her amazement.


  ‘What the devil beest looking at?’ said the Squire. ‘Did you never see a man walk out of his house before, wench?’


  Resuming his humming—which was of a defiant sort—he proceeded to the library, rang the bell, asked if the horses were ready, and directed them to be brought round. Ten minutes later he rode away in the direction of Bristol, Tupcombe behind him, trembling at what these movements might portend.


  They rode on over the airy uplands and through the monotonous straight lanes at an equal pace. The distance traversed might have been about fifteen miles when Tupcombe could perceive that the Squire was getting tired—as weary as he would have been after riding three times the distance ten years before. However, they reached Bristol without any mishap, and put up at the Squire’s accustomed inn. Dornell almost immediately proceeded on foot to the inn which Reynard had given as his address, it being now about four o’clock.


  Reynard had already dined—for people dined early then—and he was staying indoors. He had already received Mrs. Dornell’s reply to his letter; but before acting upon her advice and starting for King’s-Hintock he made up his mind to wait another day, that Betty’s father might at least have time to write to him if so minded. The returned traveller much desired to obtain the Squire’s assent, as well as his wife’s, to the proposed visit to his bride, that nothing might seem harsh or forced in his method of taking his position as one of the family. But though he anticipated some sort of objection from his father-in-law, in consequence of Mrs. Dornell’s warning, he was surprised at the announcement of the Squire in person.


  Stephen Reynard formed the completest of possible contrasts to Dornell as they stood confronting each other in the best parlour of the Bristol tavern. The Squire, hot-tempered, gouty, impulsive, generous, reckless; the younger man, pale, tall, sedate, self-possessed—a man of the world, fully bearing out at least one couplet in his epitaph, still extant in King’s-Hintock church, which places in the inventory of his good qualities


  
    Engaging Manners, cultivated Mind,


    Adorn’d by Letters, and in Courts refin’d.

  


  He was at this time about five-and-thirty, though careful living and an even, unemotional temperament caused him to look much younger than his years.


  Squire Dornell plunged into his errand without much ceremony or preface.


  ‘I am your humble servant, sir,’ he said. ‘I have read your letter writ to my wife and myself, and considered that the best way to answer it would be to do so in person.’


  ‘I am vastly honoured by your visit, sir,’ said Mr. Stephen Reynard, bowing.


  ‘Well, what’s done can’t be undone,’ said Dornell, ‘though it was mighty early, and was no doing of mine. She’s your wife; and there’s an end on’t. But in brief, sir, she’s too young for you to claim yet; we mustn’t reckon by years; we must reckon by nature. She’s still a girl; ’tis onpolite of ’ee to come yet; next year will be full soon enough for you to take her to you.’


  Now, courteous as Reynard could be, he was a little obstinate when his resolution had once been formed. She had been promised him by her eighteenth birthday at latest—sooner if she were in robust health. Her mother had fixed the time on her own judgment, without a word of interference on his part. He had been hanging about foreign courts till he was weary. Betty was now a woman, if she would ever be one, and there was not, in his mind, the shadow of an excuse for putting him off longer. Therefore, fortified as he was by the support of her mother, he blandly but firmly told the Squire that he had been willing to waive his rights, out of deference to her parents, to any reasonable extent, but must now, in justice to himself and her insist on maintaining them. He therefore, since she had not come to meet him, should proceed to King’s-Hintock in a few days to fetch her.


  This announcement, in spite of the urbanity with which it was delivered, set Dornell in a passion.


  ‘O dammy, sir; you talk about rights, you do, after stealing her away, a mere child, against my will and knowledge! If we’d begged and prayed ’ee to take her, you could say no more.’


  ‘Upon my honour, your charge is quite baseless, sir,’ said his son-in-law. ‘You must know by this time—or if you do not, it has been a monstrous cruel injustice to me that I should have been allowed to remain in your mind with such a stain upon my character—you must know that I used no seductiveness or temptation of any kind. Her mother assented; she assented. I took them at their word. That you was really opposed to the marriage was not known to me till afterwards.’


  Dornell professed to believe not a word of it. ‘You sha’n’t have her till she’s dree sixes full—no maid ought to be married till she’s dree sixes!—and my daughter sha’n’t be treated out of nater!’ So he stormed on till Tupcombe, who had been alarmedly listening in the next room, entered suddenly, declaring to Reynard that his master’s life was in danger if the interview were prolonged, he being subject to apoplectic strokes at these crises. Reynard immediately said that he would be the last to wish to injure Squire Dornell, and left the room, and as soon as the Squire had recovered breath and equanimity, he went out of the inn, leaning on the arm of Tupcombe.


  Tupcombe was for sleeping in Bristol that night, but Dornell, whose energy seemed as invincible as it was sudden, insisted upon mounting and getting back as far as Falls-Park, to continue the journey to King’s-Hintock on the following day. At five they started, and took the southern road toward the Mendip Hills. The evening was dry and windy, and, excepting that the sun did not shine, strongly reminded Tupcombe of the evening of that March month, nearly five years earlier, when news had been brought to King’s-Hintock Court of the child Betty’s marriage in London—news which had produced upon Dornell such a marked effect for the worse ever since, and indirectly upon the household of which he was the head. Before that time the winters were lively at Falls-Park, as well as at King’s-Hintock, although the Squire had ceased to make it his regular residence. Hunting-guests and shooting-guests came and went, and open house was kept. Tupcombe disliked the clever courtier who had put a stop to this by taking away from the Squire the only treasure he valued.


  It grew darker with their progress along the lanes, and Tupcombe discovered from Mr. Dornell’s manner of riding that his strength was giving way; and spurring his own horse close alongside, he asked him how he felt.


  ‘Oh, bad; damn bad, Tupcombe! I can hardly keep my seat. I shall never be any better, I fear! Have we passed Three-Man-Gibbet yet?’


  ‘Not yet by a long ways, sir.’


  ‘I wish we had. I can hardly hold on.’ The Squire could not repress a groan now and then, and Tupcombe knew he was in great pain. ‘I wish I was underground—that’s the place for such fools as I! I’d gladly be there if it were not for Mistress Betty. He’s coming on to King’s-Hintock to-morrow—he won’t put it off any longer; he’ll set out and reach there to-morrow night, without stopping at Falls; and he’ll take her unawares, and I want to be there before him.’


  ‘I hope you may be well enough to do it, sir. But really——’


  ‘I must, Tupcombe! You don’t know what my trouble is; it is not so much that she is married to this man without my agreeing—for, after all, there’s nothing to say against him, so far as I know; but that she don’t take to him at all, seems to fear him—in fact, cares nothing about him; and if he comes forcing himself into the house upon her, why, ’twill be rank cruelty. Would to the Lord something would happen to prevent him!’


  How they reached home that night Tupcombe hardly knew. The Squire was in such pain that he was obliged to recline upon his horse, and Tupcombe was afraid every moment lest he would fall into the road. But they did reach home at last, and Mr. Dornell was instantly assisted to bed.


  Next morning it was obvious that he could not possibly go to King’s-Hintock for several days at least, and there on the bed he lay, cursing his inability to proceed on an errand so personal and so delicate that no emissary could perform it. What he wished to do was to ascertain from Betty’s own lips if her aversion to Reynard was so strong that his presence would be positively distasteful to her. Were that the case, he would have borne her away bodily on the saddle behind him.


  But all that was hindered now, and he repeated a hundred times in Tupcombe’s hearing, and in that of the nurse and other servants, ‘I wish to God something would happen to him!’


  This sentiment, reiterated by the Squire as he tossed in the agony induced by the powerful drugs of the day before, entered sharply into the soul of Tupcombe and of all who were attached to the house of Dornell, as distinct from the house of his wife at King’s-Hintock. Tupcombe, who was an excitable man, was hardly less disquieted by the thought of Reynard’s return than the Squire himself was. As the morning drew on, and the afternoon advanced at which Reynard would in all probability be passing near Falls on his way to the Court, the Squire’s feelings became acuter, and the responsive Tupcombe could hardly bear to come near him. Having left him in the hands of the doctor, the former went out upon the lawn, for he could hardly breathe in the contagion of excitement caught from the employer who had virtually made him his confidant. He had lived with the Dornells from his boyhood, had been born under the shadow of their walls; his whole life was annexed and welded to the life of the family in a degree which has no counterpart in these latter days.


  He was summoned indoors, and learnt that it had been decided to send for Mrs. Dornell: her husband was in great danger. There were two or three who could have acted as messenger, but Dornell wished Tupcombe to go, the reason showing itself when, Tupcombe being ready to start, Squire Dornell summoned him to his chamber and leaned down so that he could whisper in his ear:


  ‘Put Peggy along smart, Tupcombe, and get there before him, you know—before him. This is the day he fixed. He has not passed Falls Cross-roads yet. If you can do that you will be able to get Betty to come—d’ye see?—after her mother has started; whom my illness will hinder waiting for him. Bring her by the lower road—he’ll go by the upper. Your business is to make ’em miss each other—d’ye see?—but that’s a thing I couldn’t write down.’


  Five minutes after, Tupcombe was astride the horse and on his way—the way he had followed so many times since his master, a florid young country-man, had first gone wooing to King’s-Hintock Court. As soon as he had crossed the hills in the immediate neighbourhood of the manor, the road lay over a plain, where it ran in long straight stretches for several miles. In the best of times, when all had been gay in the united houses, that part of the road had seemed tedious. It was gloomy in the extreme now that he pursued it, at night and alone, on such an errand.


  He rode and brooded. If the Squire were to die, he, Tupcombe, would be alone in the world and friendless, for he was no favourite with Mrs. Dornell; and to find himself baffled, after all, in what he had set his mind on, would probably kill the Squire. Thinking thus, Tupcombe stopped his horse every now and then, and listened for the coming husband. The time was drawing on to the moment when Reynard might be expected to pass along this very route. He had watched the road well during the afternoon, and had inquired of the tavern-keepers as he came up to each, and he was convinced that the premature descent of the stranger-husband upon his young mistress had not been made by this highway as yet.


  Besides the girl’s mother, Tupcombe was the only member of the household who suspected Betty’s tender feelings towards young Phelipson, so unhappily generated on her return from school; and he could therefore imagine, even better than her fond father, what would be her emotions on the sudden announcement of Reynard’s advent that evening at King’s-Hintock Court.


  So he rode and rode, desponding and hopeful by turns. He felt assured that, unless in the unfortunate event of the almost immediate arrival of her son-in-law at his own heels, Mrs. Dornell would not be able to hinder Betty from following to her father’s bedside.


  It was about nine o’clock that, having put twenty miles of country behind him, he turned in at the lodge-gate nearest to Ivell and King’s-Hintock village, and pursued the long north drive—itself much like a turnpike road—which led thence through the park to the Court. Though there were so many trees in King’s-Hintock park, few bordered the carriage roadway; he could see it stretching ahead in the pale night light like an unrolled deal shaving. Presently the irregular frontage of the house came in view, of great extent, but low, except where it rose into the outlines of a broad square tower.


  As Tupcombe approached he rode aside upon the grass, to make sure, if possible, that he was the first comer, before letting his presence be known. The Court was dark and sleepy, in no respect as if a bridegroom were about to arrive.


  While pausing he distinctly heard the tread of a horse upon the track behind him, and for a moment despaired of arriving in time: here, surely, was Reynard! Pulling up closer to the densest tree at hand he waited, and found he had retreated nothing too soon, for the second rider avoided the gravel also, and passed quite close to him. In the profile he recognized young Phelipson.


  Before Tupcombe could think what to do, Phelipson had gone on; but not to the door of the house. Swerving to the left, he passed round to the east angle, where, as Tupcombe knew, were situated Betty’s apartments. Dismounting, Tupcombe left the horse tethered to a hanging bough, and followed behind.


  Suddenly his eye caught sight of an object which explained the position immediately. It was a ladder stretching from beneath the trees, which there came pretty close to the house, up to a first-floor window—one which lighted Miss Betty’s rooms. Yes, it was Betty’s chamber; he knew every room in the house well.


  The young horseman who had passed him, having evidently left his steed somewhere under the trees also, was perceptible at the top of the ladder, immediately outside Betty’s window. While Tupcombe watched, a cloaked female figure stepped timidly over the sill, and the two cautiously descended, one before the other, the young man’s arms enclosing the young woman between his grasp of the ladder, so that she could not fall. As soon as they reached the bottom, young Phelipson quickly removed the ladder and hid it under the bushes. The pair disappeared; till, in a few minutes, Tupcombe could discern a horse emerging from a remoter part of the umbrage. The horse carried double, the girl being on a pillion behind her lover.


  Tupcombe hardly knew what to do or think; yet, though this was not exactly the kind of flight that had been intended, she had certainly escaped. He went back to his own animal, and rode round to the servants’ door, where he delivered the letter for Mrs. Dornell. To leave a verbal message for Betty was now impossible.


  The Court servants desired him to stay over the night, but he would not do so, desiring to get back to the Squire as soon as possible and tell what he had seen. Whether he ought not to have intercepted the young people, and carried off Betty himself to her father, he did not know. However, it was too late to think of that now, and without wetting his lips or swallowing a crumb, Tupcombe turned his back upon King’s-Hintock Court.


  It was not till he had advanced a considerable distance on his way homeward that, halting under the lantern of a roadside-inn while the horse was watered, there came a traveller from the opposite direction in a hired coach; the lantern lit the stranger’s face as he passed along and dropped into the shade. Tupcombe exulted for the moment, though he could hardly have justified his exultation. The belated traveller was Reynard; and another had stepped in before him.


  You may now be willing to know of the fortunes of Miss Betty. Left much to herself through the intervening days, she had ample time to brood over her desperate attempt at the stratagem of infection—thwarted, apparently, by her mother’s promptitude. In what other way to gain time she could not think. Thus drew on the day and the hour of the evening on which her husband was expected to announce himself.


  At some period after dark, when she could not tell, a tap at the window, twice and thrice repeated, became audible. It caused her to start up, for the only visitant in her mind was the one whose advances she had so feared as to risk health and life to repel them. She crept to the window, and heard a whisper without.


  ‘It is I—Charley,’ said the voice.


  Betty’s face fired with excitement. She had latterly begun to doubt her admirer’s staunchness, fancying his love to be going off in mere attentions which neither committed him nor herself very deeply. She opened the window, saying in a joyous whisper, ‘O Charley; I thought you had deserted me quite!’


  He assured her he had not done that, and that he had a horse in waiting, if she would ride off with him. ‘You must come quickly,’ he said; ‘for Reynard’s on the way!’


  To throw a cloak round herself was the work of a moment, and assuring herself that her door was locked against a surprise, she climbed over the window-sill and descended with him as we have seen.


  Her mother meanwhile, having received Tupcombe’s note, found the news of her husband’s illness so serious as to displace her thoughts of the coming son-in-law, and she hastened to tell her daughter of the Squire’s dangerous condition, thinking it might be desireable [desirable] to take her to her father’s bedside. On trying the door of the girl’s room, she found it still locked. Mrs. Dornell called, but there was no answer. Full of misgivings, she privately fetched the old house-steward and bade him burst open the door—an order by no means easy to execute, the joinery of the Court being massively constructed. However, the lock sprang open at last, and she entered Betty’s chamber only to find the window unfastened and the bird flown.


  For a moment Mrs. Dornell was staggered. Then it occurred to her that Betty might have privately obtained from Tupcombe the news of her father’s serious illness, and, fearing she might be kept back to meet her husband, have gone off with that obstinate and biassed servitor to Falls-Park. The more she thought it over the more probable did the supposition appear; and binding her own head-man to secrecy as to Betty’s movements, whether as she conjectured, or otherwise, Mrs. Dornell herself prepared to set out.


  She had no suspicion how grievously her husband’s malady had been aggravated by his ride to Bristol, and thought more of Betty’s affairs than of her own. That Betty’s husband should arrive by some other road to-night, and find neither wife nor mother-in-law to receive him, and no explanation of their absence, was possible; but never forgetting chances, Mrs. Dornell as she journeyed kept her eyes fixed upon the highway on the off-side, where, before she had reached the town of Ivell, the hired coach containing Stephen Reynard flashed into the lamplight of her own carriage.


  Mrs. Dornell’s coachman pulled up, in obedience to a direction she had given him at starting; the other coach was hailed, a few words passed, and Reynard alighted and came to Mrs. Dornell’s carriage-window.


  ‘Come inside,’ says she. ‘I want to speak privately to you. Why are you so late?’


  ‘One hindrance and another,’ says he. ‘I meant to be at the Court by eight at latest. My gratitude for your letter. I hope——’


  ‘You must not try to see Betty yet,’ said she. ‘There be far other and newer reasons against your seeing her now than there were when I wrote.’


  The circumstances were such that Mrs. Dornell could not possibly conceal them entirely; nothing short of knowing some of the facts would prevent his blindly acting in a manner which might be fatal to the future. Moreover, there are times when deeper intriguers than Mrs. Dornell feel that they must let out a few truths, if only in self-indulgence. So she told so much of recent surprises as that Betty’s heart had been attracted by another image than his, and that his insisting on visiting her now might drive the girl to desperation. ‘Betty has, in fact, rushed off to her father to avoid you,’ she said. ‘But if you wait she will soon forget this young man, and you will have nothing to fear.’


  As a woman and a mother she could go no further, and Betty’s desperate attempt to infect herself the week before as a means of repelling him, together with the alarming possibility that, after all, she had not gone to her father, but to her lover, was not revealed.


  ‘Well,’ sighed the diplomatist, in a tone unexpectedly quiet, ‘such things have been known before. After all, she may prefer me to him some day, when she reflects how very differently I might have acted than I am going to act towards her. But I’ll say no more about that now. I can have a bed at your house for to-night?’


  ‘To-night, certainly. And you leave to-morrow morning early?’ She spoke anxiously, for on no account did she wish him to make further discoveries. ‘My husband is so woefully ill,’ she continued, ‘that my absence and Betty’s on your arrival is naturally accounted for.’


  He promised to leave early, and to write to her soon. ‘And when I think the time is ripe,’ he said, ‘I’ll write to her. I may have something to tell her that will bring her to graciousness.’


  It was about one o’clock in the morning when Mrs. Dornell reached Falls-Park. A double blow awaited her there. Betty had not arrived; her flight had been elsewhither; and her stricken mother divined with whom. She ascended to the bedside of her husband, where to her concern she found that the physician had given up all hope. The Squire was sinking, and his extreme weakness had almost changed his character, except in the particular that his old obstinacy sustained him in a refusal to see a clergyman. He shed tears at the least word, and sobbed at the sight of his wife. He asked for Betty, and it was with a heavy heart that Mrs. Dornell told him that the girl had not accompanied her.


  ‘He is not keeping her away?’


  ‘No, no. He is going back—he is not coming to her for some time.’


  ‘Then what is detaining her—cruel, neglectful maid!’


  ‘No, no, Thomas; she is—She could not come.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  Somehow the solemnity of these last moments of his gave him inquisitorial power, and the too cold wife could not conceal from him the flight which had taken place from King’s-Hintock that night.


  To her amazement, the effect upon him was electrical.


  ‘What—Betty—a trump after all? Hurrah! She’s her father’s own maid! She’s game! She knew he was her father’s own choice! She vowed that my man should win! Well done, Bet!—haw! haw! Hurrah!’


  He had raised himself in bed by starts as he spoke, and now fell back exhausted. He never uttered another word, and died before the dawn. People said there had not been such an ungenteel death in a good county family for years.


  Now I will go back to the time of Betty’s riding off on the pillion behind her lover. They left the park by an obscure gate to the east, and presently found themselves in the lonely and solitary length of the old Roman road now called Long-Ash Lane.


  By this time they were rather alarmed at their own performance, for they were both young and inexperienced. Hence they proceeded almost in silence till they came to a mean roadside inn which was not yet closed; when Betty, who had held on to him with much misgivings all this while, felt dreadfully unwell, and said she thought she would like to get down.


  They accordingly dismounted from the jaded animal that had brought them, and were shown into a small dark parlour, where they stood side by side awkwardly, like the fugitives they were. A light was brought, and when they were left alone Betty threw off the cloak which had enveloped her. No sooner did young Phelipson see her face than he uttered an alarmed exclamation.


  ‘Why, Lord, Lord, you are sickening for the small-pox!’ he cried.


  ‘O—I forgot!’ faltered Betty. And then she informed him that, on hearing of her husband’s approach the week before, in a desperate attempt to keep him from her side, she had tried to imbibe the infection—an act which till this moment she had supposed to have been ineffectual, imagining her feverishness to be the result of her excitement.


  The effect of this discovery upon young Phelipson was overwhelming. Better-seasoned men than he would not have been proof against it, and he was only a little over her own age. ‘And you’ve been holding on to me!’ he said. ‘And suppose you get worse, and we both have it, what shall we do? Won’t you be a fright in a month or two, poor, poor Betty!’


  In his horror he attempted to laugh, but the laugh ended in a weakly giggle. She was more woman than girl by this time, and realized his feeling.


  ‘What—in trying to keep off him, I keep off you?’ she said miserably. ‘Do you hate me because I am going to be ugly and ill?’


  ‘O no, no!’ he said soothingly. ‘But I—I am thinking if it is quite right for us to do this. You see, dear Betty, if you was not married it would be different. You are not in honour married to him we’ve often said; still you are his by law, and you can’t be mine whilst he’s alive. And with this terrible sickness coming on, perhaps you had better let me take you back, and—climb in at the window again.’


  ‘Is this your love?’ said Betty reproachfully. ‘O, if you was sickening for the plague itself, and going to be as ugly as the Ooser in the church-vestry, I wouldn’t——’


  ‘No, no, you mistake, upon my soul!’


  But Betty with a swollen heart had rewrapped herself and gone out of the door. The horse was still standing there. She mounted by the help of the upping-stock, and when he had followed her she said, ‘Do not come near me, Charley; but please lead the horse, so that if you’ve not caught anything already you’ll not catch it going back. After all, what keeps off you may keep off him. Now onward.’


  He did not resist her command, and back they went by the way they had come, Betty shedding bitter tears at the retribution she had already brought upon herself; for though she had reproached Phelipson, she was staunch enough not to blame him in her secret heart for showing that his love was only skin-deep. The horse was stopped in the plantation, and they walked silently to the lawn, reaching the bushes wherein the ladder still lay.


  ‘Will you put it up for me?’ she asked mournfully.


  He re-erected the ladder without a word; but when she approached to ascend he said, ‘Good-bye, Betty!’


  ‘Good-bye!’ said she; and involuntarily turned her face towards his. He hung back from imprinting the expected kiss: at which Betty started as if she had received a poignant wound. She moved away so suddenly that he hardly had time to follow her up the ladder to prevent her falling.


  ‘Tell your mother to get the doctor at once!’ he said anxiously.


  She stepped in without looking behind; he descended, withdrew the ladder, and went away.


  Alone in her chamber, Betty flung herself upon her face on the bed, and burst into shaking sobs. Yet she would not admit to herself that her lover’s conduct was unreasonable; only that her rash act of the previous week had been wrong. No one had heard her enter, and she was too worn out, in body and mind, to think or care about medical aid. In an hour or so she felt yet more unwell, positively ill; and nobody coming to her at the usual bedtime, she looked towards the door. Marks of the lock having been forced were visible, and this made her chary of summoning a servant. She opened the door cautiously and sallied forth downstairs.


  In the dining-parlour, as it was called, the now sick and sorry Betty was startled to see at that late hour not her mother, but a man sitting, calmly finishing his supper. There was no servant in the room. He turned, and she recognized her husband.


  ‘Where’s my mamma?’ she demanded without preface.


  ‘Gone to your father’s. Is that——’ He stopped, aghast.


  ‘Yes, sir. This spotted object is your wife! I’ve done it because I don’t want you to come near me!’


  He was sixteen years her senior; old enough to be compassionate. ‘My poor child, you must get to bed directly! Don’t be afraid of me—I’ll carry you upstairs, and send for a doctor instantly.’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know what I am!’ she cried. ‘I had a lover once; but now he’s gone! ’Twasn’t I who deserted him. He has deserted me; because I am ill he wouldn’t kiss me, though I wanted him to!’


  ‘Wouldn’t he? Then he was a very poor slack-twisted sort of fellow. Betty, I’ve never kissed you since you stood beside me as my little wife, barely thirteen years old! May I kiss you now?’


  Though Betty by no means desired his kisses, she had enough of the spirit of Cunigonde in Schiller’s ballad to test his daring. ‘If you have courage to venture, yes sir!’ said she. ‘But you may die for it, mind!’


  He came up to her and imprinted a deliberate kiss full upon her mouth, saying, ‘May many others follow!’


  She shook her head, and hastily withdrew, though secretly pleased at his hardihood. The excitement had supported her for the few minutes she had passed in his presence, and she could hardly drag herself back to her room. Her husband summoned the servants, and, sending them to her assistance, went off himself for a doctor.


  The next morning Reynard waited at the Court till he had learnt from the medical man that Betty’s attack promised to be a very light one—or, as it was expressed, ‘very fine’; and in taking his leave sent up a note to her:


  Now I must be Gone. I promised your Mother I would not see You yet, and she may be anger’d if she finds me here. Promise to see me as Soon as you are well?


  He was of all men then living one of the best able to cope with such an untimely situation as this. A contriving, sagacious, gentle-mannered man, a philosopher who saw that the only constant attribute of life is change, he held that, as long as she lives, there is nothing finite in the most impassioned attitude a woman may take up. In twelve months his girl-wife’s recent infatuation might be as distasteful to her mind as it was now to his own. In a few years her very flesh would change—so said the scientific;—her spirit, so much more ephemeral, was capable of changing in one. Betty was his, and it became a mere question of means how to effect that change.


  During the day Mrs. Dornell, having closed her husband’s eyes, returned to the Court. She was truly relieved to find Betty there, even though on a bed of sickness. The disease ran its course, and in due time Betty became convalescent, without having suffered deeply for her rashness, one little pit beneath her ear, and one beneath her chin, being all the marks she retained.


  The Squire’s body was not brought back to King’s-Hintock. Where he was born, and where he had lived before wedding his Sue, there he had wished to be buried. No sooner had she lost him than Mrs. Dornell, like certain other wives, though she had never shown any great affection for him while he lived, awoke suddenly to his many virtues, and zealously embraced his opinion about delaying Betty’s union with her husband, which she had formerly combated strenuously. ‘Poor man! how right he was, and how wrong was I!’ Eighteen was certainly the lowest age at which Mr. Reynard should claim her child—nay, it was too low! Far too low!


  So desirous was she of honouring her lamented husband’s sentiments in this respect, that she wrote to her son-in-law suggesting that, partly on account of Betty’s sorrow for her father’s loss, and out of consideration for his known wishes for delay, Betty should not be taken from her till her nineteenth birthday.


  However much or little Stephen Reynard might have been to blame in his marriage, the patient man now almost deserved to be pitied. First Betty’s skittishness; now her mother’s remorseful volte-face: it was enough to exasperate anybody; and he wrote to the widow in a tone which led to a little coolness between those hitherto firm friends. However, knowing that he had a wife not to claim but to win, and that young Phelipson had been packed off to sea by his parents, Stephen was complaisant to a degree, returning to London, and holding quite aloof from Betty and her mother, who remained for the present in the country. In town he had a mild visitation of the distemper he had taken from Betty, and in writing to her he took care not to dwell upon its mildness. It was now that Betty began to pity him for what she had inflicted upon him by the kiss, and her correspondence acquired a distinct flavour of kindness thenceforward.


  Owing to his rebuffs, Reynard had grown to be truly in love with Betty in his mild, placid, durable way—in that way which perhaps, upon the whole, tends most generally to the woman’s comfort under the institution of marriage, if not particularly to her ecstasy. Mrs. Dornell’s exaggeration of her husband’s wish for delay in their living together was inconvenient, but he would not openly infringe it. He wrote tenderly to Betty, and soon announced that he had a little surprise in store for her. The secret was that the King had been graciously pleased to inform him privately, through a relation, that His Majesty was about to offer him a Barony. Would she like the title to be Ivell? Moreover, he had reason for knowing that in a few years the dignity would be raised to that of an Earl, for which creation he thought the title of Wessex would be eminently suitable, considering the position of much of their property. As Lady Ivell, therefore, and future Countess of Wessex, he should beg leave to offer her his heart a third time.


  He did not add, as he might have added, how greatly the consideration of the enormous estates at King’s-Hintock and elsewhere which Betty would inherit, and her children after her, had conduced to this desirable honour.


  Whether the impending titles had really any effect upon Betty’s regard for him I cannot state, for she was one of those close characters who never let their minds be known upon anything. That such honour was absolutely unexpected by her from such a quarter is, however, certain; and she could not deny that Stephen had shown her kindness, forbearance, even magnanimity; had forgiven her for an errant passion which he might with some reason have denounced, notwithstanding her cruel position as a child entrapped into marriage ere able to understand its bearings.


  Her mother, in her grief and remorse for the loveless life she had led with her rough, though open-hearted, husband, made now a creed of his merest whim; and continued to insist that, out of respect to his known desire, her son-in-law should not reside with Betty till the girl’s father had been dead a year at least, at which time the girl would still be under nineteen. Letters must suffice for Stephen till then.


  ‘It is rather long for him to wait,’ Betty hesitatingly said one day.


  ‘What!’ said her mother. ‘From you? not to respect your dear dead father——’


  ‘Of course it is quite proper,’ said Betty hastily. ‘I don’t gainsay it. I was but thinking that—that——’


  In the long slow months of the stipulated interval her mother tended and trained Betty carefully for her duties. Fully awake now to the many virtues of her dear departed one, she, among other acts of pious devotion to his memory, rebuilt the church of King’s-Hintock village, and established valuable charities in all the villages of that name, as far as to Little-Hintock, several miles eastward.


  In superintending these works, particularly that of the church-building, her daughter Betty was her constant companion, and the incidents of their execution were doubtless not without a soothing effect upon the young creature’s heart. She had sprung from girl to woman by a sudden bound, and few would have recognized in the thoughtful face of Betty now the same person who, the year before, had seemed to have absolutely no idea whatever of responsibility, moral or other. Time passed thus till the Squire had been nearly a year in his vault; and Mrs. Dornell was duly asked by letter by the patient Reynard if she were willing for him to come soon. He did not wish to take Betty away if her mother’s sense of loneliness would be too great, but would willingly live at King’s-Hintock awhile with them.


  Before the widow had replied to this communication, she one day happened to observe Betty walking on the south terrace in the full sunlight, without hat or mantle, and was struck by her child’s figure. Mrs. Dornell called her in, and said suddenly: ‘Have you seen your husband since the time of your poor father’s death?’


  ‘Well—yes, mamma,’ says Betty, colouring.


  ‘What—against my wishes and those of the dear deceased! I am shocked at your disobedience!’


  ‘But my father said eighteen, ma’am, and you made it much longer——’


  ‘Why, of course—out of consideration for you! When have ye seen him?’


  ‘Well,’ stammered Betty, ‘in the course of his letters to me he said that I belonged to him, and if nobody knew that we met it would make no difference. And that I need not hurt your feelings by telling you.’


  ‘Well?’


  ‘So I went to Casterbridge that time you went to London about five months ago——’


  ‘And met him there? When did you come back?’


  ‘Dear mamma, it grew very late, and he said it was safer not to go back till next day, as the roads were bad; and as you were away from home——’


  ‘I don’t want to hear any more! This is your respect for your father’s memory,’ groaned the widow. ‘When did you meet him again?’


  ‘Oh—not for more than a fortnight.’


  ‘A fortnight! How many times have ye seen him altogether?’


  ‘I’m sure, mamma, I’ve not seen him altogether a dozen times—I mean quite alone, and not reckoning——’


  ‘A dozen! And eighteen and a half years old barely!’


  ‘Twice we met by accident,’ pleaded Betty. ‘Once at Abbot’s-Cernel in the ruined chamber over the gatehouse, and another time at the Red Lion, Melchester.’


  ‘O thou deceitful girl!’ cried Mrs. Dornell. ‘An accident took you to the Red Lion tavern whilst I was staying at the White Hart! I remember—I wondered what could have happened, and then you came in at twelve o’clock at night, and said you’d been to see the cathedral by the light o’ the moon!’


  ‘My ever-honoured mamma, so I had! I only went to the Red Lion with him afterwards.’


  ‘O Betty, Betty! That my child should have deceived me even in my widowed days!’


  ‘But, my dearest mamma, you made me marry him!’ says Betty with spirit, ‘and of course I’ve to obey him more than you now!’


  Mrs. Dornell sighed. ‘All I have to say is, that you’d better get your husband to join you as soon as possible,’ she remarked. ‘To go on playing the maiden like this—I’m ashamed to see you!’


  She wrote instantly to Stephen Reynard: ‘I wash my hands of the whole matter as between you two; though I should advise you to openly join each other as soon as you can—if you wish to avoid scandal.’


  He came, though not till the promised title had been granted, and he could call Betty archly ‘My Lady.’


  People said in after years that she and her husband were very happy. However that may be, they had a numerous family; and she became in due course first Countess of Wessex, as he had foretold.


  The little figured frock in which she had been married to him at the tender age of thirteen was carefully preserved among the relics at King’s-Hintock Court, where it may still be seen by the curious—a yellowing, pathetic testimony to the small count taken of the happiness of an innocent child in the social strategy of those days, which might have led, but providentially did not lead, to great unhappiness.


  When the Earl died Betty wrote him an epitaph, in which she described him as the best of husbands, fathers, and friends, and called herself his disconsolate widow.


  Such is woman; or rather (not to give offence by so sweeping an assertion), such was Betty Dornell.


  It was at a meeting of one of the Wessex Field and Antiquarian Clubs that the foregoing story, partly told, partly read from a manuscript, was made to do duty for the regulation papers on deformed butterflies, fossil ox-horns, prehistoric dung-mixens, and such like, that usually occupied the more serious attention of the members.


  This Club was of an inclusive and intersocial character; to a degree, indeed, remarkable for the part of England in which it had its being—dear, delightful Wessex, whose statuesque dynasties are even now only just beginning to feel the shaking of the new and strange spirit without, like that which entered the lonely valley of Ezekiel’s vision and made the dry bones move: where the honest squires, tradesmen, parsons, clerks, and people still praise the Lord with one voice for His best of all possible worlds.


  The present meeting, which was to extend over two days, had opened its proceedings at the museum of the town whose buildings and environs were to be visited by the members. Lunch had ended, and the afternoon excursion had been about to be undertaken, when the rain came down in an obstinate spatter, which revealed no sign of cessation. As the members waited they grew chilly, although it was only autumn, and a fire was lighted, which threw a cheerful shine upon the varnished skulls, urns, penates, tesseræ, costumes, coats of mail, weapons, and missals, animated the fossilized ichthyosaurus and iguanodon; while the dead eyes of the stuffed birds—those never-absent familiars in such collections, though murdered to extinction out of doors—flashed as they had flashed to the rising sun above the neighbouring moors on the fatal morning when the trigger was pulled which ended their little flight. It was then that the historian produced his manuscript, which he had prepared, he said, with a view to publication. His delivery of the story having concluded as aforesaid, the speaker expressed his hope that the constraint of the weather, and the paucity of more scientific papers, would excuse any inappropriateness in his subject.


  Several members observed that a storm-bound club could not presume to be selective, and they were all very much obliged to him for such a curious chapter from the domestic histories of the county.


  The President looked gloomily from the window at the descending rain, and broke a short silence by saying that though the Club had met, there seemed little probability of its being able to visit the objects of interest set down among the agenda.


  The Treasurer observed that they had at least a roof over their heads; and they had also a second day before them.


  A sentimental member, leaning back in his chair, declared that he was in no hurry to go out, and that nothing would please him so much as another county story, with or without manuscript.


  The Colonel added that the subject should be a lady, like the former, to which a gentleman known as the Spark said ‘Hear, hear!’


  Though these had spoken in jest, a rural dean who was present observed blandly that there was no lack of materials. Many, indeed, were the legends and traditions of gentle and noble dames, renowned in times past in that part of England, whose actions and passions were now, but for men’s memories, buried under the brief inscription on a tomb or an entry of dates in a dry pedigree.


  Another member, an old surgeon, a somewhat grim though sociable personage, was quite of the speaker’s opinion, and felt fully sure that the memory of the reverend gentleman must abound with such curious tales of fair dames, of their loves and hates, their joys and their misfortunes, their beauty and their fate.


  The parson, a trifle confused, retorted that their friend the surgeon, the son of a surgeon, seemed to him, as a man who had seen much and heard more during the long course of his own and his father’s practice, the member of all others most likely to be acquainted with such lore.


  The bookworm, the Colonel, the historian, the Vice-president, the churchwarden, the two curates, the gentleman-tradesman, the sentimental member, the crimson maltster, the quiet gentleman, the man of family, the Spark, and several others, quite agreed, and begged that he would recall something of the kind. The old surgeon said that, though a meeting of the South-Wessex Field and Antiquarian Club was the last place at which he should have expected to be called upon in this way, he had no objection; and the parson said he would come next. The surgeon then reflected, and decided to relate the history of a lady named Barbara, who lived towards the end of the last century, apologizing for his tale as being perhaps a little too professional. The crimson maltster winked to the Spark at hearing the nature of the apology, and the surgeon began.


  ♣


  Dame the Second


  Barbara of the House of Grebe


  By the Old Surgeon.


  It was apparently an idea, rather than a passion, that inspired Lord Uplandtowers’ resolve to win her. Nobody ever knew when he formed it, or whence he got his assurance of success in the face of her manifest dislike of him. Possibly not until after that first important act of her life which I shall presently mention. His matured and cynical doggedness at the age of nineteen, when impulse mostly rules calculation, was remarkable, and might have owed its existence as much to his succession to the earldom and its accompanying local honours in childhood, as to the family character; an elevation which jerked him into maturity, so to speak, without his having known adolescence. He had only reached his twelfth year when his father, the fourth Earl, died, after a course of the Bath waters.


  Nevertheless, the family character had a great deal to do with it. Determination was hereditary in the bearers of that escutcheon; sometimes for good, sometimes for evil.


  The seats of the two families were about ten miles apart, the way between them lying along the now old, then new, turnpike-road connecting Havenpool and Warborne with the city of Melchester; a road which, though only a branch from what was known as the Great Western Highway, is probably, even at present, as it has been for the last hundred years, one of the finest examples of a macadamized turnpike-track that can be found in England.


  The mansion of the Earl, as well as that of his neighbour, Barbara’s father, stood back about a mile from the highway, with which each was connected by an ordinary drive and lodge. It was along this particular highway that the young Earl drove on a certain evening at Christmastide some twenty years before the end of the last century, to attend a ball at Chene Manor, the home of Barbara and her parents Sir John and Lady Grebe. Sir John’s was a baronetcy created a few years before the breaking out of the Civil War, and his lands were even more extensive than those of Lord Uplandtowers himself, comprising this Manor of Chene, another on the coast near, half the Hundred of Cockdene, and well-enclosed lands in several other parishes, notably Warborne and those contiguous. At this time Barbara was barely seventeen, and the ball is the first occasion on which we have any tradition of Lord Uplandtowers attempting tender relations with her; it was early enough, God knows.


  An intimate friend—one of the Drenkhards—is said to have dined with him that day, and Lord Uplandtowers had, for a wonder, communicated to his guest the secret design of his heart.


  ‘You’ll never get her—sure; you’ll never get her!’ this friend had said at parting. ‘She’s not drawn to your lordship by love: and as for thought of a good match, why, there’s no more calculation in her than in a bird.’


  ‘We’ll see,’ said Lord Uplandtowers impassively.


  He no doubt thought of his friend’s forecast as he travelled along the highway in his chariot; but the sculptural repose of his profile against the vanishing daylight on his right hand would have shown his friend that the Earl’s equanimity was undisturbed. He reached the solitary wayside tavern called Lornton Inn—the rendezvous of many a daring poacher for operations in the adjoining forest; and he might have observed, if he had taken the trouble, a strange post-chaise standing in the halting-space before the inn. He duly sped past it, and half-an-hour after through the little town of Warborne. Onward, a mile further, was the house of his entertainer.


  At this date it was an imposing edifice—or, rather, congeries of edifices—as extensive as the residence of the Earl himself, though far less regular. One wing showed extreme antiquity, having huge chimneys, whose substructures projected from the external walls like towers; and a kitchen of vast dimensions, in which (it was said) breakfasts had been cooked for John of Gaunt. Whilst he was yet in the forecourt he could hear the rhythm of French horns and clarionets, the favourite instruments of those days at such entertainments.


  Entering the long parlour, in which the dance had just been opened by Lady Grebe with a minuet—it being now seven o’clock, according to the tradition—he was received with a welcome befitting his rank, and looked round for Barbara. She was not dancing, and seemed to be preoccupied—almost, indeed, as though she had been waiting for him. Barbara at this time was a good and pretty girl, who never spoke ill of any one, and hated other pretty women the very least possible. She did not refuse him for the country-dance which followed, and soon after was his partner in a second.


  The evening wore on, and the horns and clarionets tootled merrily. Barbara evinced towards her lover neither distinct preference nor aversion; but old eyes would have seen that she pondered something. However, after supper she pleaded a headache, and disappeared. To pass the time of her absence, Lord Uplandtowers went into a little room adjoining the long gallery, where some elderly ones were sitting by the fire—for he had a phlegmatic dislike of dancing for its own sake,—and, lifting the window-curtains, he looked out of the window into the park and wood, dark now as a cavern. Some of the guests appeared to be leaving even so soon as this, two lights showing themselves as turning away from the door and sinking to nothing in the distance.


  His hostess put her head into the room to look for partners for the ladies, and Lord Uplandtowers came out. Lady Grebe informed him that Barbara had not returned to the ball-room: she had gone to bed in sheer necessity.


  ‘She has been so excited over the ball all day,’ her mother continued, ‘that I feared she would be worn out early…. But sure, Lord Uplandtowers, you won’t be leaving yet?’


  He said that it was near twelve o’clock, and that some had already left.


  ‘I protest nobody has gone yet,’ said Lady Grebe.


  To humour her he stayed till midnight, and then set out. He had made no progress in his suit; but he had assured himself that Barbara gave no other guest the preference, and nearly everybody in the neighbourhood was there.


  ‘’Tis only a matter of time,’ said the calm young philosopher.


  The next morning he lay till near ten o’clock, and he had only just come out upon the head of the staircase when he heard hoofs upon the gravel without; in a few moments the door had been opened, and Sir John Grebe met him in the hall, as he set foot on the lowest stair.


  ‘My lord—where’s Barbara—my daughter?’


  Even the Earl of Uplandtowers could not repress amazement. ‘What’s the matter, my dear Sir John,’ says he.


  The news was startling, indeed. From the Baronet’s disjointed explanation Lord Uplandtowers gathered that after his own and the other guests’ departure Sir John and Lady Grebe had gone to rest without seeing any more of Barbara; it being understood by them that she had retired to bed when she sent word to say that she could not join the dancers again. Before then she had told her maid that she would dispense with her services for this night; and there was evidence to show that the young lady had never lain down at all, the bed remaining unpressed. Circumstances seemed to prove that the deceitful girl had feigned indisposition to get an excuse for leaving the ball-room, and that she had left the house within ten minutes, presumably during the first dance after supper.


  ‘I saw her go,’ said Lord Uplandtowers.


  ‘The devil you did!’ says Sir John.


  ‘Yes.’ And he mentioned the retreating carriage-lights, and how he was assured by Lady Grebe that no guest had departed.


  ‘Surely that was it!’ said the father. ‘But she’s not gone alone, d’ye know!’


  ‘Ah—who is the young man?’


  ‘I can on’y guess. My worst fear is my most likely guess. I’ll say no more. I thought—yet I would not believe—it possible that you was the sinner. Would that you had been! But ’tis t’other, ’tis t’other, by Heaven! I must e’en up and after ’em!’


  ‘Whom do you suspect?’


  Sir John would not give a name, and, stultified rather than agitated, Lord Uplandtowers accompanied him back to Chene. He again asked upon whom were the Baronet’s suspicions directed; and the impulsive Sir John was no match for the insistence of Uplandtowers.


  He said at length, ‘I fear ’tis Edmond Willowes.’


  ‘Who’s he?’


  ‘A young fellow of Shottsford-Forum—a widow-woman’s son,’ the other told him, and explained that Willowes’s father, or grandfather, was the last of the old glass-painters in that place, where (as you may know) the art lingered on when it had died out in every other part of England.


  ‘By God that’s bad—mighty bad!’ said Lord Uplandtowers, throwing himself back in the chaise in frigid despair.


  They despatched emissaries in all directions; one by the Melchester Road, another by Shottsford-Forum, another coastwards.


  But the lovers had a ten-hours’ start; and it was apparent that sound judgment had been exercised in choosing as their time of flight the particular night when the movements of a strange carriage would not be noticed, either in the park or on the neighbouring highway, owing to the general press of vehicles. The chaise which had been seen waiting at Lornton Inn was, no doubt, the one they had escaped in; and the pair of heads which had planned so cleverly thus far had probably contrived marriage ere now.


  The fears of her parents were realized. A letter sent by special messenger from Barbara, on the evening of that day, briefly informed them that her lover and herself were on the way to London, and before this communication reached her home they would be united as husband and wife. She had taken this extreme step because she loved her dear Edmond as she could love no other man, and because she had seen closing round her the doom of marriage with Lord Uplandtowers, unless she put that threatened fate out of possibility by doing as she had done. She had well considered the step beforehand, and was prepared to live like any other country-townsman’s wife if her father repudiated her for her action.


  ‘Damn her!’ said Lord Uplandtowers, as he drove homeward that night. ‘Damn her for a fool!’—which shows the kind of love he bore her.


  Well; Sir John had already started in pursuit of them as a matter of duty, driving like a wild man to Melchester, and thence by the direct highway to the capital. But he soon saw that he was acting to no purpose; and by and by, discovering that the marriage had actually taken place, he forebore all attempts to unearth them in the City, and returned and sat down with his lady to digest the event as best they could.


  To proceed against this Willowes for the abduction of our heiress was, possibly, in their power; yet, when they considered the now unalterable facts, they refrained from violent retribution. Some six weeks passed, during which time Barbara’s parents, though they keenly felt her loss, held no communication with the truant, either for reproach or condonation. They continued to think of the disgrace she had brought upon herself; for, though the young man was an honest fellow, and the son of an honest father, the latter had died so early, and his widow had had such struggles to maintain herself, that the son was very imperfectly educated. Moreover, his blood was, as far as they knew, of no distinction whatever, whilst hers, through her mother, was compounded of the best juices of ancient baronial distillation, containing tinctures of Maundeville, and Mohun, and Syward, and Peverell, and Culliford, and Talbot, and Plantagenet, and York, and Lancaster, and God knows what besides, which it was a thousand pities to throw away.


  The father and mother sat by the fireplace that was spanned by the four-centred arch bearing the family shields on its haunches, and groaned aloud—the lady more than Sir John.


  ‘To think this should have come upon us in our old age!’ said he.


  ‘Speak for yourself!’ she snapped through her sobs,[.] ‘I am only one-and-forty! … Why didn’t ye ride faster and overtake ’em!’


  In the meantime the young married lovers, caring no more about their blood than about ditch-water, were intensely happy—happy, that is, in the descending scale which, as we all know, Heaven in its wisdom has ordained for such rash cases; that is to say, the first week they were in the seventh heaven, the second in the sixth, the third week temperate, the fourth reflective, and so on; a lover’s heart after possession being comparable to the earth in its geologic stages, as described to us sometimes by our worthy President; first a hot coal, then a warm one, then a cooling cinder, then chilly—the simile shall be pursued no further. The long and the short of it was that one day a letter, sealed with their daughter’s own little seal, came into Sir John and Lady Grebe’s hands; and, on opening it, they found it to contain an appeal from the young couple to Sir John to forgive them for what they had done, and they would fall on their naked knees and be most dutiful children for evermore.


  Then Sir John and his lady sat down again by the fireplace with the four-centred arch, and consulted, and re-read the letter. Sir John Grebe, if the truth must be told, loved his daughter’s happiness far more, poor man, than he loved his name and lineage; he recalled to his mind all her little ways, gave vent to a sigh; and, by this time acclimatized to the idea of the marriage, said that what was done could not be undone, and that he supposed they must not be too harsh with her. Perhaps Barbara and her husband were in actual need; and how could they let their only child starve?


  A slight consolation had come to them in an unexpected manner. They had been credibly informed that an ancestor of plebeian Willowes was once honoured with intermarriage with a scion of the aristocracy who had gone to the dogs. In short, such is the foolishness of distinguished parents, and sometimes of others also, that they wrote that very day to the address Barbara had given them, informing her that she might return home and bring her husband with her; they would not object to see him, would not reproach her, and would endeavour to welcome both, and to discuss with them what could best be arranged for their future.


  In three or four days a rather shabby post-chaise drew up at the door of Chene Manor-house, at sound of which the tender-hearted baronet and his wife ran out as if to welcome a prince and princess of the blood. They were overjoyed to see their spoilt child return safe and sound—though she was only Mrs. Willowes, wife of Edmond Willowes of nowhere. Barbara burst into penitential tears, and both husband and wife were contrite enough, as well they might be, considering that they had not a guinea to call their own.


  When the four had calmed themselves, and not a word of chiding had been uttered to the pair, they discussed the position soberly, young Willowes sitting in the background with great modesty till invited forward by Lady Grebe in no frigid tone.


  ‘How handsome he is!’ she said to herself. ‘I don’t wonder at Barbara’s craze for him.’


  He was, indeed, one of the handsomest men who ever set his lips on a maid’s. A blue coat, murrey waistcoat, and breeches of drab set off a figure that could scarcely be surpassed. He had large dark eyes, anxious now, as they glanced from Barbara to her parents and tenderly back again to her; observing whom, even now in her trepidation, one could see why the sang froid of Lord Uplandtowers had been raised to more than lukewarmness. Her fair young face (according to the tale handed down by old women) looked out from under a gray conical hat, trimmed with white ostrich-feathers, and her little toes peeped from a buff petticoat worn under a puce gown. Her features were not regular: they were almost infantine, as you may see from miniatures in possession of the family, her mouth showing much sensitiveness, and one could be sure that her faults would not lie on the side of bad temper unless for urgent reasons.


  Well, they discussed their state as became them, and the desire of the young couple to gain the goodwill of those upon whom they were literally dependent for everything induced them to agree to any temporizing measure that was not too irksome. Therefore, having been nearly two months united, they did not oppose Sir John’s proposal that he should furnish Edmond Willowes with funds sufficient for him to travel a year on the Continent in the company of a tutor, the young man undertaking to lend himself with the utmost diligence to the tutor’s instructions, till he became polished outwardly and inwardly to the degree required in the husband of such a lady as Barbara. He was to apply himself to the study of languages, manners, history, society, ruins, and everything else that came under his eyes, till he should return to take his place without blushing by Barbara’s side.


  ‘And by that time,’ said worthy Sir John, ‘I’ll get my little place out at Yewsholt ready for you and Barbara to occupy on your return. The house is small and out of the way; but it will do for a young couple for a while.’


  ‘If ’twere no bigger than a summer-house it would do!’ says Barbara.


  ‘If ’twere no bigger than a sedan-chair!’ says Willowes. ‘And the more lonely the better.’


  ‘We can put up with the loneliness,’ said Barbara, with less zest. ‘Some friends will come, no doubt.’


  All this being laid down, a travelled tutor was called in—a man of many gifts and great experience,—and on a fine morning away tutor and pupil went. A great reason urged against Barbara accompanying her youthful husband was that his attentions to her would naturally be such as to prevent his zealously applying every hour of his time to learning and seeing—an argument of wise prescience, and unanswerable. Regular days for letter-writing were fixed, Barbara and her Edmond exchanged their last kisses at the door, and the chaise swept under the archway into the drive.


  He wrote to her from Le Havre, as soon as he reached that port, which was not for seven days, on account of adverse winds; he wrote from Rouen, and from Paris; described to her his sight of the King and Court at Versailles, and the wonderful marble-work and mirrors in that palace; wrote next from Lyons; then, after a comparatively long interval, from Turin, narrating his fearful adventures in crossing Mont Cenis on mules, and how he was overtaken with a terrific snowstorm, which had well-nigh been the end of him, and his tutor, and his guides. Then he wrote glowingly of Italy; and Barbara could see the development of her husband’s mind reflected in his letters month by month; and she much admired the forethought of her father in suggesting this education for Edmond. Yet she sighed sometimes—her husband being no longer in evidence to fortify her in her choice of him—and timidly dreaded what mortifications might be in store for her by reason of this mésalliance. She went out very little; for on the one or two occasions on which she had shown herself to former friends she noticed a distinct difference in their manner, as though they should say, ‘Ah, my happy swain’s wife; you’re caught!’


  Edmond’s letters were as affectionate as ever; even more affectionate, after a while, than hers were to him. Barbara observed this growing coolness in herself; and like a good and honest lady was horrified and grieved, since her only wish was to act faithfully and uprightly. It troubled her so much that she prayed for a warmer heart, and at last wrote to her husband to beg him, now that he was in the land of Art, to send her his portrait, ever so small, that she might look at it all day and every day, and never for a moment forget his features.


  Willowes was nothing loth, and replied that he would do more than she wished: he had made friends with a sculptor in Pisa, who was much interested in him and his history; and he had commissioned this artist to make a bust of himself in marble, which when finished he would send her. What Barbara had wanted was something immediate; but she expressed no objection to the delay; and in his next communication Edmond told her that the sculptor, of his own choice, had decided to extend the bust to a full-length statue, so anxious was he to get a specimen of his skill introduced to the notice of the English aristocracy. It was progressing well, and rapidly.


  Meanwhile, Barbara’s attention began to be occupied at home with Yewsholt Lodge, the house that her kind-hearted father was preparing for her residence when her husband returned. It was a small place on the plan of a large one—a cottage built in the form of a mansion, having a central hall with a wooden gallery running round it, and rooms no bigger than closets to support this introduction. It stood on a slope so solitary, and surrounded by trees so dense, that the birds who inhabited the boughs sang at strange hours, as if they hardly could distinguish night from day.


  During the progress of repairs at this bower Barbara frequently visited it. Though so secluded by the dense growth, it was near the high road, and one day while looking over the fence she saw Lord Uplandtowers riding past. He saluted her courteously, yet with mechanical stiffness, and did not halt. Barbara went home, and continued to pray that she might never cease to love her husband. After that she sickened, and did not come out of doors again for a long time.


  The year of education had extended to fourteen months, and the house was in order for Edmond’s return to take up his abode there with Barbara, when, instead of the accustomed letter for her, came one to Sir John Grebe in the handwriting of the said tutor, informing him of a terrible catastrophe that had occurred to them at Venice. Mr. Willowes and himself had attended the theatre one night during the Carnival of the preceding week, to witness the Italian comedy, when, owing to the carelessness of one of the candle-snuffers, the theatre had caught fire, and been burnt to the ground. Few persons had lost their lives, owing to the superhuman exertions of some of the audience in getting out the senseless sufferers; and, among them all, he who had risked his own life the most heroically was Mr. Willowes. In re-entering for the fifth time to save his fellow-creatures some fiery beams had fallen upon him, and he had been given up for lost. He was, however, by the blessing of Providence, recovered, with the life still in him, though he was fearfully burnt; and by almost a miracle he seemed likely to survive, his constitution being wondrously sound. He was, of course, unable to write, but he was receiving the attention of several skilful surgeons. Further report would be made by the next mail or by private hand.


  The tutor said nothing in detail of poor Willowes’s sufferings, but as soon as the news was broken to Barbara she realized how intense they must have been, and her immediate instinct was to rush to his side, though, on consideration, the journey seemed impossible to her. Her health was by no means what it had been, and to post across Europe at that season of the year, or to traverse the Bay of Biscay in a sailing-craft, was an undertaking that would hardly be justified by the result. But she was anxious to go till, on reading to the end of the letter, her husband’s tutor was found to hint very strongly against such a step if it should be contemplated, this being also the opinion of the surgeons. And though Willowes’s comrade refrained from giving his reasons, they disclosed themselves plainly enough in the sequel.


  The truth was that the worst of the wounds resulting from the fire had occurred to his head and face—that handsome face which had won her heart from her,—and both the tutor and the surgeons knew that for a sensitive young woman to see him before his wounds had healed would cause more misery to her by the shock than happiness to him by her ministrations.


  Lady Grebe blurted out what Sir John and Barbara had thought, but had had too much delicacy to express.


  ‘Sure, ’tis mighty hard for you, poor Barbara, that the one little gift he had to justify your rash choice of him—his wonderful good looks—should be taken away like this, to leave ’ee no excuse at all for your conduct in the world’s eyes…. Well, I wish you’d married t’other—that do I!’ And the lady sighed.


  ‘He’ll soon get right again,’ said her father soothingly.


  Such remarks as the above were not often made; but they were frequent enough to cause Barbara an uneasy sense of self-stultification. She determined to hear them no longer; and the house at Yewsholt being ready and furnished, she withdrew thither with her maids, where for the first time she could feel mistress of a home that would be hers and her husband’s exclusively, when he came.


  After long weeks Willowes had recovered sufficiently to be able to write himself, and slowly and tenderly he enlightened her upon the full extent of his injuries. It was a mercy, he said, that he had not lost his sight entirely; but he was thankful to say that he still retained full vision in one eye, though the other was dark for ever. The sparing manner in which he meted out particulars of his condition told Barbara how appalling had been his experience. He was grateful for her assurance that nothing could change her; but feared she did not fully realize that he was so sadly disfigured as to make it doubtful if she would recognize him. However, in spite of all, his heart was as true to her as it ever had been.


  Barbara saw from his anxiety how much lay behind. She replied that she submitted to the decrees of Fate, and would welcome him in any shape as soon as he could come. She told him of the pretty retreat in which she had taken up her abode, pending their joint occupation of it, and did not reveal how much she had sighed over the information that all his good looks were gone. Still less did she say that she felt a certain strangeness in awaiting him, the weeks they had lived together having been so short by comparison with the length of his absence.


  Slowly drew on the time when Willowes found himself well enough to come home. He landed at Southampton, and posted thence towards Yewsholt. Barbara arranged to go out to meet him as far as Lornton Inn—the spot between the Forest and the Chase at which he had waited for night on the evening of their elopement. Thither she drove at the appointed hour in a little pony-chaise, presented her by her father on her birthday for her especial use in her new house; which vehicle she sent back on arriving at the inn, the plan agreed upon being that she should perform the return journey with her husband in his hired coach.


  There was not much accommodation for a lady at this wayside tavern; but, as it was a fine evening in early summer, she did not mind—walking about outside, and straining her eyes along the highway for the expected one. But each cloud of dust that enlarged in the distance and drew near was found to disclose a conveyance other than his post-chaise. Barbara remained till the appointment was two hours passed, and then began to fear that owing to some adverse wind in the Channel he was not coming that night.


  While waiting she was conscious of a curious trepidation that was not entirely solicitude, and did not amount to dread; her tense state of incertitude bordered both on disappointment and on relief. She had lived six or seven weeks with an imperfectly educated yet handsome husband whom now she had not seen for seventeen months, and who was so changed physically by an accident that she was assured she would hardly know him. Can we wonder at her compound state of mind?


  But her immediate difficulty was to get away from Lornton Inn, for her situation was becoming embarrassing. Like too many of Barbara’s actions, this drive had been undertaken without much reflection. Expecting to wait no more than a few minutes for her husband in his post-chaise, and to enter it with him, she had not hesitated to isolate herself by sending back her own little vehicle. She now found that, being so well known in this neighbourhood, her excursion to meet her long-absent husband was exciting great interest. She was conscious that more eyes were watching her from the inn-windows than met her own gaze. Barbara had decided to get home by hiring whatever kind of conveyance the tavern afforded, when, straining her eyes for the last time over the now darkening highway, she perceived yet another dust-cloud drawing near. She paused; a chariot ascended to the inn, and would have passed had not its occupant caught sight of her standing expectantly. The horses were checked on the instant.


  ‘You here—and alone, my dear Mrs. Willowes?’ said Lord Uplandtowers, whose carriage it was.


  She explained what had brought her into this lonely situation; and, as he was going in the direction of her own home, she accepted his offer of a seat beside him. Their conversation was embarrassed and fragmentary at first; but when they had driven a mile or two she was surprised to find herself talking earnestly and warmly to him: her impulsiveness was in truth but the natural consequence of her late existence—a somewhat desolate one by reason of the strange marriage she had made; and there is no more indiscreet mood than that of a woman surprised into talk who has long been imposing upon herself a policy of reserve. Therefore her ingenuous heart rose with a bound into her throat when, in response to his leading questions, or rather hints, she allowed her troubles to leak out of her. Lord Uplandtowers took her quite to her own door, although he had driven three miles out of his way to do so; and in handing her down she heard from him a whisper of stern reproach: ‘It need not have been thus if you had listened to me!’


  She made no reply, and went indoors. There, as the evening wore away, she regretted more and more that she had been so friendly with Lord Uplandtowers. But he had launched himself upon her so unexpectedly: if she had only foreseen the meeting with him, what a careful line of conduct she would have marked out! Barbara broke into a perspiration of disquiet when she thought of her unreserve, and, in self-chastisement, resolved to sit up till midnight on the bare chance of Edmond’s return; directing that supper should be laid for him, improbable as his arrival till the morrow was.


  The hours went past, and there was dead silence in and round about Yewsholt Lodge, except for the soughing of the trees; till, when it was near upon midnight, she heard the noise of hoofs and wheels approaching the door. Knowing that it could only be her husband, Barbara instantly went into the hall to meet him. Yet she stood there not without a sensation of faintness, so many were the changes since their parting! And, owing to her casual encounter with Lord Uplandtowers, his voice and image still remained with her, excluding Edmond, her husband, from the inner circle of her impressions.


  But she went to the door, and the next moment a figure stepped inside, of which she knew the outline, but little besides. Her husband was attired in a flapping black cloak and slouched hat, appearing altogether as a foreigner, and not as the young English burgess who had left her side. When he came forward into the light of the lamp, she perceived with surprise, and almost with fright, that he wore a mask. At first she had not noticed this—there being nothing in its colour which would lead a casual observer to think he was looking on anything but a real countenance.


  He must have seen her start of dismay at the unexpectedness of his appearance, for he said hastily: ‘I did not mean to come in to you like this—I thought you would have been in bed. How good you are, dear Barbara!’ He put his arm round her, but he did not attempt to kiss her.


  ‘O Edmond—it is you?—it must be?’ she said, with clasped hands, for though his figure and movement were almost enough to prove it, and the tones were not unlike the old tones, the enunciation was so altered as to seem that of a stranger.


  ‘I am covered like this to hide myself from the curious eyes of the inn-servants and others,’ he said, in a low voice. ‘I will send back the carriage and join you in a moment.’


  ‘You are quite alone?’


  ‘Quite. My companion stopped at Southampton.’


  The wheels of the post-chaise rolled away as she entered the dining-room, where the supper was spread; and presently he rejoined her there. He had removed his cloak and hat, but the mask was still retained; and she could now see that it was of special make, of some flexible material like silk, coloured so as to represent flesh; it joined naturally to the front hair, and was otherwise cleverly executed.


  ‘Barbara—you look ill,’ he said, removing his glove, and taking her hand.


  ‘Yes—I have been ill,’ said she.


  ‘Is this pretty little house ours?’


  ‘O—yes.’ She was hardly conscious of her words, for the hand he had ungloved in order to take hers was contorted, and had one or two of its fingers missing; while through the mask she discerned the twinkle of one eye only.


  ‘I would give anything to kiss you, dearest, now at this moment!’ he continued, with mournful passionateness. ‘But I cannot—in this guise. The servants are abed, I suppose?’


  ‘Yes,’ said she. ‘But I can call them? You will have some supper?’


  He said he would have some, but that it was not necessary to call anybody at that hour. Thereupon they approached the table, and sat down, facing each other.


  Despite Barbara’s scared state of mind, it was forced upon her notice that her husband trembled, as if he feared the impression he was producing, or was about to produce, as much as, or more than, she. He drew nearer, and took her hand again.


  ‘I had this mask made at Venice,’ he began, in evident embarrassment. ‘My darling Barbara—my dearest wife—do you think you—will mind when I take it off? You will not dislike me—will you?’


  ‘O Edmond, of course I shall not mind,’ said she. ‘What has happened to you is our misfortune; but I am prepared for it.’


  ‘Are you sure you are prepared?’


  ‘O yes! You are my husband.’


  ‘You really feel quite confident that nothing external can affect you?’ he said again, in a voice rendered uncertain by his agitation.


  ‘I think I am—quite,’ she answered faintly.


  He bent his head. ‘I hope, I hope you are,’ he whispered.


  In the pause which followed, the ticking of the clock in the hall seemed to grow loud; and he turned a little aside to remove the mask. She breathlessly awaited the operation, which was one of some tediousness, watching him one moment, averting her face the next; and when it was done she shut her eyes at the dreadful spectacle that was revealed. A quick spasm of horror had passed through her; but though she quailed she forced herself to regard him anew, repressing the cry that would naturally have escaped from her ashy lips. Unable to look at him longer, Barbara sank down on the floor beside her chair, covering her eyes.


  ‘You cannot look at me!’ he groaned in a hopeless way. ‘I am too terrible an object even for you to bear! I knew it; yet I hoped against it. O, this is a bitter fate—curse the skill of those Venetian surgeons who saved me alive! … Look up, Barbara,’ he continued beseechingly; ‘view me completely; say you loathe me, if you do loathe me, and settle the case between us for ever!’


  His unhappy wife pulled herself together for a desperate strain. He was her Edmond; he had done her no wrong; he had suffered. A momentary devotion to him helped her, and lifting her eyes as bidden she regarded this human remnant, this écorché, a second time. But the sight was too much. She again involuntarily looked aside and shuddered.


  ‘Do you think you can get used to this?’ he said. ‘Yes or no! Can you bear such a thing of the charnel-house near you? Judge for yourself, Barbara. Your Adonis, your matchless man, has come to this!’


  The poor lady stood beside him motionless, save for the restlessness of her eyes. All her natural sentiments of affection and pity were driven clean out of her by a sort of panic; she had just the same sense of dismay and fearfulness that she would have had in the presence of an apparition. She could nohow fancy this to be her chosen one—the man she had loved; he was metamorphosed to a specimen of another species. ‘I do not loathe you,’ she said with trembling. ‘But I am so horrified—so overcome! Let me recover myself. Will you sup now? And while you do so may I go to my room to—regain my old feeling for you? I will try, if I may leave you awhile? Yes, I will try!’


  Without waiting for an answer from him, and keeping her gaze carefully averted, the frightened woman crept to the door and out of the room. She heard him sit down to the table, as if to begin supper; though, Heaven knows, his appetite was slight enough after a reception which had confirmed his worst surmises. When Barbara had ascended the stairs and arrived in her chamber she sank down, and buried her face in the coverlet of the bed.


  Thus she remained for some time. The bed-chamber was over the dining-room, and presently as she knelt Barbara heard Willowes thrust back his chair, and rise to go into the hall. In five minutes that figure would probably come up the stairs and confront her again; it,—this new and terrible form, that was not her husband’s. In the loneliness of this night, with neither maid nor friend beside her, she lost all self-control, and at the first sound of his footstep on the stairs, without so much as flinging a cloak round her, she flew from the room, ran along the gallery to the back staircase, which she descended, and, unlocking the back door, let herself out. She scarcely was aware what she had done till she found herself in the greenhouse, crouching on a flower-stand.


  Here she remained, her great timid eyes strained through the glass upon the garden without, and her skirts gathered up, in fear of the field-mice which sometimes came there. Every moment she dreaded to hear footsteps which she ought by law to have longed for, and a voice that should have been as music to her soul. But Edmond Willowes came not that way. The nights were getting short at this season, and soon the dawn appeared, and the first rays of the sun. By daylight she had less fear than in the dark. She thought she could meet him, and accustom herself to the spectacle.


  So the much-tried young woman unfastened the door of the hot-house, and went back by the way she had emerged a few hours ago. Her poor husband was probably in bed and asleep, his journey having been long; and she made as little noise as possible in her entry. The house was just as she had left it, and she looked about in the hall for his cloak and hat, but she could not see them; nor did she perceive the small trunk which had been all that he brought with him, his heavier baggage having been left at Southampton for the road-waggon. She summoned courage to mount the stairs; the bedroom-door was open as she had left it. She fearfully peeped round; the bed had not been pressed. Perhaps he had lain down on the dining-room sofa. She descended and entered; he was not there. On the table beside his unsoiled plate lay a note, hastily written on the leaf of a pocket-book. It was something like this:


  
    My ever-beloved Wife.—The effect that my forbidding appearance has produced upon you was one which I foresaw as quite possible. I hoped against it, but foolishly so. I was aware that no human love could survive such a catastrophe. I confess I thought yours divine; but, after so long an absence, there could not be left sufficient warmth to overcome the too natural first aversion. It was an experiment, and it has failed. I do not blame you; perhaps, even, it is better so. Good-bye. I leave England for one year. You will see me again at the expiration of that time, if I live. Then I will ascertain your true feeling; and, if it be against me, go away for ever.


    E. W.

  


  On recovering from her surprise, Barbara’s remorse was such that she felt herself absolutely unforgiveable. She should have regarded him as an afflicted being, and not have been this slave to mere eyesight, like a child. To follow him and entreat him to return was her first thought. But on making inquiries she found that nobody had seen him: he had silently disappeared.


  More than this, to undo the scene of last night was impossible. Her terror had been too plain, and he was a man unlikely to be coaxed back by her efforts to do her duty. She went and confessed to her parents all that had occurred; which, indeed, soon became known to more persons than those of her own family.


  The year passed, and he did not return; and it was doubted if he were alive. Barbara’s contrition for her unconquerable repugnance was now such that she longed to build a church-aisle, or erect a monument, and devote herself to deeds of charity for the remainder of her days. To that end she made inquiry of the excellent parson under whom she sat on Sundays, at a vertical distance of a dozen feet. But he could only adjust his wig and tap his snuff-box; for such was the lukewarm state of religion in those days, that not an aisle, steeple, porch, east window, Ten-Commandment board, lion-and-unicorn, or brass candlestick, was required anywhere at all in the neighbourhood as a votive offering from a distracted soul—the last century contrasting greatly in this respect with the happy times in which we live, when urgent appeals for contributions to such objects pour in by every morning’s post, and nearly all churches have been made to look like new pennies. As the poor lady could not ease her conscience this way, she determined at least to be charitable, and soon had the satisfaction of finding her porch thronged every morning by the raggedest, idlest, most drunken, hypocritical, and worthless tramps in Christendom.


  But human hearts are as prone to change as the leaves of the creeper on the wall, and in the course of time, hearing nothing of her husband, Barbara could sit unmoved whilst her mother and friends said in her hearing, ‘Well, what has happened is for the best.’ She began to think so herself, for even now she could not summon up that lopped and mutilated form without a shiver, though whenever her mind flew back to her early wedded days, and the man who had stood beside her then, a thrill of tenderness moved her, which if quickened by his living presence might have become strong. She was young and inexperienced, and had hardly on his late return grown out of the capricious fancies of girlhood.


  But he did not come again, and when she thought of his word that he would return once more, if living, and how unlikely he was to break his word, she gave him up for dead. So did her parents; so also did another person—that man of silence, of irresistible incisiveness, of still countenance, who was as awake as seven sentinels when he seemed to be as sound asleep as the figures on his family monument. Lord Uplandtowers, though not yet thirty, had chuckled like a caustic fogey of threescore when he heard of Barbara’s terror and flight at her husband’s return, and of the latter’s prompt departure. He felt pretty sure, however, that Willowes, despite his hurt feelings, would have reappeared to claim his bright-eyed property if he had been alive at the end of the twelve months.


  As there was no husband to live with her, Barbara had relinquished the house prepared for them by her father, and taken up her abode anew at Chene Manor, as in the days of her girlhood. By degrees the episode with Edmond Willowes seemed but a fevered dream, and as the months grew to years Lord Uplandtowers’ friendship with the people at Chene—which had somewhat cooled after Barbara’s elopement—revived considerably, and he again became a frequent visitor there. He could not make the most trivial alteration or improvement at Knollingwood Hall, where he lived, without riding off to consult with his friend Sir John at Chene; and thus putting himself frequently under her eyes, Barbara grew accustomed to him, and talked to him as freely as to a brother. She even began to look up to him as a person of authority, judgment, and prudence; and though his severity on the bench towards poachers, smugglers, and turnip-stealers was matter of common notoriety, she trusted that much of what was said might be misrepresentation.


  Thus they lived on till her husband’s absence had stretched to years, and there could be no longer any doubt of his death. A passionless manner of renewing his addresses seemed no longer out of place in Lord Uplandtowers. Barbara did not love him, but hers was essentially one of those sweet-pea or with-wind natures which require a twig of stouter fibre than its own to hang upon and bloom. Now, too, she was older, and admitted to herself that a man whose ancestor had run scores of Saracens through and through in fighting for the site of the Holy Sepulchre was a more desirable husband, socially considered, than one who could only claim with certainty to know that his father and grandfather were respectable burgesses.


  Sir John took occasion to inform her that she might legally consider herself a widow; and, in brief, Lord Uplandtowers carried his point with her, and she married him, though he could never get her to own that she loved him as she had loved Willowes. In my childhood I knew an old lady whose mother saw the wedding, and she said that when Lord and Lady Uplandtowers drove away from her father’s house in the evening it was in a coach-and-four, and that my lady was dressed in green and silver, and wore the gayest hat and feather that ever were seen; though whether it was that the green did not suit her complexion, or otherwise, the Countess looked pale, and the reverse of blooming. After their marriage her husband took her to London, and she saw the gaieties of a season there; then they returned to Knollingwood Hall, and thus a year passed away.


  Before their marriage her husband had seemed to care but little about her inability to love him passionately. ‘Only let me win you,’ he had said, ‘and I will submit to all that.’ But now her lack of warmth seemed to irritate him, and he conducted himself towards her with a resentfulness which led to her passing many hours with him in painful silence. The heir-presumptive to the title was a remote relative, whom Lord Uplandtowers did not exclude from the dislike he entertained towards many persons and things besides, and he had set his mind upon a lineal successor. He blamed her much that there was no promise of this, and asked her what she was good for.


  On a particular day in her gloomy life a letter, addressed to her as Mrs. Willowes, reached Lady Uplandtowers from an unexpected quarter. A sculptor in Pisa, knowing nothing of her second marriage, informed her that the long-delayed life-size statue of Mr. Willowes, which, when her husband left that city, he had been directed to retain till it was sent for, was still in his studio. As his commission had not wholly been paid, and the statue was taking up room he could ill spare, he should be glad to have the debt cleared off, and directions where to forward the figure. Arriving at a time when the Countess was beginning to have little secrets (of a harmless kind, it is true) from her husband, by reason of their growing estrangement, she replied to this letter without saying a word to Lord Uplandtowers, sending off the balance that was owing to the sculptor, and telling him to despatch the statue to her without delay.


  It was some weeks before it arrived at Knollingwood Hall, and, by a singular coincidence, during the interval she received the first absolutely conclusive tidings of her Edmond’s death. It had taken place years before, in a foreign land, about six months after their parting, and had been induced by the sufferings he had already undergone, coupled with much depression of spirit, which had caused him to succumb to a slight ailment. The news was sent her in a brief and formal letter from some relative of Willowes’s in another part of England.


  Her grief took the form of passionate pity for his misfortunes, and of reproach to herself for never having been able to conquer her aversion to his latter image by recollection of what Nature had originally made him. The sad spectacle that had gone from earth had never been her Edmond at all to her. O that she could have met him as he was at first! Thus Barbara thought. It was only a few days later that a waggon with two horses, containing an immense packing-case, was seen at breakfast-time both by Barbara and her husband to drive round to the back of the house, and by-and-by they were informed that a case labelled ‘Sculpture’ had arrived for her ladyship.


  ‘What can that be?’ said Lord Uplandtowers.


  ‘It is the statue of poor Edmond, which belongs to me, but has never been sent till now,’ she answered.


  ‘Where are you going to put it?’ asked he.


  ‘I have not decided,’ said the Countess. ‘Anywhere, so that it will not annoy you.’


  ‘Oh, it won’t annoy me,’ says he.


  When it had been unpacked in a back room of the house, they went to examine it. The statue was a full-length figure, in the purest Carrara marble, representing Edmond Willowes in all his original beauty, as he had stood at parting from her when about to set out on his travels; a specimen of manhood almost perfect in every line and contour. The work had been carried out with absolute fidelity.


  ‘Phœbus-Apollo, sure,’ said the Earl of Uplandtowers, who had never seen Willowes, real or represented, till now.


  Barbara did not hear him. She was standing in a sort of trance before the first husband, as if she had no consciousness of the other husband at her side. The mutilated features of Willowes had disappeared from her mind’s eye; this perfect being was really the man she had loved, and not that later pitiable figure; in whom tenderness and truth should have seen this image always, but had not done so.


  It was not till Lord Uplandtowers said roughly, ‘Are you going to stay here all the morning worshipping him?’ that she roused herself.


  Her husband had not till now the least suspicion that Edmond Willowes originally looked thus, and he thought how deep would have been his jealousy years ago if Willowes had been known to him. Returning to the Hall in the afternoon he found his wife in the gallery, whither the statue had been brought.


  She was lost in reverie before it, just as in the morning.


  ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.


  She started and turned. ‘I am looking at my husb— my statue, to see if it is well done,’ she stammered. ‘Why should I not?’


  ‘There’s no reason why,’ he said. ‘What are you going to do with the monstrous thing? It can’t stand here for ever.’


  ‘I don’t wish it,’ she said. ‘I’ll find a place.’


  In her boudoir there was a deep recess, and while the Earl was absent from home for a few days in the following week, she hired joiners from the village, who under her directions enclosed the recess with a panelled door. Into the tabernacle thus formed she had the statue placed, fastening the door with a lock, the key of which she kept in her pocket.


  When her husband returned he missed the statue from the gallery, and, concluding that it had been put away out of deference to his feelings, made no remark. Yet at moments he noticed something on his lady’s face which he had never noticed there before. He could not construe it; it was a sort of silent ecstasy, a reserved beatification. What had become of the statue he could not divine, and growing more and more curious, looked about here and there for it till, thinking of her private room, he went towards that spot. After knocking he heard the shutting of a door, and the click of a key; but when he entered his wife was sitting at work, on what was in those days called knotting. Lord Uplandtowers’ eye fell upon the newly-painted door where the recess had formerly been.


  ‘You have been carpentering in my absence then, Barbara,’ he said carelessly.


  ‘Yes, Uplandtowers.’


  ‘Why did you go putting up such a tasteless enclosure as that—spoiling the handsome arch of the alcove?’


  ‘I wanted more closet-room; and I thought that as this was my own apartment——’


  ‘Of course,’ he returned. Lord Uplandtowers knew now where the statue of young Willowes was.


  One night, or rather in the smallest hours of the morning, he missed the Countess from his side. Not being a man of nervous imaginings he fell asleep again before he had much considered the matter, and the next morning had forgotten the incident. But a few nights later the same circumstances occurred. This time he fully roused himself; but before he had moved to search for her she returned to the chamber in her dressing-gown, carrying a candle, which she extinguished as she approached, deeming him asleep. He could discover from her breathing that she was strangely moved; but not on this occasion either did he reveal that he had seen her. Presently, when she had lain down, affecting to wake, he asked her some trivial questions. ‘Yes, Edmond,’ she replied absently.


  Lord Uplandtowers became convinced that she was in the habit of leaving the chamber in this queer way more frequently than he had observed, and he determined to watch. The next midnight he feigned deep sleep, and shortly after perceived her stealthily rise and let herself out of the room in the dark. He slipped on some clothing and followed. At the further end of the corridor, where the clash of flint and steel would be out of the hearing of one in the bed-chamber, she struck a light. He stepped aside into an empty room till she had lit a taper and had passed on to her boudoir. In a minute or two he followed. Arrived at the door of the boudoir, he beheld the door of the private recess open, and Barbara within it, standing with her arms clasped tightly round the neck of her Edmond, and her mouth on his. The shawl which she had thrown round her nightclothes had slipped from her shoulders, and her long white robe and pale face lent her the blanched appearance of a second statue embracing the first. Between her kisses, she apostrophized it in a low murmur of infantine tenderness:


  ‘My only love—how could I be so cruel to you, my perfect one—so good and true—I am ever faithful to you, despite my seeming infidelity! I always think of you—dream of you—during the long hours of the day, and in the night-watches! O Edmond, I am always yours!’ Such words as these, intermingled with sobs, and streaming tears, and dishevelled hair, testified to an intensity of feeling in his wife which Lord Uplandtowers had not dreamed of her possessing.


  ‘Ha, ha!’ says he to himself. ‘This is where we evaporate—this is where my hopes of a successor in the title dissolve—ha! ha! This must be seen to, verily!’


  Lord Uplandtowers was a subtle man when once he set himself to strategy; though in the present instance he never thought of the simple stratagem of constant tenderness. Nor did he enter the room and surprise his wife as a blunderer would have done, but went back to his chamber as silently as he had left it. When the Countess returned thither, shaken by spent sobs and sighs, he appeared to be soundly sleeping as usual. The next day he began his countermoves by making inquiries as to the whereabouts of the tutor who had travelled with his wife’s first husband; this gentleman, he found, was now master of a grammar-school at no great distance from Knollingwood. At the first convenient moment Lord Uplandtowers went thither and obtained an interview with the said gentleman. The schoolmaster was much gratified by a visit from such an influential neighbour, and was ready to communicate anything that his lordship desired to know.


  After some general conversation on the school and its progress, the visitor observed that he believed the schoolmaster had once travelled a good deal with the unfortunate Mr. Willowes, and had been with him on the occasion of his accident. He, Lord Uplandtowers, was interested in knowing what had really happened at that time, and had often thought of inquiring. And then the Earl not only heard by word of mouth as much as he wished to know, but, their chat becoming more intimate, the schoolmaster drew upon paper a sketch of the disfigured head, explaining with bated breath various details in the representation.


  ‘It was very strange and terrible!’ said Lord Uplandtowers, taking the sketch in his hand. ‘Neither nose nor ears, nor lips scarcely!’


  A poor man in the town nearest to Knollingwood Hall, who combined the art of sign-painting with ingenious mechanical occupations, was sent for by Lord Uplandtowers to come to the Hall on a day in that week when the Countess had gone on a short visit to her parents. His employer made the man understand that the business in which his assistance was demanded was to be considered private, and money insured the observance of this request. The lock of the cupboard was picked, and the ingenious mechanic and painter, assisted by the schoolmaster’s sketch, which Lord Uplandtowers had put in his pocket, set to work upon the god-like countenance of the statue under my lord’s direction. What the fire had maimed in the original the chisel maimed in the copy. It was a fiendish disfigurement, ruthlessly carried out, and was rendered still more shocking by being tinted to the hues of life, as life had been after the wreck.


  Six hours after, when the workman was gone, Lord Uplandtowers looked upon the result, and smiled grimly, and said:


  ‘A statue should represent a man as he appeared in life, and that’s as he appeared. Ha! ha! But ’tis done to good purpose, and not idly.’


  He locked the door of the closet with a skeleton key, and went his way to fetch the Countess home.


  That night she slept, but he kept awake. According to the tale, she murmured soft words in her dream; and he knew that the tender converse of her imaginings was held with one whom he had supplanted but in name. At the end of her dream the Countess of Uplandtowers awoke and arose, and then the enactment of former nights was repeated. Her husband remained still and listened. Two strokes sounded from the clock in the pediment without, when, leaving the chamber-door ajar, she passed along the corridor to the other end, where, as usual, she obtained a light. So deep was the silence that he could even from his bed hear her softly blowing the tinder to a glow after striking the steel. She moved on into the boudoir, and he heard, or fancied he heard, the turning of the key in the closet-door. The next moment there came from that direction a loud and prolonged shriek, which resounded to the furthest corners of the house. It was repeated, and there was the noise of a heavy fall.


  Lord Uplandtowers sprang out of bed. He hastened along the dark corridor to the door of the boudoir, which stood ajar, and, by the light of the candle within, saw his poor young Countess lying in a heap in her nightdress on the floor of the closet. When he reached her side he found that she had fainted, much to the relief of his fears that matters were worse. He quickly shut up and locked in the hated image which had done the mischief, and lifted his wife in his arms, where in a few instants she opened her eyes. Pressing her face to his without saying a word, he carried her back to her room, endeavouring as he went to disperse her terrors by a laugh in her ear, oddly compounded of causticity, predilection, and brutality.


  ‘Ho—ho—ho!’ says he. ‘Frightened, dear one, hey? What a baby ’tis! Only a joke, sure, Barbara—a splendid joke! But a baby should not go to closets at midnight to look for the ghost of the dear departed! If it do it must expect to be terrified at his aspect—ho—ho—ho!’


  When she was in her bed-chamber, and had quite come to herself, though her nerves were still much shaken, he spoke to her more sternly. ‘Now, my lady, answer me: do you love him—eh?’


  ‘No—no!’ she faltered, shuddering, with her expanded eyes fixed on her husband. ‘He is too terrible—no, no!’


  ‘You are sure?’


  ‘Quite sure!’ replied the poor broken-spirited Countess.


  But her natural elasticity asserted itself. Next morning he again inquired of her: ‘Do you love him now?’ She quailed under his gaze, but did not reply.


  ‘That means that you do still, by God!’ he continued.


  ‘It means that I will not tell an untruth, and do not wish to incense my lord,’ she answered, with dignity.


  ‘Then suppose we go and have another look at him?’ As he spoke, he suddenly took her by the wrist, and turned as if to lead her towards the ghastly closet.


  ‘No—no! O—no!’ she cried, and her desperate wriggle out of his hand revealed that the fright of the night had left more impression upon her delicate soul than superficially appeared.


  ‘Another dose or two, and she will be cured,’ he said to himself.


  It was now so generally known that the Earl and Countess were not in accord, that he took no great trouble to disguise his deeds in relation to this matter. During the day he ordered four men with ropes and rollers to attend him in the boudoir. When they arrived, the closet was open, and the upper part of the statue tied up in canvas. He had it taken to the sleeping-chamber. What followed is more or less matter of conjecture. The story, as told to me, goes on to say that, when Lady Uplandtowers retired with him that night, she saw facing the foot of the heavy oak four-poster, a tall dark wardrobe, which had not stood there before; but she did not ask what its presence meant.


  ‘I have had a little whim,’ he explained when they were in the dark.


  ‘Have you?’ says she.


  ‘To erect a little shrine, as it may be called.’


  ‘A little shrine?’


  ‘Yes; to one whom we both equally adore—eh? I’ll show you what it contains.’


  He pulled a cord which hung covered by the bed-curtains, and the doors of the wardrobe slowly opened, disclosing that the shelves within had been removed throughout, and the interior adapted to receive the ghastly figure, which stood there as it had stood in the boudoir, but with a wax candle burning on each side of it to throw the cropped and distorted features into relief. She clutched him, uttered a low scream, and buried her head in the bedclothes. ‘O, take it away—please take it away!’ she implored.


  ‘All in good time; namely, when you love me best,’ he returned calmly. ‘You don’t quite yet—eh?’


  ‘I don’t know—I think—O Uplandtowers, have mercy—I cannot bear it—O, in pity, take it away!’


  ‘Nonsense; one gets accustomed to anything. Take another gaze.’


  In short, he allowed the doors to remain unclosed at the foot of the bed, and the wax-tapers burning; and such was the strange fascination of the grisly exhibition that a morbid curiosity took possession of the Countess as she lay, and, at his repeated request, she did again look out from the coverlet, shuddered, hid her eyes, and looked again, all the while begging him to take it away, or it would drive her out of her senses. But he would not do so yet, and the wardrobe was not locked till dawn.


  The scene was repeated the next night. Firm in enforcing his ferocious correctives, he continued the treatment till the nerves of the poor lady were quivering in agony under the virtuous tortures inflicted by her lord, to bring her truant heart back to faithfulness.


  The third night, when the scene had opened as usual, and she lay staring with immense wild eyes at the horrid fascination, on a sudden she gave an unnatural laugh; she laughed more and more, staring at the image, till she literally shrieked with laughter: then there was silence, and he found her to have become insensible. He thought she had fainted, but soon saw that the event was worse: she was in an epileptic fit. He started up, dismayed by the sense that, like many other subtle personages, he had been too exacting for his own interests. Such love as he was capable of, though rather a selfish gloating than a cherishing solicitude, was fanned into life on the instant. He closed the wardrobe with the pulley, clasped her in his arms, took her gently to the window, and did all he could to restore her.


  It was a long time before the Countess came to herself, and when she did so, a considerable change seemed to have taken place in her emotions. She flung her arms around him, and with gasps of fear abjectly kissed him many times, at last bursting into tears. She had never wept in this scene before.


  ‘You’ll take it away, dearest—you will!’ she begged plaintively.


  ‘If you love me.’


  ‘I do—oh, I do!’


  ‘And hate him, and his memory?’


  ‘Yes—yes!’


  ‘Thoroughly?’


  ‘I cannot endure recollection of him!’ cried the poor Countess slavishly. ‘It fills me with shame—how could I ever be so depraved!’ [depraved!] I’ll never behave badly again, Uplandtowers; and you will never put the hated statue again before my eyes?’


  He felt that he could promise with perfect safety. ‘Never,’ said he.


  ‘And then I’ll love you,’ she returned eagerly, as if dreading lest the scourge should be applied anew. ‘And I’ll never, never dream of thinking a single thought that seems like faithlessness to my marriage vow.’


  The strange thing now was that this fictitious love wrung from her by terror took on, through mere habit of enactment, a certain quality of reality. A servile mood of attachment to the Earl became distinctly visible in her contemporaneously with an actual dislike for her late husband’s memory. The mood of attachment grew and continued when the statue was removed. A permanent revulsion was operant in her, which intensified as time wore on. How fright could have effected such a change of idiosyncrasy learned physicians alone can say; but I believe such cases of reactionary instinct are not unknown.


  The upshot was that the cure became so permanent as to be itself a new disease. She clung to him so tightly that she would not willingly be out of his sight for a moment. She would have no sitting-room apart from his, though she could not help starting when he entered suddenly to her. Her eyes were well-nigh always fixed upon him. If he drove out, she wished to go with him; his slightest civilities to other women made her frantically jealous; till at length her very fidelity became a burden to him, absorbing his time, and curtailing his liberty, and causing him to curse and swear. If he ever spoke sharply to her now, she did not revenge herself by flying off to a mental world of her own; all that affection for another, which had provided her with a resource, was now a cold black cinder.


  From that time the life of this scared and enervated lady—whose existence might have been developed to so much higher purpose but for the ignoble ambition of her parents and the conventions of the time—was one of obsequious amativeness towards a perverse and cruel man. Little personal events came to her in quick succession—half a dozen, eight, nine, ten such events,—in brief, she bore him no less than eleven children in the nine following years, but half of them came prematurely into the world, or died a few days old; only one, a girl, attained to maturity; she in after years became the wife of the Honourable Mr. Beltonleigh, who was created Lord d’Almaine, as may be remembered.


  There was no living son and heir. At length, completely worn out in mind and body, Lady Uplandtowers was taken abroad by her husband, to try the effect of a more genial climate upon her wasted frame. But nothing availed to strengthen her, and she died at Florence, a few months after her arrival in Italy.


  Contrary to expectation, the Earl of Uplandtowers did not marry again. Such affection as existed in him—strange, hard, brutal as it was—seemed untransferable, and the title, as is known, passed at his death to his nephew. Perhaps it may not be so generally known that, during the enlargement of the Hall for the sixth Earl, while digging in the grounds for the new foundations, the broken fragments of a marble statue were unearthed. They were submitted to various antiquaries, who said that, so far as the damaged pieces would allow them to form an opinion, the statue seemed to be that of a mutilated Roman satyr; or, if not, an allegorical figure of Death. Only one or two old inhabitants guessed whose statue those fragments had composed.


  I should have added that, shortly after the death of the Countess, an excellent sermon was preached by the Dean of Melchester, the subject of which, though names were not mentioned, was unquestionably suggested by the aforesaid events. He dwelt upon the folly of indulgence in sensuous love for a handsome form merely; and showed that the only rational and virtuous growths of that affection were those based upon intrinsic worth. In the case of the tender but somewhat shallow lady whose life I have related, there is no doubt that an infatuation for the person of young Willowes was the chief feeling that induced her to marry him; which was the more deplorable in that his beauty, by all tradition, was the least of his recommendations, every report bearing out the inference that he must have been a man of steadfast nature, bright intelligence, and promising life.


  The company thanked the old surgeon for his story, which the rural dean declared to be a far more striking one than anything he could hope to tell. An elderly member of the Club, who was mostly called the Bookworm, said that a woman’s natural instinct of fidelity would, indeed, send back her heart to a man after his death in a truly wonderful manner sometimes—if anything occurred to put before her forcibly the original affection between them, and his original aspect in her eyes,—whatever his inferiority may have been, social or otherwise; and then a general conversation ensued upon the power that a woman has of seeing the actual in the representation, the reality in the dream—a power which (according to the sentimental member) men have no faculty of equalling.


  The rural dean thought that such cases as that related by the surgeon were rather an illustration of passion electrified back to life than of a latent, true affection. The story had suggested that he should try to recount to them one which he had used to hear in his youth, and which afforded an instance of the latter and better kind of feeling, his heroine being also a lady who had married beneath her, though he feared his narrative would be of a much slighter kind than the surgeon’s. The Club begged him to proceed, and the parson began.


  ♣


  Dame the Third


  The Marchioness of Stonehenge


  By the Rural Dean.


  I would have you know, then, that a great many years ago there lived in a classical mansion with which I used to be familiar, standing not a hundred miles from the city of Melchester, a lady whose personal charms were so rare and unparalleled that she was courted, flattered, and spoilt by almost all the young noblemen and gentlemen in that part of Wessex. For a time these attentions pleased her well. But as, in the words of good Robert South (whose sermons might be read much more than they are), the most passionate lover of sport, if tied to follow his hawks and hounds every day of his life, would find the pursuit the greatest torment and calamity, and would fly to the mines and galleys for his recreation, so did this lofty and beautiful lady after a while become satiated with the constant iteration of what she had in its novelty enjoyed; and by an almost natural revulsion turned her regards absolutely netherward, socially speaking. She perversely and passionately centred her affection on quite a plain-looking young man of humble birth and no position at all; though it is true that he was gentle and delicate in nature, of good address, and guileless heart. In short, he was the parish-clerk’s son, acting as assistant to the land-steward of her father the Earl of Avon, with the hope of becoming some day a land-steward himself. It should be said that perhaps the Lady Caroline (as she was called) was a little stimulated in this passion by the discovery that a young girl of the village already loved the young man fondly, and that he had paid some attentions to her, though merely of a casual and good-natured kind.


  Since his occupation brought him frequently to the manor-house and its environs, Lady Caroline could make ample opportunities of seeing and speaking to him. She had, in Chaucer’s phrase, ‘all the craft of fine loving’ at her fingers’ ends, and the young man, being of a readily-kindling heart, was quick to notice the tenderness in her eyes and voice. He could not at first believe in his good fortune, having no understanding of her weariness of more artificial men; but a time comes when the stupidest sees in an eye the glance of his other half; and it came to him, who was quite the reverse of dull. As he gained confidence accidental encounters led to encounters by design; till at length when they were alone together there was no reserve on the matter. They whispered tender words as other lovers do, and were as devoted a pair as ever was seen. But not a ray or symptom of this attachment was allowed to show itself to the outer world.


  Now, as she became less and less scrupulous towards him under the influence of her affection, and he became more and more reverential under the influence of his, and they looked the situation in the face together, their condition seemed intolerable in its hopelessness. That she could ever ask to be allowed to marry him, or could hold her tongue and quietly renounce him, was equally beyond conception. They resolved upon a third course, possessing neither of the disadvantages of these two: to wed secretly, and live on in outward appearance the same as before. In this they differed from the lovers of my friend’s story.


  Not a soul in the parental mansion guessed, when Lady Caroline came coolly into the hall one day after a visit to her aunt, that, during the visit, her lover and herself had found an opportunity of uniting themselves till death should part them. Yet such was the fact; the young woman who rode fine horses, and drove in pony-chaises, and was saluted deferentially by every one, and the young man who trudged about, and directed the tree-felling, and the laying out of fish-ponds in the park, were husband and wife.


  As they had planned, so they acted to the letter for the space of a month and more, clandestinely meeting when and where they best could do so; both being supremely happy and content. To be sure, towards the latter part of that month, when the first wild warmth of her love had gone off, the Lady Caroline sometimes wondered within herself how she, who might have chosen a peer of the realm, baronet, knight; or, if serious-minded, a bishop or judge of the more gallant sort who prefer young wives, could have brought herself to do a thing so rash as to make this marriage; particularly when, in their private meetings, she perceived that though her young husband was full of ideas, and fairly well read, they had not a single social experience in common. It was his custom to visit her after nightfall, in her own house, when he could find no opportunity for an interview elsewhere; and to further this course she would contrive to leave unfastened a window on the ground-floor overlooking the lawn, by entering which a back staircase was accessible; so that he could climb up to her apartments, and gain audience of his lady when the house was still.


  One dark midnight, when he had not been able to see her during the day, he made use of this secret method, as he had done many times before; and when they had remained in company about an hour he declared that it was time for him to descend.


  He would have stayed longer but that the interview had been a somewhat painful one. What she had said to him that night had much excited and angered him, for it had revealed a change in her; cold reason had come to his lofty wife; she was beginning to have more anxiety about her own position and prospects than ardour for him. Whether from the agitation of this perception or not, he was seized with a spasm; he gasped, rose, and in moving towards the window for air he uttered in a short thick whisper, ‘O, my heart!’


  With his hand upon his chest he sank down to the floor before he had gone another step. By the time that she had relighted the candle, which had been extinguished in case any eye in the opposite grounds should witness his egress, she found that his poor heart had ceased to beat; and there rushed upon her mind what his cottage-friends had once told her, that he was liable to attacks of heart-failure, one of which, the doctor had informed them, might some day carry him off.


  Accustomed as she was to doctoring the other parishioners, nothing that she could effect upon him in that kind made any difference whatever; and his stillness, and the increasing coldness of his feet and hands, disclosed too surely to the affrighted young woman that her husband was dead indeed. For more than an hour, however, she did not abandon her efforts to restore him; when she fully realized the fact that he was a corpse she bent over his body, distracted and bewildered as to what step she next should take.


  Her first feelings had undoubtedly been those of passionate grief at the loss of him; her second thoughts were concern at her own position as the daughter of an earl. ‘O, why, why, my unfortunate husband, did you die in my chamber at this hour!’ she said piteously to the corpse. ‘Why not have died in your own cottage if you would die! Then nobody would ever have known of our imprudent union, and no syllable would have been breathed of how I mis-mated myself for love of you!’


  The clock in the courtyard striking the solitary hour of one aroused Lady Caroline from the stupor into which she had fallen, and she stood up, and went towards the door. To awaken and tell her mother seemed her only way out of this terrible situation; yet when she put her hand on the key to unlock it she withdrew herself again. It would be impossible to call even her mother’s assistance without risking a revelation to all the world through the servants; while if she could remove the body unassisted to a distance she might avert suspicion of their union even now. This thought of immunity from the social consequences of her rash act, of renewed freedom, was indubitably a relief to her, for, as has been said, the constraint and riskiness of her position had begun to tell upon the Lady Caroline’s nerves.


  She braced herself for the effort, and hastily dressed herself, and then dressed him. Tying his dead hands together with a handkerchief, she laid his arms round her shoulders, and bore him to the landing and down the narrow stairs. Reaching the bottom by the window, she let his body slide slowly over the sill till it lay on the ground without. She then climbed over the window-sill herself, and, leaving the sash open, dragged him on to the lawn with a rustle not louder than the rustle of a broom. There she took a securer hold, and plunged with him under the trees, still dragging him by his tied hands.


  Away from the precincts of the house she could apply herself more vigorously to her task, which was a heavy one enough for her, robust as she was; and the exertion and fright she had already undergone began to tell upon her by the time she reached the corner of a beech-plantation which intervened between the manor-house and the village. Here she was so nearly exhausted that she feared she might have to leave him on the spot. But she plodded on after a while, and keeping upon the grass at every opportunity she stood at last opposite the poor young man’s garden-gate, where he lived with his father, the parish-clerk. How she accomplished the end of her task Lady Caroline never quite knew; but, to avoid leaving traces in the road, she carried him bodily across the gravel, and laid him down at the door. Perfectly aware of his ways of coming and going, she searched behind the shutter for the cottage door-key, which she placed in his cold hand. Then she kissed his face for the last time, and with silent little sobs bade him farewell.


  Lady Caroline retraced her steps, and reached the mansion without hindrance; and to her great relief found the window open just as she had left it. When she had climbed in she listened attentively, fastened the window behind her, and ascending the stairs noiselessly to her room, set everything in order, and returned to bed.


  The next morning it was speedily echoed around that the amiable and gentle young villager had been found dead outside his father’s door, which he had apparently been in the act of unlocking when he fell. The circumstances were sufficiently exceptional to justify an inquest, at which syncope from heart-disease was ascertained to be beyond doubt the explanation of his death, and no more was said about the matter then. But, after the funeral, it was rumoured that some man who had been returning late from a distant horse-fair had seen in the gloom of night a person, apparently a woman, dragging a heavy body of some sort towards the cottage-gate, which, by the light of after events, would seem to have been the corpse of the young fellow. His clothes were thereupon examined more particularly than at first, with the result that marks of friction were visible upon them here and there, precisely resembling such as would be left by dragging on the ground.


  Our beautiful and ingenious Lady Caroline was now in great consternation; and began to think that, after all, it might have been better to honestly confess the truth. But having reached this stage without discovery or suspicion, she determined to make another effort towards concealment; and a bright idea struck her as a means of securing it. I think I mentioned that, before she cast eyes on the unfortunate steward’s clerk, he had been the beloved of a certain village damsel, the woodman’s daughter, his neighbour, to whom he had paid some attentions; and possibly he was beloved of her still. At any rate, the Lady Caroline’s influence on the estates of her father being considerable, she resolved to seek an interview with the young girl in furtherance of her plan to save her reputation, about which she was now exceedingly anxious; for by this time, the fit being over, she began to be ashamed of her mad passion for her late husband, and almost wished she had never seen him.


  In the course of her parish-visiting she lighted on the young girl without much difficulty, and found her looking pale and sad, and wearing a simple black gown, which she had put on out of respect for the young man’s memory, whom she had tenderly loved, though he had not loved her.


  ‘Ah, you have lost your lover, Milly,’ said Lady Caroline.


  The young woman could not repress her tears. ‘My lady, he was not quite my lover,’ she said. ‘But I was his—and now he is dead I don’t care to live any more!’


  ‘Can you keep a secret about him?’ asks the lady; ‘one in which his honour is involved—which is known to me alone, but should be known to you?’


  The girl readily promised, and, indeed, could be safely trusted on such a subject, so deep was her affection for the youth she mourned.


  ‘Then meet me at his grave to-night, half-an-hour after sunset, and I will tell it to you,’ says the other.


  In the dusk of that spring evening the two shadowy figures of the young women converged upon the assistant-steward’s newly-turfed mound; and at that solemn place and hour, which she had chosen on purpose, the one of birth and beauty unfolded her tale: how she had loved him and married him secretly; how he had died in her chamber; and how, to keep her secret, she had dragged him to his own door.


  ‘Married him, my lady!’ said the rustic maiden, starting back.


  ‘I have said so,’ replied Lady Caroline. ‘But it was a mad thing, and a mistaken course. He ought to have married you. You, Milly, were peculiarly his. But you lost him.’


  ‘Yes,’ said the poor girl; ‘and for that they laughed at me. “Ha—ha, you mid love him, Milly,” they said; “but he will not love you!”’


  ‘Victory over such unkind jeerers would be sweet,’ said Lady Caroline. ‘You lost him in life; but you may have him in death as if you had had him in life; and so turn the tables upon them.’


  ‘How?’ said the breathless girl.


  The young lady then unfolded her plan, which was that Milly should go forward and declare that the young man had contracted a secret marriage (as he truly had done); that it was with her, Milly, his sweetheart; that he had been visiting her in her cottage on the evening of his death; when, on finding he was a corpse, she had carried him to his house to prevent discovery by her parents, and that she had meant to keep the whole matter a secret till the rumours afloat had forced it from her.


  ‘And how shall I prove this?’ said the woodman’s daughter, amazed at the boldness of the proposal.


  ‘Quite sufficiently. You can say, if necessary, that you were married to him at the church of St. Something, in Bath City, in my name, as the first that occurred to you, to escape detection. That was where he married me. I will support you in this.’


  ‘O—I don’t quite like——’


  ‘If you will do so,’ said the lady peremptorily, ‘I will always be your father’s friend and yours; if not, it will be otherwise. And I will give you my wedding-ring, which you shall wear as yours.’


  ‘Have you worn it, my lady?’


  ‘Only at night.’


  There was not much choice in the matter, and Milly consented. Then this noble lady took from her bosom the ring she had never been able openly to exhibit, and, grasping the young girl’s hand, slipped it upon her finger as she stood upon her lover’s grave.


  Milly shivered, and bowed her head, saying, ‘I feel as if I had become a corpse’s bride!’


  But from that moment the maiden was heart and soul in the substitution. A blissful repose came over her spirit. It seemed to her that she had secured in death him whom in life she had vainly idolized; and she was almost content. After that the lady handed over to the young man’s new wife all the little mementoes and trinkets he had given herself, even to a brooch containing his hair.


  The next day the girl made her so-called confession, which the simple mourning she had already worn, without stating for whom, seemed to bear out; and soon the story of the little romance spread through the village and country-side, almost as far as Melchester. It was a curious psychological fact that, having once made the avowal, Milly seemed possessed with a spirit of ecstasy at her position. With the liberal sum of money supplied to her by Lady Caroline she now purchased the garb of a widow, and duly appeared at church in her weeds, her simple face looking so sweet against its margin of crape that she was almost envied her state by the other village-girls of her age. And when a woman’s sorrow for her beloved can maim her young life so obviously as it had done Milly’s there was, in truth, little subterfuge in the case. Her explanation tallied so well with the details of her lover’s latter movements—those strange absences and sudden returnings, which had occasionally puzzled his friends—that nobody supposed for a moment that the second actor in these secret nuptials was other than she. The actual and whole truth would indeed have seemed a preposterous assertion beside this plausible one, by reason of the lofty demeanour of the Lady Caroline and the unassuming habits of the late villager. There being no inheritance in question, not a soul took the trouble to go to the city church, forty miles off, and search the registers for marriage signatures bearing out so humble a romance.


  In a short time Milly caused a decent tombstone to be erected over her nominal husband’s grave, whereon appeared the statement that it was placed there by his heartbroken widow, which, considering that the payment for it came from Lady Caroline and the grief from Milly, was as truthful as such inscriptions usually are, and only required pluralizing to render it yet more nearly so.


  The impressionable and complaisant Milly, in her character of widow, took delight in going to his grave every day, and indulging in sorrow which was a positive luxury to her. She placed fresh flowers on his grave, and so keen was her emotional imaginativeness that she almost believed herself to have been his wife indeed as she walked to and fro in her garb of woe. One afternoon, Milly being busily engaged in this labour of love at the grave, Lady Caroline passed outside the churchyard wall with some of her visiting friends, who, seeing Milly there, watched her actions with interest, remarked upon the pathos of the scene, and upon the intense affection the young man must have felt for such a tender creature as Milly. A strange light, as of pain, shot from the Lady Caroline’s eye, as if for the first time she begrudged to the young girl the position she had been at such pains to transfer to her; it showed that a slumbering affection for her husband still had life in Lady Caroline, obscured and stifled as it was by social considerations.


  An end was put to this smooth arrangement by the sudden appearance in the churchyard one day of the Lady Caroline, when Milly had come there on her usual errand of laying flowers. Lady Caroline had been anxiously awaiting her behind the chancel, and her countenance was pale and agitated.


  ‘Milly!’ she said, ‘come here! I don’t know how to say to you what I am going to say. I am half dead!’


  ‘I am sorry for your ladyship,’ says Milly, wondering.


  ‘Give me that ring!’ says the lady, snatching at the girl’s left hand.


  Milly drew it quickly away.


  ‘I tell you give it to me!’ repeated Caroline, almost fiercely. ‘O—but you don’t know why? I am in a grief and a trouble I did not expect!’ And Lady Caroline whispered a few words to the girl.


  ‘O my lady!’ said the thunderstruck Milly. ‘What will you do?’


  ‘You must say that your statement was a wicked lie, an invention, a scandal, a deadly sin—that I told you to make it to screen me! That it was I whom he married at Bath. In short, we must tell the truth, or I am ruined—body, mind, and reputation—for ever!’


  But there is a limit to the flexibility of gentle-souled women. Milly by this time had so grown to the idea of being one flesh with this young man, of having the right to bear his name as she bore it; had so thoroughly come to regard him as her husband, to dream of him as her husband, to speak of him as her husband, that she could not relinquish him at a moment’s peremptory notice.


  ‘No, no,’ she said desperately, ‘I cannot, I will not give him up! Your ladyship took him away from me alive, and gave him back to me only when he was dead. Now I will keep him! I am truly his widow. More truly than you, my lady! for I love him and mourn for him, and call myself by his dear name, and your ladyship does neither!’


  ‘I do love him!’ cries Lady Caroline with flashing eyes, ‘and I cling to him, and won’t let him go to such as you! How can I, when he is the father of this poor child that’s coming to me? I must have him back again! Milly, Milly, can’t you pity and understand me, perverse girl that you are, and the miserable plight that I am in? O, this precipitancy—it is the ruin of women! Why did I not consider, and wait! Come, give me back all that I have given you, and assure me you will support me in confessing the truth!’


  ‘Never, never!’ persisted Milly, with woe-begone passionateness. ‘Look at this headstone! Look at my gown and bonnet of crape—this ring: listen to the name they call me by! My character is worth as much to me as yours is to you! After declaring my Love mine, myself his, taking his name, making his death my own particular sorrow, how can I say it was not so? No such dishonour for me! I will outswear you, my lady; and I shall be believed. My story is so much the more likely that yours will be thought false. But, O please, my lady, do not drive me to this! In pity let me keep him!’


  The poor nominal widow exhibited such anguish at a proposal which would have been truly a bitter humiliation to her, that Lady Caroline was warmed to pity in spite of her own condition.


  ‘Yes, I see your position,’ she answered. ‘But think of mine! What can I do? Without your support it would seem an invention to save me from disgrace; even if I produced the register, the love of scandal in the world is such that the multitude would slur over the fact, say it was a fabrication, and believe your story. I do not know who were the witnesses, or the name of the church, or anything!’


  In a few minutes these two poor young women felt, as so many in a strait have felt before, that union was their greatest strength, even now; and they consulted calmly together. The result of their deliberations was that Milly went home as usual, and Lady Caroline also, the latter confessing that very night to the Countess her mother of the marriage, and to nobody else in the world. And, some time after, Lady Caroline and her mother went away to London, where a little while later still they were joined by Milly, who was supposed to have left the village to proceed to a watering-place in the North for the benefit of her health, at the expense of the ladies of the Manor, who had been much interested in her state of lonely and defenceless widowhood.


  Early the next year the ostensible widow Milly came home with an infant in her arms, the family at the Manor House having meanwhile gone abroad. They did not return from their tour till the autumn ensuing, by which time Milly and the child had again departed from the cottage of her father the woodman, Milly having attained to the dignity of dwelling in a cottage of her own, many miles to the eastward of her native village; a comfortable little allowance had moreover been settled on her and the child for life, through the instrumentality of Lady Caroline and her mother.


  Two or three years passed away, and the Lady Caroline married a nobleman—the Marquis of Stonehenge—considerably her senior, who had wooed her long and phlegmatically. He was not rich, but she led a placid life with him for many years, though there was no child of the marriage. Meanwhile Milly’s boy, as the youngster was called, and as Milly herself considered him, grew up, and throve wonderfully, and loved her as she deserved to be loved for her devotion to him, in whom she every day traced more distinctly the lineaments of the man who had won her girlish heart, and kept it even in the tomb.


  She educated him as well as she could with the limited means at her disposal, for the allowance had never been increased, Lady Caroline, or the Marchioness of Stonehenge as she now was, seeming by degrees to care little what had become of them. Milly became extremely ambitious on the boy’s account; she pinched herself almost of necessaries to send him to the Grammar School in the town to which they retired, and at twenty he enlisted in a cavalry regiment, joining it with a deliberate intent of making the Army his profession, and not in a freak of idleness. His exceptional attainments, his manly bearing, his steady conduct, speedily won him promotion, which was furthered by the serious war in which this country was at that time engaged. On his return to England after the peace he had risen to the rank of riding-master, and was soon after advanced another stage, and made quartermaster, though still a young man.


  His mother—his corporeal mother, that is, the Marchioness of Stonehenge—heard tidings of this unaided progress; it reawakened her maternal instincts, and filled her with pride. She became keenly interested in her successful soldier-son; and as she grew older much wished to see him again, particularly when, the Marquis dying, she was left a solitary and childless widow. Whether or not she would have gone to him of her own impulse I cannot say; but one day, when she was driving in an open carriage in the outskirts of a neighbouring town, the troops lying at the barracks hard by passed her in marching order. She eyed them narrowly, and in the finest of the horsemen recognized her son from his likeness to her first husband.


  This sight of him doubly intensified the motherly emotions which had lain dormant in her for so many years, and she wildly asked herself how she could so have neglected him? Had she possessed the true courage of affection she would have owned to her first marriage, and have reared him as her own! What would it have mattered if she had never obtained this precious coronet of pearls and gold leaves, by comparison with the gain of having the love and protection of such a noble and worthy son? These and other sad reflections cut the gloomy and solitary lady to the heart; and she repented of her pride in disclaiming her first husband more bitterly than she had ever repented of her infatuation in marrying him.


  Her yearning was so strong that at length it seemed to her that she could not live without announcing herself to him as his mother. Come what might, she would do it: late as it was, she would have him away from that woman whom she began to hate with the fierceness of a deserted heart for having taken her place as the mother of her only child. She felt confidently enough that her son would only too gladly exchange a cottage-mother for one who was a peeress of the realm. Being now, in her widowhood, free to come and go as she chose, without question from anybody, Lady Stonehenge started next day for the little town where Milly yet lived, still in her robes of sable for the lost lover of her youth.


  ‘He is my son,’ said the Marchioness, as soon as she was alone in the cottage with Milly. ‘You must give him back to me, now that I am in a position in which I can defy the world’s opinion. I suppose he comes to see you continually?’


  ‘Every month since he returned from the war, my lady. And sometimes he stays two or three days, and takes me about seeing sights everywhere!’ She spoke with quiet triumph.


  ‘Well, you will have to give him up,’ said the Marchioness calmly. ‘It shall not be the worse for you—you may see him when you choose. I am going to avow my first marriage, and have him with me.’


  ‘You forget that there are two to be reckoned with, my lady. Not only me, but himself.’


  ‘That can be arranged. You don’t suppose that he wouldn’t——’ But not wishing to insult Milly by comparing their positions, she said, ‘He is my own flesh and blood, not yours.’


  ‘Flesh and blood’s nothing!’ said Milly, flashing with as much scorn as a cottager could show to a peeress, which, in this case, was not so little as may be supposed. ‘But I will agree to put it to him, and let him settle it for himself.’


  ‘That’s all I require,’ said Lady Stonehenge. ‘You must ask him to come, and I will meet him here.’


  The soldier was written to, and the meeting took place. He was not so much astonished at the disclosure of his parentage as Lady Stonehenge had been led to expect, having known for years that there was a little mystery about his birth. His manner towards the Marchioness, though respectful, was less warm than she could have hoped. The alternatives as to his choice of a mother were put before him. His answer amazed and stupefied her.


  ‘No, my lady,’ said the quartermaster. ‘Thank you much, but I prefer to let things be as they have been. My father’s name is mine in any case. You see, my lady, you cared little for me when I was weak and helpless; why should I come to you now I am strong? She, dear devoted soul [pointing to Milly], tended me from my birth, watched over me, nursed me when I was ill, and deprived herself of many a little comfort to push me on. I cannot love another mother as I love her. She is my mother, and I will always be her son!’ As he spoke he put his manly arm round Milly’s neck, and kissed her with the tenderest affection.


  The agony of the poor Marchioness was pitiable. ‘You kill me!’ she said, between her shaking sobs. ‘Cannot you—love—me—too?’


  ‘No, my lady. If I must say it, you were once ashamed of my poor father, who was a sincere and honest man; therefore, I am now ashamed of you.’


  Nothing would move him; and the suffering woman at last gasped, ‘Cannot—O, cannot you give one kiss to me—as you did to her? It is not much—it is all I ask—all!’


  ‘Certainly,’ he replied.


  He kissed her, but with a difference—quite coldly; and the painful scene came to an end. That day was the beginning of death to the unfortunate Marchioness of Stonehenge. It was in the perverseness of her human heart that his denial of her should add fuel to the fire of her craving for his love. How long afterwards she lived I do not know with any exactness, but it was no great length of time. That anguish that is sharper than a serpent’s tooth wore her out soon. Utterly reckless of the world, its ways, and its opinions, she allowed her story to become known; and when the welcome end supervened (which, I grieve to say, she refused to lighten by the consolations of religion), a broken heart was the truest phrase in which to sum up its cause.


  The rural dean having concluded, some observations upon his tale were made in due course. The sentimental member said that Lady Caroline’s history afforded a sad instance of how an honest human affection will become shamefaced and mean under the frost of class-division and social prejudices. She probably deserved some pity; though her offspring, before he grew up to man’s estate, had deserved more. There was no pathos like the pathos of childhood, when a child found itself in a world where it was not wanted, and could not understand the reason why. A tale by the speaker, further illustrating the same subject, though with different results from the last, naturally followed.


  ♣


  Dame the Fourth


  Lady Mottisfont


  By the Sentimental Member.


  Of all the romantic towns in Wessex, Wintoncester is probably the most convenient for meditative people to live in; since there you have a cathedral with a nave so long that it affords space in which to walk and summon your remoter moods without continually turning on your heel, or seeming to do more than take an afternoon stroll under cover from the rain or sun. In an uninterrupted course of nearly three hundred steps eastward, and again nearly three hundred steps westward amid those magnificent tombs, you can, for instance, compare in the most leisurely way the dry dustiness which ultimately pervades the persons of kings and bishops with the damper dustiness that is usually the final shape of commoners, curates, and others who take their last rest out of doors. Then, if you are in love, you can, by sauntering in the chapels and behind the episcopal chantries with the bright-eyed one, so steep and mellow your ecstasy in the solemnities around, that it will assume a rarer and finer tincture, even more grateful to the understanding, if not to the senses, than that form of the emotion which arises from such companionship in spots where all is life, and growth, and fecundity.


  It was in this solemn place, whither they had withdrawn from the sight of relatives on one cold day in March, that Sir Ashley Mottisfont asked in marriage, as his second wife, Philippa, the gentle daughter of plain Squire Okehall. Her life had been an obscure one thus far; while Sir Ashley, though not a rich man, had a certain distinction about him; so that everybody thought what a convenient, elevating, and, in a word, blessed match it would be for such a supernumerary as she. Nobody thought so more than the amiable girl herself. She had been smitten with such affection for him that, when she walked the cathedral aisles at his side on the before-mentioned day, she did not know that her feet touched hard pavement; it seemed to her rather that she was floating in space. Philippa was an ecstatic, heart-thumping maiden, and could not understand how she had deserved to have sent to her such an illustrious lover, such a travelled personage, such a handsome man.


  When he put the question, it was in no clumsy language, such as the ordinary bucolic county landlords were wont to use on like quivering occasions, but as elegantly as if he had been taught it in Enfield’s Speaker. Yet he hesitated a little—for he had something to add.


  ‘My pretty Philippa,’ he said (she was not very pretty by the way), ‘I have, you must know, a little girl dependent upon me: a little waif I found one day in a patch of wild oats [such was this worthy baronet’s humour] when I was riding home: a little nameless creature, whom I wish to take care of till she is old enough to take care of herself, and to educate in a plain way. She is only fifteen months old, and is at present in the hands of a kind villager’s wife in my parish. Will you object to give some attention to the little thing in her helplessness?’


  It need hardly be said that our innocent young lady, loving him so deeply and joyfully as she did, replied that she would do all she could for the nameless child; and, shortly afterwards, the pair were married in the same cathedral that had echoed the whispers of his declaration, the officiating minister being the Bishop himself, a venerable and experienced man, so well accomplished in uniting people who had a mind for that sort of experiment, that the couple, with some sense of surprise, found themselves one while they were still vaguely gazing at each other as two independent beings.


  After this operation they went home to Deansleigh Park, and made a beginning of living happily ever after. Lady Mottisfont, true to her promise, was always running down to the village during the following weeks to see the baby whom her husband had so mysteriously lighted on during his ride home—concerning which interesting discovery she had her own opinion; but being so extremely amiable and affectionate that she could have loved stocks and stones if there had been no living creatures to love, she uttered none of her thoughts. The little thing, who had been christened Dorothy, took to Lady Mottisfont as if the baronet’s young wife had been her mother; and at length Philippa grew so fond of the child that she ventured to ask her husband if she might have Dorothy in her own home, and bring her up carefully, just as if she were her own. To this he answered that, though remarks might be made thereon, he had no objection; a fact which was obvious, Sir Ashley seeming rather pleased than otherwise with the proposal.


  After this they lived quietly and uneventfully for two or three years at Sir Ashley Mottisfont’s residence in that part of England, with as near an approach to bliss as the climate of this country allows. The child had been a godsend to Philippa, for there seemed no great probability of her having one of her own: and she wisely regarded the possession of Dorothy as a special kindness of Providence, and did not worry her mind at all as to Dorothy’s possible origin. Being a tender and impulsive creature, she loved her husband without criticism, exhaustively and religiously, and the child not much otherwise. She watched the little foundling as if she had been her own by nature, and Dorothy became a great solace to her when her husband was absent on pleasure or business; and when he came home he looked pleased to see how the two had won each other’s hearts. Sir Ashley would kiss his wife, and his wife would kiss little Dorothy, and little Dorothy would kiss Sir Ashley, and after this triangular burst of affection Lady Mottisfont would say, ‘Dear me—I forget she is not mine!’


  ‘What does it matter?’ her husband would reply. ‘Providence is fore-knowing. He has sent this one because he is not intending to send us one by any other channel.’


  Their life was of the simplest. Since his travels the baronet had taken to sporting and farming; while Philippa was a pattern of domesticity. Their pleasures were all local. They retired early to rest, and rose with the cart-horses and whistling waggoners. They knew the names of every bird and tree not exceptionally uncommon, and could foretell the weather almost as well as anxious farmers and old people with corns.


  One day Sir Ashley Mottisfont received a letter, which he read, and musingly laid down on the table without remark.


  ‘What is it, dearest?’ asked his wife, glancing at the sheet.


  ‘Oh, it is from an old lawyer at Bath whom I used to know. He reminds me of something I said to him four or five years ago—some little time before we were married—about Dorothy.’


  ‘What about her?’


  ‘It was a casual remark I made to him, when I thought you might not take kindly to her, that if he knew a lady who was anxious to adopt a child, and could insure a good home to Dorothy, he was to let me know.’


  ‘But that was when you had nobody to take care of her,’ she said quickly. ‘How absurd of him to write now! Does he know you are married? He must, surely.’


  ‘O yes!’


  He handed her the letter. The solicitor stated that a widow lady of position, who did not at present wish her name to be disclosed, had lately become a client of his while taking the waters, and had mentioned to him that she would like a little girl to bring up as her own, if she could be certain of finding one of good and pleasing disposition; and, the better to insure this, she would not wish the child to be too young for judging her qualities. He had remembered Sir Ashley’s observation to him a long while ago, and therefore brought the matter before him. It would be an excellent home for the little girl—of that he was positive—if she had not already found such a home.


  ‘But it is absurd of the man to write so long after!’ said Lady Mottisfont, with a lumpiness about the back of her throat as she thought how much Dorothy had become to her. ‘I suppose it was when you first—found her—that you told him this?’


  ‘Exactly—it was then.’


  He fell into thought, and neither Sir Ashley nor Lady Mottisfont took the trouble to answer the lawyer’s letter; and so the matter ended for the time.


  One day at dinner, on their return from a short absence in town, whither they had gone to see what the world was doing, hear what it was saying, and to make themselves generally fashionable after rusticating for so long—on this occasion, I say, they learnt from some friend who had joined them at dinner that Fernell Hall—the manorial house of the estate next their own, which had been offered on lease by reason of the impecuniosity of its owner—had been taken for a term by a widow lady, an Italian Contessa, whose name I will not mention for certain reasons which may by and by appear. Lady Mottisfont expressed her surprise and interest at the probability of having such a neighbour. ‘Though, if I had been born in Italy, I think I should have liked to remain there,’ she said.


  ‘She is not Italian, though her husband was,’ said Sir Ashley.


  ‘O; you have heard about her before now?’


  ‘Yes; they were talking of her at Grey’s the other evening. She is English.’ And then, as her husband said no more about the lady, the friend who was dining with them told Lady Mottisfont that the Countess’s father had speculated largely in East-India Stock, in which immense fortunes were being made at that time: through this his daughter had found herself enormously wealthy at his death, which had occurred only a few weeks after the death of her husband. It was supposed that the marriage of an enterprising English speculator’s daughter to a poor foreign nobleman had been matter of arrangement merely. As soon as the Countess’s widowhood was a little further advanced she would, no doubt, be the mark of all the schemers who came near her, for she was still quite young. But at present she seemed to desire quiet, and avoided society and town.


  Some weeks after this time Sir Ashley Mottisfont sat looking fixedly at his lady for many moments. He said:


  ‘It might have been better for Dorothy if the Countess had taken her. She is so wealthy in comparison with ourselves, and could have ushered the girl into the great world more effectually than we ever shall be able to do.’


  ‘The Contessa take Dorothy?’ said Lady Mottisfont with a start. ‘What—was she the lady who wished to adopt her?’


  ‘Yes; she was staying at Bath when Lawyer Gayton wrote to me.’


  ‘But how do you know all this, Ashley?’


  He showed a little hesitation. ‘Oh, I’ve seen her,’ he says. ‘You know, she drives to the meet sometimes, though she does not ride; and she has informed me that she was the lady who inquired at Gayton.’


  ‘You have talked to her as well as seen her, then?’


  ‘O yes, several times; everybody has.’


  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ says his lady. ‘I had quite forgotten to call upon her. I’ll go to-morrow, or soon…. But I can’t think, Ashley, how you can say that it might have been better for Dorothy to have gone to her; she is so much our own now that I cannot admit any such conjectures as those, even in jest.’ Her eyes reproached him so eloquently that Sir Ashley Mottisfont did not answer.


  Lady Mottisfont did not hunt any more than the Anglo-Italian Countess did; indeed, she had become so absorbed in household matters and in Dorothy’s well-being that she had no mind to waste a minute on mere enjoyments. As she had said, to talk coolly of what might have been the best destination in days past for a child to whom they had become so attached seemed quite barbarous, and she could not understand how her husband should consider the point so abstractedly; for, as will probably have been guessed, Lady Mottisfont long before this time, if she had not done so at the very beginning, divined Sir Ashley’s true relation to Dorothy. But the baronet’s wife was so discreetly meek and mild that she never told him of her surmise, and took what Heaven had sent her without cavil, her generosity in this respect having been bountifully rewarded by the new life she found in her love for the little girl.


  Her husband recurred to the same uncomfortable subject when, a few days later, they were speaking of travelling abroad. He said that it was almost a pity, if they thought of going, that they had not fallen in with the Countess’s wish. That lady had told him that she had met Dorothy walking with her nurse, and that she had never seen a child she liked so well.


  ‘What—she covets her still? How impertinent of the woman!’ said Lady Mottisfont.


  ‘She seems to do so…. You see, dearest Philippa, the advantage to Dorothy would have been that the Countess would have adopted her legally, and have made her as her own daughter; while we have not done that—we are only bringing up and educating a poor child in charity.’


  ‘But I’ll adopt her fully—make her mine legally!’ cried his wife in an anxious voice. ‘How is it to be done?’


  ‘H’m.’ He did not inform her, but fell into thought; and, for reasons of her own, his lady was restless and uneasy.


  The very next day Lady Mottisfont drove to Fernell Hall to pay the neglected call upon her neighbour. The Countess was at home, and received her graciously. But poor Lady Mottisfont’s heart died within her as soon as she set eyes on her new acquaintance. Such wonderful beauty, of the fully-developed kind, had never confronted her before inside the lines of a human face. She seemed to shine with every light and grace that woman can possess. Her finished Continental manners, her expanded mind, her ready wit, composed a study that made the other poor lady sick; for she, and latterly Sir Ashley himself, were rather rural in manners, and she felt abashed by new sounds and ideas from without. She hardly knew three words in any language but her own, while this divine creature, though truly English, had, apparently, whatever she wanted in the Italian and French tongues to suit every impression; which was considered a great improvement to speech in those days, and, indeed, is by many considered as such in these.


  ‘How very strange it was about the little girl!’ the Contessa said to Lady Mottisfont, in her gay tones. ‘I mean, that the child the lawyer recommended should, just before then, have been adopted by you, who are now my neighbour. How is she getting on? I must come and see her.’


  ‘Do you still want her?’ asks Lady Mottisfont suspiciously.


  ‘O, I should like to have her!’


  ‘But you can’t! She’s mine!’ said the other greedily.


  A drooping manner appeared in the Countess from that moment.


  Lady Mottisfont, too, was in a wretched mood all the way home that day. The Countess was so charming in every way that she had charmed her gentle ladyship; how should it be possible that she had failed to charm Sir Ashley? Moreover, she had awakened a strange thought in Philippa’s mind. As soon as she reached home she rushed to the nursery, and there, seizing Dorothy, frantically kissed her; then, holding her at arm’s length, she gazed with a piercing inquisitiveness into the girl’s lineaments. She sighed deeply, abandoned the wondering Dorothy, and hastened away.


  She had seen there not only her husband’s traits, which she had often beheld before, but others, of the shade, shape, and expression which characterized those of her new neighbour.


  Then this poor lady perceived the whole perturbing sequence of things, and asked herself how she could have been such a walking piece of simplicity as not to have thought of this before. But she did not stay long upbraiding herself for her shortsightedness, so overwhelmed was she with misery at the spectacle of herself as an intruder between these. To be sure she could not have foreseen such a conjuncture; but that did not lessen her grief. The woman who had been both her husband’s bliss and his backsliding had reappeared free when he was no longer so, and she evidently was dying to claim her own in the person of Dorothy, who had meanwhile grown to be, to Lady Mottisfont, almost the only source of each day’s happiness, supplying her with something to watch over, inspiring her with the sense of maternity, and so largely reflecting her husband’s nature as almost to deceive her into the pleasant belief that the girl reflected her own also.


  If there was a single direction in which this devoted and virtuous lady erred, it was in the direction of over-submissiveness. When all is said and done, and the truth told, men seldom show much self-sacrifice in their conduct as lords and masters to helpless women bound to them for life, and perhaps (though I say it with all uncertainty) if she had blazed up in his face like a furze-faggot, directly he came home, she might have helped herself a little. But God knows whether this is a true supposition; at any rate she did no such thing; and waited and prayed that she might never do despite to him who, she was bound to admit, had always been tender and courteous towards her; and hoped that little Dorothy might never be taken away.


  By degrees the two households became friendly, and very seldom did a week pass without their seeing something of each other. Try as she might, and dangerous as she assumed the acquaintanceship to be, Lady Mottisfont could detect no fault or flaw in her new friend. It was obvious that Dorothy had been the magnet which had drawn the Contessa hither, and not Sir Ashley. Such beauty, united with such understanding and brightness, Philippa had never before known in one of her own sex, and she tried to think (whether she succeeded I do not know) that she did not mind the propinquity; since a woman so rich, so fair, and with such a command of suitors, could not desire to wreck the happiness of so inoffensive a person as herself.


  The season drew on when it was the custom for families of distinction to go off to The Bath, and Sir Ashley Mottisfont persuaded his wife to accompany him thither with Dorothy. Everybody of any note was there this year. From their own part of England came many that they knew; among the rest, Lord and Lady Purbeck, the Earl and Countess of Wessex, Sir John Grebe, the Drenkhards, Lady Stourvale, the old Duke of Hamptonshire, the Bishop of Melchester, the Dean of Exonbury, and other lesser lights of Court, pulpit and field. Thither also came the fair Contessa, whom, as soon as Philippa saw how much she was sought after by younger men, she could not conscientiously suspect of renewed designs upon Sir Ashley.


  But the Countess had finer opportunities than ever with Dorothy; for Lady Mottisfont was often indisposed, and even at other times could not honestly hinder an intercourse which gave bright ideas to the child. Dorothy welcomed her new acquaintance with a strange and instinctive readiness that intimated the wonderful subtlety of the threads which bind flesh and flesh together.


  At last the crisis came: it was precipitated by an accident. Dorothy and her nurse had gone out one day for an airing, leaving Lady Mottisfont alone indoors. While she sat gloomily thinking that in all likelihood the Countess would contrive to meet the child somewhere, and exchange a few tender words with her, Sir Ashley Mottisfont rushed in and informed her that Dorothy had just had the narrowest possible escape from death. Some workmen were undermining a house to pull it down for rebuilding, when, without warning, the front wall inclined slowly outwards for its fall, the nurse and child passing beneath it at the same moment. The fall was temporarily arrested by the scaffolding, while in the meantime the Countess had witnessed their imminent danger from the other side of the street. Springing across, she snatched Dorothy from under the wall, and pulled the nurse after her, the middle of the way being barely reached before they were enveloped in the dense dust of the descending mass, though not a stone touched them.


  ‘Where is Dorothy?’ says the excited Lady Mottisfont.


  ‘She has her—she won’t let her go for a time——’


  ‘Has her? But she’s mine—she’s mine!’ cries Lady Mottisfont.


  Then her quick and tender eyes perceived that her husband had almost forgotten her intrusive existence in contemplating the oneness of Dorothy’s, the Countess’s, and his own: he was in a dream of exaltation which recognized nothing necessary to his well-being outside that welded circle of three lives.


  Dorothy was at length brought home; she was much fascinated by the Countess, and saw nothing tragic, but rather all that was truly delightful, in what had happened. In the evening, when the excitement was over, and Dorothy was put to bed, Sir Ashley said, ‘She has saved Dorothy; and I have been asking myself what I can do for her as a slight acknowledgment of her heroism. Surely we ought to let her have Dorothy to bring up, since she still desires to do it? It would be so much to Dorothy’s advantage. We ought to look at it in that light, and not selfishly.’


  Philippa seized his hand. ‘Ashley, Ashley! You don’t mean it—that I must lose my pretty darling—the only one I have?’ She met his gaze with her piteous mouth and wet eyes so painfully strained, that he turned away his face.


  The next morning, before Dorothy was awake, Lady Mottisfont stole to the girl’s bedside, and sat regarding her. When Dorothy opened her eyes, she fixed them for a long time upon Philippa’s features.


  ‘Mamma—you are not so pretty as the Contessa, are you?’ she said at length.


  ‘I am not, Dorothy.’


  ‘Why are you not, mamma?’


  ‘Dorothy—where would you rather live, always; with me, or with her?’


  The little girl looked troubled. ‘I am sorry, mamma; I don’t mean to be unkind; but I would rather live with her; I mean, if I might without trouble, and you did not mind, and it could be just the same to us all, you know.’


  ‘Has she ever asked you the same question?’


  ‘Never, mamma.’


  There lay the sting of it: the Countess seemed the soul of honour and fairness in this matter, test her as she might. That afternoon Lady Mottisfont went to her husband with singular firmness upon her gentle face.


  ‘Ashley, we have been married nearly five years, and I have never challenged you with what I know perfectly well—the parentage of Dorothy.’


  ‘Never have you, Philippa dear. Though I have seen that you knew from the first.’


  ‘From the first as to her father, not as to her mother. Her I did not know for some time; but I know now.’


  ‘Ah! you have discovered that too?’ says he, without much surprise.


  ‘Could I help it? Very well, that being so, I have thought it over; and I have spoken to Dorothy. I agree to her going. I can do no less than grant to the Countess her wish, after her kindness to my—your—her—child.’


  Then this self-sacrificing woman went hastily away that he might not see that her heart was bursting; and thereupon, before they left the city, Dorothy changed her mother and her home. After this, the Countess went away to London for a while, taking Dorothy with her; and the baronet and his wife returned to their lonely place at Deansleigh Park without her.


  To renounce Dorothy in the bustle of Bath was a different thing from living without her in this quiet home. One evening Sir Ashley missed his wife from the supper-table; her manner had been so pensive and woeful of late that he immediately became alarmed. He said nothing, but looked about outside the house narrowly, and discerned her form in the park, where recently she had been accustomed to walk alone. In its lower levels there was a pool fed by a trickling brook, and he reached this spot in time to hear a splash. Running forward, he dimly perceived her light gown floating in the water. To pull her out was the work of a few instants, and bearing her indoors to her room, he undressed her, nobody in the house knowing of the incident but himself. She had not been immersed long enough to lose her senses, and soon recovered. She owned that she had done it because the Contessa had taken away her child, as she persisted in calling Dorothy. Her husband spoke sternly to her, and impressed upon her the weakness of giving way thus, when all that had happened was for the best. She took his reproof meekly, and admitted her fault.


  After that she became more resigned, but he often caught her in tears over some doll, shoe, or ribbon of Dorothy’s, and decided to take her to the North of England for change of air and scene. This was not without its beneficial effect, corporeally no less than mentally, as later events showed, but she still evinced a preternatural sharpness of ear at the most casual mention of the child. When they reached home, the Countess and Dorothy were still absent from the neighbouring Fernell Hall, but in a month or two they returned, and a little later Sir Ashley Mottisfont came into his wife’s room full of news.


  ‘Well—would you think it, Philippa! After being so desperate, too, about getting Dorothy to be with her!’


  ‘Ah—what?’


  ‘Our neighbour, the Countess, is going to be married again! It is to somebody she has met in London.’


  Lady Mottisfont was much surprised; she had never dreamt of such an event. The conflict for the possession of Dorothy’s person had obscured the possibility of it; yet what more likely, the Countess being still under thirty, and so good-looking?


  ‘What is of still more interest to us, or to you,’ continued her husband, ‘is a kind offer she has made. She is willing that you should have Dorothy back again. Seeing what a grief the loss of her has been to you, she will try to do without her.’


  ‘It is not for that; it is not to oblige me,’ said Lady Mottisfont quickly. ‘One can see well enough what it is for!’


  ‘Well, never mind; beggars mustn’t be choosers. The reason or motive is nothing to us, so that you obtain your desire.’


  ‘I am not a beggar any longer,’ said Lady Mottisfont, with proud mystery.


  ‘What do you mean by that?’


  Lady Mottisfont hesitated. However, it was only too plain that she did not now jump at a restitution of one for whom some months before she had been breaking her heart.


  The explanation of this change of mood became apparent some little time farther on. Lady Mottisfont, after five years of wedded life, was expecting to become a mother, and the aspect of many things was greatly altered in her view. Among the more important changes was that of no longer feeling Dorothy to be absolutely indispensable to her existence.


  Meanwhile, in view of her coming marriage, the Countess decided to abandon the remainder of her term at Fernell Hall, and return to her pretty little house in town. But she could not do this quite so quickly as she had expected, and half a year or more elapsed before she finally quitted the neighbourhood, the interval being passed in alternations between the country and London. Prior to her last departure she had an interview with Sir Ashley Mottisfont, and it occurred three days after his wife had presented him with a son and heir.


  ‘I wanted to speak to you,’ said the Countess, looking him luminously in the face, ‘about the dear foundling I have adopted temporarily, and thought to have adopted permanently. But my marriage makes it too risky!’


  ‘I thought it might be that,’ he answered, regarding her steadfastly back again, and observing two tears come slowly into her eyes as she heard her own voice describe Dorothy in those words.


  ‘Don’t criticize me,’ she said hastily; and recovering herself, went on. ‘If Lady Mottisfont could take her back again, as I suggested, it would be better for me, and certainly no worse for Dorothy. To every one but ourselves she is but a child I have taken a fancy to, and Lady Mottisfont coveted her so much, and was very reluctant to let her go…. I am sure she will adopt her again?’ she added anxiously.


  ‘I will sound her afresh,’ said the baronet. ‘You leave Dorothy behind for the present?’


  ‘Yes; although I go away, I do not give up the house for another month.’


  He did not speak to his wife about the proposal till some few days after, when Lady Mottisfont had nearly recovered, and news of the Countess’s marriage in London had just reached them. He had no sooner mentioned Dorothy’s name than Lady Mottisfont showed symptoms of disquietude.


  ‘I have not acquired any dislike of Dorothy,’ she said, ‘but I feel that there is one nearer to me now. Dorothy chose the alternative of going to the Countess, you must remember, when I put it to her as between the Countess and myself.’


  ‘But, my dear Philippa, how can you argue thus about a child, and that child our Dorothy?’


  ‘Not ours,’ said his wife, pointing to the cot. ‘Ours is here.’


  ‘What, then, Philippa,’ he said, surprised, ‘you won’t have her back, after nearly dying of grief at the loss of her?’


  ‘I cannot argue, dear Ashley. I should prefer not to have the responsibility of Dorothy again. Her place is filled now.’


  Her husband sighed, and went out of the chamber. There had been a previous arrangement that Dorothy should be brought to the house on a visit that day, but instead of taking her up to his wife, he did not inform Lady Mottisfont of the child’s presence. He entertained her himself as well as he could, and accompanied her into the park, where they had a ramble together. Presently he sat down on the root of an elm and took her upon his knee.


  ‘Between this husband and this baby, little Dorothy, you who had two homes are left out in the cold,’ he said.


  ‘Can’t I go to London with my pretty mamma?’ said Dorothy, perceiving from his manner that there was a hitch somewhere.


  ‘I am afraid not, my child. She only took you to live with her because she was lonely, you know.’


  ‘Then can’t I stay at Deansleigh Park with my other mamma and you?’


  ‘I am afraid that cannot be done either,’ said he sadly. ‘We have a baby in the house now.’ He closed the reply by stooping down and kissing her, there being a tear in his eye.


  ‘Then nobody wants me!’ said Dorothy pathetically.


  ‘O yes, somebody wants you,’ he assured her. ‘Where would you like to live besides?’


  Dorothy’s experiences being rather limited, she mentioned the only other place in the world that she was acquainted with, the cottage of the villager who had taken care of her before Lady Mottisfont had removed her to the Manor House.


  ‘Yes; that’s where you’ll be best off, and most independent,’ he answered. ‘And I’ll come to see you, my dear girl, and bring you pretty things; and perhaps you’ll be just as happy there.’


  Nevertheless, when the change came, and Dorothy was handed over to the kind cottage-woman, the poor child missed the luxurious roominess of Fernell Hall and Deansleigh; and for a long time her little feet, which had been accustomed to carpets and oak floors, suffered from the cold of the stone flags on which it was now her lot to live and to play; while chilblains came upon her fingers with washing at the pump. But thicker shoes with nails in them somewhat remedied the cold feet, and her complaints and tears on this and other scores diminished to silence as she became inured anew to the hardships of the farm-cottage, and she grew up robust if not handsome. She was never altogether lost sight of by Sir Ashley, though she was deprived of the systematic education which had been devised and begun for her by Lady Mottisfont, as well as by her real mother, the enthusiastic Countess. The latter soon had other Dorothys to think of, who occupied her time and affection as fully as Lady Mottisfont’s were occupied by her precious boy. In the course of time the doubly-desired and doubly-rejected Dorothy married, I believe, a respectable road-contractor—the same, if I mistake not, who repaired and improved the old highway running from Wintoncester south-westerly through the New Forest—and in the heart of this worthy man of business the poor girl found the nest which had been denied her by her own flesh and blood of higher degree.


  Several of the listeners wished to hear another story from the sentimental member after this, but he said that he could recall nothing else at the moment, and that it seemed to him as if his friend on the other side of the fireplace had something to say from the look of his face.


  The member alluded to was a respectable churchwarden, with a sly chink to one eyelid—possibly the result of an accident—and a regular attendant at the Club meetings. He replied that his looks had been mainly caused by his interest in the two ladies of the last story, apparently women of strong motherly instincts, even though they were not genuinely staunch in their tenderness. The tale had brought to his mind an instance of a firmer affection of that sort on the paternal side, in a nature otherwise culpable. As for telling the story, his manner was much against him, he feared; but he would do his best, if they wished.


  Here the President interposed with a suggestion that as it was getting late in the afternoon it would be as well to adjourn to their respective inns and lodgings for dinner, after which those who cared to do so could return and resume these curious domestic traditions for the remainder of the evening, which might otherwise prove irksome enough. The curator had told him that the room was at their service. The churchwarden, who was beginning to feel hungry himself, readily acquiesced, and the Club separated for an hour and a half. Then the faithful ones began to drop in again—among whom were not the President; neither came the rural dean, nor the two curates, though the Colonel, and the man of family, cigars in mouth, were good enough to return, having found their hotel dreary. The museum had no regular means of illumination, and a solitary candle, less powerful than the rays of the fire, was placed on the table; also bottles and glasses, provided by some thoughtful member. The chink-eyed churchwarden, now thoroughly primed, proceeded to relate in his own terms what was in substance as follows, while many of his listeners smoked.


  ♣


  Part II


  After Dinner


  Dame the Fifth


  The Lady Icenway


  By the Churchwarden.


  In the reign of His Most Excellent Majesty King George the Third, Defender of the Faith and of the American Colonies, there lived in ‘a faire maner-place’ (so Leland called it in his day, as I have been told), in one o’ the greenest bits of woodland between Bristol and the city of Exonbury, a young lady who resembled some aforesaid ones in having many talents and exceeding great beauty. With these gifts she combined a somewhat imperious temper and arbitrary mind, though her experience of the world was not actually so large as her conclusive manner would have led the stranger to suppose. Being an orphan she resided with her uncle, who, though he was fairly considerate as to her welfare, left her pretty much to herself.


  Now it chanced that when this lovely young lady was about nineteen, she (being a fearless horsewoman) was riding, with only a young lad as an attendant, in one o’ the woods near her uncle’s house, and, in trotting along, her horse stumbled over the root of a felled tree. She slipped to the ground, not seriously hurt, and was assisted home by a gentleman who came in view at the moment of her mishap. It turned out that this gentleman, a total stranger to her, was on a visit at the house of a neighbouring landowner. He was of Dutch extraction, and occasionally came to England on business or pleasure from his plantations in Guiana, on the north coast of South America, where he usually resided.


  On this account he was naturally but little known in Wessex, and was but a slight acquaintance of the gentleman at whose mansion he was a guest. However, the friendship between him and the Heymeres—as the uncle and niece were named—warmed and warmed by degrees, there being but few folk o’ note in the vicinity at that time, which made a newcomer, if he were at all sociable and of good credit, always sure of a welcome. A tender feeling (as it is called by the romantic) sprang up between the two young people, which ripened into intimacy. Anderling, the foreign gentleman, was of an amorous temperament; and, though he endeavoured to conceal his feeling, it could be seen that Miss Maria Heymere had impressed him rather more deeply than would be represented by a scratch upon a stone. He seemed absolutely unable to free himself from her fascination; and his inability to do so, much as he tried—evidently thinking he had not the ghost of a chance with her—gave her the pleasure of power; though she more than sympathized when she overheard him heaving his deep-drawn sighs—privately to himself, as he supposed.


  After prolonging his visit by every conceivable excuse in his power, he summoned courage, and offered her his hand and his heart. Being in no way disinclined to him, though not so fervid as he, and her uncle making no objection to the match, she consented to share his fate, for better or otherwise, in the distant colony where, as he assured her, his rice, and coffee, and maize, and timber, produced him ample means—a statement which was borne out by his friend, her uncle’s neighbour. In short, a day for their marriage was fixed, earlier in the engagement than is usual or desirable between comparative strangers, by reason of the necessity he was under of returning to look after his properties.


  The wedding took place, and Maria left her uncle’s mansion with her husband, going in the first place to London, and about a fortnight after sailing with him across the great ocean for their distant home—which, however, he assured her, should not be her home for long, it being his intention to dispose of his interests in this part of the world as soon as the war was over, and he could do so advantageously; when they could come to Europe, and reside in some favourite capital.


  As they advanced on the slow voyage she observed that he grew more and more constrained; and, by the time they had drawn near the Line, he was quite depressed, just as he had been before proposing to her. A day or two before landing at Paramaribo he embraced her in a very tearful and passionate manner, and said he wished to make a confession. It had been his misfortune, he said, to marry at Quebec in early life a woman whose reputation proved to be in every way bad and scandalous. The discovery had nearly killed him; but he had ultimately separated from her, and had never seen her since. He had hoped and prayed she might be dead; but recently in London, when they were starting on this journey, he had discovered that she was still alive. At first he had decided to keep this dark intelligence from her beloved ears; but he had felt that he could not do it. All he hoped was that such a condition of things would make no difference in her feelings for him, as it need make no difference in the course of their lives.


  Thereupon the spirit of this proud and masterful lady showed itself in violent turmoil, like the raging of a nor’-west thunderstorm—as well it might, God knows. But she was of too stout a nature to be broken down by his revelation, as many ladies of my acquaintance would have been—so far from home, and right under the tropical blaze o’ the sun. Of the two, indeed, he was the more wretched and shattered in spirit, for he loved her deeply, and (there being a foreign twist in his make) had been tempted to this crime by her exceeding beauty, against which he had struggled day and night, till he had no further resistance left in him. It was she who came first to a decision as to what should be done—whether a wise one I do not attempt to judge.


  ‘I put it to you,’ says she, when many useless self-reproaches and protestations on his part had been uttered—‘I put it to you whether, if any manliness is left in you, you ought not to do exactly what I consider the best thing for me in this strait to which you have reduced me?’


  He promised to do anything in the whole world. She then requested him to allow her to return, and announce him as having died of malignant ague immediately on their arrival at Paramaribo; that she should consequently appear in weeds as his widow in her native place; that he would never molest her, or come again to that part of the world during the whole course of his life—a good reason for which would be that the legal consequences might be serious.


  He readily acquiesced in this, as he would have acquiesced in anything for the restitution of one he adored so deeply—even to the yielding of life itself. To put her in an immediate state of independence he gave her, in bonds and jewels, a considerable sum (for his worldly means had been in no way exaggerated); and by the next ship she sailed again for England, having travelled no further than to Paramaribo. At parting he declared it to be his intention to turn all his landed possessions into personal property, and to be a wanderer on the face of the earth in remorse for his conduct towards her.


  Maria duly arrived in England, and immediately on landing apprised her uncle of her return, duly appearing at his house in the garb of a widow. She was commiserated by all the neighbours as soon as her story was told; but only to her uncle did she reveal the real state of affairs, and her reason for concealing it. For, though she had been innocent of wrong, Maria’s pride was of that grain which could not brook the least appearance of having been fooled, or deluded, or nonplussed in her worldly aims.


  For some time she led a quiet life with her relative, and in due course a son was born to her. She was much respected for her dignity and reserve, and the portable wealth which her temporary husband had made over to her enabled her to live in comfort in a wing of the mansion, without assistance from her uncle at all. But, knowing that she was not what she seemed to be, her life was an uneasy one, and she often said to herself: ‘Suppose his continued existence should become known here, and people should discern the pride of my motive in hiding my humiliation? It would be worse than if I had been frank at first, which I should have been but for the credit of this child.’


  Such grave reflections as these occupied her with increasing force; and during their continuance she encountered a worthy man of noble birth and title—Lord Icenway his name—whose seat was beyond Wintoncester, quite at t’other end of Wessex. He being anxious to pay his addresses to her, Maria willingly accepted them, though he was a plain man, older than herself; for she discerned in a second marriage a method of fortifying her position against mortifying discoveries. In a few months their union took place, and Maria lifted her head as Lady Icenway, and left with her husband and child for his home as aforesaid, where she was quite unknown.


  A justification, or a condemnation, of her step (according as you view it) was seen when not long after, she received a note from her former husband Anderling. It was a hasty and tender epistle, and perhaps it was fortunate that it arrived during the temporary absence of Lord Icenway. His worthless wife, said Anderling, had just died in Quebec; he had gone there to ascertain particulars, and had seen the unfortunate woman buried. He now was hastening to England to repair the wrong he had done his Maria. He asked her to meet him at Southampton, his port of arrival; which she need be in no fear of doing, as he had changed his name, and was almost absolutely unknown in Europe. He would re-marry her immediately, and live with her in any part of the Continent, as they had originally intended, where, for the great love he still bore her, he would devote himself to her service for the rest of his days.


  Lady Icenway, self-possessed as it was her nature to be, was yet much disturbed at this news, and set off to meet him, unattended, as soon as she heard that the ship was in sight. As soon as they stood face to face she found that she still possessed all her old influence over him, though his power to fascinate her had quite departed. In his sorrow for his offence against her he had become a man of strict religious habits, self-denying as a lenten saint, though formerly he had been a free and joyous liver. Having first got him to swear to make her any amends she should choose (which he was imagining must be by a true marriage), she informed him that she had already wedded another husband, an excellent man of ancient family and possessions, who had given her a title, in which she much rejoiced.


  At this the countenance of the poor foreign gentleman became cold as clay, and his heart withered within him; for as it had been her beauty and bearing which had led him to sin to obtain her, so, now that her beauty was in fuller bloom, and her manner more haughty by her success, did he feel her fascination to be almost more than he could bear. Nevertheless, having sworn his word, he undertook to obey her commands, which were simply a renewal of her old request—that he would depart for some foreign country, and never reveal his existence to her friends, or husband, or any person in England; never trouble her more, seeing how great a harm it would do her in the high position which she at present occupied.


  He bowed his head. ‘And the child—our child?’ he said.


  ‘He is well,’ says she. ‘Quite well.’


  With this the unhappy gentleman departed, much sadder in his heart than on his voyage to England; for it had never occurred to him that a woman who rated her honour so highly as Maria had done, and who was the mother of a child of his, would have adopted such means as this for the restoration of that honour, and at so surprisingly early a date. He had fully calculated on making her his wife in law and truth, and of living in cheerful unity with her and his offspring, for whom he felt a deep and growing tenderness, though he had never once seen the child.


  The lady returned to her mansion beyond Wintoncester, and told nothing of the interview to her noble husband, who had fortunately gone that day to do a little cocking and ratting out by Weydon Priors, and knew nothing of her movements. She had dismissed her poor Anderling peremptorily enough; yet she would often after this look in the face of the child of her so-called widowhood, to discover what and how many traits of his father were to be seen in his lineaments. For this she had ample opportunity during the following autumn and winter months, her husband being a matter-of-fact nobleman, who spent the greater part of his time in field-sports and agriculture.


  One winter day, when he had started for a meet of the hounds a long way from the house—it being his custom to hunt three or four times a week at this season of the year—she had walked into the sunshine upon the terrace before the windows, where there fell at her feet some little white object that had come over a boundary wall hard by. It proved to be a tiny note wrapped round a stone. Lady Icenway opened it and read it, and immediately (no doubt, with a stern fixture of her queenly countenance) walked hastily along the terrace, and through the door into the shrubbery, whence the note had come. The man who had first married her stood under the bushes before her. It was plain from his appearance that something had gone wrong with him.


  ‘You notice a change in me, my best-beloved,’ he said. ‘Yes, Maria—I have lost all the wealth I once possessed—mainly by reckless gambling in the Continental hells to which you banished me. But one thing in the world remains to me—the child—and it is for him that I have intruded here. Don’t fear me, darling! I shall not inconvenience you long; I love you too well! But I think of the boy day and night—I cannot help it—I cannot keep my feeling for him down; and I long to see him, and speak a word to him once in my lifetime!’


  ‘But your oath?’ says she. ‘You promised never to reveal by word or sign——’


  ‘I will reveal nothing. Only let me see the child. I know what I have sworn to you, cruel mistress, and I respect my oath. Otherwise I might have seen him by some subterfuge. But I preferred the frank course of asking your permission.’


  She demurred, with the haughty severity which had grown part of her character, and which her elevation to the rank of a peeress had rather intensified than diminished. She said that she would consider, and would give him an answer the day after the next, at the same hour and place, when her husband would again be absent with his pack of hounds.


  The gentleman waited patiently. Lady Icenway, who had now no conscious love left for him, well considered the matter, and felt that it would be advisable not to push to extremes a man of so passionate a heart. On the day and hour she met him as she had promised to do.


  ‘You shall see him,’ she said, ‘of course on the strict condition that you do not reveal yourself, and hence, though you see him, he must not see you, or your manner might betray you and me. I will lull him into a nap in the afternoon, and then I will come to you here, and fetch you indoors by a private way.’


  The unfortunate father, whose misdemeanour had recoiled upon his own head in a way he could not have foreseen, promised to adhere to her instructions, and waited in the shrubberies till the moment when she should call him. This she duly did about three o’clock that day, leading him in by a garden door, and upstairs to the nursery where the child lay. He was in his little cot, breathing calmly, his arm thrown over his head, and his silken curls crushed into the pillow. His father, now almost to be pitied, bent over him, and a tear from his eye wetted the coverlet.


  She held up a warning finger as he lowered his mouth to the lips of the boy.


  ‘But O, why not?’ implored he.


  ‘Very well, then,’ said she, relenting. ‘But as gently as possible.’


  He kissed the child without waking him, turned, gave him a last look, and followed her out of the chamber, when she conducted him off the premises by the way he had come.


  But this remedy for his sadness of heart at being a stranger to his own son had the effect of intensifying the malady; for while originally, not knowing or having ever seen the boy, he had loved him vaguely and imaginatively only, he now became attached to him in flesh and bone, as any parent might; and the feeling that he could at best only see his child at the rarest and most cursory moments, if at all, drove him into a state of distraction which threatened to overthrow his promise to the boy’s mother to keep out of his sight. But such was his chivalrous respect for Lady Icenway, and his regret at having ever deceived her, that he schooled his poor heart into submission. Owing to his loneliness, all the fervour of which he was capable—and that was much—flowed now in the channel of parental and marital love—for a child who did not know him, and a woman who had ceased to love him.


  At length this singular punishment became such a torture to the poor foreigner that he resolved to lessen it at all hazards, compatible with punctilious care for the name of the lady his former wife, to whom his attachment seemed to increase in proportion to her punitive treatment of him. At one time of his life he had taken great interest in tulip-culture, as well as gardening in general; and since the ruin of his fortunes, and his arrival in England, he had made of his knowledge a precarious income in the hot-houses of nurserymen and others. With the new idea in his head he applied himself zealously to the business, till he acquired in a few months great skill in horticulture. Waiting till the noble lord, his lady’s husband, had room for an under-gardener of a general sort, he offered himself for the place, and was engaged immediately by reason of his civility and intelligence before Lady Icenway knew anything of the matter. Much therefore did he surprise her when she found him in the conservatories of her mansion a week or two after his arrival. The punishment of instant dismissal, with which at first she haughtily threatened him, my lady thought fit, on reflection, not to enforce. While he served her thus she knew he would not harm her by a word, while, if he were expelled, chagrin might induce him to reveal in a moment of exasperation what kind treatment would assist him to conceal.


  So he was allowed to remain on the premises, and had for his residence a little cottage by the garden-wall which had been the domicile of some of his predecessors in the same occupation. Here he lived absolutely alone, and spent much of his leisure in reading, but the greater part in watching the windows and lawns of his lady’s house for glimpses of the form of the child. It was for that child’s sake that he abandoned the tenets of the Roman Catholic Church in which he had been reared, and became the most regular attendant at the services in the parish place of worship hard by, where, sitting behind the pew of my lady, my lord, and my lord’s stepson, the gardener could pensively study the traits and movements of the youngster at only a few feet distance, without suspicion or hindrance.


  He filled his post for more than two years with a pleasure to himself which, though mournful, was soothing, his lady never forgiving him, or allowing him to be anything more than ‘the gardener’ to her child, though once or twice the boy said, ‘That gardener’s eyes are so sad! Why does he look so sadly at me?’ He sunned himself in her scornfulness as if it were love, and his ears drank in her curt monosyllables as though they were rhapsodies of endearment. Strangely enough, the coldness with which she treated her foreigner began to be the conduct of Lord Icenway towards herself. It was a matter of great anxiety to him that there should be a lineal successor to the barony, yet no sign of that successor had as yet appeared. One day he complained to her quite roughly of his fate. ‘All will go to that dolt of a cousin!’ he cried. ‘I’d sooner see my name and place at the bottom of the sea!’


  The lady soothed him and fell into thought, and did not recriminate. But one day, soon after, she went down to the cottage of the gardener to inquire how he was getting on, for he had been ailing of late, though, as was supposed, not seriously. Though she often visited the poor, she had never entered her under-gardener’s home before, and was much surprised—even grieved and dismayed—to find that he was too ill to rise from his bed. She went back to her mansion and returned with some delicate soup, that she might have a reason for seeing him.


  His condition was so feeble and alarming, and his face so thin, that it quite shocked her softening heart, and gazing upon him she said, ‘You must get well—you must! There’s a reason. I have been hard with you hitherto—I know it. I will not be so again.’


  The sick and dying man—for he was dying indeed—took her hand and pressed it to his lips. ‘Too late, my darling, too late!’ he murmured.


  ‘But you must not die! O, you must not!’ she said. And on an impulse she bent down and whispered some words to him, blushing as she had blushed in her maiden days.


  He replied by a faint wan smile. ‘Ah—why did you not say so sooner? Time was … but that’s past!’ he said. ‘I must die!’


  And die he did, a few days later, as the sun was going down behind the garden-wall. Her harshness seemed to come trebly home to her then, and she remorsefully exclaimed against herself in secret and alone. Her one desire now was to erect some tribute to his memory without its being recognized as her handiwork. In the completion of this scheme there arrived a few months later a handsome stained-glass window for the church; and when it was unpacked and in course of erection Lord Icenway strolled into the building with his wife.


  ‘“Erected to his memory by his grieving widow,”’ he said, reading the legend on the glass. ‘I didn’t know that he had a wife; I’ve never seen her.’


  ‘O yes, you must have, Icenway; only you forget,’ replied his lady blandly. ‘But she didn’t live with him, and was never seen visiting him, because there were differences between them; which, as is usually the case, makes her all the more sorry now.’


  ‘And go ruining herself by this expensive ruby-and-azure glass-design.’


  ‘She is not poor, they say.’


  As Lord Icenway grew older he became crustier and crustier, and whenever he set eyes on his wife’s boy by her other husband he would burst out morosely, saying,


  ‘’Tis a very odd thing, my lady, that you could oblige your first husband, and couldn’t oblige me.’


  ‘Ah! if I had only thought of it sooner!’ she murmured.


  ‘What?’ said he.


  ‘Nothing, dearest,’ replied Lady Icenway.


  The Colonel was the first to comment upon the Churchwarden’s tale, by saying that the fate of the poor fellow was rather a hard one.


  The gentleman-tradesman could not see that his fate was at all too hard for him. He was legally nothing to her, and he had served her shamefully. If he had been really her husband it would have stood differently.


  The Bookworm remarked that Lord Icenway seemed to have been a very unsuspicious man, with which view a fat member with a crimson face agreed. It was true his wife was a very close-mouthed personage, which made a difference. If she had spoken out recklessly her lord might have been suspicious enough, as in the case of that lady who lived at Stapleford Park in their great-grandfathers’ time. Though there, to be sure, considerations arose which made her husband view matters with much philosophy.


  A few of the members doubted the possibility of this in such cases.


  The crimson man, who was a retired maltster of comfortable means, ventru, and short in stature, cleared his throat, blew off his superfluous breath, and proceeded to give the instance before alluded to of such possibility, first apologizing for his heroine’s lack of a title, it never having been his good fortune to know many of the nobility. To his style of narrative the following is only an approximation.


  ♣


  Dame the Sixth


  Squire Petrick’s Lady


  By the Crimson Maltster.


  Folk who are at all acquainted with the traditions of Stapleford Park will not need to be told that in the middle of the last century it was owned by that trump of mortgagees, Timothy Petrick, whose skill in gaining possession of fair estates by granting sums of money on their title-deeds has seldom if ever been equalled in our part of England. Timothy was a lawyer by profession, and agent to several noblemen, by which means his special line of business became opened to him by a sort of revelation. It is said that a relative of his, a very deep thinker, who afterwards had the misfortune to be transported for life for mistaken notions on the signing of a will, taught him considerable legal lore, which he creditably resolved never to throw away for the benefit of other people, but to reserve it entirely for his own.


  However, I have nothing in particular to say about his early and active days, but rather of the time when, an old man, he had become the owner of vast estates by the means I have signified—among them the great manor of Stapleford, on which he lived, in the splendid old mansion now pulled down; likewise estates at Marlott, estates near Sherton Abbas, nearly all the borough of Millpool, and many properties near Ivell. Indeed, I can’t call to mind half his landed possessions, and I don’t know that it matters much at this time of day, seeing that he’s been dead and gone many years. It is said that when he bought an estate he would not decide to pay the price till he had walked over every single acre with his own two feet, and prodded the soil at every point with his own spud, to test its quality, which, if we regard the extent of his properties, must have been a stiff business for him.


  At the time I am speaking of he was a man over eighty, and his son was dead; but he had two grandsons, the eldest of whom, his namesake, was married, and was shortly expecting issue. Just then the grandfather was taken ill, for death, as it seemed, considering his age. By his will the old man had created an entail (as I believe the lawyers call it), devising the whole of the estates to his elder grandson and his issue male, failing which, to his younger grandson and his issue male, failing which, to remoter relatives, who need not be mentioned now.


  While old Timothy Petrick was lying ill, his elder grandson’s wife, Annetta, gave birth to her expected child, who, as fortune would have it, was a son. Timothy, her husband, though sprung of a scheming family, was no great schemer himself; he was the single one of the Petricks then living whose heart had ever been greatly moved by sentiments which did not run in the groove of ambition; and on this account he had not married well, as the saying is; his wife having been the daughter of a family of no better beginnings than his own; that is to say, her father was a country townsman of the professional class. But she was a very pretty woman, by all accounts, and her husband had seen, courted, and married her in a high tide of infatuation, after a very short acquaintance, and with very little knowledge of her heart’s history. He had never found reason to regret his choice as yet, and his anxiety for her recovery was great.


  She was supposed to be out of danger, and herself and the child progressing well, when there was a change for the worse, and she sank so rapidly that she was soon given over. When she felt that she was about to leave him, Annetta sent for her husband, and, on his speedy entry and assurance that they were alone, she made him solemnly vow to give the child every care in any circumstances that might arise, if it should please Heaven to take her. This, of course, he readily promised. Then, after some hesitation, she told him that she could not die with a falsehood upon her soul, and dire deceit in her life; she must make a terrible confession to him before her lips were sealed for ever. She thereupon related an incident concerning the baby’s parentage, which was not as he supposed.


  Timothy Petrick, though a quick-feeling man, was not of a sort to show nerves outwardly; and he bore himself as heroically as he possibly could do in this trying moment of his life. That same night his wife died; and while she lay dead, and before her funeral, he hastened to the bedside of his sick grandfather, and revealed to him all that had happened: the baby’s birth, his wife’s confession, and her death, beseeching the aged man, as he loved him, to bestir himself now, at the eleventh hour, and alter his will so as to dish the intruder. Old Timothy, seeing matters in the same light as his grandson, required no urging against allowing anything to stand in the way of legitimate inheritance; he executed another will, limiting the entail to Timothy his grandson, for life, and his male heirs thereafter to be born; after them to his other grandson Edward, and Edward’s heirs. Thus the newly-born infant, who had been the centre of so many hopes, was cut off, and scorned as none of the elect.


  The old mortgagee lived but a short time after this, the excitement of the discovery having told upon him considerably, and he was gathered to his fathers like the most charitable man in his neighbourhood. Both wife and grandparent being buried, Timothy settled down to his usual life as well as he was able, mentally satisfied that he had by prompt action defeated the consequences of such dire domestic treachery as had been shown towards him, and resolving to marry a second time as soon as he could satisfy himself in the choice of a wife.


  But men do not always know themselves. The embittered state of Timothy Petrick’s mind bred in him by degrees such a hatred and mistrust of womankind that, though several specimens of high attractiveness came under his eyes, he could not bring himself to the point of proposing marriage. He dreaded to take up the position of husband a second time, discerning a trap in every petticoat, and a Slough of Despond in possible heirs. ‘What has happened once, when all seemed so fair, may happen again,’ he said to himself. ‘I’ll risk my name no more.’ So he abstained from marriage, and overcame his wish for a lineal descendant to follow him in the ownership of Stapleford.


  Timothy had scarcely noticed the unfortunate child that his wife had borne, after arranging for a meagre fulfilment of his promise to her to take care of the boy, by having him brought up in his house. Occasionally, remembering this promise, he went and glanced at the child, saw that he was doing well, gave a few special directions, and again went his solitary way. Thus he and the child lived on in the Stapleford mansion-house till two or three years had passed by. One day he was walking in the garden, and by some accident left his snuff-box on a bench. When he came back to find it he saw the little boy standing there; he had escaped his nurse, and was making a plaything of the box, in spite of the convulsive sneezings which the game brought in its train. Then the man with the encrusted heart became interested in the little fellow’s persistence in his play under such discomforts; he looked in the child’s face, saw there his wife’s countenance, though he did not see his own, and fell into thought on the piteousness of childhood—particularly of despised and rejected childhood, like this before him.


  From that hour, try as he would to counteract the feeling, the human necessity to love something or other got the better of what he had called his wisdom, and shaped itself in a tender anxiety for the youngster Rupert. This name had been given him by his dying mother when, at her request, the child was baptized in her chamber, lest he should not survive for public baptism; and her husband had never thought of it as a name of any significance till, about this time, he learnt by accident that it was the name of the young Marquis of Christminster, son of the Duke of Southwesterland, for whom Annetta had cherished warm feelings before her marriage. Recollecting some wandering phrases in his wife’s last words, which he had not understood at the time, he perceived at last that this was the person to whom she had alluded when affording him a clue to little Rupert’s history.


  He would sit in silence for hours with the child, being no great speaker at the best of times; but the boy, on his part, was too ready with his tongue for any break in discourse to arise because Timothy Petrick had nothing to say. After idling away his mornings in this manner, Petrick would go to his own room and swear in long loud whispers, and walk up and down, calling himself the most ridiculous dolt that ever lived, and declaring that he would never go near the little fellow again; to which resolve he would adhere for the space perhaps of a day. Such cases are happily not new to human nature, but there never was a case in which a man more completely befooled his former self than in this.


  As the child grew up, Timothy’s attachment to him grew deeper, till Rupert became almost the sole object for which he lived. There had been enough of the family ambition latent in him for Timothy Petrick to feel a little envy when, some time before this date, his brother Edward had been accepted by the Honourable Harriet Mountclere, daughter of the second Viscount of that name and title; but having discovered, as I have before stated, the paternity of his boy Rupert to lurk in even a higher stratum of society, those envious feelings speedily dispersed. Indeed, the more he reflected thereon, after his brother’s aristocratic marriage, the more content did he become. His late wife took softer outline in his memory, as he thought of the lofty taste she had displayed, though only a plain burgher’s daughter, and the justification for his weakness in loving the child—the justification that he had longed for—was afforded now in the knowledge that the boy was by nature, if not by name, a representative of one of the noblest houses in England.


  ‘She was a woman of grand instincts, after all,’ he said to himself proudly. ‘To fix her choice upon the immediate successor in that ducal line—it was finely conceived! Had he been of low blood like myself or my relations she would scarce have deserved the harsh measure that I have dealt out to her and her offspring. How much less, then, when such grovelling tastes were furthest from her soul! The man Annetta loved was noble, and my boy is noble in spite of me.’


  The afterclap was inevitable, and it soon came. ‘So far,’ he reasoned, ‘from cutting off this child from inheritance of my estates, as I have done, I should have rejoiced in the possession of him! He is of blue stock on one side at least, whilst in the ordinary run of affairs he would have been a commoner to the bone.’


  Being a man, whatever his faults, of good old beliefs in the divinity of kings and those about ’em, the more he overhauled the case in this light, the more strongly did his poor wife’s conduct in improving the blood and breed of the Petrick family win his heart. He considered what ugly, idle, hard-drinking scamps many of his own relations had been; the miserable scriveners, usurers, and pawnbrokers that he had numbered among his forefathers, and the probability that some of their bad qualities would have come out in a merely corporeal child of his loins, to give him sorrow in his old age, turn his black hairs gray, his gray hairs white, cut down every stick of timber, and Heaven knows what all, had he not, or rather his good wife, like a skilful gardener, given attention to the art of grafting, and changed the sort; till at length this right-minded man fell down on his knees every night and morning and thanked God that he was not as other meanly descended fathers in such matters.


  It was in the peculiar disposition of the Petrick family that the satisfaction which ultimately settled in Timothy’s breast found nourishment. The Petricks had adored the nobility, and plucked them at the same time. That excellent man Izaak Walton’s feelings about fish were much akin to those of old Timothy Petrick, and of his descendants in a lesser degree, concerning the landed aristocracy. To torture and to love simultaneously is a proceeding strange to reason, but possible to practice, as these instances show.


  Hence, when Timothy’s brother Edward said slightingly one day that Timothy’s son was well enough, but that he had nothing but shops and offices in his backward historical perspective, while his own children, should he have any, would be far different, in possessing such a mother as the Honourable Harriet, Timothy felt a bound of triumph within him at the power he possessed of contradicting that statement if he chose.


  So much was he interested in his boy in this new aspect that he now began to read up chronicles of the illustrious house ennobled as the Dukes of Southwesterland, from their very beginning in the glories of the Restoration of the blessed Charles till the year of his own time. He mentally noted their gifts from royalty, grants of lands, purchases, intermarriages, plantings and buildings; more particularly their political and military achievements, which had been great, and their performances in art and letters, which had been by no means contemptible. He studied prints of the portraits of that family, and then, like a chemist watching a crystallization, began to examine young Rupert’s face for the unfolding of those historic curves and shades that the painters Vandyke and Lely had perpetuated on canvas.


  When the boy reached the most fascinating age of childhood, and his shouts of laughter ran through Stapleford House from end to end, the remorse that oppressed Timothy Petrick knew no bounds. Of all people in the world this Rupert was the one on whom he could have wished the estates to devolve; yet Rupert, by Timothy’s own desperate strategy at the time of his birth, had been ousted from all inheritance of them; and, since he did not mean to remarry, the manors would pass to his brother and his brother’s children, who would be nothing to him, and whose boasted pedigree on one side would be nothing to his Rupert’s after all.


  Had he only left the first will of his grandfather alone!


  His mind ran on the wills continually, both of which were in existence, and the first, the cancelled one, in his own possession. Night after night, when the servants were all abed, and the click of safety locks sounded as loud as a crash, he looked at that first will, and wished it had been the second and not the first.


  The crisis came at last. One night, after having enjoyed the boy’s company for hours, he could no longer bear that his beloved Rupert of the aristocratic blood should be dispossessed; and he committed the felonious deed of altering the date of the earlier will to a fortnight later, which made its execution appear subsequent to the date of the second will already proved. He then boldly propounded the first will as the second.


  His brother Edward submitted to what appeared to be not only incontestable fact, but a far more likely disposition of old Timothy’s property; for, like many others, he had been much surprised at the limitations defined in the other will, having no clue to their cause. He joined his brother Timothy in setting aside the hitherto accepted document, and matters went on in their usual course, there being no dispositions in the substituted will differing from those in the other, except such as related to a future which had not yet arrived.


  The years moved on. Rupert had not yet revealed the anxiously expected historic lineaments which should foreshadow the political abilities of the ducal family aforesaid, when it happened on a certain day that Timothy Petrick made the acquaintance of a well-known physician of Budmouth, who had been the medical adviser and friend of the late Mrs. Petrick’s family for many years; though after Annetta’s marriage, and consequent removal to Stapleford, he had seen no more of her, the neighbouring practitioner who attended the Petricks having then become her doctor as a matter of course. Timothy was impressed by the insight and knowledge disclosed in the conversation of the Budmouth physician, and the acquaintance ripening to intimacy, the physician alluded to a form of hallucination to which Annetta’s mother and grandmother had been subject—that of believing in certain dreams as realities. He delicately inquired if Timothy had ever noticed anything of the sort in his wife during her lifetime; he, the physician, had fancied that he discerned germs of the same peculiarity in Annetta when he attended her in her girlhood. One explanation begat another, till the dumbfoundered Timothy Petrick was persuaded in his own mind that Annetta’s confession to him had been based on a delusion.


  ‘You look down in the mouth?’ said the doctor, pausing.


  ‘A bit unmanned. ’Tis unexpected-like,’ sighed Timothy.


  But he could hardly believe it possible; and, thinking it best to be frank with the doctor, told him the whole story which, till now, he had never related to living man, save his dying grandfather. To his surprise, the physician informed him that such a form of delusion was precisely what he would have expected from Annetta’s antecedents at such a physical crisis in her life.


  Petrick prosecuted his inquiries elsewhere; and the upshot of his labours was, briefly, that a comparison of dates and places showed irrefutably that his poor wife’s assertion could not possibly have foundation in fact. The young Marquis of her tender passion—a highly moral and bright-minded nobleman—had gone abroad the year before Annetta’s marriage, and had not returned till after her death. The young girl’s love for him had been a delicate ideal dream—no more.


  Timothy went home, and the boy ran out to meet him; whereupon a strangely dismal feeling of discontent took possession of his soul. After all, then, there was nothing but plebeian blood in the veins of the heir to his name and estates; he was not to be succeeded by a noble-natured line. To be sure, Rupert was his son physically; but that glory and halo he believed him to have inherited from the ages, outshining that of his brother’s children, had departed from Rupert’s brow for ever; he could no longer read history in the boy’s face, and centuries of domination in his eyes.


  His manner towards his son grew colder and colder from that day forward; and it was with bitterness of heart that he discerned the characteristic features of the Petricks unfolding themselves by degrees. Instead of the elegant knife-edged nose, so typical of the Dukes of Southwesterland, there began to appear on his face the broad nostril and hollow bridge of his grandfather Timothy. No illustrious line of politicians was promised a continuator in that graying blue eye, for it was acquiring the expression of the orb of a particularly objectionable cousin of his own; and, instead of the mouth-curves which had thrilled Parliamentary audiences in speeches now bound in calf in every well-ordered library, there was the bull-lip of that very uncle of his who had had the misfortune with the signature of a gentleman’s will, and had been transported for life in consequence.


  To think how he himself, too, had sinned in this same matter of a will for this mere fleshly reproduction of a wretched old uncle whose very name he wished to forget! The boy’s Christian name, even, was an imposture and an irony, for it implied hereditary force and brilliancy to which he plainly would never attain. The consolation of real sonship was always left him certainly; but he could not help groaning to himself, ‘Why cannot a son be one’s own and somebody else’s likewise!’


  The Marquis was shortly afterwards in the neighbourhood of Stapleford, and Timothy Petrick met him, and eyed his noble countenance admiringly. The next day, when Petrick was in his study, somebody knocked at the door.


  ‘Who’s there?’


  ‘Rupert.’


  ‘I’ll Rupert thee, you young impostor! Say, only a poor commonplace Petrick!’ his father grunted. ‘Why didn’t you have a voice like the Marquis’s I saw yesterday?’ he continued, as the lad came in. ‘Why haven’t you his looks, and a way of commanding, as if you’d done it for centuries—hey?’


  ‘Why? How can you expect it, father, when I’m not related to him?’


  ‘Ugh! Then you ought to be!’ growled his father.


  As the narrator paused, the surgeon, the Colonel, the historian, the Spark, and others exclaimed that such subtle and instructive psychological studies as this (now that psychology was so much in demand) were precisely the tales they desired, as members of a scientific club, and begged the master-maltster to tell another curious mental delusion.


  The maltster shook his head, and feared he was not genteel enough to tell another story with a sufficiently moral tone in it to suit the club; he would prefer to leave the next to a better man.


  The Colonel had fallen into reflection. True it was, he observed, that the more dreamy and impulsive nature of woman engendered within her erratic fancies, which often started her on strange tracks, only to abandon them in sharp revulsion at the dictates of her common sense—sometimes with ludicrous effect. Events which had caused a lady’s action to set in a particular direction might continue to enforce the same line of conduct, while she, like a mangle, would start on a sudden in a contrary course, and end where she began.


  The Vice-President laughed, and applauded the Colonel, adding that there surely lurked a story somewhere behind that sentiment, if he were not much mistaken.


  The Colonel fixed his face to a good narrative pose, and went on without further preamble.


  ♣


  Dame the Seventh


  Anna, Lady Baxby


  By the Colonel.


  It was in the time of the great Civil War—if I should not rather, as a loyal subject, call it, with Clarendon, the Great Rebellion. It was, I say, at that unhappy period of our history that, towards the autumn of a particular year, the Parliament forces sat down before Sherton Castle with over seven thousand foot and four pieces of cannon. The Castle, as we all know, was in that century owned and occupied by one of the Earls of Severn, and garrisoned for his assistance by a certain noble Marquis who commanded the King’s troops in these parts. The said Earl, as well as the young Lord Baxby, his eldest son, were away from home just now, raising forces for the King elsewhere. But there were present in the Castle, when the besiegers arrived before it, the son’s fair wife Lady Baxby, and her servants, together with some friends and near relatives of her husband; and the defence was so good and well-considered that they anticipated no great danger.


  The Parliamentary forces were also commanded by a noble lord—for the nobility were by no means, at this stage of the war, all on the King’s side—and it had been observed during his approach in the night-time, and in the morning when the reconnoitring took place, that he appeared sad and much depressed. The truth was that, by a strange freak of destiny, it had come to pass that the stronghold he was set to reduce was the home of his own sister, whom he had tenderly loved during her maidenhood, and whom he loved now, in spite of the estrangement which had resulted from hostilities with her husband’s family. He believed, too, that, notwithstanding this cruel division, she still was sincerely attached to him.


  His hesitation to point his ordnance at the walls was inexplicable to those who were strangers to his family history. He remained in the field on the north side of the Castle (called by his name to this day because of his encampment there) till it occurred to him to send a messenger to his sister Anna with a letter, in which he earnestly requested her, as she valued her life, to steal out of the place by the little gate to the south, and make away in that direction to the residence of some friends.


  Shortly after he saw, to his great surprise, coming from the front of the Castle walls a lady on horseback, with a single attendant. She rode straight forward into the field, and up the slope to where his army and tents were spread. It was not till she got quite near that he discerned her to be his sister Anna; and much was he alarmed that she should have run such risk as to sally out in the face of his forces without knowledge of their proceedings, when at any moment their first discharge might have burst forth, to her own destruction in such exposure. She dismounted before she was quite close to him, and he saw that her familiar face, though pale, was not at all tearful, as it would have been in their younger days. Indeed, if the particulars as handed down are to be believed, he was in a more tearful state than she, in his anxiety about her. He called her into his tent, out of the gaze of those around; for though many of the soldiers were honest and serious-minded men, he could not bear that she who had been his dear companion in childhood should be exposed to curious observation in this her great grief.


  When they were alone in the tent he clasped her in his arms, for he had not seen her since those happier days when, at the commencement of the war, her husband and himself had been of the same mind about the arbitrary conduct of the King, and had little dreamt that they would not go to extremes together. She was the calmest of the two, it is said, and was the first to speak connectedly.


  ‘William, I have come to you,’ said she, ‘but not to save myself as you suppose. Why, O, why do you persist in supporting this disloyal cause, and grieving us so?’


  ‘Say not that,’ he replied hastily. ‘If truth hides at the bottom of a well, why should you suppose justice to be in high places? I am for the right at any price. Anna, leave the Castle; you are my sister; come away, my dear, and save thy life!’


  ‘Never!’ says she. ‘Do you plan to carry out this attack, and level the Castle indeed?’


  ‘Most certainly I do,’ says he. ‘What meaneth this army around us if not so?’


  ‘Then you will find the bones of your sister buried in the ruins you cause!’ said she. And without another word she turned and left him.


  ‘Anna—abide with me!’ he entreated. ‘Blood is thicker than water, and what is there in common between you and your husband now?’


  But she shook her head and would not hear him; and hastening out, mounted her horse, and returned towards the Castle as she had come. Ay, many’s the time when I have been riding to hounds across that field that I have thought of that scene!


  When she had quite gone down the field, and over the intervening ground, and round the bastion, so that he could no longer even see the tip of her mare’s white tail, he was much more deeply moved by emotions concerning her and her welfare than he had been while she was before him. He wildly reproached himself that he had not detained her by force for her own good, so that, come what might, she would be under his protection and not under that of her husband, whose impulsive nature rendered him too open to instantaneous impressions and sudden changes of plan; he was now acting in this cause and now in that, and lacked the cool judgment necessary for the protection of a woman in these troubled times. Her brother thought of her words again and again, and sighed, and even considered if a sister were not of more value than a principle, and if he would not have acted more naturally in throwing in his lot with hers.


  The delay of the besiegers in attacking the Castle was said to be entirely owing to this distraction on the part of their leader, who remained on the spot attempting some indecisive operations, and parleying with the Marquis then in command, with far inferior forces, within the Castle. It never occurred to him that in the meantime the young Lady Baxby, his sister, was in much the same mood as himself. Her brother’s familiar voice and eyes, much worn and fatigued by keeping the field, and by family distractions on account of this unhappy feud, rose upon her vision all the afternoon, and as day waned she grew more and more Parliamentarian in her principles, though the only arguments which had addressed themselves to her were those of family ties.


  Her husband, General Lord Baxby, had been expected to return all the day from his excursion into the east of the county, a message having been sent to him informing him of what had happened at home; and in the evening he arrived with reinforcements in unexpected numbers. Her brother retreated before these to a hill near Ivell, four or five miles off, to afford the men and himself some repose. Lord Baxby duly placed his forces, and there was no longer any immediate danger. By this time Lady Baxby’s feelings were more Parliamentarian than ever, and in her fancy the fagged countenance of her brother, beaten back by her husband, seemed to reproach her for heartlessness. When her husband entered her apartment, ruddy and boisterous, and full of hope, she received him but sadly; and upon his casually uttering some slighting words about her brother’s withdrawal, which seemed to convey an imputation upon his courage, she resented them, and retorted that he, Lord Baxby himself, had been against the Court-party at first, where it would be much more to his credit if he were at present, and showing her brother’s consistency of opinion, instead of supporting the lying policy of the King (as she called it) for the sake of a barren principle of loyalty, which was but an empty expression when a King was not at one with his people. The dissension grew bitter between them, reaching to little less than a hot quarrel, both being quick-tempered souls.


  Lord Baxby was weary with his long day’s march and other excitements, and soon retired to bed. His lady followed some time after. Her husband slept profoundly, but not so she; she sat brooding by the window-slit, and lifting the curtain looked forth upon the hills without.


  In the silence between the footfalls of the sentinels she could hear faint sounds of her brother’s camp on the distant hills, where the soldiery had hardly settled as yet into their bivouac since their evening’s retreat. The first frosts of autumn had touched the grass, and shrivelled the more delicate leaves of the creepers; and she thought of William sleeping on the chilly ground, under the strain of these hardships. Tears flooded her eyes as she returned to her husband’s imputations upon his courage, as if there could be any doubt of Lord William’s courage after what he had done in the past days.


  Lord Baxby’s long and reposeful breathings in his comfortable bed vexed her now, and she came to a determination on an impulse. Hastily lighting a taper, she wrote on a scrap of paper:


  ‘Blood is thicker than water, dear William—I will come’; and with this in her hand, she went to the door of the room, and out upon the stairs; on second thoughts turning back for a moment, to put on her husband’s hat and cloak—not the one he was daily wearing—that if seen in the twilight she might at a casual glance appear as some lad or hanger-on of one of the household women; thus accoutred she descended a flight of circular stairs, at the bottom of which was a door opening upon the terrace towards the west, in the direction of her brother’s position. Her object was to slip out without the sentry seeing her, get to the stables, arouse one of the varlets, and send him ahead of her along the highway with the note to warn her brother of her approach to throw in her lot with his.


  She was still in the shadow of the wall on the west terrace, waiting for the sentinel to be quite out of the way, when her ears were greeted by a voice, saying, from the adjoining shade—


  ‘Here I be!’


  The tones were the tones of a woman. Lady Baxby made no reply, and stood close to the wall.


  ‘My Lord Baxby,’ the voice continued; and she could recognize in it the local accent of some girl from the little town of Sherton, close at hand. ‘I be tired of waiting, my dear Lord Baxby! I was afeard you would never come!’


  Lady Baxby flushed hot to her toes.


  ‘How the wench loves him!’ she said to herself, reasoning from the tones of the voice, which were plaintive and sweet and tender as a bird’s. She changed from the home-hating truant to the strategic wife in one moment.


  ‘Hist!’ she said.


  ‘My lord, you told me ten o’clock, and ’tis near twelve now,’ continues the other. ‘How could ye keep me waiting so if you love me as you said? I should have stuck to my lover in the Parliament troops if it had not been for thee, my dear lord!’


  There was not the least doubt that Lady Baxby had been mistaken for her husband by this intriguing damsel. Here was a pretty underhand business! Here were sly manœuvrings! Here was faithlessness! Here was a precious assignation surprised in the midst! Her wicked husband, whom till this very moment she had ever deemed the soul of good faith—how could he!


  Lady Baxby precipitately retreated to the door in the turret, closed it, locked it, and ascended one round of the staircase, where there was a loophole. ‘I am not coming! I, Lord Baxby, despise ’ee and all your wanton tribe!’ she hissed through the opening; and then crept upstairs, as firmly rooted in Royalist principles as any man in the Castle.


  Her husband still slept the sleep of the weary, well-fed, and well-drunken, if not of the virtuous; and Lady Baxby quickly disrobed herself without assistance—being, indeed, supposed by her woman to have retired to rest long ago. Before lying down she noiselessly locked the door and placed the key under her pillow. More than that, she got a staylace, and, creeping up to her lord, in great stealth tied the lace in a tight knot to one of his long locks of hair, attaching the other end of the lace to the bedpost; for, being tired herself now, she feared she might sleep heavily; and, if her husband should wake, this would be a delicate hint that she had discovered all.


  It is added that, to make assurance trebly sure, her gentle ladyship, when she had lain down to rest, held her lord’s hand in her own during the whole of the night. But this is old-wives’ gossip, and not corroborated. What Lord Baxby thought and said when he awoke the next morning, and found himself so strangely tethered, is likewise only matter of conjecture; though there is no reason to suppose that his rage was great. The extent of his culpability as regards the intrigue was this much; that, while halting at a cross-road near Sherton that day, he had flirted with a pretty young woman, who seemed nothing loth, and had invited her to the Castle terrace after dark—an invitation which he quite forgot on his arrival home.


  The subsequent relations of Lord and Lady Baxby were not again greatly embittered by quarrels, so far as is known; though the husband’s conduct in later life was occasionally eccentric, and the vicissitudes of his public career culminated in long exile. The siege of the Castle was not regularly undertaken till two or three years later than the time I have been describing, when Lady Baxby and all the women therein, except the wife of the then Governor, had been removed to safe distance. That memorable siege of fifteen days by Fairfax, and the surrender of the old place on an August evening, is matter of history, and need not be told by me.


  The Man of Family spoke approvingly across to the Colonel when the Club had done smiling, declaring that the story was an absolutely faithful page of history, as he had good reason to know, his own people having been engaged in that well-known scrimmage. He asked if the Colonel had ever heard the equally well-authenticated, though less martial tale of a certain Lady Penelope, who lived in the same century, and not a score of miles from the same place?


  The Colonel had not heard it, nor had anybody except the local historian; and the inquirer was induced to proceed forthwith.


  ♣


  Dame the Eighth


  The Lady Penelope


  By the Man of Family.


  In going out of Casterbridge by the low-lying road which eventually conducts to the town of Ivell, you see on the right hand an ivied manor-house, flanked by battlemented towers, and more than usually distinguished by the size of its many mullioned windows. Though still of good capacity, the building is somewhat reduced from its original grand proportions; it has, moreover, been shorn of the fair estate which once appertained to its lord, with the exception of a few acres of park-land immediately around the mansion. This was formerly the seat of the ancient and knightly family of the Drenghards, or Drenkhards, now extinct in the male line, whose name, according to the local chronicles, was interpreted to mean Strenuus Miles, vel Potator, though certain members of the family were averse to the latter signification, and a duel was fought by one of them on that account, as is well known. With this, however, we are not now concerned.


  In the early part of the reign of the first King James there was visiting near this place of the Drenghards a lady of noble family and extraordinary beauty. She was of the purest descent; ah, there’s seldom such blood nowadays as hers! She possessed no great wealth, it was said, but was sufficiently endowed. Her beauty was so perfect, and her manner so entrancing, that suitors seemed to spring out of the ground wherever she went, a sufficient cause of anxiety to the Countess her mother, her only living parent. Of these there were three in particular, whom neither her mother’s complaints of prematurity, nor the ready raillery of the maiden herself, could effectually put off. The said gallants were a certain Sir John Gale, a Sir William Hervy, and the well-known Sir George Drenghard, one of the Drenghard family before-mentioned. They had, curiously enough, all been equally honoured with the distinction of knighthood, and their schemes for seeing her were manifold, each fearing that one of the others would steal a march over himself. Not content with calling, on every imaginable excuse, at the house of the relative with whom she sojourned, they intercepted her in rides and in walks; and if any one of them chanced to surprise another in the act of paying her marked attentions, the encounter often ended in an altercation of great violence. So heated and impassioned, indeed, would they become, that the lady hardly felt herself safe in their company at such times, notwithstanding that she was a brave and buxom damsel, not easily put out, and with a daring spirit of humour in her composition, if not of coquetry.


  At one of these altercations, which had place in her relative’s grounds, and was unusually bitter, threatening to result in a duel, she found it necessary to assert herself. Turning haughtily upon the pair of disputants, she declared that whichever should be the first to break the peace between them, no matter what the provocation, that man should never be admitted to her presence again; and thus would she effectually stultify the aggressor by making the promotion of a quarrel a distinct bar to its object.


  While the two knights were wearing rather a crestfallen appearance at her reprimand, the third, never far off, came upon the scene, and she repeated her caveat to him also. Seeing, then, how great was the concern of all at her peremptory mood, the lady’s manner softened, and she said with a roguish smile—


  ‘Have patience, have patience, you foolish men! Only bide your time quietly, and, in faith, I will marry you all in turn!’


  They laughed heartily at this sally, all three together, as though they were the best of friends; at which she blushed, and showed some embarrassment, not having realized that her arch jest would have sounded so strange when uttered. The meeting which resulted thus, however, had its good effect in checking the bitterness of their rivalry; and they repeated her speech to their relatives and acquaintance with a hilarious frequency and publicity that the lady little divined, or she might have blushed and felt more embarrassment still.


  In the course of time the position resolved itself, and the beauteous Lady Penelope (as she was called) made up her mind; her choice being the eldest of the three knights, Sir George Drenghard, owner of the mansion aforesaid, which thereupon became her home; and her husband being a pleasant man, and his family, though not so noble, of as good repute as her own, all things seemed to show that she had reckoned wisely in honouring him with her preference.


  But what may lie behind the still and silent veil of the future none can foretell. In the course of a few months the husband of her choice died of his convivialities (as if, indeed, to bear out his name), and the Lady Penelope was left alone as mistress of his house. By this time she had apparently quite forgotten her careless declaration to her lovers collectively; but the lovers themselves had not forgotten it; and, as she would now be free to take a second one of them, Sir John Gale appeared at her door as early in her widowhood as it was proper and seemly to do so.


  She gave him little encouragement; for, of the two remaining, her best beloved was Sir William, of whom, if the truth must be told, she had often thought during her short married life. But he had not yet reappeared. Her heart began to be so much with him now that she contrived to convey to him, by indirect hints through his friends, that she would not be displeased by a renewal of his former attentions. Sir William, however, misapprehended her gentle signalling, and from excellent, though mistaken motives of delicacy, delayed to intrude himself upon her for a long time. Meanwhile Sir John, now created a baronet, was unremitting, and she began to grow somewhat piqued at the backwardness of him she secretly desired to be forward.


  ‘Never mind,’ her friends said jestingly to her (knowing of her humorous remark, as everybody did, that she would marry them all three if they would have patience)—‘never mind; why hesitate upon the order of them? Take ’em as they come.’


  This vexed her still more, and regretting deeply, as she had often done, that such a careless speech should ever have passed her lips, she fairly broke down under Sir John’s importunity, and accepted his hand. They were married on a fine spring morning, about the very time at which the unfortunate Sir William discovered her preference for him, and was beginning to hasten home from a foreign court to declare his unaltered devotion to her. On his arrival in England he learnt the sad truth.


  If Sir William suffered at her precipitancy under what she had deemed his neglect, the Lady Penelope herself suffered more. She had not long been the wife of Sir John Gale before he showed a disposition to retaliate upon her for the trouble and delay she had put him to in winning her. With increasing frequency he would tell her that, as far as he could perceive, she was an article not worth such labour as he had bestowed in obtaining it, and such snubbings as he had taken from his rivals on the same account. These and other cruel things he repeated till he made the lady weep sorely, and wellnigh broke her spirit, though she had formerly been such a mettlesome dame. By degrees it became perceptible to all her friends that her life was a very unhappy one; and the fate of the fair woman seemed yet the harder in that it was her own stately mansion, left to her sole use by her first husband, which her second had entered into and was enjoying, his being but a mean and meagre erection.


  But such is the flippancy of friends that when she met them, and secretly confided her grief to their ears, they would say cheerily, ‘Lord, never mind, my dear; there’s a third to come yet!’—at which maladroit remark she would show much indignation, and tell them they should know better than to trifle on so solemn a theme. Yet that the poor lady would have been only too happy to be the wife of the third, instead of Sir John whom she had taken, was painfully obvious, and much she was blamed for her foolish choice by some people. Sir William, however, had returned to foreign cities on learning the news of her marriage, and had never been heard of since.


  Two or three years of suffering were passed by Lady Penelope as the despised and chidden wife of this man Sir John, amid regrets that she had so greatly mistaken him, and sighs for one whom she thought never to see again, till it chanced that her husband fell sick of some slight ailment. One day after this, when she was sitting in his room, looking from the window upon the expanse in front, she beheld, approaching the house on foot, a form she seemed to know well. Lady Penelope withdrew silently from the sickroom, and descended to the hall, whence, through the doorway, she saw entering between the two round towers which at that time flanked the gateway, Sir William Hervy, as she had surmised, but looking thin and travel-worn. She advanced into the courtyard to meet him.


  ‘I was passing through Casterbridge,’ he said, with faltering deference, ‘and I walked out to ask after your ladyship’s health. I felt that I could do no less; and, of course, to pay my respects to your good husband, my heretofore acquaintance…. But O, Penelope, th’st look sick and sorry!’


  ‘I am heartsick, that’s all,’ said she.


  They could see in each other an emotion which neither wished to express, and they stood thus a long time with tears in their eyes.


  ‘He does not treat ’ee well, I hear,’ said Sir William in a low voice. ‘May God in Heaven forgive him; but it is asking a great deal!’


  ‘Hush, hush!’ said she hastily.


  ‘Nay, but I will speak what I may honestly say,’ he answered. ‘I am not under your roof, and my tongue is free. Why didst not wait for me, Penelope, or send to me a more overt letter? I would have travelled night and day to come!’


  ‘Too late, William; you must not ask it,’ said she, endeavouring to quiet him as in old times. ‘My husband just now is unwell. He will grow better in a day or two, maybe. You must call again and see him before you leave Casterbridge.’


  As she said this their eyes met. Each was thinking of her lightsome words about taking the three men in turn; each thought that two-thirds of that promise had been fulfilled. But, as if it were unpleasant to her that this recollection should have arisen, she spoke again quickly: ‘Come again in a day or two, when my husband will be well enough to see you.’


  Sir William departed without entering the house, and she returned to Sir John’s chamber. He, rising from his pillow, said, ‘To whom hast been talking, wife, in the courtyard? I heard voices there.’


  She hesitated, and he repeated the question more impatiently.


  ‘I do not wish to tell you now,’ said she.


  ‘But I will know!’ said he.


  Then she answered, ‘Sir William Hervy.’


  ‘By God, I thought as much!’ cried Sir John, drops of perspiration standing on his white face. ‘A skulking villain! A sick man’s ears are keen, my lady, I heard that they were lover-like tones, and he called ’ee by your Christian name. These be your intrigues, my lady, when I am off my legs awhile!’


  ‘On my honour,’ cried she, ‘you do me a wrong. I swear I did not know of his coming!’


  ‘Swear as you will,’ said Sir John, ‘I don’t believe ’ee.’ And with this he taunted her, and worked himself into a greater passion, which much increased his illness. His lady sat still, brooding. There was that upon her face which had seldom been there since her marriage; and she seemed to think anew of what she had so lightly said in the days of her freedom, when her three lovers were one and all coveting her hand. ‘I began at the wrong end of them,’ she murmured. ‘My God—that did I!’


  ‘What?’ said he.


  ‘A trifle,’ said she. ‘I spoke to myself only.’


  It was somewhat strange that after this day, while she went about the house with even a sadder face than usual, her churlish husband grew worse; and what was more, to the surprise of all, though to the regret of few, he died a fortnight later. Sir William had not called upon him as he had promised, having received a private communication from Lady Penelope, frankly informing him that to do so would be inadvisable, by reason of her husband’s temper.


  Now when Sir John was gone, and his remains carried to his family burying-place in another part of England, the lady began in due time to wonder whither Sir William had betaken himself. But she had been cured of precipitancy (if ever woman were), and was prepared to wait her whole lifetime a widow if the said Sir William should not reappear. Her life was now passed mostly within the walls, or in promenading between the pleasaunce and the bowling-green; and she very seldom went even so far as the high road which then gave entrance from the north, though it has now, and for many years, been diverted to the south side. Her patience was rewarded (if love be in any case a reward); for one day, many months after her second husband’s death, a messenger arrived at her gate with the intelligence that Sir William Hervy was again in Casterbridge, and would be glad to know if it were her pleasure that he should wait upon her.


  It need hardly be said that permission was joyfully granted, and within two hours her lover stood before her, a more thoughtful man than formerly, but in all essential respects the same man, generous, modest to diffidence, and sincere. The reserve which womanly decorum threw over her manner was but too obviously artificial, and when he said ‘the ways of Providence are strange,’ and added after a moment, ‘and merciful likewise,’ she could not conceal her agitation, and burst into tears upon his neck.


  ‘But this is too soon,’ she said, starting back.


  ‘But no,’ said he. ‘You are eleven months gone in widowhood, and it is not as if Sir John had been a good husband to you.’


  His visits grew pretty frequent now, as may well be guessed, and in a month or two he began to urge her to an early union. But she counselled a little longer delay.


  ‘Why?’ said he. ‘Surely I have waited long! Life is short; we are getting older every day, and I am the last of the three.’


  ‘Yes,’ said the lady frankly. ‘And that is why I would not have you hasten. Our marriage may seem so strange to everybody, after my unlucky remark on that occasion we know so well, and which so many others know likewise, thanks to talebearers.’


  On this representation he conceded a little space, for the sake of her good name. But the destined day of their marriage at last arrived, and it was a gay time for the villagers and all concerned, and the bells in the parish church rang from noon till night. Thus at last she was united to the man who had loved her the most tenderly of them all, who but for his reticence might perhaps have been the first to win her. Often did he say to himself, ‘How wondrous that her words should have been fulfilled! Many a truth hath been spoken in jest, but never a more remarkable one!’ The noble lady herself preferred not to dwell on the coincidence, a certain shyness, if not shame, crossing her fair face at any allusion thereto.


  But people will have their say, sensitive souls or none, and their sayings on this third occasion took a singular shape. ‘Surely,’ they whispered, ‘there is something more than chance in this…. The death of the first was possibly natural; but what of the death of the second, who ill-used her, and whom, loving the third so desperately, she must have wished out of the way?’


  Then they pieced together sundry trivial incidents of Sir John’s illness, and dwelt upon the indubitable truth that he had grown worse after her lover’s unexpected visit; till a very sinister theory was built up as to the hand she may have had in Sir John’s premature demise. But nothing of this suspicion was said openly, for she was a lady of noble birth—nobler, indeed, than either of her husbands—and what people suspected they feared to express in formal accusation.


  The mansion that she occupied had been left to her for so long a time as she should choose to reside in it, and, having a regard for the spot, she had coaxed Sir William to remain there. But in the end it was unfortunate; for one day, when in the full tide of his happiness, he was walking among the willows near the gardens, where he overheard a conversation between some basketmakers who were cutting the osiers for their use. In this fatal dialogue the suspicions of the neighbouring townsfolk were revealed to him for the first time.


  ‘A cupboard close to his bed, and the key in her pocket. Ah!’ said one.


  ‘And a blue phial therein—h’m!’ said another.


  ‘And spurge-laurel leaves among the hearth-ashes. Oh-oh!’ said a third.


  On his return home Sir William seemed to have aged years. But he said nothing; indeed, it was a thing impossible. And from that hour a ghastly estrangement began. She could not understand it, and simply waited. One day he said, however, ‘I must go abroad.’


  ‘Why?’ said she. ‘William, have I offended you?’


  ‘No,’ said he; ‘but I must go.’


  She could coax little more out of him, and in itself there was nothing unnatural in his departure, for he had been a wanderer from his youth. In a few days he started off, apparently quite another man than he who had rushed to her side so devotedly a few months before.


  It is not known when, or how, the rumours, which were so thick in the atmosphere around her, actually reached the Lady Penelope’s ears, but that they did reach her there is no doubt. It was impossible that they should not; the district teemed with them; they rustled in the air like night-birds of evil omen. Then a reason for her husband’s departure occurred to her appalled mind, and a loss of health became quickly apparent. She dwindled thin in the face, and the veins in her temples could all be distinctly traced. An inner fire seemed to be withering her away. Her rings fell off her fingers, and her arms hung like the flails of the threshers, though they had till lately been so round and so elastic. She wrote to her husband repeatedly, begging him to return to her; but he, being in extreme and wretched doubt, moreover, knowing nothing of her ill-health, and never suspecting that the rumours had reached her also, deemed absence best, and postponed his return awhile, giving various good reasons for his delay.


  At length, however, when the Lady Penelope had given birth to a still-born child, her mother, the Countess, addressed a letter to Sir William, requesting him to come back to her if he wished to see her alive; since she was wasting away of some mysterious disease, which seemed to be rather mental than physical. It was evident that his mother-in-law knew nothing of the secret, for she lived at a distance; but Sir William promptly hastened home, and stood beside the bed of his now dying wife.


  ‘Believe me, William,’ she said when they were alone, ‘I am innocent—innocent!’


  ‘Of what?’ said he. ‘Heaven forbid that I should accuse you of anything!’


  ‘But you do accuse me—silently!’ she gasped. ‘I could not write thereon—and ask you to hear me. It was too much, too degrading. But would that I had been less proud! They suspect me of poisoning him, William! But, O my dear husband, I am innocent of that wicked crime! He died naturally. I loved you—too soon; but that was all!’


  Nothing availed to save her. The worm had gnawed too far into her heart before Sir William’s return for anything to be remedial now; and in a few weeks she breathed her last. After her death the people spoke louder, and her conduct became a subject of public discussion. A little later on, the physician who had attended the late Sir John heard the rumour, and came down from the place near London to which he latterly had retired, with the express purpose of calling upon Sir William Hervy, now staying in Casterbridge.


  He stated that, at the request of a relative of Sir John’s, who wished to be assured on the matter by reason of its suddenness, he had, with the assistance of a surgeon, made a private examination of Sir John’s body immediately after his decease, and found that it had resulted from purely natural causes. Nobody at this time had breathed a suspicion of foul play, and therefore nothing was said which might afterwards have established her innocence.


  It being thus placed beyond doubt that this beautiful and noble lady had been done to death by a vile scandal that was wholly unfounded, her husband was stung with a dreadful remorse at the share he had taken in her misfortunes, and left the country anew, this time never to return alive. He survived her but a few years, and his body was brought home and buried beside his wife’s under the tomb which is still visible in the parish church. Until lately there was a good portrait of her, in weeds for her first husband, with a cross in her hand, at the ancestral seat of her family, where she was much pitied, as she deserved to be. Yet there were some severe enough to say—and these not unjust persons in other respects—that though unquestionably innocent of the crime imputed to her, she had shown an unseemly wantonness in contracting three marriages in such rapid succession; that the untrue suspicion might have been ordered by Providence (who often works indirectly) as a punishment for her self-indulgence. Upon that point I have no opinion to offer.


  The reverend the Vice-President however, the tale being ended, offered as his opinion that her fate ought to be quite clearly recognized as a chastisement. So thought the Churchwarden, and also the quiet gentleman sitting near. The latter knew many other instances in point, one of which could be narrated in a few words.


  ♣


  Dame the Ninth


  The Duchess of Hamptonshire


  By the Quiet Gentleman.


  Some fifty years ago the then Duke of Hamptonshire, fifth of that title, was incontestably the head man in his county, and particularly in the neighbourhood of Batton. He came of the ancient and loyal family of Saxelbye, which, before its ennoblement, had numbered many knightly and ecclesiastical celebrities in its male line. It would have occupied a painstaking county historian a whole afternoon to take rubbings of the numerous effigies and heraldic devices graven to their memory on the brasses, tablets, and altar-tombs in the aisle of the parish church. The Duke himself, however, was a man little attracted by ancient chronicles in stone and metal, even when they concerned his own beginnings. He allowed his mind to linger by preference on the many graceless and unedifying pleasures which his position placed at his command. He could on occasion close the mouths of his dependents by a good bomb-like oath, and he argued doggedly with the parson on the virtues of cock-fighting and baiting the bull.


  This nobleman’s personal appearance was somewhat impressive. His complexion was that of the copper-beech tree. His frame was stalwart, though slightly stooping. His mouth was large, and he carried an unpolished sapling as his walking-stick, except when he carried a spud for cutting up any thistle he encountered on his walks. His castle stood in the midst of a park, surrounded by dusky elms, except to the southward; and when the moon shone out, the gleaming stone façade, backed by heavy boughs, was visible from the distant high road as a white spot on the surface of darkness. Though called a castle, the building was little fortified, and had been erected with greater eye to internal convenience than those crannied places of defence to which the name strictly appertains. It was a castellated mansion as regular as a chessboard on its ground-plan, ornamented with make-believe bastions and machicolations, behind which were stacks of battlemented chimneys. On still mornings, at the fire-lighting hour, when ghostly housemaids stalk the corridors, and thin streaks of light through the shutter-chinks lend startling winks and smiles to ancestors on canvas, twelve or fifteen thin stems of blue smoke sprouted upwards from these chimney-tops, and spread into a flat canopy on high. Around the site stretched ten thousand acres of good, fat, unimpeachable soil, plentiful in glades and lawns wherever visible from the castle-windows, and merging in homely arable where screened from the too curious eye by ingeniously-contrived plantations.


  Some way behind the owner of all this came the second man in the parish, the rector, the Honourable and Reverend Mr. Oldbourne, a widower, over stiff and stern for a clergyman, whose severe white neckcloth, well-kept gray hair, and right-lined face betokened none of those sympathetic traits whereon depends so much of a parson’s power to do good among his fellow-creatures. The last, far-removed man of the series—altogether the Neptune of these local primaries—was the curate, Mr. Alwyn Hill. He was a handsome young deacon with curly hair, dreamy eyes—so dreamy that to look long into them was like ascending and floating among summer clouds—a complexion as fresh as a flower, and a chin absolutely beardless. Though his age was about twenty-five, he looked not much over nineteen.


  The rector had a daughter called Emmeline, of so sweet and simple a nature that her beauty was discovered, measured, and inventoried by almost everybody in that part of the country before it was suspected by herself to exist. She had been bred in comparative solitude; a rencounter with men troubled and confused her. Whenever a strange visitor came to her father’s house she slipped into the orchard and remained till he was gone, ridiculing her weakness in apostrophes, but unable to overcome it. Her virtues lay in no resistant force of character, but in a natural inappetency for evil things, which to her were as unmeaning as joints of flesh to a herbivorous creature. Her charms of person, manner, and mind, had been clear for some time to the Antinous in orders, and no less so to the Duke, who, though scandalously ignorant of dainty phrases, ever showing a clumsy manner towards the gentler sex, and, in short, not at all a lady’s man, took fire to a degree that was wellnigh terrible at sudden sight of Emmeline, a short time after she was turned seventeen.


  It occurred one afternoon at the corner of a shrubbery between the castle and the rectory, where the Duke was standing to watch the heaving of a mole, when the fair girl brushed past at a distance of a few yards, in the full light of the sun, and without hat or bonnet. The Duke went home like a man who had seen a spirit. He ascended to the picture-gallery of his castle, and there passed some time in staring at the bygone beauties of his line as if he had never before considered what an important part those specimens of womankind had played in the evolution of the Saxelbye race. He dined alone, drank rather freely, and declared to himself that Emmeline Oldbourne must be his.


  Meanwhile there had unfortunately arisen between the curate and this girl some sweet and secret understanding. Particulars of the attachment remained unknown then and always, but it was plainly not approved of by her father. His procedure was cold, hard, and inexorable. Soon the curate disappeared from the parish, almost suddenly, after bitter and hard words had been heard to pass between him and the rector one evening in the garden, intermingled with which, like the cries of the dying in the din of battle, were the beseeching sobs of a woman. Not long after this it was announced that a marriage between the Duke and Miss Oldbourne was to be solemnized at a surprisingly early date.


  The wedding-day came and passed; and she was a Duchess. Nobody seemed to think of the ousted man during the day, or else those who thought of him concealed their meditations. Some of the less subservient ones were disposed to speak in a jocular manner of the august husband and wife, others to make correct and pretty speeches about them, according as their sex and nature dictated. But in the evening, the ringers in the belfry, with whom Alwyn had been a favourite, eased their minds a little concerning the gentle young man, and the possible regrets of the woman he had loved.


  ‘Don’t you see something wrong in it all?[’] said the third bell as he wiped his face. ‘I know well enough where she would have liked to stable her horses to-night, when they have done their journey.’


  ‘That is, you would know if you could tell where young Mr. Hill is living, which is known to none in the parish.’


  ‘Except to the lady that this ring o’ grandsire triples is in honour of.’


  Yet these friendly cottagers were at this time far from suspecting the real dimensions of Emmeline’s misery, nor was it clear even to those who came into much closer communion with her than they, so well had she concealed her heart-sickness. But bride and bridegroom had not long been home at the castle when the young wife’s unhappiness became plainly enough perceptible. Her maids and men said that she was in the habit of turning to the wainscot and shedding stupid scalding tears at a time when a right-minded lady would have been overhauling her wardrobe. She prayed earnestly in the great church-pew, where she sat lonely and insignificant as a mouse in a cell, instead of counting her rings, falling asleep, or amusing herself in silent laughter at the queer old people in the congregation, as previous beauties of the family had done in their time. She seemed to care no more for eating and drinking out of crystal and silver than from a service of earthen vessels. Her head was, in truth, full of something else; and that such was the case was only too obvious to the Duke, her husband. At first he would only taunt her for her folly in thinking of that milk-and-water parson; but as time went on his charges took a more positive shape. He would not believe her assurance that she had in no way communicated with her former lover, nor he with her, since their parting in the presence of her father. This led to some strange scenes between them which need not be detailed; their result was soon to take a catastrophic shape.


  One dark quiet evening, about two months after the marriage, a man entered the gate admitting from the highway to the park and avenue which ran up to the house. He arrived within two hundred yards of the walls, when he left the gravelled drive and drew near to the castle by a roundabout path leading into a shrubbery. Here he stood still. In a few minutes the strokes of the castle-clock resounded, and then a female figure entered the same secluded nook from an opposite direction. There the two indistinct persons leapt together like a pair of dewdrops on a leaf; and then they stood apart, facing each other, the woman looking down.


  ‘Emmeline, you begged me to come, and here I am, Heaven forgive me!’ said the man hoarsely.


  ‘You are going to emigrate, Alwyn,’ she said in broken accents. ‘I have heard of it; you sail from Plymouth in three days in the Western Glory?’


  ‘Yes. I can live in England no longer. Life is as death to me here,’ says he.


  ‘My life is even worse—worse than death. Death would not have driven me to this extremity. Listen, Alwyn—I have sent for you to beg to go with you, or at least to be near you—to do anything so that it be not to stay here.’


  ‘To go away with me?’ he said in a startled tone.


  ‘Yes, yes—or under your direction, or by your help in some way! Don’t be horrified at me—you must bear with me whilst I implore it. Nothing short of cruelty would have driven me to this. I could have borne my doom in silence had I been left unmolested; but he tortures me, and I shall soon be in the grave if I cannot escape.’


  To his shocked inquiry how her husband tortured her, the Duchess said that it was by jealousy. ‘He tries to wring admissions from me concerning you,’ she said, ‘and will not believe that I have not communicated with you since my engagement to him was settled by my father, and I was forced to agree to it.’


  The poor curate said that this was the heaviest news of all. ‘He has not personally ill-used you?’ he asked.


  ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


  ‘What has he done?’


  She looked fearfully around, and said, sobbing: ‘In trying to make me confess to what I have never done, he adopts plans I dare not describe for terrifying me into a weak state, so that I may own to anything! I resolved to write to you, as I had no other friend.’ She added, with dreary irony, ‘I thought I would give him some ground for his suspicion, so as not to disgrace his judgment.’


  ‘Do you really mean, Emmeline,’ he tremblingly inquired, ‘that you—that you want to fly with me?’


  ‘Can you think that I would act otherwise than in earnest at such a time as this?’


  He was silent for a minute or more. ‘You must not go with me,’ he said.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘It would be sin.’


  ‘It cannot be sin, for I have never wanted to commit sin in my life; and it isn’t likely I would begin now, when I pray every day to die and be sent to Heaven out of my misery!’


  ‘But it is wrong, Emmeline, all the same.’


  ‘Is it wrong to run away from the fire that scorches you?’


  ‘It would look wrong, at any rate, in this case.’


  ‘Alwyn, Alwyn, take me, I beseech you!’ she burst out. ‘It is not right in general, I know, but it is such an exceptional instance, this. Why has such a severe strain been put upon me? I was doing no harm, injuring no one, helping many people, and expecting happiness; yet trouble came. Can it be that God holds me in derision? I had no supporter—I gave way; and now my life is a burden and a shame to me…. O, if you only knew how much to me this request to you is—how my life is wrapped up in it, you could not deny me!’


  ‘This is almost beyond endurance—Heaven support us,’ he groaned. ‘Emmy, you are the Duchess of Hamptonshire, the Duke of Hamptonshire’s wife; you must not go with me!’


  ‘And am I then refused?—O, am I refused?’ she cried frantically. ‘Alwyn, Alwyn, do you say it indeed to me?’


  ‘Yes, I do, dear, tender heart! I do most sadly say it. You must not go. Forgive me, for there is no alternative but refusal. Though I die, though you die, we must not fly together. It is forbidden in God’s law. Good-bye, for always and ever!’


  He tore himself away, hastened from the shrubbery, and vanished among the trees.


  Three days after this meeting and farewell, Alwyn, his soft, handsome features stamped with a haggard hardness that ten years of ordinary wear and tear in the world could scarcely have produced, sailed from Plymouth on a drizzling morning, in the passenger-ship Western Glory. When the land had faded behind him he mechanically endeavoured to school himself into a stoical frame of mind. His attempt, backed up by the strong moral staying power that had enabled him to resist the passionate temptation to which Emmeline, in her reckless trustfulness, had exposed him, was rewarded by a certain kind of success, though the murmuring stretch of waters whereon he gazed day after day too often seemed to be articulating to him in tones of her well-remembered voice.


  He framed on his journey rules of conduct for reducing to mild proportions the feverish regrets which would occasionally arise and agitate him, when he indulged in visions of what might have been had he not hearkened to the whispers of conscience. He fixed his thoughts for so many hours a day on philosophical passages in the volumes he had brought with him, allowing himself now and then a few minutes’ thought of Emmeline, with the strict yet reluctant niggardliness of an ailing epicure proportioning the rank drinks that cause his malady. The voyage was marked by the usual incidents of a sailing-passage in those days—a storm, a calm, a man overboard, a birth, and a funeral—the latter sad event being one in which he, as the only clergyman on board, officiated, reading the service ordained for the purpose. The ship duly arrived at Boston early in the month following, and thence he proceeded to Providence to seek out a distant relative.


  After a short stay at Providence he returned again to Boston, and by applying himself to a serious occupation made good progress in shaking off the dreary melancholy which enveloped him even now. Distracted and weakened in his beliefs by his recent experiences, he decided that he could not for a time worthily fill the office of a minister of religion, and applied for the mastership of a school. Some introductions, given him before starting, were useful now, and he soon became known as a respectable scholar and gentleman to the trustees of one of the colleges. This ultimately led to his retirement from the school and installation in the college as Professor of rhetoric and oratory.


  Here and thus he lived on, exerting himself solely because of a conscientious determination to do his duty. He passed his winter evenings in turning sonnets and elegies, often giving his thoughts voice in ‘Lines to an Unfortunate Lady,’ while his summer leisure at the same hour would be spent in watching the lengthening shadows from his window, and fancifully comparing them with the shades of his own life. If he walked, he mentally inquired which was the eastern quarter of the landscape, and thought of two thousand miles of water that way, and of what was beyond it. In a word he was at all spare times dreaming of her who was only a memory to him, and would probably never be more.


  Nine years passed by, and under their wear and tear Alwyn Hill’s face lost a great many of the attractive characteristics which had formerly distinguished it. He was kind to his pupils and affable to all who came in contact with him; but the kernel of his life, his secret, was kept as snugly shut up as though he had been dumb. In talking to his acquaintances of England and his life there, he omitted the episode of Batton Castle and Emmeline as if it had no existence in his calendar at all. Though of towering importance to himself, it had filled but a short and small fragment of time, an ephemeral season which would have been wellnigh imperceptible, even to him, at this distance, but for the incident it enshrined.


  One day, at this date, when cursorily glancing over an old English newspaper, he observed a paragraph which, short as it was, contained for him whole tomes of thrilling information—rung with more passion-stirring rhythm than the collected cantos of all the poets. It was an announcement of the death of the Duke of Hamptonshire, leaving behind him a widow, but no children.


  The current of Alwyn’s thoughts now completely changed. On looking again at the newspaper he found it to be one that was sent him long ago, and had been carelessly thrown aside. But for an accidental overhauling of the waste journals in his study he might not have known of the event for years. At this moment of reading the Duke had already been dead seven months. Alwyn could now no longer bind himself down to machine-made synecdoche, antithesis, and climax, being full of spontaneous specimens of all these rhetorical forms, which he dared not utter. Who shall wonder that his mind luxuriated in dreams of a sweet possibility just laid open for the first time these many years? for Emmeline was to him now as ever the one dear thing in all the world. The issue of his silent romancing was that he resolved to return to her at the very earliest moment.


  But he could not abandon his professional work on the instant. He did not get really quite free from engagements till four months later; but, though suffering throes of impatience continually, he said to himself every day: ‘If she has continued to love me nine years she will love me ten; she will think the more tenderly of me when her present hours of solitude shall have done their proper work; old times will revive with the cessation of her recent experience, and every day will favour my return.’


  The enforced interval soon passed, and he duly arrived in England, reaching the village of Batton on a certain winter day between twelve and thirteen months subsequent to the time of the Duke’s death.


  It was evening; yet such was Alwyn’s impatience that he could not forbear taking, this very night, one look at the castle which Emmeline had entered as unhappy mistress ten years before. He threaded the park trees, gazed in passing at well-known outlines which rose against the dim sky, and was soon interested in observing that lively country-people, in parties of two and three, were walking before and behind him up the interlaced avenue to the castle gateway. Knowing himself to be safe from recognition, Alwyn inquired of one of these pedestrians what was going on.


  ‘Her Grace gives her tenantry a ball to-night, to keep up the old custom of the Duke and his father before him, which she does not wish to change.’


  ‘Indeed. Has she lived here entirely alone since the Duke’s death?’


  ‘Quite alone. But though she doesn’t receive company herself, she likes the village people to enjoy themselves, and often has ’em here.’


  ‘Kind-hearted, as always!’ thought Alwyn.


  On reaching the castle he found that the great gates at the tradesmen’s entrance were thrown back against the wall as if they were never to be closed again; that the passages and rooms in that wing were brilliantly lighted up, some of the numerous candles guttering down over the green leaves which decorated them, and upon the silk dresses of the happy farmers’ wives as they passed beneath, each on her husband’s arm. Alwyn found no difficulty in marching in along with the rest, the castle being Liberty Hall to-night. He stood unobserved in a corner of the large apartment where dancing was about to begin.


  ‘Her Grace, though hardly out of mourning, will be sure to come down and lead off the dance with neighbour Bates,’ said one.


  ‘Who is neighbour Bates?’ asked Alwyn.


  ‘An old man she respects much—the oldest of her tenant-farmers. He was seventy-eight his last birthday.’


  ‘Ah, to be sure!’ said Alwyn, at his ease. ‘I remember.’


  The dancers formed in line, and waited. A door opened at the further end of the hall, and a lady in black silk came forth. She bowed, smiled, and proceeded to the top of the dance.


  ‘Who is that lady?’ said Alwyn, in a puzzled tone. ‘I thought you told me that the Duchess of Hamptonshire——’


  ‘That is the Duchess,’ said his informant.


  ‘But there is another?’


  ‘No; there is no other.’


  ‘But she is not the Duchess of Hamptonshire—who used to——’ Alwyn’s tongue stuck to his mouth, he could get no farther.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said his acquaintance. Alwyn had retired, and was supporting himseif [himself] against the wall.


  The wretched Alwyn murmured something about a stitch in his side from walking. Then the music struck up, the dance went on, and his neighbour became so interested in watching the movements of this strange Duchess through its mazes as to forget Alwyn for a while.


  It gave him an opportunity to brace himself up. He was a man who had suffered, and he could suffer again. ‘How came that person to be your Duchess?’ he asked in a firm, distinct voice, when he had attained complete self-command. ‘Where is her other Grace of Hamptonshire? There certainly was another. I know it.’


  ‘Oh, the previous one! Yes, yes. She ran away years and years ago with the young curate. Mr. Hill was the young man’s name, if I recollect.’


  ‘No! She never did. What do you mean by that?’ he said.


  ‘Yes, she certainly ran away. She met the curate in the shrubbery about a couple of months after her marriage with the Duke. There were folks who saw the meeting and heard some words of their talk. They arranged to go, and she sailed from Plymouth with him a day or two afterward.’


  ‘That’s not true.’


  ‘Then ’tis the queerest lie ever told by man. Her father believed and knew to his dying day that she went with him; and so did the Duke, and everybody about here. Ay, there was a fine upset about it at the time. The Duke traced her to Plymouth.’


  ‘Traced her to Plymouth?’


  ‘He traced her to Plymouth, and set on his spies; and they found that she went to the shipping-office, and inquired if Mr. Alwyn Hill had entered his name as passenger by the Western Glory; and when she found that he had, she booked herself for the same ship, but not in her real name. When the vessel had sailed a letter reached the Duke from her, telling him what she had done. She never came back here again. His Grace lived by himself a number of years, and married this lady only twelve months before he died.’


  Alwyn was in a state of indescribable bewilderment. But, unmanned as he was, he called the next day on the, to him, spurious Duchess of Hamptonshire. At first she was alarmed at his statement, then cold, then she was won over by his condition to give confidence for confidence. She showed him a letter which had been found among the papers of the late Duke, corroborating what Alwyn’s informant had detailed. It was from Emmeline, bearing the postmarked date at which the Western Glory sailed, and briefly stated that she had emigrated by that ship to America.


  Alwyn applied himself body and mind to unravel the remainder of the mystery. The story repeated to him was always the same: ‘She ran away with the curate.’ A strangely circumstantial piece of intelligence was added to this when he had pushed his inquiries a little further. There was given him the name of a waterman at Plymouth, who had come forward at the time that she was missed and sought for by her husband, and had stated that he put her on board the Western Glory at dusk one evening before that vessel sailed.


  After several days of search about the alleys and quays of Plymouth Barbican, during which these impossible words, ‘She ran off with the curate,’ became branded on his brain, Alwyn found this important waterman. He was positive as to the truth of his story, still remembering the incident well, and he described in detail the lady’s dress, as he had long ago described it to her husband, which description corresponded in every particular with the dress worn by Emmeline on the evening of their parting.


  Before proceeding to the other side of the Atlantic to continue his inquiries there, the puzzled and distracted Alwyn set himself to ascertain the address of Captain Wheeler, who had commanded the Western Glory in the year of Alwyn’s voyage out, and immediately wrote a letter to him on the subject.


  The only circumstances which the sailor could recollect or discover from his papers in connection with such a story were, that a woman bearing the name which Alwyn had mentioned as fictitious certainly did come aboard for a voyage he made about that time; that she took a common berth among the poorest emigrants; that she died on the voyage out, at about five days’ sail from Plymouth; that she seemed a lady in manners and education. Why she had not applied for a first-class passage, why she had no trunks, they could not guess, for though she had little money in her pocket she had that about her which would have fetched it. ‘We buried her at sea,’ continued the captain. ‘A young parson, one of the cabin-passengers, read the burial-service over her, I remember well.’


  The whole scene and proceedings darted upon Alwyn’s recollection in a moment. It was a fine breezy morning on that long-past voyage out, and he had been told that they were running at the rate of a hundred and odd miles a day. The news went round that one of the poor young women in the other part of the vessel was ill of fever, and delirious. The tidings caused no little alarm among all the passengers, for the sanitary conditions of the ship were anything but satisfactory. Shortly after this the doctor announced that she had died. Then Alwyn had learnt that she was laid out for burial in great haste, because of the danger that would have been incurred by delay. And next the funeral scene rose before him, and the prominent part that he had taken in that solemn ceremony. The captain had come to him, requesting him to officiate, as there was no chaplain on board. This he had agreed to do; and as the sun went down with a blaze in his face he read amidst them all assembled: ‘We therefore commit her body to the deep, to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body when the sea shall give up her dead.’


  The captain also forwarded the addresses of the ship’s matron and of other persons who had been engaged on board at the date. To these Alwyn went in the course of time. A categorical description of the clothes of the dead truant, the colour of her hair, and other things, extinguished for ever all hope of a mistake in identity.


  At last, then, the course of events had become clear. On that unhappy evening when he left Emmeline in the shrubbery, forbidding her to follow him because it would be a sin, she must have disobeyed. She must have followed at his heels silently through the darkness, like a poor pet animal that will not be driven back. She could have accumulated nothing for the journey more than she might have carried in her hand; and thus poorly provided she must have embarked. Her intention had doubtless been to make her presence on board known to him as soon as she could muster courage to do so.


  Thus the ten years’ chapter of Alwyn Hill’s romance wound itself up under his eyes. That the poor young woman in the steerage had been the young Duchess of Hamptonshire was never publicly disclosed. Hill had no longer any reason for remaining in England, and soon after left its shores with no intention to return. Previous to his departure he confided his story to an old friend from his native town—grandfather of the person who now relates it to you.


  A few members, including the Bookworm, seemed to be impressed by the quiet gentleman’s tale; but the member we have called the Spark—who, by the way, was getting somewhat tinged with the light of other days, and owned to eight-and-thirty—walked daintily about the room instead of sitting down by the fire with the majority, and said that for his part he preferred something more lively than the last story—something in which such long-separated lovers were ultimately united. He also liked stories that were more modern in their date of action than those he had heard to-day.


  Members immediately requested him to give them a specimen, to which the Spark replied that he didn’t mind, as far as that went. And though the Vice-President, the Man of Family, the Colonel, and others, looked at their watches, and said they must soon retire to their respective quarters in the hotel adjoining, they all decided to sit out the Spark’s story.


  ♣


  Dame the Tenth


  The Honourable Laura


  By the Spark.


  It was a cold and gloomy Christmas Eve. The mass of cloud overhead was almost impervious to such daylight as still lingered; the snow lay several inches deep upon the ground, and the slanting downfall which still went on threatened to considerably increase its thickness before the morning. The Prospect Hotel, a building standing near the wild north coast of Lower Wessex, looked so lonely and so useless at such a time as this that a passing wayfarer would have been led to forget summer possibilities, and to wonder at the commercial courage which could invest capital, on the basis of the popular taste for the picturesque, in a country subject to such dreary phases. That the district was alive with visitors in August seemed but a dim tradition in weather so totally opposed to all that tempts mankind from home. However, there the hotel stood immovable; and the cliffs, creeks, and headlands which were the primary attractions of the spot, rising in full view on the opposite side of the valley, were now but stern angular outlines, while the townlet in front was tinged over with a grimy dirtiness rather than the pearly gray that in summer lent such beauty to its appearance.


  Within the hotel commanding this outlook the landlord walked idly about with his hands in his pockets, not in the least expectant of a visitor, and yet unable to settle down to any occupation which should compensate in some degree for the losses that winter idleness entailed on his regular profession. So little, indeed, was anybody expected, that the coffee-room waiter—a genteel boy, whose plated buttons in summer were as close together upon the front of his short jacket as peas in a pod—now appeared in the back yard, metamorphosed into the unrecognizable shape of a rough country lad in corduroys and hobnailed boots, sweeping the snow away, and talking the local dialect in all its purity, quite oblivious of the new polite accent he had learned in the hot weather from the well-behaved visitors. The front door was closed, and, as if to express still more fully the sealed and chrysalis state of the establishment, a sand-bag was placed at the bottom to keep out the insidious snowdrift, the wind setting in directly from that quarter.


  The landlord, entering his own parlour, walked to the large fire which it was absolutely necessary to keep up for his comfort, no such blaze burning in the coffee-room or elsewhere, and after giving it a stir returned to a table in the lobby, whereon lay the visitors’ book—now closed and pushed back against the wall. He carelessly opened it; not a name had been entered there since the 19th of the previous November, and that was only the name of a man who had arrived on a tricycle, who, indeed, had not been asked to enter at all.


  While he was engaged thus the evening grew darker; but before it was as yet too dark to distinguish objects upon the road winding round the back of the cliffs, the landlord perceived a black spot on the distant white, which speedily enlarged itself and drew near. The probabilities were that this vehicle—for a vehicle of some sort it seemed to be—would pass by and pursue its way to the nearest railway-town as others had done. But, contrary to the landlord’s expectation, as he stood conning it through the yet unshuttered windows, the solitary object, on reaching the corner, turned into the hotel-front, and drove up to the door.


  It was a conveyance particularly unsuited to such a season and weather, being nothing more substantial than an open basket-carriage drawn by a single horse. Within sat two persons, of different sexes, as could soon be discerned, in spite of their muffled attire. The man held the reins, and the lady had got some shelter from the storm by clinging close to his side. The landlord rang the hostler’s bell to attract the attention of the stable-man, for the approach of the visitors had been deadened to noiselessness by the snow, and when the hostler had come to the horse’s head the gentleman and lady alighted, the landlord meeting them in the hall.


  The male stranger was a foreign-looking individual of about eight-and-twenty. He was close-shaven, excepting a moustache, his features being good, and even handsome. The lady, who stood timidly behind him, seemed to be much younger—possibly not more than eighteen, though it was difficult to judge either of her age or appearance in her present wrappings.


  The gentleman expressed his wish to stay till the morning, explaining somewhat unnecessarily, considering that the house was an inn, that they had been unexpectedly benighted on their drive. Such a welcome being given them as landlords can give in dull times, the latter ordered fires in the drawing and coffee-rooms, and went to the boy in the yard, who soon scrubbed himself up, dragged his disused jacket from its box, polished the buttons with his sleeve, and appeared civilized in the hall. The lady was shown into a room where she could take off her snow-damped garments, which she sent down to be dried, her companion, meanwhile, putting a couple of sovereigns on the table, as if anxious to make everything smooth and comfortable at starting, and requesting that a private sitting-room might be got ready. The landlord assured him that the best upstairs parlour—usually public—should be kept private this evening, and sent the maid to light the candles. Dinner was prepared for them, and, at the gentleman’s desire, served in the same apartment; where, the young lady having joined him, they were left to the rest and refreshment they seemed to need.


  That something was peculiar in the relations of the pair had more than once struck the landlord, though wherein that peculiarity lay it was hard to decide. But that his guest was one who paid his way readily had been proved by his conduct, and dismissing conjectures he turned to practical affairs.


  About nine o’clock he re-entered the hall, and, everything being done for the day, again walked up and down, occasionally gazing through the glass door at the prospect without, to ascertain how the weather was progressing. Contrary to prognostication, snow had ceased falling, and, with the rising of the moon, the sky had partially cleared, light fleeces of cloud drifting across the silvery disk. There was every sign that a frost was going to set in later on. For these reasons the distant rising road was even more distinct now between its high banks than it had been in the declining daylight. Not a track or rut broke the virgin surface of the white mantle that lay along it, all marks left by the lately arrived travellers having been speedily obliterated by the flakes falling at the time.


  And now the landlord beheld by the light of the moon a sight very similar to that he had seen by the light of day. Again a black spot was advancing down the road that margined the coast. He was in a moment or two enabled to perceive that the present vehicle moved onward at a more headlong pace than the little carriage which had preceded it; next, that it was a brougham drawn by two powerful horses; next, that this carriage, like the former one, was bound for the hotel-door. This desirable feature of resemblance caused the landlord once more to withdraw the sand-bag and advance into the porch.


  An old gentleman was the first to alight. He was followed by a young one, and both unhesitatingly came forward.


  ‘Has a young lady, less than nineteen years of age, recently arrived here in the company of a man some years her senior?’ asked the old gentleman, in haste. ‘A man cleanly shaven for the most part, having the appearance of an opera-singer, and calling himself Signor Smittozzi?’


  ‘We have had arrivals lately,’ said the landlord, in the tone of having had twenty at least—not caring to acknowledge the attenuated state of business that afflicted Prospect Hotel in winter.


  ‘And among them can your memory recall two persons such as those I describe?—the man a sort of baritone?’


  ‘There certainly is or was a young couple staying in the hotel; but I could not pronounce on the compass of the gentleman’s voice.’


  ‘No, no; of course not. I am quite bewildered. They arrived in a basket-carriage, altogether badly provided?’


  ‘They came in a carriage, I believe, as most of our visitors do.’


  ‘Yes, yes. I must see them at once. Pardon my want of ceremony, and show us in to where they are.’


  ‘But, sir, you forget. Suppose the lady and gentleman I mean are not the lady and gentleman you mean? It would be awkward to allow you to rush in upon them just now while they are at dinner, and might cause me to lose their future patronage.’


  ‘True, true. They may not be the same persons. My anxiety, I perceive, makes me rash in my assumptions!’


  ‘Upon the whole, I think they must be the same, Uncle Quantock,’ said the young man, who had not till now spoken. And turning to the landlord: ‘You possibly have not such a large assemblage of visitors here, on this somewhat forbidding evening, that you quite forget how this couple arrived, and what the lady wore?’ His tone of addressing the landlord had in it a quiet frigidity that was not without irony.


  ‘Ah! what she wore; that’s it, James. What did she wear?’


  ‘I don’t usually take stock of my guests’ clothing,’ replied the landlord drily, for the ready money of the first arrival had decidedly biassed him in favour of that gentleman’s cause. ‘You can certainly see some of it if you want to,’ he added carelessly, ‘for it is drying by the kitchen fire.’


  Before the words were half out of his mouth the old gentleman had exclaimed, ‘Ah!’ and precipitated himself along what seemed to be the passage to the kitchen; but as this turned out to be only the entrance to a dark china-closet, he hastily emerged again, after a collision with the inn-crockery had told him of his mistake.


  ‘I beg your pardon, I’m sure; but if you only knew my feelings (which I cannot at present explain), you would make allowances. Anything I have broken I will willingly pay for.’


  ‘Don’t mention it, sir,’ said the landlord. And showing the way, they adjourned to the kitchen without further parley. The eldest of the party instantly seized the lady’s cloak, that hung upon a clothes-horse, exclaiming: ‘Ah! yes, James, it is hers. I knew we were on their track.’


  ‘Yes, it is hers,’ answered the nephew quietly, for he was much less excited than his companion.


  ‘Show us their room at once,’ said the uncle.


  ‘William, have the lady and gentleman in the front sitting-room finished dining?’


  ‘Yes, sir, long ago,’ said the hundred plated buttons.


  ‘Then show up these gentlemen to them at once. You stay here to-night, gentlemen, I presume? Shall the horses be taken out?’


  ‘Feed the horses and wash their mouths. Whether we stay or not depends upon circumstances,’ said the placid younger man, as he followed his uncle and the waiter to the staircase.


  ‘I think, Nephew James,’ said the former, as he paused with his foot on the first step—‘I think we had better not be announced, but take them by surprise. She may go throwing herself out of the window, or do some equally desperate thing!’


  ‘Yes, certainly, we’ll enter unannounced.’ And he called back the lad who preceded them.


  ‘I cannot sufficiently thank you, James, for so effectually aiding me in this pursuit!’ exclaimed the old gentleman, taking the other by the hand. ‘My increasing infirmities would have hindered my overtaking her to-night, had it not been for your timely aid.’


  ‘I am only too happy, uncle, to have been of service to you in this or any other matter. I only wish I could have accompanied you on a pleasanter journey. However, it is advisable to go up to them at once, or they may hear us.’ And they softly ascended the stairs.


  On the door being opened a room too large to be comfortable was disclosed, lit by the best branch-candlesticks of the hotel, before the fire of which apartment the truant couple were sitting, very innocently looking over the hotel scrap-book and the album containing views of the neighbourhood. No sooner had the old man entered than the young lady—who now showed herself to be quite as young as described, and remarkably prepossessing as to features—perceptibly turned pale. When the nephew entered she turned still paler, as if she were going to faint. The young man described as an opera-singer rose with grim civility, and placed chairs for his visitors.


  ‘Caught you, thank God!’ said the old gentleman breathlessly.


  ‘Yes, worse luck, my lord!’ murmured Signor Smittozzi, in native London-English, that distinguished Italian having, in fact, first seen the light as the baby of Mr. and Mrs. Smith in the vicinity of the City Road. ‘She would have been mine to-morrow. And I think that under the peculiar circumstances it would be wiser—considering how soon the breath of scandal will tarnish a lady’s fame—to let her be mine to-morrow, just the same.’


  ‘Never!’ said the old man. ‘Here is a lady under age, without experience—child-like in her maiden innocence and virtue—whom you have plied by your vile arts, till this morning at dawn——’


  ‘Lord Quantock, were I not bound to respect your gray hairs——’


  ‘Till this morning at dawn you tempted her away from her father’s roof. What blame can attach to her conduct that will not, on a full explanation of the matter, be readily passed over in her and thrown entirely on you? Laura, you return at once with me. I should not have arrived, after all, early enough to deliver you, if it had not been for the disinterestedness of your cousin, Captain Northbrook, who, on my discovering your flight this morning, offered with a promptitude for which I can never sufficiently thank him, to accompany me on my journey, as the only male relative I have near me. Come, do you hear? Put on your things; we are off at once.’


  ‘I don’t want to go!’ pouted the young lady.


  ‘I daresay you don’t,’ replied her father drily. ‘But children never know what’s best for them. So come along, and trust to my opinion.’


  Laura was silent, and did not move, the opera gentleman looking helplessly into the fire, and the lady’s cousin sitting meditatively calm, as the single one of the four whose position enabled him to survey the whole escapade with the cool criticism of a comparative outsider.


  ‘I say to you, Laura, as the father of a daughter under age, that you instantly come with me. What? Would you compel me to use physical force to reclaim you?’


  ‘I don’t want to return!’ again declared Laura.


  ‘It is your duty to return nevertheless, and at once, I inform you.’


  ‘I don’t want to!’


  ‘Now, dear Laura, this is what I say: return with me and your cousin James quietly, like a good and repentant girl, and nothing will be said. Nobody knows what has happened as yet, and if we start at once, we shall be home before it is light to-morrow morning. Come.’


  ‘I am not obliged to come at your bidding, father, and I would rather not!’


  Now James, the cousin, during this dialogue might have been observed to grow somewhat restless, and even impatient. More than once he had parted his lips to speak, but second thoughts each time held him back. The moment had come, however, when he could keep silence no longer.


  ‘Come, madam!’ he spoke out, ‘this farce with your father has, in my opinion, gone on long enough. Just make no more ado, and step downstairs with us.’


  She gave herself an intractable little twist, and did not reply.


  ‘By the Lord Harry, Laura, I won’t stand this!’ he said angrily. ‘Come, get on your things before I come and compel you. There is a kind of compulsion to which this talk is child’s play. Come, madam—instantly, I say!’


  The old nobleman turned to his nephew and said mildly: ‘Leave me to insist, James. It doesn’t become you. I can speak to her sharply enough, if I choose.’


  James, however, did not heed his uncle, and went on to the troublesome young woman: ‘You say you don’t want to come, indeed! A pretty story to tell me, that! Come, march out of the room at once, and leave that hulking fellow for me to deal with afterward. Get on quickly—come!’ and he advanced toward her as if to pull her by the hand.


  ‘Nay, nay,’ expostulated Laura’s father, much surprised at his nephew’s sudden demeanour. ‘You take too much upon yourself. Leave her to me.’


  ‘I won’t leave her to you any longer!’


  ‘You have no right, James, to address either me or her in this way; so just hold your tongue. Come, my dear.’


  ‘I have every right!’ insisted James.


  ‘How do you make that out?’


  ‘I have the right of a husband.’


  ‘Whose husband?’


  ‘Hers.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘She’s my wife.’


  ‘James!’


  ‘Well, to cut a long story short, I may say that she secretly married me, in spite of your lordship’s prohibition, about three months ago. And I must add that, though she cooled down rather quickly, everything went on smoothly enough between us for some time; in spite of the awkwardness of meeting only by stealth. We were only waiting for a convenient moment to break the news to you when this idle Adonis turned up, and after poisoning her mind against me, brought her into this disgrace.’


  Here the operatic luminary, who had sat in rather an abstracted and nerveless attitude till the cousin made his declaration, fired up and cried: ‘I declare before Heaven that till this moment I never knew she was a wife! I found her in her father’s house an unhappy girl—unhappy, as I believe, because of the loneliness and dreariness of that establishment, and the want of society, and for nothing else whatever. What this statement about her being your wife means I am quite at a loss to understand. Are you indeed married to him, Laura?’


  Laura nodded from within her tearful handkerchief. ‘It was because of my anomalous position in being privately married to him,’ she sobbed, ‘that I was unhappy at home—and—and I didn’t like him so well as I did at first—and I wished I could get out of the mess I was in! And then I saw you a few times, and when you said, “We’ll run off,” I thought I saw a way out of it all, and then I agreed to come with you-oo-oo!’


  ‘Well! well! well! And is this true?’ murmured the bewildered old nobleman, staring from James to Laura, and from Laura to James, as if he fancied they might be figments of the imagination. ‘Is this, then, James, the secret of your kindness to your old uncle in helping him to find his daughter? Good Heavens! What further depths of duplicity are there left for a man to learn!’


  ‘I have married her, Uncle Quantock, as I said,’ answered James coolly. ‘The deed is done, and can’t be undone by talking here.’


  ‘Where were you married?’


  ‘At St. Mary’s, Toneborough.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘On the 29th of September, during the time she was visiting there.’


  ‘Who married you?’


  ‘I don’t know. One of the curates—we were quite strangers to the place. So, instead of my assisting you to recover her, you may as well assist me.’


  ‘Never! never!’ said Lord Quantock. ‘Madam, and sir, I beg to tell you that I wash my hands of the whole affair. If you are man and wife, as it seems you are, get reconciled as best you may. I have no more to say or do with either of you. I leave you, Laura, in the hands of your husband, and much joy may you bring him; though the situation, I own, is not encouraging.’


  Saying this, the indignant speaker pushed back his chair against the table with such force that the candlesticks rocked on their bases, and left the room.


  Laura’s wet eyes roved from one of the young men to the other, who now stood glaring face to face, and, being much frightened at their aspect, slipped out of the room after her father. Him, however, she could hear going out of the front door, and, not knowing where to take shelter, she crept into the darkness of an adjoining bedroom, and there awaited events with a palpitating heart.


  Meanwhile the two men remaining in the sitting-room drew nearer to each other, and the opera-singer broke the silence by saying, ‘How could you insult me in the way you did, calling me a fellow, and accusing me of poisoning her mind toward you, when you knew very well I was as ignorant of your relation to her as an unborn babe?’


  ‘O yes, you were quite ignorant; I can believe that readily,’ sneered Laura’s husband.


  ‘I here call Heaven to witness that I never knew!’


  ‘Recitativo—the rhythm excellent, and the tone well sustained. Is it likely that any man could win the confidence of a young fool her age, and not get that out of her? Preposterous! Tell it to the most improved new pit-stalls.’


  ‘Captain Northbrook, your insinuations are as despicable as your wretched person!’ cried the baritone, losing all patience. And springing forward he slapped the captain in the face with the palm of his hand.


  Northbrook flinched but slightly, and calmly using his handkerchief to learn if his nose was bleeding, said, ‘I quite expected this insult, so I came prepared.’ And he drew forth from a black valise which he carried in his hand a small case of pistols.


  The baritone started at the unexpected sight, but recovering from his surprise said, ‘Very well, as you will,’ though perhaps his tone showed a slight want of confidence.


  ‘Now,’ continued the husband, quite confidingly, ‘we want no parade, no nonsense, you know. Therefore we’ll dispense with seconds?’


  The signor slightly nodded.


  ‘Do you know this part of the country well?’ Cousin James went on, in the same cool and still manner. ‘If you don’t, I do. Quite at the bottom of the rocks out there, just beyond the stream which falls over them to the shore, is a smooth sandy space, not so much shut in as to be out of the moonlight; and the way down to it from this side is over steps cut in the cliff; and we can find our way down without trouble. We—we two—will find our way down; but only one of us will find his way up, you understand?’


  ‘Quite.’


  ‘Then suppose we start; the sooner it is over the better. We can order supper before we go out—supper for two; for though we are three at present——’


  ‘Three?’


  ‘Yes; you and I and she——’


  ‘O yes.’


  ‘——We shall be only two by and by; so that, as I say, we will order supper for two; for the lady and a gentleman. Whichever comes back alive will tap at her door, and call her in to share the repast with him—she’s not off the premises. But we must not alarm her now; and above all things we must not let the inn-people see us go out; it would look so odd for two to go out, and only one come in. Ha! ha!’


  ‘Ha! ha! exactly.’


  ‘Are you ready?’


  ‘Oh—quite.’


  ‘Then I’ll lead the way.’


  He went softly to the door and downstairs, ordering supper to be ready in an hour, as he had said; then making a feint of returning to the room again, he beckoned to the singer, and together they slipped out of the house by a side door.


  The sky was now quite clear, and the wheelmarks of the brougham which had borne away Laura’s father, Lord Quantock, remained distinctly visible. Soon the verge of the down was reached, the captain leading the way, and the baritone following silently, casting furtive glances at his companion, and beyond him at the scene ahead. In due course they arrived at the chasm in the cliff which formed the waterfall. The outlook here was wild and picturesque in the extreme, and fully justified the many praises, paintings, and photographic views to which the spot had given birth. What in summer was charmingly green and gray, was now rendered weird and fantastic by the snow.


  From their feet the cascade plunged downward almost vertically to a depth of eighty or a hundred feet before finally losing itself in the sand, and though the stream was but small, its impact upon jutting rocks in its descent divided it into a hundred spirts and splashes that sent up a mist into the upper air. A few marginal drippings had been frozen into icicles, but the centre flowed on unimpeded.


  The operatic artist looked down as he halted, but his thoughts were plainly not of the beauty of the scene. His companion with the pistols was immediately in front of him, and there was no handrail on the side of the path toward the chasm. Obeying a quick impulse, he stretched out his arm, and with a superhuman thrust sent Laura’s husband reeling over. A whirling human shape, diminishing downward in the moon’s rays further and further toward invisibility, a smack-smack upon the projecting ledges of rock—at first louder and heavier than that of the brook, and then scarcely to be distinguished from it—then a cessation, then the splashing of the stream as before, and the accompanying murmur of the sea, were all the incidents that disturbed the customary flow of the lofty waterfall.


  The singer waited in a fixed attitude for a few minutes, then turning, he rapidly retraced his steps over the intervening upland toward the road, and in less than a quarter of an hour was at the door of the hotel. Slipping quietly in as the clock struck ten, he said to the landlord, over the bar hatchway—


  ‘The bill as soon as you can let me have it, including charges for the supper that was ordered, though we cannot stay to eat it, I am sorry to say.’ He added with forced gaiety, ‘The lady’s father and cousin have thought better of intercepting the marriage, and after quarrelling with each other have gone home independently.’


  ‘Well done, sir!’ said the landlord, who still sided with this customer in preference to those who had given trouble and barely paid for baiting the horses. ‘“Love will find out the way!” as the saying is. Wish you joy, sir!’


  Signor Smittozzi went upstairs, and on entering the sitting-room found that Laura had crept out from the dark adjoining chamber in his absence. She looked up at him with eyes red from weeping, and with symptoms of alarm.


  ‘What is it?—where is he?’ she said apprehensively.


  ‘Captain Northbrook has gone back. He says he will have no more to do with you.’


  ‘And I am quite abandoned by them!—and they’ll forget me, and nobody care about me any more!’ She began to cry afresh.


  ‘But it is the luckiest thing that could have happened. All is just as it was before they came disturbing us. But, Laura, you ought to have told me about that private marriage, though it is all the same now; it will be dissolved, of course. You are a wid—virtually a widow.’


  ‘It is no use to reproach me for what is past. What am I to do now?’


  ‘We go at once to Cliff-Martin. The horse has rested thoroughly these last three hours, and he will have no difficulty in doing an additional half-dozen miles. We shall be there before twelve, and there are late taverns in the place, no doubt. There we’ll sell both horse and carriage to-morrow morning; and go by the coach to Downstaple. Once in the train we are safe.’


  ‘I agree to anything,’ she said listlessly.


  In about ten minutes the horse was put in, the bill paid, the lady’s dried wraps put round her, and the journey resumed.


  When about a mile on their way they saw a glimmering light in advance of them. ‘I wonder what that is?’ said the baritone, whose manner had latterly become nervous, every sound and sight causing him to turn his head.


  ‘It is only a turnpike,’ said she. ‘That light is the lamp kept burning over the door.’


  ‘Of course, of course, dearest. How stupid I am!’


  On reaching the gate they perceived that a man on foot had approached it, apparently by some more direct path than the roadway they pursued, and was, at the moment they drew up, standing in conversation with the gatekeeper.


  ‘It is quite impossible that he could fall over the cliff by accident or the will of God on such a light night as this,’ the pedestrian was saying. ‘These two children I tell you of saw two men go along the path toward the waterfall, and ten minutes later only one of ’em came back, walking fast, like a man who wanted to get out of the way because he had done something queer. There is no manner of doubt that he pushed the other man over, and, mark me, it will soon cause a hue and cry for that man.’


  The candle shone in the face of the Signor and showed that there had arisen upon it a film of ghastliness. Laura, glancing toward him for a few moments, observed it, till, the gatekeeper having mechanically swung open the gate, her companion drove through, and they were soon again enveloped in the white silence.


  Her conductor had said to Laura, just before, that he meant to inquire the way at this turnpike; but he had certainly not done so.


  As soon as they had gone a little further the omission, intentional or not, began to cause them some trouble. Beyond the secluded district which they now traversed ran the more frequented road, where progress would be easy, the snow being probably already beaten there to some extent by traffic; but they had not yet reached it, and having no one to guide them their journey began to appear less feasible than it had done before starting. When the little lane which they had entered ascended another hill, and seemed to wind round in a direction contrary to the expected route to Cliff-Martin, the question grew serious. Ever since overhearing the conversation at the turnpike, Laura had maintained a perfect silence, and had even shrunk somewhat away from the side of her lover.


  ‘Why don’t you talk, Laura,’ he said with forced buoyancy, ‘and suggest the way we should go?’


  ‘O yes, I will,’ she responded, a curious fearfulness being audible in her voice.


  After this she uttered a few occasional sentences which seemed to persuade him that she suspected nothing. At last he drew rein, and the weary horse stood still.


  ‘We are in a fix,’ he said.


  She answered eagerly: ‘I’ll hold the reins while you run forward to the top of the ridge, and see if the road takes a favourable turn beyond. It would give the horse a few minutes’ rest, and if you find out no change in the direction, we will retrace this lane, and take the other turning.’


  The expedient seemed a good one in the circumstances, especially when recommended by the singular eagerness of her voice; and placing the reins in her hands—a quite unnecessary precaution, considering the state of their hack—he stepped out and went forward through the snow till she could see no more of him.


  No sooner was he gone than Laura, with a rapidity which contrasted strangely with her previous stillness, made fast the reins to the corner of the phaeton, and slipping out on the opposite side, ran back with all her might down the hill, till, coming to an opening in the fence, she scrambled through it, and plunged into the copse which bordered this portion of the lane. Here she stood in hiding under one of the large bushes, clinging so closely to its umbrage as to seem but a portion of its mass, and listening intently for the faintest sound of pursuit. But nothing disturbed the stillness save the occasional slipping of gathered snow from the boughs, or the rustle of some wild animal over the crisp flake-bespattered herbage. At length, apparently convinced that her former companion was either unable to find her, or not anxious to do so in the present strange state of affairs, she crept out from the bushes, and in less than an hour found herself again approaching the door of the Prospect Hotel.


  As she drew near, Laura could see that, far from being wrapped in darkness, as she might have expected, there were ample signs that all the tenants were on the alert, lights moving about the open space in front. Satisfaction was expressed in her face when she discerned that no reappearance of her baritone and his pony-carriage was causing this sensation; but it speedily gave way to grief and dismay when she saw by the lights the form of a man borne on a stretcher by two others into the porch of the hotel.


  ‘I have caused all this,’ she murmured between her quivering lips. ‘He has murdered him!’ Running forward to the door, she hastily asked of the first person she met if the man on the stretcher was dead.


  ‘No, miss,’ said the labourer addressed, eyeing her up and down as an unexpected apparition. ‘He is still alive, they say, but not sensible. He either fell or was pushed over the waterfall; ’tis thoughted he was pushed. He is the gentleman who came here just now with the old lord, and went out afterward (as is thoughted) with a stranger who had come a little earlier. Anyhow, that’s as I had it.’


  Laura entered the house, and acknowledging without the least reserve that she was the injured man’s wife, had soon installed herself as head nurse by the bed on which he lay. When the two surgeons who had been sent for arrived, she learnt from them that his wounds were so severe as to leave but a slender hope of recovery, it being little short of miraculous that he was not killed on the spot, which his enemy had evidently reckoned to be the case. She knew who that enemy was, and shuddered.


  Laura watched all night, but her husband knew nothing of her presence. During the next day he slightly recognized her, and in the evening was able to speak. He informed the surgeons that, as was surmised, he had been pushed over the cascade by Signor Smittozzi; but he communicated nothing to her who nursed him, not even replying to her remarks; he nodded courteously at any act of attention she rendered, and that was all.


  In a day or two it was declared that everything favoured his recovery, notwithstanding the severity of his injuries. Full search was made for Smittozzi, but as yet there was no intelligence of his whereabouts, though the repentant Laura communicated all she knew. As far as could be judged, he had come back to the carriage after searching out the way, and finding the young lady missing, had looked about for her till he was tired; then had driven on to Cliff-Martin, sold the horse and carriage next morning, and disappeared, probably by one of the departing coaches which ran thence to the nearest station, the only difference from his original programme being that he had gone alone.


  During the days and weeks of that long and tedious recovery Laura watched by her husband’s bedside with a zeal and assiduity which would have considerably extenuated any fault save one of such magnitude as hers. That her husband did not forgive her was soon obvious. Nothing that she could do in the way of smoothing pillows, easing his position, shifting bandages, or administering draughts, could win from him more than a few measured words of thankfulness, such as he would probably have uttered to any other woman on earth who had performed these particular services for him.


  ‘Dear, dear James,’ she said one day, bending her face upon the bed in an excess of emotion. ‘How you have suffered! It has been too cruel. I am more glad you are getting better than I can say. I have prayed for it—and I am sorry for what I have done; I am innocent of the worst, and—I hope you will not think me so very bad, James!’


  ‘O no. On the contrary, I shall think you very good—as a nurse,’ he answered, the caustic severity of his tone being apparent through its weakness.


  Laura let fall two or three silent tears, and said no more that day.


  Somehow or other Signor Smittozzi seemed to be making good his escape. It transpired that he had not taken a passage in either of the suspected coaches, though he had certainly got out of the county; altogether, the chance of finding him was problematical.


  Not only did Captain Northbrook survive his injuries, but it soon appeared that in the course of a few weeks he would find himself little if any the worse for the catastrophe. It could also be seen that Laura, while secretly hoping for her husband’s forgiveness for a piece of folly of which she saw the enormity more clearly every day, was in great doubt as to what her future relations with him would be. Moreover, to add to the complication, whilst she, as a runaway wife, was unforgiven by her husband, she and her husband, as a runaway couple, were unforgiven by her father, who had never once communicated with either of them since his departure from the inn. But her immediate anxiety was to win the pardon of her husband, who possibly might be bearing in mind, as he lay upon his couch, the familiar words of Brabantio, ‘She has deceived her father, and may thee.’


  Matters went on thus till Captain Northbrook was able to walk about. He then removed with his wife to quiet apartments on the south coast, and here his recovery was rapid. Walking up the cliffs one day, supporting him by her arm as usual, she said to him, simply, ‘James, if I go on as I am going now, and always attend to your smallest want, and never think of anything but devotion to you, will you—try to like me a little?’


  ‘It is a thing I must carefully consider,’ he said, with the same gloomy dryness which characterized all his words to her now. ‘When I have considered, I will tell you.’


  He did not tell her that evening, though she lingered long at her routine work of making his bedroom comfortable, putting the light so that it would not shine into his eyes, seeing him fall asleep, and then retiring noiselessly to her own chamber. When they met in the morning at breakfast, and she had asked him as usual how he had passed the night, she added timidly, in the silence which followed his reply, ‘Have you considered?’


  ‘No, I have not considered sufficiently to give you an answer.’


  Laura sighed, but to no purpose; and the day wore on with intense heaviness to her, and the customary modicum of strength gained to him.


  The next morning she put the same question, and looked up despairingly in his face, as though her whole life hung upon his reply.


  ‘Yes, I have considered,’ he said.


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘We must part.’


  ‘O James!’


  ‘I cannot forgive you; no man would. Enough is settled upon you to keep you in comfort, whatever your father may do. I shall sell out, and disappear from this hemisphere.’


  ‘You have absolutely decided?’ she asked miserably. ‘I have nobody now to c-c-care for——’


  ‘I have absolutely decided,’ he shortly returned. ‘We had better part here. You will go back to your father. There is no reason why I should accompany you, since my presence would only stand in the way of the forgiveness he will probably grant you if you appear before him alone. We will say farewell to each other in three days from this time. I have calculated on being ready to go on that day.’


  Bowed down with trouble she withdrew to her room, and the three days were passed by her husband in writing letters and attending to other business-matters, saying hardly a word to her the while. The morning of departure came; but before the horses had been put in to take the severed twain in different directions, out of sight of each other, possibly for ever, the postman arrived with the morning letters.


  There was one for the captain; none for her—there were never any for her. However, on this occasion something was enclosed for her in his, which he handed her. She read it and looked up helpless.


  ‘My dear father—is dead!’ she said. In a few moments she added, in a whisper, ‘I must go to the Manor to bury him…. Will you go with me, James?’


  He musingly looked out of the window. ‘I suppose it is an awkward and melancholy undertaking for a woman alone,’ he said coldly. ‘Well, well—my poor uncle!—Yes, I’ll go with you, and see you through the business.’


  So they went off together instead of asunder, as planned. It is unnecessary to record the details of the journey, or of the sad week which followed it at her father’s house. Lord Quantock’s seat was a fine old mansion standing in its own park, and there were plenty of opportunities for husband and wife either to avoid each other, or to get reconciled if they were so minded, which one of them was at least. Captain Northbrook was not present at the reading of the will. She came to him afterward, and found him packing up his papers, intending to start next morning, now that he had seen her through the turmoil occasioned by her father’s death.


  ‘He has left me everything that he could!’ she said to her husband. ‘James, will you forgive me now, and stay?’


  ‘I cannot stay.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I cannot stay,’ he repeated.


  ‘But why?’


  ‘I don’t like you.’


  He acted up to his word. When she came downstairs the next morning she was told that he had gone.


  Laura bore her double bereavement as best she could. The vast mansion in which she had hitherto lived, with all its historic contents, had gone to her father’s successor in the title; but her own was no unhandsome one. Around lay the undulating park, studded with trees a dozen times her own age; beyond it, the wood; beyond the wood, the farms. All this fair and quiet scene was hers. She nevertheless remained a lonely, repentant, depressed being, who would have given the greater part of everything she possessed to ensure the presence and affection of that husband whose very austerity and phlegm—qualities that had formerly led to the alienation between them—seemed now to be adorable features in his character.


  She hoped and hoped again, but all to no purpose. Captain Northbrook did not alter his mind and return. He was quite a different sort of man from one who altered his mind; that she was at last despairingly forced to admit. And then she left off hoping, and settled down to a mechanical routine of existence which in some measure dulled her grief, but at the expense of all her natural animation and the sprightly wilfulness which had once charmed those who knew her, though it was perhaps all the while a factor in the production of her unhappiness.


  To say that her beauty quite departed as the years rolled on would be to overstate the truth. Time is not a merciful master, as we all know, and he was not likely to act exceptionally in the case of a woman who had mental troubles to bear in addition to the ordinary weight of years. Be this as it may, eleven other winters came and went, and Laura Northbrook remained the lonely mistress of house and lands without once hearing of her husband. Every probability seemed to favour the assumption that he had died in some foreign land; and offers for her hand were not few as the probability verged on certainty with the long lapse of time. But the idea of remarriage seemed never to have entered her head for a moment. Whether she continued to hope even now for his return could not be distinctly ascertained; at all events she lived a life unmodified in the slightest degree from that of the first six months of his absence.


  This twelfth year of Laura’s loneliness, and the thirtieth of her life drew on apace, and the season approached that had seen the unhappy adventure for which she so long had suffered. Christmas promised to be rather wet than cold, and the trees on the outskirts of Laura’s estate dripped monotonously from day to day upon the turnpike-road which bordered them. On an afternoon in this week between three and four o’clock a hired fly might have been seen driving along the highway at this point, and on reaching the top of the hill it stopped. A gentleman of middle age alighted from the vehicle.


  ‘You need drive no further,’ he said to the coachman. ‘The rain seems to have nearly ceased. I’ll stroll a little way, and return on foot to the inn by dinner-time.’


  The flyman touched his hat, turned the horse, and drove back as directed. When he was out of sight the gentleman walked on, but he had not gone far before the rain again came down pitilessly, though of this the pedestrian took little heed, going leisurely onward till he reached Laura’s park gate, which he passed through. The clouds were thick and the days were short, so that by the time he stood in front of the mansion it was dark. In addition to this his appearance, which on alighting from the carriage had been untarnished, partook now of the character of a drenched wayfarer not too well blessed with this world’s goods. He halted for no more than a moment at the front entrance, and going round to the servants’ quarter, as if he had a preconceived purpose in so doing, there rang the bell. When a page came to him he inquired if they would kindly allow him to dry himself by the kitchen fire.


  The page retired, and after a murmured colloquy returned with the cook, who informed the wet and muddy man that though it was not her custom to admit strangers, she should have no particular objection to his drying himself, the night being so damp and gloomy. Therefore the wayfarer entered and sat down by the fire.


  ‘The owner of this house is a very rich gentleman, no doubt?’ he asked, as he watched the meat turning on the spit.


  ‘’Tis not a gentleman, but a lady,’ said the cook.


  ‘A widow, I presume?’


  ‘A sort of widow. Poor soul, her husband is gone abroad, and has never been heard of for many years.’


  ‘She sees plenty of company, no doubt, to make up for his absence?’


  ‘No, indeed—hardly a soul. Service here is as bad as being in a nunnery.’


  In short, the wayfarer, who had at first been so coldly received, contrived by his frank and engaging manner to draw the ladies of the kitchen into a most confidential conversation, in which Laura’s history was minutely detailed, from the day of her husband’s departure to the present. The salient feature in all their discourse was her unflagging devotion to his memory.


  Having apparently learned all that he wanted to know—among other things that she was at this moment, as always, alone—the traveller said he was quite dry; and thanking the servants for their kindness, departed as he had come. On emerging into the darkness he did not, however, go down the avenue by which he had arrived. He simply walked round to the front door. There he rang, and the door was opened to him by a man-servant whom he had not seen during his sojourn at the other end of the house.


  In answer to the servant’s inquiry for his name, he said ceremoniously, ‘Will you tell The Honourable Mrs. Northbrook that the man she nursed many years ago, after a frightful accident, has called to thank her?’


  The footman retreated, and it was rather a long time before any further signs of attention were apparent. Then he was shown into the drawing-room, and the door closed behind him.


  On the couch was Laura, trembling and pale. She parted her lips and held out her hands to him, but could not speak. But he did not require speech, and in a moment they were in each other’s arms.


  Strange news circulated through that mansion and the neighbouring town on the next and following days. But the world has a way of getting used to things, and the intelligence of the return of The Honourable Mrs. Northbrook’s long-absent husband was soon received with comparative calm.


  A few days more brought Christmas, and the forlorn home of Laura Northbrook blazed from basement to attic with light and cheerfulness. Not that the house was overcrowded with visitors, but many were present, and the apathy of a dozen years came at length to an end. The animation which set in thus at the close of the old year did not diminish on the arrival of the new; and by the time its twelve months had likewise run the course of its predecessors, a son had been added to the dwindled line of the Northbrook family.


  At the conclusion of this narrative the Spark was thanked, with a manner of some surprise, for nobody had credited him with a taste for tale-telling. Though it had been resolved that this story should be the last, a few of the weather-bound listeners were for sitting on into the small hours over their pipes and glasses, and raking up yet more episodes of family history. But the majority murmured reasons for soon getting to their lodgings.


  It was quite dark without, except in the immediate neighbourhood of the feeble street-lamps, and before a few shop-windows which had been hardily kept open in spite of the obvious unlikelihood of any chance customer traversing the muddy thoroughfares at that hour.


  By one, by two, and by three the benighted members of the Field-Club rose from their seats, shook hands, made appointments, and dropped away to their respective quarters, free or hired, hoping for a fair morrow. It would probably be not until the next summer meeting, months away in the future, that the easy intercourse which now existed between them all would repeat itself. The crimson maltster, for instance, knew that on the following market-day his friends the President, the Rural Dean, and the bookworm would pass him in the street, if they met him, with the barest nod of civility, the President and the Colonel for social reasons, the bookworm for intellectual reasons, and the Rural Dean for moral ones, the latter being a staunch teetotaller, dead against John Barleycorn. The sentimental member knew that when, on his rambles, he met his friend the bookworm with a pocket-copy of something or other under his nose, the latter would not love his companionship as he had done to-day; and the President, the aristocrat, and the farmer knew that affairs political, sporting, domestic, or agricultural would exclude for a long time all rumination on the characters of dames gone to dust for scores of years, however beautiful and noble they may have been in their day.


  The last member at length departed, the attendant at the museum lowered the fire, the curator locked up the rooms, and soon there was only a single pirouetting flame on the top of a single coal to make the bones of the ichthyosaurus seem to leap, the stuffed birds to wink, and to draw a smile from the varnished skulls of Vespasian’s soldiery.


  the end


  ♣
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  Prefatory Note


  Of the following collection the first story, ‘An Imaginative Woman,’ originally stood in Wessex Tales, but was brought into this volume as being more nearly its place, turning as it does upon a trick of Nature, so to speak, a physical possibility that may attach to a wife of vivid imaginings, as is well known to medical practitioners and other observers of such manifestations.


  The two stories named ‘A Tradition of Eighteen Hundred and Four’ and ‘The Melancholy Hussar of the German Legion,’ which were formerly printed in this series, were also transferred to Wessex Tales, where they more naturally belong.


  The present narratives and sketches, though separately published at various antecedent dates, were first collected and issued in a volume in 1894.


  T. H.


  May 1912.


  An Imaginative Woman


  When William Marchmill had finished his inquiries for lodgings at the well-known watering-place of Solentsea in Upper Wessex, he returned to the hotel to find his wife. She, with the children, had rambled along the shore, and Marchmill followed in the direction indicated by the military-looking hall-porter.


  ‘By Jove, how far you’ve gone! I am quite out of breath,’ Marchmill said, rather impatiently, when he came up with his wife, who was reading as she walked, the three children being considerably further ahead with the nurse.


  Mrs. Marchmill started out of the reverie into which the book had thrown her. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘you’ve been such a long time. I was tired of staying in that dreary hotel. But I am sorry if you have wanted me, Will?’


  ‘Well, I have had trouble to suit myself. When you see the airy and comfortable rooms heard of, you find they are stuffy and uncomfortable. Will you come and see if what I’ve fixed on will do? There is not much room, I am afraid; but I can light on nothing better. The town is rather full.’


  The pair left the children and nurse to continue their ramble, and went back together.


  In age well-balanced, in personal appearance fairly matched, and in domestic requirements conformable, in temper this couple differed, though even here they did not often clash, he being equable, if not lymphatic, and she decidedly nervous and sanguine. It was to their tastes and fancies, those smallest, greatest particulars, that no common denominator could be applied. Marchmill considered his wife’s likes and inclinations somewhat silly; she considered his sordid and material. The husband’s business was that of a gunmaker in a thriving city northwards, and his soul was in that business always; the lady was best characterized by that superannuated phrase of elegance ‘a votary of the muse.’ An impressionable, palpitating creature was Ella, shrinking humanely from detailed knowledge of her husband’s trade whenever she reflected that everything he manufactured had for its purpose the destruction of life. She could only recover her equanimity by assuring herself that some, at least, of his weapons were sooner or later used for the extermination of horrid vermin and animals almost as cruel to their inferiors in species as human beings were to theirs.


  She had never antecedently regarded this occupation of his as any objection to having him for a husband. Indeed, the necessity of getting life-leased at all cost, a cardinal virtue which all good mothers teach, kept her from thinking of it at all till she had closed with William, had passed the honeymoon, and reached the reflecting stage. Then, like a person who has stumbled upon some object in the dark, she wondered what she had got; mentally walked round it, estimated it; whether it were rare or common; contained gold, silver, or lead; were a clog or a pedestal, everything to her or nothing.


  She came to some vague conclusions, and since then had kept her heart alive by pitying her proprietor’s obtuseness and want of refinement, pitying herself, and letting off her delicate and ethereal emotions in imaginative occupations, day-dreams, and night-sighs, which perhaps would not much have disturbed William if he had known of them.


  Her figure was small, elegant, and slight in build, tripping, or rather bounding, in movement. She was dark-eyed, and had that marvellously bright and liquid sparkle in each pupil which characterizes persons of Ella’s cast of soul, and is too often a cause of heartache to the possessor’s male friends, ultimately sometimes to herself. Her husband was a tall, long-featured man, with a brown beard; he had a pondering regard; and was, it must be added, usually kind and tolerant to her. He spoke in squarely shaped sentences, and was supremely satisfied with a condition of sublunary things which made weapons a necessity.


  Husband and wife walked till they had reached the house they were in search of, which stood in a terrace facing the sea, and was fronted by a small garden of wind-proof and salt-proof evergreens, stone steps leading up to the porch. It had its number in the row, but, being rather larger than the rest, was in addition sedulously distinguished as Coburg House by its landlady, though everybody else called it ‘Thirteen, New Parade.’ The spot was bright and lively now; but in winter it became necessary to place sandbags against the door, and to stuff up the keyhole against the wind and rain, which had worn the paint so thin that the priming and knotting showed through.


  The householder, who had been watching for the gentleman’s return, met them in the passage, and showed the rooms. She informed them that she was a professional man’s widow, left in needy circumstances by the rather sudden death of her husband, and she spoke anxiously of the conveniences of the establishment.


  Mrs. Marchmill said that she liked the situation and the house; but, it being small, there would not be accommodation enough, unless she could have all the rooms.


  The landlady mused with an air of disappointment. She wanted the visitors to be her tenants very badly, she said, with obvious honesty. But unfortunately two of the rooms were occupied permanently by a bachelor gentleman. He did not pay season prices, it was true; but as he kept on his apartments all the year round, and was an extremely nice and interesting young man, who gave no trouble, she did not like to turn him out for a month’s ‘let,’ even at a high figure. ‘Perhaps, however,’ she added, ‘he might offer to go for a time.’


  They would not hear of this, and went back to the hotel, intending to proceed to the agent’s to inquire further. Hardly had they sat down to tea when the landlady called. Her gentleman, she said, had been so obliging as to offer to give up his rooms for three or four weeks rather than drive the new-comers away.


  ‘It is very kind, but we won’t inconvenience him in that way,’ said the Marchmills.


  ‘O, it won’t inconvenience him, I assure you!’ said the landlady eloquently. ‘You see, he’s a different sort of young man from most—dreamy, solitary, rather melancholy—and he cares more to be here when the south-westerly gales are beating against the door, and the sea washes over the Parade, and there’s not a soul in the place, than he does now in the season. He’d just as soon be where, in fact, he’s going temporarily, to a little cottage on the Island opposite, for a change.’ She hoped therefore that they would come.


  The Marchmill family accordingly took possession of the house next day, and it seemed to suit them very well. After luncheon Mr. Marchmill strolled out towards the pier, and Mrs. Marchmill, having despatched the children to their outdoor amusements on the sands, settled herself in more completely, examining this and that article, and testing the reflecting powers of the mirror in the wardrobe door.


  In the small back sitting-room, which had been the young bachelor’s, she found furniture of a more personal nature than in the rest. Shabby books, of correct rather than rare editions, were piled up in a queerly reserved manner in corners, as if the previous occupant had not conceived the possibility that any incoming person of the season’s bringing could care to look inside them. The landlady hovered on the threshold to rectify anything that Mrs. Marchmill might not find to her satisfaction.


  ‘I’ll make this my own little room,’ said the latter, ‘because the books are here. By the way, the person who has left seems to have a good many. He won’t mind my reading some of them, Mrs. Hooper, I hope?’


  ‘O dear no, ma’am. Yes, he has a good many. You see, he is in the literary line himself somewhat. He is a poet—yes, really a poet—and he has a little income of his own, which is enough to write verses on, but not enough for cutting a figure, even if he cared to.’


  ‘A poet! O, I did not know that.’


  Mrs. Marchmill opened one of the books, and saw the owner’s name written on the title-page. ‘Dear me!’ she continued; ‘I know his name very well—Robert Trewe—of course I do; and his writings! And it is his rooms we have taken, and him we have turned out of his home?’


  Ella Marchmill, sitting down alone a few minutes later, thought with interested surprise of Robert Trewe. Her own latter history will best explain that interest. Herself the only daughter of a struggling man of letters, she had during the last year or two taken to writing poems, in an endeavour to find a congenial channel in which to let flow her painfully embayed emotions, whose former limpidity and sparkle seemed departing in the stagnation caused by the routine of a practical household and the gloom of bearing children to a commonplace father. These poems, subscribed with a masculine pseudonym, had appeared in various obscure magazines, and in two cases in rather prominent ones. In the second of the latter the page which bore her effusion at the bottom, in smallish print, bore at the top, in large print, a few verses on the same subject by this very man, Robert Trewe. Both of them had, in fact, been struck by a tragic incident reported in the daily papers, and had used it simultaneously as an inspiration, the editor remarking in a note upon the coincidence, and that the excellence of both poems prompted him to give them together.


  After that event Ella, otherwise ‘John Ivy,’ had watched with much attention the appearance anywhere in print of verse bearing the signature of Robert Trewe, who, with a man’s unsusceptibility on the question of sex, had never once thought of passing himself off as a woman. To be sure, Mrs. Marchmill had satisfied herself with a sort of reason for doing the contrary in her case; since nobody might believe in her inspiration if they found that the sentiments came from a pushing tradesman’s wife, from the mother of three children by a matter-of-fact small-arms manufacturer.


  Trewe’s verse contrasted with that of the rank and file of recent minor poets in being impassioned rather than ingenious, luxuriant rather than finished. Neither symboliste nor décadent, he was a pessimist in so far as that character applies to a man who looks at the worst contingencies as well as the best in the human condition. Being little attracted by excellences of form and rhythm apart from content, he sometimes, when feeling outran his artistic speed, perpetrated sonnets in the loosely rhymed Elizabethan fashion, which every right-minded reviewer said he ought not to have done.


  With sad and hopeless envy Ella Marchmill had often and often scanned the rival poet’s work, so much stronger as it always was than her own feeble lines. She had imitated him, and her inability to touch his level would send her into fits of despondency. Months passed away thus, till she observed from the publishers’ list that Trewe had collected his fugitive pieces into a volume, which was duly issued, and was much or little praised according to chance, and had a sale quite sufficient to pay for the printing.


  This step onward had suggested to John Ivy the idea of collecting her pieces also, or at any rate of making up a book of her rhymes by adding many in manuscript to the few that had seen the light, for she had been able to get no great number into print. A ruinous charge was made for costs of publication; a few reviews noticed her poor little volume; but nobody talked of it, nobody bought it, and it fell dead in a fortnight—if it had ever been alive.


  The author’s thoughts were diverted to another groove just then by the discovery that she was going to have a third child, and the collapse of her poetical venture had perhaps less effect upon her mind than it might have done if she had been domestically unoccupied. Her husband had paid the publisher’s bill with the doctor’s, and there it all had ended for the time. But, though less than a poet of her century, Ella was more than a mere multiplier of her kind, and latterly she had begun to feel the old afflatus once more. And now by an odd conjunction she found herself in the rooms of Robert Trewe.


  She thoughtfully rose from her chair and searched the apartment with the interest of a fellow-tradesman. Yes, the volume of his own verse was among the rest. Though quite familiar with its contents, she read it here as if it spoke aloud to her, then called up Mrs. Hooper, the landlady, for some trivial service, and inquired again about the young man.


  ‘Well, I’m sure you’d be interested in him, ma’am, if you could see him, only he’s so shy that I don’t suppose you will.’ Mrs. Hooper seemed nothing loth to minister to her tenant’s curiosity about her predecessor. ‘Lived here long? Yes, nearly two years. He keeps on his rooms even when he’s not here: the soft air of this place suits his chest, and he likes to be able to come back at any time. He is mostly writing or reading, and doesn’t see many people, though, for the matter of that, he is such a good, kind young fellow that folks would only be too glad to be friendly with him if they knew him. You don’t meet kind-hearted people every day.’


  ‘Ah, he’s kind-hearted … and good.’


  ‘Yes; he’ll oblige me in anything if I ask him. “Mr. Trewe,” I say to him sometimes, “you are rather out of spirits.” “Well, I am, Mrs. Hooper,” he’ll say, “though I don’t know how you should find it out.” “Why not take a little change?” I ask. Then in a day or two he’ll say that he will take a trip to Paris, or Norway, or somewhere; and I assure you he comes back all the better for it.’


  ‘Ah, indeed! His is a sensitive nature, no doubt.’


  ‘Yes. Still he’s odd in some things. Once when he had finished a poem of his composition late at night he walked up and down the room rehearsing it; and the floors being so thin—jerry-built houses, you know, though I say it myself—he kept me awake up above him till I wished him further…. But we get on very well.’


  This was but the beginning of a series of conversations about the rising poet as the days went on. On one of these occasions Mrs. Hooper drew Ella’s attention to what she had not noticed before: minute scribblings in pencil on the wall-paper behind the curtains at the head of the bed.


  ‘O! let me look,’ said Mrs. Marchmill, unable to conceal a rush of tender curiosity as she bent her pretty face close to the wall.


  ‘These,’ said Mrs. Hooper, with the manner of a woman who knew things, ‘are the very beginnings and first thoughts of his verses. He has tried to rub most of them out, but you can read them still. My belief is that he wakes up in the night, you know, with some rhyme in his head, and jots it down there on the wall lest he should forget it by the morning. Some of these very lines you see here I have seen afterwards in print in the magazines. Some are newer; indeed, I have not seen that one before. It must have been done only a few days ago.’


  ‘O yes! …’


  Ella Marchmill flushed without knowing why, and suddenly wished her companion would go away, now that the information was imparted. An indescribable consciousness of personal interest rather than literary made her anxious to read the inscription alone; and she accordingly waited till she could do so, with a sense that a great store of emotion would be enjoyed in the act.


  Perhaps because the sea was choppy outside the Island, Ella’s husband found it much pleasanter to go sailing and steaming about without his wife, who was a bad sailor, than with her. He did not disdain to go thus alone on board the steamboats of the cheap-trippers, where there was dancing by moonlight, and where the couples would come suddenly down with a lurch into each other’s arms; for, as he blandly told her, the company was too mixed for him to take her amid such scenes. Thus, while this thriving manufacturer got a great deal of change and sea-air out of his sojourn here, the life, external at least, of Ella was monotonous enough, and mainly consisted in passing a certain number of hours each day in bathing and walking up and down a stretch of shore. But the poetic impulse having again waxed strong, she was possessed by an inner flame which left her hardly conscious of what was proceeding around her.


  She had read till she knew by heart Trewe’s last little volume of verses, and spent a great deal of time in vainly attempting to rival some of them, till, in her failure, she burst into tears. The personal element in the magnetic attraction exercised by this circumambient, unapproachable master of hers was so much stronger than the intellectual and abstract that she could not understand it. To be sure, she was surrounded noon and night by his customary environment, which literally whispered of him to her at every moment; but he was a man she had never seen, and that all that moved her was the instinct to specialize a waiting emotion on the first fit thing that came to hand did not, of course, suggest itself to Ella.


  In the natural way of passion under the too practical conditions which civilization has devised for its fruition, her husband’s love for her had not survived, except in the form of fitful friendship, any more than, or even so much as, her own for him; and, being a woman of very living ardours, that required sustenance of some sort, they were beginning to feed on this chancing material, which was, indeed, of a quality far better than chance usually offers.


  One day the children had been playing hide-and-seek in a closet, whence, in their excitement, they pulled out some clothing. Mrs. Hooper explained that it belonged to Mr. Trewe, and hung it up in the closet again. Possessed of her fantasy, Ella went later in the afternoon, when nobody was in that part of the house, opened the closet, unhitched one of the articles, a mackintosh, and put it on, with the waterproof cap belonging to it.


  ‘The mantle of Elijah!’ she said. ‘Would it might inspire me to rival him, glorious genius that he is!’


  Her eyes always grew wet when she thought like that, and she turned to look at herself in the glass. His heart had beat inside that coat, and his brain had worked under that hat at levels of thought she would never reach. The consciousness of her weakness beside him made her feel quite sick. Before she had got the things off her the door opened, and her husband entered the room.


  ‘What the devil——’


  She blushed, and removed them.


  ‘I found them in the closet here,’ she said, ‘and put them on in a freak. What have I else to do? You are always away!’


  ‘Always away? Well …’


  That evening she had a further talk with the landlady, who might herself have nourished a half-tender regard for the poet, so ready was she to discourse ardently about him.


  ‘You are interested in Mr. Trewe, I know, ma’am,’ she said; ‘and he has just sent to say that he is going to call to-morrow afternoon to look up some books of his that he wants, if I’ll be in, and he may select them from your room?’


  ‘O yes!’


  ‘You could very well meet Mr. Trewe then, if you’d like to be in the way!’


  She promised with secret delight, and went to bed musing of him.


  Next morning her husband observed: ‘I’ve been thinking of what you said, Ell: that I have gone about a good deal and left you without much to amuse you. Perhaps it’s true. To-day, as there’s not much sea, I’ll take you with me on board the yacht.’


  For the first time in her experience of such an offer Ella was not glad. But she accepted it for the moment. The time for setting out drew near, and she went to get ready. She stood reflecting. The longing to see the poet she was now distinctly in love with overpowered all other considerations.


  ‘I don’t want to go,’ she said to herself. ‘I can’t bear to be away! And I won’t go.’


  She told her husband that she had changed her mind about wishing to sail. He was indifferent, and went his way.


  For the rest of the day the house was quiet, the children having gone out upon the sands. The blinds waved in the sunshine to the soft, steady stroke of the sea beyond the wall; and the notes of the Green Silesian band, a troop of foreign gentlemen hired for the season, had drawn almost all the residents and promenaders away from the vicinity of Coburg House. A knock was audible at the door.


  Mrs. Marchmill did not hear any servant go to answer it, and she became impatient. The books were in the room where she sat; but nobody came up. She rang the bell.


  ‘There is some person waiting at the door,’ she said.


  ‘O no, ma’am! He’s gone long ago. I answered it,’ the servant replied, and Mrs. Hooper came in herself.


  ‘So disappointing!’ she said. ‘Mr. Trewe not coming after all!’


  ‘But I heard him knock, I fancy!’


  ‘No; that was somebody inquiring for lodgings who came to the wrong house. I forgot to tell you that Mr. Trewe sent a note just before lunch to say I needn’t get any tea for him, as he should not require the books, and wouldn’t come to select them.’


  Ella was miserable, and for a long time could not even re-read his mournful ballad on ‘Severed Lives,’ so aching was her erratic little heart, and so tearful her eyes. When the children came in with wet stockings, and ran up to her to tell her of their adventures, she could not feel that she cared about them half as much as usual.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  ‘Mrs. Hooper, have you a photograph of—the gentleman who lived here?’ She was getting to be curiously shy in mentioning his name.


  ‘Why, yes. It’s in the ornamental frame on the mantelpiece in your own bedroom, ma’am.’


  ‘No; the Royal Duke and Duchess are in that.’


  ‘Yes, so they are; but he’s behind them. He belongs rightly to that frame, which I bought on purpose; but as he went away he said: “Cover me up from those strangers that are coming, for God’s sake. I don’t want them staring at me, and I am sure they won’t want me staring at them.” So I slipped in the Duke and Duchess temporarily in front of him, as they had no frame, and Royalties are more suitable for letting furnished than a private young man. If you take ’em out you’ll see him under. Lord, ma’am, he wouldn’t mind if he knew it! He didn’t think the next tenant would be such an attractive lady as you, or he wouldn’t have thought of hiding himself, perhaps.’


  ‘Is he handsome?’ she asked timidly.


  ‘I call him so. Some, perhaps, wouldn’t.’


  ‘Should I?’ she asked, with eagerness.


  ‘I think you would, though some would say he’s more striking than handsome; a large-eyed thoughtful fellow, you know, with a very electric flash in his eye when he looks round quickly, such as you’d expect a poet to be who doesn’t get his living by it.’


  ‘How old is he?’


  ‘Several years older than yourself, ma’am; about thirty-one or two, I think.’


  Ella was, as a matter of fact, a few months over thirty herself; but she did not look nearly so much. Though so immature in nature, she was entering on that tract of life in which emotional women begin to suspect that last love may be stronger than first love; and she would soon, alas, enter on the still more melancholy tract when at least the vainer ones of her sex shrink from receiving a male visitor otherwise than with their backs to the window or the blinds half down. She reflected on Mrs. Hooper’s remark, and said no more about age.


  Just then a telegram was brought up. It came from her husband, who had gone down the Channel as far as Budmouth with his friends in the yacht, and would not be able to get back till next day.


  After her light dinner Ella idled about the shore with the children till dusk, thinking of the yet uncovered photograph in her room, with a serene sense of something ecstatic to come. For, with the subtle luxuriousness of fancy in which this young woman was an adept, on learning that her husband was to be absent that night she had refrained from incontinently rushing upstairs and opening the picture-frame, preferring to reserve the inspection till she could be alone, and a more romantic tinge be imparted to the occasion by silence, candles, solemn sea and stars outside, than was afforded by the garish afternoon sunlight.


  The children had been sent to bed, and Ella soon followed, though it was not yet ten o’clock. To gratify her passionate curiosity she now made her preparations, first getting rid of superfluous garments and putting on her dressing-gown, then arranging a chair in front of the table and reading several pages of Trewe’s tenderest utterances. Next she fetched the portrait-frame to the light, opened the back, took out the likeness, and set it up before her.


  It was a striking countenance to look upon. The poet wore a luxuriant black moustache and imperial, and a slouched hat which shaded the forehead. The large dark eyes described by the landlady showed an unlimited capacity for misery; they looked out from beneath well-shaped brows as if they were reading the universe in the microcosm of the confronter’s face, and were not altogether overjoyed at what the spectacle portended.


  Ella murmured in her lowest, richest, tenderest tone: ‘And it’s you who’ve so cruelly eclipsed me these many times!’


  As she gazed long at the portrait she fell into thought, till her eyes filled with tears, and she touched the cardboard with her lips. Then she laughed with a nervous lightness, and wiped her eyes.


  She thought how wicked she was, a woman having a husband and three children, to let her mind stray to a stranger in this unconscionable manner. No, he was not a stranger! She knew his thoughts and feelings as well as she knew her own; they were, in fact, the self-same thoughts and feelings as hers, which her husband distinctly lacked; perhaps luckily for himself, considering that he had to provide for family expenses.


  ‘He’s nearer my real self, he’s more intimate with the real me than Will is, after all, even though I’ve never seen him,’ she said.


  She laid his book and picture on the table at the bedside, and when she was reclining on the pillow she re-read those of Robert Trewe’s verses which she had marked from time to time as most touching and true. Putting these aside she set up the photograph on its edge upon the coverlet, and contemplated it as she lay. Then she scanned again by the light of the candle the half-obliterated pencillings on the wall-paper beside her head. There they were—phrases, couplets, bouts-rimés, beginnings and middles of lines, ideas in the rough, like Shelley’s scraps, and the least of them so intense, so sweet, so palpitating, that it seemed as if his very breath, warm and loving, fanned her cheeks from those walls, walls that had surrounded his head times and times as they surrounded her own now. He must often have put up his hand so—with the pencil in it. Yes, the writing was sideways, as it would be if executed by one who extended his arm thus.


  These inscribed shapes of the poet’s world,


  
    ‘Forms more real than living man,


    Nurslings of immortality,’

  


  were, no doubt, the thoughts and spirit-strivings which had come to him in the dead of night, when he could let himself go and have no fear of the frost of criticism. No doubt they had often been written up hastily by the light of the moon, the rays of the lamp, in the blue-grey dawn, in full daylight perhaps never. And now her hair was dragging where his arm had lain when he secured the fugitive fancies; she was sleeping on a poet’s lips, immersed in the very essence of him, permeated by his spirit as by an ether.


  While she was dreaming the minutes away thus, a footstep came upon the stairs, and in a moment she heard her husband’s heavy step on the landing immediately without.


  ‘Ell, where are you?’


  What possessed her she could not have described, but, with an instinctive objection to let her husband know what she had been doing, she slipped the photograph under the pillow just as he flung open the door with the air of a man who had dined not badly.


  ‘O, I beg pardon,’ said William Marchmill. ‘Have you a headache? I am afraid I have disturbed you.’


  ‘No, I’ve not got a headache,’ said she. ‘How is it you’ve come?’


  ‘Well, we found we could get back in very good time after all, and I didn’t want to make another day of it, because of going somewhere else to-morrow.’


  ‘Shall I come down again?’


  ‘O no. I’m as tired as a dog. I’ve had a good feed, and I shall turn in straight off. I want to get out at six o’clock to-morrow if I can…. I shan’t disturb you by my getting up; it will be long before you are awake.’ And he came forward into the room.


  While her eyes followed his movements, Ella softly pushed the photograph further out of sight.


  ‘Sure you’re not ill?’ he asked, bending over her.


  ‘No, only wicked!’


  ‘Never mind that.’ And he stooped and kissed her. ‘I wanted to be with you to-night.’


  Next morning Marchmill was called at six o’clock; and in waking and yawning she heard him muttering to himself: ‘What the deuce is this that’s been crackling under me so?’ Imagining her asleep he searched round him and withdrew something. Through her half-opened eyes she perceived it to be Mr. Trewe.


  ‘Well, I’m damned!’ her husband exclaimed.


  ‘What, dear?’ said she.


  ‘O, you are awake? Ha! ha!’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Some bloke’s photograph—a friend of our landlady’s, I suppose. I wonder how it came here; whisked off the mantelpiece by accident perhaps when they were making the bed.’


  ‘I was looking at it yesterday, and it must have dropped in then.’


  ‘O, he’s a friend of yours? Bless his picturesque heart!’


  Ella’s loyalty to the object of her admiration could not endure to hear him ridiculed. ‘He’s a clever man!’ she said, with a tremor in her gentle voice which she herself felt to be absurdly uncalled for. ‘He is a rising poet—the gentleman who occupied two of these rooms before we came, though I’ve never seen him.’


  ‘How do you know, if you’ve never seen him?’


  ‘Mrs. Hooper told me when she showed me the photograph.’


  ‘O, well, I must up and be off. I shall be home rather early. Sorry I can’t take you to-day, dear. Mind the children don’t go getting drowned.’


  That day Mrs. Marchmill inquired if Mr. Trewe were likely to call at any other time.


  ‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Hooper. ‘He’s coming this day week to stay with a friend near here till you leave. He’ll be sure to call.’


  Marchmill did return quite early in the afternoon; and, opening some letters which had arrived in his absence, declared suddenly that he and his family would have to leave a week earlier than they had expected to do—in short, in three days.


  ‘Surely we can stay a week longer?’ she pleaded. ‘I like it here.’


  ‘I don’t. It is getting rather slow.’


  ‘Then you might leave me and the children!’


  ‘How perverse you are, Ell! What’s the use? And have to come to fetch you! No: we’ll all return together; and we’ll make out our time in North Wales or Brighton a little later on. Besides, you’ve three days longer yet.’


  It seemed to be her doom not to meet the man for whose rival talent she had a despairing admiration, and to whose person she was now absolutely attached. Yet she determined to make a last effort; and having gathered from her landlady that Trewe was living in a lonely spot not far from the fashionable town on the Island opposite, she crossed over in the packet from the neighbouring pier the following afternoon.


  What a useless journey it was! Ella knew but vaguely where the house stood, and when she fancied she had found it, and ventured to inquire of a pedestrian if he lived there, the answer returned by the man was that he did not know. And if he did live there, how could she call upon him? Some women might have the assurance to do it, but she had not. How crazy he would think her. She might have asked him to call upon her, perhaps; but she had not the courage for that, either. She lingered mournfully about the picturesque seaside eminence till it was time to return to the town and enter the steamer for recrossing, reaching home for dinner without having been greatly missed.


  At the last moment, unexpectedly enough, her husband said that he should have no objection to letting her and the children stay on till the end of the week, since she wished to do so, if she felt herself able to get home without him. She concealed the pleasure this extension of time gave her; and Marchmill went off the next morning alone.


  But the week passed, and Trewe did not call.


  On Saturday morning the remaining members of the Marchmill family departed from the place which had been productive of so much fervour in her. The dreary, dreary train; the sun shining in moted beams upon the hot cushions; the dusty permanent way; the mean rows of wire—these things were her accompaniment: while out of the window the deep blue sea-levels disappeared from her gaze, and with them her poet’s home. Heavy-hearted, she tried to read, and wept instead.


  Mr. Marchmill was in a thriving way of business, and he and his family lived in a large new house, which stood in rather extensive grounds a few miles outside the midland city wherein he carried on his trade. Ella’s life was lonely here, as the suburban life is apt to be, particularly at certain seasons; and she had ample time to indulge her taste for lyric and elegiac composition. She had hardly got back when she encountered a piece by Robert Trewe in the new number of her favourite magazine, which must have been written almost immediately before her visit to Solentsea, for it contained the very couplet she had seen pencilled on the wall-paper by the bed, and Mrs. Hooper had declared to be recent. Ella could resist no longer, but seizing a pen impulsively, wrote to him as a brother-poet, using the name of John Ivy, congratulating him in her letter on his triumphant executions in metre and rhythm of thoughts that moved his soul, as compared with her own brow-beaten efforts in the same pathetic trade.


  To this address there came a response in a few days, little as she had dared to hope for it—a civil and brief note, in which the young poet stated that, though he was not well acquainted with Mr. Ivy’s verse, he recalled the name as being one he had seen attached to some very promising pieces; that he was glad to gain Mr. Ivy’s acquaintance by letter, and should certainly look with much interest for his productions in the future.


  There must have been something juvenile or timid in her own epistle, as one ostensibly coming from a man, she declared to herself; for Trewe quite adopted the tone of an elder and superior in this reply. But what did it matter? He had replied; he had written to her with his own hand from that very room she knew so well, for he was now back again in his quarters.


  The correspondence thus begun was continued for two months or more, Ella Marchmill sending him from time to time some that she considered to be the best of her pieces, which he very kindly accepted, though he did not say he sedulously read them, nor did he send her any of his own in return. Ella would have been more hurt at this than she was if she had not known that Trewe laboured under the impression that she was one of his own sex.


  Yet the situation was unsatisfactory. A flattering little voice told her that, were he only to see her, matters would be otherwise. No doubt she would have helped on this by making a frank confession of womanhood, to begin with, if something had not happened, to her delight, to render it unnecessary. A friend of her husband’s, the editor of the most important newspaper in their city and county, who was dining with them one day, observed during their conversation about the poet that his (the editor’s) brother the landscape-painter was a friend of Mr. Trewe’s, and that the two men were at that very moment in Wales together.


  Ella was slightly acquainted with the editor’s brother. The next morning down she sat and wrote, inviting him to stay at her house for a short time on his way back, and requesting him to bring with him, if practicable, his companion Mr. Trewe, whose acquaintance she was anxious to make. The answer arrived after some few days. Her correspondent and his friend Trewe would have much satisfaction in accepting her invitation on their way southward, which would be on such and such a day in the following week.


  Ella was blithe and buoyant. Her scheme had succeeded; her beloved though as yet unseen one was coming. ‘Behold, he standeth behind our wall; he looked forth at the windows, showing himself through the lattice,’ she thought ecstatically. ‘And, lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone, the flowers appear on the earth, the time of the singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land.’


  But it was necessary to consider the details of lodging and feeding him. This she did most solicitously, and awaited the pregnant day and hour.


  It was about five in the afternoon when she heard a ring at the door and the editor’s brother’s voice in the hall. Poetess as she was, or as she thought herself, she had not been too sublime that day to dress with infinite trouble in a fashionable robe of rich material, having a faint resemblance to the chiton of the Greeks, a style just then in vogue among ladies of an artistic and romantic turn, which had been obtained by Ella of her Bond Street dressmaker when she was last in London. Her visitor entered the drawing-room. She looked towards his rear; nobody else came through the door. Where, in the name of the God of Love, was Robert Trewe?


  ‘O, I’m sorry,’ said the painter, after their introductory words had been spoken. ‘Trewe is a curious fellow, you know, Mrs. Marchmill. He said he’d come; then he said he couldn’t. He’s rather dusty. We’ve been doing a few miles with knapsacks, you know; and he wanted to get on home.’


  ‘He—he’s not coming?’


  ‘He’s not; and he asked me to make his apologies.’


  ‘When did you p-p-part from him?’ she asked, her nether lip starting off quivering so much that it was like a tremolo-stop opened in her speech. She longed to run away from this dreadful bore and cry her eyes out.


  ‘Just now, in the turnpike road yonder there.’


  ‘What! he has actually gone past my gates?’


  ‘Yes. When we got to them—handsome gates they are, too, the finest bit of modern wrought-iron work I have seen—when we came to them we stopped, talking there a little while, and then he wished me good-bye and went on. The truth is, he’s a little bit depressed just now, and doesn’t want to see anybody. He’s a very good fellow, and a warm friend, but a little uncertain and gloomy sometimes; he thinks too much of things. His poetry is rather too erotic and passionate, you know, for some tastes; and he has just come in for a terrible slating from the —— Review that was published yesterday; he saw a copy of it at the station by accident. Perhaps you’ve read it?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘So much the better. O, it is not worth thinking of; just one of those articles written to order, to please the narrow-minded set of subscribers upon whom the circulation depends. But he’s upset by it. He says it is the misrepresentation that hurts him so; that, though he can stand a fair attack, he can’t stand lies that he’s powerless to refute and stop from spreading. That’s just Trewe’s weak point. He lives so much by himself that these things affect him much more than they would if he were in the bustle of fashionable or commercial life. So he wouldn’t come here, making the excuse that it all looked so new and monied—if you’ll pardon——’


  ‘But—he must have known—there was sympathy here! Has he never said anything about getting letters from this address?’


  ‘Yes, yes, he has, from John Ivy—perhaps a relative of yours, he thought, visiting here at the time?’


  ‘Did he—like Ivy, did he say?’


  ‘Well, I don’t know that he took any great interest in Ivy.’


  ‘Or in his poems?’


  ‘Or in his poems—so far as I know, that is.’


  Robert Trewe took no interest in her house, in her poems, or in their writer. As soon as she could get away she went into the nursery and tried to let off her emotion by unnecessarily kissing the children, till she had a sudden sense of disgust at being reminded how plain-looking they were, like their father.


  The obtuse and single-minded landscape-painter never once perceived from her conversation that it was only Trewe she wanted, and not himself. He made the best of his visit, seeming to enjoy the society of Ella’s husband, who also took a great fancy to him, and showed him everywhere about the neighbourhood, neither of them noticing Ella’s mood.


  The painter had been gone only a day or two when, while sitting upstairs alone one morning, she glanced over the London paper just arrived, and read the following paragraph:—


  ‘SUICIDE OF A POET


  
    ‘Mr. Robert Trewe, who has been favourably known for some years as one of our rising lyrists, committed suicide at his lodgings at Solentsea on Saturday evening last by shooting himself in the right temple with a revolver. Readers hardly need to be reminded that Mr. Trewe has recently attracted the attention of a much wider public than had hitherto known him, by his new volume of verse, mostly of an impassioned kind, entitled “Lyrics to a Woman Unknown,” which has been already favourably noticed in these pages for the extraordinary gamut of feeling it traverses, and which has been made the subject of a severe, if not ferocious, criticism in the —— Review. It is supposed, though not certainly known, that the article may have partially conduced to the sad act, as a copy of the review in question was found on his writing-table; and he has been observed to be in a somewhat depressed state of mind since the critique appeared.’

  


  Then came the report of the inquest, at which the following letter was read, it having been addressed to a friend at a distance:—


  
    ‘Dear——,—Before these lines reach your hands I shall be delivered from the inconveniences of seeing, hearing, and knowing more of the things around me. I will not trouble you by giving my reasons for the step I have taken, though I can assure you they were sound and logical. Perhaps had I been blessed with a mother, or a sister, or a female friend of another sort tenderly devoted to me, I might have thought it worth while to continue my present existence. I have long dreamt of such an unattainable creature, as you know; and she, this undiscoverable, elusive one, inspired my last volume; the imaginary woman alone, for, in spite of what has been said in some quarters, there is no real woman behind the title. She has continued to the last unrevealed, unmet, unwon. I think it desirable to mention this in order that no blame may attach to any real woman as having been the cause of my decease by cruel or cavalier treatment of me. Tell my landlady that I am sorry to have caused her this unpleasantness; but my occupancy of the rooms will soon be forgotten. There are ample funds in my name at the bank to pay all expenses.


    R. Trewe.’

  


  Ella sat for a while as if stunned, then rushed into the adjoining chamber and flung herself upon her face on the bed.


  Her grief and distraction shook her to pieces; and she lay in this frenzy of sorrow for more than an hour. Broken words came every now and then from her quivering lips: ‘O, if he had only known of me—known of me—me! … O, if I had only once met him—only once; and put my hand upon his hot forehead—kissed him—let him know how I loved him—that I would have suffered shame and scorn, would have lived and died, for him! Perhaps it would have saved his dear life! … But no—it was not allowed! God is a jealous God; and that happiness was not for him and me!’


  All possibilities were over; the meeting was stultified. Yet it was almost visible to her in her fantasy even now, though it could never be substantiated—


  
    ‘The hour which might have been, yet might not be,


    Which man’s and woman’s heart conceived and bore,


    Yet whereof life was barren.’

  


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  She wrote to the landlady at Solentsea in the third person, in as subdued a style as she could command, enclosing a postal order for a sovereign, and informing Mrs. Hooper that Mrs. Marchmill had seen in the papers the sad account of the poet’s death, and having been, as Mrs. Hooper was aware, much interested in Mr. Trewe during her stay at Coburg House, she would be obliged if Mrs. Hooper could obtain a small portion of his hair before his coffin was closed down, and send it her as a memorial of him, as also the photograph that was in the frame.


  By the return-post a letter arrived containing what had been requested. Ella wept over the portrait and secured it in her private drawer; the lock of hair she tied with white ribbon and put in her bosom, whence she drew it and kissed it every now and then in some unobserved nook.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said her husband, looking up from his newspaper on one of these occasions. ‘Crying over something? A lock of hair? Whose is it?’


  ‘He’s dead!’ she murmured.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I don’t want to tell you, Will, just now, unless you insist!’ she said, a sob hanging heavy in her voice.


  ‘O, all right.’


  ‘Do you mind my refusing? I will tell you some day.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter in the least, of course.’


  He walked away whistling a few bars of no tune in particular; and when he had got down to his factory in the city the subject came into Marchmill’s head again.


  He, too, was aware that a suicide had taken place recently at the house they had occupied at Solentsea. Having seen the volume of poems in his wife’s hand of late, and heard fragments of the landlady’s conversation about Trewe when they were her tenants, he all at once said to himself, ‘Why of course it’s he! … How the devil did she get to know him? What sly animals women are!’


  Then he placidly dismissed the matter, and went on with his daily affairs. By this time Ella at home had come to a determination. Mrs. Hooper, in sending the hair and photograph, had informed her of the day of the funeral; and as the morning and noon wore on an overpowering wish to know where they were laying him took possession of the sympathetic woman. Caring very little now what her husband or any one else might think of her eccentricities, she wrote Marchmill a brief note, stating that she was called away for the afternoon and evening, but would return on the following morning. This she left on his desk, and having given the same information to the servants, went out of the house on foot.


  When Mr. Marchmill reached home early in the afternoon the servants looked anxious. The nurse took him privately aside, and hinted that her mistress’s sadness during the past few days had been such that she feared she had gone out to drown herself. Marchmill reflected. Upon the whole he thought that she had not done that. Without saying whither he was bound he also started off, telling them not to sit up for him. He drove to the railway-station, and took a ticket for Solentsea.


  It was dark when he reached the place, though he had come by a fast train, and he knew that if his wife had preceded him thither it could only have been by a slower train, arriving not a great while before his own. The season at Solentsea was now past: the parade was gloomy, and the flys were few and cheap. He asked the way to the Cemetery, and soon reached it. The gate was locked, but the keeper let him in, declaring, however, that there was nobody within the precincts. Although it was not late, the autumnal darkness had now become intense; and he found some difficulty in keeping to the serpentine path which led to the quarter where, as the man had told him, the one or two interments for the day had taken place. He stepped upon the grass, and, stumbling over some pegs, stooped now and then to discern if possible a figure against the sky. He could see none; but lighting on a spot where the soil was trodden, beheld a crouching object beside a newly made grave. She heard him, and sprang up.


  ‘Ell, how silly this is!’ he said indignantly. ‘Running away from home—I never heard such a thing! Of course I am not jealous of this unfortunate man; but it is too ridiculous that you, a married woman with three children and a fourth coming, should go losing your head like this over a dead lover! … Do you know you were locked in? You might not have been able to get out all night.’


  She did not answer.


  ‘I hope it didn’t go far between you and him, for your own sake.’


  ‘Don’t insult me, Will.’


  ‘Mind, I won’t have any more of this sort of thing; do you hear?’


  ‘Very well,’ she said.


  He drew her arm within his own, and conducted her out of the Cemetery. It was impossible to get back that night; and not wishing to be recognized in their present sorry condition he took her to a miserable little coffee-house close to the station, whence they departed early in the morning, travelling almost without speaking, under the sense that it was one of those dreary situations occurring in married life which words could not mend, and reaching their own door at noon.


  The months passed, and neither of the twain ever ventured to start a conversation upon this episode. Ella seemed to be only too frequently in a sad and listless mood, which might almost have been called pining. The time was approaching when she would have to undergo the stress of childbirth for a fourth time, and that apparently did not tend to raise her spirits.


  ‘I don’t think I shall get over it this time!’ she said one day.


  ‘Pooh! what childish foreboding! Why shouldn’t it be as well now as ever?’


  She shook her head. ‘I feel almost sure I am going to die; and I should be glad, if it were not for Nelly, and Frank, and Tiny.’


  ‘And me!’


  ‘You’ll soon find somebody to fill my place,’ she murmured, with a sad smile. ‘And you’ll have a perfect right to; I assure you of that.’


  ‘Ell, you are not thinking still about that—poetical friend of yours?’


  She neither admitted nor denied the charge. ‘I am not going to get over my illness this time,’ she reiterated. ‘Something tells me I shan’t.’


  This view of things was rather a bad beginning, as it usually is; and, in fact, six weeks later, in the month of May, she was lying in her room, pulseless and bloodless, with hardly strength enough left to follow up one feeble breath with another, the infant for whose unnecessary life she was slowly parting with her own being fat and well. Just before her death she spoke to Marchmill softly:—


  ‘Will, I want to confess to you the entire circumstances of that—about you know what—that time we visited Solentsea. I can’t tell what possessed me—how I could forget you so, my husband! But I had got into a morbid state: I thought you had been unkind; that you had neglected me; that you weren’t up to my intellectual level, while he was, and far above it. I wanted a fuller appreciator, perhaps, rather than another lover——’


  She could get no further then for very exhaustion; and she went off in sudden collapse a few hours later, without having said anything more to her husband on the subject of her love for the poet. William Marchmill, in truth, like most husbands of several years’ standing, was little disturbed by retrospective jealousies, and had not shown the least anxiety to press her for confessions concerning a man dead and gone beyond any power of inconveniencing him more.


  But when she had been buried a couple of years it chanced one day that, in turning over some forgotten papers that he wished to destroy before his second wife entered the house, he lighted on a lock of hair in an envelope, with the photograph of the deceased poet, a date being written on the back in his late wife’s hand. It was that of the time they spent at Solentsea.


  Marchmill looked long and musingly at the hair and portrait, for something struck him. Fetching the little boy who had been the death of his mother, now a noisy toddler, he took him on his knee, held the lock of hair against the child’s head, and set up the photograph on the table behind, so that he could closely compare the features each countenance presented. By a known but inexplicable trick of Nature there were undoubtedly strong traces of resemblance to the man Ella had never seen; the dreamy and peculiar expression of the poet’s face sat, as the transmitted idea, upon the child’s, and the hair was of the same hue.


  ‘I’m damned if I didn’t think so!’ murmured Marchmill. ‘Then she did play me false with that fellow at the lodgings! Let me see: the dates—the second week in August … the third week in May…. Yes … yes…. Get away, you poor little brat! You are nothing to me!’


  1893.


  ♣


  The Son’s Veto


  I


  To the eyes of a man viewing it from behind, the nut-brown hair was a wonder and a mystery. Under the black beaver hat surmounted by its tuft of black feathers, the long locks, braided and twisted and coiled like the rushes of a basket, composed a rare, if somewhat barbaric, example of ingenious art. One could understand such weavings and coilings being wrought to last intact for a year, or even a calendar month; but that they should be all demolished regularly at bedtime, after a single day of permanence, seemed a reckless waste of successful fabrication.


  And she had done it all herself, poor thing. She had no maid, and it was almost the only accomplishment she could boast of. Hence the unstinted pains.


  She was a young invalid lady—not so very much of an invalid—sitting in a wheeled chair, which had been pulled up in the front part of a green enclosure, close to a bandstand where a concert was going on, during a warm June afternoon. It had place in one of the minor parks or private gardens that are to be found in the suburbs of London, and was the effort of a local association to raise money for some charity. There are worlds within worlds in the great city, and though nobody outside the immediate district had ever heard of the charity, or the band, or the garden, the enclosure was filled with an interested audience sufficiently informed on all these.


  As the strains proceeded many of the listeners observed the chaired lady, whose back hair, by reason of her prominent position, so challenged inspection. Her face was not easily discernible, but the aforesaid cunning tress-weavings, the white ear and poll, and the curve of a cheek which was neither flaccid nor sallow, were signals that led to the expectation of good beauty in front. Such expectations are not infrequently disappointed as soon as the disclosure comes; and in the present case, when the lady, by a turn of the head, at length revealed herself, she was not so handsome as the people behind her had supposed, and even hoped—they did not know why.


  For one thing (alas! the commonness of this complaint), she was less young than they had fancied her to be. Yet attractive her face unquestionably was, and not at all sickly. The revelation of its details came each time she turned to talk to a boy of twelve or thirteen who stood beside her, and the shape of whose hat and jacket implied that he belonged to a well-known public school. The immediate bystanders could hear that he called her ‘Mother.’


  When the end of the recital was reached, and the audience withdrew, many chose to find their way out by passing at her elbow. Almost all turned their heads to take a full and near look at the interesting woman, who remained stationary in the chair till the way should be clear enough for her to be wheeled out without obstruction. As if she expected their glances, and did not mind gratifying their curiosity, she met the eyes of several of her observers by lifting her own, showing these to be soft, brown, and affectionate orbs, a little plaintive in their regard.


  She was conducted out of the gardens, and passed along the pavement till she disappeared from view, the schoolboy walking beside her. To inquiries made by some persons who watched her away, the answer came that she was the second wife of the incumbent of a neighbouring parish, and that she was lame. She was generally believed to be a woman with a story—an innocent one, but a story of some sort or other.


  In conversing with her on their way home the boy who walked at her elbow said that he hoped his father had not missed them.


  ‘He have been so comfortable these last few hours that I am sure he cannot have missed us,’ she replied.


  ‘Has, dear mother—not have!’ exclaimed the public-school boy, with an impatient fastidiousness that was almost harsh. ‘Surely you know that by this time!’


  His mother hastily adopted the correction, and did not resent his making it, or retaliate, as she might well have done, by bidding him to wipe that crumby mouth of his, whose condition had been caused by surreptitious attempts to eat a piece of cake without taking it out of the pocket wherein it lay concealed. After this the pretty woman and the boy went onward in silence.


  That question of grammar bore upon her history, and she fell into reverie, of a somewhat sad kind to all appearance. It might have been assumed that she was wondering if she had done wisely in shaping her life as she had shaped it, to bring out such a result as this.


  In a remote nook in North Wessex, forty miles from London, near the thriving county-town of Aldbrickam, [Aldbrickham,] there stood a pretty village with its church and parsonage, which she knew well enough, but her son had never seen. It was her native village, Gaymead, and the first event bearing upon her present situation had occurred at that place when she was only a girl of nineteen.


  How well she remembered it, that first act in her little tragi-comedy, the death of her reverend husband’s first wife. It happened on a spring evening, and she who now and for many years had filled that first wife’s place was then parlour-maid in the parson’s house.


  When everything had been done that could be done, and the death was announced, she had gone out in the dusk to visit her parents, who were living in the same village, to tell them the sad news. As she opened the white swing-gate and looked towards the trees which rose westward, shutting out the pale light of the evening sky, she discerned, without much surprise, the figure of a man standing in the hedge, though she roguishly exclaimed as a matter of form, ‘O, Sam, how you frightened me!’


  He was a young gardener of her acquaintance. She told him the particulars of the late event, and they stood silent, these two young people, in that elevated, calmly philosophic mind which is engendered when a tragedy has happened close at hand, and has not happened to the philosophers themselves. But it had its bearing upon their relations.


  ‘And will you stay on now at the Vicarage, just the same?’ asked he.


  She had hardly thought of that. ‘O yes—I suppose!’ she said. ‘Everything will be just as usual, I imagine?’


  He walked beside her towards her mother’s. Presently his arm stole round her waist. She gently removed it; but he placed it there again, and she yielded the point. ‘You see, dear Sophy, you don’t know that you’ll stay on; you may want a home; and I shall be ready to offer one some day, though I may not be ready just yet.’


  ‘Why, Sam, how can you be so fast! I’ve never even said I liked ’ee; and it is all your own doing, coming after me!’


  ‘Still, it is nonsense to say I am not to have a try at you like the rest.’ He stooped to kiss her a farewell, for they had reached her mother’s door.


  ‘No, Sam; you sha’n’t!’ she cried, putting her hand over his mouth. ‘You ought to be more serious on such a night as this.’ And she bade him adieu without allowing him to kiss her or to come indoors.


  The vicar just left a widower was at this time a man about forty years of age, of good family, and childless. He had led a secluded existence in this college living, partly because there were no resident landowners; and his loss now intensified his habit of withdrawal from outward observation. He was seen still less than heretofore, kept himself still less in time with the rhythm and racket of the movements called progress in the world without. For many months after his wife’s decease the economy of his household remained as before; the cook, the housemaid, the parlour-maid, and the man out-of-doors performed their duties or left them undone, just as Nature prompted them—the vicar knew not which. It was then represented to him that his servants seemed to have nothing to do in his small family of one. He was struck with the truth of this representation, and decided to cut down his establishment. But he was forestalled by Sophy, the parlour-maid, who said one evening that she wished to leave him.


  ‘And why?’ said the parson.


  ‘Sam Hobson has asked me to marry him, sir.’


  ‘Well—do you want to marry?’


  ‘Not much. But it would be a home for me. And we have heard that one of us will have to leave.’


  A day or two after she said: ‘I don’t want to leave just yet, sir, if you don’t wish it. Sam and I have quarrelled.’


  He looked up at her. He had hardly ever observed her before, though he had been frequently conscious of her soft presence in the room. What a kitten-like, flexuous, tender creature she was! She was the only one of the servants with whom he came into immediate and continuous relation. What should he do if Sophy were gone?


  Sophy did not go, but one of the others did, and things went on quietly again.


  When Mr. Twycott, the vicar, was ill, Sophy brought up his meals to him, and she had no sooner left the room one day than he heard a noise on the stairs. She had slipped down with the tray, and so twisted her foot that she could not stand. The village surgeon was called in; the vicar got better, but Sophy was incapacitated for a long time; and she was informed that she must never again walk much or engage in any occupation which required her to stand long on her feet. As soon as she was comparatively well she spoke to him alone. Since she was forbidden to walk and bustle about, and, indeed, could not do so, it became her duty to leave. She could very well work at something sitting down, and she had an aunt a seamstress.


  The parson had been very greatly moved by what she had suffered on his account, and he exclaimed, ‘No, Sophy; lame or not lame, I cannot let you go. You must never leave me again!’


  He came close to her, and, though she could never exactly tell how it happened, she became conscious of his lips upon her cheek. He then asked her to marry him. Sophy did not exactly love him, but she had a respect for him which almost amounted to veneration. Even if she had wished to get away from him she hardly dared refuse a personage so reverend and august in her eyes, and she assented forthwith to be his wife.


  Thus it happened that one fine morning, when the doors of the church were naturally open for ventilation, and the singing birds fluttered in and alighted on the tie-beams of the roof, there was a marriage-service at the communion-rails, which hardly a soul knew of. The parson and a neighbouring curate had entered at one door, and Sophy at another, followed by two necessary persons, whereupon in a short time there emerged a newly-made husband and wife.


  Mr. Twycott knew perfectly well that he had committed social suicide by this step, despite Sophy’s spotless character, and he had taken his measures accordingly. An exchange of livings had been arranged with an acquaintance who was incumbent of a church in the south of London, and as soon as possible the couple removed thither, abandoning their pretty country home, with trees and shrubs and glebe, for a narrow, dusty house in a long, straight street, and their fine peal of bells for the wretchedest one-tongued clangour that ever tortured mortal ears. It was all on her account. They were, however, away from every one who had known her former position; and also under less observation from without than they would have had to put up with in any country parish.


  Sophy the woman was as charming a partner as a man could possess, though Sophy the lady had her deficiencies. She showed a natural aptitude for little domestic refinements, so far as related to things and manners; but in what is called culture she was less intuitive. She had now been married more than fourteen years, and her husband had taken much trouble with her education; but she still held confused ideas on the use of ‘was’ and ‘were,’ which did not beget a respect for her among the few acquaintances she made. Her great grief in this relation was that her only child, on whose education no expense had been and would be spared, was now old enough to perceive these deficiencies in his mother, and not only to see them but to feel irritated at their existence.


  Thus she lived on in the city, and wasted hours in braiding her beautiful hair, till her once apple cheeks waned to pink of the very faintest. Her foot had never regained its natural strength after the accident, and she was mostly obliged to avoid walking altogether. Her husband had grown to like London for its freedom and its domestic privacy; but he was twenty years his Sophy’s senior, and had latterly been seized with a serious illness. On this day, however, he had seemed to be well enough to justify her accompanying her son Randolph to the concert.


  II


  The next time we get a glimpse of her is when she appears in the mournful attire of a widow.


  Mr. Twycott had never rallied, and now lay in a well-packed cemetery to the south of the great city, where, if all the dead it contained had stood erect and alive, not one would have known him or recognized his name. The boy had dutifully followed him to the grave, and was now again at school.


  Throughout these changes Sophy had been treated like the child she was in nature though not in years. She was left with no control over anything that had been her husband’s beyond her modest personal income. In his anxiety lest her inexperience should be overreached he had safeguarded with trustees all he possibly could. The completion of the boy’s course at the public school, to be followed in due time by Oxford and ordination, had been all previsioned and arranged, and she really had nothing to occupy her in the world but to eat and drink, and make a business of indolence, and go on weaving and coiling the nut-brown hair, merely keeping a home open for the son whenever he came to her during vacations.


  Foreseeing his probable decease long years before her, her husband in his lifetime had purchased for her use a semi-detached villa in the same long, straight road whereon the church and parsonage faced, which was to be hers as long as she chose to live in it. Here she now resided, looking out upon the fragment of lawn in front, and through the railings at the ever-flowing traffic; or, bending forward over the window-sill on the first floor, stretching her eyes far up and down the vista of sooty trees, hazy air, and drab house-façades, along which echoed the noises common to a suburban main thoroughfare.


  Somehow, her boy, with his aristocratic school-knowledge, his grammars, and his aversions, was losing those wide infantine sympathies, extending as far as to the sun and moon themselves, with which he, like other children, had been born, and which his mother, a child of nature herself, had loved in him; he was reducing their compass to a population of a few thousand wealthy and titled people, the mere veneer of a thousand million or so of others who did not interest him at all. He drifted further and further away from her. Sophy’s milieu being a suburb of minor tradesmen and under-clerks, and her almost only companions the two servants of her own house, it was not surprising that after her husband’s death she soon lost the little artificial tastes she had acquired from him, and became—in her son’s eyes—a mother whose mistakes and origin it was his painful lot as a gentleman to blush for. As yet he was far from being man enough—if he ever would be—to rate these sins of hers at their true infinitesimal value beside the yearning fondness that welled up and remained penned in her heart till it should be more fully accepted by him, or by some other person or thing. If he had lived at home with her he would have had all of it; but he seemed to require so very little in present circumstances, and it remained stored.


  Her life became insupportably dreary; she could not take walks, and had no interest in going for drives, or, indeed, in travelling anywhere. Nearly two years passed without an event, and still she looked on that suburban road, thinking of the village in which she had been born, and whither she would have gone back—O how gladly!—even to work in the fields.


  Taking no exercise she often could not sleep, and would rise in the night or early morning to look out upon the then vacant thoroughfare, where the lamps stood like sentinels waiting for some procession to go by. An approximation to such a procession was indeed made early every morning about one o’clock, when the country vehicles passed up with loads of vegetables for Covent Garden market. She often saw them creeping along at this silent and dusky hour—waggon after waggon, bearing green bastions of cabbages nodding to their fall, yet never falling, walls of baskets enclosing masses of beans and peas, pyramids of snow-white turnips, swaying howdahs of mixed produce—creeping along behind aged night-horses, who seemed ever patiently wondering between their hollow coughs why they had always to work at that still hour when all other sentient creatures were privileged to rest. Wrapped in a cloak, it was soothing to watch and sympathize with them when depression and nervousness hindered sleep, and to see how the fresh green-stuff brightened to life as it came opposite the lamp, and how the sweating animals steamed and shone with their miles of travel.


  They had an interest, almost a charm, for Sophy, these semirural people and vehicles moving in an urban atmosphere, leading a life quite distinct from that of the daytime toilers on the same road. One morning a man who accompanied a waggon-load of potatoes gazed rather hard at the house-fronts as he passed, and with a curious emotion she thought his form was familiar to her. She looked out for him again. His being an old-fashioned conveyance, with a yellow front, it was easily recognizable, and on the third night after she saw it a second time. The man alongside was, as she had fancied, Sam Hobson, formerly gardener at Gaymead, who would at one time have married her.


  She had occasionally thought of him, and wondered if life in a cottage with him would not have been a happier lot than the life she had accepted. She had not thought of him passionately, but her now dismal situation lent an interest to his resurrection—a tender interest which it is impossible to exaggerate. She went back to bed, and began thinking. When did these market-gardeners, who travelled up to town so regularly at one or two in the morning, come back? She dimly recollected seeing their empty waggons, hardly noticeable amid the ordinary day-traffic, passing down at some hour before noon.


  It was only April, but that morning, after breakfast, she had the window opened, and sat looking out, the feeble sun shining full upon her. She affected to sew, but her eyes never left the street. Between ten and eleven the desired waggon, now unladen, reappeared on its return journey. But Sam was not looking round him then, and drove on in a reverie.


  ‘Sam!’ cried she.


  Turning with a start, his face lighted up. He called to him a little boy to hold the horse, alighted, and came and stood under the window.


  ‘I can’t come down easily, Sam, or I would!’ she said. ‘Did you know I lived here?’


  ‘Well, Mrs. Twycott, I knew you lived along here somewhere. I have often looked out for ’ee.’


  He briefly explained his own presence on the scene. He had long since given up his gardening in the village near Aldbrickham, and was now manager at a market-gardener’s on the south side of London, it being part of his duty to go up to Covent Garden with waggon-loads of produce two or three times a week. In answer to her curious inquiry, he admitted that he had come to this particular district because he had seen in the Aldbrickham paper, a year or two before, the announcement of the death in South London of the aforetime vicar of Gaymead, which had revived an interest in her dwelling-place that he could not extinguish, leading him to hover about the locality till his present post had been secured.


  They spoke of their native village in dear old North Wessex, the spots in which they had played together as children. She tried to feel that she was a dignified personage now, that she must not be too confidential with Sam. But she could not keep it up, and the tears hanging in her eyes were indicated in her voice.


  ‘You are not happy, Mrs. Twycott, I’m afraid?’ he said.


  ‘O, of course not! I lost my husband only the year before last.’


  ‘Ah! I meant in another way. You’d like to be home again?’


  ‘This is my home—for life. The house belongs to me. But I understand’—— She let it out then. ‘Yes, Sam. I long for home—our home! I should like to be there, and never leave it, and die there.’ But she remembered herself. ‘That’s only a momentary feeling. I have a son, you know, a dear boy. He’s at school now.’


  ‘Somewhere handy, I suppose? I see there’s lots on ’em along this road.’


  ‘O no! Not in one of these wretched holes! At a public school—one of the most distinguished in England.’


  ‘Chok’ it all! of course! I forget, ma’am, that you’ve been a lady for so many years.’


  ‘No, I am not a lady,’ she said sadly. ‘I never shall be. But he’s a gentleman, and that—makes it—O how difficult for me!’


  III


  The acquaintance thus oddly reopened proceeded apace. She often looked out to get a few words with him, by night or by day. Her sorrow was that she could not accompany her one old friend on foot a little way, and talk more freely than she could do while he paused before the house. One night, at the beginning of June, when she was again on the watch after an absence of some days from the window, he entered the gate and said softly, ‘Now, wouldn’t some air do you good? I’ve only half a load this morning. Why not ride up to Covent Garden with me? There’s a nice seat on the cabbages, where I’ve spread a sack. You can be home again in a cab before anybody is up.’


  She refused at first, and then, trembling with excitement, hastily finished her dressing, and wrapped herself up in cloak and veil, afterwards sidling downstairs by the aid of the handrail, in a way she could adopt on an emergency. When she had opened the door she found Sam on the step, and he lifted her bodily on his strong arm across the little forecourt into his vehicle. Not a soul was visible or audible in the infinite length of the straight, flat highway, with its ever-waiting lamps converging to points in each direction. The air was fresh as country air at this hour, and the stars shone, except to the north-eastward, where there was a whitish light—the dawn. Sam carefully placed her in the seat, and drove on.


  They talked as they had talked in old days, Sam pulling himself up now and then, when he thought himself too familiar. More than once she said with misgiving that she wondered if she ought to have indulged in the freak. ‘But I am so lonely in my house,’ she added, ‘and this makes me so happy!’


  ‘You must come again, dear Mrs. Twycott. There is no time o’ day for taking the air like this.’


  It grew lighter and lighter. The sparrows became busy in the streets, and the city waxed denser around them. When they approached the river it was day, and on the bridge they beheld the full blaze of morning sunlight in the direction of St. Paul’s, the river glistening towards it, and not a craft stirring.


  Near Covent Garden he put her into a cab, and they parted, looking into each other’s faces like the very old friends they were. She reached home without adventure, limped to the door, and let herself in with her latch-key unseen.


  The air and Sam’s presence had revived her: her cheeks were quite pink—almost beautiful. She had something to live for in addition to her son. A woman of pure instincts, she knew there had been nothing really wrong in the journey, but supposed it conventionally to be very wrong indeed.


  Soon, however, she gave way to the temptation of going with him again, and on this occasion their conversation was distinctly tender, and Sam said he never should forget her, notwithstanding that she had served him rather badly at one time. After much hesitation he told her of a plan it was in his power to carry out, and one he should like to take in hand, since he did not care for London work: it was to set up as a master greengrocer down at Aldbrickham, the county-town of their native place. He knew of an opening—a shop kept by aged people who wished to retire.


  ‘And why don’t you do it, then, Sam?’ she asked with a slight heartsinking.


  ‘Because I’m not sure if—you’d join me. I know you wouldn’t—couldn’t! Such a lady as ye’ve been so long, you couldn’t be a wife to a man like me.’


  ‘I hardly suppose I could!’ she assented, also frightened at the idea.


  ‘If you could,’ he said eagerly, ‘you’d on’y have to sit in the back parlour and look through the glass partition when I was away sometimes—just to keep an eye on things. The lameness wouldn’t hinder that…. I’d keep you as genteel as ever I could, dear Sophy—if I might think of it!’ he pleaded.


  ‘Sam, I’ll be frank,’ she said, putting her hand on his. ‘If it were only myself I would do it, and gladly, though everything I possess would be lost to me by marrying again.’


  ‘I don’t mind that! It’s more independent.’


  ‘That’s good of you, dear, dear Sam. But there’s something else. I have a son…. I almost fancy when I am miserable sometimes that he is not really mine, but one I hold in trust for my late husband. He seems to belong so little to me personally, so entirely to his dead father. He is so much educated and I so little that I do not feel dignified enough to be his mother…. Well, he would have to be told.’


  ‘Yes. Unquestionably.’ Sam saw her thought and her fear. ‘Still, you can do as you like, Sophy—Mrs. Twycott,’ he added. ‘It is not you who are the child, but he.’


  ‘Ah, you don’t know! Sam, if I could, I would marry you, some day. But you must wait a while, and let me think.’


  It was enough for him, and he was blithe at their parting. Not so she. To tell Randolph seemed impossible. She could wait till he had gone up to Oxford, when what she did would affect his life but little. But would he ever tolerate the idea? And if not, could she defy him?


  She had not told him a word when the yearly cricket-match came on at Lord’s between the public schools, though Sam had already gone back to Aldbrickham. Mrs. Twycott felt stronger than usual: she went to the match with Randolph, and was able to leave her chair and walk about occasionally. The bright idea occurred to her that she could casually broach the subject while moving round among the spectators, when the boy’s spirits were high with interest in the game, and he would weigh domestic matters as feathers in the scale beside the day’s victory. They promenaded under the lurid July sun, this pair, so wide apart, yet so near, and Sophy saw the large proportion of boys like her own, in their broad white collars and dwarf hats, and all around the rows of great coaches under which was jumbled the débris of luxurious luncheons; bones, pie-crusts, champagne-bottles, glasses, plates, napkins, and the family silver; while on the coaches sat the proud fathers and mothers; but never a poor mother like her. If Randolph had not appertained to these, had not centred all his interests in them, had not cared exclusively for the class they belonged to, how happy would things have been! A great huzza at some small performance with the bat burst from the multitude of relatives, and Randolph jumped wildly into the air to see what had happened. Sophy fetched up the sentence that had been already shaped; but she could not get it out. The occasion was, perhaps, an inopportune one. The contrast between her story and the display of fashion to which Randolph had grown to regard himself as akin would be fatal. She awaited a better time.


  It was on an evening when they were alone in their plain suburban residence, where life was not blue but brown, that she ultimately broke silence, qualifying her announcement of a probable second marriage by assuring him that it would not take place for a long time to come, when he would be living quite independently of her.


  The boy thought the idea a very reasonable one, and asked if she had chosen anybody? She hesitated; and he seemed to have a misgiving. He hoped his stepfather would be a gentleman? he said.


  ‘Not what you call a gentleman,’ she answered timidly. ‘He’ll be much as I was before I knew your father’; and by degrees she acquainted him with the whole. The youth’s face remained fixed for a moment; then he flushed, leant on the table, and burst into passionate tears.


  His mother went up to him, kissed all of his face that she could get at, and patted his back as if he were still the baby he once had been, crying herself the while. When he had somewhat recovered from his paroxysm he went hastily to his own room and fastened the door.


  Parleyings were attempted through the keyhole, outside which she waited and listened. It was long before he would reply, and when he did it was to say sternly at her from within: ‘I am ashamed of you! It will ruin me! A miserable boor! a churl! a clown! It will degrade me in the eyes of all the gentlemen of England!’


  ‘Say no more—perhaps I am wrong! I will struggle against it!’ she cried miserably.


  Before Randolph left her that summer a letter arrived from Sam to inform her that he had been unexpectedly fortunate in obtaining the shop. He was in possession; it was the largest in the town, combining fruit with vegetables, and he thought it would form a home worthy even of her some day. Might he not run up to town to see her?


  She met him by stealth, and said he must still wait for her final answer. The autumn dragged on, and when Randolph was home at Christmas for the holidays she broached the matter again. But the young gentleman was inexorable.


  It was dropped for months; renewed again; abandoned under his repugnance; again attempted; and thus the gentle creature reasoned and pleaded till four or five long years had passed. Then the faithful Sam revived his suit with some peremptoriness. Sophy’s son, now an undergraduate, was down from Oxford one Easter, when she again opened the subject. As soon as he was ordained, she argued, he would have a home of his own, wherein she, with her bad grammar and her ignorance, would be an encumbrance to him. Better obliterate her as much as possible.


  He showed a more manly anger now, but would not agree. She on her side was more persistent, and he had doubts whether she could be trusted in his absence. But by indignation and contempt for her taste he completely maintained his ascendency; and finally taking her before a little cross and altar that he had erected in his bedroom for his private devotions, there bade her kneel, and swear that she would not wed Samuel Hobson without his consent. ‘I owe this to my father!’ he said.


  The poor woman swore, thinking he would soften as soon as he was ordained and in full swing of clerical work. But he did not. His education had by this time sufficiently ousted his humanity to keep him quite firm; though his mother might have led an idyllic life with her faithful fruiterer and greengrocer, and nobody have been anything the worse in the world.


  Her lameness became more confirmed as time went on, and she seldom or never left the house in the long southern thoroughfare, where she seemed to be pining her heart away. ‘Why mayn’t I say to Sam that I’ll marry him? Why mayn’t I?’ she would murmur plaintively to herself when nobody was near.


  Some four years after this date a middle-aged man was standing at the door of the largest fruiterer’s shop in Aldbrickham. He was the proprietor, but to-day, instead of his usual business attire, he wore a neat suit of black; and his window was partly shuttered. From the railway-station a funeral procession was seen approaching: it passed his door and went out of the town towards the village of Gaymead. The man, whose eyes were wet, held his hat in his hand as the vehicles moved by; while from the mourning coach a young smooth-shaven priest in a high waistcoat looked black as a cloud at the shopkeeper standing there.


  December 1891.


  ♣


  For Conscience’ Sake


  I


  Whether the utilitarian or the intuitive theory of the moral sense be upheld it is beyond question that there are a few subtle-souled persons with whom the absolute gratuitousness of an act of reparation is an inducement to perform it; while exhortation as to its necessity would breed excuses for leaving it undone. The case of Mr. Millborne and Mrs. Frankland particularly illustrated this, and perhaps something more.


  There were few figures better known to the local crossing-sweeper than Mr. Millborne’s in his daily comings and goings along a familiar and quiet London street, where he lived inside the door marked eleven, though not as householder. In age he was fifty at least, and his habits were as regular as those of a person can be who has no occupation but the study of how to keep himself employed. He turned almost always to the right on getting to the end of the street, then he went onward down Bond Street to his club, whence he returned by precisely the same course about six o’clock, on foot; or, if he went to dine, later on in a cab. He was known to be a man of some means, though apparently not wealthy. Being a bachelor he seemed to prefer his present mode of living as a lodger in Mrs. Towney’s best rooms, with the use of furniture which he had bought ten times over in rent during his tenancy, to having a house of his own.


  None among his acquaintance tried to know him well, for his manner and moods did not excite curiosity or deep friendship. He was not a man who seemed to have anything on his mind, anything to conceal, anything to impart. From his casual remarks it was generally understood that he was country-born, a native of some place in Wessex; that he had come to London as a young man in a banking-house, and had risen to a post of responsibility; when, by the death of his father, who had been fortunate in his investments, the son succeeded to an income which led him to retire from a business life somewhat early.


  One evening, when he had been unwell for several days, Doctor Bindon came in, after dinner, from the adjoining medical quarter, and smoked with him over the fire. The patient’s ailment was not such as to require much thought, and they talked together on indifferent subjects.


  ‘I am a lonely man, Bindon—a lonely man,’ Millborne took occasion to say, shaking his head gloomily. ‘You don’t know such loneliness as mine…. And the older I get the more I am dissatisfied with myself. And to-day I have been, through an accident, more than usually haunted by what, above all other events of my life, causes that dissatisfaction—the recollection of an unfulfilled promise made twenty years ago. In ordinary affairs I have always been considered a man of my word; and perhaps it is on that account that a particular vow I once made, and did not keep, comes back to me with a magnitude out of all proportion (I daresay) to its real gravity, especially at this time of day. You know the discomfort caused at night by the half-sleeping sense that a door or window has been left unfastened, or in the day by the remembrance of unanswered letters. So does that promise haunt me from time to time, and has done to-day particularly.’


  There was a pause, and they smoked on. Millborne’s eyes, though fixed on the fire, were really regarding attentively a town in the West of England.


  ‘Yes,’ he continued, ‘I have never quite forgotten it, though during the busy years of my life it was shelved and buried under the pressure of my pursuits. And, as I say, to-day in particular, an incident in the law-report of a somewhat similar kind has brought it back again vividly,[.] However, what it was I can tell you in a few words, though no doubt you, as a man of the world, will smile at the thinness of my skin when you hear it…. I came up to town at one-and-twenty, from Toneborough, in Outer Wessex, where I was born, and where, before I left, I had won the heart of a young woman of my own age. I promised her marriage, took advantage of my promise, and—am a bachelor.’


  ‘The old story.’


  The other nodded.


  ‘I left the place, and thought at the time I had done a very clever thing in getting so easily out of an entanglement. But I have lived long enough for that promise to return to bother me—to be honest, not altogether as a pricking of the conscience, but as a dissatisfaction with myself as a specimen of the heap of flesh called humanity. If I were to ask you to lend me fifty pounds, which I would repay you next midsummer, and I did not repay you, I should consider myself a shabby sort of fellow, especially if you wanted the money badly. Yet I promised that girl just as distinctly; and then coolly broke my word, as if doing so were rather smart conduct than a mean action, for which the poor victim herself, encumbered with a child, and not I, had really to pay the penalty, in spite of certain pecuniary aid that was given…. There, that’s the retrospective trouble that I am always unearthing; and you may hardly believe that though so many years have elapsed, and it is all gone by and done with, and she must be getting on for an old woman now, as I am for an old man, it really often destroys my sense of self-respect still.’


  ‘O, I can understand it. All depends upon the temperament. Thousands of men would have forgotten all about it; so would you, perhaps, if you had married and had a family. Did she ever marry?’


  ‘I don’t think so. O no—she never did. She left Toneborough, and later on appeared under another name at Exonbury, in the next county, where she was not known. It is very seldom that I go down into that part of the country, but in passing through Exonbury, on one occasion, I learnt that she was quite a settled resident there, as a teacher of music, or something of the kind. That much I casually heard when I was there two or three years ago. But I have never set eyes on her since our original acquaintance, and should not know her if I met her.’


  ‘Did the child live?’ asked the doctor.


  ‘For several years, certainly,’ replied his friend. ‘I cannot say if she is living now. It was a little girl. She might be married by this time as far as years go.’


  ‘And the mother—was she a decent, worthy young woman?’


  ‘O yes; a sensible, quiet girl, neither attractive nor unattractive to the ordinary observer; simply commonplace. Her position at the time of our acquaintance was not so good as mine. My father was a solicitor, as I think I have told you. She was a young girl in a music-shop; and it was represented to me that it would be beneath my position to marry her. Hence the result.’


  ‘Well, all I can say is that after twenty years it is probably too late to think of mending such a matter. It has doubtless by this time mended itself. You had better dismiss it from your mind as an evil past your control. Of course, if mother and daughter are alive, or either, you might settle something upon them, if you were inclined, and had it to spare.’


  ‘Well, I haven’t much to spare; and I have relations in narrow circumstances—perhaps narrower than theirs. But that is not the point. Were I ever so rich I feel I could not rectify the past by money. I did not promise to enrich her. On the contrary, I told her it would probably be dire poverty for both of us. But I did promise to make her my wife.’


  ‘Then find her and do it,’ said the doctor jocularly as he rose to leave.


  ‘Ah, Bindon. That, of course, is the obvious jest. But I haven’t the slightest desire for marriage; I am quite content to live as I have lived. I am a bachelor by nature, and instinct, and habit, and everything. Besides, though I respect her still (for she was not an atom to blame), I haven’t any shadow of love for her. In my mind she exists as one of those women you think well of, but find uninteresting. It would be purely with the idea of putting wrong right that I should hunt her up, and propose to do it off-hand.’


  ‘You don’t think of it seriously?’ said his surprised friend.


  ‘I sometimes think that I would, if it were practicable; simply, as I say, to recover my sense of being a man of honour.’


  ‘I wish you luck in the enterprise,’ said Doctor Bindon. ‘You’ll soon be out of that chair, and then you can put your impulse to the test. But—after twenty years of silence—I should say, don’t!’


  II


  The doctor’s advice remained counterpoised, in Millborne’s mind, by the aforesaid mood of seriousness and sense of principle, approximating often to religious sentiment, which had been evolving itself in his breast for months, and even years.


  The feeling, however, had no immediate effect upon Mr. Millborne’s actions. He soon got over his trifling illness, and was vexed with himself for having, in a moment of impulse, confided such a case of conscience to anybody.


  But the force which had prompted it, though latent, remained with him and ultimately grew stronger. The upshot was that about four months after the date of his illness and disclosure, Millborne found himself on a mild spring morning at Paddington Station, in a train that was starting for the west. His many intermittent thoughts on his broken promise from time to time, in those hours when loneliness brought him face to face with his own personality, had at last resulted in this course.


  The decisive stimulus had been given when, a day or two earlier, on looking into a Post-Office Directory, he learnt that the woman he had not met for twenty years was still living on at Exonbury under the name she had assumed when, a year or two after her disappearance from her native town and his, she had returned from abroad as a young widow with a child, and taken up her residence at the former city. Her condition was apparently but little changed, and her daughter seemed to be with her, their names standing in the Directory as ‘Mrs. Leonora Frankland and Miss Frankland, Teachers of Music and Dancing.’


  Mr. Millborne reached Exonbury in the afternoon, and his first business, before even taking his luggage into the town, was to find the house occupied by the teachers. Standing in a central and open place it was not difficult to discover, a well-burnished brass doorplate bearing their names prominently. He hesitated to enter without further knowledge, and ultimately took lodgings over a toyshop opposite, securing a sitting-room which faced a similar drawing or sitting room at the Franklands’, where the dancing lessons were given. Installed here he was enabled to make indirectly, and without suspicion, inquiries and observations on the character of the ladies over the way, which he did with much deliberateness.


  He learnt that the widow, Mrs. Frankland, with her one daughter, Frances, was of cheerful and excellent repute, energetic and painstaking with her pupils, of whom she had a good many, and in whose tuition her daughter assisted her. She was quite a recognized townswoman, and though the dancing branch of her profession was perhaps a trifle worldly, she was really a serious-minded lady who, being obliged to live by what she knew how to teach, balanced matters by lending a hand at charitable bazaars, assisting at sacred concerts, and giving musical recitations in aid of funds for bewildering happy savages, and other such enthusiasms of this enlightened country. Her daughter was one of the foremost of the bevy of young women who decorated the churches at Easter and Christmas, was organist in one of those edifices, and had subscribed to the testimonial of a silver broth-basin that was presented to the Reverend Mr. Walker as a token of gratitude for his faithful and arduous intonations of six months as sub-precentor in the Cathedral. Altogether mother and daughter appeared to be a typical and innocent pair among the genteel citizens of Exonbury.


  As a natural and simple way of advertising their profession they allowed the windows of the music-room to be a little open, so that you had the pleasure of hearing all along the street at any hour between sunrise and sunset fragmentary gems of classical music as interpreted by the young people of twelve or fourteen who took lessons there. But it was said that Mrs. Frankland made most of her income by letting out pianos on hire, and by selling them as agent for the makers.


  The report pleased Millborne; it was highly creditable, and far better than he had hoped. He was curious to get a view of the two women who led such blameless lives.


  He had not long to wait to get a glimpse of Leonora. It was when she was standing on her own doorstep, opening her parasol, on the morning after his arrival. She was thin, though not gaunt, with greying hair; and a good, well-wearing, thoughtful face had taken the place of the one which had temporarily attracted him in the days of his nonage. She wore black, and it became her in her character of widow. The daughter next appeared; she was a smoothed and rounded copy of her mother, with the same decision in her mien that Leonora had, and a bounding gait in which he traced a faint resemblance to his own at her age.


  For the first time he absolutely made up his mind to call on them. But his antecedent step was to send Leonora a note the next morning, stating his proposal to visit her, and suggesting the evening as the time, because she seemed to be so greatly occupied in her professional capacity during the day. He purposely worded his note in such a form as not to require an answer from her which would be possibly awkward to write.


  No answer came. Naturally he should not have been surprised at this; and yet he felt a little checked, even though she had only refrained from volunteering a reply that was not demanded.


  At eight, the hour fixed by himself, he crossed over and was passively admitted by the servant. Mrs. Frankland, as she called herself, received him in the large music-and-dancing room on the first-floor front, and not in any private little parlour as he had expected. This cast a distressingly business-like colour over their first meeting after so many years of severance. The woman he had wronged stood before him, well dressed, even to his metropolitan eyes, and her manner as she came up to him was dignified even to hardness. She certainly was not glad to see him. But what could he expect after a neglect of twenty years!


  ‘How do you do, Mr. Millborne?’ she said cheerfully, as to any chance caller. ‘I am obliged to receive you here because my daughter has a friend downstairs.’


  ‘Your daughter—and mine.’


  ‘Ah—yes, yes,’ she replied hastily, as if the addition had escaped her memory. ‘But perhaps the less said about that the better, in fairness to me. You will consider me a widow, please.’


  ‘Certainly, Leonora….’ He could not get on, her manner was so cold and indifferent. The expected scene of sad reproach, subdued to delicacy by the run of years, was absent altogether. He was obliged to come to the point without preamble.


  ‘You are quite free, Leonora—I mean as to marriage? There is nobody who has your promise, or—’


  ‘O yes; quite free, Mr. Millborne,’ she said, somewhat surprised.


  ‘Then I will tell you why I have come. Twenty years ago I promised to make you my wife; and I am here to fulfil that promise. Heaven forgive my tardiness!’


  Her surprise was increased, but she was not agitated. She seemed to become gloomy, disapproving. ‘I—fear I could not entertain such an idea at this time of life,’ she said after a moment or two. ‘It would complicate matters too greatly. I have a very fair income, and require no help of any sort. I have no wish to marry…. What could have induced you to come on such an errand now? It seems quite extraordinary, if I may say so!’


  ‘It must—I daresay it does,’ Millborne replied vaguely; ‘and I must tell you that impulse—I mean in the sense of passion—has little to do with it. I wish to marry you, Leonora; I much desire to marry you. But it is an affair of conscience, a case of fulfilment. I promised you, and it was dishonourable of me to go away. I want to remove that sense of dishonour before I die. No doubt we might get to love each other as warmly as we did in old times?’


  She dubiously shook her head. ‘I appreciate your motives, Mr. Millborne; but you must consider my position; and you will see that, short of the personal wish to marry, which I don’t feel, there is no reason why I should change my state, even though by so doing I should ease your conscience. My position in this town is a respected one; I have built it up by my own hard labours, and, in short, I don’t wish to alter it. My daughter, too, is just on the verge of an engagement to be married, to a young man who will make her an excellent husband. It will be in every way a desirable match for her. He is downstairs now.’


  ‘Does she know—anything about me?’


  ‘O no, no; God forbid! Her father is dead and buried to her. So that, you see, things are going on smoothly, and I don’t want to disturb their progress.’


  He nodded. ‘Very well,’ he said, and rose to go. At the door, however, he came back again.


  ‘Still, Leonora,’ he urged, ‘I have come on purpose; and I don’t see what disturbance would be caused. You would simply marry an old friend. Won’t you reconsider? It is no more than right that we should be united, remembering the girl.’


  She shook her head, and patted with her foot nervously.


  ‘Well, I won’t detain you,’ he added. ‘I shall not be leaving Exonbury yet. You will allow me to see you again?’


  ‘Yes; I don’t mind,’ she said reluctantly.


  The obstacles he had encountered, though they did not reanimate his dead passion for Leonora, did certainly make it appear indispensable to his peace of mind to overcome her coldness. He called frequently. The first meeting with the daughter was a trying ordeal, though he did not feel drawn towards her as he had expected to be; she did not excite his sympathies. Her mother confided to Frances the errand of ‘her old friend,’ which was viewed by the daughter with strong disfavour. His desire being thus uncongenial to both, for a long time Millborne made not the least impression upon Mrs. Frankland. His attentions pestered her rather than pleased her. He was surprised at her firmness, and it was only when he hinted at moral reasons for their union that she was ever shaken. ‘Strictly speaking,’ he would say, ‘we ought, as honest persons, to marry; and that’s the truth of it, Leonora.’


  ‘I have looked at it in that light,’ she said quickly. ‘It struck me at the very first. But I don’t see the force of the argument. I totally deny that after this interval of time I am bound to marry you for honour’s sake. I would have married you, as you know well enough, at the proper time. But what is the use of remedies now?’


  They were standing at the window. A scantly-whiskered young man, in clerical attire, called at the door below. Leonora flushed with interest.


  ‘Who is he?’ said Mr. Millborne.


  ‘My Frances’s lover. I am so sorry—she is not at home! Ah! they have told him where she is, and he has gone to find her…. I hope that suit will prosper, at any rate!’


  ‘Why shouldn’t it?’


  ‘Well, he cannot marry yet; and Frances sees but little of him now he has left Exonbury. He was formerly doing duty here, but now he is curate of St. John’s, Ivell, fifty miles up the line. There is a tacit agreement between them, but—there have been friends of his who object, because of our vocation. However, he sees the absurdity of such an objection as that, and is not influenced by it.’


  ‘Your marriage with me would help the match, instead of hindering it, as you have said.’


  ‘Do you think it would?’


  ‘It certainly would, by taking you out of this business altogether.’


  By chance he had found the way to move her somewhat, and he followed it up. This view was imparted to Mrs. Frankland’s daughter, and it led her to soften her opposition. Millborne, who had given up his lodging in Exonbury, journeyed to and fro regularly, till at last he overcame her negations, and she expressed a reluctant assent.


  They were married at the nearest church; and the goodwill—whatever that was—of the music-and-dancing connection was sold to a successor only too ready to jump into the place, the Millbornes having decided to live in London.


  III


  Millborne was a householder in his old district, though not in his old street, and Mrs. Millborne and their daughter had turned themselves into Londoners. Frances was well reconciled to the removal by her lover’s satisfaction at the change. It suited him better to travel from Ivell a hundred miles to see her in London, where he frequently had other engagements, than fifty in the opposite direction where nothing but herself required his presence. So here they were, furnished up to the attics, in one of the small but popular streets of the West district, in a house whose front, till lately of the complexion of a chimney-sweep, had been scraped to show to the surprised wayfarer the bright yellow and red brick that had lain lurking beneath the soot of fifty years.


  The social lift that the two women had derived from the alliance was considerable; but when the exhilaration which accompanies a first residence in London, the sensation of standing on a pivot of the world, had passed, their lives promised to be somewhat duller than when, at despised Exonbury, they had enjoyed a nodding acquaintance with three-fourths of the town. Mr. Millborne did not criticise his wife; he could not. Whatever defects of hardness and acidity his original treatment and the lapse of years might have developed in her, his sense of a realized idea, of a re-established self-satisfaction, was always thrown into the scale on her side, and out-weighed all objections.


  It was about a month after their settlement in town that the household decided to spend a week at a watering-place in the Isle of Wight, and while there the Reverend Percival Cope (the young curate aforesaid) came to see them, Frances in particular. No formal engagement of the young pair had been announced as yet, but it was clear that their mutual understanding could not end in anything but marriage without grievous disappointment to one of the parties at least. Not that Frances was sentimental. She was rather of the imperious sort, indeed; and, to say all, the young girl had not fulfilled her father’s expectations of her. But he hoped and worked for her welfare as sincerely as any father could do.


  Mr. Cope was introduced to the new head of the family, and stayed with them in the Island two or three days. On the last day of his visit they decided to venture on a two hours’ sail in one of the small yachts which lay there for hire. The trip had not progressed far before all, except the curate, found that sailing in a breeze did not quite agree with them; but as he seemed to enjoy the experience, the other three bore their condition as well as they could without grimace or complaint, till the young man, observing their discomfort, gave immediate directions to tack about. On the way back to port they sat silent, facing each other.


  Nausea in such circumstances, like midnight watching, fatigue, trouble, fright, has this marked effect upon the countenance, that it often brings out strongly the divergences of the individual from the norm of his race, accentuating superficial peculiarities to radical distinctions. Unexpected physiognomies will uncover themselves at these times in well-known faces; the aspect becomes invested with the spectral presence of entombed and forgotten ancestors; and family lineaments of special or exclusive cast, which in ordinary moments are masked by a stereotyped expression and mien, start up with crude insistence to the view.


  Frances, sitting beside her mother’s husband, with Mr. Cope opposite, was naturally enough much regarded by the curate during the tedious sail home; at first with sympathetic smiles. Then, as the middle-aged father and his child grew each gray-faced, as the pretty blush of Frances disintegrated into spotty stains, and the soft rotundities of her features diverged from their familiar and reposeful beauty into elemental lines, Cope was gradually struck with the resemblance between a pair in their discomfort who in their ease presented nothing to the eye in common. Mr. Millborne and Frances in their indisposition were strangely, startlingly alike.


  The inexplicable fact absorbed Cope’s attention quite. He forgot to smile at Frances, to hold her hand; and when they touched the shore he remained sitting for some moments like a man in a trance.


  As they went homeward, and recovered their complexions and contours, the similarities one by one disappeared, and Frances and Mr. Millborne were again masked by the commonplace differences of sex and age. It was as if, during the voyage, a mysterious veil had been lifted, temporarily revealing a strange pantomime of the past.


  During the evening he said to her casually: ‘Is your step-father a cousin of your mother, dear Frances?’


  ‘O no,’ said she. ‘There is no relationship. He was only an old friend of hers. Why did you suppose such a thing?’


  He did not explain, and the next morning started to resume his duties at Ivell.


  Cope was an honest young fellow, and shrewd withal. At home in his quiet rooms in St. Peter’s Street, Ivell, he pondered long and unpleasantly on the revelations of the cruise. The tale it told was distinct enough, and for the first time his position was an uncomfortable one. He had met the Franklands at Exonbury as parishioners, had been attracted by Frances, and had floated thus far into an engagement which was indefinite only because of his inability to marry just yet. The Franklands’ past had apparently contained mysteries, and it did not coincide with his judgment to marry into a family whose mystery was of the sort suggested. So he sat and sighed, between his reluctance to lose Frances and his natural dislike of forming a connection with people whose antecedents would not bear the strictest investigation.


  A passionate lover of the old-fashioned sort might possibly never have halted to weigh these doubts; but though he was in the church Cope’s affections were fastidious—distinctly tempered with the alloys of the century’s decadence. He delayed writing to Frances for some while, simply because he could not tune himself up to enthusiasm when worried by suspicions of such a kind.


  Meanwhile the Millbornes had returned to London, and Frances was growing anxious. In talking to her mother of Cope she had innocently alluded to his curious inquiry if her mother and her step-father were connected by any tie of cousinship. Mrs. Millborne made her repeat the words. Frances did so, and watched with inquisitive eyes their effect upon her elder, which was a distinct one.


  ‘What is there so startling in his inquiry then?’ Frances asked. ‘Can it have anything to do with his not writing to me?’


  Her mother flinched, but did not inform her, and Frances also was now drawn within the atmosphere of suspicion. That night when standing by chance outside the chamber of her parents she heard for the first time their voices engaged in a sharp altercation.


  The apple of discord had, indeed, been dropped into the house of the Millbornes. The scene within the chamber-door was Mrs. Millborne standing before her dressing-table, looking across to her husband in the dressing-room adjoining, where he was sitting down, his eyes fixed on the floor.


  ‘Why did you come and disturb my life a second time?’ she harshly asked. ‘Why did you pester me with your conscience, till I was driven to accept you to get rid of your importunity? Frances and I were doing well: the one desire of my life was that she should marry that good young man. And now the match is broken off by your cruel interference! Why did you show yourself in my world again, and raise this scandal upon my hard-won respectability—won by such weary years of labour as none will ever know!’ She bent her face upon the table and wept passionately.


  There was no reply from Mr. Millborne. Frances lay awake nearly all that night, and when at breakfast-time the next morning still no letter appeared from Mr. Cope, she entreated her mother to go to Ivell and see if the young man were ill.


  Mrs. Millborne went, returning the same day. Frances, anxious and haggard, met her at the station.


  Was all well? Her mother could not say it was; though he was not ill.


  One thing she had found out, that it was a mistake to hunt up a man when his inclinations were to hold aloof. Returning with her mother in the cab Frances insisted upon knowing what the mystery was which plainly had alienated her lover. The precise words which had been spoken at the interview with him that day at Ivell Mrs. Millborne could not be induced to repeat; but thus far she admitted, that the estrangement was fundamentally owing to Mr. Millborne having sought her out and married her.


  ‘And why did he seek you out—and why were you obliged to marry him?’ asked the distressed girl. Then the evidences pieced themselves together in her acute mind, and, her colour gradually rising, she asked her mother if what they pointed to was indeed the fact. Her mother admitted that it was.


  A flush of mortification succeeded to the flush of shame upon the young woman’s face. How could a scrupulously correct clergyman and lover like Mr. Cope ask her to be his wife after this discovery of her irregular birth? She covered her eyes with her hands in a silent despair.


  In the presence of Mr. Millborne they at first suppressed their anguish. But by and by their feelings got the better of them, and when he was asleep in his chair after dinner Mrs. Millborne’s irritation broke out. The embittered Frances joined her in reproaching the man who had come as the spectre to their intended feast of Hymen, and turned its promise to ghastly failure.


  ‘Why were you so weak, mother, as to admit such an enemy to your house—one so obviously your evil genius—much less accept him as a husband, after so long? If you had only told me all, I could have advised you better! But I suppose I have no right to reproach him, bitter as I feel, and even though he has blighted my life for ever!’


  ‘Frances, I did hold out; I saw it was a mistake to have any more to say to a man who had been such an unmitigated curse to me! But he would not listen; he kept on about his conscience and mine, till I was bewildered, and said Yes! … Bringing us away from a quiet town where we were known and respected—what an ill-considered thing it was! O the content of those days! We had society there, people in our own position, who did not expect more of us than we expected of them. Here, where there is so much, there is nothing! He said London society was so bright and brilliant that it would be like a new world. It may be to those who are in it; but what is that to us two lonely women; we only see it flashing past! … O the fool, the fool that I was!’


  Now Millborne was not so soundly asleep as to prevent his hearing these animadversions that were almost execrations, and many more of the same sort. As there was no peace for him at home, he went again to his club, where, since his reunion with Leonora, he had seldom if ever been seen. But the shadow of the troubles in his household interfered with his comfort here also; he could not, as formerly, settle down into his favourite chair with the evening paper, reposeful in the celibate’s sense that where he was his world’s centre had its fixture. His world was now an ellipse, with a dual centrality, of which his own was not the major.


  The young curate of Ivell still helf [held] aloof, tantalizing Frances by his elusiveness. Plainly he was waiting upon events. Millborne bore the reproaches of his wife and daughter almost in silence; but by degrees he grew meditative, as if revolving a new idea. The bitter cry about blighting their existence at length became so impassioned that one day Millborne calmly proposed to return again to the country; not necessarily to Exonbury, but, if they were willing, to a little old manor-house which he had found was to be let, standing a mile from Mr. Cope’s town of Ivell.


  They were surprised, and, despite their view of him as the bringer of ill, were disposed to accede. ‘Though I suppose,’ said Mrs. Millborne to him, ‘it will end in Mr. Cope’s asking you flatly about the past, and your being compelled to tell him; which may dash all my hopes for Frances. She gets more and more like you every day, particularly when she is in a bad temper. People will see you together, and notice it; and I don’t know what may come of it!’


  ‘I don’t think they will see us together,’ he said; but he entered into no argument when she insisted otherwise. The removal was eventually resolved on; the town-house was disposed of; and again came the invasion by furniture-men and vans, till all the movables and servants were whisked away. He sent his wife and daughter to an hotel while this was going on, taking two or three journeys himself to Ivell to superintend the refixing, and the improvement of the grounds. When all was done he returned to them in town.


  The house was ready for their reception, he told them, and there only remained the journey. He accompanied them and their personal luggage to the station only, having, he said, to remain in town a short time on business with his lawyer. They went, dubious and discontented; for the much-loved Cope had made no sign.


  ‘If we were going down to live here alone,’ said Mrs. Millborne to her daughter in the train; ‘and there was no intrusive tell-tale presence! … But let it be!’


  The house was a lovely little place in a grove of elms, and they liked it much. The first person to call upon them as new residents was Mr. Cope. He was delighted to find that they had come so near, and (though he did not say this) meant to live in such excellent style. He had not, however, resumed the manner of a lover.


  ‘Your father spoils all!’ murmured Mrs. Millborne.


  But three days later she received a letter from her husband, which caused her no small degree of astonishment. It was written from Boulogne.


  It began with a long explanation of settlements of his property, in which he had been engaged since their departure. The chief feature in the business was that Mrs. Millborne found herself the absolute mistress of a comfortable sum in personal estate, and Frances of a life-interest in a larger sum, the principal to be afterwards divided amongst her children if she had any. The remainder of his letter ran as hereunder:—


  
    ‘I have learnt that there are some derelictions of duty which cannot be blotted out by tardy accomplishment. Our evil actions do not remain isolated in the past, waiting only to be reversed: like locomotive plants they spread and re-root, till to destroy the original stem has no material effect in killing them. I made a mistake in searching you out; I admit it; whatever the remedy may be in such cases it is not marriage, and the best thing for you and me is that you do not see me more. You had better not seek me, for you will not be likely to find me: you are well provided for, and we may do ourselves more harm than good by meeting again.


    ‘F. M.’

  


  Millborne, in short, disappeared from that day forward. But a searching inquiry would have revealed that, soon after the Millbornes went to Ivell, an Englishman, who did not give the name of Millborne, took up his residence in Brussels; a man who might have been recognized by Mrs. Millborne if she had met him. One afternoon in the ensuing summer, when this gentleman was looking over the English papers, he saw the announcement of Miss Frances Frankland’s marriage. She had become the Reverend Mrs. Cope.


  ‘Thank God!’ said the gentleman.


  But his momentary satisfaction was far from being happiness. As he formerly had been weighted with a bad conscience, so now was he burdened with the heavy thought which oppressed Antigone, that by honourable observance of a rite he had obtained for himself the reward of dishonourable laxity. Occasionally he had to be helped to his lodgings by his servant from the Cercle he frequented, through having imbibed a little too much liquor to be able to take care of himself. But he was harmless, and even when he had been drinking said little.


  March 1891.


  ♣


  A Tragedy of Two Ambitions


  I


  The shouts of the village-boys came in at the window, accompanied by broken laughter from loungers at the inn-door; but the brothers Halborough worked on.


  They were sitting in a bedroom of the master-millwright’s house, engaged in the untutored reading of Greek and Latin. It was no tale of Homeric blows and knocks, Argonautic voyaging, or Theban family woe that inflamed their imaginations and spurred them onward. They were plodding away at the Greek Testament, immersed in a chapter of the idiomatic and difficult Epistle to the Hebrews.


  The Dog-day sun in its decline reached the low ceiling with slanting sides, and the shadows of the great goat’s-willow swayed and interchanged upon the walls like a spectral army manœuvring. The open casement which admitted the remoter sounds now brought the voice of some one close at hand. It was their sister, a pretty girl of fourteen, who stood in the court below.


  ‘I can see the tops of your heads! What’s the use of staying up there? I like you not to go out with the street-boys; but do come and play with me!’


  They treated her as an inadequate interlocutor, and put her off with some slight word. She went away disappointed. Presently there was a dull noise of heavy footsteps at the side of the house, and one of the brothers sat up. ‘I fancy I hear him coming,’ he murmured, his eyes on the window.


  A man in the light drab clothes of an old-fashioned country tradesman approached from round the corner, reeling as he came. The elder son flushed with anger, rose from his books, and descended the stairs. The younger sat on, till, after the lapse of a few minutes, his brother re-entered the room.


  ‘Did Rosa see him?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Nor anybody?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What have you done with him?’


  ‘He’s in the straw-shed. I got him in with some trouble, and he has fallen asleep. I thought this would be the explanation of his absence! No stones dressed for Miller Kench, the great wheel of the saw-mills waiting for new float-boards, even the poor folk not able to get their waggons wheeled.’


  ‘What is the use of poring over this!’ said the younger, shutting up Donnegan’s Lexicon with a slap. ‘O if we had only been able to keep mother’s nine hundred pounds, what we could have done!’


  ‘How well she had estimated the sum necessary! Four hundred and fifty each, she thought. And I have no doubt that we could have done it on that, with care.’


  This loss of the nine hundred pounds was the sharp thorn of their crown. It was a sum which their mother had amassed with great exertion and self-denial, by adding to a chance legacy such other small amounts as she could lay hands on from time to time; and she had intended with the hoard to indulge the dear wish of her heart—that of sending her sons, Joshua and Cornelius, to one of the Universities, having been informed that from four hundred to four hundred and fifty each might carry them through their terms with such great economy as she knew she could trust them to practise. But she had died a year or two before this time, worn out by too keen a strain towards these ends; and the money, coming unreservedly into the hands of their father, had been nearly dissipated. With its exhaustion went all opportunity and hope of a university degree for the sons.


  ‘It drives me mad when I think of it,’ said Joshua, the elder. ‘And here we work and work in our own bungling way, and the utmost we can hope for is a term of years as national schoolmasters, and possible admission to a Theological college, and ordination as despised licentiates.’


  The anger of the elder was reflected as simple sadness in the face of the other. ‘We can preach the Gospel as well without a hood on our surplices as with one,’ he said with feeble consolation.


  ‘Preach the Gospel—true,’ said Joshua with a slight pursing of mouth. ‘But we can’t rise!’


  ‘Let us make the best of it, and grind on.’


  The other was silent, and they drearily bent over their books again.


  The cause of all this gloom, the millwright Halborough, now snoring in the shed, had been a thriving master-machinist, notwithstanding his free and careless disposition, till a taste for a more than adequate quantity of strong liquor took hold of him; since when his habits had interfered with his business sadly. Already millers went elsewhere for their gear, and only one set of hands was now kept going, though there were formerly two. Already he found a difficulty in meeting his men at the week’s end, and though they had been reduced in number there was barely enough work to do for those who remained.


  The sun dropped lower and vanished, the shouts of the village children ceased to resound, darkness cloaked the students’ bedroom, and all the scene outwardly breathed peace. None knew of the fevered youthful ambitions that throbbed in two breasts within the quiet creeper-covered walls of the millwright’s house.


  In a few months the brothers left the village of their birth to enter themselves as students in a training college for schoolmasters; first having placed their young sister Rosa under as efficient a tuition at a fashionable watering-place as the means at their disposal could command.


  II


  A man in semi-clerical dress was walking along the road which led from the railway-station into a provincial town. As he walked he read persistently, only looking up once now and then to see that he was keeping on the foot-track and to avoid other passengers. At those moments, whoever had known the former students at the millwright’s would have perceived that one of them, Joshua Halborough, was the peripatetic reader here.


  What had been simple force in the youth’s face was energized judgment in the man’s. His character was gradually writing itself out in his countenance. That he was watching his own career with deeper and deeper interest, that he continually ‘heard his days before him,’ and cared to hear little else, might have been hazarded from what was seen there. His ambitions were, in truth, passionate, yet controlled; so that the germs of many more plans than ever blossomed to maturity had place in him; and forward visions were kept purposely in twilight, to avoid distraction.


  Events so far had been encouraging. Shortly after assuming the mastership of his first school he had obtained an introduction to the Bishop of a diocese far from his native county, who had looked upon him as a promising young man and taken him in hand. He was now in the second year of his residence at the theological college of the cathedral-town, and would soon be presented for ordination.


  He entered the town, turned into a back street, and then into a yard, keeping his book before him till he set foot under the arch of the latter place. Round the arch was written ‘National School,’ and the stonework of the jambs was worn away as nothing but boys and the waves of ocean will wear it. He was soon amid the sing-song accents of the scholars.


  His brother Cornelius, who was the schoolmaster here, laid down the pointer with which he was directing attention to the Capes of Europe, and came forward.


  ‘That’s his brother Jos!’ whispered one of the sixth-standard boys. ‘He’s going to be a pa’son. He’s now at college.’


  ‘Corney is going to be one too, when he’s saved enough money,’ said another.


  After greeting his brother, whom he had not seen for several months, the junior began to explain his system of teaching geography.


  But Halborough the elder took no interest in the subject. ‘How about your own studies?’ he asked. ‘Did you get the books I sent?’


  Cornelius had received them, and he related what he was doing.


  ‘Mind you work in the morning. What time do you get up?’


  The younger replied: ‘Half-past five.’


  ‘Half-past four is not a minute too soon this time of the year. There is no time like the morning for construing. I don’t know why, but when I feel even too dreary to read a novel I can translate—there is something mechanical about it I suppose. Now, Cornelius, you are rather behindhand, and have some heavy reading before you if you mean to get out of this next Christmas.’


  ‘I am afraid I have.’


  ‘We must soon sound the Bishop. I am sure you will get a title without difficulty when he has heard all. The sub-dean, the principal of my college, says that the best plan will be for you to come there when his lordship is present at an examination, and he’ll get you a personal interview with him. Mind you make a good impression upon him. I found in my case that that was everything, and doctrine almost nothing. You’ll do for a deacon, Corney, if not for a priest.’


  The younger remained thoughtful. ‘Have you heard from Rosa lately?’ he asked; ‘I had a letter this morning.’


  ‘Yes. The little minx writes rather too often. She is homesick—though Brussels must be an attractive place enough. But she must make the most of her time over there. I thought a year would be enough for her, after that high-class school at Sandbourne, but I have decided to give her two, and make a good job of it, expensive as the establishment is.’


  Their two rather harsh faces had softened directly they began to speak of their sister, whom they loved more ambitiously than they loved themselves.


  ‘But where is the money to come from, Joshua?’


  ‘I have already got it.’ He looked round, and finding that some boys were near withdrew a few steps. ‘I have borrowed it at five per cent. from the farmer who used to occupy the farm next our field. You remember him.’


  ‘But about paying him?’


  ‘I shall pay him by degrees out of my stipend. No, Cornelius, it was no use to do the thing by halves. She promises to be a most attractive, not to say beautiful, girl. I have seen that for years; and if her face is not her fortune, her face and her brains together will be, if I observe and contrive aright. That she should be, every inch of her, an accomplished and refined woman, was indispensable for the fulfilment of her destiny, and for moving onwards and upwards with us; and she’ll do it, you will see. I’d half starve myself rather than take her away from that school now.’


  They looked round the school they were in. To Cornelius it was natural and familiar enough, but to Joshua, with his limited human sympathies, who had just dropped in from a superior sort of place, the sight jarred unpleasantly, as being that of something he had left behind. ‘I shall be glad when you are out of this,’ he said, ‘and in your pulpit, and well through your first sermon.’


  ‘You may as well say inducted into my fat living, while you are about it.’


  ‘Ah, well—don’t think lightly of the Church. There’s a fine work for any man of energy in the Church, as you’ll find,’ he said fervidly. ‘Torrents of infidelity to be stemmed, new views of old subjects to be expounded, truths in spirit to be substituted for truths in the letter….’ He lapsed into reverie with the vision of his career, persuading himself that it was ardour for Christianity which spurred him on, and not pride of place. He had shouldered a body of doctrine, and was prepared to defend it tooth and nail, solely for the honour and glory that warriors win.


  ‘If the Church is elastic, and stretches to the shape of the time, she’ll last, I suppose,’ said Cornelius. ‘If not——. Only think, I bought a copy of Paley’s Evidences, best edition, broad margins, excellent preservation, at a bookstall the other day for—ninepence; and I thought that at this rate Christianity must be in rather a bad way.’


  ‘No, no!’ said the other almost angrily. ‘It only shows that such defences are no longer necessary. Men’s eyes can see the truth without extraneous assistance. Besides, we are in for Christianity, and must stick to her whether or no. I am just now going right through Pusey’s Library of the Fathers.’


  ‘You’ll be a bishop, Joshua, before you have done!’


  ‘Ah!’ said the other bitterly, shaking his head. ‘Perhaps I might have been—I might have been! But where is my D.D. or LL.D.; and how be a bishop without that kind of appendage? Archbishop Tillotson was the son of a Sowerby clothier, but he was sent to Clare College. To hail Oxford or Cambridge as alma mater is not for me—for us! My God! when I think of what we should have been—what fair promise has been blighted by that cursed, worthless——’


  ‘Hush, hush! … But I feel it, too, as much as you. I have seen it more forcibly lately. You would have obtained your degree long before this time—possibly fellowship—and I should have been on my way to mine.’


  ‘Don’t talk of it,’ said the other. ‘We must do the best we can.’


  They looked out of the window sadly, through the dusty panes, so high up that only the sky was visible. By degrees the haunting trouble loomed again, and Cornelius broke the silence with a whisper: ‘He has called on me!’


  The living pulses died on Joshua’s face, which grew arid as a clinker. ‘When was that?’ he asked quickly.


  ‘Last week.’


  ‘How did he get here—so many miles?’


  ‘Came by railway. He came to ask for money.’


  ‘Ah!’


  ‘He says he will call on you.’


  Joshua replied resignedly. The theme of their conversation spoilt his buoyancy for that afternoon. He returned in the evening, Cornelius accompanying him to the station; but he did not read in the train which took him back to the Fountall Theological College, as he had done on the way out. That ineradicable trouble still remained as a squalid spot in the expanse of his life. He sat with the other students in the cathedral choir next day; and the recollection of the trouble obscured the purple splendour thrown by the panes upon the floor.


  It was afternoon. All was as still in the Close as a cathedral-green can be between the Sunday services, and the incessant cawing of the rooks was the only sound. Joshua Halborough had finished his ascetic lunch, and had gone into the library, where he stood for a few moments looking out of the large window facing the green. He saw walking slowly across it a man in a fustian coat and a battered white hat with a much-ruffled nap, having upon his arm a tall gipsy-woman wearing long brass earrings. The man was staring quizzically at the west front of the cathedral, and Halborough recognized in him the form and features of his father. Who the woman was he knew not. Almost as soon as Joshua became conscious of these things, the sub-dean, who was also the principal of the college, and of whom the young man stood in more awe than of the Bishop himself, emerged from the gate and entered a path across the Close. The pair met the dignitary, and to Joshua’s horror his father turned and addressed the sub-dean.


  What passed between them he could not tell. But as he stood in a cold sweat he saw his father place his hand familiarly on the sub-dean’s shoulder; the shrinking response of the latter, and his quick withdrawal, told his feeling. The woman seemed to say nothing, but when the sub-dean had passed by they came on towards the college gate.


  Halborough flew along the corridor and out at a side door, so as to intercept them before they could reach the front entrance, for which they were making. He caught them behind a clump of laurel.


  ‘By Jerry, here’s the very chap! Well, you’re a fine fellow, Jos, never to send your father as much as a twist o’ baccy on such an occasion, and to leave him to travel all these miles to find ’ee out!’


  ‘First, who is this?’ said Joshua Halborough with pale dignity, waving his hand towards the buxom woman with the great earrings.


  ‘Dammy, the mis’ess! Your step-mother! Didn’t you know I’d married? She helped me home from market one night, and we came to terms, and struck the bargain. Didn’t we, Selinar?’


  ‘Oi, by the great Lord an’ we did!’ simpered the lady.


  ‘Well, what sort of a place is this you are living in?’ asked the millwright. ‘A kind of house-of-correction, apparently?’


  Joshua listened abstractedly, his features set to resignation. Sick at heart he was going to ask them if they were in want of any necessary, any meal, when his father cut him short by saying, ‘Why, we’ve called to ask ye to come round and take pot-luck with us at the Cock-and-Bottle, where we’ve put up for the day, on our way to see mis’ess’s friends at Binegar Fair, where they’ll be lying under canvas for a night or two. As for the victuals at the Cock I can’t testify to ’em at all; but for the drink, they’ve the rarest drop of Old Tom that I’ve tasted for many a year.’


  ‘Thanks; but I am a teetotaller; and I have lunched,’ said Joshua, who could fully believe his father’s testimony to the gin, from the odour of his breath. ‘You see we have to observe regular habits here; and I couldn’t be seen at the Cock-and-Bottle just now.’


  ‘O dammy, then don’t come, your reverence. Perhaps you won’t mind standing treat for those who can be seen there?’


  ‘Not a penny,’ said the younger firmly. ‘You’ve had enough already.’


  ‘Thank you for nothing. By the bye, who was that spindle-legged, shoe-buckled parson feller we met by now? He seemed to think we should poison him!’


  Joshua remarked coldly that it was the principal of his college, guardedly inquiring, ‘Did you tell him whom you were come to see?’


  His father did not reply. He and his strapping gipsy wife—if she were his wife—stayed no longer, and disappeared in the direction of the High Street. Joshua Halborough went back to the library. Determined as was his nature, he wept hot tears upon the books, and was immeasurably more wretched that afternoon than the unwelcome millwright. In the evening he sat down and wrote a letter to his brother, in which, after stating what had happened, and expatiating upon this new disgrace in the gipsy wife, he propounded a plan for raising money sufficient to induce the couple to emigrate to Canada. ‘It is our only chance,’ he said. ‘The case as it stands is maddening. For a successful painter, sculptor, musician, author, who takes society by storm, it is no drawback, it is sometimes even a romantic recommendation, to hail from outcasts and profligates. But for a clergyman of the Church of England! Cornelius, it is fatal! To succeed in the Church, people must believe in you, first of all, as a gentleman, secondly as a man of means, thirdly as a scholar, fourthly as a preacher, fifthly, perhaps, as a Christian,—but always first as a gentleman, with all their heart and soul and strength. I would have faced the fact of being a small machinist’s son, and have taken my chance, if he’d been in any sense respectable and decent. The essence of Christianity is humility, and by the help of God I would have brazened it out. But this terrible vagabondage and disreputable connection! If he does not accept my terms and leave the country, it will extinguish us and kill me. For how can we live, and relinquish our high aim, and bring down our dear sister Rosa to the level of a gipsy’s step-daughter?’


  III


  There was excitement in the parish of Narrobourne one day. The congregation had just come out from morning service, and the whole conversation was of the new curate, Mr. Halborough, who had officiated for the first time, in the absence of the rector.


  Never before had the feeling of the villagers approached a level which could be called excitement on such a matter as this. The droning which had been the rule in that quiet old place for a century seemed ended at last. They repeated the text to each other as a refrain: ‘O Lord, be thou my helper!’ Not within living memory till to-day had the subject of the sermon formed the topic of conversation from the church door to the churchyard gate, to the exclusion of personal remarks on those who had been present, and on the week’s news in general.


  The thrilling periods of the preacher hung about their minds all that day. The parish being steeped in indifferentism, it happened that when the youths and maidens, middle-aged and old people, who had attended church that morning, recurred as by a fascination to what Halborough had said, they did so more or less indirectly, and even with the subterfuge of a light laugh that was not real, so great was their shyness under the novelty of their sensations.


  What was more curious than that these unconventional villagers should have been excited by a preacher of a new school after forty years of familiarity with the old hand who had had charge of their souls, was the effect of Halborough’s address upon the occupants of the manor-house pew, including the owner of the estate. These thought they knew how to discount the mere sensational sermon, how to minimize flash oratory to its bare proportions; but they had yielded like the rest of the assembly to the charm of the newcomer.


  Mr. Fellmer, the landowner, was a young widower, whose mother, still in the prime of life, had returned to her old position in the family mansion since the death of her son’s wife in the year after her marriage, at the birth of a fragile little girl. From the date of his loss to the present time, Fellmer had led an inactive existence in the seclusion of the parish; a lack of motive seemed to leave him listless. He had gladly reinstated his mother in the gloomy house, and his main occupation now lay in stewarding his estate, which was not large. Mrs. Fellmer, who had sat beside him under Halborough this morning, was a cheerful, straightforward woman, who did her marketing and her alms-giving in person, was fond of old-fashioned flowers, and walked about the village on very wet days visiting the parishioners. These, the only two great ones of Narrobourne, were impressed by Joshua’s eloquence as much as the cottagers.


  Halborough had been briefly introduced to them on his arrival some days before, and, their interest being kindled, they waited a few moments till he came out of the vestry, to walk down the churchyard-path with him. Mrs. Fellmer spoke warmly of the sermon, of the good fortune of the parish in his advent, and hoped he had found comfortable quarters.


  Halborough, faintly flushing, said that he had obtained very fair lodgings in the roomy house of a farmer, whom he named.


  She feared he would find it very lonely, especially in the evenings, and hoped they would see a good deal of him. When would he dine with them? Could he not come that day—it must be so dull for him the first Sunday evening in country lodgings?


  Halborough replied that it would give him much pleasure, but that he feared he must decline. ‘I am not altogether alone,’ he said. ‘My sister, who has just returned from Brussels, and who felt, as you do, that I should be rather dismal by myself, has accompanied me hither to stay a few days till she has put my rooms in order and set me going. She was too fatigued to come to church, and is waiting for me now at the farm.’


  ‘O, but bring your sister—that will be still better! I shall be delighted to know her. How I wish I had been aware! Do tell her, please, that we had no idea of her presence.’


  Halborough assured Mrs. Fellmer that he would certainly bear the message; but as to her coming he was not so sure. The real truth was, however, that the matter would be decided by him, Rosa having an almost filial respect for his wishes. But he was uncertain as to the state of her wardrobe, and had determined that she should not enter the manor-house at a disadvantage that evening, when there would probably be plenty of opportunities in the future of her doing so becomingly.


  He walked to the farm in long strides. This, then, was the outcome of his first morning’s work as curate here. Things had gone fairly well with him. He had been ordained; he was in a comfortable parish, where he would exercise almost sole supervision, the rector being infirm. He had made a deep impression at starting, and the absence of a hood seemed to have done him no harm. Moreover, by considerable persuasion and payment, his father and the dark woman had been shipped off to Canada, where they were not likely to interfere greatly with his interests.


  Rosa came out to meet him. ‘Ah! you should have gone to church like a good girl,’ he said.


  ‘Yes—I wished I had afterwards. But I do so hate church as a rule that even your preaching was underestimated in my mind. It was too bad of me!’


  The girl who spoke thus playfully was fair, tall, and sylph-like, in a muslin dress, and with just the coquettish désinvolture which an English girl brings home from abroad, and loses again after a few months of native life. Joshua was the reverse of playful; the world was too important a concern for him to indulge in light moods. He told her in decided, practical phraseology of the invitation.


  ‘Now, Rosa, we must go—that’s settled—if you’ve a dress that can be made fit to wear all on the hop like this. You didn’t, of course, think of bringing an evening dress to such an out-of-the-way place?’


  But Rosa had come from the wrong city to be caught napping in those matters. ‘Yes, I did,’ said she. ‘One never knows what may turn up.’


  ‘Well done! Then off we go at seven.’


  The evening drew on, and at dusk they started on foot, Rosa pulling up the edge of her skirt under her cloak out of the way of the dews, so that it formed a great wind-bag all round her, and carrying her satin shoes under her arm. Joshua would not let her wait till she got indoors before changing them, as she proposed, but insisted on her performing that operation under a tree, so that they might enter as if they had not walked. He was nervously formal about such trifles, while Rosa took the whole proceeding—walk, dressing, dinner, and all—as a pastime. To Joshua it was a serious step in life.


  A more unexpected kind of person for a curate’s sister was never presented at a dinner. The surprise of Mrs. Fellmer was unconcealed. She had looked forward to a Dorcas, or Martha, or Rhoda at the outside, and a shade of misgiving crossed her face. It was possible that, had the young lady accompanied her brother to church, there would have been no dining at Narrobourne House that day.


  Not so with the young widower, her son. He resembled a sleeper who had awaked in a summer noon expecting to find it only dawn. He could scarcely help stretching his arms and yawning in their faces, so strong was his sense of being suddenly aroused to an unforeseen thing. When they had sat down to table he at first talked to Rosa somewhat with the air of a ruler in the land; but the woman lurking in the acquaintance soon brought him to his level, and the girl from Brussels saw him looking at her mouth, her hands, her contour, as if he could not quite comprehend how they got created: then he dropped into the more satisfactory stage which discerns no particulars.


  He talked but little; she said much. The homeliness of the Fellmers, to her view, though they were regarded with such awe down here, quite disembarrassed her. The squire had become so unpractised, had dropped so far into the shade during the last year or so of his life, that he had almost forgotten what the world contained till this evening reminded him. His mother, after her first moments of doubt, appeared to think that he must be left to his own guidance, and gave her attention to Joshua.


  With all his foresight and doggedness of aim, the result of that dinner exceeded Halborough’s expectations. In weaving his ambitions he had viewed his sister Rosa as a slight, bright thing to be helped into notice by his abilities; but it now began to dawn upon him that the physical gifts of nature to her might do more for them both than nature’s intellectual gifts to himself. While he was patiently boring the tunnel Rosa seemed about to fly over the mountain.


  He wrote the next day to his brother, now occupying his own old rooms in the theological college, telling him exultingly of the unanticipated début of Rosa at the manor-house. The next post brought him a reply of congratulation, dashed with the counteracting intelligence that his father did not like Canada—that his gipsy wife had deserted him, which made him feel so dreary that he thought of returning home.


  In his recent satisfaction at his own successes Joshua Halborough had well-nigh forgotten his chronic trouble—latterly screened by distance. But it now returned upon him; he saw more in this brief announcement than his brother seemed to see. It was the cloud no bigger than a man’s hand.


  IV


  The following December, a day or two before Christmas, Mrs. Fellmer and her son were walking up and down the broad gravel path which bordered the east front of the house. Till within the last half-hour the morning had been a drizzling one, and they had just emerged for a short turn before luncheon.


  ‘You see, dear mother,’ the son was saying, ‘it is the peculiarity of my position which makes her appear to me in such a desirable light. When you consider how I have been crippled at starting, how my life has been maimed; that I feel anything like publicity distasteful, that I have no political ambition, and that my chief aim and hope lie in the education of the little thing Annie has left me, you must see how desirable a wife like Miss Halborough would be, to prevent my becoming a mere vegetable.’


  ‘If you adore her, I suppose you must have her!’ replied his mother with dry indirectness. ‘But you’ll find that she will not be content to live on here as you do, giving her whole mind to a young child.’


  ‘That’s just where we differ. Her very disqualification, that of being a nobody, as you call it, is her recommendation in my eyes. Her lack of influential connections limits her ambition. From what I know of her, a life in this place is all that she would wish for. She would never care to go outside the park-gates if it were necessary to stay within.’


  ‘Being in love with her, Albert, and meaning to marry her, you invent your practical reasons to make the case respectable. Well, do as you will; I have no authority over you, so why should you consult me? You mean to propose on this very occasion, no doubt. Don’t you, now?’


  ‘By no means. I am merely revolving the idea in my mind. If on further acquaintance she turns out to be as good as she has hitherto seemed—well, I shall see. Admit, now, that you like her.’


  ‘I readily admit it. She is very captivating at first sight. But as a stepmother to your child! You seem mighty anxious, Albert, to get rid of me!’


  ‘Not at all. And I am not so reckless as you think. I don’t make up my mind in a hurry. But the thought having occurred to me, I mention it to you at once, mother. If you dislike it, say so.’


  ‘I don’t say anything. I will try to make the best of it if you are determined. When does she come?’


  ‘To-morrow.’


  All this time there were great preparations in train at the curate’s, who was now a householder. Rosa, whose two or three weeks’ stay on two occasions earlier in the year had so affected the squire, was coming again, and at the same time her younger brother Cornelius, to make up a family party. Rosa, who journeyed from the Midlands, could not arrive till late in the evening, but Cornelius was to get there in the afternoon, Joshua going out to meet him in his walk across the fields from the railway.


  Everything being ready in Joshua’s modest abode he started on his way, his heart buoyant and thankful, if ever it was in his life. He was of such good report himself that his brother’s path into holy orders promised to be unexpectedly easy; and he longed to compare experiences with him, even though there was on hand a more exciting matter still. From his youth he had held that, in old-fashioned country places, the Church conferred social prestige up to a certain point at a cheaper price than any other profession or pursuit; and events seemed to be proving him right.


  He had walked about half an hour when he saw Cornelius coming along the path; and in a few minutes the two brothers met. The experiences of Cornelius had been less immediately interesting than those of Joshua, but his personal position was satisfactory, and there was nothing to account for the singularly subdued manner that he exhibited, which at first Joshua set down to the fatigue of over-study; and he proceeded to the subject of Rosa’s arrival in the evening, and the probable consequences of this her third visit. ‘Before next Easter she’ll be his wife, my boy,’ said Joshua with grave exultation.


  Cornelius shook his head. ‘She comes too late!’ he returned.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Look here.’ He produced the Fountall paper, and placed his finger on a paragraph, which Joshua read. It appeared under the report of Petty Sessions, and was a commonplace case of disorderly conduct, in which a man was sent to prison for seven days for breaking windows in that town.


  ‘Well?’ said Joshua.


  ‘It happened during an evening that I was in the street; and the offender is our father.’


  ‘Not—how—I sent him more money on his promising to stay in Canada?’


  ‘He is home, safe enough.’ Cornelius in the same gloomy tone gave the remainder of his information. He had witnessed the scene, unobserved of his father, and had heard him say that he was on his way to see his daughter, who was going to marry a rich gentleman. The only good fortune attending the untoward incident was that the millwright’s name had been printed as Joshua Alborough.


  ‘Beaten! We are to be beaten on the eve of our expected victory!’ said the elder brother. ‘How did he guess that Rosa was likely to marry? Good Heaven! Cornelius, you seem doomed to bring bad news always, do you not!’


  ‘I do,’ said Cornelius. ‘Poor Rosa!’


  It was almost in tears, so great was their heart-sickness and shame, that the brothers walked the remainder of the way to Joshua’s dwelling. In the evening they set out to meet Rosa, bringing her to the village in a fly; and when she had come into the house, and was sitting down with them, they almost forgot their secret anxiety in contemplating her, who knew nothing about it.


  Next day the Fellmers came, and the two or three days after that were a lively time. That the squire was yielding to his impulses—making up his mind—there could be no doubt. On Sunday Cornelius read the service, and Joshua preached. Mrs. Fellmer was quite maternal towards Rosa, and it appeared that she had decided to welcome the inevitable with a good grace. The pretty girl was to spend yet another afternoon with the elder lady, superintending some parish treat at the house in observance of Christmas, and afterwards to stay on to dinner, her brothers to fetch her in the evening. They were also invited to dine, but they could not accept owing to an engagement.


  The engagement was of a sombre sort. They were going to meet their father, who would that day be released from Fountall Gaol, and try to persuade him to keep away from Narrobourne. Every exertion was to be made to get him back to Canada, to his old home in the Midlands—anywhere, so that he would not impinge disastrously upon their courses, and blast their sister’s prospects of the auspicious marriage which was just then hanging in the balance.


  As soon as Rosa had been fetched away by her friends at the manor-house her brothers started on their expedition, without waiting for dinner or tea. Cornelius, to whom the millwright always addressed his letters when he wrote any, drew from his pocket and re-read as he walked the curt note which had led to this journey being undertaken; it was despatched by their father the night before, immediately upon his liberation, and stated that he was setting out for Narrobourne at the moment of writing; that having no money he would be obliged to walk all the way; that he calculated on passing through the intervening town of Ivell about six on the following day, where he should sup at the Castle Inn, and where he hoped they would meet him with a carriage-and-pair, or some other such conveyance, that he might not disgrace them by arriving like a tramp.


  ‘That sounds as if he gave a thought to our position,’ said Cornelius.


  Joshua knew the satire that lurked in the paternal words, and said nothing. Silence prevailed during the greater part of their journey. The lamps were lighted in Ivell when they entered the streets, and Cornelius, who was quite unknown in this neighbourhood, and who, moreover, was not in clerical attire, decided that he should be the one to call at the Castle Inn. Here, in answer to his inquiry under the darkness of the archway, they told him that such a man as he had described left the house about a quarter of an hour earlier, after making a meal in the kitchen-settle. He was rather the worse for liquor.


  ‘Then,’ said Joshua, when Cornelius joined him outside with this intelligence, ‘we must have met and passed him! And now that I think of it, we did meet some one who was unsteady in his gait, under the trees on the other side of Hendford Hill, where it was too dark to see him.’


  They rapidly retraced their steps; but for a long stretch of the way home could discern nobody. When, however, they had gone about three-quarters of the distance, they became conscious of an irregular footfall in front of them, and could see a whitish figure in the gloom. They followed dubiously. The figure met another wayfarer—the single one that had been encountered upon this lonely road—and they distinctly heard him ask the way to Narrobourne. The stranger replied—what was quite true—that the nearest way was by turning in at the stile by the next bridge, and following the footpath which branched thence across the meadows.


  When the brothers reached the stile they also entered the path, but did not overtake the subject of their worry till they had crossed two or three meads, and the lights from Narrobourne manor-house were visible before them through the trees. Their father was no longer walking; he was seated against the wet bank of an adjoining hedge. Observing their forms he shouted, ‘I’m going to Narrobourne; who may you be?’


  They went up to him, and revealed themselves, reminding him of the plan which he had himself proposed in his note, that they should meet him at Ivell.


  ‘By Jerry, I’d forgot it!’ he said. ‘Well, what do you want me to do?’ His tone was distinctly quarrelsome.


  A long conversation followed, which became embittered at the first hint from them that he should not come to the village. The millwright drew a quart bottle from his pocket, and challenged them to drink if they meant friendly and called themselves men. Neither of the two had touched alcohol for years, but for once they thought it best to accept, so as not to needlessly provoke him.


  ‘What’s in it?’ said Joshua.


  ‘A drop of weak gin-and-water. It won’t hurt ’ee. Drink from the bottle.’ Joshua did so, and his father pushed up the bottom of the vessel so as to make him swallow a good deal in spite of himself. It went down into his stomach like molten lead.


  ‘Ha, ha, that’s right!’ said old Halborough. ‘But ’twas raw spirit—ha, ha!’


  ‘Why should you take me in so!’ said Joshua, losing his self-command, try as he would to keep calm.


  ‘Because you took me in, my lad, in banishing me to that cursed country under pretence that it was for my good. You were a pair of hypocrites to say so. It was done to get rid of me—no more nor less. But, by Jerry, I’m a match for ye now! I’ll spoil your souls for preaching. My daughter is going to be married to the squire here. I’ve heard the news—I saw it in a paper!’


  ‘It is premature——’


  ‘I know it is true; and I’m her father, and I shall give her away, or there’ll be a hell of a row, I can assure ’ee! Is that where the gennleman lives?’


  Joshua Halborough writhed in impotent despair. Fellmer had not yet positively declared himself, his mother was hardly won round; a scene with their father in the parish would demolish as fair a palace of hopes as was ever builded. The millwright rose. ‘If that’s where the squire lives I’m going to call. Just arrived from Canady with her fortune—ha, ha! I wish no harm to the gennleman, and the gennleman will wish no harm to me. But I like to take my place in the family, and stand upon my rights, and lower people’s pride!’


  ‘You’ve succeeded already! Where’s that woman you took with you——’


  ‘Woman! She was my wife as lawful as the Constitution—a sight more lawful than your mother was till some time after you were born!’


  Joshua had for many years before heard whispers that his father had cajoled his mother in their early acquaintance, and had made somewhat tardy amends; but never from his father’s lips till now. It was the last stroke, and he could not bear it. He sank back against the hedge. ‘It is over!’ he said. ‘He ruins us all!’


  The millwright moved on, waving his stick triumphantly, and the two brothers stood still. They could see his drab figure stalking along the path, and over his head the lights from the conservatory of Narrobourne House, inside which Albert Fellmer might possibly be sitting with Rosa at that moment, holding her hand, and asking her to share his home with him.


  The staggering whitey-brown form, advancing to put a blot on all this, had been diminishing in the shade; and now suddenly disappeared beside a weir. There was the noise of a flounce in the water.


  ‘He has fallen in!’ said Cornelius, starting forward to run for the place at which his father had vanished.


  Joshua, awaking from the stupefied reverie into which he had sunk, rushed to the other’s side before he had taken ten steps. ‘Stop, stop, what are you thinking of?’ he whispered hoarsely, grasping Cornelius’s arm.


  ‘Pulling him out!’


  ‘Yes, yes—so am I. But—wait a moment——’


  ‘But, Joshua!’


  ‘Her life and happiness, you know—Cornelius—and your reputation and mine—and our chance of rising together, all three——’


  He clutched his brother’s arm to the bone; and as they stood breathless the splashing and floundering in the weir continued; over it they saw the hopeful lights from the manor-house conservatory winking through the trees as their bare branches waved to and fro. In their pause there had been time to save him twice over.


  The floundering and splashing grew weaker, and they could hear gurgling words: ‘Help—I’m drownded! Rosie—Rosie!’


  ‘We’ll go—we must save him. O Joshua!’


  ‘Yes, yes! we must!’


  Still they did not move, but waited, holding each other, each thinking the same thought. Weights of lead seemed to be affixed to their feet, which would no longer obey their wills. The mead became silent. Over it they fancied they could see figures moving in the conservatory. The air up there seemed to emit gentle kisses.


  Cornelius started forward at last, and Joshua almost simultaneously. Two or three minutes brought them to the brink of the stream. At first they could see nothing in the water, though it was not so deep nor the night so dark but that their father’s light kerseymere coat would have been visible if he had lain at the bottom. Joshua looked this way and that.


  ‘He has drifted into the culvert,’ he said.


  Below the foot-bridge of the weir the stream suddenly narrowed to half its width, to pass under a barrel arch or culvert constructed for waggons to cross into the middle of the mead in haymaking time. It being at present the season of high water the arch was full to the crown, against which the ripples clucked every now and then. At this point he had just caught sight of a pale object slipping under. In a moment it was gone.


  They went to the lower end, but nothing emerged. For a long time they tried at both ends to effect some communication with the interior, but to no purpose.


  ‘We ought to have come sooner!’ said the conscience-stricken Cornelius, when they were quite exhausted, and dripping wet.


  ‘I suppose we ought,’ replied Joshua heavily. He perceived his father’s walking-stick on the bank; hastily picking it up he stuck it into the mud among the sedge. Then they went on.


  ‘Shall we—say anything about this accident?’ whispered Cornelius as they approached the door of Joshua’s house.


  ‘What’s the use? It can do no good. We must wait until he is found.’


  They went indoors and changed their clothes; after which they started for the manor-house, reaching it about ten o’clock. Besides their sister there were only three guests; an adjoining landowner and his wife, and the infirm old rector.


  Rosa, although she had parted from them so recently, grasped their hands in an ecstatic, brimming, joyful manner, as if she had not seen them for years. ‘You look pale,’ she said.


  The brothers answered that they had had a long walk, and were somewhat tired. Everybody in the room seemed charged full with some sort of interesting knowledge: the squire’s neighbour and neighbour’s wife looked wisely around; and Fellmer himself played the part of host with a preoccupied bearing which approached fervour. They left at eleven, not accepting the carriage offered, the distance being so short and the roads dry. The squire came rather further into the dark with them than he need have done, and wished Rosa good-night in a mysterious manner, slightly apart from the rest.


  When they were walking along Joshua said, with a desperate attempt at joviality, ‘Rosa, what’s going on?’


  ‘O, I——’ she began between a gasp and a bound. ‘He——’


  ‘Never mind—if it disturbs you.’


  She was so excited that she could not speak connectedly at first, the practised air which she had brought home with her having disappeared. Calming herself she added, ‘I am not disturbed, and nothing has happened. Only he said he wanted to ask me something, some day; and I said never mind that now. He hasn’t asked yet, and is coming to speak to you about it. He would have done so to-night, only I asked him not to be in a hurry. But he will come to-morrow, I am sure!’


  V


  It was summer-time, six months later, and mowers and haymakers were at work in the meads. The manor-house, being opposite them, frequently formed a peg for conversation during these operations; and the doings of the squire, and the squire’s young wife, the curate’s sister—who was at present the admired of most of them, and the interest of all—met with their due amount of criticism.


  Rosa was happy, if ever woman could be said to be so. She had not learnt the fate of her father, and sometimes wondered—perhaps with a sense of relief—why he did not write to her from his supposed home in Canada. Her brother Joshua had been presented to a living in a small town, shortly after her marriage, and Cornelius had thereupon succeeded to the vacant curacy of Narrobourne.


  These two had awaited in deep suspense the discovery of their father’s body; and yet the discovery had not been made. Every day they expected a man or a boy to run up from the meads with the intelligence; but he had never come. Days had accumulated to weeks and months; the wedding had come and gone: Joshua had tolled and read himself in at his new parish; and never a shout of amazement over the millwright’s remains.


  But now, in June, when they were mowing the meads, the hatches had to be drawn and the water let out of its channels for the convenience of the mowers. It was thus that the discovery was made. A man, stooping low with his scythe, caught a view of the culvert lengthwise, and saw something entangled in the recently bared weeds of its bed. A day or two after there was an inquest; but the body was unrecognizable. Fish and flood had been busy with the millwright; he had no watch or marked article which could be identified; and a verdict of the accidental drowning of a person unknown settled the matter.


  As the body was found in Narrobourne parish, there it had to be buried. Cornelius wrote to Joshua, begging him to come and read the service, or to send some one; he himself could not do it. Rather than let in a stranger Joshua came, and silently scanned the coroner’s order handed him by the undertaker:—


  ‘I, Henry Giles, Coroner for the Mid-Division of Outer Wessex, do hereby order the Burial of the Body now shown to the Inquest Jury as the Body of an Adult Male Person Unknown …,’ etc.


  Joshua Halborough got through the service in some way, and rejoined his brother Cornelius at his house. Neither accepted an invitation to lunch at their sister’s; they wished to discuss parish matters together. In the afternoon she came down, though they had already called on her, and had not expected to see her again. Her bright eyes, brown hair, flowery bonnet, lemon-coloured gloves, and flush beauty, were like an irradiation into the apartment, which they in their gloom could hardly bear.


  ‘I forgot to tell you,’ she said, ‘of a curious thing which happened to me a month or two before my marriage—something which I have thought may have had a connection with the accident to the poor man you have buried to-day. It was on that evening I was at the manor-house waiting for you to fetch me; I was in the winter-garden with Albert, and we were sitting silent together, when we fancied we heard a cry in the distant meadow. We opened the door, and while Albert ran to fetch his hat, leaving me standing there, the cry was repeated, and my excited senses made me think I heard my own name. When Albert came back all was silent, and we decided that it was only a drunken shout, and not a cry for help. We both forgot the incident, and it never has occurred to me till since the funeral to-day that it might have been this stranger’s cry. The name of course was only fancy, or he might have had a wife or child with a name something like mine, poor man!’


  When she was gone the brothers were silent till Cornelius said, ‘Now mark this, Joshua. Sooner or later she’ll know.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘From one of us. Do you think human hearts are iron-cased safes, that you suppose we can keep this secret for ever?’


  ‘Yes, I think they are, sometimes,’ said Joshua.


  ‘No. It will out. We shall tell.’


  ‘What, and ruin her—kill her? Disgrace her children, and pull down the whole auspicious house of Fellmer about our ears? No! May I—drown where he was drowned before I do it! Never, never. Surely you can say the same, Cornelius!’


  Cornelius seemed fortified, and no more was said. For a long time after that day he did not see Joshua, and before the next year was out a son and heir was born to the Fellmers. The villagers rang the three bells every evening for a week and more, and were made merry by Mr. Fellmer’s ale; and when the christening came on Joshua paid Narrobourne another visit.


  Among all the people who assembled on that day the brother clergymen were the least interested. Their minds were haunted by a spirit in kerseymere. In the evening they walked together in the fields.


  ‘She’s all right,’ said Joshua. ‘But here are you doing journey-work, Cornelius, and likely to continue at it till the end of the day, as far as I can see. I, too, with my petty living—what am I after all? … To tell the truth, the Church is a poor forlorn hope for people without influence, particularly when their enthusiasm begins to flag. A social regenerator has a better chance outside, where he is unhampered by dogma and tradition. As for me, I would rather have gone on mending mills, with my crust of bread and liberty.’


  Almost automatically they had bent their steps along the margin of the river; they now paused. They were standing on the brink of the well-known weir. There were the hatches, there was the culvert; they could see the pebbly bed of the stream through the pellucid water. The notes of the church-bells were audible, still jangled by the enthusiastic villagers.


  ‘Why see—it was there I hid his walking-stick!’ said Joshua, looking towards the sedge. The next moment, during a passing breeze, something flashed white on the spot to which the attention of Cornelius was drawn.


  From the sedge rose a straight little silver-poplar, and it was the leaves of this sapling which caused the flicker of whiteness.


  ‘His walking-stick has grown!’ Joshua added. ‘It was a rough one—cut from the hedge, I remember.’


  At every puff of wind the tree turned white, till they could not bear to look at it; and they walked away.


  ‘I see him every night,’ Cornelius murmured…. ‘Ah, we read our Hebrews to little account, Jos! Ὑπέμεινε σταυρὸν, αἰσχύνης καταφρονήσας. To have endured the cross, despising the shame—there lay greatness! But now I often feel that I should like to put an end to trouble here in this self-same spot.’


  ‘I have thought of it myself,’ said Joshua.


  ‘Perhaps we shall, some day,’ murmured his brother.


  ‘Perhaps,’ said Joshua moodily.


  With that contingency to consider in the silence of their nights and days they bent their steps homewards.


  December 1888.


  ♣


  On the Western Circuit


  I


  The man who played the disturbing part in the two quiet feminine lives hereunder depicted—no great man, in any sense, by the way—first had knowledge of them on an October evening, in the city of Melchester. He had been standing in the Close, vainly endeavouring to gain amid the darkness a glimpse of the most homogeneous pile of mediæval architecture in England, which towered and tapered from the damp and level sward in front of him. While he stood the presence of the Cathedral walls was revealed rather by the ear than by the eyes; he could not see them, but they reflected sharply a roar of sound which entered the Close by a street leading from the city square, and, falling upon the building, was flung back upon him.


  He postponed till the morrow his attempt to examine the deserted edifice, and turned his attention to the noise. It was compounded of steam barrel-organs, the clanging of gongs, the ringing of hand-bells, the clack of rattles, and the undistinguishable shouts of men. A lurid light hung in the air in the direction of the tumult. Thitherward he went, passing under the arched gateway, along a straight street, and into the square.


  He might have searched Europe over for a greater contrast between juxtaposed scenes. The spectacle was that of the eighth chasm of the Inferno as to colour and flame, and, as to mirth, a development of the Homeric heaven. A smoky glare, of the complexion of brass-filings, ascended from the fiery tongues of innumerable naphtha lamps affixed to booths, stalls, and other temporary erections which crowded the spacious market-square. In front of this irradiation scores of human figures, more or less in profile, were darting athwart and across, up, down, and around, like gnats against a sunset.


  Their motions were so rhythmical that they seemed to be moved by machinery. And it presently appeared that they were moved by machinery indeed; the figures being those of the patrons of swings, see-saws, flying-leaps, above all of the three steam roundabouts which occupied the centre of the position. It was from the latter that the din of steam-organs came.


  Throbbing humanity in full light was, on second thoughts, better than architecture in the dark. The young man, lighting a short pipe, and putting his hat on one side and one hand in his pocket, to throw himself into harmony with his new environment, drew near to the largest and most patronized of the steam circuses, as the roundabouts were called by their owners. This was one of brilliant finish, and it was now in full revolution. The musical instrument around which and to whose tones the riders revolved, directed its trumpet-mouths of brass upon the young man, and the long plate-glass mirrors set at angles, which revolved with the machine, flashed the gyrating personages and hobby-horses kaleidoscopically into his eyes.


  It could now be seen that he was unlike the majority of the crowd. A gentlemanly young fellow, one of the species found in large towns only, and London particularly, built on delicate lines, well, though not fashionably dressed, he appeared to belong to the professional class; he had nothing square or practical about his look, much that was curvilinear and sensuous. Indeed, some would have called him a man not altogether typical of the middle-class male of a century wherein sordid ambition is the master-passion that seems to be taking the time-honoured place of love.


  The revolving figures passed before his eyes with an unexpected and quiet grace in a throng whose natural movements did not suggest gracefulness or quietude as a rule. By some contrivance there was imparted to each of the hobby-horses a motion which was really the triumph and perfection of roundabout inventiveness—a galloping rise and fall, so timed that, of each pair of steeds, one was on the spring while the other was on the pitch. The riders were quite fascinated by these equine undulations in this most delightful holiday-game of our times. There were riders as young as six, and as old as sixty years, with every age between. At first it was difficult to catch a personality, but by and by the observer’s eyes centred on the prettiest girl out of the several pretty ones revolving.


  It was not that one with the light frock and light hat whom he had been at first attracted by; no, it was the one with the black cape, grey skirt, light gloves and—no, not even she, but the one behind her; she with the crimson skirt, dark jacket, brown hat and brown gloves. Unmistakably that was the prettiest girl.


  Having finally selected her, this idle spectator studied her as well as he was able during each of her brief transits across his visual field. She was absolutely unconscious of everything save the act of riding: her features were rapt in an ecstatic dreaminess; for the moment she did not know her age or her history or her lineaments, much less her troubles. He himself was full of vague latter-day glooms and popular melancholies, and it was a refreshing sensation to behold this young thing then and there, absolutely as happy as if she were in a Paradise.


  Dreading the moment when the inexorable stoker, grimily lurking behind the glittering rococo-work, should decide that this set of riders had had their pennyworth, and bring the whole concern of steam-engine, horses, mirrors, trumpets, drums, cymbals, and such-like to pause and silence, he waited for her every reappearance, glancing indifferently over the intervening forms, including the two plainer girls, the old woman and child, the two youngsters, the newly-married couple, the old man with a clay pipe, the sparkish youth with a ring, the young ladies in the chariot, the pair of journeyman-carpenters, and others, till his select country beauty followed on again in her place. He had never seen a fairer product of nature, and at each round she made a deeper mark in his sentiments. The stoppage then came, and the sighs of the riders were audible.


  He moved round to the place at which he reckoned she would alight; but she retained her seat. The empty saddles began to refill, and she plainly was deciding to have another turn. The young man drew up to the side of her steed, and pleasantly asked her if she had enjoyed her ride.


  ‘O yes!’ she said, with dancing eyes. ‘It has been quite unlike anything I have ever felt in my life before!’


  It was not difficult to fall into conversation with her. Unreserved—too unreserved—by nature, she was not experienced enough to be reserved by art, and after a little coaxing she answered his remarks readily. She had come to live in Melchester from a village on the Great Plain, and this was the first time that she had ever seen a steam-circus; she could not understand how such wonderful machines were made. She had come to the city on the invitation of Mrs. Harnham, who had taken her into her household to train her as a servant, if she showed any aptitude. Mrs. Harnham was a young lady who before she married had been Miss Edith White, living in the country near the speaker’s cottage; she was now very kind to her through knowing her in childhood so well. She was even taking the trouble to educate her. Mrs. Harnham was the only friend she had in the world, and being without children had wished to have her near her in preference to anybody else, though she had only lately come; allowed her to do almost as she liked, and to have a holiday whenever she asked for it. The husband of this kind young lady was a rich wine-merchant of the town, but Mrs. Harnham did not care much about him. In the daytime you could see the house from where they were talking. She, the speaker, liked Melchester better than the lonely country, and she was going to have a new hat for next Sunday that was to cost fifteen and ninepence.


  Then she inquired of her acquaintance where he lived, and he told her in London, that ancient and smoky city, where everybody lived who lived at all, and died because they could not live there. He came into Wessex two or three times a year for professional reasons; he had arrived from Wintoncester yesterday, and was going on into the next county in a day or two. For one thing he did like the country better than the town, and it was because it contained such girls as herself.


  Then the pleasure-machine started again, and, to the light-hearted girl, the figure of the handsome young man, the market-square with its lights and crowd, the houses beyond, and the world at large, began moving round as before, countermoving in the revolving mirrors on her right hand, she being as it were the fixed point in an undulating, dazzling, lurid universe, in which loomed forward most prominently of all the form of her late interlocutor. Each time that she approached the half of her orbit that lay nearest him they gazed at each other with smiles, and with that unmistakable expression which means so little at the moment, yet so often leads up to passion, heart-ache, union, disunion, devotion, overpopulation, drudgery, content, resignation, despair.


  When the horses slowed anew he stepped to her side and proposed another heat. ‘Hang the expense for once,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay!’


  She laughed till the tears came.


  ‘Why do you laugh, dear?’ said he.


  ‘Because—you are so genteel that you must have plenty of money, and only say that for fun!’ she returned.


  ‘Ha-ha!’ laughed the young man in unison, and gallantly producing his money she was enabled to whirl on again.


  As he stood smiling there in the motley crowd, with his pipe in his hand, and clad in the rough pea-jacket and wideawake that he had put on for his stroll, who would have supposed him to be Charles Bradford Raye, Esquire, stuff-gownsman, educated at Wintoncester, called to the Bar at Lincoln’s-Inn, now going the Western Circuit, merely detained in Melchester by a small arbitration after his brethren had moved on to the next county-town?


  II


  The square was overlooked from its remoter corner by the house of which the young girl had spoken, a dignified residence of considerable size, having several windows on each floor. Inside one of these, on the first floor, the apartment being a large drawing-room, sat a lady, in appearance from twenty-eight to thirty years of age. The blinds were still undrawn, and the lady was absently surveying the weird scene without, her cheek resting on her hand. The room was unlit from within, but enough of the glare from the market-place entered it to reveal the lady’s face. She was what is called an interesting creature rather than a handsome woman; dark-eyed, thoughtful, and with sensitive lips.


  A man sauntered into the room from behind and came forward.


  ‘O, Edith, I didn’t see you,’ he said. ‘Why are you sitting here in the dark?’


  ‘I am looking at the fair,’ replied the lady in a languid voice.


  ‘Oh? Horrid nuisance every year! I wish it could be put a stop to.’


  ‘I like it.’


  ‘H’m. There’s no accounting for taste.’


  For a moment he gazed from the window with her, for politeness sake, and then went out again.


  In a few minutes she rang.


  ‘Hasn’t Anna come in?’ asked Mrs. Harnham.


  ‘No m’m.’


  ‘She ought to be in by this time. I meant her to go for ten minutes only.’


  ‘Shall I go and look for her, m’m?’ said the house-maid alertly.


  ‘No. It is not necessary: she is a good girl and will come soon.’


  However, when the servant had gone Mrs. Harnham arose, went up to her room, cloaked and bonneted herself, and proceeded downstairs, where she found her husband.


  ‘I want to see the fair,’ she said; ‘and I am going to look for Anna. I have made myself responsible for her, and must see she comes to no harm. She ought to be indoors. Will you come with me?’


  ‘Oh, she’s all right. I saw her on one of those whirligig things, talking to her young man as I came in. But I’ll go if you wish, though I’d rather go a hundred miles the other way.’


  ‘Then please do so. I shall come to no harm alone.’


  She left the house and entered the crowd which thronged the market-place, where she soon discovered Anna, seated on the revolving horse. As soon as it stopped Mrs. Harnham advanced and said severely, ‘Anna, how can you be such a wild girl? You were only to be out for ten minutes.’


  Anna looked blank, and the young man, who had dropped into the background, came to help her alight.


  ‘Please don’t blame her,’ he said politely. ‘It is my fault that she has stayed. She looked so graceful on the horse that I induced her to go round again. I assure you that she has been quite safe.’


  ‘In that case I’ll leave her in your hands,’ said Mrs. Harnham, turning to retrace her steps.


  But this for the moment it was not so easy to do. Something had attracted the crowd to a spot in their rear, and the wine-merchant’s wife, caught by its sway, found herself pressed against Anna’s acquaintance without power to move away. Their faces were within a few inches of each other, his breath fanned her cheek as well as Anna’s. They could do no other than smile at the accident; but neither spoke, and each waited passively. Mrs. Harnham then felt a man’s hand clasping her fingers, and from the look of consciousness on the young fellow’s face she knew the hand to be his: she also knew that from the position of the girl he had no other thought than that the imprisoned hand was Anna’s. What prompted her to refrain from undeceiving him she could hardly tell. Not content with holding the hand, he playfully slipped two of his fingers inside her glove, against her palm. Thus matters continued till the pressure lessened; but several minutes passed before the crowd thinned sufficiently to allow Mrs. Harnham to withdraw[.]


  ‘How did they get to know each other, I wonder?’ she mused as she retreated. ‘Anna is really very forward—and he very wicked and nice.’


  She was so gently stirred with the stranger’s manner and voice, with the tenderness of his idle touch, that instead of re-entering the house she turned back again and observed the pair from a screened nook. Really she argued (being little less impulsive than Anna herself) it was very excusable in Anna to encourage him, however she might have contrived to make his acquaintance; he was so gentlemanly, so fascinating, had such beautiful eyes. The thought that he was several years her junior produced a reasonless sigh.


  At length the couple turned from the roundabout towards the door of Mrs. Harnham’s house, and the young man could be heard saying that he would accompany her home. Anna, then, had found a lover, apparently a very devoted one. Mrs. Harnham was quite interested in him. When they drew near the door of the wine-merchant’s house, a comparatively deserted spot by this time, they stood invisible for a little while in the shadow of a wall, where they separated, Anna going on to the entrance, and her acquaintance returning across the square.


  ‘Anna,’ said Mrs. Harnham, coming up. ‘I’ve been looking at you! That young man kissed you at parting, I am almost sure.’


  ‘Well,’ stammered Anna; ‘he said, if I didn’t mind—it would do me no harm, and, and, him a great deal of good!’


  ‘Ah, I thought so! And he was a stranger till to-night?’


  ‘Yes ma’am.’


  ‘Yet I warrant you told him your name and everything about yourself?’


  ‘He asked me.’


  ‘But he didn’t tell you his?’


  ‘Yes ma’am, he did!’ cried Anna victoriously. ‘It is Charles Bradford, of London.’


  ‘Well, if he’s respectable, of course I’ve nothing to say against your knowing him,’ remarked her mistress, prepossessed, in spite of general principles, in the young man’s favour. ‘But I must reconsider all that, if he attempts to renew your acquaintance. A country-bred girl like you, who has never lived in Melchester till this month, who had hardly ever seen a black-coated man till you came here, to be so sharp as to capture a young Londoner like him!’


  ‘I didn’t capture him. I didn’t do anything,’ said Anna, in confusion.


  When she was indoors and alone Mrs. Harnham thought what a well-bred and chivalrous young man Anna’s companion had seemed. There had been a magic in his wooing touch of her hand; and she wondered how he had come to be attracted by the girl.


  The next morning the emotional Edith Harnham went to the usual week-day service in Melchester cathedral. In crossing the Close through the fog she again perceived him who had interested her the previous evening, gazing up thoughtfully at the high-piled architecture of the nave: and as soon as she had taken her seat he entered and sat down in a stall opposite hers.


  He did not particularly heed her; but Mrs. Harnham was continually occupying her eyes with him, and wondered more than ever what had attracted him in her unfledged maid-servant. The mistress was almost as unaccustomed as the maiden herself to the end-of-the-age young man, or she might have wondered less. Raye, having looked about him awhile, left abruptly, without regard to the service that was proceeding; and Mrs. Harnham—lonely, impressionable creature that she was—took no further interest in praising the Lord. She wished she had married a London man who knew the subtleties of love-making as they were evidently known to him who had mistakenly caressed her hand.


  III


  The calendar at Melchester had been light, occupying the court only a few hours; and the assizes at Casterbridge, the next county-town on the Western Circuit, having no business for Raye, he had not gone thither. At the next town after that they did not open till the following Monday, trials to begin on Tuesday morning. In the natural order of things Raye would have arrived at the latter place on Monday afternoon; but it was not till the middle of Wednesday that his gown and grey wig, curled in tiers, in the best fashion of Assyrian bas-reliefs, were seen blowing and bobbing behind him as he hastily walked up the High Street from his lodgings. But though he entered the assize building there was nothing for him to do, and sitting at the blue baize table in the well of the court, he mended pens with a mind far away from the case in progress. Thoughts of unpremeditated conduct, of which a week earlier he would not have believed himself capable, threw him into a mood of dissatisfied depression.


  He had contrived to see again the pretty rural maiden Anna, the day after the fair, had walked out of the city with her to the earthworks of Old Melchester, and feeling a violent fancy for her, had remained in Melchester all Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday; by persuasion obtaining walks and meetings with the girl six or seven times during the interval; had in brief won her, body and soul.


  He supposed it must have been owing to the seclusion in which he had lived of late in town that he had given way so unrestrainedly to a passion for an artless creature whose inexperience had, from the first, led her to place herself unreservedly in his hands. Much he deplored trifling with her feelings for the sake of a passing desire; and he could only hope that she might not live to suffer on his account.


  She had begged him to come to her again; entreated him; wept. He had promised that he would do so, and he meant to carry out that promise. He could not desert her now. Awkward as such unintentional connections were, the interspace of a hundred miles—which to a girl of her limited capabilities was like a thousand—would effectually hinder this summer fancy from greatly encumbering his life; while thought of her simple love might do him the negative good of keeping him from idle pleasures in town when he wished to work hard. His circuit journeys would take him to Melchester three or four times a year; and then he could always see her.


  The pseudonym, or rather partial name, that he had given her as his before knowing how far the acquaintance was going to carry him, had been spoken on the spur of the moment, without any ulterior intention whatever. He had not afterwards disturbed Anna’s error, but on leaving her he had felt bound to give her an address at a stationer’s not far from his chambers, at which she might write to him under the initials ‘C. B.’


  In due time Raye returned to his London abode, having called at Melchester on his way and spent a few additional hours with his fascinating child of nature. In town he lived monotonously every day. Often he and his rooms were enclosed by a tawny fog from all the world besides, and when he lighted the gas to read or write by, his situation seemed so unnatural that he would look into the fire and think of that trusting girl at Melchester again and again. Often, oppressed by absurd fondness for her, he would enter the dim religious nave of the Law Courts by the north door, elbow other juniors habited like himself, and like him unretained; edge himself into this or that crowded court where a sensational case was going on, just as if he were in it, though the police officers at the door knew as well as he knew himself that he had no more concern with the business in hand than the patient idlers at the gallery-door outside, who had waited to enter since eight in the morning because, like him, they belonged to the classes that live on expectation. But he would do these things to no purpose, and think how greatly the characters in such scenes contrasted with the pink and breezy Anna.


  An unexpected feature in that peasant maiden’s conduct was that she had not as yet written to him, though he had told her she might do so if she wished. Surely a young creature had never before been so reticent in such circumstances. At length he sent her a brief line, positively requesting her to write. There was no answer by the return post, but the day after a letter in a neat feminine hand, and bearing the Melchester post-mark, was handed to him by the stationer.


  The fact alone of its arrival was sufficient to satisfy his imaginative sentiment. He was not anxious to open the epistle, and in truth did not begin to read it for nearly half-an-hour, anticipating readily its terms of passionate retrospect and tender adjuration. When at last he turned his feet to the fireplace and unfolded the sheet, he was surprised and pleased to find that neither extravagance nor vulgarity was there. It was the most charming little missive he had ever received from woman. To be sure the language was simple and the ideas were slight; but it was so self-possessed; so purely that of a young girl who felt her womanhood to be enough for her dignity that he read it through twice. Four sides were filled, and a few lines written across, after the fashion of former days; the paper, too, was common, and not of the latest shade and surface. But what of those things? He had received letters from women who were fairly called ladies, but never so sensible, so human a letter as this. He could not single out any one sentence and say it was at all remarkable or clever; the ensemble of the letter it was which won him; and beyond the one request that he would write or come to her again soon there was nothing to show her sense of a claim upon him.


  To write again and develop a correspondence was the last thing Raye would have preconceived as his conduct in such a situation; yet he did send a short, encouraging line or two, signed with his pseudonym, in which he asked for another letter, and cheeringly promised that he would try to see her again on some near day, and would never forget how much they had been to each other during their short acquaintance.


  IV


  To return now to the moment at which Anna, at Melchester, had received Raye’s letter.


  It had been put into her own hand by the postman on his morning rounds. She flushed down to her neck on receipt of it, and turned it over and over. ‘It is mine?’ she said.


  ‘Why, yes, can’t you see it is?’ said the postman, smiling as he guessed the nature of the document and the cause of the confusion.


  ‘O yes, of course!’ replied Anna, looking at the letter, forcedly tittering, and blushing still more.


  Her look of embarrassment did not leave her with the postman’s departure. She opened the envelope, kissed its contents, put away the letter in her pocket, and remained musing till her eyes filled with tears.


  A few minutes later she carried up a cup of tea to Mrs. Harnham in her bed-chamber. Anna’s mistress looked at her, and said: ‘How dismal you seem this morning, Anna. What’s the matter?’


  ‘I’m not dismal, I’m glad; only I——’ She stopped to stifle a sob.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘I’ve got a letter—and what good is it to me, if I can’t read a word in it!’


  ‘Why, I’ll read it, child, if necessary.’


  ‘But this is from somebody—I don’t want anybody to read it but myself!’ Anna murmured.


  ‘I shall not tell anybody. Is it from that young man?’


  ‘I think so.’ Anna slowly produced the letter, saying: ‘Then will you read it to me, ma’am?’


  This was the secret of Anna’s embarrassment and flutterings. She could neither read nor write. She had grown up under the care of an aunt by marriage, at one of the lonely hamlets on the Great Mid-Wessex Plain where, even in days of national education, there had been no school within a distance of two miles. Her aunt was an ignorant woman; there had been nobody to investigate Anna’s circumstances, nobody to care about her learning the rudiments; though, as often in such cases, she had been well fed and clothed and not unkindly treated. Since she had come to live at Melchester with Mrs. Harnham, the latter, who took a kindly interest in the girl, had taught her to speak correctly, in which accomplishment Anna showed considerable readiness, as is not unusual with the illiterate; and soon became quite fluent in the use of her mistress’s phraseology. Mrs. Harnham also insisted upon her getting a spelling and copy book, and beginning to practise in these. Anna was slower in this branch of her education, and meanwhile here was the letter.


  Edith Harnham’s large dark eyes expressed some interest in the contents, though, in her character of mere interpreter, she threw into her tone as much as she could of mechanical passiveness. She read the short epistle on to its concluding sentence, which idly requested Anna to send him a tender answer.


  ‘Now—you’ll do it for me, won’t you, dear mistress?’ said Anna eagerly. ‘And you’ll do it as well as ever you can, please? Because I couldn’t bear him to think I am not able to do it myself. I should sink into the earth with shame if he knew that!’


  From some words in the letter Mrs. Harnham was led to ask questions, and the answers she received confirmed her suspicions. Deep concern filled Edith’s heart at perceiving how the girl had committed her happiness to the issue of this new-sprung attachment. She blamed herself for not interfering in a flirtation which had resulted so seriously for the poor little creature in her charge; though at the time of seeing the pair together she had a feeling that it was hardly within her province to nip young affection in the bud. However, what was done could not be undone, and it behoved her now, as Anna’s only protector, to help her as much as she could. To Anna’s eager request that she, Mrs. Harnham, should compose and write the answer to this young London man’s letter, she felt bound to accede, to keep alive his attachment to the girl if possible; though in other circumstances she might have suggested the cook as an amanuensis.


  A tender reply was thereupon concocted, and set down in Edith Harnham’s hand. This letter it had been which Raye had received and delighted in. Written in the presence of Anna it certainly was, and on Anna’s humble note-paper, and in a measure indited by the young girl; but the life, the spirit, the individuality, were Edith Harnham’s.


  ‘Won’t you at least put your name yourself?’ she said. ‘You can manage to write that by this time?’


  ‘No, no,’ said Anna, shrinking back. ‘I should do it so bad. He’d be ashamed of me, and never see me again!’


  The note, so prettily requesting another from him, had, as we have seen, power enough in its pages to bring one. He declared it to be such a pleasure to hear from her that she must write every week. The same process of manufacture was accordingly repeated by Anna and her mistress, and continued for several weeks in succession; each letter being penned and suggested by Edith, the girl standing by; the answer read and commented on by Edith, Anna standing by and listening again.


  Late on a winter evening, after the dispatch of the sixth letter, Mrs. Harnham was sitting alone by the remains of her fire. Her husband had retired to bed, and she had fallen into that fixity of musing which takes no count of hour or temperature. The state of mind had been brought about in Edith by a strange thing which she had done that day. For the first time since Raye’s visit Anna had gone to stay over a night or two with her cottage friends on the Plain, and in her absence had arrived, out of its time, a letter from Raye. To this Edith had replied on her own responsibility, from the depths of her own heart, without waiting for her maid’s collaboration. The luxury of writing to him what would be known to no consciousness but his was great, and she had indulged herself therein.


  Why was it a luxury?


  Edith Harnham led a lonely life. Influenced by the belief of the British parent that a bad marriage with its aversions is better than free womanhood with its interests, dignity, and leisure, she had consented to marry the elderly wine-merchant as a pis aller, at the age of seven-and-twenty—some three years before this date—to find afterwards that she had made a mistake. That contract had left her still a woman whose deeper nature had never been stirred.


  She was now clearly realizing that she had become possessed to the bottom of her soul with the image of a man to whom she was hardly so much as a name. From the first he had attracted her by his looks and voice; by his tender touch; and, with these as generators, the writing of letter after letter and the reading of their soft answers had insensibly developed on her side an emotion which fanned his; till there had resulted a magnetic reciprocity between the correspondents, notwithstanding that one of them wrote in a character not her own. That he had been able to seduce another woman in two days was his crowning though unrecognized fascination for her as the she-animal.


  They were her own impassioned and pent-up ideas—lowered to monosyllabic phraseology in order to keep up the disguise—that Edith put into letters signed with another name, much to the shallow Anna’s delight, who, unassisted, could not for the world have conceived such pretty fancies for winning him, even had she been able to write them. Edith found that it was these, her own foisted-in sentiments, to which the young barrister mainly responded. The few sentences occasionally added from Anna’s own lips made apparently no impression upon him.


  The letter-writing in her absence Anna never discovered; but on her return the next morning she declared she wished to see her lover about something at once, and begged Mrs. Harnham to ask him to come.


  There was a strange anxiety in her manner which did not escape Mrs. Harnham, and ultimately resolved itself into a flood of tears. Sinking down at Edith’s knees, she made confession that the result of her relations with her lover it would soon become necessary to disclose.


  Edith Harnham was generous enough to be very far from inclined to cast Anna adrift at this conjuncture. No true woman ever is so inclined from her own personal point of view, however prompt she may be in taking such steps to safeguard those dear to her. Although she had written to Raye so short a time previously, she instantly penned another Anna-note hinting clearly though delicately the state of affairs.


  Raye replied by a hasty line to say how much he was concerned at her news: he felt that he must run down to see her almost immediately.


  But a week later the girl came to her mistress’s room with another note, which on being read informed her that after all he could not find time for the journey. Anna was broken with grief; but by Mrs. Harnham’s counsel strictly refrained from hurling at him the reproaches and bitterness customary from young women so situated. One thing was imperative: to keep the young man’s romantic interest in her alive. Rather therefore did Edith, in the name of her protégée, request him on no account to be distressed about the looming event, and not to inconvenience himself to hasten down. She desired above everything to be no weight upon him in his career, no clog upon his high activities. She had wished him to know what had befallen: he was to dismiss it again from his mind. Only he must write tenderly as ever, and when he should come again on the spring circuit it would be soon enough to discuss what had better be done.


  It may well be supposed that Anna’s own feelings had not been quite in accord with these generous expressions; but the mistress’s judgment had ruled, and Anna had acquiesced. ‘All I want is that niceness you can so well put into your letters, my dear, dear mistress, and that I can’t for the life o’ me make up out of my own head; though I mean the same thing and feel it exactly when you’ve written it down!’


  When the letter had been sent off, and Edith Harnham was left alone, she bowed herself on the back of her chair and wept.


  ‘I wish his child was mine—I wish it was!’ she murmured. ‘Yet how can I say such a wicked thing!’


  V


  The letter moved Raye considerably when it reached him. The intelligence itself had affected him less than her unexpected manner of treating him in relation to it. The absence of any word of reproach, the devotion to his interests, the self-sacrifice apparent in every line, all made up a nobility of character that he had never dreamt of finding in womankind.


  ‘God forgive me!’ he said tremulously. ‘I have been a wicked wretch. I did not know she was such a treasure as this!’


  He reassured her instantly; declaring that he would not of course desert her, that he would provide a home for her somewhere. Meanwhile she was to stay where she was as long as her mistress would allow her.


  But a misfortune supervened in this direction. Whether an inkling of Anna’s circumstances reached the knowledge of Mrs. Harnham’s husband or not cannot be said, but the girl was compelled, in spite of Edith’s entreaties, to leave the house. By her own choice she decided to go back for a while to the cottage on the Plain. This arrangement led to a consultation as to how the correspondence should be carried on; and in the girl’s inability to continue personally what had been begun in her name, and in the difficulty of their acting in concert as heretofore, she requested Mrs. Harnham—the only well-to-do friend she had in the world—to receive the letters and reply to them off-hand, sending them on afterwards to herself on the Plain, where she might at least get some neighbour to read them to her, if a trustworthy one could be met with. Anna and her box then departed for the Plain.


  Thus it befell that Edith Harnham found herself in the strange position of having to correspond, under no supervision by the real woman, with a man not her husband, in terms which were virtually those of a wife, concerning a corporeal condition that was not Edith’s at all; the man being one for whom, mainly through the sympathies involved in playing this part, she secretly cherished a predilection, subtle and imaginative truly, but strong and absorbing. She opened each letter, read it as if intended for herself, and replied from the promptings of her own heart and no other.


  Throughout this correspondence, carried on in the girl’s absence, the high-strung Edith Harnham lived in the ecstasy of fancy; the vicarious intimacy engendered such a flow of passionateness as was never exceeded. For conscience’ sake Edith at first sent on each of his letters to Anna, and even rough copies of her replies; but later on these so-called copies were much abridged, and many letters on both sides were not sent on at all.


  Though sensuous, and, superficially at least, infested with the self-indulgent vices of artificial society, there was a substratum of honesty and fairness in Raye’s character. He had really a tender regard for the country girl, and it grew more tender than ever when he found her apparently capable of expressing the deepest sensibilities in the simplest words. He meditated, he wavered; and finally resolved to consult his sister, a maiden lady much older than himself, of lively sympathies and good intent. In making this confidence he showed her some of the letters.


  ‘She seems fairly educated,’ Miss Raye observed. ‘And bright in ideas. She expresses herself with a taste that must be innate.’


  ‘Yes. She writes very prettily, doesn’t she, thanks to these elementary schools?’


  ‘One is drawn out towards her, in spite of one’s self, poor thing.’


  The upshot of the discussion was that though he had not been directly advised to do it, Raye wrote, in his real name, what he would never have decided to write on his own responsibility; namely that he could not live without her, and would come down in the spring and shelve her looming difficulty by marrying her.


  This bold acceptance of the situation was made known to Anna by Mrs. Harnham driving out immediately to the cottage on the Plain. Anna jumped for joy like a little child. And poor, crude directions for answering appropriately were given to Edith Harnham, who on her return to the city carried them out with warm intensifications.


  ‘O!’ she groaned, as she threw down the pen. ‘Anna—poor good little fool—hasn’t intelligence enough to appreciate him! How should she? While I—don’t bear his child!’


  It was now February. The correspondence had continued altogether for four months; and the next letter from Raye contained incidentally a statement of his position and prospects. He said that in offering to wed her he had, at first, contemplated the step of retiring from a profession which hitherto had brought him very slight emolument, and which, to speak plainly, he had thought might be difficult of practice after his union with her. But the unexpected mines of brightness and warmth that her letters had disclosed to be lurking in her sweet nature had led him to abandon that somewhat sad prospect. He felt sure that, with her powers of development, after a little private training in the social forms of London under his supervision, and a little help from a governess if necessary, she would make as good a professional man’s wife as could be desired, even if he should rise to the woolsack. Many a Lord Chancellor’s wife had been less intuitively a lady than she had shown herself to be in her lines to him.


  ‘O—poor fellow, poor fellow!’ mourned Edith Harnham.


  Her distress now raged as high as her infatuation. It was she who had wrought him to this pitch—to a marriage which meant his ruin; yet she could not, in mercy to her maid, do anything to hinder his plan. Anna was coming to Melchester that week, but she could hardly show the girl this last reply from the young man; it told too much of the second individuality that had usurped the place of the first.


  Anna came, and her mistress took her into her own room for privacy. Anna began by saying with some anxiety that she was glad the wedding was so near.


  ‘O Anna!’ replied Mrs. Harnham. ‘I think we must tell him all—that I have been doing your writing for you?—lest he should not know it till after you become his wife, and it might lead to dissension and recriminations—’


  ‘O mis’ess, dear mis’ess—please don’t tell him now!’ cried Anna in distress. ‘If you were to do it, perhaps he would not marry me; and what should I do then? It would be terrible what would come to me! And I am getting on with my writing, too. I have brought with me the copybook you were so good as to give me, and I practise every day, and though it is so, so hard, I shall do it well at last, I believe, if I keep on trying.’


  Edith looked at the copybook. The copies had been set by herself, and such progress as the girl had made was in the way of grotesque facsimile of her mistress’s hand. But even if Edith’s flowing caligraphy were reproduced the inspiration would be another thing.


  ‘You do it so beautifully,’ continued Anna, ‘and say all that I want to say so much better than I could say it, that I do hope you won’t leave me in the lurch just now!’


  ‘Very well,’ replied the other. ‘But I—but I thought I ought not to go on!’


  ‘Why?’


  Her strong desire to confide her sentiments led Edith to answer truly:


  ‘Because of its effect upon me.’


  ‘But it can’t have any!’


  ‘Why, child?’


  ‘Because you are married already!’ said Anna with lucid simplicity.


  ‘Of course it can’t,’ said her mistress hastily; yet glad, despite her conscience, that two or three outpourings still remained to her. ‘But you must concentrate your attention on writing your name as I write it here.’


  VI


  Soon Raye wrote about the wedding. Having decided to make the best of what he feared was a piece of romantic folly, he had acquired more zest for the grand experiment. He wished the ceremony to be in London, for greater privacy. Edith Harnham would have preferred it at Melchester; Anna was passive. His reasoning prevailed, and Mrs. Harnham threw herself with mournful zeal into the preparations for Anna’s departure. In a last desperate feeling that she must at every hazard be in at the death of her dream, and see once again the man who by a species of telepathy had exercised such an influence on her, she offered to go up with Anna and be with her through the ceremony—‘to see the end of her,’ as her mistress put it with forced gaiety; an offer which the girl gratefully accepted; for she had no other friend capable of playing the part of companion and witness, in the presence of a gentlemanly bridegroom, in such a way as not to hasten an opinion that he had made an irremediable social blunder.


  It was a muddy morning in March when Raye alighted from a four-wheel cab at the door of a registry-office in the S.W. district of London, and carefully handed down Anna and her companion Mrs. Harnham. Anna looked attractive in the somewhat fashionable clothes which Mrs. Harnham had helped her to buy, though not quite so attractive as, an innocent child, she had appeared in her country gown on the back of the wooden horse at Melchester Fair.


  Mrs. Harnham had come up this morning by an early train, and a young man—a friend of Raye’s—having met them at the door, all four entered the registry-office together. Till an hour before this time Raye had never known the wine-merchant’s wife, except at that first casual encounter, and in the flutter of the performance before them he had little opportunity for more than a brief acquaintance. The contract of marriage at a registry is soon got through; but somehow, during its progress, Raye discovered a strange and secret gravitation between himself and Anna’s friend.


  The formalities of the wedding—or rather ratification of a previous union—being concluded, the four went in one cab to Raye’s lodgings, newly taken in a new suburb in preference to a house, the rent of which he could ill afford just then. Here Anna cut the little cake which Raye had bought at a pastrycook’s on his way home from Lincoln’s Inn the night before. But she did not do much besides. Raye’s friend was obliged to depart almost immediately, and when he had left the only ones virtually present were Edith and Raye, who exchanged ideas with much animation. The conversation was indeed theirs only, Anna being as a domestic animal who humbly heard but understood not. Raye seemed startled in awakening to this fact, and began to feel dissatisfied with her inadequacy.


  At last, more disappointed than he cared to own, he said, ‘Mrs. Harnham, my darling is so flurried that she doesn’t know what she is doing or saying. I see that after this event a little quietude will be necessary before she gives tongue to that tender philosophy which she used to treat me to in her letters.’


  They had planned to start early that afternoon for Knollsea, to spend the few opening days of their married life there, and as the hour for departure was drawing near Raye asked his wife if she would go to the writing-desk in the next room and scribble a little note to his sister, who had been unable to attend through indisposition, informing her that the ceremony was over, thanking her for her little present, and hoping to know her well now that she was the writer’s sister as well as Charles’s.


  ‘Say it in the pretty poetical way you know so well how to adopt,’ he added, ‘for I want you particularly to win her, and both of you to be dear friends.’


  Anna looked uneasy, but departed to her task, Raye remaining to talk to their guest. Anna was a long while absent, and her husband suddenly rose and went to her.


  He found her still bending over the writing-table, with tears brimming up in her eyes; and he looked down upon the sheet of note-paper with some interest, to discover with what tact she had expressed her good-will in the delicate circumstances. To his surprise she had progressed but a few lines, in the characters and spelling of a child of eight, and with the ideas of a goose.


  ‘Anna,’ he said, staring; ‘what’s this?’


  ‘It only means—that I can’t do it any better!’ she answered, through her tears.


  ‘Eh? Nonsense!’


  ‘I can’t!’ she insisted, with miserable, sobbing hardihood. ‘I—I—didn’t write those letters, Charles! I only told her what to write! And not always that! But I am learning, O so fast, my dear, dear husband! And you’ll forgive me, won’t you, for not telling you before?’ She slid to her knees, abjectly clasped his waist and laid her face against him.


  He stood a few moments, raised her, abruptly turned, and shut the door upon her, rejoining Edith in the drawing-room. She saw that something untoward had been discovered, and their eyes remained fixed on each other.


  ‘Do I guess rightly?’ he asked, with wan quietude. ‘You were her scribe through all this?’


  ‘It was necessary,’ said Edith.


  ‘Did she dictate every word you ever wrote to me?’


  ‘Not every word.’


  ‘In fact, very little?’


  ‘Very little.’


  ‘You wrote a great part of those pages every week from your own conceptions, though in her name!’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Perhaps you wrote many of the letters when you were alone, without communication with her?’


  ‘I did.’


  He turned to the bookcase, and leant with his hand over his face; and Edith, seeing his distress, became white as a sheet.


  ‘You have deceived me—ruined me!’ he murmured.


  ‘O, don’t say it!’ she cried in her anguish, jumping up and putting her hand on his shoulder. ‘I can’t bear that!’


  ‘Delighting me deceptively! Why did you do it—why did you!’


  ‘I began doing it in kindness to her! How could I do otherwise than try to save such a simple girl from misery? But I admit that I continued it for pleasure to myself.’


  Raye looked up. ‘Why did it give you pleasure?’ he asked.


  ‘I must not tell,’ said she.


  He continued to regard her, and saw that her lips suddenly began to quiver under his scrutiny, and her eyes to fill and droop. She started aside, and said that she must go to the station to catch the return train: could a cab be called immediately?


  But Raye went up to her, and took her unresisting hand. ‘Well, to think of such a thing as this!’ he said. ‘Why, you and I are friends—lovers—devoted lovers—by correspondence!’


  ‘Yes; I suppose.’


  ‘More.’


  ‘More?’


  ‘Plainly more. It is no use blinking that. Legally I have married her—God help us both!—in soul and spirit I have married you, and no other woman in the world!’


  ‘Hush!’


  ‘But I will not hush! Why should you try to disguise the full truth, when you have already owned half of it? Yes, it is between you and me that the bond is—not between me and her! Now I’ll say no more. But, O my cruel one, I think I have one claim upon you!’


  She did not say what, and he drew her towards him, and bent over her. ‘If it was all pure invention in those letters,’ he said emphatically, ‘give me your cheek only. If you meant what you said, let it be lips. It is for the first and last time, remember!’


  She put up her mouth, and he kissed her long. ‘You forgive me?’ she said, crying.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But you are ruined!’


  ‘What matter!’ he said, shrugging his shoulders. ‘It serves me right!’


  She withdrew, wiped her eyes, entered and bade good-bye to Anna, who had not expected her to go so soon, and was still wrestling with the letter. Raye followed Edith downstairs, and in three minutes she was in a hansom driving to the Waterloo station.


  He went back to his wife. ‘Never mind the letter, Anna, to-day,’ he said gently. ‘Put on your things. We, too, must be off shortly.’


  The simple girl, upheld by the sense that she was indeed married, showed her delight at finding that he was as kind as ever after the disclosure. She did not know that before his eyes he beheld as it were a galley, in which he, the fastidious urban, was chained to work for the remainder of his life, with her, the unlettered peasant, chained to his side.


  Edith travelled back to Melchester that day with a face that showed the very stupor of grief, her lips still tingling from the desperate pressure of his kiss. The end of her impassioned dream had come. When at dusk she reached the Melchester station her husband was there to meet her, but in his perfunctoriness and her preoccupation they did not see each other, and she went out of the station alone.


  She walked mechanically homewards without calling a fly. Entering, she could not bear the silence of the house, and went up in the dark to where Anna had slept, where she remained thinking awhile. She then returned to the drawing-room, and not knowing what she did, crouched down upon the floor.


  ‘I have ruined him!’ she kept repeating. ‘I have ruined him; because I would not deal treacherously towards her!’


  In the course of half an hour a figure opened the door of the apartment.


  ‘Ah—who’s that?’ she said, starting up, for it was dark.


  ‘Your husband—who should it be?’ said the worthy merchant.


  ‘Ah—my husband!—I forgot I had a husband!’ she whispered to herself.


  ‘I missed you at the station,’ he continued. ‘Did you see Anna safely tied up? I hope so, for ’twas time.’


  ‘Yes—Anna is married.’


  Simultaneously with Edith’s journey home Anna and her husband were sitting at the opposite windows of a second-class carriage which sped along to Knollsea. In his hand was a pocket-book full of creased sheets closely written over. Unfolding them one after another he read them in silence, and sighed.


  ‘What are you doing, dear Charles?’ she said timidly from the other window, and drew nearer to him as if he were a god.


  ‘Reading over all those sweet letters to me signed “Anna,”’ he replied with dreary resignation.


  Autumn 1891.


  ♣


  To Please his Wife


  I


  The interior of St. James’s Church, in Havenpool Town, was slowly darkening under the close clouds of a winter afternoon. It was Sunday: service had just ended, the face of the parson in the pulpit was buried in his hands, and the congregation, with a cheerful sigh of release, were rising from their knees to depart.


  For the moment the stillness was so complete that the surging of the sea could be heard outside the harbour-bar. Then it was broken by the footsteps of the clerk going towards the west door to open it in the usual manner for the exit of the assembly. Before, however, he had reached the doorway, the latch was lifted from without, and the dark figure of a man in a sailor’s garb appeared against the light.


  The clerk stepped aside, the sailor closed the door gently behind him, and advanced up the nave till he stood at the chancel-step. The parson looked up from the private little prayer which, after so many for the parish, he quite fairly took for himself, rose to his feet, and stared at the intruder.


  ‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ said the sailor, addressing the minister in a voice distinctly audible to all the congregation. ‘I have come here to offer thanks for my narrow escape from shipwreck. I am given to understand that it is a proper thing to do, if you have no objection?’


  The parson, after a moment’s pause, said hesitatingly, ‘I have no objection; certainly. It is usual to mention any such wish before service, so that the proper words may be used in the General Thanksgiving. But, if you wish, we can read from the form for use after a storm at sea.’


  ‘Ay, sure; I ain’t particular,’ said the sailor.


  The clerk thereupon directed the sailor to the page in the prayer-book where the collect of thanksgiving would be found, and the rector began reading it, the sailor kneeling where he stood, and repeating it after him word by word in a distinct voice. The people, who had remained agape and motionless at the proceeding, mechanically knelt down likewise; but they continued to regard the isolated form of the sailor who, in the precise middle of the chancel-step, remained fixed on his knees, facing the east, his hat beside him, his hands joined, and he quite unconscious of his appearance in their regard.


  When his thanksgiving had come to an end he rose; the people rose also; and all went out of church together. As soon as the sailor emerged, so that the remaining daylight fell upon his face, old inhabitants began to recognize him as no other than Shadrach Jolliffe, a young man who had not been seen at Havenpool for several years. A son of the town, his parents had died when he was quite young, on which account he had early gone to sea, in the Newfoundland trade.


  He talked with this and that townsman as he walked, informing them that, since leaving his native place years before, he had become captain and owner of a small coasting-ketch, which had providentially been saved from the gale as well as himself. Presently he drew near to two girls who were going out of the churchyard in front of him; they had been sitting in the nave at his entry, and had watched his doings with deep interest, afterwards discussing him as they moved out of church together. One was a slight and gentle creature, the other a tall, large-framed, deliberative girl. Captain Jolliffe regarded the loose curls of their hair, their backs and shoulders, down to their heels, for some time.


  ‘Who may them two maids be?’ he whispered to his neighbour.


  ‘The little one is Emily Hanning; the tall one Joanna Phippard.’


  ‘Ah! I recollect ’em now, to be sure.’


  He advanced to their elbow, and genially stole a gaze at them.


  ‘Emily, you don’t know me?’ said the sailor, turning his beaming brown eyes on her.


  ‘I think I do, Mr. Jolliffe,’ said Emily shyly.


  The other girl looked straight at him with her dark eyes.


  ‘The face of Miss Joanna I don’t call to mind so well,’ he continued. ‘But I know her beginnings and kindred.’


  They walked and talked together, Jolliffe narrating particulars of his late narrow escape, till they reached the corner of Sloop Lane, in which Emily Hanning dwelt, when, with a nod and smile, she left them. Soon the sailor parted also from Joanna, and, having no especial errand or appointment, turned back towards Emily’s house. She lived with her father, who called himself an accountant, the daughter, however, keeping a little stationery-shop as a supplemental provision for the gaps of his somewhat uncertain business. On entering Jolliffe found father and daughter about to begin tea.


  ‘O, I didn’t know it was tea-time,’ he said. ‘Ay, I’ll have a cup with much pleasure.’


  He remained to tea and long afterwards, telling more tales of his seafaring life. Several neighbours called to listen, and were asked to come in. Somehow Emily Hanning lost her heart to the sailor that Sunday night, and in the course of a week or two there was a tender understanding between them.


  One moonlight evening in the next month Shadrach was ascending out of the town by the long straight road eastward, to an elevated suburb where the more fashionable houses stood—if anything near this ancient port could be called fashionable—when he saw a figure before him whom, from her manner of glancing back, he took to be Emily. But, on coming up, he found she was Joanna Phippard. He gave a gallant greeting, and walked beside her.


  ‘Go along,’ she said, ‘or Emily will be jealous!’


  He seemed not to like the suggestion, and remained.


  What was said and what was done on that walk never could be clearly recollected by Shadrach; but in some way or other Joanna contrived to wean him away from her gentler and younger rival. From that week onwards, Jolliffe was seen more and more in the wake of Joanna Phippard and less in the company of Emily; and it was soon rumoured about the quay that old Jolliffe’s son, who had come home from sea, was going to be married to the former young woman, to the great disappointment of the latter.


  Just after this report had gone about, Joanna dressed herself for a walk one morning, and started for Emily’s house in the little cross-street. Intelligence of the deep sorrow of her friend on account of the loss of Shadrach had reached her ears also, and her conscience reproached her for winning him away.


  Joanna was not altogether satisfied with the sailor. She liked his attentions, and she coveted the dignity of matrimony; but she had never been deeply in love with Jolliffe. For one thing, she was ambitious, and socially his position was hardly so good as her own, and there was always the chance of an attractive woman mating considerably above her. It had long been in her mind that she would not strongly object to give him back again to Emily if her friend felt so very badly about him. To this end she had written a letter of renunciation to Shadrach, which letter she carried in her hand, intending to send it if personal observation of Emily convinced her that her friend was suffering.


  Joanna entered Sloop Lane and stepped down into the stationery-shop, which was below the pavement level. Emily’s father was never at home at this hour of the day, and it seemed as though Emily were not at home either, for the visitor could make nobody hear. Customers came so seldom hither that a five minutes’ absence of the proprietor counted for little. Joanna waited in the little shop, where Emily had tastefully set out—as women can—articles in themselves of slight value, so as to obscure the meagreness of the stock-in-trade; till she saw a figure pausing without the window apparently absorbed in the contemplation of the sixpenny books, packets of paper, and prints hung on a string. It was Captain Shadrach Jolliffe, peering in to ascertain if Emily were there alone. Moved by an impulse of reluctance to meet him in a spot which breathed of Emily, Joanna slipped through the door that communicated with the parlour at the back. She had frequently done so before, for in her friendship with Emily she had the freedom of the house without ceremony.


  Jolliffe entered the shop. Through the thin blind which screened the glass partition she could see that he was disappointed at not finding Emily there. He was about to go out again, when Emily’s form darkened the doorway, hastening home from some errand. At sight of Jolliffe she started back as if she would have gone out again.


  ‘Don’t run away, Emily; don’t!’ said he. ‘What can make ’ee afraid?[’]


  ‘I’m not afraid, Captain Jolliffe. Only—only I saw you all of a sudden, and—it made me jump!’ Her voice showed that her heart had jumped even more than the rest of her.


  ‘I just called as I was passing,’ he said.


  ‘For some paper?’ She hastened behind the counter.


  ‘No, no, Emily; why do you get behind there? Why not stay by me? You seem to hate me.’


  ‘I don’t hate you. How can I?’


  ‘Then come out, so that we can talk like Christians.’


  Emily obeyed with a fitful laugh, till she stood again beside him in the open part of the shop.


  ‘There’s a dear,’ he said.


  ‘You mustn’t say that, Captain Jolliffe; because the words belong to somebody else.’


  ‘Ah! I know what you mean. But, Emily, upon my life I didn’t know till this morning that you cared one bit about me, or I should not have done as I have done. I have the best of feelings for Joanna, but I know that from the beginning she hasn’t cared for me more than in a friendly way; and I see now the one I ought to have asked to be my wife. You know, Emily, when a man comes home from sea after a long voyage he’s as blind as a bat—he can’t see who’s who in women. They are all alike to him, beautiful creatures, and he takes the first that comes easy, without thinking if she loves him, or if he might not soon love another better than her. From the first I inclined to you most, but you were so backward and shy that I thought you didn’t want me to bother ’ee, and so I went to Joanna.[’]


  ‘Don’t say any more, Mr. Jolliffe, don’t!’ said she, choking. ‘You are going to marry Joanna next month, and it is wrong to—to——’


  ‘O, Emily, my darling!’ he cried, and clasped her little figure in his arms before she was aware.


  Joanna, behind the curtain, turned pale, tried to withdraw her eyes, but could not.


  ‘It is only you I love as a man ought to love the woman he is going to marry; and I know this from what Joanna has said, that she will willingly let me off! She wants to marry higher I know, and only said “Yes” to me out of kindness. A fine, tall girl like her isn’t the sort for a plain sailor’s wife: you be the best suited for that.’


  He kissed her and kissed her again, her flexible form quivering in the agitation of his embrace.


  ‘I wonder—are you sure—Joanna is going to break off with you? O, are you sure? Because——’


  ‘I know she would not wish to make us miserable. She will release me.’


  ‘O, I hope—I hope she will! Don’t stay any longer, Captain Jolliffe!’


  He lingered, however, till a customer came for a penny stick of sealing-wax, and then he withdrew.


  Green envy had overspread Joanna at the scene. She looked about for a way of escape. To get out without Emily’s knowledge of her visit was indispensable. She crept from the parlour into the passage, and thence to the back door of the house, where she let herself noiselessly into the street.


  The sight of that caress had reversed all her resolutions. She could not let Shadrach go. Reaching home she burnt the letter, and told her mother that if Captain Jolliffe called she was too unwell to see him.


  Shadrach, however, did not call. He sent her a note expressing in simple language the state of his feelings; and asked to be allowed to take advantage of the hints she had given him that her affection, too, was little more than friendly, by cancelling the engagement.


  Looking out upon the harbour and the island beyond he waited and waited in his lodgings for an answer that did not come. The suspense grew to be so intolerable that after dark he went up the High Street. He could not resist calling at Joanna’s to learn his fate.


  Her mother said her daughter was too unwell to see him, and to his questioning admitted that it was in consequence of a letter received from himself, which had distressed her deeply.


  ‘You know what it was about, perhaps, Mrs. Phippard?’ he said.


  Mrs. Phippard owned that she did, adding that it put them in a very painful position. Thereupon Shadrach, fearing that he had been guilty of an enormity, explained that if his letter had pained Joanna it must be owing to a misunderstanding, since he had thought it would be a relief to her. If otherwise, he would hold himself bound by his word, and she was to think of the letter as never having been written.


  Next morning he received an oral message from the young woman, asking him to fetch her home from a meeting that evening. This he did, and while walking from the Town Hall to her door, with her hand in his arm, she said:


  ‘It is all the same as before between us, isn’t it, Shadrach? Your letter was sent in mistake?’


  ‘It is all the same as before,’ he answered, ‘if you say it must be.’


  ‘I wish it to be,’ she murmured, with hard lineaments, as she thought of Emily.


  Shadrach was a religious and scrupulous man, who respected his word as his life. Shortly afterwards the wedding took place, Jolliffe having conveyed to Emily as gently as possible the error he had fallen into when estimating Joanna’s mood as one of indifference.


  II


  A month after the marriage Joanna’s mother died, and the couple were obliged to turn their attention to very practical matters. Now that she was left without a parent, Joanna could not bear the notion of her husband going to sea again, but the question was, What could he do at home? They finally decided to take on a small grocer’s shop in High Street, the goodwill and stock of which were waiting to be disposed of at that time. Shadrach knew nothing of shopkeeping, and Joanna very little, but they hoped to learn.


  To the management of this grocery business they now devoted all their energies, and continued to conduct it for many succeeding years, without great success. Two sons were born to them, whom their mother loved to idolatry, although she had never passionately loved her husband; and she lavished upon them all her forethought and care. But the shop did not thrive, and the large dreams she had entertained of her sons’ education and career became attenuated in the face of realities. Their schooling was of the plainest, but, being by the sea, they grew alert in all such nautical arts and enterprises as were attractive to their age.


  The great interest of the Jolliffes’ married life, outside their own immediate household, had lain in the marriage of Emily. By one of those odd chances which lead those that lurk in unexpected corners to be discovered, while the obvious are passed by, the gentle girl had been seen and loved by a thriving merchant of the town, a widower, some years older than herself, though still in the prime of life. At first Emily had declared that she never, never could marry any one; but Mr. Lester had quietly persevered, and had at last won her reluctant assent. Two children also were the fruits of this union, and, as they grew and prospered, Emily declared that she had never supposed that she could live to be so happy.


  The worthy merchant’s home, one of those large, substantial brick mansions frequently jammed up in old fashioned towns, faced directly on the High Street, nearly opposite to the grocery shop of the Jolliffes, and it now became the pain of Joanna to behold the woman whose place she had usurped out of pure covetousness, looking down from her position of comparative wealth upon the humble shop-window with its dusty sugar-loaves, heaps of raisins, and canisters of tea, over which it was her own lot to preside. The business having so dwindled, Joanna was obliged to serve in the shop herself, and it galled and mortified her that Emily Lester, sitting in her large drawing-room over the way, could witness her own dancings up and down behind the counter at the beck and call of wretched twopenny customers, whose patronage she was driven to welcome gladly: persons to whom she was compelled to be civil in the street, while Emily was bounding along with her children and her governess, and conversing with the genteelest people of the town and neighbourhood. This was what she had gained by not letting Shadrach Jolliffe, whom she had so faintly loved, carry his affection elsewhere.


  Shadrach was a good and honest man, and he had been faithful to her in heart and in deed. Time had clipped the wings of his love for Emily in his devotion to the mother of his boys: he had quite lived down that impulsive earlier fancy, and Emily had become in his regard nothing more than a friend. It was the same with Emily’s feelings for him. Possibly, had she found the least cause for jealousy, Joanna would almost have been better satisfied. It was in the absolute acquiescence of Emily and Shadrach in the results she herself had contrived that her discontent found nourishment.


  Shadrach was not endowed with the narrow shrewdness necessary for developing a retail business in the face of many competitors. Did a customer inquire if the grocer could really recommend the wondrous substitute for eggs which a persevering bagman had forced into his stock, he would answer that ‘when you did not put eggs into a pudding it was difficult to taste them there’; and when he was asked if his ‘real Mocha coffee’ was real Mocha, he would say grimly, ‘as understood in small shops.’ The way to wealth was not by this route.


  One summer day, when the big brick house opposite was reflecting the oppressive sun’s heat into the shop, and nobody was present but husband and wife, Joanna looked across at Emily’s door, where a wealthy visitor’s carriage had drawn up. Traces of patronage had been visible in Emily’s manner of late.


  ‘Shadrach, the truth is, you are not a business-man,’ his wife sadly murmured. ‘You were not brought up to shopkeeping, and it is impossible for a man to make a fortune at an occupation he has jumped into, as you did into this.’


  Jolliffe agreed with her, in this as in everything else. ‘Not that I care a rope’s end about making a fortune,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I am happy enough, and we can rub on somehow.’


  She looked again at the great house through the screen of bottled pickles.


  ‘Rub on—yes,’ she said bitterly. ‘But see how well off Emmy Lester is, who used to be so poor! Her boys will go to College, no doubt; and think of yours—obliged to go to the Parish School!’


  Shadrach’s thoughts had flown to Emily.


  ‘Nobody,’ he said good-humouredly, ‘ever did Emily a better turn than you did, Joanna, when you warned her off me and put an end to that little simpering nonsense between us, so as to leave it in her power to say “Aye” to Lester when he came along.’


  This almost maddened her.


  ‘Don’t speak of bygones!’ she implored, in stern sadness. ‘But think, for the boys’ and my sake, if not for your own, what are we to do to get richer?’


  ‘Well,’ he said, becoming serious, ‘to tell the truth, I have always felt myself unfit for this business, though I’ve never liked to say so. I seem to want more room for sprawling; a more open space to strike out in than here among friends and neighbours. I could get rich as well as any man, if I tried my own way.’


  ‘I wish you would! What is your way?’


  ‘To go to sea again.’


  She had been the very one to keep him at home, hating the semi-widowed existence of sailors’ wives. But her ambition checked her instincts now, and she said:


  ‘Do you think success really lies that way?’


  ‘I am sure it lies in no other.’


  ‘Do you want to go, Shadrach?’


  ‘Not for the pleasure of it, I can tell ’ee. There’s no such pleasure at sea, Joanna, as I can find in my back parlour here. To speak honest, I have no love for the brine. I never had much. But if it comes to a question of a fortune for you and the lads, it is another thing. That’s the only way to it for one born and bred a seafarer as I.’


  ‘Would it take long to earn?’


  ‘Well, that depends; perhaps not.’


  The next morning Shadrach pulled from a chest of drawers the nautical jacket he had worn during the first months of his return, brushed out the moths, donned it, and walked down to the quay. The port still did a fair business in the Newfoundland trade, though not so much as formerly.


  It was not long after this that he invested all he possessed in purchasing a part-ownership in a brig, of which he was appointed captain. A few months were passed in coast-trading, during which interval Shadrach wore off the land-rust that had accumulated upon him in his grocery phase; and in the spring the brig sailed for Newfoundland.


  Joanna lived on at home with her sons, who were now growing up into strong lads, and occupying themselves in various ways about the harbour and quay.


  ‘Never mind, let them work a little,’ their fond mother said to herself. ‘Our necessities compel it now, but when Shadrach comes home they will be only seventeen and eighteen, and they shall be removed from the port, and their education thoroughly taken in hand by a tutor; and with the money they’ll have they will perhaps be as near to gentlemen as Emmy Lester’s precious two, with their algebra and their Latin!’


  The date for Shadrach’s return drew near and arrived, and he did not appear. Joanna was assured that there was no cause for anxiety, sailing-ships being so uncertain in their coming; which assurance proved to be well grounded, for late one wet evening, about a month after the calculated time, the ship was announced as at hand, and presently the slip-slop step of Shadrach as the sailor sounded in the passage, and he entered. The boys had gone out and had missed him, and Joanna was sitting alone.


  As soon as the first emotion of reunion between the couple had passed, Jolliffe explained the delay as owing to a small speculative contract, which had produced good results.


  ‘I was determined not to disappoint ’ee,’ he said; ‘and I think you’ll own that I haven’t!’


  With this he pulled out an enormous canvas bag, full and rotund as the money-bag of the giant whom Jack slew, untied it, and shook the contents out into her lap as she sat in her low chair by the fire. A mass of sovereigns and guineas (there were guineas on the earth in those days) fell into her lap with a sudden thud, weighing down her gown to the floor.


  ‘There!’ said Shadrach complacently. ‘I told ’ee, dear, I’d do it; and have I done it or no?’


  Somehow her face, after the first excitement of possession, did not retain its glory.


  ‘It is a lot of gold, indeed,’ she said. ‘And—is this all?’


  ‘All? Why, dear Joanna, do you know you can count to three hundred in that heap? It is a fortune!’


  ‘Yes—yes. A fortune—judged by sea; but judged by land——’


  However, she banished considerations of the money for the nonce. Soon the boys came in, and next Sunday Shadrach returned thanks to God—this time by the more ordinary channel of the italics in the General Thanksgiving. But a few days after, when the question of investing the money arose, he remarked that she did not seem so satisfied as he had hoped.


  ‘Well you see, Shadrach,’ she answered, ‘we count by hundreds; they count by thousands’ (nodding towards the other side of the street). ‘They have set up a carriage and pair since you left.’


  ‘O, have they?’


  ‘My dear Shadrach, you don’t know how the world moves. However, we’ll do the best we can with it. But they are rich, and we are poor still!’


  The greater part of a year was desultorily spent. She moved sadly about the house and shop, and the boys were still occupying themselves in and around the harbour.


  ‘Joanna,’ he said, one day, ‘I see by your movements that it is not enough.’


  ‘It is not enough,’ said she. ‘My boys will have to live by steering the ships that the Lesters own; and I was once above her!’


  Jolliffe was not an argumentative man, and he only murmured that he thought he would make another voyage. He meditated for several days, and coming home from the quay one afternoon said suddenly:


  ‘I could do it for ’ee, dear, in one more trip, for certain, if—if——’


  ‘Do what, Shadrach?’


  ‘Enable ’ee to count by thousands instead of hundreds.’


  ‘If what?’


  ‘If I might take the boys.’


  She turned pale.


  ‘Don’t say that, Shadrach,’ she answered hastily[.]


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I don’t like to hear it! There’s danger at sea. I want them to be something genteel, and no danger to them. I couldn’t let them risk their lives at sea. O, I couldn’t ever, ever!’


  ‘Very well, dear, it shan’t be done.’


  Next day, after a silence, she asked a question:


  ‘If they were to go with you it would make a great deal of difference, I suppose, to the profit?’


  ‘’Twould treble what I should get from the venture single-handed. Under my eye they would be as good as two more of myself.’


  Later on she said: ‘Tell me more about this.’


  ‘Well, the boys are almost as clever as master-mariners in handling a craft, upon my life! There isn’t a more cranky place in the Northern Seas than about the sandbanks of this harbour, and they’ve practised here from their infancy. And they are so steady. I couldn’t get their steadiness and their trustworthiness in half a dozen men twice their age.’


  ‘And is it very dangerous at sea; now, too, there are rumours of war?’ she asked uneasily.


  ‘O, well, there be risks. Still …’


  The idea grew and magnified, and the mother’s heart was crushed and stifled by it. Emmy was growing too patronizing; it could not be borne. Shadrach’s wife could not help nagging him about their comparative poverty. The young men, amiable as their father, when spoken to on the subject of a voyage of enterprise, were quite willing to embark; and though they, like their father, had no great love for the sea, they became quite enthusiastic when the proposal was detailed.


  Everything now hung upon their mother’s assent. She withheld it long, but at last gave the word: the young men might accompany their father. Shadrach was unusually cheerful about it: Heaven had preserved him hitherto, and he had uttered his thanks. God would not forsake those who were faithful to him.


  All that the Jolliffes possessed in the world was put into the enterprise. The grocery stock was pared down to the least that possibly could afford a bare sustenance to Joanna during the absence, which was to last through the usual ‘New-f’nland spell.’ How she would endure the weary time she hardly knew, for the boys had been with her formerly; but she nerved herself for the trial.


  The ship was laden with boots and shoes, ready-made clothing, fishing-tackle, butter, cheese, cordage, sailcloth, and many other commodities; and was to bring back oil, furs, skins, fish, cranberries, and what else came to hand. But much speculative trading to other ports was to be undertaken between the voyages out and homeward, and thereby much money made.


  III


  The brig sailed on a Monday morning in spring; but Joanna did not witness its departure. She could not bear the sight that she had been the means of bringing about. Knowing this, her husband told her overnight that they were to sail some time before noon next day; hence when, awakening at five the next morning, she heard them bustling about downstairs, she did not hasten to descend, but lay trying to nerve herself for the parting, imagining they would leave about nine, as her husband had done on his previous voyage. When she did descend she beheld words chalked upon the sloping face of the bureau; but no husband or sons. In the hastily-scrawled lines Shadrach said they had gone off thus not to pain her by a leave-taking; and the sons had chalked under his words: ‘Good-bye, mother!’


  She rushed to the quay, and looked down the harbour towards the blue rim of the sea, but she could only see the masts and bulging sails of the Joanna; no human figures. ‘’Tis I have sent them!’ she said wildly, and burst into tears. In the house the chalked ‘Good-bye’ nearly broke her heart. But when she had re-entered the front room, and looked across at Emily’s, a gleam of triumph lit her thin face at her anticipated release from the thraldom of subservience.


  To do Emily Lester justice, her assumption of superiority was mainly a figment of Joanna’s brain. That the circumstances of the merchant’s wife were more luxurious than Joanna’s, the former could not conceal; though whenever the two met, which was not very often now, Emily endeavoured to subdue the difference by every means in her power.


  The first summer lapsed away; and Joanna meagrely maintained herself by the shop, which now consisted of little more than a window and a counter. Emily was, in truth, her only large customer; and Mrs. Lester’s kindly readiness to buy anything and everything without questioning the quality had a sting of bitterness in it, for it was the uncritical attitude of a patron, and almost of a donor. The long dreary winter moved on; the face of the bureau had been turned to the wall to protect the chalked words of farewell, for Joanna could never bring herself to rub them out; and she often glanced at them with wet eyes. Emily’s handsome boys came home for the Christmas holidays; the University was talked of for them; and still Joanna subsisted as it were with held breath, like a person submerged. Only one summer more, and the ‘spell’ would end. Towards the close of the time Emily called on her quondam friend. She had heard that Joanna began to feel anxious; she had received no letter from husband or sons for some months. Emily’s silks rustled arrogantly when, in response to Joanna’s almost dumb invitation, she squeezed through the opening of the counter and into the parlour behind the shop.


  ‘You are all success, and I am all the other way!’ said Joanna.


  ‘But why do you think so?’ said Emily. ‘They are to bring back a fortune, I hear.’


  ‘Ah! will they come? The doubt is more than a woman can bear. All three in one ship—think of that! And I have not heard of them for months!’


  ‘But the time is not up. You should not meet misfortune half-way.’


  ‘Nothing will repay me for the grief of their absence!’


  ‘Then why did you let them go? You were doing fairly well.’


  ‘I made them go!’ she said, turning vehemently upon Emily. ‘And I’ll tell you why! I could not bear that we should be only muddling on, and you so rich and thriving! Now I have told you, and you may hate me if you will!’


  ‘I shall never hate you, Joanna.’


  And she proved the truth of her words afterwards. The end of autumn came, and the brig should have been in port; but nothing like the Joanna appeared in the channel between the sands. It was now really time to be uneasy. Joanna Jolliffe sat by the fire, and every gust of wind caused her a cold thrill. She had always feared and detested the sea; to her it was a treacherous, restless, slimy creature, glorying in the griefs of women. ‘Still,’ she said, ‘they must come!’


  She recalled to her mind that Shadrach had said before starting that if they returned safe and sound, with success crowning their enterprise, he would go as he had gone after his shipwreck, and kneel with his sons in the church, and offer sincere thanks for their deliverance. She went to church regularly morning and afternoon, and sat in the most forward pew, nearest the chancel-step. Her eyes were mostly fixed on that step, where Shadrach had knelt in the bloom of his young manhood: she knew to an inch the spot which his knees had pressed twenty winters before; his outline as he had knelt, his hat on the step beside him. God was good. Surely her husband must kneel there again: a son on each side as he had said; George just here, Jim just there. By long watching the spot as she worshipped became as if she saw the three returned ones there kneeling; the two slim outlines of her boys, the more bulky form between them; their hands clasped, their heads shaped against the eastern wall. The fancy grew almost to an hallucination: she could never turn her worn eyes to the step without seeing them there.


  Nevertheless they did not come. Heaven was merciful, but it was not yet pleased to relieve her soul. This was her purgation for the sin of making them the slaves of her ambition. But it became more than purgation soon, and her mood approached despair. Months had passed since the brig had been due, but it had not returned.


  Joanna was always hearing or seeing evidences of their arrival. When on the hill behind the port, whence a view of the open Channel could be obtained, she felt sure that a little speck on the horizon, breaking the eternally level waste of waters southward, was the truck of the Joanna’s mainmast. Or when indoors, a shout or excitement of any kind at the corner of the Town Cellar, where the High Street joined the Quay, caused her to spring to her feet and cry: ‘’Tis they!’


  But it was not. The visionary forms knelt every Sunday afternoon on the chancel-step, but not the real. Her shop had, as it were, eaten itself hollow. In the apathy which had resulted from her loneliness and grief she had ceased to take in the smallest supplies, and thus had sent away her last customer.


  In this strait Emily Lester tried by every means in her power to aid the afflicted woman; but she met with constant repulses.


  ‘I don’t like you! I can’t bear to see you!’ Joanna would whisper hoarsely when Emily came to her and made advances.


  ‘But I want to help and soothe you, Joanna,’ Emily would say.


  ‘You are a lady, with a rich husband and fine sons! What can you want with a bereaved crone like me!’


  ‘Joanna, I want this: I want you to come and live in my house, and not stay alone in this dismal place any longer.’


  ‘And suppose they come and don’t find me at home? You wish to separate me and mine! No, I’ll stay here. I don’t like you, and I can’t thank you, whatever kindness you do me!’


  However, as time went on Joanna could not afford to pay the rent of the shop and house without an income. She was assured that all hope of the return of Shadrach and his sons was vain, and she reluctantly consented to accept the asylum of the Lesters’ house. Here she was allotted a room of her own on the second floor, and went and came as she chose, without contact with the family. Her hair greyed and whitened, deep lines channeled her forehead, and her form grew gaunt and stooping. But she still expected the lost ones, and when she met Emily on the staircase she would say morosely: ‘I know why you’ve got me here! They’ll come, and be disappointed at not finding me at home, and perhaps go away again; and then you’ll be revenged for my taking Shadrach away from ’ee!’


  Emily Lester bore these reproaches from the grief-stricken soul. She was sure—all the people of Havenpool were sure—that Shadrach and his sons had gone to the bottom. For years the vessel had been given up as lost. Nevertheless, when awakened at night by any noise, Joanna would rise from bed and glance at the shop opposite by the light from the flickering lamp, to make sure it was not they.


  It was a damp and dark December night, six years after the departure of the brig Joanna. The wind was from the sea, and brought up a fishy mist which mopped the face like moist flannel. Joanna had prayed her usual prayer for the absent ones with more fervour and confidence than she had felt for months, and had fallen asleep about eleven. It must have been between one and two when she suddenly started up. She had certainly heard steps in the street, and the voices of Shadrach and her sons calling at the door of the grocery shop. She sprang out of bed, and, hardly knowing what clothing she dragged on herself, hastened down Emily’s large and carpeted staircase, put the candle on the hall-table, unfastened the bolts and chain, and stepped into the street. The mist, blowing up the street from the Quay, hindered her seeing the shop, although it was so near; but she had crossed to it in a moment. How was it? Nobody stood there. The wretched woman walked wildly up and down with her bare feet—there was not a soul. She returned and knocked with all her might at the door which had once been her own—they might have been admitted for the night, unwilling to disturb her till the morning. It was not till several minutes had elapsed that the young man who now kept the shop looked out of an upper window, and saw the skeleton of something human standing below half-dressed.


  ‘Has anybody come?’ asked the form.


  ‘O, Mrs. Jolliffe, I didn’t know it was you,’ said the young man kindly, for he was aware how her baseless expectations moved her. ‘No; nobody has come.’


  June 1891.


  ♣


  The Fiddler of the Reels


  ‘Talking of Exhibitions, World’s Fairs, and what not,’ said the old gentleman, ‘I would not go round the corner to see a dozen of them nowadays. The only exhibition that ever made, or ever will make, any impression upon my imagination was the first of the series, the parent of them all, and now a thing of old times—the Great Exhibition of 1851, in Hyde Park, London. None of the younger generation can realize the sense of novelty it produced in us who were then in our prime. A noun substantive went so far as to become an adjective in honour of the occasion. It was “exhibition” hat, “exhibition” razor-strop, “exhibition” watch; nay, even “exhibition” weather, “exhibition” spirits, sweethearts, babies, wives—for the time.


  ‘For South Wessex, the year formed in many ways an extraordinary chronological frontier or transit-line, at which there occurred what one might call a precipice in Time. As in a geological “fault,” we had presented to us a sudden bringing of ancient and modern into absolute contact, such as probably in no other single year since the Conquest was ever witnessed in this part of the country.’


  These observations led us onward to talk of the different personages, gentle and simple, who lived and moved within our narrow and peaceful horizon at that time; and of three people in particular, whose queer little history was oddly touched at points by the Exhibition, more concerned with it than that of anybody else who dwelt in those outlying shades of the world, Stickleford, Mellstock, and Egdon. First in prominence among these three came Wat Ollamoor—if that were his real name—whom the seniors in our party had known well.


  He was a woman’s man, they said,—supremely so—externally little else. To men he was not attractive; perhaps a little repulsive at times. Musician, dandy, and company-man in practice; veterinary surgeon in theory, he lodged awhile in Mellstock village, coming from nobody knew where; though some said his first appearance in this neighbourhood had been as fiddle-player in a show at Greenhill Fair.


  Many a worthy villager envied him his power over unsophisticated maidenhood—a power which seemed sometimes to have a touch of the weird and wizardly in it. Personally he was not ill-favoured, though rather un-English, his complexion being a rich olive, his rank hair dark and rather clammy—made still clammier by secret ointments, which, when he came fresh to a party, caused him to smell like ‘boys’-love’ (southernwood) steeped in lamp-oil. On occasion he wore curls—a double row—running almost horizontally around his head. But as these were sometimes noticeably absent, it was concluded that they were not altogether of Nature’s making. By girls whose love for him had turned to hatred he had been nicknamed ‘Mop,’ from this abundance of hair, which was long enough to rest upon his shoulders; as time passed the name more and more prevailed.


  His fiddling possibly had the most to do with the fascination he exercised, for, to speak fairly, it could claim for itself a most peculiar and personal quality, like that in a moving preacher. There were tones in it which bred the immediate conviction that indolence and averseness to systematic application were all that lay between ‘Mop’ and the career of a second Paganini.


  While playing he invariably closed his eyes; using no notes, and, as it were, allowing the violin to wander on at will into the most plaintive passages ever heard by rustic man. There was a certain lingual character in the supplicatory expressions he produced, which would well-nigh have drawn an ache from the heart of a gate-post. He could make any child in the parish, who was at all sensitive to music, burst into tears in a few minutes by simply fiddling one of the old dance-tunes he almost entirely affected—country jigs, reels, and ‘Favourite Quick Steps’ of the last century—some mutilated remains of which even now reappear as nameless phantoms in new quadrilles and gallops, where they are recognized only by the curious, or by such old-fashioned and far-between people as have been thrown with men like Wat Ollamoor in their early life.


  His date was a little later than that of the old Mellstock quire-band which comprised the Dewys, Mail, and the rest—in fact, he did not rise above the horizon thereabout till those well-known musicians were disbanded as ecclesiastical functionaries. In their honest love of thoroughness they despised the new man’s style. Theophilus Dewy (Reuben the tranter’s younger brother) used to say there was no ‘plumness’ in it—no bowing, no solidity—it was all fantastical. And probably this was true. Anyhow, Mop had, very obviously, never bowed a note of church-music from his birth; he never once sat in the gallery of Mellstock church where the others had tuned their venerable psalmody so many hundreds of times; had never, in all likelihood, entered a church at all. All were devil’s tunes in his repertory. ‘He could no more play the Wold Hundredth to his true time than he could play the brazen serpent,’ the tranter would say. (The brazen serpent was supposed in Mellstock to be a musical instrument particularly hard to blow.)


  Occasionally Mop could produce the aforesaid moving effect upon the souls of grown-up persons, especially young women of fragile and responsive organization. Such an one was Car’line Aspent. Though she was already engaged to be married before she met him, Car’line, of them all, was the most influenced by Mop Ollamoor’s heart-stealing melodies, to her discomfort, nay, positive pain and ultimate injury. She was a pretty, invocating, weak-mouthed girl, whose chief defect as a companion with her sex was a tendency to peevishness now and then. At this time she was not a resident in Mellstock parish where Mop lodged, but lived some miles off at Stickleford, further down the river.


  How and where she first made acquaintance with him and his fiddling is not truly known, but the story was that it either began or was developed on one spring evening, when, in passing through Lower Mellstock, she chanced to pause on the bridge near his house to rest herself, and languidly leaned over the parapet. Mop was standing on his door-step, as was his custom, spinning the insidious thread of semi- and demi-semiquavers from the E string of his fiddle for the benefit of passers-by, and laughing as the tears rolled down the cheeks of the little children hanging around him. Car’line pretended to be engrossed with the rippling of the stream under the arches, but in reality she was listening, as he knew. Presently the aching of the heart seized her simultaneously with a wild desire to glide airily in the mazes of an infinite dance. To shake off the fascination she resolved to go on, although it would be necessary to pass him as he played. On stealthily glancing ahead at the performer, she found to her relief that his eyes were closed in abandonment to instrumentation, and she strode on boldly. But when closer her step grew timid, her tread convulsed itself more and more accordantly with the time of the melody, till she very nearly danced along. Gaining another glance at him when immediately opposite, she saw that one of his eyes was open, quizzing her as he smiled at her emotional state. Her gait could not divest itself of its compelled capers till she had gone a long way past the house; and Car’line was unable to shake off the strange infatuation for hours.


  After that day, whenever there was to be in the neighbourhood a dance to which she could get an invitation, and where Mop Ollamoor was to be the musician, Car’line contrived to be present, though it sometimes involved a walk of several miles; for he did not play so often in Stickleford as elsewhere.


  The next evidences of his influence over her were singular enough, and it would require a neurologist to fully explain them. She would be sitting quietly, any evening after dark, in the house of her father, the parish clerk, which stood in the middle of Stickleford village street, this being the highroad between Lower Mellstock and Moreford, five miles eastward. Here, without a moment’s warning, and in the midst of a general conversation between her father, sister, and the young man before alluded to, who devotedly wooed her in ignorance of her infatuation, she would start from her seat in the chimney-corner as if she had received a galvanic shock, and spring convulsively towards the ceiling; then she would burst into tears, and it was not till some half-hour had passed that she grew calm as usual. Her father, knowing her hysterical tendencies, was always excessively anxious about this trait in his youngest girl, and feared the attack to be a species of epileptic fit. Not so her sister Julia. Julia had found out what was the cause. At the moment before the jumping, only an exceptionally sensitive ear situated in the chimney-nook could have caught from down the flue the beat of a man’s footstep along the highway without. But it was in that footfall, for which she had been waiting, that the origin of Car’line’s involuntary springing lay. The pedestrian was Mop Ollamoor, as the girl well knew; but his business that way was not to visit her; he sought another woman whom he spoke of as his Intended, and who lived at Moreford, two miles further on. On one, and only one, occasion did it happen that Car’line could not control her utterance; it was when her sister alone chanced to be present. ‘O—O—O—!’ she cried. ‘He’s going to her, and not coming to me!’


  To do the fiddler justice he had not at first thought greatly of, or spoken much to, this girl of impressionable mould. But he had soon found out her secret, and could not resist a little by-play with her too easily hurt heart, as an interlude between his more serious lovemakings at Moreford. The two became well acquainted, though only by stealth, hardly a soul in Stickleford except her sister, and her lover Ned Hipcroft, being aware of the attachment. Her father disapproved of her coldness to Ned; her sister, too, hoped she might get over this nervous passion for a man of whom so little was known. The ultimate result was that Car’line’s manly and simple wooer Edward found his suit becoming practically hopeless. He was a respectable mechanic, in a far sounder position than Mop the nominal horse-doctor; but when, before leaving her, Ned put his flat and final question, would she marry him, then and there, now or never, it was with little expectation of obtaining more than the negative she gave him. Though her father supported him and her sister supported him, he could not play the fiddle so as to draw your soul out of your body like a spider’s thread, as Mop did, till you felt as limp as withywind and yearned for something to cling to. Indeed, Hipcroft had not the slightest ear for music; could not sing two notes in tune, much less play them.


  The No he had expected and got from her, in spite of a preliminary encouragement, gave Ned a new start in life. It had been uttered in such a tone of sad entreaty that he resolved to persecute her no more; she should not even be distressed by a sight of his form in the distant perspective of the street and lane. He left the place, and his natural course was to London.


  The railway to South Wessex was in process of construction, but it was not as yet opened for traffic; and Hipcroft reached the capital by a six days’ trudge on foot, as many a better man had done before him. He was one of the last of the artisan class who used that now extinct method of travel to the great centres of labour, so customary then from time immemorial.


  In London he lived and worked regularly at his trade. More fortunate than many, his disinterested willingness recommended him from the first. During the ensuing four years he was never out of employment. He neither advanced nor receded in the modern sense; he improved as a workman, but he did not shift one jot in social position. About his love for Car’line he maintained a rigid silence. No doubt he often thought of her; but being always occupied, and having no relations at Stickleford, he held no communication with that part of the country, and showed no desire to return. In his quiet lodging in Lambeth he moved about after working-hours with the facility of a woman, doing his own cooking, attending to his stocking-heels, and shaping himself by degrees to a life-long bachelorhood. For this conduct one is bound to advance the canonical reason that time could not efface from his heart the image of little Car’line Aspent—and it may be in part true; but there was also the inference that his was a nature not greatly dependent upon the ministrations of the other sex for its comforts.


  The fourth year of his residence as a mechanic in London was the year of the Hyde-Park Exhibition already mentioned, and at the construction of this huge glass-house, then unexampled in the world’s history, he worked daily. It was an era of great hope and activity among the nations and industries. Though Hipcroft was, in his small way, a central man in the movement, he plodded on with his usual outward placidity. Yet for him, too, the year was destined to have its surprises, for when the bustle of getting the building ready for the opening day was past, the ceremonies had been witnessed, and people were flocking thither from all parts of the globe, he received a letter from Car’line. Till that day the silence of four years between himself and Stickleford had never been broken.


  She informed her old lover, in an uncertain penmanship which suggested a trembling hand, of the trouble she had been put to in ascertaining his address, and then broached the subject which had prompted her to write. Four years ago, she said with the greatest delicacy of which she was capable, she had been so foolish as to refuse him. Her wilful wrong-headedness had since been a grief to her many times, and of late particularly. As for Mr. Ollamoor, he had been absent almost as long as Ned—she did not know where. She would gladly marry Ned now if he were to ask her again, and be a tender little wife to him till her life’s end.


  A tide of warm feeling must have surged through Ned Hipcroft’s frame on receipt of this news, if we may judge by the issue. Unquestionably he loved her still, even if not to the exclusion of every other happiness. This from his Car’line, she who had been dead to him these many years, alive to him again as of old, was in itself a pleasant, gratifying thing. Ned had grown so resigned to, or satisfied with, his lonely lot, that he probably would not have shown much jubilation at anything. Still, a certain ardour of preoccupation, after his first surprise, revealed how deeply her confession of faith in him had stirred him. Measured and methodical in his ways, he did not answer the letter that day, nor the next, nor the next. He was having ‘a good think.’ When he did answer it, there was a great deal of sound reasoning mixed in with the unmistakable tenderness of his reply; but the tenderness itself was sufficient to reveal that he was pleased with her straightforward frankness; that the anchorage she had once obtained in his heart was renewable, if it had not been continuously firm.


  He told her—and as he wrote his lips twitched humorously over the few gentle words of raillery he indited among the rest of his sentences—that it was all very well for her to come round at this time of day. Why wouldn’t she have him when he wanted her? She had no doubt learned that he was not married, but suppose his affections had since been fixed on another? She ought to beg his pardon. Still, he was not the man to forget her. But considering how he had been used, and what he had suffered, she could not quite expect him to go down to Stickleford and fetch her. But if she would come to him, and say she was sorry, as was only fair; why, yes, he would marry her, knowing what a good little woman she was at the core. He added that the request for her to come to him was a less one to make than it would have been when he first left Stickleford, or even a few months ago; for the new railway into South Wessex was now open, and there had just begun to be run wonderfully contrived special trains, called excursion-trains, on account of the Great Exhibition; so that she could come up easily alone.


  She said in her reply how good it was of him to treat her so generously, after her hot and cold treatment of him; that though she felt frightened at the magnitude of the journey, and was never as yet in a railway-train, having only seen one pass at a distance, she embraced his offer with all her heart; and would, indeed, own to him how sorry she was, and beg his pardon, and try to be a good wife always, and make up for lost time.


  The remaining details of when and where were soon settled, Car’line informing him, for her ready identification in the crowd, that she would be wearing ‘my new sprigged-laylock cotton gown,’ and Ned gaily responding that, having married her the morning after her arrival, he would make a day of it by taking her to the Exhibition. One early summer afternoon, accordingly, he came from his place of work, and hastened towards Waterloo Station to meet her. It was as wet and chilly as an English June day can occasionally be, but as he waited on the platform in the drizzle he glowed inwardly, and seemed to have something to live for again.


  The ‘excursion-train’—an absolutely new departure in the history of travel—was still a novelty on the Wessex line, and probably everywhere. Crowds of people had flocked to all the stations on the way up to witness the unwonted sight of so long a train’s passage, even where they did not take advantage of the opportunity it offered. The seats for the humbler class of travellers in these early experiments in steam-locomotion, were open trucks, without any protection whatever from the wind and rain; and damp weather having set in with the afternoon, the unfortunate occupants of these vehicles were, on the train drawing up at the London terminus, found to be in a pitiable condition from their long journey; blue-faced, stiff-necked, sneezing, rain-beaten, chilled to the marrow, many of the men being hatless; in fact, they resembled people who had been out all night in an open boat on a rough sea, rather than inland excursionists for pleasure. The women had in some degree protected themselves by turning up the skirts of their gowns over their heads, but as by this arrangement they were additionally exposed about the hips, they were all more or less in a sorry plight.


  In the bustle and crush of alighting forms of both sexes which followed the entry of the huge concatenation into the station, Ned Hipcroft soon discerned the slim little figure his eye was in search of, in the sprigged lilac, as described. She came up to him with a frightened smile—still pretty, though so damp, weather-beaten, and shivering from long exposure to the wind.


  ‘O Ned!’ she sputtered, ‘I—I—’ He clasped her in his arms and kissed her, whereupon she burst into a flood of tears.


  ‘You are wet, my poor dear! I hope you’ll not get cold,’ he said. And surveying her and her multifarious surrounding packages, he noticed that by the hand she led a toddling child—a little girl of three or so—whose hood was as clammy and tender face as blue as those of the other travellers.


  ‘Who is this—somebody you know?’ asked Ned curiously.


  ‘Yes, Ned. She’s mine.’


  ‘Yours?’


  ‘Yes—my own.’


  ‘Your own child?’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘But who’s the father?’


  ‘The young man I had after you courted me.’


  ‘Well—as God’s in——’


  ‘Ned, I didn’t name it in my letter, because, you see, it would have been so hard to explain! I thought that when we met I could tell you how she happened to be born, so much better than in writing! I hope you’ll excuse it this once, dear Ned, and not scold me, now I’ve come so many, many miles!’


  ‘This means Mr. Mop Ollamoor, I reckon!’ said Hipcroft, gazing palely at them from the distance of the yard or two to which he had withdrawn with a start.


  Car’line gasped. ‘But he’s been gone away for years!’ she supplicated. ‘And I never had a young man before! And I was so onlucky to be catched the first time he took advantage o’ me, though some of the girls down there go on like anything!’


  Ned remained in silence, pondering.


  ‘You’ll forgive me, dear Ned?’ she added, beginning to sob outright. ‘I haven’t taken ’ee in after all, because—because you can pack us back again, if you want to; though ’tis hundreds o’ miles, and so wet, and night a-coming on, and I with no money![’]


  ‘What the devil can I do!’ Hipcroft groaned.


  A more pitiable picture than the pair of helpless creatures presented was never seen on a rainy day, as they stood on the great, gaunt, puddled platform, a whiff of drizzle blowing under the roof upon them now and then; the pretty attire in which they had started from Stickleford in the early morning bemuddled and sodden, weariness on their faces, and fear of him in their eyes; for the child began to look as if she thought she too had done some wrong, remaining in an appalled silence till the tears rolled down her chubby cheeks.


  ‘What’s the matter, my little maid?’ said Ned mechanically.


  ‘I do want to go home!’ she let out, in tones that told of a bursting heart. ‘And my totties be cold, an’ I shan’t have no bread an’ butter no more!’


  ‘I don’t know what to say to it all!’ declared Ned, his own eye moist as he turned and walked a few steps with his head down; then regarded them again point-blank. From the child escaped troubled breaths and silently welling tears.


  ‘Want some bread and butter, do ’ee?’ he said, with factitious hardness.


  ‘Ye-e-s!’


  ‘Well, I dare say I can get ’ee a bit! Naturally, you must want some. And you, too, for that matter, Car’line.’


  ‘I do feel a little hungered. But I can keep it off,’ she murmured.


  ‘Folk shouldn’t do that,’ he said gruffly…. ‘There, come along!’ He caught up the child, as he added, ‘You must bide here to-night, anyhow, I s’pose! What can you do otherwise? I’ll get ’ee some tea and victuals; and as for this job, I’m sure I don’t know what to say! This is the way out.’


  They pursued their way, without speaking, to Ned’s lodgings, which were not far off. There he dried them and made them comfortable, and prepared tea; they thankfully sat down. The ready-made household of which he suddenly found himself the head imparted a cosy aspect to his room, and a paternal one to himself. Presently he turned to the child and kissed her now blooming cheeks; and, looking wistfully at Car’line, kissed her also.


  ‘I don’t see how I can send you back all them miles,’ he growled, ‘now you’ve come all the way o’ purpose to join me. But you must trust me, Car’line, and show you’ve real faith in me. Well, do you feel better now, my little woman?’


  The child nodded beamingly, her mouth being otherwise occupied.


  ‘I did trust you, Ned, in coming; and I shall always!’


  Thus, without any definite agreement to forgive her, he tacitly acquiesced in the fate that Heaven had sent him; and on the day of their marriage (which was not quite so soon as he had expected it could be, on account of the time necessary for banns) he took her to the Exhibition when they came back from church, as he had promised. While standing near a large mirror in one of the courts devoted to furniture, Car’line started, for in the glass appeared the reflection of a form exactly resembling Mop Ollamoor’s—so exactly, that it seemed impossible to believe anybody but that artist in person to be the original. On passing round the objects which hemmed in Ned, her, and the child from a direct view, no Mop was to be seen. Whether he were really in London or not at that time was never known; and Car’line always stoutly denied that her readiness to go and meet Ned in town arose from any rumour that Mop had also gone thither; which denial there was no reasonable ground for doubting.


  And then the year glided away, and the Exhibition folded itself up and became a thing of the past. The park trees that had been enclosed for six months were again exposed to the winds and storms, and the sod grew green anew. Ned found that Car’line resolved herself into a very good wife and companion, though she had made herself what is called cheap to him; but in that she was like another domestic article, a cheap tea-pot, which often brews better tea than a dear one. One autumn Hipcroft found himself with but little work to do, and a prospect of less for the winter. Both being country born and bred, they fancied they would like to live again in their natural atmosphere. It was accordingly decided between them that they should leave the pent-up London lodging, and that Ned should seek out employment near his native place, his wife and her daughter staying with Car’line’s father during the search for occupation and an abode of their own.


  Tinglings of pride pervaded Car’line’s spasmodic little frame as she journeyed down with Ned to the place she had left two or three years before, in silence and under a cloud. To return to where she had once been despised, a smiling London wife with a distinct London accent, was a triumph which the world did not witness every day.


  The train did not stop at the petty roadside station that lay nearest to Stickleford, and the trio went on to Casterbridge. Ned thought it a good opportunity to make a few preliminary inquiries for employment at workshops in the borough where he had been known; and feeling cold from her journey, and it being dry underfoot and only dusk as yet, with a moon on the point of rising, Car’line and her little girl walked on toward Stickleford, leaving Ned to follow at a quicker pace, and pick her up at a certain half-way house, widely known as an inn.


  The woman and child pursued the well-remembered way comfortably enough, though they were both becoming wearied. In the course of three miles they had passed Heedless-William’s Pond, the familiar landmark by Bloom’s End, and were drawing near the Quiet Woman, a lone roadside hostel on the lower verge of the Egdon Heath, since and for many years abolished. In stepping up towards it Car’line heard more voices within than had formerly been customary at such an hour, and she learned that an auction of fat stock had been held near the spot that afternoon. The child would be the better for a rest as well as herself, she thought, and she entered.


  The guests and customers overflowed into the passage, and Car’line had no sooner crossed the threshold than a man whom she remembered by sight came forward with a glass and mug in his hands towards a friend leaning against the wall; but, seeing her, very gallantly offered her a drink of the liquor, which was gin-and-beer hot, pouring her out a tumblerful and saying, in a moment or two: ‘Surely, ’tis little Car’line Aspent that was—down at Stickleford?’


  She assented, and, though she did not exactly want this beverage, she drank it since it was offered, and her entertainer begged her to come in further and sit down. Once within the room she found that all the persons present were seated close against the walls, and there being a chair vacant she did the same. An explanation of their position occurred the next moment. In the opposite corner stood Mop, rosining his bow and looking just the same as ever. The company had cleared the middle of the room for dancing, and they were about to dance again. As she wore a veil to keep off the wind she did not think he had recognized her, or could possibly guess the identity of the child; and to her satisfied surprise she found that she could confront him quite calmly—mistress of herself in the dignity her London life had given her. Before she had quite emptied her glass the dance was called, the dancers formed in two lines, the music sounded, and the figure began.


  Then matters changed for Car’line. A tremor quickened itself to life in her, and her hand so shook that she could hardly set down her glass. It was not the dance nor the dancers, but the notes of that old violin which thrilled the London wife, these having still all the witchery that she had so well known of yore, and under which she had used to lose her power of independent will. How it all came back! There was the fiddling figure against the wall; the large, oily, mop-like head of him, and beneath the mop the face with closed eyes.


  After the first moments of paralyzed reverie the familiar tune in the familiar rendering made her laugh and shed tears simultaneously. Then a man at the bottom of the dance, whose partner had dropped away, stretched out his hand and beckoned to her to take the place. She did not want to dance; she entreated by signs to be left where she was, but she was entreating of the tune and its player rather than of the dancing man. The saltatory tendency which the fiddler and his cunning instrument had ever been able to start in her was seizing Car’line just as it had done in earlier years, possibly assisted by the gin-and-beer hot. Tired as she was she grasped her little girl by the hand, and plunging in at the bottom of the figure, whirled about with the rest. She found that her companions were mostly people of the neighbouring hamlets and farms—Bloom’s End, Mellstock, Lewgate, and elsewhere; and by degrees she was recognized as she convulsively danced on, wishing that Mop would cease and let her heart rest from the aching he caused, and her feet also.


  After long and many minutes the dance ended, when she was urged to fortify herself with more gin-and-beer; which she did, feeling very weak and overpowered with hysteric emotion. She refrained from unveiling, to keep Mop in ignorance of her presence, if possible. Several of the guests having left, Car’line hastily wiped her lips and also turned to go; but, according to the account of some who remained, at that very moment a five-handed reel was proposed, in which two or three begged her to join.


  She declined on the plea of being tired and having to walk to Stickleford, when Mop began aggressively tweedling ‘My Fancy-Lad,’ in D major, as the air to which the reel was to be footed. He must have recognized her, though she did not know it, for it was the strain of all seductive strains which she was least able to resist—the one he had played when she was leaning over the bridge at the date of their first acquaintance. Car’line stepped despairingly into the middle of the room with the other four.


  Reels were resorted to hereabouts at this time by the more robust spirits, for the reduction of superfluous energy which the ordinary figure-dances were not powerful enough to exhaust. As everybody knows, or does not know, the five reelers stood in the form of a cross, the reel being performed by each line of three alternately, the persons who successively came to the middle place dancing in both directions. Car’line soon found herself in this place, the axis of the whole performance, and could not get out of it, the tune turning into the first part without giving her opportunity. And now she began to suspect that Mop did know her, and was doing this on purpose, though whenever she stole a glance at him his closed eyes betokened obliviousness to everything outside his own brain. She continued to wend her way through the figure of 8 that was formed by her course, the fiddler introducing into his notes the wild and agonizing sweetness of a living voice in one too highly wrought; its pathos running high and running low in endless variation, projecting through her nerves excruciating spasms, a sort of blissful torture. The room swam, the tune was endless; and in about a quarter of an hour the only other woman in the figure dropped out exhausted, and sank panting on a bench.


  The reel instantly resolved itself into a four-handed one. Car’line would have given anything to leave off; but she had, or fancied she had, no power, while Mop played such tunes; and thus another ten minutes slipped by, a haze of dust now clouding the candles, the floor being of stone, sanded. Then another dancer fell out—one of the men—and went into the passage in a frantic search for liquor. To turn the figure into a three-handed reel was the work of a second, Mop modulating at the same time into ‘The Fairy Dance,’ as better suited to the contracted movement, and no less one of those foods of love which, as manufactured by his bow, had always intoxicated her.


  In a reel for three there was no rest whatever, and four or five minutes were enough to make her remaining two partners, now thoroughly blown, stamp their last bar, and, like their predecessors, limp off into the next room to get something to drink. Car’line, half-stifled inside her veil, was left dancing alone, the apartment now being empty of everybody save herself, Mop, and their little girl.


  She flung up the veil, and cast her eyes upon him, as if imploring him to withdraw himself and his acoustic magnetism from the atmosphere. Mop opened one of his own orbs, as though for the first time, fixed it peeringly upon her, and smiling dreamily, threw into his strains the reserve of expression which he could not afford to waste on a big and noisy dance. Crowds of little chromatic subtleties, capable of drawing tears from a statue, proceeded straightway from the ancient fiddle, as if it were dying of the emotion which had been pent up within it ever since its banishment from some Italian or German city where it first took shape and sound. There was that in the look of Mop’s one dark eye which said: ‘You cannot leave off, dear, whether you would or no!’ and it bred in her a paroxysm of desperation that defied him to tire her down.


  She thus continued to dance alone, defiantly as she thought, but in truth slavishly and abjectly, subject to every wave of the melody, and probed by the gimlet-like gaze of her fascinator’s open eye; keeping up at the same time a feeble smile in his face, as a feint to signify it was still her own pleasure which led her on. A terrified embarrassment as to what she could say to him if she were to leave off, had its unrecognized share in keeping her going. The child, who was beginning to be distressed by the strange situation, came up and whimpered: ‘Stop, mother, stop, and let’s go home!’ as she seized Car’line’s hand.


  Suddenly Car’line sank staggering to the floor; and rolling over on her face, prone she remained. Mop’s fiddle thereupon emitted an elfin shriek of finality; stepping quickly down from the nine-gallon beer-cask which had formed his rostrum, he went to the little girl, who disconsolately bent over her mother.


  The guests who had gone into the back-room for liquor and change of air, hearing something unusual, trooped back hitherward, where they endeavoured to revive poor, weak Car’line by blowing her with the bellows and opening the window. Ned, her husband, who had been detained in Casterbridge, as aforesaid, came along the road at this juncture, and hearing excited voices through the open casement, and to his great surprise, the mention of his wife’s name, he entered amid the rest upon the scene. Car’line was now in convulsions, weeping violently, and for a long time nothing could be done with her. While he was sending for a cart to take her onward to Stickleford Hipcroft anxiously inquired how it had all happened; and then the assembly explained that a fiddler formerly known in the locality had lately visited his old haunts, and had taken upon himself without invitation to play that evening at the inn and raise a dance.


  Ned demanded the fiddler’s name, and they said Ollamoor.


  ‘Ah!’ exclaimed Ned, looking round him. ‘Where is he, and where—where’s my little girl?’


  Ollamoor had disappeared, and so had the child. Hipcroft was in ordinary a quiet and tractable fellow, but a determination which was to be feared settled in his face now. ‘Blast him!’ he cried. ‘I’ll beat his skull in for’n, if I swing for it to-morrow!’


  He had rushed to the poker which lay on the hearth, and hastened down the passage, the people following. Outside the house, on the other side of the highway, a mass of dark heath-land rose sullenly upward to its not easily accessible interior, a ravined plateau, whereon jutted into the sky, at the distance of a couple of miles, the fir-woods of Mistover backed by the Yalbury coppices—a place of Dantesque gloom at this hour, which would have afforded secure hiding for a battery of artillery, much less a man and a child.


  Some other men plunged thitherward with him, and more went along the road. They were gone about twenty minutes altogether, returning without result to the inn. Ned sat down in the settle, and clasped his forehead with his hands.


  ‘Well—what a fool the man is, and hev been all these years, if he thinks the child his, as a’ do seem to!’ they whispered. ‘And everybody else knowing otherwise!’


  ‘No, I don’t think ’tis mine!’ cried Ned hoarsely, as he looked up from his hands. ‘But she is mine, all the same! Ha’n’t I nussed her? Ha’n’t I fed her and teached her? Ha’n’t I played wi’ her? O, little Carry—gone with that rogue—gone!’


  ‘You ha’n’t lost your mis’ess, anyhow,’ they said to console him. ‘She’s throwed up the sperrits, and she is feeling better, and she’s more to ’ee than a child that isn’t yours.’


  ‘She isn’t! She’s not so particular much to me, especially now she’s lost the little maid! But Carry’s the whole world to me!’


  ‘Well, ver’ like you’ll find her to-morrow.’


  ‘Ah—but shall I? Yet he can’t hurt her—surely he can’t! Well—how’s Car’line now? I am ready. Is the cart here?’


  She was lifted into the vehicle, and they sadly lumbered on toward Stickleford. Next day she was calmer; but the fits were still upon her; and her will seemed shattered. For the child she appeared to show singularly little anxiety, though Ned was nearly distracted by his passionate paternal love for a child not his own. It was nevertheless quite expected that the impish Mop would restore the lost one after a freak of a day or two; but time went on, and neither he nor she could be heard of, and Hipcroft murmured that perhaps he was exercising upon her some unholy musical charm, as he had done upon Car’line herself. Weeks passed, and still they could obtain no clue either to the fiddler’s whereabouts or to the girl’s; and how he could have induced her to go with him remained a mystery.


  Then Ned, who had obtained only temporary employment in the neighbourhood, took a sudden hatred toward his native district, and a rumour reaching his ears through the police that a somewhat similar man and child had been seen at a fair near London, he playing a violin, she dancing on stilts, a new interest in the capital took possession of Hipcroft with an intensity which would scarcely allow him time to pack before returning thither. He did not, however, find the lost one, though he made it the entire business of his over-hours to stand about in by-streets in the hope of discovering her, and would start up in the night, saying, ‘That rascal’s torturing her to maintain him!’ To which his wife would answer peevishly, ‘Don’t ’ee raft yourself so, Ned! You prevent my getting a bit o’ rest! He won’t hurt her!’ and fall asleep again.


  That Carry and her father had emigrated to America was the general opinion; Mop, no doubt, finding the girl a highly desirable companion when he had trained her to keep him by her earnings as a dancer. There, for that matter, they may be performing in some capacity now, though he must be an old scamp verging on three-score-and-ten, and she a woman of four-and-forty.


  May 1893.
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  A Few Crusted Characters


  Introduction


  It is a Saturday afternoon of blue and yellow autumn-time, and the scene is the High Street of a well-known market-town. A large carrier’s van stands in the quadrangular fore-court of the White Hart Inn, upon the sides of its spacious tilt being painted, in weather-beaten letters: ‘Burthen, Carrier to Longpuddle.’ These vans, so numerous hereabout, are a respectable, if somewhat lumbering, class of conveyance, much resorted to by decent travellers not overstocked with money, the better among them roughly corresponding to the old French diligences.


  The present one is timed to leave the town at four in the afternoon precisely, and it is now half-past three by the clock in the turret at the top of the street. In a few seconds errand-boys from the shops begin to arrive with packages, which they fling into the vehicle, and turn away whistling, and care for the packages no more. At twenty minutes to four an elderly woman places her basket upon the shafts, slowly mounts, takes up a seat inside, and folds her hands and her lips. She has secured her corner for the journey, though there is as yet no sign of a horse being put in, nor of a carrier. At the three-quarters, two other women arrive, in whom the first recognizes the postmistress of Upper Longpuddle and the registrar’s wife, they recognizing her as the aged groceress of the same village. At five minutes to the hour there approach Mr. Profitt, the schoolmaster, in a soft felt hat, and Christopher Twink, the master-thatcher; and as the hour strikes there rapidly drop in the parish clerk and his wife, the seedsman and his aged father, the registrar; also Mr. Day, the world-ignored local landscape-painter, an elderly man who resides in his native place, and has never sold a picture outside it, though his pretensions to art have been nobly supported by his fellow-villagers, whose confidence in his genius has been as remarkable as the outer neglect of it, leading them to buy his paintings so extensively (at the price of a few shillings each, it is true) that every dwelling in the parish exhibits three or four of those admired productions on its walls.


  Burthen, the carrier, is by this time seen bustling round the vehicle; the horses are put in, the proprietor arranges the reins and springs up into his seat as if he were used to it—which he is.


  ‘Is everybody here?’ he asks preparatorily over his shoulder to the passengers within.


  As those who were not there did not reply in the negative the muster was assumed to be complete, and after a few hitches and hindrances the van with its human freight was got under way. It jogged on at an easy pace till it reached the bridge which formed the last outpost of the town. The carrier pulled up suddenly.


  ‘Bless my soul!’ he said, ‘I’ve forgot the curate!’


  All who could do so gazed from the little back window of the van, but the curate was not in sight.


  ‘Now I wonder where that there man is?’ continued the carrier.


  ‘Poor man, he ought to have a living at his time of life.’


  ‘And he ought to be punctual,’ said the carrier. ‘“Four o’clock sharp is my time for starting,” I said to ’en. And he said, “I’ll be there.” Now he’s not here; and as a serious old church-minister he ought to be as good as his word. Perhaps Mr. Flaxton knows, being in the same line of life?’ He turned to the parish clerk.


  ‘I was talking an immense deal with him, that’s true, half an hour ago,’ replied that ecclesiastic, as one of whom it was no erroneous supposition that he should be on intimate terms with another of the cloth. ‘But he didn’t say he would be late.’


  The discussion was cut off by the appearance round the corner of the van of rays from the curate’s spectacles, followed hastily by his face and a few white whiskers, and the swinging tails of his long gaunt coat. Nobody reproached him, seeing how he was reproaching himself; and he entered breathlessly and took his seat.


  ‘Now be we all here?’ said the carrier again. They started a second time, and moved on till they were about three hundred yards out of the town, and had nearly reached the second bridge, behind which, as every native remembers, the road takes a turn, and travellers by this highway disappear finally from the view of gazing burghers.


  ‘Well, as I’m alive!’ cried the postmistress from the interior of the conveyance, peering through the little square back-window along the road townward.


  ‘What?’ said the carrier.


  ‘A man hailing us!’


  Another sudden stoppage. ‘Somebody else?’ the carrier asked.


  ‘Ay, sure!’ All waited silently, while those who could gaze out did so.


  ‘Now, who can that be?’ Burthen continued. ‘I just put it to ye, neighbours, can any man keep time with such hindrances? Bain’t we full a’ready? Who in the world can the man be?’


  ‘He’s a sort of gentleman,’ said the schoolmaster, his position commanding the road more comfortably than that of his comrades.


  The stranger, who had been holding up his umbrella to attract their notice, was walking forward leisurely enough, now that he found, by their stopping, that it had been secured. His clothes were decidedly not of a local cut, though it was difficult to point out any particular mark of difference. In his left hand he carried a small leather travelling bag. As soon as he had overtaken the van he glanced at the inscription on its side, as if to assure himself that he had hailed the right conveyance, and asked if they had room.


  The carrier replied that though they were pretty well laden he supposed they could carry one more, whereupon the stranger mounted, and took the seat cleared for him within. And then the horses made another move, this time for good, and swung along with their burden of fourteen souls all told.


  ‘You bain’t one of these parts, sir?’ said the carrier. ‘I could tell that as far as I could see ’ee.’


  ‘Yes, I am one of these parts,’ said the stranger.


  ‘Oh? H’m.’


  The silence which followed seemed to imply a doubt of the truth of the new-comer’s assertion. ‘I was speaking of Upper Longpuddle, more particular,’ continued the carrier hardily, ‘and I think I know most faces of that valley.’


  ‘I was born at Longpuddle, and nursed at Longpuddle, and my father and grandfather before me,’ said the passenger quietly.


  ‘Why, to be sure,’ said the aged groceress in the background, ‘it isn’t John Lackland’s son—never—it can’t be—he who went to foreign parts five-and-thirty years ago with his wife and family? Yet—what do I hear?—that’s his father’s voice!’


  ‘That’s the man,’ replied the stranger. ‘John Lackland was my father, and I am John Lackland’s son. Five-and-thirty years ago, when I was a boy of eleven, my parents emigrated across the seas, taking me and my sister with them. Kytes’s boy Tony was the one who drove us and our belongings to Casterbridge on the morning we left; and his was the last Longpuddle face I saw. We sailed the same week across the ocean, and there we’ve been ever since, and there I’ve left those I went with—all three.’


  ‘Alive or dead?’


  ‘Dead,’ he replied in a low voice. ‘And I have come back to the old place, having nourished a thought—not a definite intention, but just a thought—that I should like to return here in a year or two, to spend the remainder of my days.’


  ‘Married man, Mr. Lackland?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And have the world used ’ee well, sir—or rather John, knowing ’ee as a child? In these rich new countries that we hear of so much, you’ve got rich with the rest?’


  ‘I am not very rich,’ Mr. Lackland said. ‘Even in new countries, you know, there are failures. The race is not always to the swift, nor the battle to the strong; and even if it sometimes is, you may be neither swift nor strong. However, that’s enough about me. Now, having answered your inquiries, you must answer mine; for being in London, I have come down here entirely to discover what Longpuddle is looking like, and who are living there. That was why I preferred a seat in your van to hiring a carriage for driving across.’


  ‘Well, as for Longpuddle, we rub on there much as usual. Old figures have dropped out o’ their frames, so to speak it, and new ones have been put in their places. You mentioned Tony Kytes as having been the one to drive your family and your goods to Casterbridge in his father’s waggon when you left. Tony is, I believe, living still, but not at Longpuddle. He went away and settled at Lewgate, near Mellstock, after his marriage. Ah, Tony was a sort o’ man!’


  ‘His character had hardly come out when I knew him.’


  ‘No. But ’twas well enough, as far as that goes—except as to women. I shall never forget his courting—never!’


  The returned villager waited silently, and the carrier went on:—


  Tony Kytes, the Arch-Deceiver


  ‘I shall never forget Tony’s face. ’Twas a little, round, firm, tight face, with a seam here and there left by the smallpox, but not enough to hurt his looks in a woman’s eye, though he’d had it badish when he was a boy. So very serious looking and unsmiling ’a was, that young man, that it really seemed as if he couldn’t laugh at all without great pain to his conscience. He looked very hard at a small speck in your eye when talking to ’ee. And there was no more sign of a whisker or beard on Tony Kytes’s face than on the palm of my hand. He used to sing “The Tailor’s Breeches” with a religious manner, as if it were a hymn:—


  
    ‘“O the petticoats went off, and the breeches they went on!”

  


  and all the rest of the scandalous stuff. He was quite the women’s favourite, and in return for their likings he loved ’em in shoals.


  ‘But in course of time Tony got fixed down to one in particular, Milly Richards, a nice, light, small, tender little thing; and it was soon said that they were engaged to be married. One Saturday he had been to market to do business for his father, and was driving home the waggon in the afternoon. When he reached the foot of the very hill we shall be going over in ten minutes who should he see waiting for him at the top but Unity Sallet, a handsome girl, one of the young women he’d been very tender toward before he’d got engaged to Milly.


  ‘As soon as Tony came up to her she said, “My dear Tony, will you give me a lift home?”


  ‘“That I will, darling,” said Tony. “You don’t suppose I could refuse ’ee?”


  ‘She smiled a smile, and up she hopped, and on drove Tony.


  ‘“Tony,” she says, in a sort of tender chide, “why did ye desert me for that other one? In what is she better than I? I should have made ’ee a finer wife, and a more loving one too. ’Tisn’t girls that are so easily won at first that are the best. Think how long we’ve known each other—ever since we were children almost—now haven’t we, Tony?”


  ‘“Yes, that we have,” says Tony, a-struck with the truth o’t.


  ‘“And you’ve never seen anything in me to complain of, have ye, Tony? Now tell the truth to me?”


  ‘“I never have, upon my life,” says Tony.


  ‘“And—can you say I’m not pretty, Tony? Now look at me!”


  ‘He let his eyes light upon her for a long while. “I really can’t,” says he. “In fact, I never knowed you was so pretty before!”


  ‘“Prettier than she?”


  ‘What Tony would have said to that nobody knows, for before he could speak, what should he see ahead, over the hedge past the turning, but a feather he knew well—the feather in Milly’s hat—she to whom he had been thinking of putting the question as to giving out the banns that very week.


  ‘“Unity,” says he, as mild as he could, “here’s Milly coming. Now I shall catch it mightily if she sees ’ee riding here with me; and if you get down she’ll be turning the corner in a moment, and, seeing ’ee in the road, she’ll know we’ve been coming on together. Now, dearest Unity, will ye, to avoid all unpleasantness, which I know ye can’t bear any more than I, will ye lie down in the back part of the waggon, and let me cover you over with the tarpaulin till Milly has passed? It will all be done in a minute. Do!—and I’ll think over what we’ve said; and perhaps I shall put a loving question to you after all, instead of to Milly. ’Tisn’t true that it is all settled between her and me.”


  ‘Well, Unity Sallet agreed, and lay down at the back end of the waggon, and Tony covered her over, so that the waggon seemed to be empty but for the loose tarpaulin; and then he drove on to meet Milly.


  ‘“My dear Tony!” cries Milly, looking up with a little pout at him as he came near. “How long you’ve been coming home! Just as if I didn’t live at Upper Longpuddle at all! And I’ve come to meet you as you asked me to do, and to ride back with you, and talk over our future home—since you asked me, and I promised. But I shouldn’t have come else, Mr. Tony!”


  ‘“Ay, my dear, I did ask ’ee—to be sure I did, now I think of it—but I had quite forgot it. To ride back with me, did you say, dear Milly?”


  ‘“Well, of course! What can I do else? Surely you don’t want me to walk, now I’ve come all this way?”


  ‘“O no, no! I was thinking you might be going on to town to meet your mother. I saw her there—and she looked as if she might be expecting ’ee.”


  ‘“O no; she’s just home. She came across the fields, and so got back before you.”


  ‘“Ah! I didn’t know that,” says Tony. And there was no help for it but to take her up beside him.


  ‘They talked on very pleasantly, and looked at the trees, and beasts, and birds, and insects, and at the ploughmen at work in the fields, till presently who should they see looking out of the upper window of a house that stood beside the road they were following, but Hannah Jolliver, another young beauty of the place at that time, and the very first woman that Tony had fallen in love with—before Milly and before Unity, in fact—the one that he had almost arranged to marry instead of Milly. She was a much more dashing girl than Milly Richards, though he’d not thought much of her of late. The house Hannah was looking from was her aunt’s.


  ‘“My dear Milly—my coming wife, as I may call ’ee,” says Tony in his modest way, and not so loud that Unity could overhear, “I see a young woman a-looking out of window, who I think may accost me. The fact is, Milly, she had a notion that I was wishing to marry her, and since she’s discovered I’ve promised another, and a prettier than she, I’m rather afeard of her temper if she sees us together. Now, Milly, would you do me a favour—my coming wife, as I may say?”


  ‘“Certainly, dearest Tony,” says she.


  ‘“Then would ye creep under the empty sacks just here in the front of the waggon, and hide there out of sight till we’ve passed the house? She hasn’t seen us yet. You see, we ought to live in peace and good-will since ’tis almost Christmas, and ’twill prevent angry passions rising, which we always should do.”


  ‘“I don’t mind, to oblige you, Tony,” Milly said; and though she didn’t care much about doing it, she crept under, and crouched down just behind the seat, Unity being snug at the other end. So they drove on till they got near the road-side cottage. Hannah had soon seen him coming, and waited at the window, looking down upon him. She tossed her head a little disdainful and smiled off-hand.


  ‘“Well, aren’t you going to be civil enough to ask me to ride home with you!” she says, seeing that he was for driving past with a nod and a smile.


  ‘“Ah, to be sure! What was I thinking of?” said Tony, in a flutter. “But you seem as if you was staying at your aunt’s?”


  ‘“No, I am not,” she said. “Don’t you see I have my bonnet and jacket on? I have only called to see her on my way home. How can you be so stupid, Tony?”


  ‘“In that case—ah—of course you must come along wi’ me,” says Tony, feeling a dim sort of sweat rising up inside his clothes. And he reined in the horse, and waited till she’d come downstairs, and then helped her up beside him, her feet outside. He drove on again, his face as long as a face that was a round one by nature well could be.


  ‘Hannah looked round sideways into his eyes. “This is nice, isn’t it, Tony?” she says. “I like riding with you.”


  ‘Tony looked back into her eyes. “And I with you,” he said after a while. In short, having considered her, he warmed up, and the more he looked at her the more he liked her, till he couldn’t for the life of him think why he had ever said a word about marriage to Milly or Unity while Hannah Jolliver was in question. So they sat a little closer and closer, their feet upon the foot-board and their shoulders touching, and Tony thought over and over again how handsome Hannah was. He spoke tenderer and tenderer, and called her “dear Hannah” in a whisper at last.


  ‘“You’ve settled it with Milly by this time, I suppose,” said she.


  ‘“N—no, not exactly.”


  ‘“What? How low you talk, Tony.”


  ‘“Yes—I’ve a kind of hoarseness. I said, not exactly.”


  ‘“I suppose you mean to?”


  ‘“Well, as to that——” His eyes rested on her face, and hers on his. He wondered how he could have been such a fool as not to follow up Hannah. “My sweet Hannah!” he bursts out, taking her hand, not being really able to help it, and forgetting Milly and Unity, and all the world besides. “Settled it? I don’t think I have!”


  ‘“Hark!” says Hannah.


  ‘“What?” says Tony, letting go her hand.


  ‘“Surely I heard a sort of little screaming squeak under those sacks? Why, you’ve been carrying corn, and there’s mice in this waggon, I declare!” She began to haul up the tails of her gown.


  ‘“O no; ’tis the axle,” said Tony in an assuring way. “It do go like that sometimes in dry weather.”


  ‘“Perhaps it was…. Well, now, to be quite honest, dear Tony, do you like her better than me? Because—because, although I’ve held off so independent, I’ll own at last that I do like ’ee, Tony, to tell the truth; and I wouldn’t say no if you asked me—you know what.”


  ‘Tony was so won over by this pretty offering mood of a girl who had been quite the reverse (Hannah had a backward way with her at times, if you can mind) that he just glanced behind, and then whispered very soft, “I haven’t quite promised her, and I think I can get out of it, and ask you that question you speak of.”


  ‘“Throw over Milly?—all to marry me! How delightful!” broke out Hannah, quite loud, clapping her hands.


  ‘At this there was a real squeak—an angry, spiteful squeak, and afterward a long moan, as if something had broke its heart, and a movement of the empty sacks.


  ‘“Something’s there!” said Hannah, starting up.


  ‘“It’s nothing, really,” says Tony in a soothing voice, and praying inwardly for a way out of this. “I wouldn’t tell ’ee at first, because I wouldn’t frighten ’ee. But, Hannah, I’ve really a couple of ferrets in a bag under there, for rabbiting, and they quarrel sometimes. I don’t wish it knowed, as ’twould be called poaching. Oh, they can’t get out, bless ’ee—you are quite safe! And—and—what a fine day it is, isn’t it, Hannah, for this time of year? Be you going to market next Saturday? How is your aunt now?” And so on, says Tony, to keep her from talking any more about love in Milly’s hearing.


  ‘But he found his work cut out for him, and wondering again how he should get out of this ticklish business, he looked about for a chance. Nearing home he saw his father in a field not far off, holding up his hand as if he wished to speak to Tony.


  ‘“Would you mind taking the reins a moment, Hannah,” he said, much relieved, “while I go and find out what father wants?”


  ‘She consented, and away he hastened into the field, only too glad to get breathing time. He found that his father was looking at him with rather a stern eye.


  ‘“Come, come, Tony,” says old Mr. Kytes, as soon as his son was alongside him, “this won’t do, you know.”


  ‘“What?” says Tony.


  ‘“Why, if you mean to marry Milly Richards, do it, and there’s an end o’t. But don’t go driving about the country with Jolliver’s daughter and making a scandal. I won’t have such things done.”


  ‘“I only asked her—that is, she asked me, to ride home.”


  ‘“She? Why, now, if it had been Milly, ’twould have been quite proper; but you and Hannah Jolliver going about by yourselves——’[”]


  ‘“Milly’s there too, father.”


  ‘“Milly? Where?”


  ‘“Under the corn-sacks! Yes, the truth is, father, I’ve got rather into a nunnywatch, I’m afeard! Unity Sallet is there too—yes, at the other end, under the tarpaulin. All three are in that waggon, and what to do with ’em I know no more than the dead! The best plan is, as I’m thinking, to speak out loud and plain to one of ’em before the rest, and that will settle it; not but what ’twill cause ’em to kick up a bit of a miff, for certain. Now which would you marry, father, if you was in my place?”


  ‘“Whichever of ’em did not ask to ride with thee.”


  ‘“That was Milly, I’m bound to say, as she only mounted by my invitation. But Milly——”


  ‘“Then stick to Milly, she’s the best…. But look at that!”


  ‘His father pointed toward the waggon. “She can’t hold that horse in. You shouldn’t have left the reins in her hands. Run on and take the horse’s head, or there’ll be some accident to them maids!”


  ‘Tony’s horse, in fact, in spite of Hannah’s tugging at the reins, had started on his way at a brisk walking pace, being very anxious to get back to the stable, for he had had a long day out. Without another word Tony rushed away from his father to overtake the horse.


  ‘Now of all things that could have happened to wean him from Milly there was nothing so powerful as his father’s recommending her. No; it could not be Milly, after all. Hannah must be the one, since he could not marry all three as he longed to do. This he thought while running after the waggon. But queer things were happening inside it.


  ‘It was, of course, Milly who had screamed under the sack-bags, being obliged to let off her bitter rage and shame in that way at what Tony was saying, and never daring to show, for very pride and dread o’ being laughed at, that she was in hiding. She became more and more restless, and in twisting herself about, what did she see but another woman’s foot and white stocking close to her head. It quite frightened her, not knowing that Unity Sallet was in the waggon likewise. But after the fright was over she determined to get to the bottom of all this, and she crept and crept along the bed of the waggon, under the tarpaulin, like a snake, when lo and behold she came face to face with Unity.


  ‘“Well, if this isn’t disgraceful!” says Milly in a raging whisper to Unity.


  ‘“’Tis,” says Unity, “to see you hiding in a young man’s waggon like this, and no great character belonging to either of ye!”


  ‘“Mind what you are saying!” replied Milly, getting louder. “I am engaged to be married to him, and haven’t I a right to be here? What right have you, I should like to know? What has he been promising you? A pretty lot of nonsense, I expect! But what Tony says to other women is all mere wind, and no concern to me!”


  ‘“Don’t you be too sure!” says Unity. “He’s going to have Hannah, and not you, nor me either; I could hear that.”


  ‘Now at these strange voices sounding from under the cloth Hannah was thunderstruck a’most into a swound; and it was just at this time that the horse moved on. Hannah tugged away wildly, not knowing what she was doing; and as the quarrel rose louder and louder Hannah got so horrified that she let go the reins altogether. The horse went on at his own pace, and coming to the corner where we turn round to drop down the hill to Lower Longpuddle he turned too quick, the off wheels went up the bank, the waggon rose sideways till it was quite on edge upon the near axles, and out rolled the three maidens into the road in a heap. The horse looked round and stood still.


  ‘When Tony came up, frightened and breathless, he was relieved enough to see that neither of his darlings was hurt, beyond a few scratches from the brambles of the hedge. But he was rather alarmed when he heard how they were going on at one another.


  ‘“Don’t ye quarrel, my dears—don’t ye!” says he, taking off his hat out of respect to ’em. And then he would have kissed them all round, as fair and square as a man could, but they were in too much of a taking to let him, and screeched and sobbed till they was quite spent.


  ‘“Now I’ll speak out honest, because I ought to,” says Tony, as soon as he could get heard. “And this is the truth,” says he. “I’ve asked Hannah to be mine, and she is willing, and we are going to put up the banns next——”


  ‘Tony had not noticed that Hannah’s father was coming up behind, nor had he noticed that Hannah’s face was beginning to bleed from the scratch of a bramble. Hannah had seen her father, and had run to him, crying worse than ever.


  ‘“My daughter is not willing, sir!” says Mr. Jolliver hot and strong. “Be you willing, Hannah? I ask ye to have spirit enough to refuse him, if yer virtue is left to ’ee and you run no risk?”


  ‘“She’s as sound as a bell for me, that I’ll swear!” says Tony, flaring up. “And so’s the others, come to that, though you may think it an onusual thing in me!”


  ‘“I have spirit, and I do refuse him!” says Hannah, partly because her father was there, and partly, too, in a tantrum because of the discovery, and the scar that might be left on her face. “Little did I think when I was so soft with him just now that I was talking to such a false deceiver!”


  ‘“What, you won’t have me, Hannah?” says Tony, his jaw hanging down like a dead man’s.


  ‘“Never—I would sooner marry no—nobody at all!” she gasped out, though with her heart in her throat, for she would not have refused Tony if he had asked her quietly, and her father had not been there, and her face had not been scratched by the bramble. And having said that, away she walked upon her father’s arm, thinking and hoping he would ask her again.


  ‘Tony didn’t know what to say next. Milly was sobbing her heart out; but as his father had strongly recommended her he couldn’t feel inclined that way. So he turned to Unity.


  ‘“Well, will you, Unity dear, be mine?” he says.


  ‘“Take her leavings? Not I!” says Unity. “I’d scorn it!” And away walks Unity Sallet likewise, though she looked back when she’d gone some way, to see if he was following her.


  ‘So there at last were left Milly and Tony by themselves, she crying in watery streams, and Tony looking like a tree struck by lightning.


  ‘“Well, Milly,” he says at last, going up to her, “it do seem as if fate had ordained that it should be you and I, or nobody. And what must be must be, I suppose. Hey, Milly?”


  ‘“If you like, Tony. You didn’t really mean what you said to them?”


  ‘“Not a word of it!” declares Tony, bringing down his fist upon his palm.


  ‘And then he kissed her, and put the waggon to rights, and they mounted together; and their banns were put up the very next Sunday. I was not able to go to their wedding, but it was a rare party they had, by all account. Everybody in Longpuddle was there almost; you among the rest, I think, Mr. Flaxton?’ The speaker turned to the parish clerk.


  ‘I was,’ said Mr. Flaxton. ‘And that party was the cause of a very curious change in some other people’s affairs; I mean in Steve Hardcome’s and his cousin James’s.’


  ‘Ah! the Hardcomes,’ said the stranger. ‘How familiar that name is to me! What of them?’


  The clerk cleared his throat and began:—


  The History of the Hardcomes


  ‘Yes, Tony’s was the very best wedding-randy that ever I was at; and I’ve been at a good many, as you may suppose’—turning to the newly-arrived one—‘having as a church-officer, the privilege to attend all christening, wedding, and funeral parties—such being our Wessex custom.


  ‘’Twas on a frosty night in Christmas week, and among the folk invited were the said Hardcomes o’ Climmerston—Steve and James—first cousins, both of them small farmers, just entering into business on their own account. With them came, as a matter of course, their intended wives, two young women of the neighbourhood, both very pretty and sprightly maidens, and numbers of friends from Abbot’s-Cernel, and Weatherbury, and Mellstock, and I don’t know where—a regular houseful.


  ‘The kitchen was cleared of furniture for dancing, and the old folk played at “Put” and “All-fours” in the parlour, though at last they gave that up to join in the dance. The top of the figure was by the large front window of the room, and there were so many couples that the lower part of the figure reached through the door at the back, and into the darkness of the out-house; in fact, you couldn’t see the end of the row at all, and ’twas never known exactly how long that dance was, the lowest couples being lost among the faggots and brushwood in the out-house.


  ‘When we had danced a few hours, and the crowns of we taller men were swelling into lumps with bumping the beams of the ceiling, the first fiddler laid down his fiddle-bow, and said he should play no more, for he wished to dance. And in another hour the second fiddler laid down his, and said he wanted to dance too; so there was only the third fiddler left, and he was a’ old, veteran man, very weak in the wrist. However, he managed to keep up a faltering tweedle-dee; but there being no chair in the room, and his knees being as weak as his wrists, he was obliged to sit upon as much of the little corner-table as projected beyond the corner-cupboard fixed over it, which was not a very wide seat for a man advanced in years.


  ‘Among those who danced most continually were the two engaged couples, as was natural to their situation. Each pair was very well matched, and very unlike the other. James Hardcome’s intended was called Emily Darth, and both she and James were gentle, nice-minded, in-door people, fond of a quiet life. Steve and his chosen, named Olive Pawle, were different; they were of a more bustling nature, fond of racketing about and seeing what was going on in the world. The two couples had arranged to get married on the same day, and that not long thence; Tony’s wedding being a sort of stimulant, as is often the case; I’ve noticed it professionally many times.


  ‘They danced with such a will as only young people in that stage of courtship can dance; and it happened that as the evening wore on James had for his partner Stephen’s plighted one, Olive, at the same time that Stephen was dancing with James’s Emily. It was noticed that in spite o’ the exchange the young men seemed to enjoy the dance no less than before. By and by they were treading another tune in the same changed order as we had noticed earlier, and though at first each one had held the other’s mistress strictly at half-arm’s length, lest there should be shown any objection to too close quarters by the lady’s proper man, as time passed there was a little more closeness between ’em; and presently a little more closeness still.


  ‘The later it got the more did each of the two cousins dance with the wrong young girl, and the tighter did he hold her to his side as he whirled her round; and, what was very remarkable, neither seemed to mind what the other was doing. The party began to draw towards its end, and I saw no more that night, being one of the first to leave, on account of my morning’s business. But I learnt the rest of it from those that knew.


  ‘After finishing a particularly warming dance with the changed partners, as I’ve mentioned, the two young men looked at one another, and in a moment or two went out into the porch together.


  ‘“James,” says Steve, “what were you thinking of when you were dancing with my Olive?”


  ‘“Well,” said James, “perhaps what you were thinking of when you were dancing with my Emily.”


  ‘“I was thinking,” said Steve, with some hesitation, “that I wouldn’t mind changing for good and all!”


  ‘“It was what I was feeling likewise,” said James.


  ‘“I willingly agree to it, if you think we could manage it.”


  ‘“So do I. But what would the girls say?”


  ‘“’Tis my belief,” said Steve, “that they wouldn’t particularly object. Your Emily clung as close to me as if she already belonged to me, dear girl.”


  ‘“And your Olive to me,” says James. “I could feel her heart beating like a clock.”


  ‘Well, they agreed to put it to the girls when they were all four walking home together. And they did so. When they parted that night the exchange was decided on—all having been done under the hot excitement of that evening’s dancing. Thus it happened that on the following Sunday morning, when the people were sitting in church with mouths wide open to hear the names published as they had expected, there was no small amazement to hear them coupled the wrong way, as it seemed. The congregation whispered, and thought the parson had made a mistake; till they discovered that his reading of the names was verily the true way. As they had decided, so they were married, each one to the other’s original property.


  ‘Well, the two couples lived on for a year or two ordinarily enough, till the time came when these young people began to grow a little less warm to their respective spouses, as is the rule of married life; and the two cousins wondered more and more in their hearts what had made ’em so mad at the last moment to marry crosswise as they did, when they might have married straight, as was planned by nature, and as they had fallen in love. ’Twas Tony’s party that had done it, plain enough, and they half wished they had never gone there. James, being a quiet, fireside, perusing man, felt at times a wide gap between himself and Olive, his wife, who loved riding and driving and out-door jaunts to a degree; while Steve, who was always knocking about hither and thither, had a very domestic wife, who worked samplers, and made hearthrugs, scarcely ever wished to cross the threshold, and only drove out with him to please him.


  ‘However, they said very little about this mis-mating to any of their acquaintances, though sometimes Steve would look at James’s wife and sigh, and James would look at Steve’s wife and do the same. Indeed, at last the two men were frank enough towards each other not to mind mentioning it quietly to themselves, in a long-faced, sorry-smiling, whimsical sort of way, and would shake their heads together over their foolishness in upsetting a well-considered choice on the strength of an hour’s fancy in the whirl and wildness of a dance. Still, they were sensible and honest young fellows enough, and did their best to make shift with their lot as they had arranged it, and not to repine at what could not now be altered or mended.


  ‘So things remained till one fine summer day they went for their yearly little outing together, as they had made it their custom to do for a long while past. This year they chose Budmouth-Regis as the place to spend their holiday in; and off they went in their best clothes at nine o’clock in the morning.


  ‘When they had reached Budmouth-Regis they walked two and two along the shore—their new boots going squeakity-squash upon the clammy velvet sands. I can seem to see ’em now! Then they looked at the ships in the harbour; and then went up to the Look-out; and then had dinner at an inn; and then again walked two and two, squeakity-squash, upon the velvet sands. As evening drew on they sat on one of the public seats upon the Esplanade, and listened to the band; and then they said “What shall we do next?”


  ‘“Of all things,” said Olive (Mrs. James Hardcome, that is), “I should like to row in the bay! We could listen to the music from the water as well as from here, and have the fun of rowing besides.”


  ‘“The very thing; so should I,” says Stephen, his tastes being always like hers.


  Here the clerk turned to the curate.


  ‘But you, sir, know the rest of the strange particulars of that strange evening of their lives better than anybody else, having had much of it from their own lips, which I had not; and perhaps you’ll oblige the gentleman?’


  ‘Certainly, if it is wished,’ said the curate. And he took up the clerk’s tale:—


  ‘Stephen’s wife hated the sea, except from land, and couldn’t bear the thought of going into a boat. James, too, disliked the water, and said that for his part he would much sooner stay on and listen to the band in the seat they occupied, though he did not wish to stand in his wife’s way if she desired a row. The end of the discussion was that James and his cousin’s wife Emily agreed to remain where they were sitting and enjoy the music, while they watched the other two hire a boat just beneath, and take their water-excursion of half an hour or so, till they should choose to come back and join the sitters on the Esplanade; when they would all start homeward together.


  ‘Nothing could have pleased the other two restless ones better than this arrangement; and Emily and James watched them go down to the boatman below and choose one of the little yellow skiffs, and walk carefully out upon the little plank that was laid on trestles to enable them to get alongside the craft. They saw Stephen hand Olive in, and take his seat facing her; when they were settled they waved their hands to the couple watching them, and then Stephen took the pair of sculls and pulled off to the tune beat by the band, she steering through the other boats skimming about, for the sea was as smooth as glass that evening, and pleasure-seekers were rowing everywhere.


  ‘“How pretty they look moving on, don’t they?” said Emily to James (as I’ve been assured). “They both enjoy it equally. In everything their likings are the same.”


  ‘“That’s true,” said James.


  ‘“They would have made a handsome pair if they had married,” said she.


  ‘“Yes,” said he. “’Tis a pity we should have parted ’em.”


  ‘“Don’t talk of that, James,” said she. “For better or for worse we decided to do as we did, and there’s an end of it.”


  ‘They sat on after that without speaking, side by side, and the band played as before; the people strolled up and down; and Stephen and Olive shrank smaller and smaller as they shot straight out to sea. The two on shore used to relate how they saw Stephen stop rowing a moment, and take off his coat to get at his work better; but James’s wife sat quite still in the stern, holding the tiller-ropes by which she steered the boat. When they had got very small indeed she turned her head to shore.


  ‘“She is waving her handkerchief to us,” said Stephen’s wife, who thereupon pulled out her own, and waved it as a return signal.


  ‘The boat’s course had been a little awry while Mrs. James neglected her steering to wave her handkerchief to her husband and Mrs. Stephen; but now the light skiff went straight onward again, and they could soon see nothing more of the two figures it contained than Olive’s light mantle and Stephen’s white shirt sleeves behind.


  ‘The two on the shore talked on. “’Twas very curious—our changing partners at Tony Kytes’s wedding,” Emily declared. “Tony was of a fickle nature by all account, and it really seemed as if his character had infected us that night. Which of you two was it that first proposed not to marry as we were engaged?”


  ‘“H’m—I can’t remember at this moment,” says James. “We talked it over, you know; and no sooner said than done.”


  ‘“’Twas the dancing,” said she. “People get quite crazy sometimes in a dance.”


  ‘“They do,” he owned.


  ‘“James—do you think they care for one another still?” asks Mrs. Stephen.


  ‘James Hardcome mused and admitted that perhaps a little tender feeling might flicker up in their hearts for a moment now and then. “Still, nothing of any account,” he said.


  ‘“I sometimes think that Olive is in Steve’s mind a good deal,” murmurs Mrs. Stephen; “particularly when she pleases his fancy by riding past our window at a gallop on one of the draught-horses…. I never could do anything of that sort; I could never get over my fear of a horse.”


  ‘“And I am no horseman, though I pretend to be on her account,” murmured James Hardcome. “But isn’t it almost time for them to turn and sweep round to the shore, as the other boating folk have done? I wonder what Olive means by steering away straight to the horizon like that? She has hardly swerved from a direct line seaward since they started.”


  ‘“No doubt they are talking, and don’t think of where they are going,” suggests Stephen’s wife.


  ‘“Perhaps so,” said James. “I didn’t know Steve could row like that.”


  ‘“O yes,” says she. “He often comes here on business, and generally has a pull round the bay.”


  ‘“I can hardly see the boat or them,” says James again; “and it is getting dark.”


  ‘The heedless pair afloat now formed a mere speck in the films of the coming night, which thickened apace, till it completely swallowed up their distant shapes. They had disappeared while still following the same straight course away from the world of land-livers, as if they were intending to drop over the sea-edge into space, and never return to earth again.


  ‘The two on the shore continued to sit on, punctually abiding by their agreement to remain on the same spot till the others returned. The Esplanade lamps were lit one by one, the bandsmen folded up their stands and departed, the yachts in the bay hung out their riding lights, and the little boats came back to shore one after another, their hirers walking on to the sands by the plank they had climbed to go afloat; but among these Stephen and Olive did not appear.


  ‘“What a time they are!” said Emily. “I am getting quite chilly. I did not expect to have to sit so long in the evening air.”


  ‘Thereupon James Hardcome said that he did not require his overcoat, and insisted on lending it to her.


  ‘He wrapped it round Emily’s shoulders.


  ‘“Thank you, James,” she said. “How cold Olive must be in that thin jacket!”


  ‘He said he was thinking so too. “Well, they are sure to be quite close at hand by this time, though we can’t see ’em. The boats are not all in yet. Some of the rowers are fond of paddling along the shore to finish out their hour of hiring.”


  ‘“Shall we walk by the edge of the water,” said she, “to see if we can discover them?”


  ‘He assented, reminding her that they must not lose sight of the seat, lest the belated pair should return and miss them, and be vexed that they had not kept the appointment.


  ‘They walked a sentry beat up and down the sands immediately opposite the seat; and still the others did not come. James Hardcome at last went to the boatman, thinking that after all his wife and cousin might have come in under shadow of the dusk without being perceived, and might have forgotten the appointment at the bench.


  ‘“All in?” asked James.


  ‘“All but one boat,” said the lessor. “I can’t think where that couple is keeping to. They might run foul of something or other in the dark.”


  ‘Again Stephen’s wife and Olive’s husband waited, with more and more anxiety. But no little yellow boat returned. Was it possible they could have landed further down the Esplanade?


  ‘“It may have been done to escape paying,” said the boat-owner. “But they didn’t look like people who would do that.”


  ‘James Hardcome knew that he could found no hope on such a reason as that. But now, remembering what had been casually discussed between Steve and himself about their wives from time to time, he admitted for the first time the possibility that their old tenderness had been revived by their face-to-face position more strongly than either had anticipated at starting—the excursion having been so obviously undertaken for the pleasure of the performance only,—and that they had landed at some steps he knew of further down toward the pier, to be longer alone together.


  ‘Still he disliked to harbour the thought, and would not mention its existence to his companion. He merely said to her, “Let us walk further on.”


  ‘They did so, and lingered between the boat-stage and the pier till Stephen Hardcome’s wife was uneasy, and was obliged to accept James’s offered arm. Thus the night advanced. Emily was presently so worn out by fatigue that James felt it necessary to conduct her home; there was, too, a remote chance that the truants had landed in the harbour on the other side of the town, or elsewhere, and hastened home in some unexpected way, in the belief that their consorts would not have waited so long.


  ‘However, he left a direction in the town that a lookout should be kept, though this was arranged privately, the bare possibility of an elopement being enough to make him reticent; and, full of misgivings, the two remaining ones hastened to catch the last train out of Budmouth-Regis; and when they got to Casterbridge drove back to Upper Longpuddle.’


  ‘Along this very road as we do now,’ remarked the parish clerk.


  ‘To be sure—along this very road,’ said the curate. ‘However, Stephen and Olive were not at their homes; neither had entered the village since leaving it in the morning. Emily and James Hardcome went to their respective dwellings to snatch a hasty night’s rest, and at daylight the next morning they drove again to Casterbridge and entered the Budmouth train, the line being just opened.


  ‘Nothing had been heard of the couple there during this brief absence. In the course of a few hours some young men testified to having seen such a man and woman rowing in a frail hired craft, the head of the boat kept straight to sea; they had sat looking in each other’s faces as if they were in a dream, with no consciousness of what they were doing, or whither they were steering. It was not till late that day that more tidings reached James’s ears. The boat had been found drifting bottom upward a long way from land. In the evening the sea rose somewhat, and a cry spread through the town that two bodies were cast ashore in Lullwind Bay, several miles to the eastward. They were brought to Budmouth, and inspection revealed them to be the missing pair. It was said that they had been found tightly locked in each other’s arms, his lips upon hers, their features still wrapt in the same calm and dream-like repose which had been observed in their demeanour as they had glided along.


  ‘Neither James nor Emily questioned the original motives of the unfortunate man and woman in putting to sea. They were both above suspicion as to intention. Whatever their mutual feelings might have led them on to, underhand behaviour at starting was foreign to the nature of either. Conjecture pictured that they might have fallen into tender reverie while gazing each into a pair of eyes that had formerly flashed for him and her alone, and, unwilling to avow what their mutual sentiments were, they had done no more than continue thus, oblivious of time and space, till darkness suddenly overtook them far from land. But nothing was truly known. It had been their destiny to die thus. The two halves, intended by Nature to make the perfect whole, had failed in that result during their lives, though “in their death they were not divided.” Their bodies were brought home, and buried on one day. I remember that, on looking round the churchyard while reading the service, I observed nearly all the parish at their funeral.’


  ‘It was so, sir,’ said the clerk.


  ‘The remaining two,’ continued the curate (whose voice had grown husky while relating the lovers’ sad fate), ‘were a more thoughtful and far-seeing, though less romantic, couple than the first. They were now mutually bereft of a companion, and found themselves by this accident in a position to fulfil their destiny according to Nature’s plan and their own original and calmly-formed intention. James Hardcome took Emily to wife in the course of a year and a half; and the marriage proved in every respect a happy one. I solemnized the service, Hardcome having told me, when he came to give notice of the proposed wedding, the story of his first wife’s loss almost word for word as I have told it to you.’


  ‘And are they living in Longpuddle still?’ asked the new-comer.


  ‘O no, sir,’ interposed the clerk. ‘James has been dead these dozen years, and his mis’ess about six or seven. They had no children. William Privett used to be their odd man till he died.’


  ‘Ah—William Privett! He dead too?—dear me!’ said the other. ‘All passed away!’


  ‘Yes, sir. William was much older than I. He’d ha’ been over eighty if he had lived till now.’


  ‘There was something very strange about William’s death—very strange indeed!’ sighed a melancholy man in the back of the van. It was the seedsman’s father, who had hitherto kept silence.


  ‘And what might that have been?’ asked Mr. Lackland.


  The Superstitious Man’s Story


  ‘William, as you may know, was a curious, silent man; you could feel when he came near ’ee; and if he was in the house or anywhere behind your back without your seeing him, there seemed to be something clammy in the air, as if a cellar door was opened close by your elbow. Well, one Sunday, at a time that William was in very good health to all appearance, the bell that was ringing for church went very heavy all of a sudden; the sexton, who told me o’t, said he’d not known the bell go so heavy in his hand for years—and he feared it meant a death in the parish. That was on the Sunday, as I say. During the week after, it chanced that William’s wife was staying up late one night to finish her ironing, she doing the washing for Mr. and Mrs. Hardcome. Her husband had finished his supper and gone to bed as usual some hour or two before. While she ironed she heard him coming down stairs; he stopped to put on his boots at the stair-foot, where he always left them, and then came on into the living-room where she was ironing, passing through it towards the door, this being the only way from the staircase to the oustide [outside] of the house. No word was said on either side, William not being a man given to much speaking, and his wife being occupied with her work. He went out and closed the door behind him. As her husband had now and then gone out in this way at night before when unwell, or unable to sleep for want of a pipe, she took no particular notice, and continued at her ironing. This she finished shortly after, and as he had not come in she waited awhile for him, putting away the irons and things, and preparing the table for his breakfast in the morning. Still he did not return, and supposing him not far off, and wanting to get to bed herself, tired as she was, she left the door unbarred and went to the stairs, after writing on the back of the door with chalk: Mind and do the door (because he was a forgetful man).


  ‘To her great surprise, and I might say alarm, on reaching the foot of the stairs his boots were standing there as they always stood when he had gone to rest; going up to their chamber she found him in bed sleeping as sound as a rock. How he could have got back again without her seeing or hearing him was beyond her comprehension. It could only have been by passing behind her very quietly while she was bumping with the iron. But this notion did not satisfy her: it was surely impossible that she should not have seen him come in through a room so small. She could not unravel the mystery, and felt very queer and uncomfortable about it. However, she would not disturb him to question him then, and went to bed herself.


  ‘He rose and left for his work very early the next morning, before she was awake, and she waited his return to breakfast with much anxiety for an explanation, for thinking over the matter by daylight made it seem only the more startling. When he came in to the meal he said, before she could put her question, “What’s the meaning of them words chalked on the door?”


  ‘She told him, and asked him about his going out the night before. William declared that he had never left the bedroom after entering it, having in fact undressed, lain down, and fallen asleep directly, never once waking till the clock struck five, and he rose up to go to his labour.


  ‘Betty Privett was as certain in her own mind that he did go out as she was of her own existence, and was little less certain that he did not return. She felt too disturbed to argue with him, and let the subject drop as though she must have been mistaken. When she was walking down Longpuddle street later in the day she met Jim Weedle’s daughter Nancy, and said, “Well, Nancy, you do look sleepy to-day!”


  ‘“Yes, Mrs. Privett,” says Nancy. “Now don’t tell anybody, but I don’t mind letting you know what the reason o’t is. Last night, being Old Midsummer Eve, some of us went to church porch, and didn’t get home till near one.”


  ‘“Did ye?” says Mrs. Privett. “Old Midsummer yesterday was it? Faith I didn’t think whe’r ’twas Midsummer or Michaelmas; I’d too much work to do.”


  ‘“Yes. And we were frightened enough, I can tell ’ee, by what we saw.”


  ‘“What did ye see?”


  ‘(You may not remember, sir, having gone off to foreign parts so young, that on Midsummer Night it is believed hereabout that the faint shapes of all the folk in the parish who are going to be at death’s door within the year can be seen entering the church. Those who get over their illness come out again after a while; those that are doomed to die do not return.)


  ‘“What did you see?” asked William’s wife.


  ‘“Well,” says Nancy, backwardly—“we needn’t tell what we saw, or who we saw.”


  ‘“You saw my husband,” says Betty Privett, in a quiet way.


  ‘“Well, since you put it so,” says Nancy, hanging fire, “we—thought we did see him; but it was darkish, and we was frightened, and of course it might not have been he.”


  ‘“Nancy, you needn’t mind letting it out, though ’tis kept back in kindness. And he didn’t come out of church again: I know it as well as you.”


  ‘Nancy did not answer yes or no to that, and no more was said. But three days after, William Privett was mowing with John Chiles in Mr. Hardcome’s meadow, and in the heat of the day they sat down to eat their bit o’ nunch under a tree, and empty their flagon. Afterwards both of ’em fell asleep as they sat. John Chiles was the first to wake, and as he looked towards his fellow-mower he saw one of those great white miller’s-souls as we call ’em—that is to say, a miller-moth—come from William’s open mouth while he slept, and fly straight away. John thought it odd enough, as William had worked in a mill for several years when he was a boy. He then looked at the sun, and found by the place o’t that they had slept a long while, and as William did not wake, John called to him and said it was high time to begin work again. He took no notice, and then John went up and shook him, and found he was dead.


  ‘Now on that very day old Philip Hookhorn was down at Longpuddle Spring dipping up a pitcher of water; and as he turned away, who should he see coming down to the spring on the other side but William, looking very pale and odd. This surprised Philip Hookhorn very much, for years before that time William’s little son—his only child—had been drowned in that spring while at play there, and this had so preyed upon William’s mind that he’d never been seen near the spring afterwards, and had been known to go half a mile out of his way to avoid the place. On inquiry, it was found that William in body could not have stood by the spring, being in the mead two miles off; and it also came out that the time at which he was seen at the spring was the very time when he died.’


  ‘A rather melancholy story,’ observed the emigrant, after a minute’s silence.


  ‘Yes, yes. Well, we must take ups and downs together,’ said the seedsman’s father.


  ‘You don’t know, Mr. Lackland, I suppose, what a rum start that was between Andrey Satchel and Jane Vallens and the pa’son and clerk o’ Scrimpton?’ said the master-thatcher, a man with a spark of subdued liveliness in his eye, who had hitherto kept his attention mainly upon small objects a long way ahead, as he sat in front of the van with his feet outside. ‘Theirs was a queerer experience of a pa’son and clerk than some folks get, and may cheer ’ee up a little after this dampness that’s been flung over yer soul.’


  The returned one replied that he knew nothing of the history, and should be happy to hear it, quite recollecting the personality of the man Satchel.


  ‘Ah no; this Andrey Satchel is the son of the Satchel that you knew; this one has not been married more than two or three years, and ’twas at the time o’ the wedding that the accident happened that I could tell ’ee of, or anybody else here, for that matter.’


  ‘No, no; you must tell it, neighbour, if anybody,’ said several; a request in which Mr. Lackland joined, adding that the Satchel family was one he had known well before leaving home.


  ‘I’ll just mention, as you be a stranger,’ whispered the carrier to Lackland, ‘that Christopher’s stories will bear pruning.’


  The emigrant nodded.


  ‘Well, I can soon tell it,’ said the master-thatcher, schooling himself to a tone of actuality. ‘Though as it has more to do with the pa’son and clerk than with Andrey himself, it ought to be told by a better churchman than I.’


  Andrey Satchel and the Parson and Clerk


  ‘It all arose, you must know, from Andrey being fond of a drop of drink at that time—though he’s a sober enough man now by all account, so much the better for him. Jane, his bride, you see, was somewhat older than Andrey; how much older I don’t pretend to say; she was not one of our parish, and the register alone may be able to tell that. But, at any rate, her being a little ahead of her young man in mortal years, coupled with other bodily circumstances owing to that young man——’


  (‘Ah, poor thing!’ sighed the women.)


  ‘——made her very anxious to get the thing done before he changed his mind; and ’twas with a joyful countenance (they say) that she, with Andrey and his brother and sister-in-law, marched off to church one November morning as soon as ’twas day a’most, to be made one with Andrey for the rest of her life. He had left our place long before it was light, and the folks that were up all waved their lanterns at him, and flung up their hats as he went.


  ‘The church of her parish was a mile and more from where she lived, and, as it was a wonderful fine day for the time of year, the plan was that as soon as they were married they would make out a holiday by driving straight off to Port Bredy, to see the ships and the sea and the sojers, instead of coming back to a meal at the house of the distant relation she lived wi’, and moping about there all the afternoon.


  ‘Well, some folks noticed that Andrey walked with rather wambling steps to church that morning; the truth o’t was that his nearest neighbour’s child had been christened the day before, and Andrey, having stood godfather, had stayed all night keeping up the christening, for he had said to himself, “Not if I live to be a thousand shall I again be made a godfather one day, and a husband the next, and perhaps a father the next, and therefore I’ll make the most of the blessing.” So that when he started from home in the morning he had not been in bed at all. The result was, as I say, that when he and his bride-to-be walked up the church to get married, the pa’son (who was a very strict man inside the church, whatever he was outside) looked hard at Andrey, and said, very sharp:


  ‘“How’s this, my man? You are in liquor. And so early, too. I’m ashamed of you!”


  ‘“Well, that’s true, sir,” says Andrey. “But I can walk straight enough for practical purposes. I can walk a chalk line,” he says (meaning no offence), “as well as some other folk: and—” (getting hotter)—“I reckon that if you, Pa’son Billy Toogood, had kept up a christening all night so thoroughly as I have done, you wouldn’t be able to stand at all; d—— me if you would!”


  ‘This answer made Pa’son Billy—as they used to call him—rather spitish, not to say hot, for he was a warm-tempered man if provoked, and he said, very decidedly: “Well, I cannot marry you in this state; and I will not! Go home and get sober!’[”] And he slapped the book together like a rat-trap.


  ‘Then the bride burst out crying as if her heart would break, for very fear that she would lose Andrey after all her hard work to get him, and begged and implored the pa’son to go on with the ceremony. But no.


  ‘“I won’t be a party to your solemnizing matrimony with a tipsy man,” says Mr. Toogood. “It is not right and decent. I am sorry for you, my young woman, seeing the condition you are in, but you’d better go home again. I wonder how you could think of bringing him here drunk like this!”


  ‘“But if—if he don’t come drunk he won’t come at all, sir!” she says, through her sobs.


  ‘“I can’t help that,” says the pa’son; and plead as she might, it did not move him. Then she tried him another way.


  ‘“Well, then, if you’ll go home, sir, and leave us here, and come back to the church in an hour or two, I’ll undertake to say that he shall be as sober as a judge,” she cries. “We’ll bide here, with your permission; for if he once goes out of this here church unmarried, all Van Amburgh’s horses won’t drag him back again!”


  ‘“Very well,” says the parson. “I’ll give you two hours, and then I’ll return.”


  ‘“And please, sir, lock the door, so that we can’t escape!” says she.


  ‘“Yes,” says the parson.


  ‘“And let nobody know that we are here.”


  ‘The pa’son then took off his clane white surplice, and went away; and the others consulted upon the best means for keeping the matter a secret, which it was not a very hard thing to do, the place being so lonely, and the hour so early. The witnesses, Andrey’s brother and brother’s wife, neither one o’ which cared about Andrey’s marrying Jane, and had come rather against their will, said they couldn’t wait two hours in that hole of a place, wishing to get home to Longpuddle before dinner-time. They were altogether so crusty that the clerk said there was no difficulty in their doing as they wished. They could go home as if their brother’s wedding had actually taken place and the married couple had gone onward for their day’s pleasure jaunt to Port Bredy as intended. He, the clerk, and any casual passer-by would act as witnesses when the pa’son came back.


  ‘This was agreed to, and away Andrey’s relations went, nothing loath, and the clerk shut the church door and prepared to lock in the couple. The bride went up and whispered to him, with her eyes a-streaming still.


  ‘“My dear good clerk,” she says, “if we bide here in the church, folk may see us through the windows, and find out what has happened; and ’twould cause such a talk and scandal that I never should get over it: and perhaps, too, dear Andrey might try to get out and leave me! Will ye lock us up in the tower, my dear good clerk?” she says. “I’ll tole him in there if you will.”


  ‘The clerk had no objection to do this to oblige the poor young woman, and they toled Andrey into the tower, and the clerk locked ’em both up straightway, and then went home, to return at the end of the two hours.


  ‘Pa’son Toogood had not been long in his house after leaving the church when he saw a gentleman in pink and top-boots ride past his windows, and with a sudden flash of heat he called to mind that the hounds met that day just on the edge of his parish. The pa’son was one who dearly loved sport, and much he longed to be there.


  ‘In short, except o’ Sundays and at tide-times in the week, Pa’son Billy was the life o’ the Hunt. ’Tis true that he was poor, and that he rode all of a heap, and that his black mare was rat-tailed and old, and his tops older, and all over of one colour, whitey-brown, and full o’ cracks. But he’d been in at the death of three thousand foxes. And—being a bachelor man—every time he went to bed in summer he used to open the bed at bottom and crawl up head foremost, to mind en of the coming winter and the good sport he’d have, and the foxes going to earth. And whenever there was a christening at the Squire’s, and he had dinner there afterwards, as he always did, he never failed to christen the chiel over again in a bottle of port wine.


  ‘Now the clerk was the parson’s groom and gardener and general manager, and had just got back to his work in the garden when he, too, saw the hunting man pass, and presently saw lots more of ’em, noblemen and gentry, and then he saw the hounds, the huntsman, Jim Treadhedge, the whipper-in, and I don’t know who besides. The clerk loved going to cover as frantical as the pa’son, so much so that whenever he saw or heard the pack he could no more rule his feelings than if they were the winds of heaven. He might be bedding, or he might be sowing—all was forgot. So he throws down his spade and rushes in to the pa’son, who was by this time as frantical to go as he.


  ‘“That there mare of yours, sir, do want exercise bad, very bad, this morning!” the clerk says, all of a tremble. “Don’t ye think I’d better trot her round the downs for an hour, sir?”


  ‘“To be sure, she does want exercise badly. I’ll trot her round myself,” says the parson.


  ‘“Oh—you’ll trot her yerself? Well, there’s the cob, sir. Really that cob is getting oncontrollable through biding in a stable so long! If you wouldn’t mind my putting on the saddle—”


  ‘“Very well. Take him out, certainly,” says the pa’son, never caring what the clerk did so long as he himself could get off immediately. So, scrambling into his riding-boots and breeches as quick as he could, he rode off towards the meet, intending to be back in an hour. No sooner was he gone than the clerk mounted the cob, and was off after him. When the pa’son got to the meet he found a lot of friends, and was as jolly as he could be: the hounds found a’most as soon as they threw off, and there was great excitement. So, forgetting that he had meant to go back at once, away rides the pa’son with the rest o’ the hunt, all across the fallow ground that lies between Lippet Wood and Green’s Copse; and as he galloped he looked behind for a moment, and there was the clerk close to his heels.


  ‘“Ha, ha, clerk—you here?” he says.


  ‘“Yes, sir, here be I,” says t’other.


  ‘“Fine exercise for the horses!”


  ‘“Ay, sir—hee, hee!” says the clerk.


  ‘So they went on and on, into Green’s Copse, then across to Higher Jirton; then on across this very turnpike-road to Waterston Ridge, then away towards Yalbury Wood: up hill and down dale, like the very wind, the clerk close to the pa’son, and the pa’son not far from the hounds. Never was there a finer run knowed with that pack than they had that day; and neither pa’son nor clerk thought one word about the unmarried couple locked up in the church tower waiting to get j’ined.


  ‘“These hosses of yours, sir, will be much improved by this!” says the clerk as he rode along, just a neck behind the pa’son. “’Twas a happy thought of your reverent mind to bring ’em out to-day. Why, it may be frosty and slippery in a day or two, and then the poor things mid not be able to leave the stable for weeks.”


  ‘“They may not, they may not, it is true. A merciful man is merciful to his beast,” says the pa’son.


  ‘“Hee, hee!” says the clerk, glancing sly into the pa’son’s eye.


  ‘“Ha, ha!” says the pa’son, a-glancing back into the clerk’s. “Halloo!” he shouts, as he sees the fox break cover at that moment.


  ‘“Halloo!” cries the clerk. “There he goes! Why, dammy, there’s two foxes—”


  ‘“Hush, clerk, hush! Don’t let me hear that word again! Remember our calling.”


  ‘“True, sir, true. But really, good sport do carry away a man so, that he’s apt to forget his high persuasion!” And the next minute the corner of the clerk’s eye shot again into the corner of the pa’son’s, and the pa’son’s back again to the clerk’s. “Hee, hee!” said the clerk.


  ‘“Ha, ha!” said Pa’son Toogood.


  ‘“Ah, sir,” says the clerk again, “this is better than crying Amen to your Ever-and-ever on a winter’s morning!”


  ‘“Yes, indeed, clerk! To everything there’s a season,” says Pa’son Toogood, quite pat, for he was a learned Christian man when he liked, and had chapter and ve’se at his tongue’s end, as a pa’son should.


  ‘At last, late in the day, the hunting came to an end by the fox running into a’ old woman’s cottage, under her table, and up the clock-case. The pa’son and clerk were among the first in at the death, their faces a-staring in at the old woman’s winder, and the clock striking as he’d never been heard to strik’ before. Then came the question of finding their way home.


  ‘Neither the pa’son nor the clerk knowed how they were going to do this, for their beasts were wellnigh tired down to the ground. But they started back-along as well as they could, though they were so done up that they could only drag along at a’ amble, and not much of that at a time.


  ‘“We shall never, never get there!” groaned Mr. Toogood, quite bowed down.


  ‘“Never!” groans the clerk. “’Tis a judgment upon us for our iniquities!”


  ‘“I fear it is,” murmurs the pa’son.


  ‘Well, ’twas quite dark afore they entered the pa’sonage gate, having crept into the parish as quiet as if they’d stole a hammer, little wishing their congregation to know what they’d been up to all day long. And as they were so dog-tired, and so anxious about the horses, never once did they think of the unmarried couple. As soon as ever the horses had been stabled and fed, and the pa’son and clerk had had a bit and a sup theirselves, they went to bed.


  ‘Next morning when Pa’son Toogood was at breakfast, thinking of the glorious sport he’d had the day before, the clerk came in a hurry to the door and asked to see him.


  ‘“It has just come into my mind, sir, that we’ve forgot all about the couple that we was to have married yesterday!”


  ‘The half-chawed victuals dropped from the pa’son’s mouth as if he’d been shot. “Bless my soul,” says he, “so we have! How very awkward!”


  ‘“It is, sir; very. Perhaps we’ve ruined the ’ooman!”


  ‘“Ah—to be sure—I remember! She ought to have been married before.”


  ‘“If anything has happened to her up in that there tower, and no doctor or nuss—”


  (‘Ah—poor thing!’ sighed the women.)


  ‘“——’twill be a quarter-sessions matter for us, not to speak of the disgrace to the Church!”


  ‘“Good God, clerk, don’t drive me wild!” says the pa’son. “Why the hell didn’t I marry ’em, drunk or sober!” (Pa’sons used to cuss in them days like plain honest men.) “Have you been to the church to see what happened to them, or inquired in the village?”


  ‘“Not I, sir! It only came into my head a moment ago, and I always like to be second to you in church matters. You could have knocked me down with a sparrow’s feather when I thought o’t, sir; I assure ’ee you could!”


  ‘Well, the pa’son jumped up from his breakfast, and together they went off to the church.


  ‘“It is not at all likely that they are there now,” says Mr. Toogood, as they went; “and indeed I hope they are not. They be pretty sure to have escaped and gone home.”


  ‘However, they opened the church-hatch, entered the churchyard, and looking up at the tower there they seed a little small white face at the belfry-winder, and a little small hand waving. ’Twas the bride.


  ‘“God my life, clerk,” says Mr. Toogood, “I don’t know how to face ’em!” And he sank down upon a tombstone. “How I wish I hadn’t been so cussed particular!”


  ‘“Yes—’twas a pity we didn’t finish it when we’d begun,” the clerk said. “Still, since the feelings of your holy priestcraft wouldn’t let ye, the couple must put up with it.”


  ‘“True, clerk, true! Does she look as if anything premature had took place?”


  ‘“I can’t see her no lower down than her arm-pits, sir.”


  ‘“Well—how do her face look?”


  ‘“It do look mighty white!”


  ‘“Well, we must know the worst! Dear me, how the small of my back do ache from that ride yesterday! … But to more godly business!”


  ‘They went on into the church, and unlocked the tower stairs, and immediately poor Jane and Andrey busted out like starved mice from a cupboard, Andrey limp and sober enough now, and his bride pale and cold, but otherwise as usual.


  ‘“What,” says the pa’son, with a great breath of relief, “you haven’t been here ever since?”


  ‘“Yes, we have, sir!” says the bride, sinking down upon a seat in her weakness. “Not a morsel, wet or dry, have we had since! It was impossible to get out without help, and here we’ve stayed!”


  ‘“But why didn’t you shout, good souls?” said the pa’son.


  ‘“She wouldn’t let me,” says Andrey.


  ‘“Because we were so ashamed at what had led to it,” sobs Jane. “We felt that if it were noised abroad it would cling to us all our lives! Once or twice Andrey had a good mind to toll the bell, but then he said: “No; I’ll starve first. I won’t bring disgrace on my name and yours, my dear.” And so we waited and waited, and walked round and round; but never did you come till now!”


  ‘“To my regret!” says the parson. “Now, then, we will soon get it over.”


  ‘“I—I should like some victuals,” said Andrey; “’twould gie me courage to do it, if it is only a crust o’ bread and a’ onion; for I am that leery that I can feel my stomach rubbing against my backbone.”


  ‘“I think we had better get it done,” said the bride, a bit anxious in manner; “since we are all here convenient, too!”


  ‘Andrey gave way about the victuals, and the clerk called in a second witness who wouldn’t be likely to gossip about it, and soon the knot was tied, and the bride looked smiling and calm forthwith, and Andrey limper than ever.


  ‘“Now,” said Pa’son Toogood, “you two must come to my house, and have a good lining put to your insides before you go a step further.”


  ‘They were very glad of the offer, and went out of the churchyard by one path while the pa’son and clerk went out by the other, and so did not attract notice, it being still early. They entered the rectory as if they’d just come back from their trip to Port Bredy; and then they knocked in the victuals and drink till they could hold no more.


  ‘It was a long while before the story of what they had gone through was known, but it was talked of in time, and they themselves laugh over it now; though what Jane got for her pains was no great bargain after all. ’Tis true she saved her name.’


  ‘Was that the same Andrey who went to the squire’s house as one of the Christmas fiddlers?’ asked the seedsman.


  ‘No, no,’ replied Mr. Profitt, the schoolmaster. ‘It was his father did that. Ay, it was all owing to his being such a man for eating and drinking.’ Finding that he had the ear of the audience, the schoolmaster continued without delay:—


  Old Andrey’s Experience as a Musician


  ‘I was one of the quire-boys at that time, and we and the players were to appear at the manor-house as usual that Christmas week, to play and sing in the hall to the squire’s people and visitors (among ’em being the archdeacon, Lord and Lady Baxby, and I don’t know who); afterwards going, as we always did, to have a good supper in the servants’ hall. Andrew knew this was the custom, and meeting us when we were starting to go, he said to us: “Lord, how I should like to join in that meal of beef, and turkey, and plum-pudding, and ale, that you happy ones be going to just now! One more or less will make no difference to the squire. I am too old to pass as a singing boy, and too bearded to pass as a singing girl; can ye lend me a fiddle, neighbours, that I may come with ye as a bandsman?”


  ‘Well, we didn’t like to be hard upon him, and lent him an old one, though Andrew knew no more of music than the Giant o’ Cernel; and armed with the instrument he walked up to the squire’s house with the others of us at the time appointed, and went in boldly, his fiddle under his arm. He made himself as natural as he could in opening the music-books and moving the candles to the best points for throwing light upon the notes; and all went well till we had played and sung “While shepherds watch,” and “Star, arise,” and “Hark the glad sound.” Then the squire’s mother, a tall gruff old lady, who was much interested in church-music, said quite unexpectedly to Andrew: “My man, I see you don’t play your instrument with the rest. How is that?”


  ‘Every one of the quire was ready to sink into the earth with concern at the fix Andrew was in. We could see that he had fallen into a cold sweat, and how he would get out of it we did not know.


  ‘“I’ve had a misfortune, mem,” he says, bowing as meek as a child. “Coming along the road I fell down and broke my bow.”


  ‘“O, I am sorry to hear that,” says she. “Can’t it be mended?”


  ‘“O no, mem,” says Andrew. “’Twas broke all to splinters.”


  ‘“I’ll see what I can do for you,” says she.


  ‘And then it seemed all over, and we played “Rejoice, ye drowsy mortals all,” in D and two sharps. But no sooner had we got through it than she says to Andrew,


  ‘“I’ve sent up into the attic, where we have some old musical instruments, and found a bow for you.” And she hands the bow to poor wretched Andrew, who didn’t even know which end to take hold of. “Now we shall have the full accompaniment,” says she.


  ‘Andrew’s face looked as if it were made of rotten apple as he stood in the circle of players in front of his book; for if there was one person in the parish that everybody was afraid of, ’twas this hook-nosed old lady. However, by keeping a little behind the next man he managed to make pretence of beginning, sawing away with his bow without letting it touch the strings, so that it looked as if he were driving into the tune with heart and soul. ’Tis a question if he wouldn’t have got through all right if one of the squire’s visitors (no other than the archdeacon) hadn’t noticed that he held the fiddle upside down, the nut under his chin, and the tail-piece in his hand; and they began to crowd round him, thinking ’twas some new way of performing.


  ‘This revealed everything; the squire’s mother had Andrew turned out of the house as a vile impostor, and there was great interruption to the harmony of the proceedings, the squire declaring he should have notice to leave his cottage that day fortnight. However, when we got to the servants’ hall there sat Andrew, who had been let in at the back door by the orders of the squire’s wife, after being turned out at the front by the orders of the squire, and nothing more was heard about his leaving his cottage. But Andrew never performed in public as a musician after that night; and now he’s dead and gone, poor man, as we all shall be!’


  ‘I had quite forgotten the old choir, with their fiddles and bass-viols,’ said the home-comer, musingly. ‘Are they still going on the same as of old?’


  ‘Bless the man!’ said Christopher Twink, the master-thatcher; ‘why, they’ve been done away with these twenty year. A young teetotaler plays the organ in church now, and plays it very well; though ’tis not quite such good music as in old times, because the organ is one of them that go with a winch, and the young teetotaler says he can’t always throw the proper feeling into the tune without wellnigh working his arms off.’


  ‘Why did they make the change, then?’


  ‘Well, partly because of fashion, partly because the old musicians got into a sort of scrape. A terrible scrape ’twas too—wasn’t it, John? I shall never forget it—never! They lost their character as officers of the church as complete as if they’d never had any character at all.’


  ‘That was very bad for them.’


  ‘Yes.’ The master-thatcher attentively regarded past times as if they lay about a mile off, and went [went on:—]


  Absent-Mindedness in a Parish Choir


  ‘It happened on Sunday after Christmas—the last Sunday ever they played in Longpuddle church gallery, as it turned out, though they didn’t know it then. As you may know, sir, the players formed a very good band—almost as good as the Mellstock parish players that were led by the Dewys; and that’s saying a great deal. There was Nicholas Puddingcome, the leader, with the first fiddle; there was Timothy Thomas, the bass-viol man; John Biles, the tenor fiddler; Dan’l Hornhead, with the serpent; Robert Dowdle, with the clarionet; and Mr. Nicks, with the oboe—all sound and powerful musicians, and strong-winded men—they that blowed. For that reason they were very much in demand Christmas week for little reels and dancing parties; for they could turn a jig or a hornpipe out of hand as well as ever they could turn out a psalm, and perhaps better, not to speak irreverent. In short, one half-hour they could be playing a Christmas carol in the squire’s hall to the ladies and gentlemen, and drinking tay and coffee with ’em as modest as saints; and the next, at The Tinker’s Arms, blazing away like wild horses with the “Dashing White Sergeant” to nine couple of dancers and more, and swallowing rum-and-cider hot as flame.


  ‘Well, this Christmas they’d been out to one rattling randy after another every night, and had got next to no sleep at all. Then came the Sunday after Christmas, their fatal day. ’Twas so mortal cold that year that they could hardly sit in the gallery; for though the congregation down in the body of the church had a stove to keep off the frost, the players in the gallery had nothing at all. So Nicholas said at morning service, when ’twas freezing an inch an hour, “Please the Lord I won’t stand this numbing weather no longer: this afternoon we’ll have something in our insides to make us warm, if it cost a king’s ransom.”


  ‘So he brought a gallon of hot brandy and beer, ready mixed, to church with him in the afternoon, and by keeping the jar well wrapped up in Timothy Thomas’s bass-viol bag it kept drinkably warm till they wanted it, which was just a thimbleful in the Absolution, and another after the Creed, and the remainder at the beginning o’ the sermon. When they’d had the last pull they felt quite comfortable and warm, and as the sermon went on—most unfortunately for ’em it was a long one that afternoon—they fell asleep, every man jack of ’em; and there they slept on as sound as rocks.


  ‘’Twas a very dark afternoon, and by the end of the sermon all you could see of the inside of the church were the pa’son’s two candles alongside of him in the pulpit, and his spaking face behind ’em. The sermon being ended at last, the pa’son gie’d out the Evening Hymn. But no quire set about sounding up the tune, and the people began to turn their heads to learn the reason why, and then Levi Limpet, a boy who sat in the gallery, nudged Timothy and Nicholas, and said, “Begin! begin!”


  ‘“Hey? what?” says Nicholas, starting up; and the church being so dark and his head so muddled he thought he was at the party they had played at all the night before, and away he went, bow and fiddle, at “The Devil among the Tailors,” the favourite jig of our neighbourhood at that time. The rest of the band, being in the same state of mind and nothing doubting, followed their leader with all their strength, according to custom. They poured out that there tune till the lower bass notes of “The Devil among the Tailors” made the cobwebs in the roof shiver like ghosts; then Nicholas, seeing nobody moved, shouted out as he scraped (in his usual commanding way at dances when the folk didn’t know the figures), “Top couples cross hands! And when I make the fiddle squeak at the end, every man kiss his pardner under the mistletoe!”


  ‘The boy Levi was so frightened that he bolted down the gallery stairs and out homeward like lightning. The pa’son’s hair fairly stood on end when he heard the evil tune raging through the church, and thinking the quire had gone crazy he held up his hand and said: ‘Stop, [“Stop,] stop, stop! Stop, stop! What’s this?” But they didn’t hear’n for the noise of their own playing, and the more he called the louder they played.


  ‘Then the folks came out of their pews, wondering down to the ground, and saying: “What do they mean by such wickedness! We shall be consumed like Sodom and Gomorrah!”


  ‘And the squire, too, came out of his pew lined wi’ green baize, where lots of lords and ladies visiting at the house were worshipping along with him, and went and stood in front of the gallery, and shook his fist in the musicians’ faces, saying, “What! In this reverent edifice! What!”


  ‘And at last they heard’n through their playing, and stopped.


  ‘“Never such an insulting, disgraceful thing—never!” says the squire, who couldn’t rule his passion.


  ‘“Never!” says the pa’son, who had come down and stood beside him.


  ‘“Not if the Angels of Heaven,’[”] says the squire (he was a wickedish man, the squire was, though now for once he happened to be on the Lord’s side)—“not if the Angels of Heaven come down,” he says, “shall one of you villainous players ever sound a note in this church again; for the insult to me, and my family, and my visitors, and the parson, and God Almighty, that you’ve a-perpetrated this afternoon!”


  ‘Then the unfortunate church band came to their senses, and remembered where they were; and ’twas a sight to see Nicholas Puddingcome and Timothy Thomas and John Biles creep down the gallery stairs with their fiddles under their arms, and poor Dan’l Hornhead with his serpent, and Robert Dowdle with his clarionet, all looking as little as ninepins; and out they went. The pa’son might have forgi’ed ’em when he learned the truth o’t, but the squire would not. That very week he sent for a barrel-organ that would play two-and-twenty new psalm-tunes, so exact and particular that, however sinful inclined you was, you could play nothing but psalm-tunes whatsomever. He had a really respectable man to turn the winch, as I said, and the old players played no more.’


  ‘And, of course, my old acquaintance, the annuitant, Mrs. Winter, who always seemed to have something on her mind, is dead and gone?’ said the home-comer, after a long silence.


  Nobody in the van seemed to recollect the name.


  ‘O yes, she must be dead long since: she was seventy when I as a child knew her,’ he added.


  ‘I can recollect Mrs. Winter very well, if nobody else can,’ said the aged groceress. ‘Yes, she’s been dead these five-and-twenty year at least. You knew what it was upon her mind, sir, that gave her that hollow-eyed look, I suppose?’


  ‘It had something to do with a son of hers, I think I once was told. But I was too young to know particulars.’


  The groceress sighed as she conjured up a vision of days long past. ‘Yes,’ she murmured, ‘it had all to do with a son.’ Finding that the van was still in a listening mood, she spoke on:—


  The Winters and the Palmleys


  ‘To go back to the beginning—if one must—there were two women in the parish when I was a child, who were to a certain extent rivals in good looks. Never mind particulars, but in consequence of this they were at daggers-drawn, and they did not love each other any better when one of them tempted the other’s lover away from her and married him. He was a young man of the name of Winter, and in due time they had a son.


  ‘The other woman did not marry for many years: but when she was about thirty a quiet man named Palmley asked her to be his wife, and she accepted him. You don’t mind when the Palmleys were Longpuddle folk, but I do well. She had a son also, who was, of course, nine or ten years younger than the son of the first. The child proved to be of rather weak intellect, though his mother loved him as the apple of her eye.


  ‘This woman’s husband died when the child was eight years old, and left his widow and boy in poverty. Her former rival, also a widow now, but fairly well provided for, offered for pity’s sake to take the child as errand-boy, small as he was, her own son, Jack, being hard upon seventeen. Her poor neighbour could do no better than let the child go there. And to the richer woman’s house little Palmley straightway went.


  ‘Well, in some way or other—how, it was never exactly known—the thriving woman, Mrs. Winter, sent the little boy with a message to the next village one December day, much against his will. It was getting dark, and the child prayed to be allowed not to go, because he would be afraid coming home. But the mistress insisted, more out of thoughtlessness than cruelty, and the child went. On his way back he had to pass through Yalbury Wood, and something came out from behind a tree and frightened him into fits. The child was quite ruined by it; he became quite a drivelling idiot, and soon afterward died.


  ‘Then the other woman had nothing left to live for, and vowed vengeance against that rival who had first won away her lover, and now had been the cause of her bereavement. This last affliction was certainly not intended by her thriving acquaintance, though it must be owned that when it was done she seemed but little concerned. Whatever vengeance poor Mrs. Palmley felt, she had no opportunity of carrying it out, and time might have softened her feelings into forgetfulness of her supposed wrongs as she dragged on her lonely life. So matters stood when, a year after the death of the child, Mrs. Palmley’s niece, who had been born and bred in the city of Exonbury, came to live with her.


  ‘This young woman—Miss Harriet Palmley—was a proud and handsome girl, very well brought up, and more stylish and genteel than the people of our village, as was natural, considering where she came from. She regarded herself as much above Mrs. Winter and her son in position as Mrs. Winter and her son considered themselves above poor Mrs. Palmley. But love is an unceremonious thing, and what in the world should happen but that young Jack Winter must fall wofully and wildly in love with Harriet Palmley almost as soon as he saw her.


  ‘She, being better educated than he, and caring nothing for the village notion of his mother’s superiority to her aunt, did not give him much encouragement. But Longpuddle being no very large world, the two could not help seeing a good deal of each other while she was staying there, and, disdainful young woman as she was, she did seem to take a little pleasure in his attentions and advances.


  ‘One day when they were picking apples together, he asked her to marry him. She had not expected anything so practical as that at so early a time, and was led by her surprise into a half-promise; at any rate she did not absolutely refuse him, and accepted some little presents that he made her.


  ‘But he saw that her view of him was rather as a simple village lad than as a young man to look up to, and he felt that he must do something bold to secure her. So he said one day, “I am going away, to try to get into a better position than I can get here.” In two or three weeks he wished her good-bye, and went away to Monksbury, to superintend a farm, with a view to start as a farmer himself; and from there he wrote regularly to her, as if their marriage were an understood thing.


  ‘Now Harriet liked the young man’s presents and the admiration of his eyes; but on paper he was less attractive to her. Her mother had been a school-mistress, and Harriet had besides a natural aptitude for pen-and-ink work, in days when to be a ready writer was not such a common thing as it is now, and when actual handwriting was valued as an accomplishment in itself. Jack Winter’s performances in the shape of love-letters quite jarred her city nerves and her finer taste, and when she answered one of them, in the lovely running hand that she took such pride in, she very strictly and loftily bade him to practise with a pen and spelling-book if he wished to please her. Whether he listened to her request or not nobody knows, but his letters did not improve. He ventured to tell her in his clumsy way that if her heart were more warm towards him she would not be so nice about his handwriting and spelling; which indeed was true enough.


  ‘Well, in Jack’s absence the weak flame that had been set alight in Harriet’s heart soon sank low, and at last went out altogether. He wrote and wrote, and begged and prayed her to give a reason for her coldness; and then she told him plainly that she was town born, and he was not sufficiently well educated to please her.


  ‘Jack Winter’s want of pen-and-ink training did not make him less thin-skinned than others; in fact, he was terribly tender and touchy about anything. This reason that she gave for finally throwing him over grieved him, shamed him, and mortified him more than can be told in these times, the pride of that day in being able to write with beautiful flourishes, and the sorrow at not being able to do so, raging so high. Jack replied to her with an angry note, and then she hit back with smart little stings, telling him how many words he had misspelt in his last letter, and declaring again that this alone was sufficient justification for any woman to put an end to an understanding with him. Her husband must be a better scholar.


  ‘He bore her rejection of him in silence, but his suffering was sharp—all the sharper in being untold. She communicated with Jack no more; and as his reason for going out into the world had been only to provide a home worthy of her, he had no further object in planning such a home now that she was lost to him. He therefore gave up the farming occupation by which he had hoped to make himself a master-farmer, and left the spot to return to his mother.


  ‘As soon as he got back to Longpuddle he found that Harriet had already looked wi’ favour upon another lover. He was a young road-contractor, and Jack could not but admit that his rival was both in manners and scholarship much ahead of him. Indeed, a more sensible match for the beauty who had been dropped into the village by fate could hardly have been found than this man, who could offer her so much better a chance than Jack could have done, with his uncertain future and narrow abilities for grappling with the world. The fact was so clear to him that he could hardly blame her.


  ‘One day by accident Jack saw on a scrap of paper the handwriting of Harriet’s new beloved. It was flowing like a stream, well spelt, the work of a man accustomed to the ink-bottle and the dictionary, of a man already called in the parish a good scholar. And then it struck all of a sudden into Jack’s mind what a contrast the letters of this young man must make to his own miserable old letters, and how ridiculous they must make his lines appear. He groaned and wished he had never written to her, and wondered if she had ever kept his poor performances. Possibly she had kept them, for women are in the habit of doing that, he thought, and whilst they were in her hands there was always a chance of his honest, stupid love-assurances to her being joked over by Harriet with her present lover, or by anybody who should accidentally uncover them.


  ‘The nervous, moody young man could not bear the thought of it, and at length decided to ask her to return them, as was proper when engagements were broken off. He was some hours in framing, copying, and recopying the short note in which he made his request, and having finished it he sent it to her house. His messenger came back with the answer, by word of mouth, that Miss Palmley bade him say she should not part with what was hers, and wondered at his boldness in troubling her.


  ‘Jack was much affronted at this, and determined to go for his letters himself. He chose a time when he knew she was at home, and knocked and went in without much ceremony; for though Harriet was so high and mighty, Jack had small respect for her aunt, Mrs. Palmley, whose little child had been his boot-cleaner in earlier days. Harriet was in the room, this being the first time they had met since she had jilted him. He asked for his letters with a stern and bitter look at her.


  ‘At first she said he might have them for all that she cared, and took them out of the bureau where she kept them. Then she glanced over the outside one of the packet, and suddenly altering her mind, she told him shortly that his request was a silly one, and slipped the letters into her aunt’s work-box, which stood open on the table, locking it, and saying with a bantering laugh that of course she thought it best to keep ’em, since they might be useful to produce as evidence that she had good cause for declining to marry him.


  ‘He blazed up hot. “Give me those letters!” he said. “They are mine!”


  ‘“No, they are not,” she replied; “they are mine.”


  ‘“Whos’ever they are I want them back,” says he. “I don’t want to be made sport of for my penmanship: you’ve another young man now! He has your confidence, and you pour all your tales into his ear. You’ll be showing them to him!”


  ‘“Perhaps,” said my lady Harriet, with calm coolness, like the heartless woman that she was.


  ‘Her manner so maddened him that he made a step towards the work-box, but she snatched it up, locked it in the bureau, and turned upon him triumphant. For a moment he seemed to be going to wrench the key of the bureau out of her hand; but he stopped himself, and swung round upon his heel and went away.


  ‘When he was out-of-doors alone, and it got night, he walked about restless, and stinging with the sense of being beaten at all points by her. He could not help fancying her telling her new lover or her acquaintances of this scene with himself, and laughing with them over those poor blotted, crooked lines of his that he had been so anxious to obtain. As the evening passed on he worked himself into a dogged resolution to have them back at any price, come what might.


  ‘At the dead of night he came out of his mother’s house by the back door, and creeping through the garden hedge went along the field adjoining till he reached the back of her aunt’s dwelling. The moon struck bright and flat upon the walls, ’twas said, and every shiny leaf of the creepers was like a little looking-glass in the rays. From long acquaintance Jack knew the arrangement and position of everything in Mrs. Palmley’s house as well as in his own mother’s. The back window close to him was a casement with little leaded squares, as it is to this day, and was, as now, one of two lighting the sitting-room. The other, being in front, was closed up with shutters, but this back one had not even a blind, and the moonlight as it streamed in showed every article of the furniture to him outside. To the right of the room is the fireplace, as you may remember; to the left was the bureau at that time; inside the bureau was Harriet’s work-box, as he supposed (though it was really her aunt’s), and inside the work-box were his letters. Well, he took out his pocket-knife, and without noise lifted the leading of one of the panes, so that he could take out the glass, and putting his hand through the hole he unfastened the casement, and climbed in through the opening. All the household—that is to say, Mrs. Palmley, Harriet, and the little maidservant—were asleep. Jack went straight to the bureau, so he said, hoping it might have been unfastened again—it not being kept locked in ordinary—but Harriet had never unfastened it since she secured her letters there the day before. Jack told afterward how he thought of her asleep upstairs, caring nothing for him, and of the way she had made sport of him and of his letters; and having advanced so far, he was not to be hindered now. By forcing the large blade of his knife under the flap of the bureau, he burst the weak lock; within was the rosewood work-box just as she had placed it in her hurry to keep it from him. There being no time to spare for getting the letters out of it then, he took it under his arm, shut the bureau, and made the best of his way out of the house, latching the casement behind him, and refixing the pane of glass in its place.


  ‘Winter found his way back to his mother’s as he had come, and being dog-tired, crept upstairs to bed, hiding the box till he could destroy its contents. The next morning early he set about doing this, and carried it to the linhay at the back of his mother’s dwelling. Here by the hearth he opened the box, and began burning one by one the letters that had cost him so much labour to write and shame to think of, meaning to return the box to Harriet, after repairing the slight damage he had caused it by opening it without a key, with a note—the last she would ever receive from him—telling her triumphantly that in refusing to return what he had asked for she had calculated too surely upon his submission to her whims.


  ‘But on removing the last letter from the box he received a shock; for underneath it, at the very bottom, lay money—several golden guineas—“Doubtless Harriet’s pocket-money,” he said to himself; though it was not, but Mrs. Palmley’s. Before he had got over his qualms at this discovery he heard footsteps coming through the house-passage to where he was. In haste he pushed the box and what was in it under some brushwood which lay in the linhay; but Jack had been already seen. Two constables entered the out-house, and seized him as he knelt before the fireplace, securing the work-box and all it contained at the same moment. They had come to apprehend him on a charge of breaking into the dwelling-house of Mrs. Palmley on the night preceding; and almost before the lad knew what had happened to him they were leading him along the lane that connects that end of the village with this turnpike-road, and along they marched him between ’em all the way to Casterbridge jail.


  ‘Jack’s act amounted to night burglary—though he had never thought of it—and burglary was felony, and a capital offence in those days. His figure had been seen by some one against the bright wall as he came away from Mrs. Palmley’s back window, and the box and money were found in his possession, while the evidence of the broken bureau-lock and tinkered window-pane was more than enough for circumstantial detail. Whether his protestation that he went only for his letters, which he believed to be wrongfully kept from him, would have availed him anything if supported by other evidence I do not know; but the one person who could have borne it out was Harriet, and she acted entirely under the sway of her aunt. That aunt was deadly towards Jack Winter. Mrs. Palmley’s time had come. Here was her revenge upon the woman who had first won away her lover, and next ruined and deprived her of her heart’s treasure—her little son. When the assize week drew on, and Jack had to stand his trial, Harriet did not appear in the case at all, which was allowed to take its course, Mrs. Palmley testifying to the general facts of the burglary. Whether Harriet would have come forward if Jack had appealed to her is not known; possibly she would have done it for pity’s sake; but Jack was too proud to ask a single favour of a girl who had jilted him; and he let her alone. The trial was a short one, and the death sentence was passed.


  ‘The day o’ young Jack’s execution was a cold dusty Saturday in March. He was so boyish and slim that they were obliged in mercy to hang him in the heaviest fetters kept in the jail, lest his heft should not break his neck, and they weighed so upon him that he could hardly drag himself up to the drop. At that time the gover’ment was not strict about burying the body of an executed person within the precincts of the prison, and at the earnest prayer of his poor mother his body was allowed to be brought home. All the parish waited at their cottage doors in the evening for its arrival: I remember how, as a very little girl, I stood by my mother’s side. About eight o’clock, as we hearkened on our door-stones in the cold bright starlight, we could hear the faint crackle of a waggon from the direction of the turnpike-road. The noise was lost as the waggon dropped into a hollow, then it was plain again as it lumbered down the next long incline, and presently it entered Longpuddle. The coffin was laid in the belfry for the night, and the next day, Sunday, between the services, we buried him. A funeral sermon was preached the same afternoon, the text chosen being, “He was the only son of his mother, and she was a widow.” … Yes, they were cruel times!


  ‘As for Harriet, she and her lover were married in due time; but by all account her life was no jocund one. She and her good-man found that they could not live comfortably at Longpuddle, by reason of her connection with Jack’s misfortunes, and they settled in a distant town, and were no more heard of by us; Mrs. Palmley, too, found it advisable to join ’em shortly after. The dark-eyed, gaunt old Mrs. Winter, remembered by the emigrant gentleman here, was, as you will have foreseen, the Mrs. Winter of this story; and I can well call to mind how lonely she was, how afraid the children were of her, and how she kept herself as a stranger among us, though she lived so long.’


  ‘Longpuddle has had her sad experiences as well as her sunny ones,’ said Mr. Lackland.


  ‘Yes, yes. But I am thankful to say not many like that, though good and bad have lived among us.’


  ‘There was Georgy Crookhill—he was one of the shady sort, as I have reason to know,’ observed the registrar, with the manner of a man who would like to have his say also.


  ‘I used to hear what he was as a boy at school.’


  ‘Well, as he began so he went on. It never got so far as a hanging matter with him, to be sure; but he had some narrow escapes of penal servitude; and once it was a case of the biter bit.’


  Incident in the Life of Mr. George Crookhill


  ‘One day,’ the registrar continued, ‘Georgy was ambling out of Melchester on a miserable screw, the fair being just over, when he saw in front of him a fine-looking young farmer riding out of the town in the same direction. He was mounted on a good strong handsome animal, worth fifty guineas if worth a crown. When they were going up Bissett Hill, Georgy made it his business to overtake the young farmer. They passed the time o’ day to one another; Georgy spoke of the state of the roads, and jogged alongside the well-mounted stranger in very friendly conversation. The farmer had not been inclined to say much to Georgy at first, but by degrees he grew quite affable too—as friendly as Georgy was toward him. He told Crookhill that he had been doing business at Melchester fair, and was going on as far as Shottsford-Forum that night, so as to reach Casterbridge market the next day. When they came to Woodyates Inn they stopped to bait their horses, and agreed to drink together; with this they got more friendly than ever, and on they went again. Before they had nearly reached Shottsford it came on to rain, and as they were now passing through the village of Trantridge, and it was quite dark, Georgy persuaded the young farmer to go no further that night; the rain would most likely give them a chill. For his part he had heard that the little inn here was comfortable, and he meant to stay. At last the young farmer agreed to put up there also; and they dismounted, and entered, and had a good supper together, and talked over their affairs like men who had known and proved each other a long time. When it was the hour for retiring they went upstairs to a double-bedded room which Georgy Crookhill had asked the landlord to let them share, so sociable were they.


  ‘Before they fell asleep they talked across the room about one thing and another, running from this to that till the conversation turned upon disguises, and changing clothes for particular ends. The farmer told Georgy that he had often heard tales of people doing it; but Crookhill professed to be very ignorant of all such tricks; and soon the young farmer sank into slumber.


  ‘Early in the morning, while the tall young farmer was still asleep (I tell the story as ’twas told me), honest Georgy crept out of his bed by stealth, and dressed himself in the farmer’s clothes, in the pockets of the said clothes being the farmer’s money. Now though Georgy particularly wanted the farmer’s nice clothes and nice horse, owing to a little transaction at the fair which made it desirable that he should not be too easily recognized, his desires had their bounds: he did not wish to take his young friend’s money, at any rate more of it than was necessary for paying his bill. This he abstracted, and leaving the farmer’s purse containing the rest on the bedroom table, went downstairs. The inn folks had not particularly noticed the faces of their customers, and the one or two who were up at this hour had no thought but that Georgy was the farmer; so when he had paid the bill very liberally, and said he must be off, no objection was made to his getting the farmer’s horse saddled for himself; and he rode away upon it as if it were his own.


  ‘About half an hour after the young farmer awoke, and looking across the room saw that his friend Georgy had gone away in clothes which didn’t belong to him, and had kindly left for himself the seedy ones worn by Georgy. At this he sat up in a deep thought for some time, instead of hastening to give an alarm. “The money, the money is gone,” he said to himself, “and that’s bad. But so are the clothes.”


  ‘He then looked upon the table and saw that the money, or most of it, had been left behind.


  ‘“Ha, ha, ha!” he cried, and began to dance about the room. “Ha, ha, ha!” he said again, and made beautiful smiles to himself in the shaving glass and in the brass candlestick; and then swung about his arms for all the world as if he were going through the sword exercise.


  ‘When he had dressed himself in Georgy’s clothes and gone downstairs, he did not seem to mind at all that they took him for the other; and even when he saw that he had been left a bad horse for a good one, he was not inclined to cry out. They told him his friend had paid the bill, at which he seemed much pleased, and without waiting for breakfast he mounted Georgy’s horse and rode away likewise, choosing the nearest by-lane in preference to the high-road, without knowing that Georgy had chosen that by-lane also.


  ‘He had not trotted more than two miles in the personal character of Georgy Crookhill when, suddenly rounding a bend that the lane made thereabout, he came upon a man struggling in the hands of two village constables. It was his friend Georgy, the borrower of his clothes and horse. But so far was the young farmer from showing any alacrity in rushing forward to claim his property that he would have turned the poor beast he rode into the wood adjoining, if he had not been already perceived.


  ‘“Help, help, help!” cried the constables. “Assistance in the name of the Crown!”


  ‘The young farmer could do nothing but ride forward. “What’s the matter?” he inquired, as coolly as he could.


  ‘“A deserter—a deserter!” said they. “One who’s to be tried by court-martial and shot without parley. He deserted from the Dragoons at Cheltenham some days ago, and was tracked; but the search-party can’t find him anywhere, and we told ’em if we met him we’d hand him on to ’em forthwith. The day after he left the barracks the rascal met a respectable farmer and made him drunk at an inn, and told him what a fine soldier he would make, and coaxed him to change clothes, to see how well a military uniform would become him. This the simple farmer did; when our deserter said that for a joke he would leave the room and go to the landlady, to see if she would know him in that dress. He never came back, and Farmer Jollice found himself in soldier’s clothes, the money in his pockets gone, and, when he got to the stable, his horse gone too.”


  ‘“A scoundrel!” says the young man in Georgy’s clothes. “And is this the wretched caitiff?” (pointing to Georgy).


  ‘“No, no!” cries Georgy, as innocent as a babe of this matter of the soldier’s desertion. “He’s the man! He was wearing Farmer Jollice’s suit o’ clothes, and he slept in the same room wi’ me, and brought up the subject of changing clothes, which put it into my head to dress myself in his suit before he was awake. He’s got on mine!”


  ‘“D’ye hear the villain?” groans the tall young man to the constables. “Trying to get out of his crime by charging the first innocent man with it that he sees! No, master soldier—that won’t do!”


  ‘“No, no! That won’t do!” the constables chimed in. “To have the impudence to say such as that, when we caught him in the act almost! But, thank God, we’ve got the handcuffs on him at last.”


  ‘“We have, thank God,” said the tall young man. “Well, I must move on. Good luck to ye with your prisoner!” And off he went, as fast as his poor jade would carry him.


  ‘The constables then, with Georgy handcuffed between ’em, and leading the horse, marched off in the other direction, toward the village where they had been accosted by the escort of soldiers sent to bring the deserter back, Georgy groaning: “I shall be shot, I shall be shot!” They had not gone more than a mile before they met them.


  ‘“Hoi, there!” says the head constable.


  ‘“Hoi, yerself!” says the corporal in charge.


  ‘“We’ve got your man,” says the constable.


  ‘“Where?” says the corporal.


  ‘“Here, between us,” said the constable. “Only you don’t recognize him out o’ uniform.”


  ‘The corporal looked at Georgy hard enough; then shook his head and said he was not the absconder.


  ‘“But the absconder changed clothes with Farmer Jollice, and took his horse; and this man has ’em, d’ye see!”


  ‘“’Tis not our man,” said the soldiers. “He’s a tall young fellow with a mole on his right cheek, and a military bearing, which this man decidedly has not.”


  ‘“I told the two officers of justice that ’twas the other!” pleaded Georgy. “But they wouldn’t believe me.”


  ‘And so it became clear that the missing dragoon was the tall young farmer, and not Georgy Crookhill—a fact which Farmer Jollice himself corroborated when he arrived on the scene. As Georgy had only robbed the robber, his sentence was comparatively light. The deserter from the Dragoons was never traced: his double shift of clothing having been of the greatest advantage to him in getting off; though he left Georgy’s horse behind him a few miles ahead, having found the poor creature more hindrance than aid.’


  The man from abroad seemed to be less interested in the questionable characters of Longpuddle and their strange adventures than in the ordinary inhabitants and the ordinary events, though his local fellow-travellers preferred the former as subjects of discussion. He now for the first time asked concerning young persons of the opposite sex—or rather those who had been young when he left his native land. His informants, adhering to their own opinion that the remarkable was better worth telling than the ordinary, would not allow him to dwell upon the simple chronicles of those who had merely come and gone. They asked him if he remembered Netty Sargent.


  ‘Netty Sargent—I do, just remember her. She was a young woman living with her uncle when I left, if my childish recollection may be trusted.’


  ‘That was the maid. She was a oneyer, if you like, sir. Not any harm in her, you know, but up to everything. You ought to hear how she got the copyhold of her house extended. Oughtn’t he, Mr. Day?’


  ‘He ought,’ replied the world-ignored old painter.


  ‘Tell him, Mr. Day. Nobody can do it better than you, and you know the legal part better than some of us.’


  Day apologized, and began:—


  Netty Sargent’s Copyhold


  ‘She continued to live with her uncle, in the lonely house by the copse, just as at the time you knew her; a tall spry young woman. Ah, how well one can remember her black hair and dancing eyes at that time, and her sly way of screwing up her mouth when she meant to tease ye! Well, she was hardly out of short frocks before the chaps were after her, and by long and by late she was courted by a young man whom perhaps you did not know—Jasper Cliff was his name—and, though she might have had many a better fellow, he so greatly took her fancy that ’twas Jasper or nobody for her. He was a selfish customer, always thinking less of what he was going to do than of what he was going to gain by his doings. Jasper’s eyes might have been fixed upon Netty, but his mind was upon her uncle’s house; though he was fond of her in his way—I admit that.


  ‘This house, built by her great-great-grandfather, with its garden and little field, was copyhold—granted upon lives in the old way, and had been so granted for generations. Her uncle’s was the last life upon the property; so that at his death, if there was no admittance of new lives, it would all fall into the hands of the lord of the manor. But ’twas easy to admit—a slight “fine,” as ’twas called, of a few pounds, was enough to entitle him to a new deed o’ grant by the custom of the manor; and the lord could not hinder it.


  ‘Now there could be no better provision for his niece and only relative than a sure house over her head, and Netty’s uncle should have seen to the renewal in time, owing to the peculiar custom of forfeiture by the dropping of the last life before the new fine was paid; for the Squire was very anxious to get hold of the house and land; and every Sunday when the old man came into the church and passed the Squire’s pew, the Squire would say, “A little weaker in his knees, a little crookeder in his back—and the readmittance not applied for: ha! ha! I shall be able to make a complete clearing of that corner of the manor some day!”


  ‘’Twas extraordinary, now we look back upon it, that old Sargent should have been so dilatory; yet some people are like it; and he put off calling at the Squire’s agent’s office with the fine week after week, saying to himself, “I shall have more time next market-day than I have now.” One unfortunate hindrance was that he didn’t very well like Jasper Cliff, and as Jasper kept urging Netty, and Netty on that account kept urging her uncle, the old man was inclined to postpone the re-liveing as long as he could, to spite the selfish young lover. At last old Mr. Sargent fell ill, and then Jasper could bear it no longer: he produced the fine-money himself, and handed it to Netty, and spoke to her plainly.


  ‘“You and your uncle ought to know better. You should press him more. There’s the money. If you let the house and ground slip between ye, I won’t marry; hang me if I will! For folks won’t deserve a husband that can do such things.”


  ‘The worried girl took the money and went home, and told her uncle that it was no house no husband for her. Old Mr. Sargent pooh-poohed the money, for the amount was not worth consideration, but he did now bestir himself, for he saw she was bent upon marrying Jasper, and he did not wish to make her unhappy, since she was so determined. It was much to the Squire’s annoyance that he found Sargent had moved in the matter at last; but he could not gainsay it, and the documents were prepared (for on this manor the copyholders had writings with their holdings, though on some manors they had none). Old Sargent being now too feeble to go to the agent’s house, the deed was to be brought to his house signed, and handed over as a receipt for the money; the counterpart to be signed by Sargent, and sent back to the Squire.


  ‘The agent had promised to call on old Sargent for this purpose at five o’clock, and Netty put the money into her desk to have it close at hand. While doing this she heard a slight cry from her uncle, and turning round, saw that he had fallen forward in his chair. She went and lifted him, but he was unconscious; and unconscious he remained. Neither medicine nor stimulants would bring him to himself. She had been told that he might possibly go off in that way, and it seemed as if the end had come. Before she had started for the doctor his face and extremities grew quite cold and white, and she saw that help would be useless. He was stone-dead.


  ‘Netty’s situation rose upon her distracted mind in all its seriousness. The house, garden, and field were lost—by a few hours—and with them a home for herself and her lover. She would not think so meanly of Jasper as to suppose that he would adhere to the resolution declared in a moment of impatience; but she trembled, nevertheless. Why could not her uncle have lived a couple of hours longer, since he had lived so long? It was now past three o’clock; at five the agent was to call, and, if all had gone well, by ten minutes past five the house and holding would have been securely hers for her own and Jasper’s lives, these being two of the three proposed to be added by paying the fine. How that wretched old Squire would rejoice at getting the little tenancy into his hands! He did not really require it, but constitutionally hated these tiny copyholds and leaseholds and freeholds, which made islands of independence in the fair, smooth ocean of his estates.


  ‘Then an idea struck into the head of Netty how to accomplish her object in spite of her uncle’s negligence. It was a dull December afternoon: and the first step in her scheme—so the story goes, and I see no reason to doubt it—’


  ‘’Tis true as the light,’ affirmed Christopher Twink. ‘I was just passing by.’


  ‘The first step in her scheme was to fasten the outer door, to make sure of not being interrupted. Then she set to work by placing her uncle’s small, heavy oak table before the fire; then she went to her uncle’s corpse, sitting in the chair as he had died—a stuffed arm-chair, on casters, and rather high in the seat, so it was told me—and wheeled the chair, uncle and all, to the table, placing him with his back toward the window, in the attitude of bending over the said oak table, which I knew as a boy as well as I know any piece of furniture in my own house. On the table she laid the large family Bible open before him, and placed his forefinger on the page; and then she opened his eyelids a bit, and put on him his spectacles, so that from behind he appeared for all the world as if he were reading the Scriptures. Then she unfastened the door and sat down, and when it grew dark she lit a candle, and put it on the table beside her uncle’s book.


  ‘Folk may well guess how the time passed with her till the agent came, and how, when his knock sounded upon the door, she nearly started out of her skin—at least that’s as it was told me. Netty promptly went to the door.


  ‘“I am sorry, sir,” she says, under her breath; “my uncle is not so well to-night, and I’m afraid he can’t see you.”


  ‘“H’m!—that’s a pretty tale,” says the steward. “So I’ve come all this way about this trumpery little job for nothing!”


  ‘“O no, sir—I hope not,” says Netty. “I suppose the business of granting the new deed can be done just the same?”


  ‘“Done? Certainly not. He must pay the renewal money, and sign the parchment in my presence.”


  ‘She looked dubious. “Uncle is so dreadful nervous about law business,” says she, “that, as you know, he’s put it off and put it off for years; and now to-day really I’ve feared it would verily drive him out of his mind. His poor three teeth quite chattered when I said to him that you would be here soon with the parchment writing. He always was afraid of agents, and folks that come for rent, and such-like.”


  ‘“Poor old fellow—I’m sorry for him. Well, the thing can’t be done unless I see him and witness his signature.”


  ‘“Suppose, sir, that you see him sign, and he don’t see you looking at him? I’d soothe his nerves by saying you weren’t strict about the form of witnessing, and didn’t wish to come in. So that it was done in your bare presence it would be sufficient, would it not? As he’s such an old, shrinking, shivering man, it would be a great considerateness on your part if that would do?”


  ‘“In my bare presence would do, of course—that’s all I come for. But how can I be a witness without his seeing me?”


  ‘“Why, in this way, sir; if you’ll oblige me by just stepping here.” She conducted him a few yards to the left, till they were opposite the parlour window. The blind had been left up purposely, and the candle-light shone out upon the garden bushes. Within the agent could see, at the other end of the room, the back and side of the old man’s head, and his shoulders and arm, sitting with the book and candle before him, and his spectacles on his nose, as she had placed him.


  ‘“He’s reading his Bible, as you see, sir,” she says, quite in her meekest way.


  ‘“Yes. I thought he was a careless sort of man in matters of religion?”


  ‘“He always was fond of his Bible,” Netty assured him. “Though I think he’s nodding over it just at this moment. However, that’s natural in an old man, and unwell. Now you could stand here and see him sign, couldn’t you, sir, as he’s such an invalid?”


  ‘“Very well,” said the agent, lighting a cigar. “You have ready by you the merely nominal sum you’ll have to pay for the admittance, of course?”


  ‘“Yes,” said Netty. “I’ll bring it out.” She fetched the cash, wrapped in paper, and handed it to him, and when he had counted it the steward took from his breast pocket the precious parchments and gave one to her to be signed.


  ‘“Uncle’s hand is a little paralyzed,” she said. “And what with his being half asleep, too, really I don’t know what sort of a signature he’ll be able to make.”


  ‘“Doesn’t matter, so that he signs.”


  ‘“Might I hold his hand?”


  ‘“Ay, hold his hand, my young woman—that will be near enough.”


  ‘Netty re-entered the house, and the agent continued smoking outside the window. Now came the ticklish part of Netty’s performance. The steward saw her put the inkhorn—“horn,” says I in my old-fashioned way—the inkstand, before her uncle, and touch his elbow as if to arouse him, and speak to him, and spread out the deed; when she had pointed to show him where to sign she dipped the pen and put it into his hand. To hold his hand she artfully stepped behind him, so that the agent could only see a little bit of his head, and the hand she held; but he saw the old man’s hand trace his name on the document. As soon as ’twas done she came out to the steward with the parchment in her hand, and the steward signed as witness by the light from the parlour window. Then he gave her the deed signed by the Squire, and left; and next morning Netty told the neighbours that her uncle was dead in his bed.’


  ‘She must have undressed him and put him there.’


  ‘She must. O, that girl had a nerve, I can tell ye! Well, to cut a long story short, that’s how she got back the house and field that were, strictly speaking, gone from her; and by getting them, got her a husband.


  ‘Every virtue has its reward, they say. Netty had hers for her ingenious contrivance to gain Jasper. Two years after they were married he took to beating her—not hard, you know; just a smack or two, enough to set her in a temper, and let out to the neighbours what she had done to win him, and how she repented of her pains. When the old Squire was dead, and his son came into the property, this confession of hers began to be whispered about. But Netty was a pretty young woman, and the Squire’s son was a pretty young man at that time, and wider-minded than his father, having no objection to little holdings; and he never took any proceedings against her.’


  There was now a lull in the discourse, and soon the van descended the hill leading into the long straggling village. When the houses were reached the passengers dropped off one by one, each at his or her own door. Arrived at the inn, the returned emigrant secured a bed, and having eaten a light meal, sallied forth upon the scene he had known so well in his early days. Though flooded with the light of the rising moon, none of the objects wore the attractiveness in this their real presentation that had ever accompanied their images in the field of his imagination when he was more than two thousand miles removed from them. The peculiar charm attaching to an old village in an old country, as seen by the eyes of an absolute foreigner, was lowered in his case by magnified expectations from infantine memories. He walked on, looking at this chimney and that old wall, till he came to the churchyard, which he entered.


  The head-stones, whitened by the moon, were easily decipherable; and now for the first time Lackland began to feel himself amid the village community that he had left behind him five-and-thirty years before. Here, besides the Sallets, the Darths, the Pawles, the Privetts, the Sargents, and others of whom he had just heard, were names he remembered even better than those: the Jickses, and the Crosses, and the Knights, and the Olds. Doubtless representatives of these families, or some of them, were yet among the living; but to him they would all be as strangers. Far from finding his heart ready-supplied with roots and tendrils here, he perceived that in returning to this spot it would be incumbent upon him to re-establish himself from the beginning, precisely as though he had never known the place, nor it him. Time had not condescended to wait his pleasure, nor local life his greeting.


  The figure of Mr. Lackland was seen at the inn, and in the village street, and in the fields and lanes about Upper Longpuddle, for a few days after his arrival, and then, ghost-like, it silently disappeared. He had told some of the villagers that his immediate purpose in coming had been fulfilled by a sight of the place, and by conversation with its inhabitants: but that his ulterior purpose—of coming to spend his latter days among them—would probably never be carried out. It is now a dozen or fifteen years since his visit was paid, and his face has not again been seen.


  March 1891.
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  Prefatory Note


  I reprint in this volume, for what they may be worth, a dozen minor novels that have been published in the periodical press at various dates in the past, in order to render them accessible to readers who desire to have them in the complete series issued by my publishers. For aid in reclaiming some of the narratives I express my thanks to the proprietors and editors of the newspapers and magazines in whose pages they first appeared.


  T. H.


  August 1913.


  ♣


  A Changed Man


  I


  The person who, next to the actors themselves, chanced to know most of their story, lived just below ‘Top o’ Town’ (as the spot was called) in an old substantially-built house, distinguished among its neighbours by having an oriel window on the first floor, whence could be obtained a raking view of the High Street, west and east, the former including Laura’s dwelling, the end of the Town Avenue hard by (in which were played the odd pranks hereafter to be mentioned), the Port-Bredy road rising westwards, and the turning that led to the cavalry barracks where the Captain was quartered. Looking eastward down the town from the same favoured gazebo, the long perspective of houses declined and dwindled till they merged in the highway across the moor. The white riband of road disappeared over Grey’s Bridge a quarter of a mile off, to plunge into innumerable rustic windings, shy shades, and solitary undulations up hill and down dale for one hundred and twenty miles till it exhibited itself at Hyde Park Corner as a smooth bland surface in touch with a busy and fashionable world.


  To the barracks aforesaid had recently arrived the —th Hussars, a regiment new to the locality. Almost before any acquaintance with its members had been made by the townspeople, a report spread that they were a ‘crack’ body of men, and had brought a splendid band. For some reason or other the town had not been used as the headquarters of cavalry for many years, the various troops stationed there having consisted of casual detachments only; so that it was with a sense of honour that everybody—even the small furniture-broker from whom the married troopers hired tables and chairs—received the news of their crack quality.


  In those days the Hussar regiments still wore over the left shoulder that attractive attachment, or frilled half-coat, hanging loosely behind like the wounded wing of a bird, which was called the pelisse, though it was known among the troopers themselves as a ‘sling-jacket.’ It added amazingly to their picturesqueness in women’s eyes, and, indeed, in the eyes of men also.


  The burgher who lived in the house with the oriel window sat during a great many hours of the day in that projection, for he was an invalid, and time hung heavily on his hands unless he maintained a constant interest in proceedings without. Not more than a week after the arrival of the Hussars his ears were assailed by the shout of one schoolboy to another in the street below.


  ‘Have ’ee heard this about the Hussars? They are haunted! Yes—a ghost troubles ’em; he has followed ’em about the world for years.’


  A haunted regiment: that was a new idea for either invalid or stalwart. The listener in the oriel came to the conclusion that there were some lively characters among the —th Hussars.


  He made Captain Maumbry’s acquaintance in an informal manner at an afternoon tea to which he went in a wheeled chair—one of the very rare outings that the state of his health permitted. Maumbry showed himself to be a handsome man of twenty-eight or thirty, with an attractive hint of wickedness in his manner that was sure to make him adorable with good young women. The large dark eyes that lit his pale face expressed this wickedness strongly, though such was the adaptability of their rays that one could think they might have expressed sadness or seriousness just as readily, if he had had a mind for such.


  An old and deaf lady who was present asked Captain Maumbry bluntly: ‘What’s this we hear about you? They say your regiment is haunted.’


  The Captain’s face assumed an aspect of grave, even sad, concern. ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘it is too true.’


  Some younger ladies smiled till they saw how serious he looked, when they looked serious likewise.


  ‘Really?’ said the old lady.


  ‘Yes. We naturally don’t wish to say much about it.’


  ‘No, no; of course not. But—how haunted?’


  ‘Well; the—thing, as I’ll call it, follows us. In country quarters or town, abroad or at home, it’s just the same.’


  ‘How do you account for it?’


  ‘H’m.’ Maumbry lowered his voice. ‘Some crime committed by certain of our regiment in past years, we suppose.’


  ‘Dear me…. How very horrid, and singular!’


  ‘But, as I said, we don’t speak of it much.’


  ‘No … no.’


  When the Hussar was gone, a young lady, disclosing a long-suppressed interest, asked if the ghost had been seen by any of the town.


  The lawyer’s son, who always had the latest borough news, said that, though it was seldom seen by any one but the Hussars themselves, more than one townsman and woman had already set eyes on it, to his or her terror. The phantom mostly appeared very late at night, under the dense trees of the town-avenue nearest the barracks. It was about ten feet high; its teeth chattered with a dry naked sound, as if they were those of a skeleton; and its hip-bones could be heard grating in their sockets.


  During the darkest weeks of winter several timid persons were seriously frightened by the object answering to this cheerful description, and the police began to look into the matter. Whereupon the appearances grew less frequent, and some of the Boys of the regiment thankfully stated that they had not been so free from ghostly visitation for years as they had become since their arrival in Casterbridge.


  This playing at ghosts was the most innocent of the amusements indulged in by the choice young spirits who inhabited the lichened, red-brick building at the top of the town bearing ‘W.D.’ and a broad arrow on its quoins. Far more serious escapades—levities relating to love, wine, cards, betting—were talked of, with no doubt more or less of exaggeration. That the Hussars, Captain Maumbry included, were the cause of bitter tears to several young women of the town and country is unquestionably true, despite the fact that the gaieties of the young men wore a more staring colour in this old-fashioned place than they would have done in a large and modern city.


  II


  Regularly once a week they rode out in marching order.


  Returning up the town on one of these occasions, the romantic pelisse flapping behind each horseman’s shoulder in the soft south-west wind, Captain Maumbry glanced up at the oriel. A mutual nod was exchanged between him and the person who sat there reading. The reader and a friend in the room with him followed the troop with their eyes all the way up the street, till, when the soldiers were opposite the house in which Laura lived, that young lady became discernible in the balcony.


  ‘They are engaged to be married, I hear,’ said the friend.


  ‘Who—Maumbry and Laura? Never—so soon?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘He’ll never marry. Several girls have been mentioned in connection with his name. I am sorry for Laura.’


  ‘Oh, but you needn’t be. They are excellently matched.’


  ‘She’s only one more.’


  ‘She’s one more, and more still. She has regularly caught him. She is a born player of the game of hearts, and she knew how to beat him in his own practices. If there is one woman in the town who has any chance of holding her own and marrying him, she is that woman.’


  This was true, as it turned out. By natural proclivity Laura had from the first entered heart and soul into military romance as exhibited in the plots and characters of those living exponents of it who came under her notice. From her earliest young womanhood civilians, however promising, had no chance of winning her interest if the meanest warrior were within the horizon. It may be that the position of her uncle’s house (which was her home) at the corner of West Street nearest the barracks, the daily passing of the troops, the constant blowing of trumpet-calls a furlong from her windows, coupled with the fact that she knew nothing of the inner realities of military life, and hence idealized it, had also helped her mind’s original bias for thinking men-at-arms the only ones worthy of a woman’s heart.


  Captain Maumbry was a typical prize; one whom all surrounding maidens had coveted, ached for, angled for, wept for, had by her judicious management become subdued to her purpose; and in addition to the pleasure of marrying the man she loved, Laura had the joy of feeling herself hated by the mothers of all the marriageable girls of the neighbourhood.


  The man in the oriel went to the wedding; not as a guest, for at this time he was but slightly acquainted with the parties; but mainly because the church was close to his house; partly, too, for a reason which moved many others to be spectators of the ceremony; a subconsciousness that, though the couple might be happy in their experiences, there was sufficient possibility of their being otherwise to colour the musings of an onlooker with a pleasing pathos of conjecture. He could on occasion do a pretty stroke of rhyming in those days, and he beguiled the time of waiting by pencilling on a blank page of his prayer-book a few lines which, though kept private then, may be given here:—


  At a Hasty Wedding

  (Triolet)


  
    If hours be years the twain are blest,


    For now they solace swift desire


    By lifelong ties that tether zest


    If hours be years. The twain are blest


    Do eastern suns slope never west,


    Nor pallid ashes follow fire.


    If hours be years the twain are blest


    For now they solace swift desire.

  


  As if, however, to falsify all prophecies, the couple seemed to find in marriage the secret of perpetuating the intoxication of a courtship which, on Maumbry’s side at least, had opened without serious intent. During the winter following they were the most popular pair in and about Casterbridge—nay in South Wessex itself. No smart dinner in the country houses of the younger and gayer families within driving distance of the borough was complete without their lively presence; Mrs. Maumbry was the blithest of the whirling figures at the county ball; and when followed that inevitable incident of garrison-town life, an amateur dramatic entertainment, it was just the same. The acting was for the benefit of such and such an excellent charity—nobody cared what, provided the play were played—and both Captain Maumbry and his wife were in the piece, having been in fact, by mutual consent, the originators of the performance. And so with laughter, and thoughtlessness, and movement, all went merrily. There was a little backwardness in the bill-paying of the couple; but in justice to them it must be added that sooner or later all owings were paid.


  III


  At the chapel-of-ease attended by the troops there arose above the edge of the pulpit one Sunday an unknown face. This was the face of a new curate. He placed upon the desk, not the familiar sermon book, but merely a Bible. The person who tells these things was not present at that service, but he soon learnt that the young curate was nothing less than a great surprise to his congregation; a mixed one always, for though the Hussars occupied the body of the building, its nooks and corners were crammed with civilians, whom, up to the present, even the least uncharitable would have described as being attracted thither less by the services than by the soldiery.


  Now there arose a second reason for squeezing into an already overcrowded church. The persuasive and gentle eloquence of Mr. Sainway operated like a charm upon those accustomed only to the higher and dryer styles of preaching, and for a time the other churches of the town were thinned of their sitters.


  At this point in the nineteenth century the sermon was the sole reason for churchgoing amongst a vast body of religious people. The liturgy was a formal preliminary, which, like the Royal proclamation in a court of assize, had to be got through before the real interest began; and on reaching home the question was simply: Who preached, and how did he handle his subject? Even had an archbishop officiated in the service proper nobody would have cared much about what was said or sung. People who had formerly attended in the morning only began to go in the evening, and even to the special addresses in the afternoon.


  One day when Captain Maumbry entered his wife’s drawing-room, filled with hired furniture, she thought he was somebody else, for he had not come upstairs humming the most catching air afloat in musical circles or in his usual careless way.


  ‘What’s the matter, Jack?’ she said without looking up from a note she was writing.


  ‘Well—not much, that I know.’


  ‘O, but there is,’ she murmured as she wrote.


  ‘Why—this cursed new lath in a sheet—I mean the new parson! He wants us to stop the band-playing on Sunday afternoons.’


  Laura looked up aghast.


  ‘Why, it is the one thing that enables the few rational beings hereabouts to keep alive from Saturday to Monday!’


  ‘He says all the town flock to the music and don’t come to the service, and that the pieces played are profane, or mundane, or inane, or something—not what ought to be played on Sunday. Of course ’tis Lautmann who settles those things.’


  Lautmann was the bandmaster.


  The barrack-green on Sunday afternoons had, indeed, become the promenade of a great many townspeople cheerfully inclined, many even of those who attended in the morning at Mr. Sainway’s service; and little boys who ought to have been listening to the curate’s afternoon lecture were too often seen rolling upon the grass and making faces behind the more dignified listeners.


  Laura heard no more about the matter, however, for two or three weeks, when suddenly remembering it she asked her husband if any further objections had been raised.


  ‘O—Mr. Sainway. I forgot to tell you. I’ve made his acquaintance. He is not a bad sort of man.’


  Laura asked if either Maumbry or some others of the officers did not give the presumptuous curate a good setting down for his interference.


  ‘O well—we’ve forgotten that. He’s a stunning preacher, they tell me.’


  The acquaintance developed apparently, for the Captain said to her a little later on, ‘There’s a good deal in Sainway’s argument about having no band on Sunday afternoons. After all, it is close to his church. But he doesn’t press his objections unduly.’


  ‘I am surprised to hear you defend him!’


  ‘It was only a passing thought of mine. We naturally don’t wish to offend the inhabitants of the town if they don’t like it.’


  ‘But they do.’


  The invalid in the oriel never clearly gathered the details of progress in this conflict of lay and clerical opinion; but so it was that, to the disappointment of musicians, the grief of out-walking lovers, and the regret of the junior population of the town and country round, the band-playing on Sunday afternoons ceased in Casterbridge barrack-square.


  By this time the Maumbrys had frequently listened to the preaching of the gentle if narrow-minded curate; for these light-natured, hit-or-miss, rackety people went to church like others for respectability’s sake. None so orthodox as your unmitigated worldling. A more remarkable event was the sight to the man in the window of Captain Maumbry and Mr. Sainway walking down the High Street in earnest conversation. On his mentioning this fact to a caller he was assured that it was a matter of common talk that they were always together.


  The observer would soon have learnt this with his own eyes if he had not been told. They began to pass together nearly every day. Hitherto Mrs. Maumbry, in fashionable walking clothes, had usually been her husband’s companion; but this was less frequent now. The close and singular friendship between the two men went on for nearly a year, when Mr. Sainway was presented to a living in a densely-populated town in the midland counties. He bade the parishioners of his old place a reluctant farewell and departed, the touching sermon he preached on the occasion being published by the local printer. Everybody was sorry to lose him; and it was with genuine grief that his Casterbridge congregation learnt later on that soon after his induction to his benefice, during some bitter weather, he had fallen seriously ill of inflammation of the lungs, of which he eventually died.


  We now get below the surface of things. Of all who had known the dead curate, none grieved for him like the man who on his first arrival had called him a ‘lath in a sheet.’ Mrs. Maumbry had never greatly sympathized with the impressive parson; indeed, she had been secretly glad that he had gone away to better himself. He had considerably diminished the pleasures of a woman by whom the joys of earth and good company had been appreciated to the full. Sorry for her husband in his loss of a friend who had been none of hers, she was yet quite unprepared for the sequel.


  ‘There is something that I have wanted to tell you lately, dear,’ he said one morning at breakfast with hesitation. ‘Have you guessed what it is?’


  She had guessed nothing.


  ‘That I think of retiring from the army.’


  ‘What!’


  ‘I have thought more and more of Sainway since his death, and of what he used to say to me so earnestly. And I feel certain I shall be right in obeying a call within me to give up this fighting trade and enter the Church.’


  ‘What—be a parson?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But what should I do?’


  ‘Be a parson’s wife.’


  ‘Never!’ she affirmed.


  ‘But how can you help it?’


  ‘I’ll run away rather!’ she said vehemently.


  ‘No, you mustn’t,’ Maumbry replied, in the tone he used when his mind was made up. ‘You’ll get accustomed to the idea, for I am constrained to carry it out, though it is against my worldly interests. I am forced on by a Hand outside me to tread in the steps of Sainway.’


  ‘Jack,’ she asked, with calm pallor and round eyes; ‘do you mean to say seriously that you are arranging to be a curate instead of a soldier?’


  ‘I might say a curate is a soldier—of the church militant; but I don’t want to offend you with doctrine. I distinctly say, yes.’


  Late one evening, a little time onward, he caught her sitting by the dim firelight in her room. She did not know he had entered; and he found her weeping. ‘What are you crying about, poor dearest?’ he said.


  She started. ‘Because of what you have told me!’


  The Captain grew very unhappy; but he was undeterred.


  In due time the town learnt, to its intense surprise, that Captain Maumbry had retired from the —th Hussars and gone to Fountall Theological College to prepare for the ministry.


  IV


  ‘O, the pity of it! Such a dashing soldier—so popular—such an acquisition to the town—the soul of social life here! And now! … One should not speak ill of the dead, but that dreadful Mr. Sainway—it was too cruel of him!’


  This is a summary of what was said when Captain, now the Reverend, John Maumbry was enabled by circumstances to indulge his heart’s desire of returning to the scene of his former exploits in the capacity of a minister of the Gospel. A low-lying district of the town, which at that date was crowded with impoverished cottagers, was crying for a curate, and Mr. Maumbry generously offered himself as one willing to undertake labours that were certain to produce little result, and no thanks, credit, or emolument.


  Let the truth be told about him as a clergyman; he proved to be anything but a brilliant success. Painstaking, single-minded, deeply in earnest as all could see, his delivery was laboured, his sermons were dull to listen to, and alas, too, too long. Even the dispassionate judges who sat by the hour in the bar-parlour of the White Hart—an inn standing at the dividing line between the poor quarter aforesaid and the fashionable quarter of Maumbry’s former triumphs, and hence affording a position of strict impartiality—agreed in substance with the young ladies to the westward, though their views were somewhat more tersely expressed: ‘Surely, God A’mighty spwiled a good sojer to make a bad pa’son when He shifted Cap’n Ma’mbry into a sarpless!’


  The latter knew that such things were said, but he pursued his daily labours in and out of the hovels with serene unconcern.


  It was about this time that the invalid in the oriel became more than a mere bowing acquaintance of Mrs. Maumbry’s. She had returned to the town with her husband, and was living with him in a little house in the centre of his circle of ministration, when by some means she became one of the invalid’s visitors. After a general conversation while sitting in his room with a friend of both, an incident led up to the matter that still rankled deeply in her soul. Her face was now paler and thinner than it had been; even more attractive, her disappointments having inscribed themselves as meek thoughtfulness on a look that was once a little frivolous. The two ladies had called to be allowed to use the window for observing the departure of the Hussars, who were leaving for barracks much nearer to London.


  The troopers turned the corner of Barrack Road into the top of High Street, headed by their band playing ‘The girl I left behind me’ (which was formerly always the tune for such times, though it is now nearly disused). They came and passed the oriel, where an officer or two, looking up and discovering Mrs. Maumbry, saluted her, whose eyes filled with tears as the notes of the band waned away. Before the little group had recovered from that sense of the romantic which such spectacles impart, Mr. Maumbry came along the pavement. He probably had bidden his former brethren-in-arms a farewell at the top of the street, for he walked from that direction in his rather shabby clerical clothes, and with a basket on his arm which seemed to hold some purchases he had been making for his poorer parishioners. Unlike the soldiers he went along quite unconscious of his appearance or of the scene around.


  The contrast was too much for Laura. With lips that now quivered, she asked the invalid what he thought of the change that had come to her.


  It was difficult to answer, and with a wilfulness that was too strong in her she repeated the question.


  ‘Do you think,’ she added, ‘that a woman’s husband has a right to do such a thing, even if he does feel a certain call to it?’


  Her listener sympathized too largely with both of them to be anything but unsatisfactory in his reply. Laura gazed longingly out of the window towards the thin dusty line of Hussars, now smalling towards the Mellstock Ridge. ‘I,’ she said, ‘who should have been in their van on the way to London, am doomed to fester in a hole in Durnover Lane!’


  Many events had passed and many rumours had been current concerning her before the invalid saw her again after her leave-taking that day.


  V


  Casterbridge had known many military and civil episodes; many happy times, and times less happy; and now came the time of her visitation. The scourge of cholera had been laid on the suffering country, and the low-lying purlieus of this ancient borough had more than their share of the infliction. Mixen Lane, in the Durnover quarter, and in Maumbry’s parish, was where the blow fell most heavily. Yet there was a certain mercy in its choice of a date, for Maumbry was the man for such an hour.


  The spread of the epidemic was so rapid that many left the town and took lodgings in the villages and farms. Mr. Maumbry’s house was close to the most infected street, and he himself was occupied morn, noon, and night in endeavours to stamp out the plague and in alleviating the sufferings of the victims. So, as a matter of ordinary precaution, he decided to isolate his wife somewhere away from him for a while.


  She suggested a village by the sea, near Budmouth Regis, and lodgings were obtained for her at Creston, a spot divided from the Casterbridge valley by a high ridge that gave it quite another atmosphere, though it lay no more than six miles off.


  Thither she went. While she was rusticating in this place of safety, and her husband was slaving in the slums, she struck up an acquaintance with a lieutenant in the —st Foot, a Mr. Vannicock, who was stationed with his regiment at the Budmouth infantry barracks. As Laura frequently sat on the shelving beach, watching each thin wave slide up to her, and hearing, without heeding, its gnaw at the pebbles in its retreat, he often took a walk that way.


  The acquaintance grew and ripened. Her situation, her history, her beauty, her age—a year or two above his own—all tended to make an impression on the young man’s heart, and a reckless flirtation was soon in blithe progress upon that lonely shore.


  It was said by her detractors afterwards that she had chosen her lodging to be near this gentleman, but there is reason to believe that she had never seen him till her arrival there. Just now Casterbridge was so deeply occupied with its own sad affairs—a daily burying of the dead and destruction of contaminated clothes and bedding—that it had little inclination to promulgate such gossip as may have reached its ears on the pair. Nobody long considered Laura in the tragic cloud which overhung all.


  Meanwhile, on the Budmouth side of the hill the very mood of men was in contrast. The visitation there had been slight and much earlier, and normal occupations and pastimes had been resumed. Mr. Maumbry had arranged to see Laura twice a week in the open air, that she might run no risk from him; and, having heard nothing of the faint rumour, he met her as usual one dry and windy afternoon on the summit of the dividing hill, near where the high road from town to town crosses the old Ridge-way at right angles.


  He waved his hand, and smiled as she approached, shouting to her: ‘We will keep this wall between us, dear.’ (Walls formed the field-fences here.) ‘You mustn’t be endangered. It won’t be for long, with God’s help!’


  ‘I will do as you tell me, Jack. But you are running too much risk yourself, aren’t you? I get little news of you; but I fancy you are.’


  ‘Not more than others.’


  Thus somewhat formally they talked, an insulating wind beating the wall between them like a mill-weir.


  ‘But you wanted to ask me something?’ he added.


  ‘Yes. You know we are trying in Budmouth to raise some money for your sufferers; and the way we have thought of is by a dramatic performance. They want me to take a part.’


  His face saddened. ‘I have known so much of that sort of thing, and all that accompanies it! I wish you had thought of some other way.’


  She said lightly that she was afraid it was all settled. ‘You object to my taking a part, then? Of course——’


  He told her that he did not like to say he positively objected. He wished they had chosen an oratorio, or lecture, or anything more in keeping with the necessity it was to relieve.


  ‘But,’ said she impatiently, ‘people won’t come to oratorios or lectures! They will crowd to comedies and farces.’


  ‘Well, I cannot dictate to Budmouth how it shall earn the money it is going to give us. Who is getting up this performance?’


  ‘The boys of the —st.’


  ‘Ah, yes; our old game!’ replied Mr. Maumbry. ‘The grief of Casterbridge is the excuse for their frivolity. Candidly, dear Laura, I wish you wouldn’t play in it. But I don’t forbid you to. I leave the whole to your judgment.’


  The interview ended, and they went their ways northward and southward. Time disclosed to all concerned that Mrs. Maumbry played in the comedy as the heroine, the lover’s part being taken by Mr. Vannicock.


  VI


  Thus was helped on an event which the conduct of the mutually-attracted ones had been generating for some time.


  It is unnecessary to give details. The —st Foot left for Bristol, and this precipitated their action. After a week of hesitation she agreed to leave her home at Creston and meet Vannicock on the ridge hard by, and to accompany him to Bath, where he had secured lodgings for her, so that she would be only about a dozen miles from his quarters.


  Accordingly, on the evening chosen, she laid on her dressing-table a note for her husband, running thus:—


  
    Dear Jack—I am unable to endure this life any longer, and I have resolved to put an end to it. I told you I should run away if you persisted in being a clergyman, and now I am doing it. One cannot help one’s nature. I have resolved to throw in my lot with Mr. Vannicock, and I hope rather than expect you will forgive me.—L.

  


  Then, with hardly a scrap of luggage, she went, ascending to the ridge in the dusk of early evening. Almost on the very spot where her husband had stood at their last tryst she beheld the outline of Vannicock, who had come all the way from Bristol to fetch her.


  ‘I don’t like meeting here—it is so unlucky!’ she cried to him. ‘For God’s sake let us have a place of our own. Go back to the milestone, and I’ll come on.’


  He went back to the milestone that stands on the north slope of the ridge, where the old and new roads diverge, and she joined him there.


  She was taciturn and sorrowful when he asked her why she would not meet him on the top. At last she inquired how they were going to travel.


  He explained that he proposed to walk to Mellstock Hill, on the other side of Casterbridge, where a fly was waiting to take them by a cross-cut into the Ivell Road, and onward to that town. The Bristol railway was open to Ivell.


  This plan they followed, and walked briskly through the dull gloom till they neared Casterbridge, which place they avoided by turning to the right at the Roman Amphitheatre and bearing round to Durnover Cross. Thence the way was solitary and open across the moor to the hill whereon the Ivell fly awaited them.


  ‘I have noticed for some time,’ she said, ‘a lurid glare over the Durnover end of the town. It seems to come from somewhere about Mixen Lane.’


  ‘The lamps,’ he suggested.


  ‘There’s not a lamp as big as a rushlight in the whole lane. It is where the cholera is worst.’


  By Standfast Corner, a little beyond the Cross, they suddenly obtained an end view of the lane. Large bonfires were burning in the middle of the way, with a view to purifying the air; and from the wretched tenements with which the lane was lined in those days persons were bringing out bedding and clothing. Some was thrown into the fires, the rest placed in wheel-barrows and wheeled into the moor directly in the track of the fugitives.


  They followed on, and came up to where a vast copper was set in the open air. Here the linen was boiled and disinfected. By the light of the lanterns Laura discovered that her husband was standing by the copper, and that it was he who unloaded the barrow and immersed its contents. The night was so calm and muggy that the conversation by the copper reached her ears.


  ‘Are there many more loads to-night?’


  ‘There’s the clothes o’ they that died this afternoon, sir. But that might bide till to-morrow, for you must be tired out.’


  ‘We’ll do it at once, for I can’t ask anybody else to undertake it. Overturn that load on the grass and fetch the rest.’


  The man did so and went off with the barrow. Maumbry paused for a moment to wipe his face, and resumed his homely drudgery amid this squalid and reeking scene, pressing down and stirring the contents of the copper with what looked like an old rolling-pin. The steam therefrom, laden with death, travelled in a low trail across the meadow.


  Laura spoke suddenly: ‘I won’t go to-night after all. He is so tired, and I must help him. I didn’t know things were so bad as this!’


  Vannicock’s arm dropped from her waist, where it had been resting as they walked. ‘Will you leave?’ she asked.


  ‘I will if you say I must. But I’d rather help too.’ There was no expostulation in his tone.


  Laura had gone forward. ‘Jack,’ she said, ‘I am come to help!’


  The weary curate turned and held up the lantern. ‘O—what, is it you, Laura?’ he asked in surprise. ‘Why did you come into this? You had better go back—the risk is great.’


  ‘But I want to help you, Jack. Please let me help! I didn’t come by myself—Mr. Vannicock kept me company. He will make himself useful too, if he’s not gone on. Mr. Vannicock!’


  The young lieutenant came forward reluctantly. Mr. Maumbry spoke formally to him, adding as he resumed his labour, ‘I thought the —st Foot had gone to Bristol.’


  ‘We have. But I have run down again for a few things.’


  The two newcomers began to assist, Vannicock placing on the ground the small bag containing Laura’s toilet articles that he had been carrying. The barrow-man soon returned with another load, and all continued work for nearly a half-hour, when a coachman came out from the shadows to the north.


  ‘Beg pardon, sir,’ he whispered to Vannicock, ‘but I’ve waited so long on Mellstock hill that at last I drove down to the turnpike; and seeing the light here, I ran on to find out what had happened.’


  Lieutenant Vannicock told him to wait a few minutes, and the last barrow-load was got through. Mr. Maumbry stretched himself and breathed heavily, saying, ‘There; we can do no more.’


  As if from the relaxation of effort he seemed to be seized with violent pain. He pressed his hands to his sides and bent forward.


  ‘Ah! I think it has got hold of me at last,’ he said with difficulty. ‘I must try to get home. Let Mr. Vannicock take you back, Laura.’


  He walked a few steps, they helping him, but was obliged to sink down on the grass.


  ‘I am—afraid—you’ll have to send for a hurdle, or shutter, or something,’ he went on feebly, ‘or try to get me into the barrow.’


  But Vannicock had called to the driver of the fly, and they waited until it was brought on from the turnpike hard by. Mr. Maumbry was placed therein. Laura entered with him, and they drove to his humble residence near the Cross, where he was got upstairs.


  Vannicock stood outside by the empty fly awhile, but Laura did not reappear. He thereupon entered the fly and told the driver to take him back to Ivell.


  VII


  Mr. Maumbry had over-exerted himself in the relief of the suffering poor, and fell a victim—one of the last—to the pestilence which had carried off so many. Two days later he lay in his coffin.


  Laura was in the room below. A servant brought in some letters, and she glanced them over. One was the note from herself to Maumbry, informing him that she was unable to endure life with him any longer and was about to elope with Vannicock. Having read the letter she took it upstairs to where the dead man was, and slipped it into his coffin. The next day she buried him.


  She was now free.


  She shut up his house at Durnover Cross and returned to her lodgings at Creston. Soon she had a letter from Vannicock, and six weeks after her husband’s death her lover came to see her.


  ‘I forgot to give you back this—that night,’ he said presently, handing her the little bag she had taken as her whole luggage when leaving.


  Laura received it and absently shook it out. There fell upon the carpet her brush, comb, slippers, nightdress, and other simple necessaries for a journey. They had an intolerably ghastly look now, and she tried to cover them.


  ‘I can now,’ he said, ‘ask you to belong to me legally—when a proper interval has gone—instead of as we meant.’


  There was languor in his utterance, hinting at a possibility that it was perfunctorily made. Laura picked up her articles, answering that he certainly could so ask her—she was free. Yet not her expression either could be called an ardent response. Then she blinked more and more quickly and put her handkerchief to her face. She was weeping violently.


  He did not move or try to comfort her in any way. What had come between them? No living person. They had been lovers. There was now no material obstacle whatever to their union. But there was the insistent shadow of that unconscious one; the thin figure of him, moving to and fro in front of the ghastly furnace in the gloom of Durnover Moor.


  Yet Vannicock called upon Laura when he was in the neighbourhood, which was not often; but in two years, as if on purpose to further the marriage which everybody was expecting, the —st Foot returned to Budmouth Regis.


  Thereupon the two could not help encountering each other at times. But whether because the obstacle had been the source of the love, or from a sense of error, and because Mrs. Maumbry bore a less attractive look as a widow than before, their feelings seemed to decline from their former incandescence to a mere tepid civility. What domestic issues supervened in Vannicock’s further story the man in the oriel never knew; but Mrs. Maumbry lived and died a widow.


  1900.


  ♣


  The Waiting Supper


  I


  Whoever had perceived the yeoman standing on Squire Everard’s lawn in the dusk of that October evening fifty years ago, might have said at first sight that he was loitering there from idle curiosity. For a large five-light window of the manor-house in front of him was unshuttered and uncurtained, so that the illuminated room within could be scanned almost to its four corners. Obviously nobody was ever expected to be in this part of the grounds after nightfall.


  The apartment thus swept by an eye from without was occupied by two persons; they were sitting over dessert, the tablecloth having been removed in the old-fashioned way. The fruits were local, consisting of apples, pears, nuts, and such other products of the summer as might be presumed to grow on the estate. There was strong ale and rum on the table, and but little wine. Moreover, the appointments of the dining-room were simple and homely even for the date, betokening a countrified household of the smaller gentry, without much wealth or ambition—formerly a numerous class, but now in great part ousted by the territorial landlords.


  One of the two sitters was a young lady in white muslin, who listened somewhat impatiently to the remarks of her companion, an elderly, rubicund personage, whom the merest stranger could have pronounced to be her father. The watcher evinced no signs of moving, and it became evident that affairs were not so simple as they first had seemed. The tall farmer was in fact no accidental spectator, and he stood by premeditation close to the trunk of a tree, so that had any traveller passed along the road without the park gate, or even round the lawn to the door, that person would scarce have noticed the other, notwithstanding that the gate was quite near at hand, and the park little larger than a paddock. There was still light enough in the western heaven to brighten faintly one side of the man’s face, and to show against the trunk of the tree behind the admirable cut of his profile; also to reveal that the front of the manor-house, small though it seemed, was solidly built of stone in that never-to-be-surpassed style for the English country residence—the mullioned and transomed Elizabethan.


  The lawn, although neglected, was still as level as a bowling-green—which indeed it might once have served for; and the blades of grass before the window were raked by the candle-shine, which stretched over them so far as to touch the yeoman’s face in front.


  Within the dining-room there were also, with one of the twain, the same signs of a hidden purpose that marked the farmer. The young lady’s mind was straying as clearly into the shadows as that of the loiterer was fixed upon the room—nay, it could be said that she was quite conscious of his presence outside. Impatience caused her foot to beat silently on the carpet, and she more than once rose to leave the table. This proceeding was checked by her father, who would put his hand upon her shoulder and unceremoniously press her down into her chair, till he should have concluded his observations. Her replies were brief enough, and there was factitiousness in her smiles of assent to his views. A small iron casement between two of the mullions was open, and some occasional words of the dialogue were audible without.


  ‘As for drains—how can I put in drains? The pipes don’t cost much, that’s true; but the labour in sinking the trenches is ruination. And then the gates—they should be hung to stone posts, otherwise there’s no keeping them up through harvest.’ The Squire’s voice was strongly toned with the local accent, so that he said ‘draïns’ and ‘geäts’ like the rustics on his estate.


  The landscape without grew darker, and the young man’s figure seemed to be absorbed into the trunk of the tree. The small stars filled in between the larger, the nebulae between the small stars, the trees quite lost their voice; and if there was still a sound, it was from the cascade of a stream which stretched along under the trees that bounded the lawn on its northern side.


  At last the young girl did get to her feet and secure her retreat. ‘I have something to do, papa,’ she said. ‘I shall not be in the drawing-room just yet.’


  ‘Very well,’ replied he. ‘Then I won’t hurry.’ And closing the door behind her, he drew his decanters together and settled down in his chair.


  Three minutes after that a woman’s shape emerged from the drawing-room window, and passing through a wall-door to the entrance front, came across the grass. She kept well clear of the dining-room window, but enough of its light fell on her to show, escaping from the dark-hooded cloak that she wore, stray verges of the same light dress which had figured but recently at the dinner-table. The hood was contracted tight about her face with a drawing-string, making her countenance small and baby-like, and lovelier even than before.


  Without hesitation she brushed across the grass to the tree under which the young man stood concealed. The moment she had reached him he enclosed her form with his arm. The meeting and embrace, though by no means formal, were yet not passionate; the whole proceeding was that of persons who had repeated the act so often as to be unconscious of its performance. She turned within his arm, and faced in the same direction with himself, which was towards the window; and thus they stood without speaking, the back of her head leaning against his shoulder. For a while each seemed to be thinking his and her diverse thoughts.


  ‘You have kept me waiting a long time, dear Christine,’ he said at last. ‘I wanted to speak to you particularly, or I should not have stayed. How came you to be dining at this time o’ night?’


  ‘Father has been out all day, and dinner was put back till six. I know I have kept you; but Nicholas, how can I help it sometimes, if I am not to run any risk? My poor father insists upon my listening to all he has to say; since my brother left he has had nobody else to listen to him; and to-night he was particularly tedious on his usual topics—draining, and tenant-farmers, and the village people. I must take daddy to London; he gets so narrow always staying here.’


  ‘And what did you say to it all?’


  ‘Well, I took the part of the tenant-farmers, of course, as the beloved of one should in duty do.’ There followed a little break or gasp, implying a strangled sigh.


  ‘You are sorry you have encouraged that beloving one?’


  ‘O no, Nicholas…. What is it you want to see me for particularly?’


  ‘I know you are sorry, as time goes on, and everything is at a dead-lock, with no prospect of change, and your rural swain loses his freshness! Only think, this secret understanding between us has lasted near three year, ever since you was a little over sixteen.’


  ‘Yes; it has been a long time.’


  ‘And I an untamed, uncultivated man, who has never seen London, and knows nothing about society at all.’


  ‘Not uncultivated, dear Nicholas. Untravelled, socially unpractised, if you will,’ she said, smiling. ‘Well, I did sigh; but not because I regret being your promised one. What I do sometimes regret is that the scheme, which my meetings with you are but a part of, has not been carried out completely. You said, Nicholas, that if I consented to swear to keep faith with you, you would go away and travel, and see nations, and peoples, and cities, and take a professor with you, and study books and art, simultaneously with your study of men and manners; and then come back at the end of two years, when I should find that my father would by no means be indisposed to accept you as a son-in-law. You said your reason for wishing to get my promise before starting was that your mind would then be more at rest when you were far away, and so could give itself more completely to knowledge than if you went as my unaccepted lover only, fuming with anxiety as to how I should be when you came back. I saw how reasonable that was; and solemnly swore myself to you in consequence. But instead of going to see the world you stay on and on here to see me.’


  ‘And you don’t want me to see you?’


  ‘Yes—no—it is not that. It is that I have latterly felt frightened at what I am doing when not in your actual presence. It seems so wicked not to tell my father that I have a lover close at hand, within touch and view of both of us; whereas if you were absent my conduct would not seem quite so treacherous. The realities would not stare at one so. You would be a pleasant dream to me, which I should be free to indulge in without reproach of my conscience; I should live in hopeful expectation of your returning fully qualified to boldly claim me of my father. There, I have been terribly frank, I know.’


  He in his turn had lapsed into gloomy breathings now. ‘I did plan it as you state,’ he answered. ‘I did mean to go away the moment I had your promise. But, dear Christine, I did not foresee two or three things. I did not know what a lot of pain it would cost to tear myself from you. And I did not know that my stingy uncle—heaven forgive me calling him so!—would so flatly refuse to advance me money for my purpose—the scheme of travelling with a first-rate tutor costing a formidable sum o’ money. You have no idea what it would cost!’


  ‘But I have said that I’ll find the money.’


  ‘Ah, there,’ he returned, ‘you have hit a sore place. To speak truly, dear, I would rather stay unpolished a hundred years than take your money.’


  ‘But why? Men continually use the money of the women they marry.’


  ‘Yes; but not till afterwards. No man would like to touch your money at present, and I should feel very mean if I were to do so in present circumstances. That brings me to what I was going to propose. But no—upon the whole I will not propose it now.’


  ‘Ah! I would guarantee expenses, and you won’t let me! The money is my personal possession: it comes to me from my late grandfather, and not from my father at all.’


  He laughed forcedly and pressed her hand. ‘There are more reasons why I cannot tear myself away,’ he added. ‘What would become of my uncle’s farming? Six hundred acres in this parish, and five hundred in the next—a constant traipsing from one farm to the other; he can’t be in two places at once. Still, that might be got over if it were not for the other matters. Besides, dear, I still should be a little uneasy, even though I have your promise, lest somebody should snap you up away from me.’


  ‘Ah, you should have thought of that before. Otherwise I have committed myself for nothing.’


  ‘I should have thought of it,’ he answered gravely. ‘But I did not. There lies my fault, I admit it freely. Ah, if you would only commit yourself a little more, I might at least get over that difficulty! But I won’t ask you. You have no idea how much you are to me still; you could not argue so coolly if you had. What property belongs to you I hate the very sound of; it is you I care for. I wish you hadn’t a farthing in the world but what I could earn for you!’


  ‘I don’t altogether wish that,’ she murmured.


  ‘I wish it, because it would have made what I was going to propose much easier to do than it is now. Indeed I will not propose it, although I came on purpose, after what you have said in your frankness.’


  ‘Nonsense, Nic. Come, tell me. How can you be so touchy?’


  ‘Look at this then, Christine dear.’ He drew from his breast-pocket a sheet of paper and unfolded it, when it was observable that a seal dangled from the bottom.


  ‘What is it?’ She held the paper sideways, so that what there was of window-light fell on its surface. ‘I can only read the Old English letters—why—our names! Surely it is not a marriage-licence?’


  ‘It is.’


  She trembled. ‘O Nic! how could you do this—and without telling me!’


  ‘Why should I have thought I must tell you? You had not spoken “frankly” then as you have now. We have been all to each other more than these two years, and I thought I would propose that we marry privately, and that I then leave you on the instant. I would have taken my travelling-bag to church, and you would have gone home alone. I should not have started on my adventures in the brilliant manner of our original plan, but should have roughed it a little at first; my great gain would have been that the absolute possession of you would have enabled me to work with spirit and purpose, such as nothing else could do. But I dare not ask you now—so frank as you have been.’


  She did not answer. The document he had produced gave such unexpected substantiality to the venture with which she had so long toyed as a vague dream merely, that she was, in truth, frightened a little. ‘I—don’t know about it!’ she said.


  ‘Perhaps not. Ah, my little lady, you are wearying of me!’


  ‘No, Nic,’ responded she, creeping closer. ‘I am not. Upon my word, and truth, and honour, I am not, Nic.’


  ‘A mere tiller of the soil, as I should be called,’ he continued, without heeding her. ‘And you—well, a daughter of one of the—I won’t say oldest families, because that’s absurd, all families are the same age—one of the longest chronicled families about here, whose name is actually the name of the place.’


  ‘That’s not much, I am sorry to say! My poor brother—but I won’t speak of that…. Well,’ she murmured mischievously, after a pause, ‘you certainly would not need to be uneasy if I were to do this that you want me to do. You would have me safe enough in your trap then; I couldn’t get away!’


  ‘That’s just it!’ he said vehemently. ‘It is a trap—you feel it so, and that though you wouldn’t be able to get away from me you might particularly wish to! Ah, if I had asked you two years ago you would have agreed instantly. But I thought I was bound to wait for the proposal to come from you as the superior!’


  ‘Now you are angry, and take seriously what I meant purely in fun. You don’t know me even yet! To show you that you have not been mistaken in me, I do propose to carry out this licence. I’ll marry you, dear Nicholas, to-morrow morning.’


  ‘Ah, Christine! I am afraid I have stung you on to this, so that I cannot——’


  ‘No, no, no!’ she hastily rejoined; and there was something in her tone which suggested that she had been put upon her mettle and would not flinch. ‘Take me whilst I am in the humour. What church is the licence for?’


  ‘That I’ve not looked to see—why our parish church here, of course. Ah, then we cannot use it! We dare not be married here.’


  ‘We do dare,’ said she. ‘And we will too, if you’ll be there.’


  ‘If I’ll be there!’


  They speedily came to an agreement that he should be in the church-porch at ten minutes to eight on the following morning, awaiting her; and that, immediately after the conclusion of the service which would make them one, Nicholas should set out on his long-deferred educational tour, towards the cost of which she was resolving to bring a substantial subscription with her to church. Then, slipping from him, she went indoors by the way she had come, and Nicholas bent his steps homewards.


  II


  Instead of leaving the spot by the gate, he flung himself over the fence, and pursued a direction towards the river under the trees. And it was now, in his lonely progress, that he showed for the first time outwardly that he was not altogether unworthy of her. He wore long water-boots reaching above his knees, and, instead of making a circuit to find a bridge by which he might cross the Froom—the river aforesaid—he made straight for the point whence proceeded the low roar that was at this hour the only evidence of the stream’s existence. He speedily stood on the verge of the waterfall which caused the noise, and stepping into the water at the top of the fall, waded through with the sure tread of one who knew every inch of his footing, even though the canopy of trees rendered the darkness almost absolute, and a false step would have precipitated him into the pool beneath. Soon reaching the boundary of the grounds, he continued in the same direct line to traverse the alluvial valley, full of brooks and tributaries to the main stream—in former times quite impassable, and impassable in winter now. Sometimes he would cross a deep gully on a plank not wider than the hand; at another time he ploughed his way through beds of spear-grass, where at a few feet to the right or left he might have been sucked down into a morass. At last he reached firm land on the other side of this watery tract, and came to his house on the rise behind—Elsenford—an ordinary farmstead, from the back of which rose indistinct breathings, belchings, and snortings, the rattle of halters, and other familiar features of an agriculturist’s home.


  While Nicholas Long was packing his bag in an upper room of this dwelling, Miss Christine Everard sat at a desk in her own chamber at Froom-Everard manor-house, looking with pale fixed countenance at the candles.


  ‘I ought—I must now!’ she whispered to herself. ‘I should not have begun it if I had not meant to carry it through! It runs in the blood of us, I suppose.’ She alluded to a fact unknown to her lover, the clandestine marriage of an aunt under circumstances somewhat similar to the present. In a few minutes she had penned the following note:—


  
    October 13, 183–.


    Dear Mr. Bealand—Can you make it convenient to yourself to meet me at the Church to-morrow morning at eight? I name the early hour because it would suit me better than later on in the day. You will find me in the chancel, if you can come. An answer yes or no by the bearer of this will be sufficient.


    Christine Everard.

  


  She sent the note to the rector immediately, waiting at a small side-door of the house till she heard the servant’s footsteps returning along the lane, when she went round and met him in the passage. The rector had taken the trouble to write a line, and answered that he would meet her with pleasure.


  A dripping fog which ushered in the next morning was highly favourable to the scheme of the pair. At that time of the century Froom-Everard House had not been altered and enlarged; the public lane passed close under its walls; and there was a door opening directly from one of the old parlours—the south parlour, as it was called—into the lane which led to the village. Christine came out this way, and after following the lane for a short distance entered upon a path within a belt of plantation, by which the church could be reached privately. She even avoided the churchyard gate, walking along to a place where the turf without the low wall rose into a mound, enabling her to mount upon the coping and spring down inside. She crossed the wet graves, and so glided round to the door. He was there, with his bag in his hand. He kissed her with a sort of surprise, as if he had expected that at the last moment her heart would fail her.


  Though it had not failed her, there was, nevertheless, no great ardour in Christine’s bearing—merely the momentum of an antecedent impulse. They went up the aisle together, the bottle-green glass of the old lead quarries admitting but little light at that hour, and under such an atmosphere. They stood by the altar-rail in silence, Christine’s skirt visibly quivering at each beat of her heart.


  Presently a quick step ground upon the gravel, and Mr. Bealand came round by the front. He was a quiet bachelor, courteous towards Christine, and not at first recognizing in Nicholas a neighbouring yeoman (for he lived aloofly in the next parish), advanced to her without revealing any surprise at her unusual request. But in truth he was surprised, the keen interest taken by many country young women at the present day in church decoration and festivals being then unknown.


  ‘Good morning,’ he said; and repeated the same words to Nicholas more mechanically[.]


  ‘Good morning,’ she replied gravely. ‘Mr. Bealand, I have a serious reason for asking you to meet me—us, I may say. We wish you to marry us.’


  The rector’s gaze hardened to fixity, rather between than upon either of them, and he neither moved nor replied for some time.


  ‘Ah!’ he said at last.


  ‘And we are quite ready.’


  ‘I had no idea——’


  ‘It has been kept rather private,’ she said calmly.


  ‘Where are your witnesses?’


  ‘They are outside in the meadow, sir. I can call them in a moment,’ said Nicholas.


  ‘Oh—I see it is—Mr. Nicholas Long,’ said Mr. Bealand, and turning again to Christine, ‘Does your father know of this?’


  ‘Is it necessary that I should answer that question, Mr. Bealand?’


  ‘I am afraid it is—highly necessary.’


  Christine began to look concerned.


  ‘Where is the licence?’ the rector asked; ‘since there have been no banns.’


  Nicholas produced it, Mr. Bealand read it, an operation which occupied him several minutes—or at least he made it appear so; till Christine said impatiently, ‘We are quite ready, Mr. Bealand. Will you proceed? Mr. Long has to take a journey of a great many miles to-day.’


  ‘And you?’


  ‘No. I remain.’


  Mr. Bealand assumed firmness. ‘There is something wrong in this,’ he said. ‘I cannot marry you without your father’s presence.’


  ‘But have you a right to refuse us?’ interposed Nicholas. ‘I believe we are in a position to demand your fulfilment of our request.’


  ‘No, you are not! Is Miss Everard of age? I think not. I think she is months from being so. Eh, Miss Everard?’


  ‘Am I bound to tell that?’


  ‘Certainly. At any rate you are bound to write it. Meanwhile I refuse to solemnize the service. And let me entreat you two young people to do nothing so rash as this, even if by going to some strange church, you may do so without discovery. The tragedy of marriage——’


  ‘Tragedy?’


  ‘Certainly. It is full of crises and catastrophes, and ends with the death of one of the actors. The tragedy of marriage, as I was saying, is one I shall not be a party to your beginning with such light hearts, and I shall feel bound to put your father on his guard, Miss Everard. Think better of it, I entreat you! Remember the proverb, “Marry in haste and repent at leisure.”’


  Christine, spurred by opposition, almost stormed at him. Nicholas implored; but nothing would turn that obstinate rector. She sat down and reflected. By-and-by she confronted Mr. Bealand.


  ‘Our marriage is not to be this morning, I see,’ she said. ‘Now grant me one favour, and in return I’ll promise you to do nothing rashly. Do not tell my father a word of what has happened here.’


  ‘I agree—if you undertake not to elope.’


  She looked at Nicholas, and he looked at her. ‘Do you wish me to elope, Nic?’ she asked.


  ‘No,’ he said.


  So the compact was made, and they left the church singly, Nicholas remaining till the last, and closing the door. On his way home, carrying the well-packed bag which was just now to go no further, the two men who were mending water-carriers in the meadows approached the hedge, as if they had been on the alert all the time.


  ‘You said you mid want us for zummat, sir?’


  ‘All right—never mind,’ he answered through the hedge. ‘I did not require you after all.’


  III


  At a manor not far away there lived a queer and primitive couple who had lately been blessed with a son and heir. The christening took place during the week under notice, and this had been followed by a feast to the parishioners. Christine’s father, one of the same generation and kind, had been asked to drive over and assist in the entertainment, and Christine, as a matter of course, accompanied him.


  When they reached Athelhall, as the house was called, they found the usually quiet nook a lively spectacle. Tables had been spread in the apartment which lent its name to the whole building—the hall proper—covered with a fine open-timbered roof, whose braces, purlins, and rafters made a brown thicket of oak overhead. Here tenantry of all ages sat with their wives and families, and the servants were assisted in their ministrations by the sons and daughters of the owner’s friends and neighbours. Christine lent a hand among the rest.


  She was holding a plate in each hand towards a huge brown platter of baked rice-pudding, from which a footman was scooping a large spoonful, when a voice reached her ear over her shoulder: ‘Allow me to hold them for you.’


  Christine turned, and recognized in the speaker the nephew of the entertainer, a young man from London, whom she had already met on two or three occasions. She accepted the proffered help, and from that moment, whenever he passed her in their marchings to and fro during the remainder of the serving, he smiled acquaintance. When their work was done, he improved the few words into a conversation. He plainly had been attracted by her fairness.


  Bellston was a self-assured young man, not particularly good-looking, with more colour in his skin than even Nicholas had. He had flushed a little in attracting her notice, though the flush had nothing of nervousness in it—the air with which it was accompanied making it curiously suggestive of a flush of anger; and even when he laughed it was difficult to banish that fancy.


  The late autumn sunlight streamed in through the window panes upon the heads and shoulders of the venerable patriarchs of the hamlet, and upon the middle-aged, and upon the young; upon men and women who had played out, or were to play, tragedies or tragi-comedies in that nook of civilization not less great, essentially, than those which, enacted on more central arenas, fix the attention of the world. One of the party was a cousin of Nicholas Long’s, who sat with her husband and children.


  To make himself as locally harmonious as possible, Mr. Bellston remarked to his companion on the scene—


  ‘It does one’s heart good,’ he said, ‘to see these simple peasants enjoying themselves.’


  ‘O Mr. Bellston!’ exclaimed Christine; ‘don’t be too sure about that word “simple”! You little think what they see and meditate! Their reasonings and emotions are as complicated as ours.’


  She spoke with a vehemence which would have been hardly present in her words but for her own relation to Nicholas. The sense of that produced in her a nameless depression thenceforward. The young man, however, still followed her up.


  ‘I am glad to hear you say it,’ he returned warmly. ‘I was merely attuning myself to your mood, as I thought. The real truth is that I know more of the Parthians, and Medes, and dwellers in Mesopotamia—almost of any people, indeed—than of the English rustics. Travel and exploration are my profession, not the study of the British peasantry.’


  Travel. There was sufficient coincidence between his declaration and the course she had urged upon her lover, to lend Bellston’s account of himself a certain interest in Christine’s ears. He might perhaps be able to tell her something that would be useful to Nicholas, if their dream were carried out. A door opened from the hall into the garden, and she somehow found herself outside, chatting with Mr. Bellston on this topic, till she thought that upon the whole she liked the young man. The garden being his uncle’s, he took her round it with an air of proprietorship; and they went on amongst the Michaelmas daisies and chrysanthemums, and through a door to the fruit-garden. A green-house was open, and he went in and cut her a bunch of grapes.


  ‘How daring of you! They are your uncle’s.’


  ‘O, he don’t mind—I do anything here. A rough old buffer, isn’t he?’


  She was thinking of her Nic, and felt that, by comparison with her present acquaintance, the farmer more than held his own as a fine and intelligent fellow; but the harmony with her own existence in little things, which she found here, imparted an alien tinge to Nicholas just now. The latter, idealized by moonlight, or a thousand miles of distance, was altogether a more romantic object for a woman’s dream than this smart new-lacquered man; but in the sun of afternoon, and amid a surrounding company, Mr. Bellston was a very tolerable companion.


  When they re-entered the hall, Bellston entreated her to come with him up a spiral stair in the thickness of the wall, leading to a passage and gallery whence they could look down upon the scene below. The people had finished their feast, the newly-christened baby had been exhibited, and a few words having been spoken to them they began, amid a racketing of forms, to make for the greensward without, Nicholas’s cousin and cousin’s wife and cousin’s children among the rest. While they were filing out, a voice was heard calling—‘Hullo!—here, Jim; where are you?’ said Bellston’s uncle. The young man descended, Christine following at leisure.


  ‘Now will ye be a good fellow,’ the Squire continued, ‘and set them going outside in some dance or other that they know? I’m dog-tired, and I want to have a vew words with Mr. Everard before we join ’em—hey, Everard? They are shy till somebody starts ’em; afterwards they’ll keep gwine brisk enough.’


  ‘Ay, that they wool,’ said Squire Everard.


  They followed to the lawn; and here it proved that James Bellston was as shy, or rather as averse, as any of the tenantry themselves, to acting the part of fugleman. Only the parish people had been at the feast, but outlying neighbours had now strolled in for a dance.


  ‘They want “Speed the Plough,”’ said Bellston, coming up breathless. ‘It must be a country dance, I suppose? Now, Miss Everard, do have pity upon me. I am supposed to lead off; but really I know no more about speeding the plough than a child just born! Would you take one of the villagers?—just to start them, my uncle says. Suppose you take that handsome young farmer over there—I don’t know his name, but I dare say you do—and I’ll come on with one of the dairyman’s daughters as a second couple.’


  Christine turned in the direction signified, and changed colour—though in the shade nobody noticed it. ‘Oh, yes—I know him,’ she said coolly. ‘He is from near our own place—Mr. Nicholas Long.’


  ‘That’s capital—then you can easily make him stand as first couple with you. Now I must pick up mine.’


  ‘I—I think I’ll dance with you, Mr. Bellston,’ she said with some trepidation. ‘Because, you see,’ she explained eagerly, ‘I know the figure and you don’t—so that I can help you; while Nicholas Long, I know, is familiar with the figure, and that will make two couples who know it—which is necessary, at least.’


  Bellston showed his gratification by one of his angry-pleasant flushes—he had hardly dared to ask for what she proffered freely; and having requested Nicholas to take the dairyman’s daughter, led Christine to her place, Long promptly stepping up second with his charge. There were grim silent depths in Nic’s character; a small deedy spark in his eye, as it caught Christine’s, was all that showed his consciousness of her. Then the fiddlers began—the celebrated Mellstock fiddlers who, given free stripping, could play from sunset to dawn without turning a hair. The couples wheeled and swung, Nicholas taking Christine’s hand in the course of business with the figure, when she waited for him to give it a little squeeze; but he did not.


  Christine had the greatest difficulty in steering her partner through the maze, on account of his self-will, and when at last they reached the bottom of the long line, she was breathless with her hard labour. Resting here, she watched Nic and his lady; and, though she had decidedly cooled off in these later months, began to admire him anew. Nobody knew these dances like him, after all, or could do anything of this sort so well. His performance with the dairyman’s daughter so won upon her, that when ‘Speed the Plough’ was over she contrived to speak to him.


  ‘Nic, you are to dance with me next time.’


  He said he would, and presently asked her in a formal public manner, lifting his hat gallantly. She showed a little backwardness, which he quite understood, and allowed him to lead her to the top, a row of enormous length appearing below them as if by magic as soon as they had taken their places. Truly the Squire was right when he said that they only wanted starting.


  ‘What is it to be?’ whispered Nicholas.


  She turned to the band. ‘The Honeymoon,’ she said.


  And then they trod the delightful last-century measure of that name, which if it had ever been danced better, was never danced with more zest. The perfect responsiveness which their tender acquaintance threw into the motions of Nicholas and his partner lent to their gyrations the fine adjustment of two interacting parts of a single machine. The excitement of the movement carried Christine back to the time—the unreflecting passionate time, about two years before—when she and Nic had been incipient lovers only; and it made her forget the carking anxieties, the vision of social breakers ahead, that had begun to take the gilding off her position now. Nicholas, on his part, had never ceased to be a lover; no personal worries had as yet made him conscious of any staleness, flatness, or unprofitableness in his admiration of Christine.


  ‘Not quite so wildly, Nic,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t object personally; but they’ll notice us. How came you here?’


  ‘I heard that you had driven over; and I set out—on purpose for this.’


  ‘What—you have walked?’


  ‘Yes. If I had waited for one of uncle’s horses I should have been too late.’


  ‘Five miles here and five back—ten miles on foot—merely to dance!’


  ‘With you. What made you think of this old “Honeymoon” thing?’


  ‘O! it came into my head when I saw you, as what would have been a reality with us if you had not been stupid about that licence, and had got it for a distant church.’


  ‘Shall we try again?’


  ‘No—I don’t know. I’ll think it over.’


  The villagers admired their grace and skill, as the dancers themselves perceived; but they did not know what accompanied that admiration in one spot, at least.


  ‘People who wonder they can foot it so featly together should know what some others think,’ a waterman was saying to his neighbour. ‘Then their wonder would be less.’


  His comrade asked for information.


  ‘Well—really I hardly believe it—but ’tis said they be man and wife. Yes, sure—went to church and did the job a’most afore ’twas light one morning. But mind, not a word of this; for ’twould be the loss of a winter’s work to me if I had spread such a report and it were not true.’


  When the dance had ended she rejoined her own section of the company. Her father and Mr. Bellston the elder had now come out from the house, and were smoking in the background. Presently she found that her father was at her elbow.


  ‘Christine, don’t dance too often with young Long—as a mere matter of prudence, I mean, as volk might think it odd, he being one of our own neighbouring farmers. I should not mention this to ’ee if he were an ordinary young fellow; but being superior to the rest it behoves you to be careful.’


  ‘Exactly, papa,’ said Christine.


  But the revived sense that she was deceiving him threw a damp over her spirits. ‘But, after all,’ she said to herself, ‘he is a young man of Elsenford, handsome, able, and the soul of honour; and I am a young woman of the adjoining parish, who have been constantly thrown into communication with him. Is it not, by nature’s rule, the most proper thing in the world that I should marry him, and is it not an absurd conventional regulation which says that such a union would be wrong?’


  It may be concluded that the strength of Christine’s large-minded argument was rather an evidence of weakness than of strength in the passion it concerned, which had required neither argument nor reasoning of any kind for its maintenance when full and flush in its early days.


  When driving home in the dark with her father she sank into pensive silence. She was thinking of Nicholas having to trudge on foot all those miles back after his exertions on the sward. Mr. Everard, arousing himself from a nap, said suddenly, ‘I have something to mention to ’ee, by George—so I have, Chris! You probably know what it is?’


  She expressed ignorance, wondering if her father had discovered anything of her secret.


  ‘Well, according to him you know it. But I will tell ’ee. Perhaps you noticed young Jim Bellston walking me off down the lawn with him?—whether or no, we walked together a good while; and he informed me that he wanted to pay his addresses to ’ee. I naturally said that it depended upon yourself; and he replied that you were willing enough; you had given him particular encouragement—showing your preference for him by specially choosing him for your partner—hey? “In that case,” says I, “go on and conquer—settle it with her—I have no objection.” The poor fellow was very grateful, and in short, there we left the matter. He’ll propose to-morrow.’


  She saw now to her dismay what James Bellston had read as encouragement. ‘He has mistaken me altogether,’ she said. ‘I had no idea of such a thing.’


  ‘What, you won’t have him?’


  ‘Indeed, I cannot!’


  ‘Chrissy,’ said Mr. Everard with emphasis, ‘there’s noobody whom I should so like you to marry as that young man. He’s a thoroughly clever fellow, and fairly well provided for. He’s travelled all over the temperate zone; but he says that directly he marries he’s going to give up all that, and be a regular stay-at-home. You would be nowhere safer than in his hands.’


  ‘It is true,’ she answered. ‘He is a highly desirable match, and I should be well provided for, and probably very safe in his hands.’


  ‘Then don’t be skittish, and stand-to.’


  She had spoken from her conscience and understanding, and not to please her father. As a reflecting woman she believed that such a marriage would be a wise one. In great things Nicholas was closest to her nature; in little things Bellston seemed immeasurably nearer than Nic; and life was made up of little things.


  Altogether the firmament looked black for Nicholas Long, notwithstanding her half-hour’s ardour for him when she saw him dancing with the dairyman’s daughter. Most great passions, movements, and beliefs—individual and national—burst during their decline into a temporary irradiation, which rivals their original splendour; and then they speedily become extinct. Perhaps the dance had given the last flare-up to Christine’s love. It seemed to have improvidently consumed for its immediate purpose all her ardour forwards, so that for the future there was nothing left but frigidity.


  Nicholas had certainly been very foolish about that licence!


  IV


  This laxity of emotional tone was further increased by an incident, when, two days later, she kept an appointment with Nicholas in the Sallows. The Sallows was an extension of shrubberies and plantations along the banks of the Froom, accessible from the lawn of Froom-Everard House only, except by wading through the river at the waterfall or elsewhere. Near the brink was a thicket of box in which a trunk lay prostrate; this had been once or twice their trysting-place, though it was by no means a safe one; and it was here she sat awaiting him now.


  The noise of the stream muffled any sound of footsteps, and it was before she was aware of his approach that she looked up and saw him wading across at the top of the waterfall.


  Noontide lights and dwarfed shadows always banished the romantic aspect of her love for Nicholas. Moreover, something new had occurred to disturb her; and if ever she had regretted giving way to a tenderness for him—which perhaps she had not done with any distinctness—she regretted it now. Yet in the bottom of their hearts those two were excellently paired, the very twin halves of a perfect whole; and their love was pure. But at this hour surfaces showed garishly, and obscured the depths. Probably her regret appeared in her face.


  He walked up to her without speaking, the water running from his boots; and, taking one of her hands in each of his own, looked narrowly into her eyes.


  ‘Have you thought it over?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Whether we shall try again; you remember saying you would at the dance?’


  ‘Oh, I had forgotten that!’


  ‘You are sorry we tried at all!’ he said accusingly.


  ‘I am not so sorry for the fact as for the rumours,’ she said.


  ‘Ah! rumours?’


  ‘They say we are already married.’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘I cannot tell exactly. I heard some whispering to that effect. Somebody in the village told one of the servants, I believe. This man said that he was crossing the churchyard early on that unfortunate foggy morning, and heard voices in the chancel, and peeped through the window as well as the dim panes would let him; and there he saw you and me and Mr. Bealand, and so on; but thinking his surmises would be dangerous knowledge, he hastened on. And so the story got afloat. Then your aunt, too——’


  ‘Good Lord!—what has she done?’


  ‘The story was told her, and she said proudly, “O yes, it is true enough. I have seen the licence. But it is not to be known yet.”’


  ‘Seen the licence? How the——’


  ‘Accidentally, I believe, when your coat was hanging somewhere.’


  The information, coupled with the infelicitous word ‘proudly,’ caused Nicholas to flush with mortification. He knew that it was in his aunt’s nature to make a brag of that sort; but worse than the brag was the fact that this was the first occasion on which Christine had deigned to show her consciousness that such a marriage would be a source of pride to his relatives—the only two he had in the world.


  ‘You are sorry, then, even to be thought my wife, much less to be it.’ He dropped her hand, which fell lifelessly.


  ‘It is not sorry exactly, dear Nic. But I feel uncomfortable and vexed, that after screwing up my courage, my fidelity, to the point of going to church, you should have so muddled—managed the matter that it has ended in neither one thing nor the other. How can I meet acquaintances, when I don’t know what they are thinking of me?’


  ‘Then, dear Christine, let us mend the muddle. I’ll go away for a few days and get another licence, and you can come to me.’


  She shrank from this perceptibly. ‘I cannot screw myself up to it a second time,’ she said. ‘I am sure I cannot! Besides, I promised Mr. Bealand. And yet how can I continue to see you after such a rumour? We shall be watched now, for certain.’


  ‘Then don’t see me.’


  ‘I fear I must not for the present. Altogether——’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I am very depressed.’


  These views were not very inspiriting to Nicholas, as he construed them. It may indeed have been possible that he construed them wrongly, and should have insisted upon her making the rumour true. Unfortunately, too, he had come to her in a hurry through brambles and briars, water and weed, and the shaggy wildness which hung about his appearance at this fine and correct time of day lent an impracticability to the look of him.


  ‘You blame me—you repent your courses—you repent that you ever, ever owned anything to me!’


  ‘No, Nicholas, I do not repent that,’ she returned gently, though with firmness. ‘But I think that you ought not to have got that licence without asking me first; and I also think that you ought to have known how it would be if you lived on here in your present position, and made no effort to better it. I can bear whatever comes, for social ruin is not personal ruin or even personal disgrace. But as a sensible, new-risen poet says, whom I have been reading this morning:—


  
    The world and its ways have a certain worth:


    And to press a point while these oppose


    Were simple policy. Better wait.

  


  As soon as you had got my promise, Nic, you should have gone away—yes—and made a name, and come back to claim me. That was my silly girlish dream about my hero.’


  ‘Perhaps I can do as much yet! And would you have indeed liked better to live away from me for family reasons, than to run a risk in seeing me for affection’s sake? O what a cold heart it has grown! If I had been a prince, and you a dairymaid, I’d have stood by you in the face of the world!’


  She shook her head. ‘Ah—you don’t know what society is—you don’t know.’


  ‘Perhaps not. Who was that strange gentleman of about seven-and-twenty I saw at Mr. Bellston’s christening feast?’


  ‘Oh—that was his nephew James. Now he is a man who has seen an unusual extent of the world for his age. He is a great traveller, you know.’


  ‘Indeed.’


  ‘In fact an explorer. He is very entertaining.’


  ‘No doubt.’


  Nicholas received no shock of jealousy from her announcement. He knew her so well that he could see she was not in the least in love with Bellston. But he asked if Bellston were going to continue his explorations.


  ‘Not if he settles in life. Otherwise he will, I suppose.’


  ‘Perhaps I could be a great explorer, too, if I tried.’


  ‘You could, I am sure.’


  They sat apart, and not together; each looking afar off at vague objects, and not in each other’s eyes. Thus the sad autumn afternoon waned, while the waterfall hissed sarcastically of the inevitableness of the unpleasant. Very different this from the time when they had first met there.


  The nook was most picturesque; but it looked horridly common and stupid now. Their sentiment had set a colour hardly less visible than a material one on surrounding objects, as sentiment must where life is but thought. Nicholas was as devoted as ever to the fair Christine; but unhappily he too had moods and humours, and the division between them was not closed.


  She had no sooner got indoors and sat down to her work-table than her father entered the drawing-room. She handed him his newspaper; he took it without a word, went and stood on the hearthrug, and flung the paper on the floor.


  ‘Christine, what’s the meaning of this terrible story? I was just on my way to look at the register.’


  She looked at him without speech.


  ‘You have married—Nicholas Long?’


  ‘No, father.’


  ‘No? Can you say no in the face of such facts as I have been put in possession of?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But—the note you wrote to the rector—and the going to church?’


  She briefly explained that their attempt had failed.


  ‘Ah! Then this is what that dancing meant, was it? By——, it makes me——. How long has this been going on, may I ask?’


  ‘This what?’


  ‘What, indeed! Why, making him your beau. Now listen to me. All’s well that ends well; from this day, madam, this moment, he is to be nothing more to you. You are not to see him. Cut him adrift instantly! I only wish his volk were on my farm—out they should go, or I would know the reason why. However, you are to write him a letter to this effect at once.’


  ‘How can I cut him adrift?’


  ‘Why not? You must, my good maid!’


  ‘Well, though I have not actually married him, I have solemnly sworn to be his wife when he comes home from abroad to claim me. It would be gross perjury not to fulfil my promise. Besides, no woman can go to church with a man to deliberately solemnize matrimony, and refuse him afterwards, if he does nothing wrong meanwhile.’


  The uttered sound of her strong conviction seemed to kindle in Christine a livelier perception of all its bearings than she had known while it had lain unformulated in her mind. For when she had done speaking she fell down on her knees before her father, covered her face, and said, ‘Please, please forgive me, papa! How could I do it without letting you know! I don’t know, I don’t know!’


  When she looked up she found that, in the turmoil of his mind, her father was moving about the room. ‘You are within an ace of ruining yourself, ruining me, ruining us all!’ he said. ‘You are nearly as bad as your brother, begad!’


  ‘Perhaps I am—yes—perhaps I am!’


  ‘That I should father such a harum-scarum brood!’


  ‘It is very bad; but Nicholas——’


  ‘He’s a scoundrel!’


  ‘He is not a scoundrel!’ cried she, turning quickly. ‘He’s as good and worthy as you or I, or anybody bearing our name, or any nobleman in the kingdom, if you come to that! Only—only’—she could not continue the argument on those lines. ‘Now, father, listen!’ she sobbed; ‘if you taunt me I’ll go off and join him at his farm this very day, and marry him to-morrow, that’s what I’ll do!’


  ‘I don’t taant ye!’


  ‘I wish to avoid unseemliness as much as you.’


  She went away. When she came back a quarter of an hour later, thinking to find the room empty, he was standing there as before, never having apparently moved. His manner had quite changed. He seemed to take a resigned and entirely different view of circumstances.


  ‘Christine, here’s a paragraph in the paper hinting at a secret wedding, and I’m blazed if it don’t point to you. Well, since this was to happen, I’ll bear it, and not complain. All volk have crosses, and this is one of mine. Well, this is what I’ve got to say—I feel that you must carry out this attempt at marrying Nicholas Long. Faith, you must! The rumour will become a scandal if you don’t—that’s my view. I have tried to look at the brightest side of the case. Nicholas Long is a young man superior to most of his class, and fairly presentable. And he’s not poor—at least his uncle is not. I believe the old muddler could buy me up any day. However, a farmer’s wife you must be, as far as I can see. As you’ve made your bed, so ye must lie. Parents propose, and ungrateful children dispose. You shall marry him, and immediately.’


  Christine hardly knew what to make of this. ‘He is quite willing to wait, and so am I. We can wait for two or three years, and then he will be as worthy as——’


  ‘You must marry him. And the sooner the better, if ’tis to be done at all…. And yet I did wish you could have been Jim Bellston’s wife. I did wish it! But no.’


  ‘I, too, wished it and do still, in one sense,’ she returned gently. His moderation had won her out of her defiant mood, and she was willing to reason with him.


  ‘You do?’ he said surprised.


  ‘I see that in a worldly sense my conduct with Mr. Long may be considered a mistake.’


  ‘H’m—I am glad to hear that—after my death you may see it more clearly still; and you won’t have long to wait, to my reckoning.’


  She fell into bitter repentance, and kissed him in her anguish. ‘Don’t say that!’ she cried. ‘Tell me what to do?’


  ‘If you’ll leave me for an hour or two I’ll think. Drive to the market and back—the carriage is at the door—and I’ll try to collect my senses. Dinner can be put back till you return.’


  In a few minutes she was dressed, and the carriage bore her up the hill which divided the village and manor from the market-town.


  V


  A quarter of an hour brought her into the High Street, and for want of a more important errand she called at the harness-maker’s for a dog-collar that she required.


  It happened to be market-day, and Nicholas, having postponed the engagements which called him thither to keep the appointment with her in the Sallows, rushed off at the end of the afternoon to attend to them as well as he could. Arriving thus in a great hurry on account of the lateness of the hour, he still retained the wild, amphibious appearance which had marked him when he came up from the meadows to her side—an exceptional condition of things which had scarcely ever before occurred. When she crossed the pavement from the shop door, the shopman bowing and escorting her to the carriage, Nicholas chanced to be standing at the road-waggon office, talking to the master of the waggons. There were a good many people about, and those near paused and looked at her transit, in the full stroke of the level October sun, which went under the brims of their hats, and pierced through their button-holes. From the group she heard murmured the words: ‘Mrs. Nicholas Long.’


  The unexpected remark, not without distinct satire in its tone, took her so greatly by surprise that she was confounded. Nicholas was by this time nearer, though coming against the sun he had not yet perceived her. Influenced by her father’s lecture, she felt angry with him for being there and causing this awkwardness. Her notice of him was therefore slight, supercilious perhaps, slurred over; and her vexation at his presence showed distinctly in her face as she sat down in her seat. Instead of catching his waiting eye, she positively turned her head away.


  A moment after she was sorry she had treated him so; but he was gone.


  Reaching home she found on her dressing-table a note from her father. The statement was brief:


  
    I have considered and am of the same opinion. You must marry him. He can leave home at once and travel as proposed. I have written to him to this effect. I don’t want any victuals, so don’t wait dinner for me.

  


  Nicholas was the wrong kind of man to be blind to his Christine’s mortification, though he did not know its entire cause. He had lately foreseen something of this sort as possible.


  ‘It serves me right,’ he thought, as he trotted homeward. ‘It was absurd—wicked of me to lead her on so. The sacrifice would have been too great—too cruel!’ And yet, though he thus took her part, he flushed with indignation every time he said to himself, ‘She is ashamed of me!’


  On the ridge which overlooked Froom-Everard he met a neighbour of his—a stock-dealer—in his gig, and they drew rein and exchanged a few words. A part of the dealer’s conversation had much meaning for Nicholas.


  ‘I’ve had occasion to call on Squire Everard,’ the former said; ‘but he couldn’t see me on account of being quite knocked up at some bad news he has heard.’


  Nicholas rode on past Froom-Everard to Elsenford Farm, pondering. He had new and startling matter for thought as soon as he got there. The Squire’s note had arrived. At first he could not credit its import; then he saw further, took in the tone of the letter, saw the writer’s contempt behind the words, and understood that the letter was written as by a man hemmed into a corner. Christine was defiantly—insultingly—hurled at his head. He was accepted because he was so despised.


  And yet with what respect he had treated her and hers! Now he was reminded of what an agricultural friend had said years ago, seeing the eyes of Nicholas fixed on Christine as on an angel when she passed: ‘Better a little fire to warm ’ee than a great one to burn ’ee. No good can come of throwing your heart there.’ He went into the mead, sat down, and asked himself four questions:


  1. How could she live near her acquaintance as his wife, even in his absence, without suffering martyrdom from the stings of their contempt?


  2. Would not this entail total estrangement between Christine and her family also, and her own consequent misery?


  3. Must not such isolation extinguish her affection for him?


  4. Supposing that her father rigged them out as colonists and sent them off to America, was not the effect of such exile upon one of her gentle nurture likely to be as the last?


  In short, whatever they should embark in together would be cruelty to her, and his death would be a relief. It would, indeed, in one aspect be a relief to her now, if she were so ashamed of him as she had appeared to be that day. Were he dead, this little episode with him would fade away like a dream.


  Mr. Everard was a good-hearted man at bottom, but to take his enraged offer seriously was impossible. Obviously it was hotly made in his first bitterness at what he had heard. The least thing that he could do would be to go away and never trouble her more. To travel and learn and come back in two years, as mapped out in their first sanguine scheme, required a staunch heart on her side, if the necessary expenditure of time and money were to be afterwards justified; and it were folly to calculate on that when he had seen to-day that her heart was failing her already. To travel and disappear and not be heard of for many years would be a far more independent stroke, and it would leave her entirely unfettered. Perhaps he might rival in this kind the accomplished Mr. Bellston, of whose journeyings he had heard so much.


  He sat and sat, and the fog rose out of the river, enveloping him like a fleece; first his feet and knees, then his arms and body, and finally submerging his head. When he had come to a decision he went up again into the homestead. He would be independent, if he died for it, and he would free Christine. Exile was the only course. The first step was to inform his uncle of his determination.


  Two days later Nicholas was on the same spot in the mead, at almost the same hour of eve. But there was no fog now; a blusterous autumn wind had ousted the still, golden days and misty nights; and he was going, full of purpose, in the opposite direction. When he had last entered the mead he was an inhabitant of the Froom valley; in forty-eight hours he had severed himself from that spot as completely as if he had never belonged to it. All that appertained to him in the Froom valley now was circumscribed by the portmanteau in his hand.


  In making his preparations for departure he had unconsciously held a faint, foolish hope that she would communicate with him and make up their estrangement in some soft womanly way. But she had given no signal, and it was too evident to him that her latest mood had grown to be her fixed one, proving how well-founded had been his impulse to set her free.


  He entered the Sallows, found his way in the dark to the garden-door of the house, slipped under it a note to tell her of his departure, and explaining its true reason to be a consciousness of her growing feeling that he was an encumbrance and a humiliation. Of the direction of his journey and of the date of his return he said nothing.


  His course now took him into the high road, which he pursued for some miles in a north-easterly direction, still spinning the thread of sad inferences, and asking himself why he should ever return. At daybreak he stood on the hill above Shottsford-Forum, and awaited a coach which passed about this time along that highway towards Melchester and London.


  VI


  Some fifteen years after the date of the foregoing incidents, a man who had dwelt in far countries, and viewed many cities, arrived at Roy-Town, a roadside hamlet on the old western turnpike road, not five miles from Froom-Everard, and put up at the Buck’s Head, an isolated inn at that spot. He was still barely of middle age, but it could be seen that a haze of grey was settling upon the locks of his hair, and that his face had lost colour and curve, as if by exposure to bleaching climates and strange atmospheres, or from ailments incidental thereto. He seemed to observe little around him, by reason of the intrusion of his musings upon the scene. In truth Nicholas Long was just now the creature of old hopes and fears consequent upon his arrival—this man who once had not cared if his name were blotted out from that district. The evening light showed wistful lines which he could not smooth away by the worldling’s gloss of nonchalance that he had learnt to fling over his face.


  The Buck’s Head was a somewhat unusual place for a man of this sort to choose as a house of sojourn in preference to some Casterbridge inn four miles further on. Before he left home it had been a lively old tavern at which High-flyers, and Heralds, and Tally-hoes had changed horses on their stages up and down the country; but now the house was rather cavernous and chilly, the stable-roofs were hollow-backed, the landlord was asthmatic, and the traffic gone.


  He arrived in the afternoon, and when he had sent back the fly and was having a nondescript meal, he put a question to the waiting-maid with a mien of indifference.


  ‘Squire Everard, of Froom-Everard Manor, has been dead some years, I believe?’


  She replied in the affirmative.


  ‘And are any of the family left there still?’


  ‘O no, bless you, sir! They sold the place years ago—Squire Everard’s son did—and went away. I’ve never heard where they went to. They came quite to nothing.’


  ‘Never heard anything of the young lady—the Squire’s daughter?’


  ‘No. You see ’twas before I came to these parts.’


  When the waitress left the room, Nicholas pushed aside his plate and gazed out of the window. He was not going over into the Froom Valley altogether on Christine’s account, but she had greatly animated his motive in coming that way. Anyhow he would push on there now that he was so near, and not ask questions here where he was liable to be wrongly informed. The fundamental inquiry he had not ventured to make—whether Christine had married before the family went away. He had abstained because of an absurd dread of extinguishing hopeful surmise. That the Everards had left their old home was bad enough intelligence for one day.


  Rising from the table he put on his hat and went out, ascending towards the upland which divided this district from his native vale. The first familiar feature that met his eye was a little spot on the distant sky—a clump of trees standing on a barrow which surmounted a yet more remote upland—a point where, in his childhood, he had believed people could stand and see America. He reached the further verge of the plateau on which he had entered. Ah, there was the valley—a greenish-grey stretch of colour—still looking placid and serene, as though it had not much missed him. If Christine was no longer there, why should he pause over it this evening? His uncle and aunt were dead, and to-morrow would be soon enough to inquire for remoter relatives. Thus, disinclined to go further, he turned to retrace his way to the inn.


  In the backward path he now perceived the figure of a woman, who had been walking at a distance behind him; and as she drew nearer he began to be startled. Surely, despite the variations introduced into that figure by changing years, its ground-lines were those of Christine?


  Nicholas had been sentimental enough to write to Christine immediately on landing at Southampton a day or two before this, addressing his letter at a venture to the old house, and merely telling her that he planned to reach the Roy-Town inn on the present afternoon. The news of the scattering of the Everards had dissipated his hope of hearing of her; but here she was.


  So they met—there, alone, on the open down by a pond, just as if the meeting had been carefully arranged.


  She threw up her veil. She was still beautiful, though the years had touched her; a little more matronly—much more homely. Or was it only that he was much less homely now—a man of the world—the sense of homeliness being relative? Her face had grown to be pre-eminently of the sort that would be called interesting. Her habiliments were of a demure and sober cast, though she was one who had used to dress so airily and so gaily. Years had laid on a few shadows too in this.


  ‘I received your letter,’ she said, when the momentary embarrassment of their first approach had passed. ‘And I thought I would walk across the hills to-day, as it was fine. I have just called at the inn, and they told me you were out. I was now on my way homeward.’


  He hardly listened to this, though he intently gazed at her. ‘Christine,’ he said, ‘one word. Are you free?’


  ‘I—I am in a certain sense,’ she replied, colouring.


  The announcement had a magical effect. The intervening time between past and present closed up for him, and moved by an impulse which he had combated for fifteen years, he seized her two hands and drew her towards him.


  She started back, and became almost a mere acquaintance. ‘I have to tell you,’ she gasped, ‘that I have—been married.’


  Nicholas’s rose-coloured dream was immediately toned down to a greyish tinge.


  ‘I did not marry till many years after you had left,’ she continued in the humble tones of one confessing to a crime. ‘Oh Nic,’ she cried reproachfully, ‘how could you stay away so long?’


  ‘Whom did you marry?’


  ‘Mr. Bellston.’


  ‘I—ought to have expected it.’ He was going to add, ‘And is he dead?’ but he checked himself. Her dress unmistakably suggested widowhood; and she had said she was free.


  ‘I must now hasten home,’ said she. ‘I felt that, considering my shortcomings at our parting so many years ago, I owed you the initiative now.’


  ‘There is some of your old generosity in that. I’ll walk with you, if I may. Where are you living, Christine?’


  ‘In the same house, but not on the old conditions. I have part of it on lease; the farmer now tenanting the premises found the whole more than he wanted, and the owner allowed me to keep what rooms I chose. I am poor now, you know, Nicholas, and almost friendless. My brother sold the Froom-Everard estate when it came to him, and the person who bought it turned our home into a farm-house. Till my father’s death my husband and I lived in the manor-house with him, so that I have never lived away from the spot.’


  She was poor. That, and the change of name, sufficiently accounted for the inn-servant’s ignorance of her continued existence within the walls of her old home.


  It was growing dusk, and he still walked with her. A woman’s head arose from the declivity before them, and as she drew nearer, Christine asked him to go back. ‘This is the wife of the farmer who shares the house,’ she said. ‘She is accustomed to come out and meet me whenever I walk far and am benighted. I am obliged to walk everywhere now.’


  The farmer’s wife, seeing that Christine was not alone, paused in her advance, and Nicholas said, ‘Dear Christine, if you are obliged to do these things, I am not, and what wealth I can command you may command likewise. They say rolling stones gather no moss; but they gather dross sometimes. I was one of the pioneers to the gold-fields, you know, and made a sufficient fortune there for my wants. What is more, I kept it. When I had done this I was coming home, but hearing of my uncle’s death I changed my plan, travelled, speculated, and increased my fortune. Now, before we part: you remember you stood with me at the altar once, and therefore I speak with less preparation than I should otherwise use. Before we part then I ask, shall another again intrude between us? Or shall we complete the union we began?’


  She trembled—just as she had done at that very minute of standing with him in the church, to which he had recalled her mind. ‘I will not enter into that now, dear Nicholas,’ she replied. ‘There will be more to talk of and consider first—more to explain, which it would have spoiled this meeting to have entered into now.’


  ‘Yes, yes; but——’


  ‘Further than the brief answer I first gave, Nic, don’t press me to-night. I still have the old affection for you, or I should not have sought you. Let that suffice for the moment.’


  ‘Very well, dear one. And when shall I call to see you?’


  ‘I will write and fix an hour. I will tell you everything of my history then.’


  And thus they parted, Nicholas feeling that he had not come here fruitlessly. When she and her companion were out of sight he retraced his steps to Roy-Town, where he made himself as comfortable as he could in the deserted old inn of his boyhood’s days. He missed her companionship this evening more than he had done at any time during the whole fifteen years; and it was as though instead of separation there had been constant communion with her throughout that period. The tones of her voice had stirred his heart in a nook which had lain stagnant ever since he last heard them. They recalled the woman to whom he had once lifted his eyes as to a goddess. Her announcement that she had been another’s came as a little shock to him, and he did not now lift his eyes to her in precisely the same way as he had lifted them at first. But he forgave her for marrying Bellston; what could he expect after fifteen years?


  He slept at Roy-Town that night, and in the morning there was a short note from her, repeating more emphatically her statement of the previous evening—that she wished to inform him clearly of her circumstances, and to calmly consider with him the position in which she was placed. Would he call upon her on Sunday afternoon, when she was sure to be alone?


  ‘Nic,’ she wrote on, ‘what a cosmopolite you are! I expected to find my old yeoman still; but I was quite awed in the presence of such a citizen of the world. Did I seem rusty and unpractised? Ah—you seemed so once to me!’


  Tender playful words; the old Christine was in them. She said Sunday afternoon, and it was now only Saturday morning. He wished she had said to-day; that short revival of her image had vitalized to sudden heat feelings that had almost been stilled. Whatever she might have to explain as to her position—and it was awkwardly narrowed, no doubt—he could not give her up. Miss Everard or Mrs. Bellston, what mattered it?—she was the same Christine.


  He did not go outside the inn all Saturday. He had no wish to see or do anything but to await the coming interview. So he smoked, and read the local newspaper of the previous week, and stowed himself in the chimney-corner. In the evening he felt that he could remain indoors no longer, and the moon being near the full, he started from the inn on foot in the same direction as that of yesterday, with the view of contemplating the old village and its precincts, and hovering round her house under the cloak of night.


  With a stout stick in his hand he climbed over the five miles of upland in a comparatively short space of time. Nicholas had seen many strange lands and trodden many strange ways since he last walked that path, but as he trudged he seemed wonderfully like his old self, and had not the slightest difficulty in finding the way. In descending to the meads the streams perplexed him a little, some of the old foot-bridges having been removed; but he ultimately got across the larger water-courses, and pushed on to the village, avoiding her residence for the moment, lest she should encounter him, and think he had not respected the time of her appointment.


  He found his way to the churchyard, and first ascertained where lay the two relations he had left alive at his departure; then he observed the gravestones of other inhabitants with whom he had been well acquainted, till by degrees he seemed to be in the society of all the elder Froom-Everard population, as he had known the place. Side by side as they had lived in his day here were they now. They had moved house in mass.


  But no tomb of Mr. Bellston was visible, though, as he had lived at the manor-house, it would have been natural to find it here. In truth Nicholas was more anxious to discover that than anything, being curious to know how long he had been dead. Seeing from the glimmer of a light in the church that somebody was there cleaning for Sunday he entered, and looked round upon the walls as well as he could. But there was no monument to her husband, though one had been erected to the Squire.


  Nicholas addressed the young man who was sweeping. ‘I don’t see any monument or tomb to the late Mr. Bellston?’


  ‘O no, sir; you won’t see that,’ said the young man drily.


  ‘Why, pray?’


  ‘Because he’s not buried here. He’s not Christian-buried anywhere, as far as we know. In short, perhaps he’s not buried at all; and between ourselves, perhaps he’s alive.’


  Nicholas sank an inch shorter. ‘Ah,’ he answered.


  ‘Then you don’t know the peculiar circumstances, sir?’


  ‘I am a stranger here—as to late years.’


  ‘Mr. Bellston was a traveller—an explorer—it was his calling; you may have heard his name as such?’


  ‘I remember.’ Nicholas recalled the fact that this very bent of Mr. Bellston’s was the incentive to his own roaming.


  ‘Well, when he married he came and lived here with his wife and his wife’s father, and said he would travel no more. But after a time he got weary of biding quiet here, and weary of her—he was not a good husband to the young lady by any means—and he betook himself again to his old trick of roving—with her money. Away he went, quite out of the realm of human foot, into the bowels of Asia, and never was heard of more. He was murdered, it is said, but nobody knows; though as that was nine years ago he’s dead enough in principle, if not in corporation. His widow lives quite humble, for between her husband and her brother she’s left in very lean pasturage.’


  Nicholas went back to the Buck’s Head without hovering round her dwelling. This then was the explanation which she had wanted to make. Not dead, but missing. How could he have expected that the first fair promise of happiness held out to him would remain untarnished? She had said that she was free; and legally she was free, no doubt. Moreover, from her tone and manner he felt himself justified in concluding that she would be willing to run the risk of a union with him, in the improbability of her husband’s existence. Even if that husband lived, his return was not a likely event, to judge from his character. A man who could spend her money on his own personal adventures would not be anxious to disturb her poverty after such a lapse of time.


  Well, the prospect was not so unclouded as it had seemed. But could he, even now, give up Christine?


  VII


  Two months more brought the year nearly to a close, and found Nicholas Long tenant of a spacious house in the market-town nearest to Froom-Everard. A man of means, genial character, and a bachelor, he was an object of great interest to his neighbours, and to his neighbours’ wives and daughters. But he took little note of this, and had made it his business to go twice a week, no matter what the weather, to the now farmhouse at Froom-Everard, a wing of which had been retained as the refuge of Christine. He always walked, to give no trouble in putting up a horse to a housekeeper whose staff was limited.


  The two had put their heads together on the situation, had gone to a solicitor, had balanced possibilities, and had resolved to make the plunge of matrimony. ‘Nothing venture, nothing have,’ Christine had said, with some of her old audacity.


  With almost gratuitous honesty they had let their intentions be widely known. Christine, it is true, had rather shrunk from publicity at first; but Nicholas argued that their boldness in this respect would have good results. With his friends he held that there was not the slightest probability of her being other than a widow, and a challenge to the missing man now, followed by no response, would stultify any unpleasant remarks which might be thrown at her after their union. To this end a paragraph was inserted in the Wessex papers, announcing that their marriage was proposed to be celebrated on such and such a day in December.


  His periodic walks along the south side of the valley to visit her were among the happiest experiences of his life. The yellow leaves falling around him in the foreground, the well-watered meads on the left hand, and the woman he loved awaiting him at the back of the scene, promised a future of much serenity, as far as human judgment could foresee. On arriving, he would sit with her in the ‘parlour’ of the wing she retained, her general sitting-room, where the only relics of her early surroundings were an old clock from the other end of the house, and her own piano. Before it was quite dark they would stand, hand in hand, looking out of the window across the flat turf to the dark clump of trees which hid further view from their eyes.


  ‘Do you wish you were still mistress here, dear?’ he once said.


  ‘Not at all,’ said she cheerfully. ‘I have a good enough room, and a good enough fire, and a good enough friend. Besides, my latter days as mistress of the house were not happy ones, and they spoilt the place for me. It was a punishment for my faithlessness. Nic, you do forgive me? Really you do?’


  The twenty-third of December, the eve of the wedding-day, had arrived at last in the train of such uneventful ones as these. Nicholas had arranged to visit her that day a little later than usual, and see that everything was ready with her for the morrow’s event and her removal to his house; for he had begun to look after her domestic affairs, and to lighten as much as possible the duties of her housekeeping.


  He was to come to an early supper, which she had arranged to take the place of a wedding-breakfast next day—the latter not being feasible in her present situation. An hour or so after dark the wife of the farmer who lived in the other part of the house entered Christine’s parlour to lay the cloth.


  ‘What with getting the ham skinned, and the black-puddings hotted up,’ she said, ‘it will take me all my time before he’s here, if I begin this minute.’


  ‘I’ll lay the table myself,’ said Christine, jumping up. ‘Do you attend to the cooking.’


  ‘Thank you, ma’am. And perhaps ’tis no matter, seeing that it is the last night you’ll have to do such work. I knew this sort of life wouldn’t last long for ’ee, being born to better things.’


  ‘It has lasted rather long, Mrs. Wake. And if he had not found me out it would have lasted all my days.’


  ‘But he did find you out.’


  ‘He did. And I’ll lay the cloth immediately.’


  Mrs. Wake went back to the kitchen, and Christine began to bustle about. She greatly enjoyed preparing this table for Nicholas and herself with her own hands. She took artistic pleasure in adjusting each article to its position, as if half-an-inch error were a point of high importance. Finally she placed the two candles where they were to stand, and sat down by the fire.


  Mrs. Wake re-entered and regarded the effect. ‘Why not have another candle or two, ma’am?’ she said. ‘’Twould make it livelier. Say four.’


  ‘Very well,’ said Christine, and four candles were lighted. ‘Really,’ she added, surveying them, ‘I have been now so long accustomed to little economies that they look quite extravagant.’


  ‘Ah, you’ll soon think nothing of forty in his grand new house! Shall I bring in supper directly he comes, ma’am?’


  ‘No, not for half an hour; and, Mrs. Wake, you and Betsy are busy in the kitchen, I know; so when he knocks don’t disturb yourselves; I can let him in.’


  She was again left alone, and, as it still wanted some time to Nicholas’s appointment, she stood by the fire, looking at herself in the glass over the mantel. Reflectively raising a lock of her hair just above her temple she uncovered a small scar. That scar had a history. The terrible temper of her late husband—those sudden moods of irascibility which had made even his friendly excitements look like anger—had once caused him to set that mark upon her with the bezel of a ring he wore. He declared that the whole thing was an accident. She was a woman, and kept her own opinion.


  Christine then turned her back to the glass and scanned the table and the candles, shining one at each corner like types of the four Evangelists, and thought they looked too assuming—too confident. She glanced up at the clock, which stood also in this room, there not being space enough for it in the passage. It was nearly seven, and she expected Nicholas at half-past. She liked the company of this venerable article in her lonely life: its tickings and whizzings were a sort of conversation. It now began to strike the hour. At the end something grated slightly. Then, without any warning, the clock slowly inclined forward and fell at full length upon the floor.


  The crash brought the farmer’s wife rushing into the room. Christine had well-nigh sprung out of her shoes. Mrs. Wake’s enquiry what had happened was answered by the evidence of her own eyes.


  ‘How did it occur?’ she said.


  ‘I cannot say; it was not firmly fixed, I suppose. Dear me, how sorry I am! My dear father’s hall-clock! And now I suppose it is ruined.’


  Assisted by Mrs. Wake, she lifted the clock. Every inch of glass was, of course, shattered, but very little harm besides appeared to be done. They propped it up temporarily, though it would not go again.


  Christine had soon recovered her composure, but she saw that Mrs. Wake was gloomy. ‘What does it mean, Mrs. Wake?’ she said. ‘Is it ominous?’


  ‘It is a sign of a violent death in the family.’


  ‘Don’t talk of it. I don’t believe such things; and don’t mention it to Mr. Long when he comes. He’s not in the family yet, you know.’


  ‘O no, it cannot refer to him,’ said Mrs. Wake musingly.


  ‘Some remote cousin, perhaps,’ observed Christine, no less willing to humour her than to get rid of a shapeless dread which the incident had caused in her own mind. ‘And—supper is almost ready, Mrs. Wake?’


  ‘In three-quarters of an hour.’


  Mrs. Wake left the room, and Christine sat on. Though it still wanted fifteen minutes to the hour at which Nicholas had promised to be there, she began to grow impatient. After the accustomed ticking the dead silence was oppressive. But she had not to wait so long as she had expected; steps were heard approaching the door, and there was a knock.


  Christine was already there to open it. The entrance had no lamp, but it was not particularly dark out of doors. She could see the outline of a man, and cried cheerfully, ‘You are early; it is very good of you.’


  ‘I beg pardon. It is not Mr. Bellston himself—only a messenger with his bag and greatcoat. But he will be here soon.’


  The voice was not the voice of Nicholas, and the intelligence was strange. ‘I—I don’t understand. Mr. Bellston?’ she faintly replied.


  ‘Yes, ma’am. A gentleman—a stranger to me—gave me these things at Casterbridge station to bring on here, and told me to say that Mr. Bellston had arrived there, and is detained for half an hour, but will be here in the course of the evening.’


  She sank into a chair. The porter put a small battered portmanteau on the floor, the coat on a chair, and looking into the room at the spread table said, ‘If you are disappointed, ma’am, that your husband (as I s’pose he is) is not come, I can assure you he’ll soon be here. He’s stopped to get a shave, to my thinking, seeing he wanted it. What he said was that I could tell you he had heard the news in Ireland, and would have come sooner, his hand being forced; but was hindered crossing by the weather, having took passage in a sailing vessel. What news he meant he didn’t say.’


  ‘Ah, yes,’ she faltered. It was plain that the man knew nothing of her intended re-marriage.


  Mechanically rising and giving him a shilling, she answered to his ‘good-night,’ and he withdrew, the beat of his footsteps lessening in the distance. She was alone; but in what a solitude.


  Christine stood in the middle of the hall, just as the man had left her, in the gloomy silence of the stopped clock within the adjoining room, till she aroused herself, and turning to the portmanteau and greatcoat brought them to the light of the candles, and examined them. The portmanteau bore painted upon it the initials ‘J. B.’ in white letters—the well-known initials of her husband.


  She examined the greatcoat. In the breast-pocket was an empty spirit flask, which she firmly fancied she recognized as the one she had filled many times for him when he was living at home with her.


  She turned desultorily hither and thither, until she heard another tread without, and there came a second knocking at the door. She did not respond to it; and Nicholas—for it was he—thinking that he was not heard by reason of a concentration on to-morrow’s proceedings, opened the door softly, and came on to the door of her room, which stood unclosed, just as it had been left by the Casterbridge porter.


  Nicholas uttered a blithe greeting, cast his eye round the parlour, which with its tall candles, blazing fire, snow-white cloth, and prettily-spread table, formed a cheerful spectacle enough for a man who had been walking in the dark for an hour.


  ‘My bride—almost, at last!’ he cried, encircling her with his arms.


  Instead of responding, her figure became limp, frigid, heavy; her head fell back, and he found that she had fainted.


  It was natural, he thought. She had had many little worrying matters to attend to, and but slight assistance. He ought to have seen more effectually to her affairs; the closeness of the event had over-excited her. Nicholas kissed her unconscious face—more than once, little thinking what news it was that had changed its aspect. Loth to call Mrs. Wake, he carried Christine to a couch and laid her down. This had the effect of reviving her. Nicholas bent and whispered in her ear, ‘Lie quiet, dearest, no hurry; and dream, dream, dream of happy days. It is only I. You will soon be better.’ He held her by the hand.


  ‘No, no, no!’ she said, with a stare. ‘O, how can this be?’


  Nicholas was alarmed and perplexed, but the disclosure was not long delayed. When she had sat up, and by degrees made the stunning event known to him, he stood as if transfixed.


  ‘Ah—is it so?’ said he. Then, becoming quite meek, ‘And why was he so cruel as to—delay his return till now?’


  She dutifully recited the explanation her husband had given her through the messenger; but her mechanical manner of telling it showed how much she doubted its truth. It was too unlikely that his arrival at such a dramatic moment should not be a contrived surprise, quite of a piece with his previous dealings towards her.


  ‘But perhaps it may be true—and he may have become kind now—not as he used to be,’ she faltered. ‘Yes, perhaps, Nicholas, he is an altered man—we’ll hope he is. I suppose I ought not to have listened to my legal advisers, and assumed his death so surely! Anyhow, I am roughly received back into—the right way!’


  Nicholas burst out bitterly: ‘O what too, too honest fools we were!—to so court daylight upon our intention by putting that announcement in the papers! Why could we not have married privately, and gone away, so that he would never have known what had become of you, even if he had returned? Christine, he has done it to … But I’ll say no more. Of course we—might fly now.’


  ‘No, no; we might not,’ said she hastily.


  ‘Very well. But this is hard to bear! “When I looked for good then evil came unto me, and when I waited for light there came darkness.” So once said a sorely tried man in the land of Uz, and so say I now! … I wonder if he is almost here at this moment?’


  She told him she supposed Bellston was approaching by the path across the fields, having sent on his greatcoat, which he would not want walking.


  ‘And is this meal laid for him, or for me?’


  ‘It was laid for you.’


  ‘And it will be eaten by him?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Christine, are you sure that he is come, or have you been sleeping over the fire and dreaming it?’


  She pointed anew to the portmanteau with the initials ‘J. B.,’ and to the coat beside it.


  ‘Well, good-bye—good-bye! Curse that parson for not marrying us fifteen years ago!’


  It is unnecessary to dwell further upon that parting. There are scenes wherein the words spoken do not even approximate to the level of the mental communion between the actors. Suffice it to say that part they did, and quickly; and Nicholas, more dead than alive, went out of the house homewards.


  Why had he ever come back? During his absence he had not cared for Christine as he cared now. If he had been younger he might have felt tempted to descend into the meads instead of keeping along their edge. The Froom was down there, and he knew of quiet pools in that stream to which death would come easily. But he was too old to put an end to himself for such a reason as love; and another thought, too, kept him from seriously contemplating any desperate act. His affection for her was strongly protective, and in the event of her requiring a friend’s support in future troubles there was none but himself left in the world to afford it. So he walked on.


  Meanwhile Christine had resigned herself to circumstances. A resolve to continue worthy of her history and of her family lent her heroism and dignity. She called Mrs. Wake, and explained to that worthy woman as much of what had occurred as she deemed necessary. Mrs. Wake was too amazed to reply; she retreated slowly, her lips parted; till at the door she said with a dry mouth, ‘And the beautiful supper, ma’am?’


  ‘Serve it when he comes.’


  ‘When Mr. Bellston—yes, ma’am, I will.’ She still stood gazing, as if she could hardly take in the order.


  ‘That will do, Mrs. Wake. I am much obliged to you for all your kindness.’ And Christine was left alone again, and then she wept.


  She sat down and waited. That awful silence of the stopped clock began anew, but she did not mind it now. She was listening for a footfall in a state of mental tensity which almost took away from her the power of motion. It seemed to her that the natural interval for her husband’s journey thither must have expired; but she was not sure, and waited on.


  Mrs. Wake again came in. ‘You have not rung for supper——’


  ‘He is not yet come, Mrs. Wake. If you want to go to bed, bring in the supper and set it on the table. It will be nearly as good cold. Leave the door unbarred.’


  Mrs. Wake did as was suggested, made up the fire, and went away. Shortly afterwards Christine heard her retire to her chamber. But Christine still sat on, and still her husband postponed his entry.


  She aroused herself once or twice to freshen the fire, but was ignorant how the night was going. Her watch was upstairs, and she did not make the effort to go up to consult it. In her seat she continued; and still the supper waited, and still he did not come.


  At length she was so nearly persuaded that the arrival of his things must have been a dream after all, that she again went over to them, felt them, and examined them. His they unquestionably were; and their forwarding by the porter had been quite natural. She sighed and sat down again.


  Presently she fell into a doze, and when she again became conscious she found that the four candles had burned into their sockets and gone out. The fire still emitted a feeble shine. Christine did not take the trouble to get more candles, but stirred the fire and sat on.


  After a long period she heard a creaking of the chamber floor and stairs at the other end of the house, and knew that the farmer’s family were getting up. By-and-by Mrs. Wake entered the room, candle in hand, bouncing open the door in her morning manner, obviously without any expectation of finding a person there.


  ‘Lord-a-mercy! What, sitting here again, ma’am?’


  ‘Yes, I am sitting here still.’


  ‘You’ve been there ever since last night?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then——’


  ‘He’s not come.’


  ‘Well, he won’t come at this time o’ morning,’ said the farmer’s wife. ‘Do ’ee get on to bed, ma’am. You must be shrammed to death!’


  It occurred to Christine now that possibly her husband had thought better of obtruding himself upon her company within an hour of revealing his existence to her, and had decided to pay a more formal visit next day. She therefore adopted Mrs. Wake’s suggestion and retired.


  VIII


  Nicholas had gone straight home, neither speaking to nor seeing a soul. From that hour a change seemed to come over him. He had ever possessed a full share of self-consciousness; he had been readily piqued, had shown an unusual dread of being personally obtrusive. But now his sense of self, as an individual provoking opinion, appeared to leave him. When, therefore, after a day or two of seclusion, he came forth again, and the few acquaintances he had formed in the town condoled with him on what had happened, and pitied his haggard looks, he did not shrink from their regard as he would have done formerly, but took their sympathy as it would have been accepted by a child.


  It reached his ears that Bellston had not appeared on the evening of his arrival at any hotel in the town or neighbourhood, or entered his wife’s house at all. ‘That’s a part of his cruelty,’ thought Nicholas. And when two or three days had passed, and still no account came to him of Bellston having joined her, he ventured to set out for Froom-Everard.


  Christine was so shaken that she was obliged to receive him as she lay on a sofa, beside the square table which was to have borne their evening feast. She fixed her eyes wistfully upon him, and smiled a sad smile.


  ‘He has not come?’ said Nicholas under his breath.


  ‘He has not.’


  Then Nicholas sat beside her, and they talked on general topics merely like saddened old friends. But they could not keep away the subject of Bellston, their voices dropping as it forced its way in. Christine, no less than Nicholas, knowing her husband’s character, inferred that, having stopped her game, as he would have phrased it, he was taking things leisurely, and, finding nothing very attractive in her limited mode of living, was meaning to return to her only when he had nothing better to do.


  The bolt which laid low their hopes had struck so recently that they could hardly look each other in the face when speaking that day. But when a week or two had passed, and all the horizon still remained as vacant of Bellston as before, Nicholas and she could talk of the event with calm wonderment. Why had he come, to go again like this?


  And then there set in a period of resigned surmise, during which


  
    So like, so very like, was day to day,

  


  that to tell of one of them is to tell of all. Nicholas would arrive between three and four in the afternoon, a faint trepidation influencing his walk as he neared her door. He would knock; she would always reply in person, having watched for him from the window. Then he would whisper—


  ‘He has not come?’


  ‘He has not,’ she would say.


  Nicholas would enter then, and she being ready bonneted, they would walk into the Sallows together as far as to the spot which they had frequently made their place of appointment in their youthful days. A plank bridge, which Bellston had caused to be thrown over the stream during his residence with her in the manor-house, was now again removed, and all was just the same as in Nicholas’s time, when he had been accustomed to wade across on the edge of the cascade and come up to her like a merman from the deep. Here on the felled trunk, which still lay rotting in its old place, they would now sit, gazing at the descending sheet of water, with its never-ending sarcastic hiss at their baffled attempts to make themselves one flesh. Returning to the house they would sit down together to tea, after which, and the confidential chat that accompanied it, he walked home by the declining light. This proceeding became as periodic as an astronomical recurrence. Twice a week he came—all through that winter, all through the spring following, through the summer, through the autumn, the next winter, the next year, and the next, till an appreciable span of human life had passed by. Bellston still tarried.


  Years and years Nic walked that way, at this interval of three days, from his house in the neighbouring town; and in every instance the aforesaid order of things was customary; and still on his arrival the form of words went on—


  ‘He has not come?’


  ‘He has not.’


  So they grew older. The dim shape of that third one stood continually between them; they could not displace it; neither, on the other hand, could it effectually part them. They were in close communion, yet not indissolubly united; lovers, yet never growing cured of love. By the time that the fifth year of Nic’s visiting had arrived, on about the five-hundredth occasion of his presence at her tea-table, he noticed that the bleaching process which had begun upon his own locks was also spreading to hers. He told her so, and they laughed. Yet she was in good health: a condition of suspense, which would have half-killed a man, had been endured by her without complaint, and even with composure.


  One day, when these years of abeyance had numbered seven, they had strolled as usual as far as the waterfall, whose faint roar formed a sort of calling voice sufficient in the circumstances to direct their listlessness. Pausing there, he looked up at her face and said, ‘Why should we not try again, Christine? We are legally at liberty to do so now. Nothing venture, nothing have.’


  But she would not. Perhaps a little primness of idea was by this time ousting the native daring of Christine. ‘What he has done once he can do twice,’ she said. ‘He is not dead, and if we were to marry he would say we had “forced his hand,” as he said before, and duly reappear.’


  Some years after, when Christine was about fifty, and Nicholas fifty-three, a new trouble of a minor kind arrived. He found an inconvenience in traversing the distance between their two houses, particularly in damp weather, the years he had spent in trying climates abroad having sown the seeds of rheumatism, which made a journey undesirable on inclement days, even in a carriage. He told her of this new difficulty, as he did of everything.


  ‘If you could live nearer,’ suggested she.


  Unluckily there was no house near. But Nicholas, though not a millionaire, was a man of means; he obtained a small piece of ground on lease at the nearest spot to her home that it could be so obtained, which was on the opposite brink of the Froom, this river forming the boundary of the Froom-Everard manor; and here he built a cottage large enough for his wants. This took time, and when he got into it he found its situation a great comfort to him. He was not more than five hundred yards from her now, and gained a new pleasure in feeling that all sounds which greeted his ears, in the day or in the night, also fell upon hers—the caw of a particular rook, the voice of a neighbouring nightingale, the whistle of a local breeze, or the purl of the fall in the meadows, whose rush was a material rendering of Time’s ceaseless scour over themselves, wearing them away without uniting them.


  Christine’s missing husband was taking shape as a myth among the surrounding residents; but he was still believed in as corporeally imminent by Christine herself, and also, in a milder degree, by Nicholas. For a curious unconsciousness of the long lapse of time since his revelation of himself seemed to affect the pair. There had been no passing events to serve as chronological milestones, and the evening on which she had kept supper waiting for him still loomed out with startling nearness in their retrospects.


  In the seventeenth pensive year of this their parallel march towards the common bourne, a labourer came in a hurry one day to Nicholas’s house and brought strange tidings. The present owner of Froom-Everard—a non-resident—had been improving his property in sundry ways, and one of these was by dredging the stream which, in the course of years, had become choked with mud and weeds in its passage through the Sallows. The process necessitated a reconstruction of the waterfall. When the river had been pumped dry for this purpose, the skeleton of a man had been found jammed among the piles supporting the edge of the fall. Every particle of his flesh and clothing had been eaten by fishes or abraded to nothing by the water, but the relics of a gold watch remained, and on the inside of the case was engraved the name of the maker of her husband’s watch, which she well remembered.


  Nicholas, deeply agitated, hastened down to the place and examined the remains attentively, afterwards going across to Christine, and breaking the discovery to her. She would not come to view the skeleton, which lay extended on the grass, not a finger or toe-bone missing, so neatly had the aquatic operators done their work. Conjecture was directed to the question how Bellston had got there; and conjecture alone could give an explanation.


  It was supposed that, on his way to call upon her, he had taken a short cut through the grounds, with which he was naturally very familiar, and coming to the fall under the trees had expected to find there the plank which, during his occupancy of the premises with Christine and her father, he had placed there for crossing into the meads on the other side instead of wading across as Nicholas had done. Before discovering its removal he had probably overbalanced himself, and was thus precipitated into the cascade, the piles beneath the descending current wedging him between them like the prongs of a pitchfork, and effectually preventing the rising of his body, over which the weeds grew. Such was the reasonable supposition concerning the discovery; but proof was never forthcoming.


  ‘To think,’ said Nicholas, when the remains had been decently interred, and he was again sitting with Christine—though not beside the waterfall—‘to think how we visited him! How we sat over him, hours and hours, gazing at him, bewailing our fate, when all the time he was ironically hissing at us from the spot, in an unknown tongue, that we could marry if we chose!’


  She echoed the sentiment with a sigh.


  ‘I have strange fancies,’ she said. ‘I suppose it must have been my husband who came back, and not some other man.’


  Nicholas felt that there was little doubt. ‘Besides—the skeleton,’ he said.


  ‘Yes…. If it could not have been another person’s——but no, of course it was he.’


  ‘You might have married me on the day we had fixed, and there would have been no impediment. You would now have been seventeen years my wife, and we might have had tall sons and daughters.’


  ‘It might have been so,’ she murmured.


  ‘Well—is it still better late than never?’


  The question was one which had become complicated by the increasing years of each. Their wills were somewhat enfeebled now, their hearts sickened of tender enterprise by hope too long deferred. Having postponed the consideration of their course till a year after the interment of Bellston, each seemed less disposed than formerly to take it up again.


  ‘Is it worth while, after so many years?’ she said to him. ‘We are fairly happy as we are—perhaps happier than we should be in any other relation, seeing what old people we have grown. The weight is gone from our lives; the shadow no longer divides us: then let us be joyful together as we are, dearest Nic, in the days of our vanity; and


  
    With mirth and laughter let old wrinkles come.’

  


  He fell in with these views of hers to some extent. But occasionally he ventured to urge her to reconsider the case, though he spoke not with the fervour of his earlier years.


  Autumn 1887.


  ♣


  Alicia’s Diary


  I.—She Misses her Sister


  July 7.—I wander about the house in a mood of unutterable sadness, for my dear sister Caroline has left home to-day with my mother, and I shall not see them again for several weeks. They have accepted a long-standing invitation to visit some old friends of ours, the Marlets, who live at Versailles for cheapness—my mother thinking that it will be for the good of Caroline to see a little of France and Paris. But I don’t quite like her going. I fear she may lose some of that childlike simplicity and gentleness which so characterize her, and have been nourished by the seclusion of our life here. Her solicitude about her pony before starting was quite touching, and she made me promise to visit it daily, and see that it came to no harm.


  Caroline gone abroad, and I left here! It is the reverse of an ordinary situation, for good or ill-luck has mostly ordained that I should be the absent one. Mother will be quite tired out by the young enthusiasm of Caroline. She will demand to be taken everywhere—to Paris continually, of course; to all the stock shrines of history’s devotees; to palaces and prisons; to kings’ tombs and queens’ tombs; to cemeteries and picture-galleries, and royal hunting forests. My poor mother, having gone over most of this ground many times before, will perhaps not find the perambulation so exhilarating as will Caroline herself. I wish I could have gone with them. I would not have minded having my legs walked off to please Caroline. But this regret is absurd: I could not, of course, leave my father with not a soul in the house to attend to the calls of the parishioners or to pour out his tea.


  July 15.—A letter from Caroline to-day. It is very strange that she tells me nothing which I expected her to tell—only trivial details. She seems dazzled by the brilliancy of Paris—which no doubt appears still more brilliant to her from the fact of her only being able to obtain occasional glimpses of it. She would see that Paris, too, has a seamy side if you live there. I was not aware that the Marlets knew so many people. If, as mother has said, they went to reside at Versailles for reasons of economy, they will not effect much in that direction while they make a practice of entertaining all the acquaintances who happen to be in their neighbourhood. They do not confine their hospitalities to English people, either. I wonder who this M. de la Feste is, in whom Caroline says my mother is so much interested.


  July 18.—Another letter from Caroline. I have learnt from this epistle that M. Charles de la Feste is ‘only one of the many friends of the Marlets’; that though a Frenchman by birth, and now again temporarily at Versailles, he has lived in England many many years; that he is a talented landscape and marine painter, and has exhibited at the Salon, and I think in London. His style and subjects are considered somewhat peculiar in Paris—rather English than Continental. I have not as yet learnt his age, or his condition, married or single. From the tone and nature of her remarks about him he sometimes seems to be a middle-aged family man, sometimes quite the reverse. From his nomadic habits I should say the latter is the most likely. He has travelled and seen a great deal, she tells me, and knows more about English literature than she knows herself.


  July 21.—Letter from Caroline. Query: Is ‘a friend of ours and the Marlets,’ of whom she now anonymously and mysteriously speaks, the same personage as the ‘M. de la Feste’ of her former letters? He must be the same, I think, from his pursuits. If so, whence this sudden change of tone? … I have been lost in thought for at least a quarter of an hour since writing the preceding sentence. Suppose my dear sister is falling in love with this young man—there is no longer any doubt about his age; what a very awkward, risky thing for her! I do hope that my mother has an eye on these proceedings. But, then, poor mother never sees the drift of anything: she is in truth less of a mother to Caroline than I am. If I were there, how jealously I would watch him, and ascertain his designs!


  I am of a stronger nature than Caroline. How I have supported her in the past through her little troubles and great griefs! Is she agitated at the presence of this, to her, new and strange feeling? But I am assuming her to be desperately in love, when I have no proof of anything of the kind. He may be merely a casual friend, of whom I shall hear no more.


  July 24.—Then he is a bachelor, as I suspected. ‘If M. de la Feste ever marries he will,’ etc. So she writes. They are getting into close quarters, obviously. Also, ‘Something to keep my hair smooth, which M. de la Feste told me he had found useful for the tips of his moustache.’ Very naïvely related this; and with how much unconsciousness of the intimacy between them that the remark reveals! But my mother—what can she be doing? Does she know of this? And if so, why does she not allude to it in her letters to my father? … I have been to look at Caroline’s pony, in obedience to her reiterated request that I would not miss a day in seeing that she was well cared for. Anxious as Caroline was about this pony of hers before starting, she now never mentioned the poor animal once in her letters. The image of her pet suffers from displacement.


  August 3.—Caroline’s forgetfulness of her pony has naturally enough extended to me, her sister. It is ten days since she last wrote, and but for a note from my mother I should not know if she were dead or alive.


  II.—News Interesting and Serious


  August 5.—A cloud of letters. A letter from Caroline, another from mother; also one from each to my father.


  The probability to which all the intelligence from my sister has pointed of late turns out to be a fact. There is an engagement, or almost an engagement, announced between my dear Caroline and M. de la Feste—to Caroline’s sublime happiness, and my mother’s entire satisfaction; as well as to that of the Marlets. They and my mother seem to know all about the young man—which is more than I do, though a little extended information about him, considering that I am Caroline’s elder sister, would not have been amiss. I half feel with my father, who is much surprised, and, I am sure, not altogether satisfied, that he should not have been consulted at all before matters reached such a definite stage, though he is too amiable to say so openly. I don’t quite say that a good thing should have been hindered for the sake of our opinion, if it is a good thing; but the announcement comes very suddenly. It must have been foreseen by my mother for some time that this upshot was probable, and Caroline might have told me more distinctly that M. de la Feste was her lover, instead of alluding so mysteriously to him as only a friend of the Marlets, and lately dropping his name altogether. My father, without exactly objecting to him as a Frenchman, ‘wishes he were of English or some other reasonable nationality for one’s son-in-law,’ but I tell him that the demarcations of races, kingdoms, and creeds, are wearing down every day, that patriotism is a sort of vice, and that the character of the individual is all we need think about in this case. I wonder if, in the event of their marriage, he will continue to live at Versailles, or if he will come to England.


  August 7.—A supplemental letter from Caroline, answering, by anticipation, some of the aforesaid queries. She tells me that ‘Charles,’ though he makes Versailles his present home, is by no means bound by his profession to continue there; that he will live just where she wishes, provided it be not too far from some centre of thought, art, and civilization. My mother and herself both think that the marriage should not take place till next year. He exhibits landscapes and canal scenery every year, she says; so I suppose he is popular, and that his income is sufficient to keep them in comfort. If not, I do not see why my father could not settle something more on them than he had intended, and diminish by a little what he had proposed for me, whilst it was imagined that I should be the first to stand in need of such.


  ‘Of engaging manner, attractive appearance, and virtuous character,’ is the reply I receive from her in answer to my request for a personal description. That is vague enough, and I would rather have had one definite fact of complexion, voice, deed, or opinion. But of course she has no eye now for material qualities; she cannot see him as he is. She sees him irradiated with glories such as never appertained and never will appertain to any man, foreign, English, or Colonial. To think that Caroline, two years my junior, and so childlike as to be five years my junior in nature, should be engaged to be married before me. But that is what happens in families more often than we are apt to remember.


  August 16.—Interesting news to-day. Charles, she says, has pleaded that their marriage may just as well be this year as next; and he seems to have nearly converted my mother to the same way of thinking. I do not myself see any reason for delay, beyond the standing one of my father having as yet had no opportunity of forming an opinion upon the man, the time, or anything. However, he takes his lot very quietly, and they are coming home to talk the question over with us; Caroline having decided not to make any positive arrangements for this change of state till she has seen me. Subject to my own and my father’s approval, she says, they are inclined to settle the date of the wedding for November, three months from the present time, that it shall take place here in the village, that I, of course, shall be bridesmaid, and many other particulars. She draws an artless picture of the probable effect upon the minds of the villagers of this romantic performance in the chancel of our old church, in which she is to be chief actor—the foreign gentleman dropping down like a god from the skies, picking her up, and triumphantly carrying her off. Her only grief will be separation from me, but this is to be assuaged by my going and staying with her for long months at a time. This simple prattle is very sweet to me, my dear sister, but I cannot help feeling sad at the occasion of it. In the nature of things it is obvious that I shall never be to you again what I hitherto have been: your guide, counsellor, and most familiar friend.


  M. de la Feste does certainly seem to be all that one could desire as protector to a sensitive fragile child like Caroline, and for that I am thankful. Still, I must remember that I see him as yet only through her eyes. For her sake I am intensely anxious to meet him, and scrutinize him through and through, and learn what the man is really made of who is to have such a treasure in his keeping. The engagement has certainly been formed a little precipitately; I quite agree with my father in that: still, good and happy marriages have been made in a hurry before now, and mother seems well satisfied.


  August 20.—A terrible announcement came this morning; and we are in deep trouble. I have been quite unable to steady my thoughts on anything to-day till now—half-past eleven at night—and I only attempt writing these notes because I am too restless to remain idle, and there is nothing but waiting and waiting left for me to do. Mother has been taken dangerously ill at Versailles: they were within a day or two of starting; but all thought of leaving must now be postponed, for she cannot possibly be moved in her present state. I don’t like the sound of haemorrhage at all in a woman of her full habit, and Caroline and the Marlets have not exaggerated their accounts I am certain. On the receipt of the letter my father instantly decided to go to her, and I have been occupied all day in getting him off, for, as he calculates on being absent several days, there have been many matters for him to arrange before setting out—the chief being to find some one who will do duty for him next Sunday—a quest of no small difficulty at such short notice; but at last poor old feeble Mr. Dugdale has agreed to attempt it, with Mr. Highman, the Scripture reader, to assist him in the lessons.


  I fain would have gone with my father to escape the irksome anxiety of awaiting her; but somebody had to stay, and I could best be spared. George has driven him to the station to meet the last train by which he will catch the midnight boat, and reach Havre some time in the morning. He hates the sea, and a night passage in particular. I hope he will get there without mishap of any kind; but I feel anxious for him, stay-at-home as he is, and unable to cope with any difficulty. Such an errand, too; the journey will be sad enough at best. I almost think I ought to have been the one to go to her.


  August 21.—I nearly fell asleep of heaviness of spirit last night over my writing. My father must have reached Paris by this time; and now here comes a letter….


  Later.—The letter was to express an earnest hope that my father had set out. My poor mother is sinking, they fear. What will become of Caroline? O, how I wish I could see mother; why could not both have gone?


  Later.—I get up from my chair, and walk from window to window, and then come and write a line. I cannot even divine how poor Caroline’s marriage is to be carried out if mother dies. I pray that father may have got there in time to talk to her and receive some directions from her about Caroline and M. de la Feste—a man whom neither my father nor I have seen. I, who might be useful in this emergency, am doomed to stay here, waiting in suspense.


  August 23.—A letter from my father containing the sad news that my mother’s spirit has flown. Poor little Caroline is heart-broken—she was always more my mother’s pet than I was. It is some comfort to know that my father arrived in time to hear from her own lips her strongly expressed wish that Caroline’s marriage should be solemnized as soon as possible. M. de la Feste seems to have been a great favourite of my dear mother’s; and I suppose it now becomes almost a sacred duty of my father to accept him as a son-in-law without criticism.


  III.—Her Gloom Lightens a Little


  September 10.—I have inserted nothing in my diary for more than a fortnight. Events have been altogether too sad for me to have the spirit to put them on paper. And yet there comes a time when the act of recording one’s trouble is recognized as a welcome method of dwelling upon it….


  My dear mother has been brought home and buried here in the parish. It was not so much her own wish that this should be done as my father’s, who particularly desired that she should lie in the family vault beside his first wife. I saw them side by side before the vault was closed—two women beloved by one man. As I stood, and Caroline by my side, I fell into a sort of dream, and had an odd fancy that Caroline and I might be also beloved of one, and lie like these together—an impossibility, of course, being sisters. When I awoke from my reverie Caroline took my hand and said it was time to leave.


  September 14.—The wedding is indefinitely postponed. Caroline is like a girl awakening in the middle of a somnambulistic experience, and does not realize where she is, or how she stands. She walks about silently, and I cannot tell her thoughts, as I used to do. It was her own doing to write to M. de la Feste and tell him that the wedding could not possibly take place this autumn as originally planned. There is something depressing in this long postponement if she is to marry him at all; and yet I do not see how it could be avoided.


  October 20.—I have had so much to occupy me in consoling Caroline that I have been continually overlooking my diary. Her life was much nearer to my mother’s than mine was. She has never, as I, lived away from home long enough to become self-dependent, and hence in her first loss, and all that it involved, she drooped like a rain-beaten lily. But she is of a nature whose wounds soon heal, even though they may be deep, and the supreme poignancy of her sorrow has already passed.


  My father is of opinion that the wedding should not be delayed too long. While at Versailles he made the acquaintance of M. de la Feste, and though they had but a short and hurried communion with each other, he was much impressed by M. de la Feste’s disposition and conduct, and is strongly in favour of his suit. It is odd that Caroline’s betrothed should influence in his favour all who come near him. His portrait, which dear Caroline has shown me, exhibits him to be of a physique that partly accounts for this; but there must be something more than mere appearance, and it is probably some sort of glamour or fascinating power—the quality which prevented Caroline from describing him to me with any accuracy of detail. At the same time, I see from the photograph that his face and head are remarkably well formed; and though the contours of his mouth are hidden by his moustache, his arched brows show well the romantic disposition of a true lover and painter of Nature. I think that the owner of such a face as this must be tender and sympathetic and true.


  October 30.—As my sister’s grief for her mother becomes more and more calmed, her love for M. de la Feste begins to reassume its former absorbing command of her. She thinks of him incessantly, and writes whole treatises to him by way of letters. Her blank disappointment at his announcement of his inability to pay us a visit quite so soon as he had promised was quite tragic. I, too, am disappointed, for I wanted to see and estimate him. But having arranged to go to Holland to seize some aerial effects for his pictures, which are only to be obtained at this time of the autumn, he is obliged to postpone his journey this way, which is now to be made early in the new year. I think myself that he ought to have come at all sacrifices, considering Caroline’s recent loss, the sad postponement of what she was looking forward to, and her single-minded affection for him. Still, who knows; his professional success is important. Moreover, she is cheerful, and hopeful, and the delay will soon be overpast.


  IV.—She Beholds the Attractive Stranger


  February 16.—We have had such a dull life here all the winter that I have found nothing important enough to set down, and broke off my journal accordingly. I resume it now to make an entry on the subject of dear Caroline’s future. It seems that she was too grieved, immediately after the loss of our mother, to answer definitely the question of M. de la Feste how long the postponement was to be; then, afterwards, it was agreed that the matter should be discussed on his autumn visit; but as he did not come, it has remained in abeyance till this week, when Caroline, with the greatest simplicity and confidence, has written to him without any further pressure on his part, and told him that she is quite ready to fix the time, and will do so as soon as he arrives to see her. She is a little frightened now, lest it should seem forward in her to have revived the subject of her own accord; but she may assume that his question has been waiting on for an answer ever since, and that she has, therefore, acted only within her promise. In truth, the secret at the bottom of it all is that she is somewhat saddened because he has not latterly reminded her of the pause in their affairs—that, in short, his original impatience to possess her is not now found to animate him so obviously. I suppose that he loves her as much as ever; indeed, I am sure he must do so, seeing how lovable she is. It is mostly thus with all men when women are out of their sight; they grow negligent. Caroline must have patience, and remember that a man of his genius has many and important calls upon his time. In justice to her I must add that she does remember it fairly well, and has as much patience as any girl ever had in the circumstances. He hopes to come at the beginning of April at latest. Well, when he comes we shall see him.


  April 5.—I think that what M. de la Feste writes is reasonable enough, though Caroline looks heart-sick about it. It is hardly worth while for him to cross all the way to England and back just now, while the sea is so turbulent, seeing that he will be obliged, in any event, to come in May, when he has to be in London for professional purposes, at which time he can take us easily on his way both coming and going. When Caroline becomes his wife she will be more practical, no doubt; but she is such a child as yet that there is no contenting her with reasons. However, the time will pass quickly, there being so much to do in preparing a trousseau for her, which must now be put in hand in order that we may have plenty of leisure to get it ready. On no account must Caroline be married in half-mourning; I am sure that mother, could she know, would not wish it, and it is odd that Caroline should be so intractably persistent on this point, when she is usually so yielding.


  April 30.—This month has flown on swallow’s wings. We are in a great state of excitement—I as much as she—I cannot quite tell why. He is really coming in ten days, he says.


  May 9. Four p.m.—I am so agitated I can scarcely write, and yet am particularly impelled to do so before leaving my room. It is the unexpected shape of an expected event which has caused my absurd excitement, which proves me almost as much a school-girl as Caroline.


  M. de la Feste was not, as we understood, to have come till to-morrow; but he is here—just arrived. All household directions have devolved upon me, for my father, not thinking M. de la Feste would appear before us for another four-and-twenty hours, left home before post time to attend a distant consecration; and hence Caroline and I were in no small excitement when Charles’s letter was opened, and we read that he had been unexpectedly favoured in the dispatch of his studio work, and would follow his letter in a few hours. We sent the covered carriage to meet the train indicated, and waited like two newly strung harps for the first sound of the returning wheels. At last we heard them on the gravel; and the question arose who was to receive him. It was, strictly speaking, my duty; but I felt timid; I could not help shirking it, and insisted that Caroline should go down. She did not, however, go near the door as she usually does when anybody is expected, but waited palpitating in the drawing-room. He little thought when he saw the silent hall, and the apparently deserted house, how that house was at the very same moment alive and throbbing with interest under the surface. I stood at the back of the upper landing, where nobody could see me from downstairs, and heard him walk across the hall—a lighter step than my father’s—and heard him then go into the drawing-room, and the servant shut the door behind him and go away.


  What a pretty lovers’ meeting they must have had in there all to themselves! Caroline’s sweet face looking up from her black gown—how it must have touched him. I know she wept very much, for I heard her; and her eyes will be red afterwards, and no wonder, poor dear, though she is no doubt happy. I can imagine what she is telling him while I write this—her fears lest anything should have happened to prevent his coming after all—gentle, smiling reproaches for his long delay; and things of that sort. His two portmanteaus are at this moment crossing the landing on the way to his room. I wonder if I ought to go down.


  A little later.—I have seen him! It was not at all in the way that I intended to encounter him, and I am vexed. Just after his portmanteaus were brought up I went out from my room to descend, when, at the moment of stepping towards the first stair, my eyes were caught by an object in the hall below, and I paused for an instant, till I saw that it was a bundle of canvas and sticks, composing a sketching tent and easel. At the same nick of time the drawing-room door opened and the affianced pair came out. They were saying they would go into the garden; and he waited a moment while she put on her hat. My idea was to let them pass on without seeing me, since they seemed not to want my company, but I had got too far on the landing to retreat; he looked up, and stood staring at me—engrossed to a dream-like fixity. Thereupon I, too, instead of advancing as I ought to have done, stood moonstruck and awkward, and before I could gather my weak senses sufficiently to descend, she had called him, and they went out by the garden door together. I then thought of following them, but have changed my mind, and come here to jot down these few lines. It is all I am fit for….


  He is even more handsome than I expected. I was right in feeling he must have an attraction beyond that of form: it appeared even in that momentary glance. How happy Caroline ought to be. But I must, of course, go down to be ready with tea in the drawing-room by the time they come indoors.


  11 p.m.—I have made the acquaintance of M. de la Feste; and I seem to be another woman from the effect of it. I cannot describe why this should be so, but conversation with him seems to expand the view, and open the heart, and raise one as upon stilts to wider prospects. He has a good intellectual forehead, perfect eyebrows, dark hair and eyes, an animated manner, and a persuasive voice. His voice is soft in quality—too soft for a man, perhaps; and yet on second thoughts I would not have it less so. We have been talking of his art: I had no notion that art demanded such sacrifices or such tender devotion; or that there were two roads for choice within its precincts, the road of vulgar money-making, and the road of high aims and consequent inappreciation for many long years by the public. That he has adopted the latter need not be said to those who understand him. It is a blessing for Caroline that she has been chosen by such a man, and she ought not to lament at postponements and delays, since they have arisen unavoidably. Whether he finds hers a sufficiently rich nature, intellectually and emotionally, for his own, I know not, but he seems occasionally to be disappointed at her simple views of things. Does he really feel such love for her at this moment as he no doubt believes himself to be feeling, and as he no doubt hopes to feel for the remainder of his life towards her?


  It was a curious thing he told me when we were left for a few minutes alone; that Caroline had alluded so slightly to me in her conversation and letters that he had not realized my presence in the house here at all. But, of course, it was only natural that she should write and talk most about herself. I suppose it was on account of the fact of his being taken in some measure unawares, that I caught him on two or three occasions regarding me fixedly in a way that disquieted me somewhat, having been lately in so little society; till my glance aroused him from his reverie, and he looked elsewhere in some confusion. It was fortunate that he did so, and thus failed to notice my own. It shows that he, too, is not particularly a society person.


  May 10.—Have had another interesting conversation with M. de la Feste on schools of landscape painting in the drawing-room after dinner this evening—my father having fallen asleep, and left nobody but Caroline and myself for Charles to talk to. I did not mean to say so much to him, and had taken a volume of Modern Painters from the bookcase to occupy myself with, while leaving the two lovers to themselves; but he would include me in his audience, and I was obliged to lay the book aside. However, I insisted on keeping Caroline in the conversation, though her views on pictorial art were only too charmingly crude and primitive.


  To-morrow, if fine, we are all three going to Wherryborne Wood, where Charles will give us practical illustrations of the principles of coloring that he has enumerated to-night. I am determined not to occupy his attention to the exclusion of Caroline, and my plan is that when we are in the dense part of the wood I will lag behind, and slip away, and leave them to return by themselves. I suppose the reason of his attentiveness to me lies in his simply wishing to win the good opinion of one who is so closely united to Caroline, and so likely to influence her good opinion of him.


  May 11. Late.—I cannot sleep, and in desperation have lit my candle and taken up my pen. My restlessness is occasioned by what has occurred to-day, which at first I did not mean to write down, or trust to any heart but my own. We went to Wherryborne Wood—Caroline, Charles and I, as we had intended—and walked all three along the green track through the midst, Charles in the middle between Caroline and myself. Presently I found that, as usual, he and I were the only talkers, Caroline amusing herself by observing birds and squirrels as she walked docilely alongside her betrothed. Having noticed this I dropped behind at the first opportunity and slipped among the trees, in a direction in which I knew I should find another path that would take me home. Upon this track I by and by emerged, and walked along it in silent thought till, at a bend, I suddenly encountered M. de la Feste standing stock still and smiling thoughtfully at me.


  ‘Where is Caroline?’ said I.


  ‘Only a little way off,’ says he. ‘When we missed you from behind us we thought you might have mistaken the direction we had followed, so she has gone one way to find you and I have come this way.’


  We then went back to find Caroline, but could not discover her anywhere, and the upshot was that he and I were wandering about the woods alone for more than an hour. On reaching home we found she had given us up after searching a little while, and arrived there some time before. I should not be so disturbed by the incident if I had not perceived that, during her absence from us, he did not make any earnest effort to rediscover her; and in answer to my repeated expressions of wonder as to whither she could have wandered he only said, ‘Oh, she’s quite safe; she told me she knew the way home from any part of this wood. Let us go on with our talk. I assure you I value this privilege of being with one I so much admire more than you imagine;’ and other things of that kind. I was so foolish as to show a little perturbation—I cannot tell why I did not control myself; and I think he noticed that I was not cool. Caroline has, with her simple good faith, thought nothing of the occurrence; yet altogether I am not satisfied.


  V.—Her Situation is a Trying One


  May 15.—The more I think of it day after day, the more convinced I am that my suspicions are true. He is too interested in me—well, in plain words, loves me; or, not to degrade that phrase, has a wild passion for me; and his affection for Caroline is that towards a sister only. That is the distressing truth; how it has come about I cannot tell, and it wears upon me.


  A hundred little circumstances have revealed this to me, and the longer I dwell upon it the more agitating does the consideration become. Heaven only can help me out of the terrible difficulty in which this places me. I have done nothing to encourage him to be faithless to her. I have studiously kept out of his way; have persistently refused to be a third in their interviews. Yet all to no purpose. Some fatality has seemed to rule, ever since he came to the house, that this disastrous inversion of things should arise. If I had only foreseen the possibility of it before he arrived, how gladly would I have departed on some visit or other to the meanest friend to hinder such an apparent treachery. But I blindly welcomed him—indeed, made myself particularly agreeable to him for her sake.


  There is no possibility of my suspicions being wrong; not until they have reached absolute certainty have I dared even to admit the truth to myself. His conduct to-day would have proved them true had I entertained no previous apprehensions. Some photographs of myself came for me by post, and they were handed round at the breakfast table and criticised. I put them temporarily on a side table, and did not remember them until an hour afterwards when I was in my own room. On going to fetch them I discovered him standing at the table with his back towards the door bending over the photographs, one of which he raised to his lips.


  The witnessing this act so frightened me that I crept away to escape observation. It was the climax to a series of slight and significant actions all tending to the same conclusion. The question for me now is, what am I to do? To go away is what first occurs to me, but what reason can I give Caroline and my father for such a step? Besides, it might precipitate some sort of catastrophe by driving Charles to desperation. For the present, therefore, I have decided that I can only wait, though his contiguity is strangely disturbing to me now, and I hardly retain strength of mind to encounter him. How will the distressing complication end?


  May 19.—And so it has come! My mere avoidance of him has precipitated the worst issue—a declaration. I had occasion to go into the kitchen garden to gather some of the double ragged-robins which grew in a corner there. Almost as soon as I had entered I heard footsteps without. The door opened and shut, and I turned to behold him just inside it. As the garden is closed by four walls and the gardener was absent, the spot ensured absolute privacy. He came along the path by the asparagus-bed, and overtook me.


  ‘You know why I come, Alicia?’ said he, in a tremulous voice.


  I said nothing, and hung my head, for by his tone I did know.


  ‘Yes,’ he went on, ‘it is you I love; my sentiment towards your sister is one of affection too, but protective, tutelary affection—no more. Say what you will I cannot help it. I mistook my feeling for her, and I know how much I am to blame for my want of self-knowledge. I have fought against this discovery night and day; but it cannot be concealed. Why did I ever see you, since I could not see you till I had committed myself? At the moment my eyes beheld you on that day of my arrival, I said, “This is the woman for whom my manhood has waited.” Ever since an unaccountable fascination has riveted my heart to you. Answer one word!’


  ‘O, M. de la Feste!’ I burst out. What I said more I cannot remember, but I suppose that the misery I was in showed pretty plainly, for he said, ‘Something must be done to let her know; perhaps I have mistaken her affection, too; but all depends upon what you feel.’


  ‘I cannot tell what I feel,’ said I, ‘except that this seems terrible treachery; and every moment that I stay with you here makes it worse! … Try to keep faith with her—her young heart is tender; believe me there is no mistake in the quality of her love for you. Would there were! This would kill her if she knew it!’


  He sighed heavily. ‘She ought never to be my wife,’ he said. ‘Leaving my own happiness out of the question, it would be a cruelty to her to unite her to me.’


  I said I could not hear such words from him, and begged him in tears to go away; he obeyed, and I heard the garden door shut behind him. What is to be the end of the announcement, and the fate of Caroline?


  May 20.—I put a good deal on paper yesterday, and yet not all. I was, in truth, hoping against hope, against conviction, against too conscious self-judgment. I scarcely dare own the truth now, yet it relieves my aching heart to set it down. Yes, I love him—that is the dreadful fact, and I can no longer parry, evade, or deny it to myself, though to the rest of the world it can never be owned. I love Caroline’s betrothed, and he loves me. It is no yesterday’s passion, cultivated by our converse; it came at first sight, independently of my will; and my talk with him yesterday made rather against it than for it, but, alas, did not quench it. God forgive us both for this terrible treachery.


  May 25.—All is vague; our courses shapeless. He comes and goes, being occupied, ostensibly at least, with sketching in his tent in the wood. Whether he and she see each other privately I cannot tell, but I rather think they do not; that she sadly awaits him, and he does not appear. Not a sign from him that my repulse has done him any good, or that he will endeavour to keep faith with her. O, if I only had the compulsion of a god, and the self-sacrifice of a martyr!


  May 31.—It has all ended—or rather this act of the sad drama has ended—in nothing. He has left us. No day for the fulfilment of the engagement with Caroline is named, my father not being the man to press any one on such a matter, or, indeed, to interfere in any way. We two girls are, in fact, quite defenceless in a case of this kind; lovers may come when they choose, and desert when they choose; poor father is too urbane to utter a word of remonstrance or inquiry. Moreover, as the approved of my dead mother, M. de la Feste has a sort of autocratic power with my father, who holds it unkind to her memory to have an opinion about him. I, feeling it my duty, asked M. de la Feste at the last moment about the engagement, in a voice I could not keep firm.


  ‘Since the death of your mother all has been indefinite—all!’ he said gloomily. That was the whole. Possibly, Wherryborne Rectory may see him no more.


  June 7.—M. de la Feste has written—one letter to her, one to me. Hers could not have been very warm, for she did not brighten on reading it. Mine was an ordinary note of friendship, filling an ordinary sheet of paper, which I handed over to Caroline when I had finished looking it through. But there was a scrap of paper in the bottom of the envelope, which I dared not show any one. This scrap is his real letter: I scanned it alone in my room, trembling, hot and cold by turns. He tells me he is very wretched; that he deplores what has happened, but was helpless. Why did I let him see me, if only to make him faithless. Alas, alas!


  June 21.—My dear Caroline has lost appetite, spirits, health. Hope deferred maketh the heart sick. His letters to her grow colder—if indeed he has written more than one. He has refrained from writing again to me—he knows it is no use. Altogether the situation that he and she and I are in is melancholy in the extreme. Why are human hearts so perverse?


  VI.—Her Ingenuity Instigates Her


  September 19.—Three months of anxious care—till at length I have taken the extreme step of writing to him. Our chief distress has been caused by the state of poor Caroline, who, after sinking by degrees into such extreme weakness as to make it doubtful if she can ever recover full vigour, has to-day been taken much worse. Her position is very critical. The doctor says plainly that she is dying of a broken heart—and that even the removal of the cause may not now restore her. Ought I to have written to Charles sooner? But how could I when she forbade me? It was her pride only which instigated her, and I should not have obeyed.


  Sept. 26.—Charles has arrived and has seen her. He is shocked, conscience-stricken, remorseful. I have told him that he can do no good beyond cheering her by his presence. I do not know what he thinks of proposing to her if she gets better, but he says little to her at present: indeed he dares not: his words agitate her dangerously.


  Sept. 28.—After a struggle between duty and selfishness, such as I pray to Heaven I may never have to undergo again, I have asked him for pity’s sake to make her his wife, here and now, as she lies. I said to him that the poor child would not trouble him long; and such a solemnization would soothe her last hours as nothing else could do. He said that he would willingly do so, and had thought of it himself; but for one forbidding reason: in the event of her death as his wife he can never marry me, her sister, according to our laws. I started at his words. He went on: ‘On the other hand, if I were sure that immediate marriage with me would save her life, I would not refuse, for possibly I might after a while, and out of sight of you, make myself fairly content with one of so sweet a disposition as hers; but if, as is probable, neither my marrying her nor any other act can avail to save her life, by so doing I lose both her and you.’ I could not answer him.


  Sept. 29.—He continued firm in his reasons for refusal till this morning, and then I became possessed with an idea, which I at once propounded to him. It was that he should at least consent to a form of marriage with Caroline, in consideration of her love; a form which need not be a legal union, but one which would satisfy her sick and enfeebled soul. Such things have been done, and the sentiment of feeling herself his would inexpressibly comfort her mind, I am sure. Then, if she is taken from us, I should not have lost the power of becoming his lawful wife at some future day, if it indeed should be deemed expedient; if, on the other hand, she lives, he can on her recovery inform her of the incompleteness of their marriage contract, the ceremony can be repeated, and I can, and I am sure willingly would, avoid troubling them with my presence till grey hairs and wrinkles make his unfortunate passion for me a thing of the past. I put all this before him; but he demurred.


  Sept. 30.—I have urged him again. He says he will consider. It is no time to mince matters, and as a further inducement I have offered to enter into a solemn engagement to marry him myself a year after her death.


  Sept. 30. Later.—An agitating interview. He says he will agree to whatever I propose, the three possibilities and our contingent acts being recorded as follows: First, in the event of dear Caroline being taken from us, I marry him on the expiration of a year: Second, in the forlorn chance of her recovery I take upon myself the responsibility of explaining to Caroline the true nature of the ceremony he has gone through with her, that it was done at my suggestion to make her happy at once, before a special licence could be obtained, and that a public ceremony at church is awaiting her: Third, in the unlikely event of her cooling, and refusing to repeat the ceremony with him, I leave England, join him abroad, and there wed him, agreeing not to live in England again till Caroline has either married another or regards her attachment to Charles as a bygone matter. I have thought over these conditions, and have agreed to them all as they stand.


  11 p.m.—I do not much like this scheme, after all. For one thing, I have just sounded my father on it before parting with him for the night, my impression having been that he would see no objection. But he says he could on no account countenance any such unreal proceeding; however good our intentions, and even though the poor girl were dying, it would not be right. So I sadly seek my pillow.


  October 1.—I am sure my father is wrong in his view. Why is it not right, if it would be balm to Caroline’s wounded soul, and if a real ceremony is absolutely refused by Charles—moreover is hardly practicable in the difficulty of getting a special licence, if he were agreed? My father does not know, or will not believe, that Caroline’s attachment has been the cause of her hopeless condition. But that it is so, and that the form of words would give her inexpressible happiness, I know well; for I whispered tentatively in her ear on such marriages, and the effect was great. Henceforth my father cannot be taken into confidence on the subject of Caroline. He does not understand her.


  12 o’clock noon.—I have taken advantage of my father’s absence to-day to confide my secret notion to a thoughtful young man, who called here this morning to speak to my father. He is the Mr. Theophilus Higham, of whom I have already had occasion to speak—a Scripture reader in the next town, and is soon going to be ordained. I told him the pitiable case, and my remedy. He says ardently that he will assist me—would do anything for me (he is, in truth, an admirer of mine); he sees no wrong in such an act of charity. He is coming again to the house this afternoon before my father returns, to carry out the idea. I have spoken to Charles, who promises to be ready. I must now break the news to Caroline.


  11 o’clock p.m.—I have been in too much excitement till now to set down the result. We have accomplished our plan; and though I feel like a guilty sinner, I am glad. My father, of course, is not to be informed as yet. Caroline has had a seraphic expression upon her wasted, transparent face ever since. I should hardly be surprised if it really saved her life even now, and rendered a legitimate union necessary between them. In that case my father can be informed of the whole proceeding, and in the face of such wonderful success cannot disapprove. Meanwhile poor Charles has not lost the possibility of taking unworthy me to fill her place should she——. But I cannot contemplate that alternative unmoved, and will not write it. Charles left for the South of Europe immediately after the ceremony. He was in a high-strung, throbbing, almost wild state of mind at first, but grew calmer under my exhortations. I had to pay the penalty of receiving a farewell kiss from him, which I much regret, considering its meaning; but he took me so unexpectedly, and in a moment was gone.


  Oct. 6.—She certainly is better, and even when she found that Charles had been suddenly obliged to leave, she received the news quite cheerfully. The doctor says that her apparent improvement may be delusive; but I think our impressing upon her the necessity of keeping what has occurred a secret from papa, and everybody, helps to give her a zest for life.


  Oct. 8.—She is still mending. I am glad to have saved her—my only sister—if I have done so; though I shall now never become Charles’s wife.


  VII.—A Surprise Awaits Her


  Feb. 5.—Writing has been absolutely impossible for a long while; but I now reach a stage at which it seems possible to jot down a line. Caroline’s recovery, extending over four months, has been very engrossing; at first slow, latterly rapid. But a fearful complication of affairs attends it!


  
    O what a tangled web we weave


    When first we practise to deceive!

  


  Charles has written reproachfully to me from Venice, where he is. He says how can he fulfil in the real what he has enacted in the counterfeit, while he still loves me? Yet how, on the other hand, can he leave it unfulfilled? All this time I have not told her, and up to this minute she believes that he has indeed taken her for better, for worse, till death them do part. It is a harassing position for me, and all three. In the awful approach of death, one’s judgment loses its balance, and we do anything to meet the exigencies of the moment, with a single eye to the one who excites our sympathy, and from whom we seem on the brink of being separated for ever.


  Had he really married her at that time all would be settled now. But he took too much thought; she might have died, and then he had his reason. If indeed it had turned out so, I should now be perhaps a sad woman; but not a tempest-tossed one…. The possibility of his claiming me after all is what lies at the root of my agitation. Everything hangs by a thread. Suppose I tell her the marriage was a mockery; suppose she is indignant with me and with him for the deception—and then? Otherwise, suppose she is not indignant but forgives all; he is bound to marry her; and honour constrains me to urge him thereto, in spite of what he protests, and to smooth the way to this issue by my method of informing her. I have meant to tell her the last month—ever since she has been strong enough to bear such tidings; but I have been without the power—the moral force. Surely I must write, and get him to come and assist me.


  March 14.—She continually wonders why he does not come, the five months of his enforced absence having expired; and still more she wonders why he does not write oftener. His last letter was cold, she says, and she fears he regrets his marriage, which he may only have celebrated with her for pity’s sake, thinking she was sure to die. It makes one’s heart bleed to hear her hovering thus so near the truth, and yet never discerning its actual shape.


  A minor trouble besets me, too, in the person of the young Scripture reader, whose conscience pricks him for the part he played. Surely I am punished, if ever woman were, for a too ingenious perversion of her better judgment!


  April 2.—She is practically well. The faint pink revives in her cheek, though it is not quite so full as heretofore. But she still wonders what she can have done to offend ‘her dear husband,’ and I have been obliged to tell the smallest part of the truth—an unimportant fragment of the whole, in fact, I said that I feared for the moment he might regret the precipitancy of the act, which her illness caused, his affairs not having been quite sufficiently advanced for marriage just then, though he will doubtless come to her as soon as he has a home ready. Meanwhile I have written to him, peremptorily, to come and relieve me in this awful dilemma. He will find no note of love in that.


  April 10.—To my alarm the letter I lately addressed to him at Venice, where he is staying, as well as the last one she sent him, have received no reply. She thinks he is ill. I do not quite think that, but I wish we could hear from him. Perhaps the peremptoriness of my words had offended him; it grieves me to think it possible. I offend him! But too much of this. I must tell her the truth, or she may in her ignorance commit herself to some course or other that may be ruinously compromising. She said plaintively just now that if he could see her, and know how occupied with him and him alone is her every waking hour, she is sure he would forgive her the wicked presumption of becoming his wife. Very sweet all that, and touching. I could not conceal my tears.


  April 15.—The house is in confusion; my father is angry and distressed, and I am distracted. Caroline has disappeared—gone away secretly. I cannot help thinking that I know where she is gone to. How guilty I seem, and how innocent she! O that I had told her before now!


  1 o’clock.—No trace of her as yet. We find also that the little waiting-maid we have here in training has disappeared with Caroline, and there is not much doubt that Caroline, fearing to travel alone, has induced this girl to go with her as companion. I am almost sure she has started in desperation to find him, and that Venice is her goal. Why should she run away, if not to join her husband, as she thinks him? Now that I consider, there have been indications of this wish in her for days, as in birds of passage there lurk signs of their incipient intention; and yet I did not think she would have taken such an extreme step, unaided, and without consulting me. I can only jot down the bare facts—I have no time for reflections. But fancy Caroline travelling across the continent of Europe with a chit of a girl, who will be more of a charge than an assistance! They will be a mark for every marauder who encounters them.


  Evening: 8 o’clock.—Yes, it is as I surmised. She has gone to join him. A note posted by her in Budmouth Regis at daybreak has reached me this afternoon—thanks to the fortunate chance of one of the servants calling for letters in town to-day, or I should not have got it until to-morrow. She merely asserts her determination of going to him, and has started privately, that nothing may hinder her; stating nothing about her route. That such a gentle thing should suddenly become so calmly resolute quite surprises me. Alas, he may have left Venice—she may not find him for weeks—may not at all.


  My father, on learning the facts, bade me at once have everything ready by nine this evening, in time to drive to the train that meets the night steam-boat. This I have done, and there being an hour to spare before we start, I relieve the suspense of waiting by taking up my pen. He says overtake her we must, and calls Charles the hardest of names. He believes, of course, that she is merely an infatuated girl rushing off to meet her lover; and how can the wretched I tell him that she is more, and in a sense better than that—yet not sufficiently more and better to make this flight to Charles anything but a still greater danger to her than a mere lover’s impulse. We shall go by way of Paris, and we think we may overtake her there. I hear my father walking restlessly up and down the hall, and can write no more.


  VIII.—She Travels in Pursuit


  April 16. Evening, Paris, Hôtel ——.—There is no overtaking her at this place; but she has been here, as I thought, no other hotel in Paris being known to her. We go on to-morrow morning.


  April 18. Venice.—A morning of adventures and emotions which leave me sick and weary, and yet unable to sleep, though I have lain down on the sofa of my room for more than an hour in the attempt. I therefore make up my diary to date in a hurried fashion, for the sake of the riddance it affords to ideas which otherwise remain suspended hotly in the brain.


  We arrived here this morning in broad sunlight, which lit up the sea-girt buildings as we approached so that they seemed like a city of cork floating raft-like on the smooth, blue deep. But I only glanced from the carriage window at the lovely scene, and we were soon across the intervening water and inside the railway station. When we got to the front steps the row of black gondolas and the shouts of the gondoliers so bewildered my father that he was understood to require two gondolas instead of one with two oars, and so I found him in one and myself in another. We got this righted after a while, and were rowed at once to the hotel on the Riva degli Schiavoni where M. de la Feste had been staying when we last heard from him, the way being down the Grand Canal for some distance, under the Rialto, and then by narrow canals which eventually brought us under the Bridge of Sighs—harmonious to our moods!—and out again into open water. The scene was purity itself as to colour, but it was cruel that I should behold it for the first time under such circumstances.


  As soon as we entered the hotel, which is an old-fashioned place, like most places here, where people are taken en pension as well as the ordinary way, I rushed to the framed list of visitors hanging in the hall, and in a moment I saw Charles’s name upon it among the rest. But she was our chief thought. I turned to the hall porter, and—knowing that she would have travelled as ‘Madame de la Feste’—I asked for her under that name, without my father hearing. (He, poor soul, was making confused inquiries outside the door about ‘an English lady,’ as if there were not a score of English ladies at hand.)


  ‘She has just come,’ said the porter. ‘Madame came by the very early train this morning, when Monsieur was asleep, and she requested us not to disturb him. She is now in her room.’


  Whether Caroline had seen us from the window, or overheard me, I do not know, but at that moment I heard footsteps on the bare marble stairs, and she appeared in person descending.


  ‘Caroline!’ I exclaimed, ‘why have you done this?’ and rushed up to her.


  She did not answer; but looked down to hide her emotion, which she conquered after the lapse of a few seconds, putting on a practical tone that belied her.


  ‘I am just going to my husband,’ she said. ‘I have not yet seen him. I have not been here long.’ She condescended to give no further reason for her movements, and made as if to move on. I implored her to come into a private room where I could speak to her in confidence, but she objected. However, the dining-room, close at hand, was quite empty at this hour, and I got her inside and closed the door. I do not know how I began my explanation, or how I ended it, but I told her briefly and brokenly enough that the marriage was not real.


  ‘Not real?’ she said vacantly.


  ‘It is not,’ said I. ‘You will find that it is all as I say.’


  She could not believe my meaning even then. ‘Not his wife?’ she cried. ‘It is impossible. What am I, then?’


  I added more details, and reiterated the reason for my conduct as well as I could; but Heaven knows how very difficult I found it to feel a jot more justification for it in my own mind than she did in hers.


  The revulsion of feeling, as soon as she really comprehended all, was most distressing. After her grief had in some measure spent itself she turned against both him and me.


  ‘Why should have I been deceived like this?’ she demanded, with a bitter haughtiness of which I had not deemed such a tractable creature capable. ‘Do you suppose that anything could justify such an imposition? What, O what a snare you have spread for me!’


  I murmured, ‘Your life seemed to require it,’ but she did not hear me. She sank down in a chair, covered her face, and then my father came in. ‘O, here you are!’ he said. ‘I could not find you. And Caroline!’


  ‘And were you, papa, a party to this strange deed of kindness?’


  ‘To what?’ said he.


  Then out it all came, and for the first time he was made acquainted with the fact that the scheme for soothing her illness, which I had sounded him upon, had been really carried out. In a moment he sided with Caroline. My repeated assurance that my motive was good availed less than nothing. In a minute or two Caroline arose and went abruptly out of the room, and my father followed her, leaving me alone to my reflections.


  I was so bent upon finding Charles immediately that I did not notice whither they went. The servants told me that M. de la Feste was just outside smoking, and one of them went to look for him, I following; but before we had gone many steps he came out of the hotel behind me. I expected him to be amazed; but he showed no surprise at seeing me, though he showed another kind of feeling to an extent which dismayed me. I may have revealed something similar; but I struggled hard against all emotion, and as soon as I could I told him she had come. He simply said ‘Yes’ in a low voice.


  ‘You know it, Charles?’ said I.


  ‘I have just learnt it,’ he said.


  ‘O, Charles,’ I went on, ‘having delayed completing your marriage with her till now, I fear—it has become a serious position for us. Why did you not reply to our letters?’


  ‘I was purposing to reply in person: I did not know how to address her on the point—how to address you. But what has become of her?’


  ‘She has gone off with my father,’ said I; ‘indignant with you, and scorning me.’


  He was silent: and I suggested that we should follow them, pointing out the direction which I fancied their gondola had taken. As the one we got into was doubly manned we soon came in view of their two figures ahead of us, while they were not likely to observe us, our boat having the ‘felze’ on, while theirs was uncovered. They shot into a narrow canal just beyond the Giardino Reale, and by the time we were floating up between its slimy walls we saw them getting out of their gondola at the steps which lead up near the end of the Via 22 Marzo. When we reached the same spot they were walking up and down the Via in consultation. Getting out he stood on the lower steps watching them. I watched him. He seemed to fall into a reverie.


  ‘Will you not go and speak to her?’ said I at length.


  He assented, and went forward. Still he did not hasten to join them, but, screened by a projecting window, observed their musing converse. At last he looked back at me; whereupon I pointed forward, and he in obedience stepped out, and met them face to face. Caroline flushed hot, bowed haughtily to him, turned away, and taking my father’s arm violently, led him off before he had had time to use his own judgment. They disappeared into a narrow calle, or alley, leading to the back of the buildings on the Grand Canal.


  M. de la Feste came slowly back; as he stepped in beside me I realized my position so vividly that my heart might almost have been heard to beat. The third condition had arisen—the least expected by either of us. She had refused him; he was free to claim me.


  We returned in the boat together. He seemed quite absorbed till we had turned the angle into the Grand Canal, when he broke the silence. ‘She spoke very bitterly to you in the salle-à-manger,’ he said. ‘I do not think she was quite warranted in speaking so to you, who had nursed her so tenderly.’


  ‘O, but I think she was,’ I answered. ‘It was there I told her what had been done; she did not know till then.’


  ‘She was very dignified—very striking,’ he murmured. ‘You were more.’


  ‘But how do you know what passed between us?’ said I. He then told me that he had seen and heard all. The dining-room was divided by folding-doors from an inner portion, and he had been sitting in the latter part when we entered the outer, so that our words were distinctly audible.


  ‘But, dear Alicia,’ he went on, ‘I was more impressed by the affection of your apology to her than by anything else. And do you know that now the conditions have arisen which give me liberty to consider you my affianced?’ I had been expecting this, but yet was not prepared. I stammered out that we would not discuss it then.


  ‘Why not?’ said he. ‘Do you know that we may marry here and now? She has cast off both you and me.’


  ‘It cannot be,’ said I firmly. ‘She has not been fairly asked to be your wife in fact—to repeat the service lawfully; and until that has been done it would be grievous sin in me to accept you.’


  I had not noticed where the gondoliers were rowing us. I suppose he had given them some direction unheard by me, for as I resigned myself in despairing indolence to the motion of the gondola, I perceived that it was taking us up the Canal, and, turning into a side opening near the Palazzo Grimani, drew up at some steps near the end of a large church.


  ‘Where are we?’ said I.


  ‘It is the Church of the Frari,’ he replied. ‘We might be married there. At any rate, let us go inside, and grow calm, and decide what to do.’


  When we had entered I found that whether a place to marry in or not, it was one to depress. The word which Venice speaks most constantly—decay—was in a sense accentuated here. The whole large fabric itself seemed sinking into an earth which was not solid enough to bear it. Cobwebbed cracks zigzagged the walls, and similar webs clouded the window-panes. A sickly-sweet smell pervaded the aisles. After walking about with him a little while in embarrassing silences, divided only by his cursory explanations of the monuments and other objects, and almost fearing he might produce a marriage licence, I went to a door in the south transept which opened into the sacristy.


  I glanced through it, towards the small altar at the upper end. The place was empty save of one figure; and she was kneeling here in front of the beautiful altarpiece by Bellini. Beautiful though it was she seemed not to see it. She was weeping and praying as though her heart was broken. She was my sister Caroline. I beckoned to Charles, and he came to my side, and looked through the door with me.


  ‘Speak to her,’ said I. ‘She will forgive you.’


  I gently pushed him through the doorway, and went back into the transept, down the nave, and onward to the west door. There I saw my father, to whom I spoke. He answered severely that, having first obtained comfortable quarters in a pension on the Grand Canal, he had gone back to the hotel on the Riva degli Schiavoni to find me; but that I was not there. He was now waiting for Caroline, to accompany her back to the pension, at which she had requested to be left to herself as much as possible till she could regain some composure.


  I told him that it was useless to dwell on what was past, that I no doubt had erred, that the remedy lay in the future and their marriage. In this he quite agreed with me, and on my informing him that M. de la Feste was at that moment with Caroline in the sacristy, he assented to my proposal that we should leave them to themselves, and return together to await them at the pension, where he had also engaged a room for me. This we did, and going up to the chamber he had chosen for me, which overlooked the Canal, I leant from the window to watch for the gondola that should contain Charles and my sister.


  They were not long in coming. I recognized them by the colour of her sunshade as soon as they turned the bend on my right hand. They were side by side of necessity, but there was no conversation between them, and I thought that she looked flushed and he pale. When they were rowed in to the steps of our house he handed her up. I fancied she might have refused his assistance, but she did not. Soon I heard her pass my door, and wishing to know the result of their interview I went downstairs, seeing that the gondola had not put off with him. He was turning from the door, but not towards the water, intending apparently to walk home by way of the calle which led into the Via 22 Marzo.


  ‘Has she forgiven you?’ said I.


  ‘I have not asked her,’ he said.


  ‘But you are bound to do so,’ I told him.


  He paused, and then said, ‘Alicia, let us understand each other. Do you mean to tell me, once for all, that if your sister is willing to become my wife you absolutely make way for her, and will not entertain any thought of what I suggested to you any more?’


  ‘I do tell you so,’ said I with dry lips. ‘You belong to her—how can I do otherwise?’


  ‘Yes; it is so; it is purely a question of honour,’ he returned. ‘Very well then, honour shall be my word, and not my love. I will put the question to her frankly; if she says yes, the marriage shall be. But not here. It shall be at your own house in England.’


  ‘When?’ said I.


  ‘I will accompany her there,’ he replied, ‘and it shall be within a week of her return. I have nothing to gain by delay. But I will not answer for the consequences.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ said I. He made no reply, went away, and I came back to my room.


  IX.—She Witnesses the End


  April 20. Milan, 10.30 p.m.—We are thus far on our way homeward. I, being decidedly de trop, travel apart from the rest as much as I can. Having dined at the hotel here, I went out by myself, regardless of the proprieties, for I could not stay in. I walked at a leisurely pace along the Via Allesandro Manzoni till my eye was caught by the grand Galleria Vittorio Emanuele, and I entered under the high glass arcades till I reached the central octagon, where I sat down on one of a group of chairs placed there. Becoming accustomed to the stream of promenaders, I soon observed, seated on the chairs opposite, Caroline and Charles. This was the first occasion on which I had seen them en tête à tête since my conversation with him. She soon caught sight of me; averted her eyes; then, apparently abandoning herself to an impulse, she jumped up from her seat and came across to me. We had not spoken to each other since the meeting in Venice.


  ‘Alicia,’ she said, sitting down by my side, ‘Charles asks me to forgive you, and I do forgive you.’


  I pressed her hand, with tears in my eyes, and said, ‘And do you forgive him?’


  ‘Yes,’ said she shyly.


  ‘And what’s the result?’ said I.


  ‘We are to be married directly we reach home.’


  This was almost the whole of our conversation; she walked home with me, Charles following a little way behind, though she kept turning her head, as if anxious that he should overtake us. ‘Honour and not love’ seemed to ring in my ears. So matters stand. Caroline is again happy.


  April 25.—We have reached home, Charles with us. Events are now moving in silent speed, almost with velocity, indeed; and I sometimes feel oppressed by the strange and preternatural ease which seems to accompany their flow. Charles is staying at the neighbouring town; he is only waiting for the marriage licence; when obtained he is to come here, be quietly married to her, and carry her off. It is rather resignation than content which sits on his face; but he has not spoken a word more to me on the burning subject, or deviated one hair’s breadth from the course he laid down. They may be happy in time to come: I hope so. But I cannot shake off depression.


  May 6.—Eve of the wedding. Caroline is serenely happy, though not blithe. But there is nothing to excite anxiety about her. I wish I could say the same of him. He comes and goes like a ghost, and yet nobody seems to observe this strangeness in his mien. I could not help being here for the ceremony; but my absence would have resulted in less disquiet on his part, I believe. However, I may be wrong in attributing causes: my father simply says that Charles and Caroline have as good a chance of being happy as other people. Well, to-morrow settles all.


  May 7.—They are married: we have just returned from church. Charles looked so pale this morning that my father asked him if he was ill. He said, ‘No: only a slight headache;’ and we started for the church. There was no hitch or hindrance; and the thing is done.


  4 p.m.—They ought to have set out on their journey by this time; but there is an unaccountable delay. Charles went out half-an-hour ago, and has not yet returned. Caroline is waiting in the hall; but I am dreadfully afraid they will miss the train. I suppose the trifling hindrance is of no account; and yet I am full of misgivings….


  Sept. 14.—Four months have passed; only four months! It seems like years. Can it be that only seventeen weeks ago I set on this paper the fact of their marriage? I am now an aged woman by comparison!


  On that never to be forgotten day we waited and waited, and Charles did not return. At six o’clock, when poor little Caroline had gone back to her room in a state of suspense impossible to describe, a man who worked in the water-meadows came to the house and asked for my father. He had an interview with him in the study. My father then rang his bell, and sent for me. I went down; and I then learnt the fatal news. Charles was no more. The waterman had been going to shut down the hatches of a weir in the meads when he saw a hat on the edge of the pool below, floating round and round in the eddy, and looking into the pool saw something strange at the bottom. He knew what it meant, and lowering the hatches so that the water was still, could distinctly see the body. It is needless to write particulars that were in the newspapers at the time. Charles was brought to the house, but he was dead.


  We all feared for Caroline; and she suffered much; but strange to say, her suffering was purely of the nature of deep grief which found relief in sobbing and tears. It came out at the inquest that Charles had been accustomed to cross the meads to give an occasional half-crown to an old man who lived on the opposite hill, who had once been a landscape painter in an humble way till he lost his eyesight; and it was assumed that he had gone thither for the same purpose to-day, and to bid him farewell. On this information the coroner’s jury found that his death had been caused by misadventure; and everybody believes to this hour that he was drowned while crossing the weir to relieve the old man. Except one: she believes in no accident. After the stunning effect of the first news, I thought it strange that he should have chosen to go on such an errand at the last moment, and to go personally, when there was so little time to spare, since any gift could have been so easily sent by another hand. Further reflection has convinced me that this step out of life was as much a part of the day’s plan as was the wedding in the church hard by. They were the two halves of his complete intention when he gave me on the Grand Canal that assurance which I shall never forget: ‘Very well, then; honour shall be my word, not love. If she says “Yes,” the marriage shall be.’


  I do not know why I should have made this entry at this particular time; but it has occurred to me to do it—to complete, in a measure, that part of my desultory chronicle which relates to the love-story of my sister and Charles. She lives on meekly in her grief, and will probably outlive it; while I—but never mind me.


  X.—She Adds a Note Long After


  Five years later.—I have lighted upon this old diary, which it has interested me to look over, containing, as it does, records of the time when life shone more warmly in my eye than it does now. I am impelled to add one sentence to round off its record of the past. About a year ago my sister Caroline, after a persistent wooing, accepted the hand and heart of Theophilus Higham, once the blushing young Scripture reader who assisted at the substitute for a marriage I planned, and now the fully-ordained curate of the next parish. His penitence for the part he played ended in love. We have all now made atonement for our sins against her: may she be deceived no more.


  1887.


  ♣


  The Grave by the Handpost


  I never pass through Chalk-Newton without turning to regard the neighbouring upland, at a point where a lane crosses the lone straight highway dividing this from the next parish; a sight which does not fail to recall the event that once happened there; and, though it may seem superfluous, at this date, to disinter more memories of village history, the whispers of that spot may claim to be preserved.


  It was on a dark, yet mild and exceptionally dry evening at Christmas-time (according to the testimony of William Dewy of Mellstock, Michael Mail, and others), that the choir of Chalk-Newton—a large parish situate about half-way between the towns of Ivel and Casterbridge, and now a railway station—left their homes just before midnight to repeat their annual harmonies under the windows of the local population. The band of instrumentalists and singers was one of the largest in the county; and, unlike the smaller and finer Mellstock string-band, which eschewed all but the catgut, it included brass and reed performers at full Sunday services, and reached all across the west gallery.


  On this night there were two or three violins, two ’cellos, a tenor viol, double bass, hautboy, clarionets, serpent, and seven singers. It was, however, not the choir’s labours, but what its members chanced to witness, that particularly marked the occasion.


  They had pursued their rounds for many years without meeting with any incident of an unusual kind, but to-night, according to the assertions of several, there prevailed, to begin with, an exceptionally solemn and thoughtful mood among two or three of the oldest in the band, as if they were thinking they might be joined by the phantoms of dead friends who had been of their number in earlier years, and now were mute in the churchyard under flattening mounds—friends who had shown greater zest for melody in their time than was shown in this; or that some past voice of a semi-transparent figure might quaver from some bedroom-window its acknowledgment of their nocturnal greeting, instead of a familiar living neighbour. Whether this were fact or fancy, the younger members of the choir met together with their customary thoughtlessness and buoyancy. When they had gathered by the stone stump of the cross in the middle of the village, near the White Horse Inn, which they made their starting point, some one observed that they were full early, that it was not yet twelve o’clock. The local waits of those days mostly refrained from sounding a note before Christmas morning had astronomically arrived, and not caring to return to their beer, they decided to begin with some outlying cottages in Sidlinch Lane, where the people had no clocks, and would not know whether it were night or morning. In that direction they accordingly went; and as they ascended to higher ground their attention was attracted by a light beyond the houses, quite at the top of the lane.


  The road from Chalk-Newton to Broad Sidlinch is about two miles long and in the middle of its course, where it passes over the ridge dividing the two villages, it crosses at right angles, as has been stated, the lonely monotonous old highway known as Long Ash Lane, which runs, straight as a surveyor’s line, many miles north and south of this spot, on the foundation of a Roman road, and has often been mentioned in these narratives. Though now quite deserted and grass-grown, at the beginning of the century it was well kept and frequented by traffic. The glimmering light appeared to come from the precise point where the roads intersected.


  ‘I think I know what that mid mean!’ one of the group remarked.


  They stood a few moments, discussing the probability of the light having origin in an event of which rumours had reached them, and resolved to go up the hill.


  Approaching the high land their conjectures were strengthened. Long Ash Lane cut athwart them, right and left; and they saw that at the junction of the four ways, under the hand-post, a grave was dug, into which, as the choir drew nigh, a corpse had just been thrown by the four Sidlinch men employed for the purpose. The cart and horse which had brought the body thither stood silently by.


  The singers and musicians from Chalk-Newton halted, and looked on while the gravediggers shovelled in and trod down the earth, till, the hole being filled, the latter threw their spades into the cart, and prepared to depart.


  ‘Who mid ye be a-burying there?’ asked Lot Swanhills in a raised voice. ‘Not the sergeant?’


  The Sidlinch men had been so deeply engrossed in their task that they had not noticed the lanterns of the Chalk-Newton choir till now.


  ‘What—be you the Newton carol-singers?’ returned the representatives of Sidlinch.


  ‘Ay, sure. Can it be that it is old Sergeant Holway you’ve a-buried there?’


  ‘’Tis so. You’ve heard about it, then?’


  The choir knew no particulars—only that he had shot himself in his apple-closet on the previous Sunday. ‘Nobody seem’th to know what ’a did it for, ’a b’lieve? Leastwise, we don’t know at Chalk-Newton,’ continued Lot.


  ‘O yes. It all came out at the inquest.’


  The singers drew close, and the Sidlinch men, pausing to rest after their labours, told the story. ‘It was all owing to that son of his, poor old man. It broke his heart.’


  ‘But the son is a soldier, surely; now with his regiment in the East Indies?’


  ‘Ay. And it have been rough with the army over there lately. ’Twas a pity his father persuaded him to go. But Luke shouldn’t have twyted the sergeant o’t, since ’a did it for the best.’


  The circumstances, in brief, were these: The sergeant who had come to this lamentable end, father of the young soldier who had gone with his regiment to the East, had been singularly comfortable in his military experiences, these having ended long before the outbreak of the great war with France. On his discharge, after duly serving his time, he had returned to his native village, and married, and taken kindly to domestic life. But the war in which England next involved herself had cost him many frettings that age and infirmity prevented him from being ever again an active unit of the army. When his only son grew to young manhood, and the question arose of his going out in life, the lad expressed his wish to be a mechanic. But his father advised enthusiastically for the army.


  ‘Trade is coming to nothing in these days,’ he said. ‘And if the war with the French lasts, as it will, trade will be still worse. The army, Luke—that’s the thing for ’ee. ’Twas the making of me, and ’twill be the making of you. I hadn’t half such a chance as you’ll have in these splendid hotter times.’


  Luke demurred, for he was a home-keeping, peace-loving youth. But, putting respectful trust in his father’s judgment, he at length gave way, and enlisted in the —d Foot. In the course of a few weeks he was sent out to India to his regiment, which had distinguished itself in the East under General Wellesley.


  But Luke was unlucky. News came home indirectly that he lay sick out there; and then on one recent day when his father was out walking, the old man had received tidings that a letter awaited him at Casterbridge. The sergeant sent a special messenger the whole nine miles, and the letter was paid for and brought home; but though, as he had guessed, it came from Luke, its contents were of an unexpected tenor.


  The letter had been written during a time of deep depression. Luke said that his life was a burden and a slavery, and bitterly reproached his father for advising him to embark on a career for which he felt unsuited. He found himself suffering fatigues and illnesses without gaining glory, and engaged in a cause which he did not understand or appreciate. If it had not been for his father’s bad advice he, Luke, would now have been working comfortably at a trade in the village that he had never wished to leave.


  After reading the letter the sergeant advanced a few steps till he was quite out of sight of everybody, and then sat down on the bank by the wayside.


  When he arose half-an-hour later he looked withered and broken, and from that day his natural spirits left him. Wounded to the quick by his son’s sarcastic stings, he indulged in liquor more and more frequently. His wife had died some years before this date, and the sergeant lived alone in the house which had been hers. One morning in the December under notice the report of a gun had been heard on his premises, and on entering the neighbours found him in a dying state. He had shot himself with an old firelock that he used for scaring birds; and from what he had said the day before, and the arrangements he had made for his decease, there was no doubt that his end had been deliberately planned, as a consequence of the despondency into which he had been thrown by his son’s letter. The coroner’s jury returned a verdict of felo de se.


  ‘Here’s his son’s letter,’ said one of the Sidlinch men. ‘’Twas found in his father’s pocket. You can see by the state o’t how many times he read it over. Howsomever, the Lord’s will be done, since it must, whether or no.’


  The grave was filled up and levelled, no mound being shaped over it. The Sidlinch men then bade the Chalk-Newton choir good-night, and departed with the cart in which they had brought the sergeant’s body to the hill. When their tread had died away from the ear, and the wind swept over the isolated grave with its customary siffle of indifference, Lot Swanhills turned and spoke to old Richard Toller, the hautboy player.


  ‘’Tis hard upon a man, and he a wold sojer, to serve en so, Richard. Not that the sergeant was ever in a battle bigger than would go into a half-acre paddock, that’s true. Still, his soul ought to hae as good a chance as another man’s, all the same, hey?’


  Richard replied that he was quite of the same opinion. ‘What d’ye say to lifting up a carrel over his grave, as ’tis Christmas, and no hurry to begin down in parish, and ’twouldn’t take up ten minutes, and not a soul up here to say us nay, or know anything about it?’


  Lot nodded assent. ‘The man ought to hae his chances,’ he repeated.


  ‘Ye may as well spet upon his grave, for all the good we shall do en by what we lift up, now he’s got so far,’ said Notton, the clarionet man and professed sceptic of the choir. ‘But I’m agreed if the rest be.’


  They thereupon placed themselves in a semicircle by the newly stirred earth, and roused the dull air with the well-known Number Sixteen of their collection, which Lot gave out as being the one he thought best suited to the occasion and the mood:—


  
    He comes' the pri'-soners to' re-lease',


    In Sa'-tan’s bon'-dage held'.

  


  ‘Jown it—we’ve never played to a dead man afore,’ said Ezra Cattstock, when, having concluded the last verse, they stood reflecting for a breath or two. ‘But it do seem more merciful than to go away and leave en, as they t’other fellers have done.’


  ‘Now backalong to Newton, and by the time we get overright the pa’son’s ’twill be half after twelve,’ said the leader.


  They had not, however, done more than gather up their instruments when the wind brought to their notice the noise of a vehicle rapidly driven up the same lane from Sidlinch which the gravediggers had lately retraced. To avoid being run over when moving on, they waited till the benighted traveller, whoever he might be, should pass them where they stood in the wider area of the Cross.


  In half a minute the light of the lanterns fell upon a hired fly, drawn by a steaming and jaded horse. It reached the handpost, when a voice from the inside cried, ‘Stop here!’ The driver pulled rein. The carriage door was opened from within, and there leapt out a private soldier in the uniform of some line regiment. He looked around, and was apparently surprised to see the musicians standing there.


  ‘Have you buried a man here?’ he asked.


  ‘No. We bain’t Sidlinch folk, thank God; we be Newton choir. Though a man is just buried here, that’s true; and we’ve raised a carrel over the poor mortal’s natomy. What—do my eyes see before me young Luke Holway, that went wi’ his regiment to the East Indies, or do I see his spirit straight from the battlefield? Be you the son that wrote the letter——’


  ‘Don’t—don’t ask me. The funeral is over, then?’


  ‘There wer no funeral, in a Christen manner of speaking. But’s buried, sure enough. You must have met the men going back in the empty cart.’


  ‘Like a dog in a ditch, and all through me!’


  He remained silent, looking at the grave, and they could not help pitying him. ‘My friends,’ he said, ‘I understand better now. You have, I suppose, in neighbourly charity, sung peace to his soul? I thank you, from my heart, for your kind pity. Yes; I am Sergeant Holway’s miserable son—I’m the son who has brought about his father’s death, as truly as if I had done it with my own hand!’


  ‘No, no. Don’t ye take on so, young man. He’d been naturally low for a good while, off and on, so we hear.’


  ‘We were out in the East when I wrote to him. Everything had seemed to go wrong with me. Just after my letter had gone we were ordered home. That’s how it is you see me here. As soon as we got into barracks at Casterbridge I heard o’ this——… Damn me! I’ll dare to follow my father, and make away with myself, too. It is the only thing left to do!’


  ‘Don’t ye be rash, Luke Holway, I say again; but try to make amends by your future life. And maybe your father will smile a smile down from heaven upon ’ee for ’t.’


  He shook his head. ‘I don’t know about that!’ he answered bitterly.


  ‘Try and be worthy of your father at his best. ’Tis not too late.’


  ‘D’ ye think not? I fancy it is! … Well, I’ll turn it over. Thank you for your good counsel. I’ll live for one thing, at any rate. I’ll move father’s body to a decent Christian churchyard, if I do it with my own hands. I can’t save his life, but I can give him an honourable grave. He shan’t lie in this accursed place!’


  ‘Ay, as our pa’son says, ’tis a barbarous custom they keep up at Sidlinch, and ought to be done away wi’. The man a’ old soldier, too. You see, our pa’son is not like yours at Sidlinch.’


  ‘He says it is barbarous, does he? So it is!’ cried the soldier. ‘Now hearken, my friends.’ Then he proceeded to inquire if they would increase his indebtedness to them by undertaking the removal, privately, of the body of the suicide to the churchyard, not of Sidlinch, a parish he now hated, but of Chalk-Newton. He would give them all he possessed to do it.


  Lot asked Ezra Cattstock what he thought of it.


  Cattstock, the ’cello player, who was also the sexton, demurred, and advised the young soldier to sound the rector about it first. ‘Mid be he would object, and yet ’a midn’t. The pa’son o’ Sidlinch is a hard man, I own ye, and ’a said if folk will kill theirselves in hot blood they must take the consequences. But ours don’t think like that at all, and might allow it.’


  ‘What’s his name?’


  ‘The honourable and reverent Mr. Oldham, brother to Lord Wessex. But you needn’t be afeard o’ en on that account. He’ll talk to ’ee like a common man, if so be you haven’t had enough drink to gie ’ee bad breath.’


  ‘O, the same as formerly. I’ll ask him. Thank you. And that duty done——’


  ‘What then?’


  ‘There’s war in Spain. I hear our next move is there. I’ll try to show myself to be what my father wished me. I don’t suppose I shall—but I’ll try in my feeble way. That much I swear—here over his body. So help me God.’


  Luke smacked his palm against the white handpost with such force that it shook. ‘Yes, there’s war in Spain; and another chance for me to be worthy of father.’


  So the matter ended that night. That the private acted in one thing as he had vowed to do soon became apparent, for during the Christmas week the rector came into the churchyard when Cattstock was there, and asked him to find a spot that would be suitable for the purpose of such an interment, adding that he had slightly known the late sergeant, and was not aware of any law which forbade him to assent to the removal, the letter of the rule having been observed. But as he did not wish to seem moved by opposition to his neighbour at Sidlinch, he had stipulated that the act of charity should be carried out at night, and as privately as possible, and that the grave should be in an obscure part of the enclosure. ‘You had better see the young man about it at once,’ added the rector.


  But before Ezra had done anything Luke came down to his house. His furlough had been cut short, owing to new developments of the war in the Peninsula, and being obliged to go back to his regiment immediately, he was compelled to leave the exhumation and reinterment to his friends. Everything was paid for, and he implored them all to see it carried out forthwith.


  With this the soldier left. The next day Ezra, on thinking the matter over, again went across to the rectory, struck with sudden misgiving. He had remembered that the sergeant had been buried without a coffin, and he was not sure that a stake had not been driven through him. The business would be more troublesome than they had at first supposed.


  ‘Yes, indeed!’ murmured the rector. ‘I am afraid it is not feasible after all.’


  The next event was the arrival of a headstone by carrier from the nearest town; to be left at Mr. Ezra Cattstock’s; all expenses paid. The sexton and the carrier deposited the stone in the former’s outhouse; and Ezra, left alone, put on his spectacles and read the brief and simple inscription:—


  
    Here lyeth the body of Samuel Holway, late Sergeant in his Majesty’s ——d regiment of foot, who departed this life december the 20th, 180-. Erected by L. H.


    ‘I am not worthy to be called thy son.’

  


  Ezra again called at the riverside rectory. ‘The stone is come, sir. But I’m afeard we can’t do it nohow.’


  ‘I should like to oblige him,’ said the gentlemanly old incumbent. ‘And I would forego all fees willingly. Still, if you and the others don’t think you can carry it out, I am in doubt what to say.’


  ‘Well, sir; I’ve made inquiry of a Sidlinch woman as to his burial, and what I thought seems true. They buried en wi’ a new six-foot hurdle-saul drough’s body, from the sheep-pen up in North Ewelease, though they won’t own to it now. And the question is, Is the moving worth while, considering the awkwardness?’


  ‘Have you heard anything more of the young man?’


  Ezra had only heard that he had embarked that week for Spain with the rest of the regiment. ‘And if he’s as desperate as ’a seemed, we shall never see him here in England again.’


  ‘It is an awkward case,’ said the rector.


  Ezra talked it over with the choir; one of whom suggested that the stone might be erected at the crossroads. This was regarded as impracticable. Another said that it might be set up in the churchyard without removing the body; but this was seen to be dishonest. So nothing was done.


  The headstone remained in Ezra’s outhouse till, growing tired of seeing it there, he put it away among the bushes at the bottom of his garden. The subject was sometimes revived among them, but it always ended with: ‘Considering how ’a was buried, we can hardly make a job o’t.’


  There was always the consciousness that Luke would never come back, an impression strengthened by the disasters which were rumoured to have befallen the army in Spain. This tended to make their inertness permanent. The headstone grew green as it lay on its back under Ezra’s bushes; then a tree by the river was blown down, and, falling across the stone, cracked it in three pieces. Ultimately the pieces became buried in the leaves and mould.


  Luke had not been born a Chalk-Newton man, and he had no relations left in Sidlinch, so that no tidings of him reached either village throughout the war. But after Waterloo and the fall of Napoleon there arrived at Sidlinch one day an English sergeant-major covered with stripes and, as it turned out, rich in glory. Foreign service had so totally changed Luke Holway that it was not until he told his name that the inhabitants recognized him as the sergeant’s only son.


  He had served with unswerving effectiveness through the Peninsular campaigns under Wellington; had fought at Busaco, Fuentes d’Onore, Ciudad Rodrigo, Badajoz, Salamanca, Vittoria, Quatre Bras, and Waterloo; and had now returned to enjoy a more than earned pension and repose in his native district.


  He hardly stayed in Sidlinch longer than to take a meal on his arrival. The same evening he started on foot over the hill to Chalk-Newton, passing the handpost, and saying as he glanced at the spot, ‘Thank God: he’s not there!’ Nightfall was approaching when he reached the latter village; but he made straight for the churchyard. On his entering it there remained light enough to discern the headstones by, and these he narrowly scanned. But though he searched the front part by the road, and the back part by the river, what he sought he could not find—the grave of Sergeant Holway, and a memorial bearing the inscription: ‘I am not worthy to be called thy son.’


  He left the churchyard and made inquiries. The honourable and reverend old rector was dead, and so were many of the choir; but by degrees the sergeant-major learnt that his father still lay at the cross-roads in Long Ash Lane.


  Luke pursued his way moodily homewards, to do which, in the natural course, he would be compelled to repass the spot, there being no other road between the two villages. But he could not now go by that place, vociferous with reproaches in his father’s tones; and he got over the hedge and wandered deviously through the ploughed fields to avoid the scene. Through many a fight and fatigue Luke had been sustained by the thought that he was restoring the family honour and making noble amends. Yet his father lay still in degradation. It was rather a sentiment than a fact that his father’s body had been made to suffer for his own misdeeds; but to his super-sensitiveness it seemed that his efforts to retrieve his character and to propitiate the shade of the insulted one had ended in failure.


  He endeavoured, however, to shake off his lethargy, and, not liking the associations of Sidlinch, hired a small cottage at Chalk-Newton which had long been empty. Here he lived alone, becoming quite a hermit, and allowing no woman to enter the house.


  The Christmas after taking up his abode herein he was sitting in the chimney corner by himself, when he heard faint notes in the distance, and soon a melody burst forth immediately outside his own window. It came from the carol-singers, as usual; and though many of the old hands, Ezra and Lot included, had gone to their rest, the same old carols were still played out of the same old books. There resounded through the sergeant-major’s window-shutters the familiar lines that the deceased choir had rendered over his father’s grave:—


  
    He comes' the pri'-soners to' re-lease',


    In Sa'-tan’s bon'-dage held'.

  


  When they had finished they went on to another house, leaving him to silence and loneliness as before.


  The candle wanted snuffing, but he did not snuff it, and he sat on till it had burnt down into the socket and made waves of shadow on the ceiling.


  The Christmas cheerfulness of next morning was broken at breakfast-time by tragic intelligence which went down the village like wind. Sergeant-Major Holway had been found shot through the head by his own hand at the cross-roads in Long Ash Lane where his father lay buried.


  On the table in the cottage he had left a piece of paper, on which he had written his wish that he might be buried at the Cross beside his father. But the paper was accidentally swept to the floor, and overlooked till after his funeral, which took place in the ordinary way in the churchyard.


  Christmas 1897.


  ♣


  Enter A Dragoon


  


  I lately had a melancholy experience (said the gentleman who is answerable for the truth of this story). It was that of going over a doomed house with whose outside aspect I had long been familiar—a house, that is, which by reason of age and dilapidation was to be pulled down during the following week. Some of the thatch, brown and rotten as the gills of old mushrooms, had, indeed, been removed before I walked over the building. Seeing that it was only a very small house—which is usually called a ‘cottage-residence’—situated in a remote hamlet, and that it was not more than a hundred years old, if so much, I was led to think in my progress through the hollow rooms, with their cracked walls and sloping floors, what an exceptional number of abrupt family incidents had taken place therein—to reckon only those which had come to my own knowledge. And no doubt there were many more of which I had never heard.


  It stood at the top of a garden stretching down to the lane or street that ran through a hermit-group of dwellings in Mellstock parish. From a green gate at the lower entrance, over which the thorn hedge had been shaped to an arch by constant clippings, a gravel path ascended between the box edges of once trim raspberry, strawberry, and vegetable plots, towards the front door. This was in colour an ancient and bleached green that could be rubbed off with the finger, and it bore a small long-featured brass knocker covered with verdigris in its crevices. For some years before this eve of demolition the homestead had degenerated, and been divided into two tenements to serve as cottages for farm labourers; but in its prime it had indisputable claim to be considered neat, pretty, and genteel.


  The variety of incidents above alluded to was mainly owing to the nature of the tenure, whereby the place had been occupied by families not quite of the kind customary in such spots—people whose circumstances, position, or antecedents were more or less of a critical happy-go-lucky cast. And of these residents the family whose term comprised the story I wish to relate was that of Mr. Jacob Paddock the market-gardener, who dwelt there for some years with his wife and grown-up daughter.


  I


  An evident commotion was agitating the premises, which jerked busy sounds across the front plot, resembling those of a disturbed hive. If a member of the household appeared at the door it was with a countenance of abstraction and concern.


  Evening began to bend over the scene; and the other inhabitants of the hamlet came out to draw water, their common well being in the public road opposite the garden and house of the Paddocks. Having wound up their bucketsfull respectively they lingered, and spoke significantly together. From their words any casual listener might have gathered information of what had occurred.


  The woodman who lived nearest the site of the story told most of the tale. Selina, the daughter of the Paddocks opposite, had been surprised that afternoon by receiving a letter from her once intended husband, then a corporal, but now a sergeant-major of dragoons, whom she had hitherto supposed to be one of the slain in the Battle of the Alma two or three years before.


  ‘She picked up wi’en against her father’s wish, as we know, and before he got his stripes,’ their informant continued. ‘Not but that the man was as hearty a feller as you’d meet this side o’ London. But Jacob, you see, wished her to do better, and one can understand it. However, she was determined to stick to him at that time; and for what happened she was not much to blame, so near as they were to matrimony when the war broke out and spoiled all.’


  ‘Even the very pig had been killed for the wedding,’ said a woman, ‘and the barrel o’ beer ordered in. O, the man meant honourable enough. But to be off in two days to fight in a foreign country—’twas natural of her father to say they should wait till he got back.’


  ‘And he never came,’ murmured one in the shade.


  ‘The war ended but her man never turned up again. She was not sure he was killed, but was too proud, or too timid, to go and hunt for him.’


  ‘One reason why her father forgave her when he found out how matters stood was, as he said plain at the time, that he liked the man, and could see that he meant to act straight. So the old folks made the best of what they couldn’t mend, and kept her there with ’em, when some wouldn’t. Time has proved seemingly that he did mean to act straight, now that he has writ to her that he’s coming. She’d have stuck to him all through the time, ’tis my belief, if t’other hadn’t come along.’


  ‘At the time of the courtship,’ resumed the woodman, ‘the regiment was quartered in Casterbridge Barracks, and he and she got acquainted by his calling to buy a penn’orth of rathe-ripes off that tree yonder in her father’s orchard—though ’twas said he seed her over hedge as well as the apples. He declared ’twas a kind of apple he much fancied; and he called for a penn’orth every day till the tree was cleared. It ended in his calling for her.’


  ‘’Twas a thousand pities they didn’t jine up at once and ha’ done wi’ it.’


  ‘Well; better late than never, if so be he’ll have her now. But, Lord, she’d that faith in ’en that she’d no more belief that he was alive, when a’ didn’t come, than that the undermost man in our churchyard was alive. She’d never have thought of another but for that—O no!’


  ‘’Tis awkward, altogether, for her now.’


  ‘Still she hadn’t married wi’ the new man. Though to be sure she would have committed it next week, even the licence being got, they say, for she’d have no banns this time, the first being so unfortunate.’


  ‘Perhaps the sergeant-major will think he’s released, and go as he came.’


  ‘O, not as I reckon. Soldiers bain’t particular, and she’s a tidy piece o’ furniture still. What will happen is that she’ll have her soldier, and break off with the master-wheelwright, licence or no—daze me if she won’t.’


  In the progress of these desultory conjectures the form of another neighbour arose in the gloom. She nodded to the people at the well, who replied, ‘G’d night, Mrs. Stone,’ as she passed through Mr. Paddock’s gate towards his door. She was an intimate friend of the latter’s household, and the group followed her with their eyes up the path and past the windows, which were now lighted up by candles inside.


  II


  Mrs. Stone paused at the door, knocked, and was admitted by Selina’s mother, who took her visitor at once into the parlour on the left hand, where a table was partly spread for supper. On the ‘beaufet’ against the wall stood probably the only object which would have attracted the eye of a local stranger in an otherwise ordinarily furnished room, a great plum-cake guarded as if it were a curiosity by a glass shade of the kind seen in museums—square, with a wooden back like those enclosing stuffed specimens of rare feather or fur. This was the mummy of the cake intended in earlier days for the wedding-feast of Selina and the soldier, which had been religiously and lovingly preserved by the former as a testimony to her intentional respectability in spite of an untoward subsequent circumstance, which will be mentioned. This relic was now as dry as a brick, and seemed to belong to a pre-existent civilization. Till quite recently, Selina had been in the habit of pausing before it daily, and recalling the accident whose consequences had thrown a shadow over her life ever since—that of which the water-drawers had spoken—the sudden news one morning that the Route had come for the —th Dragoons, two days only being the interval before departure; the hurried consultation as to what should be done, the second time of asking being past but not the third; and the decision that it would be unwise to solemnize matrimony in such haphazard circumstances, even if it were possible, which was doubtful.


  Before the fire the young woman in question was now seated on a low stool, in the stillness of reverie, and a toddling boy played about the floor around her.


  ‘Ah, Mrs. Stone!’ said Selina, rising slowly. ‘How kind of you to come in. You’ll bide to supper? Mother has told you the strange news, of course?’


  ‘No. But I heard it outside, that is, that you’d had a letter from Mr. Clark—Sergeant-Major Clark, as they say he is now—and that he’s coming to make it up with ’ee.’


  ‘Yes; coming to-night—all the way from the north of England where he’s quartered. I don’t know whether I’m happy or—frightened at it. Of course I always believed that if he was alive he’d come and keep his solemn vow to me. But when it is printed that a man is killed—what can you think?’


  ‘It was printed?’


  ‘Why, yes. After the Battle of the Alma the book of the names of the killed and wounded was nailed up against Casterbridge Town Hall door. ’Twas on a Saturday, and I walked there o’ purpose to read and see for myself, for I’d heard that his name was down. There was a crowd of people round the book, looking for the names of relations; and I can mind that when they saw me they made way for me—knowing that we’d been just going to be married—and that, as you may say, I belonged to him. Well, I reached up my arm, and turned over the farrels of the book, and under the “killed” I read his surname, but instead of “John” they’d printed “James,” and I thought ’twas a mistake, and that it must be he. Who could have guessed there were two nearly of one name in one regiment.’


  ‘Well—he’s coming to finish the wedding of ’ee as may be said; so never mind, my dear. All’s well that ends well.’


  ‘That’s what he seems to say. But then he has not heard yet about Mr. Miller; and that’s what rather terrifies me. Luckily my marriage with him next week was to have been by licence, and not banns, as in John’s case; and it was not so well known on that account. Still, I don’t know what to think.’


  ‘Everything seems to come just ’twixt cup and lip with ’ee—don’t it now, Miss Paddock? Two weddings broke off—’tis odd! How came you to accept Mr. Miller, my dear?’


  ‘He’s been so good and faithful! Not minding about the child at all; for he knew the rights of the story. He’s dearly fond o’ Johnny, you know—just as if ’twere his own—isn’t he, my duck? Do Mr. Miller love you or don’t he?’


  ‘Iss! An’ I love Mr. Miller,’ said the toddler.


  ‘Well, you see, Mrs. Stone, he said he’d make me a comfortable home; and thinking ’twould be a good thing for Johnny, Mr. Miller being so much better off than me, I agreed at last, just as a widow might—which is what I have always felt myself, ever since I saw what I thought was John’s name printed there. I hope John will forgive me!’


  ‘So he will forgive ’ee, since ’twas no manner of wrong to him. He ought to have sent ’ee a line, saying ’twas another man.’


  Selina’s mother entered. ‘We’ve not known of this an hour, Mrs. Stone,’ she said. ‘The letter was brought up from Lower Mellstock Post-office by one of the school children, only this afternoon. Mr. Miller was coming here this very night to settle about the wedding doings. Hark! Is that your father? Or is it Mr. Miller already come?’


  The footsteps entered the porch; there was a brushing on the mat, and the door of the room sprung back to disclose a rubicund man about thirty years of age, of thriving master-mechanic appearance and obviously comfortable temper. On seeing the child, and before taking any notice whatever of the elders, the comer made a noise like the crowing of a cock and flapped his arms as if they were wings, a method of entry which had the unqualified admiration of Johnny.


  ‘Yes—it is he,’ said Selina constrainedly advancing.


  ‘What—were you all talking about me, my dear?’ said the genial young man when he had finished his crowing and resumed human manners. ‘Why, what’s the matter?’ he went on. ‘You look struck all of a heap.’ Mr. Miller spread an aspect of concern over his own face, and drew a chair up to the fire.


  ‘O mother, would you tell Mr. Miller, if he don’t know?’


  ‘Mister Miller! and going to be married in six days!’ he interposed.


  ‘Ah—he don’t know it yet!’ murmured Mrs. Paddock.


  ‘Know what?’


  ‘Well—John Clark—now Sergeant-Major Clark—wasn’t shot at Alma after all. ’Twas another of almost the same name.’


  ‘Now that’s interesting! There were several cases like that.’


  ‘And he’s home again; and he’s coming here to-night to see her.’


  ‘Whatever shall I say, that he may not be offended with what I’ve done?’ interposed Selina.


  ‘But why should it matter if he be?’


  ‘O! I must agree to be his wife if he forgives me—of course I must.’


  ‘Must! But why not say nay, Selina, even if he do forgive ’ee?’


  ‘O no! How can I without being wicked? You were very very kind, Mr. Miller, to ask me to have you; no other man would have done it after what had happened; and I agreed, even though I did not feel half so warm as I ought. Yet it was entirely owing to my believing him in the grave, as I knew that if he were not he would carry out his promise; and this shows that I was right in trusting him.’


  ‘Yes…. He must be a goodish sort of fellow,’ said Mr. Miller, for a moment so impressed with the excellently faithful conduct of the sergeant-major of dragoons that he disregarded its effect upon his own position. He sighed slowly and added, ‘Well, Selina, ’tis for you to say. I love you, and I love the boy; and there’s my chimney-corner and sticks o’ furniture ready for ’ee both.’


  ‘Yes, I know! But I mustn’t hear it any more now,’ murmured Selina quickly. ‘John will be here soon. I hope he’ll see how it all was when I tell him. If so be I could have written it to him it would have been better.’


  ‘You think he doesn’t know a single word about our having been on the brink o’t. But perhaps it’s the other way—he’s heard of it and that may have brought him.’


  ‘Ah—perhaps he has!’ she said brightening. ‘And already forgives me.’


  ‘If not, speak out straight and fair, and tell him exactly how it fell out. If he’s a man he’ll see it.’


  ‘O he’s a man true enough. But I really do think I shan’t have to tell him at all, since you’ve put it to me that way!’


  As it was now Johnny’s bedtime he was carried upstairs, and when Selina came down again her mother observed with some anxiety, ‘I fancy Mr. Clark must be here soon if he’s coming; and that being so, perhaps Mr. Miller wouldn’t mind—wishing us good-night! since you are so determined to stick to your sergeant-major.’ A little bitterness bubbled amid the closing words. ‘It would be less awkward, Mr. Miller not being here—if he will allow me to say it.’


  ‘To be sure; to be sure,’ the master-wheelwright exclaimed with instant conviction, rising alertly from his chair. ‘Lord bless my soul,’ he said, taking up his hat and stick, ‘and we to have been married in six days! But Selina—you’re right. You do belong to the child’s father since he’s alive. I’ll try to make the best of it.’


  Before the generous Miller had got further there came a knock to the door accompanied by the noise of wheels.


  ‘I thought I heard something driving up!’ said Mrs. Paddock.


  They heard Mr. Paddock, who had been smoking in the room opposite, rise and go to the door, and in a moment a voice familiar enough to Selina was audibly saying, ‘At last I am here again—not without many interruptions! How is it with ’ee, Mr. Paddock? And how is she? Thought never to see me again, I suppose?’ A step with a clink of spurs in it struck upon the entry floor.


  ‘Danged if I bain’t catched!’ murmured Mr. Miller, forgetting company-speech. ‘Never mind—I may as well meet him here as elsewhere; and I should like to see the chap, and make friends with en, as he seems one o’ the right sort.’ He returned to the fireplace just as the sergeant-major was ushered in.


  III


  He was a good specimen of the long-service soldier of those days; a not unhandsome man, with a certain undemonstrative dignity, which some might have said to be partly owing to the stiffness of his uniform about his neck, the high stock being still worn. He was much stouter than when Selina had parted from him. Although she had not meant to be demonstrative she ran across to him directly she saw him, and he held her in his arms and kissed her.


  Then in much agitation she whispered something to him, at which he seemed to be much surprised.


  ‘He’s just put to bed,’ she continued. ‘You can go up and see him. I knew you’d come if you were alive! But I had quite gi’d you up for dead. You’ve been home in England ever since the war ended?’


  ‘Yes, dear.’


  ‘Why didn’t you come sooner?’


  ‘That’s just what I ask myself! Why was I such a sappy as not to hurry here the first day I set foot on shore! Well, who’d have thought it—you are as pretty as ever!’


  He relinquished her to peep upstairs a little way, where, by looking through the ballusters, he could see Johnny’s cot just within an open door. On his stepping down again Mr. Miller was preparing to depart.


  ‘Now, what’s this? I am sorry to see anybody going the moment I’ve come,’ expostulated the sergeant-major. ‘I thought we might make an evening of it. There’s a nine gallon cask o’ “Phœnix” beer outside in the trap, and a ham, and half a rawmil’ cheese; for I thought you might be short o’ forage in a lonely place like this; and it struck me we might like to ask in a neighbour or two. But perhaps it would be taking a liberty?’


  ‘O no, not at all,’ said Mr. Paddock, who was now in the room, in a judicial measured manner. ‘Very thoughtful of ’ee, only ’twas not necessary, for we had just laid in an extry stock of eatables and drinkables in preparation for the coming event.’


  ‘’Twas very kind, upon my heart,’ said the soldier, ‘to think me worth such a jocund preparation, since you could only have got my letter this morning.’


  Selina gazed at her father to stop him, and exchanged embarrassed glances with Miller. Contrary to her hopes Sergeant-Major Clark plainly did not know that the preparations referred to were for something quite other than his own visit.


  The movement of the horse outside, and the impatient tapping of a whip-handle upon the vehicle reminded them that Clark’s driver was still in waiting. The provisions were brought into the house, and the cart dismissed. Miller, with very little pressure indeed, accepted an invitation to supper, and a few neighbours were induced to come in to make up a cheerful party.


  During the laying of the meal, and throughout its continuance, Selina, who sat beside her first intended husband, tried frequently to break the news to him of her engagement to the other—now terminated so suddenly, and so happily for her heart, and her sense of womanly virtue. But the talk ran entirely upon the late war; and though fortified by half a horn of the strong ale brought by the sergeant-major she decided that she might have a better opportunity when supper was over of revealing the situation to him in private.


  Having supped, Clark leaned back at ease in his chair and looked around. ‘We used sometimes to have a dance in that other room after supper, Selina dear, I recollect. We used to clear out all the furniture into this room before beginning. Have you kept up such goings on?’


  ‘No, not at all!’ said his sweetheart sadly.


  ‘We were not unlikely to revive it in a few days,’ said Mr. Paddock. ‘But, howsomever, there’s seemingly many a slip, as the saying is.’


  ‘Yes, I’ll tell John all about that by and by!’ interposed Selina; at which, perceiving that the secret which he did not like keeping was to be kept even yet, her father held his tongue with some show of testiness.


  The subject of a dance having been broached, to put the thought in practice was the feeling of all. Soon after the tables and chairs were borne from the opposite room to this by zealous hands, and two of the villagers sent home for a fiddle and tambourine, when the majority began to tread a measure well known in that secluded vale. Selina naturally danced with the sergeant-major, not altogether to her father’s satisfaction, and to the real uneasiness of her mother, both of whom would have preferred a postponement of festivities till the rashly anticipated relationship between their daughter and Clark in the past had been made fact by the Church’s ordinances. They did not, however, express a positive objection, Mr. Paddock remembering, with self-reproach, that it was owing to his original strongly expressed disapproval of Selina’s being a soldier’s wife that the wedding had been delayed, and finally hindered—with worse consequences than were expected; and ever since the misadventure brought about by his government he had allowed events to steer their own courses.


  ‘My tails will surely catch in your spurs, John!’ murmured the daughter of the house, as she whirled around upon his arm with the rapt soul and look of a somnambulist. ‘I didn’t know we should dance, or I would have put on my other frock.’


  ‘I’ll take care, my love. We’ve danced here before. Do you think your father objects to me now? I’ve risen in rank. I fancy he’s still a little against me.’


  ‘He has repented, times enough.’


  ‘And so have I! If I had married you then ’twould have saved many a misfortune. I have sometimes thought it might have been possible to rush the ceremony through somehow before I left; though we were only in the second asking, were we? And even if I had come back straight here when we returned from the Crimea, and married you then, how much happier I should have been!’


  ‘Dear John, to say that! Why didn’t you?’


  ‘O—dilatoriness and want of thought, and a fear of facing your father after so long. I was in hospital a great while, you know. But how familiar the place seems again! What’s that I saw on the beaufet in the other room? It never used to be there. A sort of withered corpse of a cake—not an old bride-cake surely?’


  ‘Yes, John, ours. ’Tis the very one that was made for our wedding three years ago.’


  ‘Sakes alive! Why, time shuts up together, and all between then and now seems not to have been! What became of that wedding-gown that they were making in this room, I remember—a bluish, whitish, frothy thing?’


  ‘I have that too.’


  ‘Really! … Why, Selina——’


  ‘Yes!’


  ‘Why not put it on now?’


  ‘Wouldn’t it seem——. And yet, O how I should like to! It would remind them all, if we told them what it was, how we really meant to be married on that bygone day!’ Her eyes were again laden with wet.


  ‘Yes…. The pity that we didn’t—the pity!’ Moody mournfulness seemed to hold silent awhile one not naturally taciturn. ‘Well—will you?’ he said.


  ‘I will—the next dance, if mother don’t mind.’


  Accordingly, just before the next figure was formed, Selina disappeared, and speedily came downstairs in a creased and box-worn, but still airy and pretty, muslin gown, which was indeed the very one that had been meant to grace her as a bride three years before.


  ‘It is dreadfully old-fashioned,’ she apologized.


  ‘Not at all. What a grand thought of mine! Now, let’s to’t again.’


  She explained to some of them, as he led her to the second dance, what the frock had been meant for, and that she had put it on at his request. And again athwart and around the room they went.


  ‘You seem the bride!’ he said.


  ‘But I couldn’t wear this gown to be married in now!’ she replied ecstatically, ‘or I shouldn’t have put it on and made it dusty. It is really too old-fashioned, and so folded and fretted out, you can’t think. That was with my taking it out so many times to look at. I have never put it on—never—till now!’


  ‘Selina, I am thinking of giving up the army. Will you emigrate with me to New Zealand? I’ve an uncle out there doing well, and he’d soon help me to making a larger income. The English army is glorious, but it ain’t altogether enriching.’


  ‘Of course, anywhere that you decide upon. Is it healthy there for Johnny?’


  ‘A lovely climate. And I shall never be happy in England…. Aha!’ he concluded again, with a bitterness of unexpected strength, ‘would to Heaven I had come straight back here!’


  As the dance brought round one neighbour after another the re-united pair were thrown into juxtaposition with Bob Heartall among the rest who had been called in; one whose chronic expression was that he carried inside him a joke on the point of bursting with its own vastness. He took occasion now to let out a little of its quality, shaking his head at Selina as he addressed her in an undertone—


  ‘This is a bit of a topper to the bridegroom, ho! ho! ’Twill teach en the liberty you’ll expect when you’ve married en!’


  ‘What does he mean by a “topper”?’ the sergeant-major asked, who, not being of local extraction, despised the venerable local language, and also seemed to suppose ‘bridegroom’ to be an anticipatory name for himself. ‘I only hope I shall never be worse treated than you’ve treated me to-night!’


  Selina looked frightened. ‘He didn’t mean you, dear,’ she said as they moved on. ‘We thought perhaps you knew what had happened, owing to your coming just at this time. Had you—heard anything about—what I intended?’


  ‘Not a breath—how should I, away up in Yorkshire? It was by the merest accident that I came just at this date to make peace with you for my delay.’


  ‘I was engaged to be married to Mr. Bartholomew Miller. That’s what it is! I would have let ’ee know by letter, but there was no time, only hearing from ’ee this afternoon…. You won’t desert me for it, will you, John? Because, as you know, I quite supposed you dead, and—and—’ Her eyes were full of tears of trepidation, and he might have felt a sob heaving within her.


  IV


  The soldier was silent during two or three double bars of the tune. ‘When were you to have been married to the said Mr. Bartholomew Miller?’ he inquired.


  ‘Quite soon.’


  ‘How soon?’


  ‘Next week—O yes—just the same as it was with you and me. There’s a strange fate of interruption hanging over me, I sometimes think! He had bought the licence, which I preferred so that it mightn’t be like—ours. But it made no difference to the fate of it.’


  ‘Had bought the licence! The devil!’


  ‘Don’t be angry, dear John. I didn’t know!’


  ‘No, no, I’m not angry.’


  ‘It was so kind of him, considering!’


  ‘Yes…. I see, of course, how natural your action was—never thinking of seeing me any more! Is it the Mr. Miller who is in this dance?’


  ‘Yes.’


  Clark glanced round upon Bartholomew and was silent again for some little while, and she stole a look at him, to find that he seemed changed. ‘John, you look ill!’ she almost sobbed. ‘’Tisn’t me, is it?’


  ‘O dear, no. Though I hadn’t, somehow, expected it. I can’t find fault with you for a moment—and I don’t…. This is a deuce of a long dance, don’t you think? We’ve been at it twenty minutes if a second, and the figure doesn’t allow one much rest. I’m quite out of breath.’


  ‘They like them so dreadfully long here. Shall we drop out? Or I’ll stop the fiddler?’


  ‘O no, no, I think I can finish. But although I look healthy enough I have never been so strong as I formerly was, since that long illness I had in the hospital at Scutari.’


  ‘And I knew nothing about it!’


  ‘You couldn’t, dear, as I didn’t write. What a fool I have been altogether!’ He gave a twitch, as of one in pain. ‘I won’t dance again when this one is over. The fact is I have travelled a long way to-day, and it seems to have knocked me up a bit.’


  There could be no doubt that the sergeant-major was unwell, and Selina made herself miserable by still believing that her story was the cause of his ailment. Suddenly he said in a changed voice, and she perceived that he was paler than ever:


  ‘I must sit down.’


  Letting go her waist he went quickly to the other room. She followed, and found him in the nearest chair, his face bent down upon his hands and arms, which were resting on the table.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said her father, who sat there dozing by the fire.


  ‘John isn’t well…. We are going to New Zealand when we are married, father. A lovely country! … John, would you like something to drink?’


  ‘A drop o’ that Schiedam of old Owlett’s that’s under stairs, perhaps,’ suggested her father. ‘Not that nowadays ’tis much better than licensed liquor.’


  ‘John,’ she said, putting her face close to his and pressing his arm. ‘Will you have a drop of spirits or something?’


  He did not reply, and Selina observed that his ear and the side of his face were quite white. Convinced that his illness was serious, a growing dismay seized hold of her. The dance ended; her mother came in, and learning what had happened, looked narrowly at the sergeant-major.


  ‘We must not let him lie like that, lift him up,’ she said. ‘Let him rest in the window-bench on some cushions.’


  They unfolded his arms and hands as they lay clasped upon the table, and on lifting his head found his features to bear the very impress of death itself. Bartholomew Miller, who had now come in, assisted Mr. Paddock to make a comfortable couch in the window-seat, where they stretched out Clark upon his back.


  Still he seemed unconscious. ‘We must get a doctor,’ said Selina. ‘O, my dear John, how is it you be taken like this?’


  ‘My impression is that he’s dead!’ murmured Mr. Paddock. ‘He don’t breathe enough to move a tomtit’s feather.’


  There were plenty to volunteer to go for a doctor, but as it would be at least an hour before he could get there the case seemed somewhat hopeless. The dancing-party ended as unceremoniously as it had begun; but the guests lingered round the premises till the doctor should arrive. When he did come the sergeant-major’s extremities were already cold, and there was no doubt that death had overtaken him almost at the moment that he had sat down.


  The medical practitioner quite refused to accept the unhappy Selina’s theory that her revelation had in any way induced Clark’s sudden collapse. Both he and the coroner afterwards, who found the immediate cause to be heart-failure, held that such a supposition was unwarranted by facts. They asserted that a long day’s journey, a hurried drive, and then an exhausting dance, were sufficient for such a result upon a heart enfeebled by fatty degeneration after the privations of a Crimean winter and other trying experiences, the coincidence of the sad event with any disclosure of hers being a pure accident.


  This conclusion, however, did not dislodge Selina’s opinion that the shock of her statement had been the immediate stroke which had felled a constitution so undermined.


  V


  At this date the Casterbridge Barracks were cavalry quarters, their adaptation to artillery having been effected some years later. It had been owing to the fact that the —th Dragoons, in which John Clark had served, happened to be lying there that Selina made his acquaintance. At the time of his death the barracks were occupied by the Scots Greys, but when the pathetic circumstances of the sergeant-major’s end became known in the town the officers of the Greys offered the services of their fine reed and brass band, that he might have a funeral marked by due military honours. His body was accordingly removed to the barracks, and carried thence to the churchyard in the Durnover quarter on the following afternoon, one of the Greys’ most ancient and docile chargers being blacked up to represent Clark’s horse on the occasion.


  Everybody pitied Selina, whose story was well known. She followed the corpse as the only mourner, Clark having been without relations in this part of the country, and a communication with his regiment having brought none from a distance. She sat in a little shabby brown-black mourning carriage, squeezing herself up in a corner to be as much as possible out of sight during the slow and dramatic march through the town to the tune from Saul. When the interment had taken place, the volleys been fired, and the return journey begun, it was with something like a shock that she found the military escort to be moving at a quick march to the lively strains of ‘Off she goes!’ as if all care for the sergeant-major was expected to be ended with the late discharge of the carbines. It was, by chance, the very tune to which they had been footing when he died, and unable to bear its notes, she hastily told her driver to drop behind. The band and military party diminished up the High Street, and Selina turned over Swan bridge and homeward to Mellstock.


  Then recommenced for her a life whose incidents were precisely of a suit with those which had preceded the soldier’s return; but how different in her appreciation of them! Her narrow miss of the recovered respectability they had hoped for from that tardy event worked upon her parents as an irritant, and after the first week or two of her mourning her life with them grew almost insupportable. She had impulsively taken to herself the weeds of a widow, for such she seemed to herself to be, and clothed little Johnny in sables likewise. This assumption of a moral relationship to the deceased, which she asserted to be only not a legal one by two most unexpected accidents, led the old people to indulge in sarcasm at her expense whenever they beheld her attire, though all the while it cost them more pain to utter than it gave her to hear it. Having become accustomed by her residence at home to the business carried on by her father, she surprised them one day by going off with the child to Chalk-Newton, in the direction of the town of Ivell, and opening a miniature fruit and vegetable shop, attending Ivell market with her produce. Her business grew somewhat larger, and it was soon sufficient to enable her to support herself and the boy in comfort. She called herself ‘Mrs. John Clark’ from the day of leaving home, and painted the name on her signboard—no man forbidding her.


  By degrees the pain of her state was forgotten in her new circumstances, and getting to be generally accepted as the widow of a sergeant-major of dragoons—an assumption which her modest and mournful demeanour seemed to substantiate—her life became a placid one, her mind being nourished by the melancholy luxury of dreaming what might have been her future in New Zealand with John, if he had only lived to take her there. Her only travels now were a journey to Ivell on market-days, and once a fortnight to the churchyard in which Clark lay, there to tend, with Johnny’s assistance, as widows are wont to do, the flowers she had planted upon his grave.


  On a day about eighteen months after his unexpected decease, Selina was surprised in her lodging over her little shop by a visit from Bartholomew Miller. He had called on her once or twice before, on which occasions he had used without a word of comment the name by which she was known.


  ‘I’ve come this time,’ he said, ‘less because I was in this direction than to ask you, Mrs. Clark, what you mid well guess. I’ve come o’ purpose, in short.’


  She smiled.


  ‘’Tis to ask me again to marry you?’


  ‘Yes, of course. You see, his coming back for ’ee proved what I always believed of ’ee, though others didn’t. There’s nobody but would be glad to welcome you to our parish again, now you’ve showed your independence and acted up to your trust in his promise. Well, my dear, will you come?’


  ‘I’d rather bide as Mrs. Clark, I think,’ she answered. ‘I am not ashamed of my position at all; for I am John’s widow in the eyes of Heaven.’


  ‘I quite agree—that’s why I’ve come. Still, you won’t like to be always straining at this shop-keeping and market-standing; and ’twould be better for Johnny if you had nothing to do but tend him.’


  He here touched the only weak spot in Selina’s resistance to his proposal—the good of the boy. To promote that there were other men she might have married offhand without loving them if they had asked her to; but though she had known the worthy speaker from her youth, she could not for the moment fancy herself happy as Mrs. Miller.


  He paused awhile. ‘I ought to tell ’ee, Mrs. Clark,’ he said by and by, ‘that marrying is getting to be a pressing question with me. Not on my own account at all. The truth is, that mother is growing old, and I am away from home a good deal, so that it is almost necessary there should be another person in the house with her besides me. That’s the practical consideration which forces me to think of taking a wife, apart from my wish to take you; and you know there’s nobody in the world I care for so much.’


  She said something about there being far better women than she, and other natural commonplaces; but assured him she was most grateful to him for feeling what he felt, as indeed she sincerely was. However, Selina would not consent to be the useful third person in his comfortable home—at any rate just then. He went away, after taking tea with her, without discerning much hope for him in her good-bye.


  VI


  After that evening she saw and heard nothing of him for a great while. Her fortnightly journeys to the sergeant-major’s grave were continued, whenever weather did not hinder them; and Mr. Miller must have known, she thought, of this custom of hers. But though the churchyard was not nearly so far from his homestead as was her shop at Chalk-Newton, he never appeared in the accidental way that lovers use.


  An explanation was forthcoming in the shape of a letter from her mother, who casually mentioned that Mr. Bartholomew Miller had gone away to the other side of Shottsford-Forum to be married to a thriving dairyman’s daughter that he knew there. His chief motive, it was reported, had been less one of love than a wish to provide a companion for his aged mother.


  Selina was practical enough to know that she had lost a good and possibly the only opportunity of settling in life after what had happened, and for a moment she regretted her independence. But she became calm on reflection, and to fortify herself in her course started that afternoon to tend the sergeant-major’s grave, in which she took the same sober pleasure as at first.


  On reaching the churchyard and turning the corner towards the spot as usual, she was surprised to perceive another woman, also apparently a respectable widow, and with a tiny boy by her side, bending over Clark’s turf, and spudding up with the point of her umbrella some ivy-roots that Selina had reverently planted there to form an evergreen mantle over the mound.


  ‘What are you digging up my ivy for!’ cried Selina, rushing forward so excitedly that Johnny tumbled over a grave with the force of the tug she gave his hand in her sudden start.


  ‘Your ivy?’ said the respectable woman.


  ‘Why yes! I planted it there—on my husband’s grave.’


  ‘Your husband’s!’


  ‘Yes. The late Sergeant-Major Clark. Anyhow, as good as my husband, for he was just going to be.’


  ‘Indeed. But who may be my husband, if not he? I am the only Mrs. John Clark, widow of the late Sergeant-Major of Dragoons, and this is his only son and heir.’


  ‘How can that be?’ faltered Selina, her throat seeming to stick together as she just began to perceive its possibility. ‘He had been—going to marry me twice—and we were going to New Zealand.’


  ‘Ah!—I remember about you,’ returned the legitimate widow calmly and not unkindly. ‘You must be Selina; he spoke of you now and then, and said that his relations with you would always be a weight on his conscience. Well; the history of my life with him is soon told. When he came back from the Crimea he became acquainted with me at my home in the north, and we were married within a month of first knowing each other. Unfortunately, after living together a few months, we could not agree; and after a particularly sharp quarrel, in which, perhaps, I was most in the wrong—as I don’t mind owning here by his graveside—he went away from me, declaring he would buy his discharge and emigrate to New Zealand, and never come back to me any more. The next thing I heard was that he had died suddenly at Mellstock at some low carouse; and as he had left me in such anger to live no more with me, I wouldn’t come down to his funeral, or do anything in relation to him. ’Twas temper, I know, but that was the fact. Even if we had parted friends it would have been a serious expense to travel three hundred miles to get there, for one who wasn’t left so very well off…. I am sorry I pulled up your ivy-roots; but that common sort of ivy is considered a weed in my part of the country.’


  December 1899.


  ♣


  A Tryst at an Ancient Earthwork


  At one’s every step forward it rises higher against the south sky, with an obtrusive personality that compels the senses to regard it and consider. The eyes may bend in another direction, but never without the consciousness of its heavy, high-shouldered presence at its point of vantage. Across the intervening levels the gale races in a straight line from the fort, as if breathed out of it hitherward. With the shifting of the clouds the faces of the steeps vary in colour and in shade, broad lights appearing where mist and vagueness had prevailed, dissolving in their turn into melancholy gray, which spreads over and eclipses the luminous bluffs. In this so-thought immutable spectacle all is change.


  Out of the invisible marine region on the other side birds soar suddenly into the air, and hang over the summits of the heights with the indifference of long familiarity. Their forms are white against the tawny concave of cloud, and the curves they exhibit in their floating signify that they are sea-gulls which have journeyed inland from expected stress of weather. As the birds rise behind the fort, so do the clouds rise behind the birds, almost, as it seems, stroking with their bagging bosoms the uppermost flyers.


  The profile of the whole stupendous ruin, as seen at a distance of a mile eastward, is cleanly cut as that of a marble inlay. It is varied with protuberances, which from hereabouts have the animal aspect of warts, wens, knuckles, and hips. It may indeed be likened to an enormous many-limbed organism of an antediluvian time—partaking of the cephalopod in shape—lying lifeless, and covered with a thin green cloth, which hides its substance, while revealing its contour. This dull green mantle of herbage stretches down towards the levels, where the ploughs have essayed for centuries to creep up near and yet nearer to the base of the castle, but have always stopped short before reaching it. The furrows of these environing attempts show themselves distinctly, bending to the incline as they trench upon it; mounting in steeper curves, till the steepness baffles them, and their parallel threads show like the striae of waves pausing on the curl. The peculiar place of which these are some of the features is ‘Mai-Dun,’ ‘The Castle of the Great Hill,’ said to be the Dunium of Ptolemy, the capital of the Durotriges, which eventually came into Roman occupation, and was finally deserted on their withdrawal from the island.


  The evening is followed by a night on which an invisible moon bestows a subdued, yet pervasive light—without radiance, as without blackness. From the spot whereon I am ensconced in a cottage, a mile away, the fort has now ceased to be visible; yet, as by day, to anybody whose thoughts have been engaged with it and its barbarous grandeurs of past time the form asserts its existence behind the night gauzes as persistently as if it had a voice. Moreover, the south-west wind continues to feed the intervening arable flats with vapours brought directly from its sides.


  The midnight hour for which there has been occasion to wait at length arrives, and I journey towards the stronghold in obedience to a request urged earlier in the day. It concerns an appointment, which I rather regret my decision to keep now that night is come. The route thither is hedgeless and treeless—I need not add deserted. The moonlight is sufficient to disclose the pale riband-like surface of the way as it trails along between the expanses of darker fallow. Though the road passes near the fortress it does not conduct directly to its fronts. As the place is without an inhabitant, so it is without a trackway. So presently leaving the macadamized road to pursue its course elsewhither, I step off upon the fallow, and plod stumblingly across it. The castle looms out off the shade by degrees, like a thing waking up and asking what I want there. It is now so enlarged by nearness that its whole shape cannot be taken in at one view. The ploughed ground ends as the rise sharpens, the sloping basement of grass begins, and I climb upward to invade Mai-Dun.


  Impressive by day as this largest Ancient-British work in the kingdom undoubtedly is, its impressiveness is increased now. After standing still and spending a few minutes in adding its age to its size, and its size to its solitude, it becomes appallingly mournful in its growing closeness. A squally wind blows in the face with an impact which proclaims that the vapours of the air sail low to-night. The slope that I so laboriously clamber up the wind skips sportively down. Its track can be discerned even in this light by the undulations of the withered grass-bents—the only produce of this upland summit except moss. Four minutes of ascent, and a vantage-ground of some sort is gained. It is only the crest of the outer rampart. Immediately within this a chasm gapes; its bottom is imperceptible, but the counterscarp slopes not too steeply to admit of a sliding descent if cautiously performed. The shady bottom, dank and chilly, is thus gained, and reveals itself as a kind of winding lane, wide enough for a waggon to pass along, floored with rank herbage, and trending away, right and left, into obscurity, between the concentric walls of earth. The towering closeness of these on each hand, their impenetrability, and their ponderousness, are felt as a physical pressure. The way is now up the second of them, which stands steeper and higher than the first. To turn aside, as did Christian’s companion, from such a Hill Difficulty, is the more natural tendency; but the way to the interior is upward. There is, of course, an entrance to the fortress; but that lies far off on the other side. It might possibly have been the wiser course to seek for easier ingress there.


  However, being here, I ascend the second acclivity. The grass stems—the grey beard of the hill—sway in a mass close to my stooping face. The dead heads of these various grasses—fescues, fox-tails, and ryes—bob and twitch as if pulled by a string underground. From a few thistles a whistling proceeds; and even the moss speaks, in its humble way, under the stress of the blast.


  That the summit of the second line of defence has been gained is suddenly made known by a contrasting wind from a new quarter, coming over with the curve of a cascade. These novel gusts raise a sound from the whole camp or castle, playing upon it bodily as upon a harp. It is with some difficulty that a foothold can be preserved under their sweep. Looking aloft for a moment I perceive that the sky is much more overcast than it has been hitherto, and in a few instants a dead lull in what is now a gale ensues with almost preternatural abruptness. I take advantage of this to sidle down the second counterscarp, but by the time the ditch is reached the lull reveals itself to be but the precursor of a storm. It begins with a heave of the whole atmosphere, like the sigh of a weary strong man on turning to recommence unusual exertion, just as I stand here in the second fosse. That which now radiates from the sky upon the scene is not so much light as vaporous phosphorescence.


  The wind, quickening, abandons the natural direction it has pursued on the open upland, and takes the course of the gorge’s length, rushing along therein helter-skelter, and carrying thick rain upon its back. The rain is followed by hailstones which fly through the defile in battalions—rolling, hopping, ricochetting, snapping, clattering down the shelving banks in an undefinable haze of confusion. The earthen sides of the fosse seem to quiver under the drenching onset, though it is practically no more to them than the blows of Thor upon the giant of Jotun-land. It is impossible to proceed further till the storm somewhat abates, and I draw up behind a spur of the inner scarp, where possibly a barricade stood two thousand years ago; and thus await events.


  The roar of the storm can be heard travelling the complete circuit of the castle—a measured mile—coming round at intervals like a circumambulating column of infantry. Doubtless such a column has passed this way in its time, but the only columns which enter in these latter days are the columns of sheep and oxen that are sometimes seen here now; while the only semblance of heroic voices heard are the utterances of such, and of the many winds which make their passage through the ravines.


  The expected lightning radiates round, and a rumbling as from its subterranean vaults—if there are any—fills the castle. The lightning repeats itself, and, coming after the aforesaid thoughts of martial men, it bears a fanciful resemblance to swords moving in combat. It has the very brassy hue of the ancient weapons that here were used. The so sudden entry upon the scene of this metallic flame is as the entry of a presiding exhibitor who unrolls the maps, uncurtains the pictures, unlocks the cabinets, and effects a transformation by merely exposing the materials of his science, unintelligibly cloaked till then. The abrupt configuration of the bluffs and mounds is now for the first time clearly revealed—mounds whereon, doubtless, spears and shields have frequently lain while their owners loosened their sandals and yawned and stretched their arms in the sun. For the first time, too, a glimpse is obtainable of the true entrance used by its occupants of old, some way ahead.


  There, where all passage has seemed to be inviolably barred by an almost vertical façade, the ramparts are found to overlap each other like loosely clasped fingers, between which a zigzag path may be followed—a cunning construction that puzzles the uninformed eye. But its cunning, even where not obscured by dilapidation, is now wasted on the solitary forms of a few wild badgers, rabbits, and hares. Men must have often gone out by those gates in the morning to battle with the Roman legions under Vespasian; some to return no more, others to come back at evening, bringing with them the noise of their heroic deeds. But not a page, not a stone, has preserved their fame.


  Acoustic perceptions multiply to-night. We can almost hear the stream of years that have borne those deeds away from us. Strange articulations seem to float on the air from that point, the gateway, where the animation in past times must frequently have concentrated itself at hours of coming and going, and general excitement. There arises an ineradicable fancy that they are human voices; if so, they must be the lingering air-borne vibrations of conversations uttered at least fifteen hundred years ago. The attention is attracted from mere nebulous imaginings about yonder spot by a real moving of something close at hand.


  I recognize by the now moderate flashes of lightning, which are sheet-like and nearly continuous, that it is the gradual elevation of a small mound of earth. At first no larger than a man’s fist it reaches the dimensions of a hat, then sinks a little and is still. It is but the heaving of a mole who chooses such weather as this to work in from some instinct that there will be nobody abroad to molest him. As the fine earth lifts and lifts and falls loosely aside fragments of burnt clay roll out of it—clay that once formed part of cups or other vessels used by the inhabitants of the fortress.


  The violence of the storm has been counterbalanced by its transitoriness. From being immersed in well-nigh solid media of cloud and hail shot with lightning, I find myself uncovered of the humid investiture and left bare to the mild gaze of the moon, which sparkles now on every wet grass-blade and frond of moss.


  But I am not yet inside the fort, and the delayed ascent of the third and last escarpment is now made. It is steeper than either. The first was a surface to walk up, the second to stagger up, the third can only be ascended on the hands and toes. On the summit obtrudes the first evidence which has been met with in these precincts that the time is really the nineteenth century; it is in the form of a white notice-board on a post, and the wording can just be discerned by the rays of the setting moon:


  Caution.—Any Person found removing Relics, Skeletons, Stones, Pottery, Tiles, or other Material from this Earthwork, or cutting up the Ground, will be Prosecuted as the Law directs.


  Here one observes a difference underfoot from what has gone before: scraps of Roman tile and stone chippings protrude through the grass in meagre quantity, but sufficient to suggest that masonry stood on the spot. Before the eye stretches under the moonlight the interior of the fort. So open and so large is it as to be practically an upland plateau, and yet its area lies wholly within the walls of what may be designated as one building. It is a long-violated retreat; all its corner-stones, plinths, and architraves were carried away to build neighbouring villages even before mediaeval or modern history began. Many a block which once may have helped to form a bastion here rests now in broken and diminished shape as part of the chimney-corner of some shepherd’s cottage within the distant horizon, and the corner-stones of this heathen altar may form the base-course of some adjoining village church.


  Yet the very bareness of these inner courts and wards, their condition of mere pasturage, protects what remains of them as no defences could do. Nothing is left visible that the hands can seize on or the weather overturn, and a permanence of general outline at least results, which no other condition could ensure.


  The position of the castle on this isolated hill bespeaks deliberate and strategic choice exercised by some remote mind capable of prospective reasoning to a far extent. The natural configuration of the surrounding country and its bearing upon such a stronghold were obviously long considered and viewed mentally before its extensive design was carried into execution. Who was the man that said, ‘Let it be built here!’—not on that hill yonder, or on that ridge behind, but on this best spot of all? Whether he were some great one of the Belgae, or of the Durotriges, or the travelling engineer of Britain’s united tribes, must for ever remain time’s secret; his form cannot be realized, nor his countenance, nor the tongue that he spoke, when he set down his foot with a thud and said, ‘Let it be here!’


  Within the innermost enclosure, though it is so wide that at a superficial glance the beholder has only a sense of standing on a breezy down, the solitude is rendered yet more solitary by the knowledge that between the benighted sojourner herein and all kindred humanity are those three concentric walls of earth which no being would think of scaling on such a night as this, even were he to hear the most pathetic cries issuing hence that could be uttered by a spectre-chased soul. I reach a central mound or platform—the crown and axis of the whole structure. The view from here by day must be of almost limitless extent. On this raised floor, dais, or rostrum, harps have probably twanged more or less tuneful notes in celebration of daring, strength, or cruelty; of worship, superstition, love, birth, and death; of simple loving-kindness perhaps never. Many a time must the king or leader have directed his keen eyes hence across the open lands towards the ancient road, the Icening Way, still visible in the distance, on the watch for armed companies approaching either to succour or to attack.


  I am startled by a voice pronouncing my name. Past and present have become so confusedly mingled under the associations of the spot that for a time it has escaped my memory that this mound was the place agreed on for the aforesaid appointment. I turn and behold my friend. He stands with a dark lantern in his hand and a spade and light pickaxe over his shoulder. He expresses both delight and surprise that I have come. I tell him I had set out before the bad weather began.


  He, to whom neither weather, darkness, nor difficulty seems to have any relation or significance, so entirely is his soul wrapt up in his own deep intentions, asks me to take the lantern and accompany him. I take it and walk by his side. He is a man about sixty, small in figure, with grey old-fashioned whiskers cut to the shape of a pair of crumb-brushes. He is entirely in black broadcloth—or rather, at present, black and brown, for he is bespattered with mud from his heels to the crown of his low hat. He has no consciousness of this—no sense of anything but his purpose, his ardour for which causes his eyes to shine like those of a lynx, and gives his motions all the elasticity of an athlete’s.


  ‘Nobody to interrupt us at this time of night!’ he chuckles with fierce enjoyment.


  We retreat a little way and find a sort of angle, an elevation in the sod, a suggested squareness amid the mass of irregularities around. Here, he tells me, if anywhere, the king’s house stood. Three months of measurement and calculation have confirmed him in this conclusion.


  He requests me now to open the lantern, which I do, and the light streams out upon the wet sod. At last divining his proceedings I say that I had no idea, in keeping the tryst, that he was going to do more at such an unusual time than meet me for a meditative ramble through the stronghold. I ask him why, having a practicable object, he should have minded interruptions and not have chosen the day? He informs me, quietly pointing to his spade, that it was because his purpose is to dig, then signifying with a grim nod the gaunt notice-post against the sky beyond. I inquire why, as a professed and well-known antiquary with capital letters at the tail of his name, he did not obtain the necessary authority, considering the stringent penalties for this sort of thing; and he chuckles fiercely again with suppressed delight, and says, ‘Because they wouldn’t have given it!’


  He at once begins cutting up the sod, and, as he takes the pickaxe to follow on with, assures me that, penalty or no penalty, honest men or marauders, he is sure of one thing, that we shall not be disturbed at our work till after dawn.


  I remember to have heard of men who, in their enthusiasm for some special science, art, or hobby, have quite lost the moral sense which would restrain them from indulging it illegitimately; and I conjecture that here, at last, is an instance of such an one. He probably guesses the way my thoughts travel, for he stands up and solemnly asserts that he has a distinctly justifiable intention in this matter; namely, to uncover, to search, to verify a theory or displace it, and to cover up again. He means to take away nothing—not a grain of sand. In this he says he sees no such monstrous sin. I inquire if this is really a promise to me? He repeats that it is a promise, and resumes digging. My contribution to the labour is that of directing the light constantly upon the hole. When he has reached something more than a foot deep he digs more cautiously, saying that, be it much or little there, it will not lie far below the surface; such things never are deep. A few minutes later the point of the pickaxe clicks upon a stony substance. He draws the implement out as feelingly as if it had entered a man’s body. Taking up the spade he shovels with care, and a surface, level as an altar, is presently disclosed. His eyes flash anew; he pulls handfuls of grass and mops the surface clean, finally rubbing it with his handkerchief. Grasping the lantern from my hand he holds it close to the ground, when the rays reveal a complete mosaic—a pavement of minute tesserae of many colours, of intricate pattern, a work of much art, of much time, and of much industry. He exclaims in a shout that he knew it always—that it is not a Celtic stronghold exclusively, but also a Roman; the former people having probably contributed little more than the original framework which the latter took and adapted till it became the present imposing structure.


  I ask, What if it is Roman?


  A great deal, according to him. That it proves all the world to be wrong in this great argument, and himself alone to be right! Can I wait while he digs further?


  I agree—reluctantly; but he does not notice my reluctance. At an adjoining spot he begins flourishing the tools anew with the skill of a navvy, this venerable scholar with letters after his name. Sometimes he falls on his knees, burrowing with his hands in the manner of a hare, and where his old-fashioned broadcloth touches the sides of the hole it gets plastered with the damp earth. He continually murmurs to himself how important, how very important, this discovery is! He draws out an object; we wash it in the same primitive way by rubbing it with the wet grass, and it proves to be a semi-transparent bottle of iridescent beauty, the sight of which draws groans of luxurious sensibility from the digger. Further and further search brings out a piece of a weapon. It is strange indeed that by merely peeling off a wrapper of modern accumulations we have lowered ourselves into an ancient world. Finally a skeleton is uncovered, fairly perfect. He lays it out on the grass, bone to its bone.


  My friend says the man must have fallen fighting here, as this is no place of burial. He turns again to the trench, scrapes, feels, till from a corner he draws out a heavy lump—a small image four or five inches high. We clean it as before. It is a statuette, apparently of gold, or, more probably, of bronze-gilt—a figure of Mercury, obviously, its head being surmounted with the petasus or winged hat, the usual accessory of that deity. Further inspection reveals the workmanship to be of good finish and detail, and, preserved by the limy earth, to be as fresh in every line as on the day it left the hands of its artificer.


  We seem to be standing in the Roman Forum and not on a hill in Wessex. Intent upon this truly valuable relic of the old empire of which even this remote spot was a component part, we do not notice what is going on in the present world till reminded of it by the sudden renewal of the storm. Looking up I perceive that the wide extinguisher of cloud has again settled down upon the fortress-town, as if resting upon the edge of the inner rampart, and shutting out the moon. I turn my back to the tempest, still directing the light across the hole. My companion digs on unconcernedly; he is living two thousand years ago, and despises things of the moment as dreams. But at last he is fairly beaten, and standing up beside me looks round on what he has done. The rays of the lantern pass over the trench to the tall skeleton stretched upon the grass on the other side. The beating rain has washed the bones clean and smooth, and the forehead, cheek-bones, and two-and-thirty teeth of the skull glisten in the candle-shine as they lie.


  This storm, like the first, is of the nature of a squall, and it ends as abruptly as the other. We dig no further. My friend says that it is enough—he has proved his point. He turns to replace the bones in the trench and covers them. But they fall to pieces under his touch: the air has disintegrated them, and he can only sweep in the fragments. The next act of his plan is more than difficult, but is carried out. The treasures are inhumed again in their respective holes: they are not ours. Each deposition seems to cost him a twinge; and at one moment I fancied I saw him slip his hand into his coat pocket.


  ‘We must re-bury them all,’ say I.


  ‘O yes,’ he answers with integrity. ‘I was wiping my hand.’


  The beauties of the tesselated floor of the governor’s house are once again consigned to darkness; the trench is filled up; the sod laid smoothly down; he wipes the perspiration from his forehead with the same handkerchief he had used to mop the skeleton and tesserae clean; and we make for the eastern gate of the fortress.


  Dawn bursts upon us suddenly as we reach the opening. It comes by the lifting and thinning of the clouds that way till we are bathed in a pink light. The direction of his homeward journey is not the same as mine, and we part under the outer slope.


  Walking along quickly to restore warmth I muse upon my eccentric friend, and cannot help asking myself this question: Did he really replace the gilded image of the god Mercurius with the rest of the treasures? He seemed to do so; and yet I could not testify to the fact. Probably, however, he was as good as his word.


  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


  It was thus I spoke to myself, and so the adventure ended. But one thing remains to be told, and that is concerned with seven years after. Among the effects of my friend, at that time just deceased, was found, carefully preserved, a gilt statuette representing Mercury, labelled ‘Debased Roman.’ No record was attached to explain how it came into his possession. The figure was bequeathed to the Casterbridge Museum.
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  What the Shepherd Saw


  A Tale of Four Moonlight Nights


  First Night


  The genial Justice of the Peace—now, alas, no more—who made himself responsible for the facts of this story, used to begin in the good old-fashioned way with a bright moonlight night and a mysterious figure, an excellent stroke for an opening, even to this day, if well followed up.


  The Christmas moon (he would say) was showing her cold face to the upland, the upland reflecting the radiance in frost-sparkles so minute as only to be discernible by an eye near at hand. This eye, he said, was the eye of a shepherd lad, young for his occupation, who stood within a wheeled hut of the kind commonly in use among sheep-keepers during the early lambing season, and was abstractedly looking through the loophole at the scene without.


  The spot was called Lambing Corner, and it was a sheltered portion of that wide expanse of rough pasture-land known as the Marlbury Downs, which you directly traverse when following the turnpike-road across Mid-Wessex from London, through Aldbrickham, in the direction of Bath and Bristol. Here, where the hut stood, the land was high and dry, open, except to the north, and commanding an undulating view for miles. On the north side grew a tall belt of coarse furze, with enormous stalks, a clump of the same standing detached in front of the general mass. The clump was hollow, and the interior had been ingeniously taken advantage of as a position for the before-mentioned hut, which was thus completely screened from winds, and almost invisible, except through the narrow approach. But the furze twigs had been cut away from the two little windows of the hut, that the occupier might keep his eye on his sheep.


  In the rear, the shelter afforded by the belt of furze bushes was artificially improved by an inclosure of upright stakes, interwoven with boughs of the same prickly vegetation, and within the inclosure lay a renowned Marlbury-Down breeding flock of eight hundred ewes.


  To the south, in the direction of the young shepherd’s idle gaze, there rose one conspicuous object above the uniform moonlit plateau, and only one. It was a Druidical trilithon, consisting of three oblong stones in the form of a doorway, two on end, and one across as a lintel. Each stone had been worn, scratched, washed, nibbled, split, and otherwise attacked by ten thousand different weathers; but now the blocks looked shapely and little the worse for wear, so beautifully were they silvered over by the light of the moon. The ruin was locally called the Devil’s Door.


  An old shepherd presently entered the hut from the direction of the ewes, and looked around in the gloom. ‘Be ye sleepy?’ he asked in cross accents of the boy.


  The lad replied rather timidly in the negative.


  ‘Then,’ said the shepherd, ‘I’ll get me home-along, and rest for a few hours. There’s nothing to be done here now as I can see. The ewes can want no more tending till daybreak—’tis beyond the bounds of reason that they can. But as the order is that one of us must bide, I’ll leave ’ee, d’ye hear. You can sleep by day, and I can’t. And you can be down to my house in ten minutes if anything should happen. I can’t afford ’ee candle; but, as ’tis Christmas week, and the time that folks have hollerdays, you can enjoy yerself by falling asleep a bit in the chair instead of biding awake all the time. But mind, not longer at once than while the shade of the Devil’s Door moves a couple of spans, for you must keep an eye upon the ewes.’


  The boy made no definite reply, and the old man, stirring the fire in the stove with his crook-stem, closed the door upon his companion and vanished.


  As this had been more or less the course of events every night since the season’s lambing had set in, the boy was not at all surprised at the charge, and amused himself for some time by lighting straws at the stove. He then went out to the ewes and new-born lambs, re-entered, sat down, and finally fell asleep. This was his customary manner of performing his watch, for though special permission for naps had this week been accorded, he had, as a matter of fact, done the same thing on every preceding night, sleeping often till awakened by a smack on the shoulder at three or four in the morning from the crook-stem of the old man.


  It might have been about eleven o’clock when he awoke. He was so surprised at awaking without, apparently, being called or struck, that on second thoughts he assumed that somebody must have called him in spite of appearances, and looked out of the hut window towards the sheep. They all lay as quiet as when he had visited them, very little bleating being audible, and no human soul disturbing the scene. He next looked from the opposite window, and here the case was different. The frost-facets glistened under the moon as before; an occasional furze bush showed as a dark spot on the same; and in the foreground stood the ghostly form of the trilithon. But in front of the trilithon stood a man.


  That he was not the shepherd or any one of the farm labourers was apparent in a moment’s observation, his dress being a dark suit, and his figure of slender build and graceful carriage. He walked backwards and forwards in front of the trilithon.


  The shepherd lad had hardly done speculating on the strangeness of the unknown’s presence here at such an hour, when he saw a second figure crossing the open sward towards the locality of the trilithon and furze clump that screened the hut. This second personage was a woman; and immediately on sight of her the male stranger hastened forward, meeting her just in front of the hut window. Before she seemed to be aware of his intention he clasped her in his arms.


  The lady released herself and drew back with some dignity.


  ‘You have come, Harriet—bless you for it!’ he exclaimed fervently.


  ‘But not for this,’ she answered, in offended accents. And then, more good-naturedly, ‘I have come, Fred, because you entreated me so! What can have been the object of your writing such a letter? I feared I might be doing you grievous ill by staying away. How did you come here?’


  ‘I walked all the way from my father’s.’


  ‘Well, what is it? How have you lived since we last met?’


  ‘But roughly; you might have known that without asking. I have seen many lands and many faces since I last walked these downs, but I have only thought of you.’


  ‘Is it only to tell me this that you have summoned me so strangely?’


  A passing breeze blew away the murmur of the reply and several succeeding sentences, till the man’s voice again became audible in the words, ‘Harriet—truth between us two! I have heard that the Duke does not treat you too well.’


  ‘He is warm-tempered, but he is a good husband.’


  ‘He speaks roughly to you, and sometimes even threatens to lock you out of doors.’


  ‘Only once, Fred! On my honour, only once. The Duke is a fairly good husband, I repeat. But you deserve punishment for this night’s trick of drawing me out. What does it mean?’


  ‘Harriet, dearest, is this fair or honest? Is it not notorious that your life with him is a sad one—that, in spite of the sweetness of your temper, the sourness of his embitters your days? I have come to know if I can help you. You are a Duchess, and I am Fred Ogbourne; but it is not impossible that I may be able to help you…. By God! the sweetness of that tongue ought to keep him civil, especially when there is added to it the sweetness of that face!’


  ‘Captain Ogbourne!’ she exclaimed, with an emphasis of playful fear. ‘How can such a comrade of my youth behave to me as you do? Don’t speak so, and stare at me so! Is this really all you have to say? I see I ought not to have come. ’Twas thoughtlessly done.’


  Another breeze broke the thread of discourse for a time.


  ‘Very well. I perceive you are dead and lost to me,’ he could next be heard to say; ‘“Captain Ogbourne” proves that. As I once loved you I love you now, Harriet, without one jot of abatement; but you are not the woman you were—you once were honest towards me; and now you conceal your heart in made-up speeches. Let it be; I can never see you again.’


  ‘You need not say that in such a tragedy tone, you silly. You may see me in an ordinary way—why should you not? But, of course, not in such a way as this. I should not have come now, if it had not happened that the Duke is away from home, so that there is nobody to check my erratic impulses.’


  ‘When does he return?’


  ‘The day after to-morrow, or the day after that.’


  ‘Then meet me again to-morrow night.’


  ‘No, Fred, I cannot.’


  ‘If you cannot to-morrow night, you can the night after; one of the two before he comes please bestow on me. Now, your hand upon it! To-morrow or next night you will see me to bid me farewell!’ He seized the Duchess’s hand.


  ‘No, but Fred—let go my hand! What do you mean by holding me so? If it be love to forget all respect to a woman’s present position in thinking of her past, then yours may be so, Frederick. It is not kind and gentle of you to induce me to come to this place for pity of you, and then to hold me tight here.’


  ‘But see me once more! I have come two thousand miles to ask it.’


  ‘O, I must not! There will be slanders—Heaven knows what! I cannot meet you. For the sake of old times don’t ask it.’


  ‘Then own two things to me; that you did love me once, and that your husband is unkind to you often enough now to make you think of the time when you cared for me.’


  ‘Yes—I own them both,’ she answered faintly. ‘But owning such as that tells against me; and I swear the inference is not true.’


  ‘Don’t say that; for you have come—let me think the reason of your coming what I like to think it. It can do you no harm. Come once more!’


  He still held her hand and waist. ‘Very well, then,’ she said. ‘Thus far you shall persuade me. I will meet you to-morrow night or the night after. Now, let me go.’


  He released her, and they parted. The Duchess ran rapidly down the hill towards the outlying mansion of Shakeforest Towers, and when he had watched her out of sight, he turned and strode off in the opposite direction. All then was silent and empty as before.


  Yet it was only for a moment. When they had quite departed, another shape appeared upon the scene. He came from behind the trilithon. He was a man of stouter build than the first, and wore the boots and spurs of a horseman. Two things were at once obvious from this phenomenon: that he had watched the interview between the Captain and the Duchess; and that, though he probably had seen every movement of the couple, including the embrace, he had been too remote to hear the reluctant words of the lady’s conversation—or, indeed, any words at all—so that the meeting must have exhibited itself to his eye as the assignation of a pair of well-agreed lovers. But it was necessary that several years should elapse before the shepherd-boy was old enough to reason out this.


  The third individual stood still for a moment, as if deep in meditation. He crossed over to where the lady and gentleman had stood, and looked at the ground; then he too turned and went away in a third direction, as widely divergent as possible from those taken by the two interlocutors. His course was towards the highway; and a few minutes afterwards the trot of a horse might have been heard upon its frosty surface, lessening till it died away upon the ear.


  The boy remained in the hut, confronting the trilithon as if he expected yet more actors on the scene, but nobody else appeared. How long he stood with his little face against the loophole he hardly knew; but he was rudely awakened from his reverie by a punch in his back, and in the feel of it he familiarly recognized the stem of the old shepherd’s crook.


  ‘Blame thy young eyes and limbs, Bill Mills—now you have let the fire out, and you know I want it kept in! I thought something would go wrong with ’ee up here, and I couldn’t bide in bed no more than thistledown on the wind, that I could not! Well, what’s happened, fie upon ’ee?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  ‘Ewes all as I left ’em?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Any lambs want bringing in?’


  ‘No.’


  The shepherd relit the fire, and went out among the sheep with a lantern, for the moon was getting low. Soon he came in again.


  ‘Blame it all—thou’st say that nothing have happened; when one ewe have twinned and is like to go off, and another is dying for want of half an eye of looking to! I told ’ee, Bill Mills, if anything went wrong to come down and call me; and this is how you have done it.’


  ‘You said I could go to sleep for a hollerday, and I did.’


  ‘Don’t you speak to your betters like that, young man, or you’ll come to the gallows-tree! You didn’t sleep all the time, or you wouldn’t have been peeping out of that there hole! Now you can go home, and be up here again by breakfast-time. I be an old man, and there’s old men that deserve well of the world; but no—I must rest how I can!’


  The elder shepherd then lay down inside the hut, and the boy went down the hill to the hamlet where he dwelt.


  Second Night


  When the next night drew on the actions of the boy were almost enough to show that he was thinking of the meeting he had witnessed, and of the promise wrung from the lady that she would come there again. As far as the sheep-tending arrangements were concerned, to-night was but a repetition of the foregoing one. Between ten and eleven o’clock the old shepherd withdrew as usual for what sleep at home he might chance to get without interruption, making up the other necessary hours of rest at some time during the day; the boy was left alone.


  The frost was the same as on the night before, except perhaps that it was a little more severe. The moon shone as usual, except that it was three-quarters of an hour later in its course; and the boy’s condition was much the same, except that he felt no sleepiness whatever. He felt, too, rather afraid; but upon the whole he preferred witnessing an assignation of strangers to running the risk of being discovered absent by the old shepherd.


  It was before the distant clock of Shakeforest Towers had struck eleven that he observed the opening of the second act of this midnight drama. It consisted in the appearance of neither lover nor Duchess, but of the third figure—the stout man, booted and spurred—who came up from the easterly direction in which he had retreated the night before. He walked once round the trilithon, and next advanced towards the clump concealing the hut, the moonlight shining full upon his face and revealing him to be the Duke. Fear seized upon the shepherd-boy: the Duke was Jove himself to the rural population, whom to offend was starvation, homelessness, and death, and whom to look at was to be mentally scathed and dumbfoundered. He closed the stove, so that not a spark of light appeared, and hastily buried himself in the straw that lay in a corner.


  The Duke came close to the clump of furze and stood by the spot where his wife and the Captain had held their dialogue; he examined the furze as if searching for a hiding-place, and in doing so discovered the hut. The latter he walked round and then looked inside; finding it to all seeming empty, he entered, closing the door behind him and taking his place at the little circular window against which the boy’s face had been pressed just before.


  The Duke had not adopted his measures too rapidly, if his object were concealment. Almost as soon as he had stationed himself there eleven o’clock struck, and the slender young man who had previously graced the scene promptly reappeared from the north quarter of the down. The spot of assignation having, by the accident of his running forward on the foregoing night, removed itself from the Devil’s Door to the clump of furze, he instinctively came thither, and waited for the Duchess where he had met her before.


  But a fearful surprise was in store for him to-night, as well as for the trembling juvenile. At his appearance the Duke breathed more and more quickly, his breathings being distinctly audible to the crouching boy. The young man had hardly paused when the alert nobleman softly opened the door of the hut, and, stepping round the furze, came full upon Captain Fred.


  ‘You have dishonoured her, and you shall die the death you deserve!’ came to the shepherd’s ears, in a harsh, hollow whisper through the boarding of the hut.


  The apathetic and taciturn boy was excited enough to run the risk of rising and looking from the window, but he could see nothing for the intervening furze boughs, both the men having gone round to the side. What took place in the few following moments he never exactly knew. He discerned portion of a shadow in quick muscular movement; then there was the fall of something on the grass; then there was stillness.


  Two or three minutes later the Duke became visible round the corner of the hut, dragging by the collar the now inert body of the second man. The Duke dragged him across the open space towards the trilithon. Behind this ruin was a hollow, irregular spot, overgrown with furze and stunted thorns, and riddled by the old holes of badgers, its former inhabitants, who had now died out or departed. The Duke vanished into this depression with his burden, reappearing after the lapse of a few seconds. When he came forth he dragged nothing behind him.


  He returned to the side of the hut, cleansed something on the grass, and again put himself on the watch, though not as before, inside the hut, but without, on the shady side. ‘Now for the second!’ he said.


  It was plain, even to the unsophisticated boy, that he now awaited the other person of the appointment—his wife, the Duchess—for what purpose it was terrible to think. He seemed to be a man of such determined temper that he would scarcely hesitate in carrying out a course of revenge to the bitter end. Moreover—though it was what the shepherd did not perceive—this was all the more probable, in that the moody Duke was labouring under the exaggerated impression which the sight of the meeting in dumb show had conveyed.


  The jealous watcher waited long, but he waited in vain. From within the hut the boy could hear his occasional exclamations of surprise, as if he were almost disappointed at the failure of his assumption that his guilty Duchess would surely keep the tryst. Sometimes he stepped from the shade of the furze into the moonlight, and held up his watch to learn the time.


  About half-past eleven he seemed to give up expecting her. He then went a second time to the hollow behind the trilithon, remaining there nearly a quarter of an hour. From this place he proceeded quickly over a shoulder of the declivity, a little to the left, presently returning on horseback, which proved that his horse had been tethered in some secret place down there. Crossing anew the down between the hut and the trilithon, and scanning the precincts as if finally to assure himself that she had not come, he rode slowly downwards in the direction of Shakeforest Towers.


  The juvenile shepherd thought of what lay in the hollow yonder; and no fear of the crook-stem of his superior officer was potent enough to detain him longer on that hill alone. Any live company, even the most terrible, was better than the company of the dead; so, running with the speed of a hare in the direction pursued by the horseman, he overtook the revengeful Duke at the second descent (where the great western road crossed before you came to the old park entrance on that side—now closed up and the lodge cleared away, though at the time it was wondered why, being considered the most convenient gate of all).


  Once within the sound of the horse’s footsteps, Bill Mills felt comparatively comfortable; for, though in awe of the Duke because of his position, he had no moral repugnance to his companionship on account of the grisly deed he had committed, considering that powerful nobleman to have a right to do what he chose on his own lands. The Duke rode steadily on beneath his ancestral trees, the hoofs of his horse sending up a smart sound now that he had reached the hard road of the drive, and soon drew near the front door of his house, surmounted by parapets with square-cut battlements that cast a notched shade upon the gravelled terrace. These outlines were quite familiar to little Bill Mills, though nothing within their boundary had ever been seen by him.


  When the rider approached the mansion a small turret door was quickly opened and a woman came out. As soon as she saw the horseman’s outlines she ran forward into the moonlight to meet him.


  ‘Ah dear—and are you come?’ she said. ‘I heard Hero’s tread just when you rode over the hill, and I knew it in a moment. I would have come further if I had been aware——’


  ‘Glad to see me, eh?’


  ‘How can you ask that?’


  ‘Well; it is a lovely night for meetings.’


  ‘Yes, it is a lovely night.’


  The Duke dismounted and stood by her side. ‘Why should you have been listening at this time of night, and yet not expecting me?’ he asked.


  ‘Why, indeed! There is a strange story attached to that, which I must tell you at once. But why did you come a night sooner than you said you would come? I am rather sorry—I really am!’ (shaking her head playfully) ‘for as a surprise to you I had ordered a bonfire to be built, which was to be lighted on your arrival to-morrow; and now it is wasted. You can see the outline of it just out there.’


  The Duke looked across to a spot of rising glade, and saw the faggots in a heap. He then bent his eyes with a bland and puzzled air on the ground, ‘What is this strange story you have to tell me that kept you awake?’ he murmured.


  ‘It is this—and it is really rather serious. My cousin Fred Ogbourne—Captain Ogbourne as he is now—was in his boyhood a great admirer of mine, as I think I have told you, though I was six years his senior. In strict truth, he was absurdly fond of me.’


  ‘You have never told me of that before.’


  ‘Then it was your sister I told—yes, it was. Well, you know I have not seen him for many years, and naturally I had quite forgotten his admiration of me in old times. But guess my surprise when the day before yesterday, I received a mysterious note bearing no address, and found on opening it that it came from him. The contents frightened me out of my wits. He had returned from Canada to his father’s house, and conjured me by all he could think of to meet him at once. But I think I can repeat the exact words, though I will show it to you when we get indoors.


  
    ‘My dear Cousin Harriet,’ the note said, ‘After this long absence you will be surprised at my sudden reappearance, and more by what I am going to ask. But if my life and future are of any concern to you at all, I beg that you will grant my request. What I require of you, is, dear Harriet, that you meet me about eleven to-night by the Druid stones on Marlbury Downs, about a mile or more from your house. I cannot say more, except to entreat you to come. I will explain all when you are there. The one thing is, I want to see you. Come alone. Believe me, I would not ask this if my happiness did not hang upon it—God knows how entirely! I am too agitated to say more—Yours.


    Fred.’

  


  ‘That was all of it. Now, of course, I ought not to have gone, as it turned out, but that I did not think of then. I remembered his impetuous temper, and feared that something grievous was impending over his head, while he had not a friend in the world to help him, or any one except myself to whom he would care to make his trouble known. So I wrapped myself up and went to Marlbury Downs at the time he had named. Don’t you think I was courageous?’


  ‘Very.’


  ‘When I got there—but shall we not walk on; it is getting cold?’ The Duke, however, did not move. ‘When I got there he came, of course, as a full grown man and officer, and not as the lad that I had known him. When I saw him I was sorry I had come. I can hardly tell you how he behaved. What he wanted I don’t know even now; it seemed to be no more than the mere meeting with me. He held me by the hand and waist—O so tight—and would not let me go till I had promised to meet him again. His manner was so strange and passionate that I was afraid of him in such a lonely place, and I promised to come. Then I escaped—then I ran home—and that’s all. When the time drew on this evening for the appointment—which, of course, I never intended to keep—I felt uneasy, lest when he found I meant to disappoint him he would come on to the house; and that’s why I could not sleep. But you are so silent!’


  ‘I have had a long journey.’


  ‘Then let us get into the house. Why did you come alone and unattended like this?’


  ‘It was my humour.’


  After a moment’s silence, during which they moved on, she said, ‘I have thought of something which I hardly like to suggest to you. He said that if I failed to come to-night he would wait again to-morrow night. Now, shall we to-morrow night go to the hill together—just to see if he is there; and if he is, read him a lesson on his foolishness in nourishing this old passion, and sending for me so oddly, instead of coming to the house?’


  ‘Why should we see if he’s there?’ said her husband moodily.


  ‘Because I think we ought to do something in it. Poor Fred! He would listen to you if you reasoned with him, and set our positions in their true light before him. It would be no more than Christian kindness to a man who unquestionably is very miserable from some cause or other. His head seems quite turned.’


  By this time they had reached the door, rung the bell, and waited. All the house seemed to be asleep; but soon a man came to them, the horse was taken away, and the Duke and Duchess went in.


  Third Night


  There was no help for it. Bill Mills was obliged to stay on duty, in the old shepherd’s absence, this evening as before, or give up his post and living. He thought as bravely as he could of what lay behind the Devil’s Door, but with no great success, and was therefore in a measure relieved, even if awe-stricken, when he saw the forms of the Duke and Duchess strolling across the frosted greensward. The Duchess was a few yards in front of her husband and tripped on lightly.


  ‘I tell you he has not thought it worth while to come again!’ the Duke insisted, as he stood still, reluctant to walk further.


  ‘He is more likely to come and wait all night; and it would be harsh treatment to let him do it a second time.’


  ‘He is not here; so turn and come home.’


  ‘He seems not to be here, certainly; I wonder if anything has happened to him. If it has, I shall never forgive myself!’


  The Duke, uneasily, ‘O, no. He has some other engagement.’


  ‘That is very unlikely.’


  ‘Or perhaps he has found the distance too far.’


  ‘Nor is that probable.’


  ‘Then he may have thought better of it.’


  ‘Yes, he may have thought better of it; if, indeed, he is not here all the time—somewhere in the hollow behind the Devil’s Door. Let us go and see; it will serve him right to surprise him.’


  ‘O, he’s not there.’


  ‘He may be lying very quiet because of you,’ she said archly.


  ‘O, no—not because of me!’


  ‘Come, then. I declare, dearest, you lag like an unwilling schoolboy to-night, and there’s no responsiveness in you! You are jealous of that poor lad, and it is quite absurd of you.’


  ‘I’ll come! I’ll come! Say no more, Harriet!’ And they crossed over the green.


  Wondering what they would do, the young shepherd left the hut, and doubled behind the belt of furze, intending to stand near the trilithon unperceived. But, in crossing the few yards of open ground he was for a moment exposed to view.


  ‘Ah, I see him at last!’ said the Duchess.


  ‘See him!’ said the Duke. ‘Where?’


  ‘By the Devil’s Door; don’t you notice a figure there? Ah, my poor lover-cousin, won’t you catch it now?’ And she laughed half-pityingly. ‘But what’s the matter?’ she asked, turning to her husband.


  ‘It is not he!’ said the Duke hoarsely. ‘It can’t be he!’


  ‘No, it is not he. It is too small for him. It is a boy.’


  ‘Ah, I thought so! Boy, come here.’


  The youthful shepherd advanced with apprehension.


  ‘What are you doing here?’


  ‘Keeping sheep, your Grace.’


  ‘Ah, you know me! Do you keep sheep here every night?’


  ‘Off and on, my Lord Duke.’


  ‘And what have you seen here to-night or last night?’ inquired the Duchess. ‘Any person waiting or walking about?’


  The boy was silent.


  ‘He has seen nothing,’ interrupted her husband, his eyes so forbiddingly fixed on the boy that they seemed to shine like points of fire. ‘Come, let us go. The air is too keen to stand in long.’


  When they were gone the boy retreated to the hut and sheep, less fearful now than at first—familiarity with the situation having gradually overpowered his thoughts of the buried man. But he was not to be left alone long. When an interval had elapsed of about sufficient length for walking to and from Shakeforest Towers, there appeared from that direction the heavy form of the Duke. He now came alone.


  The nobleman, on his part, seemed to have eyes no less sharp than the boy’s, for he instantly recognized the latter among the ewes, and came straight towards him.


  ‘Are you the shepherd lad I spoke to a short time ago?’


  ‘I be, my Lord Duke.’


  ‘Now listen to me. Her Grace asked you what you had seen this last night or two up here, and you made no reply. I now ask the same thing, and you need not be afraid to answer. Have you seen anything strange these nights you have been watching here?’


  ‘My Lord Duke, I be a poor heedless boy, and what I see I don’t bear in mind.’


  ‘I ask you again,’ said the Duke, coming nearer, ‘have you seen anything strange these nights you have been watching here?’


  ‘O, my Lord Duke! I be but the under-shepherd boy, and my father he was but your humble Grace’s hedger, and my mother only the cinder-woman in the back-yard! I fall asleep when left alone, and I see nothing at all!’


  The Duke grasped the boy by the shoulder, and, directly impending over him, stared down into his face, ‘Did you see anything strange done here last night, I say?’


  ‘O, my Lord Duke, have mercy, and don’t stab me!’ cried the shepherd, falling on his knees. ‘I have never seen you walking here, or riding here, or lying-in-wait for a man, or dragging a heavy load!’


  ‘H’m!’ said his interrogator, grimly, relaxing his hold. ‘It is well to know that you have never seen those things. Now, which would you rather—see me do those things now, or keep a secret all your life?’


  ‘Keep a secret, my Lord Duke!’


  ‘Sure you are able?’


  ‘O, your Grace, try me!’


  ‘Very well. And now, how do you like sheep-keeping?’


  ‘Not at all. ’Tis lonely work for them that think of spirits, and I’m badly used.’


  ‘I believe you. You are too young for it. I must do something to make you more comfortable. You shall change this smock-frock for a real cloth jacket, and your thick boots for polished shoes. And you shall be taught what you have never yet heard of, and be put to school, and have bats and balls for the holidays, and be made a man of. But you must never say you have been a shepherd boy, and watched on the hills at night, for shepherd boys are not liked in good company.’


  ‘Trust me, my Lord Duke.’


  ‘The very moment you forget yourself, and speak of your shepherd days—this year, next year, in school, out of school, or riding in your carriage twenty years hence—at that moment my help will be withdrawn, and smash down you come to shepherding forthwith. You have parents, I think you say?’


  ‘A widowed mother only, my Lord Duke.’


  ‘I’ll provide for her, and make a comfortable woman of her, until you speak of—what?’


  ‘Of my shepherd days, and what I saw here.’


  ‘Good. If you do speak of it?’


  ‘Smash down she comes to widowing forthwith!’


  ‘That’s well—very well. But it’s not enough. Come here.’ He took the boy across to the trilithon, and made him kneel down.


  ‘Now, this was once a holy place,’ resumed the Duke. ‘An altar stood here, erected to a venerable family of gods, who were known and talked of long before the God we know now. So that an oath sworn here is doubly an oath. Say this after me: “May all the host above—angels and archangels, and principalities and powers—punish me; may I be tormented wherever I am—in the house or in the garden, in the fields or in the roads, in church or in chapel, at home or abroad, on land or at sea; may I be afflicted in eating and in drinking, in growing up and in growing old, in living and dying, inwardly and outwardly, and for always, if I ever speak of my life as a shepherd-boy, or of what I have seen done on this Marlbury Down. So be it, and so let it be. Amen and amen.” Now kiss the stone.’


  The trembling boy repeated the words, and kissed the stone, as desired.


  The Duke led him off by the hand. That night the junior shepherd slept in Shakeforest Towers, and the next day he was sent away for tuition to a remote village. Thence he went to a preparatory establishment, and in due course to a public school.


  Fourth Night


  On a winter evening many years subsequent to the above-mentioned occurrences, the ci-devant shepherd sat in a well-furnished office in the north wing of Shakeforest Towers in the guise of an ordinary educated man of business. He appeared at this time as a person of thirty-eight or forty, though actually he was several years younger. A worn and restless glance of the eye now and then, when he lifted his head to search for some letter or paper which had been mislaid, seemed to denote that his was not a mind so thoroughly at ease as his surroundings might have led an observer to expect. His pallor, too, was remarkable for a countryman. He was professedly engaged in writing, but he shaped not a word. He had sat there only a few minutes, when, laying down his pen and pushing back his chair, he rested a hand uneasily on each of the chair-arms and looked on the floor.


  Soon he arose and left the room. His course was along a passage which ended in a central octagonal hall; crossing this he knocked at a door. A faint, though deep, voice told him to come in. The room he entered was the library, and it was tenanted by a single person only—his patron the Duke.


  During this long interval of years the Duke had lost all his heaviness of build. He was, indeed, almost a skeleton; his white hair was thin, and his hands were nearly transparent. ‘Oh—Mills?’ he murmured. ‘Sit down. What is it?’


  ‘Nothing new, your Grace. Nobody to speak of has written, and nobody has called.’


  ‘Ah—what then? You look concerned.’


  ‘Old times have come to life, owing to something waking them.’


  ‘Old times be cursed—which old times are they?’


  ‘That Christmas week twenty-two years ago, when the late Duchess’s cousin Frederick implored her to meet him on Marlbury Downs. I saw the meeting—it was just such a night as this—and I, as you know, saw more. She met him once, but not the second time.’


  ‘Mills, shall I recall some words to you—the words of an oath taken on that hill by a shepherd-boy?’


  ‘It is unnecessary. He has strenuously kept that oath and promise. Since that night no sound of his shepherd life has crossed his lips—even to yourself. But do you wish to hear more, or do you not, your Grace?’


  ‘I wish to hear no more,’ said the Duke sullenly.


  ‘Very well; let it be so. But a time seems coming—may be quite near at hand—when, in spite of my lips, that episode will allow itself to go undivulged no longer.’


  ‘I wish to hear no more!’ repeated the Duke.


  ‘You need be under no fear of treachery from me,’ said the steward, somewhat bitterly. ‘I am a man to whom you have been kind—no patron could have been kinder. You have clothed and educated me; have installed me here; and I am not unmindful. But what of it—has your Grace gained much by my stanchness? I think not. There was great excitement about Captain Ogbourne’s disappearance, but I spoke not a word. And his body has never been found. For twenty-two years I have wondered what you did with him. Now I know. A circumstance that occurred this afternoon recalled the time to me most forcibly. To make it certain to myself that all was not a dream, I went up there with a spade; I searched, and saw enough to know that something decays there in a closed badger’s hole.’


  ‘Mills, do you think the Duchess guessed?’


  ‘She never did, I am sure, to the day of her death.’


  ‘Did you leave all as you found it on the hill?’


  ‘I did.’


  ‘What made you think of going up there this particular afternoon?’


  ‘What your Grace says you don’t wish to be told.’


  The Duke was silent; and the stillness of the evening was so marked that there reached their ears from the outer air the sound of a tolling bell.


  ‘What is that bell tolling for?’ asked the nobleman.


  ‘For what I came to tell you of, your Grace.’


  ‘You torment me—it is your way!’ said the Duke querulously. ‘Who’s dead in the village?’


  ‘The oldest man—the old shepherd.’


  ‘Dead at last—how old is he?’


  ‘Ninety-four.’


  ‘And I am only seventy. I have four-and-twenty years to the good!’


  ‘I served under that old man when I kept sheep on Marlbury Downs. And he was on the hill that second night, when I first exchanged words with your Grace. He was on the hill all the time; but I did not know he was there—nor did you.’


  ‘Ah!’ said the Duke, starting up. ‘Go on—I yield the point—you may tell!’


  ‘I heard this afternoon that he was at the point of death. It was that which set me thinking of that past time—and induced me to search on the hill for what I have told you. Coming back I heard that he wished to see the Vicar to confess to him a secret he had kept for more than twenty years—“out of respect to my Lord the Duke”—something that he had seen committed on Marlbury Downs when returning to the flock on a December night twenty-two years ago. I have thought it over. He had left me in charge that evening; but he was in the habit of coming back suddenly, lest I should have fallen asleep. That night I saw nothing of him, though he had promised to return. He must have returned, and—found reason to keep in hiding. It is all plain. The next thing is that the Vicar went to him two hours ago. Further than that I have not heard.’


  ‘It is quite enough. I will see the Vicar at daybreak to-morrow.’


  ‘What to do?’


  ‘Stop his tongue for four-and-twenty years—till I am dead at ninety-four, like the shepherd.’


  ‘Your Grace—while you impose silence on me, I will not speak, even though my neck should pay the penalty. I promised to be yours, and I am yours. But is this persistence of any avail?’


  ‘I’ll stop his tongue, I say!’ cried the Duke with some of his old rugged force. ‘Now, you go home to bed, Mills, and leave me to manage him.’


  The interview ended, and the steward withdrew. The night, as he had said, was just such an one as the night of twenty-two years before, and the events of the evening destroyed in him all regard for the season as one of cheerfulness and goodwill. He went off to his own house on the further verge of the park, where he led a lonely life, scarcely calling any man friend. At eleven he prepared to retire to bed—but did not retire. He sat down and reflected. Twelve o’clock struck; he looked out at the colourless moon, and, prompted by he knew not what, put on his hat and emerged into the air. Here William Mills strolled on and on, till he reached the top of Marlbury Downs, a spot he had not visited at this hour of the night during the whole score-and-odd years.


  He placed himself, as nearly as he could guess, on the spot where the shepherd’s hut had stood. No lambing was in progress there now, and the old shepherd who had used him so roughly had ceased from his labours that very day. But the trilithon stood up white as ever; and, crossing the intervening sward, the steward fancifully placed his mouth against the stone. Restless and self-reproachful as he was, he could not resist a smile as he thought of the terrifying oath of compact, sealed by a kiss upon the stones of a Pagan temple. But he had kept his word, rather as a promise than as a formal vow, with much worldly advantage to himself, though not much happiness; till increase of years had bred reactionary feelings which led him to receive the news of to-night with emotions akin to relief.


  While leaning against the Devil’s Door and thinking on these things, he became conscious that he was not the only inhabitant of the down. A figure in white was moving across his front with long, noiseless strides. Mills stood motionless, and when the form drew quite near he perceived it to be that of the Duke himself in his nightshirt—apparently walking in his sleep. Not to alarm the old man, Mills clung close to the shadow of the stone. The Duke went straight on into the hollow. There he knelt down, and began scratching the earth with his hands like a badger. After a few minutes he arose, sighed heavily, and retraced his steps as he had come.


  Fearing that he might harm himself, yet unwilling to arouse him, the steward followed noiselessly. The Duke kept on his path unerringly, entered the park, and made for the house, where he let himself in by a window that stood open—the one probably by which he had come out. Mills softly closed the window behind his patron, and then retired homeward to await the revelations of the morning, deeming it unnecessary to alarm the house.


  However, he felt uneasy during the remainder of the night, no less on account of the Duke’s personal condition than because of that which was imminent next day. Early in the morning he called at Shakeforest Towers. The blinds were down, and there was something singular upon the porter’s face when he opened the door. The steward inquired for the Duke.


  The man’s voice was subdued as he replied: ‘Sir, I am sorry to say that his Grace is dead! He left his room some time in the night, and wandered about nobody knows where. On returning to the upper floor he lost his balance and fell downstairs.’


  The steward told the tale of the Down before the Vicar had spoken. Mills had always intended to do so after the death of the Duke. The consequences to himself he underwent cheerfully; but his life was not prolonged. He died, a farmer at the Cape, when still somewhat under forty-nine years of age.


  The splendid Marlbury breeding flock is as renowned as ever, and, to the eye, seems the same in every particular that it was in earlier times; but the animals which composed it on the occasion of the events gathered from the Justice are divided by many ovine generations from its members now. Lambing Corner has long since ceased to be used for lambing purposes, though the name still lingers on as the appellation of the spot. This abandonment of site may be partly owing to the removal of the high furze bushes which lent such convenient shelter at that date. Partly, too, it may be due to another circumstance. For it is said by present shepherds in that district that during the nights of Christmas week flitting shapes are seen in the open space around the trilithon, together with the gleam of a weapon, and the shadow of a man dragging a burden into the hollow. But of these things there is no certain testimony.


  Christmas 1881.


  ♣


  A Committee-Man of ‘The Terror’


  We had been talking of the Georgian glories of our old-fashioned watering-place, which now, with its substantial russet-red and dun brick buildings in the style of the year eighteen hundred, looks like one side of a Soho or Bloomsbury Street transported to the shore, and draws a smile from the modern tourist who has no eye for solidity of build. The writer, quite a youth, was present merely as a listener. The conversation proceeded from general subjects to particular, until old Mrs. H——, whose memory was as perfect at eighty as it had ever been in her life, interested us all by the obvious fidelity with which she repeated a story many times related to her by her mother when our aged friend was a girl—a domestic drama much affecting the life of an acquaintance of her said parent, one Mademoiselle V——, a teacher of French. The incidents occurred in the town during the heyday of its fortunes, at the time of our brief peace with France in 1802–3.


  ‘I wrote it down in the shape of a story some years ago, just after my mother’s death,’ said Mrs. H——. ‘It is locked up in my desk there now.’


  ‘Read it!’ said we.


  ‘No,’ said she; ‘the light is bad, and I can remember it well enough, word for word, flourishes and all.’ We could not be choosers in the circumstances, and she began.


  ‘There are two in it, of course, the man and the woman, and it was on an evening in September that she first got to know him. There had not been such a grand gathering on the Esplanade all the season. His Majesty King George the Third was present, with all the princesses and royal dukes, while upwards of three hundred of the general nobility and other persons of distinction were also in the town at the time. Carriages and other conveyances were arriving every minute from London and elsewhere; and when among the rest a shabby stage-coach came in by a by-route along the coast from Havenpool, and drew up at a second-rate tavern, it attracted comparatively little notice.


  ‘From this dusty vehicle a man alighted, left his small quantity of luggage temporarily at the office, and walked along the street as if to look for lodgings.


  ‘He was about forty-five—possibly fifty—and wore a long coat of faded superfine cloth, with a heavy collar, and a bunched-up neckcloth. He seemed to desire obscurity.


  ‘But the display appeared presently to strike him, and he asked of a rustic he met in the street what was going on; his accent being that of one to whom English pronunciation was difficult.


  ‘The countryman looked at him with a slight surprise, and said, “King Jarge is here and his royal Cwort.”


  ‘The stranger inquired if they were going to stay long.


  ‘“Don’t know, Sir. Same as they always do, I suppose.”


  ‘“How long is that?”


  ‘“Till some time in October. They’ve come here every zummer since eighty-nine.”


  ‘The stranger moved onward down St. Thomas Street, and approached the bridge over the harbour backwater, that then, as now, connected the old town with the more modern portion. The spot was swept with the rays of a low sun, which lit up the harbour lengthwise, and shone under the brim of the man’s hat and into his eyes as he looked westward. Against the radiance figures were crossing in the opposite direction to his own; among them this lady of my mother’s later acquaintance, Mademoiselle V——. She was the daughter of a good old French family, and at that date a pale woman, twenty-eight or thirty years of age, tall and elegant in figure, but plainly dressed aud [and] wearing that evening (she said) a small muslin shawl crossed over the bosom in the fashion of the time, and tied behind.


  ‘At sight of his face, which, as she used to tell us, was unusually distinct in the peering sunlight, she could not help giving a little shriek of horror, for a terrible reason connected with her history, and after walking a few steps further, she sank down against the parapet of the bridge in a fainting fit.


  ‘In his preoccupation the foreign gentleman had hardly noticed her, but her strange collapse immediately attracted his attention. He quickly crossed the carriageway, picked her up, and carried her into the first shop adjoining the bridge, explaining that she was a lady who had been taken ill outside.


  ‘She soon revived; but, clearly much puzzled, her helper perceived that she still had a dread of him which was sufficient to hinder her complete recovery of self-command. She spoke in a quick and nervous way to the shopkeeper, asking him to call a coach.


  ‘This the shopkeeper did, Mademoiselle V—— and the stranger remaining in constrained silence while he was gone. The coach came up, and giving the man the address, she entered it and drove away.


  ‘“Who is that lady?” said the newly arrived gentleman.


  ‘“She’s of your nation, as I should make bold to suppose,” said the shopkeeper. And he told the other that she was Mademoiselle V——, governess at General Newbold’s, in the same town.


  ‘“You have many foreigners here?” the stranger inquired.


  ‘“Yes, though mostly Hanoverians. But since the peace they are learning French a good deal in genteel society, and French instructors are rather in demand.”


  ‘“Yes, I teach it,” said the visitor. “I am looking for a tutorship in an academy.”


  ‘The information given by the burgess to the Frenchman seemed to explain to the latter nothing of his countrywoman’s conduct—which, indeed, was the case—and he left the shop, taking his course again over the bridge and along the south quay to the Old Rooms Inn, where he engaged a bedchamber.


  ‘Thoughts of the woman who had betrayed such agitation at sight of him lingered naturally enough with the newcomer. Though, as I stated, not much less than thirty years of age, Mademoiselle V——, one of his own nation, and of highly refined and delicate appearance, had kindled a singular interest in the middle-aged gentleman’s breast, and her large dark eyes, as they had opened and shrunk from him, exhibited a pathetic beauty to which hardly any man could have been insensible.


  ‘The next day, having written some letters, he went out and made known at the office of the town “Guide” and of the newspaper, that a teacher of French and calligraphy had arrived, leaving a card at the bookseller’s to the same effect. He then walked on aimlessly, but at length inquired the way to General Newbold’s. At the door, without giving his name, he asked to see Mademoiselle V——, and was shown into a little back parlour, where she came to him with a gaze of surprise.


  ‘“My God! Why do you intrude here, Monsieur?” she gasped in French as soon as she saw his face.


  ‘“You were taken ill yesterday. I helped you. You might have been run over if I had not picked you up. It was an act of simple humanity certainly; but I thought I might come to ask if you had recovered?”


  ‘She had turned aside, and had scarcely heard a word of his speech. “I hate you, infamous man!” she said. “I cannot bear your helping me. Go away!”


  ‘“But you are a stranger to me.”


  ‘“I know you too well!”


  ‘“You have the advantage then, Mademoiselle. I am a newcomer here. I never have seen you before to my knowledge; and I certainly do not, could not, hate you.”


  ‘“Are you not Monsieur B——?”


  ‘He flinched. “I am—in Paris,” he said. “But here I am Monsieur G——.”


  ‘“That is trivial. You are the man I say you are.”


  ‘“How did you know my real name, Mademoiselle?”


  ‘“I saw you in years gone by, when you did not see me. You were formerly Member of the Committee of Public Safety, under the Convention.”


  ‘“I was.”


  ‘“You guillotined my father, my brother, my uncle—all my family, nearly, and broke my mother’s heart. They had done nothing but keep silence. Their sentiments were only guessed. Their headless corpses were thrown indiscriminately into the ditch of the Mousseaux Cemetery, and destroyed with lime.”


  ‘He nodded.


  ‘“You left me without a friend, and here I am now, alone in a foreign land.”


  ‘“I am sorry for you,” said he. “Sorry for the consequence, not for the intent. What I did was a matter of conscience, and, from a point of view indiscernible by you, I did right. I profited not a farthing. But I shall not argue this. You have the satisfaction of seeing me here an exile also, in poverty, betrayed by comrades, as friendless as yourself.”


  ‘“It is no satisfaction to me, Monsieur.”


  ‘“Well, things done cannot be altered. Now to the question: are you quite recovered?”


  ‘“Not from dislike and dread of you—otherwise, yes.”


  ‘“Good morning, Mademoiselle.”


  ‘“Good morning.”


  ‘They did not meet again till one evening at the theatre (which my mother’s friend was with great difficulty induced to frequent, to perfect herself in English pronunciation, the idea she entertained at that time being to become a teacher of English in her own country later on). She found him sitting next to her, and it made her pale and restless.


  ‘“You are still afraid of me?”


  ‘“I am. O cannot you understand!”


  ‘He signified the affirmative.


  ‘“I follow the play with difficulty,” he said presently.


  ‘“So do I—now,” said she.


  ‘He regarded her long, and she was conscious of his look; and while she kept her eyes on the stage they filled with tears. Still she would not move, and the tears ran visibly down her cheek, though the play was a merry one, being no other than Mr. Sheridan’s comedy of “The Rivals,” with Mr. S. Kemble as Captain Absolute. He saw her distress, and that her mind was elsewhere; and abruptly rising from his seat at candle-snuffing time he left the theatre.


  ‘Though he lived in the old town, and she in the new, they frequently saw each other at a distance. One of these occasions was when she was on the north side of the harbour, by the ferry, waiting for the boat to take her across. He was standing by Cove Row, on the quay opposite. Instead of entering the boat when it arrived she stepped back from the quay; but looking to see if he remained she beheld him pointing with his finger to the ferry-boat.


  ‘“Enter!” he said, in a voice loud enough to reach her.


  ‘Mademoiselle V—— stood still.


  ‘“Enter!” he said, and, as she did not move, he repeated the word a third time.


  ‘She had really been going to cross, and now approached and stepped down into the boat. Though she did not raise her eyes she knew that he was watching her over. At the landing steps she saw from under the brim of her hat a hand stretched down. The steps were steep and slippery.


  ‘“No, Monsieur,” she said. “Unless, indeed, you believe in God, and repent of your evil past!”


  ‘“I am sorry you were made to suffer. But I only believe in the god called Reason, and I do not repent. I was the instrument of a national principle. Your friends were not sacrificed for any ends of mine.”


  ‘She thereupon withheld her hand, and clambered up unassisted. He went on, ascending the Look-out Hill, and disappearing over the brow. Her way was in the same direction, her errand being to bring home the two young girls under her charge, who had gone to the cliff for an airing. When she joined them at the top she saw his solitary figure at the further edge, standing motionless against the sea. All the while that she remained with her pupils he stood without turning, as if looking at the frigates in the roadstead, but more probably in meditation, unconscious where he was. In leaving the spot one of the children threw away half a sponge-biscuit that she had been eating. Passing near it he stooped, picked it up carefully, and put it in his pocket.


  ‘Mademoiselle V—— came homeward, asking herself, “Can he be starving?”


  ‘From that day he was invisible for so long a time that she thought he had gone away altogether. But one evening a note came to her, and she opened it trembling.


  
    ‘I am here ill,’ it said, ‘and, as you know, alone. There are one or two little things I want done, in case my death should occur, and I should prefer not to ask the people here, if it could be avoided. Have you enough of the gift of charity to come and carry out my wishes before it is too late?’

  


  ‘Now so it was that, since seeing him possess himself of the broken cake, she had insensibly begun to feel something that was more than curiosity, though perhaps less than anxiety, about this fellow-countryman of hers; and it was not in her nervous and sensitive heart to resist his appeal. She found his lodging (to which he had removed from the Old Rooms inn for economy) to be a room over a shop, half-way up the steep and narrow street of the old town, to which the fashionable visitors seldom penetrated. With some misgiving she entered the house, and was admitted to the chamber where he lay.


  ‘“You are too good, too good,” he murmured. And presently, “You need not shut the door. You will feel safer, and they will not understand what we say.”


  ‘“Are you in want, Monsieur? Can I give you——”


  ‘“No, no. I merely want you to do a trifling thing or two that I have not strength enough to do myself. Nobody in the town but you knows who I really am—unless you have told?”


  ‘“I have not told … I thought you might have acted from principle in those sad days, even——”


  ‘“You are kind to concede that much. However, to the present. I was able to destroy my few papers before I became so weak…. But in the drawer there you will find some pieces of linen clothing—only two or three—marked with initials that may be recognized. Will you rip them out with a penknife?”


  ‘She searched as bidden, found the garments, cut out the stitches of the lettering, and replaced the linen as before. A promise to post, in the event of his death, a letter he put in her hand, completed all that he required of her.


  ‘He thanked her. “I think you seem sorry for me,” he murmured. “And I am surprised. You are sorry?”


  ‘She evaded the question. “Do you repent and believe?” she asked.


  ‘“No.”


  ‘Contrary to her expectations and his own he recovered, though very slowly; and her manner grew more distant thenceforward, though his influence upon her was deeper than she knew. Weeks passed away, and the month of May arrived. One day at this time she met him walking slowly along the beach to the northward.


  ‘“You know the news?” he said.


  ‘“You mean of the rupture between France and England again?”


  ‘“Yes; and the feeling of antagonism is stronger than it was in the last war, owing to Bonaparte’s high-handed arrest of the innocent English who were travelling in our country for pleasure. I feel that the war will be long and bitter; and that my wish to live unknown in England will be frustrated. See here.”


  ‘He took from his pocket a piece of the single newspaper which circulated in the county in those days, and she read—


  
    “The magistrates acting under the Alien Act have been requested to direct a very scrutinizing eye to the Academies in our towns and other places, in which French tutors are employed, and to all of that nationality who profess to be teachers in this country. Many of them are known to be inveterate Enemies and Traitors to the nation among whose people they have found a livelihood and a home.”

  


  ‘He continued: “I have observed since the declaration of war a marked difference in the conduct of the rougher class of people here towards me. If a great battle were to occur—as it soon will, no doubt—feeling would grow to a pitch that would make it impossible for me, a disguised man of no known occupation, to stay here. With you, whose duties and antecedents are known, it may be less difficult, but still unpleasant. Now I propose this. You have probably seen how my deep sympathy with you has quickened to a warm feeling; and what I say is, will you agree to give me a title to protect you by honouring me with your hand? I am older than you, it is true; but as husband and wife we can leave England together, and make the whole world our country. Though I would propose Quebec, in Canada, as the place which offers the best promise of a home.”


  ‘“My God! You surprise me!” said she.


  ‘“But you accept my proposal?”


  ‘“No, no!”


  ‘“And yet I think you will, Mademoiselle, some day!”


  ‘“I think not.”


  ‘“I won’t distress you further now.”


  ‘“Much thanks…. I am glad to see you looking better, Monsieur; I mean you are looking better.”


  ‘“Ah, yes. I am improving. I walk in the sun every day.”


  ‘And almost every day she saw him—sometimes nodding stiffly only, sometimes exchanging formal civilities. “You are not gone yet,” she said on one of these occasions.


  ‘“No. At present I don’t think of going without you.”


  ‘“But you find it uncomfortable here?”


  ‘“Somewhat. So when will you have pity on me?”


  ‘She shook her head and went on her way. Yet she was a little moved. “He did it on principle,” she would murmur. “He had no animosity towards them, and profited nothing!”


  ‘She wondered how he lived. It was evident that he could not be so poor as she had thought; his pretended poverty might be to escape notice. She could not tell, but she knew that she was dangerously interested in him.


  ‘And he still mended, till his thin, pale face became more full and firm. As he mended she had to meet that request of his, advanced with even stronger insistency.


  ‘The arrival of the King and Court for the season as usual brought matters to a climax for these two lonely exiles and fellow country-people. The King’s awkward preference for a part of the coast in such dangerous proximity to France made it necessary that a strict military vigilance should be exercised to guard the royal residents. Half-a-dozen frigates were every night posted in a line across the bay, and two lines of sentinels, one at the water’s edge and another behind the Esplanade, occupied the whole sea-front after eight every night. The watering-place was growing an inconvenient residence even for Mademoiselle V—— herself, her friendship for this strange French tutor and writing-master who never had any pupils having been observed by many who slightly knew her. The General’s wife, whose dependent she was, repeatedly warned her against the acquaintance; while the Hanoverian and other soldiers of the Foreign Legion, who had discovered the nationality of her friend, were more aggressive than the English military gallants who made it their business to notice her.


  ‘In this tense state of affairs her answers became more agitated. “O Heaven, how can I marry you!” she would say.


  ‘“You will; surely you will!” he answered again. “I don’t leave without you. And I shall soon be interrogated before the magistrates if I stay here; probably imprisoned. You will come?”


  ‘She felt her defences breaking down. Contrary to all reason and sense of family honour she was, by some abnormal craving, inclining to a tenderness for him that was founded on its opposite. Sometimes her warm sentiments burnt lower than at others, and then the enormity of her conduct showed itself in more staring hues.


  ‘Shortly after this he came with a resigned look on his face. “It is as I expected,” he said. “I have received a hint to go. In good sooth, I am no Bonapartist—I am no enemy to England; but the presence of the King made it impossible for a foreigner with no visible occupation, and who may be a spy, to remain at large in the town. The authorities are civil, but firm. They are no more than reasonable. Good. I must go. You must come also.”


  ‘She did not speak. But she nodded assent, her eyes drooping.


  ‘On her way back to the house on the Esplanade she said to herself, “I am glad, I am glad! I could not do otherwise. It is rendering good for evil!” But she knew how she mocked herself in this, and that the moral principle had not operated one jot in her acceptance of him. In truth she had not realized till now the full presence of the emotion which had unconsciously grown up in her for this lonely and severe man, who, in her tradition, was vengeance and irreligion personified. He seemed to absorb her whole nature, and, absorbing, to control it.


  ‘A day or two before the one fixed for the wedding there chanced to come to her a letter from the only acquaintance of her own sex and country she possessed in England, one to whom she had sent intelligence of her approaching marriage, without mentioning with whom. This friend’s misfortunes had been somewhat similar to her own, which fact had been one cause of their intimacy; her friend’s sister, a nun of the Abbey of Montmartre, having perished on the scaffold at the hands of the same Comité de Salut Public which had numbered Mademoiselle V——’s affianced among its members. The writer had felt her position much again of late, since the renewal of the war, she said; and the letter wound up with a fresh denunciation of the authors of their mutual bereavement and subsequent troubles.


  ‘Coming just then, its contents produced upon Mademoiselle V—— the effect of a pail of water upon a somnambulist. What had she been doing in betrothing herself to this man! Was she not making herself a parricide after the event? At this crisis in her feelings her lover called. He beheld her trembling, and, in reply to his question, she told him of her scruples with impulsive candour.


  ‘She had not intended to do this, but his attitude of tender command coerced her into frankness. Thereupon he exhibited an agitation never before apparent in him. He said, “But all that is past. You are the symbol of Charity, and we are pledged to let bygones be.”


  ‘His words soothed her for the moment, but she was sadly silent, and he went away.


  ‘That night she saw (as she firmly believed to the end of her life) a divinely sent vision. A procession of her lost relatives—father, brother, uncle, cousin—seemed to cross her chamber between her bed and the window, and when she endeavoured to trace their features she perceived them to be headless, and that she had recognized them by their familiar clothes only. In the morning she could not shake off the effects of this appearance on her nerves. All that day she saw nothing of her wooer, he being occupied in making arrangements for their departure. It grew towards evening—the marriage eve; but, in spite of his reassuring visit, her sense of family duty waxed stronger now that she was left alone. Yet, she asked herself, how could she, alone and unprotected, go at this eleventh hour and reassert to an affianced husband that she could not and would not marry him while admitting at the same time that she loved him? The situation dismayed her. She had relinquished her post as governess, and was staying temporarily in a room near the coach-office, where she expected him to call in the morning to carry out the business of their union and departure.


  ‘Wisely or foolishly, Mademoiselle V—— came to a resolution: that her only safety lay in flight. His contiguity influenced her too sensibly; she could not reason. So packing up her few possessions and placing on the table the small sum she owed, she went out privately, secured a last available seat in the London coach, and, almost before she had fully weighed her action, she was rolling out of the town in the dusk of the September evening.


  ‘Having taken this startling step she began to reflect upon her reasons. He had been one of that tragic Committee the sound of whose name was a horror to the civilized world; yet he had been only one of several members, and, it seemed, not the most active. He had marked down names on principle, had felt no personal enmity against his victims, and had enriched himself not a sou out of the office he had held. Nothing could change the past. Meanwhile he loved her, and her heart inclined to as much of him as she could detach from that past. Why not, as he had suggested, bury memories, and inaugurate a new era by this union? In other words, why not indulge her tenderness, since its nullification could do no good.


  ‘Thus she held self-communion in her seat in the coach, passing through Casterbridge, and Shottsford, and on to the White Hart at Melchester, at which place the whole fabric of her recent intentions crumbled down. Better be staunch having got so far; let things take their course, and marry boldly the man who had so impressed her. How great he was; how small was she! And she had presumed to judge him! Abandoning her place in the coach with the precipitancy that had characterized her taking it, she waited till the vehicle had driven off, something in the departing shapes of the outside passengers against the starlit sky giving her a start, as she afterwards remembered. Presently the down coach, “The Morning Herald,” entered the city, and she hastily obtained a place on the top.


  ‘“I’ll be firm—I’ll be his—if it cost me my immortal soul!” she said. And with troubled breathings she journeyed back over the road she had just traced.


  ‘She reached our royal watering-place by the time the day broke, and her first aim was to get back to the hired room in which her last few days had been spent. When the landlady appeared at the door in response to Mademoiselle V——’s nervous summons, she explained her sudden departure and return as best she could; and no objection being offered to her re-engagement of the room for one day longer she ascended to the chamber and sat down panting. She was back once more, and her wild tergiversations were a secret from him whom alone they concerned.


  ‘A sealed letter was on the mantelpiece. “Yes, it is directed to you, Mademoiselle,” said the woman who had followed her. “But we were wondering what to do with it. A town messenger brought it after you had gone last night.”


  ‘When the landlady had left, Mademoiselle V—— opened the letter and read—


  
    “My dear and honoured Friend.—You have been throughout our acquaintance absolutely candid concerning your misgivings. But I have been reserved concerning mine. That is the difference between us. You probably have not guessed that every qualm you have felt on the subject of our marriage has been paralleled in my heart to the full. Thus it happened that your involuntary outburst of remorse yesterday, though mechanically deprecated by me in your presence, was a last item in my own doubts on the wisdom of our union, giving them a force that I could no longer withstand. I came home; and, on reflection, much as I honour and adore you, I decide to set you free.


    “As one whose life has been devoted, and I may say sacrificed, to the cause of Liberty, I cannot allow your judgment (probably a permanent one) to be fettered beyond release by a feeling which may be transient only.


    “It would be no less than excruciating to both that I should announce this decision to you by word of mouth. I have therefore taken the less painful course of writing. Before you receive this I shall have left the town by the evening coach for London, on reaching which city my movements will be revealed to none.


    “Regard me, Mademoiselle, as dead, and accept my renewed assurances of respect, remembrance, and affection.”

  


  ‘When she had recovered from her shock of surprise and grief, she remembered that at the starting of the coach out of Melchester before dawn, the shape of a figure among the outside passengers against the starlit sky had caused her a momentary start, from its resemblance to that of her friend. Knowing nothing of each other’s intentions, and screened from each other by the darkness, they had left the town by the same conveyance. “He, the greater, persevered; I, the smaller, returned!” she said.


  ‘Recovering from her stupor, Mademoiselle V—— bethought herself again of her employer, Mrs. Newbold, whom recent events had estranged. To that lady she went with a full heart, and explained everything. Mrs. Newbold kept to herself her opinion of the episode, and reinstalled the deserted bride in her old position as governess to the family.


  ‘A governess she remained to the end of her days. After the final peace with France she became acquainted with my mother, to whom by degrees she imparted these experiences of hers. As her hair grew white, and her features pinched, Mademoiselle V—— would wonder what nook of the world contained her lover, if he lived, and if by any chance she might see him again. But when, some time in the ’twenties, death came to her, at no great age, that outline against the stars of the morning remained as the last glimpse she ever obtained of her family’s foe and her once affianced husband.’


  1895.


  ♣


  Master John Horseleigh, Knight


  In the earliest and mustiest volume of the Havenpool marriage registers (said the thin-faced gentleman) this entry may still be read by any one curious enough to decipher the crabbed handwriting of the date. I took a copy of it when I was last there; and it runs thus (he had opened his pocket-book, and now read aloud the extract; afterwards handing round the book to us, wherein we saw transcribed the following)—


  
    Mastr John Horseleigh, Knyght, of the p’ysshe of Clyffton was maryd to Edith the wyffe late off John Stocker, m’chawnte of Havenpool the xiiij daie of December be p’vylegge gevyn by our sup’me hedd of the chyrche of Ingelonde Kynge Henry the viiith 1539.

  


  Now, if you turn to the long and elaborate pedigree of the ancient family of the Horseleighs of Clyfton Horseleigh, you will find no mention whatever of this alliance, notwithstanding the privilege given by the Sovereign and head of the Church; the said Sir John being therein chronicled as marrying, at a date apparently earlier than the above, the daughter and heiress of Richard Phelipson, of Montislope, in Nether Wessex, a lady who outlived him, of which marriage there were issue two daughters and a son, who succeeded him in his estates. How are we to account for these, as it would seem, contemporaneous wives? A strange local tradition only can help us, and this can be briefly told.


  One evening in the autumn of the year 1540 or 1541, a young sailor, whose Christian name was Roger, but whose surname is not known, landed at his native place of Havenpool, on the South Wessex coast, after a voyage in the Newfoundland trade, then newly sprung into existence. He returned in the ship Primrose with a cargo of ‘trayne oyle brought home from the New Founde Lande,’ to quote from the town records of the date. During his absence of two summers and a winter, which made up the term of a Newfoundland ‘spell,’ many unlooked-for changes had occurred within the quiet little seaport, some of which closely affected Roger the sailor. At the time of his departure his only sister Edith had become the bride of one Stocker, a respectable townsman, and part owner of the brig in which Roger had sailed; and it was to the house of this couple, his only relatives, that the young man directed his steps. On trying the door in Quay Street he found it locked, and then observed that the windows were boarded up. Inquiring of a bystander, he learnt for the first time of the death of his brother-in-law, though that event had taken place nearly eighteen months before.


  ‘And my sister Edith?’ asked Roger.


  ‘She’s married again—as they do say, and hath been so these twelve months. I don’t vouch for the truth o’t, though if she isn’t she ought to be.’


  Roger’s face grew dark. He was a man with a considerable reserve of strong passion, and he asked his informant what he meant by speaking thus.


  The man explained that shortly after the young woman’s bereavement a stranger had come to the port. He had seen her moping on the quay, had been attracted by her youth and loneliness, and in an extraordinarily brief wooing had completely fascinated her—had carried her off, and, as was reported, had married her. Though he had come by water, he was supposed to live no very great distance off by land. They were last heard of at Oozewood, in Upper Wessex, at the house of one Wall, a timber-merchant, where, he believed, she still had a lodging, though her husband, if he were lawfully that much, was but an occasional visitor to the place.


  ‘The stranger?’ asked Roger. ‘Did you see him? What manner of man was he?’


  ‘I liked him not,’ said the other. ‘He seemed of that kind that hath something to conceal, and as he walked with her he ever and anon turned his head and gazed behind him, as if he much feared an unwelcome pursuer. But, faith,’ continued he, ‘it may have been the man’s anxiety only. Yet did I not like him.’


  ‘Was he older than my sister?’ Roger asked.


  ‘Ay—much older; from a dozen to a score of years older. A man of some position, maybe, playing an amorous game for the pleasure of the hour. Who knoweth but that he have a wife already? Many have done the thing hereabouts of late.’


  Having paid a visit to the graves of his relatives, the sailor next day went along the straight road which, then a lane, now a highway, conducted to the curious little inland town named by the Havenpool man. It is unnecessary to describe Oozewood on the South-Avon. It has a railway at the present day; but thirty years of steam traffic past its precincts have hardly modified its original features. Surrounded by a sort of fresh-water lagoon, dividing it from meadows and coppice, its ancient thatch and timber houses have barely made way even in the front street for the ubiquitous modern brick and slate. It neither increases nor diminishes in size; it is difficult to say what the inhabitants find to do, for, though trades in woodware are still carried on, there cannot be enough of this class of work nowadays to maintain all the householders, the forests around having been so greatly thinned and curtailed. At the time of this tradition the forests were dense, artificers in wood abounded, and the timber trade was brisk. Every house in the town, without exception, was of oak framework, filled in with plaster, and covered with thatch, the chimney being the only brick portion of the structure. Inquiry soon brought Roger the sailor to the door of Wall, the timber-dealer referred to, but it was some time before he was able to gain admission to the lodging of his sister, the people having plainly received directions not to welcome strangers.


  She was sitting in an upper room on one of the lath-backed, willow-bottomed ‘shepherd’s’ chairs, made on the spot then as to this day, and as they were probably made there in the days of the Heptarchy. In her lap was an infant, which she had been suckling, though now it had fallen asleep; so had the young mother herself for a few minutes, under the drowsing effects of solitude. Hearing footsteps on the stairs, she awoke, started up with a glad cry, and ran to the door, opening which she met her brother on the threshold.


  ‘O, this is merry; I didn’t expect ’ee!’ she said. ‘Ah, Roger—I thought it was John.’ Her tones fell to disappointment.


  The sailor kissed her, looked at her sternly for a few moments, and pointing to the infant, said, ‘You mean the father of this?’


  ‘Yes, my husband,’ said Edith.


  ‘I hope so,’ he answered.


  ‘Why, Roger, I’m married—of a truth am I!’ she cried.


  ‘Shame upon ’ee, if true! If not true, worse. Master Stocker was an honest man, and ye should have respected his memory longer. Where is thy husband?’


  ‘He comes often. I thought it was he now. Our marriage has to be kept secret for a while—it was done privily for certain reasons; but we was married at church like honest folk—afore God we were, Roger, six months after poor Stocker’s death.’


  ‘’Twas too soon,’ said Roger.


  ‘I was living in a house alone; I had nowhere to go to. You were far over sea in the New Found Land, and John took me and brought me here.’


  ‘How often doth he come?’ says Roger again.


  ‘Once or twice weekly,’ says she.


  ‘I wish th’ ’dst waited till I returned, dear Edy,’ he said. ‘It mid be you are a wife—I hope so. But, if so, why this mystery? Why this mean and cramped lodging in this lonely copse-circled town? Of what standing is your husband, and of where?’


  ‘He is of gentle breeding—his name is John. I am not free to tell his family-name. He is said to be of London, for safety’ sake; but he really lives in the county next adjoining this.’


  ‘Where in the next county?’


  ‘I do not know. He has preferred not to tell me, that I may not have the secret forced from me, to his and my hurt, by bringing the marriage to the ears of his kinsfolk and friends.’


  Her brother’s face flushed. ‘Our people have been honest townsmen, well-reputed for long; why should you readily take such humbling from a sojourner of whom th’ ’st know nothing?’


  They remained in constrained converse till her quick ear caught a sound, for which she might have been waiting—a horse’s footfall. ‘It is John!’ said she. ‘This is his night—Saturday.’


  ‘Don’t be frightened lest he should find me here!’ said Roger. ‘I am on the point of leaving. I wish not to be a third party. Say nothing at all about my visit, if it will incommode you so to do. I will see thee before I go afloat again.’


  Speaking thus he left the room, and descending the staircase let himself out by the front door, thinking he might obtain a glimpse of the approaching horseman. But that traveller had in the meantime gone stealthily round to the back of the homestead, and peering along the pinion-end of the house Roger discerned him unbridling and haltering his horse with his own hands in the shed there.


  Roger retired to the neighbouring inn called the Black Lamb, and meditated. This mysterious method of approach determined him, after all, not to leave the place till he had ascertained more definite facts of his sister’s position—whether she were the deluded victim of the stranger or the wife she obviously believed herself to be. Having eaten some supper, he left the inn, it being now about eleven o’clock. He first looked into the shed, and, finding the horse still standing there, waited irresolutely near the door of his sister’s lodging. Half an hour elapsed, and, while thinking he would climb into a loft hard by for a night’s rest, there seemed to be a movement within the shutters of the sitting-room that his sister occupied. Roger hid himself behind a faggot-stack near the back door, rightly divining that his sister’s visitor would emerge by the way he had entered. The door opened, and the candle she held in her hand lighted for a moment the stranger’s form, showing it to be that of a tall and handsome personage, about forty years of age, and apparently of a superior position in life. Edith was assisting him to cloak himself, which being done he took leave of her with a kiss and left the house. From the door she watched him bridle and saddle his horse, and having mounted and waved an adieu to her as she stood candle in hand, he turned out of the yard and rode away.


  The horse which bore him was, or seemed to be, a little lame, and Roger fancied from this that the rider’s journey was not likely to be a long one. Being light of foot he followed apace, having no great difficulty on such a still night in keeping within earshot some few miles, the horseman pausing more than once. In this pursuit Roger discovered the rider to choose bridle-tracks and open commons in preference to any high road. The distance soon began to prove a more trying one than he had bargained for; and when out of breath and in some despair of being able to ascertain the man’s identity, he perceived an ass standing in the starlight under a hayrick, from which the animal was helping itself to periodic mouthfuls.


  The story goes that Roger caught the ass, mounted, and again resumed the trail of the unconscious horseman, which feat may have been possible to a nautical young fellow, though one can hardly understand how a sailor would ride such an animal without bridle or saddle, and strange to his hands, unless the creature were extraordinarily docile. This question, however, is immaterial. Suffice it to say that at dawn the following morning Roger beheld his sister’s lover or husband entering the gates of a large and well-timbered park on the south-western verge of the White Hart Forest (as it was then called), now known to everybody as the Vale of Blackmoor. Thereupon the sailor discarded his steed, and finding for himself an obscurer entrance to the same park a little further on, he crossed the grass to reconnoitre.


  He presently perceived amid the trees before him a mansion which, new to himself, was one of the best known in the county at that time. Of this fine manorial residence hardly a trace now remains; but a manuscript dated some years later than the events we are regarding describes it in terms from which the imagination may construct a singularly clear and vivid picture. This record presents it as consisting of ‘a faire yellow freestone building, partly two and partly three storeys; a faire halle and parlour, both wayn-scotted; a faire dyning roome and withdrawing roome, and many good lodgings; a kitchen adjoyninge backwarde to one end of the dwelling-house, with a faire passage from it into the halle, parlour, and dyninge roome, and sellars adjoyninge.


  ‘In the front of the house a square greene court, and a curious gatehouse with lodgings in it, standing with the front of the house to the south; in a large outer court three stables, a coach-house, a large barne, and a stable for oxen and kyne, and all houses necessary.


  ‘Without the gatehouse, paled in, a large square greene, in which standeth a faire chappell; of the south-east side of the greene court, towards the river, a large garden.


  ‘Of the south-west side of the greene court is a large bowling greene, with fower mounted walks about it, all walled about with a batteled wall, and sett with all sorts of fruit; and out of it into the feildes there are large walks under many tall elmes orderly planted.’


  Then follows a description of the orchards and gardens; the servants’ offices, brewhouse, bakehouse, dairy, pigeon-houses, and corn-mill; the river and its abundance of fish; the warren, the coppices, the walks; ending thus—


  ‘And all the country north of the house, open champaign, sandy feildes, very dry and pleasant for all kindes of recreation, huntinge, and hawkinge, and profitable for tillage…. The house hath a large prospect east, south, and west, over a very large and pleasant vale … is seated from the good markett towns of Sherton Abbas three miles, and Ivel a mile, that plentifully yield all manner of provision; and within twelve miles of the south sea.’


  It was on the grass before this seductive and picturesque structure that the sailor stood at gaze under the elms in the dim dawn of Sunday morning, and saw to his surprise his sister’s lover and horse vanish within the court of the building.


  Perplexed and weary, Roger slowly retreated, more than ever convinced that something was wrong in his sister’s position. He crossed the bowling green to the avenue of elms, and, bent on further research, was about to climb into one of these, when, looking below, he saw a heap of hay apparently for horses or deer. Into this he crept, and, having eaten a crust of bread which he had hastily thrust into his pocket at the inn, he curled up and fell asleep, the hay forming a comfortable bed, and quite covering him over.


  He slept soundly and long, and was awakened by the sound of a bell. On peering from the hay he found the time had advanced to full day; the sun was shining brightly. The bell was that of the ‘faire chappell’ on the green outside the gatehouse, and it was calling to matins. Presently the priest crossed the green to a little side-door in the chancel, and then from the gateway of the mansion emerged the household, the tall man whom Roger had seen with his sister on the previous night, on his arm being a portly dame, and, running beside the pair, two little girls and a boy. These all entered the chapel, and the bell having ceased and the environs become clear, the sailor crept out from his hiding.


  He sauntered towards the chapel, the opening words of the service being audible within. While standing by the porch he saw a belated servitor approaching from the kitchen-court to attend the service also. Roger carelessly accosted him, and asked, as an idle wanderer, the name of the family he had just seen cross over from the mansion.


  ‘Od zounds! if ye modden be a stranger here in very truth, goodman. That wer Sir John and his dame, and his children Elizabeth, Mary, and John.’


  ‘I be from foreign parts. Sir John what d’ye call’n?’


  ‘Master John Horseleigh, Knight, who had a’most as much lond by inheritance of his mother as ’a had by his father, and likewise some by his wife. Why, bain’t his arms dree goolden horses’ heads, and idden his lady the daughter of Master Richard Phelipson, of Montislope, in Nether Wessex, known to us all?’


  ‘It mid be so, and yet it mid not. However, th’ ’lt miss thy prayers for such an honest knight’s welfare, and I have to traipse seaward many miles.’


  He went onward, and as he walked continued saying to himself, ‘Now to that poor wronged fool Edy. The fond thing! I thought it; ’twas too quick—she was ever amorous. What’s to become of her! God wot! How be I going to face her with the news, and how be I to hold it from her? To bring this disgrace on my father’s honoured name, a double-tongued knave!’ He turned and shook his fist at the chapel and all in it, and resumed his way.


  Perhaps it was owing to the perplexity of his mind that, instead of returning by the direct road towards his sister’s obscure lodging in the next county, he followed the highway to Casterbridge, some fifteen miles off, where he remained drinking hard all that afternoon and evening, and where he lay that and two or three succeeding nights, wandering thence along the Anglebury road to some village that way, and lying the Friday night after at his native place of Havenpool. The sight of the familiar objects there seems to have stirred him anew to action, and the next morning he was observed pursuing the way to Oozewood that he had followed on the Saturday previous, reckoning, no doubt, that Saturday night would, as before, be a time for finding Sir John with his sister again.


  He delayed to reach the place till just before sunset. His sister was walking in the meadows at the foot of the garden, with a nursemaid who carried the baby, and she looked up pensively when he approached. Anxiety as to her position had already told upon her once rosy cheeks and lucid eyes. But concern for herself and child was displaced for the moment by her regard of Roger’s worn and haggard face.


  ‘Why—you are sick, Roger—you are tired! Where have you been these many days? Why not keep me company a bit—my husband is much away? And we have hardly spoke at all of dear father and of your voyage to the New Land. Why did you go away so suddenly? There is a spare chamber at my lodging.’


  ‘Come indoors,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk now—talk a good deal. As for him [nodding to the child], better heave him into the river; better for him and you!’


  She forced a laugh, as if she tried to see a good joke in the remark, and they went silently indoors.


  ‘A miserable hole!’ said Roger, looking round the room.


  ‘Nay, but ’tis very pretty!’


  ‘Not after what I’ve seen. Did he marry ’ee at church in orderly fashion?’


  ‘He did sure—at our church at Havenpool.’


  ‘But in a privy way?’


  ‘Ay—because of his friends—it was at night-time.’


  ‘Ede, ye fond one—for all that he’s not thy husband! Th’ ’rt not his wife; and the child is a bastard. He hath a wife and children of his own rank, and bearing his name; and that’s Sir John Horseleigh, of Clyfton Horseleigh, and not plain Jack, as you think him, and your lawful husband. The sacrament of marriage is no safeguard nowadays. The King’s new-made headship of the Church hath led men to practise these tricks lightly.’


  She had turned white. ‘That’s not true, Roger!’ she said. ‘You are in liquor, my brother, and you know not what you say! Your seafaring years have taught ’ee bad things!’


  ‘Edith—I’ve seen them; wife and family—all. How canst——’


  They were sitting in the gathered darkness, and at that moment steps were heard without. ‘Go out this way,’ she said. ‘It is my husband. He must not see thee in this mood. Get away till to-morrow, Roger, as you care for me.’


  She pushed her brother through a door leading to the back stairs, and almost as soon as it was closed her visitor entered. Roger, however, did not retreat down the stairs; he stood and looked through the bobbin-hole. If the visitor turned out to be Sir John, he had determined to confront him.


  It was the knight. She had struck a light on his entry, and he kissed the child, and took Edith tenderly by the shoulders, looking into her face.


  ‘Something’s gone awry wi’ my dear!’ he said. ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’


  ‘O, Jack!’ she cried. ‘I have heard such a fearsome rumour—what doth it mean? He who told me is my best friend. He must be deceived! But who deceived him, and why? Jack, I was just told that you had a wife living when you married me, and have her still!’


  ‘A wife?—H’m.’


  ‘Yes, and children. Say no, say no!’


  ‘By God! I have no lawful wife but you; and as for children, many or few, they are all bastards, save this one alone!’


  ‘And that you be Sir John Horseleigh of Clyfton?’


  ‘I mid be. I have never said so to ’ee.’


  ‘But Sir John is known to have a lady, and issue of her!’


  The knight looked down. ‘How did thy mind get filled with such as this?’ he asked.


  ‘One of my kindred came.’


  ‘A traitor! Why should he mar our life? Ah! you said you had a brother at sea—where is he now?’


  ‘Here!’ came from close behind him. And flinging open the door, Roger faced the intruder. ‘Liar!’ he said, ‘to call thyself her husband!’


  Sir John fired up, and made a rush at the sailor, who seized him by the collar, and in the wrestle they both fell, Roger under. But in a few seconds he contrived to extricate his right arm, and drawing from his belt a knife which he wore attached to a cord round his neck he opened it with his teeth, and struck it into the breast of Sir John stretched above him. Edith had during these moments run into the next room to place the child in safety, and when she came back the knight was relaxing his hold on Roger’s throat. He rolled over upon his back and groaned.


  The only witness of the scene save the three concerned was the nursemaid, who had brought in the child on its father’s arrival. She stated afterwards that nobody suspected Sir John had received his death wound; yet it was so, though he did not die for a long while, meaning thereby an hour or two; that Mistress Edith continually endeavoured to staunch the blood, calling her brother Roger a wretch, and ordering him to get himself gone; on which order he acted, after a gloomy pause, by opening the window, and letting himself down by the sill to the ground.


  It was then that Sir John, in difficult accents, made his dying declaration to the nurse and Edith, and, later, the apothecary; which was to this purport, that the Dame Horseleigh who passed as his wife at Clyfton, and who had borne him three children, was in truth and deed, though unconsciously, the wife of another man. Sir John had married her several years before, in the face of the whole county, as the widow of one Decimus Strong, who had disappeared shortly after her union with him, having adventured to the North to join the revolt of the Nobles, and on that revolt being quelled retreated across the sea. Two years ago, having discovered this man to be still living in France, and not wishing to disturb the mind and happiness of her who believed herself his wife, yet wishing for legitimate issue, Sir John had informed the King of the facts, who had encouraged him to wed honestly, though secretly, the young merchant’s widow at Havenpool; she being, therefore, his lawful wife, and she only. That to avoid all scandal and hubbub he had purposed to let things remain as they were till fair opportunity should arise of making the true case known with least pain to all parties concerned, but that, having been thus suspected and attacked by his own brother-in-law, his zest for such schemes and for all things had died out in him, and he only wished to commend his soul to God.


  That night, while the owls were hooting from the forest that encircled the sleeping townlet, and the South-Avon was gurgling through the wooden piles of the bridge, Sir John died there in the arms of his wife. She concealed nothing of the cause of her husband’s death save the subject of the quarrel, which she felt it would be premature to announce just then, and until proof of her status should be forthcoming. But before a month had passed, it happened, to her inexpressible sorrow, that the child of this clandestine union fell sick and died. From that hour all interest in the name and fame of the Horseleighs forsook the younger of the twain who called themselves wives of Sir John, and, being careless about her own fame, she took no steps to assert her claims, her legal position having, indeed, grown hateful to her in her horror at the tragedy. And Sir William Byrt, the curate who had married her to her husband, being an old man and feeble, was not disinclined to leave the embers unstirred of such a fiery matter as this, and to assist her in letting established things stand. Therefore, Edith retired with the nurse, her only companion and friend, to her native town, where she lived in absolute obscurity till her death in middle age. Her brother was never seen again in England.


  A strangely corroborative sequel to the story remains to be told. Shortly after the death of Sir John Horseleigh, a soldier of fortune returned from the Continent, called on Dame Horseleigh the fictitious, living in widowed state at Clyfton Horseleigh, and, after a singularly brief courtship, married her. The tradition at Havenpool and elsewhere has ever been that this man was already her husband, Decimus Strong, who remarried her for appearance’ sake only.


  The illegitimate son of this lady by Sir John succeeded to the estates and honours, and his son after him, there being nobody on the alert to investigate their pretensions. Little difference would it have made to the present generation, however, had there been such a one, for the family in all its branches, lawful and unlawful, has been extinct these many score years, the last representative but one being killed at the siege of Sherton Castle, while attacking in the service of the Parliament, and the other being outlawed later in the same century for a debt of ten pounds, and dying in the county jail. The mansion house and its appurtenances were, as I have previously stated, destroyed, excepting one small wing, which now forms part of a farmhouse, and is visible as you pass along the railway from Casterbridge to Ivel. The outline of the old bowling-green is also distinctly to be seen.


  This, then, is the reason why the only lawful marriage of Sir John, as recorded in the obscure register at Havenpool, does not appear in the pedigree of the house of Horseleigh.


  Spring 1893.


  ♣


  The Duke’s Reappearance


  A Family Tradition


  According to the kinsman who told me the story, Christopher Swetman’s house, on the outskirts of King’s-Hintock village, was in those days larger and better kept than when, many years later, it was sold to the lord of the manor adjoining; after having been in the Swetman family, as one may say, since the Conquest.


  Some people would have it to be that the thing happened at the house opposite, belonging to one Childs, with whose family the Swetmans afterwards intermarried. But that it was at the original homestead of the Swetmans can be shown in various ways; chiefly by the unbroken traditions of the family, and indirectly by the evidence of the walls themselves, which are the only ones thereabout with windows mullioned in the Elizabethan manner, and plainly of a date anterior to the event; while those of the other house might well have been erected fifty or eighty years later, and probably were; since the choice of Swetman’s house by the fugitive was doubtless dictated by no other circumstance than its then suitable loneliness.


  It was a cloudy July morning just before dawn, the hour of two having been struck by Swetman’s one-handed clock on the stairs, that is still preserved in the family. Christopher heard the strokes from his chamber, immediately at the top of the staircase, and overlooking the front of the house. He did not wonder that he was sleepless. The rumours and excitements which had latterly stirred the neighbourhood, to the effect that the rightful King of England had landed from Holland, at a port only eighteen miles to the south-west of Swetman’s house, were enough to make wakeful and anxious even a contented yeoman like him. Some of the villagers, intoxicated by the news, had thrown down their scythes, and rushed to the ranks of the invader. Christopher Swetman had weighed both sides of the question, and had remained at home.


  Now as he lay thinking of these and other things he fancied that he could hear the footfall of a man on the road leading up to his house—a byway, which led scarce anywhere else; and therefore a tread was at any time more apt to startle the inmates of the homestead than if it had stood in a thoroughfare. The footfall came opposite the gate, and stopped there. One minute, two minutes passed, and the pedestrian did not proceed. Christopher Swetman got out of bed, and opened the casement. ‘Hoi! who’s there?’ cries he.


  ‘A friend,’ came from the darkness.


  ‘And what mid ye want at this time o’ night?’ says Swetman.


  ‘Shelter. I’ve lost my way.’


  ‘What’s thy name?’


  There came no answer.


  ‘Be ye one of King Monmouth’s men?’


  ‘He that asks no questions will hear no lies from me. I am a stranger; and I am spent, and hungered. Can you let me lie with you to-night?’


  Swetman was generous to people in trouble, and his house was roomy. ‘Wait a bit,’ he said, ‘and I’ll come down and have a look at thee, anyhow.’


  He struck a light, put on his clothes, and descended, taking his horn-lantern from a nail in the passage, and lighting it before opening the door. The rays fell on the form of a tall, dark man in cavalry accoutrements and wearing a sword. He was pale with fatigue and covered with mud, though the weather was dry.


  ‘Prithee take no heed of my appearance,’ said the stranger. ‘But let me in.’


  That his visitor was in sore distress admitted of no doubt, and the yeoman’s natural humanity assisted the other’s sad importunity and gentle voice. Swetman took him in, not without a suspicion that this man represented in some way Monmouth’s cause, to which he was not unfriendly in his secret heart. At his earnest request the new-comer was given a suit of the yeoman’s old clothes in exchange for his own, which, with his sword, were hidden in a closet in Swetman’s chamber; food was then put before him and a lodging provided for him in a room at the back.


  Here he slept till quite late in the morning, which was Sunday, the sixth of July, and when he came down in the garments that he had borrowed he met the household with a melancholy smile. Besides Swetman himself, there were only his two daughters, Grace and Leonard (the latter was, oddly enough, a woman’s name here), and both had been enjoined to secrecy. They asked no questions and received no information; though the stranger regarded their fair countenances with an interest almost too deep. Having partaken of their usual breakfast of ham and cider he professed weariness and retired to the chamber whence he had come.


  In a couple of hours or thereabout he came down again, the two young women having now gone off to morning service. Seeing Christopher bustling about the house without assistance, he asked if he could do anything to aid his host.


  As he seemed anxious to hide all differences and appear as one of themselves, Swetman set him to get vegetables from the garden and fetch water from Buttock’s Spring in the dip near the house (though the spring was not called by that name till years after, by the way).


  ‘And what can I do next?’ says the stranger when these services had been performed.


  His meekness and docility struck Christopher much, and won upon him. ‘Since you be minded to,’ says the latter, ‘you can take down the dishes and spread the table for dinner. Take a pewter plate for thyself, but the trenchers will do for we.’


  But the other would not, and took a trencher likewise, in doing which he spoke of the two girls and remarked how comely they were.


  This quietude was put an end to by a stir out of doors, which was sufficient to draw Swetman’s attention to it, and he went out. Farm hands who had gone off and joined the Duke on his arrival had begun to come in with news that a midnight battle had been fought on the moors to the north, the Duke’s men, who had attacked, being entirely worsted; the Duke himself, with one or two lords and other friends, had fled, no one knew whither.


  ‘There has been a battle,’ says Swetman, on coming indoors after these tidings, and looking earnestly at the stranger.


  ‘May the victory be to the rightful in the end, whatever the issue now,’ says the other, with a sorrowful sigh.


  ‘Dost really know nothing about it?’ said Christopher. ‘I could have sworn you was one from that very battle!’


  ‘I was here before three o’ the clock this morning; and these men have only arrived now.’


  ‘True,’ said the yeoman. ‘But still, I think——’


  ‘Do not press your question,’ the stranger urged. ‘I am in a strait, and can refuse a helper nothing; such inquiry is, therefore, unfair.’


  ‘True again,’ said Swetman, and held his tongue.


  The daughters of the house returned from church, where the service had been hurried by reason of the excitement. To their father’s questioning if they had spoken of him who sojourned there they replied that they had said never a word; which, indeed, was true, as events proved.


  He bade them serve the dinner; and, as the visitor had withdrawn since the news of the battle, prepared to take a platter to him upstairs. But he preferred to come down and dine with the family.


  During the afternoon more fugitives passed through the village, but Christopher Swetman, his visitor, and his family kept indoors. In the evening, however, Swetman came out from his gate, and, harkening in silence to these tidings and more, wondered what might be in store for him for his last night’s work.


  He returned homeward by a path across the mead that skirted his own orchard. Passing here, he heard the voice of his daughter Leonard expostulating inside the hedge, her words being:


  ‘Don’t ye, sir; don’t! I prithee let me go!’


  ‘Why, sweetheart?’


  ‘Because I’ve a-promised another!’


  Peeping through, as he could not help doing, he saw the girl struggling in the arms of the stranger, who was attempting to kiss her; but finding her resistance to be genuine, and her distress unfeigned, he reluctantly let her go.


  Swetman’s face grew dark, for his girls were more to him than himself. He hastened on, meditating moodily all the way. He entered the gate, and made straight for the orchard. When he reached it his daughter had disappeared, but the stranger was still standing there.


  ‘Sir!’ said the yeoman, his anger having in no wise abated, ‘I’ve seen what has happened! I have taken ’ee into my house, at some jeopardy to myself; and, whoever you be, the least I expected of ’ee was to treat the maidens with a seemly respect. You have not done it, and I no longer trust you. I am the more watchful over them in that they are motherless; and I must ask ’ee to go after dark this night!’


  The stranger seemed dazed at discovering what his impulse had brought down upon his head, and his pale face grew paler. He did not reply for a time. When he did speak his soft voice was thick with feeling.


  ‘Sir,’ says he, ‘I own that I am in the wrong, if you take the matter gravely. We do not what we would but what we must. Though I have not injured your daughter as a woman, I have been treacherous to her as a hostess and friend in need. I’ll go, as you say; I can do no less. I shall doubtless find a refuge elsewhere.’


  They walked towards the house in silence, where Swetman insisted that his guest should have supper before departing. By the time this was eaten it was dusk and the stranger announced that he was ready.


  They went upstairs to where the garments and sword lay hidden, till the departing one said that on further thought he would ask another favour: that he should be allowed to retain the clothes he wore, and that his host would keep the others and the sword till he, the speaker, should come or send for them.


  ‘As you will,’ said Swetman. ‘The gain is on my side; for those clouts were but kept to dress a scarecrow next fall.’


  ‘They suit my case,’ said the stranger sadly. ‘However much they may misfit me, they do not misfit my sorry fortune now!’


  ‘Nay, then,’ said Christopher relenting, ‘I was too hasty. Sh’lt bide!’


  But the other would not, saying that it was better that things should take their course. Notwithstanding that Swetman importuned him, he only added, ‘If I never come again, do with my belongings as you list. In the pocket you will find a gold snuff-box, and in the snuff-box fifty gold pieces.’


  ‘But keep ’em for thy use, man!’ said the yeoman.


  ‘No,’ says the parting guest; ‘they are foreign pieces and would harm me if I were taken. Do as I bid thee. Put away these things again and take especial charge of the sword. It belonged to my father’s father and I value it much. But something more common becomes me now.’


  Saying which, he took, as he went downstairs, one of the ash sticks used by Swetman himself for walking with. The yeoman lighted him out to the garden hatch, where he disappeared through Clammers Gate by the road that crosses King’s-Hintock Park to Evershead.


  Christopher returned to the upstairs chamber, and sat down on his bed reflecting. Then he examined the things left behind, and surely enough in one of the pockets the gold snuff-box was revealed, containing the fifty gold pieces as stated by the fugitive. The yeoman next looked at the sword which its owner had stated to have belonged to his grandfather. It was two-edged, so that he almost feared to handle it. On the blade was inscribed the words ‘Andrea Ferara,’ and among the many fine chasings were a rose and crown, the plume of the Prince of Wales, and two portraits; portraits of a man and a woman, the man’s having the face of the first King Charles, and the woman’s, apparently, that of his Queen.


  Swetman, much awed and surprised, returned the articles to the closet, and went downstairs pondering. Of his surmise he said nothing to his daughters, merely declaring to them that the gentleman was gone; and never revealing that he had been an eye-witness of the unpleasant scene in the orchard that was the immediate cause of the departure.


  Nothing occurred in Hintock during the week that followed, beyond the fitful arrival of more decided tidings concerning the utter defeat of the Duke’s army and his own disappearance at an early stage of the battle. Then it was told that Monmouth was taken, not in his own clothes but int he [in the] disguise of a countryman. He had been sent to London, and was confined in the Tower.


  The possibility that his guest had been no other than the Duke made Swetman unspeakably sorry now; his heart smote him at the thought that, acting so harshly for such a small breach of good faith, he might have been the means of forwarding the unhappy fugitive’s capture. On the girls coming up to him he said, ‘Get away with ye, wenches: I fear you have been the ruin of an unfortunate man!’


  On the Tuesday night following, when the yeoman was sleeping as usual in his chamber, he was, he said, conscious of the entry of some one. Opening his eyes, he beheld by the light of the moon, which shone upon the front of his house, the figure of a man who seemed to be the stranger moving from the door towards the closet. He was dressed somewhat differently now, but the face was quite that of his late guest in its tragical pensiveness, as was also the tallness of his figure. He neared the closet; and, feeling his visitor to be within his rights, Christopher refrained from stirring. The personage turned his large haggard eyes upon the bed where Swetman lay, and then withdrew from their hiding the articles that belonged to him, again giving a hard gaze at Christopher as he went noiselessly out of the chamber with his properties on his arm. His retreat down the stairs was just audible, and also his departure by the side door, through which entrance or exit was easy to those who knew the place.


  Nothing further happened, and towards morning Swetman slept. To avoid all risk he said not a word to the girls of the visit of the night, and certainly not to any one outside the house; for it was dangerous at that time to avow anything.


  Among the killed in opposing the recent rising had been a younger brother of the lord of the manor, who lived at King’s-Hintock Court hard by. Seeing the latter ride past in mourning clothes next day, Swetman ventured to condole with him.


  ‘He’d no business there!’ answered the other. His words and manner showed the bitterness that was mingled with his regret. ‘But say no more of him. You know what has happened since, I suppose?’


  ‘I know that they say Monmouth is taken, Sir Thomas, but I can’t think it true,’ answered Swetman.


  ‘O zounds! ’tis true enough,’ cried the knight, ‘and that’s not all. The Duke was executed on Tower Hill two days ago.’


  ‘D’ye say it verily?’ says Swetman.


  ‘And a very hard death he had, worse luck for ’n,’ said Sir Thomas. ‘Well, ’tis over for him and over for my brother. But not for the rest. There’ll be searchings and siftings down here anon; and happy is the man who has had nothing to do with this matter!’


  Now Swetman had hardly heard the latter words, so much was he confounded by the strangeness of the tidings that the Duke had come to his death on the previous Tuesday. For it had been only the night before this present day of Friday that he had seen his former guest, whom he had ceased to doubt could be other than the Duke, come into his chamber and fetch away his accoutrements as he had promised.


  ‘It couldn’t have been a vision,’ said Christopher to himself when the knight had ridden on. ‘But I’ll go straight and see if the things be in the closet still; and thus I shall surely learn if ’twere a vision or no.’


  To the closet he went, which he had not looked into since the stranger’s departure. And searching behind the articles placed to conceal the things hidden, he found that, as he had never doubted, they were gone.


  When the rumour spread abroad in the West that the man beheaded in the Tower was not indeed the Duke, but one of his officers taken after the battle, and that the Duke had been assisted to escape out of the country, Swetman found in it an explanation of what so deeply mystified him. That his visitor might have been a friend of the Duke’s, whom the Duke had asked to fetch the things in a last request, Swetman would never admit. His belief in the rumour that Monmouth lived, like that of thousands of others, continued to the end of his days.


  Such, briefly, concluded my kinsman, is the tradition which has been handed down in Christopher Swetman’s family for the last two hundred years.


  ♣


  A Mere Interlude


  I


  The traveller in school-books, who vouched in dryest tones for the fidelity to fact of the following narrative, used to add a ring of truth to it by opening with a nicety of criticism on the heroine’s personality. People were wrong, he declared, when they surmised that Baptista Trewthen was a young woman with scarcely emotions or character. There was nothing in her to love, and nothing to hate—so ran the general opinion. That she showed few positive qualities was true. The colours and tones which changing events paint on the faces of active womankind were looked for in vain upon hers. But still waters run deep; and no crisis had come in the years of her early maidenhood to demonstrate what lay hidden within her, like metal in a mine.


  She was the daughter of a small farmer in St. Maria’s, one of the Isles of Lyonesse beyond Off-Wessex, who had spent a large sum, as there understood, on her education, by sending her to the mainland for two years. At nineteen she was entered at the Training College for Teachers, and at twenty-one nominated to a school in the country, near Tor-upon-Sea, whither she proceeded after the Christmas examination and holidays.


  The months passed by from winter to spring and summer, and Baptista applied herself to her new duties as best she could, till an uneventful year had elapsed. Then an air of abstraction pervaded her bearing as she walked to and fro, twice a day, and she showed the traits of a person who had something on her mind. A widow, by name Mrs. Wace, in whose house Baptista Trewthen had been provided with a sitting-room and bedroom till the schoolhouse should be built, noticed this change in her youthful tenant’s manner, and at last ventured to press her with a few questions.


  ‘It has nothing to do with the place, nor with you,’ said Miss Trewthen.


  ‘Then it is the salary?’


  ‘No, nor the salary.’


  ‘Then it is something you have heard from home, my dear.’


  Baptista was silent for a few moments. ‘It is Mr. Heddegan,’ she murmured. ‘Him they used to call David Heddegan before he got his money.’


  ‘And who is the Mr. Heddegan they used to call David?’


  ‘An old bachelor at Giant’s Town, St. Maria’s, with no relations whatever, who lives about a stone’s throw from father’s. When I was a child he used to take me on his knee and say he’d marry me some day. Now I am a woman the jest has turned earnest, and he is anxious to do it. And father and mother says I can’t do better than have him.’


  ‘He’s well off?’


  ‘Yes—he’s the richest man we know—as a friend and neighbour.’


  ‘How much older did you say he was than yourself?’


  ‘I didn’t say. Twenty years at least.’


  ‘And an unpleasant man in the bargain perhaps?’


  ‘No—he’s not unpleasant.’


  ‘Well, child, all I can say is that I’d resist any such engagement if it’s not palatable to ’ee. You are comfortable here, in my little house, I hope. All the parish like ’ee: and I’ve never been so cheerful, since my poor husband left me to wear his wings, as I’ve been with ’ee as my lodger.’


  The schoolmistress assured her landlady that she could return the sentiment. ‘But here comes my perplexity,’ she said. ‘I don’t like keeping school. Ah, you are surprised—you didn’t suspect it. That’s because I’ve concealed my feeling. Well, I simply hate school. I don’t care for children—they are unpleasant, troublesome little things, whom nothing would delight so much as to hear that you had fallen down dead. Yet I would even put up with them if it was not for the inspector. For three months before his visit I didn’t sleep soundly. And the Committee of Council are always changing the Code, so that you don’t know what to teach, and what to leave untaught. I think father and mother are right. They say I shall never excel as a schoolmistress if I dislike the work so, and that therefore I ought to get settled by marrying Mr. Heddegan. Between us two, I like him better than school; but I don’t like him quite so much as to wish to marry him.’


  These conversations, once begun, were continued from day to day; till at length the young girl’s elderly friend and landlady threw in her opinion on the side of Miss Trewthen’s parents. All things considered, she declared, the uncertainty of the school, the labour, Baptista’s natural dislike for teaching, it would be as well to take what fate offered, and make the best of matters by wedding her father’s old neighbour and prosperous friend.


  The Easter holidays came round, and Baptista went to spend them as usual in her native isle, going by train into Off-Wessex and crossing by packet from Pen-zephyr. When she returned in the middle of April her face wore a more settled aspect.


  ‘Well?’ said the expectant Mrs. Wace.


  ‘I have agreed to have him as my husband,’ said Baptista, in an off-hand way. ‘Heaven knows if it will be for the best or not. But I have agreed to do it, and so the matter is settled.’


  Mrs. Wace commended her; but Baptista did not care to dwell on the subject; so that allusion to it was very infrequent between them. Nevertheless, among other things, she repeated to the widow from time to time in monosyllabic remarks that the wedding was really impending; that it was arranged for the summer, and that she had given notice of leaving the school at the August holidays. Later on she announced more specifically that her marriage was to take place immediately after her return home at the beginning of the month aforesaid.


  She now corresponded regularly with Mr. Heddegan. Her letters from him were seen, at least on the outside, and in part within, by Mrs. Wace. Had she read more of their interiors than the occasional sentences shown her by Baptista she would have perceived that the scratchy, rusty handwriting of Miss Trewthen’s betrothed conveyed little more matter than details of their future housekeeping, and his preparations for the same, with innumerable ‘my dears’ sprinkled in disconnectedly, to show the depth of his affection without the inconveniences of syntax.


  II


  It was the end of July—dry, too dry, even for the season, the delicate green herbs and vegetables that grew in this favoured end of the kingdom tasting rather of the watering-pot than of the pure fresh moisture from the skies. Baptista’s boxes were packed, and one Saturday morning she departed by a waggonette to the station, and thence by train to Pen-zephyr, from which port she was, as usual, to cross the water immediately to her home, and become Mr. Heddegan’s wife on the Wednesday of the week following.


  She might have returned a week sooner. But though the wedding day had loomed so near, and the banns were out, she delayed her departure till this last moment, saying it was not necessary for her to be at home long beforehand. As Mr. Heddegan was older than herself, she said, she was to be married in her ordinary summer bonnet and grey silk frock, and there were no preparations to make that had not been amply made by her parents and intended husband.


  In due time, after a hot and tedious journey, she reached Pen-zephyr. She here obtained some refreshment, and then went towards the pier, where she learnt to her surprise that the little steamboat plying between the town and the islands had left at eleven o’clock; the usual hour of departure in the afternoon having been forestalled in consequence of the fogs which had for a few days prevailed towards evening, making twilight navigation dangerous.


  This being Saturday, there was now no other boat till Tuesday, and it became obvious that here she would have to remain for the three days, unless her friends should think fit to rig out one of the island sailing-boats and come to fetch her—a not very likely contingency, the sea distance being nearly forty miles.


  Baptista, however, had been detained in Pen-zephyr on more than one occasion before, either on account of bad weather or some such reason as the present, and she was therefore not in any personal alarm. But, as she was to be married on the following Wednesday, the delay was certainly inconvenient to a more than ordinary degree, since it would leave less than a day’s interval between her arrival and the wedding ceremony.


  Apart from this awkwardness she did not much mind the accident. It was indeed curious to see how little she minded. Perhaps it would not be too much to say that, although she was going to do the critical deed of her life quite willingly, she experienced an indefinable relief at the postponement of her meeting with Heddegan. But her manner after making discovery of the hindrance was quiet and subdued, even to passivity itself; as was instanced by her having, at the moment of receiving information that the steamer had sailed, replied ‘Oh,’ so coolly to the porter with her luggage, that he was almost disappointed at her lack of disappointment.


  The question now was, should she return again to Mrs. Wace, in the village of Lower Wessex, or wait in the town at which she had arrived. She would have preferred to go back, but the distance was too great; moreover, having left the place for good, and somewhat dramatically, to become a bride, a return, even for so short a space, would have been a trifle humiliating.


  Leaving, then, her boxes at the station, her next anxiety was to secure a respectable, or rather genteel, lodging in the popular seaside resort confronting her. To this end she looked about the town, in which, though she had passed through it half-a-dozen times, she was practically a stranger.


  Baptista found a room to suit her over a fruiterer’s shop; where she made herself at home, and set herself in order after her journey. An early cup of tea having revived her spirits she walked out to reconnoitre.


  Being a schoolmistress she avoided looking at the schools, and having a sort of trade connection with books, she avoided looking at the booksellers; but wearying of the other shops she inspected the churches; not that for her own part she cared much about ecclesiastical edifices; but tourists looked at them, and so would she—a proceeding for which no one would have credited her with any great originality, such, for instance, as that she subsequently showed herself to possess. The churches soon oppressed her. She tried the Museum, but came out because it seemed lonely and tedious.


  Yet the town and the walks in this land of strawberries, these headquarters of early English flowers and fruit, were then, as always, attractive. From the more picturesque streets she went to the town gardens, and the Pier, and the Harbour, and looked at the men at work there, loading and unloading as in the time of the Phoenicians.


  ‘Not Baptista? Yes, Baptista it is!’


  The words were uttered behind her. Turning round she gave a start, and became confused, even agitated, for a moment. Then she said in her usual undemonstrative manner, ‘O—is it really you, Charles?’


  Without speaking again at once, and with a half-smile, the new-comer glanced her over. There was much criticism, and some resentment—even temper—in his eye.


  ‘I am going home,’ continued she. ‘But I have missed the boat.’


  He scarcely seemed to take in the meaning of this explanation, in the intensity of his critical survey. ‘Teaching still? What a fine schoolmistress you make, Baptista, I warrant!’ he said with a slight flavour of sarcasm, which was not lost upon her.


  ‘I know I am nothing to brag of,’ she replied. ‘That’s why I have given up.’


  ‘O—given up? You astonish me.’


  ‘I hate the profession.’


  ‘Perhaps that’s because I am in it.’


  ‘O no, it isn’t. But I am going to enter on another life altogether. I am going to be married next week to Mr. David Heddegan.’


  The young man—fortified as he was by a natural cynical pride and passionateness—winced at this unexpected reply, notwithstanding.


  ‘Who is Mr. David Heddegan?’ he asked, as indifferently as lay in his power.


  She informed him the bearer of the name was a general merchant of Giant’s Town, St. Maria’s Island—her father’s nearest neighbour and oldest friend.


  ‘Then we shan’t see anything more of you on the mainland?’ inquired the schoolmaster.


  ‘O, I don’t know about that,’ said Miss Trewthen.


  ‘Here endeth the career of the belle of the boarding-school your father was foolish enough to send you to. A “general merchant’s” wife in the Lyonesse Isles. Will you sell pounds of soap and pennyworths of tin tacks, or whole bars of saponaceous matter, and great tenpenny nails?’


  ‘He’s not in such a small way as that!’ she almost pleaded. ‘He owns ships, though they are rather little ones!’


  ‘O, well, it is much the same. Come, let us walk on; it is tedious to stand still. I thought you would be a failure in education,’ he continued, when she obeyed him and strolled ahead. ‘You never showed power that way. You remind me much of some of those women who think they are sure to be great actresses if they go on the stage, because they have a pretty face, and forget that what we require is acting. But you found your mistake, didn’t you?’


  ‘Don’t taunt me, Charles.’ It was noticeable that the young schoolmaster’s tone caused her no anger or retaliatory passion; far otherwise: there was a tear in her eye. ‘How is it you are at Pen-zephyr?’ she inquired.


  ‘I don’t taunt you. I speak the truth, purely in a friendly way, as I should to any one I wished well. Though for that matter I might have some excuse even for taunting you. Such a terrible hurry as you’ve been in. I hate a woman who is in such a hurry.’


  ‘How do you mean that?’


  ‘Why—to be somebody’s wife or other—anything’s wife rather than nobody’s. You couldn’t wait for me, O, no. Well, thank God, I’m cured of all that!’


  ‘How merciless you are!’ she said bitterly. ‘Wait for you? What does that mean, Charley? You never showed—anything to wait for—anything special towards me.’


  ‘O come, Baptista dear; come!’


  ‘What I mean is, nothing definite,’ she expostulated. ‘I suppose you liked me a little; but it seemed to me to be only a pastime on your part, and that you never meant to make an honourable engagement of it.’


  ‘There, that’s just it! You girls expect a man to mean business at the first look. No man when he first becomes interested in a woman has any definite scheme of engagement to marry her in his mind, unless he is meaning a vulgar mercenary marriage. However, I did at last mean an honourable engagement, as you call it, come to that.’


  ‘But you never said so, and an indefinite courtship soon injures a woman’s position and credit, sooner than you think.’


  ‘Baptista, I solemnly declare that in six months I should have asked you to marry me.’


  She walked along in silence, looking on the ground, and appearing very uncomfortable. Presently he said, ‘Would you have waited for me if you had known?’ To this she whispered in a sorrowful whisper, ‘Yes!’


  They went still farther in silence—passing along one of the beautiful walks on the outskirts of the town, yet not observant of scene or situation. Her shoulder and his were close together, and he clasped his fingers round the small of her arm—quite lightly, and without any attempt at impetus; yet the act seemed to say, ‘Now I hold you, and my will must be yours.’


  Recurring to a previous question of hers he said, ‘I have merely run down here for a day or two from school near Trufal, before going off to the north for the rest of my holiday. I have seen my relations at Redrutin quite lately, so I am not going there this time. How little I thought of meeting you! How very different the circumstances would have been if, instead of parting again as we must in half-an-hour or so, possibly for ever, you had been now just going off with me, as my wife, on our honeymoon trip. Ha—ha—well—so humorous is life!’


  She stopped suddenly. ‘I must go back now—this is altogether too painful, Charley! It is not at all a kind mood you are in to-day.’


  ‘I don’t want to pain you—you know I do not,’ he said more gently. ‘Only it just exasperates me—this you are going to do. I wish you would not.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Marry him. There, now I have showed you my true sentiments.’


  ‘I must do it now,’ said she.


  ‘Why?’ he asked, dropping the off-hand masterful tone he had hitherto spoken in, and becoming earnest; still holding her arm, however, as if she were his chattel to be taken up or put down at will. ‘It is never too late to break off a marriage that’s distasteful to you. Now I’ll say one thing; and it is truth: I wish you would marry me instead of him, even now, at the last moment, though you have served me so badly.’


  ‘O, it is not possible to think of that!’ she answered hastily, shaking her head. ‘When I get home all will be prepared—it is ready even now—the things for the party, the furniture, Mr. Heddegan’s new suit, and everything. I should require the courage of a tropical lion to go home there and say I wouldn’t carry out my promise!’


  ‘Then go, in Heaven’s name! But there would be no necessity for you to go home and face them in that way. If we were to marry, it would have to be at once, instantly; or not at all. I should think your affection not worth the having unless you agreed to come back with me to Trufal this evening, where we could be married by licence on Monday morning. And then no Mr. David Heddegan or anybody else could get you away from me.’


  ‘I must go home by the Tuesday boat,’ she faltered. ‘What would they think if I did not come?’


  ‘You could go home by that boat just the same. All the difference would be that I should go with you. You could leave me on the quay, where I’d have a smoke, while you went and saw your father and mother privately; you could then tell them what you had done, and that I was waiting not far off; that I was a schoolmaster in a fairly good position, and a young man you had known when you were at the Training College. Then I would come boldly forward; and they would see that it could not be altered, and so you wouldn’t suffer a lifelong misery by being the wife of a wretched old gaffer you don’t like at all. Now, honestly; you do like me best, don’t you, Baptista?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then we will do as I say.’


  She did not pronounce a clear affirmative. But that she consented to the novel proposition at some moment or other of that walk was apparent by what occurred a little later.


  III


  An enterprise of such pith required, indeed, less talking than consideration. The first thing they did in carrying it out was to return to the railway station, where Baptista took from her luggage a small trunk of immediate necessaries which she would in any case have required after missing the boat. That same afternoon they travelled up the line to Trufal.


  Charles Stow (as his name was), despite his disdainful indifference to things, was very careful of appearances, and made the journey independently of her though in the same train. He told her where she could get board and lodgings in the city; and with merely a distant nod to her of a provisional kind, went off to his own quarters, and to see about the licence.


  On Sunday she saw him in the morning across the nave of the pro-cathedral. In the afternoon they walked together in the fields, where he told her that the licence would be ready next day, and would be available the day after, when the ceremony could be performed as early after eight o’clock as they should choose.


  His courtship, thus renewed after an interval of two years, was as impetuous, violent even, as it was short. The next day came and passed, and the final arrangements were made. Their agreement was to get the ceremony over as soon as they possibly could the next morning, so as to go on to Pen-zephyr at once, and reach that place in time for the boat’s departure the same day. It was in obedience to Baptista’s earnest request that Stow consented thus to make the whole journey to Lyonesse by land and water at one heat, and not break it at Pen-zephyr; she seemed to be oppressed with a dread of lingering anywhere, this great first act of disobedience to her parents once accomplished, with the weight on her mind that her home had to be convulsed by the disclosure of it. To face her difficulties over the water immediately she had created them was, however, a course more desired by Baptista than by her lover; though for once he gave way.


  The next morning was bright and warm as those which had preceded it. By six o’clock it seemed nearly noon, as is often the case in that part of England in the summer season. By nine they were husband and wife. They packed up and departed by the earliest train after the service; and on the way discussed at length what she should say on meeting her parents, Charley dictating the turn of each phrase. In her anxiety they had travelled so early that when they reached Pen-zephyr they found there were nearly two hours on their hands before the steamer’s time of sailing.


  Baptista was extremely reluctant to be seen promenading the streets of the watering-place with her husband till, as above stated, the household at Giant’s Town should know the unexpected course of events from her own lips; and it was just possible, if not likely, that some Lyonessian might be prowling about there, or even have come across the sea to look for her. To meet any one to whom she was known, and to have to reply to awkward questions about the strange young man at her side before her well-framed announcement had been delivered at proper time and place, was a thing she could not contemplate with equanimity. So, instead of looking at the shops and harbour, they went along the coast a little way.


  The heat of the morning was by this time intense. They clambered up on some cliffs, and while sitting there, looking around at St. Michael’s Mount and other objects, Charles said to her that he thought he would run down to the beach at their feet, and take just one plunge into the sea.


  Baptista did not much like the idea of being left alone; it was gloomy, she said. But he assured her he would not be gone more than a quarter of an hour at the outside, and she passively assented.


  Down he went, disappeared, appeared again, and looked back. Then he again proceeded, and vanished, till, as a small waxen object, she saw him emerge from the nook that had screened him, cross the white fringe of foam, and walk into the undulating mass of blue. Once in the water he seemed less inclined to hurry than before; he remained a long time; and, unable either to appreciate his skill or criticize his want of it at that distance, she withdrew her eyes from the spot, and gazed at the still outline of St. Michael’s—now beautifully toned in grey.


  Her anxiety for the hour of departure, and to cope at once with the approaching incidents that she would have to manipulate as best she could, sent her into a reverie. It was now Tuesday; she would reach home in the evening—a very late time they would say; but, as the delay was a pure accident, they would deem her marriage to Mr. Heddegan to-morrow still practicable. Then Charles would have to be produced from the background. It was a terrible undertaking to think of, and she almost regretted her temerity in wedding so hastily that morning. The rage of her father would be so crushing; the reproaches of her mother so bitter; and perhaps Charles would answer hotly, and perhaps cause estrangement till death. There had obviously been no alarm about her at St. Maria’s, or somebody would have sailed across to inquire for her. She had, in a letter written at the beginning of the week, spoken of the hour at which she intended to leave her country schoolhouse; and from this her friends had probably perceived that by such timing she would run a risk of losing the Saturday boat. She had missed it, and as a consequence sat here on the shore as Mrs. Charles Stow.


  This brought her to the present, and she turned from the outline of St. Michael’s Mount to look about for her husband’s form. He was, as far as she could discover, no longer in the sea. Then he was dressing. By moving a few steps she could see where his clothes lay. But Charles was not beside them.


  Baptista looked back again at the water in bewilderment, as if her senses were the victim of some sleight of hand. Not a speck or spot resembling a man’s head or face showed anywhere. By this time she was alarmed, and her alarm intensified when she perceived a little beyond the scene of her husband’s bathing a small area of water, the quality of whose surface differed from that of the surrounding expanse as the coarse vegetation of some foul patch in a mead differs from the fine green of the remainder. Elsewhere it looked flexuous, here it looked vermiculated and lumpy, and her marine experiences suggested to her in a moment that two currents met and caused a turmoil at this place.


  She descended as hastily as her trembling limbs would allow. The way down was terribly long, and before reaching the heap of clothes it occurred to her that, after all, it would be best to run first for help. Hastening along in a lateral direction she proceeded inland till she met a man, and soon afterwards two others. To them she exclaimed, ‘I think a gentleman who was bathing is in some danger. I cannot see him as I could. Will you please run and help him, at once, if you will be so kind?’


  She did not think of turning to show them the exact spot, indicating it vaguely by the direction of her hand, and still going on her way with the idea of gaining more assistance. When she deemed, in her faintness, that she had carried the alarm far enough, she faced about and dragged herself back again. Before reaching the now dreaded spot she met one of the men.


  ‘We can see nothing at all, Miss,’ he declared.


  Having gained the beach, she found the tide in, and no sign of Charley’s clothes. The other men whom she had besought to come had disappeared, it must have been in some other direction, for she had not met them going away. They, finding nothing, had probably thought her alarm a mere conjecture, and given up the quest.


  Baptista sank down upon the stones near at hand. Where Charley had undressed was now sea. There could not be the least doubt that he was drowned, and his body sucked under by the current; while his clothes, lying within high-water mark, had probably been carried away by the rising tide.


  She remained in a stupor for some minutes, till a strange sensation succeeded the aforesaid perceptions, mystifying her intelligence, and leaving her physically almost inert. With his personal disappearance, the last three days of her life with him seemed to be swallowed up, also his image, in her mind’s eye, waned curiously, receded far away, grew stranger and stranger, less and less real. Their meeting and marriage had been so sudden, unpremeditated, adventurous, that she could hardly believe that she had played her part in such a reckless drama. Of all the few hours of her life with Charles, the portion that most insisted in coming back to memory was their fortuitous encounter on the previous Saturday, and those bitter reprimands with which he had begun the attack, as it might be called, which had piqued her to an unexpected consummation.


  A sort of cruelty, an imperiousness, even in his warmth, had characterized Charles Stow. As a lover he had ever been a bit of a tyrant; and it might pretty truly have been said that he had stung her into marriage with him at last. Still more alien from her life did these reflections operate to make him; and then they would be chased away by an interval of passionate weeping and mad regret. Finally, there returned upon the confused mind of the young wife the recollection that she was on her way homeward, and that the packet would sail in three-quarters of an hour.


  Except the parasol in her hand, all she possessed was at the station awaiting her onward journey.


  She looked in that direction; and, entering one of those undemonstrative phases so common with her, walked quietly on.


  At first she made straight for the railway; but suddenly turning she went to a shop and wrote an anonymous line announcing his death by drowning to the only person she had ever heard Charles mention as a relative. Posting this stealthily, and with a fearful look around her, she seemed to acquire a terror of the late events, pursuing her way to the station as if followed by a spectre.


  When she got to the office she asked for the luggage that she had left there on the Saturday as well as the trunk left on the morning just lapsed. All were put in the boat, and she herself followed. Quickly as these things had been done, the whole proceeding, nevertheless, had been almost automatic on Baptista’s part, ere she had come to any definite conclusion on her course.


  Just before the bell rang she heard a conversation on the pier, which removed the last shade of doubt from her mind, if any had existed, that she was Charles Stow’s widow. The sentences were but fragmentary, but she could easily piece them out.


  ‘A man drowned—swam out too far—was a stranger to the place—people in boat—saw him go down—couldn’t get there in time.’


  The news was little more definite than this as yet; though it may as well be stated once for all that the statement was true. Charley, with the over-confidence of his nature, had ventured out too far for his strength, and succumbed in the absence of assistance, his lifeless body being at that moment suspended in the transparent mid-depths of the bay. His clothes, however, had merely been gently lifted by the rising tide, and floated into a nook hard by, where they lay out of sight of the passers-by till a day or two after.


  IV


  In ten minutes they were steaming out of the harbour for their voyage of four or five hours, at whose ending she would have to tell her strange story.


  As Pen-zephyr and all its environing scenes disappeared behind Mousehole and St. Clement’s Isle, Baptista’s ephemeral, meteor-like husband impressed her yet more as a fantasy. She was still in such a trance-like state that she had been an hour on the little packet-boat before she became aware of the agitating fact that Mr. Heddegan was on board with her. Involuntarily she slipped from her left hand the symbol of her wifehood.


  ‘Hee-hee! Well, the truth is, I wouldn’t interrupt ’ee. “I reckon she don’t see me, or won’t see me,” I said, “and what’s the hurry? She’ll see enough o’ me soon!” I hope ye be well, mee deer?’


  He was a hale, well-conditioned man of about five and fifty, of the complexion common to those whose lives are passed on the bluffs and beaches of an ocean isle. He extended the four quarters of his face in a genial smile, and his hand for a grasp of the same magnitude. She gave her own in surprised docility, and he continued:


  ‘I couldn’t help coming across to meet ’ee. What an unfortunate thing you missing the boat and not coming Saturday! They meant to have warned ’ee that the time was changed, but forgot it at the last moment. The truth is that I should have informed ’ee myself, but I was that busy finishing up a job last week, so as to have this week free, that I trusted to your father for attending to these little things. However, so plain and quiet as it is all to be, it really do not matter so much as it might otherwise have done, and I hope ye haven’t been greatly put out. Now, if you’d sooner that I should not be seen talking to ’ee—if ’ee feel shy at all before strangers—just say. I’ll leave ’ee to yourself till we get home.’


  ‘Thank you much. I am indeed a little tired, Mr. Heddegan.’


  He nodded urbane acquiescence, strolled away immediately, and minutely inspected the surface of the funnel, till some female passengers of Giant’s Town tittered at what they must have thought a rebuff—for the approaching wedding was known to many on St. Maria’s Island, though to nobody elsewhere. Baptista coloured at their satire, and called him back, and forced herself to commune with him in at least a mechanically friendly manner.


  The opening event had been thus different from her expectation, and she had adumbrated no act to meet it. Taken aback she passively allowed circumstances to pilot her along; and so the voyage was made.


  It was near dusk when they touched the pier of Giant’s Town, where several friends and neighbours stood awaiting them. Her father had a lantern in his hand. Her mother, too, was there, reproachfully glad that the delay had at last ended so simply. Mrs. Trewthen and her daughter went together along the Giant’s Walk, or promenade, to the house, rather in advance of her husband and Mr. Heddegan, who talked in loud tones which reached the women over their shoulders.


  Some would have called Mrs. Trewthen a good mother; but though well meaning she was maladroit, and her intentions missed their mark. This might have been partly attributable to the slight deafness from which she suffered. Now, as usual, the chief utterances came from her lips.


  ‘Ah, yes, I’m so glad, my child, that you’ve got over safe. It is all ready, and everything so well arranged, that nothing but misfortune could hinder you settling as, with God’s grace, becomes ’ee. Close to your mother’s door a’most, ’twill be a great blessing, I’m sure; and I was very glad to find from your letters that you’d held your word sacred. That’s right—make your word your bond always. Mrs. Wace seems to be a sensible woman. I hope the Lord will do for her as he’s doing for you no long time hence. And how did ’ee get over the terrible journey from Tor-upon-Sea to Pen-zephyr? Once you’d done with the railway, of course, you seemed quite at home. Well, Baptista, conduct yourself seemly, and all will be well.’


  Thus admonished, Baptista entered the house, her father and Mr. Heddegan immediately at her back. Her mother had been so didactic that she had felt herself absolutely unable to broach the subjects in the centre of her mind.


  The familiar room, with the dark ceiling, the well-spread table, the old chairs, had never before spoken so eloquently of the times ere she knew or had heard of Charley Stow. She went upstairs to take off her things, her mother remaining below to complete the disposition of the supper, and attend to the preparation of to-morrow’s meal, altogether composing such an array of pies, from pies of fish to pies of turnips, as was never heard of outside the Western Duchy. Baptista, once alone, sat down and did nothing; and was called before she had taken off her bonnet.


  ‘I’m coming,’ she cried, jumping up, and speedily disapparelling herself, brushed her hair with a few touches and went down.


  Two or three of Mr. Heddegan’s and her father’s friends had dropped in, and expressed their sympathy for the delay she had been subjected to. The meal was a most merry one except to Baptista. She had desired privacy, and there was none; and to break the news was already a greater difficulty than it had been at first. Everything around her, animate and inanimate, great and small, insisted that she had come home to be married; and she could not get a chance to say nay.


  One or two people sang songs, as overtures to the melody of the morrow, till at length bedtime came, and they all withdrew, her mother having retired a little earlier. When Baptista found herself again alone in her bedroom the case stood as before: she had come home with much to say, and she had said nothing.


  It was now growing clear even to herself that Charles being dead, she had not determination sufficient within her to break tidings which, had he been alive, would have imperatively announced themselves. And thus with the stroke of midnight came the turning of the scale; her story should remain untold. It was not that upon the whole she thought it best not to attempt to tell it; but that she could not undertake so explosive a matter. To stop the wedding now would cause a convulsion in Giant’s Town little short of volcanic. Weakened, tired, and terrified as she had been by the day’s adventures, she could not make herself the author of such a catastrophe. But how refuse Heddegan without telling? It really seemed to her as if her marriage with Mr. Heddegan were about to take place as if nothing had intervened.


  Morning came. The events of the previous days were cut off from her present existence by scene and sentiment more completely than ever. Charles Stow had grown to be a special being of whom, owing to his character, she entertained rather fearful than loving memory. Baptista could hear when she awoke that her parents were already moving about downstairs. But she did not rise till her mother’s rather rough voice resounded up the staircase as it had done on the preceding evening.


  ‘Baptista! Come, time to be stirring! The man will be here, by Heaven’s blessing, in three-quarters of an hour. He has looked in already for a minute or two—and says he’s going to the church to see if things be well forward.’


  Baptista arose, looked out of the window, and took the easy course. When she emerged from the regions above she was arrayed in her new silk frock and best stockings, wearing a linen jacket over the former for breakfasting, and her common slippers over the latter, not to spoil the new ones on the rough precincts of the dwelling.


  It is unnecessary to dwell at any great length on this part of the morning’s proceedings. She revealed nothing; and married Heddegan, as she had given her word to do, on that appointed August day.


  V


  Mr. Heddegan forgave the coldness of his bride’s manner during and after the wedding ceremony, full well aware that there had been considerable reluctance on her part to acquiesce in this neighbourly arrangement, and, as a philosopher of long standing, holding that whatever Baptista’s attitude now, the conditions would probably be much the same six months hence as those which ruled among other married couples.


  An absolutely unexpected shock was given to Baptista’s listless mind about an hour after the wedding service. They had nearly finished the mid-day dinner when the now husband said to her father, ‘We think of starting about two. And the breeze being so fair we shall bring up inside Pen-zephyr new pier about six at least.’


  ‘What—are we going to Pen-zephyr?’ said Baptista. ‘I don’t know anything of it.’


  ‘Didn’t you tell her?’ asked her father of Heddegan.


  It transpired that, owing to the delay in her arrival, this proposal too, among other things, had in the hurry not been mentioned to her, except some time ago as a general suggestion that they would go somewhere. Heddegan had imagined that any trip would be pleasant, and one to the mainland the pleasantest of all.


  She looked so distressed at the announcement that her husband willingly offered to give it up, though he had not had a holiday off the island for a whole year. Then she pondered on the inconvenience of staying at Giant’s Town, where all the inhabitants were bonded, by the circumstances of their situation, into a sort of family party, which permitted and encouraged on such occasions as these oral criticism that was apt to disturb the equanimity of newly married girls, and would especially worry Baptista in her strange situation. Hence, unexpectedly, she agreed not to disorganize her husband’s plans for the wedding jaunt, and it was settled that, as originally intended, they should proceed in a neighbour’s sailing boat to the metropolis of the district.


  In this way they arrived at Pen-zephyr without difficulty or mishap. Bidding adieu to Jenkin and his man, who had sailed them over, they strolled arm in arm off the pier, Baptista silent, cold, and obedient. Heddegan had arranged to take her as far as Plymouth before their return, but to go no further than where they had landed that day. Their first business was to find an inn; and in this they had unexpected difficulty, since for some reason or other—possibly the fine weather—many of the nearest at hand were full of tourists and commercial travellers. He led her on till he reached a tavern which, though comparatively unpretending, stood in as attractive a spot as any in the town; and this, somewhat to their surprise after their previous experience, they found apparently empty. The considerate old man, thinking that Baptista was educated to artistic notions, though he himself was deficient in them, had decided that it was most desirable to have, on such an occasion as the present, an apartment with ‘a good view’ (the expression being one he had often heard in use among tourists); and he therefore asked for a favourite room on the first floor, from which a bow-window protruded, for the express purpose of affording such an outlook.


  The landlady, after some hesitation, said she was sorry that particular apartment was engaged; the next one, however, or any other in the house, was unoccupied.


  ‘The gentleman who has the best one will give it up to-morrow, and then you can change into it,’ she added, as Mr. Heddegan hesitated about taking the adjoining and less commanding one.


  ‘We shall be gone to-morrow, and shan’t want it,’ he said.


  Wishing not to lose customers, the landlady earnestly continued that since he was bent on having the best room, perhaps the other gentleman would not object to move at once into the one they despised, since, though nothing could be seen from the window, the room was equally large.


  ‘Well, if he doesn’t care for a view,’ said Mr. Heddegan, with the air of a highly artistic man who did.


  ‘O no—I am sure he doesn’t,’ she said. ‘I can promise that you shall have the room you want. If you would not object to go for a walk for half an hour, I could have it ready, and your things in it, and a nice tea laid in the bow-window by the time you come back?’


  This proposal was deemed satisfactory by the fussy old tradesman, and they went out. Baptista nervously conducted him in an opposite direction to her walk of the former day in other company, showing on her wan face, had he observed it, how much she was beginning to regret her sacrificial step for mending matters that morning.


  She took advantage of a moment when her husband’s back was turned to inquire casually in a shop if anything had been heard of the gentleman who was sucked down in the eddy while bathing.


  The shopman said, ‘Yes, his body has been washed ashore,’ and had just handed Baptista a newspaper on which she discerned the heading, ‘A Schoolmaster drowned while bathing,’ when her husband turned to join her. She might have pursued the subject without raising suspicion; but it was more than flesh and blood could do, and completing a small purchase almost ran out of the shop.


  ‘What is your terrible hurry, mee deer?’ said Heddegan, hastening after.


  ‘I don’t know—I don’t want to stay in shops,’ she gasped.


  ‘And we won’t,’ he said. ‘They are suffocating this weather. Let’s go back and have some tay!’


  They found the much desired apartment awaiting their entry. It was a sort of combination bed and sitting-room, and the table was prettily spread with high tea in the bow-window, a bunch of flowers in the midst, and a best-parlour chair on each side. Here they shared the meal by the ruddy light of the vanishing sun. But though the view had been engaged, regardless of expense, exclusively for Baptista’s pleasure, she did not direct any keen attention out of the window. Her gaze as often fell on the floor and walls of the room as elsewhere, and on the table as much as on either, beholding nothing at all.


  But there was a change. Opposite her seat was the door, upon which her eyes presently became riveted like those of a little bird upon a snake. For, on a peg at the back of the door, there hung a hat; such a hat—surely, from its peculiar make, the actual hat—that had been worn by Charles. Conviction grew to certainty when she saw a railway ticket sticking up from the band. Charles had put the ticket there—she had noticed the act.


  Her teeth almost chattered; she murmured something incoherent. Her husband jumped up and said, ‘You are not well! What is it? What shall I get ’ee?’


  ‘Smelling salts!’ she said, quickly and desperately; ‘at that chemist’s shop you were in just now.’


  He jumped up like the anxious old man that he was, caught up his own hat from a back table, and without observing the other hastened out and downstairs.


  Left alone she gazed and gazed at the back of the door, then spasmodically rang the bell. An honest-looking country maid-servant appeared in response.


  ‘A hat!’ murmured Baptista, pointing with her finger. ‘It does not belong to us.’


  ‘O yes, I’ll take it away,’ said the young woman with some hurry. ‘It belongs to the other gentleman.’


  She spoke with a certain awkwardness, and took the hat out of the room. Baptista had recovered her outward composure. ‘The other gentleman?’ she said. ‘Where is the other gentleman?’


  ‘He’s in the next room, ma’am. He removed out of this to oblige ’ee.’


  ‘How can you say so? I should hear him if he were there,’ said Baptista, sufficiently recovered to argue down an apparent untruth.


  ‘He’s there,’ said the girl, hardily.


  ‘Then it is strange that he makes no noise,’ said Mrs. Heddegan, convicting the girl of falsity by a look.


  ‘He makes no noise; but it is not strange,’ said the servant.


  All at once a dread took possession of the bride’s heart, like a cold hand laid thereon; for it flashed upon her that there was a possibility of reconciling the girl’s statement with her own knowledge of facts.


  ‘Why does he make no noise?’ she weakly said.


  The waiting-maid was silent, and looked at her questioner. ‘If I tell you, ma’am, you won’t tell missis?’ she whispered.


  Baptista promised.


  ‘Because he’s a-lying dead!’ said the girl. ‘He’s the schoolmaster that was drownded yesterday.’


  ‘O!’ said the bride, covering her eyes. ‘Then he was in this room till just now?’


  ‘Yes,’ said the maid, thinking the young lady’s agitation natural enough. ‘And I told missis that I thought she oughtn’t to have done it, because I don’t hold it right to keep visitors so much in the dark where death’s concerned; but she said the gentleman didn’t die of anything infectious; she was a poor, honest, innkeeper’s wife, she says, who had to get her living by making hay while the sun sheened. And owing to the drownded gentleman being brought here, she said, it kept so many people away that we were empty, though all the other houses were full. So when your good man set his mind upon the room, and she would have lost good paying folk if he’d not had it, it wasn’t to be supposed, she said, that she’d let anything stand in the way. Ye won’t say that I’ve told ye, please, m’m? All the linen has been changed, and as the inquest won’t be till to-morrow, after you are gone, she thought you wouldn’t know a word of it, being strangers here.’


  The returning footsteps of her husband broke off further narration. Baptista waved her hand, for she could not speak. The waiting-maid quickly withdrew, and Mr. Heddegan entered with the smelling salts and other nostrums.


  ‘Any better?’ he questioned.


  ‘I don’t like the hotel,’ she exclaimed, almost simultaneously. ‘I can’t bear it—it doesn’t suit me!’


  ‘Is that all that’s the matter?’ he returned pettishly (this being the first time of his showing such a mood). ‘Upon my heart and life such trifling is trying to any man’s temper, Baptista! Sending me about from here to yond, and then when I come back saying ’ee don’t like the place that I have sunk so much money and words to get for ’ee. ’Od dang it all, ’tis enough to—But I won’t say any more at present, mee deer, though it is just too much to expect to turn out of the house now. We shan’t get another quiet place at this time of the evening—every other inn in the town is bustling with rackety folk of one sort and t’other, while here ’tis as quiet as the grave—the country, I would say. So bide still, d’ye hear, and to-morrow we shall be out of the town altogether—as early as you like.’


  The obstinacy of age had, in short, overmastered its complaisance, and the young woman said no more. The simple course of telling him that in the adjoining room lay a corpse which had lately occupied their own might, it would have seemed, have been an effectual one without further disclosure, but to allude to that subject, however it was disguised, was more than Heddegan’s young wife had strength for. Horror broke her down. In the contingency one thing only presented itself to her paralyzed regard—that here she was doomed to abide, in a hideous contiguity to the dead husband and the living, and her conjecture did, in fact, bear itself out. That night she lay between the two men she had married—Heddegan on the one hand, and on the other through the partition against which the bed stood, Charles Stow.


  VI


  Kindly time had withdrawn the foregoing event three days from the present of Baptista Heddegan. It was ten o’clock in the morning; she had been ill, not in an ordinary or definite sense, but in a state of cold stupefaction, from which it was difficult to arouse her so much as to say a few sentences. When questioned she had replied that she was pretty well.


  Their trip, as such, had been something of a failure. They had gone on as far as Falmouth, but here he had given way to her entreaties to return home. This they could not very well do without repassing through Pen-zephyr, at which place they had now again arrived.


  In the train she had seen a weekly local paper, and read there a paragraph detailing the inquest on Charles. It was added that the funeral was to take place at his native town of Redrutin on Friday.


  After reading this she had shown no reluctance to enter the fatal neighbourhood of the tragedy, only stipulating that they should take their rest at a different lodging from the first; and now comparatively braced up and calm—indeed a cooler creature altogether than when last in the town, she said to David that she wanted to walk out for a while, as they had plenty of time on their hands.


  ‘To a shop as usual, I suppose, mee deer?’


  ‘Partly for shopping,’ she said. ‘And it will be best for you, dear, to stay in after trotting about so much, and have a good rest while I am gone.’


  He assented; and Baptista sallied forth. As she had stated, her first visit was made to a shop, a draper’s. Without the exercise of much choice she purchased a black bonnet and veil, also a black stuff gown; a black mantle she already wore. These articles were made up into a parcel which, in spite of the saleswoman’s offers, her customer said she would take with her. Bearing it on her arm she turned to the railway, and at the station got a ticket for Redrutin.


  Thus it appeared that, on her recovery from the paralyzed mood of the former day, while she had resolved not to blast utterly the happiness of her present husband by revealing the history of the departed one, she had also determined to indulge a certain odd, inconsequent, feminine sentiment of decency, to the small extent to which it could do no harm to any person. At Redrutin she emerged from the railway carriage in the black attire purchased at the shop, having during the transit made the change in the empty compartment she had chosen. The other clothes were now in the bandbox and parcel. Leaving these at the cloak-room she proceeded onward, and after a wary survey reached the side of a hill whence a view of the burial ground could be obtained.


  It was now a little before two o’clock. While Baptista waited a funeral procession ascended the road. Baptista hastened across, and by the time the procession entered the cemetery gates she had unobtrusively joined it.


  In addition to the schoolmaster’s own relatives (not a few), the paragraph in the newspapers of his death by drowning had drawn together many neighbours, acquaintances, and onlookers. Among them she passed unnoticed, and with a quiet step pursued the winding path to the chapel, and afterwards thence to the grave. When all was over, and the relatives and idlers had withdrawn, she stepped to the edge of the chasm. From beneath her mantle she drew a little bunch of forget-me-nots, and dropped them in upon the coffin. In a few minutes she also turned and went away from the cemetery. By five o’clock she was again in Pen-zephyr.


  ‘You have been a mortal long time!’ said her husband, crossly. ‘I allowed you an hour at most, mee deer.’


  ‘It occupied me longer,’ said she.


  ‘Well—I reckon it is wasting words to complain. Hang it, ye look so tired and wisht that I can’t find heart to say what I would!’


  ‘I am—weary and wisht, David; I am. We can get home to-morrow for certain, I hope?’


  ‘We can. And please God we will!’ said Mr. Heddegan heartily, as if he too were weary of his brief honeymoon. ‘I must be into business again on Monday morning at latest.’


  They left by the next morning steamer, and in the afternoon took up their residence in their own house at Giant’s Town.


  The hour that she reached the island it was as if a material weight had been removed from Baptista’s shoulders. Her husband attributed the change to the influence of the local breezes after the hot-house atmosphere of the mainland. However that might be, settled here, a few doors from her mother’s dwelling, she recovered in no very long time much of her customary bearing, which was never very demonstrative. She accepted her position calmly, and faintly smiled when her neighbours learned to call her Mrs. Heddegan, and said she seemed likely to become the leader of fashion in Giant’s Town.


  Her husband was a man who had made considerably more money by trade than her father had done: and perhaps the greater profusion of surroundings at her command than she had heretofore been mistress of, was not without an effect upon her. One week, two weeks, three weeks passed; and, being pre-eminently a young woman who allowed things to drift, she did nothing whatever either to disclose or conceal traces of her first marriage; or to learn if there existed possibilities—which there undoubtedly did—by which that hasty contract might become revealed to those about her at any unexpected moment.


  While yet within the first month of her marriage, and on an evening just before sunset, Baptista was standing within her garden adjoining the house, when she saw passing along the road a personage clad in a greasy black coat and battered tall hat, which, common enough in the slums of a city, had an odd appearance in St. Maria’s. The tramp, as he seemed to be, marked her at once—bonnetless and unwrapped as she was her features were plainly recognizable—and with an air of friendly surprise came and leant over the wall.


  ‘What! don’t you know me?’ said he.


  She had some dim recollection of his face, but said that she was not acquainted with him.


  ‘Why, your witness to be sure, ma’am. Don’t you mind the man that was mending the church-window when you and your intended husband walked up to be made one; and the clerk called me down from the ladder, and I came and did my part by writing my name and occupation?’


  Baptista glanced quickly around; her husband was out of earshot. That would have been of less importance but for the fact that the wedding witnessed by this personage had not been the wedding with Mr. Heddegan, but the one on the day previous.


  ‘I’ve had a misfortune since then, that’s pulled me under,’ continued her friend. ‘But don’t let me damp yer wedded joy by naming the particulars. Yes, I’ve seen changes since; though ’tis but a short time ago—let me see, only a month next week, I think; for ’twere the first or second day in August.’


  ‘Yes—that’s when it was,’ said another man, a sailor, who had come up with a pipe in his mouth, and felt it necessary to join in (Baptista having receded to escape further speech). ‘For that was the first time I set foot in Giant’s Town; and her husband took her to him the same day.’


  A dialogue then proceeded between the two men outside the wall, which Baptista could not help hearing.


  ‘Ay, I signed the book that made her one flesh,’ repeated the decayed glazier. ‘Where’s her goodman?’


  ‘About the premises somewhere; but you don’t see ’em together much,’ replied the sailor in an undertone. ‘You see, he’s older than she.’


  ‘Older? I should never have thought it from my own observation,’ said the glazier. ‘He was a remarkably handsome man.’


  ‘Handsome? Well, there he is—we can see for ourselves.’


  David Heddegan had, indeed, just shown himself at the upper end of the garden; and the glazier, looking in bewilderment from the husband to the wife, saw the latter turn pale.


  Now that decayed glazier was a far-seeing and cunning man—too far-seeing and cunning to allow himself to thrive by simple and straightforward means—and he held his peace, till he could read more plainly the meaning of this riddle, merely adding carelessly, ‘Well—marriage do alter a man, ’tis true. I should never ha’ knowed him!’


  He then stared oddly at the disconcerted Baptista, and moving on to where he could again address her, asked her to do him a good turn, since he once had done the same for her. Understanding that he meant money, she handed him some, at which he thanked her, and instantly went away.


  VII


  She had escaped exposure on this occasion; but the incident had been an awkward one, and should have suggested to Baptista that sooner or later the secret must leak out. As it was, she suspected that at any rate she had not heard the last of the glazier.


  In a day or two, when her husband had gone to the old town on the other side of the island, there came a gentle tap at the door, and the worthy witness of her first marriage made his appearance a second time.


  ‘It took me hours to get to the bottom of the mystery—hours!’ he said with a gaze of deep confederacy which offended her pride very deeply. ‘But thanks to a good intellect I’ve done it. Now, ma’am, I’m not a man to tell tales, even when a tale would be so good as this. But I’m going back to the mainland again, and a little assistance would be as rain on thirsty ground.’


  ‘I helped you two days ago,’ began Baptista.


  ‘Yes—but what was that, my good lady? Not enough to pay my passage to Pen-zephyr. I came over on your account, for I thought there was a mystery somewhere. Now I must go back on my own. Mind this—’twould be very awkward for you if your old man were to know. He’s a queer temper, though he may be fond.’


  She knew as well as her visitor how awkward it would be; and the hush-money she paid was heavy that day. She had, however, the satisfaction of watching the man to the steamer, and seeing him diminish out of sight. But Baptista perceived that the system into which she had been led of purchasing silence thus was one fatal to her peace of mind, particularly if it had to be continued.


  Hearing no more from the glazier she hoped the difficulty was past. But another week only had gone by, when, as she was pacing the Giant’s Walk (the name given to the promenade), she met the same personage in the company of a fat woman carrying a bundle.


  ‘This is the lady, my dear,’ he said to his companion. ‘This, ma’am, is my wife. We’ve come to settle in the town for a time, if so be we can find room.’


  ‘That you won’t do,’ said she. ‘Nobody can live here who is not privileged.’


  ‘I am privileged,’ said the glazier, ‘by my trade.’


  Baptista went on, but in the afternoon she received a visit from the man’s wife. This honest woman began to depict, in forcible colours, the necessity for keeping up the concealment.


  ‘I will intercede with my husband, ma’am,’ she said. ‘He’s a true man if rightly managed; and I’ll beg him to consider your position. ’Tis a very nice house you’ve got here,’ she added, glancing round, ‘and well worth a little sacrifice to keep it.’


  The unlucky Baptista staved off the danger on this third occasion as she had done on the previous two. But she formed a resolve that, if the attack were once more to be repeated she would face a revelation—worse though that must now be than before she had attempted to purchase silence by bribes. Her tormentors, never believing her capable of acting upon such an intention, came again; but she shut the door in their faces. They retreated, muttering something; but she went to the back of the house, where David Heddegan was.


  She looked at him, unconscious of all. The case was serious; she knew that well; and all the more serious in that she liked him better now than she had done at first. Yet, as she herself began to see, the secret was one that was sure to disclose itself. Her name and Charles’s stood indelibly written in the registers; and though a month only had passed as yet it was a wonder that his clandestine union with her had not already been discovered by his friends. Thus spurring herself to the inevitable, she spoke to Heddegan.


  ‘David, come indoors. I have something to tell you.’


  He hardly regarded her at first. She had discerned that during the last week or two he had seemed preoccupied, as if some private business harassed him. She repeated her request. He replied with a sigh, ‘Yes, certainly, mee deer.’


  When they had reached the sitting-room and shut the door she repeated, faintly, ‘David, I have something to tell you—a sort of tragedy I have concealed. You will hate me for having so far deceived you; but perhaps my telling you voluntarily will make you think a little better of me than you would do otherwise.’


  ‘Tragedy?’ he said, awakening to interest. ‘Much you can know about tragedies, mee deer, that have been in the world so short a time!’


  She saw that he suspected nothing, and it made her task the harder. But on she went steadily. ‘It is about something that happened before we were married,’ she said.


  ‘Indeed!’


  ‘Not a very long time before—a short time. And it is about a lover,’ she faltered.


  ‘I don’t much mind that,’ he said mildly. ‘In truth, I was in hopes ’twas more.’


  ‘In hopes!’


  ‘Well, yes.’


  This screwed her up to the necessary effort. ‘I met my old sweetheart. He scorned me, chid me, dared me, and I went and married him. We were coming straight here to tell you all what we had done; but he was drowned; and I thought I would say nothing about him: and I married you, David, for the sake of peace and quietness. I’ve tried to keep it from you, but have found I cannot. There—that’s the substance of it, and you can never, never forgive me, I am sure!’


  She spoke desperately. But the old man, instead of turning black or blue, or slaying her in his indignation, jumped up from his chair, and began to caper around the room in quite an ecstatic emotion.


  ‘O, happy thing! How well it falls out!’ he exclaimed, snapping his fingers over his head. ‘Ha-ha—the knot is cut—I see a way out of my trouble—ha-ha!’


  She looked at him without uttering a sound, till, as he still continued smiling joyfully, she said, ‘O—what do you mean? Is it done to torment me?’


  ‘No—no! O, mee deer, your story helps me out of the most heart-aching quandary a poor man ever found himself in! You see, it is this—I’ve got a tragedy, too; and unless you had had one to tell, I could never have seen my way to tell mine!’


  ‘What is yours—what is it?’ she asked, with altogether a new view of things.


  ‘Well—it is a bouncer; mine is a bouncer!’ said he, looking on the ground and wiping his eyes.


  ‘Not worse than mine?’


  ‘Well—that depends upon how you look at it. Yours had to do with the past alone; and I don’t mind it. You see, we’ve been married a month, and it don’t jar upon me as it would if we’d only been married a day or two. Now mine refers to past, present, and future; so that——’


  ‘Past, present, and future!’ she murmured. ‘It never occurred to me that you had a tragedy too.’


  ‘But I have!’ he said, shaking his head. ‘In fact, four.’


  ‘Then tell ’em!’ cried the young woman.


  ‘I will—I will. But be considerate, I beg ’ee, mee deer. Well—I wasn’t a bachelor when I married ’ee, any more than you were a spinster. Just as you was a widow-woman, I was a widow-man.’


  ‘Ah!’ said she, with some surprise. ‘But is that all?—then we are nicely balanced,’ she added, relieved.


  ‘No—it is not all. There’s the point. I am not only a widower.’


  ‘O, David!’


  ‘I am a widower with four tragedies—that is to say, four strapping girls—the eldest taller than you. Don’t ’ee look so struck—dumb-like! It fell out in this way. I knew the poor woman, their mother, in Pen-zephyr for some years; and—to cut a long story short—I privately married her at last, just before she died. I kept the matter secret, but it is getting known among the people here by degrees. I’ve long felt for the children—that it is my duty to have them here, and do something for them. I have not had courage to break it to ’ee, but I’ve seen lately that it would soon come to your ears, and that hev worried me.’


  ‘Are they educated?’ said the ex-schoolmistress.


  ‘No. I am sorry to say they have been much neglected; in truth, they can hardly read. And so I thought that by marrying a young schoolmistress I should get some one in the house who could teach ’em, and bring ’em into genteel condition, all for nothing. You see, they are growed up too tall to be sent to school.’


  ‘O, mercy!’ she almost moaned. ‘Four great girls to teach the rudiments to, and have always in the house with me spelling over their books; and I hate teaching, it kills me. I am bitterly punished—I am, I am!’


  ‘You’ll get used to ’em, mee deer, and the balance of secrets—mine against yours—will comfort your heart with a sense of justice. I could send for ’em this week very well—and I will! In faith, I could send this very day. Baptista, you have relieved me of all my difficulty!’


  Thus the interview ended, so far as this matter was concerned. Baptista was too stupefied to say more, and when she went away to her room she wept from very mortification at Mr. Heddegan’s duplicity. Education, the one thing she abhorred; the shame of it to delude a young wife so!


  The next meal came round. As they sat, Baptista would not suffer her eyes to turn towards him. He did not attempt to intrude upon her reserve, but every now and then looked under the table and chuckled with satisfaction at the aspect of affairs. ‘How very well matched we be!’ he said, comfortably.


  Next day, when the steamer came in, Baptista saw her husband rush down to meet it; and soon after there appeared at her door four tall, hipless, shoulderless girls, dwindling in height and size from the eldest to the youngest, like a row of Pan pipes; at the head of them standing Heddegan. He smiled pleasantly through the grey fringe of his whiskers and beard, and turning to the girls said, ‘Now come forrard, and shake hands properly with your stepmother.’


  Thus she made their acquaintance, and he went out, leaving them together. On examination the poor girls turned out to be not only plain-looking, which she could have forgiven, but to have such a lamentably meagre intellectual equipment as to be hopelessly inadequate as companions. Even the eldest, almost her own age, could only read with difficulty words of two syllables; and taste in dress was beyond their comprehension. In the long vista of future years she saw nothing but dreary drudgery at her detested old trade without prospect of reward.


  She went about quite despairing during the next few days—an unpromising, unfortunate mood for a woman who had not been married six weeks. From her parents she concealed everything. They had been amongst the few acquaintances of Heddegan who knew nothing of his secret, and were indignant enough when they saw such a ready-made household foisted upon their only child. But she would not support them in their remonstrances.


  ‘No, you don’t yet know all,’ she said.


  Thus Baptista had sense enough to see the retributive fairness of this issue. For some time, whenever conversation arose between her and Heddegan, which was not often, she always said, ‘I am miserable, and you know it. Yet I don’t wish things to be otherwise.’


  But one day when he asked, ‘How do you like ’em now?’ her answer was unexpected. ‘Much better than I did,’ she said, quietly. ‘I may like them very much some day.’


  This was the beginning of a serener season for the chastened spirit of Baptista Heddegan. She had, in truth, discovered, underneath the crust of uncouthness and meagre articulation which was due to their Troglodytean existence, that her unwelcomed daughters had natures that were unselfish almost to sublimity. The harsh discipline accorded to their young lives before their mother’s wrong had been righted, had operated less to crush them than to lift them above all personal ambition. They considered the world and its contents in a purely objective way, and their own lot seemed only to affect them as that of certain human beings among the rest, whose troubles they knew rather than suffered.


  This was such an entirely new way of regarding life to a woman of Baptista’s nature, that her attention, from being first arrested by it, became deeply interested. By imperceptible pulses her heart expanded in sympathy with theirs. The sentences of her tragi-comedy, her life, confused till now, became clearer daily. That in humanity, as exemplified by these girls, there was nothing to dislike, but infinitely much to pity, she learnt with the lapse of each week in their company. She grew to like the girls of unpromising exterior, and from liking she got to love them; till they formed an unexpected point of junction between her own and her husband’s interests, generating a sterling friendship at least, between a pair in whose existence there had threatened to be neither friendship nor love.


  October 1885.


  ♣


  The Romantic Adventures of a Milkmaid


  I


  It was half-past four o’clock (by the testimony of the land-surveyor, my authority for the particulars of this story, a gentleman with the faintest curve of humour on his lips); it was half-past four o’clock on a May morning in the eighteen forties. A dense white fog hung over the Valley of the Exe, ending against the hills on either side.


  But though nothing in the vale could be seen from higher ground, notes of differing kinds gave pretty clear indications that bustling life was going on there. This audible presence and visual absence of an active scene had a peculiar effect above the fog level. Nature had laid a white hand over the creatures ensconced within the vale, as a hand might be laid over a nest of chirping birds.


  The noises that ascended through the pallid coverlid were perturbed lowings, mingled with human voices in sharps and flats, and the bark of a dog. These, followed by the slamming of a gate, explained as well as eyesight could have done, to any inhabitant of the district, that Dairyman Tucker’s under-milker was driving the cows from the meads into the stalls. When a rougher accent joined in the vociferations of man and beast, it would have been realized that the dairy-farmer himself had come out to meet the cows, pail in hand, and white pinafore on; and when, moreover, some women’s voices joined in the chorus, that the cows were stalled and proceedings about to commence.


  A hush followed, the atmosphere being so stagnant that the milk could be heard buzzing into the pails, together with occasional words of the milkmaids and men.


  ‘Don’t ye bide about long upon the road, Margery. You can be back again by skimming-time.’


  The rough voice of Dairyman Tucker was the vehicle of this remark. The barton-gate slammed again, and in two or three minutes a something became visible, rising out of the fog in that quarter.


  The shape revealed itself as that of a woman having a young and agile gait. The colours and other details of her dress were then disclosed—a bright pink cotton frock (because winter was over); a small woollen shawl of shepherd’s plaid (because summer was not come); a white handkerchief tied over her head-gear, because it was so foggy, so damp, and so early; and a straw bonnet and ribbons peeping from under the handkerchief, because it was likely to be a sunny May day.


  Her face was of the hereditary type among families down in these parts: sweet in expression, perfect in hue, and somewhat irregular in feature. Her eyes were of a liquid brown. On her arm she carried a withy basket, in which lay several butter-rolls in a nest of wet cabbage-leaves. She was the ‘Margery’ who had been told not to ‘bide about long upon the road.’


  She went on her way across the fields, sometimes above the fog, sometimes below it, not much perplexed by its presence except when the track was so indefinite that it ceased to be a guide to the next stile. The dampness was such that innumerable earthworms lay in couples across the path till, startled even by her light tread, they withdrew suddenly into their holes. She kept clear of all trees. Why was that? There was no danger of lightning on such a morning as this. But though the roads were dry the fog had gathered in the boughs, causing them to set up such a dripping as would go clean through the protecting handkerchief like bullets, and spoil the ribbons beneath. The beech and ash were particularly shunned, for they dripped more maliciously than any. It was an instance of woman’s keen appreciativeness of nature’s moods and peculiarities: a man crossing those fields might hardly have perceived that the trees dripped at all.


  In less than an hour she had traversed a distance of four miles, and arrived at a latticed cottage in a secluded spot. An elderly woman, scarce awake, answered her knocking. Margery delivered up the butter, and said, ‘How is granny this morning? I can’t stay to go up to her, but tell her I have returned what we owed her.’


  Her grandmother was no worse than usual: and receiving back the empty basket the girl proceeded to carry out some intention which had not been included in her orders. Instead of returning to the light labours of skimming-time, she hastened on, her direction being towards a little neighbouring town. Before, however, Margery had proceeded far, she met the postman, laden to the neck with letter-bags, of which he had not yet deposited one.


  ‘Are the shops open yet, Samuel?’ she said.


  ‘O no,’ replied that stooping pedestrian, not waiting to stand upright. ‘They won’t be open yet this hour, except the saddler and ironmonger and little tacker-haired machine-man for the farm folk. They downs their shutters at half-past six, then the baker’s at half-past seven, then the draper’s at eight.’


  ‘O, the draper’s at eight.’ It was plain that Margery had wanted the draper’s.


  The postman turned up a side-path, and the young girl, as though deciding within herself that if she could not go shopping at once she might as well get back for the skimming, retraced her steps.


  The public road home from this point was easy but devious. By far the nearest way was by getting over a fence, and crossing the private grounds of a picturesque old country-house, whose chimneys were just visible through the trees. As the house had been shut up for many months, the girl decided to take the straight cut. She pushed her way through the laurel bushes, sheltering her bonnet with the shawl as an additional safeguard, scrambled over an inner boundary, went along through more shrubberies, and stood ready to emerge upon the open lawn. Before doing so she looked around in the wary manner of a poacher. It was not the first time that she had broken fence in her life; but somehow, and all of a sudden, she had felt herself too near womanhood to indulge in such practices with freedom. However, she moved forth, and the house-front stared her in the face, at this higher level unobscured by fog.


  It was a building of the medium size, and unpretending, the façade being of stone; and of the Italian elevation made familiar by Inigo Jones and his school. There was a doorway to the lawn, standing at the head of a flight of steps. The shutters of the house were closed, and the blinds of the bedrooms drawn down. Her perception of the fact that no crusty caretaker could see her from the windows led her at once to slacken her pace, and stroll through the flower-beds coolly. A house unblinded is a possible spy, and must be treated accordingly; a house with the shutters together is an insensate heap of stone and mortar, to be faced with indifference.


  On the other side of the house the greensward rose to an eminence, whereon stood one of those curious summer shelters sometimes erected on exposed points of view, called an all-the-year-round. In the present case it consisted of four walls radiating from a centre like the arms of a turnstile, with seats in each angle, so that whencesoever the wind came, it was always possible to find a screened corner from which to observe the landscape.


  The milkmaid’s trackless course led her up the hill and past this erection. At ease as to being watched and scolded as an intruder, her mind flew to other matters; till, at the moment when she was not a yard from the shelter, she heard a foot or feet scraping on the gravel behind it. Some one was in the all-the-year-round, apparently occupying the seat on the other side; as was proved when, on turning, she saw an elbow, a man’s elbow, projecting over the edge.


  Now the young woman did not much like the idea of going down the hill under the eyes of this person, which she would have to do if she went on, for as an intruder she was liable to be called back and questioned upon her business there. Accordingly she crept softly up and sat in the seat behind, intending to remain there until her companion should leave.


  This he by no means seemed in a hurry to do. What could possibly have brought him there, what could detain him there, at six o’clock on a morning of mist when there was nothing to be seen or enjoyed of the vale beneath, puzzled her not a little. But he remained quite still, and Margery grew impatient. She discerned the track of his feet in the dewy grass, forming a line from the house steps, which announced that he was an inhabitant and not a chance passer-by. At last she peeped round.


  II


  A fine-framed dark-mustachioed gentleman, in dressing-gown and slippers, was sitting there in the damp without a hat on. With one hand he was tightly grasping his forehead, the other hung over his knee. The attitude bespoke with sufficient clearness a mental condition of anguish. He was quite a different being from any of the men to whom her eyes were accustomed. She had never seen mustachios before, for they were not worn by civilians in Lower Wessex at this date. His hands and his face were white—to her view deadly white—and he heeded nothing outside his own existence. There he remained as motionless as the bushes around him; indeed, he scarcely seemed to breathe.


  Having imprudently advanced thus far, Margery’s wish was to get back again in the same unseen manner; but in moving her foot for the purpose it grated on the gravel. He started up with an air of bewilderment, and slipped something into the pocket of his dressing-gown. She was almost certain that it was a pistol. The pair stood looking blankly at each other.


  ‘My Gott, who are you?’ he asked sternly, and with not altogether an English articulation. ‘What do you do here?’


  Margery had already begun to be frightened at her boldness in invading the lawn and pleasure-seat. The house had a master, and she had not known of it. ‘My name is Margaret Tucker, sir,’ she said meekly. ‘My father is Dairyman Tucker. We live at Silverthorn Dairy-house.’


  ‘What were you doing here at this hour of the morning?’


  She told him, even to the fact that she had climbed over the fence.


  ‘And what made you peep round at me?’


  ‘I saw your elbow, sir; and I wondered what you were doing?’


  ‘And what was I doing?’


  ‘Nothing. You had one hand on your forehead and the other on your knee. I do hope you are not ill, sir, or in deep trouble?’ Margery had sufficient tact to say nothing about the pistol.


  ‘What difference would it make to you if I were ill or in trouble? You don’t know me.’


  She returned no answer, feeling that she might have taken a liberty in expressing sympathy. But, looking furtively up at him, she discerned to her surprise that he seemed affected by her humane wish, simply as it had been expressed. She had scarcely conceived that such a tall dark man could know what gentle feelings were.


  ‘Well, I am much obliged to you for caring how I am,’ said he with a faint smile and an affected lightness of manner which, even to her, only rendered more apparent the gloom beneath. ‘I have not slept this past night. I suffer from sleeplessness. Probably you do not.’


  Margery laughed a little, and he glanced with interest at the comely picture she presented; her fresh face, brown hair, candid eyes, unpractised manner, country dress, pink hands, empty wicker-basket, and the handkerchief over her bonnet.


  ‘Well,’ he said, after his scrutiny, ‘I need hardly have asked such a question of one who is Nature’s own image…. Ah, but my good little friend,’ he added, recurring to his bitter tone and sitting wearily down, ‘you don’t know what great clouds can hang over some people’s lives, and what cowards some men are in face of them. To escape themselves they travel, take picturesque houses, and engage in country sports. But here it is so dreary, and the fog was horrible this morning!’


  ‘Why, this is only the pride of the morning!’ said Margery. ‘By-and-by it will be a beautiful day.’


  She was going on her way forthwith; but he detained her—detained her with words, talking on every innocent little subject he could think of. He had an object in keeping her there more serious than his words would imply. It was as if he feared to be left alone.


  While they still stood, the misty figure of the postman, whom Margery had left a quarter of an hour earlier to follow his sinuous course, crossed the grounds below them on his way to the house. Signifying to Margery by a wave of his hand that she was to step back out of sight, in the hinder angle of the shelter, the gentleman beckoned to the postman to bring the bag to where he stood. The man did so, and again resumed his journey.


  The stranger unlocked the bag and threw it on the seat, having taken one letter from within. This he read attentively, and his countenance changed.


  The change was almost phantasmagorial, as if the sun had burst through the fog upon that face: it became clear, bright, almost radiant. Yet it was but a change that may take place in the commonest human being, provided his countenance be not too wooden, or his artifice have not grown to second nature. He turned to Margery, who was again edging off, and, seizing her hand, appeared as though he were about to embrace her. Checking his impulse, he said, ‘My guardian child—my good friend—you have saved me!’


  ‘What from?’ she ventured to ask.


  ‘That you may never know.’


  She thought of the weapon, and guessed that the letter he had just received had effected this change in his mood, but made no observation till he went on to say, ‘What did you tell me was your name, dear girl?’


  She repeated her name.


  ‘Margaret Tucker.’ He stooped, and pressed her hand. ‘Sit down for a moment—one moment,’ he said, pointing to the end of the seat, and taking the extremest further end for himself, not to discompose her. She sat down.


  ‘It is to ask a question,’ he went on, ‘and there must be confidence between us. You have saved me from an act of madness! What can I do for you?’


  ‘Nothing, sir.’


  ‘Nothing?’


  ‘Father is very well off, and we don’t want anything.’


  ‘But there must be some service I can render, some kindness, some votive offering which I could make, and so imprint on your memory as long as you live that I am not an ungrateful man?’


  ‘Why should you be grateful to me, sir?’


  He shook his head. ‘Some things are best left unspoken. Now think. What would you like to have best in the world?’


  Margery made a pretence of reflecting—then fell to reflecting seriously; but the negative was ultimately as undisturbed as ever: she could not decide on anything she would like best in the world; it was too difficult, too sudden.


  ‘Very well—don’t hurry yourself. Think it over all day. I ride this afternoon. You live—where?’


  ‘Silverthorn Dairy-house.’


  ‘I will ride that way homeward this evening. Do you consider by eight o’clock what little article, what little treat, you would most like of any.’


  ‘I will, sir,’ said Margery, now warming up to the idea. ‘Where shall I meet you? Or will you call at the house, sir?’


  ‘Ah—no. I should not wish the circumstances known out of which our acquaintance rose. It would be more proper—but no.’


  Margery, too, seemed rather anxious that he should not call. ‘I could come out, sir,’ she said. ‘My father is odd-tempered, and perhaps——’


  It was agreed that she should look over a stile at the top of her father’s garden, and that he should ride along a bridle-path outside, to receive her answer. ‘Margery,’ said the gentleman in conclusion, ‘now that you have discovered me under ghastly conditions, are you going to reveal them, and make me an object for the gossip of the curious?’


  ‘No, no, sir!’ she replied earnestly. ‘Why should I do that?’


  ‘You will never tell?’


  ‘Never, never will I tell what has happened here this morning.’


  ‘Neither to your father, nor to your friends, nor to any one?’


  ‘To no one at all,’ she said.


  ‘It is sufficient,’ he answered. ‘You mean what you say, my dear maiden. Now you want to leave me. Good-bye!’


  She descended the hill, walking with some awkwardness; for she felt the stranger’s eyes were upon her till the fog had enveloped her from his gaze. She took no notice now of the dripping from the trees; she was lost in thought on other things. Had she saved this handsome, melancholy, sleepless, foreign gentleman who had had a trouble on his mind till the letter came? What had he been going to do? Margery could guess that he had meditated death at his own hand. Strange as the incident had been in itself, to her it had seemed stranger even than it was. Contrasting colours heighten each other by being juxtaposed; it is the same with contrasting lives.


  Reaching the opposite side of the park there appeared before her for the third time that little old man, the foot-post. As the turnpike-road ran, the postman’s beat was twelve miles a day; six miles out from the town, and six miles back at night. But what with zigzags, devious ways, offsets to country seats, curves to farms, looped courses, and triangles to outlying hamlets, the ground actually covered by him was nearer one-and-twenty miles. Hence it was that Margery, who had come straight, was still abreast of him, despite her long pause.


  The weighty sense that she was mixed up in a tragical secret with an unknown and handsome stranger prevented her joining very readily in chat with the postman for some time. But a keen interest in her adventure caused her to respond at once when the bowed man of mails said, ‘You hit athwart the grounds of Mount Lodge, Miss Margery, or you wouldn’t ha’ met me here. Well, somebody hev took the old place at last.’


  In acknowledging her route Margery brought herself to ask who the new gentleman might be.


  ‘Guide the girl’s heart! What! don’t she know? And yet how should ye—he’s only just a-come.—Well, nominal, he’s a fishing gentleman, come for the summer only. But, more to the subject, he’s a foreign noble that’s lived in England so long as to be without any true country: some of his letters call him Baron, some Squire, so that ’a must be born to something that can’t be earned by elbow-grease and Christian conduct. He was out this morning a-watching the fog. “Postman,” ’a said, “good-morning: give me the bag.” O, yes, ’a’s a civil genteel nobleman enough.’


  ‘Took the house for fishing, did he?’


  ‘That’s what they say, and as it can be for nothing else I suppose it’s true. But, in final, his health’s not good, ’a b’lieve; he’s been living too rithe. The London smoke got into his wyndpipe, till ’a couldn’t eat. However, I shouldn’t mind having the run of his kitchen.’


  ‘And what is his name?’


  ‘Ah—there you have me! ’Tis a name no man’s tongue can tell, or even woman’s, except by pen-and-ink and good scholarship. It begins with X, and who, without the machinery of a clock in’s inside, can speak that? But here ’tis—from his letters.’ The postman with his walking-stick wrote upon the ground.


  ‘Baron von Xanten’


  III


  The day, as she had prognosticated, turned out fine; for weather-wisdom was imbibed with their milk-sops by the children of the Exe Vale. The impending meeting excited Margery, and she performed her duties in her father’s house with mechanical unconsciousness.


  Milking, skimming, cheesemaking were done. Her father was asleep in the settle, the milkmen and maids were gone home to their cottages, and the clock showed a quarter to eight. She dressed herself with care, went to the top of the garden, and looked over the stile. The view was eastward, and a great moon hung before her in a sky which had not a cloud. Nothing was moving except on the minutest scale, and she remained leaning over, the night-hawk sounding his croud from the bough of an isolated tree on the open hill side.


  Here Margery waited till the appointed time had passed by three-quarters of an hour; but no Baron came. She had been full of an idea, and her heart sank with disappointment. Then at last the pacing of a horse became audible on the soft path without, leading up from the water-meads, simultaneously with which she beheld the form of the stranger, riding home, as he had said.


  The moonlight so flooded her face as to make her very conspicuous in the garden-gap. ‘Ah, my maiden—what is your name—Margery!’ he said. ‘How came you here? But of course I remember—we were to meet. And it was to be at eight—proh pudor!—I have kept you waiting!’


  ‘It doesn’t matter, sir. I’ve thought of something.’


  ‘Thought of something?’


  ‘Yes, sir. You said this morning that I was to think what I would like best in the world, and I have made up my mind.’


  ‘I did say so—to be sure I did,’ he replied, collecting his thoughts. ‘I remember to have had good reason for gratitude to you.’ He placed his hand to his brow, and in a minute alighted, and came up to her with the bridle in his hand. ‘I was to give you a treat or present, and you could not think of one. Now you have done so. Let me hear what it is, and I’ll be as good as my word.’


  ‘To go to the Yeomanry Ball that’s to be given this month.’


  ‘The Yeomanry Ball—Yeomanry Ball?’ he murmured, as if, of all requests in the world, this was what he had least expected. ‘Where is what you call the Yeomanry Ball?’


  ‘At Exonbury.’


  ‘Have you ever been to it before?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Or to any ball?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘But did I not say a gift—a present?’


  ‘Or a treat?’


  ‘Ah, yes, or a treat,’ he echoed, with the air of one who finds himself in a slight fix. ‘But with whom would you propose to go?’


  ‘I don’t know. I have not thought of that yet.’


  ‘You have no friend who could take you, even if I got you an invitation?’


  Margery looked at the moon. ‘No one who can dance,’ she said; adding, with hesitation, ‘I was thinking that perhaps——’


  ‘But, my dear Margery,’ he said, stopping her, as if he half-divined what her simple dream of a cavalier had been; ‘it is very odd that you can think of nothing else than going to a Yeomanry Ball. Think again. You are sure there is nothing else?’


  ‘Quite sure, sir,’ she decisively answered. At first nobody would have noticed in that pretty young face any sign of decision; yet it was discoverable. The mouth, though soft, was firm in line; the eyebrows were distinct, and extended near to each other. ‘I have thought of it all day,’ she continued, sadly. ‘Still, sir, if you are sorry you offered me anything, I can let you off.’


  ‘Sorry?—Certainly not, Margery,’ he said, rather nettled. ‘I’ll show you that whatever hopes I have raised in your breast I am honourable enough to gratify. If it lies in my power,’ he added with sudden firmness, ‘you shall go to the Yeomanry Ball. In what building is it to be held?’


  ‘In the Assembly Rooms.’


  ‘And would you be likely to be recognized there? Do you know many people?’


  ‘Not many, sir. None, I may say. I know nobody who goes to balls.’


  ‘Ah, well; you must go, since you wish it; and if there is no other way of getting over the difficulty of having nobody to take you, I’ll take you myself. Would you like me to do so? I can dance.’


  ‘O yes, sir; I know that, and I thought you might offer to do it. But would you bring me back again?’


  ‘Of course I’ll bring you back. But, by-the-bye, can you dance?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Reels, and jigs, and country-dances like the New-Rigged-Ship, and Follow-my-Lover, and Haste-to-the-Wedding, and the College Hornpipe, and the Favourite Quickstep, and Captain White’s dance.’


  ‘A very good list—a very good! but unluckily I fear they don’t dance any of those now. But if you have the instinct we may soon cure your ignorance. Let me see you dance a moment.’


  She stood out into the garden-path, the stile being still between them, and seizing a side of her skirt with each hand, performed the movements which are even yet far from uncommon in the dances of the villagers of merry England. But her motions, though graceful, were not precisely those which appear in the figures of a modern ball-room.


  ‘Well, my good friend, it is a very pretty sight,’ he said, warming up to the proceedings. ‘But you dance too well—you dance all over your person—and that’s too thorough a way for the present day. I should say it was exactly how they danced in the time of your poet Chaucer; but as people don’t dance like it now, we must consider. First I must inquire more about this ball, and then I must see you again.’


  ‘If it is a great trouble to you, sir, I——’


  ‘O no, no. I will think it over. So far so good.’


  The Baron mentioned an evening and an hour when he would be passing that way again; then mounted his horse and rode away.


  On the next occasion, which was just when the sun was changing places with the moon as an illuminator of Silverthorn Dairy, she found him at the spot before her, and unencumbered by a horse. The melancholy that had so weighed him down at their first interview, and had been perceptible at their second, had quite disappeared. He pressed her right hand between both his own across the stile.


  ‘My good maiden, Gott bless you!’ said he warmly. ‘I cannot help thinking of that morning! I was too much over-shadowed at first to take in the whole force of it. You do not know all; but your presence was a miraculous intervention. Now to more cheerful matters. I have a great deal to tell—that is, if your wish about the ball be still the same?’


  ‘O yes, sir—if you don’t object.’


  ‘Never think of my objecting. What I have found out is something which simplifies matters amazingly. In addition to your Yeomanry Ball at Exonbury, there is also to be one in the next county about the same time. This ball is not to be held at the Town Hall of the county-town as usual, but at Lord Toneborough’s, who is colonel of the regiment, and who, I suppose, wishes to please the yeomen because his brother is going to stand for the county. Now I find I could take you there very well, and the great advantage of that ball over the Yeomanry Ball in this county is, that there you would be absolutely unknown, and I also. But do you prefer your own neighbourhood?’


  ‘O no, sir. It is a ball I long to see—I don’t know what it is like; it does not matter where.’


  ‘Good. Then I shall be able to make much more of you there, where there is no possibility of recognition. That being settled, the next thing is the dancing. Now reels and such things do not do. For think of this—there is a new dance at Almack’s and everywhere else, over which the world has gone crazy.’


  ‘How dreadful!’


  ‘Ah—but that is a mere expression—gone mad. It is really an ancient Scythian dance; but, such is the power of fashion, that, having once been adopted by Society, this dance has made the tour of the Continent in one season.’


  ‘What is its name, sir?’


  ‘The polka. Young people, who always dance, are ecstatic about it, and old people, who have not danced for years, have begun to dance again on its account. All share the excitement. It arrived in London only some few months ago—it is now all over the country. Now this is your opportunity, my good Margery. To learn this one dance will be enough. They will dance scarce anything else at that ball. While, to crown all, it is the easiest dance in the world, and as I know it quite well I can practise you in the step. Suppose we try?’


  Margery showed some hesitation before crossing the stile: it was a Rubicon in more ways than one. But the curious reverence which was stealing over her for all that this stranger said and did was too much for prudence. She crossed the stile.


  Withdrawing with her to a nook where two high hedges met, and where the grass was elastic and dry, he lightly rested his arm on her waist, and practised with her the new step of fascination. Instead of music he whispered numbers, and she, as may be supposed, showed no slight aptness in following his instructions. Thus they moved round together, the moon-shadows from the twigs racing over their forms as they turned.


  The interview lasted about half an hour. Then he somewhat abruptly handed her over the stile and stood looking at her from the other side.


  ‘Well,’ he murmured, ‘what has come to pass is strange! My whole business after this will be to recover my right mind!’


  Margery always declared that there seemed to be some power in the stranger that was more than human, something magical and compulsory, when he seized her and gently trotted her round. But lingering emotions may have led her memory to play pranks with the scene, and her vivid imagination at that youthful age must be taken into account in believing her. However, there is no doubt that the stranger, whoever he might be, and whatever his powers, taught her the elements of modern dancing at a certain interview by moonlight at the top of her father’s garden, as was proved by her possession of knowledge on the subject that could have been acquired in no other way.


  His was of the first rank of commanding figures, she was one of the most agile of milkmaids, and to casual view it would have seemed all of a piece with Nature’s doings that things should go on thus. But there was another side to the case; and whether the strange gentleman were a wild olive tree, or not, it was questionable if the acquaintance would lead to happiness. ‘A fleeting romance and a possible calamity’: thus it might have been summed up by the practical.


  Margery was in Paradise; and yet she was not at this date distinctly in love with the stranger. What she felt was something more mysterious, more of the nature of veneration. As he looked at her across the stile she spoke timidly, on a subject which had apparently occupied her long.


  ‘I ought to have a ball-dress, ought I not, sir?’


  ‘Certainly. And you shall have a ball-dress.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘No doubt of it. I won’t do things by halves for my best friend. I have thought of the ball-dress, and of other things also.’


  ‘And is my dancing good enough?’


  ‘Quite—quite.’ He paused, lapsed into thought, and looked at her. ‘Margery,’ he said, ‘do you trust yourself unreservedly to me?’


  ‘O yes, sir,’ she replied brightly; ‘if I am not too much trouble: if I am good enough to be seen in your society.’


  The Baron laughed in a peculiar way. ‘Really, I think you may assume as much as that.—However, to business. The ball is on the twenty-fifth, that is next Thursday week; and the only difficulty about the dress is the size. Suppose you lend me this?’ And he touched her on the shoulder to signify a tight little jacket she wore.


  Margery was all obedience. She took it off and handed it to him. The Baron rolled and compressed it with all his force till it was about as large as an apple-dumpling, and put it into his pocket.


  ‘The next thing,’ he said, ‘is about getting the consent of your friends to your going. Have you thought of this?’


  ‘There is only my father. I can tell him I am invited to a party, and I don’t think he’ll mind. Though I would rather not tell him.’


  ‘But it strikes me that you must inform him something of what you intend. I would strongly advise you to do so.’ He spoke as if rather perplexed as to the probable custom of the English peasantry in such matters, and added, ‘However, it is for you to decide. I know nothing of the circumstances. As to getting to the ball, the plan I have arranged is this. The direction to Lord Toneborough’s being the other way from my house, you must meet me at Three-Walks-End in Chillington Wood, two miles or more from here. You know the place? Good. By meeting there we shall save five or six miles of journey—a consideration, as it is a long way. Now, for the last time: are you still firm in your wish for this particular treat and no other? It is not too late to give it up. Cannot you think of something else—something better—some useful household articles you require?’


  Margery’s countenance, which before had been beaming with expectation, lost its brightness: her lips became close, and her voice broken. ‘You have offered to take me, and now——’


  ‘No, no, no,’ he said, patting her cheek. ‘We will not think of anything else. You shall go.’


  IV


  But whether the Baron, in naming such a distant spot for the rendezvous, was in hope she might fail him, and so relieve him after all of his undertaking, cannot be said; though it might have been strongly suspected from his manner that he had no great zest for the responsibility of escorting her.


  But he little knew the firmness of the young woman he had to deal with. She was one of those soft natures whose power of adhesiveness to an acquired idea seems to be one of the special attributes of that softness. To go to a ball with this mysterious personage of romance was her ardent desire and aim; and none the less in that she trembled with fear and excitement at her position in so aiming. She felt the deepest awe, tenderness, and humility towards the Baron of the strange name; and yet she was prepared to stick to her point.


  Thus it was that the afternoon of the eventful day found Margery trudging her way up the slopes from the vale to the place of appointment. She walked to the music of innumerable birds, which increased as she drew away from the open meads towards the groves. She had overcome all difficulties. After thinking out the question of telling or not telling her father, she had decided that to tell him was to be forbidden to go. Her contrivance therefore was this: to leave home this evening on a visit to her invalid grandmother, who lived not far from the Baron’s house; but not to arrive at her grandmother’s till breakfast-time next morning. Who would suspect an intercalated experience of twelve hours with the Baron at a ball? That this piece of deception was indefensible she afterwards owned readily enough; but she did not stop to think of it then.


  It was sunset within Chillington Wood by the time she reached Three-Walks-End—the converging point of radiating trackways, now floored with a carpet of matted grass, which had never known other scythes than the teeth of rabbits and hares. The twitter overhead had ceased, except from a few braver and larger birds, including the cuckoo, who did not fear night at this pleasant time of year. Nobody seemed to be on the spot when she first drew near, but no sooner did Margery stand at the intersection of the roads than a slight crashing became audible, and her patron appeared. He was so transfigured in dress that she scarcely knew him. Under a light great-coat, which was flung open, instead of his ordinary clothes he wore a suit of thin black cloth, an open waistcoat with a frill all down his shirt-front, a white tie, shining boots, no thicker than a glove, a coat that made him look like a bird, and a hat that seemed as if it would open and shut like an accordion.


  ‘I am dressed for the ball—nothing worse,’ he said, drily smiling. ‘So will you be soon.’


  ‘Why did you choose this place for our meeting, sir?’ she asked, looking around and acquiring confidence.


  ‘Why did I choose it? Well, because in riding past one day I observed a large hollow tree close by here, and it occurred to me when I was last with you that this would be useful for our purpose. Have you told your father?’


  ‘I have not yet told him, sir.’


  ‘That’s very bad of you, Margery. How have you arranged it, then?’


  She briefly related her plan, on which he made no comment, but, taking her by the hand as if she were a little child, he led her through the undergrowth to a spot where the trees were older, and standing at wider distances. Among them was the tree he had spoken of—an elm; huge, hollow, distorted, and headless, with a rift in its side.


  ‘Now go inside,’ he said, ‘before it gets any darker. You will find there everything you want. At any rate, if you do not you must do without it. I’ll keep watch; and don’t be longer than you can help to be.’


  ‘What am I to do, sir?’ asked the puzzled maiden.


  ‘Go inside, and you will see. When you are ready wave your handkerchief at that hole.’


  She stooped into the opening. The cavity within the tree formed a lofty circular apartment, four or five feet in diameter, to which daylight entered at the top, and also through a round hole about six feet from the ground, marking the spot at which a limb had been amputated in the tree’s prime. The decayed wood of cinnamon-brown, forming the inner surface of the tree, and the warm evening glow, reflected in at the top, suffused the cavity with a faint mellow radiance.


  But Margery had hardly given herself time to heed these things. Her eye had been caught by objects of quite another quality. A large white oblong paper box lay against the inside of the tree; over it, on a splinter, hung a small oval looking-glass.


  Margery seized the idea in a moment. She pressed through the rift into the tree, lifted the cover of the box, and, behold, there was disclosed within a lovely white apparition in a somewhat flattened state. It was the ball-dress.


  This marvel of art was, briefly, a sort of heavenly cobweb. It was a gossamer texture of precious manufacture, artistically festooned in a dozen flounces or more.


  Margery lifted it, and could hardly refrain from kissing it. Had any one told her before this moment that such a dress could exist, she would have said, ‘No; it’s impossible!’ She drew back, went forward, flushed, laughed, raised her hands. To say that the maker of that dress had been an individual of talent was simply understatement: he was a genius, and she sunned herself in the rays of his creation.


  She then remembered that her friend without had told her to make haste, and she spasmodically proceeded to array herself. In removing the dress she found satin slippers, gloves, a handkerchief nearly all lace, a fan, and even flowers for the hair. ‘O, how could he think of it!’ she said, clasping her hands and almost crying with agitation. ‘And the glass—how good of him!’


  Everything was so well prepared, that to clothe herself in these garments was a matter of ease. In a quarter of an hour she was ready, even to shoes and gloves. But what led her more than anything else into admiration of the Baron’s foresight was the discovery that there were half-a-dozen pairs each of shoes and gloves, of varying sizes, out of which she selected a fit.


  Margery glanced at herself in the mirror, or at as much as she could see of herself: the image presented was superb. Then she hastily rolled up her old dress, put it in the box, and thrust the latter on a ledge as high as she could reach. Standing on tiptoe, she waved the handkerchief through the upper aperture, and bent to the rift to go out.


  But what a trouble stared her in the face. The dress was so airy, so fantastical, and so extensive, that to get out in her new clothes by the rift which had admitted her in her old ones was an impossibility. She heard the Baron’s steps crackling over the dead sticks and leaves.


  ‘O, sir!’ she began in despair.


  ‘What—can’t you dress yourself?’ he inquired from the back of the trunk.


  ‘Yes; but I can’t get out of this dreadful tree!’


  He came round to the opening, stooped, and looked in. ‘It is obvious that you cannot,’ he said, taking in her compass at a glance; and adding to himself, ‘Charming! who would have thought that clothes could do so much!—Wait a minute, my little maid: I have it!’ he said more loudly.


  With all his might he kicked at the sides of the rift, and by that means broke away several pieces of the rotten touchwood. But, being thinly armed about the feet, he abandoned that process, and went for a fallen branch which lay near. By using the large end as a lever, he tore away pieces of the wooden shell which enshrouded Margery and all her loveliness, till the aperture was large enough for her to pass without tearing her dress. She breathed her relief: the silly girl had begun to fear that she would not get to the ball after all.


  He carefully wrapped round her a cloak he had brought with him: it was hooded, and of a length which covered her to the heels.


  ‘The carriage is waiting down the other path,’ he said, and gave her his arm. A short trudge over the soft dry leaves brought them to the place indicated. There stood the brougham, the horses, the coachman, all as still as if they were growing on the spot, like the trees. Margery’s eyes rose with some timidity to the coachman’s figure.


  ‘You need not mind him,’ said the Baron. ‘He is a foreigner, and heeds nothing.’


  In the space of a short minute she was handed inside; the Baron buttoned up his overcoat, and surprised her by mounting with the coachman. The carriage moved off silently over the long grass of the vista, the shadows deepening to black as they proceeded. Darker and darker grew the night as they rolled on; the neighbourhood familiar to Margery was soon left behind, and she had not the remotest idea of the direction they were taking. The stars blinked out, the coachman lit his lamps, and they bowled on again.


  In the course of an hour and a half they arrived at a small town, where they pulled up at the chief inn and changed horses; all being done so readily that their advent had plainly been expected. The journey was resumed immediately. Her companion never descended to speak to her; whenever she looked out there he sat upright on his perch, with the mien of a person who had a difficult duty to perform, and who meant to perform it properly at all costs. But Margery could not help feeling a certain dread at her situation—almost, indeed, a wish that she had not come. Once or twice she thought, ‘Suppose he is a wicked man, who is taking me off to a foreign country, and will never bring me home again.’


  But her characteristic persistence in an original idea sustained her against these misgivings except at odd moments. One incident in particular had given her confidence in her escort: she had seen a tear in his eye when she expressed her sorrow for his troubles. He may have divined that her thoughts would take an uneasy turn, for when they stopped for a moment in ascending a hill he came to the window. ‘Are you tired, Margery?’ he asked kindly.


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Are you afraid?’


  ‘N—no, sir. But it is a long way.’


  ‘We are almost there,’ he answered. ‘And now, Margery,’ he said in a lower tone, ‘I must tell you a secret. I have obtained this invitation in a peculiar way. I thought it best for your sake not to come in my own name, and this is how I have managed. A man in this county, for whom I have lately done a service, one whom I can trust, and who is personally as unknown here as you and I, has (privately) transferred his card of invitation to me. So that we go under his name. I explain this that you may not say anything imprudent by accident. Keep your ears open and be cautious.’ Having said this the Baron retreated again to his place.


  ‘Then he is a wicked man after all!’ she said to herself; ‘for he is going under a false name.’ But she soon had the temerity not to mind it: wickedness of that sort was the one ingredient required just now to finish him off as a hero in her eyes.


  They descended a hill, passed a lodge, then up an avenue; and presently there beamed upon them the light from other carriages, drawn up in a file, which moved on by degrees; and at last they halted before a large arched doorway, round which a group of people stood.


  ‘We are among the latest arrivals, on account of the distance,’ said the Baron, reappearing. ‘But never mind; there are three hours at least for your enjoyment.’


  The steps were promptly flung down, and they alighted. The steam from the flanks of their swarthy steeds, as they seemed to her, ascended to the parapet of the porch, and from their nostrils the hot breath jetted forth like smoke out of volcanoes, attracting the attention of all.


  V


  The bewildered Margery was led by the Baron up the steps to the interior of the house, whence the sounds of music and dancing were already proceeding. The tones were strange. At every fourth beat a deep and mighty note throbbed through the air, reaching Margery’s soul with all the force of a blow.


  ‘What is that powerful tune, sir—I have never heard anything like it?’ she said.


  ‘The Drum Polka,’ answered the Baron. ‘The strange dance I spoke of and that we practised—introduced from my country and other parts of the continent.’


  Her surprise was not lessened when, at the entrance to the ballroom, she heard the names of her conductor and herself announced as ‘Mr. and Miss Brown.’


  However, nobody seemed to take any notice of the announcement, the room beyond being in a perfect turmoil of gaiety, and Margery’s consternation at sailing under false colours subsided. At the same moment she observed awaiting them a handsome, dark-haired, rather petite lady in cream-coloured satin. ‘Who is she?’ asked Margery of the Baron.


  ‘She is the lady of the mansion,’ he whispered. ‘She is the wife of a peer of the realm, the daughter of a marquis, has five Christian names; and hardly ever speaks to commoners, except for political purposes.’


  ‘How divine—what joy to be here!’ murmured Margery, as she contemplated the diamonds that flashed from the head of her ladyship, who was just inside the ballroom door, in front of a little gilded chair, upon which she sat in the intervals between one arrival and another. She had come down from London at great inconvenience to herself, openly to promote this entertainment.


  As Mr. and Miss Brown expressed absolutely no meaning to Lady Toneborough (for there were three Browns already present in this rather mixed assembly), and as there was possibly a slight awkwardness in poor Margery’s manner, Lady Toneborough touched their hands lightly with the tips of her long gloves, said, ‘How d’ye do,’ and turned round for more comers.


  ‘Ah, if she only knew we were a rich Baron and his friend, and not Mr. and Miss Brown at all, she wouldn’t receive us like that, would she?’ whispered Margery confidentially.


  ‘Indeed, she wouldn’t!’ drily said the Baron. ‘Now let us drop into the dance at once; some of the people here, you see, dance much worse than you.’


  Almost before she was aware she had obeyed his mysterious influence, by giving him one hand, placing the other upon his shoulder, and swinging with him round the room to the steps she had learnt on the sward.


  At the first gaze the apartment had seemed to her to be floored with black ice; the figures of the dancers appearing upon it upside down. At last she realized that it was highly-polished oak, but she was none the less afraid to move.


  ‘I am afraid of falling down,’ she said.


  ‘Lean on me; you will soon get used to it,’ he replied. ‘You have no nails in your shoes now, dear.’


  His words, like all his words to her, were quite true. She found it amazingly easy in a brief space of time. The floor, far from hindering her, was a positive assistance to one of her natural agility and litheness. Moreover, her marvellous dress of twelve flounces inspired her as nothing else could have done. Externally a new creature, she was prompted to new deeds. To feel as well-dressed as the other women around her is to set any woman at her ease, whencesoever she may have come: to feel much better dressed is to add radiance to that ease.


  Her prophet’s statement on the popularity of the polka at this juncture was amply borne out. It was among the first seasons of its general adoption in country houses; the enthusiasm it excited to-night was beyond description, and scarcely credible to the youth of the present day. A new motive power had been introduced into the world of poesy—the polka, as a counterpoise to the new motive power that had been introduced into the world of prose—steam.


  Twenty finished musicians sat in the music gallery at the end, with romantic mop-heads of raven hair, under which their faces and eyes shone like fire under coals.


  The nature and object of the ball had led to its being very inclusive. Every rank was there, from the peer to the smallest yeoman, and Margery got on exceedingly well, particularly when the recuperative powers of supper had banished the fatigue of her long drive.


  Sometimes she heard people saying, ‘Who are they?—brother and sister—father and daughter? And never dancing except with each other—how odd!’ But of this she took no notice.


  When not dancing the watchful Baron took her through the drawing-rooms and picture-galleries adjoining, which to-night were thrown open like the rest of the house; and there, ensconcing her in some curtained nook, he drew her attention to scrap-books, prints, and albums, and left her to amuse herself with turning them over till the dance in which she was practised should again be called. Margery would much have preferred to roam about during these intervals; but the words of the Baron were law, and as he commanded so she acted. In such alternations the evening winged away; till at last came the gloomy words, ‘Margery, our time is up.’


  ‘One more—only one!’ she coaxed, for the longer they stayed the more freely and gaily moved the dance. This entreaty he granted; but on her asking for yet another, he was inexorable. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We have a long way to go.’


  Then she bade adieu to the wondrous scene, looking over her shoulder as they withdrew from the hall; and in a few minutes she was cloaked and in the carriage. The Baron mounted to his seat on the box, where she saw him light a cigar; they plunged under the trees, and she leant back, and gave herself up to contemplate the images that filled her brain. The natural result followed: she fell asleep.


  She did not awake till they stopped to change horses, when she saw against the stars the Baron sitting as erect as ever. ‘He watches like the Angel Gabriel, when all the world is asleep!’ she thought.


  With the resumption of motion she slept again, and knew no more till he touched her hand and said, ‘Our journey is done—we are in Chillington Wood.’


  It was almost daylight. Margery scarcely knew herself to be awake till she was out of the carriage and standing beside the Baron, who, having told the coachman to drive on to a certain point indicated, turned to her.


  ‘Now,’ he said, smiling, ‘run across to the hollow tree; you know where it is. I’ll wait as before, while you perform the reverse operation to that you did last night.’ She took no heed of the path now, nor regarded whether her pretty slippers became scratched by the brambles or no. A walk of a few steps brought her to the particular tree which she had left about nine hours earlier. It was still gloomy at this spot, the morning not being clear.


  She entered the trunk, dislodged the box containing her old clothing, pulled off the satin shoes, and gloves, and dress, and in ten minutes emerged in the cotton gown and shawl of shepherd’s plaid.


  The Baron was not far off. ‘Now you look the milkmaid again,’ he said, coming towards her. ‘Where is the finery?’


  ‘Packed in the box, sir, as I found it.’ She spoke with more humility now. The difference between them was greater than it had been at the ball.


  ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I must just dispose of it; and then away we go.’


  He went back to the tree, Margery following at a little distance. Bringing forth the box, he pulled out the dress as carelessly as if it had been rags. But this was not all. He gathered a few dry sticks, crushed the lovely garment into a loose billowy heap, threw the gloves, fan, and shoes on the top, then struck a light and ruthlessly set fire to the whole.


  Margery was agonized. She ran forward; she implored and entreated. ‘Please, sir—do spare it—do! My lovely dress—my dear, dear slippers—my fan—it is cruel! Don’t burn them, please!’


  ‘Nonsense. We shall have no further use for them if we live a hundred years.’


  ‘But spare a bit of it—one little piece, sir—a scrap of the lace—one bow of the ribbon—the lovely fan—just something!’


  But he was as immovable as Rhadamanthus. ‘No,’ he said, with a stern gaze of his aristocratic eye. ‘It is of no use for you to speak like that. The things are my property. I undertook to gratify you in what you might desire because you had saved my life. To go to a ball, you said. You might much more wisely have said anything else, but no; you said, to go to a ball. Very well—I have taken you to a ball. I have brought you back. The clothes were only the means, and I dispose of them my own way. Have I not a right to?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ she said meekly.


  He gave the fire a stir, and lace and ribbons, and the twelve flounces, and the embroidery, and all the rest crackled and disappeared. He then put in her hands the butter basket she had brought to take on to her grandmother’s, and accompanied her to the edge of the wood, where it merged in the undulating open country in which her granddame dwelt.


  ‘Now, Margery,’ he said, ‘here we part. I have performed my contract—at some awkwardness, if I was recognized. But never mind that. How do you feel—sleepy?’


  ‘Not at all, sir,’ she said.


  ‘That long nap refreshed you, eh? Now you must make me a promise. That if I require your presence at any time, you will come to me…. I am a man of more than one mood,’ he went on with sudden solemnity; ‘and I may have desperate need of you again, to deliver me from that darkness as of Death which sometimes encompasses me. Promise it, Margery—promise it; that, no matter what stands in the way, you will come to me if I require you.’


  ‘I would have if you had not burnt my pretty clothes!’ she pouted.


  ‘Ah—ungrateful!’


  ‘Indeed, then, I will promise, sir,’ she said from her heart. ‘Wherever I am, if I have bodily strength I will come to you.’


  He pressed her hand. ‘It is a solemn promise,’ he replied. ‘Now I must go, for you know your way.’


  ‘I shall hardly believe that it has not been all a dream!’ she said, with a childish instinct to cry at his withdrawal. ‘There will be nothing left of last night—nothing of my dress, nothing of my pleasure, nothing of the place!’


  ‘You shall remember it in this way,’ said he. ‘We’ll cut our initials on this tree as a memorial, so that whenever you walk this path you will see them.’


  Then with a knife he inscribed on the smooth bark of a beech tree the letters M.T., and underneath a large X.


  ‘What, have you no Christian name, sir?’ she said.


  ‘Yes, but I don’t use it. Now, good-bye, my little friend.—What will you do with yourself to-day, when you are gone from me?’ he lingered to ask.


  ‘Oh—I shall go to my granny’s,’ she replied with some gloom; ‘and have breakfast, and dinner, and tea with her, I suppose; and in the evening I shall go home to Silverthorn Dairy, and perhaps Jim will come to meet me, and all will be the same as usual.’


  ‘Who is Jim?’


  ‘O, he’s nobody—only the young man I’ve got to marry some day.’


  ‘What!—you engaged to be married?—Why didn’t you tell me this before?’


  ‘I—I don’t know, sir.’


  ‘What is the young man’s name?’


  ‘James Hayward.’


  ‘What is he?’


  ‘A master lime-burner.’


  ‘Engaged to a master lime-burner, and not a word of this to me! Margery, Margery! when shall a straightforward one of your sex be found! Subtle even in your simplicity! What mischief have you caused me to do, through not telling me this? I wouldn’t have so endangered anybody’s happiness for a thousand pounds. Wicked girl that you were; why didn’t you tell me?’


  ‘I thought I’d better not!’ said Margery, beginning to be frightened.


  ‘But don’t you see and understand that if you are already the property of a young man, and he were to find out this night’s excursion, he may be angry with you and part from you for ever? With him already in the field I had no right to take you at all; he undoubtedly ought to have taken you; which really might have been arranged, if you had not deceived me by saying you had nobody.’


  Margery’s face wore that aspect of woe which comes from the repentant consciousness of having been guilty of an enormity. ‘But he wasn’t good enough to take me, sir!’ she said, almost crying; ‘and he isn’t absolutely my master until I have married him, is he?’


  ‘That’s a subject I cannot go into. However, we must alter our tactics. Instead of advising you, as I did at first, to tell of this experience to your friends, I must now impress on you that it will be best to keep a silent tongue on the matter—perhaps for ever and ever. It may come right some day, and you may be able to say “All’s well that ends well.” Now, good morning, my friend. Think of Jim, and forget me.’


  ‘Ah, perhaps I can’t do that,’ she said, with a tear in her eye, and a full throat.


  ‘Well—do your best. I can say no more.’


  He turned and retreated into the wood, and Margery, sighing, went on her way.


  VI


  Between six and seven o’clock in the evening of the same day a young man descended the hills into the valley of the Exe, at a point about midway between Silverthorn and the residence of Margery’s grandmother, four miles to the east.


  He was a thoroughbred son of the country, as far removed from what is known as the provincial, as the latter is from the out-and-out gentleman of culture. His trousers and waistcoat were of fustian, almost white, but he wore a jacket of old-fashioned blue West-of-England cloth, so well preserved that evidently the article was relegated to a box whenever its owner engaged in such active occupations as he usually pursued. His complexion was fair, almost florid, and he had scarcely any beard.


  A novel attraction about this young man, which a glancing stranger would know nothing of, was a rare and curious freshness of atmosphere that appertained to him, to his clothes, to all his belongings, even to the room in which he had been sitting. It might almost have been said that by adding him and his implements to an over-crowded apartment you made it healthful. This resulted from his trade. He was a lime-burner; he handled lime daily; and in return the lime rendered him an incarnation of salubrity. His hair was dry, fair, and frizzled, the latter possibly by the operation of the same caustic agent. He carried as a walking-stick a green sapling, whose growth had been contorted to a corkscrew pattern by a twining honeysuckle.


  As he descended to the level ground of the water-meadows he cast his glance westward, with a frequency that revealed him to be in search of some object in the distance. It was rather difficult to do this, the low sunlight dazzling his eyes by glancing from the river away there, and from the ‘carriers’ (as they were called) in his path—narrow artificial brooks for conducting the water over the grass. His course was something of a zigzag from the necessity of finding points in these carriers convenient for jumping. Thus peering and leaping and winding, he drew near the Exe, the central river of the miles-long mead.


  A moving spot became visible to him in the direction of his scrutiny, mixed up with the rays of the same river. The spot got nearer, and revealed itself to be a slight thing of pink cotton and shepherd’s plaid, which pursued a path on the brink of the stream. The young man so shaped his trackless course as to impinge on the path a little ahead of this coloured form, and when he drew near her he smiled and reddened. The girl smiled back to him; but her smile had not the life in it that the young man’s had shown.


  ‘My dear Margery—here I am!’ he said gladly in an undertone, as with a last leap he crossed the last intervening carrier, and stood at her side.


  ‘You’ve come all the way from the kiln, on purpose to meet me, and you shouldn’t have done it,’ she reproachfully returned.


  ‘We finished there at four, so it was no trouble; and if it had been—why, I should ha’ come.’


  A small sigh was the response.


  ‘What, you are not even so glad to see me as you would be to see your dog or cat?’ he continued. ‘Come, Mis’ess Margery, this is rather hard. But, by George, how tired you dew look! Why, if you’d been up all night your eyes couldn’t be more like tea-saucers. You’ve walked tew far, that’s what it is. The weather is getting warm now, and the air of these low-lying meads is not strengthening in summer. I wish you lived up on higher ground with me, beside the kiln. You’d get as strong as a hoss! Well, there; all that will come in time.’


  Instead of saying yes, the fair maid repressed another sigh.


  ‘What, won’t it, then?’ he said.


  ‘I suppose so,’ she answered. ‘If it is to be, it is.[’]


  ‘Well said—very well said, my dear.’


  ‘And if it isn’t to be it isn’t.’


  ‘What? Who’s been putting that into your head? Your grumpy granny, I suppose. However, how is she? Margery, I have been thinking to-day—in fact, I was thinking it yesterday and all the week—that really we might settle our little business this summer.’


  ‘This summer?’ she repeated, with some dismay. ‘But the partnership? Remember it was not to be till after that was completed.’


  ‘There I have you!’ said he, taking the liberty to pat her shoulder, and the further liberty of advancing his hand behind it to the other. ‘The partnership is settled. ’Tis “Vine and Hayward, lime-burners,” now, and “Richard Vine” no longer. Yes, Cousin Richard has settled it so, for a time at least, and ’tis to be painted on the carts this week—blue letters—yaller ground. I’ll hoss one of ’em, and drive en round to your door as soon as the paint is dry, to show ’ee how it looks?’


  ‘Oh, I am sure you needn’t take that trouble, Jim; I can see it quite well enough in my mind,’ replied the young girl—not without a flitting accent of superiority.


  ‘Hullo,’ said Jim, taking her by the shoulders, and looking at her hard. ‘What dew that bit of incivility mean? Now, Margery, let’s sit down here, and have this cleared.’ He rapped with his stick upon the rail of a little bridge they were crossing, and seated himself firmly, leaving a place for her.


  ‘But I want to get home-along, dear Jim,’ she coaxed.


  ‘Fidgets. Sit down, there’s a dear. I want a straightforward answer, if you please. In what month, and on what day of the month, will you marry me?’


  ‘O, Jim,’ she said, sitting gingerly on the edge, ‘that’s too plain-spoken for you yet. Before I look at it in that business light I should have to—to——’


  ‘But your father has settled it long ago, and you said it should be as soon as I became a partner. So, dear, you must not mind a plain man wanting a plain answer. Come, name your time.’


  She did not reply at once. What thoughts were passing through her brain during the interval? Not images raised by his words, but whirling figures of men and women in red and white and blue, reflected from a glassy floor, in movements timed by the thrilling beats of the Drum Polka. At last she said slowly, ‘Jim, you don’t know the world, and what a woman’s wants can be.’


  ‘But I can make you comfortable. I am in lodgings as yet, but I can have a house for the asking; and as to furniture, you shall choose of the best for yourself—the very best.’


  ‘The best! Far are you from knowing what that is!’ said the little woman. ‘There be ornaments such as you never dream of; work-tables that would set you in amaze; silver candlesticks, tea and coffee pots that would dazzle your eyes; tea-cups, and saucers, gilded all over with guinea-gold; heavy velvet curtains, gold clocks, pictures, and looking-glasses beyond your very dreams. So don’t say I shall have the best.’


  ‘H’m!’ said Jim gloomily; and fell into reflection. ‘Where did you get those high notions from, Margery?’ he presently inquired. ‘I’ll swear you hadn’t got ’em a week ago.’ She did not answer, and he added, ‘Yew don’t expect to have such things, I hope; deserve them as you may?’


  ‘I was not exactly speaking of what I wanted,’ she said severely. ‘I said, things a woman could want. And since you wish to know what I can want to quite satisfy me, I assure you I can want those!’


  ‘You are a pink-and-white conundrum, Margery,’ he said; ‘and I give you up for to-night. Anybody would think the devil had showed you all the kingdoms of the world since I saw you last!’


  She reddened. ‘Perhaps he has!’ she murmured; then arose, he following her; and they soon reached Margery’s home, approaching it from the lower or meadow side—the opposite to that of the garden top, where she had met the Baron.


  ‘You’ll come in, won’t you, Jim?’ she said, with more ceremony than heartiness.


  ‘No—I think not to-night,’ he answered. ‘I’ll consider what you’ve said.’


  ‘You are very good, Jim,’ she returned lightly. ‘Good-bye.’


  VII


  Jim thoughtfully retraced his steps. He was a village character, and he had a villager’s simplicity: that is, the simplicity which comes from the lack of a complicated experience. But simple by nature he certainly was not. Among the rank and file of rustics he was quite a Talleyrand, or rather had been one, till he lost a good deal of his self-command by falling in love.


  Now, however, that the charming object of his distraction was out of sight he could deliberate, and measure, and weigh things with some approach to keenness. The substance of his queries was, What change had come over Margery—whence these new notions?


  Ponder as he would he could evolve no answer save one, which, eminently unsatisfactory as it was, he felt it would be unreasonable not to accept: that she was simply skittish and ambitious by nature, and would not be hunted into matrimony till he had provided a well-adorned home.


  Jim retrod the miles to the kiln, and looked to the fires. The kiln stood in a peculiar, interesting, even impressive spot. It was at the end of a short ravine in a limestone formation, and all around was an open hilly down. The nearest house was that of Jim’s cousin and partner, which stood on the outskirts of the down beside the turnpike-road. From this house a little lane wound between the steep escarpments of the ravine till it reached the kiln, which faced down the miniature valley, commanding it as a fort might command a defile.


  The idea of a fort in this association owed little to imagination. For on the nibbled green steep above the kiln stood a bygone worn-out specimen of such an erection, huge, impressive, and difficult to scale even now in its decay. It was a British castle or entrenchment, with triple rings of defence, rising roll behind roll, their outlines cutting sharply against the sky, and Jim’s kiln nearly undermining their base. When the lime-kiln flared up in the night, which it often did, its fires lit up the front of these ramparts to a great majesty. They were old friends of his, and while keeping up the heat through the long darkness, as it was sometimes his duty to do, he would imagine the dancing lights and shades about the stupendous earthwork to be the forms of those giants who (he supposed) had heaped it up. Often he clambered upon it, and walked about the summit, thinking out the problems connected with his business, his partner, his future, his Margery.


  It was what he did this evening, continuing the meditation on the young girl’s manner that he had begun upon the road, and still, as then, finding no clue to the change.


  While thus engaged he observed a man coming up the ravine to the kiln. Business messages were almost invariably left at the house below, and Jim watched the man with the interest excited by a belief that he had come on a personal matter. On nearer approach Jim recognized him as the gardener at Mount Lodge some miles away. If this meant business, the Baron (of whose arrival Jim had vaguely heard) was a new and unexpected customer.


  It meant nothing else, apparently. The man’s errand was simply to inform Jim that the Baron required a load of lime for the garden.


  ‘You might have saved yourself trouble by leaving word at Mr. Vine’s,’ said Jim.


  ‘I was to see you personally,’ said the gardener, ‘and to say that the Baron would like to inquire of you about the different qualities of lime proper for such purposes.’


  ‘Couldn’t you tell him yourself?’ said Jim.


  ‘He said I was to tell you that,’ replied the gardener; ‘and it wasn’t for me to interfere.’


  No motive other than the ostensible one could possibly be conjectured by Jim Hayward at this time; and the next morning he started with great pleasure, in his best business suit of clothes. By eleven o’clock he and his horse and cart had arrived on the Baron’s premises, and the lime was deposited where directed; an exceptional spot, just within view of the windows of the south front.


  Baron von Xanten, pale and melancholy, was sauntering in the sun on the slope between the house and the all-the-year-round. He looked across to where Jim and the gardener were standing, and the identity of Hayward being established by what he brought, the Baron came down, and the gardener withdrew.


  The Baron’s first inquiries were, as Jim had been led to suppose they would be, on the exterminating effects of lime upon slugs and snails in its different conditions of slaked and unslaked, ground and in the lump. He appeared to be much interested by Jim’s explanations, and eyed the young man closely whenever he had an opportunity.


  ‘And I hope trade is prosperous with you this year,’ said the Baron.


  ‘Very, my noble lord,’ replied Jim, who, in his uncertainty on the proper method of address, wisely concluded that it was better to err by giving too much honour than by giving too little. ‘In short, trade is looking so well that I’ve become a partner in the firm.’


  ‘Indeed; I am glad to hear it. So now you are settled in life.’


  ‘Well, my lord, I am hardly settled, even now. For I’ve got to finish it—I mean, to get married.’


  ‘That’s an easy matter, compared with the partnership.’


  ‘Now a man might think so, my baron,’ said Jim, getting more confidential. ‘But the real truth is, ’tis the hardest part of all for me.’


  ‘Your suit prospers, I hope?’


  ‘It don’t,’ said Jim. ‘It don’t at all just at present. In short, I can’t for the life o’ me think what’s come over the young woman lately.’ And he fell into deep reflection.


  Though Jim did not observe it, the Baron’s brow became shadowed with self-reproach as he heard those simple words, and his eyes had a look of pity. ‘Indeed—since when?’ he asked.


  ‘Since yesterday, my noble lord.’ Jim spoke meditatively. He was resolving upon a bold stroke. Why not make a confidant of this kind gentleman instead of the parson, as he had intended? The thought was no sooner conceived than acted on. ‘My lord,’ he resumed, ‘I have heard that you are a nobleman of great scope and talent, who has seen more strange countries and characters than I have ever heard of, and know the insides of men well. Therefore I would fain put a question to your noble lordship, if I may so trouble you, and having nobody else in the world who could inform me so trewly.’


  ‘Any advice I can give is at your service, Hayward. What do you wish to know?’


  ‘It is this, my baron. What can I do to bring down a young woman’s ambition that’s got to such a towering height there’s no reaching it or compassing it: how get her to be pleased with me and my station as she used to be when I first knew her?’


  ‘Truly, that’s a hard question, my man. What does she aspire to?’


  ‘She’s got a craze for fine furniture.’


  ‘How long has she had it?’


  ‘Only just now.’


  The Baron seemed still more to experience regret. ‘What furniture does she specially covet?’ he asked.


  ‘Silver candlesticks, work-tables, looking-glasses, gold tea-things, silver tea-pots, gold clocks, curtains, pictures, and I don’t know what all—things I shall never get if I live to be a hundred—not so much that I couldn’t raise the money to buy ’em, as that I ought to put it to other uses, or save it for a rainy day.’


  ‘You think the possession of those articles would make her happy?’


  ‘I really think they might, my lord.’


  ‘Good. Open your pocket-book and write as I tell you.’


  Jim in some astonishment did as commanded, and elevating his pocket-book against the garden-wall, thoroughly moistened his pencil, and wrote at the Baron’s dictation:


  ‘Pair of silver candlesticks: inlaid work-table and work-box: one large mirror: two small ditto: one gilt china tea and coffee service: one silver tea-pot, coffee-pot, sugar-basin, jug, and dozen spoons: French clock: pair of curtains: six large pictures.’


  ‘Now,’ said the Baron, ‘tear out that leaf and give it to me. Keep a close tongue about this; go home, and don’t be surprised at anything that may come to your door.’


  ‘But, my noble lord, you don’t mean that your lordship is going to give——’


  ‘Never mind what I am going to do. Only keep your own counsel. I perceive that, though a plain countryman, you are by no means deficient in tact and understanding. If sending these things to you gives me pleasure, why should you object? The fact is, Hayward, I occasionally take an interest in people, and like to do a little for them. I take an interest in you. Now go home, and a week hence invite Marg—the young woman and her father to tea with you. The rest is in your own hands.’


  A question often put to Jim in after times was why it had not occurred to him at once that the Baron’s liberal conduct must have been dictated by something more personal than sudden spontaneous generosity to him, a stranger. To which Jim always answered that, admitting the existence of such generosity, there had appeared nothing remarkable in the Baron selecting himself as its object. The Baron had told him that he took an interest in him; and self-esteem, even with the most modest, is usually sufficient to over-ride any little difficulty that might occur to an outsider in accounting for a preference. He moreover considered that foreign noblemen, rich and eccentric, might have habits of acting which were quite at variance with those of their English compeers.


  So he drove off homeward with a lighter heart than he had known for several days. To have a foreign gentleman take a fancy to him—what a triumph to a plain sort of fellow, who had scarcely expected the Baron to look in his face. It would be a fine story to tell Margery when the Baron gave him liberty to speak out.


  Jim lodged at the house of his cousin and partner, Richard Vine, a widower of fifty odd years. Having failed in the development of a household of direct descendants this tradesman had been glad to let his chambers to his much younger relative, when the latter entered on the business of lime manufacture; and their intimacy had led to a partnership. Jim lived upstairs; his partner lived down, and the furniture of all the rooms was so plain and old-fashioned as to excite the special dislike of Miss Margery Tucker, and even to prejudice her against Jim for tolerating it. Not only were the chairs and tables queer, but, with due regard to the principle that a man’s surroundings should bear the impress of that man’s life and occupation, the chief ornaments of the dwelling were a curious collection of calcinations, that had been discovered from time to time in the lime-kiln—misshapen ingots of strange substance, some of them like Pompeian remains.


  The head of the firm was a quiet-living, narrow-minded, though friendly, man of fifty; and he took a serious interest in Jim’s love-suit, frequently inquiring how it progressed, and assuring Jim that if he chose to marry he might have all the upper floor at a low rent, he, Mr. Vine, contenting himself entirely with the ground level. It had been so convenient for discussing business matters to have Jim in the same house, that he did not wish any change to be made in consequence of a change in Jim’s domestic estate. Margery knew of this wish, and of Jim’s concurrent feeling, and did not like the idea at all.


  About four days after the young man’s interview with the Baron, there drew up in front of Jim’s house at noon a waggon laden with cases and packages, large and small. They were all addressed to ‘Mr. Hayward,’ and they had come from the largest furnishing ware-houses in that part of England.


  Three-quarters of an hour were occupied in getting the cases to Jim’s rooms. The wary Jim did not show the amazement he felt at his patron’s munificence; and presently the senior partner came into the passage, and wondered what was lumbering upstairs.


  ‘O—it’s only some things of mine,’ said Jim coolly.


  ‘Bearing upon the coming event—eh?’ said his partner.


  ‘Exactly,’ replied Jim.


  Mr. Vine, with some astonishment at the number of cases, shortly after went away to the kiln; whereupon Jim shut himself into his rooms, and there he might have been heard ripping up and opening boxes with a cautious hand, afterwards appearing outside the door with them empty, and carrying them off to the outhouse.


  A triumphant look lit up his face when, a little later in the afternoon, he sent into the vale to the dairy, and invited Margery and her father to his house to supper.


  She was not unsociable that day, and, her father expressing a hard and fast acceptance of the invitation, she perforce agreed to go with him. Meanwhile at home Jim made himself as mysteriously busy as before in those rooms of his, and when his partner returned he too was asked to join in the supper.


  At dusk Hayward went to the door, where he stood till he heard the voices of his guests from the direction of the low grounds, now covered with their frequent fleece of fog. The voices grew more distinct, and then on the white surface of the fog there appeared two trunkless heads, from which bodies and a horse and cart gradually extended as the approaching pair rose towards the house.


  When they had entered Jim pressed Margery’s hand and conducted her up to his rooms, her father waiting below to say a few words to the senior lime-burner.


  ‘Bless me,’ said Jim to her, on entering the sitting-room, ‘I quite forgot to get a light beforehand; but I’ll have one in a jiffy.’


  Margery stood in the middle of the dark room, while Jim struck a match; and then the young girl’s eyes were conscious of a burst of light, and the rise into being of a pair of handsome silver candlesticks containing two candles that Jim was in the act of lighting.


  ‘Why—where—you have candlesticks like that?’ said Margery. Her eyes flew round the room as the growing candle-flames showed other articles. ‘Pictures too—and lovely china—why, I knew nothing of this, I declare.’


  ‘Yes—a few things that came to me by accident,’ said Jim in quiet tones.


  ‘And a great gold clock under a glass, and a cupid swinging for a pendulum; and O what a lovely work-table—woods of every colour—and a work-box to match. May I look inside that work-box, Jim?—whose is it?’


  ‘O yes; look at it, of course. It is a poor enough thing, but ’tis mine; and it will belong to the woman I marry, whoever she may be, as well as all the other things here.’


  ‘And the curtains and the looking-glasses: why, I declare I can see myself in a hundred places.’


  ‘That tea-set,’ said Jim, placidly pointing to a gorgeous china service and a large silver tea-pot on the side-table, ‘I don’t use at present, being a bachelor-man; but, says I to myself, “whoever I marry will want some such things for giving her parties; or I can sell ’em”—but I haven’t took steps for’t yet——’


  ‘Sell ’em—no, I should think not,’ said Margery with earnest reproach. ‘Why, I hope you wouldn’t be so foolish! Why, this is exactly the kind of thing I was thinking of when I told you of the things women could want—of course not meaning myself particularly. I had no idea that you had such valuable——’ Margery was unable to speak coherently, so much was she amazed at the wealth of Jim’s possessions.


  At this moment her father and the lime-burner came upstairs; and to appear womanly and proper to Mr. Vine, Margery repressed the remainder of her surprise. As for the two elderly worthies, it was not till they entered the room and sat down that their slower eyes discerned anything brilliant in the appointments. Then one of them stole a glance at some article, and the other at another; but each being unwilling to express his wonder in the presence of his neighbours, they received the objects before them with quite an accustomed air; the lime-burner inwardly trying to conjecture what all this meant, and the dairyman musing that if Jim’s business allowed him to accumulate at this rate, the sooner Margery became his wife the better. Margery retreated to the work-table, work-box, and tea-service, which she examined with hushed exclamations.


  An entertainment thus surprisingly begun could not fail to progress well. Whenever Margery’s crusty old father felt the need of a civil sentence, the flash of Jim’s fancy articles inspired him to one; while the lime-burner, having reasoned away his first ominous thought that all this had come out of the firm, also felt proud and blithe.


  Jim accompanied his dairy friends part of the way home before they mounted. Her father, finding that Jim wanted to speak to her privately, and that she exhibited some elusiveness, turned to Margery and said, ‘Come, come, my lady; no more of this nonsense. You just step behind with that young man, and I and the cart will wait for you.’


  Margery, a little scared at her father’s peremptoriness, obeyed. It was plain that Jim had won the old man by that night’s stroke, if he had not won her.


  ‘I know what you are going to say, Jim,’ she began, less ardently now, for she was no longer under the novel influence of the shining silver and glass. ‘Well, as you desire it, and as my father desires it, and as I suppose it will be the best course for me, I will fix the day—not this evening, but as soon as I can think it over.’


  VIII


  Notwithstanding a press of business, Jim went and did his duty in thanking the Baron. The latter saw him in his fishing-tackle room, an apartment littered with every appliance that a votary of the rod could require.


  ‘And when is the wedding-day to be, Hayward?’ the Baron asked, after Jim had told him that matters were settled.


  ‘It is not quite certain yet, my noble lord,’ said Jim cheerfully. ‘But I hope ’twill not be long after the time when God A’mighty christens the little apples.’


  ‘And when is that?’


  ‘St. Swithin’s—the middle of July. ’Tis to be some time in that month, she tells me.’


  When Jim was gone the Baron seemed meditative. He went out, ascended the mount, and entered the weather-screen, where he looked at the seats, as though re-enacting in his fancy the scene of that memorable morning of fog. He turned his eyes to the angle of the shelter, round which Margery had suddenly appeared like a vision, and it was plain that he would not have minded her appearing there then. The juncture had indeed been such an impressive and critical one that she must have seemed rather a heavenly messenger than a passing milkmaid, more especially to a man like the Baron, who, despite the mystery of his origin and life, revealed himself to be a melancholy, emotional character—the Jacques of this forest and stream.


  Behind the mount the ground rose yet higher, ascending to a plantation which sheltered the house. The Baron strolled up here, and bent his gaze over the distance. The valley of the Exe lay before him, with its shining river, the brooks that fed it, and the trickling springs that fed the brooks. The situation of Margery’s house was visible, though not the house itself; and the Baron gazed that way for an infinitely long time, till, remembering himself, he moved on.


  Instead of returning to the house he went along the ridge till he arrived at the verge of Chillington Wood, and in the same desultory manner roamed under the trees, not pausing till he had come to Three-Walks-End, and the hollow elm hard by. He peeped in at the rift. In the soft dry layer of touch-wood that floored the hollow Margery’s tracks were still visible, as she had made them there when dressing for the ball.


  ‘Little Margery!’ murmured the Baron.


  In a moment he thought better of this mood, and turned to go home. But behold, a form stood behind him—that of the girl whose name had been on his lips.


  She was in utter confusion. ‘I—I—did not know you were here, sir!’ she began. ‘I was out for a little walk.’ She could get no further; her eyes filled with tears. That spice of wilfulness, even hardness, which characterized her in Jim’s company, magically disappeared in the presence of the Baron.


  ‘Never mind, never mind,’ said he, masking under a severe manner whatever he felt. ‘The meeting is awkward, and ought not to have occurred, especially if, as I suppose, you are shortly to be married to James Hayward. But it cannot be helped now. You had no idea I was here, of course. Neither had I of seeing you. Remember you cannot be too careful,’ continued the Baron, in the same grave tone; ‘and I strongly request you as a friend to do your utmost to avoid meetings like this. When you saw me before I turned, why did you not go away?’


  ‘I did not see you, sir. I did not think of seeing you. I was walking this way, and I only looked in to see the tree.’


  ‘That shows you have been thinking of things you should not think of,’ returned the Baron. ‘Good morning.’


  Margery could answer nothing. A browbeaten glance, almost of misery, was all she gave him. He took a slow step away from her; then turned suddenly back and, stooping, impulsively kissed her cheek, taking her as much by surprise as ever a woman was taken in her life.


  Immediately after he went off with a flushed face and rapid strides, which he did not check till he was within his own boundaries.


  The haymaking season now set in vigorously, and the weir-hatches were all drawn in the meads to drain off the water. The streams ran themselves dry, and there was no longer any difficulty in walking about among them. The Baron could very well witness from the elevations about his house the activity which followed these preliminaries. The white shirt-sleeves of the mowers glistened in the sun, the scythes flashed, voices echoed, snatches of song floated about, and there were glimpses of red waggon-wheels, purple gowns, and many-coloured handkerchiefs.


  The Baron had been told that the haymaking was to be followed by the wedding, and had he gone down the vale to the dairy he would have had evidence to that effect. Dairyman Tucker’s house was in a whirlpool of bustle, and among other difficulties was that of turning the cheese-room into a genteel apartment for the time being, and hiding the awkwardness of having to pass through the milk-house to get to the parlour door. These household contrivances appeared to interest Margery much more than the great question of dressing for the ceremony and the ceremony itself. In all relating to that she showed an indescribable backwardness, which later on was well remembered.


  ‘If it were only somebody else, and I was one of the bridesmaids, I really think I should like it better!’ she murmured one afternoon.


  ‘Away with thee—that’s only your shyness!’ said one of the milkmaids.


  It is said that about this time the Baron seemed to feel the effects of solitude strongly. Solitude revives the simple instincts of primitive man, and lonely country nooks afford rich soil for wayward emotions. Moreover, idleness waters those unconsidered impulses which a short season of turmoil would stamp out. It is difficult to speak with any exactness of the bearing of such conditions on the mind of the Baron—a man of whom so little was ever truly known—but there is no doubt that his mind ran much on Margery as an individual, without reference to her rank or quality, or to the question whether she would marry Jim Hayward that summer. She was the single lovely human thing within his present horizon, for he lived in absolute seclusion; and her image unduly affected him.


  But, leaving conjecture, let me state what happened. One Saturday evening, two or three weeks after his accidental meeting with her in the wood, he wrote the note following:—


  
    Dear Margery—


    You must not suppose that, because I spoke somewhat severely to you at our chance encounter by the hollow tree, I have any feeling against you. Far from it. Now, as ever, I have the most grateful sense of your considerate kindness to me on a momentous occasion which shall be nameless.


    You solemnly promised to come and see me whenever I should send for you. Can you call for five minutes as soon as possible, and disperse those plaguy glooms from which I am so unfortunate as to suffer? If you refuse I will not answer for the consequences. I shall be in the summer shelter of the mount to-morrow morning at half-past ten. If you come I shall be grateful. I have also something for you.


    Yours,

    X.

  


  In keeping with the tenor of this epistle the desponding, self-oppressed Baron ascended the mount on Sunday morning and sat down. There was nothing here to signify exactly the hour, but before the church bells had begun he heard somebody approaching at the back. The light footstep moved timidly, first to one recess, and then to another; then to the third, where he sat in the shade. Poor Margery stood before him.


  She looked worn and weary, and her little shoes and the skirts of her dress were covered with dust. The weather was sultry, the sun being already high and powerful, and rain had not fallen for weeks. The Baron, who walked little, had thought nothing of the effects of this heat and drought in inducing fatigue. A distance which had been but a reasonable exercise on a foggy morning was a drag for Margery now. She was out of breath; and anxiety, even unhappiness, was written on her everywhere.


  He rose to his feet and took her hand. He was vexed with himself at sight of her. ‘My dear little girl!’ he said. ‘You are tired—you should not have come.’


  ‘You sent for me, sir; and I was afraid you were ill; and my promise to you was sacred.’


  He bent over her, looking upon her downcast face, and still holding her hand; then he dropped it, and took a pace or two backwards.


  ‘It was a whim, nothing more,’ he said sadly. ‘I wanted to see my little friend, to express good wishes—and to present her with this.’ He held forward a small morocco case, and showed her how to open it, disclosing a pretty locket set with pearls. ‘It is intended as a wedding present,’ he continued. ‘To be returned to me again if you do not marry Jim this summer—it is to be this summer, I think?’


  ‘It was, sir,’ she said with agitation. ‘But it is so no longer. And, therefore, I cannot take this.’


  ‘What do you say?’


  ‘It was to have been to-day; but now it cannot be.’


  ‘The wedding to-day—Sunday?’ he cried.


  ‘We fixed Sunday not to hinder much time at this busy season of the year,’ replied she.


  ‘And have you, then, put it off—surely not?’


  ‘You sent for me, and I have come,’ she answered humbly, like an obedient familiar in the employ of some great enchanter. Indeed, the Baron’s power over this innocent girl was curiously like enchantment, or mesmeric influence. It was so masterful that the sexual element was almost eliminated. It was that of Prospero over the gentle Ariel. And yet it was probably only that of the cosmopolite over the recluse, of the experienced man over the simple maid.


  ‘You have come—on your wedding-day!—O Margery, this is a mistake. Of course, you should not have obeyed me, since, though I thought your wedding would be soon, I did not know it was to-day.’


  ‘I promised you, sir; and I would rather keep my promise to you than be married to Jim.’


  ‘That must not be—the feeling is wrong!’ he murmured, looking at the distant hills. ‘There seems to be a fate in all this; I get out of the frying-pan into the fire. What a recompense to you for your goodness! The fact is, I was out of health and out of spirits, so I—but no more of that. Now instantly to repair this tremendous blunder that we have made—that’s the question.’


  After a pause, he went on hurriedly, ‘Walk down the hill; get into the road. By that time I shall be there with a phaeton. We may get back in time. What time is it now? If not, no doubt the wedding can be to-morrow; so all will come right again. Don’t cry, my dear girl. Keep the locket, of course—you’ll marry Jim.’


  IX


  He hastened down towards the stables, and she went on as directed. It seemed as if he must have put in the horse himself, so quickly did he reappear with the phaeton on the open road. Margery silently took her seat, and the Baron seemed cut to the quick with self-reproach as he noticed the listless indifference with which she acted. There was no doubt that in her heart she had preferred obeying the apparently important mandate that morning to becoming Jim’s wife; but there was no less doubt that had the Baron left her alone she would quietly have gone to the altar.


  He drove along furiously, in a cloud of dust. There was much to contemplate in that peaceful Sunday morning—the windless trees and fields, the shaking sunlight, the pause in human stir. Yet neither of them heeded, and thus they drew near to the dairy. His first expressed intention had been to go indoors with her, but this he abandoned as impolitic in the highest degree.


  ‘You may be soon enough,’ he said, springing down, and helping her to follow. ‘Tell the truth: say you were sent for to receive a wedding present—that it was a mistake on my part—a mistake on yours; and I think they’ll forgive…. And, Margery, my last request to you is this: that if I send for you again, you do not come. Promise solemnly, my dear girl, that any such request shall be unheeded.’


  Her lips moved, but the promise was not articulated. ‘O, sir, I cannot promise it!’ she said at last.


  ‘But you must; your salvation may depend on it!’ he insisted almost sternly. ‘You don’t know what I am.’


  ‘Then, sir, I promise,’ she replied. ‘Now leave me to myself, please, and I’ll go indoors and manage matters.’


  He turned the horse and drove away, but only for a little distance. Out of sight he pulled rein suddenly. ‘Only to go back and propose it to her, and she’d come!’ he murmured.


  He stood up in the phaeton, and by this means he could see over the hedge. Margery still sat listlessly in the same place; there was not a lovelier flower in the field. ‘No,’ he said; ‘no, no—never!’ He reseated himself, and the wheels sped lightly back over the soft dust to Mount Lodge.


  Meanwhile Margery had not moved. If the Baron could dissimulate on the side of severity she could dissimulate on the side of calm. He did not know what had been veiled by the quiet promise to manage matters indoors. Rising at length she first turned away from the house; and by-and-by, having apparently forgotten till then that she carried it in her hand, she opened the case and looked at the locket. This seemed to give her courage. She turned, set her face towards the dairy in good earnest, and though her heart faltered when the gates came in sight, she kept on and drew near the door.


  On the threshold she stood listening. The house was silent. Decorations were visible in the passage, and also the carefully swept and sanded path to the gate, which she was to have trodden as a bride; but the sparrows hopped over it as if it were abandoned; and all appeared to have been checked at its climacteric, like a clock stopped on the strike. Till this moment of confronting the suspended animation of the scene she had not realized the full shock of the convulsion which her disappearance must have caused. It is quite certain—apart from her own repeated assurances to that effect in later years—that in hastening off that morning to her sudden engagement, Margery had not counted the cost of such an enterprise; while a dim notion that she might get back again in time for the ceremony, if the message meant nothing serious, should also be mentioned in her favour. But, upon the whole, she had obeyed the call with an unreasoning obedience worthy of a disciple in primitive times. A conviction that the Baron’s life might depend upon her presence—for she had by this time divined the tragical event she had interrupted on the foggy morning—took from her all will to judge and consider calmly. The simple affairs of her and hers seemed nothing beside the possibility of harm to him.


  A well-known step moved on the sanded floor within, and she went forward. That she saw her father’s face before her, just within the door, can hardly be said: it was rather Reproach and Rage in a human mask.


  ‘What! ye have dared to come back alive, hussy, to look upon the dupery you have practised on honest people! You’ve mortified us all; I don’t want to see ’ee; I don’t want to hear ’ee; I don’t want to know anything!’ He walked up and down the room, unable to command himself. ‘Nothing but being dead could have excused ’ee for not meeting and marrying that man this morning; and yet you have the brazen impudence to stand there as well as ever! What be you here for?’


  ‘I’ve come back to marry Jim, if he wants me to,’ she said faintly. ‘And if not—perhaps so much the better. I was sent for this morning early. I thought——.’ She halted. To say that she had thought a man’s death might happen by his own hand if she did not go to him, would never do. ‘I was obliged to go,’ she said. ‘I had given my word.’


  ‘Why didn’t you tell us, then, so that the wedding could be put off, without making fools o’ us?’


  ‘Because I was afraid you wouldn’t let me go, and I had made up my mind to go.’


  ‘To go where?’


  She was silent; till she said, ‘I will tell Jim all, and why it was; and if he’s any friend of mine he’ll excuse me.’


  ‘Not Jim—he’s no such fool. Jim had put all ready for you, Jim had called at your house, a-dressed up in his new wedding clothes, and a-smiling like the sun; Jim had told the parson, had got the ringers in tow, and the clerk awaiting; and then—you was gone! Then Jim turned as pale as rendlewood, and busted out, “If she don’t marry me to-day,” ’a said, “she don’t marry me at all! No; let her look elsewhere for a husband. For tew years I’ve put up with her haughty tricks and her takings,” ’a said. “I’ve droudged and I’ve traipsed, I’ve bought and I’ve sold, all wi’ an eye to her; I’ve suffered horseflesh,” he says—yes, them was his noble words—“but I’ll suffer it no longer. She shall go!” “Jim,” says I, “you be a man. If she’s alive, I commend ’ee; if she’s dead, pity my old age.” “She isn’t dead,” says he; “for I’ve just heard she was seen walking off across the fields this morning, looking all of a scornful triumph.” He turned round and went, and the rest o’ the neighbours went; and here be I left to the reproach o’t.’


  ‘He was too hasty,’ murmured Margery. ‘For now he’s said this I can’t marry him to-morrow, as I might ha’ done; and perhaps so much the better.’


  ‘You can be so calm about it, can ye? Be my arrangements nothing, then, that you should break ’em up, and say off hand what wasn’t done to-day might ha’ been done to-morrow, and such flick-flack? Out o’ my sight! I won’t hear any more. I won’t speak to ’ee any more.’


  ‘I’ll go away, and then you’ll be sorry!’


  ‘Very well, go. Sorry—not I.’


  He turned and stamped his way into the cheese-room. Margery went upstairs. She too was excited now, and instead of fortifying herself in her bedroom till her father’s rage had blown over, as she had often done on lesser occasions, she packed up a bundle of articles, crept down again, and went out of the house. She had a place of refuge in these cases of necessity, and her father knew it, and was less alarmed at seeing her depart than he might otherwise have been. This place was Rook’s Gate, the house of her grandmother, who always took Margery’s part when that young woman was particularly in the wrong.


  The devious way she pursued, to avoid the vicinity of Mount Lodge, was tedious, and she was already weary. But the cottage was a restful place to arrive at, for she was her own mistress there—her grandmother never coming down stairs—and Edy, the woman who lived with and attended her, being a cipher except in muscle and voice. The approach was by a straight open road, bordered by thin lank trees, all sloping away from the south-west wind-quarter, and the scene bore a strange resemblance to certain bits of Dutch landscape which have been imprinted on the world’s eye by Hobbema and his school.


  Having explained to her granny that the wedding was put off, and that she had come to stay, one of Margery’s first acts was carefully to pack up the locket and case, her wedding present from the Baron. The conditions of the gift were unfulfilled, and she wished it to go back instantly. Perhaps, in the intricacies of her bosom, there lurked a greater satisfaction with the reason for returning the present than she would have felt just then with a reason for keeping it.


  To send the article was difficult. In the evening she wrapped herself up, searched and found a gauze veil that had been used by her grandmother in past years for hiving swarms of bees, buried her face in it, and sallied forth with a palpitating heart till she drew near the tabernacle of her demi-god, the Baron. She ventured only to the back-door, where she handed in the parcel addressed to him, and quickly came away.


  Now it seems that during the day the Baron had been unable to learn the result of his attempt to return Margery in time for the event he had interrupted. Wishing, for obvious reasons, to avoid direct inquiry by messenger, and being too unwell to go far himself, he could learn no particulars. He was sitting in thought after a lonely dinner when the parcel intimating failure was brought in. The footman, whose curiosity had been excited by the mode of its arrival, peeped through the keyhole after closing the door to learn what the packet meant. Directly the Baron had opened it he thrust out his feet vehemently from his chair, and began cursing his ruinous conduct in bringing about such a disaster, for the return of the locket denoted not only no wedding that day, but none to-morrow, or at any time.


  ‘I have done that innocent woman a great wrong!’ he murmured. ‘Deprived her of, perhaps, her only opportunity of becoming mistress of a happy home!’


  X


  A considerable period of inaction followed among all concerned.


  Nothing tended to dissipate the obscurity which veiled the life of the Baron. The position he occupied in the minds of the country-folk around was one which combined the mysteriousness of a legendary character with the unobtrusive deeds of a modern gentleman. To this day whoever takes the trouble to go down to Silverthorn in Lower Wessex and make inquiries will find existing there almost a superstitious feeling for the moody, melancholy stranger who resided in the Lodge some forty years ago.


  Whence he came, whither he was going, were alike unknown. It was said that his mother had been an English lady of noble family who had married a foreigner not unheard of in circles where men pile up ‘the cankered heaps of strange-achieved gold’—that he had been born and educated in England, taken abroad, and so on. But the facts of a life in such cases are of little account beside the aspect of a life; and hence, though doubtless the years of his existence contained their share of trite and homely circumstance, the curtain which masked all this was never lifted to gratify such a theatre of spectators as those at Silverthorn. Therein lay his charm. His life was a vignette, of which the central strokes only were drawn with any distinctness, the environment shading away to a blank.


  He might have been said to resemble that solitary bird, the heron. The still, lonely stream was his frequent haunt; on its banks he would stand for hours with his rod, looking into the water, beholding the tawny inhabitants with the eye of a philosopher, and seeming to say, ‘Bite or don’t bite—it’s all the same to me.’ He was often mistaken for a ghost by children; and for a pollard willow by men, when, on their way home in the dusk, they saw him motionless by some rushy bank, unobservant of the decline of day.


  Why did he come to fish near Silverthorn? That was never explained. As far as was known he had no relatives near; the fishing there was not exceptionally good; the society thereabout was decidedly meagre. That he had committed some folly or hasty act, that he had been wrongfully accused of some crime, thus rendering his seclusion from the world desirable for a while, squared very well with his frequent melancholy. But such as he was there he lived, well supplied with fishing-tackle, and tenant of a furnished house, just suited to the requirements of such an eccentric being as he.


  Margery’s father, having privately ascertained that she was living with her grandmother, and getting into no harm, refrained from communicating with her, in the hope of seeing her contrite at his door. It had, of course, become known about Silverthorn that at the last moment Margery refused to wed Hayward, by absenting herself from the house. Jim was pitied, yet not pitied much, for it was said that he ought not to have been so eager for a woman who had shown no anxiety for him.


  And where was Jim himself? It must not be supposed that that tactician had all this while withdrawn from mortal eye to tear his hair in silent indignation and despair. He had, in truth, merely retired up the lonesome defile between the downs to his smouldering kiln, and the ancient ramparts above it; and there, after his first hours of natural discomposure, he quietly waited for overtures from the possibly repentant Margery. But no overtures arrived, and then he meditated anew on the absorbing problem of her skittishness, and how to set about another campaign for her conquest, notwithstanding his late disastrous failure. Why had he failed? To what was her strange conduct owing? That was the thing which puzzled him.


  He had made no advance in solving the riddle when, one morning, a stranger appeared on the down above him, looking as if he had lost his way. The man had a good deal of black hair below his felt hat, and carried under his arm a case containing a musical instrument. Descending to where Jim stood, he asked if there were not a short cut across that way to Tivworthy, where a fête was to be held.


  ‘Well, yes, there is,’ said Jim. ‘But ’tis an enormous distance for ’ee.’


  ‘O yes,’ replied the musician. ‘I wish to intercept the carrier on the highway.’


  The nearest way was precisely in the direction of Rook’s Gate, where Margery, as Jim knew, was staying. Having some time to spare, Jim was strongly impelled to make a kind act to the lost musician a pretext for taking observations in that neighbourhood; and telling his acquaintance that he was going the same way, he started without further ado.


  They skirted the long length of meads, and in due time arrived at the back of Rook’s Gate, where the path joined the high road. A hedge divided the public way from the cottage garden. Jim drew up at this point and said, ‘Your road is straight on: I turn back here.’


  But the musician was standing fixed, as if in great perplexity. Thrusting his hand into his forest of black hair, he murmured, ‘Surely it is the same—surely!’


  Jim, following the direction of his neighbour’s eyes, found them to be fixed on a figure till that moment hidden from himself—Margery Tucker—who was crossing the garden to an opposite gate with a little cheese in her arms, her head thrown back, and her face quite exposed.


  ‘What of her?’ said Jim.


  ‘Two months ago I formed one of the band at the Yeomanry Ball given by Lord Toneborough in the next county. I saw that young lady dancing the polka there in robes of gauze and lace. Now I see her carry a cheese!’


  ‘Never!’ said Jim incredulously.


  ‘But I do not mistake. I say it is so!’


  Jim ridiculed the idea; the bandsman protested, and was about to lose his temper, when Jim gave in with the good-nature of a person who can afford to despise opinions; and the musician went his way.


  As he dwindled out of sight Jim began to think more carefully over what he had said. The young man’s thoughts grew quite to an excitement, for there came into his mind the Baron’s extraordinary kindness in regard to furniture, hitherto accounted for by the assumption that the nobleman had taken a fancy to him. Could it be, among all the amazing things of life, that the Baron was at the bottom of this mischief, and that he had amused himself by taking Margery to a ball?


  Doubts and suspicions which distract some lovers to imbecility only served to bring out Jim’s great qualities. Where he trusted he was the most trusting fellow in the world; where he doubted he could be guilty of the slyest strategy. Once suspicious, he became one of those subtle, watchful characters who, without integrity, make good thieves; with a little, good jobbers; with a little more, good diplomatists. Jim was honest, and he considered what to do.


  Retracing his steps, he peeped again. She had gone in; but she would soon reappear, for it could be seen that she was carrying little new cheeses one by one to a spring-cart and horse tethered outside the gate—her grandmother, though not a regular dairy-woman, still managing a few cows by means of a man and maid. With the lightness of a cat Jim crept round to the gate, took a piece of chalk from his pocket, and wrote upon the boarding ‘The Baron.’ Then he retreated to the other side of the garden where he had just watched Margery.


  In due time she emerged with another little cheese, came on to the garden-door, and glanced upon the chalked words which confronted her. She started; the cheese rolled from her arms to the ground, and broke into pieces like a pudding.


  She looked fearfully round, her face burning like sunset, and, seeing nobody, stooped to pick up the flaccid lumps. Jim, with a pale face, departed as invisibly as he had come. He had proved the bandsman’s tale to be true. On his way back he formed a resolution. It was to beard the lion in his den—to call on the Baron.


  Meanwhile Margery had recovered her equanimity, and gathered up the broken cheese. But she could by no means account for the handwriting. Jim was just the sort of fellow to play her such a trick at ordinary times, but she imagined him to be far too incensed against her to do it now; and she suddenly wondered if it were any sort of signal from the Baron himself.


  Of him she had lately heard nothing. If ever monotony pervaded a life it pervaded hers at Rook’s Gate; and she had begun to despair of any happy change. But it is precisely when the social atmosphere seems stagnant that great events are brewing. Margery’s quiet was broken first, as we have seen, by a slight start, only sufficient to make her drop a cheese; and then by a more serious matter.


  She was inside the same garden one day when she heard two watermen talking without. The conversation was to the effect that the strange gentleman who had taken Mount Lodge for the season was seriously ill.


  ‘How ill?’ cried Margery through the hedge, which screened her from recognition.


  ‘Bad abed,’ said one of the watermen.


  ‘Inflammation of the lungs,’ said the other.


  ‘Got wet, fishing,’ the first chimed in.


  Margery could gather no more. An ideal admiration rather than any positive passion existed in her breast for the Baron: she had of late seen too little of him to allow any incipient views of him as a lover to grow to formidable dimensions. It was an extremely romantic feeling, delicate as an aroma, capable of quickening to an active principle, or dying to ‘a painless sympathy,’ as the case might be.


  This news of his illness, coupled with the mysterious chalking on the gate, troubled her, and revived his image much. She took to walking up and down the garden-paths, looking into the hearts of flowers, and not thinking what they were. His last request had been that she was not to go to him if he should send for her; and now she asked herself, was the name on the gate a hint to enable her to go without infringing the letter of her promise? Thus unexpectedly had Jim’s manœuvre operated.


  Ten days passed. All she could hear of the Baron were the same words, ‘Bad abed,’ till one afternoon, after a gallop of the physician to the Lodge, the tidings spread like lightning that the Baron was dying.


  Margery distressed herself with the question whether she might be permitted to visit him and say her prayers at his bedside; but she feared to venture; and thus eight-and-forty hours slipped away, and the Baron still lived. Despite her shyness and awe of him she had almost made up her mind to call when, just at dusk on that October evening, somebody came to the door and asked for her.


  She could see the messenger’s head against the low new moon. He was a man-servant. He said he had been all the way to her father’s, and had been sent thence to her here. He simply brought a note, and, delivering it into her hands, went away.


  
    ‘Dear Margery Tucker,’ ran the note—‘They say I am not likely to live, so I want to see you. Be here at eight o’clock this evening. Come quite alone to the side-door, and tap four times softly. My trusty man will admit you. The occasion is an important one. Prepare yourself for a solemn ceremony, which I wish to have performed while it lies in my power.


    Von Xanten.’

  


  XI


  Margery’s face flushed up, and her neck and arms glowed in sympathy. The quickness of youthful imagination, and the assumptiveness of woman’s reason, sent her straight as an arrow this thought: ‘He wants to marry me!’


  She had heard of similar strange proceedings, in which the orange-flower and the sad cypress were intertwined. People sometimes wished on their death-beds, from motives of esteem, to form a legal tie which they had not cared to establish as a domestic one during their active life.


  For a few minutes Margery could hardly be called excited; she was excitement itself. Between surprise and modesty she blushed and trembled by turns. She became grave, sat down in the solitary room, and looked into the fire. At seven o’clock she rose resolved, and went quite tranquilly upstairs, where she speedily began to dress.


  In making this hasty toilet nine-tenths of her care were given to her hands. The summer had left them slightly brown, and she held them up and looked at them with some misgiving, the fourth finger of her left hand more especially. Hot washings and cold washings, certain products from bee and flower known only to country girls, everything she could think of, were used upon those little sunburnt hands, till she persuaded herself that they were really as white as could be wished by a husband with a hundred titles. Her dressing completed, she left word with Edy that she was going for a long walk, and set out in the direction of Mount Lodge.


  She no longer tripped like a girl, but walked like a woman. While crossing the park she murmured ‘Baroness von Xanten’ in a pronunciation of her own. The sound of that title caused her such agitation that she was obliged to pause, with her hand upon her heart.


  The house was so closely neighboured by shrubberies on three of its sides that it was not till she had gone nearly round it that she found the little door. The resolution she had been an hour in forming failed her when she stood at the portal. While pausing for courage to tap, a carriage drove up to the front entrance a little way off, and peeping round the corner she saw alight a clergyman, and a gentleman in whom Margery fancied that she recognized a well-known solicitor from the neighbouring town. She had no longer any doubt of the nature of the ceremony proposed. ‘It is sudden—but I must obey him!’ she murmured; and tapped four times.


  The door was opened so quickly that the servant must have been standing immediately inside. She thought him the man who had driven them to the ball—the silent man who could be trusted. Without a word he conducted her up the back staircase, and through a door at the top, into a wide corridor. She was asked to wait in a little dressing-room, where there was a fire, and an old metal-framed looking-glass over the mantel-piece, in which she caught sight of herself. A red spot burnt in each of her cheeks; the rest of her face was pale; and her eyes were like diamonds of the first water.


  Before she had been seated many minutes the man came back noiselessly, and she followed him to a door covered by a red and black curtain, which he lifted, and ushered her into a large chamber. A screened light stood on a table before her, and on her left the hangings of a tall, dark, four-post bedstead obstructed her view of the centre of the room. Everything here seemed of such a magnificent type to her eyes that she felt confused, diminished to half her height, half her strength, half her prettiness. The man who had conducted her retired at once, and some one came softly round the angle of the bed-curtains. He held out his hand kindly—rather patronisingly: it was the solicitor whom she knew by sight. This gentleman led her forward, as if she had been a lamb rather than a woman, till the occupant of the bed was revealed.


  The Baron’s eyes were closed, and her entry had been so noiseless that he did not open them. The pallor of his face nearly matched the white bed-linen, and his dark hair and heavy black moustache were like dashes of ink on a clean page. Near him sat the parson and another gentleman, whom she afterwards learnt to be a London physician; and on the parson whispering a few words the Baron opened his eyes. As soon as he saw her he smiled faintly, and held out his hand.


  Margery would have wept for him, if she had not been too overawed and palpitating to do anything. She quite forgot what she had come for, shook hands with him mechanically, and could hardly return an answer to his weak ‘Dear Margery, you see how I am—how are you?’


  In preparing for marriage she had not calculated on such a scene as this. Her affection for the Baron had too much of the vague in it to afford her trustfulness now. She wished she had not come. On a sign from the Baron the lawyer brought her a chair, and the oppressive silence was broken by the Baron’s words.


  ‘I am pulled down to death’s door, Margery,’ he said; ‘and I suppose I soon shall pass through…. My peace has been much disturbed in this illness, for just before it attacked me I received—that present you returned, from which, and in other ways, I learnt that you had lost your chance of marriage…. Now it was I who did the harm, and you can imagine how the news has affected me. It has worried me all the illness through, and I cannot dismiss my error from my mind…. I want to right the wrong I have done you before I die. Margery, you have always obeyed me, and, strange as the request may be, will you obey me now?’


  She whispered ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, then,’ said the Baron, ‘these three gentlemen are here for a special purpose: one helps the body—he’s called a physician; another helps the soul—he’s a parson; the other helps the understanding—he’s a lawyer. They are here partly on my account, and partly on yours.’


  The speaker then made a sign to the lawyer, who went out of the door. He came back almost instantly, but not alone. Behind him, dressed up in his best clothes, with a flower in his buttonhole and a bridegroom’s air, walked—Jim.


  XII


  Margery could hardly repress a scream. As for flushing and blushing, she had turned hot and turned pale so many times already during the evening, that there was really now nothing of that sort left for her to do; and she remained in complexion much as before. O, the mockery of it! That secret dream—that sweet word ‘Baroness!’—which had sustained her all the way along. Instead of a Baron there stood Jim, white-waistcoated, demure, every hair in place, and, if she mistook not, even a deedy spark in his eye.


  Jim’s surprising presence on the scene may be briefly accounted for. His resolve to seek an explanation with the Baron at all risks had proved unexpectedly easy: the interview had at once been granted, and then, seeing the crisis at which matters stood, the Baron had generously revealed to Jim the whole of his indebtedness to and knowledge of Margery. The truth of the Baron’s statement, the innocent nature as yet of the acquaintanceship, his sorrow for the rupture he had produced, was so evident that, far from having any further doubts of his patron, Jim frankly asked his advice on the next step to be pursued. At this stage the Baron fell ill, and, desiring much to see the two young people united before his death, he had sent anew to Hayward, and proposed the plan which they were now about to attempt—a marriage at the bedside of the sick man by special licence. The influence at Lambeth of some friends of the Baron’s, and the charitable bequests of his late mother to several deserving Church funds, were generally supposed to be among the reasons why the application for the licence was not refused.


  This, however, is of small consequence. The Baron probably knew, in proposing this method of celebrating the marriage, that his enormous power over her would outweigh any sentimental obstacles which she might set up—inward objections that, without his presence and firmness, might prove too much for her acquiescence. Doubtless he foresaw, too, the advantage of getting her into the house before making the individuality of her husband clear to her mind.


  Now, the Baron’s conjectures were right as to the event, but wrong as to the motives. Margery was a perfect little dissembler on some occasions, and one of them was when she wished to hide any sudden mortification that might bring her into ridicule. She had no sooner recovered from her first fit of discomfiture than pride bade her suffer anything rather than reveal her absurd disappointment. Hence the scene progressed as follows:


  ‘Come here, Hayward,’ said the invalid. Hayward came near. The Baron, holding her hand in one of his own, and her lover’s in the other, continued, ‘Will you, in spite of your recent vexation with her, marry her now if she does not refuse?’


  ‘I will, sir,’ said Jim promptly.


  ‘And Margery, what do you say? It is merely a setting of things right. You have already promised this young man to be his wife, and should, of course, perform your promise. You don’t dislike Jim?’


  ‘O no, sir,’ she said, in a low, dry voice.


  ‘I like him better than I can tell you,’ said the Baron. ‘He is an honourable man, and will make you a good husband. You must remember that marriage is a life contract, in which general compatibility of temper and worldly position is of more importance than fleeting passion, which never long survives. Now, will you, at my earnest request, and before I go to the South of Europe to die, agree to make this good man happy? I have expressed your views on the subject, haven’t I, Hayward?’


  ‘To a T, sir,’ said Jim emphatically, with a motion of raising his hat to his influential ally, till he remembered he had no hat on. ‘And, though I could hardly expect Margery to gie in for my asking, I feels she ought to gie in for yours.’


  ‘And you accept him, my little friend?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ she murmured, ‘if he’ll agree to a thing or two.’


  ‘Doubtless he will—what are they?’


  ‘That I shall not be made to live with him till I am in the mind for it; and that my having him shall be kept unknown for the present.’


  ‘Well, what do you think of it, Hayward?’


  ‘Anything that you or she may wish I’ll do, my noble lord,’ said Jim.


  ‘Well, her request is not unreasonable, seeing that the proceedings are, on my account, a little hurried. So we’ll proceed. You rather expected this, from my allusion to a ceremony in my note, did you not, Margery?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ said she, with an effort.


  ‘Good; I thought so; you looked so little surprised.’


  We now leave the scene in the bedroom for a spot not many yards off.


  When the carriage seen by Margery at the door was driving up to Mount Lodge it arrested the attention, not only of the young girl, but of a man who had for some time been moving slowly about the opposite lawn, engaged in some operation while he smoked a short pipe. A short observation of his doings would have shown that he was sheltering some delicate plants from an expected frost, and that he was the gardener. When the light at the door fell upon the entering forms of parson and lawyer—the former a stranger, the latter known to him—the gardener walked thoughtfully round the house. Reaching the small side-entrance he was further surprised to see it noiselessly open to a young woman, in whose momentarily illumined features he discerned those of Margery Tucker.


  Altogether there was something curious in this. The man returned to the lawn front, and perfunctorily went on putting shelters over certain plants, though his thoughts were plainly otherwise engaged. On the grass his footsteps were noiseless, and the night moreover being still, he could presently hear a murmuring from the bedroom window over his head.


  The gardener took from a tree a ladder that he had used in nailing that day, set it under the window, and ascended half-way, hoodwinking his conscience by seizing a nail or two with his hand and testing their twig-supporting powers. He soon heard enough to satisfy him. The words of a church-service in the strange parson’s voice were audible in snatches through the blind: they were words he knew to be part of the solemnization of matrimony, such as ‘wedded wife,’ ‘richer for poorer,’ and so on; the less familiar parts being a more or less confused sound.


  Satisfied that a wedding was in progress there, the gardener did not for a moment dream that one of the contracting parties could be other than the sick Baron. He descended the ladder and again walked round the house, waiting only till he saw Margery emerge from the same little door; when, fearing that he might be discovered, he withdrew in the direction of his own cottage.


  This building stood at the lower corner of the garden, and as soon as the gardener entered he was accosted by a handsome woman in a widow’s cap, who called him father, and said that supper had been ready for a long time. They sat down, but during the meal the gardener was so abstracted and silent that his daughter put her head winningly to one side and said, ‘What is it, father dear?’


  ‘Ah—what is it?’ cried the gardener. ‘Something that makes very little difference to me, but may be of great account to you, if you play your cards well. There’s been a wedding at the Lodge to-night!’ He related to her, with a caution to secrecy, all that he had heard and seen.


  ‘We are folk that have got to get their living,’ he said, ‘and such ones mustn’t tell tales about their betters—Lord forgive the mockery of the word!—but there’s something to be made of it. She’s a nice maid; so, Harriet, do you take the first chance you get for honouring her, before others know what has happened. Since this is done so privately it will be kept private for some time—till after his death, no question; when I expect she’ll take this house for herself, and blaze out as a widow-lady ten thousand pound strong. You being a widow, she may make you her company-keeper; and so you’ll have a home by a little contriving.’


  While this conversation progressed at the gardener’s Margery was on her way out of the Baron’s house. She was, indeed, married. But, as we know, she was not married to the Baron. The ceremony over she seemed but little discomposed, and expressed a wish to return alone as she had come. To this, of course, no objection could be offered under the terms of the agreement, and wishing Jim a frigid good-bye, and the Baron a very quiet farewell, she went out by the door which had admitted her. Once safe and alone in the darkness of the park she burst into tears, which dropped upon the grass as she passed along. In the Baron’s room she had seemed scared and helpless; now her reason and emotions returned. The farther she got away from the glamour of that room, and the influence of its occupant, the more she became of opinion that she had acted foolishly. She had disobediently left her father’s house, to obey him here. She had pleased everybody but herself.


  However, thinking was now too late. How she got into her grandmother’s house she hardly knew; but without a supper, and without confronting either her relative or Edy, she went to bed.


  XIII


  On going out into the garden next morning, with a strange sense of being another person than herself, she beheld Jim leaning mutely over the gate.


  He nodded. ‘Good morning, Margery,’ he said civilly.


  ‘Good morning,’ said Margery in the same tone[.]


  ‘I beg your pardon,’ he continued. ‘But which way was you going this morning?’


  ‘I am not going anywhere just now, thank you. But I shall go to my father’s by-and-by with Edy.’ She went on with a sigh, ‘I have done what he has all along wished, that is, married you; and there’s no longer reason for enmity atween him and me.’


  ‘Trew—trew. Well, as I am going the same way, I can give you a lift in the trap, for the distance is long.’


  ‘No, thank you—I am used to walking,’ she said.


  They remained in silence, the gate between them, till Jim’s convictions would apparently allow him to hold his peace no longer. ‘This is a bad job!’ he murmured.


  ‘It is,’ she said, as one whose thoughts have only too readily been identified. ‘How I came to agree to it is more than I can tell!’ And tears began rolling down her cheeks.


  ‘The blame is more mine than yours, I suppose,’ he returned. ‘I ought to have said No, and not backed up the gentleman in carrying out this scheme. ’Twas his own notion entirely, as perhaps you know. I should never have thought of such a plan; but he said you’d be willing, and that it would be all right; and I was too ready to believe him.’


  ‘The thing is, how to remedy it,’ said she bitterly. ‘I believe, of course, in your promise to keep this private, and not to trouble me by calling.’


  ‘Certainly,’ said Jim. ‘I don’t want to trouble you. As for that, why, my dear Mrs. Hayward——’


  ‘Don’t Mrs. Hayward me!’ said Margery sharply. ‘I won’t be Mrs. Hayward!’


  Jim paused. ‘Well, you are she by law, and that was all I meant,’ he said mildly.


  ‘I said I would acknowledge no such thing, and I won’t. A thing can’t be legal when it’s against the wishes of the persons the laws are made to protect. So I beg you not to call me that any more.’


  ‘Very well, Miss Tucker,’ said Jim deferentially. ‘We can live on exactly as before. We can’t marry anybody else, that’s true; but beyond that there’s no difference, and no harm done. Your father ought to be told, I suppose, even if nobody else is? It will partly reconcile him to you, and make your life smoother.’


  Instead of directly replying, Margery exclaimed in a low voice:


  ‘O, it is a mistake—I didn’t see it all, owing to not having time to reflect! I agreed, thinking that at least I should get reconciled to father by the step. But perhaps he would as soon have me not married at all as married and parted. I must ha’ been enchanted—bewitched—when I gave my consent to this! I only did it to please that dear good dying nobleman—though why he should have wished it so much I can’t tell!’


  ‘Nor I neither,’ said Jim. ‘Yes, we’ve been fooled into it, Margery,’ he said, with extraordinary gravity. ‘He’s had his way wi’ us, and now we’ve got to suffer for it. Being a gentleman of patronage, and having bought several loads of lime o’ me, and having given me all that splendid furniture, I could hardly refuse——’


  ‘What, did he give you that?’


  ‘Ay, sure—to help me win ye.’


  Margery covered her face with her hands; whereupon Jim stood up from the gate and looked critically at her. ‘’Tis a footy plot between you two men to—snare me!’ she exclaimed. ‘Why should you have done it—why should he have done it—when I’ve not deserved to be treated so. He bought the furniture, did he! O, I’ve been taken in—I’ve been wronged!’ The grief and vexation of finding that long ago, when fondly believing the Baron to have lover-like feelings himself for her, he was still conspiring to favour Jim’s suit, was more than she could endure.


  Jim with distant courtesy waited, nibbling a straw, till her paroxysm was over. ‘One word, Miss Tuck—Mrs.——Margery,’ he then recommenced gravely. ‘You’ll find me man enough to respect your wish, and to leave you to yourself—for ever and ever, if that’s all. But I’ve just one word of advice to render ’ee. That is, that before you go to Silverthorn Dairy yourself you let me drive ahead and call on your father. He’s friends with me, and he’s not friends with you. I can break the news, a little at a time, and I think I can gain his good will for you now, even though the wedding be no natural wedding at all. At any count, I can hear what he’s got to say about ’ee, and come back here and tell ’ee.’


  She nodded a cool assent to this, and he left her strolling about the garden in the sunlight while he went on to reconnoitre as agreed. It must not be supposed that Jim’s dutiful echoes of Margery’s regret at her precipitate marriage were all gospel; and there is no doubt that his private intention, after telling the dairy-farmer what had happened, was to ask his temporary assent to her caprice, till, in the course of time, she should be reasoned out of her whims and induced to settle down with Jim in a natural manner. He had, it is true, been somewhat nettled by her firm objection to him, and her keen sorrow for what she had done to please another; but he hoped for the best.


  But, alas for the astute Jim’s calculations! He drove on to the dairy, whose white walls now gleamed in the morning sun; made fast the horse to a ring in the wall, and entered the barton. Before knocking, he perceived the dairyman walking across from a gate in the other direction, as if he had just come in. Jim went over to him. Since the unfortunate incident on the morning of the intended wedding they had merely been on nodding terms, from a sense of awkwardness in their relations.


  ‘What—is that thee?’ said Dairyman Tucker, in a voice which unmistakably startled Jim by its abrupt fierceness. ‘A pretty fellow thou be’st!’


  It was a bad beginning for the young man’s life as a son-in-law, and augured ill for the delicate consultation he desired.


  ‘What’s the matter?’ said Jim.


  ‘Matter! I wish some folks would burn their lime without burning other folks’ property along wi’ it. You ought to be ashamed of yourself. You call yourself a man, Jim Hayward, and an honest lime-burner, and a respectable, market-keeping Christen, and yet at six o’clock this morning, instead o’ being where you ought to ha’ been—at your work, there was neither vell or mark o’ thee to be seen!’


  ‘Faith, I don’t know what you are raving at,’ said Jim.


  ‘Why—the sparks from thy couch-heap blew over upon my hay-rick, and the rick’s burnt to ashes; and all to come out o’ my well-squeezed pocket. I’ll tell thee what it is, young man. There’s no business in thee. I’ve known Silverthorn folk, quick and dead, for the last couple-o’-score year, and I’ve never knew one so three-cunning for harm as thee, my gentleman lime-burner; and I reckon it one o’ the luckiest days o’ my life when I ’scaped having thee in my family. That maid of mine was right; I was wrong. She seed thee to be a drawlacheting rogue, and ’twas her wisdom to go off that morning and get rid o’ thee. I commend her for’t, and I’m going to fetch her home to-morrow.’


  ‘You needn’t take the trouble. She’s coming home-along to-night of her own accord. I have seen her this morning, and she told me so.’


  ‘So much the better. I’ll welcome her warm. Nation! I’d sooner see her married to the parish fool than thee. Not you—you don’t care for my hay. Tarrying about where you shouldn’t be—in bed, no doubt; that’s what you was a-doing. Now, don’t you darken my doors again, and the sooner you be off my bit o’ ground the better I shall be pleased.’


  Jim looked, as he felt, stultified. If the rick had been really destroyed, a little blame certainly attached to him, but he could not understand how it had happened. However, blame or none, it was clear he could not, with any self-respect, declare himself to be this peppery old gaffer’s son-in-law in the face of such an attack as this.


  For months—almost years—the one transaction that had seemed necessary to compose these two families satisfactorily was Jim’s union with Margery. No sooner had it been completed than it appeared on all sides as the gravest mishap for both. Stating coldly that he would discover how much of the accident was to be attributed to his negligence, and pay the damage, he went out of the barton, and returned the way he had come.


  Margery had been keeping a look-out for him, particularly wishing him not to enter the house, lest others should see the seriousness of their interview; and as soon as she heard wheels she went to the gate, which was out of view.


  ‘Surely father has been speaking roughly to you!’ she said, on seeing his face.


  ‘Not the least doubt that he have,’ said Jim.


  ‘But is he still angry with me?’


  ‘Not in the least. He’s waiting to welcome ’ee.’


  ‘Ah! because I’ve married you.’


  ‘Because he thinks you have not married me! He’s jawed me up hill and down. He hates me; and for your sake I have not explained a word.’


  Margery looked towards home with a sad, severe gaze. ‘Mr. Hayward,’ she said, ‘we have made a great mistake, and we are in a strange position.’


  ‘True, but I’ll tell you what, mistress—I won’t stand——’ He stopped suddenly. ‘Well, well; I’ve promised!’ he quietly added.


  ‘We must suffer for our mistake,’ she went on. ‘The way to suffer least is to keep our own counsel on what happened last evening, and not to meet. I must now return to my father.’


  He inclined his head in indifferent assent, and she went indoors, leaving him there.


  XIV


  Margery returned home, as she had decided, and resumed her old life at Silverthorn. And seeing her father’s animosity towards Jim, she told him not a word of the marriage.


  Her inner life, however, was not what it once had been. She had suffered a mental and emotional displacement—a shock, which had set a shade of astonishment on her face as a permanent thing.


  Her indignation with the Baron for collusion with Jim, at first bitter, lessened with the lapse of a few weeks, and at length vanished in the interest of some tidings she received one day.


  The Baron was not dead, but he was no longer at the Lodge. To the surprise of the physicians, a sufficient improvement had taken place in his condition to permit of his removal before the cold weather came. His desire for removal had been such, indeed, that it was advisable to carry it out at almost any risk. The plan adopted had been to have him borne on men’s shoulders in a sort of palanquin to the shore near Idmouth, a distance of several miles, where a yacht lay awaiting him. By this means the noise and jolting of a carriage, along irregular bye-roads, were avoided. The singular procession over the fields took place at night, and was witnessed by but few people, one being a labouring man, who described the scene to Margery. When the seaside was reached a long, narrow gangway was laid from the deck of the yacht to the shore, which was so steep as to allow the yacht to lie quite near. The men, with their burden, ascended by the light of lanterns, the sick man was laid in the cabin, and, as soon as his bearers had returned to the shore, the gangway was removed, a rope was heard skirring over wood in the darkness, the yacht quivered, spread her woven wings to the air, and moved away. Soon she was but a small shapeless phantom upon the wide breast of the sea.


  It was said that the yacht was bound for Algiers.


  When the inimical autumn and winter weather came on, Margery wondered if he were still alive. The house being shut up, and the servants gone, she had no means of knowing, till, on a particular Saturday, her father drove her to Exonbury market. Here, in attending to his business, he left her to herself for awhile. Walking in a quiet street in the professional quarter of the town, she saw coming towards her the solicitor who had been present at the wedding, and who had acted for the Baron in various small local matters during his brief residence at the Lodge.


  She reddened to peony hues, averted her eyes, and would have passed him. But he crossed over and barred the pavement, and when she met his glance he was looking with friendly severity at her. The street was quiet, and he said in a low voice, ‘How’s the husband?’


  ‘I don’t know, sir,’ said she.


  ‘What—and are your stipulations about secrecy and separate living still in force?’


  ‘They will always be,’ she replied decisively. ‘Mr. Hayward and I agreed on the point, and we have not the slightest wish to change the arrangement.’


  ‘H’m. Then ’tis Miss Tucker to the world; Mrs. Hayward to me and one or two others only?’


  Margery nodded. Then she nerved herself by an effort, and, though blushing painfully, asked, ‘May I put one question, sir? Is the Baron dead?’


  ‘He is dead to you and to all of us. Why should you ask?’


  ‘Because, if he’s alive, I am sorry I married James Hayward. If he is dead I do not much mind my marriage.’


  ‘I repeat, he is dead to you,’ said the lawyer emphatically. ‘I’ll tell you all I know. My professional services for him ended with his departure from this country; but I think I should have heard from him if he had been alive still. I have not heard at all: and this, taken in connection with the nature of his illness, leaves no doubt in my mind that he is dead.’


  Margery sighed, and thanking the lawyer she left him with a tear for the Baron in her eye. After this incident she became more restful; and the time drew on for her periodical visit to her grandmother.


  A few days subsequent to her arrival her aged relative asked her to go with a message to the gardener at Mount Lodge (who still lived on there, keeping the grounds in order for the landlord). Margery hated that direction now, but she went. The Lodge, which she saw over the trees, was to her like a skull from which the warm and living flesh had vanished. It was twilight by the time she reached the cottage at the bottom of the Lodge garden, and, the room being illuminated within, she saw through the window a woman she had never seen before. She was dark, and rather handsome, and when Margery knocked she opened the door. It was the gardener’s widowed daughter, who had been advised to make friends with Margery.


  She now found her opportunity. Margery’s errand was soon completed, the young widow, to her surprise, treating her with preternatural respect, and afterwards offering to accompany her home. Margery was not sorry to have a companion in the gloom, and they walked on together. The widow, Mrs. Peach, was demonstrative and confidential, and told Margery all about herself. She had come quite recently to live with her father—during the Baron’s illness, in fact—and her husband had been captain of a ketch.


  ‘I saw you one morning, ma’am,’ she said. ‘But you didn’t see me. It was when you were crossing the hill in sight of the Lodge. You looked at it, and sighed. ’Tis the lot of widows to sigh, ma’am, is it not?’


  ‘Widows—yes, I suppose; but what do you mean?’


  Mrs. Peach lowered her voice. ‘I can’t say more, ma’am, with proper respect. But there seems to be no question of the poor Baron’s death; and though these foreign princes can take (as my poor husband used to tell me) what they call left-handed wives, and leave them behind when they go abroad, widowhood is widowhood, left-handed or right. And really, to be the left-handed wife of a foreign baron is nobler than to be married all round to a common man. You’ll excuse my freedom, ma’am; but being a widow myself, I have pitied you from my heart; so young as you are, and having to keep it a secret, and (excusing me) having no money out of his vast riches because ’tis swallowed up by Baroness Number One.’


  Now Margery did not understand a word more of this than the bare fact that Mrs. Peach suspected her to be the Baron’s undowered widow, and such was the milkmaid’s nature that she did not deny the widow’s impeachment. The latter continued—


  ‘But ah, ma’am, all your troubles are straight backward in your memory—while I have troubles before as well as grief behind.’


  ‘What may they be, Mrs. Peach?’ inquired Margery, with an air of the Baroness.


  The other dropped her voice to revelation tones: ‘I have been forgetful enough of my first man to lose my heart to a second!’


  ‘You shouldn’t do that—it is wrong. You should control your feelings.’


  ‘But how am I to control my feelings?’


  ‘By going to your dead husband’s grave, and things of that sort.’


  ‘Do you go to your dead husband’s grave?’


  ‘How can I go to Algiers?’


  ‘Ah—too true! Well, I’ve tried everything to cure myself—read the words against it, gone to the Table the first Sunday of every month, and all sorts. But, avast, my shipmate!—as my poor man used to say—there ’tis just the same. In short, I’ve made up my mind to encourage the new one. ’Tis flattering that I, a new-comer, should have been found out by a young man so soon.’


  ‘Who is he?’ said Margery listlessly.


  ‘A master lime-burner.’


  ‘A master lime-burner?’


  ‘That’s his profession. He’s a partner-in-co., doing very well indeed.’


  ‘But what’s his name?’


  ‘I don’t like to tell you his name, for, though ’tis night, that covers all shame-facedness, my face is as hot as a ’Talian iron, I declare! Do you just feel it.’


  Margery put her hand on Mrs. Peach’s face, and, sure enough, hot it was. ‘Does he come courting?’ she asked quickly.


  ‘Well—only in the way of business. He never comes unless lime is wanted in the neighbourhood. He’s in the Yeomanry, too, and will look very fine when he comes out in regimentals for drill in May.’


  ‘Oh—in the Yeomanry,’ Margery said, with a slight relief. ‘Then it can’t—is he a young man?’


  ‘Yes, junior partner-in-co.’


  The description had an odd resemblance to Jim, of whom Margery had not heard a word for months. He had promised silence and absence, and had fulfilled his promise literally, with a gratuitous addition that was rather amazing, if indeed it were Jim whom the widow loved. One point in the description puzzled Margery: Jim was not in the Yeomanry, unless, by a surprising development of enterprise, he had entered it recently.


  At parting Margery said, with an interest quite tender, ‘I should like to see you again, Mrs. Peach, and hear of your attachment. When can you call?’


  ‘Oh—any time, dear Baroness, I’m sure—if you think I am good enough.’


  ‘Indeed, I do, Mrs. Peach. Come as soon as you’ve seen the lime-burner again.’


  XV


  Seeing that Jim lived several miles from the widow, Margery was rather surprised, and even felt a slight sinking of the heart, when her new acquaintance appeared at her door so soon as the evening of the following Monday. She asked Margery to walk out with her, which the young woman readily did.


  ‘I am come at once,’ said the widow breathlessly, as soon as they were in the lane, ‘for it is so exciting that I can’t keep it. I must tell it to somebody, if only a bird, or a cat, or a garden snail.’


  ‘What is it?’ asked her companion.


  ‘I’ve pulled grass from my husband’s grave to cure it—wove the blades into true lover’s knots; took off my shoes upon the sod; but, avast, my shipmate!—’


  ‘Upon the sod—why?’


  ‘To feel the damp earth he’s in, and make the sense of it enter my soul. But no. It has swelled to a head; he is going to meet me at the Yeomanry Review.’


  ‘The master lime-burner?’


  The widow nodded.


  ‘When is it to be?’


  ‘To-morrow. He looks so lovely in his accoutrements! He’s such a splendid soldier; that was the last straw that kindled my soul to say yes. He’s home from Exonbury for a night between the drills,’ continued Mrs. Peach. ‘He goes back to-morrow morning for the Review, and when it’s over he’s going to meet me…. But, guide my heart, there he is!’


  Her exclamation had rise in the sudden appearance of a brilliant red uniform through the trees, and the tramp of a horse carrying the wearer thereof. In another half-minute the military gentleman would have turned the corner, and faced them.


  ‘He’d better not see me; he’ll think I know too much,’ said Margery precipitately. ‘I’ll go up here.’


  The widow, whose thoughts had been of the same cast, seemed much relieved to see Margery disappear in the plantation, in the midst of a spring chorus of birds. Once among the trees, Margery turned her head, and, before she could see the rider’s person she recognized the horse as Tony, the lightest of three that Jim and his partner owned, for the purpose of carting out lime to their customers.


  Jim, then, had joined the Yeomanry since his estrangement from Margery. A man who had worn the young Queen Victoria’s uniform for seven days only could not be expected to look as if it were part of his person, in the manner of long-trained soldiers; but he was a well-formed young fellow, and of an age when few positions came amiss to one who has the capacity to adapt himself to circumstances.


  Meeting the blushing Mrs. Peach (to whom Margery in her mind sternly denied the right to blush at all), Jim alighted and moved on with her, probably at Mrs. Peach’s own suggestion; so that what they said, how long they remained together, and how they parted, Margery knew not. She might have known some of these things by waiting; but the presence of Jim had bred in her heart a sudden disgust for the widow, and a general sense of discomfiture. She went away in an opposite direction, turning her head and saying to the unconscious Jim, ‘There’s a fine rod in pickle for you, my gentleman, if you carry out that pretty scheme!’


  Jim’s military coup had decidedly astonished her. What he might do next she could not conjecture. The idea of his doing anything sufficiently brilliant to arrest her attention would have seemed ludicrous, had not Jim, by entering the Yeomanry, revealed a capacity for dazzling exploits which made it unsafe to predict any limitation to his powers.


  Margery was now excited. The daring of the wretched Jim in bursting into scarlet amazed her as much as his doubtful acquaintanceship with the demonstrative Mrs. Peach. To go to that Review, to watch the pair, to eclipse Mrs. Peach in brilliancy, to meet and pass them in withering contempt—if she only could do it! But, alas! she was a forsaken woman. ‘If the Baron were alive, or in England,’ she said to herself (for sometimes she thought he might possibly be alive), ‘and he were to take me to this Review, wouldn’t I show that forward Mrs. Peach what a lady is like, and keep among the select company, and not mix with the common people at all!’


  It might at first sight be thought that the best course for Margery at this juncture would have been to go to Jim, and nip the intrigue in the bud without further scruple. But her own declaration in after days was that whoever could say that was far from realizing her situation. It was hard to break such ice as divided their two lives now, and to attempt it at that moment was a too humiliating proclamation of defeat. The only plan she could think of—perhaps not a wise one in the circumstances—was to go to the Review herself, and be the gayest there.


  A method of doing this with some propriety soon occurred to her. She dared not ask her father, who scorned to waste time in sight-seeing, and whose animosity towards Jim knew no abatement; but she might call on her old acquaintance, Mr. Vine, Jim’s partner, who would probably be going with the rest of the holiday-folk, and ask if she might accompany him in his spring-trap. She had no sooner perceived the feasibility of this, through her being at her grandmother’s, than she decided to meet with the old man early the next morning.


  In the meantime Jim and Mrs. Peach had walked slowly along the road together, Jim leading the horse, and Mrs. Peach informing him that her father, the gardener, was at Jim’s village farther on, and that she had come to meet him. Jim, for reasons of his own, was going to sleep at his partner’s that night, and thus their route was the same. The shades of eve closed in upon them as they walked, and by the time they reached the lime-kiln, which it was necessary to pass to get to the village, it was quite dark. Jim stopped at the kiln, to see if matters had progressed rightly in his seven days’ absence, and Mrs. Peach, who stuck to him like a teazle, stopped also, saying she would wait for her father there.


  She held the horse while he ascended to the top of the kiln. Then rejoining her, and not quite knowing what to do, he stood beside her looking at the flames, which to-night burnt up brightly, shining a long way into the dark air, even up to the ramparts of the earthwork above them, and overhead into the bosoms of the clouds.


  It was during this proceeding that a carriage, drawn by a pair of dark horses, came along the turnpike road. The light of the kiln caused the horses to swerve a little, and the occupant of the carriage looked out. He saw the bluish, lightning-like flames from the limestone, rising from the top of the furnace, and hard by the figures of Jim Hayward, the widow, and the horse, standing out with spectral distinctness against the mass of night behind. The scene wore the aspect of some unholy assignation in Pandaemonium, and it was all the more impressive from the fact that both Jim and the woman were quite unconscious of the striking spectacle they presented. The gentleman in the carriage watched them till he was borne out of sight.


  Having seen to the kiln, Jim and the widow walked on again, and soon Mrs. Peach’s father met them, and relieved Jim of the lady. When they had parted, Jim, with an expiration not unlike a breath of relief, went on to Mr. Vine’s, and, having put the horse into the stable, entered the house. His partner was seated at the table, solacing himself after the labours of the day by luxurious alternations between a long clay pipe and a mug of perry.


  ‘Well,’ said Jim eagerly, ‘what’s the news—how do she take it?’


  ‘Sit down—sit down,’ said Vine. ‘’Tis working well; not but that I deserve something o’ thee for the trouble I’ve had in watching her. The soldiering was a fine move; but the woman is a better!—who invented it?’


  ‘I myself,’ said Jim modestly.


  ‘Well; jealousy is making her rise like a thunderstorm, and in a day or two you’ll have her for the asking, my sonny. What’s the next step?’


  ‘The widow is getting rather a weight upon a feller, worse luck,’ said Jim. ‘But I must keep it up until to-morrow, at any rate. I have promised to see her at the Review, and now the great thing is that Margery should see we a-smiling together—I in my full-dress uniform and clinking arms o’ war. ’Twill be a good strong sting, and will end the business, I hope. Couldn’t you manage to put the hoss in and drive her there? She’d go if you were to ask her.’


  ‘With all my heart,’ said Mr. Vine, moistening the end of a new pipe in his perry. ‘I can call at her grammer’s for her—’twill be all in my way.’


  XVI


  Margery duly followed up her intention by arraying herself the next morning in her loveliest guise, and keeping watch for Mr. Vine’s appearance upon the high road, feeling certain that his would form one in the procession of carts and carriages which set in towards Exonbury that day. Jim had gone by at a very early hour, and she did not see him pass. Her anticipation was verified by the advent of Mr. Vine about eleven o’clock, dressed to his highest effort; but Margery was surprised to find that, instead of her having to stop him, he pulled in towards the gate of his own accord. The invitation planned between Jim and the old man on the previous night was now promptly given, and, as may be supposed, as promptly accepted. Such a strange coincidence she had never before known. She was quite ready, and they drove onward at once.


  The Review was held on some high ground a little way out of the city, and her conductor suggested that they should put up the horse at the inn, and walk to the field—a plan which pleased her well, for it was more easy to take preliminary observations on foot without being seen herself than when sitting elevated in a vehicle.


  They were just in time to secure a good place near the front, and in a few minutes after their arrival the reviewing officer came on the ground. Margery’s eye had rapidly run over the troop in which Jim was enrolled, and she discerned him in one of the ranks, looking remarkably new and bright, both as to uniform and countenance. Indeed, if she had not worked herself into such a desperate state of mind she would have felt proud of him then and there. His shapely upright figure was quite noteworthy in the row of rotund yeomen on his right and left; while his charger Tony expressed by his bearing, even more than Jim, that he knew nothing about lime-carts whatever, and everything about trumpets and glory. How Jim could have scrubbed Tony to such shining blackness she could not tell, for the horse in his natural state was ingrained with lime-dust, that burnt the colour out of his coat as it did out of Jim’s hair. Now he pranced martially, and was a war-horse every inch of him.


  Having discovered Jim her next search was for Mrs. Peach, and, by dint of some oblique glancing Margery indignantly discovered the widow in the most forward place of all, her head and bright face conspicuously advanced; and, what was more shocking, she had abandoned her mourning for a violet drawn-bonnet and a gay spencer, together with a parasol luxuriously fringed in a way Margery had never before seen. ‘Where did she get the money?’ said Margery, under her breath. ‘And to forget that poor sailor so soon!’


  These general reflections were precipitately postponed by her discovering that Jim and the widow were perfectly alive to each other’s whereabouts, and in the interchange of telegraphic signs of affection, which on the latter’s part took the form of a playful fluttering of her handkerchief or waving of her parasol. Richard Vine had placed Margery in front of him, to protect her from the crowd, as he said, he himself surveying the scene over her bonnet. Margery would have been even more surprised than she was if she had known that Jim was not only aware of Mrs. Peach’s presence, but also of her own, the treacherous Mr. Vine having drawn out his flame-coloured handkerchief and waved it to Jim over the young woman’s head as soon as they had taken up their position.


  ‘My partner makes a tidy soldier, eh—Miss Tucker?’ said the senior lime-burner. ‘It is my belief as a Christian that he’s got a party here that he’s making signs to—that handsome figure o’ fun straight over-right him.’


  ‘Perhaps so,’ she said.


  ‘And it’s growing warm between ’em if I don’t mistake,’ continued the merciless Vine.


  Margery was silent, biting her lip; and the troops being now set in motion, all signalling ceased for the present between soldier Hayward and his pretended sweetheart.


  ‘Have you a piece of paper that I could make a memorandum on, Mr. Vine?’ asked Margery.


  Vine took out his pocket-book and tore a leaf from it, which he handed her with a pencil.


  ‘Don’t move from here—I’ll return in a minute,’ she continued, with the innocence of a woman who means mischief. And, withdrawing herself to the back, where the grass was clear, she pencilled down the words—


  ‘Jim’s Married.’


  Armed with this document she crept into the throng behind the unsuspecting Mrs. Peach, slipped the paper into her pocket on the top of her handkerchief, and withdrew unobserved, rejoining Mr. Vine with a bearing of nonchalance.


  By-and-by the troops were in different order, Jim taking a left-hand position almost close to Mrs. Peach. He bent down and said a few words to her. From her manner of nodding assent it was surely some arrangement about a meeting by-and-by when Jim’s drill was over, and Margery was more certain of the fact when, the Review having ended, and the people having strolled off to another part of the field where sports were to take place, Mrs. Peach tripped away in the direction of the city.


  ‘I’ll just say a word to my partner afore he goes off the ground, if you’ll spare me a minute,’ said the old lime-burner. ‘Please stay here till I’m back again.’ He edged along the front till he reached Jim.


  ‘How is she?’ said the latter.


  ‘In a trimming sweat,’ said Mr. Vine. ‘And my counsel to ’ee is to carry this larry no further. ’Twill do no good. She’s as ready to make friends with ’ee as any wife can be; and more showing off can only do harm.’


  ‘But I must finish off with a spurt,’ said Jim. ‘And this is how I am going to do it. I have arranged with Mrs. Peach that, as soon as we soldiers have entered the town and been dismissed, I’ll meet her there. It is really to say good-bye, but she don’t know that; and I wanted it to look like a ’lopement to Margery’s eyes. When I’m clear of Mrs. Peach I’ll come back here and make it up with Margery on the spot. But don’t say I’m coming, or she may be inclined to throw off again. Just hint to her that I may be meaning to be off to London with the widow.’


  The old man still insisted that this was going too far.


  ‘No, no, it isn’t,’ said Jim. ‘I know how to manage her. ’Twill just mellow her heart nicely by the time I come back. I must bring her down real tender, or ’twill all fail.’


  His senior reluctantly gave in and returned to Margery. A short time afterwards the Yeomanry band struck up, and Jim with the regiment followed towards Exonbury.


  ‘Yes, yes; they are going to meet,’ said Margery to herself, perceiving that Mrs. Peach had so timed her departure as to be in the town at Jim’s dismounting.


  ‘Now we will go and see the games,’ said Mr. Vine; ‘they are really worth seeing. There’s greasy poles, and jumping in sacks, and other trials of the intellect, that nobody ought to miss who wants to be abreast of his generation.’


  Margery felt so indignant at the apparent assignation, which seemed about to take place despite her anonymous writing, that she helplessly assented to go anywhere, dropping behind Vine, that he might not see her mood.


  Jim followed out his programme with literal exactness. No sooner was the troop dismissed in the city than he sent Tony to stable and joined Mrs. Peach, who stood on the edge of the pavement expecting him. But this acquaintance was to end: he meant to part from her for ever and in the quickest time, though civilly; for it was important to be with Margery as soon as possible. He had nearly completed the manœuvre to his satisfaction when, in drawing her handkerchief from her pocket to wipe the tears from her eyes, Mrs. Peach’s hand grasped the paper, which she read at once.


  ‘What! is that true?’ she said, holding it out to Jim.


  Jim started and admitted that it was, beginning an elaborate explanation and apologies. But Mrs. Peach was thoroughly roused, and then overcome. ‘He’s married, he’s married!’ she said, and swooned, or feigned to swoon, so that Jim was obliged to support her.


  ‘He’s married, he’s married!’ said a boy hard by who watched the scene with interest.


  ‘He’s married, he’s married!’ said a hilarious group of other boys near, with smiles several inches broad, and shining teeth; and so the exclamation echoed down the street.


  Jim cursed his ill-luck; the loss of time that this dilemma entailed grew serious; for Mrs. Peach was now in such a hysterical state that he could not leave her with any good grace or feeling. It was necessary to take her to a refreshment room, lavish restoratives upon her, and altogether to waste nearly half an hour. When she had kept him as long as she chose, she forgave him; and thus at last he got away, his heart swelling with tenderness towards Margery. He at once hurried up the street to effect the reconciliation with her.


  ‘How shall I do it?’ he said to himself. ‘Why, I’ll step round to her side, fish for her hand, draw it through my arm as if I wasn’t aware of it. Then she’ll look in my face, I shall look in hers, and we shall march off the field triumphant, and the thing will be done without takings or tears.’


  He entered the field and went straight as an arrow to the place appointed for the meeting. It was at the back of a refreshment tent outside the mass of spectators, and divided from their view by the tent itself. He turned the corner of the canvas, and there beheld Vine at the indicated spot. But Margery was not with him.


  Vine’s hat was thrust back into his poll. His face was pale, and his manner bewildered. ‘Hullo? what’s the matter?’ said Jim. ‘Where’s my Margery?’


  ‘You’ve carried this footy game too far, my man!’ exclaimed Vine, with the air of a friend who has ‘always told you so.’ ‘You ought to have dropped it several days ago, when she would have come to ’ee like a cooing dove. Now this is the end o’t!’


  ‘Hey! what, my Margery? Has anything happened, for God’s sake?’


  ‘She’s gone.’


  ‘Where to?’


  ‘That’s more than earthly man can tell! I never see such a thing! ’Twas a stroke o’ the black art—as if she were sperrited away. When we got to the games I said—mind, you told me to!—I said, “Jim Hayward thinks o’ going off to London with that widow woman”—mind you told me to! She showed no wonderment, though a’ seemed very low. Then she said to me, “I don’t like standing here in this slummocky crowd. I shall feel more at home among the gentlepeople.” And then she went to where the carriages were drawn up, and near her there was a grand coach, a-blazing with lions and unicorns, and hauled by two coal-black horses. I hardly thought much of it then, and by degrees lost sight of her behind it. Presently the other carriages moved off, and I thought still to see her standing there. But no, she had vanished; and then I saw the grand coach rolling away, and glimpsed Margery in it, beside a fine dark gentleman with black mustachios, and a very pale prince-like face. As soon as the horses got into the hard road they rattled on like hell-and-skimmer, and went out of sight in the dust, and—that’s all. If you’d come back a little sooner you’d ha’ caught her.’


  Jim had turned whiter than his pipeclay. ‘O, this is too bad—too bad!’ he cried in anguish, striking his brow. ‘That paper and that fainting woman kept me so long. Who could have done it? But ’tis my fault. I’ve stung her too much. I shouldn’t have carried it so far.’


  ‘You shouldn’t—just what I said,’ replied his senior.


  ‘She thinks I’ve gone off with that cust widow; and to spite me she’s gone off with the man! Do you know who that stranger wi’ the lions and unicorns is? Why, ’tis that foreigner who calls himself a Baron, and took Mount Lodge for six months last year to make mischief—a villain! O, my Margery—that it should come to this! She’s lost, she’s ruined!—Which way did they go?’


  Jim turned to follow in the direction indicated, when, behold, there stood at his back her father, Dairyman Tucker.


  ‘Now look here, young man,’ said Dairyman Tucker. ‘I’ve just heard all that wailing—and straightway will ask ’ee to stop it sharp. ’Tis like your brazen impudence to teave and wail when you be another woman’s husband; yes, faith, I see’d her a-fainting in yer arms when you wanted to get away from her, and honest folk a-standing round who knew you’d married her, and said so. I heard it, though you didn’t see me. “He’s married!” says they. Some sly register-office business, no doubt; but sly doings will out. As for Margery—who’s to be called higher titles in these parts hencefor’ard—I’m her father, and I say it’s all right what she’s done. Don’t I know private news, hey? Haven’t I just learnt that secret weddings of high people can happen at expected deathbeds by special licence, as well as low people at registrars’ offices? And can’t husbands come back and claim their own when they choose? Begone, young man, and leave noblemen’s wives alone; and I thank God I shall be rid of a numskull!’


  Swift words of explanation rose to Jim’s lips, but they paused there and died. At that last moment he could not, as Margery’s husband, announce Margery’s shame and his own, and transform her father’s triumph to wretchedness at a blow.


  ‘I—I—must leave here,’ he stammered. Going from the place in an opposite course to that of the fugitives, he doubled when out of sight, and in an incredibly short space had entered the town. Here he made inquiries for the emblazoned carriage, and gained from one or two persons a general idea of its route. They thought it had taken the highway to London. Saddling poor Tony before he had half eaten his corn, Jim galloped along the same road.


  XVII


  Now Jim was quite mistaken in supposing that by leaving the field in a roundabout manner he had deceived Dairyman Tucker as to his object. That astute old man immediately divined that Jim was meaning to track the fugitives, in ignorance (as the dairyman supposed) of their lawful relation. He was soon assured of the fact, for, creeping to a remote angle of the field, he saw Jim hastening into the town. Vowing vengeance on the young lime-burner for his mischievous interference between a nobleman and his secretly-wedded wife, the dairy-farmer determined to balk him.


  Tucker had ridden on to the Review ground, so that there was no necessity for him, as there had been for poor Jim, to re-enter the town before starting. The dairyman hastily untied his mare from the row of other horses, mounted, and descended to a bridle-path which would take him obliquely into the London road a mile or so ahead. The old man’s route being along one side of an equilateral triangle, while Jim’s was along two sides of the same, the former was at the point of intersection long before Hayward.


  Arrived here, the dairyman pulled up and looked around. It was a spot at which the highway forked; the left arm, the more important, led on through Sherton Abbas and Melchester to London; the right to Idmouth and the coast. Nothing was visible on the white track to London; but on the other there appeared the back of a carriage, which rapidly ascended a distant hill and vanished under the trees. It was the Baron’s who, according to the sworn information of the gardener at Mount Lodge, had made Margery his wife.


  The carriage having vanished, the dairyman gazed in the opposite direction, towards Exonbury. Here he beheld Jim in his regimentals, laboriously approaching on Tony’s back.


  Soon he reached the forking roads, and saw the dairyman by the wayside. But Jim did not halt. Then the dairyman practised the greatest duplicity of his life.


  ‘Right along the London road, if you want to catch ’em!’ he said.


  ‘Thank ’ee, dairyman, thank ’ee!’ cried Jim, his pale face lighting up with gratitude, for he believed that Tucker had learnt his mistake from Vine, and had come to his assistance. Without drawing rein he diminished along the road not taken by the flying pair. The dairyman rubbed his hands with delight, and returned to the city as the cathedral clock struck five.


  Jim pursued his way through the dust, up hill and down hill; but never saw ahead of him the vehicle of his search. That vehicle was passing along a diverging way at a distance of many miles from where he rode. Still he sped onwards, till Tony showed signs of breaking down; and then Jim gathered from inquiries he made that he had come the wrong way. It burst upon his mind that the dairyman, still ignorant of the truth, had misinformed him. Heavier in his heart than words can describe he turned Tony’s drooping head, and resolved to drag his way home.


  But the horse was now so jaded that it was impossible to proceed far. Having gone about half a mile back he came again to a small roadside hamlet and inn, where he put up Tony for a rest and feed. As for himself, there was no quiet in him. He tried to sit and eat in the inn kitchen; but he could not stay there. He went out, and paced up and down the road.


  Standing in sight of the white way by which he had come he beheld advancing towards him the horses and carriage he sought, now black and daemonic against the slanting fires of the western sun.


  The why and wherefore of this sudden appearance he did not pause to consider. His resolve to intercept the carriage was instantaneous. He ran forward, and doggedly waiting barred the way to the advancing equipage.


  The Baron’s coachman shouted, but Jim stood firm as a rock, and on the former attempting to push past him Jim drew his sword, resolving to cut the horses down rather than be displaced. The animals were thrown nearly back upon their haunches, and at this juncture a gentleman looked out of the window. It was the Baron himself.


  ‘Who’s there?’ he inquired.


  ‘James Hayward!’ replied the young man fiercely, ‘and he demands his wife.’


  The Baron leapt out, and told the coachman to drive back out of sight and wait for him.


  ‘I was hastening to find you,’ he said to Jim. ‘Your wife is where she ought to be, and where you ought to be also—by your own fireside. Where’s the other woman?’


  Jim, without replying, looked incredulously into the carriage as it turned. Margery was certainly not there. ‘The other woman is nothing to me,’ he said bitterly. ‘I used her to warm up Margery: I have now done with her. The question I ask, my lord, is, what business had you with Margery to-day?’


  ‘My business was to help her to regain the husband she had seemingly lost. I saw her; she told me you had eloped by the London road with another. I, who have—mostly—had her happiness at heart, told her I would help her to follow you if she wished. She gladly agreed; we drove after, but could hear no tidings of you in front of us. Then I took her—to your house—and there she awaits you. I promised to send you to her if human effort could do it, and was tracking you for that purpose.’


  ‘Then you’ve been a-pursuing after me?’


  ‘You and the widow.’


  ‘And I’ve been pursuing after you and Margery! … My noble lord, your actions seem to show that I ought to believe you in this; and when you say you’ve her happiness at heart, I don’t forget that you’ve formerly proved it to be so. Well, Heaven forbid that I should think wrongfully of you if you don’t deserve it! A mystery to me you have always been, my noble lord, and in this business more than in any.’


  ‘I am glad to hear you say no worse. In one hour you’ll have proof of my conduct—good and bad. Can I do anything more? Say the word, and I’ll try.’


  Jim reflected. ‘Baron,’ he said, ‘I am a plain man, and wish only to lead a quiet life with my wife, as a man should. You have great power over her—power to any extent, for good or otherwise. If you command her anything on earth, righteous or questionable, that she’ll do. So that, since you ask me if you can do more for me, I’ll answer this, you can promise never to see her again. I mean no harm, my lord; but your presence can do no good; you will trouble us. If I return to her, will you for ever stay away?’


  ‘Hayward,’ said the Baron, ‘I swear to you that I will disturb you and your wife by my presence no more.’ And he took Jim’s hand, and pressed it within his own upon the hilt of Jim’s sword.


  In relating this incident to the present narrator Jim used to declare that, to his fancy, the ruddy light of the setting sun burned with more than earthly fire on the Baron’s face as the words were spoken; and that the ruby flash of his eye in the same light was what he never witnessed before nor since in the eye of mortal man. After this there was nothing more to do or say in that place. Jim accompanied his never-to-be-forgotten acquaintance to the carriage, closed the door after him, waved his hat to him, and from that hour he and the Baron met not again on earth.


  A few words will suffice to explain the fortunes of Margery while the foregoing events were in action elsewhere. On leaving her companion Vine she had gone distractedly among the carriages, the rather to escape his observation than of any set purpose. Standing here she thought she heard her name pronounced, and turning, saw her foreign friend, whom she had supposed to be, if not dead, a thousand miles off. He beckoned, and she went close. ‘You are ill—you are wretched,’ he said, looking keenly in her face. ‘Where’s your husband?’


  She told him her sad suspicion that Jim had run away from her. The Baron reflected, and inquired a few other particulars of her late life. Then he said, ‘You and I must find him. Come with me.’ At this word of command from the Baron she had entered the carriage as docilely as a child, and there she sat beside him till he chose to speak, which was not till they were some way out of the town, at the forking ways, and the Baron had discovered that Jim was certainly not, as they had supposed, making off from Margery along that particular branch of the fork that led to London.


  ‘To pursue him in this way is useless, I perceive,’ he said. ‘And the proper course now is that I should take you to his house. That done I will return, and bring him to you if mortal persuasion can do it.’


  ‘I didn’t want to go to his house without him, sir,’ said she, tremblingly.


  ‘Didn’t want to!’ he answered. ‘Let me remind you, Margery Hayward, that your place is in your husband’s house. Till you are there you have no right to criticize his conduct, however wild it may be. Why have you not been there before?’


  ‘I don’t know, sir,’ she murmured, her tears falling silently upon her hand.


  ‘Don’t you think you ought to be there?’


  She did not answer.


  ‘Of course you ought.’


  Still she did not speak.


  The Baron sank into silence, and allowed his eye to rest on her. What thoughts were all at once engaging his mind after those moments of reproof? Margery had given herself into his hands without a remonstrance. Her husband had apparently deserted her. She was absolutely in his power, and they were on the high road.


  That his first impulse in inviting her to accompany him had been the legitimate one denoted by his words cannot reasonably be doubted. That his second was otherwise soon became revealed, though not at first to her, for she was too bewildered to notice where they were going. Instead of turning and taking the road to Jim’s, the Baron, as if influenced suddenly by her reluctance to return thither if Jim was playing truant, signalled to the coachman to take the branch road to the right, as her father had discerned.


  They soon approached the coast near Idmouth. The carriage stopped. Margery awoke from her reverie.


  ‘Where are we?’ she said, looking out of the window, with a start. Before her was an inlet of the sea, and in the middle of the inlet rode a yacht, its masts repeating as if from memory the rocking they had practised in their native forest.


  ‘At a little sea-side nook, where my yacht lies at anchor,’ he said tentatively. ‘Now, Margery, in five minutes we can be aboard, and in half an hour we can be sailing away all the world over. Will you come?’


  ‘I cannot decide,’ she said, in low tones.


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because——’


  Then on a sudden Margery seemed to see all contingencies: she became white as a fleece, and a bewildered look came into her eyes. With clasped hands she leant on the Baron.


  Baron von Xanten observed her distracted look, averted his face, and coming to a decision opened the carriage door, quickly mounted outside, and in a second or two the carriage left the shore behind, and ascended the road by which it had come.


  In about an hour they reached Jim Hayward’s home. The Baron alighted, and spoke to her through the window. ‘Margery, can you forgive a lover’s bad impulse, which I swear was unpremeditated?’ he asked. ‘If you can, shake my hand.’


  She did not do it, but eventually allowed him to help her out of the carriage. He seemed to feel the awkwardness keenly; and seeing it, she said, ‘Of course I forgive you, sir, for I felt for a moment as you did. Will you send my husband to me?’


  ‘I will, if any man can,’ said he. ‘Such penance is milder than I deserve! God bless you and give you happiness! I shall never see you again!’ He turned, entered the carriage, and was gone; and having found out Jim’s course, came up with him upon the road as described.


  In due time the latter reached his lodging at his partner’s. The woman who took care of the house in Vine’s absence at once told Jim that a lady who had come in a carriage was waiting for him in his sitting-room. Jim proceeded thither with agitation, and beheld, shrinkingly ensconced in the large slippery chair, and surrounded by the brilliant articles that had so long awaited her, his long-estranged wife.


  Margery’s eyes were round and fear-stricken. She essayed to speak, but Jim, strangely enough, found the readier tongue then. ‘Why did I do it, you would ask,’ he said. ‘I cannot tell. Do you forgive my deception? O Margery—you are my Margery still! But how could you trust yourself in the Baron’s hands this afternoon, without knowing him better?’


  ‘He said I was to come, and I went,’ she said, as well as she could for tearfulness.


  ‘You obeyed him blindly.’


  ‘I did. But perhaps I was not justified in doing it.’


  ‘I don’t know,’ said Jim musingly. ‘I think he’s a good man.’ Margery did not explain. And then a sunnier mood succeeded her tremblings and tears, till old Mr. Vine came into the house below, and Jim went down to declare that all was well, and sent off his partner to break the news to Margery’s father, who as yet remained unenlightened.


  The dairyman bore the intelligence of his daughter’s untitled state as best he could, and punished her by not coming near her for several weeks, though at last he grumbled his forgiveness, and made up matters with Jim. The handsome Mrs. Peach vanished to Plymouth, and found another sailor, not without a reasonable complaint against Jim and Margery both that she had been unfairly used.


  As for the mysterious gentleman who had exercised such an influence over their lives, he kept his word, and was a stranger to Lower Wessex thenceforward. Baron or no Baron, Englishman or foreigner, he had shown a genuine interest in Jim, and real sorrow for a certain reckless phase of his acquaintance with Margery. That he had a more tender feeling toward the young girl than he wished her or any one else to perceive there could be no doubt. That he was strongly tempted at times to adopt other than conventional courses with regard to her is also clear, particularly at that critical hour when she rolled along the high road with him in the carriage, after turning from the fancied pursuit of Jim. But at other times he schooled impassioned sentiments into fair conduct, which even erred on the side of harshness. In after years there was a report that another attempt on his life with a pistol, during one of those fits of moodiness to which he seemed constitutionally liable, had been effectual; but nobody in Silverthorn was in a position to ascertain the truth.


  There he is still regarded as one who had something about him magical and unearthly. In his mystery let him remain; for a man, no less than a landscape, who awakens an interest under uncertain lights and touches of unfathomable shade, may cut but a poor figure in a garish noontide shine.


  When she heard of his mournful death Margery sat in her nursing-chair, gravely thinking for nearly ten minutes, to the total neglect of her infant in the cradle. Jim, from the other side of the fire-place, said, ‘You are sorry enough for him, Margery. I am sure of that.’


  ‘Yes, yes,’ she murmured, ‘I am sorry.’ After a moment she added: ‘Now that he’s dead I’ll make a confession, Jim, that I have never made to a soul. If he had pressed me—which he did not—to go with him when I was in the carriage that night beside his yacht, I would have gone. And I was disappointed that he did not press me.’


  ‘Suppose he were to suddenly appear now, and say in a voice of command, “Margery, come with me!”’


  ‘I believe I should have no power to disobey,’ she returned, with a mischievous look. ‘He was like a magician to me. I think he was one. He could move me as a loadstone moves a speck of steel…. Yet no,’ she added, hearing the infant cry, ‘he would not move me now. It would be so unfair to baby.’


  ‘Well,’ said Jim, with no great concern (for ‘la jalousie rétrospective,’ as George Sand calls it, had nearly died out of him), ‘however he might move ’ee, my love, he’ll never come. He swore it to me: and he was a man of his word.’


  Midsummer 1883.
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  How I Built Myself a House


  My wife Sophia, myself, and the beginning of a happy line, formerly lived in the suburbs of London, in the sort of house called a Highly Desirable Semi-detached Villa. But in reality our residence was the very opposite of what we wished it to be. We had no room for our friends when they visited us, and we were obliged to keep our coals out of doors in a heap against the back-wall. If we managed to squeeze a few acquaintances round our table to dinner, there was very great difficulty in serving it; and on such occasions the maid, for want of sideboard room, would take to putting the dishes in the staircase, or on stools and chairs in the passage, so that if anybody else came after we had sat down, he usually went away again, disgusted at seeing the remains of what we had already got through standing in these places, and perhaps the celery waiting in a corner hard by. It was therefore only natural that on wet days, chimney-sweepings, and those cleaning times when chairs may be seen with their legs upwards, a tub blocking a doorway, and yourself walking about edgeways among the things, we called the villa hard names, and that we resolved to escape from it as soon as it would be politic, in a monetary sense, to carry out a notion which had long been in our minds.


  This notion was to build a house of our own a little further out of town than where we had hitherto lived. The new residence was to be right and proper in every respect. It was to be of some mysterious size and proportion, which would make us both peculiarly happy ever afterwards—that had always been a settled thing. It was neither to cost too much nor too little, but just enough to fitly inaugurate the new happiness. Its situation was to be in a healthy spot, on a stratum of dry gravel, about ninety feet above the springs. There were to be trees to the north, and a pretty view to the south. It was also to be easily accessible by rail.


  Eighteen months ago, a third baby being our latest blessing, we began to put the above-mentioned ideas into practice. As the house itself, rather than its position, is what I wish particularly to speak of, I will not dwell upon the innumerable difficulties that were to be overcome before a suitable spot could be found. Maps marked out in little pink and green oblongs clinging to a winding road, became as familiar to my eyes as my own hand. I learned, too, all about the coloured plans of Land to be Let for Building Purposes, which are exhibited at railway stations and in agents’ windows—that sketches of cabbages in rows, or artistically irregular, meant large trees that would afford a cooling shade when they had been planted and had grown up—that patches of blue showed fishponds and fountains; and that a wide straight road to the edge of the map was the way to the station, a corner of which was occasionally shown, as if it would come within a convenient distance, disguise the fact as the owners might.


  After a considerable time had been spent in these studies, I began to see that some of our intentions in the matter of site must be given up. The trees to the north went first. After a short struggle, they were followed by the ninety feet above the springs. Sophia, with all wifely tenacity, stuck to the pretty view long after I was beaten about the gravel subsoil. In the end, we decided upon a place imagined to be rather convenient, and rather healthy, but possessing no other advantage worth mentioning. I took it on a lease for the established period, ninety-nine years.


  We next thought about an architect. A friend of mine, who sometimes sends a paper on art and science to the magazines, strongly recommended a Mr Penny, a gentleman whom he considered to have architectural talent of every kind, but if he was a trifle more skilful in any one branch of his profession than in another, it was in designing excellent houses for families of moderate means. I at once proposed to Sophia that we should think over some arrangement of rooms which would be likely to suit us, and then call upon the architect, that he might put our plan into proper shape.


  I made my sketch, and my wife made hers. Her drawing and dining rooms were very large, nearly twice the size of mine, though her doors and windows showed sound judgment. We soon found that there was no such thing as fitting our ideas together, do what we would. When we had come to no conclusion at all, we called at Mr Penny’s office. I began telling him my business, upon which he took a sheet of foolscap, and made numerous imposing notes, with large brackets and dashes to them. Sitting there with him in his office, surrounded by rolls of paper, circles, squares, triangles, compasses, and many other of the inventions which have been sought out by men from time to time, and perceiving that all these were the realities which had been faintly shadowed forth to me by Euclid some years before, it is no wonder that I became a puppet in his hands. He settled everything in a miraculous way. We were told the only possible size we could have the rooms, the only way we should be allowed to go upstairs, and the exact quantity of wine we might order at once, so as to fit the wine cellar he had in his head. His professional opinions, propelled by his facts, seemed to float into my mind whether I wished to receive them or not. I thought at the time that Sophia, from her silence, was in the same helpless state; but she has since told me it was quite otherwise, and that she was only a little tired.


  I had been very anxious all along that the stipulated cost, eighteen hundred pounds, should not be exceeded, and I impressed this again upon Mr Penny.


  “I will give you an approximate estimate for the sort of thing we are thinking of,” he said. “Linem.” (This was the clerk.)


  “Did you speak, sir?”


  “Forty-nine by fifty-four by twenty-eight, twice fourteen by thirty-one by eleven, and several small items which we will call one hundred and sixty.”


  “Eighty-two thousand four hundred—”


  “But eighteen hundred at the very outside,” I began, “is what—”


  “Feet, my dear sir—feet, cubic feet,” said Mr Penny. “Put it down at sixpence a foot, Linem, remainders not an object.”


  “Two thousand two hundred pounds.” This was too much.


  “Well, try it at something less, leaving out all below hundreds, Linem.”


  “About eighteen hundred and seventy pounds.”


  “Very satisfactory, in my opinion,” said Mr Penny turning to me. “What do you think?”


  “You are so particular, John,” interrupted my wife. “I am sure it is exceedingly moderate: elegance and extreme cheapness never do go together.”


  (It may be here remarked that Sophia never calls me “my dear” before strangers. She considers that, like the ancient practice in besieged cities of throwing loaves over the walls, it really denotes a want rather than an abundance of them within.)


  I did not trouble the architect any further, and we rose to leave.


  “Be sure you make a nice conservatory, Mr Penny,” said my wife; “something that has character about it. If it could only be in the Chinese style, with beautiful ornaments at the corners, like Mrs Smith’s, only better, “she continued, turning to me with a glance in which a broken tenth commandment might have been seen.


  “Some sketches shall be forwarded, which I think will suit you,” answered Mr Penny pleasantly, looking as if he had possessed for some years a complete guide to the minds of all people who intended to build.


  It is needless to go through the whole history of the plan-making. A builder had been chosen, and the house marked out, when we went down to the place one morning to see how the foundations looked.


  It is a strange fact, that a person’s new house drawn in outline on the ground where it is to stand, looks ridiculously and inconveniently small. The notion it gives one is, that any portion of one’s after-life spent within such boundaries must of necessity be rendered wretched on account of bruises daily received by running against the partitions, door posts, and fireplaces. In my case, the lines showing sitting-rooms seemed to denote cells; the kitchen looked as if it might develop into a large box; whilst the study appeared to consist chiefly of a fireplace and a door. We were told that houses always looked so; but Sophia’s disgust at the sight of such a diminutive drawing-room was not to be lessened by any scientific reasoning. Six feet longer—four feet then—three it must be, she argued, and the room was accordingly lengthened. I felt rather relieved when at last I got her off the ground, and on the road home.


  The building gradually crept upwards, and put forth chimneys. We were standing beside it one day, looking at the men at work on the top, when the builder’s foreman came towards us.


  “Being your own house, sir, and as we are finishing the last chimney, you would perhaps like to go up,” he said.


  “I am sure I should much, if I were a man,” was my wife’s observation to me. “The landscape must appear so lovely from that height.”


  This remark placed me in something of a dilemma, for it must be confessed that I am not given to climbing. The sight of cliffs, roofs, scaffoldings, and elevated places in general, which have no sides to keep people from slipping off, always causes me to feel how infinitely preferable a position at the bottom is to a position at the top of them. But as my house was by no means lofty, and it was but for once, I said I would go up.


  My knees felt a good deal in the way as I ascended the ladder; but that was not so disagreeable as the thrill which passed through me as I followed my guide along two narrow planks, one bending beneath each foot. However, having once started, I kept on, and next climbed another ladder, thin and weak-looking, and not tied at the top. I could not help thinking, as I viewed the horizon between the steps, what a shocking thing it would be if any part should break; and to get rid of the thought, I adopted the device of mentally criticising the leading articles in that morning’s Times; but as the plan did not answer, I tried to fancy that, though strangely enough it seemed otherwise, I was only four feet from the ground. This was a failure too; and just as I had commenced upon an idea that great quantities of feather-beds were spread below, I reached the top scaffold.


  “Rather high,” I said to the foreman, trying, but failing to appear unconcerned.


  “Well, no,” he answered; “nothing to what it is sometimes (I’ll just trouble you not to step upon the end of that plank there, as it will turnover); though you may as well fall from here as from the top of the Monument for the matter of life being quite extinct when they pick you up,” he continued, looking around at the weather and the crops, as it were.


  Then a workman, with a load of bricks, stamped along the boards, and overturned them at my feet, causing me to shake up and down like the little servant-men behind private cabs. I asked, in trepidation, if the bricks were not dangerously heavy, thinking of a newspaper paragraph headed “Frightful Accident from an Overloaded Scaffold.”


  “Just what I was going to say. Dan has certainly too many there,” answered the man. “But it won’t break down if we walk without springing, and don’t sneeze, though the mortar-boy’s hooping-cough was strong enough in my poor brother Jim’s case,” he continued abstractedly, as if he himself possessed several necks, and could afford to break one or two.


  My wife was picking daisies a little distance off, apparently in a state of complete indifference as to whether I was on the scaffold, at the foot of it, or in St George’s Hospital; so I roused myself for a descent, and tried the small ladder. I cannot accurately say how I did get down; but during that performance, my body seemed perforated by holes, through which breezes blew in all directions. As I got nearer the earth, they went away. It may be supposed that my wife’s notion of the height differed considerably from my own, and she inquired particularly for the landscape, which I had quite forgotten; but the discovery of that fact did not cause me to break are solution not to trouble my chimneys again.


  Beyond a continual anxiety and frequent journeyings along the sides of a triangle, of which the old house, the new house, and the architect’s office were the corners, nothing worth mentioning happened till the building was nearly finished. Sophia’s ardour in the business, which at the beginning was so intense, had nearly burned itself out, so I was left pretty much to myself in getting over the later difficulties. Amongst them was the question of a porch. I had often been annoyed whilst waiting outside a door on a wet day at being exposed to the wind and rain, and it was my favourite notion that I would have a model porch whenever I should build a house. Thus it was very vexing to recollect, just as the workmen were finishing off, that I had never mentioned the subject to Mr Penny, and that he had not suggested anything about one to me.


  “A porch or no porch is entirely a matter of personal feeling and taste,” was his remark, in answer to a complaint from me; “so, of course, I did not put one without its being mentioned. But it happens that in this case it would be an improvements feature, in fact. There is this objection, that the roof will close up the window of the little place on the landing; but we may get ventilation by making an opening higher up, if you don’t mind a trifling darkness, or rather gloom.


  My first thought was that this might tend to reduce myself and family to a state of chronic melancholy; but remembering there were reflectors advertised to throw sunlight into any nook almost, I agreed to the inconvenience, for the sake of the porch, though I found afterwards that the gloom was for all time, the patent reflector, naturally enough, sending its spot of light against the opposite wall, where it was not wanted, and leaving none about the landing, where it was.


  In getting a house built for a specified sum by contract with a builder, there is a certain pit-fall into which unwary people are sure to step—this accident is technically termed “getting into extras.” It is evident that the only way to get out again without making a town-talk about yourself, is to pay the builder a large sum of money over and above the contract amount—the value of course of the extras. In the present case, I knew very well that the perceptible additions would have to be paid for. Commonsense, and Mr Penny himself perhaps, should have told me a little more distinctly that I must pay if I said “yes” to questions whether I preferred one window a trifle larger than it was originally intended, another a trifle smaller, second thoughts as to where a doorway should be, and so on. Then came a host of things “not included—a sink in the scullery, a rain-water tank and a pump, a trap-door into the roof, a scraper, a weather-cock and four letters, ventilators in the nursery, same in the kitchen, all of which worked vigorously enough, but the wrong way; patent remarkable bell-pulls; a royal letters extraordinary kitchen-range, which it would cost exactly three pence three—farthings to keep a fire in for twelve hours, and yet cook any joint in any way, warm up what was left yesterday, boil the vegetables, and do the ironing. But not keeping a strict account of all these expenses, and thinking myself safe in Mr Penny’s hands from any enormous increase, I was astounded to find that the additions altogether came to some hundreds of pounds. I could almost go through the worry of building another house, to show how carefully I would avoid getting into extras again.


  Then they have to be wound up. A surveyor is called in from somewhere, and, by a fiction, his heart’s desire is supposed to be that you shall not be overcharged one halfpenny by the builder for the additions. The builder names a certain sum as the value of a portion—say double its worth, the surveyor then names a sum, about half its true value. They then fight it out by word of mouth, and gradually bringing their valuations nearer and nearer together, at last meet in the middle. All my accounts underwent this operation.


  Families-removing van carried our furniture and effects to the new building without giving us much trouble; but a number of vexing little incidents occurred on our settling down, which I should have felt more deeply had not a sort of Martinmas summer of Sophia’s interest in the affair now set in, and lightened them considerably. Smoke was one of our nuisances. On lighting the study-fire, every particle of smoke came curling into the room. In our trouble, we sent for the architect, who immediately asked if we had tried the plan of opening the register to cure it. We had not, but we did so, and the smoke ascended at once. The last thing I remember was Sophia jumping up one night and frightening me out of my senses with the exclamation: “O that builder! Not a single bar of any sort is there to the nursery-windows. John, some day those poor little children will tumble out in their innocence—how should they know better?—and be dashed to pieces. Why did you put the nursery on the second floor?” And you may be sure that some bars were put up the very next morning.


  ♣


  Destiny and a Blue Cloak


  “Good morning, Miss Lovill!” said the young man, in the free manner usual with him toward pretty and inexperienced country girls.


  Agatha Pollin—the maiden addressed—instantly perceived how the mistake had arisen. Miss Lovill was the owner of a blue autumn wrapper, exceptionally gay for a village; and Agatha, in a spirit of emulation rather than originality, had purchased a similarly enviable article for herself, which she wore to-day for the first time. It may be mentioned that the two young women had ridden together from their homes to Maiden-Newton on this foggy September morning, Agatha prolonging her journey thence to Weymouth by train, and leaving her acquaintance at the former place. The remark was made to her on Weymouth esplanade.


  Agatha was now about to reply very naturally, “I am not Miss Lovill,” and she went so far as to turn up her face to him for the purpose, when he added, “I’ve been hoping to meet you. I have heard of your—well, I must say it—beauty, long ago, though I only came to Beaminster yesterday.”


  Agatha bowed—her contradiction hung back—and they walked slowly along the esplanade together without speaking another word after the above point-blank remark of his. It was evident that her new friend could never have seen either herself or Miss Lovill except from a distance.


  And Agatha trembled as well as bowed. This Miss Lovill—Frances Lovill—was of great and long renown as the beauty of Cloton village, near Beaminster. She was five and twenty and fully developed, while Agatha was only the niece of the miller of the same place, just nineteen, and of no repute as yet for comeliness, though she undoubtedly could boast of much. Now, were the speaker, Oswald Winwood, to be told that he had not lighted upon the true Helen, he would instantly apologize for his mistake and leave her side,” contingency of no great matter but for one curious emotional circumstance—Agatha had already lost her heart to him. Only in secret had she acquired this interest in Winwood—by hearing much report of his talent and by watching him several times from a window; but she loved none the less in that she had discovered that Miss Lovill’s desire to meet and talk with the same intellectual luminary was in a fair way of approaching the intensity of her own. We are never unbiased appraisers, even in love, and rivalry usually operates as a stimulant to esteem even while it is acting as an obstacle to opportunity. So it had been with Agatha in her talk to Miss Lovill that morning concerning Oswald Winwood.


  The Weymouth season was almost at an end, and but few loungers were to be seen on the parades, particularly at this early hour. Agatha looked over the iridescent sea, from which the veil of mist was slowly rising, at the white cliffs on the left, now just beginning to gleam in a weak sunlight, at the one solitary yacht in the midst, and still delayed her explanation. Her companion went on:


  “The mist is vanishing, look, and I think it will be fine, after all. Shall you stay in Weymouth the whole day?”


  “No. I am going to Portland by the twelve o’clock steam-boat. But I return here again at six to go home by the seven o’clock train.”


  “I go to Maiden Newton by the same train, and then to Beaminster by the carrier.”


  “So do I.”


  “Not, I suppose, to walk from Beaminster to Cloton at that time in the evening?”


  “I shall be met by somebody—but it is only a mile, you know.”


  That is how it all began; the continuation it is not necessary to detail at length. Both being somewhat young and impulsive, social forms were not scrupulously attended to. She discovered him to be on board the steamer as it ploughed the emerald waves of Weymouth Bay, although he had wished her a formal good-bye at the pier. He had altered his mind, he said, and thought that he would come to Portland, too. They returned by the same boat, walked the velvet sands till the train started, and entered a carriage together.


  All this time, in the midst of her happiness, Agatha’s conscience was sombre with guiltiness at not having yet told him of his mistake. It was true that he had not more than once or twice called her by Miss Lovill’s name since the first greeting in the morning; but he certainly was still under the impression that she was Frances Lovill. Yet she perceived that though he had been led to her by another’s name, it was her own proper person that he was so rapidly getting to love, and Agatha’s feminine insight suggested blissfully to her that the face belonging to the name would after this encounter have no power to drag him away from the face of the day’s romance.


  They reached Maiden-Newton at dusk, and went to the inn door, where stood the old-fashioned hooded van which was to take them to Beaminster. It was on the point of starting, and when they had mounted in front the old man at once drove up the long hill leading out of the village.


  “This has been a charming experience to me, Miss Lovill,” Oswald said, as they sat side by side. “Accidental meetings have a way of making themselves pleasant when contrived ones quite fail to do it.”


  It was absolutely necessary to confess this time, though all her bliss were at once destroyed.


  “I am not really Miss Lovill!” she faltered.


  “What! not the young lady—and are you really not Frances Lovill?” he exclaimed, in surprise.


  “O forgive me, Mr Winwood! I have wanted so to tell you of your mistake; indeed I have, all day—but I couldn’t—and it is so wicked and wrong of me! I am only poor Agatha Pollin, at the mill.”


  “But why couldn’t you tell me?”


  “Because I was afraid that if I did you would go away from me and not care for me any more, and I l—l—love you so dearly!”


  The carrier being on foot beside the horse, the van being so dark, and Oswald’s feelings being rather warm, he could not for his life avoid kissing her there and then.


  “Well,” he said, “it doesn’t matter; you are yourself anyhow. It is you I like, and nobody else in the world—not the name. But, you know, I was really looking for Miss Lovill this morning. I saw the back of her head yesterday, and I have often heard how very good-looking she is. Ah! suppose you had been she. I wonder—”


  He did not complete the sentence. The driver mounted again, touched the horse with the whip, and they jogged on.


  “You forgive me?” she said.


  “Entirely—absolutely—the reason justified everything. How strange that you should have been caring deeply for me, and I ignorant of it all the time!”


  They descended into Beaminster and alighted, Oswald handing her down. They had not moved from the spot when another female figure also alighted, dropped her fare into the carrier’s hand, and glided away.


  “Who is that?” said Oswald to the carrier. “Why, I thought we were the only passengers!”


  “What?” said the carrier, who was rather stupid.


  “Who is that woman?”


  “Miss Lovill, of Cloton. She altered her mind about staying at Beaminster, and is come home again.”


  “Oh!” said Agatha, almost sinking to the earth. “She has heard it all. What shall I do, what shall I do?”


  “Never mind it a bit,” said Oswald.


  II


  The mill stood beside the village high-road, from which it was separated by the stream, the latter forming also the boundary of the mill garden, orchard, and paddock on that side. A visitor crossed a little wood bridge embedded in oozy, aquatic growths, and found himself in a space where usually stood a waggon laden with sacks, surrounded by a number of bright-feathered fowls.


  It was now, however, just dusk, but the mill was not closed, a stripe of light stretching as usual from the open door across the front, across the river, across the road, into the hedge beyond. On the bridge, which was aside from the line of light, a young man and girl stood talking together. Soon they moved a little way apart, and then it was apparent that their right hands were joined. In receding one from the other they began to swing their arms gently backward and forward between them.


  “Come a little way up the lane, Agatha, since it is the last time,” he said. “I don’t like parting here. You know your uncle does not object.”


  “He doesn’t object because he knows nothing to object to,” she whispered. And they both then contemplated the fine, stalwart figure of the said uncle, who could be seen moving about inside the mill, illuminated by the candle, and circumscribed by a faint halo of flour, and hindered by the whirr of the mill from hearing anything so gentle as lovers’ talk.


  Oswald had not relinquished her hand, and, submitting herself to a bondage she appeared to love better than freedom, Agatha followed him across the bridge, and they went down the lane engaged in the low, sad talk common to all such cases, interspersed with remarks peculiar to their own.


  “It is nothing so fearful to contemplate,” he said.” Many live there for years in a state of rude health, and return home in the same happy condition. So shall I.”


  “I hope you will.”


  “But aren’t you glad I am going? It is better to do well in India than badly here. Say you are glad, dearest; it will fortify me when I am gone.”


  “I am glad,” she murmured faintly. “I mean I am glad in my mind. I don’t think that in my heart I am glad.”


  “Thanks to Macaulay, of honoured memory, I have as good a chance as the best of them!” he said, with ardour. “What a great thing competitive examination is; it will put good men in good places, and make inferior men move lower down; all bureaucratic jobbery will be swept away.”


  “What’s bureaucratic, Oswald?”


  “Oh! that’s what they call it, you know. It is—well, I don’t exactly know what it is. I know this, that it is the name of what I hate, and that it isn’t competitive examination.”


  “At any rate it is a very bad thing,” she said, conclusively.


  “Very bad, indeed; you may take my word for that.”


  Then the parting scene began, in the dark, under the heavy-headed trees which shut out sky and stars. “And since I shall be in London till the Spring,” he remarked, “the parting doesn’t seem so bad—so all at once. Perhaps you may come to London before the Spring, Agatha.”


  “I may; but I don’t think I shall.”


  “We must hope on all the same. Then there will be the examination, and then I shall know my fate.”


  “I hope you’ll fail!—there, I’ve said it; I couldn’t help it, Oswald!” she exclaimed, bursting out crying. “You would come home again then!”


  “How can you be so disheartening and wicked, Agatha! I—I didn’t expect—”


  “No, no; I don’t wish it; I wish you to be best, top, very very best!” she said. “I didn’t mean the other; indeed, dear Oswald, I didn’t. And will you be sure to come to me when you are rich? Sure to come?”


  “If I’m on this earth I’ll come home and marry you.”


  And then followed the good-bye.


  III


  In the Spring came the examination. One morning a newspaper directed by Oswald was placed in her hands, and she opened it to find it was a copy of the Times. In the middle of the sheet, in the most conspicuous place, in the excellent neighbourhood of the leading articles, was a list of names, and the first on the list was Oswald Winwood. Attached to his name, as showing where he was educated, was the simple title of some obscure little academy, while underneath came public school and college men in shoals. Such a case occurs sometimes, and it occurred then.


  How Agatha clapped her hands! for her selfish wish to have him in England at any price, even that of failure, had been but a paroxysm of the wretched parting, and was now quite extinct. Circumstances combined to hinder another meeting between them before his departure, and, accordingly, making up her mind to the inevitable in a way which would have done honour to an older head, she fixed her mental vision on that sunlit future—far away, yet always nearing—and contemplated its probabilities with a firm hope.


  At length he had arrived in India, and now Agatha had only to work and wait; and the former made the latter more easy. In her spare hours she would wander about the river banks and into the coppices and there weave thoughts of him by processes that young women understand so well. She kept a diary, and in this, since there were few events to chronicle in her daily life, she sketched the changes of the landscape, noted the arrival and departure of birds of passage, the times of storms and foul weather—all which information, being mixed up with her life and taking colour from it, she sent as scraps in her letters to him, deriving most of her enjoyment in contemplating his.


  Oswald, on his part, corresponded very regularly. Knowing the days of the Indian mail, she would go at such times to meet the post-man in early morning, and to her unvarying inquiry, “A letter for me?” it was seldom, indeed, that there came a disappointing answer. Thus the season passed, and Oswald told her he should be a judge some day, with many other details, which, in her mind, were viewed chiefly in their bearing on the grand consummation—that he was to come home and marry her.


  Meanwhile, as the girl grew older and more womanly, the woman whose name she had once stolen for a day grew more of an old maid, and showed symptoms of fading. One day Agatha’s uncle, who, though still a handsome man in the prime of his life was a widower with four children, to whom she acted the part of eldest sister, told Agatha that Frances Lovill was about to become his second wife.


  “Well!” said Agatha, and thought, “What an end for a beauty!”


  And yet it was all reasonable enough, notwithstanding that Miss Lovill might have looked a little higher. Agatha knew that this step would produce great alterations in the small household of Cloton Mill, and the idea of having as aunt and ruler the woman to whom she was in some sense indebted for a lover, affected Agatha with a slight thrill of dread. Yet nothing had ever been spoken between the two women to show that Frances had heard, much less resented, the explanation in the van on that night of the return from Weymouth.


  IV


  On a certain day old farmer Lovill called. He was of the same family as Frances, though their relationship was distant. A considerable business in corn had been done from time to time between miller and farmer, but the latter had seldom called at Pollin’s house. He was a bachelor, or he would probably never have appeared in this history, and he was mostly full of a boyish merriment rare in one of his years. To-day his business with the miller had been so imperative as to bring him in person, and it was evident from their talk in the mill that the matter was payment. Perhaps ten minutes had been spent in serious converse when the old farmer turned away from the door, and, without saying good-morning, went toward the bridge. This was unusual for a man of his temperament.


  He was an old man—really and fairly old—sixty-five years of age at least. He was not exactly feeble, but he found a stick useful when walking in a high wind. His eyes were not yet bleared, but in their corners was occasionally a moisture like majolica glaze—entirely absent in youth. His face was not shrivelled, but there were unmistakable puckers in some places. And hence the old gentleman, unmarried, substantial, and cheery as he was, was not doted on by the young girls of Cloton as he had been by their mothers in former time. Each year his breast impended a little further over his toes, and his chin a little further over his breast, and in proportion as he turned down his nose to earth did pretty females turn up theirs at him. They might have liked him as a friend had he not shown the abnormal wish to be regarded as a lover. To Agatha Pollin this aged youth was positively distasteful.


  It happened that at the hour of Mr Lovill’s visit Agatha was bending over the pool at the mill head, sousing some white fabric in the water. She was quite unconscious of the farmer’s presence near her, and continued dipping and rinsing in the idlest phase possible to industry, until she remained quite still, holding the article under the water, and looking at her own reflection within it. The river, though gliding slowly, was yet so smooth that to the old man on the bridge she existed in duplicate—the pouting mouth, the little nose, the frizzed hair, the bit of blue ribbon, as they existed over the surface, being but a degree more, distinct than the same features beneath.


  “What a pretty maid!” said the old man to himself. He walked up the margin of the stream, and stood beside her.


  “Oh!” said Agatha, starting with surprise. In her flurry she relinquished the article she had been rinsing, which slowly turned over and sank deeper, and made toward the hatch of the mill-wheel.


  “There—it will get into the wheel, and be torn to pieces!” she exclaimed.


  “I’ll fish it out with my stick, my dear,” said Farmer Lovill, and kneeling cautiously down he began hooking and crooking with all his might. “What thing is it of much value?”


  “Yes; it is my best one!” she said involuntarily.


  “It—what is the it?”


  “Only something—a piece of linen.” Just then the farmer hooked the endangered article, and dragging it out, held it high on his walking-stick—dripping, but safe.


  “Why, it is a chemise!” he said.


  The girl looked red, and instead of taking it from the end of the stick, turned away.


  “Hee-hee!” laughed the ancient man. “Well, my dear, there’s nothing to be ashamed of that I can see in owning to such a necessary and innocent article of clothing. There, I’ll put it on the grass for you, and you shall take it when I am gone.”


  Then Farmer Lovill retired, lifting his fingers privately, to express amazement on a small scale, and murmuring, “What a nice young thing! Well, to be sure. Yes, a nice child—young woman rather indeed, a marriageable woman, come to that; of course she is.”


  The doting old person thought of the young one all this day in a way that the young one did not think of him. He thought so much about her, that in the evening, instead of going to bed, he hobbled privately out by the back door into the moonlight, crossed a field or two, and stood in the lane, looking at the mill—not more in the hope of getting a glimpse of the attractive girl inside than for the pleasure of realizing that she was there.


  A light moved within, came nearer, and ascended. The staircase window was large, and he saw his goddess going up with a candle in her hand. This was indeed worth coming for. He feared he was seen by her as well, yet hoped otherwise in the interests of his passion, for she came and drew down the window blind, completely shutting out his gaze. The light vanished from this part, and reappeared in a window a little further on.


  The lover drew nearer; this, then, was her bedroom. He rested vigorously upon his stick, and straightening his back nearly to a perpendicular, turned up his amorous face.


  She came to the window, paused, then opened it.


  “Bess its deary-eary heart! it is going to speak to me!” said the old man, moistening his lips, resting still more desperately upon his stick, and straightening himself yet an inch taller. “She saw me then!”


  Agatha, however, made no sign; she was bent on a far different purpose. In a box on her window-sill was a row of mignonette, which had been sadly neglected since her lover’s departure, and she began to water it, as if inspired by a sudden recollection of its condition. She poured from her water-jug slowly along the plants, and then, to her astonishment, discerned her elderly friend below.


  “A rude old thing!” she murmured.


  Directing the spout of the jug over the edge of the box, and looking in another direction that it might appear to be an accident, she allowed the stream to spatter down upon her admirer’s face, neck, and shoulders, causing him to beat a quick retreat. Then Agatha serenely closed the window, and drew down that blind also.


  “Ah! she did not see me; it was evident she did not, and I was mistaken!” said the trembling farmer, hastily wiping his face, and mopping out the rills trickling down within his shirt-collar as far as he could get at them, which was by no means to their termination. “A pretty creature, and so innocent, too! Watering her flowers; how like a girl who is fond of flowers! I wish she had spoken, and I wish I was younger. Yes, I know what I’d do with the little mouse!” And the old gentleman tapped emotionally upon the ground with his stick.


  V


  “Agatha, I suppose you have heard the news from somebody else by this time?” said her Uncle Humphrey some two or three weeks later.


  “I mean what Farmer Lovill has been talking to me about.”


  “No, indeed” said Agatha.


  “He wants to marry ye if you be willing.”


  “O, I never!” said Agatha with dismay. “That old man!”


  “Old? He’s hale and hearty; and what’s more, a man very well to do. He’ll make you a comfortable home, and dress ye up like a doll, and I’m sure ou’ll like that, or you baint a woman of woman born.”


  “But it can’t be, uncle! other reasons—”


  “What reasons?”


  “Why, I’ve promised Oswald Winwood—years ago!”


  “Promised Oswald Winwood years ago, have you?”


  “Yes; surely you know it Uncle Humphrey. And we write to one another regularly.”


  “Well, I can just call to mind that ye are always scribbling and getting letters from somewhere. Let me see—where is he now? I quite forget.”


  “In India still. Is it possible that you don’t know about him, and what a great man he’s getting? There are paragraphs about him in our paper very often. The last was about some translation from Hindostani that he’d been making. And he’s coming home for me.”


  “I very much question it. Lovill will marry you at once, he says.”


  “Indeed, he will not.”


  “Well, I don’t want to force you to do anything against your will, Agatha, but this is how the matter stands. You know I am a little behind in my dealings with Lovill—nothing serious, you know, if he gives me time—but I want to be free of him quite in order to go to Australia.”


  “Australia!”


  “Yes. There’s nothing to be done here. I don’t know what business is coming to—can’t think. But never mind that; this is the point: if you will marry Farmer Lovill, he offers to clear off the debt, and there will no longer be any delay about my own marriage; in short, away I can go. I mean to, and there’s an end on’t.”


  “What, and leave me at home alone?”


  “Yes, but a married woman, of course. You see the children are getting big now. John is twelve and Nathaniel ten, and the girls are growing fast, and when I am married again I shall hardly want you to keep house for me—in fact, I must reduce our family as much as possible. So that if you could bring your mind to think of Farmer Lovill as a husband, why, ’twould be a great relief to me after having the trouble and expense of bringing you up. If I can in that way edge out of Lovill’s debt I shall have a nice bit of money in hand.”


  “But Oswald will be richer even than Mr Lovill,” said Agatha, through her tears.


  “Yes, yes. But Oswald is not here, nor is he likely to be. How silly you be.”


  “But he will come, and soon, with his eleven hundred a year and all.


  “I wish to Heaven he would. I’m sure he might have you.”


  “Now, you promise that, uncle, don’t you?” she said, brightening. “If he comes with plenty of money before you want to leave, he shall marry me, and nobody else.”


  “Ay, if he comes. But, Agatha, no nonsense. Just think of what I’ve been telling you. And at any rate be civil to Farmer Lovill. If this man Winwood were here and asked for ye, and married ye, that would be a very different thing. I do mind now that I saw something about him and his doings in the papers; but he’s a fine gentleman by this time, and won’t think of stooping to a girl like you. So you’d better take the one who is ready; old men’s darlings fare very well as the world goes. We shall be off in nine months, mind, that I’ve settled. And you must be a married woman afore that time, and wish us good-bye upon your husband’s arm.”


  “That old arm couldn’t support me.”


  “And if you don’t agree to have him, you’ll take a couple of hundred pounds out of my pocket; you’ll ruin my chances altogether—that’s the long and the short of it.”


  Saying which the gloury man turned his back upon her, and his footsteps became drowned in the rumble of the mill.


  VI


  Nothing so definite was said to her again on the matter for sometime. The old yeoman hovered round her, but, knowing the result of the interview between Agatha and her uncle, he forbore to endanger his suit by precipitancy. But one afternoon he could not avoid saying, “Aggie, when may I speak to you upon a serious subject?”


  “Next week,” she replied, instantly.


  He had not been prepared for such a ready answer, and it startled him almost as much as it pleased him. Had he known the cause of it his emotions might have been different. Agatha, with all the womanly strategy she was capable of, had written post-haste to Oswald after the conversation with her uncle, and told him of the dilemma. At the end of the present week his answer, if he replied with his customary punctuality, would be sure to come. Fortified with his letter she thought she could meet the old man. Oswald she did not doubt.


  Nor had she any reason to. The letter came prompt to the day. It was short, tender, and to the point. Events had shaped themselves so fortunately that he was able to say he would return and marry her before the time named for the family’s departure for Queensland.


  She danced about for joy. But there was a postscript to the effect that she might as well keep this promise a secret for the present, if she conveniently could, that his intention might not become a public talk in Cloton. Agatha knew that he was a rising and aristocratic young man, and saw at once how proper this was.


  So she met Mr Lovill with a simple flat refusal, at which her uncle was extremely angry, and her disclosure to him afterward of the arrival of the letter went but a little way in pacifying him. Farmer Lovill would put in upon him for the debt, he said, unless she could manage to please him for a short time.


  “I don’t want to please him,” said Agatha.


  “It is wrong to encourage him if I don’t mean it.”


  “Will you behave toward him as the Parson advises you?”


  The Parson! That was a new idea, and, from her uncle, unexpected.


  “I will agree to what Mr Davids advises about my mere daily behaviour before Oswald comes, but nothing more,” she said. “That is, I will if you know for certain that he’s a good man, who fears God and keeps the commandments.”


  “Mr Davids fears God, for sartin, for he never ventures to name Him outside the pulpit—and as for the commandments, ’tis knowed how he swore at the church-restorers for taking them away from the chancel.”


  “Uncle, you always jest when I am serious.”


  “Well, well! at any rate his advice on a matter of this sort is good.”


  “How is it you think of referring me to him?” she asked, in perplexity; “you so often speak slightingly of him.”


  “Oh—well,” said Humphrey, with a faintly perceptible desire to parry the question, “I have spoken roughly about him once now and then; but perhaps I was wrong. Will ye go?”


  “Yes, I don’t mind,” she said, languidly.


  When she reached the Vicar’s study Agatha began her story with reserve, and said nothing about the correspondence with Oswald; yet an intense longing to find a friend and confidant led her to indulge in more feeling than she had intended and as a finale she wept. The genial incumbent, however, remained quite cool, the secret being that his heart was involved a little in another direction—one, perhaps, not quite in harmony with Agatha’s interests—of which more anon.


  “So the difficulty is,” he said to her, “how to behave in this trying time of waiting for Mr Winwood, that you may please parties all round and give offence to none.”


  “Yes, Sir, that’s it,” sobbed Agatha, wondering how he could have realized her position so readily. “And uncle wants to go to Australia.


  “One thing is certain,” said the Vicar; “you must not hurt the feelings of Mr Lovill. Wonderfully sensitive man—a man I respect much as a godly doer.”


  “Do you, Sir?”


  “I do. His earnestness is remarkable.”


  “Yes, in courting.”


  “The cue is: treat Mr Lovill gently—gently as a babe! Love opposed, especially an old man’s, gets all the stronger. It is your policy to give him seeming encouragement, and so let his feelings expend themselves and die away.”


  “How am I to? To advise is so easy.”


  “Not by acting untruthfully, of course. You say your lover is sure to come back before your uncle leaves England,”


  “I know he will.”


  “Then pacify old Mr Lovill in this way: Tell him you’ll marry him when your uncle wants to go, if Winwood doesn’t come for you before that time. That will quite content Mr Lovill, for he doesn’t in the least expect Oswald to return, and you’ll see that his persecution will cease at once.”


  “Yes; I’ll agree to it,” said Agatha promptly.


  Mr Davids had refrained from adding that neither did he expect Oswald to come, and hence his advice. Agatha on her part too refrained from stating the good reasons she had for the contrary expectation, and hence her assent. Without the last letter perhaps even her faith would hardly have been bold enough to allow this palpable driving of her into a corner.


  “It would be as well to write Mr Lovill a little note, saying you agree to what I have advised,” said the Parson evasively.


  “I don’t like writing.”


  “There’s no harm. ‘If Mr Winwood doesn’t come I’ll marry you,’ &c. Poor Mr Lovill will be content, thinking Oswald will not come; you will be content, knowing he will come; your uncle will be content being indifferent which of two rich men has you and relieves him of his difficulties. Then, if it’s the will of Providence, you’ll be left in peace. Here’s a pen and ink; you can do it at once.”


  Thus tempted, Agatha wrote the note with a trembling hand. It really did seem upon the whole a nicely strategic thing to do in her present environed situation. Mr Davids took the note with the air of a man who did not wish to take it in the least, and placed it on the mantle-piece.


  “I’ll send it down to him by one of the children,” said Aggy, looking wistfully at her note with a little feeling that she should like to have it back again.


  “Oh, no, it is not necessary,” said her pleasant adviser. He had rung the bell; the servant now came, and the note was sent off in a trice.


  When Agatha got into the open air again her confidence returned, and it was with a mischievous sense of enjoyment that she considered how she was duping her persecutors by keeping secret Oswald’s intention of a speedy return. If they only knew what a firm foundation she had for her belief in what they all deemed but an improbable contingency, what a life they would lead her; how the old man would worry her uncle for payment, and what general confusion there would be. Mr Davids’ advice was very shrewd, she thought, and she was glad she had called upon him.


  Old Lovill came that very afternoon. He was delighted, and danced a few bars of a hornpipe in entering the room. So lively was the antique boy that Agatha was rather alarmed at her own temerity when she considered what was the basis of his gaiety; wishing she could get from him some such writing as he had got from her, that the words of her promise might not in any way be tampered with, or the conditions ignored.


  “I only accept you conditionally, mind,” she anxiously said. “That is distinctly understood.”


  “Yes, yes,” said the yeoman. “I am not so young as I was, little dear, and beggars musn’t be choosers. With my ra-ta-ta—say, dear, shall it be the first of November?”


  “It will really never be.”


  “But if he doesn’t come, it shall be the first of November?”


  She slightly nodded her head.


  “Clk!—l think she likes me!” said the old man aside to Aggy’s uncle, which aside was distinctly heard by Aggy.


  One of the younger children was in the room, drawing idly on a slate. Agatha at this moment took the slate from the child, and scribbled something on it.


  “Now you must please me by just writing your name here,” she said in a voice of playful indifference.


  “What is it?” said Lovill, looking over and reading. “‘If Oswald Winwood comes to marry Agatha Pollin before November, I agree to give her up to him without objection.’ Well, that is cool for a young lady under six feet, upon my word—hee-hee!” He passed the slate to the miller, who read the writing and passed it back again.


  “Sign—just in courtesy,” she coaxed.


  “I don’t see why—”


  “I do it to test your faith in me; and now I find you have none. Don’t you think I should have rubbed it out instantly? Ah, perhaps I can be obstinate too!”


  He wrote his name then. “Now I have done it, and shown my faith,” he said, and at once raised his fingers as if to rub it out again. But with hands that moved like lightning she snatched up the slate, flew up stairs, locked it in her box, and came down again.


  “Souls of men—that’s sharp practice,” said the old gentleman.


  “Oh, it is only a whim—a mere memorandum,” said she. “You had my promise, but I had not yours.”


  “Ise wants my slate,” cried the child.


  “I’ll buy you a new one, dear,” said Agatha, and soothed her.


  When she had left the room old Lovill spoke to her uncle somewhat uneasily of the event, which, childish as it had been, discomposed him for the moment.


  “Oh, that’s nothing,” said Miller Pollin assuringly; “only play—only play. She’s a mere child in nater, even now, and she did it only to tease ye. Why, she overheard your whisper that you thought she liked ye, and that was her playful way of punishing ye for your confidence. You’ll have to put up with these worries, farmer. Considering the difference in your ages, she is sure to play pranks. You’ll get to like ’em in time.”


  “Ay, ay, faith, so I shall! I was always a Turk for sprees!—eh, Pollin? hee-hee!” And the suitor was merry again.


  VII


  Her life was certainly much pleasanter now. The old man treated her well, and was almost silent on the subject nearest his heart. She was obliged to be very stealthy in receiving letters from Oswald, and on this account was bound to meet the postman, let the weather be what it would. These transactions were easily kept secret from people out of the house, but it was a most difficult task to hide her movements from her uncle. And one day brought utter failure.


  “How’s this—out already, Agatha?” he said, meeting her in the lane at dawn on a foggy morning. She was actually reading a letter just received, and there was no disguising the truth.


  “I’ve been for a letter from Oswald.”


  “Well, but that won’t do. Since he don’t come for ye, ye must think no more about him.”


  “But he’s coming in six weeks. He tells me all about it in this very letter.”


  “What—really to marry you?” said her uncle incredulously.


  “Yes, certainly.”


  “But I hear that he’s wonderfully well off.”


  “Of course he is; that’s why he’s coming. He’ll agree in a moment to be your surety for the debt to Mr Lovill.”


  “Has he said so?”


  “Not yet; but he will.”


  “I’ll believe it when I see him and he tells me so. It is very odd, if he means so much, that he hev never wrote a line to me.”


  “We thought—you would force me to have the other at once if he wrote to you,” she murmured.


  “Not I, if he comes rich. But it is rather a cock-and-bull story, and since he didn’t make up his mind before now, I can’t say I be much in his favour. Agatha, you had better not say a word to Mr Lovill about these letters; it will make things deuced unpleasant if he hears of such goings on. You are to reckon yourself bound by your word. Oswald won’t hold water, I’m afeard. But I’ll be fair. If he do come, proves his income, marries ye willy-nilly, I’ll let it be, and the old man and I must do as we can. But barring that—you keep your promise to the letter.”


  “That’s what it will be, uncle. Oswald will come.”


  “Write you must not. Lovill will smell it out, and he’ll be sharper than you will like. ’Tis not to be supposed that you are to send love-letters to one man as if nothing was going to happen between ye and another man. The first of November is drawing nearer every day. And be sure and keep this a secret from Lovill for your own sake.


  The more clearly that Agatha began to perceive the entire contrast of expectation as to issue between herself and the other party to the covenant, the more alarmed she became. She had not anticipated such an arrowing of courses as had occurred. A malign influence seemed to be at work without any visible human agency. The critical time drew nearer, and, though no ostensible preparation for the wedding was made, it was evident to all that Lovill was painting and papering his house for somebody’s reception. He made a lawn where there had existed a nook of refuse; he bought furniture for a woman’s room. The greatest horror was that he insisted upon her taking his arm one day, and there being no help for it she assented, though her distaste was unutterable. She felt the skinny arm through his sleeve, saw over the wry shoulders, looked upon the knobby feet, and shuddered. What if Oswald should not come; the time for her uncle’s departure was really getting near. When she reached home she ran up to her bedroom.


  On recovering from her dreads a little, Agatha looked from the window. The deaf lad John, who assisted in the mill, was quietly glancing toward her, and a gleam of friendship passed over his kindly face as he caught sight of her form. This reminded her that she had, after all, some sort of friend close at hand. The lad knew pretty well how events stood in Agatha’s life, and he was always ready to do on her part whatever lay in his power. Agatha felt stronger, and resolved to bear up.


  VIII


  Heavens! how anxious she was! It actually wanted only ten days to the first of November, and no new letter had come from Oswald.


  Her uncle was married, and Frances was in the house, and the preliminary steps for emigration to Queensland had been taken. Agatha surreptitiously obtained newspapers, scanned the Indian shipping news till her eyes ached, but all to no purpose, for she knew nothing either of route or vessel by which Oswald would return. He had mentioned nothing more than the month of his coming, and she had no way of making that single scrap of information the vehicle for obtaining more.


  “In ten days, Agatha,” said the old farmer. “There is to be no show or fuss of any kind; the wedding will be quite private, in consideration of your feelings and wishes. We’ll go to church as if we were taking a morning walk, and nobody will be there to disturb you. Tweedledee!” He held up his arm and crossed it with his walking-stick, as if he were playing the fiddle, at the same time cutting a caper.


  “He will come, and then I shan’t be able to marry you, even th—th—though I may wish to ever so much,” she faltered, shivering. “I have promised him, and I must have him, you know, and you have agreed to let me.”


  “Yes, yes,” said Farmer Lovill, pleasantly. “But that’s a misfortune you need not fear at all, my dear; he won’t come at this late day and compel you to marry him in spite of your attachment to me. But, ah—it is only a joke to tease me, you little rogue! Your uncle says so.”


  “Agatha, come, cheer up, and think no more of that fellow,” said her uncle when they chanced to be alone together. “‘Tis ridiculous, you know. We always knew he wouldn’t come.”


  The day passed. The sixth morning came, the noon, the evening. The fifth day came and vanished. Still no sound of Oswald. His friends now lived in London, and there was not a soul in the parish, save herself, that he corresponded with, or one to whom she could apply in such a delicate matter as this.


  It was the evening before her wedding-day, and she was standing alone in the gloom of her bedchamber looking out on the plot in front of the mill. She saw a white figure moving below, and knew him to be the deaf miller lad, her friend. A sudden impulse animated Agatha. She had been making desperate attempts during the last two days to like the old man, and, since Oswald did not come, to marry him without further resistance, for the sheer good of the family of her uncle, to whom she was indeed indebted for much; but had only got so far in her efforts as not to positively hate him. Now rebelliousness came unsought. The lad knew her case, and upon this fact she acted. Gliding down stairs, she beckoned to him, and, as they stood together in the stream of light from the open mill door, she communicated her directions, partly by signs, partly by writing, for it was difficult to speak to him without being heard all over the premises.


  He looked in her face with a glance of confederacy, and said that he understood it all. Upon this they parted.


  The old man was at her house that evening, and when she withdrew wished her good-bye “for the present” with a dozen smiles of meaning. Agatha had retired early, leaving him still there, and when she reached her room, instead of looking at the new dress she was supposed to be going to wear on the morrow, busied herself in making up a small bundle of ordinary articles of clothing. Then she extinguished her light, lay down upon the bed without undressing, and waited for a preconcerted time.


  In what seemed to her the dead of night, but which she concluded must be the time agreed upon—half-past five—there was a slight noise as of gravel being thrown against her window. Agatha jumped up, put on her bonnet and cloak, took up her bundle, and went down stairs without a light. At the bottom she slipped on her boots, and passed amid the chirping crickets to the door. It was unbarred. Her uncle, then, had risen, as she had half expected, and it necessitated a little more caution. The morning was dark as a cavern, not a star being visible; but knowing the bearings well, she went cautiously and in silence to the mill door. A faint light shone from inside, and the form of the mill-cart appeared without, the horse ready harnessed to it. Agatha did not see John for the moment, but concluded that he was in the mill with her uncle, who had just at this minute started the wheel for the day. She at once slipped into the vehicle and under the tilt, pulling some empty sacks over, as it had been previously agreed that she should do, to avoid the risk of discovery. After a few minutes of suspense she heard John coming from under the wall, where he had apparently been standing and watching her safely in, and mounting in front, away he drove at a walking pace.


  Her scheme had been based upon the following particulars of mill business: Thrice a week it was the regular custom for John and another young man to start early in the morning, each with a horse and covered cart, and go in different directions to customers a few miles off, the carts being laden overnight. All that she had asked John to do this morning was to take her with him to a railway station about ten miles distant, where she might safely wait for an up train.


  How will John act on returning—what will he say—how will he excuse himself she thought as they jogged along. “John!” she said, meaning to ask him about these things; but he did not hear, and she was too confused and weary after her wakeful night to be able to think consecutively on any subject. But the relief of finding that her uncle did not look into the cart caused a delicious lull in her, and while listlessly watching the dark gray sky through the triangular opening between the curtains at the fore part of the tilt, and John’s elbow projecting from the folds of one of them, showing where he was sitting on the outside, she fell asleep.


  She awoke after a short interval—everything was just the same—jog, jog, on they went; there was the dim slit between the curtains in front, and, after slightly wondering that John had not troubled himself to see that she was comfortable, she dozed again. Thus Agatha remained until she had a clear consciousness of the stopping of the cart. It aroused her, and looking at once through a small opening at the back, she perceived in the dim dawn that they were turning right about; in another moment the horse was proceeding on the way back again.


  “John, what are you doing” she exclaimed, jumping up, and pulling aside the curtain which parted them.


  John did not turn.


  “How fearfully deaf he is!” she thought, “and how odd he looks behind, and he hangs forward as if he were asleep. His hair is snow white with flour; does he never clean it, then?” She crept across the sacks, and slapped him on the shoulder. John turned then.


  “Hee-hee, my dear!” said the blithe old gentleman; and the moisture of his aged eye glistened in the dawning light, as he turned and looked into her horrified face. “It is all right; I am John, and I have given ye a nice morning’s airing to refresh ye for the uncommon duties of to-day; and now we are going back for the ceremony—hee hee!”


  He wore a miller’s smock-frock on this interesting occasion, and had been enabled to play the part of John in the episode by taking the second cart and horse and anticipating by an hour the real John in calling her.


  Agatha sank backward. How on earth had he discovered the scheme of escape so readily; he, an old and by no means suspicious man? But what mattered a solution! Hope was crushed, and her rebellion was at an end. Agatha was awakened from thought by another stopping of the horse, and they were again at the mill-door.


  She dimly recognized her uncle’s voice speaking in anger to her when the old farmer handed her out of the vehicle, and heard the farmer reply, merrily, that girls would be girls and have their freaks, that it didn’t matter, and that it was a pleasant jest on this auspicious morn. For himself, there was nothing he had enjoyed all his life so much as a practical joke which did no harm. Then she had a sensation of being told to go into the house, have some food, and dress for her marriage with Mr Lovill, as she had promised to do on that day.


  All this she did, and at eleven o’clock became the wife of the old man.


  When Agatha was putting on her bonnet in the dusk that evening, for she would not illuminate her ghastly face by a candle, a rustling came against the door. Agatha turned. Her uncle’s wife, Frances, was looking into the room, and Agatha could just discern upon her aunt’s form the blue cloak which had ruled her destiny.


  The sight was almost more than she could bear. If, as seemed likely, this effect was intended, the trick was certainly successful. Frances did not speak a word.


  Then Agatha said in quiet irony, and with no evidence whatever of regret, sadness, or surprise at what the act revealed: “And so you told Mr Lovill of my flight this morning, and set him on the track? It would be amusing to know how you found out my plan, for he never could have done it by himself, poor old darling.”


  “Oh, I was a witness of your arrangement with John last night—that was all, my dear,” said her aunt pleasantly. “I mentioned it then to Mr Lovill, and helped him to his joke of hindering you…. You remember the van, Agatha, and how you made use of my name on that occasion, years ago, now?”


  “Yes, and did you hear our talk that night? I always fancied otherwise.”


  “I heard it all. It was fun to you; what do you think it was to me—fun, too?—to lose the man I longed for, and to become the wife of a man I care not an atom about?”


  “Ah, no. And how you struggled to get him away from me, dear aunt!”


  “And have done it, too.”


  “Not you, exactly. The Parson and fate.”


  “Parson Davids kindly persuaded you, because I kindly persuaded him, and persuaded your uncle to send you to him. Mr Davids is an old admirer of mine. Now do you see a wheel within a wheel, Agatha?”


  Calmness was almost insupportable by Agatha now, but she managed to say: “Of course you have kept back letters from Oswald to me?”


  “No, I have not done that,” said Frances. “But I told Oswald, who landed at Southampton last night, and called here in great haste at seven this morning, that you had gone out for an early drive with the man you were to marry to-day, and that it might cause confusion if he remained. He looked very pale, and went away again at once to catch the next London train, saying something about having been prevented by a severe illness from sailing at the time he had promised and intended for the last twelvemonth.”


  The bride, though nearly slain by the news, would not flinch in the presence of her adversary. Stilling her quivering flesh, she said smiling: “That information is deeply interesting, but does not concern me at all, for I am my husband’s darling now, you know, and I wouldn’t make the dear man jealous for the world.” And she glided down stairs to the chaise.


  ♣


  The Thieves Who Couldn’t Help Sneezing


  Many years ago, when oak-trees now past their prime were about as large as elderly gentlemen’s walking-sticks, there lived in Wessex a yeoman’s son, whose name was Hubert. He was about fourteen years of age, and was as remarkable for his candour and lightness of heart as for his physical courage, of which, indeed, he was a little vain.


  One cold Christmas Eve his father, having no other help at hand, sent him on an important errand to a small town several miles from home. He travelled on horseback, and was detained by the business till a late hour of the evening. At last, however, it was completed; he returned to the inn, the horse was saddled, and he started on his way. His journey homeward lay through the Vale of Blackmore, a fertile but somewhat lonely district, with heavy clay roads and crooked lanes. In those days, too, a great part of it was thickly wooded.


  It must have been about nine o’clock when, riding along amid the overhanging trees upon his stout-legged cob Jerry, and singing a Christmas carol, to be in harmony with the season, Hubert fancied that he heard a noise among the boughs. This recalled to his mind that the spot he was traversing bore an evil name. Men had been waylaid there. He looked at Jerry, and wished he had been of any other colour than light grey; for on this account the docile animal’s form was visible even here in the dense shade. “What do I care?” he said aloud, after a few minutes of reflection. “Jerry’s legs are too nimble to allow any highwayman to come near me.”


  “Ha! ha! indeed,” was said in a deep voice; and the next moment a man darted from the thicket on his right hand, another man from the thicket on his left hand, and another from a tree-trunk a few yards ahead. Hubert’s bridle was seized, he was pulled from his horse, and although he struck out with all his might, as a brave boy would naturally do, he was over powered. His arms were tied behind him, his legs bound tightly together, and he was thrown into the ditch. The robbers, whose faces he could now dimly perceive to be artificially blackened, at once departed, leading off the horse.


  As soon as Hubert had a little recovered himself, he found that by great exertion he was able to extricate his legs from the cord; but, in spite of every endeavour, his arms remained bound as fast as before. All, therefore, that he could do was to rise to his feet and proceed on his way with his arms behind him, and trust to chance for getting them unfastened. He knew that it would be impossible to reach home on foot that night, and in such a condition; but he walked on. Owing to the confusion which this attack caused in his brain, he lost his way and would have been inclined to lie down and rest till morning among the dead leaves had he not known the danger of sleeping without wrappers in a frost so severe. So he wandered further onwards, his arms wrung and numbed by the cord which pinioned him, and his heart aching for the loss of poor Jerry, who never had been known to kick, or bite, or show a single vicious habit. He was not a little glad when he discerned through the trees a distant light. Towards this he made his way, and presently found himself in front of a large mansion with flanking wings, gables, and towers, the battlements and chimneys showing their shapes against the stars.


  All was silent; but the door stood wide open, it being from this door that the light shone which had attracted him. On entering he found himself in a vast apartment arranged as a dining-hall, and brilliantly illuminated. The walls were covered with a great deal of dark wainscoting, formed into moulded panels, carvings, closet-doors, and the usual fittings of a house of that kind. But what drew his attention most was the large table in the midst of the hall, upon which was spread a sumptuous supper, as yet untouched. Chairs were placed around, and it appeared as if something had occurred to interrupt the meal just at the time when all were ready to begin.


  Even had Hubert been so inclined, he could not have eaten in his helpless state, unless by dipping his mouth into the dishes, like a pig or cow. He wished first to obtain assistance; and was about to penetrate further into the house for that purpose when he heard hasty footsteps in the porch and the words, “Be quick!” uttered in the deep voice which had reached him when he was dragged from the horse. There was only just time for him to dart under the table before three men entered the dining-hall. Peeping from beneath the hanging edges of the tablecloth, he perceived that their faces, too, were blackened, which at once removed any remaining doubts he may have felt that these were the same thieves.


  “Now, then,” said the first—the man with the deep voice—“let us hide ourselves. They will all be back again in a minute. That was a good trick to get them out of the house—eh?”


  “Yes. You well imitated the cries of a man in distress,” said the second.


  “Excellently,” said the third.


  “But they will soon find out that it was a false alarm. Come, where shall we hide? It must be some place we can stay in for two or three hours, till all are in bed and asleep. Ah! I have it. Come this way! I have learnt that the further closet is not opened once in a twelvemonth; it will serve our purpose exactly.”


  The speaker advanced into a corridor which led from the hall. Creeping a little farther forward, Hubert could discern that the closet stood at the end, facing the dining-hall. The thieves entered it, and closed the door. Hardly breathing, Hubert glided forward, to learn a little more of their intention, if possible; and, coming close, he could hear the robbers whispering about the different rooms where the jewels, plate, and other valuables of the house were kept, which they plainly meant to steal.


  They had not been long in hiding when a gay chattering of ladies and gentlemen was audible on the terrace without. Hubert felt that it would not do to be caught prowling about the house, unless he wished to be taken for a robber himself; and he slipped softly back to the hall, out at the door, and stood in a dark corner of the porch, where he could see everything without being himself seen. In a moment or two a whole troop of personages came gliding past him into the house. There were an elderly gentleman and lady, eight or nine young ladies, as many young men, besides half-a-dozen men-servants and maids. The mansion had apparently been quite emptied of its occupants.


  “Now, children and young people, we will resume our meal,” said the old gentleman. “What the noise could have been I cannot understand. In ever felt so certain in my life that there was a person being murdered outside my door.”


  Then the ladies began saying how frightened they had been, and how they had expected an adventure, and how it had ended in nothing after all.


  “Wait a while,” said Hubert to himself “You’ll have adventure enough by-and-by, ladies.”


  It appeared that the young men and women were married sons and daughters of the old couple, who had come that day to spend Christmas with their parents.


  The door was then closed, Hubert being left outside in the porch. He thought this a proper moment for asking their assistance; and, since he was unable to knock with his hands, began boldly to kick the door.


  “Hullo! What disturbance are you making here?” said a footman who opened it; and, seizing Hubert by the shoulder, he pulled him into the dining-hall. “Here’s a strange boy I have found making a noise in the porch, Sir Simon.”


  Everybody turned.


  “Bring him forward,” said Sir Simon, the old gentleman before mentioned. “What were you doing there, my boy?”


  “Why, his arms are tied!” said one of the ladies.


  “Poor fellow!” said another.


  Hubert at once began to explain that he had been waylaid on his journey home, robbed of his horse, and mercilessly left in this condition by the thieves.


  “Only to think of it!” exclaimed Sir Simon.


  “That’s a likely story,” said one of the gentleman-guests, incredulously.


  “Doubtful, hey?” asked Sir Simon.


  “Perhaps he’s a robber himself,” suggested a lady.


  “There is a curiously wild wicked look about him certainly, now that I examine him closely,” said the old mother.


  Hubert blushed with shame; and, instead of continuing his story, and relating that robbers were concealed in the house, he doggedly held his tongue, and half resolved to let them find out their danger for themselves.


  “Well, untie him,” said Sir Simon. “Come, since it is Christmas Eve, we’ll treat him well. Here, my lad; sit down in that empty seat at the bottom of the table, and make as good a meal as you can. When you have had your fill we will listen to more particulars of your story.”


  The feast then proceeded; and Hubert, now at liberty, was not at all sorry to join in. The more they ate and drank the merrier did the company become; the wine flowed freely, the logs flared up the chimney, the ladies laughed at the gentlemen’s stories; in short, all went as noisily and as happily as a Christmas gathering in old times possibly could do.


  Hubert, in spite of his hurt feelings at their doubts of his honesty, could not help being warmed both in mind and in body by the good cheer, the scene, and the example of hilarity set by his neighbours. At last he laughed as heartily at their stories and repartees as the old Baronet, Sir Simon, himself. When the meal was almost over one of the sons, who had drunk a little too much wine, after the manner of men in that century, said to Hubert, “Well, my boy, how are you? Can you take a pinch of snuff?” He held out one of the snuff-boxes which were then becoming common among young and old throughout the country.


  “Thank you,” said Hubert, accepting a pinch.


  “Tell the ladies who you are, what you are made of, and what you can do,” the young man continued, slapping Hubert upon the shoulder.


  “Certainly,” said our hero, drawing himself up, and thinking it best to put a bold face on the matter. “I am a travelling magician.”


  “Indeed!”


  “What shall we hear next?”


  “Can you call up spirits from the vasty deep, young wizard?”


  “I can conjure up a tempest in a cupboard,” Hubert replied.


  “Ha-ha!” said the old Baronet, pleasantly rubbing his hands.


  “We must see this performance. Girls, don’t go away: here’s something to be seen.”


  “Not dangerous, I hope?” said the old lady.


  Hubert rose from the table. “Hand me your snuff-box, please,” he said to the young man who had made free with him. “And now,” he continued, “without the least noise, follow me. If any of you speak it will break the spell.”


  They promised obedience. He entered the corridor, and, taking off his shoes, went on tiptoe to the closet door, the guests advancing in a silent group at a little distance behind him. Hubert next placed a stool in front of the door, and, by standing upon it, was tall enough to reach to the top. He then, just as noiselessly, poured all the snuff from the box along the upper edge of the door, and, with a few short puffs of breath, blew the snuff through the chink into the interior of the closet. He held up his finger to the assembly, that they might be silent.


  “Dear me, what’s that?” said the old lady, after a minute or two had elapsed.


  A suppressed sneeze had come from inside the closet.


  Hubert held up his finger again.


  “How very singular,” whispered Sir Simon. “This is most interesting.”


  Hubert took advantage of the moment to gently slide the bolt of the closet door into its place. “More snuff,” he said, calmly.


  “More snuff,” said Sir Simon. Two or three gentlemen passed their boxes, and the contents were blown in at the top of the closet. Another sneeze, not quite so well suppressed as the first, was heard: then another, which seemed to say that it would not be suppressed under any circumstances whatever. At length there arose a perfect storm of sneezes.


  “Excellent, excellent for one so young!” said Sir Simon. “I am much interested in this trick of throwing the voice—called, I believe, ventriloquism.”


  “More snuff,” said Hubert.


  “More snuff,” said Sir Simon. Sir Simon’s man brought a large jar of the best scented Scotch.


  Hubert once more charged the upper chink of the closet, and blew the snuff into the interior, as before. Again he charged, and again, emptying the whole contents of the jar. The tumult of sneezes became really extraordinary to listen to—there was no cessation. It was like wind, rain, and sea battling in a hurricane.


  “I believe there are men inside, and that it is no trick at all!” exclaimed Sir Simon, the truth flashing on him.


  “There are,” said Hubert. “They are come to rob the house; and they are the same who stole my horse.”


  The sneezes changed to spasmodic groans. One of the thieves, hearing Hubert’s voice, cried, “Oh! mercy! mercy! let us out of this!”


  “Where’s my horse?” said Hubert.


  “Tied to the tree in the hollow behind Short’s Gibbet. Mercy! mercy! let us out, or we shall die of suffocation!”


  All the Christmas guests now perceived that this was no longer sport, but serious earnest. Guns and cudgels were procured; all the men-servants were called in, and arranged in position outside the closet. At a signal Hubert withdrew the bolt, and stood on the defensive. But the three robbers, far from attacking them, were found crouching in the corner, gasping for breath. They made no resistance; and, being pinioned, were placed in an out-house till the morning.


  Hubert now gave the remainder of his story to the assembled company, and was profusely thanked for the services he had rendered. Sir Simon pressed him to stay over the night, and accept the use of the best bed-room the house afforded, which had been occupied by Queen Elizabeth and King Charles successively when on their visits to this part of the country. But Hubert declined, being anxious to find his horse Jerry, and to test the truth of the robbers’ statements concerning him.


  Several of the guests accompanied Hubert to the spot behind the gibbet, alluded to by the thieves as where Jerry was hidden. When they reached the knoll and looked over, behold! there the horse stood, uninjured, and quite unconcerned. At sight of Hubert he neighed joyfully; and nothing could exceed Hubert’s gladness at finding him. He mounted, wished his friends “Good-night!” and cantered off in the direction they pointed out as his nearest way, reaching home safely about four o’clock in the morning.


  ♣


  An Indiscretion in the Life of an Heiress


  I


  
    When I would pray and think, I think and pray


    To several subjects: heaven hath my empty words;


    Whilst my invention, hearing not my tongue,


    Anchors on Isabel.

  


  The congregation in Tollamore church were singing the evening hymn, the people gently swaying backwards and forwards like trees in a soft breeze. The heads of the village children, who sat in the gallery, were inclined to one side as they uttered their shrill notes, their eyes listlessly tracing some crack in the old walls, or following the movement of a distant bough or bird, with features rapt almost to painfulness.


  In front of the children stood a thoughtful young man, who, was plainly enough the schoolmaster; and his gaze was fixed on a remote part of the aisle beneath him. When the singing was over, and all had sat down for the sermon, his eyes still remained in the same place. There was some excuse for their direction, for it was in a straight line forwards; but their fixity was only to be explained by some object before them, This was a square pew, containing one solitary sitter. But that sitter was a young lady, and a very sweet lady was she.


  Afternoon service in Tollamore parish was later than in many others in that neighbourhood; and as the darkness deepened during the progress of the sermon, the rector’s pulpit candles shone to the remotest nooks of the building, till at length they became the sole lights of the congregation. The lady was the single person besides the preacher whose face was turned westwards, the pew that she occupied being the only one in the church in which the seat ran all round. She reclined in her corner, her bonnet and dark dress growing by degrees invisible, and at last only her upturned face could be discerned, a solitary white spot against the black surface of the wainscot. Over her head rose a vast marble monument, erected to the memory of her ancestors, male and female; for she was one of high standing in that parish. The design consisted of a winged skull and two cherubim, supporting a pair of tall Corinthian columns, between which spread a broad slab, containing the roll of ancient names, lineages, and deeds, and surmounted by a pediment, with the crest of the family at its apex.


  As the youthful schoolmaster gazed, and all these details became dimmer, her face was modified in his fancy, till it seemed almost to resemble the carved marble skull immediately above her head. The thought was unpleasant enough to arouse him from his half-dreamy state, and he entered on rational considerations of what a vast gulf lay between that lady and himself, what a troublesome world it was to live in where such divisions could exist, and how painful was the evil when a man of his unequal history was possessed of a keen susceptibility.


  Now a close observer, who should have happened to be near the large pew, might have noticed before the light got low that the interested gaze of the young man had been returned from time to time by the young lady, although he, towards whom her glances were directed, did not perceive the fact. It would have been guessed, that something in the past was common to both, notwithstanding their difference in social standing. What that was may be related in a few words.


  One day in the previous week there had been some excitement in the parish on account of the introduction upon the farm of a steam threshing-machine for the first time, the date of these events being some thirty years ago. The machine had been hired by a farmer who was a relative of the schoolmaster’s, and when it was set going all the people round about came to see it work. It was fixed in a corner of a field near the main road, and in the afternoon a passing carriage stopped outside the hedge. The steps were let down, and Miss Geraldine Allenville, the young woman whom we have seen sitting in the church pew, came through the gate of the field towards the engine. At that hour most of the villagers had been to the spot, had gratified their curiosity, and afterwards gone home again; so that there were only now left standing beside the engine the engine-man, the farmer, and the young schoolmaster, who had come like the rest. The labourers were at the other part of the machine, under the cornstack some distance off.


  The girl looked with interest at the whizzing wheels, asked questions of the old farmer, and remained in conversation with him for some time, the schoolmaster standing a few paces distant, and looking more or less towards her. Suddenly the expression of his face changed to one of horror; he was by her side in a moment, and, seizing hold of her, he swung her round by the arm to a distance of several feet.


  In speaking to the farmer she had inadvertently stepped backwards, and had drawn so near to the band which ran from the engine to the drum of the thresher that In another moment her dress must have been caught, and she would have been whirled round the wheel as a mangled carcase. As soon as the meaning of the young man’s act was understood by her she turned deadly pale and nearly fainted. When she was well enough to walk, the two men led her to the carriage, which had been standing outside the hedge all the time.


  “You have saved me from a ghastly death!” the agitated girl murmured to the schoolmaster. “Oh! I can never forget it!” and then she sank into the carriage and was driven away.


  On account of this the schoolmaster had been invited to Tollamore House to explain the incident to the squire, the young lady’s only living parent. Mr. Allenville thanked her preserver, inquired the history of his late father, a painter of good family, but unfortunate and improvident; and finally told his visitor that, if he were fond of study, the library of the house was at his service. Geraldine herself had spoken very impulsively to the young man—almost, indeed, with imprudent warmth—and his tender interest in her during the church service was the result of the sympathy she had shown.


  And thus did an emotion, which became this man’s sole motive power through many following years, first arise and establish itself. Only once more did she lift her eyes to where he sat, and it was when they all stood up before leaving. This time he noticed the glance. Her look of recognition led his feelings onward yet another stage. Admiration grew to be attachment; he even wished that he might own her, not exactly as a wife, but as a being superior to himself in the sense in which a servant may be said to own a master. He would have cared to possess her in order to exhibit her glories to the world, and he scarcely even thought of her ever loving him.


  There were two other stages in his course of love, but they were not reached till some time after to-day. The first was a change from this proud desire to a longing to cherish. The last stage, later still, was when her very defects became rallying-points for defence, when every one of his senses became special pleaders for her; and that not through blindness, but from a tender inability to do aught else than defend her against all the world.


  II


  
    She was active, stirring, all fire —


    Could not rest, could not tire —


    Never in all the world such an one!


    And here was plenty to he done,


    And she that could do it, great or small,


    She was to do nothing at all.

  


  Five mornings later the same young man was looking out of the window of Tollamore village school in a fixed and absent manner. The weather was exceptionally mild, though scarcely to the degree which would have justified his airy situation at such a month of the year. A hazy light spread through the air, the landscape on which his eyes were resting being enlivened and lit up by the spirit of an unseen sun rather than by its direct rays. Every sound could be heard for miles. There was a great crowing of cocks, bleating of sheep, and cawing of rooks, which proceeded from all points of the compass, rising and falling as the origin of each sound was near or far away. There were also audible the voices of people in the village, interspersed with hearty laughs, the bell of a distant flock of sheep, a robin close at hand, vehicles in the neighbouring roads and lanes. One of these latter noises grew gradually more distinct, and proved itself to be rapidly nearing the school. The listener blushed as he heard it.


  “Suppose it should be!” he said to himself.


  He had said the same thing at every such noise that he had heard during the foregoing week, and had been mistaken in his hope. But this time a certain carriage did appear in answer to his expectation. He came from the window hastily; and in a minute a footman knocked and opened the school door.


  “Miss Allenville wishes to speak to you, Mr. Mayne.”


  The schoolmaster went to the porch—he was a very young man to be called a schoolmaster—his heart beating with excitement.


  “Good morning,” she said, with a confident yet girlish smile. “My father expects me to inquire into the school arrangements, and I wish to do so on my own account as well. May I come in?”


  She entered as she spoke, telling the coachman to drive to the village on some errand, and call for her in half an hour.


  Mayne could have wished that she had not been so thoroughly free from all apparent consciousness of the event of the previous week, of the fact that he was considerably more of a man than the small persons by whom the apartment was mainly filled, and that he was as nearly as possible at her own level in age, as wide in sympathies, and possibly more inflammable in heart. But he soon found that a sort of fear to entrust her voice with the subject of that link between them was what restrained her. When he had explained a few details of routine she moved away from him round the school.


  He turned and looked at her as she stood among the children. To his eyes her beauty was indescribable. Before he had met her he had scarcely believed that any woman in the world could be so lovely. The clear, deep eyes, full of all tender expressions; the fresh, subtly-curved cheek, changing its tones of red with the fluctuation of each thought; the ripe tint of her delicate mouth, and the indefinable line where lip met lip; the noble bend of her neck, the wavy lengths of her dark brown hair, the soft motions of her bosom when she breathed, the light fall of her little feet, the elegant contrivances of her attire, all struck him as something he had dreamed of and was not actually seeing. Geraldine Allenville was, in truth, very beautiful; she was a girl such as his eyes had never elsewhere beheld; and her presence here before his face kept up a sharp struggle of sweet and bitter within him.


  He had thought at first that the flush on her face was caused by the fresh air of the morning; but, as it quickly changed to a lesser hue, it occurred to Mayne that it might after all have arisen from shyness at meeting him after her narrow escape. Be that as it might, their conversation, which at first consisted of bald sentences, divided by wide intervals of time, became more frequent, and at last continuous. He was painfully soon convinced that her tongue would never have run so easily as it did had it not been that she thought him a person on whom she could vent her ideas without reflection or punctiliousness—a thought, perhaps, expressed to herself by such words as, “I will say what I like to him, for he is only our schoolmaster.”


  “And you have chosen to keep a school,” she went on, with a shade of mischievousness in her tone, looking at him as if she thought that, had she been a man capable of saving people’s lives, she would have done something much better than teaching. She was so young as to habitually think thus of other persons’ courses.


  “No,” he said simply; “I don’t choose to keep a school in the sense you mean, choosing it from a host of pursuits, all equally possible.”


  “How came you here, then?”


  “I fear more by chance than by aim.”


  “Then you are not very ambitious?”


  “I have my ambitions, such as they are.”


  “I thought so. Everybody has nowadays. But it is a better thing not to be too ambitious, I think.”


  “If we value ease of mind, and take an economist’s view of our term of life, it may be a better thing.”


  Having been tempted, by his unexpectedly cultivated manner of speaking, to say more than she had meant to say, she found it embarrassing either to break off or to say more, and in her doubt she stooped to kiss a little girl.


  “Although I spoke lightly of ambition,” she observed, without turning to him, “and said that easy happiness was worth most, I could defend ambition very well, and in the only pleasant way.”


  “And that way?”


  “On the broad ground of the loveliness of any dream about future triumphs. In looking back there is a pleasure in contemplating a time when some attractive thing of the future appeared possible, even though it never came to pass.”


  Mayne was puzzled to hear her talk in this tone of maturity. That such questions of success and failure should have occupied his own mind seemed natural, for they had been forced upon him by the difficulties he had encountered in his pursuit of a career. He was not just then aware how very unpractical the knowledge of this sage lady of seventeen really was; that it was merely caught up by intercommunication with people of culture and experience, who talked before her of their theories and beliefs till she insensibly acquired their tongue.


  The carriage was heard coming up the road. Mayne gave her the list of the children, their ages, and other particulars which she had called for, and she turned to go out. Not a word had been said about the incident by the threshing-machine, though each one could see that it was constantly in the other’s thoughts. The roll of the wheels may or may not have reminded her of her position in relation to him. She said, bowing, and in a somewhat more distant tone: “We shall all be glad to learn that our schoolmaster is so—nice; such a philosopher.” But, rather surprised at her own cruelty in uttering the latter words, she added one of the sweetest laughs that ever came from lips, and said, in gentlest tones, “Good morning; I shall always remember what you did for me. Oh! it makes me sick to think of that moment. I came on purpose to thank you again, but I could not say it till now!


  Mayne’s heart, which had felt the rebuff, came round to her with a rush; he could have almost forgiven her for physically wounding him if she had asked him in such a tone not to notice it. He watched her out of sight, thin king in rather a melancholy mood how time would absorb all her beauty, as the growing distance between them absorbed her form. He then went in, and endeavoured to recall every word that he had said to her, troubling and racking his mind to the utmost of his ability about his imagined faults of manner. He remembered that he had used the indicative mood instead of the proper subjective in a certain phrase. He had given her to understand that an old idea he had made use of was his own, and so on through other particulars, each of which was an item of misery.


  The place and the manner of her sitting were defined by the position of her chair, and by the books, maps, and prints scattered round it. Her “I shall always remember,” he repeated to himself, aye, a hundred times; and though he knew the plain import of the words, he could not help toying with them, looking at them from all points, and investing them with extraordinary meanings.


  III


  
    But what is this? I turn about.


    And find a trouble in thine eye.

  


  Egbert Mayne, though at present filling the office of village schoolmaster, had been intended for a less narrow path. His position at this time was entirely owing to the death of his father in embarrassed circumstances two years before. Mr. Mayne had been a landscape and animal painter, and had settled in the village in early manhood, where he set about improving his prospects by marrying a small farmer’s daughter. The son had been sent away from home at an early age to a good school, and had returned at seventeen to enter upon some professional life or other. But his father’s health was at this time declining, and when the painter died, a year and a half later, nothing had been done for Egbert. He was now living with his maternal grandfather, Richard Broadford, the farmer, who was a tenant of Squire Allenville’s. Egbert’s ideas did not incline to painting, but he had ambitious notions of adopting a literary profession, or entering the Church, or doing something congenial to his tastes whenever he could set about it. But first it was necessary to read, mark, learn, and look around him; and, a master being temporarily required for the school until such time as it should be placed under government inspection, he stepped in and made use of the occupation as a stop-gap for a while.


  He lived in his grandfather’s farmhouse, walking backwards and forwards to the school every day, in order that the old man, who would otherwise be living quite alone, might have the benefit of his society during the long winter evenings. Egbert was much attached to his grandfather, and so, indeed, were all who knew him. The old farmer’s amiable disposition and kindliness of heart, while they had hindered him from enriching himself one shilling during the course of a long and laborious life, had also kept him clear of every arrow of antagonism. The house in which he lived was the same that he had been born in, and was almost a part of himself. It had been built by his father’s father; but on the dropping of the lives for which it was held, some twenty years earlier, it had lapsed to the Squire.


  Richard Broadford was not, however, dispossessed: after his father’s death the family had continued as before in the house and farm, but as yearly tenants. It was much to Broadford’s delight, for his pain at the thought of parting from those old sticks and stones of his ancestors, before it had been known if the tenure could be continued, was real and great.


  On the evening of the day on which Miss Allenville called at the school Egbert returned to the farmhouse as usual. He found his grandfather sitting with his hands on his knees, and showing by his countenance that something had happened to disturb him greatly. Egbert looked at him inquiringly, and with some misgiving.


  “I have got to go at last, Egbert,” he said, in a tone intended to be stoical, but far from it. “He is my enemy after all.”


  “Who?” said Mayne.


  “The squire. He’s going to take seventy acres of neighbour Greenman’s farm to enlarge the park; and Greenman’s acreage is to be made up to him, and more, by throwing my farm in with his. Yes, that’s what the squire is going to have done…. Well, I thought to have died here; but ’tisn’t to be.”


  He looked as helpless as a child, for age had weakened him. Egbert endeavoured to cheer him a little, and vexed as the young man was, he thought there might yet be some means of tiding over this difficulty. “Mr. Allenville wants seventy acres more in his park, does he?” he echoed mechanically. “Why can’t it be taken entirely out of Greenman’s farm? His is big enough, Heaven knows; and your hundred acres might be left you in peace.”


  “Well mayest say so! Oh, it is because he is tired .of seeing old-fashioned farming like mine.—He likes the young generation’s system best, I suppose.”


  “If I had only known this this afternoon!” Egbert said.


  “You could have done nothing.”


  “Perhaps not.” Egbert was, however, thinking that he would have mentioned the matter to his visitor, and told her such circumstances as would have enlisted her sympathies in the case.


  “I thought it would come to this,” said old Richard vehemently. “The present Squire Allenville has never been any real friend to me. It was only through his wife that I have stayed here so long. If it hadn’t been for her, we should have gone the very year that my poor father died, and the house fell into hand. I wish we had now. You see, now she’s dead, there’s nobody to counteract him in his schemes; and so I am to be swept away.”


  They talked on thus, and by bedtime the old man was in better spirits. But the subject did not cease to occupy Egbert’s mind, and that anxiously. Were the house and farm which his grandfather had occupied so long to be taken away, Egbert knew it would affect his life to a degree out of all proportion to the seriousness of the event. The transplanting of old people is like the transplanting of old trees; a twelvemonth usually sees them wither and die away.


  The next day proved that his anticipations were likely to be correct, his grandfather being so disturbed that he could scarcely eat or drink. The remainder of the week passed in just the same way. Nothing now occupied Egbert’s mind but a longing to see Miss Allenville. To see her would be bliss; to ask her if anything could be done by which his grandfather might retain the farm and premises would be nothing but duty. His hope of good results from the course was based on the knowledge that Allenville, cold and hard as he was, had some considerable affection for or pride in his daughter, and that thus she might influence him.


  It was not likely that she would call at the school for a week or two at least, and Mayne therefore tried to meet with her elsewhere. One morning early he was returning from the remote hamlet of Hawksgate, on the further side of the parish, and the nearest way to the school was across the park. He read as he walked, as was customary with him, though at present his thoughts wandered incessantly. The path took him through a shrubbery running close up to a remote wing of the mansion. Nobody seemed to be stirring in that quarter, till, turning an angle, he saw Geraldiae’s own graceful figure close at hand, robed in fur, and standing at ease outside an open French casement.


  She was startled by his sudden appearance, but her face soon betrayed a sympathetic remembrance of him. Egbert scarcely knew whether to stop or to walk on, when, casting her eyes upon his book, she said, “Don’t let me interrupt your reading.”


  “I am glad to have—” he stammered, and for the moment could get no farther. His nervousness encouraged her to continue. “What are you reading?” she said.


  The book was, as may possibly be supposed by those who know the mood inspired by hopeless attachments, “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage,” a poem which at that date had never been surpassed in congeniality to the minds of young persons in the full fever of virulent love. He was rather reluctant to let her know this but as the inquiry afforded him an opening for conversation he held out the book, and her eye glanced over the page.


  “Oh, thank you,” she said hastily, “I ought not to have asked that—only I am interested always in books. Is your grand father quite well, Mr. Mayne? I saw him yesterday, and thought he seemed to be not in such good health as usual.”


  “His mind is disturbed,” said Egbert.


  “Indeed, why is that?”


  “It is on account of his having to leave the farm. He is old, and was born in that house.”


  “Ah, yes, I have heard something of that,” she said with a slightly regretful look. “Mr. Allenville has decided to enlarge the park. Born in the house, was he?”


  “Yes. His father built it. May I ask your opinion on the point, Miss Allenville? Don’t you think it would be possible to enlarge the park without taking my grandfather’s farm? Greenman has already five hundred acres.”


  She was perplexed how to reply, and evading the question said; “Your grandfather much wishes to stay?”


  “He does, intensely—more than you can believe or think. But he will not ask to be let remain. I dread the effect of leaving upon him. If it were possible to contrive that he should not be turned out I should be grateful indeed.”


  “I—I will do all I can that things may remain as they are,” she said with a deepened colour. “In fact, I am almost certain that he will not have to go, since it is so painful to him,” she added in the sanguine tones of a child. “My father could not have known that his mind was so bent on staying.”


  Here the conversation ended, and Egbert went on with a lightened heart. Whether his pleasure arose entirely from having done his grandfather a good turn or from the mere sensation of having been near her, he himself could hardly have determined.


  IV


  
    Oh, for my sake, do you with fortune chide


    The guilty goddess of my harmful deed,


    That did not better for my life provide.

  


  Now commenced a period during which Egbert Mayne’s emotions burnt in a more unreasoning and wilder worship than at any other time in his life. The great condition of idealization in love was present here, that of an association in which, through difference in rank, the petty human elements that enter so largely into life are kept entirely out of sight, and there is hardly awakened in the man’s mind a thought that they appertain to her at all.


  He deviated frequently from his daily track to the spot where the last meeting had been, till, on the fourth morning after, he saw her there again; but she let him pass that time with a bare recognition. Two days later the carriage drove down the lane to the village as he was walking away. When they met she told the coachman to stop.


  “I am glad to tell you that your grandfather may be perfectly easy about the house and farm,” she said; as if she took unfeigned pleasure in saying it. “The question of altering the park is postponed indefinitely. I have resisted it: I could do no less for one who did so much for me.”


  “Thank you very warmly,” said Egbert so earnestly that she blushed crimson as the carriage rolled away.


  The spring drew on, and he saw and spoke with her several times. In truth he walked abroad much more than had been usual with him formerly, searching in all directions for her form. Had she not been unreflecting and impressionable—had not her life dragged on as uneventfully as that of one in gaol, through her residing in a great house with no companion but an undemonstrative father; and, above all, had not Egbert been a singularly engaging young man of that distracting order of beauty which, grows upon the feminine gazer with every glance, this tender waylaying would have made little difference to anybody. But such was not the case. In return for Egbert’s presence of mind at the threshing she had done him a kindness, and the pleasure that she took in the act shed an added interest upon the object of it. Thus, on both sides it had happened that a deed of solicitude casually performed gave each doer a sense of proprietorship in its recipient, and a wish still further to establish that position by other deeds of the same sort.


  To still further kindle Geraldine’s indiscreet interest in him, Egbert’s devotion became perceptible ere long even to her inexperienced eyes; and it was like a new world to the young girl. At first she was almost frightened at the novelty of the thing. Then the fascination of the discovery caused her ready, receptive heart to palpitate in an ungovernable manner whenever he came near her. She was not quite in love herself, but she was so moved by the circumstance of her deliverer being in love, that she could think of nothing else. His appearing at odd places startled her; and yet she rather liked that kind of startling. Too often her eyes rested on his face; too often her thoughts surrounded his figure and dwelt on his conversation.


  One day when they met on a bridge, they did not part till after a long and interesting conversation on books, in which many opinions of Mayne’s (crude and unformed enough, it must be owned) that happened to take her fancy, set her glowing with ardour to unfold her own.


  After any such meeting as this, Egbert would go home and think for hours of her little remarks and movements. The day and minute of every accidental rencounter became registered in his mind with the indelibility of ink. Years afterwards he could recall at a moment’s notice that he saw her at eleven o’clock on the third of April, a Sunday; at four on Tuesday, the twelfth; at a quarter to six on Thursday the twenty-eighth; that on the ninth it rained at a quarter past two, when she was walking up the avenue; that on the seventeenth the grass was rather too wet for a lady’s feet; and other calendrical and meteorological facts of no value whatever either to science or history.


  On a Tuesday evening, when they had had several conversations out of doors, and when a passionate liking for his society was creeping over the reckless though pure girl, slowly, insidiously, and surely, like ripeness over fruit, she further committed herself by coming alone to the school. A heavy rain had threatened to fall all the afternoon, and just as she entered it began. School hours were at that moment over, but he waited a few moments before dismissing the children, to see if the storm would clear up. After looking round at the classes, and making sundry inquiries of the little ones in the usual manner of ladies who patronize a school, she came up to him.


  “I listened outside before I came in. It was a great pleasure to hear the voices—three classes reading at three paces.” She continued with a laugh: “There was a rough treble voice bowling easily along, an ambling sweet voice earnest about fishes in the sea, and a shrill voice spelling out letter by letter. Then there was a shuffling of feet—then you sang. It seemed quite a little poem.”


  “Yes,” Egbert said. “But perhaps, like many poems, it was hard prose to the originators.”


  She remained thinking, and Mayne looked out at the weather. Judging from the sky and wind that there was no likelihood of a change that night, he proceeded to let the children go. Miss Allenville assisted in wrapping up as many of them as possible in the old coats and other apparel which Egbert kept by him for the purpose. But she touched both clothes and children rather gingerly, and as if she did not much like the contact.


  Egbert’s sentiments towards her that evening were vehement and curious. Much as he loved her, his liking for the peasantry about him—his mother’s ancestry—caused him sometimes a twinge of self-reproach for thinking of her so exclusively, and nearly forgetting all his old acquaintance, neighbours, and his grandfather’s familiar friends, with their rough but honest ways. To further complicate his feelings to-night there was the sight, on the one hand, of the young lady with her warm rich dress and glowing future, and on the other of the weak little boys and girls—some only five years old, and none more than twelve , going off in their different directions in the pelting rain, some for a walk of more than two miles, with the certainty of being drenched to the skin, and with no change of clothes when they reached their home. He watched the rain-spots thickening upon the faded frocks, worn-out tippets, yellow straw hats and bonnets, and coarse pinafores of his unprotected little flock as they walked down the path, and was thereby reminded of the hopelessness of his attachment, by perceiving how much more nearly akin was his lot to theirs than to hers.


  Miss Allenville, too, was looking at the children, and unfortunately she chanced to say, as they toddled off, “Poor little wretches!”


  A sort of despairing irritation at her remoteness from his plane, as implied by her pitying the children so unmercifully, impelled him to remark, “Say poor little children, madam.” She was silent—awkwardly silent.


  “I suppose I must walk home,” she said, when about half a minute had passed. “Nobody knows where I am, and the carriage may not find me for hours.”


  “I’ll go for the carriage,” said Egbert readily.


  But he did not move. While she had been speaking, there had grown up in him a conviction that these opportunities of seeing her would soon necessarily cease. She would get older, and would perceive the incorrectness of being on intimate terms with him merely because he had snatched her from danger. He would have to engage in a more active career, and go away. Such ideas brought on an irresistible climax to an intense and long felt desire. He had just reached that point in the action of passion upon mind at which it masters judgment.


  It was almost dark in the room, by reason of the heavy clouds and the nearness of the night. But the fire had just flamed up brightly in the grate, and it threw her face and form into ruddy relief against the grey wall behind.


  Suddenly rushing towards her, he seized her hand before she comprehended his intention, kissed it tenderly, and clasped her in his arms. Her soft body yielded like wool under his embrace. As suddenly releasing her he turned, and went back to the other end of the room.


  Egbert’s feeling as he retired was that he had committed a crime. The madness of the action was apparent to him almost before it was completed. There seemed not a single thing left for him to do, but to go into lifelong banishment for such sacrilege. He faced round and regarded her. Her features were not visible enough to judge of their expression. All that he could discern through the dimness and his own agitation was that for some time she remained quite motionless. Her state was probably one of suspension as with Ulysses before Melanthus, she may have


  entertained a breast


  That in the strife of all extremes did rest.


  In one, two, or five minutes—neither of them ever knew exactly how long—apparently without the motion of a limb, she glided noiselessly to the door and vanished.


  Egbert leant himself against the wall, almost distracted. He could see absolutely no limit to the harm that he had done by his wild and unreasoning folly. “Am I a man to thus ill-treat the loveliest girl that ever was born? Sweet injured creature—how she will hate me!” These were some of the expressions that he murmured in the twilight of that lonely room.


  Then he said that she certainly had encouraged him, which, unfortunately for her, was only too true. She had seen that he was always in search of her, and she did not put herself out of his way. He was sure that she liked him to admire her. “Yet, no,” he murmured, “I will not excuse myself at all.”


  The night passed away miserably. One conviction by degrees overruled all the rest in his mind—that if she knew precisely how pure had been his longing towards her, she could not think badly of him. His reflections resulted in a resolve to get an interview with her, and make his defence and explanation in full. The decision come to, his impatience could scarcely preserve him from rushing to Tollamore House that very daybreak, and trying to get into her presence, though it was the likeliest of suppositions that she would never see him.


  Every spare minute of the following days he hovered round the house, in hope of getting a glimpse of her; but not once did she make herself visible. He delayed taking the extreme step of calling, till the hour came when he could delay no longer. On a certain day he rang the bell with a mild air, and disguised his feelings by looking as if he wished to speak to her merely on copy-books, slates, and other school matters, the school being professedly her hobby. He was told that Miss Allenville had gone on a visit to some relatives thirty-five miles off, and that she would probably not return for a month.


  As there was no help for it, Egbert settled down to wait as he best could, not without many misgivings lest his rash action, which a prompt explanation might have toned down and excused, would now be the cause of a total estrangement between them, so that nothing would restore him to the place he had formerly held in her estimation. That she had ever seriously loved him he did not hope or dream; but it was intense pain to him to be out of her favour.


  V


  
    So I soberly laid my last plan


    To extinguish the man,


    Round his creep-hole, with never a break


    Ran my fires for his sake;


    Over head did my thunder combine


    With my underground mine:


    Till I looked from my labour content


    To enjoy the event.


    When sudden—how think ye the end?

  


  A week after the crisis mentioned above, it was secretly whispered to Egbert’s grandfather that the park enlargement scheme was after all to be proceeded with; that Miss Allenville was extremely anxious to have it put in hand as soon as possible. Farmer Broadford’s farm was to be added to Greenman’s, as originally intended, and the old house that Broadford lived in was to be pulled down as an encumbrance.


  “It is she this time!” murmured Egbert gloomily. “Then I did offend her, and mortify her; and she is resentful.”


  The excitement of his grandfather again caused him much alarm, and even remorse. Such was the responsiveness of the farmer’s physical to his mental state that in the course of a week his usual health failed, and his gloominess of mind was followed by dimness of sight and giddiness. By much persuasion Egbert induced him to stay at home for a day or two; but indoors he was the most restless of creatures, through not being able to engage in the pursuits to which he had been accustomed from his boyhood. He walked up and down, looking wistfully out of the window, shifting the positions of books and chairs, and putting them back again, opening his desk and shutting it after a vacant look at the papers, saying he should never get settled in another farm at his time of life, and evincing all the symptoms of nervousness and excitability.


  Meanwhile Egbert anxiously awaited Miss Allenville’s return, more resolved than ever to obtain audience of her, and beg her not to visit upon an unoffending old man the consequences of a young one’s folly. Any retaliation upon himself he would accept willingly, and own to be well deserved.


  At length, by making off-hand inquiries (for he dared not ask directly for her again) he learnt that she was to be at home on the Thursday. The following Friday and Saturday he kept a sharp look-out; and, when lingering in the park for at least the tenth time in that half-week, a sudden rise in the ground revealed her coming along a path


  Egbert stayed his advance, in order that, if she really objected to see him, she might easily strike off into a side path or turn back.


  She did not accept the alternatives, but came straight on to where he lingered, averting her face waywardly as she approached. When she was within a few steps of him he could see that the trimmings of her dress trembled like leaves. He cleared his dry throat to speak.


  “Miss Allenville,” he said, humbly taking off his hat, “I should be glad to say one word to you, if I may.”


  She looked at him for just one moment, but said nothing; and he could see that the expression of her face was flushed, and her mood skittish. The place they were standing in was a remote nook, hidden by the trunks and boughs, so that he could afford to give her plenty of time, for there was no fear of their being observed or overheard. Indeed, knowing that she often walked that way, Egbert had previously surveyed the spot and thought it suitable for the occasion, much as Wellington antecedently surveyed the field of Waterloo.


  Here the young man began his pleading speech to her. He dilated upon his sensations when first he saw her; and as he became warmed by his oratory he spoke of all his inmost perturbations on her account without the slightest reserve. He related with much natural eloquence how he had tried over and over again not to love her, and how he had loved her in spite of that trying; of his intention never to reveal his passion, till their situation on that rainy evening prompted the impulse which ended in that irreverent action of his; and earnestly asked her to forgive him—not for his feelings, since they were his own to commend or blame—but for the way in which he testified of them to one so cultivated and so beautiful.


  Egbert was flushed and excited by the time that he reached this point in his tale.


  Her eyes were fixed on the grass; and then a tear stole quietly from its corner, and wandered down her cheek. She tried to say something, but her usually adroit tongue was unequal to the task. Ultimately she glanced at him, and murmured, “I forgive you;” but so inaudibly, that he only recognized the words by their shape upon her lips.


  She looked not much more than a child now, and Egbert thought with sadness that her tear and her words were perhaps but the result, the one of a transitory sympathy, the other of a desire to escape. They stood silent for some seconds, and the dressing-bell of the house began ringing. Turning slowly away without another word she hastened out of his sight.


  When Egbert reached home some of his grandfather’s old friends were gathered there, sympathizing with him on the removal he would have to submit to if report spoke truly. Their sympathy was rather more for him to bear than their indifference; and as Egbert looked at the old man’s bent figure, and at the expression of his face, denoting a wish to sink under the earth, out of sight and out of trouble, he was greatly depressed, and he said inwardly, “What a fool I was to ask forgiveness of a woman who can torture my only relative like this! Why do I feel her to be glorious? Oh that I had never seen her!”


  The next day was Sunday, and his grandfather being too unwell to go out, Egbert went to the evening, service alone. When it was over, the rector detained him in the churchyard to say a few words about the next week’s undertakings. This was soon done, and Egbert turned back to leave the now empty churchyard. Passing the porch he saw Miss Allenville coming out of the door.


  Egbert said nothing, for he knew not what to say; but she spoke. “Ah, Mr. Mayne, how beautiful the west sky looks! It is the finest sunset we have had this spring.”


  “It is very beautiful,” he replied, without looking westward a single degree. “Miss Allenville,” he said reproachfully, “you might just have thought whether, for the sake of reaching one guilty person, it was worth while to deeply wound an old man.”


  “I do not allow you to say that,” she answered with proud quickness. “Still, I will listen just this once.”


  “Are you glad you asserted your superiority to me by putting in motion again that scheme for turning him out?”


  “I merely left off hindering it,” she said.


  “Well, we shall go now,” continued Egbert,” and make room for newer people. I hope you forgive what caused it all.”


  “You talk in that strain to make me feel regrets; and you think that because you are read in a few books you may say or do anything.”


  “No, no. That’s unfair.”


  “I will try to alter it—that your grandfather may not leave. Say that you forgive me for thinking he and yourself had better leave—as I forgive you for what you did. But remember, nothing of that sort ever again.”


  “Forgive you? Oh, Miss Allenville!” said he in a wild whisper, “I wish you had sinned a hundred ,times as much, that I might show how readily I can forgive all.”


  She had looked as if she would have held out her hand; but, for some reason or other, directly he had spoken with emotion it was not so well for him as when he had spoken to wound her. She passed on silently, and entered the private gate to the house.


  A day or two after this, about three o’clock in the afternoon, and whilst Egbert was giving a less on in geography, a lad burst into the school with the tidings that Farmer Broadford had fallen from a cornstack they were threshing, and hurt himself severely.


  The boy had borrowed a horse to come with, and Mayne at once made him gallop off with it for a doctor. Dismissing the children, the young man ran home full of forebodings. He found his relative in a chair, held up by two of his labouring men. He was put to bed, and seeing how pale he was, Egbert gave him a little wine, and bathed the parts which had been bruised by the fall.


  Egbert had at first been the more troubled at the event through believing that his grandfather’s fall was the result of his low spirits and mental uneasiness; and he blamed himself for letting so infirm a man go out upon the farm till quite recovered. But it turned out that the actual cause of the accident was the breaking of the ladder that he had been standing on. When the surgeon had seen him he said that the external bruises were mere trifles; but that the shock had been great, and had produced internal injuries highly dangerous to a man in that stage of life.


  His grandson was of opinion in later years that the fall only hastened by a few months a dissolution which would soon have taken place under any circumstances, from the natural decay of the old man’s constitution. His pulse grew feeble and his voice weak, but he continued in a comparatively firm state of mind for some days, during which he talked to Egbert a great deal.


  Egbert trusted that the illness would soon pass away; his anxiety for his grandfather was great. When he was gone not one of the family would be left but himself. But in spite of hope the younger man perceived that death was really at hand. And now arose a question. It was certainly a time to make confidences, if they were ever to be made; should he, then, tell his grandfather, who knew the Allenvilles so well, of his love for Geraldine? At one moment it seemed duty; at another it seemed a graceful act, to say the least.


  Yet Egbert might never have uttered a word but for a remark of his grandfather’s which led up to the very point. He was speaking of the farm and of the squire, and thence he went on to the daughter.


  “She, too,” he said, “seems to have that reckless spirit which was in her mother’s family, and ruined her mother’s father at the gaming-table, though she’s too young to show much of it yet.”


  “I hope not,” said Egbert fervently.


  “Why? What be the Allenvilles to you—not that I wish the girl harm?”


  “I think she is the very best being in the world. I—love her deeply.”


  His grandfather’s eyes were set on the wall. “Well, well, my poor boy,” came softly from his mouth. “What made ye think of loving her? Ye may as well love a mountain, for any return you’ll ’ever get. Do she know of it?”


  “She guesses it. It was my saving her from the threshing-machine that began it.”


  “And she checks you?”


  “Well—no.”


  “Egbert,” he said after a silence, “I am grieved, for it can but end in pain. Mind, she’s an inexperienced girl. She never thinks of what trouble she may get herself into with her father and with her friends. And mind this, my lad, as another reason for dropping it; however honourable your love may be, you’ll never get credit for your honour. Nothing you can do will ever root out the notion of people that where the man is poor and the woman is high-born he’s a scamp and she’s an angel.”


  “She’s very good.”


  “She’s thoughtless, or she’d never encourage you. You must try not to see her.”


  “I will never put myself in her way again.”


  The subject was mentioned no more then. The next day the worn-out old farmer died, and his last request to Egbert was that he would do nothing to tempt Geraldine Allenville to think of him further.


  VI


  
    Hath misery made thee blind


    To the fond workings of a woman’s mind?


    And must I say—albeit my heart rebel


    With all that woman feels but should not tell;


    Because, despite thy faults, that heart is moved —


    It feared thee, thank’d thee, pitied, maddend, loved?

  


  It was in the evening of the day after Farmer Broadford’s death that Egbert first sat down in the house alone. The bandy-legged little man who had acted as his grandfather’s groom of the chambers and stables simultaneously had gone into the village. The candles were not yet lighted, and Mayne abstractedly watched upon the pale wall the latter rays of sunset slowly changing into the white shine of a moon a few days old. The ancient family clock had stopped for want of winding, and the intense silence that prevailed seemed more like the bodily presence of some quality than the mere absence of sound.


  He was thinking how many were the indifferent expressions which he had used towards the poor body lying cold up-stairs—the only relation he had latterly had upon earth—which might as well have been left unsaid; of how far he had been from practically attempting to do what in theory he called best—to make the most of every pulse of natural affection; that he had never heeded or particularly inquired the meaning of the different pieces of advice which the kind old man had tendered from time to time; that he had never even thought of asking for any details of his grandfather’s history.


  His musings turned upon Geraldine. He had promised to seek her no more, and he would keep his promise. Her interest in him might only be that of an exceedingly romantic and freakish soul, awakened but through “lack of other idleness,” and because sound sense suggested to her that it was a thing dangerous to do; for it seemed that she was ever and only moved by the superior of two antagonistic forces. She had as yet seen little or no society, she was only seventeen; and hence it was possible that a week of the town and fashion into which she would soon be initiated might blot out his very existence from her memory.


  He was sitting with his back to the window, meditating in this minor key, when a shadow darkened the opposite moonlit wall. Egbert started. There was a gentle tap at the door; and he opened it to behold the well-known form of the lady in his mind.


  “Mr. Mayne, are you alone?” she whispered, full of agitation.


  “Quite alone, excepting my poor grandfather’s body up-stairs,” he answered, as agitated as she.


  Then out it all came. “I couldn’t help coming—I hope—oh, I do so pray—that it was not through me that he died. Was it I, indeed, who killed him? They say it was the effect of the news that he was to leave the farm. I would have done anything to hinder his being turned out had I only reflected! And now he is dead. It was so cruel to an old man like him; and now you have nobody in the world to care for you, have you, Egbert—except me?”


  The ice was wholly broken. He took her hand in both his own and began to assure her that her alarm was grounded on nothing whatever. And yet he was almost reluctant to assure her out of so sweet a state. And when he had said over and over again that his grandfather’s fall had nothing to do with his mental condition, that the utmost result of her hasty proceeding was a sadness of spirit in him, she still persisted, as is the custom of women, in holding to that most painful possibility as the most likely, simply because it wounded her most. It was a long while before she would be convinced of her own innocence, but he maintained it firmly, and she finally believed.


  They sat down together, restraint having quite died out between them. The fine-lady portion of her existence, of which there was never much, was in abeyance, and they spoke and acted simply as a young man and woman who were beset by common troubles, and who had like hopes and fears.


  “And you will never blame me again for what I did?” said Egbert.


  “I never blamed you much,” she murmured with arch simplicity. “Why should it be wrong for me to be honest with you now, and tell everything you want to know?”


  Mayne was silent. That was a difficult question for a conscientious man to answer. Here was he nearly twenty-one years of age, and with some experience of life, while she was a girl nursed up like an exotic, with no real experience; and but little over seventeen—though from the fineness of her figure she looked more womanly than she really was. It plainly had not crossed her young mind that she was on the verge of committing the most horrible social sin—that of loving beneath her, and owning that she so loved. Two years thence she might see the imprudence of her conduct, and blame him for having led her on. Ought he not, then, considering his grandfather’s words, to say that it was wrong for her to be honest; that she should forget him, and fix her mind on matters appertaining to her order? He could not do it—he let her drift sweetly on.


  “I think more of you than of anybody in the whole world,” he replied. “And you will allow me to, will you not?—let me always keep you in my heart, and almost worship you?”


  “That would be wrong. But you may think of me, if you like to, very much; it will give me great pleasure. I don’t think my father thinks of me at all—or anybody, except you. I said the other day I would never think of you again, but I have done it, a good many times. It is all through being obliged to care for somebody whether you will or no.”


  “And you will go on thinking of me?”


  “I will do anything to—oblige you.”


  Egbert, on the impulse of the moment, bent over her and raised her little hand to his lips. He reverenced her too much to think of kissing her cheek. She knew this, and was thrilled through with the delight of being adored as one from above the sky.


  Up to this day of its existence their affection had been a battle, a species of antagonism wherein his heart and the girl’s had faced each other, and being anxious to do honour to their respective parts. But now it was a truce and a settlement, in which each one took up the other’s utmost weakness, and was careless of concealing his and her own.


  Surely, sitting there as they sat then, a more unreasoning condition of mind as to how this unequal conjunction would end never existed. They swam along through the passing moments, not a thought of duty on either side, not a further thought on his but that she was the dayspring of his life, that he would die for her a hundred times; superadded to which was a shapeless uneasiness that she would in some manner slip away from him. The solemnity of the event that had just happened would have shown up to him any ungenerous feeling in strong colours—and he had reason afterwards to examine the epoch narrowly; but it only seemed to demonstrate how instinctive and uncalculating was the love that worked within him.


  It was almost time for her to leave. She held up her watch to the moonlight. Five minutes more she would stay; then three minutes, and no longer. “Now I am going,” she said. “Do you forgive me entirely?”


  “How shall I say ‘yes’ without assuming that there was something to forgive?”


  “Say ‘yes.’ It is sweeter to fancy I am forgiven than to think I have not sinned.”


  With this she went to the door. Egbert accompanied her through the wood, and across a portion of the park, till they were about a hundred yards from the house, when he was forced to bid her farewell.


  The old man was buried on the following Sunday. During several weeks afterwards Egbert’s sole consolation under his loss was in thinking of Geraldine, for they did not meet in private again till some time had elapsed. The ultimate issue of this absorption in her did not concern him at all: it seemed to be in keeping with the system of his existence now that he should have an utterly inscrutable to-morrow.


  VII


  
    Come forward, some great marshal, and organize


    equality in society.

  


  The month of August came round, and Miss Allenville was to lay the foundation-stone of a tower or beacon which her father was about to erect on the highest hill of his estate, to the memory of his brother, the general. It was arranged that the school children should sing at the ceremony. Accordingly, at the hour fixed, Egbert was on the spot; a crowd of villagers had also arrived, and carriages were visible in the distance, wending their way towards the scene. When they had drawn up alongside and the visitors alighted, the master mason appeared nervous.


  “Mr. Mayne,” he said to Egbert, “you had better do what’s to be done for the lady. I shall speak too loud, or too soft, or handle things wrong. Do you attend upon her, and I’ll lower the stone.”


  Several ladies and gentlemen now gathered round, and presently Miss Allenville stood in position for her office, supported on one side by her father, a hard-featured man of five-and-forty, and some friends who were visiting at the house; and on the other by the school children, who began singing a song in keeping with the occasion. When this was done, Geraldine laid down the sealed bottle with its enclosed memorandum, which had been prepared for the purpose, and taking a trowel from her father’s hand, dabbled confusedly in the mortar, accidentally smearing it over the handle of the trowel.


  “Lower the stone,” said Egbert, who stood close by, to the mason at the winch; and the stone began to descend.


  The dainty-handed young woman was looking as if she would give anything to be relieved of the dirty trowel; but Egbert, the only one who observed this, was guiding the stone with both hands into its place, and could not receive the tool of her. Every moment increased her perplexity.


  “Take it, take it, will you?” she impatiently whispered to him, blushing with a consciousness that people began to perceive her awkward handling.


  “I must just finish this first,” he said.


  She was resigned in an instant. The stone settled down upon its base, when Egbert at once took the trowel, and her father came up and wiped her glove. Egbert then handed her the mallet.


  “What must I do with this thing?” she whispered entreatingly, holding the mallet as if it might bite her.


  “Tap with it, madam,” said he.


  She did as directed, and murmured the form of words which she had been told to repeat.


  “Thank you,” she said softly when all was done, restored to herself by the consciousness that she had performed the last part gracefully. Without lifting her eyes she added, “It was thoughtful of you to remember that I shouldn’t know, and to stand by to tell me.”


  Her friends now moved away, but before she had joined them Egbert said, chiefly for the pleasure of speaking to her: “The tower, when it is built, will be seen many miles off.”


  “Yes,” she replied in a discreet tone, for many eyes were upon her. “The view is very extensive.” She glanced round upon the whole landscape stretched out before her, in the extreme distance of which was visible the town of Westcombe.


  “How long does it take to go to Westcombe across this way?” she asked of him while they were bringing up the carriage.


  “About two hours,” he said.


  “Two hours—so long as that, does it? How far is it away?”


  “Eight miles.”


  “Two hours to drive eight miles—who ever heard of such a thing!”


  “I thought you meant walking”


  “Ah, yes; but one hardly means walking without expressly stating it.”


  “Well, it seems just the other way to me—that walking is meant unless you say driving.”


  That was the whole of their conversation. The remarks had been simple and trivial, but they brought a similar thought into the minds of both of them. On her part it spread a sudden gloom over her face, and it made him feel dead at heart. It was that horrid thought of their differing habits and of those contrasting positions which could not be reconciled.


  Indeed, this perception of their disparity weighed more and more heavily upon him as the days went on. There was no doubt about their being lovers, though scarcely recognized by themselves as such; and, in spite of Geraldine’s warm and unreflecting impulses, a sense of how little Egbert was accustomed to what is called society, and the polite forms which constant usage had made almost nature with her, would rise on occasion, and rob her of many an otherwise pleasant minute. When any little occurrence had brought this into more prominence than usual, Egbert would go away, wander about the lanes, and be kept awake a great part of the night by the distress of mind such a recognition brought upon him. How their intimacy would end, in what uneasiness, yearning, and misery, he could not guess. As for picturing a future of happiness with her by his side there was not ground enough upon which to rest the momentary imagination of it. Thus they mutually oppressed each other even while they loved.


  In addition to this anxiety was another; what would be thought of their romance by her father, if he were to find it out? It was impossible to tell him, for nothing could come of that but Egbert’s dismissal and Geraldine’s seclusion; and how could these be borne?


  He looked round anxiously for some means of deliverance. There were two things to be thought of, the saving of her dignity, and the saving of his and her happiness. That to accomplish the first he ought voluntarily to leave the village before their attachment got known, and never seek her again, was what he sometimes felt; but the idea brought such misery along with it that it died out under contemplation.


  He determined at all events to put the case clearly before her, to heroically set forth at their next meeting the true bearings of their position, which she plainly did not realise to the full as yet. It had never entered her mind that the link between them might be observed by the curious, and instantly talked of. Yes, it was his duty to warn her, even though by so doing he would be heaping coals of fire on his own head. For by acting upon his hint she would be lost to him, and the charm that lay in her false notions of the world be forever destroyed.


  That they would ultimately be found out, and Geraldine be lowered in local estimation, was, indeed, almost inevitable. There was one grain of satisfaction only among this mass of distresses. Whatever should become public, only the fashionable side of her character could be depreciated; the natural woman, the specimen of English girlhood that he loved, no one could impugn or harm.


  Meetings had latterly taken place between them without any pretence of accident, and these were facilitated in an amazing manner by the duty imposed upon her of visiting the school as the representative of her father. At her very next appearance he told her all he thought. It was when the children had left the room for the quarter of an hour’s airing that he gave them in the middle of the morning.


  She was quite hurt at being treated with justice, and a crowd of tears came into her sorrowful eyes. She had never thought of half that he feared, and almost questioned his kindness in enlightening her.


  “Perhaps you are right,” she murmured, with the merest motion of lip. “Yes, it is sadly true. Should our conduct become known, nobody will judge us fairly. ‘She was a wild, weak girl,’ they will say.”


  “To care for such a man—a village youth. They will even suppress the fact that his father was a painter of no mean power, and a gentleman by education, little as it would redeem us; and justify their doing so by reflecting that in adding to the contrast they improve the tale.


  And calumny meanwhile shall feed on us


  As worms devour the dead: what we have done


  None shall dare vouch, though it be truly known.


  And they will continue, ‘He was an artful fellow to win a girl’s affections in that way—one of the mere scum of the earth,’ they’ll say.”


  “Don’t, don’t make it so bad!” she implored, weeping outright. “They cannot go so far. Human nature is not so wicked and blind. And they dare not speak so disrespectfully of me, or of any one I choose to favour.” A slight haughtiness was apparent in these words. “But, oh, don’t let us talk of it—it makes the time miserable.”


  However, she had been warned. But the difficulty which presented itself to her mind was, after all, but a small portion of the whole. It was how should they meet together without causing a convulsion in neighbouring society. His was more radical and complex. The only natural drift of love was towards marriage. But how could he picture, at any length of years ahead, her in a cottage as his wife, or himself in a mansion as her husband? He in the one case, she in the other, were alike painfully incredible.


  But time had flown, and he conducted her to the door. “Good-bye, Egbert,” she said tenderly.


  “Good-bye, dear, dear madam,” he answered; and she was gone.


  Geraldine had never ~hinted to him to call her by her Christian name, and finding that she did not particularly wish it he did not care to do so. “Madam” was as good a name as any other for her, and by adhering to it and using it at the warmest moments it seemed to change its nature from that of a mere title to a soft pet sound. He often wondered in after days at the strange condition of a girl’s heart, which could allow so much in reality, and at the same time permit the existence of a little barrier such as that; how the keen, intelligent mind of woman could be ever so slightly hoodwinked by a sound. Yet, perhaps, it was womanlike, after all, and she may have caught at it as the only straw within reach of that dignity or pride of birth which was drowning in her impetuous affection.


  VIII


  
    The world and its ways have a certain worth,


    And to press a point while these oppose


    Were a simple policy: heat wait,


    And we lose no friends, and gain no foes.

  


  The inborn necessity of ransacking the future for a germ of hope led Egbert Mayne to dwell for longer and longer periods on the at first rejected possibility of winning and having her. And apart from any thought of marriage, he knew that Geraldine was sometimes a trifle vexed that their experiences contained so little in common—that he had never dressed for dinner, or made use of a carriage in his life; even though in literature he was her master, thanks to his tastes.


  For the first time he seriously contemplated a visionary scheme which had been several times cursorily glanced at; a scheme almost as visionary as any ever entertained by a man not yet blinded to the limits of the possible. Lighted on by impulse, it was not taken up without long calculation, and it was one in which every link was reasoned out as carefully and as clearly as his powers would permit. But the idea that he would be able to carry it through was an assumption which, had he bestowed upon it one hundredth part of the thought spent on the details of its working, he would have thrown aside as unfeasible.


  To give up the school, to go to London or elsewhere, and there to try to rise to her level by years of sheer exertion, was the substance of this scheme. However his lady’s heart might be grieved by his apparent desertion, he would go. A knowledge of life and of men must be acquired, and that could never be done by thinking at home.


  Egbert’s abstract love for the gigantic task was but small; but there was absolutely no other honest road to her sphere. That the habits of men should be so subversive of the law of nature as to indicate that he was not worthy to marry a woman whose own instincts said that he was worthy, was a great anomaly, he thought, with some rebelliousness; but this did not upset the fact or remove the difficulty.


  He told his fair mistress at their next accidental meeting (much sophistry lay in their definition of “accidental” at this season) that he had determined to leave Tollamore. Mentally she exulted at his spirit, but her heart despaired. He solemnly assured her that it would be much better for them both in the end; and she became submissive, and entirely agreed with him. Then she seemed to acquire a sort of superior insight by virtue of her superior rank, and murmured, “You will expand your mind, and get to despise me for all this, and for my want of pride in being so easily won; and it will end unhappily.”


  Her imagination so affected her that she could not hinder the tears from falling. Nothing was more effective in checking his despair than the sight of her despairing, and he immediately put on a more hopeful tone.


  “No,” he said, taking her by the hand, “I shall rise, and become so learned and so famous that—” He did not like to say plainly that he really hoped to win her as his wife, but it is very probable that she guessed his meaning nearly enough.


  “You have some secret resources!” she exclaimed. “Some help is promised you in this ambitious plan.”


  It was most painful to him to have to tell her the truth after this sanguine expectation, and how uncertain and unaided his plans were. However, he cheered her with the words, “Wait and see.” But he himself had many misgivings when her sweet face was turned away.


  Upon this plan he acted at once. Nothing of moment occurred during the autumn, and the time for his departure gradually came near. The sale of his grandfather’s effects having taken place, and notice having been given at the school, there was very little else for him to do in the way of preparation, for there was no family to be consulted, no household to be removed. On the last day of teaching, when the afternoon lessons were over, he bade farewell to the school children. The younger ones cried, not from any particular reflection on the loss they would sustain, but simply because their hearts were tender to any announcement couched in solemn terms. The elder children sincerely regretted Egbert, as an acquaintance who had not filled the post of schoolmaster so long as to be quite spoilt as a human being.


  On the morning of departure he rose at half past three, for Tollamore was a remote nook of a remote district, and it was necessary to start early, his plan being to go by packet from Melport. The candle-flame had a sad and yellow look when it was brought into his bedroom by Nathan Brown, one of his grandfather’s old labourers, at whose house he had taken a temporary lodging, and who had agreed to awake him and assist his departure. Few things will take away a man’s confidence in an impulsive scheme more than being called up by candlelight upon a chilly morning to commence working it out. But when Egbert heard Nathan’s great feet stamping spiritedly about the floor downstairs, in earnest preparation of breakfast, he overcame his weakness and bustled out of bed.


  They breakfasted together, Nathan drinking the hot tea with rattling sips, and Egbert thinking as he looked at him that Nathan had never appeared so desirable a man to have about him as now when he was about to give him up.


  “Well, good mornen, Mistur Mayne,” Nathan said, as he opened the door to let Egbert out. “And mind this, sir; if they used ye bad up there, th’lt always find a hole to put thy head into at Nathan Brown’s, I’ll warrant as much.”


  Egbert stepped from the door, and struck across to the manor-house. The morning was dark, and the raw wind made him shiver till walking warmed him. “Good heavens, here’s an undertaking!” he sometimes thought. Old trees seemed to look at him through the gloom, as they rocked uneasily to and fro; and now and then a dreary drop of rain beat upon his face as he went on. The dead leaves in the ditches, which could be heard but not seen, shifted their positions with a troubled rustle, and flew at intervals with a little rap against his walking-stick and hat. He was glad to reach the north stile, and get into the park, where, with an anxious pulse, he passed beneath the creaking limes.


  “Will she wake soon enough; will she be forgetful, and sleep over the time?” He had asked himself this many times since he rose that morning, and still beset by the inquiry, he drew near to the mansion.


  Her bedroom was in the north wing, facing towards the church, and on turning the brow of the hill a faint light in the window reassured him. Taking a few little stones from the path he threw them upon the sill, as they had agreed, and she instantly opened the window, and said softly, “The butler sleeps on the ground floor on this side, go to the bow-window in the shrubbery.”


  He went round among the bushes to the place mentioned, which was entirely sheltered from the wind. She soon appeared, bearing in her hand a wax taper, so small that it scarcely gave more light than a glowworm. She wore the same dress that she had worn when they first met on the previous Christmas, and her hair was loose as at that time. Indeed, she looked throughout much as she had looked then, except that her bright eyes were red, as Egbert could see well enough.


  “I have something for you,” she said softly as she opened the window. “How much time is there?”


  “Half an hour only, dearest.”


  She began a sigh, but checked it, at the same time holding out a packet to him.


  “Here are fifty pounds,” she whispered. “It will be useful to you now, and more shall follow.”


  Egbert felt how impossible it was to accept this. “No, my dear one,” he said, “I cannot.”


  “I don’t require it, Egbert. I wish you to have it; I have plenty. Come, do take it.” But seeing that he continued firm on this point she reluctantly gave in, saying that she would keep it for him.


  “I fear so much that papa suspects me,” she said. “And if so, it was my own fault, and all owing to a conversation I began with him without thinking beforehand that it would be dangerous.”


  “What did you say?”


  I said,” she whispered, ‘Suppose a man should love me very much, would you mind my being acquainted with him if he were a very worthy man?’ ‘That depends upon his rank and circumstances,’ he said. ‘Suppose,’ I said, ‘that in addition to his goodness he had much learning, and had made his name famous in the world, but was not altogether rich?’ I think I showed too much earnestness, and I wished that I could have recalled my words. ‘When the time comes I will tell you,’ he said, ‘and don’t speak or think of these matters again.’”


  In consequence of this new imprudence of hers Egbert doubted if it would be right to correspond with her. He said nothing about it then, but it added a new shade to the parting.


  “I think your decision a good and noble one,” she murmured, smiling hopefully. “And you will come back some day a wondrous man of the world, talking of vast schemes, radical errors, and saying such words as the ‘backbone of society,’ the ‘tendency of modern thought,’ and other things like that. When papa says to you, ‘My lord the chancellor,’ you will answer him with ‘A tall man, with a deep-toned voice—I know him well.’ When he says, ‘Such and such were Lord Hatton’s words, I think,’ you will answer, No, they were Lord Tyrrell’s; I was present on the occasion;’ and so on in that way. You must get to talk authoritatively about vintages and their dates, and to know all about epicureanism, idleness, and fashion; and so you will beat him with his own weapons, for he knows nothing of these things. He will criticise you; then he will be nettled; then he will admire you.”


  Egbert kissed her hand devotedly, and held it long.


  “If you cannot in the least succeed,” she added, “I shall never think the less of you. The truly great stand on no middling ledge; they are either famous or unknown.”


  Egbert moved slowly away amongst the laurestines. Holding the light above her bright head she smiled upon him, as if it were unknown to her that she wept at the same time.


  He left the park precincts, and followed the turnpike road to Melport. In spite of the misery of parting he felt relieved of a certain oppressiveness, now that his presence at Tollamore could no longer bring disgrace upon her. The threatening rain passed off by the time that he reached the ridge dividing the inland districts from the coast. It began to get light, but his journey was still very lonely. Ultimately the yellow shore-line of pebbles grew visible, and the distant horizon of water spreading like a grey upland against the sky, till he could soon hear the measured flounce of the waves.


  He entered the town at sunrise, just as the lamps were extinguished, and went to a tavern to breakfast. At half past eight o’clock the boat steamed out of the harbor, and reached London after a passage of five-and-forty hours.


  ♣


  The Doctor’s Legend


  I


  “Not more than half-a-dozen miles from the Wessex coast” (said the doctor) “is a mansion which appeared newer in the last century than it appears at the present day after years of neglect and occupation by inferior tenants. It was owned by a man of five-and-twenty, than whom a more ambitious personage never surveyed his face in a glass. His name I will not mention out of respect to those of his blood and connections who may remain on earth, if any such there be. In the words of a writer of that time who knew him well, he was ‘one whom anything would petrify but nothing would soften’.


  “This worthy gentleman was of so elevated and refined a nature that he never gave a penny to women who uttered bad words in their trouble and rage, or who wore dirty aprons in view of his front door. On those misguided ones who did not pull the fore-lock to him in passing, and call him ‘your Honour’ and ‘Squire’, he turned shoulder of scorn, especially when he wore his finer ruffles and gold seals.


  “Neither his personal nor real estate at this time was large; but the latter he made the most of by jealously guarding it, as of the former by his economics. Yet though his fields and woods were well-watched by his gamekeepers and other dependents, such was his dislike to intrusion that he never ceased to watch the watchers. He stopped footpaths and enclosed lands. He made no exception to these sentiments in the case of his own villagers, whose faces were never to be seen in his private grounds except on pressing errands.


  “Outside his garden-wall, near the entrance to the park, there lived a poor woman with an only child. This child had been so unfortunate as to trespass upon the Squire’s lawn on more than one occasion, in search of flowers; and on this incident, trivial as it was, hung much that was afterwards of concern to the house and lineage of the Squire. It seems that the Squire had sent a message to the little girl’s mother concerning the nuisance; nevertheless, only a few days afterwards, he saw the child there again. This unwarrantable impertinence, as the owner and landlord deemed it to be, irritated him exceedingly; and, with his walking cane elevated, he began to pursue the child to teach her by chastisement what she would not learn by exhortation.


  “Naturally enough, as soon as the girl saw the Squire in pursuit of her she gave a loud scream, and started off like a hare; but the only entrance to the grounds being on the side which the Squire’s position commanded, she could not escape, and endeavoured to elude him by winding, and doubling in her terrified course. Finding her, by reason of her fleetness, not so easy to chastise as he had imagined, her assailant lost his temper—never a very difficult matter—and the more loudly she screamed the more angrily did he pursue. A more untoward interruption to the peace of a beautiful and secluded spot was never seen.


  “The race continued, and the Squire, now panting with rage and exertion, drew closer to his victim. To the horrified eyes of the child, when she gazed over her shoulder, his face appeared like a crimson mask set with eyes of fire. The glance sealed her fate in the race. By a sudden start forward he caught hold of her by the skirt of her short frock flying behind. The clutch so terrified the child that, with a louder shriek than ever, she leapt from his grasp, leaving the skirt in his hand. But she did not go far; in a few more moments she fell on the ground in an epileptic fit.


  “This strange, and, but for its painfulness, even ludicrous scene, was witnessed by one of the gardeners who had been working near, and the squire haughtily directed him to take the prostrate and quivering child home; after which he walked off, by no means pleased with himself at the unmanly and undignified part which a violent temper had led him to play.


  “The mother of the girl was in great distress when she saw her only child brought home in such a condition: she was still more distressed, when in the course of a day or two, it became doubtful if fright had not deprived the girl entirely of her reason, as well as of her health. In the singular, nervous malady which supervened the child’s hair came off, and her teeth fell from her gums; till no one could have recognised in the mere scare-crow that she appeared, the happy and laughing youngster of a few weeks before.


  “The mother was a woman of very different mettle from her poor child. Impassioned and determined in character, she was not one to provoke with impunity. And her moods were as enduring as they were deep. Seeing what a wreck her darling had become she went on foot to the manor-house, and, contrary to the custom of the villagers, rang at the front door, where she asked to see that ruffian the master of the mansion who had ruined her only child. The Squire sent out a reply that he was very sorry for the girl, but that he could not see her mother, accompanying his message by a solatium of five shillings.


  “In the bitterness of her hate, the woman threw the five-shilling-piece through the panes of the dining-room window, and went home to brood again over her idiotized child.


  “One day a little later, when the girl was well enough to play in the lane, she came in with a bigger girl who took care of her.


  “‘Death’s Head—I be Death’s Head—hee, hee!’ said the child.


  “‘What?’ said her mother, turning pale.


  “The girl in charge explained that the other children had nicknamed her daughter ‘Death’s Head’ since she had lost her hair, from her resemblance to a skull.


  “When the elder girl was gone the mother carefully regarded the child from a distance. In a moment she saw how cruelly apt the sobriquet was. The bald scalp, the hollow cheeks—by reason of the absence of teeth—and the saucer eyes, the cadaverous hue, had, indeed, a startling likeness to that bony relic of mortality.


  “At this time the Squire was successfully soliciting in marriage a certain Lady Cicely, the daughter of an ancient and noble house in that county. During the ensuing summer their nuptials were celebrated, and the young wife brought home amid great rejoicing, and ringing of bells, and dancing on the green, followed by a bonfire after dark on the hill. The woman whose disfigured child was as the apple of her eye to her, saw all this, and the greater the good fortune that fell to the Squire, the more envenomed did she become.


  “The newly-wedded lady was much liked by the villagers in general, to whom she was very charitable, intelligently entering into their lives and histories, and endeavouring to relieve their cares. On a particular evening of the ensuing Autumn when she had been a wife but a few months, after some parish-visiting, she was returning homeward to dinner on foot, her way to the mansion lying by the churchyard-wall. It was barely dusk, but a full harvest moon was shining from the east. At this moment of the Lady Cicely’s return, it chanced that the widow with her afflicted girl was crossing the churchyard by the footpath from gate to gate. The churchyard was in obscurity, being shaded by the yews. Seeing the lady in the adjoining highway, the woman hastily left the footpath with the child, crossed the graves to the shadow of the wall outside which the lady was passing, and pulled off the child’s hood so that the baldness was revealed. Whispering to the child, ‘Grin at her my deary!’ she held up the little girl as high as she could, which was just sufficient to disclose her face over the coping of the wall to a person on the other side.


  “The moonlight fell upon the sepulchral face and head, intensifying the child’s daytime aspect till it was only too much like that which had suggested the nickname. The unsuspecting and timid lady—a perfect necrophobist by reason of the care with which everything unpleasant had been kept out of her dainty life—saw the death—like shape, and, shrieking with sudden terror, fell to the ground. The lurking woman with her child disappeared in another direction, and passed through the churchyard gate homeward.


  “The Lady Cicely’s shriek brought some villagers to the spot. They found her quivering, but not senseless; and she was taken home. There she lay prostrate for some time under the doctor’s hands.


  II


  “It was the following spring, and the time drew near when an infant was to be born to the Squire. Great was the anxiety of all concerned, by reason of the fright and fall from which the Lady Cicely had suffered in the latter part of the preceding year. However the event which they were all expecting took place, and, to the joy of her friends, no evil consequences seemed to have ensued from the terrifying incident before-mentioned. The child of Lady Cicely was a son and heir.


  “Meanwhile the mother of the afflicted child watched these things in silence. Nothing—not even malevolent tricks upon those dear to him—seemed to interrupt the prosperity of the Squire. An Uncle of his, a money-lender in some northern city, died childless at this time, and left an immense fortune to his nephew the Lady Cicely’s husband; who, fortified by this acquisition, now bethought himself of a pedigree as a necessity, so as to be no longer beholden to his wife for all the ancestral credit that his children would possess. By searching in the County history he happily discovered that one of the knights who came over with William the Conqueror bore a name which somewhat resembled his own, and from this he constructed an ingenious and creditable genealogical tree; the only rickety point in which occurred at a certain date in the previous century. It was the date whereat it became necessary to show that his great-grandfather (in reality a respectable village tanner) was the indubitable son of a scion of the knightly family before alluded to, despite the fact that this scion had lived in quite another part of the county. This little artistic junction, however, was satisfactorily manipulated, and the grafting was only to be perceived by the curious.


  “His upward progress was uninterrupted. His only son grew to be an interesting lad, though, like his mother, exceedingly timid and impressionable. With his now great wealth, the Squire began to feel that his present modest country-seat was insufficient, and there being at this time an Abbey and its estates in the market, by reason of some dispute in the family hitherto its owners, the wealthy gentleman purchased it. The Abbey was of large proportions, and stood in a lovely and fertile valley surrounded by many attached estates. It had a situation fit for the home of a prince, still more for that of an Archbishop. This historic spot, with its monkish associations, its fish-ponds, woods, village, abbey-church, and Abbots’ bones beneath their incised slabs, all passed into the possession of our illustrious self-seeker.


  “Meeting his son when the purchase was completed, he smacked the youth on the shoulder.


  “‘We’ve estates, and rivers, and hills, and woods, and a beautiful Abbey unrivalled in the whole of Wessex—Ha, ha!’ he cried.


  “‘I don’t care about abbeys,’ said the gentleson. ‘They are gloomy; this one particularly.’


  “‘Nonsense!’ said his father. ‘And we’ve a village, and the Abbey church into the bargain.’


  “‘Yes.’


  “‘And dozens of mitred Abbots in their stone coffins underground, and tons of monks—all for the same money. Yes the very dust of those old rascals is mine! Ho-ho!’


  “The son turned pale. ‘Many were holy men,’ he murmured, ‘despite the errors in their creed.’


  “‘D— ye, grow up, and get married, and have a wife who’ll disabuse you of that ghostly nonsense!’ cried the Squire.


  “Not more than a year after this, several new peers were created for political reasons with which we have no concern. Among them was the subject of this legend; much to the chagrin of some of his neighbours, who considered that such rapid advancement was too great for his deserts. On this point I express no opinion.


  “He now resided at the Abbey, outwardly honoured by all in his vicinity, though perhaps less honoured in their hearts; and many were the visitors from far and near. In due course his son grew to manhood and married a beautiful woman, whose beauty nevertheless was no greater than her taste and accomplishments. She could read Latin and Greek, as well as one or two modern languages; above all she had great skill as a sculptress in marble and other materials.


  “The poor widow in the other village seemed to have been blasted out of existence by the success of her long-time enemy. The two could not thrive side by side. She declined and died; her death having, happily, been preceded by that of her child.


  “Though the Abbey, with its little cells, and quaint turnings, satisfied the curiosity of visitors, it did not satisfy the noble lord (as the Squire had now become). Except the Abbot’s Hall, the rooms were miserably small for a baron of his wealth, who expected soon to be an Earl, and the parent of a line of Earls.


  “Moreover the village was close to his very doors—on his very lawn, and he disliked the proximity of its inhabitants, his old craze for seclusion remaining with him still. On Sundays they sat at service in the very Abbey Church which was part of his own residence. Besides, as his son had said, the conventual buildings formed a gloomy dwelling, with its dark corridors, monkish associations, and charnel like smell.


  “So he set to work, and did not spare his thousands. First, he carted the village bodily away to a distance of a mile or more, where he built new, and, it must be added, convenient cottages, and a little barn-like hutch. The spot on which the old village had stood was now included in his lawn. But the villagers still intruded there, for they came to ring the Abbey-Churchbells—a fine peal, which they professed (it is believed truly) to have an immemorial right to chime.


  “As the natives persistently came and got drunk in the ringing-loft, the peer determined to put a stop to it. He sold the ring of bells to a founder in a distant city, and to him one day the whole beautiful set of them was conveyed on waggons away from the spot on which they had hung and resounded for so many centuries, and called so many devout souls to prayer. When the villagers saw their dear bells going off in procession, never to return, they stood at their doors and shed tears.


  “It was just after this time that the first shadow fell upon the new lord’s life. His wife died. Yet the renovation of the residence went on a pace. The Abbey was pulled down wing by wing, and a fair mansion built on its site. An additional lawn was planned to extend over the spot where the cloisters had been, and for that purpose the ground was to be lowered and levelled. The flat tombs covering the Abbots were removed one by one, as a necessity of the embellishment, and the bones dug up.


  “Of these bones it seemed as if the excavators would never reach the end. It was necessary to dig ditches and pits for them in the plantations, and from their quantity there was not much respect shown to them in wheeling them away.


  III


  “One morning, when the family were rising from breakfast, a message was brought to my lord that more bones than ever had been found in clearing away the ground for the ball-room, and for the foundations of the new card-parlour. One of the skeletons was that of a mitred abbot—evidently a very holy person. What were they to do with it?


  “‘Put him into any hole,’ says my lord.


  “The foreman came a second time, ‘There is something strange in those bones, my lord,’ he said; ‘we remove them by barrowfuls, and still they seem never to lessen. The more we carry away, the more there are left behind.’


  “The son looked disturbed, rose from his seat and went out of the room. Since his mother’s death he had been much depressed, and seemed to suffer from nervous debility.


  “‘Curse the bones!’ said the peer, angry at the extreme sensitiveness of his son, whose distress and departure he had observed. ‘More, do ye say? Throw the wormy rubbish into any ditch you can find!’


  “The servants looked uneasily at each-other, for the old Catholicism had not at that time ceased to be the religion of these islands so long as it has now, and much of its superstition and weird fancy still lingered in the minds of the simple folk of this remote nook.


  “The son’s wife, the bright and accomplished woman aforesaid, to enliven the subject told her father-in-law that she was designing a marble tomb for one of the London churches, and the design was to be a very artistic allegory of Death and the Resurrection; the figure of an Angel on one side, and that of Death on the other (according to the extravagant symbolism of that date, when such designs as this were much in vogue). Might she, the lady asked, have a skull to copy in marble for the head of Death?


  “She might have them all, and welcome, her father-in-law said. He would only be too glad. “She went out to the spot where the new foundations were being dug, and from the heap of bones chose the one of those sad relics which seemed to offer the most perfect model for her chisel.


  “‘It is the last Abbot’s, my lady,’ said the clerk of the works.


  “‘It will do,’ said she; and directed it to be put into a box and sent to the house in London where she and her husband at present resided.


  “When she met her husband that day he proposed that they should return to town almost immediately. ‘This is a gloomy place,’ said he. ‘And if ever it comes into my hands I shan’t live here much. I’ve been telling the old man of my debts, too, and he says he won’t pay them… be hanged if he will, until he has a grandson at least…. So let’s be off.’


  “They returned to town. This young man the son and heir, though quiet and nervous, was not a very domestic character; he had many friends of both sexes with whom his refined and accomplished wife was unacquainted. Therefore she was thrown much upon her own resources; and her gifts in carving were a real solace to her. She proceeded with her design for the tomb of her acquaintance; and the Abbot’s skull having duly arrived, she made use of it as her model as she had planned.


  “Her husband being as usual away from home, she worked at her self-imposed task till bed-time—and then retired. When the house had been wrapped in sleep for some hours the front door was opened, and the absent one entered, a little the worse for liquor—for drinking in those days was one of a nobleman’s accomplishments. He ascended the stairs, candle in hand, and feeling uncertain whether his wife had gone to bed or no, entered her studio to look for her. Holding the candle unsteadily above his head, he perceived a heap of modelling clay; behind it a sheeted figure with a death’s-head above it—this being in fact the draped dummy arrangement that his wife had built up to be ultimately copied in marble for the allegory she had designed to support the mural tablet.


  “The sight seemed to overpower the gazer with horror; the candle fell from his hand; and in the darkness he rushed downstairs and out of the house.


  “‘I’ve seen it before!’ he cried in mad and maudlin accents. ‘Where? when?’


  “At four o’clock the next morning news was brought to the house that my lord’s heir had shot himself dead with a pistol at a tavern not far off.


  “His reason for the act was absolutely inexplicable to the outer world. The heir to an enormous property and a high title, the husband of a wife as gifted as she was charming; of all the men in English society he seemed to be the last likely to undertake such a desperate deed.


  “Only a few persons—his wife not being one of them, though his father was—knew of the sad circumstance in the life of the suicide’s mother the late Lady Cicely, a few months before his birth—in which she was terrified nearly to death by the woman who held up poor little ‘Death’s-Head’, over the churchyard wall.


  “Then people said that in this there was retribution upon the ambitious lord for his wickedness, particularly that of cursing the bones of the holy men of God. I give the superstition for what it is worth. It is enough to add, in this connection, that the old lord died, some say like Herod, of the characteristics he had imputed to the inoffensive human remains. However that may be in a few years the title was extinct, and now not a relative or scion remains of the family that bore his name.


  “A venerable dissenter, a fearless ascetic of the neighbourhood, who had been deprived of his opportunities through some objections taken by the peer, preached a sermon the Sunday after his funeral, and mentioning no names, significantly took as his text, Isaiah XIV. 10–23:—


  “‘Art thou also become weak as we? Art thou become like unto us? Thy pomp is brought down to the grave, and the noise of thy viols: the worm is spread under thee, and the worms cover thee. How art thou fallen from Heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How art thou cut down to the ground, which didst weaken the nations…. I will rise up against him, saith the Lord of hosts, and cut off from Babylon the name, and remnant, and son, and nephew, saith the Lord.’


  “Whether as a Christian moralist he was justified in doing this I leave others to judge.”


  Here the doctor concluded his story, and the thoughtfulness which it has engendered upon his own features spread over those of his hearers, as they sat with their eyes fixed upon the fire.


  The End.


  ♣


  Our Exploits at West Poley


  A Story For Boys


  CHAPTER I


  On a certain fine evening of early autumn—I will not say how many years ago—I alighted from a green gig, before the door of a farm house at West Poley, a village in Somersetshire. I had reached the age of thirteen, and though rather small for my age, I was robust and active. My father was a schoolmaster, living about twenty miles off. I had arrived on a visit to my Aunt Draycot, a farmer’s widow, who, with her son Stephen, or Steve, as he was invariably called by his friends, still managed the farm, which had been left on her hands by her deceased husband.


  Steve promptly came out to welcome me. He was two or three years my senior, tall, lithe, ruddy, and somewhat masterful withal. There was that force about him which was less suggestive of intellectual power than (as Carlyle said of Cromwell) “Doughtiness—the courage and faculty to do.”


  When the first greetings were over, he informed me that his mother was not indoors just then, but that she would soon be home. “And, do you know, Leonard,” he continued, rather mournfully, “she wants me to be a farmer all my life, like my father.”


  “And why not be a farmer all your life, like your father?” said a voice behind us.


  We turned our heads, and a thoughtful man in a threadbare, yet well-fitting suit of clothes, stood near, as he paused for a moment on his way down to the village.


  “The straight course is generally the best for boys,” the speaker continued, with a smile. “Be sure that professions you know little of have as many drudgeries attaching to them as those you know well—it is only their remoteness that lends them their charm.” Saying this he nodded and went on.


  “Who is he?” I asked.


  “Oh—he’s nobody,” said Steve. “He’s a man who has been all over the world, and tried all sorts of lives, but he has never got rich, and now he has retired to this place for quietness. He calls himself the Man who has Failed.”


  After this explanation I thought no more of the Man who had Failed than Steve himself did; neither of us was at that time old enough to know that the losers in the world’s battle are often the very men who, too late for themselves, have the clearest perception of what constitutes success; while the successful men are frequently blinded to the same by the tumult of their own progress.


  To change the subject, I said something about the village and Steve’s farm-house—that I was glad to see the latter was close under the hills, which I hoped we might climb before I returned home. I had expected to find these hills much higher, and I told Steve so without disguise.


  “They may not be very high, but there’s a good deal inside ’em,” said my cousin, as we entered the house, as if he thought me hypercritical, “a good deal more than you think.”


  “Inside ’em?” said I, “stone and earth, I suppose.”


  “More than that,” said he. “You have heard of the Mendip Caves, haven’t you?”


  “But they are nearer Cheddar,” I said.


  “There are one or two in this place, likewise,” Steve answered me. “I can show them to you to-morrow. People say there are many more, only there is no way of getting into them.”


  Being disappointed in the height of the hills, I was rather incredulous about the number of the caves; but on my saying so, Steve rejoined, “Whatever you may think, I went the other day into one of ’em—Nick’s Pocket—that’s the cavern nearest here, and found that what was called the end was not really the end at all. Ever since then I’ve wanted to be an explorer, and not a farmer; and in spite of that old man, I think I am right.”


  At this moment my aunt came in, and soon after we were summoned to supper; and during the remainder of the evening nothing more was said about the Mendip Caves. It would have been just as well for us two boys if nothing more had been said about them at all; but it was fated to be otherwise, as I have reason to remember.


  Steve did not forget my remarks, which, to him, no doubt, seemed to show a want of appreciation for the features of his native district. The next morning he returned to the subject, saying, as he came indoors to me suddenly, “I mean to show ye a little of what the Mendips contain, Leonard, if you’ll come with me. But we must go quietly, for my mother does not like me to prowl about such places, because I get muddy. Come here, and seethe preparations I have made.”


  He took me into the stable, and showed me a goodly supply of loose candle ends; also a bit of board perforated with holes, into which the candles would fit, and shaped to a handle at one extremity. He had provided, too, some slices of bread and cheese, and several apples. I was at once convinced that caverns which demanded such preparations must be something larger than the mere gravel-pits I had imagined; but I said nothing beyond assenting to the excursion.


  It being the time after harvest, while there was not much to be attended to on the farm, Steve’s mother could easily spare him, “to show me the neighbourhood,” as he expressed it, and off we went, with our provisions and candles.


  A quarter of a mile, or possibly a little more—for my recollections on matters of distance are not precise—brought us to the mouth of the cave called Nick’s Pocket, the way thither being past the village houses, and the mill, and across the mill-stream, which came from a copious spring in the hillside some distance further up. I seem to hear the pattering of that mill-wheel when we walked by it, as well as if it were going now; and yet how many years have passed since the sound beat last upon my ears.


  The mouth of the cave was screened by bushes, the face of the hill behind being, to the best of my remembrance, almost vertical. The spot was obviously well known to the inhabitants, and was the haunt of many boys, as I could see by footprints; though the cave, at this time, with others thereabout, had been but little examined by tourists and men of science.


  We entered unobserved, and no sooner were we inside, than Steve lit a couple of candles and stuck them into the board. With these he showed the way. We walked on over a somewhat uneven floor, the novelty of the proceeding impressing me, at first, very agreeably; the light of the candles was sufficient, at first, to reveal only the nearer stalactites, remote nooks of the cavern being left in well-nigh their original mystic shadows. Steve would occasionally turn, and accuse me, in arch tones, of being afraid, which accusation I (as a boy would naturally do) steadfastly denied; though even now I can recollect that I experienced more than once some sort of misgiving.


  “As for me—I have been there hundreds of times,” Steve said proudly. “We West Poley boys come here continually to play ‘spy’ and think nothing of running in with no light of any sort. Come along, it is home to me. I said I would show you the inside of the Mendips, and so I will.”


  Thus we went onward. We were now in the bowels of the Mendip hills—a range of limestone rocks stretching from the shores of the Bristol Channel into the middle of Somersetshire. Skeletons of great extinct beasts, and the remains of prehistoric men have been found thereabouts since that time; but at the date of which I write science was not so ardent as she is now, in the pursuit of the unknown; and we boys could only conjecture on subjects in which the boys of the present generation are well-informed.


  The dim sparkle of stalactite, which had continually appeared above us, now ranged lower and lower over our heads, till at last the walls of the cave seemed to bar further progress.


  “There, this spot is what everybody calls the end of Nick’s Pocket,” observed Steve, halting upon a mount of stalagmite, and throwing the beams of the candles around. “But let me tell you,” he added, “that here is a little arch, which I and some more boys found the other day. We did not go under it, but if you are agreed we will go in now and see how far we can get, for the fun of the thing. I brought these pieces of candle on purpose.” Steve looked what he felt—that there was a certain grandeur in a person like himself, to whom such mysteries as caves were mere playthings, because he had been born close alongside them. To do him justice, he was not altogether wrong, for he was a truly courageous fellow, and could look dangers in the face without flinching.


  “I think we may as well leave fun out of the question,” I said, laughing; “but we will go in.”


  Accordingly he went forward, stooped, and entered the low archway, which, at first sight, appeared to be no more than a slight recess. I kept close at his heels. The arch gave access to a narrow tunnel or gallery, sloping downwards, and presently terminating in another cave, the floor of which spread out into a beautiful level of sand and shingle, interspersed with pieces of rock. Across the middle of this subterranean shore, as it might have been called, flowed a pellucid stream. Had my thoughts been in my books, I might have supposed we had descended to the nether regions, and had reached the Stygian shore; but it was out of sight, out of mind, with my classical studies then.


  Beyond the stream, at some elevation, we could see a delightful recess in the crystallized stone work, like the apse of a Gothic church.


  “How tantalizing!” exclaimed Steve, as he held the candles above his head, and peered across. “If it were not for this trickling riband of water, we could get over and climb up into that arched nook, and sit there like kings on a crystal throne!”


  “Perhaps it would not look so wonderful if we got close to it,” I suggested. “But, for that matter, if you had a spade, you could soon turn the water out of the way, and into that hole.” The fact was, that just at that moment I had discovered a low opening on the left hand, like a human mouth, into which the stream would naturally flow, if a slight barrier of sand and pebbles were removed.


  On looking there also, Steve complimented me on the sharpness of my eyes. “Yes,” he said, “we could scrape away that bank, and the water would go straight into the hole surely enough. And we will. Let us go for a spade!”


  I had not expected him to put the idea into practice; but it was no sooner said than done. We retraced our steps, and in a few minutes found ourselves again in the open air, where the sudden light overpowered our eyes for awhile.


  “Stay here, while I run home,” he said. “I’ll not be long.”


  I agreed, and he disappeared. In a very short space he came back with a spade in his hand, and we again plunged in. This time the candles had been committed to my charge. When we had passed down the gallery into the second cave, Steve directed me to light a couple more of the candles, and stick them against a piece of rock, that he might have plenty of light to work by. This I did, and my stalwart cousin began to use the spade with a will, upon the breakwater of sand and stones.


  The obstacle, which had been sufficient to turn the stream at a right angle, possibly for centuries, was of the most fragile description. Such instances of a slight obstruction diverting a sustained onset often occur in nature on a much larger scale. The Chesil Bank, for example, connecting the peninsula of Portland, in Dorsetshire, with the mainland, is a mere string of loose pebbles; yet it resists, by its shelving surface and easy curve, the mighty roll of the Channel seas, when urged upon the bank by the most furious southwest gales.


  In a minute or two a portion of the purling stream discovered the opening Steve’s spade was making in the sand, and began to flow through. The water assisted him in his remaining labours, supplementing every spadeful that he threw back, by washing aside ten. I remember that I was child enough, at that time, to clap my hands at the sight of larger and larger quantities of the brook tumbling in the form of a cascade down the dark chasm, where it had possibly never flowed before, or at any rate, never within the human period of the earth’s history. In less than twenty minutes the whole stream trended off in this new direction, as calmly as if it had coursed there always. What had before been its bed now gradually drained dry, and we saw that we could walk across dryshod, with ease.


  We speedily put the possibility into practice, and so reached the beautiful, glistening niche, that had tempted us to our engineering, We brought up into it the candles we had stuck against the rockwork further down, placed them with the others around the niche, and prepared to rest awhile, the spot being quite dry.


  “That’s the way to overcome obstructions!” said Steve, triumphantly. “I warrant nobody ever got so far as this before—at least, without wading up to his knees, in crossing that watercourse.”


  My attention was so much attracted by the beautiful natural ornaments of the niche, that I hardly heeded his remark. These covered the greater part of the sides and roof; they were flesh coloured, and assumed the form of frills, lace, coats of mail; in many places they quaintly resembled the skin of geese after plucking, and in others the wattles of turkeys. All were decorated with water crystals.


  “Well,” exclaimed I, “I could stay here always!”


  “So could I,” said Steve, “if I had victuals enough. And some we’ll have at once.”


  Our bread and cheese and apples were unfolded, and we speedily devoured the whole. We then tried to chip pieces from the rock, and but indifferently succeeded, though while doing this we discovered some curious stones, like axe and arrow heads, at the bottom of the niche; but they had become partially attached to the floor by the limestone deposit, and could not be extracted.


  “This is a long enough visit for to-day,” said my cousin, jumping up as one of the candles went out. “We shall be left in the dark if we don’t mind, and it would be no easy matter to find our way out without a light.”


  Accordingly we gathered up the candles that remained, descended from the niche, recrossed the deserted bed of the stream, and found our way to the open air, well pleased enough with the adventure, and promising each other to repeat it at an early day. On which account, instead of bringing away the unburnt candles, and the wood candlestick, and the spade, we laid these articles on a hidden shelf near the entrance, to be ready at hand at any time.


  Having cleaned the tell-tale mud from our boots, we were on the point of entering the village, when our ears were attracted by a great commotion in the road below.


  “What is it?” said I, standing still.


  “Voices, I think,” replied Steve. “Listen!”


  It seemed to be a man in a violent frenzy. “I think it is somebody out of his mind,” continued my cousin. “I never heard a man rave so in my life.”


  “Let us draw nearer,” said I.


  We moved on, and soon came in sight of an individual, who, standing in the midst of the street, was gesticulating distractedly, and uttering invectives against something or other, to several villagers that had gathered around.


  “Why, ’tis the miller!” said Steve. “What can be the matter with him?”


  We were not kept long in suspense, for we could soon hear his words distinctly. “The money I’ve sunk here!” he was saying; the time—the honest labour—all for nothing! Only beggary afore me now! One month it was a new pair of mill-stones; then the back wall was cracked with the shaking, and had to be repaired; then I made a bad speculation in corn and dropped money that way! But ’tis nothing to this! My own freehold—the only staff and dependence o’ my family—all useless now—all of us ruined!”


  “Don’t you take on so, Miller Griffin,” soothingly said one who proved to be the Man who had Failed. “Take the ups with the downs, and maybe ’twill come right again.”


  “Right again!” raved the miller; “how can what’s gone forever comeback again as ’twere afore—that’s what I ask my wretched self—how can it?”


  “We’ll get up a subscription for ye,” said a local dairyman.


  “I don’t drink hard; I don’t stay away from church, and I only grind into Sabbath hours when there’s no getting through the work otherwise, and I pay my way like a man!”


  “Yes—you do that,” corroborated the others.


  “And yet, I be brought to ruinous despair, on this sixth day of September, Hannah Dominy; as if I were a villain! Oh, my mill, my millwheel—you’ll never go round any more—never more!” The miller flung his arms upon the rail of the bridge, and buried his face in his hands.


  “This raving is but making a bad Job worse,” said the Man who had Failed. “But who will listen to counsel on such matters.”


  By this time we had drawn near, and Steve said, “What’s the cause of all this?”


  “The river has dried up—all on a sudden,” said the dairyman, “and so his mill won’t go any more.”


  I gazed instantly towards the stream, or rather what had been the stream. It was gone; and the mill wheel, which had pattered so persistently when we entered the cavern, was silent. Steve and I instinctively stepped aside.


  “The river gone dry!” Steve whispered.


  “Yes,” said I. “Why, Steve, don’t you know why?”


  My thoughts had instantly flown to our performance of turning the stream out of its channel in the cave, and I knew in a moment that this was the cause. Steve’s silence showed me that he divined the same thing, and we stood gazing at each other in consternation.


  CHAPTER II


  How We Shone in the Eyes of the Public.


  As soon as we had recovered ourselves we walked away, unconsciously approaching the river-bed, in whose hollows lay the dead and dying bodies of loach, sticklebacks, dace, and other small fry, which before our entrance into Nick’s Pocket had raced merrily up and down the waterway. Further on we perceived numbers of people ascending to the upper part of the village, with pitchers on their heads, and buckets yoked to their shoulders.


  “Where are you going?” said Steve to one of these.


  “To your mother’s well for water,” was the answer. “The river we have always been used to dip from is dried up. Oh, mercy me, what with the washing and cooking and brewing I don’t know what we shall do to live, for ’tis killing work to bring water on your back so far!”


  As may be supposed, all this gave me still greater concern than before, and I hurriedly said to Steve that I was strongly of opinion that we ought to go back to the cave immediately, and turn the water into the old channel, seeing what harm we had unintentionally done by our manœuvre.


  “Of course we’ll go back—that’s just what I was going to say,” returned Steve. “We can set it all right again in half an hour, and the river will run the same as ever. Hullo—now you are frightened at what has happened! I can see you are.”


  I told him that I was not exactly frightened, but that it seemed to me we had caused a very serious catastrophe in the village, in driving the miller almost crazy, and killing the fish, and worrying the poor people into supposing they would never have enough water again for their daily use without fetching it from afar. “Let us tell them how it came to pass,” I suggested, “and then go and set it right.”


  “Tell ’em—not I!” said Steve. “We’ll go back and put it right, and say nothing about it to any one, and they will simply think it was caused by a temporary earthquake, or something of that sort.” He then broke into a vigorous whistle, and we retraced our steps together.


  It occupied us but a few minutes to rekindle a light inside the cave, take out the spade from its nook, and penetrate to the scene of our morning exploit. Steve then fell to, and first rolling down a few large pieces of stone into the current, dexterously banked them up with clay from the other side of the cave, which caused the brook to swerve back into its original bed almost immediately. “There,” said he, “it is all just as it was when we first saw it—now let’s be off.”


  We did not dally long in the cavern; but when we gained the exterior we decided to wait there a little time till the villagers should have discovered the restoration of their stream, to watch the effect. Our waiting was but temporary; for in quick succession there burst upon our ears a shout, and then the starting of the mill-wheel patter.


  At once we walked into the village street with an air of unconcern. The miller’s face was creased with wrinkles of satisfaction; the countenances of the blacksmith, shoemaker, grocer and dairyman were perceptibly brighter. These, and many others of West Poley, were gathered on the bridge over the mill-tail, and they were all holding a conversation with the parson of the parish, as to the strange occurrence.


  Matters remained in a quiet state during the next two days. Then there was a remarkably fine and warm morning, and we proposed to cross the hills and descend into East Poley, the next village, which I had never seen. My aunt made no objection to the excursion, and we departed, ascending the hill in a straight line, without much regard to paths. When we had reached the summit, and were about half way between the two villages, we sat down to recover breath. While we sat a man overtook us, and Steve recognized him as a neighbour.


  “A bad Job again for West Poley folks!” cried the man, without halting.


  “What’s the matter now?” said Steve, and I started with curiosity.


  “Oh, the river is dry again. It happened at a quarter past ten this morning, and it is thought it will never flow any more. The miller he’s gone crazy, or all but so. And the washerwoman, she will have to be kept by the parish, because she can’t get water to wash with; aye, ’tis a terrible time that’s come. I’m off to try to hire a water-cart, but I fear I shan’t hear of one.”


  The speaker passed by, and on turning to Steve I found he was looking on the ground. “I know how that’s happened,” he presently said. “We didn’t make our embankment so strong as it was before, and so the water has washed it away.”


  “Let’s go back and mend it,” said I; and I proposed that we should reveal where the mischief lay, and get some of the labourers to build the bank up strong, that this might not happen again.


  “No,” said Steve, “since we are half way we will have our day’s pleasure. It won’t hurt the West Poley people to be out of water for one day. We’ll return home a little earlier than we intended, and put it all in order again, either ourselves, or by the help of some men.”


  Having gone about a mile and a half further we reached the brow of the descent into East Poley, the place we had come to visit. Here we beheld advancing towards us a stranger whose actions we could not at first interpret. But as the distance between us and him lessened we discerned, to our surprise , that he was in convulsions of laughter. He would laugh until he was tired, then he would stand still gazing on the ground, as if quite preoccupied, then he would burst out laughing again and walk on. No sooner did he see us two boys than he placed his hat upon his walking-stick, twirled it and cried “Hurrah!”


  I was so amused that I could not help laughing with him; and when he came abreast of us Steve said “Good morning; may I ask what it is that makes you laugh so?”


  But the man was either too self-absorbed or too supercilious to vouchsafe to us any lucid explanation. “What makes me laugh?” he said. “Why, good luck, my boys! Perhaps when you are as lucky, you will laugh too.” Saying which he walked on and left us; and we could hear him exclaiming to himself, “Well done—hurrah!” as he sank behind the ridge.


  Without pausing longer we descended towards the village, and soon reached its outlying homesteads. Our path intersected a green field dotted with trees, on the other side of which was an inn. As we drew near we heard the strains of a fiddle, and presently perceived a fiddler standing on a chair outside the inn door; whilst on the green in front were several people seated at a table eating and drinking, and some younger members of the assembly dancing a reel in the background.


  We naturally felt much curiosity as to the cause of the merriment, which we mentally connected with that of the man we had met just before. Turning to one of the old men feasting at the table, I said to him as civilly as I could, “Why are you all so lively in this parish, sir?”


  “Because we are in luck’s way just now, for we don’t get a new river every day. Hurrah!”


  “A new river?” said Steve and I in one breath.


  “Yes,” said one of our interlocutors, waving over the table a hambone he had been polishing. “Yesterday afternoon a river of beautiful water burst out of the quarry at the higher end of this bottom; in an hour or so it stopped again. This morning, about a quarter past ten, it burst out again, and it is running now as if it would run always.” “It will make all land and houses in this parish worth double as much as afore,” said another; “for want of water is the one thing that has always troubled us, forcing us to sink deep wells, and even there, being hard put to, to get enough for our cattle. Now we have got a river, and the place will grow to a town.”


  “It is as good as two hundred pounds to me!” said one who looked like a grazier.


  “And two hundred and fifty to me!” cried another, who seemed to be a brewer.


  “And sixty pound a year to me, and to every man here in the building trade!” said a third.


  As soon as we could withdraw from the company, our thoughts found vent in words.


  “I ought to have seen it!” said Steve. “Of course if you stop a stream from flowing in one direction, it must force its way out in another.”


  “I wonder where their new stream is,” said I.


  We looked round. After some examination we saw a depression in the centre of a pasture, and, approaching it, beheld the stream meandering along over the grass, the current not having had as yet sufficient time to scour a bed. Walking down to the brink, we were lost in wonder at what we had unwittingly done, and quite bewildered at the strange events we had caused. Feeling, now, that we had walked far enough from home for one day, we turned, and, in a brief time, entered a road pointed out by Steve, as one that would take us to West Poley by a shorter cut than our outward route.


  As we ascended the hill, Steve looked round at me. I suppose my face revealed my thoughts, for he said, “You are amazed, Leonard, at the wonders we have accomplished without knowing it. To tell the truth, so am I.”


  I said that what staggered me was this—that we could not turn back the water into its old bed now, without doing as much harm to the people of East Poley by taking it away, as we should do good to the people of West Poley by restoring it.


  “True,” said Steve, “that’s what bothers me. Though I think we have done more good to these people than we have done harm to the others; and I think these are rather nicer people than those in our village, don’t you?”


  I objected that even if this were so, we could have no right to take water away from one set of villagers and give it to another set without consulting them.


  Steve seemed to feel the force of the argument; but as his mother had a well of her own he was less inclined to side with his native place than he might have been if his own household had been deprived of water, for the benefit of the East Poleyites. The matter was still in suspense, when, weary with our day’s pilgrimage, we reached the mill.


  The mill-pond was drained to its bed; the wheel stood motionless; yet a noise came from the interior. It was not the noise of machinery, but of the nature of blows, followed by bitter expostulations. On looking in, we were grieved to see that the miller, in a great rage, was holding his apprentice by the collar, and beating him with a strap.


  The miller was a heavy, powerful man, and more than a match for his apprentice and us two boys besides; but Steve reddened with indignation, and asked the miller, with some spirit, why he served the poor fellow so badly.


  “He says he’ll leave,” stormed the frantic miller. “What right hev he to say he’ll leave, I should like to know!”


  “There is no work for me to do, now the mill won’t go,” said the apprentice, meekly; “and the agreement was that I should be at liberty to leave if work failed in the mill. He keeps me here and don’t pay me; and I beat my wits’ end how to live.”


  “Just shut up!” said the miller. “Go and work in the garden! Mill-work or no mill-work, you’ll stay on.”


  Job, as the miller’s boy was called, had won the good-will of Steve, and Steve was now ardent to do him a good turn. Looking over the bridge, we saw, passing by, the Man who had Failed. He was considered an authority on such matters as these, and we begged him to come in. In a few minutes the miller was set down, and it was proved to him that, by the terms of Job’s indentures, he was no longer bound to remain.


  “I have to thank you for this,” said the miller, savagely, to Steve. “Ruined in every way! I may as well die!”


  But my cousin cared little for the miller’s opinion, and we came away, thanking the Man who had Failed for his interference, and receiving the warmest expressions of gratitude from poor Job; who, it appeared, had suffered much ill-treatment from his irascible master, and was overjoyed to escape to some other employment.


  We went to bed early that night, on account of our long walk; but we were far too excited to sleep at once. It was scarcely dark as yet, and the nights being still warm the window was left open as it had been left during the summer. Thus we could hear everything that passed without. People were continually coming to dip water from my aunt’s well; they gathered round it in groups, and discussed the remarkable event which had latterly occurred for the first time in parish history.


  “My belief is that witchcraft have done it,” said the shoemaker, and the only remedy that I can think o’, is for one of us to cut across to Bartholomew Gann, the white wizard, and get him to tell us how to counteract it. ’Tis along pull to his house for a little man, such as I be, but I’ll walk it if nobody else will.”


  “Well, there’s no harm in your going,” said another. “We can manage by drawing from Mrs Draycot’s well for a few days; but something must be done, or the miller’ll be ruined, and the washerwoman can’t hold out long.”


  When these personages had drawn water and retired, Steve spoke across from his bed to me in mine. “We’ve done more good than harm, that I’ll maintain. The miller is the only man seriously upset, and he’s not a man to deserve consideration. It has been the means of freeing poor Job, which is another good thing. Then, the people in East Poley that we’ve made happy are two hundred and fifty, and there are only a hundred in this parish, even if all of ’em are made miserable.”


  I returned some reply, though the state of affairs was, in truth, one rather suited to the genius of Jeremy Bentham than to me. But the problem in utilitarian philosophy was shelved by Steve exclaiming, “I have it! I see how to get some real glory out of this!”


  I demanded how, with much curiosity.


  “You’ll swear not to tell anybody, or let it be known anyhow that we are at the bottom of it all?”


  I am sorry to say that my weak compunctions gave way under stress of this temptation; and I solemnly declared that I would reveal nothing, unless he agreed with me that it would be best to do so. Steve made me swear, in the tone of Hamlet to the Ghost, and when I had done this, he sat up in his bed to announce his scheme.


  “First, we’ll go to Job,” said Steve. “Take him into the secret; show him the cave; give him a spade and pickaxe; and tell him to turn off the water from East Poley at, say, twelve o’clock, for a little while. Then we’ll go to the East Poley boys and declare ourselves to be magicians.”


  “Magicians?” I said.


  “Magicians, able to dry up rivers, or to make ’em run at will,” he repeated.


  “I see it!” I almost screamed, in my delight.


  “To show our power, we’ll name an hour for drying up theirs, and making it run again after a short time. Of course we’ll say the hour we’ve told Job to turn the water in the cave. Won’t they think something of us then?”


  I was enchanted. The question of mischief or not mischief was as indifferent to me now as it was to Steve—for which indifference we got rich deserts, as will be seen in the sequel.


  “And to look grand and magical,” continued he, “we’ll get some gold lace that I know of in the garret, on an old coat my grandfather wore in the Yeomanry Cavalry, and put it round our caps, and make ourselves great beards with horse-hair. They will look just like real ones at a little distance off.”


  “And we must each have a wand!” said I, explaining that I knew how to make excellent wands, white as snow, by peeling a couple of straight willows; and that I could do all that in the morning while he was preparing the beards.


  Thus we discussed and settled the matter, and at length fell asleep—to dream of to-morrow’s triumphs among the boys of East Poley, till the sun of that morrow shone in upon our faces and woke us. We arose promptly and made our preparations, having carte blanche from my Aunt Draycot to spend the days of my visit as we chose.


  Our first object on leaving the farmhouse was to find Job Tray, apprise him of what it was necessary that he should know, and induce him to act as confederate. We found him outside the garden of his lodging; he told us he had nothing to do till the following Monday, when a farmer had agreed to hire him. On learning the secret of the river-head, and what we proposed to do, he expressed his glee by a low laugh of amazed delight, and readily promised to assist as bidden. It took us some little time to show him the inner cave, the tools, and to arrange candles for him, so that he might enter without difficulty just after eleven and do the trick. When this was all settled we put Steve’s watch on a ledge in the cave, that Job might know the exact time, and came out to ascend the hills that divided the eastern from the western village.


  For obvious reasons we did not appear in magician’s guise till we had left the western vale some way behind us. Seated on the limestone ridge, removed from all observation, we set to work at preparing ourselves. I peeled the two willows we had brought with us to be used as magic wands, and Steve pinned the pieces of old lace round our caps, congratulating himself on the fact of the lace not being new, which would thus convey the impression that we had exercised the wizard’s calling for some years. Our last adornments were the beards; and, finally equipped, we descended on the other side.


  Our plan was now to avoid the upper part of East Poley, which we had traversed on the preceding day, and to strike into the parish at a point further down, where the humble cottages stood, and where we were both absolutely unknown. An hour’s additional walking brought us to this spot, which, as the crow flies, was not more than half so far from West Poley as the road made it.


  The first boys we saw were some playing in an orchard near the new stream, which novelty had evidently been the attraction that had brought them there. It was an opportunity for opening the campaign especially as the hour was long after eleven, and the cessation of water consequent on Job’s performance at a quarter past might be expected to take place as near as possible to twelve, allowing the five and forty minutes from eleven-fifteen as the probable time that would be occupied by the stream in travelling to the point we had reached.


  I forget at this long distance of years the exact words used by Steve in addressing the strangers; but to the best of my recollection they were, “How d’ye do, gentlemen, and how does the world use ye?” I distinctly remember the sublimity he threw into his hat, and how slavishly I imitated him in the same.


  The boys made some indifferent answer, and Steve continued, “You will kindly present us with some of those apples, I presume, considering what we are?”


  They regarded us dubiously, and at last one of them said, “What are you, that you should expect apples from us?”


  “We are travelling magicians,” replied Steve. “You may have heard of us, for by our power this new river has begun to flow. Rhombustas is my name, and this is my familiar Balcazar.”


  “I don’t believe it,” said an incredulous one from behind.


  “Very well, gentlemen; we can’t help that. But if you give us some apples we’ll prove our right to the title.”


  “Be hanged if we will give you any apples,” said the boy who held the basket; “since it is already proved that magicians are impossible.”


  “In that case,” said Steve, “we—we—”


  “Will perform just the same,” interrupted I, for I feared Steve had forgotten that the time was at hand when the stream would be interrupted by Job, whether we willed it or not.


  “We will stop the water of your new river at twelve o’clock this day, when the sun crosses the meridian,” said Rhombustas, “as a punishment for your want of generosity.”


  “Do it!” said the boys incredulously.


  “Come here, Balcazar,” said Steve. We walked together to the edge of the stream; then we muttered, Hi, hae, haec, horum, harum, horum, and stood waving our wands.


  “The river do run just the same, said the strangers derisively.


  “The spell takes time to work,” said Rhombustas, adding in an aside tome, “I hope that fellow Job has not forgotten, or we shall be hooted out of the place.”


  There we stood, waving and waving our white sticks, hoping and hoping we should succeed; while still the river flowed. Seven or ten minutes passed thus; and then, when we were nearly broken down by ridicule, the stream diminished its volume. All eyes were instantly bent on the water, which sank so low as to be in a short time but a narrow rivulet. The faithful Job had performed his task. By the time that the clock of the church tower struck twelve the river was almost dry.


  The boys looked at each other in amazement, and at us with awe. They were too greatly concerned to speak except in murmurs to each other.


  “You see the result of your conduct, unbelieving strangers,” said Steve, drawing boldly up to them. “And I seriously ask that you hand over those apples before we bring further troubles upon you and your village. We give you five minutes to consider.”


  “We decide at once!” cried the boys. “The apples be yours and welcome.”


  “Thank you, gentlemen,” said Steve, while I added, “For your readiness the river shall run again in two or three minutes’ time.”


  “Oh—ah, yes,” said Steve, adding heartily in undertones, “I had forgotten that!”


  Almost as soon as the words were spoken we perceived a little increase in the mere dribble of water which now flowed, whereupon he waved his wand and murmured more words. The liquid thread swelled and rose; and in a few minutes was the same as before. Our triumph was complete; and the suspension had been so temporary that probably nobody in the village had noticed it but ourselves and the boys.


  CHAPTER III


  How We Were Caught in Our Own Trap.


  At this acme of our glory who should come past but a hedger whom Steve recognized as an inhabitant of West Poley; unluckily for our greatness the hedger also recognized Steve.


  “Well, Maister Stevey, what be you doing over in these parts then? And yer little cousin, too, upon my word! And beards—why ye’ve made yerselves ornamental! haw, haw!”


  In great trepidation Steve moved on with the man, endeavouring thus to get him out of hearing of the boys.


  “Look here,” said Steve to me on leaving that outspoken rustic; “I think this is enough for one day. We’d better go further before they guess all.”


  “With all my heart,” said I. And we walked on.


  “But what’s going on here?” said Steve, when, turning a corner of the hedge, we perceived an altercation in progress hard by. The parties proved to be a poor widow and a corn-factor, who had been planning a water-wheel lower down the stream. The latter had dammed the water for his purpose to such an extent as to submerge the poor woman’s garden, turning it into a lake.


  “Indeed, sir, you need not ruin my premises so!” she said with tears in her eyes. “The mill-pond can be kept from overflowing my garden, by a little banking and digging; it will be just as well for your purpose to keep it lower down, as to let it spread out into a great pool here. The house and garden are yours by law, sir; that’s true. But my father built the house, and, oh, sir, I was born here, and I should like to end my days under its roof!”


  “Can’t help it, mis’ess,” said the corn-factor. “Your garden is a mill-pond already made, and to get a hollow further down I should have to dig at great expense. There is a very nice cottage up the hill, where you can live as well as here. When your father died the house came into my hands; and I can do what I like with my own.”


  The woman went sadly away indoors. As for Steve and myself, we were deeply moved as we looked at the pitiable sight of the poor woman’s garden, the tops of the gooseberry bushes forming small islands in the water, and her few apple trees standing immersed half-way up their stems.


  “The man is a rascal,” said Steve. “I perceive that it is next to impossible, in this world, to do good to one set of folks without doing harm to another.”


  “Since we have not done all good to these people of East Poley,” said I, “there is a reason for restoring the river to its old course through West Poley.”


  “But then,” said Steve, “if we turn back the stream, we shall be starting Miller Griffin’s mill; and then, by the terms of his ’prenticeship, poor Job will have to go back to him and be beaten again! It takes good brains no less than a good heart to do what’s right towards all.”


  Quite unable to solve the problem into which we had drifted, were traced our steps, till, at a stile, within half a mile of West Poley, we beheld Job awaiting us.


  “Well, how did it act?” he asked with great eagerness. “Just as the hands of your watch got to a quarter past eleven, I began to shovel away, and turned the water in no time. But I didn’t turn it where you expected—not I—’t would have started the mill for a few minutes, and I wasn’t going to do that.”


  “Then where did you turn it?” cried Steve.


  “I found another hole,” said Job.


  “A third one?”


  “Ay, hee, hee! a third one! So I pulled the stones aside from this new hole, and shovelled the clay, and down the water went with a gush. When it had run down there a few minutes, I turned it back to the East Poley hole, as you ordered me to do. But as to getting it back to the old West Poley hole, that I’d never do.”


  Steve then explained that we no more wished the East village to have the river than the West village, on account of our discovery that equal persecution was going on in the one place as in the other. Job’s news of a third channel solved our difficulty. “So we’ll go at once and send it down this third channel,” concluded he.


  We walked back to the village, and, as it was getting late, and we were tired, we decided to do nothing that night, but told Job to meet us in the cave on the following evening, to complete our work there.


  All next day my cousin was away from home, at market for his mother, and he had arranged with me that if he did not return soon enough to join me before going to Nick’s Pocket, I should proceed thither, where he would meet me on his way back from the market-town. The day passed anxiously enough with me, for I had some doubts of a very grave kind as to our right to deprive two parishes of water on our own judgment, even though that should be, as it was, honestly based on our aversion to tyranny. However, dusk came on at last, and Steve not appearing from market, I concluded that I was to meet him at the cave’s mouth.


  To this end I strolled out in that direction, and there being as yet no hurry, I allowed myself to be tempted out of my path by a young rabbit, which, however, I failed to capture. This divergence had brought me inside a field, behind a hedge, and before I could resume my walk along the main road, I heard some persons passing along the other side. The words of their conversation arrested me in a moment.


  “’Tis a strange story if it’s true,” came through the hedge in the tones of Miller Griffin. “We know that East Poley folk will say queer things; but the boys wouldn’t say that it was the work of magicians if they hadn’t some ground for it.”


  “And how do they explain it?” asked the shoemaker.


  “They say that these two young fellows passed down their lane about twelve o’clock, dressed like magicians, and offered to show their power by stopping the river. The East Poley boys challenged ’em; when, by George, they did stop the river! They said a few words, and it dried up like magic. Now mark my words, my suspicion is this: these two gamesters have somehow got at the river head, and been tampering with it in some way. The water that runs down East Poley bottom is the water that ought, by rights, to be running through my mill.”


  “A very pretty piece of mischief, if that’s the case!” said the shoemaker. “I’ve never liked them lads, particularly that Steve—for not a boot or shoe hev he had o’ me since he’s been old enough to choose for himself—not a pair, or even a mending. But I don’t see how they could do all this, even if they had got at the river head. ’Tis a spring out of the hill, isn’t it? And how could they stop the spring?”


  It seemed that the miller could offer no explanation, for no answer was returned. My course was clear: to join Job and Steve at Nick’s Pocket immediately; tell them that we were suspected, and to get them to give over further proceedings, till we had stated our difficulties to some person of experience—say the Man who had Failed.


  I accordingly ran like a hare over the clover inside the hedge, and soon was far away from the interlocutors. Drawing near the cave, was relieved to see Steve’s head against the sky. I joined him at once, and recounted to him, in haste, what had passed.


  He meditated. “They don’t even now suspect that the secret lies in the cavern,” said he.


  “But they will soon,” said I.


  “Well, perhaps they may,” he answered. “But there will be time for us to finish our undertaking, and turn the stream down the third hole. When we’ve done that we can consider which of the villages is most worthy to have the river, and act accordingly.”


  “Do let us take a good wise man into our confidence,” I said.


  After a little demurring, he agreed that as soon as we had completed the scheme we would state the case to a competent adviser, and let it be settled fairly. “And now,” he said, “where’s Job; inside the cave, no doubt, as it is past the time I promised to be here.”


  Stepping inside the cave’s mouth, we found that the candles and other things which had been deposited there were removed. The probability being that Job had arrived and taken them in with him, we groped our way along in the dark, helped by an occasional match which Steve struck from a box he carried. Descending the gallery at the further end of the outer cavern, we discerned a glimmer at the remote extremity, and soon beheld Job working with all his might by the light of one of the candles.


  “I’ve almost got it into the hole that leads to neither of the Poleys, but I wouldn’t actually turn it till you came,” he said, wiping his face.


  We told him that the neighbours were on our track, and might soon guess that we performed our tricks in Nick’s Pocket, and come there, and find that the stream flowed through the cave before rising in the spring at the top of the village; and asked him to turn the water at once, and be off with us.


  “Ah!” said Job, mournfully, “then ‘tis over with me! They will be here to-morrow, and will turn back the stream, and the mill will go again, and I shall have to finish my time as ’prentice to the man who did this!” He pulled up his shirt sleeve, and showed us on his arm several stripes and bruises—black and blue and green—the tell-tale relics of old blows from the miller.


  Steve reddened with indignation. “I would give anything to stop up the channels to the two Poleys so close that they couldn’t be found again!” he said. “Couldn’t we do it with stones and clay? Then if they came here ’twould make no difference, and the water would flow down the third hole forever, and we should save Job and the widow after all.”


  “We can but try it,” said Job, willing to fall in with anything that would hinder his recall to the mill. “Let’s set to work.”


  Steve took the spade, and Job the pickaxes. First they finished what Job had begun—the turning of the stream into the third tunnel or crevice, which led to neither of the Poleys. This done, they set to work jamming stones into the other two openings, treading earth and clay around them, and smoothing over the whole in such a manner that nobody should notice they had ever existed. So intent were we on completing it that—to our utter disaster—we did not notice what was going on behind us.


  I was the first to look round, and I well remember why: my ears had been attracted by a slight change of tone in the purl of the water down the new crevice discovered by Job, and I was curious to learn the reason of it. The sight that met my gaze might well have appalled a stouter and older heart than mine. Instead of pouring down out of sight, as it had been doing when we last looked, the stream was choked by a rising pool into which it boiled, showing at a glance that what we had innocently believed to be another outlet for the stream was only a blind passage or cul de sac, which the water, when first turned that way by Job, had not been left long enough to fill before it was turned back again.


  “Oh, Steve—Job!” I cried, and could say no more.


  They gazed round at once, and saw the situation. Nick’s Pocket had become a cauldron. The surface of the rising pool stood, already, far above the mouth of the gallery by which we had entered, and which was our only way out—stood far above the old exit of the stream to West Poley, now scaled up; far above the second outlet to East Poley, discovered by Steve, and also sealed up by our fatal ingenuity. We had been spending the evening in making a closed bottle of the cave, in which the water was now rising to drown us.


  “There is one chance for us—only one,” said Steve in a dry voice.


  “What one?” we asked in a breath.


  “To open the old channel leading to the mill,” said Steve.


  “I would almost as soon be drowned as do that,” murmured Job gloomily. “But there’s more lives than my own, so I’ll work with a will. Yet how be we to open any channel at all?”


  The question was, indeed, of awful aptness. It was extremely improbable that we should have power to reopen either conduit now. Both those exits had been funnel-shaped cavities, narrowing down to mere fissures at the bottom; and the stones and earth we had hurled into these cavities had wedged themselves together by their own weight. Moreover—and here was the rub—had it been possible to pull the stones out while they remained unsubmerged, the whole mass was now under water, which enlarged the task of reopening the channel to Herculean dimensions.


  But we did not know my cousin Steve as yet. “You will help me here,” he said authoritatively to Job, pointing to the West Poley conduit. “Lenny, my poor cousin,” he went on, turning to me, “we’re in a bad way. All you can do is to stand in the niche, and make the most of the candles by keeping them from the draught with your hat, and burning only one at a time. How many have we, Job?”


  “Ten ends, some long, some short,” said Job.


  “They will burn many hours,” said Steve. “And now we must dive, and begin to get out the stones.”


  They had soon stripped off all but their drawers, and, laying their clothes on the dry floor of the niche behind me, stepped down into the middle of the cave. The water here was already above their waists, and at the original gulley-hole leading to West Poley spring was proportionately deeper. Into this part, nevertheless, Steve dived. I have recalled his appearance a hundred—aye, a thousand—times since that day, as he came up his crown bobbing into the dim candle-light like a floating apple. He stood upright, bearing in his arms a stone as big as his head.


  “That’s one of ’em!” he said as soon as he could speak. “But there are many, many more!”


  He threw the stone behind; while Job, wasting no time, had already dived in at the same point. Job was not such a good diver as Steve, in the sense of getting easily at the bottom; but he could hold his breath longer, and it was an extraordinary length of time before his head emerged above the surface, though his feet were kicking in the air more than once. Clutched to his chest, when he rose, was a second large stone, and a couple of small ones with it. He threw the whole to a distance; and Steve, having now recovered breath, plunged again into the hole.


  But I can hardly bear to recall this terrible hour even now, at a distance of many years. My suspense was, perhaps, more trying than that of the others, for, unlike them, I could not escape reflection by superhuman physical efforts. My task of economizing the candles, by shading them with my hat, was not to be compared, in difficulty, to theirs; but I would gladly have changed places, if it had been possible to such a small boy, with Steve and Job, so intolerable was it to remain motionless in the desperate circumstances.


  Thus I watched the rising of the waters, inch by inch, and on that account was in a better position than they to draw an inference as to the probable end of the adventure.


  There were a dozen, or perhaps twenty, stones to extract before we could hope for an escape of the pent mass of water; and the difficulty of extracting them increased with each successive attempt in two ways: by the greater actual remoteness of stone after stone, and by its greater relative remoteness through the rising of the pool. However, the sustained, gallant struggles of my two comrades succeeded, at last, in raising the number of stones extracted to seven. Then we fancied that some slight passage had been obtained for the stream; for, though the terrible pool still rose higher, it seemed to rise less rapidly.


  After several attempts, in which Steve and Job brought up nothing, there came a declaration from them that they could do no more. The lower stones were so tightly jammed between the sides of the fissure that no human strength seemed able to pull them out.


  Job and Steve both came up from the water. They were exhausted and shivering, and well they might be. “We must try some other way,” said Steve.


  “What way?” asked I.


  Steve looked at me. “You are a very good little fellow to stand this so well” he said, with something like tears in his eyes.


  They soon got on their clothes; and, having given up all hope of escape downward, we turned our eyes to the roof of the cave, on the chance of discovering some outlet there.


  There was not enough light from our solitary candle to show us all the features of the vault in detail; but we could see enough to gather that it formed anything but a perfect dome. The roof was rather a series of rifts and projections, and high on one side, almost lost in the shades, there was a larger and deeper rift than elsewhere, forming a sort of loft, the back parts of which were invisible, extending we knew not how far. It was through this overhanging rift that the draught seemed to come which had caused our candle to gutter and flare.


  To think of reaching an opening so far above our heads, so advanced into the ceiling of the cave as to require a fly’s power of walking upside down to approach it, was mere waste of time. We bent our gaze elsewhere. On the same side with the niche in which we stood there was a small narrow ledge quite near at hand, and to gain it my two stalwart companions now exerted all their strength.


  By cutting a sort of step with the pickaxes Job was enabled to obtain a footing about three feet above the level of our present floor, and then he called to me.


  “Now, Leonard, you be the lightest. Do you hop up here, and climb upon my shoulder, and then I think you will be tall enough to scramble to the ledge, so as to help us up after you.”


  I leapt up beside him, clambered upon his stout back as he bade me, and, springing from his shoulder, reached the ledge. He then handed up the pickaxes directed me how to make its point firm into one of the crevices on the top of the ledge; next, to lie down, hold on to the handle of the pickaxe and give him my other hand. I obediently acted, when he sprang up, and turning, assisted Steve to do likewise.


  We had now reached the highest possible coign of vantage left to us, and there remained nothing more to do but wait and hope that the encroaching water would find some unseen outlet before reaching our level.


  Job and Steve were so weary from their exertions that they seemed almost indifferent as to what happened, provided they might only be allowed to rest. However, they tried to devise new schemes, and looked wistfully over the surface of the pool.


  “I wonder if it rises still?” I said. “Perhaps not, after all.”


  “Then we shall only exchange drowning for starving,” said Steve.


  Job, instead of speaking, had endeavoured to answer my query by stooping down and stretching over the ledge with his arm. His face was very calm as he rose again. “It will be drowning,” he said almost inaudibly, and held up his hand, which was wet.


  CHAPTER IV


  How Older Heads than Ours Became Concerned.


  The water had risen so high that Job could touch its surface from our retreat.


  We now, in spite of Job’s remark, indulged in the dream that, provided the water would stop rising, we might, in the course of time, find a way out somehow, and Job by-and-by said, “Perhaps round there in the dark may be places where we could crawl out, if we could only see them well enough to swim across to them. Couldn’t we send a candle round that way?”


  “How?” said I and Steve.


  “By a plan I have thought of,” said he. Taking off his hat, which was of straw, he cut with his pocket-knife a little hole in the middle of the crown. Into this he stuck a piece of candle, lighted it, and lying down to reach the surface of the water as before, lowered the hat till it rested afloat.


  There was, as Job had suspected, a slight circular current in the apparently still water, and the hat moved on slowly. Our six eyes became riveted on the voyaging candle as if it were a thing of fascination. It travelled away from us, lighting up in its progress unsuspected protuberances and hollows, but revealing to our eager stare no spot of safety or of egress. It went further and yet further into darkness, till it became like a star alone in a sky. Then it crossed from left to right. Then it gradually turned and enlarged, was lost behind jutting crags, reappeared, and journeyed back towards us, till it again floated under the ledge on which we stood, and we gathered it in. It had made a complete circuit of the cavern, the circular motion of the water being caused by the inpour of the spring, and it had showed us no means of escape at all.


  Steve spoke, saying solemnly, “This is all my fault!”


  “No” said Job. “For you would not have tried to stop the millstream if it had not been to save me.”


  “But I began it all,” said Steve, bitterly. “I see now the foolishness of presumption. What right had I to take upon myself the ordering of a stream of water that scores of men three times my age get their living by?”


  “I thought overmuch of myself, too,” said Job. “It was hardly right to stop the grinding of flour that made bread for a whole parish, for my poor sake. We ought to ha’ got the advice of some one wi’ more experience than ourselves.”


  We then stood silent. The impossibility of doing more pressed in upon our senses like a chill, and I suggested that we should say our prayers.


  “I think we ought,” said Steve, and Job assenting, we all three knelt down. After this a sad sense of resignation fell on us all, and there being now no hopeful attempt which they could make for deliverance, the sleep that excitement had hitherto withstood overcame both Steve and Job. They leant back and were soon unconscious.


  Not having exerted myself to the extent they had done I felt no sleepiness whatever. So I sat beside them with my eyes wide open, holding and protecting the candle mechanically, and wondering if it could really be possible that we were doomed to die.


  I do not know how or why, but there came into my mind during this suspense the words I had read somewhere at school, as being those of Flaminius, the consul, when he was penned up at Thrasymene: “Friends, we must not hope to get out of this by vows and prayers alone. ’Tis by fortitude and strength we must escape.” The futility of any such resolve in my case was apparent enough, and yet the words were sufficient to lead me to scan the roof of the cave once more.


  When the opening up there met my eye I said to myself, “I wonder where that hole leads to?” Picking up a stone about the size of my fist I threw it with indifference, though with a good aim, towards the spot. The stone passed through the gaping orifice, and I heard it alight within like a tennis ball.


  But its noise did not cease with its impact. The fall was succeeded by a helter-skelter kind of rattle which, though it receded in the distance, I could hear for a long time with distinctness, owing, I suppose, to the reflection or echo from the top and sides of the cave. It denoted that on the other side of that dark mouth yawning above me there was a slope downward—possibly into another cave, and that the stone had ricocheted down the incline. “I wonder where it leads?” I murmured again aloud.


  Something greeted my ears at that moment of my pronouncing the words “where it leads” that caused me well nigh to leap out of my shoes. Even now I cannot think of it without experiencing a thrill. It came from the gaping hole.


  If my readers can imagine for themselves the sensations of a timid bird, who, while watching the approach of his captors to strangle him, feels his wings loosening from the tenacious snare, and flight again possible, they may conceive my emotions when I realized that what greeted my ears from above were the words of a human tongue, direct from the cavity.


  “Where, in the name of fortune, did that stone come from?”


  The voice was the voice of the miller.


  “Be dazed if I know—but ’a nearly broke my head!” The reply was that of the shoemaker.


  “Steve—Job!” said I. They awoke with a start and exclamation. I tried to shout, but could not. “They have found us—up there—the miller—shoemaker!” I whispered, pointing to the hole aloft.


  Steve and Job understood. Perhaps the sole ingredient, in this sudden revival of our hopes, which could save us from fainting with joy, was the one actually present-that our discoverer was the adversary whom we had been working to circumvent. But such antagonism as his weighed little in the scale with our present despairing circumstances.


  We all three combined our voices in one shout-a shout which roused echoes in the cavern that probably had never been awakened since the upheaval of the Mendips, in whose heart we stood. When the shout died away we listened with parted lips.


  Then we heard the miller speak again. “Faith, and believe me—’tis the rascals themselves! A-throwing stones—a-trying to terrify us off the premises! Did man ever know the like impudence? We have found the clue to the water mystery at last—may be at their pranks at this very moment! Clamber up here; and if I don’t put about their backs the greenest stick that ever growed, I’m no grinder o’ corn!”


  Then we heard a creeping movement from the orifice over our heads, as of persons on their hands and knees; a puffing, as of fat men out of breath; sudden interjections such as can be found in a list in any boys’ grammar-book, and, therefore, need not be repeated here. All this was followed by a faint glimmer, about equal to that from our own candle, bursting from the gap on high, and the cautious appearance of a head over the ledge.


  It was the visage of the shoemaker. Beside it rose another in haste, exclaiming, “Urrr—r! The rascals!” and waving a stick. Almost before we had recognized this as the miller, he, climbing forward with too great impetuosity, and not perceiving that the edge of the orifice was so near, was unable to check himself. He fell over headlong, and was precipitated a distance of some thirty feet into the whirling pool beneath.


  Job’s face, which, until this catastrophe, had been quite white and rigid at sight of his old enemy, instantly put on a more humane expression. “We mustn’t let him drown,” he said.


  “No,” said Steve, “but how can we save him in such an awkward place?”


  There was, for the moment, however, no great cause for anxiety. The miller was a stout man, and could swim, though but badly-his power to keep afloat being due rather to the adipose tissues which composed his person, than to skill. But his immersion had been deep, and when he rose to the surface he was bubbling and sputtering wildly.


  “Hu, hu, hu, hu! O, ho—I am drownded!” he gasped. “I am a dead man and miller—all on account of those villainous—I mean good boys! —If Job would only help me out I would give him such a dressing—blessing I would say—as he never felt the force of before. Oh, hub, hub, hu, hu, hu!”


  Job had listened to this with attention. “Now, will you let me rule in this matter?” he said to Steve.


  “With all my heart,” said Steve.


  “Look here, Miller Griffin,” then said Job, speaking over the pool, “you can’t expect me or my comrades to help ye until you treat us civilly. No mixed words o’ that sort will we stand. Fair and square, or not at all. You must give us straightforward assurance that you will do us no harm; and that if the water runs in your stream again, and the mill goes, and I finish out my ’prenticeship, you treat me well. If you won’t promise this, you are a dead man in that water to-night.”


  “A master has a right over his ’prentice, body and soul!” cried the miller, desperately, as he swam round, “and I have a right over you—and I won’t be drownded!”


  “I fancy you will,” said Job, quietly. “Your friends be too high above to get at ye.”


  “What must I promise ye, then, Job—hu—hu—hu—bub, hub, hub!”


  “Say, If I ever strike Job Tray again, he shall be at liberty to leave my service forthwith, and go to some other employ, and this is the solemn oath of me, Miller Griffin. Say that in the presence of these witnesses.”


  “Very well—I say it—bub, bub—I say it.” And the miller repeated the words.


  “Now I’ll help ye out,” said Job. Lying down on his stomach he held out the handle of the shovel to the floating miller, and hauled him towards the ledge on which we stood. Then Steve took one of the miller’s hands, and Job the other, and he mounted up beside us.


  “Saved,—saved!” cried Miller Griffin.


  “You must stand close in,” said Steve, “for there isn’t much room on this narrow shelf.”


  “Ay, yes I will,” replied the saved man gladly. “And now, let’s get out of this dark place as soon as we can—Ho!—Cobbler Jones!—here we be coming up to ye—but I don’t see him!”


  “Nor I,” said Steve. “Where is he?”


  The whole four of us stared with all our vision at the opening the miller had fallen from. But his companion had vanished.


  “Well—never mind,” said Miller Griffin, genially; “we’ll follow. Which is the way?”


  “There’s no way—we can’t follow,” answered Steve.


  “Can’t follow!” echoed the miller, staring round, and perceiving for the first time that the ledge was a prison. “What—not saved!” he shrieked. “Notable to get out from here?”


  “We be not saved unless your friend comes back to save us,” said Job. “We’ve been calculating upon his help—otherwise things be as bad as they were before. We three have clung here waiting for death these two hours, and now there’s one more to wait for death—unless the shoemaker comes back.”


  Job spoke stoically in the face of the cobbler’s disappearance, and Steve tried to look cool also; but I think they felt as much discouraged as I, and almost as much as the miller, at the unaccountable vanishing of Cobbler Jones.


  On reflection, however, there was no reason to suppose that he had basely deserted us. Probably he had only gone to bring further assistance. But the bare possibility of disappointment at such times is enough to take the nerve from any man or boy.


  “He must mean to come back!” the miller murmured lugubriously, as we all stood in a row on the ledge, like sparrows on the moulding of a chimney.


  “I should think so,” said Steve, “if he’s a man.”


  “Yes—he must!” the miller anxiously repeated. “I once said he was a two-penny sort of workman to his face—I wish I hadn’t said it, oh—how I wish I hadn’t; but ’twas years and years ago, and pray heaven he’s forgot it! I once called him a stingy varmint—that I did! But we’ve made that up, and been friends ever since. And yet there’s men who’ll carry a snub in their buzzoms; and perhaps he’s going to punish me now!”


  “’Twould be very wrong of him,” said I, “to leave us three to die because you’ve been a wicked man in your time, miller.” “Quite true,” said Job.


  “Zounds take your saucy tongues!” said Griffin. “If I had elbow room on this miserable perch I’d—I’d—”


  “Just do nothing,” said Job at his elbow. “Have you no more sense of decency, Mr Griffin, than to go on like that, and the waters rising to drown us minute by minute?”


  “Rising to drown us—hey?” said the miller.


  “Yes, indeed,” broke in Steve. “It has reached my feet.”


  


  CHAPTER V


  How We Became Close Allies with the Villagers.


  Sure enough, the water—to which we had given less attention since the miller’s arrival—had kept on rising with silent and pitiless regularity. To feel it actually lapping over the ledge was enough to paralyze us all. We listened and looked, but no shoemaker appeared. In no very long time it ran into our boots, and coldly encircled our ankles.


  Miller Griffin trembled so much that he could scarcely keep his standing. “If I do get out of this,” he said, “I’ll do good—lots of good—to everybody! Oh, oh—the water!”


  “Surely you can hold your tongue if this little boy can bear it without crying out!” said Job, alluding to me.


  Thus rebuked, the miller was silent; and nothing more happened till we heard a slight sound from the opening which was our only hope, and saw as light light. We watched, and the light grew stronger, flickering about the orifice like a smile on parted lips. Then hats and heads broke above the edge of the same—one, two, three, four—then candles, arms and shoulders; and it could be seen then that our deliverers were provided with ropes.


  “Ahoy—all right!” they shouted, and you may be sure we shouted back a reply.


  “Quick, in the name o’ goodness!” cried the miller.


  A consultation took place among those above, and one of them shouted, “We’ll throw you a rope’s end and you must catch it. If you can make it fast, and so climb up one at a time, do it.


  “If not, tie it round the first one, let him jump into the water; we’ll tow him across by the rope till he’s underneath us, and then haul him up .


  “Yes, yes, that’s the way!” said the miller. “But do be quick—I’m dead drowned up to my thighs. Let me have the rope.”


  “Now, miller, that’s not fair!” said one of the group above the Man who had Failed, for he was with them. “Of course you’ll send up the boys first—the little boy first of all.”


  “I will—I will—’twas a mistake,” Griffin replied with contrition.


  The rope was then thrown; Job caught it, and tied it round me. It was with some misgiving that I flung myself on the water; but I did it, and, upheld by the rope, I floated across to the spot in the pool that was perpendicularly under the opening, when the men all heaved, and I felt myself swinging in the air, till I was received into the arms of half the parish. For the alarm having been given, the attempt at rescue was known all over the lower part of West Poley.


  My cousin Steve was now hauled up. When he had gone the miller burst into a sudden terror at the thought of being left till the last, fearing he might not be able to catch the rope. He implored Job to let him go up first.


  “Well,” said Job; “so you shall—on one condition.”


  “Tell it, and I agree.”


  Job searched his pockets, and drew out a little floury pocket-book, in which he had been accustomed to enter sales of meal and bran. Without replying to the miller, he stooped to the candle and wrote. This done he said, “Sign this, and I’ll let ye go.


  The miller read: I hereby certify that I release from, this time forth Job Tray, my apprentice, by his wish, and demand no further service from him whatever. “Very well—have your way,” he said; and taking the pencil subscribed his name. By this time they had untied Steve and were flinging the rope a third time; Job caught it as before, attached it to the miller’s portly person, shoved him off, and saw him hoisted. The dragging up on this occasion was a test to the muscles of those above; but it was accomplished. Then the rope was flung back for the last time, and fortunate it was that the delay was no longer. Job could only manage to secure himself with great difficulty, owing to the numbness which was creeping over him from his heavy labours and immersions. More dead than alive he was pulled to the top with the rest.


  The people assembled above began questioning us, as well they might, upon how we had managed to get into our perilous position. Before we had explained, a gurgling sound was heard from the pool. Several looked over. The water whose rising had nearly caused our death was sinking suddenly; and the light of the candle, which had been left to burn itself out on the ledge, revealed a whirlpool on the surface. Steve, the only one of our trio who was in a condition to observe anything, knew in a moment what the phenomenon meant.


  The weight of accumulated water had completed the task of reopening the closed tunnel or fissure which Job’s and Steve’s diving had begun; and the stream was rushing rapidly down the old West Poley outlet, through which it had run from geological times. In a few minutes—as I was told, for I was not an eye-witness of further events this night—the water had drained itself out, and the stream could be heard trickling across the floor of the lower cave as before the check.


  In the explanations which followed our adventure, the following facts were disclosed as to our discovery by the neighbours.


  The miller and the shoemaker, after a little further discussion in the road where I overheard them, decided to investigate the caves one by one. With this object in view they got a lantern, and proceeded, not to Nick’s Pocket, but to a well-known cave nearer at hand called Grim Billy, which to them seemed a likely source for the river.


  This cave was very well known up to a certain point. The floor sloped upwards, and eventually led to the margin of the hole in the dome of Nick’s Pocket; but nobody was aware that it was the inner part of Nick’s Pocket which the treacherous opening revealed. Rather was the unplumbed depth beneath supposed to be the mouth of an abyss into which no human being could venture. Thus when a stone ascended from this abyss (the stone I threw) the searchers were amazed, till the miller’s intuition suggested to him that we were there. And, what was most curious, when we were all delivered, and had gone home, and had been put into warm beds, neither the miller nor the shoemaker knew for certain that they had lighted upon the source of the mill stream. Much less did they suspect the contrivance we had discovered for turning the water to East or West Poley, at pleasure.


  By a piece of good fortune, Steve’s mother heard nothing of what had happened to us till we appeared dripping at the door, and could testify to our deliverance before explaining our perils.


  The result which might have been expected to all of us, followed in the case of Steve. He caught cold from his prolonged duckings, and the cold was followed by a serious illness.


  The illness of Steve was attended with slight fever, which left him very weak, though neither Job nor I suffered any evil effects from our immersion.


  The mill-stream having flowed back to its course, the mill was again started, and the miller troubled himself no further about the river-head; but Job, thanks to his ingenuity, was no longer the miller’s apprentice. He had been lucky enough to get a place in another mill many miles off, the very next day after our escape.


  I frequently visited Steve in his bed-room, and, on one of these occasions, he said to me, “Suppose I were to die, and you were to go away home, and Job were always to stay away in another part of England, the secret of that mill-stream head would be lost to our village; so that if by chance the vent this way were to choke, and the water run into the East Poley channel, our people would not know how to recover it. They saved our lives, and we ought to make them the handsome return of telling them the whole manœuvre—”


  This was quite my way of thinking, and it was decided that Steve should tell all as soon as he was well enough. But I soon found that his anxiety on the matter seriously affected his recovery. He had a scheme, he said, for preventing such a loss of the stream again.


  Discovering that Steve was uneasy in his mind, the doctor—to whom I explained that Steve desired to make personal reparation—insisted that his wish be gratified at once—namely, that some of the leading inhabitants of West Poley should be brought up to his bedroom, and learn what he had to say. His mother assented, and messages were sent to them at once.


  The villagers were ready enough to come, for they guessed the object of the summons, and they were anxious, too, to know more particulars of our adventures than we had as yet had opportunity to tell them. Accordingly, at a little past six that evening, when the sun was going down, we heard their footsteps ascending the stairs, and they entered. Among them there were the blacksmith, the shoemaker, the dairyman, the Man who had Failed, a couple of farmers; and some men who worked on the farms were also admitted.


  Some chairs were brought up from below, and, when our visitors had settled down, Steve’s mother, who was very anxious about him, said, “Now, my boy, we are all here. What have you to tell?”


  Steve began at once, explaining first how we had originally discovered the inner cave, and how we walked on till we came to a stream.


  “What we want to know is this,” said the shoemaker, “is that great pool we fetched you out of, the head of the mill-stream?”


  Steve explained that it was not a natural pool, and other things which the reader already knows. He then came to the description of the grand manœuvre by which the stream could be turned into either the east or the west valley.


  “But how did you get down there?” asked one. “Did you walk in through Giant’s Ear, or Goblin’s Cellar, or Grim Billy?”


  “We did not enter by either of these,” said Steve. “We entered by Nick’s Pocket.”


  “Ha!” said the company, “that explains all the mystery.”


  “’Tis amazing,” said the miller, who had entered, “that folks should have lived and died here for generations, and never ha’ found out that Nick’s Pocket led to the river spring!”


  “Well, that isn’t all I want to say,” resumed Steve. “Suppose any people belonging to East Poley should find out the secret, they would go there and turn the water into their own vale; and, perhaps, close up the other channel in such a way that we could scarcely open it again. But didn’t somebody leave the room a minute ago?—who is it that’s going away?”


  “I fancy a man went out,” said the dairyman looking round. One or two others said the same, but dusk having closed in it was not apparent which of the company had gone away.


  Steve continued: “Therefore before the secret is known, let somebody of our village go and close up the little gallery we entered by, and the upper mouth you look in from. Then there’ll be no danger of our losing the water again.”


  The proposal was received with unanimous commendation, and after a little more consultation, and the best wishes of the neighbours for Steve’s complete recovery, they took their leave, arranging to go and stop the cave entrances the next evening.


  As the doctor had thought, so it happened. No sooner was his sense of responsibility gone, than Steve began to mend with miraculous rapidity. Four and twenty hours made such a difference in him that he said to me, with animation, the next evening: “Do, Leonard, go and bring me word what they are doing at Nick’s Pocket. They ought to be going up there about this time to close up the gallery. But ’tis quite dark—you’ll be afraid.”


  “No—not I,” I replied, and off I went, having told my aunt my mission.


  It was, indeed, quite dark, and it was not till I got quite close to the mill that I found several West Poley men had gathered in the road opposite thereto. The miller was not among them, being too much shaken by his fright for any active enterprise. They had spades, pickaxes, and other tools, and were just preparing for the start to the caves.


  I followed behind, and as soon as we reached the outskirts of West Poley, I found they all made straight for Nick’s Pocket as planned. Arrived there they lit their candles and we went into the interior. Though they had been most precisely informed by Steve how to find the connecting gallery with the inner cavern, so cunningly was it hidden by Nature’s hand that they probably would have occupied no small time in lighting on it, if I had not gone forward and pointed out the nook.


  They thanked me, and the dairyman, as one of the most active of the group taking a spade in one hand, and a light in the other, prepared to creep in first and foremost. He had not advanced many steps before here appeared in the outer cave, looking as pale as death.


  CHAPTER VI


  How all Our Difficulties Came to an End.


  “What’s the matter!” said the shoemaker.


  “Somebody’s there!” he gasped.


  “It can’t be,” said a farmer. “Till those boys found the hole, not a being in the world knew of such a way in.”


  “Well, come and harken for yourselves,” said the dairyman.


  We crept close to the gallery mouth and listened. Peck, peck, peck; scrape, scraper scrape, could be heard distinctly inside.


  “Whoever they call themselves, they are at work like the busy bee!” said the farmer.


  It was ultimately agreed that some of the party should go softly round into Grim Billy, creep up the ascent within the cave, and peer through the opening that looked down through the roof of the cave before us. By this means they might learn, unobserved, what was going on.


  It was no sooner proposed than carried out. The baker and shoemaker were the ones that went round, and, as there was nothing to be seen where the others waited, I thought I would bear them company. To get to Grim Billy, a circuit of considerable extent was necessary; moreover, we had to cross the mill-stream. The mill had been stopped for the night, some time before, and, hence, it was by a pure chance we noticed that the river was gradually draining itself out. The misfortune initiated by Steve was again upon the village.


  “I wonder if the miller knows it?” murmured the shoemaker. “If not, we won’t tell him, or he may lose his senses outright.”


  “Then the folks in the cave are enemies!” said the farmer.


  “True,” said the baker, “for nobody else can have done this—let’s push on.”


  Grim Billy being entered, we crawled on our hands and knees up the slope, which eventually terminated at the hole above Nick’s Pocket—a hole that probably no human being had passed through before we were hoisted up through it on the evening of our marvellous escape. We were careful to make no noise in ascending, and, at the edge, we gazed cautiously over.


  A striking sight met our view. A number of East Poley men were assembled below on the floor, which had been for awhile submerged by our exploit; and they were working with all their might to build and close up the old outlet of the stream towards West Poley, having already, as it appeared, opened the new opening towards their own village, discovered by Steve. We understood it in a moment, and, descending with the same softness as before, we returned to where our comrades were waiting for us in the other cave, where we told them the strange sight we had seen.


  “How did they find out the secret?” the shoemaker inquired under his breath. “We have guarded it as we would ha’ guarded our lives.”


  “I can guess!” replied the baker. “Have you forgot how somebody went away from Master Steve Draycot’s bedroom in the dusk last night, and we didn’t know who it was? Half an hour after, such a man was seen crossing the hill to East Poley; I was told so to-day. We’ve been surprised, and must hold our own by main force, since we can no longer do it by stealth.”


  “How, main force?” asked the blacksmith and a farmer simultaneously.


  “By closing the gallery they went in by,” said the baker. “Then we shall have them in prison, and can bring them to book rarely.”


  The rest being all irritated at having been circumvented so slily and selfishly by the East Poley men, the baker’s plan met with ready acceptance. Five of our body at once chose hard boulders from the outer cave, of such a bulk that they would roll about half-way into the passage or gallery—where there was a slight enlargement—but which would pass no further. These being put in position, they were easily wedged there, and it was impossible to remove them from within, owing to the diminishing size of the passage, except by more powerful tools than they had, which were only spades. We now felt sure of our antagonists, and in a far better position to argue with them than if they had been free. No longer taking the trouble to preserve silence, we, of West Poley, walked in a body round to the other cave—Grim Billy—ascended the inclined floor like a flock of goats, and arranged ourselves in a group at the opening that impended over Nick’s Pocket.


  The East Poley men were still working on, absorbed in their labour, and were unconscious that twenty eyes regarded them from above like stars.


  “Let’s halloo!” said the baker.


  Halloo we did with such vigour that the East Poley men, taken absolutely unawares, well nigh sprang into the air at the shock it produced on their nerves. Their spades flew from their hands, and they stared around in dire alarm, for the echoes confused them as to the direction whence their hallooing came. They finally turned their eyes upwards, and saw us individuals of the rival village far above them, illuminated with candles and with countenances grave and stern as a bench of unmerciful judges.


  “Men of East Poley,” said the baker, “we have caught ye in the execution of a most unfair piece of work. Because of a temporary turning of our water into your vale by a couple of meddlesome boys—a piece of mischief that was speedily repaired—you have thought fit to covet our stream. You have sent a spy to find out its secret, and have meanfully come here to steal the stream for yourselves forever. This cavern is in our parish, and you have no right here at all.”


  “The waters of the earth be as much ours as yours,” said one from beneath. But the remainder were thunderstruck, for they knew that their chance had lain entirely in strategy and not in argument.


  The shoemaker then spoke: “Ye have entered upon our property, and diverted the water, and made our parish mill useless, and caused us other losses. Do ye agree to restore it to its old course, close up the new course ye have been at such labour to widen—in short, to leave things as they have been from time immemorial?”


  “No-o-o-o!” was shouted from below in a yell of defiance.


  “Very well, then,” said the baker, “we must make you. Gentlemen, ye are prisoners. Until you restore that water to us, you will bide where you be. The East Poley men rushed to escape by the way they had entered. But half-way up the tunnel a barricade of adamantine blocks barred their footsteps. “Bring spades!” shouted the foremost. But the stones were so well wedged, and the passage so small, that, as we had anticipated, no engineering force at their disposal could make the least impression upon the blocks. They returned to the inner cave disconsolately.


  “D’ye give in?” we asked them.


  “Never!” said they doggedly.


  “Let ’em sweat—let ’em sweat,” said the shoemaker, placidly. “They’ll tell a different tale by to-morrow morning. Let ’em bide for the night, and say no more.”


  In pursuance of this idea we withdrew from our position, and, passing out of Grim Billy, went straight home. Steve was excited by the length of my stay, and still more when I told him the cause of it. “What—got them prisoners in the cave?” he said. “I must go myself to-morrow and see the end of this!”


  Whether it was partly due to the excitement of the occasion, or solely to the recuperative powers of a strong constitution, cannot be said; but certain it is that next morning, on hearing the villagers shouting and gathering together, Steve sprang out of bed, declaring that he must go with me to see what was happening to the prisoners. The doctor was hastily called in, and gave it as his opinion that the outing would do Steve no harm, if he were warmly wrapped up; and soon away we went, just in time to overtake the men who had started on their way.


  With breathless curiosity we entered Grim Billy, lit our candles and clambered up the incline. Almost before we reached the top, exclamations ascended through the chasm to Nick’s Pocket, there being such words as, “We give in!” “Let us out!” “We give up the water forever!”


  Looking in upon them, we found their aspect to be very different from what it had been the night before. Some had extemporized a couch with smock-frocks and gaiters, and jumped up from a sound sleep thereon; while others had their spades in their hands, as if undoing what they had been at such pains to build up, as was proved in a moment by their saying eagerly, “We have begun to put it right, and shall finish soon—we are restoring the river to his old bed—give us your word, good gentlemen, that when it is done we shall be free!”


  “Certainly,” replied our side with great dignity. “We have said so already.”


  Our arrival stimulated them in the work of repair, which had hitherto been somewhat desultory. Then shovels entered the clay and rubble like giants’ tongues; they lit up more candles, and in half an hour had completely demolished the structure raised the night before with such labour and amazing solidity that it might have been expected to last forever. The final stone rolled away, the much tantalized river withdrew its last drop from the new channel, and resumed its original course once more.


  While the East Poley men had been completing this task, some of our party had gone back to Nick’s Pocket, and there, after much exertion, succeeded in unpacking the boulders from the horizontal passage admitting to the inner cave. By the time this was done, the prisoners within had finished their work of penance, and we West Poley men, who had remained to watch them, rejoined our companions. Then we all stood back, while those of East Poley came out, walking between their vanquishers, like the Romans under the Caudine Forks, when they surrendered to the Samnites. They glared at us with suppressed rage, and passed without saying a word.


  “I see from their manner that we have not heard the last of this,” said the Man who had Failed, thoughtfully. He had just joined us, and learnt the state of the case.


  “I was thinking as much,” said the shoemaker. “As long as that cave is known in Poley, so long will they bother us about the stream.”


  “I wish it had never been found out,” said the baker bitterly. “If not now upon us, they will be playing that trick upon our children when we are dead and gone.”


  Steve glanced at me, and there was sadness in his look.


  We walked home considerably in the rear of the rest, by no means a tease. It was impossible to disguise from ourselves that Steve had lost the good feeling of his fellow parishioners by his explorations and their results.


  As the West Poley men had predicted, so it turned out. Some months afterwards, when I had gone back to my home and school, and Steve was learning to superintend his mother’s farm, I heard that another midnight entry had been made into the cave by the rougher characters of East Poley. They diverted the stream as before, and when the miller and other inhabitants of the west village rose in the morning, behold, their stream was dry! The West Poley folk were furious, and rushed to Nick’s Pocket. The mischief-makers were gone, and there was no legal proof as to their identity, though it was indirectly clear enough where they had come from. With some difficulty the water was again restored, but not till Steve had again been spoken of as the original cause of the misfortunes.


  About this time I paid another visit to my cousin and aunt. Steve seemed to have grown a good deal older than when I had last seen him, and, almost as soon as we were alone, he began to speak on the subject of the mill-stream.


  “I am glad you have come, Leonard,” he said, “for I want to talk to you. I have never been happy, you know, since the adventure; I don’t like the idea that by a freak of mine our village should be placed at the mercy of the East Poleyites; I shall never be liked again unless I make that river as secure from interruption as it was before.”


  “But that can’t be,” said I.


  “Well, I have a scheme,” said Steve musingly. “I am not so sure that the river may not be made as secure as it was before.”


  “But how? What is the scheme based on?” I asked, incredulously.


  “I cannot reveal to you at present,” said he. “All I can say is, that I have injured my native village, that I owe it amends, and that I’ll pay the debt if it’s a possibility.”


  I soon perceived from my cousin’s manner at meals and elsewhere that the scheme, whatever it might be, occupied him to the exclusion of all other thoughts. But he would not speak to me about it. I frequently missed him for spaces of an hour or two, and soon conjectured that these hours of absence were spent in furtherance of his plan.


  The last day of my visit came round, and to tell the truth I was not sorry, for Steve was so preoccupied as to be anything but a pleasant companion. I walked up to the village alone, and soon became aware that something had happened.


  During the night another raid had been made upon the river head—with but partial success, it is true; but the stream was so much reduced that the mill-wheel would not turn, and the dipping pools were nearly empty. It was resolved to repair the mischief in the evening, but the disturbance in the village was very great, for the attempt proved that the more unscrupulous characters of East Poley were not inclined to desist.


  Before I had gone much further, I was surprised to discern in the distance a figure which seemed to be Steve’s, though I thought I had left him at the rear of his mother’s premises.


  He was making for Nick’s Pocket, and following thither I reached the mouth of the cave just in time to see him enter.


  “Steve!” I called out. He heard me and came back. He was pale, and there seemed to be something in his face which I had never seen there before.


  “Ah—Leonard,” he said, you have traced me. Well, you are just in time. The folks think of coming to mend this mischief as soon as their day’s work is over, but perhaps it won’t be necessary. My scheme may do instead.”


  “How—do instead?” asked I.


  “Well, save them the trouble,” he said with assumed carelessness. “I had almost decided not to carry it out, though I have got the materials in readiness, but the doings of the night have stung me; I carry out my plan.”


  “When?”


  “Now—this hour—this moment. The stream must flow into its right channel, and stay there, and no man’s hands must be able to turn it elsewhere. Now good-bye, in case of accidents.”


  To my surprise, Steve shook hands with me solemnly, and wringing from me a promise not to follow, disappeared into the blackness of the cave.


  For some moments I stood motionless where Steve had left me, not quite knowing what to do. Hearing footsteps behind my back, I looked round. To my great pleasure I saw Job approaching, dressed up in his best clothes, and with him the Man who had Failed.


  Job was glad to see me. He had come to West Poley for a holiday, from the situation with the farmer which, as I now learned for the first time, the Man who had Failed had been the means of his obtaining. Observing, I suppose, the perplexity upon my face, they asked me what was the matter, and I, after some hesitation, told them of Steve. The Man who had Failed looked grave.


  “Is it serious?” I asked him.


  “It may be,” said he, in that poetico-philosophic strain which, under more favouring circumstances, might have led him on to the intellectual eminence of a Coleridge or an Emerson. “Your cousin, like all such natures, is rushing into another extreme, that may be worse than the first. The opposite of error is error still; from careless adventuring at other people’s expense he may have flown to rash self-sacrifice. He contemplates some violent remedy, I make no doubt. How long has he been in the cave? We had better follow him.”


  Before I could reply, we were startled by a jet of smoke, like that from the muzzle of a gun, bursting from the mouth of Nick’s Pocket; and this was immediately followed by a deadened rumble like thunder underground. In another moment a duplicate of the noise reached our ears from over the hill, in the precise direction of Grim Billy.


  “Oh—what can it be?” said I.


  “Gunpowder,” said the Man who had Failed, slowly.


  “Ah—yes—I know what he’s done—he has blasted the rocks inside!” cried Job. “Depend upon it, that’s his plan for closing up the way to the riverhead.”


  “And for losing his life into the bargain,” said our companion. “But no—he may be alive. We must go in at once—or as soon as we can breathe there.”


  Job ran for lights, and before he had returned we heard a familiar sound from the direction of the village. It was the patter of the mill-wheel. Job came up almost at the moment, and with him a crowd of the village people.


  “The river is right again,” they shouted. “Water runs better than ever—a full, steady stream, all on a sudden—just when we heard the rumble underground.”


  “Steve has done it!” I said.


  “A brave fellow,” said the Man who had Failed. “Pray that he is not hurt.”


  Job had lighted the candles, and, when we were entering, some more villagers, who at the noise of the explosion had run to Grim Billy, joined us. “Grim Billy is partly closed up inside!” they told us. “Where you used to climb up the slope to look over into Nick’s Pocket, ’tis all altered. There’s no longer any opening there; the whole rock has crumbled down as if the mountain had sunk bodily.


  “Without waiting to answer, we, who were about to enter Nick’s Pocket, proceeded on our way. We soon had penetrated to the outer approaches, though nearly suffocated by the sulphurous atmosphere; but we could get no further than the first cavern. At a point somewhat in advance of the little gallery to the inner cave, Nick’s Pocket ceased to exist. Its roof had sunk. The whole superimposed mountain, as it seemed, had quietly settled down upon the hollow places beneath it closing like a pair of bellows, and barring all human entrance.


  But alas, where was Steve? “I would liever have had no water in West Poley forevermore than have lost Steve!” said Job.


  “And so would I!” said many of us.


  To add to our terror, news was brought into the cave at that moment that Steve’s mother was approaching; and how to meet my poor aunt was more than we could think.


  But suddenly a shout was heard. A few of the party, who had not penetrated so far into the cave as we had done, were exclaiming, “Here he is!” We hastened back, and found they were in a small side hollow, close to the entrance, which we had passed by unheeded. The Man who had Failed was there, and he and the baker were carrying something into the light. It was Steve—apparently dead, or unconscious.


  “Don’t be frightened,” said the baker to me. “He’s not dead; perhaps not much hurt.”


  As he had declared, so it turned out. No sooner was Steve in the open air, than he unclosed his eyes, looked round with a stupefied expression, and sat up.


  “Steve—Steve!” said Job and I, simultaneously.


  “All right,” said Steve, recovering his senses by degrees. “I’ll tell—how it happened—in a minute or two.”


  Then his mother came up, and was at first terrified enough, but on seeing Steve gradually get upon his legs, she recovered her equanimity. He soon was able to explain all. He said that the damage to the village by his tampering with the stream had weighed upon his mind, and led him to revolve many schemes for its cure. With this in view he had privately made examination of the cave; when he discovered that the whole superincumbent mass, forming the roof of the inner cave, was divided from the walls of the same by a vein of sand, and, that it was only kept in its place by a slim support at one corner. It seemed to him if this support could be removed, the upper mass would descend by its own weight, like the brick of a brick-trap when the peg is withdrawn.


  He laid his plans accordingly; procuring gunpowder, and scooping out holes for the same, at central points in the rock. When all this was done, he waited a while, in doubt as to the effect; and might possibly never have completed his labours, but for the renewed attempt upon the river. He then made up his mind, and attached the fuse. After lighting it, he would have reached the outside safely enough but for the accident of stumbling as he ran, which threw him so heavily on the ground, that, before he could recover himself and go forward, the explosion had occurred.


  All of us congratulated him, and the whole village was joyful, for no less than three thousand, four hundred and fifty tons of rock and, earth—according to calculations made by an experienced engineer a short time afterwards—had descended between the river’s head and all human interference, so that there was not much fear of any more East Poley manœuvres for turning the stream into their valley.


  The inhabitants of the parish, gentle and simple, said that Steve, had made ample amends for the harm he had done; and their goodwill was further evidenced by his being invited to no less than nineteen Christmas and New Year’s parties during the following holidays.


  As we left the cave, Steve, Job, Mrs Draycot and I walked behind the Man who had Failed.


  “Though this has worked well,” he said to Steve, “it is by the merest chance in the world. Your courage is praiseworthy, but you see the risks that are incurred when people go out of their way to meddle with what they don’t understand. Exceptionally smart actions, such as you delight in, should be carefully weighed with a view to their utility before they are begun. Quiet perseverance in clearly defined courses is, as a rule, better than the erratic exploits that may do much harm.


  “Steve listened respectfully enough to this, but he said to his mother afterwards: “He has failed in life, and how can his opinions be worth anything?”


  “For this reason,” said she. “He is one who has failed, not from want of sense, but from want of energy, and people of that sort, when kindly, are better worth attending to than those successful ones, who have never seen the seamy side of things. I would advise you to listen to him.”


  Steve probably did; for he is now the largest gentleman-farmer of those parts, remarkable for his avoidance of anything like speculative exploits.


  The End.


  ♣


  The Spectre of the Real


  An end-of-the-century Narrative


  (co-written with Florence Henniker)


  I


  A certain March night of this present “waning age” had settled down upon the woods and the park and the parapets of Ambrose Towers. The harsh stable-clock struck a quarter-to-ten. Thereupon a girl in light evening attire and wraps came through the entrance-hall, opened the front door and the small wrought-iron gate beyond it which led to the terrace, and stepped into the moonlight. Such a person, such a night, and such a place were unexceptionable materials for a scene in that poetical drama of two which the world has often beheld; which leads up to a contract that causes a slight sinking in the poetry, and a perceptible lack of interest in the play.


  She moved so quietly that the alert birds resting in the great cedar tree never stirred. Gliding across its funereal shadow over a smooth plush of turf, as far as to the Grand Walk whose pebbles shone like the floor-stones of the Apocalyptic City, she paused and looked back at the old brick walls—red in the daytime, sable now—at the shrouded mullions, the silhouette of the tower; though listening rather than seeing seemed her object incoming to the pause. The clammy wings of a bat brushed past her face, startling her and making her shiver a little. The stamping of one or two horses in their stalls surprised her by its distinctness and isolation. The servants’ offices were on the other side of the house, and the lady who, with the exception of the girl on the terrace, was its only occupant, was resting on a sofa behind one of the curtained windows. So Rosalys went on her way unseen, trod the margin of the lake, and plunged into the distant shrubberies.


  The clock had reached ten. As the last strokes of the hour rang out a young man scrambled down the sunk-fence bordering the pleasure-ground, leapt the iron railing within, and joined the girl who stood awaiting him. In the half-light he could not see how her full under-lip trembled, or the fire of joy that kindled in her eyes. But perhaps he guessed, from daylight experiences, since he passed his arm round her shoulders with assurance, and kissed her ready mouth many times. Her head still resting against his arm they walked towards a bench, the rough outlines of which were touched at one end only by the moon-rays. At the dark end the pair sat down.


  “I cannot come again” said the girl.


  “Oh?” he vaguely returned. “This is new. What has happened? I thought you said your mother supposed you to be working at your Harmony, and would never imagine our meeting here?” The voice sounded just a trifle hard for a lover’s.


  “No, she would not. And I still detest deceiving her. I would do it for no one but you, Jim. But what I meant was this: I feel that it can all lead to nothing. Mother is not a bit more worldly than most people, but she naturally does not want her only child to marry a man who has nothing but the pay of an officer in the Line to live upon. At her death (you know she has only a life-interest here), I should have to go away unless my uncle, who succeeds, chose to take me to stay with him. I have no fortune of my own beyond a mere pittance. Two hundred a year.”


  Jim’s reply was something like a sneer at the absent lady:


  “You may as well add to the practical objection the sentimental one; that she wouldn’t allow you to change your fine old crusted name for mine, which is merely the older one of the little freeholder turned out of this spot by your ancestor when he came.”


  “Dear, dear Jim, don’t say those horrid things! As if I had ever even thought of that for a moment!”


  He shook her hand off impatiently, and walked out into the moonlight. Certainly as far as physical outline went he might have been the direct product of a line of Paladins or hereditary Crusaders. He was tall, straight of limb, with an aquiline nose, and a mouth fitfully scornful. Rosalys sat almost motionless, watching him. There was no mistaking the ardour of her feelings; her power over him seemed to be lessened by his consciousness of his influence upon the lower and weaker side of her nature. It gratified him as a man to feel it; and though she was beautiful enough to satisfy the senses of the critical, there was perhaps something of contempt inwoven with his love. His victory had been too easy, too complete.


  “Dear Jim, you are not going to be vexed? It really isn’t my fault that I can’t come out here again! Mother will be downstairs to-morrow, and then she might take it into her head to look at any time into the schoolroom and see how the Harmony gets on.”


  “And you are going off to London soon?” said Jim, still speaking gloomily.


  “I am afraid so. But couldn’t you come there too? I know your leave is not up for a great many weeks?”


  He was silent for longer than she had ever known him at these times. Rosalys left her seat on the bench and threw her arms impulsively round him.


  “I can’t go away unless you will come to London when we do, Jim!”


  “I will; but on one condition.”


  “What condition? You frighten me!”


  “That you will marry me when I do join you there.”


  The quick breath that heaved in Rosalys ebbed silently; and she leant on the rustic bench with one hand, a trembling being apparent in her garments.


  “You really—mean it, Jim darling?”


  He swore that he did; that life was quite unendurable to him as he then experienced it. When she was once his wife nothing could come between them; but of course the marriage need not be known for a time—indeed must not. He could not take her abroad. The climate of Burmah would be too trying for her; and, besides, they really would not have enough to live upon.


  “Couldn’t we get on as other people do?” said Rosalys, trying not to cry at these arguments. “I am so tired of concealment, and I don’t like to marry privately! It seems to me, much as I love being with you, that there is a sort of—well—vulgarity in our clandestine meetings, as we now enjoy them. Therefore how should I ever have strength enough to hide the fact of my being your wife, to face my mother day after day with the shadow of this secret between us?”


  For all answer Jim kissed her, and stroked her silky brown curls.


  “I suppose I shall end in agreeing with you—I always do!” she said, her mouth quivering. “Though I can be very dogged and obstinate too, Jim! Do you know that all my governesses have said I was the most stubborn child they ever came across? But then, in that case, my temper must be really aroused. You have never seen me as I am when angry. Perhaps, Jim, you would get to hate me?” She looked at him wistfully with her wet eyes.


  “I shall never cease to love you desperately, as I do now!” declared the young man. “How lovely you look, little Rosalys, with that one moonbeam making your forehead like pure white marble. But time is passing. You must go back, my darling, I’m afraid. And you won’t fail me in London? I shall make all the plans. Good-bye—good-bye!”


  One clinging, intermittent kiss; and then from the shadow in which he stood Jim watched her light figure past the lake, and hurrying along in the shelter of the yew hedges towards the great house, asleep under the reaching deeps of sky, and the vacant gaze of the round white moon.


  II


  When clouds are iron-grey above the prim drab houses, and a hard east wind blows flakes of dust, stable-straws, scraps of soiled newspaper, and sharp pieces of grit into the eyes of foot-passengers, a less inviting and romantic dwelling-spot than Eaton Place can hardly be experienced.


  But the Prince’s daughter of the Canticles, emerging from her palace to see the vine flourish and the pomegranates bud forth with her Beloved, could not have looked more unconscious of grime than Rosalys Ambrose as she came down the steps of one of the tall houses in the aforesaid highly respectable place of residences. Her cheeks were hotly pink, her eyes shining, her lips parted. Having once made up her mind, “Qualms of prudence, pride and pelf” had died within her passionate little heart. After to-day she would belong absolutely to Jim, be his alone, through all the eternities, as it seemed; and of what account was anything else in the world? The entirely physical character of his affection for her, and perhaps of hers for him, was an unconjectured element herein which might not render less transitory the most transitory of sweet things. Thus hopefully she stepped out of the commonplace home that would, in one sense, be hers no more.


  The raw wind whistled up the street, and deepened the colour in her face. She was plainly dressed in grey, and wore a rather thick veil, natural to the dusty day: it could not however conceal the sparkle of her eyes: veils, even thick ones, happily, never do. Hailing a hansom she told the driver to take her to the corner of the Embankment.


  In the midst of her pre-occupation she noticed as the cab turned the corner out of Eaton Place that the bony chestnut-horse went lame. Rosalys was superstitious as well as tender-hearted, and she deemed that some stroke of ill-luck might befall her if she drove to be married behind a suffering animal. She alighted and paid off the man, and in her excitement gave him three times his fare. Hurrying forward on foot she heard her name called, and received a cordial greeting from a tall man with grey whiskers, in whom she recognized Mr Durrant, Jim’s father. It occurred to her for a second that he might have discovered the plot and have lain in wait to prevent it. However, he spoke in his usual half-respectful, half-friendly tones, not noticing her frightened face. Mr Durrant was a busy man. Besides holding several very important land-agencies in the county where Rosalys lived, he had business in the city to transact at times. He explained to Miss Ambrose that some urgent affairs he was supervising for a client of his, Lord Parkhurst, had now brought him up to London for a few weeks.


  “Lord Parkhurst is away?” she asked, to say something. “I hear of him sometimes through his uncle Colonel Lacy.”


  “Yes. A thorough sailor. Mostly afloat,” Mr Durrant replied. “Well—we’re rather out of the way in Porchester Terrace; otherwise, my wife would be so pleased if you would come to tea. Miss Ambrose? My son Jim, lazy young beggar, is up here now, too—going to plays and parties. Well, well, it’s natural he should like to amuse himself before he leaves for Burmah, poor boy. Are you looking for a hansom? Yes? Hi!” And he waved his stick.


  “Thank you so much” said Miss Ambrose. “And I will tell to Mamma where you and Mrs Durrant are staying.”


  She was surprised at her own composure. Her unconscious father-in-law elect helped her into the cab, took off his hat, and walked rapidly away. Rosalys felt her heart stand still when she drew up at the place of meeting. She saw Jim, very blooming and very well-dressed, awaiting her, outwardly calm, at any rate. He jumped into her vehicle and they drove on city-wards.


  “You are only ten minutes late, dearest,” he said. “Do you know, I was half afraid you might have failed me at the last moment?”


  “You don’t believe it, Jim!”


  “Well, I sometimes think I ought not to expect you to keep engagements with me so honestly as you do. Good, brave, little Rosalys!”


  They moved on through the press of struggling omnibuses, gigantic vans, covered carts, and foot-passengers who darted at imminent risk of their lives amid the medley of wheels, horses, and shouting drivers. The noise jarred Rosalys’ head, and she began to be feverishly anxious.


  The church stood in the neighbourhood of a great meat-market, and the pavement was crowded by men in blue linen blouses, their clothes sprinkled with crimson stains. The young girl gave a shiver of disgust.


  “How revolting it must be to have a butcher for a husband! They can’t have hearts like other men…. What a gloomy part of London this is to be married in, Jim!”


  “Ah—yes! Everything looks gloomy with the east wind blowing. Now, here we are! jump out, little woman!”


  He handed money to the driver, who went off with the most cursory thoughts of the part that he had played in this little excursion of a palpitating pair into the unknown.


  “Jimmy darling; oughtn’t you, or one of us, to have lived here for fifteen days?” she said as they entered the fine old Norman porch, to which she was quite blind in her pre-occupation.


  Durrant laughed. “I have declared that I did,” he answered coolly. “I hope, in the circumstances, that it’s a forgivable lie. Cheer up, Rosalys; don’t all of a sudden look so solemn!”


  There were tears in her eyes. The gravity of the step she was about to take had begun to frighten her.


  They had some time to wait before the clergyman condescended to come out of the vestry and perform the ceremony which was to unite her to Jim. Two or three other couples were also in the church on the same errand: a haggard woman in a tawdry white bonnet, hanging on to the arm of a short crimson-faced man, who had evidently been replenishing his inside with gin to nerve himself to the required pitch for the ordeal: a girl with a coarse, hard face, accompanied by a slender youth in shabby black: a tall man, of refined aspect, in very poor clothes, whose hollow cough shook his thin shoulders and chest, and told his bride that her happiness, such as it was, would probably last but the briefest space.


  Rosalys glanced absently at the beautiful building, with its Norman apse and transverse arches of horse-shoe form, and the massive curves and cushion-capitals that supported the tower-end; the whole impression left by the church being one of singular harmony, loveliness, and above all, repose—which struck even her by its great contrast with her experiences just then. As the clergyman emerged from the vestry a shaft of sunlight smote the altar, touched the quaint tomb where the founder of the building lay in his dreamless sleep, and quivered on the darned clothes of the consumptive bridegroom.


  Jim and Rosalys moved forward, and then the light shone for a moment, too, upon his yellow hair and handsome face. To the woman who loved him it seemed that “From the crown of his head even to the sole of his foot there was no blemish in him.”


  The curate looked sharply at the four couples; angrily, Rosalys fancied, at her. But it was only because the cast-wind had given him an acute tooth-ache that his gaze was severe, and his reading spiritless.


  The four couples having duly contracted their inviolable unities, and slowly gone their ways through the porch, Jim and Rosalys adjourned to a fashionable hotel on the Embankment, where in a room all to themselves they had luncheon, over which Rosalys presided with quite a housewifely air.


  “When shall I see you again?” he said, as he put her into a cab two or three hours later on in the afternoon.


  “You must arrange all that, Jim. Somehow I feel so dreadfully sad and sinful now, all of a sudden! Have I been wicked? I don’t know!”


  Her tone changed as she met his passionate gaze, and she said very low, with a lump in her throat:


  “O my dear darling! I care for nothing in the whole wide world, now that I belong to you!”


  III


  The London weeks went by with all their commonplaces, all their novelties. Mr Durrant, senior, had finished his urgent business, and returned to his square and uninteresting country-house. But Jim lingered on in town, although conscious of some subtle change in himself and his view of things. He and Rosalys met whenever it was possible, which was pretty frequently. Often they contrived to do so at hastily arranged luncheons and teas in the private rooms of hotels; sometimes, when Mrs Ambrose was suddenly called away, at Jim’s own rooms. Sometimes they adventured to queer suburban restaurants.


  In the lapse of these weeks the twain began somehow to lose a little of their zest for each other’s society. Jim himself was aware of it before he had yet discovered that something of the same disappointment was dulling her heart too. On his own side it was the usual lowering of the fire—the slackening of a man’s passion for a woman when she becomes his property. On hers it was a more mixed feeling. No doubt her love for Jim had been of but little higher quality than his for her. She had thoroughly abandoned herself to his good looks, his recklessness, his eagerness; and, now that the sensuous part of her character was satisfied, her fervour also began to burn itself down. But beyond, above, this, the concealment of her marriage was repugnant to Rosalys. When the rapture of the early meetings had died away she began to loathe the sordid deceit which these involved: the secretly despatched letters, the unavoidably brazen lies to her mother, who, if she attached overmuch importance to money and birth, yet loved her daughter in all good faith and simplicity. Then once or twice Jim was late at their interviews. He seemed indifferent and preoccupied. His manner stung Rosalys into impatient utterance at the end of a particular meeting in which this mood was unduly prominent.


  “You forget all I have given up for you!” she cried. “You make a fool of me in allowing me to wait here for you. It is humiliating and vulgar! I hate myself for behaving as I do!”


  “The renunciations are not all on your side,” he answered caustically. “You forget all that the loss of his freedom means to a man!”


  Her heart swelled, and she had great difficulty in keeping back her tears. But she took refuge in sullenness.


  “Unfortunately we can’t undo our folly!” she murmured. “You will have to make the best of it as well as I. I suppose the awakening to a sense of our idiocy was bound to come sooner or later. But—I didn’t think it would come so soon! Jim, look at me! Are you really angry? Don’t for God’s sake go and leave me like this!”


  He was walking slowly towards the great iron gate leading out of Kensington Gardens; a dogged cast on his now familiar countenance.


  “Don’t make a scene in public, for Heaven’s sake, Rosalys!” Feeling that he had spoken too brutally he suddenly paused, and changed:


  “I am sorry, little woman, if I was cross! But things have combined to harass me lately. Of course we won’t part from one another in anger.”


  Jim glanced at her straight profile with its full under-lip and firmly curved chin, at the lashes on either lid, and the glossy brown hair twisted in coils under her hat. But the sight of this loveliness, now all his own, failed to arouse the old emotions. He simply contemplated her approvingly from an artistic point of view.


  They had reached the gateway, and she placed her hand on his arm.


  “Good-bye. When shall we next meet? To-day is Tuesday. Shall it be Friday?”


  “I am afraid I must go out of London on Thursday for a day or two. I’ll write, dear. Let me call a hansom.”


  She thanked him in a cold voice again, and with a last handshake and a smile that hovered on sorrow, left him and drove away towards Belgravia.


  Once or twice later on they met; the next interview being shorter and sadder perhaps than the last. The one that followed it ended in bitterness.


  “This had better be our long good-bye, I suppose?” said she.


  “Perhaps it had…. You seem to be always looking out for causes of reproach, Rosalys. I don’t know what has come over you.”


  “It is you who have changed!” she cried, with a little stamp. “And you are by far the most to blame of us two. You forget that I should never have contemplated marriage as a possibility! You have made me lie to my mother, do things of which I am desperately ashamed, and now you don’t attempt to disguise your weariness of me!”


  It was Jim’s turn to lose his temper now. “You forget that you gave me considerable encouragement! Most girls would not have come out again and again to surreptitious meetings with a man who was in love with them,—girls brought up as you have been!”


  She started as in a spasm. A momentary remorse seized him. He realized that he had been betrayed into speaking as no man of kindly good-feeling could speak. He made a tardy, scarcely gracious apology, and they parted. A few days afterwards he wrote a letter full of penitence for having hurt her, and she answered almost affectionately. But each knew that their short-lived romance was dead as the wind-flowers that had blossomed at its untimely birth.


  IV


  In August this pair of disappointed people met once more amid their old surroundings. Perhaps their enforced absence from one another gave at first some zest to their reunion. Jim was at times tender, and like his former self; Rosalys, if sad and subdued, less sullen and reproachful than she had been in London.


  Mrs Ambrose had fallen into delicate health, and her daughter was inconsequence able to dispose of her time outside the house as she wished. The moonlight meetings with Jim were discontinued, but husband and wife went for long strolls sometimes in the remoter nooks of the park, through winding walks in the distant shrubberies, and down paths hidden by high yew-hedges from intruding eyes that might look with suspicion on their being together.


  On one especially beautiful August day they paced side by side, talking at moments with something of their old tenderness. The sky above the dark-green barriers on either hand was a bottomless deep of blue. The yew-boughs were covered in curious profusion by the handiwork of energetic spiders, who had woven their glistening webs in every variety of barbaric pattern. In shape some resembled hammocks, others ornamental purses, others deep bags, in the middle of which a large yellow insect remained motionless and watchful.


  “Shall we sit for a little while in the summer-house?” said Rosalys at last, in flat accents, for a tete-a-tete with Jim had long ceased to give her any really strong beats of pleasure. “I want to talk to you further about plans; how often we had better write, and so on.”


  They sat down, in an arbour made of rustic logs, which overlooked the mere. The wood-work had been left rough within, and dusty spider-webs hung in the crevices; here and there the bark had fallen away in strips; above, on the roof, there were clumps of fungi, looking like tufts of white fur.


  “This is a sunless, queer sort of place you have chosen,” he said, looking round critically.


  The boughs had grown so thickly in the foreground that the glittering margin of water was hardly perceptible between their interlacing twigs, and no visible hint of a human habitation was given, though the rustic shelter had been originally built with the view of affording a picturesque glimpse of the handsome old brick house wherein the Ambroses had lived for some three centuries.


  “You might have found a more lively scene for what will be, perhaps, our last interview for years,” Jim went on.


  “Are you really going so soon?” she asked, passing over the complaint.


  “Next week. And my father has made all sorts of arrangements for me. Besides, he is beginning to suspect that you and I are rather too intimate. And your mother knows, somehow or other that I have been up here several times of late. We must be careful.”


  “I suppose so,” she answered absently, looking out under the log roof at a chaffinch swinging himself backwards and forwards on a larch bough. A sort of dreary indifference to her surroundings; a sense of being caged and trapped had begun to take possession of Rosalys. The present was full of perplexity, the future objectless. Now and then, when she looked at Jim’s lithe figure, and healthy, virile face, she felt that perhaps she might have been able to love him still if only he had cared for her with a remnant of his former passionate devotion. But his indifference was even more palpable than her own. They sat and talked on within the dim arbour for a little while. Then Jim made one of the unfortunate remarks that always galled her to the quick. She rose in anger, answered him with cold sarcasm, and hastened away down the little wood. He followed, a rather ominous light shining in his eyes.


  “Your temper is really growing insufferable, Rosalys!” he cried, and clenched his hand roughly on her arm to detain her.


  “How dare you!” said the girl. “For God’s sake leave me, and don’t come back again! I rejoice to think that in a few days it will not be in your power to insult me any more!”


  “Damn it—I am going to leave you, am I not! I only want to keep you here for a moment to come to some understanding! … Indeed you’ll be surprised to find how very much I am going to leave you, when you hear what I mean! My ideas have grown considerably emancipated of late, and therefore I tell you that there is no reason on earth why any soul should ever know of that miserable mistake we made in the spring.”


  She winced a little; it was an unexpected move; and her eyes lingered uneasily on a copper-coloured butterfly playing a game of hide-and-seek with a little blue companion.


  “Who,” he continued, “is ever going to search the register of that old East-London church? We must philosophically look on the marriage as an awkward fact in our lives, which won’t prevent our loving elsewhere when we feel inclined. In my opinion this early error will carry one advantage with it—that we shall be unable to extinguish any love we may each feel for another person by a sordid matrimonial knot—unless, indeed, after seven years of obliviousness to one another’s existence.”


  “I’ll—try to—emancipate myself likewise,” she said slowly. “It will be well to forget this tragedy of our lives! And the most tragic part of it is—that we are not even sorry that we don’t love each other any more!”


  “The truest words you ever spoke!”


  “And the surest event that was ever to come, given your nature—”


  “And yours!”


  She hastened on down the grass walk into the broad gravelled path leading to the house. At the corner stood Mrs Ambrose, who was better, and had come out for a stroll—assuming as an invalid the privilege of wearing a singular scarlet gown and a hat in which a number of black quills stood startlingly erect.


  “Ah—Rosy!” she cried. “Oh, and Mr Durrant? What a colour you have got, child!”


  “Yes. Mr Durrant and I have been having a furious political discussion, mamma. I have grown quite hot over it. He is more unreasonable than ever. But when he gets abroad he won’t be as he is now. A few years of India will change all that.” And to carry on the idea of her unconcern she turned to whistle to a bold robin that had flitted down from a larch tree, perched on the yew hedge, and looked inquiringly at her, answering her whistle with his pathetic little pipe.


  Durrant had come up behind. “Yes,” he said cynically. “One never knows how an enervating country may soften one’s brains.”


  He bade them a cool good-bye and left. She watched his retreating figure, the figure of the active, the strong, the handsome animal, who had scarcely won the better side of her nature at all. He never turned his head. So this was the end!


  The bewildering bitterness of it well-nigh paralysed Rosalys for a few moments. Why had they been allowed—he and she—to love one another with that eager, almost unholy, passion, and then to part with less interest in each other than ordinary friends? She felt ashamed of having ceded herself to him. If her mother had not been beside her she would have screamed out aloud in her exasperating pain.


  Mrs Ambrose lifted up her voice. “What are you looking at, child? … My dear, I want a little word with you. Are you attending? When you pout your lip like that, Rosalys, I always know that you are in a bad frame of mind…. The vicar has been here; and he has made me a little unhappy.”


  “I should have thought he was too stupid to give anyone a pang! Why do they put such simpletons into the churches!”


  “Well—he says that people are chattering about you and that young Durrant. And I must tell you that—that, from a marrying point of view, he is impossible. You know that. And I don’t want him to make up to you. Now, Rosalys, my darling, tell me honestly—I feel I have not looked after you lately as I ought to have done—tell me honestly: Is he in love with you?”


  “He is not, mother, to my certain knowledge.”


  “Are you with him?”


  “No. That I swear.”


  V


  Seven years and some months had passed since Rosalys spoke as above-written. And never a sound of Jim.


  As she had mentally matured under the touch of the gliding seasons, Miss Ambrose had determined to act upon the hint Jim had thrown out to her as to the practical nullity of their marriage-contract if they simply kept indifferent hemispheres without a word. She had never written to him a line; and he had never written a line to her.


  He might be dead for all that she knew: he possibly was dead. She had taken no steps to ascertain anything about him, though she had been aware for years that he was no longer in the Army-list. Dead or alive he was completely cut off from the county in which he and she had lived, for his father had died a long time before this, his house and properties had been sold, and not a scion of the line of Durrant remained in that part of England.


  Rosalys had readily imbibed his ideas of their mutual independence; and now, after the lapse of all these years, had acted upon them with the surprising literalness of her sex when they act upon advice at all.


  Mrs Ambrose, who had distinguished herself no whit during her fifty years of life saving by the fact of having brought a singularly beautiful girl into the world, had passed quietly out of it. Rosalys’ uncle had succeeded his sister-in-law in the possession of the old house with its red tower, and the broad paths and garden-lands; he had been followed by an unsatisfactory son of his, last in the entail, and thus unexpectedly Rosalys Ambrose found herself sole mistress of the spot of her birth.


  People marvelled somewhat that she continued to call herself Miss Ambrose. Though a woman now getting on for thirty she was distinctly attractive both in face and in figure, and could confront the sunlight as well as the moonbeams still. In the manner of women who are yet sure of their charms she was fond of representing herself as much older than she really was. Perhaps she would have been disappointed if her friends had not laughed and contradicted her, and told her that she was still lovely and looked like a girl. Lord Parkhurst, anyhow, was firmly of that contradictory opinion; and perhaps she cared more for his views than for anyone else’s at the present time.


  That distinguished sailor had been but one of many suitors; but he stirred her heart as none of the others could do. It was not merely that be was brave, and pleasing, and had returned from a late campaign in Egypt with a hero’s reputation; but that his chivalrous feelings towards women, originating perhaps in the fact that he knew very little about them, were sufficient to gratify the most exacting of the sex.


  His rigid notions of duty and honour, both towards them and from them, made the blood of Rosalys run cold when she thought of a certain little episode of her past life, notwithstanding that, or perhaps because, she loved him dearly.


  “He is not the least bit of a flirt, like most sailors,” said Miss Ambrose to her cousin and companion, Miss Jennings, on a particular afternoon in this eighth year of Jim Durrant’s obliteration from her life. It was an afternoon with an immense event immediately ahead of it; no less an event than Rosalys’ marriage with Lord Parkhurst, which was to take place on the very next day.


  The local newspaper had duly announced the coming wedding in proper terms as “the approaching nuptials of the beautiful and wealthy Miss Ambrose of Ambrose Towers with a distinguished naval officer, the Lord Parkhurst.” There followed an ornamental account of the future bridegroom’s heroic conduct during the late war. “The handsome face and figure of Lord Parkhurst,” wound up the honest paragraphist, “are not altogether unknown to us in this vicinity, as he has recently been visiting his uncle, Colonel Lacy, High Sheriff of the County. We wish all prosperity to the happy couple, who have doubtless a brilliant and cloudless future before them.”


  This was the way in which her acceptance of Durrant’s views had worked themselves out. He had said; “After seven years of mutual oblivion we can marry again if we choose.”


  And she had chosen.


  Rosalys almost wished that Lord Parkhurst had been a flirt, or at least had won experience as the victim of one, or many, of those precious creatures, and had not so implicitly trusted her. It would have brought things more nearly to a level.


  “A flirt! I should think not,” said Jane Jennings. “In fact, Rosalys, he is almost alarmingly strict in his ideas. It is a mistake to believe that so many women are angels, as he does. He is too simple. He is bound to be disappointed some day.”


  Miss Ambrose sighed nervously. “Yes,” she said.


  “I don’t mean by you to-morrow! God forbid!”


  “No.”


  Miss Ambrose sighed again, and a silence followed, during which, while recalling unutterable things of the past, Rosalys gazed absently out of the window at the lake, that some men were dredging, the mud left bare by draining down the water being imprinted with hundreds of little footmarks of plovers feeding there. Eight or nine herons stood further away, one or two composedly fishing, their grey figures reflected with unblurred clearness in the mirror of the pool. Some little water-hens waddled with a fussy gait across the sodden ground in front of them, and a procession of wild geese came through the sky, and passed on till they faded away into a row of black dots.


  Suddenly the plovers rose into the air, uttering their customary wails, and dispersing like a group of stars from a rocket; and the herons drew up their flail-like legs, and flapped themselves away. Something had disturbed them; a carriage, sweeping round to the other side of the house.


  “There’s the door-bell!” Rosalys exclaimed, with a start. “That’s he, for certain! Is my hair untidy Jane? I’ve been rumpling it awfully, leaning back on the cushions. And do see if my gown is all right at the back—it never did fit well.”


  The butler flung open the folding-doors and announced in the voice of a man who felt that it was quite time for this nonsense of calling to be put an end to by the more compact arrangement of the morrow:


  “Lord Parkhurst!”


  A man of middle size, with a fair and pleasant face, and a short beard, entered the room. His blue eyes smiled rather more than his lips as he took the little hand of his hostess in his own with the air of one verging on proprietorship of the same, and said: “Now, darling; about what we have to settle before the morning! I have come entirely on business, as you perceive!”


  Rosalys tenderly smiled up at him. Miss Jennings left the room, and Rosalys’ sailor silently kissed and admired his betrothed, till he continued:


  “Ah—my beautiful one! I have nothing to give you in return for the immeasurable gift you are about to bestow on me—excepting such love as no man ever felt before! I almost wish you were not quite so good and perfect and innocent as you are! And I wish you were a poorer woman—as poor as I—and had no lovely home such as this. To think you have kept yourself from all other men for such an unworthy fellow as me!”


  Rosalys looked away from him along the green vistas of chestnut and beeches stretching far down outside the windows.


  “Oswald—I know how much you care for me: and that is why I—hope you won’t be disappointed—after you have taken me to-morrow for good and all! I wonder if I shall hinder and hamper you in your profession. Perhaps you ought to marry a girl much younger than yourself—your nature is so young—not a maturing woman like me.”


  For all answer he smiled at her with the confiding, fearless gaze that she loved.


  Lord Parkhurst stayed on through a paradisical hour till Miss Jennings came to tell them that tea was in the library. Presently they were reminded by the same faithful relative and dependent that on that evening of all evenings they had promised to drive across to the house of Colonel Lacy, Lord Parkhurst’s uncle, and one of Rosalys, near neighbours, and dine there quietly with two or three intimate friends.


  VI


  When Rosalys entered Colonel Lacy’s drawing-room before dinner, the eyes of the few guests assembled there were naturally enough fixed upon her.


  “By Jove, she’s better looking than ever—though she’s not more than a year or two under thirty!” whispered young Lacy to a man standing in the shadow behind a high lamp.


  The person addressed started, and did not answer for a moment. Then he laughed and said forcedly,


  “Yes, wonderful for her age, she certainly is.”


  As he spoke his hostess, a fat and genial lady, came blandly towards him.


  “Mr Durrant, I’m so sorry we’ve no lady for you to take in to-night. One or two people have thrown us over. I want to introduce you to Miss Ambrose. Isn’t she lovely? O, how stupid I am! Of course you grew up in this neighbourhood, and must have known all about her as a girl.”


  Jim Durrant it was, in the flesh; once the soldier, now the “traveler and explorer” of the little known interiors of Asiatic countries; to use the words in which he described himself. His foreign-looking and sun-dried face was rather pale and set as he walked last into the dining-room with young Lacy. He had only arrived on that day at an hotel in the nearest town, where he had been accidentally met and recognized by that young man, and asked to dinner off-hand.


  Smiling, and apparently unconscious, he sat down on the left side of his hostess, talking calmly to her and across the table to the one or two he knew. Rosalys heard his voice as the phantom of a dead sound mingling with the usual trivial words and light laughter of the rest, Lord Parkhurst’s conversation about Egyptian finance, and Mrs Lacy’s platitudes about the Home-Rule question, as if she were living through a curiously incoherent dream.


  Suddenly during the progress of the dinner Mrs Lacy looked across with a glance of solicitude towards the other end of the table, and said in a low voice:


  “I am afraid Miss Ambrose is rather overstrained—as she may naturally be? She looks so white and tired. Do you think, Parkhurst, that she finds this room too hot? I will have the window opened at the top.”


  “She does look pale,” Lord Parkhurst murmured, and as he spoke glanced anxiously and tenderly towards his betrothed. “I think too, she has a little over-taxed herself—she don’t usually get so white as this.”


  Rosalys felt his eyes upon her, looked across at him, and smiled strangely.


  When dinner was ended Rosalys still seemed not quite herself, whereupon she was taken in hand by her good and fussy hostess; sal-volatile was brought, and she was given the most comfortable chair and the largest cushions the house afforded. It seemed to Rosalys as if hours had elapsed before the men joined the ladies and there came that general moving of places like the shuffling of a pack of cards. She heard Jim’s voice speaking close to her ear:


  “I want to have a word with you.”


  “I can’t!” she faltered,


  “Did you get my letter?”


  “No!” said she.


  “I wonder how that was! Well—I’ll be at the door of Ambrose Towers while the stable-clock is striking twelve to-night. Be there to meet me. I’ll not detain you long. We must have an understanding.”


  “For God’s sake how do you come here?”


  “I saw in the newspapers that you were going to marry. What could I do otherwise than let you know I was alive?”


  “O, you might have done it less cruelly!”


  “Will you be at the door?”


  “I must, I suppose! … Don’t tell him here—before these people! It will be such an agonising disturbance that—”


  “Of course I shan’t. Be there.”


  This was all they could say. Lord Parkhurst came forward, and observing to Durrant, “They are wanting you for bezique,” sat down beside Rosalys.


  She had intended to go home early: and went even earlier than she had planned. At half-past ten she found herself in her own hall, not knowing how she had got there, or when she had bidden adieu to Lord Parkhurst, or what she had said to him.


  Jim’s letter was lying on the table awaiting her.


  As soon as she had got upstairs and slipped into her dressing-gown, had dispatched her maid, and ascertained that all the household had retired, she read her husband’s note, which briefly informed her that he had led an adventurous life since they had parted, and had come back to see if she were living, when he suddenly heard that she was going to be married. Then Rosalys sat down at her writing-table to begin somehow a letter to Lord Parkhurst. To write that was an imperative duty before she slept. It need not be said that awful indeed to her was its object, the letting Lord Parkhurst know that she had a husband, and had seen him that day. But she could not shape a single line, and the visioned aspect that she would wear in his eyes as soon as he discovered this truth of her history, was so terrible to her that she burst into hysterical sobbing over the paper as she sat.


  The clock crept on to twelve before Rosalys had written a word. The labour seemed Herculean—insuperable. Why had she not told him face to face?


  Twelve o’clock it was; and nothing done; and controlling herself as women can, when they must, she went down to the door. Softly opening it a little way she saw against the iron gate immediately without it the form of her husband, Jim Durrant—upon the whole much the same form that she had known eight years ago.


  “Here I am,” said he.


  “Yes,” said she.


  “Open this iron thing.”


  A momentary feeling of aversion caused her to hesitate.


  “Do you hear—do you mean to say—Rosalys!” he began.


  “No—no. Of course I will!” She opened the grille and he came up and touched her hand lightly.


  “Kissing not allowed, I suppose,” he observed, with mock solemnity, “in view of the fact that you are to be married to-morrow?”


  “You know better!” she said. “Of course I’m not going to commit bigamy! The wedding is not to be.”


  “Have you explained to him?”


  “N-no—not yet. I was just writing it when—”


  “Ha—you haven’t! Good. Woman’s way. Shall I give him a friendly call to-morrow morning?”


  “O no, no—let me do it!” she implored. “I love him so well, and it will break his poor heart if it is not done gently! O God—if I could only die to-night, while he still believes in me! You don’t know what affection I have felt for him!” she continued miserably, not caring what Jim thought. “He has been my whole world! And he—he believes me to be so good! He has all the old-fashioned ideas of marriage that people of your fast sets smile at! He knows nothing of any kind of former acquaintance between you and me. I ought not to have done it—kept him in the dark! I tried not to. But I was so fearfully lonely! And now I’ve lost him! … If I could only have got at that register in that City church, how I would have torn out the leaf.” she added vehemently.


  “That’s a pleasant remark to make to a husband!”


  “Well—that was my feeling; I may as well be honest! I didn’t know you were coming back any more; and you yourself suggested that I might be able to re-marry!”


  “You’d better do it—I shan’t tell. And if anybody else did, the punishment is not heavy nowadays. The judges are beginning to discountenance informers on previous marriages, if the new-assorted parties themselves are satisfied to forget them.”


  “Don’t insult me so. You’ve not forgotten how to do that in all these years!”


  There was a silence, in which she regarded with passive gloom the familiar scene before her. The inquisitive jays, the pensive wood doves, that lodged at their ease thereabout, as if knowing that their proprietor was a gunless woman, all slept calmly; and not a creature was conscious of the presence of these two but a little squirrel they had disturbed in a beech near the shady wall. Durrant remained gazing at her; then he spoke, in a changed and richer voice:


  “Rosalys!”


  She looked vaguely at his face without answering.


  “How pretty you look in this star-light—much as you did when we used to meet out here nine or ten years ago!”


  “Ah! But—”


  The sentence was broken by his abrupt movement forward. He seized her firmly in his arms, and kissed her repeatedly before she was aware.


  “Don’t—don’t!” she said, struggling.


  “Why?”


  “I don’t like you—I don’t like you!”


  “What rot! Yes, you do! Come—damn you, dear—put up your face as you used to! Now, I’m not going off in a huff—I’m determined I won’t; nor shall you either! … Let me sit down in your hall, or somewhere, Rosalys! I’ve come a long way to-day, and I’m tired. And after eight years!”


  “I don’t know what to say to it—there’s no light downstairs! The servants may hear us too—it is not so very late!”


  “We can whisper. And suppose they do? They must know to-morrow!”


  She gasped a sigh, and preceded him in through the door; and the squirrel saw nothing more.


  VII


  It was three-hours-and-half later when they re-appeared. The lawn was as silent as when they had left it, though the sleep of things had weakened to a certain precarious slightness; and round the corner of the house a low line of light showed the dawn.


  “Now, good-bye, dear,” said her husband, lightly. “You’ll let him know at once?”


  “Of course.”


  “And send to me directly after?”


  “Yes.”


  “And now for my walk across the fields to the hotel. These boots are thin, but I know the old way well enough. By Jove, I wonder what Melanie—”


  “Who?”


  “O—what Melanie will think, I was going to say. It slipped out—I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings at all.”


  “Melanie—who is she?”


  “Well—she’s a French lady. You know, of course, Rosalys, that I thought you were perhaps dead—and—so this lady passes as Mrs Durrant.”


  Rosalys started.


  “In fact I found her in the East, and took pity upon her—that’s all.” Though if it had happened that you had not been living now I have got back, I should of course, have married her at once.”


  “Is—she, then, here with you at the hotel?”


  “O no—I wouldn’t bring her on here till I knew how things were.”


  “Then where is she?”


  “I left her at my rooms in London. O, it will be all right—I shall see her safely back to Paris, and make a little provision for her. Nobody in England knows anything of her existence.”


  “When—did you part from her?”


  “Well, of course, at breakfast-time.”


  Rosalys bowed herself against the doorway. “O—O—what have I done! What a fool—what a weak fool!” she moaned. “Go away from me—go away!”


  Jim was almost distressed when he saw the distortion of her agonized face.


  “Now why should you take on like this! There’s nothing in it. People do these things. Living in a prim society here you don’t know how the world goes on!”


  “O, but to think it didn’t occur to me that the sort of man—”


  Jim, though anxious, seemed to awaken to something humorous in the situation, and vented a momentary chuckle. “Well, it is rather funny that I should have let it out. But still—”


  “Don’t make a deep wrong deeper by cruel levity! Go away!”


  “You’ll be in a better mood to-morrow, mark me, and then I’ll tell you all my history. There—I’m gone! Au revoir!”


  He disappeared under the trees. Rosalys, rousing herself, closed the gate and fastened the door, and sat down in one of the hall chairs, her teeth shut tight, and her little hands clenched. When she had passed this mood, and returned upstairs, she regarded the state of her room sadly, and bent again over her writing-table, murmuring “O, how weak, how weak was I!”


  But in a few minutes she found herself nerved to an unexpected and passionate vigour of action; and began writing her letter to Lord Parkhurst with great rapidity. Sheet after sheet she filled, and, having read them over, she sealed up the letter and placed it on the mantelpiece to be given to a groom and dispatched by hand as soon as the morning was a little further advanced.


  With cold feet and a burning head she flung herself upon the bed just as she was, and waited for the day without the power to sleep. When she had lain nearly two hours, and the morning had crept in, and she could hear from the direction of the stables that the men were astir, she rang for her maid, and taking the letter in her hand stood with it in an attitude of suspense as the woman entered. The latter looked full of intelligence.


  “Are any of the men about?” asked Rosalys.


  “O yes, ma’am. There’ve been such an accident in the meads this past night—about half-a-mile down the river—and Jones ran up from the lodge to call for help quite early; and Benton and Peters went as soon as they were dressed. A gentleman drowned—yes—it’s Mr James Durrant—the son of old Mr Durrant who died some years ago. He came home only yesterday, after having been heard nothing of for years and years. He left Mrs Durrant, who they say is a French lady, somewhere in London, but they have telegraphed and found her, and she’s coming. They say she’s quite distracted. The poor gentleman left the Three Lions last night and went out to dinner, saying he would walk home, as it was a fine night and not very far: and it is supposed he took the old short cut across the moor where there used to be a path when he was a lad at home, crossing the big river by a plank. There is only a rail now, and he must have tried to get across upon it, for it was broken in two, and his body found in the water-weeds just below.”


  “Is he dead?”


  “O yes. They had a great trouble to get him out. The men have just come in from carrying him to the hotel. It will be sad for his poor wife when she gets there!”


  “His poor wife—yes.”


  “Travelling all the way from London on such a call!”


  Rosalys had allowed the hand in which she held the letter to Lord Parkhurst to drop to her side: she now put it in the pocket of her dressing-gown.


  “I was wishing to send somewhere,” she said. “But I think I will wait till later.”


  The house was astir betimes on account of the wedding, and Rosalys’ companion in particular, who was not sad because she was going to live on with the bride. When Miss Jennings saw her cousin’s agitation she said she looked ill, and insisted upon sending for the doctor. He, who was the local practitioner, arrived at breakfast time; very proud to attend such an important lady, who mostly got doctored in London. He said Rosalys certainly was not quite in her usual state of health; prescribed a tonic, and declared that she would be all right in an hour or two. He then informed her that he had been suddenly called up that morning to the case of which they had possibly heard—the drowning of Mr Durrant.


  “And you could do nothing?” asked Rosalys.


  “O no. He’d been under water too long for any human aid. Dead and stiff… It was not so very far down from here…. Yes, I remember him quite as a boy. But he has had no relations hereabout for years past—old Durrant’s property was sold to pay his debts, if you recollect; and nobody expected to see the son again. I think he has lived in the East Indies a good deal. Much better for him if he had not come—poor fellow!”


  When the doctor had left Rosalys went to the window, and remained for some time thinking. There was the lake from which the water had flowed down the river that had drowned Jim after visiting her last night—as a mere interlude in his continuous life of caresses with the Frenchwoman Melanie. She turned, took from her dressing-gown pocket the renunciatory letter to her intended husband Lord Parkhurst, thrust it through the bars of the grate, and watched it till it was entirely consumed.


  The wedding had been fixed for an early hour in the afternoon, and as the morning wore on Rosalys felt increasing strength, mental and physical. The doctor’s dose had been a powerful one: the image of “Melanie”, too, had much to do with her recuperative mood; more still, Rosalys’ innate qualities; the nerve of the woman who nine years earlier had gone to the city to be married as if it were a mere shopping expedition; most of all, she loved Lord Parkhurst; he was the man among all men she desired. Rosalys allowed things to take their course.


  Soon the dressing began; and she sat through it quite calmly. When Lord Parkhurst rode across for a short visit that day he only noticed that she seemed strung-up, nervous, and that the flush of love which mantled her cheek died away to pale rather quickly.


  On the way to church the road skirted the low-lying ground where the river was, and about a dozen men were seen in the bright green Meadow, standing beside the deep central stream, and looking intently at a broken rail.


  “Who are those men?” said the bride.


  “O—they are the coroner’s jury, I think,” said Miss Jennings; “come to view the place where that unfortunate Mr Durrant lost his life last night. It was curious that, by the merest accident, he should have been at Mrs Lacy’s dinner,—since they hardly know him at all.”


  “It was—I saw him there,” said Rosalys.


  They had reached the church. Ten minutes later she was kneeling against the altar-railings, with Lord Parkhurst on her right hand. The wedding was by no means a gay one, and there were few people invited, Rosalys, for one thing, having hardly any relations. The newly united pair got away from the house very soon after the ceremony. When they drove off there was a group of people round the door, and some among the bystanders asked how far they were going that day.


  “To Dover. They cross the Channel to-morrow, I believe.”


  To-morrow came, and those who had gathered together at the wedding went about their usual duties and amusements, Colonel Lacy among the rest. As he and his wife were returning home by the late afternoon train after a short journey up the line, he bought a copy of an evening paper, and glanced at the latest telegrams.


  “My good God!” he cried.


  “What?” said she, starting towards him.


  He tried to read—then handed the paper; and she read for herself—.


  “D O V E R.—DEATH OF LORD PARKHURST, R.N.—


  “We regret to announce that this distinguished nobleman and heroic naval officer, who arrived with Lady Parkhurst last evening at the Lord Chamberlain Hotel in this town, preparatory to starting on their wedding-tour, entered his dressing-room very early this morning, and shot himself through the head with a revolver. The report was heard shortly after dawn, none of the inmates of the hotel being astir at the time. No reason can be assigned for the rash act.


  The End.


  ♣


  Blue Jimmy: The Horse Stealer


  (written by Florence Dugdale-Hardy with Thomas Hardy)


  
    Blue Jimmy stole full many a steed


    Ere his last fling he flung.

  


  The name of “Blue Jimmy”—a passing allusion to whose career is quoted above from Mr Thomas Hardy’s ballad “A Trampwoman’s Tragedy”—is now nearly forgotten even in the West of England. Yet he and his daring exploits were on the tongues of old rustics in that district down to twenty or thirty years ago, and there are still men and women living who can recall their fathers’ reminiscences of him.


  To revive the adventures of any notorious horse-thief may not at first sight seem edifying; but in the present case, if stories may be believed, the career of the delinquent discloses that curious feature we notice in the traditions of only some few of the craft—a mechanical persistence in a series of actions as if by no will or necessity of the actor, but as if under some external or internal compulsion against which reason and a foresight of sure disaster were powerless to argue.


  Jimmy is said to have been, in one account of him, “worth thousands,” in another a “well-to-do” farmer, and in all a man who found or would have found no difficulty in making an honest income. Yet this could not hinder him from indulging year after year in his hazardous pursuit, or recreation, as it would seem to have been, till he had reft more than a hundred horses from their owners, and planted them profitably on innocent purchasers.


  This was in full view of the fact that in those days the sentence for horse-stealing was, as readers will hardly need to be reminded, death without hope of mitigation. It is usually assumed that the merciless judicial sentence, however lacking in Christian loving-kindness towards the criminal, had at least the virtue always of being in the highest degree deterrent; yet at that date, when death was the penalty for many of what we should now consider minor crimes, their frequency was extraordinary. This particular offence figures almost continually in the calendar at each assize, and usually there were several instances at each town on a circuit. Jimmy must have known this well enough; but the imminent risk of his neck for a few pounds in each case did not deter him.


  He stood nineteen times before my lord judge ere the final sentence came—no verdict being previously returned against him for the full offence through lack of sufficient evidence.


  Of this long string of trials we may pass over the details till we reach the eighteenth—a ticklish one for Jimmy—in which he escaped, by a hair’s breadth only, the doom that overtook him on the nineteenth for good and all. What had happened was as follows: —


  On a December day in 1822 a certain John Wheller, living near Chard, in Somerset, was standing at his door when Jimmy—whose real name was James Clace—blithely rode by on a valuable mare.


  They “passed the time of day” to each other, and then, without much preface:


  “A fine morning,” says Jimmy cheerfully.


  “’Tis so,” says Mr Wheller.


  “We shall have a dry Christmas,” Jimmy continues.


  “I think we shall so,” answers Wheller.


  Jimmy pulled rein. “Now do you happen to want a good mare that I bought last week at Stratton Fair?” And he turned his eye on the flank of the animal.


  “I don’t know that I do.”


  “The fact is a friend of mine bought one for me at the same time without my knowledge and, as I don’t want two, I must get rid of this one at any sacrifice. You shall have her for fourteen pounds.”


  Wheller shook his head, but negotiation proceeded. Another man, one named Wilkins, a nephew of Wheller, happening to pass just then, assured Wheller that he knew the seller well, and that he was a farmer worth thousands who lived at Tiverton. Eventually the mare was exchanged for a cart-horse of Wheller’s and three pounds in money.


  Curiously enough Wheller did not suspect that anything was wrong till he found the next day that the animal was what he called “startish”—and, having begun to reflect upon the transaction, he went to his nephew Wilkins, who also lived at Chard, half a mile from Wheller, and asked him how he knew that the vendor of the mare was a farmer at Tiverton? The reply was vague and unsatisfying—in short the strange assurance of Wilkins, Wheller’s own nephew, was never explained—and Wheller wished he had had nothing to do with the “man worth thousands.” He went in search of him, and eventually found him at that ancient hostel “The Golden Heart” at Coombe St. Nicholas, placidly smoking a long clay pipe in the parlour over a tankard of ale.


  “I have been looking for you,” said Mr Wheller with severe suddenness.


  “To get another such bargain, no doubt,” says Jimmy with the bitter air of a man who has been a too generous fool in his dealings.


  “Not at all. I suspect that you did not come honestly by that mare, and request to have back my money and cart-horse, when I’ll return her.”


  “Good news for me!” says Jimmy, “for that I’m quite willing to do. Here, landlady! A pipe and ale for this gentleman. I’ve sent my man out to bring round my gig; and you can go back to my farm with me, and have your horse this very afternoon, on your promising to bring mine to-morrow. Whilst you are drinking I’ll see if my man is getting ready.”


  Blue Jimmy went out at the back, and Wheller saw him go up the stable-yard, half-regretting that he had suspected such a cheerful and open man of business. He smoked and drank and waited, but his friend did not come back; and then it occurred to him to ask the landlady where her customer, the farmer, lived.


  “What farmer?” said the landlady.


  “He who has gone out to the stables—I forget his name—to get his horse put-to.”


  “I don’t know that he’s a farmer. He’s got no horse in our stables—he’s quite a stranger here.”


  “But he keeps the market here every week?”


  “I never saw him before in my life. And I’ll trouble you to pay for your ale, and his likewise, as he didn’t.”


  When Wheller reached the yard the “farmer” had vanished, and no trace of him was discoverable in the town.


  This looked suspicious, yet after all it might have meant only that the man who sold him the mare did not wish to reopen the transaction. So Wheller went home to Chard, resolving to say nothing, but to dispose of the mare on the first opportunity. This he incontinently did to Mr Loveridge, a neighbour, at a somewhat low price, rubbed his hands, and devoutly hoped that no more would be heard of the matter. And nothing was for some while. We now take up the experience of Mr Loveridge with the animal. He had possessed her for some year or two when it was rumoured in Chard that a Mr Thomas Sheppard, of Stratton, in Cornwall, had been making inquiries about the mare.


  Mr Loveridge felt uneasy, and spoke to Wheller, of whom he had bought her, who seemed innocence itself, and who certainly had not stolen her; and by and by another neighbour who had just heard of the matter came in with the information that handbills were in circulation in Cornwall when he was last there, offering a reward for a particular mare like Mr Loveridge’s, which disappeared at Stratton Fair.


  Loveridge felt more and more uncomfortable, and began to be troubled by bad dreams. He grew more and more sure, although he had no actual proof, that the horse in his possession was the missing one, until, valuable to him as his property was for hauling and riding, his conscience compelled him to write a letter to the said Mr Sheppard, the owner of the lost animal. In a few days W. Yeo, an emissary of Mr Sheppard, appeared at Mr Loveridge’s door. “What is the lost mare like?” said Mr Loveridge cautiously.


  “She has four black streaks down her right fore-foot, and her tail is stringed so”—here he described the shades, gave the particular manner in which the tail had been prepared for the fair, and, adding other descriptive details, was certain it was the same mare that had been brought to Chard. He had broken it in for Mr Sheppard, and never before had known a mare so peculiarly marked.


  The end of the colloquy was that Mr Loveridge gave up the animal, and found himself the loser of the money he had paid for it. For being richer than his worthy neighbour Wheller who had sold it to him, he magnanimously made up their temporary quarrel on the declaration of Wheller that he did not know of the theft, and had honestly bought the horse. Together then they vowed vengeance against the thief, and with the assistance of Mr Sheppard he was ultimately found at Dorchester. He was committed for the crime, and proving to be no less a personage than the already notorious Blue Jimmy, tried at the Taunton Assizes on March 28, 1825, before Mr Justice Park.


  During the trial all the crowd in court thought that this was to be the end of famous Blue Jimmy; but an odd feature in the evidence against him was that the prosecutor, Mr Sheppard, when cross-examined on the marks described by his assistant Yeo, declared that he could not swear positively to any of them.


  The learned judge, in summing up, directed the jury to consider whether the identity of the mare had been so indubitably proved as to warrant them in pronouncing the prisoner guilty, and suggested that the marks described by the witness Yeo might be found upon many horses. “It was remarkable,” his Lordship observed, “that Wilkins, who was present when Wheller bought the horse, although the nephew of the latter, and living within half a mile of him, had not been brought into court to give evidence, though witnesses from so considerable a distance as Cornwall had been examined.”


  In spite of this summing-up people in court were all expecting that Blue Jimmy would swing for his offences this time; yet the verdict was “Not Guilty,” and we may well imagine the expression of integrity on Blue Jimmy’s countenance as he walked out of the dock, although, as later discoveries proved, he had, as a matter of fact, stolen the mare.


  But the final scene for Blue Jimmy was not long in maturing itself. Almost exactly two years later he stood at the bar in the same assize court at Taunton, indicted for a similar offence. This time the loser was one Mr Holcombe, of Fitzhead, and the interest in the trial was keener even than in the previous one. Jimmy’s first question had been, “Who is the judge?” and the answer came that it was Mr Justice Park, who had tried him before.


  “Then I’m a dead man!” said Jimmy, and closed his lips, and appeared to consider his defence no longer.


  It was also a mare on this occasion, a bay one, and the evidence was opened by the prosecutor, Mr Holcombe, who stated that the last time he saw his mare in the field from which he had lost her was on the 8th of the preceding October; on the 10th he missed her; he did not see her again till the 21st, when she was in a stall of Mr Oliver’s, at the King’s Arms, Dorchester.


  Cross-examined by Mr Jeremy: The field from which the mare was stolen was adjoining the public road; he had never known the mare to escape; it was not possible for her to leave the field unless she was taken out.


  Elizabeth Mills examined. Her husband kept the Crown and Anchor at Mosterton, Somerset; the prisoner came to her house about four o’clock on October 9. He had two horses with him. He asked for some person to put them in the stable; another man was in his company, and eventually the other man put them in the stable himself. The prisoner was riding the mare on his arrival; it was a bay one. Her husband returned about nine at night. (Cross-examined by Mr Jeremy.) Prisoner bargained with her husband for the horses; Pierce, the constable, was there while prisoner and her husband were talking; prisoner left next morning.


  Robert Mills, husband of the last witness, examined. He reached home about nine o’clock on October 9. He went with Pierce the constable into the stable and saw a blood Mare; also a pony mare. Constable and witness took two bridles and a saddle belonging to the horses into the house, having a mistrust that the animals were not honestly acquired. Prisoner called for his horses next morning, and asked what he had to pay. Witness, who now began to recognise him, said: “Jimmy, I don’t think you came by these horses straight.” He replied, “I don’t know why you address me by the familiar name of Jimmy, since it is not mine. I chopped the mare at Alphington Fair for a black cart-horse.” Prisoner spoke of the pedigree of the mare, and asked twenty-five guineas for it, and twelve for the pony. Witness offered twelve for the mare. Prisoner refused, paid his reckoning and ordered his horses. While the saddle was being put on, witness cut two marks in the hair under the mane. Prisoner then left the house. The other man had gone away before witness returned the night before. The pony was left. Witness saw the mare afterwards, on the 22nd, in Mr Holcombe’s possession. He examined the mare and found the private marks he had made on her under the mane. He had never seen the prisoner between the time the latter put up at his house and when he saw him in Tiverton Prison.


  (Cross-examined by Mr Jeremy.) The morning after prisoner brought the horses to his house he asked for some beer, though he was accustomed to wine, he remarked, and said that he was going to Bridport Fair to spend a score of bank-notes or so by way of killing time.


  A witness named Gillard, as he was walking to church on the morning of the 8th (the morning before the robbery was committed) saw the prisoner in a lane three miles from Fitzhead, sitting on the ground between two camps of gipsies.


  The prisoner said nothing in his defence, merely shaking his head with a grim smile. The verdict was Guilty.


  His Lordship, in passing sentence of death, entreated the prisoner to make the best use of the short time he would have to live in this world. The prisoner had been two years since brought before him and in 1823 he had been convicted by his learned Brother Hullock for a similar offence. The full weight of the punishment awarded to his crime must now fall upon him, without the least hope of mitigation.


  Such was horse-stealing in the ’twenties of the last century, and such its punishment.


  How Jimmy acquired his repute for blueness—whether the appellative was suggested to some luminous mind by his clothes, or by his complexion, or by his morals, has never been explained, and never will be now by any historian.


  About a month later, in the same old County Chronicle, one finds a tepid and unemotional account of the end of him at Ilchester, Somerset, where then stood the county gaol—till lately remembered, though now removed—on the edge of a wide expanse of meadowland, spread at that season of the year with a carpet of butter-cups and daisies. The account appears under the laconic heading, “Execution, Wednesday, April 25, 1827: James Clace, better known by the name of Blue Jimmy, suffered the extreme sentence of the law upon the new drop at Ilchester … Clace appears to have been a very notorious character” (this is a cautious statement of the reporter’s, quite unlike the exuberant reporting of the present day: the culprit was notorious indubitably). “He is said to have confessed to having stolen an enormous number of horses, and he had been brought to the bar nineteen times for that class of offence…. In early life he lived as a postboy at Salisbury; afterwards he joined himself to some gipsies for the humour of the thing, and at length began those practices which brought him to an untimely end; aged 52.”


  A tradition was till lately current as to his hanging. When on the gallows he stated blandly that he had followed the strict rule of never stealing horses from people who were more honest than himself, but only from skinflints, taskmasters, lawyers, and parsons. Otherwise he might have stolen a dozen where he had only stolen one.


  The same newspaper paragraph briefly alludes to a young man who was hanged side by side with Blue Jimmy, upon the “new drop”: —


  “William Hazlett—aged 25—for having stolen some sheep and some lambs. The miserable man, after being condemned, seemed to imagine that his was a very hard case.”


  The County Chronicle prints the last few words in italics, appearing to hold up its hands in horror at the ingratitude of the aforesaid William Hazlett. For was not he provided with a “new drop,” and had he not for his fellow voyager into futurity that renowned Wessex horse-thief, Blue Jimmy, who doubtless “flung his last fling” more boldly than many of his betters?


  ♣


  Old Mrs Chundle


  The curate had not been a week in the parish, but the autumn morning proving fine he thought he would make a little water-colour sketch, showing a distant view of the Corvsgate ruin two miles off, which he had passed on his way hither. The sketch occupied him a longer time than he had anticipated. The luncheon hour drew on, and he felt hungry.


  Quite near him was a stone-built old cottage of respectable and substantial build. He entered it, and was received by an old woman.


  “Can you give me something to eat, my good woman?” he said. She held her hand to her ear.


  “Can you give me something for lunch?” he shouted.


  “Bread-and-cheese—anything will do.”


  A sour look crossed her face, and she shook her head. “That’s unlucky,” murmured he.


  She reflected and said more urbanely: “Well, I’m going to have my own bit o’ dinner in no such long time hence. ’Tis taters and cabbage, boiled with a scantling o’ bacon. Would ye like it? But I suppose ’tis the wrong sort, and that ye would sooner have bread-and-cheese?”


  “No, I’ll join you. Call me when it is ready. I’m just out here.”


  “Ay, I’ve seen ye. Drawing the old stones, baint ye? Sure ’tis well some folk have nothing better to do with their time. Very well. I’ll call ye, when I’ve dished up.”


  He went out and resumed his painting; till in about seven or ten minutes the old woman appeared at her door and held up her hand. The curate washed his brush, went to the brook, rinsed his hands proceeded to the house.


  “There’s yours” she said, pointing to the table. “I’ll have my bit here.”


  And she denoted the settle.


  “Why not join me?”


  “Oh, faith, I don’t want to eat with my betters—not I.” And she continued firm in her resolution, and eat apart.


  The vegetables had been well cooked over a wood fire—the only way to cook a vegetable properly—and the bacon was well-boiled. The curate ate heartily: he thought he had never tasted such potatoes and cabbage in his life, which he probably had not, for they had been just brought in from the garden, so that the very freshness of the morning was still in them. When he had finished he asked her how much he owed for the repast, which he had much enjoyed.


  “Oh, I don’t want to be paid for that bit of snack ’a b’lieve!”


  “But really you must take something. It was an excellent meal.”


  “’Tis all my own growing, that’s true. But I don’t take money for a bit o’ victuals. I’ve never done such a thing in my life.”


  “I should feel much happier if you would.”


  She seemed unsettled by his feeling, and added as by compulsion, “Well, then; I suppose twopence won’t hurt ye?”


  “Twopence?”


  “Yes. Twopence.”


  “Why, my good woman, that’s no charge at all. I am sure it is worth, this, at least.” And he laid down a shilling.


  “I tell ’ee ’tis twopence, and no more!” she said firmly. “Why, bless the man, it didn’t cost me more than three halfpence, and that leaves me a fair quarter profit. The bacon is the heaviest item; that may perhaps be a penny. The taters I’ve got plenty of, and the cabbage is going to waste.”


  He thereupon argued no further, paid the limited sum demanded, and went to the door.


  “And where does that road lead?” he asked, by way of


  engaging her in a little friendly conversation before parting, and pointing to a white lane which branched from the direct highway near her door.


  “They tell me that it leads to Enckworth.”


  “And how far is Enckworth?”


  “Three mile, they say. But God knows if ’tis true.”


  “You haven’t lived here long, then?”


  “Five-and-thirty year come Martinmas.”


  “And yet you have never been to Enckworth?”


  “Not I. Why should I ever have been to Enckworth? I never had any business there—a great mansion of a place, holding people that I’ve no more


  doings with than with the people of the moon. No: there’s on’y two places I ever go to from year’s end that’s once a fortnight to Anglebury, to do my bit


  o’ marketing; and once a week to my parish church.”


  “Which is that?”


  “Why, Kingscreech.”


  “Oh—then you are in my parish?”


  “Maybe. Just on the outskirts.”


  “I didn’t know the parish extended so far. I’m a new comer. Well, I hope we may meet again. Good afternoon to you.”


  When the curate was next talking to his rector he casually observed: “By the way, that’s a curious old soul who lives out towards Corvsgate—old Mrs—I don’t know her name—a deaf old woman.


  “You mean old Mrs Chundle, I suppose.”


  “She tells me she’s lived there five-and-thirty years, and has never been to Enckworth, three miles off. She goes to two places only, from year’s end to year’s end—to the market town, and to church on Sundays.”


  “To church on Sundays. H’m. She rather exaggerates her travels, to my thinking. I’ve been rector here thirteen years, and I have certainly never seen her at church in my time.”


  “A wicked old woman. What can she think of herself for such deception!”


  “She didn’t know you belonged here when she said it, and could find out the untruth of her story. I warrant she wouldn’t have said it to me!” And the rector chuckled.


  On reflection the curate felt that this was decidedly a case for his ministrations, and on the first spare morning he strode across to the cottage beyond the ruin. He found its occupant of course at home.


  “Drawing picters again?” she asked, looking up from the hearth, where she was scouring the fire-dogs.


  “No. I come on more important matters, Mrs Chundle. I am the new curate of this parish.”


  “You said you was last time. And after you had told me and went away I said to myself, he’ll be here again sure enough, hang me if I didn’t. And here you be.”


  “Yes. I hope you don’t mind?”


  “Oh, no. You find us a roughish lot, I make no doubt?”


  “Well, I won’t go into that. But I think it was a very culpable—unkind thing of you to tell me you came to church every Sunday, when I find you’ve not been seen there for years.”


  “Oh—did I tell ’ee that?”


  “You certainly did.”


  “Now I wonder what I did that for?”


  “I wonder too.”


  “Well, you could ha’ guessed, after all, that I didn’t come to any service. Lord, what’s the good o’ my lumpering all the way to church and back again, when I’m as deaf as a plock? Your own common sense ought to have told ’ee that ’twas but a figure o’ speech, seeing you as a pa’son.”


  “Don’t you think you could hear the service if you were to sit close to the reading-desk and pulpit?”


  “I’m sure I couldn’t. O no—not a word. Why I couldn’t hear anything even at that time when Isaac Coggs used to cry the Amens out loud beyond anything that’s done nowadays, and they had the barrel-organ for the tunes—years and years agone, when I was stronger in my narves than now.”


  “H’m—I’m sorry. There’s one thing I could do, which I would with pleasure, if you’ll use it. I could get you an ear-trumpet. Will you use it?”


  “Ay, sure. That I woll. I don’t care what I use—’tis all the same to me.”


  “And you’ll come?”


  “Yes. I may as well go there as bide here, I suppose.”


  The ear-trumpet was purchased by the zealous young man, and the next Sunday, to the great surprise of the parishioners when they arrived, Mrs Chundle was discovered in the front seat of the nave of Kingscreech Church, facing the rest of the congregation with an unmoved countenance.


  She was the centre of observation through the whole morning service. The trumpet, elevated at a high angle, shone and flashed in the sitters’ eyes


  as the chief object in the sacred edifice.


  The curate could not speak to her that morning, and called the next day to inquire the result of the experiment. As soon as she saw him in the distance she began shaking her head.


  “No; no;” she said decisively as he approached. “I knowed ’twas all nonsense.”


  “What?”


  “’Twasn’t a mossel o’ good, and so I could have told ’ee before. A wasting your money in jimcracks upon a’ old ’ooman like me.”


  “You couldn’t hear? Dear me—how disappointing.”


  “You might as well have been mouthing at me from the top o’ Creech Barrow.”


  “That’s unfortunate.”


  “I shall never come no more—never—to be made such a fool of as that again.”


  The curate mused. “I’ll tell you what, Mrs Chundle. There’s one thing more to try, and only one. If that fails I suppose we shall have to give it up. It is a plan I have heard of, though I have never myself tried it; it’s having a sound-tube fixed, with its lower mouth in the seat immediately below the pulpit, where you would sit, the tube running up inside the pulpit with its upper end opening in a bell-mouth just beside the book-board. The voice of the preacher enters the bellmouth, and is carried down directly to the listener’s ear. Do you understand?”


  “Exactly.”


  “And you’ll come, if I put it up at my own expense?”


  “Ay, I suppose. I’ll try it, e’en though I said I wouldn’t. I may as well do that as do nothing, I reckon.”


  The kind-hearted curate, at great trouble to himself, obtained the tube and had it fixed vertically as described, the upper mouth being immediately under the face of whoever should preach, and on the following Sunday morning it was to be tried. As soon as he came from the vestry the curate perceived to his satisfaction Mrs Chundle in the seat beneath, erect and at attention, her head close to the lower orifice of the sound-pipe, and a look of great complacency that her soul required a special machinery to save it, while other people’s could be saved in a commonplace way. The rector read the prayers from the desk on the opposite side, which part of the service Mrs Chundle could follow easily enough by the help of the prayer-book; and in due course the curate mounted the eight steps into the wooden octagon, gave out his text, and began to deliver his discourse.


  It was a fine frosty morning in early winter, and he had not got far with his sermon when he became conscious of a steam rising from the bell-mouth of the tube, obviously caused by Mrs Chundle’s breathing at the lower end, and it was accompanied by a suggestion of onion-stew. However he preached on awhile, hoping it would cease, holding in his left hand his finest cambric handkerchief kept especially for Sunday morning services. At length, no longer able to endure the odour, he lightly dropped the handkerchief into the bell of the tube, without stopping for a moment the eloquent flow of his words; and he had the satisfaction of feeling himself in comparatively pure air.


  He heard a fidgeting below; and presently there arose to him over the pulpit-edge a hoarse whisper: “The pipe’s chokt!”


  “Now, as you will perceive, my brethren,” continued the curate, unheeding the interruption; “by applying this test to ourselves, our discernment of—”


  “The pipe’s chokt!” came up in a whisper yet louder and hoarser.


  “Our discernment of actions as morally good, or indifferent, will be much quickened, and we shall be materially helped in our—”


  Suddenly came a violent puff of warm wind, and he beheld his handkerchief rising from the bell of the tube and floating to the pulpit-floor. The little boys in the gallery laughed, thinking it a miracle. Mrs Chundle had, in fact, applied her mouth to the bottom end, blown with all her might, and cleared the tube. In a few seconds the atmosphere of the pulpit became as before, to the curate’s great discomfiture. Yet stop the orifice again he dared not, lest the old woman should make a still greater disturbance and draw the attention of the congregation to this unseemly situation.


  “If you carefully analyze the passage I have quoted,” he continued in somewhat uncomfortable accents, “you will perceive that it naturally suggests three points for consideration—”


  (“It’s not onions: it’s peppermint,” he said to himself)


  “Namely, mankind in its unregenerate state—”


  (“And cider.”)


  “The incidence of the law, and loving kindness or grace, which we will now severally consider—”


  (“And pickled cabbage. What a terrible supper she must have made!”)


  “Under the twofold aspect of external and internal consciousness.”


  Thus the reverend gentleman continued strenuously for perhaps five minutes longer: then he could stand it no more. Desperately thrusting his thumb into the hole he drew the threads of his distracted plug. But he stuck to the hole, and brought his sermon to a premature close.


  He did not call on Mrs Chundle the next week, a slight cooling of his zeal for her spiritual welfare being manifest; but he encountered her at the house of another cottager whom he was visiting; and she immediately addressed him as a partner in the same enterprize.


  “I could hear beautiful!” she said. “Yes; every word! Never did I know such a wonderful machine as that there pipe. But you forgot what you was doing once or twice, and put your handkercher on the top o’ en, and stopped the sound a bit. Please not to do that again, for it makes me lose a lot. Howsomever, I shall come every Sunday morning reg’lar now, please God.”


  The curate quivered internally.


  “And will ye come to my house once in a while and read to me?”


  “Of course.”


  Surely enough the next Sunday the ordeal was repeated for him. In the evening he told his trouble to the rector. The rector chuckled.


  “You’ve brought it upon yourself” he said. “You don’t know this parish so well as I. You should have left the old woman alone.”


  “I suppose I should!”


  “Thank Heaven, she thinks nothing of my sermons, and doesn’t come when I preach. Ha, ha!”


  “Well,” said the curate somewhat ruffled, “I must do something. I cannot stand this. I shall tell her not to come.”


  “You can hardly do that.”


  “And I’ve half-promised to go and read to her. But—I shan’t go.”


  “She’s probably forgotten by this time that you promised.”


  A vision of his next Sunday in the pulpit loomed horridly before the young man, and at length he determined to escape the experience. The pipe should be taken down. The next morning he gave directions, and the removal was carried out.


  A day or two later a message arrived from her, saying that she wished to see him. Anticipating a terrific attack from the irate old woman he put off going to her for a day, and when he trudged out towards her house on the following afternoon it was in a vexed mood. Delicately nurtured man as he was he had determined not to re-erect the tube, and hoped he might hit on some new modus vivendi, even if at the any inconvenience to Mrs Chundle, in a situation that had become intolerable as it was last week.


  “Thank Heaven, the tube is gone,” he said to himself as he walked; and nothing will make me put it up again!”


  On coming near he saw to his surprise that the calico curtains of the cottage windows were all drawn. He went up to the door, which was ajar; and a little girl peeped through the opening.


  “How is Mrs Chundle?” he asked blandly.


  “She’s dead, sir” said the girl in a whisper.


  “Dead? … Mrs Chundle dead?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  A woman now came. “Yes, ’tis so, sir. She went off quite sudden-like about two hours ago. Well, you see, sir, she was over seventy years of age, and last Sunday she was rather late in starting for church, having to put her bit o’ dinner ready before going out; and was very anxious to be in time. So she hurried overmuch, and runned up the hill, which at her time of life she ought not to have done. It upset her heart, and she’s been poorly all the week since, and that made her send for ’ee. Two or three times she said she hoped you would come soon, as you’d promised to, and you were so staunch and faithful in wishing to do her good, that she knew ’twas not by your own wish you didn’t arrive. But she would not let us send again, as it might trouble ’ee too much, and there might be other poor folks needing you. She worried to think she might not be able to listen to ’ee next Sunday, and feared you’d be hurt at it, and think her remiss. But she was eager to hear you again later on. However, ’twas ordained otherwise for the poor soul, and she was soon gone. ‘I’ve found a real friend at last,’ she said. ‘He’s a man in a thousand. He’s not ashamed of a’ old woman, and he holds that her soul is worth saving as well as richer people’s.’ She said I was to give you this.”


  It was a small folded piece of paper, directed to him and sealed with a thimble. On opening it he found it to be what she called her will, in which she had left him her bureau, case-clock, settle, four-post to bedstead, and framed sampler—in fact all the furniture of any account that she possessed.


  The curate went out, like Peter at the cock-crow. He was a meek young man, and as he went his eyes were wet. When he reached a lonely place in the lane he stood still thinking, and kneeling down in the dust of the road rested his elbow in one hand and covered his face with the other. Thus he remained some minute or so, a black shape on the hot white of the sunned trackway; till he rose, brushed the knees of his trousers, and walked on.


  The End.


  ♣


  The Unconquerable


  (written with Florence Dugdale-Hardy)


  I


  There were times when Philip Fadelle acknowledged to himself with a sense of amusement not untinged with bitterness that even death had scarce succeeded in tempering the force of that inflexible will which he had ever recognised as an essential part of the being of his friend Roger Wingate. From the time when they were schoolboys together it had been a goad to urge him into paths whither he would not, the more effective in that it was wielded with the semblance of good-fellowship. The compelling pressure on his arm had been so much the friendly grip of one whose mastery of circumstance has given him the right to hale his friend, by the hair if need be, into ways of prosperity, that now when these fingers were cold and relaxed the moral force remained as potent as ever.


  Among other things he remembered that, when he had spoken or rather hinted, of his intention to ask Gertrude Norton to be his wife, this same good friend had revealed the fact that there would be rivalry between them, but in mitigation, he had dwelt insistingly, his hand meanwhile pressing Philip’s shoulder somewhat more heavily than usual, upon the fact that Gertrude Norton had been framed by Nature, obviously, to be the wife of himself, the astute and rising young politician, rather than to be the divinity of the struggling man of letters. Upon this occasion, Fadelle was glad to remember, he had refused to grant the premisses, not that this was of great moment, seeing that some weeks later Roger Wingate was the accepted suitor of the girl whose gay looks and bounding spirits had seemed to merit some orbit of their own, instead of suffering eclipse by the luminous and self-sufficient personality of a too eminent husband.


  He remembered also, with less of gratitude, that if he had acted more promptly and had omitted to confide in his friend, all might have gone differently. When, at length, he had decided to go to her he had broken his journey to linger irresolutely a day or two in an old Cathedral town, within the peaceful close and under the shadow of one of the most notable piles of Mediaeval architecture in England. His dallying had led to his arrival at the home of the woman he wished to make his wife a few hours after her engagement to Roger Wingate.


  Had he been earlier, he fancied, he might have won her, for a gleam in her eyes seemed to reproach him. He found scant comfort from the recollection that it had always been Wingate’s way to supersede him, even when they were at school together.


  Five years after Roger Wingate’s marriage, at a time when his career had seemed secure against mischance, he had succumbed with appalling swiftness to a few days’ illness and an operation from which he never rallied. It was difficult for those who had known him to contemplate the idea of the extinction of one so vital. The force which had emanated from him had seemed imperishable.


  The news, revealed in course of time by the widow, that it had been Wingate’s definitely expressed wish that some memoir of himself should be compiled by his friend was to Philip Fadelle another, perhaps the last, manifestation of that overpowering will. Though none else had contemplated Wingate’s death, he himself had done so, and in providing that his friend’s hand should raise him a memorial lucent and rare, he had linked to this evidence of his friend’s literary gift a sense of his own domination.


  “Of course, had he lived longer, the biography would have been a work of importance; but as it is, with his letters—unique in their way, I believe—something not unworthy might be done.” Gertrude had hesitated at this point, and then, in a lower key, had given her tribute to that unseen power:


  “One feels, somehow, constrained to obey what one knows to have been his wish.”


  In this the man of letters had acquiesced, with a sigh that had a groan at its heart. He knew that the telling of that brief though redundant life might with safety be left in his hands, and he was prepared to offer what slight fame he had already garnered as incense to his dead comrade’s memory.


  “You have always been a most dear and generous friend to us both,” she added, with a smile that had in it as much of tenderness (it seemed) for the living, as regret for the dead.


  The memory of the past bloomed between them like some wan flower of which both inhaled the faint perfume; till Fadelle suddenly remembered that his friend had now been dead for nearly six months, and that the time would soon be at hand when he might make that proposal so long delayed. His face brightened and a shadow passed from his eyes: he spoke of the memoir with interest, even with pleasure. “It will be the last token that friendship can offer,” he said almost with emotion, and to himself he added that it would be in the nature of a seal set upon Wingate’s tomb.


  As weeks passed and he gave himself wholeheartedly to the work he had undertaken he began to realize that here, under his hand, Wingate’s character was developing into such complexities as hitherto he had not suspected! Besides those sterner qualities which had impelled him onward in his chosen career there were suggestions of mystery, definite shades, of romance it might be, almost incredible in one who had mastered the hard facts of life so unshrinkingly. More wonderful still was the presumption that this side of that forcible character had been revealed to no-one! Gertrude, so far as he could gather, had never seen it.


  The biography, he judged, would do full justice to a personality almost unique in its qualities of ingenuous comradeship allied to a wellnigh overwhelming dominance: a rare enough combination.


  The summer following Wingate’s death had nearly passed when Fadelle decided to visit Gertrude, who had been living for some time with her mother in the country. He had refrained from accepting the invitation, often and pressingly repeated, until he had almost finished the biography. Now that this had been accomplished for all practical purposes, and the anniversary of Roger Wingate’s death had come and gone, the way seemed clear for the furtherance of his chief desire. He was filled with a pleasing certainty as his train carried him on to his destination, and when he alighted at a little country station he accepted it as a good omen that she was thereto meet him.


  She had changed greatly. He remembered that after a few months of married life she had seemed subdued to that strong will, had been absorbed into that overwhelming personality with which she had been mated. Now, as she sat in the dog-cart, waiting to drive her guest to her house, he noted with a leaping heart that the Gertrude of her maiden days had been reincarnated. In her bright face was all the arch vivacity of unfettered girlhood, and as they were carried swiftly between green hedgerows he rejoiced to hear again the gay inconsequence that Roger had always tacitly suppressed.


  Glancing at her charming profile he wondered, once again, if she had ever plumbed that hidden well of sentiment which he fancied he had discovered in the secret writings of his friend. Some day he might ask,—but not yet.


  “I have a heap of things to show you,” she assured him triumphantly, “and ever so much to discuss. It is easier to talk, don’t you think, than to write?”


  “About what?”


  “Oh, about the biography, of course.”


  His gaze fastened itself upon the bracken at the side of the lane down


  which they were passing and sought out the flecks of golden brown among the green.


  “Ah, yes.”


  When he turned to her again there was something so unwidow-like in her grey tweed, in the small jaunty plume of her hat, and her business-like dog-skin gloves that a smile hovered where doubt had been.


  “Ah, that biography! It will need days and days of discussion. Of course it must be a tremendous thing.”


  “Of course it must, but do you know—” her eyes sought his with laughing embarrassment, “sometimes I am afraid that it is going to be something of an obsession.”


  His glance held hers with amused assurance.


  “I’m not quite sure that I have not found it something of that sort already.”


  Then mysteriously, a sense of loyalty to the dear husband and friend descended between them and froze their gaiety.


  “Of course it must be great—powerful—like himself.”


  “Of course.” He spoke dully and his mobile jaw grew rigid. Twice


  already, within one brief hour, he had met with an invisible rebuff; yet the


  hand that dealt it was one that he had thought bereft of power.


  They passed a tiny lodge and swept up a drive.


  “Here is the house; rather small; but a haven of rest for tired souls. It is rather sweet, isn’t it?”


  He thought it was, as he saw it nestling among the trees, grey walled and red roofed, and in front, walking on the wide gravel sweep before the door, as if to lend the final touch of domesticity, a mushroom-hatted and lace-shawled lady, Gertrude’s mother, who turned at the sound of wheels to greet her visitor.


  The days of his visit passed, and deliberate and continued observation confirmed Philip Fadelle in the assurance that to Gertrude Wingate the past thirteen months had brought a virtual renewal of blithe girlhood; but when she discussed with him the biography she became preternaturally solemn, and assumed a delightfully important manner as of one in whose small hands weighty affairs of state have been placed.


  At such times the author noticed, with a sense of irritated amusement, that his work had sufficed to raise Wingate on to a loftier pedestal than he had, in his wife’s estimation, previously occupied. She was pleased to be Fadelle’s divinity, but there were moments when he told himself bitterly that in spirit she remained Wingate’s slave.


  This intuition, however, did not suffice to rob his holiday of any perceptible amount of charm, since Gertrude Wingate, as she rambled with him through woods and fields, betrayed the gaiety of a child who has escaped from the durance of a stern school. When she referred to her late husband it was in notes of eulogy rather than of regretful reminiscence.


  “This immaculate man has only just begun to live,” Fadelle told himself with chagrin. “He was born in the first chapter of the biography.”


  Nevertheless he worked assiduously at his task: every stone set into that destined memorial must be polished and repolished, even though it were with bleeding hands. There was something in Gertrude’s bright friendship that sustained him. Often when she turned from the subject of the biography to discuss his other more per personal work she unconsciously gained in vividness, and her eyes beamed with a kindlier interest. She was quickly appreciative of subtle intangible moods, she was swift to catch a meaning, and was there, with him, in a moment, when women of a more pronounced intellectuality would have been labouring painfully behind.


  The best minutes of the day to him were those when, after dinner, they together paced up and down before the lighted windows of the house. As they turned again and again in their steady pacing, one luminous rectangle, which showed the calm figure of Gertrude’s mother knitting beside a shaded lamp, was to them a link with civilization; for, on the other hand, the lawn sloped away to a whispering darkness full of primeval mystery.


  “You know, of course, that I took no part in the political life that Roger led,” she said suddenly one evening when walking thus. “I might have understood, I suppose, all that there was; but I could never have really cared. I belong more to that.” She thrust her hand through the darkness and waved it at the shrouded woods and fields beyond.


  “Listen!”


  There was a fair in the village some distance away, hidden behind the woods. A hoarse murmur reached them faintly, and on the sky one sullen patch betrayed the reflected light of the flaming naptha-lamps that hung on the booths, and the screaming merry-go-round.


  They pierced, venturously, further into the darkness, walking someway down the avenue, while the ghostly branches waved blackly overhead. It was then, he afterwards felt, that he should have spoken but, unlike his erstwhile friend and school-fellow, he let the decisive moment fall away. Together they returned to the house and the warm and lighted sanity of the drawingroom, to discuss a chapter dealing with a political crisis in which the inflexible will and insistent personality of Roger Wingate had not been found wanting.


  It was as Fadelle had imagined it would be, during one of those late evening strollings and communings that he asked Gertrude to be his wife. When she slowly and reluctantly gave a refusal she tempered it with explanations of an unsuspected character, so that the listener, peering bewilderedly at a totally strange aspect of Roger Wingate, almost missed the sense of his own loss.


  “If there was one thing that he hated, one thing which always worried and upset him,” she explained, “it was the idea, suggested to him in someway that I cannot understand, of my marrying again in the event of his early death. To him it seemed betrayal of the basest kind, utterly unforgiveable.”


  “I remember,” she continued, “how he urged upon me the idea that the one who survived should remain faithful to the memory of the deceased. I—” here she flushed and lowered her eyes, “gave no actual pledge; but still—”


  “Then I—” he returned with pale severity, “can say no more,—if you think you are in any way bound by an implied consent.”


  This strangely enough, she disclaimed, faltering and hesitating: she was not bound, in one sense, she believed, but a sense of loyalty stood as such a bond. Had her husband been less true, for that he was made of truth no-one could deny, it would have been quite simple, for she had given no pledge. It might even be, she hinted, that in time to come she would feel her obligation less strongly.


  “It is the biography, partly, I believe,” she uttered, laying her hand on his arm with a soft impulsiveness, “I don’t think that I ever—I am almost ashamed to say it—I don’t think I ever fully realized before I read what you have written, how strong, how true, how utterly loyal he was to me.”


  There was the cadence of tears in her voice as she urged this point of view upon him. He had raised in her a finer appreciation of Wingate’s qualities, and this being so she could not repay loyalty with disloyalty: she felt that he would agree with her in that.


  They stood together at the edge of the gravel sweep where it touched the darker line of the grass: beside them reared itself a tall yew, stern against the sombre purple of the sky. He watched, and through his sense of this outward beauty there pierced the knowledge that he was conquered, overwhelmed by a far reaching power, and he knew how well his friend had gauged, weighed, and estimated his tendency to idealize, and how well he had made use of it. Wingate had been working through himself as if he were still alive.


  There seemed, under the circumstances, little that need be said, but as they moved slowly back to the opened and lighted porch Gertrude walked beside him, and, holding up her white skirt in one of the pretty ways she had at her command, pleaded that nothing should be altered, and that he must always be her dear and close friend. Fadelle felt the groan he was too heartsick to utter aloud. Yes, all was to remain as before; had not Wingate willed it so?


  II


  It was not later than the next morning that he announced in the worn formula that pressing affairs demanded his quick return to Town. Mrs Norton, benignly presiding over the breakfast table, was puzzled and mildly reproachful: her daughter looked conscience-stricken, and her eyes, for an instant, grew wider and brighter as if with unshed tears.


  “Is there nothing I can say?” she asked softly when they were alone together. “Nothing that I can say to persuade you to remain with us a little longer?”


  He feared not, unless—this with a poor smile,—she could induce his publishers to wait upon him here, in the country, and the authorities of the British Museum to send him several parcels of books and papers.


  “And the biography?” she asked without the least pretence of accepting the laboured joke.


  That, he replied, was practically finished, and he proceeded to enlarge upon the subject with much deliberation, while Gertrude listened with weary blankness. Her interest in the biography seemed to have passed.


  “There is something,” she said with sudden remembrance, “something that I have forgotten to tell you. I should have spoken about it before.” She told him that she had discovered an accumulation of papers and letters in an old bureau which had been sent down from her town house, together with other furniture. If he cared to look through them, he might be able to tell whether the letters were of any consequence. They were tied up carefully, dated and docketed, she thought, and a few minutes would doubtless serve to determine their importance.


  “I had no idea until a day or two ago that there were any letters there,” she said. “The bureau was in a room where Roger kept old books that he never used, but evidently did not wish to destroy or give away; his school trunks, sets of games and other boyish treasures. Indeed I did not know that he used the bureau at all for he always kept the room locked up.”


  They went together to a spare room and she showed him the letters and papers, all neatly ranged in various drawers and pigeon-holes.


  “I would have gone through these myself,” she said in a low tone; “but just now it seems beyond me.”


  He threw an enquiring glance towards her and noticed her air of depression, and the weary look in her eyes. She left him when he had assured her that he could run through the letters more expeditiously with out her aid. Taking a packet from the top drawer and slipping off an elastic band he began to read.


  He had been through quite half a dozen letters before the meaning of their so careful concealment in the bureau struck home to his puzzled senses. Here, he felt, his hand was on a clue which, followed up, would explain much of the hidden side of Wingate’s character that he had suspected but never clearly viewed. Reading on and on he drew deep breaths of bewilderment as packet after packet revealed a hitherto unknown Wingate, one to whom base trickery and unholy alliances had not been too mean weapons for gaining desired ends. No laudatory biography could have been written had these circumstances been revealed before. He remembered bitterly one chapter that he had filled with an exposition of Wingate’s loyalty to a party, which, as these letters showed, he had basely sold. There was no proof of any great, overwhelming temptation and sudden, pitiable fall, such as the heart of any understanding man might have forgiven. He had lied and cheated in a calm deliberate manner, using, as in all other circumstances of his life, that unconquerable will, which it seemed had awed his accomplices into lasting silence.


  Fadelle, in reading, wondered why Wingate should have piled together and preserved this mass of evidence now before him, for had these letters and papers, all damning records, been burnt, the high integrity of his character would have remained undoubted. An ordinary man, with little of state craft and nothing of Wingate’s ability, would have taken this ordinary precaution. Nevertheless, people did such things as keep compromising papers, and, it was not out of accord with Wingate’s character that he should have hurled his own image from its pedestal thus violently. No gradual descent would have served that supreme wilfulness.


  The last packet of letters gave the final blow, and Fadelle put his hand to his head mechanically, as if amazed at the dull numbing pain it had sustained. Up to this moment he had held that his friend had carried, as a well of sweetening waters in the inviolable recesses of his heart, deep and unstained reverence for a domestic ideal, but these letters spoke of the deepest treachery, not to his party this time but to his wife.


  He put them down and rested his aching head on his hands. Gradually the dubious haze and confusion cleared away and a tiny ray of light, no more than a pin-point at first-pierced the darkness and grew and grew until his mind was illuminated by one vast idea. He, Philip Fadelle, had triumphed at last: his adversary, after long years of victory, had met with one finally decisive stroke, for Fate had taken up arms against her erstwhile favourite on Fadelle’s behalf.


  One thing seemed plain enough to him: the biography could hardly be published now, at any rate not as he had written it. Gertrude would share the disillusionment, and not, so he dared to think, too regretfully. There was no reason now for her keeping faith with the memory of one who had been so unfaithful to her as she must be made to know. Things grew clearer and clearer to him, and at length he was serenely contented. He seemed to beholding out a cynically good-natured hand to Wingate across the dividing stream.


  “I’ve won at last, old friend. You made a good fight of it always; but now, like the sportsman you always were, you must confess yourself beaten.”


  Strange that even now, with that confuting pile of letters before him, he should still cherish the idea of Wingate’s straightness.


  A slight noise made him start, and he turned to see that Gertrude had entered the room. In her hand she held some unfolded pages. She had been looking in a writing case that had belonged to her husband, one that had been used only when he was travelling, and in it she had found a letter, unfinished. “Addressed to me,” she said with a slight tremor in her voice.” From the date I imagine that it was written while he was out of Town, during that last short holiday he took before his death. I remember that he was called back suddenly, and that is, probably, why this letter was never finished.”


  He asked, somewhat bewildered, if she wished him to read it.


  “I thought you would like to, as he speaks very beautifully of you. I was greatly touched. It is like a message from the dead.”


  Fadelle’s eyes lingered for a moment upon the letters spread before him on the bureau: there, too, was a message, but of a different cast. “Have you found anything there of importance?” asked Gertrude, her glance following his.


  Moved by a sudden impulse, strange even to himself, he answered hurriedly that there was nothing; he supposed that the letters had been put there so that they might, after an interval, be destroyed. Of their nature he said nothing, and Gertrude then left him.


  When he was alone he wondered why he had failed to reveal that which must be made known at some time: the opportunity had presented itself so aptly, and yet he had omitted to make use of it. Wingate, he was sure, had never hesitated to grasp the slightest chance; and here was he, in the moment of victory, acknowledging his weakness.


  With a sigh he gathered together the letters of the last packet and slipped around them their elastic band, having done which he took up the written sheets which Gertrude had left.


  “I have been wondering who would be the best man for this purpose, and I have come to the conclusion that there is only one of all my host of acquaintances in whom I am able to place implicit trust, and that one is Philip Fadelle. I am sorry that we have seen so little of him lately, but that has not been my fault. Indeed, as years pass, I realize more fully the loyalty of his friendship; he has been the same from boyhood, your friend and my friend, and I am certain that if I call upon him now to do me this service he will not fail me. I am going to ask him—”


  The letter ended abruptly, leaving Fadelle in ignorance concerning the request that his dead friend would have made. With a steady hand he laid it on the top of the bureau. It was, indeed, a message from the dead, a supplication rather, an appeal, to which he could not but respond.


  “He will not fail me.” He repeated the words: they were uncanny now. Yes, Wingate had judged him well, he could not fail him; could not reveal. Once more his glance fell upon the packets of betraying letters, ranged in drawer and pigeon-hole, and then he walked back to one of the windows. Below, in the sunlight, he saw the figure of Gertrude moving among the flaming torch-lilies and flaunting golden-rod in the long garden at the side of the house. Some distance behind her, at the end of the kitchen garden, arose a thin blue column of smoke from a pile of burning weeds; the sight suggested to him a course of action and he went down.


  As he drew near to her he saw in her eyes that she wished to know how the letter had affected him, but of that he had determined he would not speak.


  “I have looked through the letters in the bureau,” he said steadily. “They relate mostly to private political matters, and were evidently meant to be destroyed. Perhaps it would be better for me to take them away with me to look through them again more leisurely than I have time to do now. If I find nothing in them that needs preserving I suppose I have your permission to destroy them. I suppose that you do not wish to read them?”


  He waited in strained suspense for her answer, which came as he had thought.


  “No thank you. I would much rather not, if you do not think it necessary. I think there can be nothing more depressing than reading such letters, and I hope that I have seen the last of them.”


  As they sauntered in the garden she again approached, almost shyly, the question of his departure, and it was evident that she wished him to remain longer. These tentative advances were disregarded by Fadelle. All that he wished now was to free himself as quickly as possible from the burden of obligation to his dead friend, which pressed upon his shoulders with ever increasing weight.


  When the time arrived for him to go to the station and Gertrude appeared, ready to drive him in her dogcart, it was clear, even to his dulled bachelor perceptions, that her costume of thick cream serge and hat to match had no suggestion of widowhood; and the light tendrils of hair that blew across her brow were almost virginal in their significance.


  As they drove along he remarked dully that the bracken was taking to itself deeper tints of brown and gold. A strange silence fell between them, a silence that seemed ever at breaking point. He felt that at a word from Gertrude the whole face of his mental world might have changed for ever, but the word was not spoken, though he seemed to see its shadow on her lips and in her eyes. At the same quiet wayside station where she had met him upon his arrival the pony drew up, and he found that there was the briefest possible space in which to wait for the train; he wondered, even then, what the interval might bring forth, but its sliding moments proved barren. Gertrude spoke of the bright flowers of early autumn that were beginning to bloom in the neat little station-garden, and she stooped and petted a serious station-cat which strolled leisurely among the luggage. Then the train rushed in.


  Fadelle had made his farewell and taken his seat when she moved suddenly forward, her lips eagerly parted.


  “Goodbye, Goodbye!” He leaned from the window as the train started, and his voice drowned what she might have said.


  She took a few quick steps, not half a dozen in all, by the side of the moving carriage, and he knew that she had something to say then that might never again be said.


  “Goodbye!” He dropped back in his seat and saw her left behind, the light dying out of her face as she stood still.


  It was not until the train had pulsed and rattled onward for some miles, and he felt himself being carried to pastures unstained by memory, that he uttered to himself a comment which was to him the final token of the affair—that from the other side of the grave Wingate had played his last card and won.


  ♣
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  Preface


  Of the miscellaneous collection of verse that follows, only four pieces have been published, though many were written long ago, and others partly written. In some few cases the verses were turned into prose and printed as such in a novel, it not having been anticipated at that time that they might see the light in their original shape.


  Here and there, when an ancient and legitimate word still current in the district, for which there was no close equivalent in received English, suggested itself, it has been made use of, on what seemed good grounds.


  The pieces are in a large degree dramatic or personative in conception; and the dates attached to some of the poems do not apply to the rough sketches given in illustration, (1) which have been recently made, and, as may be surmised, are inserted for personal and local reasons rather than for their intrinsic qualities.


  T. H.


  September 1898.


  
    ♣


    The Temporary The All


    (Sapphics)


    
      Change and chancefulness in my flowering youthtime


      Set me sun by sun near to one unchosen;


      Wrought us fellowlike, and despite divergence,


      Fused us in friendship.

    


    
      “Cherish him can I while the true one forthcome—


      Come the rich fulfiller of my prevision;


      Life is roomy yet, and the odds unbounded.”


      So self-communed I.

    


    
      Thwart my wistful way did a damsel saunter,


      Fair, albeit unformed to be all-eclipsing;


      “Maiden meet,” held I, “till arise my forefelt


      Wonder of women.”

    


    
      Long a visioned hermitage deep desiring,


      Tenements uncouth I was fain to house in;


      “Let such lodging be for a breath-while,” thought I,


      “Soon a more seemly.

    


    
      “Then, high handiwork will I make my life-deed,


      Truth and Light outshow; but the ripe time pending,


      Intermissive aim at the thing sufficeth.”


      Thus I … But lo, me!

    


    
      Mistress, friend, place, aims to be bettered straightway,


      Bettered not has Fate or my hand’s achievement;


      Sole the showance those of my onward earth-track—


      Never transcended!

    


    ♣


    Amabel


    
      I marked her ruined hues,


      Her custom-straitened views,


      And asked, “Can there indwell


      My Amabel?”

    


    
      I looked upon her gown,


      Once rose, now earthen brown;


      The change was like the knell


      Of Amabel.

    


    
      Her step’s mechanic ways


      Had lost the life of May’s;


      Her laugh, once sweet in swell,


      Spoilt Amabel.

    


    
      I mused: “Who sings the strain


      I sang ere warmth did wane?


      Who thinks its numbers spell


      His Amabel?”—

    


    
      Knowing that, though Love cease,


      Love’s race shows no decrease;


      All find in dorp or dell


      An Amabel.

    


    
      —I felt that I could creep


      To some housetop, and weep,


      That Time the tyrant fell


      Ruled Amabel!

    


    
      I said (the while I sighed


      That love like ours had died),


      “Fond things I’ll no more tell


      To Amabel,

    


    
      “But leave her to her fate,


      And fling across the gate,


      ‘Till the Last Trump, farewell,


      O Amabel!’”

    


    1865.

    16 Westbourne Park Villas


    ♣


    Hap


    
      If but some vengeful god would call to me


      From up the sky, and laugh: “Thou suffering thing,


      Know that thy sorrow is my ecstasy,


      That thy love’s loss is my hate’s profiting!”

    


    
      Then would I bear it, clench myself, and die,


      Steeled by the sense of ire unmerited;


      Half-eased in that a Powerfuller than I


      Had willed and meted me the tears I shed.

    


    
      But not so. How arrives it joy lies slain,


      And why unblooms the best hope ever sown?


      —Crass Casualty obstructs the sun and rain,


      And dicing Time for gladness casts a moan….


      These purblind Doomsters had as readily strown


      Blisses about my pilgrimage as pain.

    


    1866. W. P. V.


    ♣


    “In Vision I Roamed”


    To ——


    
      In vision I roamed the flashing Firmament,


      So fierce in blazon that the Night waxed wan,


      As though with awe at orbs of such ostent;


      And as I thought my spirit ranged on and on

    


    
      In footless traverse through ghast heights of sky,


      To the last chambers of the monstrous Dome,


      Where stars the brightest here are lost to the eye:


      Then, any spot on our own Earth seemed Home!

    


    
      And the sick grief that you were far away


      Grew pleasant thankfulness that you were near,


      Who might have been, set on some foreign Sphere,


      Less than a Want to me, as day by day


      I lived unware, uncaring all that lay


      Locked in that Universe trackless, distant, drear.

    


    1866.


    ♣


    At a Bridal


    Nature’s Indifference


    
      When you paced forth, to await maternity,


      A dream of other offspring held my mind,


      Compounded of us twain as Love designed;


      Rare forms, that corporate now will never be!

    


    
      Should I, too, wed as slave to Mode’s decree,


      And each thus found apart, of false desire,


      A stolid line, whom no high aims will fire


      As had fired ours could ever have mingled we;

    


    
      And, grieved that lives so matched should mis-compose,


      Each mourn the double waste; and question dare


      To the Great Dame whence incarnation flows,


      Why those high-purposed children never were:


      What will she answer? That she does not care


      If the race all such sovereign types unknows.

    


    1866.

    8 Adelphi Terrace.


    ♣


    Postponement


    
      Snow-bound in woodland, a mournful word,


      Dropt now and then from the bill of a bird,


      Reached me on wind-wafts; and thus I heard,


      Wearily waiting:—

    


    
      “I planned her a nest in a leafless tree,


      But the passers eyed and twitted me,


      And said: ‘How reckless a bird is he,


      Cheerily mating!’

    


    
      “Fear-filled, I stayed me till summer-tide,


      In lewth of leaves to throne her bride;


      But alas! her love for me waned and died


      Wearily waiting.

    


    
      “Ah, had I been like some I see,


      Born to an evergreen nesting-tree,


      None had eyed and twitted me,


      Cheerily mating!”

    


    1866.


    ♣


    A Confession to a Friend in Trouble


    
      Your troubles shrink not, though I feel them less


      Here, far away, than when I tarried near;


      I even smile old smiles—with listlessness—


      Yet smiles they are, not ghastly mockeries mere.

    


    
      A thought too strange to house within my brain


      Haunting its outer precincts I discern:


      —That I will not show zeal again to learn


      Your griefs, and, sharing them, renew my pain….

    


    
      It goes, like murky bird or buccaneer


      That shapes its lawless figure on the main,


      And staunchness tends to banish utterly


      The unseemly instinct that had lodgment here;


      Yet, comrade old, can bitterer knowledge be


      Than that, though banned, such instinct was in me!

    


    1866. W. P. V.


    ♣


    Neutral Tones


    
      We stood by a pond that winter day,


      And the sun was white, as though chidden of God,


      And a few leaves lay on the starving sod,


      —They had fallen from an ash, and were gray.

    


    
      Your eyes on me were as eyes that rove


      Over tedious riddles solved years ago;


      And words played between us to and fro—


      On which lost the more by our love.

    


    
      The smile on your mouth was the deadest thing


      Alive enough to have strength to die;


      And a grin of bitterness swept thereby


      Like an ominous bird a-wing….

    


    
      Since then, keen lessons that love deceives,


      And wrings with wrong, have shaped to me


      Your face, and the God-curst sun, and a tree,


      And a pond edged with grayish leaves.

    


    1867. W. P. V.


    ♣


    She


    At his Funeral


    
      They bear him to his resting-place—


      In slow procession sweeping by;


      I follow at a stranger’s space;


      His kindred they, his sweetheart I.


      Unchanged my gown of garish dye,


      Though sable-sad is their attire;


      But they stand round with griefless eye,


      Whilst my regret consumes like fire!

    


    187–.


    ♣


    Her Initials


    
      Upon a poet’s page I wrote


      Of old two letters of her name;


      Part seemed she of the effulgent thought


      Whence that high singer’s rapture came.


      —When now I turn the leaf the same


      Immortal light illumes the lay,


      But from the letters of her name


      The radiance has waned away!

    


    1869.


    ♣


    Her Dilemma


    (In —— Church)


    
      The two were silent in a sunless church,


      Whose mildewed walls, uneven paving-stones,


      And wasted carvings passed antique research;


      And nothing broke the clock’s dull monotones.

    


    
      Leaning against a wormy poppy-head,


      So wan and worn that he could scarcely stand,


      —For he was soon to die,—he softly said,


      “Tell me you love me!”—holding long her hand.

    


    
      She would have given a world to breathe “yes” truly,


      So much his life seemed hanging on her mind,


      And hence she lied, her heart persuaded throughly


      ’Twas worth her soul to be a moment kind.

    


    
      But the sad need thereof, his nearing death,


      So mocked humanity that she shamed to prize


      A world conditioned thus, or care for breath


      Where Nature such dilemmas could devise.

    


    1866.


    ♣


    Revulsion


    
      Though I waste watches framing words to fetter


      Some unknown spirit to mine in clasp and kiss,


      Out of the night there looms a sense ’twere better


      To fail obtaining whom one fails to miss.

    


    
      For winning love we win the risk of losing,


      And losing love is as one’s life were riven;


      It cuts like contumely and keen ill-using


      To cede what was superfluous when given.

    


    
      Let me then never feel the fateful thrilling


      That devastates the love-worn wooer’s frame,


      The hot ado of fevered hopes, the chilling


      That agonizes disappointed aim!


      So may I live no junctive law fulfilling,


      And my heart’s table bear no woman’s name.

    


    186–.

    16 Westbourne Park Villas.


    ♣


    She, To Him—I


    
      When you shall see me in the toils of Time,


      My lauded beauties carried off from me,


      My eyes no longer stars as in their prime,


      My name forgot of Maiden Fair and Free;

    


    
      When, in your being, heart concedes to mind,


      And judgment, though you scarce its process know,


      Recalls the excellencies I once enshrined,


      And you are irked that they have withered so:

    


    
      Remembering mine the loss is, not the blame,


      That Sportsman Time but rears his brood to kill,


      Knowing me in my soul the very same—


      One who would die to spare you touch of ill!—


      Will you not grant to old affection’s claim


      The hand of friendship down Life’s sunless hill?

    


    1866.


    ♣


    She, To Him—II


    
      Perhaps, long hence, when I have passed away,


      Some other’s feature, accent, thought like mine,


      Will carry you back to what I used to say,


      And bring some memory of your love’s decline.

    


    
      Then you may pause awhile and think, “Poor jade!”


      And yield a sigh to me—as ample due,


      Not as the tittle of a debt unpaid


      To one who could resign her all to you—

    


    
      And thus reflecting, you will never see


      That your thin thought, in two small words conveyed,


      Was no such fleeting phantom-thought to me,


      But the Whole Life wherein my part was played;


      And you amid its fitful masquerade


      A Thought—as I in yours but seem to be.

    


    1866.


    ♣


    She, To Him—III


    
      I will be faithful to thee; aye, I will!


      And Death shall choose me with a wondering eye


      That he did not discern and domicil domicile


      One his by right ever since that last Good-bye!

    


    
      I have no care for friends, or kin, or prime


      Of manhood who deal gently with me here;


      Amid the happy people of my time


      Who work their love’s fulfilment, I appear

    


    
      Numb as a vane that cankers on its point,


      True to the wind that kissed ere canker came;


      Despised by souls of Now, who would disjoint


      The mind from memory, making Life all aim,

    


    
      My old dexterities in witchery gone,


      And nothing left for Love to look upon.

    


    1866.


    ♣


    She, To Him—IV


    
      This love puts all humanity from me;


      I can but maledict her, pray her dead,


      For giving love and getting love of thee—


      Feeding a heart that else mine own had fed!

    


    
      How much I love I know not, life not known,


      Save as some unit I would add love by;


      But this I know, my being is but thine own—


      Fused from its separateness by ecstasy.

    


    
      And thus I grasp thy amplitudes, of her


      Ungrasped, though helped by nigh-regarding eyes;


      Canst thou then hate me as an envier


      Who see unrecked what I so dearly prize?


      Believe me, Lost One, Love is lovelier


      The more it shapes its moan in selfish-wise.

    


    1866. W. P. V.


    ♣


    Ditty


    (E. L. G.)


    
      Beneath a knap where flown


      Nestlings play,


      Within walls of weathered stone,


      Far away


      From the files of formal houses,


      By the bough the firstling browses,


      Lives a Sweet: no merchants meet,


      No man barters, no man sells


      Where she dwells.

    


    
      Upon that fabric fair


      “Here is she!”


      Seems written everywhere


      Unto me.


      But to friends and nodding neighbours,


      Fellow-wights in lot and labours,


      Who descry the times as I,


      No such lucid legend tells


      Where she dwells.

    


    
      Should I lapse to what I was


      Ere we met;


      (Such will not be, but because


      Some forget


      Let me feign it)—none would notice


      That where she I know by rote is


      Spread a strange and withering change,


      Like a drying of the wells


      Where she dwells.

    


    
      To feel I might have kissed—


      Loved as true—


      Otherwhere, nor Mine have missed


      My life through,


      Had I never wandered near her,


      Is a smart severe—severer


      In the thought that she is nought,


      Even as I, beyond the dells


      Where she dwells.

    


    
      And Devotion droops her glance


      To recall


      What bondservants of Chance


      We are all.


      I but found her in that, going


      On my errant path unknowing,


      I did not out-skirt the spot


      That no spot on earth excels,


      —Where she dwells!

    


    1870.


    ♣


    The Sergeant’s Song


    (1803)


    
      When Lawyers strive to heal a breach,


      And Parsons practise what they preach;


      Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


      And march his men on London town!


      Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lorum,


      Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lay!

    


    
      When Justices hold equal scales,


      And Rogues are only found in jails;


      Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


      And march his men on London town!


      Rollicum-rorum, &c.

    


    
      When Rich Men find their wealth a curse,


      And fill therewith the Poor Man’s purse;


      Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


      And march his men on London town!


      Rollicum-rorum, &c.

    


    
      When Husbands with their Wives agree,


      And Maids won’t wed from modesty;


      Then Boney he’ll come pouncing down,


      And march his men on London town!


      Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lorum,


      Rollicum-rorum, tol-lol-lay!

    


    1878.


    Published in “The Trumpet-Major,” 1880.


    ♣


    Valenciennes


    (1793)


    By Corp’l Tullidge: in “The Trumpet-Major”


    (Wessex Dialect)


    In Memory of S. C. (Pensioner). Died 184–


    
      We trenched, we trumpeted and drummed,


      And from our mortars tons of iron hummed


      Ath’art the ditch, the month we bombed


      The Town o’ Valencieën.

    


    
      ’Twas in the June o’ Ninety-dree


      (The Duke o’ Yark our then Commander been)


      The German Legion, Guards, and we


      Laid siege to Valencieën.

    


    
      This was the first time in the war


      That French and English spilled each other’s gore;


      —Few dreamt how far would roll the roar


      Begun at Valencieën!

    


    
      ’Twas said that we’d no business there


      A-topperèn the French for disagreën;


      However, that’s not my affair—


      We were at Valencieën.

    


    
      Such snocks and slats, since war began


      Never knew raw recruit or veteràn:


      Stone-deaf therence went many a man


      Who served at Valencieën.

    


    
      Into the streets, ath’art the sky,


      A hundred thousand balls and bombs were fleën;


      And harmless townsfolk fell to die


      Each hour at Valencieën!

    


    
      And, sweatèn wi’ the bombardiers,


      A shell was slent to shards anighst my ears:


      —’Twas nigh the end of hopes and fears


      For me at Valencieën!

    


    
      They bore my wownded frame to camp,


      And shut my gapèn skull, and washed en cleän,


      And jined en wi’ a zilver clamp


      Thik night at Valencieën.

    


    
      “We’ve fetched en back to quick from dead;


      But never more on earth while rose is red


      Will drum rouse Corpel!” Doctor said


      O’ me at Valencieën.

    


    
      ’Twer true. No voice o’ friend or foe


      Can reach me now, or any livèn beën;


      And little have I power to know


      Since then at Valencieën!

    


    
      I never hear the zummer hums


      O’ bees; and don’ know when the cuckoo comes;


      But night and day I hear the bombs


      We threw at Valencieën….

    


    
      As for the Duke o’ Yark in war,


      There may be volk whose judgment o’ en is meän;


      But this I say—he was not far


      From great at Valencieën.

    


    
      O’ wild wet nights, when all seems sad,


      My wownds come back, as though new wownds I’d had;


      But yet—at times I’m sort o’ glad


      I fout at Valencieën.

    


    
      Well: Heaven wi’ its jasper halls


      Is now the on’y Town I care to be in….


      Good Lord, if Nick should bomb the walls


      As we did Valencieën!

    


    1878–1897.


    ♣


    San Sebastian


    (August 1813)


    With Thoughts of Sergeant M—— (Pensioner), who died 185–.


    
      “Why, Sergeant, stray on the Ivel Way,


      As though at home there were spectres rife?


      From first to last ’twas a proud career!


      And your sunny years with a gracious wife


      Have brought you a daughter dear.

    


    
      “I watched her to-day; a more comely maid,


      As she danced in her muslin bowed with blue,


      Round a Hintock maypole never gayed.”


      —“Aye, aye; I watched her this day, too,


      As it happens,” the Sergeant said.

    


    
      “My daughter is now,” he again began,


      “Of just such an age as one I knew


      When we of the Line—the Forlorn-hope van,


      On an August morning—a chosen few—


      Stormed San Sebastian.

    


    
      “She’s a score less three; so about was she—


      The maiden I wronged in Peninsular days….


      You may prate of your prowess in lusty times,


      But as years gnaw inward you blink your bays,


      And see too well your crimes!

    


    
      “We’d stormed it at night, by the flapping light


      Of burning towers, and the mortar’s boom:


      We’d topped the breach; but had failed to stay,


      For our files were misled by the baffling gloom;


      And we said we’d storm by day.

    


    
      “So, out of the trenches, with features set,


      On that hot, still morning, in measured pace,


      Our column climbed; climbed higher yet,


      Past the fauss’bray, scarp, up the curtain-face,


      And along the parapet.

    


    
      “From the batteried hornwork the cannoneers


      Hove crashing balls of iron fire;


      On the shaking gap mount the volunteers


      In files, and as they mount expire


      Amid curses, groans, and cheers.

    


    
      “Five hours did we storm, five hours re-form,


      As Death cooled those hot blood pricked on;


      Till our cause was helped by a woe within:


      They were blown from the summit we’d leapt upon,


      And madly we entered in.

    


    
      “On end for plunder, ’mid rain and thunder


      That burst with the lull of our cannonade,


      We vamped the streets in the stifling air—


      Our hunger unsoothed, our thirst unstayed—


      And ransacked the buildings there.

    


    
      “From the shady vaults of their walls of white


      We rolled rich puncheons of Spanish grape,


      Till at length, with the fire of the wine alight,


      I saw at a doorway a fair fresh shape—


      A woman, a sylph, or sprite.

    


    
      “Afeard she fled, and with heated head


      I pursued to the chamber she called her own;


      —When might is right no qualms deter,


      And having her helpless and alone


      I wreaked my will on her.

    


    
      “She raised her beseeching eyes to me,


      And I heard the words of prayer she sent


      In her own soft language…. Fatefully


      I copied those eyes for my punishment


      In begetting the girl you see!

    


    
      “So, to-day I stand with a God-set brand


      Like Cain’s, when he wandered from kindred’s ken….


      I served through the war that made Europe free;


      I wived me in peace-year. But, hid from men,


      I bear that mark on me.

    


    
      “Maybe we draw our children’s guise


      From fancy, or one knows not what,


      And that no deep impression dies,—


      For the mother of my child is not


      The mother of her eyes.

    


    
      “And I nightly stray on the Ivel Way


      As though at home there were spectres rife;


      I delight me not in my proud career;


      And ’tis coals of fire that a gracious wife


      Should have brought me a daughter dear!”

    


    ♣


    The Stranger’s Song


    (As sung by Mr. Charles Charrington in the play of “The Three Wayfarers”)


    
      O my trade it is the rarest one,


      Simple shepherds all—


      My trade is a sight to see;


      For my customers I tie, and take ’em up on high,


      And waft ’em to a far countree!

    


    
      My tools are but common ones,


      Simple shepherds all—


      My tools are no sight to see:


      A little hempen string, and a post whereon to swing,


      Are implements enough for me!

    


    
      To-morrow is my working day,


      Simple shepherds all—


      To-morrow is a working day for me:


      For the farmer’s sheep is slain, and the lad who did it ta’en,


      And on his soul may God ha’ mer-cy!

    


    Printed in “The Three Strangers,” 1883.


    ♣


    The Burghers


    (Casterbridge: 17—)


    
      The sun had wheeled from Grey’s to Dammer’s Crest,


      And still I mused on that Thing imminent:


      At length I sought the High-street to the West.

    


    
      The level flare raked pane and pediment


      And my worn face, and shaped my nearing friend


      Like one of those the Furnace held unshent.

    


    
      “I’ve news concerning her,” he said. “Attend.


      They fly to-night at the late moon’s first gleam:


      Watch with thy steel: two righteous thrusts will end

    


    
      Her shameless visions and his passioned dream.


      I’ll watch with thee, to testify thy wrong—


      To aid, maybe.—Law consecrates the scheme.”

    


    
      I started, and we paced the flags along


      Till I replied: “Since it has come to this


      I’ll do it! But alone. I can be strong.”

    


    
      Three hours past Curfew, when the Froom’s mild hiss


      Reigned sole, undulled by whirr of merchandize,


      From Pummery-Tout to where the Gibbet is,

    


    
      I crossed my pleasaunce hard by Glyd’path Rise,


      And stood beneath the wall. Eleven strokes went,


      And to the door they came, contrariwise,

    


    
      And met in clasp so close I had but bent


      My lifted blade on either to have let


      Their two souls loose upon the firmament.

    


    
      But something held my arm. “A moment yet


      As pray-time ere you wantons die!” I said;


      And then they saw me. Swift her gaze was set

    


    
      With eye and cry of love illimited


      Upon her Heart-king. Never upon me


      Had she thrown look of love so thoroughsped! …

    


    
      At once she flung her faint form shieldingly


      On his, against the vengeance of my vows;


      The which o’erruling, her shape shielded he.

    


    
      Blanked by such love, I stood as in a drowse,


      And the slow moon edged from the upland nigh,


      My sad thoughts moving thuswise: “I may house

    


    
      And I may husband her, yet what am I


      But licensed tyrant to this bonded pair?


      Says Charity, Do as ye would be done by.” …

    


    
      Hurling my iron to the bushes there


      I bade them stay. And, as if brain and breast


      Were passive, they walked with me to the stair.

    


    
      Inside the house none watched; and on we prest


      Before a mirror, in whose gleam I read


      Her beauty, his,—and mine own mien unblest;

    


    
      Till at her room I turned. “Madam,” I said,


      “Have you the wherewithal for this? Pray speak.


      Love fills no cupboard. You’ll need daily bread.”

    


    
      “We’ve nothing, sire,” said she; “and nothing seek.


      ’Twere base in me to rob my lord unware;


      Our hands will earn a pittance week by week.”

    


    
      And next I saw she had piled her raiment rare


      Within the garde-robes, and her household purse,


      Her jewels, her least lace of personal wear,

    


    
      And stood in homespun. Now grown wholly hers,


      I handed her the gold, her jewels all,


      And him the choicest of her robes diverse.

    


    
      “I’ll take you to the doorway in the wall,


      And then adieu,” I told them. “Friends, withdraw.”


      They did so; and she went—beyond recall.

    


    
      And as I paused beneath the arch I saw


      Their moonlit figures—slow, as in surprise—


      Descend the slope, and vanish on the haw.

    


    
      “‘Fool,’ some will say,” I thought. “But who is wise,


      Save God alone, to weigh my reasons why?”


      —“Hast thou struck home?” came with the boughs’ night-sighs.

    


    
      It was my friend. “I have struck well. They fly,


      But carry wounds that none can cicatrize.”


      —“Not mortal?” said he. “Lingering—worse,” said I.

    


    ♣


    Leipzig


    (1813)


    Scene: The Master-tradesmen’s Parlour at the Old Ship Inn, Casterbridge. Evening.


    
      “Old Norbert with the flat blue cap—


      A German said to be—


      Why let your pipe die on your lap,


      Your eyes blink absently?”—

    


    
      —“Ah! … Well, I had thought till my cheek was wet


      Of my mother—her voice and mien


      When she used to sing and pirouette,


      And tap the tambourine

    


    
      “To the march that yon street-fiddler plies:


      She told me ’twas the same


      She’d heard from the trumpets, when the Allies


      Burst on her home like flame.

    


    
      “My father was one of the German Hussars,


      My mother of Leipzig; but he,


      Being camped here, fetched her at close of the wars,


      And a Wessex lad reared me.

    


    
      “And as I grew up, again and again


      She’d tell, after trilling that air,


      Of her youth, and the battles on Leipzig plain


      And of all that was suffered there! …

    


    
      “—’Twas a time of alarms. Three Chiefs-at-arms


      Combined them to crush One,


      And by numbers’ might, for in equal fight


      He stood the matched of none.

    


    
      “Carl Schwarzenberg was of the plot,


      And Blücher, prompt and prow,


      And Jean the Crown-Prince Bernadotte:


      Buonaparte was the foe.

    


    
      “City and plain had felt his reign


      From the North to the Middle Sea,


      And he’d now sat down in the noble town


      Of the King of Saxony.

    


    
      “October’s deep dew its wet gossamer threw


      Upon Leipzig’s lawns, leaf-strewn,


      Where lately each fair avenue


      Wrought shade for summer noon.

    


    
      “To westward two dull rivers crept


      Through miles of marsh and slough,


      Whereover a streak of whiteness swept—


      The Bridge of Lindenau.

    


    
      “Hard by, in the City, the One, care-tossed,


      Gloomed over his shrunken power;


      And without the walls the hemming host


      Waxed denser every hour.

    


    
      “He had speech that night on the morrow’s designs


      With his chiefs by the bivouac fire,


      While the belt of flames from the enemy’s lines


      Flared nigher him yet and nigher.

    


    
      “Three rockets then from the girdling trine


      Told, ‘Ready!’ As they rose


      Their flashes seemed his Judgment-Sign


      For bleeding Europe’s woes.

    


    
      “’Twas seen how the French watch-fires that night


      Glowed still and steadily;


      And the Three rejoiced, for they read in the sight


      That the One disdained to flee….

    


    
      “—Five hundred guns began the affray


      On next day morn at nine;


      Such mad and mangling cannon-play


      Had never torn human line.

    


    
      “Around the town three battles beat,


      Contracting like a gin;


      As nearer marched the million feet


      Of columns closing in.

    


    
      “The first battle nighed on the low Southern side;


      The second by the Western way;


      The nearing of the third on the North was heard:


      —The French held all at bay.

    


    
      “Against the first band did the Emperor stand;


      Against the second stood Ney;


      Marmont against the third gave the order-word:


      —Thus raged it throughout the day.

    


    
      “Fifty thousand sturdy souls on those trampled plains and knolls,


      Who met the dawn hopefully,


      And were lotted their shares in a quarrel not theirs,


      Dropt then in their agony.

    


    
      “‘O,’ the old folks said, ‘ye Preachers stern!


      O so-called Christian time!


      When will men’s swords to ploughshares turn?


      When come the promised prime?’ …

    


    
      “—The clash of horse and man which that day began,


      Closed not as evening wore;


      And the morrow’s armies, rear and van,


      Still mustered more and more.

    


    
      “From the City towers the Confederate Powers


      Were eyed in glittering lines,


      And up from the vast a murmuring passed


      As from a wood of pines.

    


    
      “‘’Tis well to cover a feeble skill


      By numbers’ might!’ scoffed He;


      ‘But give me a third of their strength, I’d fill


      Half Hell with their soldiery!’

    


    
      “All that day raged the war they waged,


      And again dumb night held reign,


      Save that ever upspread from the dank death-bed


      A miles-wide pant of pain.

    


    
      “Hard had striven brave Ney, the true Bertrand,


      Victor, and Augereau,


      Bold Poniatowski, and Lauriston,


      To stay their overthrow;

    


    
      “But, as in the dream of one sick to death


      There comes a narrowing room


      That pens him, body and limbs and breath,


      To wait a hideous doom,

    


    
      “So to Napoleon, in the hush


      That held the town and towers


      Through these dire nights, a creeping crush


      Seemed borne in with the hours.

    


    
      “One road to the rearward, and but one,


      Did fitful Chance allow;


      ’Twas where the Pleiss’ and Elster run—


      The Bridge of Lindenau.

    


    
      “The nineteenth dawned. Down street and Platz


      The wasted French sank back,


      Stretching long lines across the Flats


      And on the bridge-way track;

    


    
      “When there surged on the sky an earthen wave,


      And stones, and men, as though


      Some rebel churchyard crew updrave


      Their sepulchres from below.

    


    
      “To Heaven is blown Bridge Lindenau;


      Wrecked regiments reel therefrom;


      And rank and file in masses plough


      The sullen Elster-Strom.

    


    
      “A gulf was Lindenau; and dead


      Were fifties, hundreds, tens;


      And every current rippled red


      With Marshals’ blood and men’s.

    


    
      “The smart Macdonald swam therein,


      And barely won the verge;


      Bold Poniatowski plunged him in


      Never to re-emerge.

    


    
      “Then stayed the strife. The remnants wound


      Their Rhineward way pell-mell;


      And thus did Leipzig City sound


      An Empire’s passing bell;

    


    
      “While in cavalcade, with band and blade,


      Came Marshals, Princes, Kings;


      And the town was theirs…. Ay, as simple maid,


      My mother saw these things!

    


    
      “And whenever those notes in the street begin,


      I recall her, and that far scene,


      And her acting of how the Allies marched in,


      And her tap on the tambourine!”

    


    ♣


    The Peasant’s Confession


    
      “Si le maréchal Grouchy avait été rejoint par l’officier que Napoléon lui avait expédié la veille à dix heures du soir, toute question eût disparu. Mais cet officier n’était point parvenu à sa destination, ainsi que le maréchal n’a cessé de l’affirmer toute sa vie, et il faut l’en croire, car autrement il n’aurait eu aucune raison pour hésiter. Cet officier avait-il été pris? avait-il passé à l’ennemi? C’est ce qu’on a toujours ignoré.”


      Thiers: Histoire du Consulat et de l’Empire. “Waterloo.”

    


    
      Good Father! … ’Twas an eve in middle June,


      And war was waged anew


      By great Napoleon, who for years had strewn


      Men’s bones all Europe through.

    


    
      Three nights ere this, with columned corps he’d crossed


      The Sambre at Charleroi,


      To move on Brussels, where the English host


      Dallied in Parc and Bois.

    


    
      The yestertide we’d heard the gloomy gun


      Growl through the long-sunned day


      From Quatre-Bras and Ligny; till the dun


      Twilight suppressed the fray;

    


    
      Albeit therein—as lated tongues bespoke—


      Brunswick’s high heart was drained,


      And Prussia’s Line and Landwehr, though unbroke,


      Stood cornered and constrained.

    


    
      And at next noon-time Grouchy slowly passed


      With thirty thousand men:


      We hoped thenceforth no army, small or vast,


      Would trouble us again.

    


    
      My hut lay deeply in a vale recessed,


      And never a soul seemed nigh


      When, reassured at length, we went to rest—


      My children, wife, and I.

    


    
      But what was this that broke our humble ease?


      What noise, above the rain,


      Above the dripping of the poplar trees


      That smote along the pane?

    


    
      —A call of mastery, bidding me arise,


      Compelled me to the door,


      At which a horseman stood in martial guise—


      Splashed—sweating from every pore.

    


    
      Had I seen Grouchy? Yes? Which track took he?


      Could I lead thither on?—


      Fulfilment would ensure gold pieces three,


      Perhaps more gifts anon.

    


    
      “I bear the Emperor’s mandate,” then he said,


      “Charging the Marshal straight


      To strike between the double host ahead


      Ere they co-operate,

    


    
      “Engaging Blücher till the Emperor put


      Lord Wellington to flight,


      And next the Prussians. This to set afoot


      Is my emprise to-night.”

    


    
      I joined him in the mist; but, pausing, sought


      To estimate his say.


      Grouchy had made for Wavre; and yet, on thought,


      I did not lead that way.

    


    
      I mused: “If Grouchy thus and thus be told,


      The crash comes sheer hereon;


      My farm is stript. While, as for gifts of gold,


      Money the French have none.

    


    
      “Grouchy unwarned, moreo’er, the English win,


      And mine is left to me—


      They buy, not borrow.”—Hence did I begin


      To lead him treacherously.

    


    
      And as we edged Joidoigne with cautious view,


      Dawn pierced the humid air;


      And eastward faced I with him, though I knew


      Never marched Grouchy there.

    


    
      Near Ottignies we passed, across the Dyle


      (Lim’lette left far aside),


      And thence direct toward Pervez and Noville


      Through green grain, till he cried:

    


    
      “I doubt thy conduct, man! no track is here—


      I doubt thy gagèd word!”


      Thereat he scowled on me, and prancing near,


      He pricked me with his sword.

    


    
      “Nay, Captain, hold! We skirt, not trace the course


      Of Grouchy,” said I then:


      “As we go, yonder went he, with his force


      Of thirty thousand men.”

    


    
      —At length noon struck; when west, from Saint-John’s-Mound,


      A hoarse artillery boomed,


      And from Saint-Lambert’s upland, chapel-crowned,


      The Prussian squadrons loomed.

    


    
      Then leaping to the wet wild path we had kept,


      “My mission fails!” he cried;


      “Too late for Grouchy now to intercept,


      For, peasant, you have lied!”

    


    
      He turned to pistol me. I sprang, and drew


      The sabre from his flank,


      And ’twixt his nape and shoulder, ere he knew,


      I struck, and dead he sank.

    


    
      I hid him deep in nodding rye and oat—


      His shroud green stalks and loam;


      His requiem the corn-blade’s husky note—


      And then I hastened home….

    


    
      —Two armies writhe in coils of red and blue,


      And brass and iron clang


      From Goumont, past the front of Waterloo,


      To Pap’lotte and Smohain.

    


    
      The Guard Imperial wavered on the height;


      The Emperor’s face grew glum;


      “I sent,” he said, “to Grouchy yesternight,


      And yet he does not come!”

    


    
      ’Twas then, Good Father, that the French espied,


      Streaking the summer land,


      The men of Blücher. But the Emperor cried,


      “Grouchy is now at hand!”

    


    
      And meanwhile Vand’leur, Vivian, Maitland, Kempt,


      Met d’Erlon, Friant, Ney;


      But Grouchy—mis-sent, blamed, yet blame-exempt—


      Grouchy was far away.

    


    
      By even, slain or struck, Michel the strong,


      Bold Travers, Dnop, Delord,


      Smart Guyot, Reil-le, l’Heriter, Friant,


      Scattered that champaign o’er.

    


    
      Fallen likewise wronged Duhesme, and skilled Lobau


      Did that red sunset see;


      Colbert, Legros, Blancard! …. And of the foe


      Picton and Ponsonby;

    


    
      With Gordon, Canning, Blackman, Ompteda,


      L’Estrange, Delancey, Packe,


      Grose, D’Oyly, Stables, Morice, Howard, Hay,


      Von Schwerin, Watzdorf, Boek,

    


    
      Smith, Phelips, Fuller, Lind, and Battersby,


      And hosts of ranksmen round …..


      Memorials linger yet to speak to thee


      Of those that bit the ground!

    


    
      The Guards’ last column yielded; dykes of dead


      Lay between vale and ridge,


      As, thinned yet closing, faint yet fierce, they sped


      In packs to Genappe Bridge.

    


    
      Safe was my stock; my capple cow unslain;


      Intact each cock and hen;


      But Grouchy far at Wavre all day had lain,


      And thirty thousand men.

    


    
      O Saints, had I but lost my earing corn


      And saved the cause once prized!


      O Saints, why such false witness had I borne


      When late I’d sympathized! …

    


    
      So now, being old, my children eye askance


      My slowly dwindling store,


      And crave my mite; till, worn with tarriance,


      I care for life no more.

    


    
      To Almighty God henceforth I stand confessed,


      And Virgin-Saint Marie;


      O Michael, John, and Holy Ones in rest,


      Entreat the Lord for me!

    


    ♣


    The Alarm


    (Traditional)


    See “The Trumpet-Major”


    In Memory of one of the Writer’s Family who was a Volunteer during the War with Napoleon


    
      In a ferny byway


      Near the great South-Wessex Highway,


      A homestead raised its breakfast-smoke aloft;


      The dew-damps still lay steamless, for the sun had made no sky-way,


      And twilight cloaked the croft.

    


    
      It was almost past conceiving


      Here, where woodbines hung inweaving,


      That quite closely hostile armaments might steer,


      Save from seeing in the porchway a fair woman mutely grieving,


      And a harnessed Volunteer.

    


    
      In haste he’d flown there


      To his comely wife alone there,


      While marching south hard by, to still her fears,


      For she soon would be a mother, and few messengers were known there


      In these campaigning years.

    


    
      ’Twas time to be Good-bying,


      Since the assembly-hour was nighing


      In royal George’s town at six that morn;


      And betwixt its wharves and this retreat were ten good miles of hieing


      Ere ring of bugle-horn.

    


    
      “I’ve laid in food, Dear,


      And broached the spiced and brewed, Dear;


      And if our July hope should antedate,


      Let the chore-wench mount and gallop by the halter-path and wood, Dear,


      And fetch assistance straight.

    


    
      “As for Buonaparte, forget him;


      He’s not like to land! But let him,


      Those strike with aim who strike for wives and sons!


      And the war-boats built to float him; ’twere but wanted to upset him


      A slat from Nelson’s guns!

    


    
      “But, to assure thee,


      And of creeping fears to cure thee,


      If he should be rumoured anchoring in the Road,


      Drive with the nurse to Kingsbere; and let nothing thence allure thee


      Till we have him safe-bestowed.

    


    
      “Now, to turn to marching matters:—


      I’ve my knapsack, firelock, spatters,


      Crossbelts, priming-horn, stock, bay’net, blackball, clay,


      Pouch, magazine, and flint-box that at every quick-step clatters;


      … My heart, Dear; that must stay!”

    


    
      —With breathings broken


      Farewell was kissed unspoken,


      And they parted there as morning stroked the panes;


      And the Volunteer went on, and turned, and twirled his glove for token,


      And took the coastward lanes.

    


    
      When above He’th Hills he found him,


      He saw, on gazing round him,


      The Barrow-Beacon burning—burning low,


      As if, perhaps, enkindled ever since he’d homeward bound him;


      And it meant: Expect the Foe!

    


    
      Leaving the byway,


      He entered on the highway,


      Where cars and chariots fared them fast inland;


      “He’s anchored, Soldier!” shouted some: “God save thee, marching thy way,


      Th’lt front him on the strand!”

    


    
      He slowed; he stopped; he paltered


      Awhile with self, and faltered,


      “Why courting misadventure shoreward roam?


      To Molly, surely! Seek the woods with her till times have altered;


      Charity favours home.

    


    
      “Else, my denying


      He’d come she’ll read as lying—


      Think the Barrow-Beacon must have met my eyes—


      That my words were not unwareness, but deceit of her, while vying


      In deeds that jeopardize.

    


    
      “At home is stocked provision,


      And to-night, without suspicion,


      We might bear it with us to a covert near;


      Such sin, to save a childing wife, would earn it Christ’s remission,


      Though none forgive it here!”

    


    
      While he stood, thinking,


      A little bird, perched drinking


      Among the crowfoot tufts the river bore,


      Was tangled in their stringy arms, and fluttered, almost sinking,


      Near him, upon the moor.

    


    
      He stepped in, reached, and seized it,


      And, preening, had released it


      But that a thought of Holy Writ occurred,


      And Signs Divine ere battle, till it seemed him Heaven had pleased it


      As guide to send the bird.

    


    
      “O Lord, direct me! ….


      Doth Duty now expect me


      To march a-coast, or guard my weak ones near?


      Give this bird a flight according, that I thence learn to elect me


      The southward or the rear.”

    


    
      He loosed his clasp; when, rising,


      The bird—as if surmising—


      Bore due to southward, crossing by the Froom,


      And Durnover Great-Field and Fort, the soldier clear advising—


      Prompted he read by Whom.

    


    
      Then on he panted


      By grim Mai-Don, and slanted


      Up the steep Ridge-way, hearkening betwixt whiles;


      Till, nearing coast and harbour, he beheld the shore-line planted


      With Foot and Horse for miles.

    


    
      Mistrusting not the omen,


      He gained the beach, where Yeomen,


      Militia, Fencibles, and Pikemen bold,


      With Regulars in thousands, were enmassed to meet the Foemen,


      Whose fleet had not yet shoaled.

    


    
      Captain and Colonel,


      Sere Generals, Ensigns vernal,


      Were there; of neighbour-natives, Michel, Smith,


      Meggs, Bingham, Gambier, Cunningham, to face the said nocturnal


      Swoop on their land and kith.

    


    
      But Buonaparte still tarried;


      His project had miscarried;


      At the last hour, equipped for victory,


      The fleet had paused; his subtle combinations had been parried


      By British strategy.

    


    
      Homeward returning


      Anon, no beacons burning,


      No alarms, the Volunteer, in modest bliss,


      Te Deum sang with wife and friends: “We praise Thee, Lord, discerning


      That Thou hast helped in this!”

    


    ♣


    Her Death and After


    
      The summons was urgent, and forth I went


      By the way of the Western Wall, so drear


      On that winter night, and sought a gate—


      Where one, by Fate,


      Lay dying that I held dear.

    


    
      And there, as I paused by her tenement,


      And the trees shed on me their rime and hoar,


      I thought of the man who had left her lone—


      Him who made her his own


      When I loved her, long before.

    


    
      The rooms within had the piteous shine


      That home-things wear when there’s aught amiss;


      From the stairway floated the rise and fall


      Of an infant’s call,


      Whose birth had brought her to this.

    


    
      Her life was the price she would pay for that whine—


      For a child by the man she did not love.


      “But let that rest for ever,” I said,


      And bent my tread


      To the bedchamber above.

    


    
      She took my hand in her thin white own,


      And smiled her thanks—though nigh too weak—


      And made them a sign to leave us there,


      Then faltered, ere


      She could bring herself to speak.

    


    
      “Just to see you before I go—he’ll condone


      Such a natural thing now my time’s not much—


      When Death is so near it hustles hence


      All passioned sense


      Between woman and man as such!

    


    
      “My husband is absent. As heretofore


      The City detains him. But, in truth,


      He has not been kind…. I will speak no blame,


      But—the child is lame;


      O, I pray she may reach his ruth!

    


    
      “Forgive past days—I can say no more—


      Maybe if we’d wedded you’d now repine! …


      But I treated you ill. I was punished. Farewell!


      —Truth shall I tell?


      Would the child were yours and mine!

    


    
      “As a wife I’ve been true. But, such my unease


      That, could I insert a deed back in Time,


      I’d make her yours, to secure your care;


      And the scandal bear,


      And the penalty for the crime!”

    


    
      —When I had left, and the swinging trees


      Rang above me, as lauding her candid say,


      Another was I. Her words were enough:


      Came smooth, came rough,


      I felt I could live my day.

    


    
      Next night she died; and her obsequies


      In the Field of Tombs where the earthworks frowned


      Had her husband’s heed. His tendance spent,


      I often went


      And pondered by her mound.

    


    
      All that year and the next year whiled,


      And I still went thitherward in the gloam;


      But the Town forgot her and her nook,


      And her husband took


      Another Love to his home.

    


    
      And the rumour flew that the lame lone child


      Whom she wished for its safety child of mine,


      Was treated ill when offspring came


      Of the new-made dame,


      And marked a more vigorous line.

    


    
      A smarter grief within me wrought


      Than even at loss of her so dear,


      That the being whose soul my soul suffused


      Had a child ill-used,


      I helpless to interfere!

    


    
      One eve as I stood at my spot of thought


      In the white-stoned Garth with these brooding glooms,


      Her husband neared; and to shun his nod


      By her hallowed sod


      I went from among the tombs

    


    
      To the Cirque of the Gladiators which faced—


      That haggard mark of Imperial Rome,


      Whose Pagan echoes mock the chime


      Of our Christian time


      From its hollows of chalk and loam.

    


    
      The sun’s gold touch was just displaced


      From the vast Arena where men once bled,


      When her husband followed; bowed; half-passed,


      With lip upcast;


      Then, halting, sullenly said:

    


    
      “It is noised that you visit my first wife’s tomb.


      Now, I gave her an honoured name to bear


      While living, when dead. So I’ve claim to ask


      Your right to task


      My patience by darkling there?

    


    
      “There’s decency even in death, I assume;


      Preserve it, sir, and keep away;


      For the mother of my first-born you


      Show mind undue!


      —Sir, I’ve nothing more to say.”

    


    
      A desperate stroke discerned I then—


      God pardon—or pardon not—the lie;


      She had sighed that she wished (lest the child should pine


      Of slights) ’twere mine,


      So I said: “But the father I.

    


    
      “That you thought it yours is the way of men;


      But I won her troth long ere your day:


      You learnt how, in dying, she summoned me?


      ’Twas in fealty.


      —Sir, I’ve nothing more to say,

    


    
      “Save that, if you’ll hand me my little maid,


      I’ll take her, and rear her, and spare you toil.


      Think it more than a friendly act none can;


      I’m a lonely man,


      While you’ve a large pot to boil.

    


    
      “If not, and you’ll put it to ball or blade—


      To-night, to-morrow night, anywhen—


      I’ll meet you here…. But think of it,


      And in season fit


      Let me hear from you again.”

    


    
      —Well, I went away, hoping; but nought I heard


      Of my stroke for the child, till there greeted me


      A little voice that one day came


      To my window-frame


      And babbled innocently:

    


    
      “My father who’s not my own, sends word


      I’m to stay here, sir, where I belong!”


      Next a writing came: “Since the child was the fruit


      Of your lawless suit,


      Pray take her, to right a wrong.”

    


    
      And I did. And I gave the child my love,


      And the child loved me, and estranged us none.


      But compunctions loomed; for I’d harmed the dead


      By what I’d said


      For the good of the living one.

    


    
      —Yet though, God wot, I am sinner enough,


      And unworthy the woman who drew me so,


      Perhaps this wrong for her darling’s good


      She forgives, or would,


      If only she could know!

    


    ♣


    The Dance at the Phœnix


    
      To Jenny came a gentle youth


      From inland leazes lone,


      His love was fresh as apple-blooth


      By Parrett, Yeo, or Tone.


      And duly he entreated her


      To be his tender minister,


      And take him for her own.

    


    
      Now Jenny’s life had hardly been


      A life of modesty;


      And few in Casterbridge had seen


      More loves of sorts than she


      From scarcely sixteen years above;


      Among them sundry troopers of


      The King’s-Own Cavalry.

    


    
      But each with charger, sword, and gun,


      Had bluffed the Biscay wave;


      And Jenny prized her gentle one


      For all the love he gave.


      She vowed to be, if they were wed,


      His honest wife in heart and head


      From bride-ale hour to grave.

    


    
      Wedded they were. Her husband’s trust


      In Jenny knew no bound,


      And Jenny kept her pure and just,


      Till even malice found


      No sin or sign of ill to be


      In one who walked so decently


      The duteous helpmate’s round.

    


    
      Two sons were born, and bloomed to men,


      And roamed, and were as not:


      Alone was Jenny left again


      As ere her mind had sought


      A solace in domestic joys,


      And ere the vanished pair of boys


      Were sent to sun her cot.

    


    
      She numbered near to sixty years,


      And passed as elderly,


      When, on a day, with flushing fears,


      She learnt from shouts of glee,


      And shine of swords and thump of drum,


      Her early loves from war had come,


      The King’s-Own Cavalry.

    


    
      She turned aside, and bowed her head


      Anigh Saint Peter’s door;


      “Alas for chastened thoughts!” she said;


      “I’m faded now, and hoar,


      And yet those notes—they thrill me through,


      And those gay forms move me anew


      As I was moved of yore!” …

    


    
      ’Twas Christmas, and the Phœnix Inn


      Was lit with tapers tall,


      For thirty of the trooper men


      Had vowed to give a ball


      As “Theirs” had done (’twas handed down)


      When lying in the self-same town


      Ere Buonaparté’s fall.

    


    
      That night the throbbing “Soldier’s Joy,”


      The measured tread and sway


      Of “Fancy-Lad” and “Maiden Coy,”


      Reached Jenny as she lay


      Beside her spouse; till springtide blood


      Seemed scouring through her like a flood


      That whisked the years away.

    


    
      She rose, arrayed, and decked her head


      Where the bleached hairs grew thin;


      Upon her cap two bows of red


      She fixed with hasty pin;


      Unheard descending to the street,


      She trod the flags with tune-led feet,


      And stood before the Inn.

    


    
      Save for the dancers’, not a sound


      Disturbed the icy air;


      No watchman on his midnight round


      Or traveller was there;


      But over All-Saints’, high and bright,


      Pulsed to the music Sirius white,


      The Wain towards Bullstake Square.

    


    
      She knocked, but found her further stride


      Checked by a sergeant tall:


      “Gay Granny, whence come you?” he cried;


      “This is a private ball.”


      —“No one has more right here than me!


      Ere you were born, man,” answered she,


      “I knew the regiment all!”

    


    
      “Take not the lady’s visit ill!”


      The steward said; “for, see,


      We lack sufficient partners still,


      So, prithee let her be!”


      They seized and whirled her mid the maze,


      And Jenny felt as in the days


      Of her immodesty.

    


    
      Hour chased each hour, and night advanced;


      She sped as shod with wings;


      Each time and every time she danced—


      Reels, jigs, poussettes, and flings:


      They cheered her as she soared and swooped,


      (She’d learnt ere art in dancing drooped


      From hops to slothful swings).

    


    
      The favourite Quick-step “Speed the Plough”—


      (Cross hands, cast off, and wheel)—


      “The Triumph,” “Sylph,” “The Row-dow-dow,”


      Famed “Major Malley’s Reel,”


      “The Duke of York’s,” “The Fairy Dance,”


      “The Bridge of Lodi” (brought from France),


      She beat out, toe and heel.

    


    
      The “Fall of Paris” clanged its close,


      And Peter’s chime went four,


      When Jenny, bosom-beating, rose


      To seek her silent door.


      They tiptoed in escorting her,


      Lest stroke of heel or clink of spur


      Should break her goodman’s snore.

    


    
      The fire that lately burnt fell slack


      When lone at last was she;


      Her nine-and-fifty years came back;


      She sank upon her knee


      Beside the durn, and like a dart


      A something arrowed through her heart


      In shoots of agony.

    


    
      Their footsteps died as she leant there


      Lit by the morning star


      Hanging above the moorland, where


      The aged elm-rows are;


      As overnight, from Pummery Ridge


      To Maembury Ring and Standfast Bridge


      No life stirred, near or far.

    


    
      Though inner mischief worked amain,


      She reached her husband’s side;


      Where, toil-weary, as he had lain


      Beneath the patchwork pied


      When with lax longings she had crept


      Therefrom at midnight, still he slept


      Who did in her confide.

    


    
      A tear sprang as she turned and viewed


      His features free from guile;


      She kissed him long, as when, just wooed,


      She chose his domicile.


      She felt she would give more than life


      To be the single-hearted wife


      That she had been erstwhile.

    


    
      Time wore to six. Her husband rose


      And struck the steel and stone;


      He glanced at Jenny, whose repose


      Seemed deeper than his own.


      With dumb dismay, on closer sight,


      He gathered sense that in the night,


      Or morn, her soul had flown.

    


    
      When told that some too mighty strain


      For one so many-yeared


      Had burst her bosom’s master-vein,


      His doubts remained unstirred.


      His Jenny had not left his side


      Betwixt the eve and morning-tide:


      —The King’s said not a word.

    


    
      Well! times are not as times were then,


      Nor fair ones half so free;


      And truly they were martial men,


      The King’s-Own Cavalry.


      And when they went from Casterbridge


      And vanished over Mellstock Ridge,


      ’Twas saddest morn to see.

    


    ♣


    The Casterbridge Captains


    (Khyber Pass, 1842)

    A Tradition of J. B. L——, T. G. B——, and J. L——


    
      Three captains went to Indian wars,


      And only one returned:


      Their mate of yore, he singly wore


      The laurels all had earned.

    


    
      At home he sought the ancient aisle


      Wherein, untrumped of fame,


      The three had sat in pupilage,


      And each had carved his name.

    


    
      The names, rough-hewn, of equal size,


      Stood on the panel still;


      Unequal since.—“’Twas theirs to aim,


      Mine was it to fulfil!”

    


    
      —“Who saves his life shall lose it, friends!”


      Outspake the preacher then,


      Unweeting he his listener, who


      Looked at the names again.

    


    
      That he had come, and they’d been stayed,


      Was but the chance of war:


      Another chance, and they’d sat here,


      And he had lain afar.

    


    
      Yet saw he something in the lives


      Of those who’d ceased to live


      That sphered them with a majesty


      Which living failed to give.

    


    
      Transcendent triumph in return


      No longer lit his brain;


      Transcendence rayed the distant urn


      Where slept the fallen twain.

    


    ♣


    A Sign-Seeker


    
      I mark the months in liveries dank and dry,


      The noontides many-shaped and hued;


      I see the nightfall shades subtrude,


      And hear the monotonous hours clang negligently by.

    


    
      I view the evening bonfires of the sun


      On hills where morning rains have hissed;


      The eyeless countenance of the mist


      Pallidly rising when the summer droughts are done.

    


    
      I have seen the lightning-blade, the leaping star,


      The cauldrons of the sea in storm,


      Have felt the earthquake’s lifting arm,


      And trodden where abysmal fires and snow-cones are.

    


    
      I learn to prophesy the hid eclipse,


      The coming of eccentric orbs;


      To mete the dust the sky absorbs,


      To weigh the sun, and fix the hour each planet dips.

    


    
      I witness fellow earth-men surge and strive;


      Assemblies meet, and throb, and part;


      Death’s sudden finger, sorrow’s smart;


      —All the vast various moils that mean a world alive.

    


    
      But that I fain would wot of shuns my sense—


      Those sights of which old prophets tell,


      Those signs the general word so well,


      Vouchsafed to their unheed, denied my long suspense.

    


    
      In graveyard green, where his pale dust lies pent,


      To glimpse a phantom parent, friend,


      Wearing his smile, and “Not the end!”


      Outbreathing softly: that were blest enlightenment;

    


    
      Or, if a dead Love’s lips, whom dreams reveal


      When midnight imps of King Decay


      Delve sly to solve me back to clay,


      Should leave some print to prove her spirit-kisses real;

    


    
      Or, when Earth’s Frail lie bleeding of her Strong,


      If some Recorder, as in Writ,


      Near to the weary scene should flit


      And drop one plume as pledge that Heaven inscrolls the wrong.

    


    
      —There are who, rapt to heights of trancéd trust,


      These tokens claim to feel and see,


      Read radiant hints of times to be—


      Of heart to heart returning after dust to dust.

    


    
      Such scope is granted not to lives like mine …


      I have lain in dead men’s beds, have walked


      The tombs of those with whom I had talked,


      Called many a gone and goodly one to shape a sign,

    


    
      And panted for response. But none replies;


      No warnings loom, nor whisperings


      To open out my limitings,


      And Nescience mutely muses: When a man falls he lies.

    


    ♣


    My Cicely


    (17—)


    
      “Alive?”—And I leapt in my wonder,


      Was faint of my joyance,


      And grasses and grove shone in garments


      Of glory to me.

    


    
      “She lives, in a plenteous well-being,


      To-day as aforetime;


      The dead bore the name—though a rare one—


      The name that bore she.”

    


    
      She lived … I, afar in the city


      Of frenzy-led factions,


      Had squandered green years and maturer


      In bowing the knee

    


    
      To Baals illusive and specious,


      Till chance had there voiced me


      That one I loved vainly in nonage


      Had ceased her to be.

    


    
      The passion the planets had scowled on,


      And change had let dwindle,


      Her death-rumour smartly relifted


      To full apogee.

    


    
      I mounted a steed in the dawning


      With acheful remembrance,


      And made for the ancient West Highway


      To far Exonb’ry.

    


    
      Passing heaths, and the House of Long Sieging,


      I neared the thin steeple


      That tops the fair fane of Poore’s olden


      Episcopal see;

    


    
      And, changing anew my blown bearer,


      I traversed the downland


      Whereon the bleak hill-graves of Chieftains


      Bulge barren of tree;

    


    
      And still sadly onward I followed


      That Highway the Icen,


      Which trails its pale riband down Wessex


      By lynchet and lea.

    


    
      Along through the Stour-bordered Forum,


      Where Legions had wayfared,


      And where the slow river-face glasses


      Its green canopy,

    


    
      And by Weatherbury Castle, and thencefrom


      Through Casterbridge held I


      Still on, to entomb her my vision


      Saw stretched pallidly.

    


    
      No highwayman’s trot blew the night-wind


      To me so life-weary,


      But only the creak of the gibbet


      Or waggoners’ jee.

    


    
      Triple-ramparted Maidon gloomed grayly


      Above me from southward,


      And north the hill-fortress of Eggar,


      And square Pummerie.

    


    
      The Nine-Pillared Cromlech, the Bride-streams,


      The Axe, and the Otter


      I passed, to the gate of the city


      Where Exe scents the sea;

    


    
      Till, spent, in the graveacre pausing,


      I learnt ’twas not my Love


      To whom Mother Church had just murmured


      A last lullaby.

    


    
      —“Then, where is the Canon’s kinswoman,


      My friend of aforetime?”—


      I asked, and disguised my heart-heavings


      And new ecstasy.

    


    
      “She wedded.”—“Ah!”—“Wedded beneath her—


      She keeps the stage-hostel


      Ten miles hence, beside the great Highway—


      The famed Lions-Three.

    


    
      “Her spouse was her lackey—no option


      ’Twixt wedlock and worse things;


      A lapse over-sad for a lady


      Of her pedigree!”

    


    
      I shuddered, said nothing, and wandered


      To shades of green laurel:


      More ghastly than death were these tidings


      Of Life’s irony!

    


    
      For riding down hither I’d halted


      Awhile at the Lions,


      And her—her whose name had once opened


      My heart as a key—

    


    
      I’d looked on, unknowing, and witnessed


      Her jests with the tapsters,


      Her liquor-fired face, her thick accents


      In naming her fee.

    


    
      “O God, why this seeming derision!”


      I cried in my anguish:


      “O once Loved, O fair Unforgotten—


      That Thing—meant it thee!

    


    
      “Inurned and at peace, lost but sainted,


      Were grief I could compass;


      Depraved—’tis for Christ’s poor dependent


      A cruel decree!”

    


    
      I backed on the Highway; but passed not


      The hostel. Within there


      Too mocking to Love’s re-expression


      Was Time’s repartee!

    


    
      Uptracking where Legions had wayfared,


      By cromlechs unstoried,


      And lynchets, and sepultured Chieftains,


      In self-colloquy,

    


    
      A feeling stirred in me and strengthened


      That she was not my Love,


      But she of the garth, who lay rapt in


      Her long reverie.

    


    
      And thence till to-day I persuade me


      That this was the true one;


      That Death stole intact her young dearness


      And innocency.

    


    
      Frail-witted, illuded they call me;


      I may be. Far better


      To dream than to own the debasement


      Of sweet Cicely.

    


    
      Moreover I rate it unseemly


      To hold that kind Heaven


      Could work such device—to her ruin


      And my misery.

    


    
      So, lest I disturb my choice vision,


      I shun the West Highway,


      Even now, when the knaps ring with rhythms


      From blackbird and bee;

    


    
      And feel that with slumber half-conscious


      She rests in the church-hay,


      Her spirit unsoiled as in youth-time


      When lovers were we.

    


    ♣


    Her Immortality


    
      Upon a noon I pilgrimed through


      A pasture, mile by mile,


      Unto the place where last I saw


      My dead Love’s living smile.

    


    
      And sorrowing I lay me down


      Upon the heated sod:


      It seemed as if my body pressed


      The very ground she trod.

    


    
      I lay, and thought; and in a trance


      She came and stood thereby—


      The same, even to the marvellous ray


      That used to light her eye.

    


    
      “You draw me, and I come to you,


      My faithful one,” she said,


      In voice that had the moving tone


      Of days ere she was wed.

    


    
      “Seven years have circled since I died


      Few now remember me;


      My husband clasps another bride;


      My children’s love has she.

    


    
      “My brethren, sisters, and my friends


      Care not to meet my sprite:


      Who prized me most I did not know


      Till I passed down from sight.”

    


    
      I said: “My days are lonely here;


      I need thy smile alway:


      I’ll use this night my ball or blade,


      And join thee ere the day.”

    


    
      A tremor stirred her tender lips,


      Which parted to dissuade:


      “That cannot be, O friend,” she cried;


      “Think, I am but a Shade!

    


    
      “A Shade but in its mindful ones


      Has immortality;


      By living, me you keep alive,


      By dying you slay me.

    


    
      “In you resides my single power


      Of sweet continuance here;


      On your fidelity I count


      Through many a coming year.”

    


    
      —I started through me at her plight,


      So suddenly confessed:


      Dismissing late distaste for life,


      I craved its bleak unrest.

    


    
      “I will not die, my One of all!—


      To lengthen out thy days


      I’ll guard me from minutest harms


      That may invest my ways!”

    


    
      She smiled and went. Since then she comes


      Oft when her birth-moon climbs,


      Or at the seasons’ ingresses,


      Or anniversary times;

    


    
      But grows my grief. When I surcease,


      Through whom alone lives she,


      Ceases my Love’s terrestrial lease,


      Never again to be!

    


    ♣


    The Ivy-Wife


    
      I longed to love a full-boughed beech


      And be as high as he:


      I stretched an arm within his reach,


      And signalled unity.


      But with his drip he forced a breach,


      And tried to poison me.

    


    
      I gave the grasp of partnership


      To one of other race—


      A plane: he barked him strip by strip


      From upper bough to base;


      And me therewith; for gone my grip,


      My arms could not enlace.

    


    
      In new affection next I strove


      To coll an ash I saw,


      And he in trust received my love;


      Till with my soft green claw


      I cramped and bound him as I wove …


      Such was my love: ha-ha!

    


    
      By this I gained his strength and height


      Without his rivalry.


      But in my triumph I lost sight


      Of afterhaps. Soon he,


      Being bark-bound, flagged, snapped, fell outright,


      And in his fall felled me!

    


    ♣


    A Meeting with Despair


    
      As evening shaped I found me on a moor


      Sight shunned to entertain:


      The black lean land, of featureless contour,


      Was like a tract in pain.

    


    
      “This scene, like my own life,” I said, “is one


      Where many glooms abide;


      Toned by its fortune to a deadly dun—


      Lightless on every side.”

    


    
      I glanced aloft and halted, pleasure-caught


      To see the contrast there:


      The ray-lit clouds gleamed glory; and I thought,


      “There’s solace everywhere!”

    


    
      Then bitter self-reproaches as I stood


      I dealt me silently


      As one perverse—misrepresenting Good


      In graceless mutiny.

    


    
      Against the horizon’s dim-discernèd wheel


      A form rose, strange of mould:


      That he was hideous, hopeless, I could feel


      Rather than could behold.

    


    
      “’Tis a dead spot, where even the light lies spent


      To darkness!” croaked the Thing.


      “Not if you look aloft!” said I, intent


      On my new reasoning.

    


    
      “Yea—but await awhile!” he cried. “Ho-ho!—


      Look now aloft and see!”


      I looked. There, too, sat night: Heaven’s radiant show


      Had gone that heartened me.

    


    ♣


    Unknowing


    
      When, soul in soul reflected,


      We breathed an æthered air,


      When we neglected


      All things elsewhere,


      And left the friendly friendless


      To keep our love aglow,


      We deemed it endless …


      —We did not know!

    


    
      When panting passion-goaded,


      We planned to hie away,


      But, unforeboded,


      All the long day


      Wild storms so pierced and pattered


      That none could up and go,


      Our lives seem shattered …


      —We did not know!

    


    
      When I found you, helpless lying,


      And you waived my long misprise,


      And swore me, dying,


      In phantom-guise


      To wing to me when grieving,


      And touch away my woe,


      We kissed, believing …


      —We did not know!

    


    
      But though, your powers outreckoning,


      You tarry dead and dumb,


      Or scorn my beckoning,


      And will not come;


      And I say, “Why thus inanely


      Brood on her memory so:”


      I say it vainly—


      I feel and know!

    


    ♣


    Friends Beyond


    
      William Dewy, Tranter Reuben, Farmer Ledlow late at plough,


      Robert’s kin, and John’s, and Ned’s,


      And the Squire, and Lady Susan, lie in Mellstock churchyard now!

    


    
      “Gone,” I call them, gone for good, that group of local hearts and heads;


      Yet at mothy curfew-tide,


      And at midnight when the noon-heat breathes it back from walls and leads,

    


    
      They’ve a way of whispering to me—fellow-wight who yet abide—


      In the muted, measured note


      Of a ripple under archways, or a lone cave’s stillicide:

    


    
      “We have triumphed: this achievement turns the bane to antidote,


      Unsuccesses to success,


      Many thought-worn eves and morrows to a morrow free of thought.

    


    
      “No more need we corn and clothing, feel of old terrestrial stress;


      Chill detraction stirs no sigh;


      Fear of death has even bygone us: death gave all that we possess.”

    


    
      W. D.—“Ye mid burn the old bass-viol that I set such value by.”


      Squire.—“You may hold the manse in fee,


      You may wed my spouse, may let my children’s memory of me die.”

    


    
      Lady.—“You may have my rich brocades, my laces; take each household key;


      Ransack coffer, desk, bureau;


      Quiz the few poor treasures hid there, con the letters kept by me.”

    


    
      Far.—“Ye mid zell my favourite heifer, ye mid let the charlock grow,


      Foul the grinterns, give up thrift.”


      Wife.—“If ye break my best blue china, children, I shan’t care or ho.”

    


    
      All.—“We’ve no wish to hear the tidings, how the people’s fortunes shift;


      What your daily doings are;


      Who are wedded, born, divided; if your lives beat slow or swift.

    


    
      “Curious not the least are we if our intents you make or mar,


      If you quire to our old tune,


      If the City stage still passes, if the weirs still roar afar.”

    


    
      —Thus, with very gods’ composure, freed those crosses late and soon


      Which, in life, the Trine allow


      (Why, none witteth), and ignoring all that haps beneath the moon,

    


    
      William Dewy, Tranter Reuben, Farmer Ledlow late at plough,


      Robert’s kin, and John’s, and Ned’s,


      And the Squire, and Lady Susan, murmur mildly to me now.

    


    ♣


    To Outer Nature


    
      Show thee as I thought thee


      When I early sought thee,


      Omen-scouting,


      All undoubting


      Love alone had wrought thee—

    


    
      Wrought thee for my pleasure,


      Planned thee as a measure


      For expounding


      And resounding


      Glad things that men treasure.

    


    
      O for but a moment


      Of that old endowment—


      Light to gaily


      See thy daily


      Iris-hued embowment!

    


    
      But such readorning


      Time forbids with scorning—


      Makes me see things


      Cease to be things


      They were in my morning.

    


    
      Fad’st thou, glow-forsaken,


      Darkness-overtaken!


      Thy first sweetness,


      Radiance, meetness,


      None shall re-awaken.

    


    
      Why not sempiternal


      Thou and I? Our vernal


      Brightness keeping,


      Time outleaping;


      Passed the hodiernal!

    


    ♣


    Thoughts of Phena


    At News of her Death


    
      Not a line of her writing have I,


      Not a thread of her hair,


      No mark of her late time as dame in her dwelling, whereby


      I may picture her there;


      And in vain do I urge my unsight


      To conceive my lost prize


      At her close, whom I knew when her dreams were upbrimming with light,


      And with laughter her eyes.

    


    
      What scenes spread around her last days,


      Sad, shining, or dim?


      Did her gifts and compassions enray and enarch her sweet ways


      With an aureate nimb?


      Or did life-light decline from her years,


      And mischances control


      Her full day-star; unease, or regret, or forebodings, or fears


      Disennoble her soul?

    


    
      Thus I do but the phantom retain


      Of the maiden of yore


      As my relic; yet haply the best of her—fined in my brain


      It may be the more


      That no line of her writing have I,


      Nor a thread of her hair,


      No mark of her late time as dame in her dwelling, whereby


      I may picture her there.

    


    March 1890.


    ♣


    Middle-Age Enthusiasms


    To M. H.


    
      We passed where flag and flower


      Signalled a jocund throng;


      We said: “Go to, the hour


      Is apt!”—and joined the song;


      And, kindling, laughed at life and care,


      Although we knew no laugh lay there.

    


    
      We walked where shy birds stood


      Watching us, wonder-dumb;


      Their friendship met our mood;


      We cried: “We’ll often come:


      We’ll come morn, noon, eve, everywhen!”


      —We doubted we should come again.

    


    
      We joyed to see strange sheens


      Leap from quaint leaves in shade;


      A secret light of greens


      They’d for their pleasure made.


      We said: “We’ll set such sorts as these!”


      —We knew with night the wish would cease.

    


    
      “So sweet the place,” we said,


      “Its tacit tales so dear,


      Our thoughts, when breath has sped,


      Will meet and mingle here!” …


      “Words!” mused we. “Passed the mortal door,


      Our thoughts will reach this nook no more.”

    


    ♣


    In a Wood


    From “The Woodlanders”


    
      Pale beech and pine so blue,


      Set in one clay,


      Bough to bough cannot you


      Live out your day?


      When the rains skim and skip,


      Why mar sweet comradeship,


      Blighting with poison-drip


      Neighbourly spray?

    


    
      Heart-halt and spirit-lame,


      City-opprest,


      Unto this wood I came


      As to a nest;


      Dreaming that sylvan peace


      Offered the harrowed ease—


      Nature a soft release


      From men’s unrest.

    


    
      But, having entered in,


      Great growths and small


      Show them to men akin—


      Combatants all!


      Sycamore shoulders oak,


      Bines the slim sapling yoke,


      Ivy-spun halters choke


      Elms stout and tall.

    


    
      Touches from ash, O wych,


      Sting you like scorn!


      You, too, brave hollies, twitch


      Sidelong from thorn.


      Even the rank poplars bear


      Lothly a rival’s air,


      Cankering in blank despair


      If overborne.

    


    
      Since, then, no grace I find


      Taught me of trees,


      Turn I back to my kind,


      Worthy as these.


      There at least smiles abound,


      There discourse trills around,


      There, now and then, are found


      Life-loyalties.

    


    1887: 1896.


    ♣


    To a Lady


    Offended by a Book of the Writer’s


    
      Now that my page is exiled, doomed, maybe,


      Never to press thy cosy cushions more,


      Or wake thy ready Yeas as heretofore,


      Or stir thy gentle vows of faith in me:

    


    
      Knowing thy natural receptivity,


      I figure that, as flambeaux banish eve,


      My sombre image, warped by insidious heave


      Of those less forthright, must lose place in thee.

    


    
      So be it. I have borne such. Let thy dreams


      Of me and mine diminish day by day,


      And yield their space to shine of smugger things;


      Till I shape to thee but in fitful gleams,


      And then in far and feeble visitings,


      And then surcease. Truth will be truth alway.

    


    ♣


    To an Motherless Child


    
      Ah, child, thou art but half thy darling mother’s;


      Hers couldst thou wholly be,


      My light in thee would outglow all in others;


      She would relive to me.


      But niggard Nature’s trick of birth


      Bars, lest she overjoy,


      Renewal of the loved on earth


      Save with alloy.

    


    
      The Dame has no regard, alas, my maiden,


      For love and loss like mine—


      No sympathy with mind-sight memory-laden;


      Only with fickle eyne.


      To her mechanic artistry


      My dreams are all unknown,


      And why I wish that thou couldst be


      But One’s alone!

    


    ♣


    Nature’s Questioning


    
      When I look forth at dawning, pool,


      Field, flock, and lonely tree,


      All seem to gaze at me


      Like chastened children sitting silent in a school;

    


    
      Their faces dulled, constrained, and worn,


      As though the master’s way


      Through the long teaching day


      Had cowed them till their early zest was overborne.

    


    
      And on them stirs, in lippings mere,


      (As if once clear in call,


      But now scarce breathed at all)—


      “We wonder, ever wonder, why we find us here!

    


    
      “Has some Vast Imbecility,


      Mighty to build and blend,


      But impotent to tend,


      Framed us in jest, and left us now to hazardry?

    


    
      “Or come we of an Automaton


      Unconscious of our pains? …


      Or are we live remains


      Of Godhead dying downwards, brain and eye now gone?

    


    
      “Or is it that some high Plan betides,


      As yet not understood,


      Of Evil stormed by Good,


      We the Forlorn Hope over which Achievement strides?”

    


    
      Thus things around. No answerer I….


      Meanwhile the winds, and rains,


      And Earth’s old glooms and pains


      Are still the same, and Life Death are neighbours nigh.

    


    ♣


    The Impercipient


    (At a Cathedral Service)


    
      That with this bright believing band


      I have no claim to be,


      That faiths by which my comrades stand


      Seem fantasies to me,


      And mirage-mists their Shining Land,


      Is a strange destiny.

    


    
      Why thus my soul should be consigned


      To infelicity,


      Why always I must feel as blind


      To sights my brethren see,


      Why joys they have found I cannot find,


      Abides a mystery.

    


    
      Since heart of mine knows not that ease


      Which they know; since it be


      That He who breathes All’s Well to these


      Breathes no All’s-Well to me,


      My lack might move their sympathies


      And Christian charity.

    


    
      I am like a gazer who should mark


      An inland company


      Standing upfingered, with, “Hark! hark!


      The glorious distant sea!”


      And feel, “Alas, ’tis but yon dark


      And wind-swept pine to me!”

    


    
      Yet I would bear my shortcomings


      With meet tranquillity,


      But for the charge that blessed things


      I’d liefer not have be.


      O, doth a bird beshorn of wings


      Go earth-bound wilfully!

    


    ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


    
      Enough. As yet disquiet clings


      About us. Rest shall we.

    


    ♣


    At an Inn


    
      When we as strangers sought


      Their catering care,


      Veiled smiles bespoke their thought


      Of what we were.


      They warmed as they opined


      Us more than friends—


      That we had all resigned


      For love’s dear ends.

    


    
      And that swift sympathy


      With living love


      Which quicks the world—maybe


      The spheres above,


      Made them our ministers,


      Moved them to say,


      “Ah, God, that bliss like theirs


      Would flush our day!”

    


    
      And we were left alone


      As Love’s own pair;


      Yet never the love-light shone


      Between us there,


      But that which chilled the breath


      Of afternoon,


      And palsied unto death


      The pane-fly’s tune.

    


    
      The kiss their zeal foretold,


      And now deemed come,


      Came not: within his hold


      Love lingered numb.


      Why cast he on our port


      A bloom not ours?


      Why shaped us for his sport


      In after-hours?

    


    
      As we seemed we were not


      That day afar,


      And now we seem not what


      We aching are.


      O severing sea and land,


      O laws of men,


      Ere death, once let us stand


      As we stood then!

    


    ♣


    The Slow Nature


    (An Incident of Froom Valley)


    
      “Thy husband—poor, poor Heart!—is dead—


      Dead, out by Moreford Rise;


      A bull escaped the barton-shed,


      Gored him, and there he lies!”

    


    
      —“Ha, ha—go away! ’Tis a tale, methink,


      Thou joker Kit!” laughed she.


      “I’ve known thee many a year, Kit Twink,


      And ever hast thou fooled me!”

    


    
      —“But, Mistress Damon—I can swear


      Thy goodman John is dead!


      And soon th’lt hear their feet who bear


      His body to his bed.”

    


    
      So unwontedly sad was the merry man’s face—


      That face which had long deceived—


      That she gazed and gazed; and then could trace


      The truth there; and she believed.

    


    
      She laid a hand on the dresser-ledge,


      And scanned far Egdon-side;


      And stood; and you heard the wind-swept sedge


      And the rippling Froom; till she cried:

    


    
      “O my chamber’s untidied, unmade my bed,


      Though the day has begun to wear!


      ‘What a slovenly hussif!’ it will be said,


      When they all go up my stair!”

    


    
      She disappeared; and the joker stood


      Depressed by his neighbour’s doom,


      And amazed that a wife struck to widowhood


      Thought first of her unkempt room.

    


    
      But a fortnight thence she could take no food,


      And she pined in a slow decay;


      While Kit soon lost his mournful mood


      And laughed in his ancient way.

    


    1894.


    ♣


    In a Eweleaze near Weatherbury


    
      The years have gathered grayly


      Since I danced upon this leaze


      With one who kindled gaily


      Love’s fitful ecstasies!


      But despite the term as teacher,


      I remain what I was then


      In each essential feature


      Of the fantasies of men.

    


    
      Yet I note the little chisel


      Of never-napping Time,


      Defacing ghast and grizzel


      The blazon of my prime.


      When at night he thinks me sleeping,


      I feel him boring sly


      Within my bones, and heaping


      Quaintest pains for by-and-by.

    


    
      Still, I’d go the world with Beauty,


      I would laugh with her and sing,


      I would shun divinest duty


      To resume her worshipping.


      But she’d scorn my brave endeavour,


      She would not balm the breeze


      By murmuring “Thine for ever!”


      As she did upon this leaze.

    


    1890.


    ♣


    The Bride-Night Fire

    or, The Fire at Tranter Sweatley’s


    (Wessex Dialect)


    
      They had long met o’ Zundays—her true Love and she—


      And at junketings, maypoles, and flings;


      But she bode wi’ a thirtover (2) uncle, and he


      Swore by noon and by night that her goodman should be


      Naibour Sweatley—a wight often weak at the knee


      From taking o’ sommat more cheerful than tea—


      Who tranted, (3) and moved people’s things.

    


    
      She cried, “O pray pity me!” Nought would he hear;


      Then with wild rainy eyes she obeyed.


      She chid when her Love was for vanishing wi’ her;


      The pa’son was told, as the season drew near,


      To throw over pu’pit the names of the pair


      As fitting one flesh to be made.

    


    
      The wedding-day dawned and the morning drew on;


      The couple stood bridegroom and bride;


      The evening was passed, and when midnight had gone


      The feasters horned, (4) “God save the King,” and anon


      The twain took their home-along ride.

    


    
      The lover Tim Tankens mourned heart-sick and lear (5)


      To be thus of his darling deprived:


      He roamed in the dark ath’art field, mound, and mere,


      And, a’most without knowing it, found himself near


      The house of the tranter, and now of his Dear,


      Where the lantern-light showed ’em arrived.

    


    
      The bride sought her chamber so calm and so pale


      That a Northern had thought her resigned;


      But to eyes that had seen her in tide-times (6) of weal,


      Like the white cloud o’ smoke, the red battle-field’s vail,


      That look spak’ of havoc behind.

    


    
      The bridegroom yet loitered a beaker to drain,


      Then reeled to the linhay (7) for more,


      When the candle-snoff kindled some chaff from his grain—


      Flames spread, and red vlankers, (8) wi’ might and wi’ main,


      And round beams, thatch, and chimley-tun (9) roar.

    


    
      Young Tim away yond, rafted up by the light,


      Through brimbles and underwood tears,


      Till he comes to the orchet, when crooping (10) from sight


      In the lewth (11) of a codlin tree, bivering (12) wi’ fright,


      Wi’ on’y her night-rail to cover her plight,


      His lonesome young Barbree appears.

    


    
      Her cold little figure half-naked he views


      Played about by the frolicsome breeze,


      Her light-tripping totties, her ten little tooes, (13)


      All bare and besprinkled wi’ Fall’s chilly dews,


      While her great gallied (14) eyes, through her hair hanging loose,


      Shone as stars through a tardle (15) o’ trees.

    


    
      She eyed him; and, as when a weir-hatch is drawn,


      Her tears, penned by terror afore,


      With a rushing of sobs in a shower were strawn,


      Till her power to pour ’em seemed wasted and gone


      From the heft (16) o’ misfortune she bore.

    


    
      “O Tim, my own Tim I must call ’ee—I will!


      All the world has turned round on me so!


      Can you help her who loved ’ee, though acting so ill?


      Can you pity her misery—feel for her still?


      When worse than her body so quivering and chill


      Is her heart in its winter o’ woe!

    


    
      “I think I mid (17) almost ha’ borne it,” she said,


      “Had my griefs one by one come to hand;


      But O, to be slave to thik husbird (18) for bread,


      And then, upon top o’ that, driven to wed,


      And then, upon top o’ that, burnt out o’ bed,


      Is more than my nater can stand!”

    


    
      Like a lion within him Tim’s spirit outsprung—


      (Tim had a great soul when his feelings were wrung)—


      “Feel for ’ee, dear Barbree?” he cried;


      And his warm working-jacket then straightway he flung


      Round about her, and bending his back, there she clung


      Like a chiel on a gipsy, her figure uphung


      By the sleeves that he tightly had tied.

    


    
      Over piggeries, and mixens, (19) and apples, and hay,


      They lumpered (20) straight into the night;


      And finding erelong where a bridle-path lay,


      Lit on Tim’s house at dawn, only seen on their way


      By a naibour or two who were up wi’ the day,


      But who gathered no clue to the sight.

    


    
      Then tender Tim Tankens he searched here and there


      For some garment to clothe her fair skin;


      But though he had breeches and waistcoats to spare,


      He had nothing quite seemly for Barbree to wear,


      Who, half shrammed (21) to death, stood and cried on a chair


      At the caddle (22) she found herself in.

    


    
      There was one thing to do, and that one thing he did,


      He lent her some clothes of his own,


      And she took ’em perforce; and while swiftly she slid


      Them upon her Tim turned to the winder, as bid,


      Thinking, “O that the picter my duty keeps hid


      To the sight o’ my eyes mid be shown!”

    


    
      In the tallet (23) he stowed her; there huddied (24) she lay,


      Shortening sleeves, legs, and tails to her limbs;


      But most o’ the time in a mortal bad way,


      Well knowing that there’d be the divel to pay


      If ’twere found that, instead o’ the elements’ prey,


      She was living in lodgings at Tim’s.

    


    
      “Where’s the tranter?” said men and boys; “where can he be?”


      “Where’s the tranter?” said Barbree alone.


      “Where on e’th is the tranter?” said everybod-y:


      They sifted the dust of his perished roof-tree,


      And all they could find was a bone.

    


    
      Then the uncle cried, “Lord, pray have mercy on me!”


      And in terror began to repent;


      But before ’twas complete, and till sure she was free,


      Barbree drew up her loft-ladder, tight turned her key—


      Tim bringing up breakfast and dinner and tea—


      Till the news of her hiding got vent.

    


    
      Then followed the custom-kept rout, shout, and flare


      Of a skimmity-ride (25) through the naibourhood, ere


      Folk had proof of old Sweatley’s decay.


      Whereupon decent people all stood in a stare,


      Saying Tim and his lodger should risk it, and pair:


      So he took her to church. An’ some laughing lads there


      Cried to Tim, “After Sweatley!” She said, “I declare


      I stand as a maiden to-day!”

    


    Written 1866; printed 1875.


    ♣


    Heiress and Architect


    For A. W. Blomfield


    
      She sought the Studios, beckoning to her side


      An arch-designer, for she planned to build.


      He was of wise contrivance, deeply skilled


      In every intervolve of high and wide—


      Well fit to be her guide.

    


    
      “Whatever it be,”


      Responded he,


      With cold, clear voice, and cold, clear view,


      “In true accord with prudent fashionings


      For such vicissitudes as living brings,


      And thwarting not the law of stable things,


      That will I do.”

    


    
      “Shape me,” she said, “high halls with tracery


      And open ogive-work, that scent and hue


      Of buds, and travelling bees, may come in through,


      The note of birds, and singings of the sea,


      For these are much to me.”

    


    
      “An idle whim!”


      Broke forth from him


      Whom nought could warm to gallantries:


      “Cede all these buds and birds, the zephyr’s call,


      And scents, and hues, and things that falter all,


      And choose as best the close and surly wall,


      For winters freeze.”

    


    
      “Then frame,” she cried, “wide fronts of crystal glass,


      That I may show my laughter and my light—


      Light like the sun’s by day, the stars’ by night—


      Till rival heart-queens, envying, wail, ‘Alas,


      Her glory!’ as they pass.”

    


    
      “O maid misled!”


      He sternly said,


      Whose facile foresight pierced her dire;


      “Where shall abide the soul when, sick of glee,


      It shrinks, and hides, and prays no eye may see?


      Those house them best who house for secrecy,


      For you will tire.”

    


    
      “A little chamber, then, with swan and dove


      Ranged thickly, and engrailed with rare device


      Of reds and purples, for a Paradise


      Wherein my Love may greet me, I my Love,


      When he shall know thereof?”

    


    
      “This, too, is ill,”


      He answered still,


      The man who swayed her like a shade.


      “An hour will come when sight of such sweet nook


      Would bring a bitterness too sharp to brook,


      When brighter eyes have won away his look;


      For you will fade.”

    


    
      Then said she faintly: “O, contrive some way—


      Some narrow winding turret, quite mine own,


      To reach a loft where I may grieve alone!


      It is a slight thing; hence do not, I pray,


      This last dear fancy slay!”

    


    
      “Such winding ways


      Fit not your days,”


      Said he, the man of measuring eye;


      “I must even fashion as the rule declares,


      To wit: Give space (since life ends unawares)


      To hale a coffined corpse adown the stairs;


      For you will die.”

    


    1867.

    8 Adelphi Terrace.


    ♣


    The Two Men


    
      There were two youths of equal age,


      Wit, station, strength, and parentage;


      They studied at the selfsame schools,


      And shaped their thoughts by common rules.

    


    
      One pondered on the life of man,


      His hopes, his ending, and began


      To rate the Market’s sordid war


      As something scarce worth living for.

    


    
      “I’ll brace to higher aims,” said he,


      “I’ll further Truth and Purity;


      Thereby to mend the mortal lot


      And sweeten sorrow. Thrive I not,

    


    
      “Winning their hearts, my kind will give


      Enough that I may lowly live,


      And house my Love in some dim dell,


      For pleasing them and theirs so well.”

    


    
      Idly attired, with features wan,


      In secret swift he laboured on:


      Such press of power had brought much gold


      Applied to things of meaner mould.

    


    
      Sometimes he wished his aims had been


      To gather gains like other men;


      Then thanked his God he’d traced his track


      Too far for wish to drag him back.

    


    
      He looked out from his loft one day


      To where his slighted garden lay;


      Nettles and hemlock hid each lawn,


      And every flower was starved and gone.

    


    
      He fainted in his heart, whereon


      He rose, and sought his plighted one,


      Resolved to loose her bond withal,


      Lest she should perish in his fall.

    


    
      He met her with a careless air,


      As though he’d ceased to find her fair,


      And said: “True love is dust to me;


      I cannot kiss: I tire of thee!”

    


    
      (That she might scorn him was he fain,


      To put her sooner out of pain;


      For angered love breathes quick and dies,


      When famished love long lingering lies.)

    


    
      Once done, his soul was so betossed,


      It found no more the force it lost:


      Hope was his only drink and food,


      And hope extinct, decay ensued.

    


    
      And, living long so closely penned,


      He had not kept a single friend;


      He dwindled thin as phantoms be,


      And drooped to death in poverty….

    


    
      Meanwhile his schoolmate had gone out


      To join the fortune-finding rout;


      He liked the winnings of the mart,


      But wearied of the working part.

    


    
      He turned to seek a privy lair,


      Neglecting note of garb and hair,


      And day by day reclined and thought


      How he might live by doing nought.

    


    
      “I plan a valued scheme,” he said


      To some. “But lend me of your bread,


      And when the vast result looms nigh,


      In profit you shall stand as I.”

    


    
      Yet they took counsel to restrain


      Their kindness till they saw the gain;


      And, since his substance now had run,


      He rose to do what might be done.

    


    
      He went unto his Love by night,


      And said: “My Love, I faint in fight:


      Deserving as thou dost a crown,


      My cares shall never drag thee down.”

    


    
      (He had descried a maid whose line


      Would hand her on much corn and wine,


      And held her far in worth above


      One who could only pray and love.)

    


    
      But this Fair read him; whence he failed


      To do the deed so blithely hailed;


      He saw his projects wholly marred,


      And gloom and want oppressed him hard;

    


    
      Till, living to so mean an end,


      Whereby he’d lost his every friend,


      He perished in the pauper sty


      Where his old mate lay dying nigh.

    


    
      And moralists, reflecting, said,


      As “dust to dust” anon was read


      And echoed from each coffin-lid,


      “These men were like in all they did.”

    


    1866. W. P. V.


    ♣


    Lines


    Spoken by Miss Ada Rehan at the Lyceum Theatre, July 23, 1890, at a performance on behalf of Lady Jeune’s Holiday Fund for City Children.


    
      Before we part to alien thoughts and aims,


      Permit the one brief word the occasion claims:


      —When mumming and grave motives are allied,


      Perhaps an Epilogue is justified.

    


    
      Our under-purpose has, in truth, to-day


      Commanded most our musings; least the play:


      A purpose futile but for your good-will,


      Swiftly responsive to the cry of ill:


      A purpose all too limited!—to aid


      Frail human flowerets, sicklied by the shade,


      In winning some short spell of upland breeze,


      Or strengthening sunlight on the level leas.

    


    
      Who has not marked, where the full cheek should be,


      Incipient lines of lank flaccidity,


      Lymphatic pallor where the pink should glow,


      And where the throb of transport, pulses low?—


      Most tragical of shapes from Pole to Line,


      O wondering child, unwitting Time’s design,


      Why should Man add to Nature’s quandary,


      And worsen ill by thus immuring thee?


      —That races do despite unto their own,


      That Might supernal do indeed condone


      Wrongs individual for the general ease,


      Instance the proof in victims such as these.

    


    
      Launched into thoroughfares too thronged before,


      Mothered by those whose protest is “No more!”


      Vitalized without option: who shall say


      That did Life hang on choosing—Yea or Nay—


      They had not scorned it with such penalty,


      And nothingness implored of Destiny?

    


    
      And yet behind the horizon smile serene


      The down, the cornland, and the stretching green—


      Space—the child’s heaven: scenes which at least ensure


      Some palliative for ills they cannot cure.

    


    
      Dear friends—now moved by this poor show of ours


      To make your own long joy in buds and bowers


      For one brief while the joy of infant eyes,


      Changing their urban murk to paradise—


      You have our thanks!—may your reward include


      More than our thanks, far more: their gratitude.

    


    Savile Club. Midnight, July 1890.


    ♣


    “I Look into my Glass”


    
      I look into my glass,


      And view my wasting skin,


      And say, “Would God it came to pass


      My heart had shrunk as thin!”

    


    
      For then, I, undistrest


      By hearts grown cold to me,


      Could lonely wait my endless rest


      With equanimity.

    


    
      But Time, to make me grieve,


      Part steals, lets part abide;


      And shakes this fragile frame at eve


      With throbbings of noontide.

    

  


  ♣


  Poems of the Past and the Present


  by thomas hardy


  [Harper & Brothers, 1902]


  [The text follows the 1920 reprint of the Wessex Edition, Macmillan and Co. 1912.]
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  Preface


  Herewith I tender my thanks to the editors and proprietors of the Times, the Morning Post, the Daily Chronicle, the Westminster Gazette, Literature, the Graphic, Cornhill, Sphere, and other papers, for permission to reprint from their pages such of the following pieces of verse as have already been published.


  As was said of Wessex Poems, of the subject-matter of this volume much is dramatic or impersonative even where not explicitly so. And that portion which may be regarded as individual comprises a series of feelings and fancies written down in widely differing moods and circumstances, and at various dates; it will probably be found, therefore, to possess little cohesion of thought or harmony of colouring. I do not greatly regret this. Unadjusted impressions have their value, and the road to a true philosophy of life seems to lie in humbly recording diverse readings of its phenomena as they are forced upon us by chance and change.


  T. H.


  August 1901.


  V. R. 1819–1901


  A Reverie


  
    
      The mightiest moments pass uncalendared,


      And when the Absolute


      In backward Time pronounced the deedful word


      Whereby all life is stirred:


      “Let one be born and throned whose mould shall constitute


      The norm of every royal-reckoned attribute,”


      No mortal knew or heard.


      But in due days the purposed Life outshone—


      Serene, sagacious, free;


      —Her waxing seasons bloomed with deeds well done,


      And the world’s heart was won …


      Yet may the deed of hers most bright in eyes to be


      Lie hid from ours—as in the All-One’s thought lay she—


      Till ripening years have run.

    


    Sunday Night, 27th January 1901.


    ♣


    War Poems


    Embarkation


    (Southampton Docks: October, 1899)


    
      Here, where Vespasian’s legions struck the sands,


      And Cerdic with his Saxons entered in,


      And Henry’s army leapt afloat to win


      Convincing triumphs over neighbour lands,

    


    
      Vaster battalions press for further strands,


      To argue in the self-same bloody mode


      Which this late age of thought, and pact, and code,


      Still fails to mend.—Now deckward tramp the bands,


      Yellow as autumn leaves, alive as spring;


      And as each host draws out upon the sea


      Beyond which lies the tragical To-be,


      None dubious of the cause, none murmuring,

    


    
      Wives, sisters, parents, wave white hands and smile,


      As if they knew not that they weep the while.

    


    ♣


    Departure


    (Southampton Docks: October, 1899)


    
      While the far farewell music thins and fails,


      And the broad bottoms rip the bearing brine—


      All smalling slowly to the gray sea line—


      And each significant red smoke-shaft pales,

    


    
      Keen sense of severance everywhere prevails,


      Which shapes the late long tramp of mounting men


      To seeming words that ask and ask again:


      “How long, O ruling Teutons, Slavs, and Gaels

    


    
      “Must your wroth reasonings trade on lives like these,


      That are as puppets in a playing hand?—


      When shall the saner softer polities


      Whereof we dream, have sway in each proud land,


      And patriotism, grown Godlike, scorn to stand


      Bondslave to realms, but circle earth and seas?”

    


    ♣


    The Colonel’s Soliloquy


    (Southampton Docks: October, 1899)


    
      “The quay recedes. Hurrah! Ahead we go! …


      It’s true I’ve been accustomed now to home,


      And joints get rusty, and one’s limbs may grow


      More fit to rest than roam.

    


    
      “But I can stand as yet fair stress and strain;


      There’s not a little steel beneath the rust;


      My years mount somewhat, but here’s to’t again!


      And if I fall, I must.

    


    
      “God knows that for myself I have scanty care;


      Past scrimmages have proved as much to all;


      In Eastern lands and South I have had my share


      Both of the blade and ball.

    


    
      “And where those villains ripped me in the flitch


      With their old iron in my early time,


      I’m apt at change of wind to feel a twitch,


      Or at a change of clime.

    


    
      “And what my mirror shows me in the morning


      Has more of blotch and wrinkle than of bloom;


      My eyes, too, heretofore all glasses scorning,


      Have just a touch of rheum….

    


    
      “Now sounds ‘The Girl I’ve left behind me,’—Ah,


      The years, the ardours, wakened by that tune!


      Time was when, with the crowd’s farewell ‘Hurrah!’


      ’Twould lift me to the moon.

    


    
      “But now it’s late to leave behind me one


      Who if, poor soul, her man goes underground,


      Will not recover as she might have done


      In days when hopes abound.

    


    
      “She’s waving from the wharfside, palely grieving,


      As down we draw…. Her tears make little show,


      Yet now she suffers more than at my leaving


      Some twenty years ago.

    


    
      “I pray those left at home will care for her!


      I shall come back; I have before; though when


      The Girl you leave behind you is a grandmother,


      Things may not be as then.”

    


    ♣


    The Going of the Battery


    Wives’ Lament


    (November 2, 1899)


    I


    
      O it was sad enough, weak enough, mad enough—


      Light in their loving as soldiers can be—


      First to risk choosing them, leave alone losing them


      Now, in far battle, beyond the South Sea! …

    


    II


    
      —Rain came down drenchingly; but we unblenchingly


      Trudged on beside them through mirk and through mire,


      They stepping steadily—only too readily!—


      Scarce as if stepping brought parting-time nigher.

    


    III


    
      Great guns were gleaming there, living things seeming there,


      Cloaked in their tar-cloths, upmouthed to the night;


      Wheels wet and yellow from axle to felloe,


      Throats blank of sound, but prophetic to sight.

    


    IV


    
      Gas-glimmers drearily, blearily, eerily


      Lit our pale faces outstretched for one kiss,


      While we stood prest to them, with a last quest to them


      Not to court perils that honour could miss.

    


    V


    
      Sharp were those sighs of ours, blinded these eyes of ours,


      When at last moved away under the arch


      All we loved. Aid for them each woman prayed for them,


      Treading back slowly the track of their march.

    


    VI


    
      Someone said: “Nevermore will they come: evermore


      Are they now lost to us.” O it was wrong!


      Though may be hard their ways, some Hand will guard their ways,


      Bear them through safely, in brief time or long.

    


    VII


    
      —Yet, voices haunting us, daunting us, taunting us,


      Hint in the night-time when life beats are low


      Other and graver things … Hold we to braver things,


      Wait we, in trust, what Time’s fulness shall show.

    


    ♣


    At the War Office, London


    (Affixing the Lists of Killed and Wounded: December, 1899)


    I


    
      Last year I called this world of gaingivings


      The darkest thinkable, and questioned sadly


      If my own land could heave its pulse less gladly,


      So charged it seemed with circumstance that brings


      The tragedy of things.

    


    II


    
      Yet at that censured time no heart was rent


      Or feature blanched of parent, wife, or daughter


      By hourly blazoned sheets of listed slaughter;


      Death waited Nature’s wont; Peace smiled unshent


      From Ind to Occident.

    


    ♣


    A Christmas Ghost-Story


    
      South of the Line, inland from far Durban,


      A mouldering soldier lies—your countryman.


      Awry and doubled up are his gray bones,


      And on the breeze his puzzled phantom moans


      Nightly to clear Canopus: “I would know


      By whom and when the All-Earth-gladdening Law


      Of Peace, brought in by that Man Crucified,


      Was ruled to be inept, and set aside?

    


    
      And what of logic or of truth appears


      In tacking ‘Anno Domini’ to the years?


      Near twenty-hundred liveried thus have hied,


      But tarries yet the Cause for which He died.”

    


    Christmas-eve, 1899.


    ♣


    Drummer Hodge


    I


    
      They throw in Drummer Hodge, to rest


      Uncoffined—just as found:


      His landmark is a kopje-crest


      That breaks the veldt around;


      And foreign constellations west


      Each night above his mound.

    


    II


    
      Young Hodge the Drummer never knew—


      Fresh from his Wessex home—


      The meaning of the broad Karoo,


      The Bush, the dusty loam,


      And why uprose to nightly view


      Strange stars amid the gloam.

    


    III


    
      Yet portion of that unknown plain


      Will Hodge for ever be;


      His homely Northern breast and brain


      Grow up a Southern tree,


      And strange-eyed constellations reign


      His stars eternally.

    


    ♣


    A Wife in London


    (December, 1899)


    I


    
      She sits in the tawny vapour


      That the Thames-side lanes have uprolled,


      Behind whose webby fold on fold


      Like a waning taper


      The street-lamp glimmers cold.

    


    
      A messenger’s knock cracks smartly,


      Flashed news is in her hand


      Of meaning it dazes to understand


      Though shaped so shortly:


      He—has fallen—in the far South Land….

    


    II


    
      ’Tis the morrow; the fog hangs thicker,


      The postman nears and goes:


      A letter is brought whose lines disclose


      By the firelight flicker


      His hand, whom the worm now knows:

    


    
      Fresh—firm—penned in highest feather—


      Page-full of his hoped return,


      And of home-planned jaunts by brake and burn


      In the summer weather,


      And of new love that they would learn.

    


    ♣


    The Souls of the Slain


    I


    
      The thick lids of Night closed upon me


      Alone at the Bill


      Of the Isle by the Race (1)—


      Many-caverned, bald, wrinkled of face—


      And with darkness and silence the spirit was on me


      To brood and be still.

    


    II


    
      No wind fanned the flats of the ocean,


      Or promontory sides,


      Or the ooze by the strand,


      Or the bent-bearded slope of the land,


      Whose base took its rest amid everlong motion


      Of criss-crossing tides.

    


    III


    
      Soon from out of the Southward seemed nearing


      A whirr, as of wings


      Waved by mighty-vanned flies,


      Or by night-moths of measureless size,


      And in softness and smoothness well-nigh beyond hearing


      Of corporal things.

    


    IV


    
      And they bore to the bluff, and alighted—


      A dim-discerned train


      Of sprites without mould,


      Frameless souls none might touch or might hold—


      On the ledge by the turreted lantern, far-sighted


      By men of the main.

    


    V


    
      And I heard them say “Home!” and I knew them


      For souls of the felled


      On the earth’s nether bord


      Under Capricorn, whither they’d warred,


      And I neared in my awe, and gave heedfulness to them


      With breathings inheld.

    


    VI


    
      Then, it seemed, there approached from the northward


      A senior soul-flame


      Of the like filmy hue:


      And he met them and spake: “Is it you,


      O my men?” Said they, “Aye! We bear homeward and hearthward


      To feast on our fame!”

    


    VII


    
      “I’ve flown there before you,” he said then:


      “Your households are well;


      But—your kin linger less


      On your glory and war-mightiness


      Than on dearer things.”—“Dearer?” cried these from the dead then,


      “Of what do they tell?”

    


    VIII


    
      “Some mothers muse sadly, and murmur


      Your doings as boys—


      Recall the quaint ways


      Of your babyhood’s innocent days.


      Some pray that, ere dying, your faith had grown firmer,


      And higher your joys.

    


    IX


    
      “A father broods: ‘Would I had set him


      To some humble trade,


      And so slacked his high fire,


      And his passionate martial desire;


      Had told him no stories to woo him and whet him


      To this dire crusade!’”

    


    X


    
      “And, General, how hold out our sweethearts,


      Sworn loyal as doves?”


      —“Many mourn; many think


      It is not unattractive to prink


      Them in sables for heroes. Some fickle and fleet hearts


      Have found them new loves.”

    


    XI


    
      “And our wives?” quoth another resignedly,


      “Dwell they on our deeds?”


      —“Deeds of home; that live yet


      Fresh as new—deeds of fondness or fret;


      Ancient words that were kindly expressed or unkindly,


      These, these have their heeds.”

    


    XII


    
      —“Alas! then it seems that our glory


      Weighs less in their thought


      Than our old homely acts,


      And the long-ago commonplace facts


      Of our lives—held by us as scarce part of our story,


      And rated as nought!”

    


    XIII


    
      Then bitterly some: “Was it wise now


      To raise the tomb-door


      For such knowledge? Away!”


      But the rest: “Fame we prized till to-day;


      Yet that hearts keep us green for old kindness we prize now


      A thousand times more!”

    


    XIV


    
      Thus speaking, the trooped apparitions


      Began to disband


      And resolve them in two:


      Those whose record was lovely and true


      Bore to northward for home: those of bitter traditions


      Again left the land,

    


    XV


    
      And, towering to seaward in legions,


      They paused at a spot


      Overbending the Race—


      That engulphing, ghast, sinister place—


      Whither headlong they plunged, to the fathomless regions


      Of myriads forgot.

    


    XVI


    
      And the spirits of those who were homing


      Passed on, rushingly,


      Like the Pentecost Wind;


      And the whirr of their wayfaring thinned


      And surceased on the sky, and but left in the gloaming


      Sea-mutterings and me.

    


    December, 1899.


    ♣


    Song of the Soldiers’ Wives and Sweethearts


    I


    
      At last! In sight of home again,


      Of home again;


      No more to range and roam again


      As at that bygone time?


      No more to go away from us


      And stay from us?—


      Dawn, hold not long the day from us,


      But quicken it to prime!

    


    II


    
      Now all the town shall ring to them,


      Shall ring to them,


      And we who love them cling to them


      And clasp them joyfully;


      And cry, “O much we’ll do for you


      Anew for you,


      Dear Loves!—aye, draw and hew for you,


      Come back from oversea.”

    


    III


    
      Some told us we should meet no more,


      Yea, meet no more!—


      Should wait, and wish, but greet no more


      Your faces round our fires;


      That, in a while, uncharily


      And drearily


      Men gave their lives—even wearily,


      Like those whom living tires.

    


    IV


    
      And now you are nearing home again,


      Dears, home again;


      No more, may be, to roam again


      As at that bygone time,


      Which took you far away from us


      To stay from us;


      Dawn, hold not long the day from us,


      But quicken it to prime!

    


    ♣


    The Sick Battle-God


    I


    
      In days when men found joy in war,


      A God of Battles sped each mortal jar;


      The peoples pledged him heart and hand,


      From Israel’s land to isles afar.

    


    II


    
      His crimson form, with clang and chime,


      Flashed on each murk and murderous meeting-time,


      And kings invoked, for rape and raid,


      His fearsome aid in rune and rhyme.

    


    III


    
      On bruise and blood-hole, scar and seam,


      On blade and bolt, he flung his fulgid beam:


      His haloes rayed the very gore,


      And corpses wore his glory-gleam.

    


    IV


    
      Often an early King or Queen,


      And storied hero onward, caught his sheen;


      ’Twas glimpsed by Wolfe, by Ney anon,


      And Nelson on his blue demesne.

    


    V


    
      But new light spread. That god’s gold nimb


      And blazon have waned dimmer and more dim;


      Even his flushed form begins to fade,


      Till but a shade is left of him.

    


    VI


    
      That modern meditation broke


      His spell, that penmen’s pleadings dealt a stroke,


      Say some; and some that crimes too dire


      Did much to mire his crimson cloak.

    


    VII


    
      Yea, seeds of crescive sympathy


      Were sown by those more excellent than he,


      Long known, though long contemned till then—


      The gods of men in amity.

    


    VIII


    
      Souls have grown seers, and thought outbrings


      The mournful many-sidedness of things


      With foes as friends, enfeebling ires


      And fury-fires by gaingivings!

    


    IX


    
      He rarely gladdens champions now;


      They do and dare, but tensely—pale of brow,


      And would they fain uplift the arm


      Of that weak form they know not how.

    


    X


    
      Yet wars arise, though zest grows cold;


      Wherefore, at times, as if in ancient mould


      He looms, bepatched with paint and lath;


      But never hath he seemed the old!

    


    XI


    
      Let men rejoice, let men deplore,


      The lurid Deity of heretofore


      Succumbs to one of saner nod;


      The Battle-god is god no more.

    


    ♣


    Poems of Pilgrimage


    Genoa and the Mediterranean


    (March, 1887)


    
      O epic-famed, god-haunted Central Sea,


      Heave careless of the deep wrong done to thee


      When from Torino’s track I saw thy face first flash on me.

    


    
      And multimarbled Genova the Proud,


      Gleam all unconscious how, wide-lipped, up-browed,


      I first beheld thee clad—not as the Beauty but the Dowd.

    


    
      Out from a deep-delved way my vision lit


      On housebacks pink, green, ochreous—where a slit


      Shoreward ’twixt row and row revealed the classic blue through it.

    


    
      And thereacross waved fishwives’ high-hung smocks,


      Chrome kerchiefs, scarlet hose, darned under-frocks;


      Often since when my dreams of thee, O Queen, that frippery mocks:

    


    
      Whereat I grieve, Superba! … Afterhours


      Within Palazzo Doria’s orange bowers


      Went far to mend these marrings of thy soul-subliming powers.

    


    
      But, Queen, such squalid undress none should see,


      Those dream-endangering eyewounds no more be


      Where lovers first behold thy form in pilgrimage to thee.

    


    ♣


    Shelley’s Skylark


    (The neighbourhood of Leghorn: March, 1887)


    
      Somewhere afield here something lies


      In Earth’s oblivious eyeless trust


      That moved a poet to prophecies—


      A pinch of unseen, unguarded dust:

    


    
      The dust of the lark that Shelley heard,


      And made immortal through times to be;—


      Though it only lived like another bird,


      And knew not its immortality:

    


    
      Lived its meek life; then, one day, fell—


      A little ball of feather and bone;


      And how it perished, when piped farewell,


      And where it wastes, are alike unknown.

    


    
      Maybe it rests in the loam I view,


      Maybe it throbs in a myrtle’s green,


      Maybe it sleeps in the coming hue


      Of a grape on the slopes of yon inland scene.

    


    
      Go find it, faeries, go and find


      That tiny pinch of priceless dust,


      And bring a casket silver-lined,


      And framed of gold that gems encrust;

    


    
      And we will lay it safe therein,


      And consecrate it to endless time;


      For it inspired a bard to win


      Ecstatic heights in thought and rhyme.

    


    ♣


    In the Old Theatre, Fiesole


    (April, 1887)


    
      I traced the Circus whose gray stones incline


      Where Rome and dim Etruria interjoin,


      Till came a child who showed an ancient coin


      That bore the image of a Constantine.

    


    
      She lightly passed; nor did she once opine


      How, better than all books, she had raised for me


      In swift perspective Europe’s history


      Through the vast years of Cæsar’s sceptred line.

    


    
      For in my distant plot of English loam


      ’Twas but to delve, and straightway there to find


      Coins of like impress. As with one half blind


      Whom common simples cure, her act flashed home


      In that mute moment to my opened mind


      The power, the pride, the reach of perished Rome.

    


    ♣


    Rome: On the Palatine


    (April, 1887)


    
      We walked where Victor Jove was shrined awhile,


      And passed to Livia’s rich red mural show,


      Whence, thridding cave and Criptoportico,


      We gained Caligula’s dissolving pile.

    


    
      And each ranked ruin tended to beguile


      The outer sense, and shape itself as though


      It wore its marble gleams in pristine glow


      Of scenic frieze and pompous peristyle.

    


    
      When lo, swift hands, on strings nigh overhead,


      Began to melodize a waltz by Strauss:


      It stirred me as I stood, in Cæsar’s house,


      Raised the old routs Imperial lyres had led,

    


    
      And blended pulsing life with lives long done,


      Till Time seemed fiction, Past and Present one.

    


    ♣


    Rome: Building a New Street in the Ancient Quarter


    (April, 1887)


    
      These umbered cliffs and gnarls of masonry


      Outskeleton Time’s central city, Rome;


      Whereof each arch, entablature, and dome


      Lies bare in all its gaunt anatomy.

    


    
      And cracking frieze and rotten metope


      Express, as though they were an open tome


      Top-lined with caustic monitory gnome;


      “Dunces, Learn here to spell Humanity!”

    


    
      And yet within these ruins’ very shade


      The singing workmen shape and set and join


      Their frail new mansion’s stuccoed cove and quoin


      With no apparent sense that years abrade,


      Though each rent wall their feeble works invade


      Once shamed all such in power of pier and groin.

    


    ♣


    Rome: The Vatican—Sala delle Muse


    (1887)


    
      I sat in the Muses’ Hall at the mid of the day,


      And it seemed to grow still, and the people to pass away,


      And the chiselled shapes to combine in a haze of sun,


      Till beside a Carrara column there gleamed forth One.

    


    
      She looked not this nor that of those beings divine,


      But each and the whole—an essence of all the Nine;


      With tentative foot she neared to my halting-place,


      A pensive smile on her sweet, small, marvellous face.

    


    
      “Regarded so long, we render thee sad?” said she.


      “Not you,” sighed I, “but my own inconstancy!


      I worship each and each; in the morning one,


      And then, alas! another at sink of sun.

    


    
      “To-day my soul clasps Form; but where is my troth


      Of yesternight with Tune: can one cleave to both?”


      —“Be not perturbed,” said she. “Though apart in fame,


      As I and my sisters are one, those, too, are the same.”

    


    
      —“But my love goes further—to Story, and Dance, and Hymn,


      The lover of all in a sun-sweep is fool to whim—


      Is swayed like a river-weed as the ripples run!”


      —“Nay, wooer, thou sway’st not. These are but phases of one;

    


    
      “And that one is I; and I am projected from thee,


      One that out of thy brain and heart thou causest to be—


      Extern to thee nothing. Grieve not, nor thyself becall,


      Woo where thou wilt; and rejoice thou canst love at all!”

    


    ♣


    Rome: At the Pyramid of Cestius near the Graves of Shelley and Keats


    (1887)


    
      Who, then, was Cestius,


      And what is he to me?—


      Amid thick thoughts and memories multitudinous


      One thought alone brings he.

    


    
      I can recall no word


      Of anything he did;


      For me he is a man who died and was interred


      To leave a pyramid

    


    
      Whose purpose was exprest


      Not with its first design,


      Nor till, far down in Time, beside it found their rest


      Two countrymen of mine.

    


    
      Cestius in life, maybe,


      Slew, breathed out threatening;


      I know not. This I know: in death all silently


      He does a rarer thing,

    


    
      In beckoning pilgrim feet


      With marble finger high


      To where, by shadowy wall and history-haunted street,


      Those matchless singers lie….

    


    
      —Say, then, he lived and died


      That stones which bear his name


      Should mark, through Time, where two immortal Shades abide;


      It is an ample fame.

    


    ♣


    Lausanne: In Gibbon’s Old Garden: 11–12 p.m.


    (June 27, 1897)


    (The 110th anniversary of the completion of the “Decline and Fall” at the same hour and place)


    
      A spirit seems to pass,


      Formal in pose, but grave withal and grand:


      He contemplates a writing in his hand,


      And far lamps fleck him through the thin acacias.

    


    
      Anon the leaves are closed,


      With “It is finished!” And at the alley’s end


      He turns, and when on me his glances bend


      As from the Past comes speech—small, muted, yet composed.

    


    
      “How fares the Truth now?—Ill?


      —Do pens but slily further her advance?


      May one not speed her but in phrase askance?


      Do scribes aver the Comic to be Reverend still?

    


    
      “Still rule those minds on earth


      At whom sage Milton’s wormwood words were hurled:


      ‘Truth like a bastard comes into the world


      Never without ill-fame to him who gives her birth’?”

    


    ♣


    Zermatt: To the Matterhorn


    (June-July, 1897)


    
      Thirty-two years since, up against the sun,


      Seven shapes, thin atomies to lower sight,


      Labouringly leapt and gained thy gabled height,


      And four lives paid for what the seven had won.

    


    
      They were the first by whom the deed was done,


      And when I look at thee, my mind takes flight


      To that day’s tragic feat of manly might,


      As though, till then, of history thou hadst none.

    


    
      Yet ages ere men topped thee, late and soon


      Thou didst behold the planets lift and lower;


      Saw’st, maybe, Joshua’s pausing sun and moon,


      And the betokening sky when Cæsar’s power


      Approached its bloody end; yea, even that Noon


      When darkness filled the earth till the ninth hour.

    


    ♣


    The Bridge of Lodi (2)


    (Spring, 1887)


    I


    
      When of tender mind and body


      I was moved by minstrelsy,


      And that air “The Bridge of Lodi”


      Brought a strange delight to me.

    


    II


    
      In the battle-breathing jingle


      Of its forward-footing tune


      I could see the armies mingle,


      And the columns crushed and hewn

    


    III


    
      On that far-famed spot by Lodi


      Where Napoleon clove his way


      To his fame, when like a god he


      Bent the nations to his sway.

    


    IV


    
      Hence the tune came capering to me


      While I traced the Rhone and Po;


      Nor could Milan’s Marvel woo me


      From the spot englamoured so.

    


    V


    
      And to-day, sunlit and smiling,


      Here I stand upon the scene,


      With its saffron walls, dun tiling,


      And its meads of maiden green,

    


    VI


    
      Even as when the trackway thundered


      With the charge of grenadiers,


      And the blood of forty hundred


      Splashed its parapets and piers….

    


    VII


    
      Any ancient crone I’d toady


      Like a lass in young-eyed prime,


      Could she tell some tale of Lodi


      At that moving mighty time.

    


    VIII


    
      So, I ask the wives of Lodi


      For traditions of that day;


      But alas! not anybody


      Seems to know of such a fray.

    


    IX


    
      And they heed but transitory


      Marketings in cheese and meat,


      Till I judge that Lodi’s story


      Is extinct in Lodi’s street.

    


    X


    
      Yet while here and there they thrid them


      In their zest to sell and buy,


      Let me sit me down amid them


      And behold those thousands die….

    


    XI


    
      —Not a creature cares in Lodi


      How Napoleon swept each arch,


      Or where up and downward trod he,


      Or for his outmatching march.

    


    XII


    
      So that wherefore should I be here,


      Watching Adda lip the lea,


      When the whole romance to see here


      Is the dream I bring with me?

    


    XIII


    
      And why sing “The Bridge of Lodi”


      As I sit thereon and swing,


      When none shows by smile or nod he


      Guesses why or what I sing? …

    


    XIV


    
      Since all Lodi, low and head ones,


      Seem to pass that story by,


      It may be the Lodi-bred ones


      Rate it truly, and not I.

    


    XV


    
      Once engrossing Bridge of Lodi,


      Is thy claim to glory gone?


      Must I pipe a palinody,


      Or be silent thereupon?

    


    XVI


    
      And if here, from strand to steeple,


      Be no stone to fame the fight,


      Must I say the Lodi people


      Are but viewing crime aright? …

    


    XVII


    
      Nay; I’ll sing “The Bridge of Lodi”—


      That long-loved, romantic thing,


      Though none show by smile or nod he


      Guesses why and what I sing!

    


    ♣


    On an Invitation to the United States


    I


    
      My ardours for emprize nigh lost


      Since Life has bared its bones to me,


      I shrink to seek a modern coast


      Whose riper times have yet to be;


      Where the new regions claim them free


      From that long drip of human tears


      Which peoples old in tragedy


      Have left upon the centuried years.

    


    II


    
      For, wonning in these ancient lands,


      Enchased and lettered as a tomb,


      And scored with prints of perished hands,


      And chronicled with dates of doom,


      Though my own Being bear no bloom


      I trace the lives such scenes enshrine,


      Give past exemplars present room,


      And their experience count as mine.

    


    ♣


    Miscellaneous Poems


    The Mother Mourns


    
      When mid-autumn’s moan shook the night-time,


      And sedges were horny,


      And summer’s green wonderwork faltered


      On leaze and in lane,

    


    
      I fared Yell’ham-Firs way, where dimly


      Came wheeling around me


      Those phantoms obscure and insistent


      That shadows unchain.

    


    
      Till airs from the needle-thicks brought me


      A low lamentation,


      As though from a tree-god disheartened,


      Perplexed, or in pain.

    


    
      And, heeding, it awed me to gather


      That Nature herself there


      Was breathing in aërie accents,


      With dirgelike refrain,

    


    
      Weary plaint that Mankind, in these late days,


      Had grieved her by holding


      Her ancient high fame of perfection


      In doubt and disdain….

    


    
      —“I had not proposed me a Creature


      (She soughed) so excelling


      All else of my kingdom in compass


      And brightness of brain

    


    
      “As to read my defects with a god-glance,


      Uncover each vestige


      Of old inadvertence, annunciate


      Each flaw and each stain!

    


    
      “My purpose went not to develop


      Such insight in Earthland;


      Such potent appraisements affront me,


      And sadden my reign!

    


    
      “Why loosened I olden control here


      To mechanize skywards,


      Undeeming great scope could outshape in


      A globe of such grain?

    


    
      “Man’s mountings of mind-sight I checked not,


      Till range of his vision


      Has topped my intent, and finds blemish


      Throughout my domain.

    


    
      “He holds as inept his own soul-shell—


      My deftest achievement—


      Contemns me for fitful inventions


      Ill-timed and inane:

    


    
      “No more sees my sun as a Sanct-shape,


      My moon as the Night-queen,


      My stars as august and sublime ones


      That influences rain:

    


    
      “Reckons gross and ignoble my teaching,


      Immoral my story,


      My love-lights a lure, that my species


      May gather and gain.

    


    
      “‘Give me,’ he has said, ‘but the matter


      And means the gods lot her,


      My brain could evolve a creation


      More seemly, more sane.’

    


    
      —“If ever a naughtiness seized me


      To woo adulation


      From creatures more keen than those crude ones


      That first formed my train—

    


    
      “If inly a moment I murmured,


      ‘The simple praise sweetly,


      But sweetlier the sage’—and did rashly


      Man’s vision unrein,

    


    
      “I rue it! … His guileless forerunners,


      Whose brains I could blandish,


      To measure the deeps of my mysteries


      Applied them in vain.

    


    
      “From them my waste aimings and futile


      I subtly could cover;


      ‘Every best thing,’ said they, ‘to best purpose


      Her powers preordain.’—

    


    
      “No more such! … My species are dwindling,


      My forests grow barren,


      My popinjays fail from their tappings,


      My larks from their strain.

    


    
      “My leopardine beauties are rarer,


      My tusky ones vanish,


      My children have aped mine own slaughters


      To quicken my wane.

    


    
      “Let me grow, then, but mildews and mandrakes,


      And slimy distortions,


      Let nevermore things good and lovely


      To me appertain;

    


    
      “For Reason is rank in my temples,


      And Vision unruly,


      And chivalrous laud of my cunning


      Is heard not again!”

    


    ♣


    “I said to Love”


    
      I said to Love,


      “It is not now as in old days


      When men adored thee and thy ways


      All else above;


      Named thee the Boy, the Bright, the One


      Who spread a heaven beneath the sun,”


      I said to Love.

    


    
      I said to him,


      “We now know more of thee than then;


      We were but weak in judgment when,


      With hearts abrim,


      We clamoured thee that thou would’st please


      Inflict on us thine agonies,”


      I said to him.

    


    
      I said to Love,


      “Thou art not young, thou art not fair,


      No elfin darts, no cherub air,


      Nor swan, nor dove


      Are thine; but features pitiless,


      And iron daggers of distress,”


      I said to Love.

    


    
      “Depart then, Love! …


      —Man’s race shall perish, threatenest thou,


      Without thy kindling coupling-vow?


      The age to come the man of now


      Know nothing of?—


      We fear not such a threat from thee;


      We are too old in apathy!


      Mankind shall cease.—So let it be,”


      I said to Love.

    


    ♣


    A Commonplace Day


    
      The day is turning ghost,


      And scuttles from the kalendar in fits and furtively,


      To join the anonymous host


      Of those that throng oblivion; ceding his place, maybe,


      To one of like degree.

    


    
      I part the fire-gnawed logs,


      Rake forth the embers, spoil the busy flames, and lay the ends


      Upon the shining dogs;


      Further and further from the nooks the twilight’s stride extends,


      And beamless black impends.

    


    
      Nothing of tiniest worth


      Have I wrought, pondered, planned; no one thing asking blame or praise,


      Since the pale corpse-like birth


      Of this diurnal unit, bearing blanks in all its rays—


      Dullest of dull-hued Days!

    


    
      Wanly upon the panes


      The rain slides, as have slid since morn my colourless thoughts; and yet


      Here, while Day’s presence wanes,


      And over him the sepulchre-lid is slowly lowered and set,


      He wakens my regret.

    


    
      Regret—though nothing dear


      That I wot of, was toward in the wide world at his prime,


      Or bloomed elsewhere than here,


      To die with his decease, and leave a memory sweet, sublime,


      Or mark him out in Time….

    


    
      —Yet, maybe, in some soul,


      In some spot undiscerned on sea or land, some impulse rose,


      Or some intent upstole


      Of that enkindling ardency from whose maturer glows


      The world’s amendment flows;

    


    
      But which, benumbed at birth


      By momentary chance or wile, has missed its hope to be


      Embodied on the earth;


      And undervoicings of this loss to man’s futurity


      May wake regret in me.

    


    ♣


    At a Lunar Eclipse


    
      Thy shadow, Earth, from Pole to Central Sea,


      Now steals along upon the Moon’s meek shine


      In even monochrome and curving line


      Of imperturbable serenity.

    


    
      How shall I link such sun-cast symmetry


      With the torn troubled form I know as thine,


      That profile, placid as a brow divine,


      With continents of moil and misery?

    


    
      And can immense Mortality but throw


      So small a shade, and Heaven’s high human scheme


      Be hemmed within the coasts yon arc implies?

    


    
      Is such the stellar gauge of earthly show,


      Nation at war with nation, brains that teem,


      Heroes, and women fairer than the skies?

    


    ♣


    The Lacking Sense


    Scene.—A sad-coloured landscape, Waddon Vale.


    I


    
      “O Time, whence comes the Mother’s moody look amid her labours,


      As of one who all unwittingly has wounded where she loves?


      Why weaves she not her world-webs to according lutes and tabors,


      With nevermore this too remorseful air upon her face,


      As of angel fallen from grace?”

    


    II


    
      —“Her look is but her story: construe not its symbols keenly:


      In her wonderworks yea surely has she wounded where she loves.


      The sense of ills misdealt for blisses blanks the mien most queenly,


      Self-smitings kill self-joys; and everywhere beneath the sun


      Such deeds her hands have done.”

    


    III


    
      —“And how explains thy Ancient Mind her crimes upon her creatures,


      These fallings from her fair beginnings, woundings where she loves,


      Into her would-be perfect motions, modes, effects, and features


      Admitting cramps, black humours, wan decay, and baleful blights,


      Distress into delights?”

    


    IV


    
      —“Ah! know’st thou not her secret yet, her vainly veiled deficience,


      Whence it comes that all unwittingly she wounds the lives she loves?


      That sightless are those orbs of hers?—which bar to her omniscience


      Brings those fearful unfulfilments, that red ravage through her zones


      Whereat all creation groans.

    


    V


    
      “She whispers it in each pathetic strenuous slow endeavour,


      When in mothering she unwittingly sets wounds on what she loves;


      Yet her primal doom pursues her, faultful, fatal is she ever;


      Though so deft and nigh to vision is her facile finger-touch


      That the seers marvel much.

    


    VI


    
      “Deal, then, her groping skill no scorn, no note of malediction;


      Not long on thee will press the hand that hurts the lives it loves;


      And while she plods dead-reckoning on, in darkness of affliction,


      Assist her where thy creaturely dependence can or may,


      For thou art of her clay.”

    


    ♣


    To Life


    
      O Life with the sad seared face,


      I weary of seeing thee,


      And thy draggled cloak, and thy hobbling pace,


      And thy too-forced pleasantry!

    


    
      I know what thou would’st tell


      Of Death, Time, Destiny—


      I have known it long, and know, too, well


      What it all means for me.

    


    
      But canst thou not array


      Thyself in rare disguise,


      And feign like truth, for one mad day,


      That Earth is Paradise?

    


    
      I’ll tune me to the mood,


      And mumm with thee till eve;


      And maybe what as interlude


      I feign, I shall believe!

    


    ♣


    Doom and She


    I


    
      There dwells a mighty pair—


      Slow, statuesque, intense—


      Amid the vague Immense:


      None can their chronicle declare,


      Nor why they be, nor whence.

    


    II


    
      Mother of all things made,


      Matchless in artistry,


      Unlit with sight is she.—


      And though her ever well-obeyed


      Vacant of feeling he.

    


    III


    
      The Matron mildly asks—


      A throb in every word—


      “Our clay-made creatures, lord,


      How fare they in their mortal tasks


      Upon Earth’s bounded bord?

    


    IV


    
      “The fate of those I bear,


      Dear lord, pray turn and view,


      And notify me true;


      Shapings that eyelessly I dare


      Maybe I would undo.

    


    V


    
      “Sometimes from lairs of life


      Methinks I catch a groan,


      Or multitudinous moan,


      As though I had schemed a world of strife,


      Working by touch alone.”

    


    VI


    
      “World-weaver!” he replies,


      “I scan all thy domain;


      But since nor joy nor pain


      It lies in me to recognize,


      Thy questionings are vain.

    


    VII


    
      “World-weaver! what is Grief?


      And what are Right, and Wrong,


      And Feeling, that belong


      To creatures all who owe thee fief?


      Why is Weak worse than Strong?” …

    


    VIII


    
      —Unanswered, curious, meek,


      She broods in sad surmise….


      —Some say they have heard her sighs


      On Alpine height or Polar peak


      When the night tempests rise.

    


    ♣


    The Problem


    
      Shall we conceal the Case, or tell it—


      We who believe the evidence?


      Here and there the watch-towers knell it


      With a sullen significance,


      Heard of the few who listen intently with strained and eager and reaching sense.

    


    
      Hearts that are happiest hold not by it;


      Better we let, then, the old view reign;


      Since there is peace in it, why decry it?


      Since there is comfort, why disdain?


      Note not the pigment so long as the painting determines humanity’s joy and pain!

    


    ♣


    The Subalterns


    I


    
      “Poor wanderer,” said the leaden sky,


      “I fain would lighten thee,


      But there are laws in force on high


      Which say it must not be.”

    


    II


    
      —“I would not freeze thee, shorn one,” cried


      The North, “knew I but how


      To warm my breath, to slack my stride;


      But I am ruled as thou.”

    


    III


    
      —“To-morrow I attack thee, wight,”


      Said Sickness. “Yet I swear


      I bear thy little ark no spite,


      But am bid enter there.”

    


    IV


    
      —“Come hither, Son,” I heard Death say;


      “I did not will a grave


      Should end thy pilgrimage to-day,


      But I, too, am a slave!”

    


    V


    
      We smiled upon each other then,


      And life to me had less


      Of that fell look it wore ere when


      They owned their passiveness.

    


    ♣


    The Sleep-Worker


    
      When wilt thou wake, O Mother, wake and see—


      As one who, held in trance, has laboured long


      By vacant rote and prepossession strong—


      The coils that thou hast wrought unwittingly;

    


    
      Wherein have place, unrealized by thee,


      Fair growths, foul cankers, right enmeshed with wrong,


      Strange orchestras of victim-shriek and song,


      And curious blends of ache and ecstasy?—

    


    
      Should that day come, and show thy opened eyes


      All that Life’s palpitating tissues feel,


      How wilt thou bear thyself in thy surprise?—

    


    
      Wilt thou destroy, in one wild shock of shame,


      Thy whole high heaving firmamental frame,


      Or patiently adjust, amend, and heal?

    


    ♣


    The Bullfinches


    
      Brother Bulleys, let us sing


      From the dawn till evening!—


      For we know not that we go not


      When to-day’s pale pinions fold


      Where they be that sang of old.

    


    
      When I flew to Blackmoor Vale,


      Whence the green-gowned faeries hail,


      Roosting near them I could hear them


      Speak of queenly Nature’s ways,


      Means, and moods,—well known to fays.

    


    
      All we creatures, nigh and far


      (Said they there), the Mother’s are;


      Yet she never shows endeavour


      To protect from warrings wild


      Bird or beast she calls her child.

    


    
      Busy in her handsome house


      Known as Space, she falls a-drowse;


      Yet, in seeming, works on dreaming,


      While beneath her groping hands


      Fiends make havoc in her bands.

    


    
      How her hussif’ry succeeds


      She unknows or she unheeds,


      All things making for Death’s taking!


      —So the green-gowned faeries say


      Living over Blackmoor way.

    


    
      Come then, brethren, let us sing,


      From the dawn till evening!—


      For we know not that we go not


      When to-day’s pale pinions fold


      Where they sleep that sang of old.

    


    ♣


    God-Forgotten


    
      I towered far, and lo! I stood within


      The presence of the Lord Most High,


      Sent thither by the sons of earth, to win


      Some answer to their cry.

    


    
      —“The Earth, say’st thou? The Human race?


      By Me created? Sad its lot?


      Nay: I have no remembrance of such place:


      Such world I fashioned not.”—

    


    
      —“O Lord, forgive me when I say


      Thou spakest the word and made it all.”—


      “The Earth of men … let me bethink me…. Yea!


      I dimly do recall

    


    
      “Some tiny sphere I built long back


      (Mid millions of such shapes of mine)


      So named … It perished, surely—not a wrack


      Remaining, or a sign?

    


    
      “It lost my interest from the first,


      My aims therefor succeeding ill;


      Haply it died of doing as it durst?”—


      “Lord, it existeth still.”—

    


    
      “Dark, then, its life! For not a cry


      Of aught it bears do I now hear;


      Of its own act the threads were snapt whereby


      Its plaints had reached mine ear.

    


    
      “It used to ask for gifts of good,


      Till came its severance, self-entailed,


      When sudden silence on that side ensued,


      And has till now prevailed.

    


    
      “All other orbs have kept in touch;


      Their voicings reach me speedily:


      Thy people took upon them overmuch


      In sundering them from me!

    


    
      “And it is strange—though sad enough—


      Earth’s race should think that one whose call


      Frames, daily, shining spheres of flawless stuff


      Must heed their tainted ball! …

    


    
      “But sayest it is by pangs distraught,


      And strife, and silent suffering?—


      Sore grieved am I that injury should be wrought


      Even on so poor a thing!

    


    
      “Thou shouldst have learnt that Not to Mend


      For Me could mean but Not to Know:


      Hence, Messengers! and straightway put an end


      To what men undergo.” …

    


    
      Homing at dawn, I thought to see


      One of the Messengers standing by.


      —O childish thought! … Yet still it comes to me


      When trouble hovers nigh.

    


    ♣


    The Bedridden Peasant


    To an Unknowing God


    
      Much wonder I—here long low-laid—


      That this dead wall should be


      Betwixt the Maker and the made,


      Between Thyself and me!

    


    
      For, say one puts a child to nurse,


      He eyes it now and then


      To know if better it is, or worse,


      And if it mourn, and when.

    


    
      But Thou, Lord, givest men their day


      In helpless bondage thus


      To Time and Chance, and seem’st straightway


      To think no more of us!

    


    
      That some disaster cleft Thy scheme


      And tore it wide apart,


      So that no cry can cross, I deem;


      For Thou art mild of heart,

    


    
      And wouldst not shape and shut us in


      Where voice can not be heard:


      Plainly Thou meantest we should win


      Thy succour by a word.

    


    
      Might but Thy sense flash down the skies


      Like man’s from clime to clime,


      Thou wouldst not let me agonize


      Through my remaining time;

    


    
      But, seeing how much Thy creatures bear—


      Lame, starved, or maimed, or blind—


      Wouldst heal the ills with quickest care


      Of me and all my kind….

    


    
      Since, making not these things to be,


      These things Thou dost not know,


      I’ll praise Thee as were shown to me


      The mercies Thou wouldst show!

    


    ♣


    By the Earth’s Corpse


    I


    
      “O Lord, why grievest Thou?—


      Since Life has ceased to be


      Upon this globe, now cold


      As lunar land and sea,


      And humankind, and fowl, and fur


      Are gone eternally,


      All is the same to Thee as ere


      They knew mortality.”

    


    II


    
      “O Time,” replied the Lord,


      “Thou read’st me ill, I ween;


      Were all the same, I should not grieve


      At that late earthly scene,


      Now blestly past—though planned by me


      With interest close and keen!—


      Nay, nay: things now are not the same


      As they have earlier been.

    


    III


    
      “Written indelibly


      On my eternal mind


      Are all the wrongs endured


      By Earth’s poor patient kind,


      Which my too oft unconscious hand


      Let enter undesigned.


      No god can cancel deeds foredone,


      Or thy old coils unwind!

    


    IV


    
      “As when, in Noë’s days,


      I whelmed the plains with sea,


      So at this last, when flesh


      And herb but fossils be,


      And, all extinct, their piteous dust


      Revolves obliviously,


      That I made Earth, and life, and man,


      It still repenteth me!”

    


    ♣


    Mute Opinion


    I


    
      I traversed a dominion


      Whose spokesmen spake out strong


      Their purpose and opinion


      Through pulpit, press, and song.


      I almost failed to note there


      A large-eyed few, and dumb,


      Who thought not as those thought there


      That stirred the heat and hum.

    


    II


    
      When, as a Shade, beholding


      That land in lifetime trode,


      To learn if its unfolding


      Fulfilled its clamoured code,


      I saw, in web unbroken,


      Its history outwrought


      Not as the loud had spoken,


      But as the mute had thought.

    


    ♣


    To an Unborn Pauper Child


    I


    
      Breathe not, hid Heart: cease silently,


      And though thy birth-hour beckons thee,


      Sleep the long sleep:


      The Doomsters heap


      Travails and teens around us here,


      And Time-wraiths turn our songsingings to fear.

    


    II


    
      Hark, how the peoples surge and sigh,


      And laughters fail, and greetings die:


      Hopes dwindle; yea,


      Faiths waste away,


      Affections and enthusiasms numb;


      Thou canst not mend these things if thou dost come.

    


    III


    
      Had I the ear of wombèd souls


      Ere their terrestrial chart unrolls,


      And thou wert free


      To cease, or be,


      Then would I tell thee all I know,


      And put it to thee: Wilt thou take Life so?

    


    IV


    
      Vain vow! No hint of mine may hence


      To theeward fly: to thy locked sense


      Explain none can


      Life’s pending plan:


      Thou wilt thy ignorant entry make


      Though skies spout fire and blood and nations quake.

    


    V


    
      Fain would I, dear, find some shut plot


      Of earth’s wide wold for thee, where not


      One tear, one qualm,


      Should break the calm.


      But I am weak as thou and bare;


      No man can change the common lot to rare.

    


    VI


    
      Must come and bide. And such are we—


      Unreasoning, sanguine, visionary—


      That I can hope


      Health, love, friends, scope


      In full for thee; can dream thou’lt find


      Joys seldom yet attained by humankind!

    


    ♣


    To Flowers from Italy in Winter


    
      Sunned in the South, and here to-day;


      —If all organic things


      Be sentient, Flowers, as some men say,


      What are your ponderings?

    


    
      How can you stay, nor vanish quite


      From this bleak spot of thorn,


      And birch, and fir, and frozen white


      Expanse of the forlorn?

    


    
      Frail luckless exiles hither brought!


      Your dust will not regain


      Old sunny haunts of Classic thought


      When you shall waste and wane;

    


    
      But mix with alien earth, be lit


      With frigid Boreal flame,


      And not a sign remain in it


      To tell men whence you came.

    


    ♣


    On a Fine Morning


    I


    
      Whence comes Solace?—Not from seeing


      What is doing, suffering, being,


      Not from noting Life’s conditions,


      Nor from heeding Time’s monitions;


      But in cleaving to the Dream,


      And in gazing at the gleam


      Whereby gray things golden seem.

    


    II


    
      Thus do I this heyday, holding


      Shadows but as lights unfolding,


      As no specious show this moment


      With its iriséd embowment;


      But as nothing other than


      Part of a benignant plan;


      Proof that earth was made for man.
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    ♣


    To Lizbie Browne


    I


    
      Dear Lizbie Browne,


      Where are you now?


      In sun, in rain?—


      Or is your brow


      Past joy, past pain,


      Dear Lizbie Browne?

    


    II


    
      Sweet Lizbie Browne


      How you could smile,


      How you could sing!—


      How archly wile


      In glance-giving,


      Sweet Lizbie Browne!

    


    III


    
      And, Lizbie Browne,


      Who else had hair


      Bay-red as yours,


      Or flesh so fair


      Bred out of doors,


      Sweet Lizbie Browne?

    


    IV


    
      When, Lizbie Browne,


      You had just begun


      To be endeared


      By stealth to one,


      You disappeared,


      My Lizbie Browne!

    


    V


    
      Ay, Lizbie Browne,


      So swift your life,


      And mine so slow,


      You were a wife


      Ere I could show


      Love, Lizbie Browne.

    


    VI


    
      Still, Lizbie Browne,


      You won, they said,


      The best of men


      When you were wed….


      Where went you then,


      O Lizbie Browne?

    


    VII


    
      Dear Lizbie Browne,


      I should have thought,


      “Girls ripen fast,”


      And coaxed and caught


      You ere you passed,


      Dear Lizbie Browne!

    


    VIII


    
      But, Lizbie Browne,


      I let you slip;


      Shaped not a sign;


      Touched never your lip


      With lip of mine,


      Lost Lizbie Browne!

    


    IX


    
      So, Lizbie Browne,


      When on a day


      Men speak of me


      As not, you’ll say,


      “And who was he?”—


      Yes, Lizbie Browne!

    


    ♣


    Song of Hope


    
      O sweet To-morrow!—


      After to-day


      There will away


      This sense of sorrow.


      Then let us borrow


      Hope, for a gleaming


      Soon will be streaming,


      Dimmed by no gray—


      No gray!

    


    
      While the winds wing us


      Sighs from The Gone,


      Nearer to dawn


      Minute-beats bring us;


      When there will sing us


      Larks, of a glory


      Waiting our story


      Further anon—


      Anon!

    


    
      Doff the black token,


      Don the red shoon,


      Right and retune


      Viol-strings broken;


      Null the words spoken


      In speeches of rueing,


      The night cloud is hueing,


      To-morrow shines soon—


      Shines soon!

    


    ♣


    The Well-Beloved


    
      I went by star and planet shine


      Towards my Dear’s abode


      At Jordon, there to make her mine


      When the next noon-tide glowed.

    


    
      I edged the ancient hill and wood


      Beside the Ikling Way,


      Near where the Pagan temple stood


      In the world’s earlier day.

    


    
      And as I quick and quicker walked


      On gravel and on green,


      I sang to sky and tree, or talked


      Of her I called my queen.

    


    
      —“O faultless is her dainty form,


      And luminous her mind;


      She is the God-created norm


      Of perfect womankind!”

    


    
      A shape whereon one stark-blink gleamed


      Slid softly to my side,


      A woman’s; and her motion seemed


      The motion of my bride.

    


    
      And yet methought she’d drawn the while


      Adown the ancient leaze,


      Where once were pile and peristyle


      For men’s idolatries.

    


    
      —“O maiden lithe and lone, what may


      Thy name and lineage be,


      Who so resemblest by this ray


      My darling?—Art thou she?”

    


    
      The Shape: “Thy bride remains within


      Her father’s grange and grove.”


      —“Thou speakest rightly,” I broke in,


      “Thou art not she I love.”

    


    
      —“Nay: though thy bride remains inside


      Her father’s walls,” said she,


      “The one most dear is with thee here,


      For thou dost love but me.”

    


    
      Then I: “But she, my only choice,


      Is now at Jordon Grove?”


      Again her soft mysterious voice:


      “I am thy only Love.”

    


    
      Thus still she vouched, and still I said,


      “O sprite, that cannot be!” …


      It was as if my bosom bled,


      So much she troubled me.

    


    
      The sprite resumed: “Thou hast transferred


      To her dull form awhile


      My beauty, fame, and deed, and word,


      My gestures and my smile.

    


    
      “O fatuous man, this truth infer,


      Brides are not what they seem;


      Thou lovest what thou dreamest her;


      I am thy very dream!”

    


    
      —“O then,” I answered miserably,


      Speaking as scarce I knew,


      “My loved one, I must wed with thee


      If what thou say’st be true!”

    


    
      She, proudly, thinning in the gloom:


      “Though, since troth-plight began,


      I’ve ever stood as bride to groom,


      I wed no mortal man!”

    


    
      Thereat she vanished by the lane


      Adjoining Budmouth town,


      Near where, men say, once stood the Fane


      To Venus, on the Down.

    


    
      —When I arrived and met my bride,


      Her look was pinched and thin,


      As if her soul had shrunk and died,


      And left a waste within.

    


    ♣


    Her Reproach


    
      Con the dead page as ’twere live love: press on!


      Cold wisdom’s words will ease thy track for thee;


      Aye, go; cast off sweet ways, and leave me wan


      To biting blasts that are intent on me.

    


    
      But if thy object Fame’s far summits be,


      Whose inclines many a skeleton overlies


      That missed both dream and substance, stop and see


      How absence wears these cheeks and dims these eyes!

    


    
      It surely is far sweeter and more wise


      To water love than toil to leave anon


      A name whose glory-gleam will but advise


      Invidious minds to eclipse it with their own,

    


    
      And over which the kindliest will but stay


      A moment, musing, “He, too, had his day!”
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    ♣


    The Inconsistent


    
      I say, “She was as good as fair,”


      When standing by her mound;


      “Such passing sweetness,” I declare,


      “No longer treads the ground.”


      I say, “What living Love can catch


      Her bloom and bonhomie,


      And what in later maidens match


      Her olden warmth to me!”

    


    
      —There stands within yon vestry-nook


      Where bonded lovers sign,


      Her name upon a faded book


      With one that is not mine.


      To him she breathed the tender vow


      She once had breathed to me,


      But yet I say, “O Love, even now


      Would I had died for thee!”

    


    ♣


    A Broken Appointment


    
      You did not come,


      And marching Time drew on and wore me numb.—


      Yet less for loss of your dear presence there


      Than that I thus found lacking in your make


      That high compassion which can overbear


      Reluctance for pure lovingkindness’ sake


      Grieved I, when, as the hope-hour stroked its sum,


      You did not come.

    


    
      You love not me,


      And love alone can lend you loyalty;


      —I know and knew it. But, unto the store


      Of human deeds divine in all but name,


      Was it not worth a little hour or more


      To add yet this: Once, you, a woman, came


      To soothe a time-torn man; even though it be


      You love not me?

    


    ♣


    “Between us now”


    
      Between us now and here—


      Two thrown together


      Who are not wont to wear


      Life’s flushest feather—


      Who see the scenes slide past,


      The daytimes dimming fast,


      Let there be truth at last,


      Even if despair.

    


    
      So thoroughly and long


      Have you now known me,


      So real in faith and strong


      Have I now shown me,


      That nothing needs disguise


      Further in any wise,


      Or asks or justifies


      A guarded tongue.

    


    
      Face unto face, then, say,


      Eyes mine own meeting,


      Is your heart far away,


      Or with mine beating?


      When false things are brought low,


      And swift things have grown slow,


      Feigning like froth shall go,


      Faith be for aye.

    


    ♣


    “How great my Grief”


    (Triolet)


    
      How great my grief, my joys how few,


      Since first it was my fate to know thee!


      —Have the slow years not brought to view


      How great my grief, my joys how few,


      Nor memory shaped old times anew,


      Nor loving-kindness helped to show thee


      How great my grief, my joys how few,


      Since first it was my fate to know thee?

    


    ♣


    “I need not go”


    
      I need not go


      Through sleet and snow


      To where I know


      She waits for me;


      She will tarry me there


      Till I find it fair,


      And have time to spare


      From company.

    


    
      When I’ve overgot


      The world somewhat,


      When things cost not


      Such stress and strain,


      Is soon enough


      By cypress sough


      To tell my Love


      I am come again.

    


    
      And if some day,


      When none cries nay,


      I still delay


      To seek her side,


      (Though ample measure


      Of fitting leisure


      Await my pleasure)


      She will not chide.

    


    
      What—not upbraid me


      That I delayed me,


      Nor ask what stayed me


      So long? Ah, no!—


      New cares may claim me,


      New loves inflame me,


      She will not blame me,


      But suffer it so.

    


    ♣


    The Coquette, and after


    (Triolets)


    I


    
      For long the cruel wish I knew


      That your free heart should ache for me,


      While mine should bear no ache for you;


      For, long—the cruel wish!—I knew


      How men can feel, and craved to view


      My triumph—fated not to be


      For long! … The cruel wish I knew


      That your free heart should ache for me!

    


    II


    
      At last one pays the penalty—


      The woman—women always do.


      My farce, I found, was tragedy


      At last!—One pays the penalty


      With interest when one, fancy-free,


      Learns love, learns shame…. Of sinners two


      At last one pays the penalty—


      The woman—women always do!

    


    ♣


    A Spot


    
      In years defaced and lost,


      Two sat here, transport-tossed,


      Lit by a living love


      The wilted world knew nothing of:


      Scared momently


      By gaingivings,


      Then hoping things


      That could not be….

    


    
      Of love and us no trace


      Abides upon the place;


      The sun and shadows wheel,


      Season and season sere-ward steal;


      Foul days and fair


      Here, too, prevail,


      And gust and gale


      As everywhere.

    


    
      But lonely shepherd souls


      Who bask amid these knolls


      May catch a faery sound


      On sleepy noontides from the ground:


      “O not again


      Till Earth outwears


      Shall love like theirs


      Suffuse this glen!”

    


    ♣


    Long Plighted


    
      Is it worth while, dear, now,


      To call for bells, and sally forth arrayed


      For marriage-rites—discussed, decried, delayed


      So many years?

    


    
      Is it worth while, dear, now,


      To stir desire for old fond purposings,


      By feints that Time still serves for dallyings,


      Though quittance nears?

    


    
      Is it worth while, dear, when


      The day being so far spent, so low the sun,


      The undone thing will soon be as the done,


      And smiles as tears?

    


    
      Is it worth while, dear, when


      Our cheeks are worn, our early brown is gray;


      When, meet or part we, none says yea or nay,


      Or heeds, or cares?

    


    
      Is it worth while, dear, since


      We still can climb old Yell’ham’s wooded mounds


      Together, as each season steals its rounds


      And disappears?

    


    
      Is it worth while, dear, since


      As mates in Mellstock churchyard we can lie,


      Till the last crash of all things low and high


      Shall end the spheres?

    


    ♣


    The Widow Betrothed


    
      I passed the lodge and avenue


      To her fair tenement,


      And sunset on her window-panes


      Reflected our intent.

    


    
      The creeper on the gable nigh


      Was fired to more than red,


      And when I came to halt thereby


      “Bright as my joy!” I said.

    


    
      Of late days it had been her aim


      To meet me in the hall;


      Now at my footsteps no one came,


      And no one to my call.

    


    
      Again I knocked, and tardily


      An inner tread was heard,


      And I was shown her presence then


      With a mere answering word.

    


    
      She met me, and but barely took


      My proffered warm embrace;


      Preoccupation weighed her look,


      And hardened her sweet face.

    


    
      “To-morrow—could you—would you call?


      Shorten your present stay?


      My child is ill—my one, my all!—


      And can’t be left to-day.”

    


    
      And then she turns, and gives commands


      As I were out of sound,


      Or were no more to her and hers


      Than any neighbour round….

    


    
      —As maid I loved her; but one came


      And pleased, and coaxed, and wooed,


      And when in time he wedded her


      I deemed her gone for good.

    


    
      He won, I lost her; and my loss


      I bore I know not how;


      But I do think I suffered then


      Less wretchedness than now.

    


    
      For Time, in taking him, unclosed


      An unexpected door


      Of bliss for me, which grew to seem


      Far surer than before…

    


    
      Yet in my haste I overlooked


      When secondly I sued


      That then, as not at first, she had learnt


      The call of motherhood….

    


    
      Her word is steadfast, and I know


      That firmly pledged are we:


      But a new love-claim shares her since


      She smiled as maid on me.

    


    ♣


    At a Hasty Wedding


    (Triolet)


    
      If hours be years the twain are blest,


      For now they solace swift desire


      By bonds of every bond the best,


      If hours be years. The twain are blest


      Do eastern stars slope never west,


      Nor pallid ashes follow fire:


      If hours be years the twain are blest,


      For now they solace swift desire.

    


    ♣


    The Dream-Follower


    
      A dream of mine flew over the mead


      To the halls where my old Love reigns;


      And it drew me on to follow its lead:


      And I stood at her window-panes;

    


    
      And I saw but a thing of flesh and bone


      Speeding on to its cleft in the clay;


      And my dream was scared, and expired on a moan,


      And I whitely hastened away.

    


    ♣


    His Immortality


    I


    
      I saw a dead man’s finer part


      Shining within each faithful heart


      Of those bereft. Then said I: “This must be


      His immortality.”

    


    II


    
      I looked there as the seasons wore,


      And still his soul continuously bore


      A life in theirs. But less its shine excelled


      Than when I first beheld.

    


    III


    
      His fellow-yearsmen passed, and then


      In later hearts I looked for him again;


      And found him—shrunk, alas! into a thin


      And spectral manikin.

    


    IV


    
      Lastly I ask—now old and chill—


      If aught of him remain unperished still;


      And find, in me alone, a feeble spark,


      Dying amid the dark.
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    ♣


    The To-be-Forgotten


    I


    
      I heard a small sad sound,


      And stood awhile among the tombs around:


      “Wherefore, old friends,” said I, “are you distrest,


      Now, screened from life’s unrest?”

    


    II


    
      —“O not at being here;


      But that our future second death is near;


      When, with the living, memory of us numbs,


      And blank oblivion comes!

    


    III


    
      “Those who our grandsires be


      Lie here embraced by deeper death than we;


      Nor shape nor thought of theirs can you descry


      With keenest backward eye.

    


    IV


    
      “They count as quite forgot;


      They are as men who have existed not;


      Theirs is a loss past loss of fitful breath;


      It is the second death.

    


    V


    
      “We here, as yet, each day


      Are blest with dear recall; as yet can say


      We hold in some soul loved continuance


      Of shape and voice and glance.

    


    VI


    
      “But what has been will be—


      First memory, then oblivion’s swallowing sea;


      Like men foregone shall we merge into those


      Whose story no one knows.

    


    VII


    
      “For which of us could hope


      To show in life that world-awakening scope


      Granted the few whose memory none lets die,


      But all men magnify?

    


    VIII


    
      “We were but Fortune’s sport;


      Things true, things lovely, things of good report


      We neither shunned nor sought … We see our bourne,


      And seeing it we mourn.”

    


    ♣


    Wives in the Sere


    I


    
      Never a careworn wife but shows,


      If a joy suffuse her,


      Something beautiful to those


      Patient to peruse her,


      Some one charm the world unknows


      Precious to a muser,


      Haply what, ere years were foes,


      Moved her mate to choose her.

    


    II


    
      But, be it a hint of rose


      That an instant hues her,


      Or some early light or pose


      Wherewith thought renews her—


      Seen by him at full, ere woes


      Practised to abuse her—


      Sparely comes it, swiftly goes,


      Time again subdues her.

    


    ♣


    The Superseded


    I


    
      As newer comers crowd the fore,


      We drop behind.


      —We who have laboured long and sore


      Times out of mind,


      And keen are yet, must not regret


      To drop behind.

    


    II


    
      Yet there are some of us who grieve


      To go behind;


      Staunch, strenuous souls who scarce believe


      Their fires declined,


      And know none spares, remembers, cares


      Who go behind.

    


    III


    
      ’Tis not that we have unforetold


      The drop behind;


      We feel the new must oust the old


      In every kind;


      But yet we think, must we, must we,


      Too, drop behind?

    


    ♣


    An August Midnight


    I


    
      A shaded lamp and a waving blind,


      And the beat of a clock from a distant floor:


      On this scene enter—winged, horned, and spined—


      A longlegs, a moth, and a dumbledore;


      While mid my page there idly stands


      A sleepy fly, that rubs its hands …

    


    II


    
      Thus meet we five, in this still place,


      At this point of time, at this point in space.


      —My guests parade my new-penned line,


      Or bang at the lamp, and sink supine.


      “God’s humblest, they!” I muse. Yet why?


      They know Earth-secrets that know not I.

    


    Max Gate, 1899.


    ♣


    The Caged Thrush freed and Home again


    (Villanelle)


    
      “Men know but little more than we,


      Who count us least of things terrene,


      How happy days are made to be!

    


    
      “Of such strange tidings what think ye,


      O birds in brown that peck and preen?


      Men know but little more than we!

    


    
      “When I was borne from yonder tree


      In bonds to them, I hoped to glean


      How happy days are made to be,

    


    
      “And want and wailing turned to glee;


      Alas, despite their mighty mien


      Men know but little more than we!

    


    
      “They cannot change the frost’s decree,


      They cannot keep the skies serene;


      How happy days are made to be

    


    
      “Eludes great Man’s sagacity


      No less than ours, O tribes in treen!


      Men know but little more than we


      How happy days are made to be.”

    


    ♣


    Birds at Winter Nightfall


    (Triolet)


    
      Around the house the flakes fly faster,


      And all the berries now are gone


      From holly and cotoneaster


      Around the house. The flakes fly!—faster


      Shutting indoors that crumb-outcaster


      We used to see upon the lawn


      Around the house. The flakes fly faster,


      And all the berries now are gone!

    


    Max Gate.


    ♣


    The Battue


    (Triolet)


    
      They are not those who used to feed us


      When we were young—they cannot be—


      These shapes that now bereave and bleed us?


      They are not those who used to feed us,—


      For would they not fair terms concede us?


      —If hearts can house such treachery


      They are not those who used to feed us


      When we were young—they cannot be!

    


    ♣


    Winter In Durnover Field


    Scene.—A wide stretch of fallow ground recently sown with wheat, and frozen to iron hardness. Three large birds walking about thereon, and wistfully eyeing the surface. Wind keen from north-east: sky a dull grey.


    (Triolet)


    
      Rook.—Throughout the field I find no grain;


      The cruel frost encrusts the cornland!


      Starling.—Aye: patient pecking now is vain


      Throughout the field, I find …


      Rook.—No grain!


      Pigeon.—Nor will be, comrade, till it rain,


      Or genial thawings loose the lorn land


      Throughout the field.


      Rook.—I find no grain:


      The cruel frost encrusts the cornland!

    


    ♣


    The Last Chrysanthemum


    
      Why should this flower delay so long


      To show its tremulous plumes?


      Now is the time of plaintive robin-song,


      When flowers are in their tombs.

    


    
      Through the slow summer, when the sun


      Called to each frond and whorl


      That all he could for flowers was being done,


      Why did it not uncurl?

    


    
      It must have felt that fervid call


      Although it took no heed,


      Waking but now, when leaves like corpses fall,


      And saps all retrocede.

    


    
      Too late its beauty, lonely thing,


      The season’s shine is spent,


      Nothing remains for it but shivering


      In tempests turbulent.

    


    
      Had it a reason for delay,


      Dreaming in witlessness


      That for a bloom so delicately gay


      Winter would stay its stress?

    


    
      —I talk as if the thing were born


      With sense to work its mind;


      Yet it is but one mask of many worn


      By the Great Face behind.

    


    ♣


    The Darkling Thrush


    
      I leant upon a coppice gate


      When Frost was spectre-gray,


      And Winter’s dregs made desolate


      The weakening eye of day.


      The tangled bine-stems scored the sky


      Like strings of broken lyres,


      And all mankind that haunted nigh


      Had sought their household fires.

    


    
      The land’s sharp features seemed to be


      The Century’s corpse outleant,


      His crypt the cloudy canopy,


      The wind his death-lament.


      The ancient pulse of germ and birth


      Was shrunken hard and dry


      And every spirit upon earth


      Seemed fervourless as I.

    


    
      At once a voice arose among


      The bleak twigs overhead


      In a full-hearted evensong


      Of joy illimited;


      An aged thrush, frail, gaunt, and small,


      In blast-beruffled plume,


      Had chosen thus to fling his soul


      Upon the growing gloom.

    


    
      So little cause for carollings


      Of such ecstatic sound


      Was written on terrestrial things


      Afar or nigh around,


      That I could think there trembled through


      His happy good-night air


      Some blessed Hope, whereof he knew


      And I was unaware.

    


    December 1900.


    ♣


    The Comet at Yalbury or Yell’ham


    I


    
      It bends far over Yell’ham Plain,


      And we, from Yell’ham Height,


      Stand and regard its fiery train,


      So soon to swim from sight.

    


    II


    
      It will return long years hence, when


      As now its strange swift shine


      Will fall on Yell’ham; but not then


      On face of mine or thine.

    


    ♣


    Mad Judy


    
      When the hamlet hailed a birth


      Judy used to cry:


      When she heard our christening mirth


      She would kneel and sigh.


      She was crazed, we knew, and we


      Humoured her infirmity.

    


    
      When the daughters and the sons


      Gathered them to wed,


      And we like-intending ones


      Danced till dawn was red,


      She would rock and mutter, “More


      Comers to this stony shore!”

    


    
      When old Headsman Death laid hands


      On a babe or twain,


      She would feast, and by her brands


      Sing her songs again.


      What she liked we let her do,


      Judy was insane, we knew.

    


    ♣


    A Wasted Illness


    (Overheard)


    
      Through vaults of pain,


      Enribbed and wrought with groins of ghastliness,


      I passed, and garish spectres moved my brain


      To dire distress.

    


    
      And hammerings,


      And quakes, and shoots, and stifling hotness, blent


      With webby waxing things and waning things


      As on I went.

    


    
      “Where lies the end


      To this foul way?” I asked with weakening breath.


      Thereon ahead I saw a door extend—


      The door to Death.

    


    
      It loomed more clear:


      “At last!” I cried. “The all-delivering door!”


      And then, I knew not how, it grew less near


      Than theretofore.

    


    
      And back slid I


      Along the galleries by which I came,


      And tediously the day returned, and sky,


      And life—the same.

    


    
      And all was well:


      Old circumstance resumed its former show,


      And on my head the dews of comfort fell


      As ere my woe.

    


    
      I roam anew,


      Scarce conscious of my late distress…. And yet


      Those backward steps to strength I cannot view


      Without regret.

    


    
      For that dire train


      Of waxing shapes and waning, passed before,


      And those grim chambers, must be ranged again


      To reach that door.

    


    ♣


    A Man


    (In Memory of H. of M.)


    I


    
      In Casterbridge there stood a noble pile,


      Wrought with pilaster, bay, and balustrade


      In tactful times when shrewd Eliza swayed.—


      On burgher, squire, and clown


      It smiled the long street down for near a mile.

    


    II


    
      But evil days beset that domicile;


      The stately beauties of its roof and wall


      Passed into sordid hands. Condemned to fall


      Were cornice, quoin, and cove,


      And all that art had wove in antique style.

    


    III


    
      Among the hired dismantlers entered there


      One till the moment of his task untold.


      When charged therewith he gazed, and answered bold:


      “Be needy I or no,


      I will not help lay low a house so fair!

    


    IV


    
      “Hunger is hard. But since the terms be such—


      No wage, or labour stained with the disgrace


      Of wrecking what our age cannot replace


      To save its tasteless soul—


      I’ll do without your dole. Life is not much!”

    


    V


    
      Dismissed with sneers he backed his tools and went


      And wandered workless; for it seemed unwise


      To close with one who dared to criticize


      And carp on points of taste:


      To work where they were placed rude men were meant.

    


    VI


    
      Years whiled. He aged, sank, sickened, and was not:


      And it was said, “A man intractable


      And curst is gone.” None sighed to hear his knell,


      None sought his churchyard-place;


      His name, his rugged face, were soon forgot.

    


    VII


    
      The stones of that fair hall lie far and wide,


      And but a few recall its ancient mould;


      Yet when I pass the spot I long to hold


      As truth what fancy saith:


      “His protest lives where deathless things abide!”

    


    ♣


    The Dame of Athelhall


    I


    
      “Dear! Shall I see thy face,” she said,


      “In one brief hour?


      And away with thee from a loveless bed


      To a far-off sun, to a vine-wrapt bower,


      And be thine own unseparated,


      And challenge the world’s white glower?”

    


    II


    
      She quickened her feet, and met him where


      They had predesigned:


      And they clasped, and mounted, and cleft the air


      Upon whirling wheels; till the will to bind


      Her life with his made the moments there


      Efface the years behind.

    


    III


    
      Miles slid, and the port appeared in view


      As they sped on;


      When slipping its bond the bracelet flew


      From her fondled arm. Replaced anon,


      Its cameo of the abjured one drew


      Her musings thereupon.

    


    IV


    
      The gaud with his image once had been


      A gift from him:


      And so it was that its carving keen


      Refurbished memories wearing dim,


      Which set in her soul a twinge of teen,


      And a tear on her lashes’ brim.

    


    V


    
      “I may not go!” she at length upspake,


      “Thoughts call me back—


      I would still lose all for your dear, dear sake;


      My heart is thine, friend! But my track


      Home—home to Athelhall I must take


      To hinder household wrack!”

    


    VI


    
      He was wroth. And they parted, weak and wan;


      And he left the shore;


      His ship diminished, was low, was gone;


      And she heard in the waves as the daytide wore,


      And read in the leer of the sun that shone,


      That they parted for evermore.

    


    VII


    
      She homed as she came, at the dip of eve


      On Athel Coomb


      Regaining the Hall she had sworn to leave.


      The house was soundless as a tomb,


      And she stole to her chamber, there to grieve


      Lone, kneeling, in the gloom.

    


    VIII


    
      From the lawn without rose her husband’s voice


      To one his friend:


      “Another her Love, another my choice,


      Her going is good. Our conditions mend;


      In a change of mates we shall both rejoice;


      I hoped that it thus might end!

    


    IX


    
      “A due divorce; she will make him hers,


      And I wed mine.


      So Time rights all things in long, long years—


      Or rather she, by her bold design!


      I admire a woman no balk deters:


      She has blessed my life, in fine.

    


    X


    
      “I shall build new rooms for my new true bride,


      Let the bygone be:


      By now, no doubt, she has crossed the tide


      With the man to her mind. Far happier she


      In some warm vineland by his side


      Than ever she was with me.”

    


    ♣


    The Seasons of her Year


    I


    
      Winter is white on turf and tree,


      And birds are fled;


      But summer songsters pipe to me,


      And petals spread,


      For what I dreamt of secretly


      His lips have said!

    


    II


    
      O ’tis a fine May morn, they say,


      And blooms have blown;


      But wild and wintry is my day,


      My songbirds moan;


      For he who vowed leaves me to pay


      Alone—alone!

    


    ♣


    The Milkmaid


    
      Under a daisied bank


      There stands a rich red ruminating cow,


      And hard against her flank


      A cotton-hooded milkmaid bends her brow.

    


    
      The flowery river-ooze


      Uplifts and falls; the milk purrs in the pail;


      Few pilgrims but would choose


      The peace of such a life in such a vale.

    


    
      The maid breathes words—to vent,


      It seems, her sense of Nature’s scenery.


      Of whose life, sentiment,


      And essence, very part itself is she.

    


    
      She throws a glance of pain,


      And, at a moment, lets escape a tear;


      Is it that passing train,


      Whose alien whirr offends her country ear?—

    


    
      Nay! Phyllis does not dwell


      On visual and familiar things like these;


      What moves her is the spell


      Of inner themes and inner poetries:

    


    
      Could but by Sunday morn


      Her gay new gown come, meads might dry to dun,


      Trains shriek till ears were torn,


      If Fred would not prefer that Other One.

    


    ♣


    The Levelled Churchyard


    
      “O Passenger, pray list and catch


      Our sighs and piteous groans,


      Half stifled in this jumbled patch


      Of wrenched memorial stones!

    


    
      “We late-lamented, resting here,


      Are mixed to human jam,


      And each to each exclaims in fear,


      ‘I know not which I am!’

    


    
      “The wicked people have annexed


      The verses on the good;


      A roaring drunkard sports the text


      Teetotal Tommy should!

    


    
      “Where we are huddled none can trace,


      And if our names remain,


      They pave some path or porch or place


      Where we have never lain!

    


    
      “Here’s not a modest maiden elf


      But dreads the final Trumpet,


      Lest half of her should rise herself,


      And half some sturdy strumpet!

    


    
      “From restorations of Thy fane,


      From smoothings of Thy sward,


      From zealous Churchmen’s pick and plane


      Deliver us, O Lord! Amen!”

    


    1882.


    ♣


    The Ruined Maid


    
      “O ’Melia, my dear, this does everything crown!


      Who could have supposed I should meet you in Town?


      And whence such fair garments, such prosperi-ty?”—


      “O didn’t you know I’d been ruined?” said she.

    


    
      —“You left us in tatters, without shoes or socks,


      Tired of digging potatoes, and spudding up docks;


      And now you’ve gay bracelets and bright feathers three!”—


      “Yes: that’s how we dress when we’re ruined,” said she.

    


    
      —“At home in the barton you said ‘thee’ and ‘thou,’


      And ‘thik oon,’ and ‘theäs oon,’ and ‘t’other’; but now


      Your talking quite fits ’ee for high compa-ny!”—


      “A polish is gained with one’s ruin,” said she.

    


    
      —“Your hands were like paws then, your face blue and bleak,


      But now I’m bewitched by your delicate cheek,


      And your little gloves fit as on any la-dy!”—


      “We never do work when we’re ruined,” said she.

    


    
      —“You used to call home-life a hag-ridden dream,


      And you’d sigh, and you’d sock; but at present you seem


      To know not of megrims or melancho-ly!”—


      “True. One’s pretty lively when ruined,” said she.

    


    
      —“I wish I had feathers, a fine sweeping gown,


      And a delicate face, and could strut about Town!”—


      “My dear—a raw country girl, such as you be,


      Cannot quite expect that. You ain’t ruined,” said she.

    


    Westbourne Park Villas, 1866.


    ♣


    The Respectable Burgher


    On “The Higher Criticism”


    
      Since Reverend Doctors now declare


      That clerks and people must prepare


      To doubt if Adam ever were;


      To hold the flood a local scare;


      To argue, though the stolid stare,


      That everything had happened ere


      The prophets to its happening sware;


      That David was no giant-slayer,


      Nor one to call a God-obeyer


      In certain details we could spare,


      But rather was a debonair


      Shrewd bandit, skilled as banjo-player:


      That Solomon sang the fleshly Fair,


      And gave the Church no thought whate’er;


      That Esther with her royal wear,


      And Mordecai, the son of Jair,


      And Joshua’s triumphs, Job’s despair,


      And Balaam’s ass’s bitter blare;


      Nebuchadnezzar’s furnace-flare,


      And Daniel and the den affair,


      And other stories rich and rare,


      Were writ to make old doctrine wear


      Something of a romantic air:


      That the Nain widow’s only heir,


      And Lazarus with cadaverous glare


      (As done in oils by Piombo’s care)


      Did not return from Sheol’s lair:


      That Jael set a fiendish snare,


      That Pontius Pilate acted square,


      That never a sword cut Malchus’ ear;


      And (but for shame I must forbear)


      That —— did not reappear! …


      —Since thus they hint, nor turn a hair,


      All churchgoing will I forswear,


      And sit on Sundays in my chair,


      And read that moderate man Voltaire.

    


    ♣


    Architectural Masks


    I


    
      There is a house with ivied walls,


      And mullioned windows worn and old,


      And the long dwellers in those halls


      Have souls that know but sordid calls,


      And daily dote on gold.

    


    II


    
      In blazing brick and plated show,


      Not far away a “villa” gleams,


      And here a family few may know,


      With book and pencil, viol and bow,


      Lead inner lives of dreams.

    


    III


    
      The philosophic passers say,


      “See that old mansion mossed and fair,


      Poetic souls therein are they:


      And O that gaudy box! Away,


      You vulgar people there.”

    


    ♣


    The Tenant-for-Life


    
      The sun said, watching my watering-pot:


      “Some morn you’ll pass away;


      These flowers and plants I parch up hot—


      Who’ll water them that day?

    


    
      “Those banks and beds whose shape your eye


      Has planned in line so true,


      New hands will change, unreasoning why


      Such shape seemed best to you.

    


    
      “Within your house will strangers sit,


      And wonder how first it came;


      They’ll talk of their schemes for improving it,


      And will not mention your name.

    


    
      “They’ll care not how, or when, or at what


      You sighed, laughed, suffered here,


      Though you feel more in an hour of the spot


      Than they will feel in a year.

    


    
      “As I look on at you here, now,


      Shall I look on at these;


      But as to our old times, avow


      No knowledge—hold my peace! …

    


    
      “O friend, it matters not, I say;


      Bethink ye, I have shined


      On nobler ones than you, and they


      Are dead men out of mind!”

    


    ♣


    The King’s Experiment


    
      It was a wet wan hour in spring,


      And Nature met King Doom beside a lane,


      Wherein Hodge tramped, all blithely ballading


      The Mother’s smiling reign.

    


    
      “Why warbles he that skies are fair


      And coombs alight,” she cried, “and fallows gay,


      When I have placed no sunshine in the air


      Or glow on earth to-day?”

    


    
      “’Tis in the comedy of things


      That such should be,” returned the one of Doom;


      “Charge now the scene with brightest blazonings,


      And he shall call them gloom.”

    


    
      She gave the word: the sun outbroke,


      All Froomside shone, the hedgebirds raised a strain;


      And later Hodge, upon the midday stroke,


      Returned along the lane,

    


    
      Low murmuring: “O this bitter scene,


      And thrice accurst horizon hung with gloom!


      How deadly like this sky, these fields, these treen,


      To trappings of the tomb!”

    


    
      The Beldame then: “The fool and blind!


      Such mad perverseness who may apprehend?”—


      “Nay; there’s no madness in it; thou shalt find


      Thy law there,” said her friend.

    


    
      “When Hodge went forth ’twas to his Love,


      To make her, ere this eve, his wedded prize,


      And Earth, despite the heaviness above,


      Was bright as Paradise.

    


    
      “But I sent on my messenger,


      With cunning arrows poisonous and keen,


      To take forthwith her laughing life from her,


      And dull her little een,

    


    
      “And white her cheek, and still her breath,


      Ere her too buoyant Hodge had reached her side;


      So, when he came, he clasped her but in death,


      And never as his bride.

    


    
      “And there’s the humour, as I said;


      Thy dreary dawn he saw as gleaming gold,


      And in thy glistening green and radiant red


      Funereal gloom and cold.”

    


    ♣


    The Tree


    An Old Man’s Story


    I


    
      Its roots are bristling in the air


      Like some mad Earth-god’s spiny hair;


      The loud south-wester’s swell and yell


      Smote it at midnight, and it fell.


      Thus ends the tree


      Where Some One sat with me.

    


    II


    
      Its boughs, which none but darers trod,


      A child may step on from the sod,


      And twigs that earliest met the dawn


      Are lit the last upon the lawn.


      Cart off the tree


      Beneath whose trunk sat we!

    


    III


    
      Yes, there we sat: she cooed content,


      And bats ringed round, and daylight went;


      The gnarl, our seat, is wrenched and sunk,


      Prone that queer pocket in the trunk


      Where lay the key


      To her pale mystery.

    


    IV


    
      I said to her: “I found a scrawl,


      My Love, within this pocket hole


      Years back, not meant to meet my eye;


      I glanced thereat, and let it lie:


      The words were three—


      ‘Beloved, I agree.’

    


    V


    
      “Who placed it here; to what request


      It gave assent, I never guessed.


      Some prayer of some hot heart, no doubt,


      To some coy maiden hereabout,


      Just as, maybe,


      With you, Sweet Heart, and me.”

    


    VI


    
      She waited, till with quickened breath


      She spoke, as one who banisheth


      Reserves that lovecraft heeds so well,


      To ease some mighty wish to tell:


      “’Twas I,” said she,


      “Who wrote thus clinchingly.

    


    VII


    
      “My lover’s wife—aye, wife!—knew nought


      Of what we felt, and bore, and thought …


      He’d said: ‘I wed with thee or die:


      She stands between, ’tis true. But why?


      Do thou agree,


      And—she shall cease to be.’

    


    VIII


    
      “How I held back, how love supreme


      Involved me madly in his scheme


      Why should I say? … I wrote assent


      (You found it hid) to his intent….


      She—died … But he


      Came not to wed with me.

    


    IX


    
      “O shrink not, Love!—Had these eyes seen


      But once thine own, such had not been!


      But we were strangers…. Thus the plot


      Cleared passion’s path.—Why came he not


      To wed with me? …


      He wived the gibbet-tree.”

    


    X


    
      —Under that oak of heretofore


      Sat Sweetheart mine with me no more:


      By many a Fiord, and Strom, and Fleuve


      Have I since wandered…. Soon, for love,


      Distraught went she—


      ’Twas said for love of me.

    


    ♣


    Her Late Husband


    (King’s-Hintock, 182–.)


    
      “No—not where I shall make my own;


      But dig his grave just by


      The woman’s with the initialed stone—


      As near as he can lie—


      After whose death he seemed to ail,


      Though none considered why.

    


    
      “And when I also claim a nook,


      And your feet tread me in,


      Bestow me, in my maiden name,


      Among my kith and kin,


      That strangers gazing may not dream


      I did a husband win.”

    


    
      “Widow, your wish shall be obeyed;


      Though, thought I, certainly


      You’d lay him where your folk are laid,


      And your grave, too, will be,


      As custom hath it; you to right,


      And on the left hand he.”

    


    
      “Aye, sexton; such the Hintock rule,


      And none has said it nay;


      But now you find a native here


      Eschews that ancient way …


      And it may be, some Christmas night,


      When angels walk, they’ll say:

    


    
      “‘O strange interment! Civilized lands


      Afford few types thereof;


      Here is a man who takes his rest


      Beside his very Love,


      Beside the one who was his wife


      In our sight up above!’”

    


    ♣


    The Self-Unseeing


    
      Here is the ancient floor,


      Footworn and hollowed and thin,


      Here was the former door


      Where the dead feet walked in.

    


    
      She sat here in her chair,


      Smiling into the fire;


      He who played stood there,


      Bowing it higher and higher.

    


    
      Childlike, I danced in a dream;


      Blessings emblazoned that day;


      Everything glowed with a gleam;


      Yet we were looking away!

    


    ♣


    In Tenebris I


    
      “Percussus sum sicut foenum, et aruit cor meum.”


      —Ps. ci.

    


    
      Wintertime nighs;


      But my bereavement-pain


      It cannot bring again:


      Twice no one dies.

    


    
      Flower-petals flee;


      But, since it once hath been,


      No more that severing scene


      Can harrow me.

    


    
      Birds faint in dread:


      I shall not lose old strength


      In the lone frost’s black length:


      Strength long since fled!

    


    
      Leaves freeze to dun;


      But friends can not turn cold


      This season as of old


      For him with none.

    


    
      Tempests may scath;


      But love can not make smart


      Again this year his heart


      Who no heart hath.

    


    
      Black is night’s cope;


      But death will not appal


      One who, past doubtings all,


      Waits in unhope.

    


    ♣


    In Tenebris II


    
      “Considerabam ad dexteram, et videbam; et non erat qui cognosceret me…. Non est qui requirat animam meam.”—Ps. cxli.

    


    
      When the clouds’ swoln bosoms echo back the shouts of the many and strong


      That things are all as they best may be, save a few to be right ere long,


      And my eyes have not the vision in them to discern what to these is so clear,


      The blot seems straightway in me alone; one better he were not here.

    


    
      The stout upstanders chime, All’s well with us: ruers have nought to rue!


      And what the potent so often say, can it fail to be somewhat true?


      Breezily go they, breezily come; their dust smokes around their career,


      Till I think I am one born out of due time, who has no calling here.

    


    
      Their dawns bring lusty joys, it seems; their evenings all that is sweet;


      Our times are blessed times, they cry: Life shapes it as is most meet,


      And nothing is much the matter; there are many smiles to a tear;


      Then what is the matter is I, I say. Why should such an one be here?

    


    
      Let him in whose ears the low-voiced Best is killed by the clash of the First,


      Who holds that if way to the Better there be, it exacts a full look at the Worst,


      Who feels that delight is a delicate growth cramped by crookedness, custom, and fear,


      Get him up and be gone as one shaped awry; he disturbs the order here.

    


    1895–96.


    ♣


    In Tenebris III


    
      “Heu mihi, quia incolatus meus prolongatus est! Habitavi cum habitantibus Cedar; multum incola fuit anima mea.”—Ps. cxix.

    


    
      There have been times when I well might have passed and the ending have come—


      Points in my path when the dark might have stolen on me, artless, unrueing—


      Ere I had learnt that the world was a welter of futile doing:


      Such had been times when I well might have passed, and the ending have come!

    


    
      Say, on the noon when the half-sunny hours told that April was nigh,


      And I upgathered and cast forth the snow from the crocus-border,


      Fashioned and furbished the soil into a summer-seeming order,


      Glowing in gladsome faith that I quickened the year thereby.

    


    
      Or on that loneliest of eves when afar and benighted we stood,


      She who upheld me and I, in the midmost of Egdon together,


      Confident I in her watching and ward through the blackening heather,


      Deeming her matchless in might and with measureless scope endued.

    


    
      Or on that winter-wild night when, reclined by the chimney-nook quoin,


      Slowly a drowse overgat me, the smallest and feeblest of folk there,


      Weak from my baptism of pain; when at times and anon I awoke there—


      Heard of a world wheeling on, with no listing or longing to join.

    


    
      Even then! while unweeting that vision could vex or that knowledge could numb,


      That sweets to the mouth in the belly are bitter, and tart, and untoward,


      Then, on some dim-coloured scene should my briefly raised curtain have lowered,


      Then might the Voice that is law have said “Cease!” and the ending have come.

    


    1896.


    ♣


    The Church-Builder


    I


    
      The church projects a battled shade


      Over the moon-lit sward;


      The church; my gift; whereto I paid


      My all in hand and hoard:


      Lavished my gains


      With stintless pains


      To glorify the Lord.

    


    II


    
      I squared the broad foundations in,


      Set ashlared masonry;


      I moulded mullions thick and thin,


      Hewed fillet and ogee:


      I circleted


      Each sculptured head


      With nimb and canopy.

    


    III


    
      I called in many a craftsmaster


      To fix emblazoned glass,


      To figure Cross and Sepulchre


      On dossal, boss, and brass.


      My gold all spent,


      My jewels went


      To gem the cups of Mass.

    


    IV


    
      I borrowed deep to carve the screen


      And raise the ivoried Rood;


      I parted with my small demesne


      To make my owings good.


      Heir-looms unpriced


      I sacrificed,


      Until debt-free I stood.

    


    V


    
      So closed the task. “Deathless the Creed


      Here substanced!” said my soul:


      “I heard me bidden to this deed,


      And straight obeyed the call.


      Illume this fane,


      That not in vain


      I build it, Lord of all!”

    


    VI


    
      But, as it chanced me, then and there


      Did dire misfortunes burst;


      My home went waste for lack of care,


      My sons rebelled and curst;


      Till I confessed


      That aims the best


      Were looking like the worst.

    


    VII


    
      Enkindled by my votive work


      No burning faith I find;


      The deeper thinkers sneer and smirk,


      And give my toil no mind;


      From nod and wink


      I read they think


      That I am fool and blind.

    


    VIII


    
      My gift to God seems futile, quite;


      The world moves as erstwhile;


      And powerful Wrong on feeble Right


      Tramples in olden style.


      My faith burns down,


      I see no crown;


      But Cares, and Griefs, and Guile.

    


    IX


    
      So now, the remedy? Yea, this:


      I gently swing the door


      Here, of my fane—no soul to wis—


      And cross the patterned floor


      To the rood-screen


      That stands between


      The nave and inner chore.

    


    X


    
      The rich red windows dim the moon,


      But little light need I;


      I mount the prie-dieu, lately hewn


      From woods of rarest dye;


      Then from below


      My garment, so,


      I draw this cord, and tie

    


    XI


    
      One end thereof around the beam


      Midway ’twixt Cross and truss:


      I noose the nethermost extreme,


      And in ten seconds thus


      I journey hence—


      To that land whence


      No rumour reaches us.

    


    XII


    
      Well: Here at dawn they’ll light on one


      Dangling in mockery


      Of what he spent his substance on


      Blindly and uselessly! …


      “He might,” they’ll say,


      “Have built, some way,


      A cheaper gallows-tree!”

    


    ♣


    The Lost Pyx


    A Mediæval Legend (3)


    
      Some say the spot is banned; that the pillar Cross-and-Hand


      Attests to a deed of hell;


      But of else than of bale is the mystic tale


      That ancient Vale-folk tell.

    


    
      Ere Cernel’s Abbey ceased hereabout there dwelt a priest,


      (In later life sub-prior


      Of the brotherhood there, whose bones are now bare


      In the field that was Cernel choir).

    


    
      One night in his cell at the foot of yon dell


      The priest heard a frequent cry:


      “Go, father, in haste to the cot on the waste,


      And shrive a man waiting to die.”

    


    
      Said the priest in a shout to the caller without,


      “The night howls, the tree-trunks bow;


      One may barely by day track so rugged a way,


      And can I then do so now?”

    


    
      No further word from the dark was heard,


      And the priest moved never a limb;


      And he slept and dreamed; till a Visage seemed


      To frown from Heaven at him.

    


    
      In a sweat he arose; and the storm shrieked shrill,


      And smote as in savage joy;


      While High-Stoy trees twanged to Bubb-Down Hill,


      And Bubb-Down to High-Stoy.

    


    
      There seemed not a holy thing in hail,


      Nor shape of light or love,


      From the Abbey north of Blackmore Vale


      To the Abbey south thereof.

    


    
      Yet he plodded thence through the dark immense,


      And with many a stumbling stride


      Through copse and briar climbed nigh and nigher


      To the cot and the sick man’s side.

    


    
      When he would have unslung the Vessels hung


      To his arm in the steep ascent,


      He made loud moan: the Pyx was gone


      Of the Blessed Sacrament.

    


    
      Then in dolorous dread he beat his head:


      “No earthly prize or pelf


      Is the thing I’ve lost in tempest tossed,


      But the Body of Christ Himself!”

    


    
      He thought of the Visage his dream revealed,


      And turned towards whence he came,


      Hands groping the ground along foot-track and field,


      And head in a heat of shame.

    


    
      Till here on the hill, betwixt vill and vill,


      He noted a clear straight ray


      Stretching down from the sky to a spot hard by,


      Which shone with the light of day.

    


    
      And gathered around the illumined ground


      Were common beasts and rare,


      All kneeling at gaze, and in pause profound


      Attent on an object there.

    


    
      ’Twas the Pyx, unharmed mid the circling rows


      Of Blackmore’s hairy throng,


      Whereof were oxen, sheep, and does,


      And hares from the brakes among;

    


    
      And badgers grey, and conies keen,


      And squirrels of the tree,


      And many a member seldom seen


      Of Nature’s family.

    


    
      The ireful winds that scoured and swept


      Through coppice, clump, and dell,


      Within that holy circle slept


      Calm as in hermit’s cell.

    


    
      Then the priest bent likewise to the sod


      And thanked the Lord of Love,


      And Blessed Mary, Mother of God,


      And all the saints above.

    


    
      And turning straight with his priceless freight,


      He reached the dying one,


      Whose passing sprite had been stayed for the rite


      Without which bliss hath none.

    


    
      And when by grace the priest won place,


      And served the Abbey well,


      He reared this stone to mark where shone


      That midnight miracle.

    


    ♣


    Tess’s Lament


    I


    
      I would that folk forgot me quite,


      Forgot me quite!


      I would that I could shrink from sight,


      And no more see the sun.


      Would it were time to say farewell,


      To claim my nook, to need my knell,


      Time for them all to stand and tell


      O’ my day’s work as done.

    


    II


    
      Ah! dairy where I lived so long,


      I lived so long;


      Where I would rise up staunch and strong,


      And lie down hopefully.


      ’Twas there within the chimney-seat


      He watched me to the clock’s slow beat—


      Loved me, and learnt to call me Sweet,


      And whispered words to me.

    


    III


    
      And now he’s gone; and now he’s gone; …


      And now he’s gone!


      The flowers we potted p’rhaps are thrown


      To rot upon the farm.


      And where we had our supper-fire


      May now grow nettle, dock, and briar,


      And all the place be mould and mire


      So cozy once and warm.

    


    IV


    
      And it was I who did it all,


      Who did it all;


      ’Twas I who made the blow to fall


      On him who thought no guile.


      Well, it is finished—past, and he


      Has left me to my misery,


      And I must take my Cross on me


      For wronging him awhile.

    


    V


    
      How gay we looked that day we wed,


      That day we wed!


      “May joy be with ye!” all o’m said


      A standing by the durn.


      I wonder what they say o’s now,


      And if they know my lot; and how


      She feels who milks my favourite cow,


      And takes my place at churn!

    


    VI


    
      It wears me out to think of it,


      To think of it;


      I cannot bear my fate as writ,


      I’d have my life unbe;


      Would turn my memory to a blot,


      Make every relic of me rot,


      My doings be as they were not,


      And leave no trace of me!

    


    ♣


    The Supplanter: A Tale


    I


    
      He bends his travel-tarnished feet


      To where she wastes in clay:


      From dawn till eventide he fares


      Along the wintry way;


      From dawn till eventide he bears


      A wreath of blooms and bay.

    


    II


    
      “Are these the gravestone shapes that meet


      My forward-straining view?


      Or forms that cross a window-blind


      In circle, knot, and queue:


      Gay forms, that cross and whirl and wind


      To music throbbing through?”—

    


    III


    
      “The Keeper of the Field of Tombs


      Dwells by its gateway-pier;


      He celebrates with feast and dance


      His daughter’s twentieth year:


      He celebrates with wine of France


      The birthday of his dear.”—

    


    IV


    
      “The gates are shut when evening glooms:


      Lay down your wreath, sad wight;


      To-morrow is a time more fit


      For placing flowers aright:


      The morning is the time for it;


      Come, wake with us to-night!”—

    


    V


    
      He downs his wreath when entered in,


      And sits, and shares their cheer.—


      “I fain would foot with you, young man,


      Before all others here,


      I fain would foot it for a span


      With such a cavalier!”

    


    VI


    
      She coaxes, clasps, nor fails to win


      His first-unwilling hand:


      The merry music strikes its staves,


      The dancers quickly band;


      And with the damsel of the graves


      He duly takes his stand.

    


    VII


    
      “You dance divinely, stranger swain,


      Such grace I’ve never known.


      O longer stay! Breathe not adieu


      And leave me here alone!


      O longer stay: to her be true


      Whose heart is all your own!”—

    


    VIII


    
      “I mark a phantom through the pane,


      That beckons in despair,


      Its mouth drawn down as by a moan—


      Her to whom once I sware!”—


      “Nay; ’tis the lately carven stone


      Of some strange girl laid there!”—

    


    IX


    
      “I see white flowers upon the floor


      Betrodden to a clot;


      My wreath were they?”—“Nay; love me much,


      Swear you’ll forget me not!


      ’Twas but a wreath! Full many such


      Are brought here and forgot.” …

    


    
      * * *

    


    X


    
      The watches of the night grow hoar,


      He wakens with the sun;


      “Now could I kill thee here!” he says,


      “For winning me from one


      Who ever in her living days


      Was pure as cloistered nun!”

    


    XI


    
      Out from her arms he takes his track


      Afar for many a mile,


      For evermore to be apart


      From her who could beguile


      His senses by her burning heart,


      And win his love awhile….

    


    XII


    
      A year: and he is travelling back


      To one who wastes in clay;


      From dawn till eventide he fares


      Along the wintry way,


      From dawn till eventide he bears


      A wreath of blooms and bay.

    


    XIII


    
      And there he sets him to fulfil


      His frustrate first intent:


      And lay upon her bed, at last,


      The offering earlier meant:


      When, on his stooping figure, ghast


      And haggard eyes are bent.

    


    XIV


    
      “O surely for a little while


      You can be kind to me!


      For do you love her, do you hate,


      She knows not—cares not she:


      Only the living feel the weight


      Of loveless misery!

    


    XV


    
      “I own my sin; I’ve paid its cost,


      Being outcast, shamed, and bare:


      I give you daily my whole heart,


      Your child my tender care,


      I pour you prayers; this life apart


      Is more than I can bear!”

    


    XVI


    
      He turns—unpitying, passion-tossed;


      “I know you not!” he cries,


      “Nor know your child. I knew this maid,


      But she’s in Paradise!”


      And he has vanished in the shade


      From her beseeching eyes.

    


    ♣


    Imitations, etc.


    Sapphic Fragment


    
      “Thou shalt be—Nothing.”—Omar Khayyam.


      “Tombless, with no remembrance.”—W. Shakespeare.

    


    
      Dead shalt thou lie; and nought


      Be told of thee or thought,


      For thou hast plucked not of the Muses’ tree:


      And even in Hades’ halls


      Amidst thy fellow-thralls


      No friendly shade shall keep thee company!

    


    ♣


    Catullus: XXXI


    (After passing Sirmione, April 1887)


    
      Sirmio, thou dearest dear of strands


      That Neptune strokes in lake and sea,


      With what high joy from stranger lands


      Doth thy old friend set foot on thee!


      Yea, barely seems it true to me


      That no Bithynia holds me now,


      But calmly and assuringly


      Around me stretchest homely Thou.

    


    
      Is there a scene more sweet than when


      Our clinging cares are undercast,


      And, worn by alien moils and men,


      The long untrodden sill repassed,


      We press the pined-for couch at last,


      And find a full repayment there?


      Then hail, sweet Sirmio; thou that wast,


      And art, mine own unrivalled Fair!

    


    ♣


    After Schiller


    
      Knight, a true sister-love


      This heart retains;


      Ask me no other love,


      That way lie pains!

    


    
      Calm must I view thee come,


      Calm see thee go;


      Tale-telling tears of thine


      I must not know!

    


    * * * *


    ♣


    Song: From Heine


    
      I scanned her picture, dreaming,


      Till each dear line and hue


      Was imaged, to my seeming,


      As if it lived anew.

    


    
      Her lips began to borrow


      Their former wondrous smile;


      Her fair eyes, faint with sorrow,


      Grew sparkling as erstwhile.

    


    
      Such tears as often ran not


      Ran then, my love, for thee;


      And O, believe I cannot


      That thou art lost to me!

    


    ♣


    From Victor Hugo


    
      Child, were I king, I’d yield my royal rule,


      My chariot, sceptre, vassal-service due,


      My crown, my porphyry-basined waters cool,


      My fleets, whereto the sea is but a pool,


      For a glance from you!

    


    
      Love, were I God, the earth and its heaving airs,


      Angels, the demons abject under me,


      Vast chaos with its teeming womby lairs,


      Time, space, all would I give—aye, upper spheres,


      For a kiss from thee!

    


    ♣


    Cardinal Bembo’s Epitaph on Raphael


    
      Here’s one in whom Nature feared—faint at such vying—


      Eclipse while he lived, and decease at his dying.

    


    ♣


    Retrospect


    “I have lived with Shades”


    I


    
      I have lived with Shades so long,


      So long have talked to them,


      Since from the forest’s hem


      I sped to street and throng,


      That sometimes they


      In their dim style


      Will pause awhile


      To hear my say;

    


    II


    
      And take me by the hand,


      And lead me through their rooms


      In the To-be, where Dooms


      Half-wove and shapeless stand:


      And show from there


      The dwindled dust


      And rot and rust


      Of things that were.

    


    III


    
      “Now turn,” they said to me


      One day: “Look whence we came,


      And signify his name


      Who gazes thence at thee.”—


      —“Nor name nor race


      Know I, or can,”


      I said, “Of man


      So commonplace.

    


    IV


    
      “He moves me not at all;


      I note no ray or jot


      Of rareness in his lot,


      Or star exceptional.


      Into the dim


      Dead throngs around


      He’ll sink, nor sound


      Be left of him.”

    


    V


    
      “Yet,” said they, “his frail speech,


      Hath accents pitched like thine—


      Thy mould and his define


      A likeness each to each—


      But go! Deep pain,


      Alas, would be


      His name to thee,


      And told in vain!”

    


    Feb. 2, 1899.


    ♣


    Memory and I


    
      “O Memory, where is now my Youth,


      Who used to say that life was truth?”

    


    
      “I saw him in a crumbled cot


      Beneath a tottering tree;


      That he as phantom lingers there


      Is only known to me.”

    


    
      “O Memory, where is now my Joy,


      Who lived with me in sweet employ?”

    


    
      “I saw him on a lonely lawn,


      Where laughter used to be;


      That he as phantom wanders there


      Is known to none but me.”

    


    
      “O Memory, where is now my Hope,


      Who charged with deeds my skill and scope?”

    


    
      “I saw her in a tomb of tomes,


      Where dreams are wont to be;


      That she as spectre haunteth there


      Is only known to me.”

    


    
      “O Memory, where is now my Faith,


      One time a champion, now a wraith?”

    


    
      “I saw her in a ravaged aisle,


      Bowed down on bended knee;


      That her poor ghost outflickers there


      Is known to none but me.”

    


    
      “O Memory, where is now my Love,


      That rayed me as a god above?”

    


    
      “I saw her in an ageing shape


      Where beauty used to be;


      That her fond phantom lingers there


      Is only known to me.”

    


    ♣


    Ἀγνωστῳ Φεῳ


    
      Long have I framed weak phantasies of Thee,


      O Willer masked and dumb!


      Who makest Life become,—


      As though by labouring all-unknowingly,


      Like one whom reveries numb.

    


    
      How much of consciousness informs Thy will


      Thy biddings, as if blind,


      Of death-inducing kind,


      Nought shows to us ephemeral ones who fill


      But moments in Thy mind.

    


    
      Perhaps Thy ancient rote-restricted ways


      Thy ripening rule transcends;


      That listless effort tends


      To grow percipient with advance of days,


      And with percipience mends.

    


    
      For, in unwonted purlieus, far and nigh,


      At whiles or short or long,


      May be discerned a wrong


      Dying as of self-slaughter; whereat I


      Would raise my voice in song.

    

  


  ♣


  Time’s Laughingstocks


  and Other Verses
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  Preface


  In collecting the following poems to form a volume, I have to thank the editors and proprietors of the periodicals in which certain of them have appeared for permission to reclaim them.


  Now that the miscellany is brought together, some lack of concord in pieces written at widely severed dates, and in contrasting moods and circumstances, will be obvious enough. This I cannot help, but the sense of disconnection, particularly in respect of those lyrics penned in the first person, will be immaterial when it is borne in mind that they are to be regarded, in the main, as dramatic monologues by different characters.


  As a whole they will, I hope, take the reader forward, even if not far, rather than backward. I should add that some lines in the early-dated poems have been rewritten, though they have been left substantially unchanged.


  T. H.


  September 1909.


  
    ♣


    Time’s Laughingstocks


    The Revisitation


    
      As I lay awake at night-time


      In an ancient country barrack known to ancient cannoneers,


      And recalled the hopes that heralded each seeming brave and bright time


      Of my primal purple years,

    


    
      Much it haunted me that, nigh there,


      I had borne my bitterest loss—when One who went, came not again;


      In a joyless hour of discord, in a joyless-hued July there—


      A July just such as then.

    


    
      And as thus I brooded longer,


      With my faint eyes on the feeble square of wan-lit window frame,


      A quick conviction sprung within me, grew, and grew yet stronger,


      That the month-night was the same,

    


    
      Too, as that which saw her leave me


      On the rugged ridge of Waterstone, the peewits plaining round;


      And a lapsing twenty years had ruled that—as it were to grieve me—


      I should near the once-loved ground.

    


    
      Though but now a war-worn stranger


      Chance had quartered here, I rose up and descended to the yard.


      All was soundless, save the troopers’ horses tossing at the manger,


      And the sentry keeping guard.

    


    
      Through the gateway I betook me


      Down the High Street and beyond the lamps, across the battered bridge,


      Till the country darkness clasped me and the friendly shine forsook me,


      And I bore towards the Ridge,

    


    
      With a dim unowned emotion


      Saying softly: “Small my reason, now at midnight, to be here ….


      Yet a sleepless swain of fifty with a brief romantic notion


      May retrace a track so dear.”

    


    
      Thus I walked with thoughts half-uttered


      Up the lane I knew so well, the grey, gaunt, lonely Lane of Slyre;


      And at whiles behind me, far at sea, a sullen thunder muttered


      As I mounted high and higher.

    


    
      Till, the upper roadway quitting,


      I adventured on the open drouthy downland thinly grassed,


      While the spry white scuts of conies flashed before me, earthward flitting,


      And an arid wind went past.

    


    
      Round about me bulged the barrows


      As before, in antique silence—immemorial funeral piles—


      Where the sleek herds trampled daily the remains of flint-tipt arrows


      Mid the thyme and chamomiles;

    


    
      And the Sarsen stone there, dateless,


      On whose breast we had sat and told the zephyrs many a tender vow,


      Held the heat of yester sun, as sank thereon one fated mateless


      From those far fond hours till now.

    


    
      Maybe flustered by my presence


      Rose the peewits, just as all those years back, wailing soft and loud,


      And revealing their pale pinions like a fitful phosphorescence


      Up against the cope of cloud,

    


    
      Where their dolesome exclamations


      Seemed the voicings of the self-same throats I had heard when life was green,


      Though since that day uncounted frail forgotten generations


      Of their kind had flecked the scene.—

    


    
      And so, living long and longer


      In a past that lived no more, my eyes discerned there, suddenly,


      That a figure broke the skyline—first in vague contour, then stronger,


      And was crossing near to me.

    


    
      Some long-missed familiar gesture,


      Something wonted, struck me in the figure’s pause to list and heed,


      Till I fancied from its handling of its loosely wrapping vesture


      That it might be She indeed.

    


    
      ’Twas not reasonless: below there


      In the vale, had been her home; the nook might hold her even yet,


      And the downlands were her father’s fief; she still might come and go there;—


      So I rose, and said, “Agnette!”

    


    
      With a little leap, half-frightened,


      She withdrew some steps; then letting intuition smother fear


      In a place so long-accustomed, and as one whom thought enlightened,


      She replied: “What—that voice?—here!”

    


    
      “Yes, Agnette!—And did the occasion


      Of our marching hither make you think I might walk where we two—”


      “O, I often come,” she murmured with a moment’s coy evasion,


      “(’Tis not far),—and—think of you.”

    


    
      Then I took her hand, and led her


      To the ancient people’s stone whereon I had sat. There now sat we;


      And together talked, until the first reluctant shyness fled her,


      And she spoke confidingly.

    


    
      “It is just as ere we parted!”


      Said she, brimming high with joy.—“And when, then, came you here, and why?”


      “—Dear, I could not sleep for thinking of our trystings when twin-hearted.”


      She responded, “Nor could I.

    


    
      “There are few things I would rather


      Than be wandering at this spirit-hour—lone-lived, my kindred dead—


      On this wold of well-known feature I inherit from my father:


      Night or day, I have no dread ….

    


    
      “O I wonder, wonder whether


      Any heartstring bore a signal-thrill between us twain or no?—


      Some such influence can, at times, they say, draw severed souls together.”


      I said, “Dear, we’ll dream it so.”

    


    
      Each one’s hand the other’s grasping,


      And a mutual forgiveness won, we sank to silent thought,


      A large content in us that seemed our rended lives reclasping,


      And contracting years to nought.

    


    
      Till I, maybe overweary


      From the lateness, and a wayfaring so full of strain and stress


      For one no longer buoyant, to a peak so steep and eery,


      Sank to slow unconsciousness ….

    


    
      How long I slept I knew not,


      But the brief warm summer night had slid when, to my swift surprise,


      A red upedging sun, of glory chambered mortals view not,


      Was blazing on my eyes,

    


    
      From the Milton Woods to Dole-Hill


      All the spacious landscape lighting, and around about my feet


      Flinging tall thin tapering shadows from the meanest mound and mole-hill,


      And on trails the ewes had beat.

    


    
      She was sitting still beside me,


      Dozing likewise; and I turned to her, to take her hanging hand;


      When, the more regarding, that which like a spectre shook and tried me


      In her image then I scanned;

    


    
      That which Time’s transforming chisel


      Had been tooling night and day for twenty years, and tooled too well,


      In its rendering of crease where curve was, where was raven, grizzle—


      Pits, where peonies once did dwell.

    


    
      She had wakened, and perceiving


      (I surmise) my sigh and shock, my quite involuntary dismay,


      Up she started, and—her wasted figure all throughout it heaving—


      Said, “Ah, yes: I am thus by day!

    


    
      “Can you really wince and wonder


      That the sunlight should reveal you such a thing of skin and bone,


      As if unaware a Death’s-head must of need lie not far under


      Flesh whose years out-count your own?

    


    
      “Yes: that movement was a warning


      Of the worth of man’s devotion!—Yes, Sir, I am old,” said she,


      “And the thing which should increase love turns it quickly into scorning—


      And your new-won heart from me!”

    


    
      Then she went, ere I could call her,


      With the too proud temper ruling that had parted us before,


      And I saw her form descend the slopes, and smaller grow and smaller,


      Till I caught its course no more ….

    


    
      True; I might have dogged her downward;


      —But it may be (though I know not) that this trick on us of Time


      Disconcerted and confused me.—Soon I bent my footsteps townward,


      Like to one who had watched a crime.

    


    
      Well I knew my native weakness,


      Well I know it still. I cherished her reproach like physic-wine,


      For I saw in that emaciate shape of bitterness and bleakness


      A nobler soul than mine.

    


    
      Did I not return, then, ever?—


      Did we meet again?—mend all?—Alas, what grey-head perseveres!—


      Soon I got the Route elsewhither.—Since that hour I have seen her never:


      Love is lame at fifty years.

    


    ♣


    A Trampwoman’s Tragedy


    (182–)


    I


    
      From Wynyard’s Gap the livelong day,


      The livelong day,


      We beat afoot the northward way


      We had travelled times before.


      The sun-blaze burning on our backs,


      Our shoulders sticking to our packs,


      By fosseway, fields, and turnpike tracks


      We skirted sad Sedge-Moor.

    


    II


    
      Full twenty miles we jaunted on,


      We jaunted on,—


      My fancy-man, and jeering John,


      And Mother Lee, and I.


      And, as the sun drew down to west,


      We climbed the toilsome Poldon crest,


      And saw, of landskip sights the best,


      The inn that beamed thereby.

    


    III


    
      For months we had padded side by side,


      Ay, side by side


      Through the Great Forest, Blackmoor wide


      And where the Parret ran.


      We’d faced the gusts on Mendip ridge,


      Had crossed the Yeo unhelped by bridge,


      Been stung by every Marshwood midge,


      I and my fancy-man.

    


    IV


    
      Lone inns we loved, my man and I,


      My man and I;


      “King’s Stag,” “Windwhistle” high and dry,


      “The Horse” on Hintock Green,


      The cozy house at Wynyard’s Gap,


      “The Hut” for rest on Bredy Knap,


      And many another wayside tap


      Where folk might sit unseen.

    


    V


    
      Now as we trudged—O deadly day,


      O deadly day!—


      I teased my fancy-man in play


      And wanton idleness.


      I walked alongside jeering John,


      I laid his hand my waist upon;


      I would not bend my glances on


      My lover’s dark distress.

    


    VI


    
      Thus Poldon top at last we won,


      At last we won,


      And gained the inn at sink of sun


      Far-famed as “Marshal’s Elm.”


      Beneath us figured tor and lea,


      From Mendip to the western sea—


      I doubt if finer sight there be


      Within this royal realm.

    


    VII


    
      Inside the settle all a-row—


      All four a-row


      We sat, I next to John, to show


      That he had wooed and won.


      And then he took me on his knee,


      And swore it was his turn to be


      My favoured mate, and Mother Lee


      Passed to my former one.

    


    VIII


    
      Then in a voice I had never heard,


      I had never heard,


      My only Love to me: “One word,


      My lady, if you please!


      Whose is the child you are like to bear?—


      His? After all my months o’ care?”


      God knows ’twas not! But, O despair!


      I nodded—still to tease.

    


    IX


    
      Then up he sprung, and with his knife—


      And with his knife


      He let out jeering Johnny’s life,


      Yes; there, at set of sun.


      The slant ray through the window nigh


      Gilded John’s blood and glazing eye,


      Ere scarcely Mother Lee and I


      Knew that the deed was done.

    


    X


    
      The taverns tell the gloomy tale,


      The gloomy tale,


      How that at Ivel-chester jail


      My Love, my sweetheart swung;


      Though stained till now by no misdeed


      Save one horse ta’en in time o’ need;


      (Blue Jimmy stole right many a steed


      Ere his last fling he flung.)

    


    XI


    
      Thereaft I walked the world alone,


      Alone, alone!


      On his death-day I gave my groan


      And dropt his dead-born child.


      ’Twas nigh the jail, beneath a tree,


      None tending me; for Mother Lee


      Had died at Glaston, leaving me


      Unfriended on the wild.

    


    XII


    
      And in the night as I lay weak,


      As I lay weak,


      The leaves a-falling on my cheek,


      The red moon low declined—


      The ghost of him I’d die to kiss


      Rose up and said: “Ah, tell me this!


      Was the child mine, or was it his?


      Speak, that I rest may find!”

    


    XIII


    
      O doubt not but I told him then,


      I told him then,


      That I had kept me from all men


      Since we joined lips and swore.


      Whereat he smiled, and thinned away


      As the wind stirred to call up day ..


      —’Tis past! And here alone I stray


      Haunting the Western Moor.

    


    Notes.—“Windwhistle” (Stanza iv.). The highness and dryness of Windwhistle Inn was impressed upon the writer two or three years ago, when, after climbing on a hot afternoon to the beautiful spot near which it stands and entering the inn for tea, he was informed by the landlady that none could be had, unless he would fetch water from a valley half a mile off, the house containing not a drop, owing to its situation. However, a tantalizing row of full barrels behind her back testified to a wetness of a certain sort, which was not at that time desired.


    “Marshal’s Elm” (Stanza vi.) so picturesquely situated, is no longer an inn, though the house, or part of it, still remains. It used to exhibit a fine old swinging sign.


    “Blue Jimmy” (Stanza x.) was a notorious horse-stealer of Wessex in those days, who appropriated more than a hundred horses before he was caught, among others one belonging to a neighbour of the writer’s grandfather. He was hanged at the now demolished Ivel-chester or Ilchester jail above mentioned—that building formerly of so many sinister associations in the minds of the local peasantry, and the continual haunt of fever, which at last led to its condemnation. Its site is now an innocent-looking green meadow.


    April 1902.


    ♣


    The Two Rosalinds


    I


    
      The dubious daylight ended,


      And I walked the Town alone, unminding whither bound and why,


      As from each gaunt street and gaping square a mist of light ascended


      And dispersed upon the sky.

    


    II


    
      Files of evanescent faces


      Passed each other without heeding, in their travail, teen, or joy,


      Some in void unvisioned listlessness inwrought with pallid traces


      Of keen penury’s annoy.

    


    III


    
      Nebulous flames in crystal cages


      Leered as if with discontent at city movement, murk, and grime,


      And as waiting some procession of great ghosts from bygone ages


      To exalt the ignoble time.

    


    IV


    
      In a colonnade high-lighted,


      By a thoroughfare where stern utilitarian traffic dinned,


      On a red and white emblazonment of players and parts, I sighted


      The name of “Rosalind,”

    


    V


    
      And her famous mates of “Arden,”


      Who observed no stricter customs than “the seasons’ difference” bade,


      Who lived with running brooks for books in Nature’s wildwood garden,


      And called idleness their trade ….

    


    VI


    
      Now the poster stirred an ember


      Still remaining from my ardours of some forty years before,


      When the selfsame portal on an eve it thrilled me to remember


      A like announcement bore;

    


    VII


    
      And expectantly I had entered,


      And had first beheld in human mould a Rosalind woo and plead,


      On whose transcendent figuring my speedy soul had centred


      As it had been she indeed ….

    


    VIII


    
      So; all other plans discarding,


      I resolved on entrance, bent on seeing what I once had seen,


      And approached the gangway of my earlier knowledge, disregarding


      The tract of time between.

    


    IX


    
      “The words, sir?” cried a creature


      Hovering mid the shine and shade as ’twixt the live world and the tomb;


      But the well-known numbers needed not for me a text or teacher


      To revive and re-illume.

    


    X


    
      Then the play….. But how unfitted


      Was this Rosalind!—a mammet quite to me, in memories nurst,


      And with chilling disappointment soon I sought the street I had quitted,


      To re-ponder on the first.

    


    XI


    
      The hag still hawked,—I met her


      Just without the colonnade. “So you don’t like her, sir?” said she.


      “Ah—I was once that Rosalind!—I acted her—none better—


      Yes—in eighteen sixty-three.

    


    XII


    
      “Thus I won Orlando to me


      In my then triumphant days when I had charm and maidenhood,


      Now some forty years ago.—I used to say, Come woo me, woo me!”


      And she struck the attitude.

    


    XIII


    
      It was when I had gone there nightly;


      And the voice—though raucous now—was yet the old one.—Clear as noon


      My Rosalind was here …. Thereon the band withinside lightly


      Beat up a merry tune.

    


    ♣


    A Sunday Morning Tragedy


    (Circa 186–)


    
      I bore a daughter flower-fair,


      In Pydel Vale, alas for me;


      I joyed to mother one so rare,


      But dead and gone I now would be.

    


    
      Men looked and loved her as she grew,


      And she was won, alas for me;


      She told me nothing, but I knew,


      And saw that sorrow was to be.

    


    
      I knew that one had made her thrall,


      A thrall to him, alas for me;


      And then, at last, she told me all,


      And wondered what her end would be.

    


    
      She owned that she had loved too well,


      Had loved too well, unhappy she,


      And bore a secret time would tell,


      Though in her shroud she’d sooner be.

    


    
      I plodded to her sweetheart’s door


      In Pydel Vale, alas for me:


      I pleaded with him, pleaded sore,


      To save her from her misery.

    


    
      He frowned, and swore he could not wed,


      Seven times he swore it could not be;


      “Poverty’s worse than shame,” he said,


      Till all my hope went out of me.

    


    
      “I’ve packed my traps to sail the main”—


      Roughly he spake, alas did he—


      “Wessex beholds me not again,


      ’Tis worse than any jail would be!”

    


    
      —There was a shepherd whom I knew,


      A subtle man, alas for me:


      I sought him all the pastures through,


      Though better I had ceased to be.

    


    
      I traced him by his lantern light,


      And gave him hint, alas for me,


      Of how she found her in the plight


      That is so scorned in Christendie.

    


    
      “Is there an herb….?” I asked. “Or none?”


      Yes, thus I asked him desperately.


      “—There is,” he said; “a certain one….”


      Would he had sworn that none knew he!

    


    
      “To-morrow I will walk your way,”


      He hinted low, alas for me.—


      Fieldwards I gazed throughout next day;


      Now fields I never more would see!

    


    
      The sunset-shine, as curfew strook,


      As curfew strook beyond the lea,


      Lit his white smock and gleaming crook,


      While slowly he drew near to me.

    


    
      He pulled from underneath his smock


      The herb I sought, my curse to be—


      “At times I use it in my flock,”


      He said, and hope waxed strong in me.

    


    
      “’Tis meant to balk ill-motherings”—


      (Ill-motherings! Why should they be?)—


      “If not, would God have sent such things?”


      So spoke the shepherd unto me.

    


    
      That night I watched the poppling brew,


      With bended back and hand on knee:


      I stirred it till the dawnlight grew,


      And the wind whiffled wailfully.

    


    
      “This scandal shall be slain,” said I,


      “That lours upon her innocency:


      I’ll give all whispering tongues the lie;”—


      But worse than whispers was to be.

    


    
      “Here’s physic for untimely fruit,”


      I said to her, alas for me,


      Early that morn in fond salute;


      And in my grave I now would be.

    


    
      —Next Sunday came, with sweet church chimes,


      Next Sunday came, alas for me:


      I went into her room betimes;


      No more may such a Sunday be!

    


    
      “Mother, instead of rescue nigh,”


      She faintly breathed, alas for me,


      “I feel as I were like to die,


      And underground soon, soon should be.”

    


    
      From church that noon the people walked


      In twos and threes, alas for me,


      Showed their new raiment—smiled and talked,


      Though sackcloth-clad I longed to be.

    


    
      Came to my door her lover’s friends,


      And cheerly cried, alas for me,


      “Right glad are we he makes amends,


      For never a sweeter bride can be.”

    


    
      My mouth dried, as ’twere scorched within,


      Dried at their words, alas for me:


      More and more neighbours crowded in,


      (O why should mothers ever be!)

    


    
      “Ha-ha! Such well-kept news!” laughed they,


      Yes—so they laughed, alas for me.


      “Whose banns were called in church to-day?”—


      Christ, how I wished my soul could flee!

    


    
      “Where is she? O the stealthy miss,”


      Still bantered they, alas for me,


      “To keep a wedding close as this ….”


      Ay, Fortune worked thus wantonly!

    


    
      “But you are pale—you did not know?”


      They archly asked, alas for me,


      I stammered, “Yes—some days—ago,”


      While coffined clay I wished to be.

    


    
      “’Twas done to please her, we surmise?”


      (They spoke quite lightly in their glee)


      “Done by him as a fond surprise?”


      I thought their words would madden me.

    


    
      Her lover entered. “Where’s my bird?—


      My bird—my flower—my picotee?


      First time of asking, soon the third!”


      Ah, in my grave I well may be.

    


    
      To me he whispered: “Since your call—”


      So spoke he then, alas for me—


      “I’ve felt for her, and righted all.”


      —I think of it to agony.

    


    
      “She’s faint to-day—tired—nothing more—”


      Thus did I lie, alas for me….


      I called her at her chamber door


      As one who scarce had strength to be.

    


    
      No voice replied. I went within—


      O women! scourged the worst are we….


      I shrieked. The others hastened in


      And saw the stroke there dealt on me.

    


    
      There she lay—silent, breathless, dead,


      Stone-dead she lay—wronged, sinless she!—


      Ghost-white the cheeks once rosy-red:


      Death had took her. Death took not me.

    


    
      I kissed her colding face and hair,


      I kissed her corpse—the bride to be!—


      My punishment I cannot bear,


      But pray God not to pity me.

    


    January 1904.


    ♣


    The House of Hospitalities


    
      Here we broached the Christmas barrel,


      Pushed up the charred log-ends;


      Here we sang the Christmas carol,


      And called in friends.

    


    
      Time has tired me since we met here


      When the folk now dead were young,


      Since the viands were outset here


      And quaint songs sung.

    


    
      And the worm has bored the viol


      That used to lead the tune,


      Rust eaten out the dial


      That struck night’s noon.

    


    
      Now no Christmas brings in neighbours,


      And the New Year comes unlit;


      Where we sang the mole now labours,


      And spiders knit.

    


    
      Yet at midnight if here walking,


      When the moon sheets wall and tree,


      I see forms of old time talking,


      Who smile on me.

    


    ♣


    John and Jane


    I


    
      He sees the world as a boisterous place


      Where all things bear a laughing face,


      And humorous scenes go hourly on,


      Does John.

    


    II


    
      They find the world a pleasant place


      Where all is ecstasy and grace,


      Where a light has risen that cannot wane,


      Do John and Jane.

    


    III


    
      They see as a palace their cottage-place,


      Containing a pearl of the human race,


      A hero, maybe, hereafter styled,


      Do John and Jane with a baby-child.

    


    IV


    
      They rate the world as a gruesome place,


      Where fair looks fade to a skull’s grimace,—


      As a pilgrimage they would fain get done—


      Do John and Jane with their worthless son.

    


    ♣


    The Curate’s Kindness


    A Workhouse Irony


    I


    
      I thought they’d be strangers aroun’ me,


      But she’s to be there!


      Let me jump out o’ waggon and go back and drown me


      At Pummery or Ten-Hatches Weir.

    


    II


    
      I thought: “Well, I’ve come to the Union—


      The workhouse at last—


      After honest hard work all the week, and Communion


      O’ Zundays, these fifty years past.

    


    III


    
      “’Tis hard; but,” I thought, “never mind it:


      There’s gain in the end:


      And when I get used to the place I shall find it


      A home, and may find there a friend.

    


    IV


    
      “Life there will be better than t’other,


      For peace is assured.


      The men in one wing and their wives in another


      Is strictly the rule of the Board.”

    


    V


    
      Just then our young Pa’son arriving


      Steps up out of breath


      To the side o’ the waggon wherein we were driving


      To Union; and calls out and saith:

    


    VI


    
      “Old folks, that harsh order is altered,


      Be not sick of heart!


      The Guardians they poohed and they pished and they paltered


      When urged not to keep you apart.

    


    VII


    
      “‘It is wrong,’ I maintained, ‘to divide them,


      Near forty years wed.’


      ‘Very well, sir. We promise, then, they shall abide them


      In one wing together,’ they said.”

    


    VIII


    
      Then I sank—knew ’twas quite a foredone thing


      That misery should be


      To the end! … To get freed of her there was the one thing


      Had made the change welcome to me.

    


    IX


    
      To go there was ending but badly;


      ’Twas shame and ’twas pain;


      “But anyhow,” thought I, “thereby I shall gladly


      Get free of this forty years’ chain.”

    


    X


    
      I thought they’d be strangers aroun’ me,


      But she’s to be there!


      Let me jump out o’ waggon and go back and drown me


      At Pummery or Ten-Hatches Weir.

    


    ♣


    The Flirt’s Tragedy


    (17—)


    
      Here alone by the logs in my chamber,


      Deserted, decrepit—


      Spent flames limning ghosts on the wainscot


      Of friends I once knew—

    


    
      My drama and hers begins weirdly


      Its dumb re-enactment,


      Each scene, sigh, and circumstance passing


      In spectral review.

    


    
      —Wealth was mine beyond wish when I met her—


      The pride of the lowland—


      Embowered in Tintinhull Valley


      By laurel and yew;

    


    
      And love lit my soul, notwithstanding


      My features’ ill favour,


      Too obvious beside her perfections


      Of line and of hue.

    


    
      But it pleased her to play on my passion


      And whet me to pleadings


      That won from her mirthful negations


      And scornings undue.

    


    
      Then I fled her disdains and derisions


      To cities of pleasure,


      And made me the crony of idlers


      In every purlieu.

    


    
      Of those who lent ear to my story,


      A needy Adonis


      Gave hint how to grizzle her garden


      From roses to rue,

    


    
      Could his price but be paid for so purging


      My scorner of scornings:


      Thus tempted, the lust to avenge me


      Germed inly and grew.

    


    
      I clothed him in sumptuous apparel,


      Consigned to him coursers,


      Meet equipage, liveried attendants


      In full retinue.

    


    
      So dowered, with letters of credit


      He wayfared to England,


      And spied out the manor she goddessed,


      And, handy thereto,

    


    
      Set to hire him a tenantless mansion


      As coign-stone of vantage


      For testing what gross adulation


      Of beauty could do.

    


    
      He laboured through mornings and evens,


      On new moons and sabbaths,


      By wiles to enmesh her attention


      In park, path, and pew;

    


    
      And having afar played upon her,


      Advanced his lines nearer,


      And boldly outleaping conventions,


      Bent briskly to woo.

    


    
      His gay godlike face, his rare seeming


      Anon worked to win her,


      And later, at noontides and night-tides


      They held rendezvous.

    


    
      His tarriance full spent, he departed


      And met me in Venice,


      And lines from her told that my jilter


      Was stooping to sue.

    


    
      Not long could be further concealment,


      She pled to him humbly:


      “By our love and our sin, O protect me;


      I fly unto you!”

    


    
      A mighty remorse overgat me,


      I heard her low anguish,


      And there in the gloom of the calle


      My steel ran him through.

    


    
      A swift push engulphed his hot carrion


      Within the canal there—


      That still street of waters dividing


      The city in two.

    


    
      —I wandered awhile all unable


      To smother my torment,


      My brain racked by yells as from Tophet


      Of Satan’s whole crew.

    


    
      A month of unrest brought me hovering


      At home in her precincts,


      To whose hiding-hole local story


      Afforded a clue.

    


    
      Exposed, and expelled by her people,


      Afar off in London


      I found her alone, in a sombre


      And soul-stifling mew.

    


    
      Still burning to make reparation


      I pleaded to wive her,


      And father her child, and thus faintly


      My mischief undo.

    


    
      She yielded, and spells of calm weather


      Succeeded the tempest;


      And one sprung of him stood as scion


      Of my bone and thew….

    


    
      But Time unveils sorrows and secrets,


      And so it befell now:


      By inches the curtain was twitched at,


      And slowly undrew.

    


    
      As we lay, she and I, in the night-time,


      We heard the boy moaning:


      “O misery mine! My false father


      Has murdered my true!”

    


    
      She gasped: yea, she heard; understood it.


      Next day the child fled us;


      And nevermore sighted was even


      A print of his shoe.

    


    
      Thenceforward she shunned me, and languished;


      Till one day the park-pool


      Embraced her fair form, and extinguished


      Her eyes’ living blue.

    


    
      —So; ask not what blast may account for


      This aspect of pallor,


      These bones that just prison within them


      Life’s poor residue;

    


    
      But pass by, and leave unregarded


      A Cain to his suffering,


      For vengeance too dark on the woman


      Whose lover he slew.

    


    ♣


    The Farm-Woman’s Winter


    I


    
      If seasons all were summers,


      And leaves would never fall,


      And hopping casement-comers


      Were foodless not at all,


      And fragile folk might be here


      That white winds bid depart;


      Then one I used to see here


      Would warm my wasted heart!

    


    II


    
      One frail, who, bravely tilling


      Long hours in gripping gusts,


      Was mastered by their chilling,


      And now his ploughshare rusts.


      So savage winter catches


      The breath of limber things,


      And what I love he snatches,


      And what I love not, brings.

    


    ♣


    Bereft


    
      In the black winter morning


      No light will be struck near my eyes


      While the clock in the stairway is warning


      For five, when he used to rise.


      Leave the door unbarred,


      The clock unwound,


      Make my lone bed hard—


      Would ’twere underground!

    


    
      When the summer dawns clearly,


      And the appletree-tops seem alight,


      Who will undraw the curtain and cheerly


      Call out that the morning is bright?

    


    
      When I tarry at market


      No form will cross Durnover Lea


      In the gathering darkness, to hark at


      Grey’s Bridge for the pit-pat o’ me.

    


    
      When the supper crock’s steaming,


      And the time is the time of his tread,


      I shall sit by the fire and wait dreaming


      In a silence as of the dead.


      Leave the door unbarred,


      The clock unwound,


      Make my lone bed hard—


      Would ’twere underground!

    


    1901.


    ♣


    She Hears the Storm


    
      There was a time in former years—


      While my roof-tree was his—


      When I should have been distressed by fears


      At such a night as this!

    


    
      I should have murmured anxiously,


      “The pricking rain strikes cold;


      His road is bare of hedge or tree,


      And he is getting old.”

    


    
      But now the fitful chimney-roar,


      The drone of Thorncombe trees,


      The Froom in flood upon the moor,


      The mud of Mellstock Leaze,

    


    
      The candle slanting sooty wick’d,


      The thuds upon the thatch,


      The eaves-drops on the window flicked,


      The clacking garden-hatch,

    


    
      And what they mean to wayfarers,


      I scarcely heed or mind;


      He has won that storm-tight roof of hers


      Which Earth grants all her kind.

    


    ♣


    Autumn in King’s Hintock Park


    
      Here by the baring bough


      Raking up leaves,


      Often I ponder how


      Springtime deceives,—


      I, an old woman now,


      Raking up leaves.

    


    
      Here in the avenue


      Raking up leaves,


      Lords’ ladies pass in view,


      Until one heaves


      Sighs at life’s russet hue,


      Raking up leaves!

    


    
      Just as my shape you see


      Raking up leaves,


      I saw, when fresh and free,


      Those memory weaves


      Into grey ghosts by me,


      Raking up leaves.

    


    
      Yet, Dear, though one may sigh,


      Raking up leaves,


      New leaves will dance on high—


      Earth never grieves!—


      Will not, when missed am I


      Raking up leaves.

    


    1901.


    ♣


    Shut out that Moon


    
      Close up the casement, draw the blind,


      Shut out that stealing moon,


      She bears too much the guise she wore


      Before our lutes were strewn


      With years-deep dust, and names we read


      On a white stone were hewn.

    


    
      Step not forth on the dew-dashed lawn


      To view the Lady’s Chair,


      Immense Orion’s glittering form,


      The Less and Greater Bear:


      Stay in; to such sights we were drawn


      When faded ones were fair.

    


    
      Brush not the bough for midnight scents


      That come forth lingeringly,


      And wake the same sweet sentiments


      They breathed to you and me


      When living seemed a laugh, and love


      All it was said to be.

    


    
      Within the common lamp-lit room


      Prison my eyes and thought;


      Let dingy details crudely loom,


      Mechanic speech be wrought:


      Too fragrant was Life’s early bloom,


      Too tart the fruit it brought!

    


    1904.


    ♣


    Reminiscences of a Dancing Man


    I


    
      Who now remembers Almack’s balls—


      Willis’s sometime named—


      In those two smooth-floored upper halls


      For faded ones so famed?


      Where as we trod to trilling sound


      The fancied phantoms stood around,


      Or joined us in the maze,


      Of the powdered Dears from Georgian years,


      Whose dust lay in sightless sealed-up biers,


      The fairest of former days.

    


    II


    
      Who now remembers gay Cremorne,


      And all its jaunty jills,


      And those wild whirling figures born


      Of Jullien’s grand quadrilles?


      With hats on head and morning coats


      There footed to his prancing notes


      Our partner-girls and we;


      And the gas-jets winked, and the lustres clinked,


      And the platform throbbed as with arms enlinked


      We moved to the minstrelsy.

    


    III


    
      Who now recalls those crowded rooms


      Of old yclept “The Argyle,”


      Where to the deep Drum-polka’s booms


      We hopped in standard style?


      Whither have danced those damsels now!


      Is Death the partner who doth moue


      Their wormy chaps and bare?


      Do their spectres spin like sparks within


      The smoky halls of the Prince of Sin


      To a thunderous Jullien air?

    


    ♣


    The Dead Man Walking


    
      They hail me as one living,


      But don’t they know


      That I have died of late years,


      Untombed although?

    


    
      I am but a shape that stands here,


      A pulseless mould,


      A pale past picture, screening


      Ashes gone cold.

    


    
      Not at a minute’s warning,


      Not in a loud hour,


      For me ceased Time’s enchantments


      In hall and bower.

    


    
      There was no tragic transit,


      No catch of breath,


      When silent seasons inched me


      On to this death….

    


    
      —A Troubadour-youth I rambled


      With Life for lyre,


      The beats of being raging


      In me like fire.

    


    
      But when I practised eyeing


      The goal of men,


      It iced me, and I perished


      A little then.

    


    
      When passed my friend, my kinsfolk


      Through the Last Door,


      And left me standing bleakly,


      I died yet more;

    


    
      And when my Love’s heart kindled


      In hate of me,


      Wherefore I knew not, died I


      One more degree.

    


    
      And if when I died fully


      I cannot say,


      And changed into the corpse-thing


      I am to-day;

    


    
      Yet is it that, though whiling


      The time somehow


      In walking, talking, smiling,


      I live not now.

    


    ♣


    More Love Lyrics


    1967


    
      In five-score summers! All new eyes,


      New minds, new modes, new fools, new wise;


      New woes to weep, new joys to prize;

    


    
      With nothing left of me and you


      In that live century’s vivid view


      Beyond a pinch of dust or two;

    


    
      A century which, if not sublime,


      Will show, I doubt not, at its prime,


      A scope above this blinkered time.

    


    
      —Yet what to me how far above?


      For I would only ask thereof


      That thy worm should be my worm, Love!

    


    16 Westbourne Park Villas, 1867.


    ♣


    Her Definition


    
      I lingered through the night to break of day,


      Nor once did sleep extend a wing to me,


      Intently busied with a vast array


      Of epithets that should outfigure thee.

    


    
      Full-featured terms—all fitless—hastened by,


      And this sole speech remained: “That maiden mine!”—


      Debarred from due description then did I


      Perceive the indefinite phrase could yet define.

    


    
      As common chests encasing wares of price


      Are borne with tenderness through halls of state


      For what they cover, so the poor device


      Of homely wording I could tolerate,


      Knowing its unadornment held as freight


      The sweetest image outside Paradise.

    


    W. P. V.,


    Summer: 1866.


    ♣


    The Division


    
      Rain on the windows, creaking doors,


      With blasts that besom the green,


      And I am here, and you are there,


      And a hundred miles between!

    


    
      O were it but the weather, Dear,


      O were it but the miles


      That summed up all our severance,


      There might be room for smiles.

    


    
      But that thwart thing betwixt us twain


      Which nothing cleaves or clears,


      Is more than distance, Dear, or rain,


      And longer than the years!

    


    189–.


    ♣


    On the Departure Platform


    
      We kissed at the barrier; and passing through


      She left me, and moment by moment got


      Smaller and smaller, until to my view


      She was but a spot;

    


    
      A wee white spot of muslin fluff


      That down the diminishing platform bore


      Through hustling crowds of gentle and rough


      To the carriage door.

    


    
      Under the lamplight’s fitful glowers,


      Behind dark groups from far and near


      Whose interests were apart from ours,


      She would disappear,

    


    
      Then show again, till I ceased to see


      That flexible form, that nebulous white;


      And she who was more than my life to me


      Had vanished quite….

    


    
      We have penned new plans since that fair fond day,


      And in season she will appear again—


      Perhaps in the same soft white array—


      But never as then!

    


    
      —“And why, young man, must eternally fly


      A joy you’ll repeat, if you love her well?”


      —O friend, nought happens twice thus; why,


      I cannot tell!

    


    ♣


    In a Cathedral City


    
      These people have not heard your name;


      No loungers in this placid place


      Have helped to bruit your beauty’s fame.

    


    
      The grey Cathedral, towards whose face


      Bend eyes untold, has met not yours;


      Your shade has never swept its base,

    


    
      Your form has never darked its doors,


      Nor have your faultless feet once thrown


      A pensive pit-pat on its floors.

    


    
      Along the street to maidens known


      Blithe lovers hum their tender airs,


      But in your praise voice not a tone….

    


    
      —Since nought bespeaks you here, or bears,


      As I, your imprint through and through,


      Here might I rest, till my heart shares


      The spot’s unconsciousness of you!

    


    Salisbury.


    ♣


    “I Say I’ll Seek Her”


    
      I say, “I’ll seek her side


      Ere hindrance interposes”;


      But eve in midnight closes,


      And here I still abide.

    


    
      When darkness wears I see


      Her sad eyes in a vision;


      They ask, “What indecision


      Detains you, Love, from me?—

    


    
      “The creaking hinge is oiled,


      I have unbarred the backway,


      But you tread not the trackway;


      And shall the thing be spoiled?

    


    
      “Far cockcrows echo shrill,


      The shadows are abating,


      And I am waiting, waiting;


      But O, you tarry still!”

    


    ♣


    Her Father


    
      I met her, as we had privily planned,


      Where passing feet beat busily:


      She whispered: “Father is at hand!


      He wished to walk with me.”

    


    
      His presence as he joined us there


      Banished our words of warmth away;


      We felt, with cloudings of despair,


      What Love must lose that day.

    


    
      Her crimson lips remained unkissed,


      Our fingers kept no tender hold,


      His lack of feeling made the tryst


      Embarrassed, stiff, and cold.

    


    
      A cynic ghost then rose and said,


      “But is his love for her so small


      That, nigh to yours, it may be read


      As of no worth at all?

    


    
      “You love her for her pink and white;


      But what when their fresh splendours close?


      His love will last her in despite


      Of Time, and wrack, and foes.”

    


    Weymouth.


    ♣


    At Waking


    
      When night was lifting,


      And dawn had crept under its shade.,


      Amid cold clouds drifting


      Dead-white as a corpse outlaid,


      With a sudden scare


      I seemed to behold


      My Love in bare


      Hard lines unfold.

    


    
      Yea, in a moment,


      An insight that would not die


      Killed her old endowment


      Of charm that had capped all nigh,


      Which vanished to none


      Like the gilt of a cloud,


      And showed her but one


      Of the common crowd.

    


    
      She seemed but a sample


      Of earth’s poor average kind,


      Lit up by no ample


      Enrichments of mien or mind.


      I covered my eyes


      As to cover the thought,


      And unrecognize


      What the morn had taught.

    


    
      O vision appalling


      When the one believed-in thing


      Is seen falling, falling,


      With all to which hope can cling.


      Off: it is not true;


      For it cannot be


      That the prize I drew


      Is a blank to me!

    


    Weymouth, 1869.


    ♣


    Four Footprints


    
      Here are the tracks upon the sand


      Where stood last evening she and I—


      Pressed heart to heart and hand to hand;


      The morning sun has baked them dry.

    


    
      I kissed her wet face—wet with rain,


      For arid grief had burnt up tears,


      While reached us as in sleeping pain


      The distant gurgling of the weirs.

    


    
      “I have married him—yes; feel that ring;


      ’Tis a week ago that he put it on….


      A dutiful daughter does this thing,


      And resignation succeeds anon!

    


    
      “But that I body and soul was yours


      Ere he’d possession, he’ll never know.


      He’s a confident man. ‘The husband scores,’


      He says, ‘in the long run’ … Now, Dear, go!”

    


    
      I went. And to-day I pass the spot;


      It is only a smart the more to endure;


      And she whom I held is as though she were not,


      For they have resumed their honeymoon tour.

    


    ♣


    In the Vaulted Way


    
      In the vaulted way, where the passage turned


      To the shadowy corner that none could see,


      You paused for our parting,—plaintively;


      Though overnight had come words that burned


      My fond frail happiness out of me.

    


    
      And then I kissed you,—despite my thought


      That our spell must end when reflection came


      On what you had deemed me, whose one long aim


      Had been to serve you; that what I sought


      Lay not in a heart that could breathe such blame.

    


    
      But yet I kissed you; whereon you again


      As of old kissed me. Why, why was it so?


      Do you cleave to me after that light-tongued blow?


      If you scorned me at eventide, how love then?


      The thing is dark, Dear. I do not know.

    


    ♣


    The Phantom


    
      That was once her casement,


      And the taper nigh,


      Shining from within there


      Beckoned, “Here am I!”

    


    
      Now, as then, I see her


      Moving at the pane;


      Ah; ’tis but her phantom


      Borne within my brain!—

    


    
      Foremost in my vision


      Everywhere goes she;


      Change dissolves the landscapes,


      She abides with me.

    


    
      Shape so sweet and shy, Dear,


      Who can say thee nay?


      Never once do I, Dear,


      Wish thy ghost away.

    


    ♣


    The End of the Episode


    
      Indulge no more may we


      In this sweet-bitter pastime:


      The love-light shines the last time


      Between you, Dear, and me.

    


    
      There shall remain no trace


      Of what so closely tied us,


      And blank as ere love eyed us


      Will be our meeting-place.

    


    
      The flowers and thymy air,


      Will they now miss our coming?


      The dumbles thin their humming


      To find we haunt not there?

    


    
      Though fervent was our vow,


      Though ruddily ran our pleasure,


      Bliss has fulfilled its measure,


      And sees its sentence now.

    


    
      Ache deep; but make no moans:


      Smile out; but stilly suffer:


      The paths of love are rougher


      Than thoroughfares of stones.

    


    ♣


    The Sigh


    
      Little head against my shoulder,


      Shy at first, then somewhat bolder,


      And up-eyed;


      Till she, with a timid quaver,


      Yielded to the kiss I gave her;


      But, she sighed.

    


    
      That there mingled with her feeling


      Some sad thought she was concealing


      It implied.


      —Not that she had ceased to love me,


      None on earth she set above me;


      But she sighed.

    


    
      She could not disguise a passion,


      Dread, or doubt, in weakest fashion


      If she tried:


      Nothing seemed to hold us sundered,


      Hearts were victors; so I wondered


      Why she sighed.

    


    
      Afterwards I knew her throughly,


      And she loved me staunchly, truly,


      Till she died;


      But she never made confession


      Why, at that first sweet concession,


      She had sighed.

    


    
      It was in our May, remember;


      And though now I near November,


      And abide


      Till my appointed change, unfretting,


      Sometimes I sit half regretting


      That she sighed.

    


    ♣


    “In the Night She Came”


    
      I told her when I left one day


      That whatsoever weight of care


      Might strain our love, Time’s mere assault


      Would work no changes there.


      And in the night she came to me,


      Toothless, and wan, and old,


      With leaden concaves round her eyes,


      And wrinkles manifold.

    


    
      I tremblingly exclaimed to her,


      “O wherefore do you ghost me thus!


      I have said that dull defacing Time


      Will bring no dreads to us.”


      “And is that true of you?” she cried


      In voice of troubled tune.


      I faltered: “Well … I did not think


      You would test me quite so soon!”

    


    
      She vanished with a curious smile,


      Which told me, plainlier than by word,


      That my staunch pledge could scarce beguile


      The fear she had averred.


      Her doubts then wrought their shape in me,


      And when next day I paid


      My due caress, we seemed to be


      Divided by some shade.

    


    ♣


    The Conformers


    
      Yes; we’ll wed, my little fay


      And you shall write you mine,


      And in a villa chastely gray


      We’ll house, and sleep, and dine.


      But those night-screened, divine,


      Stolen trysts of heretofore,


      We of choice ecstasies and fine


      Shall know no more.

    


    
      The formal faced cohue


      Will then no more upbraid


      With smiting smiles and whisperings two


      Who have thrown less loves in shade.


      We shall no more evade


      The searching light of the sun,


      Our game of passion will be played,


      Our dreaming done.

    


    
      We shall not go in stealth


      To rendezvous unknown,


      But friends will ask me of your health,


      And you about my own.


      When we abide alone,


      No leapings each to each,


      But syllables in frigid tone


      Of household speech.

    


    
      When down to dust we glide


      Men will not say askance,


      As now: “How all the country side


      Rings with their mad romance!”


      But as they graveward glance


      Remark: “In them we lose


      A worthy pair, who helped advance


      Sound parish views.”

    


    ♣


    The Dawn after the Dance


    
      Here is your parents’ dwelling with its curtained windows telling


      Of no thought of us within it or of our arrival here;


      Their slumbers have been normal after one day more of formal


      Matrimonial commonplace and household life’s mechanic gear.

    


    
      I would be candid willingly, but dawn draws on so chillingly


      As to render further cheerlessness intolerable now,


      So I will not stand endeavouring to declare a day for severing,


      But will clasp you just as always—just the olden love avow.

    


    
      Through serene and surly weather we have walked the ways together,


      And this long night’s dance this year’s-end eve now finishes the spell;


      Yet we dreamt us but beginning a sweet sempiternal spinning


      Of a cord we have spun to breaking—too intemperately, too well.

    


    
      Yes; last night we danced I know, Dear, as we did that year ago, Dear,


      When a new strange bond between our days was formed, and felt, and heard;


      Would that dancing were the worst thing from the latest to the first thing


      That the faded year can charge us with; but what avails a word!

    


    
      That which makes man’s love the lighter and the woman’s burn no brighter


      Came to pass with us inevitably while slipped the shortening year….


      And there stands your father’s dwelling with its blind bleak windows telling


      That the vows of man and maid are frail as filmy gossamere.

    


    Weymouth, 1869.


    ♣


    The Sun on the Letter


    
      I drew the letter out, while gleamed


      The sloping sun from under a roof


      Of cloud whose verge rose visibly.

    


    
      The burning ball flung rays that seemed


      Stretched like a warp without a woof


      Across the levels of the lea

    


    
      To where I stood, and where they beamed


      As brightly on the page of proof


      That she had shown her false to me

    


    
      As if it had shown her true—had teemed


      With passionate thought for my behoof


      Expressed with their own ardency!

    


    ♣


    The Night of the Dance


    
      The cold moon hangs to the sky by its horn,


      And centres its gaze on me;


      The stars, like eyes in reverie,


      Their westering as for a while forborne,


      Quiz downward curiously.

    


    
      Old Robert hauls the backbrand in,


      The green logs steam and spit;


      The half-awakened sparrows flit


      From the riddled thatch; and owls begin


      To whoo from the gable-slit.

    


    
      Yes; far and nigh things seem to know


      Sweet scenes are impending here;


      That all is prepared; that the hour is near


      For welcomes, fellowships, and flow


      Of sally, song, and cheer;

    


    
      That spigots are pulled and viols strung;


      That soon will arise the sound


      Of measures trod to tunes renowned;


      That She will return in Love’s low tongue


      My vows as we wheel around.

    


    ♣


    Misconception


    
      I busied myself to find a sure


      Snug hermitage


      That should preserve my Love secure


      From the world’s rage;


      Where no unseemly saturnals,


      Or strident traffic-roars,


      Or hum of intervolved cabals


      Should echo at her doors.

    


    
      I laboured that the diurnal spin


      Of vanities


      Should not contrive to suck her in


      By dark degrees,


      And cunningly operate to blur


      Sweet teachings I had begun;


      And then I went full-heart to her


      To expound the glad deeds done.

    


    
      She looked at me, and said thereto


      With a pitying smile,


      “And this is what has busied you


      So long a while?


      O poor exhausted one, I see


      You have worn you old and thin


      For naught! Those moils you fear for me


      My nature revels in!”

    


    ♣


    The Voice of the Thorn


    I


    
      When the thorn on the down


      Quivers naked and cold,


      And the mid-aged and old


      Pace the path there to town,


      In these words dry and drear


      It seems to them sighing:


      “O winter is trying


      To sojourners here!”

    


    II


    
      When it stands fully tressed


      On a hot summer day,


      And the ewes there astray


      Find its shade a sweet rest,


      By the breath of the breeze


      It inquires of each farer:


      “Who would not be sharer


      Of shadow with these?”

    


    III


    
      But by day or by night,


      And in winter or summer,


      Should I be the comer


      Along that lone height,


      In its voicing to me


      Only one speech is spoken:


      “Here once was nigh broken


      A heart, and by thee.”

    


    ♣


    From Her in the Country


    
      I thought and thought of thy crass clanging town


      To folly, till convinced such dreams were ill,


      I held my heart in bond, and tethered down


      Fancy to where I was, by force of will,

    


    
      I said: How beautiful are these flowers, this wood,


      One little bud is far more sweet to me


      Than all man’s urban shows; and then I stood


      Urging new zest for bird, and bush, and tree;

    


    
      And strove to feel my nature brought it forth


      Of instinct, or no rural maid was I;


      But it was vain; for I could not see worth


      Enough around to charm a midge or fly,

    


    
      And mused again on city din and sin,


      Longing to madness I might move therein!

    


    16 W. P. V., 1866.


    ♣


    Her Confession


    
      As some bland soul, to whom a debtor says


      “I’ll now repay the amount I owe to you,”


      In inward gladness feigns forgetfulness


      That such a payment ever was his due

    


    
      (His long thought notwithstanding), so did I


      At our last meeting waive your proffered kiss


      With quick divergent talk of scenery nigh,


      By such suspension to enhance my bliss.

    


    
      And as his looks in consternation fall


      When, gathering that the debt is lightly deemed,


      The debtor makes as not to pay at all,


      So faltered I, when your intention seemed

    


    
      Converted by my false uneagerness


      To putting off for ever the caress.

    


    W. P. V., 1865–67.


    ♣


    To an Impersonator of Rosalind


    
      Did he who drew her in the years ago—


      Till now conceived creator of her grace—


      With telescopic sight high natures know,


      Discern remote in Time’s untravelled space

    


    
      Your soft sweet mien, your gestures, as do we,


      And with a copyist’s hand but set them down,


      Glowing yet more to dream our ecstasy


      When his Original should be forthshown?

    


    
      For, kindled by that animated eye,


      Whereto all fairnesses about thee brim,


      And by thy tender tones, what wight can fly


      The wild conviction welling up in him

    


    
      That he at length beholds woo, parley, plead


      The “very, very Rosalind” indeed!

    


    8 Adelphi Terrace, 21st April 1867.


    ♣


    To an Actress


    
      I read your name when you were strange to me,


      Where it stood blazoned bold with many more;


      I passed it vacantly, and did not see


      Any great glory in the shape it wore.

    


    
      O cruelty, the insight barred me then!


      Why did I not possess me with its sound,


      And in its cadence catch and catch again


      Your nature’s essence floating therearound?

    


    
      Could that man be this I, unknowing you,


      When now the knowing you is all of me,


      And the old world of then is now a new,


      And purpose no more what it used to be—


      A thing of formal journeywork, but due


      To springs that then were sealed up utterly?

    


    1867.


    ♣


    The Minute before Meeting


    
      The grey gaunt days dividing us in twain


      Seemed hopeless hills my strength must faint to climb,


      But they are gone; and now I would detain


      The few clock-beats that part us; rein back Time,

    


    
      And live in close expectance never closed


      In change for far expectance closed at last,


      So harshly has expectance been imposed


      On my long need while these slow blank months passed.

    


    
      And knowing that what is now about to be


      Will all have been in O, so short a space!


      I read beyond it my despondency


      When more dividing months shall take its place,


      Thereby denying to this hour of grace


      A full-up measure of felicity.

    


    1871.


    ♣


    He Abjures Love


    
      At last I put off love,


      For twice ten years


      The daysman of my thought,


      And hope, and doing;


      Being ashamed thereof,


      And faint of fears


      And desolations, wrought


      In his pursuing,

    


    
      Since first in youthtime those


      Disquietings


      That heart-enslavement brings


      To hale and hoary,


      Became my housefellows,


      And, fool and blind,


      I turned from kith and kind


      To give him glory.

    


    
      I was as children be


      Who have no care;


      I did not shrink or sigh,


      I did not sicken;


      But lo, Love beckoned me,


      And I was bare,


      And poor, and starved, and dry,


      And fever-stricken.

    


    
      Too many times ablaze


      With fatuous fires,


      Enkindled by his wiles


      To new embraces,


      Did I, by wilful ways


      And baseless ires,


      Return the anxious smiles


      Of friendly faces.

    


    
      No more will now rate I


      The common rare,


      The midnight drizzle dew,


      The gray hour golden,


      The wind a yearning cry,


      The faulty fair,


      Things dreamt, of comelier hue


      Than things beholden! …

    


    
      —I speak as one who plumbs


      Life’s dim profound,


      One who at length can sound


      Clear views and certain.


      But—after love what comes?


      A scene that lours,


      A few sad vacant hours,


      And then, the Curtain.

    


    1883.


    ♣


    A Set of Country Songs


    Let me Enjoy


    (Minor Key)


    I


    
      Let me enjoy the earth no less


      Because the all-enacting Might


      That fashioned forth its loveliness


      Had other aims than my delight.

    


    II


    
      About my path there flits a Fair,


      Who throws me not a word or sign;


      I’ll charm me with her ignoring air,


      And laud the lips not meant for mine.

    


    III


    
      From manuscripts of moving song


      Inspired by scenes and dreams unknown,


      I’ll pour out raptures that belong


      To others, as they were my own.

    


    IV


    
      And some day hence, toward Paradise


      And all its blest—if such should be—


      I will lift glad, afar-off eyes,


      Though it contain no place for me.

    


    ♣


    At Casterbridge Fair


    I

    The Ballad-Singer


    
      Sing, Ballad-singer, raise a hearty tune;


      Make me forget that there was ever a one


      I walked with in the meek light of the moon


      When the day’s work was done.

    


    
      Rhyme, Ballad-rhymer, start a country song;


      Make me forget that she whom I loved well


      Swore she would love me dearly, love me long,


      Then—what I cannot tell!

    


    
      Sing, Ballad-singer, from your little book;


      Make me forget those heart-breaks, achings, fears;


      Make me forget her name, her sweet sweet look—


      Make me forget her tears.

    


    II

    Former Beauties


    
      These market-dames, mid-aged, with lips thin-drawn,


      And tissues sere,


      Are they the ones we loved in years agone,


      And courted here?

    


    
      Are these the muslined pink young things to whom


      We vowed and swore


      In nooks on summer Sundays by the Froom,


      Or Budmouth shore?

    


    
      Do they remember those gay tunes we trod


      Clasped on the green;


      Aye; trod till moonlight set on the beaten sod


      A satin sheen?

    


    
      They must forget, forget! They cannot know


      What once they were,


      Or memory would transfigure them, and show


      Them always fair.

    


    III

    After the Club-Dance


    
      Black’on frowns east on Maidon,


      And westward to the sea,


      But on neither is his frown laden


      With scorn, as his frown on me!

    


    
      At dawn my heart grew heavy,


      I could not sip the wine,


      I left the jocund bevy


      And that young man o’ mine.

    


    
      The roadside elms pass by me,—


      Why do I sink with shame


      When the birds a-perch there eye me?


      They, too, have done the same!

    


    IV

    The Market-Girl


    
      Nobody took any notice of her as she stood on the causey kerb,


      All eager to sell her honey and apples and bunches of garden herb;


      And if she had offered to give her wares and herself with them too that day,


      I doubt if a soul would have cared to take a bargain so choice away.

    


    
      But chancing to trace her sunburnt grace that morning as I passed nigh,


      I went and I said, “Poor maidy dear!—and will none of the people buy?”


      And so it began; and soon we knew what the end of it all must be,


      And I found that though no others had bid, a prize had been won by me.

    


    V

    The Inquiry


    
      And are ye one of Hermitage—


      Of Hermitage, by Ivel Road,


      And do ye know, in Hermitage


      A thatch-roofed house where sengreens grow?


      And does John Waywood live there still—


      He of the name that there abode


      When father hurdled on the hill


      Some fifteen years ago?

    


    
      Does he now speak o’ Patty Beech,


      The Patty Beech he used to—see,


      Or ask at all if Patty Beech


      Is known or heard of out this way?


      —Ask ever if she’s living yet,


      And where her present home may be,


      And how she bears life’s fag and fret


      After so long a day?

    


    
      In years agone at Hermitage


      This faded face was counted fair,


      None fairer; and at Hermitage


      We swore to wed when he should thrive.


      But never a chance had he or I,


      And waiting made his wish outwear,


      And Time, that dooms man’s love to die,


      Preserves a maid’s alive.

    


    VI

    A Wife Waits


    
      Will’s at the dance in the Club-room below,


      Where the tall liquor-cups foam;


      I on the pavement up here by the Bow,


      Wait, wait, to steady him home.

    


    
      Will and his partner are treading a tune,


      Loving companions they be;


      Willy before we were married in June,


      Said he loved no one but me;

    


    
      Said he would let his old pleasures all go


      Ever to live with his Dear.


      Will’s at the dance in the Club-room below,


      Shivering I wait for him here.

    


    Note.—“The Bow” (line 3). The old name for the curved corner by the cross-streets in the middle of Casterbridge.


    VII

    After the Fair


    
      The singers are gone from the Cornmarket-place


      With their broadsheets of rhymes,


      The street rings no longer in treble and bass


      With their skits on the times,


      And the Cross, lately thronged, is a dim naked space


      That but echoes the stammering chimes.

    


    
      From Clock-corner steps, as each quarter ding-dongs,


      Away the folk roam


      By the “Hart” and Grey’s Bridge into byways and “drongs,”


      Or across the ridged loam;


      The younger ones shrilling the lately heard songs,


      The old saying, “Would we were home.”

    


    
      The shy-seeming maiden so mute in the fair


      Now rattles and talks,


      And that one who looked the most swaggering there


      Grows sad as she walks,


      And she who seemed eaten by cankering care


      In statuesque sturdiness stalks.

    


    
      And midnight clears High Street of all but the ghosts


      Of its buried burghees,


      From the latest far back to those old Roman hosts


      Whose remains one yet sees,


      Who loved, laughed, and fought, hailed their friends, drank their toasts


      At their meeting-times here, just as these!

    


    1902.


    Note.—“The Chimes” (line 6) will be listened for in vain here at midnight now, having been abolished some years ago.


    ♣


    The Dark-eyed Gentleman


    I


    
      I pitched my day’s leazings in Crimmercrock Lane,


      To tie up my garter and jog on again,


      When a dear dark-eyed gentleman passed there and said,


      In a way that made all o’ me colour rose-red,


      “What do I see—


      O pretty knee!”


      And he came and he tied up my garter for me.

    


    II


    
      ’Twixt sunset and moonrise it was, I can mind:


      Ah, ’tis easy to lose what we nevermore find!—


      Of the dear stranger’s home, of his name, I knew nought,


      But I soon knew his nature and all that it brought.


      Then bitterly


      Sobbed I that he


      Should ever have tied up my garter for me!

    


    III


    
      Yet now I’ve beside me a fine lissom lad,


      And my slip’s nigh forgot, and my days are not sad;


      My own dearest joy is he, comrade, and friend,


      He it is who safe-guards me, on him I depend;


      No sorrow brings he,


      And thankful I be


      That his daddy once tied up my garter for me!

    


    Note.—“Leazings” (line 1).—Bundle of gleaned corn.


    ♣


    To Carrey Clavel


    
      You turn your back, you turn your back,


      And never your face to me,


      Alone you take your homeward track,


      And scorn my company.

    


    
      What will you do when Charley’s seen


      Dewbeating down this way?


      —You’ll turn your back as now, you mean?


      Nay, Carrey Clavel, nay!

    


    
      You’ll see none’s looking; put your lip


      Up like a tulip, so;


      And he will coll you, bend, and sip:


      Yes, Carrey, yes; I know!

    


    ♣


    The Orphaned Old Maid


    
      I wanted to marry, but father said, “No—


      ’Tis weakness in women to give themselves so;


      If you care for your freedom you’ll listen to me,


      Make a spouse in your pocket, and let the men be.”

    


    
      I spake on’t again and again: father cried,


      “Why—if you go husbanding, where shall I bide?


      For never a home’s for me elsewhere than here!”


      And I yielded; for father had ever been dear.

    


    
      But now father’s gone, and I feel growing old,


      And I’m lonely and poor in this house on the wold,


      And my sweetheart that was found a partner elsewhere,


      And nobody flings me a thought or a care.

    


    ♣


    The Spring Call


    
      Down Wessex way, when spring’s a-shine,


      The blackbird’s “pret-ty de-urr!”


      In Wessex accents marked as mine


      Is heard afar and near.

    


    
      He flutes it strong, as if in song


      No R’s of feebler tone


      Than his appear in “pretty dear,”


      Have blackbirds ever known.

    


    
      Yet they pipe “prattie deerh!” I glean,


      Beneath a Scottish sky,


      And “pehty de-aw!” amid the treen


      Of Middlesex or nigh.

    


    
      While some folk say—perhaps in play—


      Who know the Irish isle,


      ’Tis “purrity dare!” in treeland there


      When songsters would beguile.

    


    
      Well: I’ll say what the listening birds


      Say, hearing “pret-ty de-urr!”—


      However strangers sound such words,


      That’s how we sound them here.

    


    
      Yes, in this clime at pairing time,


      As soon as eyes can see her


      At dawn of day, the proper way


      To call is “pret-ty de-urr!”

    


    ♣


    Julie-Jane


    
      Sing; how ’a would sing!


      How ’a would raise the tune


      When we rode in the waggon from harvesting


      By the light o’ the moon!

    


    
      Dance; how ’a would dance!


      If a fiddlestring did but sound


      She would hold out her coats, give a slanting glance,


      And go round and round.

    


    
      Laugh; how ’a would laugh!


      Her peony lips would part


      As if none such a place for a lover to quaff


      At the deeps of a heart.

    


    
      Julie, O girl of joy,


      Soon, soon that lover he came.


      Ah, yes; and gave thee a baby-boy,


      But never his name ….

    


    
      —Tolling for her, as you guess;


      And the baby too …. ’Tis well.


      You knew her in maidhood likewise?—Yes,


      That’s her burial bell.

    


    
      “I suppose,” with a laugh she said,


      “I should blush that I’m not a wife;


      But how can it matter, so soon to be dead,


      What one does in life!”

    


    
      When we sat making the mourning


      By her death-bed side, said she,


      “Dears, how can you keep from your lovers, adorning


      In honour of me!”

    


    
      Bubbling and brightsome eyed!


      But now—O never again.


      She chose her bearers before she died


      From her fancy-men.

    


    Note.—It is, or was, a common custom in Wessex, and probably other country places, to prepare the mourning beside the death-bed, the dying person sometimes assisting, who also selects his or her bearers on such occasions.


    “Coats” (line 7).—Old name for petticoats.


    ♣


    News for her Mother


    I


    
      One mile more is


      Where your door is


      Mother mine!—


      Harvest’s coming,


      Mills are strumming,


      Apples fine,


      And the cider made to-year will be as wine.

    


    II


    
      Yet, not viewing


      What’s a-doing


      Here around


      Is it thrills me,


      And so fills me


      That I bound


      Like a ball or leaf or lamb along the ground.

    


    III


    
      Tremble not now


      At your lot now


      Silly soul!


      Hosts have sped them


      Quick to wed them,


      Great and small,


      Since the first two sighing half-hearts made a whole.

    


    IV


    
      Yet I wonder,


      Will it sunder


      Her from me?


      Will she guess that


      I said “Yes,”—that


      His I’d be,


      Ere I thought she might not see him as I see!

    


    V


    
      Old brown gable,


      Granary, stable,


      Here you are!


      O my mother,


      Can another


      Ever bar


      Mine from thy heart, make thy nearness seem afar?

    


    ♣


    The Fiddler


    
      The fiddler knows what’s brewing


      To the lilt of his lyric wiles:


      The fiddler knows what rueing


      Will come of this night’s smiles!

    


    
      He sees couples join them for dancing,


      And afterwards joining for life,


      He sees them pay high for their prancing


      By a welter of wedded strife.

    


    
      He twangs: “Music hails from the devil,


      Though vaunted to come from heaven.


      For it makes people do at a revel


      What multiplies sins by seven.

    


    
      “There’s many a heart now mangled,


      And waiting its time to go,


      Whose tendrils were first entangled


      By my sweet viol and bow!”

    


    ♣


    The Husband’s View


    
      “Can anything avail


      Beldame, for hidden grief?—


      Listen: I’ll tell the tale,


      It may bring faint relief!—

    


    
      “I came where I was not known,


      In hope to flee my sin;


      And walking forth alone


      A young man said, ‘Good e’en.’

    


    
      “In gentle voice and true


      He asked to marry me;


      ‘You only—only you


      Fulfil my dream!’ said he.

    


    
      “We married o’ Monday morn,


      In the month of hay and flowers;


      My cares were nigh forsworn,


      And perfect love was ours.

    


    
      “But ere the days are long


      Untimely fruit will show;


      My Love keeps up his song,


      Undreaming it is so.

    


    
      “And I awake in the night,


      And think of months gone by,


      And of that cause of flight


      Concealed from my Love’s eye.

    


    
      “Discovery borders near,


      And then! … But something stirred?—


      My husband—he is here!


      Heaven—has he overheard?”—

    


    
      “Yes; I have heard, sweet Nan;


      I have known it all the time.


      I am not a particular man;


      Misfortunes are no crime:

    


    
      “And what with our serious need


      Of sons for soldiering,


      That accident, indeed,


      To maids, is a useful thing!”

    


    ♣


    Rose-Ann


    
      Why didn’t you say you was promised, Rose-Ann,


      Why didn’t you name it to me,


      Ere ever you tempted me hither, Rose-Ann,


      So often, so wearifully?

    


    
      O why did you let me be near ’ee, Rose-Ann,


      Talking things about wedlock so free,


      And never by nod or by whisper, Rose-Ann,


      Give a hint that it wasn’t to be?

    


    
      Down home I was raising a flock of stock ewes,


      Cocks and hens, and wee chickens by scores,


      And lavendered linen all ready to use,


      A-dreaming that they would be yours.

    


    
      Mother said: “She’s a sport-making maiden, my son;”


      And a pretty sharp quarrel had we;


      O why do you prove by this wrong you have done


      That I saw not what mother could see?

    


    
      Never once did you say you was promised, Rose-Ann


      Never once did I dream it to be;


      And it cuts to the heart to be treated, Rose-Ann,


      As you in your scorning treat me!

    


    ♣


    The Homecoming


    
      Gruffly growled the wind on Toller downland broad and bare,


      And lonesome was the house, and dark; and few came there.

    


    
      “Now don’t ye rub your eyes so red; we’re home and have no cares;


      Here’s a skimmer-cake for supper, peckled onions, and some pears;


      I’ve got a little keg o’ summat strong, too, under stairs:


      —What, slight your husband’s victuals? Other brides can tackle theirs!”

    


    
      The wind of winter mooed and mouthed their chimney like a horn,


      And round the house and past the house ’twas leafless and lorn.

    


    
      “But my dear and tender poppet, then, how came ye to agree


      In Ivel church this morning? Sure, there-right you married me!”


      —“Hoo-hoo!—I don’t know—I forgot how strange and far ’twould be,


      An’ I wish I was at home again with dear daddee!”

    


    
      Gruffly growled the wind on Toller downland broad and bare,


      And lonesome was the house and dark; and few came there.

    


    
      “I didn’t think such furniture as this was all you’d own,


      And great black beams for ceiling, and a floor o’ wretched stone,


      And nasty pewter platters, horrid forks of steel and bone,


      And a monstrous crock in chimney. ’Twas to me quite unbeknown!”

    


    
      Rattle rattle went the door; down flapped a cloud of smoke,


      As shifting north the wicked wind assayed a smarter stroke.

    


    
      “Now sit ye by the fire, poppet; put yourself at ease:


      And keep your little thumb out of your mouth, dear, please!


      And I’ll sing to ’ee a pretty song of lovely flowers and bees,


      And happy lovers taking walks within a grove o’ trees.”

    


    
      Gruffly growled the wind on Toller Down, so bleak and bare,


      And lonesome was the house, and dark; and few came there.

    


    
      “Now, don’t ye gnaw your handkercher; ’twill hurt your little tongue,


      And if you do feel spitish, ’tis because ye are over young;


      But you’ll be getting older, like us all, ere very long,


      And you’ll see me as I am—a man who never did ’ee wrong.”

    


    
      Straight from Whit’sheet Hill to Benvill Lane the blusters pass,


      Hitting hedges, milestones, handposts, trees, and tufts of grass.

    


    
      “Well, had I on’y known, my dear, that this was how you’d be,


      I’d have married her of riper years that was so fond of me.


      But since I can’t, I’ve half a mind to run away to sea,


      And leave ’ee to go barefoot to your d—d daddee!”

    


    
      Up one wall and down the other—past each window-pane—


      Prance the gusts, and then away down Crimmercrock’s long lane.

    


    
      “I—I—don’t know what to say to’t, since your wife I’ve vowed to be;


      And as ’tis done, I s’pose here I must bide—poor me!


      Aye—as you are ki-ki-kind, I’ll try to live along with ’ee,


      Although I’d fain have stayed at home with dear daddee!”

    


    
      Gruffly growled the wind on Toller Down, so bleak and bare,


      And lonesome was the house and dark; and few came there.

    


    
      “That’s right, my Heart! And though on haunted Toller Down we be,


      And the wind swears things in chimley, we’ll to supper merrily!


      So don’t ye tap your shoe so pettish-like; but smile at me,


      And ye’ll soon forget to sock and sigh for dear daddee!”

    


    December 1901.


    ♣


    Pieces Occasional and Various


    A Church Romance


    (Mellstock, circa 1835)


    
      She turned in the high pew, until her sight


      Swept the west gallery, and caught its row


      Of music-men with viol, book, and bow


      Against the sinking sad tower-window light.

    


    
      She turned again; and in her pride’s despite


      One strenuous viol’s inspirer seemed to throw


      A message from his string to her below,


      Which said: “I claim thee as my own forthright!”

    


    
      Thus their hearts’ bond began, in due time signed,


      And long years thence, when Age had scared Romance,


      At some old attitude of his or glance


      That gallery-scene would break upon her mind,


      With him as minstrel, ardent, young, and trim,


      Bowing “New Sabbath” or “Mount Ephraim.”

    


    ♣


    The Rash Bride


    An Experience of the Mellstock Quire


    I


    
      We Christmas-carolled down the Vale, and up the Vale, and round the Vale,


      We played and sang that night as we were yearly wont to do—


      A carol in a minor key, a carol in the major D,


      Then at each house: “Good wishes: many Christmas joys to you!”

    


    II


    
      Next, to the widow’s John and I and all the rest drew on. And I


      Discerned that John could hardly hold the tongue of him for joy.


      The widow was a sweet young thing whom John was bent on marrying,


      And quiring at her casement seemed romantic to the boy.

    


    III


    
      “She’ll make reply, I trust,” said he, “to our salute? She must!” said he,


      “And then I will accost her gently—much to her surprise!—


      For knowing not I am with you here, when I speak up and call her dear


      A tenderness will fill her voice, a bashfulness her eyes.”

    


    IV


    
      So, by her window-square we stood; ay, with our lanterns there we stood,


      And he along with us,—not singing, waiting for a sign;


      And when we’d quired her carols three a light was lit and out looked she,


      A shawl about her bedgown, and her colour red as wine.

    


    V


    
      And sweetly then she bowed her thanks, and smiled, and spoke aloud her thanks;


      When lo, behind her back there, in the room, a man appeared.


      I knew him—one from Woolcomb way—Giles Swetman—honest as the day,


      But eager, hasty; and I felt that some strange trouble neared.

    


    VI


    
      “How comes he there? … Suppose,” said we, “she’s wed of late! Who knows?” said we.


      —“She married yester-morning—only mother yet has known


      The secret o’t!” shrilled one small boy. “But now I’ve told, let’s wish ’em joy!”


      A heavy fall aroused us: John had gone down like a stone.

    


    VII


    
      We rushed to him and caught him round, and lifted him, and brought him round,


      When, hearing something wrong had happened, oped the window she:


      “Has one of you fallen ill?” she asked, “by these night labours overtasked?”


      None answered. That she’d done poor John a cruel turn felt we.

    


    VIII


    
      Till up spoke Michael: “Fie, young dame! You’ve broke your promise, sly young dame,


      By forming this new tie, young dame, and jilting John so true,


      Who trudged to-night to sing to ’ee because he thought he’d bring to ’ee


      Good wishes as your coming spouse. May ye such trifling rue!”

    


    IX


    
      Her man had said no word at all; but being behind had heard it all,


      And now cried: “Neighbours, on my soul I knew not ’twas like this!”


      And then to her: “If I had known you’d had in tow not me alone,


      No wife should you have been of mine. It is a dear bought bliss!”

    


    X


    
      She changed death-white, and heaved a cry: we’d never heard so grieved a cry


      As came from her at this from him: heartbroken quite seemed she;


      And suddenly, as we looked on, she turned, and rushed; and she was gone,


      Whither, her husband, following after, knew not; nor knew we.

    


    XI


    
      We searched till dawn about the house; within the house, without the house,


      We searched among the laurel boughs that grew beneath the wall,


      And then among the crocks and things, and stores for winter junketings,


      In linhay, loft, and dairy; but we found her not at all.

    


    XII


    
      Then John rushed in: “O friends,” he said, “hear this, this, this!” and bends his head:


      “I’ve—searched round by the—well, and find the cover open wide!


      I am fearful that—I can’t say what…. Bring lanterns, and some cords to knot.”


      We did so, and we went and stood the deep dark hole beside.

    


    XIII


    
      And then they, ropes in hand, and I—ay, John, and all the band, and I


      Let down a lantern to the depths—some hundred feet and more;


      It glimmered like a fog-dimmed star; and there, beside its light, afar,


      White drapery floated, and we knew the meaning that it bore.

    


    XIV


    
      The rest is naught…. We buried her o’ Sunday. Neighbours carried her;


      And Swetman—he who’d married her—now miserablest of men,


      Walked mourning first; and then walked John; just quivering, but composed anon;


      And we the quire formed round the grave, as was the custom then.

    


    XV


    
      Our old bass player, as I recall—his white hair blown—but why recall!—


      His viol upstrapped, bent figure—doomed to follow her full soon—


      Stood bowing, pale and tremulous; and next to him the rest of us….


      We sang the Ninetieth Psalm to her—set to “Saint Stephen’s” tune.

    


    ♣


    The Dead Quire


    I


    
      Beside the Mead of Memories,


      Where Church-way mounts to Moaning Hill


      The sad man sighed his phantasies:


      He seems to sigh them still.

    


    II


    
      “’Twas the Birth-tide Eve, and the hamleteers


      Made merry with ancient Mellstock zest,


      But the Mellstock quire of former years


      Had entered into rest.

    


    III


    
      “Old Dewy lay by the gaunt yew tree,


      And Reuben and Michael a pace behind,


      And Bowman with his family


      By the wall that the ivies bind.

    


    IV


    
      “The singers had followed one by one,


      Treble, and tenor, and thorough-bass;


      And the worm that wasteth had begun


      To mine their mouldering place.

    


    V


    
      “For two-score years, ere Christ-day light,


      Mellstock had throbbed to strains from these;


      But now there echoed on the night


      No Christmas harmonies.

    


    VI


    
      “Three meadows off, at a dormered inn,


      The youth had gathered in high carouse,


      And, ranged on settles, some therein


      Had drunk them to a drowse.

    


    VII


    
      “Loud, lively, reckless, some had grown,


      Each dandling on his jigging knee


      Eliza, Dolly, Nance, or Joan—


      Livers in levity.

    


    VIII


    
      “The taper flames and hearthfire shine


      Grew smoke-hazed to a lurid light,


      And songs on subjects not divine


      Were warbled forth that night.

    


    IX


    
      “Yet many were sons and grandsons here


      Of those who, on such eves gone by,


      At that still hour had throated clear


      Their anthems to the sky.

    


    X


    
      “The clock belled midnight; and ere long


      One shouted, ‘Now ’tis Christmas morn;


      Here’s to our women old and young,


      And to John Barleycorn!’

    


    XI


    
      “They drink the toast, and shout again


      The pewter-ware rings back the boom,


      And for a breath-while follows then


      A silence in the room.

    


    XII


    
      “When nigh without, as in old days,


      The ancient quire of voice and string


      Seemed singing words of prayer and praise


      As they had used to sing.

    


    XIII


    
      “While shepherds watch’d their flocks by night,—


      Thus swells the long familiar sound


      In many a quaint symphonic flight—


      To, Glory shone around.

    


    XIV


    
      “The sons defined their fathers’ tones,


      The widow his whom she had wed,


      And others in the minor moans


      The viols of the dead.

    


    XV


    
      “Something supernal has the sound


      As verse by verse the strain proceeds,


      And stilly staring on the ground


      Each roysterer holds and heeds.

    


    XVI


    
      “Towards its chorded closing bar


      Plaintively, thinly, waned the hymn,


      Yet lingered, like the notes afar


      Of banded seraphim.

    


    XVII


    
      “With brows abashed, and reverent tread,


      The hearkeners sought the tavern door:


      But nothing, save wan moonlight, spread


      The empty highway o’er.

    


    XVIII


    
      “While on their hearing fixed and tense


      The aerial music seemed to sink,


      As it were gently moving thence


      Along the river brink.

    


    XIX


    
      “Then did the Quick pursue the Dead


      By crystal Froom that crinkles there;


      And still the viewless quire ahead


      Voiced the old holy air.

    


    XX


    
      “By Bank-walk wicket, brightly bleached,


      It passed, and ’twixt the hedges twain,


      Dogged by the living; till it reached


      The bottom of Church Lane.

    


    XXI


    
      “There, at the turning, it was heard


      Drawing to where the churchyard lay:


      But when they followed thitherward


      It smalled, and died away.

    


    XXII


    
      “Each headstone of the quire, each mound,


      Confronted them beneath the moon;


      But no more floated therearound


      That ancient Birth-night tune.

    


    XXIII


    
      “There Dewy lay by the gaunt yew tree,


      There Reuben and Michael, a pace behind


      And Bowman with his family


      By the wall that the ivies bind….

    


    XXIV


    
      “As from a dream each sobered son


      Awoke, and musing reached his door:


      ’Twas said that of them all, not one


      Sat in a tavern more.”

    


    XXV


    
      —The sad man ceased; and ceased to heed


      His listener, and crossed the leaze


      From Moaning Hill towards the mead—


      The Mead of Memories.

    


    1897.


    ♣


    The Christening


    
      Whose child is this they bring


      Into the aisle?—


      At so superb a thing


      The congregation smile


      And turn their heads awhile.

    


    
      Its eyes are blue and bright,


      Its cheeks like rose;


      Its simple robes unite


      Whitest of calicoes


      With lawn, and satin bows.

    


    
      A pride in the human race


      At this paragon


      Of mortals, lights each face


      While the old rite goes on;


      But ah, they are shocked anon.

    


    
      What girl is she who peeps


      From the gallery stair,


      Smiles palely, redly weeps,


      With feverish furtive air


      As though not fitly there?

    


    
      “I am the baby’s mother;


      This gem of the race


      The decent fain would smother,


      And for my deep disgrace


      I am bidden to leave the place.”

    


    
      “Where is the baby’s father?”—


      “In the woods afar.


      He says there is none he’d rather


      Meet under moon or star


      Than me, of all that are.

    


    
      “To clasp me in lovelike weather,


      Wish fixing when,


      He says: To be together


      At will, just now and then,


      Makes him the blest of men;

    


    
      “But chained and doomed for life


      To slovening


      As vulgar man and wife,


      He says, is another thing:


      Yea: sweet Love’s sepulchring!”

    


    1904.


    ♣


    A Dream Question


    
      “It shall be dark unto you, that ye shall not divine.”


      Micah iii. 6.

    


    
      I asked the Lord: “Sire, is this true


      Which hosts of theologians hold,


      That when we creatures censure you


      For shaping griefs and ails untold


      (Deeming them punishments undue)


      You rage, as Moses wrote of old?

    


    
      When we exclaim: “Beneficent


      He is not, for he orders pain,


      Or, if so, not omnipotent:


      To a mere child the thing is plain!”


      Those who profess to represent


      You, cry out: “Impious and profane!”

    


    
      He: “Save me from my friends, who deem


      That I care what my creatures say!


      Mouth as you list: sneer, rail, blaspheme,


      O manikin, the livelong day,


      Not one grief-groan or pleasure-gleam


      Will you increase or take away.

    


    
      “Why things are thus, whoso derides,


      May well remain my secret still …


      A fourth dimension, say the guides,


      To matter is conceivable.


      Think some such mystery resides


      Within the ethic of my will.”

    


    ♣


    By the Barrows


    
      Not far from Mellstock—so tradition saith—


      Where barrows, bulging as they bosoms were


      Of Multimammia stretched supinely there,


      Catch night and noon the tempest’s wanton breath,

    


    
      A battle, desperate doubtless unto death,


      Was one time fought. The outlook, lone and bare,


      The towering hawk and passing raven share,


      And all the upland round is called “The He’th.”

    


    
      Here once a woman, in our modern age,


      Fought singlehandedly to shield a child—


      One not her own—from a man’s senseless rage.


      And to my mind no patriots’ bones there piled


      So consecrate the silence as her deed


      Of stoic and devoted self-unheed.

    


    ♣


    A Wife and Another


    
      “War ends, and he’s returning


      Early; yea,


      The evening next to-morrow’s!”—


      —This I say


      To her, whom I suspiciously survey,

    


    
      Holding my husband’s letter


      To her view.—


      She glanced at it but lightly,


      And I knew


      That one from him that day had reached her too.

    


    
      There was no time for scruple;


      Secretly


      I filched her missive, conned it,


      Learnt that he


      Would lodge with her ere he came home to me.

    


    
      To reach the port before her,


      And, unscanned,


      There wait to intercept them


      Soon I planned:


      That, in her stead, I might before him stand.

    


    
      So purposed, so effected;


      At the inn


      Assigned, I found her hidden:—


      O that sin


      Should bear what she bore when I entered in!

    


    
      Her heavy lids grew laden


      With despairs,


      Her lips made soundless movements


      Unawares,


      While I peered at the chamber hired as theirs.

    


    
      And as beside its doorway,


      Deadly hued,


      One inside, one withoutside


      We two stood,


      He came—my husband—as she knew he would.

    


    
      No pleasurable triumph


      Was that sight!


      The ghastly disappointment


      Broke them quite.


      What love was theirs, to move them with such might!

    


    
      “Madam, forgive me!” said she,


      Sorrow bent,


      “A child—I soon shall bear him …


      Yes—I meant


      To tell you—that he won me ere he went.”

    


    
      Then, as it were, within me


      Something snapped,


      As if my soul had largened:


      Conscience-capped,


      I saw myself the snarer—them the trapped.

    


    
      “My hate dies, and I promise,


      Grace-beguiled,”


      I said, “to care for you, be


      Reconciled;


      And cherish, and take interest in the child.”

    


    
      Without more words I pressed him


      Through the door


      Within which she stood, powerless


      To say more,


      And closed it on them, and downstairward bore.

    


    
      “He joins his wife—my sister,”


      I, below,


      Remarked in going—lightly—


      Even as though


      All had come right, and we had arranged it so …

    


    
      As I, my road retracing,


      Left them free,


      The night alone embracing


      Childless me,


      I held I had not stirred God wrothfully.

    


    ♣


    The Roman Road


    
      The Roman Road runs straight and bare


      As the pale parting-line in hair


      Across the heath. And thoughtful men


      Contrast its days of Now and Then,


      And delve, and measure, and compare;

    


    
      Visioning on the vacant air


      Helmed legionaries, who proudly rear


      The Eagle, as they pace again


      The Roman Road.

    


    
      But no tall brass-helmed legionnaire


      Haunts it for me. Uprises there


      A mother’s form upon my ken,


      Guiding my infant steps, as when


      We walked that ancient thoroughfare,


      The Roman Road.

    


    ♣


    The Vampirine Fair


    
      Gilbert had sailed to India’s shore,


      And I was all alone:


      My lord came in at my open door


      And said, “O fairest one!”

    


    
      He leant upon the slant bureau,


      And sighed, “I am sick for thee!”


      “My lord,” said I, “pray speak not so,


      Since wedded wife I be.”

    


    
      Leaning upon the slant bureau,


      Bitter his next words came:


      “So much I know; and likewise know


      My love burns on the same!

    


    
      “But since you thrust my love away,


      And since it knows no cure,


      I must live out as best I may


      The ache that I endure.”

    


    
      When Michaelmas browned the nether Coomb,


      And Wingreen Hill above,


      And made the hollyhocks rags of bloom,


      My lord grew ill of love.

    


    
      My lord grew ill with love for me;


      Gilbert was far from port;


      And—so it was—that time did see


      Me housed at Manor Court.

    


    
      About the bowers of Manor Court


      The primrose pushed its head


      When, on a day at last, report


      Arrived of him I had wed.

    


    
      “Gilbert, my lord, is homeward bound,


      His sloop is drawing near,


      What shall I do when I am found


      Not in his house but here?”

    


    
      “O I will heal the injuries


      I’ve done to him and thee.


      I’ll give him means to live at ease


      Afar from Shastonb’ry.”

    


    
      When Gilbert came we both took thought:


      “Since comfort and good cheer,”


      Said he, “so readily are bought,


      He’s welcome to thee, Dear.”

    


    
      So when my lord flung liberally


      His gold in Gilbert’s hands,


      I coaxed and got my brothers three


      Made stewards of his lands.

    


    
      And then I coaxed him to install


      My other kith and kin,


      With aim to benefit them all


      Before his love ran thin.

    


    
      And next I craved to be possessed


      Of plate and jewels rare.


      He groaned: “You give me, Love, no rest,


      Take all the law will spare!”

    


    
      And so in course of years my wealth


      Became a goodly hoard,


      My steward brethren, too, by stealth


      Had each a fortune stored.

    


    
      Thereafter in the gloom he’d walk,


      And by and by began


      To say aloud in absent talk,


      “I am a ruined man!—

    


    
      “I hardly could have thought,” he said,


      “When first I looked on thee,


      That one so soft, so rosy red,


      Could thus have beggared me!”

    


    
      Seeing his fair estates in pawn,


      And him in such decline,


      I knew that his domain had gone


      To lift up me and mine.

    


    
      Next month upon a Sunday morn


      A gunshot sounded nigh:


      By his own hand my lordly born


      Had doomed himself to die.

    


    
      “Live, my dear lord, and much of thine


      Shall be restored to thee!”


      He smiled, and said ’twixt word and sign,


      “Alas—that cannot be!”

    


    
      And while I searched his cabinet


      For letters, keys, or will,


      ’Twas touching that his gaze was set


      With love upon me still.

    


    
      And when I burnt each document


      Before his dying eyes,


      ’Twas sweet that he did not resent


      My fear of compromise.

    


    
      The steeple-cock gleamed golden when


      I watched his spirit go:


      And I became repentant then


      That I had wrecked him so.

    


    
      Three weeks at least had come and gone,


      With many a saddened word,


      Before I wrote to Gilbert on


      The stroke that so had stirred.

    


    
      And having worn a mournful gown,


      I joined, in decent while,


      My husband at a dashing town


      To live in dashing style.

    


    
      Yet though I now enjoy my fling,


      And dine and dance and drive,


      I’d give my prettiest emerald ring


      To see my lord alive.

    


    
      And when the meet on hunting-days


      Is near his churchyard home,


      I leave my bantering beaux to place


      A flower upon his tomb;

    


    
      And sometimes say: “Perhaps too late


      The saints in Heaven deplore


      That tender time when, moved by Fate,


      He darked my cottage door.”

    


    ♣


    The Reminder


    
      While I watch the Christmas blaze


      Paint the room with ruddy rays,


      Something makes my vision glide


      To the frosty scene outside.

    


    
      There, to reach a rotting berry,


      Toils a thrush,—constrained to very


      Dregs of food by sharp distress,


      Taking such with thankfulness.

    


    
      Why, O starving bird, when I


      One day’s joy would justify,


      And put misery out of view,


      Do you make me notice you!

    


    ♣


    The Rambler


    
      I do not see the hills around,


      Nor mark the tints the copses wear;


      I do not note the grassy ground


      And constellated daisies there.

    


    
      I hear not the contralto note


      Of cuckoos hid on either hand,


      The whirr that shakes the nighthawk’s throat


      When eve’s brown awning hoods the land.

    


    
      Some say each songster, tree, and mead—


      All eloquent of love divine—


      Receives their constant careful heed:


      Such keen appraisement is not mine.

    


    
      The tones around me that I hear,


      The aspects, meanings, shapes I see,


      Are those removed ones missed when near,


      And now perceived too late by me.

    


    ♣


    Night in the Old Home


    
      When the wasting embers redden the chimney-breast,


      And Life’s bare pathway looms like a desert track to me,


      And from hall and parlour the living have gone to their rest,


      My perished people who housed them here come back to me.

    


    
      They come and seat them around in their mouldy places,


      Now and then bending towards me a glance of wistfulness,


      A strange upbraiding smile upon all their faces,


      And in the bearing of each a passive tristfulness.

    


    
      “Do you uphold me, lingering and languishing here,


      A pale late plant of your once strong stock?” I say to them;


      “A thinker of crooked thoughts upon Life in the sere,


      And on That which consigns men to night after showing the day to them?”

    


    
      “—O let be the Wherefore! We fevered our years not thus:


      Take of Life what it grants, without question!” they answer me seemingly.


      “Enjoy, suffer, wait: spread the table here freely like us,


      And, satisfied, placid, unfretting, watch Time away beamingly!”

    


    ♣


    After the Last Breath


    (J. H. 1813–1904)


    
      There’s no more to be done, or feared, or hoped;


      None now need watch, speak low, and list, and tire;


      No irksome crease outsmoothed, no pillow sloped


      Does she require.

    


    
      Blankly we gaze. We are free to go or stay;


      Our morrow’s anxious plans have missed their aim;


      Whether we leave to-night or wait till day


      Counts as the same.

    


    
      The lettered vessels of medicaments


      Seem asking wherefore we have set them here;


      Each palliative its silly face presents


      As useless gear.

    


    
      And yet we feel that something savours well;


      We note a numb relief withheld before;


      Our well-beloved is prisoner in the cell


      Of Time no more.

    


    
      We see by littles now the deft achievement


      Whereby she has escaped the Wrongers all,


      In view of which our momentary bereavement


      Outshapes but small.

    


    1904.


    ♣


    In Childbed


    
      In the middle of the night


      Mother’s spirit came and spoke to me,


      Looking weariful and white—


      As ’twere untimely news she broke to me.

    


    
      “O my daughter, joyed are you


      To own the weetless child you mother there;


      ‘Men may search the wide world through,’


      You think, ‘nor find so fair another there!’

    


    
      “Dear, this midnight time unwombs


      Thousands just as rare and beautiful;


      Thousands whom High Heaven foredooms


      To be as bright, as good, as dutiful.

    


    
      “Source of ecstatic hopes and fears


      And innocent maternal vanity,


      Your fond exploit but shapes for tears


      New thoroughfares in sad humanity.

    


    
      “Yet as you dream, so dreamt I


      When Life stretched forth its morning ray to me;


      Other views for by and by!” ….


      Such strange things did mother say to me.

    


    ♣


    The Pine Planters


    (Marty South’s Reverie)


    I


    
      We work here together


      In blast and breeze;


      He fills the earth in,


      I hold the trees.

    


    
      He does not notice


      That what I do


      Keeps me from moving


      And chills me through.

    


    
      He has seen one fairer


      I feel by his eye,


      Which skims me as though


      I were not by.

    


    
      And since she passed here


      He scarce has known


      But that the woodland


      Holds him alone.

    


    
      I have worked here with him


      Since morning shine,


      He busy with his thoughts


      And I with mine.

    


    
      I have helped him so many,


      So many days,


      But never win any


      Small word of praise!

    


    
      Shall I not sigh to him


      That I work on


      Glad to be nigh to him


      Though hope is gone?

    


    
      Nay, though he never


      Knew love like mine,


      I’ll bear it ever


      And make no sign!

    


    II


    
      From the bundle at hand here


      I take each tree,


      And set it to stand, here


      Always to be;


      When, in a second,


      As if from fear


      Of Life unreckoned


      Beginning here,


      It starts a sighing


      Through day and night,


      Though while there lying


      ’Twas voiceless quite.

    


    
      It will sigh in the morning,


      Will sigh at noon,


      At the winter’s warning,


      In wafts of June;


      Grieving that never


      Kind Fate decreed


      It should for ever


      Remain a seed,


      And shun the welter


      Of things without,


      Unneeding shelter


      From storm and drought.

    


    
      Thus, all unknowing


      For whom or what


      We set it growing


      In this bleak spot,


      It still will grieve here


      Throughout its time,


      Unable to leave here,


      Or change its clime;


      Or tell the story


      Of us to-day


      When, halt and hoary,


      We pass away.

    


    ♣


    The Dear


    
      I plodded to Fairmile Hill-top, where


      A maiden one fain would guard


      From every hazard and every care


      Advanced on the roadside sward.

    


    
      I wondered how succeeding suns


      Would shape her wayfarings,


      And wished some Power might take such ones


      Under Its warding wings.

    


    
      The busy breeze came up the hill


      And smartened her cheek to red,


      And frizzled her hair to a haze. With a will


      “Good-morning, my Dear!” I said.

    


    
      She glanced from me to the far-off gray,


      And, with proud severity,


      “Good-morning to you—though I may say


      I am not your Dear,” quoth she:

    


    
      “For I am the Dear of one not here—


      One far from his native land!”—


      And she passed me by; and I did not try


      To make her understand.

    


    1901


    ♣


    One We Knew


    (M. H. 1772–1857)


    
      She told how they used to form for the country dances—


      “The Triumph,” “The New-rigged Ship”—


      To the light of the guttering wax in the panelled manses,


      And in cots to the blink of a dip.

    


    
      She spoke of the wild “poussetting” and “allemanding”


      On carpet, on oak, and on sod;


      And the two long rows of ladies and gentlemen standing,


      And the figures the couples trod.

    


    
      She showed us the spot where the maypole was yearly planted,


      And where the bandsmen stood


      While breeched and kerchiefed partners whirled, and panted


      To choose each other for good.

    


    
      She told of that far-back day when they learnt astounded


      Of the death of the King of France:


      Of the Terror; and then of Bonaparte’s unbounded


      Ambition and arrogance.

    


    
      Of how his threats woke warlike preparations


      Along the southern strand,


      And how each night brought tremors and trepidations


      Lest morning should see him land.

    


    
      She said she had often heard the gibbet creaking


      As it swayed in the lightning flash,


      Had caught from the neighbouring town a small child’s shrieking


      At the cart-tail under the lash….

    


    
      With cap-framed face and long gaze into the embers—


      We seated around her knees—


      She would dwell on such dead themes, not as one who remembers,


      But rather as one who sees.

    


    
      She seemed one left behind of a band gone distant


      So far that no tongue could hail:


      Past things retold were to her as things existent,


      Things present but as a tale.

    


    May 20, 1902.


    ♣


    A Wet Night


    
      I pace along, the rain-shafts riddling me,


      Mile after mile out by the moorland way,


      And up the hill, and through the ewe-leaze gray


      Into the lane, and round the corner tree;

    


    
      Where, as my clothing clams me, mire-bestarred,


      And the enfeebled light dies out of day,


      Leaving the liquid shades to reign, I say,


      “This is a hardship to be calendared!”

    


    
      Yet sires of mine now perished and forgot,


      When worse beset, ere roads were shapen here,


      And night and storm were foes indeed to fear,


      Times numberless have trudged across this spot


      In sturdy muteness on their strenuous lot,


      And taking all such toils as trifles mere.

    


    ♣


    Before Life and After


    
      A time there was—as one may guess


      And as, indeed, earth’s testimonies tell—


      Before the birth of consciousness,


      When all went well.

    


    
      None suffered sickness, love, or loss,


      None knew regret, starved hope, or heart-burnings;


      None cared whatever crash or cross


      Brought wrack to things.

    


    
      If something ceased, no tongue bewailed,


      If something winced and waned, no heart was wrung;


      If brightness dimmed, and dark prevailed,


      No sense was stung.

    


    
      But the disease of feeling germed,


      And primal rightness took the tinct of wrong;


      Ere nescience shall be reaffirmed


      How long, how long?

    


    ♣


    New Year’s Eve


    
      “I have finished another year,” said God,


      “In grey, green, white, and brown;


      I have strewn the leaf upon the sod,


      Sealed up the worm within the clod,


      And let the last sun down.”

    


    
      “And what’s the good of it?” I said.


      “What reasons made you call


      From formless void this earth we tread,


      When nine-and-ninety can be read


      Why nought should be at all?

    


    
      “Yea, Sire; why shaped you us, who ‘in


      This tabernacle groan’—


      If ever a joy be found herein,


      Such joy no man had wished to win


      If he had never known!”

    


    
      Then he: “My labours—logicless—


      You may explain; not I:


      Sense-sealed I have wrought, without a guess


      That I evolved a Consciousness


      To ask for reasons why.

    


    
      “Strange that ephemeral creatures who


      By my own ordering are,


      Should see the shortness of my view,


      Use ethic tests I never knew,


      Or made provision for!”

    


    
      He sank to raptness as of yore,


      And opening New Year’s Day


      Wove it by rote as theretofore,


      And went on working evermore


      In his unweeting way.

    


    1906.


    ♣


    God’s Education


    
      I saw him steal the light away


      That haunted in her eye:


      It went so gently none could say


      More than that it was there one day


      And missing by-and-by.

    


    
      I watched her longer, and he stole


      Her lily tincts and rose;


      All her young sprightliness of soul


      Next fell beneath his cold control,


      And disappeared like those.

    


    
      I asked: “Why do you serve her so?


      Do you, for some glad day,


      Hoard these her sweets—?” He said, “O no,


      They charm not me; I bid Time throw


      Them carelessly away.”

    


    
      Said I: “We call that cruelty—


      We, your poor mortal kind.”


      He mused. “The thought is new to me.


      Forsooth, though I men’s master be,


      Theirs is the teaching mind!”

    


    ♣


    To Sincerity


    
      O sweet sincerity!—


      Where modern methods be


      What scope for thine and thee?

    


    
      Life may be sad past saying,


      Its greens for ever graying,


      Its faiths to dust decaying;

    


    
      And youth may have foreknown it,


      And riper seasons shown it,


      But custom cries: “Disown it:

    


    
      “Say ye rejoice, though grieving,


      Believe, while unbelieving,


      Behold, without perceiving!”

    


    
      —Yet, would men look at true things,


      And unilluded view things,


      And count to bear undue things,

    


    
      The real might mend the seeming,


      Facts better their foredeeming,


      And Life its disesteeming.

    


    February 1899.


    ♣


    Panthera


    (For other forms of this legend—first met with in the second century—see Origen contra Celsum; the Talmud; Sepher Toldoth Jeschu; quoted fragments of lost Apocryphal gospels; Strauss; Haeckel; etc.)


    
      Yea, as I sit here, crutched, and cricked, and bent,


      I think of Panthera, who underwent


      Much from insidious aches in his decline;


      But his aches were not radical like mine;


      They were the twinges of old wounds—the feel


      Of the hand he had lost, shorn by barbarian steel,


      Which came back, so he said, at a change in the air


      Fingers and all, as if it still were there.


      My pains are otherwise: upclosing cramps


      And stiffened tendons from this country’s damps,


      Where Panthera was never commandant.—


      The Fates sent him by way of the Levant.

    


    
      He had been blithe in his young manhood’s time,


      And as centurion carried well his prime.


      In Ethiop, Araby, climes fair and fell,


      He had seen service and had borne him well.


      Nought shook him then: he was serene as brave;


      Yet later knew some shocks, and would grow grave


      When pondering them; shocks less of corporal kind


      Than phantom-like, that disarranged his mind;


      And it was in the way of warning me


      (By much his junior) against levity


      That he recounted them; and one in chief


      Panthera loved to set in bold relief.

    


    
      This was a tragedy of his Eastern days,


      Personal in touch—though I have sometimes thought


      That touch a possible delusion—wrought


      Of half-conviction carried to a craze—


      His mind at last being stressed by ails and age:—


      Yet his good faith thereon I well could wage.

    


    
      I had said it long had been a wish with me


      That I might leave a scion—some small tree


      As channel for my sap, if not my name—


      Ay, offspring even of no legitimate claim,


      In whose advance I secretly could joy.


      Thereat he warmed.


      “Cancel such wishes, boy!


      A son may be a comfort or a curse,


      A seer, a doer, a coward, a fool; yea, worse—


      A criminal…. That I could testify!” …


      “Panthera has no guilty son!” cried I


      All unbelieving. “Friend, you do not know,”


      He darkly dropt: “True, I’ve none now to show,


      For the law took him. Ay, in sooth, Jove shaped it so!”

    


    
      “This noon is not unlike,” he again began,


      “The noon these pricking memories print on me—


      Yea, that day when the sun grew copper-red,


      And I served in Judæa … ’Twas a date


      Of rest for arms. The Pax Romana ruled,


      To the chagrin of frontier legionaries!


      Palestine was annexed—though sullen yet,—


      I, being in age some two-score years and ten,


      And having the garrison in Jerusalem


      Part in my hands as acting officer


      Under the Governor. A tedious time


      I found it, of routine, amid a folk


      Restless, contentless, and irascible.—


      Quelling some riot, sentrying court and hall,


      Sending men forth on public meeting-days


      To maintain order, were my duties there.

    


    
      “Then came a morn in spring, and the cheerful sun


      Whitened the city and the hills around,


      And every mountain-road that clambered them,


      Tincturing the greyness of the olives warm,


      And the rank cacti round the valley’s sides.


      The day was one whereon death-penalties


      Were put in force, and here and there were set


      The soldiery for order, as I said,


      Since one of the condemned had raised some heat,


      And crowds surged passionately to see him slain.


      I, mounted on a Cappadocian horse,


      With some half-company of auxiliaries,


      Had captained the procession through the streets


      When it came streaming from the judgment-hall


      After the verdicts of the Governor.


      It drew to the great gate of the northern way


      That bears towards Damascus; and to a knoll


      Upon the common, just beyond the walls—


      Whence could be swept a wide horizon round


      Over the housetops to the remotest heights.


      Here was the public execution-ground


      For city crimes, called then and doubtless now


      Golgotha, Kranion, or Calvaria.

    


    
      “The usual dooms were duly meted out;


      Some three or four were stript, transfixed, and nailed,


      And no great stir occurred. A day of wont


      It was to me, so far, and would have slid


      Clean from my memory at its squalid close


      But for an incident that followed these.

    


    
      “Among the tag-rag rabble of either sex


      That hung around the wretches as they writhed,


      Till thrust back by our spears, one held my eye—


      A weeping woman, whose strained countenance,


      Sharpened against a looming livid cloud,


      Was mocked by the crude rays of afternoon—


      The mother of one of those who suffered there


      I had heard her called when spoken roughly to


      By my ranged men for pressing forward so.


      It stole upon me hers was a face I knew;


      Yet when, or how, I had known it, for a while


      Eluded me. And then at once it came.

    


    
      “Some thirty years or more before that noon


      I was sub-captain of a company


      Drawn from the legion of Calabria,


      That marched up from Judæa north to Tyre.


      We had pierced the old flat country of Jezreel,


      The great Esdraelon Plain and fighting-floor


      Of Jew with Canaanite, and with the host


      Of Pharaoh-Necho, king of Egypt, met


      While crossing there to strike the Assyrian pride.


      We left behind Gilboa; passed by Nain;


      Till bulging Tabor rose, embossed to the top


      With arbute, terabinth, and locust growths.

    


    
      “Encumbering me were sundry sick, so fallen


      Through drinking from a swamp beside the way;


      But we pressed on, till, bearing over a ridge,


      We dipt into a world of pleasantness—


      A vale, the fairest I had gazed upon—


      Which lapped a village on its furthest slopes


      Called Nazareth, brimmed round by uplands nigh.


      In the midst thereof a fountain bubbled, where,


      Lime-dry from marching, our glad halt we made


      To rest our sick ones, and refresh us all.

    


    
      “Here a day onward, towards the eventide,


      Our men were piping to a Pyrrhic dance


      Trod by their comrades, when the young women came


      To fill their pitchers, as their custom was.


      I proffered help to one—a slim girl, coy


      Even as a fawn, meek, and as innocent.


      Her long blue gown, the string of silver coins


      That hung down by her banded beautiful hair,


      Symboled in full immaculate modesty.

    


    
      “Well, I was young, and hot, and readily stirred


      To quick desire. ’Twas tedious timing out


      The convalescence of the soldiery;


      And I beguiled the long and empty days


      By blissful yieldance to her sweet allure,


      Who had no arts, but what out-arted all,


      The tremulous tender charm of trustfulness.


      We met, and met, and under the winking stars


      That passed which peoples earth—true union, yea,


      To the pure eye of her simplicity.

    


    
      “Meanwhile the sick found health; and we pricked on.


      I made her no rash promise of return,


      As some do use; I was sincere in that;


      I said we sundered never to meet again—


      And yet I spoke untruth unknowingly!—


      For meet again we did. Now, guess you aught?


      The weeping mother on Calvaria


      Was she I had known—albeit that time and tears


      Had wasted rudely her once flowerlike form,


      And her soft eyes, now swollen with sorrowing.

    


    
      “Though I betrayed some qualms, she marked me not;


      And I was scarce of mood to comrade her


      And close the silence of so wide a time


      To claim a malefactor as my son—


      (For so I guessed him). And inquiry made


      Brought rumour how at Nazareth long before


      An old man wedded her for pity’s sake


      On finding she had grown pregnant, none knew how,


      Cared for her child, and loved her till he died.

    


    
      “Well; there it ended; save that then I learnt


      That he—the man whose ardent blood was mine—


      Had waked sedition long among the Jews,


      And hurled insulting parlance at their god,


      Whose temple bulked upon the adjoining hill,


      Vowing that he would raze it, that himself


      Was god as great as he whom they adored,


      And by descent, moreover, was their king;


      With sundry other incitements to misrule.

    


    
      “The impalements done, and done the soldiers’ game


      Of raffling for the clothes, a legionary,


      Longinus, pierced the young man with his lance


      At signs from me, moved by his agonies


      Through naysaying the drug they had offered him.


      It brought the end. And when he had breathed his last


      The woman went. I saw her never again ….


      Now glares my moody meaning on you, friend?—


      That when you talk of offspring as sheer joy


      So trustingly, you blink contingencies.


      Fors Fortuna! He who goes fathering


      Gives frightful hostages to hazardry!”

    


    
      Thus Panthera’s tale. ’Twas one he seldom told,


      But yet it got abroad. He would unfold,


      At other times, a story of less gloom,


      Though his was not a heart where jests had room.


      He would regret discovery of the truth


      Was made too late to influence to ruth


      The Procurator who had condemned his son—


      Or rather him so deemed. For there was none


      To prove that Panthera erred not: and indeed,


      When vagueness of identity I would plead,


      Panther himself would sometimes own as much—


      Yet lothly. But, assuming fact was such,


      That the said woman did not recognize


      Her lover’s face, is matter for surprise.


      However, there’s his tale, fantasy or otherwise.

    


    
      Thereafter shone not men of Panthera’s kind:


      The indolent heads at home were ill-inclined


      To press campaigning that would hoist the star


      Of their lieutenants valorous afar.


      Jealousies kept him irked abroad, controlled


      And stinted by an Empire no more bold.


      Yet in some actions southward he had share—


      In Mauretania and Numidia; there


      With eagle eye, and sword and steed and spur,


      Quelling uprisings promptly. Some small stir


      In Parthia next engaged him, until maimed,


      As I have said; and cynic Time proclaimed


      His noble spirit broken. What a waste


      Of such a Roman!—one in youth-time graced


      With indescribable charm, so I have heard,


      Yea, magnetism impossible to word


      When faltering as I saw him. What a fame,


      O Son of Saturn, had adorned his name,


      Might the Three so have urged Thee!—Hour by hour


      His own disorders hampered Panthera’s power


      To brood upon the fate of those he had known,


      Even of that one he always called his own—


      Either in morbid dream or memory ….


      He died at no great age, untroublously,


      An exit rare for ardent soldiers such as he.

    


    ♣


    The Unborn


    
      I rose at night, and visited


      The Cave of the Unborn:


      And crowding shapes surrounded me


      For tidings of the life to be,


      Who long had prayed the silent Head


      To haste its advent morn.

    


    
      Their eyes were lit with artless trust,


      Hope thrilled their every tone;


      “A scene the loveliest, is it not?


      A pure delight, a beauty-spot


      Where all is gentle, true and just,


      And darkness is unknown?”

    


    
      My heart was anguished for their sake,


      I could not frame a word;


      And they descried my sunken face,


      And seemed to read therein, and trace


      The news that pity would not break,


      Nor truth leave unaverred.

    


    
      And as I silently retired


      I turned and watched them still,


      And they came helter-skelter out,


      Driven forward like a rabble rout


      Into the world they had so desired


      By the all-immanent Will.

    


    1905.


    ♣


    The Man He Killed


    
      “Had he and I but met


      By some old ancient inn,


      We should have sat us down to wet


      Right many a nipperkin!

    


    
      “But ranged as infantry,


      And staring face to face,


      I shot at him as he at me,


      And killed him in his place.

    


    
      “I shot him dead because—


      Because he was my foe,


      Just so: my foe of course he was;


      That’s clear enough; although

    


    
      “He thought he’d ’list, perhaps,


      Off-hand like—just as I—


      Was out of work—had sold his traps—


      No other reason why.

    


    
      “Yes; quaint and curious war is!


      You shoot a fellow down


      You’d treat if met where any bar is,


      Or help to half-a-crown.”

    


    1902.


    ♣


    Geographical Knowledge


    (A Memory of Christiana C——)


    
      Where Blackmoor was, the road that led


      To Bath, she could not show,


      Nor point the sky that overspread


      Towns ten miles off or so.

    


    
      But that Calcutta stood this way,


      Cape Horn there figured fell,


      That here was Boston, here Bombay


      She could declare full well.

    


    
      Less known to her the track athwart


      Froom Mead or Yell’ham Wood


      Than how to make some Austral port


      In seas of surly mood.

    


    
      She saw the glint of Guinea’s shore


      Behind the plum-tree nigh,


      Heard old unruly Biscay’s roar


      In the weir’s purl hard by….

    


    
      “My son’s a sailor, and he knows


      All seas and many lands,


      And when he’s home he points and shows


      Each country where it stands.

    


    
      “He’s now just there—by Gib’s high rock—


      And when he gets, you see,


      To Portsmouth here, behind the clock,


      Then he’ll come back to me!”

    


    ♣


    The Rejected Member’s Wife


    
      We shall see her no more


      On the balcony,


      Smiling, while hurt, at the roar


      As of surging sea


      From the stormy sturdy band


      Who have doomed her lord’s cause,


      Though she waves her little hand


      As it were applause.

    


    
      Here will be candidates yet,


      And candidates’ wives,


      Fervid with zeal to set


      Their ideals on our lives:


      Here will come market-men


      On the market-days,


      Here will clash now and then


      More such party assays.

    


    
      And the balcony will fill


      When such times are renewed,


      And the throng in the street will thrill


      With to-day’s mettled mood;


      But she will no more stand


      In the sunshine there,


      With that wave of her white-gloved hand,


      And that chestnut hair.

    


    January 1906.


    ♣


    One Ralph Blossom Soliloquizes


    (“It being deposed that vij women who were mayds before he knew them have been brought upon the towne [rates?] by the fornicacions of one Ralph Blossom, Mr. Maior inquired why he should not contribute xiv pence weekly toward their mayntenance. But it being shewn that the sayd R. B. was dying of a purple feaver, no order was made.”—Budmouth Borough Minutes: 16—.)


    
      When I am in hell or some such place,


      A-groaning over my sorry case,


      What will those seven women say to me


      Who, when I coaxed them, answered “Aye” to me?

    


    
      “I did not understand your sign!”


      Will be the words of Caroline;


      While Jane will cry, “If I’d had proof of you,


      I should have learnt to hold aloof of you!”

    


    
      “I won’t reproach: it was to be!”


      Will drily murmur Cicely;


      And Rosa: “I feel no hostility,


      For I must own I lent facility.”

    


    
      Lizzy says: “Sharp was my regret,


      And sometimes it is now! But yet


      I joy that, though it brought notoriousness,


      I knew Love once and all its gloriousness!”

    


    
      Says Patience: “Why are we apart?


      Small harm did you, my poor Sweet Heart,


      A manchild born, now tall and beautiful,


      Was worth the ache of days undutiful.”

    


    
      And Anne cries: “O the time was fair,


      So wherefore should you burn down there?


      —There is a deed under the sun, my Love,


      And that was ours. What’s done is done, my Love.


      These trumpets here in Heaven are dumb to me


      With you away. Dear, come, O come to me!”

    


    ♣


    The Noble Lady’s Tale


    (Circa 1790)


    I


    
      “We moved with pensive paces,


      I and he,


      And bent our faded faces


      Wistfully,


      For something troubled him, and troubled me.

    


    
      “The lanthorn feebly lightened


      Our grey hall,


      Where ancient brands had brightened


      Hearth and wall,


      And shapes long vanished whither vanish all.

    


    
      “‘O why, Love, nightly, daily,’


      I had said,


      ‘Dost sigh, and smile so palely,


      As if shed


      Were all Life’s blossoms, all its dear things dead?’

    


    
      “‘Since silence sets thee grieving,’


      He replied,


      ‘And I abhor deceiving


      One so tried,


      Why, Love, I’ll speak, ere time us twain divide.’

    


    
      “He held me, I remember,


      Just as when


      Our life was June—(September


      It was then);


      And we walked on, until he spoke again:

    


    
      “‘Susie, an Irish mummer,


      Loud-acclaimed


      Through the gay London summer,


      Was I; named


      A master in my art, who would be famed.

    


    
      “‘But lo, there beamed before me


      Lady Su;


      God’s altar-vow she swore me


      When none knew,


      And for her sake I bade the sock adieu.

    


    
      “‘My Lord your father’s pardon


      Thus I won;


      He let his heart unharden


      Towards his son,


      And honourably condoned what we had done;

    


    
      “‘But said—recall you, dearest?—


      As for Su,


      I’d see her—ay, though nearest


      Me unto—


      Sooner entombed than in a stage purlieu!

    


    
      “‘Just so.—And here he housed us,


      In this nook,


      Where Love like balm has drowsed us:


      Robin, rook,


      Our chief familiars, next to string and book.

    


    
      “‘Our days here, peace-enshrouded,


      Followed strange


      The old stage-joyance, crowded,


      Rich in range;


      But never did my soul desire a change,

    


    
      “‘Till now, when far uncertain


      Lips of yore


      Call, call me to the curtain,


      There once more,


      But once, to tread the boards I trod before.

    


    
      “‘A night—the last and single


      Ere I die—


      To face the lights, to mingle


      As did I


      Once in the game, and rivet every eye!’

    


    
      “Such was his wish. He feared it,


      Feared it though


      Rare memories so endeared it.


      I, also,


      Feared it still more; its outcome who could know?

    


    
      “‘Alas, my Love,’ said I then,


      ‘Since it be


      A wish so mastering, why, then,


      E’en go ye!—


      Despite your pledge to father and to me …’

    


    
      “’Twas fixed; no more was spoken


      Thereupon;


      Our silences were broken


      Only on


      The petty items of his needs while gone.

    


    
      “Farewell he bade me, pleading


      That it meant


      So little, thus conceding


      To his bent;


      And then, as one constrained to go, he went.

    


    
      “Thwart thoughts I let deride me,


      As, ’twere vain


      To hope him back beside me


      Ever again:


      Could one plunge make a waxing passion wane?

    


    
      “I thought, ‘Some wild stage-woman,


      Honour-wrecked …’


      But no: it was inhuman


      To suspect;


      Though little cheer could my lone heart affect!

    


    II


    
      “Yet came it, to my gladness,


      That, as vowed,


      He did return.—But sadness


      Swiftly cowed


      The joy with which my greeting was endowed.

    


    
      “Some woe was there. Estrangement


      Marked his mind.


      Each welcome-warm arrangement


      I had designed


      Touched him no more than deeds of careless kind.

    


    
      “‘I—failed!’ escaped him glumly.


      ‘—I went on


      In my old part. But dumbly—


      Memory gone—


      Advancing, I sank sick; my vision drawn.

    


    
      “‘To something drear, distressing


      As the knell


      Of all hopes worth possessing!’ …


      —What befell


      Seemed linked with me, but how I could not tell.

    


    
      “Hours passed; till I implored him,


      As he knew


      How faith and frankness toward him


      Ruled me through,


      To say what ill I had done, and could undo.

    


    
      “‘Faith—frankness. Ah! Heaven save such!’


      Murmured he,


      ‘They are wedded wealth! I gave such


      Liberally,


      But you, Dear, not. For you suspected me.’

    


    
      “I was about beseeching


      In hurt haste


      More meaning, when he, reaching


      To my waist,


      Led me to pace the hall as once we paced.

    


    
      “‘I never meant to draw you


      To own all,’


      Declared he. ‘But—I saw you—


      By the wall,


      Half-hid. And that was why I failed withal!’

    


    
      “‘Where? when?’ said I—‘Why, nigh me,


      At the play


      That night. That you should spy me,


      Doubt my fay,


      And follow, furtive, took my heart away!’

    


    
      “That I had never been there,


      But had gone


      To my locked room—unseen there,


      Curtains drawn,


      Long days abiding—told I, wonder-wan.

    


    
      “‘Nay, ’twas your form and vesture,


      Cloak and gown,


      Your hooded features—gesture


      Half in frown,


      That faced me, pale,’ he urged, ‘that night in town.

    


    
      “‘And when, outside, I handed


      To her chair


      (As courtesy demanded


      Of me there)


      The leading lady, you peeped from the stair.’

    


    
      “Straight pleaded I: ‘Forsooth, Love,


      Had I gone,


      I must have been in truth, Love,


      Mad to don


      Such well-known raiment.’ But he still went on

    


    
      “That he was not mistaken


      Nor misled.—


      I felt like one forsaken,


      Wished me dead,


      That he could think thus of the wife he had wed!

    


    
      “His going seemed to waste him


      Like a curse,


      To wreck what once had graced him;


      And, averse


      To my approach, he mused, and moped, and worse.

    


    
      “Till, what no words effected


      Thought achieved:


      It was my wraith—projected,


      He conceived,


      Thither, by my tense brain at home aggrieved.

    


    
      “Thereon his credence centred


      Till he died;


      And, no more tempted, entered—


      Sanctified—


      The little vault with room for one beside.”

    


    III


    
      Thus far the lady’s story.—


      Now she, too,


      Reclines within that hoary


      Last dark mew


      In Mellstock Quire with him she loved so true.

    


    
      A yellowing marble, placed there


      Tablet-wise,


      And two joined hearts enchased there


      Meet the eyes;


      And reading their twin names we moralize:

    


    
      Did she, we wonder, follow


      Jealously?


      And were those protests hollow?—


      Or saw he


      Some semblant dame? Or can wraiths really be?

    


    
      Were it she went, her honour,


      All may hold,


      Pressed truth at last upon her


      Till she told—


      (Him only—others as these lines unfold.)

    


    
      Riddle death-sealed for ever,


      Let it rest! …


      One’s heart could blame her never


      If one guessed


      That go she did. She knew her actor best.

    


    ♣


    Unrealized


    
      Down comes the winter rain—


      Spoils my hat and bow—


      Runs into the poll of me;


      But mother won’t know.

    


    
      We’ve been out and caught a cold,


      Knee-deep in snow;


      Such a lucky thing it is


      That mother won’t know!

    


    
      Rosy lost herself last night—


      Couldn’t tell where to go.


      Yes—it rather frightened her,


      But mother didn’t know.

    


    
      Somebody made Willy drunk


      At the Christmas show:


      O ’twas fun! It’s well for him


      That mother won’t know!

    


    
      Howsoever wild we are,


      Late at school or slow,


      Mother won’t be cross with us,


      Mother won’t know.

    


    
      How we cried the day she died,


      Neighbours whispering low….


      But we now do what we will—


      Mother won’t know.

    


    ♣


    Wagtail and Baby


    
      A baby watched a ford, whereto


      A wagtail came for drinking;


      A blaring bull went wading through;


      The wagtail showed no shrinking.

    


    
      A stallion splashed his way across,


      The birdie nearly sinking;


      He gave his plumes a twitch and toss,


      And held his own unblinking.

    


    
      Next saw the baby round the spot


      A mongrel slowly slinking;


      The wagtail gazed, but faltered not


      In dip and sip and prinking.

    


    
      A perfect gentleman then neared;


      The wagtail, in a winking,


      With terror rose and disappeared;


      The baby fell a-thinking.

    


    ♣


    Aberdeen


    (April: 1905)


    
      “And wisdom and knowledge shall be the stability of thy times.”—Isaiah xxxiii. 6.

    


    
      I looked and thought, “All is too gray and cold


      To wake my place-enthusiasms of old!”


      Till a voice passed: “Behind that granite mien


      Lurks the imposing beauty of a Queen.”


      I looked anew; and saw the radiant form


      Of Her who soothes in stress, who steers in storm,


      On the grave influence of whose eyes sublime


      Men count for the stability of the time.

    


    ♣


    George Meredith


    1828–1909


    
      Forty years back, when much had place


      That since has perished out of mind,


      I heard that voice and saw that face.

    


    
      He spoke as one afoot will wind


      A morning horn ere men awake;


      His note was trenchant, turning kind.

    


    
      He was of those whose wit can shake


      And riddle to the very core


      The counterfeits that Time will break….

    


    
      Of late, when we two met once more,


      The luminous countenance and rare


      Shone just as forty years before.

    


    
      So that, when now all tongues declare


      His shape unseen by his green hill,


      I scarce believe he sits not there.

    


    
      No matter. Further and further still


      Through the world’s vaporous vitiate air


      His words wing on—as live words will.

    


    May 1909.


    ♣


    Yell’ham-Wood’s Story


    
      Coomb-Firtrees say that Life is a moan,


      And Clyffe-hill Clump says “Yea!”


      But Yell’ham says a thing of its own:


      It’s not “Gray, gray


      Is Life alway!”


      That Yell’ham says,


      Nor that Life is for ends unknown.

    


    
      It says that Life would signify


      A thwarted purposing:


      That we come to live, and are called to die.


      Yes, that’s the thing


      In fall, in spring,


      That Yell’ham says:—


      “Life offers—to deny!”

    


    1902.


    ♣


    A Young Man’s Epigram on Existence


    
      A senseless school, where we must give


      Our lives that we may learn to live!


      A dolt is he who memorizes


      Lessons that leave no time for prizes.

    


    16 W. P. V., 1866.

  


  ♣
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  “When I set out for Lyonnesse … the rime was on the spray.” (page 18.)
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    Lyrics and Reveries


    In Front of the Landscape


    
      Plunging and labouring on in a tide of visions,


      Dolorous and dear,


      Forward I pushed my way as amid waste waters


      Stretching around,


      Through whose eddies there glimmered the customed landscape


      Yonder and near,

    


    
      Blotted to feeble mist. And the coomb and the upland


      Coppice-crowned,


      Ancient chalk-pit, milestone, rills in the grass-flat


      Stroked by the light,


      Seemed but a ghost-like gauze, and no substantial


      Meadow or mound.

    


    
      What were the infinite spectacles featuring foremost


      Under my sight,


      Hindering me to discern my paced advancement


      Lengthening to miles;


      What were the re-creations killing the daytime


      As by the night?

    


    
      O they were speechful faces, gazing insistent,


      Some as with smiles,


      Some as with slow-born tears that brinily trundled


      Over the wrecked


      Cheeks that were fair in their flush-time, ash now with anguish,


      Harrowed by wiles.

    


    
      Yes, I could see them, feel them, hear them, address them—


      Halo-bedecked—


      And, alas, onwards, shaken by fierce unreason,


      Rigid in hate,


      Smitten by years-long wryness born of misprision,


      Dreaded, suspect.

    


    
      Then there would breast me shining sights, sweet seasons


      Further in date;


      Instruments of strings with the tenderest passion


      Vibrant, beside


      Lamps long extinguished, robes, cheeks, eyes with the earth’s crust


      Now corporate.

    


    
      Also there rose a headland of hoary aspect


      Gnawed by the tide,


      Frilled by the nimb of the morning as two friends stood there


      Guilelessly glad—


      Wherefore they knew not—touched by the fringe of an ecstasy


      Scantly descried.

    


    
      Later images too did the day unfurl me,


      Shadowed and sad,


      Clay cadavers of those who had shared in the dramas,


      Laid now at ease,


      Passions all spent, chiefest the one of the broad brow


      Sepulture-clad.

    


    
      So did beset me scenes, miscalled of the bygone,


      Over the leaze,


      Past the clump, and down to where lay the beheld ones;


      —Yea, as the rhyme


      Sung by the sea-swell, so in their pleading dumbness


      Captured me these.

    


    
      For, their lost revisiting manifestations


      In their live time


      Much had I slighted, caring not for their purport,


      Seeing behind


      Things more coveted, reckoned the better worth calling


      Sweet, sad, sublime.

    


    
      Thus do they now show hourly before the intenser


      Stare of the mind


      As they were ghosts avenging their slights by my bypast


      Body-borne eyes,


      Show, too, with fuller translation than rested upon them


      As living kind.

    


    
      Hence wag the tongues of the passing people, saying


      In their surmise,


      “Ah—whose is this dull form that perambulates, seeing nought


      Round him that looms


      Whithersoever his footsteps turn in his farings,


      Save a few tombs?”

    


    ♣


    Channel Firing


    
      That night your great guns, unawares,


      Shook all our coffins as we lay,


      And broke the chancel window-squares,


      We thought it was the Judgment-day

    


    
      And sat upright. While drearisome


      Arose the howl of wakened hounds:


      The mouse let fall the altar-crumb,


      The worms drew back into the mounds,

    


    
      The glebe cow drooled. Till God called, “No;


      It’s gunnery practice out at sea


      Just as before you went below;


      The world is as it used to be:

    


    
      “All nations striving strong to make


      Red war yet redder. Mad as hatters


      They do no more for Christés sake


      Than you who are helpless in such matters.

    


    
      “That this is not the judgment-hour


      For some of them’s a blessed thing,


      For if it were they’d have to scour


      Hell’s floor for so much threatening….

    


    
      “Ha, ha. It will be warmer when


      I blow the trumpet (if indeed


      I ever do; for you are men,


      And rest eternal sorely need).”

    


    
      So down we lay again. “I wonder,


      Will the world ever saner be,”


      Said one, “than when He sent us under


      In our indifferent century!”

    


    
      And many a skeleton shook his head.


      “Instead of preaching forty year,”


      My neighbour Parson Thirdly said,


      “I wish I had stuck to pipes and beer.”

    


    
      Again the guns disturbed the hour,


      Roaring their readiness to avenge,


      As far inland as Stourton Tower,


      And Camelot, and starlit Stonehenge.

    


    April 1914.


    ♣


    The Convergence of the Twain


    
      (Lines on the loss of the “Titanic”)

    


    I


    
      In a solitude of the sea


      Deep from human vanity,


      And the Pride of Life that planned her, stilly couches she.

    


    II


    
      Steel chambers, late the pyres


      Of her salamandrine fires,


      Cold currents thrid, and turn to rhythmic tidal lyres.

    


    III


    
      Over the mirrors meant


      To glass the opulent


      The sea-worm crawls—grotesque, slimed, dumb, indifferent.

    


    IV


    
      Jewels in joy designed


      To ravish the sensuous mind


      Lie lightless, all their sparkles bleared and black and blind.

    


    V


    
      Dim moon-eyed fishes near


      Gaze at the gilded gear


      And query: “What does this vaingloriousness down here?” …

    


    VI


    
      Well: while was fashioning


      This creature of cleaving wing,


      The Immanent Will that stirs and urges everything

    


    VII


    
      Prepared a sinister mate


      For her—so gaily great—


      A Shape of Ice, for the time far and dissociate.

    


    VIII


    
      And as the smart ship grew


      In stature, grace, and hue,


      In shadowy silent distance grew the Iceberg too.

    


    IX


    
      Alien they seemed to be:


      No mortal eye could see


      The intimate welding of their later history,

    


    X


    
      Or sign that they were bent


      By paths coincident


      On being anon twin halves of one august event,

    


    XI


    
      Till the Spinner of the Years


      Said “Now!” And each one hears,


      And consummation comes, and jars two hemispheres.

    


    ♣


    The Ghost of the Past


    
      We two kept house, the Past and I,


      The Past and I;


      Through all my tasks it hovered nigh,


      Leaving me never alone.


      It was a spectral housekeeping


      Where fell no jarring tone,


      As strange, as still a housekeeping


      As ever has been known.

    


    
      As daily I went up the stair


      And down the stair,


      I did not mind the Bygone there—


      The Present once to me;


      Its moving meek companionship


      I wished might ever be,


      There was in that companionship


      Something of ecstasy.

    


    
      It dwelt with me just as it was,


      Just as it was


      When first its prospects gave me pause


      In wayward wanderings,


      Before the years had torn old troths


      As they tear all sweet things,


      Before gaunt griefs had torn old troths


      And dulled old rapturings.

    


    
      And then its form began to fade,


      Began to fade,


      Its gentle echoes faintlier played


      At eves upon my ear


      Than when the autumn’s look embrowned


      The lonely chambers here,


      When autumn’s settling shades embrowned


      Nooks that it haunted near.

    


    
      And so with time my vision less,


      Yea, less and less


      Makes of that Past my housemistress,


      It dwindles in my eye;


      It looms a far-off skeleton


      And not a comrade nigh,


      A fitful far-off skeleton


      Dimming as days draw by.

    


    ♣


    After the Visit


    (To F. E. D.)


    
      Come again to the place


      Where your presence was as a leaf that skims


      Down a drouthy way whose ascent bedims


      The bloom on the farer’s face.

    


    
      Come again, with the feet


      That were light on the green as a thistledown ball,


      And those mute ministrations to one and to all


      Beyond a man’s saying sweet.

    


    
      Until then the faint scent


      Of the bordering flowers swam unheeded away,


      And I marked not the charm in the changes of day


      As the cloud-colours came and went.

    


    
      Through the dark corridors


      Your walk was so soundless I did not know


      Your form from a phantom’s of long ago


      Said to pass on the ancient floors,

    


    
      Till you drew from the shade,


      And I saw the large luminous living eyes


      Regard me in fixed inquiring-wise


      As those of a soul that weighed,

    


    
      Scarce consciously,


      The eternal question of what Life was,


      And why we were there, and by whose strange laws


      That which mattered most could not be.

    


    ♣


    To Meet, or otherwise


    
      Whether to sally and see thee, girl of my dreams,


      Or whether to stay


      And see thee not! How vast the difference seems


      Of Yea from Nay


      Just now. Yet this same sun will slant its beams


      At no far day


      On our two mounds, and then what will the difference weigh!

    


    
      Yet I will see thee, maiden dear, and make


      The most I can


      Of what remains to us amid this brake


      Cimmerian


      Through which we grope, and from whose thorns we ache,


      While still we scan


      Round our frail faltering progress for some path or plan.

    


    
      By briefest meeting something sure is won;


      It will have been:


      Nor God nor Demon can undo the done,


      Unsight the seen,


      Make muted music be as unbegun,


      Though things terrene


      Groan in their bondage till oblivion supervene.

    


    
      So, to the one long-sweeping symphony


      From times remote


      Till now, of human tenderness, shall we


      Supply one note,


      Small and untraced, yet that will ever be


      Somewhere afloat


      Amid the spheres, as part of sick Life’s antidote.

    


    ♣


    The Difference


    I


    
      Sinking down by the gate I discern the thin moon,


      And a blackbird tries over old airs in the pine,


      But the moon is a sorry one, sad the bird’s tune,


      For this spot is unknown to that Heartmate of mine.

    


    II


    
      Did my Heartmate but haunt here at times such as now,


      The song would be joyous and cheerful the moon;


      But she will see never this gate, path, or bough,


      Nor I find a joy in the scene or the tune.

    


    ♣


    The Sun on the Bookcase


    (Student’s Love-song: 1870)


    
      Once more the cauldron of the sun


      Smears the bookcase with winy red,


      And here my page is, and there my bed,


      And the apple-tree shadows travel along.


      Soon their intangible track will be run,


      And dusk grow strong


      And they bhave fled.

    


    
      Yes: now the boiling ball is gone,


      And I have wasted another day….


      But wasted—wasted, do I say?


      Is it a waste to have imaged one


      Beyond the hills there, who, anon,


      My great deeds done


      Will be mine alway?

    


    ♣


    “When I set out for Lyonnesse”


    (1870)


    
      When I set out for Lyonnesse,


      A hundred miles away,


      The rime was on the spray,


      And starlight lit my lonesomeness


      When I set out for Lyonnesse


      A hundred miles away.

    


    
      What would bechance at Lyonnesse


      While I should sojourn there


      No prophet durst declare,


      Nor did the wisest wizard guess


      What would bechance at Lyonnesse


      While I should sojourn there.

    


    
      When I came back from Lyonnesse


      With magic in my eyes,


      All marked with mute surmise


      My radiance rare and fathomless,


      When I came back from Lyonnesse


      With magic in my eyes.

    


    ♣


    A Thunderstorm in Town


    (A Reminiscence: 1893)


    
      She wore a new “terra-cotta” dress,


      And we stayed, because of the pelting storm,


      Within the hansom’s dry recess,


      Though the horse had stopped; yea, motionless


      We sat on, snug and warm.

    


    
      Then the downpour ceased, to my sharp sad pain,


      And the glass that had screened our forms before


      Flew up, and out she sprang to her door:


      I should have kissed her if the rain


      Had lasted a minute more.

    


    ♣


    The Torn Letter


    I


    
      I tore your letter into strips


      No bigger than the airy feathers


      That ducks preen out in changing weathers


      Upon the shifting ripple-tips.

    


    II


    
      In darkness on my bed alone


      I seemed to see you in a vision,


      And hear you say: “Why this derision


      Of one drawn to you, though unknown?”

    


    III


    
      Yes, eve’s quick mood had run its course,


      The night had cooled my hasty madness;


      I suffered a regretful sadness


      Which deepened into real remorse.

    


    IV


    
      I thought what pensive patient days


      A soul must know of grain so tender,


      How much of good must grace the sender


      Of such sweet words in such bright phrase.

    


    V


    
      Uprising then, as things unpriced


      I sought each fragment, patched and mended;


      The midnight whitened ere I had ended


      And gathered words I had sacrificed.

    


    VI


    
      But some, alas, of those I threw


      Were past my search, destroyed for ever:


      They were your name and place; and never


      Did I regain those clues to you.

    


    VII


    
      I learnt I had missed, by rash unheed,


      My track; that, so the Will decided,


      In life, death, we should be divided,


      And at the sense I ached indeed.

    


    VIII


    
      That ache for you, born long ago,


      Throbs on: I never could outgrow it.


      What a revenge, did you but know it!


      But that, thank God, you do not know.

    


    ♣


    Beyond the Last Lamp


    (Near Tooting Common)


    I


    
      While rain, with eve in partnership,


      Descended darkly, drip, drip, drip,


      Beyond the last lone lamp I passed


      Walking slowly, whispering sadly,


      Two linked loiterers, wan, downcast:


      Some heavy thought constrained each face,


      And blinded them to time and place.

    


    II


    
      The pair seemed lovers, yet absorbed


      In mental scenes no longer orbed


      By love’s young rays. Each countenance


      As it slowly, as it sadly


      Caught the lamplight’s yellow glance,


      Held in suspense a misery


      At things which had been or might be.

    


    III


    
      When I retrod that watery way


      Some hours beyond the droop of day,


      Still I found pacing there the twain


      Just as slowly, just as sadly,


      Heedless of the night and rain.


      One could but wonder who they were,


      And what wild woe detained them there.

    


    IV


    
      Though thirty years of blur and blot


      Have slid since I beheld that spot,


      And saw in curious converse there


      Moving slowly, moving sadly


      That mysterious tragic pair,


      Its olden look may linger on—


      All but the couple; they have gone.

    


    V


    
      Whither? Who knows, indeed…. And yet


      To me, when nights are weird and wet,


      Without those comrades there at tryst


      Creeping slowly, creeping sadly,


      That lone lane does not exist.


      There they seem brooding on their pain,


      And will, while such a lane remain.

    


    ♣


    The Face at the Casement


    
      If ever joy leave


      An abiding sting of sorrow,


      So befell it on the morrow


      Of that May eve….

    


    
      The travelled sun dropped


      To the north-west, low and lower,


      The pony’s trot grew slower,


      Until we stopped.

    


    
      “This cosy house just by


      I must call at for a minute,


      A sick man lies within it


      Who soon will die.

    


    
      “He wished to—marry me,


      So I am bound, when I drive near him,


      To inquire, if but to cheer him,


      How he may be.”

    


    
      A message was sent in,


      And wordlessly we waited,


      Till some one came and stated


      The bulletin.

    


    
      And that the sufferer said,


      For her call no words could thank her;


      As his angel he must rank her


      Till life’s spark fled.

    


    
      Slowly we drove away,


      When I turned my head, although not


      Called to: why I turned I know not


      Even to this day:

    


    
      And lo, there in my view


      Pressed against an upper lattice


      Was a white face, gazing at us


      As we withdrew.

    


    
      And well did I divine


      It to be the man’s there dying,


      Who but lately had been sighing


      For her pledged mine.

    


    
      Then I deigned a deed of hell;


      It was done before I knew it;


      What devil made me do it


      I cannot tell!

    


    
      Yes, while he gazed above,


      I put my arm about her


      That he might see, nor doubt her


      My plighted Love.

    


    
      The pale face vanished quick,


      As if blasted, from the casement,


      And my shame and self-abasement


      Began their prick.

    


    
      And they prick on, ceaselessly,


      For that stab in Love’s fierce fashion


      Which, unfired by lover’s passion,


      Was foreign to me.

    


    
      She smiled at my caress,


      But why came the soft embowment


      Of her shoulder at that moment


      She did not guess.

    


    
      Long long years has he lain


      In thy garth, O sad Saint Cleather:


      What tears there, bared to weather,


      Will cleanse that stain!

    


    
      Love is long-suffering, brave,


      Sweet, prompt, precious as a jewel;


      But O, too, Love is cruel,


      Cruel as the grave.

    


    ♣


    Lost Love


    
      I play my sweet old airs—


      The airs he knew


      When our love was true—


      But he does not balk


      His determined walk,


      And passes up the stairs.

    


    
      I sing my songs once more,


      And presently hear


      His footstep near


      As if it would stay;


      But he goes his way,


      And shuts a distant door.

    


    
      So I wait for another morn


      And another night


      In this soul-sick blight;


      And I wonder much


      As I sit, why such


      A woman as I was born!

    


    ♣


    “My spirit will not haunt the mound”


    
      My spirit will not haunt the mound


      Above my breast,


      But travel, memory-possessed,


      To where my tremulous being found


      Life largest, best.

    


    
      My phantom-footed shape will go


      When nightfall grays


      Hither and thither along the ways


      I and another used to know


      In backward days.

    


    
      And there you’ll find me, if a jot


      You still should care


      For me, and for my curious air;


      If otherwise, then I shall not,


      For you, be there.

    


    ♣


    Wessex Heights


    (1896)


    
      There are some heights in Wessex, shaped as if by a kindly hand


      For thinking, dreaming, dying on, and at crises when I stand,


      Say, on Ingpen Beacon eastward, or on Wylls-Neck westwardly,


      I seem where I was before my birth, and after death may be.

    


    
      In the lowlands I have no comrade, not even the lone man’s friend—


      Her who suffereth long and is kind; accepts what he is too weak to mend:


      Down there they are dubious and askance; there nobody thinks as I,


      But mind-chains do not clank where one’s next neighbour is the sky.

    


    
      In the towns I am tracked by phantoms having weird detective ways—


      Shadows of beings who fellowed with myself of earlier days:


      They hang about at places, and they say harsh heavy things—


      Men with a wintry sneer, and women with tart disparagings.

    


    
      Down there I seem to be false to myself, my simple self that was,


      And is not now, and I see him watching, wondering what crass cause


      Can have merged him into such a strange continuator as this,


      Who yet has something in common with himself, my chrysalis.

    


    
      I cannot go to the great gray Plain; there’s a figure against the moon,


      Nobody sees it but I, and it makes my breast beat out of tune;


      I cannot go to the tall-spired town, being barred by the forms now passed


      For everybody but me, in whose long vision they stand there fast.

    


    
      There’s a ghost at Yell’ham Bottom chiding loud at the fall of the night,


      There’s a ghost in Froom-side Vale, thin lipped and vague, in a shroud of white,


      There is one in the railway-train whenever I do not want it near,


      I see its profile against the pane, saying what I would not hear.

    


    
      As for one rare fair woman, I am now but a thought of hers,


      I enter her mind and another thought succeeds me that she prefers;


      Yet my love for her in its fulness she herself even did not know;


      Well, time cures hearts of tenderness, and now I can let her go.

    


    
      So I am found on Ingpen Beacon, or on Wylls-Neck to the west,


      Or else on homely Bulbarrow, or little Pilsdon Crest,


      Where men have never cared to haunt, nor women have walked with me,


      And ghosts then keep their distance; and I know some liberty.

    


    ♣


    In Death Divided


    I


    
      I shall rot here, with those whom in their day


      You never knew,


      And alien ones who, ere they chilled to clay,


      Met not my view,


      Will in your distant grave-place ever neighbour you.

    


    II


    
      No shade of pinnacle or tree or tower,


      While earth endures,


      Will fall on my mound and within the hour


      Steal on to yours;


      One robin never haunt our two green covertures.

    


    III


    
      Some organ may resound on Sunday noons


      By where you lie,


      Some other thrill the panes with other tunes


      Where moulder I;


      No selfsame chords compose our common lullaby.

    


    IV


    
      The simply-cut memorial at my head


      Perhaps may take


      A rustic form, and that above your bed


      A stately make;


      No linking symbol show thereon for our tale’s sake.

    


    V


    
      And in the monotonous moils of strained, hard-run


      Humanity,


      The eternal tie which binds us twain in one


      No eye will see


      Stretching across the miles that sever you from me.

    


    ♣


    The Place on the Map


    I


    
      I look upon the map that hangs by me—


      Its shires and towns and rivers lined in varnished artistry—


      And I mark a jutting height


      Coloured purple, with a margin of blue sea.

    


    II


    
      —’Twas a day of latter summer, hot and dry;


      Ay, even the waves seemed drying as we walked on, she and I,


      By this spot where, calmly quite,


      She informed me what would happen by and by.

    


    III


    
      This hanging map depicts the coast and place,


      And re-creates therewith our unforeboded troublous case


      All distinctly to my sight,


      And her tension, and the aspect of her face.

    


    IV


    
      Weeks and weeks we had loved beneath that blazing blue,


      Which had lost the art of raining, as her eyes to-day had too,


      While she told what, as by sleight,


      Shot our firmament with rays of ruddy hue.

    


    V


    
      For the wonder and the wormwood of the whole


      Was that what in realms of reason would have joyed our double soul


      Wore a torrid tragic light


      Under order-keeping’s rigorous control.

    


    VI


    
      So, the map revives her words, the spot, the time,


      And the thing we found we had to face before the next year’s prime;


      The charted coast stares bright,


      And its episode comes back in pantomime.

    


    ♣


    The Schreckhorn


    (With thoughts of Leslie Stephen)

    (June 1897)


    
      Aloof, as if a thing of mood and whim;


      Now that its spare and desolate figure gleams


      Upon my nearing vision, less it seems


      A looming Alp-height than a guise of him


      Who scaled its horn with ventured life and limb,


      Drawn on by vague imaginings, maybe,


      Of semblance to his personality


      In its quaint glooms, keen lights, and rugged trim.

    


    
      At his last change, when Life’s dull coils unwind,


      Will he, in old love, hitherward escape,


      And the eternal essence of his mind


      Enter this silent adamantine shape,


      And his low voicing haunt its slipping snows


      When dawn that calls the climber dyes them rose?

    


    ♣


    A Singer asleep


    (Algernon Charles Swinburne, 1837–1909)


    I


    
      In this fair niche above the unslumbering sea,


      That sentrys up and down all night, all day,


      From cove to promontory, from ness to bay,


      The Fates have fitly bidden that he should be


      Pillowed eternally.

    


    II


    
      —It was as though a garland of red roses


      Had fallen about the hood of some smug nun


      When irresponsibly dropped as from the sun,


      In fulth of numbers freaked with musical closes,


      Upon Victoria’s formal middle time


      His leaves of rhythm and rhyme.

    


    III


    
      O that far morning of a summer day


      When, down a terraced street whose pavements lay


      Glassing the sunshine into my bent eyes,


      I walked and read with a quick glad surprise


      New words, in classic guise,—

    


    IV


    
      The passionate pages of his earlier years,


      Fraught with hot sighs, sad laughters, kisses, tears;


      Fresh-fluted notes, yet from a minstrel who


      Blew them not naïvely, but as one who knew


      Full well why thus he blew.

    


    V


    
      I still can hear the brabble and the roar


      At those thy tunes, O still one, now passed through


      That fitful fire of tongues then entered new!


      Their power is spent like spindrift on this shore;


      Thine swells yet more and more.

    


    VI


    
      —His singing-mistress verily was no other


      Than she the Lesbian, she the music-mother


      Of all the tribe that feel in melodies;


      Who leapt, love-anguished, from the Leucadian steep


      Into the rambling world-encircling deep


      Which hides her where none sees.

    


    VII


    
      And one can hold in thought that nightly here


      His phantom may draw down to the water’s brim,


      And hers come up to meet it, as a dim


      Lone shine upon the heaving hydrosphere,


      And mariners wonder as they traverse near,


      Unknowing of her and him.

    


    VIII


    
      One dreams him sighing to her spectral form:


      “O teacher, where lies hid thy burning line;


      Where are those songs, O poetess divine


      Whose very orts arts are love incarnadine?”


      And her smile back: “Disciple true and warm,


      Sufficient now are thine.” …

    


    IX


    
      So here, beneath the waking constellations,


      Where the waves peal their everlasting strains,


      And their dull subterrene reverberations


      Shake him when storms make mountains of their plains—


      Him once their peer in sad improvisations,


      And deft as wind to cleave their frothy manes—


      I leave him, while the daylight gleam declines


      Upon the capes and chines.

    


    Bonchurch, 1910.


    ♣


    A Plaint to Man


    
      When you slowly emerged from the den of Time,


      And gained percipience as you grew,


      And fleshed you fair out of shapeless slime,

    


    
      Wherefore, O Man, did there come to you


      The unhappy need of creating me—


      A form like your own—for praying to?

    


    
      My virtue, power, utility,


      Within my maker must all abide,


      Since none in myself can ever be,

    


    
      One thin as a phasm on a lantern-slide


      Shown forth in the dark upon some dim sheet,


      And by none but its showman vivified.

    


    
      “Such a forced device,” you may say, “is meet


      For easing a loaded heart at whiles:


      Man needs to conceive of a mercy-seat

    


    
      Somewhere above the gloomy aisles


      Of this wailful world, or he could not bear


      The irk no local hope beguiles.”

    


    
      —But since I was framed in your first despair


      The doing without me has had no play


      In the minds of men when shadows scare;

    


    
      And now that I dwindle day by day


      Beneath the deicide eyes of seers


      In a light that will not let me stay,

    


    
      And to-morrow the whole of me disappears,


      The truth should be told, and the fact be faced


      That had best been faced in earlier years:

    


    
      The fact of life with dependence placed


      On the human heart’s resource alone,


      In brotherhood bonded close and graced

    


    
      With loving-kindness fully blown,


      And visioned help unsought, unknown.

    


    1909–10.


    ♣


    God’s Funeral


    I


    
      I saw a slowly-stepping train—


      Lined on the brows, scoop-eyed and bent and hoar—


      Following in files across a twilit plain


      A strange and mystic form the foremost bore.

    


    II


    
      And by contagious throbs of thought


      Or latent knowledge that within me lay


      And had already stirred me, I was wrought


      To consciousness of sorrow even as they.

    


    III


    
      The fore-borne shape, to my blurred eyes,


      At first seemed man-like, and anon to change


      To an amorphous cloud of marvellous size,


      At times endowed with wings of glorious range.

    


    IV


    
      And this phantasmal variousness


      Ever possessed it as they drew along:


      Yet throughout all it symboled none the less


      Potency vast and loving-kindness strong.

    


    V


    
      Almost before I knew I bent


      Towards the moving columns without a word;


      They, growing in bulk and numbers as they went,


      Struck out sick thoughts that could be overheard:—

    


    VI


    
      “O man-projected Figure, of late


      Imaged as we, thy knell who shall survive?


      Whence came it we were tempted to create


      One whom we can no longer keep alive?

    


    VII


    
      “Framing him jealous, fierce, at first,


      We gave him justice as the ages rolled,


      Will to bless those by circumstance accurst,


      And longsuffering, and mercies manifold.

    


    VIII


    
      “And, tricked by our own early dream


      And need of solace, we grew self-deceived,


      Our making soon our maker did we deem,


      And what we had imagined we believed.

    


    IX


    
      “Till, in Time’s stayless stealthy swing,


      Uncompromising rude reality


      Mangled the Monarch of our fashioning,


      Who quavered, sank; and now has ceased to be.

    


    X


    
      “So, toward our myth’s oblivion,


      Darkling, and languid-lipped, we creep and grope


      Sadlier than those who wept in Babylon,


      Whose Zion was a still abiding hope.

    


    XI


    
      “How sweet it was in years far hied


      To start the wheels of day with trustful prayer,


      To lie down liegely at the eventide


      And feel a blest assurance he was there!

    


    XII


    
      “And who or what shall fill his place?


      Whither will wanderers turn distracted eyes


      For some fixed star to stimulate their pace


      Towards the goal of their enterprise?” …

    


    XIII


    
      Some in the background then I saw,


      Sweet women, youths, men, all incredulous,


      Who chimed: “This is a counterfeit of straw,


      This requiem mockery! Still he lives to us!”

    


    XIV


    
      I could not buoy their faith: and yet


      Many I had known: with all I sympathized;


      And though struck speechless, I did not forget


      That what was mourned for, I, too, once had prized.

    


    XV


    
      Still, how to bear such loss I deemed


      The insistent question for each animate mind,


      And gazing, to my growing sight there seemed


      A pale yet positive gleam low down behind,

    


    XVI


    
      Whereof, to lift the general night,


      A certain few who stood aloof had said,


      “See you upon the horizon that small light—


      Swelling somewhat?” Each mourner shook his head.

    


    XVII


    
      And they composed a crowd of whom


      Some were right good, and many nigh the best….


      Thus dazed and puzzled ’twixt the gleam and gloom


      Mechanically I followed with the rest.

    


    1908–10.


    ♣


    Spectres that Grieve


    
      “It is not death that harrows us,” they lipped,


      “The soundless cell is in itself relief,


      For life is an unfenced flower, benumbed and nipped


      At unawares, and at its best but brief.”

    


    
      The speakers, sundry phantoms of the gone,


      Had risen like filmy flames of phosphor dye,


      As if the palest of sheet lightnings shone


      From the sward near me, as from a nether sky.

    


    
      And much surprised was I that, spent and dead,


      They should not, like the many, be at rest,


      But stray as apparitions; hence I said,


      “Why, having slipped life, hark you back distressed?”

    


    
      “We are among the few death sets not free.


      The hurt, misrepresented names, who come


      At each year’s brink, and cry to History


      To do them justice, or go past them dumb.

    


    
      “We are stript of rights; our shames lie unredressed,


      Our deeds in full anatomy are not shown,


      Our words in morsels merely are expressed


      On the scriptured page, our motives blurred, unknown.”

    


    
      Then all these shaken slighted visitants sped


      Into the vague, and left me musing there


      On fames that well might instance what they had said,


      Until the New-Year’s dawn strode up the air.

    


    ♣


    “Ah, are you digging on my grave?”


    
      “Ah, are you digging on my grave


      My loved one?—planting rue?”


      —“No: yesterday he went to wed


      One of the brightest wealth has bred.


      ‘It cannot hurt her now,’ he said,


      ‘That I should not be true.’”

    


    
      “Then who is digging on my grave?


      My nearest dearest kin?”


      —“Ah, no; they sit and think, ‘What use!


      What good will planting flowers produce?


      No tendance of her mound can loose


      Her spirit from Death’s gin.’”

    


    
      “But some one digs upon my grave?


      My enemy?—prodding sly?”


      —“Nay: when she heard you had passed the Gate


      That shuts on all flesh soon or late,


      She thought you no more worth her hate,


      And cares not where you lie.”

    


    
      “Then, who is digging on my grave?


      Say—since I have not guessed!”


      —“O it is I, my mistress dear,


      Your little dog, who still lives near,


      And much I hope my movements here


      Have not disturbed your rest?”

    


    
      “Ah, yes! You dig upon my grave …


      Why flashed it not on me


      That one true heart was left behind!


      What feeling do we ever find


      To equal among human kind


      A dog’s fidelity!”

    


    
      “Mistress, I dug upon your grave


      To bury a bone, in case


      I should be hungry near this spot


      When passing on my daily trot.


      I am sorry, but I quite forgot


      It was your resting-place.”

    


    ♣


    Self-Unconscious


    
      Along the way


      He walked that day,


      Watching shapes that reveries limn,


      And seldom he


      Had eyes to see


      The moment that encompassed him.

    


    
      Bright yellowhammers


      Made mirthful clamours,


      And billed long straws with a bustling air,


      And bearing their load


      Flew up the road


      That he followed, alone, without interest there.

    


    
      From bank to ground


      And over and round


      They sidled along the adjoining hedge;


      Sometimes to the gutter


      Their yellow flutter


      Would dip from the nearest slatestone ledge.

    


    
      The smooth sea-line


      With a metal shine,


      And flashes of white, and a sail thereon,


      He would also descry


      With a half-wrapt eye


      Between the projects he mused upon.

    


    
      Yes, round him were these


      Earth’s artistries,


      But specious plans that came to his call


      Did most engage


      His pilgrimage,


      While himself he did not see at all.

    


    
      Dead now as sherds


      Are the yellow birds,


      And all that mattered has passed away;


      Yet God, the Elf,


      Now shows him that self


      As he was, and should have been shown, that day.

    


    
      O it would have been good


      Could he then have stood


      At a clear-eyed distance, and conned the whole,


      But now such vision


      Is mere derision,


      Nor soothes his body nor saves his soul.

    


    
      Not much, some may


      Incline to say,


      To see therein, had it all been seen.


      Nay! he is aware


      A thing was there


      That loomed with an immortal mien.

    


    ♣


    The Discovery


    
      I wandered to a crude coast


      Like a ghost;


      Upon the hills I saw fires—


      Funeral pyres


      Seemingly—and heard breaking


      Waves like distant cannonades that set the land shaking.

    


    
      And so I never once guessed


      A Love-nest,


      Bowered and candle-lit, lay


      In my way,


      Till I found a hid hollow,


      Where I burst on her my heart could not but follow.

    


    ♣


    Tolerance


    
      “It is a foolish thing,” said I,


      “To bear with such, and pass it by;


      Yet so I do, I know not why!”

    


    
      And at each cross I would surmise


      That if I had willed not in that wise


      I might have spared me many sighs.

    


    
      But now the only happiness


      In looking back that I possess—


      Whose lack would leave me comfortless—

    


    
      Is to remember I refrained


      From masteries I might have gained,


      And for my tolerance was disdained;

    


    
      For see, a tomb. And if it were


      I had bent and broke, I should not dare


      To linger in the shadows there.

    


    ♣


    Before and after Summer


    I


    
      Looking forward to the spring


      One puts up with anything.


      On this February day


      Though the winds leap down the street


      Wintry scourgings seem but play,


      And these later shafts of sleet


      —Sharper pointed than the first—


      And these later snows—the worst—


      Are as a half-transparent blind


      Riddled by rays from sun behind.

    


    II


    
      Shadows of the October pine


      Reach into this room of mine:


      On the pine there swings a bird;


      He is shadowed with the tree.


      Mutely perched he bills no word;


      Blank as I am even is he.


      For those happy suns are past,


      Fore-discerned in winter last.


      When went by their pleasure, then?


      I, alas, perceived not when.

    


    ♣


    At Day-Close in November


    
      The ten hours’ light is abating,


      And a late bird wings across,


      Where the pines, like waltzers waiting,


      Give their black heads a toss.

    


    
      Beech leaves, that yellow the noon-time,


      Float past like specks in the eye;


      I set every tree in my June time,


      And now they obscure the sky.

    


    
      And the children who ramble through here


      Conceive that there never has been


      A time when no tall trees grew here,


      That none will in time be seen.

    


    ♣


    The Year’s Awakening


    
      How do you know that the pilgrim track


      Along the belting zodiac


      Swept by the sun in his seeming rounds


      Is traced by now to the Fishes’ bounds


      And into the Ram, when weeks of cloud


      Have wrapt the sky in a clammy shroud,


      And never as yet a tinct of spring


      Has shown in the Earth’s apparelling;


      O vespering bird, how do you know,


      How do you know?

    


    
      How do you know, deep underground,


      Hid in your bed from sight and sound,


      Without a turn in temperature,


      With weather life can scarce endure,


      That light has won a fraction’s strength,


      And day put on some moments’ length,


      Whereof in merest rote will come,


      Weeks hence, mild airs that do not numb;


      O crocus root, how do you know,


      How do you know?

    


    February 1910.


    ♣


    Under the Waterfall


    
      “Whenever I plunge my arm, like this,


      In a basin of water, I never miss


      The sweet sharp sense of a fugitive day


      Fetched back from its thickening shroud of gray.


      Hence the only prime


      And real love-rhyme


      That I know by heart,


      And that leaves no smart,


      Is the purl of a little valley fall


      About three spans wide and two spans tall


      Over a table of solid rock,


      And into a scoop of the self-same block;


      The purl of a runlet that never ceases


      In stir of kingdoms, in wars, in peaces;


      With a hollow boiling voice it speaks


      And has spoken since hills were turfless peaks.”

    


    
      “And why gives this the only prime


      Idea to you of a real love-rhyme?


      And why does plunging your arm in a bowl


      Full of spring water, bring throbs to your soul?”

    


    
      “Well, under the fall, in a crease of the stone,


      Though where precisely none ever has known,


      Jammed darkly, nothing to show how prized,


      And by now with its smoothness opalized,


      Is a drinking-glass:


      For, down that pass


      My lover and I


      Walked under a sky


      Of blue with a leaf-wove awning of green,


      In the burn of August, to paint the scene,


      And we placed our basket of fruit and wine


      By the runlet’s rim, where we sat to dine;


      And when we had drunk from the glass together,


      Arched by the oak-copse from the weather,


      I held the vessel to rinse in the fall,


      Where it slipped, and sank, and was past recall,


      Though we stooped and plumbed the little abyss


      With long bared arms. There the glass still is.


      And, as said, if I thrust my arm below


      Cold water in basin or bowl, a throe


      From the past awakens a sense of that time,


      And the glass we used, and the cascade’s rhyme.


      The basin seems the pool, and its edge


      The hard smooth face of the brook-side ledge,


      And the leafy pattern of china-ware


      The hanging plants that were bathing there.

    


    
      “By night, by day, when it shines or lours,


      There lies intact that chalice of ours,


      And its presence adds to the rhyme of love


      Persistently sung by the fall above.


      No lip has touched it since his and mine


      In turns therefrom sipped lovers’ wine.”

    


    ♣


    Poems of 1912–13


    Veteris vestigia flammae


    The Going


    
      Why did you give no hint that night


      That quickly after the morrow’s dawn,


      And calmly, as if indifferent quite,


      You would close your term here, up and be gone


      Where I could not follow


      With wing of swallow


      To gain one glimpse of you ever anon!

    


    
      Never to bid good-bye,


      Or lip me the softest call,


      Or utter a wish for a word, while I


      Saw morning harden upon the wall,


      Unmoved, unknowing


      That your great going


      Had place that moment, and altered all.

    


    
      Why do you make me leave the house


      And think for a breath it is you I see


      At the end of the alley of bending boughs


      Where so often at dusk you used to be;


      Till in darkening dankness


      The yawning blankness


      Of the perspective sickens me!

    


    
      You were she who abode


      By those red-veined rocks far West,


      You were the swan-necked one who rode


      Along the beetling Beeny Crest,


      And, reining nigh me,


      Would muse and eye me,


      While Life unrolled us its very best.

    


    
      Why, then, latterly did we not speak,


      Did we not think of those days long dead,


      And ere your vanishing strive to seek


      That time’s renewal? We might have said,


      “In this bright spring weather


      We’ll visit together


      Those places that once we visited.”

    


    
      Well, well! All’s past amend,


      Unchangeable. It must go.


      I seem but a dead man held on end


      To sink down soon…. O you could not know


      That such swift fleeing


      No soul foreseeing—


      Not even I—would undo me so!

    


    December 1912.


    ♣


    Your Last Drive


    
      Here by the moorway you returned,


      And saw the borough lights ahead


      That lit your face—all undiscerned


      To be in a week the face of the dead,


      And you told of the charm of that haloed view


      That never again would beam on you.

    


    
      And on your left you passed the spot


      Where eight days later you were to lie,


      And be spoken of as one who was not;


      Beholding it with a heedless eye


      As alien from you, though under its tree


      You soon would halt everlastingly.

    


    
      I drove not with you…. Yet had I sat


      At your side that eve I should not have seen


      That the countenance I was glancing at


      Had a last-time look in the flickering sheen,


      Nor have read the writing upon your face,


      “I go hence soon to my resting-place;

    


    
      “You may miss me then. But I shall not know


      How many times you visit me there,


      Or what your thoughts are, or if you go


      There never at all. And I shall not care.


      Should you censure me I shall take no heed


      And even your praises no more shall need.”

    


    
      True: never you’ll know. And you will not mind.


      But shall I then slight you because of such?


      Dear ghost, in the past did you ever find


      The thought “What profit,” move me much?


      Yet abides the fact, indeed, the same,—


      You are past love, praise, indifference, blame.

    


    December 1912.


    ♣


    The Walk


    
      You did not walk with me


      Of late to the hill-top tree


      By the gated ways,


      As in earlier days;


      You were weak and lame,


      So you never came,


      And I went alone, and I did not mind,


      Not thinking of you as left behind.

    


    
      I walked up there to-day


      Just in the former way;


      Surveyed around


      The familiar ground


      By myself again:


      What difference, then?


      Only that underlying sense


      Of the look of a room on returning thence.

    


    ♣


    Rain on a Grave


    
      Clouds spout upon her


      Their waters amain


      In ruthless disdain,—


      Her who but lately


      Had shivered with pain


      As at touch of dishonour


      If there had lit on her


      So coldly, so straightly


      Such arrows of rain:

    


    
      One who to shelter


      Her delicate head


      Would quicken and quicken


      Each tentative tread


      If drops chanced to pelt her


      That summertime spills


      In dust-paven rills


      When thunder-clouds thicken


      And birds close their bills.

    


    
      Would that I lay there


      And she were housed here!


      Or better, together


      Were folded away there


      Exposed to one weather


      We both,—who would stray there


      When sunny the day there,


      Or evening was clear


      At the prime of the year.

    


    
      Soon will be growing


      Green blades from her mound,


      And daisies be showing


      Like stars on the ground,


      Till she form part of them—


      Ay—the sweet heart of them,


      Loved beyond measure


      With a child’s pleasure


      All her life’s round.

    


    Jan. 31, 1913.


    ♣


    “I found her out there”


    
      I found her out there


      On a slope few see,


      That falls westwardly


      To the salt-edged air,


      Where the ocean breaks


      On the purple strand,


      And the hurricane shakes


      The solid land.

    


    
      I brought her here,


      And have laid her to rest


      In a noiseless nest


      No sea beats near.


      She will never be stirred


      In her loamy cell


      By the waves long heard


      And loved so well.

    


    
      So she does not sleep


      By those haunted heights


      The Atlantic smites


      And the blind gales sweep,


      Whence she often would gaze


      At Dundagel’s famed head,


      While the dipping blaze


      Dyed her face fire-red;

    


    
      And would sigh at the tale


      Of sunk Lyonnesse,


      As a wind-tugged tress


      Flapped her cheek like a flail;


      Or listen at whiles


      With a thought-bound brow


      To the murmuring miles


      She is far from now.

    


    
      Yet her shade, maybe,


      Will creep underground


      Till it catch the sound


      Of that western sea


      As it swells and sobs


      Where she once domiciled,


      And joy in its throbs


      With the heart of a child.

    


    ♣


    Without Ceremony


    
      It was your way, my dear,


      To vanish without a word


      When callers, friends, or kin


      Had left, and I hastened in


      To rejoin you, as I inferred.

    


    
      And when you’d a mind to career


      Off anywhere—say to town—


      You were all on a sudden gone


      Before I had thought thereon,


      Or noticed your trunks were down.

    


    
      So, now that you disappear


      For ever in that swift style,


      Your meaning seems to me


      Just as it used to be:


      “Good-bye is not worth while!”

    


    ♣


    Lament


    
      How she would have loved


      A party to-day!—


      Bright-hatted and gloved,


      With table and tray


      And chairs on the lawn


      Her smiles would have shone


      With welcomings…. But


      She is shut, she is shut


      From friendship’s spell


      In the jailing shell


      Of her tiny cell.

    


    
      Or she would have reigned


      At a dinner to-night


      With ardours unfeigned,


      And a generous delight;


      All in her abode


      She’d have freely bestowed


      On her guests…. But alas,


      She is shut under grass


      Where no cups flow,


      Powerless to know


      That it might be so.

    


    
      And she would have sought


      With a child’s eager glance


      The shy snowdrops brought


      By the new year’s advance,


      And peered in the rime


      Of Candlemas-time


      For crocuses … chanced


      It that she were not tranced


      From sights she loved best;


      Wholly possessed


      By an infinite rest!

    


    
      And we are here staying


      Amid these stale things,


      Who care not for gaying,


      And those junketings


      That used so to joy her,


      And never to cloy her


      As us they cloy! … But


      She is shut, she is shut


      From the cheer of them, dead


      To all done and said


      In her yew-arched bed.

    


    ♣


    The Haunter


    
      He does not think that I haunt here nightly:


      How shall I let him know


      That whither his fancy sets him wandering


      I, too, alertly go?—


      Hover and hover a few feet from him


      Just as I used to do,


      But cannot answer the words he lifts me—


      Only listen thereto!

    


    
      When I could answer he did not say them:


      When I could let him know


      How I would like to join in his journeys


      Seldom he wished to go.


      Now that he goes and wants me with him


      More than he used to do,


      Never he sees my faithful phantom


      Though he speaks thereto.

    


    
      Yes, I companion him to places


      Only dreamers know,


      Where the shy hares print long paces,


      Where the night rooks go;


      Into old aisles where the past is all to him,


      Close as his shade can do,


      Always lacking the power to call to him,


      Near as I reach thereto!

    


    
      What a good haunter I am, O tell him!


      Quickly make him know


      If he but sigh since my loss befell him


      Straight to his side I go.


      Tell him a faithful one is doing


      All that love can do


      Still that his path may be worth pursuing,


      And to bring peace thereto.

    


    ♣


    The Voice


    
      Woman much missed, how you call to me, call to me,


      Saying that now you are not as you were


      When you had changed from the one who was all to me,


      But as at first, when our day was fair.

    


    
      Can it be you that I hear? Let me view you, then,


      Standing as when I drew near to the town


      Where you would wait for me: yes, as I knew you then,


      Even to the original air-blue gown!

    


    
      Or is it only the breeze, in its listlessness


      Travelling across the wet mead to me here,


      You being ever dissolved to existlessness,


      Heard no more again far or near?

    


    
      Thus I; faltering forward,


      Leaves around me falling,


      Wind oozing thin through the thorn from norward,


      And the woman calling.

    


    December 1912.


    ♣


    His Visitor


    
      I come across from Mellstock while the moon wastes weaker


      To behold where I lived with you for twenty years and more:


      I shall go in the gray, at the passing of the mail-train,


      And need no setting open of the long familiar door


      As before.

    


    
      The change I notice in my once own quarters!


      A brilliant budded border where the daisies used to be,


      The rooms new painted, and the pictures altered,


      And other cups and saucers, and no cozy nook for tea


      As with me.

    


    
      I discern the dim faces of the sleep-wrapt servants;


      They are not those who tended me through feeble hours and strong,


      But strangers quite, who never knew my rule here,


      Who never saw me painting, never heard my softling song


      Float along.

    


    
      So I don’t want to linger in this re-decked dwelling,


      I feel too uneasy at the contrasts I behold,


      And I make again for Mellstock to return here never,


      And rejoin the roomy silence, and the mute and manifold


      Souls of old.

    


    1913.


    ♣


    A Circular


    
      As “legal representative”


      I read a missive not my own,


      On new designs the senders give


      For clothes, in tints as shown.

    


    
      Here figure blouses, gowns for tea,


      And presentation-trains of state,


      Charming ball-dresses, millinery,


      Warranted up to date.

    


    
      And this gay-pictured, spring-time shout


      Of Fashion, hails what lady proud?


      Her who before last year ebbed out


      Was costumed in a shroud.

    


    ♣


    A Dream or No


    
      Why go to Saint-Juliot? What’s Juliot to me?


      Some strange necromancy


      But charmed me to fancy


      That much of my life claims the spot as its key.

    


    
      Yes. I have had dreams of that place in the West,


      And a maiden abiding


      Thereat as in hiding;


      Fair-eyed and white-shouldered, broad-browed and brown-tressed.

    


    
      And of how, coastward bound on a night long ago,


      There lonely I found her,


      The sea-birds around her,


      And other than nigh things uncaring to know.

    


    
      So sweet her life there (in my thought has it seemed)


      That quickly she drew me


      To take her unto me,


      And lodge her long years with me. Such have I dreamed.

    


    
      But nought of that maid from Saint-Juliot I see;


      Can she ever have been here,


      And shed her life’s sheen here,


      The woman I thought a long housemate with me?

    


    
      Does there even a place like Saint-Juliot exist?


      Or a Valency Valley


      With stream and leafed alley,


      Or Beeny, or Bos with its flounce flinging mist?

    


    February 1913.


    ♣


    After a Journey


    
      Hereto I come to view a voiceless ghost;


      Whither, O whither will its whim now draw me?


      Up the cliff, down, till I’m lonely, lost,


      And the unseen waters’ ejaculations awe me.


      Where you will next be there’s no knowing,


      Facing round about me everywhere,


      With your nut-coloured hair,


      And gray eyes, and rose-flush coming and going.

    


    
      Yes: I have re-entered your olden haunts at last;


      Through the years, through the dead scenes I have tracked you;


      What have you now found to say of our past—


      Scanned across the dark space wherein I have lacked you?


      Summer gave us sweets, but autumn wrought division?


      Things were not lastly as firstly well


      With us twain, you tell?


      But all’s closed now, despite Time’s derision.

    


    
      I see what you are doing: you are leading me on


      To the spots we knew when we haunted here together,


      The waterfall, above which the mist-bow shone


      At the then fair hour in the then fair weather,


      And the cave just under, with a voice still so hollow


      That it seems to call out to me from forty years ago,


      When you were all aglow,


      And not the thin ghost that I now frailly follow!

    


    
      Ignorant of what there is flitting here to see,


      The waked birds preen and the seals flop lazily,


      Soon you will have, Dear, to vanish from me,


      For the stars close their shutters and the dawn whitens hazily.


      Trust me, I mind not, though Life lours,


      The bringing me here; nay, bring me here again!


      I am just the same as when


      Our days were a joy, and our paths through flowers.

    


    Pentargan Bay.


    ♣


    A Death-Day Recalled


    
      Beeny did not quiver,


      Juliot grew not gray,


      Thin Valency’s river


      Held its wonted way.


      Bos seemed not to utter


      Dimmest note of dirge,


      Targan mouth a mutter


      To its creamy surge.

    


    
      Yet though these, unheeding,


      Listless, passed the hour


      Of her spirit’s speeding,


      She had, in her flower,


      Sought and loved the places—


      Much and often pined


      For their lonely faces


      When in towns confined.

    


    
      Why did not Valency


      In his purl deplore


      One whose haunts were whence he


      Drew his limpid store?


      Why did Bos not thunder,


      Targan apprehend


      Body and breath were sunder


      Of their former friend?

    


    ♣


    Beeny Cliff


    March 1870—March 1913


    I


    
      O the opal and the sapphire of that wandering western sea,


      And the woman riding high above with bright hair flapping free—


      The woman whom I loved so, and who loyally loved me.

    


    II


    
      The pale mews plained below us, and the waves seemed far away


      In a nether sky, engrossed in saying their ceaseless babbling say,


      As we laughed light-heartedly aloft on that clear-sunned March day.

    


    III


    
      A little cloud then cloaked us, and there flew an irised rain,


      And the Atlantic dyed its levels with a dull misfeatured stain,


      And then the sun burst out again, and purples prinked the main.

    


    IV


    
      —Still in all its chasmal beauty bulks old Beeny to the sky,


      And shall she and I not go there once again now March is nigh,


      And the sweet things said in that March say anew there by and by?

    


    V


    
      What if still in chasmal beauty looms that wild weird western shore,


      The woman now is—elsewhere—whom the ambling pony bore,


      And nor knows nor cares for Beeny, and will laugh there nevermore.

    


    ♣


    At Castle Boterel


    
      As I drive to the junction of lane and highway,


      And the drizzle bedrenches the waggonette,


      I look behind at the fading byway,


      And see on its slope, now glistening wet,


      Distinctly yet

    


    
      Myself and a girlish form benighted


      In dry March weather. We climb the road


      Beside a chaise. We had just alighted


      To ease the sturdy pony’s load


      When he sighed and slowed.

    


    
      What we did as we climbed, and what we talked of


      Matters not much, nor to what it led,—


      Something that life will not be balked of


      Without rude reason till hope is dead,


      And feeling fled.

    


    
      It filled but a minute. But was there ever


      A time of such quality, since or before,


      In that hill’s story? To one mind never,


      Though it has been climbed, foot-swift, foot-sore,


      By thousands more.

    


    
      Primaeval rocks form the road’s steep border,


      And much have they faced there, first and last,


      Of the transitory in Earth’s long order;


      But what they record in colour and cast


      Is—that we two passed.

    


    
      And to me, though Time’s unflinching rigour,


      In mindless rote, has ruled from sight


      The substance now, one phantom figure


      Remains on the slope, as when that night


      Saw us alight.

    


    
      I look and see it there, shrinking, shrinking,


      I look back at it amid the rain


      For the very last time; for my sand is sinking,


      And I shall traverse old love’s domain


      Never again.

    


    March 1913.


    ♣


    Places


    
      Nobody says: Ah, that is the place


      Where chanced, in the hollow of years ago,


      What none of the Three Towns cared to know—


      The birth of a little girl of grace—


      The sweetest the house saw, first or last;


      Yet it was so


      On that day long past.

    


    
      Nobody thinks: There, there she lay


      In a room by the Hoe, like the bud of a flower,


      And listened, just after the bedtime hour,


      To the stammering chimes that used to play


      The quaint Old Hundred-and-Thirteenth tune


      In Saint Andrew’s tower


      Night, morn, and noon.

    


    
      Nobody calls to mind that here


      Upon Boterel Hill, where the waggoners skid,


      With cheeks whose airy flush outbid


      Fresh fruit in bloom, and free of fear,


      She cantered down, as if she must fall


      (Though she never did),


      To the charm of all.

    


    
      Nay: one there is to whom these things,


      That nobody else’s mind calls back,


      Have a savour that scenes in being lack,


      And a presence more than the actual brings;


      To whom to-day is beneaped and stale,


      And its urgent clack


      But a vapid tale.

    


    Plymouth, March 1913.


    ♣


    The Phantom Horsewoman


    I


    
      Queer are the ways of a man I know:


      He comes and stands


      In a careworn craze,


      And looks at the sands


      And the seaward haze,


      With moveless hands


      And face and gaze,


      Then turns to go …


      And what does he see when he gazes so?

    


    II


    
      They say he sees as an instant thing


      More clear than to-day,


      A sweet soft scene


      That once was in play


      By that briny green;


      Yes, notes alway


      Warm, real, and keen,


      What his back years bring—


      A phantom of his own figuring.

    


    III


    
      Of this vision of his they might say more:


      Not only there


      Does he see this sight,


      But everywhere


      In his brain—day, night,


      As if on the air


      It were drawn rose bright—


      Yea, far from that shore


      Does he carry this vision of heretofore:

    


    IV


    
      A ghost-girl-rider. And though, toil-tried,


      He withers daily,


      Time touches her not,


      But she still rides gaily


      In his rapt thought


      On that shagged and shaly


      Atlantic spot,


      And as when first eyed


      Draws rein and sings to the swing of the tide.

    


    1913.


    ♣


    The Spell of the Rose


    
      “I mean to build a hall anon,


      And shape two turrets there,


      And a broad newelled stair,


      And a cool well for crystal water;


      Yes; I will build a hall anon,


      Plant roses love shall feed upon,


      And apple trees and pear.”

    


    
      He set to build the manor-hall,


      And shaped the turrets there,


      And the broad newelled stair,


      And the cool well for crystal water;


      He built for me that manor-hall,


      And planted many trees withal,


      But no rose anywhere.

    


    
      And as he planted never a rose


      That bears the flower of love,


      Though other flowers throve


      Some heart-bane moved our souls to sever


      Since he had planted never a rose;


      And misconceits raised horrid shows,


      And agonies came thereof.

    


    
      “I’ll mend these miseries,” then said I,


      And so, at dead of night,


      I went and, screened from sight,


      That nought should keep our souls in severance,


      I set a rose-bush. “This,” said I,


      “May end divisions dire and wry,


      And long-drawn days of blight.”

    


    
      But I was called from earth—yea, called


      Before my rose-bush grew;


      And would that now I knew


      What feels he of the tree I planted,


      And whether, after I was called


      To be a ghost, he, as of old,


      Gave me his heart anew!

    


    
      Perhaps now blooms that queen of trees


      I set but saw not grow,


      And he, beside its glow—


      Eyes couched of the mis-vision that blurred me—


      Ay, there beside that queen of trees


      He sees me as I was, though sees


      Too late to tell me so!

    


    ♣


    St. Launce’s Revisited


    
      Slip back, Time!


      Yet again I am nearing


      Castle and keep, uprearing


      Gray, as in my prime.

    


    
      At the inn


      Smiling nigh, why is it


      Not as on my visit


      When hope and I were twin?

    


    
      Groom and jade


      Whom I found here, moulder;


      Strange the tavern-holder,


      Strange the tap-maid.

    


    
      Here I hired


      Horse and man for bearing


      Me on my wayfaring


      To the door desired.

    


    
      Evening gloomed


      As I journeyed forward


      To the faces shoreward,


      Till their dwelling loomed.

    


    
      If again


      Towards the Atlantic sea there


      I should speed, they’d be there


      Surely now as then? …

    


    
      Why waste thought,


      When I know them vanished


      Under earth; yea, banished


      Ever into nought!

    


    ♣


    Where the Picnic was


    
      Where we made the fire


      In the summer time


      Of branch and briar


      On the hill to the sea,


      I slowly climb


      Through winter mire,


      And scan and trace


      The forsaken place


      Quite readily.

    


    
      Now a cold wind blows,


      And the grass is gray,


      But the spot still shows


      As a burnt circle—aye,


      And stick-ends, charred,


      Still strew the sward


      Whereon I stand,


      Last relic of the band


      Who came that day!

    


    
      Yes, I am here


      Just as last year,


      And the sea breathes brine


      From its strange straight line


      Up hither, the same


      As when we four came.


      —But two have wandered far


      From this grassy rise


      Into urban roar


      Where no picnics are,


      And one—has shut her eyes


      For evermore.

    


    ♣


    Miscellaneous Pieces


    The Wistful Lady


    
      “Love, while you were away there came to me—


      From whence I cannot tell—


      A plaintive lady pale and passionless,


      Who laid her eyes upon me critically,


      And weighed me with a wearing wistfulness,


      As if she knew me well.”

    


    
      “I saw no lady of that wistful sort


      As I came riding home.


      Perhaps she was some dame the Fates constrain


      By memories sadder than she can support,


      Or by unhappy vacancy of brain,


      To leave her roof and roam?”

    


    
      “Ah, but she knew me. And before this time


      I have seen her, lending ear


      To my light outdoor words, and pondering each,


      Her frail white finger swayed in pantomime,


      As if she fain would close with me in speech,


      And yet would not come near.

    


    
      “And once I saw her beckoning with her hand


      As I came into sight


      At an upper window. And I at last went out;


      But when I reached where she had seemed to stand


      And wandered up and down and searched about,


      I found she had vanished quite.”

    


    
      Then thought I how my dead Love used to say,


      With a small smile, when she


      Was waning wan, that she would hover round


      And show herself after her passing-day


      To any newer Love I might have found,


      But show her not to me.

    


    ♣


    The Woman in the Rye


    
      “Why do you stand in the dripping rye,


      Cold-lipped, unconscious, wet to the knee,


      When there are firesides near?” said I.


      “I told him I wished him dead,” said she.

    


    
      “Yea, cried it in my haste to one


      Whom I had loved, whom I well loved still;


      And die he did. And I hate the sun,


      And stand here lonely, aching, chill;

    


    
      “Stand waiting, waiting under skies


      That blow reproach, the while I see


      The rooks sheer off to where he lies


      Wrapt in a peace withheld from me!”

    


    ♣


    The Cheval-Glass


    
      Why do you harbour that great cheval-glass


      Filling up your narrow room?


      You never preen or plume,


      Or look in a week at your full-length figure—


      Picture of bachelor gloom!

    


    
      “Well, when I dwelt in ancient England,


      Renting the valley farm,


      Thoughtless of all heart-harm,


      I used to gaze at the parson’s daughter,


      A creature of nameless charm.

    


    
      “Thither there came a lover and won her,


      Carried her off from my view.


      O it was then I knew


      Misery of a cast undreamt of—


      More than, indeed, my due!

    


    
      “Then far rumours of her ill-usage


      Came, like a chilling breath


      When a man languisheth;


      Followed by news that her mind lost balance,


      And, in a space, of her death.

    


    
      “Soon sank her father; and next was the auction—


      Everything to be sold:


      Mid things new and old


      Stood this glass in her former chamber,


      Long in her use, I was told.

    


    
      “Well, I awaited the sale and bought it….


      There by my bed it stands,


      And as the dawn expands


      Often I see her pale-faced form there


      Brushing her hair’s bright bands.

    


    
      “There, too, at pallid midnight moments


      Quick she will come to my call,


      Smile from the frame withal


      Ponderingly, as she used to regard me


      Passing her father’s wall.

    


    
      “So that it was for its revelations


      I brought it oversea,


      And drag it about with me….


      Anon I shall break it and bury its fragments


      Where my grave is to be.”

    


    ♣


    The Re-Enactment


    
      Between the folding sea-downs,


      In the gloom


      Of a wailful wintry nightfall,


      When the boom


      Of the ocean, like a hammering in a hollow tomb,

    


    
      Throbbed up the copse-clothed valley


      From the shore


      To the chamber where I darkled,


      Sunk and sore


      With gray ponderings why my Loved one had not come before

    


    
      To salute me in the dwelling


      That of late


      I had hired to waste a while in—


      Dim of date,


      Quaint, and remote—wherein I now expectant sate;

    


    
      On the solitude, unsignalled,


      Broke a man


      Who, in air as if at home there,


      Seemed to scan


      Every fire-flecked nook of the apartment span by span.

    


    
      A stranger’s and no lover’s


      Eyes were these,


      Eyes of a man who measures


      What he sees


      But vaguely, as if wrapt in filmy phantasies.

    


    
      Yea, his bearing was so absent


      As he stood,


      It bespoke a chord so plaintive


      In his mood,


      That soon I judged he would not wrong my quietude.

    


    
      “Ah—the supper is just ready,”


      Then he said,


      “And the years’-long-binned Madeira


      Flashes red!”


      (There was no wine, no food, no supper-table spread.)

    


    
      “You will forgive my coming,


      Lady fair?


      I see you as at that time


      Rising there,


      The self-same curious querying in your eyes and air.

    


    
      “Yet no. How so? You wear not


      The same gown,


      Your locks show woful difference,


      Are not brown:


      What, is it not as when I hither came from town?

    


    
      “And the place…. But you seem other—


      Can it be?


      What’s this that Time is doing


      Unto me?


      You dwell here, unknown woman? … Whereabouts, then, is she?

    


    
      “And the house-things are much shifted.—


      Put them where


      They stood on this night’s fellow;


      Shift her chair:


      Here was the couch: and the piano should be there.”

    


    
      I indulged him, verily nerve-strained


      Being alone,


      And I moved the things as bidden,


      One by one,


      And feigned to push the old piano where he had shown.

    


    
      “Aha—now I can see her!


      Stand aside:


      Don’t thrust her from the table


      Where, meek-eyed,


      She makes attempt with matron-manners to preside.

    


    
      “She serves me: now she rises,


      Goes to play….


      But you obstruct her, fill her


      With dismay,


      And embarrassed, scared, she vanishes away!”

    


    
      And, as ’twere useless longer


      To persist,


      He sighed, and sought the entry


      Ere I wist,


      And retreated, disappearing soundless in the mist.

    


    
      That here some mighty passion


      Once had burned,


      Which still the walls enghosted,


      I discerned,


      And that by its strong spell mine might be overturned.

    


    
      I sat depressed; till, later,


      My Love came;


      But something in the chamber


      Dimmed our flame,—


      An emanation, making our due words fall tame,

    


    
      As if the intenser drama


      Shown me there


      Of what the walls had witnessed


      Filled the air,


      And left no room for later passion anywhere.

    


    
      So came it that our fervours


      Did quite fail


      Of future consummation—


      Being made quail


      By the weird witchery of the parlour’s hidden tale,

    


    
      Which I, as years passed, faintly


      Learnt to trace,—


      One of sad love, born full-winged


      In that place


      Where the predestined sorrowers first stood face to face.

    


    
      And as that month of winter


      Circles round,


      And the evening of the date-day


      Grows embrowned,


      I am conscious of those presences, and sit spellbound.

    


    
      There, often—lone, forsaken—


      Queries breed


      Within me; whether a phantom


      Had my heed


      On that strange night, or was it some wrecked heart indeed?

    


    ♣


    Her Secret


    
      That love’s dull smart distressed my heart


      He shrewdly learnt to see,


      But that I was in love with a dead man


      Never suspected he.

    


    
      He searched for the trace of a pictured face,


      He watched each missive come,


      And a sheet that seemed like a love-line


      Wrought his look lurid and numb.

    


    
      He dogged my feet to the city street,


      He followed me to the sea,


      But not to the nigh, still churchyard


      Did he dream of following me.

    


    ♣


    “She charged me”


    
      She charged me with having said this and that


      To another woman long years before,


      In the very parlour where we sat,—

    


    
      Sat on a night when the endless pour


      Of rain on the roof and the road below


      Bent the spring of the spirit more and more….

    


    
      —So charged she me; and the Cupid’s bow


      Of her mouth was hard, and her eyes, and her face,


      And her white forefinger lifted slow.

    


    
      Had she done it gently, or shown a trace


      That not too curiously would she view


      A folly flown ere her reign had place,

    


    
      A kiss might have closed it. But I knew


      From the fall of each word, and the pause between,


      That the curtain would drop upon us two


      Ere long, in our play of slave and queen.

    


    ♣


    The Newcomer’s Wife


    
      He paused on the sill of a door ajar


      That screened a lively liquor-bar,


      For the name had reached him through the door


      Of her he had married the week before.

    


    
      “We called her the Hack of the Parade;


      But she was discreet in the games she played;


      If slightly worn, she’s pretty yet,


      And gossips, after all, forget:

    


    
      “And he knows nothing of her past;


      I am glad the girl’s in luck at last;


      Such ones, though stale to native eyes,


      Newcomers snatch at as a prize.”

    


    
      “Yes, being a stranger he sees her blent


      Of all that’s fresh and innocent,


      Nor dreams how many a love-campaign


      She had enjoyed before his reign!”

    


    
      That night there was the splash of a fall


      Over the slimy harbour-wall:


      They searched, and at the deepest place


      Found him with crabs upon his face.

    


    ♣


    A Conversation at Dawn


    
      He lay awake, with a harassed air,


      And she, in her cloud of loose lank hair,


      Seemed trouble-tried


      As the dawn drew in on their faces there.

    


    
      The chamber looked far over the sea


      From a white hotel on a white-stoned quay,


      And stepping a stride


      He parted the window-drapery.

    


    
      Above the level horizon spread


      The sunrise, firing them foot to head


      From its smouldering lair,


      And painting their pillows with dyes of red.

    


    
      “What strange disquiets have stirred you, dear,


      This dragging night, with starts in fear


      Of me, as it were,


      Or of something evil hovering near?”

    


    
      “My husband, can I have fear of you?


      What should one fear from a man whom few,


      Or none, had matched


      In that late long spell of delays undue!”

    


    
      He watched her eyes in the heaving sun:


      “Then what has kept, O reticent one,


      Those lids unlatched—


      Anything promised I’ve not yet done?”

    


    
      “O it’s not a broken promise of yours


      (For what quite lightly your lip assures


      The due time brings)


      That has troubled my sleep, and no waking cures!” …

    


    
      “I have shaped my will; ’tis at hand,” said he;


      “I subscribe it to-day, that no risk there be


      In the hap of things


      Of my leaving you menaced by poverty.”

    


    
      “That a boon provision I’m safe to get,


      Signed, sealed by my lord as it were a debt,


      I cannot doubt,


      Or ever this peering sun be set.”

    


    
      “But you flung my arms away from your side,


      And faced the wall. No month-old bride


      Ere the tour be out


      In an air so loth can be justified?

    


    
      “Ah—had you a male friend once loved well,


      Upon whose suit disaster fell


      And frustrance swift?


      Honest you are, and may care to tell.”

    


    
      She lay impassive, and nothing broke


      The stillness other than, stroke by stroke,


      The lazy lift


      Of the tide below them; till she spoke:

    


    
      “I once had a friend—a Love, if you will—


      Whose wife forsook him, and sank until


      She was made a thrall


      In a prison-cell for a deed of ill….

    


    
      “He remained alone; and we met—to love,


      But barring legitimate joy thereof


      Stood a doorless wall,


      Though we prized each other all else above.

    


    
      “And this was why, though I’d touched my prime,


      I put off suitors from time to time—


      Yourself with the rest—


      Till friends, who approved you, called it crime,

    


    
      “And when misgivings weighed on me


      In my lover’s absence, hurriedly,


      And much distrest,


      I took you…. Ah, that such could be! …

    


    
      “Now, saw you when crossing from yonder shore


      At yesternoon, that the packet bore


      On a white-wreathed bier


      A coffined body towards the fore?

    


    
      “Well, while you stood at the other end,


      The loungers talked, and I couldn’t but lend


      A listening ear,


      For they named the dead. ’Twas the wife of my friend.

    


    
      “He was there, but did not note me, veiled,


      Yet I saw that a joy, as of one unjailed,


      Now shone in his gaze;


      He knew not his hope of me just had failed!

    


    
      “They had brought her home: she was born in this isle;


      And he will return to his domicile,


      And pass his days


      Alone, and not as he dreamt erstwhile!”

    


    
      “—So you’ve lost a sprucer spouse than I!”


      She held her peace, as if fain deny


      She would indeed


      For his pleasure’s sake, but could lip no lie.

    


    
      “One far less formal and plain and slow!”


      She let the laconic assertion go


      As if of need


      She held the conviction that it was so.

    


    
      “Regard me as his he always should,


      He had said, and wed me he vowed he would


      In his prime or sere


      Most verily do, if ever he could;

    


    
      “And this fulfilment is now his aim,


      For a letter, addressed in my maiden name,


      Has dogged me here,


      Reminding me faithfully of his claim;

    


    
      “And it started a hope like a lightning-streak


      That I might go to him—say for a week—


      And afford you right


      To put me away, and your vows unspeak.

    


    
      “To be sure you have said, as of dim intent,


      That marriage is a plain event


      Of black and white,


      Without any ghost of sentiment,

    


    
      “And my heart has quailed.—But deny it true


      That you will never this lock undo!


      No God intends


      To thwart the yearning He’s father to!”

    


    
      The husband hemmed, then blandly bowed


      In the light of the angry morning cloud.


      “So my idyll ends,


      And a drama opens!” he mused aloud;

    


    
      And his features froze. “You may take it as true


      That I will never this lock undo


      For so depraved


      A passion as that which kindles you!”

    


    
      Said she: “I am sorry you see it so;


      I had hoped you might have let me go,


      And thus been saved


      The pain of learning there’s more to know.”

    


    
      “More? What may that be? Gad, I think


      You have told me enough to make me blink!


      Yet if more remain


      Then own it to me. I will not shrink!”

    


    
      “Well, it is this. As we could not see


      That a legal marriage would ever be,


      To end our pain


      We united ourselves informally;

    


    
      “And vowed at a chancel-altar nigh,


      With book and ring, a lifelong tie;


      A contract vain


      To the world, but real to Him on High.”

    


    
      “And you became as his wife?”—“I did.”—


      He stood as stiff as a caryatid,


      And said, “Indeed! …


      No matter. You’re mine, whatever you’ve hid!”

    


    
      “But is it right! When I only gave


      My hand to you in a sweat to save,


      Through desperate need


      (As I thought), my fame, for I was not brave!”

    


    
      “To save your fame? Your meaning is dim,


      For nobody knew of your altar-whim?”


      “I mean—I feared


      There might be fruit of my tie with him;

    


    
      “And to cloak it by marriage I’m not the first,


      Though, maybe, morally most accurst


      Through your unpeered


      And strict uprightness. That’s the worst!

    


    
      “While yesterday his worn contours


      Convinced me that love like his endures,


      And that my troth-plight


      Had been his, in fact, and not truly yours.”

    


    
      “So, my lady, you raise the veil by degrees…


      I own this last is enough to freeze


      The warmest wight!


      Now hear the other side, if you please:

    


    
      “I did say once, though without intent,


      That marriage is a plain event


      Of black and white,


      Whatever may be its sentiment:

    


    
      “I’ll act accordingly, none the less


      That you soiled the contract in time of stress,


      Thereto induced


      By the feared results of your wantonness.

    


    
      “But the thing is over, and no one knows,


      And it’s nought to the future what you disclose.


      That you’ll be loosed


      For such an episode, don’t suppose!

    


    
      “No: I’ll not free you. And if it appear


      There was too good ground for your first fear


      From your amorous tricks,


      I’ll father the child. Yes, by God, my dear.

    


    
      “Even should you fly to his arms, I’ll damn


      Opinion, and fetch you; treat as sham


      Your mutinous kicks,


      And whip you home. That’s the sort I am!”

    


    
      She whitened. “Enough…. Since you disapprove


      I’ll yield in silence, and never move


      Till my last pulse ticks


      A footstep from the domestic groove.”

    


    
      “Then swear it,” he said, “and your king uncrown,”


      He drew her forth in her long white gown,


      And she knelt and swore.


      “Good. Now you may go and again lie down.

    


    
      “Since you’ve played these pranks and given no sign,


      You shall crave this man of yours; pine and pine


      With sighings sore,


      ’Till I’ve starved your love for him; nailed you mine!

    


    
      “I’m a practical man, and want no tears;


      You’ve made a fool of me, it appears;


      That you don’t again


      Is a lesson I’ll teach you in future years.”

    


    
      She answered not, lying listlessly


      With her dark dry eyes on the coppery sea,


      That now and then


      Flung its lazy flounce at the neighbouring quay.

    


    1910.


    ♣


    A King’s Soliloquy


    On the Night of his Funeral


    
      From the slow march and muffled drum


      And crowds distrest,


      And book and bell, at length I have come


      To my full rest.

    


    
      A ten years’ rule beneath the sun


      Is wound up here,


      And what I have done, what left undone,


      Figures out clear.

    


    
      Yet in the estimate of such


      It grieves me more


      That I by some was loved so much


      Than that I bore,

    


    
      From others, judgment of that hue


      Which over-hope


      Breeds from a theoretic view


      Of regal scope.

    


    
      For kingly opportunities


      Right many have sighed;


      How best to bear its devilries


      Those learn who have tried!

    


    
      I have eaten the fat and drunk the sweet,


      Lived the life out


      From the first greeting glad drum-beat


      To the last shout.

    


    
      What pleasure earth affords to kings


      I have enjoyed


      Through its long vivid pulse-stirrings


      Even till it cloyed.

    


    
      What days of drudgery, nights of stress


      Can cark a throne,


      Even one maintained in peacefulness,


      I too have known.

    


    
      And so, I think, could I step back


      To life again,


      I should prefer the average track


      Of average men,

    


    
      Since, as with them, what kingship would


      It cannot do,


      Nor to first thoughts however good


      Hold itself true.

    


    
      Something binds hard the royal hand,


      As all that be,


      And it is That has shaped, has planned


      My acts and me.

    


    May 1910.


    ♣


    The Coronation


    
      At Westminster, hid from the light of day,


      Many who once had shone as monarchs lay.

    


    
      Edward the Pious, and two Edwards more,


      The second Richard, Henrys three or four;

    


    
      That is to say, those who were called the Third,


      Fifth, Seventh, and Eighth (the much self-widowered),

    


    
      And James the Scot, and near him Charles the Second,


      And, too, the second George could there be reckoned.

    


    
      Of women, Mary and Queen Elizabeth,


      And Anne, all silent in a musing death;

    


    
      And William’s Mary, and Mary, Queen of Scots,


      And consort-queens whose names oblivion blots;

    


    
      And several more whose chronicle one sees


      Adorning ancient royal pedigrees.

    


    
      —Now, as they drowsed on, freed from Life’s old thrall,


      And heedless, save of things exceptional,

    


    
      Said one: “What means this throbbing thudding sound


      That reaches to us here from overground;

    


    
      “A sound of chisels, augers, planes, and saws,


      Infringing all ecclesiastic laws?

    


    
      “And these tons-weight of timber on us pressed,


      Unfelt here since we entered into rest?

    


    
      “Surely, at least to us, being corpses royal,


      A meet repose is owing by the loyal?”

    


    
      “—Perhaps a scaffold!” Mary Stuart sighed,


      “If such still be. It was that way I died.”

    


    
      “—Ods! Far more like,” said he the many-wived,


      “That for a wedding ’tis this work’s contrived.

    


    
      “Ha-ha! I never would bow down to Rimmon,


      But I had a rare time with those six women!”

    


    
      “Not all at once?” gasped he who loved confession.


      “Nay, nay!” said Hal. “That would have been transgression.”

    


    
      “—They build a catafalque here, black and tall,


      Perhaps,” mused Richard, “for some funeral?”

    


    
      And Anne chimed in: “Ah, yes: it may be so!”


      “Nay!” squeaked Eliza. “Little you seem to know—

    


    
      “Clearly ’tis for some crowning here in state,


      As they crowned us at our long bygone date;

    


    
      “Though we’d no such a power of carpentry,


      But let the ancient architecture be;

    


    
      “If I were up there where the parsons sit,


      In one of my gold robes, I’d see to it!”

    


    
      “But you are not,” Charles chuckled. “You are here,


      And never will know the sun again, my dear!”

    


    
      “Yea,” whispered those whom no one had addressed;


      “With slow, sad march, amid a folk distressed,


      We were brought here, to take our dusty rest.

    


    
      “And here, alas, in darkness laid below,


      We’ll wait and listen, and endure the show…


      Clamour dogs kingship; afterwards not so!”

    


    1911.


    ♣


    Aquae Sulis


    
      The chimes called midnight, just at interlune,


      And the daytime parle on the Roman investigations


      Was shut to silence, save for the husky tune


      The bubbling waters played near the excavations.

    


    
      And a warm air came up from underground,


      And a flutter, as of a filmy shape unsepulchred,


      That collected itself, and waited, and looked around:


      Nothing was seen, but utterances could be heard:

    


    
      Those of the goddess whose shrine was beneath the pile


      Of the God with the baldachined altar overhead:


      “And what did you win by raising this nave and aisle


      Close on the site of the temple I tenanted?

    


    
      “The notes of your organ have thrilled down out of view


      To the earth-clogged wrecks of my edifice many a year,


      Though stately and shining once—ay, long ere you


      Had set up crucifix and candle here.

    


    
      “Your priests have trampled the dust of mine without rueing,


      Despising the joys of man whom I so much loved,


      Though my springs boil on by your Gothic arcades and pewing,


      And sculptures crude…. Would Jove they could be removed!”

    


    
      “—Repress, O lady proud, your traditional ires;


      You know not by what a frail thread we equally hang;


      It is said we are images both—twitched by people’s desires;


      And that I, like you, fail as a song men yesterday sang!”

    


    
      “What—a Jumping-jack you, and myself but a poor Jumping-jill,


      Now worm-eaten, times agone twitched at Humanity’s bid?


      O I cannot endure it!—But, chance to us whatso there will,


      Let us kiss and be friends! Come—agree you?”—None heard if he did….

    


    
      And the olden dark hid the cavities late laid bare,


      And all was suspended and soundless as before,


      Except for a gossamery noise fading off in the air,


      And the boiling voice of the waters’ medicinal pour.

    


    Bath.


    ♣


    Seventy-Four and Twenty


    
      Here goes a man of seventy-four,


      Who sees not what life means for him,


      And here another in years a score


      Who reads its very figure and trim.

    


    
      The one who shall walk to-day with me


      Is not the youth who gazes far,


      But the breezy sire who cannot see


      What Earth’s ingrained conditions are.

    


    ♣


    The Elopement


    
      “A woman never agreed to it!” said my knowing friend to me.


      “That one thing she’d refuse to do for Solomon’s mines in fee:


      No woman ever will make herself look older than she is.”


      I did not answer; but I thought, “you err there, ancient Quiz.”

    


    
      It took a rare one, true, to do it; for she was surely rare—


      As rare a soul at that sweet time of her life as she was fair.


      And urging heart-heaves, too, were strong, for ours was a passionate case,


      Yea, passionate enough to lead to freaking with that young face.

    


    
      I have told no one about it, should perhaps make few believe,


      But I think it over now that life looms dull and years bereave,


      How blank we stood at our bright wits’ end, two blown barks in distress,


      How self-regard in her was slain by her large tenderness.

    


    
      I said: “The only chance for us in a crisis of this kind


      Is going it thorough!”—“Yes,” she calmly breathed. “Well, I don’t mind.”


      And we blanched her dark locks ruthlessly: set wrinkles on her brow;


      Ay—she was a right rare woman then, whatever she may be now.

    


    
      That night we heard a coach drive up, and questions asked below.


      “A gent with an elderly wife, sir,” was returned from the bureau.


      And the wheels went rattling on, and free at last from public ken


      We washed all off in her chamber and restored her youth again.

    


    
      How many years ago it was! Some fifty can it be


      Since that adventure held us, and she played old wife to me?


      But in time convention won her, as it wins all women at last,


      And now she is rich and respectable, and time has buried the past.

    


    ♣


    “I rose up as my custom is”


    
      I rose up as my custom is


      On the eve of All-Souls’ day,


      And left my grave for an hour or so


      To call on those I used to know


      Before I passed away.

    


    
      I visited my former Love


      As she lay by her husband’s side;


      I asked her if life pleased her, now


      She was rid of a poet wrung in brow,


      And crazed with the ills he eyed;

    


    
      Who used to drag her here and there


      Wherever his fancies led,


      And point out pale phantasmal things,


      And talk of vain vague purposings


      That she discredited.

    


    
      She was quite civil, and replied,


      “Old comrade, is that you?


      Well, on the whole, I like my life.—


      I know I swore I’d be no wife,


      But what was I to do?

    


    
      “You see, of all men for my sex


      A poet is the worst;


      Women are practical, and they


      Crave the wherewith to pay their way,


      And slake their social thirst.

    


    
      “You were a poet—quite the ideal


      That we all love awhile:


      But look at this man snoring here—


      He’s no romantic chanticleer,


      Yet keeps me in good style.

    


    
      “He makes no quest into my thoughts,


      But a poet wants to know


      What one has felt from earliest days,


      Why one thought not in other ways,


      And one’s Loves of long ago.”

    


    
      Her words benumbed my fond faint ghost;


      The nightmares neighed from their stalls,


      The vampires screeched, the harpies flew,


      And under the dim dawn I withdrew


      To Death’s inviolate halls.

    


    ♣


    A Week


    
      On Monday night I closed my door,


      And thought you were not as heretofore,


      And little cared if we met no more.

    


    
      I seemed on Tuesday night to trace


      Something beyond mere commonplace


      In your ideas, and heart, and face.

    


    
      On Wednesday I did not opine


      Your life would ever be one with mine,


      Though if it were we should well combine.

    


    
      On Thursday noon I liked you well,


      And fondly felt that we must dwell


      Not far apart, whatever befell.

    


    
      On Friday it was with a thrill


      In gazing towards your distant vill


      I owned you were my dear one still.

    


    
      I saw you wholly to my mind


      On Saturday—even one who shrined


      All that was best of womankind.

    


    
      As wing-clipt sea-gull for the sea


      On Sunday night I longed for thee,


      Without whom life were waste to me!

    


    ♣


    Had You Wept


    
      Had you wept; had you but neared me with a hazed uncertain ray,


      Dewy as the face of the dawn, in your large and luminous eye,


      Then would have come back all the joys the tidings had slain that day,


      And a new beginning, a fresh fair heaven, have smoothed the things awry.


      But you were less feebly human, and no passionate need for clinging


      Possessed your soul to overthrow reserve when I came near;


      Ay, though you suffer as much as I from storms the hours are bringing


      Upon your heart and mine, I never see you shed a tear.

    


    
      The deep strong woman is weakest, the weak one is the strong;


      The weapon of all weapons best for winning, you have not used;


      Have you never been able, or would you not, through the evil times and long?


      Has not the gift been given you, or such gift have you refused?


      When I bade me not absolve you on that evening or the morrow,


      Why did you not make war on me with those who weep like rain?


      You felt too much, so gained no balm for all your torrid sorrow,


      And hence our deep division, and our dark undying pain.

    


    ♣


    Bereft, She Thinks She Dreams


    
      I dream that the dearest I ever knew


      Has died and been entombed.


      I am sure it’s a dream that cannot be true,


      But I am so overgloomed


      By its persistence, that I would gladly


      Have quick death take me,


      Rather than longer think thus sadly;


      So wake me, wake me!

    


    
      It has lasted days, but minute and hour


      I expect to get aroused


      And find him as usual in the bower


      Where we so happily housed.


      Yet stays this nightmare too appalling,


      And like a web shakes me,


      And piteously I keep on calling,


      And no one wakes me!

    


    ♣


    In the British Museum


    
      “What do you see in that time-touched stone,


      When nothing is there


      But ashen blankness, although you give it


      A rigid stare?

    


    
      “You look not quite as if you saw,


      But as if you heard,


      Parting your lips, and treading softly


      As mouse or bird.

    


    
      “It is only the base of a pillar, they’ll tell you,


      That came to us


      From a far old hill men used to name


      Areopagus.”

    


    
      —“I know no art, and I only view


      A stone from a wall,


      But I am thinking that stone has echoed


      The voice of Paul.

    


    
      “Paul as he stood and preached beside it


      Facing the crowd,


      A small gaunt figure with wasted features,


      Calling out loud

    


    
      “Words that in all their intimate accents


      Pattered upon


      That marble front, and were wide reflected,


      And then were gone.

    


    
      “I’m a labouring man, and know but little,


      Or nothing at all;


      But I can’t help thinking that stone once echoed


      The voice of Paul.”

    


    ♣


    In the Servants’ Quarters


    
      “Man, you too, aren’t you, one of these rough followers of the criminal?


      All hanging hereabout to gather how he’s going to bear


      Examination in the hall.” She flung disdainful glances on


      The shabby figure standing at the fire with others there,


      Who warmed them by its flare.

    


    
      “No indeed, my skipping maiden: I know nothing of the trial here,


      Or criminal, if so he be.—I chanced to come this way,


      And the fire shone out into the dawn, and morning airs are cold now;


      I, too, was drawn in part by charms I see before me play,


      That I see not every day.”

    


    
      “Ha, ha!” then laughed the constables who also stood to warm themselves,


      The while another maiden scrutinized his features hard,


      As the blaze threw into contrast every line and knot that wrinkled them,


      Exclaiming, “Why, last night when he was brought in by the guard,


      You were with him in the yard!”

    


    
      “Nay, nay, you teasing wench, I say! You know you speak mistakenly.


      Cannot a tired pedestrian who has footed it afar


      Here on his way from northern parts, engrossed in humble marketings,


      Come in and rest awhile, although judicial doings are


      Afoot by morning star?”

    


    
      “O, come, come!” laughed the constables. “Why, man, you speak the dialect


      He uses in his answers; you can hear him up the stairs.


      So own it. We sha’n’t hurt ye. There he’s speaking now! His syllables


      Are those you sound yourself when you are talking unawares,


      As this pretty girl declares.”

    


    
      “And you shudder when his chain clinks!” she rejoined. “O yes, I noticed it.


      And you winced, too, when those cuffs they gave him echoed to us here.


      They’ll soon be coming down, and you may then have to defend yourself


      Unless you hold your tongue, or go away and keep you clear


      When he’s led to judgment near!”

    


    
      “No! I’ll be damned in hell if I know anything about the man!


      No single thing about him more than everybody knows!


      Must not I even warm my hands but I am charged with blasphemies?” …


      —His face convulses as the morning cock that moment crows,


      And he droops, and turns, and goes.

    


    ♣


    The Obliterate Tomb


    
      “More than half my life long


      Did they weigh me falsely, to my bitter wrong,


      But they all have shrunk away into the silence


      Like a lost song.

    


    
      “And the day has dawned and come


      For forgiveness, when the past may hold it dumb


      On the once reverberate words of hatred uttered


      Half in delirium….

    


    
      “With folded lips and hands


      They lie and wait what next the Will commands,


      And doubtless think, if think they can: ‘Let discord


      Sink with Life’s sands!’

    


    
      “By these late years their names,


      Their virtues, their hereditary claims,


      May be as near defacement at their grave-place


      As are their fames.”

    


    
      —Such thoughts bechanced to seize


      A traveller’s mind—a man of memories—


      As he set foot within the western city


      Where had died these

    


    
      Who in their lifetime deemed


      Him their chief enemy—one whose brain had schemed


      To get their dingy greatness deeplier dingied


      And disesteemed.

    


    
      So, sojourning in their town,


      He mused on them and on their once renown,


      And said, “I’ll seek their resting-place to-morrow


      Ere I lie down,

    


    
      “And end, lest I forget,


      Those ires of many years that I regret,


      Renew their names, that men may see some liegeness


      Is left them yet.”

    


    
      Duly next night he went


      And sought the church he had known them to frequent,


      And wandered, lantern-bearing, in the precincts,


      Where they lay pent,

    


    
      Till by remembrance led


      He stood at length beside their slighted bed,


      Above which, truly, scarce a line or letter


      Could now be read,

    


    
      “Thus years obliterate


      Their graven worth, their chronicle, their date!


      At once I’ll garnish and revive the record


      Of their past state,

    


    
      “That still the sage may say


      In pensive progress here where they decay,


      ‘This stone records a luminous line whose talents


      Told in their day.’”

    


    
      While dreaming thus he turned,


      For a form shadowed where they lay inurned,


      And he beheld a stranger in foreign vesture,


      And tropic-burned.

    


    
      “Sir, I am right pleased to view


      That ancestors of mine should interest you,


      For I have fared of purpose here to find them….


      They are time-worn, true,

    


    
      “But that’s a fault, at most,


      Carvers can cure. On the Pacific coast


      I have vowed for long that relics of my forbears


      I’d trace ere lost,

    


    
      “And hitherward I come,


      Before this same old Time shall strike me numb,


      To carry it out.”—“Strange, this is!” said the other;


      “What mind shall plumb

    


    
      “Coincident design!


      Though these my father’s enemies were and mine,


      I nourished a like purpose—to restore them


      Each letter and line.”

    


    
      “Such magnanimity


      Is now not needed, sir; for you will see


      That since I am here, a thing like this is, plainly,


      Best done by me.”

    


    
      The other bowed, and left,


      Crestfallen in sentiment, as one bereft


      Of some fair object he had been moved to cherish,


      By hands more deft.

    


    
      And as he slept that night


      The phantoms of the ensepulchred stood upright


      Before him, trembling that he had set him seeking


      Their charnel-site.

    


    
      And, as unknowing his ruth,


      Asked as with terrors founded not on truth


      Why he should want them. “Ha,” they hollowly hackered,


      “You come, forsooth,

    


    
      “By stealth to obliterate


      Our graven worth, our chronicle, our date,


      That our descendant may not gild the record


      Of our past state,

    


    
      “And that no sage may say


      In pensive progress near where we decay:


      ‘This stone records a luminous line whose talents


      Told in their day.’”

    


    
      Upon the morrow he went,


      And to that town and churchyard never bent


      His ageing footsteps till, some twelvemonths onward,


      An accident

    


    
      Once more detained him there;


      And, stirred by hauntings, he must needs repair


      To where the tomb was. Lo, it stood still wasting


      In no man’s care.

    


    
      And so the tomb remained


      Untouched, untended, crumbling, weather-stained,


      And though the one-time foe was fain to right it


      He still refrained.

    


    
      “I’ll set about it when


      I am sure he’ll come no more. Best wait till then.”


      But so it was that never the stranger entered


      That city again.

    


    
      Till doubts grew keen


      If it had chanced not that the kinsman seen


      Shaped but in dream on that dim doubtful midnight:


      Such things had been…..

    


    
      So, the well-meaner died


      While waiting tremulously unsatisfied


      That no return of the family’s foreign scion


      Would still betide.

    


    
      And many years slid by,


      And active church-restorers cast their eye


      Upon the ancient garth and hoary building


      The tomb stood nigh.

    


    
      And when they had scraped each wall,


      Pulled out the stately pews, and smartened all,


      “It will be well,” declared the spruce churchwarden,


      “To overhaul

    


    
      “And broaden this path where shown;


      Nothing prevents it but an old tombstone


      Pertaining to a family forgotten,


      Of deeds unknown.

    


    
      “Their names can scarce be read,


      Depend on’t, all who care for them are dead.”


      So went the tomb, whose shards were as path-paving


      Distributed.

    


    
      Over it and about


      Men’s footsteps beat, and wind and waterspout,


      Until the names, aforetime gnawed by weathers,


      Were quite worn out.

    


    
      So that no sage can say


      In pensive progress near where they decay,


      “This stone records a luminous line whose talents


      Told in their day.”

    


    ♣


    “Regret not me”


    
      Regret not me;


      Beneath the sunny tree


      I lie uncaring, slumbering peacefully.

    


    
      Swift as the light


      I flew my faery flight;


      Ecstatically I moved, and feared no night.

    


    
      I did not know


      That heydays fade and go,


      But deemed that what was would be always so.

    


    
      I skipped at morn


      Between the yellowing corn,


      Thinking it good and glorious to be born.

    


    
      I ran at eves


      Among the piled-up sheaves,


      Dreaming, “I grieve not, therefore nothing grieves.”

    


    
      Now soon will come


      The apple, pear, and plum,


      And hinds will sing, and autumn insects hum.

    


    
      Again you will fare


      To cider-makings rare,


      And junketings; but I shall not be there.

    


    
      Yet gaily sing


      Until the pewter ring


      Those songs we sang when we went gipsying.

    


    
      And lightly dance


      Some triple-timed romance


      In coupled figures, and forget mischance;

    


    
      And mourn not me


      Beneath the yellowing tree;


      For I shall mind not, slumbering peacefully.

    


    ♣


    The Recalcitrants


    
      Let us off and search, and find a place


      Where yours and mine can be natural lives,


      Where no one comes who dissects and dives


      And proclaims that ours is a curious case,


      That its touch of romance can scarcely grace.

    


    
      You would think it strange at first, but then


      Everything has been strange in its time.


      When some one said on a day of the prime


      He would bow to no brazen god again


      He doubtless dazed the mass of men.

    


    
      None will recognize us as a pair whose claims


      To righteous judgment we care not making;


      Who have doubted if breath be worth the taking,


      And have no respect for the current fames


      Whence the savour has flown while abide the names.

    


    
      We have found us already shunned, disdained,


      And for re-acceptance have not once striven;


      Whatever offence our course has given


      The brunt thereof we have long sustained.


      Well, let us away, scorned, unexplained.

    


    ♣


    Starlings on the Roof


    
      “No smoke spreads out of this chimney-pot,


      The people who lived here have left the spot,


      And others are coming who knew them not.

    


    
      “If you listen anon, with an ear intent,


      The voices, you’ll find, will be different


      From the well-known ones of those who went.”

    


    
      “Why did they go? Their tones so bland


      Were quite familiar to our band;


      The comers we shall not understand.”

    


    
      “They look for a new life, rich and strange;


      They do not know that, let them range


      Wherever they may, they will get no change.

    


    
      “They will drag their house-gear ever so far


      In their search for a home no miseries mar;


      They will find that as they were they are,

    


    
      “That every hearth has a ghost, alack,


      And can be but the scene of a bivouac


      Till they move their last—no care to pack!”

    


    ♣


    The Moon Looks in


    I


    
      I have risen again,


      And awhile survey


      By my chilly ray


      Through your window-pane


      Your upturned face,


      As you think, “Ah—she


      Now dreams of me


      In her distant place!”

    


    II


    
      I pierce her blind


      In her far-off home:


      She fixes a comb,


      And says in her mind,


      “I start in an hour;


      Whom shall I meet?


      Won’t the men be sweet,


      And the women sour!”

    


    ♣


    The Sweet Hussy


    
      In his early days he was quite surprised


      When she told him she was compromised


      By meetings and lingerings at his whim,


      And thinking not of herself but him;


      While she lifted orbs aggrieved and round


      That scandal should so soon abound,


      (As she had raised them to nine or ten


      Of antecedent nice young men):


      And in remorse he thought with a sigh,


      How good she is, and how bad am I!—


      It was years before he understood


      That she was the wicked one—he the good.

    


    ♣


    The Telegram


    
      “O he’s suffering—maybe dying—and I not there to aid,


      And smooth his bed and whisper to him! Can I nohow go?


      Only the nurse’s brief twelve words thus hurriedly conveyed,


      As by stealth, to let me know.

    


    
      “He was the best and brightest!—candour shone upon his brow,


      And I shall never meet again a soldier such as he,


      And I loved him ere I knew it, and perhaps he’s sinking now,


      Far, far removed from me!”

    


    
      —The yachts ride mute at anchor and the fulling moon is fair,


      And the giddy folk are strutting up and down the smooth parade,


      And in her wild distraction she seems not to be aware


      That she lives no more a maid,

    


    
      But has vowed and wived herself to one who blessed the ground she trod


      To and from his scene of ministry, and thought her history known


      In its last particular to him—aye, almost as to God,


      And believed her quite his own.

    


    
      So rapt her mind’s far-off regard she droops as in a swoon,


      And a movement of aversion mars her recent spousal grace,


      And in silence we two sit here in our waning honeymoon


      At this idle watering-place….

    


    
      What now I see before me is a long lane overhung


      With lovelessness, and stretching from the present to the grave.


      And I would I were away from this, with friends I knew when young,


      Ere a woman held me slave.

    


    ♣


    The Moth-Signal


    (On Egdon Heath)


    
      “What are you still, still thinking,”


      He asked in vague surmise,


      “That you stare at the wick unblinking


      With those deep lost luminous eyes?”

    


    
      “O, I see a poor moth burning


      In the candle-flame,” said she,


      “Its wings and legs are turning


      To a cinder rapidly.”

    


    
      “Moths fly in from the heather,”


      He said, “now the days decline.”


      “I know,” said she. “The weather,


      I hope, will at last be fine.

    


    
      “I think,” she added lightly,


      “I’ll look out at the door.


      The ring the moon wears nightly


      May be visible now no more.”

    


    
      She rose, and, little heeding,


      Her life-mate then went on


      With his mute museful reading


      In the annals of ages gone.

    


    
      Outside the house a figure


      Came from the tumulus near,


      And speedily waxed bigger,


      And clasped and called her Dear.

    


    
      “I saw the pale-winged token


      You sent through the crack,” sighed she.


      “That moth is burnt and broken


      With which you lured out me.

    


    
      “And were I as the moth is


      It might be better far


      For one whose marriage troth is


      Shattered as potsherds are!”

    


    
      Then grinned the Ancient Briton


      From the tumulus treed with pine:


      “So, hearts are thwartly smitten


      In these days as in mine!”

    


    ♣


    Seen by the Waits


    
      Through snowy woods and shady


      We went to play a tune


      To the lonely manor-lady


      By the light of the Christmas moon.

    


    
      We violed till, upward glancing


      To where a mirror leaned,


      It showed her airily dancing,


      Deeming her movements screened;

    


    
      Dancing alone in the room there,


      Thin-draped in her robe of night;


      Her postures, glassed in the gloom there,


      Were a strange phantasmal sight.

    


    
      She had learnt (we heard when homing)


      That her roving spouse was dead;


      Why she had danced in the gloaming


      We thought, but never said.

    


    ♣


    The Two Soldiers


    
      Just at the corner of the wall


      We met—yes, he and I—


      Who had not faced in camp or hall


      Since we bade home good-bye,


      And what once happened came back—all—


      Out of those years gone by.

    


    
      And that strange woman whom we knew


      And loved—long dead and gone,


      Whose poor half-perished residue,


      Tombless and trod, lay yon!


      But at this moment to our view


      Rose like a phantom wan.

    


    
      And in his fixed face I could see,


      Lit by a lurid shine,


      The drama re-enact which she


      Had dyed incarnadine


      For us, and more. And doubtless he


      Beheld it too in mine.

    


    
      A start, as at one slightly known;


      And with an indifferent air


      We passed, without a sign being shown


      That, as it real were,


      A memory-acted scene had thrown


      Its tragic shadow there.

    


    ♣


    The Death of Regret


    
      I opened my shutter at sunrise,


      And looked at the hill hard by,


      And I heartily grieved for the comrade


      Who wandered up there to die.

    


    
      I let in the morn on the morrow,


      And failed not to think of him then,


      As he trod up that rise in the twilight,


      And never came down again.

    


    
      I undid the shutter a week thence,


      But not until after I’d turned


      Did I call back his last departure


      By the upland there discerned.

    


    
      Uncovering the casement long later,


      I bent to my toil till the gray,


      When I said to myself, “Ah—what ails me,


      To forget him all the day!”

    


    
      As daily I flung back the shutter


      In the same blank bald routine,


      He scarcely once rose to remembrance


      Through a month of my facing the scene.

    


    
      And ah, seldom now do I ponder


      At the window as heretofore


      On the long valued one who died yonder,


      And wastes by the sycamore.

    


    ♣


    In the Days of Crinoline


    
      A plain tilt-bonnet on her head


      She took the path across the leaze.


      —Her spouse the vicar, gardening, said,


      “Too dowdy that, for coquetries,


      So I can hoe at ease.”

    


    
      But when she had passed into the heath,


      And gained the wood beyond the flat,


      She raised her skirts, and from beneath


      Unpinned and drew as from a sheath


      An ostrich-feathered hat.

    


    
      And where the hat had hung she now


      Concealed and pinned the dowdy hood,


      And set the hat upon her brow,


      And thus emerging from the wood


      Tripped on in jaunty mood.

    


    
      The sun was low and crimson-faced


      As two came that way from the town,


      And plunged into the wood untraced….


      When severally therefrom they paced


      The sun had quite gone down.

    


    
      The hat and feather disappeared,


      The dowdy hood again was donned,


      And in the gloom the fair one neared


      Her home and husband dour, who conned


      Calmly his blue-eyed blonde.

    


    
      “To-day,” he said, “you have shown good sense,


      A dress so modest and so meek


      Should always deck your goings hence


      Alone.” And as a recompense


      He kissed her on the cheek.

    


    ♣


    The Roman Gravemounds


    
      By Rome’s dim relics there walks a man,


      Eyes bent; and he carries a basket and spade;


      I guess what impels him to scrape and scan;


      Yea, his dreams of that Empire long decayed.

    


    
      “Vast was Rome,” he must muse, “in the world’s regard,


      Vast it looms there still, vast it ever will be;”


      And he stoops as to dig and unmine some shard


      Left by those who are held in such memory.

    


    
      But no; in his basket, see, he has brought


      A little white furred thing, stiff of limb,


      Whose life never won from the world a thought;


      It is this, and not Rome, that is moving him.

    


    
      And to make it a grave he has come to the spot,


      And he delves in the ancient dead’s long home;


      Their fames, their achievements, the man knows not;


      The furred thing is all to him—nothing Rome!

    


    
      “Here say you that Cæsar’s warriors lie?—


      But my little white cat was my only friend!


      Could she but live, might the record die


      Of Cæsar, his legions, his aims, his end!”

    


    
      Well, Rome’s long rule here is oft and again


      A theme for the sages of history,


      And the small furred life was worth no one’s pen;


      Yet its mourner’s mood has a charm for me.

    


    November 1910.


    ♣


    The Workbox


    
      “See, here’s the workbox, little wife,


      That I made of polished oak.”


      He was a joiner, of village life;


      She came of borough folk.

    


    
      He holds the present up to her


      As with a smile she nears


      And answers to the profferer,


      “’Twill last all my sewing years!”

    


    
      “I warrant it will. And longer too.


      ’Tis a scantling that I got


      Off poor John Wayward’s coffin, who


      Died of they knew not what.

    


    
      “The shingled pattern that seems to cease


      Against your box’s rim


      Continues right on in the piece


      That’s underground with him.

    


    
      “And while I worked it made me think


      Of timber’s varied doom;


      One inch where people eat and drink,


      The next inch in a tomb.

    


    
      “But why do you look so white, my dear,


      And turn aside your face?


      You knew not that good lad, I fear,


      Though he came from your native place?”

    


    
      “How could I know that good young man,


      Though he came from my native town,


      When he must have left far earlier than


      I was a woman grown?”

    


    
      “Ah no. I should have understood!


      It shocked you that I gave


      To you one end of a piece of wood


      Whose other is in a grave?”

    


    
      “Don’t, dear, despise my intellect,


      Mere accidental things


      Of that sort never have effect


      On my imaginings.”

    


    
      Yet still her lips were limp and wan,


      Her face still held aside,


      As if she had known not only John,


      But known of what he died.

    


    ♣


    The Sacrilege


    A Ballad-Tragedy

    (Circa 182–)


    Part I


    
      “I have a Love I love too well


      Where Dunkery frowns on Exon Moor;


      I have a Love I love too well,


      To whom, ere she was mine,


      ‘Such is my love for you,’ I said,


      ‘That you shall have to hood your head


      A silken kerchief crimson-red,


      Wove finest of the fine.’

    


    
      “And since this Love, for one mad moon,


      On Exon Wild by Dunkery Tor,


      Since this my Love for one mad moon


      Did clasp me as her king,


      I snatched a silk-piece red and rare


      From off a stall at Priddy Fair,


      For handkerchief to hood her hair


      When we went gallanting.

    


    
      “Full soon the four weeks neared their end


      Where Dunkery frowns on Exon Moor;


      And when the four weeks neared their end,


      And their swift sweets outwore


      I said, ‘What shall I do to own


      Those beauties bright as tulips blown,


      And keep you here with me alone


      As mine for evermore?’

    


    
      “And as she drowsed within my van


      On Exon Wild by Dunkery Tor—


      And as she drowsed within my van


      And dawning turned to day,


      She heavily raised her sloe-black eyes


      And murmured back in softest wise,


      ‘One more thing, and the charms you prize


      Are yours henceforth for aye.

    


    
      “‘And swear I will I’ll never go


      While Dunkery frowns on Exon Moor


      To meet the Cornish Wrestler Joe


      For dance and dallyings.


      If you’ll to yon cathedral shrine,


      And finger from the chest divine


      Treasure to buy me ear-drops fine,


      And richly jewelled rings.’

    


    
      “I said: ‘I am one who has gathered gear


      From Marlbury Downs to Dunkery Tor,


      Who has gathered gear for many a year


      From mansion, mart and fair;


      But at God’s house I’ve stayed my hand,


      Hearing within me some command—


      Curbed by a law not of the land


      From doing damage there!’

    


    
      “Whereat she pouts, this Love of mine,


      As Dunkery pouts to Exon Moor,


      And still she pouts, this Love of mine,


      So cityward I go.


      But ere I start to do the thing,


      And speed my soul’s imperilling


      For one who is my ravishing


      And all the joy I know,

    


    
      “I come to lay this charge on thee—


      On Exon Wild by Dunkery Tor—


      I come to lay this charge on thee


      With solemn speech and sign:


      Should things go ill, and my life pay


      For botchery in this rash assay,


      You are to take hers likewise—yea,


      The month the law takes mine.

    


    
      “For should my rival, Wrestler Joe,


      Where Dunkery frowns on Exon Moor—


      My reckless rival, Wrestler Joe,


      My Love’s bedwinner be,


      My rafted spirit would not rest,


      But wander weary and distrest


      Throughout the world in wild protest:


      The thought nigh maddens me!”

    


    Part II


    
      Thus did he speak—this brother of mine—


      On Exon Wild by Dunkery Tor,


      Born at my birth of mother of mine,


      And forthwith went his way


      To dare the deed some coming night …


      I kept the watch with shaking sight,


      The moon at moments breaking bright,


      At others glooming gray.

    


    
      For three full days I heard no sound


      Where Dunkery frowns on Exon Moor,


      I heard no sound at all around


      Whether his fay prevailed,


      Or one more foul the master were,


      Till some afoot did tidings bear


      How that, for all his practised care,


      He had been caught and jailed.

    


    
      They had heard a crash when twelve had chimed


      By Mendip east of Dunkery Tor,


      When twelve had chimed and moonlight climbed;


      They watched, and he was tracked


      By arch and aisle and saint and knight


      Of sculptured stonework sheeted white


      In the cathedral’s ghostly light,


      And captured in the act.

    


    
      Yes; for this Love he loved too well


      Where Dunkery sights the Severn shore,


      All for this Love he loved too well


      He burst the holy bars,


      Seized golden vessels from the chest


      To buy her ornaments of the best,


      At her ill-witchery’s request


      And lure of eyes like stars….

    


    
      When blustering March confused the sky


      In Toneborough Town by Exon Moor,


      When blustering March confused the sky


      They stretched him; and he died.


      Down in the crowd where I, to see


      The end of him, stood silently,


      With a set face he lipped to me—


      “Remember.” “Ay!” I cried.

    


    
      By night and day I shadowed her


      From Toneborough Deane to Dunkery Tor,


      I shadowed her asleep, astir,


      And yet I could not bear—


      Till Wrestler Joe anon began


      To figure as her chosen man,


      And took her to his shining van—


      To doom a form so fair!

    


    
      He made it handsome for her sake—


      And Dunkery smiled to Exon Moor—


      He made it handsome for her sake,


      Painting it out and in;


      And on the door of apple-green


      A bright brass knocker soon was seen,


      And window-curtains white and clean


      For her to sit within.

    


    
      And all could see she clave to him


      As cleaves a cloud to Dunkery Tor,


      Yea, all could see she clave to him,


      And every day I said,


      “A pity it seems to part those two


      That hourly grow to love more true:


      Yet she’s the wanton woman who


      Sent one to swing till dead!”

    


    
      That blew to blazing all my hate,


      While Dunkery frowned on Exon Moor,


      And when the river swelled, her fate


      Came to her pitilessly….


      I dogged her, crying: “Across that plank


      They use as bridge to reach yon bank


      A coat and hat lie limp and dank;


      Your goodman’s, can they be?”

    


    
      She paled, and went, I close behind—


      And Exon frowned to Dunkery Tor,


      She went, and I came up behind


      And tipped the plank that bore


      Her, fleetly flitting across to eye


      What such might bode. She slid awry;


      And from the current came a cry,


      A gurgle; and no more.

    


    
      How that befell no mortal knew


      From Marlbury Downs to Exon Moor;


      No mortal knew that deed undue


      But he who schemed the crime,


      Which night still covers…. But in dream


      Those ropes of hair upon the stream


      He sees, and he will hear that scream


      Until his judgment-time.

    


    ♣


    The Abbey Mason


    (Inventor of the “Perpendicular” Style of Gothic Architecture)


    (With Memories of John Hicks, Architect)


    
      The new-vamped Abbey shaped apace


      In the fourteenth century of grace;

    


    
      (The church which, at an after date,


      Acquired cathedral rank and state.)

    


    
      Panel and circumscribing wall


      Of latest feature, trim and tall,

    


    
      Rose roundabout the Norman core


      In prouder pose than theretofore,

    


    
      Encasing magically the old


      With parpend ashlars manifold.

    


    
      The trowels rang out, and tracery


      Appeared where blanks had used to be.

    


    
      Men toiled for pleasure more than pay,


      And all went smoothly day by day,

    


    
      Till, in due course, the transept part


      Engrossed the master-mason’s art.

    


    
      —Home-coming thence he tossed and turned


      Throughout the night till the new sun burned.

    


    
      “What fearful visions have inspired


      These gaingivings?” his wife inquired;

    


    
      “As if your tools were in your hand


      You have hammered, fitted, muttered, planned;

    


    
      “You have thumped as you were working hard:


      I might have found me bruised and scarred.

    


    
      “What then’s amiss. What eating care


      Looms nigh, whereof I am unaware?”

    


    
      He answered not, but churchward went,


      Viewing his draughts with discontent;

    


    
      And fumbled there the livelong day


      Till, hollow-eyed, he came away.

    


    
      —’Twas said, “The master-mason’s ill!”


      And all the abbey works stood still.

    


    
      Quoth Abbot Wygmore: “Why, O why


      Distress yourself? You’ll surely die!”

    


    
      The mason answered, trouble-torn,


      “This long-vogued style is quite outworn!

    


    
      “The upper archmould nohow serves


      To meet the lower tracery curves:

    


    
      “The ogees bend too far away


      To give the flexures interplay.

    


    
      “This it is causes my distress….


      So it will ever be unless

    


    
      “New forms be found to supersede


      The circle when occasions need.

    


    
      “To carry it out I have tried and toiled,


      And now perforce must own me foiled!

    


    
      “Jeerers will say: ‘Here was a man


      Who could not end what he began!’”

    


    
      —So passed that day, the next, the next;


      The abbot scanned the task, perplexed;

    


    
      The townsmen mustered all their wit


      To fathom how to compass it,

    


    
      But no raw artistries availed


      Where practice in the craft had failed….

    


    
      —One night he tossed, all open-eyed,


      And early left his helpmeet’s side.

    


    
      Scattering the rushes of the floor


      He wandered from the chamber door

    


    
      And sought the sizing pile, whereon


      Struck dimly a cadaverous dawn

    


    
      Through freezing rain, that drenched the board


      Of diagram-lines he last had scored—

    


    
      Chalked phantasies in vain begot


      To knife the architectural knot—

    


    
      In front of which he dully stood,


      Regarding them in hopeless mood.

    


    
      He closelier looked; then looked again:


      The chalk-scratched draught-board faced the rain,

    


    
      Whose icicled drops deformed the lines


      Innumerous of his lame designs,

    


    
      So that they streamed in small white threads


      From the upper segments to the heads

    


    
      Of arcs below, uniting them


      Each by a stalactitic stem.

    


    
      —At once, with eyes that struck out sparks,


      He adds accessory cusping-marks,

    


    
      Then laughs aloud. The thing was done


      So long assayed from sun to sun….

    


    
      —Now in his joy he grew aware


      Of one behind him standing there,

    


    
      And, turning, saw the abbot, who


      The weather’s whim was watching too.

    


    
      Onward to Prime the abbot went,


      Tacit upon the incident.

    


    
      —Men now discerned as days revolved


      The ogive riddle had been solved;

    


    
      Templates were cut, fresh lines were chalked


      Where lines had been defaced and balked,

    


    
      And the work swelled and mounted higher,


      Achievement distancing desire;

    


    
      Here jambs with transoms fixed between,


      Where never the like before had been—

    


    
      There little mullions thinly sawn


      Where meeting circles once were drawn.

    


    
      “We knew,” men said, “the thing would go


      After his craft-wit got aglow,

    


    
      “And, once fulfilled what he has designed,


      We’ll honour him and his great mind!”

    


    
      When matters stood thus poised awhile,


      And all surroundings shed a smile,

    


    
      The master-mason on an eve


      Homed to his wife and seemed to grieve….

    


    
      —“The abbot spoke to me to-day:


      He hangs about the works alway.

    


    
      “He knows the source as well as I


      Of the new style men magnify.

    


    
      “He said: ‘You pride yourself too much


      On your creation. Is it such?

    


    
      “‘Surely the hand of God it is


      That conjured so, and only His!—

    


    
      “‘Disclosing by the frost and rain


      Forms your invention chased in vain;

    


    
      “‘Hence the devices deemed so great


      You copied, and did not create.’

    


    
      “I feel the abbot’s words are just,


      And that all thanks renounce I must.

    


    
      “Can a man welcome praise and pelf


      For hatching art that hatched itself? …

    


    
      “So, I shall own the deft design


      Is Heaven’s outshaping, and not mine.”

    


    
      “What!” said she. “Praise your works ensure


      To throw away, and quite obscure

    


    
      “Your beaming and beneficent star?


      Better you leave things as they are!

    


    
      “Why, think awhile. Had not your zest


      In your loved craft curtailed your rest—

    


    
      “Had you not gone there ere the day


      The sun had melted all away!”

    


    
      —But, though his good wife argued so,


      The mason let the people know

    


    
      That not unaided sprang the thought


      Whereby the glorious fane was wrought,

    


    
      But that by frost when dawn was dim


      The method was disclosed to him.

    


    
      “Yet,” said the townspeople thereat,


      “’Tis your own doing, even with that!”

    


    
      But he—chafed, childlike, in extremes—


      The temperament of men of dreams—

    


    
      Aloofly scrupled to admit


      That he did aught but borrow it,

    


    
      And diffidently made request


      That with the abbot all should rest.

    


    
      —As none could doubt the abbot’s word,


      Or question what the church averred,

    


    
      The mason was at length believed


      Of no more count than he conceived,

    


    
      And soon began to lose the fame


      That late had gathered round his name….

    


    
      —Time passed, and like a living thing


      The pile went on embodying,

    


    
      And workmen died, and young ones grew,


      And the old mason sank from view

    


    
      And Abbots Wygmore and Staunton went


      And Horton sped the embellishment.

    


    
      But not till years had far progressed


      Chanced it that, one day, much impressed,

    


    
      Standing within the well-graced aisle,


      He asked who first conceived the style;

    


    
      And some decrepit sage detailed


      How, when invention nought availed,

    


    
      The cloud-cast waters in their whim


      Came down, and gave the hint to him

    


    
      Who struck each arc, and made each mould;


      And how the abbot would not hold

    


    
      As sole begetter him who applied


      Forms the Almighty sent as guide;

    


    
      And how the master lost renown,


      And wore in death no artist’s crown.

    


    
      —Then Horton, who in inner thought


      Had more perceptions than he taught,

    


    
      Replied: “Nay; art can but transmute;


      Invention is not absolute;

    


    
      “Things fail to spring from nought at call,


      And art-beginnings most of all.

    


    
      “He did but what all artists do,


      Wait upon Nature for his cue.”

    


    
      —“Had you been here to tell them so


      Lord Abbot, sixty years ago,

    


    
      “The mason, now long underground,


      Doubtless a different fate had found.

    


    
      “He passed into oblivion dim,


      And none knew what became of him!

    


    
      “His name? ’Twas of some common kind


      And now has faded out of mind.”

    


    
      The Abbot: “It shall not be hid!


      I’ll trace it.” … But he never did.

    


    
      —When longer yet dank death had wormed


      The brain wherein the style had germed

    


    
      From Gloucester church it flew afar—


      The style called Perpendicular.—

    


    
      To Winton and to Westminster


      It ranged, and grew still beautifuller:

    


    
      From Solway Frith to Dover Strand


      Its fascinations starred the land,

    


    
      Not only on cathedral walls


      But upon courts and castle halls,

    


    
      Till every edifice in the isle


      Was patterned to no other style,

    


    
      And till, long having played its part,


      The curtain fell on Gothic art.

    


    
      —Well: when in Wessex on your rounds,


      Take a brief step beyond its bounds,

    


    
      And enter Gloucester: seek the quoin


      Where choir and transept interjoin,

    


    
      And, gazing at the forms there flung


      Against the sky by one unsung—

    


    
      The ogee arches transom-topped,


      The tracery-stalks by spandrels stopped,

    


    
      Petrified lacework—lightly lined


      On ancient massiveness behind—

    


    
      Muse that some minds so modest be


      As to renounce fame’s fairest fee,

    


    
      (Like him who crystallized on this spot


      His visionings, but lies forgot,

    


    
      And many a mediaeval one


      Whose symmetries salute the sun)

    


    
      While others boom a baseless claim,


      And upon nothing rear a name.

    


    ♣


    The Jubilee of a Magazine


    (To the Editor)


    
      Yes; your up-dated modern page—


      All flower-fresh, as it appears—


      Can claim a time-tried lineage,

    


    
      That reaches backward fifty years


      (Which, if but short for sleepy squires,


      Is much in magazines’ careers).

    


    
      —Here, on your cover, never tires


      The sower, reaper, thresher, while


      As through the seasons of our sires

    


    
      Each wills to work in ancient style


      With seedlip, sickle, share and flail,


      Though modes have since moved many a mile!

    


    
      The steel-roped plough now rips the vale,


      With cog and tooth the sheaves are won,


      Wired wheels drum out the wheat like hail;

    


    
      But if we ask, what has been done


      To unify the mortal lot


      Since your bright leaves first saw the sun,

    


    
      Beyond mechanic furtherance—what


      Advance can rightness, candour, claim?


      Truth bends abashed, and answers not.

    


    
      Despite your volumes’ gentle aim


      To straighten visions wry and wrong,


      Events jar onward much the same!

    


    
      —Had custom tended to prolong,


      As on your golden page engrained,


      Old processes of blade and prong,

    


    
      And best invention been retained


      For high crusades to lessen tears


      Throughout the race, the world had gained! …


      But too much, this, for fifty years.

    


    ♣


    The Satin Shoes


    
      “If ever I walk to church to wed,


      As other maidens use,


      And face the gathered eyes,” she said,


      “I’ll go in satin shoes!”

    


    
      She was as fair as early day


      Shining on meads unmown,


      And her sweet syllables seemed to play


      Like flute-notes softly blown.

    


    
      The time arrived when it was meet


      That she should be a bride;


      The satin shoes were on her feet,


      Her father was at her side.

    


    
      They stood within the dairy door,


      And gazed across the green;


      The church loomed on the distant moor,


      But rain was thick between.

    


    
      “The grass-path hardly can be stepped,


      The lane is like a pool!”—


      Her dream is shown to be inept,


      Her wish they overrule.

    


    
      “To go forth shod in satin soft


      A coach would be required!”


      For thickest boots the shoes were doffed—


      Those shoes her soul desired….

    


    
      All day the bride, as overborne,


      Was seen to brood apart,


      And that the shoes had not been worn


      Sat heavy on her heart.

    


    
      From her wrecked dream, as months flew on,


      Her thought seemed not to range.


      “What ails the wife,” they said anon,


      “That she should be so strange?” …

    


    
      Ah—what coach comes with furtive glide—


      A coach of closed-up kind?


      It comes to fetch the last year’s bride,


      Who wanders in her mind.

    


    
      She strove with them, and fearfully ran


      Stairward with one low scream:


      “Nay—coax her,” said the madhouse man,


      “With some old household theme.”

    


    
      “If you will go, dear, you must fain


      Put on those shoes—the pair


      Meant for your marriage, which the rain


      Forbade you then to wear.”

    


    
      She clapped her hands, flushed joyous hues;


      “O yes—I’ll up and ride


      If I am to wear my satin shoes


      And be a proper bride!”

    


    
      Out then her little foot held she,


      As to depart with speed;


      The madhouse man smiled pleasantly


      To see the wile succeed.

    


    
      She turned to him when all was done,


      And gave him her thin hand,


      Exclaiming like an enraptured one,


      “This time it will be grand!”

    


    
      She mounted with a face elate,


      Shut was the carriage door;


      They drove her to the madhouse gate,


      And she was seen no more….

    


    
      Yet she was fair as early day


      Shining on meads unmown,


      And her sweet syllables seemed to play


      Like flute-notes softly blown.

    


    ♣


    Exeunt Omnes


    I


    
      Everybody else, then, going,


      And I still left where the fair was? …


      Much have I seen of neighbour loungers


      Making a lusty showing,


      Each now past all knowing.

    


    II


    
      There is an air of blankness


      In the street and the littered spaces;


      Thoroughfare, steeple, bridge and highway


      Wizen themselves to lankness;


      Kennels dribble dankness.

    


    III


    
      Folk all fade. And whither,


      As I wait alone where the fair was?


      Into the clammy and numbing night-fog


      Whence they entered hither.


      Soon do I follow thither!

    


    June 2, 1913.


    ♣


    A Poet


    
      Attentive eyes, fantastic heed,


      Assessing minds, he does not need,


      Nor urgent writs to sup or dine,


      Nor pledges in the rosy wine.

    


    
      For loud acclaim he does not care


      By the august or rich or fair,


      Nor for smart pilgrims from afar,


      Curious on where his hauntings are.

    


    
      But soon or later, when you hear


      That he has doffed this wrinkled gear,


      Some evening, at the first star-ray,


      Come to his graveside, pause and say:

    


    
      “Whatever his message—glad or grim—


      Two bright-souled women clave to him”;


      Stand and say that while day decays;


      It will be word enough of praise.

    


    July 1914.


    ♣


    Satires of Circumstance


    In Fifteen Glimpses


    (First Published April 1911)


    I—At Tea


    
      The kettle descants in a cosy drone,


      And the young wife looks in her husband’s face,


      And then at her guest’s, and shows in her own


      Her sense that she fills an envied place;


      And the visiting lady is all abloom,


      And says there was never so sweet a room.

    


    
      And the happy young housewife does not know


      That the woman beside her was first his choice,


      Till the fates ordained it could not be so….


      Betraying nothing in look or voice


      The guest sits smiling and sips her tea,


      And he throws her a stray glance yearningly.

    


    ♣


    II—In Church


    
      “And now to God the Father,” he ends,


      And his voice thrills up to the topmost tiles:


      Each listener chokes as he bows and bends,


      And emotion pervades the crowded aisles.


      Then the preacher glides to the vestry-door,


      And shuts it, and thinks he is seen no more.

    


    
      The door swings softly ajar meanwhile,


      And a pupil of his in the Bible class,


      Who adores him as one without gloss or guile,


      Sees her idol stand with a satisfied smile


      And re-enact at the vestry-glass


      Each pulpit gesture in deft dumb-show


      That had moved the congregation so.

    


    ♣


    III—By her Aunt’s Grave


    
      “Sixpence a week,” says the girl to her lover,


      “Aunt used to bring me, for she could confide


      In me alone, she vowed. ’Twas to cover


      The cost of her headstone when she died.


      And that was a year ago last June;


      I’ve not yet fixed it. But I must soon.”

    


    
      “And where is the money now, my dear?”


      “O, snug in my purse … Aunt was so slow


      In saving it—eighty weeks, or near.” …


      “Let’s spend it,” he hints. “For she won’t know.


      There’s a dance to-night at the Load of Hay.”


      She passively nods. And they go that way.

    


    ♣


    IV—In the Room of the Bride-Elect


    
      “Would it had been the man of our wish!”


      Sighs her mother. To whom with vehemence she


      In the wedding-dress—the wife to be—


      “Then why were you so mollyish


      As not to insist on him for me!”


      The mother, amazed: “Why, dearest one,


      Because you pleaded for this or none!”

    


    
      “But Father and you should have stood out strong!


      Since then, to my cost, I have lived to find


      That you were right and that I was wrong;


      This man is a dolt to the one declined….


      Ah!—here he comes with his button-hole rose.


      Good God—I must marry him I suppose!”

    


    ♣


    V—At a Watering-Place


    
      They sit and smoke on the esplanade,


      The man and his friend, and regard the bay


      Where the far chalk cliffs, to the left displayed,


      Smile sallowly in the decline of day.


      And saunterers pass with laugh and jest—


      A handsome couple among the rest.

    


    
      “That smart proud pair,” says the man to his friend,


      “Are to marry next week…. How little he thinks


      That dozens of days and nights on end


      I have stroked her neck, unhooked the links


      Of her sleeve to get at her upper arm….


      Well, bliss is in ignorance: what’s the harm!”

    


    ♣


    VI—In the Cemetery


    
      “You see those mothers squabbling there?”


      Remarks the man of the cemetery.


      “One says in tears, ‘’Tis mine lies here!’


      Another, ‘Nay, mine, you Pharisee!’


      Another, ‘How dare you move my flowers


      And put your own on this grave of ours!’


      But all their children were laid therein


      At different times, like sprats in a tin.

    


    
      “And then the main drain had to cross,


      And we moved the lot some nights ago,


      And packed them away in the general foss


      With hundreds more. But their folks don’t know,


      And as well cry over a new-laid drain


      As anything else, to ease your pain!”

    


    ♣


    VII—Outside the Window


    
      “My stick!” he says, and turns in the lane


      To the house just left, whence a vixen voice


      Comes out with the firelight through the pane,


      And he sees within that the girl of his choice


      Stands rating her mother with eyes aglare


      For something said while he was there.

    


    
      “At last I behold her soul undraped!”


      Thinks the man who had loved her more than himself;


      “My God!—’tis but narrowly I have escaped.—


      My precious porcelain proves it delf.”


      His face has reddened like one ashamed,


      And he steals off, leaving his stick unclaimed.

    


    ♣


    VIII—In the Study


    
      He enters, and mute on the edge of a chair


      Sits a thin-faced lady, a stranger there,


      A type of decayed gentility;


      And by some small signs he well can guess


      That she comes to him almost breakfastless.

    


    
      “I have called—I hope I do not err—


      I am looking for a purchaser


      Of some score volumes of the works


      Of eminent divines I own,—


      Left by my father—though it irks


      My patience to offer them.” And she smiles


      As if necessity were unknown;


      “But the truth of it is that oftenwhiles


      I have wished, as I am fond of art,


      To make my rooms a little smart,


      And these old books are so in the way.”


      And lightly still she laughs to him,


      As if to sell were a mere gay whim,


      And that, to be frank, Life were indeed


      To her not vinegar and gall,


      But fresh and honey-like; and Need


      No household skeleton at all.

    


    ♣


    IX—At the Altar-Rail


    
      “My bride is not coming, alas!” says the groom,


      And the telegram shakes in his hand. “I own


      It was hurried! We met at a dancing-room


      When I went to the Cattle-Show alone,


      And then, next night, where the Fountain leaps,


      And the Street of the Quarter-Circle sweeps.

    


    
      “Ay, she won me to ask her to be my wife—


      ’Twas foolish perhaps!—to forsake the ways


      Of the flaring town for a farmer’s life.


      She agreed. And we fixed it. Now she says:


      ‘It’s sweet of you, dear, to prepare me a nest,


      But a swift, short, gay life suits me best.


      What I really am you have never gleaned;


      I had eaten the apple ere you were weaned.’”

    


    ♣


    X—In the Nuptial Chamber


    
      “O that mastering tune!” And up in the bed


      Like a lace-robed phantom springs the bride;


      “And why?” asks the man she had that day wed,


      With a start, as the band plays on outside.


      “It’s the townsfolks’ cheery compliment


      Because of our marriage, my Innocent.”

    


    
      “O but you don’t know! ’Tis the passionate air


      To which my old Love waltzed with me,


      And I swore as we spun that none should share


      My home, my kisses, till death, save he!


      And he dominates me and thrills me through,


      And it’s he I embrace while embracing you!”

    


    ♣


    XI—In the Restaurant


    
      “But hear. If you stay, and the child be born,


      It will pass as your husband’s with the rest,


      While, if we fly, the teeth of scorn


      Will be gleaming at us from east to west;


      And the child will come as a life despised;


      I feel an elopement is ill-advised!”

    


    
      “O you realize not what it is, my dear,


      To a woman! Daily and hourly alarms


      Lest the truth should out. How can I stay here,


      And nightly take him into my arms!


      Come to the child no name or fame,


      Let us go, and face it, and bear the shame.”

    


    ♣


    XII—At the Draper’s


    
      “I stood at the back of the shop, my dear,


      But you did not perceive me.


      Well, when they deliver what you were shown


      I shall know nothing of it, believe me!”

    


    
      And he coughed and coughed as she paled and said,


      “O, I didn’t see you come in there—


      Why couldn’t you speak?”—“Well, I didn’t. I left


      That you should not notice I’d been there.

    


    
      “You were viewing some lovely things. ‘Soon required


      For a widow, of latest fashion’;


      And I knew ’twould upset you to meet the man


      Who had to be cold and ashen

    


    
      “And screwed in a box before they could dress you


      ‘In the last new note in mourning,’


      As they defined it. So, not to distress you,


      I left you to your adorning.”

    


    ♣


    XIII—On the Death-Bed


    
      “I’ll tell—being past all praying for—


      Then promptly die…. He was out at the war,


      And got some scent of the intimacy


      That was under way between her and me;


      And he stole back home, and appeared like a ghost


      One night, at the very time almost


      That I reached her house. Well, I shot him dead,


      And secretly buried him. Nothing was said.

    


    
      “The news of the battle came next day;


      He was scheduled missing. I hurried away,


      Got out there, visited the field,


      And sent home word that a search revealed


      He was one of the slain; though, lying alone


      And stript, his body had not been known.

    


    
      “But she suspected. I lost her love,


      Yea, my hope of earth, and of Heaven above;


      And my time’s now come, and I’ll pay the score,


      Though it be burning for evermore.”

    


    ♣


    XIV—Over the Coffin


    
      They stand confronting, the coffin between,


      His wife of old, and his wife of late,


      And the dead man whose they both had been


      Seems listening aloof, as to things past date.


      —“I have called,” says the first. “Do you marvel or not?”


      “In truth,” says the second, “I do—somewhat.”

    


    
      “Well, there was a word to be said by me! …


      I divorced that man because of you—


      It seemed I must do it, boundenly;


      But now I am older, and tell you true,


      For life is little, and dead lies he;


      I would I had let alone you two!


      And both of us, scorning parochial ways,


      Had lived like the wives in the patriarchs’ days.”

    


    ♣


    XV—In the Moonlight


    
      “O lonely workman, standing there


      In a dream, why do you stare and stare


      At her grave, as no other grave there were?

    


    
      “If your great gaunt eyes so importune


      Her soul by the shine of this corpse-cold moon,


      Maybe you’ll raise her phantom soon!”

    


    
      “Why, fool, it is what I would rather see


      Than all the living folk there be;


      But alas, there is no such joy for me!”

    


    
      “Ah—she was one you loved, no doubt,


      Through good and evil, through rain and drought,


      And when she passed, all your sun went out?”

    


    
      “Nay: she was the woman I did not love,


      Whom all the others were ranked above,


      Whom during her life I thought nothing of.”

    


    ♣
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    Moments of Vision


    
      That mirror


      Which makes of men a transparency,


      Who holds that mirror


      And bids us such a breast-bared spectacle see


      Of you and me?

    


    
      That mirror


      Whose magic penetrates like a dart,


      Who lifts that mirror


      And throws our mind back on us, and our heart,


      Until we start?

    


    
      That mirror


      Works well in these night hours of ache;


      Why in that mirror


      Are tincts we never see ourselves once take


      When the world is awake?

    


    
      That mirror


      Can test each mortal when unaware;


      Yea, that strange mirror


      May catch his last thoughts, whole life foul or fair,


      Glassing it—where?

    


    ♣


    The Voice of Things


    
      Forty Augusts—aye, and several more—ago,


      When I paced the headlands loosed from dull employ,


      The waves huzza’d like a multitude below,


      In the sway of an all-including joy


      Without cloy.

    


    
      Blankly I walked there a double decade after,


      When thwarts had flung their toils in front of me,


      And I heard the waters wagging in a long ironic laughter


      At the lot of men, and all the vapoury


      Things that be.

    


    
      Wheeling change has set me again standing where


      Once I heard the waves huzza at Lammas-tide;


      But they supplicate now—like a congregation there


      Who murmur the Confession—I outside,


      Prayer denied.

    


    ♣


    “Why be at pains?”


    (Wooer’s Song)


    
      Why be at pains that I should know


      You sought not me?


      Do breezes, then, make features glow


      So rosily?


      Come, the lit port is at our back,


      And the tumbling sea;


      Elsewhere the lampless uphill track


      To uncertainty!

    


    
      O should not we two waifs join hands?


      I am alone,


      You would enrich me more than lands


      By being my own.


      Yet, though this facile moment flies,


      Close is your tone,


      And ere to-morrow’s dewfall dries


      I plough the unknown.

    


    ♣


    “We sat at the window”


    (Bournemouth, 1875)


    
      We sat at the window looking out,


      And the rain came down like silken strings


      That Swithin’s day. Each gutter and spout


      Babbled unchecked in the busy way


      Of witless things:


      Nothing to read, nothing to see


      Seemed in that room for her and me


      On Swithin’s day.

    


    
      We were irked by the scene, by our own selves; yes,


      For I did not know, nor did she infer


      How much there was to read and guess


      By her in me, and to see and crown


      By me in her.


      Wasted were two souls in their prime,


      And great was the waste, that July time


      When the rain came down.

    


    ♣


    Afternoon Service at Mellstock


    (Circa 1850)


    
      On afternoons of drowsy calm


      We stood in the panelled pew,


      Singing one-voiced a Tate-and-Brady psalm


      To the tune of “Cambridge New.”

    


    
      We watched the elms, we watched the rooks,


      The clouds upon the breeze,


      Between the whiles of glancing at our books,


      And swaying like the trees.

    


    
      So mindless were those outpourings!—


      Though I am not aware


      That I have gained by subtle thought on things


      Since we stood psalming there.

    


    ♣


    At the Wicket-Gate


    
      There floated the sounds of church-chiming,


      But no one was nigh,


      Till there came, as a break in the loneness,


      Her father, she, I.


      And we slowly moved on to the wicket,


      And downlooking stood,


      Till anon people passed, and amid them


      We parted for good.

    


    
      Greater, wiser, may part there than we three


      Who parted there then,


      But never will Fates colder-featured


      Hold sway there again.


      Of the churchgoers through the still meadows


      No single one knew


      What a play was played under their eyes there


      As thence we withdrew.

    


    ♣


    In a Museum


    I


    
      Here’s the mould of a musical bird long passed from light,


      Which over the earth before man came was winging;


      There’s a contralto voice I heard last night,


      That lodges in me still with its sweet singing.

    


    II


    
      Such a dream is Time that the coo of this ancient bird


      Has perished not, but is blent, or will be blending


      Mid visionless wilds of space with the voice that I heard,


      In the full-fugued song of the universe unending.

    


    Exeter.


    ♣


    Apostrophe to an Old Psalm Tune


    
      I met you first—ah, when did I first meet you?


      When I was full of wonder, and innocent,


      Standing meek-eyed with those of choric bent,


      While dimming day grew dimmer


      In the pulpit-glimmer.

    


    
      Much riper in years I met you—in a temple


      Where summer sunset streamed upon our shapes,


      And you spread over me like a gauze that drapes,


      And flapped from floor to rafters,


      Sweet as angels’ laughters.

    


    
      But you had been stripped of some of your old vesture


      By Monk, or another. Now you wore no frill,


      And at first you startled me. But I knew you still,


      Though I missed the minim’s waver,


      And the dotted quaver.

    


    
      I grew accustomed to you thus. And you hailed me


      Through one who evoked you often. Then at last


      Your raiser was borne off, and I mourned you had passed


      From my life with your late outsetter;


      Till I said, “’Tis better!”

    


    
      But you waylaid me. I rose and went as a ghost goes,


      And said, eyes-full: “I’ll never hear it again!


      It is overmuch for scathed and memoried men


      When sitting among strange people


      Under their steeple.”

    


    
      Now, a new stirrer of tones calls you up before me


      And wakes your speech, as she of Endor did


      (When sought by Saul who, in disguises hid,


      Fell down on the earth to hear it)


      Samuel’s spirit.

    


    
      So, your quired oracles beat till they make me tremble


      As I discern your mien in the old attire,


      Here in these turmoiled years of belligerent fire


      Living still on—and onward, maybe,


      Till Doom’s great day be!

    


    Sunday, August 13, 1916.


    ♣


    At the Word “Farewell”


    
      She looked like a bird from a cloud


      On the clammy lawn,


      Moving alone, bare-browed


      In the dim of dawn,


      The candles alight in the room


      For my parting meal


      Made all things withoutdoors loom


      Strange, ghostly, unreal.

    


    
      The hour itself was a ghost,


      And it seemed to me then


      As of chances the chance furthermost


      I should see her again.


      I beheld not where all was so fleet


      That a Plan of the past


      Which had ruled us from birthtime to meet


      Was in working at last:

    


    
      No prelude did I there perceive


      To a drama at all,


      Or foreshadow what fortune might weave


      From beginnings so small;


      But I rose as if quicked by a spur


      I was bound to obey,


      And stepped through the casement to her


      Still alone in the gray.

    


    
      “I am leaving you…. Farewell!” I said,


      As I followed her on


      By an alley bare boughs overspread;


      “I soon must be gone!”


      Even then the scale might have been turned


      Against love by a feather,


      —But crimson one cheek of hers burned


      When we came in together.

    


    ♣


    First Sight of Her and After


    
      A day is drawing to its fall


      I had not dreamed to see;


      The first of many to enthrall


      My spirit, will it be?


      Or is this eve the end of all


      Such new delight for me?

    


    
      I journey home: the pattern grows


      Of moonshades on the way:


      “Soon the first quarter, I suppose,”


      Sky-glancing travellers say;


      I realize that it, for those,


      Has been a common day.

    


    ♣


    The Rival


    
      I determined to find out whose it was—


      The portrait he looked at so, and sighed;


      Bitterly have I rued my meanness


      And wept for it since he died!

    


    
      I searched his desk when he was away,


      And there was the likeness—yes, my own!


      Taken when I was the season’s fairest,


      And time-lines all unknown.

    


    
      I smiled at my image, and put it back,


      And he went on cherishing it, until


      I was chafed that he loved not the me then living,


      But that past woman still.

    


    
      Well, such was my jealousy at last,


      I destroyed that face of the former me;


      Could you ever have dreamed the heart of woman


      Would work so foolishly!

    


    ♣


    Heredity


    
      I am the family face;


      Flesh perishes, I live on,


      Projecting trait and trace


      Through time to times anon,


      And leaping from place to place


      Over oblivion.

    


    
      The years-heired feature that can


      In curve and voice and eye


      Despise the human span


      Of durance—that is I;


      The eternal thing in man,


      That heeds no call to die.

    


    ♣


    “You were the sort that men forget”


    
      You were the sort that men forget;


      Though I—not yet!—


      Perhaps not ever. Your slighted weakness


      Adds to the strength of my regret!

    


    
      You’d not the art—you never had


      For good or bad—


      To make men see how sweet your meaning,


      Which, visible, had charmed them glad.

    


    
      You would, by words inept let fall,


      Offend them all,


      Even if they saw your warm devotion


      Would hold your life’s blood at their call.

    


    
      You lacked the eye to understand


      Those friends offhand


      Whose mode was crude, though whose dim purport


      Outpriced the courtesies of the bland.

    


    
      I am now the only being who


      Remembers you


      It may be. What a waste that Nature


      Grudged soul so dear the art its due!

    


    ♣


    She, I, and They


    
      I was sitting,


      She was knitting,


      And the portraits of our fore-folk hung around;


      When there struck on us a sigh;


      “Ah—what is that?” said I:


      “Was it not you?” said she. “A sigh did sound.”

    


    
      I had not breathed it,


      Nor the night-wind heaved it,


      And how it came to us we could not guess;


      And we looked up at each face


      Framed and glazed there in its place,


      Still hearkening; but thenceforth was silentness.

    


    
      Half in dreaming,


      “Then its meaning,”


      Said we, “must be surely this; that they repine


      That we should be the last


      Of stocks once unsurpassed,


      And unable to keep up their sturdy line.”

    


    1916.


    ♣


    Near Lanivet, 1872


    
      There was a stunted handpost just on the crest,


      Only a few feet high:


      She was tired, and we stopped in the twilight-time for her rest,


      At the crossways close thereby.

    


    
      She leant back, being so weary, against its stem,


      And laid her arms on its own,


      Each open palm stretched out to each end of them,


      Her sad face sideways thrown.

    


    
      Her white-clothed form at this dim-lit cease of day


      Made her look as one crucified


      In my gaze at her from the midst of the dusty way,


      And hurriedly “Don’t,” I cried.

    


    
      I do not think she heard. Loosing thence she said,


      As she stepped forth ready to go,


      “I am rested now.—Something strange came into my head;


      I wish I had not leant so!”

    


    
      And wordless we moved onward down from the hill


      In the west cloud’s murked obscure,


      And looking back we could see the handpost still


      In the solitude of the moor.

    


    
      “It struck her too,” I thought, for as if afraid


      She heavily breathed as we trailed;


      Till she said, “I did not think how ’twould look in the shade,


      When I leant there like one nailed.”

    


    
      I, lightly: “There’s nothing in it. For you, anyhow!”


      —“O I know there is not,” said she …


      “Yet I wonder … If no one is bodily crucified now,


      In spirit one may be!”

    


    
      And we dragged on and on, while we seemed to see


      In the running of Time’s far glass


      Her crucified, as she had wondered if she might be


      Some day.—Alas, alas!

    


    ♣


    Joys of Memory


    
      When the spring comes round, and a certain day


      Looks out from the brume by the eastern copsetrees


      And says, Remember,


      I begin again, as if it were new,


      A day of like date I once lived through,


      Whiling it hour by hour away;


      So shall I do till my December,


      When spring comes round.

    


    
      I take my holiday then and my rest


      Away from the dun life here about me,


      Old hours re-greeting


      With the quiet sense that bring they must


      Such throbs as at first, till I house with dust,


      And in the numbness my heartsome zest


      For things that were, be past repeating


      When spring comes round.

    


    ♣


    To the Moon


    
      “What have you looked at, Moon,


      In your time,


      Now long past your prime?”


      “O, I have looked at, often looked at


      Sweet, sublime,


      Sore things, shudderful, night and noon


      In my time.”

    


    
      “What have you mused on, Moon,


      In your day,


      So aloof, so far away?”


      “O, I have mused on, often mused on


      Growth, decay,


      Nations alive, dead, mad, aswoon,


      In my day!”

    


    
      “Have you much wondered, Moon,


      On your rounds,


      Self-wrapt, beyond Earth’s bounds?”


      “Yea, I have wondered, often wondered


      At the sounds


      Reaching me of the human tune


      On my rounds.”

    


    
      “What do you think of it, Moon,


      As you go?


      Is Life much, or no?”


      “O, I think of it, often think of it


      As a show


      God ought surely to shut up soon,


      As I go.”

    


    ♣


    Copying Architecture in an Old Minster


    (Wimborne)


    
      How smartly the quarters of the hour march by


      That the jack-o’-clock never forgets;


      Ding-dong; and before I have traced a cusp’s eye,


      Or got the true twist of the ogee over,


      A double ding-dong ricochetts.

    


    
      Just so did he clang here before I came,


      And so will he clang when I’m gone


      Through the Minster’s cavernous hollows—the same


      Tale of hours never more to be will he deliver


      To the speechless midnight and dawn!

    


    
      I grow to conceive it a call to ghosts,


      Whose mould lies below and around.


      Yes; the next “Come, come,” draws them out from their posts.


      And they gather, and one shade appears, and another,


      As the eve-damps creep from the ground.

    


    
      See—a Courtenay stands by his quatrefoiled tomb,


      And a Duke and his Duchess near;


      And one Sir Edmund in columned gloom,


      And a Saxon king by the presbytery chamber;


      And shapes unknown in the rear.

    


    
      Maybe they have met for a parle on some plan


      To better ail-stricken mankind;


      I catch their cheepings, though thinner than


      The overhead creak of a passager’s pinion


      When leaving land behind.

    


    
      Or perhaps they speak to the yet unborn,


      And caution them not to come


      To a world so ancient and trouble-torn,


      Of foiled intents, vain lovingkindness,


      And ardours chilled and numb.

    


    
      They waste to fog as I stir and stand,


      And move from the arched recess,


      And pick up the drawing that slipped from my hand,


      And feel for the pencil I dropped in the cranny


      In a moment’s forgetfulness.

    


    ♣


    To Shakespeare


    After Three Hundred Years


    
      Bright baffling Soul, least capturable of themes,


      Thou, who display’dst a life of commonplace,


      Leaving no intimate word or personal trace


      Of high design outside the artistry


      Of thy penned dreams,


      Still shalt remain at heart unread eternally.

    


    
      Through human orbits thy discourse to-day,


      Despite thy formal pilgrimage, throbs on


      In harmonies that cow Oblivion,


      And, like the wind, with all-uncared effect


      Maintain a sway


      Not fore-desired, in tracks unchosen and unchecked.

    


    
      And yet, at thy last breath, with mindless note


      The borough clocks but samely tongued the hour,


      The Avon just as always glassed the tower,


      Thy age was published on thy passing-bell


      But in due rote


      With other dwellers’ deaths accorded a like knell.

    


    
      And at the strokes some townsman (met, maybe,


      And thereon queried by some squire’s good dame


      Driving in shopward) may have given thy name,


      With, “Yes, a worthy man and well-to-do;


      Though, as for me,


      I knew him but by just a neighbour’s nod, ’tis true.

    


    
      “I’ faith, few knew him much here, save by word,


      He having elsewhere led his busier life;


      Though to be sure he left with us his wife.”


      —“Ah, one of the tradesmen’s sons, I now recall….


      Witty, I’ve heard….


      We did not know him…. Well, good-day. Death comes to all.”

    


    
      So, like a strange bright bird we sometimes find


      To mingle with the barn-door brood awhile,


      Then vanish from their homely domicile—


      Into man’s poesy, we wot not whence,


      Flew thy strange mind,


      Lodged there a radiant guest, and sped for ever thence.

    


    1916.


    ♣


    Quid Hic Agis?


    I


    
      When I weekly knew


      An ancient pew,


      And murmured there


      The forms of prayer


      And thanks and praise


      In the ancient ways,


      And heard read out


      During August drought


      That chapter from Kings


      Harvest-time brings;


      —How the prophet, broken


      By griefs unspoken,


      Went heavily away


      To fast and to pray,


      And, while waiting to die,


      The Lord passed by,


      And a whirlwind and fire


      Drew nigher and nigher,


      And a small voice anon


      Bade him up and be gone,—


      I did not apprehend


      As I sat to the end


      And watched for her smile


      Across the sunned aisle,


      That this theme of a seer


      Which came once a year


      Might, when sands were heaping,


      Be like a sweat creeping,


      Or in any degree


      Bear on her or on me!

    


    II


    
      When later, by chance


      Of circumstance,


      It befel me to read


      On a hot afternoon


      At the lectern there


      The selfsame words


      As the lesson decreed,


      To the gathered few


      From the hamlets near—


      Folk of flocks and herds


      Sitting half aswoon,


      Who listened thereto


      As women and men


      Not overmuch


      Concerned at such—


      So, like them then,


      I did not see


      What drought might be


      With me, with her,


      As the Kalendar


      Moved on, and Time


      Devoured our prime.

    


    III


    
      But now, at last,


      When our glory has passed,


      And there is no smile


      From her in the aisle,


      But where it once shone


      A marble, men say,


      With her name thereon


      Is discerned to-day;


      And spiritless


      In the wilderness


      I shrink from sight


      And desire the night,


      (Though, as in old wise,


      I might still arise,


      Go forth, and stand


      And prophesy in the land),


      I feel the shake


      Of wind and earthquake,


      And consuming fire


      Nigher and nigher,


      And the voice catch clear,


      “What doest thou here?”
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    ♣


    On a Midsummer Eve


    
      I idly cut a parsley stalk,


      And blew therein towards the moon;


      I had not thought what ghosts would walk


      With shivering footsteps to my tune.

    


    
      I went, and knelt, and scooped my hand


      As if to drink, into the brook,


      And a faint figure seemed to stand


      Above me, with the bygone look.

    


    
      I lipped rough rhymes of chance, not choice,


      I thought not what my words might be;


      There came into my ear a voice


      That turned a tenderer verse for me.

    


    ♣


    Timing Her


    (Written to an old folk-tune)


    
      Lalage’s coming:


      Where is she now, O?


      Turning to bow, O,


      And smile, is she,


      Just at parting,


      Parting, parting,


      As she is starting


      To come to me?

    


    
      Where is she now, O,


      Now, and now, O,


      Shadowing a bough, O,


      Of hedge or tree


      As she is rushing,


      Rushing, rushing,


      Gossamers brushing


      To come to me?

    


    
      Lalage’s coming;


      Where is she now, O;


      Climbing the brow, O,


      Of hills I see?


      Yes, she is nearing,


      Nearing, nearing,


      Weather unfearing


      To come to me.

    


    
      Near is she now, O,


      Now, and now, O;


      Milk the rich cow, O,


      Forward the tea;


      Shake the down bed for her,


      Linen sheets spread for her,


      Drape round the head for her


      Coming to me.

    


    
      Lalage’s coming,


      Nearer is she now, O,


      End anyhow, O,


      To-day’s husbandry!


      Would a gilt chair were mine,


      Slippers of vair were mine,


      Brushes for hair were mine


      Of ivory!

    


    
      What will she think, O,


      She who’s so comely,


      Viewing how homely


      A sort are we!


      Nothing resplendent,


      No prompt attendant,


      Not one dependent


      Pertaining to me!

    


    
      Lalage’s coming;


      Where is she now, O?


      Fain I’d avow, O,


      Full honestly


      Nought here’s enough for her,


      All is too rough for her,


      Even my love for her


      Poor in degree.

    


    
      Nearer is she now, O,


      Now, and now, O,


      She it is, I vow, O,


      Passing the lea.


      Rush down to meet her there,


      Call out and greet her there,


      Never a sweeter there


      Crossed to me!

    


    
      Lalage’s come; aye,


      Come is she now, O! …


      Does Heaven allow, O,


      A meeting to be?


      Yes, she is here now,


      Here now, here now,


      Nothing to fear now,


      Here’s Lalage!

    


    ♣


    Before Knowledge


    
      When I walked roseless tracks and wide,


      Ere dawned your date for meeting me,


      O why did you not cry Halloo


      Across the stretch between, and say:

    


    
      “We move, while years as yet divide,


      On closing lines which—though it be


      You know me not nor I know you—


      Will intersect and join some day!”

    


    
      Then well I had borne


      Each scraping thorn;


      But the winters froze,


      And grew no rose;


      No bridge bestrode


      The gap at all;


      No shape you showed,


      And I heard no call!

    


    ♣


    The Blinded Bird


    
      So zestfully canst thou sing?


      And all this indignity,


      With God’s consent, on thee!


      Blinded ere yet a-wing


      By the red-hot needle thou,


      I stand and wonder how


      So zestfully thou canst sing!

    


    
      Resenting not such wrong,


      Thy grievous pain forgot,


      Eternal dark thy lot,


      Groping thy whole life long


      After that stab of fire;


      Enjailed in pitiless wire;


      Resenting not such wrong!

    


    
      Who hath charity? This bird.


      Who suffereth long and is kind,


      Is not provoked, though blind


      And alive ensepulchred?


      Who hopeth, endureth all things?


      Who thinketh no evil, but sings?


      Who is divine? This bird.

    


    ♣


    “The wind blew words”


    
      The wind blew words along the skies,


      And these it blew to me


      Through the wide dusk: “Lift up your eyes,


      Behold this troubled tree,


      Complaining as it sways and plies;


      It is a limb of thee.

    


    
      “Yea, too, the creatures sheltering round—


      Dumb figures, wild and tame,


      Yea, too, thy fellows who abound—


      Either of speech the same


      Or far and strange—black, dwarfed, and browned,


      They are stuff of thy own frame.”

    


    
      I moved on in a surging awe


      Of inarticulateness


      At the pathetic Me I saw


      In all his huge distress,


      Making self-slaughter of the law


      To kill, break, or suppress.

    


    ♣


    The Faded Face


    
      How was this I did not see


      Such a look as here was shown


      Ere its womanhood had blown


      Past its first felicity?—


      That I did not know you young,


      Faded Face,


      Know you young!

    


    
      Why did Time so ill bestead


      That I heard no voice of yours


      Hail from out the curved contours


      Of those lips when rosy red;


      Listed not the songs they sung,


      Faded Face,


      Songs they sung!

    


    
      By these blanchings, blooms of old,


      And the relics of your voice—


      Leavings rare of rich and choice


      From your early tone and mould—


      Let me mourn,—aye, overwrung,


      Faded Face,


      Overwrung!

    


    ♣


    The Riddle


    I


    
      Stretching eyes west


      Over the sea,


      Wind foul or fair,


      Always stood she


      Prospect-impressed;


      Solely out there


      Did her gaze rest,


      Never elsewhere


      Seemed charm to be.

    


    II


    
      Always eyes east


      Ponders she now—


      As in devotion—


      Hills of blank brow


      Where no waves plough.


      Never the least


      Room for emotion


      Drawn from the ocean


      Does she allow.

    


    ♣


    The Duel


    
      “I am here to time, you see;


      The glade is well-screened—eh?—against alarm;


      Fit place to vindicate by my arm


      The honour of my spotless wife,


      Who scorns your libel upon her life


      In boasting intimacy!

    


    
      “‘All hush-offerings you’ll spurn,


      My husband. Two must come; one only go,’


      She said. ‘That he’ll be you I know;


      To faith like ours Heaven will be just,


      And I shall abide in fullest trust


      Your speedy glad return.’”

    


    
      “Good. Here am also I;


      And we’ll proceed without more waste of words


      To warm your cockpit. Of the swords


      Take you your choice. I shall thereby


      Feel that on me no blame can lie,


      Whatever Fate accords.”

    


    
      So stripped they there, and fought,


      And the swords clicked and scraped, and the onsets sped;


      Till the husband fell; and his shirt was red


      With streams from his heart’s hot cistern. Nought


      Could save him now; and the other, wrought


      Maybe to pity, said:

    


    
      “Why did you urge on this?


      Your wife assured you; and ’t had better been


      That you had let things pass, serene


      In confidence of long-tried bliss,


      Holding there could be nought amiss


      In what my words might mean.”

    


    
      Then, seeing nor ruth nor rage


      Could move his foeman more—now Death’s deaf thrall—


      He wiped his steel, and, with a call


      Like turtledove to dove, swift broke


      Into the copse, where under an oak


      His horse cropt, held by a page.

    


    
      “All’s over, Sweet,” he cried


      To the wife, thus guised: for the young page was she.


      “’Tis as we hoped and said ’t would be.


      He never guessed…. We mount and ride


      To where our love can reign uneyed.


      He’s clay, and we are free.”

    


    ♣


    At Mayfair Lodgings


    
      How could I be aware,


      The opposite window eyeing


      As I lay listless there,


      That through its blinds was dying


      One I had rated rare


      Before I had set me sighing


      For another more fair?

    


    
      Had the house-front been glass,


      My vision unobscuring,


      Could aught have come to pass


      More happiness-insuring


      To her, loved as a lass


      When spouseless, all-alluring?


      I reckon not, alas!

    


    
      So, the square window stood,


      Steadily night-long shining


      In my close neighbourhood,


      Who looked forth undivining


      That soon would go for good


      One there in pain reclining,


      Unpardoned, unadieu’d.

    


    
      Silently screened from view


      Her tragedy was ending


      That need not have come due


      Had she been less unbending.


      How near, near were we two


      At that last vital rending,—


      And neither of us knew!

    


    ♣


    To my Father’s Violin


    
      Does he want you down there


      In the Nether Glooms where


      The hours may be a dragging load upon him,


      As he hears the axle grind


      Round and round


      Of the great world, in the blind


      Still profound


      Of the night-time? He might liven at the sound


      Of your string, revealing you had not forgone him.

    


    
      In the gallery west the nave,


      But a few yards from his grave,


      Did you, tucked beneath his chin, to his bowing


      Guide the homely harmony


      Of the quire


      Who for long years strenuously—


      Son and sire—


      Caught the strains that at his fingering low or higher


      From your four thin threads and eff-holes came outflowing.

    


    
      And, too, what merry tunes


      He would bow at nights or noons


      That chanced to find him bent to lute a measure,


      When he made you speak his heart


      As in dream,


      Without book or music-chart,


      On some theme


      Elusive as a jack-o’-lanthorn’s gleam,


      And the psalm of duty shelved for trill of pleasure.

    


    
      Well, you can not, alas,


      The barrier overpass


      That screens him in those Mournful Meads hereunder,


      Where no fiddling can be heard


      In the glades


      Of silentness, no bird


      Thrills the shades;


      Where no viol is touched for songs or serenades,


      No bowing wakes a congregation’s wonder.

    


    
      He must do without you now,


      Stir you no more anyhow


      To yearning concords taught you in your glory;


      While, your strings a tangled wreck,


      Once smart drawn,


      Ten worm-wounds in your neck,


      Purflings wan


      With dust-hoar, here alone I sadly con


      Your present dumbness, shape your olden story.

    


    1916.


    ♣


    The Statue of Liberty


    
      This statue of Liberty, busy man,


      Here erect in the city square,


      I have watched while your scrubbings, this early morning,


      Strangely wistful,


      And half tristful,


      Have turned her from foul to fair;

    


    
      With your bucket of water, and mop, and brush,


      Bringing her out of the grime


      That has smeared her during the smokes of winter


      With such glumness


      In her dumbness,


      And aged her before her time.

    


    
      You have washed her down with motherly care—


      Head, shoulders, arm, and foot,


      To the very hem of the robes that drape her—


      All expertly


      And alertly,


      Till a long stream, black with soot,

    


    
      Flows over the pavement to the road,


      And her shape looms pure as snow:


      I read you are hired by the City guardians—


      May be yearly,


      Or once merely—


      To treat the statues so?

    


    
      “Oh, I’m not hired by the Councilmen


      To cleanse the statues here.


      I do this one as a self-willed duty,


      Not as paid to,


      Or at all made to,


      But because the doing is dear.”

    


    
      Ah, then I hail you brother and friend!


      Liberty’s knight divine.


      What you have done would have been my doing,


      Yea, most verily,


      Well, and thoroughly,


      Had but your courage been mine!

    


    
      “Oh I care not for Liberty’s mould,


      Liberty charms not me;


      What’s Freedom but an idler’s vision,


      Vain, pernicious,


      Often vicious,


      Of things that cannot be!

    


    
      “Memory it is that brings me to this—


      Of a daughter—my one sweet own.


      She grew a famous carver’s model,


      One of the fairest


      And of the rarest:—


      She sat for the figure as shown.

    


    
      “But alas, she died in this distant place


      Before I was warned to betake


      Myself to her side! … And in love of my darling,


      In love of the fame of her,


      And the good name of her,


      I do this for her sake.”

    


    
      Answer I gave not. Of that form


      The carver was I at his side;


      His child, my model, held so saintly,


      Grand in feature,


      Gross in nature,


      In the dens of vice had died.

    


    ♣


    The Background and the Figure


    (Lover’s Ditty)


    
      I think of the slope where the rabbits fed,


      Of the periwinks’ rockwork lair,


      Of the fuchsias ringing their bells of red—


      And the something else seen there.

    


    
      Between the blooms where the sod basked bright,


      By the bobbing fuchsia trees,


      Was another and yet more eyesome sight—


      The sight that richened these.

    


    
      I shall seek those beauties in the spring,


      When the days are fit and fair,


      But only as foils to the one more thing


      That also will flower there!

    


    ♣


    The Change


    
      Out of the past there rises a week—


      Who shall read the years O!—


      Out of the past there rises a week


      Enringed with a purple zone.


      Out of the past there rises a week


      When thoughts were strung too thick to speak,


      And the magic of its lineaments remains with me alone.

    


    
      In that week there was heard a singing—


      Who shall spell the years, the years!—


      In that week there was heard a singing,


      And the white owl wondered why.


      In that week, yea, a voice was ringing,


      And forth from the casement were candles flinging


      Radiance that fell on the deodar and lit up the path thereby.

    


    
      Could that song have a mocking note?—


      Who shall unroll the years O!—


      Could that song have a mocking note


      To the white owl’s sense as it fell?


      Could that song have a mocking note


      As it trilled out warm from the singer’s throat,


      And who was the mocker and who the mocked when two felt all was well?

    


    
      In a tedious trampling crowd yet later—


      Who shall bare the years, the years!—


      In a tedious trampling crowd yet later,


      When silvery singings were dumb;


      In a crowd uncaring what time might fate her,


      Mid murks of night I stood to await her,


      And the twanging of iron wheels gave out the signal that she was come.

    


    
      She said with a travel-tired smile—


      Who shall lift the years O!—


      She said with a travel-tired smile,


      Half scared by scene so strange;


      She said, outworn by mile on mile,


      The blurred lamps wanning her face the while,


      “O Love, I am here; I am with you!” … Ah, that there should have come a change!

    


    
      O the doom by someone spoken—


      Who shall unseal the years, the years!—


      O the doom that gave no token,


      When nothing of bale saw we:


      O the doom by someone spoken,


      O the heart by someone broken,


      The heart whose sweet reverberances are all time leaves to me.

    


    Jan.-Feb. 1913.


    ♣


    Sitting on the Bridge


    (Echo of an old song)


    
      Sitting on the bridge


      Past the barracks, town and ridge,


      At once the spirit seized us


      To sing a song that pleased us—


      As “The Fifth” were much in rumour;


      It was “Whilst I’m in the humour,


      Take me, Paddy, will you now?”


      And a lancer soon drew nigh,


      And his Royal Irish eye


      Said, “Willing, faith, am I,


      O, to take you anyhow, dears,


      To take you anyhow.”

    


    
      But, lo!—dad walking by,


      Cried, “What, you lightheels! Fie!


      Is this the way you roam


      And mock the sunset gleam?”


      And he marched us straightway home,


      Though we said, “We are only, daddy,


      Singing, ‘Will you take me, Paddy?’”


      —Well, we never saw from then,


      If we sang there anywhen,


      The soldier dear again,


      Except at night in dream-time,


      Except at night in dream.

    


    
      Perhaps that soldier’s fighting


      In a land that’s far away,


      Or he may be idly plighting


      Some foreign hussy gay;


      Or perhaps his bones are whiting


      In the wind to their decay! …


      Ah!—does he mind him how


      The girls he saw that day


      On the bridge, were sitting singing


      At the time of curfew-ringing,


      “Take me, Paddy; will you now, dear?


      Paddy, will you now?”

    


    Grey’s Bridge.


    ♣


    The Young Churchwarden


    
      When he lit the candles there,


      And the light fell on his hand,


      And it trembled as he scanned


      Her and me, his vanquished air


      Hinted that his dream was done,


      And I saw he had begun


      To understand.

    


    
      When Love’s viol was unstrung,


      Sore I wished the hand that shook


      Had been mine that shared her book


      While that evening hymn was sung,


      His the victor’s, as he lit


      Candles where he had bidden us sit


      With vanquished look.

    


    
      Now her dust lies listless there,


      His afar from tending hand,


      What avails the victory scanned?


      Does he smile from upper air:


      “Ah, my friend, your dream is done;


      And ’tis you who have begun


      To understand!”

    


    ♣


    “I travel as a phantom now”


    
      I travel as a phantom now,


      For people do not wish to see


      In flesh and blood so bare a bough


      As Nature makes of me.

    


    
      And thus I visit bodiless


      Strange gloomy households often at odds,


      And wonder if Man’s consciousness


      Was a mistake of God’s.

    


    
      And next I meet you, and I pause,


      And think that if mistake it were,


      As some have said, O then it was


      One that I well can bear!

    


    1915.


    ♣


    Lines


    To a Movement in Mozart’s E-flat Symphony


    
      Show me again the time


      When in the Junetide’s prime


      We flew by meads and mountains northerly!—


      Yea, to such freshness, fairness, fulness, fineness, freeness,


      Love lures life on.

    


    
      Show me again the day


      When from the sandy bay


      We looked together upon the pestered sea!—


      Yea, to such surging, swaying, sighing, swelling, shrinking,


      Love lures life on.

    


    
      Show me again the hour


      When by the pinnacled tower


      We eyed each other and feared futurity!—


      Yea, to such bodings, broodings, beatings, blanchings, blessings,


      Love lures life on.

    


    
      Show me again just this:


      The moment of that kiss


      Away from the prancing folk, by the strawberry-tree!—


      Yea, to such rashness, ratheness, rareness, ripeness, richness,


      Love lures life on.

    


    Begun November 1898.


    ♣


    “In the Seventies”


    “Qui deridetur ab amico suo sicut ego.”—Job.


    
      In the seventies I was bearing in my breast,


      Penned tight,


      Certain starry thoughts that threw a magic light


      On the worktimes and the soundless hours of rest


      In the seventies; aye, I bore them in my breast


      Penned tight.

    


    
      In the seventies when my neighbours—even my friend—


      Saw me pass,


      Heads were shaken, and I heard the words, “Alas,


      For his onward years and name unless he mend!”


      In the seventies, when my neighbours and my friend


      Saw me pass.

    


    
      In the seventies those who met me did not know


      Of the vision


      That immuned me from the chillings of misprision


      And the damps that choked my goings to and fro


      In the seventies; yea, those nodders did not know


      Of the vision.

    


    
      In the seventies nought could darken or destroy it,


      Locked in me,


      Though as delicate as lamp-worm’s lucency;


      Neither mist nor murk could weaken or alloy it


      In the seventies!—could not darken or destroy it,


      Locked in me.

    


    ♣


    The Pedigree


    I


    
      I bent in the deep of night


      Over a pedigree the chronicler gave


      As mine; and as I bent there, half-unrobed,


      The uncurtained panes of my window-square let in the watery light


      Of the moon in its old age:


      And green-rheumed clouds were hurrying past where mute and cold it globed


      Like a drifting dolphin’s eye seen through a lapping wave.

    


    II


    
      So, scanning my sire-sown tree,


      And the hieroglyphs of this spouse tied to that,


      With offspring mapped below in lineage,


      Till the tangles troubled me,


      The branches seemed to twist into a seared and cynic face


      Which winked and tokened towards the window like a Mage


      Enchanting me to gaze again thereat.

    


    III


    
      It was a mirror now,


      And in it a long perspective I could trace


      Of my begetters, dwindling backward each past each


      All with the kindred look,


      Whose names had since been inked down in their place


      On the recorder’s book,


      Generation and generation of my mien, and build, and brow.

    


    IV


    
      And then did I divine


      That every heave and coil and move I made


      Within my brain, and in my mood and speech,


      Was in the glass portrayed


      As long forestalled by their so making it;


      The first of them, the primest fuglemen of my line,


      Being fogged in far antiqueness past surmise and reason’s reach.

    


    V


    
      Said I then, sunk in tone,


      “I am merest mimicker and counterfeit!—


      Though thinking, I am I,


      And what I do I do myself alone.”


      —The cynic twist of the page thereat unknit


      Back to its normal figure, having wrought its purport wry,


      The Mage’s mirror left the window-square,


      And the stained moon and drift retook their places there.

    


    1916.


    ♣


    This Heart


    A Woman’s Dream


    
      At midnight, in the room where he lay dead


      Whom in his life I had never clearly read,


      I thought if I could peer into that citadel


      His heart, I should at last know full and well

    


    
      What hereto had been known to him alone,


      Despite our long sit-out of years foreflown,


      “And if,” I said, “I do this for his memory’s sake,


      It would not wound him, even if he could wake.”

    


    
      So I bent over him. He seemed to smile


      With a calm confidence the whole long while


      That I, withdrawing his heart, held it and, bit by bit,


      Perused the unguessed things found written on it.

    


    
      It was inscribed like a terrestrial sphere


      With quaint vermiculations close and clear—


      His graving. Had I known, would I have risked the stroke


      Its reading brought, and my own heart nigh broke!

    


    
      Yes, there at last, eyes opened, did I see


      His whole sincere symmetric history;


      There were his truth, his simple singlemindedness,


      Strained, maybe, by time’s storms, but there no less.

    


    
      There were the daily deeds from sun to sun


      In blindness, but good faith, that he had done;


      There were regrets, at instances wherein he swerved


      (As he conceived) from cherishings I had deserved.

    


    
      There were old hours all figured down as bliss—


      Those spent with me—(how little had I thought this!)


      There those when, at my absence, whether he slept or waked,


      (Though I knew not ’twas so!) his spirit ached.

    


    
      There that when we were severed, how day dulled


      Till time joined us anew, was chronicled:


      And arguments and battlings in defence of me


      That heart recorded clearly and ruddily.

    


    
      I put it back, and left him as he lay


      While pierced the morning pink and then the gray


      Into each dreary room and corridor around,


      Where I shall wait, but his step will not sound.

    


    ♣


    Where They Lived


    
      Dishevelled leaves creep down


      Upon that bank to-day,


      Some green, some yellow, and some pale brown;


      The wet bents bob and sway;


      The once warm slippery turf is sodden


      Where we laughingly sat or lay.

    


    
      The summerhouse is gone,


      Leaving a weedy space;


      The bushes that veiled it once have grown


      Gaunt trees that interlace,


      Through whose lank limbs I see too clearly


      The nakedness of the place.

    


    
      And where were hills of blue,


      Blind drifts of vapour blow,


      And the names of former dwellers few,


      If any, people know,


      And instead of a voice that called, “Come in, Dears,”


      Time calls, “Pass below!”

    


    ♣


    The Occultation


    
      When the cloud shut down on the morning shine,


      And darkened the sun,


      I said, “So ended that joy of mine


      Years back begun.”

    


    
      But day continued its lustrous roll


      In upper air;


      And did my late irradiate soul


      Live on somewhere?

    


    ♣


    Life Laughs Onward


    
      Rambling I looked for an old abode


      Where, years back, one had lived I knew;


      Its site a dwelling duly showed,


      But it was new.

    


    
      I went where, not so long ago,


      The sod had riven two breasts asunder;


      Daisies throve gaily there, as though


      No grave were under.

    


    
      I walked along a terrace where


      Loud children gambolled in the sun;


      The figure that had once sat there


      Was missed by none.

    


    
      Life laughed and moved on unsubdued,


      I saw that Old succumbed to Young:


      ’Twas well. My too regretful mood


      Died on my tongue.

    


    ♣


    The Peace-Offering


    
      It was but a little thing,


      Yet I knew it meant to me


      Ease from what had given a sting


      To the very birdsinging


      Latterly.

    


    
      But I would not welcome it;


      And for all I then declined


      O the regrettings infinite


      When the night-processions flit


      Through the mind!

    


    ♣


    “Something tapped”


    
      Something tapped on the pane of my room


      When there was never a trace


      Of wind or rain, and I saw in the gloom


      My weary Belovéd’s face.

    


    
      “O I am tired of waiting,” she said,


      “Night, morn, noon, afternoon;


      So cold it is in my lonely bed,


      And I thought you would join me soon!”

    


    
      I rose and neared the window-glass,


      But vanished thence had she:


      Only a pallid moth, alas,


      Tapped at the pane for me.

    


    August 1913.


    ♣


    The Wound


    
      I climbed to the crest,


      And, fog-festooned,


      The sun lay west


      Like a crimson wound:

    


    
      Like that wound of mine


      Of which none knew,


      For I’d given no sign


      That it pierced me through.

    


    ♣


    A Merrymaking in Question


    
      “I will get a new string for my fiddle,


      And call to the neighbours to come,


      And partners shall dance down the middle


      Until the old pewter-wares hum:


      And we’ll sip the mead, cyder, and rum!”

    


    
      From the night came the oddest of answers:


      A hollow wind, like a bassoon,


      And headstones all ranged up as dancers,


      And cypresses droning a croon,


      And gurgoyles that mouthed to the tune.

    


    ♣


    “I said and sang her excellence”


    (Fickle Lover’s Song)


    
      I said and sang her excellence:


      They called it laud undue.


      (Have your way, my heart, O!)


      Yet what was homage far above


      The plain deserts of my olden Love


      Proved verity of my new.

    


    
      “She moves a sylph in picture-land,


      Where nothing frosts the air:”


      (Have your way, my heart, O!)


      “To all winged pipers overhead


      She is known by shape and song,” I said,


      Conscious of licence there.

    


    
      I sang of her in a dim old hall


      Dream-built too fancifully,


      (Have your way, my heart, O!)


      But lo, the ripe months chanced to lead


      My feet to such a hall indeed,


      Where stood the very She.

    


    
      Strange, startling, was it then to learn


      I had glanced down unborn time,


      (Have your way, my heart, O!)


      And prophesied, whereby I knew


      That which the years had planned to do


      In warranty of my rhyme.

    


    By Rushy-Pond.


    ♣


    A January Night


    (1879)


    
      The rain smites more and more,


      The east wind snarls and sneezes;


      Through the joints of the quivering door


      The water wheezes.

    


    
      The tip of each ivy-shoot


      Writhes on its neighbour’s face;


      There is some hid dread afoot


      That we cannot trace.

    


    
      Is it the spirit astray


      Of the man at the house below


      Whose coffin they took in to-day?


      We do not know.

    


    ♣


    A Kiss


    
      By a wall the stranger now calls his,


      Was born of old a particular kiss,


      Without forethought in its genesis;


      Which in a trice took wing on the air.


      And where that spot is nothing shows:


      There ivy calmly grows,


      And no one knows


      What a birth was there!

    


    
      That kiss is gone where none can tell—


      Not even those who felt its spell:


      It cannot have died; that know we well.


      Somewhere it pursues its flight,


      One of a long procession of sounds


      Travelling aethereal rounds


      Far from earth’s bounds


      In the infinite.

    


    ♣


    The Announcement


    
      They came, the brothers, and took two chairs


      In their usual quiet way;


      And for a time we did not think


      They had much to say.

    


    
      And they began and talked awhile


      Of ordinary things,


      Till spread that silence in the room


      A pent thought brings.

    


    
      And then they said: “The end has come.


      Yes: it has come at last.”


      And we looked down, and knew that day


      A spirit had passed.

    


    ♣


    The Oxen


    
      Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock.


      “Now they are all on their knees,”


      An elder said as we sat in a flock


      By the embers in hearthside ease.

    


    
      We pictured the meek mild creatures where


      They dwelt in their strawy pen,


      Nor did it occur to one of us there


      To doubt they were kneeling then.

    


    
      So fair a fancy few would weave


      In these years! Yet, I feel,


      If someone said on Christmas Eve,


      “Come; see the oxen kneel

    


    
      “In the lonely barton by yonder coomb


      Our childhood used to know,”


      I should go with him in the gloom,


      Hoping it might be so.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    The Tresses


    
      “When the air was damp


      It made my curls hang slack


      As they kissed my neck and back


      While I footed the salt-aired track


      I loved to tramp.

    


    
      “When it was dry


      They would roll up crisp and tight


      As I went on in the light


      Of the sun, which my own sprite


      Seemed to outvie.

    


    
      “Now I am old;


      And have not one gay curl


      As I had when a girl


      For dampness to unfurl


      Or sun uphold!”

    


    ♣


    The Photograph


    
      The flame crept up the portrait line by line


      As it lay on the coals in the silence of night’s profound,


      And over the arm’s incline,


      And along the marge of the silkwork superfine,


      And gnawed at the delicate bosom’s defenceless round.

    


    
      Then I vented a cry of hurt, and averted my eyes;


      The spectacle was one that I could not bear,


      To my deep and sad surprise;


      But, compelled to heed, I again looked furtivewise


      Till the flame had eaten her breasts, and mouth, and hair.

    


    
      “Thank God, she is out of it now!” I said at last,


      In a great relief of heart when the thing was done


      That had set my soul aghast,


      And nothing was left of the picture unsheathed from the past


      But the ashen ghost of the card it had figured on.

    


    
      She was a woman long hid amid packs of years,


      She might have been living or dead; she was lost to my sight,


      And the deed that had nigh drawn tears


      Was done in a casual clearance of life’s arrears;


      But I felt as if I had put her to death that night! …

    


    ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


    
      —Well; she knew nothing thereof did she survive,


      And suffered nothing if numbered among the dead;


      Yet—yet—if on earth alive


      Did she feel a smart, and with vague strange anguish strive?


      If in heaven, did she smile at me sadly and shake her head?

    


    ♣


    On a Heath


    
      I could hear a gown-skirt rustling


      Before I could see her shape,


      Rustling through the heather


      That wove the common’s drape,


      On that evening of dark weather


      When I hearkened, lips agape.

    


    
      And the town-shine in the distance


      Did but baffle here the sight,


      And then a voice flew forward:


      “Dear, is’t you? I fear the night!”


      And the herons flapped to norward


      In the firs upon my right.

    


    
      There was another looming


      Whose life we did not see;


      There was one stilly blooming


      Full nigh to where walked we;


      There was a shade entombing


      All that was bright of me.

    


    ♣


    An Anniversary


    
      It was at the very date to which we have come,


      In the month of the matching name,


      When, at a like minute, the sun had upswum,


      Its couch-time at night being the same.


      And the same path stretched here that people now follow,


      And the same stile crossed their way,


      And beyond the same green hillock and hollow


      The same horizon lay;


      And the same man pilgrims now hereby who pilgrimed here that day.

    


    
      Let so much be said of the date-day’s sameness;


      But the tree that neighbours the track,


      And stoops like a pedlar afflicted with lameness,


      Knew of no sogged wound or windcrack.


      And the stones of that wall were not enshrouded


      With mosses of many tones,


      And the garth up afar was not overcrowded


      With a multitude of white stones,


      And the man’s eyes then were not so sunk that you saw the socket-bones.

    


    Kingston-Maurward Ewelease.


    ♣


    “By the Runic Stone”


    (Two who became a story)


    
      By the Runic Stone


      They sat, where the grass sloped down,


      And chattered, he white-hatted, she in brown,


      Pink-faced, breeze-blown.

    


    
      Rapt there alone


      In the transport of talking so


      In such a place, there was nothing to let them know


      What hours had flown.

    


    
      And the die thrown


      By them heedlessly there, the dent


      It was to cut in their encompassment,


      Were, too, unknown.

    


    
      It might have strown


      Their zest with qualms to see,


      As in a glass, Time toss their history


      From zone to zone!

    


    ♣


    The Pink Frock


    
      “O my pretty pink frock,


      I sha’n’t be able to wear it!


      Why is he dying just now?


      I hardly can bear it!

    


    
      “He might have contrived to live on;


      But they say there’s no hope whatever:


      And must I shut myself up,


      And go out never?

    


    
      “O my pretty pink frock,


      Puff-sleeved and accordion-pleated!


      He might have passed in July,


      And not so cheated!”

    


    ♣


    Transformations


    
      Portion of this yew


      Is a man my grandsire knew,


      Bosomed here at its foot:


      This branch may be his wife,


      A ruddy human life


      Now turned to a green shoot.

    


    
      These grasses must be made


      Of her who often prayed,


      Last century, for repose;


      And the fair girl long ago


      Whom I often tried to know


      May be entering this rose.

    


    
      So, they are not underground,


      But as nerves and veins abound


      In the growths of upper air,


      And they feel the sun and rain,


      And the energy again


      That made them what they were!

    


    ♣


    In her Precincts


    
      Her house looked cold from the foggy lea,


      And the square of each window a dull black blur


      Where showed no stir:


      Yes, her gloom within at the lack of me


      Seemed matching mine at the lack of her.

    


    
      The black squares grew to be squares of light


      As the eveshade swathed the house and lawn,


      And viols gave tone;


      There was glee within. And I found that night


      The gloom of severance mine alone.

    


    Kingston-Maurward Park.


    ♣


    The Last Signal


    (Oct. 11, 1886)

    A Memory of William Barnes


    
      Silently I footed by an uphill road


      That led from my abode to a spot yew-boughed;


      Yellowly the sun sloped low down to westward,


      And dark was the east with cloud.

    


    
      Then, below the shadow of that livid sad east,


      Where the light was least, and a gate stood wide,


      Flashed back the fire of the sun that was facing it,


      Like a brief blaze on that side.

    


    
      Looking hard and harder I knew what it meant—


      The sudden shine sent from the livid east scene;


      It meant the west mirrored by the coffin of my friend there,


      Turning to the road from his green,

    


    
      To take his last journey forth—he who in his prime


      Trudged so many a time from that gate athwart the land!


      Thus a farewell to me he signalled on his grave-way,


      As with a wave of his hand.

    


    Winterborne-Came Path.


    ♣


    The House of Silence


    
      “That is a quiet place—


      That house in the trees with the shady lawn.”


      “—If, child, you knew what there goes on


      You would not call it a quiet place.


      Why, a phantom abides there, the last of its race,


      And a brain spins there till dawn.”

    


    
      “But I see nobody there,—


      Nobody moves about the green,


      Or wanders the heavy trees between.”


      “—Ah, that’s because you do not bear


      The visioning powers of souls who dare


      To pierce the material screen.

    


    
      “Morning, noon, and night,


      Mid those funereal shades that seem


      The uncanny scenery of a dream,


      Figures dance to a mind with sight,


      And music and laughter like floods of light


      Make all the precincts gleam.

    


    
      “It is a poet’s bower,


      Through which there pass, in fleet arrays,


      Long teams of all the years and days,


      Of joys and sorrows, of earth and heaven,


      That meet mankind in its ages seven,


      An aion in an hour.”

    


    ♣


    Great Things


    
      Sweet cyder is a great thing,


      A great thing to me,


      Spinning down to Weymouth town


      By Ridgway thirstily,


      And maid and mistress summoning


      Who tend the hostelry:


      O cyder is a great thing,


      A great thing to me!

    


    
      The dance it is a great thing,


      A great thing to me,


      With candles lit and partners fit


      For night-long revelry;


      And going home when day-dawning


      Peeps pale upon the lea:


      O dancing is a great thing,


      A great thing to me!

    


    
      Love is, yea, a great thing,


      A great thing to me,


      When, having drawn across the lawn


      In darkness silently,


      A figure flits like one a-wing


      Out from the nearest tree:


      O love is, yes, a great thing,


      Aye, greatest thing to me!

    


    
      Will these be always great things,


      Greatest things to me? …


      Let it befall that One will call,


      “Soul, I have need of thee”:


      What then? Joy-jaunts, impassioned flings


      Love, and its ecstasy,


      Will always have been great things,


      Greatest things to me!

    


    ♣


    The Chimes


    
      That morning when I trod the town


      The twitching chimes of long renown


      Played out to me


      The sweet Sicilian sailors’ tune,


      And I knew not if late or soon


      My day would be:

    


    
      A day of sunshine beryl-bright


      And windless; yea, think as I might,


      I could not say,


      Even to within years’ measure, when


      One would be at my side who then


      Was far away.

    


    
      When hard utilitarian times


      Had stilled the sweet Saint-Peter’s chimes


      I learnt to see


      That bale may spring where blisses are,


      And one desired might be afar


      Though near to me.

    


    ♣


    The Figure in the Scene


    
      It pleased her to step in front and sit


      Where the cragged slope was green,


      While I stood back that I might pencil it


      With her amid the scene;


      Till it gloomed and rained;


      But I kept on, despite the drifting wet


      That fell and stained


      My draught, leaving for curious quizzings yet


      The blots engrained.

    


    
      And thus I drew her there alone,


      Seated amid the gauze


      Of moisture, hooded, only her outline shown,


      With rainfall marked across.


      —Soon passed our stay;


      Yet her rainy form is the Genius still of the spot,


      Immutable, yea,


      Though the place now knows her no more, and has known her not


      Ever since that day.

    


    From an old note.


    ♣


    “Why did I sketch”


    
      Why did I sketch an upland green,


      And put the figure in


      Of one on the spot with me?—


      For now that one has ceased to be seen


      The picture waxes akin


      To a wordless irony.

    


    
      If you go drawing on down or cliff


      Let no soft curves intrude


      Of a woman’s silhouette,


      But show the escarpments stark and stiff


      As in utter solitude;


      So shall you half forget.

    


    
      Let me sooner pass from sight of the sky


      Than again on a thoughtless day


      Limn, laugh, and sing, and rhyme


      With a woman sitting near, whom I


      Paint in for love, and who may


      Be called hence in my time!

    


    From an old note.


    ♣


    Conjecture


    
      If there were in my kalendar


      No Emma, Florence, Mary,


      What would be my existence now—


      A hermit’s?—wanderer’s weary?—


      How should I live, and how


      Near would be death, or far?

    


    
      Could it have been that other eyes


      Might have uplit my highway?


      That fond, sad, retrospective sight


      Would catch from this dim byway


      Prized figures different quite


      From those that now arise?

    


    
      With how strange aspect would there creep


      The dawn, the night, the daytime,


      If memory were not what it is


      In song-time, toil, or pray-time.—


      O were it else than this,


      I’d pass to pulseless sleep!

    


    ♣


    The Blow


    
      That no man schemed it is my hope—


      Yea, that it fell by will and scope


      Of That Which some enthrone,


      And for whose meaning myriads grope.

    


    
      For I would not that of my kind


      There should, of his unbiassed mind,


      Have been one known


      Who such a stroke could have designed;

    


    
      Since it would augur works and ways


      Below the lowest that man assays


      To have hurled that stone


      Into the sunshine of our days!

    


    
      And if it prove that no man did,


      And that the Inscrutable, the Hid,


      Was cause alone


      Of this foul crash our lives amid,

    


    
      I’ll go in due time, and forget


      In some deep graveyard’s oubliette


      The thing whereof I groan,


      And cease from troubling; thankful yet

    


    
      Time’s finger should have stretched to show


      No aimful author’s was the blow


      That swept us prone,


      But the Immanent Doer’s That doth not know,

    


    
      Which in some age unguessed of us


      May lift Its blinding incubus,


      And see, and own:


      “It grieves me I did thus and thus!”

    


    ♣


    Love the Monopolist


    (Young Lover’s Reverie)


    
      The train draws forth from the station-yard,


      And with it carries me.


      I rise, and stretch out, and regard


      The platform left, and see


      An airy slim blue form there standing,


      And know that it is she.

    


    
      While with strained vision I watch on,


      The figure turns round quite


      To greet friends gaily; then is gone….


      The import may be slight,


      But why remained she not hard gazing


      Till I was out of sight?

    


    
      “O do not chat with others there,”


      I brood. “They are not I.


      O strain your thoughts as if they were


      Gold bands between us; eye


      All neighbour scenes as so much blankness


      Till I again am by!

    


    
      “A troubled soughing in the breeze


      And the sky overhead


      Let yourself feel; and shadeful trees,


      Ripe corn, and apples red,


      Read as things barren and distasteful


      While we are separated!

    


    
      “When I come back uncloak your gloom,


      And let in lovely day;


      Then the long dark as of the tomb


      Can well be thrust away


      With sweet things I shall have to practise,


      And you will have to say!”

    


    Begun 1871: finished——.


    ♣


    At Middle-Field Gate in February


    
      The bars are thick with drops that show


      As they gather themselves from the fog


      Like silver buttons ranged in a row,


      And as evenly spaced as if measured, although


      They fall at the feeblest jog.

    


    
      They load the leafless hedge hard by,


      And the blades of last year’s grass,


      While the fallow ploughland turned up nigh


      In raw rolls, clammy and clogging lie—


      Too clogging for feet to pass.

    


    
      How dry it was on a far-back day


      When straws hung the hedge and around,


      When amid the sheaves in amorous play


      In curtained bonnets and light array


      Bloomed a bevy now underground!

    


    Bockhampton Lane.


    ♣


    The Youth who Carried a Light


    
      I saw him pass as the new day dawned,


      Murmuring some musical phrase;


      Horses were drinking and floundering in the pond,


      And the tired stars thinned their gaze;


      Yet these were not the spectacles at all that he conned,


      But an inner one, giving out rays.

    


    
      Such was the thing in his eye, walking there,


      The very and visible thing,


      A close light, displacing the gray of the morning air,


      And the tokens that the dark was taking wing;


      And was it not the radiance of a purpose rare


      That might ripe to its accomplishing?

    


    
      What became of that light? I wonder still its fate!


      Was it quenched ere its full apogee?


      Did it struggle frail and frailer to a beam emaciate?


      Did it thrive till matured in verity?


      Or did it travel on, to be a new young dreamer’s freight,


      And thence on infinitely?

    


    1915.


    ♣


    The Head above the Fog


    
      Something do I see


      Above the fog that sheets the mead,


      A figure like to life indeed,


      Moving along with spectre-speed,


      Seen by none but me.

    


    
      O the vision keen!—


      Tripping along to me for love


      As in the flesh it used to move,


      Only its hat and plume above


      The evening fog-fleece seen.

    


    
      In the day-fall wan,


      When nighted birds break off their song,


      Mere ghostly head it skims along,


      Just as it did when warm and strong,


      Body seeming gone.

    


    
      Such it is I see


      Above the fog that sheets the mead—


      Yea, that which once could breathe and plead!—


      Skimming along with spectre-speed


      To a last tryst with me.

    


    ♣


    Overlooking the River Stour


    
      The swallows flew in the curves of an eight


      Above the river-gleam


      In the wet June’s last beam:


      Like little crossbows animate


      The swallows flew in the curves of an eight


      Above the river-gleam.

    


    
      Planing up shavings of crystal spray


      A moor-hen darted out


      From the bank thereabout,


      And through the stream-shine ripped his way;


      Planing up shavings of crystal spray


      A moor-hen darted out.

    


    
      Closed were the kingcups; and the mead


      Dripped in monotonous green,


      Though the day’s morning sheen


      Had shown it golden and honeybee’d;


      Closed were the kingcups; and the mead


      Dripped in monotonous green.

    


    
      And never I turned my head, alack,


      While these things met my gaze


      Through the pane’s drop-drenched glaze,


      To see the more behind my back….


      O never I turned, but let, alack,


      These less things hold my gaze!

    


    ♣


    The Musical Box


    
      Lifelong to be


      Seemed the fair colour of the time;


      That there was standing shadowed near


      A spirit who sang to the gentle chime


      Of the self-struck notes, I did not hear,


      I did not see.

    


    
      Thus did it sing


      To the mindless lyre that played indoors


      As she came to listen for me without:


      “O value what the nonce outpours—


      This best of life—that shines about


      Your welcoming!”

    


    
      I had slowed along


      After the torrid hours were done,


      Though still the posts and walls and road


      Flung back their sense of the hot-faced sun,


      And had walked by Stourside Mill, where broad


      Stream-lilies throng.

    


    
      And I descried


      The dusky house that stood apart,


      And her, white-muslined, waiting there


      In the porch with high-expectant heart,


      While still the thin mechanic air


      Went on inside.

    


    
      At whiles would flit


      Swart bats, whose wings, be-webbed and tanned,


      Whirred like the wheels of ancient clocks:


      She laughed a hailing as she scanned


      Me in the gloom, the tuneful box


      Intoning it.

    


    
      Lifelong to be


      I thought it. That there watched hard by


      A spirit who sang to the indoor tune,


      “O make the most of what is nigh!”


      I did not hear in my dull soul-swoon—


      I did not see.

    


    ♣


    On Sturminster Foot-Bridge (Onomatopoeic)


    
      Reticulations creep upon the slack stream’s face


      When the wind skims irritably past,


      The current clucks smartly into each hollow place


      That years of flood have scrabbled in the pier’s sodden base;


      The floating-lily leaves rot fast.

    


    
      On a roof stand the swallows ranged in wistful waiting rows,


      Till they arrow off and drop like stones


      Among the eyot-withies at whose foot the river flows;


      And beneath the roof is she who in the dark world shows


      As a lattice-gleam when midnight moans.

    


    ♣


    Royal Sponsors


    
      “The king and the queen will stand to the child;


      ’Twill be handed down in song;


      And it’s no more than their deserving,


      With my lord so faithful at Court so long,


      And so staunch and strong.

    


    
      “O never before was known such a thing!


      ’Twill be a grand time for all;


      And the beef will be a whole-roast bullock,


      And the servants will have a feast in the hall,


      And the ladies a ball.

    


    
      “While from Jordan’s stream by a traveller,


      In a flagon of silver wrought,


      And by caravan, stage-coach, wain, and waggon


      A precious trickle has been brought,


      Clear as when caught.”

    


    
      The morning came. To the park of the peer


      The royal couple bore;


      And the font was filled with the Jordan water,


      And the household awaited their guests before


      The carpeted door.

    


    
      But when they went to the silk-lined cot


      The child was found to have died.


      “What’s now to be done? We can disappoint not


      The king and queen!” the family cried


      With eyes spread wide.

    


    
      “Even now they approach the chestnut-drive!


      The service must be read.”


      “Well, since we can’t christen the child alive,


      By God we shall have to christen him dead!”


      The marquis said.

    


    
      Thus, breath-forsaken, a corpse was taken


      To the private chapel—yea—


      And the king knew not, nor the queen, God wot,


      That they answered for one returned to clay


      At the font that day.

    


    ♣


    Old Furniture


    
      I know not how it may be with others


      Who sit amid relics of householdry


      That date from the days of their mothers’ mothers,


      But well I know how it is with me


      Continually.

    


    
      I see the hands of the generations


      That owned each shiny familiar thing


      In play on its knobs and indentations,


      And with its ancient fashioning


      Still dallying:

    


    
      Hands behind hands, growing paler and paler,


      As in a mirror a candle-flame


      Shows images of itself, each frailer


      As it recedes, though the eye may frame


      Its shape the same.

    


    
      On the clock’s dull dial a foggy finger,


      Moving to set the minutes right


      With tentative touches that lift and linger


      In the wont of a moth on a summer night,


      Creeps to my sight.

    


    
      On this old viol, too, fingers are dancing—


      As whilom—just over the strings by the nut,


      The tip of a bow receding, advancing


      In airy quivers, as if it would cut


      The plaintive gut.

    


    
      And I see a face by that box for tinder,


      Glowing forth in fits from the dark,


      And fading again, as the linten cinder


      Kindles to red at the flinty spark,


      Or goes out stark.

    


    
      Well, well. It is best to be up and doing,


      The world has no use for one to-day


      Who eyes things thus—no aim pursuing!


      He should not continue in this stay,


      But sink away.

    


    ♣

  


  
    A Thought in Two Moods


    
      I saw it—pink and white—revealed


      Upon the white and green;


      The white and green was a daisied field,


      The pink and white Ethleen.

    


    
      And as I looked it seemed in kind


      That difference they had none;


      The two fair bodiments combined


      As varied miens of one.

    


    
      A sense that, in some mouldering year,


      As one they both would lie,


      Made me move quickly on to her


      To pass the pale thought by.

    


    
      She laughed and said: “Out there, to me,


      You looked so weather-browned,


      And brown in clothes, you seemed to be


      Made of the dusty ground!”

    


    ♣


    The Last Performance


    
      “I am playing my oldest tunes,” declared she,


      “All the old tunes I know,—


      Those I learnt ever so long ago.”


      —Why she should think just then she’d play them


      Silence cloaks like snow.

    


    
      When I returned from the town at nightfall


      Notes continued to pour


      As when I had left two hours before:


      “It’s the very last time,” she said in closing;


      “From now I play no more.”

    


    
      A few morns onward found her fading,


      And, as her life outflew,


      I thought of her playing her tunes right through;


      And I felt she had known of what was coming,


      And wondered how she knew.

    


    1912.


    ♣


    “You on the tower”


    I


    
      “You on the tower of my factory—


      What do you see up there?


      Do you see Enjoyment with wide wings


      Advancing to reach me here?”


      —“Yea; I see Enjoyment with wide wings


      Advancing to reach you here.”

    


    II


    
      “Good. Soon I’ll come and ask you


      To tell me again thereon….


      Well, what is he doing now? Hoi, there!”


      —“He still is flying on.”


      “Ah, waiting till I have full-finished.


      Good. Tell me again anon….

    


    III


    
      “Hoi, Watchman! I’m here. When comes he?


      Between my sweats I am chill.”


      —“Oh, you there, working still?


      Why, surely he reached you a time back,


      And took you miles from your mill?


      He duly came in his winging,


      And now he has passed out of view.


      How can it be that you missed him?


      He brushed you by as he flew.”

    


    ♣


    The Interloper


    
      There are three folk driving in a quaint old chaise,


      And the cliff-side track looks green and fair;


      I view them talking in quiet glee


      As they drop down towards the puffins’ lair


      By the roughest of ways;


      But another with the three rides on, I see,


      Whom I like not to be there!

    


    
      No: it’s not anybody you think of. Next


      A dwelling appears by a slow sweet stream


      Where two sit happy and half in the dark:


      They read, helped out by a frail-wick’d gleam,


      Some rhythmic text;


      But one sits with them whom they don’t mark,


      One I’m wishing could not be there.

    


    
      No: not whom you knew and name. And now


      I discern gay diners in a mansion-place,


      And the guests dropping wit—pert, prim, or choice,


      And the hostess’s tender and laughing face,


      And the host’s bland brow;


      But I cannot help hearing a hollow voice,


      And I’d fain not hear it there.

    


    
      No: it’s not from the stranger you met once. Ah,


      Yet a goodlier scene than that succeeds;


      People on a lawn—quite a crowd of them. Yes,


      And they chatter and ramble as fancy leads;


      And they say, “Hurrah!”


      To a blithe speech made; save one, mirthless,


      Who ought not to be there.

    


    
      Nay: it’s not the pale Form your imagings raise,


      That waits on us all at a destined time,


      It is not the Fourth Figure the Furnace showed;


      O that it were such a shape sublime


      In these latter days!


      It is that under which best lives corrode;


      Would, would it could not be there!

    


    ♣


    Logs on the Hearth


    A Memory of a Sister


    
      The fire advances along the log


      Of the tree we felled,


      Which bloomed and bore striped apples by the peck


      Till its last hour of bearing knelled.

    


    
      The fork that first my hand would reach


      And then my foot


      In climbings upward inch by inch, lies now


      Sawn, sapless, darkening with soot.

    


    
      Where the bark chars is where, one year,


      It was pruned, and bled—


      Then overgrew the wound. But now, at last,


      Its growings all have stagnated.

    


    
      My fellow-climber rises dim


      From her chilly grave—


      Just as she was, her foot near mine on the bending limb,


      Laughing, her young brown hand awave.

    


    December 1915.


    ♣


    The Sunshade


    
      Ah—it’s the skeleton of a lady’s sunshade,


      Here at my feet in the hard rock’s chink,


      Merely a naked sheaf of wires!—


      Twenty years have gone with their livers and diers


      Since it was silked in its white or pink.

    


    
      Noonshine riddles the ribs of the sunshade,


      No more a screen from the weakest ray;


      Nothing to tell us the hue of its dyes,


      Nothing but rusty bones as it lies


      In its coffin of stone, unseen till to-day.

    


    
      Where is the woman who carried that sunshade


      Up and down this seaside place?—


      Little thumb standing against its stem,


      Thoughts perhaps bent on a love-stratagem,


      Softening yet more the already soft face!

    


    
      Is the fair woman who carried that sunshade


      A skeleton just as her property is,


      Laid in the chink that none may scan?


      And does she regret—if regret dust can—


      The vain things thought when she flourished this?

    


    Swanage Cliffs.


    ♣


    The Ageing House


    
      When the walls were red


      That now are seen


      To be overspread


      With a mouldy green,


      A fresh fair head


      Would often lean


      From the sunny casement


      And scan the scene,


      While blithely spoke the wind to the little sycamore tree.

    


    
      But storms have raged


      Those walls about,


      And the head has aged


      That once looked out;


      And zest is suaged


      And trust grows doubt,


      And slow effacement


      Is rife throughout,


      While fiercely girds the wind at the long-limbed sycamore tree!

    


    ♣


    The Caged Goldfinch


    
      Within a churchyard, on a recent grave,


      I saw a little cage


      That jailed a goldfinch. All was silence save


      Its hops from stage to stage.

    


    
      There was inquiry in its wistful eye,


      And once it tried to sing;


      Of him or her who placed it there, and why,


      No one knew anything.

    


    ♣


    At Madame Tussaud’s in Victorian Years


    
      “That same first fiddler who leads the orchéstra to-night


      Here fiddled four decades of years ago;


      He bears the same babe-like smile of self-centred delight,


      Same trinket on watch-chain, same ring on the hand with the bow.

    


    
      “But his face, if regarded, is woefully wanner, and drier,


      And his once dark beard has grown straggling and gray;


      Yet a blissful existence he seems to have led with his lyre,


      In a trance of his own, where no wearing or tearing had sway.

    


    
      “Mid these wax figures, who nothing can do, it may seem


      That to do but a little thing counts a great deal;


      To be watched by kings, councillors, queens, may be flattering to him—


      With their glass eyes longing they too could wake notes that appeal.”

    


    ·  ·  ·  ·  ·  ·


    
      Ah, but he played staunchly—that fiddler—whoever he was,


      With the innocent heart and the soul-touching string:


      May he find the Fair Haven! For did he not smile with good cause?


      Yes; gamuts that graced forty years’-flight were not a small thing!

    


    ♣


    The Ballet


    
      They crush together—a rustling heap of flesh—


      Of more than flesh, a heap of souls; and then


      They part, enmesh,


      And crush together again,


      Like the pink petals of a too sanguine rose


      Frightened shut just when it blows.

    


    
      Though all alike in their tinsel livery,


      And indistinguishable at a sweeping glance,


      They muster, maybe,


      As lives wide in irrelevance;


      A world of her own has each one underneath,


      Detached as a sword from its sheath.

    


    
      Daughters, wives, mistresses; honest or false, sold, bought;


      Hearts of all sizes; gay, fond, gushing, or penned,


      Various in thought


      Of lover, rival, friend;


      Links in a one-pulsed chain, all showing one smile,


      Yet severed so many a mile!

    


    ♣


    The Five Students


    
      The sparrow dips in his wheel-rut bath,


      The sun grows passionate-eyed,


      And boils the dew to smoke by the paddock-path;


      As strenuously we stride,—


      Five of us; dark He, fair He, dark She, fair She, I,


      All beating by.

    


    
      The air is shaken, the high-road hot,


      Shadowless swoons the day,


      The greens are sobered and cattle at rest; but not


      We on our urgent way,—


      Four of us; fair She, dark She, fair He, I, are there,


      But one—elsewhere.

    


    
      Autumn moulds the hard fruit mellow,


      And forward still we press


      Through moors, briar-meshed plantations, clay-pits yellow,


      As in the spring hours—yes,


      Three of us: fair He, fair She, I, as heretofore,


      But—fallen one more.

    


    
      The leaf drops: earthworms draw it in


      At night-time noiselessly,


      The fingers of birch and beech are skeleton-thin,


      And yet on the beat are we,—


      Two of us; fair She, I. But no more left to go


      The track we know.

    


    
      Icicles tag the church-aisle leads,


      The flag-rope gibbers hoarse,


      The home-bound foot-folk wrap their snow-flaked heads,


      Yet I still stalk the course,—


      One of us…. Dark and fair He, dark and fair She, gone:


      The rest—anon.

    


    ♣


    The Wind’s Prophecy


    
      I travel on by barren farms,


      And gulls glint out like silver flecks


      Against a cloud that speaks of wrecks,


      And bellies down with black alarms.


      I say: “Thus from my lady’s arms


      I go; those arms I love the best!”


      The wind replies from dip and rise,


      “Nay; toward her arms thou journeyest.”

    


    
      A distant verge morosely gray


      Appears, while clots of flying foam


      Break from its muddy monochrome,


      And a light blinks up far away.


      I sigh: “My eyes now as all day


      Behold her ebon loops of hair!”


      Like bursting bonds the wind responds,


      “Nay, wait for tresses flashing fair!”

    


    
      From tides the lofty coastlines screen


      Come smitings like the slam of doors,


      Or hammerings on hollow floors,


      As the swell cleaves through caves unseen.


      Say I: “Though broad this wild terrene,


      Her city home is matched of none!”


      From the hoarse skies the wind replies:


      “Thou shouldst have said her sea-bord one.”

    


    
      The all-prevailing clouds exclude


      The one quick timorous transient star;


      The waves outside where breakers are


      Huzza like a mad multitude.


      “Where the sun ups it, mist-imbued,”


      I cry, “there reigns the star for me!”


      The wind outshrieks from points and peaks:


      “Here, westward, where it downs, mean ye!”

    


    
      Yonder the headland, vulturine,


      Snores like old Skrymer in his sleep,


      And every chasm and every steep


      Blackens as wakes each pharos-shine.


      “I roam, but one is safely mine,”


      I say. “God grant she stay my own!”


      Low laughs the wind as if it grinned:


      “Thy Love is one thou’st not yet known.”

    


    Rewritten from an old copy.


    ♣


    During Wind and Rain


    
      They sing their dearest songs—


      He, she, all of them—yea,


      Treble and tenor and bass,


      And one to play;


      With the candles mooning each face….


      Ah, no; the years O!


      How the sick leaves reel down in throngs!

    


    
      They clear the creeping moss—


      Elders and juniors—aye,


      Making the pathways neat


      And the garden gay;


      And they build a shady seat….


      Ah, no; the years, the years;


      See, the webbed white storm-birds wing across.

    


    
      They are blithely breakfasting all—


      Men and maidens—yea,


      Under the summer tree,


      With a glimpse of the bay,


      While pet fowl come to the knee….


      Ah, no; the years O!


      And the rotten rose is ript from the wall.

    


    
      They change to a high new house,


      He, she, all of them—aye,


      Clocks and carpets and chairs


      On the lawn all day,


      And brightest things that are theirs….


      Ah, no; the years, the years;


      Down their chiselled names the rain-drop ploughs.

    


    ♣


    He Prefers her Earthly


    
      This after-sunset is a sight for seeing,


      Cliff-heads of craggy cloud surrounding it.


      —And dwell you in that glory-show?


      You may; for there are strange strange things in being,


      Stranger than I know.

    


    
      Yet if that chasm of splendour claim your presence


      Which glows between the ash cloud and the dun,


      How changed must be your mortal mould!


      Changed to a firmament-riding earthless essence


      From what you were of old:

    


    
      All too unlike the fond and fragile creature


      Then known to me…. Well, shall I say it plain?


      I would not have you thus and there,


      But still would grieve on, missing you, still feature


      You as the one you were.

    


    ♣


    The Dolls


    
      “Whenever you dress me dolls, mammy,


      Why do you dress them so,


      And make them gallant soldiers,


      When never a one I know;


      And not as gentle ladies


      With frills and frocks and curls,


      As people dress the dollies


      Of other little girls?”

    


    
      Ah—why did she not answer:—


      “Because your mammy’s heed


      Is always gallant soldiers,


      As well may be, indeed.


      One of them was your daddy,


      His name I must not tell;


      He’s not the dad who lives here,


      But one I love too well.”

    


    ♣


    Molly Gone


    
      No more summer for Molly and me;


      There is snow on the tree,


      And the blackbirds plump large as the rooks are, almost,


      And the water is hard


      Where they used to dip bills at the dawn ere her figure was lost


      To these coasts, now my prison close-barred.

    


    
      No more planting by Molly and me


      Where the beds used to be


      Of sweet-william; no training the clambering rose


      By the framework of fir


      Now bowering the pathway, whereon it swings gaily and blows


      As if calling commendment from her.

    


    
      No more jauntings by Molly and me


      To the town by the sea,


      Or along over Whitesheet to Wynyard’s green Gap,


      Catching Montacute Crest


      To the right against Sedgmoor, and Corton-Hill’s far-distant cap,


      And Pilsdon and Lewsdon to west.

    


    
      No more singing by Molly to me


      In the evenings when she


      Was in mood and in voice, and the candles were lit,


      And past the porch-quoin


      The rays would spring out on the laurels; and dumble-dores hit


      On the pane, as if wishing to join.

    


    
      Where, then, is Molly, who’s no more with me?


      —As I stand on this lea,


      Thinking thus, there’s a many-flamed star in the air,


      That tosses a sign


      That her glance is regarding its face from her home, so that there


      Her eyes may have meetings with mine.

    


    ♣


    A Backward Spring


    
      The trees are afraid to put forth buds,


      And there is timidity in the grass;


      The plots lie gray where gouged by spuds,


      And whether next week will pass


      Free of sly sour winds is the fret of each bush


      Of barberry waiting to bloom.

    


    
      Yet the snowdrop’s face betrays no gloom,


      And the primrose pants in its heedless push,


      Though the myrtle asks if it’s worth the fight


      This year with frost and rime


      To venture one more time


      On delicate leaves and buttons of white


      From the selfsame bough as at last year’s prime,


      And never to ruminate on or remember


      What happened to it in mid-December.

    


    April 1917.


    ♣


    Looking Across


    I


    
      It is dark in the sky,


      And silence is where


      Our laughs rang high;


      And recall do I


      That One is out there.

    


    II


    
      The dawn is not nigh,


      And the trees are bare,


      And the waterways sigh


      That a year has drawn by,


      And Two are out there.

    


    III


    
      The wind drops to die


      Like the phantom of Care


      Too frail for a cry,


      And heart brings to eye


      That Three are out there.

    


    IV


    
      This Life runs dry


      That once ran rare


      And rosy in dye,


      And fleet the days fly,


      And Four are out there.

    


    V


    
      Tired, tired am I


      Of this earthly air,


      And my wraith asks: Why,


      Since these calmly lie,


      Are not Five out there?

    


    December 1915.


    ♣


    At a Seaside Town in 1869


    (Young Lover’s Reverie)


    
      I went and stood outside myself,


      Spelled the dark sky


      And ship-lights nigh,


      And grumbling winds that passed thereby.

    


    
      Then next inside myself I looked,


      And there, above


      All, shone my Love,


      That nothing matched the image of.

    


    
      Beyond myself again I ranged;


      And saw the free


      Life by the sea,


      And folk indifferent to me.

    


    
      O ’twas a charm to draw within


      Thereafter, where


      But she was; care


      For one thing only, her hid there!

    


    
      But so it chanced, without myself


      I had to look,


      And then I took


      More heed of what I had long forsook:

    


    
      The boats, the sands, the esplanade,


      The laughing crowd;


      Light-hearted, loud


      Greetings from some not ill-endowed;

    


    
      The evening sunlit cliffs, the talk,


      Hailings and halts,


      The keen sea-salts,


      The band, the Morgenblätter Waltz.

    


    
      Still, when at night I drew inside


      Forward she came,


      Sad, but the same


      As when I first had known her name.

    


    
      Then rose a time when, as by force,


      Outwardly wooed


      By contacts crude,


      Her image in abeyance stood….

    


    
      At last I said: This outside life


      Shall not endure;


      I’ll seek the pure


      Thought-world, and bask in her allure.

    


    
      Myself again I crept within,


      Scanned with keen care


      The temple where


      She’d shone, but could not find her there.

    


    
      I sought and sought. But O her soul


      Has not since thrown


      Upon my own


      One beam! Yea, she is gone, is gone.

    


    From an old note.


    ♣


    The Glimpse


    
      She sped through the door


      And, following in haste,


      And stirred to the core,


      I entered hot-faced;


      But I could not find her,


      No sign was behind her.


      “Where is she?” I said:


      —“Who?” they asked that sat there;


      “Not a soul’s come in sight.”


      —“A maid with red hair.”


      —“Ah.” They paled. “She is dead.


      People see her at night,


      But you are the first


      On whom she has burst


      In the keen common light.”

    


    
      It was ages ago,


      When I was quite strong:


      I have waited since,—O,


      I have waited so long!


      —Yea, I set me to own


      The house, where now lone


      I dwell in void rooms


      Booming hollow as tombs!


      But I never come near her,


      Though nightly I hear her.


      And my cheek has grown thin


      And my hair has grown gray


      With this waiting therein;


      But she still keeps away!

    


    ♣


    The Pedestrian


    An Incident of 1883


    
      “Sir, will you let me give you a ride?


      Nox venit, and the heath is wide.”


      —My phaeton-lantern shone on one


      Young, fair, even fresh,


      But burdened with flesh:


      A leathern satchel at his side,


      His breathings short, his coat undone.

    


    
      ’Twas as if his corpulent figure slopped


      With the shake of his walking when he stopped,


      And, though the night’s pinch grew acute,


      He wore but a thin


      Wind-thridded suit,


      Yet well-shaped shoes for walking in,


      Artistic beaver, cane gold-topped.

    


    
      “Alas, my friend,” he said with a smile,


      “I am daily bound to foot ten mile—


      Wet, dry, or dark—before I rest.


      Six months to live


      My doctors give


      Me as my prospect here, at best,


      Unless I vamp my sturdiest!”

    


    
      His voice was that of a man refined,


      A man, one well could feel, of mind,


      Quite winning in its musical ease;


      But in mould maligned


      By some disease;


      And I asked again. But he shook his head;


      Then, as if more were due, he said:—

    


    
      “A student was I—of Schopenhauer,


      Kant, Hegel,—and the fountained bower


      Of the Muses, too, knew my regard:


      But ah—I fear me


      The grave gapes near me! …


      Would I could this gross sheath discard,


      And rise an ethereal shape, unmarred!”

    


    
      How I remember him!—his short breath,


      His aspect, marked for early death,


      As he dropped into the night for ever;


      One caught in his prime


      Of high endeavour;


      From all philosophies soon to sever


      Through an unconscienced trick of Time!

    


    ♣


    “Who’s in the next room?”


    
      “Who’s in the next room?—who?


      I seemed to see


      Somebody in the dawning passing through,


      Unknown to me.”


      “Nay: you saw nought. He passed invisibly.”

    


    
      “Who’s in the next room?—who?


      I seem to hear


      Somebody muttering firm in a language new


      That chills the ear.”


      “No: you catch not his tongue who has entered there.”

    


    
      “Who’s in the next room?—who?


      I seem to feel


      His breath like a clammy draught, as if it drew


      From the Polar Wheel.”


      “No: none who breathes at all does the door conceal.”

    


    
      “Who’s in the next room?—who?


      A figure wan


      With a message to one in there of something due?


      Shall I know him anon?”


      “Yea he; and he brought such; and you’ll know him anon.”

    


    ♣


    At a Country Fair


    
      At a bygone Western country fair


      I saw a giant led by a dwarf


      With a red string like a long thin scarf;


      How much he was the stronger there


      The giant seemed unaware.

    


    
      And then I saw that the giant was blind,


      And the dwarf a shrewd-eyed little thing;


      The giant, mild, timid, obeyed the string


      As if he had no independent mind,


      Or will of any kind.

    


    
      Wherever the dwarf decided to go


      At his heels the other trotted meekly,


      (Perhaps—I know not—reproaching weakly)


      Like one Fate bade that it must be so,


      Whether he wished or no.

    


    
      Various sights in various climes


      I have seen, and more I may see yet,


      But that sight never shall I forget,


      And have thought it the sorriest of pantomimes,


      If once, a hundred times!

    


    ♣


    The Memorial Brass: 186–


    
      “Why do you weep there, O sweet lady,


      Why do you weep before that brass?—


      (I’m a mere student sketching the mediaeval)


      Is some late death lined there, alas?—


      Your father’s? … Well, all pay the debt that paid he!”

    


    
      “Young man, O must I tell!—My husband’s! And under


      His name I set mine, and my death!—


      Its date left vacant till my heirs should fill it,


      Stating me faithful till my last breath.”


      —“Madam, that you are a widow wakes my wonder!”

    


    
      “O wait! For last month I—remarried!


      And now I fear ’twas a deed amiss.


      We’ve just come home. And I am sick and saddened


      At what the new one will say to this;


      And will he think—think that I should have tarried?

    


    
      “I may add surely,—with no wish to harm him—


      That he’s a temper—yes, I fear!


      And when he comes to church next Sunday morning,


      And sees that written … O dear, O dear!”


      —“Madam, I swear your beauty will disarm him!”

    


    ♣


    Her Love-Birds


    
      When I looked up at my love-birds


      That Sunday afternoon,


      There was in their tiny tune


      A dying fetch like broken words,


      When I looked up at my love-birds


      That Sunday afternoon.

    


    
      When he, too, scanned the love-birds


      On entering there that day,


      ’Twas as if he had nought to say


      Of his long journey citywards,


      When he, too, scanned the love-birds,


      On entering there that day.

    


    
      And billed and billed the love-birds,


      As ’twere in fond despair


      At the stress of silence where


      Had once been tones in tenor thirds,


      And billed and billed the love-birds


      As ’twere in fond despair.

    


    
      O, his speech that chilled the love-birds,


      And smote like death on me,


      As I learnt what was to be,


      And knew my life was broke in sherds!


      O, his speech that chilled the love-birds,


      And smote like death on me!

    


    ♣


    Paying Calls


    
      I went by footpath and by stile


      Beyond where bustle ends,


      Strayed here a mile and there a mile,


      And called upon some friends.

    


    
      On certain ones I had not seen


      For years past did I call,


      And then on others who had been


      The oldest friends of all.

    


    
      It was the time of midsummer


      When they had used to roam;


      But now, though tempting was the air,


      I found them all at home.

    


    
      I spoke to one and other of them


      By mound and stone and tree


      Of things we had done ere days were dim,


      But they spoke not to me.

    


    ♣


    The Upper Birch-Leaves


    
      Warm yellowy-green


      In the blue serene,


      How they skip and sway


      On this autumn day!


      They cannot know


      What has happened below,—


      That their boughs down there


      Are already quite bare,


      That their own will be


      When a week has passed,—


      For they jig as in glee


      To this very last.

    


    
      But no; there lies


      At times in their tune


      A note that cries


      What at first I fear


      I did not hear:


      “O we remember


      At each wind’s hollo—


      Though life holds yet—


      We go hence soon,


      For ’tis November;


      —But that you follow


      You may forget!”

    


    ♣


    “It never looks like summer”


    
      “It never looks like summer here


      On Beeny by the sea.”


      But though she saw its look as drear,


      Summer it seemed to me.

    


    
      It never looks like summer now


      Whatever weather’s there;


      But ah, it cannot anyhow,


      On Beeny or elsewhere!

    


    Boscastle,

    March 8, 1913.


    ♣


    Everything Comes


    
      “The house is bleak and cold


      Built so new for me!


      All the winds upon the wold


      Search it through for me;


      No screening trees abound,


      And the curious eyes around


      Keep on view for me.”

    


    
      “My Love, I am planting trees


      As a screen for you


      Both from winds, and eyes that tease


      And peer in for you.


      Only wait till they have grown,


      No such bower will be known


      As I mean for you.”

    


    
      “Then I will bear it, Love,


      And will wait,” she said.


      —So, with years, there grew a grove.


      “Skill how great!” she said.


      “As you wished, Dear?”—“Yes, I see!


      But—I’m dying; and for me


      ’Tis too late,” she said.

    


    ♣


    The Man with a Past


    
      There was merry-making


      When the first dart fell


      As a heralding,—


      Till grinned the fully bared thing,


      And froze like a spell—


      Like a spell.

    


    
      Innocent was she,


      Innocent was I,


      Too simple we!


      Before us we did not see,


      Nearing, aught wry—


      Aught wry!

    


    
      I can tell it not now,


      It was long ago;


      And such things cow;


      But that is why and how


      Two lives were so—


      Were so.

    


    
      Yes, the years matured,


      And the blows were three


      That time ensured


      On her, which she dumbly endured;


      And one on me—


      One on me.

    


    ♣


    He Fears his Good Fortune


    
      There was a glorious time


      At an epoch of my prime;


      Mornings beryl-bespread,


      And evenings golden-red;


      Nothing gray:


      And in my heart I said,


      “However this chanced to be,


      It is too full for me,


      Too rare, too rapturous, rash,


      Its spell must close with a crash


      Some day!”

    


    
      The radiance went on


      Anon and yet anon,


      And sweetness fell around


      Like manna on the ground.


      “I’ve no claim,”


      Said I, “to be thus crowned:


      I am not worthy this:—


      Must it not go amiss?—


      Well … let the end foreseen


      Come duly!—I am serene.”


      —And it came.

    


    ♣


    He Wonders about Himself


    
      No use hoping, or feeling vext,


      Tugged by a force above or under


      Like some fantocine, much I wonder


      What I shall find me doing next!

    


    
      Shall I be rushing where bright eyes be?


      Shall I be suffering sorrows seven?


      Shall I be watching the stars of heaven,


      Thinking one of them looks like thee?

    


    
      Part is mine of the general Will,


      Cannot my share in the sum of sources


      Bend a digit the poise of forces,


      And a fair desire fulfil?

    


    Nov. 1893.


    ♣


    Jubilate


    
      “The very last time I ever was here,” he said,


      “I saw much less of the quick than I saw of the dead.”


      —He was a man I had met with somewhere before,


      But how or when I now could recall no more.

    


    
      “The hazy mazy moonlight at one in the morning


      Spread out as a sea across the frozen snow,


      Glazed to live sparkles like the great breast-plate adorning


      The priest of the Temple, with Urim and Thummim aglow.

    


    
      “The yew-tree arms, glued hard to the stiff stark air,


      Hung still in the village sky as theatre-scenes


      When I came by the churchyard wall, and halted there


      At a shut-in sound of fiddles and tambourines.

    


    
      “And as I stood hearkening, dulcimers, hautboys, and shawms,


      And violoncellos, and a three-stringed double-bass,


      Joined in, and were intermixed with a singing of psalms;


      And I looked over at the dead men’s dwelling-place.

    


    
      “Through the shine of the slippery snow I now could see,


      As it were through a crystal roof, a great company


      Of the dead minueting in stately step underground


      To the tune of the instruments I had before heard sound.

    


    
      “It was ‘Eden New,’ and dancing they sang in a chore,


      ‘We are out of it all!—yea, in Little-Ease cramped no more!’


      And their shrouded figures pacing with joy I could see


      As you see the stage from the gallery. And they had no heed of me.

    


    
      “And I lifted my head quite dazed from the churchyard wall


      And I doubted not that it warned I should soon have my call.


      But—” … Then in the ashes he emptied the dregs of his cup,


      And onward he went, and the darkness swallowed him up.

    


    ♣


    He Revisits his First School


    
      I should not have shown in the flesh,


      I ought to have gone as a ghost;


      It was awkward, unseemly almost,


      Standing solidly there as when fresh,


      Pink, tiny, crisp-curled,


      My pinions yet furled


      From the winds of the world.

    


    
      After waiting so many a year


      To wait longer, and go as a sprite


      From the tomb at the mid of some night


      Was the right, radiant way to appear;


      Not as one wanzing weak


      From life’s roar and reek,


      His rest still to seek:

    


    
      Yea, beglimpsed through the quaint quarried glass


      Of green moonlight, by me greener made,


      When they’d cry, perhaps, “There sits his shade


      In his olden haunt—just as he was


      When in Walkingame he


      Conned the grand Rule-of-Three


      With the bent of a bee.”

    


    
      But to show in the afternoon sun,


      With an aspect of hollow-eyed care,


      When none wished to see me come there,


      Was a garish thing, better undone.


      Yes; wrong was the way;


      But yet, let me say,


      I may right it—some day.

    


    ♣


    “I thought, my heart”


    
      I thought, my Heart, that you had healed


      Of those sore smartings of the past,


      And that the summers had oversealed


      All mark of them at last.


      But closely scanning in the night


      I saw them standing crimson-bright


      Just as she made them:


      Nothing could fade them;


      Yea, I can swear


      That there they were—


      They still were there!

    


    
      Then the Vision of her who cut them came,


      And looking over my shoulder said,


      “I am sure you deal me all the blame


      For those sharp smarts and red;


      But meet me, dearest, to-morrow night,


      In the churchyard at the moon’s half-height,


      And so strange a kiss


      Shall be mine, I wis,


      That you’ll cease to know


      If the wounds you show


      Be there or no!”

    


    ♣


    Fragment


    
      At last I entered a long dark gallery,


      Catacomb-lined; and ranged at the side


      Were the bodies of men from far and wide


      Who, motion past, were nevertheless not dead.

    


    
      “The sense of waiting here strikes strong;


      Everyone’s waiting, waiting, it seems to me;


      What are you waiting for so long?—


      What is to happen?” I said.

    


    
      “O we are waiting for one called God,” said they,


      “(Though by some the Will, or Force, or Laws;


      And, vaguely, by some, the Ultimate Cause;)


      Waiting for him to see us before we are clay.


      Yes; waiting, waiting, for God to know it.” …


      “To know what?” questioned I.


      “To know how things have been going on earth and below it:


      It is clear he must know some day.”


      I thereon asked them why.


      “Since he made us humble pioneers


      Of himself in consciousness of Life’s tears,


      It needs no mighty prophecy


      To tell that what he could mindlessly show


      His creatures, he himself will know.

    


    
      “By some still close-cowled mystery


      We have reached feeling faster than he,


      But he will overtake us anon,


      If the world goes on.”

    


    ♣


    Midnight on the Great Western


    
      In the third-class seat sat the journeying boy,


      And the roof-lamp’s oily flame


      Played down on his listless form and face,


      Bewrapt past knowing to what he was going,


      Or whence he came.

    


    
      In the band of his hat the journeying boy


      Had a ticket stuck; and a string


      Around his neck bore the key of his box,


      That twinkled gleams of the lamp’s sad beams


      Like a living thing.

    


    
      What past can be yours, O journeying boy


      Towards a world unknown,


      Who calmly, as if incurious quite


      On all at stake, can undertake


      This plunge alone?

    


    
      Knows your soul a sphere, O journeying boy,


      Our rude realms far above,


      Whence with spacious vision you mark and mete


      This region of sin that you find you in,


      But are not of?

    


    ♣


    Honeymoon Time at an Inn


    
      At the shiver of morning, a little before the false dawn,


      The moon was at the window-square,


      Deedily brooding in deformed decay—


      The curve hewn off her cheek as by an adze;


      At the shiver of morning a little before the false dawn


      So the moon looked in there.

    


    
      Her speechless eyeing reached across the chamber,


      Where lay two souls opprest,


      One a white lady sighing, “Why am I sad!”


      To him who sighed back, “Sad, my Love, am I!”


      And speechlessly the old moon conned the chamber,


      And these two reft of rest.

    


    
      While their large-pupilled vision swept the scene there,


      Nought seeming imminent,


      Something fell sheer, and crashed, and from the floor


      Lay glittering at the pair with a shattered gaze,


      While their large-pupilled vision swept the scene there,


      And the many-eyed thing outleant.

    


    
      With a start they saw that it was an old-time pier-glass


      Which had stood on the mantel near,


      Its silvering blemished,—yes, as if worn away


      By the eyes of the countless dead who had smirked at it.


      Ere these two ever knew that old-time pier-glass


      And its vague and vacant leer.

    


    
      As he looked, his bride like a moth skimmed forth, and kneeling


      Quick, with quivering sighs,


      Gathered the pieces under the moon’s sly ray,


      Unwitting as an automaton what she did;


      Till he entreated, hasting to where she was kneeling,


      “Let it stay where it lies!”

    


    
      “Long years of sorrow this means!” breathed the lady


      As they retired. “Alas!”


      And she lifted one pale hand across her eyes.


      “Don’t trouble, Love; it’s nothing,” the bridegroom said.


      “Long years of sorrow for us!” murmured the lady,


      “Or ever this evil pass!”

    


    
      And the Spirits Ironic laughed behind the wainscot,


      And the Spirits of Pity sighed.


      “It’s good,” said the Spirits Ironic, “to tickle their minds


      With a portent of their wedlock’s after-grinds.”


      And the Spirits of Pity sighed behind the wainscot,


      “It’s a portent we cannot abide!

    


    
      “More, what shall happen to prove the truth of the portent?”


      —“Oh; in brief, they will fade till old,


      And their loves grow numbed ere death, by the cark of care.”


      —“But nought see we that asks for portents there?—


      ’Tis the lot of all.”—“Well, no less true is a portent


      That it fits all mortal mould.”

    


    ♣


    The Robin


    
      When up aloft,


      I fly and fly,


      I see in pools


      The shining sky,


      And a happy bird


      Am I, am I!

    


    
      When I descend


      Towards their brink


      I stand, and look,


      And stoop, and drink,


      And bathe my wings,


      And chink and prink.

    


    
      When winter frost


      Makes earth as steel


      I search and search


      But find no meal,


      And most unhappy


      Then I feel.

    


    
      But when it lasts,


      And snows still fall,


      I get to feel


      No grief at all,


      For I turn to a cold stiff


      Feathery ball!

    


    ♣


    “I rose and went to Rou’tor Town”


    (She, alone)


    
      I rose and went to Rou’tor Town


      With gaiety and good heart,


      And ardour for the start,


      That morning ere the moon was down


      That lit me off to Rou’tor Town


      With gaiety and good heart.

    


    
      When sojourn soon at Rou’tor Town


      Wrote sorrows on my face,


      I strove that none should trace


      The pale and gray, once pink and brown,


      When sojourn soon at Rou’tor Town


      Wrote sorrows on my face.

    


    
      The evil wrought at Rou’tor Town


      On him I’d loved so true


      I cannot tell anew:


      But nought can quench, but nought can drown


      The evil wrought at Rou’tor Town


      On him I’d loved so true!

    


    ♣


    The Nettles


    
      This, then, is the grave of my son,


      Whose heart she won! And nettles grow


      Upon his mound; and she lives just below.

    


    
      How he upbraided me, and left,


      And our lives were cleft, because I said


      She was hard, unfeeling, caring but to wed.

    


    
      Well, to see this sight I have fared these miles,


      And her firelight smiles from her window there,


      Whom he left his mother to cherish with tender care!

    


    
      It is enough. I’ll turn and go;


      Yes, nettles grow where lone lies he,


      Who spurned me for seeing what he could not see.

    


    ♣


    In a Waiting-Room


    
      On a morning sick as the day of doom


      With the drizzling gray


      Of an English May,


      There were few in the railway waiting-room.


      About its walls were framed and varnished


      Pictures of liners, fly-blown, tarnished.


      The table bore a Testament


      For travellers’ reading, if suchwise bent.

    


    
      I read it on and on,


      And, thronging the Gospel of Saint John,


      Were figures—additions, multiplications—


      By some one scrawled, with sundry emendations;


      Not scoffingly designed,


      But with an absent mind,—


      Plainly a bagman’s counts of cost,


      What he had profited, what lost;


      And whilst I wondered if there could have been


      Any particle of a soul


      In that poor man at all,

    


    
      To cypher rates of wage


      Upon that printed page,


      There joined in the charmless scene


      And stood over me and the scribbled book


      (To lend the hour’s mean hue


      A smear of tragedy too)


      A soldier and wife, with haggard look


      Subdued to stone by strong endeavour;


      And then I heard


      From a casual word


      They were parting as they believed for ever.

    


    
      But next there came


      Like the eastern flame


      Of some high altar, children—a pair—


      Who laughed at the fly-blown pictures there.


      “Here are the lovely ships that we,


      Mother, are by and by going to see!


      When we get there it’s ’most sure to be fine,


      And the band will play, and the sun will shine!”

    


    
      It rained on the skylight with a din


      As we waited and still no train came in;


      But the words of the child in the squalid room


      Had spread a glory through the gloom.

    


    ♣


    The Clock-Winder


    
      It is dark as a cave,


      Or a vault in the nave


      When the iron door


      Is closed, and the floor


      Of the church relaid


      With trowel and spade.

    


    
      But the parish-clerk


      Cares not for the dark


      As he winds in the tower


      At a regular hour


      The rheumatic clock,


      Whose dilatory knock


      You can hear when praying


      At the day’s decaying,


      Or at any lone while


      From a pew in the aisle.

    


    
      Up, up from the ground


      Around and around


      In the turret stair


      He clambers, to where


      The wheelwork is,


      With its tick, click, whizz,


      Reposefully measuring


      Each day to its end


      That mortal men spend


      In sorrowing and pleasuring.


      Nightly thus does he climb


      To the trackway of Time.

    


    
      Him I followed one night


      To this place without light,


      And, ere I spoke, heard


      Him say, word by word,


      At the end of his winding,


      The darkness unminding:—

    


    
      “So I wipe out one more,


      My Dear, of the sore


      Sad days that still be,


      Like a drying Dead Sea,


      Between you and me!”

    


    
      Who she was no man knew:


      He had long borne him blind


      To all womankind;


      And was ever one who


      Kept his past out of view.

    


    ♣


    Old Excursions


    
      “What’s the good of going to Ridgeway,


      Cerne, or Sydling Mill,


      Or to Yell’ham Hill,


      Blithely bearing Casterbridge-way


      As we used to do?


      She will no more climb up there,


      Or be visible anywhere


      In those haunts we knew.”

    


    
      But to-night, while walking weary,


      Near me seemed her shade,


      Come as ’twere to upbraid


      This my mood in deeming dreary


      Scenes that used to please;


      And, if she did come to me,


      Still solicitous, there may be


      Good in going to these.

    


    
      So, I’ll care to roam to Ridgeway,


      Cerne, or Sydling Mill,


      Or to Yell’ham Hill,


      Blithely bearing Casterbridge-way


      As we used to do,


      Since her phasm may flit out there,


      And may greet me anywhere


      In those haunts we knew.

    


    April 1913.


    ♣


    The Masked Face


    
      I found me in a great surging space,


      At either end a door,


      And I said: “What is this giddying place


      With no firm-fixéd floor,


      That I knew not of before?”


      “It is Life,” said a mask-clad face.

    


    
      I asked: “But how do I come here,


      Who never wished to come;


      Can the light and air be made more clear,


      The floor more quietsome,


      And the doors set wide? They numb


      Fast-locked, and fill with fear.”

    


    
      The mask put on a bleak smile then,


      And said, “O vassal-wight,


      There once complained a goosequill pen


      To the scribe of the Infinite


      Of the words it had to write


      Because they were past its ken.”

    


    ♣


    In a Whispering Gallery


    
      That whisper takes the voice


      Of a Spirit, speaking to me,


      Close, but invisible,


      And throws me under a spell


      At the kindling vision it brings;


      And for a moment I rejoice,


      And believe in transcendent things


      That would mould from this muddy earth


      A spot for the splendid birth


      Of everlasting lives


      Whereto no night arrives;


      And from this gaunt gallery


      A tabernacle of worth


      On this drab-aired afternoon,


      When you can barely see


      Across its hazed lacune


      If opposite aught there be


      Of fleshed humanity


      Wherewith I may commune;


      Or if the voice so near


      Be a soul’s voice floating here.

    


    ♣


    The Something that Saved Him


    
      It was when


      Whirls of thick waters laved me


      Again and again,


      That something arose and saved me;


      Yea, it was then.

    


    
      In that day


      Unseeing the azure went I


      On my way,


      And to white winter bent I,


      Knowing no May.

    


    
      Reft of renown,


      Under the night clouds beating


      Up and down,


      In my wistfulness greeting


      Cit and clown.

    


    
      Long there had been


      Much of a murky colour


      In the scene,


      Dull prospects meeting duller;


      Nought between.

    


    
      Last, there loomed


      A closing-in blind alley,


      Though there boomed


      A feeble summons to rally


      Where it gloomed.

    


    
      The clock rang;


      The hour brought a hand to deliver;


      I upsprang,


      And looked back at den, ditch and river


      And sang.

    


    ♣


    The Enemy’s Portrait


    
      He saw the portrait of his enemy, offered


      At auction in a street he journeyed nigh,


      That enemy, now late dead, who in his lifetime


      Had injured deeply him the passer-by.


      “To get that picture, pleased be God, I’ll try,


      And utterly destroy it; and no more


      Shall be inflicted on man’s mortal eye


      A countenance so sinister and sore!”

    


    
      And so he bought the painting. Driving homeward,


      “The frame will come in useful,” he declared,


      “The rest is fuel.” On his arrival, weary,


      Asked what he bore with him, and how he fared,


      He said he had bid for a picture, though he cared


      For the frame only: on the morrow he


      Would burn the canvas, which could well be spared,


      Seeing that it portrayed his enemy.

    


    
      Next day some other duty found him busy;


      The foe was laid his face against the wall;


      But on the next he set himself to loosen


      The straining strips. And then a casual call


      Prevented his proceeding therewithal;


      And thus the picture waited, day by day,


      Its owner’s pleasure, like a wretched thrall,


      Until a month and more had slipped away.

    


    
      And then upon a morn he found it shifted,


      Hung in a corner by a servitor.


      “Why did you take on you to hang that picture?


      You know it was the frame I bought it for.”


      “It stood in the way of every visitor,


      And I just hitched it there.”—“Well, it must go:


      I don’t commemorate men whom I abhor.


      Remind me ’tis to do. The frame I’ll stow.”

    


    
      But things become forgotten. In the shadow


      Of the dark corner hung it by its string,


      And there it stayed—once noticed by its owner,


      Who said, “Ah me—I must destroy that thing!”


      But when he died, there, none remembering,


      It hung, till moved to prominence, as one sees;


      And comers pause and say, examining,


      “I thought they were the bitterest enemies?”

    


    ♣


    Imaginings


    
      She saw herself a lady


      With fifty frocks in wear,


      And rolling wheels, and rooms the best,


      And faithful maidens’ care,


      And open lawns and shady


      For weathers warm or drear.

    


    
      She found herself a striver,


      All liberal gifts debarred,


      With days of gloom, and movements stressed,


      And early visions marred,


      And got no man to wive her


      But one whose lot was hard.

    


    
      Yet in the moony night-time


      She steals to stile and lea


      During his heavy slumberous rest


      When homecome wearily,


      And dreams of some blest bright-time


      She knows can never be.

    


    ♣


    On the Doorstep


    
      The rain imprinted the step’s wet shine


      With target-circles that quivered and crossed


      As I was leaving this porch of mine;


      When from within there swelled and paused


      A song’s sweet note;


      And back I turned, and thought,


      “Here I’ll abide.”

    


    
      The step shines wet beneath the rain,


      Which prints its circles as heretofore;


      I watch them from the porch again,


      But no song-notes within the door


      Now call to me


      To shun the dripping lea;


      And forth I stride.

    


    Jan. 1914.


    ♣


    Signs and Tokens


    
      Said the red-cloaked crone


      In a whispered moan:

    


    
      “The dead man was limp


      When laid in his chest;


      Yea, limp; and why


      But to signify


      That the grave will crimp


      Ere next year’s sun


      Yet another one


      Of those in that house—


      It may be the best—


      For its endless drowse!”

    


    
      Said the brown-shawled dame


      To confirm the same:

    


    
      “And the slothful flies


      On the rotting fruit


      Have been seen to wear


      While crawling there


      Crape scarves, by eyes


      That were quick and acute;


      As did those that had pitched


      On the cows by the pails,


      And with flaps of their tails


      Were far away switched.”

    


    
      Said the third in plaid,


      Each word being weighed:

    


    
      “And trotting does


      In the park, in the lane,


      And just outside


      The shuttered pane,


      Have also been heard—


      Quick feet as light


      As the feet of a sprite—


      And the wise mind knows


      What things may betide


      When such has occurred.”

    


    
      Cried the black-craped fourth,


      Cold faced as the north:

    


    
      “O, though giving such


      Some head-room, I smile


      At your falterings


      When noting those things


      Round your domicile!


      For what, what can touch


      One whom, riven of all


      That makes life gay,


      No hints can appal


      Of more takings away!”

    


    ♣


    Paths of Former Time


    
      No; no;


      It must not be so:


      They are the ways we do not go.

    


    
      Still chew


      The kine, and moo


      In the meadows we used to wander through;

    


    
      Still purl


      The rivulets and curl


      Towards the weirs with a musical swirl;

    


    
      Haymakers


      As in former years


      Rake rolls into heaps that the pitchfork rears;

    


    
      Wheels crack


      On the turfy track


      The waggon pursues with its toppling pack.

    


    
      “Why then shun—


      Since summer’s not done—


      All this because of the lack of one?”

    


    
      Had you been


      Sharer of that scene


      You would not ask while it bites in keen

    


    
      Why it is so


      We can no more go


      By the summer paths we used to know!

    


    1913.


    ♣


    The Clock of the Years


    “A spirit passed before my face; the hair of my flesh stood up.”


    
      And the Spirit said,


      “I can make the clock of the years go backward,


      But am loth to stop it where you will.”


      And I cried, “Agreed


      To that. Proceed:


      It’s better than dead!”

    


    
      He answered, “Peace”;


      And called her up—as last before me;


      Then younger, younger she freshed, to the year


      I first had known


      Her woman-grown,


      And I cried, “Cease!—

    


    
      “Thus far is good—


      It is enough—let her stay thus always!”


      But alas for me. He shook his head:


      No stop was there;


      And she waned child-fair,


      And to babyhood.

    


    
      Still less in mien


      To my great sorrow became she slowly,


      And smalled till she was nought at all


      In his checkless griff;


      And it was as if


      She had never been.

    


    
      “Better,” I plained,


      “She were dead as before! The memory of her


      Had lived in me; but it cannot now!”


      And coldly his voice:


      “It was your choice


      To mar the ordained.”

    


    1916.


    ♣


    At the Piano


    
      A woman was playing,


      A man looking on;


      And the mould of her face,


      And her neck, and her hair,


      Which the rays fell upon


      Of the two candles there,


      Sent him mentally straying


      In some fancy-place


      Where pain had no trace.

    


    
      A cowled Apparition


      Came pushing between;


      And her notes seemed to sigh,


      And the lights to burn pale,


      As a spell numbed the scene.


      But the maid saw no bale,


      And the man no monition;


      And Time laughed awry,


      And the Phantom hid nigh.

    


    ♣


    The Shadow on the Stone


    
      I went by the Druid stone


      That broods in the garden white and lone,


      And I stopped and looked at the shifting shadows


      That at some moments there are thrown


      From the tree hard by with a rhythmic swing,


      And they shaped in my imagining


      To the shade that a well-known head and shoulders


      Threw there when she was gardening.

    


    
      I thought her behind my back,


      Yea, her I long had learned to lack,


      And I said: “I am sure you are standing behind me,


      Though how do you get into this old track?”


      And there was no sound but the fall of a leaf


      As a sad response; and to keep down grief


      I would not turn my head to discover


      That there was nothing in my belief.

    


    
      Yet I wanted to look and see


      That nobody stood at the back of me;


      But I thought once more: “Nay, I’ll not unvision


      A shape which, somehow, there may be.”


      So I went on softly from the glade,


      And left her behind me throwing her shade,


      As she were indeed an apparition—


      My head unturned lest my dream should fade.

    


    Begun 1913: finished 1916.


    ♣


    In the Garden


    (M. H.)


    
      We waited for the sun


      To break its cloudy prison


      (For day was not yet done,


      And night still unbegun)


      Leaning by the dial.

    


    
      After many a trial—


      We all silent there—


      It burst as new-arisen,


      Shading its finger where


      Time travelled at that minute.

    


    
      Little saw we in it,


      But this much I know,


      Of lookers on that shade,


      Her towards whom it made


      Soonest had to go.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    The Tree and the Lady


    
      I have done all I could


      For that lady I knew! Through the heats I have shaded her,


      Drawn to her songsters when summer has jaded her,


      Home from the heath or the wood.

    


    
      At the mirth-time of May,


      When my shadow first lured her, I’d donned my new bravery


      Of greenth: ’twas my all. Now I shiver in slavery,


      Icicles grieving me gray.

    


    
      Plumed to every twig’s end


      I could tempt her chair under me. Much did I treasure her


      During those days she had nothing to pleasure her;


      Mutely she used me as friend.

    


    
      I’m a skeleton now,


      And she’s gone, craving warmth. The rime sticks like a skin to me;


      Through me Arcturus peers; Nor’lights shoot into me;


      Gone is she, scorning my bough!

    


    ♣


    An Upbraiding


    
      Now I am dead you sing to me


      The songs we used to know,


      But while I lived you had no wish


      Or care for doing so.

    


    
      Now I am dead you come to me


      In the moonlight, comfortless;


      Ah, what would I have given alive


      To win such tenderness!

    


    
      When you are dead, and stand to me


      Not differenced, as now,


      But like again, will you be cold


      As when we lived, or how?

    


    ♣


    The Young Glass-Stainer


    
      “These Gothic windows, how they wear me out


      With cusp and foil, and nothing straight or square,


      Crude colours, leaden borders roundabout,


      And fitting in Peter here, and Matthew there!

    


    
      “What a vocation! Here do I draw now


      The abnormal, loving the Hellenic norm;


      Martha I paint, and dream of Hera’s brow,


      Mary, and think of Aphrodite’s form.”

    


    Nov. 1893.


    ♣


    Looking at a Picture on an Anniversary


    
      But don’t you know it, my dear,


      Don’t you know it,


      That this day of the year


      (What rainbow-rays embow it!)


      We met, strangers confessed,


      But parted—blest?

    


    
      Though at this query, my dear,


      There in your frame


      Unmoved you still appear,


      You must be thinking the same


      But keep that look demure


      Just to allure.

    


    
      And now at length a trace


      I surely vision


      Upon that wistful face


      Of old-time recognition,


      Smiling forth, “Yes, as you say


      It is the day.”

    


    
      For this one phase of you


      Now left on earth


      This great date must endue


      With pulsings of rebirth!—


      I see them vitalize


      Those two deep eyes!

    


    
      But if this face I con


      Does not declare


      Consciousness living on


      Still in it, little I care


      To live myself, my dear,


      Lone-labouring here!

    


    Spring 1913.


    ♣


    The Choirmaster’s Burial


    
      He often would ask us


      That, when he died,


      After playing so many


      To their last rest,


      If out of us any


      Should here abide,


      And it would not task us,


      We would with our lutes


      Play over him


      By his grave-brim


      The psalm he liked best—


      The one whose sense suits


      “Mount Ephraim”—


      And perhaps we should seem


      To him, in Death’s dream,


      Like the seraphim.

    


    
      As soon as I knew


      That his spirit was gone


      I thought this his due,


      And spoke thereupon.


      “I think,” said the vicar,


      “A read service quicker


      Than viols out-of-doors


      In these frosts and hoars.


      That old-fashioned way


      Requires a fine day,


      And it seems to me


      It had better not be.”

    


    
      Hence, that afternoon,


      Though never knew he


      That his wish could not be,


      To get through it faster


      They buried the master


      Without any tune.

    


    
      But ’twas said that, when


      At the dead of next night


      The vicar looked out,


      There struck on his ken


      Thronged roundabout,


      Where the frost was graying


      The headstoned grass,


      A band all in white


      Like the saints in church-glass,


      Singing and playing


      The ancient stave


      By the choirmaster’s grave.

    


    
      Such the tenor man told


      When he had grown old.

    


    ♣


    The Man who Forgot


    
      At a lonely cross where bye-roads met


      I sat upon a gate;


      I saw the sun decline and set,


      And still was fain to wait.

    


    
      A trotting boy passed up the way


      And roused me from my thought;


      I called to him, and showed where lay


      A spot I shyly sought.

    


    
      “A summer-house fair stands hidden where


      You see the moonlight thrown;


      Go, tell me if within it there


      A lady sits alone.”

    


    
      He half demurred, but took the track,


      And silence held the scene;


      I saw his figure rambling back;


      I asked him if he had been.

    


    
      “I went just where you said, but found


      No summer-house was there:


      Beyond the slope ’tis all bare ground;


      Nothing stands anywhere.

    


    
      “A man asked what my brains were worth;


      The house, he said, grew rotten,


      And was pulled down before my birth,


      And is almost forgotten!”

    


    
      My right mind woke, and I stood dumb;


      Forty years’ frost and flower


      Had fleeted since I’d used to come


      To meet her in that bower.

    


    ♣


    While Drawing in a Churchyard


    
      “It is sad that so many of worth,


      Still in the flesh,” soughed the yew,


      “Misjudge their lot whom kindly earth


      Secludes from view.

    


    
      “They ride their diurnal round


      Each day-span’s sum of hours


      In peerless ease, without jolt or bound


      Or ache like ours.

    


    
      “If the living could but hear


      What is heard by my roots as they creep


      Round the restful flock, and the things said there,


      No one would weep.”

    


    
      “‘Now set among the wise,’


      They say: ‘Enlarged in scope,


      That no god trumpet us to rise


      We truly hope.’”

    


    
      I listened to his strange tale


      In the mood that stillness brings,


      And I grew to accept as the day wore pale


      That show of things.

    


    ♣


    “For Life I had never cared greatly”


    
      For Life I had never cared greatly,


      As worth a man’s while;


      Peradventures unsought,


      Peradventures that finished in nought,


      Had kept me from youth and through manhood till lately


      Unwon by its style.

    


    
      In earliest years—why I know not—


      I viewed it askance;


      Conditions of doubt,


      Conditions that leaked slowly out,


      May haply have bent me to stand and to show not


      Much zest for its dance.

    


    
      With symphonies soft and sweet colour


      It courted me then,


      Till evasions seemed wrong,


      Till evasions gave in to its song,


      And I warmed, until living aloofly loomed duller


      Than life among men.

    


    
      Anew I found nought to set eyes on,


      When, lifting its hand,


      It uncloaked a star,


      Uncloaked it from fog-damps afar,


      And showed its beams burning from pole to horizon


      As bright as a brand.

    


    
      And so, the rough highway forgetting,


      I pace hill and dale


      Regarding the sky,


      Regarding the vision on high,


      And thus re-illumed have no humour for letting


      My pilgrimage fail.

    


    ♣


    Poems of War and Patriotism


    “Men who march away” (Song of the Soldiers)


    
      What of the faith and fire within us


      Men who march away


      Ere the barn-cocks say


      Night is growing gray,


      Leaving all that here can win us;


      What of the faith and fire within us


      Men who march away?

    


    
      Is it a purblind prank, O think you,


      Friend with the musing eye,


      Who watch us stepping by


      With doubt and dolorous sigh?


      Can much pondering so hoodwink you!


      Is it a purblind prank, O think you,


      Friend with the musing eye?

    


    
      Nay. We well see what we are doing,


      Though some may not see—


      Dalliers as they be—


      England’s need are we;


      Her distress would leave us rueing:


      Nay. We well see what we are doing,


      Though some may not see!

    


    
      In our heart of hearts believing


      Victory crowns the just,


      And that braggarts must


      Surely bite the dust,


      Press we to the field ungrieving,


      In our heart of hearts believing


      Victory crowns the just.

    


    
      Hence the faith and fire within us


      Men who march away


      Ere the barn-cocks say


      Night is growing gray,


      Leaving all that here can win us;


      Hence the faith and fire within us


      Men who march away.

    


    September 5, 1914.


    ♣


    His Country


    [He travels southward, and looks around;]


    
      I journeyed from my native spot


      Across the south sea shine,


      And found that people in hall and cot


      Laboured and suffered each his lot


      Even as I did mine.

    


    [and cannot discover the boundary]


    
      Thus noting them in meads and marts


      It did not seem to me


      That my dear country with its hearts,


      Minds, yearnings, worse and better parts,


      Had ended with the sea.

    


    [of his native country;]


    
      I further and further went anon,


      As such I still surveyed,


      And further yet—yea, on and on,


      And all the men I looked upon


      Had heart-strings fellow-made.

    


    [or where his duties to his fellow-creatures end;]


    
      I traced the whole terrestrial round,


      Homing the other side;


      Then said I, “What is there to bound


      My denizenship? It seems I have found


      Its scope to be world-wide.”

    


    [nor who are his enemies.]


    
      I asked me: “Whom have I to fight,


      And whom have I to dare,


      And whom to weaken, crush, and blight?


      My country seems to have kept in sight


      On my way everywhere.”

    


    1913.


    ♣


    England to Germany in 1914


    
      “O England, may God punish thee!”


      —Is it that Teuton genius flowers


      Only to breathe malignity


      Upon its friend of earlier hours?


      —We have eaten your bread, you have eaten ours,


      We have loved your burgs, your pines’ green moan,


      Fair Rhine-stream, and its storied towers;


      Your shining souls of deathless dowers


      Have won us as they were our own:

    


    
      We have nursed no dreams to shed your blood,


      We have matched your might not rancorously


      Save a flushed few whose blatant mood


      You heard and marked as well as we


      To tongue not in their country’s key;


      But yet you cry with face aflame,


      “O England, may God punish thee!”


      And foul in onward history,


      And present sight, your ancient name.

    


    Autumn 1914.


    ♣


    On the Belgian Expatriation


    
      I dreamt that people from the Land of Chimes


      Arrived one autumn morning with their bells,


      To hoist them on the towers and citadels


      Of my own country, that the musical rhymes

    


    
      Rung by them into space at meted times


      Amid the market’s daily stir and stress,


      And the night’s empty star-lit silentness,


      Might solace souls of this and kindred climes.

    


    
      Then I awoke; and lo, before me stood


      The visioned ones, but pale and full of fear;


      From Bruges they came, and Antwerp, and Ostend,

    


    
      No carillons in their train. Foes of mad mood


      Had shattered these to shards amid the gear


      Of ravaged roof, and smouldering gable-end.

    


    October 18, 1914.


    ♣


    An Appeal to America on behalf of the Belgian Destitute


    
      Seven millions stand


      Emaciate, in that ancient Delta-land:—


      We here, full-charged with our own maimed and dead,


      And coiled in throbbing conflicts slow and sore,


      Can poorly soothe these ails unmerited


      Of souls forlorn upon the facing shore!—


      Where naked, gaunt, in endless band on band


      Seven millions stand.

    


    
      No man can say


      To your great country that, with scant delay,


      You must, perforce, ease them in their loud need:


      We know that nearer first your duty lies;


      But—is it much to ask that you let plead


      Your lovingkindness with you—wooingwise—


      Albeit that aught you owe, and must repay,


      No man can say?

    


    December 1914.


    ♣


    The Pity of It


    
      I walked in loamy Wessex lanes, afar


      From rail-track and from highway, and I heard


      In field and farmstead many an ancient word


      Of local lineage like “Thu bist,” “Er war,”

    


    
      “Ich woll,” “Er sholl,” and by-talk similar,


      Nigh as they speak who in this month’s moon gird


      At England’s very loins, thereunto spurred


      By gangs whose glory threats and slaughters are.

    


    
      Then seemed a Heart crying: “Whosoever they be


      At root and bottom of this, who flung this flame


      Between kin folk kin tongued even as are we,

    


    
      “Sinister, ugly, lurid, be their fame;


      May their familiars grow to shun their name,


      And their breed perish everlastingly.”

    


    April 1915.


    ♣


    In Time of Wars and Tumults


    
      “Would that I’d not drawn breath here!” some one said,


      “To stalk upon this stage of evil deeds,


      Where purposelessly month by month proceeds


      A play so sorely shaped and blood-bespread.”

    


    
      Yet had his spark not quickened, but lain dead


      To the gross spectacles of this our day,


      And never put on the proffered cloak of clay,


      He had but known not things now manifested;

    


    
      Life would have swirled the same. Morns would have dawned


      On the uprooting by the night-gun’s stroke


      Of what the yester noonshine brought to flower;

    


    
      Brown martial brows in dying throes have wanned


      Despite his absence; hearts no fewer been broke


      By Empery’s insatiate lust of power.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    In Time of “The Breaking of Nations” (1)


    I


    
      Only a man harrowing clods


      In a slow silent walk


      With an old horse that stumbles and nods


      Half asleep as they stalk.

    


    II


    
      Only thin smoke without flame


      From the heaps of couch-grass;


      Yet this will go onward the same


      Though Dynasties pass.

    


    III


    
      Yonder a maid and her wight


      Come whispering by:


      War’s annals will cloud into night


      Ere their story die.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    Cry of the Homeless


    After the Prussian Invasion of Belgium


    
      “Instigator of the ruin—


      Whichsoever thou mayst be


      Of the masterful of Europe


      That contrived our misery—


      Hear the wormwood-worded greeting


      From each city, shore, and lea


      Of thy victims:


      “Conqueror, all hail to thee!”

    


    
      “Yea: ‘All hail!’ we grimly shout thee


      That wast author, fount, and head


      Of these wounds, whoever proven


      When our times are throughly read.


      ‘May thy loved be slighted, blighted,


      And forsaken,’ be it said


      By thy victims,


      ‘And thy children beg their bread!’

    


    
      “Nay: a richer malediction!—


      Rather let this thing befall


      In time’s hurling and unfurling


      On the night when comes thy call;


      That compassion dew thy pillow


      And bedrench thy senses all


      For thy victims,


      Till death dark thee with his pall.”

    


    August 1915.


    ♣


    Before Marching and After


    (In Memoriam F. W. G.)


    
      Orion swung southward aslant


      Where the starved Egdon pine-trees had thinned,


      The Pleiads aloft seemed to pant


      With the heather that twitched in the wind;


      But he looked on indifferent to sights such as these,


      Unswayed by love, friendship, home-joy or home-sorrow,


      And wondered to what he would march on the morrow.

    


    
      The crazed household-clock with its whirr


      Rang midnight within as he stood,


      He heard the low sighing of her


      Who had striven from his birth for his good;


      But he still only asked the spring starlight, the breeze,


      What great thing or small thing his history would borrow


      From that Game with Death he would play on the morrow.

    


    
      When the heath wore the robe of late summer,


      And the fuchsia-bells, hot in the sun,


      Hung red by the door, a quick comer


      Brought tidings that marching was done


      For him who had joined in that game overseas


      Where Death stood to win, though his name was to borrow


      A brightness therefrom not to fade on the morrow.

    


    September 1915.


    ♣


    “Often when warring”


    
      Often when warring for he wist not what,


      An enemy-soldier, passing by one weak,


      Has tendered water, wiped the burning cheek,


      And cooled the lips so black and clammed and hot;

    


    
      Then gone his way, and maybe quite forgot


      The deed of grace amid the roar and reek;


      Yet larger vision than loud arms bespeak


      He there has reached, although he has known it not.

    


    
      For natural mindsight, triumphing in the act


      Over the throes of artificial rage,


      Has thuswise muffled victory’s peal of pride,


      Rended to ribands policy’s specious page


      That deals but with evasion, code, and pact,


      And war’s apology wholly stultified.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    Then and Now


    
      When battles were fought


      With a chivalrous sense of Should and Ought,


      In spirit men said,


      “End we quick or dead,


      Honour is some reward!


      Let us fight fair—for our own best or worst;


      So, Gentlemen of the Guard,


      Fire first!”

    


    
      In the open they stood,


      Man to man in his knightlihood:


      They would not deign


      To profit by a stain


      On the honourable rules,


      Knowing that practise perfidy no man durst


      Who in the heroic schools


      Was nurst.

    


    
      But now, behold, what


      Is warfare wherein honour is not!


      Rama laments


      Its dead innocents:


      Herod breathes: “Sly slaughter


      Shall rule! Let us, by modes once called accurst,


      Overhead, under water,


      Stab first.”

    


    1915.


    ♣


    A Call to National Service


    
      Up and be doing, all who have a hand


      To lift, a back to bend. It must not be


      In times like these that vaguely linger we


      To air our vaunts and hopes; and leave our land

    


    
      Untended as a wild of weeds and sand.


      —Say, then, “I come!” and go, O women and men


      Of palace, ploughshare, easel, counter, pen;


      That scareless, scathless, England still may stand.

    


    
      Would years but let me stir as once I stirred


      At many a dawn to take the forward track,


      And with a stride plunged on to enterprize,

    


    
      I now would speed like yester wind that whirred


      Through yielding pines; and serve with never a slack,


      So loud for promptness all around outcries!

    


    March 1917.


    ♣


    The Dead and the Living One


    
      The dead woman lay in her first night’s grave,


      And twilight fell from the clouds’ concave,


      And those she had asked to forgive forgave.

    


    
      The woman passing came to a pause


      By the heaped white shapes of wreath and cross


      And looked upon where the other was.

    


    
      And as she mused there thus spoke she:


      “Never your countenance did I see,


      But you’ve been a good good friend to me!”

    


    
      Rose a plaintive voice from the sod below:


      “O woman whose accents I do not know,


      What is it that makes you approve me so?”

    


    
      “O dead one, ere my soldier went,


      I heard him saying, with warm intent,


      To his friend, when won by your blandishment:

    


    
      “‘I would change for that lass here and now!


      And if I return I may break my vow


      To my present Love, and contrive somehow

    


    
      “‘To call my own this new-found pearl,


      Whose eyes have the light, whose lips the curl,


      I always have looked for in a girl!’

    


    
      “—And this is why that by ceasing to be—


      Though never your countenance did I see—


      You prove you a good good friend to me;

    


    
      “And I pray each hour for your soul’s repose


      In gratitude for your joining those


      No lover will clasp when his campaigns close.”

    


    
      Away she turned, when arose to her eye


      A martial phantom of gory dye,


      That said, with a thin and far-off sigh:

    


    
      “O sweetheart, neither shall I clasp you,


      For the foe this day has pierced me through,


      And sent me to where she is. Adieu!—

    


    
      “And forget not when the night-wind’s whine


      Calls over this turf where her limbs recline,


      That it travels on to lament by mine,” mine.”

    


    
      There was a cry by the white-flowered mound,


      There was a laugh from underground,


      There was a deeper gloom around.

    


    1915.


    ♣


    A New Year’s Eve in War Time


    I


    
      Phantasmal fears,


      And the flap of the flame,


      And the throb of the clock,


      And a loosened slate,


      And the blind night’s drone,


      Which tiredly the spectral pines intone!

    


    II


    
      And the blood in my ears


      Strumming always the same,


      And the gable-cock


      With its fitful grate,


      And myself, alone.

    


    III


    
      The twelfth hour nears


      Hand-hid, as in shame;


      I undo the lock,


      And listen, and wait


      For the Young Unknown.

    


    IV


    
      In the dark there careers—


      As if Death astride came


      To numb all with his knock—


      A horse at mad rate


      Over rut and stone.

    


    V


    
      No figure appears,


      No call of my name,


      No sound but “Tic-toc”


      Without check. Past the gate


      It clatters—is gone.

    


    VI


    
      What rider it bears


      There is none to proclaim;


      And the Old Year has struck,


      And, scarce animate,


      The New makes moan.

    


    VII


    
      Maybe that “More Tears!—


      More Famine and Flame—


      More Severance and Shock!”


      Is the order from Fate


      That the Rider speeds on


      To pale Europe; and tiredly the pines intone.

    


    1915–1916.


    ♣


    “I met a man”


    
      I met a man when night was nigh,


      Who said, with shining face and eye


      Like Moses’ after Sinaï:—

    


    
      “I have seen the Moulder of Monarchies,


      Realms, peoples, plains and hills,


      Sitting upon the sunlit seas!—


      And, as He sat, soliloquies


      Fell from Him like an antiphonic breeze


      That pricks the waves to thrills.

    


    
      “Meseemed that of the maimed and dead


      Mown down upon the globe,—


      Their plenteous blooms of promise shed


      Ere fruiting-time—His words were said,


      Sitting against the western web of red


      Wrapt in His crimson robe.

    


    
      “And I could catch them now and then:


      —‘Why let these gambling clans


      Of human Cockers, pit liege men


      From mart and city, dale and glen,


      In death-mains, but to swell and swell again


      Their swollen All-Empery plans,

    


    
      “‘When a mere nod (if my malign


      Compeer but passive keep)


      Would mend that old mistake of mine


      I made with Saul, and ever consign


      All Lords of War whose sanctuaries enshrine


      Liberticide, to sleep?

    


    
      “‘With violence the lands are spread


      Even as in Israel’s day,


      And it repenteth me I bred


      Chartered armipotents lust-led


      To feuds…. Yea, grieves my heart, as then I said,


      To see their evil way!’

    


    
      —“The utterance grew, and flapped like flame,


      And further speech I feared;


      But no Celestial tongued acclaim,


      And no huzzas from earthlings came,


      And the heavens mutely masked as ’twere in shame


      Till daylight disappeared.”

    


    
      Thus ended he as night rode high—


      The man of shining face and eye,


      Like Moses’ after Sinaï.

    


    1916.


    ♣


    “I looked up from my writing”


    
      I looked up from my writing,


      And gave a start to see,


      As if rapt in my inditing,


      The moon’s full gaze on me.

    


    
      Her meditative misty head


      Was spectral in its air,


      And I involuntarily said,


      “What are you doing there?”

    


    
      “Oh, I’ve been scanning pond and hole


      And waterway hereabout


      For the body of one with a sunken soul


      Who has put his life-light out.

    


    
      “Did you hear his frenzied tattle?


      It was sorrow for his son


      Who is slain in brutish battle,


      Though he has injured none.

    


    
      “And now I am curious to look


      Into the blinkered mind


      Of one who wants to write a book


      In a world of such a kind.”

    


    
      Her temper overwrought me,


      And I edged to shun her view,


      For I felt assured she thought me


      One who should drown him too.

    


    ♣


    Finale


    The Coming of the End


    
      How it came to an end!


      The meeting afar from the crowd,


      And the love-looks and laughters unpenned,


      The parting when much was avowed,


      How it came to an end!

    


    
      It came to an end;


      Yes, the outgazing over the stream,


      With the sun on each serpentine bend,


      Or, later, the luring moon-gleam;


      It came to an end.

    


    
      It came to an end,


      The housebuilding, furnishing, planting,


      As if there were ages to spend


      In welcoming, feasting, and jaunting;


      It came to an end.

    


    
      It came to an end,


      That journey of one day a week:


      (“It always goes on,” said a friend,


      “Just the same in bright weathers or bleak;”)


      But it came to an end.

    


    
      “How will come to an end


      This orbit so smoothly begun,


      Unless some convulsion attend?”


      I often said. “What will be done


      When it comes to an end?”

    


    
      Well, it came to an end


      Quite silently—stopped without jerk;


      Better close no prevision could lend;


      Working out as One planned it should work


      Ere it came to an end.

    


    ♣


    Afterwards


    
      When the Present has latched its postern behind my tremulous stay,


      And the May month flaps its glad green leaves like wings,


      Delicate-filmed as new-spun silk, will the neighbours say,


      “He was a man who used to notice such things?”

    


    
      If it be in the dusk when, like an eyelid’s soundless blink,


      The dewfall-hawk comes crossing the shades to alight


      Upon the wind-warped upland thorn, a gazer may think,


      “To him this must have been a familiar sight.”

    


    
      If I pass during some nocturnal blackness, mothy and warm,


      When the hedgehog travels furtively over the lawn,


      One may say, “He strove that such innocent creatures should come to no harm,


      But he could do little for them; and now he is gone.”

    


    
      If, when hearing that I have been stilled at last, they stand at the door,


      Watching the full-starred heavens that winter sees,


      Will this thought rise on those who will meet my face no more,


      “He was one who had an eye for such mysteries?”

    


    
      And will any say when my bell of quittance is heard in the gloom,


      And a crossing breeze cuts a pause in its outrollings,


      Till they swell again, as they were a new bell’s boom,


      “He hears it not now, but used to notice such things”?

    


    the end


    ♣
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  Apology


  About half the verses that follow were written quite lately. The rest are older, having been held over in MS. when past volumes were published, on considering that these would contain a sufficient number of pages to offer readers at one time, more especially during the distractions of the war. The unusually far back poems to be found here are, however, but some that were overlooked in gathering previous collections. A freshness in them, now unattainable, seemed to make up for their inexperience and to justify their inclusion. A few are dated; the dates of others are not discoverable.


  The launching of a volume of this kind in neo-Georgian days by one who began writing in mid-Victorian, and has published nothing to speak of for some years, may seem to call for a few words of excuse or explanation. Whether or no, readers may feel assured that a new book is submitted to them with great hesitation at so belated a date. Insistent practical reasons, however, among which were requests from some illustrious men of letters who are in sympathy with my productions, the accident that several of the poems have already seen the light, and that dozens of them have been lying about for years, compelled the course adopted, in spite of the natural disinclination of a writer whose works have been so frequently regarded askance by a pragmatic section here and there, to draw attention to them once more.


  I do not know that it is necessary to say much on the contents of the book, even in deference to suggestions that will be mentioned presently. I believe that those readers who care for my poems at all—readers to whom no passport is required—will care for this new instalment of them, perhaps the last, as much as for any that have preceded them. Moreover, in the eyes of a less friendly class the pieces, though a very mixed collection indeed, contain, so far as I am able to see, little or nothing in technic or teaching that can be considered a Star-Chamber matter, or so much as agitating to a ladies’ school; even though, to use Wordsworth’s observation in his Preface to Lyrical Ballads, such readers may suppose “that by the act of writing in verse an author makes a formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association: that he not only thus apprises the reader that certain classes of ideas and expressions will be found in his book, but that others will be carefully excluded.”


  It is true, nevertheless, that some grave, positive, stark, delineations are interspersed among those of the passive, lighter, and traditional sort presumably nearer to stereotyped tastes. For—while I am quite aware that a thinker is not expected, and, indeed, is scarcely allowed, now more than heretofore, to state all that crosses his mind concerning existence in this universe, in his attempts to explain or excuse the presence of evil and the incongruity of penalizing the irresponsible—it must be obvious to open intelligences that, without denying the beauty and faithful service of certain venerable cults, such disallowance of “obstinate questionings” and “blank misgivings” tends to a paralysed intellectual stalemate. Heine observed nearly a hundred years ago that the soul has her eternal rights; that she will not be darkened by statutes, nor lullabied by the music of bells. And what is to-day, in allusions to the present author’s pages, alleged to be “pessimism” is, in truth, only such “questionings” in the exploration of reality, and is the first step towards the soul’s betterment, and the body’s also.


  If I may be forgiven for quoting my own old words, let me repeat what I printed in this relation more than twenty years ago, and wrote much earlier, in a poem entitled “In Tenebris”:


  
    If way to the Better there be, it exacts a full look at the Worst:

  


  that is to say, by the exploration of reality, and its frank recognition stage by stage along the survey, with an eye to the best consummation possible: briefly, evolutionary meliorism. But it is called pessimism nevertheless; under which word, expressed with condemnatory emphasis, it is regarded by many as some pernicious new thing (though so old as to underlie the Christian idea, and even to permeate the Greek drama); and the subject is charitably left to decent silence, as if further comment were needless.


  Happily there are some who feel such Levitical passing-by to be, alas, by no means a permanent dismissal of the matter; that comment on where the world stands is very much the reverse of needless in these disordered years of our prematurely afflicted century: that amendment and not madness lies that way. And looking down the future these few hold fast to the same: that whether the human and kindred animal races survive till the exhaustion or destruction of the globe, or whether these races perish and are succeeded by others before that conclusion comes, pain to all upon it, tongued or dumb, shall be kept down to a minimum by lovingkindness, operating through scientific knowledge, and actuated by the modicum of free will conjecturally possessed by organic life when the mighty necessitating forces—unconscious or other—that have “the balancings of the clouds,” happen to be in equilibrium, which may or may not be often.


  To conclude this question I may add that the argument of the so-called optimists is neatly summarized in a stern pronouncement against me by my friend Mr. Frederic Harrison in a late essay of his, in the words: “This view of life is not mine.” The solemn declaration does not seem to me to be so annihilating to the said “view” (really a series of fugitive impressions which I have never tried to co-ordinate) as is complacently assumed. Surely it embodies a too human fallacy quite familiar in logic. Next, a knowing reviewer, apparently a Roman Catholic young man, speaks, with some rather gross instances of the suggestio falsi in his article, of “Mr. Hardy refusing consolation,” the “dark gravity of his ideas,” and so on. When a Positivist and a Catholic agree there must be something wonderful in it, which should make a poet sit up. But … O that ‘twere possible!


  I would not have alluded in this place or anywhere else to such casual personal criticisms—for casual and unreflecting they must be—but for the satisfaction of two or three friends in whose opinion a short answer was deemed desirable, on account of the continual repetition of these criticisms, or more precisely, quizzings. After all, the serious and truly literary inquiry in this connection is: Should a shaper of such stuff as dreams are made on disregard considerations of what is customary and expected, and apply himself to the real function of poetry, the application of ideas to life (in Matthew Arnold’s familiar phrase)? This bears more particularly on what has been called the “philosophy” of these poems—usually reproved as “queer.” Whoever the author may be that undertakes such application of ideas in this “philosophic” direction—where it is specially required—glacial judgments must inevitably fall upon him amid opinion whose arbiters largely decry individuality, to whom ideas are oddities to smile at, who are moved by a yearning the reverse of that of the Athenian inquirers on Mars Hill; and stiffen their features not only at sound of a new thing, but at a restatement of old things in new terms. Hence should anything of this sort in the following adumbrations seem “queer “—should any of them seem to good Panglossians to embody strange and disrespectful conceptions of this best of all possible worlds, I apologize; but cannot help it.


  Such divergences, which, though piquant for the nonce, it would be affectation to say are not saddening and discouraging likewise, may, to be sure, arise sometimes from superficial aspect only, writer and reader seeing the same thing at different angles. But in palpable cases of divergence they arise, as already said, whenever a serious effort is made towards that which the authority I have cited—who would now be called old-fashioned, possibly even parochial—affirmed to be what no good critic could deny as the poet’s province, the application of ideas to life. One might shrewdly guess, by the by, that in such recommendation the famous writer may have overlooked the cold-shouldering results upon an enthusiastic disciple that would be pretty certain to follow his putting the high aim in practice, and have forgotten the disconcerting experience of Gil Blas with the Archbishop.


  To add a few more words to what has already taken up too many, there is a contingency liable to miscellanies of verse that I have never seen mentioned, so far as I can remember; I mean the chance little shocks that may be caused over a book of various character like the present and its predecessors by the juxtaposition of unrelated, even discordant, effusions; poems perhaps years apart in the making, yet facing each other. An odd result of this has been that dramatic anecdotes of a satirical and humorous intention (such, e.g., as “Royal Sponsors”) following verse in graver voice, have been read as misfires because they raise the smile that they were intended to raise, the journalist, deaf to the sudden change of key, being unconscious that he is laughing with the author and not at him. I admit that I did not foresee such contingencies as I ought to have done, and that people might not perceive when the tone altered. But the difficulties of arranging the themes in a graduated kinship of moods would have been so great that irrelation was almost unavoidable with efforts so diverse. I must trust for right note-catching to those finely-touched spirits who can divine without half a whisper, whose intuitiveness is proof against all the accidents of inconsequence. In respect of the less alert, however, should any one’s train of thought be thrown out of gear by a consecutive piping of vocal reeds in jarring tonics, without a semiquaver’s rest between, and be led thereby to miss the writer’s aim and meaning in one out of two contiguous compositions, I shall deeply regret it.


  Having at last, I think, finished with the personal points that I was recommended to notice, I will forsake the immediate object of this Preface; and, leaving Late Lyrics to whatever fate it deserves, digress for a few moments to more general considerations. The thoughts of any man of letters concerned to keep poetry alive cannot but run uncomfortably on the precarious prospects of English verse at the present day. Verily the hazards and casualties surrounding the birth and setting forth of almost every modern creation in numbers are ominously like those of one of Shelley’s paper-boats on a windy lake. And a forward conjecture scarcely permits the hope of a better time, unless men’s tendencies should change. So indeed of all art, literature, and “high thinking” nowadays. Whether owing to the barbarizing of taste in the younger minds by the dark madness of the late war, the unabashed cultivation of selfishness in all classes, the plethoric growth of knowledge simultaneously with the stunting of wisdom, “a degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation” (to quote Wordsworth again), or from any other cause, we seem threatened with a new Dark Age.


  I formerly thought, like so many roughly handled writers, that so far as literature was concerned a partial cause might be impotent or mischievous criticism; the satirizing of individuality, the lack of whole-seeing in contemporary estimates of poetry and kindred work, the knowingness affected by junior reviewers, the overgrowth of meticulousness in their peerings for an opinion, as if it were a cultivated habit in them to scrutinize the tool-marks and be blind to the building, to hearken for the key-creaks and be deaf to the diapason, to judge the landscape by a nocturnal exploration with a flash-lantern. In other words, to carry on the old game of sampling the poem or drama by quoting the worst line or worst passage only, in ignorance or not of Coleridge’s proof that a versification of any length neither can be nor ought to be all poetry; of reading meanings into a book that its author never dreamt of writing there. I might go on interminably.


  But I do not now think any such temporary obstructions to be the cause of the hazard, for these negligences and ignorances, though they may have stifled a few true poets in the run of generations, disperse like stricken leaves before the wind of next week, and are no more heard of again in the region of letters than their writers themselves. No: we may be convinced that something of the deeper sort mentioned must be the cause.


  In any event poetry, pure literature in general, religion—I include religion because poetry and religion touch each other, or rather modulate into each other; are, indeed, often but different names for the same thing—these, I say, the visible signs of mental and emotional life, must like all other things keep moving, becoming; even though at present, when belief in witches of Endor is displacing the Darwinian theory and “the truth that shall make you free, men’s minds appear, as above noted, to be moving backwards rather than on. I speak, of course, somewhat sweepingly, and should except many isolated minds; also the minds of men in certain worthy but small bodies of various denominations, and perhaps in the homely quarter where advance might have been the very least expected a few years back—the English Church—if one reads it rightly as showing evidence of “removing those things that are shaken,” in accordance with the wise Epistolary recommendation to the Hebrews. For since the historic and once august hierarchy of Rome some generation ago lost its chance of being the religion of the future by doing otherwise, and throwing over the little band of neo-Catholics who were making a struggle for continuity by applying the principle of evolution to their own faith, joining hands with modern science, and outflanking the hesitating English instinct towards liturgical reform (a flank march which I at the time quite expected to witness, with the gathering of many millions of waiting agnostics into its fold); since then, one may ask, what other purely English establishment than the Church, of sufficient dignity and footing, and with such strength of old association, such architectural spell, is left in this country to keep the shreds of morality together?


  It may be a forlorn hope, a mere dream, that of an alliance between religion, which must be retained unless the world is to perish, and complete rationality, which must come, unless also the world is to perish, by means of the interfusing effect of poetry—“the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge; the impassioned expression of science,” as it was defined by an English poet who was quite orthodox in his ideas. But if it be true, as Comte argued, that advance is never in a straight line, but in a looped orbit, we may, in the aforesaid ominous moving backward, be doing it pour mieux sauter, drawing back for a spring. I repeat that I forlornly hope so, notwithstanding the supercilious regard of hope by Schopenhauer, von Hartmann, and other philosophers down to Einstein who have my respect. But one dares not prophesy. Physical, chronological, and other contingencies keep me in these days from critical studies and literary circles


  
    Where once we held debate, a band


    Of youthful friends, on mind and art

  


  (if one may quote Tennyson in this century of free verse). Hence I cannot know how things are going so well as I used to know them, and the aforesaid limitations must quite prevent my knowing hence-forward.


  I have to thank the editors and owners of The Times, Fortnightly, Mercury, and other periodicals in which a few of the poems have appeared for kindly assenting to their being reclaimed for collected publication.


  T. H.


  February 1922.


  
    ♣


    Weathers


    
      This is the weather the cuckoo likes,


      And so do I;


      When showers betumble the chestnut spikes,


      And nestlings fly:


      And the little brown nightingale bills his best,


      And they sit outside at “The Travellers’ Rest,”


      And maids come forth sprig-muslin drest,


      And citizens dream of the south and west,


      And so do I.

    


    II


    
      This is the weather the shepherd shuns,


      And so do I;


      When beeches drip in browns and duns,


      And thresh, and ply;


      And hill-hid tides throb, throe on throe,


      And meadow rivulets overflow,


      And drops on gate-bars hang in a row,


      And rooks in families homeward go,


      And so do I.

    


    ♣


    The Maid of Keinton Mandeville


    (A Tribute to Sir H. Bishop)


    
      I hear that maiden still


      Of Keinton Mandeville


      Singing, in flights that played


      As wind-wafts through us all,


      Till they made our mood a thrall


      To their aery rise and fall,


      “Should he upbraid.”

    


    
      Rose-necked, in sky-gray gown,


      From a stage in Stower Town


      Did she sing, and singing smile


      As she blent that dexterous voice


      With the ditty of her choice,


      And banished our annoys


      Thereawhile.

    


    
      One with such song had power


      To wing the heaviest hour


      Of him who housed with her.


      Who did I never knew


      When her spoused estate ondrew,


      And her warble flung its woo


      In his ear.

    


    
      Ah, she’s a beldame now,


      Time-trenched on cheek and brow,


      Whom I once heard as a maid


      From Keinton Mandeville


      Of matchless scope and skill


      Sing, with smile and swell and trill,


      “Should he upbraid!”

    


    1915 or 1916.


    ♣


    Summer Schemes


    
      When friendly summer calls again,


      Calls again


      Her little fifers to these hills,


      We’ll go—we two—to that arched fane


      Of leafage where they prime their bills


      Before they start to flood the plain


      With quavers, minims, shakes, and trills.


      “—We’ll go,” I sing; but who shall say


      What may not chance before that day!

    


    
      And we shall see the waters spring,


      Waters spring


      From chinks the scrubby copses crown;


      And we shall trace their oncreeping


      To where the cascade tumbles down


      And sends the bobbing growths aswing,


      And ferns not quite but almost drown.


      “—We shall,” I say; but who may sing


      Of what another moon will bring!

    


    ♣


    Epeisodia


    I


    
      Past the hills that peep


      Where the leaze is smiling,


      On and on beguiling


      Crisply-cropping sheep;


      Under boughs of brushwood


      Linking tree and tree


      In a shade of lushwood,


      There caressed we!

    


    II


    
      Hemmed by city walls


      That outshut the sunlight,


      In a foggy dun light,


      Where the footstep falls


      With a pit-pat wearisome


      In its cadency


      On the flagstones drearisome


      There pressed we!

    


    III


    
      Where in wild-winged crowds


      Blown birds show their whiteness


      Up against the lightness


      Of the clammy clouds;


      By the random river


      Pushing to the sea,


      Under bents that quiver


      There rest we.

    


    ♣


    Faintheart in a Railway Train


    
      At nine in the morning there passed a church,


      At ten there passed me by the sea,


      At twelve a town of smoke and smirch,


      At two a forest of oak and birch,


      And then, on a platform, she:

    


    
      A radiant stranger, who saw not me.


      I queried, “Get out to her do I dare?”


      But I kept my seat in my search for a plea,


      And the wheels moved on. O could it but be


      That I had alighted there!

    


    ♣


    At Moonrise and Onwards


    
      I thought you a fire


      On Heron-Plantation Hill,


      Dealing out mischief the most dire


      To the chattels of men of hire


      There in their vill.

    


    
      But by and by


      You turned a yellow-green,


      Like a large glow-worm in the sky;


      And then I could descry


      Your mood and mien.

    


    
      How well I know


      Your furtive feminine shape!


      As if reluctantly you show


      You nude of cloud, and but by favour throw


      Aside its drape …

    


    
      —How many a year


      Have you kept pace with me,


      Wan Woman of the waste up there,


      Behind a hedge, or the bare


      Bough of a tree!

    


    
      No novelty are you,


      O Lady of all my time,


      Veering unbid into my view


      Whether I near Death’s mew,


      Or Life’s top cyme!

    


    ♣


    The Garden Seat


    
      Its former green is blue and thin,


      And its once firm legs sink in and in;


      Soon it will break down unaware,


      Soon it will break down unaware.

    


    
      At night when reddest flowers are black


      Those who once sat thereon come back;


      Quite a row of them sitting there,


      Quite a row of them sitting there.

    


    
      With them the seat does not break down,


      Nor winter freeze them, nor floods drown,


      For they are as light as upper air,


      They are as light as upper air!

    


    ♣


    Barthélémon at Vauxhall


    François Hippolite Barthélémon, first-fiddler at Vauxhall Gardens, composed what was probably the most popular morning hymn-tune ever written. It was formerly sung, full-voiced, every Sunday in most churches, to Bishop Ken’s words, but is now seldom heard.


    
      He said: “Awake my soul, and with the sun,” …


      And paused upon the bridge, his eyes due east,


      Where was emerging like a full-robed priest


      The irradiate globe that vouched the dark as done.

    


    
      It lit his face—the weary face of one


      Who in the adjacent gardens charged his string,


      Nightly, with many a tuneful tender thing,


      Till stars were weak, and dancing hours outrun.

    


    
      And then were threads of matin music spun


      In trial tones as he pursued his way:


      “This is a morn,” he murmured, “well begun:


      This strain to Ken will count when I am clay!”

    


    
      And count it did; till, caught by echoing lyres,


      It spread to galleried naves and mighty quires.

    


    ♣


    “I sometimes think”


    (FOR F. E. H.)


    
      I sometimes think as here I sit


      Of things I have done,


      Which seemed in doing not unfit


      To face the sun:


      Yet never a soul has paused a whit


      On such—not one.

    


    
      There was that eager strenuous press


      To sow good seed;


      There was that saving from distress


      In the nick of need;


      There were those words in the wilderness:


      Who cared to heed?

    


    
      Yet can this be full true, or no?


      For one did care,


      And, spiriting into my house, to, fro,


      Like wind on the stair,


      Cares still, heeds all, and will, even though


      I may despair.

    


    ♣


    Jezreel


    On its Seizure by the English under Allenby, September 1918


    
      Did they catch as it were in a Vision at shut of the day—


      When their cavalry smote through the ancient Esdraelon Plain,


      And they crossed where the Tishbite stood forth in his enemy’s way—


      His gaunt mournful Shade as he bade the King haste off amain?

    


    
      On war-men at this end of time—even on Englishmen’s eyes—


      Who slay with their arms of new might in that long-ago place,


      Flashed he who drove furiously? … Ah, did the phantom arise


      Of that queen, of that proud Tyrian woman who painted her face?

    


    
      Faintly marked they the words “Throw her down!” rise from Night eerily,


      Spectre-spots of the blood of her body on some rotten wall?


      And the thin note of pity that came: “A King’s daughter is she,”


      As they passed where she trodden was once by the chargers’ footfall?

    


    
      Could such be the hauntings of men of to-day, at the cease


      Of pursuit, at the dusk-hour, ere slumber their senses could seal?


      Enghosted seers, kings—one on horseback who asked “Is it peace?” …


      Yea, strange things and spectral may men have beheld in Jezreel!

    


    September 24, 1918.


    ♣


    A Jog-Trot Pair


    
      Who were the twain that trod this track


      So many times together


      Hither and back,


      In spells of certain and uncertain weather?

    


    
      Commonplace in conduct they


      Who wandered to and fro here


      Day by day:


      Two that few dwellers troubled themselves to know here.

    


    
      The very gravel-path was prim


      That daily they would follow:


      Borders trim:


      Never a wayward sprout, or hump, or hollow.

    


    
      Trite usages in tamest style


      Had tended to their plighting.


      “It’s just worth while,


      Perhaps,” they had said. “And saves much sad good-nighting.”

    


    
      And petty seemed the happenings


      That ministered to their joyance:


      Simple things,


      Onerous to satiate souls, increased their buoyance.

    


    
      Who could those common people be,


      Of days the plainest, barest?


      They were we;


      Yes; happier than the cleverest, smartest, rarest.

    


    ♣


    “The Curtains now are Drawn”


    (Song)


    I


    
      The curtains now are drawn,


      And the spindrift strikes the glass,


      Blown up the jagged pass


      By the surly salt sou’-west,


      And the sneering glare is gone


      Behind the yonder crest,


      While she sings to me:


      “O the dream that thou art my Love, be it thine,


      And the dream that I am thy Love, be it mine,


      And death may come, but loving is divine.”

    


    II


    
      I stand here in the rain,


      With its smite upon her stone,


      And the grasses that have grown


      Over women, children, men,


      And their texts that “Life is vain”;


      But I hear the notes as when


      Once she sang to me:


      “O the dream that thou art my Love, be it thine,


      And the dream that I am thy Love, be it mine,


      And death may come, but loving is divine.”

    


    1913.


    ♣


    “According to the Mighty Working”


    I


    
      When moiling seems at cease


      In the vague void of night-time,


      And heaven’s wide roomage stormless


      Between the dusk and light-time,


      And fear at last is formless,


      We call the allurement Peace.

    


    II


    
      Peace, this hid riot, Change,


      This revel of quick-cued mumming,


      This never truly being,


      This evermore becoming,


      This spinner’s wheel onfleeing


      Outside perception’s range.

    


    1917.


    ♣


    “I was not he”


    (SONG)


    
      I was not he—the man


      Who used to pilgrim to your gate,


      At whose smart step you grew elate,


      And rosed, as maidens can,


      For a brief span.

    


    
      It was not I who sang


      Beside the keys you touched so true


      With note-bent eyes, as if with you


      It counted not whence sprang


      The voice that rang …

    


    
      Yet though my destiny


      It was to miss your early sweet,


      You still, when turned to you my feet,


      Had sweet enough to be


      A prize for me!

    


    ♣


    The West-of-Wessex Girl


    
      A very West-of-Wessex girl,


      As blithe as blithe could be,


      Was once well-known to me,


      And she would laud her native town,


      And hope and hope that we


      Might sometime study up and down


      Its charms in company.

    


    
      But never I squired my Wessex girl


      In jaunts to Hoe or street


      When hearts were high in beat,


      Nor saw her in the marbled ways


      Where market-people meet


      That in her bounding early days


      Were friendly with her feet.

    


    
      Yet now my West-of-Wessex girl,


      When midnight hammers slow


      From Andrew’s, blow by blow,


      As phantom draws me by the hand


      To the place—Plymouth Hoe—


      Where side by side in life, as planned,


      We never were to go!

    


    Begun in Plymouth, March 1913.


    ♣


    Welcome Home


    
      To my native place


      Bent upon returning,


      Bosom all day burning


      To be where my race


      Well were known, ‘twas much with me


      There to dwell in amity.

    


    
      Folk had sought their beds,


      But I hailed: to view me


      Under the moon, out to me


      Several pushed their heads,


      And to each I told my name,


      Plans, and that therefrom I came.

    


    
      “Did you? … Ah, ‘tis true


      I once heard, back a long time,


      Here had spent his young time,


      Some such man as you …


      Good-night.” The casement closed again,


      And I was left in the frosty lane.

    


    ♣


    Going and Staying


    I


    
      The moving sun-shapes on the spray,


      The sparkles where the brook was flowing,


      Pink faces, plightings, moonlit May,


      These were the things we wished would stay;


      But they were going.

    


    II


    
      Seasons of blankness as of snow,


      The silent bleed of a world decaying,


      The moan of multitudes in woe,


      These were the things we wished would go;


      But they were staying.

    


    III


    
      Then we looked closelier at Time,


      And saw his ghostly arms revolving


      To sweep off woeful things with prime,


      Things sinister with things sublime


      Alike dissolving.

    


    ♣


    Read by Moonlight


    
      I paused to read a letter of hers


      By the moon’s cold shine,


      Eyeing it in the tenderest way,


      And edging it up to catch each ray


      Upon her light-penned line.


      I did not know what years would flow


      Of her life’s span and mine


      Ere I read another letter of hers


      By the moon’s cold shine!

    


    
      I chance now on the last of hers,


      By the moon’s cold shine;


      It is the one remaining page


      Out of the many shallow and sage


      Whereto she set her sign.


      Who could foresee there were to be


      Such letters of pain and pine


      Ere I should read this last of hers


      By the moon’s cold shine!

    


    ♣


    At a House in Hampstead


    Sometime the Dwelling of John Keats


    
      O poet, come you haunting here


      Where streets have stolen up all around,


      And never a nightingale pours one


      Full-throated sound?

    


    
      Drawn from your drowse by the Seven famed Hills,


      Thought you to find all just the same


      Here shining, as in hours of old,


      If you but came?

    


    
      What will you do in your surprise


      At seeing that changes wrought in Rome


      Are wrought yet more on the misty slope


      One time your home?

    


    
      Will you wake wind-wafts on these stairs?


      Swing the doors open noisily?


      Show as an umbraged ghost beside


      Your ancient tree?

    


    
      Or will you, softening, the while


      You further and yet further look,


      Learn that a laggard few would fain


      Preserve your nook? …

    


    
      —Where the Piazza steps incline,


      And catch late light at eventide,


      I once stood, in that Rome, and thought,


      “’Twas here he died.”

    


    
      I drew to a violet-sprinkled spot,


      Where day and night a pyramid keeps


      Uplifted its white hand, and said,


      “’Tis there he sleeps.”

    


    
      Pleasanter now it is to hold


      That here, where sang he, more of him


      Remains than where he, tuneless, cold,


      Passed to the dim.

    


    July 1920.


    ♣


    A Woman’s Fancy


    
      “Ah Madam; you’ve indeed come back here?


      ’Twas sad—your husband’s so swift death,


      And you away! You shouldn’t have left him:


      It hastened his last breath.”

    


    
      “Dame, I am not the lady you think me;


      I know not her, nor know her name;


      I’ve come to lodge here—a friendless woman;


      My health my only aim.”

    


    
      She came; she lodged. Wherever she rambled


      They held her as no other than


      The lady named; and told how her husband


      Had died a forsaken man.

    


    
      So often did they call her thuswise


      Mistakenly, by that man’s name,


      So much did they declare about him,


      That his past form and fame

    


    
      Grew on her, till she pitied his sorrow


      As if she truly had been the cause—


      Yea, his deserter; and came to wonder


      What mould of man he was.

    


    
      “Tell me my history!” would exclaim she;


      “Our history,” she said mournfully.


      “But you know, surely, Ma’am?” they would answer,


      Much in perplexity.

    


    
      Curious, she crept to his grave one evening,


      And a second time in the dusk of the morrow;


      Then a third time, with crescent emotion


      Like a bereaved wife’s sorrow.

    


    
      No gravestone rose by the rounded hillock;


      —“I marvel why this is?” she said.


      —“He had no kindred, Ma’am, but you near.”


      —She set a stone at his head.

    


    
      She learnt to dream of him, and told them:


      “In slumber often uprises he,


      And says: ‘I am joyed that, after all, Dear,


      You’ve not deserted me!”

    


    
      At length died too this kinless woman,


      As he had died she had grown to crave;


      And at her dying she besought them


      To bury her in his grave.

    


    
      Such said, she had paused; until she added:


      “Call me by his name on the stone,


      As I were, first to last, his dearest,


      Not she who left him lone!”

    


    
      And this they did. And so it became there


      That, by the strength of a tender whim,


      The stranger was she who bore his name there,


      Not she who wedded him.

    


    ♣


    Her Song


    
      I sang that song on Sunday,


      To witch an idle while,


      I sang that song on Monday,


      As fittest to beguile;


      I sang it as the year outwore,


      And the new slid in;


      I thought not what might shape before


      Another would begin.

    


    
      I sang that song in summer,


      All unforeknowingly,


      To him as a new-comer


      From regions strange to me:


      I sang it when in afteryears


      The shades stretched out,


      And paths were faint; and flocking fears


      Brought cup-eyed care and doubt.

    


    
      Sings he that song on Sundays


      In some dim land afar,


      On Saturdays, or Mondays,


      As when the evening star


      Glimpsed in upon his bending face


      And my hanging hair,


      And time untouched me with a trace


      Of soul-smart or despair?

    


    ♣


    A Wet August


    
      Nine drops of water bead the jessamine,


      And nine-and-ninety smear the stones and tiles:


      —’Twas not so in that August—full-rayed, fine—


      When we lived out-of-doors, sang songs, strode miles.

    


    
      Or was there then no noted radiancy


      Of summer? Were dun clouds, a dribbling bough,


      Gilt over by the light I bore in me,


      And was the waste world just the same as now?

    


    
      It can have been so: yea, that threatenings


      Of coming down-drip on the sunless gray,


      By the then possibilities in things


      Were wrought more bright than brightest skies to-day.

    


    1920.


    ♣


    The Dissemblers


    
      “It was not you I came to please,


      Only myself,” flipped she;


      “I like this spot of phantasies,


      And thought you far from me.”


      But O, he was the secret spell


      That led her to the lea!

    


    
      “It was not she who shaped my ways,


      Or works, or thoughts,” he said.


      “I scarcely marked her living days,


      Or missed her much when dead.”


      But O, his joyance knew its knell


      When daisies hid her head!

    


    ♣


    To a Lady Playing and Singing in the Morning


    
      Joyful lady, sing!


      And I will lurk here listening,


      Though nought be done, and nought begun,


      And work-hours swift are scurrying.

    


    
      Sing, O lady, still!


      Aye, I will wait each note you trill,


      Though duties due that press to do


      This whole day long I unfulfil.

    


    
      “—It is an evening tune;


      One not designed to waste the noon,”


      You say. I know: time bids me go—


      For daytide passes too, too soon!

    


    
      But let indulgence be,


      This once, to my rash ecstasy:


      When sounds nowhere that carolled air


      My idled morn may comfort me!

    


    ♣


    “A man was drawing near to me”


    
      On that gray night of mournful drone,


      A part from aught to hear, to see,


      I dreamt not that from shires unknown


      In gloom, alone,


      By Halworthy,


      A man was drawing near to me.

    


    
      I’d no concern at anything,


      No sense of coming pull-heart play;


      Yet, under the silent outspreading


      Of even’s wing


      Where Otterham lay,


      A man was riding up my way.

    


    
      I thought of nobody—not of one,


      But only of trifles—legends, ghosts—


      Though, on the moorland dim and dun


      That travellers shun


      About these coasts,


      The man had passed Tresparret Posts.

    


    
      There was no light at all inland,


      Only the seaward pharos-fire,


      Nothing to let me understand


      That hard at hand


      By Hennett Byre


      The man was getting nigh and nigher.

    


    
      There was a rumble at the door,


      A draught disturbed the drapery,


      And but a minute passed before,


      With gaze that bore


      My destiny,


      The man revealed himself to me.

    


    ♣


    The Strange House


    (Max Gate, A.D. 2000)


    


    
      “I hear the piano playing—


      Just as a ghost might play.”


      “—O, but what are you saying?


      There’s no piano to-day;


      Their old one was sold and broken;


      Years past it went amiss.”


      “—I heard it, or shouldn’t have spoken:


      A strange house, this!

    


    
      “I catch some undertone here,


      From some one out of sight.”


      “—Impossible; we are alone here,


      And shall be through the night.”


      “—The parlour-door—what stirred it?”


      “—No one: no soul’s in range.”


      “—But, anyhow, I heard it,


      And it seems strange!

    


    
      “Seek my own room I cannot—


      A figure is on the stair!”


      “—What figure? Nay, I scan not


      Any one lingering there.


      A bough outside is waving,


      And that’s its shade by the moon.”


      “—Well, all is strange! I am craving


      Strength to leave soon.”

    


    
      “—Ah, maybe you’ve some vision


      Of showings beyond our sphere;


      Some sight, sense, intuition


      Of what once happened here?


      The house is old; they’ve hinted


      It once held two love-thralls,


      And they may have imprinted


      Their dreams on its walls?

    


    
      “They were—I think ‘twas told me—


      Queer in their works and ways;


      The teller would often hold me


      With weird tales of those days.


      Some folk can not abide here,


      But we—we do not care


      Who loved, laughed, wept, or died here,


      Knew joy, or despair.”

    


    ♣


    “As ’twere to-night”


    (Song)


    
      As ’twere to-night, in the brief space


      Of a far eventime,


      My spirit rang achime


      At vision of a girl of grace;


      As ’twere to-night, in the brief space


      Of a far eventime.

    


    
      As ’twere at noontide of to-morrow


      I airily walked and talked,


      And wondered as I walked


      What it could mean, this soar from sorrow;


      As ’twere at noontide of to-morrow


      I airily walked and talked.

    


    
      As ’twere at waning of this week


      Broke a new life on me;


      Trancings of bliss to be


      In some dim dear land soon to seek;


      As ’twere at waning of this week


      Broke a new life on me!

    


    ♣


    The Contretemps


    
      A forward rush by the lamp in the gloom,


      And we clasped, and almost kissed;


      But she was not the woman whom


      I had promised to meet in the thawing brume


      On that harbour-bridge; nor was I he of her tryst.

    


    
      So loosening from me swift she said:


      “O why, why feign to be


      The one I had meant!—to whom I have sped


      To fly with, being so sorrily wed!”


      —’Twas thus and thus that she upbraided me.

    


    
      My assignation had struck upon


      Some others’ like it, I found.


      And her lover rose on the night anon;


      And then her husband entered on


      The lamplit, snowflaked, sloppiness around.

    


    
      “Take her and welcome, man!” he cried:


      “I wash my hands of her.


      I’ll find me twice as good a bride!”


      —All this to me, whom he had eyed,


      Plainly, as his wife’s planned deliverer.

    


    
      And next the lover: “Little I knew,


      Madam, you had a third!


      Kissing here in my very view!”


      —Husband and lover then withdrew.


      I let them; and I told them not they erred.

    


    
      Why not? Well, there faced she and I—


      Two strangers who’d kissed, or near,


      Chancewise. To see stand weeping by


      A woman once embraced, will try


      The tension of a man the most austere.

    


    
      So it began; and I was young,


      She pretty, by the lamp,


      As flakes came waltzing down among


      The waves of her clinging hair, that hung


      Heavily on her temples, dark and damp.

    


    
      And there alone still stood we two;


      She one cast off for me,


      Or so it seemed: while night ondrew,


      Forcing a parley what should do


      We twain hearts caught in one catastrophe.

    


    
      In stranded souls a common strait


      Wakes latencies unknown,


      Whose impulse may precipitate


      A life-long leap. The hour was late,


      And there was the Jersey boat with its funnel agroan.

    


    
      “Is wary walking worth much pother?”


      It grunted, as still it stayed.


      “One pairing is as good as another


      Where all is venture! Take each other,


      And scrap the oaths that you have aforetime made.” …

    


    
      —Of the four involved there walks but one


      On earth at this late day.


      And what of the chapter so begun?


      In that odd complex what was done?


      Well; happiness comes in full to none:


      Let peace lie on lulled lips: I will not say.

    


    Weymouth.


    ♣


    A Gentleman’s Epitaph on Himself and a Lady,


    Who were Buried Together


    
      I dwelt in the shade of a city,


      She far by the sea,


      With folk perhaps good, gracious, witty;


      But never with me.

    


    
      Her form on the ballroom’s smooth flooring


      I never once met,


      To guide her with accents adoring


      Through Weippert’s “First Set.” (1)

    


    
      I spent my life’s seasons with pale ones


      In Vanity Fair,


      And she enjoyed hers among hale ones


      In salt-smelling air.

    


    
      Maybe she had eyes of deep colour,


      Maybe they were blue,


      Maybe as she aged they got duller;


      That never I knew.

    


    
      She may have had lips like the coral,


      But I never kissed them,


      Saw pouting, nor curling in quarrel,


      Nor sought for, nor missed them.

    


    
      Not a word passed of love all our lifetime,


      Between us, nor thrill;


      We’d never a husband-and-wife time,


      For good or for ill.

    


    
      Yet as one dust, through bleak days and vernal,


      Lie I and lies she,


      This never-known lady, eternal


      Companion to me!

    


    ♣


    The Old Gown


    (Song)


    
      I have seen her in gowns the brightest,


      Of azure, green, and red,


      And in the simplest, whitest,


      Muslined from heel to head;


      I have watched her walking, riding,


      Shade-flecked by a leafy tree,


      Or in fixed thought abiding


      By the foam-fingered sea.

    


    
      In woodlands I have known her,


      When boughs were mourning loud,


      In the rain-reek she has shown her


      Wild-haired and watery-browed.


      And once or twice she has cast me


      As she pomped along the street


      Court-clad, ere quite she had passed me,


      A glance from her chariot-seat.

    


    
      But in my memoried passion


      For evermore stands she


      In the gown of fading fashion


      She wore that night when we,


      Doomed long to part, assembled


      In the snug small room; yea, when


      She sang with lips that trembled,


      “Shall I see his face again?”

    


    ♣


    A Night in November


    
      I marked when the weather changed,


      And the panes began to quake,


      And the winds rose up and ranged,


      That night, lying half-awake.

    


    
      Dead leaves blew into my room,


      And alighted upon my bed,


      And a tree declared to the gloom


      Its sorrow that they were shed.

    


    
      One leaf of them touched my hand,


      And I thought that it was you


      There stood as you used to stand,


      And saying at last you knew!

    


    (?) 1913.


    ♣


    A Duettist to her Pianoforte


    Song of Silence

    (E. L. H.—H. C. H.)


    
      Since every sound moves memories,


      How can I play you


      Just as I might if you raised no scene,


      By your ivory rows, of a form between


      My vision and your time-worn sheen,


      As when each day you


      Answered our fingers with ecstasy?


      So it’s hushed, hushed, hushed, you are for me!

    


    
      And as I am doomed to counterchord


      Her notes no more


      In those old things I used to know,


      In a fashion, when we practised so,


      “Good-night!—Good-bye!” to your pleated show


      Of silk, now hoar,


      Each nodding hammer, and pedal and key,


      For dead, dead, dead, you are to me!

    


    
      I fain would second her, strike to her stroke,


      As when she was by,


      Aye, even from the ancient clamorous “Fall


      Of Paris,” or “Battle of Prague” withal,


      To the “Roving Minstrels,” or “Elfin Call”


      Sung soft as a sigh:


      But upping ghosts press achefully,


      And mute, mute, mute, you are for me!

    


    
      Should I fling your polyphones, plaints, and quavers


      Afresh on the air,


      Too quick would the small white shapes be here


      Of the fellow twain of hands so dear;


      And a black-tressed profile, and pale smooth ear;


      —Then how shall I bear


      Such heavily-haunted harmony?


      Nay: hushed, hushed, hushed you are for me!

    


    ♣


    “Where three roads joined”


    
      Where three roads joined it was green and fair,


      And over a gate was the sun-glazed sea,


      And life laughed sweet when I halted there;


      Yet there I never again would be.

    


    
      I am sure those branchways are brooding now,


      With a wistful blankness upon their face,


      While the few mute passengers notice how


      Spectre-beridden is the place;

    


    
      Which nightly sighs like a laden soul,


      And grieves that a pair, in bliss for a spell


      Not far from thence, should have let it roll


      Away from them down a plumbless well

    


    
      While the phasm of him who fared starts up,


      And of her who was waiting him sobs from near,


      As they haunt there and drink the wormwood cup


      They filled for themselves when their sky was clear.

    


    
      Yes, I see those roads—now rutted and bare,


      While over the gate is no sun-glazed sea;


      And though life laughed when I halted there,


      It is where I never again would be.

    


    ♣


    “And there was a great calm”


    (On the Signing of the Armistice, Nov. 11, 1918)


    I


    
      There had been years of Passion—scorching, cold,


      And much Despair, and Anger heaving high,


      Care whitely watching, Sorrows manifold,


      Among the young, among the weak and old,


      And the pensive Spirit of Pity whispered, “Why?”

    


    II


    
      Men had not paused to answer. Foes distraught


      Pierced the thinned peoples in a brute-like blindness,


      Philosophies that sages long had taught,


      And Selflessness, were as an unknown thought,


      And “Hell!” and “Shell!” were yapped at Lovingkindness.

    


    III


    
      The feeble folk at home had grown full-used


      To “dug-outs,” “snipers,” “Huns,” from the war-adept


      In the mornings heard, and at evetides perused;


      To day—dreamt men in millions, when they mused—


      To nightmare-men in millions when they slept.

    


    IV


    
      Waking to wish existence timeless, null,


      Sirius they watched above where armies fell;


      He seemed to check his flapping when, in the lull


      Of night a boom came thencewise, like the dull


      Plunge of a stone dropped into some deep well.

    


    V


    
      So, when old hopes that earth was bettering slowly


      Were dead and damned, there sounded “War is done!”


      One morrow. Said the bereft, and meek, and lowly,


      “Will men some day be given to grace? yea, wholly,


      And in good sooth, as our dreams used to run?”

    


    VI


    
      Breathless they paused. Out there men raised their glance


      To where had stood those poplars lank and lopped,


      As they had raised it through the four years’ dance


      Of Death in the now familiar flats of France;


      And murmured, “Strange, this! How? All firing stopped?”

    


    VII


    
      Aye; all was hushed. The about-to-fire fired not,


      The aimed-at moved away in trance-lipped song.


      One checkless regiment slung a clinching shot


      And turned. The Spirit of Irony smirked out, “What?


      Spoil peradventures woven of Rage and Wrong?”

    


    VIII


    
      Thenceforth no flying fires inflamed the gray,


      No hurtlings shook the dewdrop from the thorn,


      No moan perplexed the mute bird on the spray;


      Worn horses mused: “We are not whipped to-day”;


      No weft-winged engines blurred the moon’s thin horn.

    


    IX


    
      Calm fell. From Heaven distilled a clemency;


      There was peace on earth, and silence in the sky;


      Some could, some could not, shake off misery:


      The Sinister Spirit sneered: “It had to be!”


      And again the Spirit of Pity whispered, “Why?”

    


    ♣


    Haunting Fingers


    A Phantasy in a Museum of Musical Instruments


    
      “Are you awake,


      Comrades, this silent night?


      Well ’twere if all of our glossy gluey make


      Lay in the damp without, and fell to fragments quite!”

    


    
      “O viol, my friend,


      I watch, though Phosphor nears,


      And I fain would drowse away to its utter end


      This dumb dark stowage after our loud melodious years!”

    


    
      And they felt past handlers clutch them,


      Though none was in the room,


      Old players’ dead fingers touch them,


      Shrunk in the tomb.

    


    
      “‘Cello, good mate,


      You speak my mind as yours:


      Doomed to this voiceless, crippled, corpselike state,


      Who, dear to famed Amphion, trapped here, long endures?”

    


    
      “Once I could thrill


      The populace through and through,


      Wake them to passioned pulsings past their will.” …


      (A contra-basso spake so, and the rest sighed anew.)

    


    
      And they felt old muscles travel


      Over their tense contours,


      And with long skill unravel


      Cunningest scores.

    


    
      “The tender pat


      Of her aery finger-tips


      Upon me daily—I rejoiced thereat!”


      (Thuswise a harpsicord, as from dampered lips.)

    


    
      “My keys’ white shine,


      Now sallow, met a hand


      Even whiter…. Tones of hers fell forth with mine


      In sowings of sound so sweet no lover could withstand!”

    


    
      And its clavier was filmed with fingers


      Like tapering flames—wan, cold—


      Or the nebulous light that lingers


      In charnel mould.

    


    
      “Gayer than most


      Was I,” reverbed a drum;


      “The regiments, marchings, throngs, hurrahs! What a host


      I stirred—even when crape mufflings gagged me well-nigh dumb!”

    


    
      Trilled an aged viol:


      “Much tune have I set free


      To spur the dance, since my first timid trial


      Where I had birth—far hence, in sun-swept Italy!”

    


    
      And he feels apt touches on him


      From those that pressed him then;


      Who seem with their glance to con him,


      Saying, “Not again!”

    


    
      “A holy calm,”


      Mourned a shawm’s voice subdued,


      “Steeped my Cecilian rhythms when hymn and psalm


      Poured from devout souls met in Sabbath sanctitude.”

    


    
      “I faced the sock


      Nightly,” twanged a sick lyre,


      “Over ranked lights! O charm of life in mock,


      O scenes that fed love, hope, wit, rapture, mirth, desire!”

    


    
      Thus they, till each past player


      Stroked thinner and more thin,


      And the morning sky grew grayer


      And day crawled in.

    


    ♣


    The Woman I Met


    
      A stranger, I threaded sunken-hearted


      A lamp-lit crowd;


      And anon there passed me a soul departed,


      Who mutely bowed.


      In my far-off youthful years I had met her,


      Full-pulsed; but now, no more life’s debtor,


      Onward she slid


      In a shroud that furs half-hid.

    


    
      “Why do you trouble me, dead woman,


      Trouble me;


      You whom I knew when warm and human?


      —How it be


      That you quitted earth and are yet upon it


      Is, to any who ponder on it,


      Past being read!”


      “Still, it is so,” she said.

    


    
      “These were my haunts in my olden sprightly


      Hours of breath;


      Here I went tempting frail youth nightly


      To their death;


      But you deemed me chaste—me, a tinselled sinner!


      How thought you one with pureness in her


      Could pace this street


      Eyeing some man to greet?

    


    
      “Well; your very simplicity made me love you


      Mid such town dross,


      Till I set not Heaven itself above you,


      Who grew my Cross;


      For you’d only nod, despite how I sighed for you;


      So you tortured me, who fain would have died for you!


      —What I suffered then


      Would have paid for the sins of ten!

    


    
      “Thus went the days. I feared you despised me


      To fling me a nod


      Each time, no more: till love chastised me


      As with a rod


      That a fresh bland boy of no assurance


      Should fire me with passion beyond endurance,


      While others all


      I hated, and loathed their call.

    


    
      “I said: ‘It is his mother’s spirit


      Hovering around


      To shield him, maybe!’ I used to fear it,


      As still I found


      My beauty left no least impression,


      And remnants of pride withheld confession


      Of my true trade


      By speaking; so I delayed.

    


    
      “I said: ‘Perhaps with a costly flower


      He’ll be beguiled.’


      I held it, in passing you one late hour,


      To your face: you smiled,


      Keeping step with the throng; though you did not see there


      A single one that rivalled me there! …


      Well: it’s all past.


      I died in the Lock at last.”

    


    
      So walked the dead and I together


      The quick among,


      Elbowing our kind of every feather


      Slowly and long;


      Yea, long and slowly. That a phantom should stalk there


      With me seemed nothing strange, and talk there


      That winter night


      By flaming jets of light.

    


    
      She showed me Juans who feared their call-time,


      Guessing their lot;


      She showed me her sort that cursed their fall-time,


      And that did not.


      Till suddenly murmured she: “Now, tell me,


      Why asked you never, ere death befell me,


      To have my love,


      Much as I dreamt thereof?”

    


    
      I could not answer. And she, well weeting


      All in my heart,


      Said: “God your guardian kept our fleeting


      Forms apart!”


      Sighing and drawing her furs around her


      Over the shroud that tightly bound her,


      With wafts as from clay


      She turned and thinned away.

    


    London, 1918.


    ♣


    “If it’s ever spring again”


    (Song)


    
      If it’s ever spring again,


      Spring again,


      I shall go where went I when


      Down the moor-cock splashed, and hen,


      Seeing me not, amid their flounder,


      Standing with my arm around her;


      If it’s ever spring again,


      Spring again,


      I shall go where went I then.

    


    
      If it’s ever summer-time,


      Summer-time,


      With the hay crop at the prime,


      And the cuckoos—two—in rhyme,


      As they used to be, or seemed to,


      We shall do as long we’ve dreamed to,


      If it’s ever summer-time,


      Summer-time,


      With the hay, and bees achime.

    


    ♣


    The Two Houses


    
      In the heart of night,


      When farers were not near,


      The left house said to the house on the right,


      “I have marked your rise, O smart newcomer here.”

    


    
      Said the right, cold-eyed:


      “Newcomer here I am,


      Hence haler than you with your cracked old hide,


      Loose casements, wormy beams, and doors that jam.

    


    
      “Modern my wood,


      My hangings fair of hue;


      While my windows open as they should,


      And water-pipes thread all my chambers through.

    


    
      “Your gear is gray,


      Your face wears furrows untold.”


      “—Yours might,” mourned the other, “if you held, brother,


      The Presences from aforetime that I hold.

    


    
      “You have not known


      Men’s lives, deaths, toils, and teens;


      You are but a heap of stick and stone:


      A new house has no sense of the have-beens.

    


    
      “Void as a drum


      You stand: I am packed with these,


      Though, strangely, living dwellers who come


      See not the phantoms all my substance sees!

    


    
      “Visible in the morning


      Stand they, when dawn drags in;


      Visible at night; yet hint or warning


      Of these thin elbowers few of the inmates win.

    


    
      “Babes new-brought-forth


      Obsess my rooms; straight-stretched


      Lank corpses, ere outborne to earth;


      Yea, throng they as when first from the ‘Byss upfetched.

    


    
      “Dancers and singers


      Throb in me now as once;


      Rich-noted throats and gossamered fingers


      Of heels; the learned in love-lore and the dunce.

    


    
      “Note here within


      The bridegroom and the bride,


      Who smile and greet their friends and kin,


      And down my stairs depart for tracks untried.

    


    
      “Where such inbe,


      A dwelling’s character


      Takes theirs, and a vague semblancy


      To them in all its limbs, and light, and atmosphere.

    


    
      “Yet the blind folk


      My tenants, who come and go


      In the flesh mid these, with souls unwoke,


      Of such sylph-like surrounders do not know.”

    


    
      “—Will the day come,”


      Said the new one, awestruck, faint,


      “When I shall lodge shades dim and dumb—


      And with such spectral guests become acquaint?”

    


    
      “—That will it, boy;


      Such shades will people thee,


      Each in his misery, irk, or joy,


      And print on thee their presences as on me.”

    


    ♣


    On Stinsford Hill at Midnight


    
      I glimpsed a woman’s muslined form


      Sing-songing airily


      Against the moon; and still she sang,


      And took no heed of me.

    


    
      Another trice, and I beheld


      What first I had not scanned,


      That now and then she tapped and shook


      A timbrel in her hand.

    


    
      So late the hour, so white her drape,


      So strange the look it lent


      To that blank hill, I could not guess


      What phantastry it meant.

    


    
      Then burst I forth: “Why such from you?


      Are you so happy now?”


      Her voice swam on; nor did she show


      Thought of me anyhow.

    


    
      I called again: “Come nearer; much


      That kind of note I need!”


      The song kept softening, loudening on,


      In placid calm unheed.

    


    
      “What home is yours now?” then I said;


      “You seem to have no care.”


      But the wild wavering tune went forth


      As if I had not been there.

    


    
      “This world is dark, and where you are,”


      I said, “I cannot be!”


      But still the happy one sang on,


      And had no heed of me.

    


    ♣


    The Fallow Deer at the Lonely House


    
      One without looks in to-night


      Through the curtain-chink


      From the sheet of glistening white;


      One without looks in to-night


      As we sit and think


      By the fender-brink.

    


    
      We do not discern those eyes


      Watching in the snow;


      Lit by lamps of rosy dyes


      We do not discern those eyes


      Wondering, aglow,


      Fourfooted, tiptoe.

    


    ♣


    The Selfsame Song


    
      A bird bills the selfsame song,


      With never a fault in its flow,


      That we listened to here those long


      Long years ago.

    


    
      A pleasing marvel is how


      A strain of such rapturous rote


      Should have gone on thus till now


      Unchanged in a note!

    


    
      —But it’s not the selfsame bird.—


      No: perished to dust is he …


      As also are those who heard


      That song with me.

    


    ♣


    The Wanderer


    
      There is nobody on the road


      But I,


      And no beseeming abode


      I can try


      For shelter, so abroad


      I must lie.

    


    
      The stars feel not far up,


      And to be


      The lights by which I sup


      Glimmeringly,


      Set out in a hollow cup


      Over me.

    


    
      They wag as though they were


      Panting for joy


      Where they shine, above all care,


      And annoy,


      And demons of despair—


      Life’s alloy.

    


    
      Sometimes outside the fence


      Feet swing past,


      Clock-like, and then go hence,


      Till at last


      There is a silence, dense,


      Deep, and vast.

    


    
      A wanderer, witch-drawn


      To and fro,


      To-morrow, at the dawn,


      On I go,


      And where I rest anon


      Do not know!

    


    
      Yet it’s meet—this bed of hay


      And roofless plight;


      For there’s a house of clay,


      My own, quite,


      To roof me soon, all day


      And all night.

    


    ♣


    A Wife Comes back


    
      This is the story a man told me


      Of his life’s one day of dreamery.

    


    
      A woman came into his room


      Between the dawn and the creeping day:


      She was the years-wed wife from whom


      He had parted, and who lived far away,


      As if strangers they.

    


    
      He wondered, and as she stood


      She put on youth in her look and air,


      And more was he wonderstruck as he viewed


      Her form and flesh bloom yet more fair


      While he watched her there;

    


    
      Till she freshed to the pink and brown


      That were hers on the night when first they met,


      When she was the charm of the idle town


      And he the pick of the club-fire set …


      His eyes grew wet,

    


    
      And he stretched his arms: “Stay—rest!—”


      He cried. “Abide with me so, my own!”


      But his arms closed in on his hard bare breast;


      She had vanished with all he had looked upon


      Of her beauty: gone.

    


    
      He clothed, and drew downstairs,


      But she was not in the house, he found;


      And he passed out under the leafy pairs


      Of the avenue elms, and searched around


      To the park-pale bound.

    


    
      He mounted, and rode till night


      To the city to which she had long withdrawn,


      The vision he bore all day in his sight


      Being her young self as pondered on


      In the dim of dawn.

    


    
      “—The lady here long ago—


      Is she now here?—young—or such age as she is?”


      “—She is still here.”—“Thank God. Let her know;


      She’ll pardon a comer so late as this


      Whom she’d fain not miss.”

    


    
      She received him—an ancient dame,


      Who hemmed, with features frozen and numb,


      “How strange!—I’d almost forgotten your name!—


      A call just now—is troublesome;


      Why did you come?”

    


    ♣


    A Young Man’s Exhortation


    
      Call off your eyes from care


      By some determined deftness; put forth joys


      Dear as excess without the core that cloys,


      And charm Life’s lourings fair.

    


    
      Exalt and crown the hour


      That girdles us, and fill it full with glee,


      Blind glee, excelling aught could ever be


      Were heedfulness in power.

    


    
      Send up such touching strains


      That limitless recruits from Fancy’s pack


      Shall rush upon your tongue, and tender back


      All that your soul contains.

    


    
      For what do we know best?


      That a fresh love-leaf crumpled soon will dry,


      And that men moment after moment die,


      Of all scope dispossest.

    


    
      If I have seen one thing


      It is the passing preciousness of dreams;


      That aspects are within us; and who seems


      Most kingly is the King.

    


    1867: Westbourne Park Villas.


    ♣


    At Lulworth Cove a Century Back


    
      Had I but lived a hundred years ago


      I might have gone, as I have gone this year,


      By Warmwell Cross on to a Cove I know,


      And Time have placed his finger on me there:

    


    
      “You see that man?”—I might have looked, and said,


      “O yes: I see him. One that boat has brought


      Which dropped down Channel round Saint Alban’s Head.


      So commonplace a youth calls not my thought.”

    


    
      “You see that man?”—“Why yes; I told you; yes:


      Of an idling town-sort; thin; hair brown in hue;


      And as the evening light scants less and less


      He looks up at a star, as many do.”

    


    
      “You see that man?”—“Nay, leave me!” then I plead,


      “I have fifteen miles to vamp across the lea,


      And it grows dark, and I am weary-kneed:


      I have said the third time; yes, that man I see!

    


    
      “Good. That man goes to Rome—to death, despair;


      And no one notes him now but you and I:


      A hundred years, and the world will follow him there,


      And bend with reverence where his ashes lie.”

    


    September 1920.


    Note.—In September 1820 Keats, on his way to Rome, landed one day on the Dorset coast, and composed the sonnet, “Bright star! would I were steadfast as thou art.” The spot of his landing is judged to have been Lulworth Cove.


    


    ♣


    A Bygone Occasion


    (Song)


    
      That night, that night,


      That song, that song!


      Will such again be evened quite


      Through lifetimes long?

    


    
      No mirth was shown


      To outer seers,


      But mood to match has not been known


      In modern years.

    


    
      O eyes that smiled,


      O lips that lured;


      That such would last was one beguiled


      To think ensured!

    


    
      That night, that night,


      That song, that song;


      O drink to its recalled delight,


      Though tears may throng!

    


    ♣


    Two Serenades


    I—On Christmas Eve


    
      Late on Christmas Eve, in the street alone,


      Outside a house, on the pavement-stone,


      I sang to her, as we’d sung together


      On former eves ere I felt her tether.—


      Above the door of green by me


      Was she, her casement seen by me;


      But she would not heed


      What I melodied


      In my soul’s sore need—


      She would not heed.

    


    
      Cassiopeia overhead,


      And the Seven of the Wain, heard what I said


      As I bent me there, and voiced, and fingered


      Upon the strings…. Long, long I lingered:


      Only the curtains hid from her


      One whom caprice had bid from her;


      But she did not come,


      And my heart grew numb


      And dull my strum;


      She did not come.

    


    II—A Year Later


    
      I skimmed the strings; I sang quite low;


      I hoped she would not come or know


      That the house next door was the one now dittied,


      Not hers, as when I had played unpitied;


      —Next door, where dwelt a heart fresh stirred,


      My new Love, of good will to me,


      Unlike my old Love chill to me,


      Who had not cared for my notes when heard:


      Yet that old Love came


      To the other’s name


      As hers were the claim;


      Yea, the old Love came

    


    
      My viol sank mute, my tongue stood still,


      I tried to sing on, but vain my will:


      I prayed she would guess of the later, and leave me;


      She stayed, as though, were she slain by the smart,


      She would bear love’s burn for a newer heart.


      The tense-drawn moment wrought to bereave me


      Of voice, and I turned in a dumb despair


      At her finding I’d come to another there.


      Sick I withdrew


      At love’s grim hue


      Ere my last Love knew;


      Sick I withdrew.

    


    From an old copy.


    ♣


    The Wedding Morning


    
      Tabitha dressed for her wedding:-


      “Tabby, why look so sad?”


      “—O I feel a great gloominess spreading, spreading,


      Instead of supremely glad! …

    


    
      “I called on Carry last night,


      And he came whilst I was there,


      Not knowing I’d called. So I kept out of sight,


      And I heard what he said to her:

    


    
      “‘—Ah, I’d far liefer marry


      You, Dear, to-morrow!’ he said,


      ‘But that cannot be.’—O I’d give him to Carry,


      And willingly see them wed,

    


    
      “But how can I do it when


      His baby will soon be born?


      After that I hope I may die. And then


      She can have him. I shall not mourn!’

    


    ♣


    End of the Year 1912


    
      You were here at his young beginning,


      You are not here at his agèd end;


      Off he coaxed you from Life’s mad spinning,


      Lest you should see his form extend


      Shivering, sighing,


      Slowly dying,


      And a tear on him expend.

    


    
      So it comes that we stand lonely


      In the star-lit avenue,


      Dropping broken lipwords only,


      For we hear no songs from you,


      Such as flew here


      For the new year


      Once, while six bells swung thereto.

    


    ♣


    The Chimes Play “Life’s a bumper!”


    
      “Awake! I’m off to cities far away,”


      I said; and rose, on peradventures bent.


      The chimes played “Life’s a Bumper!” on that day


      To the measure of my walking as I went:


      Their sweetness frisked and floated on the lea,


      As they played out “Life’s a Bumper!” there to me.

    


    
      “Awake!” I said. “I go to take a bride!”


      —The sun arose behind me ruby-red


      As I journeyed townwards from the countryside,


      The chiming bells saluting near ahead.


      Their sweetness swelled in tripping tings of glee


      As they played out “Life’s a Bumper!” there to me.

    


    
      “Again arise.” I seek a turfy slope,


      And go forth slowly on an autumn noon,


      And there I lay her who has been my hope,


      And think, “O may I follow hither soon!”


      While on the wind the chimes come cheerily,


      Playing out “Life’s a Bumper!” there to me.

    


    1913.


    ♣


    “I worked no wile to meet you”


    (SONG)


    
      I worked no wile to meet you,


      My sight was set elsewhere,


      I sheered about to shun you,


      And lent your life no care.


      I was unprimed to greet you


      At such a date and place,


      Constraint alone had won you


      Vision of my strange face!

    


    
      You did not seek to see me


      Then or at all, you said,


      —Meant passing when you neared me,


      But stumblingblocks forbade.


      You even had thought to flee me,


      By other mindings moved;


      No influent star endeared me,


      Unknown, unrecked, unproved!

    


    
      What, then, was there to tell us


      The flux of flustering hours


      Of their own tide would bring us


      By no device of ours


      To where the daysprings well us


      Heart-hydromels that cheer,


      Till Time enearth and swing us


      Round with the turning sphere.

    


    ♣


    At the Railway Station, Upway


    
      “There is not much that I can do,


      For I’ve no money that’s quite my own!”


      Spoke up the pitying child—


      A little boy with a violin


      At the station before the train came in,—


      “But I can play my fiddle to you,


      And a nice one ‘tis, and good in tone!”

    


    
      The man in the handcuffs smiled;


      The constable looked, and he smiled, too,


      As the fiddle began to twang;


      And the man in the handcuffs suddenly sang


      Uproariously:


      “This life so free


      Is the thing for me!”


      And the constable smiled, and said no word,


      As if unconscious of what he heard;


      And so they went on till the train came in—


      The convict, and boy with the violin.

    


    ♣


    Side by Side


    
      So there sat they,


      The estranged two,


      Thrust in one pew


      By chance that day;


      Placed so, breath-nigh,


      Each comer unwitting


      Who was to be sitting


      In touch close by.

    


    
      Thus side by side


      Blindly alighted,


      They seemed united


      As groom and bride,


      Who’d not communed


      For many years—


      Lives from twain spheres


      With hearts distuned.

    


    
      Her fringes brushed


      His garment’s hem


      As the harmonies rushed


      Through each of them:


      Her lips could be heard


      In the creed and psalms,


      And their fingers neared


      At the giving of alms.

    


    
      And women and men,


      The matins ended,


      By looks commended


      Them, joined again.


      Quickly said she,


      “Don’t undeceive them—


      Better thus leave them:”


      “Quite so,” said he.

    


    
      Slight words!—the last


      Between them said,


      Those two, once wed,


      Who had not stood fast.


      Diverse their ways


      From the western door,


      To meet no more


      In their span of days.

    


    ♣


    Dream of the City Shopwoman


    
      ’Twere sweet to have a comrade here,


      Who’d vow to love this garreteer,


      By city people’s snap and sneer


      Tried oft and hard!

    


    
      We’d rove a truant cock and hen


      To some snug solitary glen,


      And never be seen to haunt again


      This teeming yard.

    


    
      Within a cot of thatch and clay


      We’d list the flitting pipers play,


      Our lives a twine of good and gay


      Enwreathed discreetly;

    


    
      Our blithest deeds so neighbouring wise


      That doves should coo in soft surprise,


      “These must belong to Paradise


      Who live so sweetly.”

    


    
      Our clock should be the closing flowers,


      Our sprinkle-bath the passing showers,


      Our church the alleyed willow bowers,


      The truth our theme;

    


    
      And infant shapes might soon abound:


      Their shining heads would dot us round


      Like mushroom balls on grassy ground …


      —But all is dream!

    


    
      O God, that creatures framed to feel


      A yearning nature’s strong appeal


      Should writhe on this eternal wheel


      In rayless grime;

    


    
      And vainly note, with wan regret,


      Each star of early promise set;


      Till Death relieves, and they forget


      Their one Life’s time!

    


    Westbourne Park Villas, 1866.


    ♣


    A Maiden’s Pledge


    (Song)


    
      I do not wish to win your vow


      To take me soon or late as bride,


      And lift me from the nook where now


      I tarry your farings to my side.


      I am blissful ever to abide


      In this green labyrinth—let all be,


      If but, whatever may betide,


      You do not leave off loving me!

    


    
      Your comet-comings I will wait


      With patience time shall not wear through;


      The yellowing years will not abate


      My largened love and truth to you,


      Nor drive me to complaint undue


      Of absence, much as I may pine,


      If never another ‘twixt us two


      Shall come, and you stand wholly mine.

    


    ♣


    The Child and the Sage


    
      You say, O Sage, when weather-checked,


      “I have been favoured so


      With cloudless skies, I must expect


      This dash of rain or snow.”

    


    
      “Since health has been my lot,” you say,


      “So many months of late,


      I must not chafe that one short day


      Of sickness mars my state.”

    


    
      You say, “Such bliss has been my share


      From Love’s unbroken smile,


      It is but reason I should bear


      A cross therein awhile.”

    


    
      And thus you do not count upon


      Continuance of joy;


      But, when at ease, expect anon


      A burden of annoy.

    


    
      But, Sage—this Earth—why not a place


      Where no reprisals reign,


      Where never a spell of pleasantness


      Makes reasonable a pain?

    


    December 21, 1908.


    ♣


    Mismet


    I


    
      He was leaning by a face,


      He was looking into eyes,


      And he knew a trysting-place,


      And he heard seductive sighs;


      But the face,


      And the eyes,


      And the place,


      And the sighs,


      Were not, alas, the right ones—the ones meet for him—


      Though fine and sweet the features, and the feelings all abrim.

    


    II


    
      She was looking at a form,


      She was listening for a tread,


      She could feel a waft of charm


      When a certain name was said;


      But the form,


      And the tread,


      And the charm


      Of name said,


      Were the wrong ones for her, and ever would be so,


      While the heritor of the right it would have saved her soul to know!

    


    ♣


    An Autumn Rain-Scene


    
      There trudges one to a merry-making


      With a sturdy swing,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      To fetch the saving medicament


      Is another bent,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      One slowly drives his herd to the stall


      Ere ill befall,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      This bears his missives of life and death


      With quickening breath,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      One watches for signals of wreck or war


      From the hill afar,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      No care if he gain a shelter or none,


      Unhired moves one,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    
      And another knows nought of its chilling fall


      Upon him at all,


      On whom the rain comes down.

    


    October 1904.


    ♣


    Meditations on a Holiday


    (A New Theme to an Old Folk-Jingle)


    
      ’Tis May morning,


      All-adorning,


      No cloud warning


      Of rain to-day.


      Where shall I go to,


      Go to, go to?—


      Can I say No to


      Lyonnesse-way?

    


    
      Well—what reason


      Now at this season


      Is there for treason


      To other shrines?


      Tristram is not there,


      Isolt forgot there,


      New eras blot there


      Sought-for signs!

    


    
      Stratford-on-Avon—


      Poesy-paven—


      I’ll find a haven


      There, somehow!—


      Nay—I’m but caught of


      Dreams long thought of,


      The Swan knows nought of


      His Avon now!

    


    
      What shall it be, then,


      I go to see, then,


      Under the plea, then,


      Of votary?


      I’ll go to Lakeland,


      Lakeland, Lakeland,


      Certainly Lakeland


      Let it be.

    


    
      But—why to that place,


      That place, that place,


      Such a hard come-at place


      Need I fare?


      When its bard cheers no more,


      Loves no more, fears no more,


      Sees no more, hears no more


      Anything there!

    


    
      Ah, there is Scotland,


      Burns’s Scotland,


      And Waverley’s. To what land


      Better can I hie?—


      Yet—if no whit now


      Feel those of it now—


      Care not a bit now


      For it—why I?

    


    
      I’ll seek a town street,


      Aye, a brick-brown street,


      Quite a tumbledown street,


      Drawing no eyes.


      For a Mary dwelt there,


      And a Percy felt there


      Heart of him melt there,


      A Claire likewise.

    


    
      Why incline to that city,


      Such a city, that city,


      Now a mud-bespat city!—


      Care the lovers who


      Now live and walk there,


      Sit there and talk there,


      Buy there, or hawk there,


      Or wed, or woo?

    


    
      Laughters in a volley


      Greet so fond a folly


      As nursing melancholy


      In this and that spot,


      Which, with most endeavour,


      Those can visit never,


      But for ever and ever


      Will now know not!

    


    
      If, on lawns Elysian,


      With a broadened vision


      And a faint derision


      Conscious be they,


      How they might reprove me


      That these fancies move me,


      Think they ill behoove me,


      Smile, and say:

    


    
      “What!—our hoar old houses,


      Where the past dead-drowses,


      Nor a child nor spouse is


      Of our name at all?


      Such abodes to care for,


      Inquire about and bear for,


      And suffer wear and tear for—


      How weak of you and small!”

    


    May 1921.


    ♣


    An Experience


    
      Wit, weight, or wealth there was not


      In anything that was said,


      In anything that was done;


      All was of scope to cause not


      A triumph, dazzle, or dread


      To even the subtlest one,


      My friend,


      To even the subtlest one.

    


    
      But there was a new afflation—


      An aura zephyring round,


      That care infected not:


      It came as a salutation,


      And, in my sweet astound,


      I scarcely witted what


      Might pend,


      I scarcely witted what.

    


    
      The hills in samewise to me


      Spoke, as they grayly gazed,


      —First hills to speak so yet!


      The thin-edged breezes blew me


      What I, though cobwebbed, crazed,


      Was never to forget,


      My friend,


      Was never to forget!

    


    ♣


    The Beauty


    
      O do not praise my beauty more,


      In such word-wild degree,


      And say I am one all eyes adore;


      For these things harass me!

    


    
      But do for ever softly say:


      “From now unto the end


      Come weal, come wanzing, come what may,


      Dear, I will be your friend.”

    


    
      I hate my beauty in the glass:


      My beauty is not I:


      I wear it: none cares whether, alas,


      Its wearer live or die!

    


    
      The inner I O care for, then,


      Yea, me and what I am,


      And shall be at the gray hour when


      My cheek begins to clam.

    


    Note.—“The Regent Street beauty, Miss Verrey, the Swiss confectioner’s daughter, whose personal attractions have been so mischievously exaggerated, died of fever on Monday evening, brought on by the annoyance she had been for some time subject to.”—London paper, October 1828.


    ♣


    The Collector Cleans his Picture


    
      Fili hominis, ecce ego tollo a te desiderabile oculorum tuorom in plaga.—Ezech. xxiv. 16.

    


    
      How I remember cleaning that strange picture!


      I had been deep in duty for my sick neighbour—


      His besides my own—over several Sundays,


      Often, too, in the week; so with parish pressures,


      Baptisms, burials, doctorings, conjugal counsel—


      All the whatnots asked of a rural parson—


      Faith, I was well-nigh broken, should have been fully


      Saving for one small secret relaxation,


      One that in mounting manhood had grown my hobby.

    


    
      This was to delve at whiles for easel-lumber,


      Stowed in the backmost slums of a soon-reached city,


      Merely on chance to uncloak some worthy canvas,


      Panel, or plaque, blacked blind by uncouth adventure,


      Yet under all concealing a precious art-feat.


      Such I had found not yet. My latest capture


      Came from the rooms of a trader in ancient house-gear


      Who had no scent of beauty or soul for brushcraft.


      Only a tittle cost it—murked with grime-films,


      Gatherings of slow years, thick-varnished over,


      Never a feature manifest of man’s painting.

    


    
      So, one Saturday, time ticking hard on midnight


      Ere an hour subserved, I set me upon it.


      Long with coiled-up sleeves I cleaned and yet cleaned,


      Till a first fresh spot, a high light, looked forth,


      Then another, like fair flesh, and another;


      Then a curve, a nostril, and next a finger,


      Tapering, shapely, significantly pointing slantwise.


      “Flemish?” I said. “Nay, Spanish … But, nay, Italian!”


      —Then meseemed it the guise of the ranker Venus,


      Named of some Astarte, of some Cotytto.


      Down I knelt before it and kissed the panel,


      Drunk with the lure of love’s inhibited dreamings.

    


    
      Till the dawn I rubbed, when there gazed up at me


      A hag, that had slowly emerged from under my hands there,


      Pointing the slanted finger towards a bosom


      Eaten away of a rot from the lusts of a lifetime …


      —I could have ended myself in heart-shook horror.


      Stunned I sat till roused by a clear-voiced bell-chime,


      Fresh and sweet as the dew-fleece under my luthern.


      It was the matin service calling to me


      From the adjacent steeple.

    


    ♣


    The Wood Fire


    (A Fragment)


    
      “This is a brightsome blaze you’ve lit good friend, to-night!”


      “—Aye, it has been the bleakest spring I have felt for years,


      And nought compares with cloven logs to keep alight:


      I buy them bargain-cheap of the executioners,


      As I dwell near; and they wanted the crosses out of sight


      By Passover, not to affront the eyes of visitors.

    


    
      “Yes, they’re from the crucifixions last week-ending


      At Kranion. We can sometimes use the poles again,


      But they get split by the nails, and ‘tis quicker work than mending


      To knock together new; though the uprights now and then


      Serve twice when they’re let stand. But if a feast’s impending,


      As lately, you’ve to tidy up for the corners’ ken.

    


    
      “Though only three were impaled, you may know it didn’t pass off


      So quietly as was wont? That Galilee carpenter’s son


      Who boasted he was king, incensed the rabble to scoff:


      I heard the noise from my garden. This piece is the one he was on …


      Yes, it blazes up well if lit with a few dry chips and shroff;


      And it’s worthless for much else, what with cuts and stains thereon.”

    


    ♣


    Saying Good-bye


    (Song)


    
      We are always saying


      “Good-bye, good-bye!”


      In work, in playing,


      In gloom, in gaying:


      At many a stage


      Of pilgrimage


      From youth to age


      We say, “Good-bye,


      Good-bye!”

    


    
      We are undiscerning


      Which go to sigh,


      Which will be yearning


      For soon returning;


      And which no more


      Will dark our door,


      Or tread our shore,


      But go to die,


      To die.

    


    
      Some come from roaming


      With joy again;


      Some, who come homing


      By stealth at gloaming,


      Had better have stopped


      Till death, and dropped


      By strange hands propped,


      Than come so fain,


      So fain.

    


    
      So, with this saying,


      “Good-bye, good-bye,”


      We speed their waying


      Without betraying


      Our grief, our fear


      No more to hear


      From them, close, clear,


      Again: “Good-bye,


      Good-bye!”

    


    ♣


    On the Tune Called The Old-Hundred-and-Fourth


    
      We never sang together


      Ravenscroft’s terse old tune


      On Sundays or on weekdays,


      In sharp or summer weather,


      At night-time or at noon.

    


    
      Why did we never sing it,


      Why never so incline


      On Sundays or on weekdays,


      Even when soft wafts would wing it


      From your far floor to mine?

    


    
      Shall we that tune, then, never


      Stand voicing side by side


      On Sundays or on weekdays? …


      Or shall we, when for ever


      In Sheol we abide,

    


    
      Sing it in desolation,


      As we might long have done


      On Sundays or on weekdays


      With love and exultation


      Before our sands had run?

    


    ♣


    The Opportunity


    (For H. P.)


    
      Forty springs back, I recall,


      We met at this phase of the Maytime:


      We might have clung close through all,


      But we parted when died that daytime.

    


    
      We parted with smallest regret;


      Perhaps should have cared but slightly,


      Just then, if we never had met:


      Strange, strange that we lived so lightly!

    


    
      Had we mused a little space


      At that critical date in the Maytime,


      One life had been ours, one place,


      Perhaps, till our long cold daytime.

    


    
      —This is a bitter thing


      For thee, O man: what ails it?


      The tide of chance may bring


      Its offer; but nought avails it!

    


    ♣


    Evelyn G. of Christminster


    
      I can see the towers


      In mind quite clear


      Not many hours’


      Faring from here;


      But how up and go,


      And briskly bear


      Thither, and know


      That are not there?

    


    
      Though the birds sing small,


      And apple and pear


      On your trees by the wall


      Are ripe and rare,


      Though none excel them,


      I have no care


      To taste them or smell them


      And you not there.

    


    
      Though the College stones


      Are smit with the sun,


      And the graduates and Dons


      Who held you as one


      Of brightest brow


      Still think as they did,


      Why haunt with them now


      Your candle is hid?

    


    
      Towards the river


      A pealing swells:


      They cost me a quiver—


      Those prayerful bells!


      How go to God,


      Who can reprove


      With so heavy a rod


      As your swift remove!

    


    
      The chorded keys


      Wait all in a row,


      And the bellows wheeze


      As long ago.


      And the psalter lingers,


      And organist’s chair;


      But where are your fingers


      That once wagged there?

    


    
      Shall I then seek


      That desert place


      This or next week,


      And those tracks trace


      That fill me with cark


      And cloy; nowhere


      Being movement or mark


      Of you now there!

    


    ♣


    The Rift


    (Song: Minor Mode)


    
      ’Twas just at gnat and cobweb-time,


      When yellow begins to show in the leaf,


      That your old gamut changed its chime


      From those true tones—of span so brief!—


      That met my beats of joy, of grief,


      As rhyme meets rhyme.

    


    
      So sank I from my high sublime!


      We faced but chancewise after that,


      And never I knew or guessed my crime…


      Yes; ‘twas the date—or nigh thereat—


      Of the yellowing leaf; at moth and gnat


      And cobweb-time.

    


    ♣


    Voices from Things Growing in a Churchyard


    
      These flowers are I, poor Fanny Hurd,


      Sir or Madam,


      A little girl here sepultured.


      Once I flit-fluttered like a bird


      Above the grass, as now I wave


      In daisy shapes above my grave,


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    
      —I am one Bachelor Bowring, “Gent,”


      Sir or Madam;


      In shingled oak my bones were pent;


      Hence more than a hundred years I spent


      In my feat of change from a coffin-thrall


      To a dancer in green as leaves on a wall.


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    
      —I, these berries of juice and gloss,


      Sir or Madam,


      Am clean forgotten as Thomas Voss;


      Thin-urned, I have burrowed away from the moss


      That covers my sod, and have entered this yew,


      And turned to clusters ruddy of view,


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    
      —The Lady Gertrude, proud, high-bred,


      Sir or Madam,


      Am I—this laurel that shades your head;


      Into its veins I have stilly sped,


      And made them of me; and my leaves now shine,


      As did my satins superfine,


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    
      —I, who as innocent withwind climb,


      Sir or Madam.


      Am one Eve Greensleeves, in olden time


      Kissed by men from many a clime,


      Beneath sun, stars, in blaze, in breeze,


      As now by glowworms and by bees,


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily! (2)

    


    
      —I’m old Squire Audeley Grey, who grew,


      Sir or Madam,


      Aweary of life, and in scorn withdrew;


      Till anon I clambered up anew


      As ivy-green, when my ache was stayed,


      And in that attire I have longtime gayed


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    
      —And so they breathe, these masks, to each


      Sir or Madam


      Who lingers there, and their lively speech


      Affords an interpreter much to teach,


      As their murmurous accents seem to come


      Thence hitheraround in a radiant hum,


      All day cheerily,


      All night eerily!

    


    ♣


    On the Way


    
      The trees fret fitfully and twist,


      Shutters rattle and carpets heave,


      Slime is the dust of yestereve,


      And in the streaming mist


      Fishes might seem to fin a passage if they list.

    


    
      But to his feet,


      Drawing nigh and nigher


      A hidden seat,


      The fog is sweet


      And the wind a lyre.

    


    
      A vacant sameness grays the sky,


      A moisture gathers on each knop


      Of the bramble, rounding to a drop,


      That greets the goer-by


      With the cold listless lustre of a dead man’s eye.

    


    
      But to her sight,


      Drawing nigh and nigher


      Its deep delight,


      The fog is bright


      And the wind a lyre.

    


    ♣


    “She did not turn”


    
      She did not turn,


      But passed foot-faint with averted head


      In her gown of green, by the bobbing fern,


      Though I leaned over the gate that led


      From where we waited with table spread;


      But she did not turn:


      Why was she near there if love had fled?

    


    
      She did not turn,


      Though the gate was whence I had often sped


      In the mists of morning to meet her, and learn


      Her heart, when its moving moods I read


      As a book—she mine, as she sometimes said;


      But she did not turn,


      And passed foot-faint with averted head.

    


    ♣


    Growth in May


    
      I enter a daisy-and-buttercup land,


      And thence thread a jungle of grass:


      Hurdles and stiles scarce visible stand


      Above the lush stems as I pass.

    


    
      Hedges peer over, and try to be seen,


      And seem to reveal a dim sense


      That amid such ambitious and elbow-high green


      They make a mean show as a fence.

    


    
      Elsewhere the mead is possessed of the neats,


      That range not greatly above


      The rich rank thicket which brushes their teats,


      And her gown, as she waits for her Love.

    


    Near Chard.


    ♣


    The Children and Sir Nameless


    
      Sir Nameless, once of Athelhall, declared:


      “These wretched children romping in my park


      Trample the herbage till the soil is bared,


      And yap and yell from early morn till dark!


      Go keep them harnessed to their set routines:


      Thank God I’ve none to hasten my decay;


      For green remembrance there are better means


      Than offspring, who but wish their sires away.”

    


    
      Sir Nameless of that mansion said anon:


      “To be perpetuate for my mightiness


      Sculpture must image me when I am gone.”


      —He forthwith summoned carvers there express


      To shape a figure stretching seven-odd feet


      (For he was tall) in alabaster stone,


      With shield, and crest, and casque, and word complete:


      When done a statelier work was never known.

    


    
      Three hundred years hied; Church-restorers came,


      And, no one of his lineage being traced,


      They thought an effigy so large in frame


      Best fitted for the floor. There it was placed,


      Under the seats for schoolchildren. And they


      Kicked out his name, and hobnailed off his nose;


      And, as they yawn through sermon-time, they say,


      “Who was this old stone man beneath our toes?”

    


    ♣


    At the Royal Academy


    
      These summer landscapes—clump, and copse, and croft—


      Woodland and meadowland—here hung aloft,


      Gay with limp grass and leafery new and soft,

    


    
      Seem caught from the immediate season’s yield


      I saw last noonday shining over the field,


      By rapid snatch, while still are uncongealed

    


    
      The saps that in their live originals climb;


      Yester’s quick greenage here set forth in mime


      Just as it stands, now, at our breathing-time.

    


    
      But these young foils so fresh upon each tree,


      Soft verdures spread in sprouting novelty,


      Are not this summer’s, though they feign to be.

    


    
      Last year their May to Michaelmas term was run,


      Last autumn browned and buried every one,


      And no more know they sight of any sun.

    


    ♣


    Her Temple


    
      Dear, think not that they will forget you:


      —If craftsmanly art should be mine


      I will build up a temple, and set you


      Therein as its shrine.

    


    
      They may say: “Why a woman such honour?”


      —Be told, “O, so sweet was her fame,


      That a man heaped this splendour upon her;


      None now knows his name.”

    


    ♣


    A Two-Years’ Idyll


    
      Yes; such it was;


      Just those two seasons unsought,


      Sweeping like summertide wind on our ways;


      Moving, as straws,


      Hearts quick as ours in those days;


      Going like wind, too, and rated as nought


      Save as the prelude to plays


      Soon to come—larger, life-fraught:


      Yes; such it was.

    


    
      “Nought” it was called,


      Even by ourselves—that which springs


      Out of the years for all flesh, first or last,


      Commonplace, scrawled


      Dully on days that go past.


      Yet, all the while, it upbore us like wings


      Even in hours overcast:


      Aye, though this best thing of things,


      “Nought” it was called!

    


    
      What seems it now?


      Lost: such beginning was all;


      Nothing came after: romance straight forsook


      Quickly somehow


      Life when we sped from our nook,


      Primed for new scenes with designs smart and tall …


      —A preface without any book,


      A trumpet uplipped, but no call;


      That seems it now.

    


    ♣


    By Henstridge Cross at the Year’s End


    
      (From this centuries-old cross-road the highway leads east to London, north to Bristol and Bath, west to Exeter and the Land’s End, and south to the Channel coast.)

    


    
      Why go the east road now? …


      That way a youth went on a morrow


      After mirth, and he brought back sorrow


      Painted upon his brow


      Why go the east road now?

    


    
      Why go the north road now?


      Torn, leaf-strewn, as if scoured by foemen,


      Once edging fiefs of my forefolk yeomen,


      Fallows fat to the plough:


      Why go the north road now?

    


    
      Why go the west road now?


      Thence to us came she, bosom-burning,


      Welcome with joyousness returning …


      —She sleeps under the bough:


      Why go the west road now?

    


    
      Why go the south road now?


      That way marched they some are forgetting,


      Stark to the moon left, past regretting


      Loves who have falsed their vow …


      Why go the south road now?

    


    
      Why go any road now?


      White stands the handpost for brisk on-bearers,


      “Halt!” is the word for wan-cheeked farers


      Musing on Whither, and How …


      Why go any road now?

    


    
      “Yea: we want new feet now”


      Answer the stones. “Want chit-chat, laughter:


      Plenty of such to go hereafter


      By our tracks, we trow!


      We are for new feet now.

    


    During the War.


    ♣


    Penance


    


    
      “Why do you sit, O pale thin man,


      At the end of the room


      By that harpsichord, built on the quaint old plan?


      —It is cold as a tomb,


      And there’s not a spark within the grate;


      And the jingling wires


      Are as vain desires


      That have lagged too late.”

    


    
      “Why do I? Alas, far times ago


      A woman lyred here


      In the evenfall; one who fain did so


      From year to year;


      And, in loneliness bending wistfully,


      Would wake each note


      In sick sad rote,


      None to listen or see!

    


    
      “I would not join. I would not stay,


      But drew away,


      Though the winter fire beamed brightly … Aye!


      I do to-day


      What I would not then; and the chill old keys,


      Like a skull’s brown teeth


      Loose in their sheath,


      Freeze my touch; yes, freeze.”

    


    ♣


    “I look in her face”


    (Song: Minor)


    
      I look in her face and say,


      “Sing as you used to sing


      About Love’s blossoming”;


      But she hints not Yea or Nay.

    


    
      “Sing, then, that Love’s a pain,


      If, Dear, you think it so,


      Whether it be or no;”


      But dumb her lips remain.

    


    
      I go to a far-off room,


      A faint song ghosts my ear;


      Which song I cannot hear,


      But it seems to come from a tomb.

    


    ♣


    After the War


    
      Last Post sounded


      Across the mead


      To where he loitered


      With absent heed.


      Five years before


      In the evening there


      Had flown that call


      To him and his Dear.


      “You’ll never come back;


      Good-bye!” she had said;


      “Here I’ll be living,


      And my Love dead!”

    


    
      Those closing minims


      Had been as shafts darting


      Through him and her pressed


      In that last parting;


      They thrilled him not now,


      In the selfsame place


      With the selfsame sun


      On his war-seamed face.


      “Lurks a god’s laughter


      In this?” he said,


      “That I am the living


      And she the dead!”

    


    ♣


    “If you had known”


    
      If you had known


      When listening with her to the far-down moan


      Of the white-selvaged and empurpled sea,


      And rain came on that did not hinder talk,


      Or damp your flashing facile gaiety


      In turning home, despite the slow wet walk


      By crooked ways, and over stiles of stone;


      If you had known

    


    
      You would lay roses,


      Fifty years thence, on her monument, that discloses


      Its graying shape upon the luxuriant green;


      Fifty years thence to an hour, by chance led there,


      What might have moved you?—yea, had you foreseen


      That on the tomb of the selfsame one, gone where


      The dawn of every day is as the close is,


      You would lay roses!

    


    1920.


    ♣


    The Chapel-Organist


    (A.D. 185-)


    
      I’ve been thinking it through, as I play here to-night, to play never again,


      By the light of that lowering sun peering in at the window-pane,


      And over the back-street roofs, throwing shades from the boys of the chore


      In the gallery, right upon me, sitting up to these keys once more …

    


    
      How I used to hear tongues ask, as I sat here when I was new:


      “Who is she playing the organ? She touches it mightily true!”


      “She travels from Havenpool Town,” the deacon would softly speak,


      “The stipend can hardly cover her fare hither twice in the week.”


      (It fell far short of doing, indeed; but I never told,


      For I have craved minstrelsy more than lovers, or beauty, or gold.)

    


    
      ’Twas so he answered at first, but the story grew different later:


      “It cannot go on much longer, from what we hear of her now!”


      At the meaning wheeze in the words the inquirer would shift his place


      Till he could see round the curtain that screened me from people below.


      “A handsome girl,” he would murmur, upstaring, (and so I am).


      “But—too much sex in her build; fine eyes, but eyelids too heavy;


      A bosom too full for her age; in her lips too voluptuous a look.”


      (It may be. But who put it there? Assuredly it was not I.)

    


    
      I went on playing and singing when this I had heard, and more,


      Though tears half-blinded me; yes, I remained going on and on,


      Just as I used me to chord and to sing at the selfsame time! …


      For it’s a contralto—my voice is; they’ll hear it again here to-night


      In the psalmody notes that I love more than world or than flesh or than life.

    


    
      Well, the deacon, in fact, that day had learnt new tidings about me;


      They troubled his mind not a little, for he was a worthy man.


      (He trades as a chemist in High Street, and during the week he had sought


      His fellow-deacon, who throve as a book-binder over the way.)


      “These are strange rumours,” he said. “We must guard the good name of the chapel.


      If, sooth, she’s of evil report, what else can we do but dismiss her?”


      “—But get such another to play here we cannot for double the price!”


      It settled the point for the time, and I triumphed awhile in their strait,


      And my much-beloved grand semibreves went living on under my fingers.

    


    
      At length in the congregation more head-shakes and murmurs were rife,


      And my dismissal was ruled, though I was not warned of it then.


      But a day came when they declared it. The news entered me as a sword;


      I was broken; so pallid of face that they thought I should faint, they said.


      I rallied. “O, rather than go, I will play you for nothing!” said I.


      ’Twas in much desperation I spoke it, for bring me to forfeit I could not


      Those melodies chorded so richly for which I had laboured and lived.


      They paused. And for nothing I played at the chapel through Sundays anon,


      Upheld by that art which I loved more than blandishments lavished of men.

    


    
      But it fell that murmurs again from the flock broke the pastor’s peace.


      Some member had seen me at Havenpool, comrading close a sea-captain.


      (Yes; I was thereto constrained, lacking means for the fare to and fro.)


      Yet God knows, if aught He knows ever, I loved the Old-Hundredth, Saint Stephen’s,


      Mount Zion, New Sabbath, Miles-Lane, Holy Rest, and Arabia, and Eaton,


      Above all embraces of body by wooers who sought me and won! …


      Next week ‘twas declared I was seen coming home with a lover at dawn.


      The deacons insisted then, strong; and forgiveness I did not implore.


      I saw all was lost for me, quite, but I made a last bid in my throbs.


      High love had been beaten by lust; and the senses had conquered the soul,


      But the soul should die game, if I knew it! I turned to my masters and said:


      “I yield, Gentlemen, without parlance. But—let me just hymn you once more!


      It’s a little thing, Sirs, that I ask; and a passion is music with me!”


      They saw that consent would cost nothing, and show as good grace, as knew I,


      Though tremble I did, and feel sick, as I paused thereat, dumb for their words.


      They gloomily nodded assent, saying, “Yes, if you care to. Once more,


      And only once more, understand.” To that with a bend I agreed.


      —“You’ve a fixed and a far-reaching look,” spoke one who had eyed me awhile.


      “I’ve a fixed and a far-reaching plan, and my look only showed it,” said I.

    


    
      This evening of Sunday is come—the last of my functioning here.


      “She plays as if she were possessed!” they exclaim, glancing upward and round.


      “Such harmonies I never dreamt the old instrument capable of!”


      Meantime the sun lowers and goes; shades deepen; the lights are turned up,


      And the people voice out the last singing: tune Tallis: the Evening Hymn.


      (I wonder Dissenters sing Ken: it shows them more liberal in spirit


      At this little chapel down here than at certain new others I know.)


      I sing as I play. Murmurs some one: “No woman’s throat richer than hers!”


      “True: in these parts, at least,” ponder I. “But, my man, you will hear it no more.”


      And I sing with them onward: “The grave dread as little do I as my bed.”

    


    
      I lift up my feet from the pedals; and then, while my eyes are still wet


      From the symphonies born of my fingers, I do that whereon I am set,


      And draw from my “full round bosom,” (their words; how can I help its heave?)


      A bottle blue-coloured and fluted—a vinaigrette, they may conceive—


      And before the choir measures my meaning, reads aught in my moves to and fro,


      I drink from the phial at a draught, and they think it a pick-me-up; so.


      Then I gather my books as to leave, bend over the keys as to pray.


      When they come to me motionless, stooping, quick death will have whisked me away.

    


    
      “Sure, nobody meant her to poison herself in her haste, after all!”


      The deacons will say as they carry me down and the night shadows fall,


      “Though the charges were true,” they will add. “It’s a case red as scarlet withal!”


      I have never once minced it. Lived chaste I have not. Heaven knows it above! …


      But past all the heavings of passion—it’s music has been my life-love! …


      That tune did go well—this last playing! … I reckon they’ll bury me here …


      Not a soul from the seaport my birthplace—will come, or bestow me … a tear.

    

  


  ♣


  
    ♣


    Fetching Her


    
      An hour before the dawn,


      My friend,


      You lit your waiting bedside-lamp,


      Your breakfast-fire anon,


      And outing into the dark and damp


      You saddled, and set on.

    


    
      Thuswise, before the day,


      My friend,


      You sought her on her surfy shore,


      To fetch her thence away


      Unto your own new-builded door


      For a staunch lifelong stay.

    


    
      You said: “It seems to be,


      My friend,


      That I were bringing to my place


      The pure brine breeze, the sea,


      The mews—all her old sky and space,


      In bringing her with me!”

    


    
      —But time is prompt to expugn,


      My friend,


      Such magic-minted conjurings:


      The brought breeze fainted soon,


      And then the sense of seamews’ wings,


      And the shore’s sibilant tune.

    


    
      So, it had been more due,


      My friend,


      Perhaps, had you not pulled this flower


      From the craggy nook it knew,


      And set it in an alien bower;


      But left it where it grew!

    


    ♣


    “Could I but will”


    (Song: Verses 1, 3, key major; verse 2, key minor)


    
      Could I but will,


      Will to my bent,


      I’d have afar ones near me still,


      And music of rare ravishment,


      In strains that move the toes and heels!


      And when the sweethearts sat for rest


      The unbetrothed should foot with zest


      Ecstatic reels.

    


    
      Could I be head,


      Head-god, “Come, now,


      Dear girl,” I’d say, “whose flame is fled,


      Who liest with linen-banded brow,


      Stirred but by shakes from Earth’s deep core—”


      I’d say to her: “Unshroud and meet


      That Love who kissed and called thee Sweet!—


      Yea, come once more!”

    


    
      Even half-god power


      In spinning dooms


      Had I, this frozen scene should flower,


      And sand-swept plains and Arctic glooms


      Should green them gay with waving leaves,


      Mid which old friends and I would walk


      With weightless feet and magic talk


      Uncounted eves.

    


    ♣


    She Revisits alone the Church of her Marriage


    
      I have come to the church and chancel,


      Where all’s the same!


      —Brighter and larger in my dreams


      Truly it shaped than now, meseems,


      Is its substantial frame.


      But, anyhow, I made my vow,


      Whether for praise or blame,


      Here in this church and chancel


      Where all’s the same.

    


    
      Where touched the check-floored chancel


      My knees and his?


      The step looks shyly at the sun,


      And says, “’Twas here the thing was done,


      For bale or else for bliss!”


      Of all those there I least was ware


      Would it be that or this


      When touched the check-floored chancel


      My knees and his!

    


    
      Here in this fateful chancel


      Where all’s the same,


      I thought the culminant crest of life


      Was reached when I went forth the wife


      I was not when I came.


      Each commonplace one of my race,


      Some say, has such an aim—


      To go from a fateful chancel


      As not the same.

    


    
      Here, through this hoary chancel


      Where all’s the same,


      A thrill, a gaiety even, ranged


      That morning when it seemed I changed


      My nature with my name.


      Though now not fair, though gray my hair,


      He loved me, past proclaim,


      Here in this hoary chancel,


      Where all’s the same.

    


    ♣


    At the Entering of the New Year


    I (OLD STYLE)


    
      Our songs went up and out the chimney,


      And roused the home-gone husbandmen;


      Our allemands, our heys, poussettings,


      Our hands-across and back again,


      Sent rhythmic throbbings through the casements


      On to the white highway,


      Where nighted farers paused and muttered,


      “Keep it up well, do they!”

    


    
      The contrabasso’s measured booming


      Sped at each bar to the parish bounds,


      To shepherds at their midnight lambings,


      To stealthy poachers on their rounds;


      And everybody caught full duly


      The notes of our delight,


      As Time unrobed the Youth of Promise


      Hailed by our sanguine sight.

    


    II (NEW STYLE)


    
      We stand in the dusk of a pine-tree limb,


      As if to give ear to the muffled peal,


      Brought or withheld at the breeze’s whim;


      But our truest heed is to words that steal


      From the mantled ghost that looms in the gray,


      And seems, so far as our sense can see,


      To feature bereaved Humanity,


      As it sighs to the imminent year its say:-

    


    
      “O stay without, O stay without,


      Calm comely Youth, untasked, untired;


      Though stars irradiate thee about


      Thy entrance here is undesired.


      Open the gate not, mystic one;


      Must we avow what we would close confine?


      With thee, good friend, we would have converse none,


      Albeit the fault may not be thine.”

    


    December 31. During the War.


    ♣


    They Would not Come


    
      I travelled to where in her lifetime


      She’d knelt at morning prayer,


      To call her up as if there;


      But she paid no heed to my suing,


      As though her old haunt could win not


      A thought from her spirit, or care.

    


    
      I went where my friend had lectioned


      The prophets in high declaim,


      That my soul’s ear the same


      Full tones should catch as aforetime;


      But silenced by gear of the Present


      Was the voice that once there came!

    


    
      Where the ocean had sprayed our banquet


      I stood, to recall it as then:


      The same eluding again!


      No vision. Shows contingent


      Affrighted it further from me


      Even than from my home-den.

    


    
      When I found them no responders,


      But fugitives prone to flee


      From where they had used to be,


      It vouched I had been led hither


      As by night wisps in bogland,


      And bruised the heart of me!

    


    ♣


    After a Romantic Day


    
      The railway bore him through


      An earthen cutting out from a city:


      There was no scope for view,


      Though the frail light shed by a slim young moon


      Fell like a friendly tune.

    


    
      Fell like a liquid ditty,


      And the blank lack of any charm


      Of landscape did no harm.


      The bald steep cutting, rigid, rough,


      And moon-lit, was enough


      For poetry of place: its weathered face


      Formed a convenient sheet whereon


      The visions of his mind were drawn.

    


    ♣


    The Two Wives


    (Smoker’s Club-Story)


    
      I waited at home all the while they were boating together—


      My wife and my near neighbour’s wife:


      Till there entered a woman I loved more than life,


      And we sat and sat on, and beheld the uprising dark weather,


      With a sense that some mischief was rife.

    


    
      Tidings came that the boat had capsized, and that one of the ladies


      Was drowned—which of them was unknown:


      And I marvelled—my friend’s wife?—or was it my own


      Who had gone in such wise to the land where the sun as the shade is?


      —We learnt it was his had so gone.

    


    
      Then I cried in unrest: “He is free! But no good is releasing


      To him as it would be to me!”


      “—But it is,” said the woman I loved, quietly.


      “How?” I asked her. “—Because he has long loved me too without ceasing,


      And it’s just the same thing, don’t you see.”

    


    ♣


    “I knew a lady”


    (Club Song)


    
      I knew a lady when the days


      Grew long, and evenings goldened;


      But I was not emboldened


      By her prompt eyes and winning ways.

    


    
      And when old Winter nipt the haws,


      “Another’s wife I’ll be,


      And then you’ll care for me,”


      She said, “and think how sweet I was!”

    


    
      And soon she shone as another’s wife:


      As such I often met her,


      And sighed, “How I regret her!


      My folly cuts me like a knife!”

    


    
      And then, to-day, her husband came,


      And moaned, “Why did you flout her?


      Well could I do without her!


      For both our burdens you are to blame!”

    


    ♣


    A House with a History


    
      There is a house in a city street


      Some past ones made their own;


      Its floors were criss-crossed by their feet,


      And their babblings beat


      From ceiling to white hearth-stone.

    


    
      And who are peopling its parlours now?


      Who talk across its floor?


      Mere freshlings are they, blank of brow,


      Who read not how


      Its prime had passed before

    


    
      Their raw equipments, scenes, and says


      Afflicted its memoried face,


      That had seen every larger phase


      Of human ways


      Before these filled the place.

    


    
      To them that house’s tale is theirs,


      No former voices call


      Aloud therein. Its aspect bears


      Their joys and cares


      Alone, from wall to wall.

    


    ♣


    A Procession of Dead Days


    
      I see the ghost of a perished day;


      I know his face, and the feel of his dawn:


      ’Twas he who took me far away


      To a spot strange and gray:


      Look at me, Day, and then pass on,


      But come again: yes, come anon!

    


    
      Enters another into view;


      His features are not cold or white,


      But rosy as a vein seen through:


      Too soon he smiles adieu.


      Adieu, O ghost-day of delight;


      But come and grace my dying sight.

    


    
      Enters the day that brought the kiss:


      He brought it in his foggy hand


      To where the mumbling river is,


      And the high clematis;


      It lent new colour to the land,


      And all the boy within me manned.

    


    
      Ah, this one. Yes, I know his name,


      He is the day that wrought a shine


      Even on a precinct common and tame,


      As ’twere of purposed aim.


      He shows him as a rainbow sign


      Of promise made to me and mine.

    


    
      The next stands forth in his morning clothes,


      And yet, despite their misty blue,


      They mark no sombre custom-growths


      That joyous living loathes,


      But a meteor act, that left in its queue


      A train of sparks my lifetime through.

    


    
      I almost tremble at his nod—


      This next in train—who looks at me


      As I were slave, and he were god


      Wielding an iron rod.


      I close my eyes; yet still is he


      In front there, looking mastery.

    


    
      In the similitude of a nurse


      The phantom of the next one comes:


      I did not know what better or worse


      Chancings might bless or curse


      When his original glossed the thrums


      Of ivy, bringing that which numbs.

    


    
      Yes; trees were turning in their sleep


      Upon their windy pillows of gray


      When he stole in. Silent his creep


      On the grassed eastern steep …


      I shall not soon forget that day,


      And what his third hour took away!

    


    ♣


    He Follows Himself


    
      In a heavy time I dogged myself


      Along a louring way,


      Till my leading self to my following self


      Said: “Why do you hang on me


      So harassingly?”

    


    
      “I have watched you, Heart of mine,” I cried,


      “So often going astray


      And leaving me, that I have pursued,


      Feeling such truancy


      Ought not to be.”

    


    
      He said no more, and I dogged him on


      From noon to the dun of day


      By prowling paths, until anew


      He begged: “Please turn and flee!—


      What do you see?”

    


    
      “Methinks I see a man,” said I,


      “Dimming his hours to gray.


      I will not leave him while I know


      Part of myself is he


      Who dreams such dree!”

    


    
      “I go to my old friend’s house,” he urged,


      “So do not watch me, pray!”


      “Well, I will leave you in peace,” said I,


      “Though of this poignancy


      You should fight free:

    


    
      “Your friend, O other me, is dead;


      You know not what you say.”


      —“That do I! And at his green-grassed door


      By night’s bright galaxy


      I bend a knee.”

    


    
      —The yew-plumes moved like mockers’ beards,


      Though only boughs were they,


      And I seemed to go; yet still was there,


      And am, and there haunt we


      Thus bootlessly.

    


    ♣


    The Singing Woman


    
      There was a singing woman


      Came riding across the mead


      At the time of the mild May weather,


      Tameless, tireless;


      This song she sung: “I am fair, I am young!”


      And many turned to heed.

    


    
      And the same singing woman


      Sat crooning in her need


      At the time of the winter weather;


      Friendless, fireless,


      She sang this song: “Life, thou’rt too long!”


      And there was none to heed.

    


    ♣


    Without, not within her


    
      It was what you bore with you, Woman,


      Not inly were,


      That throned you from all else human,


      However fair!

    


    
      It was that strange freshness you carried


      Into a soul


      Whereon no thought of yours tarried


      Two moments at all.

    


    
      And out from his spirit flew death,


      And bale, and ban,


      Like the corn-chaff under the breath


      Of the winnowing-fan.

    


    ♣


    “O I won’t lead a homely life”


    (To an old air)


    
      “O I won’t lead a homely life


      As father’s Jack and mother’s Jill,


      But I will be a fiddler’s wife,


      With music mine at will!


      Just a little tune,


      Another one soon,


      As I merrily fling my fill!”

    


    
      And she became a fiddler’s Dear,


      And merry all day she strove to be;


      And he played and played afar and near,


      But never at home played he


      Any little tune


      Or late or soon;


      And sunk and sad was she!

    


    ♣


    In the Small Hours


    
      I lay in my bed and fiddled


      With a dreamland viol and bow,


      And the tunes flew back to my fingers


      I had melodied years ago.


      It was two or three in the morning


      When I fancy-fiddled so


      Long reels and country-dances,


      And hornpipes swift and slow.

    


    
      And soon anon came crossing


      The chamber in the gray


      Figures of jigging fieldfolk—


      Saviours of corn and hay—


      To the air of “Haste to the Wedding,”


      As after a wedding-day;


      Yea, up and down the middle


      In windless whirls went they!

    


    
      There danced the bride and bridegroom,


      And couples in a train,


      Gay partners time and travail


      Had longwhiles stilled amain! …


      It seemed a thing for weeping


      To find, at slumber’s wane


      And morning’s sly increeping,


      That Now, not Then, held reign.

    


    ♣


    The Little Old Table


    
      Creak, little wood thing, creak,


      When I touch you with elbow or knee;


      That is the way you speak


      Of one who gave you to me!

    


    
      You, little table, she brought—


      Brought me with her own hand,


      As she looked at me with a thought


      That I did not understand.

    


    
      —Whoever owns it anon,


      And hears it, will never know


      What a history hangs upon


      This creak from long ago.

    


    ♣


    Vagg Hollow


    
      Vagg Hollow is a marshy spot on the old Roman Road near Ilchester, where “things” are seen. Merchandise was formerly fetched inland from the canal-boats at Load-Bridge by waggons this way.

    


    
      “What do you see in Vagg Hollow,


      Little boy, when you go


      In the morning at five on your lonely drive?”


      “—I see men’s souls, who follow


      Till we’ve passed where the road lies low,


      When they vanish at our creaking!

    


    
      “They are like white faces speaking


      Beside and behind the waggon—


      One just as father’s was when here.


      The waggoner drinks from his flagon,


      (Or he’d flinch when the Hollow is near)


      But he does not give me any.

    


    
      “Sometimes the faces are many;


      But I walk along by the horses,


      He asleep on the straw as we jog;


      And I hear the loud water-courses,


      And the drops from the trees in the fog,


      And watch till the day is breaking.

    


    
      “And the wind out by Tintinhull waking;


      I hear in it father’s call


      As he called when I saw him dying,


      And he sat by the fire last Fall,


      And mother stood by sighing;


      But I’m not afraid at all!”

    


    ♣


    The Dream is—which?


    
      I am laughing by the brook with her,


      Splashed in its tumbling stir;


      And then it is a blankness looms


      As if I walked not there,


      Nor she, but found me in haggard rooms,


      And treading a lonely stair.

    


    
      With radiant cheeks and rapid eyes


      We sit where none espies;


      Till a harsh change comes edging in


      As no such scene were there,


      But winter, and I were bent and thin,


      And cinder-gray my hair.

    


    
      We dance in heys around the hall,


      Weightless as thistleball;


      And then a curtain drops between,


      As if I danced not there,


      But wandered through a mounded green


      To find her, I knew where.

    


    March 1913.


    ♣


    The Country Wedding


    (A Fiddler’s Story)


    
      Little fogs were gathered in every hollow,


      But the purple hillocks enjoyed fine weather


      As we marched with our fiddles over the heather


      —How it comes back!—to their wedding that day.

    


    
      Our getting there brought our neighbours and all, O!


      Till, two and two, the couples stood ready.


      And her father said: “Souls, for God’s sake, be steady!”


      And we strung up our fiddles, and sounded out “A.”

    


    
      The groomsman he stared, and said, “You must follow!”


      But we’d gone to fiddle in front of the party,


      (Our feelings as friends being true and hearty)


      And fiddle in front we did—all the way.

    


    
      Yes, from their door by Mill-tail-Shallow,


      And up Styles-Lane, and by Front-Street houses,


      Where stood maids, bachelors, and spouses,


      Who cheered the songs that we knew how to play.

    


    
      I bowed the treble before her father,


      Michael the tenor in front of the lady,


      The bass-viol Reub—and right well played he!—


      The serpent Jim; ay, to church and back.

    


    
      I thought the bridegroom was flurried rather,


      As we kept up the tune outside the chancel,


      While they were swearing things none can cancel


      Inside the walls to our drumstick’s whack.

    


    
      “Too gay!” she pleaded. “Clouds may gather,


      And sorrow come.” But she gave in, laughing,


      And by supper-time when we’d got to the quaffing


      Her fears were forgot, and her smiles weren’t slack.

    


    
      A grand wedding ‘twas! And what would follow


      We never thought. Or that we should have buried her


      On the same day with the man that married her,


      A day like the first, half hazy, half clear.

    


    
      Yes: little fogs were in every hollow,


      Though the purple hillocks enjoyed fine weather,


      When we went to play ’em to church together,


      And carried ’em there in an after year.

    


    ♣


    First or Last


    (Song)


    
      If grief come early


      Joy comes late,


      If joy come early


      Grief will wait;


      Aye, my dear and tender!

    


    
      Wise ones joy them early


      While the cheeks are red,


      Banish grief till surly


      Time has dulled their dread.

    


    
      And joy being ours


      Ere youth has flown,


      The later hours


      May find us gone;


      Aye, my dear and tender!

    


    ♣


    Lonely Days


    
      Lonely her fate was,


      Environed from sight


      In the house where the gate was


      Past finding at night.


      None there to share it,


      No one to tell:


      Long she’d to bear it,


      And bore it well.

    


    
      Elsewhere just so she


      Spent many a day;


      Wishing to go she


      Continued to stay.


      And people without


      Basked warm in the air,


      But none sought her out,


      Or knew she was there.


      Even birthdays were passed so,


      Sunny and shady:


      Years did it last so


      For this sad lady.


      Never declaring it,


      No one to tell,


      Still she kept bearing it—


      Bore it well.

    


    
      The days grew chillier,


      And then she went


      To a city, familiar


      In years forespent,


      When she walked gaily


      Far to and fro,


      But now, moving frailly,


      Could nowhere go.


      The cheerful colour


      Of houses she’d known


      Had died to a duller


      And dingier tone.


      Streets were now noisy


      Where once had rolled


      A few quiet coaches,


      Or citizens strolled.


      Through the party-wall


      Of the memoried spot


      They danced at a ball


      Who recalled her not.


      Tramlines lay crossing


      Once gravelled slopes,


      Metal rods clanked,


      And electric ropes.


      So she endured it all,


      Thin, thinner wrought,


      Until time cured it all,


      And she knew nought.

    


    Versified from a Diary.


    ♣


    “What did it mean?”


    
      What did it mean that noontide, when


      You bade me pluck the flower


      Within the other woman’s bower,


      Whom I knew nought of then?

    


    
      I thought the flower blushed deeplier—aye,


      And as I drew its stalk to me


      It seemed to breathe: “I am, I see,


      Made use of in a human play.”

    


    
      And while I plucked, upstarted sheer


      As phantom from the pane thereby


      A corpse-like countenance, with eye


      That iced me by its baleful peer—


      Silent, as from a bier …

    


    
      When I came back your face had changed,


      It was no face for me;


      O did it speak of hearts estranged,


      And deadly rivalry

    


    
      In times before


      I darked your door,


      To seise me of


      Mere second love,


      Which still the haunting first deranged?

    


    ♣


    At the Dinner-Table


    
      I sat at dinner in my prime,


      And glimpsed my face in the sideboard-glass,


      And started as if I had seen a crime,


      And prayed the ghastly show might pass.

    


    
      Wrenched wrinkled features met my sight,


      Grinning back to me as my own;


      I well-nigh fainted with affright


      At finding me a haggard crone.

    


    
      My husband laughed. He had slily set


      A warping mirror there, in whim


      To startle me. My eyes grew wet;


      I spoke not all the eve to him.

    


    
      He was sorry, he said, for what he had done,


      And took away the distorting glass,


      Uncovering the accustomed one;


      And so it ended? No, alas,

    


    
      Fifty years later, when he died,


      I sat me in the selfsame chair,


      Thinking of him. Till, weary-eyed,


      I saw the sideboard facing there;

    


    
      And from its mirror looked the lean


      Thing I’d become, each wrinkle and score


      The image of me that I had seen


      In jest there fifty years before.

    


    ♣


    The Marble Tablet


    
      There it stands, though alas, what a little of her


      Shows in its cold white look!


      Not her glance, glide, or smile; not a tittle of her


      Voice like the purl of a brook;


      Not her thoughts, that you read like a book.

    


    
      It may stand for her once in November


      When first she breathed, witless of all;


      Or in heavy years she would remember


      When circumstance held her in thrall;


      Or at last, when she answered her call!

    


    
      Nothing more. The still marble, date-graven,


      Gives all that it can, tersely lined;


      That one has at length found the haven


      Which every one other will find;


      With silence on what shone behind.

    


    St. Juliot: September 8, 1916.


    ♣


    The Master and the Leaves


    I


    
      We are budding, Master, budding,


      We of your favourite tree;


      March drought and April flooding


      Arouse us merrily,


      Our stemlets newly studding;


      And yet you do not see!

    


    II


    
      We are fully woven for summer


      In stuff of limpest green,


      The twitterer and the hummer


      Here rest of nights, unseen,


      While like a long-roll drummer


      The nightjar thrills the treen.

    


    III


    
      We are turning yellow, Master,


      And next we are turning red,


      And faster then and faster


      Shall seek our rooty bed,


      All wasted in disaster!


      But you lift not your head.

    


    IV


    
      —“I mark your early going,


      And that you’ll soon be clay,


      I have seen your summer showing


      As in my youthful day;


      But why I seem unknowing


      Is too sunk in to say!”

    


    1917.


    ♣


    Last Words to a Dumb Friend


    
      Pet was never mourned as you,


      Purrer of the spotless hue,


      Plumy tail, and wistful gaze


      While you humoured our queer ways,


      Or outshrilled your morning call


      Up the stairs and through the hall—


      Foot suspended in its fall—


      While, expectant, you would stand


      Arched, to meet the stroking hand;


      Till your way you chose to wend


      Yonder, to your tragic end.

    


    
      Never another pet for me!


      Let your place all vacant be;


      Better blankness day by day


      Than companion torn away.


      Better bid his memory fade,


      Better blot each mark he made,


      Selfishly escape distress


      By contrived forgetfulness,


      Than preserve his prints to make


      Every morn and eve an ache.

    


    
      From the chair whereon he sat


      Sweep his fur, nor wince thereat;


      Rake his little pathways out


      Mid the bushes roundabout;


      Smooth away his talons’ mark


      From the claw-worn pine-tree bark,


      Where he climbed as dusk embrowned,


      Waiting us who loitered round.

    


    
      Strange it is this speechless thing,


      Subject to our mastering,


      Subject for his life and food


      To our gift, and time, and mood;


      Timid pensioner of us Powers,


      His existence ruled by ours,


      Should—by crossing at a breath


      Into safe and shielded death,


      By the merely taking hence


      Of his insignificance—


      Loom as largened to the sense,


      Shape as part, above man’s will,


      Of the Imperturbable.

    


    
      As a prisoner, flight debarred,


      Exercising in a yard,


      Still retain I, troubled, shaken,


      Mean estate, by him forsaken;


      And this home, which scarcely took


      Impress from his little look,


      By his faring to the Dim


      Grows all eloquent of him.

    


    
      Housemate, I can think you still


      Bounding to the window-sill,


      Over which I vaguely see


      Your small mound beneath the tree,


      Showing in the autumn shade


      That you moulder where you played.

    


    October 2, 1904.


    ♣


    A Drizzling Easter Morning


    
      And he is risen? Well, be it so …


      And still the pensive lands complain,


      And dead men wait as long ago,


      As if, much doubting, they would know


      What they are ransomed from, before


      They pass again their sheltering door.

    


    
      I stand amid them in the rain,


      While blusters vex the yew and vane;


      And on the road the weary wain


      Plods forward, laden heavily;


      And toilers with their aches are fain


      For endless rest—though risen is he.

    


    ♣


    On One who Lived and Died where He was Born


    
      When a night in November


      Blew forth its bleared airs


      An infant descended


      His birth-chamber stairs


      For the very first time,


      At the still, midnight chime;


      All unapprehended


      His mission, his aim.—


      Thus, first, one November,


      An infant descended


      The stairs.

    


    
      On a night in November


      Of weariful cares,


      A frail aged figure


      Ascended those stairs


      For the very last time:


      All gone his life’s prime,


      All vanished his vigour,


      And fine, forceful frame:


      Thus, last, one November


      Ascended that figure


      Upstairs.

    


    
      On those nights in November—


      Apart eighty years—


      The babe and the bent one


      Who traversed those stairs


      From the early first time


      To the last feeble climb—


      That fresh and that spent one—


      Were even the same:


      Yea, who passed in November


      As infant, as bent one,


      Those stairs.

    


    
      Wise child of November!


      From birth to blanched hairs


      Descending, ascending,


      Wealth-wantless, those stairs;


      Who saw quick in time


      As a vain pantomime


      Life’s tending, its ending,


      The worth of its fame.


      Wise child of November,


      Descending, ascending


      Those stairs!

    


    ♣


    The Second Night


    (Ballad)


    
      I missed one night, but the next I went;


      It was gusty above, and clear;


      She was there, with the look of one ill-content,


      And said: “Do not come near!”

    


    
      —“I am sorry last night to have failed you here,


      And now I have travelled all day;


      And it’s long rowing back to the West-Hoe Pier,


      So brief must be my stay.”

    


    
      —“O man of mystery, why not say


      Out plain to me all you mean?


      Why you missed last night, and must now away


      Is—another has come between!”

    


    
      —“ O woman so mocking in mood and mien,


      So be it!” I replied:


      “And if I am due at a differing scene


      Before the dark has died,

    


    
      “’Tis that, unresting, to wander wide


      Has ever been my plight,


      And at least I have met you at Cremyll side


      If not last eve, to-night.”

    


    
      —“You get small rest—that read I quite;


      And so do I, maybe;


      Though there’s a rest hid safe from sight


      Elsewhere awaiting me!”

    


    
      A mad star crossed the sky to the sea,


      Wasting in sparks as it streamed,


      And when I looked to where stood she


      She had changed, much changed, it seemed:

    


    
      The sparks of the star in her pupils gleamed,


      She was vague as a vapour now,


      And ere of its meaning I had dreamed


      She’d vanished—I knew not how.

    


    
      I stood on, long; each cliff-top bough,


      Like a cynic nodding there,


      Moved up and down, though no man’s brow


      But mine met the wayward air.

    


    
      Still stood I, wholly unaware


      Of what had come to pass,


      Or had brought the secret of my new Fair


      To my old Love, alas!

    


    
      I went down then by crag and grass


      To the boat wherein I had come.


      Said the man with the oars: “This news of the lass


      Of Edgcumbe, is sharp for some!

    


    
      “Yes: found this daybreak, stiff and numb


      On the shore here, whither she’d sped


      To meet her lover last night in the glum,


      And he came not, ‘tis said.

    


    
      “And she leapt down, heart-hit. Pity she’s dead:


      So much for the faithful-bent!” …


      I looked, and again a star overhead


      Shot through the firmament.

    


    ♣


    She who Saw not


    
      “Did you see something within the house


      That made me call you before the red sunsetting?


      Something that all this common scene endows


      With a richened impress there can be no forgetting?”

    


    
      “—I have found nothing to see therein,


      O Sage, that should have made you urge me to enter,


      Nothing to fire the soul, or the sense to win:


      I rate you as a rare misrepresenter!”

    


    
      “—Go anew, Lady,—in by the right …


      Well: why does your face not shine like the face of Moses?”


      “—I found no moving thing there save the light


      And shadow flung on the wall by the outside roses.”

    


    
      “—Go yet once more, pray. Look on a seat.”


      “—I go … O Sage, it’s only a man that sits there


      With eyes on the sun. Mute,—average head to feet.”


      “—No more?”—“No more. Just one the place befits there,

    


    
      “As the rays reach in through the open door,


      And he looks at his hand, and the sun glows through his fingers,


      While he’s thinking thoughts whose tenour is no more


      To me than the swaying rose-tree shade that lingers.”

    


    
      No more. And years drew on and on


      Till no sun came, dank fogs the house enfolding;


      And she saw inside, when the form in the flesh had gone,


      As a vision what she had missed when the real beholding.

    


    ♣


    The Old Workman


    
      “Why are you so bent down before your time,


      Old mason? Many have not left their prime


      So far behind at your age, and can still


      Stand full upright at will.”

    


    
      He pointed to the mansion-front hard by,


      And to the stones of the quoin against the sky;


      “Those upper blocks,” he said, “that there you see,


      It was that ruined me.”

    


    
      There stood in the air up to the parapet


      Crowning the corner height, the stones as set


      By him—ashlar whereon the gales might drum


      For centuries to come.

    


    
      “I carried them up,” he said, “by a ladder there;


      The last was as big a load as I could bear;


      But on I heaved; and something in my back


      Moved, as ’twere with a crack.

    


    
      “So I got crookt. I never lost that sprain;


      And those who live there, walled from wind and rain


      By freestone that I lifted, do not know


      That my life’s ache came so.

    


    
      “They don’t know me, or even know my name,


      But good I think it, somehow, all the same


      To have kept ’em safe from harm, and right and tight,


      Though it has broke me quite.

    


    
      “Yes; that I fixed it firm up there I am proud,


      Facing the hail and snow and sun and cloud,


      And to stand storms for ages, beating round


      When I lie underground.”

    


    ♣


    The Sailor’s Mother


    
      “O whence do you come,


      Figure in the night-fog that chills me numb?”

    


    
      “I come to you across from my house up there,


      And I don’t mind the brine-mist clinging to me


      That blows from the quay,


      For I heard him in my chamber, and thought you unaware.”

    


    
      “But what did you hear,


      That brought you blindly knocking in this middle-watch so drear?”

    


    
      “My sailor son’s voice as ’twere calling at your door,


      And I don’t mind my bare feet clammy on the stones,


      And the blight to my bones,


      For he only knows of this house I lived in before.”

    


    
      “Nobody’s nigh,


      Woman like a skeleton, with socket-sunk eye.”

    


    
      “Ah—nobody’s nigh! And my life is drearisome,


      And this is the old home we loved in many a day


      Before he went away;


      And the salt fog mops me. And nobody’s come!”

    


    From “To Please his Wife.”


    ♣


    Outside the Casement


    (A Reminiscence of the War)


    
      We sat in the room


      And praised her whom


      We saw in the portico-shade outside:


      She could not hear


      What was said of her,


      But smiled, for its purport we did not hide.

    


    
      Then in was brought


      That message, fraught


      With evil fortune for her out there,


      Whom we loved that day


      More than any could say,


      And would fain have fenced from a waft of care.

    


    
      And the question pressed


      Like lead on each breast,


      Should we cloak the tidings, or call her and tell?


      It was too intense


      A choice for our sense,


      As we pondered and watched her we loved so well.

    


    
      Yea, spirit failed us


      At what assailed us;


      How long, while seeing what soon must come,


      Should we counterfeit


      No knowledge of it,


      And stay the stroke that would blanch and numb?

    


    
      And thus, before


      For evermore


      Joy left her, we practised to beguile


      Her innocence when


      She now and again


      Looked in, and smiled us another smile.

    


    ♣


    The Passer-by


    (L. H. Recalls her Romance)


    
      He used to pass, well-trimmed and brushed,


      My window every day,


      And when I smiled on him he blushed,


      That youth, quite as a girl might; aye,


      In the shyest way.

    


    
      Thus often did he pass hereby,


      That youth of bounding gait,


      Until the one who blushed was I,


      And he became, as here I sate,


      My joy, my fate.

    


    
      And now he passes by no more,


      That youth I loved too true!


      I grieve should he, as here of yore,


      Pass elsewhere, seated in his view,


      Some maiden new!

    


    
      If such should be, alas for her!


      He’ll make her feel him dear,


      Become her daily comforter,


      Then tire him of her beauteous gear,


      And disappear!

    


    ♣


    “I was the midmost”


    
      I was the midmost of my world


      When first I frisked me free,


      For though within its circuit gleamed


      But a small company,


      And I was immature, they seemed


      To bend their looks on me.

    


    
      She was the midmost of my world


      When I went further forth,


      And hence it was that, whether I turned


      To south, east, west, or north,


      Beams of an all-day Polestar burned


      From that new axe of earth.

    


    
      Where now is midmost in my world?


      I trace it not at all:


      No midmost shows it here, or there,


      When wistful voices call


      “We are fain! We are fain!” from everywhere


      On Earth’s bewildering ball!

    


    ♣


    A Sound in the Night


    (Woodsford Castle: 17-)


    
      “What do I catch upon the night-wind, husband?—


      What is it sounds in this house so eerily?


      It seems to be a woman’s voice: each little while I hear it,


      And it much troubles me!”

    


    
      “’Tis but the eaves dripping down upon the plinth-slopes:


      Letting fancies worry thee!—sure ‘tis a foolish thing,


      When we were on’y coupled half-an-hour before the noontide,


      And now it’s but evening.”

    


    
      “Yet seems it still a woman’s voice outside the castle, husband,


      And ‘tis cold to-night, and rain beats, and this is a lonely place.


      Didst thou fathom much of womankind in travel or adventure


      Ere ever thou sawest my face?”

    


    
      “It may be a tree, bride, that rubs his arms acrosswise,


      If it is not the eaves-drip upon the lower slopes,


      Or the river at the bend, where it whirls about the hatches


      Like a creature that sighs and mopes.”

    


    
      “Yet it still seems to me like the crying of a woman,


      And it saddens me much that so piteous a sound


      On this my bridal night when I would get agone from sorrow


      Should so ghost-like wander round!”

    


    
      “To satisfy thee, Love, I will strike the flint-and-steel, then,


      And set the rush-candle up, and undo the door,


      And take the new horn-lantern that we bought upon our journey,


      And throw the light over the moor.”

    


    
      He struck a light, and breeched and booted in the further chamber,


      And lit the new horn-lantern and went from her sight,


      And vanished down the turret; and she heard him pass the postern,


      And go out into the night.

    


    
      She listened as she lay, till she heard his step returning,


      And his voice as he unclothed him: “’Twas nothing, as I said,


      But the nor’-west wind a-blowing from the moor ath’art the river,


      And the tree that taps the gurgoyle-head.”

    


    
      “Nay, husband, you perplex me; for if the noise I heard here,


      Awaking me from sleep so, were but as you avow,


      The rain-fall, and the wind, and the tree-bough, and the river,


      Why is it silent now?

    


    
      “And why is thy hand and thy clasping arm so shaking,


      And thy sleeve and tags of hair so muddy and so wet,


      And why feel I thy heart a-thumping every time thou kissest me,


      And thy breath as if hard to get?”

    


    
      He lay there in silence for a while, still quickly breathing,


      Then started up and walked about the room resentfully:


      “O woman, witch, whom I, in sooth, against my will have wedded,


      Why castedst thou thy spells on me?

    


    
      “There was one I loved once: the cry you heard was her cry:


      She came to me to-night, and her plight was passing sore,


      As no woman … Yea, and it was e’en the cry you heard, wife,


      But she will cry no more!

    


    
      “And now I can’t abide thee: this place, it hath a curse on’t,


      This farmstead once a castle: I’ll get me straight away!”


      He dressed this time in darkness, unspeaking, as she listened,


      And went ere the dawn turned day.

    


    
      They found a woman’s body at a spot called Rocky Shallow,


      Where the Froom stream curves amid the moorland, washed aground,


      And they searched about for him, the yeoman, who had darkly known her,


      But he could not be found.

    


    
      And the bride left for good-and-all the farmstead once a castle,


      And in a county far away lives, mourns, and sleeps alone,


      And thinks in windy weather that she hears a woman crying,


      And sometimes an infant’s moan.

    


    ♣


    On a Discovered Curl of Hair


    
      When your soft welcomings were said,


      This curl was waving on your head,


      And when we walked where breakers dinned


      It sported in the sun and wind,


      And when I had won your words of grace


      It brushed and clung about my face.


      Then, to abate the misery


      Of absentness, you gave it me.

    


    
      Where are its fellows now? Ah, they


      For brightest brown have donned a gray,


      And gone into a caverned ark,


      Ever unopened, always dark!

    


    
      Yet this one curl, untouched of time,


      Beams with live brown as in its prime,


      So that it seems I even could now


      Restore it to the living brow


      By bearing down the western road


      Till I had reached your old abode.

    


    February 1913.


    ♣


    An Old Likeness


    (Recalling R. T.)


    
      Who would have thought


      That, not having missed her


      Talks, tears, laughter


      In absence, or sought


      To recall for so long


      Her gamut of song;


      Or ever to waft her


      Signal of aught


      That she, fancy-fanned,


      Would well understand,


      I should have kissed her


      Picture when scanned


      Yawning years after!

    


    
      Yet, seeing her poor


      Dim-outlined form


      Chancewise at night-time,


      Some old allure


      Came on me, warm,


      Fresh, pleadful, pure,


      As in that bright time


      At a far season


      Of love and unreason,


      And took me by storm


      Here in this blight-time!

    


    
      And thus it arose


      That, yawning years after


      Our early flows


      Of wit and laughter,


      And framing of rhymes


      At idle times,


      At sight of her painting,


      Though she lies cold


      In churchyard mould,


      I took its feinting


      As real, and kissed it,


      As if I had wist it


      Herself of old.

    


    ♣


    Her Apotheosis


    “Secretum meum mihi”

    (Faded Woman’s Song)


    
      There was a spell of leisure,


      No record vouches when;


      With honours, praises, pleasure


      To womankind from men.

    


    
      But no such lures bewitched me,


      No hand was stretched to raise,


      No gracious gifts enriched me,


      No voices sang my praise.

    


    
      Yet an iris at that season


      Amid the accustomed slight


      From denseness, dull unreason,


      Ringed me with living light.

    


    ♣


    “Sacred to the memory”


    (Mary H.)


    
      That “Sacred to the Memory”


      Is clearly carven there I own,


      And all may think that on the stone


      The words have been inscribed by me


      In bare conventionality.

    


    
      They know not and will never know


      That my full script is not confined


      To that stone space, but stands deep lined


      Upon the landscape high and low


      Wherein she made such worthy show.

    


    ♣


    To a Well-Named Dwelling


    
      Glad old house of lichened stonework,


      What I owed you in my lone work,


      Noon and night!


      Whensoever faint or ailing,


      Letting go my grasp and failing,


      You lent light.

    


    
      How by that fair title came you?


      Did some forward eye so name you


      Knowing that one,


      Sauntering down his century blindly,


      Would remark your sound, so kindly,


      And be won?

    


    
      Smile in sunlight, sleep in moonlight,


      Bask in April, May, and June-light,


      Zephyr-fanned;


      Let your chambers show no sorrow,


      Blanching day, or stuporing morrow,


      While they stand.

    


    ♣


    The Whipper-in


    
      My father was the whipper-in,—


      Is still—if I’m not misled?


      And now I see, where the hedge is thin,


      A little spot of red;


      Surely it is my father


      Going to the kennel-shed!

    


    
      “I cursed and fought my father—aye,


      And sailed to a foreign land;


      And feeling sorry, I’m back, to stay,


      Please God, as his helping hand.


      Surely it is my father


      Near where the kennels stand?”

    


    
      “—True. Whipper-in he used to be


      For twenty years or more;


      And you did go away to sea


      As youths have done before.


      Yes, oddly enough that red there


      Is the very coat he wore.

    


    
      “But he—he’s dead; was thrown somehow,


      And gave his back a crick,


      And though that is his coat, ‘tis now


      The scarecrow of a rick;


      You’ll see when you get nearer—


      ’Tis spread out on a stick.

    


    
      “You see, when all had settled down


      Your mother’s things were sold,


      And she went back to her own town,


      And the coat, ate out with mould,


      Is now used by the farmer


      For scaring, as ‘tis old.”

    


    ♣


    A Military Appointment


    (Scherzando)


    
      “So back you have come from the town, Nan, dear!


      And have you seen him there, or near—


      That soldier of mine—


      Who long since promised to meet me here?”

    


    
      “—O yes, Nell: from the town I come,


      And have seen your lover on sick-leave home—


      That soldier of yours—


      Who swore to meet you, or Strike-him-dumb;

    


    
      “But has kept himself of late away;


      Yet,—in short, he’s coming, I heard him say—


      That lover of yours—


      To this very spot on this very day.”

    


    
      “—Then I’ll wait, I’ll wait, through wet or dry!


      I’ll give him a goblet brimming high—


      This lover of mine—


      And not of complaint one word or sigh!”

    


    
      “—Nell, him I have chanced so much to see,


      That—he has grown the lover of me!—


      That lover of yours—


      And it’s here our meeting is planned to be.”

    


    ♣


    The Milestone by the Rabbit-Burrow


    (On Yell’ham Hill)


    
      In my loamy nook


      As I dig my hole


      I observe men look


      At a stone, and sigh


      As they pass it by


      To some far goal.

    


    
      Something it says


      To their glancing eyes


      That must distress


      The frail and lame,


      And the strong of frame


      Gladden or surprise.

    


    
      Do signs on its face


      Declare how far


      Feet have to trace


      Before they gain


      Some blest champaign


      Where no gins are?

    


    ♣


    The Lament of the Looking-Glass


    
      Words from the mirror softly pass


      To the curtains with a sigh:


      “Why should I trouble again to glass


      These smileless things hard by,


      Since she I pleasured once, alas,


      Is now no longer nigh!”

    


    
      “I’ve imaged shadows of coursing cloud,


      And of the plying limb


      On the pensive pine when the air is loud


      With its aërial hymn;


      But never do they make me proud


      To catch them within my rim!

    


    
      “I flash back phantoms of the night


      That sometimes flit by me,


      I echo roses red and white—


      The loveliest blooms that be—


      But now I never hold to sight


      So sweet a flower as she.”

    


    ♣


    Cross-Currents


    
      They parted—a pallid, trembling I pair,


      And rushing down the lane


      He left her lonely near me there;


      —I asked her of their pain.

    


    
      “It is for ever,” at length she said,


      “His friends have schemed it so,


      That the long-purposed day to wed


      Never shall we two know.”

    


    
      “In such a cruel case,” said I,


      “Love will contrive a course?”


      “—Well, no … A thing may underlie,


      Which robs that of its force;

    


    
      “A thing I could not tell him of,


      Though all the year I have tried;


      This: never could I have given him love,


      Even had I been his bride.

    


    
      “So, when his kinsfolk stop the way


      Point-blank, there could not be


      A happening in the world to-day


      More opportune for me!

    


    
      “Yet hear—no doubt to your surprise—


      I am sorry, for his sake,


      That I have escaped the sacrifice


      I was prepared to make!”

    


    ♣


    The Old Neighbour and the New


    
      ’Twas to greet the new rector I called I here,


      But in the arm-chair I see


      My old friend, for long years installed here,


      Who palely nods to me.

    


    
      The new man explains what he’s planning


      In a smart and cheerful tone,


      And I listen, the while that I’m scanning


      The figure behind his own.

    


    
      The newcomer urges things on me;


      I return a vague smile thereto,


      The olden face gazing upon me


      Just as it used to do!

    


    
      And on leaving I scarcely remember


      Which neighbour to-day I have seen,


      The one carried out in September,


      Or him who but entered yestreen.

    


    ♣


    The Chosen


    Ατιυα εστιυ αλληγορουμενα


    
      “A woman for whom great gods might strive!”


      I said, and kissed her there:


      And then I thought of the other five,


      And of how charms outwear.

    


    
      I thought of the first with her eating eyes,


      And I thought of the second with hers, green-gray,


      And I thought of the third, experienced, wise,


      And I thought of the fourth who sang all day.

    


    
      And I thought of the fifth, whom I’d called a jade,


      And I thought of them all, tear-fraught;


      And that each had shown her a passable maid,


      Yet not of the favour sought.

    


    
      So I traced these words on the bark of a beech,


      Just at the falling of the mast:


      “After scanning five; yes, each and each,


      I’ve found the woman desired—at last!”

    


    
      “—I feel a strange benumbing spell,


      As one ill-wished!” said she.


      And soon it seemed that something fell


      Was starving her love for me.

    


    
      “I feel some curse. O, five were there?”


      And wanly she swerved, and went away.


      I followed sick: night numbed the air,


      And dark the mournful moorland lay.

    


    
      I cried: “O darling, turn your head!”


      But never her face I viewed;


      “O turn, O turn!” again I said,


      And miserably pursued.

    


    
      At length I came to a Christ-cross stone


      Which she had passed without discern;


      And I knelt upon the leaves there strown,


      And prayed aloud that she might turn.

    


    
      I rose, and looked; and turn she did;


      I cried, “My heart revives!”


      “Look more,” she said. I looked as bid;


      Her face was all the five’s.

    


    
      All the five women, clear come back,


      I saw in her—with her made one,


      The while she drooped upon the track,


      And her frail term seemed well-nigh run.

    


    
      She’d half forgot me in her change;


      “Who are you? Won’t you say


      Who you may be, you man so strange,


      Following since yesterday?”

    


    
      I took the composite form she was,


      And carried her to an arbour small,


      Not passion-moved, but even because


      In one I could atone to all.

    


    
      And there she lies, and there I tend,


      Till my life’s threads unwind,


      A various womanhood in blend—


      Not one, but all combined.

    


    ♣


    The Inscription


    (A Tale)


    
      Sir John was entombed, and the crypt was closed, and she,


      Like a soul that could meet no more the sight of the sun,


      Inclined her in weepings and prayings continually,


      As his widowed one.

    


    
      And to pleasure her in her sorrow, and fix his name


      As a memory Time’s fierce frost should never kill,


      She caused to be richly chased a brass to his fame,


      Which should link them still;

    


    
      For she bonded her name with his own on the brazen page,


      As if dead and interred there with him, and cold, and numb,


      (Omitting the day of her dying and year of her age


      Till her end should come;)

    


    
      And implored good people to pray “Of their Charytie


      For these twaine Soules,”—yea, she who did last remain


      Forgoing Heaven’s bliss if ever with spouse should she


      Again have lain.

    


    
      Even there, as it first was set, you may see it now,


      Writ in quaint Church text, with the date of her death left bare,


      In the aged Estminster aisle, where the folk yet bow


      Themselves in prayer.

    


    
      Thereafter some years slid, till there came a day


      When it slowly began to be marked of the standers-by


      That she would regard the brass, and would bend away


      With a drooping sigh.

    


    
      Now the lady was fair as any the eye might scan


      Through a summer day of roving—a type at whose lip


      Despite her maturing seasons, no meet man


      Would be loth to sip.

    


    
      And her heart was stirred with a lightning love to its pith


      For a newcomer who, while less in years, was one


      Full eager and able to make her his own forthwith,


      Restrained of none.

    


    
      But she answered Nay, death-white; and still as he urged


      She adversely spake, overmuch as she loved the while,


      Till he pressed for why, and she led with the face of one scourged


      To the neighbouring aisle,

    


    
      And showed him the words, ever gleaming upon her pew,


      Memorizing her there as the knight’s eternal wife,


      Or falsing such, debarred inheritance due


      Of celestial life.

    


    
      He blenched, and reproached her that one yet undeceased


      Should bury her future—that future which none can spell;


      And she wept, and purposed anon to inquire of the priest


      If the price were hell

    


    
      Of her wedding in face of the record. Her lover agreed,


      And they parted before the brass with a shudderful kiss,


      For it seemed to flash out on their impulse of passionate need,


      “Mock ye not this!”

    


    
      Well, the priest, whom more perceptions moved than one,


      Said she erred at the first to have written as if she were dead


      Her name and adjuration; but since it was done


      Nought could be said

    


    
      Save that she must abide by the pledge, for the peace of her soul,


      And so, by her life, maintain the apostrophe good,


      If she wished anon to reach the coveted goal


      Of beatitude.

    


    
      To erase from the consecrate text her prayer as there prayed


      Would aver that, since earth’s joys most drew her, past doubt,


      Friends’ prayers for her joy above by Jesu’s aid


      Could be done without.

    


    
      Moreover she thought of the laughter, the shrug, the jibe


      That would rise at her back in the nave when she should pass


      As another’s avowed by the words she had chosen to inscribe


      On the changeless brass.

    


    
      And so for months she replied to her Love: “No, no”;


      While sorrow was gnawing her beauties ever and more,


      Till he, long-suffering and weary, grew to show


      Less warmth than before.

    


    
      And, after an absence, wrote words absolute:


      That he gave her till Midsummer morn to make her mind clear;


      And that if, by then, she had not said Yea to his suit,


      He should wed elsewhere.

    


    
      Thence on, at unwonted times through the lengthening days


      She was seen in the church—at dawn, or when the sun dipt


      And the moon rose, standing with hands joined, blank of gaze,


      Before the script.

    


    
      She thinned as he came not; shrank like a creature that cowers


      As summer drew nearer; but still had not promised to wed,


      When, just at the zenith of June, in the still night hours,


      She was missed from her bed.

    


    
      “The church!” they whispered with qualms; “where often she sits.”


      They found her: facing the brass there, else seeing none,


      But feeling the words with her finger, gibbering in fits;


      And she knew them not one.

    


    
      And so she remained, in her handmaids’ charge; late, soon,


      Tracing words in the air with her finger, as seen that night—


      Those incised on the brass—till at length unwatched one noon,


      She vanished from sight.

    


    
      And, as talebearers tell, thence on to her last-taken breath


      Was unseen, save as wraith that in front of the brass made moan;


      So that ever the way of her life and the time of her death


      Remained unknown.

    


    
      And hence, as indited above, you may read even now


      The quaint church-text, with the date of her death left bare,


      In the aged Estminster aisle, where folk yet bow


      Themselves in prayer.

    


    October 30, 1907.


    ♣


    The Marble-Streeted Town


    
      I reach the marble-streeted town,


      Whose “Sound” outbreathes its air


      Of sharp sea-salts;


      I see the movement up and down


      As when she was there.


      Ships of all countries come and go,


      The bandsmen boom in the sun


      A throbbing waltz;


      The schoolgirls laugh along the Hoe


      As when she was one.

    


    
      I move away as the music rolls:


      The place seems not to mind


      That she—of old


      The brightest of its native souls—


      Left it behind!


      Over this green aforedays she


      On light treads went and came,


      Yea, times untold;


      Yet none here knows her history—


      Has heard her name.

    


    Plymouth (1914?).


    ♣


    A Woman Driving


    
      How she held up the horses’ heads,


      Firm-lipped, with steady rein,


      Down that grim steep the coastguard treads,


      Till all was safe again!

    


    
      With form erect and keen contour


      She passed against the sea,


      And, dipping into the chine’s obscure,


      Was seen no more by me.

    


    
      To others she appeared anew


      At times of dusky light,


      But always, so they told, withdrew


      From close and curious sight.

    


    
      Some said her silent wheels would roll


      Rutless on softest loam,


      And even that her steeds’ footfall


      Sank not upon the foam.

    


    
      Where drives she now? It may be where


      No mortal horses are,


      But in a chariot of the air


      Towards some radiant star.

    


    ♣


    A Woman’s Trust


    
      If he should live a thousand years


      He’d find it not again


      That scorn of him by men


      Could less disturb a woman’s trust


      In him as a steadfast star which must


      Rise scathless from the nether spheres:


      If he should live a thousand years


      He’d find it not again.

    


    
      She waited like a little child,


      Unchilled by damps of doubt,


      While from her eyes looked out


      A confidence sublime as Spring’s


      When stressed by Winter’s loiterings.


      Thus, howsoever the wicked wiled,


      She waited like a little child


      Unchilled by damps of doubt.

    


    
      Through cruel years and crueller


      Thus she believed in him


      And his aurore, so dim;


      That, after fenweeds, flowers would blow;


      And above all things did she show


      Her faith in his good faith with her;


      Through cruel years and crueller


      Thus she believed in him!

    


    ♣


    Best Times


    
      We went a day’s excursion to the stream,


      Basked by the bank, and bent to the ripple-gleam,


      And I did not know


      That life would show,


      However it might flower, no finer glow.

    


    
      I walked in the Sunday sunshine by the road


      That wound towards the wicket of your abode,


      And I did not think


      That life would shrink


      To nothing ere it shed a rosier pink.

    


    
      Unlooked for I arrived on a rainy night,


      And you hailed me at the door by the swaying light,


      And I full forgot


      That life might not


      Again be touching that ecstatic height.

    


    
      And that calm eve when you walked up the stair,


      After a gaiety prolonged and rare,


      No thought soever


      That you might never


      Walk down again, struck me as I stood there.

    


    Rewritten from an old draft.


    ♣


    The Casual Acquaintance


    
      While he was here in breath and bone,


      To speak to and to see,


      Would I had known—more clearly known—


      What that man did for me

    


    
      When the wind scraped a minor lay,


      And the spent west from white


      To gray turned tiredly, and from gray


      To broadest bands of night!

    


    
      But I saw not, and he saw not


      What shining life-tides flowed


      To me-ward from his casual jot


      Of service on that road.

    


    
      He would have said: “’Twas nothing new;


      We all do what we can;


      ’Twas only what one man would do


      For any other man.”

    


    
      Now that I gauge his goodliness


      He’s slipped from human eyes;


      And when he passed there’s none can guess,


      Or point out where he lies.

    


    ♣


    Intra Sepulchrum


    
      What curious things we said,


      What curious things we did


      Up there in the world we walked till dead


      Our kith and kin amid!

    


    
      How we played at love,


      And its wildness, weakness, woe;


      Yes, played thereat far more than enough


      As it turned out, I trow!

    


    
      Played at believing in gods


      And observing the ordinances,


      I for your sake in impossible codes


      Right ready to acquiesce.

    


    
      Thinking our lives unique,


      Quite quainter than usual kinds,


      We held that we could not abide a week


      The tether of typic minds.

    


    
      —Yet people who day by day


      Pass by and look at us


      From over the wall in a casual way


      Are of this unconscious.

    


    
      And feel, if anything,


      That none can be buried here


      Removed from commonest fashioning,


      Or lending note to a bier:

    


    
      No twain who in heart-heaves proved


      Themselves at all adept,


      Who more than many laughed and loved,


      Who more than many wept,

    


    
      Or were as sprites or elves


      Into blind matter hurled,


      Or ever could have been to themselves


      The centre of the world.

    


    ♣


    The Whitewashed Wall


    
      Why does she turn in that shy soft way


      Whenever she stirs the fire,


      And kiss to the chimney-corner wall,


      As if entranced to admire


      Its whitewashed bareness more than the sight


      Of a rose in richest green?


      I have known her long, but this raptured rite


      I never before have seen.

    


    
      —Well, once when her son cast his shadow there,


      A friend took a pencil and drew him


      Upon that flame-lit wall. And the lines


      Had a lifelike semblance to him.


      And there long stayed his familiar look;


      But one day, ere she knew,


      The whitener came to cleanse the nook,


      And covered the face from view.

    


    
      “Yes,” he said: “My brush goes on with a rush,


      And the draught is buried under;


      When you have to whiten old cots and brighten,


      What else can you do, I wonder?”


      But she knows he’s there. And when she yearns


      For him, deep in the labouring night,


      She sees him as close at hand, and turns


      To him under his sheet of white.

    


    ♣


    Just the Same


    
      I sat. It all was past;


      Hope never would hail again;


      Fair days had ceased at a blast,


      The world was a darkened den.

    


    
      The beauty and dream were gone,


      And the halo in which I had hied


      So gaily gallantly on


      Had suffered blot and died!

    


    
      I went forth, heedless whither,


      In a cloud too black for name:


      —People frisked hither and thither;


      The world was just the same.

    


    ♣


    The Last Time


    
      The kiss had been given and taken,


      And gathered to many past:


      It never could reawaken;


      But you heard none say: “It’s the last!”

    


    
      The clock showed the hour and the minute,


      But you did not turn and look:


      You read no finis in it,


      As at closing of a book.

    


    
      But you read it all too rightly


      When, at a time anon,


      A figure lay stretched out whitely,


      And you stood looking thereon.

    


    ♣


    The Seven Times


    
      The dark was thick. A boy he seemed at that time


      Who trotted by me with uncertain air;


      “I’ll tell my tale,” he murmured, “for I fancy


      A friend goes there? … ”

    


    
      Then thus he told. “I reached—’twas for the first time—


      A dwelling. Life was clogged in me with care;


      I thought not I should meet an eyesome maiden,


      But found one there.

    


    
      “I entered on the precincts for the second time—


      ’Twas an adventure fit and fresh and fair—


      I slackened in my footsteps at the porchway,


      And found her there.

    


    
      “I rose and travelled thither for the third time,


      The hope-hues growing gayer and yet gayer


      As I hastened round the boscage of the outskirts,


      And found her there.

    


    
      “I journeyed to the place again the fourth time


      (The best and rarest visit of the rare,


      As it seemed to me, engrossed about these goings),


      And found her there.

    


    
      “When I bent me to my pilgrimage the fifth time


      (Soft-thinking as I journeyed I would dare


      A certain word at token of good auspice),


      I found her there.

    


    
      “That landscape did I traverse for the sixth time,


      And dreamed on what we purposed to prepare;


      I reached a tryst before my journey’s end came,


      And found her there.

    


    
      “I went again—long after—aye, the seventh time;


      The look of things was sinister and bare


      As I caught no customed signal, heard no voice call,


      Nor found her there.

    


    
      “And now I gad the globe—day, night, and any time,


      To light upon her hiding unaware,


      And, maybe, I shall nigh me to some nymph-niche,


      And find her there!”

    


    
      “ But how,” said I, “has your so little lifetime


      Given roomage for such loving, loss, despair?


      A boy so young!” Forthwith I turned my lantern


      Upon him there.

    


    
      His head was white. His small form, fine aforetime,


      Was shrunken with old age and battering wear,


      An eighty-years long plodder saw I pacing


      Beside me there.

    


    ♣


    The Sun’s Last Look on the Country Girl


    (M. H.)


    
      The sun threw down a radiant spot


      On the face in the winding-sheet—


      The face it had lit when a babe’s in its cot;


      And the sun knew not, and the face knew not


      That soon they would no more meet.

    


    
      Now that the grave has shut its door,


      And lets not in one ray,


      Do they wonder that they meet no more—


      That face and its beaming visitor—


      That met so many a day?

    


    December 1915.


    ♣


    In a London Flat


    I


    
      “You look like a widower,” she said


      Through the folding-doors with a laugh from the bed,


      As he sat by the fire in the outer room,


      Reading late on a night of gloom,


      And a cab-hack’s wheeze, and the clap of its feet


      In its breathless pace on the smooth wet street,


      Were all that came to them now and then …


      “You really do!” she quizzed again.

    


    II


    
      And the Spirits behind the curtains heard,


      And also laughed, amused at her word,


      And at her light-hearted view of him.


      “Let’s get him made so—just for a whim!”


      Said the Phantom Ironic. “’Twould serve her right


      If we coaxed the Will to do it some night.”


      “O pray not!” pleaded the younger one,


      The Sprite of the Pities. “She said it in fun!”

    


    III


    
      But so it befell, whatever the cause,


      That what she had called him he next year was;


      And on such a night, when she lay elsewhere,


      He, watched by those Phantoms, again sat there,


      And gazed, as if gazing on far faint shores,


      At the empty bed through the folding-doors


      As he remembered her words; and wept


      That she had forgotten them where she slept.

    


    ♣


    Drawing Details in an Old Church


    
      I hear the bell-rope sawing,


      And the oil-less axle grind,


      As I sit alone here drawing


      What some Gothic brain designed;


      And I catch the toll that follows


      From the lagging bell,


      Ere it spreads to hills and hollows


      Where the parish people dwell.

    


    
      I ask not whom it tolls for,


      Incurious who he be;


      So, some morrow, when those knolls for


      One unguessed, sound out for me,


      A stranger, loitering under


      In nave or choir,


      May think, too, “Whose, I wonder?”


      But care not to inquire.

    


    ♣


    Rake-Hell Muses


    
      Yes; since she knows not need,


      Nor walks in blindness,


      I may without unkindness


      A true thing tell:

    


    
      Which would be truth, indeed,


      Though worse in speaking,


      Were her poor footsteps seeking


      A pauper’s cell.

    


    
      I judge, then, better far


      She now have sorrow,


      Than gladness that to-morrow


      Might know its knell.—

    


    
      It may be men there are


      Could make of union


      A lifelong sweet communion—


      A passioned spell;

    


    
      But I, to save her name


      And bring salvation


      By altar-affirmation


      And bridal bell;

    


    
      I, by whose rash unshame


      These tears come to her:-


      My faith would more undo her


      Than my farewell!

    


    
      Chained to me, year by year


      My moody madness


      Would wither her old gladness


      Like famine fell.

    


    
      She’ll take the ill that’s near,


      And bear the blaming.


      ‘Twill pass. Full soon her shaming


      They’ll cease to yell.

    


    
      Our unborn, first her moan,


      Will grow her guerdon,


      Until from blot and burden


      A joyance swell;

    


    
      In that therein she’ll own


      My good part wholly,


      My evil staining solely


      My own vile vell.

    


    
      Of the disgrace, may be


      “He shunned to share it,


      Being false,” they’ll say. I’ll bear it;


      Time will dispel

    


    
      The calumny, and prove


      This much about me,


      That she lives best without me


      Who would live well.

    


    
      That, this once, not self-love


      But good intention


      Pleads that against convention


      We two rebel.

    


    
      For, is one moonlight dance,


      One midnight passion,


      A rock whereon to fashion


      Life’s citadel?

    


    
      Prove they their power to prance


      Life’s miles together


      From upper slope to nether


      Who trip an ell?

    


    
      —Years hence, or now apace,


      May tongues be calling


      News of my further falling


      Sinward pell-mell:

    


    
      Then this great good will grace


      Our lives’ division,


      She’s saved from more misprision


      Though I plumb hell.
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    ♣


    The Colour


    (The following lines are partly made up, partly remembered from a Wessex folk-rhyme)


    
      “What shall I bring you?


      Please will white do


      Best for your wearing


      The long day through?”


      “—White is for weddings,


      Weddings, weddings,


      White is for weddings,


      And that won’t do.”

    


    
      “What shall I bring you?


      Please will red do


      Best for your wearing


      The long day through?”


      “—Red is for soldiers,


      Soldiers, soldiers,


      Red is for soldiers,


      And that won’t do.”

    


    
      “What shall I bring you?


      Please will blue do


      Best for your wearing


      The long day through?”


      “—Blue is for sailors,


      Sailors, sailors,


      Blue is for sailors,


      And that won’t do.

    


    
      “What shall I bring you?


      Please will green do


      Best for your wearing


      The long day through?”


      “—Green is for mayings,


      Mayings, mayings,


      Green is for mayings,


      And that won’t do.”

    


    
      “What shall I bring you


      Then? Will black do


      Best for your wearing


      The long day through?”


      “—Black is for mourning,


      Mourning, mourning,


      Black is for mourning,


      And black will do.”

    


    ♣


    Murmurs in the Gloom


    (Nocturne)


    
      I wayfared at the nadir of the sun


      Where populations meet, though seen of none;


      And millions seemed to sigh around


      As though their haunts were nigh around,


      And unknown throngs to cry around


      Of things late done.

    


    
      “O Seers, who well might high ensample show”


      (Came throbbing past in plainsong small and slow),


      “Leaders who lead us aimlessly,


      Teachers who train us shamelessly,


      Why let ye smoulder flamelessly


      The truths ye trow?

    


    
      “Ye scribes, that urge the old medicament,


      Whose fusty vials have long dried impotent,


      Why prop ye meretricious things,


      Denounce the sane as vicious things,


      And call outworn factitious things


      Expedient?

    


    
      “O Dynasties that sway and shake us so,


      Why rank your magnanimities so low


      That grace can smooth no waters yet,


      But breathing threats and slaughters yet


      Ye grieve Earth’s sons and daughters yet


      As long ago?

    


    
      “Live there no heedful ones of searching sight,


      Whose accents might be oracles that smite


      To hinder those who frowardly


      Conduct us, and untowardly;


      To lead the nations vawardly


      From gloom to light?”

    


    September 22, 1899.


    ♣


    Epitaph


    
      I never cared for Life: Life cared for me,


      And hence I owed it some fidelity.


      It now says, “Cease; at length thou hast learnt to grind


      Sufficient toll for an unwilling mind,


      And I dismiss thee—not without regard


      That thou didst ask no ill-advised reward,


      Nor sought in me much more than thou couldst find.”

    


    ♣


    An Ancient to Ancients


    
      Where once we danced, where once sang,


      Gentlemen,


      The floors are sunken, cobwebs hang,


      And cracks creep; worms have fed upon


      The doors. Yea, sprightlier times were then


      Than now, with harps and tabrets gone,


      Gentlemen!

    


    
      Where once we rowed, where once we sailed,


      Gentlemen,


      And damsels took the tiller, veiled


      Against too strong a stare (God wot


      Their fancy, then or anywhen!)


      Upon that shore we are clean forgot,


      Gentlemen!

    


    
      We have lost somewhat, afar and near,


      Gentlemen,


      The thinning of our ranks each year


      Affords a hint we are nigh undone,


      That we shall not be ever again


      The marked of many, loved of one,


      Gentlemen.

    


    
      In dance the polka hit our wish,


      Gentlemen,


      The paced quadrille, the spry schottische,


      “Sir Roger.”—And in opera spheres


      The “Girl” (the famed “Bohemian”),


      And “Trovatore,” held the ears,


      Gentlemen.

    


    
      This season’s paintings do not please,


      Gentlemen,


      Like Etty, Mulready, Maclise;


      Throbbing romance has waned and wanned;


      No wizard wields the witching pen


      Of Bulwer, Scott, Dumas, and Sand,


      Gentlemen.

    


    
      The bower we shrined to Tennyson,


      Gentlemen,


      Is roof-wrecked; damps there drip upon


      Sagged seats, the creeper-nails are rust,


      The spider is sole denizen;


      Even she who read those rhymes is dust,


      Gentlemen!

    


    
      We who met sunrise sanguine-souled,


      Gentlemen,


      Are wearing weary. We are old;


      These younger press; we feel our rout


      Is imminent to Aïdes’ den,—


      That evening’s shades are stretching out,


      Gentlemen!

    


    
      And yet, though ours be failing frames,


      Gentlemen,


      So were some others’ history names,


      Who trode their track light-limbed and fast


      As these youth, and not alien


      From enterprise, to their long last,


      Gentlemen.

    


    
      Sophocles, Plato, Socrates,


      Gentlemen,


      Pythagoras, Thucydides,


      Herodotus, and Homer,—yea,


      Clement, Augustin, Origen,


      Burnt brightlier towards their setting-day,


      Gentlemen.

    


    
      And ye, red-lipped and smooth-browed; list,


      Gentlemen;


      Much is there waits you we have missed;


      Much lore we leave you worth the knowing,


      Much, much has lain outside our ken:


      Nay, rush not: time serves: we are going,


      Gentlemen.

    


    ♣


    After Reading Psalms XXXIX., XL., ETC.


    
      Simple was I and was young;


      Kept no gallant tryst, I;


      Even from good words held my tongue,


      Quoniam Tu fecisti!

    


    
      Through my youth I stirred me not,


      High adventure missed I,


      Left the shining shrines unsought;


      Yet—me deduxisti!

    


    
      At my start by Helicon


      Love-lore little wist I,


      Worldly less; but footed on;


      Why? Me suscepisti!

    


    
      When I failed at fervid rhymes,


      “Shall,” I said, “persist I?”


      “Dies” (I would add at times)


      “Meos posuisti!”

    


    
      So I have fared through many suns;


      Sadly little grist I


      Bring my mill, or any one’s,


      Domine, Tu scisti!

    


    
      And at dead of night I call:


      “Though to prophets list I,


      Which hath understood at all?


      Yea: Quem elegisti?”
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    ♣


    Surview


    “Cogitavi vias meas”


    
      A cry from the green-grained sticks of the fire


      Made me gaze where it seemed to be:


      ’Twas my own voice talking therefrom to me


      On how I had walked when my sun was higher—


      My heart in its arrogancy.

    


    
      “You held not to whatsoever was true,”


      Said my own voice talking to me:


      “Whatsoever was just you were slack to see;


      Kept not things lovely and pure in view,”


      Said my own voice talking to me.

    


    
      “You slighted her that endureth all,”


      Said my own voice talking to me;


      “Vaunteth not, trusteth hopefully;


      That suffereth long and is kind withal,”


      Said my own voice talking to me.

    


    
      “You taught not that which you set about,”


      Said my own voice talking to me;


      “That the greatest of things is Charity. .. ”


      —And the sticks burnt low, and the fire went out,


      And my voice ceased talking to me.

    

  


  ♣


  Human Shows, Far Phantasies, Songs and Trifles


  by thomas hardy


  [Macmillan and Co., 1925]


  
    human shows


    ♣


    Waiting Both


    A Bird-Scene at a Rural Dwelling


    Any Little Old Song


    In a Former Resort after Many Years


    A Cathedral Façade at Midnight


    The Turnip-Hoer


    The Carrier


    Lover to Mistress


    The Monument-Maker


    Circus-Rider to Ringmaster


    Last Week in October


    Come Not; Yet Come!


    The Later Autumn


    Let Me Believe


    At a Fashionable Dinner


    Green Slates


    An East-End Curate


    At Rushy-Pond


    Four in the Morning


    On the Esplanade


    In St Paul’s a While Ago


    Coming Up Oxford Street: Evening


    A Last Journey


    Singing Lovers


    The Month’s Calendar


    A Spellbound Palace


    When Dead


    Sine Prole


    Ten Years Since


    Every Artemisia


    The Best She Could


    The Graveyard of Dead Creeds


    There Seemed a Strangeness


    A Night of Questionings


    Xenophanes, the Monist of Colophon


    Life and Death at Sunrise


    Night-Time in Mid-Fall


    A Sheep Fair


    Snow in the Suburbs


    A Light Snow-Fall after Frost


    Winter Night in Woodland


    Ice on the Highway


    Music in a Snowy Street


    The Frozen Greenhouse


    Two Lips


    No Buyers


    One Who Married Above Him


    The New Toy


    Queen Caroline to Her Guests


    Plena Timoris


    The Weary Walker


    Last Love-Word


    Nobody Comes


    In the Street


    The Last Leaf


    At Wynyard’s Gap


    At Shag’s Heath


    A Second Attempt


    Freed the Fret of Thinking


    The Absolute Explains


    So, Time


    An Inquiry


    The Faithful Swallow


    In Sherborne Abbey


    The Pair He Saw Pass


    The Mock Wife


    The Fight on Durnover Moor


    Last Look round St Martin’s Fair


    The Caricature


    A Leader of Fashion


    Midnight on Beechen, 187–


    The Aërolite


    The Prospect


    Genitrix Laesa


    The Fading Rose


    When Oats Were Reaped


    Louie


    She Opened the Door


    What’s There to Tell? (Song)


    The Harbour Bridge


    Vagrant’s Song (With an Old Wessex Refrain)


    Farmer Dunman’s Funeral


    The Sexton at Longpuddle


    The Harvest-Supper


    At a Pause in a Country Dance


    On the Portrait of a Woman about to be Hanged


    The Church and the Wedding


    The Shiver


    Not Only I


    She Saw Him, She Said


    Once at Swanage


    The Flower’s Tragedy


    At the Aquatic Sports


    A Watcher’s Regret


    Horses Aboard


    The History of an Hour


    The Missed Train


    Under High-Stoy Hill


    At the Mill


    Alike and Unlike


    The Thing Unplanned


    The Sheep-Boy


    Retty’s Phases


    A Poor Man and a Lady


    An Expostulation


    To a Sea-Cliff


    The Echo-Elf Answers


    Cynic’s Epitaph


    A Beauty’s Soliloquy during Her Honeymoon


    Donaghadee


    He Inadvertently Cures His Love-Pains


    The Peace Peal


    Lady Vi


    A Popular Personage at Home


    Inscriptions for a Peal of Eight Bells


    A Refusal


    Epitaph on a Pessimist


    The Protean Maiden


    A Watering-Place Lady Inventoried


    The Sea Fight


    Paradox


    The Rover Come Home


    Known Had I


    The Pat of Butter


    Bags of Meat


    The Sundial on a Wet Day


    Her Haunting-Ground


    A Parting-Scene


    Shortening Days at the Homestead


    Days to Recollect


    To C.F.H.


    The High-School Lawn


    The Forbidden Banns


    The Paphian Ball


    On Martock Moor


    That Moment


    Premonitions


    This Summer and Last


    Nothing Matters Much


    In the Evening


    The Six Boards


    Before My Friend Arrived


    Compassion


    Why She Moved House


    Tragedian to Tragedienne


    The Lady of Forebodings


    The Bird-Catcher’s Boy


    A Hurried Meeting


    Discouragement


    A Leaving


    Song to an Old Burden


    Why Do I?

  


  
    Waiting Both


    
      A star looks down at me,


      And says: ‘Here I and you


      Stand, each in our degree:


      What do you mean to do,—


      Mean to do?’

    


    
      I say: ‘For all I know,


      Wait, and let Time go by,


      Till my change come.’—‘Just so,’


      The star says: ‘So mean I:—


      So mean I.’

    


    ♣


    A Bird-Scene at a Rural Dwelling


    
      When the inmate stirs, the birds retire discreetly


      From the window-ledge, whereon they whistled sweetly


      And on the step of the door,


      In the misty morning hoar;


      But now the dweller is up they flee


      To the crooked neighbouring codlin-tree;


      And when he comes fully forth they seek the garden,


      And call from the lofty costard, as pleading pardon


      For shouting so near before


      In their joy at being alive:—


      Meanwhile the hammering clock within goes five.

    


    
      I know a domicile of brown and green,


      Where for a hundred summers there have been


      Just such enactments, just such daybreaks seen.

    


    ♣


    Any Little Old Song


    
      Any little old song


      Will do for me,


      Tell it of joys gone long,


      Or joys to be,


      Or friendly faces best


      Loved to see.

    


    
      Newest themes I want not


      On subtle strings,


      And for thrillings pant not


      That new song brings:


      I only need the homeliest


      Of heartstirrings.

    


    ♣


    In a Former Resort after Many Years


    
      Do I know these, slack-shaped and wan,


      Whose substance, one time fresh and furrowless,


      Is now a rag drawn over a skeleton,


      As in El Greco’s canvases?—


      Whose cheeks have slipped down, lips become indrawn,


      And statures shrunk to dwarfishness?

    


    
      Do they know me, whose former mind


      Was like an open plain where no foot falls,


      But now is as a gallery portrait-lined,


      And scored with necrologic scrawls,


      Where feeble voices rise, once full-defined,


      From underground in curious calls?

    


    ♣


    A Cathedral Façade at Midnight


    
      Along the sculptures of the western wall


      I watched the moonlight creeping:


      It moved as if it hardly moved at all,


      Inch by inch thinly peeping


      Round on the pious figures of freestone, brought


      And poised there when the Universe was wrought


      To serve its centre, Earth, in mankind’s thought.

    


    
      The lunar look skimmed scantly toe, breast, arm,


      Then edged on slowly, slightly,


      To shoulder, hand, face; till each austere form


      Was blanched its whole length brightly


      Of prophet, king, queen, cardinal in state,


      That dead men’s tools had striven to simulate;


      And the stiff images stood irradiate.

    


    
      A frail moan from the martyred saints there set


      Mid others of the erection


      Against the breeze, seemed sighings of regret


      At the ancient faith’s rejection


      Under the sure, unhasting, steady stress


      Of Reason’s movement, making meaningless


      The coded creeds of old-time godliness.

    


    ♣


    The Turnip-Hoer


    
      Of tides that toss the souls of men


      Some are foreseen, and weathered warefully;


      More burst at flood, none witting why or when,


      And are called Destiny.

    


    
      —Years past there was a turnip-hoer,


      Who loved his wife and child, and worked amain


      In the turnip-time from dawn till day out-wore


      And night bedimmed the plain.

    


    
      The thronging plants of blueish green


      Would fall in lanes before his skilful blade,


      Which, as by sleight, would deftly slip between


      Those spared and those low-laid.

    


    
      ’Twas afternoon: he hoed his best,


      Unlifting head or eye, when, through the fence,


      He heard a gallop dropping from the crest


      Of the hill above him, whence,

    


    
      Descending at a crashing pace,


      An open carriage came, horsed by a pair:


      A lady sat therein, with lilywhite face


      And wildly windblown hair.

    


    
      The man sprang over, and horse and horse


      Faced in the highway as the pair ondrew;


      Like Terminus stood he there, and barred their course,


      And almost ere he knew

    


    
      The lady was limp within his arms,


      And, half-unconscious, clutched his hair and beard;


      And so he held her, till from neighbouring farms


      Came hinds, and soon appeared

    


    
      Footman and coachman on the way:—


      The steeds were guided back, now breath-bespent,


      And the hoer was rewarded with good pay:—


      So passed the accident.

    


    
      ‘She was the Duchess of Southernshire,


      They tell me,’ said the second hoe, next day:


      ‘She’s come a-visiting not far from here;


      This week will end her stay.’

    


    
      The hoer’s wife that evening set


      Her hand to a crusted stew in the three-legged pot,


      And he sat looking on in silence; yet


      The cooking saw he not,

    


    
      But a woman, with her arms around him,


      Glove-handed, clasping his neck and clutching his blouse,


      And ere he went to bed that night he found him


      Outside a manor-house.

    


    
      A page there smoking answered him:


      ‘Her Grace’s room is where you see that light;


      By now she’s up there slipping off her trim:


      The Dook’s is on the right.’

    


    
      She was, indeed, just saying through the door,


      ‘That dauntless fellow saved me from collapse:


      I’d not much with me, or ’d have given him more:


      ’Twas not enough, perhaps!’

    


    
      Up till she left, before he slept,


      He walked, though tired, to where her window shined,


      And mused till it went dark; but close he kept


      All that was in his mind.

    


    
      ‘What is it, Ike?’ inquired his wife;


      ‘You are not so nice now as you used to be.


      What have I done? You seem quite tired of life!’


      ‘Nothing at all,’ said he.

    


    
      In the next shire this lady of rank,


      So ’twas made known, would open a bazaar:


      He took his money from the savings-bank


      To go there, for ’twas far.

    


    
      And reached her stall, and sighted, clad


      In her ripe beauty and the goodliest guise,


      His Vision of late. He straight spent all he had,


      But not once caught her eyes.

    


    
      Next week he heard, with heart of clay,


      That London held her for three months or so:


      Fearing to tell his wife he went for a day,


      Pawning his watch to go;

    


    
      And scanned the Square of her abode,


      And timed her moves, as well as he could guess,


      That he might glimpse her; till afoot by road


      He came home penniless….

    


    
      —The Duke in Wessex once again,


      Glanced at the Wessex paper, where he read


      Of a man, late taken to drink, killed by a train


      At a crossing, so it said.

    


    
      ‘Why—he who saved your life, I think?’


      —‘O no,’ said she. ‘It cannot be the same:


      He was sweet-breath’d, without a taint of drink;


      Yet it is like his name.’

    


    ♣


    The Carrier


    
      ‘There’s a seat, I see, still empty?’


      Cried the hailer from the road;


      ‘No, there is not!’ said the carrier,


      Quickening his horse and load.

    


    
      ‘—They say you are in the grave, Jane;


      But still you ride with me!’


      And he looked towards the vacant space


      He had kept beside his knee.

    


    
      And the passengers murmured: ‘’Tis where his wife


      In journeys to and fro


      Used always to sit; but nobody does


      Since those long years ago.’

    


    
      Rumble-mumble went the van


      Past Sidwell Church and wall,


      Till Exon Towers were out of scan,


      And night lay over all.

    


    ♣


    Lover to Mistress


    (Song)


    
      Beckon to me to come


      With handkerchief or hand,


      Or finger mere or thumb;


      Let forecasts be but rough,


      Parents more bleak than bland,


      ’Twill be enough,


      Maid mine,


      ’Twill be enough!

    


    
      Two fields, a wood, a tree,


      Nothing now more malign


      Lies between you and me;


      But were they bysm, or bluff,


      Or snarling sea, one sign


      Would be enough,


      Maid mine,


      Would be enough!

    


    From an old copy


    ♣


    The Monument-Maker


    
      I chiselled her monument


      To my mind’s content,


      Took it to the church by night,


      When her planet was at its height,


      And set it where I had figured the place in the daytime.


      Having niched it there


      I stepped back, cheered, and thought its outlines fair,


      And its marbles rare.

    


    
      Then laughed she over my shoulder as in our Maytime:


      ‘It spells not me!’ she said:


      ‘Tells nothing about my beauty, wit, or gay time


      With all those, quick and dead,


      Of high or lowlihead,


      That hovered near,


      Including you, who carve there your devotion;


      But you felt none, my dear!’

    


    
      And then she vanished. Checkless sprang my emotion


      And forced a tear


      At seeing I’d not been truly known by her,


      And never prized!—that my memorial here,


      To consecrate her sepulchre,


      Was scorned, almost,


      By her sweet ghost:


      Yet I hoped not quite, in her very innermost!

    


    1916


    ♣


    Circus-Rider to Ringmaster


    
      When I am riding round the ring no longer,


      Tell a tale of me;


      Say, no steed-borne woman’s nerve was stronger


      Than used mine to be.


      Let your whole soul say it; do:


      O it will be true!

    


    
      Should I soon no more be mistress found in


      Feats I’ve made my own,


      Trace the tan-laid track you’d whip me round in


      On the cantering roan:


      There may cross your eyes again


      My lithe look as then.

    


    
      Show how I, when clay becomes my cover,


      Took the high-hoop leap


      Into your arms, who coaxed and grew my lover,—


      Ah, to make me weep


      Since those claspings cared for so


      Ever so long ago!

    


    
      Though not now as when you freshly knew me,


      But a fading form,


      Shape the kiss you’d briskly blow up to me


      While our love was warm,


      And my cheek unstained by tears,


      As in these last years!

    


    ♣


    Last Week in October


    
      The trees are undressing, and fling in many places—


      On the gray road, the roof, the window-sill—


      Their radiant robes and ribbons and yellow laces;


      A leaf each second so is flung at will,


      Here, there, another and another, still and still.

    


    
      A spider’s web has caught one while downcoming,


      That stays there dangling when the rest pass on;


      Like a suspended criminal hangs he, mumming


      In golden garb, while one yet green, high yon,


      Trembles, as fearing such a fate for himself anon.

    


    ♣


    Come Not; Yet Come!


    (Song)


    
      In my sage moments I can say,


      Come not near,


      But far in foreign regions stay,


      So that here


      A mind may grow again serene and clear.

    


    
      But the thought withers. Why should I


      Have fear to earn me


      Fame from your nearness, though thereby


      Old fires new burn me,


      And lastly, maybe, tear and overturn me!

    


    
      So I say, Come: deign again shine


      Upon this place,


      Even if unslackened smart be mine


      From that sweet face,


      And I faint to a phantom past all trace.

    


    ♣


    The Later Autumn


    
      Gone are the lovers, under the bush


      Stretched at their ease;


      Gone the bees,


      Tangling themselves in your hair as they rush


      On the line of your track,


      Leg-laden, back


      With a dip to their hive


      In a prepossessed dive.

    


    
      Toadsmeat is mangy, frosted, and sere;


      Apples in grass


      Crunch as we pass,


      And rot ere the men who make cyder appear.


      Couch-fires abound


      On fallows around,


      And shades far extend


      Like lives soon to end.

    


    
      Spinning leaves join the remains shrunk and brown


      Of last year’s display


      That lie wasting away,


      On whose corpses they earlier as scorners gazed down


      From their aery green height:


      Now in the same plight


      They huddle; while yon


      A robin looks on.

    


    ♣


    Let Me Believe


    (Song)


    
      Let me believe it, dearest,


      Let it be


      As just a dream—the merest—


      Haunting me,


      That a frank full-souled sweetness


      Warmed your smile


      And voice, to indiscreetness


      Once, awhile!

    


    
      And I will fondly ponder


      Till I lie


      Earthed up with others yonder


      Past a sigh,


      That you may name at stray times


      With regret


      One whom through green and gray times


      You forget!

    


    ♣


    At a Fashionable Dinner


    
      We sat with the banqueting-party


      By the table-end—


      Unmarked,—no diners out


      Were we: scarce a friend


      Of our own mind’s trend


      Was there, though the welcome was hearty.


      Then we noticed a shade extend


      By a distant screen,


      And I said: ‘What to you does it seem to mean,


      Lavine?’

    


    
      ‘—It is like my own body lying


      Beyond the door


      Where the servants glide in and about


      The carpeted floor;


      And it means my death hour!—’


      ‘—What a fancy! Who feels like dying


      While these smart sallies pour,


      With laughter between!


      To me it is more like satin sheen,


      Lavine.’

    


    
      ‘—That means your new bride, when you win her:


      Yes, so it must be!


      It’s her satin dress, no doubt—


      That shine you see—


      My own corpse to me!’


      And a gloom came over the dinner,


      Where almost strangers were we,


      As the spirit of the scene


      Forsook her—the fairest of the whole thirteen—


      Lavine!

    


    ♣


    Green Slates


    (Penpethy)


    
      It happened once, before the duller


      Loomings of life defined them,


      I searched for slates of greenish colour


      A quarry where men mined them;

    


    
      And saw, the while I peered around there,


      In the quarry standing


      A form against the slate background there,


      Of fairness eye-commanding.

    


    
      And now, though fifty years have flown me,


      With all their dreams and duties,


      And strange-pipped dice my hand has thrown me,


      And dust are all her beauties,

    


    
      Green slates—seen high on roofs, or lower


      In waggon, truck, or lorry—


      Cry out: ‘Our home was where you saw her


      Standing in the quarry!’

    


    ♣


    An East-End Curate


    
      A small blind street off East Commercial Road;


      Window, door; window, door;


      Every house like the one before,


      Is where the curate, Mr Dowle, has found a pinched abode.


      Spectacled, pale, moustache straw-coloured, and with a long thin face,


      Day or dark his lodgings’ narrow doorstep does he pace.

    


    
      A bleached pianoforte, with its drawn silk plaitings faded,


      Stands in his room, its keys much yellowed, cyphering, and abraded,


      ‘Novello’s Anthems’ lie at hand, and also a few glees,


      And ‘Laws of Heaven for Earth’ in a frame upon the wall one sees.

    


    
      He goes through his neighbours’ houses as his own, and none regards,


      And opens their back-doors off-hand, to look for them in their yards:


      A man is threatening his wife on the other side of the wall,


      But the curate lets it pass as knowing the history of it all.

    


    
      Freely within his hearing the children skip and laugh and say:


      ‘There’s Mister Dow-well! There’s Mister Dow-well!’ in their play;


      And the long, pallid, devoted face notes not,


      But stoops along abstractedly, for good, or in vain, God wot!

    


    ♣


    At Rushy-Pond


    
      On the frigid face of the heath-hemmed pond


      There shaped the half-grown moon:


      Winged whiffs from the north with a husky croon


      Blew over and beyond.

    


    
      And the wind flapped the moon in its float on the pool,


      And stretched it to oval form;


      Then corkscrewed it like a wriggling worm;


      Then wanned it weariful.

    


    
      And I cared not for conning the sky above


      Where hung the substant thing,


      For my thought was earthward sojourning


      On the scene I had vision of.

    


    
      Since there it was once, in a secret year,


      I had called a woman to me


      From across this water, ardently—


      And practised to keep her near;

    


    
      Till the last weak love-words had been said,


      And ended was her time,


      And blurred the bloomage of her prime,


      And white the earlier red.

    


    
      And the troubled orb in the pond’s sad shine


      Was her very wraith, as scanned


      When she withdrew thence, mirrored, and


      Her days dropped out of mine.

    


    ♣


    Four in the Morning


    
      At four this day of June I rise:


      The dawn-light strengthens steadily;


      Earth is a cerule mystery,


      As if not far from Paradise


      At four o’clock,

    


    
      Or else near the Great Nebula,


      Or where the Pleiads blink and smile:


      (For though we see with eyes of guile


      The grisly grin of things by day,


      At four o’clock

    


    
      They show their best.) … In this vale’s space


      I am up the first, I think. Yet, no,


      A whistling? and the to-and-fro


      Wheezed whettings of a scythe apace


      At four o’clock? …

    


    
      —Though pleasure spurred, I rose with irk:


      Here is one at compulsion’s whip


      Taking his life’s stern stewardship


      With blithe uncare, and hard at work


      At four o’clock!

    


    Bockhampton


    ♣


    On the Esplanade


    Midsummer: 10 p.m.


    
      The broad bald moon edged up where the sea was wide,


      Mild, mellow-faced;


      Beneath, a tumbling twinkle of shines, like dyed,


      A trackway traced


      To the shore, as of petals fallen from a rose to waste,


      In its overblow,


      And fluttering afloat on inward heaves of the tide:—


      All this, so plain; yet the rest I did not know.

    


    
      The horizon gets lost in a mist new-wrought by the night:


      The lamps of the Bay


      That reach from behind me round to the left and right


      On the sea-wall way


      For a constant mile of curve, make a long display


      As a pearl-strung row,


      Under which in the waves they bore their gimlets of light:—


      All this was plain; but there was a thing not so.

    


    
      Inside a window, open, with undrawn blind,


      There plays and sings


      A lady unseen a melody undefined:


      And where the moon flings


      Its shimmer a vessel crosses, whereon to the strings


      Plucked sweetly and low


      Of a harp, they dance. Yea, such did I mark. That, behind,


      My Fate’s masked face crept near me I did not know!

    


    ♣


    In St Paul’s a While Ago


    
      Summer and winter close commune


      On this July afternoon


      As I enter chilly Paul’s,


      With its chasmal classic walls.


      —Drifts of gray illumination


      From the lofty fenestration


      Slant them down in bristling spines that spread


      Fan-like upon the vast dust-moted shade.

    


    
      Moveless here, no whit allied


      To the daemonian din outside,


      Statues stand, cadaverous, wan,


      Round the loiterers looking on


      Under the yawning dome and nave,


      Pondering whatnot, giddy or grave.


      Here a verger moves a chair,


      Or a red rope fixes there:—


      A brimming Hebe, rapt in her adorning,


      Brushes an Artemisia craped in mourning;


      Beatrice Benedick piques, coquetting;


      All unknowing or forgetting


      That strange Jew, Damascus-bound,


      Whose name, thereafter travelling round


      To this precinct of the world,


      Spread here like a flag unfurled:


      Anon inspiring architectural sages


      To frame this pile, writ his throughout the ages:


      Whence also the encircling mart


      Assumed his name, of him no part,


      And to his vision-seeing mind


      Charmless, blank in every kind;


      And whose displays, even had they called his eye,


      No gold or silver had been his to buy;


      Whose haunters, had they seen him stand


      On his own steps here, lift his hand


      In stress of eager, stammering speech,


      And his meaning chanced to reach,


      Would have proclaimed him as they passed


      An epilept enthusiast.

    


    ♣


    Coming Up Oxford Street: Evening


    
      The sun from the west glares back,


      And the sun from the watered track,


      And the sun from the sheets of glass,


      And the sun from each window-brass;


      Sun-mirrorings, too, brighten


      From show-cases beneath


      The laughing eyes and teeth


      Of ladies who rouge and whiten.


      And the same warm god explores


      Panels and chinks of doors;


      Problems with chymists’ bottles


      Profound as Aristotle’s


      He solves, and with good cause,


      Having been ere man was.

    


    
      Also he dazzles the pupils of one who walks west,


      A city-clerk, with eyesight not of the best,


      Who sees no escape to the very verge of his days


      From the rut of Oxford Street into open ways;


      And he goes along with head and eyes flagging forlorn,


      Empty of interest in things, and wondering why he was born.

    


    As seen 4 July 1872


    ♣


    A Last Journey


    
      ‘Father, you seem to have been sleeping fair?’


      The child uncovered the dimity-curtained window-square


      And looked out at the dawn,


      And back at the dying man nigh gone,


      And propped up in his chair,


      Whose breathing a robin’s ‘chink’ took up in antiphon.

    


    
      The open fireplace spread


      Like a vast weary yawn above his head,


      Its thin blue blower waved against his whitening crown,


      For he could not lie down:


      He raised him on his arms so emaciated:—

    


    
      ‘Yes; I’ve slept long, my child. But as for rest,


      Well, that I cannot say.


      The whole night have I footed field and turnpike-way—


      A regular pilgrimage—as at my best


      And very briskest day!

    


    
      ‘’Twas first to Weatherb’ry, to see them there,


      And thence to King’s-Stag, where


      I joined in a jolly trip to Weydon-Priors Fair:


      I shot for nuts, bought gingerbreads, cream-cheese;


      And, not content with these,


      I went to London: heard the watchmen cry the hours.

    


    
      ‘I soon was off again, and found me in the bowers


      Of father’s apple-trees,


      And he shook the apples down: they fell in showers,


      Whereon he turned, smiled strange at me, as ill at ease;


      And then you pulled the curtain; and, ah me,


      I found me back where I wished not to be!’

    


    
      ’Twas told the child next day: ‘Your father’s dead.’


      And, struck, she questioned, ‘O,


      That journey, then, did father really go?—


      Buy nuts, and cakes, and travel at night till dawn was red,


      And tire himself with journeying, as he said,


      To see those old friends that he cared for so?’

    


    ♣


    Singing Lovers


    
      I rowed: the dimpled tide was at the turn,


      And mirth and moonlight spread upon the bay:


      There were two singing lovers in the stern;


      But mine had gone away,—


      Whither, I shunned to say!

    


    
      The houses stood confronting us afar,


      A livid line against the evening glare;


      The small lamps livened; then out-stole a star;


      But my Love was not there,—


      Vanished, I sorrowed where!

    


    
      His arm was round her, both full facing me


      With no reserve. Theirs was not love to hide;


      He held one tiller-rope, the other she;


      I pulled—the merest glide,—


      Looked on at them, and sighed.

    


    
      The moon’s glassed glory heaved as we lay swinging


      Upon the undulations. Shoreward, slow,


      The plash of pebbles joined the lovers’ singing,


      But she of a bygone vow


      Joined in the song not now!

    


    Weymouth


    ♣


    The Month’s Calendar


    
      Tear off the calendar


      Of this month past,


      And all its weeks, that are


      Flown, to be cast


      To oblivion fast!

    


    
      Darken that day


      On which we met,


      With its words of gay


      Half-felt regret


      That you’ll forget!

    


    
      The second day, too;


      The noon I nursed


      Well—thoughts; yes, through


      To the thirty-first;


      That was the worst.

    


    
      For then it was


      You let me see


      There was good cause


      Why you could not be


      Aught ever to me!

    


    ♣


    A Spellbound Palace


    (Hampton Court)


    
      On this kindly yellow day of mild low-travelling winter sun


      The stirless depths of the yews


      Are vague with misty blues:


      Across the spacious pathways stretching spires of shadow run,


      And the wind-gnawed walls of ancient brick are fired vermilion.

    


    
      Two or three early sanguine finches tune


      Some tentative strains, to be enlarged by May or June:


      From a thrush or blackbird


      Comes now and then a word,


      While an enfeebled fountain somewhere within is heard.

    


    
      Our footsteps wait awhile,


      Then draw beneath the pile,


      When an inner court outspreads


      As ’twere History’s own asile,


      Where the now-visioned fountain its attenuate crystal sheds


      In passive lapse that seems to ignore the yon world’s clamorous clutch,


      And lays an insistent numbness on the place, like a cold hand’s touch.

    


    
      And there swaggers the Shade of a straddling King, plumed, sworded, with sensual face,


      And lo, too, that of his Minister, at a bold self-centred pace:


      Sheer in the sun they pass; and thereupon all is still,


      Save the mindless fountain tinkling on with thin enfeebled will.

    


    ♣


    When Dead


    To ——


    
      It will be much better when


      I am under the bough;


      I shall be more myself, Dear, then,


      Than I am now.

    


    
      No sign of querulousness


      To wear you out


      Shall I show there: strivings and stress


      Be quite without.

    


    
      This fleeting life-brief blight


      Will have gone past


      When I resume my old and right


      Place in the Vast.

    


    
      And when you come to me


      To show you true,


      Doubt not I shall infallibly


      Be waiting you.

    


    ♣


    Sine Prole


    (Mediæval Latin Sequence-Metre)


    
      Forth from ages thick in mystery,


      Through the morn and noon of history,


      To the moment where I stand


      Has my line wound: I the last one—


      Outcome of each spectral past one


      Of that file, so many-manned!

    


    
      Nothing in its time-trail marred it:


      As one long life I regard it


      Throughout all the years till now,


      When it fain—the close seen coming—


      After annals past all plumbing—


      Makes to Being its parting bow.

    


    
      Unlike Jahveh’s ancient nation,


      Little in their line’s cessation


      Moderns see for surge of sighs:


      They have been schooled by lengthier vision,


      View Life’s lottery with misprision,


      And its dice that fling no prize!

    


    ♣


    Ten Years Since


    
      ’Tis ten years since


      I saw her on the stairs,


      Heard her in house-affairs,


      And listened to her cares;


      And the trees are ten feet taller,


      And the sunny spaces smaller


      Whose bloomage would enthrall her;


      And the piano wires are rustier,


      The smell of bindings mustier,


      And lofts and lumber dustier


      Than when, with casual look


      And ear, light note I took


      Of what shut like a book


      Those ten years since!

    


    Nov. 1922


    ♣


    Every Artemisia


    
      ‘Your eye-light wanes with an ail of care,


      Frets freeze gray your face and hair.’

    


    
      ‘I was the woman who met him,


      Then cool and keen,


      Whiling away


      Time, with its restless scene on scene


      Every day.’

    


    
      ‘Your features fashion as in a dream


      Of things that were, or used to seem.’

    


    
      ‘I was the woman who won him:


      Steadfast and fond


      Was he, while I


      Tepidly took what he gave, nor conned


      Wherefore or why.’

    


    
      ‘Your house looks blistered by a curse,


      As if a wraith ruled there, or worse.’

    


    
      ‘I was the woman who slighted him:


      Far from my town


      Into the night


      He went…. My hair, then auburn-brown,


      Pangs have wanned white.’

    


    
      ‘Your ways reflect a monstrous gloom;


      Your voice speaks from within a tomb.’

    


    
      ‘I was the woman who buried him:


      My misery


      God laughed to scorn:


      The people said: “ ’Twere well if she


      Had not been born!” ’

    


    
      ‘You plod to pile a monument


      So madly that your breath is spent.’

    


    
      ‘I am the woman who god him:


      I build, to ease


      My scalding fires,


      A temple topping the Deities’


      Fanes of my sires.’

    


    ♣


    The Best She Could


    
      Nine leaves a minute


      Swim down shakily;


      Each one fain would spin it


      Straight to earth; but, see,


      How the sharp airs win it


      Slantwise away!—Hear it say,


      ‘Now we have finished our summer show


      Of what we knew the way to do:


      Alas, not much! But, as things go,


      As fair as any. And night-time calls,


      And the curtain falls!’

    


    
      Sunlight goes on shining


      As if no frost were here,


      Blackbirds seem designing


      Where to build next year;


      Yet is warmth declining:


      And still the day seems to say,


      ‘Saw you how Dame Summer drest?


      Of all God taught her she bethought her!


      Alas, not much! And yet the best


      She could, within the too short time


      Granted her prime.’

    


    8 Nov. 1923


    ♣


    The Graveyard of Dead Creeds


    
      I lit upon the graveyard of dead creeds


      In wistful wanderings through old wastes of thought,


      Where bristled fennish fungi, fruiting nought,


      Amid the sepulchres begirt with weeds,

    


    
      Which stone by stone recorded sanct, deceased


      Catholicons that had, in centuries flown,


      Physicked created man through his long groan,


      Ere they went under, all their potence ceased.

    


    
      When in a breath-while, lo, their spectres rose


      Like wakened winds that autumn summons up:—


      ‘Out of us cometh an heir, that shall disclose


      New promise!’ cried they. ‘And the caustic cup

    


    
      ‘We ignorantly upheld to men, be filled


      With draughts more pure than those we ever distilled,


      That shall make tolerable to sentient seers


      The melancholy marching of the years.’

    


    ♣


    There Seemed a Strangeness


    A Phantasy


    
      There seemed a strangeness in the air,


      Vermilion light on the land’s lean face;


      I heard a Voice from I knew not where:—


      ‘The Great Adjustment is taking place!

    


    
      ‘I set thick darkness over you,


      And fogged you all your years therein;


      At last I uncloud your view,


      Which I am weary of holding in.

    


    
      ‘Men have not heard, men have not seen


      Since the beginning of the world


      What earth and heaven mean;


      But now their curtains shall be furled,

    


    
      ‘And they shall see what is, ere long,


      Not through a glass, but face to face;


      And Right shall disestablish Wrong:


      The Great Adjustment is taking place.’

    


    ♣


    A Night of Questionings


    
      On the eve of All-Souls’ Day


      I heard the dead men say


      Who lie by the tottering tower,


      To the dark and doubling wind


      At the midnight’s turning hour,


      When other speech had thinned:


      ‘What of the world now?’


      The wind whiffed back: ‘Men still


      Who are born, do good, do ill


      Here, just as in your time:


      Till their years the locust hath eaten,


      Leaving them bare, downbeaten;


      Somewhiles in springtide rime,


      Somewhiles in summer glow,


      Somewhiles in winter snow:—


      No more I know.’

    


    
      The same eve I caught cry


      To the selfsame wind, those dry


      As dust beneath the aisles


      Of old cathedral piles,


      Walled up in vaulted biers


      Through many Christian years:


      ‘What of the world now?’


      Sighed back the circuiteer:


      ‘Men since your time, shrined here


      By deserved ordinance,


      Their own craft, or by chance,


      Which follows men from birth


      Even until under earth,


      But little difference show


      When ranged in sculptured row,


      Different as dyes although:—


      No more I know.’

    


    
      On the selfsame eve, too, said


      Those swayed in the sunk sea-bed


      To the selfsame wind as it played


      With the tide in the starless shade


      From Comorin to Horn,


      And round by Wrath forlorn:


      ‘What of the world now?’


      And the wind for a second ceased,


      Then whirred: ‘Men west and east,


      As each sun soars and dips,


      Go down to the sea in ships


      As you went—hither and thither;


      See the wonders of the deep,


      As you did, ere they sleep;


      But few at home care whither


      They wander to and fro;


      Themselves care little also!—


      No more I know.’

    


    
      Said, too, on the selfsame eve


      The troubled skulls that heave


      And fust in the flats of France,


      To the wind wayfaring over


      Listlessly as in trance


      From the Ardennes to Dover,


      ‘What of the world now?’


      And the farer moaned: ‘As when


      You mauled these fields, do men


      Set them with dark-drawn breaths


      To knave their neighbours’ deaths


      In periodic spasms!


      Yea, fooled by foul phantasms,


      In a strange cyclic throe


      Backward to type they go:—


      No more I know.’

    


    
      That night, too, men whose crimes


      Had cut them off betimes,


      Who lay within the pales


      Of town and county jails


      With the rope-groove on them yet,


      Said to the same wind’s fret,


      ‘What of the world now?’


      And the blast in its brooding tone


      Returned: ‘Men have not shown,


      Since you were stretched that morning,


      A white cap your adorning,


      More lovely deeds or true


      Through thus neck-knotting you;


      Or that they purer grow,


      Or ever will, I trow!—


      No more I know.’

    


    ♣


    Xenophanes, the Monist of Colophon


    Ann: aet: suae XCII.—A: C: CCCCLXXX


    
      ‘Are You groping Your way?


      Do You do it unknowing?—


      Or mark Your wind blowing?


      Night tell You from day,


      O Mover? Come, say!’


      Cried Xenophanes.

    


    
      ‘I mean, querying so,


      Do You do it aware,


      Or by rote, like a player,


      Or in ignorance, nor care


      Whether doing or no?’


      Pressed Xenophanes.

    


    
      ‘Thus strive I to plumb


      Your depths, O Great Dumb!—


      Not a god, but the All


      (As I read); yet a thrall


      To a blind ritual,’


      Sighed Xenophanes.

    


    
      ‘If I only could bring


      You to own it, close Thing,


      I would write it again


      With a still stronger pen


      To my once neighbour-men!’


      Said Xenophanes.

    


    
      —Quoth the listening Years:


      ‘You ask It in vain;


      You waste sighs and tears


      On these callings inane,


      Which It grasps not nor hears,


      O Xenophanes!

    


    
      ‘When you penned what you thought


      You were cast out, and sought


      A retreat over sea


      From aroused enmity:


      So it always will be,


      Yea, Xenophanes!

    


    
      ‘In the lone of the nights


      At Elea unseen,


      Where the swinging wave smites


      Of the restless Tyrrhene,


      You may muse thus, serene,


      Safe, Xenophanes.

    


    
      ‘But write it not back


      To your dear Colophon;


      Brows still will be black


      At your words, “All is One,”


      From disputers thereon,


      Know, Xenophanes.

    


    
      ‘Three thousand years hence,


      Men who hazard a clue


      To this riddle immense,


      And still treat it as new,


      Will be scowled at, like you,


      O Xenophanes!

    


    
      ‘ “Some day I may tell,


      When I’ve broken My spell,”


      It snores in Its sleep


      If you listen long, deep


      At Its closely-sealed cell,


      Wronged Xenophanes!

    


    
      ‘Yea, on, near the end,


      Its doings may mend;


      Aye, when you’re forgotten,


      And old cults are rotten,


      And bulky codes shotten,


      Xenophanes!’

    


    1921


    ♣


    Life and Death at Sunrise


    (Near Dogbury Gate, 1867)


    
      The hills uncap their tops


      Of woodland, pasture, copse,


      And look on the layers of mist


      At their foot that still persist:


      They are like awakened sleepers on one elbow lifted,


      Who gaze around to learn if things during night have shifted.

    


    
      A waggon creaks up from the fog


      With a laboured leisurely jog;


      Then a horseman from off the hill-tip


      Comes clapping down into the dip;


      While woodlarks, finches, sparrows, try to entune at one time,


      And cocks and hens and cows and bulls take up the chime.

    


    
      With a shouldered basket and flagon


      A man meets the one with the waggon,


      And both the men halt of long use.


      ‘Well,’ the waggoner says, ‘what’s the news?’


      ‘—’Tis a boy this time. You’ve just met the doctor trotting back.


      She’s doing very well. And we think we shall call him “Jack”.

    


    
      ‘And what have you got covered there?’


      He nods to the waggon and mare.


      ‘Oh, a coffin for old John Thinn:


      We are just going to put him in.’


      ‘—So he’s gone at last. He always had a good constitution.’


      ‘—He was ninety-odd. He could call up the French Revolution.’

    


    ♣


    Night-Time in Mid-Fall


    
      It is a storm-strid night, winds footing swift


      Through the blind profound;


      I know the happenings from their sound;


      Leaves totter down still green, and spin and drift;


      The tree-trunks rock to their roots, which wrench and lift


      The loam where they run onward underground.

    


    
      The streams are muddy and swollen; eels migrate


      To a new abode;


      Even cross, ’tis said, the turnpike-road;


      (Men’s feet have felt their crawl, home-coming late):


      The westward fronts of towers are saturate,


      Church-timbers crack, and witches ride abroad.

    


    ♣


    A Sheep Fair


    
      The day arrives of the autumn fair,


      And torrents fall,


      Though sheep in throngs are gathered there,


      Ten thousand all,


      Sodden, with hurdles round them reared:


      And, lot by lot, the pens are cleared,


      And the auctioneer wrings out his beard,


      And wipes his book, bedrenched and smeared,


      And rakes the rain from his face with the edge of his hand,


      As torrents fall.

    


    
      The wool of the ewes is like a sponge


      With the daylong rain:


      Jammed tight, to turn, or lie, or lunge,


      They strive in vain.


      Their horns are soft as finger-nails,


      Their shepherds reek against the rails,


      The tied dogs soak with tucked-in tails,


      The buyers’ hat-brims fill like pails,


      Which spill small cascades when they shift their stand


      In the daylong rain.

    


    POSTSCRIPT


    
      Time has trailed lengthily since met


      At Pummery Fair


      Those panting thousands in their wet


      And woolly wear:


      And every flock long since has bled,


      And all the dripping buyers have sped,


      And the hoarse auctioneer is dead,


      Who ‘Going—going!’ so often said,


      As he consigned to doom each meek, mewed band


      At Pummery Fair.

    


    ♣


    Snow in the Suburbs


    
      Every branch big with it,


      Bent every twig with it;


      Every fork like a white web-foot;


      Every street and pavement mute:


      Some flakes have lost their way, and grope back upward, when


      Meeting those meandering down they turn and descend again.


      The palings are glued together like a wall,


      And there is no waft of wind with the fleecy fall.

    


    
      A sparrow enters the tree,


      Whereon immediately


      A snow-lump thrice his own slight size


      Descends on him and showers his head and eyes,


      And overturns him,


      And near inurns him,


      And lights on a nether twig, when its brush


      Starts off a volley of other lodging lumps with a rush.

    


    
      The steps are a blanched slope,


      Up which, with feeble hope,


      A black cat comes, wide-eyed and thin;


      And we take him in.

    


    ♣


    A Light Snow-Fall after Frost


    
      On the flat road a man at last appears:


      How much his whitening hairs


      Owe to the settling snow’s mute anchorage,


      And how much to a life’s rough pilgrimage,


      One cannot certify.

    


    
      The frost is on the wane,


      And cobwebs hanging close outside the pane


      Pose as festoons of thick white worsted there,


      Of their pale presence no eye being aware


      Till the rime made them plain.

    


    
      A second man comes by;


      His ruddy beard brings fire to the pallid scene:


      His coat is faded green;


      Hence seems it that his mien


      Wears something of the dye


      Of the berried holm-trees that he passes nigh.

    


    
      The snow-feathers so gently swoop that though


      But half an hour ago


      The road was brown, and now is starkly white,


      A watcher would have failed defining quite


      When it transformed it so.

    


    Near Surbiton


    ♣


    Winter Night in Woodland


    (Old Time)


    
      The bark of a fox rings, sonorous and long:—


      Three barks, and then silentness; ‘wong, wong, wong!’


      In quality horn-like, yet melancholy,


      As from teachings of years; for an old one is he.


      The hand of all men is against him, he knows; and yet, why?


      That he knows not,—will never know, down to his death-halloo cry.

    


    
      With clap-nets and lanterns off start the bird-baiters,


      In trim to make raids on the roosts in the copse,


      Where they beat the boughs artfully, while their awaiters


      Grow heavy at home over divers warm drops.


      The poachers, with swingels, and matches of brimstone, outcreep


      To steal upon pheasants and drowse them a-perch and asleep.

    


    
      Out there, on the verge, where a path wavers through,


      Dark figures, filed singly, thrid quickly the view,


      Yet heavily laden: land-carriers are they


      In the hire of the smugglers from some nearest bay.


      Each bears his two ‘tubs’, slung across, one in front, one behind,


      To a further snug hiding, which none but themselves are to find.

    


    
      And then, when the night has turned twelve the air brings


      From dim distance, a rhythm of voices and strings:


      ’Tis the quire, just afoot on their long yearly rounds,


      To rouse by worn carols each house in their bounds;


      Robert Penny, the Dewys, Mail, Voss, and the rest; till anon


      Tired and thirsty, but cheerful, they home to their beds in the dawn.

    


    ♣


    Ice on the Highway


    
      Seven buxom women abreast, and arm in arm,


      Trudge down the hill, tip-toed,


      And breathing warm;


      They must perforce trudge thus, to keep upright


      On the glassy ice-bound road,


      And they must get to market whether or no,


      Provisions running low


      With the nearing Saturday night,


      While the lumbering van wherein they mostly ride


      Can nowise go:


      Yet loud their laughter as they stagger and slide!

    


    Yell’ham Hill


    ♣


    Music in a Snowy Street


    
      The weather is sharp,


      But the girls are unmoved:


      One wakes from a harp,


      The next from a viol,


      A strain that I loved


      When life was no trial.

    


    
      The tripletime beat


      Bounds forth on the snow,


      But the spry springing feet


      Of a century ago,


      And the arms that enlaced


      As the couples embraced,


      Are silent old bones


      Under graying gravestones.

    


    
      The snow-feathers sail


      Across the harp-strings,


      Whose throbbing threads wail


      Like love-satiate things.


      Each lyre’s grimy mien,


      With its rout-raising tune,


      Against the new white


      Of the flake-laden noon,


      Is incongruous to sight,


      Hinting years they have seen


      Of revel at night


      Ere these damsels became


      Possessed of their frame.

    


    
      O bygone whirls, heys,


      Crotchets, quavers, the same


      That were danced in the days


      Of grim Bonaparte’s fame,


      Or even by the toes


      Of the fair Antoinette,—


      Yea, old notes like those


      Here are living on yet!—


      But of their fame and fashion


      How little these know


      Who strum without passion


      For pence, in the snow!

    


    ♣


    The Frozen Greenhouse


    (St Juliot)


    
      ‘There was a frost


      Last night!’ she said,


      ‘And the stove was forgot


      When we went to bed,


      And the greenhouse plants


      Are frozen dead!’

    


    
      By the breakfast blaze


      Blank-faced spoke she,


      Her scared young look


      Seeming to be


      The very symbol


      Of tragedy.

    


    
      The frost is fiercer


      Than then to-day,


      As I pass the place


      Of her once dismay,


      But the greenhouse stands


      Warm, tight, and gay,

    


    
      While she who grieved


      At the sad lot


      Of her pretty plants—


      Cold, iced, forgot—


      Herself is colder,


      And knows it not.

    


    ♣


    Two Lips


    
      I kissed them in fancy as I came


      Away in the morning glow:


      I kissed them through the glass of her picture-frame:


      She did not know.

    


    
      I kissed them in love, in troth, in laughter,


      When she knew all; long so!


      That I should kiss them in a shroud thereafter


      She did not know.

    


    ♣


    No Buyers


    A Street Scene


    
      A load of brushes and baskets and cradles and chairs


      Labours along the street in the rain:


      With it a man, a woman, a pony with whiteybrown hairs.—


      The man foots in front of the horse with a shambling sway


      At a slower tread than a funeral train,


      While to a dirge-like tune he chants his wares,


      Swinging a Turk’s-head brush (in a drum-major’s way


      When the bandsmen march and play).

    


    
      A yard from the back of the man is the whiteybrown pony’s nose:


      He mirrors his master in every item of pace and pose:


      He stops when the man stops, without being told,


      And seems to be eased by a pause; too plainly he’s old,


      Indeed, not strength enough shows


      To steer the disjointed waggon straight,


      Which wriggles left and right in a rambling line,


      Deflected thus by its own warp and weight,


      And pushing the pony with it in each incline.

    


    
      The woman walks on the pavement verge,


      Parallel to the man:


      She wears an apron white and wide in span,


      And carries a like Turk’s-head, but more in nursing-wise:


      Now and then she joins in his dirge,


      But as if her thoughts were on distant things.


      The rain clams her apron till it clings.—


      So, step by step, they move with their merchandize,


      And nobody buys.

    


    ♣


    One Who Married Above Him


    
      ‘’Tis you, I think? Back from your week’s work, Steve?’

    


    
      ‘It is I. Back from work this Christmas Eve.’

    


    
      ‘But you seem off again?—in this night-rime?’

    


    
      ‘I am off again, and thoroughly off this time.’

    


    
      ‘What does that mean?’

    


    
      ‘More than may first be seen….


      Half an hour ago I footed homeward here,


      No wife found I, nor child, nor maid, indoors or near.


      She has, as always, gone with them to her mother’s at the farm,


      Where they fare better far than here, and, maybe, meet less harm.


      She’s left no fire, no light, has cooked me nothing to eat,


      Though she had fuel, and money to get some Christmas meat.


      Christmas with them is grand, she knows, and brings good victual,


      Other than how it is here, where it’s but lean and little.


      But though not much, and rough,


      If managed neat there’s enough.


      She and hers are too highmade for me;


      But she’s whimmed her once too often, she’ll see!


      Farmer Bollen’s daughter should never have married a man that’s poor;


      And I can stand it no longer; I’m leaving; you’ll see me no more, be sure.’

    


    
      ‘But nonsense: you’ll be back again ere bedtime, and lighting a fire,


      And sizzling your supper, and vexing not that her views of supper are higher.’

    


    
      ‘Never for me.’

    


    
      ‘Well, we shall see.’

    


    
      The sceptical neighbour and Stephen then followed their foredesigned ways,


      And their steps dimmed into white silence upon the slippery glaze;


      And the trees went on with their spitting amid the icicled haze.

    


    
      The evening whiled, and the wife with the babies came home,


      But he was not there, nor all Christmas Day did he come.


      Christmastide went, and likewise went the New Year,


      But no husband’s footfall revived,


      And month after month lapsed, graytime to green and to sere,


      And other new years arrived,


      And the children grew up: one husbanded and one wived.—


      She wept and repented,


      But Stephen never relented.


      And there stands the house, and the sycamore-tree and all,


      With its roots forming steps for the passers who care to call,


      And there are the mullioned windows, and Ham-Hill door,


      Through which Steve’s wife was brought out, but which Steve re-entered no more.

    


    ♣


    The New Toy


    
      She cannot leave it alone,


      The new toy;


      She pats it, smooths it, rights it, to show it’s her own,


      As the other train-passengers muse on its temper and tone,


      Till she draws from it cries of annoy:—


      She feigns to appear as if thinking it nothing so rare


      Or worthy of pride, to achieve


      This wonder a child, though with reason the rest of them there


      May so be inclined to believe.

    


    ♣


    Queen Caroline to Her Guests


    
      Dear friends, stay!


      Lamplit wafts of wit keep sorrow


      In the purlieus of to-morrow:


      Dear friends, stay!

    


    
      Haste not away!


      Even now may Time be weaving


      Tricks of ravage, wrack, bereaving:


      Haste not away!

    


    
      Through the pane,


      Lurking along the street, there may be


      Heartwrings, keeping hid till day be,


      Through the pane.

    


    
      Check their reign:


      Since while here we are the masters,


      And can barricade dim disasters:


      Check their reign!

    


    
      Give no ear


      To those ghosts withoutside mumming,


      Mouthing, threatening, ‘We are coming!’


      Give no ear!

    


    
      Sheltered here


      Care we not that next day bring us


      Pains, perversions! No racks wring us


      Sheltered here.

    


    
      Homeward gone,


      Sleep will slay this merrymaking;


      No resuming it at waking,


      Homeward gone.

    


    
      After dawn


      Something sad may be befalling;


      Mood like ours there’s no recalling


      After dawn!

    


    
      Morrow-day


      Present joy that moments strengthen


      May be past our power to lengthen,


      Morrow-day!

    


    
      Dear friends, stay!


      Lamplit wafts of wit keep sorrow


      In the limbo of to-morrow:


      Dear friends, stay!

    


    ♣


    Plena Timoris


    
      The lovers looked over the parapet-stone:


      The moon in its southing directly blent


      Its silver with their environment.


      Her ear-rings twinkled; her teeth, too, shone


      As, his arm around her, they laughed and leant.

    


    
      A man came up to them; then one more.


      ‘There’s a woman in the canal below,’


      They said; climbed over; slid down; let go,


      And a splashing was heard, till an arm upbore,


      And a dripping body began to show.

    


    
      ‘Drowned herself for love of a man,


      Who at one time used to meet her here,


      Until he grew tired. But she’d wait him near,


      And hope, till hopeless despair began.


      So much for love in this mortal sphere!’

    


    
      The girl’s heart shuddered; it seemed as to freeze her


      That here, at their tryst for so many a day,


      Another woman’s tragedy lay.


      Dim dreads of the future grew slowly to seize her,


      And her arm dropt from his as they wandered away.

    


    ♣


    The Weary Walker


    
      A plain in front of me,


      And there’s the road


      Upon it. Wide country,


      And, too, the road!

    


    
      Past the first ridge another,


      And still the road


      Creeps on. Perhaps no other


      Ridge for the road?

    


    
      Ah! Past that ridge a third,


      Which still the road


      Has to climb furtherward—


      The thin white road!

    


    
      Sky seems to end its track;


      But no. The road


      Trails down the hill at the back.


      Ever the road!

    


    ♣


    Last Love-Word


    (Song)


    
      This is the last; the very, very last!


      Anon, and all is dead and dumb,


      Only a pale shroud over the past,


      That cannot be


      Of value small or vast,


      Love, then to me!

    


    
      I can say no more: I have even said too much.


      I did not mean that this should come:


      I did not know ’twould swell to such—


      Nor, perhaps, you—


      When that first look and touch,


      Love, doomed us two!

    


    189–


    ♣


    Nobody Comes


    
      Tree-leaves labour up and down,


      And through them the fainting light


      Succumbs to the crawl of night.


      Outside in the road the telegraph wire


      To the town from the darkening land


      Intones to travellers like a spectral lyre


      Swept by a spectral hand.

    


    
      A car comes up, with lamps full-glare,


      That flash upon a tree:


      It has nothing to do with me,


      And whangs along in a world of its own,


      Leaving a blacker air;


      And mute by the gate I stand again alone,


      And nobody pulls up there.
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    ♣


    In the Street


    (Song)


    
      Only acquaintances


      Seem do we,


      Each of whom, meeting, says


      Civilly


      ‘Good morning.’—Yes: thus we appear to be!

    


    
      But far, near, left and right,


      Here or there,


      By day or dingiest night,


      Everywhere


      I see you: one incomparably fair!

    


    
      So do we wend our ways,


      Beautiful girl,


      Along our parallel days;


      While unfurl


      Our futures, and what there may whelm and whirl.

    


    ♣


    The Last Leaf


    
      ‘The leaves throng thick above:—


      Well, I’ll come back, dear Love,


      When they all are down!’

    


    
      She watched that August tree,


      (None now scorned summer as she),


      Till it broidered it brown.

    


    
      And then October came blowing,


      And the leaves showed signs they were going,


      And she saw up through them.

    


    
      O how she counted them then!


      —November left her but ten,


      And started to strew them.

    


    
      ‘Ah, when they all are gone,


      And the skeleton-time comes on,


      Whom shall I see!’

    


    
      —When the fifteenth spread its sky


      That month, her upturned eye


      Could count but three.

    


    
      And at the close of the week


      A flush flapped over her cheek:


      The last one fell.

    


    
      But—he did not come. And, at length,


      Her hope of him lost all strength,


      And it was as a knell….

    


    
      When he did come again,


      Years later, a husband then,


      Heavy somewhat,

    


    
      With a smile she reminded him:


      And he cried: ‘Ah, that vow of our whim!—


      Which I forgot,

    


    
      ‘As one does!—And was that the tree?


      So it was!—Dear me, dear me:


      Yes: I forgot.’

    


    ♣


    At Wynyard’s Gap


    
      she (on horseback)


      The hounds pass here?

    


    
      he (on horseback)


      They did an hour ago,


      Just in full cry, and went down-wind, I saw,


      Towards Pen Wood, where they may kill, and draw


      A second time, and bear towards the Yeo.

    


    
      she


      How vexing! And I’ve crept along unthinking.

    


    
      he


      Ah!—lost in dreams. Fancy to fancy linking!

    


    
      she (more softly)


      Not that, quite…. Now, to settle what I’ll do.

    


    
      he


      Go home again. But have you seen the view


      From the top there? Not? It’s really worth your while.—


      You must dismount, because there is a stile.

    


    They dismount, hitch their horses, and climb a few-score yards from the road.


    
      There you see half South Wessex,—combe, and glen,


      And down, to Lewsdon Hill and Pilsdon Pen.

    


    
      she


      Yes. It is fine. And I, though living out there


      By Crewkerne, never knew it. (She turns her head) Well, I declare,


      Look at the horses!—How shall I catch my mare?

    


    The horses have got loose and scampered off.


    
      Now that’s your fault, through leading me up here!


      You must have known ’twould happen—

    


    
      he


      No, my dear!

    


    
      she


      I’m not your dear.

    


    
      he (blandly)


      But you can’t help being so,


      If it comes to that. The fairest girl I’ve seen


      Is of course dear—by her own fault, I mean.

    


    
      she (quickly)


      What house is that we see just down below?

    


    
      he


      Oh—that’s the inn called ‘Wynyard’s Gap’.—I’ll go


      While you wait here, and catch those brutes. Don’t stir.

    


    He goes. She waits.


    
      she


      What a handsome man. Not local, I’ll aver.

    


    He comes back.


    
      he


      I met a farmer’s labourer some way on;


      He says he’ll bring them to us here anon,


      If possible before the day is dim.


      Come down to the inn: there we can wait for him.

    


    They descend slowly in that direction.


    
      she


      What a lonely inn. Why is there such a one?

    


    
      he


      For us to wait at. Thus ’tis things are done.

    


    
      she


      Thus things are done? Well—what things do you mean?

    


    
      he


      Romantic things. Meetings unknown, unseen.

    


    
      she


      But ours is accident, and needn’t have been,


      And isn’t what I’d plan with a stranger, quite,


      Particularly at this time—nearly night.

    


    
      he


      Nor I. But still, the tavern’s loneliness


      Is favourable for lovers in distress,


      When they’ve eloped, for instance, and are in fear


      Of being pursued. No one would find them here.

    


    He goes to speak to the labourer approaching; and returns.


    
      He says the horses long have passed the combe,


      And cannot be overtaken. They’ll go home.

    


    
      she


      And what’s to be done? And it’s beginning to rain.


      ’Tis always so. One trouble brings a train!

    


    
      he


      It seems to me that here we’d better stay


      And rest us till some vehicle comes this way:


      In fact, we might put up here till the morning:


      The floods are high, and night-farers have warning.

    


    
      she


      Put up? Do you think so!

    


    
      he


      I incline to such.


      My dear (do you mind?)

    


    
      she


      Yes.—Well (more softly), I don’t much,


      If I seem like it. But I ought to tell you


      One thing. I’m married. Being so, it’s well you—

    


    
      he


      Oh, so am I. (A silence, he regarding her) I note a charming thing—


      You stand so stock-still that your ear-ring shakes


      At each pulsation which the vein there makes.

    


    
      she


      Does it? Perhaps because it’s flustering


      To be caught thus! (In a murmur) Why did we chance to meet here?

    


    
      he


      God knows! Perhaps to taste a bitter-sweet here.—


      Still, let us enter. Shelter we must get:


      The night is darkening and is growing wet.


      So, anyhow, you can treat me as a lover


      Just for this once. To-morrow ’twill be over!

    


    They reach the inn. The door is locked, and they discern a board marked ‘To Let’. While they stand stultified a van is seen drawing near, with passengers.


    
      she


      Ah, here’s an end of it! The Crewkerne carrier.

    


    
      he


      So cynic circumstance erects its barrier!

    


    
      she (mischievously)


      To your love-making, which would have grown stronger,


      No doubt, if we had stayed on here much longer?

    


    The carrier comes up. Her companion reluctantly hails him.


    
      he


      Yes…. And in which you might have shown some ruth,


      Had but the inn been open!—Well, forsooth,


      I’m sorry it’s not. Are you? Now, dear, the truth!

    


    
      she (with gentle evasiveness)


      I am—almost. But best ’tis thus to be.


      For—dear one—there I’ve said it!—you can see


      That both at one inn (though roomed separately,


      Of course)—so lone, too—might have been unfit,


      Perfect as ’tis for lovers, I admit.

    


    
      he (after a sigh)


      Carrier! A lift for my wife, please.

    


    
      she (in quick undertones)


      Wife? But nay—

    


    
      he (continuing)


      Her horse has thrown her and has gone astray:


      See she gets safe to Crewkerne. I’ve to stay.

    


    
      carrier


      I will, sir! I’m for Crookhorn straight away.

    


    
      he (to her, aloud)


      Right now, dear. I shall soon be home. Adieu! (Kisses her)

    


    
      she (whispering confusedly)


      You shouldn’t! Pretending you are my husband, too!


      I now must act the part of wife to you!

    


    
      he (whispering)


      Yes, since I’ve kissed you, dear. You see it’s done


      To silence tongues as we’re found here alone


      At night, by gossipers, and seem as shown


      Staying together!

    


    
      she (whispering)


      Then must I, too, kiss?

    


    
      he


      Yes: a mere matter of form, you know,


      To check all scandal. People will talk so!

    


    
      she


      I’d no idea it would reach to this! (Kisses him)


      What makes it worse is, I’m ashamed to say,


      I’ve a young baby waiting me at home!

    


    
      he


      Ah—there you beat me!—But, my dearest, play


      The wife to the end, and don’t give me away,


      Despite the baby, since we’ve got so far,


      And what we’ve acted feel we almost are!

    


    
      she (sighing)


      Yes. ’Tis so! And my conscience has gone dumb!


      (Aloud)


      ’Bye, dear, awhile! I’ll sit up till you come.


      (In a whisper)


      Which means Good-bye for ever, truly heard!


      Upon to-night be silent!

    


    
      he


      Never a word,


      Till Pilsdon Pen by Marshwood wind is stirred!


      He hands her up. Exeunt omnes.

    


    ♣


    At Shag’s Heath


    1685


    (Traditional)


    
      I grieve and grieve for what I have done,


      And nothing now is left to me


      But straight to drown; yea, I have slain


      The rarest soul the world shall see!


      —My husband said: ‘Now thou art wed


      Thou must beware! And should a man


      Cajole, mind, he means ill to thee,


      Depend on’t: fool him if ye can!’


      But ’twas King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      As truth I took what was not true:


      Till darked my door just such a one.


      He asked me but the way to go,


      Though looking all so down and done.


      And as he stood he said, unsued,


      ‘The prettiest wife I’ve eyed to-day!’


      And then he kissed me tenderly


      Before he footed fast away


      Did dear King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      Builded was he so beautiful!—


      Why did I pout a pettish word


      For what he’d done?—Then whisking off—


      For his pursuers’ feet were heard—


      ‘Dear one, keep faith!’ he turns and saith.


      And next he vanished in the copse


      Before I knew what such might be,


      And how great fears and how great hopes


      Had rare King Monmouth—he!

    


    
      Up rode the soldiers. ‘Where’s this man?—


      He is the rebel Duke,’ say they.


      ‘And calls himself King Monmouth, sure!’


      Then I believed my husband; aye,


      Though he’d spoke lies in jealous-wise!


      —To Shag’s nigh copse beyond the road


      I moved my finger mercilessly;


      And there lay hidden where I showed:


      My dear King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      The soldiers brought him by my door,


      His elbows bound behind him, fast;


      Passing, he me-ward cast his eyes—


      What eyes of beauty did he cast!


      Grieved was his glance at me askance:


      ‘I wished all weal might thee attend,


      But this is what th’st done to me,


      O heartless woman, held my friend!’


      Said sweet King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      O then I saw he was no hind,


      But a great lord of loftihood,


      Come here to claim his rule and rights,


      Who’d wished me, as he’d said, but good.—


      With tug and jolt, then, out to Holt,


      To Justice Ettricke, he was led,


      And thence to London speedily,


      Where under yester’s headsman bled


      The rare King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      Last night, the while my husband slept,


      He rose up at the window there,


      All blood and blear, and hacked about,


      With heavy eyes, and rumpled hair;


      And said: ‘My Love, ’twas cruel of


      A Fair like thee to use me so!


      But now it’s nought: from foes I’m free!


      Sooner or later all must go,’


      Said dear King Monmouth, he!

    


    
      ‘Yes, lovely cruel one!’ he said


      In through the mullioned pane, shroud-pale,


      ‘I love you still, would kiss you now,


      But blood would stain your nighty-rail!’


      —That’s all. And so to drown I go:


      O wear no weeds, my friends, for me….


      When comes the waterman, he’ll say,


      ‘Who’s done her thuswise?’—’Twill be, yea,


      Sweet, slain King Monmouth—he!

    


    ♣


    A Second Attempt


    
      Thirty years after


      I began again


      An old-time passion:


      And it seemed as fresh as when


      The first day ventured on:


      When mutely I would waft her


      In Love’s past fashion


      Dreams much dwelt upon,


      Dreams I wished she knew.

    


    
      I went the course through,


      From Love’s fresh-found sensation—


      Remembered still so well—


      To worn words charged anew,


      That left no more to tell:


      Thence to hot hopes and fears,


      And thence to consummation,


      And thence to sober years,


      Markless, and mellow-hued.

    


    
      Firm the whole fabric stood,


      Or seemed to stand, and sound


      As it had stood before.


      But nothing backward climbs,


      And when I looked around


      As at the former times,


      There was Life—pale and hoar;


      And slow it said to me,


      ‘Twice-over cannot be!’

    


    ♣


    Freed the Fret of Thinking


    
      Freed the fret of thinking,


      Light of lot were we,


      Song with service linking


      Like to bird or bee:


      Chancing bale unblinking,


      Freed the fret of thinking


      On mortality!

    


    
      Had not thought-endowment


      Beings ever known,


      What Life once or now meant


      None had wanted shown—


      Measuring but the moment—


      Had not thought-endowment


      Caught Creation’s groan!

    


    
      Loosed from wrings of reason,


      We might blow like flowers,


      Sense of Time-wrought treason


      Would not then be ours


      In and out of season;


      Loosed from wrings of reason


      We should laud the Powers!

    


    ♣


    The Absolute Explains


    I


    
      ‘O no,’ said It: ‘her lifedoings


      Time’s touch hath not destroyed:


      They lie their length, with the throbbing things


      Akin them, down the Void,


      Live, unalloyed.

    


    II


    
      ‘Know, Time is toothless, seen all through;


      The Present, that men but see,


      Is phasmal: since in a sane purview


      All things are shaped to be


      Eternally.

    


    III


    
      ‘Your “Now” is just a gleam, a glide


      Across your gazing sense:


      With me, “Past”, “Future”, ever abide:


      They come not, go not, whence


      They are never hence.

    


    IV


    
      ‘As one upon a dark highway,


      Plodding by lantern-light,


      Finds but the reach of its frail ray


      Uncovered to his sight,


      Though mid the night

    


    V


    
      ‘The road lies all its length the same,


      Forwardly as at rear,


      So, outside what you “Present” name,


      Future and Past stand sheer,


      Cognate and clear.’

    


    VI


    
      —Thus It: who straightway opened then


      The vista called the Past,


      Wherein were seen, as fair as when


      They seemed they could not last,


      Small things and vast.

    


    VII


    
      There were those songs, a score times sung,


      With all their tripping tunes,


      There were the laughters once that rung,


      There those unmatched full moons,


      Those idle noons!

    


    VIII


    
      There fadeless, fixed, were dust-dead flowers


      Remaining still in blow;


      Elsewhere, wild love-makings in bowers;


      Hard by, that irised bow


      Of years ago.

    


    IX


    
      There were my ever memorable


      Glad days of pilgrimage,


      Coiled like a precious parchment fell,


      Illumined page by page,


      Unhurt by age.

    


    X


    
      ‘—Here you see spread those mortal ails


      So powerless to restrain


      Your young life’s eager hot assails,


      With hazards then not plain


      Till past their pain.

    


    XI


    
      ‘Here you see her who, by these laws


      You learn of, still shines on,


      As pleasing-pure as erst she was,


      Though you think she lies yon,


      Graved, glow all gone.

    


    XII


    
      ‘Here are those others you used to prize.—


      But why go further we?


      The Future?—Well, I would advise


      You let the future be,


      Unshown by me!

    


    XIII


    
      ‘’Twould harrow you to see undraped


      The scenes in ripe array


      That wait your globe—all worked and shaped;


      And I’ll not, as I say,


      Bare them to-day.

    


    XIV


    
      ‘In fine, Time is a mock,—yea, such!—


      As he might well confess:


      Yet hath he been believed in much,


      Though lately, under stress


      Of science, less.

    


    XV


    
      ‘And hence, of her you asked about


      At your first speaking: she


      Hath, I assure you, not passed out


      Of continuity,


      But is in me.

    


    XVI


    
      ‘So thus doth Being’s length transcend


      Time’s ancient regal claim


      To see all lengths begin and end.


      “The Fourth Dimension” fame


      Bruits as its name.’

    


    New Year’s Eve, 1922


    ♣


    So, Time


    (The same thought resumed)


    
      So, Time,


      Royal, sublime;


      Heretofore held to be


      Master and enemy,


      Thief of my Love’s adornings,


      Despoiling her to scornings:—


      The sound philosopher


      Now sets him to aver


      You are nought


      But a thought


      Without reality.

    


    
      Young, old,


      Passioned, cold,


      All the loved-lost thus


      Are beings continuous,


      In dateless dure abiding,


      Over the present striding


      With placid permanence


      That knows not transience:


      Firm in the Vast,


      First, last;


      Afar, yet close to us.

    


    ♣


    An Inquiry


    A Phantasy


    Circumdederunt me dolores mortis.—PS. XVIII


    
      I said to It: ‘We grasp not what you meant,


      (Dwelling down here, so narrowly pinched and pent)


      By crowning Death the King of the Firmament:


      —The query I admit to be


      One of unwonted size,


      But it is put you sorrowingly,


      And not in idle-wise.’

    


    
      ‘Sooth, since you ask me gravely,’ It replied,


      ‘Though too incisive questions I have decried,


      This shows some thought, and may be justified.


      I’ll gauge its value as I go


      Across the Universe,


      And bear me back in a moment or so


      And say, for better or worse.’

    


    
      Many years later, when It came again,


      ‘That matter an instant back which brought you pain,’


      It said, ‘and you besought me to explain:


      Well, my forethoughtless modes to you


      May seem a shameful thing,


      But—I’d no meaning, that I knew,


      In crowning Death as King!’

    


    ♣


    The Faithful Swallow


    
      When summer shone


      Its sweetest on


      An August day,


      ‘Here evermore,’


      I said, ‘I’ll stay;


      Not go away


      To another shore


      As fickle they!’

    


    
      December came:


      ’Twas not the same!


      I did not know


      Fidelity


      Would serve me so.


      Frost, hunger, snow;


      And now, ah me,


      Too late to go!

    


    ♣

  


  
    In Sherborne Abbey


    (17––)


    
      The moon has passed to the panes of the south-aisle wall,


      And brought the mullioned shades and shines to fall


      On the cheeks of a woman and man in a pew there, pressed


      Together as they pant, and recline for rest.

    


    
      Forms round them loom, recumbent like their own,


      Yet differing; for they are chiselled in frigid stone;


      In doublets are some; some mailed, as whilom ahorse they leapt;


      And stately husbands and wives, side by side as they anciently slept.

    


    
      ‘We are not like those,’ she murmurs. ‘For ever here set!’


      ‘True, Love,’ he replies. ‘We two are not marble yet.’


      ‘And, worse,’ said she; ‘not husband and wife!’


      ‘But we soon shall be’ (from him) ‘if we’ve life!’


      A silence. A trotting of horses is heard without.


      The lovers scarce breathe till its echo has quite died out.

    


    
      ‘It was they! They have passed, anyhow!’


      ‘Our horse, slily hid by the conduit,


      They’ve missed, or they’d rushed to impound it!’


      ‘And they’ll not discover us now.’


      ‘Will not, until ’tis too late,


      And we can outface them straight!’

    


    
      ‘Why did you make me ride in your front?’ says she.


      ‘To outwit the law. That was my strategy.


      As I was borne off on the pillion behind you,


      Th’abductor was you, Dearest, let me remind you;


      And seizure of me by an heiress is no felony,


      Whatever to do with me as the seizer may be.’

    


    
      Another silence sinks. And a cloud comes over the moon:


      The print of the panes upon them enfeebles, as fallen in a swoon,


      Until they are left in darkness unbroke and profound,


      As likewise are left their chill and chiselled neighbours around.

    


    A Family tradition


    ♣


    The Pair He Saw Pass


    
      O sad man, now a long dead man,


      To whom it was so real,


      I picture, as ’twere yesterday,


      How you would tell the tale!

    


    
      Just wived were you, you sad dead man,


      And ‘settling down’, you’d say,


      And had rigged the house you had reared for yourself


      And the mate now yours alway.

    


    
      You had eyed and tried each door and lock,


      And cupboard, and bell, and glass,


      When you glanced across to the road without,


      And saw a carriage pass.

    


    
      It bowled along from the old town-gate;


      Two forms its freight, and those


      Were a just-joined pair, as you discerned


      By the favours and the bows.

    


    
      And one of the pair you saw was a Fair


      Whom you had wooed awhile,


      And the other you saw, with a creeping awe,


      Was yourself, in bridegroom style.

    


    
      ‘And there we rode as man and wife


      In the broad blaze of the sun,’


      Would you aver; yea, you with her


      You had left for another one.

    


    
      ‘The morning,’ you said, my friend long dead,


      ‘Was ordinary and fine;


      And yet there gleamed, it somehow seemed,


      At moments, a strange shine.’

    


    
      You hailed a boy from your garden-plot,


      And sent him along the way


      To the parish church; whence word was brought


      No marriage had been that day.

    


    
      You mused, you said; till you heard anon


      That at that hour she died


      Whom once, instead of your living wife,


      You had meant to make your bride….

    


    
      You, dead man, dwelt in your new-built house


      With no great spirit or will,


      And after your soon decease your spouse


      Re-mated: she lives there still.

    


    
      Which should be blamed, if either can,


      The teller does not know


      For your mismatch, O weird-wed man,


      Or what you thought was so.

    


    From an old draft


    ♣


    The Mock Wife


    
      It’s a dark drama, this; and yet I know the house, and date;


      That is to say, the where and when John Channing met his fate.


      The house was one in High Street, seen of burghers still alive,


      The year was some two centuries bygone; seventeen-hundred and five.

    


    
      And dying was Channing the grocer. All the clocks had struck eleven,


      And the watchers saw that ere the dawn his soul would be in Heaven;


      When he said on a sudden: ‘I should like to kiss her before I go,—


      For one last time!’ They looked at each other and murmured, ‘Even so.’

    


    
      She’d just been haled to prison, his wife; yea, charged with shaping his death:


      By poison, ’twas told; and now he was nearing the moment of his last breath:


      He, witless that his young housemate was suspect of such a crime,


      Lay thinking that his pangs were but a malady of the time.

    


    
      Outside the room they pondered gloomily, wondering what to do,


      As still he craved her kiss—the dying man who nothing knew:


      ‘Guilty she may not be,’ they said; ‘so why should we torture him


      In these his last few minutes of life? Yet how indulge his whim?’

    


    
      And as he begged there piteously for what could not be done,


      And the murder-charge had flown about the town to every one,


      The friends around him in their trouble thought of a hasty plan,


      And straightway set about it. Let denounce them all who can.

    


    
      ‘O will you do a kindly deed—it may be a soul to save;


      At least, great misery to a man with one foot in the grave?’


      Thus they to the buxom woman not unlike his prisoned wife;


      ‘The difference he’s past seeing; it will soothe his sinking life.’

    


    
      Well, the friendly neighbour did it; and he kissed her; held her fast;


      Kissed her again and yet again. ‘I—knew she’d—come at last!—


      Where have you been?—Ah, kept away!—I’m sorry—overtried—


      God bless you!’ And he loosed her, fell back tiredly, and died.

    


    
      His wife stood six months after on the scaffold before the crowd,


      Ten thousand of them gathered there; fixed, silent, and hard-browed,


      To see her strangled and burnt to dust, as was the verdict then


      On women truly judged, or false, of doing to death their men.

    


    
      Some of them said as they watched her burn: ‘I am glad he never knew,


      Since a few hold her as innocent—think such she could not do!


      Glad, too, that (as they tell) he thought she kissed him ere he died.’


      And they seemed to make no question that the cheat was justified.

    


    ♣


    The Fight on Durnover Moor


    (183–)


    
      We’d loved, we two, some while,


      And that had come which comes when men too much beguile;


      And without more ado


      My lady said: ‘O shame! Get home, and hide!’ But he was true.

    


    
      Yes: he was true to me,


      And helped me some miles homealong; and vowing to come


      Before the weeks were three,


      And do in church a deed should strike all scandal dumb.

    


    
      And when we had traipsed to Grey’s great Bridge, and pitched my box


      On its cope, to breathe us there,


      He cried: ‘What wrangle’s that in yonder moor? Those knocks,


      Gad, seem not to be fair!

    


    
      ‘And a woman on her knees! … I’ll go…. There’s surely something wrong!’


      I said: ‘You are tired and spent


      With carrying my heavy things so far and long!’


      But he would go, and went.

    


    
      And there I stood, steadying my box, and screened from none,


      Upon the crown of the bridge,


      Ashamed o’ my shape, as lower and lower slipped the sun


      Down behind Pummery Ridge….

    


    
      ‘O you may long wait so!


      Your young man’s done—aye, dead!’ they by and by ran and cried.


      ‘You shouldn’t have let him go


      And join that whorage, but have kept him at your side!

    


    
      ‘It was another wench,


      Biggening as you, that he championed: yes, he came on straight


      With a warmth no words could quench


      For her helpless face, as soon as ever he eyed her state,

    


    
      ‘And fought her fancy-lad, who had used her far from well,


      So soon to make her moan,


      Aye, closed with him in fight, till at a blow yours fell,


      His skull against a stone.

    


    
      ‘She’d followed him there, this man who’d won her, and overwon,


      So, when he set to twit her


      Yours couldn’t abide him—him all other fighters shun,


      For he’s a practised hitter.

    


    
      ‘Your man moved not, and the constables came for the other; so he,


      He’ll never make her his wife


      Any more than yours will you; for they say that at least ’twill be


      Across the water for life.’

    


    
      ‘O what has she brought about!’


      I groaned; ‘this woman met here in my selfsame plight;


      She’s put another yielding heart’s poor candle out


      By dogging her man to-night!

    


    
      ‘He might never have done her his due


      Of amends! But mine had bidden the banns for marrying me!


      Why did we rest on this bridge; why rush to a quarrel did he


      With which he had nothing to do!’

    


    
      But vain were bursts of blame:


      We twain stood like and like, though strangers till that hour,


      Foredoomed to tread our paths beneath like gaze and glower,


      Bear a like blushful name.

    


    
      Almost the selfsame day


      It fell that her time and mine came on,—a lad and a lass:


      The father o’ mine was where the worms waggle under the grass,


      Of hers, at Botany Bay.

    


    ♣


    Last Look round St Martin’s Fair


    
      The sun is like an open furnace door,


      Whose round revealed retort confines the roar


      Of fires beyond terrene;


      The moon presents the lustre-lacking face


      Of a brass dial gone green,


      Whose hours no eye can trace.


      The unsold heathcroppers are driven home


      To the shades of the Great Forest whence they come


      By men with long cord-waistcoats in brown monochrome.


      The stars break out, and flicker in the breeze,


      It seems, that twitches the trees.—


      From its hot idol soon


      The fickle unresting earth has turned to a fresh patroon—


      The cold, now brighter, moon.

    


    
      The woman in red, at the nut-stall with the gun,


      Lights up, and still goes on:


      She’s redder in the flare-lamp than the sun


      Showed it ere it was gone.


      Her hands are black with loading all the day,


      And yet she treats her labour as ’twere play,


      Tosses her ear-rings, and talks ribaldry


      To the young men around as natural gaiety,


      And not a weary work she’d readily stay,


      And never again nut-shooting see,


      Though crying, ‘Fire away!’

    


    ♣


    The Caricature


    
      Of the Lady Lu there were stories told,


      For she was a woman of comely mould,


      In heart-experience old.

    


    
      Too many a man for her whimful sake


      Had borne with patience chill and ache,


      And nightly lain awake!

    


    
      This epicure in pangs, in her tooth


      For more of the sweet, with a calm unruth


      Cast eyes on a painter-youth.

    


    
      Her junior he; and the bait of bliss


      Which she knew to throw—not he to miss—


      She threw, till he dreamed her his.

    


    
      To her arts not blind, he yet sued long,


      As a songster jailed by a deed of wrong


      Will shower the doer with song;

    


    
      Till tried by tones now smart, now suave,


      He would flee in ire, to return a slave


      Who willingly forgave.

    


    
      When no! One day he left her door,


      ‘I’ll ease mine agony!’ he swore,


      ‘And bear this thing no more!

    


    
      ‘I’ll practise a plan!’ Thereon he took


      Her portrait from his sketching-book,


      And, though his pencil shook,

    


    
      He moulded on the real its mock;


      Of beauteous brow, lip, eye, and lock


      Composed a laughingstock.

    


    
      Amazed at this satire of his long lure,


      Whenever he scanned it he’d scarce endure


      His laughter. ’Twas his cure.

    


    
      And, even when he woke in the night,


      And chanced to think of the comic sight,


      He laughed till exhausted quite.

    


    
      ‘Why do you laugh?’ she said one day


      As he gazed at her in a curious way.


      ‘Oh—for nothing,’ said he. ‘Mere play.’

    


    
      —A gulf of years then severed the twain;


      Till he heard—a painter of high attain—


      She was dying on her domain.

    


    
      ‘And,’ dryly added the friend who told,


      ‘You may know or not that, in semblance cold,


      She loved once, loved whole-souled;

    


    
      ‘And that you were the man? Did you break your vow?


      Well, well; she is good as gone by now …


      But you hit her, all allow!’

    


    
      Ah, the blow past bearing that he received!


      In his bachelor quiet he grieved and grieved;


      How cruel; how self-deceived!

    


    
      Did she ever know? … Men pitied his state


      As the curse of his own contrivance ate


      Like canker into his fate.

    


    
      For ever that thing of his evil craft


      Uprose on his grief—his mocking draught—


      Till, racked, he insanely laughed.

    


    
      Thence onward folk would muse in doubt


      What gloomed him so as he walked about,


      But few, or none, found out.

    


    ♣


    A Leader of Fashion


    
      Never has she known


      The way a robin will skip and come,


      With an eye half bold, half timorsome,


      To the table’s edge for a breakfast crumb:

    


    
      Nor has she seen


      A streak of roseate gently drawn


      Across the east, that means the dawn,


      When, up and out, she foots it on:

    


    
      Nor has she heard


      The rustle of the sparrow’s tread


      To roost in roof-holes near her head


      When dusk bids her, too, seek her bed:

    


    
      Nor has she watched


      Amid a stormy eve’s turmoil


      The pipkin slowly come to boil,


      In readiness for one at toil:

    


    
      Nor has she hearkened


      Through the long night-time, lone and numb,


      For sounds of sent-for help to come


      Ere the swift-sinking life succumb:

    


    
      Nor has she ever


      Held the loved-lost one on her arm,


      Attired with care his straightened form,


      As if he were alive and warm:

    


    
      Yea, never has she


      Known, seen, heard, felt, such things as these,


      Haps of so many in their degrees


      Throughout their count of calvaries!

    


    ♣


    Midnight on Beechen, 187–


    
      On Beechen Cliff self-commune I


      This night of mid-June, mute and dry;


      When darkness never rises higher


      Than Bath’s dim concave, towers, and spire,


      Last eveglow loitering in the sky

    


    
      To feel the dawn, close lurking by,


      The while the lamps as glow-worms lie


      In a glade, myself their lonely eyer


      On Beechen Cliff:

    


    
      The city sleeps below. I sigh,


      For there dwells one, all testify,


      To match the maddest dream’s desire:


      What swain with her would not aspire


      To walk the world, yea, sit but nigh


      On Beechen Cliff!

    


    ♣


    The Aërolite


    
      I thought a germ of Consciousness


      Escaped on an aërolite


      Aions ago


      From some far globe, where no distress


      Had means to mar supreme delight;

    


    
      But only things abode that made


      The power to feel a gift uncloyed


      Of gladsome glow,


      And life unendingly displayed


      Emotions loved, desired, enjoyed.

    


    
      And that this stray, exotic germ


      Fell wanderingly upon our sphere,


      After its wingings,


      Quickened, and showed to us the worm


      That gnaws vitalities native here,

    


    
      And operated to unblind


      Earth’s old-established ignorance


      Of stains and stingings,


      Which grin no griefs while not opined,


      But cruelly tax intelligence.

    


    
      ‘How shall we,’ then the seers said,


      ‘Oust this awareness, this disease


      Called sense, here sown,


      Though good, no doubt, where it was bred,


      And wherein all things work to please?’

    


    
      Others cried: ‘Nay, we rather would,


      Since this untoward gift is sent


      For ends unknown,


      Limit its registerings to good,


      And hide from it all anguishment.’

    


    
      I left them pondering. This was how


      (Or so I dreamed) was waked on earth


      The mortal moan


      Begot of sentience. Maybe now


      Normal unwareness waits rebirth.

    


    ♣


    The Prospect


    
      The twigs of the birch imprint the December sky


      Like branching veins upon a thin old hand;


      I think of summer-time, yes, of last July,


      When she was beneath them, greeting a gathered band


      Of the urban and bland.

    


    
      Iced airs wheeze through the skeletoned hedge from the north,


      With steady snores, and a numbing that threatens snow,


      And skaters pass; and merry boys go forth


      To look for slides. But well, well do I know


      Whither I would go!

    


    December 1912


    ♣


    Genitrix Laesa


    (Measure of a Sarum Sequence)


    
      Nature, through these generations


      You have nursed us with a patience


      Cruelly crossed by malversations,


      Marring mother-ministry


      To your multitudes, so blended


      By your processes, long-tended,


      And the painstaking expended


      On their chording tunefully.

    


    
      But this stuff of slowest moulding,


      In your fancy ever enfolding


      Life that rhythmic chime is holding:


      (Yes; so deem it you, Ladye—


      This ‘concordia discors’!)—truly,


      Rather, as if some imp unruly


      Twitched your artist-arm when newly


      Shaping forth your scenery!

    


    
      Aye. Yet seem you not to know it.


      Hence your world-work needs must show it


      Good in dream, in deed below it:


      (Lady, yes: so sight it we!)


      Thus, then, go on fondly thinking:


      Why should man your purblind blinking


      Crave to cure, when all is sinking


      To dissolubility?

    


    ♣


    The Fading Rose


    
      I saw a rose, in bloom, but sad,


      Shedding the petals that still it had,


      And I heard it say: ‘O where is she


      Who used to come and muse on me?

    


    
      ‘The pruner says she comes no more


      Because she loves another flower,


      The weeder says she’s tired of me


      Because I droop so suddenly.

    


    
      ‘Because of a sweetheart she comes not,


      Declares the man with the watering-pot;


      “She does not come,” says he with the rake,


      “Because all women are fickle in make.”

    


    
      ‘He with the spade and humorous leer


      Says: “Know, I delve elsewhere than here,


      Mid text-writ stones and grassy heaps,


      Round which a curious silence creeps.

    


    
      ‘ “She must get to you underground


      If any way at all be found,


      For, clad in her beauty, marble’s kin,


      ’Tis there I have laid her and trod her in.” ’

    


    ♣


    When Oats Were Reaped


    
      That day when oats were reaped, and wheat was ripe, and barley ripening,


      The road-dust hot, and the bleaching grasses dry,


      I walked along and said,


      While looking just ahead to where some silent people lie:

    


    
      ‘I wounded one who’s there, and now know well I wounded her;


      But, ah, she does not know that she wounded me!’


      And not an air stirred,


      Nor a bill of any bird; and no response accorded she.

    


    August 1913


    ♣


    Louie


    
      I am forgetting Louie the buoyant;


      Why not raise her phantom, too,


      Here in daylight


      With the elect one’s?


      She will never thrust the foremost figure out of view!

    


    
      Mid this heat, in gauzy muslin


      See I Louie’s life-lit brow


      Here in daylight


      By the elect one’s.—


      Long two strangers they and far apart; such neighbours now!

    


    July 1913


    ♣


    She Opened the Door


    
      She opened the door of the West to me,


      With its loud sea-lashings,


      And cliff-side clashings


      Of waters rife with revelry.

    


    
      She opened the door of Romance to me,


      The door from a cell


      I had known too well,


      Too long, till then, and was fain to flee.

    


    
      She opened the door of a Love to me,


      That passed the wry


      World-welters by


      As far as the arching blue the lea.

    


    
      She opens the door of the Past to me,


      Its magic lights,


      Its heavenly heights,


      When forward little is to see!

    


    1913


    ♣


    What’s There to Tell? (Song)


    
      What’s there to tell of the world


      More than is told?


      —Into its vortex hurled,


      Out of it rolled,


      Can we yet more of the world


      Find to be told?


      Lalla-la, lu!

    


    
      If some could last alive


      Much might be told;


      Yes, gladness might survive;


      But they go cold—


      Each and each late alive—


      All their tale told.


      Lalla-la, lu!

    


    
      There’s little more of the world,


      Then, to be told;


      Had ever life unfurled


      Joys manifold,


      There had been more of the world


      Left to be told.


      Lalla-la, lalla-la, lalla-la, lu!

    


    190–


    ♣


    The Harbour Bridge


    
      From here, the quay, one looks above to mark


      The bridge across the harbour, hanging dark


      Against the day’s-end sky, fair-green in glow


      Over and under the middle archway’s bow:


      It draws its skeleton where the sun has set,


      Yea, clear from cutwater to parapet;


      On which mild glow, too, lines of rope and spar


      Trace themselves black as char.

    


    
      Down here in shade we hear the painters shift


      Against the bollards with a drowsy lift,


      As moved by the incoming stealthy tide.


      High up across the bridge the burghers glide


      As cut black-paper portraits hastening on


      In conversation none knows what upon:


      Their sharp-edged lips move quickly word by word


      To speech that is not heard.

    


    
      There trails the dreamful girl, who leans and stops,


      There presses the practical woman to the shops,


      There is a sailor, meeting his wife with a start,


      And we, drawn nearer, judge they are keeping apart.


      Both pause. She says: ‘I’ve looked for you. I thought


      We’d make it up.’ Then no words can be caught.


      At last: ‘Won’t you come home?’ She moves still nigher:


      ‘’Tis comfortable, with a fire.’

    


    
      ‘No,’ he says gloomily. ‘And, anyhow,


      I can’t give up the other woman now:


      You should have talked like that in former days,


      When I was last home.’ They go different ways.


      And the west dims, and yellow lamplights shine:


      And soon above, like lamps more opaline,


      White stars ghost forth, that care not for men’s wives,


      Or any other lives.

    


    Weymouth


    ♣


    Vagrant’s Song (With an Old Wessex Refrain)


    I


    
      When a dark-eyed dawn


      Crawls forth, cloud-drawn,


      And starlings doubt the night-time’s close;


      And ‘three months yet,’


      They seem to fret,


      ‘Before we cease us slaves of snows,


      And sun returns


      To loose the burns,


      And this wild woe called Winter goes!’—


      O a hollow tree


      Is as good for me


      As a house where the back-brand 1 glows!


      Che-hane, mother; che-hane, mother,


      As a house where the back-brand glows!

    


    II


    
      When autumn brings


      A whirr of wings


      Among the evergreens around,


      And sundry thrills


      About their quills


      Awe rooks, and misgivings abound,


      And the joyless pines


      In leaning lines


      Protect from gales the lower ground,


      O a hollow tree


      Is as good for me


      As a house of a thousand pound!


      Che-hane, mother; che-hane, mother,


      As a house of a thousand pound!

    


    1 ‘back-brand’—the log which used to be laid at the back of a wood fire.


    ♣


    Farmer Dunman’s Funeral


    
      ‘Bury me on a Sunday,’


      He said; ‘so as to see


      Poor folk there. ’Tis their one day


      To spare for following me.’

    


    
      With forethought of that Sunday,


      He wrote, while he was well,


      On ten rum-bottles one day,


      ‘Drink for my funeral.’

    


    
      They buried him on a Sunday,


      That folk should not be balked


      His wish, as ’twas their one day:


      And forty couple walked.

    


    
      They said: ‘To have it Sunday


      Was always his concern;


      His meaning being that one day


      He’d do us a good turn.

    


    
      ‘We must, had it been Monday,


      Have got it over soon,


      But now we gain, being Sunday,


      A jolly afternoon.’

    


    ♣


    The Sexton at Longpuddle


    
      He passes down the churchyard track


      On his way to toll the bell;


      And stops, and looks at the graves around,


      And notes each finished and greening mound


      Complacently,


      As their shaper he,


      And one who can do it well,


      And, with a prosperous sense of his doing,


      Thinks he’ll not lack


      Plenty such work in the long ensuing


      Futurity.


      For people will always die,


      And he will always be nigh


      To shape their cell.

    


    ♣


    The Harvest-Supper


    (Circa 1850)


    
      Nell and the other maids danced their best


      With the Scotch-Greys in the barn;


      These had been asked to the harvest-feast;


      Red shapes amid the corn.

    


    
      Nell and the other maids sat in a row


      Within the benched barn-nook;


      Nell led the songs of long ago


      She’d learnt from never a book.

    


    
      She sang of the false Sir John of old,


      The lover who witched to win,


      And the parrot, and cage of glittering gold;


      And the other maids joined in.

    


    
      Then whispered to her a gallant Grey,


      ‘Dear, sing that ballet again!


      For a bonnier mouth in a bonnier way


      Has sung not anywhen!’

    


    
      As she loosed her lips anew there sighed


      To Nell through the dark barn-door


      The voice of her Love from the night outside,


      Who was buried the month before:

    


    
      ‘O Nell, can you sing ballets there,


      And I out here in the clay,


      Of lovers false of yore, nor care


      What you vowed to me one day!

    


    
      ‘O can you dance with soldiers bold,


      Who kiss when dancing’s done,


      Your little waist within their hold,


      As ancient troth were none!’

    


    
      She cried: ‘My heart is pierced with a wound!


      There’s something outside the wall


      That calls me forth to a greening mound:


      I can sing no more at all!

    


    
      ‘My old Love rises from the worms,


      Just as he used to be,


      And I must let gay gallants’ arms


      No more encircle me!’

    


    
      They bore her home from the merry-making;


      Bad dreams disturbed her bed:


      ‘Nevermore will I dance and sing,’


      Mourned Nell; ‘and never wed!’

    


    ♣


    At a Pause in a Country Dance


    (Middle of Last Century)


    
      They stood at the foot of the figure,


      And panted: they’d danced it down through—


      That ‘Dashing White Serjeant’ they loved so:—


      A window, uncurtained, was nigh them


      That end of the room. Thence in view

    


    
      Outside it a valley updrew,


      Where the frozen moon lit frozen snow:


      At the furthermost reach of the valley


      A light from a window shone low.


      ‘They are inside that window,’ said she,

    


    
      As she looked. ‘They sit up there for me;


      And baby is sleeping there, too.’


      He glanced. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Never mind,


      Let’s foot our way up again; do!


      And dance down the line as before.

    


    
      ‘What’s the world to us, meeting once more!’


      ‘—Not much, when your husband full trusts you,


      And thinks the child his that I bore!’


      He was silent. The fiddlers six-eighted


      With even more passionate vigour.

    


    
      The pair swept again up the figure,


      The child’s cuckoo-father and she,


      And the next couples threaded below,


      And the twain wove their way to the top


      Of ‘The Dashing White Serjeant’ they loved so,


      Restarting: right, left, to and fro.

    


    
      —From the homestead, seen yon, the small glow


      Still adventured forth over the white,


      Where the child slept, unknowing who sired it,


      In the cradle of wicker tucked tight,


      And its grandparents, nodding, admired it


      In elbow-chairs through the slow night.

    


    ♣


    On the Portrait of a Woman about to be Hanged


    
      Comely and capable one of our race,


      Posing there in your gown of grace,


      Plain, yet becoming;


      Could subtlest breast


      Ever have guessed


      What was behind that innocent face,


      Drumming, drumming!

    


    
      Would that your Causer, ere knoll your knell


      For this riot of passion, might deign to tell


      Why, since It made you


      Sound in the germ,


      It sent a worm


      To madden Its handiwork, when It might well


      Not have assayed you,

    


    
      Not have implanted, to your deep rue,


      The Clytaemnestra spirit in you,


      And with purblind vision


      Sowed a tare


      In a field so fair,


      And a thing of symmetry, seemly to view,


      Brought to derision!

    


    6 January 1923


    ♣


    The Church and the Wedding


    
      ‘I’ll restore this old church for our marriage:


      I’ve ordered the plans:


      Style of wedding your choice—foot or carriage—


      By licence, or banns.’

    


    
      He restored it, as though built newly:


      The bishop was won


      To preach, who pronounced it truly


      A thing well done.

    


    
      But the wedding waits; long, long has waited;


      And guesswork is dumb


      Why those who were there to have mated


      Do not come.

    


    
      And when the nights moan like the wailings


      Of souls sore-tried,


      The folk say who pass the church-palings


      They hear inside

    


    
      Strange sounds as of anger and sadness


      That cut the heart’s core,


      And shaken words bitter to madness;


      And then no more.

    


    ♣


    The Shiver


    
      Five lone clangs from the house-clock nigh,


      And I woke with a sigh:


      Stars wore west like a slow tide flowing,


      And my lover had told yesternight of his going,—


      That at this gray hour he’d be hasting by,

    


    
      Starting betimes on a journey afar:—


      So, casement ajar,


      I eyed in the upland pasture his figure,


      A dim dumb speck, growing darker and bigger,


      Then smalling to nought where the nut-trees are.

    


    
      He could not bend his track to my window, he’d said,


      Being hurried ahead:


      But I wished he had tried to!—and then felt a shiver,


      Corpse-cold, as he sank toward the town by the river;


      And back I went sadly and slowly to bed.

    


    
      What meant my shiver while seeing him pass


      As a dot on the grass


      I surmised not then. But later I knew it


      When came again he; and my words outdrew it,


      As said he: ‘It’s hard for your bearing, alas!

    


    
      ‘But I’ve seen, I have clasped, where the smart ships plough,


      One of far brighter brow.


      A sea-goddess. Shiver not. One far rarer


      In gifts than I find thee; yea, warmer and fairer:—


      I seek her again; and I love you not now.’

    


    ♣


    Not Only I


    
      Not only I


      Am doomed awhile to lie


      In this close bin with earthen sides;


      But the things I thought, and the songs I sang,


      And the hopes I had, and the passioned pang


      For people I knew


      Who passed before me,


      Whose memory barely abides;


      And the visions I drew


      That daily upbore me!

    


    
      And the joyous springs and summers,


      And the jaunts with blithe newcomers,


      And my plans and appearances; drives and rides


      That fanned my face to a lively red;


      And the grays and blues


      Of the far-off views,


      That nobody else discerned outspread;


      And little achievements for blame or praise;


      Things left undone; things left unsaid;


      In brief, my days!

    


    
      Compressed here in six feet by two,


      In secrecy


      To lie with me


      Till the Call shall be,


      Are all these things I knew,


      Which cannot be handed on;


      Strange happenings quite unrecorded,


      Lost to the world and disregarded,


      That only thinks: ‘Here moulders till Doom’s-dawn


      A woman’s skeleton.’

    


    ♣


    She Saw Him, She Said


    
      ‘Why, I saw you with the sexton, outside the church-door,


      So I did not hurry me home,


      Thinking you’d not be come,


      Having something to him to say.—


      Yes: ’twas you, Dear, though you seemed sad, heart-sore;


      How fast you’ve got therefrom!’

    


    
      ‘I’ve not been out. I’ve watched the moon through the birch,


      And heard the bell toll. Yes,


      Like a passing soul in distress!’


      ‘—But no bell’s tolled to-day?’ …


      His face looked strange, like the face of him seen by the church,


      And she sank to musefulness.

    


    ♣


    Once at Swanage


    
      The spray sprang up across the cusps of the moon,


      And all its light loomed green


      As a witch-flame’s weirdsome sheen


      At the minute of an incantation scene;


      And it greened our gaze—that night at demilune.

    


    
      Roaring high and roaring low was the sea


      Behind the headland shores:


      It symboled the slamming of doors,


      Or a regiment hurrying over hollow floors….


      And there we two stood, hands clasped; I and she!

    


    ♣


    The Flower’s Tragedy


    
      In the bedchamber window, near the glass,


      Stood the little flower in the little vase,


      Unnoticed quite


      For a whole fortnight,


      And withered for lack of watering


      To a skeleton mere—a mummied thing.

    


    
      But it was not much, mid a world of teen,


      That a flower should waste in a nook unseen!

    


    
      One needed no thought to ascertain


      How it happened; that when she went in the rain


      To return here not,


      She was mindless what


      She had left here to perish.—Ah, well: for an hour


      I wished I had not found the flower!

    


    
      Yet it was not much. And she never had known


      Of the flower’s fate; nor it of her own.

    


    ♣


    At the Aquatic Sports


    
      With their backs to the sea two fiddlers stand


      Facing the concourse on the strand,


      And a third man who sings.


      The sports proceed; there are crab-catchings;


      The people laugh as levity spreads;


      Yet these three do not turn their heads


      To see whence the merriment springs.

    


    
      They cease their music, but even then


      They stand as before, do those three men,


      Though pausing, nought to do:


      They never face to the seaward view


      To enjoy the contests, add their cheer,


      So wholly is their being here


      A business they pursue.

    


    ♣


    A Watcher’s Regret


    J.E.’s Story


    
      I slept across the front of the clock,


      Close to the long case-door;


      The hours were brought by their brazen knock


      To my ear as the slow nights wore.

    


    
      Thus did I, she being sick to death,


      That each hour as it belled


      Should wake me to rise, and learn by her breath


      Whether her strength still held.

    


    
      Yet though throughout life’s midnights all


      I would have watched till spent


      For her dear sake, I missed the call


      Of the hour in which she went.

    


    ♣


    Horses Aboard


    
      Horses in horsecloths stand in a row


      On board the huge ship, that at last lets go:


      Whither are they sailing? They do not know,


      Nor what for, nor how.—


      They are horses of war,


      And are going to where there is fighting afar;


      But they gaze through their eye-holes unwitting they are,


      And that in some wilderness, gaunt and ghast,


      Their bones will bleach ere a year has passed,


      And the item be as ‘war-waste’ classed.—


      And when the band booms, and the folk say ‘Good-bye!’


      And the shore slides astern, they appear wrenched awry


      From the scheme Nature planned for them,—wondering why.

    


    ♣


    The History of an Hour


    
      Vain is the wish to try rhyming it, writing it!


      Pen cannot weld into words what it was;


      Time will be squandered in toil at inditing it;


      Clear is the cause!

    


    
      Yea, ’twas too satiate with soul, too ethereal;


      June-morning scents of a rose-bush in flower


      Catch in a clap-net of hempen material;


      So catch that hour!

    


    ♣


    The Missed Train


    
      How I was caught


      Hieing home, after days of allure,


      And forced to an inn—small, obscure—


      At the junction, gloom-fraught.

    


    
      How civil my face


      To get them to chamber me there—


      A roof I had scorned, scarce aware


      That it stood at the place.

    


    
      And how all the night


      I had dreams of the unwitting cause


      Of my lodgment. How lonely I was;


      How consoled by her sprite!

    


    
      Thus onetime to me …


      Dim wastes of dead years bar away


      Then from now. But such happenings to-day


      Fall to lovers, may be!

    


    
      Years, years as shoaled seas,


      Truly, stretch now between! Less and less


      Shrink the visions then vast in me.—Yes,


      Then in me: Now in these.

    


    ♣


    Under High-Stoy Hill


    
      Four climbed High-Stoy from Ivelwards,


      Where hedge meets hedge, and cart-ruts wind,


      Chattering like birds,


      And knowing not what lay behind.

    


    
      We laughed beneath the moonlight blink,


      Said supper would be to our mind,


      And did not think


      Of Time, and what might lie behind….

    


    
      The moon still meets that tree-tipped height,


      The road—as then—still trails inclined;


      But since that night


      We have well learnt what lay behind!

    


    
      For all of the four then climbing here


      But one are ghosts, and he brow-lined;


      With him they fare,


      Yet speak not of what lies behind.

    


    ♣


    At the Mill


    
      O Miller Knox, whom we knew well,


      And the mill, and the floury floors,


      And the corn,—and those two women,


      And infants—yours!

    


    
      The sun was shining when you rode


      To market on that day:


      The sun was set when home-along


      You ambled in the gray,


      And gathered what had taken place


      While you were away.

    


    
      O Miller Knox, ’twas grief to see


      Your good wife hanging there


      By her own rash and passionate hand,


      In a throe of despair;

    


    
      And those two children, one by her,


      And one by the waiting-maid,


      Borne the same hour, and you afar,


      And she past aid.

    


    
      And though sometimes you walk of nights,


      Sleepless, to Yalbury Brow,


      And glance the graveyard way, and grunt,


      ‘ ’Twas not much, anyhow:


      She shouldn’t ha’ minded!’ nought it helps


      To say that now.

    


    
      And the water dribbles down your wheel,


      Your mead blooms green and gold,


      And birds twit in your apple-boughs


      Just as of old.

    


    ♣


    Alike and Unlike


    (Great-Orme’s Head)


    
      We watched the selfsame scene on that long drive,


      Saw the magnificent purples, as one eye,


      Of those near mountains; saw the storm arrive;


      Laid up the sight in memory, you and I,


      As if for joint recallings by and by.

    


    
      But our eye-records, like in hue and line,


      Had superimposed on them, that very day,


      Gravings on your side deep, but slight on mine!—


      Tending to sever us thenceforth alway;


      Mine commonplace; yours tragic, gruesome, gray.

    


    ♣


    The Thing Unplanned


    
      The white winter sun struck its stroke on the bridge,


      The meadow-rills rippled and gleamed


      As I left the thatched post-office, just by the ridge,


      And dropped in my pocket her long tender letter,


      With: ‘This must be snapped! it is more than it seemed;


      And now is the opportune time!’

    


    
      But against what I willed worked the surging sublime


      Of the thing that I did—the thing better!

    


    ♣


    The Sheep-Boy


    
      A yawning, sunned concave


      Of purple, spread as an ocean wave


      Entroughed on a morning of swell and sway


      After a night when wind-fiends have been heard to rave:


      Thus was the Heath called ‘Draäts’, on an August day.

    


    
      Suddenly there intunes a hum:


      This side, that side, it seems to come.


      From the purple in myriads rise the bees


      With consternation mid their rapt employ.


      So headstrongly each speeds him past, and flees,


      As to strike the face of the shepherd-boy.


      Awhile he waits, and wonders what they mean;


      Till none is left upon the shagged demesne.

    


    
      To learn what ails, the sheep-boy looks around;


      Behind him, out of the sea in swirls


      Flexuous and solid, clammy vapour-curls


      Are rolling over Pokeswell Hills to the inland ground.


      Into the heath they sail,


      And travel up the vale


      Like the moving pillar of cloud raised by the Israelite:—


      In a trice the lonely sheep-boy seen so late ago,


      Draäts’-Hollow in gorgeous blow,


      And Kite-Hill’s regal glow,


      Are viewless—folded into those creeping scrolls of white.

    


    On Rainbarrows


    ♣


    Retty’s Phases


    I


    
      Retty used to shake her head,


      Look with wicked eye;


      Say, ‘I’d tease you, simple Ned,


      If I cared to try!’


      Then she’d hot-up scarlet red,


      Stilly step away,


      Much afraid that what she’d said


      Sounded bold to say.

    


    II


    
      Retty used to think she loved


      (Just a little) me.


      Not untruly, as it proved


      Afterwards to be.


      For, when weakness forced her rest


      If we walked a mile,


      She would whisper she was blest


      By my clasp awhile.

    


    III


    
      Retty used at last to say


      When she neared the Vale,


      ‘Mind that you, Dear, on that day


      Ring my wedding peal!’


      And we all, with pulsing pride,


      Vigorous sounding gave


      Those six bells, the while outside


      John filled in her grave.

    


    IV


    
      Retty used to draw me down


      To the turfy heaps,


      Where, with yeoman, squire, and clown


      Noticeless she sleeps.


      Now her silent slumber-place


      Seldom do I know,


      For when last I saw her face


      Was so long ago!

    


    From an old draft of 1868


    Note.—In many villages it was customary after the funeral of an unmarried young woman to ring a peal as for her wedding while the grave was being filled in, as if Death were not to be allowed to balk her of bridal honours. Young unmarried men were always her bearers.


    ♣


    A Poor Man and a Lady


    
      We knew it was not a valid thing,


      And only sanct in the sight of God


      (To use your phrase), as with fervent nod


      You swore your assent when I placed the ring


      On your pale slim hand. Our whispering


      Was soft as the fan of a turtledove


      That round our heads might have seemed to wing;


      So solemn were we; so sincere our love.

    


    
      We could do no better; and thus it stood


      Through a time of timorous secret bliss,


      Till we were divided, and never a kiss


      Of mine could touch you, or likelihood


      Illumed our sky that we might, or should


      Be each to each in the world’s wide eye


      What we were unviewed; and our vows make good


      In the presence of parents and standers by.

    


    
      I was a striver with deeds to do,


      And little enough to do them with,


      And a comely woman of noble kith,


      With a courtly match to make, were you;


      And we both were young; and though sterling-true


      You had proved to our pledge under previous strains,


      Our ‘union’, as we called it, grew


      Less grave to your eyes in your town campaigns.

    


    
      Well: the woeful neared, you needn’t be told:


      The current news-sheets clarioned soon


      That you would be wived on a summer noon


      By a man of illustrious line and old:


      Nor better nor worse than the manifold


      Of marriages made, had there not been


      Our faith-swearing when fervent-souled,


      Which, to me, seemed a breachless bar between.

    


    
      We met in a Mayfair church, alone:


      (The request was mine, which you yielded to).


      ‘But we were not married at all!’ urged you:


      ‘Why, of course we were!’ I said. Your tone,


      I noted, was world-wise. You went on:


      ‘’Twas sweet while it lasted. But you well know


      That law is law. He’ll be, anon,


      My husband really. You, Dear, weren’t so.’

    


    
      ‘I wished—but to learn if—’ faltered I,


      And stopped. ‘But I’ll sting you not. Farewell!’


      And we parted.—Do you recall the bell


      That tolled by chance as we said good-bye? …


      I saw you no more. The track of a high,


      Sweet, liberal lady you’ve doubtless trod.


      —All’s past! No heart was burst thereby,


      And no one knew, unless it was God.

    


    Note.—The foregoing was intended to preserve an episode in the story of ‘The Poor Man and the Lady’, written in 1868, and, like these lines, in the first person; but never printed, and ultimately destroyed.


    ♣


    An Expostulation


    
      Why want to go afar


      Where pitfalls are,


      When all we swains adore


      Your featness more and more


      As heroine of our artless masquings here,


      And count few Wessex’ daughters half so dear?

    


    
      Why paint your appealing face,


      When its born grace


      Is such no skill can match


      With powder, puff, or patch,


      Whose every touch defames your bloomfulness,


      And with each stain increases our distress?

    


    
      Yea, is it not enough


      That (rare or rough


      Your lines here) all uphold you,


      And as with wings enfold you,


      But you must needs desert the kine-cropt vale


      Wherein your foredames gaily filled the pail?

    


    ♣


    To a Sea-Cliff


    (Durlston Head)


    
      Lend me an ear


      While I read you here


      A page from your history,


      Old cliff—not known


      To your solid stone,


      Yet yours inseparably.

    


    
      Near to your crown


      There once sat down


      A silent listless pair;


      And the sunset ended,


      And dark descended,


      And still the twain sat there.

    


    
      Past your jutting head


      Then a line-ship sped,


      Lit brightly as a city;


      And she sobbed: ‘There goes


      A man who knows


      I am his, beyond God’s pity!’

    


    
      He slid apart


      Who had thought her heart


      His own, and not aboard


      A bark, sea-bound….


      That night they found


      Between them lay a sword.

    


    ♣


    The Echo-Elf Answers


    
      How much shall I love her?


      For life, or not long?


      ‘Not long.’

    


    
      Alas! When forget her?


      In years, or by June?


      ‘By June.’

    


    
      And whom woo I after?


      No one, or a throng?


      ‘A throng.’

    


    
      Of these shall I wed one


      Long hence, or quite soon?


      ‘Quite soon.’

    


    
      And which will my bride be?


      The right or the wrong?


      ‘The wrong.’

    


    
      And my remedy—what kind?


      Wealth-wove, or earth-hewn?


      ‘Earth-hewn.’

    


    ♣


    Cynic’s Epitaph


    
      A race with the sun as he downed


      I ran at evetide,


      Intent who should first gain the ground


      And there hide.

    


    
      He beat me by some minutes then,


      But I triumphed anon,


      For when he’d to rise up again


      I stayed on.

    


    ♣


    A Beauty’s Soliloquy during Her Honeymoon


    
      Too late, too late! I did not know my fairness


      Would catch the world’s keen eyes so!


      How the men look at me! My radiant rareness


      I deemed not they would prize so!

    


    
      That I was a peach for any man’s possession


      Why did not some one say


      Before I leased myself in an hour’s obsession


      To this dull mate for aye!

    


    
      His days are mine. I am one who cannot steal her


      Ahead of his plodding pace:


      As he is, so am I. One doomed to feel her


      A wasted form and face!

    


    
      I was so blind! It did sometimes just strike me


      All girls were not as I,


      But, dwelling much alone, how few were like me


      I could not well descry;

    


    
      Till, at this Grand Hotel, all looks bend on me


      In homage as I pass


      To take my seat at breakfast, dinner,—con me


      As poorly spoused, alas!

    


    
      I was too young. I dwelt too much on duty:


      If I had guessed my powers


      Where might have sailed this cargo of choice beauty


      In its unanchored hours!

    


    
      Well, husband, poor plain man; I’ve lost life’s battle!—


      Come—let them look at me.


      O damn, don’t show in your looks that I’m your chattel


      Quite so emphatically!

    


    In a London Hotel, 1892


    ♣


    Donaghadee


    (Song)


    
      I’ve never gone to Donaghadee,


      That vague far townlet by the sea;


      In Donaghadee I shall never be:


      Then why do I sing of Donaghadee,


      That I know not in a faint degree? …


      —Well, once a woman wrote to me


      With a tender pen from Donaghadee.

    


    
      ‘Susan’, I’ve sung, ‘Pride of Kildare’,


      Because I’d heard of a Susan there,


      The ‘Irish Washerwoman’s’ capers


      I’ve shared for hours to midnight tapers,


      And ‘Kitty O’Linch’ has made me spin


      Till dust rose high, and day broke in:


      That other ‘Kitty, of Coleraine’,


      Too, set me aching in heart and brain:


      While ‘Kathleen Mavourneen’, of course, would ring


      When that girl learnt to make me sing.


      Then there was ‘Irish Molly O’


      I tuned as ‘the fairest one I know’,


      And ‘Nancy Dawson’, if I remember,


      Rhymed sweet in moonlight one September.

    


    
      But the damsel who once wrote so free


      And tender-toned from Donaghadee,


      Is a woman who has no name for me—


      Moving sylph-like, mysteriously,


      (For doubtless, of that sort is she)


      In the pathways of her destiny;


      But that is where I never shall be;—


      And yet I sing of Donaghadee!

    


    ♣


    He Inadvertently Cures His Love-Pains


    (Song)


    
      I said: ‘O let me sing the praise


      Of her who sweetly racks my days,—


      Her I adore;


      Her lips, her eyes, her moods, her ways!’

    


    
      In miseries of pulse and pang


      I strung my harp, and straightway sang


      As none before:—


      To wondrous words my quavers rang!

    


    
      Thus I let heartaches lilt my verse,


      Which suaged and soothed, and made disperse


      The smarts I bore


      To stagnance like a sepulchre’s.

    


    
      But, eased, the days that thrilled ere then


      Lost value; and I ask, O when,


      And how, restore


      Those old sweet agonies again!

    


    ♣


    The Peace Peal


    (After Four Years of Silence)


    
      Said a wistful daw in Saint Peter’s tower,


      High above Casterbridge slates and tiles,


      ‘Why do the walls of my Gothic bower


      Shiver, and shrill out sounds for miles?


      This gray old rubble


      Has scorned such din


      Since I knew trouble


      And joy herein.


      How still did abide them


      These bells now swung,


      While our nest beside them


      Securely clung! …


      It means some snare


      For our feet or wings;


      But I’ll be ware


      Of such baleful things!’


      And forth he flew from his louvred niche


      To take up life in a damp dark ditch.


      —So mortal motives are misread,


      And false designs attributed,


      In upper spheres of straws and sticks,


      Or lower, of pens and politics.

    


    At the end of the War


    ♣


    Lady Vi


    
      There goes the Lady Vi. How well,


      How well I know the spectacle


      The earth presents


      And its events


      To her sweet sight


      Each day and night!

    


    
      ‘Life is a wheeling show, with me


      As its pivot of interest constantly.


      Below in the hollows of towns is sin,


      Like a blue brimstone mist therein,


      Which makes men lively who plunge amid it,


      But wrongfully, and wives forbid it.


      London is a place for prancing


      Along the Row and, later, dancing


      Till dawn, with tightening arm-embowments


      As hours warm up to tender moments.

    


    
      ‘Travel is piquant, and most thrilling


      If, further, joined to big-game killing:


      At home, too, hunting, hounds full cry,


      When Reynard nears his time to die,


      ’Tis glee to mark his figure flag,


      And how his brush begins to drag,


      Till, his earth reached by many a wend,


      He finds it stopped, and meets his end.

    


    
      ‘Religion is good for all who are meek;


      It stays in the Bible through the week,


      And floats about the house on Sundays,


      But does not linger on till Mondays.


      The ten Commandments in one’s prime


      Are matter for another time,


      While griefs and graves and things allied


      In well-bred talk one keeps outside.’

    


    ♣


    A Popular Personage at Home


    
      ‘I live here: “Wessex” is my name:


      I am a dog known rather well:


      I guard the house; but how that came


      To be my whim I cannot tell.

    


    
      ‘With a leap and a heart elate I go


      At the end of an hour’s expectancy


      To take a walk of a mile or so


      With the folk I let live here with me.

    


    
      ‘Along the path, amid the grass


      I sniff, and find out rarest smells


      For rolling over as I pass


      The open fields towards the dells.

    


    
      ‘No doubt I shall always cross this sill,


      And turn the corner, and stand steady,


      Gazing back for my mistress till


      She reaches where I have run already,

    


    
      ‘And that this meadow with its brook,


      And bulrush, even as it appears


      As I plunge by with hasty look,


      Will stay the same a thousand years.’

    


    
      Thus ‘Wessex’. But a dubious ray


      At times informs his steadfast eye,


      Just for a trice, as though to say,


      ‘Yet, will this pass, and pass shall I?’

    


    1924


    ♣


    Inscriptions for a Peal of Eight Bells


    After a Restoration


    I.


    
      Thomas Tremble new-made me


      Eighteen hundred and fifty-three:


      Why he did I fail to see.

    


    II.


    
      I was well-toned by William Brine,


      Seventeen hundred and twenty-nine;


      Now, re-cast, I weakly whine!

    


    III.


    
      Fifteen hundred used to be


      My date, but since they melted me


      ’Tis only eighteen fifty-three.

    


    IV.


    
      Henry Hopkins got me made,


      And I summon folk as bade;


      Not to much purpose, I’m afraid!

    


    V.


    
      I likewise; for I bang and bid


      In commoner metal than I did,


      Some of me being stolen and hid.

    


    VI.


    
      I, too, since in a mould they flung me,


      Drained my silver, and rehung me,


      So that in tin-like tones I tongue me.

    


    VII.


    
      In nineteen hundred, so ’tis said,


      They cut my canon off my head,


      And made me look scalped, scraped, and dead.

    


    VIII.


    
      I’m the peal’s tenor still, but rue it!


      Once it took two to swing me through it:


      Now I’m rehung, one dolt can do it.


      

    


    ♣


    A Refusal


    
      Said the grave Dean of Westminster:


      Mine is the best minster


      Seen in Great Britain,


      As many have written:


      So therefore I cannot


      Rule here if I ban not


      Such liberty-taking


      As movements for making


      Its grayness environ


      The memory of Byron,


      Which some are demanding


      Who think them of standing,


      But in my own viewing


      Require some subduing


      For tendering suggestions


      On Abbey-wall questions


      That must interfere here


      With my proper sphere here,


      And bring to disaster


      This fane and its master,


      Whose dict is but Christian


      Though nicknamed Philistian.

    


    
      A lax Christian charity—


      No mental clarity


      Ruling its movements


      For fabric improvements—


      Demands admonition


      And strict supervision


      When bent on enshrining


      Rapscallions, and signing


      Their names on God’s stonework,


      As if like His own work


      Were their lucubrations:


      And passed is my patience


      That such a creed-scorner


      (Not mentioning horner)


      Should claim Poets’ Corner.

    


    
      ’Tis urged that some sinners


      Are here for worms’ dinners


      Already in person;


      That he could not worsen


      The walls by a name mere


      With men of such fame here.


      Yet nay; they but leaven


      The others in heaven


      In just true proportion,


      While more mean distortion.

    


    
      ’Twill next be expected


      That I get erected


      To Shelley a tablet


      In some niche or gablet.


      Then—what makes my skin burn,


      Yea, forehead to chin burn—


      That I ensconce Swinburne!

    


    August 1924


    ♣


    Epitaph on a Pessimist


    
      I’m Smith of Stoke, aged sixty-odd,


      I’ve lived without a dame


      From youth-time on; and would to God


      My dad had done the same.

    


    From the French and Greek


    ♣


    The Protean Maiden


    (Song)


    
      This single girl is two girls:


      How strange such things should be!


      One noon eclipsed by few girls,


      The next no beauty she.

    


    
      And daily cries the lover,


      In voice and feature vext:


      ‘My last impression of her


      Is never to be the next!

    


    
      ‘She’s plain: I will forget her!


      She’s turned to fair. Ah no,


      Forget?—not I! I’ll pet her


      With kisses swift and slow.’

    


    ♣


    A Watering-Place Lady Inventoried


    
      A sweetness of temper unsurpassed and unforgettable,


      A mole on the cheek whose absence would have been regrettable,


      A ripple of pleasant converse full of modulation,


      A bearing of inconveniences without vexation,


      Till a cynic would find her amiability provoking,


      Tempting him to indulge in mean and wicked joking.

    


    
      Flawlessly oval of face, especially cheek and chin,


      With a glance of a quality that beckoned for a glance akin,


      A habit of swift assent to any intelligence broken,


      Before the fact to be conveyed was fully spoken


      And she could know to what her colloquist would win her,—


      This from a too alive impulsion to sympathy in her,—


      All with a sense of the ridiculous, keen yet charitable;


      In brief, a rich, profuse attractiveness unnarratable.

    


    
      I should have added her hints that her husband prized her but slenderly,


      And that (with a sigh) ’twas a pity she’d no one to treat her tenderly.

    


    ♣


    The Sea Fight


    31 May: 1916


    In Memoriam Captain Prowse


    
      Down went the grand ‘Queen Mary’,


      ‘Queen Mary’s’ captain, and her crew;


      The brunt of battle bare he,


      And he died;


      And he died, as heroes do.

    


    
      More really now we view him,


      More really lives he, moves with men,


      Than while on earth we knew him


      As our fellow,


      As our fellow-denizen.

    


    
      Maybe amid the changes


      Of ocean’s caverned dim profound,


      Gaily his spirit ranges


      With his comrades,


      With his comrades all around.

    


    1916


    ♣


    Paradox


    (M.H.)


    
      Though out of sight now, and as ’twere not the least to us;


      Comes she in sorrows, as one bringing peace to us?


      Lost to each meadow, each hill-top, each tree around,


      Yet the whole truth may her largened sight see around?


      Always away from us


      She may not stray from us!


      Can she, then, know how men’s fatings befall?


      Yea indeed, may know well; even know thereof all.

    


    ♣


    The Rover Come Home


    
      He’s journeyed through America


      From Canso Cape to Horn,


      And from East Indian Comorin


      To Behring’s Strait forlorn;


      He’s felled trees in the backwoods,


      In swamps has gasped for breath;


      In Tropic heats, in Polar ice,


      Has often prayed for death.

    


    
      He has fought and bled in civil wars


      Of no concern to him,


      Has shot his fellows—beasts and men—


      At risk of life and limb.


      He has suffered fluxes, fevers,


      Agues, and ills allied,


      And now he’s home. You look at him


      As he talks by your fireside.

    


    
      And what is written in his glance


      Stressed by such foreign wear,


      After such alien circumstance


      What does his face declare?


      His mother’s; she who saw him not


      After his starting year,


      Who never left her native spot,


      And lies in the churchyard near.

    


    ♣


    Known Had I


    (Song)


    
      Known had I what I knew not


      When we met eye to eye,


      That thenceforth I should view not


      Again beneath the sky


      So truefooted a farer


      As you who faced me then,


      My path had been a rarer


      Than it figures among men!

    


    
      I would have trod beside you


      To guard your feet all day,


      And borne at night to guide you


      A lantern on your way:


      Would not have left you lonely


      With wringing doubt, to cow


      Old hope, if I could only


      Have known what I know now.

    


    ♣


    The Pat of Butter


    
      Once, at the Agricultural Show,


      We tasted—all so yellow—


      Those butter-pats, cool and mellow!


      Each taste I still remember, though


      It was so long ago.

    


    
      This spoke of the grass of Netherhay,


      And this of Kingcomb Hill,


      And this of Coker Rill:


      Which was the prime I could not say


      Of all those tried that day,

    


    
      Till she, the fair and wicked-eyed,


      Held out a pat to me:


      Then felt I all Yeo-Lea


      Was by her sample sheer outvied;


      And, ‘This is the best,’ I cried.

    


    ♣


    Bags of Meat


    
      ‘Here’s a fine bag of meat,’


      Says the master-auctioneer,


      As the timid, quivering steer,


      Starting a couple of feet


      At the prod of a drover’s stick,


      And trotting lightly and quick,


      A ticket stuck on his rump,


      Enters with a bewildered jump.

    


    
      ‘Where he’s lived lately, friends,


      I’d live till lifetime ends:


      They’ve a whole life everyday


      Down there in the Vale, have they!


      He’d be worth the money to kill


      And give away Christmas for good-will.’

    


    
      ‘Now here’s a heifer—worth more


      Than bid, were she bone-poor;


      Yet she’s round as a barrel of beer;’


      ‘She’s a plum,’ said the second auctioneer.

    


    
      ‘Now this young bull—for thirty pound?


      Worth that to manure your ground!’


      ‘Or to stand,’ chimed the second one,


      ‘And have his picter done!’


      The beast was rapped on the horns and snout


      To make him turn about.


      ‘Well,’ cried a buyer, ‘another crown—


      Since I’ve dragged here from Taunton Town!’

    


    
      ‘That calf, she sucked three cows,


      Which is not matched for bouse


      In the nurseries of high life


      By the first-born of a nobleman’s wife!’


      The stick falls, meaning, ‘A true tale’s told,’


      On the buttock of the creature sold,


      And the buyer leans over and snips


      His mark on one of the animal’s hips.

    


    
      Each beast, when driven in,


      Looks round at the ring of bidders there


      With a much-amazed reproachful stare,


      As at unnatural kin,


      For bringing him to a sinister scene


      So strange, unhomelike, hungry, mean;


      His fate the while suspended between


      A butcher, to kill out of hand,


      And a farmer, to keep on the land;


      One can fancy a tear runs down his face


      When the butcher wins, and he’s driven from the place.

    


    ♣


    The Sundial on a Wet Day


    
      I drip, drip here


      In Atlantic rain,


      Falling like handfuls


      Of winnowed grain,


      Which, tear-like, down


      My gnomon drain,


      And dim my numerals


      With their stain,—


      Till I feel useless,


      And wrought in vain!

    


    
      And then I think


      In my despair


      That, though unseen,


      He is still up there,


      And may gaze out


      Anywhen, anywhere;


      Not to help clockmen


      Quiz and compare,


      But in kindness to let me


      My trade declare.

    


    St Juliot


    ♣


    Her Haunting-Ground


    
      Can it be so? It must be so,


      That visions have not ceased to be


      In this the chiefest sanctuary


      Of her whose form we used to know.


      —Nay, but her dust is far away,


      And ‘where her dust is, shapes her shade,


      If spirit clings to flesh,’ they say:


      Yet here her life-parts most were played!

    


    
      Her voice explored this atmosphere,


      Her foot impressed this turf around,


      Her shadow swept this slope and mound,


      Her fingers fondled blossoms here;


      And so, I ask, why, why should she


      Haunt elsewhere, by a slighted tomb,


      When here she flourished sorrow-free,


      And, save for others, knew no gloom?

    


    ♣


    A Parting-Scene


    
      The two pale women cried,


      But the man seemed to suffer more,


      Which he strove hard to hide.


      They stayed in the waiting-room, behind the door,


      Till startled by the entering engine-roar,


      As if they could not bear to have unfurled


      Their misery to the eyes of all the world.

    


    
      A soldier and his young wife


      Were the couple; his mother the third,


      Who had seen the seams of life.


      He was sailing for the East I later heard.


      —They kissed long, but they did not speak a word;


      Then, strained, he went. To the elder the wife in tears


      ‘Too long; too long!’ burst out. (’Twas for five years.)

    


    ♣


    Shortening Days at the Homestead


    
      The first fire since the summer is lit, and is smoking into the room:


      The sun-rays thread it through, like woof-lines in a loom.


      Sparrows spurt from the hedge, whom misgivings appal


      That winter did not leave last year for ever, after all.


      Like shock-headed urchins, spiny-haired,


      Stand pollard willows, their twigs just bared.

    


    
      Who is this coming with pondering pace,


      Black and ruddy, with white embossed,


      His eyes being black, and ruddy his face,


      And the marge of his hair like morning frost?


      It’s the cider-maker,


      And appletree-shaker,


      And behind him on wheels, in readiness,


      His mill, and tubs, and vat, and press.

    


    ♣


    Days to Recollect


    
      Do you recall


      That day in Fall


      When we walked towards Saint Alban’s Head,


      On thistledown that summer had shed,


      Or must I remind you?


      Winged thistle-seeds which hitherto


      Had lain as none were there, or few,


      But rose at the brush of your petticoat-seam


      (As ghosts might rise of the recent dead),


      And sailed on the breeze in a nebulous stream


      Like a comet’s tail behind you:


      You don’t recall


      That day in Fall?

    


    
      Then do you remember


      That sad November


      When you left me never to see me more,


      And looked quite other than theretofore,


      As if it could not be you?


      And lay by the window whence you had gazed


      So many times when blamed or praised,


      Morning or noon, through years and years,


      Accepting the gifts that Fortune bore,


      Sharing, enduring, joys, hopes, fears!


      Well: I never more did see you.—


      Say you remember


      That sad November!

    


    ♣


    To C.F.H.


    On Her Christening-Day


    
      Fair Caroline, I wonder what


      You think of earth as a dwelling-spot,


      And if you’d rather have come, or not?

    


    
      To-day has laid on you a name


      That, though unasked for, you will claim


      Lifelong, for love or praise or blame.

    


    
      May chance and change impose on you


      No heavier burthen than this new


      Care-chosen one your future through!

    


    
      Dear stranger here, the prayer is mine


      That your experience may combine


      Good things with glad…. Yes, Caroline!

    


    ♣


    The High-School Lawn


    
      Gray prinked with rose,


      White tipped with blue,


      Shoes with gay hose,


      Sleeves of chrome hue;


      Fluffed frills of white,


      Dark bordered light;


      Such shimmerings through


      Trees of emerald green are eyed


      This afternoon, from the road outside.

    


    
      They whirl around:


      Many laughters run


      With a cascade’s sound;


      Then a mere one.

    


    
      A bell: they flee:


      Silence then:—


      So it will be


      Some day again


      With them,—with me.

    


    ♣


    The Forbidden Banns


    A Ballad of the Eighteen-Thirties


    I


    
      ‘O what’s the gain, my worthy Sir,


      In stopping the banns to-day!


      Your son declares he’ll marry her


      If a thousand folk say Nay.’

    


    
      ‘I’ll do’t; I’ll do’t; whether or no!


      And, if I drop down dead,


      To church this morning I will go,


      And say they shall not wed!’

    


    
      That day the parson clear outspoke


      The maid’s name and the man’s:


      His father, mid the assembled folk,


      Said, ‘I forbid the banns!’

    


    
      Then, white in face, lips pale and cold,


      He turned him to sit down,


      When he fell forward; and behold,


      They found his life had flown.

    


    II


    
      ’Twas night-time, towards the middle part,


      When low her husband said,


      ‘I would from the bottom of my heart


      That father was not dead!’

    


    
      She turned from one to the other side,


      And a sad woman was she


      As he went on: ‘He’d not have died


      Had it not been for me!’

    


    
      She brought him soon an idiot child,


      And then she brought another:


      His face waned wan, his manner wild


      With hatred of their mother.

    


    
      ‘Hearken to me, my son. No: no:


      There’s madness in her blood!’


      Those were his father’s words; and lo,


      Now, now he understood.

    


    
      What noise is that? One noise, and two


      Resound from a near gun.


      Two corpses found; and neighbours knew


      By whom the deed was done.

    


    ♣


    The Paphian Ball


    Another Christmas Experience of the Mellstock Quire


    
      We went our Christmas rounds once more,


      With quire and viols as theretofore.

    


    
      Our path was near by Rushy-Pond,


      Where Egdon-Heath outstretched beyond.

    


    
      There stood a figure against the moon,


      Tall, spare, and humming a weirdsome tune.

    


    
      ‘You tire of Christian carols,’ he said:


      ‘Come and lute at a ball instead.

    


    
      ‘ ’Tis to your gain, for it ensures


      That many guineas will be yours.

    


    
      ‘A slight condition hangs on’t, true,


      But you will scarce say nay thereto:

    


    
      ‘That you go blindfold; that anon


      The place may not be gossiped on.’

    


    
      They stood and argued with each other:


      ‘Why sing from one house to another

    


    
      ‘These ancient hymns in the freezing night,


      And all for nought? ’Tis foolish, quite!’

    


    
      ‘—’Tis serving God, and shunning evil:


      Might not elsedoing serve the devil?’

    


    
      ‘But grand pay!’ … They were lured by his call,


      Agreeing to go blindfold all.

    


    
      They walked, he guiding, some new track,


      Doubting to find the pathway back.

    


    
      In a strange hall they found them when


      They were unblinded all again.

    


    
      Gilded alcoves, great chandeliers,


      Voluptuous paintings ranged in tiers,

    


    
      In brief, a mansion large and rare,


      With rows of dancers waiting there.

    


    
      They tuned and played; the couples danced;


      Half-naked women tripped, advanced,

    


    
      With handsome partners footing fast,


      Who swore strange oaths, and whirled them past.

    


    
      And thus and thus the slow hours wore them:


      While shone their guineas heaped before them.

    


    
      Drowsy at length, in lieu of the dance


      ‘While Shepherds watched …’ they bowed by chance;

    


    
      And in a moment, at a blink,


      There flashed a change; ere they could think

    


    
      The ball-room vanished and all its crew:


      Only the well-known heath they view—

    


    
      The spot of their crossing overnight,


      When wheedled by the stranger’s sleight.

    


    
      There, east, the Christmas dawn hung red,


      And dark Rainbarrow with its dead

    


    
      Bulged like a supine negress’ breast


      Against Clyffe-Clump’s faint far-off crest.

    


    
      Yea; the rare mansion, gorgeous, bright,


      The ladies, gallants, gone were quite.

    


    
      The heaped-up guineas, too, were gone


      With the gold table they were on.

    


    
      ‘Why did not grasp we what was owed!’


      Cried some, as homeward, shamed, they strode.

    


    
      Now comes the marvel and the warning:


      When they had dragged to church next morning,

    


    
      With downcast heads and scarce a word,


      They were astound at what they heard.

    


    
      Praises from all came forth in showers


      For how they’d cheered the midnight hours.

    


    
      ‘We’ve heard you many times,’ friends said,


      ‘But like that never have you played!

    


    
      ‘Rejoice, ye tenants of the earth,


      And celebrate your Saviour’s birth,

    


    
      ‘Never so thrilled the darkness through,


      Or more inspired us so to do!’ …

    


    
      —The man who used to tell this tale


      Was the tenor-viol, Michael Mail;

    


    
      Yes; Mail the tenor, now but earth!—


      I give it for what it may be worth.

    


    ♣


    On Martock Moor


    I


    
      My deep-dyed husband trusts me,


      He feels his mastery sure,


      Although I leave his evening hearth


      To walk upon the moor.

    


    II


    
      —I had what wealth I needed,


      And of gay gowns a score,


      And yet I left my husband’s house


      To muse upon the moor.

    


    III


    
      O how I loved a dear one


      Who, save in soul, was poor!


      O how I loved the man who met


      Me nightly on the moor.

    


    IV


    
      I’d feather-beds and couches,


      And carpets for the floor,


      Yet brighter to me was, at eves,


      The bareness of the moor.

    


    V


    
      There was a dogging figure,


      There was a hiss of ‘Whore!’


      There was a flounce at Weir-water


      One night upon the moor….

    


    VI


    
      Yet do I haunt there, knowing


      By rote each rill’s low pour,


      But only a fitful phantom now


      Meets me upon the moor.

    


    1899


    ♣


    That Moment


    
      The tragedy of that moment


      Was deeper than the sea,


      When I came in that moment


      And heard you speak to me!

    


    
      What I could not help seeing


      Covered life as a blot;


      Yes, that which I was seeing,


      And knew that you were not!

    


    ♣


    Premonitions


    
      ‘The bell went heavy to-day


      At afternoon service, they say,


      And a screech-owl cried in the boughs,


      And a raven flew over the house,


      And Betty’s old clock with one hand,


      That’s worn out, as I understand,


      And never goes now, never will,


      Struck twelve when the night was dead still,


      Just as when my last loss came to me….


      Ah! I wonder who next it will be!’

    


    ♣


    This Summer and Last


    
      Unhappy summer you,


      Who do not see


      What your yester-summer saw!


      Never, never will you be


      Its match to me,


      Never, never draw


      Smiles your forerunner drew,


      Know what it knew!

    


    
      Divine things done and said


      Illumined it,


      Whose rays crept into corn-brown curls,


      Whose breezes heard a humorous wit


      Of fancy flit.—


      Still the alert brook purls,


      Though feet that there would tread


      Elsewhere have sped.

    


    
      So, bran-new summer, you


      Will never see


      All that yester-summer saw!


      Never, never will you be


      In memory


      Its rival, never draw


      Smiles your forerunner drew,


      Know what it knew!

    


    1913?


    ♣


    Nothing Matters Much


    (B.F.L.)


    
      ‘Nothing matters much,’ he said


      Of something just befallen unduly:


      He, then active, but now dead,


      Truly, truly!

    


    
      He knew the letter of the law


      As voiced by those of wig and gown,


      Whose slightest syllogistic flaw


      He hammered down.

    


    
      And often would he shape in word


      That nothing needed much lamenting;


      And she who sat there smiled and heard,


      Sadly assenting.

    


    
      Facing the North Sea now he lies,


      Toward the red altar of the East,


      The Flamborough roar his psalmodies,


      The wind his priest.

    


    
      And while I think of his bleak bed,


      Of Time that builds, of Time that shatters,


      Lost to all thought is he, who said


      ‘Nothing much matters.’

    


    ♣


    In the Evening


    In Memoriam Frederici Treves, 1853–1923


    (Dorchester Cemetery, 2 Jan. 1924)


    
      In the evening, when the world knew he was dead,


      He lay amid the dust and hoar


      Of ages; and to a spirit attending said:


      ‘This chalky bed?—


      I surely seem to have been here before?’

    


    
      ‘O yes. You have been here. You knew the place,


      Substanced as you, long ere your call;


      And if you cared to do so you might trace


      In this gray space


      Your being, and the being of men all.’

    


    
      Thereto said he: ‘Then why was I called away?


      I knew no trouble or discontent:


      Why did I not prolong my ancient stay


      Herein for aye?’


      The spirit shook its head. ‘None knows: you went.

    


    
      ‘And though, perhaps, Time did not sign to you


      The need to go, dream-vision sees


      How Aesculapius’ phantom hither flew,


      With Galen’s, too,


      And his of Cos—plague-proof Hippocrates,

    


    
      ‘And beckoned you forth, whose skill had read as theirs,


      Maybe, had Science chanced to spell


      In their day, modern modes to stem despairs


      That mankind bears! …


      Enough. You have returned. And all is well.’

    


    ♣


    The Six Boards


    
      Six boards belong to me:


      I do not know where they may be;


      If growing green, or lying dry


      In a cockloft nigh.

    


    
      Some morning I shall claim them,


      And who may then possess will aim them


      To bring to me those boards I need


      With thoughtful speed.

    


    
      But though they hurry so


      To yield me mine, I shall not know


      How well my want they’ll have supplied


      When notified.

    


    
      Those boards and I—how much


      In common we, of feel and touch


      Shall share thence on,—earth’s far core-quakings,


      Hill-shocks, tide-shakings—

    


    
      Yea, hid where none will note,


      The once live tree and man, remote


      From mundane hurt as if on Venus, Mars,


      Or furthest stars.

    


    ♣


    Before My Friend Arrived


    
      I sat on the eve-lit weir,


      Which gurgled in sobs and sighs;


      I looked across the meadows near


      To the towered church on the rise.


      Overmuch cause had my look!


      I pulled out pencil and book,


      And drew a white chalk mound,


      Outthrown on the sepulchred ground.

    


    
      Why did I pencil that chalk?


      It was fetched from the waiting grave,


      And would return there soon,


      Of one who had stilled his walk


      And sought oblivion’s cave.


      He was to come on the morrow noon


      And take a good rest in the bed so hewn.

    


    
      He came, and there he is now, although


      This was a wondrous while ago.


      And the sun still dons a ruddy dye;


      The weir still gurgles nigh;


      The tower is dark on the sky.

    


    ♣


    Compassion


    An Ode


    In Celebration of the Centenary of the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals


    I


    
      Backward among the dusky years


      A lonesome lamp is seen arise,


      Lit by a few fain pioneers


      Before incredulous eyes.—


      We read the legend that it lights:


      ‘Wherefore beholds this land of historied rights


      Mild creatures, despot-doomed, bewildered, plead


      Their often hunger, thirst, pangs, prisonment,


      In deep dumb gaze more eloquent


      Than tongues of widest heed?’

    


    II


    
      What was faint-written, read in a breath


      In that year—ten times ten away—


      A larger louder conscience saith


      More sturdily to-day.—


      But still those innocents are thralls


      To throbless hearts, near, far, that hear no calls


      Of honour towards their too-dependent frail,


      And from Columbia Cape to Ind we see


      How helplessness breeds tyranny


      In power above assail.

    


    III


    
      Cries still are heard in secret nooks,


      Till hushed with gag or slit or thud;


      And hideous dens whereon none looks


      Are sprayed with needless blood.


      But here, in battlings, patient, slow,


      Much has been won—more, maybe, than we know—


      And on we labour hopeful. ‘Ailinon!’


      A mighty voice calls: ‘But may the good prevail!’


      And ‘Blessed are the merciful!’


      Calls a yet mightier one.

    


    22 January 1924


    ♣


    Why She Moved House


    (The Dog Muses)


    
      Why she moved house, without a word,


      I cannot understand;


      She’d mirrors, flowers, she’d book and bird,


      And callers in a band.

    


    
      And where she is she gets no sun,


      No flowers, no book, no glass;


      Of callers I am the only one,


      And I but pause and pass.

    


    ♣


    Tragedian to Tragedienne


    
      Shall I leave you behind me


      When I play


      In earnest what we’ve played in mock to-day?

    


    
      Why, yes; most surely shall I


      Leave you behind


      In yet full orbit, when my years upwind.

    


    
      I may creep off in the night-time,


      And none know


      Till comes the morning, bringing news ’tis so.

    


    
      Will you then turn for a moment


      White or red,


      Recall those spells of ours; things done, things said?

    


    
      Aye, those adventurous doings


      And those days


      Of stress, when I’d the blame and you the praise?

    


    
      Still you will meet adventure—


      None knows what—


      Still you will go on changing: I shall not.

    


    
      Still take a call at the mummings


      Daily or nightly,


      Yielding to custom, calmly, gloomily, brightly.

    


    
      Last, you will flag, and finish


      Your masquings too:


      Yes: end them: I not there to succour you.

    


    ♣


    The Lady of Forebodings


    
      ‘What do you so regret, my lady,


      Sitting beside me here?


      Are there not days as clear


      As this to come—ev’n shaped less shady?’


      ‘O no,’ said she. ‘Come what delight


      To you, by voice or pen,


      To me will fall such day, such night,


      Not, not again!’

    


    
      The lamps above and round were fair,


      The tables were aglee,


      As if ’twould ever be


      That we should smile and sit on there.


      But yet she said, as though she must,


      ‘Yes: it will soon be gone,


      And all its dearness leave but dust


      To muse upon.’

    


    ♣


    The Bird-Catcher’s Boy


    
      ‘Father, I fear your trade:


      Surely it’s wrong!


      Little birds limed and made


      Captive life-long.

    


    
      ‘Larks bruise and bleed in jail,


      Trying to rise;


      Every caged nightingale


      Soon pines and dies.’

    


    
      ‘Don’t be a dolt, my boy!


      Birds must be caught;


      My lot is such employ,


      Yours to be taught.

    


    
      ‘Soft shallow stuff as that


      Out from your head!


      Just learn your lessons pat,


      Then off to bed.’

    


    
      Lightless, without a word


      Bedwise he fares;


      Groping his way is heard


      Seek the dark stairs

    


    
      Through the long passage, where


      Hang the caged choirs:


      Harp-like his fingers there


      Sweep on the wires.

    


    
      Next day, at dye of dawn,


      Freddy was missed:


      Whither the boy had gone


      Nobody wist.

    


    
      That week, the next one, whiled:


      No news of him:


      Weeks up to months were piled:


      Hope dwindled dim.

    


    
      Yet not a single night


      Locked they the door,


      Waiting, heart-sick, to sight


      Freddy once more.

    


    
      Hopping there long anon


      Still the birds hung:


      Like those in Babylon


      Captive, they sung.

    


    
      One wintry Christmastide


      Both lay awake;


      All cheer within them dried,


      Each hour an ache.

    


    
      Then some one seemed to flit


      Soft in below;


      ‘Freddy’s come!’ Up they sit,


      Faces aglow.

    


    
      Thereat a groping touch


      Dragged on the wires


      Lightly and softly—much


      As they were lyres;

    


    
      ‘Just as it used to be


      When he came in,


      Feeling in darkness the


      Stairway to win!’

    


    
      Waiting a trice or two


      Yet, in the gloom,


      Both parents pressed into


      Freddy’s old room.

    


    
      There on the empty bed


      White the moon shone,


      As ever since they’d said,


      ‘Freddy is gone!’

    


    
      That night at Durdle-Door 1


      Foundered a hoy,


      And the tide washed ashore


      One sailor boy.

    


    21 November 1912


    1 Durdle-Door, a rock on the south coast.


    ♣


    A Hurried Meeting


    
      It is August moonlight in the tall plantation,


      Whose elms, by aged squirrels’ footsteps worn,


      Outscreen the noon, and eve, and morn.


      On the facing slope a faint irradiation


      From a mansion’s marble front is borne,


      Mute in its woodland wreathing.


      Up here the night-jar whirrs forlorn,


      And the trees seem to withhold their softest breathing.

    


    
      To the moonshade slips a woman in muslin vesture:


      Her naked neck the gossamer-web besmears,


      And she sweeps it away with a hasty gesture.


      Again it touches her forehead, her neck, her ears,


      Her fingers, the backs of her hands.


      She sweeps it away again


      Impatiently, and then


      She takes no notice; and listens, and sighs, and stands.

    


    
      The night-hawk stops. A man shows in the obscure:


      They meet, and passively kiss,


      And he says: ‘Well, I’ve come quickly. About this—


      Is it really so? You are sure?’


      ‘I am sure. In February it will be.


      That such a thing should come to me!


      We should have known. We should have left off meeting.


      Love is a terrible thing: a sweet allure


      That ends in heart-outeating!’

    


    
      ‘But what shall we do, my Love, and how?’


      ‘You need not call me by that name now.’


      Then he more coldly: ‘What is your suggestion?’


      ‘I’ve told my mother, and she sees a way,


      Since of our marriage there can be no question.


      We are crossing South—near about New Year’s Day


      The event will happen there.


      It is the only thing that we can dare


      To keep them unaware!’


      ‘Well, you can marry me.’


      She shook her head. ‘No: that can never be.

    


    
      ‘ ’Twill be brought home as hers. She’s forty-one,


      When many a woman’s bearing is not done,


      And well might have a son.—


      We should have left off specious self-deceiving:


      I feared that such might come,


      And knowledge struck me numb.


      Love is a terrible thing: witching when first begun,


      To end in grieving, grieving!’

    


    
      And with one kiss again the couple parted:


      Inferior clearly he; she haughty-hearted.


      He watched her down the slope to return to her place,


      The marble mansion of her ancient race,


      And saw her brush the gossamers from her face


      As she emerged from shade to the moonlight ray.


      And when she had gone away


      The night-jar seemed to imp, and say,


      ‘You should have taken warning:


      Love is a terrible thing: sweet for a space,


      And then all mourning, mourning!’

    


    ♣


    Discouragement


    
      To see the Mother, naturing Nature, stand


      All racked and wrung by her unfaithful lord,


      Her hopes dismayed by his defiling hand,


      Her passioned plans for bloom and beauty marred.

    


    
      Where she would mint a perfect mould, an ill;


      Where she would don divinest hues, a stain,


      Over her purposed genial hour a chill,


      Upon her charm of flawless flesh a blain:

    


    
      Her loves dependent on a feature’s trim,


      A whole life’s circumstance on hap of birth,


      A soul’s direction on a body’s whim,


      Eternal Heaven upon a day of Earth,


      Is frost to flower of heroism and worth,


      And fosterer of visions ghast and grim.

    


    Westbourne Park Villas, 1863–7


    (From old MS.)


    ♣


    A Leaving


    
      Knowing what it bore


      I watched the rain-smitten back of the car—


      (Brown-curtained, such as the old ones were)—


      When it started forth for a journey afar


      Into the sullen November air,


      And passed the glistening laurels and round the bend.

    


    
      I have seen many gayer vehicles turn that bend


      In autumn, winter, and summer air,


      Bearing for journeys near or afar


      Many who now are not, but were,


      But I don’t forget that rain-smitten car,


      Knowing what it bore!

    


    ♣


    Song to an Old Burden


    
      The feet have left the wormholed flooring,


      That danced to the ancient air,


      The fiddler, all-ignoring,


      Sleeps by the gray-grassed ’cello player:


      Shall I then foot around around around,


      As once I footed there!

    


    
      The voice is heard in the room no longer


      That trilled, none sweetlier,


      To gentle stops or stronger,


      Where now the dust-draped cobwebs stir:


      Shall I then sing again again again,


      As once I sang with her!

    


    
      The eyes that beamed out rapid brightness


      Have longtime found their close,


      The cheeks have wanned to whiteness


      That used to sort with summer rose:


      Shall I then joy anew anew anew,


      As once I joyed in those!

    


    
      O what’s to me this tedious Maying,


      What’s to me this June?


      O why should viols be playing


      To catch and reel and rigadoon?


      Shall I sing, dance around around around,


      When phantoms call the tune!

    


    ♣


    Why Do I?


    
      Why do I go on doing these things?


      Why not cease?


      Is it that you are yet in this world of welterings


      And unease,


      And that, while so, mechanic repetitions please?

    


    
      When shall I leave off doing these things?—


      When I hear


      You have dropped your dusty cloak and taken you wondrous wings


      To another sphere,


      Where no pain is: Then shall I hush this dinning gear.

    


    ♣
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    winter words


    ♣
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    Thoughts at Midnight
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    Liddell and Scott
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    Expectation and Experience


    Aristodemus the Messenian


    Evening Shadows


    The Three Tall Men


    The Lodging-House Fuchsias


    The Whaler’s Wife


    Throwing a Tree
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    Lying Awake
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    We Say We Shall Not Meet


    Seeing the Moon Rise
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    Boys Then and Now


    That Kiss in the Dark
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    Suspense
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    Our Old Friend Dualism
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    The Letter’s Triumph
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  Introductory Note


  So far as I am aware, I happen to be the only English poet who has brought out a new volume of his verse on his … birthday, whatever may have been the case with the ancient Greeks, for it must be remembered that poets did not die young in those days.


  This, however, is not the point of the present few preliminary words My last volume of poems was pronounced wholly gloomy and pessimistic by reviewers—even by some of the more able class. My sense of the oddity of this verdict may be imagined when, in selecting them, I had been, as I thought, rather too liberal in admitting flippant, not to say farcical, pieces into the collection. However, I did not supposes that the licensed tasters had wilfully misrepresented the book, and said nothing, knowing well that they could not have read it.


  As labels stick, I foresee readily enough that the same perennial inscription will be set on the following pages, and therefore take no trouble to argue on the proceeding, notwithstanding the surprises to which I could treat my critics by uncovering a place here and there to them in the volume.


  This being probably my last appearance on the literary stage, I would say, more seriously, that though, alas, it would be idle to pretend that the publication of these poems can have much interest for me, the track having been adventured so many times before to-day, the pieces themselves have been prepared with reasonable care, if not quite with the zest of a young man new to print.


  I also repeat what I have often stated on such occasions, that no harmonious philosophy is attempted in these pages—or in any bygone pages of mine, for that matter.


  T.H.


  
    ♣


    The New Dawn’s Business


    
      What are you doing outside my walls,


      O Dawn of another day?


      I have not called you over the edge


      Of the heathy ledge,


      So why do you come this way,


      With your furtive footstep without sound here,


      And your face so deedily gray?

    


    
      ‘I show a light for killing the man


      Who lives not far from you,


      And for bringing to birth the lady’s child,


      Nigh domiciled,


      And for earthing a corpse or two,


      And for several other such odd jobs round here


      That Time to-day must do.

    


    
      ‘But you he leaves alone (although,


      As you have often said,


      You are always ready to pay the debt


      You don’t forget


      You owe for board and bed):


      The truth is, when men willing are found here


      He takes those loth instead.’

    


    ♣


    Proud Songsters


    
      The thrushes sing as the sun is going,


      And the finches whistle in ones and pairs,


      And as it gets dark loud nightingales


      In bushes


      Pipe, as they can when April wears,


      As if all Time were theirs.

    


    
      These are brand-new birds of twelve-months’ growing,


      Which a year ago, or less than twain,


      No finches were, nor nightingales,


      Nor thrushes,


      But only particles of grain,


      And earth, and air, and rain.

    


    ♣


    Thoughts at Midnight


    
      Mankind, you dismay me


      When shadows waylay me!—


      Not by your splendours


      Do you affray me,


      Not as pretenders


      To demonic keenness,


      Not by your meanness,


      Nor your ill-teachings,


      Nor your false preachings,


      Nor your banalities


      And immoralities,


      Nor by your daring


      Nor sinister bearing;


      But by your madnesses


      Capping cool badnesses,


      Acting like puppets


      Under Time’s buffets;


      In superstitions


      And ambitions


      Moved by no wisdom,


      Far-sight, or system,


      Led by sheer senselessness


      And presciencelessness


      Into unreason


      And hideous self-treason….


      God, look he on you,


      Have mercy upon you!

    


    Part written 25 May 1906


    ♣


    I Am the One


    
      I am the one whom ringdoves see


      Through chinks in boughs


      When they do not rouse


      In sudden dread,


      But stay on cooing, as if they said:


      ‘Oh; it’s only he.’

    


    
      I am the passer when up-eared hares,


      Stirred as they eat


      The new-sprung wheat,


      Their munch resume


      As if they thought: ‘He is one for whom


      Nobody cares.’

    


    
      Wet-eyed mourners glance at me


      As in train they pass


      Along the grass


      To a hollowed spot,


      And think: ‘No matter; he quizzes not


      Our misery.’

    


    
      I hear above: ‘We stars must lend


      No fierce regard


      To his gaze, so hard


      Bent on us thus,—


      Must scathe him not. He is one with us


      Beginning and end.’

    


    ♣


    The Prophetess


    1


    
      ‘Now shall I sing


      That pretty thing


      “The Mocking-Bird”?’—And sing it straight did she.


      I had no cause


      To think it was


      A Mocking-bird in truth that sang to me.

    


    2


    
      Not even the glance


      She threw askance


      Foretold to me, nor did the tune or rhyme,


      That the words bore


      A meaning more


      Than that they were a ditty of the time.

    


    3


    
      But after years


      Of hopes and fears,


      And all they bring, and all they take away,


      I found I had heard


      The Mocking-bird


      In person singing there to me that day.

    


    ♣


    A Wish for Unconsciousness


    
      If I could but abide


      As a tablet on a wall,


      Or a hillock daisy-pied,


      Or a picture in a hall,


      And as nothing else at all,


      I should feel no doleful achings,


      I should hear no judgment-call,


      Have no evil dreams or wakings,


      No uncouth or grisly care;


      In a word, no cross to bear.

    


    ♣


    The Bad Example


    
      Fie, Aphrodite, shamming you are no mother,


      And your maternal markings trying to smother,


      As you were maiden, now you love another! …


      If one like you need such pretence to noose him,


      Indulgence in too early fires beware you,


      All girls yet virgin, and have constant care you


      Become not staled by use as she has, ere you


      Meet your most-loved; lest, tumbled, you should lose him.

    


    Partly from Meleager


    ♣


    To Louisa in the Lane


    
      Meet me again as at that time


      In the hollow of the lane;


      I will not pass as in my prime


      I passed at each day’s wane.


      —Ah, I remember!


      To do it you will have to see


      Anew this sorry scene wherein you have ceased to be!

    


    
      But I will welcome your aspen form


      As you gaze wondering round


      And say with spectral frail alarm,


      ‘Why am I still here found?


      —Ah, I remember!


      It is through him with blitheful brow


      Who did not love me then, but loves and draws me now!’

    


    
      And I shall answer: ‘Sweet of eyes,


      Carry me with you, Dear,


      To where you donned this spirit-guise;


      It’s better there than here!’


      —Till I remember


      Such is a deed you cannot do:


      Wait must I, till with flung-off flesh I follow you.

    


    ♣


    Love Watches a Window


    
      ‘Here in the window beaming across


      Is he—the lineaments like him so!—


      The saint whose name I do not know,


      With the holy robe and the cheek aglow.


      Here will I kneel as if worshipping God


      When all the time I am worshipping you,


      Whose Love I was—


      You that with me will nevermore tread anew


      The paradise-paths we trod!’

    


    
      She came to that prominent pew each day,


      And sat there. Zealously she came


      And watched her Love—looking just the same


      From the rubied eastern tracery-frame—


      The man who had quite forsaken her


      And followed another, it was thought.—


      Be ’t as it may,


      Thinner, more thin, was the lady’s figure wrought


      By some ache, year on year.

    


    
      Well, now she’s dead, and dead is he


      From whom her heart once drew delight,


      Whose face glowed daily, lover-bright,


      High in the glass before her sight.


      And still the face is seen as clear


      In the rubied eastern window-gleam


      As formerly;


      But not seen now is a passioned woman’s dream


      Glowing beside it there.

    


    ♣


    The Love-Letters


    (In Memoriam H.R.)


    
      I met him quite by accident


      In a bye-path that he’d frequent.


      And, as he neared, the sunset glow


      Warmed up the smile of pleasantry


      Upon his too thin face, while he


      Held a square packet up to me,


      Of what, I did not know.

    


    
      ‘Well,’ said he then; ‘they are my old letters.


      Perhaps she—rather felt them fetters….


      You see, I am in a slow decline,


      And she’s broken off with me. Quite right


      To send them back, and true foresight;


      I’d got too fond of her! To-night


      I burn them—stuff of mine!’

    


    
      He laughed in the sun—an ache in his laughter—


      And went. I heard of his death soon after.

    


    ♣


    An Unkindly May


    
      A shepherd stands by a gate in a white smock-frock:


      He holds the gate ajar, intently counting his flock.

    


    
      The sour spring wind is blurting boisterous-wise,


      And bears on it dirty clouds across the skies;


      Plantation timbers creak like rusty cranes,


      And pigeons and rooks, dishevelled by late rains,


      Are like gaunt vultures, sodden and unkempt,


      And song-birds do not end what they attempt:


      The buds have tried to open, but quite failing


      Have pinched themselves together in their quailing.


      The sun frowns whitely in eye-trying flaps


      Through passing cloud-holes, mimicking audible taps.


      ‘Nature, you’re not commendable to-day!’


      I think. ‘Better to-morrow!’ she seems to say.

    


    
      That shepherd still stands in that white smock-frock,


      Unnoting all things save the counting his flock.

    


    ♣


    Unkept Good Fridays


    
      There are many more Good Fridays


      Than this, if we but knew


      The names, and could relate them,


      Of men whom rulers slew


      For their goodwill, and date them


      As runs the twelvemonth through.

    


    
      These nameless Christs’ Good Fridays,


      Whose virtues wrought their end,


      Bore days of bonds and burning,


      With no man to their friend,


      Of mockeries, and spurning;


      Yet they are all unpenned.

    


    
      When they had their Good Fridays


      Of bloody sweat and strain


      Oblivion hides. We quote not


      Their dying words of pain,


      Their sepulchres we note not,


      Unwitting where they have lain.

    


    
      No annual Good Fridays


      Gained they from cross and cord,


      From being sawn asunder,


      Disfigured and abhorred,


      Smitten and trampled under:


      Such dates no hands have scored.

    


    
      Let be. Let lack Good Fridays


      These Christs of unwrit names;


      The world was not even worthy


      To taunt their hopes and aims,


      As little of earth, earthy,


      As his mankind proclaims.

    


    Good Friday, 1927


    ♣


    The Mound


    
      For a moment pause:—


      Just here it was;


      And through the thin thorn hedge, by the rays of the moon,


      I can see the tree in the field, and beside it the mound—


      Now sheeted with snow—whereon we sat that June


      When it was green and round,


      And she crazed my mind by what she coolly told—


      The history of her undoing,


      (As I saw it), but she called ‘comradeship’,


      That bred in her no rueing:


      And saying she’d not be bound


      For life to one man, young, ripe-yeared, or old,


      Left me—an innocent simpleton to her viewing;


      For, though my accompt of years outscored her own,


      Hers had more hotly flown….


      We never met again by this green mound,


      To press as once so often lip on lip,


      And palter, and pause:—


      Yes; here it was!

    


    ♣


    Liddell and Scott


    On the Completion of their Lexicon


    (Written after the death of Liddell in 1898. Scott had died some ten years earlier.)


    
      ‘Well, though it seems


      Beyond our dreams,’


      Said Liddell to Scott,


      ‘We’ve really got


      To the very end,


      All inked and penned


      Blotless and fair


      Without turning a hair,


      This sultry summer day, A.D.


      Eighteen hundred and forty-three.

    


    
      ‘I’ve often, I own,


      Belched many a moan


      At undertaking it,


      And dreamt forsaking it.


      —Yes, on to Pi,


      When the end loomed nigh,


      And friends said: “You’ve as good as done,”


      I almost wished we’d not begun.


      Even now, if people only knew


      My sinkings, as we slowly drew


      Along through Kappa, Lambda, Mu,


      They’d be concerned at my misgiving,


      And how I mused on a College living


      Right down to Sigma,


      But feared a stigma


      If I succumbed, and left old Donnegan


      For weary freshmen’s eyes to con again:


      And how I often, often wondered


      What could have led me to have blundered


      So far away from sound theology


      To dialects and etymology;


      Words, accents not to be breathed by men


      Of any country ever again!’

    


    
      ‘My heart most failed,


      Indeed, quite quailed,’


      Said Scott to Liddell,


      ‘Long ere the middle! …


      ’Twas one wet dawn


      When, slippers on,


      And a cold in the head anew,


      Gazing at Delta


      I turned and felt a


      Wish for bed anew,


      And to let supersedings


      Of Passow’s readings


      In dialects go.


      “That German has read


      More than we!” I said;


      Yea, several times did I feel so! …

    


    
      ‘O that first morning, smiling bland,


      With sheets of foolscap, quills in hand,


      To write ἀάατος and ἀαγής,


      Followed by fifteen hundred pages,


      What nerve was ours


      So to back our powers,


      Assured that we should reach ᾠώδης


      While there was breath left in our bodies!’

    


    
      Liddell replied: ‘Well, that’s past now;


      The job’s done, thank God, anyhow.’

    


    
      ‘And yet it’s not,’


      Considered Scott,


      ‘For we’ve to get


      Subscribers yet


      We must remember;


      Yes; by September.’

    


    
      ‘O Lord; dismiss that. We’ll succeed.


      Dinner is my immediate need.


      I feel as hollow as a fiddle,


      Working so many hours,’ said Liddell.

    


    ♣


    Christmastide


    
      The rain-shafts splintered on me


      As despondently I strode;


      The twilight gloomed upon me


      And bleared the blank high-road.


      Each bush gave forth, when blown on


      By gusts in shower and shower,


      A sigh, as it were sown on


      In handfuls by a sower.

    


    
      A cheerful voice called, nigh me,


      ‘A merry Christmas, friend!’—


      There rose a figure by me,


      Walking with townward trend,


      A sodden tramp’s, who, breaking


      Into thin song, bore straight


      Ahead, direction taking


      Toward the Casuals’ gate.

    


    ♣


    Reluctant Confession


    
      ‘What did you do? Cannot you let me know?’


      ‘Don’t ask! …’Twas midnight, and I’d lost at cards.’


      ‘Ah. Was it crime—or seemed it to be so?’


      ‘No—not till afterwards.’


      ‘But what, then, did you do?’


      ‘Well—that was the beginning—months ago;


      You see, I had lost, and could not pay but—so.


      And there flashed from him strange and strong regards


      That you only see when scruples smash to shards;


      And thus it happened—O it rained and blew!—


      But I can’t tell. ’Twas all so lurid in hue!


      And what was worst came after, when I knew


      What first crossed not my mind,


      And he has never divined!’ …


      ‘But he must have, if he proposed it you?’


      ‘I mean, that—I got rid of what resulted


      In a way a woman told me I consulted:


      ’Tis that he does not know;


      Great God, it harrows me so!


      I did not mean to. Every night—


      In hell-dark dreams


      I see an appealing figure in white—


      That somehow seems


      A newborn child in the clothes I set to make,


      But left off, for my own depraved name’s sake!’

    


    ♣


    Expectation and Experience


    
      ‘I had a holiday once,’ said the woman—


      Her name I did not know—


      ‘And I thought that where I’d like to go,


      Of all the places for being jolly,


      And getting rid of melancholy,


      Would be to a good big fair:


      And I went. And it rained in torrents, drenching


      Every horse, and sheep, and yeoman,


      And my shoulders, face and hair;


      And I found that I was the single woman


      In the field—and looked quite odd there!


      Everything was spirit-quenching:


      I crept and stood in the lew of a wall


      To think, and could not tell at all


      What on earth made me plod there!’


      

    


    ♣


    Aristodemus the Messenian


    (Dramatic Hendecasyllabics)


    Scene: before the stronghold of ithome, messenia, 735 b.c.


    His daughter’s lover discovered, in the disguise of a soothsayer; to whom enters ARISTODEMUS.


    
      aristodemus (apostrophically)


      Straightway let it be done!

    


    
      lover


      Let what be done, chief?

    


    
      aristodemus


      Who art thou that art speaking? Some sage prophet?—


      She, my daughter’s to perish on the altar!

    


    
      lover


      Thou called hero!—a myth thy vaunted power,


      If it fail to redeem thy best beloved.

    


    
      aristodemus


      Power is nought to the matter. What the Sibyl


      Bids, must be!

    


    
      lover


      But I doubt such bidding thereto.

    


    
      aristodemus


      Nay. White lippings above the Delphic tripod


      Mangle never their message! And they lip such.


      Thriving, conquering shall Messene be forthwith—


      Future worthy my gift of this intact one.


      Yea, and who of the Aépytids’ renowned house


      Weigh can greater with Zeus than she my offspring?


      Shall these Spartiats sway to save me reavement?


      What is fatherhood when they march in hearing?


      Hark! E’en now they are here!

    


    (Marching soldiers heard afar.)


    
      lover (after a silence)


      And mean you to warn her?

    


    
      aristodemus


      Not till evening shades can cover pallor.

    


    [Exit.


    Lover stands motionless. Enter the daughter of ARISTODEMUS.


    
      daughter


      Ah! Thou comest to me, Love, not as earlier!

    


    Lover, as it were waking, approaches, unhoods his face, and embraces her.


    
      Why not speak to me?

    


    
      lover


      Sweetest, thou’rt a doomed one!

    


    
      daughter


      How?

    


    
      lover


      Thy sacrifice by thy father waits thee—


      Thee, as offering for the State’s salvation.

    


    
      daughter


      Not the slaying of me?

    


    
      lover


      Fail I to stay him—

    


    (She droops in his arms)


    
      Whereto bursts in a flame a means upon me!

    


    
      daughter


      How? My father is mighty. Thou’rt so powerless.

    


    
      lover


      Thus and now it adumbrates. Haste I to him,


      Vowing love for thee!

    


    
      daughter


      Which he’ll value wryly—


      Less than nought, as I know.

    


    
      lover


      Till comes my sequel;


      This, to wit. Thou art got with child by me. Ay,


      List: the Sibylline utterance asks a virgin;


      So th’rt saved!

    


    
      daughter


      But a maid’s the thing I am, Love!


      Gods! With child I am not, but veriest virgin—


      Who knows surer than thou?

    


    
      lover


      I’ll make him think so,


      Though no man upon earth more knows its falseness,


      Such will I.

    


    
      daughter


      But alas, thou canst not make him:


      Me he knows to the core. He’ll not believe thee.

    


    
      lover


      Then thou canst. He’ll accept thy vouching, sure, Sweet,


      And another intact one, equal serving,


      Straightway find for the knife.

    


    
      daughter


      My Love, I must not!

    


    
      lover


      Not? And yet there is pending for thee, elsewise,


      Dark destruction, and all thy burning being


      Dungeoned in an eternal nescientness!

    


    She shudders, but weepingly shows unwillingness.


    
      Stay. I’ll make the asseverance first. Thou’lt clinch it?

    


    
      daughter (with white cheeks, after a pause)


      Be it so! …

    


    The Messenian army is heard going out to meet the Spartans. Lover hoods himself as Aristodemus enters from the stronghold.


    
      aristodemus (looking strangely at his daughter)


      Stay you yet at the gate? The old man also?


      Hath indeed he disclosed the sore pronouncement?

    


    
      daughter (falteringly)


      Sore pronouncement? And what is, sire, its substance?

    


    Messenger enters.


    
      messenger


      King Euphaes is just found slain in combat:


      Thereby King is the Chief, Aristodemus,


      E’en ere falters the strife—still hard against us!

    


    
      aristodemus


      Ha! And is it in balance yet!—The deed, then!

    


    Daughter looks at her lover, who throws off his disguise; and they go up to ARISTODEMUS together.


    
      Who’s this man? And to what tends all this feigning?

    


    
      daughter


      He—my lover—who thinks to be my husband—


      O my father, thy pardon! Know a secret!

    


    
      aristodemus


      Lover? Secret? And what? But such is nought now:


      Husband he nor another can be to thee,


      Let him think as he may! And though I meant not


      Death to broach till the eve, let doom be dealt now.


      Hark, the Spartan assays! It straight behoves me,


      Cost it what to my soul, to give deliverance


      To my country the instant. Thou, my daughter,


      Foremost maiden of all the maidens round us—

    


    
      daughter


      O but save me, I pray, sire! And to that end


      There has now to be spoke a thing immediate,


      And I fain would be speaker. But I cannot!


      What he now will reveal, receive as vouched for!

    


    (She rushes into the castle.)


    
      aristodemus (to lover)


      What means this in her? Reads she what’s impending?

    


    
      lover


      King, its meaning is much! That she’s with child. Yea,


      By me! Hence there is called for immolation


      One who’s what she is not—a sure-sealed virgin—


      If you’d haste to deliver stressed Ithome,


      Bulking yet overhead as though unweakened!

    


    Aristodemus sinks on to a projection of the rock, and covers his eyes.


    
      aristodemus (brokenly)


      Better had she been made the purposed victim


      Than that this should have so befallen to save her!


      Foul disaster of fatherhood and home-pride! …


      Let this citadel fall; the Spartan army


      Trample over its dust, and enter in here!


      She is worse than a martyr for the State-weal,


      I than one of the slain. And king to-morrow!

    


    (He pauses)


    
      ’Tis not true!

    


    He makes as if to fall upon her lover with his sword. Lover defends himself with his dagger. Aristodemus turns to rush into the castle after his daughter.


    
      I misdoubt it! They speak falsely!

    


    [Exit Aristodemus.


    Lover walks up and down in strained suspense. Interval. A groan is heard. Lover is about to rush out, but re-enter Aristodemus sword in hand, now bloody.


    
      aristodemus


      I have proved me her honour, shown the falsehood


      Ye twain both have declared me!

    


    
      lover


      That canst not do!

    


    
      aristodemus


      I say I have outshown it; proved her even


      Until death very virgin pure and spotless!

    


    Enter Attendants.


    
      attendants (severally)


      Horror, horror indeed! He’s ripped her up—yea,


      With his sword! He hath split her beauteous body


      To prove her maid!

    


    
      aristodemus (to lover)


      Now diest thou for thy lying, like as she died!

    


    He turns his sword on lover, but falls from exhaustion. Lover seizes Aristodemus’ sword, and is about to run him through with it; but he checks his hand, and turns the sword upon himself.


    (Lover dies.)


    ♣


    Evening Shadows


    
      The shadows of my chimneys stretch afar


      Across the plot, and on to the privet bower,


      And even the shadows of their smokings show,


      And nothing says just now that where they are


      They will in future stretch at this same hour,


      Though in my earthen cyst I shall not know.

    


    
      And at this time the neighbouring Pagan mound,


      Whose myths the Gospel news now supersede,


      Upon the greensward also throws its shade,


      And nothing says such shade will spread around


      Even as to-day when men will no more heed


      The Gospel news than when the mound was made.

    


    ♣


    The Three Tall Men


    THE FIRST TAPPING


    
      ‘What’s that tapping at night: tack, tack,


      In some house in the street at the back?’

    


    
      ‘O, ’tis a man who, when he has leisure,


      Is making himself a coffin to measure.


      He’s so very tall that no carpenter


      Will make it long enough, he’s in fear.


      His father’s was shockingly short for his limb—


      And it made a deep impression on him.’

    


    THE SECOND TAPPING


    
      ‘That tapping has begun again,


      Which ceased a year back, or near then?’

    


    
      ‘Yes, ’tis the man you heard before


      Making his coffin. The first scarce done


      His brother died—his only one—


      And, being of his own height, or more,


      He used it for him; for he was afraid


      He’d not get a long enough one quick made.


      He’s making a second now, to fit


      Himself when there shall be need for it.


      Carpenters work so by rule of thumb


      That they make mistakes when orders come.’

    


    THE THIRD TAPPING


    
      ‘It’s strange, but years back, when I was here,


      I used to notice a tapping near;


      A man was making his coffin at night,


      And he made a second, if I am right?


      I have heard again the self-same tapping—


      Yes, late last night—or was I napping?’

    


    
      ‘O no. It’s the same man. He made one


      Which his brother had; and a second was done—


      For himself, as he thought. But lately his son,


      As tall as he, died; aye, and as trim,


      And his sorrowful father bestowed it on him.


      And now the man is making a third,


      To be used for himself when he is interred.’

    


    
      ‘Many years later was brought to me


      News that the man had died at sea.’

    


    ♣


    The Lodging-House Fuchsias


    
      Mrs Masters’s fuchsias hung


      Higher and broader, and brightly swung,


      Bell-like, more and more


      Over the narrow garden-path,


      Giving the passer a sprinkle-bath


      In the morning.

    


    
      She put up with their pushful ways,


      And made us tenderly lift their sprays,


      Going to her door:


      But when her funeral had to pass


      They cut back all the flowery mass


      In the morning.

    


    ♣


    The Whaler’s Wife


    
      I never pass that inn ‘The Ring of Bells’


      Without recalling what its signpost tells


      To recollection:


      A tale such as all houses yield, maybe,


      That ever have known of fealties, phantasy,


      Hate, or affection.

    


    
      He has come from a whaling cruise to settle down


      As publican in his small native town,


      Where his wife dwells.


      It is a Sunday morning; she has gone


      To church with others. Service still being on,


      He seeks ‘The Bells’.

    


    
      ‘Yes: she’s quite thriving; very much so, they say.


      I don’t believe in tales; ’tis not my way!


      I hold them stuff.


      But—as you press me—certainly we know


      He visits her once at least each week or so,


      Fair weather or rough.

    


    
      ‘And, after all, he’s quite a gentleman,


      And lonely wives must friend them where they can.


      She’ll tell you all,


      No doubt, when prayers are done and she comes home.


      I’m glad to hear your early taste to roam


      Begins to pall.’

    


    
      ‘I’ll stroll out and await her,’ then said he.


      Anon the congregation passed, and she


      Passed with the rest,


      Unconscious of the great surprise at hand


      And bounding on, and smiling—fair and bland—


      In her Sunday best.

    


    
      Straight she was told. She fainted at the news,


      But rallied, and was able to refuse


      Help to her home.


      There she sat waiting all day—with a look—


      A look of joy, it seemed, if none mistook …


      But he did not come.

    


    
      Time flew: her husband kept him absent still,


      And by slow slips the woman pined, until,


      Grown thin, she died—


      Of grief at loss of him, some would aver,


      But how could that be? They anyway buried her


      By her mother’s side.

    


    
      And by the grave stood, at the funeral,


      A tall man, elderly and grave withal;


      Gossip grew grim:


      He was the same one who had been seen before;


      He paid, in cash, all owing; and no more


      Was heard of him.

    


    
      At the pulling down of her house, decayed and old,


      Many years after, was the true tale told


      By an ancient swain.


      The tall man was the father of the wife.


      He had beguiled her mother in maiden life,


      And to cover her stain,

    


    
      Induced to wive her one in his service bred,


      Who brought her daughter up as his till wed.


      —This the girl knew,


      But hid it close, to save her mother’s name,


      Even from her seaman spouse, and ruined her fame


      With him, though true.

    


    ♣


    Throwing a Tree


    New Forest


    
      The two executioners stalk along over the knolls,


      Bearing two axes with heavy heads shining and wide,


      And a long limp two-handled saw toothed for cutting great boles,


      And so they approach the proud tree that bears the death-mark on its side.

    


    
      Jackets doffed they swing axes and chop away just above ground,


      And the chips fly about and lie white on the moss and fallen leaves;


      Till a broad deep gash in the bark is hewn all the way round,


      And one of them tries to hook upward a rope, which at last he achieves.

    


    
      The saw then begins, till the top of the tall giant shivers:


      The shivers are seen to grow greater each cut than before:


      They edge out the saw, tug the rope; but the tree only quivers,


      And kneeling and sawing again, they step back to try pulling once more.

    


    
      Then, lastly, the living mast sways, further sways: with a shout


      Job and Ike rush aside. Reached the end of its long staying powers


      The tree crashes downward: it shakes all its neighbours throughout,


      And two hundred years’ steady growth has been ended in less than two hours.

    


    ♣


    The War-Wife of Catknoll


    
      ‘What crowd is this in Catknoll Street,


      Now I am just come home?


      What crowd is this in my old street,


      That flings me such a glance?


      A stretcher—and corpse? A sobering sight


      To greet me, when my heart is light


      With thoughts of coming cheer to-night


      Now I am back from France.’

    


    
      ‘O ’tis a woman, soldier-man,


      Who seem to be new come:


      O ’tis a woman, soldier-man,


      Found in the river here,


      Whither she went and threw her in,


      And now they are carrying her within:


      She’s drowned herself for a sly sin


      Against her husband dear.

    


    
      ‘ ’A said to me, who knew her well,


      “O why was I so weak!”


      ’A said to me, who knew her well,


      And have done all her life,


      With a downcast face she said to me,


      “O why did I keep company


      Wi’ them that practised gallantry,


      When vowed a faithful wife!”

    


    
      ‘ “O God, I’m driven mad!” she said,


      “To hear he’s coming back;


      I’m fairly driven mad!” she said:


      “He’s been two years agone,


      And now he’ll find me in this state,


      And not forgive me. Had but fate


      Kept back his coming three months late,


      Nothing of it he’d known!”

    


    
      ‘We did not think she meant so much,


      And said: “He may forgive.”


      O never we thought she meant so much


      As to go doing this.


      And now she must be crowned!—so fair!—


      Who drew men’s eyes so everywhere!—


      And love-letters beyond compare


      For coaxing to a kiss.

    


    
      ‘She kept her true a year or more


      Against the young men all;


      Yes, kept her true a year or more,


      And they were most to blame.


      There was Will Peach who plays the flute,


      And Waywell with the dandy suit,


      And Nobb, and Knight…. But she’s been mute


      As to the father’s name.’

    


    Note: verse 5.—‘She must be crowned.’ Old English for ‘there must be a coroner’s inquest over her’.


    ♣


    Concerning His Old Home


    MOOD I


    
      I wish to see it never—


      That dismal place


      With cracks in its floor—


      I would forget it ever!

    


    MOOD II


    
      To see it once, that sad


      And memoried place—


      Yes, just once more—


      I should be faintly glad!

    


    MOOD III


    
      To see it often again—


      That friendly place


      With its green low door—


      I’m willing anywhen!

    


    MOOD IV


    
      I’ll haunt it night and day—


      That loveable place,


      With its flowers’ rich store


      That drives regret away!

    


    ♣


    Her Second Husband Hears Her Story


    
      ‘Still, Dear, it is incredible to me


      That here, alone,


      You should have sewed him up until he died,


      And in this very bed. I do not see


      How you could do it, seeing what might betide.’

    


    
      ‘Well, he came home one midnight, liquored deep—


      Worse than I’d known—


      And lay down heavily, and soundly slept:


      Then, desperate driven, I thought of it, to keep


      Him from me when he woke. Being an adept

    


    
      ‘With needle and thimble, as he snored, click-click


      An hour I’d sewn,


      Till, had he roused, he couldn’t have moved from bed,


      So tightly laced in sheet and quilt and tick


      He lay. And in the morning he was dead.

    


    
      ‘Ere people came I drew the stitches out,


      And thus ’twas shown


      To be a stroke.’—‘It’s a strange tale!’ said he.


      ‘And this same bed?’—‘Yes, here it came about.’


      ‘Well, it sounds strange—told here and now to me.

    


    
      ‘Did you intend his death by your tight lacing?’


      ‘O, that I cannot own.


      I could not think of else that would avail


      When he should wake up, and attempt embracing.’—


      ‘Well, it’s a cool queer tale!’

    


    ♣


    Yuletide in a Younger World


    
      We believed in highdays then,


      And could glimpse at night


      On Christmas Eve


      Imminent oncomings of radiant revel—


      Doings of delight:—


      Now we have no such sight.

    


    
      We had eyes for phantoms then,


      And at bridge or stile


      On Christmas Eve


      Clear beheld those countless ones who had crossed it


      Cross again in file:—


      Such has ceased longwhile!

    


    
      We liked divination then,


      And, as they homeward wound


      On Christmas Eve,


      We could read men’s dreams within them spinning


      Even as wheels spin round:—


      Now we are blinker-bound.

    


    
      We heard still small voices then,


      And, in the dim serene


      Of Christmas Eve,


      Caught the far-time tones of fire-filled prophets


      Long on earth unseen….


      —Can such ever have been?

    


    ♣


    After the Death of a Friend


    
      You died, and made but little of it!—


      Why then should I, when called to doff it,


      Drop, and renounce this worm-holed raiment,


      Shrink edgewise off from its grey claimant?


      Rather say, when I am Time-outrun,


      As you did: Take me, and have done,


      Inexorable, insatiate one!

    


    ♣


    The Son’s Portrait


    
      I walked the streets of a market town,


      And came to a lumber-shop,


      Which I had known ere I met the frown


      Of fate and fortune,


      And habit led me to stop.

    


    
      In burrowing mid this chattel and that,


      High, low, or edgewise thrown,


      I lit upon something lying flat—


      A fly-flecked portrait,


      Framed. ’Twas my dead son’s own.

    


    
      ‘That photo? … A lady—I know not whence—


      Sold it me, Ma’am, one day,


      With more. You can have it for eighteenpence:


      The picture’s nothing;


      It’s but for the frame you pay.’

    


    
      He had given it her in their heyday shine,


      When she wedded him, long her wooer:


      And then he was sent to the front-trench-line,


      And fell there fighting;


      And she took a new bridegroom to her.

    


    
      I bought the gift she had held so light,


      And buried it—as ’twere he.—


      Well, well! Such things are trifling, quite,


      But when one’s lonely


      How cruel they can be!

    


    ♣


    Lying Awake


    
      You, Morningtide Star, now are steady-eyed, over the east,


      I know it as if I saw you;


      You, Beeches, engrave on the sky your thin twigs, even the least;


      Had I paper and pencil I’d draw you.

    


    
      You, Meadow, are white with your counterpane cover of dew,


      I see it as if I were there;


      You, Churchyard, are lightening faint from the shade of the yew,


      The names creeping out everywhere.

    


    ♣


    The Lady in the Furs


    
      ‘I’m a lofty lovely woman,’


      Says the lady in the furs,


      In the glance she throws around her


      On the poorer dames and sirs:


      ‘This robe, that cost three figures,


      Yes, is mine,’ her nod avers.

    


    
      ‘True, my money did not buy it,


      But my husband’s, from the trade;


      And they, they only got it


      From things feeble and afraid


      By murdering them in ambush


      With a cunning engine’s aid.

    


    
      ‘True, my hands, too, did not shape it


      To the pretty cut you see,


      But the hands of midnight workers


      Who are strangers quite to me:


      It was fitted, too, by dressers


      Ranged around me toilsomely.

    


    
      ‘But I am a lovely lady,


      Though sneerers say I shine


      By robbing Nature’s children


      Of apparel not mine,


      And that I am but a broom-stick,


      Like a scarecrow’s wooden spine.’

    


    1925


    ♣


    Childhood Among the Ferns


    
      I sat one sprinkling day upon the lea,


      Where tall-stemmed ferns spread out luxuriantly,


      And nothing but those tall ferns sheltered me.

    


    
      The rain gained strength, and damped each lopping frond,


      Ran down their stalks beside me and beyond,


      And shaped slow-creeping rivulets as I conned,

    


    
      With pride, my spray-roofed house. And though anon


      Some drops pierced its green rafters, I sat on,


      Making pretence I was not rained upon.

    


    
      The sun then burst, and brought forth a sweet breath


      From the limp ferns as they dried underneath:


      I said: ‘I could live on here thus till death;’

    


    
      And queried in the green rays as I sate:


      ‘Why should I have to grow to man’s estate,


      And this afar-noised World perambulate?’

    


    ♣


    A Countenance


    
      Her laugh was not in the middle of her face quite,


      As a gay laugh springs,


      It was plain she was anxious about some things


      I could not trace quite.


      Her curls were like fir-cones—piled up, brown—


      Or rather like tight-tied sheaves:


      It seemed they could never be taken down….

    


    
      And her lips were too full, some might say:


      I did not think so. Anyway,


      The shadow her lower one would cast


      Was green in hue whenever she passed


      Bright sun on midsummer leaves.


      Alas, I knew not much of her,


      And lost all sight and touch of her!

    


    
      If otherwise, should I have minded


      The shy laugh not in the middle of her mouth quite,


      And would my kisses have died of drouth quite


      As love became unblinded?

    


    1884


    ♣


    A Poet’s Thought


    
      It sprang up out of him in the dark,


      And took on the lightness of a lark:


      It went from his chamber along the city strand,


      Lingered awhile, then leapt all over the land.

    


    
      It came back maimed and mangled. And the poet


      When he beheld his offspring did not know it:


      Yea, verily, since its birth Time’s tongue had tossed to him


      Such travesties that his old thought was lost to him.

    


    ♣


    Silences


    
      There is the silence of a copse or croft


      When the wind sinks dumb,


      And of a belfry-loft


      When the tenor after tolling stops its hum.

    


    
      And there’s the silence of a lonely pond


      Where a man was drowned,


      Nor nigh nor yond


      A newt, frog, toad, to make the merest sound.

    


    
      But the rapt silence of an empty house


      Where oneself was born,


      Dwelt, held carouse


      With friends, is of all silences most forlorn!

    


    
      Past are remembered songs and music-strains


      Once audible there:


      Roof, rafters, panes


      Look absent-thoughted, tranced, or locked in prayer.

    


    
      It seems no power on earth can waken it


      Or rouse its rooms,


      Or its past permit


      The present to stir a torpor like a tomb’s.

    


    ♣


    I Watched a Blackbird


    
      I watched a blackbird on a budding sycamore


      One Easter Day, when sap was stirring twigs to the core;


      I saw his tongue, and crocus-coloured bill


      Parting and closing as he turned his trill;


      Then he flew down, seized on a stem of hay,


      And upped to where his building scheme was under way,


      As if so sure a nest were never shaped on spray.

    


    ♣


    A Nightmare, and the Next Thing


    
      On this decline of Christmas Day


      The empty street is fogged and blurred:


      The house-fronts all seem backwise turned


      As if the outer world were spurned:


      Voices and songs within are heard,


      Whence red rays gleam when fires are stirred,


      Upon this nightmare Christmas Day.

    


    
      The lamps, just lit, begin to outloom


      Like dandelion-globes in the gloom;


      The stonework, shop-signs, doors, look bald;


      Curious crude details seem installed,


      And show themselves in their degrees


      As they were personalities


      Never discerned when the street was bustling


      With vehicles, and farmers hustling.

    


    
      Three clammy casuals wend their way


      To the Union House. I hear one say:


      ‘Jimmy, this is a treat! Hay-hay!’

    


    
      Six laughing mouths, six rows of teeth,


      Six radiant pairs of eyes, beneath


      Six yellow hats, looking out at the back


      Of a waggonette on its slowed-down track


      Up the steep street to some gay dance,


      Suddenly interrupt my glance.

    


    
      They do not see a gray nightmare


      Astride the day, or anywhere.

    


    ♣


    To a Tree in London


    (Clement’s Inn)


    
      Here you stay


      Night and day,


      Never, never going away!

    


    
      Do you ache


      When we take


      Holiday for our health’s sake?

    


    
      Wish for feet


      When the heat


      Scalds you in the brick-built street,

    


    
      That you might


      Climb the height


      Where your ancestry saw light,

    


    
      Find a brook


      In some nook


      There to purge your swarthy look?

    


    
      No. You read


      Trees to need


      Smoke like earth whereon to feed….

    


    
      Have no sense


      That far hence


      Air is sweet in a blue immense,

    


    
      Thus, black, blind,


      You have opined


      Nothing of your brightest kind;

    


    
      Never seen


      Miles of green,


      Smelt the landscape’s sweet serene.

    


    192–


    ♣


    The Felled Elm and She


    
      When you put on that inmost ring


      She, like you, was a little thing:


      When your circles reached their fourth,


      Scarce she knew life’s south from north:


      When your year-zones counted twenty


      She had fond admirers plenty:


      When you’d grown your twenty-second


      She and I were lovers reckoned:


      When you numbered twenty-three


      She went everywhere with me:


      When you, at your fortieth line,


      Showed decay, she seemed to pine:


      When you were quite hollow within


      She was felled—mere bone and skin:


      You too, lacking strength to grow


      Further trunk-rings, were laid low,


      Matching her; both unaware


      That your lives formed such a pair.

    


    ♣


    He Did Not Know Me


    (Woman’s Sorrow Song)


    
      He said: ‘I do not know you;


      You are not she who came


      And made my heart grow tame?’


      I laughed: ‘The same!’

    


    
      Still said he: ‘I don’t know you.’


      ‘But I am your Love!’ laughed I:


      ‘Yours—faithful ever—till I die,


      And pulseless lie!’

    


    
      Yet he said: ‘I don’t know you.’


      Freakful, I went away,


      And met pale Time, with ‘Pray,


      What means his Nay?’

    


    
      Said Time: ‘He does not know you


      In your mask of Comedy.’


      ‘But,’ said I, ‘that I have chosen to be:


      Tragedy he.’

    


    
      ‘True; hence he did not know you.’


      ‘But him I could recognize?’


      ‘Yea. Tragedy is true guise,


      Comedy lies.’

    


    ♣


    So Various


    
      You may have met a man—quite young—


      A brisk-eyed youth, and highly strung:


      One whose desires


      And inner fires


      Moved him as wires.

    


    
      And you may have met one stiff and old,


      If not in years; of manner cold;


      Who seemed as stone,


      And never had known


      Of mirth or moan.

    


    
      And there may have crossed your path a lover,


      In whose clear depths you could discover


      A staunch, robust,


      And tender trust,


      Through storm and gust.

    


    
      And you may have also known one fickle,


      Whose fancies changed as the silver sickle


      Of yonder moon,


      Which shapes so soon


      To demilune!

    


    
      You entertained a person once


      Whom you internally deemed a dunce:—


      As he sat in view


      Just facing you


      You saw him through.

    


    
      You came to know a learned seer


      Of whom you read the surface mere:


      Your soul quite sank;


      Brain of such rank


      Dubbed yours a blank.

    


    
      Anon you quizzed a man of sadness,


      Who never could have known true gladness:


      Just for a whim


      You pitied him


      In his sore trim.

    


    
      You journeyed with a man so glad


      You never could conceive him sad:


      He proved to be


      Indubitably


      Good company.

    


    
      You lit on an unadventurous slow man,


      Who, said you, need be feared by no man;


      That his slack deeds


      And sloth must needs


      Produce but weeds.

    


    
      A man of enterprise, shrewd and swift,


      Who never suffered affairs to drift,


      You eyed for a time


      Just in his prime,


      And judged he might climb.

    


    
      You smoked beside one who forgot


      All that you said, or grasped it not.


      Quite a poor thing,


      Not worth a sting


      By satirizing!

    


    
      Next year you nearly lost for ever


      Goodwill from one who forgot slights never;


      And, with unease,


      Felt you must seize


      Occasion to please….

    


    
      Now…. All these specimens of man,


      So various in their pith and plan,


      Curious to say


      Were one man. Yea,


      I was all they.

    


    ♣


    A Self-Glamourer


    
      My little happiness,


      How much I have made of it!—


      As if I had been not less


      Than a queen, to be straight obeyed of it.


      ‘Life, be fairer far,’


      I said, ‘than you are.’

    


    
      So I counted my springtime-day’s


      Dream of futurity


      Enringed with golden rays


      To be quite a summer surety;


      And my trustful daring undoubt


      Brought it about!

    


    
      Events all human-wrought


      Had look of divinity,


      And what I foreframed in thought


      Grew substanced, by force of affinity:


      Visions to verities came,


      Seen as the same.

    


    
      My years in trusting spent


      Make to shape towardly,


      And fate and accident


      Behave not perversely or frowardly.


      Shall, then, Life’s winter snow


      To me be so?

    


    ♣


    The Dead Bastard


    
      Many and many a time I thought,


      ‘Would my child were in its grave!’


      Such the trouble and shame it brought.

    


    
      Now ’tis there. And now I’d brave


      Opinion’s worst, in word or act,


      To have that child alive; yes, slave

    


    
      To dress and flaunt it to attract;


      Show it the gossips brazenly,


      And let as nothing be the fact


      That never its father married me.

    


    ♣


    The Clasped Skeletons


    Surmised Date 1800 B.C.


    (In an Ancient British barrow near the writer’s house)


    
      O why did we uncover to view


      So closely clasped a pair?


      Your chalky bedclothes over you,


      This long time here!

    


    
      Ere Paris lay with Helena—


      The poets’ dearest dear—


      Ere David bedded Bathsheba


      You two were bedded here.

    


    
      Aye, even before the beauteous Jael


      Bade Sisera doff his gear


      And lie in her tent; then drove the nail,


      You two lay here.

    


    
      Wicked Aholah, in her youth,


      Colled loves from far and near


      Until they slew her without ruth;


      But you had long colled here.

    


    
      Aspasia lay with Pericles,


      And Philip’s son found cheer


      At eves in lying on Thais’ knees


      While you lay here.

    


    
      Cleopatra with Antony,


      Resigned to dalliance sheer,


      Lay, fatuous he, insatiate she,


      Long after you’d lain here.

    


    
      Pilate by Procula his wife


      Lay tossing at her tear


      Of pleading for an innocent life;


      You tossed not here.

    


    
      Ages before Monk Abélard


      Gained tender Héloïse’ ear,


      And loved and lay with her till scarred,


      Had you lain loving here.

    


    
      So long, beyond chronology,


      Lovers in death as ’twere,


      So long in placid dignity


      Have you lain here!

    


    
      Yet what is length of time? But dream!


      Once breathed this atmosphere


      Those fossils near you, met the gleam


      Of day as you did here;

    


    
      But so far earlier theirs beside


      Your life-span and career,


      That they might style of yestertide


      Your coming here!

    


    ♣


    In the Marquee


    
      It was near last century’s ending,


      And, though not much to rate


      In a world of getting and spending,


      To her it was great.

    


    
      The scene was a London suburb


      On a night of summer weather,


      And the villas had back gardens


      Running together.

    


    
      Her neighbours behind were dancing


      Under a marquee;


      Two violoncellos played there,


      And violins three.

    


    
      She had not been invited,


      Although her lover was;


      She lay beside her husband,


      Perplexed at the cause.

    


    
      Sweet after sweet quadrille rang:


      Absence made her weep;


      The tears dried on her eyelids


      As she fell asleep.

    


    
      She dreamt she was whirling with him


      In this dance upon the green


      To which she was not invited


      Though her lover had been.

    


    
      All night she danced as he clasped her—


      That is, in the happy dream


      The music kept her dreaming


      Till the first daybeam.

    


    
      ‘O damn those noisy fiddles!’


      Her husband said as he turned:


      ‘Close to a neighbour’s bedroom:


      I’d like them burned!’

    


    
      At intervals thus all night-long


      Her husband swore. But she


      Slept on, and danced in the loved arms,


      Under the marquee.

    


    
      Next day she found that her lover,


      Though asked, had gone elsewhere,


      And that she had possessed him in absence


      More than if there.

    


    ♣


    After the Burial


    
      The family had buried him,


      Their bread-bringer, their best:


      They had returned to the house, whose hush a dim


      Vague vacancy expressed.

    


    
      There sat his sons, mute, rigid-faced,


      His daughters, strained, red-eyed,


      His wife, whose wan, worn features, vigil-traced,


      Bent over him when he died.

    


    
      At once a peal bursts from the bells


      Of a large tall tower hard by:


      Along the street the jocund clangour swells,


      And upward to the sky.

    


    
      Probably it was a wedding-peal,


      Or possibly for a birth,


      Or townsman knighted for political zeal,


      This resonant mark of mirth.

    


    
      The mourners, heavy-browed, sat on


      Motionless. Well they heard,


      They could not help it; nevertheless thereon


      Spoke not a single word,

    


    
      Nor window did they close, to numb


      The bells’ insistent calls


      Of joy; but suffered the harassing din to come


      And penetrate their souls.

    


    ♣


    The Mongrel


    
      In Havenpool Harbour the ebb was strong,


      And a man with a dog drew near and hung,


      And taxpaying day was coming along,


      So the mongrel had to be drowned.


      The man threw a stick from the paved wharf-side


      Into the midst of the ebbing tide,


      And the dog jumped after with ardent pride


      To bring the stick aground.

    


    
      But no: the steady suck of the flood


      To seaward needed, to be withstood,


      More than the strength of mongrelhood


      To fight its treacherous trend.


      So, swimming for life with desperate will,


      The struggler with all his natant skill


      Kept buoyant in front of his master, still


      There standing to wait the end.

    


    
      The loving eyes of the dog inclined


      To the man he held as a god enshrined,


      With no suspicion in his mind


      That this had all been meant.


      Till the effort not to drift from shore


      Of his little legs grew slower and slower,


      And, the tide still outing with brookless power,


      Outward the dog, too, went.

    


    
      Just ere his sinking what does one see


      Break on the face of that devotee?


      A wakening to the treachery


      He had loved with love so blind?


      The faith that had shone in that mongrel’s eye


      That his owner would save him by and by


      Turned to much like a curse as he sank to die,


      And a loathing of mankind.

    


    ♣


    Concerning Agnes


    
      I am stopped from hoping what I have hoped before—


      Yes, many a time!—


      To dance with that fair woman yet once more


      As in the prime


      Of August, when the wide-faced moon looked through


      The boughs at the faery lamps of the Larmer Avenue.

    


    
      I could not, though I should wish, have over again


      That old romance,


      And sit apart in the shade as we sat then


      After the dance


      The while I held her hand, and, to the booms


      Of contrabassos, feet still pulsed from the distant rooms.

    


    
      I could not. And you do not ask me why.


      Hence you infer


      That what may chance to the fairest under the sky


      Has chanced to her.


      Yes. She lies white, straight, features marble-keen,


      Unapproachable, mute, in a nook I have never seen.

    


    
      There she may rest like some vague goddess, shaped


      As out of snow;


      Say Aphrodite sleeping; or bedraped


      Like Kalupso;


      Or Amphitrite stretched on the Mid-sea swell,


      Or one of the Nine grown stiff from thought. I cannot tell!

    


    ♣


    Henley Regatta


    
      She looks from the window: still it pours down direly,


      And the avenue drips. She cannot go, she fears;


      And the Regatta will be spoilt entirely;


      And she sheds half-crazed tears.

    


    
      Regatta Day and rain come on together


      Again, years after. Gutters trickle loud;


      But Nancy cares not. She knows nought of weather,


      Or of the Henley crowd:

    


    
      She’s a Regatta quite her own. Inanely


      She laughs in the asylum as she floats


      Within a water-tub, which she calls ‘Henley’,


      Her little paper boats.

    


    ♣


    An Evening in Galilee


    
      She looks far west towards Carmel, shading her eyes with her hand,


      And she then looks east to the Jordan, and the smooth Tiberias’ strand.


      ‘Is my son mad?’ she asks; and never an answer has she,


      Save from herself, aghast at the possibility.


      ‘He professes as his firm faiths things far too grotesque to be true,


      And his vesture is odd—too careless for one of his fair young hue! …

    


    
      ‘He lays down doctrines as if he were old—aye, fifty at least:


      In the Temple he terrified me, opposing the very High-Priest!


      Why did he say to me, “Woman, what have I to do with thee?”


      O it cuts to the heart that a child of mine thus spoke to me!


      And he said, too, “Who is my mother?”—when he knows so very well.


      He might have said, “Who is my father?”—and I’d found it hard to tell!


      That no one knows but Joseph and—one other, nor ever will;


      One who’ll not see me again…. How it chanced!—I dreaming no ill! …

    


    
      ‘Would he’d not mix with the lowest folk—like those fishermen—


      The while so capable, culling new knowledge, beyond our ken! …


      That woman of no good character, ever following him,


      Adores him if I mistake not: his wish of her is but a whim


      Of his madness, it may be, outmarking his lack of coherency;


      After his “Keep the Commandments!” to smile upon such as she!


      It is just what all those do who are wandering in their wit.


      I don’t know—dare not say—what harm may grow from it.


      O a mad son is a terrible thing; it even may lead


      To arrest, and death! … And how he can preach, expound, and read!

    


    
      ‘Here comes my husband. Shall I unveil him this tragedy-brink?


      No. He has nightmares enough. I’ll pray, and think, and think.’ …


      She remembers she’s never put on any pot for his evening meal,


      And pondering a plea looks vaguely to south of her—towards Jezreel.

    


    ♣


    The Brother


    
      O know you what I have done


      To avenge our sister? She,


      I thought, was wantoned with


      By a man of levity:

    


    
      And I lay in wait all day,


      All day did I wait for him,


      And dogged him to Bollard Head


      When twilight dwindled dim,

    


    
      And hurled him over the edge


      And heard him fall below:


      O would I were lying with him,


      For the truth I did not know!

    


    
      ‘O where’s my husband?’ she asked,


      As evening wore away:


      ‘Best you had one, forsooth,


      But never had you!’ I say.

    


    
      ‘Yes, but I have!’ says she,


      ‘My Love made it up with me,


      And we churched it yesterday


      And mean to live happily.’

    


    
      And now I go in haste


      To the Head, before she’s aware,


      To join him in death for the wrong


      I’ve done them both out there!

    


    ♣


    We Field-Women


    
      How it rained


      When we worked at Flintcomb-Ash,


      And could not stand upon the hill


      Trimming swedes for the slicing-mill.


      The wet washed through us—plash, plash, plash:


      How it rained!

    


    
      How it snowed


      When we crossed from Flintcomb-Ash


      To the Great Barn for drawing reed,


      Since we could nowise chop a swede.—


      Flakes in each doorway and casement-sash:


      How it snowed!

    


    
      How it shone


      When we went from Flintcomb-Ash


      To start at dairywork once more


      In the laughing meads, with cows three-score,


      And pails, and songs, and love—too rash:


      How it shone!

    


    ♣


    A Practical Woman


    
      ‘O who’ll get me a healthy child:—


      I should prefer a son—


      Seven have I had in thirteen years,


      Sickly every one!

    


    
      ‘Three mope about as feeble shapes;


      Weak; white; they’ll be no good.


      One came deformed; an idiot next;


      And two are crass as wood.

    


    
      ‘I purpose one not only sound


      In flesh, but bright in mind:


      And duly for producing him


      A means I’ve now to find.’

    


    
      She went away. She disappeared,


      Years, years. Then back she came:


      In her hand was a blooming boy


      Mentally and in frame.

    


    
      ‘I found a father at last who’d suit


      The purpose in my head,


      And used him till he’d done his job,’


      Was all thereon she said.

    


    ♣


    Squire Hooper


    
      Hooper was ninety. One September dawn


      He sent a messenger


      For his physician, who asked thereupon


      What ailed the sufferer


      Which he might circumvent, and promptly bid begone.

    


    
      ‘Doctor, I summoned you,’ the squire replied—


      ‘Pooh-pooh me though you may—


      To ask what’s happened to me—burst inside,


      It seems—not much, I’d say—


      But awkward with a house-full here for a shoot to-day.’

    


    
      And he described the symptoms. With bent head


      The listener looked grave.


      ‘H’m…. You’re a dead man in six hours,’ he said.—


      ‘I speak out, since you are brave—


      And best ’tis you should know, that last things may be sped.’

    


    
      ‘Right,’ said the squire. ‘And now comes—what to do?


      One thing: on no account


      Must I now spoil the sport I’ve asked them to—


      My guests are paramount—


      They must scour scrub and stubble; and big bags bring as due.’

    


    
      He downed to breakfast, and bespoke his guests:—


      ‘I find I have to go


      An unexpected journey, and it rests


      With you, my friends, to show


      The shoot can go off gaily, whether I’m there or no.’

    


    
      Thus blandly spoke he; and to the fields they went,


      And Hooper up the stair.


      They had a glorious day; and stiff and spent


      Returned as dusk drew near.—


      ‘Gentlemen,’ said the doctor, ‘he’s not back as meant,

    


    
      To his deep regret!’—So they took leave, each guest


      Observing: ‘I dare say


      Business detains him in the town: ’tis best


      We should no longer stay


      Just now. We’ll come again anon;’ and they went their way.

    


    
      Meeting two men in the obscurity


      Shouldering a box a thin


      Cloth-covering wrapt, one sportsman cried: ‘Damn me,


      I thought them carrying in,


      At first, a coffin; till I knew it could not be.’

    


    ♣


    ‘A Gentleman’s Second-Hand Suit’


    
      Here it is hanging in the sun


      By the pawn-shop door,


      A dress-suit—all its revels done


      Of heretofore.


      Long drilled to the waltzers’ swing and sway,


      As its tokens show:


      What it has seen, what it could say


      If it did but know!

    


    
      The sleeve bears still a print of powder


      Rubbed from her arms


      When she warmed up as the notes swelled louder


      And livened her charms—


      Or rather theirs, for beauties many


      Leant there, no doubt,


      Leaving these tell-tale traces when he


      Spun them about.

    


    
      Its cut seems rather in bygone style


      On looking close,


      So it mayn’t have bent it for some while


      To the dancing pose:


      Anyhow, often within its clasp


      Fair partners hung,


      Assenting to the wearer’s grasp


      With soft sweet tongue.

    


    
      Where is, alas, the gentleman


      Who wore this suit?


      And where are his ladies? Tell none can:


      Gossip is mute.


      Some of them may forget him quite


      Who smudged his sleeve,


      Some think of a wild and whirling night


      With him, and grieve.

    


    ♣


    We Say We Shall Not Meet


    
      We say we shall not meet


      Again beneath this sky,


      And turn with leaden feet,


      Murmuring ‘Good-bye!’

    


    
      But laugh at how we rued


      Our former time’s adieu


      When those who went for good


      Are met anew.

    


    
      We talk in lightest vein


      On trifles talked before,


      And part to meet again,


      But meet no more.

    


    ♣


    Seeing the Moon Rise


    
      We used to go to Froom-hill Barrow


      To see the round moon rise


      Into the heath-rimmed skies,


      Trudging thither by plough and harrow


      Up the pathway, steep and narrow,


      Singing a song.


      Now we do not go there. Why?


      Zest burns not so high!

    


    
      Latterly we’ve only conned her


      With a passing glance


      From window or door by chance,


      Hoping to go again, high yonder,


      As we used, and gaze, and ponder,


      Singing a song.


      Thitherward we do not go:


      Feet once quick are slow!

    


    August 1927


    ♣


    Song to Aurore


    
      We’ll not begin again to love,


      It only leads to pain;


      The fire we now are master of


      Has seared us not in vain.


      Any new step of yours I’m fain


      To hear of from afar,


      And even in such may find a gain


      While lodged not where you are.

    


    
      No: that must not be done anew


      Which has been done before;


      I scarce could bear to seek, or view,


      Or clasp you any more!


      Life is a labour, death is sore,


      And lonely living wrings;


      But go your courses, Sweet Aurore,


      Kisses are caresome things!

    


    ♣


    He Never Expected Much


    [or] A Consideration


    [A reflection] on My Eighty-Sixth Birthday


    
      Well, World, you have kept faith with me,


      Kept faith with me;


      Upon the whole you have proved to be


      Much as you said you were.


      Since as a child I used to lie


      Upon the leaze and watch the sky,


      Never, I own, expected I


      That life would all be fair.

    


    
      ’Twas then you said, and since have said,


      Times since have said,


      In that mysterious voice you shed


      From clouds and hills around:


      ‘Many have loved me desperately,


      Many with smooth serenity,


      While some have shown contempt of me


      Till they dropped underground.

    


    
      ‘I do not promise overmuch,


      Child; overmuch;


      Just neutral-tinted haps and such,’


      You said to minds like mine.


      Wise warning for your credit’s sake!


      Which I for one failed not to take,


      And hence could stem such strain and ache


      As each year might assign.

    


    ♣


    Standing by the Mantelpiece


    (H.M.M., 1873)


    
      This candle-wax is shaping to a shroud


      To-night. (They call it that, as you may know)—


      By touching it the claimant is avowed,


      And hence I press it with my finger—so.

    


    
      To-night. To me twice night, that should have been


      The radiance of the midmost tick of noon,


      And close around me wintertime is seen


      That might have shone the veriest day of June!

    


    
      But since all’s lost, and nothing really lies


      Above but shade, and shadier shade below,


      Let me make clear, before one of us dies,


      My mind to yours, just now embittered so.

    


    
      Since you agreed, unurged and full-advised,


      And let warmth grow without discouragement,


      Why do you bear you now as if surprised,


      When what has come was clearly consequent?

    


    
      Since you have spoken, and finality


      Closes around, and my last movements loom,


      I say no more: the rest must wait till we


      Are face to face again, yonside the tomb.

    


    
      And let the candle-wax thus mould a shape


      Whose meaning now, if hid before, you know,


      And how by touch one present claims its drape,


      And that it’s I who press my finger—so.

    


    ♣


    Boys Then and Now


    
      ‘More than one cuckoo?’


      And the little boy


      Seemed to lose something


      Of his spring joy.

    


    
      When he’d grown up


      He told his son


      He’d used to think


      There was only one,

    


    
      Who came each year


      With the trees’ new trim


      On purpose to please


      England and him:

    


    
      And his son—old already


      In life and its ways—


      Said yawning: ‘How foolish


      Boys were in those days!’

    


    ♣


    That Kiss in the Dark


    
      Recall it you?—


      Say you do!—


      When you went out into the night,


      In an impatience that would not wait,


      From that lone house in the woodland spot,


      And when I, thinking you had gone


      For ever and ever from my sight,


      Came after, printing a kiss upon


      Black air


      In my despair,


      And my two lips lit on your cheek


      As you leant silent against a gate,


      Making my woman’s face flush hot


      At what I had done in the dark, unware


      You lingered for me but would not speak:


      Yes, kissed you, thinking you were not there!


      Recall it you?—


      Say you do!

    


    ♣


    A Necessitarian’s Epitaph


    
      A world I did not wish to enter


      Took me and poised me on my centre,


      Made me grimace, and foot, and prance,


      As cats on hot bricks have to dance


      Strange jigs to keep them from the floor,


      Till they sink down and feel no more.

    


    ♣


    Burning the Holly


    
      O you are sad on Twelfth Night,


      I notice: sad on Twelfth Night;


      You are as sad on Twelfth Night


      As any that I know.

    


    
      ‘Yes: I am sad on that night,


      Doubtless I’m sad on that night:


      Yes; I am sad on that night,


      For we all loved her so!’

    


    
      Why are you sad on Twelfth Night,


      Especially on Twelfth Night?


      Why are you sad on Twelfth Night


      When wit and laughter flow?

    


    
      —‘She’d been a famous dancer,


      Much lured of men; a dancer.


      She’d been a famous dancer,


      Facile in heel and toe….

    


    
      ‘And we were burning the holly


      On Twelfth Night; the holly,


      As people do: the holly,


      Ivy, and mistletoe.

    


    
      ‘And while it popped and crackled,


      (She being our lodger), crackled;


      And while it popped and crackled,


      Her face caught by the glow,

    


    
      ‘In he walked and said to her,


      In a slow voice he said to her;


      Yes, walking in he said to her,


      “We sail before cock-crow.”

    


    
      ‘ “Why did you not come on to me,


      As promised? Yes, come on to me?


      Why did you not come on to me,


      Since you had sworn to go?”

    


    
      ‘His eyes were deep and flashing,


      As flashed the holm-flames: flashing;


      His eyes were deep, and flashing


      In their quick, keen upthrow.

    


    
      ‘As if she had been ready,


      Had furtively been ready;


      As if she had been ready


      For his insistence—lo!—

    


    
      ‘She clasped his arm and went with him


      As his entirely: went with him.


      She clasped his arm and went with him


      Into the sprinkling snow.

    


    
      ‘We saw the prickly leaves waste


      To ashes: saw the leaves waste;


      The burnt-up prickly leaves waste….


      The pair had gone also.

    


    
      —‘On Twelfth Night, two years after—


      Yes, Twelfth Night, two years after;


      On Twelfth Night, two years after,


      We sat—our spirits low—

    


    
      ‘Musing, when back the door swung


      Without a knock. The door swung;


      Thought flew to her. The door swung,


      And in she came, pale, slow;

    


    
      ‘Against her breast a child clasped;


      Close to her breast a child clasped;


      She stood there with the child clasped,


      Swaying it to and fro.

    


    
      ‘Her look alone the tale told;


      Quite wordless was the tale told;


      Her careworn eyes the tale told


      As larger they seemed to grow….

    


    
      ‘One day next spring she disappeared,


      The second time she disappeared.


      And that time, when she’d disappeared


      Came back no more. Ah, no!

    


    
      ‘But we still burn the holly


      On Twelfth Night; burn the holly


      As people do: the holly,


      Ivy, and mistletoe.’

    


    ♣


    Suspense


    
      A clamminess hangs over all like a clout,


      The fields are a water-colour washed out,


      The sky at its rim leaves a chink of light,


      Like the lid of a pot that will not close tight.

    


    
      She is away by the groaning sea,


      Strained at the heart, and waiting for me:


      Between us our foe from a hid retreat


      Is watching, to wither us if we meet….

    


    
      But it matters little, however we fare—


      Whether we meet, or I get not there;


      The sky will look the same thereupon,


      And the wind and the sea go groaning on.


      

    


    ♣


    The Second Visit


    
      Clack, clack, clack, went the mill-wheel as I came,


      And she was on the bridge with the thin hand-rail,


      And the miller at the door, and the ducks at mill-tail;


      I come again years after, and all there seems the same.

    


    
      And so indeed it is: the apple-tree’d old house,


      And the deep mill-pond, and the wet wheel clacking,


      And a woman on the bridge, and white ducks quacking,


      And the miller at the door, powdered pale from boots to brows.

    


    
      But it’s not the same miller whom long ago I knew,


      Nor are they the same apples, nor the same drops that dash


      Over the wet wheel, nor the ducks below that splash,


      Nor the woman who to fond plaints replied, ‘You know I do!’

    


    ♣


    Our Old Friend Dualism


    
      All hail to him, the Protean! A tough old chap is he:


      Spinoza and the Monists cannot make him cease to be.


      We pound him with our ‘Truth, Sir, please!’ and quite appear to still him:


      He laughs; holds Bergson up, and James; and swears we cannot kill him.


      We argue them pragmatic cheats. ‘Aye,’ says he. ‘They’re deceiving:


      But I must live; for flamens plead I am all that’s worth believing!’

    


    1920


    ♣


    Faithful Wilson


    
      ‘I say she’s handsome, by all laws


      Of beauty, if wife ever was!’


      Wilson insists thus, though each day


      The years fret Fanny towards decay.


      ‘She was once beauteous as a jewel,’


      Hint friends; ‘but Time, of course, is cruel.’


      Still Wilson does not quite feel how,


      Once fair, she can be different now.

    


    Partly from Strato of Sardis


    ♣


    Gallant’s Song


    
      When the maiden leaves off teasing,


      Then the man may leave off pleasing:


      Yea, ’tis sign,


      Wet or fine,


      She will love him without ceasing


      With a love there’s no appeasing.


      Is it so?


      Ha-ha. Ho!

    


    Nov. 1868


    From an old notebook


    ♣


    A Philosophical Fantasy


    ‘Milton … made God argue.’—Walter Bagehot


    
      ‘Well, if you wilt, then, ask me;


      To answer will not task me:


      I’ve a response, I doubt not,


      And quite agree to flout not


      Thy question, if of reason,


      Albeit not quite in season:


      A universe to marshal,


      What god can give but partial


      Eye to frail Earth—life-shotten


      Ere long, extinct, forgotten!—


      But seeing indications


      That thou read’st my limitations,


      And since my lack of forethought


      Aggrieves thy more and more thought,


      I’ll hearken to thy pleading:


      Some lore may lie in heeding


      Thy irregular proceeding.’

    


    
      ‘ ’Tis this unfulfilled intention,


      O Causer, I would mention:—


      Will you, in condescension


      This evening, ere we’ve parted,


      Say why you felt fainthearted,


      And let your aim be thwarted,


      Its glory be diminished,


      Its concept stand unfinished?—


      Such I ask you, Sir or Madam,


      (I know no more than Adam,


      Even vaguely, what your sex is,—


      Though feminine I had thought you


      Till seers as “Sire” besought you;—


      And this my ignorance vexes


      Some people not a little,


      And, though not me one tittle,


      It makes me sometimes choose me


      Call you “It”, if you’ll excuse me?)’

    


    
      ‘Call me “It” with a good conscience,


      And be sure it is all nonsense


      That I mind a fault of manner


      In a pigmy towards his planner!


      Be I, be not I, sexless,


      I am in nature vexless.


      —How vain must clay-carved man be


      To deem such folly can be


      As that freaks of my own framing


      Can set my visage flaming—


      Start me volleying interjections


      Against my own confections,


      As the Jews and others limned me,


      And in fear and trembling hymned me!


      Call me “but dream-projected”,


      I shall not be affected;


      Call me “blind force persisting”,


      I shall remain unlisting;


      (A few have done it lately,


      And, maybe, err not greatly).


      —Another such a vanity


      In witless weak humanity


      Is thinking that of those all


      Through space at my disposal,


      Man’s shape must needs resemble


      Mine, that makes zodiacs tremble!

    


    
      ‘Continuing where we started:—


      As for my aims being thwarted,


      Wherefore I feel fainthearted,


      Aimless am I, revealing


      No heart-scope for faint feeling.


      —But thy mistake I’ll pardon,


      And, as Adam’s mentioned to me,


      (Though in timeless truth there never


      Was a man like him whatever),


      I’ll meet thee in thy garden,


      As I did not him, beshrew me!


      In the sun of so-called daytime—


      Say, just about the Maytime


      Of my next, or next, Creation?


      (I love procrastination,


      To use the words in thy sense,


      Which have no hold on my sense)


      Or at any future stray-time.—


      One of thy representatives


      In some later incarnation


      I mean, of course, well knowing


      Thy present conformation


      But a unit of my tentatives,


      Whereof such heaps lie blowing


      As dust, where thou art going;


      Yea, passed to where suns glow not,


      Begrieved of those that go not,


      (Though what grief is, I know not).

    


    
      ‘Perhaps I may inform thee,


      In case I should alarm thee,


      That no dramatic stories


      Like ancient ones whose core is


      A mass of superstition


      And monkish imposition


      Will mark my explanation


      Of the world’s sore situation


      (As thou tell’st), with woes that shatter;


      Though from former aions to latter


      To me ’tis malleable matter


      For treatment scientific


      More than sensitive and specific—


      Stuff without moral features,


      Which I’ve no sense of ever,


      Or of ethical endeavour,


      Or of justice to Earth’s creatures,


      Or how Right from Wrong to sever:


      ‘Let these be as men learn such;


      For me, I don’t discern such,


      And—real enough I daresay—


      I know them but by hearsay


      As something Time hath rendered


      Out of substance I engendered,


      Time, too, being a condition


      Beyond my recognition.


      —I would add that, while unknowing


      Of this justice earthward owing,


      Nor explanation offering


      Of what is meant by suffering,


      Thereof I’m not a spurner,


      Or averse to be a learner.

    


    
      ‘To return from wordy wandering


      To the question we are pondering;


      Though, viewing the world in my mode,


      I fail to see it in thy mode


      As “unfulfilled intention”,


      Which is past my comprehension


      Being unconscious in my doings


      So largely, (whence thy rueings);—


      Aye, to human tribes nor kindlessness


      Nor love I’ve given, but mindlessness,


      Which state, though far from ending,


      May nevertheless be mending.

    


    
      ‘However, I’ll advise him—


      Him thy scion, who will walk here


      When Death hath dumbed thy talk here—


      In phrase that may surprise him,


      What thing it was befel me,


      (A thing that my confessing


      Lack of forethought helps thy guessing),


      And acted to compel me


      By that purposeless propension


      Which is mine, and not intention,


      Along lines of least resistance,


      Or, in brief, unsensed persistence,


      That saddens thy existence


      To think my so-called scheming


      Not that of my first dreaming.’

    


    1920 and 1926


    ♣


    A Question of Marriage


    
      ‘I yield you my whole heart, Countess,’ said he;


      ‘Come, Dear, and be queen of my studio.’


      ‘No, sculptor. You’re merely my friend,’ said she:


      ‘We dine our artists; but marry them—no.’

    


    
      ‘Be it thus,’ he replied. And his love, so strong,


      He subdued as a stoic should. Anon


      He wived some damsel who’d loved him long,


      Of lineage noteless; and chiselled on.

    


    
      And a score years passed. As a master-mind


      The world made much of his marching fame,


      And his wife’s little charms, with his own entwined,


      Won day after day increased acclaim.

    


    
      The countess-widow had closed with a mate


      In rank and wealth of her own degree,


      And they moved among the obscurely great


      Of an order that had no novelty.

    


    
      And oldening—neither with blame nor praise—


      Their stately lives begot no stir,


      And she saw that when death should efface her days


      All men would abandon thought of her;

    


    
      And said to herself full gloomily:


      ‘Far better for me had it been to shine


      The wench of a genius such as he


      Than rust as the wife of a spouse like mine!’

    


    ♣


    The Letter’s Triumph


    (A Fancy)


    
      Yes: I perceive it’s to your Love


      You are bent on sending me. That this is so


      Your words and phrases prove!

    


    
      And now I am folded, and start to go,


      Where you, my writer, have no leave to come:


      My entry none will know!

    


    
      And I shall catch her eye, and dumb


      She’ll keep, should my unnoised arrival be


      Hoped for, or troublesome.

    


    
      My face she’ll notice readily:


      And, whether she care to meet you, or care not,


      She will perforce meet me;

    


    
      Take me to closet or garden-plot


      And, blushing or pouting, bend her eyes quite near,


      Moved much, or never a jot.

    


    
      And while you wait in hope and fear,


      Far from her cheeks and lips, snug I shall stay


      In close communion there,

    


    
      And hear her heart-beats, things she may say,


      As near her naked fingers, sleeve, or glove


      I lie—ha-ha!—all day.

    


    ♣


    A Forgotten Miniature


    
      There you are in the dark,


      Deep in a box


      Nobody ever unlocks,


      Or even turns to mark;


      —Out of mind stark.

    


    
      Yet there you have not been worsed


      Like your sitter


      By Time, the Fair’s hard-hitter;


      Your beauties, undispersed,


      Glow as at first.

    


    
      Shut in your case for years,


      Never an eye


      Of the many passing nigh,


      Fixed on their own affairs,


      Thinks what it nears!

    


    
      —While you have lain in gloom,


      A form forgot,


      Your reign remembered not,


      Much life has come to bloom


      Within this room.

    


    
      Yea, in Time’s cyclic sweep


      Unrest has ranged:


      Women and men have changed:


      Some you knew slumber deep;


      Some wait for sleep.

    


    ♣


    Whispered at the Church-Opening


    
      In the bran-new pulpit the bishop stands,


      And gives out his text, as his gaze expands


      To the people, the aisles, the roof’s new frame,


      And the arches, and ashlar with coloured bands.

    


    
      ‘Why—he’s the man,’ says one, ‘who came


      To preach in my boyhood—a fashion then—


      In a series of sermons to working-men


      On week-day evenings, a novelty


      Which brought better folk to hear and see.


      They preached each one each week, by request:


      Some were eloquent speakers, among the best


      Of the lot being this, as all confessed.’

    


    
      ‘I remember now. And reflection brings


      Back one in especial, sincerest of all;


      Whose words, though unpicked, gave the essence of things;—


      And where is he now, whom I well recall?’

    


    
      ‘Oh, he’d no touches of tactic skill:


      His mind ran on charity and good will:


      He’s but as he was, a vicar still.’

    


    ♣


    In Weatherbury Stocks


    (1850)


    
      ‘I sit here in these stocks,


      And Saint-Mary’s moans eleven;


      The sky is dark and cold:


      I would I were in heaven!

    


    
      ‘What footsteps do I hear?


      Ah, you do not forget,


      My Sophy! O, my dear,


      We may be happy yet!

    


    
      ‘But —. Mother, is’t your voice?


      You who have come to me?—


      It did not cross my thought:


      I was thinking it was she.’

    


    
      ‘She! Foolish simple son!


      She says: “I’ve finished quite


      With him or any one


      Put in the stocks to-night.”

    


    
      ‘She’s gone to Blooms-End dance,


      And will not come back yet:


      Her new man sees his chance,


      And is teaching her to forget.

    


    
      ‘Jim, think no other woman


      To such a fellow is true


      But the mother you have grieved so,


      Or cares for one like you!’

    


    ♣


    A Placid Man’s Epitaph


    
      As for my life, I’ve led it


      With fair content and credit:


      It said: ‘Take this.’ I took it.


      Said: ‘Leave.’ And I forsook it.


      If I had done without it


      None would have cared about it,


      Or said: ‘One has refused it


      Who might have meetly used it.’

    


    1925


    ♣


    The New Boots


    
      ‘They are his new boots,’ she pursued;


      ‘They have not been worn at all:


      They stay there hung on the wall,


      And are getting as stiff as wood.


      He bought them for the wet weather,


      And they are of waterproof leather.’

    


    
      ‘Why does her husband,’ said I,


      ‘Never wear those boots bought new?’


      To a neighbour of hers I knew;


      Who answered: ‘Ah, those boots. Aye,


      He bought them to wear whenever


      It rained. But there they hang ever.

    


    
      ‘ “Yes,” he laughed, as he hung them up,


      “I’ve got them at last—a pair


      I can walk in anywhere


      Through rain and slush and slop.


      For many a year I’ve been haunted


      By thoughts of how much they were wanted.”

    


    
      ‘And she’s not touched them or tried


      To remove them…. Anyhow,


      As you see them hanging now


      They have hung ever since he died


      The day after gaily declaring:


      “Ha-ha! Now for wet wayfaring.


      They’re just the chaps for my wearing!” ’

    


    ♣


    The Musing Maiden


    
      ‘Why so often, silent one,


      Do you steal away alone?’


      Starting, half she turned her head,


      And guiltily she said:—

    


    
      ‘When the vane points to his far town


      I go upon the hog-backed down,


      And think the breeze that stroked his lip


      Over my own may slip.

    


    
      ‘When he walks at close of day


      I ramble on the white highway,


      And think it reaches to his feet:


      A meditation sweet!

    


    
      ‘When coasters hence to London sail


      I watch their puffed wings waning pale;


      His window opens near the quay;


      Their coming he can see.

    


    
      ‘I go to meet the moon at night;


      To mark the moon was our delight;


      Up there our eyesights touch at will


      If such he practise still.’

    


    W.P.V.


    October 1866 (recopied)


    ♣


    Lorna the Second


    
      Lorna! Yes, you are sweet,


      But you are not your mother,


      Lorna the First, frank, feat,


      Never such another!—


      Love of her could smother


      Griefs by day or night;


      Nor could any other,


      Lorna, dear and bright,


      Ever so well adorn a


      Mansion, coach, or cot,


      Or so make men scorn a


      Rival in their sight;


      Even you could not!


      Hence I have to mourn a


      Loss ere you were born; aLorna!

    


    ♣


    A Daughter Returns


    
      I like not that dainty-cut raiment, those earrings of pearl,


      I like not the light in that eye;


      I like not the note of that voice. Never so was the girl


      Who a year ago bade me good-bye!

    


    
      Hadst but come bare and moneyless, worn in the vamp, weather-gray,


      But innocent still as before,


      How warmly I’d lodged thee! But sport thy new gains far away;


      I pray thee now—come here no more!

    


    
      And yet I’ll not try to blot out every memory of thee;


      I’ll think of thee—yes, now and then:


      One who’s watched thee since Time called thee out o’ thy mother and me


      Must think of thee; aye, I know when! …

    


    
      When the cold sneer of dawn follows night-shadows black as a hearse,


      And the rain filters down the fruit tree,


      And the tempest mouths into the flue-top a word like a curse,


      Then, then I shall think, think of thee!

    


    17 December 1901


    ♣


    The Third Kissing-Gate


    
      She foots it forward down the town,


      Then leaves the lamps behind,


      And trots along the eastern road


      Where elms stand double-lined.

    


    
      She clacks the first dim kissing-gate


      Beneath the storm-strained trees,


      And passes to the second mead


      That fringes Mellstock Leaze.

    


    
      She swings the second kissing-gate


      Next the gray garden-wall,


      And sees the third mead stretching down


      Towards the waterfall.

    


    
      And now the third-placed kissing-gate


      Her silent shadow nears,


      And touches with; when suddenly


      Her person disappears.

    


    
      What chanced by that third kissing-gate


      When the hushed mead grew dun?


      Lo—two dark figures clasped and closed


      As if they were but one.

    


    ♣


    Drinking Song


    
      Once on a time when thought began


      Lived Thales: he


      Was said to see


      Vast truths that mortals seldom can;


      It seems without


      A moment’s doubt


      That everything was made for man.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress


      That thoughts so great should now be less!

    


    
      Earth mid the sky stood firm and flat,


      He held, till came


      A sage by name


      Copernicus, and righted that.


      We trod, he told,


      A globe that rolled


      Around a sun it warmed it at.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      But still we held, as Time flew by


      And wit increased,


      Ours was, at least,


      The only world whose rank was high:


      Till rumours flew


      From folk who knew


      Of globes galore about the sky.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      And that this earth, our one estate,


      Was no prime ball,


      The best of all,


      But common, mean; indeed, tenth-rate:


      And men, so proud,


      A feeble crowd,


      Unworthy any special fate.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      Then rose one Hume, who could not see,


      If earth were such,


      Required were much


      To prove no miracles could be:


      ‘Better believe


      The eyes deceive


      Than that God’s clockwork jolts,’ said he.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      Next this strange message Darwin brings,


      (Though saying his say


      In a quiet way);


      We all are one with creeping things;


      And apes and men


      Blood-brethren,


      And likewise reptile forms with stings.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      And when this philosoph had done


      Came Doctor Cheyne:


      Speaking plain he


      Proved no virgin bore a son.


      ‘Such tale, indeed,


      Helps not our creed,’


      He said. ‘A tale long known to none.’

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      And now comes Einstein with a notion—


      Not yet quite clear


      To many here—


      That’s there’s no time, no space, no motion,


      Nor rathe nor late,


      Nor square nor straight,


      But just a sort of bending-ocean.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress;


      ’Tis only one great thought the less!

    


    
      So here we are, in piteous case:


      Like butterflies


      Of many dyes


      Upon an Alpine glacier’s face:


      To fly and cower


      In some warm bower


      Our chief concern in such a place.

    


    
      Chorus


      Fill full your cups: feel no distress


      At all our great thoughts shrinking less:


      We’ll do a good deed nevertheless!

    


    ♣


    The Tarrying Bridegroom


    
      Wildly bound the bells this morning


      For the glad solemnity;


      People are adorning


      Chancel and canopy;


      But amid the peal a warning


      Under-echo calls to me.

    


    
      Where the lane divides the pasture


      Long I watch each bend and stone,


      Why not now as last year,


      When he sought me—lone?


      Come, O come, and see, and cast here


      Light and love on one your own!

    


    
      How it used to draw him to me,


      When I piped a pretty tune;


      Yes, when first he knew me


      In my pink shalloon:


      Little I guessed ’twould so undo me


      Lacking him this summer noon!

    


    ♣


    The Destined Pair


    
      Two beings were drifting


      Each one to the other:


      No moment’s veil-lifting


      Or hint from another


      Led either to weet


      That the tracks of their feet


      Were arcs that would meet.

    


    
      One moved in a city,


      And one in a village,


      Where many a ditty


      He tongued when at tillage


      On dreams of a dim


      Figure fancy would limn


      That was viewless to him.

    


    
      Would Fate have been kinder


      To keep night between them?—


      Had he failed to find her


      And time never seen them


      Unite; so that, caught


      In no burning love-thought,


      She had faded unsought?


      

    


    ♣


    A Musical Incident


    
      When I see the room it hurts me


      As with a pricking blade,


      Those women being the memoried reason why my cheer deserts me.—


      ’Twas thus. One of them played


      To please her friend, not knowing


      That friend was speedily growing,


      Behind the player’s chair,


      Somnolent, unaware


      Of any music there.

    


    
      I saw it, and it distressed me,


      For I had begun to think


      I loved the drowsy listener, when this arose to test me


      And tug me from love’s brink.


      ‘Beautiful!’ said she, waking


      As the music ceased. ‘Heart-aching!’


      Though never a note she’d heard


      To judge of as averred—


      Save that of the very last word.

    


    
      All would have faded in me,


      But that the sleeper brought


      News a week thence that her friend was dead. It stirred within me


      Sense of injustice wrought


      That dead player’s poor intent—


      So heartily, kindly meant—


      As blandly added the sigher:


      ‘How glad I am I was nigh her,


      To hear her last tune!’—‘Liar!’


      I lipped.—This gave love pause,


      And killed it, such as it was.

    


    ♣


    June Leaves and Autumn


    I


    
      Lush summer lit the trees to green;


      But in the ditch hard by


      Lay dying boughs some hand unseen


      Had lopped when first with festal mien


      They matched their mates on high.


      It seemed a melancholy fate


      That leaves but brought to birth so late


      Should rust there, red and numb,


      In quickened fall, while all their race


      Still joyed aloft in pride of place


      With store of days to come.

    


    II


    
      At autumn-end I fared that way,


      And traced those boughs fore-hewn


      Whose leaves, awaiting their decay


      In slowly browning shades, still lay


      Where they had lain in June


      And now, no less embrowned and curst


      Than if they had fallen with the first,


      Nor known a morning more,


      Lay there alongside, dun and sere,


      Those that at my last wandering here


      Had length of days in store.

    


    19 November 1898


    ♣


    No Bell-Ringing


    A Ballad of Durnover


    
      The little boy legged on through the dark,


      To hear the New-Year’s ringing:


      The three-mile road was empty, stark,


      No sound or echo bringing.

    


    
      When he got to the tall church tower


      Standing upon the hill,


      Although it was hard on the midnight hour


      The place was, as elsewhere, still;

    


    
      Except that the flag-staff rope, betossed


      By blasts from the nor’-east,


      Like a dead man’s bones on a gibbet-post


      Tugged as to be released.

    


    
      ‘Why is there no ringing to-night?’


      Said the boy to a moveless one


      On a tombstone where the moon struck white;


      But he got answer none.

    


    
      ‘No ringing in of New Year’s Day.’


      He mused as he dragged back home;


      And wondered till his head was gray


      Why the bells that night were dumb.

    


    
      And often thought of the snowy shape


      That sat on the moonlit stone,


      Nor spoke nor moved, and in mien and drape


      Seemed like a sprite thereon.

    


    
      And then he met one left of the band


      That had treble-bobbed when young,


      And said: ‘I never could understand


      Why, that night, no bells rung.’

    


    
      ‘True. There’d not happened such a thing


      For half a century; aye,


      And never I’ve told why they did not ring


      From that time till to-day….

    


    
      ‘Through the week in bliss at The Hit or Miss 1


      We had drunk—not a penny left;


      What then we did—well, now ’tis hid,—


      But better we’d stooped to theft!

    


    
      ‘Yet, since none other remains who can,


      And few more years are mine,


      I may tell you,’ said the cramped old man.


      ‘We—swilled the Sacrament-wine.

    


    
      ‘Then each set-to with the strength of two,


      Every man to his bell;


      But something was wrong we found ere long


      Though what, we could not tell.

    


    
      ‘We pulled till the sweat-drops fell around,


      As we’d never pulled before,


      An hour by the clock, but not one sound


      Came down through the bell-loft floor.

    


    
      ‘On the morrow all folk of the same thing spoke,


      They had stood at the midnight time


      On their doorsteps near with a listening ear,


      But there reached them never a chime.

    


    
      ‘We then could read the dye of our deed,


      And we knew we were accurst;


      But we broke to none the thing we had done,


      And since then never durst.’

    


    1 An old tavern now demolished. The full legend over the door ran, ‘Hit or Miss: Luck’s All!’


    
      ♣


      I Looked Back

    


    
      I looked back as I left the house,


      And, past the chimneys and neighbour tree,


      The moon upsidled through the boughs:—


      I thought: ‘I shall a last time see


      This picture; when will that time be?’

    


    
      I paused amid the laugh-loud feast,


      And selfward said: ‘I am sitting where,


      Some night, when ancient songs have ceased,


      “Now is the last time I shall share


      Such cheer,” will be the thought I bear.’

    


    
      An eye-sweep back at a look-out corner


      Upon a hill, as forenight wore,


      Stirred me to think: ‘Ought I to warn her


      That, though I come here times three-score,


      One day ’twill be I come no more?’

    


    
      Anon I reasoned there had been,


      Ere quite forsaken was each spot,


      Bygones whereon I’d lastly seen


      That house, that feast, that maid forgot;


      But when?—Ah, I remembered not!

    


    ♣


    The Aged Newspaper Soliloquizes


    
      Yes; yes; I am old. In me appears


      The history of a hundred years;


      Empires’, kings’, captives’, births and deaths,


      Strange faiths, and fleeting shibboleths.


      —Tragedy, comedy, throngs my page


      Beyond all mummed on any stage:


      Cold hearts beat hot, hot hearts beat cold,


      And I beat on. Yes; yes; I am old.

    


    ♣


    Christmas: 1924


    
      ‘Peace upon earth!’ was said. We sing it,


      And pay a million priests to bring it.


      After two thousand years of mass


      We’ve got as far as poison-gas.

    


    1924


    ♣


    The Single Witness


    
      ‘Did no one else, then, see them, man,


      Lying among the whin?


      Did no one else, behold them at all


      Commit this shameless sin,


      But you, in the hollow of the down


      No traveller’s eye takes in?’

    


    
      ‘Nobody else, my noble lord,


      Saw them together there—


      Your young son’s tutor and she. I made


      A short cut from the fair,


      And lit on them. I’ve said no word


      About it anywhere.’

    


    
      ‘Good…. Now, you see my father’s sword,


      Hanging up in your view;


      No hand has swung it since he came


      Home after Waterloo.


      I’ll show it you…. There is the sword:


      And this is what I’ll do.’

    


    
      He ran the other through the breast,


      Ere he could plead or cry.


      ‘It is a dire necessity,


      But—since no one was nigh


      Save you and they, my historied name


      Must not be smirched thereby.’

    


    ♣


    How She Went to Ireland


    
      Dora’s gone to Ireland


      Through the sleet and snow;


      Promptly she has gone there


      In a ship, although


      Why she’s gone to Ireland


      Dora does not know.

    


    
      That was where, yea, Ireland,


      Dora wished to be:


      When she felt, in lone times,


      Shoots of misery,


      Often there, in Ireland,


      Dora wished to be.

    


    
      Hence she’s gone to Ireland,


      Since she meant to go,


      Through the drift and darkness


      Onward labouring, though


      That she’s gone to Ireland


      Dora does not know.

    


    ♣


    Dead ‘Wessex’ the Dog to the Household


    
      Do you think of me at all,


      Wistful ones?


      Do you think of me at all


      As if nigh?


      Do you think of me at all


      At the creep of evenfall,


      Or when the sky-birds call


      As they fly?

    


    
      Do you look for me at times,


      Wistful ones?


      Do you look for me at times


      Strained and still?


      Do you look for me at times,


      When the hour for walking chimes,


      On that grassy path that climbs


      Up the hill?

    


    
      You may hear a jump or trot,


      Wistful ones,


      You may hear a jump or trot—


      Mine, as ’twere—


      You may hear a jump or trot


      On the stair or path or plot;


      But I shall cause it not,


      Be not there.

    


    
      Should you call as when I knew you,


      Wistful ones,


      Should you call as when I knew you,


      Shared your home;


      Should you call as when I knew you,


      I shall not turn to view you,


      I shall not listen to you,


      Shall not come.

    


    ♣


    The Woman Who Went East


    
      ‘Where is that woman of the west,


      Good Sir, once friends with me,


      In rays of her own rareness drest,


      And fired by sunset from the sea?


      Yes, she—once friends with me.’

    


    
      ‘—She went to sojourn in the east,


      O stranger Dame, one day;


      Her own west land she reckoned least


      Of all lands, with its weird old way,


      So left it, Dame, one day:

    


    
      ‘Doubtless they prized her marvellous mould


      At its right worth elsewhere,


      Yea, Dame, and kept her shrined in gold,


      So speaking, as one past compare;


      Aye, prized her worth elsewhere!’

    


    
      —‘Must, must I then a story tell,


      Old native, here to you,


      Of peradventures that befel


      Her eastward—shape it as ’twere new,


      Old native, here to you?

    


    
      ‘O unforgotten day long back,


      When, wilful, east she sped


      From you with her new Love. Alack,


      Her lips would still be ripe and red


      Had she not eastward sped!

    


    
      ‘For know, old lover, dull of eyes,


      That woman, I am she:


      This skeleton that Time so tries


      Your rose of rareness used to be;


      Yes, sweetheart, I am she.’

    


    ♣


    Not Known


    
      They know the wilings of the world,


      The latest flippancy;


      They know each jest at hazard hurled,


      But know not me.

    


    
      They know a phasm they name as me,


      In whom I should not find


      A single self-held quality


      Of body or mind.

    


    ♣


    The Boy’s Dream


    
      Provincial town-boy he,—frail, lame,


      His face a waning lily-white,


      A court the home of his wry, wrenched frame,


      Where noontide shed no warmth or light.

    


    
      Over his temples—flat, and wan,


      Where bluest veins were patterned keen,


      The skin appeared so thinly drawn


      The skull beneath was almost seen.

    


    
      Always a wishful, absent look


      Expressed it in his face and eye;


      At the strong shape this longing took


      One guessed what wish must underlie.

    


    
      But no. That wish was not for strength,


      For other boys’ agility,


      To race with ease the field’s far length,


      Now hopped across so painfully.

    


    
      He minded not his lameness much,


      To shine at feats he did not long,


      Nor to be best at goal and touch,


      Nor at assaults to stand up strong.

    


    
      But sometimes he would let be known


      What the wish was:—to have, next spring,


      A real green linnet—his very own—


      Like that one he had late heard sing.

    


    
      And as he breathed the cherished dream


      To those whose secrecy was sworn,


      His face was beautified by the theme,


      And wore the radiance of the morn.

    


    ♣


    The Gap in the White


    (178–)


    
      Something had cracked in her mouth as she slept,


      Having danced with the Prince long, and sipped his gold tass;


      And she woke in alarm, and quick, breathlessly, leapt


      Out of bed to the glass.

    


    
      And there, in the blue dawn, her mouth now displayed


      To her woe, in the white


      Level line of her teeth, a black gap she had made


      In a dream’s nervous bite.

    


    
      ‘O how can I meet him to-morrow!’ she said.


      ‘I’d won him—yes, yes! Now, alas, he is lost!’


      (That age knew no remedy.) Duly her dread


      Proved the truth, to her cost.

    


    
      And if you could go and examine her grave


      You’d find the gap there,


      But not understand, now that science can save,


      Her unbounded despair.

    


    ♣


    Family Portraits


    
      Three picture-drawn people stepped out of their frames—


      The blast, how it blew!


      And the white-shrouded candles flapped smoke-headed flames;


      —Three picture-drawn people came down from their frames,


      And dumbly in lippings they told me their names,


      Full well though I knew.

    


    
      The first was a maiden of mild wistful tone,


      Gone silent for years,


      The next a dark woman in former time known;


      But the first one, the maiden of mild wistful tone,


      So wondering, unpractised, so vague and alone,


      Nigh moved me to tears.

    


    
      The third was a sad man—a man of much gloom;


      And before me they passed


      In the shade of the night, at the back of the room,


      The dark and fair woman, the man of much gloom,


      Three persons, in far-off years forceful, but whom


      Death now fettered fast.

    


    
      They set about acting some drama, obscure,


      The women and he,


      With puppet-like movements of mute strange allure;


      Yea, set about acting some drama, obscure,


      Till I saw ’twas their own lifetime’s tragic amour,


      Whose course begot me;

    


    
      Yea—a mystery, ancestral, long hid from my reach


      In the perished years past,


      That had mounted to dark doings each against each


      In those ancestors’ days, and long hid from my reach;


      Which their restless enghostings, it seemed, were to teach


      Me in full, at this last.

    


    
      But fear fell upon me like frost, of some hurt


      If they entered anew


      On the orbits they smartly had swept when expert


      In the law-lacking passions of life,—of some hurt


      To their souls—and thus mine—which I fain would avert;


      So, in sweat cold as dew,

    


    
      ‘Why wake up all this?’ I cried out. ‘Now, so late!


      Let old ghosts be laid!’


      And they stiffened, drew back to their frames and numb state,


      Gibbering: ‘Thus are your own ways to shape, know too late!’


      Then I grieved that I’d not had the courage to wait


      And see the play played.

    


    
      I have grieved ever since: to have balked future pain,


      My blood’s tendance foreknown,


      Had been triumph. Nights long stretched awake I have lain


      Perplexed in endeavours to balk future pain


      By uncovering the drift of their drama. In vain,


      Though therein lay my own.

    


    ♣


    The Catching Ballet of the Wedding Clothes


    (Temp. Guliel. IV)


    
      ‘A gentleman’s coming


      To court me, they say;


      The ringers are told,


      And the band is to play.


      O why should he do it


      Now poor Jack’s away?


      I surely shall rue it:


      Come, white witch, and say!’

    


    
      ‘The gentleman’s coming


      To marry you, dear;


      They tell at the turnpikes


      That he has been here!


      He rode here in secret,


      To gain eye of you:—


      Throw over the sailor,


      Is what I should do!’

    


    
      ‘I will not throw over


      Poor Jack: no, indeed,


      For a new unknown lover


      Who loves at such speed,


      And writes to the ringers,


      And orders the band,


      As if I could only


      Obey his command!

    


    
      ‘La! now here is something


      Close packed in a box,


      And strapped up and corded,


      And held with two locks!’


      ‘Dear, that’s from him, surely,


      As we may suppose?


      Ay, through the chink shining


      I spy wedding clothes!’

    


    
      ‘Yes—here’s a drawn bonnet,


      And tortoiseshell combs,


      And a silk gown, silk stockings,


      And scents of rare blooms;


      And shoes, too, of satin,


      Quite past all my pride:


      O, how will it end, witch;


      I can’t be his bride!’

    


    
      ‘Don’t waste you in weeping:


      Not worth it is man!


      Beshrew me, my deary,


      I’ve shaped a new plan.


      Wear the clothes of the rich one,


      Since he will not see,


      But marry the poor one


      You love faithfully.’

    


    
      ‘Here’s a last packet…. Never!


      It knocks me to bits—


      The ring! “Just to try on,


      To see if it fits.”


      O I cannot!’


      … But Jack said,


      Quite cool, when he came,


      ‘Well, it will save money,


      And be just the same.’

    


    
      The marriage took place,


      Yes; as vowed, she was true


      To her dear sailor Jack


      Ere the gentleman knew;


      But she wore the rich clothing,


      Much joyed at such guise,


      Yet fearing and trembling


      With tears in her eyes.

    


    
      And at midnight, between her


      And him she had wed,


      The gentleman’s figure


      Arose up and said:


      ‘My too-cruel darling,


      In spite of your oaths,


      You have married the man


      Of the ring and the clothes!’

    


    
      Thence on, would confront her,


      When sleep had grown slack,


      His face on the pillow


      Between her and Jack;


      And he nightly kept whispering:


      ‘You surely must see,


      Though your tongue-tip took him, Love,


      Your body took me.’

    


    
      Till she sighed: ‘Yes, my word,


      It must be confessed o’ me,


      Jack has; but this man


      Can claim all the rest o’ me!


      And off to go with him


      Bewitched am I now:


      I’d fain not be two men’s,


      And won’t, anyhow!’

    


    
      So she pleaded and pleaded


      From daybreak till dark,


      Converting the parish


      (Save parson and clerk).


      She then wrote to Jack thus:


      ‘I’m torn with mind-strife:


      She who wears a man’s bride-clothes


      Must be the man’s wife!’

    


    
      And still she kept plaining,


      Till Jack he wrote: ‘Aye!’


      And the villagers gathered,


      And, on a fixed day,


      They went out alertly


      And stood in a row,


      Quite blithe with excitement


      To see John’s wife go.

    


    
      Some were facing her dwelling,


      And some on the bridge,


      And some at the corner,


      And some by the ridge.


      With a nod and a word


      The coach stopped at her door,


      And she upped like a bird,


      And they saw her no more.

    


    
      ’Twas told that, years after,


      When autumn winds wave,


      A wealthy old lady


      Stood long at Jack’s grave,


      The while her coach waited:—


      She mused there; and then


      She stepped in, and never


      Came thither again.

    


    1919


    ♣


    A Winsome Woman


    (Song)


    
      There’s no winsome woman so winsome as she;


      Some are flower-like in mouth,


      Some have fire in the eyes,


      Some feed a soul’s drouth


      Trilling words music-wise;


      But where are these gifts all in one found to be


      Save in her known to me?

    


    
      What her thoughts are I read not, but this much I know,


      That she, too, will pass


      From the sun and the air


      To her cave under grass;


      And the world will declare,


      ‘No such woman as his passioned utterances show


      Walked this planet, we trow!’

    


    ♣


    The Ballad of Love’s Skeleton


    (179–)


    
      ‘Come, let’s to Culliford Hill and Wood,


      And watch the squirrels climb,


      And look in sunny places there


      For shepherds’ thyme.’

    


    
      —‘Can I have heart for Culliford Wood,


      And hill and bank and tree,


      Who know and ponder over all


      Things done by me!’

    


    
      —‘Then Dear, don hat, and come along:


      We’ll strut the Royal strand;


      King George has just arrived, his Court,


      His guards, and band.’

    


    
      —‘You are a Baron of the King’s Court


      From Hanover lately come,


      And can forget in song and dance


      What chills me numb.

    


    
      ‘Well be the royal scenes for you,


      And band beyond compare,


      But how is she who hates her crime


      To frolic there?

    


    
      ‘O why did you so urge and say


      ’Twould soil your noble name!—


      I should have prized a little child,


      And faced the shame.

    


    
      ‘I see the child—that should have been,


      But was not, born alive;


      With such a deed in a woman’s life


      A year seems five.

    


    
      ‘I asked not for the wifely rank,


      Nor maiden honour saved;


      To call a nestling thing my own


      Was all I craved.

    


    
      ‘For what’s the hurt of shame to one


      Of no more note than me?


      Can littlest life beneath the sun


      More littled be?’

    


    
      —‘Nay, never grieve. The day is bright,


      Just as it was ere then:


      In the Assembly Rooms to-night


      Let’s joy again!

    


    
      ‘The new Quick-Step is the sweetest dance


      For lively toes and heels;


      And when we tire of that we’ll prance


      Bewitching reels.

    


    
      ‘Dear, never grieve! As once we whirled


      So let us whirl to-night,


      Forgetting all things save ourselves


      Till dawning light.

    


    
      ‘The King and Queen, Princesses three,


      Have promised to meet there


      The mayor and townsfolk. I’ve my card


      And One to spare.

    


    
      ‘The Court will dance at the upper end;


      Only a cord between


      Them and the burgher-throng below;


      A brilliant scene!’

    


    
      —‘I’ll go. You’ve still my heart in thrall:


      Save you, all’s dark to me.


      And God knows what, when love is all,


      The end will be!’

    


    ♣


    A Private Man on Public Men


    
      When my contemporaries were driving


      Their coach through Life with strain and striving,


      And raking riches into heaps,


      And ably pleading in the Courts


      With smart rejoinders and retorts,


      Or where the Senate nightly keeps


      Its vigils, till their fames were fanned


      By rumour’s tongue throughout the land,


      I lived in quiet, screened, unknown,


      Pondering upon some stick or stone,


      Or news of some rare book or bird


      Latterly bought, or seen, or heard,


      Not wishing ever to set eyes on


      The surging crowd beyond the horizon,


      Tasting years of moderate gladness


      Mellowed by sundry days of sadness,


      Shut from the noise of the world without,


      Hearing but dimly its rush and rout,


      Unenvying those amid its roar,


      Little endowed, not wanting more.

    


    ♣


    Christmas in the Elgin Room


    British Museum: Early Last Century


    
      ‘What is the noise that shakes the night,


      And seems to soar to the Pole-star height?’


      —‘Christmas bells,


      The watchman tells


      Who walks this hall that blears us captives with its blight.’

    


    
      ‘And what, then, mean such clangs, so clear?’


      ‘—’Tis said to have been a day of cheer,


      And source of grace


      To the human race


      Long ere their woven sails winged us to exile here.

    


    
      ‘We are those whom Christmas overthrew


      Some centuries after Pheidias knew


      How to shape us


      And bedrape us


      And to set us in Athena’s temple for men’s view.

    


    
      ‘O it is sad now we are sold—


      We gods! for Borean people’s gold,


      And brought to the gloom


      Of this gaunt room


      Which sunlight shuns, and sweet Aurore but enters cold.

    


    
      ‘For all these bells, would I were still


      Radiant as on Athenai’s Hill.’


      —‘And I, and I!’


      The others sigh,


      ‘Before this Christ was known, and we had men’s good will.’

    


    
      Thereat old Helios could but nod,


      Throbbed, too, the Ilissus River-god,


      And the torsos there


      Of deities fair,


      Whose limbs were shards beneath some Acropolitan clod:

    


    
      Demeter too, Poseidon hoar,


      Persephone, and many more


      Of Zeus’ high breed,—


      All loth to heed


      What the bells sang that night which shook them to the core.

    


    1905 and 1926


    ♣


    We Are Getting to the End


    
      We are getting to the end of visioning


      The impossible within this universe,


      Such as that better whiles may follow worse,


      And that our race may mend by reasoning.

    


    
      We know that even as larks in cages sing


      Unthoughtful of deliverance from the curse


      That holds them lifelong in a latticed hearse,


      We ply spasmodically our pleasuring.

    


    
      And that when nations set them to lay waste


      Their neighbours’ heritage by foot and horse,


      And hack their pleasant plains in festering seams,


      They may again,—not warely, or from taste,


      But tickled mad by some demonic force.—


      Yes. We are getting to the end of dreams!

    


    ♣


    He Resolves to Say No More


    
      O my soul, keep the rest unknown!


      It is too like a sound of moan


      When the charnel-eyed


      Pale Horse has nighed:


      Yea, none shall gather what I hide!

    


    
      Why load men’s minds with more to bear


      That bear already ails to spare?


      From now alway


      Till my last day


      What I discern I will not say.

    


    
      Let Time roll backward if it will;


      (Magians who drive the midnight quill


      With brain aglow


      Can see it so,)


      What I have learnt no man shall know.

    


    
      And if my vision range beyond


      The blinkered sight of souls in bond,


      —By truth made free—


      I’ll let all be,


      And show to no man what I see.

    

  


  ♣
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    Domicilium


    
      It faces west, and round the back and sides


      High beeches, bending, hang a veil of boughs,


      And sweep against the roof. Wild honeysucks


      Climb on the walls, and seem to sprout a wish


      (If we may fancy wish of trees and plants)


      To overtop the apple-trees hard by.

    


    
      Red roses, lilacs, variegated box


      Are there in plenty, and such hardy flowers


      As flourish best untrained. Adjoining these


      Are herbs and esculents; and farther still


      A field; then cottages with trees, and last


      The distant hills and sky.

    


    
      Behind, the scene is wilder. Heath and furze


      Are everything that seems to grow and thrive


      Upon the uneven ground. A stunted thorn


      Stands here and there, indeed; and from a pit


      An oak uprises, springing from a seed


      Dropped by some bird a hundred years ago.

    


    
      In days bygone—


      Long gone—my father’s mother, who is now


      Blest with the blest, would take me out to walk.


      At such a time I once inquired of her


      How looked the spot when first she settled here.


      The answer I remember. ‘Fifty years


      Have passed since then, my child, and change has marked


      The face of all things. Yonder garden-plots


      And orchards were uncultivated slopes


      O’ergrown with bramble bushes, furze and thorn:


      That road a narrow path shut in by ferns,


      Which, almost trees, obscured the passer-by.

    


    
      ‘Our house stood quite alone, and those tall firs


      And beeches were not planted. Snakes and efts


      Swarmed in the summer days, and nightly bats


      Would fly about our bedrooms. Heathcroppers


      Lived on the hills, and were our only friends;


      So wild it was when first we settled here.’

    


    ♣


    When Wearily We Shrink Away


    
      When wearily we shrink away


      From comrades forward striving,


      And drop behind where once we strove


      High schemes no more contriving


      Though feeling but chance contact bred


      Their slight concern about us,


      Still seems it sad they all whirl on


      Nor think they whirl without us.

    


    
      When worn by fondness unrepaid,


      We class all friends together,


      As passage-birds who leave us lone


      At close of summer weather;


      Nor ask or hear of them, and they


      Ne’er ask or hear about us,


      The punishment is hard, to see


      They love so well without us.

    


    
      ’Tis not that, lacking us, they love


      Which touches then most keenly,


      But that, un-noting whom they lack


      They still love on serenely;


      That e’en they fail to note they lack


      Their own old thoughts about us;


      That hardly would they, might they note


      They thus love on without us.

    


    ♣


    The Unplanted Primrose


    
      ‘A pink primrose from the plant he knows


      Let me send him in his far spot,


      From the root I brought to his garden-knot


      When he dwelt herefrom but a little mile;


      A root I had reared at that time of love,


      And of all my stock the best that throve,


      Which he took with so warm a smile.’

    


    
      Such she sang and said, and aflush she sped


      To her Love’s old home hard by


      Ere he left that nook for the wider sky


      Of a southern country unassayed.


      And she crept to the border of early stocks,


      Of pansies, pinks, and hollyhocks,


      Where their vows and the gift were made.

    


    
      ‘It has not bloomed!’ And her glances gloomed


      As she missed the expected hue.


      ‘Yet the rest are in blow the border through;


      Nor is leaf or bud of it evident.


      Ah, can it have died of an over-care


      In its tendance, sprung of his charge to spare


      No pains for its nourishment?’

    


    
      She turned her round from the wrong ones found


      To the seat where a year before


      She had brought it him as the best of her store,


      And lo, on a ledge of the wall she neared,


      Lay its withered skeleton, dry and brown,


      Untouched since there he had laid it down


      When she waved and disappeared.

    


    1865–67 Westbourne Park Villas


    (From old MS.)


    ♣


    To a Bridegroom


    
      Swear to love and cherish her?


      She might moan were beauty’s throne


      Beauty’s sepulchre.

    


    
      Think her not so new as now,


      Staid, with here and there a blur


      On her cheek and brow.

    


    
      Fancy men to change and say,


      ‘No great gods with gifts endow


      This fine-feathered jay.’

    


    
      Should infirmity succeed,


      Who will each and every day


      Rush to his invalid?

    


    
      Think her little fingers rough,


      Tresses thin; her satin brede


      Serest sorriest stuff.

    


    
      Spread a tale that wronged her fame,


      Who’d not feel ‘Of her enough!


      Love is a foolish game?’

    


    
      Grew her love too wild to own,


      Who’d not, with some sense of shame,


      Hide a secret groan?

    


    
      Swear to love and cherish her?


      She might moan were beauty’s throne


      Beauty’s sepulchre.

    


    1866 (abridged)


    ♣


    A Victorian Rehearsal


    
      A single shine broods gloomily


      Where footlight flares are wont to be;


      The stalls are swathed in holland shrouds,


      Imaging lifeless first-night dowds;


      The scene-cloths sway each feeble while


      Like fusty banners in an aisle;


      A daylight arrow shoots down through


      Some inlet, of a steely blue,


      Dappling at minutes the rehearsings,


      Mutterings, crossings, and reversings


      Done by a queer little group dull-dressed,


      As ’twere some children’s game unguessed;


      Town dwellers who affect them clowns,


      Or villains fierce with oaths and frowns;


      Among them being the leading lady,


      Whose private life is whispered shady,


      But who’s to divorce her spouse, they say,


      Adding, ‘it should be the other way;’


      Yet haggarded, in the morning light,


      By too late-houring overnight,


      In frowzed fur jacket, donned in haste,


      A sweetheart not to every taste.

    


    
      So much for what the gossips tell,


      Truly, or liker falsely.—Well,


      Anyhow, here are throbbing natures,


      Arrived to take feigned nomenclatures,


      Unheeding what warm complications


      May issue from new, forced relations,


      Wherein may lie more tragedy


      Than in the play the town’s to see.

    


    ♣


    Thoughts from Sophocles


    (Oed. Col. 1200–1250)


    
      Who would here sojourn for an outstretched spell


      Has senseless promptings, to the thinking gaze,


      Since pain comes nigh and nigher with lengthening days,


      And nothing shows that joy will ever upwell.

    


    
      Death is the remedy that cures at call


      The doubtful jousts of black and white assays.


      What are song, laughter, what the footed maze,


      Beside the good of knowing no birth at all?

    


    
      Gaunt age is as some blank upstanding beak


      Chafed by the billows of a northern shore


      And facing friendless cold calamity


      That strikes upon its features worn and weak


      Where sunshine bird and bloom frequent no more,


      And cowls of cloud wrap the stars’ radiancy.

    


    ♣


    Eunice


    
      Whoso for hours or lengthy days


      Shall catch her aspect’s changeful rays,


      Then turn away, can none recall


      Beyond a galaxy of all


      In hazy portraiture;


      Lit by the light of azure eyes


      Like summer days by summer skies:


      Her sweet transitions seem to be


      A pinkly pictured melody,


      And not a set contour.

    


    From ‘Desperate Remedies’


    ♣


    Epigraph to ‘The Woodlanders’


    
      ‘Not boskiest bow’r,


      When hearts are ill affin’d,


      Hath tree of pow’r


      To shelter from the wind!’

    


    ♣


    She Would Welcome Old Tribulations


    
      I see a fresh-cheeked figure,


      Rising but three feet high,


      Shrink on the stony track here


      From the sea-swell lifting nigh:


      The little one is I.


      Ah, could the time come back here,


      Shrinking and all, I cry!

    


    
      I see the bathing woman,


      Sturdy and stout and browned:


      She swings me by the shoulder,


      And flouts my gasps, half-drowned;


      O now for that swishing sound,


      The sea’s slap, cold and colder;


      Could it again come round!

    


    
      I pause beside these places,


      Under no eye, but free;


      I have no childish terror


      Of hands to capture me


      By discipline’s decree;


      I am not chid for error,


      Yet—could it once more be!

    


    About 1900


    ♣


    Looking Back


    
      When formerly we thought, Dear,


      Of how our souls were set


      On spousals doomed to nought, Dear,


      We sickened with regret.

    


    
      When now we think thereof, Dear,


      Although our eyes are wet,


      We know what quenches love, Dear,


      And we do not regret.

    


    ♣


    The Night of Trafalgár


    (Boatman’s Song)


    I


    
      In the wild October night-time, when the wind raved round the land,


      And the Back-sea met the Front-sea, and our doors were blocked with sand,


      And we heard the drub of Dead-man’s Bay, where bones of thousands are,


      We knew not what the day had done for us at Trafalgár.


      Had done,


      Had done,


      For us at Trafalgár!

    


    II


    
      ‘Pull hard, and make the Nothe, or down we go!’ one says, says he.


      We pulled; and bedtime brought the storm; but snug at home slept we.


      Yet all the while our gallants after fighting through the day,


      Were beating up and down the dark, sou’-west of Cadiz Bay.


      The dark,


      The dark,


      Sou’-west of Cadiz Bay!

    


    III


    
      The victors and the vanquished then the storm it tossed and tore,


      As hard they strove, those worn-out men, upon that surly shore;


      Dead Nelson and his half-dead crew, his foes from near and far,


      Were rolled together on the deep that night at Trafalgár!


      The deep,


      The deep,


      That night at Trafalgár!

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    Budmouth Dears


    (Hussar’s Song)


    I


    
      When we lay where Budmouth Beach is,


      O, the girls were fresh as peaches,


      With their tall and tossing figures and their eyes of blue and brown!


      And our hearts would ache with longing


      As we paced from our sing-songing,


      With a smart Clink! Clink! up the Esplanade and down.

    


    II


    
      They distracted and delayed us


      By the pleasant pranks they played us,


      And what marvel, then, if troopers, even of regiments of renown,


      On whom flashed those eyes divine, O,


      Should forget the countersign, O,


      As we tore Clink! Clink! back to camp above the town.

    


    III


    
      Do they miss us much, I wonder,


      Now that war has swept us sunder,


      And we roam from where the faces smile to where the faces frown?


      And no more behold the features


      Of the fair fantastic creatures,


      And no more Clink! Clink! past the parlours of the town?

    


    IV


    
      Shall we once again there meet them?


      Falter fond attempts to greet them?


      Will the gay sling-jacket glow again beside the muslin gown?—


      Will they archly quiz and con us


      With a sideway glance upon us,


      While our spurs Clink! Clink! up the Esplanade and down?

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    My Love’s Gone a-Fighting


    (Country-Girl’s Song)


    I


    
      My Love’s gone a-fighting


      Where war-trumpets call,


      The wrongs o’ men righting


      Wi’ carbine and ball,


      And sabre for smiting,


      And charger, and all!

    


    II


    
      Of whom does he think there


      Where war-trumpets call?


      To whom does he drink there,


      Wi’ carbine and ball


      On battle’s red brink there,


      And charger, and all?

    


    III


    
      Her, whose voice he hears humming


      Where war-trumpets call,


      ‘I wait, Love, thy coming


      Wi’ carbine and ball,


      And bandsmen a-drumming


      Thee, charger and all!’

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    The Eve of Waterloo


    (Chorus of Phantoms)


    
      The eyelids of eve fall together at last,


      And the forms so foreign to field and tree


      Lie down as though native, and slumber fast!

    


    
      Sore are the thrills of misgiving we see


      In the artless champaign at this harlequinade,


      Distracting a vigil where calm should be!

    


    
      The green seems opprest, and the Plain afraid


      Of a Something to come, whereof these are the proofs,—


      Neither earthquake, nor storm, nor eclipse’s shade!

    


    
      Yea, the coneys are scared by the thud of hoofs,


      And their white scuts flash at their vanishing heels,


      And swallows abandon the hamlet-roofs.

    


    
      The mole’s tunnelled chambers are crushed by wheels,


      The lark’s eggs scattered, their owners fled;


      And the hedgehog’s household the sapper unseals.

    


    
      The snail draws in at the terrible tread,


      But in vain; he is crushed by the felloe-rim;


      The worm asks what can be overhead,

    


    
      And wriggles deep from a scene so grim,


      And guesses him safe; for he does not know


      What a foul red flood will be soaking him!

    


    
      Beaten about by the heel and toe


      Are butterflies, sick of the day’s long rheum


      To die of a worse than the weather-foe.

    


    
      Trodden and bruised to a miry tomb


      Are ears that have greened but will never be gold,


      And flowers in the bud that will never bloom.

    


    
      So the season’s intent, ere its fruit unfold,


      Is frustrate, and mangled, and made succumb,


      Like a youth of promise struck stark and cold! …

    


    
      And what of these who to-night have come?


      The young sleep sound; but the weather awakes


      In the veterans, pains from the past that numb;

    


    
      Old stabs of Ind, old Peninsular aches,


      Old Friedland chills, haunt their moist mud bed,


      Cramps from Austerlitz; till their slumber breaks.

    


    
      And each soul shivers as sinks his head


      On the loam he’s to lease with the other dead


      From tomorrow’s mist-fall till Time be sped!

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    Chorus of the Pities


    (After the Battle)


    
      To Thee whose eye all Nature owns,


      Who hurlest Dynasts from their thrones,


      And liftest those of low estate


      We sing, with Her men consecrate!

    


    
      Yea, Great and Good, Thee, Thee we hail,


      Who shak’st the strong, Who shield’st the frail,


      Who hadst not shaped such souls as we


      If tendermercy lacked in Thee!

    


    
      Though times be when the mortal moan


      Seems unascending to Thy throne,


      Though seers do not as yet explain


      Why Suffering sobs to Thee in vain;

    


    
      We hold that Thy unscanted scope


      Affords a food for final Hope,


      That mild-eyed Prescience ponders nigh


      Life’s loom, to lull it by and by.

    


    
      Therefore we quire to highest height


      The Wellwiller, the kindly Might


      That balances the Vast for weal,


      That purges as by wounds to heal.

    


    
      The systemed suns the skies enscroll


      Obey Thee in their rhythmic roll,


      Ride radiantly at Thy command,


      Are darkened by Thy Masterhand!

    


    
      And these pale panting multitudes


      Seen surging here, their moils, their moods,


      All shall ‘fulfil their joy’ in Thee,


      In Thee abide eternally!

    


    
      Exultant adoration give


      The Alone, through Whom all living live,


      The Alone, in Whom all dying die,


      Whose means the End shall justify! Amen.

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    Last Chorus


    
      The Years


      Last as first the question rings


      Of the Will’s long travailings;


      Why the All-mover,


      Why the All-prover


      Ever urges on and measures out the chordless chime of Things.

    


    
      Heaving dumbly


      As we deem,


      Moulding numbly


      As in dream,


      Apprehending not how fare the sentient subjects of Its scheme.

    


    
      The Pities


      Nay;—shall not Its blindness break?


      Yea, must not Its heart awake,


      Promptly tending


      To Its mending


      In a genial germing purpose, and for loving-kindness’ sake?

    


    
      Should It never


      Curb or cure


      Aught whatever


      Those endure


      Whom It quickens, let them darkle to extinction swift and sure.

    


    
      Chorus


      But—a stirring thrills the air


      Like to sounds of joyance there


      That the rages


      Of the ages


      Shall be cancelled, and deliverance offered from the darts that were,


      Consciousness the Will informing, till It fashion all things fair!

    


    From ‘The Dynasts’


    ♣


    On the Doorstep


    
      She sits in her night-dress without the door,


      And her father comes up: ‘He at it again?’


      He mournfully cries. ‘Poor girlie!’ and then


      Comes her husband to fetch her in, shamed and sore.


      The elder strikes him. He falls head-bare


      On the edge of the step, and lies senseless there.

    


    
      She, seeing him stretched like a corpse at length,


      Cries out to her father, who stands aghast,


      ‘I hate you with all my soul and strength!


      You’ve killed him. And if this word’s my last


      I hate you…. O my husband dear—


      Live—do as you will! None shall interfere!’

    


    ♣


    The Calf


    
      You may have seen, in road or street


      At times, when passing by,


      A creature with bewildered bleat


      Behind a milcher’s tail, whose feet


      Went pit-pat. That was I.

    


    
      Whether we are of Devon kind,


      Shorthorns, or Herefords,


      We are in general of one mind


      That in the human race we find


      Our masters and our lords.

    


    
      When grown up (if they let me live)


      And in a dairy-home,


      I may less wonder and misgive


      Than now, and get contemplative,


      And never wish to roam.

    


    
      And in some fair stream, taking sips,


      May stand through summer noons,


      With water dribbling from my lips


      And rising halfway to my hips,


      And babbling pleasant tunes.

    


    ♣


    A. H., 1855–1912


    
      A laurelled soldier he; yet who could find


      In camp or court a less vainglorious mind?


      Sincere as bold, one read as in a book


      His modest spirit in his candid look.

    


    
      At duty’s beckoning alert as brave,


      We could have wished for him a later grave!


      A season ere the setting of his sun


      To rest upon the honours he had won …

    


    
      Yet let us not lament. We do not weep


      When our best comrade sinks in fitful sleep,


      And why indulge regrets if he should fall


      At once into the sweetest sleep of all?

    


    ♣


    The Yellow-Hammer


    
      When, towards the summer’s close,


      Lanes are dry,


      And unclipt the hedgethorn rows,


      There we fly!

    


    
      While the harvest waggons pass


      With their load,


      Shedding corn upon the grass


      By the road.

    


    
      In a flock we follow them,


      On and on,


      Seize a wheat-ear by the stem,


      And are gone….

    


    
      With our funny little song,


      Thus you may


      Often see us flit along,


      Day by day.

    


    ♣


    A Jingle on the Times


    1


    
      ‘I am a painter


      Of Earth’s pied hue;


      What can my pencil


      Do for you?’


      ‘—You can do nothing,


      Nothing, nothing,


      Nations want nothing


      That you can do.’

    


    2


    
      ‘I am a sculptor,


      A worker who


      Preserves dear features


      The tombs enmew.’—


      ‘—Sculpture, sculpture!


      More than sculpture


      For dear remembrance


      Have we to do.’

    


    3


    
      ‘I am a poet,


      And set in view


      Life and its secrets


      Old and new.’—


      ‘—Poets we read not,


      Heed not, feed not,


      Men now need not


      What they do.’

    


    4


    
      ‘I’m a musician,


      And balm I strew


      On the passions people


      Are prone unto.’—


      ‘—Music? Passions


      Calmed by music?


      Nothing but passions


      Today will do!’

    


    5


    
      ‘I am an actor;


      The world’s strange crew


      In long procession


      My masques review.’


      ‘—O it’s not acting,


      Acting, acting


      And glassing nature


      That’s now to do!’

    


    6


    
      ‘I am an architect;


      Once I drew


      Glorious buildings,


      And built them too.’—


      ‘—That was in peace-time,


      Peace-time, peace-time,


      Nought but demolishing


      Now will do.’

    


    7


    
      ‘I am a preacher:


      I would ensue


      Whatsoever things are


      Lovely, true.’—


      ‘—Preachers are wordy,


      Wordy, wordy;


      Prodding’s the preaching


      We’ve now to do.’

    


    8


    
      ‘How shall we ply, then,


      Our old mysteries?’—


      ‘—Silly ones! Must we


      Show to you


      What is the only


      Good, artistic,


      Cultured, Christian


      Thing to do?

    


    9


    
      ‘To manners, amenities,


      Bid we adieu,—


      To the old lumber


      Of Right and True!


      Fighting, smiting,


      Running through;


      That’s now the civilized


      Thing to do.’

    


    December 1914


    ♣


    Prologue


    
      In these stern times of ours, when crimson strife


      Throws shade on every thoroughfare of life,


      Disfigures comely countries with its gore,


      And sends back mangled heroes to our shore,


      The gift of gifts is sturdy hardihood,


      That holds it firm through each vicissitude,


      Not only hour by hour, but year by year,


      If need be, till life’s lurid skies are clear.

    


    
      Arrested by perceptions such as this,


      We gather that it may not be amiss,—


      During the few brief minutes you can spare


      From the innumerous claims that call your care,—


      To raise up visions of historic wars


      Which taxed the endurance of our ancestors;


      That such reminders of the feats they did


      May stouten hearts now strained by issues hid;

    


    
      Therefore have we essayed to represent,


      By our faint means, event upon event


      That Europe saw a hundred years ago……


      —What matters that Napoleon was our foe?


      Fair France herself had no ambitious ends;


      And we are happy in a change that tends


      To make of nearest neighbours closest friends.

    


    ♣


    Epilogue


    
      We have now set forth, in our imperfect way,


      Ten years of history as a three hours’ play,


      Leaving to your quick fancy all, or much,


      That made a stern reality of such!

    


    
      Yet how should art, even thus, call clearly back


      Court, camp, and council, battle and bivouac,


      The din and uproar of that crashing time


      By the mere conjurings of masque and rhyme,


      Were it not helped today in saddest wise


      By sudden sharp events beneath our eyes!


      Nation at war with nation, cruel wrong


      Inflicted on the weaker by the strong!

    


    
      May such reminders soon for ever pass,


      And war be but a shade on memory’s glass,


      May Might uphold the injured people’s cause,


      And Europe move again to genial laws;


      May soon succumb all influences malign,


      And still the Star of England proudly shine!

    


    Written for the production of` ‘The Dynasts’ at The Kingsway Theatre.


    ♣


    A Hundred Years Since


    
      When first you fluttered on this scene


      In a May month just growing green,


      And a young century turned fifteen,

    


    
      What did the people say of you


      As dubiously they glanced you through,


      O North American Review?

    


    
      You had come to go? You had come to stay?


      Or neither? Be that as it may


      We know some things they did not say:

    


    
      They did not say that you would see


      The surging nations bond and free


      Shape in this wise their history.

    


    
      They did not say that in your run


      Some deeds for freedom would be done


      To pale the glory arms had won.

    


    
      Nor did they, on the other hand,


      Deem that some brass gods still would stand


      When a whole century had been spanned.

    


    
      Even you, a young philosopher,


      Did not, perhaps, at all infer


      That scientific massacre

    


    
      For empire, step by step would climb


      To horrors at this latter time


      Undreamt of in your early prime.

    


    
      What sane mind could suppose, indeed,


      Blunt force again would supersede


      The sway of grace, art, cult, and creed.

    


    
      —Yet some may here and there be fraught


      With things humane you long have taught


      Unwitting if they effected aught.

    


    
      For when we take good seed to throw


      Broadcast afar, how much may grow,


      How much may fail, we do not know;

    


    
      And of your influence, what may dwell,


      What die and work no kindly spell


      In minds around, tongues fail to tell.

    


    
      But may it still expand and last,


      And make for binding Satan fast


      Ere one more hundred years be passed!

    


    ♣


    The Lizard


    
      If on any warm day when you ramble around


      Among moss and dead leaves, you should happen to see


      A quick trembling thing dart and hide on the ground,


      And you search in the leaves, you would uncover me.

    


    ♣


    They Are Great Trees


    
      They are great trees, no doubt, by now,


      That were so thin in bough—


      That row of limes—


      When we housed there; I’m loth to reckon when;


      The world has turned so many times,


      So many, since then!

    


    From ‘The Life of Thomas Hardy’


    ♣


    At a Rehearsal of One of J.M.B.’s Plays


    
      If any day a promised play


      Should be in preparation


      You never see friend J.M.B.


      Depressed, or in elation.

    


    
      But with a stick rough, crook’d, and thick,


      You may sometimes discern him


      Standing as though a mumming show


      Did not at all concern him.

    


    At a rehearsal of ‘Mary Rose’


    ♣


    The Hatband


    
      She held it out. ‘But you can’t both have it,’ she said;


      And hesitating they stood. The boom of the bell


      For the maiden came across as her fond farewell:—


      That one was the friend of the dead,


      The second her lover, there needed no words to tell.

    


    
      They looked at the object—a hatband the parish folk


      Would borrow at times of the well-to-do woman who spoke:


      Its trailing two-yards’ length had grown rusty and bare


      From much promiscuous wear.

    


    
      ‘Decide between you,’ she added, and handed it over,


      Whereon their faces appeared as much stressed at the choice


      As the one at the loss of his friend, of his sweetheart the lover:


      And still did the bell throb forth, as with querying voice,


      Which head the crape symbol should cover?

    


    
      ‘You take it,’ at last said the friend, standing back with a sigh:


      ‘You were dearer to her than was I.’


      The streamer was tied on the hat with a love-knot of white,


      And they hurried away, and shared in the last sad rite.

    


    
      Next Sunday came; and pending the due church-hour


      There stood, hot, playing at fives, by the western tower,


      The ruddy young lover, as often aforetime there:


      And the long black love-knotted hatband blew wild in the air


      With his rushings everywhere.

    


    
      Then murmured her friend, as he slowly drew near that day,


      ‘I might just as well, truly, have had it! Alas, could not he


      Refrain him for one little week, out of bare loyalty?


      But young love is brief; let him play:


      Yet never this sight, had the sad sign been worn here by me!’

    


    Note.—It should be remembered that hatbands were formerly worn hanging down behind to the waist, and tied with a bow of white ribbon when the deceased was a young unmarried woman. It was retained for the service on the Sunday following the funeral.


    ♣


    Epitaph for G. K. Chesterton


    
      Here lies nipped in this narrow cyst


      The literary contortionist


      Who prove and never turn a hair


      That Darwin’s theories were a snare


      He’d hold as true with tongue in jowl,


      That Nature’s geocentric rule


      … true and right


      And if one with him could not see


      He’d shout his choice word ‘Blasphemy’.

    


    ♣


    Epitaph for George Moore


    On one who thought no other could write such English as himself


    
      ‘No mortal man beneath the sky


      Can write such English as can I


      They say it holds no thought my own


      What then, such beauty (perfection) is not known.’

    


    
      Heap dustbins on him:


      They’ll not meet


      The apex of his self conceit.

    


    ♣


    The Sound of Her


    
      I entered her room in the tenderest mood


      Of keen anticipatings;


      I stood in the room where I often had stood


      Amid the old household things.

    


    
      ‘I’ve come with doubly quickened love


      To forgive her, and let jars end!


      I hear her in her room above.’


      ‘—O I think you don’t, my friend.’

    


    
      ‘—But sureley I hear her there? Yes—hark,


      It’s the noise of the little machine


      She uses for her embroidery work—


      That gentle creak, I mean.’

    


    
      ‘—Ah, no. ’Twould be strange indeed if you did


      Her her movements, or aught akin.


      That creak is the screw of a certain lid


      That this minute they’re driving in.

    


    
      ‘There again,—creak, creak; that’s the third;


      Creak; that’s the fourth they drive;


      You may go, my friend, after what you’ve heard;


      The hearse will soon arrive.’

    

  


  ♣


  
    (1) This, a local expression, must be a corruption of something less questionable.


    (1) See Preface


    (1) This is no longer the case (1912).


    (2) This phrase is a conjectural emendation of the unintelligible expression, “as the Devil said to the Owl,” used by the natives.


    (3) The local tower and churchyard do not answer precisely to the foregoing description.


    (4) W. Barnes.


    (1) Written in 1875.


    (2) There have been changes since this was written.


    (1) The inn which really bore this sign and legend stood some miles to the north-west of the present scene, wherein the house more immediately referred to is now no longer an inn; and the surroundings are much changed. But another inn, some of whose features are also embodied in this description, the Red Lion at Winfrith, still remains as a haven for the wayfarer (1912).


    (2) Written in 1877.


    (3) The writer may state here that the original conception of the story did not design a marriage between Thomasin and Venn. He was to have retained his isolated and weird character to the last, and to have disappeared mysteriously from the heath, nobody knowing whither—Thomasin remaining a widow. But certain circumstances of serial publication led to a change of intent.


    Readers can therefore choose between the endings, and those with an austere artistic code can assume the more consistent conclusion to be the true one.


    (1) Vide Preface.


    (2) Vide Preface.


    (3) Vide Preface.


    (4) Vide Preface.


    (5) Vide Preface.


    (1) These lines occur in what is said to be the appeal of Sir George Rodney to the Countess of Hertford, circa 1600. A transcript of the verses, according to Lodge, is in the British Museum.


    (1) Most of these old houses have now been pulled down (1912).


    (2) These chimes, like those of other country churches, have been silenced for many years.


    (3) The reader will scarcely need to be reminded that time and progress have obliterated from the town that suggested these descriptions many or most of the old-fashioned features here enumerated.


    (1) ‘Called home’—local phrase for publication of banns.


    (1) William Barnes.


    (2) Drayton.


    (1) It is now pulled down, and its site occupied by a modern one in red brick (1912).


    (2) See the Preface to this Volume.


    (1) The early editions were illustrated by the writer.


    (2) Thirtover, cross.


    (3) Tranted, traded as carrier.


    (4) Horned, sang loudly.


    (5) Lear, empty stomached.


    (6) Tide-times, holidays.


    (7) Linhay, lean-to building.


    (8) Vlankers, sparks.


    (9) Chimley-tun, chimney-stack.


    (10) Crooping, squatting down.


    (11) Lewth, shelter.


    (12) Bivering, with chattering teeth.


    (13) Tooes, toes.


    (14) Gallied, frightened.


    (15) Tardle, entanglement.


    (16) ‘Heft, weight.


    (17) Mid, might.


    (18) Thik husbird, that rascal.


    (19) Mixens, manure heaps.


    (20) Lumpered, stumbled.


    (21) Shrammed, numbed.


    (22) Caddle, quandary.


    (23) Tallet, loft.


    (24) Huddied, hidden.


    (25) Skimmity-ride, satirical procession with effigies.


    (1) The “Race” is the turbulent sea-area off the Bill of Portland, where contrary tides meet.


    (2) Pronounce “Loddy.”


    (3) On a lonely table-land above the Vale of Blackmore, between High-Stoy and Bubb-Down hills, and commanding in clear weather views that extend from the English to the Bristol Channel, stands a pillar, apparently mediæval, called Cross-and-Hand or Christ-in-Hand. One tradition of its origin is mentioned in Tess of the d’Urbervilles; another, more detailed, preserves the story here given.


    (1) Jer. li. 20.


    (1) Quadrilles danced early in the nineteenth century.


    (2) It was said her real name was Eve Trevillian or Trevelyan; and that she was the handsome mother of two or three illegitimate children, circa 1784-95.
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